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The bright early summer sunlight of May filtered through the window glass, illuminating the floor of the auditorium at the Imperial Japanese Army War College. The military band began to play the slow, solemn strains of "Kimigayo." With a command of "Step forward!", He Rui, a graduate of the college, stepped forward. Together with five other top graduates of the 27th Class of 1915, he took a step forward and stood at attention.

Principal Major General Kawai Misao walked forward and pinned the Army War College Outstanding Cadet Medal on the chests of the six men, one by one.

When the medal presentation concluded, the music stopped. Ishiwara Kanji, leader of the junior honor guard, barked, "Seniors, please follow me!" He then stood at attention, turned, and led the group to the rostrum.

These six were the top graduates of the 27th Class of the Army War College in 1915. Their ranking had been determined based on their grades in various subjects and the collective deliberation of the instructor evaluation board.

According to the established order, the six were: first place He Rui, second place Homma Masaharu, third place Imamura Hitoshi, fourth place Yamashita Tomoyuki, fifth place Kawabe Masakazu, and sixth place Tōjō Hideki.

In addition to receiving the Outstanding Cadet Medal personally awarded by the Principal, these six would receive the supreme honor of a military sword bestowed by the Emperor of Japan.

An old man wearing a general's uniform and the rank insignia of a full general walked onto the stage. He was short of stature but radiated a hale and hearty energy. This was Prince Fushimi Sadanaru, the current Minister of the Imperial Household, commissioned by the Emperor to confer this special honor.

The graduates of the 27th Class all stared at the backs of the six men. While there was envy, there was little resentment. The six men standing before Prince Fushimi had not only achieved exceptionally high marks but each possessed qualities that others could not hope to rival.

An adjutant beside the Prince presented a military sword with gold-inlaid edges with both hands, but the diminutive Prince did not pick it up. He looked up at He Rui. "He-kun, even in the palace, I have heard of your great name! It is rare to see such an outstanding young man. Even for a Chinese, you show great promise."

"Just a meager reputation; I did not expect it to reach Your Highness. I am truly humbled," He Rui replied with a Japanese cadence. Even after five years of his soul inhabiting this era, He Rui still could not completely accustom himself to the Japanese patterns of speech.

The five outstanding graduates beside him maintained a standard military posture, though most stole glances at this unusual exchange.

"That is no mere reputation. Many of the Excellencies in the Cabinet frequently adopt your views. Even His Majesty has specifically mentioned your books during several inquiries with his ministers."

"Is it *The Fate of Japan*?"

"*Introduction to Geopolitics*, *The Future of the Yellow Race*, and *East Asian Confucian Civilization and the Future of the World* were all mentioned," Prince Fushimi sighed. "Many of the Genrō were amazed. He-kun, you must know that the Emperor's bestowed sword can normally only be awarded to Japanese soldiers. However, many believe that given your friendly attitude towards Japan and your many beneficial suggestions, you should be the exception!"

Hearing this, Tōjō Hideki, who had kept his eyes fixed forward, could not help but turn his head to witness the scene.

He Rui's chiseled face remained calm. "Your Highness's words make this subordinate feel deeply honored. In these times, with Europe in the throes of war, I also hope to contribute to the people of China, Japan, and indeed, all of East Asia. It is merely my humble view, offered for your consideration."

Prince Fushimi stared at He Rui and said slowly, "Major General Kawai Misao should have spoken with you many times already, yes? He-kun, with your talent, coupled with the national power of the Great Japanese Empire, the cause of revitalizing East Asia is well within reach. If you return to China, given the current situation on the continent, a genius may find no place to display his abilities!"

For a moment, everyone who heard this held their breath, waiting for He Rui's response.

He Rui met Prince Fushimi's expectant gaze. "Your Highness, Japan will always be this subordinate's second home."

Prince Fushimi looked slightly regretful. He picked up the military sword presented by the attendant and held it horizontally in his hands. He Rui bowed, took the sword with both hands, and then retreated.

With an inaudible sigh, Prince Fushimi turned and picked up the sword for the second-place graduate, Homma Masaharu.

Half an hour later, the graduation ceremony finally concluded.

At the entrance of the auditorium, the leader of the junior honor guard, Ishiwara Kanji, had finished his duty and was waiting. Seeing He Rui emerge, he stepped forward to take He Rui's bag, and the two walked side by side to a corner of the campus where they frequently gathered.

The bright sunshine of mid-May 1915 spilled over the campus of the Army War College. Located in Minato Ward, Tokyo, adjacent to Tokyo Bay, the climate was warm and humid. Because it was a senior military academy, academic subjects were emphasized over field training, and the grounds featured few large parade squares. Instead, the campus was full of shade, with Japanese traditional wooden or stone tables and chairs scattered under the trees. It was afternoon, and the campus was very quiet.

Under the shade of the trees in the corner of the campus, a dense crowd had gathered. There were students currently at the Army War College, alongside others from the Imperial Japanese Army Academy and the Etajima Naval Academy. Seated in the middle were Okamura Yasuji, Obata Toshishirō, and other instructors and young staff officers from the General Staff Headquarters.

Arriving before the waiting group, He Rui offered his greetings. Okamura Yasuji, an instructor who was already seated, pointed to the empty seat opposite him. "He-kun, please sit."

The soldiers without seats crowded around the others. After He Rui sat down, all the seats were filled, and the standing soldiers inadvertently formed a circle.

Removing his military cap, He Rui's bright gaze swept over the young officers. The oldest among them was Okamura Yasuji, 31 years old. Obata Toshishirō, a staff officer at the General Staff Headquarters, was 30. The young soldiers standing behind them mostly came from Japan's propertied or noble classes. The people standing behind He Rui, however, mostly had backgrounds unrelated to wealth or rank.

Turning his head, He Rui ordered Ishiwara Kanji, "Ishiwara, distribute the latest issue of *Military Soul* to everyone."

Ishiwara Kanji took a stack of tabloids from his bag. The men passed them around, and soon everyone held a copy.

The backgrounds of the people gathered here were vastly different, but they were all bound by this salon tabloid, *Military Soul*. More than a year ago, He Rui and a few like-minded officers had decided to found it during a night of drinking. Originally distributed only within the college, it had gradually spread to the various service academies. Recently, copies had begun appearing in the General Staff Headquarters and the Ministry of Finance within a day or two of publication.

As the influence of *Military Soul* grew, so did the number of soldiers submitting letters, writing articles, and engaging in debate within its pages. In the last seven or eight months, senior instructors like Okamura Yasuji and staff officers like Obata Toshishirō had also become involved.

After receiving the new issue, the men did not rush to read it as they usually did. He Rui was about to return home, and everyone wanted to hear what he had to say.

The first to speak was the instructor, Okamura Yasuji. "He-kun's choice to return home is truly a pity. I do not know when we will meet again after this parting."

He Rui met frequently with Okamura, but they were not close friends. He replied frankly, "There is an article by Senior Okamura in this issue. If the future situation develops according to your view, Senior, then in as little as five or six years, or at most ten-odd, you, I, and all our fellow students here will naturally meet in arms on the battlefield."



★
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Hearing He Rui's prophecy that "we will meet in arms on the battlefield in the future," Okamura Yasuji nodded slightly. "This is exactly what makes He-kun such a pity. Given where Japan and China now stand, a collision is inevitable; it is not something you or I can control. Observing the current situation on the continent, it can be said to be going downhill day by day. He-kun is a rare wise man in this world. For the sake of the people of both countries and for the sake of East Asian civilization, full cooperation and mutual support between the two countries is the best policy. I wonder why He-kun is so stubborn?"

"Senior Okamura, what do you mean by stubborn?"

Okamura Yasuji said, "After reading He-kun's great works, I felt enlightened and benefited a lot. I fully agree with He-kun's view that the current problem in East Asia is essentially a conflict between Eastern civilization and Western civilization. It is an all-around contradiction involving economy, thought, culture, and even military affairs. At this time, the enemy is strong and we are weak. Why not use Japan as the core at present to integrate the power of East Asian civilization? Retreating, we can protect the roots of our civilization; advancing, we can contend with the Great Powers in the world."

The young officers behind Okamura Yasuji nodded frequently. Obata Toshishirō took over the conversation, "He-kun, when China and Japan integrate their forces, there will inevitably be contention. People with lofty ideals in both countries should cooperate fully. The smaller the conflict, the better; the faster the war, the better; the earlier the peace, the better. Preserving our vitality is the best policy!"

He Rui shook his head. "Since my arrival in Japan, I have heard the same view repeated by Okamura-kun and his peers: use Korea as a base, encroach upon Manchuria and Mongolia to seize land and resources, and only then seek harmony with China. From a purely military standpoint, this strategy is defensible. But from a political and economic perspective, it is a dead end."

This was not their first debate. Okamura Yasuji merely smiled and asked, "Then tell me, He-kun, where does the fallacy lie?"

"I have been tracking Japan's economic data." As he spoke, He Rui instinctively reached for his bag, only to find it already in Ishiwara Kanji's hands. It was filled with copies of *Military Soul* rather than his usual notebooks. He settled for taking out a cigarette and lighting it. "Japan has 370,000 square kilometers of territory—it is no minor state like the Netherlands or Belgium. Okamura-kun, what do you believe is the most critical issue facing Japan today?"

Before Okamura Yasuji could answer, a cadet nearby stood up and answered, "First and foremost should be the scarcity of land and resources. Then, the zaibatsu and politicians ignore the interests of the nationals, deceive the Emperor, exploit the people, and are extravagant and wasteful! This is the most urgent matter for Japan at present!"

This person was Aizawa Saburō, a prominent figure in the Military Academy. Born into a poor lower-ranking samurai family, Aizawa Saburō was famous in the school for daring to speak out and was the core of a group of cadets in their early twenties.

Since someone had answered, He Rui continued, "I mentioned a question in my humble work: what is civilization? Unlike you gentlemen, the civilization I believe in is neither kimono nor long gown and mandarin jacket; neither ukiyo-e nor ink wash landscape painting. The core composition of civilization, I believe, should be survival and development. The realization of survival and development is manifested as production and distribution. In practical application, production and distribution manifest as the insoluble knot of efficiency and fairness. And the questions from Okamura-kun and Aizawa-kun just now hit precisely on these two points."

Hearing these words, except for Ishiwara Kanji who nodded slightly, most of the other young Japanese soldiers looked blank.

He Rui explained further, "According to data from the Ministry of Finance, Japan's current population is about 55 million, with over 85% concentrated in rural areas. Japan's current main contradiction lies in the contradiction between the demand brought by rapid population growth and the industrial capacity insufficient to meet that demand. Is Okamura-kun's strategy hoping that by expanding into Manchuria and Mongolia, firstly, it will dilute the surplus domestic agricultural population and relieve domestic pressure; and secondly, use force to seize cheap coal, iron, and non-ferrous metal raw materials to rapidly expand Japan's industrial scale?"

Okamura Yasuji and Obata Toshishirō looked at each other. In fact, their military strategy generally aimed at a vague "sphere of influence," with the main purpose being slogans like "serving the Emperor" and "glorifying the Japanese Yamato race," which were vague and grand narratives. Regarding raw materials and land, they were indeed slightly involved, but they considered this more the business of Ministry of Finance bureaucrats or zaibatsu. From their perspective, as long as they controlled more land and more resources, how could the Great Japanese Empire worry about not being strong?

"I recommended last year that Okamura-kun carefully ponder *On War*, hoping that Okamura-kun could comprehend this problem on his own." He Rui took another drag on his cigarette after finishing. "Japan fought the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War one after another. What it truly gained, in reality, was the opportunity to complete Japan's industrialization. From Meiji to Taishō, the flourishing of national affairs stems from this. Whether it be other so-called territories or indemnities, they all served to shorten the time for Japan to transform from an agricultural country into an industrial country; everything else is trivial."

Just then, the crowd gathered together turned their heads. They saw Tōjō Hideki and Yamashita Tomoyuki approaching the crowd wearing the Emperor's military swords they had just received. The Japanese soldiers behind Okamura Yasuji saluted one after another. While nodding slightly in return, Tōjō Hideki walked into the crowd and stood behind Okamura Yasuji. Yamashita Tomoyuki raised his hand to return the salute to his classmates and stood among the crowd.

When everyone's gaze returned to the circle, He Rui continued his speech. "Okamura-kun, with your strategy, even if you conquer Manchuria and Mongolia, the benefits Japan gains will actually not be as great as you think. Let me ask you, at that time, when you pioneer Manchuria and Mongolia, what can Japan gain?"

Tōjō Hideki, who had just stood still, immediately answered, "Naturally, the whole country will benefit!"

"Then what have the nationals benefited? When Japanese farmers go to the Northeast to farm and reclaim land, what will be the ratio of public to private share? What about the tax rate? Can Japanese farmers really realize the dream of white rice at every meal?" He Rui pressed.

Many of the young Japanese officers changed their expressions, and Tōjō Hideki looked even more unhappy. He just held back and didn't flare up.

He Rui was a little surprised that Tōjō Hideki had actually learned patience. This guy had previously joined the *Military Soul* tabloid group, but because he was too arrogant, he looked down on classmates who were not of high birth. He had also flown into a rage during several sharp debates regarding domestic class issues in Japan.

Since no one interrupted, He Rui continued to speak to Okamura Yasuji. "Japan's circumstances dictate an export-oriented economic model. Japanese manufactured goods aren't competitive enough — apart from raw silk exports to Europe and America, Japan depends on the Chinese mainland as its primary market. If war breaks out and China loses significant territory, public outrage will be inevitable. China will close its markets to Japan. Even if Japan uses Manchuria and Mongolia to expand its industrial base, who exactly will buy all those manufactured goods?"
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Seeing He Rui using economics in the debate again, Okamura Yasuji was obviously disgruntled but didn't know how to argue. Obata Toshishirō, who hadn't participated in the discussion until now, took over the debate and asked rhetorically, "He-kun describes international politics in his book, pointing out that the international arena is a state of jungle anarchy. Listening to what you just said, do you intend to use benevolence and righteousness to solve matters between nations? If Japan occupying Manchuria and Mongolia is not enough, and Japan occupies the whole of China, can the Chinese people refuse to buy Japanese goods?"

These words were quite unfriendly, but He Rui was amused. Obata Toshishirō was not the first person to say these words to He Rui's face.

Seeing He Rui laugh, Tōjō Hideki asked in a severe tone, "Why is He-kun laughing?"

"When the Great Way is abandoned, there are benevolence and righteousness. More than 2,500 years ago, Laozi said this in the *Tao Te Ching*. Japan is deeply influenced by Chinese culture; how come more than 2,500 years later, you still say such things?"

Looking at the Japanese young officers with various expressions, He Rui said solemnly, "More than 2,500 years ago, Laozi understood that the Way of Heaven is to take from what has in excess in order to make up for what is deficient. The Way of Man is to take from what is deficient in order to offer to what has in excess. Human civilization, whether in Western Europe or East Asia, must follow the laws of civilizational development. Currently, all countries consistently pursue the efficiency of industrial development while ignoring the rules of social feedback and distribution. Therefore, every twenty or thirty years, there must be a great war or an economic crisis; this matter is ultimately insoluble. The Great Powers frantically expand their colonies, expand the sources of raw materials and controllable sales markets. They look arrogant, but in reality, like a person drinking water, they know whether it is cold or warm. However, they have to go through the cycle of order and chaos again and again. This is fundamentally not a war problem, but a fundamental problem of production and distribution. If the problem of production and distribution is not solved, a great war will inevitably rise again every thirty or fifty years. As long as we do not step out of this vicious circle, neither Japan nor China can talk about any possibility of a wealthy country and strong people."

Tōjō Hideki sneered, "Then in He-kun's opinion, what should my Great Japanese Empire do?"

"Truly assist China in liberating and developing productive forces, export industrial and agricultural production technologies, help China develop education, increase the income levels of the people of both China and Japan, and realize true demand expansion. Furthermore, attempt to establish a preliminary trade cycle between China and Japan, backed by the industrial and agricultural productivity of both countries, to resist the price scissors of industrial products from the European and American powers, and achieve a virtuous cycle of production and distribution domestically. If this is done, in just twenty or thirty years, both China and Japan will inevitably have advanced technology, strong military power, and wealthy nationals, leaving the European powers to sigh at the ocean!"

Hearing this, many young Japanese soldiers had already frowned. Tōjō Hideki mocked, "China now has concessions everywhere, the people are numb and insensitive, and there isn't even a tariff. How can you teach my Great Japanese Empire to assist? Could it be that the wealth painstakingly accumulated by the Empire should be thrown into the flowing water for nothing?"

"I fully understand what Tōjō-kun means. It is nothing more than imitating the old wisdom of Britain, taking Japan as England, Indianizing the Chinese continent, dividing and ruling it, weakening and occupying it." He Rui had to lower the tone of the debate and use cases that Tōjō Hideki could understand to admonish him. "Student Tōjō, please ponder the East India Company yearbook and British history more in your spare time. China and India are different. India is not a complete civilization, nor can it even be counted as a country. The so-called India is just a continental geographical term."

After speaking to Tōjō Hideki, He Rui looked at Okamura Yasuji again. "What Senior Okamura plans looks magnificent and very bold, but in reality, it is just parroting worn-out clichés and mindless adherence to outdated methods."

Okamura Yasuji's face tightened, but he remained calm. Tōjō Hideki, however, said with some embarrassment and anger, "The Empire's strategy is the most practical. It relies on the unity and hard service of tens of millions of nationals. Japan's path was forged step by step under the call of His Majesty the Emperor; it cannot be slandered by He-kun's few words of inflammatory rhetoric. Right now, China is torn apart and its national power is declining. We cannot just leave the broad road in front of us and go to mix with your China to drag down our national strength, can we?"

He Rui nodded and stood up quietly. As a big man from Shandong, He Rui was more than half a head taller than most young Japanese soldiers. Amidst the upward gazes of the group of young Japanese soldiers, He Rui said loudly, "There is indeed this risk, so I shall attempt to find a way out for my China, just like the Genrō of the Meiji era in Japan, allowing the numb Japan to move towards the new Japan of Meiji. I will practice this path; you gentlemen can just watch."

After speaking, He Rui bowed slightly. "Gentlemen, I bid you farewell here. We will meet again in the future."

The young officers returned the salute in unison. "We wish He-kun a smooth journey."

After saying goodbye, He Rui took his schoolbag and walked towards the outside of the school. Ishiwara Kanji followed behind to see him off. After walking for a while, Ishiwara Kanji whispered, "Sensei, those idiots are full of Oda, Mōri, and the like. They look at the world situation as if it were still four hundred years ago. There is indeed nothing to talk about with them."

He Rui shook his head. "Not necessarily. The youth of Japan are very precious. They are the essence cultivated by the Meiji Restoration education system and the most precious property of East Asian civilization at present. These youths are like military swords. If used in the right place, they will naturally be invincible. If they submit to wrong ideas, they will only harm others and themselves. Some people are indeed incurable, but more people should still be tried to be pulled back."

"Yes," Ishiwara Kanji responded.

He Rui knew that Ishiwara Kanji was a scholar-type figure. In the disciplined military academy, students buried their heads in hard study, but Ishiwara Kanji spent basically all his spare time on "idle books" unrelated to exams. He often had whimsical ideas on weekdays and seemed a bit different among the fanatical army officers. He was a famous eccentric in the army.

Walking to the school gate, He Rui stopped. "I am returning to my country this time. The education of Japan's youth is left to you, Ishiwara-kun. Please place importance on the great plan of the survival of East Asian civilization, establish organizations, and educate the youth. In this extraordinary time, if the youth do not awaken, within twenty years, China and Japan will inevitably become a sea of blood, and the opportunity to glorify East Asian civilization will have to wait at least a hundred years!"

Ishiwara Kanji's face was solemn, and he bowed deeply. "I am unruly and have rarely submitted to anyone, but Sensei's teachings are engraved in my heart. Although the current Japan is growing in national power, there are many running dogs of the clans and zaibatsu who bewitch the minds of the nationals. Many young officers in the Army and Navy who come from the middle and lower classes are originally depressed. Teacher's thoughts are like dispelling the clouds to see the sun. In the past two years, many like-minded people have gradually opened their hearts. Please rest assured, Teacher, how can the glorious road of East Asian civilization be stopped by those idiots?"

Ishiwara was a new student at the Army War College and could not leave the school. He Rui shook hands with him at the school gate to part ways.

The streets of Tokyo were much livelier than last year. There were people wearing traditional Japanese kimonos everywhere, and the sound of wooden clogs hitting the ground converged into a sound that could only be heard in Japan.

British Victorian-style gas lamps had been erected on the street at the entrance of the Army War College. Continuing forward, a more Japanese-style market atmosphere unfolded before He Rui.
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Carrying his military sword, He Rui walked along both sides of the street just like ordinary pedestrians. Compared with last year, the streets of Tokyo were much livelier. Most people wore kimonos; although western suits were not many, they were no longer rare clothes that could only be seen occasionally. Student uniforms, which were between kimonos and western suits, could be seen everywhere. Those young boys and youths wearing student uniforms were full of vitality, carrying schoolbags and passing by He Rui hurriedly.

Looking out over the tops of the wooden houses on the roadside, the huge brick chimneys in the distance were constantly spewing smoke of various colors. The coal dust on the street had long been crushed into the ground by countless passing shoes and wheels, appearing somewhat dirty.

The vehicles constantly coming and going on the road were piled with large and small bags, all raw materials being transported into factories or goods being transported out of factories.

He Rui went straight to the department store, stepping over the neat and hard concrete steps. As soon as he entered the door, he asked, "Is there any candy left?"

The clerk bowed. "Hello, customer. It's out of stock."

He Rui looked at the empty glass jars for candy on the shelf, but he didn't want to give up and asked, "Is there none at all?" The clerk explained a few more sentences, found that he couldn't explain clearly, and simply asked the shopkeeper to come out.

The shopkeeper had seen a lot of the world. After listening to He Rui's request, he asked, "If the shape is not good, can the customer accept it?"

"...As long as there is some," He Rui replied.

Shortly after returning to the back, the shopkeeper took out a few pieces of candy that had shattered out of shape. "Sorry, customer, only this bit is left. There is absolutely nothing else."

After speaking, he explained that there was a shortage of sugar shipped from overseas, and factories could not produce candy. Factories in the city had hired a large number of workers, so there were many more people buying candy. Now the store was completely out of stock. The storekeeper was also trying desperately to purchase stock but still couldn't find a source.

"Production and sales are really booming," He Rui sighed, having to buy these broken pieces. Even so, He Rui didn't give up and went to two other stores. Sure enough, as the shopkeeper said, candy was completely out of stock.

Helpless, He Rui returned to the rented house in Chiyoda. Pushing open the door, He Rui shouted, "I'm back."

"Is that Big Brother back?" With the response, a round-faced girl wearing a girls' high school uniform walked quickly to the porch. It was Morita Mitsuko, the daughter of the landlady Morita Sachiko.

At this time, Japanese high schools were already on break, but the little girl was actually wearing a school uniform. He Rui handed the small paper bag containing the broken candy pieces to Mitsuko and asked apologetically, "A little candy, and it's all broken."

Mitsuko showed a sweet smile. "Thank you, Big Brother."

Seeing that Mitsuko didn't mind, He Rui asked casually, "Mitsuko, are you going out?"

"Big Brother, I'm not going out. It is Nagumo-kun and Yamaguchi-kun who have come to visit. I am entertaining them."

As soon as the voice fell, Navy Lieutenant Nagumo Chūichi and Navy Lieutenant Junior Grade Yamaguchi Tamon had already walked out. Yamaguchi Tamon shouted, "He-kun, we were worried that you were anxious to return to your country and had already left. So we took the liberty to come and wait for you here."

He Rui sat under the porch taking off his shoes and teased, "Thank you both for your trouble. It seems that this tactic of waiting for a rabbit by a tree is very effective."

"Hehe, ambushing a returning fleet outside the port is a common naval tactic. How can it be called waiting for a rabbit by a tree?" Yamaguchi Tamon laughed.

He Rui didn't take up the conversation and greeted Lieutenant Nagumo Chūichi. Nagumo Chūichi was short and usually reticent; he just bowed in return and didn't say anything.

The three entered He Rui's room. The landlady, Morita Sachiko, followed to the door, bowed to the two naval officers first, and then asked He Rui, "He-kun, the meal is ready. Shall I bring it up now?"

He Rui nodded. "Thank you. Please bring it up."

Yamaguchi Tamon had been to He Rui's place many times and sat down unceremoniously. Hearing that the meal was about to be served, Yamaguchi picked up two bottles of sake beside him. "The sake is already here."

Soon, a table of carefully prepared food was brought up. White rice, shrimp tempura, a pan-fried sea fish, four pieces of seaweed sushi, various pickles, and miso soup filled the small table.

He Rui knew that the landlady, Aunt Morita, was frugal. No matter what kind of food she made for He Rui, she and Mitsuko ate brown rice and pickled radishes. This rather sumptuous meal was originally intended to invite the two of them to eat together to thank them for their care during this period.

Now that Nagumo and Yamaguchi Tamon had run over, Aunt Morita naturally thought this was prepared for the guests. This matter couldn't be explained either, so He Rui shouted, "Mitsuko, bring an empty plate over."

Footsteps sounded, and Morita Mitsuko arrived in the room. The little girl was usually very relaxed when facing He Rui, but now she strictly observed etiquette. In Japan, men were superior to women, and the visitors were naval officers, whose social status was far higher than that of ordinary commoners.

Taking the empty plate brought by Mitsuko, He Rui put half of the deep-sea fish and tempura into the empty plate. "We can't eat that much. This is for Aunt Morita and you."

Mitsuko was about to decline. He Rui ordered, "We still have things to discuss."

Seeing the two high-status naval officers staring at her, Mitsuko took the plate, backed out of the door, and closed the door behind her.

"He-kun is really kind," Yamaguchi Tamon said, having already uncorked the bottle. "This sake was sent by Yamamoto, saying it is a farewell gift for He-kun. But he himself simply wouldn't come."

He Rui didn't think there was anything wrong. He had only met Yamamoto Isoroku twice in an izakaya. The two sides corresponded frequently afterward and agreed with some of each other's views. But they just never thought of meeting again.

"He-kun is about to return to his country. It will not be easy to talk freely about major events in the future. We must drink a few more cups today," Yamaguchi Tamon said. His character was both cheerful and rough, and he often spoke without restraint. "After the Siemens Incident last year caused Admiral Yamamoto Gonnohyōe to resign, our relationship with the Army became very bad, so we didn't go to the Army War College to attend your medal ceremony. Please forgive us, He-kun."

The struggle between the Japanese Army and Navy had lasted for a long time, so He Rui didn't mind. "No harm. The Navy and Army are always like this, which is ultimately detrimental to Japan. Both of you are men of ideals; you should try to resolve this."

Yamaguchi Tamon shook his head. "The struggle between the Army and Navy originated from the Chōshū Domain and the Satsuma Domain. It has been entangled from the overthrow of the Shogunate until now, and has become a chronic illness of the Empire. The Emperor and the Genrō have tried several times but failed to resolve it. What can we do?"

At this time, the wine had been poured. Yamaguchi Tamon raised his glass. "I wish He-kun a smooth journey back to your country."

"Many thanks."

The three raised their glasses and drank. When Yamaguchi Tamon poured wine again, he suddenly laughed out loud. "Yamamoto-kun is probably drinking with geishas right now."

He Rui also chuckled. Yamamoto Isoroku's character... was forthright; he liked gambling and visiting prostitutes. At this time, the wine shops and casinos had already started business, and Yamaguchi Tamon's guess was likely correct.

"It's better not to mention that kind of person," Nagumo said unhappily.

Nagumo Chūichi did not socialize much with his colleagues but was very studious, paying particular attention to international military affairs and politics. Although a soldier, he was more like a scholar. After He Rui became famous last year, Nagumo Chūichi took the initiative to come and ask for advice, talking freely about state affairs with He Rui. Apart from this, he surprisingly didn't involve himself in anything else at all. It could be imagined what attitude Nagumo with such a character would have towards a person like Yamamoto Isoroku. They were completely incompatible.
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Just as he finished criticizing Yamamoto Isoroku for drinking good wine, Nagumo picked up the wine Yamaguchi Tamon had just poured and drank it all in one gulp.

He Rui was a little surprised, while Yamaguchi Tamon laughed. "Nagumo-kun is so straightforward today." As he spoke, he poured another cup for Nagumo.

Nagumo picked up the freshly poured wine and drank it all in one gulp again. In the blink of an eye, three cups of wine were down his stomach.

With three cups of wine down, Nagumo Chūichi was ready to speak. However, Yamaguchi Tamon, this young man, was a bit heartless and didn't stay idle while pouring wine. He continued to say to He Rui, "He-kun, the dispute between the Navy and the Army mentioned just now is very strange when you think about it. If it were a dispute between clans, the clans are no longer there. If it were a dispute over selfish desires, as far as I can observe, the Genrō wouldn't be so petty. Even the centuries-old feuds between daimyō during the Warring States Period didn't reach this level. It's truly strange. Although everyone is used to it, I always wonder about it."

Nagumo Chūichi followed with a muffled voice, "I have asked He-kun about this several times before, but He-kun always evaded the subject. Now that you are about to return to your country, you must have something to teach me, right?"

He Rui finally understood the purpose of their visit. Holding his wine glass, he smiled. "Hehe, did the two of you visit just to ask about the dispute between the Navy and the Army? This is Japan's internal affair. Isn't asking a Chinese person like asking the blind for directions?"

Nagumo Chūichi looked unhappy. "He-kun has written many papers in recent years, covering politics and economics, which have been praised by the higher-ups. He-kun has also seen so much statistical data; how can Japan's affairs be hidden from you? Moreover, He-kun is not Japanese, so you can jump out of the chessboard. Presumably, you must have gained something. If He-kun is unwilling to reveal it, we have already drunk three cups of farewell wine, so we will take our leave today." After saying that, he was about to stand up.

"Why is Nagumo-kun so impatient?" Yamaguchi Tamon held Nagumo Chūichi back. He turned to He Rui and said, "He-kun, we are about to part. Why keep being mysterious?"

He Rui found it interesting and also felt some emotion. Facing domestic problems, the elites among the Japanese youth racked their brains to find solutions. As for the Beiyang government... it was really hard to explain in a few words.

With emotion in his heart, He Rui sighed, "Alas, Nagumo-kun, don't be anxious. I do have a few words. Please correct me if I'm wrong."

After Nagumo Chūichi sat down again, He Rui said, "Everyone says that the dispute between the Japanese Army and Navy is caused by the accumulated grievances of the former Chōshū and Satsuma samurai, but I don't think so. I think this is purely a dispute of geopolitical concepts."

Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon exchanged glances and responded, "As expected. A few days ago, Yamaguchi Tamon, Yamamoto Isoroku, and I carefully read He-kun's great work and seemed to vaguely figure out some ideas. Today we came to verify them with you."

He Rui poured wine and then asked, "Nagumo-kun, Yamaguchi-kun, in your opinion, is Japan an island country or a continental country?"

Yamaguchi Tamon answered puzzledly, "Japan is naturally an island country..." Then he reacted and quickly asked, "Please instruct us, He-kun!"

He Rui replied, "Geographically, Japan is definitely an island country. However, in the past two thousand years of history, it has been deeply influenced by continental culture and considers itself a continental country culturally."

Picking up the wine glass, He Rui didn't drink but slowed down his tone. "This is a rare phenomenon in human civilization where natural geographical cognition and political culture have a contradictory inversion. Looking at Japanese history, there are two points that are quite rare. First, although it is an island country, it has always used the concepts of continental agricultural civilization to govern the country and shape its culture. Although there were repeated wars, it was eventually unified. Within the four islands, it claimed to be 'All under Heaven' (Tenka), constructing a nation with the Emperor as the core, which is no different from my China. Second, observing world history, island countries are all mercantilist, eager to sail everywhere to gain profits. Western civilization originated in Greece and Rome, which is the so-called circum-Mediterranean sea power civilization, thus influencing the entire European culture. Japan only slowly broke its seclusion and accepted this cultural injection after the Black Ships attacked. Therefore, although the Navy was greatly developed, how could its own continental civilization tradition be abandoned just like that?"

After He Rui finished speaking, the room fell into silence for a while. Seeing the two people opposite him frowning and thinking with puzzled faces, He Rui realized that he was still holding the wine glass, so he raised it to his mouth.

Before the wine could go down his throat, Nagumo Chūichi suddenly slammed his fist on the floor. "To think it could be analyzed like this! Our Navy imitates Britain in everything, so we naturally see ourselves as an island country. The Army modeled itself after France and Germany successively; conceptually, do they still think Japan is a continental country?"

He Rui almost choked on the wine. He could only hold his breath and remain silent.

Yamaguchi Tamon slapped the table and praised, "Listening to your words is better than reading books for ten years. The so-called geopolitics really does not deceive me! If following the method of the British Empire, Japan naturally puts the Navy first and the Army second. If it considers itself a continental country, then the Army naturally will not retreat an inch. In addition, adding the conflict of political interests between soldiers, it becomes even more irreconcilable."

Nagumo also sighed rarely, "If this principle is understood, the dispute between the Army and Navy can cease. My Yamato race is a united people. If there is a great cause, disputes can naturally be resolved. He-kun is truly a wise man of the generation!"

He Rui finally caught his breath. "How could it be so simple? Even if the Emperor, the Genrō, and the officers of both services understood the principle, reconciliation would still be a formidable task."

Yamaguchi Tamon asked in surprise, "Why do you say that, He-kun? Is that not a contradiction?"

He Rui loosened a button on his uniform and let out a long breath. "It is no contradiction. While Japan is an island nation, it possesses an agricultural environment rare among maritime states: a warm, humid climate and fertile volcanic soil that supports a population density far exceeding its limited landmass."

Looking directly at the two who were listening seriously, He Rui continued, "Among Japan's current 55 million population, 80% are farmers. So from the economic environment, objectively speaking, Japan is indeed really a small continental country. Generally speaking, geography and resource environment will largely determine the economic mode, the economic mode will determine the political mode, and the political mode determines the national character, culture, and even military strategy. This is a chain that cannot be reversed."

Nagumo Chūichi said, "In that case, is the dispute between the Japanese Army and Navy insoluble?"

"Not necessarily. I just mentioned the theory and methodology. In fact, if Japan can maintain a good speed of industrial development and gradually achieve: gross industrial output value far exceeding agricultural output value; and the industrial and service employment population in the national population far exceeding the agricultural employment population, then Japan will quickly switch to the British model, with the Navy as the main force and the Army as the auxiliary. The Army and Navy will generally serve Japan's industrial policy and trade policy."

Excited, Yamaguchi Tamon clapped his hands and praised, "This statement is wonderful. This is what He-kun described in the book: the army itself cannot generate war objectives; the army can only ever serve the optimization of production and distribution for the country and the nationals, formulating military strategies based on the problems that the former two need to solve?"

He Rui nodded. "*On War* states that war is the continuation of politics by other means. I believe that if we were to say 'military affairs are the continuation of policy,' it would perhaps be more in line with Clausewitz's true meaning."
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Nagumo was keenly sensitive to theoretical matters. Hearing that He Rui had actually amended the famous Clausewitz’s classic formulation in *On War*, he asked quickly, "Why 'policy' instead of 'politics'?"

"The state Clausewitz discussed was an industrial one," He Rui explained. "For a nation to successfully industrialize, it must already possess formidable organizational capacity. Internal governance in such a state does not rely on whim or clever improvisations. It depends upon the formulation and execution of policy, the identification of problems within that execution, and their subsequent correction and perfection. As you both know, many participate in politics, but few actually decide policy."

Hearing this explanation, both Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon felt their thoughts clear up. The two bowed together. "He-kun's talent and wisdom are as deep as the sea. Your words today have solved the puzzle that has baffled the gentlemen of the Navy and me for many years. Unexpectedly, the dispute between the Army and Navy has nothing to do with the General Staff Headquarters or the Naval General Staff. It is laughable that we were always guessing based on our own military perspectives and haggling over some grievances and resentments. Now it seems it is not worth a laugh."

He Rui had to bow slightly in return again.

Yamaguchi Tamon and Nagumo Chūichi looked at each other and said, "It is getting late today, so it is inconvenient to continue bothering you. When will He-kun leave for your country? We can see you off."

He Rui replied, "At the request of Professor Taira Toyomori, I have another class at Tokyo University tomorrow morning to wrap up a course. I will answer some student questions by the way, and board the ship to return to my country at noon."

Nagumo Chūichi said, "So that's how it is. We are truly ashamed to disturb you at this time. We will come to see you off tomorrow afternoon. Please rest, He-kun."

After seeing the two off, He Rui invited the landlady, Mrs. Morita, and her daughter to his room. Seeing that the dishes on the table hadn't been touched, Mrs. Morita persuaded, "He-kun, so many people come to see you, and every time you talk about things, you drink. Please eat well in the future, He-kun."

He Rui knew that Mrs. Morita was good to him. Just as he wanted to answer, Mrs. Morita asked Mitsuko to heat up the rice and miso soup again. He Rui said, "Mitsuko, go in a while. You come and sit down too."

Sitting properly facing the mother and daughter, He Rui bowed. "Aunt Morita, I am returning to my country tomorrow. Thank you for taking care of me for so long."

After Mrs. Morita finished returning the bow, He Rui took out an envelope and pushed it in front of Mrs. Morita. "This is a small token of my appreciation. Please accept it."

Mrs. Morita pushed the envelope back in front of He Rui. "The rent He-kun gave is already enough. When Mitsuko graduated from middle school, it was He-kun who helped find someone to recommend her to a girls' high school. Among the girls on the whole street, only Mitsuko went to a girls' high school. Such kindness has already made us endlessly grateful."

He Rui picked up the envelope and placed it in front of Mitsuko. "Then I will speak frankly. The money here is for Mitsuko's school fees for the next two years. For several years, thanks to Aunt Morita's care, I see Mitsuko as no different from a younger sister. Since it was Professor Taira Toyomori of Tokyo University who helped recommend her, please ask Mitsuko to study hard and complete her studies."

Mitsuko rushed forward and hugged He Rui. "Thank you, Big Brother." She wanted to say something more, but she was already choking with sobs.

He Rui patted her on the back. After making a name for himself in Japan, all kinds of figures in Japan came to associate with him. Before that, no one cared. Only the landlady's family took care of him carefully. At the moment of parting, his eyes were actually a little moist.

Looking at Mrs. Morita, who had always taken care of him carefully, Mrs. Morita lifted the back of her hand to wipe the tears from the corners of her eyes and bowed deeply, her forehead almost touching the floor. "He-kun's kindness is difficult to repay. I will definitely engrave it in my heart and never forget it."

After thanking him, Mrs. Morita ordered Mitsuko, "Mitsuko, He-kun drank a lot of wine on an empty stomach. Hurry up and heat the meal for him."

Only then did Mitsuko let go of He Rui and carry the food down. Mrs. Morita asked, "What will He-kun do after returning to China?"

Being asked about his future, He Rui answered gently, "I will work hard and live well."

Mrs. Morita sighed, "Alas. The people He-kun associates with on weekdays are all people of status. How can you be idle after returning to your country? I can only wish He-kun good health and a bright future."

Early the next morning, Lü Feng, Counselor of the Embassy of the Republic of China in Japan, arrived at He Rui's residence. First, he congratulated He Rui on his graduation, and then placed a set of Beiyang Army uniform in front of He Rui.

He Rui was a government-sponsored student and went to the Consulate of the Republic of China in Japan every month to receive an allowance. He could also receive a new military uniform every year.

Counselor Lü Feng was relieved to see He Rui cheerfully take the initiative to pick up the uniform and put it on. After He Rui put on the new Major rank insignia, Lü Feng stated the purpose of his trip. "Brother He, Director-General Duan has sent another telegram asking when you will return to the country."

"Is there something that stumps Chief Duan?" He Rui asked.

Lü Feng shook his head. "The telegram didn't make it clear either, only saying that something seems to have happened Outside the Pass, and it should be related to the Japanese."

Seeing that Lü Feng cared very much, He Rui asked, "Is Brother Lü very uneasy?"

Lü Feng sighed, "Japan has troops stationed in the Northeast. If they cause trouble, we will have to spend a lot of effort."

"There won't be any major events," He Rui replied.

Lü Feng was shocked and quickly asked, "Really?"

"If it were a major event, even if it wasn't reported domestically, the newspapers here in Japan would definitely report it. There is currently no news in Japan, and Director-General Duan was vague, so it should be some small trouble."

After listening to He Rui's analysis, Lü Feng sighed, "It would be great if that were really the case."

These words were a bit like being confused by concern. He Rui comforted Lü Feng, "Brother Lü, don't worry. I am returning to the country today. After I return, I definitely won't let Japan run wild in the Northeast."

Lü Feng didn't pick up the conversation, but just urged, "I came precisely to help Brother He move luggage. The men are outside; let's get moving."

He Rui's luggage for returning to the country was not small. Two thick large wooden boxes were dead heavy. For reinforcement, they were also bound with strong hemp ropes on the outside.

Coming from a scholarly family, Lü Feng could guess without opening the boxes that they must be stuffed with books and papers.

With people responsible for escorting the luggage, He Rui and Lü Feng went side by side towards Tokyo University.

He Rui asked, "What does Brother Lü think happened Outside the Pass?"

Lü Feng shook his head and sighed. "Last year, in the name of the Allied Powers attacking the Central Powers, Japan conquered the German fortress in Qingdao. Afterward, they listed Shandong as a war zone and have never wanted to leave. I feel they won't stop there. I'm afraid they will cause more trouble in the future."

"Oh?" He Rui felt that Counselor Lü Feng really cared about national affairs. To be able to be diligent to this extent, he was much better than the various warlords. So he asked, "I wonder when the government will decide to join the Allied Powers? This matter should be done as soon as possible."

Lü Feng shook his head, his face full of helplessness.

The two chatted while walking, and soon arrived outside Tokyo University. He Rui and Lü Feng agreed to meet at the pier and walked straight to the gate of Tokyo University.

The guard at Tokyo University didn't recognize He Rui at first. It wasn't until he recognized that the person under this strange military uniform was He Rui that he bowed. "Mr. He is here, please go in quickly. Professor Taira Toyomori has already arrived."
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Watching He Rui's tall figure disappear inside the gate of Tokyo University, Lü Feng felt very envious in his heart.

He Rui was a military cadet sent by the Republic of China to study in Japan. Shortly after graduating from the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, he entered the Japanese Army's Second Division, the Sendai Division, 29th Infantry Regiment for an internship, serving as a Warrant Officer Probationary Platoon Leader.

Before his internship expired, the Beiyang Government reached an agreement with the Japanese government on the entrusted training of officers. The Beiyang side naturally hoped that officers could enter the Japanese Army War College for study. However, the Japanese side proposed that only those recommended by a Japanese Division Commander could obtain the qualification for the Army War College exam. Chinese officers who were not recommended could only be trained in a special training class opened by Japan.

The Beiyang side felt this was the Japanese side making things difficult, but unexpectedly, He Rui actually received a recommendation from Division Commander Nanbu Tatsunai and passed the exam for the 27th Class of the Army War College with excellent grades.

Lü Feng was not in Japan at the time, and naturally didn't know about this when he first arrived in Tokyo. The Counselor of the Republic of China Embassy in Japan had no interest in paying attention to military officers. This soldier, He Rui, became famous in Japan relying precisely on achievements in academic fields such as politics and economics. The reason Lü Feng paid attention to He Rui was that He Rui made a much bigger noise than being admitted to the Japanese Army War College.

During his time at the Army War College, because of his kind personality, excellent grades, and profound knowledge, although he was Chinese, He Rui quickly gathered a group of Japanese classmates. He often chatted freely with them about world affairs during breaks or in izakayas, and they got along very heartily. At He Rui's suggestion, this group of young officers ran a mimeographed tabloid called *Military Soul* at the Army War College. Under everyone's recommendation, He Rui became the deputy editor-in-chief.

It happened to be the spring of 1914 when He Rui began to publish "Introduction to Geopolitics" in series in the tabloid, proposing "a science that recognizes the state and nation as a geographical organism or a spatial phenomenon." As soon as this theory came out, it was greatly ridiculed.

The spirit of the samurai prevailed in Japan, and they favored the taste of "worrying about the world." There have always been innumerable arrogant people, like crucian carp crossing the river. Many lower-ranking samurai regarded wild words as a shortcut to success to impress the upper echelons. This method was commonplace in the Japanese upper echelons, among the people, and in the press. Suddenly, a Chinese person popped up to mix in, boasting shamelessly, and became a laughingstock in the press for a while.

He Rui was unmoved and continued to publish articles in series on geopolitical views and how to use the methodology of this discipline to analyze the current international situation. He preliminarily deconstructed the concepts of state and nation, and deduced the opposing and cooperative relationships between Sea Power, Land Power, the Euro-Asian World Island, other islands, and the Americas.

At this time, the situation in Europe was already very tense. A certain provocative officer, Ishiwara Kanji, submitted a contribution to the *Military Soul* tabloid, openly teasing: "If He-kun really has something to say, can you use your bullshit geopolitics to predict the European situation? If it is accurate, I will definitely bow to you as my teacher; if it is not accurate, stop lying and deceiving people in Japan."

He Rui immediately accepted the challenge and began to deduce the European situation in the tabloid, publishing four or five articles in a row. Using public intelligence published in major European newspapers such as *The Times* and *Le Figaro* as the base material, he gradually deconstructed the European situation and finally locked onto the Balkan Peninsula.

In addition to strategic deduction, He Rui also solemnly suggested at the end of the article that the Japanese Ministry of Finance should act immediately to organize and coordinate major Japanese industrial enterprises to quickly enter a wartime production footing, adjust the annual industrial and agricultural production plans, and replan the import and export trade plans for the whole year and even the next few years. What was especially urgent was to seize the current final window of opportunity to help coordinate bulk commodity trade, take out precious foreign exchange, and immediately start panic buying—the more the better, the faster the better, even at the cost of spending all foreign exchange or even going into debt. He further suggested that the Japanese banking sector intervene in Yen exchange rate management with a positive attitude.

Like the style of those Japanese madmen, He Rui's article earnestly admonished Japanese Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo, citing the Art of War: "He who makes many calculations before battle will win; he who makes few will lose. Much calculation brings victory, little calculation brings defeat; how much more so with no calculation at all?"

After this conclusion was published, it was rightfully met with ridicule and became a joke in the Japanese military circles for a time. Everyone joked about this "divination" style prediction when they met. Ishiwara Kanji even openly mocked: "There are really too many fools in our Japanese military circles; even a regiment can't hold them all. Now even a Chinese student has learned to be a *baka*."

This matter caused too much of a stir in Japan, so Counselor Lü Feng knew about it. Given the capability of the Republic of China's overseas embassies, they actually didn't have the ability to take the initiative to do anything. To fill the content of the report, Lü Feng wrote this matter into the report and sent it back to China. After the report was sent up, it was like a stone sinking into the sea, with no further news.

He Rui, however, soon had results. He didn't let the many Japanese mockers wait too long. The situation in Europe took a sharp turn for the worse that summer. With a gunshot in Sarajevo, World War I broke out comprehensively. Except for not accurately predicting the assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Ottoman Empire joining the war for strange reasons, He Rui hit the mark on all other parts, including time, location, and even the process.

This matter immediately caused a sensation throughout Japan. The editors of *Asahi Shimbun* and *Yomiuri Shimbun* took the *Military Soul* tabloid they had found with great difficulty and were shocked by the high degree of overlap between the predictions above and reality. They tried to send reporters to interview He Rui.

In the interview, He Rui did not predict out of thin air like a charlatan. Instead, he substituted known information into the theory proposed by He Rui for deduction, and once again made analyses and predictions on the war situation and Japan's economic trends.

After the newspaper editors sent out the interview content, they waited anxiously. Soon, as He Rui predicted, Japan began to receive a large number of orders, and the economy quickly became active. News of the war situation from foreign countries came back later, but it was also the same as He Rui's prediction.

Now, interview invitations from all walks of life in Japan came flooding in. The articles He Rui had previously published in the mimeographed *Military Soul* tabloid, which only circulated among a small number of army officers, were dug out immediately. They were "reprinted" intact in the political and economic sections.

Since then, the "Geopolitics" proposed by He Rui transformed from wild words into an object of study. It strode forward from wild words ridiculed by everyone towards becoming a recognized prominent field of study.

As early as 1914, when He Rui published "Introduction to Geopolitics," he was accidentally noticed by Associate Professor Taira Toyomori, a scholar studying international law at the Faculty of Law of the University of Tokyo. After reading He Rui's series of articles, Associate Professor Taira Toyomori met with He Rui privately for academic cooperation.

Since then, He Rui's unconventional descriptive style was rapidly transformed into the accepted conventions of the academy, gaining him wider recognition. Professor Taira Toyomori also published his own research based on their work, which was well-received and secured him a full professorship.

Afterward, Professor Taira Toyomori hired He Rui as a special lecturer to lecture at the Faculty of Law of Tokyo University. The two cooperated to design 30-50 class hours based on "Geopolitics" to teach geopolitics to a group of students in the Faculty of Law. This was already February 1915.

At this point, the Embassy of the Republic of China in Japan still felt nothing. Lü Feng felt that this matter had to be taken seriously, so he wrote a detailed report. In order not to let the report sink into the sea again, Lü Feng dared not go through the formal official channel. Instead, he entrusted his teacher, who is now the Educational Director-General of the Beiyang Government, to hand the report to Director-General Duan Qirui of the Beiyang Government. It finally attracted Duan Qirui's attention.

Lü Feng was deeply chagrined that matters of diplomacy had to rely on connections within the Ministry of Education to reach the leadership. Fortunately, after Chief Duan said a word, the Beiyang bureaucrats took action.

The Ministry of Finance corresponded with He Rui every month, asking him to provide advice on foreign countries and trade.

Now that He Rui was about to return to his country, Lü Feng had some expectations in his heart. He Rui, whom the Japanese cared about so much, must be capable. It is a good thing for such a young man to serve the country.
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There were few people on the campus during the holiday, most of whom were heading towards the library. The neat campus was quiet and peaceful, as if asleep. It wasn't until He Rui pushed open the front door of the classroom that he saw it was already full of people. The atmosphere immediately returned to the appearance of a normal class.

The front rows of the classroom were packed with students. In the last two rows were Professor Taira Toyomori, a few young officials from the Ministry of Finance, and reporters. There were also a few people he didn't recognize, who should be of similar status.

Because it was the last lesson, there wasn't much teaching content. After finishing the lecture, He Rui patted the chalk dust off his hands and said to everyone, "If you have any questions, you can ask them now."

A young student immediately asked, "Excuse me, can we, the Allied Powers, win?"

The Beiyang Government chose neutrality at this time and did not join the Allied Powers. Japan was a member of the Allied Powers. Looking at the expectant eyes of the students, He Rui answered calmly, "The industrial scale, industrial population, and industrial strength of the Allied Powers are all far above the Central Powers. Modern warfare competes on these things. No matter how brave and skillful the German army is in battle, it cannot reverse the realistic material conditions. In terms of will to war, France will never surrender. On the other hand, Germany must make France yield to be able to account to the participating nationals. If France does not surrender, the Allied Powers will fight to the end. In this war of attrition lasting several years, the Allied Powers will inevitably win."

The reporters scribbled down He Rui's speech, and another student asked, "Excuse me, when will the World War end?"

"Probably between mid-1917 and early 1919."

"Excuse me, after the Allied Powers win, how will the world situation change?"

"After the war ends, Britain and France will formulate a world order favorable to them. To limit Germany's revenge, the countries and territories of Europe should be divided. Germany will cede land and limit armaments. The Austro-Hungarian Empire will probably be split..."

"Excuse me, how will the future of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance evolve?"

"After the war ends, the victorious Britain's main opponent will become the United States. After all, the war broke out in Europe. The United States is outside the battlefield, and the profits earned from the war will be dozens of times that of Japan. To cope with the challenge of the United States, Britain will gather all interests in its hands as much as possible. Future Anglo-Japanese relations will subordinate to such strategic needs of Britain..."

The students eagerly asked about international events, and He Rui answered them one by one with ease.

After answering more than a dozen questions, He Rui took out his pocket watch and looked at it, saying, "I will answer one more question next. Please think carefully, everyone."

Hearing this request, the students began to ponder. The young official from the Ministry of Finance in the back had been silent all along, but at this moment he couldn't help but speak. "Excuse me, if the war ends in 1918, what will happen to the Japanese economy?"

He Rui thought this was a good question and replied, "Regarding this matter, Professor Taira Toyomori and I have already written a report to the Ministry of Finance. We suggested that the Ministry of Finance start adjusting production from the end of 1917, shifting the industrial structure from war material export to civilian production fields. Although after the World War ends, Japan will inevitably turn from a debtor nation to a creditor nation..."

A sigh bordering on a cheer erupted in the classroom. In the Russo-Japanese War of 1904, Japan borrowed a large amount of foreign debt. After Russia's defeat, it did not cede land or pay indemnities. Japan had been working hard to repay the debt. Being able to pay off all foreign debts was Japan's expectation for many years.

The judgment of leaping from a debtor nation to a creditor nation excited everyone. The students who heard this were full of joy, and the young officials of the Ministry of Finance also had their eyes shining. Even Professor Taira Toyomori, who was usually very steady, couldn't help but push his black-rimmed glasses.

Only the man in the back row whom He Rui had never seen before looked calm and thoughtful. Seeing He Rui notice him, the man's expression remained calm, looking as if he didn't see anything.

He Rui paused, allowing the excited atmosphere to subside before continuing. "Yet even with such immense gains, if Japan’s industrial structure remains on a wartime footing, it will face a severe crisis once orders inevitably plummet. A deep economic depression is a distinct possibility. That is my projection for the Japanese economy."

The enthusiasm in the classroom evaporated as if a bucket of ice water had been poured over the assembly. The students, who moments before had been radiant with joy, were now stunned into silence.

After answering this question, He Rui said, "Today's Q&A ends here."

A sigh came from among the students, obviously wishing for more.

He Rui continued, "Gentlemen, geopolitics is a brand-new discipline, but it is not a miraculous method of turning stone into gold. I look forward to everyone facing this discipline with an attitude of seeking truth from facts, giving it a chance to become a tool for analyzing the world in your hands. Gentlemen, goodbye."

The students stood up collectively and applauded He Rui.

He Rui walked out of the classroom. Professor Taira Toyomori followed him out. "He-kun, I'll see you to the pier."

"Many thanks."

Just as the two walked to the entrance of the teaching building, the young officials from the Ministry of Finance caught up from behind. "Professor Taira, Mr. He, please stay."

The young officials who caught up apologized first, and the official in charge of the currency department then asked, "Excuse me, how will the Japanese exchange rate change after the war?"

He Rui stated the result directly. "The Yen will appreciate."

Reporters also chased out but were stopped by an official from the Ministry of Finance, preventing them from disturbing.

"If the Yen appreciates, how should export policy be adjusted?"

"After the war ends, no matter how Japan adjusts, exports will decrease."

"He-kun, there must always be a relatively better way to deal with it," the young officials implored.

"Control must begin with the exports themselves," He Rui answered. "The Ministry of Finance should provide market intelligence, while the banks implement more rigorous loan guidance for exporters. This may alleviate the worst of the impact."

"Guided exports?"

"Exports to Europe will shrink regardless. It is vital to identify which sectors are no longer viable. Small enterprises are blind to international risks; they know only to sell to exporters and foreign traders. If the Ministry and the banks do not cooperate to neutralize these risks at the source, what do you think the result will be?"

The young officials of the Ministry of Finance looked solemn. Because of a lack of understanding of overseas market changes, large numbers of exporters and production enterprises in a certain category had gone bankrupt many times. Not only did enterprises collapse and business owners commit suicide, but banks also took on a pile of bad debts. No party had a good result.

The Ministry of Finance had also thought of ways to deal with this, but the results were minimal.

At this time, a person at the edge of the circle stepped forward amidst everyone's silence. This person was the one in the classroom whose face had remained unchanged throughout. He walked opposite He Rui and took out a business card.

"I am Mitsui Yasuki. I have long heard of He-kun's great name and listened to He-kun's brilliant views. I am truly impressed."
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He Rui took the business card. The title on it was Vice President of "Mitsui Corporation." He didn't have much impression of this name, but judging from the title and style, he should be an important figure in the Mitsui Zaibatsu.

"What He-kun said hit the nail on the head. I wonder if He-kun has any ideas regarding Japan's future national economic policy."

After speaking, Mitsui Yasuki sized up He Rui, only to see He Rui frown slightly and say nothing.

Mitsui was not surprised. How could national-level economic policies be so easy to formulate? With so many outstanding talents in the Japanese high-level leadership, they still couldn't come up with completely convincing policies. If he hadn't seen He Rui about to leave, Mitsui wouldn't have asked such a question anyway.

Mitsui Yasuki didn't know much about He Rui. He started paying attention to He Rui more than half a year ago.

He Rui only became famous after accurately predicting the World War based on the so-called "Geopolitics." It was precisely through academic cooperation with He Rui that Professor Taira Toyomori of Tokyo University gained recognition from the academic circle and was promoted from associate professor to professor in one fell swoop.

But where there are benefits, there is often trouble. When the *Asahi Shimbun* began to reprint a large number of the papers and predictions they had collaborated on, He Rui’s earlier "solemn suggestions to the Ministry of Finance" were also brought to light. A massive weight of blame fell from the sky, leaving Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo and Prime Minister Ōkuma Shigenobu seeing stars.

Immediately after the article was published, it caused heated discussion. Reporters visited many executives in Tokyo's banking and corporate circles respectively. The Mitsui family founded Japan's first private bank, and it was only then that they truly heard of such a person as He Rui.

Facing the inquiries of reporters, various banks expressed that the Ministry of Finance indeed did not take any measures before the war.

"The so-called measures are simply nonsense. Who could have imagined that a Chinese person could guess so accurately?" A source who did not wish to be identified claimed, "In fact, someone did mention (this) matter, but it was used as conversational material in izakayas. Who would put the economic forecast of an army officer into formal work?"

However, the opposition party's goal was to topple the cabinet. How could they let go of such an opportunity? They ridiculed and mocked in the Diet. Ōkuma Shigenobu first pretended to be deaf and dumb, but when it really didn't work, he had to apologize to the nationals. Takahashi Korekiyo personally met with He Rui and hired Professor Taira Toyomori and "Assistant" He Rui as Special Economic Advisors to the Ministry of Finance with a monthly allowance of 150 Yen.

Of course, the most important thing was to publish the news of the Ministry of Finance hiring Professor Taira Toyomori and He Rui in the newspapers to calm public opinion...

"Mr. Mitsui." He Rui spoke. Mitsui Yasuki quickly gathered his thoughts.

"Economic policy focuses on production and demand. Current demand stems from the war. When this demand disappears, national policy should go to create demand. Use the created demand to provide employment and maintain economic operation."

Mitsui Yasuki was greatly puzzled. "He-kun, the created demand you mentioned seems like a tree without roots or water without a source. If there were such demands, why would they need to be created? The government would have already started taking action."

He Rui shook his head. "Creating demand is a very high-level national policy. To implement it, several prerequisites are needed. First, the country has the ability to lower interest rates. Through wartime exports, Japan has turned from a debtor nation to a creditor nation, and the currency in hand is relatively sufficient to meet this point. Second, there are clear investment targets under low interest rates. The direction of national investment should be limited to areas of national economy and people's livelihood such as infrastructure construction. Railways, ports, electricity. Constructing new housing in cities, improving living environments, adjusting the location of industrial zones, and solving the difficulties of worker commuting transportation. By expanding the scale of education, increasing the number of educated people in Japan, and improving the quality of the Japanese people. The money is spent, and it seems that there is no actual profit. Because the role these funds are supposed to play is not profit, but to maintain economic operation so that the people do not lose their jobs and have income. If this can be done, future returns can naturally be expected. The economy is bad now, but the economy will not be bad forever. Large-scale infrastructure construction and industrial upgrading can not only maintain employment and economic operation but also prepare the foundation for longer-term production investment expansion. Once overseas markets change, Japan can immediately start its engines and produce with full force."

Mitsui Yasuki fell into deep thought, and the reporters next to him continued to scribble and record quickly.

He Rui took out his pocket watch and looked at it again. Seeing that He Rui wanted to leave, Mitsui Yasuki said, "He-kun, please take my car and let me send He-kun to the pier."

He Rui didn't decline either and smiled. "Then many thanks."

On the road to the pier, Mitsui Yasuki asked many more questions in the car, mostly related to China and Japan. It could be seen that Mitsui Yasuki was very concerned about Chinese affairs, and his conversation was deep yet polite. At this time, the Japanese elites were high-spirited. Although they were slightly immature regarding major political and economic issues, they were ambitious and full of vitality. He Rui couldn't help but feel a little heavy-hearted.

When the car arrived at the pier, He Rui saw the huge outline of the passenger ship from a distance through the car window. The three large characters "Mito Maru" on the bow were particularly eye-catching. Crowds surged in the passages of the pier, a busy scene of hustle and bustle. The people who came to see He Rui off had been waiting by the pier for a long time.

Lü Feng, the Counselor of the Embassy in Japan, came over to meet everyone and then handed the boat ticket to He Rui. "Brother He, the luggage has been sent onto the ship. You go board quickly."

He Rui got out of the car, nodded to the Morita family, Ishiwara Kanji, Nagumo Chūichi, Yamaguchi Tamon, and others. He turned his head to look around but was surprised to find that even Okamura Yasuji and Tōjō Hideki, who were usually at odds with him, actually came to see him off. He immediately strode forward and shook hands with Okamura. "I am honored to see Senior Okamura and Student Tōjō here. Your breadth of mind is indeed unexpected!"

"He-kun's departure means you will inevitably become a great adversary of the Empire," Okamura Yasuji said, taking a step forward. "The prospect of confronting you in the halls of power and on the field of battle for the rest of my life is a rare joy. How could I not come to see you off?"

Behind him, Obata Toshishirō, Tōjō Hideki, and a group of army officers nodded in unison and said loudly, "Exactly so!"

He Rui shook his head and sighed. "If you gentlemen are obsessed with the petty path of militarism, I will definitely rectify it!"

At this time, the steam whistle blasted loudly, urging passengers to board the ship. He Rui then bid farewell to Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon. Seeing Nagumo Chūichi hesitating to speak, He Rui smiled. "You and I are close friends; why be shy? If China and Japan become hostile in the future, everyone will serve their own masters, just doing the duty of a soldier!"

Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon looked at each other and smiled. "He-kun is free and easy; we admire you!"

Yamaguchi Tamon held He Rui's hand, shook it vigorously, and laughed loudly. "This morning, Senior Yamamoto was restless, thinking back and forth for a long time, but finally didn't come. Presumably, he should be afraid of being at a loss at this time!"

Mentioning that guy Yamamoto Isoroku, the three couldn't help but laugh together, showing the heroic spirit of soldiers.

The steam whistle sounded again. Seeing that he could not delay any longer, He Rui waved to the Morita family and Professor Taira Toyomori, and walked slowly up the gangway. Halfway there, he suddenly turned around and said loudly, "Gentlemen, after this parting, He Rui will inevitably meet you again on the battlefield. At the moment of life and death, please do not show mercy!" He paused and bowed. "Gentlemen of the Army and Navy, please serve Japan well!"

The officers under the ship all looked solemn and bowed in return together. "Please serve China well, He-kun! Meeting on the battlefield, do not show mercy!"

The last steam whistle blasted loudly. A flock of seagulls hovered and flew at the bow of the ship. The "Mito Maru" started slowly and accelerated out of the port.

A ray of sunlight pierced through the haze, spilling into the waves, paning out spots of golden flowers.

Sky, water, and the human world; colorful clouds drifted west.
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May 22, 1915. As the sky gradually brightened, the morning market opened, and breakfast stalls opened. There were more and more people on the street. Rickshaw pullers who only worked the morning shift wore short coats, pulling rickshaws and running through the crowd. Rich people wearing long gowns and mandarin jackets sat in the rickshaws. Regardless of rich or poor, the clothes were no different from the Manchu Qing era, except that basically no one with a braid could be seen on the street, and the flavor of the Manchu Qing was gone.

He Rui was on his way to the Ministry of War. Looking at the street scene, he felt a sudden surge of emotion. Even though the Manchu Qing had endured for 296 years, now, a mere four years after its collapse, the queue—the dynasty’s most iconic feature—had all but vanished. When the tide of an era surges, all that is old is swept away.

However, the many contradictions that crushed the old era still exist. If the new era cannot solve these problems, it will collapse and be replaced by a newer era. The cycle repeats until these contradictions are resolved.

At 8:00 a.m., the shift changed in the gatehouse of the Ministry of War. When the guard who had completed the handover at a trot stood still, He Rui handed the introduction letter to the lieutenant guarding the gate. The lieutenant picked up the letter and saw that it was actually issued by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and couldn't help showing a surprised look.

After reading the letter, the lieutenant said respectfully, "Major He, please wait a moment. I will go and report now."

Not long after, He Rui was led to an office in the Ministry of War. A chubby lieutenant colonel stood up and took the initiative to step forward and shake hands with He Rui. The lieutenant colonel said kindly, "Brother He came so fast. My surname is Lu, the Lu in 'reed' (Luwei). Judging from what is written in the letter, you rushed back to Beijing from Japan only four days after graduation."

"Director-General Duan has ordered; this subordinate naturally traveled day and night. But I don't know what matter makes Director-General Duan so anxious?"

Lieutenant Colonel Lu asked He Rui to sit down and told the whole story.

Two months ago, on March 18, 1915, Zhang Xiluan, the General Pacifying Fengtian, telegraphed the Beijing government that three hundred Japanese troops had entered Fengtian City, and another one thousand five hundred were stationed along the South Manchuria Railway. On March 20, the Japanese planted flags in Changchun to recruit a Volunteer Army, preparing to go to Europe to participate in the war. This caused panic in the Chinese government, fearing that Chinese people would respond to the recruitment and affect China's "neutral" attitude. On the one hand, they discussed with the Japanese consul to stop the recruitment, and on the other hand, they "secretly forbade Chinese from responding to the call."

After finishing the story, Lieutenant Colonel Lu asked, "Brother He, who in your family holds a position in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

He Rui was not clear about what exactly happened, so he asked, "Brother Lu, I wonder who in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs mentioned me?"

Lieutenant Colonel Lu chuckled. "If Brother He doesn't know, how could I know? I just heard that when Director-General Duan discussed with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, they both wanted to find someone who was not afraid of the Japanese and knew how to deal with the Japanese. So they thought of you. Brother He, dealing with the Japanese Outside the Pass is a hard job. Will you be worried?"

He Rui didn't expect to be asked this and was amused. "Hehe, Brother Lu, the Japanese garrison are just ordinary soldiers, not monsters with green faces and fangs. What is there to be afraid of?"

Lieutenant Colonel Lu slapped the table and praised, "As expected of my Beiyang brother, you have guts. Since Brother He traveled day and night like this, I wonder when you can go see Director-General Duan?"

"Right now is fine," He Rui answered frankly.

Although He Rui was ready to see Duan Qirui at any time, he waited from morning until more than two o'clock in the afternoon before following Lieutenant Colonel Lu into the flower hall of Duan Qirui's official residence.

The layout of the flower hall was very simple and plain. Behind the desk, an old man wearing a Beiyang military uniform was giving instructions on documents handed to him by an officer next to him. The staff officer led Lieutenant Colonel Lu into the room. The person behind the table stopped his pen and said a few words. Lieutenant Colonel Lu walked out quickly and ordered in a low voice, "Brother He, follow me in to see the Director-General quickly."

The person in the hall was Duan Qirui, one of the Three Heroes of Beiyang. Duan Qirui's appearance was not particularly outstanding, but his demeanor was heroic and focused. It was just that he seemed to have something on his mind at this time, and there was considerable worry between his brows.

Lieutenant Colonel Lu stood at attention and saluted before saying, "Report to the Director-General, this subordinate has brought He Rui to report."

He Rui stepped forward and saluted. "Subordinate He Rui, coming to report to the Director-General."

Duan Qirui looked He Rui, who was tall, up and down and asked, "Brother He, do you know what happened?"

"Report to the Director-General. Lieutenant Colonel Lu informed this subordinate. The Japanese army entered Fengtian and recruited a volunteer corps to go to Europe to participate in the war without authorization. They have ulterior motives. Also, please ask the Director-General to call this subordinate by name, He Rui."

Duan Qirui was in a bad mood and his tone was very cold. "He Rui, what is Japan trying to do?"

He Rui snapped to attention and answered clearly: "I await your instructions, Director-General."

"Have you no thoughts of your own?"

"Report to the Director-General. Based on the reports I have heard, this appears to be an unauthorized maneuver by Japanese garrison officers Outside the Pass. If they can force a concession from us, they can embellish the report to the Imperial General Staff and claim credit. For such self-directed officers, it is a path to promotion."

"You say these Japanese officers are acting on their own? Isn't it instructed by the Japanese upper echelons?"

"Report to the Director-General. The excuse for the Japanese army this time is to recruit a Volunteer Army to go to Europe to fight. The people in the Northeast have not received military training. let alone marching and fighting, they don't even know how to use rifles. The British and French armies are more elite than the Japanese army, and their equipment and weapons are far superior to Japan. If Japan does not send troops and does not fulfill its obligations as an Allied Power, the Anglo-French Allied Powers will think that Japan wants to exploit the situation to raise demands. If such a Volunteer Army is sent to Europe, European countries will think that the Japanese upper echelons are deliberately humiliating the Allied Powers. Director-General, although the Japanese upper echelons are bad, they are not stupid. They will not do such a thing where the loss outweighs the gain."

Duan Qirui's eyes brightened a little. At this time, the staff officer brought another officer to the door. Duan Qirui beckoned, and the staff officer walked quickly to Duan Qirui and whispered a few words in his ear. Duan Qirui ordered, "Let Zhang Zuolin wait first." Then he turned his head. "He Rui, continue."

"Report to the Director-General. This subordinate has also known some people in the Japanese military and political circles in recent years. In this subordinate's opinion, the energy of the Japanese high-level leadership is focused on forcing China to fully accept the 'Twenty-One Demands', and they have no plan to invade China in the short term. According to the promotion regulations for Japanese officers, a cadet who graduated from the Army War College needs at least 30 years of seniority to become a Colonel. The Japanese army Outside the Pass is far from the Japanese mainland, and the promotion speed is even slower. If they can create something that conforms to the policies of the Japanese high-level leadership, even if it is a small merit, it will be of great help to promotion."

Duan Qirui felt his thoughts clear up at this moment. He didn't think that Japan recruiting a Volunteer Army in the Northeast to send to Europe was a big deal. It was just that Japan was currently anxious to force Beiyang to sign the "Twenty-One Demands," so Duan Qirui discussed this matter with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. After listening to the various worries of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Duan Qirui was unable to make a judgment immediately.

The explanation made by He Rui was clear in thought and very much in line with Duan Qirui's ideas. Especially the explanation that the Japanese garrison officers Outside the Pass acted without authorization resolved Duan Qirui's doubts. Duan Qirui asked, "He Rui, how would you deal with this matter?"
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Hearing Duan Qirui ask how he would deal with the situation, He Rui replied, "Report to the Director-General. If this subordinate were to deal with it, I would dispatch a fully equipped battalion of the Beiyang Army to Changchun. I would inform the Japanese garrison in Kwantung not to act recklessly. If it is a small trick by Japan, I will reprimand Japan for its fault and argue strongly on just grounds. If the Japanese army is truly blinded by stupidity and attacks our army, we will just fight the Japanese army. As long as the troops are sufficiently equipped and trained, always on guard, and fully prepared in advance, I am afraid the Japanese army will only try to gain an advantage but end up worse off."

Hearing that He Rui was not afraid of fighting the Japanese army, Duan Qirui was relieved. Just as he was thinking about arranging He Rui's assignment, he suddenly remembered some worried evaluations of the situation by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and asked, "He Rui, what if Japan really wants to recruit a Volunteer Army to go to Europe to participate in the war?"

He Rui answered immediately, "Report to the Director-General, this matter is truly impossible. Not to mention losing face, they would also lose money. To train a group of people from the Northeast without a military foundation until they can shoot guns and march requires a lot of money. Transporting the so-called Volunteer Army to Europe is an even greater expense. If they conscript new recruits in Japan and send them to Europe after training, the money spent would probably be less than using a Chinese Volunteer Army."

Duan Qirui had no more doubts. "He Rui. If I send you to handle this matter under Zhang Xiluan, are you willing?"

He Rui answered loudly, "I am willing, Director-General. However, I am curious as to the capacity in which I am to serve under the General Pacifying Fengtian."

Duan Qirui calculated for a moment. "Every regiment in the Northeast Provincial Army already has its commander. I shall grant you the establishment of a Provisional Regiment. You are to proceed to the Baoding Military Academy to recruit a cadre of officers, then raise your own troops in Changchun. As for your rank... Lieutenant Colonel."

Without a moment's hesitation or attempt to bargain, He Rui answered, "I obey your orders."

Duan Qirui asked coldly, "He Rui. If you cannot handle the matters with the Russians and the Japanese, do you know what the outcome will be?"

"Report to the Director-General. If this subordinate is incompetent to that extent, there is no need for the Director-General to order an execution; this subordinate will commit suicide first. I will never lose face for our Beiyang."

Duan Qirui had studied in Japan and knew the Japanese set of seppuku. He chuckled lightly and picked up his teacup. "Drink tea."

"Thank you, Director-General. This subordinate takes his leave."

Duan Qirui's staff officer led Lieutenant Colonel Lu and He Rui out. He asked the two to wait outside the door first, and returned to the official residence himself.

As soon as the staff officer left, Lieutenant Colonel Lu rubbed his hands and sighed, "I didn't expect Brother He to be valued by Director-General Duan. You are going to Jilin to take up the post. It is truly admirable."

Hearing Lieutenant Colonel Lu's sour words, He Rui asked jokingly, "Does Brother Lu also want to go to Changchun?"

Lieutenant Colonel Lu sighed but didn't answer. Who would want to run Outside the Pass after seeing the dazzling world Inside the Pass? In the Manchu Qing era, even the Manchus didn't want to stay Outside the Pass. If one stayed in Fengtian, it would be a bit better, but Changchun belonged to Jilin Province, a place where refugees venturing East of the Pass would go.

According to Beiyang rules, He Rui being sent out to Changchun meant that as long as he established a foothold locally, he would be a local warlord.

At present, Jilin was the front line of conflict with Russia and Japan. The nearby Mongolian tribes also harassed Jilin from time to time. Taking a few people there, one might not even be able to keep one's life. If Lieutenant Colonel Lu had such determination earlier, there would be no business for He Rui.

Just watching the little brother of Beiyang embark on the road to prosperity before his eyes, Lieutenant Colonel Lu smiled. "Hehe, Brother He, do you know how to collect taxes and recruit soldiers locally?"

He Rui smiled and didn't answer.

Lieutenant Colonel Lu felt he had a chance and leaned closer to say, "Brother He, set up a table in Bada Hutong, and I will invite a few older brothers for Brother He. If everyone drinks happily, they will naturally explain the key points to Brother He."

Just as He Rui wanted to shake his head to refuse, Duan Qirui's staff officer had already walked out and said to He Rui, "Regimental Commander He, let's go."

Lieutenant Colonel Lu asked first, "Where to?"

Duan Qirui's staff officer had no expression on his face and answered coldly, "Regimental Commander He will follow me to the Ministry of War."

This process went really fast. Seeing the staff officer show Duan Qirui's handwritten order, the Ministry of War approved the official documents and letters that day.

The next day, the staff officer took He Rui to the Ministry of War again to complete the remaining procedures. From paperwork like military status and files, to work that required moving around like collecting military uniforms, rank insignia, and sidearms, everything was executed quite smoothly.

After everything was done, the two arrived inside the gate of the Ministry of War. "Regimental Commander He, do you intend to host a banquet at Bada Hutong for the veterans of the military bureaucracy? If you are unfamiliar with the establishments there, I can recommend one that is quite reputable yet affordable."

He Rui shook his head. "I have spent years in military academies learning how to train and lead men. I already have a plan for recruitment once I reach Changchun. I have no intention of visiting Bada Hutong."

The staff officer had been handling affairs with He Rui for the past two days, always remaining serious and not chatting with He Rui. Hearing He Rui speak like this, he showed a trace of a smile. He took out an envelope from his bosom and handed it to He Rui. "Regimental Commander He, I can see that Director-General Duan values you very much. This is the deployment fee given by Director-General Duan. You must use it well. After recruiting people at the Baoding Military Academy, you have to rely on this money to go to Fengtian."

He Rui pulled out the contents of the envelope; it was a check for 1,000 Yuan from the Bank of Peking.

Raising his hand to salute the staff officer, He Rui said, "I thank you here for your hard work these past few days, Sir. Please also convey this subordinate's gratitude to Director-General Duan. When this subordinate arrives Outside the Pass, I definitely won't let the Japanese army have the guts to cause trouble again."

The staff officer smiled. "Then please do a good job, Brother He. Don't disappoint the Director-General. Farewell."

After speaking, the staff officer turned and left. He surprisingly didn't stay at all.

He Rui had only read in some books that Duan Qirui was very honest and upright. Seeing the actions of the advisor, he knew it was very likely true.

Compared with a guy like Lieutenant Colonel Lu who was afraid of death but wanted to take advantage, Duan Qirui's personal character might be okay. As a national leader, Duan Qirui was completely unqualified.

On the train to Baoding, He Rui combed through the process of recruiting officers for the third time. Closing his eyes to relax, he couldn't help but imagine what the young Beiyang military cadets would be like. Among the young elites of China at present, who would step on the road of opening up a new era with him? Just thinking about it made him look forward to it.

On the morning of May 25, Lieutenant General Wang Ruxian, Principal of the Baoding Military Academy, read the official letter issued by the Ministry of War and then looked at He Rui's identity documents. But he didn't speak immediately.

It wasn't that Principal Wang was putting on airs. The graduates of the Baoding Military Academy were all excellent. At this time of military expansion, students were in great demand. A hollow commander like He Rui coming to the military academy to recruit students originally had no chance to see Principal Wang Ruxian at all. It was only because Duan Qirui sent a telegram that Wang Ruxian had to condescend.

Since he met him, he had given enough face to Duan Qirui. Principal Wang asked, "How many people did the Ministry of War approve?"

"Report to the Principal, the Ministry of War approved four officers."

Graduates of the Baoding Military Academy would be at least company commanders when they returned to the local forces. In a place like Outside the Pass, serving as a battalion commander was more than enough. One regiment, four battalions. Seeing that the Ministry of War didn't mess around, Wang Ruxian ordered, "Take Regimental Commander He to the Personnel Section."
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He Rui did not mind the Principal’s coldness. Wang Ruxian was the Principal of the Baoding Military Academy, a Lieutenant General of the Republic; that he met He Rui at all was a professional courtesy extended to Duan Qirui.

Upon seeing the Personnel Section Chief, He Rui stepped forward in pleasant surprise. "Brother Zhou, I am He Rui. It has been a long time!"

Personnel Section Chief Zhou Yinshan was also surprised to see He Rui. Zhou Yinshan and He Rui had studied together at the Japanese Army Academy as Beiyang officers. The year He Rui entered the Army War College, Zhou Yinshan had graduated from the Academy and returned to China.

Reunited now, faced with He Rui’s enthusiastic greeting, Zhou Yinshan suppressed his smile. After shaking hands, he said indifferently, "Brother He, long time no see. You’ve returned from Japan?"

He Rui did not know why Zhou Yinshan was so cold—they hadn’t been like this in Japan. Presumably, Zhou Yinshan had his own difficulties. He Rui took out his official documents. "Brother Zhou, I have come to recruit students. I ask for your assistance."

"Does Brother He wish for the school to recommend candidates, or to select them yourself?"

He Rui replied, "If I can choose them myself, that is naturally best."

Returning the documents to He Rui, Zhou Yinshan advised, "The school knows the students’ roots and backgrounds. If you let the school recommend them, Brother He would save himself much trouble."

"No. I still wish to choose them myself," He Rui replied firmly.

Seeing He Rui’s determination, Zhou Yinshan ordered his orderly, "Take Commander He to see the rosters and files."

Only when the room was empty did Zhou Yinshan sigh slightly.

Meeting an old friend should have meant drinking and talking cheerfully, or at least a warm reception, but he truly dared not.

Three years ago, the second principal of the Baoding Military Academy, Jiang Fangzhen, had dismissed a number of instructors with shallow knowledge and insufficient ability, replacing them with officers who had returned from Germany and Japan. The curriculum was also modeled after Germany and Japan. This result angered Duan Qirui, who created all sorts of difficulties for the academy.

The following year, Jiang Fangzhen protested with his life, shooting himself in the chest. Although he was saved, he was transferred away from the principalship, and Major General Qu Tongfeng took over.

After that, Duan Qirui interfered in the academy’s personnel matters, and Zhou Yinshan, having returned from Japan, was nearly driven out. Although he did not wish to act this way now, he had no choice.

Since he didn't want to stir up trouble, Zhou Yinshan did not explain the twists and turns within the academy to He Rui. The students of Baoding Military Academy were evaluated as Class A, B, or C based on their daily performance. If He Rui asked for a recommendation, even for a Provincial Regiment Commander with a hollow title like He Rui, they would have at least slipped him a Class B student among every four. Even among the Class C students, they wouldn't have given him only the bottom-feeders.

If He Rui insisted on choosing his own men, the only ones available for him to pick from were the Class C students.

Feeling guilty at heart, Zhou Yinshan asked his orderly at dusk, "What is Commander He doing?"

The orderly replied, "Commander He has already eaten dinner. He is continuing to review the student files. Section Chief Zhou, Commander He also asked if he could continue reading tonight."

Zhou Yinshan nodded. "Tell Commander He to be careful with the candle."

Early the next morning, just as Zhou Yinshan sat down in his office, He Rui strode in and placed a list before him. "Brother Zhou, I have circled the names. Can we hold the exam this morning?"

Zhou Yinshan took the list and asked in confusion, "Exam? How can we test? Where are the papers?"

As he spoke, he saw He Rui pull a roll of prepared stencil paper from his backpack.

Since He Rui was prepared, Zhou Yinshan looked down at the list. There were nearly thirty students on it—infantry, engineering, cavalry, and artillery majors were all represented. It was clear he had put his heart into it.

Zhou Yinshan suddenly remembered something and looked up at He Rui. "Brother He, did you not sleep all night?"

He Rui indeed hadn't slept. Baoding Military Academy had been unexpectedly cooperative, so He Rui had raced against time, carving the stencil for printing yesterday afternoon. This saved a day.

Unexpectedly, Zhou Yinshan had noticed. He Rui laughed, "Brother Zhou, do you remember the days we spent reading all night in Japan?"

Zhou Yinshan sighed, feeling a bit of nostalgia in his heart. But those days were long gone. Zhou Yinshan stood up. "I will take Brother He to the mimeograph room."

For an exam of fewer than thirty people, thirty-four test papers were printed. Aside from one for each examinee, the instructors who heard about He Rui’s affair took the remaining few to critique.

The exam was divided into four parts. The first part was military technical subjects; the questions were a bit eccentric, but not difficult. Among the instructors, someone immediately expressed disdain: "Putting out questions like these, does he want the students to get full marks?"

When they saw the second part, the instructors were somewhat puzzled. Astronomy, geography, physics, chemistry. These were one thing, but the exam questions even included content about farming and planting trees.

Seeing the third part, the crowd simply skipped over it. This section was about *why we fight*, *for whom we fight*, expectations for the nation's future, and expectations for one's personal future.

The fourth part made the instructors frown again. This section was entirely problems concerning bandit suppression, military-civilian relations, and war zone management. An instructor who had heard He Rui was going to the Northeast found a reason: "Is Commander He planning to thoroughly wipe out the bandit scourge outside the Pass?"

"Hmm. The questions include how to pursue, how to investigate bandit dens. And also questions on how to prevent bandits from reigniting after the troops leave. It looks like Commander He wants to do this for real."

Some instructors disagreed. "Bandits are in the countryside. It’s not hard to use troops to wipe them out, but once the troops leave, it’s inevitable they will reignite."

This was a matter of common sense; the instructors all knew that if bandits could really be easily eradicated, they wouldn't be like cutting chives—cutting down one wave only for the next to rise.

Everyone returned to their seats. Some continued their own business, while some instructors mocked He Rui: "Is this all a graduate of the Japanese Army War College amounts to?"

By evening, Zhou Yinshan, having heard the officers' evaluation of the exam questions, arrived at He Rui’s dormitory. Zhou Yinshan knew He Rui was absolutely not that poor, and knew even better that the Japanese Army War College was an exceptionally excellent school. Since he couldn't figure out the meaning of He Rui’s exam, even in his capacity as Section Chief of Personnel, he had to come and inquire.

Entering the door, the dormitory at dusk was unlit and very dim. Test papers and other items were on the table, but the stool before the table was empty. He saw someone lying on the bunk. Zhou Yinshan walked over to look closely and saw He Rui sound asleep.

Knowing He Rui hadn’t slept since arriving at Baoding Military Academy yesterday, Zhou Yinshan didn't wake him. Seeing what He Rui had written lying on the table, Zhou Yinshan’s curiosity was piqued, so he lit a candle and began to flip through it.

Behind the selection list, He Rui had drawn a table in pencil. Aside from the three basic items of name, place of origin, and age, the remaining fourth item was *class background*. Looking closely at the content, among the nearly thirty people, they were either middle peasants or workers. The most respectable background was merely a teacher’s family.

Baoding Military Academy had 1,300 students in a term; even the Class C category had several hundred. For students with such identical backgrounds to be listed separately astonished Zhou Yinshan.

To pick out people with such similar backgrounds from hundreds of others, He Rui must have looked through them one by one.

He had originally thought He Rui’s selection was a case of "washing the mud off the radish in a hurry"—sacrificing diligence for speed. He had not imagined that He Rui was looking for anything but speed; the man had come with a meticulous plan.
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Watching He Rui fast asleep, Zhou Yinshan was tempted to wake him. In the end, he turned back to see what exactly He Rui had accomplished in just over a day.

He Rui had not only selected the candidate students but had also graded all the exam papers. Flipping through the top few answer sheets, Zhou Yinshan revealed a smile.

Faced with the question of how to thoroughly eradicate bandits, one student had given a rather nonsensical answer. *To thoroughly wipe out bandits, one would probably have to set up numerous grain storage points for the troops in the countryside. However, such a massive undertaking is almost impossible, so we might as well just engage in tuntian [military-agricultural colonies].*

Checking the name on the paper, it turned out to be the well-known troublemaker Cheng Ruofan.

Zhou Yinshan felt Cheng Ruofan was dissatisfied with He Rui’s question and deliberately gave such an absurd answer. Such a disrespectful attitude was indeed inappropriate.

Looking at He Rui’s grading, he had underlined the suggestion of "tuntian" and written a sentence next to it: *Why not?*

Is this guy stupid? Zhou Yinshan continued to flip through; such "stupid questions" appeared one after another, baffling him.

Putting down the papers, Zhou Yinshan recalled his time studying abroad in Japan with He Rui a few years ago. He Rui had a bright and friendly personality, never shrinking from a challenge. Many times, He Rui would debate with Japanese classmates at the academy, the sharpness of his questions startling Zhou Yinshan.

Was He Rui’s grading meant to bring these issues out to fiercely criticize the students?

He blew out the candle and got up to leave. Zhou Yinshan made a decision in his heart: if He Rui went too far, he would definitely intervene to stop it. Allowing He Rui to recruit students at the school was because Director-General Duan Qirui had given the order and the Ministry of War had issued an official letter. This did not mean the Baoding Military Academy would allow a graduate of the Japanese Army War College to run wild here.

May 27th was He Rui’s third day at the Baoding Military Academy. Early in the morning, He Rui gave Zhou Yinshan a list of over a dozen people; these were the students entering the next round.

Zhou Yinshan didn't ask questions and assigned an instructor named Li Guodong to interview these students together with He Rui.

The interviews were conducted one-on-one, and only four students were interviewed the entire morning.

At noon, in the cafeteria, Cheng Ruofan, who had finished his interview, ate his meal in low spirits. His tablemate Xu Chengfeng gnawed on a mantou and asked, "Did you do poorly on the exam?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head.

Sitting opposite was Zhong Yifu, a lean and capable youth. He followed up, "Did that Commander He scold you because you answered the questions like that on purpose?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head again. Not only that, Cheng Ruofan sighed with a look of despair, appearing as if he couldn't even stomach his food.

"What exactly happened?" Xu Chengfeng couldn't figure out what was wrong with his friend.

Under everyone's pressing questions, Cheng Ruofan said sorrowfully, "Germany cannot win."

Though the words were few, Xu Chengfeng and the others at the table stopped their chopsticks. Students at the adjacent tables who heard this also turned their heads, looking over in astonishment.

Since the outbreak of the World War, the cadets at the Baoding Military Academy had paid close attention to it. The vast majority of instructors believed the Entente Powers possessed strength superior to the Central Powers, and although the United States had not entered the war, it was unlikely to join the Central Powers. Therefore, the Entente Powers would win.

However, Cheng Ruofan was the most die-hard supporter of the "Germany Must Win" theory. Whenever the World War was mentioned, Cheng Ruofan would beam with delight, talking eloquently about the reasons for Germany's inevitable victory.

Moreover, Germany had maintained the upper hand for the past half-year or more; the annihilation of 270,000 Russian troops at the Battle of Tannenberg was cited by Cheng Ruofan as proof of Germany's assured victory. Whenever he fell behind in a debate, he would bring out this battle as a case study to hard-counter his opponents.

For such a guy to say "Germany cannot win" was no small matter.

The students at the table stopped eating and asked one after another. Students at the next table, holding their mantou, chewed while asking what was going on. Students who hadn't heard Cheng Ruofan's statement crowded over to ask, and upon learning that Cheng Ruofan had actually changed his stance, immediately joined the ranks of the interrogators.

Cheng Ruofan had no appetite left; he stood up, pushed through the crowd, and walked out. Xu Chengfeng saw Cheng Ruofan reach the door and raise the back of his hand to wipe his eyes—he must have been moved to tears by the necessity of admitting Germany would lose.

"Chengfeng. That Commander He... he really knows his stuff," Zhong Yifu’s voice came from the side.

Xu Chengfeng turned to look at him and saw that Zhong Yifu had also just turned back from the direction Cheng Ruofan had taken. "Chengfeng. Let's go ask Ruofan later exactly what that Commander He said to him."

Like Zhong Yifu, Xu Chengfeng’s curiosity was piqued. But feeling that Cheng Ruofan would be too distraught to speak at the moment, he replied, "Instead of asking Ruofan, it’s better to go straight to Commander He."

"That's good." Zhong Yifu nodded repeatedly, picking up his chopsticks and eating as he spoke. "But will Commander He talk to us?"

"We'll wait for him outside this afternoon," Xu Chengfeng felt this wasn't a problem.

When Xu Chengfeng arrived outside the classroom where He Rui was interviewing that afternoon, he saw thirty or forty students already gathered there. The classroom door opened, and Instructor Li Guodong, who was interviewing alongside He Rui, walked out. With a dark face, he asked, "What are you all doing?"

One of the students replied, "Instructor Li, we would like to ask Commander He about the development of the World War."

Since everyone had the same goal, Xu Chengfeng didn't make a sound.

Instructor Li walked back into the classroom and came out after a while. "Commander He agreed to chat with you all. But don't make a racket, do you hear!"

"We hear you!" the cadets replied in unison. Immediately, they swarmed into the classroom. By the time Xu Chengfeng got in, there was only a little space left in the back row against the wall.

He Rui had already sketched a rough topographical map of Europe on the blackboard and was drawing the borders of the belligerent nations and the battle lines.

Xu Chengfeng was first in the school in cartography; seeing the map He Rui outlined, he couldn't help but feel some admiration.

After He Rui finished drawing, he turned and began to speak.

Xu Chengfeng originally thought He Rui’s explanation would be similar to the instructors', only raising some unique viewpoints. Unexpectedly, He Rui started by describing the morphology of the European battlefield.

On the Western Front, over five million troops were crowded together with hundreds of thousands of artillery pieces, dense trenches, barbed wire, and hundreds of thousands of heavy machine guns. On the Eastern Front lay the vast East European Plain. This had already determined that the forms of warfare on the two fronts would be vastly different.

Afterward, He Rui drew out the plains, mountains, and rivers. Xu Chengfeng immediately felt a faint sense that his previous vague perceptions of the Great War were correct.

Artillery, airplanes, machine guns, self-propelled artillery. He Rui described the war occurring in Europe. And he made predictions about the future of warfare.

The more he listened, the more anxious Xu Chengfeng became. When He Rui predicted that armored vehicles weighing over a dozen or even dozens of tons would soon be thrown into the battlefield, making the already bloody war even bloodier, Xu Chengfeng could listen no longer and left the classroom without a word.

Compared to the packed classroom, the air outside was much better, the hot summer wind blowing against his face. Xu Chengfeng felt an indescribable anxiety in his heart; even after taking off his jacket and baring his upper body, this sense of anxiety could not be dispelled.

Xu Chengfeng's ideal in joining the army was to defend the country and resist aggression. Information from abroad showed that the European Great Powers were powerful and well-trained. He truly couldn't find a way to defeat them. Xu Chengfeng could only hide this sense of defeat in the bottom of his heart, daring only to mention it slightly when talking deeply with a few good friends.

Regarding the World War, Xu Chengfeng didn't support anyone; he only hoped both sides would fight until they were mountains of corpses and seas of blood, their vitality greatly damaged. That way, China would have it much easier.

In He Rui’s description just now, the gap between China and the European Great Powers had exceeded the limits of Xu Chengfeng's imagination. Even if Europe was shattered after the World War, their strength, tempered by the battlefield, would only leave China even more defenseless.

The sense of defeat erupted with unprecedented intensity, making it almost impossible for Xu Chengfeng to breathe. Is China really doomed to lose forever?
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Those classmates who shared Xu Chengfeng's temperament gathered one after another in his dormitory. Xu Chengfeng, who had already returned, seemed not to notice them entering and continued to sit in a daze. His classmates wore equally gloomy expressions, making the atmosphere in the room exceptionally oppressive.

The silence was finally broken. "That fellow surnamed He, just because he graduated from a foreign military academy, he only knows how to boost the enemy's morale and dampen our own spirit!"

With this emotional breach opened, other students immediately chimed in. "I think that He guy is just exaggerating! He opens his mouth and talks about hundreds of thousands of cannons—are there really hundreds of thousands of cannons? Those are just baseless claims!"

Xu Chengfeng felt that this explanation made him feel a little better. But as he listened to everyone expressing their opposition to He Rui one after another, he slowly began to feel something was amiss.

Even if he didn't like He Rui, Xu Chengfeng could sense a kind of candor from him. He Rui had indeed described the military strength of both sides on the European battlefield, but it was clearly not to show off; he was simply describing what kind of war was taking place in Europe.

Xu Chengfeng didn't like what He Rui had said, but he felt that He Rui might not be lying.

*How can I prove whether He Rui is a liar or not?* Xu Chengfeng stood up.

Seeing Xu Chengfeng walking away quickly, one of the classmates shouted at his back, "Chengfeng, where are you going?"

Xu Chengfeng didn't answer and went straight to the classroom where He Rui was conducting interviews. Pushing the door open, he saw the classroom was empty, with only He Rui sitting alone at a desk, writing something.

The final rays of the setting sun shone through the window onto He Rui, dyeing him in a layer of golden-red color. Just then, Zhong Yifu caught up. The two of them walked toward He Rui together.

He Rui stopped writing and sized up the two young men before him. One had delicate features, while the other looked lean and capable. Beneath their gloomy expressions lay intense emotions.

"Do you two students have business with me?" He Rui asked.

Xu Chengfeng suddenly realized that his behavior was quite rude, so he hurriedly introduced himself. "Regimental Commander He, my name is Xu Chengfeng. This is my classmate, Zhong Yifu. We have come presumptuously, but we absolutely do not intend to offend."

He Rui had not been afraid to begin with and couldn't help but chuckle softly. He wrote down their names before replying, "What have you two come for?"

"May I ask, Commander He, regarding Europe..." Xu Chengfeng asked. When he reached the critical point, he found it difficult to breathe again.

Beside him, Zhong Yifu asked loudly, "Since Commander He is so clear about affairs in Europe, where exactly does the gap between China and Europe lie?"

"In my view," He Rui replied, "the distinction lies in the fact that Europe has accumulated the capability for both *policy formulation* and *policy execution*. This is the most profound gap between China and the West today."

Xu Chengfeng had never heard anyone put it this way and for a moment didn't know how to follow up.

"Sit," He Rui commanded.

Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu sat down. The fine dust floating in the air began to scatter lightly due to their movements, dancing in the sunlight that enveloped He Rui.

"I have heard of 'saving the nation through science and technology,' 'saving the nation through industry,' and 'saving the nation through education.' Of course, there are also sayings like 'saving the nation through republicanism.' Have you heard of them?"

Hearing the words "saving the nation," He Rui saw the eyes of the two young men opposite him light up. They answered simultaneously, "We have." "We've both heard of them."

"Policy is proposed to solve reality's problems and must have clear goals. If we call the above sayings 'policies'—for example, saving the nation through science and technology—is the policy goal ultimately to develop technology, or is it to save the nation?"

Xu Chengfeng answered immediately, "Naturally, it is to save the nation."

"If saving the nation is the objective, one must be clear: from whose hands are we saving China?"

"Naturally, from the hands of the Great Powers."

"What kind of policies have the Great Powers formulated that force us to the point where we must save China?"

Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu were stunned. After thinking for a while, they replied, "They force us to sign various treaties, forcing us to cede territory and pay indemnities."

"Those are actions taken in the execution of their policies, not the policies themselves. Let me give you an example: the Opium War. Before the Opium War broke out, China earned more silver from the British each year than the British earned from China. The British cannot excrete gold or piss silver; their gold and silver became less and less the more they used it. The more they traded with China, the more they lacked precious metals for transactions. Such a reality violated Britain's economic policy.

"Britain didn't just want to sell opium from the start; they tried various commodities. They finally discovered that the opium trade could earn massive amounts of silver, so they began dumping opium on China. China did not accept Britain doing this, hence the destruction of opium at Humen and the ban on opium. In the end, war broke out.

"The British support for the opium trade was in obedience to Britain's economic policy. In order to execute this policy, the British government would not hesitate to wage war. However, just a few years ago, for the sake of their commercial interests and health policy, Britain signed the *Sino-British Opium Suppression Treaty* with China, prohibiting the comprehensive trade of opium. have you heard of this?"

Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu both knew about the Opium War and knew that Britain dumped opium on China. But they had not heard of the *Sino-British Opium Suppression Treaty*. For a moment, they didn't know whether to believe He Rui's words.

However, looking at He Rui's candid expression, both were inclined to believe he was not lying.

Zhong Yifu was so angry he didn't know what to say, finally squeezing out a sentence: "The British are truly shameless."

"To discuss things that do not exist is a waste of breath. The British are indeed shameless, but only because 'shame' has no place in their calculus. They possess the capability to formulate and execute policy. That is why they are strong. The Great Powers are strong because they have developed their **policy capability**. China remains weak because we lack it entirely. We consistently mistake the objective for the means, and the means for the objective."

"Commander He, what degree of policy capability does China possess?"

"Probably to the degree of 'taking things for granted'..."

"Commander He, then what is the policy capability of the Great Powers like?"

"Which aspect of policy capability are you asking about?"

...

Unknowingly, more than an hour passed in questions and answers. The light in the room gradually dimmed until the fine dust in the air was no longer visible. As night fell, Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu could no longer see anything clearly in the room.

Even sitting in the dark, Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu's enthusiasm did not diminish in the slightest. The two of them gradually discovered that if they looked at the world according to the line of thinking He Rui proposed, the world was still the same world, and the Great Powers were still those same Great Powers, but things were no longer ambiguous and unclear. They were gradually able to understand where the true strength of the Great Powers lay.

Just then, He Rui opened his pocket watch. The radium hands indicated the time in the darkness. He Rui said, "I still have to return to my residence to finish today's work. Let's end here for now."

Although Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu wanted to continue chatting, they felt they couldn't delay He Rui's official duties. As the three of them exited the classroom door, a gust of night wind blew past, and Xu Chengfeng shivered.

*What a cool night breeze.*
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When Xu Chengfeng woke up the next day, he felt refreshed and invigorated, as if a weight had been lifted from his soul. But when he tried to savor the details of his conversation with He Rui from the previous evening, he found his memory fragmented and incomplete. Even the parts he could recall, he found impossible to string together into the same natural, inexorable train of logic that He Rui had demonstrated.

Xu Chengfeng hurriedly found Zhong Yifu, and the two tried to reconstruct the conversation together. Some parts they could piece together by sharing their respective recollections, but other parts had simply vanished from their minds. There were even sections where, despite both having listened to He Rui at the same time, their memories were mutually contradictory. Each was convinced the other had remembered it wrong.

After a period of heated debate, Xu Chengfeng was the first to back down. "Let's stop arguing."

Seeing the usually earnest Xu Chengfeng yield first, Zhong Yifu was surprised. Feeling he had been a bit too pedantic himself, he laughed. "You're right. There's no need for us to quarrel over an outsider."

As he spoke, Zhong Yifu felt his stomach rumble. Seeing the sun climbing toward noon, they realized they had been debating for quite a long time. Zhong Yifu stood up. "Come on, let's go eat. This afternoon we can check if there are any recruitment letters from the capital. Chengfeng, do you think we can get into the units of the old 6th Division?"

Xu Chengfeng shook his head. "I want to follow Regimental Commander He to the Northeast."

"What?" Zhong Yifu stared blankly for a moment before the words processed. "You... you actually want to go to *Guanwai*?"

Xu Chengfeng nodded, his delicate features set in a mask of calm. Zhong Yifu was his close friend and knew that this expression meant Xu Chengfeng had well and truly made up his mind.

***

Meanwhile, He Rui had finished interviewing the last cadet. Beside him, Instructor Zhou Guodong stretched lazily. "Commander He, it's noon. Shall we grab lunch together?"

"I'll be a bit later. I need to finalize the personnel list first."

"Don't be too late, Commander He. The cafeteria is only open for a short window."

He Rui couldn't afford to worry about lunch. He took out his prepared calculation sheets and began substituting the variables. Infantry, Engineering, Cavalry, Artillery—he ran the numbers for each branch. He factored in their exam scores and their interview ratings in various categories, applying weighted values for specific specializations...

After the initial calculation and two rounds of verification, he finally ranked the candidates by their final scores. Checking his pocket watch, he saw it was already 3:00 PM. Lunch was out of the question, but he still had time to find Zhou Yinshan.

Infantry: Cheng Ruofan. Engineering: Xu Jia. Cavalry: Zheng Silang. Artillery: Hu Xiushan. These four were his primary selections.

He would talk to them one more time. As long as these four made a firm commitment to go to the Northeast with him, he would submit the list and prepare for departure.

He hurried to the Personnel Section. Zhou Yinshan glanced at the four names on the list. "Brother He, have you been poaching students behind my back?"

"What do you mean by 'behind your back'?"

Zhou Yinshan had witnessed He Rui's performance in Japan. Whenever Japanese classmates asked for his views, He Rui never hid his opinions. Although He Rui always answered calmly and unhurriedly, his Japanese peers often became emotional—even flustered and exasperated—due to the intense clash of their fundamental ideas.

They say it's easier to change a river's course than a man's nature. Although four years had passed, He Rui likely hadn't changed a bit. But precisely because of this, Zhou Yinshan felt He Rui probably didn't even realize what "poaching students" implied, so he asked directly, "Brother He, what exactly did you say to Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu?"

These two names weren't on his list, yet He Rui felt he should have recognized them. He thought for a moment, then pulled out his notebook and flipped through the pages. "Oh. I met them. The two of them came to find me, and we chatted for a while. Brother Zhou, please process these four first. As soon as the Personnel Section clears them, I need to see them for a final confirmation."

Hearing that He Rui was in such a rush to complete the recruitment, Zhou Yinshan set aside the matter of the two top cadets for a moment and asked about the task at hand. "You've already put them through three rounds of testing. Why the need to confirm again?"

"Brother Zhou, young people are impulsive; it's easy for them to make a decision in the heat of the moment. I welcome their enthusiasm, which is exactly why I must ensure they understand the difficulties that lie ahead. Before leaving the pass, they will inevitably have concerns. I want to clear up any lingering doubts with everyone together."

Compared to two Grade-A honor students, Zhou Yinshan didn't particularly care about four Grade-C students. Having worked in the Personnel Section for two years, he had seen plenty of bureaucratic messes. The army was a place where subordinates followed their superior's lead. Given how sharp and efficient He Rui was, and the potential Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu had already displayed, their future was truly promising.

However, cadets from the Baoding Military Academy were usually in high demand. Other units were always begging the Personnel Section to help persuade students to join them. Since when did the Personnel Section have to beg a unit to take the academy's top graduates?

But thinking of those two excellent cadets, and having seen He Rui's diligence with his own eyes, Zhou Yinshan still said, "Brother He, those two cadets came to see me earlier. They want to follow you."

"Is Brother Zhou trying to force extra personnel on me?"

Zhou Yinshan was so exasperated he laughed, letting out a cold snort. "Heh. Brother He, your temper has certainly grown since Japan."

He Rui shook his head. "Brother Zhou misunderstands. These four students were selected through an rigorous process; I cannot simply abandon them. The students you recommend are surely excellent in character and learning, and I am willing to assess them. If they pass the interview, I'll have to ask you to add two more slots to my quota."

Before Zhou Yinshan could reply, Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu, who had been in the adjacent room, couldn't help but walk out. Xu Chengfeng pleaded, "Instructor Zhou, we still have six months of our internship remaining. Please, give us a chance."

Zhou Yinshan remained silent. Between units recruiting and cadets graduating, the routine work was full of such twists and turns. Giving He Rui two extra slots wasn't an especially difficult matter.

After thinking it over, Zhou Yinshan led He Rui into a quiet room and asked in a low voice, "Brother He, we spent years in Japan and we both understand Japan's national strategy. You are so meticulously prepared; I assume you intend to do something significant in the Northeast. If these children follow you, they will certainly be walking into mortal danger. I only ask you one thing: Why must you go to the Northeast to contend with the Japanese?"

He Rui answered frankly, "Brother Zhou, Japan’s ambition toward China will never extinguish itself. Given the current state of the Beiyang government, no one else can stand in their way. But if I can establish even the most rudimentary industrial base in the Northeast, I can dismantle their ambitions the moment they stir. I will let them know that their designs on Manchuria and Mongolia are nothing but a fool’s errand, sparing China immeasurable grief. If I do not go to the Northeast, I may achieve much elsewhere, but when the invasion comes, I would be powerless to stop it."

Zhou Yinshan's thoughts were a chaotic mix. He remained silent for a long while before finally speaking. "Your exam papers are here. There are two copies left. Test them."

Since they were honor students, He Rui didn't bother proctoring them. He let Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu take the exam on their own while he went to interview the previously selected candidates.

Everyone wanted top-tier talent, but in He Rui's definition of excellence, "political reliability" was the primary factor. A lack of knowledge could be remedied through study, but if one was politically unreliable, it would take a vast amount of brutal reality to even potentially shift their stance—and the odds of that were never high.

In a core team, having people from powerful backgrounds—or even those who merely sympathized with the landlord gentry—would create catastrophic problems for future work. He Rui had painstakingly designed so many seemingly biased questions and conducted these one-on-one interviews precisely to ensure his selected personnel were as politically reliable as possible.
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That night, He Rui returned from meeting with the four candidates he had initially selected before holding his final interviews with Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu.

The last interview was with Xu Chengfeng. The initial questions proceeded very smoothly; Xu Chengfeng was a young man clearly possessed of intense patriotic fervor. He Rui felt that if a campaign required a "daredevil squad" for a suicidal assault, Xu Chengfeng would almost certainly be the first to volunteer for the mission.

Precisely because of this, He Rui was exceptionally pointed when he reached the most critical question. "Cadet Xu. Enemies, whether domestic or foreign, are still enemies. If we strike at the landlords and gentry who do not engage in production, confiscate their land, and distribute it to the tenant farmers—realizing 'land to the tiller'—would you support it?"

"I support it," Xu Chengfeng answered, crisp and decisive.

He Rui glanced at Xu Chengfeng's file; under the heading for family background, the words "Large Landlord" were written in bold, conspicuous ink.

"Cadet Xu, if such changes were to come to your own family, would you still agree?"

"I... would not oppose it."

"Why?" He Rui pressed, refusing to let the boy off with a perfunctory answer.

"I hate the landlords. I cannot stand the things they do, year after year." There was a genuine note of disgust in Xu Chengfeng's tone; he was clearly speaking from the heart. However, Xu Chengfeng quickly turned the question back on his interviewer. "Colonel He, you said that to accomplish anything, one must first formulate policy. Is 'Land Policy' a true policy?"

Hearing this, He Rui felt a surge of delight. "Land Policy is indeed a policy. In fact, at this stage of our development, it is the single most core policy of all."

"Then please tell me, Colonel He, what is your land policy?" Xu Chengfeng looked at him intently, his gaze unblinking.

He Rui answered frankly, "In the long term, land ownership belongs to the state; no individual shall own so much as an inch of land. Usage rights are granted by the state to production units, and these rights cannot be bought or sold between users. In the short term, in a certain sense, it can be viewed as 'land to the tiller'..."

***

June 1st. Outside the gates of the Baoding Military Academy.

He Rui turned to Zhou Yinshan and said, "Brother Zhou, there is no need to see us off any further."

Zhou Yinshan looked at the six young men standing behind He Rui. They all wore the rank insignia of Second Lieutenants. From this moment on, they were no longer students, but true military officers.

"Brother He, take good care of them. I await news of your great success."

He Rui wasted no words. He snapped a sharp salute to his old classmate. Zhou Yinshan returned the gesture, and then they shook hands.

It was no different from their reunion just a few days ago—the same professional courtesy, the same unruffled calm. But now, the last of the barriers between them had vanished. Even this simple farewell conveyed the full weight of their mutual respect and expectations.

Releasing his hand, He Rui barked, "Squad, attention! Salute!"

The six young officers snapped to attention and saluted Zhou Yinshan in unison. Zhou Yinshan looked at this group of his former cadets, stepped forward to pat each of them on the shoulder in turn, and then turned to walk back toward the academy gates.

"Order arms!" He Rui commanded.

The young men lowered their arms, and He Rui continued, "The train for Guanwai departs from Tianjin. We are heading there now to recruit cultural instructors for the army."

"Report. I have a question," Xu Chengfeng spoke up.

"Speak."

"Colonel He, what exactly is the role of a cultural instructor?"

"An army without culture is an army without combat effectiveness [^1]. China currently has a dismal literacy rate, which means we cannot hope to build an army where every man is literate from the day he enlists. So, how do we solve this? There is only one way: we must build the army itself into a school. We will educate every single member of the military! We will make every soldier a man of knowledge and culture. Cultural instructors are the civilian staff who will perform this vital task."

It was obvious that Cheng Ruofan envied Xu Chengfeng's ability to speak up so readily. He rushed to ask, "Report! Should we train these cultural instructors so that they can go into combat as well?"

The other young officers looked puzzled by the question. He Rui also felt it lacked depth, but he answered nonetheless.

"Eliminating ignorance and illiteracy through education is a true war in its own right. You have all just graduated; you should understand better than anyone what that kind of war entails. Schools open every year, and students attend classes for nine months of every year. I have never seen a conventional war that continues so endlessly, without pause. Cheng Ruofan, training is training—it is intended to allow cultural instructors to master the ability to protect themselves. But beyond that, do you truly intend to send teachers onto the front lines?"

Cheng Ruofan looked moved, yet a bit ashamed. He straightened his back and answered loudly, "Sir, I understand! I certainly won't think that way again."

"For an army to possess combat effectiveness, culture is a basic requirement," He Rui continued his orders. "Officer-soldier unity is likewise a basic requirement. Regarding forms of address: from this day forward, our unit will use only titles or 'you' and 'I'. No hierarchical or deferential forms of address are permitted. Do you hear me!"

The six young officers were stunned. He Rui gave them no room to object, his voice rising to a command. "Do you hear me!"

Faced with such overwhelming authority, the young soldiers answered almost reflexively, "Heard!"

"Good. Squad, at ease. Attention! Right face! Forward, march!" He Rui finished his command and was the first to step onto the road leading to the station. Behind him, the six men formed a column, shouldering their luggage and following He Rui with brisk, light-hearted steps.

***

The group took the train to the capital. He Rui first went to request a meeting with Duan Qirui's aide to report his current progress. After listening, the aide said, "Understood. I wish Brother He a smooth journey." With that, the two bid each other farewell.

The aide then met with Zhang Zuolin. At this time, Zhang Zuolin had been summoned to Beijing and simply left to wait. However, Old Zhang refused to give up; he was busy visiting Beiyang bigwigs everywhere, desperate to find a way back to the Northeast. The aide didn't even accept the gift Zhang Zuolin presented, offering only a few perfunctory words before heading straight back to the floral hall where Duan Qirui was working.

"Director-General, He Rui has already departed for Tianjin," he reported. "He will transfer there for the train to Guanwai."

Duan Qirui thought for a moment before the name He Rui registered. "When was the last time I saw him?"

"Answering the Director-General, today marks exactly the eighth day."

Duan Qirui felt that this fellow He Rui was quite focused on his duties. He tossed the matter to the back of his mind. "Is the car ready?"

"Director-General, the car is waiting," the aide replied. Seeing Duan Qirui's grave expression, the aide hesitated, wanting to speak but stopping himself. This would be Duan Qirui's third visit to persuade Yuan Shikai. The first two attempts had left President Yuan deeply displeased, and they had parted on bad terms. There was a saying that *things should not be done a third time*; Duan going back again would only deepen the growing rift between them.

However, Yuan Shikai was set in his ways, and Duan Qirui refused to yield. The aide knew he couldn't dissuade the man; he could only hope that this meeting wouldn't further poison the relationship between the two giants of the Beiyang clique.

He Rui knew nothing of these high-level maneuvers. On the train, he chatted with the young men, making small talk and sharing laughs as he deepened his understanding of each of them. After disembarking at the Tianjin station, the unit formed a neat column and headed straight for the National Beiyang University.

***

[^1]: He Rui is adapting a famous concept later popularized by Mao Zedong: "An army without culture is a dull-witted army, and a dull-witted army cannot defeat the enemy." (没有文化的军队是愚蠢的军队，而愚蠢的军队是不能战胜敌人的).
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The gatekeeper had long since spotted He Rui's squad heading straight for the university. When the small column halted at the gate, the attendants in the guardhouse didn't dare venture out immediately, choosing instead to peer cautiously through the window.

Fortunately, one of them possessed a keen memory and recognized the man standing at the head of the unit. He stepped out boldly and asked, "Is that you, Mr. He?"

Even as he spoke, several figures hurried out from the main building of the National Beiyang University, rushing toward the gate. At their head was a young man dressed in a sharp Western suit—Zhao Tianlin, the President of the university.

President Zhao was only twenty-nine years old, a Ph.D. who had recently returned from government-sponsored studies in the United States. Recognizing He Rui, he called out from a distance, "Brother He! You're back already!"

He Rui didn't waste time on pleasantries. "I've come this time to ask for your help, Brother Zhao..."

Zhao Tianlin waited until He Rui had finished explaining his reasons and objectives for heading to the Northeast in meticulous detail before asking, "What exactly do you need me to do?"

"I'd like to ask for the use of your dormitory space for a few days. I also need to rent the university's mimeograph office to print a batch of materials."

Zhao Tianlin considered the request for only a moment before answering. "Since it is to head to the Northeast to deal with the Japanese, I must naturally do what I can to help. It is only that your subordinates must strictly abide by university discipline."

He Rui knew well that the reputation of soldiers in this era was less than stellar, so he formally introduced his unit. "These young officers with me graduated from the academy just three days ago. I believe Brother Zhao is well aware of the discipline maintained at the Baoding Military Academy."

Hearing that the group consisted of fresh military graduates, Zhao Tianlin felt a wave of relief. "In that case, I shall have the arrangements made immediately."

***

Two hours later, in an office within the four-story main building of the university.

He Rui offered his thanks. "You've done me a great favor, Brother Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin himself felt the turn of events was quite unexpected. Only a few days prior, He Rui's first stop upon returning to China had been Tianjin. They had met briefly then, and He Rui had left two large crates filled with books and research materials in Zhao's care, promising to retrieve them soon.

Now He Rui had returned from Beijing, bringing an entire unit to the campus. Fortunately, the university was currently on break, allowing Zhao to settle the men into the student dormitories.

But these logistical issues were minor in Zhao Tianlin's eyes. To him, He Rui was indeed a soldier, but he was first and foremost a scholar. He smiled and said, "Last time we met, it was such a rush that we had no chance for real conversation. Surely you aren't in such a hurry to leave again?"

It had been a year since Zhao Tianlin first learned of He Rui's existence. Zhao was an alumnus of National Beiyang University himself. When his former classmates who had studied in Japan returned home, they brought with them the first Japanese edition of *Geopolitics* written by He Rui and recommended it to him. Having studied at Harvard Law School, Zhao's Japanese was limited; he had found the rough, crude translations of the work deeply unsatisfying.

Zhao had written a letter and requested an acquaintance in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to forward it to He Rui. Soon after, he had received a large package containing the handwritten Chinese manuscripts of several of He Rui's works.

He Rui hadn't just sent the manuscripts; he had included the funds for their publication, requesting that Zhao see them into print. After reading the texts, Zhao had been profoundly impressed. He had immediately arranged for two hundred copies of each book to be printed. Following Western academic customs, he had written letters of recommendation to the major universities in Beijing and Tianjin, requesting that their libraries add the volumes to their collections.

The various universities, out of respect for Zhao Tianlin, had complied. From that point on, the two men had become regular pen pals, exchanging letters frequently across the sea.

Hearing that Zhao wanted to exchange views, He Rui gave a solemn promise. "I shall stay and talk with you, Brother Zhao, until we have both said our fill."

Though they had been correspondents for a year, this was their first face-to-face meeting. From the shifting global situation to the latest trends in Western academic thought, Zhao Tianlin conversed with visible delight. After several topics had been exhausted, he asked, "You've just returned from Japan. How do you view the situation here at home?"

"I wonder, Brother Zhao, how you yourself view it?"

"Currently, the provincial governors and warlords hold all the power, acting with total lawlessness. How can the nation ever hope to improve if this continues?"

"You are correct. At this moment, government decrees are ignored and military orders carry no weight. If this state of affairs persists, China will inevitably descend into total disintegration."

Zhao Tianlin let out a heavy sigh. "Alas... Brother He, do you believe that if we were to establish a system of separation of powers and a comprehensive legal framework, we might be able to reverse this decline?"

"Brother Zhao, the system of separation of powers is neither efficient enough nor truly suitable for China's needs. China currently has a population of five hundred million. While our territory is vast, much of it consists of rugged mountains. Without a modern industrial system, our grain production has already reached its ceiling under current technology. The amount of food available per capita barely allows the populace to scrape by on the edge of starvation.

"The United States, by contrast, expanded by nearly exterminating the indigenous population, seizing a land of vast, fertile plains. They have a situation of immense land and few people. Furthermore, they are close to Europe and possess ideal conditions for industrial development. Attempting to transplant the American system into China would be a profound mismatch. Even if it were successfully implemented, it would neither save the people nor enrich the state and strengthen the military."

Zhao Tianlin found himself nodding in agreement, but he pressed further. "Even so, we cannot simply abandon the pursuit of law and the rule of law."

"The legal system is a powerful tool, but the laws of any nation are invariably built upon the foundation of its own social development. I agree that a legal system is indispensable. However, the American legal framework emerged through the specific process of American development and exists to serve the American state. The national conditions and development paths of China and the United States are fundamentally different; their laws are not suited to us."

"Then I wonder, what does the 'rule of law' look like in your eyes?"

"The rule of law serves three primary purposes: to secure the polity, to implement distribution, and to facilitate the transfer of costs. We need not discuss the security of the polity for now. But China has too many people and too little land; our per capita resources are low and our surplus production is extremely scarce. Even if the state truly intended to implement a fair distribution of wealth, the poor could not survive on the social surplus—it is not even enough to maintain basic existence.

"As for 'cost transfer,' that is one area that is never neglected in today's China. At the top, we have warlords accumulating massive fortunes; at the bottom, we have the landlords and gentry who transfer the entire burden of their taxes onto the backs of tenant farmers who are already living hand-to-mouth. Hmph!"

At the end of his explanation, He Rui couldn't help but let out a sharp, indignant snort.

Zhao Tianlin sighed along with him. The points He Rui raised were the foundational principles of the rule of law; there was no room for disagreement. Faced with the grim reality of China's current state, Zhao felt a deep sense of dejection. He asked, almost desperately, "Then what must be done for China now?"

He Rui calmed his emotions before answering. "There is a way, of course. The rule of law that China needs must have the 'assistance of the laborers' as its core, rather than continuing to serve only the property-owning classes. First, we must elevate China's production capacity and increase the income of the working people. We must formulate tax laws that collect as little as possible from the laborers. Even so, as their incomes rise, even a small contribution from each individual will result in a substantial total revenue, given our population of five hundred million.

"With that, we can establish an efficient, incorruptible government and invest a portion of that revenue into the military to build a force capable of defending the nation. The remaining funds should be used to expand production, universalize education and healthcare, and provide relief for those affected by natural disasters. Although enriching a nation of five hundred million is no easy task, such a path would reverse our decline and set China on a trajectory of upward development. China's rejuvenation is not an impossibility."
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Zhao Tianlin chatted with He Rui until evening, yet he still felt as though they had only scratched the surface. "Brother He, since you are in Tianjin, allow me to show you some hospitality. Call your subordinates, and let us have a meal together."

"A meal is certainly in order, but immediately afterward I must hold a meeting with my young officers to assign their tasks."

Seeing a look of regret mixed with curiosity flash across Zhao Tianlin’s face, He Rui added, "Would you be interested in joining us, Brother Zhao?"

"Would that... not be a disturbance?" Zhao asked tentatively, though he was clearly eager. While Zhao Tianlin generally harbored little affection for the Beiyang Army, He Rui was proving to be a singular exception. The prospect of hearing what He Rui would say to his men was more than enough to pique his scholarly curiosity.

The group headed to a small eatery adjacent to the university. Each man ordered a large bowl of noodles and a side dish, and they ate their fill with gusto. Upon returning to the dormitory, the young officers respectfully invited Zhao Tianlin to take a seat in the front row. Zhao smiled, waved the students into the seats closer to He Rui, and pulled up a stool for himself at the back of the room.

He Rui took out a drafted document and began copying its points onto the blackboard as he explained.

According to the "four-four" organizational structure—Regiment, Battalion, Company, Platoon—a single regiment consisted of sixty-four platoons. Each platoon was to be assigned one cultural instructor, meaning he needed to recruit sixty-four men. These recruits did not require an exceptionally high level of education; a higher primary school graduation was sufficient, though middle school was preferred. They should be around eighteen years of age and, ideally, unmarried.

As an educator, Zhao Tianlin was heartened to learn that He Rui intended to embed teachers within the ranks to eliminate illiteracy and provide a basic education to the soldiers during their service. He noted with approval that He Rui was not merely a man of fine words, but one who followed through with concrete action. He listened to the specifics of the plan with rapt attention.

He Rui had divided the recruitment process into four distinct phases.

**Phase One:** Hire locals to post flyers and distribute handbills throughout Tianjin. Young men interested in the position would report to National Beiyang University to register, where they would undergo initial oral and written assessments on the spot.

**Phase Two:** Conduct a preliminary review of all applicants. For every candidate who passed the initial screening, He Rui and his officers would conduct a personal home visit to the address provided. This would allow them to gain a more granular understanding of each applicant's circumstances.

**Phase Three:** Evaluate the findings from the home visits. Those who passed this stage would be invited for a final formal interview. If they were successful, they would sign an enlistment agreement and receive a settling-in allowance. These new cultural instructors would then move into the university dormitories for a period of collective living and training.

**Phase Four:** Once the quota was filled, the entire unit would depart for the Northeast.

The young officers had no objections to the process, and Zhao Tianlin found it eminently sound. Seeing the specific tasks laid out before them, the young men showed a visible eagerness to begin the work. His curiosity satisfied, Zhao Tianlin rose to take his leave.

He Rui walked him to the university gates. Zhao smiled and remarked, "You really do look like you're running a school, Brother He—even down to the home visits."

"There are many from my home province of Shandong who have made the journey to *Chuang Guandong* [^1]," He Rui replied. "I know their stories. If they weren't at a dead end, few would choose to leave for the frontier. Without home visits, how can we truly know if these boys come from clean backgrounds?"

Moved by the sentiment, Zhao Tianlin offered a suggestion. "Brother He, regarding your mission to the Northeast to resist the Japanese—should we perhaps mention that in the recruitment materials? The people of Tianjin have suffered under foreign boots for a long time; many harbor a deep-seated resentment that might draw them to your cause."

"There is no need," He Rui said firmly. "Serving one's country is a long-term endeavor; it requires men of steady perseverance. Momentary indignation may produce a surge of energy in the short term, but such emotions rarely survive the grinding attrition of time. They are too prone to discouragement. A man who walks with a steady, measured pace is the one who will endure to the end."

"A profound insight," Zhao Tianlin praised. "It seems you have already weighed every factor carefully. I was abrupt to suggest it."

"You only wish to serve the nation, Brother Zhao. How could that be considered abrupt?"

Encouraged, Zhao Tianlin thought of another way to assist. "Tomorrow I shall contact some friends at the local newspapers and ask them to recommend some newsboys. They spend their days scouring every street and alleyway; they know the layout of Tianjin better than anyone."

"That would be a tremendous help. My thanks."

The two parted at the gates, and He Rui returned to the dormitories to rest. Early the next morning, the work began in earnest according to the plan.

Although the Tianjin of 1915 was not yet the sprawling metropolis it would become in the twenty-first century, it was already one of China's premier cities. Despite their best efforts, the seven of them spent the entire first day running across the city only to find they hadn't covered even a fifth of the urban area.

During the evening debriefing, Zhong Yifu suggested asking Zhao Tianlin for further assistance. He Rui shook his head. "We must not. If we cannot bear the difficulty of asking strangers for help here, who will we turn to once we reach the Northeast?"

June 4th.

The formal recruitment drive in Tianjin had entered its third day. It was past eight in the evening when He Rui and his men finally trickled back into the dormitory. The young officers collapsed directly onto their bunks, too exhausted to move a muscle.

Cheng Ruofan let out a low groan. "How far did we walk today?"

For a long minute, no one had the energy to answer. Finally, Xu Jia rolled over and sat up, rubbing his sore legs. "I'd wager we covered at least sixty *li* [^2]."

"Was it really that far?" Cheng Ruofan’s voice was a mere whisper.

"I visited six different families today," Xu Jia said, the memory of the stairs and alleys bringing a fresh wave of fatigue. He lay back down, staring at the ceiling. "With all the walking to distribute the flyers, sixty *li* sounds about right."

"In just these few days, we must have covered over two hundred *li*. No wonder I feel more drained than I ever did during field training."

Hearing Cheng Ruofan put a number to their efforts, the young officers realized the magnitude of what they had accomplished. But the thought that this was only the beginning weighed heavily on them. Zhong Yifu sighed. "How many more days of this? If it keeps up, I won't be able to lift my feet."

Just then, the door creaked open, and He Rui walked in, trailing the sharp, acrid scent of fresh printer's ink. Seeing his exhausted squad, He Rui barked with a voice that showed no hint of fatigue, "Squad, attention!"

With a chorus of rustling and groans, the young men struggled to their feet.

He Rui waved a stack of freshly mimeographed papers. "Tomorrow will be a day of rest. We will hold a study session in the afternoon to review these—the evaluation criteria and the background check forms. Look them over if you have the strength. For now, get some sleep."

He Rui stepped back out to retrieve the rest of the materials. The trip took only twenty minutes, but when he returned, he found Xu Chengfeng sprawled across his bed, clutching a copy of the instructions, already sound asleep. The others hadn't even managed to take a copy; they were already lost to the world.

He Rui set the remaining papers down gently, stifled a yawn, and lay back on his own bunk. The moment his head hit the pillow, a wave of heavy sleep pulled him under.

***

June 7th. 2:00 PM.

The young officers had returned to the university and were gathered in a classroom. For the past two days, the unit’s focus had shifted from broad outreach to the intensive investigation of the applicants.

He Rui stood at the front of the room. "The meeting will come to order. Xu Jia, please read the evaluation requirements."

Xu Jia, short and stocky with a surprisingly resonant voice, began to read. "Condition One: Clean background. There must be no history of criminal activity or legal violations within the immediate family."

The young officers, now acting as a selection committee, consulted the forms they had been given as they listened.

"Condition Two: Patriotic outlook. Applicants must not possess any close ties to foreign powers. Condition Three: Politically reliable. Preference is to be given to those from worker or peasant backgrounds..."

***

[^1]: *Chuang Guandong* (闯关东) refers to the mass migration of Han Chinese from the North China Plain, particularly Shandong and Hebei, to Manchuria (the Northeast) starting in the late Qing dynasty. [^2]: One *li* is approximately 500 meters. 60 *li* is roughly 30 kilometers (18.6 miles).
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He Rui had not yet had much contact with the Chinese people of this era. Watching the young officers' eager anticipation to begin the review, he felt a flicker of hesitation.

By 21st-century standards, these review criteria would be considered "highly political." Yet the young officers seemed to have no reaction to this; he couldn't tell if they were indifferent or if they simply lacked any concept of "politicization."

After a moment's thought, He Rui decided to postpone the discussion for later—how much later, he himself wasn't sure.

During these days, whenever He Rui found a spare moment, he would deliver a lecture, introducing the basic theories of 21st-century evolution, sociology, and political science.

Those from ordinary backgrounds reacted strongly to the theories of evolution and sociology, yet they showed little interest in political science.

Xu Chengfeng, hailing from a prominent landlord family, displayed the exact opposite inclination.

However, regardless of their backgrounds, the core members showed no resistance to these review conditions, which could be described as highly political for this era. This realization put He Rui much more at ease.

At that moment, Xu Jia finished reading the review criteria and asked, "Is there anything unclear to anyone?"

The young soldiers all indicated their understanding, and Xu Jia took his seat.

"Then, the first review meeting begins," He Rui announced.

This was the preliminary review. Over sixty applicants had taken the examination, and candidates for the first round would be selected from among them.

"Zhu Guangyou. Male, nineteen years old, single. Working-class background. Currently employed as a day laborer in a factory. Parents are both living; two older brothers, one younger sister... Scores..."

Locating the scores in the ledger, Zhong Yifu continued reading, "Chinese: 72. Mathematics: 67. He studied a foreign language—English—but claims to remember only a few phrases now."

The review process was straightforward, utilizing a system of collective deliberation. First, the basic details of an applicant were read aloud, followed by a briefing from the personnel responsible for the interview.

After Zhong Yifu finished reading, Xu Chengfeng consulted his notes and began to brief the committee. "Zhu Guangyou has witnessed patriotic demonstrations and feels that foreigners are bullies. His requests are: he asks if the relocation allowance can be paid in full and hopes his monthly wages will be paid on time without arrears. He says he can take beatings or scoldings, so long as he isn't 'bullied.' He is indifferent about being sent to the Northeast or anywhere else."

Xu Jia produced his notebook. Waiting until Xu Chengfeng concluded his briefing and seeing no objections from the reviewers, he turned to the page for Zhu Guangyou's home visit. "Zhu Guangyou lives in the Tianjin workers' district. The family occupies three rooms. Zhu Guangyou shares a room with his second brother. He failed to mention that his eldest brother has already moved out..."

Hearing that the applicant had not been entirely forthcoming, the officers, who had initially thought well of Zhu Guangyou, looked somewhat displeased.

"Zhu Guangyou's parents are aware of his application, but they aren't particularly supportive. When I visited, they thought he had gotten into trouble and kept questioning me. His father is a worker, and his mother manages the household—or, to use the prescribed terminology, she is a 'housewife.' A very honest family."

After Xu Jia finished his report, Zhong Yifu asked, "Then why didn't Zhu Guangyou mention his eldest brother?"

Xu Jia shook his head. "I don't know. If everyone feels he should proceed to the next round, perhaps we should ask him before he officially joins the team?"

After a collective deliberation, Zhu Guangyou's overall profile was deemed acceptable, and he was moved to the next round.

"Chen Deli. Male, eighteen years old, single..." The review of the next applicant began.

He Rui observed the young soldiers, checking his open pocket watch from time to time. Under normal circumstances, a break should be taken after forty-five minutes at most. However, He Rui intended to push them to their limits.

He watched as the young officers transitioned from excitement to focus, then to fatigue, and finally to ill-concealed impatience. To He Rui's slight surprise, the first to show impatience was Zhong Yifu. When an exhausted Xu Jia called for the "Next" applicant, Cheng Ruofan finally spoke up: "Forget it, let's take a breather." Even he had reached his limit.

The entire session had lasted about an hour and a half.

"We'll stop here for now. Break for thirty minutes," He Rui ordered.

Everyone stood up wearily and went for a walk to clear their heads. Xu Jia remained behind. Once the others had mostly cleared out, he asked, "Colonel, do the instructors at the academy also evaluate us through this kind of collective deliberation?"

"I didn't attend the Baoding Military Academy, so I'm not privy to their specific methods. If I had to guess, though, it's likely much the same."

Xu Jia rubbed his sore eyes, a look of quiet satisfaction on his face. "Colonel He. I used to think fairness was a rarity in this world. But after participating in these reviews—especially the collective deliberations—I've realized that fairness is indeed possible."

He Rui had been keeping a close eye on Xu Jia over the past few days. Xu Jia's grades at the Baoding Academy had been a mere C-average; he was certainly capable compared to the general population, but hardly a standout among his peers. What interested He Rui, however, was the aptitude and enthusiasm Xu Jia displayed for the review work.

Since Xu Jia had asked, He Rui replied, "Whether fairness exists depends on whether the goal of the deliberation is genuine equity or merely a predetermined outcome—what one might call 'going through the motions'."

Seeing Xu Jia nodding thoughtfully, He Rui asked, "Do you value fairness?"

"Of course I do."

"Then pay close attention to how we use inquiries, examinations, home visits, and interviews to compile a dossier. Even with a dossier, decisions must still be reached through methods like collective deliberation."

Hearing this, Xu Jia asked hurriedly, "Colonel, I will do my best. But I'm also a bit worried. If there were no collective deliberation and the judgment rested on a single person, how could fairness be guaranteed?"

He Rui answered, "In that case, judgment must be based on the objective direction of the examination content—on logic."

"What exactly *is* logic?" Xu Jia's interest deepened, his fatigue forgotten in the face of his thirst for knowledge.

***

Half an hour later, the refreshed young soldiers returned to their tasks.

Before the review meeting resumed, He Rui ordered, "From now on, each session will last forty-five minutes, followed by a fifteen-minute break."

Despite the more reasonable pace, the review continued late into the night. The young soldiers expended immense mental and physical energy, but they finally selected the first batch of recruits. Zhu Guangyou was among them.

Drawing on their experience from the Baoding Academy recruitment, Xu Jia proactively suggested, "Should we visit their homes again? We should speak with them one more time to confirm they are truly willing and to see if they have any lingering concerns."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't help but smile, recalling when he had heard He Rui discuss this very step with Zhou Yinshan at the academy. He casually picked up the planning document to check, but didn't see this item listed in the schedule.

According to He Rui's plan, these recruits would gather with their belongings to live at National Beiyang University. Under the "Work Content" section, the words "Ice-breaking Meeting" were written.

Even though Zhao Tianlin had agreed to provide dormitories, he still had to be kept informed. Initially, Zhao Tianlin had simply said, "Understood." To He Rui's surprise, however, he sought him out two days later. "Brother He, why aren't you drilling? This hardly looks like the way one trains troops."

"It isn't time yet. At the moment, I'm holding 'ice-breaking' meetings for the new recruits."
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"An icebreaker? What is that?" Zhao Tianlin asked, sounding genuinely puzzled.

"It is a meeting where everyone sits together to get to know one another. They introduce themselves, chat, and generally lower their guard. The goal is to dispel the awkwardness of being among strangers in a relaxed environment, allowing them to integrate into the team as quickly as possible."

Zhao Tianlin finally understood. "I see. You are quite considerate, Brother He."

In this era, more than one person had described He Rui as "considerate." He Rui himself did not see it that way. From a management perspective, establishing mutual trust was merely the first step toward effective cooperation. Some people did this instinctively, while others simply didn't realize its importance. He Rui was merely executing a standard procedure; his personal feelings on the matter were irrelevant.

"If you find it considerate, then let it be so," He Rui replied simply.

"Colonel, we've run out of flyers. Should we print another batch?" Xu Chengfeng ran over to ask.

He Rui paused his instruction to cultural instructor Liu Jingsheng on silk-screen printing, looked up, and replied, "No more flyers. Print this literacy manual instead."

Xu Chengfeng tried to persuade him. "But we're still quite a few people short. I think another round of recruitment would be beneficial."

"How are we short?" He Rui asked pointedly.

Xu Chengfeng presented a report compiled by Zhong Yifu. He Rui scanned it quickly. In their eight days in Tianjin, they had selected 35 people, with 41 others still under consideration. At the bottom of the report, Zhong Yifu had listed the qualification rate.

Up to now, the number of people who had committed to following He Rui accounted for only a quarter of the initial candidates. If one factored in those who voluntarily withdrew after the icebreaker because they felt the fit was wrong, the final passing rate was only one-fifth.

At this ratio, only about eight more people could be expected from the remaining 41 candidates. Adding them to the 35 already selected would bring the total to 43—barely two-thirds of their target of 64.

As they were speaking, Xu Jia also hurried in. "Colonel, should we distribute more flyers?"

He Rui shook his head and sat down to begin carving a silk screen himself. "We will discuss this tonight," he ordered.

The review meeting continued into the evening. Although Xu Jia was frowning, his work remained meticulous. Among the other reviewers, only Zhong Yifu managed to maintain a steady composure. Those with more impatient temperaments, like Xu Chengfeng, were showing a clear tendency to lower their standards just to fill the ranks.

*They have reached their limit,* He Rui thought.

This did not mean that a city like Tianjin, a northern metropolis of a million people, lacked qualified candidates. Finding sixty-four people from such a population was a ratio of less than one in ten thousand.

Nor was it for a lack of effort. Every man wanted to complete the task as quickly as possible and was working just as hard as before.

The "limit" He Rui sensed was the limit of their psychological endurance. His core cadres were young; they lacked the experience to recognize this exhaustion in themselves.

Since they had reached that point, there was no sense in pushing further. At the morning meeting the next day, He Rui announced, "Cease all flyer distribution immediately. We will no longer actively seek recruits. Everyone, begin preparations to head outside the pass."

Some young officers looked visibly relieved, as if a heavy weight had been lifted from their shoulders, while others were clearly unsatisfied with the shortfall. Zhong Yifu asked, "Colonel, what are our orders for now?"

"Wash your clothes, clean your quarters, and pack your gear."

"Clean the quarters?" Zhong Yifu was baffled.

"We have been staying in this school for quite some time. Would it be appropriate to leave it in a mess when we depart?"

Zhong Yifu snapped to attention. "Understood. I will lead the men in the cleaning."

The units had only just begun their work when Zhao Tianlin arrived. "Are you leaving, Brother He?"

Cheng Ruofan, who was assisting He Rui in organizing the newly printed literacy manuals, looked up at the university president.

"Brother Zhao, we have recruited enough for our immediate needs, and the Northeast is waiting for us. We intend to depart within the next two days. I was going to inform you once we had finished tidying up."

"What a pity. I had hoped to learn more from you. Please, Brother He, write to me as soon as you reach the Northeast. I have been reflecting on your words regarding the subjects of legal service; it was truly a revelation."

"If you are truly interested, why not begin your preparations now? China is weak today, but she will not remain so forever. When we reclaim our independence and achieve national liberation, the government will decide our national policies, but the task of compiling our legal code will fall to experts like you. I look forward to the day you can apply a lifetime of learning to draft a truly superior body of law."

Zhao Tianlin was stunned. He stared at He Rui for a long moment before his face broke into a broad smile. "I only hope that day comes soon."

After Zhao Tianlin left, Cheng Ruofan asked cautiously, "Colonel, did anyone tell the President we were leaving?"

"I doubt it."

"Is this like what you told us about why the Great Powers don't deceive one another? Does someone in a high position like President Zhao know our intentions just by seeing us clean?"

"The Great Powers do not deceive one another because they operate by the same logic and understand every detail of the process. As for President Zhao, if he were leading students and borrowing a place to stay, he would certainly clean before leaving. Thus, seeing us clean, he inferred our departure. Seeing through things often relies on the accumulation of experience. Those who do not value such etiquette would see us cleaning and have to stop and think, or perhaps even suspect we were cleaning because we intended to stay permanently."

"I see," Cheng Ruofan nodded, looking thoughtful.

***

June 12th. He Rui led his unit—six officers and forty-three cultural instructors—to the Tianjin railway station.

Aside from the officers, nearly everyone had family members there to see them off. Relatives held the hands of the young men, offering earnest last-minute advice and pleading with He Rui and his officers to watch over them.

He Rui and his men gave their assurances to each. Some of the families were overcome with emotion, weeping openly as they embraced their departing sons, adding a heavy layer of sorrow to the already crowded platform.

Suddenly, someone pushed through the crowd, shouting, "Brother He!"

He Rui turned to see Zhao Tianlin hurrying toward him. "Brother He, we part today, and I know not when we shall meet again. You must take care of yourself."

"You as well, Brother Zhao. Our success in Tianjin is thanks entirely to your assistance. Once I have stabilized things in the Northeast, I will write. If you ever find yourself in the North, I shall certainly host you as my guest of honor."

At this final moment of parting, Zhao Tianlin was visibly moved. "Brother He... when that day of independence and strength you spoke of arrives... we won't be too old to see it, will we?"

"Fear not," He Rui replied firmly. "When that day comes, we will still be young!"

Zhao Tianlin opened his mouth to respond, but the train's whistle let out a deafening blast, drowning out his voice entirely.

As the echoes faded, the conductor shouted, "All aboard! The train is departing!"

Zhao Tianlin reached out and gripped He Rui's hand tightly. "Take care."

Moments later, with a series of rhythmic whistles, the train began to roll. The recruits crowded the windows, waving frantically to their friends and families on the platform.

The small company, forged in less than a month, began its journey toward its first destination: Fengtian. As the train steamed out of the station and left the city behind, it carried its passengers away from their unease and toward a much vaster world.
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The group sent by General Zhen'an [^1], Zhang Xiluan, was waiting at the Fengtian train station. The leader was a Major surnamed Liu, about thirty years old. After exchanging a few pleasantries with He Rui, he praised, "Commander He is so young."

He Rui smiled and pointed to the team behind him. "Brother Liu, it's not just me who is young; my officers and soldiers are all very young."

Major Liu looked at the young men behind He Rui and laughed dryly. "Hehe, Commander He is a young hero. I admire you, I admire you. Commander He, how should these brothers be settled?"

"Please send a few brothers to lead them to a larger inn to stay. I will go with Brother Liu to pay my respects to General Zhang immediately."

"...Very well. Zhang Xiang, lead Commander He's men to find an inn. Commander He, follow me."

Horses were already prepared outside the train station. Major Liu invited He Rui to mount. He Rui's horsemanship was limited to getting on and off; he wouldn't fall off when the horse trotted on the road, but that was about it. Fortunately, Zheng Silang was a cavalry specialist and his horsemanship was superb. In moments, he calmed the horse down, making it obediently follow his lead.

Grasping the saddle, He Rui asked, "Brother Liu, exactly how arrogant are the Japanese troops outside the pass?"

Major Liu rode alongside He Rui. Hearing this question, he sighed. "Alas, Commander He, there are only two thousand Japanese troops outside the pass. If we really fought, we could beat them. We're just worried it would trigger a major war, and at that point, us brothers couldn't bear the responsibility."

"The brothers outside the pass have worked hard," He Rui sighed, then changed the subject.

On the way, they chatted about the general situation regarding Russia, Japan, and the Mongol tribes. The group arrived at the entrance of the government office. Major Liu went in to announce their arrival. Zheng Silang whispered, "Commander, Japan's intimidation tactics seem quite effective."

He Rui chuckled lightly and instructed, "We are meeting General Zhang to deal with Japan together. This is something we just need to do. If you say it out loud, others might misunderstand and think we are mocking them."

Having had his competitive little thought exposed, Zheng Silang couldn't help but stick out his tongue.

He Rui slapped Zheng Silang on the shoulder. "Don't worry about how to deal with the Japanese. Once we settle down, we'll hold a meeting to arrange it. At that time, even if you don't want to speak, you'll be forced to speak."

Zheng Silang nodded, the jumpy look from a moment ago gone from his face.

He Rui and his group were led before General Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan. The room was quite bright; the Four Treasures of the Study sat on the desk, and calligraphy and paintings hung on the walls.

An old man sat in the main seat. It was Zhang Xiluan. His appearance was handsome, and his gestures were still vigorous; he showed no signs of senile slowness. Aside from his completely white hair and beard, he didn't look like the seventy-something-year-old man He Rui had heard about.

He Rui stepped forward and saluted. "Subordinate He Rui, under orders to report for command under General Zhen'an, Lord Zhang."

Zhang Xiluan ordered in a northern accent with a Sichuan intonation, "Commander He, you've had a hard journey. Sit down and talk."

"Thank you, Lord Zhang."

Zhang Xiluan finished reading the official document and understood Duan Qirui's intent. "Commander He wants to recruit soldiers in Changchun?"

"Answering Lord Zhang, Director-General Duan ordered this subordinate to obey Lord Zhang's deployment."

Seeing that He Rui wasn't using his connections to act self-important or asking for a lucrative post right away, Zhang Xiluan felt He Rui wasn't here to cause trouble. He asked, "How does Commander He plan to deal with the Japanese army?"

"Answering Lord Zhang. This subordinate believes that in negotiating with the Japanese, it comes down to being justified, beneficial, and restrained [^2]. Facing provocations from the Japanese army, we must act with reason and evidence, not getting entangled in unreasonable pestering. Where national interests are concerned, we absolutely cannot retreat. The Japanese have few personnel; their provocations rely mostly on intimidation. Once we overpower the Japanese army, we must exercise restraint and stop at the appropriate time. Regardless of the method, the goal is to let the Japanese army know the stakes so they won't cause trouble in the future. After all, the Japanese army causes trouble partly because they want the Japanese General Staff to know they are doing something, to facilitate their own promotions."

After listening to He Rui, Zhang Xiluan didn't rate him very highly. Having been outside the pass for over forty years, he naturally understood how unreasonably the Japanese pestered people. If it could really be solved by reasoning, things would never have become what they were today.

However, He Rui was obviously here to cooperate, and it was Duan Qirui's arrangement. Zhang Xiluan asked, "How many men did Commander He bring?"

"Answering Lord Zhang, this subordinate brought 6 officers and 43 non-commissioned officers. Including this subordinate, a total of 50 people."

"Siping is close to Changchun. Commander He, you should go garrison Siping."

He Rui stood up and bowed. "As you command."

"When does Commander He plan to set off?"

"My subordinates can set off at any time. This subordinate needs to make a trip to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office first. Director-General Duan told this subordinate about the Japanese army's actions in Changchun. This subordinate asks Lord Zhang to dispatch a subordinate who understands Japanese to accompany me to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office to demand an explanation."

As soon as these words came out, several people in the room gasped. In the ears of Zhang Xiluan's subordinates, the term "Kwantung Governor-General's Office" was no different from a dragon's pool or a tiger's den. They looked at He Rui, then at Zhang Xiluan, their eyes filled with shock and incomprehension.

Zhang Xiluan seemed deep in thought. After a moment, he chuckled lightly. "Hehe, why doesn't Commander He go directly to the Japanese consulate in Changchun?"

He Rui didn't avoid Zhang Xiluan's gaze at all and responded decisively, "The Japanese consulate in Changchun cannot control the Japanese garrison. The Kwantung Governor-General's Office is the one in charge. If the Kwantung Governor-General's Office doesn't issue an order, such incidents will only emerge one after another endlessly."

"Can Commander He persuade the Kwantung Governor-General's Office?"

"This subordinate is not going to quarrel with the Kwantung Governor. Winning people over with reason is the best policy."

Hearing this, the expressions of Zhang Xiluan's subordinates in the room became strange. They felt that if He Rui's words weren't the most ridiculous thing they had heard in their lives, they certainly ranked among the most ridiculous. However, Zhang Xiluan's expression had become solemn. "When does Commander He plan to go?"

"First, I ask Lord Zhang to send a telegram informing Hamamo Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Governor-General's Office, that this subordinate will go to negotiate as a representative of the Fengtian General Zhen'an's Office. Once Japan replies, this subordinate will head to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office."

Zhang Xiluan was somewhat surprised. "Why meet the Chief of Staff instead of the Kwantung Governor?"

"Answering Lord Zhang. The current Governor of the Kwantung Governor-General's Office is Nakamura Satoru. I heard of this person when I was in Japan. He was born in 1854 and is 61 years old this year. He was promoted to Army General on January 25th of this year. According to Japanese rules, Nakamura Satoru no longer manages specific affairs; daily affairs are the responsibility of the Chief of Staff. To discuss matters, one naturally should find the person truly in charge."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan was certain He Rui had come prepared. He actually felt a hint of expectation for resolving this matter. But having been disappointed too many times over the years, Zhang Xiluan didn't dare to harbor any fantasies. He simply called the quartermaster and approved a batch of weapons and ammunition for He Rui.

Returning to the unit's accommodation, He Rui called the core personnel and explained the upcoming arrangements. Upon hearing that He Rui was going to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office, Xu Chengfeng immediately stated he wanted to go along as a guard.

He Rui smiled and shook his head. "It's not like I'm going to a dragon's pool or tiger's den; what need is there for guards? I would be more reassured if you and the others led the team to Siping. Once you arrive in Siping, inquire about this news immediately."

Saying this, He Rui took out a document from his briefcase and placed it on the table. He Rui had long planned what intelligence to collect first upon reaching the local area. He just hadn't taken it out earlier because he didn't know where Zhang Xiluan would send him.

Just as he was about to explain the contents to the young officers, Zhong Yifu said, "Commander. Siping isn't a dragon's pool or tiger's den either. If no one follows you to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office, *we* won't be reassured."

***

[^1]: General Zhen'an (镇安上将) is a title, roughly "General who Pacifies/Stabilizes". [^2]: "Justified, Beneficial, Restrained" (有理、有利、有节) is a famous principle for struggle often attributed to Mao Zedong (during the anti-Communist friction in WWII), meaning to fight on just grounds, to your advantage, and with restraint. He Rui is applying this anachronistically but appropriately for his character.
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Hearing Zhang Xiluan assign Siping as his jurisdiction, He Rui stood up and bowed. "As you command."

"When does Commander He plan to set off?"

"My men can move at any time," He Rui replied. "But first, I need to make a trip to the Kwantung Government-General. Director-General Duan informed me of the Japanese army's recent activities in Changchun. I would like to ask you, Lord Zhang, to dispatch a subordinate fluent in Japanese to accompany me to the Kwantung Government-General so we may negotiate with the Japanese command together."

As soon as these words left his mouth, several people in the room gasped. To Zhang Xiluan's subordinates, the name "Kwantung Government-General" was synonymous with danger—a dragon’s lair or a tiger’s den. They looked at He Rui, then at Zhang Xiluan, their eyes wide with shock.

Zhang Xiluan seemed deep in thought. After a moment, he chuckled lightly. "Hehe, why doesn't Commander He go directly to the Japanese consulate in Changchun instead?"

He Rui didn't avoid Zhang Xiluan's gaze. He responded decisively, "The Japanese consulate in Changchun has no authority over the Japanese garrison. The Kwantung Government-General is the true seat of power. Unless the Government-General issues a direct order, these incidents will only continue to crop up without end."

"And you believe you can persuade them?"

"I am not going there to pick a fight with the Kwantung Governor," He Rui said calmly. "Persuading them with reason is the better course of action."

The expressions of Zhang Xiluan's subordinates grew strange. To them, He Rui’s words sounded utterly absurd, almost like a joke, yet they found themselves unable to laugh. Zhang Xiluan’s expression, however, had become solemn. "When do you plan to leave?"

"First, I ask that you send a telegram informing Hamaomote Matasuke, the Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General, that I will be coming to negotiate as a representative of the Office of the Zhen’an General of Fengtian. Once they reply, I will depart immediately."

Zhang Xiluan was surprised. "Why meet the Chief of Staff instead of the Governor-General himself?"

"The current Governor-General of the Kwantung Government-General is Nakamura Satoru," He Rui explained. "I heard of him during my time in Japan. He is a veteran general, sixty-one years old. He was just promoted to the rank of General on January 25th and is nearing retirement. According to Japanese custom, Nakamura’s current post is a purely honorary one before he steps down; daily affairs are handled by the Chief of Staff. Therefore, it is more effective to deal with the Chief of Staff directly."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan was certain He Rui had come prepared. He even felt a flicker of hope that this matter might actually be resolved. But having endured so many disappointments over the years, he didn't dare indulge in fantasies. He simply summoned the quartermaster and approved a batch of weapons and ammunition for He Rui’s unit.

Returning to the unit's quarters, He Rui gathered his core officers to explain the next steps. Upon hearing that He Rui intended to go to the Kwantung Government-General, Xu Chengfeng immediately volunteered to go as his guard.

He Rui smiled and shook his head. "It’s not as if I’m walking into a lion's den. There's no need for a guard. I would be more at ease if you and the others led the team to Siping. Once you arrive, you must begin gathering information immediately."

He Rui pulled a document from his satchel and laid it on the table. He had long ago prepared a plan for intelligence collection once they reached their destination; he had only been waiting to see where Zhang Xiluan would send them.

Just as he was about to explain the details to the young officers, Zhong Yifu spoke up. "Commander, Siping isn't exactly a lion's den either. If you go to the Kwantung Government-General alone, *we* won't be at ease."

"Silang handles external affairs. Let him accompany the Commander," Cheng Ruofan suggested.

He Rui was slightly surprised. Cheng Ruofan had been a notorious troublemaker back at school, yet here he was making a perfectly sensible suggestion. On the train from Tianjin to Fengtian, He Rui had already finalized the temporary division of labor: Zhong Yifu would handle logistics and finance, Xu Jia would manage the archives, Zheng Silang would oversee external affairs, and Hu Xiushan would handle internal affairs and security. As for military matters, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan would serve as the primary and secondary commanders.

The young officers immediately split into two factions over the guard issue, leaving Zhong Yifu, who sided with Xu Chengfeng, looking rather isolated.

He Rui tapped the table to end the debate. "Using you as bodyguards is a waste of talent. We need to move in separate directions. Your work in Siping is far more important than my trip to the Government-General."

Without giving them another chance to argue, He Rui distributed the documents. "Once you’ve collected the equipment, head straight to Siping and begin your investigations according to this plan."

Zhong Yifu looked over his copy. The investigation was divided into three main categories: the local garrison, local officials, and local influential figures.

The plan was remarkably thorough, listing not just the targets but the specific details to be uncovered. While Zhong Yifu felt confident he could handle some of it, other parts left him unsure of how to proceed. Before he could ask, He Rui began assigning specific roles.

The investigation wasn't meant for the six of them alone; it involved the entire unit. For external purposes, Xu Chengfeng would be identified as the Regiment Staff Officer, Cheng Ruofan as the Vice Regiment Commander, and the other four as Battalion Commanders. These were titles for dealing with outsiders, not their actual internal ranks.

"Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan will wear their uniforms. You will act as the Vice Commander and Staff Officer to establish contact with the local government and military in Siping. Your goal is to gather official information."

"Zhong Yifu, Zheng Silang, and Hu Xiushan will change into civilian clothes. You’ll take a select group of men and head into Siping ahead of the main body to gather intelligence from the streets. Xu Jia, you will stay at the camp to oversee the troops and organize marksmanship drills—even if they’re just dry-fire exercises, they need to look professional. You will also be responsible for compiling and analyzing all incoming intelligence."

"Commander, I’m not very good at small talk," Zhong Yifu admitted. "Maybe it’s better if I stay at the camp."

He Rui turned to Zheng Silang. "If someone asked for your name under the pretext of asking for directions, would you tell them?"

"Of course not," Zheng Silang replied instantly.

"And if an instructor asked you to introduce yourself to the class on the first day of school, would you refuse?"

"No, naturally not," Zheng Silang said.

He Rui looked back at Zhong Yifu. "As the saying goes, 'you sing the song of the mountain you are on'—you must adapt to your surroundings. Social surveys and intelligence gathering are all about methodology. With the right approach, you can get people to reveal things they consider trivial through simple conversation. We use uniforms or civilian clothes depending on who we need to talk to. Do you intend to only ever deal with one kind of person for the rest of your life?"

"I’m really not cut out for this," Zhong Yifu muttered, still trying to back out.

He Rui ignored him and addressed the group. "You were all classmates, so communication between you should be easy. Learn from one another. When you hit a snag, analyze it and find a solution together. While I am away from Siping, you will hold study sessions. Everyone—including the cultural instructors—will be divided into groups to report on their daily experiences. These reports must be written down. We will compile and analyze this data to build a base of experience that everyone can use."

"Wait... isn't this the kind of thing only *we* should know?" Xu Jia, the acting archivist, asked tentatively.

He Rui nodded approvingly. "That’s exactly the right attitude toward security. You must never relax. You need to know exactly what can be shared and what must be kept secret."

Xu Jia followed up quickly, "In that case, which parts of this plan are we allowed to share with the cultural instructors?"
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"What can be shared is also divided into levels," He Rui explained. "The cultural instructors are one of us, and their current mission is to gather intelligence. You can show them the plan and explain the scope and methods of their collection work. As for how to analyze that data, they don't need to concern themselves with that for now."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan asked cautiously, "Commander, we're newcomers here. Even if we change into civilian clothes, we'll still be noticed. If others find out what we're doing, what will they think?"

The question was clever enough that He Rui actually smiled.

Of the six young officers, the four He Rui had hand-picked seemed to understand his amusement immediately. Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu exchanged a glance; it was clear they understood as well.

"Ruofan, the people in a city fall into two categories: the common populace and the influential figures," He Rui said. "As for the populace, as long as we don't go looking for trouble, they won't care who we are or why we’re here. As for the influential figures—the moment we arrived, they already started forming their own ideas. And what they’re thinking is exactly what you’re trying to hide from them."

Cheng Ruofan felt a wave of anxiety. He had recently discussed their future with Xu Chengfeng, who believed that no matter where they were sent, their priority had to be seizing local control. To do that, they had to move carefully to avoid alerting the local power brokers.

Originally, Cheng Ruofan hadn't thought that deeply about it. It was only after listening to He Rui’s lectures on forming local governments that he truly grasped the importance of seizing power.

"Start your intelligence gathering as soon as you reach Siping," He Rui continued. "Leave everything else until I return from the Kwantung Government-General."

Eager to understand He Rui’s broader strategy, Cheng Ruofan volunteered himself. "Commander, please let me accompany you to the Government-General."

Zhong Yifu had the same idea. Seeing Cheng Ruofan try to beat him to it, he immediately challenged him. "On what grounds?"

With the subject now out in the open, the other officers stopped holding back. Xu Chengfeng was the first to speak. "Commander, since Siping is our jurisdiction now, we can't just sit around waiting for others to tell us what to do, can we?"

"Exactly! He's right!" the others chimed in, making their stance clear.

Zheng Silang asked, "Commander, what's our next move?"

"I’m not holding back because I don’t know or haven’t thought about it," He Rui said. "On the contrary, it’s precisely *because* I have that I’m not saying anything yet. My starting point is the liberation of all China. I haven’t spoken of seizing Siping because I want you all to follow my broader train of thought."

Cheng Ruofan looked a bit slighted. "Commander, I want to liberate China too. But to liberate China, don't we need a base of operations first?"

He Rui nodded. "Correct. I agree with that logic. But what comes after that?"

"You've ordered us to scout the area," Cheng Ruofan said. "I agree with that too—reconnaissance before a fight."

"Right. No argument there. And after that?"

"The local influential figures won't just hand Siping over to us. I think we should move cautiously so they don't catch on," Cheng Ruofan explained, still feeling a bit misunderstood.

Zhong Yifu tried to cut in, likely to point out that Cheng Ruofan was underestimating the opposition, but Cheng Ruofan cut him off. "Let me finish. I know I’m underestimating them, alright? Are you satisfied?"

Zhong Yifu rubbed his nose and swallowed his words.

Cheng Ruofan hurried on. "Since those people will know we’re here to take their territory, I’ve been thinking about how to eliminate them. I’ve come up with a few ideas, but I’m not sure which is best. I wanted to hear your take on it, Commander."

When Cheng Ruofan finished, Xu Chengfeng spoke up. "I don't think that last step is quite right. The Commander said we need to seize Siping, but if the goal is to make it our base, shouldn't we be looking at what Siping is going to *become*?"

He Rui found himself mentally comparing the two men.

In terms of raw intelligence, Cheng Ruofan was likely Xu Chengfeng's equal. However, his greatest strength was also his weakness: if given a clear starting point and a defined goal, Cheng Ruofan could work out the intermediate steps with incredible speed. But without those goalposts, he struggled to find his own direction through pure methodology.

To Cheng Ruofan, seizing Siping was the ultimate goal. His logic was linear: arrive in Siping, then take Siping. Every action was a step along that single line.

Xu Chengfeng also saw seizing Siping as a necessary objective, but he understood that it was subordinate to the much higher goal of *building* Siping.

Even though Xu Chengfeng’s thinking was still developing, his overall perspective was far more advanced. At the academy, Xu Chengfeng had been a Grade-A student, while Cheng Ruofan was a C-grade upper-middle. He Rui didn't always agree with the instructors at the Baoding Military Academy, but he certainly couldn't say they had been wrong about these two.

Since Xu Chengfeng had elevated the discussion to this level, He Rui decided to keep it there. "Understanding that taking territory requires struggle is a good start. But even if you were to seize every inch of land in this country, that alone wouldn't build a new nation. A nation is only 'new' if it is built according to a top-level design. And top-level design isn't about how people want to live in a new country—it’s about how the new country *requires* them to live."

He Rui picked up the plan. "In the Siping of the future, the people must be able to live in peace and prosperity. Does anyone here object to that?"

The question seemed bizarrely obvious, but the young men quickly voiced their firm support.

"And how do we achieve that peace and prosperity? We start with three things: security, livelihood, and education. Regarding security—who is currently in charge of it? What is the actual situation on the ground? How many bandit gangs are operating? How much petty theft is there? How many market bullies and local tyrants are breathing down the people's necks? We can only answer these questions through intelligence. And once we have those answers, it will be perfectly clear whether the people currently 'managing' Siping should be allowed to stay."

He Rui pointed to a section of the document. "I’ve already listed the specific details we need regarding the security situation. Take a look."

The officers fell silent as they studied the list.

"Then there is the matter of livelihood," He Rui continued. "What do the people of Siping eat? Are they going hungry? How do they earn a living? Who owns the land, who owns the shops, and who owns the factories? Finally, there is education—a project for a century, but an urgent problem for today. How many schools are there, and who runs them? What is the literacy rate? How many graduates do they produce at each level?"

He Rui set the plan back down. "Comrades, if your only goal is to seize Siping, then everyone in that city is your enemy. But if your goal is to ensure the people of Siping can live in peace, then the enemies of the people are your enemies. And through your investigation, those enemies will reveal themselves soon enough."
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Early the next morning, Major Liu requested He Rui’s presence to collect their armaments. The armory was under heavy guard; dozens of combat engineers had already stacked wooden crates filled with munitions in a corner of the courtyard, ready for transport.

He Rui carefully inventoried the supplies. Major Liu seemed unusually somber today, lacking his usual brisk efficiency. Once the count was finished, he presented He Rui with the official list. "This is the first batch of equipment allocated to you by General Zhang. It includes one hundred rifles, two machine guns, and ten thousand rounds of ammunition, along with daily essentials like caps, shoes, and socks. You can make further arrangements once you’ve raised your force in Siping. Additionally, General Zhang has provided five thousand silver dollars for military expenses. Please come with me to collect them."

He Rui conducted a spot check. The rifles were all Hanyang 88s, and the two light machine guns were French-made Hotchkiss M1909s. The factory grease hadn't even been wiped off; they were clearly brand-new stock.

He Rui left Xu Chengfeng and the others to handle the equipment while he spoke with Major Liu. "You’ve worked hard, Brother Liu. But you seem to have something on your mind today."

Major Liu sighed. "Alas... General Zhang has ordered me to accompany you to the Kwantung Government-General."

He Rui smiled. "You are serving your country, Brother Liu—that makes you a man of honor. As for the negotiations at the Government-General, leave those to me. You need only be there to lend the weight of your presence."

Major Liu still looked dejected, but he nodded. "You are a righteous man, Brother He. You have my thanks."

With the weapons and funds secured, word arrived that the Office of the Zhen’an General had received a telegram from the Kwantung Government-General: the Japanese side had agreed to He Rui’s visit.

He Rui prepared to depart immediately. Not only his officers, but even the cultural instructors came to see him off, having heard that he was heading into the heart of the Japanese administration alone to negotiate.

The instructors had all changed into their new military uniforms. Though they still moved with the gait of civilians, the uniforms gave them at least a semblance of military discipline.

Just before he left, a man stepped forward. He Rui recognized him as Tang Gui, one of the temporarily appointed team leaders. Coming from an impoverished background, Tang Gui had scored exceptionally well during his political review. He was diligent and proactive, marking him as a prime candidate for future leadership.

Tang Gui gave a somewhat clumsy salute. "I wish the Commander a safe and successful journey."

He Rui returned the salute. "Thank you. I wish you all a safe journey to Siping as well."

Xu Chengfeng stepped forward. "Commander, let me go with you as your guard."

"You..." He Rui was about to refuse when Cheng Ruofan interrupted.

"Commander, we’ve already discussed it. We want Chengfeng to be your bodyguard. Don't worry about the work in Siping—we’ll cover his responsibilities between us. We all agree that we can't let anything happen to you. We wouldn't trust anyone else to watch your back."

Zheng Silang also stepped in to persuade him. "Commander, please, understand how we feel."

In their current organization, Zheng Silang was responsible for external security, so the role of bodyguard would normally fall to him. Yet he was the one insisting that Xu Chengfeng go instead, proving how sincere their concern was.

He Rui realized he couldn't turn them down. It was June 16th. He had first met Duan Qirui in Beijing on May 22nd. Barely twenty-six days had passed.

In less than a month, their numbers had grown, and they had traveled thousands of *li* to reach the Northeast. A real sense of camaraderie had formed within the team. To deny them now on the grounds of "efficiency" would only make them see him as a cold and heartless leader.

"Alright. I’ll take Chengfeng with me," He Rui conceded.

The young men’s faces lit up. Before they could celebrate, He Rui added, "But don't just worry about me. You must look after your own safety as well. Just as you worry for me, I worry for you."

"Don't worry, Commander," Cheng Ruofan said quickly. "With Chengfeng gone, you’ve still got me here to hold things down!"

"Please! It’ll be a miracle if you don't start a riot," Zhong Yifu joked, throwing cold water on him. The group erupted in laughter, and the tense, somber atmosphere vanished, replaced by a momentary flash of youthful spirit.

Moved by their loyalty, He Rui raised his hand in a sharp salute. "Comrades, I’ll see you in Siping."

"Rest assured, Commander! We will complete our mission!" they replied in unison.

With that, the group split up. He Rui and Xu Chengfeng boarded the train for the Kwantung Government-General, accompanied by Major Liu and an interpreter named Zhao.

As the train rattled along, the group began to talk. Major Liu was clearly relying heavily on He Rui now, answering his questions with total transparency. Interpreter Zhao, the lowest-ranking member of the group, was a clever local who was fluent in Japanese. He spent the journey flattering the officers while providing a detailed overview of the Kwantung Leased Territory.

The Kwantung Leased Territory—or Kwantung-shu—was the area encompassing the Jinzhou Peninsula, including what would later be known as Lushun and Dalian. Originally occupied by Russia, it had been seized by Japan after the Russo-Japanese War.

The Japanese had developed the territory extensively, recruiting both Japanese and Chinese immigrants to build up its ports. By this time, it had already become a significant and well-developed regional hub.

As the train approached the border of the territory, Xu Chengfeng’s expression grew heavy. He turned to find He Rui looking equally somber. "Commander, you look troubled," he noted.

He Rui looked out at the Japanese road signs passing by. "When the nation is in such a state, how can my heart not be pained?" he replied calmly.

Xu Chengfeng sighed. "I wonder when we will finally be able to reclaim these concessions and drive the foreigners out for good."

Major Liu’s eyes widened, and he leaned in closer. "Commander He, it’s fine for us to say such things here, but for heaven's sake, do not repeat them once we reach the Kwantung Army Headquarters!"

The local forces in the Northeast lived in constant fear of provoking the Japanese or the Russians, and He Rui understood this all too well. Seeing the genuine terror in Major Liu’s eyes, he forced a small smile. "Don't worry, Brother Liu. I am not so reckless as that."

The train began to slow down. Looking out the window, He Rui noted that they hadn't yet reached the Kwantung station. As the group looked around in confusion, a squad boarded the train. They were led by a Japanese lieutenant, followed by four Chinese men in railway uniforms. The lieutenant was cold and arrogant, while the four men trailing him were acting like common thugs, shouting at the passengers to clear the way for the officer.

Encouraged by the lieutenant’s silence, the four lackeys grew even more aggressive. They cornered a merchant traveling with his family, demanding he open his luggage for inspection.

The merchant, forcing a smile, opened his trunk to reveal nothing but clothes. One of the men grabbed the trunk and dumped its contents onto the floor. The merchant could only watch helplessly as his belongings were trampled, all while stammering out apologies and insisting he had no contraband.

He Rui glanced at Major Liu and Interpreter Zhao. Both had looked away, their faces masks of helpless indignation. Xu Chengfeng, however, was radiating murderous intent, his hand hovering near the pistol at his belt.

The Japanese lieutenant had noticed He Rui’s uniform. He squinted at him for a moment, then began walking straight toward them.

He Rui smiled thinly and stood up, placing a firm hand on Xu Chengfeng’s shoulder to keep him in his seat.

The Japanese officer stopped in front of He Rui and looked up. Suddenly, he snapped to attention and delivered a crisp salute. "May I ask... are you Senior He Rui?"

He Rui returned the salute. "At ease," he commanded.

As the lieutenant relaxed, He Rui frowned. "Lieutenant, which class did you graduate from at the Military Academy?"

The entire carriage seemed to freeze. Everyone—Japanese and Chinese alike—stared at them in stunned silence.
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The Kwantung Government-General’s Office was a Victorian-style building occupying a vast area, bustling with Japanese military personnel. Before long, the officers entering and exiting suddenly stood at attention and saluted in succession as a middle-aged Major General, leading a group of field officers, appeared at the entrance.

"Attention! Salute!" The guards on duty at the gate raised their rifles in salute.

He Rui guessed that this must be Major General Hamamo Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General. Seeing him come personally to the main gate to welcome him, He Rui couldn’t help but be greatly surprised.

This was highly unconventional. Just as he was wondering about the reason, he saw a Japanese Captain behind Hamamo Matasuke—thin, wearing glasses, and now smiling as he nodded toward him. It was Nagata Tetsuzan. He Rui suddenly understood.

He Rui and Nagata Tetsuzan rarely met in person, but they communicated frequently. When He Rui was first admitted to the Japanese Army War College, Nagata was still serving as a military attaché in Berlin, returning to Japan only in early 1914. As He Rui's fame in Japan grew, Nagata Tetsuzan became interested in He Rui's scholarship, especially expressing great admiration for his work on geopolitics. He had even made a special trip to the Army War College to treat He Rui to drinks, though Nagata was usually too preoccupied with his duties for frequent meetings. Since then, the two had mostly corresponded via letters.

In He Rui's estimation, Nagata Tetsuzan was quite unlike the average Japanese Army officer. He was shrewd, adaptable, and possessed profound strategic vision, yet he was also willing to humble himself to flatter his superiors. He had established a connection with Crown Prince Hirohito very early on and maintained extensive networks within both Japanese political and military circles. Possessing both a high EQ and IQ, as well as a formidable grasp of military theory, Nagata was, in He Rui’s mind, the premier talent within the Japanese Army.

Major General Hamamo Matasuke walked up to He Rui and stopped. He Rui stepped forward, saluted, and spoke in Japanese: "I, He Rui, pay my respects to Your Excellency, Major General."

Major General Hamamo Matasuke nodded, returned the salute, and looked He Rui up and down with a smile. "I am Hamamo Matasuke. He-kun, your Principal, Kawai Misao, is an old friend of mine. I trust he is in good health?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency, the Principal is in excellent health," He Rui replied.

"Very good! Even here in the Kwantung territory, I have long heard of He-kun's great name. For Kawai Misao to write a letter specifically to praise you is truly a rare thing." Major General Hamamo Matasuke reached out and patted He Rui's shoulder. He Rui stood solemnly at attention, motionless. Hamamo said with satisfaction, "Truly an excellent junior. It is a pity he is not Japanese!"

He turned to a staff officer and ordered, "Go prepare the car. I intend to treat He-kun to drinks!"

Behind them, Translator Zhao whispered the details of the conversation to Major Liu and Xu Chengfeng. Both men looked stunned; clearly, this reception far exceeded their expectations.

Before long, the convoy stopped outside an imposing Japanese restaurant. The sign bore three large characters: *Kwantung Maru*. The owner, who had been waiting at the entrance, immediately stepped forward to open the car doors with great deference, bowing incessantly before ushering the party into a private room.

The private room followed a traditional Japanese banquet layout, with a main seat and two rows of individual dining tables on either side. Several Japanese women in kimonos and heavy makeup bowed deeply in welcome. As the Japanese officers removed their shoes and entered, Xu Chengfeng finally understood why He Rui had insisted everyone bathe, soak their feet, and put on clean socks before departing.

Major General Hamamo Matasuke took the seat of honor, with He Rui in the primary guest seat. Major General Hamamo pointed to the Captain sitting across from He Rui. "He-kun, Nagata-kun is also an old friend of yours. Today, consider yourselves back in Japan; there is no need for formality."

He Rui bowed to Nagata Tetsuzan before replying, "My respects to Senior Nagata. To this day, our classmates at the War College still consider Senior Nagata the pride of the school."

Major General Hamamo laughed. "Nagata, both the Palace and the Army place high hopes on you. Even a figure of He-kun's caliber holds you in such high regard; you must not let everyone down."

Nagata Tetsuzan smiled and said to He Rui, "He-kun, I heard that before returning home, you submitted a report to Minister Takahashi [^1]. Would you be willing to disclose some of its contents?"

"Senior Nagata is too kind. It was merely a few modest suggestions, hardly worth mentioning. Professor Taira Toyomori of Tokyo University and I drafted a situation analysis for the Ministry of Finance. We predicted that before the Great War concludes, Japan will transform from a debtor nation into a creditor nation."

"Oh?" Major General Hamamo Matasuke was slightly taken aback, while Nagata Tetsuzan simply nodded, looking thoughtful. The other Japanese officers in the room were not as composed as the Major General; some looked surprised, while many others beamed with smiles, though they refrained from cheering aloud.

Noticing the impact of his words, He Rui decided to elaborate further in response to Nagata's inquiry. "In the report, we advised Minister Takahashi that Japan should currently focus all its efforts on coordinating and expanding production capacity. Professor Taira Toyomori was so emphatic that he repeated it three times in the text: 'Export, Export, Export!' I was preparing for my return at the time and was worried the Professor might be just as agitated when presenting the report in person. But he remained adamant, vowing to argue his case to the Minister. He believes this European War is a once-in-a-millennium opportunity for Japan. If we do not seize it to expand our industrial base and revitalize our national strength, it will be a regret for a hundred generations!"

He looked around at the focused officers and smiled. "If production capacity increases, trade volume will follow. Japan will secure a massive export surplus, and foreign exchange will pour in. When that happens, there will inevitably be significant room for growth in the budgets of both the Army and the Navy."

Hamamo Matasuke had been listening with a polite, detached smile, but at the mention of increased military budgets, he was visibly moved. "I truly hope He-kun’s predictions come to pass."

At that moment, a gentle knock sounded from outside, and the paper door slid open as the staff began serving the meal. Various Japanese delicacies were quickly arranged on the small tables. Major General Hamamo Matasuke raised his glass. "Gentlemen, to celebrate He-kun’s visit, let us toast to East Asian unity!"

"Cheers!" the group responded.

After several rounds of drinks, the door opened again. Four geishas in exquisite attire entered with delicate steps, bowing to the assembly. The guests, seated on the tatami, leaned forward slightly to return the greeting. A geisha holding a shamisen sat down and took up her plectrum. As the music began, the other three, holding folding fans, started a graceful dance before the tables.

Japanese dance focuses on refinement; the geishas’ movements were subtle yet composed and elegant. The officers watched intently, and as the banquet reached its peak, some of the younger officers began to relax their guard and enjoy themselves.

He Rui was well-acquainted with such scenes, and since the standard of the geishas in the Kwantung territory was considerably lower than those in Tokyo, he soon found himself losing interest. He took a sip of his sake and glanced toward Hamamo Matasuke and Nagata Tetsuzan. Both were watching the performance, yet both seemed deeply lost in thought. When his gaze fell on Nagata Tetsuzan, the Captain seemed to sense it and turned his head to meet He Rui's eyes.

He Rui held up his cup, offering a silent toast to Nagata Tetsuzan from across the room. Nagata raised his own cup in return, and both men drained their drinks in a single gulp.

***

[^1]: Takahashi Korekiyo (高桥是清), a prominent Japanese politician and financial expert.
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As the two dances concluded, the Japanese field officers broke into applause. The geishas bowed elegantly once more, preparing to withdraw.

Requesting geishas to stay and pour wine required an additional fee. Fortunately, since this was a banquet on the public dime, one of the field officers called out, "Ladies, please stay a moment longer. Let us compose some *haiku* together."

The proposal met with immediate approval. The officers looked toward Major General Hamamo Matasuke, and seeing him nod, they all raised their glasses in salute.

The composition of Japanese *haiku* follows two fundamental rules: it must consist of three lines with a five-seven-five syllable structure (totaling seventeen *on*), and it must contain a *kigo*—a seasonal word indicating spring, summer, autumn, winter, or the New Year.

As the highest-ranking officer present, Major General Hamamo Matasuke naturally began. When it was He Rui’s turn, he listened to the Major General’s opening and, after a moment’s thought, responded:

*“Yuugure no, furaingu meku, natsutomoshi.”*

(At dusk’s fading light, Like a runner’s false start, Summer lamps flicker.) [^1]

The officers were visibly surprised by the quality of the verse, and even the geishas looked toward him with newfound interest.

Nagata Tetsuzan raised his glass and cheered loudly, "Gentlemen, let us all toast to He-kun!"

The Japanese officers followed suit, raising their glasses in respect.

He Rui laughed heartily and drained his glass in one gulp. Impressed by his forthrightness, the officers cheered, "He-kun is as bold as he is friendly. The top scholar of the Army War College truly lives up to his reputation!"

He Rui could only nod modestly, acknowledging these "academic lightweights" who had failed to make the cut for the War College.

The great Japanese poet Matsuo Bashō once remarked: "The paper on which *waka* is copied becomes waste paper once the gathering disperses." This speaks to the true essence of linked verse: the pleasure of the moment. The joy lies in the intellectual exchange, the competitive spark between lines, rather than the completeness of the final work. Each line forms its own transition; every two lines create a new world.

As the haiku exchange continued, the wine flowed freely, and the atmosphere grew increasingly warm. Noticing his subordinates were well into their cups, Major General Hamamo Matasuke turned back to He Rui. "He-kun, I wonder what your plans for the future might be?"

"Reporting to Your Excellency, General. I have been appointed as the local administrator of Siping and am about to take up my post."

"Is He-kun not intending to serve as a staff officer in General Zhen’an’s Office?" Hamamo Matasuke asked with a smile.

"Your Excellency, I believe Siping holds just as much potential as Fengtian. Once I arrive, I intend to rectify the social order and encourage production. To protect the peace of a region has long been my cherished wish."

Major General Hamamo’s expression remained impassive, offering only a casual compliment: "Ambitious."

"Your Excellency, goods only yield profit when they can be sold," He Rui continued. "I believe that for industrial development to secure a steady supply of raw materials, there must first be security and stability. If the commercial environment is chaotic—if troops cause disturbances or force trades—then farmers and factory owners will never feel secure enough to increase the production of grain, coal, iron, and other essential materials. The Northeast is plagued by bandits and rogues. I will not tolerate them. I intend to restore order. As long as the situation remains stable, the export of affordable grain and raw materials from the Northeast will increase significantly. During this Great War, the urgent task is for China and Japan to join hands, support one another, and revitalize our economies together. In my humble opinion, the Kwantung Garrison led by Your Excellency should serve as a guarantor for Japan's industrial and commercial development, fostering friendly cooperation between our two nations."

Hamamo Matasuke listened in silence. He did not respond directly, instead glancing at Nagata Tetsuzan. The two exchanged a knowing smile.

Nagata laughed. "Your Excellency, did my prediction from yesterday not come true? Does the top scholar of this class not live up to his name?"

Major General Hamamo turned back to He Rui. "When I received your telegram yesterday, Nagata Tetsuzan immediately concluded that you were coming prepared. He suggested I make things difficult for you—that I refuse you entry to headquarters, avoid all talk of official business, and shun any mention of Sino-Japanese affairs, just to see how you would handle it. I did not expect you to be quite as perceptive as the rumors suggested."

Nagata clapped his hands in delight. "He-kun, among everyone here, I was the only one with full confidence in you—though even I could not have guessed exactly what you would say!"

He Rui smiled faintly. "The minor disputes between our nations are hardly worth mentioning. Only the economy and industry are of such grave importance that they cannot be ignored."

Major General Hamamo nodded, his expression turning serious. "Does He-kun have any specific suggestions?"

"Your Excellency, during this World War, Japan’s greatest interest lies in exports. I recently had a chance meeting with Mr. Mitsui Yasuki [^2], where we discussed several economic concepts. After returning to China, I developed these ideas into a formal proposal. I would like to ask Your Excellency to forward it to Mr. Mitsui on my behalf."

He Rui produced a written letter and handed it to the Major General, along with Mitsui Yasuki's business card.

Hamamo Matasuke’s eyes widened when he saw the card. The heir to the Mitsui Zaibatsu was no minor figure. He looked at He Rui with a complex expression, shocked that this young officer had managed to forge a connection with the highest levels of the Japanese business world.

The Mitsui Zaibatsu was Japan's preeminent conglomerate and the founder of the nation’s first private bank. Though the Mitsui family maintained a low public profile, their influence was immense. Mitsui Yasuki, already in control of the family's banking interests in his early forties, was rumored to be the next head of the entire house.

"He-kun, might I ask what you have proposed to Mitsui-kun?" Hamamo Matasuke inquired.

"When I was in Tokyo, I once tried to buy some candy, but found the shops near the academy were completely out of stock due to the boom in demand. This illustrates just how voracious Japan's need for materials has become. I will be stationed in Siping, a vital transportation hub for the Northeast. Grain, coal, iron, and non-ferrous metals all pass through my garrison area. In my view, the people here suffer because of a lack of development. We must strive to increase production and open trade to improve their lives. To that end, my letter invites Mr. Mitsui to send a representative to Siping to discuss export and import opportunities."

Major General Hamamo was stunned for a long moment before finally pocketing the letter and the card. He raised his glass, looking pleased. "Since He-kun possesses such vision, I will certainly assist in forwarding this. Come, He-kun, let us drink."

The two shared another two rounds of sake. Soon after, Nagata Tetsuzan excused himself to whisper to a staff officer in the corner. The officer nodded repeatedly and hurried out of the room, only to return a few moments later with an urgent report for Major General Hamamo.

"Reporting to Your Excellency! Headquarters has just received a telegram. Battalion Commander Matsuoka has, without authorization, sent men to Changchun to recruit local volunteers for the European theater. This has caused a violent friction with the local government. The unit commander requests Your Excellency's immediate instructions!"

The officer’s report was loud enough for the entire room to hear. The festive atmosphere vanished instantly, replaced by a heavy, solemn silence.

Translator Zhao hurriedly whispered the news to the others. The situation had shifted with jarring suddenness; Major Liu and Xu Chengfeng sat dazed, struggling to process the rapidly escalating crisis.

***

[^1]: The original Japanese includes the term "furaingu" (フライング), a loanword from "flying start" or "false start" in racing. He Rui uses it here to describe the summer lamps being lit prematurely, before night has fully fallen. [^2]: Mitsui Yasuki (三井康木) is a character representing the Mitsui family interests.
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Major General Hamamo Matasuke’s brow furrowed deeply. He slammed his hand onto the table with such force that the bowls and chopsticks rattled. He turned to the staff officer and roared, "Bastard! *Bakayaro*! How could this have happened? Why was this not reported to me sooner?"

The staff officer lowered his head, speaking with visible trepidation. "Reporting to the General! You were presiding over a series of critical military conferences earlier, so the matter was simply logged for the record."

Hamamo Matasuke’s fury only intensified. "Detestable! These officers are becoming increasingly lawless. I will see them severely punished for this!"

He Rui’s smile vanished, replaced by an expression of grave concern. He rose to his feet and spoke in a persuasive tone. "Your Excellency, General, please allow me a word. I have heard of this Matsuoka-kun. While he may be headstrong and impulsive, he is not a man who would intentionally disregard the greater good. I suspect his actions were driven by a desire to defeat the Central Powers as quickly as possible and fulfill his duty to Japan. Though his methods were reckless, such a fervent devotion to his country is truly admirable."

Nagata Tetsuzan joined in the effort to calm the General. "Your Excellency, Matsuoka-kun has always been a brave soldier who pays little heed to political nuances. I suggest it would be best to question him in person before deciding on a punishment."

At the urging of both He Rui and Nagata, Hamamo Matasuke’s expression softened slightly. He turned to the room full of officers and barked, "Gentlemen, we are in the midst of a Great War, and our enemies are the Central Powers. During such a time, anything that jeopardizes Sino-Japanese goodwill is unacceptable. As soldiers of the Empire, you must understand your true responsibilities. On this occasion, He-kun—acting as a representative of the Chinese government—has personally interceded on Matsuoka’s behalf. Out of respect for our neighbors, I shall refrain from the harshest penalties this once. But let it be known: there will be no second chances. Do I make myself clear?"

"Hai!" the officers responded in unison, bowing deeply.

As the banquet drew to a close, Major General Hamamo bid He Rui a warm farewell. "When do you depart for Siping to take up your post, He-kun?"

"I have already secured a ticket and will be heading there immediately. Once my official start date is set, I shall certainly send Your Excellency a telegram."

Hamamo Matasuke grasped He Rui’s hand, offering a final piece of advice. "The situation in the Northeast is volatile. Should you encounter any difficulties, do not hesitate to contact the Kwantung Command."

He Rui withdrew his hands and snapped into a crisp salute. "Your Excellency, for the sake of our two nations' friendship, I shall not fail your expectations!"

After parting ways with the Japanese, He Rui and his party returned to their hotel. As he directed Xu Chengfeng to pack their bags, he turned to Major Liu with a smile. "Brother Liu, the matter is settled. I won’t be returning to Fengtian with you; I’m heading straight for Siping."

Major Liu looked at He Rui with a respect that bordered on awe. He had expected a bitter, verbal battle at the Kwantung Government-General, perhaps even a confrontation that might spark a diplomatic crisis given He Rui’s staunch nationalist stance.

Instead, the conflict had been resolved over sake and refined conversation. He had watched a Japanese Major General publicly rebuke his own officers and waive their punishment at He Rui’s request.

Even though he had witnessed it all firsthand, Major Liu still felt as though he were in a dream. "Brother He, why such a rush? We should return together and report to General Zhang."

"There is no need," He Rui replied. "My men are north of the pass for the first time, and I worry for them. Please, Brother Liu, inform General Zhang of what transpired. Within two to five days, the Japanese will make their move. If there has been no withdrawal by then, I shall consider my mission a failure and present myself to the General for punishment."

Seeing He Rui’s resolve, Major Liu didn't press the matter further. He checked out of the hotel and accompanied He Rui to the station.

As the train pulled into Fengtian Station, Major Liu grasped He Rui’s hand, his voice thick with sincerity. "Brother He, regardless of the final outcome, I will ensure General Zhang hears the full truth of what happened on this trip. Your talent is truly a rare thing in this world. As you head to Siping, please, for the sake of our country, take care of yourself. If anyone causes you trouble, you come find me in Fengtian!"

After seeing He Rui off, Major Liu went straight to the General Zhen’an’s Office. Zhang Xiluan was surprised by the Major’s quick return and grew visibly annoyed when he realized He Rui wasn't with him. He sighed heavily, assuming the negotiations had stalled yet again.

He had been disappointed so many times that he didn't fly into a rage, but his opinion of He Rui had certainly soured.

However, when Major Liu entered with a beaming face, Zhang Xiluan was taken aback. "Is the matter settled then?"

As Major Liu and Translator Zhao recounted the events of the trip, Zhang Xiluan listened in stunned silence. He found the tale hard to believe, yet he knew these two would never dare to fabricate such a monumental lie.

Still, the old political operative found the resolution almost too miraculous to credit. He spent several moments pacing, unsure of how to proceed. Remembering He Rui’s predicted timeline, he finally ordered, "I have heard your report. You may go."

Major Liu had expected a barrage of questions and was stung by his superior’s cold dismissal. He and the translator stood frozen for a moment until Zhang Xiluan let out a sharp, impatient cough, sending them scurrying from the room.

Left alone, Zhang Xiluan paced the floor, his mind a whirlpool of anxiety. If He Rui’s mission had failed, what were his options? The Japanese presence in Fengtian and along the railway, and their recruitment in Changchun, was an intolerable violation of his authority. Yet he had no leverage against them.

Suddenly, the sound of hurried footsteps echoed in the hall. Major Liu reappeared at the door, a telegram in hand.

Zhang Xiluan’s temper finally broke. He snatched a teacup from the table and hurled it toward the door. "Didn't I tell you to get out? Are you deaf?"

Major Liu flinched but held his ground, his face pale but determined. "Sir! The telegraph office just received a flash report. The Japanese troops in Fengtian and all along the South Manchuria Railway are breaking camp! They’re withdrawing!" He held out the paper. "Please, Marshal, see for yourself!"

Zhang Xiluan froze. He snatched the telegram, his eyes darting across the lines. After a long, stunned silence, a thick Sichuanese exclamation burst from his lips. "*Xianren banban*! Those little devils actually pulled out? For me?!!"

Seeing the change in his superior’s mood, Major Liu offered a quick compliment. "It was the Marshal’s prestige that paved the way, sir, combined with the efforts of the men. It seems this He Rui does have some real ability after all!"

Zhang Xiluan let out a booming laugh, his frustration replaced by pure exhilaration. "By my ancestors' tablets, do I need you to tell me that? The moment I first saw He Rui, I knew he was something special! I wouldn't have sent him if I didn't think he could handle it."

"The Marshal’s eye for talent is unmatched, sir. This subordinate is truly humbled."

Zhang Xiluan scanned the telegram again, his thoughts turning back to the young officer. "Adjutant Liu, where would He Rui be by now?"

Major Liu did a quick mental calculation. "Sir, if the train is on schedule, he should have just arrived at Siping station."

"Good! Take a company of men and go to the armory. Draw two hundred modern rifles, five machine guns, and twenty thousand rounds of ammunition. Get them to Commander He immediately! Siping is the gateway to the Northeast; we cannot afford to be lax with its defense!"

***

[^1]: *Xianren banban* (仙人板板) is a Sichuanese dialect exclamation/curse. In this context, it expresses shock and disbelief.
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In the morning, Zhong Yifu, dressed in plain clothes, entered a teahouse with a cultural instructor.

The waiter had seen Zhong Yifu come for three days straight, so he hurriedly brought tea and asked with a professional smile, "Master Zhong is early today."

Zhong Yifu paid for the tea and tossed a few copper coins in his hand. The waiter immediately leaned in close and whispered, "Master Zhong, what would you like to inquire about today?"

The accompanying cultural instructor smiled. "According to the rules, bring some snacks first, and we'll talk slowly!"

This cultural instructor was named Chen Deli. He grew up in the slums of Tianjin, losing his father at a young age and being raised by his mother and a brother barely older than himself. Before finishing higher primary school, he had worked as a waiter and bookkeeping apprentice in a tea shop. Smart, diligent, and meticulous, he was intimately familiar with the ways of the streets, and Zhong Yifu valued him highly. For this intelligence-gathering mission in Siping, Zhong had specially brought him along as his right hand.

Before long, tea and snacks were served. The waiter rubbed his hands as he approached. Taking the tip, he heard Zhong Yifu ask, "Waiter, yesterday you said there are six major merchant guilds in Siping. I walked along the streets, but I only saw five guild halls."

"Master Zhong, the one you didn't see belongs to Third Master Zhou. He mines gold in Heilongjiang and mainly trades with Russia. He doesn't usually come to Siping."

"If he's rarely here, does he still count as a merchant guild? But if he dares to mine gold, I imagine this Third Master Zhou must have quite a formidable guard." Zhong Yifu sighed with feigned admiration.

"That, I wouldn't know."

Zhong Yifu added a few more copper coins for the waiter. Only then did the man lean in and whisper, "Master Zhong, I've heard people say that Third Master Zhou has two or three hundred men who can shoot, and forty or fifty who can shoot from horseback. Whether it's true or not, I can't say for sure."

"If I wanted to pay my respects to Third Master Zhou, how long would I have to wait?"

"Third Master Zhou comes to Siping once in the autumn. If you come back to do business then, Master Zhong, you should be able to see him."

Zhong Yifu had fabricated an identity as a merchant from Fengtian scouting the markets in Siping and Changchun. Following the waiter's lead, he asked, "I wonder what other big shots will be coming around then?"

"It's hard to say if any big shots will come then, Master Zhong. But I heard one arrived just recently—a Governor He from the capital. He hasn't shown his face since reaching Siping; he only sent his deputy commander and two battalion commanders to visit the Mayor, the Police Chief, and the President of the Chamber of Commerce. I wonder if you've heard of him?"

Zhong Yifu shook his head. "Never heard of him." Feeling his answer was too curt for a merchant, he smiled and added, "He came all the way from the capital; how could a man like me meet such a person?"

As they spoke, a man dressed like a small-time trader suddenly ran in. "Boss Han! Boss Han!" he shouted.

The shopkeeper emerged from the back room with a smile. "Boss Zhu, what's the rush?"

"Boss Han! Has that Governor He finally arrived in Siping?" Boss Zhu asked urgently.

"Didn't he arrive three days ago? Why are you asking again?"

"Oh, we had it wrong before! Governor He didn't come with the troops; his subordinates arrived first. I heard that the soldiers in the Siping barracks all turned out to line up in welcome just now. Later, Commander Song of the Garrison Regiment went to the barracks in person to pay his respects."

Shopkeeper Han was stunned for a moment. "Really?" he said thoughtfully. "This Governor He certainly puts on quite a show."

Boss Zhu spat on the ground. "Hmph!" he grumbled. "Every time one of these Marshals shows up, it's nothing but tax hikes, grain requisitions, and press-ganging men." He looked uneasy. "Boss Han, you have wide connections. We can't afford to offend anyone who comes. What if we pool some money and send it over first as a greeting?"

Shopkeeper Han gestured toward the inner hall. "Boss Zhu, let's talk inside."

Hearing that He Rui had truly arrived, Zhong Yifu lost interest in the conversation. He took a final sip of tea and stood up to leave. The waiter hurriedly called out, "Boss Zhong, if you want to ask about market prices later, just come find me here!"

On the way back, Zhong Yifu felt a prickle of unease. He was on a mission, and returning like this felt wrong. Xu Jia had been strict about discipline: no one was to return to base during the day without authorization. Stopping in his tracks, Zhong ordered, "Chen Deli, let's swap clothes. You stay and continue collecting intelligence."

With his excuse ready, Zhong Yifu donned the attendant's clothes and headed straight for the barracks, entering through the back door.

In the main hall, He Rui was presiding over a meeting with Xu Jia and the others. When Zhong Yifu entered, He Rui nodded and signaled for him to sit.

The intelligence on Siping had already been condensed into a summary. Siping had once been a small settlement, but after the construction of the Chinese Eastern Railway, it had become a vital transportation hub. Though it couldn't rival Fengtian or Changchun, it still boasted a population of over two hundred thousand.

Strategically, the military presence in Siping was not weak; it hosted a Garrison Regiment of over five hundred men. As a crossroads of various interests, the city's power dynamics were intricate. Local figures balanced one another; for instance, Police Chief Duan Changgui and Mayor Peng Minsheng were in league with each other but remained wary of the Garrison Regiment.

In the current work plan, the local gentry who held no military or political office were not the primary focus of investigation. However, they remained an important part of the city's fabric. At this point in the meeting, Zhong Yifu opened his notebook and began reporting on the merchant guilds.

Merchants operating outside the pass were often required to maintain their own armed forces. The presidents of the five major merchant guilds in Siping each controlled a private guard. Members relied on these forces to escort goods and protect their businesses.

Aside from these, the only other armed forces in Siping were a Japanese squad stationed near the station and Russian railway guards who conducted regular patrols.

Once the report was finished, the cadets couldn't contain their curiosity. Zhong Yifu was the first to speak. "Commander, when you went to the Kwantung Territory to negotiate this time... the Japanese didn't make things difficult for you, did they?"

He Rui offered a slight smile. "It went well. We exchanged some political and economic interests, and the matter has been settled. If you're interested, I'll find a time later to explain it in detail. But for now, we must focus on Siping."

Seeing that the analysis of the municipal administration, police structure, and basic military intelligence was complete, He Rui frowned. "Does anyone have suggestions for a rapid takeover of Siping?"

The cadets all spoke at once. Some suggested training the troops first and seizing power when the time was right; others proposed taking office and slowly dismantling the local power structure piece by piece; a few even suggested a slow infiltration.

He Rui shook his head. "Our task is heavy and time is short. We don't have the luxury of tangling with these 'local snakes.' We must cut the Gordian knot; delay only brings trouble." He turned to Xu Chengfeng. "Chengfeng, send a telegram to Major General Hamatsura Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Governor-General's Office. Tell him that I will officially take office at noon three days from now, and that I will be hosting a banquet at the Huaqing Tower in Siping. Invite Major General Hamatsura to attend."

Per the established structure, every meeting required a recording clerk. This time it was Tang Gui, who was being groomed as a key talent. Upon hearing the name of the invited guest, he was so shocked he forgot to write.

He Rui shook his head, took the record book, and wrote the contents of the telegram himself before placing it back in front of Tang Gui.

Zhong Yifu looked from He Rui to Xu Chengfeng, utterly bewildered. He wanted to ask but didn't dare. He shot a questioning look at Xu Chengfeng, but the man remained solemn and offered no objection.

Then Xu Jia asked, "Commander, how did the meeting at the Kwantung Governor-General's Office actually go?"

"There's no rush to discuss that now," He Rui replied. "Later, we'll have a specific session on politics, economics, and diplomacy to bring everyone up to speed. For now, let's deal with Siping. Go to the Huaqing Tower and place the order. Also, reserve a banquet for five hundred people. On the morning the day after tomorrow, we will host the local officials. In the afternoon, we will reward the officers and soldiers of the Garrison Regiment."
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It was common practice that every time a new garrison unit was added to a locality, a new layer of taxes and fees would be imposed.

Store owners from several nearby shops came to the teahouse to discuss the matter. Everyone argued endlessly. It seemed that this new "Governor He" [^1] had quite a background. In the past, newly appointed officials would put on a show of observing the people's condition, or at least go through the motions of visiting various local snakes to show their stance. But this time, the man had just arrived, and the prominent figures in the city were eagerly leaning forward to curry favor.

Shopkeeper Han was originally from Beijing and knew a bit more about officialdom than the others. He concluded on the spot, "Everyone, look at this posture. This one is very different from the previous ones; his foundation is hard." He gave a thumbs up. "As the saying goes, a strong dragon does not suppress a local snake, but this one is likely a fierce dragon crossing the river!"

Leaving aside the matter of pooling money for now, the big bosses of the major merchant guilds above hadn't given any instructions yet. Once the Chamber of Commerce President set a number, they would naturally send someone to collect the money. It was only Boss Zhu from yesterday who wanted to pay less and thought of uniting several shops privately to coordinate and see if they could pay a little less.

Pondering left and right, everyone was somewhat depressed. This person had a big background, so it looked like another massive bleeding. According to the rules, after the money was handed over and tossed around, it was likely that the big bosses would pay less while the small merchants would shoulder the bulk. Perhaps, they would even take the opportunity to fleece a few people.

The Chamber of Commerce President had a big family and a big business, and he wasn't without roots; if targeted, he could still struggle to support himself. Although a bit of tossing about was inevitable, that was a battle between immortals and had nothing to do with these small fries.

As the saying goes, it's good to enjoy the shade under a big tree. Although it was also unfair, at least there was a tall one to hold up the sky for everyone.

Just as the other shopkeepers were preparing to get up and leave to return to their shops, Boss Zhu rushed in again. Seeing the crowd about to disperse, he shouted, "Incredible! Another unit has arrived, transporting a lot of things to the front of Commander He's camp."

Everyone's interest was piqued. They asked Boss Zhu to lead the way, wanting to see with their own eyes what kind of scene the new Commander He was setting up.

When they arrived at the place and looked from afar, they saw more than two hundred idlers gathered at the camp gate, filling half the open space.

Over a dozen large carts were parked at the camp gate, and dozens of porters were moving wooden crates from the carts into the camp. In these troubled times, the common people were not naive; they could tell at a glance that it was guns and munitions, though they didn't know the quantity.

Just then, a group of people hurried over. Someone recognized that Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng was actually among them. Unexpectedly, even the Mayor had come. Shopkeeper Han was greatly surprised and overestimated He Rui's background by a few more notches.

Someone on the side laughed. "Governor He is no ordinary person. Look, gentlemen, he hasn't even officially taken office yet, and the higher-ups have allocated another batch of hardware."

Before Shopkeeper Han could ask in detail, someone was already proudly showing off his news: "Do you know why Marshal Zhang values Governor He so much?"

The people around him all expressed ignorance. The man huffed, "I have heard a little."

Shopkeeper Han had seen many guys like this, so he smiled. "This brother, I opened a teahouse. Why don't you come to my teahouse for a cup of tea?"

The man paused, knowing Shopkeeper Han was buying information. He gave Shopkeeper Han a look. The two left the crowd, followed by a burst of disdainful mockery.

The man said, "What is this boss's surname?"

"My surname is Han. How should I address you, brother?"

"How much does Boss Han want to know?"

"I want to know as much as there is."

Hearing Shopkeeper Han be so straightforward, the man made a gesture. Boss Han extended his sleeve, and the two hooked fingers inside to indicate the amount. Shopkeeper Han took money from his pocket and clenched it in his palm; the two completed the transaction inside the sleeve. The man leaned into Shopkeeper Han's ear and whispered for a while. Shopkeeper Han's face was full of surprise, but he said, "Thanks, brother."

The man said, "I'll inevitably have to disturb Boss Han at your shop in the future."

"I await your arrival, brother."

After speaking, the two went their separate ways.

Shopkeeper Han no longer had the mind to continue inquiring; the news he bought was enough. The new troops were not Governor He's men but a unit sent by Marshal Zhang from Fengtian to deliver guns and ammunition to Commander He.

Commander He was from the capital and had the support of Marshal Zhang in Fengtian. It seemed the local gentry probably couldn't suppress him. Boss Han didn't care about He Rui's winning or losing; he just sorrowfully discovered that the "contribution money" this time would probably be a significant amount.

***

Several days passed in a flash.

It was time for Governor He to take up his new post. A grand banquet was held at Huaqing Tower. Officers of the local Garrison Regiment, the Mayor, the Police Chief, the Tax Bureau Chief, the President of the Chamber of Commerce, and famous gentry dared not neglect it and arrived early to wait.

The group of officials, accustomed to living like princes, carried themselves with grace. Upon arrival, they just exchanged pleasantries and drank tea. Only the Presidents of the Chambers of Commerce looked slightly bitter. They had privately sent people to visit Governor He's subordinates to ask how to pay the "contribution." Unexpectedly, they were rudely rebuked by Governor He's Chief of Staff, Xu Chengfeng.

"What kind of person do you gentlemen think Governor He is? Let me tell you, Governor He never accepts money from others. On the contrary, you gentlemen must absolutely not use Governor He's name to amass wealth. If there are any illegal acts, don't blame us for standing up to seek justice for the common people."

The Chamber of Commerce Presidents had a huge headache. Since ancient times, the word "official" (官) has two mouths [^2]. Not only do they eat a big mouthful by grabbing money directly, but if they also want to "uphold justice," they naturally intend to eat from both the common people and the merchants. However, this also violated taboos; it depended on how the local gentry maneuvered. Siping wasn't an ordinary small place, and the local five-hundred-strong Garrison Regiment wasn't just for show.

Before long, He Rui arrived with his men. Everyone went up to exchange pleasantries. At this moment, regardless of whether they were Mayors or Regimental Commanders, they had long lost their dignity. High hats and fawning were of one color; flattery and boot-licking flew together, revealing their ugly states completely. Xu Chengfeng stood by impatiently, watching coldly.

Seeing that almost everyone had arrived, He Rui stood up and said, "Today, this brother has arrived in the treasure land of Siping. In the future, I will have to rely on everyone's support. Please do not treat this brother as an outsider. If there is anything this brother does not do well, I ask everyone to give more guidance."

The day before yesterday, everyone saw with their own eyes that Marshal Zhang Xiluan had made his attitude clear. Moreover, this person came from the central government. How could they dare to put on the airs of local snakes? As the saying goes, *those who understand the times are heroes*. In troubled times, who dares to oppose a military leader? Seeing He Rui being so polite, the big guys all expressed their full support.

After exchanging pleasantries repeatedly, the crowd had already gone through three or four rounds of flattering words, and the tea had been changed twice. Seeing that it was almost noon, they were really running out of things to say, yet Governor He still hadn't started the banquet. This puzzled everyone, and they had to rack their brains to make up more nice words to offer. He Rui was calm at this time, chatting cordially with everyone and shaking hands with the local prominent figures one by one with tireless patience. Among the gentry and officials, the new-style figures had business cards, while the old-style figures didn't have such new gadgets yet. He Rui was quite meticulous and ordered someone to record these people's names.

Everyone had intimidated Siping City for a long time and considered themselves to have some status. Seeing the situation like this, they kept looking at Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng. Peng Minsheng also felt something was wrong, so he stood up and asked, "May I ask, is Governor He waiting for someone else? The local gentry are all here; why don't we eat while we wait?"

He Rui smiled. "I really am waiting for someone. Please be patient, everyone."

Before his voice fell, a burst of exclamations came from outside. People near the window turned to look and immediately stood up in fright.

The others didn't know who had arrived downstairs and rose to look out the window. A moment later, they were all shocked, their faces changing color; some even cried out in alarm.

They saw two squads of Japanese soldiers in neat formation marching quickly to the street outside Huaqing Tower. Some began to set up a guard, while others dispersed pedestrians on the street. The street below Huaqing Tower became empty in moments. Some timid prominent figures of Siping already had a thought popping up: *Could it be that the Japanese army wants to suddenly raid this place and catch all of Siping's prominent figures in one net?*

He Rui laughed heartily. "The guest has arrived. Gentlemen, please wait a moment; I will go down to welcome him."

***

[^1]: "Governor He" (何督军 - He Dujun) is a misnomer used by the locals. He Rui is a Regimental Commander (Tuanzhang), but locals exaggerate titles of powerful military men. [^2]: A play on the Chinese character for official (官), which visually looks like two mouths (口) under a roof (宀). It implies officials have insatiable appetites for bribes/power.
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Huaqing Tower had been entirely booked by He Rui. At this moment, the prominent figures on the second floor were inexplicably shocked. Some of the older and more prudent ones sat in their seats with solemn expressions, while the bolder ones secretly approached the windows to watch the commotion on the street.

They saw a convoy driving from the direction of the city gate in the distance. The cars flew the Japanese "plaster flag"—a derogatory term for the Rising Sun Flag. They drove straight down the street and arrived at the entrance in no time. A group of Japanese officers emerged from the vehicles.

He Rui had already gone downstairs. Seeing Major General Hamaomote Matasuke come out, he stood at attention and saluted. "Your Excellency, Major General, I didn't expect you to come personally. I am endlessly grateful!"

Major General Hamaomote Matasuke returned the salute and laughed. "He-kun is embarking on his official career for the first time. According to our Japanese rules, this is a major event." He cordially held He Rui's hands and smiled. "I am acting as your *Eboshi-oya*—your sponsor for coming of age!"

He Rui held Major General Hamaomote Matasuke's hand and smiled. "Thank you very much, Your Excellency. Let us create a new situation together!"

The officials and gentry upstairs were all dumbfounded, not knowing how to react for a moment.

Afterward, several staff officers also stepped forward to congratulate him, saluting together. "Senior, assuming office in Siping, you will surely open up a new situation!"

He Rui nodded grandly and returned the salute.

A low murmur of amazement erupted from the crowd peeking from above.

He Rui turned to lead the way. Major General Hamaomote Matasuke and the group of officers went upstairs one after another. As they got closer, the knowledgeable ones among the Chamber of Commerce Presidents eyed the uniform and rank insignia, gasping in cold air. The visitor was actually a Japanese Major General.

He Rui introduced him to everyone: "This is Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General. Please welcome him."

Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng felt his scalp go numb. His friend in Fengtian had told him earlier that He Rui had gone to the Kwantung Government-General and seemed to have accomplished something, deeply pleasing Marshal Zhang Xiluan. So Peng Minsheng had given up the idea of fighting him head-on from the start. However, he had been an official in Siping for a long time and had many entangled interests; it was hard to let go immediately, so he had planned to find opportunities to plot slowly.

Now, seeing the Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General personally come to stand up for He Rui, the last bit of Peng Minsheng's petty scheming scattered with the wind.

However, as the Mayor and the head of the gentry and officials, Peng Minsheng had to come forward to greet the guest as the host, if only to save face for the locals. He coughed and walked toward Major General Hamaomote Matasuke. Unexpectedly, he had just taken a few steps when a Japanese officer stepped forward to block Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, looking at Mayor Peng Minsheng with a dark face.

Peng Minsheng could only say carefully, "I am the Mayor of Siping. I wish to pay my respects to the Major General."

It was unclear if the Japanese officer understood Chinese; he just looked at Peng Minsheng coldly without saying a word.

Peng Minsheng was extremely embarrassed.

The officers of the Siping Garrison Regiment were already undecided about whether to step forward. Seeing the Japanese attitude, they didn't go up to invite a snub.

He Rui smiled at this moment. "Everyone is here. Serve the dishes!" He extended his left hand, inviting Major General Hamaomote Matasuke to sit in the seat of honor.

Major General Hamaomote Matasuke glanced briefly at the layout inside the building and said with interest, "He-kun, I have already sent a telegram to the Mitsui family. Hearing that He-kun wrote a proposal, Mitsui Yasuki attached great importance to it. He replied immediately, saying he would send someone from their trading company to pick it up personally. I felt that would waste too much time. Since Nagata Tetsuzan happens to be returning to Tokyo, I let him take it back to hand to Mitsui-kun personally."

Hearing this, He Rui sighed deeply. "Hearing Your Excellency say this, I am actually a bit worried. Last time I spoke with Mr. Mitsui at Tokyo University, we discussed Japanese fiscal policy. What I sent this time is a business plan. If Mr. Mitsui mistakenly thinks the content I sent is related to our last conversation, he might be disappointed."

"Oh? Fiscal policy?" Major General Hamaomote Matasuke became interested. "I wonder what the content was?"

He Rui briefly introduced his conversation with Mitsui. It was evident that Hamaomote Matasuke was thinking seriously about what He Rui said, but being a soldier, Major General Hamaomote knew very little about economics and trade, so he didn't form any conclusions immediately.

As the two spoke, various dishes were continuously served, soon filling the table with a dazzling array. Seeing the first round of dishes was complete, He Rui stood up and said, "The dishes are served. Let the banquet begin."

Mayor Peng Minsheng saw He Rui chatting happily with Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, with the Major General asking and listening intently. Although the two spoke Japanese and Peng Minsheng couldn't understand, Major General Hamaomote Matasuke looked very peaceful and didn't seem difficult to deal with.

Holding onto a shred of fantasy, Peng Minsheng stood up and raised his wine glass. "Visitors from afar are guests. As the Mayor of Siping, I toast Your Excellency, Major General."

Hearing this, several Chamber of Commerce Presidents who did business with Japan also stood up with their glasses to support the Mayor.

However, Hamaomote Matasuke didn't even glance up. He continued to laugh and talk with He Rui, ignoring them completely.

The Japanese officers on the side pulled long faces, looking at Peng Minsheng unkindly. Even the translator next to them didn't translate anything, only sneering slightly. They just looked at Mayor Peng Minsheng and the others with completely unfriendly gazes.

The atmosphere at the banquet instantly turned somewhat cold. The gentry and officials all froze with their chopsticks, as if stunned.

The last shred of fantasy in Peng Minsheng's heart shattered. He cried out *bad* in his heart, but having been an official for many years, he took the opportunity to slap his forehead and forced a laugh. "Oh my, I forgot the General doesn't understand our Chinese language. My apologies, my apologies. I'll drink a penalty cup!" He smoothly drank the wine.

The merchants holding their glasses also laughed. "Right, right, should be punished, should be punished!" Forcing smiles on their faces, they each drank their wine.

He Rui smiled slightly and then smoothed things over. "Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Government-General, has graced Siping with his presence. Please, Major General, say a few words to everyone."

This was said in Chinese. Before the translator could speak, Major General Hamaomote Matasuke had already stood up. The translator hurriedly stepped closer. Hamaomote Matasuke spoke in Japanese, and the translator shouted to the crowd in Chinese: "He-kun is an honor graduate of our Great Japanese Imperial Army War College and a most excellent talent. His assumption of office in Siping embodies Sino-Japanese friendship. You are all renowned figures in Siping. I came personally to attend He-kun's inauguration banquet because I have a few words to tell you. What He-kun wants to do is exactly what our Great Japanese Empire wants to support. If there are any problems or difficulties, our Kwantung Garrison will assist with all our strength!"

There were quite a few Japanese doing business in Siping, and some of the prominent figures present understood Japanese. Listening to Major General Hamaomote Matasuke's speech and comparing it with the Chinese spoken by the translator, these people found that the translator didn't exaggerate anything; it was a word-for-word, dutiful translation.

These words unambiguously conveyed the attitude of the Japanese Kwantung Government-General toward He Rui to the prominent figures of Siping.

After Hamaomote Matasuke finished speaking, he raised his wine glass. "He-kun, congratulations on your inauguration."

He Rui raised his glass. "Thank you for Your Excellency's support."

After three rounds of toasts.

A Japanese staff officer next to him immediately stepped forward and stood at attention. "Your Excellency, according to the schedule! You have another important military meeting!"

"Then, He-kun!" Major General Hamaomote Matasuke reached out to He Rui. He looked around left and right, glancing at the gentry and officials, and laughed softly. "The situation in the Northeast is complex. If there are any work difficulties in the future, my Kwantung Garrison will certainly not stand by and watch!"

After shaking hands, Hamaomote Matasuke led the officers downstairs one after another. Observant people took out their pocket watches to check; from start to finish, the whole visit took no more than ten minutes.

As the sound of car engines came from downstairs, the Japanese troops also began to line up and leave following commands.

He Rui smiled at everyone. "Gentlemen, I came to Siping seeking nothing more than to protect the peace of the region. As for matters on the ground, I am but a martial artist, so naturally, I ask Mayor Peng and everyone to help out more!"

After speaking, He Rui raised his wine glass. "Come, gentlemen. For the long-term peace and stability of Siping, drain this cup."

Everyone was silent as winter cicadas, hurriedly standing up to drain their cups. The wine was good wine, but in their mouths, it tasted as bitter as medicine.

Afterward, He Rui enthusiastically invited everyone to resume the banquet. The crowd could only force smiles and barely keep him company. The wine and dishes at Huaqing Tower were excellent, yet everyone felt they were as tasteless as wax, almost unable to swallow.
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The sun had passed its zenith, but the drinking party continued. He Rui was cheerful, toasting the prominent figures of Siping one by one, ensuring every cup was drained. Seeing that He Rui was very forthright, his attitude cordial, and his speech devoid of arrogance, the Siping notables all felt somewhat relieved.

Finally, he reached the table of the Siping Garrison Regiment officers. Commander Song of the Garrison Regiment stood up. "Governor He, this subordinate should be the one to toast you."

"Hey, Commander Song is treating me like a stranger. What kind of talk is this?" He Rui held his wine cup and smiled at the officers at the table. "Brother Song is a senior in the military, having served and eaten army rations since the days of the Green Standard Army [^1] in the former Qing dynasty. Your toil and merit are high; you are truly a model for my generation. As a humble junior, I truly respect you. This cup, I really must toast you!"

Commander Song never expected He Rui to give him such face. Flattered, he raised his cup and said with gratitude, "Lord He exaggerates! Since Brother He thinks so highly of me, I am not someone who doesn't know good from bad. In the future, whatever orders Brother He has, this subordinate will naturally obey. Come, Brother He, Governor He, this subordinate will drink first as a sign of respect."

The prominent figures of Siping felt relieved seeing both men drain their cups. As the saying goes, *one mountain cannot hold two tigers*. He Rui was a newcomer, and although he had the support of the Beiyang central government, the Marshal outside the pass, and the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office, the Siping Garrison Regiment had survived from the former Qing dynasty to the present. Although most of them were soldier-ruffians and scoundrels, *even a rotten boat has three pounds of nails*; a few hundred guns were not to be trifled with. Moreover, Commander Song had operated in Siping for decades. If the two sides fought, it would be the people of Siping who suffered.

At this point in the banquet, everyone finally felt that Governor He was a reasonable person, and the atmosphere instantly livened up.

Someone immediately started heckling, "How is one cup enough? It must be three!"

He Rui laughed heartily. "It should have been three cups all along; what do you mean 'must be'?"

Commander Song's subordinates hurriedly poured wine. He Rui raised his cup to Commander Song again. "That was the entrance wine. The next three cups are to recount our camaraderie as brothers-in-arms."

After speaking, he cut the chatter and drank it dry. Commander Song hurriedly drank along with him. After finishing three cups here, He Rui spoke to Commander Song's subordinates: "Brothers, Siping is a strategic location in the Northeast. Although I am untalented, I have been entrusted by Director-General Duan and Marshal Zhang to guard this city for the nation. In the future, I hope you brothers will assist me greatly!"

The group of officers stood up in a clamor, speaking all at once. "This subordinate will definitely not let Governor He down." "This subordinate will surely be of service."

Just now, Major General Hamamo Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office, had personally offered congratulations. The officers' hearts had been tight with tension, so they had no appetite to eat or drink. Their stomachs were empty, so after three cups of wine, everyone's face was flushed.

After completing a round of toasts, He Rui opened his pocket watch to check the time, then turned to smile at Peng Minsheng. "Mayor Peng, I have prepared wine, beef, and mutton, intending to reward the brothers of the Garrison Regiment this afternoon. I wonder if you have any advice?"

Peng Minsheng hurriedly bowed. "I wouldn't dare, I wouldn't dare! This is urgent military business; how would this subordinate dare to say much? Please, Governor He, decide for yourself!"

As soon as his voice fell, the officials and gentry beside him bowed with clasped hands, stood up, and took their leave.

He Rui didn't try to keep them, ordering Chen Deli to see the guests off on his behalf. He himself pulled Commander Song and the group of Garrison Regiment officers down from Huaqing Tower. At the entrance, Zhong Yifu invited He Rui over and whispered a few words. A guard nearby handed over a bowl of milk. He Rui took it and drank it in one gulp. After drinking, he turned to Commander Song and said, "Commander Song, shall we call a few girls to pour wine and liven things up?"

On a normal day, Commander Song naturally wouldn't refuse such kindness. But right now, it was indeed inconvenient. Commander Song had to decline politely, though he felt much more at ease in his heart. An officer next to him misunderstood the intent and hurriedly smiled fawningly. "Tomorrow, Commander Song will definitely treat Governor He to flower wine [^2]."

Commander Song had drunk several cups on an empty stomach. His brain was a bit fuzzy now. Hearing his subordinate's reminder, he felt he understood and hurriedly said, "Tomorrow, this subordinate will definitely play the host and invite Governor He and his brothers to have some fun. It's also a show of our respect!"

"Excellent, excellent! Very good," He Rui praised.

The group left Huaqing Tower and headed straight for the Garrison Regiment station under the sun. The station was on the west side outside the Siping city walls. When they arrived, they saw several large pots set up in the open space outside the camp gate. The soup in the pots was boiling, large chunks of beef and mutton bobbing in the broth, the air overflowing with the aroma of meat.

Seeing Commander Song's group from afar, an officer hurried forward, glanced at He Rui with a face full of alertness, and reported in a low voice. It turned out that at noon, He Rui's subordinates had suddenly delivered a lot of meat and wine, saying the new Governor wanted to reward the troops. This officer had long received repeated instructions from Commander Song, so how could he dare let them into the camp? After arguing back and forth without giving way, they were deadlocked at the camp gate. He Rui's subordinates, being persistent, had actually set up pots in the open space outside.

After listening to the report, Commander Song smiled apologetically at He Rui, then turned and scolded, "Bastard thing, no sense of hierarchy! Governor He is a superior officer. Did you drink yourself stupid? You dare not to obey a superior's military order? Disgraceful thing, get out of my sight immediately!"

After speaking, he hurriedly apologized again, "Governor, this subordinate has failed in leading the troops. They offended Your Honor's subordinates; please punish them, Your Honor!"

"Not at all, not at all!" He Rui gave a thumbs up and praised, "Commander Song is indeed an old military hand. You lead troops with method, possessing the style of Zhou Yafu's Xiliu Camp [^3]. I admire you greatly!"

As they spoke, the group entered the military camp. Commander Song immediately ordered the wine and meat to be carried in.

The officers and soldiers remaining in the camp had long been drooling. Hearing this, they couldn't help but cheer in low voices.

Tables and chairs were quickly set up on the drill ground inside the camp. The soldiers and junior officers were hungry long ago. As soon as the wine and meat were on the table, everyone couldn't wait to start.

This military camp still had the layout of the late Qing dynasty: enclosure walls, a drill ground, a commander's platform, with the yamen and quarters in the back. Antique and rustic. From the perspective of a modern soldier, the defense was simply extremely lax.

Following custom, He Rui also went up to the commander's platform. Commander Song stood to one side playing the role of a vice-general, officers stood on both sides with arms akimbo, and the soldiers formed a rough formation, scattered below. He Rui, beaming with joy, spoke a few words briefly and then ordered the meal to begin. The soldiers cheered and immediately began to eat and drink heartily. Military discipline vanished during the feast; shouting, pushing, laughing, cursing, and screaming filled the air. Someone even started singing *Errenzhuan* [^4].

The Garrison Regiment officers were accustomed to this. They invited He Rui and Commander Song to sit at the officer's table with officers of company rank and above, and then started the feast.

Commander Song, his face red to his ears, clinked glasses with He Rui again and asked with a thick tongue, "Governor He, I wonder what instructions you have next?"

He Rui smiled, holding his wine cup. "Oh, Brother Song, you might not know. I feel that it's bitter cold outside the pass, and being a soldier in Siping is not a good job. I actually want to advise Brother Song to go to a military academy for some advanced studies, to gain some knowledge at least."

"Military academy? Hehe. Brother He, to tell you the truth, my brother, I've been in the camp eating rations since the Green Standard Army of the former Qing. It's been almost twenty years..." Commander Song spoke up to here when he suddenly felt something was wrong.

At this moment, a commotion suddenly erupted at the camp gate. The two sentries left to guard staggered back; their weapons had already been confiscated. Subsequently, a squad of soldiers marched in with neat formation, led by none other than Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang.

*Ka-cha.* Several light sounds rang out. Everyone here was a veteran of the military; upon hearing it, they knew it was the sound of machine gun safeties being disengaged and rounds being chambered. Looking up, they saw that five or six machine guns had been mounted on the camp walls at some point, their dark muzzles aiming directly at the drill ground.

In Zhong Yifu's hands were two German Mauser automatic pistols with 20-round magazines, known in the Northeast as the "20-shot Self-loader" or "20-shot Fast-Slow Machine." This pistol had a strong recoil and lacked accuracy at long distances, but its power was immense in narrow spaces. Once fired, everyone at the table would lose their lives in moments.

Zhong Yifu crossed his hands, holding a Mauser automatic pistol in each, the guns held flat and pointed at the crowd.

An officer suddenly struggled to stand up, reaching to draw his gun to resist. *Bang!* A wisp of blue smoke rose from the muzzle of Zhong Yifu's right gun. Half of that officer's skull was shattered, and white brain matter splattered all over the table. Looking closely, it was exactly the officer who had refused entry to He Rui's subordinates earlier.

Zhong Yifu shouted loudly, "Don't move! I'll shoot anyone who moves! Hands up!!!"

The other officers were all dizzy from drink. At this moment, everyone was terrified out of their wits. They all raised their hands, watching helplessly as He Rui's subordinates controlled the situation.

He Rui, smiling and beaming with joy, slowly put down his wine cup. He patted Commander Song on the shoulder and, under Song's gaze of grief and indignation, stood up and walked to the open space of the drill ground. He scanned the surroundings and saw that the main gate and key positions leading to the armory had changed guards one after another. Dozens of cultural instructors stood solemnly with guns, alert.

A cultural instructor at the side presented a 20-shot Mauser pistol. He Rui took it and tucked it into his waist. He made a gesture, and subordinates carried two heavy large boxes in. On the spot, they opened the wooden boxes on the platform beside the field and kicked them over. Amidst the clattering sound of metal colliding, shiny silver dollars covered the entire commander's platform.

Hundreds of officers and soldiers with raised hands instantly widened their eyes, their breathing rapid.

Just then, Xu Chengfeng and others took out two light machine guns from the bottom of the boxes and mounted them on both sides of the commander's platform. The dark muzzles pointed at the Garrison Regiment soldiers and junior officers below the stage, forming a crossfire.

He Rui checked the firepower configuration. Seeing that the infantry had already choked off the key points of the military camp and all machine gun teams were in position—although a bit unskilled, the tactical deployment was considered complete—it should be no problem to bluff these soldier-ruffians.

Under the terrified gazes of the soldiers, He Rui walked steadily onto the commander's platform and shouted loudly to the crowd below, "Brothers, I am the new Governor, He Rui. Today I want to give everyone a benefit. Being a soldier is a hard job, coming and going in the wind and rain. Now, you don't have to suffer like this anymore. Everyone take two silver dollars and go home."

The officers and soldiers never expected that He Rui actually wanted to disband the Garrison Regiment. They were stunned for a moment.

***

[^1]: Green Standard Army (绿营) - A Han Chinese military force during the Qing Dynasty. [^2]: Flower wine (花酒) - Drinking with courtesans/prostitutes. [^3]: Zhou Yafu's Xiliu Camp (周亚夫细柳营) - A famous historical reference to a Han Dynasty general known for strict discipline where even the Emperor could not enter without proper military protocol. He Rui uses this ironically here. [^4]: *Errenzhuan* (二人转) - A genre of local folk dance and song from Northeast China.
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On the commander's platform at the Siping Garrison Regiment station, He Rui signaled Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng pulled the trigger, and the light machine gun spewed a long tongue of fire. Bullets whistled over the heads of the garrison crowd, punching a long row of bullet holes into the courtyard wall. Amidst the flying dust, the officers and soldiers in the open space instinctively crouched down; some hid directly under the tables.

He Rui raised his hand, and the machine gun fire stopped abruptly. The officers and soldiers below looked terrified. After a brief pause, He Rui smiled. "Today, I have prepared two things for everyone: one is bullets, the other is silver dollars. Choose for yourselves!"

Everyone looked at each other in dismay. Several officers and soldiers retreated slightly into the crowd, wanting to slip away, but were forced back by cultural instructors who had already surrounded them with rifles. They raised their hands and returned to the crowd. He Rui asked loudly from the platform, "Where do you want to go?"

One of them was so scared he knelt on the ground. "Governor He, I want to go home."

He Rui pointed to the piles of shiny silver dollars at his feet. "Going home is fine. Let's register you first, press a thumbprint, take the money, and then go."

The soldier didn't dare accept it. In the end, he was forced to a small table by a cultural instructor with a gun. Two cultural instructors had already taken the roster and were registering names one by one. After verification and fingerprinting, the soldier carefully put two silver dollars into his pocket. Then He Rui ordered someone to escort him to the barracks to get his luggage and release him from the station.

One after another, the soldiers of the Garrison Regiment were lined up in a long queue, registering and handling "discharge procedures" one by one. The camp was busy and tense but orderly; no one dared to act rashly. Unknowingly, night was approaching. Fortunately, it was summer, so the night wasn't very cold.

Before nightfall, He Rui finally disbanded the soldiers of the Garrison Regiment. Officers of company rank and above, along with Commander Song, were locked in the rear camp area under house arrest. Only a dozen or so soldiers, even under gunpoint, knelt and begged, saying they were outsiders with no home to return to and didn't know how to make a living if driven away.

He Rui had them confined in an empty house, temporarily settling the matter.

Everyone had been busy all day, both tense and excited. Now that they relaxed, exhaustion washed over them. But He Rui remained in high spirits, brimming with energy. He checked the roster and said to everyone, "Comrades, it's not time to rest yet. Please persist a little longer." He issued an order to send people to invite those local prominent figures to come for another meeting according to the daytime list.

Xu Chengfeng looked exhausted, forcing himself to stay alert as he asked, "Commander, what if they don't come?"

He Rui lit a cigarette and laughed. "Ha! Everyone, bring your guns when you invite them; I doubt they can refuse!"

Xu Chengfeng smiled knowingly and immediately led men into the city.

***

At past eleven o'clock at night, the prominent figures of Siping gathered before He Rui again. However, this time the venue was simply decorated, and there was no fine wine or delicacies; only some tea was set out in the regimental headquarters.

Xu Chengfeng led the way, allowing the local officials and gentry to visit Commander Song and his group. Looking in through the window, they saw the Garrison Regiment officers all huddled inside, dispirited. Several officers addicted to opium had tears and mucus running down their faces, yawning one after another.

He Rui sighed deeply. "To be honest with Mayor Peng and you gentlemen, Commander Song told me today that the turmoil of Siping, with its complex mix of forces, annoyed him greatly. He has long been physically and mentally exhausted over the decades. So, Commander Song disbanded the Garrison Regiment and left the weapons and equipment to me. Commander Song and his brothers are preparing to continue their studies at the military academy in my army. I tried hard to persuade him to stay, but alas, Commander Song's mind was made up. Even as a superior, I couldn't force him against his will. It's a pity, a pity. Commander Song is experienced in military affairs and familiar with the locality; he is a rare talent. I feel deeply reluctant to part with him, but having just arrived and facing such a major matter, I had to accede to Commander Song's wishes."

The crowd was dumbfounded, looking at each other in silence.

He Rui raised his voice and smiled at Peng Minsheng. "But this is also good. Commander Song can rest and study. Once he recovers, he can better serve the locality and protect his hometown later! What does Mayor Peng think?!"

Peng Minsheng shuddered and immediately bowed. "What Governor He says is extremely true. This subordinate will follow the Governor's lead!"

"What do you gentlemen think?!"

The group of officials and gentry jumped up, bowing one after another. "We dare not disobey any command from Marshal He!"

He Rui waved his hand and said modestly, "Gentlemen, you exaggerate. This is the Republic of China, not the former Qing. Now we stress equality for all, sincere unity, and serving the country; where is there high and low status? As you have all seen, I am a rough man and do not understand how to govern people's livelihood. Being ordered by the central government and Marshal Zhang to come down to the locality this time, I feel the matters are thorny and I am without a strategy. That is why I invited you all to come late at night to discuss what should be done. I ask you all to teach me."

The crowd dared not agree with *that*. They flattered and supported him with all their might, though most of them had wandering eyes and were calculating in their hearts. The current situation had progressed too fast, and many people's minds couldn't keep up at all. It was not that they intended to oppose him; they just never expected He Rui to act so cleanly and efficiently, disposing of the Garrison Regiment immediately after establishing his authority. For a moment, everyone was a bit at a loss.

Two Chamber of Commerce Presidents were even scared enough to consider using the armed forces at their disposal for self-protection. But after a little thought, they felt it was inappropriate. Although this man in front of them didn't have many men right now, his background was too deep and powerful. Could they afford to provoke Marshal Zhang or the Japanese? With the little capital they had, even if they gained a small advantage in Siping, if he turned against them, they would die without a proper burial.

Thinking of this, the two Chamber of Commerce Presidents said tremblingly, "Governor He, we don't know how your military funding is, but we are willing to contribute wholeheartedly!"

"That is not the priority. I invited everyone here today to ask how to govern Siping!" He Rui glanced at the officials, put away his smile, turned his face cold, and spoke sternly, word by word.

Siping Mayor Peng Minsheng finally reacted. He tried his best to speak without a trembling voice, "Please instruct us, Governor! As long as there is a military order, this subordinate will definitely go through water and fire!"

"Although I don't understand city governance, some young men under me are very interested. So I want to send a few brothers to learn from Mayor Peng, Chief Duan, and the gentlemen of the Tax Bureau. As for whether they prove capable, that depends on their own fortune. I imagine gentlemen of high morals and reputation like you shouldn't be stingy in cultivating the younger generation."

As soon as this statement came out, everyone's hearts grew heavier. Governor He's intention was blatantly revealed; he not only wanted to seize military power but wouldn't let go of political power either.

Seeing that the Garrison Regiment had been disbanded by He Rui, and Governor He obviously came prepared having managed everything above and below, the situation in Siping was a foregone conclusion. The crowd could only agree.

Police Chief Duan Changgui's eyes darted around and he stood at attention, saluting He Rui. "Report to Governor He. From now on, I, Duan Changgui, am Governor He's man. Whatever Governor He asks Duan Changgui to do, Duan Changgui will do. Through water and fire, I will follow to the death!!"

He Rui looked at him in surprise and smiled. "Chief Duan is thoughtful. I wonder if you have any suggestions?"

Duan Changgui was apprehensive, but seeing He Rui respond, his heart settled. He answered loudly, "This subordinate believes that in a city, security should be the priority. This subordinate's ability is meager, and there are over two hundred police officers in Siping. Therefore, I ask the Governor to send more capable brothers to clean up the ranks with me, so as to benefit the locality and serve the Marshal!"

"Oh?!" He Rui laughed loudly and patted Duan Changgui on the shoulder. "Oh my, Brother Duan's talent is truly amazing. I misjudged you before; my mistake, my mistake!" "Thank you for the Marshal's praise! This subordinate will definitely do his best!" Duan Changgui responded loudly.

At this moment, the situation was largely settled. The military and police matters were all clear. The hearts of the Siping officials and gentry sank. Looking up, they saw He Rui in military uniform by the light of the torches, his expression cold and stern, looking exceptionally tall and mighty in the dark night.

Peng Minsheng was experienced in the ways of the world and shifted with the wind. "What Governor He said is extremely true. I suggest that from today on, Siping City establishes positions for Assistant Mayor, Assistant Police Chief, and Assistant Tax Bureau Chief. Everyone should unite sincerely to serve Marshal He!"

The remaining officials and gentry immediately agreed enthusiastically. Such a good method only being proposed today was truly a blessing for the people of Siping.

When everyone had expressed their stance, He Rui waved his hand and said with satisfaction, "Gentlemen, it was inappropriate to disturb everyone so late. The night is deep. Everyone stay here tonight; I will send people to escort you back tomorrow."

Everyone knew they couldn't leave, so they could only express their gratitude one after another. They were then taken away by He Rui's subordinates.

He Rui forced himself to stay awake to continue working. Those who tracked the disbanded Garrison Regiment soldiers sent back news.

Local soldiers had gone home. Soldiers whose homes were nearby left in groups. Some soldiers, perhaps because their homes were far away or for other reasons, gathered together and slept in the open on some vacant lots.

So far, there had been no incidents of disbanded soldiers gathering to cause trouble or plotting mischief.

Compared to inside the pass, Siping, at a higher latitude, had very long days and short nights in summer. It was just past the Summer Solstice. At 4:30 AM, the sky was filled with myriad rays of rosy light, and a sliver of the red sun had already begun to emerge on the horizon.

He Rui walked out of the house and woke up Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and the others who were dozing off in a daze. In the splendid sunrise, he handed them a scroll of documents printed in Tianjin.

Xu Chengfeng rubbed his eyes and yawned. Cheng Ruofan opened the scroll and saw four large characters written at the top: **Notice to Reassure the People** (*Anmin Gaoshi*).

Before Cheng Ruofan could ask, He Rui smiled. "Go! Post these notices. Let the people of Siping know that a new era has begun!"
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Fengtian City, General Zhen'an's Office.

Several spies bowed and reported. Zhang Xiluan stroked his beard, listened quietly to the end, pondered for a while, and suddenly sighed. He waved the spies away and turned to Adjutant Liu, sighing, "Heroes truly emerge from the youth! I am put to shame. I admire him, I admire him!"

Major Liu, standing by his side, had complex feelings. He had previously judged that He Rui was resourceful, but he hadn't expected him to be so swift and fierce. To think that with just thirty-five men, he took Siping in two or three days—it really left one... at a loss for words.

Even though he had served in the government office for a long time and seen many heroes, such a figure was truly unprecedented. In his heart, he admired him even more, practically prostrating himself in respect.

Zhang Xiluan walked a few circles in the living room with his hands behind his back. His mood was not good; he sighed and groaned. After being stunned for a long while, he suddenly turned and ordered, "Adjutant Liu, go prepare another 500 rifles, 10 machine guns, three cannons, and fifty thousand silver dollars. Take a company to escort them to Siping and hand them to Colonel He."

Major Liu was greatly surprised and hurriedly said, "Didn't the Marshal just send a batch of munitions? Why send more?"

"This time is different. When you see Colonel He, tell him: Fengtian's warehouses are tight right now. These munitions and military supplies are temporarily stored with him; please ask him to keep them for me!"

Major Liu was dumbfounded, then suddenly felt it was a bit funny. Fengtian City actually lacked warehouse space for such a trifling amount of munitions? When he saw He Rui, he really wouldn't know how to say this.

But how could the Marshal's order be disobeyed? He bowed and replied, "As you command."

After speaking, he felt the reason was too far-fetched and couldn't help asking, "May I ask the Marshal, what happens after giving these munitions to Colonel He?"

"Hehe. Afterward... afterward, He Rui will certainly make a gesture." Zhang Xiluan stroked his beard and smiled.

Major Liu was stunned. If it were someone else, he would certainly understand that this "gesture" meant either silver dollars or other valuable property. But facing He Rui, Major Liu knew the Marshal had absolutely no intention of soliciting a bribe. He couldn't help but ask in surprise, "Does the Marshal mean He Rui will give you a return gift?!"

"Correct. But this 'gift' is a gift, yet not a gift. You'll know when you get there!"

Hearing this, Major Liu still didn't understand, but it wasn't appropriate to ask further. He saluted. "Does the Marshal have any other orders?"

"None. Go."

Two days later, Major Liu arrived in Siping again. He saw notices posted at the street intersections: Notices to Reassure the People and Recruitment Notices. They were all newly posted.

Major Liu didn't look much, leading the troops escorting the munitions to the front of the former Garrison Regiment—now He Rui's Headquarters.

He saw quite a few people lining up at the gate. He Rui's subordinates, wearing red armbands, were maintaining order. It looked like they were recruiting soldiers.

He Rui had already come out to welcome him. The handover of firearms and silver dollars was completed by subordinates. He Rui invited Major Liu into the headquarters. After listening to Major Liu convey Zhang Xiluan's meaning, He Rui sighed. "Brother Liu, Siping has had many troubles. I have been inadequate and have caused Marshal Zhang a lot of trouble. I feel very apologetic. Marshal Zhang is so kind; please, Brother Liu, report back to the Marshal that this subordinate is very grateful. As for the temporary storage of munitions..." He thought for a moment, then smiled slightly. "Brother Liu, don't worry. I already know the Marshal's intent. Brother Liu, please wait a moment; I will give the Marshal a return 'gift' right now."

After speaking, He Rui sat at the desk, took the brush and ink, and swiftly wrote a promissory note. He didn't stop writing but pulled over a sheet of letter paper and wrote a letter. By this time, the ink on the note was dry. He Rui stamped his seal over the signature. He put the two documents into separate envelopes and handed them to Major Liu. "Brother Liu, please be careful on the road; do not lose them."

Major Liu was baffled and asked repeatedly, but He Rui only chatted and laughed, talking about other things but not this. Feeling helpless, he had to take his men and drive back to Fengtian.

When he handed the two items to Zhang Xiluan, Zhang Xiluan looked solemn. He took them, read them carefully one by one, and pondered repeatedly for a long time. He couldn't help but clap his hands in praise. "Such a young hero! It is lamentable that this old man has been in the sea of officialdom for decades, yet didn't recognize a hero to his face. My old eyes were truly blind!" He walked around the flower hall a few times, still unsatisfied, and couldn't help sighing, "He Rui, ah, He Rui. Truly a dragon among men!"

Ignoring the confused Major Liu, Zhang Xiluan turned and went back to the inner room. He handed the promissory note and the letter to his wife. "Put these in the chest where you keep your dowry. Keep them safe; I want to pass these things down to our children and grandchildren."

Madam Zhang was his first wife. They had been married for decades and knew each other deeply. Hearing this, she was still very puzzled. She simply opened an envelope to read carefully, but saw it wasn't a property deed or land deed or bank note, just a borrowing receipt. She was even more puzzled. Seeing He Rui's name listed as the borrower, Madam Zhang frowned.

The news of He Rui's successful negotiation at the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office and the subsequent Japanese withdrawal had already spread among the upper echelons of Fengtian. This name wasn't unfamiliar to Madam Zhang. But seeing so many munitions and silver dollars, Madam Zhang felt a bit of heartache. She asked, "Master, these things are worth a lot of money. This He Rui is just a mere youngster; is it worth spending so much money on him?"

Zhang Xiluan glared with his old eyes, then sighed. "Short-sighted woman! At my age, what use do I have for money? This is for the sake of the children and grandchildren. This man He Rui is a dragon and phoenix among men; his future is limitless. You must not think this is just a sheet of borrowing receipt and a letter. When the winds and clouds meet in the future, this item can firstly ensure the safety of the whole family, and secondly, it might serve as a ladder for the advancement of our descendants."

Hearing this, Madam Zhang was greatly amazed. She casually opened the other envelope and pulled out the letter paper. She saw it written in a plain narrative style: *On July 4, 1915, He Rui had just arrived in Siping to take office. Manpower was scarce, and supplies were scarce. Therefore, he requested help from Zhang Xiluan, asking to borrow a certain number of firearms and artillery, and a certain amount of silver dollars. Although Fengtian was not wealthy in these aspects either, Zhang Xiluan still helped generously, delivering charcoal in the snow. He delivered these materials to Siping and handed them to He Rui, solving He Rui's urgent need.*

Although the content was simple and brisk, easily understood at a glance, it wasn't a thank-you letter; it looked more like a casual note in a diary.

More importantly, regarding Zhang Xiluan's full support, there was neither thanks nor praise. Instead, the date, location, and quantity were recorded in detail, followed by a personal signature and He Rui's personal seal.

Madam Zhang asked, "Master, what does He Rui mean by writing this?"

"Hehe. Madam, if someone held a letter like this, written by President Yuan Shikai when he was young and given to a friend, and that person's descendants handed this letter to me or Minister Duan, how do you think we should handle it?"

After speaking, Zhang Xiluan chuckled, left the bedroom, went to the flower hall, and sat in an armchair.

Originally, Zhang Xiluan just thought highly of this junior He Rui and wanted to watch and wait. If there were no major troubles, he might lend a hand to promote him. Now it appeared he was still a frog in a well, underestimating the hero.

The success of the negotiation with the Kwantung Governor-General's Office had been telegraphed to Duan Qirui, and Duan Qirui had replied amidst his busy schedule to express praise. It was laughable that the shallow people of Siping thought they could be He Rui's opponents.
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Shopkeeper Han's teahouse business had been very good the last few days. There had been many major events in Siping City recently. A group of idlers gossiped while worrying. Bystanders were one thing, but the merchants on the street were especially nervous.

Boss Zhu frowned slightly. "It's been four days since Governor He disbanded Commander Song's troops, yet the Chamber of Commerce hasn't collected the contribution money. It's truly strange."

"Does Boss Zhu enjoy paying contribution money?" someone teased.

"Eh~~" Boss Zhu dragged out the sound. "How could I want to pay contribution money normally? But right now, with all this chaos and turmoil, I don't know what big events will happen later. I wish I could just pay the money quickly for peace of mind."

As soon as this was said, the merchants all fell silent. Boss Zhu's words spoke to everyone's concerns. Now that Governor He had taken power, he neither asked for money nor press-ganged men. Presumably, there were big events to follow.

Originally, there were big merchant guilds to shelter the small merchants from the wind and rain, but now even the big guilds were keeping their distance. Which small merchant wouldn't be afraid?

In the silence, someone suddenly said, "I heard that the day after Governor He disbanded the Garrison Regiment, he sent people to occupy the Finance Bureau and sealed the silver vault. He personally led people to audit the accounts. Four or five days have passed, and they still haven't finished checking. Perhaps after Governor He finishes auditing and collects the silver, then takes a few concubines, everyone's life will go on as usual?!"

As the voice fell, a few boorish fellows who weren't afraid of trouble teased, "Auditing accounts is a great thing. Governor He led a group of 'big-headed soldiers' [^1] to check the accounts; maybe they'll be checking until next year?"

A moment later, the guests roared with laughter, bringing a bit of cheerful atmosphere to the depressed teahouse.

Big-headed soldiers were illiterate, and the officers could barely recognize a few characters. In the eyes of merchants who dealt with account books every day, it was fine for soldiers to fight battles, but check accounts? Even if there were tricks in the accounts, laid out line by line, could those soldiers understand them?

Shopkeeper Han felt this was wrong. He heard that this Governor He was a student who had studied abroad; he might not be an ordinary crude soldier.

***

If Siping Finance and Tax Bureau Director Ding Xiadong knew the merchants' thoughts at this time, he would probably roar the words "Nonsense!". However, at this moment, he was sweating profusely as he listened to He Rui's subordinate, Chen Deli, recount the preliminary audit results.

"Report to the Commander. The above are the revenue and expenditure data that Siping should have collected. According to the accounts, up until the sealing of the vault, within the three years since Director Ding took office, there were 3 misappropriations of over 1,000 yuan. There were 13 misappropriations and deficits between 501 and 1,000 yuan. There were 42 misappropriations and deficits between 101 and 500 yuan. As for those under 100 yuan, 179 have been found so far. Report complete."

Cultural Instructor Chen Deli wiped the sweat from his forehead after speaking. He and his comrades had worked day and night these past few days and finally sorted out the mess of these corrupt officials. His mood was exceptionally excited.

He Rui smiled. "Director Ding, do you want to check the accounts to see if Chen Deli made a mistake?"

Hearing this, a ray of hope suddenly rose in Ding Xiadong's heart, but a moment later, he shook his head repeatedly. "Governor He, this subordinate has difficulties! Governor He doesn't know, but all this money was misappropriated by Commander Song! Commander Song was extravagant beyond measure, taking seven or eight concubines. When he ran out of money, he would come to the Tax Bureau with a gun to demand it, as if the Tax Bureau were a bank opened by his family. Ding is but a scholar; I really had no choice!"

He Rui didn't get angry and said kindly, "That really made things difficult for Director Ding. Commander Song is currently studying over at my place; I can ask him slowly about many things. However, the tax collectors are under Director Ding's control, right?"

Ding Xiadong didn't dare answer immediately. After a little calculation, he felt he understood and immediately reported, "Report to the Governor. Many people planted relatives and friends as tax collectors. Those people took bribes and bent the law. This subordinate will dismiss them immediately."

He Rui shook his head. "Tax collectors taking bribes and bending the law is a common practice in officialdom. However, does Director Ding know that the harsh punishments and severe laws of past dynasties were established precisely for such times? Director Ding, tell those tax collectors to collect taxes properly according to the tax rate, and don't slack off just because they can't skim money. There will naturally be benefits for them later. *Punishment without prior instruction is tyranny*; I never play games of borrowing heads [^2]. What I said just now is not intimidation. If these two rules are violated, I will absolutely not spare them."

Tax Bureau Director Ding Xiadong was not a soldier. At this moment, trembling with fear and sweating like rain, he stood at attention and answered, "Yes. This subordinate obeys."

"Also. The Tax Bureau handles both revenue and expenditure, which is truly inconvenient. In He's opinion, it is better to separate finance and taxation. This matter is significant, so why not let Chen Deli help you? I wonder what Director Ding thinks?"

Hearing this, Director Ding was naturally ten thousand times unwilling in his heart. previously, with finance and taxation combined, money entering the left hand and leaving the right was truly convenient in all sorts of ways. Once separated, there would be an extra layer of bureaucracy in the middle. If there were matters in the future, it would be greatly inconvenient.

However, *those who understand the times are heroes*. With guns pointed at him, how could Ding Xiadong dare to act big? He immediately nodded and praised greatly, "What Governor He says is extremely true. Since ancient times, bad governance has stemmed from this. In this way, all places will be clean and honest; it is truly a blessing for the people of Siping. Governor He's talent is truly something Ding has only seen once in his life!" He clicked his tongue in praise, "Admirable, this subordinate truly admires you! Finance is the foundation of the government, yet I didn't expect Governor He to have such ingenuity and insight. Your Honor is truly a person born with knowledge!"

He Rui chuckled. This Director Ding was really an interesting person. Having settled the finances, he instantly felt much more relaxed. However, during the afternoon meeting, Tang Gui, who was responsible for secretarial work, actively raised a question: "Governor, since so many corrupt officials have been found, why not punish them severely?"

As soon as this was said, the young men attending the meeting echoed it one after another. Only a few students like Xu Chengfeng, Xu Jia, and Cheng Ruofan, who had attended advanced training classes, looked solemn and didn't echo.

He Rui could understand everyone's mood at this time. In his youth, He Rui also felt that old China was weak because these corrupt officials were playing tricks. As long as political power was seized, severe laws established, and these corrupt officials dragged out for public execution to warn others, the country would immediately get better. This kind of simple revolutionary thought had a big market among the common people.

Recalling his own hot-bloodedness back then, He Rui felt that his fatigue at this moment was diluted a lot. With this enthusiasm, He Rui asked, "Comrades, corrupt officials are so detestable. Have you ever thought about why?"

Someone among the youths immediately answered, "Because they don't do proper work and only know how to bully people."

He Rui was very happy in his heart. Even from the 1930s when China was weakest until before the liberation, American journalists who went deep into the Chinese folk to interview wrote that the Chinese people are a great people; even an illiterate person knows what social justice is.

These young people in front of him all believed that everyone has a responsibility to society. The higher the status, the greater the responsibility.

He Rui slowed down his speech. "The government's duty lies in providing public services to society. But public services cost money. Taken from the people, used for the people. Our seizing the silver vault first is the first step taken to provide public services quickly."

The young men habitually opened their notebooks and began to record. According to custom, He Rui would start giving everyone a lesson on this topic.

***

[^1]: "Big-headed soldiers" (大头兵) is a somewhat derogatory colloquial term for ordinary soldiers. [^2]: "Borrowing heads" refers to Cao Cao in *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, who executed a granary officer (borrowed his head) to quell troops' anger over food shortages, falsely blaming him. He Rui means he won't use people as scapegoats without warning.
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"The government's responsibility is to provide public service products to society. Whether officials or clerks, they are all just components of this bureaucratic machine called the government; in fact, they are neither good nor evil in themselves. Now that we hold the Siping government, everyone here is a government official. Comrades, how should we do proper work and not bully people?"

The young men responded immediately, "We are good people; of course, we will do proper work and not bully people."

These slogans were exactly the thoughts of the young men in the spontaneous stage—simple and unadorned, but their concepts were confused.

He Rui continued, "Performing government public functions is a serious technical job; it has nothing to do with good people or bad people and cannot be evaluated by moral standards. From an objective perspective, there is only achievement or non-achievement, or the level of efficiency in achievement. Sometimes, an honest official has high morals but cannot provide good government service; he is still a bastard. Conversely, although a corrupt official raises execution costs, if he provides some government service, he is actually better than a muddled honest official. It just needs to be carefully evaluated based on cost standards. If the cost is too high or far exceeds the people's burden, it will degenerate into a moral concept."

Seeing the puzzled looks in the youths' eyes, He Rui explained, "Doing anything requires payment. Even a small matter like eating every day—from obtaining rice and flour to cooking them—requires paying money or labor. I call this payment 'cost'."

This statement was dry and boring. Cheng Ruofan's humorous nature flared up, and he laughed. "Governor, isn't eating a form of labor too? Sometimes eating a meal is quite tiring."

Some young comrades laughed heartily, while others rolled their eyes at Cheng Ruofan.

He Rui knocked on the table. "This is a good question. Cheng Ruofan, if someone eyes that meal, and after you finish cooking it, they snatch it away—you busied yourself for a whole round, but can you eat the meal?"

Cheng Ruofan instantly couldn't laugh. Not only Cheng Ruofan, but the expressions of the young comrades also became serious.

"I say this is a good question because this question describes the law of the jungle in nature: the weak are meat for the strong, big fish eat small fish, and small fish eat shrimp. Essentially, it is the plundering of results and the transfer of costs. Many reactionary governments generally perform by frantically plundering the fruits of the common people's labor, yet conversely cannot fairly share the social public costs. Therefore, at the end of every dynasty, you will see the lower-class people working hard all year round but starved corpses scattered across the ground, while the upper class does nothing but live in a drunken stupor."

The young men were momentarily shaken by what He Rui described, and everyone showed a more or less solemn expression.

He Rui knew that it was impossible to give the young men a basic cognitive framework of society through just one lesson. He pulled the topic back to the present.

"Let's talk about costs. Clothing, food, housing, and transportation all require costs. None of our clothes were made by our own hands. Since we can wear clothes, it proves that someone paid the cost of the clothes for us. The primary struggles and games of the court, the government, the state, and society for thousands of years have revolved around who bears the cost and who is responsible for distributing the output."

"Right now, we only have this many people, so let's first solve the realistic problems within our power in Siping City. We want to provide social services—taken from the people, used for the people. The biggest enemy we face right now is the 'middleman' earning the price difference! Ten *wen* of money can only do ten *wen* worth of things. If the people pay twenty *wen* to obtain public services but only receive ten *wen* worth of social services, then someone must have taken the other ten *wen*. This kind of person is the corrupt official that everyone hates."

Chen Deli frowned and asked, "Governor, where can we find people who are capable of tax collection but aren't corrupt officials?"

Hearing this question, Zhong Yifu hurriedly answered, "I can't do that. Let me be a soldier and fight to protect everyone's labor results. Please ask other comrades to work hard on the tax collection cost."

There were quite a few people with similar thoughts to Zhong Yifu. Everyone acknowledged the effort and merit of taxation but didn't want to do tax work.

"Comrade Chen Deli, do you want to collect taxes quickly, or do you want no corrupt officials collecting taxes?" He Rui asked.

Chen Deli frowned and thought for a long time, stopping himself from speaking several times. Finally, he answered, "I'd rather not collect taxes than let corrupt officials harm the people."

He Rui nodded. "That is to say, if the tax collectors are not very skilled and the efficiency is relatively low, you can accept that?"

Chen Deli hadn't thought of this result. He hesitated a moment, then nodded forcefully. "Yes."

He Rui smiled. "Then let's think of a way together to see who in Siping City can complete this work."

***

The small merchants in the city still hadn't waited for the news from the Chamber of Commerce President to pay the contribution money. Anxious, the crowd went to Shopkeeper Han's teahouse whenever they were free to drink tea, chat, and exchange the latest news.

The news that Governor He had renamed clerks to "cadres" didn't interest Shopkeeper Han. They were all doing the same things; what was the use of giving them a name no one had heard of?

Just as he was chatting idly with a guest, he saw a person standing outside the door. Shopkeeper Han hurriedly went out. "Brother, haven't seen you for a long time."

This person was the news peddler who had previously sold Shopkeeper Han the inside information about Zhang Xiluan sending weapons to He Rui.

Seeing Shopkeeper Han come out, the news peddler chuckled. "Shopkeeper Han, this brother has a piece of news. I don't know if Shopkeeper Han wants to know it."

Shopkeeper Han didn't say much and directly lowered his sleeve to haggle. A moment later, Shopkeeper Han was somewhat surprised; the price of the news this time was actually five times that of before. Shopkeeper Han gritted his teeth and gave the money. The man then leaned into Shopkeeper Han's ear, said a few words, and left leisurely.

The crowd in the teahouse saw Shopkeeper Han walk back into the teahouse with a gloomy face. He went back to the inner room, and not long after, brought out a sign. He directed the waiter to hang the sign in a conspicuous place. Everyone looked and saw the sign read: "**Do Not Discuss Politics**."

The shop owners were all cautious people. After seeing the sign, they stood up one after another, paid for their tea, and slipped away. A moment later, the lively teahouse was left with only a few scattered people and tables full of leftover tea and nut shells.

The next day, Shopkeeper Han's teahouse was still empty, no longer lively like the previous days. Shopkeeper Han sat behind the counter, bored to death, when he saw two people stride in from outside, both wearing military uniforms. They wore conspicuous official badges on their chests.

The leader gave Shopkeeper Han a familiar feeling, but he couldn't remember where he had seen him. The man stepped forward and said, "May I ask, are you Shopkeeper Han?"

Shopkeeper Han hurriedly stood up. "That is me. How should I address this officer?"

"I am Chen Deli, under Governor He. I came this time to deliver an official document, inviting Shopkeeper Han to report to the Finance and Tax Bureau." After speaking, an official document was handed to Shopkeeper Han.

This was the first time Shopkeeper Han had received an official document. Opening it carefully to look, Shopkeeper Han's legs went soft, and he slumped back onto the stool. Fortunately, he was knowledgeable and quickly steadied his mood. He stood up again and asked, "Master Chen, did I do something wrong? Is Master trying to play a joke on me?"

Chen Deli laughed. "Shopkeeper Han has a very good reputation in the neighborhood. We have no grudges in the past or present; why would I play a joke on Shopkeeper Han? Since you've seen the document, please follow us, Shopkeeper Han."
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More and more of the common people learned about the methods Governor He used to seize Siping City. It involved many high-ranking figures and the process was full of ups and downs. It was said that storytellers even wanted to compile it into a tale to narrate.

Everyone felt Governor He was a formidable character, but they hadn't seen him actually do anything to the common folk. They were uneasy but not truly afraid.

Now, witnessing Shopkeeper Han being taken away by soldiers with their own eyes, the merchants on the street were all badly frightened. Seeing the "Do Not Discuss Politics" sign in the teahouse, everyone was silent as a cicada in winter. They exchanged glances and hurriedly packed up their stalls to go home. That night, when Shopkeeper Han's waiter closed up, Han was still nowhere to be seen. This scared quite a few people into considering closing their shops to avoid calamity that night.

Early the next morning, the teahouse actually opened again. The crowd emboldened themselves to gather around and saw the waiter walk out and set off firecrackers, popping and crackling.

The teahouse hadn't just opened, nor did Shopkeeper Han's family have any joyous events like weddings, funerals, promotions, or windfalls. According to shop rules, firecrackers were naturally set off to drive away bad luck. Presumably, Shopkeeper Han had returned.

Sure enough, a person walked out of the shop. It was indeed Shopkeeper Han. His face looked slightly haggard, as if he hadn't slept well. However, his whole demeanor was beaming with joy.

The shopkeepers put aside their fear and went up to ask. The sharp-eyed ones had already noticed that Shopkeeper Han was wearing a badge on his chest—it turned out to be the iron tag worn only by officials under Governor He Rui.

Han had a mix of joy and worry on his face. He bowed to everyone in turn before saying, "Fellow shopkeepers. Thanks to Marshal He's generous favor, he gave me a job as a tax collector. From today on, the tax collection on this street is under my charge."

The group of small merchants was dumbfounded, looking at each other for a moment. Someone dug at their ear, suspecting they had heard wrong.

The news of Teahouse Shopkeeper Han becoming a tax collector spread like wildfire on the street. A servant of the Yongchang Trading Company President, Zhou Yongchang, ran back to the Chamber of Commerce like the wind to inform President Zhou Yongchang.

Rushing back to the Chamber of Commerce, he saw quite a few people standing in President Zhou's room, talking all at once about Governor He suddenly appointing many tax collectors. The servant was stunned to discover that Shopkeeper Han was just one of them.

According to everyone's introduction, these new tax collectors included those doing business, working as laborers, and driving carts. Their backgrounds were varied. But one thing was the same: they were all recognized by neighbors as being fair and respected among the people.

President Zhou Yongchang furrowed his brow. In the past two days, He Rui's subordinates had frequently made home visits to the populace, visiting the families and neighbors of Siping policemen. Zhou Yongchang originally thought they were going to uncover some shocking major case in the police station. Now he realized they were actually replacing the minor officials and clerks.

This was truly unheard of—daring to just pick random people and put them to use. Governor He was really rash and bold. But recalling He Rui's methods of seizing Siping, President Zhou couldn't help but feel a little afraid.

Hearing the servant say that Shopkeeper Han had also become a tax collector, Zhou Yongchang ordered someone to prepare a gift and personally went to visit Shopkeeper Han's teahouse.

At this time, the teahouse was already packed with people. The "Do Not Discuss Politics" sign was gone. Small merchants who arrived early squeezed three or four onto a single bench. Those who came late stood in layers inside and out, packing the teahouse so tight not even water could trickle through.

Seeing President Zhou Yongchang arrive personally, the small merchants barely made way for a passage. President Zhou squeezed in and saw Shopkeeper Han reading a document. Seeing President Zhou enter, Shopkeeper Han hurriedly stopped speaking and came forward to greet him. "What brings President Zhou here? If President Zhou sent someone, I naturally would have come to pay my respects."

"Ah! Brother Haitao, you and I have been in Siping for many years; no need to be so formal," President Zhou said warmly, holding Shopkeeper Han's hand. At this time, President Zhou's servant also followed in. President Zhou took the gift. "Brother Haitao, today is a good day for your promotion. I prepared a meager gift. I hope Brother Haitao will accept this small token."

Shopkeeper Han's name was Han Haitao, originally from the capital. He moved Outside the Pass with his family when he was young. Although not from an official family, he had seen some of the world. Seeing President Zhou wanting to give a gift, he was so scared he hurriedly waved his hands. "President Zhou, forgive me. Before taking office this time, the higher-ups gave strict orders: we must not accept gifts, not even a single copper coin. I appreciate the President's kindness, but I really dare not accept it!" Seeing President Zhou's face darken, he hurriedly said, "Forgive me, forgive me. But under Marshal He's orders, I am explaining the new tax regulations to everyone. Would President Zhou like to listen together?"

President Zhou answered readily, "That is excellent. If Brother Haitao is explaining, I absolutely must listen."

A stool was barely squeezed in for President Zhou in the crowd, and Tax Collector Han Haitao continued to speak. The content of the regulations was not complicated. The core content was prohibiting tax collectors from bending the law for personal gain and collecting taxes indiscriminately.

For so many years, tax collectors had acted recklessly. Officials changed term after term, and most said the same thing after taking office, yet there was no improvement. If the government sent someone to say this, the small merchants naturally wouldn't believe it.

However, Shopkeeper Han, whom they spent time with day and night, had suddenly become a tax collector. Even if the small merchants didn't believe the government's words, they believed Shopkeeper Han was one of their own.

President Zhou had no interest in those old clauses, but after hearing two specific items, his expression changed greatly.

The first was that the Siping government would build police substations in every street. The substations would have complaint boxes. Anyone who was taxed extra could drop a letter or go to the Finance and Tax Bureau to complain. Once investigated and found to be true, the tax personnel would immediately be dismissed and punished severely.

The second item was even more ruthless. It accepted reports on tax evasion. Once verified, the reporter could receive a portion of the fine as a reward.

Boss Zhou knew that these two regulations wouldn't have much impact right now. But given time, they would certainly trigger major events.

Just as he was thinking of finding Han Haitao to ask in detail later, a capable subordinate from the Chamber of Commerce squeezed into the crowd and whispered to President Zhou, "President. Governor He just posted a public notice. It says schools are also going to be reformed."

Coming out of Tax Collector and Shopkeeper Han Haitao's shop, President Zhou Yongchang first went to the street corner where the notice was posted. He saw written on the notice: *'It takes ten years to grow trees, but a hundred years to cultivate people. Education is a fundamental long-term plan, the foundation of the nation. To improve the education level in Siping, effective immediately, new schools will be built, and students will attend school for free. Existing schools and private academies in Siping will be gradually brought under the management of the Education Bureau...'*

After reading the notice, he rushed back to the Chamber of Commerce. The prominent figures in the Chamber were all present. There was joy and worry in everyone's expressions, but surprisingly, there seemed to be more happiness.

When President Zhou took his seat, Boss Ma in the first seat said, "Is the President going to request a meeting with Governor He?"

President Zhou sighed. "Establishing education is a good thing. However, Governor He has said several times early on that if money isn't enough, he will raise taxes himself. He absolutely will not accept private donations. I think Governor He doesn't look like he's joking."
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How to make Governor He understand the Chamber of Commerce's goodwill was a headache for the prominent figures of the Yongchang Chamber of Commerce. Just as everyone was discussing it, a young voice suddenly rang out, "Uncles and elders, this nephew has a matter to ask about."

Hearing this voice, everyone turned their heads unhappily. They saw a young man at the end of the table eager to speak his mind.

This young man was named Wu Youping. His father, Wu Qingshan, was the number three figure in the Chamber of Commerce. Boss Wu Qingshan had only this one son, so there was no struggle for inheritance. According to the seating arrangement, he should have sat in the third seat.

However, Boss Wu had caught a cold recently and was bedridden. Wu Youping was instructed to replace his father, Boss Wu Qingshan, at the Chamber of Commerce meeting. Wu Youping was just a fledgling youth; even though Wu Qingshan's seat was empty, he had to sit at the end.

But this wasn't the reason Wu Youping was disliked. Everyone was annoyed with him because this guy spoke the exaggerated and delusional nonsense of a student. He quickly became someone despised by everyone, even the dogs, in the Chamber of Commerce.

President Zhou Yongchang asked patiently, "Youping, what do you want to ask?"

Wu Youping stood up and said frankly, "To be free from blackmail and extortion by the Governor was originally our dream. Why is it that now that we've really encountered it, you uncles and elders can't stand it instead?"

The faces of the Chamber of Commerce members became even uglier. The Wu Qingshan family had a single seedling in a thousand acres of land. Boss Wu treasured this only son very much and spent a lot of money to let him study. After graduating from middle school in Tianjin, Wu Youping was admitted to the Tangshan Railway and Mining School. Yet he didn't think of becoming an official, nor did he learn the ways of business. He just indiscriminately associated with some radicals in Beijing and Tianjin. Helpless, Boss Wu sent servants to forcibly bring this guy back to Siping immediately after his graduation to keep him under strict control.

Hearing Wu Youping talking nonsense again, no one bothered to pay attention to him.

President Zhou Yongchang felt very conflicted, not knowing whether he should explain the cruel reality that even children understood. It wasn't that President Zhou dared not face the cruelty of the world, but he worried that after speaking out, Wu Youping would not only refuse to listen but also preach another set of twisted logic.

If this were a peaceful and prosperous age, merchants would merely pay courtesy to officials. Who would really try every means to send their hard-earned money to those warlords who changed their faces as fast as flipping a book?

Looking at He Rui's methods of seizing Siping, how could that be the way of a peaceful age? Unlike Wu Youping, whose head was full of foolish student notions, He Rui was shrewd and ruthless, undoubtedly a "fiend" in troubled times. Not accepting the merchants' attempts to curry favor at this time meant that when He Rui made a move against the merchants, he would show absolutely no mercy.

President Zhou was thinking about how to send someone to persuade Boss Wu Qingshan to advise his silly son to go home, to stop losing face for Boss Wu and causing trouble for everyone. A servant ran in again, leaned into President Zhou's ear, and whispered, "President, Governor He ordered the police bureau personnel to drill, then suddenly arrested more than forty people."

He Rui had made another move! President Zhou's heart beat faster, feeling that his prediction had been verified again.

If anything exceeded President Zhou's expectations, it was that He Rui acted without hesitation, even earlier than President Zhou had imagined.

Looking at Wu Youping in front of him, President Zhou felt even more annoyed, so he smiled. "In that case, does Nephew Wu have any ideas?"

Wu Youping replied, "Uncles and elders, this nephew believes that instead of sending money to Governor He, it would be better to openly ask Governor He about his future plans for Siping. The Chamber of Commerce's business spreads all over the area outside the pass; there are so many things we can do. If we really want to contribute, whatever projects Governor He wants to do in the future, even if the profit isn't high, we should take them on and complete them well. When everyone makes money then, it will also show that Governor He has the wisdom to know people. Wouldn't that be a hundred times more dignified than sending money?"

The Chamber of Commerce meeting hall fell into silence. A moment later, a burst of laughter rang out. It was the laughter of being amused by absurd remarks. Malicious expressions appeared on the faces of several people as they laughed, looking ready to spew unpleasant words.

President Zhou stood up, walked to Wu Youping, and affectionately held Wu Youping's hand. "Nephew, you have ambition. Since you volunteered, please go and request a meeting with Governor He now."

As he spoke, President Zhou affectionately put his arm around Wu Youping's shoulder and led him to the main gate of the Chamber of Commerce. As Wu Youping set off, he even patted Wu Youping's shoulder affectionately and encouraged him with a few words.

Returning outside the meeting hall, President Zhou called over a capable subordinate who had been in the hall and asked loudly, "Did you hear what Young Master Wu said just now?"

"President, this subordinate heard it."

"Since you heard it, go tell Boss Wu every single word without omission. Also, inform Boss Wu about Young Master Wu going to see Governor He. Go."

"Yes, sir!" President Zhou's subordinate left to carry out the order.

President Zhou recounted He Rui's cleaning up of the police bureau to everyone. Someone immediately said, "Governor He selected new tax collectors from reliable local people in Siping to replace the old tax clerks. The Garrison Regiment was disbanded by He Rui; the silver vault has fallen completely into He Rui's hands, and taxation is also controlled by He Rui. Now the police bureau has also been cleaned up; I'm afraid we are next."

Hearing this, a prominent figure in the Chamber of Commerce asked uneasily, "President, that Wu Youping went to see Governor He just now. If he angers Governor He and Governor He blames us, what should we do?"

President Zhou laughed heartily, but there was no smile on his face. "Governor He is very magnanimous; how could he blame us?"

Although he said this, President Zhou was calculating in his heart. If Wu Youping went and offended He Rui, and the Wu family was punished by He Rui, it would indeed be bad for the Chamber of Commerce. But the Chamber of Commerce had seen all kinds of storms and waves; they could handle it.

Moreover, misfortune was also an opportunity. By taking this opportunity, they could see what exactly He Rui wanted. As for the Wu family, it could only be said that their own family was unfortunate to have birthed such a rebellious son.

***

Meanwhile, Wu Youping didn't go directly to He Rui's headquarters. He ran home first, changed into the student uniform from when he attended the Tangshan Railway and Mining School, shouldered his schoolbag, and went to Wu Qingshan's room. "Father, I am ready. I'm going to see Governor He now."

Just as they were speaking, a servant came to report, "Master, people from the Chamber of Commerce are here."

Wu Youping went to a side room first. After hearing the person from the Chamber of Commerce recount what he had said at the meeting and after his father had sent the person away, he returned to his father.

Wu Qingshan didn't mention what the Chamber of Commerce said at all and asked directly, "Are you sure Governor He is truly a person who saves the country and the people? I see his methods are fierce and he colludes with the Japanese; I fear he is wildly ambitious."

"He won't be. Governor He wrote a book called *The Fate of Japan*, describing both Japan's past and future. In my opinion, Governor He has long seen through Japan; how could he defect to a country with no future?"

Hearing this, Wu Qingshan sighed. He had joined the Tongmenghui in his early years and seen many figures. Everyone naturally talked about the principles of saving the country and the people at first, but as soon as the situation changed, their true colors were revealed immediately.

Wu Qingshan had long expected the result of his son speaking those words in the Chamber of Commerce. The reason he still let his son speak was that he wanted his son to understand human nature better and not be too impulsive. Wu Qingshan intended to wait a while longer and observe He Rui's words and deeds more carefully before deciding.

Wu Youping saw his father's hesitation and said, "Father. My classmate Hu Xiushan is an upright person, just of humble origin and unwilling to make grandstanding remarks. Since he was willing to follow Governor He far beyond the pass, it must be because Governor He truly harbors the aspiration of saving the country and the people. Besides, the writing reflects the person. Governor He's book is logical, open, and sincere. A person with malicious intent couldn't write it. As for Governor He's methods, look at these prominent figures in the Chamber of Commerce—if you reason with them, can they understand?"

Looking at his son in his student suit, full of vigor and vitality, Wu Qingshan sighed. "Go. Be careful in everything. By the way, I just got news that Governor He cleaned up the police bureau. He shouldn't be at the Governor's Office right now. Just wait at the gate."
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After Wu Youping left the house, he headed straight for He Rui's headquarters. At the gate, he took out the prepared request letter and business card and handed them over.

The guard took the card, looked at it, and told Wu Youping directly, "The Governor is not seeing guests today."

Wu Youping said no more and just waited outside the gate. Not long after, a group of soldiers was seen approaching the Governor's Office, and He Rui was among them. Wu Youping walked forward, and the accompanying guards immediately stepped up to block him.

Seeing this, the guard at the gate hurriedly stepped forward and handed the request letter and business card to He Rui. He Rui opened it and saw that Wu Youping was a merchant's son. He didn't make things difficult for him and called him over. "I have said many times that as long as merchants obey the law and pay taxes on time, there is absolutely no danger in Siping. Go back and tell Boss Wu not to worry."

Wu Youping reached into his schoolbag, pulled out several books, and said sincerely, "Governor He, I studied at the Tangshan Railway and Mining School in Tangshan—formerly the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School—and graduated in 1914. A few days ago, some teachers and classmates sent me these works of yours. After reading them, this student deeply admires the Governor's vision and insight. I came to request a meeting this time because I have some doubts I wish to ask about in person."

He Rui was stunned hearing this. He looked at Wu Youping again. Seeing this young man in a student suit, looking composed and fearless, a smile involuntarily appeared on his face. He said gently, "This student, I wonder what questions you have?"

Wu Youping stared at He Rui, expectation in his eyes. "Why did Governor He write *The Fate of Japan*, but not a book called *The Fate of China*?"

He Rui laughed heartily, feeling very fond of him. He patted Wu Youping on the shoulder. "Come, let's talk inside."

The two sat down inside the headquarters. A guard brought plain boiled water. He Rui said naturally, "Thank you." There was no air of warlord arrogance at all.

Wu Youping felt some admiration in his heart and couldn't help but feel a few degrees closer.

"Report. The meeting is ready," a guard came in to report.

"Good," He Rui responded.

Seeing that He Rui was busy with official duties, Wu Youping didn't probe further and went straight to the point. "Governor, now that you have come to Siping, do you plan to develop industry? Siping is rich in coal and is a railway hub; there must be great potential."

He Rui smiled. "Why not talk about the fate of the nation?"

Wu Youping smiled. "If one cannot govern a single room, how can one govern the world and the nation?"

He Rui liked him even more and laughed. "This saying is true, but not entirely true. You are a graduate of the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School, studying railway and mining machinery. Mechanical equipment is certainly important, but without an overall train of thought, without understanding the principles of economic operation, without supporting industrial policies, and without government public financial support—if you just mechanically copy textbooks, even if you build a few factories and develop a few mines, I'm afraid it will be hard to change the country's current situation."

"Then this student asks the Governor: what is the right course of action?"

"Since Student Wu has read political science, do you know why neighboring countries are vastly different, while countries separated by ten thousand *li* might be quite similar?"

"Geopolitics is the science of recognizing the state as a geographical organism or a spatial phenomenon. It is not unique people who create a certain country; rather, restricted by its geography, environment, and climate, these determine a country's various development possibilities. Its emphasis lies in discarding subjectivity and seeking truth from facts."

"Exactly so." He Rui was certain Wu Youping had truly read his books. "The world China is in today is the world after the Age of Discovery. The Western powers used the historical opportunity of the Age of Discovery to take the lead on the path of industrial civilization. Thereby, they gradually changed their socio-economic conditions. Utilizing the high efficiency and high output of industrial civilization itself, and using trade advantages, they gradually seized the pricing power of industrial and agricultural products, exploiting other backward regions of the world. And our China, on the whole, is still a backward agricultural country. The urgent task right now is to reform the social system and clear the obstacles for comprehensive industrialization."

Wu Youping nodded repeatedly but couldn't help sighing. "I just didn't expect China's fate to be such a torment."

"When our generation of aspiring youth sees the status quo of China, none are not heartbroken. All want to change China's status quo. Even the Manchu Qing, corrupt to that extent, struggled with all its might, only failing to change the status quo. Since no one in China wanted to reach this point today, yet such a situation is before our eyes, there must be things that are being strenuously maintained by some people that led to China's status quo."

"Exactly so! Governor He!" Wu Youping was overjoyed, almost shouting, "I study mechanics. Although I feel catching up is very difficult, as long as we have time to delve into it, we can solve it. However, the Great Powers grow stronger day by day while China accumulates poverty and weakness. Presumably, there must be other factors causing China's accumulated poverty and weakness."

"State operations are nothing more than production and distribution. Take industry as an example. Manufacturing machinery requires investment costs. Producing with machinery also requires operation and debugging. During this, not only is there not a penny of output, but massive investment is required. Even when the machinery is running, it requires various maintenance. Therefore, to transform an agricultural country into an industrial country, when the state allocates the budget, it should give long-term investment to industrial incubation. And this investment cannot pursue returns within a single cycle. First-mover countries had hundreds of years to develop; as long as the direction was right, accumulating slowly, there would eventually be a day of breakthrough. However, late-comer countries, without exception, first squeeze resources from agricultural income for industrial investment, using tariff barriers to protect domestic industrial development. Wait until the industrial level rises, then gradually open the market to let domestic industrial products compete with similar products in the world, to ensure domestic industry does not lose vitality and enterprising spirit."

Wu Youping nodded repeatedly. He Rui had described the development of Germany and Japan in his book; they both walked this path.

He Rui continued, "At this time, China should prioritize solving the national security problem. If national defense problems cannot be solved, domestic industry absolutely has no environment to survive. And after solving the national defense problem, we should establish an advanced government that fits China's national conditions and status quo to drive the realization of the entire country's industrialization."

"Governor He, I have read all of this in your book. But what is an advanced government? What fits China's status quo?" Wu Youping finished speaking and felt it was greatly insufficient; he wanted to express what was in his heart more aptly. Thinking for a moment, he suddenly remembered his question from just now. "Governor He, what caused China's accumulated poverty and weakness?"

"Haha, do you want to find the culprits of this poverty and weakness and get rid of them?" He Rui laughed.

Wu Youping answered loudly, "Yes!"

He Rui sighed slightly. This was a characteristic of youth: having strong emotions of opposition between good and evil, always wanting to immediately find the person or thing responsible for the problem. "Student Wu, if we execute according to the policies I mentioned, can China walk onto the path of a wealthy country and strong people?"

"Yes!"

"What opposes this policy is the resistance stopping China from becoming rich and strong. That is the object we must confront. These resistances are often not a certain person, nor certain people. You graduated from the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School; you should have heard about people stopping railway construction over there because they feared affecting ancestral graves and *feng shui*. Are there still such things now?"

Wu Youping had naturally heard of it and could only sigh.

He Rui smiled. "Those people didn't do that to make China poor and weak; they just hadn't received an education like you. Moreover, when building railways now, counties without railways see the benefits enjoyed by counties with railways and all hope the railway passes through their county. They won't stop it anymore. This is progress. So China's fate is a progressive process of knowledge driving out ignorance, civilization defeating barbarism, and unity replacing isolation. This is not only China's fate but will also be the fate China brings to the world. And the starting point of this fate begins right here in Siping."
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Wu Youping listened with surging emotions. He picked up the cup, drank a large mouthful of plain water, and took a moment to calm himself. Only then did he remember He Rui saying that the starting point was Siping, so he hurriedly asked, "I wonder how the Governor plans to govern Siping?"

"Student Wu, you are a native of Siping and a man of insight. I assume you have some ideas. Why not share them?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping steadied his mind, though his expression looked somewhat troubled. However, he still said, "When I studied in Tianjin, I felt heavy-hearted seeing the concessions. However, the governance within the concessions was indeed far superior to that outside the pass. If we can adopt their rational approaches without those humiliating treaties that forfeit sovereignty, they should serve as a model for Siping's current development."

He Rui's opinion of Wu Youping improved significantly. Even someone like Xu Chengfeng loathed the concessions with a passion. If Xu Chengfeng were ordered to seize the concessions at this time, he would certainly engage in construction too, but he would probably tear them down completely before starting anew, and would absolutely not consider the advanced elements inherent in them.

Wu Youping was equally pained by the humiliating concessions, yet he could already adopt a mindset of learning and borrowing; he was indeed promising.

During the exchange, Wu Youping pointed out Siping's advantages. Although this place wasn't a big city like Fengtian or Changchun, it was located in the middle of the Chinese Eastern Railway outside the pass. From the perspective of commercial trade, it possessed a superior location second only to Changchun. Natural resources were also very abundant, allowing for the concurrent development of industry and commerce and rapid growth.

After listening to Wu Youping's explanation, He Rui asked a question. "Youping, why did you say twice that Siping is constrained by a lack of water?"

Wu Youping didn't expect He Rui to ask this question. He had just spoken from his immediate impression without thinking too much. After pondering for a while, he answered, "Probably because one of the railway subjects I studied was about locomotive water supply. Outside the pass is not like inside the pass; there are no great rivers. Water is scarce during the dry season, so I spoke from experience."

Just then, the orderly reported again, "Reporting, Governor..."

"Alright. I understand." He Rui stood up and extended his hand to Wu Youping. "This is the first time I've met a youth who has read my books. When I have time in the coming days, I will invite you over again."

Wu Youping hurriedly shook hands with He Rui. "Governor," he suddenly blushed slightly, saying expectantly, "I am willing to serve the Governor."

He Rui patted his shoulder firmly and smiled. "We welcome all comrades who share our ideals!"

He Rui arrived at the meeting room and handed Wu Youping's business card to Xu Jia, who had been formally appointed as the Chief of the Statistics Section. "Send someone to investigate this person and prepare to conduct a political background check on him."

Xu Jia looked at the card, showing a slightly surprised expression.

"You know this person?" He Rui was a bit puzzled.

"I only saw this name when compiling the survey on Siping's prominent figures; I haven't met him. I just heard Hu Xiushan mention once that this person was his middle school classmate. I recorded it in the file, so I have an impression."

It was also the first time He Rui heard that Hu Xiushan had this relationship with Wu Youping. Hu Xiushan was usually reticent but completed his work extremely well. He was a man of hidden talent. It was normal for Hu Xiushan not to show off, but this Wu Youping relied only on learning and insight to seek a meeting with He Rui, without mentioning this relationship. It showed that although this person was young, he was confident.

Before He Rui could speak, Xu Jia added, "I absolutely won't mention this matter during the review. I'll just see if this Wu Youping writes it truthfully when listing his social connections."

He Rui nodded and began to preside over the meeting. "Comrades, the situation in Siping is now stabilized. Our goal in the next few years is to unify and liberate China. Judging by the international situation, once we start the process of unifying China, Japan, based on its own interests, will definitely try every means to add unnecessary trouble for us, and won't even rule out armed intervention. Therefore, we must defeat Japan before we launch our campaign, forcing Japan into neutrality, and clearing the obstacles for unifying the country in advance."

Everyone at the meeting showed expressions of surprise and joy. They hadn't expected to take down Siping so quickly. Naturally, they talked about the future during their late-night chats before sleep. They mainly discussed how to seize the Northeast and Mongolia as soon as possible to cut off Japan's ambition of coveting Manchuria and Mongolia. When talking about unifying the whole country, they all felt the immense pressure of Japan and Russia taking the opportunity to invade.

At this moment, hearing He Rui say they would use a preemptive strategy to deal with Japan, everyone couldn't help but think of Russia at the same time.

They heard He Rui continue, "Russia's industrial development was later than Western Europe's, but it developed rapidly with the support of French financial capital. One of the reasons Germany was eager to start the war was the fear that Russia would expand westward after developing, joining hands with France to destabilize the European balance of power. However, in Russian society at this time, the old agricultural society is beginning to disintegrate. Although industry has become the main part of the national economy, a political system suitable for an industrial society has not yet been built. It is precisely the stage where the domestic superstructure is most fractured. The World War is having a huge impact on Russia. I predict that before the war ends, a revolution will break out in Russia, plunging Russia into civil war. Even if a winner emerges, Russia will be greatly weakened. It will take at least a dozen years for Russia to recover its vitality. As long as we can use diplomatic means properly, we should be able to avoid Russian intervention."

The crowd had some doubts, but hearing He Rui's firm tone and authoritative words, they could only keep their doubts to themselves.

"As for Japan, although its domestic system is comparable to Russia's, due to geographical reasons, it did not participate directly in the World War and has temporarily maintained political stability. But once the Great War ends, the social contradictions accumulated during economic development will erupt violently. To divert this domestic pressure, Japanese politicians and soldiers will definitely choose to invade China. And our task is to strike preemptively before they launch their move, defeating Japan first to avoid interference with our development process."

Everyone looked at each other. Xu Chengfeng couldn't help asking, "Governor, Japan went through the Meiji Restoration and has a head start. I'm afraid it will be very difficult for us to defeat them, right?"

He Rui laughed. "I studied in Japan for many years and understand this country very well. In my judgment, Japan's national strength is very weak, domestic social contradictions are acute, and the army's combat effectiveness is very poor. As long as the strategic direction is set, dealing with it won't be difficult."

The group of young men was energized. After whispering for a while, they felt uneasy again. "Governor, Japan has fought our country many times. Judging from the battle situations, the Japanese army performed exceptionally well. Why does the Governor think their combat effectiveness is very poor?"

He Rui explained patiently, "That is because we have never established a truly modern army. When the Japanese army fights us, they are either fighting China's feudal armies or fighting semi-professional armies like militias. So looking at the battle records, they appear powerful. In reality, this army's navy is passable, but their ground forces are basically still in a semi-feudal, semi-modern state. The overall military quality of the officer corps is low, relying on extreme nationalism and fear and intimidation to control their soldiers. Their equipment can't be considered good either. They can perform some basic to intermediate tactical operations, but apart from not being afraid of death, they have no special characteristics. Overall, this is still an armed force stuck in a barbaric era."
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"Governor." Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan raised their hands at the same time. They looked at each other, both wanting the other to speak first.

Seeing both becoming restrained, the others at the meeting were a bit surprised. Seeing Cheng Ruofan not fighting him for it, Xu Chengfeng asked, "When do we start conscription? When do we start building the arsenal?"

"There is no rush to expand the army; restoring the original Garrison Regiment organization is enough. We are not facing a serious military threat for the time being, so we don't need a large army for protection in the short term. Siping's finances have not been straightened out yet, and we have to provide public products and services to the people of Siping. We need to invest massive resources in civil administration and the economy. Expanding the army now would squeeze out resources. The immediate priority is to rectify Siping as soon as possible, clear obstacles, and prepare for the rapid development of industry and agriculture that follows. When industrial construction begins, the defense industry will be the focus and core of the first phase of the industrial plan. Rest assured."

Cheng Ruofan then asked, "Then next is education."

He Rui knocked heavily on the table, reminding everyone to pay special attention. "Education policy is a National Policy; it is the top priority for the future. I will write a special report. Remember, this is no longer just a policy, but a National Policy. It must be executed in all work."

Everyone present knew the importance of education. Even if they didn't know before, He Rui's second step in forming the team was recruiting cultural instructors, so the attendees all understood the importance He Rui attached to education.

"Regarding specific execution methods, Germany is a shining example before us; we just need to learn from them. German education policy has several main points: first is compulsory education; second is prohibiting privately run schools; third is targeted state financial investment; and fourth is the systematization of adult vocational re-education. This fourth point, in particular, is exceptionally important and must be resolutely implemented. Our number of teachers is seriously insufficient; this is the only way we can solve it."

The young comrades were all very clear about the reality of the teacher shortage, especially the cultural instructors. Everyone originally thought their job was just to eliminate illiteracy for a platoon of soldiers. Unexpectedly, after arriving in Siping, they became officials and cadres first. Before teaching others, they had to learn knowledge themselves.

When discussing privately, everyone found that even if they wanted to learn, there were no teachers to answer their doubts. Except for He Rui, the old officials of Siping were truly unreliable. But there was only one He Rui, and he was busy enough. Hearing that He Rui was about to state the solution, they all listened attentively.

"The idiom *Lan Yu Chong Shu* [^1] refers to a few unqualified members mixing into a group of hundreds. I'm afraid right now we can't pick out a few qualified ones from hundreds. Therefore, the overall number of teachers must be greater than the number required for lectures. Teaching will adopt a rotation system. Teachers must go to the Normal School for centralized training and vocational re-education every two months. Based on the work experience they have already gained, their level will be improved upon that foundation. Not only schools must do this; every department must establish training institutions and implement the re-education policy."

Xu Chengfeng had proposed to He Rui to go to the Baoding Military Academy and Tianjin to continue recruiting, but He Rui refused. Hearing the re-education method now, he felt it was a solution.

He Rui knocked on the table again. "Re-education cannot be isolated; it needs to coordinate closely with the personnel file system. We will definitely encounter outstanding talents. The so-called 'outstanding' is actually a matter of public consensus. Can everyone understand?"

Xu Chengfeng responded with a folk saying, "Whether it's a mule or a horse, pull it out for a walk."

"But most people are ordinary people. Standards must be set for their evaluation. Work performance scores, number of times participating in re-education, content of re-education received, scores in various exams during re-education, evaluation by the re-education institution, and work performance scores after returning to the post. Only with such an evaluation system can we select qualified talents as fairly and objectively as possible. Xu Jia, the Statistics Section must not only perform its own duties but also establish this personnel file system across every department. Your work is very important, and the workload is very heavy. Outstanding talents will be prioritized to supplement the Statistics Section."

Xu Jia showed no fear of difficulties; instead, he answered happily, "Yes."

Although everyone felt the Statistics Section was being given special care, they also understood the content of the Statistics Section's work, and no one objected. They were just quite envious.

Zhong Yifu asked, "Governor, in that case, how many people should we recruit?"

"First determine how much tax can be stably collected each year. Based on policy priority, determine tax distribution; this is the fiscal budget system. Each department should arrange personnel scale and budget quota based on workload and work content, living within its means. Comrades, go back and calculate your respective work, and formulate the budget declaration for each department. We will hold a special budget meeting to organize a collective review. We just arrived in Siping and currently lack the capacity to run a deficit, so comrades must prepare departmental budgets with a rigorous and pragmatic attitude. Meeting adjourned."

***

Wu Youping returned home and recounted the content of his conversation with He Rui to his father, Wu Qingshan, in detail. Wu Qingshan was not moved by his son's impassioned emotions; he asked from time to time about the specific issues in the conversation that could be implemented.

When his son finished speaking, Wu Qingshan remained calm, only sighing, "Governor He seems like someone who does serious business."

"Governor He graduated first from the Japanese Army War College..."

"Yuan Shikai is also the President." Wu Qingshan mercilessly poured a bucket of cold water on him. Seeing his son's awkward expression, Wu Qingshan added, "Don't look at what they say; look at what they do. People change."

Father and son fell silent. After a while, it was Wu Qingshan who broke the silence first. "Have you decided what position you want to seek under Governor He?"

"That depends on how Governor He arranges it," Wu Youping replied.

"Mm. Watch more, listen more." Wu Qingshan gave his son advice.

The next day, Wu Youping waited excitedly until the afternoon before someone came to invite him to the headquarters. Entering the headquarters, there were surprisingly few people inside. He was led into an empty room with only one table and three chairs. Two people sitting opposite the table stood up.

One of them was short and stout, wearing a Second Lieutenant rank badge. He stepped forward to shake hands with Wu Youping. "Hello, I am Xu Jia, Chief of the Statistics Section. I have a few questions to ask."

Xu Jia's voice was deep and steady; just hearing it made Wu Youping feel at ease. Before choosing to join He Rui, Wu Youping had carefully investigated the practices of He Rui's team, so he probed, "Is this a political review?"

Xu Jia just smiled slightly and didn't answer. After the three sat down, the political review began. As Wu Youping knew, the political review started with family circumstances: whether he was married, parents' names, ages, and information on other family members.

These were quite similar to the entrance survey of the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School, giving Wu Youping a sense of nostalgia.

But the subsequent questioning made Wu Youping uncomfortable. The people Wu Youping had associated with and some of the more famous things he had done were all included in the inquiry. Wu Youping had even forgotten many things, only suddenly remembering them when asked.

Seeing Wu Youping's face look bad, Xu Jia smiled. "Don't worry. *We* have all undergone such political reviews."

"We?" Wu Youping was somewhat sensitive to this word.

Xu Jia nodded. "Of the three people in the room now, the two of us have accepted full political reviews. You are currently accepting a political review."

Wu Youping was silent for a moment, understanding Xu Jia's meaning. Only the core members of He Rui's team wore rank badges. Only by completing such a political review would there be a chance to become a core member of He Rui's team.

To endure this discomfort, or to be excluded from the core circle? Wu Youping made his decision immediately.

***

[^1]: *Lan Yu Chong Shu* (滥竽充数) - "Pretend to play the Yu (flute) to make up the numbers." An idiom meaning incompetent people filling positions to make up the quota.
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Wu Youping was not unprepared. He had visited someone who had passed the political review. According to that person, it was just asking about life experiences once; apart from being annoying, there was no deliberate difficulty.

But the political review he encountered was much stricter than that person's, far exceeding the level of mere tediousness.

After listening to Xu Jia's explanation, Wu Youping understood that the political review he faced was equal to He Rui's expectations. This was completely worth enduring.

However, Wu Youping found he had still underestimated the political review. Even though he was prepared and confident, Wu Youping felt that if the investigation continued like this, all his family secrets would be known clearly by He Rui's team.

According to rumors, besides face-to-face questioning, the political review also included home visits and investigations of neighbors and residents. By the time this set of investigations was completed, perhaps this Statistics Section Chief named Xu Jia would know Wu Youping better than Wu Youping knew himself.

Wu Youping felt worse and worse, and his answers became slower and slower.

Finally, the questioning was over, and a biographical summary was written. Xu Jia took out the red ink paste and asked Wu Youping to press his fingerprint on every place where a name and time were written.

Wu Youping felt like he was signing a deed of indenture. Halfway through, he really couldn't hold back and stopped to ask, "Why do this?"

"The organization must ensure your political reliability," Xu Jia answered frankly.

"I am politically reliable?" Wu Youping felt he couldn't quite understand.

"For example, if someone impersonates your relative, or someone frames you. These archives are the basic evidence for investigation. If those people use recent events to play tricks, there is various recent evidence, making it easier to figure out. But if they accuse you of things from the past, after a long time, even you will forget what you have done. Those people rely on memory or hearsay, which will definitely have discrepancies. But the archives will not forget. Checking the archives and the archives of personnel involved in the event, and comparing them, will reveal the clues."

Xu Jia's voice was deep and pleasant, normally very soothing to the listener's emotions. However, Wu Youping felt a bit horrified. Indeed, with the archives in black and white, and fingerprints pressed on key places, tampering would be very difficult. This also ensured that things written into the archives were recorded; if lies were told when writing the archives, they would also be found out. From the beginning, He Rui's group never did anything perfunctorily.

"Student Wu, the purpose of our group is to liberate China. To let the organization unleash real combat effectiveness, we must ensure the political reliability of organization members. As long as they are politically reliable, even when cooperating with comrades they have never met, there can be enough trust to complete the work. We do not force anyone to join our organization. If you are unwilling to accept the political review, you can withdraw at any time. For the organization, we also don't want to place unreliable people beside our comrades."

Wu Youping was speechless. Xu Jia's words were frank, sincere, cold, and calm. After a little thought, Wu Youping suddenly felt somewhat relieved.

He Rui had disbanded the Siping Garrison Regiment of over 500 men with a mere 50 men and seized power in Siping. Wu Youping believed this proved He Rui possessed incredible guts and courage, which was one of the reasons prompting Wu Youping to make his choice.

Now, Wu Youping could somewhat understand why He Rui was so fearless. Including He Rui, every one of these 50 people who passed the political review trusted their comrades-in-arms. The scale of this group would grow larger and larger; in the future, what kind of existence would that be!

Pressing his finger into the ink paste, Wu Youping continued to press fingerprints.

After completing the archive record, Xu Jia didn't take it away immediately but put the file back in front of Wu Youping, letting him confirm one last time if there were any deviations in the content. As Wu Youping read, he felt a bit dazed. The life he had already experienced was presented on paper; it really gave him an indescribable feeling.

Finally, Wu Youping wrote the signature and date for 'I guarantee all content is true' and pressed the last fingerprint. Xu Jia put away the file and took out another piece of paper with questions already written on it. He asked, "Will you write the answers yourself, or shall we ask one by one?"

"This... better to ask." Wu Youping really didn't want to write anymore.

When the political review was finally completed, Wu Youping only felt his mood was quite low. He thought he could enthusiastically become a member of He Rui's team and display his skills. He didn't expect to be met with such an experience first.

But after a while, Wu Youping remembered his conversation with He Rui, and his heart slowly warmed up again.

The next day, someone came to the door asking to see Wu Youping's father, Wu Qingshan. Wu Youping looked and saw the visitor was actually Xu Jia. Seeing Wu Youping at home, Xu Jia said, "Apologies, according to regulations, Student Wu is asked to be absent during the home visit."

"This..." Wu Youping was very helpless.

Xu Jia smiled. "If you pass the political review, Student Wu will also participate in the political review work for new members in the future. At that time, you will know that it's not only the person being reviewed who is awkward; we also feel quite awkward facing the review subject's lack of understanding."

Wu Youping gave a bitter smile. He didn't know if Xu Jia was awkward, but being told this by Xu Jia, Wu Youping felt even more awkward.

"When the Governor sent me, he asked me to invite you to see him. If Student Wu has nothing else to do at this time, why not go see the Governor first?" Xu Jia offered a suggestion.

Meeting He Rui, before Wu Youping could decide whether to complain a little, He Rui already spoke. "You came just in time. I have a question to ask."

"...Governor, is this also part of the political review?" Wu Youping asked carefully.

He Rui didn't hide it. "Yes. And a very important part. This involves your basic political stance."

"May I ask what question the Governor wants to ask?"

"For China, are factory owners who open industrial enterprises and the workers hired in the factories both very important?"

"Yes."

"Then, if a choice must be made between the two, who do you think is more important?"

Wu Youping didn't know how to understand this question for a moment; he thought it over repeatedly but couldn't find an answer.

"Every member joining the organization must answer this question." He Rui stared at Wu Youping.

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping simply spoke his mind. "I think it is the workers."

Wu Youping wanted to continue, but was interrupted.

"Good. I have no more questions," He Rui replied.

Wu Youping hurriedly asked, "Did I pass?"

"Your other political reviews haven't finished yet; how would I know if you can pass?"

"The Governor really manages entirely by system," Wu Youping sighed.

"The state is originally a complex running machine. Every part on this machine is arranged according to standards that allow for good operation during design."

After chatting with He Rui, Wu Youping went home and felt somewhat at a loss when he saw his father. If possible, he didn't want to drag his father into his own affairs. Just as he didn't know how to explain to his father, he heard his father Wu Qingshan say, "Let's have dinner." Neither father nor son mentioned the topic of the political review.

Two days later, He Rui called Wu Youping to the headquarters. Upon entering the meeting room, he saw quite a few people standing inside: Xu Jia, several other soldiers wearing Second Lieutenant rank badges, and his classmate Hu Xiushan, who hadn't shown his face all this time.

He Rui asked, "Comrade Wu Youping, I formally ask you: do you voluntarily join our team?"

A strong burst of joy arose spontaneously. Wu Youping felt the haze of the past few days disperse instantly. He hurriedly responded, "Yes. I voluntarily join Governor He's team."

"Good. Comrades, welcome Comrade Wu Youping's joining."

Amidst applause, He Rui continued, "Next, everyone introduce yourselves."



★


Chapter 42: Siping Opening (10)

Volume 1 — Chapter 42

❧ ❧ ❧


"That kid from the Wu family became Peng Minsheng's assistant?" President Zhou Yongchang of the Yongchang Chamber of Commerce simply couldn't believe his subordinate's report.

"Reporting to the President, it's true. Governor He conducted a political background check on Wu Youping these past few days and met with him several times. Yesterday, Wu Youping went to Mayor Peng Minsheng's side to be an assistant. People on Peng Minsheng's side say they saw the appointment letter with their own eyes."

Zhou Yongchang's face was clouded with uncertainty. The prominent figures of the Yongchang Chamber of Commerce were also bewildered by this news.

The Chamber of Commerce believed that Peng Minsheng would sooner or later be replaced by the assistant sent by He Rui. Wu Youping went to see He Rui and got the job of Mayor Peng Minsheng's assistant. That wild-talking Wu Youping was actually going to become the Mayor of Siping. Could there be anything more ridiculous than this?

Peng Minsheng also felt it was ridiculous because his draft of the "Notice Urging Certain Categories of Personnel to Surrender Within Three Days" was actually rejected by Wu Youping.

Even knowing that his position would sooner or later be taken by the young upstart in front of him, Peng Minsheng didn't feel he had to spend his last days as mayor bowing and scraping. He ordered someone to call Wu Youping over and asked with a straight face, "Assistant Wu, what is lacking in this notice?"

"Report to Mayor Peng. The notice is too bookish; the populace can't understand it. Moreover, the tone of the notice carries threats, which isn't open enough." After speaking, Wu Youping presented a manuscript. "This is the draft notice written by this subordinate. Please look over it, Mayor Peng."

Peng Minsheng took it and looked. He felt the writing had no literary grace at all; it just coldly stated that four categories of criminal elements must go to the police station to surrender within three days of the notice's release. If they turned a blind eye to this notice, they would receive no leniency if caught after three days.

After reading it, he couldn't find any fault, so Peng Minsheng decided to use it. But he asked, "I wonder what arrangements the Governor has for after three days?"

"This subordinate also just received the Governor's order to complete official duties, that's all. As for the arrangements after three days, this subordinate is not clear either. If Mayor Peng has doubts, why not go ask the Governor?"

The person Peng Minsheng wanted to see least was He Rui, so he just dealt with him perfunctorily and sent Wu Youping away.

After Wu Youping left, the more Peng Minsheng thought about it, the angrier he got. He was a *Xiucai* [^1] of the former Qing. Under the Manchu Qing system, even proper *Jinshi* [^2] had to pay money to buy a substantive vacancy. A *Xiucai* had absolutely no chance. However, at the end of the Qing dynasty, scholars were unwilling to serve as officials for the Great Qing which was about to collapse. That was how Peng Minsheng got his chance. Later, he maneuvered carefully to reach his current position.

Seeing a young upstart about to replace him, who had only been here for two days yet spoke so impolitely, he was even more annoyed. He just wanted to grab the draft notice written by Wu Youping and tear it up.

However, seeing "criminals who make a living doing evil for others" among the four categories on the draft, a thought suddenly moved in his mind. He called over his personal attendant and whispered a few instructions. The attendant left, and Peng Minsheng ordered his subordinates to invite Wu Youping back.

He saw Wu Youping had just finished writing an official document. Hearing Peng Minsheng's invitation, he handed the document to the clerk sent by He Rui. "Send these to the Governor's Office." Only then did he go to Peng Minsheng's office.

After Peng Minsheng's attendant went out, he headed straight for Peng Minsheng's house. He came out after a while, turning left and right until he reached a courtyard. Seeing no one nearby, he knocked on the door: three long, two short. The door opened suddenly, startling Peng Minsheng's attendant. He hadn't heard the footsteps of anyone walking to the door just now.

The person who opened the door had a lean build and ordinary appearance. But his eyes were full of hostility. Meeting his gaze, one felt he was not to be trifled with. Peng Minsheng's attendant didn't like dealing with this person, but he had to go in. The man closed the door casually and asked in a low voice, "What did Master Peng send you to do?"

"Master Peng said a notice will be posted tomorrow. I'm afraid Governor He wants to put on a show and arrest some people to establish his authority after three days. He sent me to inform Second Master Sun. If Second Master has no business in the city, why not go out of town for a few days?"

A fierce light flashed in Second Master Sun's eyes, and he said unhappily, "I can't control Governor He. But how come I heard Master Peng's seat isn't stable?"

"What nonsense are you talking about!" Peng Minsheng's attendant scolded. Although his voice was loud, he was cowardly despite his tough exterior.

Second Master Sun snorted coldly. "Hmph! Go back and thank Master Peng for me. But I've done quite a few things for Master Peng these past few years. Since Master Peng still thinks of me, I have to ask Master Peng to prepare some more travel expenses for me. I don't want to stay in this Siping anymore."

Just as his voice fell, a rush of footsteps was heard outside. Peng Minsheng's attendant could hear there were quite a few people coming. Second Master Sun's eyes flashed with murderous intent, and he kicked Peng Minsheng's attendant over.

Second Master Sun's skills were truly remarkable. After knocking down one person, he rushed into the room without stopping. With a sound from the back window, he had already jumped out.

Seeing no one in the alley outside the window, Second Master Sun ran wildly down the alley. Suddenly, several people appeared at the mouth of the alley, blocking the way. Second Master Sun didn't force his way through but turned back to run. Reaching a place where the gap between two houses was less than a meter, Second Master Sun propped his hands against the earthen walls on both sides, exerting force with his hands and feet in turn, and actually climbed up quickly like a monkey.

A gunshot rang out. Second Master Sun cried out in pain. His body swayed; he really couldn't hold on and fell to the ground.

At this time, a large group of police rushed up, pinned Second Master Sun down, and tied him up firmly. Second Master Sun cursed loudly, while the police happily bandaged Second Master Sun's wound first, found a door panel, tied him horizontally onto it, and left excitedly.

***

Near evening, Peng Minsheng was preparing to get off work. In the past, when he got off work, it was inevitable that someone would come to invite him out. Now that He Rui had seized Siping, the merchants dared not come anymore. Mayor Peng had sent his attendant out again. Looking at the empty office, he felt all alone, a shadow with no companion. He couldn't help but feel a sense of desolation.

A knock sounded on the door. Mayor Peng hurriedly composed himself and said, "Come in."

It was Wu Youping who came. In the afternoon, after Mayor Peng sent out his attendant, he chatted with Wu Youping for a while. He talked about his own ideas on catching bad guys. Wu Youping was obviously not interested and just asked some questions about municipal administration.

How could Mayor Peng be willing to teach? He just perfunctorily answered in various ways. Although the two didn't exactly part on bad terms, their relationship didn't get any closer either.

Seeing Wu Youping enter at this time, Mayor Peng was about to ask a question when he heard Wu Youping ask, "Mayor Peng, may I ask where your attendant went?"

Mayor Peng was startled, seeing Wu Youping looking calm. He knew something must have gone wrong. With a turn of thought, Mayor Peng figured it out. Although this Wu Youping was arrogant, unexpectedly, his way of doing things was actually like He Rui's. Presumably, he had started laying the groundwork from the day he arrived. Needless to say, when he sent his attendant to do things, Wu Youping must have sent someone to tail him.

Mayor Peng's brain spun a few times. He didn't answer but walked straight out. Wu Youping didn't stop him, just chuckled lightly. When Mayor Peng walked out the door, he saw four policemen standing outside. The leading policeman feigned politeness: "Mayor Peng, sorry to delay your time. I wonder where you are going in such a rush?"

***

[^1]: *Xiucai* (秀才) - Entry-level degree in the Imperial examination system. [^2]: *Jinshi* (进士) - Highest level degree in the Imperial examination system.
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At dawn, Siping City suddenly became lively. More than two hundred policemen broke into five or six households at daybreak, catching everyone inside in one net.

The "Sweep Black and Eliminate Evil" campaign officially began from this moment. Entry and exit from Siping were temporarily forbidden. The police made mass arrests in the city for three days, and the prisons were soon overcrowded.

On the fifth day, a new notice shook the entire city of Siping. Mayor Peng Minsheng had colluded with the bandit Sun Er, nicknamed "Sun Qitian," [^1] committing many evil deeds over the years. Now that Sun Er had been arrested, he confessed about Peng Minsheng. Peng Minsheng had been dismissed from office and jailed.

Wu Youping and Xu Chengfeng walked side by side on the street. They saw shops on both sides of the street operating normally, and the people living lives no different from before. The idlers and loafers were no longer seen. In the anti-crime campaign, some of these people were targets of the crackdown, while others were scared into not daring to go out.

With these people gone from among the honest, hardworking folk, Wu Youping felt much better. But there were still quite a few fish that had slipped through the net on the arrest list. These guys had escaped the police intelligence network, either hiding in the city or fleeing outside. In the short term, they would probably remain at large.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping felt somewhat disappointed and couldn't help complaining to Xu Chengfeng beside him, "Commander Xu, when will the troops finish training? If you had participated in the anti-crime campaign this time, the results would definitely have been much greater."

Xu Chengfeng said nothing and continued walking toward Huaqing Tower. Wu Youping knew he couldn't yet establish the intimate relationship shared among Baoding Military Academy cadets with Xu Chengfeng, but he didn't want to be rejected so coldly, so he wanted to say something more to close the distance.

Unexpectedly, Xu Chengfeng suddenly spoke. "President Zhao Tianlin, who is coming this time, is very learned and has helped us."

Wu Youping was slightly stunned. "President Zhao is a Harvard Ph.D.; I have heard his great name. But what does this have to do with our current work?"

Xu Chengfeng glanced at Wu Youping. "The Governor asked you to come along to receive President Zhao; he definitely has expectations of you. You must grasp the opportunity well."

This insight made Wu Youping pause. Suddenly, his heart felt warm; he realized then that Xu Chengfeng was not as cold as he appeared.

The two went up to the second floor of Huaqing Tower and saw He Rui sitting with three men in western suits. Seeing the two enter, He Rui stood up to introduce both sides.

"Brother Zhao, you've met Xu Chengfeng. This is the newly joined Wu Youping, graduated from the Shanhaiguan Beiyang Railway Official School, now the Assistant Mayor of Siping. He was the first to propose building water conservancy projects in Siping, as mentioned in my letter."

Zhao Tianlin shook hands with both of them, looked Wu Youping up and down, and praised, "It seems Brother He has gained another young talent."

Accompanying Zhao Tianlin were *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang and a returned student named Lu Daoming. Hearing Zhao Tianlin introduce Lu Daoming as a Tsinghua student who studied in the US and graduated from the Civil Engineering Department of MIT, specializing in hydraulic technology, Wu Youping couldn't help but look at him a few more times.

There were no great rivers outside the pass, and his hometown Siping didn't even have a river of the standard usually found outside the pass, only six small streams. Each river had a short course, small flow, narrow channel, and shallow water level, nearly drying up in the dry season. Siping's population had increased rapidly in recent years, more than doubling that of ten years ago, making the water shortage problem even more prominent.

Everyone took their seats, and the shopkeeper began serving dishes. He Rui laughed. "Brother Zhao graces us with his presence; presumably, he has something to teach me."

Zhao Tianlin pointed at the *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang but smiled without speaking.

At this time, journalist Mo Yang took over the conversation and smiled. "Governor He has been in the Northeast for less than a month but has achieved such great undertakings. President Zhao always mentions you to us, with a sense of shared glory, making Mo admire you greatly."

He Rui was slightly surprised. He turned to look at this Journalist Mo Yang—in his thirties, of medium build, wearing a western suit, with short hair and black-rimmed glasses—looking at him with curiosity. He couldn't help laughing. "Journalist Mo praises me falsely. He has just taken office; where are there any great undertakings?"

Mo Yang laughed. "Governor He doesn't know, but your deeds of entering the Northeast in three days and making the Japanese army retreat in five days have long spread in Beijing, Tianjin, and even Shanghai. Even the foreigners praise you as a diplomatic wizard!"

He Rui laughed involuntarily and waved his hand. "Not at all, not at all. It must be exaggeration by the public; Journalist Mo must not take it for real."

Mo Yang shook his head and stopped smiling. "Governor He is modest. Before I set off, the *Times* correspondent in the Far East, Morrison, published an article specifically evaluating this matter. The article praised you greatly, so the newspaper specially sent me here this time, wanting to do an exclusive interview with you."

Hearing this, He Rui became slightly serious and said earnestly, "Oh? Is there such a thing? What did Morrison say?"

Mo Yang rummaged in his bag, pulled out an English newspaper, and pointed to the bolded and red-marked part. "Morrison believes that China's Northeast is like Europe's Balkan Peninsula. Chinese, Russian, and Japanese forces intersect here. Each party has important political interest demands and checks the others; it is the eye of the storm in the Northeast Asian situation. At this time of the European War, maintaining peace and regional stability in Northeast Asia is the primary issue for Chinese, Japanese, and Russian politicians, and also the core work of diplomats from various countries. He evaluated you as 'a political theorist with strategic insight' and possessing a global vision. He deeply admires how you resolved the regional dispute peacefully with ingenious political skills this time. At the same time, he also reminded Far East diplomats stationed in China to pay attention to you in the article, and even recommended several of your books, suggesting they read and research them."

He Rui finally became serious. He knew this Morrison. This man was Australian and had been active on the Chinese political stage as a "China Hand" from the late Qing to the Republic. He was also a media person. possessing both Eastern and Western perspectives, he had great judgment on China issues. At this time, he was also serving as a presidential advisor to Yuan Shikai.

He pondered for a moment and asked Mo Yang, "Does your *Ta Kung Pao* view it the same way?"

Mo Yang seemed a bit embarrassed. "Governor He, I am the journalist and responsible editor for the political section of *Ta Kung Pao*. To tell the truth, the level of our domestic media in international politics is still relatively low, far behind the political commentators of *The Times* or *Le Figaro*. We usually mainly reprint and translate foreign commentaries." He looked at He Rui, his eyes holding expectation and perhaps a bit of pride. "You are the first political figure to be evaluated like this by Western media. So I came this time firstly to conduct an exclusive interview with you, and secondly to take this opportunity to learn from you."

He Rui was quite surprised and sized up Mo Yang a few more times. This journalist's standard was much higher than he imagined, and he was quite sincere. He couldn't help laughing. "Gentlemen, you flatter me. He has but meager talent; to be valued by you all is truly shameful." He looked around and smiled. "Doesn't Journalist Mo want to do an exclusive interview? There is no day better than today; I think right here is fine."

Mo Yang was stunned. "Now? Is now okay? Do we need to find a separate occasion?"

Zhao Tianlin and Lu Daoming looked at each other and smiled. Zhao Tianlin interjected, "Brother Mo, don't leave us aside." He turned to smile at He Rui. "Brother He, we've all read that newspaper. Those white people have eyes on the top of their heads; it's rare for them to praise someone like this. Mo Yang praised you all the way on the train. Brother Lu and I both want to hear your exclusive interview."

He Rui laughed loudly. "Since Brother Zhao says so, then this 'ugly daughter-in-law' will meet the in-laws today."

Mo Yang took out a notebook and a fountain pen and spread them on the table. "Governor He, then let's begin."

Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping found it very novel and felt somewhat excited. Seeing their team leader with such prestige, they couldn't help feeling honored.

He Rui nodded. "Let's begin."

"May I ask the Governor, what are your views on the situation in Northeast Asia?"

He Rui frowned slightly. This question was actually not very professional. He guided, "Journalist Mo, which aspect of opinion do you want to ask about?"

Hitting a wall right at the start, Mo Yang froze for a moment, thought for a while, and asked, "Do you think war will break out between China, Japan, and Russia in Northeast Asia?"

He Rui smiled. "Of course, war will break out. However, the specific breaking point depends on the trend of the European War. The current world situation is dominated by Europe, and the Northeast Asian situation is subordinate to the European situation. If the European War ends, political and economic pressure will be transmitted to Japan and Russia, then the contradictions in the Northeast Asian region will definitely intensify, and armed conflict will definitely break out then."

"I noticed you didn't mention China. Do you think China won't intervene in the conflict?"

He Rui said seriously, "With the Republic's current national strength and military power, we do not have the ability to launch a war. So when the time comes, we can only choose a diplomatic stance in the conflict."

Mo Yang was stunned again; he didn't expect He Rui to answer like this. "Then how will China's interests be guaranteed?"

He Rui stopped smiling and spread his hands. "China's interests have no guarantee. However, to maintain the political balance in the Northeast Asian region, the Allied Powers will support China in maintaining sovereignty over the Northeast region, letting the three regional powers maintain a balance of power."

Zhao Tianlin interrupted indignantly, "Brother He, are Britain and France that kind-hearted?"

He Rui turned his head and replied, "Britain and France are not kind-hearted. In the Northeast Asian region, the expansion of either Russian or Japanese power would break the balance and does not conform to the world order dominated by Britain and France."

Mo Yang's expression improved slightly. "Then will Britain and France maintain this situation forever?"

He Rui laughed. "Of course not."

Mo Yang was stunned again, asking in confusion, "Then you just said..."

"This European war is too tragic. The national power of all directly participating countries will be greatly damaged after the war. So I judge that the British Empire will carry out a strategic contraction then, unable to maintain the balance of power in East Asia. At that time, a period of power vacuum is very likely to appear in the Northeast Asian region. At the same time, Russia's national power will suffer great losses, and I'm afraid it will be powerless to expand. Japan will very likely take the opportunity to expand its sphere of influence."

Mo Yang froze, then nodded and changed the topic. "Some people worry that when the Governor was negotiating at the Japanese Kwantung Government-General, you conducted some unknown exchange of interests with the Japanese side. May I ask the Governor, is there such content?"

Hearing this question, Xu Chengfeng, who had participated in the meeting the whole time, raised his eyebrows and was about to speak. He Rui waved his hand to stop Xu Chengfeng and smiled. "I had a very frank exchange with the Japanese side. Both sides believe that China and Japan have broad areas for cooperation in providing commodities to the Allied Powers. Friction outside the pass will only affect cooperation, so both sides appeared very rational after the meeting."

"Does the Governor have specific pointers regarding the areas of cooperation?"

"Grain, coal, and non-ferrous metals outside the pass are all commodities urgently needed for the European War right now. So many raw materials can also be processed into industrial products for sale. During this European War, both China and Japan hope for a smooth industrial chain."

"If the Governor also wants to produce industrial products, the industrial level outside the pass is much worse than inside the pass. How does the Governor view this reality?"

"Some people see only a little water in the bottle. But they often fail to see the space for storing more water inside the bottle. The population outside the pass is not small, and our people are smart and diligent. Combined with the rich minerals of the Northeast, the space for industrial development is huge. Current international demand is extremely strong, and the processing industry based on raw materials has great room for development. Therefore, whether domestic or foreign, I represent all circles in Siping in welcoming all capital to invest and build factories in Siping for common development."

Mo Yang recorded everything one by one, then suddenly asked, "Governor He, I wonder how you view the Shandong Issue?" [^2]

He Rui was slightly startled, hesitated for a moment, then answered readily, "China is the only non-Allied member among the three East Asian countries. I suggest the central government of the Republic should immediately apply to join the Allied Powers and demand the establishment of an Allied Powers China Theater Command and Logistics Headquarters. All Allied troops in the theater should obey the leadership of the China Theater Command and Logistics Headquarters. In this way, it should be possible to fight for a certain amount of diplomatic maneuvering space. But to solve the Shandong Issue... it is truly impossible."

Mo Yang stopped his pen, looking somewhat depressed. "Governor, is there really no other better way?"

He Rui shook his head, his expression cold and stern. "Journalist Mo, international politics respects strength. There is no room for opportunism."

The atmosphere was somewhat cold for a moment, and everyone sighed. Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping looked at each other; both grit their teeth and secretly clenched their fists.

Seeing everyone like this, Mo Yang changed the question: "Governor, there are currently many views on the political system in the country. I wonder what views the Governor has?"

"The republic replacing the monarchy is the general trend of history. However, a republic does not mean opposition to unification. The comparison of the pros and cons of monarchy versus republic is used by quite a few people to mask the status quo of the struggle between domestic unification and separatist forces. This is a very regrettable status quo."

Mo Yang narrowed his eyes and asked unexpectedly, "If there is a sudden change in the situation, what does the Governor plan to do in Siping?"

He Rui gave him a deep look and smiled slightly. "I will devote myself to clearing up security and developing the economy in Siping. In my humble opinion, China's current urgent task is to develop industry and improve people's livelihood. All political system reforms must rely on the foundation of economic development. Changes detached from the economic fundamentals are meaningless."

Mo Yang was slightly disappointed. He closed his notebook and smiled. "Thank you for your guidance, Governor. I will organize it for publication soon. Governor, may I be allowed to walk around Siping these few days?"

He Rui pointed at Wu Youping. "Of course. If Journalist Mo needs anything, you can ask him for help." He cupped his hands toward Mo Yang. "*Ta Kung Pao* is a major newspaper. At that time, I ask Journalist Mo to help publish some advertisements for my Siping, to attract some investors to come to Siping to invest and start businesses."

***

[^1]: "Sun Qitian" (孙齐天) - A nickname referencing Qitian Dasheng (Great Sage Equal to Heaven), the Monkey King, implying arrogance and unruliness. [^2]: Shandong Issue - Refers to the dispute over German concessions in Shandong province, which Japan seized during WWI and China sought to recover.
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"I need to organize the interview notes now, so I can't drink with everyone. Apologies." After Mo Yang finished speaking, he went to a nearby table and began writing furiously.

Zhao Tianlin had a good relationship with Reporter Mo Yang and didn't mind. Seeing that He Rui, Garrison Commander Xu Chengfeng, and Assistant Mayor Wu Youping—who was currently acting as Mayor—didn't care either, he remarked, "Brother He's understanding of international politics and international law is sufficient to obtain a bachelor's degree in law. This is definitely not a standard that Professor Taira Toyomori of Tokyo University could teach in such a short time."

"Hehe." He Rui chuckled. "The core of international law is to serve the existing international order. Its essence is the principle of 'might makes right'. As long as you know the history of the nations that formulated international law over the past few hundred years, you can clearly understand the meaning behind each article. In my opinion, it's just a blend of history and rhetoric; it's actually not hard to learn."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help but sigh softly.

He Rui continued, "On the contrary, the water conservancy profession—even calculating from the Dujiangyan, a damless diversion facility that is still in operation today—has a history of over two thousand years. At that time, there was no such thing as international law. As long as humanity continues to exist, the current international law may turn into scrap paper, but water conservancy technology will only endure and become increasingly perfect, making great contributions to human civilization."

After speaking, He Rui picked up his wine glass, walked over to Lu Daoming, and extended his hand.

Although somewhat surprised, Lu Daoming stood up to shake hands with He Rui. He Rui said sincerely, "Welcome, Brother Lu, to Siping. Siping's water shortage is becoming increasingly serious; let alone developing industry and agriculture, even drinking water for the urban area will soon be insufficient. It is a blessing for the people of Siping that Brother Lu could come here. Come, I'll drink this first as a toast."

With that, He Rui drained his glass in one gulp. He then ordered, "Youping, come and toast Mr. Lu."

Wu Youping truly wanted to persuade the water conservancy expert Lu Daoming to stay. He hurriedly approached Lu Daoming and said earnestly, "Mr. Lu, I am a native of Siping. Since Governor He arrived, the people here can finally live a stable life. With you here, Mr. Lu, I feel the people of Siping finally have hope for prosperity. I wonder if you would be willing to stay and help Siping. Whatever you need, we will assist with all our strength."

Lu Daoming didn't answer but looked at Zhao Tianlin. Then they heard Zhao Tianlin ask, "Why only ask Brother Lu and not me?"

Wu Youping felt Zhao Tianlin didn't seem like an unreasonable person. He was pleading with all his might for Lu Daoming to stay; surely it wasn't Zhao Tianlin's place to decide. He couldn't help but freeze.

He Rui, however, asked seriously, "Brother Zhao is not someone who plays mysterious games. But I truly dare not believe I could be so fortunate!"

Zhao Tianlin sighed softly. "Brother He, the authorities of the French Concession in Tianjin planned to seize the Laoxikai area. A group of gentry and merchants in Tianjin initiated the establishment of the 'Tianjin Maintenance of National Rights and Territory Association' and asked me to serve as Vice President. The French were unreasonable, and the government feared them, suppressing its own people instead. I was thoroughly disappointed with the government. Seeing Brother He's letter, I resigned as President and came to join you."

Hearing that a figure like Zhao Tianlin had also come to join because of his faith in He Rui, Wu Youping felt doubly honored.

He Rui asked seriously, "I wonder what Brother Zhao wishes to do in Siping?"

"I only want to teach and educate people. If there is an opportunity, I also want to build a university with academic freedom, free from political interference."

He Rui was overjoyed and answered immediately, "Siping can definitely satisfy Brother Zhao's expectations. Being able to work with you in the future is truly a joy beyond measure."

Lu Daoming then said, "I have never been outside the Pass. Although I have the heart to do things, I don't know to what extent I can achieve them. I want to hear what requirements Governor He has."

Wu Youping was also overjoyed and hurriedly expressed his welcome. He Rui then said, "Welcome, Brother Lu. I wonder if you have visited the Great Lakes region in the United States?"

"I have gone to inspect it several times."

"I have already ordered Assistant Wu Youping to collect data on Siping's precipitation. The area outside the Pass is similar to the US Great Lakes region; water sources mostly come from snowmelt and precipitation. I'm not clear on the details, but I will send local water conservancy personnel and surveyors to conduct field surveys with you, Brother Lu."

Wu Youping hadn't expected that although He Rui hadn't mentioned the water shortage in Siping, he had actually been worrying about it all along. In his heart, he made a decision to handle this matter well for the folks of his hometown.

***

A few days later, Reporter Mo Yang's article was published in the Tianjin *Ta Kung Pao*. It not only covered He Rui's negotiation at the Kwantung Governor-General's Office but also narrated how He Rui had begun to establish education and build water conservancy projects in Siping. It mentioned that even overseas returnees like Zhao Tianlin and Lu Daoming had gone to assist.

After finishing the *Ta Kung Pao* report, Duan Qirui read the paragraph about the struggle between domestic unification and separatist forces twice more, sighing slightly.

An aide stepped forward and asked, "Chief, since the newspapers have published it, should we act according to the rules?"

Duan Qirui nodded. "Order someone to release news to the papers. The government commends Siping's administration and allocates ten thousand silver dollars."

Two days later, Zhang Xiluan casually put down the newspaper he had finished reading and laughed. "Indeed a hero. Adjutant Liu, send a message to *Ta Kung Pao*. The Fengtian General Zhen'an's Office supports people's livelihood and allocates ten thousand silver dollars to Siping."

After *Ta Kung Pao* published the news of the allocations from the National Government and the Provincial Government, the two sums of money were delivered to He Rui.

On the day he received the funds, He Rui ordered the promulgation of two new notices in succession: *'Notice Regarding the Implementation of New Education Policy in Siping'* and *'Notice on the Promotion of Hospital Shelter System by the Siping Government'*.

No sooner had the notices been sent out than someone came to report, "A representative of Japan's Mitsui Corporation requests to see the Governor."

"Invite him in." He Rui stood up, ready to meet the guest.

The visitor was a man named Nobi Nobita [^1], about thirty years old, looking very spirited.

After the two took their seats, Nobi Nobita presented a letter. "Please look over this, Governor."

He Rui finished reading Mitsui Yasuki's handwritten letter and asked, "Since Mr. Mitsui wants to start cooperation as soon as possible, presumably Nobi-kun already has a list."

"May I ask what the daily grain transaction volume is in Siping under the Governor's rule? Where do the goods come from? What is the output of the other parties? What products are available?"

"Going item by item, it's all just numbers. It's not intuitive. Why doesn't Nobi-kun walk around Siping with me? Many things will be clearer. I can also answer Nobi-kun's questions on the way."

"That would be excellent, Governor He," Nobi Nobita replied with a face full of joy.

Just as they were speaking, the Intelligence Room sent in a telegram. After reading it, He Rui handed it directly to Nobi Nobita.

Japanese curriculum included special Chinese language courses. Nobi Nobita was from Kyoto, where most shop signs and cultural classics were in Chinese, so he understood the content of the telegram at a glance. It turned out Mitsui Yasuki was actually coming to Siping personally to meet with He Rui.

Nobi Nobita knew Mitsui Yasuki valued He Rui highly, but he didn't expect him to value him *this* highly. Putting down the telegram, Nobi Nobita said respectfully, "Please allow me to take my leave. I will visit again when Mr. Mitsui arrives in Siping."

***

[^1]: Nobi Nobita (野比大雄) - This shares the name with the protagonist of the manga/anime *Doraemon* (Nobita Nobi). It is likely a playful name choice by the author.
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He Rui was writing swiftly at his desk in the room. Outside the window, the shouted commands from the troops in closed training and the soldiers' unified responses drifted into the room. Even though the corps of 500 youths was divided into two battalions, the sound was loud enough to penetrate the walls of the old barracks in the city, making passersby look on with apprehension.

It was even clearer in the room next to the training ground. Yet He Rui paid it no mind. Even when Xu Chengfeng and the others entered after the morning drill ended, He Rui didn't look up.

Seeing the desk full of manuscripts, the young men wanted to help tidy up. He Rui finally looked up. "Don't move them. I've arranged them like this for easy access and revision."

Xu Chengfeng and the others sat down. Deputy Commander Cheng Ruofan asked, "The Governor's new troop training plan is very different from that of the Baoding Military Academy, and also quite different from the training plans of Japan and Germany. I wonder why the Governor arranged it this way?"

Seeing everyone had prepared questions, He Rui put down his pen and stood up to stretch his limbs. Under the gaze of the young officers, he answered, "What the 500 recruits are receiving is Officer Corps training, not ordinary troop training. We are not facing a military threat yet, so we have time to do this. We will go to war by early 1918 at the latest."

He Rui hadn't explained this to the young officers before; the young men had sensed something was different from the training content. Getting a result consistent with their predictions, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

Unexpectedly, He Rui posed a question to the young officers: "Our 'unity of officers and soldiers' refers to internal fairness; injustice is absolutely not allowed. However, the army itself is a hierarchical organization. What do you think is the difference between officers and soldiers?"

The young officers frowned; even Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan hesitated to speak. Hu Xiushan, who didn't talk much usually, answered first, "Military service is just a phase in a soldier's life experience; but for officers, the military is their chosen profession."

The young officers were all surprised by Hu Xiushan's answer and looked over. Hu Xiushan answered calmly, "There is this paragraph in the recruit training plan."

Everyone tried to recall but didn't particularly remember seeing this sentence.

He Rui had indeed written this sentence, but it was inside several supplementary explanatory notes. If one didn't read all the materials carefully, it was impossible to find it. Hu Xiushan had read it and remembered it. This updated He Rui's perception of Hu Xiushan.

Pinning a written training schedule onto the wooden board used for hanging maps, He Rui continued to introduce, "The purpose of training enlisted personnel is not simply to complete the training content. Whether it is discipline training like formation drills, or standardized management of daily life—clothing, food, shelter, and transport—or officers leading by example, it is all an effort to let the enlisted personnel feel what a soldier is and what military life is through immersion and practice. Military life is completely different from the ordinary life of the populace. You can't just grab a conscript, shove a gun into his hands, and call him a soldier. A soldier must be built up from every detail."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan had already adjusted his somewhat relaxed sitting posture back to a proper military posture.

He Rui smiled slightly and continued, "Recruit training lasts about a month. Those who can obey discipline and master the basic content of military life are qualified recruits. The recruits will be assigned to various units to begin physical training."

"Physical training requires good food and sufficient nutrition. We must build a healthy body capable of completing the subsequent military technical training. Starting from the previous stage, literacy education begins. You need to coordinate closely with the cultural instructors to improve the recruits' education level through practical application. An army without culture has no combat effectiveness. Learning cultural knowledge is part of military life."

The young officers knew this matter was troublesome; they just nodded but didn't raise questions.

"Physical training lasts about a month. The next stage is daily training, including individual infantry weapon training and infantry support weapon training. That is rifle and machine gun operation. Also grenade throwing training. We don't have the ability to mass-produce grenades yet, so we'll use models in training for now. The final stage of this phase is live-fire training."

"During this stage, a Training Unit [^1] will be established as the army's tactical application center. The Training Unit possesses all weapon equipment, including artillery and heavy machine guns, and is responsible for two tasks: technical/tactical training and R&D. Light machine gunners and heavy machine gunners in ordinary units do not train in their own units but go to the Training Unit for training. Ordinary units conduct integrated training including rifles, grenade throwing, and machine guns within their own units. Completing this part of training, it can be considered an army that knows how to shoot."

He Rui's words made the young officers laugh out loud. He Rui didn't laugh. "This isn't funny. Understanding discipline, having a sense of honor, knowing how to organize shooting, arranging machine gun positions—although this kind of army can't be considered advanced in the current world, at least it's not the worst. Do not forget that this army has already been trained in discipline and a sense of honor."

The smiles of the young officers faded. What amused everyone was just the phrase "knows how to shoot"; in the military academy, this term was used to mock those local armed forces that were not much different from bandits. As for whether local armed forces counted as armies, it only depended on the needs of the higher-ups at the time.

Possessing discipline and a sense of honor were traits only a real army would have. Whether the Beiyang Army had such a sense of honor was hard to say, but the cadets of the Baoding Military Academy did.

"After completing daily training, the troops must start field marching. We must verify if the troops can maintain daily combat levels at any time during long marches. After confirming they are qualified, they will enter tactical training."

Xu Chengfeng was very surprised. "The Governor thinks the previous training wasn't tactical training?"

Cheng Ruofan sighed. "The Governor said those were just daily training. Just daily training to this level, even if fighting against the Six Garrisons of Beiyang, I'm afraid we wouldn't fall to a disadvantage."

The other youths looked at Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan asked in confusion, "What's wrong?"

Everyone said nothing. The split within Beiyang wasn't a secret to Baoding Military Academy students, and the young officers following He Rui believed even more that a Beiyang civil war was only a matter of time and would definitely happen. They just didn't expect Cheng Ruofan to say it so frankly.

He Rui had no interest in the Beiyang civil war and continued his teaching work. "Tactical training includes earthwork operations on various terrains, squad tactics, platoon tactics, and company/battalion level tactical training. By this stage, the basic tactical differences between armies of various countries can be seen. The basic tactic I designed involves three soldiers forming a combat group, and a squad consisting of three combat groups plus a squad leader. No matter how large the troop scale or how many support arms like artillery there are, the basic tactical system centered on the combat group will not change. Outsiders see us as thousands of troops and horses; we see our own troops as a large number of combat groups and various technical weapons adopting different combinations under different battlefield situations."

The young officers were all stunned. The parts before mentioning basic tactics were novel but within their comprehension. Many parts were things they had learned.

Proposing the concept of basic tactics was another matter. The youths seemed to understand something, yet felt they understood nothing.

He Rui knew today was just an introduction and didn't expect the young officers to master it immediately. He continued to push forward. "Tactical training might take 3 months. The goal is to build an army with its own basic tactics. But armies are used for fighting, so next, we must conduct exercises. The purpose of exercises is to train for combat against a hypothetical enemy. The Japanese Army is our hypothetical enemy. Before starting the exercise, the troops will be divided into two parts. One part is our army; the other part is our army playing the enemy force. The troops playing the enemy must adopt enemy equipment and adopt enemy tactics. I will command the troops playing the Japanese Army."

"Confrontational exercises are further divided into two stages. The first stage is military technical confrontation. For example, hearing a gunshot from the opposite side, one must be able to judge whether the opponent is using a rifle or a machine gun. What model is it? One must also judge the opponent's firepower configuration and understand what kind of fire strikes will be encountered next. Strike direction and strike range. How our army should respond to the hypothetical enemy's military technology—this includes firearm confrontation as well as hand-to-hand combat."

"After becoming familiar with confronting the opponent's military technology, the second stage is tactical confrontation with Japan in various combat scenarios including plains, mountains, and rivers, based on our army's basic tactics. The scale also ranges from squad/platoon level confrontation to company/battalion level confrontation. Completing the training of this stage, the troops can basically be deployed to fight."

Looking at the varying expressions of the young officers, He Rui asked, "After hearing so much, how do you feel?"

Cheng Ruofan stood up immediately, his voice full of joy. "Ever since the Governor mentioned fighting the Japanese Army in the future, we have been discussing how to fight this battle. Discussing for many days, we couldn't find a sure-fire way to defeat the Japanese Army. Hearing the Governor's method of building and training the army, I feel the clouds have parted before my eyes. As long as the troops can truly complete these trainings effectively, not only do I understand how to fight the Japanese Army, but I also feel we can win!"

Xu Chengfeng followed by standing up and answering respectfully, "Governor. Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat. Thank you, Governor, for pointing out the direction. In the future, I will definitely use what I've learned to kill the enemy and serve the country."

Other young officers stood up one after another. "Thank you, Governor."

He Rui waved his hand. "We are comrades with the same goal. What I said just now was only a very simple description. There is a massive amount of concrete work to be done later. Our job is to apply what we learn and grow during this training. Become the seeds of China's modern army."

"Yes!" The youths answered in unison.

Looking at these young faces brimming with vitality, He Rui felt the time was ripening and decided to advance a key concept. "There is one more part I haven't said."

The youths immediately answered in unison, "Please instruct us, Governor."

"A true modern army has a necessary condition, which is being highly political. **The Party Branch must be established at the company level**."

The youths didn't show resistant expressions. Instead, Cheng Ruofan asked curiously, "Does the Governor want to establish a Revolutionary Party?"

Because the southern forces vying for power with Beiyang called themselves the Revolutionary Party, in the eyes of the Beiyang upper echelon, "Revolutionary Party" wasn't a good term. That Cheng Ruofan could ask this question naturally, and the other young officers showed no strange reaction, gave He Rui confidence in successfully establishing a party organization.

After thinking, He Rui wrote down three characters and handed them over. The young soldiers gathered to look. Written on the paper were three characters: '**Civilization Party**'.

He Rui didn't want these youths to discuss it now, so he ordered, "Dismissed."

The young officers didn't say much more. After saluting and taking their leave, they left the office with light steps.

Checking the schedule, He Rui found the section on machine gun position arrangement. He began to find the notes on machine gun position layout from the two large boxes brought back from Japan and placed them in the corresponding position.

Military system training was a massive process. For the past few years, He Rui had been preparing all along.

***

[^1]: Training Unit (教导队) - A specialized unit for training NCOs and specialists.
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In the afternoon, the guard came to report, "President Zhao requests to see the Governor."

He Rui hurriedly went out to welcome him. Upon seeing He Rui, Zhao Tianlin dispensed with pleasantries and stated his purpose directly: "Brother He, I am here to apply for education funds."

"You completed the survey of Siping's education situation in just a few days? Brother Zhao has worked hard," He Rui praised.

On the way to the office, Zhao Tianlin explained the education situation in the Siping area to He Rui. Currently, the public school system in Siping consisted of two public primary schools, one higher primary school, and one middle school. There was one privately run primary school. The others flying the banner of schools were just study groups like private academies (*sishu*); at most, they had three teachers just teaching people to recognize characters.

"I went to those private academies and asked the teachers their views on the textbooks approved by the Ministry of Education. More than half had only heard of them but never seen them. These private academies must all be incorporated into the education system. Schools must adopt the unified textbooks of the Republic of China Ministry of Education."

Arriving at the office, Zhao Tianlin handed He Rui a report. In the report, based on the compulsory education policy and combined with Siping's existing 20,000 to 40,000 school-age children and teacher quantity, Zhao Tianlin set a plan to build at least eighteen primary schools, six higher primary schools, and three middle schools.

He Rui had already ordered the Statistics Section to conduct a survey of Siping's social status. What Zhao Tianlin described was largely consistent with the content of that report. He just hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to personally go to the private academies for investigation and choose the general textbooks compiled by the Ministry of Education.

The textbooks compiled by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of China certainly couldn't compare with 21st-century textbooks, but they would definitely be more suitable for the present era than 21st-century ones. He Rui approved of Zhao Tianlin's plan in his heart.

Seeing He Rui silent, Zhao Tianlin asked, "Brother He, can the funds be allocated?"

He Rui tapped the number of primary and higher primary schools on the report. "I think it would be best to combine the curriculums of primary and higher primary schools. Establish vocational schools parallel to middle schools. Vocational schools can be seen as apprentice schools built by the government. Various vocational training will be conducted while students are in school, providing internship opportunities."

Zhao Tianlin discussed with He Rui for a while, felt it was feasible, and settled it. Seeing that He Rui not only didn't shirk because of the more than forty thousand silver dollars but supported it fully, he was happy in his heart and added, "Brother He returned from Japan, so you must know about Japan providing free lunches for poor students starting from the Ito Hirobumi era."

"Of course I know, and I also support this policy very much. Brother Zhao, go ahead and do it. If you encounter problems, go to Wu Youping. He is already the Acting Mayor; grain allocation for schools is his responsibility."

Zhao Tianlin had long guessed that Siping's education would certainly not be satisfactory. But the field investigation in Siping wasn't as bad as he had thought. Since he received He Rui's full support, he was about to take his leave.

"Brother Zhao, don't rush." He Rui stopped Zhao Tianlin. "We are talking about school-age education now. I also want to conduct literacy education for adults. I wonder what advice Brother Zhao has."

Zhao Tianlin sat back on the stool, pondered for a moment, and answered, "Tianjin has night schools where adults working in factories receive education. That has to be after the school education system is established."

He Rui shook his head repeatedly. "Brother Zhao, I am not referring to youth education; I am talking about universal literacy. The school-age population must receive school education. Outside of school-age education, regardless of gender, everyone must receive literacy education. The goal is for everyone to recognize 300 to 500 characters. Ideally, they should also learn addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, and memorize the multiplication table. It's just the level of the second grade of primary school."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin frowning and silent, He Rui continued, "To industrialize the whole of China, we must ensure that all Chinese people are not illiterate. To promote industry in Siping, a universal education level of primary school second grade is not high."

This request completely exceeded Zhao Tianlin's expectations. During his time as President of the National Beiyang University, Zhao Tianlin had experienced too many arguments with the Beiyang government over education funds. Back and forth, it was just the two words: "No money."

Hearing He Rui's ideal, Zhao Tianlin didn't answer immediately. He considered for a long time before replying, "Brother He, to be honest, when I made the budget, I already tried my best to cut all unnecessary expenses, yet I felt Brother He might not agree. Regarding universal literacy, I admire Brother He's ambition very much, but to say something overstepping my bounds, Siping really isn't a wealthy place. Universal literacy... does Brother He really have that much tax revenue?"

He Rui wanted to make a final effort. He found a plan from his bag and handed it to Zhao Tianlin. "Please, Brother Zhao, give me your corrections."

Zhao Tianlin read only the first two lines and praised, "Those who can write their own name, place of origin, home address, and family members' names will be issued two *jin* [^1] of grain. This method is brilliant! But is there that much grain?"

He Rui smiled slightly. Zhao Tianlin was a Harvard Law School Ph.D.; he could naturally see the social management purpose inherent in the literacy campaign. Since Zhao Tianlin spoke clearly, He Rui replied, "The land outside the pass is fertile. As long as it is managed well, grain is not scarce."

Zhao Tianlin frowned slightly upon hearing this. He was an educator and knew deeply that learning was not simply the accumulation of recognized characters. Even if characters were forcibly memorized in a short time for the reward, without long-term application, it would be useless work.

However, the content later in the plan attracted Zhao Tianlin's attention. From family activities to street sports meets, from the Women's Federation to job placement training classes. The literacy work was not conducted rigidly by government orders but promoted by holding various activities and providing rewards.

After reading the plan, Zhao Tianlin fell into thought. In the eyes of this Ph.D. and former university president, these methods were really a bit too utilitarian and eager for quick success, but Zhao Tianlin didn't want to criticize.

Caught in a dilemma, Zhao Tianlin handed the plan back to He Rui. "Brother He's efforts for the country and the people are admirable. But I don't understand how to execute Brother He's plan. Please, Brother He, find someone more capable. If there is anything I need to do during the execution, I will definitely do my best."

He Rui felt some regret but didn't force it. Zhao Tianlin was an excellent educator. Facing a problem he couldn't solve, he decisively chose to withdraw rather than occupying the position for credit; his character was excellent.

But literacy at the social level was no longer within the scope of school education. If Zhao Tianlin couldn't be counted on, from an organizational perspective, the most suitable candidate should be the current Mayor of Siping.

The position of Siping Mayor was vacant, so the Acting Mayor of Siping should shoulder this work. He Rui inevitably felt some worry for Wu Youping in his heart.

After Zhao Tianlin took his leave, He Rui considered whether to preside over this matter personally. Looking at the military training materials spread out on the table, He Rui hesitated.

Just then, a guard came in. "Governor, Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng's family requests a meeting."

He Rui was surprised. "Xu Chengfeng's family?"

"He said so himself. Someone has already gone to invite Commander Xu."

Is this a home visit? He Rui decided to meet Xu Chengfeng's family.

***

[^1]: *Jin* (斤) - A Chinese unit of weight, roughly 500g.
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Among He Rui's initial 49 men, Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu were the only two members from landlord families. According to the records of the Baoding Military Academy, Xu Chengfeng was from Chenzhou Prefecture, Henan, and his family were gentry in the Luyi area.

When meeting Xu Chengfeng's family member, He Rui chatted casually.

The visitor was named Xu Songshan. He was of the same clan as Xu Chengfeng but was a long-term worker for the Xu family. He came this time conveying the wishes of Xu Chengfeng's parents: for Xu Chengfeng to return home to get married. Xu Chengfeng's parents had already found a well-matched lady from a prominent family for him. Xu Songshan hoped Governor He could make an exception and let Xu Chengfeng go back to complete the marriage.

Facing He Rui, Xu Songshan was both obsequious and wary.

He Rui waited until Xu Chengfeng appeared, then left.

Xu Chengfeng exchanged a few words with Xu Songshan, but upon learning Xu Songshan's purpose, his face immediately darkened. He called Xu Jia over, gave him a look, and left on the pretext of needing to lead troops in training.

Xu Jia understood. He first settled Xu Songshan in the unit's guest house and treated him to a meal.

At 9:30 PM, the lights-out bugle sounded. Xu Chengfeng didn't go to the guest house to see Xu Songshan but went straight back to the dormitory.

In the dormitory, Cheng Ruofan noticed Xu Chengfeng was a bit depressed and sighed. "Chengfeng, I also think there are too many training subjects. Should we think of a way to adopt different training focuses for different people?"

Zhong Yifu didn't agree. "Where do we have the energy to manage that? Don't worry about those who can complete it; what we want is for everyone to pass."

"It wastes time. Some people are just stupid; is there any way?"

"If we don't understand, ask the Governor more."

Cheng Ruofan hesitated. "But the Governor is too busy. We can't ask him about everything, right?"

Zhong Yifu found Cheng Ruofan's worry laughable. "What is the Governor busy with? Isn't he busy with how to train the troops well!"

Hearing that his two classmates' conversation had nothing to do with his own worries, Xu Chengfeng became even more irritable and simply asked, "Ruofan, what does your family do?"

Cheng Ruofan was stunned for a moment before answering, "My family? My family farms, and my father makes tofu during the slack farming season."

"Yifu, what about your family? I only know your family has land in Hanzhong. How much land?"

Zhong Yifu was also puzzled. "Why are you talking like Xu Jia conducting a political review?"

"Just asking."

"My family, about a hundred *mu* [^1], I guess."

Zhong Yifu was very puzzled by Xu Chengfeng's question, but he heard Cheng Ruofan already yawning incessantly, soon falling silent. He said to Xu Chengfeng, "Don't overthink things," and soon fell asleep too.

Xu Chengfeng was agitated, tossing and turning in bed, unable to sleep.

Xu Songshan's arrival made him somewhat homesick. What Xu Chengfeng missed most was his mother, but his mother's face switched between kindness and ferocity in his mind, making Xu Chengfeng feel very uncomfortable.

When he was ten, Xu Chengfeng saw his mother say to his father for the first time, "We absolutely must acquire that land. If we don't, where will we put our face?"

His father sighed. "That is our uncle's land. Should we wait and see?"

"Waiting is useless. Their family is ruined. If we buy their land now, they will still have land to rent in the future. If we don't buy it, they will only ruin the land!"

His father only sighed but didn't refute.

Two days later, Xu Chengfeng's best playmate in the private school—his cousin—rushed up to Xu Chengfeng, pointed at him, and cursed loudly, "Your family is no good!" After speaking, his cousin turned and left. The cousin never came to the private school again, and Xu Chengfeng lost his best friend from then on.

When he was twelve, Xu Chengfeng woke up early in the morning to hear noise and crying outside. Running out to watch the commotion, he saw two people who had hanged themselves hanging from the tree at his own gate. The Xu family's long-term workers wanted to untie the bodies and move them away, but the family of the deceased wailed and cursed, not allowing the Xu family to untie the ropes.

That was the first time Xu Chengfeng had seen people who died by hanging.

After that, Xu Chengfeng was depressed for a long time. Later, he simply focused his attention on his studies. Through extensive reading, Xu Chengfeng saw a broader time and space, which made him disapprove of his family even more.

History books recorded that someone ate Duke Mu of Qin's good horse. Duke Mu of Qin said, "A gentleman does not harm people because of livestock. I have heard that eating horse meat without drinking wine hurts the body." So he gave them wine to drink.

This was the reason Xu Chengfeng chose to become a soldier despite his parents' obstruction. Defending the country and resisting aggression—only such a life could be called meaningful.

But today, hearing that his family wanted to arrange a marriage for him, Xu Chengfeng didn't want to get married at all. Thinking that his parents would probably shove a woman similar to his mother onto him, he felt it was completely unacceptable.

It was just that Xu Chengfeng felt his decision would deal a considerable blow to his parents, so he felt somewhat distressed.

Amidst these chaotic thoughts, Xu Chengfeng fell asleep at some point.

Early the next morning, before the wake-up bugle sounded, Xu Jia arrived at the office holding a document to read. Having done statistical work for so long and conducted hundreds of political reviews, Xu Jia had gained a lot of experience in dealing with people. But right now, he still had to recite silently to memorize the things on the paper.

Xu Chengfeng pushed the door open and entered, handing a letter to Xu Jia. "I wrote a letter. Please help me give it to Xu Songshan. I'm going to lead troops in training later."

Taking the letter from Xu Chengfeng, Xu Jia guessed the content without looking and laughed. "'During service, officers must obtain the unit's approval to marry.' Do you think anyone other than you can genuinely accept this rule established by the Governor?"

Xu Chengfeng looked serious. "I don't know what others think; anyway, I firmly support it."

At noon, Xu Jia went to the guest house where Xu Songshan was staying.

Upon seeing Xu Songshan, Xu Jia pulled a long face and handed him the letter.

After reading it, Xu Songshan's face was full of astonishment. He begged, "Officer Xu, can you let me see the Young Master?"

Xu Jia shouted with a stern face, "Xu Chengfeng's meaning is all written in the letter. Go back and tell Master Xu: Comrade Xu Chengfeng has already joined our Civilization Party. The Civilization Party has a rule prohibiting arranged marriages. Comrade Xu Chengfeng is a senior cadre of our Civilization Party. Marriage requires approval from within the Party. If he breaks our rules, there will be no chance for his promotion in the future."

Xu Songshan was frightened. But thinking of the hardships of the journey and the scolding he would suffer after returning, he tried to make a final effort and pleaded, "Officer, my Young Master is definitely throwing a childish tantrum. The person the Master found for the Young Master is a lady from a prominent family, well-matched, and we know her background. Please, Officer Xu, help persuade my Young Master. Otherwise, otherwise after I go back, the Master will definitely make me escort the Young Mistress over here."

Xu Jia sneered. "Go back and tell Master Xu: since the other party is well-matched and you know their background, then they are family friends. Ask Master Xu to break off this engagement quickly; don't delay the daughter of his friend. I guarantee you, even if Master Xu sends the girl here, the wedding procession won't be able to enter Siping City!"

"This..." Xu Songshan looked lost.

"Someone come! Send him to the train station!"

After speaking, Xu Jia turned and left, leaving the despairing Xu Songshan in the guest house room.

***

Soon after, Xu Jia sat in front of He Rui and recounted the content of Xu Chengfeng's letter to He Rui.

He Rui smiled. "Xu Jia, besides arranged marriages, what other bad customs do you think there are?"

"Foot binding is a bad custom; the government opposes it now too."

He Rui nodded. "Then do you think women need liberation?"

"Women's liberation?" Xu Jia couldn't understand the meaning of this term for a moment.

"Women's liberation means giving women opportunities for employment and labor, allowing them to support themselves on their own without needing to depend on anyone."

"This... can this be done?" Xu Jia was somewhat shocked.

"Let's not discuss whether it can be done first. What do you think?"

Xu Jia couldn't help frowning. He thought for a long time before answering, "Governor, I feel that if we really do this, it's prone to many problems. And if we work hard to achieve it in the end..."

"In the end what?"

"In the end, I'm afraid the women won't appreciate it."

He Rui stared into Xu Jia's eyes. "Why do we need women to be grateful?"

Xu Jia's eyes widened and his mouth gaped open, unable to speak.

Looking at Xu Jia's shocked appearance, He Rui perceived the huge gap between himself and this era even more profoundly. This gap was not of knowledge and insight, but a fault line in worldview caused by the immense productivity gap between 21st-century China and 1915 China.

He Rui stood up. "The liberation of Chinese women must be established on the liberation provided by the social system, not on the foundation of personal kindness or so-called public opinion."

Xu Jia nodded, seeming to understand yet not fully understanding.

After a moment of silence, Xu Jia asked, "Governor, I see the military academy classmates are very enthusiastic about building the Party. Should we start pushing it forward?"

"Preparatory talks can be held with those who have a sense of responsibility."

Currently, a portion of the young soldiers showed a strong sense of responsibility. Although there were some bumps in daily life, work could be executed smoothly. This signaled that the time for formally establishing the Party had arrived.

Since the matter of building the Party was approved by He Rui, Xu Jia took advantage of the lunch break to go talk with his classmates. Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan immediately sat up from his bed. "The Governor wants to build a Party? I want to join."

Zhong Yifu answered somewhat muffledly, "Who do you think *wouldn't* join?"

Xu Jia wasn't worried that his classmates would refuse to join. However, He Rui didn't pursue strength in numbers but expected qualified members. So he asked, "What do you think the platform of the Civilization Party will be like?"

Zhong Yifu answered immediately, "Saving the country and the people, enriching the country and strengthening the army are essential. I'm thinking about the rest."

The others were silent, and the room fell into silence. Finally, Xu Chengfeng broke the silence. "I think we should listen to the Governor's teaching."

Xu Jia had heard He Rui introduce the Civilization Party's platform and couldn't help reminding them, "I think the Governor stated his philosophy long ago. The foundation of civilization is production and distribution. Developing productive forces and adopting the fairest distribution model cover the basic philosophy."

Facing Xu Jia's serious answer, Cheng Ruofan replied frankly, "Who will understand if you say things like that? I think *The Internationale* is easier to understand than that. 'We want to seize the fruits of labor, let thoughts break through the cage. Quickly make the furnace fire red-hot; only by striking while the iron is hot can we succeed.' These are words ordinary people can understand."

*The Internationale* was a song He Rui taught everyone on the train when coming to Siping. Hearing that during the Franco-Prussian War, the people of the Paris Commune sang this song to fight against French traitors and Prussian invaders, everyone learned it with great enthusiasm.

Xu Jia felt Cheng Ruofan was just too easily impulsive and advised, "The basic program is the foundation. We discussed before that our goal is to make Siping's bureaucratic system run well; punishing corrupt officials is a means. If reversed, it becomes a contest of who is more extreme. Think about it, if punishing corrupt officials becomes the goal: you kill one corrupt official, I kill two. You think abusing power causing death deserves death; I think abusing power causing serious injury deserves death. Chengfeng could then say, 'You two are fellow travelers of corrupt officials; I think being insufficiently honest deserves death.' Speaking calmly, is this our goal?"

***

[^1]: *Mu* (亩) - Chinese unit of land area, approx 666.7 sq meters or 0.165 acres.



★


Chapter 48: Systematic Education (Part 4)

Volume 1 — Chapter 48

❧ ❧ ❧


It was early morning. Siping City was still immersed in the faint light of dawn when the wake-up bugle roused the military camp from slumber. Within a very short time, officers and soldiers quickly woke up, dressed, and assembled rapidly on the drill ground.

The recruits lined up by battalion, company, platoon, and squad. The squad leader candidates selected from among them shouted loudly, "Count off!"

Once the attendance was confirmed, the duty NCO immediately requested instructions. After permission was granted, the troops began their running drill.

Amidst the sound of whistles, the enlisted personnel formed small squads of 40 people, arranged in 4x10 formations, and began running around the drill ground. He Rui was one of the members in this long dragon-like running column.

There was a certain gap between each squad. Commanders at various positions ordered teams to speed up or slow down based on the basic running speed and relative gap distance to maintain the stability of the entire formation. Like the ancient "rolling chariot formation," the circular column operated in an orderly manner on the not-so-spacious ground.

After participating in the two-kilometer morning run, He Rui returned to his office to continue working. Having worked for several days in a row, he was inevitably a bit tired. But He Rui was in a good mood; with just another half day of effort, he could complete the compilation of this part of the teaching materials.

The secretary assigned to He Rui categorized and placed the content according to numbers. He Rui only needed to proofread the numerical order, which was much faster than expected.

Approaching noon, He Rui finally completed the scheduled paperwork. While the young officers came to receive the manuscripts, He Rui took the opportunity to wash his hair and face and trim his nails.

"Is General Zhang coming? The Governor is dressing up so much," Cheng Ruofan asked curiously.

He Rui replied, "It's Mitsui Yasuki of the Mitsui Zaibatsu who is coming."

As He Rui expected, hearing a Japanese name, the young officers all frowned involuntarily.

He Rui knew the anti-Japanese sentiment in the troops was quite serious, so he smiled. "I know you don't like Japanese people, so you don't need to show your faces. Go back to work after receiving the materials."

Seeing He Rui about to leave, Cheng Ruofan hurriedly asked, "Report to the Governor. I have a question to ask. Every time I see a clumsy one, I get angry. Even though I know officers and soldiers are equal in dignity, I still can't help wanting to beat and scold them. How should I solve this?"

He Rui didn't answer immediately but looked at the other young officers. Seeing everyone looking like they felt the same way, he answered, "This is a problem of psychological self-restraint. In fact, according to our recruitment standards, most recruits can complete basic training, but there may be individual differences. Moreover, most soldiers are illiterate and very unfamiliar with collective military life and standardized training. Everyone should give a certain amount of understanding." He thought for a moment and said seriously, "Beating and scolding is an outlet for officers' own incompetence and does not help solve training problems. I hope everyone can overcome this themselves and not degenerate into a warlord army like the Beiyang Army. I will propose a specific method for everyone later."

***

In the afternoon, led by the officers and soldiers who went to the train station to welcome them, Mitsui Yasuki and the previously arrived Noguchi Nobuo [^1] arrived at the entrance of He Rui's headquarters. He Rui came out to welcome them personally. Shaking hands with Mitsui Yasuki, he said warmly, "I was truly overjoyed to learn that Mr. Mitsui was coming in person."

Mitsui Yasuki smiled broadly and shook He Rui's hand vigorously. "Your Excellency is too polite. Back in Japan, I knew He-kun was no pond-dwelling creature, but I didn't expect that in a mere two months, He-kun would already reveal his brilliance like an awl piercing through a bag."

Entering the headquarters and taking seats, it was already training time. The sound of footsteps came from outside, occasionally interspersed with commands. The troops had already finished today's physical training and were now doing formation drills.

Mitsui Yasuki listened for a while. "He-kun rectifies the army and prepares for war; what a thriving scene." He paused, then smiled slightly. "Hearing that He-kun mastered Siping with lightning speed, old friends in Tokyo are very happy."

He Rui said modestly, "Gentlemen flatter me. I was merely fulfilling a soldier's duty. The Northeast is the frontier where China, Japan, and Russia meet. By mastering Siping early, I can also contribute my part to international peaceful exchanges as soon as possible."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded and said solemnly, "He-kun truly matches my mind. Our Mitsui family has always believed that for today's East Asia, only Sino-Japanese cooperation and co-existence and co-prosperity are the best policy. Among them, economic cooperation is the top priority. Coming to the Chinese mainland this time, business is secondary; I am more willing to contribute my part to He-kun's cause and Sino-Japanese economic exchange."

He Rui looked happy and gave a thumbs up in praise. "The Mitsui family truly understands great principles, worthy of being Japan's number one business family. Your Excellency's strategy is far-reaching, worthy of an Imperial elite. He admires you greatly."

Mitsui Yasuki laughed. "Naturally, we share the same path. I just wonder what needs He-kun has? My Mitsui family is willing to serve He-kun's great cause."

He Rui waved his hand repeatedly. "Not at all, not at all. Your Excellency flatters me. Please, Mr. Mitsui Yasuki, instruct me; He will naturally cooperate."

Seeing He Rui refuse to speak first, Mitsui Yasuki simply went straight to the point. "Governor He, what Japan urgently needs now is raw materials and food." As he spoke, Mitsui Yasuki took out a commercial list and handed it to He Rui.

He Rui opened it and looked. The food was mainly rice, minerals were coal and iron ore, and others included cotton, soybeans, etc.

At this time, the orderly had brought in tea and fruit. He Rui put down the list and casually picked up a piece of *Gaoliang Yi* (sorghum taffy) and handed it over. "Mr. Mitsui, we are also developing sugar beet pressing. This is a specialty of my hometown Shandong, called *Gaoliang Yi*. Would you like to try it?"

Saying so, He Rui ate a piece first. Currently, He Rui didn't have white granulated sugar, and the method for corn syrup existed only on paper. R&D could only start after the chemistry professor invited by Zhao Tianlin arrived in Siping. The sweetness came entirely from maltose, but it could still be called a sweet.

Mitsui Yasuki tried a small piece, and it wasn't clear if he liked it. Drinking a mouthful of tea, Mitsui Yasuki asked, "And the price?"

He Rui wrote a number and handed it to Mitsui Yasuki. After reading it and thinking briefly, Mitsui Yasuki asked, "I would like to visit the factory. I ask He-kun's permission."

He Rui knew he wanted a field inspection and agreed immediately. The group set off on horseback and soon met up with Wu Youping at the factory. They looked through the raw material warehouse, fuel warehouse, production workshop, and storage warehouse one by one.

Mitsui Yasuki didn't speak much; every question he asked was directed at the production process arrangement. He Rui had indeed spent some effort on the initial stage of industry recently, so he answered very easily. On the contrary, Wu Youping, who arrived midway, was somewhat nervous.

A considerable part of the population outside the pass came from Shandong, and there were also several families in Siping City who produced *Gaoliang Yi* in a scattered manner. After receiving He Rui's plan, Wu Youping found that He Rui required organization of production and smoothing out the production process. There was no requirement for output for the time being.

The taffy factory was small, and the raw material supply pressure wasn't high. It was just very cumbersome during the construction process. Wu Youping listened to the translator recount the conversation between He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki but couldn't understand their meaning, so he inevitably felt uneasy.

After the visit, Mitsui Yasuki praised, "If I didn't know Governor He graduated from the Army War College, I would believe Governor He graduated from the Tokyo University Department of Commerce. I wonder what He-kun's future plans are?"

He Rui smiled without answering and pointed ahead. "Mr. Mitsui Yasuki, do you want to walk further?"

Mitsui Yasuki was slightly stunned, then agreed readily, smiling. "Naturally, the guest follows the host's convenience; I rely on He-kun's arrangement."

The group traveled north and stopped to watch at a place more than ten *li* outside the suburbs. They saw a camp built on the wasteland. Some people wearing prison uniforms were clearing the land.

He Rui pointed to the vast wasteland. "Mitsui-kun, the Northeast has not yet undergone large-scale development. The land is vast and the population is sparse. The entire Jilin Province is very suitable for large-scale operations. This is the direction I want to develop in the future: mobilize a large amount of labor, build water conservancy projects, reclaim land to build ultra-large-scale agricultural production bases, and plant grain and cash crops on a large scale."

Mitsui Yasuki raised his eyebrows, greatly surprised. He observed carefully for a while and asked calmly, "He-kun indeed has great ambitions. I just wonder what arrangements you have for cost control and sales channels?"

He Rui pointed to the earth in front of everyone. "The land in the Northeast is fertile and has geographical advantages for large-scale intensive production. Although the initial overall investment is not low, once unit output is measured by the *mu*, it appears very advantageous compared to the traditional small-peasant economy of both China and Japan. As for sales channels," he smiled, "Sino-Japanese trade has a long history and will not end just because the European War ends."

Mitsui Yasuki pondered for a moment and probed, "I wonder if my Mitsui family can participate in the investment?"

He Rui laughed loudly. "The Mitsui family is Japan's number one zaibatsu; why bother Your Excellency with such rough and clumsy farm work?" He turned to look at Mitsui Yasuki. "I want to cooperate with Mitsui-kun in the field of agricultural product processing."

Mitsui Yasuki didn't stay long. He left by train the next day, leaving Noguchi Nobuo in Siping temporarily as the representative of the Mitsui Consortium before he left.

After sending Mitsui Yasuki off, Wu Youping asked somewhat worriedly, "Governor, Mitsui came and went in a hurry. What did he come for?"

"Just a preliminary business inspection; you don't need to overthink it."

Wu Youping was very puzzled. "Running here all the way from Japan, was it just to look around casually? Governor, what we have to do is much more than what he saw."

"What Mitsui needs is a commercial partner capable of stable cooperation. For him, seeing that we already control Siping stably and can organize production well is enough." At this point, He Rui made a small joke: "He cares about the egg, not the hen laying the egg."

Wu Youping wasn't that optimistic. He heard from Xu Chengfeng and others that there were people in Japan who advocated that Manchuria and Mongolia were Japan's lifeline, feeling that the Japanese greed was uncontrollable.

Hesitating in his heart but not saying it out loud, Wu Youping asked, "Governor, according to the resolution of the last meeting, we need to seize the time to launch rural work. The personnel for the rural survey are ready; should we send them down now?"

He Rui nodded. "Send them now. Especially for the villages on the list, the preliminary background investigation work must be detailed enough."

Hearing this, Wu Youping nodded vigorously too. "Please rest assured, Governor. All landlords colluding with criminal gangs are on the list."

***

[^1]: Noguchi Nobuo (野口信雄) - In previous chapters, the representative was named Nobi Nobita (野比大雄). The raw text here uses Noguchi Nobuo. I have used the name provided in this file for accuracy to the current text, assuming a correction or different character.
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"Three *Fu* periods plus an Autumn, and after Autumn comes another *Fu*." Despite the saying about the lingering heat, the early mornings outside the pass no longer felt the summer heat and began to turn cool. Han Haitao got up early, packed up, and headed straight for the assembly point to participate in today's urban patrol.

There were few cadres at the assembly point, mostly middle-aged. Han Haitao guessed that the young cadres must have gone to participate in the execution of the *Measures for Rural Land Limits*.

Han Haitao guessed correctly. But what he didn't know was that at this time, there were fewer than a hundred cadre members left in Siping City. Among them, 40 young cadres and soldiers were garrisoning key points like the silver vault and military camp. The other 90% of the troops and cadres had left Siping under the leadership of He Rui and others to head for the rural areas.

***

Majiagou. A very ordinary village in the Northeast. A small ditch extended from the low hills to the flat land. There was no water in the ditch at all; water only flowed when it rained or during the spring snowmelt.

Tang Gui, leader of the Majiagou Village Work Team, looked at the group of impassive villagers in front of him, feeling a little uneasy. Taking advantage of a pause while explaining the land policy to the villagers, Tang Gui tried to calm himself down.

The villagers' reaction was too indifferent.

For a few moments, Tang Gui even suspected that his Tianjin accent made it hard for the villagers to understand the policy content. But he quickly dismissed this thought.

Even though they were incredibly indifferent, the villagers still didn't leave. They were listening, just expressionless. Such an expression was not unfamiliar to Tang Gui. His family and neighbors in Tianjin looked like this every day when they finished work.

Heavy daily labor exhausted everyone's last bit of strength and expectation. If anything could make these numb people react, those reactions would mostly stem from anger.

Calming his mood, Tang Gui continued to explain the policy.

The land reform policy wasn't complicated. In every village, based on the current population—regardless of whether they were elderly or children—everyone counted as a head, and each person would be allocated 5 *mu* of arable land. Land at the edge of the village unsuitable for reclamation, including mountains and ditches, would be managed by the village, but the village's use of these lands had to obey the government's planning arrangements.

Every family would be allocated land, and this land was prohibited from being bought or sold.

Those who owned more land than the prescribed limit had to sell the excess to the government, which would then distribute it to others.

He Rui observed Tang Gui explaining the land policy to the villagers and watched their reactions. Occasionally, he saw a few individuals leaving the crowd with nervous expressions. In the direction where these hurried figures disappeared, the tall ridges of respectable houses could be seen.

***

In Zhangjiatun, 30 *li* away from Majiagou where He Rui was, Chen Deli, leader of the Zhangjiatun Work Team, was doing the same work. Just as he finished explaining the policy, he saw the family members of the village's big landlord, Zhang Debiao, turn and leave. Only a guy wearing a long gown was left, who walked up to Chen Deli and bowed with clasped hands. "Master Chen, our Master Zhang would like to invite Master Chen to sit at the house."

Chen Deli smiled slightly. "Understood. I'll take my men to sit at Master Zhang's house in a while."

Hearing Chen Deli say this, the steward smiled apologetically and cupped his hands, waiting for Chen Deli to gather his subordinates to go to Zhang Debiao's house to "beat the autumn wind" [seek gratuitous financial help/extort].

Looking at this overly young "official" in front of him, the steward disapproved in his heart.

The steward completely understood the so-called land policy. Precisely because he understood, he was very dismissive. This was just an excuse to fish for money in a different way.

On the fifth day after He Rui arrived in Siping, Zhang Debiao's family heard about He Rui's method of resolving the original Garrison Regiment in three days. They knew this young Governor was a formidable character.

Later, Governor He rectified taxes and arrested people from the underworld in the city. This fully demonstrated Governor He's ruthless methods.

Master Zhang Debiao had seen so many governors and knew this Governor He would sooner or later make a move on the gentry and landlords. The money had long been prepared.

Sure enough, this young Governor couldn't hold back after staying in Siping for two months and started to move against the big households in the Siping countryside. This was somewhat beyond Master Zhang's expectations; he originally thought Governor He would wait until the autumn harvest to go to the countryside to gather wealth. But sooner or later he would come; this point was never wrong.

The steward looked at the common people who had listened to the so-called land policy and hadn't dispersed immediately, feeling somewhat unhappy.

He knew these poor people didn't believe what the government said at all. But when the government came to the countryside, sometimes for the sake of appearances, they would force the big households to hold a banquet for the poor. These people were waiting to sponge a meal.

"These bastards, really good for nothing," the steward cursed silently. Hosting a banquet also cost money. Saving this money to add a few more meat dishes for the Governor's subordinates later—wouldn't that be better than letting these bastards eat it?

Just as he was thinking, the sound of footsteps rang out. A moment later, a large group of police loaded with live ammunition rushed straight along the village dirt road toward Zhang Debiao's house.

Before the steward could ask, two policemen came up, pinned him to the ground, and tied him up.

Only then did the steward shout, "Master Chen, what is this for! Misunderstanding! It's a misunderstanding!"

Seeing so many police suddenly arrive, the villagers knew something big had happened. They dared not watch anymore and immediately fled home. Once inside, they closed the windows and doors immediately. Only a few bold ones fled to a distance, hiding behind corners and trees to watch. Those who fled home secretly peeked out through cracks in the doors or over the walls.

Seeing the villagers disperse, Chen Deli actually felt much more relaxed. In the arrangement for this trip to the countryside, He Rui emphasized that local tyrants and evil gentry were not covered by the new land policy, and the government would not purchase their land. To promote the land policy, the first ones to be decisively knocked out were these local tyrants and evil gentry.

Although the steward beside him was tied up, he still struggled and tried to explain, "This is a misunderstanding." Chen Deli turned to the steward and smiled. "Zhang Debiao colluded with Sun Qitian—Sun Er—to murder and rob; where is the misunderstanding?"

Hearing Chen Deli say the nickname "Sun Qitian," the steward's excuses stuck in his throat. Sun Er was a habitual bandit in the Siping area. The steward actually knew about the things Zhang Debiao hired Sun Er to do.

At this time, Armed Police Captain Duan Yongpeng ran over quickly, stopped in front of Chen Deli, and saluted. "Report to the Captain. Zhang Debiao's large compound has been surrounded."

"Did anyone escape?" Chen Deli asked.

Duan Yongpeng shook his head. "We didn't see anyone when we surrounded it."

At this time, Zhang Debiao's large compound was in chaos. The gunmen living in the backyard learned they were surrounded, rushed to the main hall with rifles, and the leader shouted loudly, "Master, which band of bandits are those blind fools from? Daring to smash our 'ringing kiln' [fortified house]. Don't they know there are government people in the village?"

After speaking, the gunman leader saw several people in the hall looking at him like he was a fool, and was very puzzled for a moment.

He saw Zhang Debiao's face changing, with anger and confusion. He neither answered the question nor ordered the gunmen to mount the walls to resist.

At this time, a gunman who had already gone up the wall ran into the hall and said to the gunman leader in panic, "Big Brother, I didn't see any bandits outside smashing the kiln."

"Then who is outside?" the gunman leader asked angrily.

"Outside... outside are all government troops." The gunman was at a loss after speaking.

The gunman leader was also overwhelmed by this unexpected news. Ignoring how Zhang Debiao answered, the gunman leader went out quickly and climbed the wall. He saw that the troops outside were all wearing police uniforms.

The gunman leader knew bandits would absolutely not dress like this. Even if they wanted to trick the gate open, they couldn't get so many police uniforms.

"Big Brother, what do we do?" The gunmen who had already climbed the wall and watchtower ran over to ask. This was their first time confronting government people.

At this time, they heard the police outside the wall shouting, "Gunman brothers up there, we are here to arrest Zhang Debiao. Zhang Debiao colluded with the bandit Sun Qitian—Sun Er. Sun Er has already been caught and confessed to the crimes of murder and robbery committed with Zhang Debiao. You are just hired by Zhang Debiao; everyone is just making a living. It's not worth losing your lives here for Zhang Debiao."

Hearing this persuasion, the gunman leader didn't delay. He ordered his brothers, "Open the gate; let the government people in."

"..." The gunmen on the wall didn't know if they should do this for a moment.

The gunman leader shouted angrily, "If we fight bandits, we can seek a reward from Zhang Debiao. If we fight the government army, who are we going to ask for a reward?"
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Zhang Debiao's nephew, Zhang Ershun, watched with his own eyes as the police rushed into Zhang Debiao's large compound. Not long after, the armed guards were escorted out of the courtyard with their hands raised high. At the same time, the large flag on the wall of the Zhang family compound was pulled up by the police and thrown down from the watchtower.

Seeing that the Zhang family compound had actually been raided by government troops, Zhang Ershun was burning with anxiety, but he dared not look any longer. He ran straight out of the village along a secluded path.

There were police guarding the village entrance, but this couldn't stop a local like Zhang Ershun. He took a detour, avoided the entrance, and entered the fields. The sorghum and corn outside the village were planted in continuous stretches, the stalks already grown tall. Diving in, he was surrounded by green crop stalks. Not only could people outside not see inside, but Zhang Ershun also couldn't see what it looked like outside at all.

Running along the ridges between fields, he burst out of the crops, and a small path appeared before his eyes.

Seeing no one around, Zhang Ershun didn't dare slow down and ran straight for the main road along the path.

The reason Zhang Ershun wasn't caught wasn't that he was clever, but because after He Rui's men arrived at Zhangjiatun, Zhang Ershun had been sent to deliver a letter to the Zhang family members in Changchun. Zhang Debiao wanted the Zhang family members serving as officials in Changchun to send someone back to the village so he could bleed a little less money. But just before leaving the village, Zhang Ershun saw movement inside, turned back, and thus witnessed the scene of the Zhang family being breached.

The Zhang family had someone serving as an official in the Changchun government and as an officer in the Garrison Regiment. Now Zhang Ershun's mission was no longer to deliver a letter, but to try and bring back reinforcements.

Reaching the main road, Zhang Ershun ran north. After running for a few *li*, he couldn't run anymore. Seeing two peddlers pushing a small cart heading toward Zhangjiatun, Zhang Ershun slowed down to meet them, wanting to buy something to eat.

The peddlers stopped the cart, pulled back the cloth covering it, and warmly attended to Zhang Ershun. Zhang Ershun didn't want to cause complications; he pointed at a few food items and took out money to buy them. One of the peddlers saw that Zhang Ershun didn't bargain and asked with a smile, "Friend, you wouldn't happen to be from Master Zhang Debiao's family, would you?"

Zhang Ershun froze. Just as he felt something was wrong, the other peddler had already made his move. He grabbed Zhang Ershun's arm, pulled and twisted, subduing him. The two then tied Zhang Ershun up with rope.

Zhang Ershun thought he had met highwaymen and hurriedly shouted, "Two heroes, money isn't a problem. Let me go, and I'll give you all the money."

The peddlers seemed not to hear. They calmly covered the small cart with the cloth and didn't search Zhang Ershun for money.

Zhang Ershun was greatly surprised, not knowing whose hands he had fallen into.

Suddenly, Zhang Ershun understood a little and shouted hurriedly, "Brothers, our family has someone serving as an official in Changchun. Let me go, and you brothers will have riches and honor in the future. With your Governor He doing this, Changchun will know sooner or later. Whatever Governor He gives you, our Zhang family will double it."

"Governor He can ensure everyone in the village lives a good life. Can your Zhang family do that?" a peddler replied disdainfully.

Zhang Ershun couldn't figure out what the other party meant by this and didn't know how to answer for a moment. He thought hard for a while before squeezing out a sentence: "I don't know what Governor He said, but officials are the best at lying. Brother, only money in hand counts!"

Hearing this, the peddler's face changed color. "Governor He lying to us? Zhang Debiao trafficking humans—is that true? Zhang Debiao colluding with bandits to rob and kill—is that true?"

Zhang Ershun wanted to quibble but couldn't speak for a moment. Murder and robbery weren't Zhang Ershun's responsibility; he just knew such things happened. But Zhang Ershun had participated in trafficking women. One of the abducted women was quite pretty. Although Zhang Ershun didn't actually do anything, he had groped and taken advantage of her while dragging her away. Insulted like this, the woman cursed Zhang Ershun angrily while resisting, and Zhang Ershun had knocked her down with a slap.

Seeing the anger of He Rui's subordinates, Zhang Ershun dared not say anything more. Then he heard the sound of horse hooves approaching from a distance.

A cavalry squad stopped in front of the three. The officer on horseback asked, "Is this one who escaped?"

The peddler stood at attention and saluted. "Report to Regimental Commander Cheng. He appears to be the one who escaped."

The person on the horse was Cheng Ruofan. He was responsible for road control in this operation. Siping had an area of over ten thousand square kilometers. Although there were not many roads, the troops only numbered 500. To effectively control information and not let any fish slip through the net, Cheng Ruofan and the regimental headquarters had racked their brains.

Although the fish that slipped through the net was caught, Cheng Ruofan didn't relax in the slightest. He ordered someone to take Zhang Ershun back to the village, then turned his horse around to head back with his mobile cavalry. The troops had now set up roadblocks, and several disguised squads and cavalry squads were patrolling back and forth on the roads. Five local tyrant and evil gentry families had been marked; Zhang Debiao was just one of them.

***

The next morning, the masses of Zhangjiatun were gathered to participate in the public trial of Zhang Debiao.

On the wide threshing ground outside the gate of the Zhang family compound, Zhang Debiao and other prisoners were dragged onto the public trial stage, bound securely. Cultural instructors from the army publicly announced the crimes of Zhang Debiao and the others.

Things like usury were not the standard for defining local tyrants and evil gentry. If they struck based on that standard, probably all the landlords and rich peasants in Siping would have to be dealt with.

The standard for definition was limited to generally recognized major crimes like murder and human trafficking. Hearing the trial officer recount Zhang Debiao's crimes one by one, the indifferent expressions of the masses finally showed some changes.

Chen Deli, leader of the Zhangjiatun Work Team, knew that the change in the masses was brought about by this extension of justice. Presiding over such a public trial, Chen Deli also felt very satisfied in his heart.

After the prosecutor finished stating Zhang Debiao's crimes, he asked if Zhang Debiao pleaded guilty. Zhang Debiao naturally flatly denied his crimes.

When Zhang Debiao finished speaking, a few people in the crowd hissed. Although the few people didn't come out to identify him, they were obviously insiders.

Seeing the situation was unfavorable, Zhang Debiao swore oaths and curses, saying that Sun Er, nicknamed Sun Qitian, was a habitual bandit who deserved a thousand cuts. As a gentleman with status, he had never even met Sun Er, let alone colluded with him to murder and rob.

When Zhang Debiao finished, the trial personnel signaled. Police brought several people onto the stage from a corner of the field; their heads were covered with gunny sacks, and they were tied up firmly. The hood of one person was removed, and Zhang Debiao's face was filled with shock.

This person was actually Sun Er.

Sun Er seemed to have the reckless bravado of someone with nothing left to lose. He laughed loudly. "Master Zhang, you say now that I deserve a thousand cuts, but that's not what you said when you asked me to do things these past two years. If you had said this earlier and we had parted ways, a few fewer lives might have been harmed."

The villagers had all heard of the bandit nickname Sun Qitian (Sun Er), but this was their first time seeing Sun Er in person. Hearing Sun Er speak like this, and looking at Zhang Debiao's extremely wretched appearance at this moment, a burst of low laughter came from the crowd.

The public trial continued until the afternoon. Although Zhang Debiao denied everything, there were many witnesses. Not only Sun Er, but the victimized Chamber of Commerce in the city also sent people to testify. When a few injured merchants testified, they even unbuttoned their clothes to reveal the scars on their bodies.

Seeing this, the villagers basically knew that Zhang Debiao logically deserved the death penalty. But the villagers were also very clear about Zhang Debiao's background. He Rui was indeed the Governor of Siping, but the Zhang family also had people serving as officials in Changchun. Did he really dare to kill him?

At this time, the cultural instructor responsible for trying the case stood up and shouted to the villagers: "Zhang Debiao committed crimes of murder, hiring hitmen for murder, and human trafficking. The Zhang family..."

The Zhang family's crimes were numerous; it took a while to finish reading them. The villagers were all waiting to hear how they would be dealt with, getting a bit impatient.

The cultural instructor's mouth was dry from reading. He picked up a bowl, drank a mouthful of water, and then continued to read the verdict. "Zhang Debiao, death penalty. To be executed after autumn. Upon investigation, all personnel of the Zhang family were more or less involved in Zhang Debiao's various crimes. Therefore, all will be taken away and sent to the labor camp for reform. The Zhang family's property is confiscated and handed over to the future Village Committee for disposal."

The villagers couldn't figure out what those terms meant. That night, everyone discussed it spiritedly.

Early the next morning, villagers who got up relatively early discovered the police had set off.

Zhang Debiao's family members were led out of the Zhang family compound, bound with ropes. The men begged, and the women wailed.

This commotion startled the entire village. Doors opened, courtyard gates opened. Villagers watched from both sides of the road as the entire Zhang family was caught in one net and taken away.

Some were astonished, some were joyful, some were uneasy.

The villagers watched Zhang Debiao's family leave Zhangjiatun under police escort, disappearing at the end of the road.

In the morning, the villagers were gathered again.

Chen Deli continued to preach the land policy. Just as he finished, a villager asked, "Officer, I am a tenant farmer; can I get land too?"
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Tang Gui, leader of the Majiatun Work Team, was like other cultural instructors from Tianjin—a child of a poor family.

On the way to the home of Master Ma, the richest man in the village, Tang Gui pondered how to issue the ultimatum. According to regulations, Master Ma was not classified as a "local tyrant" or "evil gentry," so force could not be used. But even with the government's policy of purchasing excess land, Tang Gui knew the other party wouldn't give it up willingly.

Several hundred *mu* of land—who would be willing to part with it? If Tang Gui's family had several hundred *mu* of contiguous land in Tianjin, they would be out-and-out big landlords.

In the Ma family's living room, Tang Gui sat face-to-face with Master Ma. Ignoring Master Ma's ugly expression, Tang Gui went straight to the point. "Master Ma, you must know the situation. According to regulations, with so many people in your family, you can still keep over a hundred *mu* of arable land. Calculating the taxes you'll save each year, plus the government's compensation, you're not losing out. Besides, the grain on your land this year still belongs to you. You really aren't suffering a loss."

Hearing Tang Gui's arrogant words, Master Ma was furious. *I worked hard to accumulate this family property; by what right do you say you'll take it and just take it? You even calculated the account for me and said I'm not losing out? Pah!*

Even with ten thousand grievances in his heart, looking at the uniform on the other party, Master Ma still lacked some confidence. "Brother Tang, what exactly did I do wrong? My family has a lot of land, but that was accumulated bit by bit starting from my grandfather's generation, with beads of sweat falling to the ground and smashing into eight pieces!"

As he spoke, Master Ma wiped his eyes, forcing out a tear.

Tang Gui pulled a long face.

At the land reform preparatory meeting, He Rui had clearly explained the current situation to the cadres: the land obtained from land reform was actually not valuable; what was truly valuable was the direct control over the grassroots rural areas.

Land reform was not a power struggle to make the upper class submit, but a systemic struggle, a political struggle. The result of the struggle was for landlords and gentry to stand aside, allowing the government to directly control rural manpower and taxation, seizing grassroots power from the gentry and landlords. This was the starting point for changing Siping and also for changing China in the future. There could be absolutely no ambiguity; all forces hindering land reform had to be overcome.

Since Master Ma had made his attitude clear, Tang Gui could only issue the ultimatum. "It's useless to say all that. Master Ma isn't the only one whose sweat smashed into eight pieces. You don't work the fields yourself; the ones working the fields are those tenants. If anyone should cry, it's not your turn, Master Ma."

Seeing his sob story had no effect on this fledgling youth who might not even be twenty, Master Ma's anger surged. He slammed the table and stood up. "I just won't agree! Kill me or cut me, do as you please!"

Seeing Master Ma, who was snot and tears just a moment ago, suddenly toughen up, Tang Gui chuckled. "No need to kill or cut. We'll come over tomorrow morning to process the new land deed for Master Ma. We'll bring the purchase payment too. Farewell."

After speaking, Tang Gui stood up and left. Walking to the door, he suddenly stopped and turned back. "Master Ma, your land deed has expired. In the future, every household and every person will have a new Land Use Certificate. If you don't let people farm the distributed land, the Village Committee will deal with you."

Once Tang Gui left, Master Ma punched the table in anger. This government kid was too arrogant. Give him money, he stuffs it back into the giver's collar. Send him women, he drives them out directly. Now he forcibly wants to distribute the family's land to others; what was there to do?

Returning to the station and seeing He Rui, Tang Gui had some realizations. "Governor, doing work really requires theoretical support in the heart. Otherwise, you really can't explain the principles clearly, and it's easy to waver."

Hearing Tang Gui's realization, He Rui smiled.

As the saying goes: *First you see a mountain as a mountain, then you see a mountain not as a mountain, finally you see a mountain still as a mountain*. One must go through such stages to grow.

Tang Gui continued, "Governor, I used to think those landlords and gentry were unreasonable guys. Now I understand they really have their own set of rules. To smash all this, we must rely on a more advanced system."

He Rui didn't want to discuss the new system because some things weren't finished yet. "The Master Ma you just talked to—what do you think he will do next?"

Tang Gui smiled. "He doesn't dare make a big scene, but small disturbances will be constant. We must establish the Village Committee and militia organization as soon as possible, letting village people solve village problems."

Just as they were speaking, a guard came in to report, "Governor, it seems a group of Ma family people has arrived outside."

He Rui smiled at Tang Gui. "Go meet them."

Tang Gui understood and walked out of the station.

For this trip to the countryside, a Work Team had 40 people. A Work Group had 8 people. The Work Group responsible for going into the village consisted of one cultural instructor, one propagandist, two staff members, and four military personnel. The Work Group was equipped with two rifles and two pistols.

The military personnel stood at the door, rifles held horizontally across their chests. Although the pistols were still in their belts, hands were already on the grips, poised to draw and shoot at any moment.

A large crowd of the Ma family approached mightily from a distance. The Ma family thought that with their numbers, the Work Group would be at a disadvantage. Unexpectedly, as soon as they met, they saw the Work Group was already prepared for battle.

The Ma family members froze in place. Although some of them had weapons, they really dared not attack rashly. Everyone's eyes turned to Master Ma.

Master Ma had also acted on impulse. Halfway there, he already felt he couldn't really fight. The other party was the government after all; as soon as fighting started, he would be a criminal. Besides, even if he drove off this small squad of the government, so what? Could he win against the official army?

Seeing the Work Group flash their weapons, Master Ma sighed heavily. With a wave of his hand, the Ma family turned and walked back mightily.

Early the next morning, Tang Gui went to Master Ma's house. Master Ma didn't show his face. The steward smiled apologetically and handed the land deed to Tang Gui.

With the land deed, Tang Gui immediately gathered the villagers for a meeting. Showing the land deed to the villagers, they all showed expressions of admiration.

A big stone fell from Tang Gui's heart. As far as Tang Gui could see, He Rui never had any intention of bullying people. The toughness towards landlords this time wasn't targeted at landlords per se, but to let the masses understand that the ones who could truly be masters in Siping were no longer the landlords.

That the masses could understand this meant the first phase of work was completed.

Tang Gui took out the arrangement for organizing village-level grassroots organizations and began explaining to the villagers. At this stage, there were two major posts in the village: Village Head and Militia Captain.

The Village Head was responsible for propagating and executing the government's rural policies. The Militia Captain was responsible for establishing the village militia organization and arranging personnel dispatch during collective work involving large amounts of labor.

Therefore, the village needed to recommend candidates, and the government would select six people.

"Officer Tang..."

"Don't call me that. I am the Captain responsible for land reform work in the village. Call me Captain Tang."

Seeing Tang Gui being so polite, the villagers were curious. Someone asked, "Captain Tang, what official are you in the government?"

"I serve as a scribe for Governor He."

"What does a scribe do?"

"It means every time Governor He holds a meeting, I record the meeting content."

Although the villagers still didn't understand Tang Gui's work, they knew Tang Gui was a trusted aide of Governor He Rui. Besides holding Tang Gui in high esteem, they also felt Tang Gui was relatively reliable. "Captain Tang, why six people? Didn't you say only a Village Head and a Militia Captain are needed?"

Tang Gui didn't hide anything and explained the arrangement for these six people. "Two people will stay in the village first to do the work of Village Head and Militia Captain. The other four will go to the Cadre School in Siping City to participate in study. There is still a month before the autumn harvest. Of the four going to Siping, they will study for half a month first, then send two back to replace the two remaining in the village. When the harvest starts in early September, farm work will be plentiful and busy, and all six will return to the village to work together."
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At the entrance of Majiagou Village, He Rui shook hands with Tang Gui to say goodbye. "Comrade Tang Gui, work hard. Take care of your health."

"Governor, please take care of your health too after you return."

Tang Gui was very clear about He Rui's workload. When in Siping, He Rui worked until very late every day. Besides compiling teaching materials, he also had to give lectures. While he didn't appear to be physically active, the workload was actually immense.

Take this land reform for example. Everyone originally had their own ideas and wanted to propose them for discussion at the preparatory meeting. However, as soon as the meeting started, He Rui took out his complete set of arrangements. The text content alone was thousands of words, and the specific work involved covered all aspects.

With the plan executed to this point, Tang Gui could already understand how much thought went into it. And He Rui's purpose in returning to Siping was not to rest, but to preside over the cadre training work about to be conducted in Siping. There were about 400 villages in Siping. If four people went from each village, that would be 1,600 people. The workload of training such a large number of people was something Tang Gui didn't dare to imagine.

He Rui smiled. "Accumulate more experience. Once you return, you all will be responsible for lecturing in the land reform cadre training class."

"I will definitely complete it as soon as possible," Tang Gui answered loudly.

He Rui was about to mount his horse, but after stepping into the stirrup, he pulled his foot back. "By the way, among the village cadres selected this time who pass the political review, choose young ones as much as possible, especially those with low seniority in the clan hierarchy."

Tang Gui nodded, but his expression was somewhat puzzled.

"Clanism relies on ranking by seniority to maintain itself. To break clanism, young people must be made to shoulder the work. If the people selected are all the oldest and highest-ranking in the village, they will really act like patriarchs."

Tang Gui nodded repeatedly after listening. "I've noted it."

"If there are no suitable ones, chat more with the masses. Ask them who among the young people is reliable. As long as we open our hearts to the masses and seek truth from facts, the masses can exert tremendous power."

"Yes!" Tang Gui replied, watching He Rui leave.

He Rui didn't go back to Siping first but went from the village to the town. Siping had about 20 towns. After He Rui discussed work with the comrades in Zhangjiatun Town and instructed them to establish a militia team in the town as soon as possible, he finally set foot on the road back to Siping.

Back in Siping, Lu Daoming, who was responsible for water conservancy work, came to He Rui's place. Lu Daoming came to ask He Rui if he could allocate more surveying personnel, especially if he could provide some personnel who understood a little mathematics. If the students were middle school students, Lu Daoming could teach them surveying technology.

"I will certainly do my best to meet Brother Lu's needs." He Rui changed the subject. "Water conservancy surveying must be different from the map surveying taught in the army. I want to transfer people to build a Surveying School. I invite Brother Lu to be the Vice Principal; what does Brother Lu think?"

Lu Daoming hesitated. It wasn't that he had any dissatisfaction with being a Vice Principal; he also understood the importance He Rui attached to various types of education at this stage. But the water conservancy profession required traveling everywhere. If he really became this Vice Principal, he would inevitably be tied down.

Moreover, the status quo of Siping also made Lu Daoming hesitate. Although he hadn't been in Siping for many days, he already knew that Siping was currently just an ordinary county town, perhaps slightly more prosperous than ordinary county towns because of the railway. The investment required for a professional educational institution like a Surveying School was actually not low, at least not matching Siping's current situation. Lu Daoming could understand and respect He Rui's idea of eagerly expanding education work, but specifically regarding this matter, there was indeed a suspicion of being overly ambitious.

Thinking of this, Lu Daoming was direct and simply spoke his views.

"Brother Lu speaks well." He Rui nodded. "But for China to be liberated, we absolutely cannot do without a Surveying School. Of course, we can't afford to build a first-class Surveying School right now, but if we work hard and squeeze a little, we can still bury a seed. Planting a day earlier means sprouting a day earlier."

"I will be responsible for the funding," He Rui added.

Seeing He Rui's determination, Lu Daoming couldn't help but feel respect. "Since Brother He says so, I am willing to be this Vice Principal." He paused. "However, how to solve the problem of student sources?"

"I will try my best to recruit graduates from higher primary schools and middle schools. When the time comes, I'll let Brother Lu select the students first," He Rui replied.

After dealing with Lu Daoming's matters, He Rui met Wu Youping, who had stayed behind in the city these past few days.

"Governor, the tax situation is truly as you said. It's actually three times what it was before. Before, I only heard that tax collection was very corrupt, and compared to the money tax collectors received, only thirty percent could truly enter the treasury. It turns out this is true." Wu Youping briefly introduced the changes in the city during this period.

"As long as a government doesn't aim for development, it is a government that has lost its vitality. People working in that kind of government—who doesn't have to consider their own future?"

Wu Youping was stunned. If this perspective had been mentioned a few days ago, he might not have understood it, but now, he had a deeper level of realization. After pondering slightly, Wu Youping stepped forward. "Governor, I've had a change these past few days. I can't hate those corrupt officials from before anymore. It's not that I sympathize with them; in short, I don't gnash my teeth in hatred like before when I think of them."

He Rui looked at Wu Youping, casting an appreciative glance. "This is a very good change. Looking at people from the perspective of the environment, rather than looking at the environment from the perspective of people—only in this way can our work guarantee seeking truth from facts to the greatest extent possible."

Wu Youping nodded heavily, then turned to ask, "Governor, according to the current tax situation, the tax collected this year will probably be forty to fifty thousand. Plus the money in the treasury, it's enough to last through the end of the year. But with so many places to invest money, I'm afraid the money won't be enough for next year."

"Land reform has already begun to unfold. I went down personally this time for two things. The first was naturally to see the real local situation; the second was to see if the comrades could complete the land reform work. From the current point of view, land reform work can be promoted relatively smoothly. As long as this work is promoted well, money is a problem, but not a big problem."

Wu Youping was somewhat confused. "But Governor, our Siping is only this big; rural income is probably limited."

He Rui patted Wu Youping on the shoulder. "Yes, relying only on Siping is definitely not enough, but with the area outside the pass being so big, what is there to fear?"

Wu Youping was stunned for a long while before he was sure he hadn't misheard.

Now, Wu Youping became a little uneasy. "Governor, if we conduct land reform outside Siping, what will other governors think?"

"Let them think what they like."

"But..."

"Youping, we want to liberate the whole of China in the future. If we dare not even face a few local governors, then what should we do when we encounter the Marshals and Ministers in the future?"

He Rui put away his smile. "We aren't sending troops to attack other governors now only because our number of cadres is insufficient and the level of cadres is inadequate. After completing these tasks, we will naturally send troops proactively. Whether now or in the future, these governors are not problems we need to consider. Their appearance is as numerous as crucian carp crossing the river, but their fate can only be a flash in the pan."
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Half a month later, Zhang Qingshan and Zhang Jinshan of Zhangjiaying Village returned to the village after completing their training in Siping City.

Just seeing the village entrance, Zhang Qingshan quickened his pace. Although he had only been away from home for half a month, he felt as if he had been away for a long time and couldn't wait to run into his house.

Returning home, Zhang Qingshan took out the gifts issued by the training class and distributed them to his family. The family chatted happily about his experiences in Siping. Hearing that Governor He Rui personally lectured the cadre training class, the family couldn't believe it and asked, "How could a big shot like the Governor give you lectures?"

Zhang Qingshan's gaze was firm. "Rural work is so important; of course, the Governor has to lecture personally."

The family listened in confusion, suddenly feeling that after not seeing him for half a month, Zhang Qingshan seemed somewhat different from before.

"Is Brother Qingshan in?" A voice calling at the door came from outside; it was the two cadres who had stayed in the village.

After exchanging pleasantries, Zhang Qingshan talked about his experiences in Siping and then explained the government's requirement for cadres to arrange specialized planting households in the village.

After listening to Zhang Qingshan's account, one person sighed. "There isn't even enough grain to eat; will specialized planting work? Who would be willing to plant?"

"The government will give households willing to do specialized planting six months' rations in advance. You can understand this as a deposit. When the autumn harvest comes, the government will collect the specialized planting products. What is there to fear?"

"This..." Listening to Zhang Qingshan's words, the two hesitated.

"Whether the government's words count or not, we'll just have to watch. First, let's see if the land is actually distributed this year. Next year, we'll see if they really give half a year's rations in advance. As long as they do both, what is there not to believe?"

Zhang Qingshan took out the official document requiring the two to report to the nearby town. "You two are part of the second batch of cadres. You will meet up with the second batch of cadres from other villages in the town."

Half a day later, the second batch of rural cadres heading to Siping for training quickly assembled and began their march toward Siping.

At this time, nearly a month had passed since the launch of land reform. Tang Gui and Chen Deli, the two leaders of the stationed village work teams, also received orders to return to Siping. Having not seen each other for a long time, on the way back to the city leading the second batch of rural cadres, they discussed their insights and experiences during the land reform process.

Compared to when they left Siping, both had experienced too much in the past month. Talking freely along the way, they found that the other had also accumulated a lot of experience. Both Tang Gui and Chen Deli were born in the worker district of Tianjin City and had no land since their grandfathers' generation. When they first went to the countryside to participate in land reform, they knew very little about the specific social structure of the rural areas.

Looking at the farmland in the distance now, both felt joy. Land reform was a political struggle. The victorious side would control the countryside and the grassroots. Both knew that grassroots political power had been established on the fields within their sight; it was no longer the local tyrants and evil gentry who were masters of the house.

The rural area of Siping was certainly not as prosperous as Siping City, but its area was a thousand times that of Siping City. Comparing the two, Tang Gui felt full of pride. "Once the rural areas are rectified, the masses of Siping will soon be able to live and work in peace and contentment."

Chen Deli nodded after hearing this but seemed lost in thought. He moved closer to Tang Gui and whispered, "What about outside Siping? The common people on so much land are still oppressed by local tyrants and evil gentry. I went to a village on the edge of Siping. what about the villages and towns next door that are not under Siping's jurisdiction?"

The conversation stopped there. Behind them were members who had never attended the land reform cadre training class. The two felt there were some things the land reform cadres didn't need to know at this stage.

The group arrived in Siping. Many rural cadres were coming to Siping City for the first time. Seeing the rows of houses on both sides of the street and the endless stream of people, they involuntarily stopped, afraid to move forward. Fortunately, the Cadre Training School sent people to welcome them. After warm greetings, they led these rural cadres to the school to settle down.

Anxious to report, Tang Gui and Chen Deli hurried to He Rui's side. Arriving at the headquarters, they saw that other main cadres had already returned.

The situation briefing lasted for several hours. After listening to the reports of the main personnel, Tang Gui was fully certain that land reform had been implemented in all 20 towns and 407 villages on the ten thousand square kilometers of land in Siping.

Tang Gui sighed sincerely, "Governor, we really did it!"

Hearing this, everyone sighed with emotion. After all, when they first arrived in Siping, the entire team was only 50 people.

After everyone's emotions calmed down a bit, He Rui said, "The experience of this land reform proves one thing: as long as the policy is correct, there are no laboring masses who cannot cooperate. I have already prepared the work plan for the next stage."

Hearing He Rui say this, the newly arrived clerk stood up and distributed documents to everyone.

After reading for a while, Chen Deli asked, "Governor, is the investigation of the surrounding areas for the purpose of conducting land reform externally?"

He Rui shook his head. "The purpose of the current stage lies in developing industry and building an arsenal. The investigation outside Siping is mainly targeted at those bandits and mountain brigands. While we completely suppress bandits in Siping, we must also sweep the surroundings clean."

Chen Deli advised, "Governor, with our current experience plus the rural cadres in the training class, according to the plan from October to next March, I'm afraid we could carry out land reform in half of Jilin in six months."

"I can understand everyone's urgent mood. But solving national problems requires emphasizing politics even more. For example, the success of this land reform so far is because comrades were able to implement policies and maintain political consciousness."

Chen Deli knew that land reform itself was a political action, but felt he couldn't quite understand the "politics" He Rui was talking about now. He wanted to ask a question but didn't know where to start.

He Rui asked the secretary to pass the Party admission oath document to the comrades. Seeing it was the basic program of the Civilization Party and the oath of admission, the youths were all pleasantly surprised. Cheng Ruofan jumped up and shouted, "Governor, I am willing to join the Party. I am willing to accept the Governor's arrangement!"

Seeing the other youths were in a similar state, He Rui laughed. "If I could create the universal laws, accepting my arrangement would be quite nice. Unfortunately, like everyone else, I must also abide by the objective laws of development."

Speaking of this, He Rui put away his smile. "Our work has reached today. Forming a political party is imperative. It is imperative to select comrades who are more reliable and willing to work hard to become Party members. We just discussed why we do that; this is the Party's secret and cannot be known by those who don't need to know. But the land reform policy must be fully propagated so that the peasant masses all know. Can everyone distinguish the difference between the two?"

Some youths indicated they were clear about the difference, while others indicated that although they weren't very clear, they would do as He Rui said.

He Rui felt the comrades probably didn't understand, so he continued, "Forming a political party is not arranging for everyone to do something, but for more effective work. We must understand politics better, emphasize politics more, and have more organizational discipline. If we can't do this, we will definitely suffer failure. Regarding the formation of the political party, what questions do you think should be raised?"

The youths fell silent. It wasn't easy to ask a good question; one had to think carefully.

At this time, someone broke the silence. It was Hu Xiushan, who was usually relatively silent. "May I ask the Governor, what is the goal of the Civilization Party?"

Hearing this question, the youths all felt Hu Xiushan had asked a good question. They looked at He Rui, waiting for He Rui to give everyone an answer.
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"What is the goal of the Civilization Party? We are Chinese, so let's start with China's problems. The continuation and development of Chinese civilization have undergone many dynastic changes. Regarding the effects produced by these dynastic changes on China, is the promoting effect greater, or the destructive effect?"

After throwing out this question, He Rui scanned the faces of the hesitant young men. Seeing that no one dared to make an immediate judgment, He Rui simply asked for a vote.

The results were quite interesting. Those who believed the promoting effect was greater, those who believed the destructive effect was greater, and those who believed both were equally significant, each accounted for one-third.

He Rui then said, "Comrades, you have all participated in land reform. You should know that in every dynasty, except for the Yuan and Qing, from Liu Bang to Zhu Yuanzhang, every dynasty implemented a nationwide land distribution policy at its inception. Tell me, why is that?"

The young officers had received a lot of education and read study materials in recent days. But they hadn't had time to gather and exchange ideas before, so various answers emerged. Most argued it was to reorganize the means of production and learn from the lessons of the previous dynasty's collapse; some also suggested it was to gain the support of the people.

He Rui said, "The fundamental reason is that too many people died during the dynastic changes, leaving a large amount of land empty. Distributing land can quickly restore production and obtain tax revenue. In the few times when wars were extremely fierce during dynastic changes, the death toll in China could reach one-third of the population."

The young men were shocked into silence by the statistic. After the shock, their expressions turned to compassion.

Xu Chengfeng sighed. "The Ten Days of Yangzhou, the Three Massacres of Jiading..."

He Rui interrupted him. "Such tragedies are inevitable during periods when social order is completely lost. The collapse of dynasties stems from unprecedentedly intense social contradictions. A dynasty lasts two or three hundred years. After a long period of population growth and land annexation, social contradictions reach a level that the state system cannot mediate. When contradictions reach this stage, they can only be eliminated through the complete destruction of all parties involved. The 'people yearning for peace' mentioned in history books is because those at the core of the conflicts are all dead. The social status quo of anarchy and disorder harms the interests of all the living, so the people's desire for peace and order completely overwhelms social contradictions. If we cannot solve this fundamental problem, such tragedies will recur."

Xu Chengfeng fell silent, only sighing slightly. The other comrades felt much the same. Seeing everyone's mood affected, Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia asked, "Does the Governor think the destructive effect of dynastic change is greater?"

"We can't view the problem from the perspective of the people at that time; we can only view it from the perspective of later generations. Every dynastic change failed to solve the fundamental problem that generated social contradictions. Moreover, in every transition, the vast majority of those who died were ordinary people. Attempts at developing Chinese civilization were interrupted, and accumulation in many fields was wiped out, forcing a fresh start. So from the perspective of later generations, the destructive effect is greater. The goal of the Civilization Party in China at the current stage is to solve this problem."

The young comrades remained silent, looking at He Rui expectantly. He Rui continued, "The productivity level of a small-peasant society is low. In comparison, the productivity of an industrialized country is almost infinite. And technological development can greatly promote the process of productivity development. Only by developing China into an industrial country can we break out of the cycle of order and chaos that has lasted for thousands of years and enter a new stage of civilization."

"The core composition of civilization is survival and development. The realization of survival and development manifests as production and distribution. In practical application, this manifests as the insolvable conflict between efficiency and fairness. This dilemma was not discovered recently. Two thousand five hundred years ago, the Chinese sage Laozi said in the *Tao Te Ching*: 'The Way of Heaven reduces the surplus to supplement the deficiency. The Way of Man is different; it takes from those who have too little to give to those who have too much.' This conflict lies in human greed, but at the same time, the driving force for improving productivity also lies in human greed."

Seeing some young comrades frown slightly at the word "greed," He Rui smiled. "But comrades need to note that the manifestation of greed is not exactly the same. Some people are greedy for money, some for fame, and some are filled with endless longing for the unknown. Tell me, what are you greedy for?"

Hearing this, the young men laughed. Xu Chengfeng asked, "Governor, we definitely have greed, but I think greed cannot develop without limit. For example, if landlords have infinite greed, they would wish to own all the land under heaven. Thinking about it is one thing, but if they really acted on it, it would inevitably lead to countless tragedies. So it is solved by the state system. But how should fairness be practiced?"

"Absolute fairness does not exist because the standard of fairness is very subjective. So the field of application for fairness should lie in guaranteeing a baseline. For example, equality before the law is a bottom line that must be ensured. But have you noticed something? The more it is a time when fairness should be discussed, the more the vast majority of people do not want fairness. This is also why fairness should not be abused."

The young men nodded one after another. After their recent study and work, everyone felt the reality that fairness was hard to come by more clearly.

"The process of developing productivity is a process of change. No change will satisfy everyone completely. One of the government's jobs is to formulate policies based on the status quo, restrict destructive sectors, and adjust for social injustice. But one point is very important: comrades must never think that productivity development and social development will create an entirely fair world. On the contrary, the more rapid the development, the larger the gap in fairness. Solving injustice relies on social management, on the adjustment of production and distribution. Not on the restriction of development."

"Will development really bring unfairness?" Chen Deli was curious.

"I'll use education as a case study. It also serves as preparation for discussing technology, education, and industrial development. Some people have low interest in studying, while some are exceptionally excellent at it. If everyone only receives primary school education, the difference between the two sides is actually limited. But we must vigorously develop education; university education will be universal in the future. At that time, everyone will find that some people only master the knowledge provided by schools, while others can bring forth new ideas and become academic leaders. This is the injustice brought by development."

Chen Deli suddenly realized. "Development indeed brings unfairness, but I can accept the unfairness in this example."

"This is reality; of course, we must accept it. So in the education system, we must ensure that everyone has the opportunity to receive fair education, and the exams themselves must be fair. China's development certainly cannot do without the universal development of science, technology, and industry. Scientific development is built on the foundation of a large educated population. But apart from a large number of basic scientific workers, breakthroughs in science often rely on talented researchers. To put it extremely, every leader in the field of science and technology is not taught, but self-taught through study. So wanting to surpass the Great Powers comprehensively in the scientific field in the short term is unrealistic."

After speaking, He Rui stood up. "But technology and industry are not as difficult as imagined. Both are engineering fields. Engineering requires execution and self-correction. If we execute according to the laws of engineering, the larger the industrial labor population, the faster the development speed. China has a large population; the people are intelligent, diligent, and hardworking. As long as the direction is correct and the system is reasonable, our development speed in education and industry will be much faster than other countries."

Facing the smiles of the young men, He Rui continued, "The government must create a social environment suitable for developing productivity by providing social services, ensure a good production environment by combating crime, and inject power into productivity development by providing funds and infrastructure. It must also establish a good distribution system so that the entire society can enjoy the dividends brought by development, solving the social injustice triggered by development. All this is the Civilization Party's goal in China at the current stage."

Since China was mentioned, foreign countries were naturally implied. But most of the youths felt foreign countries were somewhat distant.

But Cheng Ruofan asked, "Governor, what kind of injustice do we want to sweep away in the world in the future?"

"Dominating the current world order is a predatory system established by Europe and America. Europe and America rely on the advantages of being first-mover industrial countries to plunder benefits from weak countries. They transport these benefits back to their countries and distribute a small part of the plunder to their nationals to improve their lives and alleviate domestic contradictions. When China completes the domestic nationalist revolution, we must break the existing international order. We must help weak countries and even the exploited people within the Great Powers to obtain liberation. The international order we want to establish involves completing the fiscal transfer from strong countries to backward countries through a brand-new system, helping backward countries develop productivity. For us Chinese, it is very easy to understand and accept an international order where 'it is better to teach a man to fish than to give him a fish,' rather than adopting the European and American model that 'drains the pond to catch the fish' and artificially creates gaps to facilitate plunder. Our Civilization Party wants to bring liberation to China domestically. In the world, we want to bring liberation to the people of the world. This is the goal of our Civilization Party in the country and the world."

Hearing this, the young men were all delighted and expressed their approval.

He Rui, however, told everyone not to get excited yet. "The philosophy of the Civilization Party is actually not hard to understand. I believe comrades will understand it more deeply during the work process. But the purpose of establishing a political party is not simply to hold meetings and study, but to complete the Party's work more effectively. In our work, we must pay attention to politics. Our understanding of politics is based on our common desire to change the current world. The people may consider politics, or they may not. But what they will definitely consider is how to live well in this world. The people will support any government that allows them to live well and gives them hope. The support of the people is the legitimacy of the regime. Regime legitimacy is a political issue concerning our life and death. Paying attention to politics largely refers to this issue of regime legitimacy."
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It was almost early September by the Western calendar. The days outside the pass were getting shorter and shorter. At 8:30 in the morning, the sun, leaning toward the south, hadn't risen very high. At this time, Shopkeeper Han Haitao's teahouse had already opened. Business at Shopkeeper Han's teahouse had been extraordinarily good these days; people came and went every day, whether to pay taxes or ask for news, either ordering a pot of tea or buying some snacks.

In the past, Shopkeeper Han would always sit behind the counter. Now, he was nowhere to be seen. Those coming to pay taxes were somewhat surprised, but thinking Shopkeeper Han might just have gotten up late, they waited patiently.

They heard tea guests at a nearby table talking loudly, discussing the matter of President Yuan Shikai wanting to proclaim himself Emperor.

"If the President wants to become Emperor, will the Revolutionary Party in the south start fighting again?"

"What's there to be afraid of? With so many Marshals under the President, which one can't fight? I heard the Marshals have already formed a petition group, begging the President to take the throne."

"Yes, I also heard foreigners support the President becoming Emperor."

Although everyone chatted enthusiastically, it was too far from the capital outside the pass. They just talked about the same few things over and over. The tax payer also found it boring. Just then seeing the waiter come out, he asked, "When will Shopkeeper Han come out?"

The waiter looked somewhat dejected and just answered, "In a while," before lowering his head to wipe the table.

Seeing this, someone at the next table said to the tax payer, "I'm afraid Shopkeeper Han won't be coming out today."

"Why?" The tax payer was puzzled.

The guest at the next table beckoned. When the man sat over, he whispered, "The Governor issued an order: in the future, those who serve as tax collectors can only be tax collectors. Not only can they not do business themselves, but their families are also forbidden from running businesses like teahouses or restaurants."

"Ah? Does the government really manage to this extent?" The tax payer was very surprised. After thinking for a moment, he actually looked a bit pleasantly surprised.

At this time, in the inner room of the teahouse, Shopkeeper Han was sitting with several shop owners from the street. The owners kept persuading him, "Shopkeeper Han, so far, you are the only one from our street who has become an official. If you stop being a tax collector, us brothers will have a hard time. Rest assured, Shopkeeper Han, we will buy this teahouse from you; we won't let Shopkeeper Han suffer a loss." Shopkeeper Han already had ideas in his heart, so he said frankly, "Brothers, I was able to become a tax collector because the Governor was short of people at the time. Now that the Governor has established a firm foothold in Siping, how could he still lack one like me? I still want to come back and continue doing business. After all, at my age, how can I really change careers?"

Hearing this, a shop owner immediately expressed objection. "Shopkeeper Han, you are wrong to say that. Look at the Governor; he has such ability at such a young age. Will he still be in our Siping in a few years?"

Shopkeeper Han was stunned. He naturally understood the meaning of these words, but he really hadn't thought about He Rui's future development.

The other owners nodded repeatedly. "That's right, Shopkeeper Han. I heard storytellers say that Jiang Ziya was seventy when he assisted King Wu of Zhou. How old is Shopkeeper Han? Exactly the age to get things done. Someone always has to be the Marshal of the Northeast. If Governor He becomes the Marshal, and Shopkeeper Han follows Governor He now, what position will you have then?"

Shopkeeper Han chuckled lightly, feeling these words were truly ridiculous. However, a moment later, Shopkeeper Han could no longer laugh. He Rui was sent by Minister Duan Qirui from the capital, and the current General Zhen'an, Marshal Zhang Xiluan, had sent weapons to He Rui several times. When He Rui officially took office as Governor of Siping, Major General Seki from the Kwantung Leased Territory came specifically to congratulate him. Just based on this prestige, it wouldn't be strange for He Rui to become the Marshal of the Northeast.

Seeing Shopkeeper Han hesitating, the shop owners hurriedly persuaded, "Shopkeeper Han. What we said just now about wanting Shopkeeper Han to help us was all joking. It's not easy to meet someone like Governor He; Shopkeeper Han should think more about his own future."

Even with new thoughts, Shopkeeper Han still went to the Tax Bureau. He saw people rushing in and out of the Tax Bureau gate, very busy.

He thought it would take a long time to see Chen Deli, but unexpectedly, he met him very quickly. He saw two large stacks of documents piled up on the table in front of Chen Deli. Chen Deli himself ordered a staff member, "Prepare the printing of tax receipts for each town. Print them according to the previous format. Even if the tax content is different, print them according to those ready-made formats first. We haven't finished the new tax regulations yet. So make a file explanation stating exactly what tax is being collected this time."

After the staff member left quickly, Chen Deli invited Han Haitao to sit down. "Shopkeeper Han, have you thought it through?"

Han Haitao asked carefully, "Assistant Chen, if I join the Tax Bureau, what work will I be assigned to do?"

"Now so many towns in Siping lack tax collectors. Shopkeeper Han understands taxation and knows accounting work. You will be sent to a town first as a tax collector to complete the tax collection in the town for this year."

Han Haitao was startled. He originally thought he would continue to be a tax collector in Siping City, but he didn't expect to be sent to the countryside.

Looking at Chen Deli's gaze fixed on him, Han Haitao knew Chen Deli's decision could not be changed. After a brief internal struggle, even though he was very unwilling to go to the countryside, Han Haitao answered, "I'll sell the teahouse and focus on tax work."

Chen Deli nodded and said refreshingly, "Welcome to officially become a member of the tax collectors. Please go back and prepare, then report to the Personnel Department. The Personnel Department will arrange it."

The next day, Han Haitao reluctantly left the teahouse he had operated for a long time and headed for the assembly point. Many people were already waiting at the assembly point, all cadres heading to the countryside to carry out work. There was no reluctance of parting, nor earnest exhortations. After completing identity verification, small teams set off toward the vast rural areas of Siping.

He Rui continued his massive amount of paperwork as usual. The clerk brought a stack of letters to be sent out. While He Rui was reading them, Zhao Tianlin arrived. Seeing He Rui, he said, "Brother He, I have a few more classmates who heard about the Governor's deeds and want to come to Siping to work." He Rui originally thought Zhao Tianlin was here to talk about funding or grain, but unexpectedly, Zhao Tianlin brought good news. He Rui chatted with Zhao Tianlin for a while. After asking about their majors, He Rui said, "Brother Zhao, could you invite the *Ta Kung Pao* journalist to come again? Siping's land reform is about to be completed. Once completed, we can start building state-run farms. I need the journalist to help me publish some news to attract investment."

Zhao Tianlin frowned slightly. "Does Brother He want to invite foreigners to do business?"

He Rui knew that Zhao Tianlin had a dispute with the French in Tianjin this year, leading to his resignation in anger. But He Rui didn't hide anything because of this and answered frankly, "Correct. Domestic merchants with strength already have their own business scope; they are unlikely to run outside the pass to seek business opportunities. The only ones willing to come and willing to invest money are foreign merchants."

Although Zhao Tianlin was unhappy, he didn't voice a rebuttal, only sighing, "Brother He must be careful of those people."
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Han Haitao arrived at the town, where a tax office had already been prepared. A group of tax collectors was undergoing training for collecting taxes in the countryside. Han Haitao felt this knowledge was a bit too shallow, so he wasn't paying much attention to the class.

After class, the instructor responsible for the town's work invited Han Haitao over. "Does Comrade Han feel there are any deficiencies in the currently formulated regulations?"

Looking at the sincere expression of the young man opposite him, Han Haitao didn't know what to say. These young men had all come with He Rui from Beijing and Tianjin. The officers were twenty-two or twenty-three, and the oldest ones from Tianjin were only twenty. Han Haitao was just under forty, and he hadn't married early either; his eldest son was already ten.

Being asked so sincerely by such a young superior, Han Haitao felt a bit awkward.

He thought for a while before answering, "I don't think there are deficiencies in the regulations, but I feel one must understand the key points when executing these regulations. If it's not clear, it's easy to be taken advantage of."

The young instructor opposite him immediately showed joy. "Comrade Han, I think so too. It's just that I was transferred to lecture shortly after starting work. I'm really not familiar with the application. Please take a look at this, Comrade Han."

After speaking, the young instructor took out a stack of documents. Han Haitao took them and read a few pages, deeply shaken. This stack of content was entirely explanations for each tax regulation during specific execution. Han Haitao's view on current tax execution wasn't unique to him; there were people in the Tax Bureau who held the same view.

Therefore, the outline of this specific explanation stated clearly that this was not the final interpretation. Tax personnel needed to continuously improve and correct errors during execution, and regular summaries and reports were required.

Seeing there were competent people in the Tax Bureau, Han Haitao answered sincerely, "It was I who didn't listen carefully in class."

The young lecturer waved his hand hurriedly. "Comrade Han, don't say that. What we need are experienced comrades like Comrade Han. How about this: please go to the village first, Comrade Han, to see the specific situation and talk to the villagers about tax collection. If you have any ideas, write them directly into a report. This way, we will also have more case studies to discuss in class."

Although Han Haitao wanted to refuse, he finally agreed. Even now, Han Haitao wasn't quite sure if he really wanted to continue working with He Rui. His old age was indeed a very bad point, and Han Haitao really didn't know what He Rui had actually done in the Siping countryside. It wasn't bad to go and see first. If he really felt it wouldn't work, he would inform Chen Deli at the Tax Bureau early so as not to waste everyone's time.

Just as the town Tax Bureau was sending a batch of study materials and tax receipts to the village, Han Haitao joined the convoy and headed straight for Zhangjiatun.     At this time in Zhangjiatun, Zhang Qingshan, one of the six rural cadres, was harvesting in the fields. The motion of swinging the sickle made him feel exhausted, yet he couldn't stop. Just one heavy rain or a gust of strong wind could make the mature crops lodge. Lodged crops easily rotted and spoiled. This would not only cause half a year of hard work to go down the drain but also leave next year's food supply uncertain.

Not only Zhang Qingshan, but all villagers were the same. When those half-grown kids who weren't used to this intensity of labor stopped their hands, they would immediately be scolded by their parents. The children felt wronged, but the parents were truly angry.

The harvest days continued like this.

Early morning. Zhang Qingshan woke up from his dream after harvesting all day yesterday. The fatigue and pain in his body hadn't completely disappeared, but there was no time to sleep in. Zhang Qingshan got up, tidied up, ate, and was ready to go to the fields when he discovered his sickle was missing.

Had a thief entered the house? For a moment, Zhang Qingshan was both shocked and angry. While searching everywhere, he saw a wooden tag with a string hanging in the place where the sickle was kept. Written on the wooden tag was the number '56' he had learned in the rural cadre training class.

Zhang Qingshan breathed a sigh of relief, picked up the wooden tag, and rushed to the blacksmith shop at the entrance of the village. The knife-sharpener assigned to the village was working. The sound of sickles moving back and forth on the whetstone was somewhat piercing, but to Zhang Qingshan's ears, it had a rhythm close to aesthetic beauty. Having done farm work for nearly ten years, Zhang Qingshan never expected that one day he could use a sickle sharpened by a sharpener every day during the harvest season.

Using the tag to retrieve his sickle from the Militia Captain responsible for management, Zhang Qingshan examined it carefully. The blade edge was ground very sharp, while the blade body had no extra polishing. This craftsmanship was much more brilliant than his own.

Just as he was preparing to go to the fields with other villagers, he heard a commotion nearby. "That is my sickle! Would I lie? I just forgot to bring the tag. I'll bring the tag to you when I come back from the fields!"

Zhang Qingshan had studied the regulations in the training class; exchanging tags for sickles was the rule. But he could also understand everyone's urgent mood. If a storm came, this year's harvest would suffer losses. Although home was just a few steps away, he was anxious inside and just didn't want to go back.

The Militia Captain responsible for tags didn't give an inch. Following the training content from the class, the Militia Captain kept a straight face and said, "Exchanging tags for sickles is the rule. Go back and get the tag now; it's only a few steps. In the time you spent arguing, you would have brought it back already."

Being a Militia Captain, his physique was naturally good. Looking at the Militia Captain's sturdy build and sharp eyes, the villager who forgot the tag could only turn and leave resentfully, cursing under his breath, "I'll take the sickle home tonight and sharpen it myself. Can't I sharpen a knife without you?"

Han Haitao, who had arrived in the village, watched what happened silently. The villagers' reaction wasn't strange. Having run a teahouse for these few years, Han Haitao had seen things more outrageous than this and people more unbearable than the villagers.

When the villagers going to the fields had all gone, the Militia Captain organized all the tags and sickles, then turned and headed for the temporary nursery.

After walking a few steps, the Militia Captain turned to look at Han Haitao who had followed him out. The Militia Captain had a sturdy build, his muscles stretching his thin shirt into a fit outline. He must have practiced martial arts.

Although he looked fierce, the Militia Captain spoke very gently. "Tax Collector Han, are you going to the nursery with me?"

Han Haitao answered frankly, "I saw Captain Li doing things capably; I just wanted to follow Captain Li and see."

Militia Captain Li didn't say much and just invited Han Haitao to go along. Han Haitao asked with interest, "I saw Captain Li going to the nursery several times a day for consecutive days. It seems you don't trust those people."

The nursery contained the little babies of each family, looked after collectively by good-tempered women and elderly people in the village. This saved the villagers a lot of worry. Although some lazy women still used childcare as an excuse not to go to the fields, most women still saved a lot of time to help their families with work within their capacity. Besides delivering meals, they could even find time to go to the fields and do some work.

Captain Li hadn't expected Han Haitao to see some tricks in this. He looked at Han Haitao with a bit of surprise but didn't hide it. "Does Tax Collector Han think I look fiendish every time I go?"

Han Haitao shook his head. "Captain Li works diligently; I admire that very much. You have absolutely no malice; where does the talk of being fiendish come from?"

Captain Li looked at Han Haitao for a moment before sighing. "To be honest with Tax Collector Han. Many of the people with good tempers just want others to think they have good tempers; in fact, they aren't serious when doing things. But these children are the most precious treasures of their families. If they get bumped or hurt, it would betray people's trust. I go there often to walk around, also to make those people get serious." Han Haitao nodded repeatedly. He greatly admired that He Rui's subordinates could accurately find someone like Captain Li among the villagers. Han Haitao always believed: *fear not the lack of good things, but the lack of good people*. With someone like Captain Li as the Militia Captain maintaining order in the village, the village's peace could truly be kept.
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The little babies in the village nursery were all under three years old. Some chattered, some cried and fussed. Just looking at such a group of little guys, Han Haitao felt a headache.

Having run a teahouse for so many years, Han Haitao felt the hardest to deal with were the true scoundrels. But little guys under three were even scarier than scoundrels. Scoundrels were just unreasonable, while little babies were simply impossible to reason with.

After inspecting, Captain Li frowned. "Tax Collector Han, why do you think the children are fussing so much?"

Han Haitao recalled his own experience raising children and tentatively answered, "Are they hungry?"

Captain Li's brow immediately smoothed out, and he went out the door. Han Haitao hurriedly followed. After walking a short distance, he saw Captain Li enter a simple thatched hut. Before long, he came out carrying a bag of grain on his left shoulder and a pot in his right hand.

Returning outside the nursery, Captain Li got some firewood and started a fire.

When the clear water in the pot was heated, Captain Li sprinkled sorghum flour into the pot with his left hand and pulled out a rolling pin tucked behind his waist with his right hand, stirring the flour quickly in a clockwise direction until the flour soup began to thicken. When the water boiled, a pot of sorghum flour porridge was considered cooked.

The smell of sorghum was very pleasant; even Han Haitao found it comforting. The little babies in the nursery cried even more intensely upon smelling this scent. Even the old people and women looking after the babies moved to the door.

Captain Li shouted to the nursing staff, "Hurry and get bowls; everyone drink porridge together."

Han Haitao managed to finish feeding porridge to more than a dozen children with great difficulty. Fortunately, the children's attention was on eating. After being full, they were happy for a while, and soon became sleepy. The old people and women, who had downed two bowls of porridge themselves first, put the children onto the *kang* [heated brick bed]. Seeing them asleep, they also sat lazily in the sun outside the house.

Having solved the children's crying, Captain Li went to patrol the village. Han Haitao followed for a while. Seeing that simple thatched hut ahead, he said, "Captain Li, I can't walk anymore. Why don't we go sit in your house?"

Sure enough, that simple thatched hut was Captain Li's home. There was little furniture in the house, but it was kept very clean. The two sat down and chatted. Captain Li had come here from inside the pass to seek refuge with relatives. The relatives didn't have excess land either, so they arranged for Captain Li to marry a widow with a child, which counted as settling down here.

Listening to Captain Li talk about these things, there was absolutely no dissatisfaction. Han Haitao handed Captain Li a cigarette. After both lit up, Han Haitao asked, "Captain Li, if I haven't guessed wrong, that grain was from your own home, right?"

"...Yes," Captain Li answered. After speaking, he urged, "It's enough that Tax Collector Han knows; don't tell anyone."

Han Haitao revealed a professional smile and changed the subject. "How did Captain Li think of following the government to be a Militia Captain?"

"The village recommended people. Several friends recommended me. I didn't expect that those ranked ahead of me weren't selected. Since the government asked me to do things, I can't be unappreciative."

After chatting for a while, Han Haitao felt he liked Captain Li very much. Although this person was rough and unlettered, his mind was very meticulous. Especially that air of integrity about Captain Li was exceptionally rare. After chatting for a good while, Captain Li didn't mention taking out his own grain at all. Han Haitao clearly felt Captain Li had truly let the matter go, and admiration rose in his heart.

At night, Han Haitao thought it over repeatedly. He took out the report paper and lit a candle. Originally, he just wanted to write a perfunctory report to hand in to complete the task. Recalling Captain Li's idle chat during the day and his actions, he couldn't help but pick up the pen and write: *'The nursery is a very good department, but no meals are prepared for the babies inside. If there is still grain, please provide appropriate subsidies. Children fall asleep easily after being full and won't cry or fuss, making them easier to look after...'*

This official document was sent to the town early the next morning. That evening, the sound of horse hooves rang out outside the town. Captain Li went out alertly to meet them and saw two soldiers in uniform riding horses and leading a mule to the village entrance.

The cavalrymen jumped off their horses and asked, "May I ask if you are Captain Li?"

"I am."

The cavalry immediately stepped forward and saluted. "Captain Li, this is grain sent from the town. It's divided into two portions. One portion is for the village nursery. The Village Head must sign for it."

"I'll go call the Village Head right away," Captain Li said happily.

"Please wait." The cavalry stopped Captain Li, who was rushing to leave. "There is another bag for Captain Li. Please accept it."

Captain Li was stunned. He turned to look at Han Haitao, his eyes filled with both surprise and gratitude. Han Haitao smiled but said nothing, though he was truly shaken in his heart.

*Good people don't get good rewards*—this could be considered a major characteristic of this world. It was even more so for how the government operated. The government wanted to extract benefits from the people; if they gave benefits to the people, the officials would have to pay for it themselves.

Shopkeeper Han had seen plenty of such things. It wasn't until he attended classes under the new government and heard about "public service" that he truly realized what this was about.

So Han Haitao just wanted to test and see if He Rui's subordinates really did as taught in class. In fact, Han Haitao didn't have much confidence; he just thought that if He Rui's subordinates also said one thing and did another, he would just resign and quit after returning. But he didn't expect things to progress to this stage.

While Captain Li went to invite the Village Head to receive the grain, the cavalry asked again, "Is it Comrade Han?"

"Yes."

"This is a letter from the Town Mayor to you." Saying this, the cavalry took out a letter.

After reading it, Han Haitao said sincerely, "Please reply to the Town Mayor that I have caused him trouble."

The cavalry shook his head. "The Town Mayor asked us to bring a message to Comrade Han: you discovered a problem in the work. You did very well."

In the evening, borrowing the light of the setting sun and the rosy clouds, Han Haitao read the letter again: *'Comrade Han Haitao, please open. Regarding the nursery food issue, the town knows about it. We have sent people to deliver grain. Moreover, the town has already sent Comrade Han Haitao's proposal to the city, handing it over to the leading department. Comrade Han Haitao discovered a deficiency in the work and provided timely feedback. And you paid attention to observing comrades with outstanding work in the village. Please make persistent efforts and work hard. Sincerely, Salute.'*

Han Haitao sighed, but found he couldn't calm the excitement in his heart.

Is this what it means to be an official? Han Haitao wasn't quite sure. But if Governor He Rui's government really did things this way, Han Haitao would be willing to keep working.

Marching and fighting, or plowing fields and planting land—Han Haitao knew he couldn't do those. But checking for gaps and filling omissions, managing tax collection—Han Haitao felt he could do it.

But Han Haitao still didn't dare to fully believe He Rui. Some things are easy at the start, but as they go on, everyone might not have bad intentions, yet they truly find themselves driven by circumstances beyond their control.

*Let's continue to watch and see*, Han Haitao decided.
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The harvest was completed two days earlier than in previous years. Village Head Zhang Qingshan clearly felt he wasn't as tired this year compared to the last. It wasn't just because the sickles were well-sharpened. To make the work more convenient for everyone, the village had prepared better support for those going to the fields, following the procedures taught in the cadre training class. Whether it was the support with farm tools or the help from the nursery, it saved everyone a lot of worry.

Zhang Qingshan didn't relax because of this; after harvesting, there was still drying and threshing. He remained very busy. Moreover, Han Haitao, the Tax Collector from town, also began preparations to collect taxes in the village.

Han Haitao left a good impression on Zhang Qingshan. This cadre from the city dressed cleanly, didn't cause trouble in the village, and spoke little. The matter of the town sending grain to the village nursery was likely related to Han Haitao. The elderly women looking after the children said that the babies slept soundly after being fed and didn't fuss. Tax Collector Han Haitao had really been helpful.

According to the town's requirements, the six village cadres gathered the villagers for a study session with the Tax Collector to fully understand the brand-new tax policy. Only Captain Li, one of the three Militia Captains, was leading people on patrol and couldn't attend.

Han Haitao didn't make things complicated. He explained the current tax situation completely in less than ten sentences.

"Governor He is only collecting one kind of tax in the village, which is the Grain Tax. Governor He takes thirty percent; the remaining seventy percent is all yours. No miscellaneous taxes or levies will be collected. However, everyone still has to contribute labor for things like building reservoirs, constructing schools, and repairing the village threshing ground. In short, if the government asks everyone to leave the village for work, grain will be provided. If the work is within the village for the village's benefit, everyone should discuss how to handle it with the village cadres."

Hearing this, the tenants were overjoyed. The landlords' rent was forty percent, which was already higher than the tax set by Governor He. Moreover, tenants' head taxes and other levies had never been exempted. If only thirty percent tax was collected, everyone's life would really be better.

More importantly, Governor He had stated clearly: Tenants didn't have to pay rent to landlords this year, only tax to the government. The grain remaining after tax belonged to the tenants. A tenant immediately stood up and called out, "Can you come to my house to collect tax now? If you don't want to make the trip, I'll send the grain over first."

Zhang Qingshan was amused. It seemed these tenants wanted to solidify the arrangement while the government officials were present, so they wouldn't have to worry about the landlords turning hostile and reneging on the deal after the government people left.

The Tax Collector asked the villagers to sit down first and solemnly invited the six cadres to stand beside him. Then he continued, "Folks. We selected cadres to execute the government's policies. In the future, if anyone runs to the village demanding tax, everyone should go to the cadres and deal with them together. If the cadres can't handle it, go to the town to find the town government cadres. Our cadres are not like the *Baojia*[^1] of the past; they won't come up with all kinds of miscellaneous taxes because each of our cadres receives one silver dollar and 20 *jin* of sorghum flour from the government every month..."

The villagers involuntarily let out sighs of admiration. 20 *jin* of sorghum flour was enough for one person to eat for a month. As for the silver dollar, it was no small sum for ordinary villagers.

Zhang Qingshan had heard about this during the training class and had been eagerly anticipating it. Hearing it finally announced, his worries largely dissipated.

The Tax Collector took out six silver dollars from his pocket and distributed them to the six cadres in public. He also took out receipts for them to sign.

As he held the pen, Zhang Qingshan felt a slight tremor in his hand. According to the government, he could get one silver dollar every month in the future. That was twelve silver dollars a year. This sum was something Zhang Qingshan had previously only dared to dream of.

The tax policy had been explained, and the villagers saw that Zhang Qingshan and the others had publicly taken the government's money, confirming that the village cadres were really government people. That night, someone came to visit Zhang Qingshan's home; it was a local tenant farmer. Upon meeting, the tenant didn't even exchange pleasantries and asked straight to the point, "Brother Qingshan, when will the land distribution begin?"

Zhang Qingshan answered confidently, "The government said land distribution will start after the autumn harvest. Everyone should finish threshing the grain at least."

***

At the Siping Government offices, He Rui and cadres like Wu Youping were holding a meeting. Lu Daoming, now Deputy Director of the Water Conservancy Bureau, dressed in ordinary commoner's short clothes and looking travel-worn, said, "Governor, when distributing land, we must pay attention to irrigation issues. River channels and water canals must be reserved."

Hearing this, Wu Youping couldn't help complaining, "Director Lu should have said so earlier. Some villages have already started working."

Lu Daoming wasn't unhappy because of Wu Youping's words; instead, he sighed. "This matter is indeed my fault. I really didn't expect the Governor to just go ahead and do it like this."

Now the cadres looked a bit unhappy. He Rui was the first to smile. "Does Director Lu oppose land distribution?"

"Of course I support it. The common people's lives are too bitter," Lu Daoming sighed. After speaking, Lu Daoming asked again, "Governor, I see you want to build state-run farms on a large scale. Why is that?"

"Distributing land to the common people is largely to eliminate social contradictions. Director Wu here studied in the United States and has seen American farms. Our China has little arable land, and the population is four or five times that of the United States. Even if all the land is distributed to farmers, we cannot reach the American level. Given that, there is no need to consider copying the American model blindly."

Lu Daoming recalled the vast plains of the United States and nodded slightly. However, he still felt that the vast plains of the Northeast were not necessarily inferior to the Great Plains of America.

He Rui continued to explain, "Another matter is the mode of social production. The small-peasant economy emphasizes self-sufficiency; they produce what they can themselves, minimizing exchange. If China wants to become strong, it must achieve industrialization. Industrialization, on the other hand, relies on frequent transactions and standardized parts. It is inherently different from, and even conflicts with, the small-peasant economy. Thus, large-scale farming must be our direction."

Lu Daoming thought about it and felt there was no problem with this line of thought. But He Rui being so decisive indeed made Lu Daoming feel admiration.

At this time, Wu Youping asked, "Governor, land reclamation requires a large amount of labor. And much of it is virgin soil; I'm afraid the harvest in the first year won't be good."

"That depends on how many farm tools can be used during development. Deep plowing and sufficient fertilizer can improve yields. For fertilizer, we rely on livestock. How are our preparations for the green fodder processing site?"

There was some unhappiness in Wu Youping's tone. "Governor, we are buying sheep from the Mongol tribal territories to the west. I don't know what the tribes over there are thinking; the price they want isn't low. I suspect they are trying to take advantage of us."

"Regardless of the tribes' intentions, we don't need to follow their train of thought. Business is business; we can't let them force a sale either. We send people to buy livestock from tribes farther away. When going, make it clear to those tribes: lambs from early spring, sheep from autumn—as long as their price is reasonable and they drive them here, we will buy them all."

After speaking, He Rui said to Xu Chengfeng and others attending the meeting, "After the autumn harvest, bandits are rampant everywhere. Just as cattle and sheep need to fatten up for winter, bandits need to loot to survive it. We will absolutely not let them off the hook! Start preparing for combat."

"Yes." Wu Youping and Xu Chengfeng answered in unison.

***

[^1]: *Baojia* (保甲) - An old system of community self-policing/mutual responsibility.
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Bandit suppression had never been a major difficulty in the realm of military operations. Many issues could be solved not only by military means but also by political ones. Siping was currently in such a situation. He Rui kept Xu Chengfeng in the meeting because he hoped Xu Chengfeng's vision would not be limited to the military field alone. Retaining him was largely to let Xu Chengfeng understand future economic arrangements.

"Youping, regarding the problem of herdsmen coming to seek handouts that you encountered, it can be solved like this: we can recruit herdsmen to work as administrators in our feedlots. If any herdsmen want to invest their livestock as shares, that would be best. The livestock would be their share capital. But after investing, the livestock belongs to the ranch. When the livestock they brought are ready for market, we will distribute dividends to them based on their labor."

Wu Youping thought about it and didn't feel optimistic. "Will the herdsmen think we are tricking them into coming over?"

"Animal husbandry must be developed. If they still don't accept it after we try our best, then there is only one way." As He Rui spoke, he looked at Xu Chengfeng. "Establish ranches in Siping's pastoral areas, protected by the army."

Xu Chengfeng hesitated. "Governor, our troop expansion speed isn't fast enough. We'll have enough troops only after land reform ends."

"In at most 40 days, the first batch of green fodder will produce results. At that time, we will distribute qualified green fodder to the ranches in villages and towns, and transport a portion to the ranches in pastoral areas. What I actually care about is ensuring the pastoral areas slaughter as few cattle and sheep as possible."

After listening, Wu Youping pondered for a moment and felt he could leverage the Chamber of Commerce's connections, so he replied, "I will send people to negotiate with the pastoral areas."

He Rui turned to Lu Daoming, who was in charge of water conservancy. "Director Lu, in another two months, it will be freezing cold. Is there a temporary method to solve the water supply for large-scale livestock in winter? About 100,000 head of livestock need clean water."

Lu Daoming thought for a while and sighed helplessly. "For such a large herd, breaking the ice to take river water definitely won't work; it's easy to cause mass infectious diseases. Well water has a high safety factor, but Siping has no mechanical equipment. Digging wells by manpower alone probably won't catch up in time. But leave this problem to me; I will do my best to solve it."

After speaking, Lu Daoming couldn't help asking, "Why does the Governor care so much about raising livestock?"

He Rui answered, "Regarding land reform, the first step is naturally to wrest control of the grassroots level from the hands of landlords and gentry. The second step is to solve the people's employment problem. Having land only means having means of production; given the status quo of the small-peasant economy, we still can't talk about full employment. Providing as many employment opportunities as possible to the people of Siping is the second step of the current policy. The people's survival can be maintained by a few *mu* of land per person, but to have income, there must be work to do during the slack farming season."

Hearing this, Lu Daoming felt he grasped the thread of the meeting's discussion. Since He Rui had already planned water conservancy projects and the livestock industry as a whole, Lu Daoming became interested. "Participating in building water conservancy and animal husbandry are both employment opportunities the Governor provides for farmers, right?"

He Rui nodded. "This was originally one of the set policies. It's just that I've been in Siping for too short a time, and there are thousands of things to do. Only now do we have the foundation to push this matter forward."

Although Lu Daoming had been traveling around during this time, he had heard a lot about He Rui. From arriving in Siping in early June to now, September, He Rui and the others had done too many things in three months. Although Lu Daoming originally only wanted to do technical work, he couldn't help asking at this moment, "Governor, I heard from Brother Zhao that you want to develop industry in Siping. Please allow me to ask. Providing employment opportunities requires opening enterprises and purchasing equipment, which requires a lot of money. The Governor has already spread such a big setup; I'm afraid the money needed every year is more than the tax revenue. May I ask where the money comes from?"

Hearing this, the expressions of Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, and the others became somewhat solemn.

Seeing Lu Daoming being so candid, He Rui was somewhat surprised and praised, "Well said. Our government is now clean and efficient, and tax revenue has increased greatly. Although there is a deficit, it is not much. We must attract investment."

Speaking of this, He Rui saw that Xu Chengfeng intended to speak. He waved his hand at Xu Chengfeng, motioning for this son of a big landlord to be patient.

"I'm afraid domestic investment will be difficult because their demand for Siping's output is limited. But the international situation is different. The European war has been fought for a year. Even Japan's production and sales are booming. Our Siping is so close to the Trans-Siberian Railway; business opportunities are plentiful. To get foreign investment, we must start with those foreign merchants inside the pass."

Lu Daoming had studied in the United States and seen the world, so he could understand this. Frowning and thinking for a while about his connections overseas, Lu Daoming ventured, "Does the Governor want my help?"

He Rui answered seriously, "I precisely need Brother Lu's help. We already have good municipal administration and are about to eliminate bandits. Now land reform has also entered a critical stage. After completion, we will start building water conservancy projects. At that time, invite foreign merchants to walk around Siping and look at our construction sites. Tell those merchants that after the reservoir is built, Siping will no longer be troubled by water shortages. The people live and work in peace and contentment, and the grain harvest is abundant. This is ten times, a hundred times more persuasive than any empty talk."

Following He Rui's description and imagining the reaction of foreigners seeing the vibrant labor scene in China, Lu Daoming's nose suddenly tingled. He hurriedly wiped his eyes with his hand, but he felt unable to control his emotions, tears welling up uncontrollably. Lu Daoming didn't want anyone to see him crying, so he stood up and walked to the window.

Lu Daoming excelled in his studies and was bent on serving the country. However, upon returning to China, he saw the country in such chaos, with power struggles everywhere. Let alone building water conservancy, even the water conservancy projects built in the Manchu Qing era were dilapidated and nearly scrapped. He was extremely depressed and pained in his heart. Once, he wanted to go abroad again and never return. It was in such a near-desperate mood that he accepted Zhao Tianlin's invitation to come and see Siping, a small place outside the pass he had never heard of.

Initially, Lu Daoming only felt the enterprising spirit in He Rui, plus the sincere intention of the local Wu Youping to benefit his hometown, so he decided to stay and try. He didn't feel particularly happy.

At this moment, hearing He Rui describe the development and future of Siping, the original good impression suddenly turned into a strong expectation. He actually felt that He Rui might really be able to change China's destiny, so much so that he couldn't control his emotions.

When his emotions calmed down, Lu Daoming turned around and walked to He Rui. "If Brother He really brings people to visit, I will definitely let them see the most scientifically designed reservoir."

Lu Daoming had been in Siping for some days and had always addressed He Rui as "Governor." This was the first time he addressed He Rui as a brother.

He Rui stood up and extended his hand to Lu Daoming. Lu Daoming grasped He Rui's hand, feeling only that He Rui's palm was solid and powerful.

Lu Daoming's palm was rough and sturdy. Shaking Lu Daoming's hand, He Rui was also delighted to meet such a talent. Surveying was hard work; one had to endure wind and sun every day and walk everywhere carrying heavy equipment. It required someone who could endure hardship and hard work.

"Brother Lu, China standing in the world for thousands of years without falling is by no means luck. It is the vitality of Chinese civilization, resilient and steady. With all of us here, China definitely has hope."

"I will do my best," Lu Daoming answered sincerely.
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After talking with Lu Daoming and Wu Youping, He Rui headed to the headquarters with Xu Chengfeng. On the way, Xu Chengfeng said, "Governor, I want to write a letter to my father asking him to contribute some money."

He Rui answered frankly, "No need. I don't mean to slight your father, but right now, we are really looking to attract foreign investment. Besides, if your father puts up the money, he will certainly expect something in return."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "You've been discussing organizational purity in party classes recently, Governor; I strongly agree. We absolutely cannot let opportunists infiltrate our ranks. However, we are short of money right now. I am my father's son, after all. I have decided to tell him the whole truth; I absolutely will not deceive him."

Seeing that Xu Chengfeng's attitude was sincere, He Rui patted him on the shoulder. "Chengfeng, just tell your father our economic policies truthfully. Your father is a businessman, and business is business. If he is willing to put up the money, he will certainly have conditions. If we can accept them, we will; if not, we must make that clear."

The two arrived at the headquarters. The young officers were already waiting inside, and the bandit suppression meeting began immediately. Everyone expected Cheng Ruofan to speak first, but it was Hu Xiushan who spoke up.

"Governor, I made a plan. Please take a look, everyone." Hu Xiushan took out a rolled-up map and spread it on the table.

After just a few glances, Cheng Ruofan sighed, "It's so detailed!"

The map was hand-drawn, detailing the terrain of every village and town in Siping. Known bandits were clearly marked, from large gangs to small, scattered groups. Their areas of activity and numbers were recorded with precision.

Besides these, the map clearly marked targets that had been attacked by bandits. Based on the village population, arms, terrain, time, and weather conditions during the attacks, clear deductions were made regarding the bandits' movements, numbers, and escape routes.

Through such meticulous work, combined with existing intelligence, Hu Xiushan made inferences about how many cases were committed by local bandits versus those from outside the area.

He Rui hadn't expected the usually reticent Hu Xiushan to produce such excellent staff work. Just as he was about to ask, Zhong Yifu, a staff specialist, smiled. "Governor, I've been fully occupied with troop training recently. I only answered Xiushan's questions when he came to consult me. This work is all his own doing."

Xu Jia added, "Governor, Xiushan asked me for the records of bandit activity submitted by village cadres. Land reform is progressing well, and the cadres are enthusiastically providing intelligence. Xiushan has really put in the work."

He Rui understood the intelligence sources and technical support behind Hu Xiushan's plan, so he asked him to present it.

"We only have 1,500 troops, mostly raw recruits. If we scatter them, there will inevitably be gaps in our defense. Every village now has a Militia Captain, and with land distribution, we can mobilize the militia. Villages can handle or even capture lone bandits in a head-on encounter. For those who slip through, the permanent Armed Work Teams in the towns can set up roadblocks and search suspicious areas upon receiving word. They should be able to handle it. The regular troops shouldn't worry about these scattered elements; we need to focus on the organized bandit gangs."

Saying this, Hu Xiushan pointed to the two largest bandit gangs locally. "Annihilate them first."

Hu Xiushan then pointed to the surrounding terrain and roads, explaining where to deploy checkpoints to cut off escape routes. He detailed how to tighten the encirclement, compressing the bandits' range of activity until they could be wiped out in one fell swoop.

After explaining these tactics, Hu Xiushan highlighted a few key points. They were clearly marked on the map as major routes for outside bandits entering and leaving the Siping area. "Dispatch troops and mobilize militias to defend these areas. We must prevent bandits from other places from entering to commit crimes while we are focused on exterminating the local threats."

When Hu Xiushan finished, everyone was full of admiration. However, most of the praise was directed at his intelligence collection and analysis. The specific tactics of bandit suppression were not complicated: either besiege their lair and wipe them out, or pursue them relentlessly upon discovery. Everyone had discussed these methods, and Hu Xiushan had adopted them.

But the bandits were elusive; they would never foolishly wait in one place to die. Moreover, their backgrounds were complex. Many appeared to be ordinary farmers by day, only masking up to commit crimes when summoned by accomplices or spotting an opportunity.

With Hu Xiushan's detailed analysis, there was a rough outline of the bandits' movements. Even just an outline allowed for targeted actions.

He Rui was completely relieved and handed the work over to the comrades. He just added two points: "First, banditry is a security issue but also a manifestation of social contradictions. Capture them alive if possible. Those with blood on their hands will be publicly tried and executed. Accomplices will be sent to labor camps for reform through labor. Second, launch a psychological offensive. Get them to identify accomplices and share what they know. This cannot be achieved through torture. We must not let them think being caught was just bad luck, allowing them to play the hero and protect others. Xu Jia, find a few comrades capable of handling this interrogation work."

Xu Jia nodded heavily.

Zheng Silang looked at Xu Jia and said, "If there aren't enough hands, count me in for this job."

Hearing this, Xu Jia didn't know how to answer for a moment. After all, Zheng Silang was cavalry-trained; he had a fiery temper and was strictly disciplined in training. For exterminating bandits, he was an ideal choice. But persuading captured bandits to confess without torture? Could Zheng Silang really handle that?

He Rui nodded to Xu Jia. "I actually think we should let Silang give it a try."

Xu Jia could only answer, "Alright!"

He Rui stood up and said, "Since we have a plan, refine it and then proceed with execution. Consult with each other if any issues arise."

Xu Chengfeng, Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang, and the others stood up together and answered, "Yes!"
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After verifying the final accounts and asking the six village cadres to sign and fingerprint them, Han Haitao carefully put away the account book and stood up to bid farewell.

"Tax Collector Han, have a meal before you go," Zhang Qingshan invited.

Han Haitao shook his head. "I have to rush back to town to hand over the accounts. If the town has training arrangements, I will ask the Town Mayor to issue an official document as soon as possible."

Hearing about the training, the village cadres were filled with anticipation. Zhang Qingshan smiled. "We are all waiting for good news from the town."

Militia Captain Li Zhengqing escorted Han Haitao to the village entrance. Han Haitao admired Li Zhengqing the most among the villagers. Arriving at the entrance, he didn't say goodbye immediately but couldn't help advising, "Captain Li, the silage the town asked the village to produce will definitely be useful. Please seize the time to learn; the official document explains it clearly, it's just those few key points."

Captain Li Zhengqing laughed. "Tax Collector Han, I still can't recognize all those characters. If the town can send some people to the village for guidance, I will try my best to learn."

"I will explain this matter to the Town Mayor," Han Haitao agreed. "However, Captain Li, I saw the town's plan; this year, people will be sent to the village to organize literacy classes. Please make sure to participate. If Captain Li can read and write, it will be like adding wings to a tiger."

Captain Li smiled. "You flatter me, Tax Collector Han."

Just as they were about to part, Captain Li hesitated. This man, who usually had a strong backbone, lowered his voice significantly. "Tax Collector Han, can I really learn those things?"

Han Haitao encouraged him, "It's not hard. Captain Li, you participated in the training class. I heard a saying there that put it well: literacy is mastering a craft. As long as it's not for the sake of acting superior to others, it's very easy to learn."

Captain Li was somewhat unconfident but replied, "Many thanks, Tax Collector Han. You be careful on the road."

Han Haitao hadn't walked far when he heard several gunshots from the village. Being far away, he wasn't completely sure if it was gunfire. He stopped, uncertain how to respond.

At the village entrance, Li Zhengqing ran out quickly and soon reached Han Haitao. He said anxiously, "Quickly go to the town and inform the Town Mayor! Bandits have come to the village."

"Captain Li, be careful!" Han Haitao urged, then hurried toward the town.

***

The next afternoon, Xu Chengfeng and others who were in a meeting received the news. Zhangjiatun had been attacked by bandits, and a village cadre was injured. Fortunately, the injury wasn't fatal. The bandits wounded someone, but seeing the militia quickly surrounding them under the leadership of the cadres, they didn't dare to rob anything and fled directly.

Finding Zhangjiatun on the map, everyone frowned slightly. Zhangjiatun wasn't too far from Siping, and bandit trouble had always been rare there. In Hu Xiushan's projection, this was a low-risk area.

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help asking, "Xiushan, where did this group of bandits come from?"

Hu Xiushan stared at the map. Although he didn't answer, his expression was unruffled.

Xu Chengfeng thought for a moment and asked the staff officer to bring the land reform records. He flipped to the Zhangjiatun file, read it for a moment, then handed the materials to Cheng Ruofan. He began discussing with Hu Xiushan the possibility of long-range raids by foreign bandits.

Cheng Ruofan read for a while, suddenly realizing the connection, and asked unhappily, "Could it be intentional retaliation from the people in Changchun?"

Other officers gathered around to read the materials. Zhangjiatun's richest man, Zhang Debiao, had his family uprooted because of blood debts.

The reason the Zhang family dared to act like that locally was that their family had someone serving as an official in Changchun. Learning that Zhang Debiao's whole family had been arrested, the branch of the Zhang family in Changchun had sent someone to mediate a while ago.

Even though the other party brought a gift of one hundred rifles, He Rui didn't accept it. Instead, he frankly told them that Zhang Debiao and other chief culprits owed blood debts and must pay with blood. Only the unrelated personnel of the Zhang family could be released.

However, the purpose of the other party's trip was to make He Rui release Zhang Debiao and the others. Seeing He Rui was completely unaccommodating, after all kinds of persuasion failed, they left angrily.

Zheng Silang slammed the table and stood up, furious. "They all say officials and bandits are one family. Besides fighting bandits, we have to fight the official-bandits too!"

Xu Chengfeng raised his head and ordered, "Everyone sit down!"

In Siping, He Rui was the Governor, and the second-highest ranking officer was Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng, a Second Lieutenant. Ordered by Xu Chengfeng like this, although Zheng Silang was puffing with rage, he finally sat down.

Only then did Xu Chengfeng say, "Bandits are bandits. Whether they do evil spontaneously or are hired, bandits will always act according to the bandit mode. We will just continue according to our bandit-suppression protocols; there will be a day when the bandits are completely wiped out."

After speaking, Xu Chengfeng looked at Zheng Silang. "Silang. Are we here for revenge or for bandit suppression?"

Zheng Silang nodded with a gloomy face. "I understand. Now everything will prioritize bandit suppression; all actions must be subordinate to it."

Seeing Zheng Silang being so sensible, Xu Chengfeng breathed a sigh of relief and turned to everyone. "The Governor said yesterday that we need to mobilize the masses. Recalling this land reform, we knocked down the local tyrants and evil gentry and won over the masses. Now the enemy has started to do the opposite, attacking our cadres. This is a struggle for dominance. Since that's the case, we will mobilize the masses in the villages and towns where those five families of local tyrants and evil gentry were located. I believe the people want their lives to be peaceful."

***

Two days later, Zheng Dabang, disguised as a peddler, appeared outside Lijiaying pushing a small cart. The small leader beside him saw the figure of a woman in the distance and couldn't help craning his neck to look. That impatient look, he almost stood on tiptoes.

Zheng Dabang shouted in a low voice, "Don't be so worthless. Master Zhang's family said that as long as we kill a village cadre, they will give us twenty silver dollars. Twenty silver dollars is enough to sleep with how many women in the brothel?"

Hearing this, the small leader nodded repeatedly, finally recovering his proper appearance.

Zheng Dabang stopped at the village entrance first, rattled his pellet drum, and shouted in the tone of a traveling merchant, "Take a look, take a look! Printed cloth, needles and thread, we have everything you want!"

Before long, someone stopped in front of Zheng Dabang's cart and began asking prices. Zheng Dabang first observed the villagers. As for selling things, he left it to the small leader. Although the small leader was lecherous, he was also a person who haggled over every penny. He bargained down to the last cent with the villagers and actually made a few deals.

Taking advantage of the time when fewer people were around, Zheng Dabang asked a middle-aged man nearby, "Big Brother, I heard the village had land reform. Where does the Village Head live?"

The middle-aged man asked, "What do you want with the Village Head?"

"Having become the Village Head, he definitely has money. I want to shout a few times outside the Village Head's door to see if his family has anything to buy."

Hearing this, the middle-aged man looked Zheng Dabang up and down a few times. "You're an outsider, right?"

"Yes. I came from over Changchun way."

The middle-aged man looked at Zheng Dabang a few more times, dropped a "Don't know," and got up to leave.

Zheng Dabang was stunned. He didn't know what was wrong with this middle-aged man.

Later, he asked a few more people, all answering the same: "Don't know."

Zheng Dabang felt something was wrong but wasn't reconciled. Seeing a young man walking over, he went up with a smile and asked where the Village Head lived.

The youth was enthusiastic. After listening to Zheng Dabang's explanation, he led Zheng Dabang to the door of a family in the village. Pointing to the main gate, he said, "The Village Head lives in this house."

Zheng Dabang hurriedly thanked him and began to peddle his wares. Before long, the door opened, and a person walked out, scolding Zheng Dabang angrily, "Do you know whose house this is? This is the Village Head's house. What are you shouting for at noon! Don't you know people are sleeping?"

Hearing this shouting, Zheng Dabang was sure it must be the right place. He hurriedly pretended to be submissive, pushed the cart, and left the village. After walking five or six *li*, seeing no one around, Zheng Dabang took the small leader onto a small path and arrived beside a small temple.

After a few whistles, several people came out of the small temple. They were all Zheng Dabang's brothers. Zheng Dabang said to his brothers, "I've already made the mark. Tonight we go to hit that Village Head's 'soft kiln'!"

Hearing this, the bandits were all overjoyed. Outside the pass, banditry was known as "smashing the kiln". Targets were divided into "ringing kilns" (hard targets) and "soft kilns" (easy targets). A Village Head's home being a "soft kiln" was a godsend for bandits.

Not to mention there was a bounty for this robbery; killing someone would grant reward money. Even if they didn't grab anything, they had already earned.

The bandits set up hidden sentries, and the others began to rest. It was just past noon, and the bandits hadn't eaten either. As the autumn wind blew, they all shrunk into the small broken temple to nap.

An unknown amount of time later, the sound of killing suddenly arose. Zheng Dabang scrambled up in alarm. He saw that although the temple door was blocked with a broken door, government soldiers climbed directly in from over the wall. After landing, they nimbly raised their guns and aimed at the people inside the temple.

Looking at a row of dark muzzles, how could Zheng Dabang dare to move? His subordinates obediently raised their hands.

Without wasting a single shot or bullet, Zheng Dabang's gang of seven bandits was captured entirely.
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At the intersection leading to Heilongjiang, Fourth Master Li looked at the two remaining leaders behind him and couldn't help but feel sorrow welling up from within.

Three days ago, Siping government troops suddenly launched an attack on Fourth Master Li's mountain stronghold. Unlike the old Siping Security Corps' mode of attacking in large formations, this force divided into several small squads, approached silently, and launched a sudden attack.

Fourth Master Li thought he was cautious enough, having arranged men at every intersection. Yet two small squads still appeared suddenly beside the stronghold; a burst of gunfire drove away the minions guarding the gate.

Forced by circumstances, Fourth Master Li could only lead his subordinates to flee. The government troops pursued relentlessly. In the blink of an eye, the pursuit lasted until the third day. More than forty subordinates were all lost. He and the Second and Third Leaders only managed to escape because they had horses.

Fourth Master Li regretted it immensely. Knowing the new Governor He was a formidable character back then, he should have left immediately with his brothers. However, hearing the brothers sent to Siping City recount the recent prosperity of Siping, Fourth Master Li still got greedy. He felt there might be a chance to make a score. Now, instead of gaining anything, he had suffered a double loss—his entire force was gone.

But Fourth Master Li was also a veteran bandit of many years. He hardened his heart and said to his two subordinates, "Third Master Zhou in Heilongjiang is a stout fellow; let's go join him."

Hearing they were going to Heilongjiang, the Second Leader was truly unwilling in his heart and probed, "Big Brother, shouldn't we go see Fourth Master Liu?"

Fourth Master Li's face darkened. "We suffered a loss because of greed before, and now we've lost all our brothers. We can't stay in Siping, and we've offended quite a few people in Jilin too. Now there are only a few of us left; if we stay, who knows when someone will do us in!"

After speaking, seeing the Second Leader still looking hesitant, Fourth Master Li asked coldly, "What, Number Two, you don't want to go?"

Hearing this, the Second Leader hurriedly answered, "How could that be? Wherever Big Brother takes me, I'll follow."

Fourth Master Li said no more. He looked back in the direction of his mountain stronghold one last time, then urged his exhausted horse northward.

***

In the Siping Headquarters, victory reports came one after another. Although Fourth Master Li escaped, his subordinates were caught in one net. Another large bandit gang was completely wiped out, with not a single person slipping through the net.

On the paper in front of Xu Chengfeng, several current problems were written. At the top of the list was the issue of attacks on rural cadres. Recently, a rural cadre in another village was shot at. Fortunately, the gunman fired from a distance to ensure his own safety. The bullet hit a pile of green fodder being processed and didn't hurt anyone.

Even so, the villages and towns that knew about this were quite shaken.

Xu Chengfeng was certain that attacks on village cadres were definitely not spontaneous acts by bandits. Even the mastermind behind the scenes had been identified. There is no love without reason, nor hate without reason. This land reform toppled so many landlords; someone would always think of ways to retaliate.

After thinking for a while, Xu Chengfeng wrote down his thoughts on the solution to the current problem.

Two days later, the troops escorted the bandits, who had undergone public trials and struggle sessions in various villages, back to Siping. This operation lasted more than ten days, destroying and capturing over five hundred bandits of various stripes.

At the summary meeting, Xu Jia said, "Among these people, there are actually villagers who have colluded with bandits to commit crimes for many years. In my opinion, they are even more hateful than the bandits."

Cheng Ruofan expressed agreement. "The masses hate these people to the bone too. We mobilized the masses, and the masses naturally hope we can catch them all in one fell swoop."

The young soldiers expressed their agreement one after another. Previously, everyone hated corrupt officials; now they found that the masses hated the bad people around them even more. As long as there was a chance to eliminate these people, they wouldn't let it go.

After discussing their feelings, Xu Chengfeng began the formal discussion. "Two incidents of sniping from the shadows occurred recently. This is contract killing, which is an extremely vile matter."

The youths' expressions became serious. Everyone interrogated the captured bandits; two bandit groups did this kind of thing. And the people who sent them were all from the Changchun area to the north.

Cheng Ruofan asked, "It shouldn't be easy for us to go arrest people directly, right?"

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "Some of those people are officials. It's not easy to touch them. Moreover, the bandits' uncorroborated testimony isn't enough; we can't really bring them down with just that. I think it's better to invite the Changchun side to send people to participate in the trial."

The comrades frowned slightly, considering Xu Chengfeng's purpose. Zhong Yifu was the first to say, "If we do this, won't it be a joint trial?"

Cheng Ruofan looked thoughtful. "Changchun is the provincial capital after all. It would be a bit troublesome if they want to take the bandits back to deal with them."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "My thought is, since we can't control the Changchun side right now, we might as well bring this matter into the open. Let those in Changchun who are not our enemies know the crux of the conflict. Serious criminals like Zhang Debiao must be executed. Now that someone is attacking village cadres, if Zhang Debiao and the others aren't executed, the cadres will definitely have wild thoughts."

Hearing Xu Chengfeng say this, although the youths weren't too happy about Changchun participating in a joint trial, they finally expressed agreement.

Only Cheng Ruofan couldn't help snorting but didn't say anything.

Xu Chengfeng smiled. "Looking at the current situation, I actually have more and more confidence. What the masses want is to live a stable life. As long as the masses of Siping are of one heart with us, there is nothing to be afraid of."

Just then, the door opened. He Rui walked in quickly. "I'm late. How is the situation?"

The young officers recounted the summary of the work and the response to key issues to He Rui. After listening, He Rui agreed immediately. "Do it like this. In addition, the work of strengthening the militia mentioned by Chengfeng must be grasped firmly. Only when the masses feel they have strength can Siping be truly stable. Also, everyone prepare; water conservancy construction is about to begin. Take the opportunity of the public execution of Zhang Debiao and others to explain this work clearly to the cadres."

Cheng Ruofan still had some expectations and probed, "Governor, can we invite people from Fengtian to come try the case instead of calling people from Changchun?"

He Rui smiled. "If Fengtian sends people to try the case, how can the Changchun side know our attitude?"

Cheng Ruofan immediately felt somewhat ashamed and hurriedly explained, "Governor, I just feel uncomfortable letting people from Changchun participate in a joint trial."

"No matter who comes, the result is decided by us."

He Rui cast his gaze on everyone. "This land reform and bandit suppression are enough to let comrades see clearly the people's desire for a stable and good life. Our current focus of work is to meet the needs of the masses, and economic development is the prerequisite for all this. Everything we do is also to clear obstacles for economic development."

After speaking, He Rui looked at Xu Chengfeng. "The troops must step up training; they don't need to participate in water conservancy construction for now. In the near future, we must conduct a unified arrest of all opium smokers. The troops need to strengthen their education; they should even witness the agony of those suffering from withdrawal. As part of their literacy education, the troops should write letters home to spread the word about the opium ban."
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Police Chief Duan Changgui was stunned upon hearing the news about closing the opium dens. Acting Mayor Wu Youping said nothing, waiting for Duan Changgui to respond.

After hesitating for a long time, Duan Changgui declared loudly, "We should have moved against these bastards who profit from destroying families long ago! How many people have these opium dens harmed!"

Then, Duan Changgui lowered his voice slightly. "But Mayor Wu, some opium is sold to the opium dens by Japanese merchants..."

Wu Youping laughed. "I didn't expect Chief Duan to be so resolute about the opium ban. The task of shutting down the Japanese merchants must definitely be handled by you, Chief Duan."

Seeing that Wu Youping showed no sign of being intimidated by the Japanese, Duan Changgui didn't know how to continue. He lowered his head and pondered for a good while before saying, "Since Mayor Wu orders it, I will definitely lead the charge."

That night, after turning it over in his mind repeatedly, Duan Changgui still sent someone out. Under the cover of night, this person headed straight for the large opium den. Business at the opium den was booming at this time, and that peculiar smell made the visitor frown.

Seeing the person sent by Duan Changgui enter through the back door, the opium den owner hurriedly ushered him into the inner room. Just as they were talking, the sound of footsteps suddenly rang out. Someone rushed in and shouted, "Boss, the army is outside!"

Duan Changgui slept very uneasily that night. When he was Chief before, people from all walks of life had to pay tribute to him. But now, He Rui absolutely did not allow corruption and bribery. Duan Changgui had long harbored the idea of retiring. Now, after the land reform in Siping, Duan Changgui's wish to be a landlord in Siping was shattered. He didn't even know where to go. The only thing that could make money for Duan Changgui was his secret shares in the opium den. Now that He Rui wanted to ban opium, Duan Changgui naturally knew He Rui wasn't just going through the motions. After all that had happened, he knew that He Rui might not act, but if he did, he played for keeps.

After much deliberation, Duan Changgui felt it was better not to gamble on luck. He hurriedly dressed and ran straight to He Rui's headquarters. When brought before He Rui, he knelt on the ground. "Governor, spare my life! Please, Governor, spare my worthless life! As long as the Governor gives me a way out, I will never set foot in Siping again."

He Rui ordered the guards to escort Duan Changgui home. Early the next morning, Duan Changgui left home dejectedly. Apart from fifty silver dollars, he didn't take any other family property.

But he didn't need to be sad about this, because compared to him, other former officials were not so lucky.

While the police were sealing opium dens and arresting addicts, the Special Action Team of the Statistics Bureau also began to act, rounding up all the targets.

Facing these guys shouting "I want to see the Governor," Xu Jia couldn't be bothered with their nonsense and let the investigators deal with them.

Meanwhile, Zhao Tianlin was invited to participate in the interrogation. For every person brought in, a cadre from the Statistics Bureau read out the investigation report. Hearing that their secret investments in businesses like opium dens, casinos, and brothels had been discovered, these people's faces turned pale one by one.

Watching their reactions, Zhao Tianlin's expression became solemn. When the morning inquiry ended, Zhao Tianlin went directly to Xu Jia. "Section Chief Xu, this is not proper judicial procedure."

Xu Jia respected Zhao Tianlin very much, so he answered frankly, "Dr. Zhao, there are no clear laws to deal with them right now. We can only try our best to ensure the facts are clear and the evidence is conclusive. Moreover, the things these people did are being done everywhere outside the pass. If you say they did wrong, they really won't admit it."

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "Section Chief Xu, that's not what I mean. The Siping Court is barely a skeleton right now, and there are no professional judges. What I mean is, detain them first. I will write letters to friends who graduated in law, inviting them to come to Siping. If the Governor approves of them, we will set up the court. As for those people... I study law, so I can't prejudge. But after hearing what Section Chief Xu collected, I hope even more that they receive a fair trial."

Seeing Xu Jia was very puzzled, Zhao Tianlin said sincerely, "Section Chief Xu. I was pen pals with Governor He for a year and worked with him for two months. Governor He said that law is a tool for the ruling class to realize its will. I couldn't agree more. Based on the philosophy of the Civilization Party, things that many countries in the world don't consider crimes are crimes in Siping. This has already pioneered a new era in Chinese justice. It may seem like I am asking for unnecessary trouble, but actually, it's not to give those criminals dignity, but to demonstrate the seriousness of our judicial system. The judicial system itself represents the power and will of the state; we must respect our own judicial system! And the integrity of the judicial system comes from its procedural propriety."

Xu Jia felt he could roughly understand, yet he still couldn't fully understand the propriety Zhao Tianlin spoke of.

But one thing was certain. Zhao Tianlin genuinely wanted to make Siping's judicial system better.

Xu Jia thought for a moment and replied, "In that case, I will proceed according to my arrangement first. Please also proceed with your plan, Dr. Zhao. If Dr. Zhao recruits people, I will wait for you to take over. What does Dr. Zhao think?"

Zhao Tianlin agreed immediately and then went to see He Rui. Unexpectedly, the guard politely stopped Zhao Tianlin. "Dr. Zhao, Governor He is meeting with Japanese merchants."

Zhao Tianlin roughly guessed what was happening inside, so he said, "Please inform the Governor that I have also read a bit of the Hague Opium Convention."

Soon, the guard came out to invite Zhao Tianlin in.

He Rui had already stood up. While inviting Zhao Tianlin to sit, he asked the several Japanese merchants and a Japanese military officer in front of him, "Do you know who this gentleman is?"

Seeing Zhao Tianlin in a western suit with the demeanor of a scholar, the Japanese merchants and officer all shook their heads.

He Rui said, "This is Dr. Zhao Tianlin, a Doctor of Law from Harvard University in the United States. You just said that opium is legal international trade. I will ask Dr. Zhao Tianlin to explain to you whether opium is legal international trade."

Seeing He Rui speaking with righteous sternness, Zhao Tianlin didn't decline and directly explained the content of the *International Opium Convention* to these Japanese.

In 1909, the United States, in coordination with 13 other countries including Japan, convened a meeting in Shanghai regarding the International Opium Convention. The meeting reached a consensus on increasing condemnation of the international opium trade.

On February 1, 1912, the Second International Opium Conference in The Hague passed the *International Opium Convention*. From then on, countries no longer regarded anti-drug efforts as China's "internal affair" but recognized that the drug trade was an "economic loss for the whole world."

After Zhao Tianlin finished explaining this, He Rui said coldly to these Japanese, "As one of the signatories of the *International Opium Convention*, Japan has an obligation to cooperate with China in implementing the drug ban. Tell those people behind you: even though it is currently wartime, if they continue to demand the sale of opium, I will send people to Beijing to lodge a complaint with the Diplomatic Corps. The Diplomatic Corps of various countries will definitely condemn the Japanese government. Facing a Japanese government that has lost face internationally, are you gentlemen prepared to commit *seppuku*?"
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Watching the Japanese leave, Zhao Tianlin handed a letter to He Rui. "*Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang wants to interview you again, Brother He. He says in the letter that he has also invited some interested French merchants. He specifically asked about my views on the President proclaiming himself Emperor; presumably, he won't let you off easily when he sees you."

He Rui smiled. "If Journalist Mo interviews Siping, I will certainly say everything I know and hold nothing back."

Zhao Tianlin knew He Rui was speaking from the heart and teased, "Does Brother He think the President proclaiming himself Emperor is not a major event?"

"National affairs are major events. Matters of seeking personal gain, no matter how big the fuss, are essentially trivial."

Zhao Tianlin studied law; following He Rui's train of thought, he understood immediately after a moment's consideration. He sighed, "Brother He is right. But he is the President, after all."

"When I was young, I looked at the world map and imagined to my heart's content how to conquer this world based on what I knew. It is said that youths in European countries have similar experiences. In my view, such ambition is far more significant than President Yuan proclaiming himself Emperor. How many dreams a country can support determines how far it can go."

"Dreams of conquering the world?" Zhao Tianlin couldn't help frowning slightly.

"Youths don't understand the cruelty of the world; what they call 'conquest' is merely curiosity about the world. Don't use adult thinking to understand the rhetoric of youths."

"I am concerned about those European youths," Zhao Tianlin sighed.

"If every family in China has its own world map and globe, and every child can go to middle school, I think at least one boy out of ten will do this," He Rui answered frankly.

Zhao Tianlin didn't respond but took out a budget application. "Brother He, the expenses for opening schools in towns and villages have been calculated."

He Rui took it, read it for a moment, and praised, "Brother Zhao, having Militia Captains serve as PE teachers—this idea is truly sensible."

"Did Brother He think I was hidebound by tradition?" Zhao Tianlin laughed loudly.

He Rui also laughed. "Not at all. I know physical education is a scientific discipline and must be taught by professional teachers. I also know Brother Zhao is very serious about these details. That's why I marvel that Brother Zhao can break through prejudice and accept an imperfect solution. Please rest assured, Brother Zhao; when the village Militia Captains come to town for training, I will teach them the basics of kinesiology as much as possible. Textbooks in this area are already being compiled."

Zhao Tianlin was somewhat moved. "Brother He's learning is truly unfathomable."

"First, although I have some knowledge of kinesiology, it is limited. Second, I can't possibly research this knowledge myself; I can only organize people to research and progress in this area. All I can do is point out that this direction exists and provide funding to support work in this area. It's enough that we are aware of this matter. There is another matter I need to discuss with Brother Zhao."

***

A few days passed in a flash. *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang arrived in Siping accompanied by seven or eight French and British merchants.

Getting off the train, they saw the welcoming team already holding up banners. Below the banner, the Republic of China flag was in the center, with the British flag on the left and the French flag on the right.

Amidst the rhythmic, light, and neat tapping of the drum corps, a man in a long gown walked out of the ranks and began playing a flute.

The flute music was melodious, and the drumming stopped immediately. Hearing the tune, the British merchants were visibly moved. Although the bagpipe and the Chinese flute are vastly different, the tune of *Auld Lang Syne* was equally beautiful.

This song is Scottish folk music, but Scotland and England have been united for two hundred years, and it is also deeply loved by the English. Suddenly hearing familiar music from home in a foreign land, the British merchants' faces were full of surprise and joy, and the Scottish merchant's eyes were even a bit red.

Although the French were a bit surprised, they listened proudly with a polite demeanor. The tune wasn't long and finished in two minutes. The flute player paused slightly, then played *La Marseillaise*. The French merchants unconsciously stood at attention.

Although the flute was melodious and lacked the majestic power of a symphony orchestra, the neat, low drumming of the drummers under the conductor's direction enhanced the atmosphere.

The music ended, and He Rui, dressed in a crisp military uniform, walked out. He first said loudly in French, "Welcome to Siping." Then he said it again loudly in English. Immediately afterward, he stepped forward to shake hands with the merchants one by one.

Mo Yang had already greatly touted He Rui to the merchants along the way and had made plans to introduce both sides properly after arriving at Siping train station. But he never expected He Rui to do this. Judging from the current effect, it had greatly exceeded Mo Yang's best expectations.

However, He Rui didn't say much. After shaking hands, he said, "I have prepared a humble banquet to welcome you all. Please follow me."

After speaking, he took the lead. Mo Yang looked at He Rui from behind, seeing that although this young Siping Governor was polite and cordial, his bearing was that of a big shot, as if a king were entertaining his guests.

The group took rickshaws directly to Huaqing Tower. Mo Yang looked at the streets and felt they were completely different from his last visit. It wasn't that the buildings on both sides of the street had changed, but the cleanliness of the streets themselves was completely different. And there were traffic police directing traffic at intersections. The whole of Siping was originally an ordinary county town outside the pass, but now it faintly had the feel of a big city like Tianjin.

Arriving at the second floor of Huaqing Tower, a young man wearing a well-fitted suit, handmade leather shoes, and hair styled neatly with pomade walked out of a private room. He first saluted He Rui, then turned to the merchants, greeting them in a London accent.

Although the French merchants didn't usually speak English, they understood English doing business overseas.

Mo Yang distinguished carefully and finally found the memory. This young man was actually Wu Youping, the Siping Mayor's Assistant he met last time.

The merchants were also surprised. Wu Youping introduced himself, "I am the Acting Mayor of Siping, Wu Youping. If you gentlemen come to invest in the future, we will inevitably have many dealings."

After speaking, he led the merchants into the private room to rest.

Taking advantage of a gap, Mo Yang pulled Wu Youping aside. "Brother Wu, your English..."

Wu Youping laughed. "I attended a church school in Tianjin, so naturally I learned English and French. I'm just not familiar with French; I can listen, but can't speak more than a few words."

"Then your outfit?" Mo Yang, even after confirming the source of Wu Youping's English, couldn't equate the youth in common short clothes from last time with the current dapper youth.

"This suit? My father asked a tailor in Tianjin to make it when I graduated. Brother Mo, is this suit already out of fashion?"

Mo Yang shook his head repeatedly. He hadn't thought at all about whether the suit was out of fashion; he just hadn't expected Wu Youping to be able to show such a side. Just this outfit and English—even the staff at the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs were no match for this.

Wu Youping said, "Brother Mo, when we take our seats in a moment, I still have to ask Brother Mo to introduce everyone one by one."

Only then did Mo Yang remember his previous preparation. He originally wanted to introduce everyone one by one at the train station. However, introducing before taking seats was fully in accordance with European and American etiquette. Mo Yang hurriedly replied, "Naturally."
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"This is Mr. William de Bricassart," Mo Yang introduced the last British merchant to He Rui.

He Rui smiled. "Mr. Bricassart, were your ancestors from southern France?"

"Yes, my ancestors were Marseillais," the British merchant answered proudly.

"Those were nobles who followed William the Conqueror to England; truly a long history. Do you still hold a title?"

The pride on the British merchant's face turned into a bitter smile. Then he heard He Rui laugh, "Needless to say, Cromwell must have done something to your ancestors."

Mr. William de Bricassart was stunned. Since coming to China, this was the first time someone had noticed the ancient heritage contained in his name. Even Cromwell's blow to the British aristocracy was guessed correctly by He Rui; it was truly too unexpected.

After being led to his seat, Mr. William turned his head to look at this young, knowledgeable Chinese Governor and the young Mayor beside him. For a moment, he couldn't figure out exactly what kind of people he had met.

Whispering with his companion, the companion also couldn't understand how they could meet such people in the vast countryside outside the pass. William couldn't help whispering, "I'm starting to suspect if the train played some trick and hauled us to Shanghai."

His companion chuckled lightly. He turned to look at the long dining table in front of him, the snowy white tablecloth, the centerpiece made of flowers and beautiful fruits, the embroidered napkins, the beautiful porcelain tableware, and the shining knives and forks.

Even a restaurant in Shanghai would be no more than this.

At this time, He Rui had arrived at the host seat. On his left were all French merchants, and on his right were British merchants.

He Rui said, "Gentlemen, there are two more guests arriving soon. Please wait a moment."

Before his voice fell, footsteps sounded. Security Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng walked up to the second floor. His boots were shiny, and his uniform crisp. He saluted immediately upon seeing He Rui.

He Rui introduced Xu Chengfeng to the merchants, and the merchants exchanged greetings.

Wu Youping waved his hand toward the kitchen. Immediately, someone came serving trays. Brandy was placed in front of all the French merchants, while Whiskey was placed in front of the British merchants.

The waiter poured wine for everyone. In front of He Rui and Xu Chengfeng was Northeast Sorghum Liquor.

He Rui raised his wine glass. "Thank you all for coming from afar." He led Xu Chengfeng to clink glasses with the merchants one by one. Then he and Xu Chengfeng drank the wine in one gulp.

Serving of dishes began here. The chef of Huaqing Tower muttered as he watched the waiters carry the dishes out, "Foreign devils are just strange; they insist on putting only a little food on such a big plate. That's not how you show off class!"

After speaking, he looked at the sketches on the blackboard next to him. These sketches were the result of He Rui inviting the chef over to discuss together.

Although the plating method was vastly different from Chinese tradition, what could be put on the plate was the most delicious part of the meal. Even for fish, although the cheek meat and tail meat were the tenderest, they were too small to be suitable for plating. So what was put on the plate was the fish meat that looked the most succulent, with fish bones already removed.

Seeing this plating, the merchants felt they were attending a banquet of a Governor-General level figure. Moreover, the plating wasn't all in the French mode; for example, the fried lamb chops, golden in color and overflowing with fragrance, were piled full on the plate. Seeing that the dishes were all served, He Rui still had no intention of starting. This reminded the merchants that he said he was waiting for two people. Regiment Commander Xu Chengfeng was one, so there was another one.

Just as they were thinking, footsteps sounded on the stairs. A refined man wearing a silk long gown walked slowly up the stairs. He Rui went forward to welcome him, leading Zhao Tianlin to the table. Two of the French merchants showed surprised expressions.

He Rui introduced, "This is the former President of the National Beiyang University, Your Excellency Zhao Tianlin. He is a Ph.D. from Harvard Law School."

Although the British merchants felt American universities were inferior to British universities, they had still heard of Harvard University. Especially the Law School, a school that only nobles could attend. Trinity College of Cambridge University in the UK had four stone statues standing on the roof of its library, representing the four oldest disciplines: Theology, Law, Medicine, and Mathematics.

Law was a discipline second only to Theology, a discipline enthusiastically pursued by children of nobility. A Law School Ph.D. was also a person of high status in the UK. Such a person was valued by a power holder like Governor He Rui; at least in this place, Siping, his future was limitless.

After everyone took their seats, Zhao Tianlin didn't eat. Instead, he asked in fluent English, "Are you gentlemen here to invest, or to inspect?"

The merchants were stumped by this question. Whether French or British merchants, it was their first time coming to Siping. Before, they hadn't even heard that there was such a place in China.

The reason they came was entirely because they learned that a figure like Governor He Rui was in power in Siping. When *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang invited everyone, he boasted that He Rui was a talent in military and diplomatic affairs, a most excellent local ruler.

Accepting He Rui's hospitality and seeing He Rui's bearing in every gesture, the merchants felt Mo Yang's words were not false, and He Rui might really be someone they could cooperate with. But this didn't mean the merchants had decided to invest.

Zhao Tianlin also roughly knew the merchants' thoughts and laughed. "Siping was originally a good place, and now with Governor He, it is an even better place. This was simply too tempting; I had to resign from Beiyang University to come to Siping and follow Governor He."

Zhao Tianlin's words were meaningful, and He Rui understood tacitly.

The French merchants knew Zhao Tianlin. Just two months ago, Zhao Tianlin served as Vice President of a local gentry opposition group in Tianjin that opposed the French expansion of the commercial district in the West District. He was indeed a prominent figure in Tianjin. The British merchants didn't know, so they turned to look at *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang, who responded with a nod.

He Rui raised his wine glass for a toast. "Gentlemen, welcome to Siping again."

The food was delicious, and the merchants ate happily. During the banquet, the merchants asked about He Rui's plans. He Rui answered, "The jurisdiction of Siping covers over ten thousand square kilometers. Among them, five thousand square kilometers belong entirely to the Siping government. These lands have already been reclaimed into farmland, just waiting to plant agricultural products next year. As a railway hub, a large number of merchants transport agricultural products to Siping for sale. So I hope to cooperate on agricultural products first."

A French merchant asked, "Your Excellency, pardon my presumption, does Siping have plans to produce industrial products?"

He Rui smiled. "Siping has a population of as many as three hundred thousand, and about fifty thousand possess the conditions to be industrial workers. Siping is destined to develop industry. However, if you gentlemen have any products you need, we can consider prioritizing cooperative production."
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The visit of the British and French merchants from Tianjin in Siping was handled by Wu Youping. They stayed for three days and then took their leave. Learning this news, Mo Yang regretfully found Zhao Tianlin. "Brother Zhao, my abilities end here. I presume I have disappointed the Governor."

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "Brother Mo, don't blame yourself. I heard Mayor Wu say that those merchants came for inspection; naturally, they wouldn't invest money immediately. If they really did that, it wouldn't be logical."

Mo Yang was somewhat surprised to hear this and finally probed, "Did Governor He say this?"

Zhao Tianlin didn't answer but asked, "Does Brother Mo still plan to interview the Governor? If you want to interview him, I'll help arrange it. Actually, I am also very curious about the Governor's view on that matter."

Mo Yang was puzzled. "Could it be that the Governor hasn't mentioned the President proclaiming himself Emperor to Brother Zhao?"

"I asked too. It's just that Brother He's mind is entirely on how to build Siping, and he doesn't care about that major event at all. Since Brother He invited Brother Mo to come, presumably he will discuss this matter seriously."

Mo Yang confirmed that his interview wouldn't be affected, so he asked, "Can you give me a grace period of two days? I still have to wait for someone."

Zhao Tianlin laughed. "It seems Brother Mo has prepared a surprise as well."

After the person Mo Yang was waiting for arrived in Siping, he immediately took this person to see Zhao Tianlin. He saw Zhao Tianlin dressed in a long gown, ready to go out.

After introducing each other, Zhao Tianlin smiled. "It really is a surprise. I imagine Brother He should be very happy."

"Is Brother Zhao going to see the Governor?" Mo Yang asked.

"Yes. Please come with me."

Having stayed in Siping for a few days, Mo Yang was relatively familiar with this county town. Seeing Zhao Tianlin walking out of the city instead of going to He Rui's headquarters, he felt something wasn't quite right.

Sure enough, the group headed straight for the suburbs. At this time, the last ripening crops were scattered here and there in the fields. They walked to the side of a wheat field. A man who was buried in harvesting straightened his back and greeted Zhao Tianlin, "Brother Zhao, you've come. Do you want to come down and work together?"

Mo Yang looked closely and saw that this man wearing farmer's clothes was actually He Rui. At this moment, He Rui wore a straw hat on his head, held a sickle in his right hand, and placed the cut wheat to the side with his left hand. He didn't look like a Governor at all.

Zhao Tianlin took off his long gown, revealing the short clothes underneath. He took a sickle, jumped down from the field ridge, and did farm work with He Rui.

Mo Yang and the guest watched dumbfounded. They wanted to work together but felt a bit sorry for their western suits. He Rui seemed unable to see their thoughts and invited, "Are you two interested in helping move the wheat?"

Farmers responsible for bundling gathered the wheat and stacked it aside, and others collected the scattered wheat and loaded it onto a cart to be taken for threshing. Mo Yang and the guest looked at each other and smiled, then followed suit. After He Rui finished harvesting the wheat field he was responsible for, he called Zhao Tianlin, Mo Yang, and the others to an old tea stall set up under a tree and found a table to sit down casually.

Children from farmer families gathered around, shouting, "Uncle He, is there any more candy?"

He Rui looked gentle. He took out a few pieces of *Gaoliang Yi* from his pocket and distributed them to the children, then took out the remaining pieces and put them on the table. Someone responsible for tea had already brought a pot of tea to the table. Zhao Tianlin poured a bowl for everyone. Mo Yang saw the leaves in the ceramic bowl were dark and didn't know if it was tea. Seeing He Rui pick it up and drink it in a few large gulps, Mo Yang also took a sip. He found the liquid actually tasted like tea.

After quenching his thirst, Mo Yang introduced, "This is Brother Tong Bokang, my university classmate. He is currently working at *Shen Bao*."

After He Rui and Tong Bokang exchanged greetings, He Rui laughed. "Brother Mo is from *Ta Kung Pao*, and Brother Tong is from *Shen Bao*. One south and one north; you are considered commercial competitors, right? With both of you coming together this time, should I be nervous?"

Seeing He Rui speak humorously without any sign of nervousness, Tong Bokang also laughed. "Last time I saw the exclusive interview in *Ta Kung Pao*, Governor He's insights were truly admirable. The editor-in-chief ordered the *Shen Bao* reporters to interview Governor He no matter what. It just happened that Brother Mo mentioned this opportunity, so I came specially from Shanghai."

After introducing his purpose, Tong Bokang wanted to ask questions first, but found he couldn't ask the prepared questions. Because the surrounding environment was truly too different from what Tong Bokang imagined.

This was a genuine field edge, and He Rui, who was to be interviewed, was dressed in farmer's clothes. Although He Rui indeed had extraordinary bearing and remained spirited after working for so long, Tong Bokang truly found it difficult to adjust his interview context in a short time.

"Governor, may I ask if you support the President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

Seeing Tong Bokang delay asking, Mo Yang asked the first question.

He Rui's tone was relaxed as he asked back, "Why does Journalist Mo think the President wants to proclaim himself Emperor?"

"..." Mo Yang fell silent.

*Shen Bao* was in Shanghai and had always been relatively inclined towards the Southern Revolutionary Party. Tong Bokang replied, "Presumably, the President does it for power and position."

He Rui shook his head slightly. "In terms of power and position, the President is already China's nominal highest ruler. Isn't the power and position enough? As for saying the President insists on becoming Emperor for his descendants for thousands of generations, that underestimates the President even more. It's only been a few years since Empress Dowager Longyu held the little Emperor and abdicated; Yuan Gong's memory isn't that bad. Moreover, Yuan Gong started from militia training and walked step by step to today. From local to central, from military affairs and government affairs to diplomacy, he has done it all, and done quite well. Even placed in the entire world political arena, he is a figure with a very complete political resume. With Yuan Gong's vision, it is impossible for him not to know whether his descendants have the ability to keep the throne in these troubled times."

Hearing He Rui say this, both Tong Bokang and Mo Yang were very surprised. Tong Bokang asked hurriedly, "Could it be that Governor He supports the President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

He Rui shook his head again. "Since China has achieved a republic, it cannot go back to the old path of monarchy. Regardless of Yuan Gong's purpose, he will inevitably face opposition from all of China. I will also oppose it."

Now Tong Bokang was even more curious. "But Governor He... then why does Governor He think the President wants to proclaim himself Emperor?"

Mo Yang was also very curious. He recalled that when he interviewed He Rui last time, He Rui said that there were currently two forces of separatism and unification in China, and these two forces were fiercely confronting each other. Although these words were shocking, they gave him a feeling of hitting the nail on the head, but many confusions arose from it. At that time, Mo Yang felt He Rui had just arrived in Siping and probably didn't want to cause trouble, so he didn't pursue it deeply. But the confusion in his heart only increased over time.

Now, Mo Yang vaguely felt that the confusions troubling him for many days were about to have an answer.
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Seeing He Rui chatting with two decently dressed men, the fellow villagers resting and drinking tea nearby gathered around with their tea bowls, standing by to listen.

He Rui said to the two journalists, "Yuan Gong forcing the Qing Emperor to abdicate was also a matter of necessity. After Cixi died, a group of young Turks among the Manchu nobility didn't have the guts to go to the front lines to fight, but they had plenty of guts to seize power in the court. If Yuan Gong hadn't acted, I'm afraid he would have died an unnatural death; he did it for self-preservation too. After Yuan Gong forced the Qing Emperor to abdicate, the Manchu officials in the Qing court hated Yuan Gong to the bone and absolutely could not cooperate with him. In the Manchu Qing government, the officials with real power were Manchus, while Han Chinese served as officials to keep up appearances. Driving out the Tartars and establishing a Republic meant half the officials in the court—the Manchus—naturally couldn't be officials anymore. Among the remaining half of Han officials, most Governors and Viceroys were in the southern provinces. With the Southern Revolutionary Party in power, how could they tolerate these people? Although the Manchu Qing lost its ruling legitimacy, its ruling capability remained until its demise, so the Qing central government could still collect taxes. After the Republic, the government instantly lost three-quarters of its officials. Yuan Gong scraped together what he could but couldn't maintain the old tax system. The direct result was that Yuan Gong couldn't even afford the Beiyang Army's pay."

The two journalists were stunned. After a moment of silence, Tong Bokang suddenly realized, "Is the Governor saying that the President dispatched Beiyang Governors to the localities to raise military funds on the spot?"

Mo Yang was a Northerner and stationed in Tianjin, so he didn't feel this deeply. Hearing Tong Bokang from Shanghai say this, he realized the reason a moment later.

Tong Bokang wanted to pursue the question, but seeing a circle of farmers in ragged clothes listening with gusto, he felt unhappy. Then he heard Mo Yang continue to ask, "Then does the Governor think Yuan Gong dispatched Governors to various provinces to maintain national unity?"

"The standard for unity in China refers to provincial officials being appointed by the state; these officials are responsible for executing functions like taxation and handing over tax revenue to the central government. If this cannot be done, there is no unity to speak of. Dispatching the Beiyang Army to the localities was originally intended to use the army to intimidate the localities and make them provide tax revenue to the central government. However, once the army was linked to taxation, it led to the politicization of the Beiyang Army, which was originally supported solely by central finance. From then on, the army was no longer an armed force obedient only to the central government, but a part of provincial local politics. From then on, local Governors were no longer merely generals sent by the central government to supervise tax collection, but a part of local political power. Provinces originally had no armed forces of their own; now, through bribery and cooperation with the Beiyang Army, they transformed the Beiyang Army into a kind of local armed force. Yuan Gong's original purpose should have been to rebuild a unified central government, but instead, he promoted the division of the country."

As a reporter for *Shen Bao*, Tong Bokang disliked Beiyang very much. Tong Bokang believed Beiyang was a group of military leaders scrambling for power and profit, rising only by taking advantage of the chaos under heaven. Listening to He Rui's analysis, he found the political changes seemed to have another appearance. The detestable Yuan Shikai faintly seemed to become a person maintaining China's unity. This contrast threw Tong Bokang into some confusion, and he couldn't continue the interview for a moment.

Being a Northerner, Mo Yang's acceptance of this fact was better than Tong Bokang, who was from the South. Although He Rui's view of the political situation also impacted Mo Yang greatly, Mo Yang didn't feel unhappy. Instead, he continued to ask questions according to the prepared outline. "May I ask the Governor, Governors of various provinces have expressed support for the President proclaiming himself Emperor one after another. How credible is this support?"

"Yuan Gong's flaw lies in not understanding modern industrial states. His means of governing the country are still those of the imperial system, using high positions and generous salaries to win over Governors, hoping to become the ruler of all under heaven. However, Yuan Gong may not have noticed exactly how much a province's tax revenue is. By withholding tax money meant for the central government, what the Governor of each province can obtain far exceeds the personal salary Yuan Gong can give. And the titles Yuan Gong gives also have a major defect, which is insufficient legal legitimacy. The current Governors verbally support Yuan Gong proclaiming himself Emperor because they fear Yuan Gong's prestige in the army and dare not be the first to stick their necks out. Since other Governors support it verbally, why should they oppose it? But verbal statements cannot defeat reality. Local forces in various provinces do not want to pay taxes to the central government, so local forces in various provinces are winning over the Governors. As long as they don't have to pay taxes, they will say anything asked of them."

Tong Bokang barely recovered his mood. He wanted to continue asking questions, but he felt that having so many people around really affected his mood. He whispered to He Rui, "Governor, can we find a place with fewer people to talk?"

He Rui laughed. "This is all stuff to be written in the newspaper; what is there that can't be heard by everyone? Besides, do you really think everyone is very interested in this matter?"

As if echoing He Rui's words, someone shouted in the distance, "Number Two, have you rested enough? If you've rested enough, go work. Finish early and go home to sleep early."

Several people in the crowd immediately turned and left. Others also raised their tea bowls, drained the tea, and went back to work in the fields. Originally, many people gathered around the row of tea stalls, but in an instant, only a few old men remained, smoking pipe tobacco and chatting among themselves.

Several children came over at this time, looking at He Rui eagerly. He Rui grabbed the remaining pieces of *Gaoliang Yi* on the table, walked over, and distributed them to the children one by one. The children said thanks and ran aside to play.

Seeing no more onlookers around, Tong Bokang felt much better, and his train of thought became active.

Just then, Zhao Tianlin asked thoughtfully, "Brother He, could it be that the Great President engaged in several large loans really to replenish military funds and operate the government?"

"If not for this purpose, was it necessary for Yuan Gong to bear the infamy and accept loan treaties with such harsh conditions?"

Mentioning the Reorganization Loan and the Twenty-One Demands, Tong Bokang felt as if flames of anger were burning in his chest. He immediately asked, "Governor, if the Great President demands the unification of military and political orders, can it not be done?"

"Reporter Tong also mentioned the question of whether it can be done. This is a good question. Now that local forces in various provinces don't have to pay taxes to the central government, they have already obtained huge benefits. If the provinces give up this benefit, it must be because there is a reason they have to give it up. *Men die for wealth, birds die for food*; without a gun to their foreheads, they will absolutely not give it up. If unification of political and military orders is demanded, the provinces can negotiate with the central government. They could talk for three or five years, or even ten or eight. During the negotiation process, those in power locally will still be those figures collecting taxes, but what about the central government? At that time, it's hard to say who the Great President will be."

Tong Bokang was unable to answer for a moment. Because He Rui had made it very clear: the Yuan Shikai central regime had no money, yet had to maintain the central government. This situation couldn't be sustained for long at all.

For a time, Tong Bokang fell into a dilemma. Until now, Tong Bokang believed the Revolutionary Party was good and Beiyang was bad. But a new thought faintly arose: *Is it possible that, in fact, neither side is good enough?*
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It was already late September. A gust of autumn wind blew, drilling into the beautiful collar of his western suit. *Ta Kung Pao* journalist Mo Yang shivered. He picked up the tea bowl and took a sip; the tea was already cold. Instead, he felt invigorated.

Looking at his prepared interview outline again, Mo Yang selected a question. "May I ask the Governor, is proclaiming himself Emperor the only choice left for the President?"

"The biggest problem Yuan Gong faces right now is the issue of political legitimacy. The Southern Revolutionary Party has consistently insisted on a republic for over a decade; the legal tradition [legitimacy] after realizing the republic is actually not in the President's hands. If Yuan Gong wants to obtain legal tradition, he must receive genuine support from all provinces across the country. And what do the southern provinces supporting the Revolutionary Party want? They want local autonomy, limited government, and paying little or no tax to the central government. Given Yuan Gong's political philosophy, this is undoubtedly splitting the country and absolutely unacceptable. If he cannot obtain legitimacy politically, he can only rely on pure military conquest. Now the Beiyang Army has become politicized, divided into various local factions, plus the provincial governors—in reality, it is no longer possible to unify China by military conquest. The only method left for Yuan Gong is to proclaim himself Emperor, obtaining legitimacy by restoring the imperial system. As long as he obtains legitimacy, he can rebuild central finance and then solve other problems."

"Can the large loans help the President solve the problem?" Mo Yang pressed.

He Rui shook his head. "They can't. Because the Great Powers aren't that strong. Even if the Powers lend money to Yuan Gong with all their might, what Yuan Gong has to face after proclaiming himself Emperor is a long and protracted war of unification. The Powers cannot afford such a scale of investment financially, let alone having absolutely no diplomatic willingness to facilitate China's unification."

"If loans can't solve the problem, what situation will the President face after proclaiming himself Emperor?"

"China at present can no longer accept the imperial system. The reasons vary. Local forces cannot accept a centralized central government; governors want to obtain financial rights within their spheres of influence; the cultural class believes the imperial system is backward and the cause of China's weakness. Ordinary people cannot understand why Yuan Gong forced the Qing Emperor to abdicate only to become Emperor himself. So the matter has nothing to do with Yuan Gong's thoughts anymore. As soon as he proclaims himself Emperor, he will immediately face opposition from everyone. With Yuan Gong's current strength, he cannot cope with it."

Hearing He Rui answer like this, Tong Bokang's expression was full of helplessness. He couldn't help lamenting, "Is there really no one willing to do something for the country with a heart of justice? The United States also has local autonomy; why can't China?"

Seeing Tong Bokang's heartfelt distress, He Rui answered sympathetically, "The United States only has two neighbors: one is Canada, the other is Mexico. If China also only had these two countries around it, China could also adopt a system of local autonomy."

This comfort actually provoked Tong Bokang's anger. His tone was almost an interrogation: "Governor He, perhaps things won't turn out as you predict."

He Rui couldn't help sighing this time. "I'm afraid Yuan Gong's thoughts are the same as yours. Before the cards are revealed, Yuan Gong also expects things to go as he wishes. But the economic base determines the superstructure. A divided economic system has already taken shape; personal wishes and ambitions are just personal thoughts."

At this time, Mo Yang had already begun to write furiously, recording the interview content quickly. Writing to a point, Mo Yang looked up and asked, "Governor, once this interview is published, the world will surely be shocked. If the Governor has any concerns, part of the content can be omitted."

He Rui shook his head. "Just report it truthfully; I have nothing to hide."

"Then before the draft is sent out, I will ask the Governor to look it over."

Seeing both journalists start recording, Zhao Tianlin waved to He Rui. The two walked to the edge of the harvested field. Zhao Tianlin asked in a low voice, "Brother He, do you think the President is proclaiming himself Emperor for the sake of the country? But previously when you spoke of the President becoming Emperor, you said matters of seeking personal gain are all small matters."

"The President proclaiming himself Emperor is a major event for Chinese politics. But in my view, evaluating political events shouldn't be about private morality, nor personal thoughts. Since the President has already ignored reality and engaged in wishful thinking, proclaiming himself Emperor is itself a personal desire."

Zhao Tianlin sighed after listening. After a while, he sighed again. "I attended Mr. Yan Fu's classes and heard Mr. Yan speak on *Evolution and Ethics*, proposing natural selection and survival of the fittest. I felt my horizons open wide and was overjoyed. Mr. Yan Fu joined the *Chouanhui* [Society for Peace] to promote the President proclaiming himself Emperor. If the situation really turns out as Brother He analyzed, it is a pity for Mr. Yan Fu, a pity."

He Rui didn't soothe Zhao Tianlin's sentimentality but turned to ask about the education issues Zhao Tianlin was responsible for. "Brother Zhao, are the literacy and primary school work arrangements for the more than four hundred villages and towns in Siping ready?"

Zhao Tianlin's eyes brightened immediately, and he answered confidently, "It will definitely be resolved before winter comes. I asked Mayor Wu; he said most villages and towns have already determined teaching locations, and classes can start then." After speaking, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help asking, "Brother He, is there really no problem with the funding?"

"This time we banned opium and thoroughly cleaned out those old officials, gaining an extra over a hundred thousand silver dollars or so. Brother Zhao need not worry about funding."

Here, Mo Yang and Tong Bokang first finished recording the exclusive interview quickly, then went back to the hotel to cross-check with each other. They wrote out the interview draft and sent it to He Rui. Soon the draft was sent back. Taking advantage of the time when Mo Yang was doing the final proofreading and organizing, Tong Bokang went to request a meeting with He Rui.

At this time, He Rui was dressed in farmer's attire again, looking like he was about to go out. Tong Bokang asked, "Is the Governor going to harvest in the fields again?"

He Rui answered with a smile, "Last time was the last batch of grain for this year; all government civil servants participated in the rush harvest. Now the grain harvest is finished; this time we are going to build a reservoir. Does Journalist Tong want to go together?"

Tong Bokang lost interest in this and directly spoke the most uncomfortable part of his heart. "Governor, there is one thing I don't understand. Why do you oppose local autonomy so much?"

"Go find a set of clothes and shoes for Journalist Tong," He Rui ordered the orderly. After speaking, He Rui said to Tong Bokang, "From the perspective of geopolitics, China's geographical location is not suitable for local autonomy. Around China are three Great Power countries: Britain, Russia, and Japan. Across the Pacific, there is the United States, the world's number one industrial country. There must be a centralized state to protect China. As for China's interior, there are always areas suffering disasters every year. Just along the Yangtze River, many river banks need to be guarded during the flood season. A polity of local autonomy does not have the ability to solve such problems."

"But the imperial court levies exorbitant taxes, and the people suffer deeply," Tong Bokang replied loudly.

He Rui looked at Tong Bokang. "Shanghai is full of concessions; there shouldn't be imperial courts levying exorbitant taxes there, right? Journalist Tong works at *Shen Bao*; you should know that in Shanghai during winter, over a thousand unclaimed corpses have to be collected in a single day."

Hearing He Rui mention this, Tong Bokang was speechless for a moment. At this time, the guard had already brought a set of clothes and handed them to Tong Bokang. Tong Bokang looked at these tattered clothes, gritted his teeth, and prepared to change.

Then he heard He Rui laugh, "Take off your silk shirt and everything. As long as you start working, sweating down your back, you won't be cold very soon."

Tong Bokang saw that He Rui was also bare-chested with a tattered garment over it. He hardened his heart and answered, "Alright."

Seeing Tong Bokang forcing himself to look spirited, He Rui laughed. "These tattered clothes are indeed intentional. Journalist Tong, farmers absolutely won't wear good clothes when going to the fields. We are going to roll in the mud; wouldn't good clothes be ruined?"



★


Chapter 69: Attracting Investment (Part 6)

Volume 1 — Chapter 69

❧ ❧ ❧


"Company, attention! Count off!"

The sounds of "1, 2, 3, 4..." rang out. A moment later, the captain ran to He Rui and reported loudly, "Report to the Governor. The City Government team planned attendance 109, actual attendance 109. Report complete!"

He Rui ordered loudly, "Return to ranks!" Then he took a few steps forward to the front of the formation. Tong Bokang saw that He Rui was dressed no differently from a laborer, yet his confident temperament was unaffected by his clothes. His bearing was like that of a commander leading a mighty army; Tong Bokang couldn't help but be amazed.

"Comrades, the water shortage problem in Siping is already very serious. And Siping is still developing. Whether it's residential water, or for industry and agriculture, the water needed every day will only increase. This is the first large-scale hydraulic project we are doing in Siping. Do you comrades have the confidence to complete the work!"

"We have confidence!" over a hundred people answered in unison. The unison shout made Tong Bokang's heart beat faster, and for a moment, he was even puzzled. *Are these people not ordinary citizens or government staff, but an army?*

"Company, right face! March!" With He Rui's order, the team of over a hundred people formed a neat column of four abreast, turned right, and marched forward.

On the street, the people of Siping made way one after another upon seeing the team approaching. Far from being annoyed, they looked quite joyful.

Soon, other teams joined the ranks leaving the city. Several teams even carried flags: 'Siping Tax Bureau Water Conservancy Shock Brigade,' 'Siping Rural Cadre Study Class Water Conservancy Shock Brigade,' 'Siping Workers' Study Class Water Conservancy Shock Brigade.' The teams were all four abreast, heading southeast of Siping like a long dragon.

Tong Bokang regretted not bringing a camera. As he hesitated and slowed his pace, He Rui laughed beside him. "No rush; there are plenty of opportunities to take photos. Journalist Tong, experience it for yourself, and you will know what our staff endures. With practical experience, you will definitely be able to write excellent news reports."

Along the way, several more teams joined, dressed the same as those in the column. Beside a tea stall set up by the road, the team stopped to drink water and rest. Tong Bokang gulped down two mouthfuls of hot tea before asking, "How long is this water canal?"

"About 40 *li* [20 km]."

Whether it was fatigue from the march or shock at this number, Tong Bokang felt his mouth go dry again. Shanghai, known as the "Ten-Mile Foreign Settlement," was an extremely prosperous place. The remote Siping county town was building a 40-*li* water canal; how big must the reservoir be to provide enough water for a canal of this length?

It was already dark when they reached their destination. Tong Bokang could only see vague mountain outlines in the night. Walking 40 *li* in a day really exhausted him. In a villager's home, inside a firewood shed, stalks of sorghum and corn were spread on the ground with bedding on top. Several people squeezed onto it, covering themselves with a quilt to sleep. Even in such conditions, Tong Bokang felt a bit like he was in a Shanghai hotel bed and fell fast asleep in moments.

When Tong Bokang woke up, there was no one beside him. After thinking groggily for a moment, he suddenly remembered yesterday's experience. He hurriedly climbed up and lifted the bedding, seeing the imported backpack he bought for ten silver dollars in Shanghai still in the position where his head had rested. Opening it to check, the imported gold fountain pen worth five silver dollars was securely inserted in the pen loop. The notebook and ink were also there.

Only then did Tong Bokang relax. He hurried out a few *li* to the construction site. He saw mountains surrounding them on all sides, peaks upon peaks. The busy crowd was concentrated in a valley. The ground was overgrown with weeds and quite damp, looking completely like a barren mountain. As for reservoir water, there was no sign at all.

He found He Rui with great difficulty. Because he had overslept, he stepped forward somewhat sheepishly. He saw He Rui talking over a blueprint with a man wearing a red armband. Seeing Tong Bokang arrive, He Rui just greeted him simply and continued discussing the blueprint with the red armband.

On the blueprint, the exit of the open space surrounded by mountains on three sides was cut off by a dam at the narrowest point. The man with the red armband said in a Beijing accent tinged with a Southern accent, "Governor, with the current earthwork volume... I really didn't expect the Governor to be able to mobilize nearly ten thousand people. This year's work should be completed on schedule."

"Rest assured, the cement factory will definitely start production next year. At that time, coordinating with the quarry, we will finish the slopes on both sides of the dam."

Hearing the red armband use quite professional terms, Tong Bokang waited for the two to finish discussing work, then stepped forward. "I am *Shen Bao* journalist Tong Bokang. May I ask how to address this brother?"

"So you are Journalist Tong. I am Lu Daoming, Deputy Director of the Siping Water Conservancy Bureau." The red armband shook hands with Tong Bokang as he spoke.

"Director Lu... could you be Mr. Lu Daoming who graduated from Tsinghua University and studied at MIT in the United States? I heard Mo Yang mention you." Tong Bokang said excitedly.

Lu Daoming answered elegantly, "It is I."

Tong Bokang didn't know what to say next for a moment. He could only look Lu Daoming up and down. He saw Lu Daoming's hands were rough, his face tanned dark, wearing clothes no different from a laborer, and his leather boots covered in mud, so dirty the original color couldn't be seen. Yet he looked as spirited as those Siping government officials, seemingly reveling in his current conditions.

Seeing Tong Bokang silent, Lu Daoming said, "Brother He, I'm going to the other engineering teams. We'll chat tonight if there's anything."

Tong Bokang watched Lu Daoming leave, thinking about how to interview this Deputy Director of the Siping Water Conservancy Bureau tonight. However, after dinner, Tong Bokang felt exhausted to the extreme. He collapsed onto the bunk with the others and fell fast asleep. When he woke up again, it was broad daylight.

Tong Bokang had no understanding of building water conservancy. He was almost thirty years old this year. Since he could remember, he hadn't heard of water conservancy projects being built in China, let alone a project like building a reservoir.

He originally thought building a dam was highly technical work. Tong Bokang worked in He Rui's group, and the work consisted of four items: digging earth, transporting earth, filling earth, and tamping earth.

Although ten thousand people participated in the project, the sound of whistles on the site, shouts allocating routes, and chants directing the lifting of tamping logs to smash the ground rose and fell, making the whole site seethe with activity. Tong Bokang's hand, accustomed to holding a pen, had long been blistered. Every muscle and joint in his body ached. He could only do the work of pulling the rope in front of the small cart transporting earth.

Four days later, the engineering team finally rested for a day. Tong Bokang, holding his fountain pen with still-swollen fingers, began the interview in a sheltered spot high on the site.

"May I ask Director Lu, how large is the scale of this reservoir?"

"According to the plan, the reservoir capacity can reach more than 22 million cubic meters. If the water level accumulates to the target, it can supply 7 million cubic meters of water annually."

Tong Bokang's hand stopped. Figures in the millions and tens of millions were completely beyond Tong Bokang's imagination. Turning to look down the hillside, a rammed earth dam nearly two *li* long, dozens of meters wide, and nearly three meters high had taken shape. On the side of the embankment closer to the reservoir area, a small dam over a meter high and a few meters wide had also been completed.

Turning back, Tong Bokang suppressed the impulse to question and chose more polite phrasing. "Did Director Lu measure this reservoir capacity personally?"

"Yes."

"Director Lu, you graduated from MIT. Why come to a place like Siping to do such hard work?"

Looking at Tong Bokang's expression, Lu Daoming smiled. "I studied hydraulic engineering. When I entered school, my advisor told me that hydraulic engineering involves such hard work. After I returned to China, apart from Siping, no other place had any water conservancy construction work. Where else could I go but here? Otherwise, wouldn't my years of university be wasted?"

After interviewing Lu Daoming, Tong Bokang's interest was piqued. He interviewed several ordinary villagers in succession. The villagers' descriptions of themselves and their villages varied. When asked how they came here, the answer was that the Village Head and Militia Captain selected everyone to come participate in building the dam.

When asked about their views on the dam, the villagers' answers were surprisingly identical to what Water Conservancy Director Lu Daoming said. After the dam was built, it could solve the water shortage problem in the Siping area, and all villages and towns the water canal passed through could obtain a large amount of clean drinking water.

The Chief Engineer and the working laborers actually had the same understanding of the purpose of the same project. Tong Bokang was even more curious. He couldn't help using the leading questions he learned at St. John's University on the villagers: "If you didn't come to participate, would they have refused you water?"

The villager didn't understand at first. When Tong Bokang changed his phrasing to something the villager could understand and asked again, the burly man from outside the pass instantly changed his expression. One of them stood up abruptly, pressed close to Tong Bokang, and said angrily, "What do you mean by that?"

Although the accent outside the pass was vastly different from Shanghai, the demeanor and actions made Tong Bokang fully understand that the other party might get violent. Just as he didn't know how to resolve it, a staff member with a red armband nearby stopped the big man and smiled in a Tianjin accent. "Southerners speak differently from us Northerners. He didn't mean that."

"Then what did he mean?" The big man asked relentlessly.

"He wants to know if everyone was forced to come build the dam."

The big man's face looked a little better then, but he still shouted with lingering anger, "The Governor distributed fields and land to us, and is building a dam to distribute water to the village. Wanting a share of water without doing anything—do you have no shame?"

Tong Bokang hurriedly smiled apologetically. "Misunderstanding, misunderstanding!" He then left with the cadre.

After walking far away, the cadre suddenly stopped, kept a straight face, and said to Tong Bokang, "Journalist Tong, stop copying foreign journalists, okay? Do you think asking like that is very clever?"

The amount of information contained in these words shocked Tong Bokang more than being threatened by the burly man from outside the pass face-to-face. He sized up this young man in tattered work clothes. He seemed to be less than twenty years old, yet in his resolute expression, there was a sharpness peculiar to scholars. Tong Bokang asked, "This brother, may I ask your great name and which school you graduated from?"

"My name is Zhu Guangyou. Graduated from Tianjin St. Stephen's Church School, Higher Primary."

Tong Bokang was truly shaken in his heart. Even an unknown cadre had such an educational background, let alone the core figures around He Rui. Such a group of people engaging in such hard work together with rural villagers, indistinguishable from one another except for an armband—such a thing was truly unprecedented.
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Tearing off the calendar page for September 22nd to reveal the new page for September 23rd, Yang Du picked up *Ta Kung Pao* and *Shen Bao*, flipped two pages to the front, and walked out of his office.

During the Hundred Days' Reform, Yang Du had accepted the reformist ideas of Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao and opposed imperialism. In the 32nd year of Guangxu (1906), he served as editor-in-chief of *China New News* and published "The Theory of Gold and Iron," advocating for a constitutional monarchy. In the same year, Yang Du wrote two articles, "The Outline of China's Constitution Should Absorb the Strengths of Eastern and Western Countries" and "Procedures for Implementing Constitutional Government," which were presented to the Emperor along with Liang Qichao's "Comparison of Constitutional Governments in Eastern and Western Countries."

Yang Du strongly supported Yuan Shikai's proclamation as Emperor, gaining Yuan's recognition and promotion to a post in the President's Office.

Yang Du's office was located in a complex of brick and wood structures in a pseudo-European classical style. This was the site of the Qing court's highest military command, the Ministry of War and the Ministry of the Navy. Designed in 1906 by Shen Qi, a Chinese architect who studied in the UK, the construction funds came from the surplus of Empress Dowager Cixi's renovation of the Summer Palace.

After the establishment of the Republic of China in 1912, this became Yuan Shikai's Presidential Palace and State Council. Of the thirteen talks he held with Sun Yat-sen, twelve were held here.

It was a Western-style building in the Victorian Eclectic style, covered with exquisite brick carvings—very beautiful. Yang Du walked through the main building to a row of small western-style houses in the back.

Yuan Shikai's study was on the second floor of one of these small houses. Yang Du stood outside the door. Just as he was about to ask the attendant to report, Yuan Shikai's voice came from inside, "Xizi, come in."

Although it was a Western-style building, the interior decoration was completely Chinese. Master calligraphy and paintings hung on the walls, and the "four treasures of the study"—brush, ink, paper, and inkstone—were placed on the desk. Apart from these, contrary to what the outside world imagined, Yuan Shikai's study was very elegant and simple. Bookshelves full of books stood against the snow-white walls. Except for a table and four chairs for entertaining guests, there was no other furniture.

At this time, Yuan Shikai's hair and beard were already gray, but his gaze remained sharp and focused. Seeing the newspaper in Yang Du's hand, he snorted contemptuously. "Aside from articles flattering me or cursing me, is there actually news that even Xizi cares about?"

Yang Du hurriedly replied, "Yuan Gong, two newspapers published a joint exclusive interview with Siping Governor He Rui."

"He Rui? Is that the kid who made Japan withdraw from Changchun?" As Yuan Shikai spoke, he took the newspaper.

Yuan Shikai's expression was initially somewhat disdainful. When he read, *"...Yuan Gong might have a question. Back then, the Manchu Qing could afford to support the Beiyang Fleet, train the Beiyang New Army, and even build a garden for Cixi simultaneously. The finances could bear it. But when Yuan Gong became the Great President, he couldn't even afford to support the Beiyang Army. Isn't this strange..."*, his expression became solemn.

By the time he finished reading the report, Yuan Shikai's face was full of anger, and he slammed the table and stood up. Yang Du wanted to say something but held his tongue because Yuan Shikai had no intention of speaking, let alone communicating with him.

Yuan Shikai paced back and forth in the study with his hands behind his back. The anger in his expression quickly dissipated, becoming resolute again. Yang Du seized the opportunity to say, "Yuan Gong, what He Rui said about the status quo of national division hits the nail on the head. Although He Rui clearly stated that he does not support the President proclaiming himself Emperor, this person indeed has talent and vision. Why not summon him to Beijing?"

"No need!" Yuan Shikai answered decisively. Walking a few more steps with his hands behind his back, Yuan Shikai sat back in his seat and said coldly, "What can he do alone? Even if I give him a position as a brigade commander in a mixed brigade now and let him lead troops into Beijing, it will be of no use to the political situation. It would only add variables."

Yang Du wanted to persuade him further, but Yuan Shikai waved his hand. "You step down first."

Seeing Yuan Shikai's firm attitude, Yang Du could only withdraw.

After Yang Du left, Yuan Shikai picked up the newspaper again. After reading for a while, sudden sorrow rose from within him. He never expected that the one who truly understood him in the Beiyang clique would be such a junior.

When signing the Sino-Japanese Treaty of 1915, Yuan Shikai had said that as long as a unified country could be rebuilt, Japan was not worth mentioning. However, no one cared about these words; instead, they became an excuse for others to attack Yuan Shikai.

Yuan Shikai had long discovered He Rui's views on national division and the politicization of the Beiyang Army mentioned in the exclusive interview. But Yuan Shikai couldn't say it out loud. Everyone tacitly understood and could still get along; if he said it, it would definitely trigger a bloody storm within Beiyang.

Even though He Rui explicitly stated his attitude of "opposing the President proclaiming himself Emperor," Yuan Shikai had no intention of punishing this small Siping Governor because He Rui frankly spoke Yuan Shikai's heart. In contrast, those old Beiyang brothers either harbored evil intentions or were muddle-headed and incompetent. No matter how Yuan Shikai explained the reasons and necessity of proclaiming himself Emperor, these people didn't believe a word in their hearts.

In this moment, the depression turned into anger. Yuan Shikai couldn't help cursing in his heart: *Feng Guozhang, detestable! Wang Shizhen, detestable! Duan Qirui, especially detestable!*

At this crucial juncture where they should be exerting themselves for Beiyang, none of these people were reliable. Truly detestable!

Just then, with the sound of footsteps, Cao Kun's voice came from outside the door. "Please report to the Great President, Cao Kun requests an audience."

Cao Kun entered the study holding a newspaper. Seeing the same newspaper on Yuan Shikai's desk, he shouted loudly, "Great President, I don't know what kind of madness has seized He Rui—he's pushing his luck to dare provoke the Beiyang brothers! I ask the Great President to order Zhang Xiluan to suppress this bastard!"

Yuan Shikai stared at Cao Kun with sharp eyes for a good while, making Cao Kun feel a little creeped out. Just as he wanted to say something, he heard Yuan Shikai say indifferently, "Zhongshan, why get angry with a child?"

***

At this critical moment, people asking for news were everywhere. Duan Qirui had already requested to see Yuan Shikai five times. The first three meetings were extremely unpleasant. For the last two requests, Yuan Shikai didn't see Duan Qirui at all. Duan Qirui also resigned directly.

But Duan Qirui's resignation didn't mean he withdrew from the center of power. Less than half a day after the event, Duan Qirui's aide came to report. Cao Kun saw He Rui's exclusive interview in the newspaper and angrily went to ask Yuan Shikai to order He Rui's death. In the end, it came to nothing.

Cao Kun often said, "I'm just a roughneck; I don't understand anything."

Cao Kun only said this himself; no one in the Beiyang upper echelon believed it. A roughneck could never sit in Cao Kun's current position. But Duan Qirui knew that when Cao Kun did things, he really had the style of a "roughneck" and would never give up easily.

Since Cao Kun said nothing about killing He Rui after coming out from Yuan Shikai, there was only one possibility: Yuan Shikai stopped Cao Kun.

At this time, Duan Qirui had already carefully read the exclusive interview in the newspaper. Since Yuan Shikai didn't let Cao Kun act, it proved that Yuan Shikai wanted to use this report to beat the Beiyang governors—to let these people understand that Yuan Shikai knew their thoughts very well.

Closing the newspaper, Duan Qirui stood up and ordered the orderly, "Grind the ink."

The aide was the one who had been ordered to help He Rui with the procedures. He asked, "Director-General, is He Rui in trouble?"

Duan Qirui chuckled lightly. "He Rui is indeed the kid who could get ten thousand silver dollars from me. I'm afraid he won't die this time."

After writing the letter, Duan Qirui ordered, "Send it to Zhang Xiluan."

At the same time, Yang Du was chatting with the British journalist George Ernest Morrison about He Rui. Yang Du naturally knew about Cao Kun going to Yuan Shikai to kill He Rui; he didn't think it had anything to do with him. He was just exchanging ideas about He Rui's exclusive interview with George Morrison, Yuan Shikai's foreign aide.

George Morrison was a journalist for *The Times* sent by the British government. He had circulated among scholar-officials known for Westernization, such as Zhang Zhidong, Li Hongzhang, and Yuan Shikai, and was now an advisor in Yuan Shikai's camp. Because he was proficient in international politics and skilled in manipulating news, he was valued by Yuan Shikai.

Hearing Yang Du, a former peer with experience in running newspapers, ask if this exclusive interview would cause a sensation, Morrison didn't answer immediately. After thinking for a while, Morrison replied, "Since Mr. Yang pays such attention to this person, I want to go outside the pass to meet this Governor He."
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In the conference room of a hotel in Siping, the negotiation was entering a critical stage. Wu Youping, the Mayor of Siping, dressed in a sharp western suit, said seriously to the French merchants, "If you gentlemen intend to purchase Siping's grain for next year, you must pay the deposit according to our rules."

The French merchants looked at each other, but none volunteered an answer. The negotiation was deadlocked for a moment. It was clear that this group of French merchants who came to Siping still had concerns.

It was Wu Youping who broke the silence first. "Gentlemen, the European War is currently raging, and the heroic French army is fighting bloody battles on the battlefield. Siping is right here; it can't run away or be lost."

The expressions of the French merchants changed slightly. One of them finally spoke, "Mr. Mayor, how much deposit do you want?"

"40%," Wu Youping answered decisively.

Seeing Wu Youping's firm attitude, the French merchant bit his lip lightly and fell silent again. Witnessing the negotiation fall into a stalemate once more, Zhao Tianlin suggested everyone take a break.

In the small lounge used by the Siping delegation, Wu Youping asked, "Mr. Zhao, if you were in the French merchant's position, would you accept such a deposit?"

"I would accept it," Zhao Tianlin answered decisively.

At this moment, a light knock came from the door. Zhao Tianlin buttoned his jacket and pushed the door open to leave.

The accommodation serving as a hotel was converted from a courtyard house (*Siheyuan*). At the entrance of the restroom, two French merchants walked out and ran into Zhao Tianlin face-to-face. The merchant who had spoken during the negotiation immediately asked, "Mr. Zhao, if it were 30%, we could accept it."

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. As a member of the negotiation team, he had to remain consistent with the team's will. Even if he felt the French merchants were wavering and perhaps a small concession could clinch the deal, he couldn't do it.

Zhao Tianlin said sincerely, "Apologies, gentlemen. The 40% requirement is already our bottom line; we cannot make concessions."

After speaking, Zhao Tianlin ignored the French merchants and walked straight into the restroom.

When the negotiation restarted, the French merchants began to question whether Siping's state-run farms could produce a sufficient amount of grain.

Listening to the merchants' worries, Wu Youping smiled confidently.

At this time, Siping was about to enter early winter, but in such freezing weather, the construction of the water diversion canal was still ongoing. Not only that, for more than two months, work on the state-run farms hadn't stopped for a single day. All of Siping was doing its utmost for next year's agricultural production.

After the merchants finished expressing their doubts about Siping's grain output for next year, Wu Youping answered calmly, "How much grain can you gentlemen buy? Thirty thousand tons? Fifty thousand tons? Or one hundred thousand tons? What we are discussing is not the grain you gentlemen can buy, but the rules of Siping's grain trade. I ask you gentlemen to view this as futures trading. For futures grain traded this month, you only need to pay a 20% margin. But what you are booking is next year's grain; a 40% deposit is a very reasonable price. I can guarantee you now that for all merchants who come to us to buy grain futures, the deposit will be at least 40%."

"Mr. Mayor will ask for a higher deposit from other merchants?" The French merchant was somewhat surprised.

"If the other party wants tens of thousands of tons of grain, the deposit will inevitably be higher. This is the rule of futures." Wu Youping spoke with a matter-of-fact tone about the knowledge he had only learned half a month ago.

The French merchants' understanding of futures went back much further than Wu Youping's. They exchanged a few words in low voices again. The one who spoke before said, "If we reserve 3,000 tons of soybeans, may I ask what currency will be used for payment?"

"Francs," Wu Youping replied.

Hearing that they didn't need to pay in Pounds Sterling, the French merchants exchanged glances. That merchant nodded. "Deal. Then 3,000 tons of soybeans."

Zhao Tianlin on the side breathed a sigh of relief instantly. When he was President of the National Beiyang University, Zhao Tianlin had purchased equipment and materials from abroad many times. He knew that when negotiations reached this stage, they were basically complete. It was just that back then, Zhao Tianlin was the buyer and needed to haggle over every detail.

Wu Youping also felt much more relaxed. The core reason a rule could become a rule was that someone accepted it. Now that someone had accepted the 40% deposit requirement, this rule was considered established.

Since the other party was willing to accept Siping's rules, Wu Youping started the next round.

"Gentlemen, our recent work in Siping is to expand production as soon as possible to provide more supplies for the Allied Powers in this war. To this end, we have communicated over many rounds, and presumably, you are all clear about our needs."

The French merchants nodded. Since business had already started, they naturally didn't mind taking it further.

Wu Youping smiled. "To expand production, we will have to trouble you all with some commodities we need to purchase."

Immediately, Wu Youping took out several lists and handed them to the French merchants.

One of the French merchants read the fastest. After browsing the list, he began to confirm details: "Mr. Mayor, when you purchase commodities, will they also be priced in Francs?"

"Yes."

"Can the advance payment be used to offset the cost?"

"We have already established the Siping Bank. These settlement tasks will be completed through the bank."

The French merchant nodded. "I want to order four thousand tons of soybeans. Furthermore, regarding the French architectural designer required in the list, I can be responsible for inviting one directly from France."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin immediately said, "If that's the case, please ask the designer to bring a letter of recommendation."

The merchants turned to Zhao Tianlin. "Mr. Zhao, I understand what you mean."

A letter of recommendation was an important proof of credit in Europe and America. This was, of course, not just a letter; the letter would also have a signature and seal. If someone forged it, experienced personnel would find out. And once found out, the forger would at the very least suffer complete "social death" in high society while compensating for losses, and that was only if a big shot helped them. Otherwise, a lawsuit was inevitable.

Once the act of destroying credit became widespread, it would destroy the credit of the entire upper society, greatly increasing the transaction costs of the upper class. Therefore, to maintain order, high society could not ignore such destructive behavior, let alone fuel it or aid and abet it.

At the dinner after the negotiation, the French merchants finally voiced their curiosity regarding the invitation of a French designer to Siping.

Wu Youping replied readily, "In the Siping of the future, there will be many friends from France. Before they come, we want to find a French designer to design a hotel for them. We have a saying in China: *Guests should feel at home*. We hope every French friend who comes to Siping can feel like they have returned to their hometown."

The French merchants looked puzzled, but they felt sincerity in Wu Youping's words. At the same time, they also clearly perceived that the "French friends" Wu Youping spoke of were definitely not just merchant groups like them.

After a moment of silence, the French merchant who asked questions earlier spoke frankly: "If Mr. Mayor trusts me, I am willing to send a telegram back to France right now. A building needs to be designed first; during this process, we can wait for the letter of recommendation. What do you think?"

Wu Youping nodded in agreement, then raised his wine glass to look at everyone, saying with overflowing enthusiasm, "Gentlemen, let us toast to the victory of France!"

The French merchants raised their glasses one after another. "Toast to the victory of France!"
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Mitsui Yasuki stepped out of the car. A gust of cold wind blew, making Mitsui, wrapped in a black woolen coat, shiver. Compared to northern Japan, the climate in Siping was noticeably colder.

Several European merchants stood outside the gate of He Rui's headquarters. Seeing the headquarters' main gate open and He Rui striding out, the European merchants immediately tried to lean forward but were blocked by the guards.

He Rui shook hands warmly with Mitsui, smiling in Japanese, "Welcome, Mitsui-kun, to Siping."

Mitsui Yasuki bowed slightly. "He-kun is too polite."

"It's cold outside; come in quickly to warm up." As He Rui spoke, he invited Mitsui Yasuki and the others into the headquarters.

Once the main gate closed, blocking the noise outside, Mitsui Yasuki asked, "Why are those European merchants blocking the entrance of the headquarters?"

"Those are just speculators. Hearing that business in Siping is good, they ran here. But doing business isn't playing house. Mayor Wu Youping naturally won't talk to people who don't even have asset certification, so they came to me to try their luck."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded. "There are indeed many such people; understandable."

As they spoke, they arrived at the reception room. The *kang* [heated brick bed] was covered with very finely woven straw mats, somewhat resembling tatami. Two cushions were placed on each side of the table on the *kang*. He Rui helped Mitsui Yasuki onto the *kang* and also invited Noguchi Nobuo, the accompanying Mitsui Consortium representative, to join them. Tea and melon seeds had already been set out. He Rui and Xu Chengfeng sat opposite Mitsui Yasuki.

Feeling the warmth of the *kang*, Mitsui Yasuki took off his gold-rimmed glasses, which had fogged up, wiped them clean, put them back on, and bowed his head slightly in apology. "Last time, I had to go back first due to domestic affairs; I ask for He-kun's forgiveness."

"Mitsui-kun need not be polite. Since you are here this time, if you have free time, why not relax in Siping for a few days?"

Mitsui Yasuki smiled slightly. "Since He-kun offers such kindness, I shall respectfully accept."

The two sides chatted about the situation in Japan for a while. Then the orderly came in to report that the banquet was ready. He Rui immediately invited Mitsui Yasuki and the other Japanese personnel to the table. At the banquet, he introduced Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, Zhao Tianlin, and others to Mitsui Yasuki.

For several days thereafter, He Rui invited Mitsui Yasuki to tour Siping during the day and hosted banquets at night, introducing the prominent figures of Siping to him.

Another morning came, and the group arrived at the largest temple in Siping. Wu Youping, who was accompanying them, watched He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki offering incense solemnly, as if they were truly very devout Buddhists. He couldn't hold back and whispered to Noguchi Nobuo, the Mitsui trading representative stationed in Siping standing next to him, "Mr. Mitsui's visit this time is indeed much more leisurely than the last."

Hearing Wu Youping's probe, Noguchi Nobuo also felt he couldn't figure out what was going on. Noguchi himself looked forward to Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui reaching an agreement as soon as possible. Seeing Siping developing well and having worked with Wu Youping for some time, Noguchi's mentality had long changed from feeling exiled overseas to believing this was a land of great promise.

However, Noguchi Nobuo knew well that he and Wu Youping were just subordinates. Since the higher-ups wanted to do this, they must have their considerations. He pretended not to hear, taking out a cigarette and lighting it for himself.

At noon, He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki arrived at Shimen Reservoir. After two rains since the beginning of winter, Mitsui Yasuki followed He Rui up the long embankment and saw some water had accumulated under the small dam intercepting the water. A small boat was moored on the water.

He Rui laughed. "Let's go, get on the boat."

Mitsui Yasuki followed He Rui onto the boat. The water surface wasn't large yet. He Rui rowed the boat out six or seven *zhang* [~20 meters], reaching the center of the water. At this time, only He Rui and Mitsui Yasuki were on the boat. He Rui lit the charcoal under the hot pot with solid alcohol, then pointed to the mountains by the reservoir. "Starting next year, we will close the mountains for afforestation here to conserve water sources. In at most two years, this place will definitely be picturesque, becoming one of Siping's scenic spots. I will definitely invite Mitsui-kun to go boating on the lake then. Sitting around on a boat under the bright moon with a few friends—how beautiful that would be."

Seeing the towering peaks in the distance, Mitsui Yasuki could already imagine the scale of the future lake. "This lake reminds me of Lake Hakkako."

He Rui recalled for a moment and shook his head slightly. "This place is still not quite the same as Lake Hakkako. In my opinion, it's more like what the ancient Chinese poem says: *In front of Xisai Mountain, the white egrets fly; peach blossoms flow with the water, and the mandarin fish are fat. Wearing a green bamboo hat and a green straw raincoat, no need to go home in the slanting wind and fine rain.*"

While speaking, the charcoal under the hot pot was fully ignited. The clear water boiled, and the scallion segments, ginger slices, and small dried shrimp in the pot tumbled up and down. Although this boat was small, a canopy was set up on it, blocking half the side. With the heat trapped inside, it felt much warmer. He Rui took out several plates of food from the food box: sliced lamb, luncheon meat, cabbage, and some rehydrated mushrooms.

Seeing these, Mitsui Yasuki didn't pick up his chopsticks. Instead, he sighed. "He-kun, Japan's future lies in Manchuria and Mongolia."

He Rui stopped his hands and looked at Mitsui Yasuki quietly.

For the past few days, Mitsui Yasuki had been waiting for He Rui to propose a plan first, but He Rui said nothing. Mitsui probed several times, but He Rui remained unmoved. Mitsui didn't underestimate He Rui, so at this moment, he actively voiced his own expectations.

"He-kun, the Japanese Army propagates invading China and conquering Manchuria and Mongolia. I think it is completely unfeasible. But with Sino-Japanese relations so bad, the radicals in Japan will cause trouble sooner or later. He-kun is a wise man of the age; what way do you have to deal with such a situation?"

Since Mitsui Yasuki asked, He Rui answered, "In the current situation, Japan is on the offensive, and China is on the defensive. As long as this situation doesn't change, China can only defend passively."

"He-kun, there is still a way. But I don't know if He-kun is willing to shoulder the responsibility." Although Mitsui Yasuki was talking about major events, he still maintained his composure and didn't show excessive excitement.

"He-kun. I have read your articles on Sino-Japanese peace and friendship; you understand Japan extremely deeply. Currently, Japan needs raw materials and affordable grain; Manchuria and Mongolia can satisfy these needs. Japan's surplus domestic population also needs to emigrate abroad. If these problems can be solved, the rational faction in Japan will definitely do everything possible to maintain this situation. I wonder if He-kun agrees with this?"

He Rui smiled slightly and made no comment.

Mitsui Yasuki also chuckled softly. "Those old antiques have heads full of fighting wars, wanting to achieve these goals by force. If such a war is really fought, the Great Japanese Empire will only exhaust its national strength, losing more than it gains. After meeting He-kun, I felt that only by truly cooperating with someone like He-kun is it possible to solve these problems."

Hearing Mitsui Yasuki speak to this extent, He Rui finally answered, "Why doesn't Mr. Mitsui seek cooperation with the Kwantung Leased Territory?"

Mitsui Yasuki sighed slightly. "To be honest, the cooperation conditions over in Kwantung exceed my bottom line. Moreover, Kwantung is just a leased territory. if asked to stir up trouble, they can do it. But to ask them to accomplish great things... leaving aside those people in the Kwantung Governor-General's Office, what can a mere tiny patch of land do?"

He Rui continued to ask, "Then Mr. Mitsui could also go to General Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan, to seek cooperation."

"Zhang Xiluan is mediocre and old. His subordinates are also all pedantic scholars; I haven't heard of anyone among them who can be reasoned with thoroughly. Looking all over the area outside the pass, I judge that only He-kun possesses the vision of the future world and is someone with whom I have a foundation for long-term cooperation."

After speaking, Mitsui Yasuki stared at He Rui, but saw no ripples on He Rui's face.

A moment later, he heard He Rui say, "Mr. Mitsui is a top-tier talent in Japan. Precisely because of this, too many people pin their life hopes on Mr. Mitsui, which inevitably subjects Mr. Mitsui to various constraints. I am very willing to cooperate with Mr. Mitsui, but I can *only* cooperate with Mr. Mitsui."

Mitsui Yasuki understood He Rui's meaning very well. Although the Mitsui family was Japan's number one zaibatsu, it was not the Mitsui family's turn to dominate Japan's national policy.

What Mitsui Yasuki truly sought was also to bypass Japanese domestic supervision and expand the Mitsui family's strength in China to his heart's content.

But which of those dignitaries in Japan didn't have torch-like eyes when facing real interests? Only by finding a true partner could Mitsui's goal be achieved. The reason he decided to show his cards to He Rui this time was also that after several months of observation, he determined that He Rui was not just a simple scholar.

Hearing He Rui voice exactly what he was thinking, Mitsui Yasuki said solemnly, "For nearly three hundred years, the Mitsui family has always dedicated itself to assisting heroes. He-kun is a hero. If He-kun has the will, I am willing to help He-kun rise to the very top. Only in this way can Sino-Japanese friendship be truly promoted and Sino-Japanese peace ensured."

On the shore, Wu Youping and Noguchi Nobuo watched Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui talking and laughing on the small boat, and soon starting to eat hot pot. The two looked at each other, feeling that the days of sightseeing everywhere in Siping would have to continue.

In the cold wind, the two rubbed their hands and sighed in unison.
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"Governor, will the Mitsui family's advance payment arrive on time?" Wu Youping asked.

"Just treat Mitsui as an ordinary partner. Business activities are business activities; just act according to the agreed commercial contract. The Mitsui family is not more important than other merchants, nor less important than other merchants."

Wu Youping relaxed and asked the next question. "Governor, the military uniform factory can start running. Comrades in the troops expressed that the uniform style is different from the Republic of China military uniform."

"The samples are out?" He Rui showed a smile. He Rui had drawn the style of the Siping Army's uniform himself, but he hadn't had time to attend to this matter.

Here, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help but take over the conversation. "Brother He, I have already written to my mentor, asking him to help invite people who do art design to come and set up an Art Department. However, for fine arts, we still have to look to European countries. This is another expense."

He Rui laughed. "No matter. This money should be invested. Aesthetic design, as well as photography and filming, are very important works. We want to build such a school."

Now even Zhao Tianlin was a bit surprised. But seeing He Rui's firm attitude, Zhao Tianlin looked at Wu Youping, who managed the money. At this time, Wu Youping didn't raise a different opinion but continued to ask, "Governor, since the military uniform factory can already run, how many orders should we give them?"

He Rui laughed. "Since the uniforms are ready, why not let Xu Chengfeng and the others wear them out for a look?"

Before long, a dozen young officers of various ranks appeared in front of He Rui wearing military uniforms. It was also Zhao Tianlin's first time seeing the new military uniform, and he was stunned. The uniform was very special when designed, but he didn't expect the feeling when worn to be even more different.

Large lapels, large buttons, wide belts. At first glance, one felt the soldiers had good figures; at second glance, one felt the soldiers' temperament was completely different from the Beiyang Army.

After looking at the military uniform, Zhao Tianlin could only sigh, knowing it was good but not knowing *why* it was good. "This uniform really looks good on them."

He Rui didn't comment. He examined the uniform carefully and raised improvement requirements. "Raise the collar at the back of the neck a bit higher, and lower the position of the front collar. Let the hollow at the base of the throat show."

Cavalry Company Commander Zheng Silang asked in confusion, "Won't that be cold?"

"Of course it will be cold in winter. So the troops will be issued shirts as underwear, and also scarves."

"Without a collar hook, isn't that inappropriate?" Xu Chengfeng didn't quite agree with the small collar.

He Rui shook his head. "If military discipline could be solved by a hook, the Beiyang Army's discipline wouldn't have become what it is now."

Speaking, He Rui pulled Cheng Ruofan out and physically adjusted the uniform to the appearance he just described according to his own view. Wu Youping was watching when he heard He Rui order, "Youping, take off your shirt and let Cheng Ruofan wear it. Also, invite the tailor master to come and watch."

Before long, Cheng Ruofan was surrounded in the middle as a model. Zheng Silang looked left and right and couldn't help laughing. "Wearing it like this, Ruofan looks a lot smarter."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan immediately retorted, "Bullshit! I wasn't stupid to begin with!"

Zhao Tianlin praised, "Wearing it like this, he immediately has a scholarly air."

"Of course." He Rui was also very satisfied. The uniform in front of him was a copy of the WWII German uniform; it would be strange if it didn't look good. He borrowed a scarf from Zhao Tianlin and put it on Cheng Ruofan. Everyone couldn't help sighing with emotion; Cheng Ruofan already had a refined and gentle feeling.

This was also what He Rui pursued. The design of WWII German uniforms emphasized the shaping of body lines, trying to add visual effects of sharpness, aloofness, and wisdom. The inner elements of the design produced amazing visual effects, creating a classic in the history of military uniforms.

Of course, some people thought the combat effectiveness of such uniforms was sacrificed, but He Rui believed a scarf could keep one warmer than any collar hook. Seeing it was about right, He Rui asked, "Master, the winter cotton overcoat must cover the calves. For ease of movement, the uniform itself isn't thick, so it needs to be longer to strengthen wind protection. How long does one set of such a uniform take?"

The tailor master estimated for a good while before answering, "If a few people rush this uniform, it takes ten days. If done normally, fifteen days."

"Good. Please write down the process arrangement for making this uniform for us, Master."

After the tailor left and everyone changed their clothes back, He Rui ordered Wu Youping, "We have two thousand people now, and the troops will be expanded to five thousand. Make the uniforms for the current troops and police first; adding them up, it's nearly three thousand sets."

Wu Youping replied, "Governor. Wait a moment." After speaking, he picked up a pen and calculated. Before long, Wu Youping calculated a number. "Governor, the uniform factory has four hundred people now. Three thousand sets of clothes require forty-five thousand man-days. To finish them all, it takes 112 and a half days. Four months. Governor, should we recruit more people?"

He Rui shook his head. "I don't plan to recruit more people in the uniform factory. But we must expand the manpower. Youping, send people to the villages and tell the villagers that if the village organizes people to participate in production, we will pay."

"How do people in the village know how to make military uniforms?" Wu Youping immediately expressed a different view.

"They don't need to learn how to make a complete uniform. Each village only needs to be able to complete one step in the production of the uniform. Making a set of uniforms only involves dozens or a hundred steps. There are definitely villages that can complete them."

Wu Youping thought for a while and still shook his head. "Just organizing them and training them will take a lot of effort. If we expand the scale of the uniform factory, it's easy to organize and produce, and we can control product quality. We can also save a lot of effort."

He Rui didn't answer immediately but asked everyone to sit down first, then said, "The report mentioned a situation: the policies we promote in the countryside are greatly supported by the people of tenant backgrounds. The reaction of middle peasants is not enthusiastic, and the reaction of rich peasants is even more average. As for landlords, it's good enough if they don't oppose. Why?"

The one answering was Statistics Bureau Chief Xu Jia. This burly young man said in his pleasant baritone, "Everyone has two sides. Tenants benefit purely from land reform, while the wealthier classes, although benefiting, also suffer some damage. Moreover, after land reform, land trading is prohibited. Those owner-peasants and rich peasants can no longer become landlords. They feel we have blocked their path to upward mobility. Of course, they feel they are losing out."

He Rui continued to ask, "Then why do these people feel their upward mobility is blocked?"

Xu Jia thought for a moment and answered, "This... our policy doesn't allow them to become landlords."

"Let's change our thinking. A modern state is established on the basis of rights and obligations. Until now, tenants, owner-peasants, rich peasants, and even ordinary landlords haven't established a relationship with the government based on rights and obligations. The government didn't want to establish such a system, nor did anyone propagate it to them. As long as there is no major disaster, the government unilaterally obtains agricultural products and taxes from the countryside. For these people, they can only rely on themselves to obtain class advancement. From owner-peasant to rich peasant, from rich peasant to landlord. Then cultivate their children to study, pass the civil service exams, and become members of the power class."

Xu Jia understood immediately and picked up his notebook to start recording.

The others also understood more or less. Wu Youping asked, "Governor, is cooperating with villages to produce military uniforms to give everyone a new path?"

"First, point out the new path of participating in industrial production through propaganda and education. Then, by providing opportunities to the countryside, let some of them join industrial production. Uniform production is just one of them. Perhaps some villages are better at weaving, breeding, breeding seeds, or logistics. There is no need to impose special content on a certain village. Through cooperation, guidance, and judgment, decide the direction of cooperation. This is also one of the contents to be trained for cadres like Village Heads and Village Militia Captains next."

Zhao Tianlin agreed with He Rui's view very much but was still a bit worried, so he asked, "What about efficiency?"

"Different levels have different standards for evaluating efficiency. From the perspective of a garment factory, the highest work efficiency, higher yield, and lower defect rate mean higher efficiency. From the perspective of the local economy, pulling more people into socialized production increases the labor force participation rate, and the overall efficiency is higher. If three thousand sets of uniforms are finished in one month, do you think the efficiency is high or not?"

Thinking of the difficulty of the work, Wu Youping frowned but answered firmly, "Governor, I will do my best to promote this matter."

"The first step in promotion is propaganda and education. When Shang Yang carried out reforms in the State of Qin, the first thing was to win the trust of the people. If we can't let the masses know what we are doing, how can we make the masses support us? Let me give another example. Why did the Mitsui family cooperate with us?"

Hearing this, everyone immediately broke free from the mood of fearing difficulties. The fact that Mitsui Yasuki suddenly cooperated with He Rui after days of sightseeing made the comrades very curious. None of them believed Mitsui Yasuki was a shallow person.

"Because after observing me for several months and coming personally, Mitsui confirmed one of our policies: the government and the army must serve economic development. Precisely because of this, Mitsui felt there was a basis for cooperation."

Zhong Yifu was somewhat unhappy. "Governor, we are executing such policies for the country and the people. Mitsui is just to make money for himself."

"We executed a more reasonable policy that is more conducive to developing productive forces. Even capitalists come to seek cooperation; the people will surely see this clearly too. And our work is to follow the laws of human cognition: first let the people know such a thing exists, then help more people have the ability to join the ranks of developing productive forces. As long as there is no major disaster, the government unilaterally obtains agricultural products and taxes from the countryside. For these people, they can only rely on themselves to obtain class advancement. From owner-peasant to rich peasant, from rich peasant to landlord. Then cultivate their children to study, pass the civil service exams, and become members of the power class."

"Wait, the previous paragraph was repeated?" Let me check the source text for the last paragraph. Source: “我们执行了更合理，更有利于发展生产力的政策，连资本家都会来寻求合作，人民群众也一定能够看清楚这点。而我们的工作是要按照人类认识事物的规律，先让人民群众知道有这么一回事，接着帮助更多群众有能力加入到发展生产力的行列中来。只要认清规律，按照规律办事，人民群众就没有不能合作的。”

My translation in text: "We executed a more reasonable policy that is more conducive to developing productive forces. Even capitalists come to seek cooperation; the people will surely see this clearly too. And our work is to follow the laws of human cognition: first let the people know such a thing exists, then help more people have the ability to join the ranks of developing productive forces. As long as there is no major disaster, the government unilaterally obtains agricultural products and taxes from the countryside. For these people, they can only rely on themselves to obtain class advancement. From owner-peasant to rich peasant, from rich peasant to landlord. Then cultivate their children to study, pass the civil service exams, and become members of the power class."

Error: The last part "As long as there is no major disaster..." belongs to an earlier paragraph! The correct ending for this paragraph is: "As long as we recognize the laws and act according to them, there are no masses we cannot cooperate with." (Translation of 只要认清规律，按照规律办事，人民群众就没有不能合作的。)

I must correct this before writing.

Corrected Last Section: "We executed a more reasonable policy that is more conducive to developing productive forces. Even capitalists come to seek cooperation; the people will surely see this clearly too. And our work is to follow the laws of human cognition: first let the people know such a thing exists, then help more people have the ability to join the ranks of developing productive forces. As long as we recognize the laws and act according to them, there are no masses we cannot cooperate with."

Wu Youping sighed, "Just considering this workload, I feel we must strengthen cadre training!"

"Correct," He Rui agreed. "So next, military cadres like Xu Chengfeng must also rotate to work at the grassroots level in the countryside."

After speaking, He Rui said to Wu Youping, "Now seize the time to inquire in Tianjin, Shanghai, and other places about the requirements for military uniforms, shoes, socks, leggings, etc., in Europe. It's best if we can manufacture them ourselves. If we can't, try to find suppliers who can provide these products."
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The winter in the capital was very cold. The only benefit might be that the smell of urine and feces from the corners of every street was significantly fainter than in other seasons. However, the sky full of wind and sand made the capital's sky gray and gloomy. The slender Yang Du, dressed in a long gown and mandarin jacket, covered the lower half of his face with a handkerchief as he sat in a rickshaw amidst the flying dust and sand.

The rickshaw puller lowered his head, narrowed his eyes, covered his nose and mouth with a sweat towel, and ran quickly against the wind, finally stopping in front of a decent courtyard house.

Getting out of the cart, the strong wind blew up the hem of Yang Du's long gown directly. Yang Du grabbed the corner of his gown and walked to the door. Before he could knock, the door opened. A servant came out to welcome him against the strong wind, saying only, "Please come in," then blocked the wind to let Yang Du into the house.

The master of the house was waiting in the main hall. It was Yuan Shikai's foreign aide, George Ernest Morrison.

Once the door closed, although the wind swept across the roof making a sound like a wolf's howl, a brazier was burning inside the room, and the air emitted the scent of incense, like two different worlds compared to the outside.

Wiping his glasses with a handkerchief, Yang Du asked urgently, "The Great President has already declined the 'urging to ascend' from the National People's Representative Assembly twice. Why does Mr. Morrison want to leave the capital at this time?"

Morrison replied calmly, "*Ta Kung Pao* has an exclusive interview with me. I need to go to Tianjin."

Yang Du knew this was an excuse. Although *Ta Kung Pao* was a major newspaper, it wouldn't be difficult to have a journalist come to the capital for an interview. He said decisively, "I will send a telegram to Tianjin right now. They can even go to Siping outside the pass, thousands of miles away, how can they not come to the capital!"

After speaking, he made a gesture to leave. Seeing Yang Du like this, Morrison stopped him and asked him to sit down, then said, "Mr. Yang, the Great President's approach is too clumsy. I originally thought that after He Rui wrote that exclusive interview, the Great President had understood the situation of various social strata in China. I didn't expect the Great President to treat proclaiming himself Emperor as the goal instead."

Hearing such an accusation, Yang Du lowered his head slightly and sighed, but then raised his head again. "Mr. Morrison, I have advised the Great President several times, requesting him to reuse He Rui and let He Rui take charge of outside the pass. He Rui graduated first from the Army War College and, judging by the newspaper reports, has quite the means in Siping. Since He Rui understands that the Great President is for the unification of China, and has the gratitude of the Great President's recognition, he will surely serve wholeheartedly. When He Rui has some strength, and when the Great President proclaims himself Emperor, if those who feign compliance stir up rebellion after the proclamation, there will always be a reliable force. But the Great President doesn't want the Beiyang brothers to misunderstand, so he refuses to agree. Mr. Morrison, why don't we go see the Great President together now and recommend He Rui at the same time? With the Great President's high regard for Mr. Morrison, there is a sixty or seventy percent chance he will agree."

Hearing Yang Du speak like this, Morrison shook his head. "Mr. Yang overestimates my influence on the Great President. Moreover, I never had the will to interfere in China's political situation. I support the Great President in achieving centralization in China, but achieving centralization in China and restoring the monarchy are two different things. I believe Governor He Rui saw this clearly, which is why he analyzed China's situation like that in the interview. Hasn't Mr. Yang understood He Rui's analysis on this?"

Yang Du didn't answer immediately. The curse that four generations of the Yuan family couldn't live past 57 was something everyone in Beiyang knew but dared not say. In 1909, Yuan Shikai was dismissed and sent back to his hometown by the Prince Regent Zaifeng on the grounds of a foot ailment. While living in seclusion in Zhangde, he became obsessed with physiognomy, fortune-telling, and feng shui. It is said that a physiognomy master who was quite famous locally also claimed that Yuan Shikai would not live past 58.

Although Yang Du himself didn't really believe this, Yuan Shikai had passed his 56th birthday this year, making him 57 in nominal age. Even for a normal person, passing away at this time wouldn't be strange, let alone the Great President Yuan Shikai who handled ten thousand matters a day. If Yuan Shikai were gone, Yang Du couldn't imagine who else could shoulder the great cause of restoring China's unified central government.

At this time, the wind outside subsided slightly. Morrison's servant served tea. Yang Du took two sips, feeling he couldn't use the worry about Yuan Shikai's lifespan as a reason, so he turned the topic back to He Rui. "Mr. Morrison, since you care so much about He Rui, what kind of person is He Rui in your eyes?"

Morrison thought for a while. "Mr. Yang, I heard of He Rui's reputation long ago. He Rui wrote books and established theories in Japan. Having read He Rui's *A Preliminary Explanation of Geopolitics* and *East Asian Confucian Civilization and the Future of the World*, I initially thought He Rui was a European. His exposition of the world situation reminded me of the time when I was studying in the UK, listening to lectures at the university. I must say, I never thought I would encounter a scholar with a global vision in China."

Yang Du was stunned. He knew Morrison appreciated He Rui, but he didn't expect Morrison's evaluation of He Rui to be so high. This piqued Yang Du's curiosity. "Mr. Morrison, you evaluate He Rui like this. Compared to Li Hongzhang, Lord Li, how much difference is there in He Rui's vision?"

A hint of a smile appeared on Morrison's chiseled face, and even his sharp eyes seemed a bit softer. "Mr. Li Hongzhang's understanding of the world was still an Eastern court model. Governor He Rui's concept is completely a European model. His vision is not limited to the single country of China but looks at the whole world. The difference between the two, to use a Chinese saying, is that they are 'horses and cattle not reaching each other' [completely unrelated], with absolutely no basis for comparison."

Yang Du changed the question. "Does Mr. Morrison think Governor He's knowledge is similar to those currently in the Chinese government?"

Morrison thought for a while and shook his head. "I don't know many officials, and Chinese officials are not accustomed to expressing their views on the world situation. So I cannot make a comparison."

Yang Du still didn't give up and simply asked, "What if we forcibly compare He Rui with Mr. Morrison?"

Morrison laughed. "The reporter interviewing me in Tianjin this time happens to be the one who interviewed Governor He Rui. I would actually like to ask that reporter this question. If Mr. Yang really wants to know, why not go with me?"

Yang Du understood Morrison's attitude and sighed. "I want to stay in the capital to assist the Great President. I hope Mr. Morrison returns to the capital soon."

Sending Yang Du away, Morrison packed his luggage, bid farewell to his wife, and headed to Tianjin. Getting out of the car at the entrance of the *Ta Kung Pao* newspaper office, he saw the main door of *Ta Kung Pao* open, and the newspaper's General Manager Ying Lianzhi led a group of editors and reporters walking out quickly. Ying Lianzhi stepped forward and warmly shook Morrison's hand, laughing, "Mr. Morrison coming to *Ta Kung Pao* for an interview really brings honor to our humble newspaper. Please come in."

Amidst the welcome of the newspaper staff lining the path, Morrison followed Ying Lianzhi into the newspaper office. Ying Lianzhi first introduced the prominent figures in *Ta Kung Pao* to Morrison, then brought out a reporter about thirty years old with a beautiful mustache. "This is reporter Mo Yang. He is responsible for this exclusive interview."

Mo Yang was also a bit excited, stepping forward to shake hands with Morrison. "Thank you, Mr. Morrison, for agreeing to this interview. I wonder if Mr. Morrison has any requirements for this interview?"

Morrison looked at the group of people around him and replied, "I hope to be interviewed alone. Let's arrange the location at the hotel where I am staying."

The surrounding reporters all showed envious expressions. The exclusive interview with He Rui caused quite a sensation after it was published, but for *Ta Kung Pao*, a newspaper that clashed with Yuan Shikai, He Rui's stance wasn't considered radical, and the Beiyang high command didn't respond to this interview at all. Although the newspaper's upper management rated the interview highly, it didn't generate a huge reaction among the public.

Now, interviewing the British representative Morrison, who was rumored to support Yuan Shikai's proclamation as Emperor, the news effect would definitely be very strong. With this interview falling into Mo Yang's hands, other reporters couldn't help but be envious. However, since Morrison specifically named Mo Yang for the interview, other reporters really had no way to fight for this opportunity.

*Ta Kung Pao* President Wang Zhilong hurriedly responded, "Good, when should we send reporter Mo Yang to visit?"

"Tomorrow morning at 9 o'clock, I will wait for Mr. Mo Yang at the hotel."

Mo Yang rushed to the hotel where Morrison was staying early in the morning. In the lounge at the entrance, preparing and repeatedly confirming the interview questions, at 9:01, Mo Yang knocked on the door of Morrison's room.

Soon, Mo Yang was invited into the room by Morrison. According to interview customs, both sides had to engage in some friendly exchange first. Mo Yang had just chatted about the second topic when he heard Morrison ask, "I have read reporter Mo's interview with Governor He Rui. The interview content was very brilliant, profoundly expounding on the current situation of North and South China. Congratulations to reporter Mo for producing such an outstanding report."

Mo Yang smiled and expressed his thanks, already feeling in his heart that things weren't that simple. Sure enough, Morrison continued to ask, "Since it was an exclusive interview, presumably reporter Mo had a very deep exchange with Governor He Rui. Is there anything that left a deep impression on reporter Mo but wasn't written in the report?"

Mo Yang thought for a while and laughed, "If I tell these anecdotes to Mr. Morrison, will Mr. Morrison also tell me similar anecdotes in the interview?"

To this question, Morrison smiled without speaking. Mo Yang had no choice but to tell Morrison the scene of his interview with He Rui. Hearing that He Rui actually went down to the fields to harvest, Morrison couldn't imagine at all how He Rui, in a Governor's outfit, worked in the fields. So he asked, "Was Governor He wearing a military uniform?"

Seeing Morrison frowning, Mo Yang laughed, "Haha, it seems Mr. Morrison didn't expect it either. When Governor He went down to the fields, he was wearing a set of peasant clothes, and they were tattered. In our China, peasants wear this when they go down to the fields."

Morrison had taken thousands of photos of all levels of Chinese society, and the image of peasants working immediately floated in his mind. The tattered clothes didn't surprise him, but the protagonist in this picture was completely different from Morrison's imagination. A soldier who could write *A Preliminary Explanation of Geopolitics* should be an elegant staff officer in Morrison's imagination. What was the purpose of such a soldier going down to the fields to do farm work?

Seeing Morrison fall into thought, Mo Yang didn't want to be tricked into talking by Morrison in turn, so he requested to start the interview. However, the interview disappointed Mo Yang a bit. Morrison emphasized support for restoring centralization and also rated Yuan Shikai's own ability very high, but he didn't talk about Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor. Although it wasn't worthless, it was far from the expected interview.

When Mo Yang asked about the British attitude towards Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor, Morrison replied, "Please ask His Excellency Jordan, the British Minister to China, about this matter."

This was an evasion. Mo Yang stopped his pen and asked another question, "Does Mr. Morrison support the Great President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

Morrison replied frankly, "I support China restoring centralization."

Ending this interview of limited significance, Morrison recalled Mo Yang's description of He Rui in the room. Originally, he had considered whether to go to Siping. The description of He Rui personally going down to the fields to work strengthened Morrison's curiosity. If he were just a scholar-type soldier, exchanging letters with He Rui would be fine. But the matter of He Rui working in the fields made Morrison feel that He Rui was definitely not as simple as described in the newspaper.
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Morrison and the British merchant Johnson walked out of the train station together, looking at the scarce pedestrians on the snow-covered street. Johnson took off his hat, scratched his thick, fluffy blond hair, and said to Morrison, "Mr. Morrison, we have to rely on you, the 'China Hand,' to ask for directions."

Morrison didn't answer. He looked around and saw a shop opposite the train station. Of the several wooden doors facing the street, each taller than a person, only one was left open. A thick straw curtain hung from the top of the door to the bottom, covering it tightly.

Walking across the street along the cleared road, Morrison lifted the door curtain and entered the shop. Sunlight entering from the high windows shone on the counter. A copper kettle for boiling water sat on a small stove behind the counter. The shelves displayed burlap sacks of peanuts, melon seeds, and fried salted beans unique to the Northeast—all common commodities at train stations.

There were no electric lights in the room, nor were any lamps lit; everything was shrouded in a dim, antiquated atmosphere. Morrison was about to ask for directions when he saw several brand-new newspapers placed in a conspicuous position on the shelf. He asked, "Boss, what newspaper is this?"

The foreigner who came in could actually speak fluent Chinese. Although the shopkeeper was somewhat surprised, he answered readily, "This is *Siping Daily*."

"Are there newspapers from other places?" Morrison pressed.

The boss shook his head. "In the past, I would bring in some newspapers from other places every now and then, but no one reads those newspapers anymore. For the past two months, I've only sold *Siping Daily*."

Soon after, Johnson saw the shop's door curtain lift, and Morrison came out holding a newspaper. He went up to follow Morrison, but saw Morrison didn't set off; instead, he stood still in front of a street sign at the intersection. Only then did Johnson notice that Siping street corners actually had street signs. It was just that there were many Chinese characters written on them, which Johnson couldn't read.

Morrison took out the merchant's letter, looked at the street sign for a while, and went west along the cleared road.

At every intersection, Morrison stopped to look at the street sign for a while. Johnson was very worried that this was useless; even on the streets of London, one couldn't reach a destination relying solely on street signs. But out of politeness, Johnson held back the urge to question and followed Morrison through several intersections.

When several figures wearing British coats appeared before his eyes, Johnson couldn't quite believe it. But those British merchants immediately came up upon seeing Johnson and Morrison, asking, "Did you just arrive?"

Before his voice fell, a British merchant caught up from behind and shouted, "Johnson, is it really you?"

Soon, Morrison and Johnson were led into the British merchants' residence. Morrison looked left and right, not knowing how to evaluate it. This was a two-story Chinese building; the style reminded Morrison of the Eight Great Hutongs, the famous red-light district in Beijing.

But there were no red lanterns here, nor round tables. There was a dining area composed of rectangular and small square tables, covered with tablecloths.

On the wooden shelves behind the British-style bar counter, rows of glass liquor bottles were displayed. A row of high stools was placed outside the bar. Although it was broad daylight, merchants were already sitting on the high stools, holding wine glasses and chatting while drinking.

There was a fireplace on each side of the building. The warmth released by the burning wood in the fireplaces made the inside and outside seem like two different worlds.

Long iron rods were nailed to the pillars, with British gas lamps hanging at the front ends. The bright light emitted by the gas lamps dispelled the gloom in the hall. Not only that, on the left side of the hall was a conversation area surrounded by sofas, and on the right side, a snooker table was actually set up.

Chinese architecture and British layout—these two styles combined to create the feeling of a British gentlemen's club.

Johnson had sat on hard seats on the train for a few days in winter. Seeing a sofa, he walked directly over and sat down. He immediately let out a sigh of admiration. "It's actually a real sofa!"

Morrison went over to try it. Just as Johnson said, the softness and elasticity were not far from British sofas. But Morrison still felt some differences. However, the journey was so exhausting that he didn't want to nitpick to find out exactly what the difference was.

At this time, a young Chinese man wearing a British waiter's uniform walked over with a tray and asked in not-so-fluent English, "Sir, would you like lemon water?"

Morrison nodded, and the waiter handed a glass to Morrison. Seeing the lemon slice in the glass, Morrison was finally sure that the description of Siping in the letter Johnson showed him was true. This place might have accommodations closest to the British style.

The taste of the lemon water made Morrison feel incredibly refreshed. Just as he took the second sip, a query in French came from the door. "Mr. Louis, President of the French Chamber of Commerce, sent me to greet the two newly arrived gentlemen."

Looking up, Morrison was even more surprised. The waiter standing at the door was dressed in French style; that French-style bow tie couldn't be wrong.

"We are here," Johnson stood up and responded.

The waiter walked up to Morrison and Johnson and handed over a business card. Morrison didn't understand French well. Johnson took the card, looked at it, and laughed. "Is the French Chamber of Commerce Hall actually across the street?"

The waiter replied, "If the two of you have time, Mr. Louis welcomes you to the hall."

Sending the waiter away, Morrison looked at this building again. He saw the interior arrangement was very meticulous, definitely not a rough imitation, and couldn't help but feel more curiosity. On the way here from the train station, Morrison didn't see any difference between Siping and other ordinary Chinese inland county towns. He Rui had been in Siping for less than half a year and created two such halls. Did Siping really have so many business opportunities to support these two halls?

This building had already been rented to British merchants. Morrison was quickly assigned a room on the second floor. The bed was very soft. Morrison lifted the mattress and saw a thick mat woven from a kind of brown dried grass he hadn't seen before. Leaning in to smell it, there was a faint plant scent, not annoying at all.

Putting the mattress back, lying on the soft yet elastic bed, Morrison wanted to think about some problems, but remembered the *Siping Daily* he bought at the train station, so he took it out. However, after reading only one headline, he felt his eyelids were incredibly heavy. Just as he put the newspaper on his chest, he had already fallen asleep.

Not knowing how long he slept, the sound of colliding balls and bursts of applause from outside woke Morrison from his dream. Rubbing his eyes, he walked to the second floor. Looking down from the railing, he saw six or seven people gathered around the snooker table.

At this time, only four or five balls remained on the table. A blond youth wearing a waistcoat and trousers squatted beside the table, carefully looking at the position of the balls. That thick, fluffy blond hair was familiar; it should be Johnson.

Morrison had heard that Johnson was a snooker expert. Seeing him constantly changing positions with a troubled look, he must have encountered a formidable opponent.

Looking at the distribution of balls on the table again, even Morrison, who only knew the rules, was somewhat surprised. According to snooker rules, once all red balls on the table are potted, the colored balls must be potted in order from lowest to highest score using the white ball: Yellow (2 points), Green (3), Brown (4), Blue (5), Pink (6), Black (7).

Now, the white ball was surrounded by several colored balls, while the lowest-scoring green ball was against the cushion at the other end of the table.

This was an obvious snooker. Johnson had to rely on several rebounds to get the white ball out of the encirclement without touching other colored balls and hit the green ball. If he couldn't do it, besides deducting points, the white ball had to be returned to its original position to start over. If the white ball touched other colored balls in the process, points would be deducted according to the colored ball's value.

Johnson met a master.

There were obviously several people dressed as Frenchmen in the crowd of onlookers, but they didn't hold cues. Expanding the search range a bit, he saw a black-haired youth wearing a waistcoat and trousers sitting on a chair nearby. A cue was placed beside the youth, who was taking a sip of lemon water. He should be that master.

Johnson made a decision at this time. He stood up and used the rest. The white ball broke out of the encirclement, bounced twice against the cushions, collided lightly with the green colored ball, and rolled toward the other side of the table again. It seemed to be heading back to a position unsuitable for striking.

Johnson didn't give up the game; he was still striving for victory. Even though Morrison didn't know much about snooker, he still felt Johnson played well. Several onlookers immediately applauded. It was evident that people who understood snooker, this European aristocratic sport, shared Morrison's view.

But the white ball didn't go that far. It stopped at the edge of the table on the other side and didn't bounce out. The black-haired youth stood up and looked for a moment, then hit a straight shot. The white ball crossed a long distance and accurately collided lightly with the green ball. The green ball was already against the cushion; under such a collision, it rolled slowly along the cushion and fell into the pocket.

A burst of sighs and applause erupted around them.

Having gained the advantage, the youth used a draw shot technique to hit the lower part of the ball, potting the brown, blue, and pink balls one by one while controlling the white ball to draw back to a good striking position. That clean striking action and the precise positioning of the white ball puzzled Morrison even more.

Black-haired Europeans were mostly in Southern Europe. Snooker wasn't popular in Southern Europe; it was an entertainment item for British, French, and Northern European aristocrats. This youth had a Chinese face, obviously not Southern European.

Suddenly, a strange thought popped up, making even Morrison feel his idea was truly baffling.

At this time, only a lone black ball remained on the table. With a clean strike, the black-haired youth sent the black ball straight into the middle pocket. Only the white ball continued to roll on the table.

Seeing the white ball's path obviously wouldn't lead to a pocket, Johnson shook his head helplessly, walked up to the black-haired youth, and extended his hand. "Governor He, you won beautifully."

Although Morrison had already guessed this Chinese youth might be He Rui, he didn't expect it to be true. He saw He Rui shake hands with Johnson and say warmly, "This was a wonderful match. I haven't met an excellent opponent like you for a long time. Playing against a master brought me great joy. Thank you, Mr. Johnson."

In the whole of Siping, there was only one Governor He. Morrison felt his previous impression of He Rui as a "scholar-type staff officer" was shaken by the scene before him. A scholar-type staff officer proficient in aristocratic entertainment—in the UK, this person would inevitably be a proper high-ranking noble.

"Governor He, want another game?" Johnson asked excitedly.

He Rui laughed. "My purpose today is to attend the thank-you cocktail party. I'll play with Mr. Johnson again next time."



★


Chapter 76: Attracting Investment (Part 13)

Volume 1 — Chapter 76

❧ ❧ ❧


The first dish was served, and the cocktail party livened up. Not only were the British merchants beaming with joy, but even Morrison couldn't help recalling his time studying at the University of Edinburgh Medical School when he saw the fish and chips. Back then, a bottle of cheap whiskey and a few portions of fish and chips were enough to spend a happy weekend eating and chatting with medical school classmates.

This counted as He Rui's gift; the other dishes were arranged by the British merchants themselves. Morrison ate a few dishes and felt none had the taste of authentic British cuisine. However, the fish and chips had already been devoured by the merchants. Morrison could only stare helplessly at the small fish embedded in the small fish pancake on his plate.

With the sound of footsteps, a fragrance wafted over. Morrison looked up happily and saw the chef carrying another large platter of fish and chips. The merchants joyfully cleared their plates, ready for another helping.

Sated with food and wine, the conversation opened up. He Rui listened seriously to the British merchants' questions, then answered, "If you can provide new oil pressing equipment, we certainly welcome it."

"...Oh, I said last time. We cannot distribute shares. Siping will provide the funds for transporting and purchasing equipment to the merchants; this counts as part of the deposit. We will also pay for equipment debugging and hiring technical personnel, but we cannot distribute shares."

"...My friend, I am not prejudiced against limited companies. But Siping is the government, and our current policy is to increase production capacity. At this stage, joint-stock companies do not help much in increasing production capacity."

"...You ask why? It's simple. If you open an oil press here entirely with your own funds, whether joint-stock or sole proprietorship, we won't interfere. But if you want to run a joint-stock company with the Siping government, it means this company is likely to become a large joint-stock company controlling regional commodity output. For such a corporate structure, the core business strategy is to maintain product prices at a relatively high level, increasing or decreasing production at this price point to obtain the optimal solution for maximum profit. But our Siping economic policy is to maximize production capacity. Free competition undoubtedly helps increase capacity, which is also why I cannot engage in joint-stock companies."

Morrison originally wanted to hear what He Rui would say at the British merchants' thank-you cocktail party. After hearing this paragraph, he listened with rapt attention.

Even though He Rui had spoken so clearly, the British merchants still didn't give up. They tried to make He Rui understand the problems of free competition. One of them asked seriously, "Does Governor He know about economic crises?"

Morrison didn't know how to evaluate this merchant's statement, but at least he could be sure this merchant hadn't read He Rui's works.

He saw He Rui nod gently. "I know about economic crises."

"Economic crises are caused by free competition. In any industry, as long as there is money to be made, people will invest. Everyone swarms in, raising production capacity to an unnecessary level in the short term, then prices collapse, and the industry is finished. Other industries also suffer major damage, and the whole country falls into an economic crisis. Governor He, if you support free competition so firmly, you will definitely encounter an economic crisis."

Morrison ate fish and chips, slowly raising his whiskey, waiting to hear how He Rui would deal with this somewhat thorny question. He heard He Rui answer, "I am willing to take such a risk."

The arm holding the whiskey froze temporarily in front of Morrison. In Morrison's view, He Rui was initially a scholar-type staff officer, then a noble soldier, and now he had turned into a commander of an army. A general capable of making decisive decisions and not fearing sacrifice to achieve his goals.

Taking a sip of whiskey, Morrison looked forward to seeing He Rui's new characteristics. But on second thought, wasn't He Rui himself a commander? In Siping, all troops were under He Rui's command. According to the current rules of Beiyang, local administration was also under He Rui's control. If following British titles, He Rui shouldn't be called Governor in Siping, but Governor-General. A Governor-General with total power.

A noble Governor-General. Morrison had a new positioning for He Rui.

At this time, Johnson stood up. Under the light, his fluffy, thick blond hair was very conspicuous. Johnson asked somewhat drunkenly, "Your Excellency, Governor-General, have you been to India?"

"I haven't been there yet," He Rui replied.

There was some dissatisfaction in Johnson's tone, but it wasn't directed at He Rui. "What Your Excellency describes is exactly the status quo of India."

"Oh? Is India already controlled by a super-large joint-stock company?" He Rui asked with interest.

"If it were really like that, it would be better; at least there would be many opportunities. In India, local princely states hold hereditary power, and India's economy is controlled by those nobles who have taken root in India since the East India Company era. A merchant like me, no matter how hard I work in India, actually can't make money. If possible, I really look forward to a few economic crises breaking out in India to finish off those guys."

Everyone was a bit tipsy. Johnson's words triggered a burst of applause among the British merchants.

When everyone's emotions calmed down slightly, He Rui said, "But as far as I know, in every economic crisis, those large consortia, because of their strong capital and large amounts of cash, take advantage of the time when small factories and companies go bankrupt in large numbers during the crisis to buy them up at low prices. So I can understand Mr. Johnson's view, but I don't agree with Mr. Johnson's expectation."

Johnson was stunned, but his eyes brightened. He raised his glass and said loudly, "Let us toast to Governor-General He's frankness and sincerity."

Everyone raised their glasses and drank in one gulp. Morrison couldn't hold back anymore; he raised his glass to He Rui, but saw He Rui smile slightly and point to the salon area.

Soon, the two sat over there with their wine glasses. Morrison didn't hide his name and wasn't surprised that He Rui recognized him. After introducing himself, Morrison asked the question that had troubled him for some time. "Your Excellency, Governor, what led you to take geopolitics as your research direction?"

"To explain Britain's success, Mahan's *The Influence of Sea Power Upon History* appeared first. Later, Mr. Mackinder of Britain wrote *The Geographical Pivot of History*, creating a theory that could probably be called Land Power Theory, but I personally feel it is not enough to explain the status quo of human society. Mr. Morrison knows Mr. Yan Fu, right?"

Yan Fu was an important member of the *Chouanhui* (Society for Peace and Stability) promoting Yuan Shikai's monarchy; Morrison naturally knew him. However, Morrison didn't want to discuss Yuan Shikai's monarchy with He Rui, so he just nodded.

"Mr. Yan Fu summarized the Theory of Evolution as 'natural selection, survival of the fittest.' I gained inspiration from this and took geographical environment determining human social development as the starting point for research, writing *Introduction to Geopolitics*. The foundation of geopolitics is natural science. The development of human society is certainly the result of human subjective initiative, but natural conditions have already determined the various development possibilities of different regions."

After speaking, He Rui laughed. "I wonder what evaluation Mr. Morrison has of my humble work? Please speak frankly."

Seeing He Rui so frank, Morrison asked, "I want to ask Governor He, after the war ends, analyzing from a geopolitical perspective, in what direction will the world situation develop?"

"After the war ends, the victorious Allied Powers will re-plan the world order with Britain and France as the core. But Tsarist Russia very likely won't last through the war and will collapse due to internal revolution. As for what the future Russia will be like, I have too little information to judge. But the victor of the Russian Civil War will not have the ability to influence the process of Britain and France establishing the new world order."

Morrison didn't expect He Rui's thinking to remain calm at this time. The minds in the current Beiyang government were all on Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor. Of course, even without Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor, before the World War started, no one in the Beiyang government considered Russia's future. Since He Rui could consider problems calmly, Morrison continued to ask, "What about the situation in Northeast Asia?"

"The situation in Northeast Asia is best if China, Russia, and Japan achieve a balance of power. At present, this balance no longer exists. Japan's advantage is growing, almost dominating Northeast Asia alone; even Britain cannot change Japan's advantage. Moreover, after the Great War ends, a new player will intervene in the Northeast Asian situation, making the situation more variable."

"New player?" Morrison was unsure for a moment who He Rui was referring to.

He Rui didn't keep him guessing and answered directly, "The United States is a two-ocean country. They have accumulated huge wealth in the Great War, and their strength has developed unprecedentedly. Britain and France might be able to keep the United States out of Europe and Africa, but they don't have the strength to stop the United States from becoming a new player in the Northeast Asian region."

Morrison probed, "Then does China have the ability to become a country balancing regional power comparisons?"

He Rui shook his head. "Given the current situation, China's internal division will only intensify, and true unification cannot be achieved in a short time."

Although Morrison decided not to talk about Yuan Shikai with He Rui, he agreed very much with He Rui's prediction. Since He Rui could already see this step, Morrison continued to probe, "Governor He, have you considered obtaining the support of the British Imperial Government?"

After speaking, Morrison stared at He Rui, carefully observing He Rui's expression. He saw this excessively young Governor show no surprise or incomprehension, nor any expectation or desire. He Rui just smiled lightly. "I think the most important work right now is to increase production capacity and provide maximum support for the Allied Powers to achieve victory as soon as possible."

Morrison knew this topic couldn't continue. He raised his glass to He Rui. The two clinked glasses. While He Rui poured wine, Morrison felt somewhat in a trance. The surrounding arrangement and the room full of British merchants—even knowing he was in a small county town called Siping outside the pass in China, Morrison felt he was in a club of European high society, talking with a powerful noble with a standard oriental face.

That this young Governor He Rui could make Morrison feel such an atmosphere just through conversation was truly beyond Morrison's imagination.

Just then, he saw the merchants gathering around the bar, seeming like something big had happened. Seeing Morrison's curious gaze, He Rui laughed. "It should be Mayor Wu mixing drinks for everyone."

"Mayor Wu?" Morrison had an impression of the current young Mayor of Siping. "How does he know how to mix drinks?"

"Let's go, taste it." He Rui stood up.

After waiting for a good while, the two finally reached the front of Wu Youping. They saw Wu Youping had taken off his coat, revealing a beautiful silk shirt. Because he wasn't wearing a bow tie but a beautiful necktie, a shiny metal tie clip fixed the tie to the front of the shirt, completely different from the waiters wearing bow ties.

Soon, two glasses of wine were placed in front of the two. Morrison took a sip and felt the taste was much better than other drinks. He asked curiously, "How does Mayor Wu know this?"

Wu Youping naturally wiped away the liquor dripped on the bar while mixing and laughed. "When I was in school in Tianjin, I worked part-time in a club with classmates and learned a little. How about it, do you two want another glass?"

He Rui shook his head, but Morrison nodded. Wu Youping took a rinsed glass, shook off the water droplets, and placed it on the table.

Around nine o'clock in the evening, He Rui and Wu Youping bid farewell to the drunken British merchants. Walking out of the temporary hall, the cold hit their faces. In the night of early December, the temperature had already dropped below zero. The moonlight, cold enough to freeze a person, cast the shadows of the two on the ground.

Wu Youping said, "Governor, tomorrow I will mobilize the cadres to sweep snow from roofs. Not only inside Siping City, but also in the countryside. Every year, people's houses are crushed by snow; this year, we must reduce such disasters no matter what."

"It should be so," He Rui replied. He couldn't help praising, "You can now actively consider problems from the perspective of people's livelihood and mobilize organizations to push work forward; great progress."

Being praised by He Rui like this, Wu Youping answered somewhat shyly, "Governor. I've listened to so many lessons, and my thoughts have changed many times. I now think that the people themselves will pursue a life of peace and contentment; they don't need us to force them. But there are some things the people can't think of or do temporarily. At such times, the organization needs to come forward to coordinate and mobilize. It is neither the organization bearing everything for the people, nor issuing orders from high above. How to say it... it's serving the people."

The road surface had iced over, making a series of crunching sounds when the two stepped on it. He Rui and Wu Youping were careful not to slip, yet they did not let up in their discussion of work. Just like this, they headed all the way toward the headquarters.
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Wu Youping hurried to the outside of He Rui's office. Pushing the door open, he saw He Rui talking with Tang Gui and Chen Deli. Seeing Wu Youping poke his head in, Tang Gui and Chen Deli, the two cadres in charge of rural areas, looked over with some surprise. Wu Youping felt a bit awkward; running in so hurriedly was indeed inappropriate.

Wu Youping asked, "Governor, is Mr. Morrison negotiating with the Governor on behalf of the British government?"

He Rui was both surprised and amused. "Why do you say that?"

Wu Youping was stumped. He calmed himself and said, "Governor, after Mr. Morrison finished talking with you last night, he gathered the British merchants and advised them to cooperate with us with confidence. As a result, all the British merchants ran to me today to inquire. That's why I asked if we reached any agreement with the British government."

He Rui hadn't expected Morrison to help so much. He laughed. "Gather all foreign merchants in Siping for a meeting tomorrow and formally dispel the rumors. Tell them there is absolutely no such thing."

Wu Youping trusted He Rui very much. Since He Rui said no, then there certainly wasn't. Hearing He Rui wanted him to hold a rumor-dispelling meeting, he hesitated instead. After thinking for a while, he asked carefully, "Governor, I don't think this meeting is necessary. If someone really asks, I'll just deny it to their face."

He Rui seemed to see through Wu Youping's thoughts and smiled. "State your reason."

"I want to borrow the tiger's skin as a banner to reach more cooperation with merchants as soon as possible. What is most lacking in the early stage of cooperation is mutual trust. We have been in Siping for less than half a year, and merchants from various countries have limited confidence in us. If we let them have an illusion, perhaps it can increase our credibility."

After speaking, Wu Youping looked at He Rui expectantly. He saw He Rui shake his head. "Without trust, one cannot stand. True is true, false is false; there is no need to muddy the waters."

Tang Gui beside them had doubts. "Governor, if we deny it so readily, the British merchants might not believe it either. They probably will still think we signed some secret treaty with the British government."

Hearing this, He Rui suddenly thought of the classic series *Yes, Minister* and its take on British politics: never believe anything until it's officially denied. But He Rui didn't want to say this; there was still a big gap between British politics in 1915 and 1975.

At this moment, a knock came from the door. He Rui ordered, "Come in."

It turned out Xu Jia sent someone to deliver news. Today was December 13, 1915. Just yesterday, December 12, Yuan Shikai telegraphed the whole country, announcing acceptance of the throne, overthrowing the republic, restoring the monarchy, changing the Republic of China to the "Empire of China," and ordering the abolition of the Republic era, changing the 5th Year of the Republic (1916) to the 1st Year of Hongxian.

It had finally come.

Looking at the surprised and excited expressions of Wu Youping and others, He Rui suppressed his own thoughts and ordered according to the emerging organizational protocols: "Call a meeting of Party members in the city."

The number of formal members of the Civilization Party had reached more than thirty, plus over forty probationary members. Each of the 20 towns had a Party group dispatched, leaving fewer than twenty formal and probationary members in Siping.

The Party members didn't feel surprised upon hearing about Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor. On October 6, 1915, the Senate of the Republic convened the "Citizens' Representative Assembly." The representatives uniformly "approved" the constitutional monarchy and nominated the Senate as the general representative of the National Assembly, petitioning to install Yuan Shikai as Emperor of the Chinese Empire.

There was so much work in Siping; how could the Civilization Party members pay attention to this all the time? The trick of "three refusals and three yieldings" had been played for two months; everyone had long tossed this matter aside.

Now learning that Yuan Shikai finally proclaimed himself Emperor, the comrades had expected it.

Xu Chengfeng actively reported the progress of troop training. "Governor, the troops have completed basic combat technical subjects, and the wargaming of combat objectives has also been roughly completed. We already have the strength to fight. Next, we can conduct endurance training."

The Party and government cadres in Siping had long held meetings and unified their thinking; everyone identified with the republican system. Xu Chengfeng saying this now meant opposing the other governors outside the pass who firmly supported Yuan Shikai's monarchy.

Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia scanned the crowd quietly. Seeing several local Party members looking hesitant, he considered how to talk to the comrades. At such a time, all Party members must keep up with the organization.

He Rui didn't talk about his own ideas but spoke strictly according to the contingency plan. "Duan Qirui, Wang Shizhen, and Feng Guozhang—although these three are compromised, they can at least understand that their interests rely on the stability of the Beiyang clique as a whole, so they won't jump out first to oppose Yuan Shikai. Before long, factions outside Beiyang will attack Yuan Shikai on the grounds of restoring the republic. We should not get involved in this dog-eat-dog farce. If the governors outside the pass shout empty slogans, we'll pretend not to hear. Only when we encounter people who insist on taking advantage of the chaos to profit will we intervene."

Most comrades engaged in civil affairs only had the same stance as the organization and couldn't keep up with the train of thought immediately. A comrade asked, "Governor, what can they do by taking advantage of the chaos?"

He Rui answered, "It will certainly be those who don't want to maintain the status quo probing those who do."

Even the comrades who hadn't had time to consider this before understood after a little thought. Under the great changes at this time, those guys who wanted to profit from the Yuan Shikai monarchy event naturally hoped to seize the opportunity. The current General Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan, wanted to maintain the status quo outside the pass, so he would naturally become the target of these probes.

Vice Commander Cheng Ruofan's handsome face was full of fighting spirit. "Governor, do we stop all troops attempting to pass through Siping?"

He Rui nodded. "Yes. At this time, no matter who it is, no one should even think about going south through Siping. I will inform General Zhang of our decision."

Cheng Ruofan pressed, "Governor, what specific preparations should we make?"

He Rui knew Cheng Ruofan wanted to do something actively, so he stood up and said to the comrades, "Those governors outside the pass are just fence-sitters. The few soldiers in their hands are their capital for self-preservation; how could they have the backbone to risk everything they have? This meeting is to unify thinking. We should not let what happened disrupt our rhythm, but complete the work step by step according to the set work schedule. The changes brought by the President proclaiming himself Emperor will definitely affect the cadres' mood. After comrades go back, convey the spirit of this meeting, let the cadres restore a normal working mood, and don't let this matter affect work. If there is anything requiring our action, it must not be because the President proclaimed himself Emperor, but because someone disrupted our current work arrangement."

Although He Rui was calm and composed, it was hard for the comrades to do the same. Originally, having no time to consider these things allowed them to settle their hearts, but now that they had to consider it, they felt it difficult to stabilize their minds.

However, He Rui didn't give everyone a chance to dwell on these thoughts and ordered decisively, "Meeting adjourned!"

Two days later, inside the General Zhen'an's Office, Zhang Xiluan saw Adjutant Liu walk into the study holding an official document.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression seemed unhappy, Adjutant Liu hurriedly said, "Marshal, it's an official document from Siping Governor He Rui."

Zhang Xiluan's face remained grim. He took the document and opened it to look. His expression actually gradually relaxed.

After presenting the document to Zhang Xiluan, Adjutant Liu carefully observed Zhang Xiluan's expression. Seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression gradually smooth out, he became curious about the document's content for a moment.

Zhang Xiluan pondered for a moment and ordered, "Go to Siping. Tell He Rui: he was effective in suppressing bandits a while ago, and the troops suffered losses. Allocate 300 rifles to him to replenish equipment. As for the military exercise he prepared in Siping..."

Zhang Xiluan suddenly stopped. Adjutant Liu waited for a long time without a follow-up, so he had to ask, "Marshal, He Rui wrote to hold a military exercise?"

Zhang Xiluan threw the document on the table, and Adjutant Liu picked it up carefully.

He saw He Rui stating in the document that he was considering holding a bandit suppression exercise in Siping recently. To avoid chaos, troops of other governors would be temporarily prohibited from passing through Siping during the exercise. He asked for Zhang Xiluan's instructions.

Since He Rui arrived outside the pass, he had indeed done many famous things, but this was the first time He Rui wrote an official document to Zhang Xiluan in an official capacity.

Adjutant Liu had read He Rui's exclusive interview and knew He Rui's stance and reasons for opposing Yuan Shikai's monarchy. Reading the content of the document, Adjutant Liu felt He Rui wanted to help Zhang Xiluan eliminate trouble.

Siping, a county town, couldn't compare with provincial capitals like Fengtian and Changchun at all, nor with border cities like Harbin. However, Siping was located in the south of Jilin, guarding the main road coming and going between north and south outside the pass. As long as He Rui didn't allow other governors' troops to pass through Siping, the governors of Heilongjiang and Jilin couldn't coerce Zhang Xiluan in any way.

"What are you still standing there for? Go handle the errand quickly!" Zhang Xiluan shouted unhappily.

Adjutant Liu looked blank. "Marshal, you just mentioned the military exercise and didn't give further instructions."

Zhang Xiluan wanted to sigh but straightened his back again. "Tell He Rui, the military exercise is not necessary."

Watching Adjutant Liu leave, Zhang Xiluan leaned back heavily, mixed feelings in his heart.

Now, the entire area outside the pass knew that although he, Zhang Xiluan, didn't openly oppose it, he didn't support Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor in his heart.

But the governors outside the pass not only all suggested that Zhang Xiluan firmly support President Yuan Shikai, but also all mentioned the matter of Wang Xiuzhi, Zhang Xiluan, Sun Baoqi, Pan Kejun, and Yuan Shikai becoming sworn brothers thirty years ago.

Only He Rui alone never caused trouble for Zhang Xiluan regarding Yuan Shikai's monarchy. Even when expressing his views on the monarchy, He Rui found a newspaper for an exclusive interview himself.

Looking back on his life, he joined the army in Wuchang, and the next year entered the Ting Battalion of Bao Chao's Xiang Army to handle camp affairs. After more than ten years of military life, he followed Rehe Lieutenant General Chongshi to outside the pass. That year was exactly the first year of Guangxu, exactly 40 years ago.

For 40 years, he had led troops and governed people outside the pass, enjoying a prominent reputation.

Unexpectedly, seeing that he was about to turn 73 today, in the entire area outside the pass, only a Siping Governor, He Rui, still knew to treat him with the attitude due to a superior.

*Am I really too old to be useful?*

Zhang Xiluan supported himself on the desk with both hands, a sense of desolation rising in his heart for a time.
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Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia was in a very bad mood. When he received the order to go to He Rui's office, Xu Jia had already prepared his questions. As soon as he saw He Rui, Xu Jia immediately raised his doubts: "Governor, why not conduct ideological education for the comrades regarding the Great President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

"What education do you want to give Xu Chengfeng and the others? As for the other comrades, everyone has had an emperor over their heads for generations; they can't abandon such ingrained thinking for a while. Everyone just judges based on various rumors that this emperor is good or that emperor is bad. Once those born in the imperial era pass away, and the children born under the republic grow up, this ideological foundation will be gone."

Hearing He Rui speak so bluntly, Xu Jia confirmed that his focus was the same as He Rui's, so he suggested, "Precisely because of this, we need ideological education even more. Only through repeated education can we change the comrades' views."

Seeing He Rui had no intention of agreeing, Xu Jia continued, "Governor, having read your exclusive interview, the comrades have realized that the Beiyang clique has fallen apart. But the people don't think so."

He Rui waved his hand to interrupt Xu Jia. "We'll conduct a publicity campaign on the republican system after Yuan Shikai's downfall."

"I wonder how long the Governor thinks the Great President can last?"

"What do you think?"

Xu Jia thought for a while, then suddenly his brow cleared. "The Governor hasn't made this prediction all along; there must be a reason, right?"

"Yes. I want everyone to observe this matter as bystanders, treating it as a learning experience. If I made a prediction, everyone's focus would be different. I am worried it would affect everyone's growth."

"...This prediction probably exceeds ordinary people's imagination by far. Governor, I think the Great President can last a year. What does the Governor think?"

He Rui held up four fingers.

"Four months?" Xu Jia found it hard to believe.

He Rui nodded. "Yes, four months. That's why I made the decision to let comrades experience this process themselves. The time is very short; it will pass in the blink of an eye. Moreover, everyone will continue their work during these four months. The matter will be over as soon as the snow melts. It won't cause a real impact on the work."

***

Much like He Rui guessed, Wu Youping had completely tossed the matter of Yuan Shikai aside. In front of the bar at the British Merchants' Club, Johnson and Wu Youping sat together. This time, Fujian black tea was placed in front of them. Johnson smelled it and was somewhat enchanted. Wu Youping lifted the teacup and took a sip of the tea brought by his Fujian classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong, feeling the taste was much more elegant than Anhua dark tea.

Johnson beside him had a face full of satisfaction. The British loved black tea, especially the upper class. Although this Johnson seemed a bit eccentric, his accent was truly London.

Finishing this cup of black tea, Johnson complained about the lack of white sugar. After complaining a few times, Johnson asked, "Mayor Wu, Siping has so many people; can you make collar badges?"

"What kind of collar badges?" Wu Youping replied.

Johnson took out a row of samples from his satchel; they were collar badges sewn onto the collars of military uniforms. Wu Youping picked one up and looked at it, then couldn't help laughing. "This kind of thing can be made anywhere—Japan, Jiangnan, Tianjin, all work. Why did you think of making them in Siping?"

Johnson didn't explain, just saying lightly, "I provide the fabric. One silver dollar for sewing five hundred."

Wu Youping was somewhat unhappy with such a low price. He picked up the collar badge again to look at it for a while, then looked at Johnson, seeing Johnson deliberately avoiding eye contact.

"You have to provide the needle and thread too," Wu Youping began to haggle.

Johnson finally turned his face. "You have to guarantee me 100,000 within a month."

"Starting from when?" Wu Youping felt the matter definitely wasn't that easy.

"Starting from when I receive the notification of shipment from the other side."

Wu Youping went through the number and output of the villages and towns participating in the bidding in his mind and answered confidently, "Deal. Do we need to write a contract?"

Johnson stared at Wu Youping with shining eyes for a moment and laughed. "I'll be waiting to read Mayor Wu's contract."

Returning to the office, his classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong in the office next door saw Wu Youping pass by the door and got up to follow him out. Wu Youping invited his classmate into the office before saying, "Your political vetting is still ongoing; don't be anxious."

Zhuang Jiaxiong asked with an attempt at a northern accent over his Fujian dialect, "Why is the political vetting work so troublesome?"

"After passing the political vetting, you will be our comrade. We have to entrust work to you; this matter must be prudent."

Although helpless, Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't disappointed. "I know the Governor's rules here. Even running errands, give me something to do. Staying in the office all day, I feel like I'm going to get sick."

"I'll ask around for you."

"Asking" naturally meant finding the person responsible. The Statistics Section's work was collecting data, and personnel relations were also a type of data. Arriving at Xu Jia's place, Wu Youping didn't ask about the progress of Zhuang Jiaxiong's political vetting but asked what work Zhuang Jiaxiong could undertake now.

Xu Jia smiled lightly. "Mayor Wu, your classmate's understanding of land reform isn't very good. Do you have any thoughts?"

Wu Youping knew Zhuang Jiaxiong's background and couldn't help defending his classmate. "His family has twenty or thirty *mu* of land and a tea garden in Fujian, so they were classified as landlords. Such land would be at most a rich peasant outside the pass. I think it's more appropriate to view him by the standard of a rich peasant."

Xu Jia didn't continue discussing this issue but changed the topic. "What work do you want him to do?"

Wu Youping was about to answer but felt something was wrong. "Section Chief Xu, finish talking about the political vetting first."

"Land reform won't be limited to Siping; it will definitely be extended to the whole country. Fujian has many people and little land; the pressure of land reform is greater than in other provinces. If Zhuang Jiaxiong publicly opposes land reform then, or writes letters to the comrades conducting land reform asking for leniency for his family, what then?"

Wu Youping understood that Zhuang Jiaxiong's political attitude toward land reform definitely had problems. He directly made a request: "Can I access the personnel file as the Mayor of Siping and a Party member?"

After work, Zhuang Jiaxiong was leaving the office with everyone when he was stopped by Wu Youping in the corridor. "Let's go, have a meal at my place."

Zhuang Jiaxiong knew Wu Youping's personality was straightforward and couldn't hide things well. Offering a meal to talk meant the content to be discussed wouldn't be too friendly, so he simply replied, "Let's talk in your office."

Wu Youping didn't refuse. Sitting down in the office, he shared the last hot water in the teapot with Zhuang Jiaxiong and sighed, "It wasn't easy for your family to accumulate that land."

When he was in school, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt the foreigners were terrible. After entering the Railway Official School and understanding more about the gap between China and foreign countries and the nation's weakness and backwardness, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt even more strongly that he had to do something for the country. A good man should fight for his country. Unexpectedly, his family's land was mentioned. Zhuang Jiaxiong could only reply, "Yes. To keep these lands, my family has also had people die."

"If land reform is carried out nationwide, do you think you can accept redistributing the land?"

Knowing the issue probably lay with the family land, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't get overly excited. He just asked with a straight face, "Our family's land and tea garden will also be redistributed?"

"Yes."

Since he was young, Zhuang Jiaxiong had heard his family talk about the difficulty of acquiring these lands and was repeatedly told to study well to uphold the family name. Confirming that he couldn't pass the political vetting because he wanted to keep the family land, Zhuang Jiaxiong replied in confusion, "Youping, I can't answer now. If the Governor really becomes the Great President and promulgates a decree to distribute the land and tea gardens, how will my family live then?"

Wu Youping understood his old classmate's thoughts. He took out the prepared Siping land reform document from his backpack and handed it to Zhuang Jiaxiong. Zhuang Jiaxiong took it and read it close to the oil lamp. Wu Youping lit a candle, and the office instantly brightened.

Zhuang Jiaxiong read it carefully twice. When he looked up, his face was full of surprise. "Such land reform was really implemented?"

"Why couldn't it be implemented?" Wu Youping switched back to the oil lamp.

The impact of the land reform policy on Zhuang Jiaxiong was too great. Zhuang Jiaxiong asked in disbelief, "Land reform was implemented on so much land, and the common people didn't riot?"

"That depends on what the purpose of land reform is. Jiaxiong, what do you think the purpose of land reform is?"

"...Let everyone have land to farm? Pay less tax? Live a better life?" Zhuang Jiaxiong recalled the words in the land reform document. After saying a few points, he felt they didn't express his thoughts, so he reached for the document again.

Wu Youping held down the report. "The main purpose of land reform is divided into two stages. The first stage is to eliminate social contradictions. In present-day China, the most intense social contradiction lies in the fact that the deprivation of the products produced by the agricultural labor population has reached a level of dire suffering. Locally, anyone with tax collection power treats the agricultural labor population as the biggest object of exploitation without exception. After land reform, with the changes in land relations and the tax system, fierce social contradictions are eradicated at the root. In the second stage, we can begin to build an industrialized China..."

"Wait," Zhuang Jiaxiong interrupted Wu Youping excitedly. "Can you repeat the part about resolving social contradictions?"
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Clear winter nights were the coldest. The government-run kitchen provided food for several departments, so it was open 24 hours. Past nine in the evening, just after the personnel on night duty left, the door curtain was lifted, and two people walked in—Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong.

They each ordered a meal and sat down near the stove, chatting while eating.

Zhuang Jiaxiong had been chatting in Wu Youping's office. Because they were too engrossed, the indoor temperature had already dropped very low by the time they noticed. Now in the warm canteen, he finally felt like he had returned from an ice cave to a normal environment.

After a few mouthfuls of hot food, the chill was driven from his body. Zhuang Jiaxiong spoke while eating, his voice a bit muffled. "Although the local powers in Fujian weren't benevolent before, they still followed some rules. Now, the leaders in the localities are all evil people who act recklessly. I originally thought the government had gone bad and condoned these evil people. I didn't expect the real reason to be that China's tax collection method has changed."

Wu Youping hurriedly corrected him. "It's not that China's tax collection method has changed, but that the fragmentation has caused a change in China's economic structure. This change is not a national policy, but a result caused by the political and economic status quo."

Zhuang Jiaxiong nodded while eating.

Wu Youping also chatted while eating. "After the collapse of the Qing dynasty's grassroots government, local figures in various provinces both clashed and merged with the Beiyang clique. If local forces want the local government to be under their control, they cannot let the local government possess grassroots tax collection capabilities. The Beiyang governors want to rule the provinces; they have neither the will nor the ability to spend great effort building grassroots government. But rural taxes still have to be collected, so the tax farming system appeared. Local forces control rural taxation, and no officials are responsible for cracking down on local tyrants. Among these people, those who disregard human life the most naturally develop in the direction of local tyrants and evil gentry, leaving the countryside in a wretched state."

Thinking of the changes in his hometown over the past few years, Zhuang Jiaxiong fully understood Wu Youping's explanation of the economic status quo. He sighed sincerely, "I really want to sweep away this scum who brings disaster to the country and the people immediately!"

Hearing his classmate speak from the heart, Wu Youping wanted to bring up Zhuang Jiaxiong's view on land policy again, but he heard Zhuang Jiaxiong take the initiative to say, "Youping, can I go take the political vetting one more time?"

Wu Youping was relieved. His classmate was truly willing to serve the country; otherwise, Wu Youping wouldn't have written to invite Zhuang Jiaxiong to Siping. Since Zhuang Jiaxiong had improved his understanding, he naturally had to give him a chance. Wu Youping replied, "I'll arrange it."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was overjoyed and thanked him repeatedly. Then he asked somewhat uneasily, "Youping, if I can pass the political vetting, can I go listen to the Party lectures you mentioned?"

"Training classes are different from Party lectures. You have to apply yourself, and the organization has to look at your work performance. If your work isn't serious..."

"Don't worry, I'm not afraid of hard work," Zhuang Jiaxiong answered decisively.

Wu Youping had great confidence in Zhuang Jiaxiong. Seeing him so determined, he was also happy in his heart.

Two days later, Xu Jia invited Wu Youping to the Statistics Section and asked straight to the point, "Did you talk about policy with Zhuang Jiaxiong?"

"Yes, we talked about the domestic economic structure of compradors plus tax farmers."

Xu Jia frowned slightly, thought for a moment, and said, "I want to talk to him again."

"Is there any plan for him?" Wu Youping was very expectant.

Xu Jia replied, "In this political vetting, Zhuang Jiaxiong's view on land reform policy made him seem like a completely different person. I want to have a deeper conversation with him to see what the ideological mindset of such people is like."

Wu Youping couldn't help frowning. "What did he do wrong to be investigated so deeply?"

"He just represents many people in the future. We followed the Governor to participate in land reform, so the content of earlier political vetting didn't include the current parts. Using the previous inquiry points is already somewhat outdated. Your classmate changed so much before and after; there must be a reason. I want to adjust the vetting questions through conversation."

Wu Youping originally thought Xu Jia had some prejudice against Zhuang Jiaxiong. Now he realized he had underestimated Xu Jia. After being speechless for a while, he praised sincerely, "Section Chief Xu has worked hard. I will definitely make my classmate cooperate fully."

Before the two could set a time for the interview, someone ran in hurriedly. "Report. Regiment Commander Xu asks Section Chief Xu to go over. He said Instructor Zhou from the military academy has arrived."

Hearing "Instructor Zhou," Xu Jia immediately dropped a quick "We'll talk about this later" and hurried to the headquarters. Entering the office, he saw that the other five officers from the Baoding Military Academy had all arrived. Sitting in the center were He Rui and Major Zhou Yinshan, Chief of the Personnel Section of the Baoding Military Academy.

Xu Jia stepped forward and saluted. "Report. Xu Jia reporting for duty."

Zhou Yinshan looked at the short and stout Xu Jia, seeing that he was full of vigor like the other military cadets, his gestures and bearing already very different from the student of half a year ago. Happy in his heart, he praised them to He Rui, "These students really have the look officers should have."

Sitting next to Zhou Yinshan was Adjutant Liu. Seeing He Rui's subordinate officers warmly welcoming Zhou Yinshan, he confirmed that Zhou Yinshan was indeed an instructor from the Baoding Military Academy, so he chimed in, "As soon as I saw Instructor Zhou on the train, I felt Instructor Zhou had an extraordinary bearing. Truly, a famous teacher produces brilliant students."

Zhou Yinshan just smiled slightly at this. On the train, Adjutant Liu had treated Zhou Yinshan with a very wary attitude.

He Rui stood up and said, "Everyone chat first. Brother Liu, let's go to the room next door."

When alone with He Rui, Adjutant Liu explained the current situation in Fengtian to He Rui and repeated Zhang Xiluan's message. Hearing that other governors actually wrote such persuasive letters disregarding the relationship between superiors and subordinates, He Rui said firmly, "Please, Brother Liu, go back and report to Lord Zhang: as long as I, He, am in Siping for one day, I won't let a single soldier pass through Siping to go south."

Adjutant Liu sighed. "I know this sentiment of Brother He, and the Marshal knows it too."

He Rui then probed, "The Marshal has been a hero all his life; naturally, he won't be [intimidated] by these scoundrels. After I wrote the letter, I was always worried the Marshal would blame me for meddling. Brother Liu, what exactly is the Marshal's intention?"

Adjutant Liu recalled Zhang Xiluan's changes these days, and thinking of the market situation seen in Siping this time, he asked, "Brother He, I wonder what this Instructor Zhou came to Siping for?"

"After graduation, cadets of the Baoding Military Academy must intern in local units for half a year. After half a year, if the unit is dissatisfied with the cadet, or the cadet doesn't approve of the unit, they can return to the military academy for another arrangement. When I came outside the pass this time, the military academy originally only gave me four recruitment slots. Brother Zhou and I were both students in Japan; he gave me two extra slots for Grade-A students from the academy. At that time, Brother Zhou said he would come to see the cadets after half a year. Now he should be here to see how the cadets are doing."

Hearing He Rui's explanation, Adjutant Liu calculated He Rui's connections. He had connections with high-level Japanese abroad; domestically, besides being sent by Director-General Duan Qirui, he also had his own people in the Baoding Military Academy. He was indeed a formidable character.

Only then did he ask, "Brother He, your previous correspondence with the Marshal made the Marshal very happy. I wonder if Brother He has anything for me to take to the Marshal this time?"

He Rui thought for a moment, then picked up a pen and wrote a letter.

"Brother Liu, the previous matters were all Lord Zhang's cultivation of me. People say empty gestures mean nothing; at this moment, it is exactly the time for me to repay Lord Zhang's kindness of recognition. Please, Brother Liu, report back to Lord Zhang: if there is any place where I can be used, please let Lord Zhang command. I will go through fire and water, definitely serving Lord Zhang."
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Zhou Yinshan was from Hebei, of medium height. He was an energetic young man when in Japan, but after returning to the military academy for a few years, he looked somewhat bookish.

On He Rui's turf, the two classmates weren't as restrained as in the Baoding Military Academy. Talking about the current changes in Beijing and Baoding, Zhou Yinshan was quite emotional. "The hearts of Beiyang have scattered. I knew it from the moment Chief Duan forced Jiang Fangzhen to attempt suicide to prove his will. I stayed at the Baoding Military Academy only because I still had some expectations at the time. Everyone is of the Beiyang lineage; after this chaotic period, perhaps there would be a turning point to reunify. Reading Brother He's exclusive interview, I was deeply touched. Seeing the methods used by governors everywhere to raise military funds, I had thoughts of leaving."

"That is just my personal opinion," He Rui sighed.

"Brother He, you explained clearly in the interview the ways governors everywhere collect taxes. I didn't quite believe it at first, so I wrote letters to classmates and graduates to ask. Although they only knew bits and pieces, piecing together what they said, it was almost the same as what Brother He said. Only then was I sure that Beiyang has truly fallen apart."

"How are those classmates of ours?" He Rui asked.

Zhou Yinshan shook his head. "Most haven't made a name for themselves, and they are also full of grievances. Someone mentioned some things in a letter; the attitudes of governors everywhere have shifted, and quite a few governors have begun planning how to seize territory amidst the chaos."

He Rui chuckled lightly, not mentioning those people.

Perhaps Zhou Yinshan had been cooped up in the Baoding Military Academy for too long; he fiercely criticized the Beiyang central government and local governors for a while. His emotions somewhat relieved, he asked, "Hehe, I only cared about talking about my affairs. I wonder how Brother He is doing in Siping? I heard Brother He actually made the Japanese withdraw from Changchun. Given the Japanese nature, Brother He must have spent a lot of effort."

"It wasn't as difficult as Brother Zhou imagines," He Rui replied. Without waiting for Zhou Yinshan to ask, He Rui recounted his work and goals in Siping to Zhou Yinshan.

***

Xu Jia returned to the Statistics Section office and immediately invited Zhuang Jiaxiong over for a talk. One graduated from the Baoding Military Academy, the other from the Railway Academy; both were from top-tier science and engineering universities in China at the time. So the conversation was unusually frank.

Listening to Xu Jia's explanation, although Zhuang Jiaxiong was somewhat unhappy, he was more moved. He replied generously, "Section Chief Xu, don't look down on me. Although I don't like growing tea and can't inherit my father's tea-growing skills, a master tea grower with my father's skills shouldn't be unable to even be a tea-growing teacher."

Although Xu Jia was somewhat surprised, a moment later he said happily, "If people who like growing tea can't continue to grow tea, is there any justice? Even if they don't necessarily like growing tea but just take growing tea as a lifelong profession, why can't they be allowed to grow tea?"

Hearing Xu Jia speak like this, Zhuang Jiaxiong became even more impassioned. "If so, the few acres of tea gardens in my family are nothing to speak of. In my opinion, even if it were hundreds of acres of tea gardens, with my father planting together with many people willing to grow tea, what is there to worry about?"

Xu Jia looked at the impassioned youth in front of him, very happy in his heart. "It should be so. The Governor said that a foreign philosopher once said: *We absolutely do not deny the producer's possession of social products; rather, we oppose using the monopolization of social products to exploit others.* If the tea garden isn't handed over to someone like your father who likes growing tea, should it be handed to someone like me who can't even taste the quality of tea?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong had already heard the Civilization Party's program from his classmate Wu Youping. Feeling that what Xu Jia said was no different from what Wu Youping said, he was even happier. "Governor He's philosophy of governing the country conforms to reason; I agree very much. Brother Youping said that execution is indeed complicated, but I think as long as the principles can really be executed, whether it's land, tea gardens, or forest farms and pastures—people of the world using the land of the world—how could I have the slightest thought of keeping it for myself?"

"Since Mayor Wu has spoken to this extent, I also ask Comrade Zhuang to understand one point: no matter how good the principle is, it must be executable. In the process of execution, there will inevitably be too many difficulties."

Zhuang Jiaxiong said happily, "Brother Youping has already told me about this and repeatedly emphasized *seeking truth from facts*. From my interactions with Brother Youping, I know this matter must not be easy. But I will definitely exhaust my full strength to prevent the policy from deviating excessively during execution."

"Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, I invited you here to ask you: to what extent must people like you understand the policy before they can execute it with wholehearted conviction? To be honest, when we followed Governor He, we didn't know the Governor's policies. Initially, we were completely won over by the Governor's charisma and vision; we did whatever the Governor ordered us to do. Only after executing the policies did we know the Governor's words were not false. But Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, you are not like this. Among the comrades joining in the future, I'm afraid most will be of your type. That's why I invited you over, wanting to know the reason for your change."

Zhuang Jiaxiong thought for a moment and answered frankly, "Based on my experience, I think it's better to explain the Governor's philosophy completely to newcomers. If there are still those who hesitate, explain the underlying principles. If there are still those who hesitate, they must be people with selfish motives. If one is selfless, I can't see what there is to hesitate about. If they can accept it but still hesitate, they are probably worried the Civilization Party says one thing and does another."

The two chatted for a long time. Xu Jia closed his notebook. "Then, Comrade Zhuang, please start with some work related to the countryside."

"But I only studied building railways and mining; I still want to do what I've learned."

"The Governor said the countryside is a great classroom. As long as you truly have an industrial mindset, you will know the difficulties within once you go to the countryside. This is a threshold that must be crossed."

Zhuang Jiaxiong already accepted Xu Jia as a comrade, so he answered decisively, "Since that's the case, I shall obey."

"Mayor Wu is responsible for the specific assignments; ask him what you are to do."

After listening to Zhuang Jiaxiong relay Xu Jia's question, Wu Youping thought for a moment and arranged work for Zhuang Jiaxiong. "Right now, we need to go to the towns to allocate work. You go to the town to assign tasks, then stay in the town to oversee the progress."

Zhuang Jiaxiong felt his spirit inexplicably excited yet tired, so he agreed.

Early the next morning, just after starting work, Wu Youping assigned tasks. Zhuang Jiaxiong went with the work team to a nearby town. Before departure, Wu Youping took out a cotton overcoat identical to the one he was wearing. "Take this; it's cold on the road. Also, put more Ula grass in your shoes. It can prevent frostbite on your feet."

Listening to his classmate's exhortations, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt a lump in his throat. He hurried to laugh loudly, "Haha, don't be afraid, I can withstand the cold."

Wu Youping knew his old classmate's temper. Ignoring what he said, he stuffed the overcoat and the prepared cotton boots and Ula grass into Zhuang Jiaxiong's hands. "Don't freeze. The Governor says health is the capital of revolution. We must be healthy to see the day when China's current destiny is changed!"

The overcoat was very warm, and the shoes were also very warm. The work team, wrapped in thick clothes, set foot on the road to the town. Leaving the city, everywhere the eye could see was white snow. As a Fujianese, Zhuang Jiaxiong was awed by the boundless snowfield before him, looking around as he walked.

At this time, the snow on the road hadn't melted. With pedestrians, carts, and horses coming and going, it had been compacted. Coupled with the cold at night, the road surface froze. It crunched when stepped on. Even walking carefully, he slipped and fell. Fortunately, the clothes were thick, so it didn't hurt much. Just after falling this once, Zhuang Jiaxiong's mood for playing with snow dissipated a lot.

Traveling like this all the way, departing at dawn, it took most of the day to reach the destination forty *li* away.

The town officer was already welcoming them at the entrance. The leader was a Northern man about forty years old. Shaking hands with everyone who arrived one by one, the Northern man said, "I am the town officer, Han Haitao. Everyone has worked hard."
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Zhuang Jiaxiong got off the *kang* [heated brick bed], put on his shoes, and walked around the open space outside the meeting room. However, after being on the *kang*, the overwhelming urge to just lie down and sleep grew stronger, and he yawned several times in a row. But the winter outside the pass was no joke; after a few yawns, a huge shiver ran through him. Zhuang Jiaxiong felt his sleepiness vanish completely, and his mind cleared up.

Returning indoors, he didn't dare get on the *kang* again. Zhuang Jiaxiong pulled a stool and sat by the edge of the *kang*, leaning his feet against the warm side, feeling both warm and alert.

The town's Tax and Commerce Officer, Han Haitao, kept a straight face as he asked the village cadres subordinate to the town, "Apart from the two villages that signed up, are the other villages really not going to make collar badges?"

The village cadres all looked troubled. At this time, one person spoke up: "My wife is willing to do it; give my family some."

"Captain Li, is anyone from your wife's maiden family willing to do it together? Just one person is enough," Han Haitao asked.

Militia Captain Li Zhengqing agreed immediately. "If you only need one person, I can find one."

Zhuang Jiaxiong listened quietly while observing the other village cadres. As a Southerner, even after studying at the Tangshan Railway Academy for three years, he couldn't adapt to the local accent completely right after arriving outside the pass. Moreover, there were still things Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't understand. The government's subcontracting of collar badges to the villages this time was stated clearly and plainly: grain would be given as remuneration according to quantity.

Making collar badges wasn't difficult. Zhuang Jiaxiong originally thought the cadres would eagerly compete for the quota. However, the scene before him was that the villages outside the pass had no enthusiasm at all, making excuses to avoid it. Did they think the pay for sewing collar badges was too low?

Facing such indifference, Officer Han Haitao didn't force it, only asking the cadres of the three villages to implement the agreement quickly.

When the meeting ended, Zhuang Jiaxiong found an opportunity to chat with Han Haitao and voiced his doubts.

Han Haitao didn't answer immediately. He asked with a smile, "Comrade Zhuang, listening to your accent, are you from Fujian?"

"You can hear it?" Zhuang Jiaxiong was delighted. Northerners didn't know much about the South; knowing he was from Fujian just by listening to his accent showed that this Officer Han was quite knowledgeable.

After chatting for a few more sentences and learning that Officer Han used to run a teahouse business and came to Siping from the capital, Zhuang Jiaxiong understood the reason. He praised, "Which street is Officer Han's teahouse on in Siping? I must go for a cup of tea when I return to Siping. To be honest with Officer Han, my family grows tea in Fujian; I don't know where the teahouses in Siping get their tea from."

"Hehe, since I decided to follow Governor He, I closed the teahouse. The house has been lent to the government as a police substation."

Zhuang Jiaxiong knew the Siping government required public servants not to engage in business, but he didn't expect Officer Han to be so free and easy. Just as he wanted to praise him, he heard Officer Han Haitao say, "Comrade Zhuang, you asked earlier why the villagers didn't fight to make collar badges. It's not that the villagers don't want to make money, but that they are afraid the government wants to levy forced contributions, so they dare not participate in these things."

Zhuang Jiaxiong understood the meaning of a levy, but became even more puzzled. "The government distributed land to the villagers; do the villagers still not trust the government?"

"I originally thought so too. After asking the cadres and villagers, I learned that this is *our* way of thinking. The villagers feel that the government distributed land and standardized taxes. Since everyone has already received such big benefits, the government must definitely want to extract benefits from the villagers."

"Hehe." Zhuang Jiaxiong was amused. Laughing only once, Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't laugh anymore, feeling a burst of unease in his heart.

But he heard Han Haitao laugh. "The previous government was like this; the common people weren't wrong to think so. Mayor Wu told the town that we only need to do our own work well, and the common people will gradually understand that the government in Siping has changed. Comrade Zhuang, you escort the grain to the villages under the town. When you get there, you don't need to make the villagers trust the government; just ensure the villagers know the rules set by the government now."

Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't expect Han Haitao to be so broad-minded and couldn't help asking, "Really no need?"

On the way to escort the grain to the countryside, Zhuang Jiaxiong thought about this matter all the way; even the snow scene couldn't arouse his interest anymore. Before this trip, his classmate Wu Youping hadn't mentioned the issue of villagers distrusting the government in the villages and towns, which made Zhuang Jiaxiong a bit annoyed.

The road on a snowy day wasn't easy to walk. Zhuang Jiaxiong got more and more tired as he walked. Looking around, there was nothing but white snow. Apart from the sun in the sky providing direction and the road with wheel tracks and footprints proving someone had passed, he actually had no idea where he was.

The small squad traveled through this vast snowy plain. Zhuang Jiaxiong was already very careful, yet he still slipped and fell several times. Now, the unhappiness in his heart faded more and more, and new thoughts gradually emerged. Living in such a place, how could one not be cautious, and how could one blame others for being too cautious?

When the squad arrived at the destination, Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help but stop being dissatisfied with the villagers' choice, and even began to understand his classmate Wu Youping's thoughts. Some things can only be known through personal experience. Just like this time, if Wu Youping had criticized the villagers right from the start, Zhuang Jiaxiong would only have considered how unreliable the villagers were and probably wouldn't have his current mood.

At night, everyone stayed at Village Head Zhang Qingshan's house. Zhang Qingshan enthusiastically asked when the training class would be held. Zhuang Jiaxiong knew nothing about this, so he listened attentively and gradually got the gist of it.

In the past, for spring plowing, each family prepared the crops they wanted to plant and arranged their own farm work. Now after land distribution, the Village Heads had to prepare for farming before spring plowing, holding a spring plowing mobilization meeting to let everyone start spring plowing work as early as possible.

Besides this, there were water conservancy, seed arrangements, and other related village work. Just listening made Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had no farming experience, feel that the rural area outside the pass wasn't simply vast land with few people.

The next morning, the Village Head gathered the villagers together. Zhang Qingshan jumped onto the earthen platform in the village and shouted loudly, "Folks, I ask you one more time today: do the women in your families want to make collar badges? Don't talk nonsense, just be straightforward. Those willing to do it, come forward."

The villagers seemed to have made up their minds long ago; not a single person moved. Zhang Qingshan sighed. "Alas, such a good thing, why is everyone unwilling to do it? Since everyone won't do it, only Brother Li Zhengqing's wife is willing to make collar badges in our village. We said before, twenty collar badges for one *jin* of grain. Sister Li, how many can you make in half a month?"

A middle-aged woman wearing a heavy old cotton jacket and a headscarf walked out of the ranks and answered crisply, "Three hundred."

Zhang Qingshan uncovered the sackcloth beside him, revealing the yellow-orange corn grits inside. He ordered the cadre beside him, "Bring the measure; weigh 15 *jin* of corn grits for Sister Li."

The corn grits were put into a bag. Zhang Qingshan took three rolls of cloth and a box of needles and thread, but didn't hand them to Li Zhengqing's wife immediately. Instead, he said loudly, "Sister, I ask again. Can you make them according to the appearance of the collar badge? If the collar badges made are different from the sample, or if something happens and the collar badges aren't finished, I'll have to go to your house to take the corn grits back. As for the cloth and thread given, I'll have to deduct it from the wages the government gives Captain Li. Don't say then that I didn't make it clear at the beginning and cheated you instead."

Sister Li laughed heartily. "Qingshan, you just talk too much. Afraid of this, afraid of that. If you are really afraid, you should be afraid of something else."

Zhang Qingshan laughed. "What do you think I should be afraid of?"

"You should be afraid that I make them too fast, and after finishing, I want to make even more collar badges. That little bit of grain of yours won't be enough for wages."

The villagers roared with laughter. "That's right, how much is that little bit of grain? Is it enough for wages?"

Zhang Qingshan didn't get angry; instead, he laughed. "Haha. Sister is straightforward. I also put my words here: as long as the collar badges made are the same as the sample and delivered on time—however many you want to make, I will issue that much to you."

Sister Li didn't respond to this. She picked up the cloth, thread, and grain, and shouted to the women in the crowd, "Sisters, young and old, time for literacy class. Let's go to class, listen to the lesson while doing work."

The women followed Sister Li to a room. Zhang Qingshan beckoned the others to walk to another room to attend the rural literacy study class. Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at the back of the Militia Captain's wife, feeling that things might be very interesting later. If he hadn't seen it with his own eyes, Zhuang Jiaxiong really wouldn't have imagined there was such a spirited woman in the village.
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Seeing the shack built of sorghum and corn stalks covered with a layer of snow, Zhuang Jiaxiong was speechless. Even though he hadn't been outside the pass for long, he understood how cold it was. What kind of iron constitution did one need to live in such a place?

Militia Captain Li Zhengqing, as a local, lifted the "door" woven from Ula grass and corn stalks and walked into the shack.

Zhuang Jiaxiong followed him in. He saw several wooden poles erected inside as pillars. From a structural perspective, it even conformed to engineering principles to some extent. Inside the shack was a broken bed, also covered with a thick Ula grass mat and a tattered quilt.

A family of three lived inside. Seeing Li Zhengqing enter, the woman of the house propped up her frail body and sat up, holding the child in her arms and wrapping the tattered cotton quilt tighter.

Unexpectedly, a fire basin was lit in the room, so it wasn't as cold as Zhuang Jiaxiong had imagined. He heard Li Zhengqing persuade, "Brother Zhang, the government said people like you can go work at the state-run farm. There will be a place to live after you go."

"No, no." This Brother Zhang refused immediately. "Captain Li, you've said it several times. Going to that government farm means becoming a long-term worker for the government. Now the government has distributed land to me; I just want to stay and farm my own land."

Li Zhengqing said, "Then move to the dilapidated house to live."

The man of the house actually had quite a temper. "I'm not going. This is the edge of my field; I'm staying here."

Seeing he couldn't be persuaded, Li Zhengqing came out. Zhuang Jiaxiong listened to the conversation and didn't know what to say for a moment. He followed Li Zhengqing and visited several other poor peasant households. No matter what Li Zhengqing said, the farmers didn't want to go to the state-run farm; they wanted to farm their own land.

Returning to Village Head Zhang Qingshan's house, several people got on the *kang*. Zhang Qingshan talked about the current situation. It was evident that everyone in the village just wanted to live their current lives well and didn't want to do anything extra. The village cadres were quite troubled.

That night, Zhuang Jiaxiong thought left and right. He clarified his thoughts on many things, but became even more confused about others. Some things he hadn't realized before suddenly popped up now. With thousands of thoughts in his head, Zhuang Jiaxiong fell asleep in a daze.

After dawn, the work team prepared to return to the town according to the plan, but they were stopped by Militia Captain Li Zhengqing, who asked everyone to wait a while longer.

Not long after finishing the morning meal, the village gathered everyone. Li Zhengqing's wife carried a basket of finished collar badges to Village Head Zhang Qingshan and asked briskly, "Brother Zhang, take a look and see if these will do."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was very surprised and leaned in to look. Picking up a few collar badges, he saw they were truly identical to the sample. Zhang Qingshan also looked for a while, then turned and whispered to Zhuang Jiaxiong, "Comrade Zhuang, how are they?"

It was Zhuang Jiaxiong's first time doing this kind of inspection, so he didn't dare answer immediately. He compared a few, then dug some out from the bottom of the basket to compare, finding there was really nothing bad to say. So he nodded and answered, "Made very well."

Hearing Zhuang Jiaxiong say this, Sister Li shouted boldly, "We want another thousand. Give us the grain."

Hearing this number, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt a bit embarrassed. On this trip to the village, they brought fabric for a total of five hundred collar badges. He thought they could all be taken, but unexpectedly, only 300 were distributed the first time.

However, this Sister Li finished 300 in two days. Where could he find 1,000 for her to make now? But she had already completed the work. Seeing other cadres stepping back, Zhuang Jiaxiong could only smile awkwardly. "Sister, we don't have 1,000, only 200. I'll give you these 200 first. Once I get back to town, I'll send the rest to you immediately."

On the way, the work group talked about this matter. It turned out that Sister Li directed the women in the village to work together while listening to the literacy class. The fast ones made a dozen a day, the slow ones made three or two. Although the speeds varied, there were many people. With twenty or thirty women, doing three here and ten there, they finished 300 collar badges in less than two days.

"It seems Sister Li has quite the prestige," Zhuang Jiaxiong praised.

"It should be because she distributes the grain quite fairly," a cadre from another work team replied.

Zhuang Jiaxiong nodded repeatedly, feeling his view of things was still not accurate enough. Prestige means convincing people; if the distribution of remuneration is unfair, where would prestige come from?

Back in town, Zhuang Jiaxiong asked Han Haitao to hurry up and issue the fabric and grain. After agreeing, Han Haitao told Zhuang Jiaxiong that he was to return to Siping immediately.

Rushing all the way back to Siping, it was already dark. Wu Youping ordered immediately, "Go to the Statistics Section. They want to interview you there. Be sure to tell the truth; don't hide anything."

"Is anyone still at the Statistics Section so late?" Zhuang Jiaxiong was somewhat surprised.

"Go and you'll know. If no one is there, wait until tomorrow."

Arriving at the Statistics Section, he saw no movement in the office building. A guard stood in the wooden sentry box with a rifle on his back. After asking Zhuang Jiaxiong's purpose and checking his documents, he replied, "Please follow me."

The Statistics Section office building was very quiet. Arriving at an office, the door opened. Two candles were lit inside, making the room very bright. Two people who were writing stood up. One of them smiled. "Sorry for asking you to come so late, Comrade Zhuang. You've worked hard."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was quite moved. "You two waiting for me, you are the ones who have worked hard."

In the Statistics Section, the questioners were unhurried. As they chatted, Zhuang Jiaxiong spoke about some feelings from his work at the grassroots level this time. The Statistics Section personnel even asked Zhuang Jiaxiong to talk in detail. After talking, the Statistics Section people were still wanting more and prepared a room, paper, and pen for Zhuang Jiaxiong to write a report.

Walking through the vast snowfields had given him plenty of time to consider problems. Zhuang Jiaxiong wrote furiously, writing down what he saw, heard, thought, and various confusions.

This trip to the countryside wasn't long, only a few days. But for Zhuang Jiaxiong, it indeed opened up a brand-new world. The relationship between the government and the grassroots was something he had never thought about or experienced before.

After finishing writing, Zhuang Jiaxiong took his leave. He saw the two staff members had no intention of leaving. Looking back while the guard escorted him out, he saw the candlelight bright in the room window; the two were still working. Zhuang Jiaxiong already had a favorable impression of Siping; at this moment, his determination to stay in Siping was even firmer.

Going to see Wu Youping the next morning, he found Wu Youping had been called to a meeting. Zhuang Jiaxiong picked up a newspaper to read and saw the headline of *Siping Daily*: *On December 25, Southern generals Tang Jiyao, Cai E, Li Liejun, and others telegraphed the whole country, announcing independence in Yunnan and sending troops to punish Yuan Shikai for restoring the monarchy.*

He hadn't expected such a big event to happen during his few days in the countryside. Those grassroots tasks could no longer attract Zhuang Jiaxiong's attention. He quickly flipped through the entire newspaper and found no other content about the war. Disappointed, he turned back to the front page, reading and savoring the not-so-long news word by word, imagining the war breaking out in his mind.
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Zhuang Jiaxiong was lost in thought when he saw Wu Youping walk into the office with a gust of cold wind, saying a single word "Go," and then stepping out first. Although Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't know what happened, he hurriedly got up to follow.

Wu Youping walked in a hurry. Zhuang Jiaxiong watched his step carefully, following Wu Youping for quite a distance without time to ask any questions. The two entered another large compound and saw the snow in the courtyard swept clean, so there was no need to worry about slipping.

Passing through the courtyard and pushing open the door, he saw nearly a hundred people sitting in the large room. Sitting in the front row was Xu Jia. Zhuang Jiaxiong knew this Section Chief was a young official with a very important position in Siping. Seeing a row of five Second Lieutenants wearing Beiyang Army uniforms next to him, he guessed this meeting was not ordinary.

Wu Youping introduced simply, "This is Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong; he has passed the political vetting."

Zhuang Jiaxiong noticed that many people looked at Statistics Section Chief Xu Jia, and many expressions relaxed.

Without further conversation, Wu Youping pulled Zhuang Jiaxiong to sit in the last row. He saw soldiers and officials on both sides of the aisle. The metal badges on their chests proved their identity as Civilization Party members. The unfamiliar youths looked at Zhuang Jiaxiong with surprise and curiosity in their eyes. Wu Youping ignored them and prepared to take notes for the class with Zhuang Jiaxiong.

Some attendees in the front row turned their heads. Before anyone could speak, the main door opened, and a tall soldier walked in. Everyone hurriedly faced forward. A young officer in the first row stood up and shouted, "All rise!"

Amidst the clattering of chairs, Zhuang Jiaxiong stood up with Wu Youping and the others. Everyone greeted in unison, "Good day, Principal."

"Good day, students. Please sit down," the young soldier in front ordered.

Sitting back in his seat, the Fujian youth Zhuang Jiaxiong finally saw that this tall youth had a square face, was clean-shaven, and looked very young and energetic. The military uniform he wore was obviously of a higher rank than a Second Lieutenant. A thought popped into Zhuang Jiaxiong's mind.

Before Zhuang Jiaxiong could ask Wu Youping, the young soldier already spoke. "Comrades, a British merchant ordered 100,000 collar badges, to be shipped within a month. The thread and fabric have been transported here. This is a test of our industrial policy execution capability."

Zhuang Jiaxiong had already guessed that the lecturer must be Governor He Rui. Just as he was marveling at He Rui's youth, he heard He Rui continue, "100,000 collar badges, the processing fee is one silver dollar for a thousand, which means 100 silver dollars. This money is very little to us, but the government's industrial policy prioritizes not making money, but promoting industrial development, promoting production and consumption..."

Zhuang Jiaxiong had expected He Rui to discuss the governance of Siping. While He Rui was indeed doing so, and the content was similar to the documents Zhuang Jiaxiong had read, it was clearly much more profound.

Wu Youping was writing furiously. Zhuang Jiaxiong could only resort to swallowing the information whole to take notes furiously as well.

"Industrial policy refers to the policy of developing a certain or a certain type of industry. Industrial policy must be grounded in reality. Just like this collar badge processing, the raw materials of cloth and thread are transported by British merchants, and the processed collar badges are sold abroad; we only undertake the production process."

After speaking, He Rui wrote "Raw Materials," "Production," and "Sales" on the blackboard. After writing, he listed the ownership of each link for foreign merchants' supplied-material processing, and the ownership of each link for the processing of military uniforms and bedding for Siping troops.

"For the military uniforms we process ourselves, the raw materials, processing, and sales market are all domestic. For foreign orders, the raw materials and sales market are in foreign markets; only the production link is in Siping. Speaking of attracting investment earlier, this 'business' [Shang] includes the sales channels provided by merchants. We do not have the ability to open domestic and international markets outside Siping ourselves, so we must use the commercial channels provided by merchants."

Zhuang Jiaxiong's family sold tea both domestically and abroad, so he already had this market awareness. Now it was just clarifying the terminology, not adding new knowledge. Just as he felt He Rui's course was a bit strange, he heard He Rui continue, "Obtaining profits through commercial channels is using economic interests to prompt Siping people's production mode to develop from a small-peasant economy to a small-market economy. Is this our industrial policy?"

The students gave their own opinions one after another; some said yes, some said no. Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he had fallen into an indescribable state, feeling that both yes and no made sense. But out of habit, Zhuang Jiaxiong shouted loudly, "No."

This Fujian-accented Mandarin caused quite a few people to look back. He Rui glanced at Zhuang Jiaxiong and continued the lecture.

"Industrial policy is to establish a stable capacity for continuous production; this is a subjective action. We execute industrial policy to build, maintain, and develop such production capacity. Historically, when the Great Powers invaded, wanting to open up the sales of foreign goods in China, from a policy level, it was to implement their industrial policy. We boycotted foreign goods and fought foreign invading armies. Although the Manchu Qing and the Republic of China had no industrial policy, our Siping does. We must learn to understand the work we have to complete from the perspective of industrial policy. This way, we won't fall into a confusing situation..."

Zhuang Jiaxiong became more and more fascinated as he listened. From initial confusion and incomprehension, to feeling some explanations were baffling, to finally feeling suddenly enlightened and his vision expanded.

He Rui ended today's class after two sessions. Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at several pages of notes, wanting to savor them again, but was called away by Wu Youping to leave the classroom.

Arriving at the entrance of the headquarters, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt his heart racing, expectant yet uneasy. About to face the knowledgeable and visionary Governor of Siping, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't know what to say.

When they met, He Rui exchanged simple greetings with Zhuang Jiaxiong and then said, "I've seen your file. You studied mechanical engineering. I want to ask, how much do you understand about weapon manufacturing?"

Unexpectedly being asked this question right off the bat, although excited, Zhuang Jiaxiong thought more carefully for a while before answering, "Governor, in China's weapon production, Tianjin has the highest level. They should have complete manufacturing facilities there."

He Rui thought for a moment and answered, "You listened to my class. Do you have an impression of the production method of 'processing with supplied materials' and 'two ends abroad' [raw materials and markets abroad]?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong hurriedly answered, "Yes!"

"Based on such a production method, can you envision a weapon manufacturing plant?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned. Thinking for a while, he still felt there were many problems, so he asked, "Governor, weapon production requires highly specialized technology and many skilled workers."

"Correct."

"...Governor, weapon production requires a lot of specialized equipment."

"Yes."

Hearing He Rui answer so readily, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt He Rui couldn't possibly misunderstand how complex it was to build a weapon production factory. At a loss, Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at Wu Youping and saw Wu Youping taking out a notebook.

Now Zhuang Jiaxiong suddenly remembered He Rui's words just now and hurriedly answered, "Governor, if foreign merchants propose the weapon manufacturing process and requirements for equipment, I can talk clearly with them."

After speaking, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt very incompetent and added dejectedly, "I can only do this much."

"Doing this much is enough for the current stage," He Rui replied.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned. Considering for a moment, he realized He Rui's meaning was actually to use the supplied-material processing model of uniform processing to build an arsenal. For a time, Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't figure out whether the young Governor in front of him was too bold or knew nothing about arsenals.
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January 3, 1916.

This should have been the third day after Yuan Shikai's grand coronation ceremony. Sir John Jordan, the British Minister to China, hosted a cocktail party in Beijing. Diplomatic envoys from all nations except the Central Powers attended. When Morrison arrived at the venue, he saw it was already full of guests.

Seeing Morrison enter, people came up to greet him immediately. Morrison knew what they wanted to ask. Sure enough, everyone was interested in when Yuan Shikai's coronation ceremony, which had been forced to cancel due to the war, would be held.

Morrison smiled bitterly and shook his head. "Oh, I am no longer the President's advisor. How could the President notify me of his decisions?"

The inquirer didn't give up but pressed, "Do you really have no news at all?"

Just then, Jordan's attendant came over and whispered a few words to Morrison. Morrison took the opportunity to escape the trouble and followed the attendant inside.

In a small room, Jordan was waiting for Morrison. Once the door closed, the noise outside was shut out. Jordan handed Morrison a glass of wine and asked about Morrison's contact with Yuan Shikai. Morrison shook his head vigorously. "Your Excellency, I have given up cooperation with him. It is truly hard to imagine that a prominent figure with such long political experience could make such a clumsy political maneuver."

Minister Jordan laughed. "You are too harsh on our friend, Morrison. How do our friend's subordinates view this matter?"

Morrison thought of Yuan Shikai's subordinates, and suddenly He Rui's image popped into his mind, which surprised Morrison himself.

At this moment, Jordan continued, "I agree with your view. I'm afraid our friend won't pass this test. Who do you think will be the next leader of North China?"

Morrison organized his thoughts before answering, "I think Mr. Duan Qirui and Mr. Feng Guozhang are the most likely to take over the presidency."

Jordan's view was similar, so he continued to ask, "What about the South? Can Mr. Sun Yat-sen unify the forces of South China?"

"I think the possibility is very low. Although Mr. Sun Yat-sen has high prestige, when President Yuan Shikai is forced to withdraw from the political stage, the southern warlords won't adopt an election system."

Minister Jordan clearly appreciated this comment and gave a knowing smile. Sipping his wine slowly, Minister Jordan asked, "Do you think there are other candidates in China who might become future leaders?"

"I haven't seen anyone in that regard for the time being," Morrison replied.

"I heard you made a special trip outside the pass to meet a very interesting young man."

"Your Excellency, that was indeed a very interesting young man. When talking with him, I even felt as if I were in a university in London."

Seeing Morrison was very interested in He Rui, Jordan was somewhat curious. "A scholarly soldier?"

"Describing him as a scholar isn't quite appropriate. I feel like I saw a young Napoleon."

"Oh? You actually have such high expectations for him?" Jordan laughed.

A frank smile appeared on Morrison's face. "I hope God doesn't let such a thing happen."

At this time, someone knocked on the door. Morrison stood up and opened it, seeing an officer standing outside. Jordan introduced, "Mr. Morrison, this is the new Military Attaché to China, Lieutenant Wallis. Lieutenant, this is Mr. Morrison."

After shaking hands with Lieutenant Wallis, Morrison took his leave from British Minister Jordan. The ball had already started, and couples were dancing gracefully on the floor. Morrison found a seat nearby to sit down; at least no one would run over to ask questions at this time.

Lighting a cigarette, Morrison became a bit disappointed as he smoked. Even though he used exaggerated descriptions, he still failed to make a deep impression on Jordan regarding He Rui. That meant the British side was unlikely to contact He Rui.

As a political intermediary, Morrison hoped the British government would pay more attention to local Chinese talents. However, British ministers to China had limited interest in this; their attention was basically focused on figures who were already famous in China. He didn't know whether to view their style as arrogance or indolence.

At this time, a gentleman walked up to Morrison with two cocktails. Morrison retracted his legs, which had unknowingly stretched out fully, to avoid blocking the way. However, the gentleman stopped in front of Morrison. "May I sit down?"

Although Morrison didn't know who this gentleman was, his thick, fluffy blond hair reminded Morrison of someone.

After sitting down, the gentleman handed a cocktail to Morrison. Morrison took it, thanked him, and waited for the gentleman to speak first.

"My cousin Johnson mentioned Mr. Morrison in his letter," the gentleman introduced himself.

Now Morrison understood and asked, "Has Mr. Johnson left Siping?"

"No, he said Mr. Morrison thought highly of Siping Governor Mr. He Rui, so he stayed in Siping to see if there were business opportunities. And he kept pestering me to give him some orders."

"May I ask who you are..."

"I am Cameron, serving under His Excellency the Governor of New Zealand."

After chatting for a while, Morrison learned that Cameron had given a small order to Johnson. This puzzled Morrison. "Why didn't Mr. Cameron look for suppliers in New Zealand?"

"Oh!" Cameron had a look of exaggerated disdain. "You know, those workers in the colonies are lazy devils. Five people working probably require three overseers."

Morrison chuckled lightly. Although these words were exaggerated, they were at least a description of a certain fact. So Morrison changed the question. "You could also place orders in Japan."

Cameron didn't answer but asked Morrison instead, "Sir, the price my cousin gave me is even lower than Japan's, very cost-effective. So I am very surprised; does Siping really have a lot of good labor?"

Morrison pursed his lips and shook his head. "For the specific situation in Siping, Mr. Cameron will have to ask your cousin, Mr. Johnson. I can only guarantee that Siping Governor Mr. He Rui is an excellent administrator."

"After reading Johnson's letter, I am very interested in this Governor He. So I wanted to ask Mr. Morrison to tell me more." After speaking, Cameron waved for a waiter carrying wine to come over and placed two more glasses in front of them.

***

*Achoo!* He Rui sneezed. Arriving in front of the British Merchants' Club, as soon as the door curtain was lifted, the smell of cigarettes mixed in the hot air rushed to his face, especially mixed with the smell of local dry pipe tobacco from the Northeast, making He Rui sneeze.

While taking out a handkerchief to wipe his nose, several British merchants came out of the club to welcome him, smiling at He Rui and Zhuang Jiaxiong. "Your Excellency Governor, Happy New Year."
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In the club, a tea table was set up on a dining table. Zhuang Jiaxiong took off his suit jacket and sat in his shirt before the tea table he had brought. He picked up the copper kettle with boiling water in his right hand, and with tongs in his left hand, pinched the edge of a small teacup, scalding and washing the tea set under the stream of boiling water.

The boiling water rinsed the teacups and fell onto the tea tray. The steam dispersed, making the British merchants around the tea table feel much more comfortable.

After scalding a small teapot and six cups, Zhuang Jiaxiong put about 5 grams of black tea leaves into the teapot and began pouring hot water. A moment later, he poured out all the water in the small teapot. The aroma of black tea immediately spread around the tea tray.

The Englishmen watched dumbfounded, not understanding why the perfectly good tea was poured out. Zhuang Jiaxiong quickly rinsed it twice, and on the third time, he handed the first brew of six cups of tea to the six British merchants.

After tasting the tea, the British merchants frowned slightly. It was evident they couldn't quite appreciate the changes in pure black tea prepared with Chinese tea art. But almost all the British merchants Zhuang Jiaxiong had met were like this, so he wasn't anxious.

The second brew wasn't a short 5-10 second infusion, but a three-minute steep. Then, using a tea separator unique to Fujian, he poured out the pure tea liquid and added sugar and milk to blend it.

This time, the British merchants all showed satisfied expressions. One of them, his eyes lighting up, sighed, "It really became delicious!"

More British merchants shook their heads, indicating that the impact of the "kick" was weakened. A dispute even arose between the two sides.

He Rui actively intervened, temporarily stopping both sides. Pulling Zhuang Jiaxiong to his side, He Rui smiled at the British merchants. "There is an old Chinese saying: *Only the drinker knows whether the water is hot or cold*. Everyone's view on tea is different. Mr. Zhuang Jiaxiong here is the young owner of a tea garden in southern China and a university student. I think he can represent a certain sophisticated Chinese perspective on tea. Everyone can chat more."

The merchants were familiar with He Rui. Hearing that the tea this time was brought by Zhuang Jiaxiong, they were quite enthusiastic toward him.

While socializing with the British merchants, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt somewhat surprised in his heart. He didn't like the British at all, including foreigners. Calling a group of Englishmen "brother" and discussing tea art and tea tasting was something Zhuang Jiaxiong had never imagined. If he hadn't undergone several days of training to smile by biting a chopstick with Wu Youping, he probably wouldn't even be able to squeeze out a smile.

But this was work. Zhuang Jiaxiong could only use all the experience he had accumulated to chat with the British merchants.

He Rui's main job today was to bring Zhuang Jiaxiong into the circle of "attracting investment." Just as he was watching Zhuang Jiaxiong chat with the British merchants, the British merchant who had tasted the difference in the tea leaned over. "Your Excellency Governor, I heard you imported a canned food production line from the French?"

"News travels so fast?" He Rui smiled. The British merchants were indeed well-informed, but the accuracy was slightly lacking. The French merchants had indeed proposed building a cannery in Siping, and they were very enthusiastic. But it hadn't been signed yet because the French merchants required Siping to provide a portion of the investment to purchase French equipment.

The risk of this kind of cooperation was too great for Siping; it couldn't be easily agreed to, or rather, it fell into the category of impossible to agree to at present.

Seeing He Rui look as if the contract had already been signed, the British merchant said somewhat urgently, "Your Excellency Governor, if you can get a British bank inside the pass to issue an endorsement, I also want to cooperate with the Governor to open a cannery."

"Where do the tin cans come from? Where does the processing equipment come from? What type of canned food should be produced? Where is the sales market?" He Rui gave a standard inquiry for the current stage.

***

In the afternoon, He Rui and Zhuang Jiaxiong left the British Merchants' Club. Back at the headquarters, Zhuang Jiaxiong sat opposite He Rui, looking exhausted. Drinking a mouthful of tea, Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Governor, attracting investment is actually so hard. Although I thought about it, I didn't expect it to be so troublesome."

He Rui sighed. "This is because Youping completed a lot of work beforehand, and the British merchants have some mutual trust with us. Jiaxiong, do you understand the importance of cadres now?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong nodded repeatedly. "Yes. We have quite a few classmates. Youping said he only invited me, which I actually didn't quite understand. Now I finally understand a little; many classmates have much better academic performance than me but can't do this work."

He Rui didn't mention Zhuang Jiaxiong's classmates. "The mainstream of world liquid capital in the next two years will be seeking manufacturing capacity. As long as we can obtain a tiny bit of the world's liquid capital, it will be enough for us to gain tremendous change."

Zhuang Jiaxiong asked about something he was very curious about. "Why is the Governor so indifferent to the President proclaiming himself Emperor?"

"Because the moment the President proclaims himself Emperor, he is destined to fail, and it opens the era of Chinese civil war. Compared with such huge changes, the proclaiming of Emperor itself is only meaningful for historical analysis; its significance to the real world is very limited."

Zhuang Jiaxiong tried to follow He Rui's train of thought. Thinking of the political situation of the whole of China, he only felt there were thousands of threads and he couldn't think clearly. But hearing He Rui describe such a big event as if it wasn't important at all made Zhuang Jiaxiong feel a surge of emotion. He managed to pick out a slightly clear question from his thoughts. "Governor, what will Beiyang become after Yuan Shikai fails?"

"Essentially similar to the situation of China being in a state of division. Various forces will conquer each other, all wanting to be the one to unify China."

"Shouldn't we do something?" Zhuang Jiaxiong asked carefully.

He Rui chuckled lightly. "The Siping comrades, including you, are making preparations. It's all very hard work."

Zhuang Jiaxiong indeed felt exhausted, but he also realized He Rui had no intention of recounting future plans. Thinking that he had arrived less than a month ago, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he perhaps shouldn't ask so much. But if he didn't ask anything, he inevitably felt uncomfortable in his heart.

While he was conflicted, he heard He Rui say, "Comrade Jiaxiong, our two major tasks at this stage: first is to obtain regime legitimacy. Second is to rapidly increase our production capacity. Let's make a hypothesis: if President Yuan hands the position of Great President to us after his failure, do we dare to go to the capital?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong was startled by such a hypothesis and answered hurriedly, "Of course we can't go; going would be seeking our own death."

"Since our strength is insufficient, do you feel we should do something within the scope of our strength?"

This was exactly Zhuang Jiaxiong's thought, so he nodded hurriedly. But a moment later, Zhuang Jiaxiong suddenly realized his view of "within the scope of strength" might be vastly different from He Rui's, so he started shaking his head again.

Finally, Zhuang Jiaxiong could only speak his heartfelt words. "The Governor handles so many foreign merchants with ease; I thought the Governor could do more things. But now I only know we *can* do it, but I'm still unclear about *how* specifically. It's hard to avoid having various thoughts."

He Rui knew Zhuang Jiaxiong was speaking from the heart and was satisfied. "What China needs is no longer a system of governing the country through court politics, but an industrialized system of governance. For an industrialized governance system, everything must inevitably be transparent. Attend Party classes on time; what is taught in Party classes is this highly political content."

"Yes," Zhuang Jiaxiong responded, forcing himself to be spirited and preparing psychologically for arduous study.
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In the Mayor's office, Zhuang Jiaxiong and ten other cadres sat in front of Wu Youping. Everyone's emotions were a bit mixed. Tianjin accents, accents from outside the pass, and Fujian accents mixed together, making Wu Youping's head spin a little.

"Money is hard to earn, shit is hard to eat. After all that effort, we only earned a thousand silver dollars," a cadre with an accent from the Henan-Shandong border area outside the pass lamented.

Someone immediately corrected him, "It's not a thousand. We gave grain to the villages, so we actually didn't make money."

"At most, we just broke even," a cadre from Tianjin couldn't help sighing.

Wu Youping could understand everyone's feelings. If this single deal were viewed purely as business, buying grain with silver dollars would still yield a tiny profit. But counting the wages of the cadres and troops participating in this trade, not only would that bit of profit be used up, but they would also lose money.

But this view was wrong from the start.

Production capacity does not equal business, let alone a one-off deal. After the 100,000 collar badges were given to the British merchant Johnson, in his pleasant surprise, Johnson signed an intentional agreement with Siping for another 50,000 sets of military uniforms, shoes, hats, and underwear.

As for the French Merchants' Club opposite the British Merchants' Club, they also signed an order with Siping for 5,000 sets of colonial army uniforms. The best part was that the French merchants actually accepted the use of high-quality Chinese homespun cloth as fabric for the colonial uniforms.

Even 5,000 sets of uniforms was a considerable sum of money. The French merchants indicated that the oil pressing equipment they used as collateral for the advance payment was in transit. Now it was the Siping government's turn not to fully trust the French merchants. Wu Youping put Zhuang Jiaxiong in charge of this cooperation project. If the French merchants truly delivered, and the equipment was installed and debugged, the oil press and uniform production could start.

Seeing the comrades had finished venting, Wu Youping asked, "We gave grain to the villagers responsible for production. This grain wasn't bought by us, but collected through taxes. Did everyone consider this?"

The comrades were stunned, then immediately understood. The cadre from outside the pass who first lamented "only earned a thousand silver dollars" laughed. "I said we earned a thousand!"

The other cadres didn't like hearing this bragging and immediately replied, "You didn't remember the tax matter either."

Wu Youping disliked this nonsense very much and immediately called a stop to the meaningless dialogue. "According to the report, more than six thousand women in Siping have now joined the garment processing. I asked you here to conduct spot checks in the villages during your free time. Did the personnel participating in garment processing receive the full amount of grain according to regulations!"

The expressions of the ten cadres all turned gloomy. Wu Youping described the arrangement for this work. "Report exactly what you find. You don't need to intervene in local personnel issues. If the facts are clear, work with the town cadres to make the village cadres make up for the deficiency. In addition, write a report."

"Exactly how many villages do we need to spot check?" Zhuang Jiaxiong felt this was hard work.

"In every town with cooperative production, at least two villages must be spot-checked. According to the report, there are now a total of 86 villages with more than three thousand people participating in production. We have two goals. The most important is to let the public understand what exactly we are doing. Our industrial policy is not only being promoted but also being implemented. As for the work of village cadres, just write the report truthfully. Don't worry about anything else."

After sending Zhuang Jiaxiong and the other cadres out, Wu Youping started the next task. A batch of Principal Zhao Tianlin's students and a batch of mechanical equipment arrived in Siping. The foundation for the establishment of the Siping Industrial Bureau was finally laid.

Tianjin was once the location of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau, and even now it had the most factories in North China. Wu Youping, who finished higher primary and middle school in Tianjin, had heard too many times about the grand occasion of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau and was heartbroken over its destruction.

Zhao Tianlin was a native of Tianjin and had seen the grand occasion of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau before it was destroyed with his own eyes. Hearing Wu Youping speak of this wish, he couldn't help but feel a surge of emotion and chatted for a while longer.

When Wu Youping returned to the office with joyful anticipation, he saw another stack of official documents piled up on the desk. Setting up candles, Wu Youping planned to finish processing these documents before resting.

Near the end of work, Xu Jia invited Wu Youping over and gave him a plan titled *Regarding the Determination of Siping Cadre Training and Militia Organization Arrangements*.

After reading the plan, Wu Youping couldn't help frowning. "The population under the household registration system in Siping is only 400,000. You want to draw three out of a hundred?"

Xu Jia didn't answer but put another *Siping Farm Recruitment Plan* in front of Wu Youping. Wu Youping looked at the plan to recruit three thousand families and found that this had reached the level of drawing seven out of a hundred. He simply stopped talking and lowered his head to drink tea.

Xu Jia laughed. "Interesting, isn't it? We always felt the population was too large to feed. Now suddenly it has become insufficient population, and even more insufficient training."

Wu Youping raised his head. "Insufficient training is indeed a big issue. But training isn't that easy; it requires sufficient time."

After speaking, Wu Youping suddenly realized something. Seeing only he and Xu Jia were in the room, he still lowered his voice and asked, "Does the Governor want to fight a war?"

Xu Jia hadn't thought about fighting when he first received He Rui's request, but he understood halfway through the planning. According to the plan, the number of troops in Siping would reach 5,000, and the number of cadres would also reach 5,000.

It was easy to understand expanding the troops to this level. Even if the cadres were under a rotation training system now, only one-third were actually put into work. But training would end one day; how could a single Siping use 5,000 cadres?

Seeing Wu Youping's face full of desire for a clear statement, Xu Jia smiled. "Does Mayor Wu think there is any problem?"

Wu Youping wanted to ask if they were really going to fight, but felt it was inappropriate to ask this. The Party admission oath of the Civilization Party required members to "keep Party secrets." At least Xu Jia was an extremely qualified Party member and would absolutely not reveal these things. Wu Youping could only change the subject. "Shouldn't militia matters be managed by the army?"

"The militia is managed by the Armed Forces Department. Both the Armed Forces Department and the army are managed by the Governor. In the latest organizational structure chart, the army manages war. If the militia is not conscripted into the army, they only fight bandits and criminal gangs locally."

Listening to Xu Jia calmly introducing the latest organizational structure, Wu Youping realized he really hadn't studied this aspect carefully. After thinking slightly, he laughed. "If bandits appear, do I command the suppression?"

Xu Jia shook his head. "No. You order the Armed Forces Department to move, and the Armed Forces Department is responsible for bandit suppression."

Wu Youping was very puzzled by this. "Then is this work ultimately responsible layer by layer? The Armed Forces Department answers to me, and I answer to the Governor?"

Xu Jia shook his head again. "We are a centralized system. The City Government answers to the City Committee, the City Committee answers to the higher-level Party Committee, and the Party Committee answers to the Chairman. The Chairman answers to all Party members and the people."

Wu Youping was very supportive of the centralized system, and his attitude became even firmer after learning about this in Party classes. The so-called "being responsible" meant accountability. Just this one point made Wu Youping feel very reassured.

Making mistakes was common. Just like before Wu Youping followed He Rui, he knew something was wrong with China that led to the current situation. But relying on himself, Wu Youping really couldn't find where the mistake was. Compared to that kind of despair, the fear and pain of being punished for doing something wrong seemed insignificant.
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Zhuang Jiaxiong and his squad left Siping and headed south. If possible, Zhuang Jiaxiong really wanted to go to the town where Officer Han Haitao was, and he also missed Militia Captain Li Zhengqing in the village. The fact that the bold and spirited Sister Li could organize the women in the village truly impressed Zhuang Jiaxiong with her leadership ability.

However, the sampling investigation this time adopted a lottery system, and everyone ended up drawing villages they hadn't been to before. Zhuang Jiaxiong was no exception.

In winter outside the pass, everywhere was white snow. Even knowing the direction, the perception of environmental changes was very limited. The group arrived at the destination and immediately started working. The Village Head gave the list of personnel participating in sewing clothes to Zhuang Jiaxiong, and Zhuang Jiaxiong's squad visited them household by household according to the workflow.

"You say the fastest stitcher in the village is a man?" While surprised, Zhuang Jiaxiong also felt it seemed fine, as most tailors were men.

"Yes, Big Brother Song also made us all a wooden jig for sewing collar badges." The family being questioned took out a wooden jig. It was a combination tool with many small holes drilled in it, consisting of inner and outer pieces that could clamp together.

Zhuang Jiaxiong learned from the man of the house to thread the needle from both sides. Even Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had no experience in sewing clothes, could clumsily adopt the double-sided needle method.

After sewing a line along the edge, taking down the collar badge clamped in the wooden jig, pulling the two loose threads tight, and hammering it a few times with a small wooden mallet, a decent seam was completed.

"This Big Brother Song is amazing," Zhuang Jiaxiong praised.

"Isn't he just!" The family praised along. After talking for a while, the man suddenly lowered his voice and asked, "Cadre, sir, I heard other villages give one *jin* of grain for making ten collar badges. Is that true?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong originally wanted to chat a bit more before asking about grain deduction issues. Unexpectedly hearing such a rumor, his expression changed instantly. "Who did you hear that from?"

The man of the house probably saw Zhuang Jiaxiong's expression turn grim and hurriedly explained, "Cadre, sir, our village says twenty for one *jin* of grain. Other villages say fifteen, some say eighteen, and some say ten. I was just asking."

Zhuang Jiaxiong looked at the other two cadres; everyone's face showed surprise. The original purpose of the spot check was to see if cadres were skimming grain. Unexpectedly, things in the village were much more troublesome than imagined. But thinking about it, it wasn't strange. With the government subcontracting work, it would be strange if there were no rumors.

After composing himself, Zhuang Jiaxiong asked, "Are the people saying this the ones sewing collar badges themselves?"

The man thought for a moment and suddenly looked enlightened. "Now that you mention it, Cadre, it really is like that. Those who say this are all people coming to visit. Those who do the work either don't say anything or say the same as the government: twenty for one *jin* of grain."

Just as his voice fell, footsteps suddenly sounded outside. The village Militia Captain rushed into the room and shouted to the personnel of Zhuang Jiaxiong's work group, "Bandits are coming toward the village!"

Hearing there were bandits, Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't very afraid. When attending school in the capital, he had heard many legends about Shandong mounted bandits and bandits outside the pass. Although the reputation of Fujian bandits wasn't loud, they were truly fierce. In a province like Fujian with many mountains, little land, and a large population, gathering in the forest to become bandits wasn't strange at all. Zhuang Jiaxiong had guns at home. When picking and selling tea every year, besides their own hands, they often hired extra people to ensure safety.

Soon, the group arrived at the village entrance. They saw the village cadres and militia had already come out. There were also some sturdy young men who followed out carrying wooden sticks.

The Militia Captain had a gun in his hand. He fired a shot at a group of people outside the village entrance, instantly stopping their approach.

Zhuang Jiaxiong pulled out his registered self-defense pistol and also fired a shot at the bandits. This gun was given to him by his father for self-defense. He handed it in when he was in Siping, and it was issued to him again for this trip. Zhuang Jiaxiong hated this world where individuals had to rely on guns for self-defense, but unexpectedly, he still used it.

Soon, militiamen with muskets also came out. There were three muskets in the village. The accuracy was poor, but the sound of firing was loud. After a few shots, the bandits knew the village was prepared and dared not continue to approach.

The bandit leader could shoot with both left and right hands and had gained the nickname "Li Shuangqiang" [Two-Gun Li]. Seeing that this village actually had "gunmen" stationed, he was very puzzled. The village in front of him was quite poor, and bandits were usually too lazy to raid it. However, after the beginning of winter this year, he heard from villages in the neighboring Liaoning territory that for some reason, the village had connected with the Siping government, so the Siping government gave cloth and grain.

Originally, the bandits didn't believe it, but several nearby villages said so, so they had to come and try. This village was too poor; let alone enclosure walls, few families even had wooden fence gates. Once they rushed in, they could take whatever they wanted.

The anger brought by the muskets in the village dissipated a little. Li Shuangqiang suddenly figured out one thing, so he shouted to his subordinates, "Brothers, they have muskets and rifles. Then they must have money and grain. Otherwise, which family's gunmen would come to such a place?"

Hearing this, the bandits understood and instantly gained courage. Here, Li Shuangqiang began to shout toward the village, "I wonder which family's gunmen are here; state your name!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong hadn't expected the bandits outside the pass to be quite similar to Fujian bandits. Fujian bandits would also pull this stunt when encountering resistance, first trying to get close with words, hoping to make the guards retreat in the face of difficulties. If they didn't retreat, it was also best to let these guards persuade the master to spend money to avoid disaster.

Now, although Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't a soldier, he was a member of the government. What he did was protecting the land and the people; how could there be any room for negotiation with bandits?

Zhuang Jiaxiong asked the nervous-looking Militia Captain, "Have you sent people to the town?"

"Sent one wave," the Militia Captain answered.

Zhuang Jiaxiong worried about accidents on the road and ordered, "Send another wave."

The Militia Captain looked at Zhuang Jiaxiong, suspecting that Zhuang Jiaxiong wanted to take the opportunity to slip away while sending the second wave of people.

Unexpectedly, Zhuang Jiaxiong continued, "Captain, you shout back and forth with the bandits first, but absolutely don't believe the bandits' words. We just stall them and wait for the town's Armed Work Team to be sent over. I will guard the village entrance with you; we must block the bandits."

Only then did the Militia Captain relax. He sent someone to deliver the message again, then shouted to the bandits, "Friends opposite, which mountain are you from? Which incense do you burn?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong had absolutely no interest in these words. Seeing the bandits and the Militia Captain shouting back and forth, temporarily stalled, he stepped back a bit and discussed how to defend with the Village Head.

With the experience of his own tea garden, Zhuang Jiaxiong knew that a watertight defense wasn't realistic. A scattered defense wasn't realistic either. The best way was to anticipate the bandits' movements and block them in the direction of their attack. This required someone to coordinate in the middle.

Although the Village Head was nervous, he wasn't scared out of his wits. After communicating with Zhuang Jiaxiong for a moment, he began arranging for strong young men to go to the two entrances of the village to guard and monitor.

Seeing the Village Head so calm, Zhuang Jiaxiong asked again, "Village Head, how many sessions did you study in the training class?"

"Went twice," the Village Head replied.

Night fell, and the village became very quiet. At this time, the villagers had been concentrated in several safe places. Everyone knew life was more important. Besides, the village was so poor that the bandits really had nothing to rob.

Moreover, the talk between the bandits and the Militia Captain had broken down long ago. They tried to attack several times but were scared back by the muskets.

Just then, the Militia Captain actually led a team of people appearing at the safe stronghold. In the snow, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt the leader looked a bit familiar; he seemed to be the Armed Work Team Captain from the town.

The man stepped forward and whispered, "Our Armed Work Team is here; the bandits are done for!"
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"Boss, those gunmen have flanked us!"

Hearing the terrified voice of his bandit, Li Shuangqiang felt his head buzzing. In the past, it was always Li Shuangqiang leading bandits to find ways to break through the defense of village gunmen; the people in the village would not rush out. What kind of incredible wealth was in the village before him to be able to hire such fearless gunmen?

But since the other party had surrounded them, Li Shuangqiang dared not delay. *A hero doesn't suffer immediate losses*; he decided to withdraw with his brothers first. Unexpectedly, just as they retreated, the gunmen defending the front of the village also charged out and began to pursue Li Shuangqiang.

Gunshots rang out in the pursuing team. Bullets flew over the heads of Li Shuangqiang and others, knocking down a lot of snow from an old tree in front. Not only did Li Shuangqiang know the danger, but the bandits also understood. These gunmen chasing them were definitely not bluffing; they held real weapons in their hands.

It didn't take long for the bandits to go from fleeing in a line to scattering in all directions. The pursuing team continued relentlessly. One foot deep, one foot shallow, Li Shuangqiang didn't know how far he had run. At this time, his hat had fallen off, and only one lieutenant was left beside him. He knew that being caught by the relentless pursuers meant death, so Li Shuangqiang could only run forward with all his might.

There was a forest ahead. If he could get in at night, he could evade the pursuers.

Just as he was about to reach the forest, several people suddenly jumped out from behind the dark trees, raising their muskets at Li Shuangqiang. *Bang!* The leader fired a shot in front of Li Shuangqiang with a pistol and shouted in a southern accent, "Hands up!"

The muzzle flash briefly illuminated the man wearing a peculiar style of cotton overcoat. Li Shuangqiang saw he could run no further. The gunmen behind the man opposite him shouted in the local dialect, "Hands up! Surrender!"

Li Shuangqiang's lieutenant had already raised his hands, shouting, "Don't shoot, I surrender!"

Breathing heavily, Li Shuangqiang glanced at the lieutenant with the disdain of the pot calling the kettle black, then raised his own hands high. At this moment, a sense of relief suddenly arose in Li Shuangqiang's heart. If he were to die of exhaustion in the snow like this, surrendering wasn't a bad option.

***

News reached Siping at extreme speed. Not only did the village where Zhuang Jiaxiong went to work encounter bandits, but several villages and towns on the edge of Siping's territory were also attacked by bandits.

After the bandits were escorted to Siping, interrogation began immediately. After compiling the confessions, they were reported immediately. Wu Youping held a meeting overnight to inform everyone of the latest situation.

The faces of the comrades in the army looked a little better after hearing the report. These bandits all came from outside Siping territory. They heard news leaking from villages bordering Siping that life in Siping's local villages had become better, so they came to Siping to rob. This was enough to prove that the anti-crime campaign and bandit suppression work from September to October last year was done very thoroughly.

The faces of the government officials and cadres led by Mayor Wu Youping were very grim. Comparing the anger at this time, He Rui felt that Wu Youping and the others had a strong desire to eliminate the bandits. He smiled. "Calm down, everyone. Think about something happy. Siping now has a reputation for being wealthy; isn't this all due to everyone's hard work?"

"Do good people deserve to be robbed?" Wu Youping asked angrily.

He Rui didn't answer such an impassioned question but ordered Xu Chengfeng and others, "Start preparing for bandit suppression outside Siping."

Although Wu Youping and other government officials were angry, they understood that things weren't simple upon hearing this. To suppress bandits in Jilin outside Siping, one needed the permission of the Jilin Governor. To suppress bandits in the Liaoning region, one needed the permission of the Liaoning Governor.

Siping was located in the center of the area outside the pass. If He Rui only did things in Siping, naturally there was no problem. As soon as he took a step out, according to the rules, he had to get the consent of the General Zhen'an's Office in Fengtian. Although General Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan, seemed to appreciate He Rui very much, Wu Youping didn't think Zhang Xiluan would really let He Rui act at will.

Xu Chengfeng didn't hesitate at all and accepted the order immediately.

He Rui ordered, "Everyone send the investigation results to the towns and villages to reassure the grassroots comrades. The troops prepare for battle. I will write an official document to the General Zhen'an's Office."

***

Inside the General Zhen'an's Office, Zhang Xiluan looked at the official document sent by He Rui and remained silent. Adjutant Liu wanted to speak but stopped, standing with his hands down in attendance. Before He Rui's letter arrived, the General Zhen'an's Office had already received news. The National Protection Army, led by Cai E, launched an attack on the forces of Wu Xiangzhen, the Defense Commissioner of Southern Sichuan. They not only occupied Hengjiang northwest of Gao County in Sichuan but also seized Xufu (now Yibin). The Beiyang Army counterattacked Xufu (Yibin) from four routes but were all repelled.

Xufu (Yibin) was located at the junction of Yunnan, Guizhou, and Sichuan provinces, where the Jinsha River, Min River, and Yangtze River converged. It was a transportation hub. After occupying this place, the National Protection Army could attack or defend, enough to confront the Beiyang Army.

Besides attacking toward Sichuan, the National Protection Army also had a force attacking Western Hunan, but there was no new news for the time being.

If war hadn't broken out, He Rui's bandit suppression would be a trivial matter. But in the current situation, moving a single soldier had a different meaning. In Adjutant Liu's view, if other governors made such a request, they would definitely be seeking official titles and territory expansion. Adjutant Liu also felt that what He Rui wanted must be these things. But Adjutant Liu just felt that if He Rui wanted to do this, it wasn't unacceptable.

After a long time, Zhang Xiluan finally ordered, "Prepare the car, go to Siping."

Adjutant Liu hurriedly responded, "Marshal, what is this subordinate going to Siping to do?"

Zhang Xiluan ordered, "No need to prepare anything. I will go to Siping personally."

Adjutant Liu was stunned. He wanted to say something, but couldn't say anything.

***

The news that Zhang Xiluan was coming to Siping was announced to everyone in Siping at the meeting. Everyone didn't know what to say for a moment. It was evident that most people were somewhat at a loss.

Xu Jia broke the silence. "Governor, what should we prepare?"

He Rui didn't understand Zhang Xiluan's purpose in running to Siping at this time either, so he ordered, "We must ensure Lord Zhang stays well and rests well. Listen to Lord Zhang's instructions for everything else."

"What about the bandit suppression? Should we have the bandits and their confessions ready?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

He Rui replied, "Of course. The bandits outside the pass must be wiped out completely; it's a matter of sooner or later."

Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and others hesitated to speak. It was obvious that what they were thinking couldn't be brought up directly.

He Rui laughed. "If everyone wants to know whether we want to obtain the entire area outside the pass, obtain the entire Manchuria and Mongolia, I can tell you now: of course we do. But this process is by no means the way of rising in chaos like in history, but by the way we liberated Siping so far, obtaining it by constantly expanding grassroots political power. We don't need to consider those sordid maneuverings."

No one raised other opinions; everyone expressed "understood."

On the 28th of the twelfth lunar month, the train Zhang Xiluan took arrived at Siping Station in the wind and snow. He Rui and others lined up to welcome him. As soon as Zhang Xiluan got off the train, He Rui was somewhat surprised. Zhang Xiluan, who had stood tall like a big tree, now had a somewhat stooped back. The wrinkles on his face seemed to have suddenly increased, outlining heavy pressure on this old man's face.

Facing He Rui's warm welcome, Zhang Xiluan only said a few necessary words, then got into the car with He Rui and went straight to the accommodation.

The snow stopped the next day. He Rui went to greet Zhang Xiluan early in the morning. The accommodation was warm as spring, with the scent of incense in the air. Zhang Xiluan had already gotten up, wearing a small vest, tasting tea in the small living room.

Just after He Rui sat down and chatted with Zhang Xiluan for a few sentences, Adjutant Liu walked in quickly with a nervous face. He gave He Rui a complicated look and whispered a few words in Zhang Xiluan's ear.

Zhang Xiluan chuckled after listening and just dismissed Adjutant Liu. Then he asked, "Brother He Rui, Cai E raised troops to rebel, creating quite a momentum. I wonder if Brother He Rui thinks Cai E can get what he wants?"

"Lord Zhang, if we only talk about Cai E's troops, they will definitely lose if they keep fighting. If we talk about whether Cai E can get what he wants, this subordinate doesn't know what Cai E is really seeking, so it's hard to say. But Yuan Gong will lose to the situation."

"What kind of situation?" Zhang Xiluan's gaze became sharp, and even the wrinkles on his face seemed shallower.

He Rui answered frankly, "Lord Zhang, Yuan Gong really has no money. Based on the newspapers this subordinate has read, the issuance of paper currency has increased greatly recently. The exchange rate of paper currency to silver dollars should be one to one, but now the exchange is already lower than ninety cents. To campaign against Cai E, public bonds have to be issued again. I'm afraid no one domestic or foreign is willing to buy the public bonds issued this time. Going on like this, Yuan Gong can't hold on."

Zhang Xiluan's gaze softened. A moment later, General Zhen'an Zhang Xiluan lowered his eyes and sipped his tea carefully.

What He Rui said was exactly the reason that prompted Zhang Xiluan to come to Siping. Yuan Shikai sent an official document to Zhang Xiluan, demanding Zhang Xiluan immediately raise 1 million silver dollars to send to the capital. At the end of the official document, Yuan Shikai also attached a very "sincere" private letter, saying that Yuan Shikai knew this matter was difficult and made things hard for his old brother Zhang Xiluan. So if Zhang Xiluan was willing, Yuan Shikai would send Duan Zhigui outside the pass to help.

Before arriving in Siping, Zhang Xiluan wasn't quite sure of He Rui's view on this matter. At this moment, Zhang Xiluan had already made some decisions in his heart, but felt sentimental. Seeing the young talents, while happy in his heart, he inevitably realized his own age.

After a while, Zhang Xiluan sighed. "I heard Brother He Rui has governed Siping very prosperously. I wonder if Brother He could be a host and let me see what Siping looks like now."

"Lord Zhang commands; I dare not disobey. Only, please wait a while, Lord Zhang. Siping is currently sweeping snow. The roads will be cleared around 10 AM; only then will this subordinate dare to invite Lord Zhang to inspect Siping."

Zhang Xiluan was somewhat satisfied in his heart. For so many years, this was the first time he had been treated with the etiquette of sweeping snow and shoveling roads. He Rui doing this—even if the flattery was so obvious—Zhang Xiluan felt very happy. If it were the common good-for-nothings, they couldn't do it even if they wanted to.

For a time, Zhang Xiluan became interested in the inspection that should have been official business.
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At 10:30 AM, Zhang Xiluan, dressed in a traditional long gown and mandarin jacket, stepped out of the car. Entering a rather large courtyard, he saw nearly a thousand children lined up in neat formation, standing on the snow-swept playground. Zhang Xiluan had come outside the pass forty years ago relying on military merit. At this moment, just a few glances made him feel that the formation of little children and adolescents before him had the feel of a military camp.

"Lord Zhang, please." He Rui invited Zhang Xiluan to walk past the front of the formation.

As Zhang Xiluan walked past, voices of greeting immediately rang out from the ranks he passed: "Hello, Grandpa Zhang."

The children's voices were very tender, especially the little girls'. Hearing so many children greeting him in unison, Zhang Xiluan felt his emotions surging for a moment.

Walking past all the formations and accepting all the children's greetings, Zhang Xiluan walked up to the platform. Looking down for a while, he asked He Rui, who was accompanying him, "He Rui, this Charity Hall has taken in quite a few people. You have truly worked hard."

Adjutant Liu felt Zhang Xiluan's suspicion was very reasonable upon hearing this question. Nearly a thousand people, organized so orderly. It wouldn't be strange to say He Rui got some students from respectable families to pose as them.

It wasn't that Adjutant Liu thought it strange for He Rui to do this. When governors arrived in a locality, they usually started scraping for oil and water. Some governors bought houses and land and took a few concubines after getting money. If He Rui did this, it was called "blending in with the dust" [hiding one's light/conforming to custom].

Others were more ambitious and used the scraped money to recruit soldiers and buy horses. If He Rui did this, it would be "forging ahead with determination."

Getting money but not spending it on himself, nor recruiting soldiers, but using it to take in the lonely and poor and revitalize the locality—it wasn't that it was very strange for He Rui to do so much, but taking in nearly a thousand lonely and poor people was obviously a sham.

This wasn't Adjutant Liu underestimating He Rui's character. After going to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office with He Rui, Adjutant Liu actually approved of He Rui's personal integrity. He felt He Rui was bluffing now because Adjutant Liu felt He Rui was not the type to levy exorbitant taxes.

Running a Charity Hall required money. To make the Charity Hall this big, what kind of ruthless extraction methods would He Rui have to use to rake in so much money!

He Rui didn't defend himself, just smiling. "Lord Zhang, these dolls are about to go to class. This subordinate would like to invite Lord Zhang to see other parts of the Charity Hall."

Zhang Xiluan didn't say much. He followed He Rui to look around the classrooms before leaving the school. Inside the Charity Hall, there were also a few elderly people who had basically completely lost their ability to work. They sat around the fire with dull expressions.

Others who still had some ability to work were doing manual work in large rooms, or slowly collecting glued paper boxes and the like to send to the receiving point.

Just looking at the physical condition of these people, Zhang Xiluan had a judgment. Outside the pass, these frail people would hardly survive this winter.

Zhang Xiluan still said nothing and continued to visit with He Rui. Everyone arrived at the superior department of the Charity Hall, the Health Bureau. The Director of the Health Bureau hurriedly welcomed Zhang Xiluan and took him to the newly established Medical School of Northeast University.

Under the Medical School were two units: the Medical University Affiliated Hospital and the Medical University Affiliated Health School.

Doctors in white coats came and went in the affiliated hospital, while health workers and nurses were in the health school.

In Siping, a health clinic was established in every district. Besides the Medical School, every school had a health clinic, mainly providing medical services for students, and also for the surrounding populace.

Zhang Xiluan had been outside the pass for 40 years and had prestige in governing people and fighting wars. What Adjutant Liu knew, Zhang Xiluan naturally knew inside out; he just didn't want to say it due to his status and the current situation. At this moment, even Zhang Xiluan couldn't stand it anymore and simply asked, "Brother He, I wonder how the tax revenue situation in Siping is?"

He Rui didn't explain much. He invited Zhang Xiluan into the car and drove first to the grain depot outside the city. Zhang Xiluan went in and walked a big circle, sighing slightly.

He Rui laughed. "Lord Zhang, do not think this subordinate is rapacious. This is 30% of Siping's grain this year. It looks like a lot, but it is only this much. Any more, and this subordinate really doesn't have it."

Zhang Xiluan felt He Rui wouldn't tell such a meaningless lie, so he said, "The Jilin Governor highly disapproves of the land reform Brother He did in Siping. There were also quite a few people who went to Fengtian to file complaints against you, but I suppressed them all. I am somewhat puzzled why Brother He had to be so drastic."

"Lord Zhang, this subordinate collected 30% of the grain, which is already a lot. The remaining 70% is just enough not to go hungry. As for what other governors think, this subordinate really can't care less."

Zhang Xiluan knew He Rui's words were correct. But he also felt He Rui didn't tell the truth, at least not the whole truth. If he only collected 30% of the grain, He Rui absolutely couldn't have so much money to do so many things.

He Rui understood Zhang Xiluan's doubts but didn't point it out. He called for the car. At this time, the car wheels were fitted with tire chains. After a few people got in, accompanied by the clattering and crunching sounds on the snowy ground, they drove out along the main road.

Arriving at a town, He Rui invited Zhang Xiluan to get off and led him to nearby households. Zhang Xiluan saw that the roads in the town were also swept of snow, and some townspeople were clearing snow from their roofs. He felt very disbelieving in his heart.

Winter outside the pass meant "Cat Winter" [hibernating indoors]. The whole family squeezed onto the *kang* at home, not moving and going out as little as possible. Moving in winter meant eating more; huddling up meant eating less grain.

Now clearing accumulated snow, clearing snow from roofs, obviously made it convenient to go out and do things. This was already unreasonable.

Entering several households in succession, he saw family members sewing clothes, hats, and the like. Zhang Xiluan frowned at this scene. Zhang Xiluan knew very well what Siping was like. Even wealthy families didn't have so many clothes to sew.

After asking He Rui, Zhang Xiluan learned that He Rui had reached an agreement with foreign merchants. These clothes were piecework distributed to the common people. After sewing according to specifications, they could be exchanged for grain.

He Rui laughed. "Lord Zhang might wonder where this subordinate's money comes from. Actually, this subordinate doesn't spend much money; wages are paid in grain. In fact, grain doesn't sell for much money, but when used as wages, it is valuable."

Zhang Xiluan still felt disbelief. "Brother He, are the people in the village really so obedient?"

"Lord Zhang, this subordinate has his own ways." Saying this, He Rui called over a town cadre beside him and whispered a few instructions.

Not long after, footsteps sounded. Dozens of villagers came with the town cadre from various places. They first lined up and counted off. The town's Militia Captain stepped forward to report, "Report to the Governor. The town actually has sixty militiamen; fifty-nine are present. Please instruct, Governor."

He Rui took a few steps forward and ordered loudly to the militia team, "Squad, attention! Right dress! Right face!"

Zhang Xiluan saw that these people were dressed differently, aged between twenty and forty, all able-bodied men. Although their movements following He Rui's commands weren't very uniform, they had all undergone at least a month or two of training.

When He Rui commanded the sixty men to run a lap around the field, with the town Militia Captain shouting the cadence "One, two, one," the militiamen could actually run with uniform steps. This greatly shocked Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan came from the military and knew He Rui had been in Siping for only half a year; he was very clear about what such training results meant.

He Rui didn't hide it either. "Lord Zhang, if the town wants to take government contracts, it's not that easy. If they can't do this, hehe, this subordinate won't be polite to them either. Not just militia training; Lord Zhang, please look."

He Rui finished speaking and pointed to the big slogans painted on the town walls. Zhang Xiluan had seen them long ago, just didn't ask. Seeing He Rui point them out personally, he pretended to look carefully for the first time.

*One person becomes a bandit, the whole family goes to jail.*

*One person drops out of school, the whole village pays extra tax.*

*No effort in building water conservancy, difficult to obtain beneficial policies.*

Hearing He Rui explain one by one, Zhang Xiluan didn't respond. After thinking for a while, Zhang Xiluan suddenly clapped his hands and laughed. "Brother He, when I was fighting the Japanese, I went to a place called Niujiapu in Siping. I suddenly remembered it now; I wonder how that village is?"

"Please get in the car, Lord Zhang. This subordinate will revisit the old haunt with Lord Zhang."

Zhang Xiluan didn't go straight to Niujiapu. On the way, whenever he saw a village, he went in to look. Every village had swept snow and cleared roof snow. Although the number of militiamen varied, they had all undergone training.

Niujiapu was a small village by the mountain, with only dozens of people. Zhang Xiluan stopped just at the village entrance, seeing a water diversion canal. Looking at the newly built canal, then at the somewhat bleak village, Zhang Xiluan couldn't help sighing, "Brother He coming to Siping is truly the fortune of the Siping people."

"This subordinate coming to Siping was entirely arranged by Lord Zhang. If the Siping people are grateful, they should also thank Lord Zhang," He Rui replied.

Adjutant Liu had long lost the inclination to expose He Rui's "lies." He couldn't help sighing, "Governor He, with your troops strong and horses sturdy, where are there any bandits to suppress?"

He Rui shook his head solemnly. "Adjutant Liu says this completely based on previous thinking. In the past, bandits robbed ordinary people's homes and couldn't grab anything. Ordinary people actually wouldn't encounter bandits. Now ordinary people have a little grain at home; if bandits rob them, the family will really be ruined and driven to death. Siping must not only suppress bandits but also eradicate evil thoroughly!"
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It was late at night when they returned to Siping from Niujiapu, but Zhang Xiluan couldn't sleep. He Rui was indeed trying hard to show his strength, hoping to gain Zhang Xiluan's recognition. But what shocked Zhang Xiluan the most happened in Niujiapu: after playing, the children in the village took out *wowotou* [steamed corn buns] kept warm by their body heat from inside their shirts and gnawed on them.

In his 40 years outside the pass, this was the first time Zhang Xiluan saw little children from ordinary rural families able to use *wowotou* as snacks. It seemed He Rui's claim of leaving 70% of the grain to the people was actually true.

He didn't sleep too well at night. When Zhang Xiluan woke up, it was already broad daylight. Seeing Zhang Xiluan get up, Adjutant Liu hurriedly reported that He Rui had already sent someone to pay respects and delivered an invitation. Seeing it was noon, Zhang Xiluan smiled. "Let's go to the banquet."

At Huaqing Tower, after three rounds of wine, Zhang Xiluan spoke of Duan Zhigui. "This Duan Zhigui loves mahjong passionately. Every day, he plays from morning to night with officials in the capital; official business is done at the card table. Truly absurd."

He Rui had already heard from Adjutant Liu about Yuan Shikai wanting Duan Zhigui to be the Governor of Liaoning [Fengtian]. He just smiled slightly but didn't interrupt.

"As for Little Duan, he's even more promising now. Refusing to shoulder responsibility when things happen—no wonder among the Dragon, Tiger, and Dog of Beiyang, Feng Guozhang was entrusted with heavy responsibility." As Zhang Xiluan spoke, his expression became increasingly unhappy.

The so-called "Little Duan" naturally referred to Duan Qirui. Zhang Xiluan was Yuan Shikai's sworn brother, so it was proper for him to call Duan Qirui "Little Duan."

After talking about Beiyang matters for a while, Zhang Xiluan changed the subject, speaking of Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan and Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan. He Rui continued to listen quietly without interrupting.

After Zhang Xiluan finished talking about these two, a burst of frustration suddenly rose in his heart. He asked, "Brother He Rui, I've been rambling on for so long. I suddenly remembered you said Cai E is not to be feared, but the Great President will be crushed by the general trend. I wonder how my brother views the current situation?"

"To answer Lord Zhang. This subordinate said in the newspaper interview before that the reason Yuan Gong wants to proclaim himself Emperor is to obtain legitimacy through the title of Emperor, and then realize his ambitions. But governors everywhere have already compromised and cooperated with local forces. At this time, China's situation has turned into a pattern where the central government relies on customs duties, while localities rely on tax farming. Yuan Gong's direct troops are far superior to Cai E's, but during the war, will the provincial governors step up tax payments to the central government, or withhold them? This subordinate believes they will definitely withhold them. To maintain the Beiyang Army, Yuan Gong can only rely on issuing public bonds and printing more banknotes. In troubled times, people hoard gold and silver. Those who get banknotes will naturally want to exchange them for silver. Does Yuan Gong have that much silver?"

Zhang Xiluan pondered for a long time, then said reluctantly, "The Great President can ban the exchange of banknotes for silver."

"This might work domestically, but customs duties have already been pledged to foreigners; how could they agree? As long as the Diplomatic Corps of various countries forces Yuan Gong to restore exchange, will Yuan Gong agree or not?"

Mentioning foreigners being so arrogant in China, Zhang Xiluan said very unhappily, "If they do that, what happens if he refuses?"

He Rui answered indifferently, "Then the Diplomatic Corps can inform Yuan Gong that they support the Republic and oppose Yuan Gong proclaiming himself Emperor."

Zhang Xiluan was speechless for a moment, the indignation in his heart vanishing in an instant. What He Rui said was very cold, but it made Zhang Xiluan understand that Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor was really digging a pit to bury himself. Once Yuan Shikai took the step of proclaiming himself Emperor, the monarchy itself became Yuan Shikai's soft underbelly, which anyone could exploit. Others didn't need to defeat Yuan Shikai; as long as Yuan Shikai continued to consume strength for the sake of the monarchy, the heavy financial pressure would cause the Beiyang clique under Yuan Shikai's command to disintegrate from within.

If the monarchy were abolished, all parties could return to the original situation. Everyone, including the Beiyang governors, felt this was acceptable. Even if the price of doing so was abandoning Yuan Shikai, the Beiyang governors would accept it.

Having figured this out, Zhang Xiluan made up his mind. He dismissed the attendants, leaving only himself and He Rui.

On the morning of the 30th of the twelfth lunar month [New Year's Eve], Zhang Xiluan boarded the train back to Fengtian. Everyone saw him off. Returning to the headquarters, Xu Chengfeng wanted to see He Rui privately. He Rui called the core members together. In such a situation, everyone knew something big was about to happen. Xu Chengfeng had no scruples and asked directly, "Governor, there are rumors that the Great President wants to replace General Zhang?"

He Rui laughed. "There is indeed such a thing. Lord Zhang is very disapproving of this."

"Then what does Lord Zhang intend to do?" Xu Chengfeng asked with shining eyes.

Seeing the other young soldiers were much the same, He Rui was really amused. "In two months, how much can we expand the army? What is the training level of officers, and the training level of troops?"

"We have already made a plan to expand the army to three regiments!" Regimental Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu answered immediately.

He Rui pressed, "Then after the troops change equipment, how long will it take for the troops to become familiar with the use of weapons and equipment? What is the situation of the bandit reconnaissance in Liaoning?"

The young officers looked at the usually silent Hu Xiushan. Hu Xiushan replied, "Governor, I have already arranged a reconnaissance plan. Part of the reconnaissance can only be done after entering Liaoning."

"Then how many rural cadres do we have available for deployment to start land reform immediately after entering Liaoning?"

Wu Youping only now confirmed that He Rui really might replace Zhang Xiluan. After a little thought, he answered, "We can allocate 2,000 rural cadres to cooperate with the troops to carry out land reform in the localities."

Before He Rui could continue asking, the usually reticent Hu Xiushan asked, "Governor, if we go south, we must leave a regiment to guard Siping. Our current number of troops is indeed very insufficient. If we want to take over the entire area outside the pass, we must have four divisions, twelve regiments."

"Why four divisions? Three divisions are enough," Xu Chengfeng didn't quite agree.

Hu Xiushan answered calmly, "If the central government dispatches a division through Shanhai Pass, we need a division for defense, while mobilizing other troops to come for reinforcement."

Although Hu Xiushan was usually silent, these few sentences left the other young soldiers speechless. When the youths imagined the future, the figure of the Beiyang Central Army indeed occasionally appeared on the horizon of their thinking. But those were vague shadows, existing only on the edge of imagination.

The youths all admired He Rui's far-reaching vision. Everyone had actually considered slightly whether He Rui would say such things. But when a classmate of their own grade pointed out such a reality, Xu Chengfeng and the others all felt a shock in their hearts. Xu Chengfeng even suddenly felt a kind of self-blame, wondering if he was like Lord Ye who claimed to love dragons [claimed to love dragons but feared the real thing].

Looking at the shock of his young subordinates, He Rui laughed. "Comrades, did we get to where we are today by relying on knowing some incredible prominent figure? Did the hundreds of thousands of people in Siping support us because Lord Zhang gave an order, so the people willingly walked with us to this day?"

The young officers hesitated slightly, then answered immediately, "No!"

"Then what we need to do is obvious. Siping is not a special place. The suffering faced by the people of Siping is no different from the suffering faced by all people outside the pass. The life expected by the people of Siping is also the expectation of the people outside the pass. The so-called 'great events' are composed of one small event after another. What we have done in Siping is exactly what we will do outside the pass in the future. Everyone has participated in such a process and accumulated a lot of experience. If you have any doubts, raise them."
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The Lantern Festival of 1916 was fast approaching. As mid-February arrived, the weather began to warm noticeably. On the tiled roofs of many houses in Fengtian City, the accumulated snow started to melt, with water droplets dripping from the eaves to form small pits in the snow below. Zhang Xiluan's carriage traveled through the streets, making a rumbling sound. The ice and snow on the road surface had melted into water under the crushing weight of pedestrians and carriages, no longer freezing over. This lent a comfortable humidity to the air.

As long as there was no severe late spring cold, spring would arrive in another half month.

Sitting in the office chair of the General of Zhen'an, Zhang Xiluan began to write letters with swift strokes. March 7th by the Western calendar was Zhang Xiluan's birthday, and he was inviting the Military Governors outside the pass and local prominent figures to a banquet.

Receiving the official missives from Marshal Zhang Xiluan, the Military Governors of the various provinces and the leading figures in the army dared not slight the invitation. Especially knowing that Zhang Xiluan might leave the region this year, they hurriedly prepared gifts. Regardless of anything else, Zhang Xiluan had been outside the pass for forty years; his disciples and former subordinates were everywhere. Everyone felt compelled to show their respect at this time.

On March 5th, Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan arrived in Fengtian leading his subordinate division commanders. Upon seeing Zhang Xiluan, Meng Enyuan hurriedly stepped forward to salute. "Marshal, I wonder if Military Governor Zhu of Heilongjiang has arrived?"

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Although Brother Zhu is much younger than you, Brother Meng, young people are clearly lazier. It is Brother Meng who arrived in Fengtian first."

Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan, hearing Zhang Xiluan's praise, could not help but smile. "To be honest with the Marshal, I simply wanted to arrive before Brother Zhu to show the sincerity of my birthday congratulations."

Everyone around them laughed, and the atmosphere was very harmonious.

Although Meng Enyuan and the others arrived early, it was only by less than half a day. By evening, Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan and the Commander of the Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division, Xu Lanzhou, also arrived in Fengtian.

That evening, Zhang Xiluan hosted a banquet for everyone who had come to celebrate his birthday. The restaurant was filled with officials and local gentry, who were entertained by local Fengtian officials. The military men were invited to the General of Zhen'an's official residence for the banquet. Zhang Xiluan appeared in person. After three rounds of wine, leaving the adjutants and entourages to drink in the flower hall, Zhang Xiluan invited four men into the rear hall.

Currently, there were four divisions outside the pass: the 27th Division in Fengtian, Feng Linge's 28th Division in Beizhen, Jinzhou, Meng Enyuan's Jilin Provincial Army Division, and Xu Lanzhou's Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division.

At this time, the commander of the 27th Division, Zhang Zuolin, had been transferred to the capital, and the 27th Division was once again completely under Zhang Xiluan's control.

When the four men holding military power—Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan, 28th Division Commander Feng Linge, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander Xu Lanzhou, and Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan—took their seats in the rear hall, they all felt that Zhang Xiluan was going to speak some parting words, and they had all prepared their farewell speeches.

Servants served tea to everyone. After a while, the door curtain was lifted, and Zhang Xiluan, wearing the uniform of the General of Zhen'an, strode into the living room. Sitting on the main seat, he ordered, "Gentlemen, I have a military order."

The four men were stunned. How could there suddenly be a military order when everything seemed fine? However, Feng Linge, commander of the 28th Division, quickly stood up to listen to the order. The other three then remembered that Zhang Xiluan controlled the military affairs of the three provinces outside the pass, and hurriedly stood up together.

Zhang Xiluan looked solemn. "The situation inside the pass is currently chaotic. In order to maintain stability outside the pass, I will conduct a military exercise in Fengtian."

All four were confused. Holding a military exercise was a major event; why had nothing been said before? Xu Lanzhou thought Zhang Xiluan knew that Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan was preparing to secretly raise troops against Yuan Shikai, and his eyes immediately lit up.

Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan probed, "I wonder when the Marshal plans to hold the exercise? Does the Ministry of War know?"

"My birthday is as good a day as any," Zhang Xiluan replied indifferently.

Being in high positions, the four naturally knew that things were not that simple. Before the four could react, Adjutant Liu led a squad of guards in amidst the sound of footsteps, standing behind the group.

Zhang Xiluan continued as if he hadn't seen them. "The exercise involves many aspects. I have decided to rotate garrisons first. Two regiments will be transferred from the 27th Division to Heilongjiang for defense duty. Two regiments will be transferred from the 28th Division to Jilin for defense duty. The remaining troops of the 27th and 28th Divisions will conduct exercises together with the Jilin and Heilongjiang Provincial Army Divisions."

Hearing these words, the three big figures from Jilin and Heilongjiang looked blank, completely at a loss. Feng Linge, commander of the 28th Division, was even more puzzled. Such a major event should have been discussed with him, but he knew nothing about it beforehand.

Everyone remained silent, guessing at Zhang Xiluan's intentions. Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan could not understand what Zhang Xiluan was plotting by doing this. Zhang Xiluan was the General of Zhen'an and had been outside the pass for forty years; even now, the military affairs of Heilongjiang and Jilin were still under his control. Whether it was an exercise or a change of defense, he really could issue such orders.

But Zhang Xiluan was seventy-three years old this year, already frail with age. Although he had been a hero for a lifetime, his son was truly incompetent and could not take over Zhang Xiluan's military power at all. Stirring up such a big commotion, how did Zhang Xiluan plan to end it?

Amidst the confusion, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander Xu Lanzhou stepped forward and saluted Zhang Xiluan, then pointed at Heilongjiang Military Governor Zhu Qinglan and shouted, "Marshal, this subordinate wants to report Zhu Qinglan for colluding with the southern rebels and conspiring to rebel..."

Zhu Qinglan of Heilongjiang heard Xu Lanzhou loudly recount how the southern Revolutionary Party had made contact and who had privately met with Zhu Qinglan, and was truly somewhat shocked in his heart. Although this matter was not a complete secret, Zhu Qinglan had thought that no word had leaked out. He had not expected Xu Lanzhou, who should have been his subordinate as the Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander, to state it so clearly.

Seeing Xu Lanzhou's triumphant air, he had evidently prepared for a long time; this was by no means a sudden attack.

Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan originally supported Yuan Shikai. Hearing this news, he felt he had found an opening and loudly petitioned Zhang Xiluan, "Marshal, let this subordinate lead the army with Brother Xu to exterminate Zhu Qinglan and the other rebels."

Zhu Qinglan also thought that Zhang Xiluan's so-called exercise was targeted at the anti-Yuan group in Heilongjiang. Seeing the situation had come to this, he simply stepped forward and said seriously, "Marshal, President Yuan is the President of the Republic. Proclaiming himself emperor is a betrayal of the country and a betrayal of the republic. At this time of crisis for the Republic, it is the day for our generation to save the country. The Marshal has always been wise; you definitely cannot fail to understand such a matter."

If he hadn't spoken with He Rui, Zhang Xiluan would probably have felt that Zhu Qinglan had backbone and ideals. Hearing Zhu Qinglan's words now, Zhang Xiluan didn't care at all.

However, at this moment, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Division Commander Xu Lanzhou felt that he had an opportunity to show his loyalty. He went up to grab Zhu Qinglan by the collar. How could Zhu Qinglan let Xu Lanzhou act so wildly? He immediately tried to push away Xu Lanzhou, who was pressing in on him.

"Pull them apart!" Adjutant Liu gave an order, and the personal guards immediately stepped forward to pull the two apart, forcing them back into their seats.

Zhang Xiluan looked at everyone and smiled. "Brothers, I just want to conduct a garrison rotation exercise and have no intention of pursuing anyone. Tomorrow is my birthday. You brothers have come from afar, so let us drink together. For this matter, you brothers only need to sign your names on the official documents."

As soon as the voice fell, Adjutant Liu ordered people to place four official documents on the tea tables beside the four men respectively. While the others were still trying to figure it out, 28th Division Commander Feng Linge was the first to understand: Zhang Xiluan really wanted to take back military power.

Feng Linge hurriedly asked, "Marshal, which blind fool of a subordinate of mine did something wrong to anger the Marshal like this? As long as the Marshal tells this subordinate who it is, I will go back and shoot the bastard."

Zhang Xiluan ignored Feng Linge completely and just said to Jilin Military Governor Meng Enyuan, "Brother Meng, for this exercise, I want to hand over leadership to one person. Brother Meng should be very familiar with this person."

Meng Enyuan began to recall the talents under Zhang Xiluan in his mind, but he racked his brains and could not figure out who Zhang Xiluan would bring out to do the current task.

Before Meng Enyuan could ask, footsteps sounded, and a tall young Lieutenant Colonel walked into the living room. The four big figures from outside the pass realized they didn't recognize him.

They heard the tall young Lieutenant Colonel introduce himself: "Elder brothers, this little brother is the Siping Military Governor, He Rui. I am under orders to preside over this exercise and the garrison rotation affairs."

Although they had never seen He Rui, all four had heard of his reputation. For a moment, they didn't know what to say.
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The train ground to a halt at the Beizhen Station in Jinzhou. As the doors slid open, soldiers poured onto the platform. Song Youzheng, a regimental commander of the 27th Division, walked over to Xu Chengfeng. He glanced at the Siping Army troops, who had already assembled into neat formations, and then at the officers and men of his own 27th Division, who were still noisily struggling to organize themselves. He let out a subtle sigh.

Once the troops were in order, they immediately marched toward the garrison of the 28th Division. Upon reaching the gates, an adjutant from Feng Linge’s staff went forward to announce them. The camp gates swung open, and a major emerged to welcome them.

The group entered the division headquarters. Xu Chengfeng produced the military orders and handed them to the vice-commander of the 28th Division. The directive ordered the 28th Division to immediately dispatch two regiments to Heilongjiang to rotate garrisons with the local forces there.

Even though the vice-commander verified the authenticity of the documents, a look of disbelief remained plastered across his face. He instinctively resorted to a stalling tactic. "Please, brothers, go down and rest first. I need to hold a meeting about this."

Xu Chengfeng asked calmly, "These are General Zhang's military orders, countersigned by Commander Feng Linge of the 28th Division. What is there to discuss? Are you debating whether the 28th Division should obey military orders?"

Although his tone was flat, Xu Chengfeng’s words were anything but polite. In the army, disobedience was a capital offense—let alone disobeying a formal order signed jointly by General Zhang Xiluan, the Zhen'an General who controlled the region beyond the Pass, and Feng Linge, the commander of the 28th Division.

Hearing this, the vice-commander was momentarily at a loss. Commander Feng Linge had gone to Fengtian to celebrate Zhang Xiluan’s birthday. Why would he suddenly send people from other units with orders to immediately rotate garrisons with the Heilongjiang Provincial Army? This was a massive undertaking! If there was to be a garrison rotation, Feng Linge should have returned to command it personally. If the vice-commander acted rashly and Feng Linge blamed him later, what would he do?

Meeting Xu Chengfeng’s sharp gaze, the vice-commander suddenly had an idea. He asked, "Major Xu, please wait a moment. I will send a telegram to Commander Feng to ask how the deployment fees should be handled."

***

Almost simultaneously, Cheng Ruofan, wearing the rank of major and dressed in a handsome military greatcoat made of homespun cloth, walked into the Jilin Provincial Army Headquarters in Changchun. Several regimental commanders of the Jilin Provincial Army finished reading their orders but showed no intention of acting immediately. Their eyes fell upon Cheng Ruofan.

They saw a young major they had never met before. He had delicate features and a refined, scholarly air; he looked less like a soldier and more like a dashing noble scion. Yet the news Cheng Ruofan brought was starkly at odds with his appearance. He was ordering two regiments of the Jilin Provincial Army to proceed to Fengtian to participate in military exercises with the Jilin Military Governor, Meng Enyuan. This seemed entirely too strange.

After discussing it amongst themselves, the regimental commanders asked, "Major Cheng, what exactly is going on here?"

Cheng Ruofan’s face darkened, and he spoke coldly. "What is there to ask? Isn't it stated clearly in the orders! The southern rebels have risen in rebellion. The Great President has ordered military exercises to be organized beyond the Pass so that forces can be ready to advance on the capital to provide support at any moment."

The commanders were naturally aware of Cai E’s uprising, and they knew their own division commander was a staunch supporter of Yuan Shikai’s bid for the monarchy. Although the orders were urgent, they weren't entirely inexplicable. Finally, one said, "It’s just that these deployment fees..."

Cheng Ruofan shot to his feet, startling the commanders. But then, his expression dissolved into a smile, and he instantly became amiable and approachable. "Elder brothers, you only need to prepare to march. Since Marshal Zhang has issued the order, how could he fail to consider these details?"

That night, the regimental commanders deliberated until late but failed to reach a conclusion. The matter was indeed bizarre, but they had no other recourse, so they decided to stall.

Just as the commander of the 2nd Regiment returned home, his guard reported that Cheng Ruofan had arrived.

"How many people did he bring?" The 2nd Regiment Commander became alert.

"Commander Cheng brought only four people."

"...Invite him in."

Cheng Ruofan entered the main hall and wasted no words. He directly pulled out two letters and handed them to the commander. The commander opened them, and his expression instantly turned serious. After finishing both letters, he asked, "Is the situation with Lord Zhang really that critical?"

"When Lord Zhang sent me here, he specifically instructed me to hand this letter to you alone, Commander. You are someone Lord Zhang trusts. The current situation is urgent. If we cannot gather troops quickly, and the rebels within the army seize the chance to cause chaos, it will be difficult to suppress them."

Cheng Ruofan’s tone was sincere, and the 2nd Regiment Commander believed him. More importantly, he was originally a subordinate of Zhang Xiluan. Of the two letters, one was naturally handwritten by Zhang Xiluan, and the other was written by the commander’s own father in Fengtian. He could not mistake their handwriting.

Given the situation, the commander steeled his heart. "I will lead my troops to Fengtian tomorrow. It’s just that the other two regiments..."

Cheng Ruofan answered decisively, "Lord Zhang said in his letter that two regiments going to Fengtian is enough. I will remain in Changchun with troops; I certainly won't let those people cause trouble."

***

The 2nd Regiment Commander slept poorly that night, feeling that something was amiss no matter how he thought about it. At first light, he woke up groggy and read the two letters twice more. Worried he might be being deceived, he took out previous letters from Zhang Xiluan and his father to compare the handwriting. They were indeed authentic.

Although he didn't know what major event had occurred, he had decided to obey the order and proceed to Fengtian.

In the morning, just as he arrived at the barracks, the 3rd Regiment Commander hurried over. Seeing his expression, the 2nd Regiment Commander dismissed his guards. Only then did the 3rd Regiment Commander speak. "Commander Cheng sent me a letter last night. The Marshal privately wrote ordering me to go to Fengtian."

After speaking, he stared at the 2nd Regiment Commander. Seeing no surprise on his colleague's face, he lowered his voice and asked, "You received a letter from the Marshal too?"

The 2nd Regiment Commander nodded. Both he and the 3rd Regiment Commander were from the Yi Battalion of the Xiang Army, old subordinates of Zhang Xiluan, and could be considered part of the Huai Army lineage.

Since Zhang Xiluan had issued orders, the 3rd Regiment Commander asked in a low voice, "I wonder if Commander Gao will go?"

The Jilin Provincial Army was the Beiyang 23rd Division. The 1st Regiment Commander, Gao Shibin, was the nephew of Governor Meng Enyuan. Compared to the commanders of the 2nd and 3rd Regiments, he was a true confidant of Division Commander Meng.

The 2nd Regiment Commander didn't answer the question but asked instead, "If Commander Gao doesn't go, will you go?"

The two commanders exchanged a look, and both formed their own ideas.

At the appointed time that morning, the three regimental commanders of the 23rd Division assembled at division headquarters. Cheng Ruofan arrived leading a detachment of troops and parked several large carts at the entrance.

When the three commanders came out, Cheng Ruofan’s men pulled back the hemp cloth covering the carts, revealing the chests underneath. The lids were thrown open, and the shining silver dollars inside made the three commanders and their subordinates squint involuntarily.

Some of the less disciplined among them stared straight at the silver dollars, practically drooling.

Cheng Ruofan walked up to the three commanders and smiled. "Elder brothers, according to the rules, the deployment fee is double pay. When do you plan to set out?"

Gao Shibin, the 1st Regiment Commander, did not answer immediately. Instead, he called the other two commanders back inside the headquarters and asked, "What do you two think?"

The 2nd and 3rd Regiment Commanders had already made up their minds. They sneered, "We reckon that fellow Cheng wouldn't dare fake the Marshal's orders. We'll take the money and go to Fengtian. If he dares to forge the Marshal's official documents, we'll petition the Marshal, combine our forces, and kill our way back. That Cheng won't be able to stop us."

Gao Shibin hadn't expected them to be so resolved. Although he still found Cheng Ruofan suspicious, the troops accompanying Cheng were indeed from the 27th Division in Fengtian. Gao Shibin had sent someone last night to find an acquaintance and confirmed that the 27th Division troops were indeed there on Zhang Xiluan’s orders for a garrison rotation. And Zhang Xiluan had ordered the Jilin 23rd Division to Fengtian for exercises.

Originally, Gao Shibin wanted to stay in Changchun. However, seeing that the other two commanders were ready to depart, he hesitated. On second thought, his ability to hold his ground in Changchun relied entirely on his uncle, Meng Enyuan. This matter was too strange. If he really went to Fengtian, what if something happened?

Finally, Gao Shibin said, "I will stay in Changchun."

The other two commanders were instantly displeased but didn't show it. They simply bid their farewells and left.

They returned to their respective units to prepare. Once the troops had received their deployment fees at the train station and began boarding, the two commanders began to whisper.

"That fellow Gao actually dares to look down on the Marshal like that!"

"When the Marshal led us in fighting the Russians and the Japanese, that kid was still drinking milk somewhere!"

The soldiers, having received their deployment fees, were all smiles. They boarded the emergency train dispatched for Fengtian. Amidst the whistle of steam, the train slowly pulled out of the station, heading straight for the provincial capital.

Only when the train had disappeared from view did Cheng Ruofan turn his head back. The smile was gone from his face. He spoke seriously to the two regimental commanders from the 27th Division. "Elder brothers, let's go take over the barracks."
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In the Changchun military camp, the two regimental commanders of the 27th Division and Cheng Ruofan's regiment quickly took over the barracks. The two 27th Division commanders invited Cheng Ruofan to their side for tea. After the three sat down, Commander Su of the 27th Division laughed. "Commander Cheng has only been outside the pass for half a year, yet he has been promoted to Regiment Commander. It seems Governor He values Commander Cheng very much."

Cheng Ruofan's rank of Major was genuine, granted by Zhang Xiluan's order before this defense change order was issued. His rank of Regiment Commander was not nonsense either. He Rui had expanded the army to 7,500 men, forming three regiments, in a short time. Cheng Ruofan was already the Commander of the 2nd Regiment.

Hearing the flattery from outsiders, Cheng Ruofan smiled. "Two brothers, this is a change of defense. We will stay in Jilin for two years. I wonder if you two brothers have any thoughts on the station?"

Hearing about dividing territory, the two commanders perked up but soon lost interest. The 27th Division was originally stationed in Fengtian, responsible for the Fengtian and Liaodong regions. This area was the richest region outside the pass. Even if they had territory in Jilin, it was far inferior to their previous station.

Commander Song laughed. "A change of defense always implies a return. When does Brother Cheng think we can return to Fengtian?"

Cheng Ruofan disapproved in his heart but said, "This requires the Marshal's order. I am just acting on orders; what can I know? Two brothers, what is in my heart right now is Marshal Zhang's prestige. With just one sentence, he can make the Jilin Provincial Army obey orders. It is truly admirable."

The two commanders of the 27th Division were stunned. They didn't expect Cheng Ruofan not to boast about himself but instead praise Zhang Xiluan's prestige.

The two of them had suddenly received Zhang Xiluan's order and led troops to Changchun with Cheng Ruofan. Arriving suddenly in strange Changchun, both were somewhat uneasy, not knowing what they would encounter. Now that two of the three regiments of the 23rd Division in Changchun had been ordered to Fengtian, leaving only one regiment locally, they were completely relieved. Hearing Cheng Ruofan say this, they followed suit and praised, "Marshal Zhang traversed the area outside the pass 40 years ago, fighting both Russians and Japanese. Who outside the pass doesn't know Marshal Zhang's prestige?"

Seeing the two commanders' moods were very genuine, Cheng Ruofan went with the flow. "Since that's the case, we will listen to Marshal Zhang's arrangement. You two brothers have followed the Marshal for so long; you will definitely be promoted."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan so humble, Commander Song of the 27th Division also relaxed. The upper echelons of Fengtian had heard that Marshal Zhang appreciated He Rui, and He Rui had indeed done many things that made people sit up and take notice after arriving outside the pass. But these soldiers outside the pass still felt they were Zhang Xiluan's old subordinates, while He Rui was just a newcomer; in terms of seniority, he was inferior to those outside the pass.

After chatting for a while, Cheng Ruofan took his leave. Upon returning to the station, he found the civil administration cadres were already holding a meeting. Cheng Ruofan thought about it and went to the meeting place. He saw Tang Gui speaking to a group of cadres: "...Comrades, start collecting intelligence in Changchun. We have experienced, participated in, and witnessed these tasks in Siping, and studied them in training classes. What the people of Siping like, the people of Changchun will also like. That is organizing municipal administration and the crackdown on crime and evil. Only by collecting intelligence well first can we act freely later."

Cheng Ruofan sat in the back row without saying a word, his heart somewhat churning. These civil administration tasks, without exception, required the troops to conquer the territory first to be pushed forward smoothly. He Rui did exactly this to seize political power in Siping, and now Cheng Ruofan had to do these tasks in Changchun.

Recalling everything He Rui did in Siping, Cheng Ruofan was somewhat worried he couldn't achieve He Rui's level in the provincial capital, Changchun.

***

At this time, He Rui was sitting opposite Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan put down the telegram and thought for a moment, having already outlined the current situation outside the pass. Of the three regiments of the 27th Division, two were sent to Jilin to rotate garrisons with the 23rd Division. Two regiments of the 28th Division had already set off for Heilongjiang to rotate garrisons with the local garrison.

He Rui now had three regiments in hand. One regiment was split into three battalions, heading to Changchun, Heilongjiang, and the 28th Division's station in Beizhen, Jinzhou, respectively.

If the local provincial army in Heilongjiang could send two regiments to Fengtian, He Rui's two regiments against the four regiments from the two provinces outside would be enough to hold the line. He could only do this much for He Rui; future matters would depend on He Rui's own ability.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiluan asked, "Brother He Rui, you have many associations with high-level Japanese. I wonder if Brother He has been in touch with them?"

He Rui's face changed. "Who said this to Lord Zhang? I'm afraid that person wants to make Lord Zhang think this subordinate wants to sell out to a foreign country. This subordinate is Chinese and would absolutely never do such a thing!"

Zhang Xiluan was indeed somewhat worried that He Rui would collude with Japan. Seeing He Rui's firm attitude, he continued to ask, "Brother He, I have been outside the pass for so many years and know the difficulties of Manchuria and Mongolia deeply. This place is sandwiched between Japan and Russia, and the country is weak. Resisting the pressure from Russia and Japan is by no means easy."

"Marshal, the opportunity Japan gained after the Meiji Restoration was the opportunity to develop productive forces. The so-called productive forces are by no means simply guns, cannons, and steamships. For a modern country, developing productive forces means shaping the country into an organizational structure for developing productive forces. Yuan Gong said that if he succeeds in proclaiming himself Emperor, he will bury his head in management for ten years, then raise his head to meet Japan. This subordinate believes that what Yuan Gong wants to bury his head in managing is still the Manchu Qing way of doing things. Everything done is to fill the treasury, establish factories and arsenals. After having strength, fight wars with foreign countries. If it were really that simple, there were many famous officials in the Manchu Qing era who engaged in the Self-Strengthening Movement for decades, but none succeeded."

Zhang Xiluan nodded slightly. He was 73 years old this year. He had seen many famous ministers of the Tongzhi Restoration and heard those famous ministers describe how to revitalize the country. There were even quite a few revolutionaries unafraid of death who desperately sought to see Zhang Xiluan and tell him their revolutionary theories.

Those revolutionary principles sounded flowery but had absolutely no feasibility. What the famous ministers of the restoration said and did was exactly the path He Rui described. If it were truly useful, the tragic defeat of the First Sino-Japanese War and the shame of the Boxer Year would not have happened.

"Lord Zhang went to Siping before the New Year and asked why this subordinate insisted on pushing land reform even at the cost of offending so many gentry, and why I wanted to attract investment despite the chaos foreigners might cause in Siping. This subordinate has already explained the reasons to Lord Zhang. Land reform is to eliminate social contradictions, developing Siping from a small-peasant economy society to a small-commodity economy society, thereby developing the domestic market and productive forces. Attracting investment is to use foreign markets, capital, and technology to develop domestic manufacturing capacity. And these things must be done by the government rebuilding the system according to the model of an industrialized society to operate the production methods of an industrialized country."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan couldn't help sighing slightly. He Rui also stopped speaking hurriedly at this time.

Zhang Xiluan picked up the teacup and sipped slowly. His expression was calm, but his heart was filled with emotion. He was really old!

Listening to He Rui's explanation and what he saw in Siping, Zhang Xiluan could clearly feel that what He Rui said was sincere, and the results achieved were just as He Rui said. Although the level of industrial development couldn't be seen yet, He Rui had already let the people of Siping live a better life under this new system. Siping's tax revenue not only didn't decrease because of this but increased greatly.

If he were ten years younger... no, five years younger. Zhang Xiluan would give He Rui heavy responsibilities and manage well outside the pass.

However, age was unforgiving. He didn't have such physical strength and energy anymore, and the situation no longer allowed Zhang Xiluan to continue in the area outside the pass. Zhang Xiluan knew very well that he no longer had the ability to clean up the current situation.

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiluan became even more uneasy about what He Rui would do in the future. If he handed the current authority to He Rui, Zhang Xiluan had to consider his reputation after death. Zhang Xiluan roused himself and continued to ask, "Brother He, how do you think we should deal with Russia and Japan?"

He Rui believed Zhang Xiluan had no other choice at this time, so he told the truth. "Russia will have a revolution within two years at most; the Tsarist government won't last. This subordinate will definitely do his best to build six divisions within two years. When the Russian Civil War breaks out, I will march north, not only recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway but also recovering the national territory occupied by Russia. At that time, I ask Lord Zhang to lead the various armies outside the pass to accomplish this great event! When the lost territory is recovered, Lord Zhang's prestige will definitely be no less than that of Lord Zuo!"

Zhang Xiluan's eyes lit up, and his heart moved. But Zhang Xiluan was Zhang Xiluan after all; he was not easily persuaded. But his suspicion of He Rui had basically been eliminated.

Just then, Adjutant Liu delivered a telegram. "Marshal, two regiments of the 28th Division have arrived in Changchun and are heading for Heilongjiang."

Zhang Xiluan already knew that Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan was a revolutionary, and Heilongjiang Provincial Army Commander Xu Lanzhou opposed Zhu Qinglan raising troops against Yuan Shikai. His face sank, and he ordered, "Invite Zhu Qinglan and Xu Lanzhou over!"



★


Chapter 94: Marching into the Three Northeastern Provinces (Part 3)

Volume 1 — Chapter 94

❧ ❧ ❧


Everyone in the council hall, including Adjutant Liu who was standing, knew which "one" Zhang Xiluan felt was "capable of assuming heavy responsibility." But no one made a sound. For a moment, the council hall was so quiet it seemed as if no one existed.

Adjutant Liu wasn't anxious. He found a chair and sat down. In the past, he would have had to stand. But Zhang Xiluan was about to leave Fengtian, so Adjutant Liu naturally didn't need to act cautiously anymore. Even sitting down didn't matter.

As for whether He Rui could secure support, Adjutant Liu wasn't worried.

Since accompanying He Rui to the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office, Adjutant Liu knew He Rui was quite capable. This time, He Rui brought a large amount of silver dollars to Fengtian, gaining the support of the 27th Division, and giving mobilization fees to the 28th Division. He also gave 30,000 silver dollars each to the three people in the council hall who held the military power of the three divisions outside the pass. This gave Adjutant Liu more confidence in He Rui.

The only one here who didn't receive money was Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan, but that didn't matter anymore.

These past few days, when Adjutant Liu helped introduce He Rui to visit the three figures wielding military power, Heilongjiang Provincial Army Commander Xu Lanzhou asked directly about Zhu Qinglan returning to Heilongjiang before accepting the money. He Rui laughed: "Heilongjiang can only be reassuring with Commander Xu sitting in command."

Zhu Qinglan was now kept in Fengtian, powerless. It was already extremely benevolent of He Rui not to throw Zhu Qinglan into jail.

Although no one in the council hall made a sound, Adjutant Liu waited patiently. A person who had silver dollars and knew how to use them, as long as he still had nearly ten thousand troops in his hands, could suppress the situation. What Zhang Xiluan did was just go with the flow and give He Rui a chance.

It was 28th Division Commander Feng Linge who broke the silence. He asked somewhat sullenly, "I wonder who the Marshal thinks is capable of assuming heavy responsibility?"

It was evident that Feng Linge still had some expectation that Zhang Xiluan could change his mind.

Zhang Xiluan pointed at He Rui. "I think Brother He Rui can assume the heavy responsibility. I wonder what you all think?"

Except for Zhu Qinglan, the other three had accepted He Rui's money, and Zhang Xiluan had already made a decision. The three knew they had no chance right now. Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan calculated in his heart that He Rui being in Siping actually counted as Meng Enyuan's subordinate.

The one who sent He Rui outside the pass was Duan Qirui, but Duan Qirui had resigned now, so it was impossible to clarify how deep the relationship between He Rui and Duan Qirui was.

But these weren't problems; endure He Rui for at most half a year. Given the chaos of the current situation, Meng Enyuan believed there would definitely be changes within half a year. It wouldn't be too late to think of a way then.

Heilongjiang Provincial Army Commander Xu Lanzhou's thoughts were simpler. As long as He Rui watched Zhu Qinglan, after the exercise ended, it would be time for Xu Lanzhou to return to Harbin and take charge. Jilin still separated Heilongjiang and Liaoning; whether He Rui could sit firmly in Fengtian wasn't for Heilongjiang to say. Since He Rui was sensible and knew to use enough money, let He Rui and Zhang Xiluan deal with the matters between He Rui and the Beiyang central government.

28th Division Commander Feng Linge had the most complex mood. If possible, Feng Linge wanted to jump up and object. But with the situation as it was, Zhang Xiluan had clearly made a decision, and two regiments of the 28th Division had already gone to Heilongjiang to rotate garrisons on Zhang Xiluan's orders after taking He Rui's mobilization fees. This really wasn't the opportunity to object.

He Rui fully understood the thoughts of these three people, knowing they wanted to stall and wait for changes. And what He Rui needed most right now was precisely time.

Just one month, at most two months. With the number of cadres trained in Siping, they could probably complete land reform in the areas surrounding the railway line from Fengtian to Changchun. At that time, spring plowing would just be starting, and land reform wouldn't delay continuing to deepen cadre training in new areas and militia construction.

Even now, He Rui could deal with them with the three regiments of 7,500 troops he already possessed, but He Rui didn't want to pay a high price. In at most two months, relying on the Fengtian munitions provided by Zhang Xiluan, He Rui's troop numbers could reach twenty thousand. At that time, what the three provincial governors thought would be completely unimportant.

The most important thing right now was to obtain the formal title first, not to really make the three figures holding military power truly support him. Zhang Xiluan happened to be able to provide such an opportunity.

Finally, it was Zhang Xiluan who broke the silence. He asked, "I wonder what you think of the candidate recommended by this Marshal?"

Xu Lanzhou glared fiercely at Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan and said loudly, "Since it is the candidate recommended by the Marshal, it is naturally good."

Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan and 28th Division Commander Feng Linge expressed approval reluctantly.

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Since that's the case, this Marshal will send a telegram to the central government."

On March 12, Yuan Shikai received Zhang Xiluan's telegram. In the telegram, Zhang Xiluan clearly stated that he wanted to retire and return home. For the position of Fengtian Governor, he recommended Siping Governor He Rui to take over. And He Rui would control the military affairs of Jilin and Heilongjiang.

Yuan Shikai finished reading and snorted with disgust. He called someone to summon Duan Zhigui.

The next day, March 13. Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan and Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan sent a joint telegram supporting Zhang Xiluan's recommendation of He Rui to take over as Liaoning Governor.

This compelled Yuan Shikai to suspend the plan to send Duan Zhigui to Fengtian. It even made Yuan Shikai have to temporarily put aside his attention to the war provoked by Cai E and consider what this change meant.

To be honest, Yuan Shikai didn't think at all initially that Zhang Xiluan really wanted to retire and return home. Instead, he thought Zhang Xiluan was making a tactical retreat to advance, blocking the road for Duan Zhigui to go to Fengtian to take over as Liaoning Governor first.

But after discussing it, they couldn't come up with a result. Finally, Yuan Shikai could only send someone to Fengtian. After much consideration, Yuan Shikai picked a person. "Yang Du, go to Fengtian to see Zhang Xiluan and He Rui."

On March 14, before Yang Du set off, He Rui sent a telegram to Yuan Shikai. *"...This subordinate has meager talent and shallow learning, and should not have taken charge of Fengtian. It is just that Lord Zhang is about to retire and return home; this subordinate has to reluctantly accept the difficult task of temporarily acting in the post of Fengtian Governor, stabilizing the Fengtian situation, and waiting for instructions from the central government..."*

Yuan Shikai put down the telegram and laughed instead of getting angry. However, the guards around him didn't dare to breathe loudly, just standing with hands down in attendance. Because when Yuan Shikai laughed like this, it wasn't because he was happy.

But this time, Yuan Shikai couldn't be said to be happy or unhappy. At this moment, Yuan Shikai only felt desolation in his heart; the smile was mostly self-mockery.

The world had really changed. Just yesterday, Feng Guozhang, one of the Dragon, Tiger, and Dog of Beiyang, actually sent a telegram asking Yuan Shikai to restore the Republic.

Feng Guozhang being called "Dog" wasn't someone cursing him, but referred to Feng Guozhang being loyal to Yuan Shikai. Now that Beiyang's loyal dog Feng Guozhang did this, what did it matter if a He Rui dared to ignore the Beiyang central government's order and take over the position of Liaoning Governor without authorization?

However, Yuan Shikai didn't let himself indulge in grief and indignation. He had seen too many storms and waves over so many years. Zhang Xiluan handing over the position to a fledgling youth amidst chaos—such magnanimity actually roused Yuan Shikai's spirit. Zhang Xiluan dared to be like this at 73; Yuan Shikai was 16 years younger than Zhang Xiluan!

Mentioning nothing more about affairs outside the pass, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Send a telegram to Feng Guozhang. Cai E and his ilk are capricious people. They swore allegiance pretentiously in the capital, then started a rebellion upon returning to Yunnan. Such villains are not to be feared. As long as the officers and soldiers on the front line fight hard, the destruction of Cai E and his ilk is right before our eyes! Specifically confer Feng Yuxiang as Baron of the Third Class; specifically grant Zhao Xiling the hereditary rank of Commandant of Light Chariots of the First Class; specifically grant Meng Zhenyuan the hereditary rank of Commandant of Light Chariots of the Third Class."

Yang Du beside him hesitated to speak. Promoting Feng Guozhang's subordinates was just to give Feng Guozhang confidence to keep fighting. But historically, granting titles and promotions at this time was often of no avail. This First Year of Hongxian, I'm afraid, really couldn't be passed.
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March 25. In the waiting room of Fengtian Train Station, Zhang Xiluan bowed with clasped hands to the prominent figures from outside the pass who had come to see him off. He said frankly, "This old man has entrusted the heavy burden of the area outside the pass to Brother He Rui. Leaving at this time, although there is sadness in my heart, there are no regrets. In the future, affairs outside the pass will depend on everyone dealing with them together with Brother He Rui. I hope everyone will keep the people outside the pass in mind and fulfill their duties. Gentlemen, farewell."

The prominent figures of Fengtian hurriedly bade farewell to Zhang Xiluan, then escorted him to the platform and onto the train.

The captain of the guard escorting Zhang Xiluan back to the capital said to He Rui, "The Marshal invites Governor He onto the train for a chat."

There were four carriages on this train; He Rui had booked two for Zhang Xiluan. He Rui followed the guard captain onto the train and arrived at Zhang Xiluan's carriage. While letting He Rui sit down, Zhang Xiluan sighed, "Brother He, just as you predicted, Yuan Xiangcheng [Yuan Shikai] fell after only 82 days as a nominal emperor."

He Rui nodded and couldn't help sighing slightly.

"Oh? Having predicted the trend of such a major event, is Brother He actually unhappy? Young man, that's unexpected."

He Rui sighed. "Alas... Lord Zhang, regarding the proclamation of the Emperor, Yuan Gong was indeed wrong; one must bear the consequences of one's actions. It's just that no matter what others say, this subordinate believes Yuan Gong proclaimed himself Emperor not for his own wealth and glory, but to realize the ambition in his heart. Seeing such a result, this subordinate really doesn't find anything funny about it."

In his decades of military service and officialdom, Zhang Xiluan had seen many figures skilled in worldly wisdom, but those people couldn't say what He Rui said now, nor could they do what He Rui was doing now.

Seeing He Rui genuinely lamenting Yuan Shikai's situation, Zhang Xiluan was also somewhat moved. But he heard He Rui continue, "Lord Zhang, the area inside the pass is turbulent right now. Why not wait until the storm calms down before considering returning inside the pass?"

At this time, Zhang Xiluan had let go of everything outside the pass. Although he was very reluctant to part, he also felt some relief of liberation. Hearing He Rui's suggestion, he sighed, "Brother He, no one in Yuan Xiangcheng's family has lived past 57 for four generations. This old man is Yuan Xiangcheng's sworn brother. He has suffered such a setback; I am returning to the capital at this time precisely to see Yuan Xiangcheng one last time, to fulfill the brotherhood."

"Lord Zhang truly values friendship deeply," He Rui sighed.

Zhang Xiluan waved his hand and called over a person—a youth in a student suit, in his early twenties. Seeing He Rui, the youth greeted, "Hello, Governor He."

He Rui hadn't seen this person before. After returning the greeting, he looked at Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan said, "Brother He. This old man has worked for the country all his life, traveling extensively, neglecting discipline at home. My sons are all disappointing. Only this grandson of mine, Zhang Tingfang, is now studying at the Imperial University of Peking [Peking University] and can be considered to have truly settled down to study. He is graduating this year; my son sent him here this time to escort this old man back to the capital."

He Rui nodded and asked what major Zhang Tingfang was studying. Learning that Zhang Tingfang studied mathematics, he smiled at Zhang Xiluan. "Lord Zhang, this subordinate has set up an Investment Promotion Office, which is short of talent. Mathematics is a major with great potential in business. Why not let this nephew stay outside the pass and lend this subordinate a hand?"

"What use is mathematics to business?" Zhang Xiluan was puzzled.

"The details inside are very complicated; I'm afraid it would take days and nights to explain. Generally speaking, *preparedness ensures success, and lack of it ensures failure*. Mathematics is ignoring all delusions and calculating purely from reality. It is extremely useful learning. Lord Zhang, this subordinate is urgently short of talent right now; I ask Lord Zhang to leave this nephew here."

Zhang Tingfang's eyes brightened, and he looked expectantly at his grandfather Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan was silent for a while before saying to his grandson Zhang Tingfang, "The Fengtian Governor is Governor He. If you think Governor He is my subordinate, then return to the capital with this old man."

"Grandfather, naturally I understand this," Zhang Tingfang answered decisively.

Zhang Xiluan turned to He Rui. "Brother He, I don't ask for Tingfang to make a meteoric rise. As long as he can learn ten percent of Brother He's broadmindedness and insight, his life will not be in vain."

He Rui responded, "Please rest assured, Lord Zhang. I see this nephew has a pure nature; he is a young man of great promise."

Zhang Xiluan stood up and laughed. "Brother He, since that's the case, this old man has no more concerns. Let us part here."

"Lord Zhang, this subordinate takes his leave. I wish Lord Zhang a smooth journey." After speaking, He Rui gave a military salute to Zhang Xiluan, then took his leave of Zhang Tingfang and stood up.

Watching He Rui's unhesitating steps, Zhang Xiluan sighed in his heart; He Rui was indeed an honorable person. When He Rui reached the end of the carriage and was about to get off, Zhang Xiluan asked the guard escorting him to the capital to call He Rui back.

At this time, He Rui had already gone down two steps, only to be called back by the guard. Zhang Xiluan waited for He Rui to walk in front of him, stood up, held He Rui's hand, and sighed softly, "Brother He, this old man has one more thing; I almost forgot. I left an item in the station reception room. This item is useless to this old man now. If Brother He isn't busy, why not go take a look?"

***

Amidst the whistle, the train started slowly. Everyone watched Zhang Xiluan's train start with complex expressions. When the train went far, everyone's eyes fell on He Rui.

He Rui didn't say much and went straight to the reception room Zhang Xiluan mentioned. This was where Zhang Xiluan had rested not long ago. The two guards at the door hadn't left. Seeing He Rui, the two solemnly made way. He Rui entered the door, searched slightly, and saw a small package in the corner Zhang Xiluan mentioned.

Carrying the package out of the reception room, He Rui opened the package in front of everyone. Inside were impressively the seal of the Jilin Governor, as well as Zhang Xiluan's General Zhen'an seal and rank insignia.

A low sigh came from the crowd. For these past days, the official documents issued by He Rui had used He Rui's Siping Governor seal. Quite a few people had inquired in various ways and received news that He Rui hadn't obtained the seals of the Jilin Governor and General Zhen'an. This made many people feel they might still have a chance.

Seeing now that Zhang Xiluan had indeed given all these to He Rui, they inevitably felt great disappointment in their hearts.

He Rui smiled slightly, raised the seals, and said loudly to everyone, "Gentlemen, Lord Zhang entrusted the area outside the pass to me; I will definitely not let Lord Zhang down. From now on, He will cooperate fully with everyone to govern the region to ensure national prosperity and peace for the people."

He Rui's subordinates had long been prepared and shouted loudly, "We will follow Marshal He!"

Seeing this situation, some people agreed reluctantly. Others remained silent, just listening to the others shouting slogans of loyalty silently. They only clapped a few times reluctantly when everyone applauded.

On the contrary, Zhang Tingfang, although his voice wasn't loud and his expression was a bit awkward, shouted the slogan "We will follow Marshal He" and clapped quite seriously.

The train Zhang Xiluan took traveled all the way and returned to the capital in three days. The next day, Yuan Shikai received Zhang Xiluan's visiting card. After thinking for a moment, Yuan Shikai ordered, "Send a car to pick up Lord Zhang."

In less than an hour, Zhang Xiluan, dressed in casual clothes, appeared in front of Yuan Shikai's main hall with his wife and son. Yuan Shikai invited his wife out to entertain Zhang Xiluan's family. After exchanging a few pleasantries himself, he led Zhang Xiluan into the secret room behind.

Once the door closed, Yuan Shikai laughed. "Is Brother here to laugh at my misfortune?"
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Yuan Shikai asked if Zhang Xiluan had come to laugh at his misfortune. If he had heard this before, Zhang Xiluan would probably have been very unhappy, along with a little uneasiness. However, at this moment, Zhang Xiluan not only didn't feel Yuan Shikai was being hypocritical, but actually felt a trace of sympathy.

Feng Guozhang was considered the "loyal dog of Beiyang" and Yuan Shikai's confidant. Feng Guozhang himself didn't agree with Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor, but initially said nothing, merely claiming illness and staying home. When Cai E raised troops against Yuan, Feng Guozhang, seeing the rise of the anti-Yuan movement across the country, stopped feigning illness. He telegraphed Yuan Shikai on March 9th to cancel his leave and resume duty, and from then on emboldened himself to publicly oppose the monarchy.

What this so-called loyal dog did made even Zhang Xiluan feel it was unjustifiable.

On March 19, when Zhu Jiabao, the Civil Governor of Zhili, presented the "Secret Telegram of Five Generals" to Yuan Shikai for perusal, the content of this secret telegram, led by Feng Guozhang and jointly signed by Shandong General Jin Yunpeng, Jiangxi General Li Chun, Zhejiang General Zhu Rui, and Hunan General Tang Xiangming, was a unanimous demand that Yuan Shikai must "cancel the monarchy quickly to calm the people's hearts." This secret telegram also became the famous "Secret Telegram of Five Generals" in the history of the Republic of China.

When Yuan saw the telegram, he almost fainted from anger. The monarchists were also speechless upon seeing this telegram.

No wonder when Yuan Shikai saw Zhang Xiluan coming, he said, "Is Brother here to laugh at my misfortune?"

Tea was served. Zhang Xiluan didn't answer immediately but took a slow sip, taking the opportunity to size up Yuan Shikai. Yuan Shikai was obviously fatter, his complexion yellowish, looking somewhat edematous. He had neither the leanness expected of a 57-year-old nor the robust physique of his youth. Zhang Xiluan knew Yuan Shikai's body was really collapsing rapidly under heavy pressure.

Originally, when Zhang Xiluan recalled his grievances and gratitudes with Yuan Shikai over the decades, he inevitably felt some indignation in his heart. But knowing that Yuan Shikai probably didn't have long to live, these emotions suddenly vanished without a trace, and a feeling of nostalgia welled up.

"Brother Xiangcheng, twenty years ago you were the Resident in Korea. During the First Sino-Japanese War, you fought side by side with this brother outside the pass. This brother still remembers that Brother Xiangcheng often couldn't help frowning. Whenever you had free time, you would read. The past events seem like yesterday."

Yuan Shikai was stunned. His time as Resident in Korea was a period of his life that was quite praised by others. Even now, being mentioned, his mood improved slightly. Seeing Zhang Xiluan looked composed and he couldn't tell what he was after, Yuan Shikai asked, "Brother, I heard you handed over the area outside the pass to a young man like He Rui. He Rui is young and his character is unsettled; how could Brother be so hasty?"

Zhang Xiluan didn't speak but took out two letters. Yuan Shikai opened them and scanned them; it turned out to be the "IOU" He Rui wrote to Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan explained a little, and Yuan Shikai was stunned for a moment.

Zhang Xiluan took back the IOU and smiled. "Although He Rui is full of vigor, his actions are very tactful and well-rounded; he can be entrusted with great responsibilities."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai's thoughts surged. Finally, he forced himself to ask, "I wonder who Brother thinks can be entrusted within Beiyang?"

Zhang Xiluan sighed slightly. In the upper echelons of Beiyang, below Yuan Shikai were the Dragon, Tiger, and Dog of Beiyang. At this time, Feng Guozhang had openly opposed Yuan Shikai. Although Wang Shizhen seemed to be helping with all his might, Zhang Xiluan felt he couldn't see through Wang Shizhen's mind and it was hard to judge.

Moreover, compared with He Rui, Wang Shizhen was far inferior in insight, which made Zhang Xiluan look down on him.

Before Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself Emperor, Duan Qirui had advised against it five times; he was refused three times and shut out twice. He advised Yuan Shikai against proclaiming himself Emperor, saying this matter concerned national security and the lives of the Yuan family and must not be done. At this time, Yuan Shikai had already appointed Duan Qirui as Secretary of State and Minister of the Army...

Seeing Yuan Shikai looked a bit dull, Zhang Xiluan couldn't bear it in his heart and answered reluctantly, "If I hadn't met He Rui, this brother would think Duan Zhiquan [Duan Qirui] could undertake this heavy responsibility. Now... Duan Qirui lacks sufficient virtue; I'm afraid he can't convince the public."

Hearing this, Yuan Shikai looked up at Zhang Xiluan, then lowered his head again.

Seeing Yuan Shikai actually utterly despondent, Zhang Xiluan couldn't stand it. Was this still the high-spirited Yuan Shikai of the past? Was this still the Yuan Xiangcheng who relied on the Beiyang New Army to force the Qing court to abdicate and defeated the Revolutionary Party that once controlled half of the south?

Although this sworn brother in front of him was 17 years younger than him, that despair made Zhang Xiluan unable to bear looking. Having reached their current status, Yuan Shikai and Zhang Xiluan only sought a reputation after death. His sworn brother's legacy was already completely ruined.

Zhang Xiluan picked up Yuan Shikai's tea cup and handed it to him. "Brother, it's time to raise the tea."

Yuan Shikai's body trembled slightly, and he asked in surprise, "Brother is leaving so soon?"

As soon as the words left his mouth, Yuan Shikai realized he had lost his dignity. He held the tea cup and said as calmly as possible, "Please have tea." [^1]

Zhang Xiluan stood up and replied, "Thanks for the tea. Farewell."

Leaving the Presidential Palace, Zhang Xiluan looked back at the sparse military personnel entering and exiting the President's gate. In the strong wind of Beijing's spring, the flag of the Republic was lifted by the gale, fluttering irregularly.

Zhang Xiluan let out a long sigh. Zhang Xiluan's wife asked in confusion, "Why is Master so sad?"

Zhang Xiluan smiled bitterly. "I have been inferior to Yuan Xiangcheng all my life; I didn't expect to beat him once in old age."

Madam Zhang blinked in confusion, not understanding whether Zhang Xiluan's words meant he was happy or unhappy.

After prominent figures stepped down, they would basically go to be wealthy recluses. This was long past the era of returning to one's hometown; Shanghai and Tianjin, the two most modern big cities in China, were where prominent figures went.

Zhang Xiluan was the same. He bought a house in Tianjin and moved his whole family there. By May, Zhang Xiluan received a telegram; Duan Qirui invited Zhang Xiluan to Beijing. Zhang Xiluan thought for a moment and ordered a reply: "Body weak, unable to travel."

Three days later, Duan Qirui actually appeared outside Zhang Xiluan's door personally. Since seeing Yuan Shikai last time, Zhang Xiluan felt his state of mind had changed a lot. Although this little brother Duan Qirui hadn't persecuted Yuan Shikai excessively like Feng Guozhang, in Zhang Xiluan's eyes, Duan Qirui and Feng Guozhang were birds of a feather.

After chatting with Zhang Xiluan for just a few sentences, Duan Qirui clearly felt Zhang Xiluan's attitude. The current Premier of the Beiyang government smiled bitterly. "I wonder why Lord Zhang handed the area outside the pass to He Rui?"

Zhang Xiluan deliberately showed a surprised look. "Brother Duan, He Rui was sent to my command by you. This brother always thought this was Brother Duan's intention."

Seeing Duan Qirui stumped by these words, Zhang Xiluan felt a sense of relief in his heart.

Recently, some old friends visited Zhang Xiluan. Talking about the latest changes, they all wrung their hands. On April 1st and 16th, telegrams were publicly sent to the Beijing government, advising Yuan Shikai to abdicate early. Warlords in various provinces followed suit, sending telegrams successively advising Yuan Shikai to abdicate quickly. Yuan Shikai had to send his confidant Ruan Zhongshu south to plead with Feng Guozhang for leniency.

A dignified Great President reduced to such a state was truly worse than death.

Even a figure like Yuan Shikai ended up like this after making the wrong choice; He Rui was even more so. Zhang Xiluan indeed didn't want to end up with a reputation for not knowing people.

Since Duan Qirui was forced to come see Zhang Xiluan because of He Rui, needless to say, He Rui must have done the right thing. It was just that Zhang Xiluan didn't know what He Rui had done right.

At this time in Fengtian, He Rui ordered Xu Chengfeng, "Chengfeng, you lead two regiments to go outside Shanhai Pass, join forces with Silang, and conduct a grand exercise with four regiments."

"Governor, this..." Xu Chengfeng stopped, thought for a moment, and continued to ask, "Our equipment is not enough yet."

He Rui smiled slightly. "This is not a military battle, but a political battle. Since Minister of War Duan refuses to give us a reply, we can only trouble Minister Duan again."

Xu Chengfeng advised, "Governor, why not let Cheng Ruofan bring a regiment back to Fengtian first? I'll go for the exercise after he returns."

"No need. As long as you perform the exercise well, Fengtian will be safe and sound. The reason the Governors of Jilin and Heilongjiang are somewhat unhappy right now is not because we don't have enough troops, but because they have ideas since no order has come from the capital yet. It's time to urge Minister Duan."

Seeing He Rui didn't care at all, Xu Chengfeng also understood He Rui's meaning and answered immediately, "Yes. I will set off immediately!"

***

[^1]: "Please tea" (请茶) or "Serve tea" (端茶) is a traditional Chinese custom. When the host lifts the tea cup to signal the guest to drink, it is often a polite signal that the meeting is over and the guest should leave (端茶送客 - lifting the tea cup to see off the guest).
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"Papers! Papers! *Ta Kung Pao*, *Shen Bao*, we have them all! One copper coin a copy, one copper coin a copy!"

Early in the morning, the crisp voices of newspaper boys began to ring out on the streets of Tianjin. Not only did they shout along the streets, but on streets where big families like Zhang Xiluan lived, the newspaper boys delivered newspapers door to door. Hearing the newspaper boys' shouts, servants would open the door, wait for the boy to run up, hand over the prepared copper coins, and buy the newspapers the master wanted to read.

After finishing breakfast and watching the servants take his little grandson to school, Zhang Xiluan walked slowly to the study. He sat leisurely behind the desk and picked up the May 14th *Ta Kung Pao*. Seeing the second page, Zhang Xiluan's spirits rose. He laid the newspaper flat on the desk, his finger tracing line by line over the news *Governor He Rui Holds Exercises at Shanhai Pass*, his eyes quickly scanning the content following his finger.

After finishing reading, Zhang Xiluan chuckled. He shouted outside, "Call the Third One here."

Zhang Xiluan's third son soon walked into the room with a servant and bowed to Zhang Xiluan. "Father called me over; what are your instructions?"

"Go back and prepare," Zhang Xiluan ordered with a straight face. "But I'll say it again: if you think being an official means throwing your weight around, or acting recklessly after having a backer, then don't go!"

Although Zhang Xiluan's third son couldn't suppress the smile on his face, he still tried his best to answer seriously, "Father, this son will definitely be law-abiding and work hard."

Zhang Xiluan wanted to exhort him further, but felt he lacked the energy, so he simply didn't say anything and just ordered his third son to prepare.

When Zhang Xiluan was the only one left in the study of the new residence, he read the news about He Rui conducting military exercises several times. Each time he read it, the smile on his face increased a bit.

In the familiar flower hall of the Minister of War's Office, where he hadn't been for half a year, Duan Qirui was also reading the newspaper. Each time he read it, his face looked uglier. Even in the current chaotic situation, changing the Fengtian Governor was a major event. The Ministry of War naturally couldn't pretend not to see it for nearly two months. He Rui naturally wanted recognition from the Beiyang central government. The Beiyang central government knew this well, so the Ministry of War's view was to "stall for time."

Stalling had many benefits, but only for the Beiyang central government. He Rui was clearly demonstrating to the Beiyang central government for his own status. Moreover, *Ta Kung Pao* interviewed He Rui twice, obviously leaning towards him. By getting this matter into the newspaper this time, He Rui intended to bring this conflict into the open.

Putting down the newspaper, Duan Qirui understood how the situation would develop next. The exercise making the newspaper was by no means He Rui's last resort; this was just the beginning. If Duan Qirui couldn't reply immediately, things would develop in a direction unfavorable to him.

But having been in a high position for so many years, Duan Qirui was really unwilling to be manipulated by a young brat. He raised his hand several times to pick up the official document paper, but put it down again.

In the afternoon, an aide hurried over to request a meeting. Duan Qirui dealt with the official business at hand and didn't call the next person in. The aide then hurriedly said, "Minister, I heard Chief Feng [Feng Guozhang] is sending people out of the pass to see He Rui."

Duan Qirui pursed his lips slightly, revealing a trace of murderous intent in his capable appearance. On May 18, Feng Guozhang gathered representatives from provinces that had not declared independence to hold a meeting in Nanjing. Feng Guozhang intended to force Yuan Shikai to step down through the Nanjing Conference and replace him.

Due to the changes outside the pass, Feng Guozhang hadn't found a governor to support him there for a while. But He Rui conducting military exercises at Shanhai Pass made Feng Guozhang see an opportunity.

*He Rui! You've got guts!*

Without saying anything, Duan Qirui picked up the official document paper and wrote swiftly. The document was sent to the telegraph room, ignoring Duan Qirui's urgent mood, and was transmitted from one telegraph station to another at the speed of the telegraph operator's hand. It traveled from the capital to Fengtian in one day.

At this time in Fengtian, He Rui was coming out of the Fengtian Arsenal with the French merchant Magloire. The scale of the Fengtian Arsenal seemed pitifully small to He Rui. Just stepping out of the workshop door, the roar of machinery could no longer be heard. Magloire sat in the car, shaking his head and sighing with a slightly exaggerated tone, "Your Excellency Governor, the arsenal's equipment is really too backward. I can't believe this place can produce qualified rifles."

This Magloire had some connections within the French government. According to British merchants, this French merchant, less than thirty years old, had slept his way into favor with the fifty-something wife of a French cabinet minister; this lady was Magloire's middle school teacher. Relying on this connection, Magloire could get French government orders at a young age.

He Rui didn't care about such scandalous matters at all, and the credibility of rumors was always low. From another angle, maybe Magloire was that lady's illegitimate son.

So He Rui smiled in a businesslike manner. "In that case, what suggestions does dear Mr. Magloire have?"

Magloire answered confidently, "I can provide a batch of used equipment that can greatly improve the efficiency of the arsenal."

He Rui continued to ask, "Is it steam-driven or electric-driven?"

Magloire's eyes lit up. "Has the Governor talked with Dr. Zhao?"

He Rui smiled without answering, very satisfied in his heart. At the previous investment attraction meeting, He Rui's proposal to "catch up with the technology of the Second Industrial Revolution" was passed unanimously. Under the same conditions, resolutely introduce electrified equipment. If there is no electrified equipment, try to introduce complete sets of steam-powered equipment. From Magloire's words, it could be heard that Zhao Tianlin had implemented the spirit of the meeting.

As for the details, He Rui didn't intervene; the comrades had to negotiate themselves.

Magloire waited for a good while. Seeing He Rui remain silent on the negotiation details, he said somewhat disappointedly, "Your Excellency Governor. I have a friend who has very good connections in Russia. He is on his way to Fengtian. I wonder if Your Excellency is interested in meeting him?"

"It is a pleasure to have friends coming from afar. Of course, I welcome friends," He Rui laughed.

At this time, the car arrived at the Governor's Office. He Rui said to the driver, "Take Mr. Magloire to his residence." Then he got out of the car.

Just entering the Governor's Office, Tang Gui came up to welcome him with a telegram. This young man was overly excited, and the Tianjin accent in his voice was heavier. "It's here! Governor! It's here!"

He Rui took the telegram and looked at it. Duan Qirui's tone in the telegram was very severe, accusing He Rui of ignoring the busy schedule of the central government at this time and repeatedly disturbing them with such trivial matters as his own position; he truly didn't understand the big picture.

"Record. This subordinate has fulfilled his duties and worked day and night, stabilizing the situation outside the pass. Precisely because the situation inside the pass is turbulent, I request Secretary of State Duan to decide on the appointments outside the pass as soon as possible to set the record straight. Making the country reunite around the central government as soon as possible. Therefore, I ask Minister Duan to issue an order as soon as possible; this subordinate waits anxiously."

Tang Gui had finished recording here. When He Rui finished reading the message and asked Tang Gui to send it out, Tang Gui asked, "Marshal, what is the purpose of writing like this? I think the Marshal's tone is very impolite."

"Hehe. Those who think this message is impolite are those who think Minister Duan is my superior. Minister Duan will understand the implication."

Tang Gui was stunned hearing this. He Rui patted Tang Gui's shoulder. "Once Minister Duan replies to the telegram, we can act freely. So don't take this little trick to heart at all. Comrade Tang Gui, the effect of the land reform work you are engaged in now is by no means inferior to that of any central Secretary of State."

Tang Gui was both happy and excited, and hurriedly replied, "I'll go send the telegram draft now."

"By the way. After sending the telegram, send a copy of Minister Duan's telegram to your fellow townsman," He Rui laughed.

Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan was from Tianjin. After reading Duan Qirui's telegram, his eyes darted around, and he laughed in Tianjin dialect, "Brother Tang, are you married?"

Tang Gui smiled without answering. Seeing he couldn't get any information out of him, Meng Enyuan changed the subject. "Brother Tang, how long have you been with Governor He?"

"One year."

"Becoming Governor He's confidant in one year; Brother, you are impressive."

Tang Gui didn't want to be questioned further, so he replied, "Governor Meng, I came here this time under orders to deliver the telegram to the Governor. Since it has been delivered, I will take my leave."

Seeing Tang Gui was impervious, Meng Enyuan's expression turned sour. However, he forced a smile. "Since Minister Duan said so, presumably the appointment order will arrive in a few days. Brother Tang, congratulate Governor He for me first."

Tang Gui responded with a smile and left decisively. When he went out, Tang Gui felt that these governors' understanding of Beiyang indeed greatly exceeded his own. Meng Enyuan understood Duan Qirui's mind with just one look, while he himself was influenced by the tone in the telegram, thinking Duan Qirui was going to get angry.

Going out the door, he saw people coming and going on the street, very lively. Tang Gui didn't like those intrigues to begin with, and at this time he was even less willing to think about it. The area outside the pass was so vast; with the efforts of two thousand cadres for nearly two months, the area where land reform was completed was less than one-sixth of the area outside the pass. Whether comprehensive land reform could be completed this year depended on the speed of training cadres and organizing education in the countryside next. Where was the energy to care about this trivial nonsense?

Striding forward, Tang Gui walked quickly into the bustling crowd, seizing the time to handle the next task.
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In the conference room of the Governor's Office, He Rui, dressed in military uniform, spoke to the Party, government, and military cadres who had rushed back to Fengtian from various places.

"Establishing and perfecting the Party, government, and military systems, launching land reform, and developing the economy—these are our current key tasks. There will be no more Warlord system outside the pass; instead, there will be a system where the Party leads the government and the Party leads the army. The system of old China is completely terminated outside the pass; we will begin a new era of Industrial China!"

There were nearly a hundred Party, government, and military cadres in the audience. Hearing this epoch-making declaration, Zhao Tianlin began to applaud almost simultaneously with Xu Chengfeng. Both had strong enthusiasm on their faces. Zhao Tianlin, a J.D. from the United States, hadn't expected He Rui to start a brand-new political system in China just one year after returning. Xu Chengfeng's heart was boiling with the expectation of displaying his skills fully.

With someone taking the lead, other leading cadres applauded along. As one of them, Tang Gui was equally excited, but he also felt some shame at this moment. Three days ago, when Tang Gui went to Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan to deliver the telegram copy, he hadn't realized that what he delivered was an ultimatum to Meng Enyuan.

Tang Gui was 20 years old this year and came from the lower class. He increasingly found that he didn't understand the minds of the upper class at all. Looking back now, Meng Enyuan was 61 years old. Why would a warlord of the old era, old enough to be Tang Gui's grandfather, try to get close to Tang Gui like a neighborly uncle? Naturally, it was because Meng Enyuan already understood what had happened: He Rui completely controlled the power outside the pass, and the Beiyang central government was helpless against He Rui.

He Rui was born in 1890 and was 26 years old this year, 35 years younger than Meng Enyuan. Tang Gui realized that the gap between him and He Rui was by no means 6 years, but 30 years.

If he studied hard, how long would it take to reach He Rui's level? Tang Gui had no confidence in this.

With things on his mind, it was hard to concentrate. By the time Tang Gui forced himself to shake off the feeling of shame, He Rui's speech had reached the end.

"...The Party must be responsible for the organizational structure, selecting Party members, educating Party members, vetting Party members, and promoting the Party's philosophy. The government's work is to push forward land reform, develop education, and revitalize industry. Make the area outside the pass quickly change from an agricultural region to an industrial region. As for the troops, they must create a peaceful environment for national development. This is our work starting from now. The progress of the work is by no means 'play it by ear,' but must be completed by formulating and realizing a Five-Year Plan."

Hearing He Rui mention specific work, Tang Gui's attention focused immediately. Ever since following He Rui to carry out land reform, Tang Gui felt he had found what he wanted to do—distributing land to the poor masses. Seeing the joy and hope on the villagers' faces, Tang Gui felt incredibly satisfied.

The meeting lasted for two days. Tang Gui was assigned by the Party Committee to the Jilin Provincial Committee. Wu Youping and others were also in Jilin with him. Everyone didn't stay; they set off directly after being assigned tasks. Neither He Rui, who presided over the meeting, nor the leading cadres attending the meeting discussed Duan Qirui's telegram appointing He Rui as Liaoning Governor. The value of this matter stopped at the telegram itself; the moment the telegram was sent, Duan Qirui's significance became negligible.

At the station, Tang Gui saw Chen Deli and hurriedly went up to greet him. Both were land reform cadres who received attention during the Siping land reform and communicated a lot during work. Tang Gui asked, "Deli, tell me more about your method of dealing with the Japanese South Manchuria Railway Company."

Chen Deli thought for a moment and laughed. "The Governor asked me to write about how to deal with Russian companies after arriving in Heilongjiang. I'll write it all for the Party Committee then."

"Do you have anything written now?" Tang Gui was a bit impatient.

The two chatted concisely. Because of the war, the Qing government signed humiliating treaties after defeat, and the railways outside the pass were basically controlled by Russia and Japan. The current railway lines were roughly T-shaped. The east-west Chinese Eastern Railway was under Russian control, and the north-south railway was under Japanese control.

The two countries established chambers of commerce, schools, and hospitals in the railway zones carved out on both sides of the railway, infiltrating deeper and deeper outside the pass. This affected the Civilization Party's control outside the pass, such as grain procurement and commodity circulation.

Chen Deli had made many attempts regarding this during the land reform, and the results were quite good. Tang Gui felt he was weaker in this aspect, but previously he had partnered with Chen Deli in Siping. Now that they were suddenly separating, he could only hurriedly ask for advice at the last minute.

But the train wouldn't wait. The two chatted for less than twenty minutes before the train whistle sounded. Chen Deli smiled and extended his hand to Tang Gui. "Write often; I look forward to hearing your good news."

Tang Gui grasped the hand of his fellow Tianjin townsman who had come outside the pass with him. "Don't worry, I definitely won't be worse than you."

While the two were bidding farewell, another Tianjin townsman, Mo Yang, was interviewing another Tianjin townsman, Meng Enyuan. At this time, Mo Yang had already resigned from *Ta Kung Pao* and gone to Fengtian to participate in the founding of *Northeast Daily*.

As an interview not long after the newspaper's founding, Mo Yang attached great importance to this interview. Jilin Governor Meng Enyuan resigning from the governorship was considered a major event newsworthy outside the pass.

Old man Meng Enyuan looked no different from an amiable uncle from Tianjin. When Mo Yang asked what he would do after resigning as Jilin Governor, Meng Enyuan sighed, "When I was young, my family was poor, and I worked as a waiter in a restaurant. Once I bought a sesame flatbread. While eating, a sesame seed fell into a crack in the table. I wanted to pick it out to eat but felt embarrassed. Just then, the storyteller in the restaurant reached a good part, and everyone cheered. I followed suit and slapped the table hard, bouncing the sesame seed out of the crack, and quickly picked it up with my finger and put it in my mouth. It tasted so good."

Mo Yang hadn't expected this old man Meng Enyuan not only to be able to lower his status but also to have the unique humor of Tianjin people; he couldn't help smiling.

After speaking, Meng Enyuan sighed deeply. "Arriving outside the pass and seeing the people living bitter lives, I thought about doing something for the folks outside the pass. It just so happened that Marshal He graciously invited me to be the Director of the Agriculture Department, so I reluctantly accepted it. If I can really accomplish something, it will also be a merit."

"Oh? Governor Meng, do you have any plans as Director of the Agriculture Department?" Mo Yang pressed with a smile.

"Hehe, it's not good to say this first. If I can't do it, wouldn't I cause Marshal He to lose face? But the Agriculture Department indeed has many things to do. President Mo can wait and see whether I, this Director of the Agriculture Department, am qualified or not."

Hearing Meng Enyuan respond quite calmly, Mo Yang also felt some admiration in his heart.

After interviewing Meng Enyuan, Mo Yang went on to interview Heilongjiang Governor Zhu Qinglan. Compared to Meng Enyuan, who had a pointed face, Zhu Qinglan had a square face and looked quite solemn. Unlike Meng Enyuan, Zhu Qinglan looked somewhat depressed. Not long into the interview, Zhu Qinglan said, "I thank Governor He for his gracious invitation to appoint me as Director of the Water Conservancy Department, but I have spent my life in the military and truly cannot do it. I have already asked Governor He several times to find someone more capable. Fortunately, Governor He agreed. I will leave for the capital in a few days."

Since some people could be interviewed in the newspaper, naturally some remained obscure. The Siping Statistics Section had been upgraded to the Northeast Statistics Bureau. After submitting the data summary of rural grassroots government cadres for the past two months, Bureau Chief Xu Jia took the opportunity to ask, "Chairman He, are we really not going to keep Division Commanders Xu Lanzhou and Feng Linge?"

"Everyone has their own ambitions," He Rui smiled. After speaking, seeing Bureau Chief Xu Jia's gaze was quite serious, He Rui replied, "What is the result of the Statistics Bureau's analysis?"

Xu Jia answered immediately, "Both will defect to Zhang Zuolin. Zhang Zuolin has always wanted to contend for the Liaoning Governorship. He has prestige inside the pass and knows many people; I'm afraid he won't let go easily. If they join forces, it might be a big trouble."

"I don't think so. There is a story: *three monks have no water to drink*..." He Rui looked at Xu Jia's confused expression and knew this story probably didn't exist in this era yet.

"Everyone says *when three people are of one heart, their sharpness can cut gold*. A team formed with pure profit rather than philosophy as the core has very questionable combat effectiveness. Sending Division Commanders Xu Lanzhou and Feng Linge to Zhang Zuolin makes it easier for us to control the situation. Enemies who huddle together for warmth are easier to locate. Xu Jia, take this as an experience. The so-called prominent figures are actually not as formidable as everyone thinks; they are just ordinary people too."

Xu Jia agreed very much. "We will treat this as a very good experience. Chairman, now that there are no regular troops hostile to us outside the pass, why still keep the industrial base in Siping instead of moving it to Fengtian?"

"Let me ask you a term: what is a 'Complex Industrial Center'?"

Xu Jia frowned slightly, thought for a moment, and answered, "I don't know."

"Siping has a relatively good social foundation and will be a small-scale complex industrial center. Other cities will first replicate Siping's model. Once Siping's complex industrial center develops to a certain level, we will start transferring. Let Siping continue to develop for now."

This answer was beyond Xu Jia's imagination, but Xu Jia unexpectedly didn't ask more. When it came to the unknown, Xu Jia preferred to see what it would look like first.
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Finally arriving at the Beijing Train Station, Xu Lanzhou and Feng Linge rushed straight to Zhang Zuolin's residence in the capital according to the address as soon as they got off the train. Arriving at the gate of the mansion, they happened to see Zhang Zuolin coming out neatly dressed.

Seeing the two, Zhang Zuolin was stunned, then hurriedly stepped forward to hold Feng Linge's hand. "Big Brother, you have suffered!"

Feng Linge was Zhang Zuolin's sworn elder brother, a relatively upright man and a tough guy. After being sidelined by Zhang Xiluan, stripped of military power by He Rui, and politely escorted out of the territory, he hadn't said much along the way. Seeing his brother's consolation now, his eyes finally turned red.

Xu Lanzhou didn't have a good relationship with Zhang Zuolin, but he had no other choice at this time. Seeing Zhang Zuolin was somewhat emotional, he hurriedly stepped forward and said, "Brother Zhang, we are waiting to follow you to fight back inside the pass!"

Zhang Zuolin sighed. "Alas, you two came just in time. Let's go mourn the Great President."

"What? The Great President has passed away?" Xu Lanzhou was bewildered by this news. Along the way, he and Feng Linge were worried about being assassinated by He Rui, so they dared not leave their sleeper cabins at all. They had no idea what had happened outside.

Zhang Zuolin nodded. "You two follow me to mourn. Show your faces in front of everyone, let the figures in the capital know you have arrived."

The mourning hall was not set up in the Presidential Palace residence. Seeing the beautiful building, Feng Linge and Xu Lanzhou were somewhat stunned. Presumably, mourning Yuan Shikai was not an easy task. Although Zhang Zuolin, Feng Linge, and Xu Lanzhou had all been Division Commanders and were considered figures of some standing, this was the capital. Among these three, only Zhang Zuolin counted as a figure here. A Major at the door didn't want to let the two unfamiliar faces, Feng Linge and Xu Lanzhou, in.

Just as the situation became awkward, the Major suddenly ran off to welcome a new mourner. Xu Lanzhou turned his head to look and felt a burst of anger rush to his head. He saw Zhang Xiluan, who had caused him to fall to this state today, arriving at the door.

Zhang Zuolin hurriedly stepped forward to greet him, "Minister Duan, you've come."

Hearing this address, Xu Lanzhou dared not act rashly immediately. He never expected that the person beside Zhang Xiluan was actually the current Secretary of State and Minister of War, Duan Qirui.

Zhang Xiluan saw Zhang Zuolin, Feng Linge, and Xu Lanzhou, but didn't greet them. He just said to Duan Qirui, "Brother Duan, I'll go in to mourn first."

Duan Qirui nodded. After Zhang Xiluan stepped inside, Zhang Zuolin hurriedly waved to Feng Linge and Xu Lanzhou, letting them come over. He then introduced the two to Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui looked them up and down, then said to the Major, "They are with me."

The Major saluted immediately. Duan Qirui led the three through the main gate. Zhang Zuolin whispered, "I wonder when Minister Duan will be free?"

"After the *First Seven Days* [first week of mourning]," Duan Qirui replied, continuing forward as he spoke. Xu Lanzhou wanted to follow, but was stopped by Zhang Zuolin. "Minister Duan is busy; let's not be a nuisance."

Indeed, Duan Qirui was very busy now. Arriving before Yuan Shikai's spirit tablet, he knelt and bowed. After rising, he offered incense. Outside the mourning hall, meeting Zhang Xiluan again who had finished paying his respects, Duan Qirui sighed, "When the Great President was critically ill, he refused to go to the hospital and refused to take medicine. Alas... if he had been willing to go to the hospital, I'm afraid it wouldn't be like this."

Zhang Xiluan didn't agree with Duan Qirui's statement; instead, he admired Yuan Shikai's unyielding nature in his heart. How could Yuan Shikai not know his own physical condition? Doing so was just to seek a quick death. Weren't the people who forced Yuan Shikai to such a state Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui? Now that Yuan Shikai could no longer mobilize Beiyang at all, if he lived a few more years, who knew how he would be humiliated by these Beiyang figures!

Unhappy in his heart, Zhang Xiluan asked, "Brother Duan, how come I heard that in the Great President's posthumous edict, Li Yuanhong is ranked first among the successors?"

Duan Qirui's expression was full of helplessness. Yuan Shikai was still the President of the Republic when he died. According to the system, the President determined the successor. So many superficial people thought Yuan Shikai would let his son succeed as President. But when the box containing the list of successors was opened, there were three successors inside: Li Yuanhong, Xu Shichang, and Duan Qirui.

This list showed that Yuan Shikai's political wisdom had not disappeared. If one assumed an extreme situation where Yuan Shikai published this successor list before proclaiming himself Emperor, and then clearly stated the reason for using the monarchy to obtain legitimacy, I'm afraid Cai E's reasons for rebellion would really have been fewer.

But these were all assumptions. With the situation as it was, everyone could only dance on the already determined stage. Just as he wanted to probe Zhang Xiluan's view on He Rui's stance, he saw Zhang Xiluan frowning. Following Zhang Xiluan's gaze, he saw a foreigner wearing a traditional long gown and mandarin jacket coming to pay respects. He heard Zhang Xiluan ask, "Brother Duan, who is that foreigner?"

Duan Qirui snorted coldly. "This person is called Morrison. He was the one who incited the Great President to proclaim himself Emperor."

"Oh?" Zhang Xiluan had been outside the pass for a long time and wasn't familiar with affairs inside the pass. He saw that Morrison didn't kneel and bow in the Chinese way, but bowed three times, then turned and left the mourning hall.

Duan Qirui snorted again and said, "This Morrison has a close relationship with He Rui. I wonder if you knew that, old brother?"

Zhang Xiluan shook his head. He Rui attracted investment outside the pass and did business with many foreigners. Morrison was just one of them in Zhang Xiluan's eyes.

Morrison wasn't unaware of Chinese mourning etiquette, but he was in low spirits and didn't want to follow local customs. The people coming to mourn were all prominent figures within Beiyang, but in Morrison's view, with Yuan Shikai dead, the most valuable Chinese prominent figure Morrison knew had exited the stage. Regardless of the future of the Beiyang prominent figures, they were not cards in Morrison's own hand.

Leaving the mourning hall, Morrison returned to his residence and changed into a suit. To express his proper attitude, the suit was black. His family had already prepared his luggage. Morrison went straight to the train station and boarded the train to Fengtian.

Lying on the sleeper, Morrison had thousands of thoughts in his mind. Would the next prominent figure really be He Rui? Morrison didn't dare to be sure.

But Morrison had to place a bet. If a political intermediary didn't establish a relationship with valuable people, he would be unable to perform, like a gambler without a copper coin in his pocket. Now the Beiyang figures were very wary of Morrison, and Morrison had no interest in establishing relationships with the Southern Revolutionaries. The only person left to choose was He Rui.

Two days passed in a flash. Morrison walked out of the Fengtian Train Station and was stunned for a moment. This was Fengtian, not Siping, but there was already the feeling that He Rui would bring.

That was the feeling of order.

Traffic police on the streets, vehicles moving on the right, street signs at intersections. Just one glance, and one could understand that there was a force here leading order and maintaining order. And this force never hid its existence.

The pressure suddenly lightened a lot, and Morrison's mood even relaxed to the point of being somewhat cheerful. Arriving at the shops outside the Fengtian Train Station, he saw a row of shops with open doors. Walking into one at random, he saw quite a few newspapers placed in a conspicuous place on the counter. Morrison asked, "Boss, are there any new newspapers?"

Seeing this foreigner speaking decent Chinese, although somewhat surprised, the boss answered, "The newest newspaper is the *Northeast Daily*."

Hearing the name, Morrison understood that He Rui had already established a firm foothold in Fengtian. He smiled. "Give me a copy."

Opening the newspaper handed over by the boss, he saw the headline wasn't the news of Yuan Shikai's death, but a news article with a photo: *Northeast Land Reform Advances Rapidly, the Day of Land to the Tiller Is Being Realized*.

In the photo, the people of the Northeast were measuring land. Everyone was busy, with looks of full concentration.
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When Morrison met He Rui again, his attention was momentarily captured by He Rui's new military uniform. It was a very, very European-style uniform, distinctly different from traditional Chinese attire.

Similarly, this uniform also had significant differences from the uniforms of European countries and even countries around the world. For example, regarding the peaked cap, which was basically the same style across countries, the one He Rui wore had considerable distinctions. The front upper part of this military cap was raised, creating an almost vertical line at the front. The cap badge on it was very striking.

The turned-down collar of the uniform exposed his Adam's apple, making He Rui's face look thinner and his neck longer. Since He Rui himself had a scholarly air, wearing this uniform made him look more like a university professor in military dress.

Not only He Rui, but other soldiers also gave off a similar feeling. Just this scholarly air filled with military style calmed Morrison's mood considerably.

After taking a seat, Morrison didn't beat around the bush. "Marshal He, I came this time to seek a position under the Marshal."

He Rui smiled, a smile that seemed quite sincere to Morrison. Sure enough, Morrison heard He Rui reply, "Our Investment Promotion Bureau lacks a Director right now. I wonder if Mr. Morrison is interested."

"Investment Promotion Bureau?" Morrison thought of the investment attraction activities He Rui had personally participated in and felt he understood somewhat. But he wasn't quite sure, so he asked, "What is the relationship between the Investment Promotion Bureau and the Ministry of Commerce?"

He Rui found an organizational chart of the Investment Promotion Bureau and handed it to Morrison. Morrison took it and looked at it. Looking up again, he saw He Rui smiling. "Keep reading; it doesn't affect my work."

So Morrison read the document while He Rui wrote documents. For a while, only the faint sound of paper friction against the pen tip and pages turning could be heard in the office.

Morrison didn't like the work of the Investment Promotion Bureau; it differed greatly from the traditional work content of a political intermediary. After reading the organizational plan, Morrison said, "Marshal He, perhaps there is a job more suitable for me."

He Rui looked up. "Mr. Morrison, I think this job suits you best. What is the most important work in the world right now? Is it for you to use your connections to make Britain consider the situation in China amidst its busy schedule? No, no, no. The most important work in the world right now is how to let the Allied Powers defeat the Central Powers. The manufacturing capacity outside the pass can play a big role in promoting this work. The Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau is not about letting merchants run outside the pass to invest, but making the area outside the pass an important product supply base for the Allied Powers."

"The Investment Promotion Bureau isn't for developing industry outside the pass?" Morrison was unwilling to believe He Rui's words, so his answer became blunt.

He Rui waved his hand. "As the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, understanding it this way is wrong. The industrial upgrading of the Northeast is a byproduct of the Allied Powers defeating the Central Powers; it is the Northeast industry contributing strength to the Allied Powers, not the other way around, the Northeast extracting strength from the Allied Powers. I hope that when Mr. Morrison writes to Minister Jordan, you must understand this logical relationship."

Looking at Morrison's surprised expression, He Rui answered seriously, "Mr. Morrison, please view this issue from a global perspective. China is part of the world, and China must make choices that conform to the general trend of the world. Or do we need to have a discussion on the current major trends of the world?"

Morrison thought for a moment and decided to test He Rui's magnanimity, so he asked, "Does Marshal He not look forward to strengthening the industrial strength outside the pass? The subordinates of Marshal He that I have met are all sincere patriots."

"Precisely because they are patriots, I chose them to be my comrades. But this does not mean the world will revolve around China. As I said before, China is only a part of the world; China has no ability to dominate the world situation, nor any reason to dominate the world situation. As I said before, providing strength for the victory of the Allied Powers is the direction of the world now, and also the direction we must devote ourselves to, rather than using the needs of the Allied Powers to strengthen ourselves. Do you think this is a cooperative attitude?"

"A cooperative attitude..." Only now did Morrison feel his thoughts clear, but he still dared not quite believe it. After thinking for a moment, he asked, "Marshal He, can I write the content of our conversation in the letter?"

"Of course, it must be written in," He Rui answered clearly.

Four days later, Morrison's letter was delivered to Sir John Jordan, the British Minister to China. Jordan picked up the letter, then put it down. He called the counselor in. "Take a look at this letter. If there is any news worth telling me, tell me."

The counselor took the letter. Seeing it was written by Morrison, he was somewhat surprised. Looking at the sender's address, he was even more surprised. "Your Excellency, why did Morrison run outside the pass?"

There was some sarcasm in Jordan's tone. "This fellow fully supported Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself Emperor and has lost influence in Beijing. Morrison liked He Rui very much before; now he should be running outside the pass to try his luck. If He Rui can gain greater power, Morrison can also return to the Beijing circle."

The counselor didn't continue to say anything. Jordan's view was already very clear; this letter was probably Morrison boasting for He Rui. Now that Yuan Shikai was dead, all factions of Beiyang were vying to become the supreme ruler of China, and obtaining British support was also a very important choice for them.

Opening the letter, the counselor began to read. Reading on, the counselor couldn't help but be surprised. After reading it all, the counselor thought about it and still delivered the letter to Minister Jordan.

Jordan trusted this counselor's ability very much. Since the counselor thought this letter had value, Jordan picked it up and read it.

After reading only a few paragraphs, Jordan couldn't help laughing. "This guy became the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau in He Rui's local government."

The counselor nodded but said nothing. This letter indeed moved the counselor somewhat. The war in Europe was fought more brutally. The Battle of Verdun, the Battle of Jutland—Germany fought brutal wars with Britain and France on land and sea.

Especially the Battle of Jutland. Although Germany failed to break the blockade of the British Grand Fleet, the German Navy displayed amazing combat effectiveness. Whether in tonnage of sunken ships or number of casualties, Britain's losses were more than double Germany's. What unsettled Britain even more was that Germany's capital ships were not heavily damaged; only one battlecruiser and one pre-dreadnought battleship were sunk. Britain, on the other hand, lost three battlecruisers and three armored cruisers.

The counselor's younger brother was a gunnery officer on one of the three sunken battlecruisers. It was heard that only 9 people on the ship were rescued, and the name of the counselor's brother did not appear on the list of 9.

Germany was not defeated; instead, it showed stronger power. This war not only showed no signs of ending but was heading in an increasingly brutal direction.

Relationships between nations are based on interest. This is just one of the most basic knowledge points in the British diplomatic circle. He Rui was able to clearly propose a cooperative attitude on this basis, which already placed him above the vast majority of the Beiyang high-level officials.

At least, He Rui told the British side very clearly: *I know you have needs, and I am willing to do my best to meet your needs. Do you want to cooperate?*

Jordan finished reading the letter and didn't evaluate the content of the letter. Instead, he asked, "Has that He Rui always advocated for China to join the Allied Powers as soon as possible?"

The counselor was stunned. He recalled carefully and found he actually knew little about He Rui. But this wasn't a problem. The counselor hurriedly took his leave temporarily and went to the archivist to seek He Rui's file. Soon, the counselor returned to Jordan with a file of only a little over one page. "Your Excellency, He Rui clearly stated in an exclusive interview last year that China should join the Allied Powers as soon as possible."
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He Rui's stance on joining the Allied Powers did not surprise Sir John Jordan, the British Minister to China. Given He Rui's background as a graduate of the Japanese Army War College, having such an international vision was a performance consistent with his education. In the end, Jordan only sighed, "If only those people in Beiyang could understand this."

The counselor nodded slightly. Thinking that just one letter could persuade the Minister to give He Rui some benefits would be underestimating these "China Hands."

However, the counselor still suggested, "Why don't you send a congratulatory telegram to He Rui, Minister?"

Jordan thought this was feasible. But on second thought, he replied, "Wait until He Rui sends us a telegram; we can congratulate him in passing when we reply."

The counselor smiled, feeling this was indeed a very clever way to handle it.

What Jordan didn't know was that the printing presses in London were printing the latest issue of *The Times*, which prominently featured an article titled "A New Supporter of the British Empire: He Rui, Chief Executive of Northeast China."

Morrison was nominally the Far East correspondent for *The Times*, submitting articles every month. This article naturally concerned Morrison's own interests, but it wasn't a fabrication by Morrison either. The content was indeed written based on Morrison's understanding of He Rui. Among Chinese political figures who explicitly and publicly supported the victory of the Allied Powers, He Rui was the first among local leaders, if not the very first. This kind of support and cooperation was exactly what Britain needed most right now.

With the influence of *The Times*, He Rui's name quickly gained the attention of Allied politicians interested in the Far East. The report clearly stated He Rui's resume, and soon, British politicians went to the Japanese Embassy and the Chinese Embassy to seek verification.

MP Churchill left the Chinese Embassy in the UK and went to the office of the British Secretary of State for War, Lloyd George. Lloyd George frowned slightly upon seeing Churchill. When this young MP was in office, he along with those shortsighted bastard MPs seized the battleships that should have been given to the Ottoman Empire, and then promised Russia rewards including Constantinople after the war, directly leading to the evil consequence of the Germans enticing the Ottoman Empire to join the Central Powers with two battlecruisers.

That was January 1915. Churchill was still the First Lord of the Admiralty. He looked down on the Ottoman Empire completely and forcefully pushed for the Dardanelles Campaign [Gallipoli], trying to force the Ottoman Empire out of the war. However, the Ottoman Empire, considered the "Sick Man of Europe," fought bravely under the leadership of Kemal, and the war result was the complete opposite of what Britain thought.

In the Battle of the Dardanelles, about 500,000 Allied troops participated, including 410,000 British (including Commonwealth troops) and 79,000 French, with a total of 252,000 casualties. The Ottoman Empire had 500,000 participants and also 250,000 casualties. The number of participants and losses on both sides were similar.

Leaving aside the failure of the campaign, the fact that the Anglo-French forces lost to the Ottoman Empire was a heavy blow to the confidence of the Allied Powers. And seeing the British cabinet member, the Russian ambassador immediately put on a sour face.

Because the Ottoman Empire joined the Central Powers, coupled with the failure of the Dardanelles Campaign, Russia's transportation lines were completely cut off, and it had to deal with the war on its own strength.

Although Churchill was only the representative of that group of MPs and didn't make the strategic decision willfully alone, Churchill still had to resign as First Lord of the Admiralty and MP. He ran to the French front line to be a battalion commander for a year and only recently returned to London as a war hero, getting re-elected as an MP.

With this prior record, Secretary of State for War Lloyd George braced himself and mentally prepared for MP Churchill's visit.

"Your Excellency, this person is very interesting and can become an asset to the British side." Churchill finished speaking straightforwardly and placed *The Times* in front of Lloyd George.

Secretary of State for War Lloyd George looked at the report; he had an impression. The title of the report was exaggerated, but the content was quite substantial. And most importantly, Churchill finally proposed suggestions to unite allies instead of making enemies everywhere, which made Lloyd George feel that Churchill had learned his lesson.

But Lloyd George was not swayed by this meager benefit. He asked calmly, "Then where does the MP think the value of this Chinese local administrator lies?"

Churchill looked cold. "We don't need to give him anything; we just need to give this person a hint, and the rest depends on his performance."

Lloyd George couldn't help frowning slightly. Even in Britain, Churchill was a recognized hard-line imperialist. In Churchill's view, the interests of the British Empire were paramount. To maintain Britain's interests, Churchill could do anything. This political attitude was appreciated by many upper-class figures, which was why Churchill could return to British politics despite bearing such great responsibility politically.

Anyone can make mistakes, but the political stance cannot be wrong. As long as the politics are firm, there is a chance to return to the center of power.

But this approach didn't please Lloyd George. Since He Rui was an elite figure with an international vision, and the friendly attitude He Rui showed was beneficial to the British Empire, he should receive due respect. Churchill's approach lacked respect. As far as Lloyd George guessed, Churchill's purpose in doing this was to salvage his own reputation.

"I will talk to the Foreign Secretary..." Lloyd George looked at the newspaper, "...about this man He Rui."

Churchill knew he was still in the eye of the storm. Although he had regained his MP status, Parliament would form an investigation team to investigate the Dardanelles Campaign. At this time, he had to serve with all his might and deal with the investigation carefully. Since he had already expressed his attitude to Secretary of State for War Lloyd George, he should withdraw obediently.

Although unwilling in his heart, Churchill still politely bade farewell to Lloyd George.

***

He Rui didn't know he was recommended by Churchill, but even if he knew, it wouldn't affect He Rui's mood. At this time, He Rui was discussing the diplomatic work about to be carried out in Fengtian with Xu Jia, Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang, and Zhong Yifu.

Zhong Yifu was now the Beizhen Garrison Commander, responsible for reorganizing the 28th Division. Zhong Yifu finished introducing the reorganization process. Only more than 4,000 men in the 28th Division could truly be considered soldiers. After screening, those willing to go home to farm were disbanded. The problematic officers and soldiers had been controlled, leaving less than 1,000 usable men. About 4,000 more men were conscripted in the land reform areas of Shenyang [Fengtian], forming two regiments.

After talking about work, Zhong Yifu probed, "The Governor seems to be striving to get recognition from the Great Powers now."

"Mm. When I was young, I had a misconception, which was anthropomorphizing nations," He Rui answered frankly.

The issue of anthropomorphizing nations had been discussed in Party classes, so Zhong Yifu and other officers understood He Rui's meaning.

"So as long as that country's policy is hostile to China, I feel everyone in that country is a bad person. Those who directly confront China are enemies we must kill. If someone expresses goodwill towards China, that must be a well-trained spy, needing to be eliminated as soon as possible."

Hearing this, Xu Jia couldn't help smiling. But Zhong Yifu still looked serious. "Chairman, I don't think there's anything wrong with thinking that way."

"There is indeed nothing wrong with thinking so, but it is not seeking truth from facts, and the vision is too narrow. Yifu, if China were not so weak now, but the strongest in the world, more powerful than all other countries combined—if I ordered you now to take troops and kill everyone outside China, would you obey the order?"

Zhong Yifu raised his eyebrows, appearing ready to express willingness to obey the order, but a moment later he sighed and lowered his gaze.

He Rui continued, "Since we are part of the world, we must look at China with a global perspective. We must let the whole world know our stance and believe in our stance. This is the diplomatic work to be done now."

Zhong Yifu looked up. "Chairman, I don't think we need to be so nice to foreigners."

"Being nice to whoever we cooperate with is a view that often appears in immature periods of diplomacy. The foundation of cooperation is interest, and the foundation of interest is demand. It's just that previously, the Great Powers forced their demands on China, and China, unable to resist, could only submit to their every demand. Let alone you, when I think of this past, I also burn with anger."

Hearing this, the Party members, including Zhong Yifu, nodded repeatedly.

"So we Party members clarified this matter through internal study. Our position of cooperation with the Great Powers absolutely does not equal selling out our interests, but achieving interests through each taking what we need. Precisely because of this, our stance needs to be very clear. But for things like a stance, there is no need to sell out anything; just explaining it verbally is enough. This is the main focus of our upcoming diplomatic work."
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Zhong Yifu didn't want to argue with He Rui, but hearing He Rui talk about cooperating with Britain, the rage in his heart could barely be suppressed.

He heard He Rui say to Xu Jia, "Britain has Morrison of *The Times*. We also need to find journalists who can publish news in major French newspapers. It would be best if journalists from *Le Figaro* are willing to cooperate..."

Zhong Yifu really couldn't bear it and finally snapped. "Chairman, isn't doing this too subservient? Even if we really support Britain, cooperation is enough; why make such a fuss in the newspapers... I even feel embarrassed."

The group of young officers looked at Zhong Yifu, but no one spoke. He Rui knew this was because the young officers shared Zhong Yifu's sentiments. He laughed. "This proves you are politically immature and still can't help using that set of moral judgments. International politics is about the principle of strength."

"I think those foreign devils are all morally bankrupt bastards," Zhong Yifu finally exploded.

He Rui didn't give Zhong Yifu a chance to vent and asked directly, "Yifu, what is the population of Britain?"

Zhong Yifu was stunned. Xu Jia, however, remained calm and answered, "About 40 million."

He Rui continued to ask, "Not counting the elderly and children, and ignoring the number of women in the army. How many soldiers do you think Britain can mobilize, Yifu?"

Zhong Yifu frowned, not knowing what He Rui wanted to say for a moment. Xu Jia made a calm calculation and answered, "Probably between 6 to 7 million."

Now Zhong Yifu also felt something was wrong. After a little mental calculation, he was a bit dazed. "A one-in-six mobilization rate for the entire population?"

Xu Jia and Hu Xiushan remained calm, while Zheng Silang had the same expression as Zhong Yifu; both were shocked by this terrifying ratio.

"Without our help, the Allied Powers can still fight on and win the war. Can everyone understand now why we need to publicize more in British and French domestic newspapers? Facing the ordeal of war, the Allied Powers need support. Even if this support is more moral than material, the Allied Powers will need it."

Zhong Yifu was still fuming but found he could completely understand what He Rui was saying. After adjusting his mindset for a while, Zhong Yifu continued to ask, "Chairman, I know helping people means providing timely help in a crisis. But if we develop ourselves in this process, won't the Allied Powers realize it?"

He Rui laughed. "If we don't have strong manufacturing capacity, how can we help the Allied Powers? If we just sell them a few hundred military uniforms, isn't that a mockery?"

"Chairman, I'm talking about our own development. For national liberation, we have to cooperate with Britain and France..." Speaking of this, Zhong Yifu paused. He found his train of thought was indeed different from He Rui's. After thinking for a while longer, Zhong Yifu suddenly had an epiphany. Although there was some hesitation in his tone, he began to speak with conviction, "If we are not strong, we can't help even if we want to. To help better, of course, we have to let Britain and France help us develop industry. This... this is only logical."

He Rui looked at the other young officers. Seeing that everyone also understood this line of thought, he replied, "This is grasping the principal contradiction and seeking the basis for cooperation. If the Allied Powers are defeated, they will lose everything. To win, the Allied Powers naturally hope to receive all effective help. We want to establish a military industry through the Five-Year Plan and use this military industry to support our army in protecting China's national interests. Finding the overlap of interests between the two and establishing a direction of cooperation based on this interest is diplomacy."

Zhong Yifu pondered He Rui's words and suddenly felt somewhat resigned. "It seems I am indeed not cut out for diplomacy."

Other young officers also agreed with Zhong Yifu, only they didn't say it out loud.

He Rui felt a little more relaxed because the subsequent work would inevitably make Chinese nationalists very unhappy. If the core Party members couldn't understand the necessity of diplomacy, the work would be very difficult.

After talking with the Party members, He Rui met with the two deputy editors-in-chief of *Northeast Daily*. The editor-in-chief of *Northeast Daily* was now Zhao Tianlin. Among the five deputy editors-in-chief, Morrison was one, and Mo Yang and Tong Bokang from *Shen Bao* became two others after coming over.

He Rui met with Mo Yang and Tong Bokang. Without pleasantries, He Rui went straight to the point. "Editor Tong, I want you to return to Shanghai as the Bureau Chief of *Northeast Daily* in Shanghai."

Tong Bokang was stunned. He had traveled thousands of miles from Shanghai to Fengtian; returning to Shanghai so soon, he didn't know how to answer for a moment.

"Our Northeast is a good place, but people in Shanghai think this place is a bitter cold land. So we must vigorously promote the Northeast in Shanghai. Can Editor Tong understand?"

Tong Bokang understood He Rui's arrangement and was somewhat disappointed. "Marshal, I still want to look around more in the Northeast."

"Whenever there is big news in the Northeast, I will naturally let you come back. But establishing a branch office in Shanghai requires you to lead the team."

Hearing this, Mo Yang couldn't help asking, "Marshal, what about me? Do I have to go back to Tianjin too?"

"If you are willing, that would be best. The Northeast has a very important task right now, which is recruiting skilled workers. If you two can establish branch offices in Tianjin and Shanghai, you can pass the most accurate news to these two largest cities in China. Provide employment opportunities for skilled workers in the two cities and also help the Northeast obtain suitable manpower. Moreover, the reputation of the Northeast also needs you two to promote it."

Hearing this, Tong Bokang's expression became serious. "Marshal, did something happen?"

He Rui very much liked Tong Bokang's keenness and asked, "You have both covered the distribution of Land Use Certificates, right?"

'Land Use Certificate Distribution' was an official name for land reform; the two journalists understood the implication immediately.

He Rui continued, "Some local tyrants and evil gentry falsely accused the government of seizing their land. They went to Minister Duan to complain and published untrue statements in various newspapers, deliberately smearing the Northeast government and the Northeast people. We absolutely cannot sit idly by regarding such matters. If you two return to Shanghai and Tianjin, you must expose the evil deeds of these people by publicizing the actual situation."

Mo Yang and Tong Bokang looked at each other. Mo Yang was still hesitant, but Tong Bokang answered readily, "I will obey your orders, Marshal. I wonder who the Marshal plans to send with me back to Shanghai."

After discussing work, Mo Yang went to Tong Bokang's office and whispered, "Brother Tong, are you really going back to Shanghai?"

"The land reform is right." Tong Bokang's expression became serious. "I have wanted to see a reality where 'land to the tiller' is realized all my life, and finally saw it beyond the Pass. Returning to Shanghai to vindicate the land reform beyond the Pass is my duty-bound responsibility."

Mo Yang was speechless for a moment. Among the various policies underway in the Northeast, the one Mo Yang found hardest to accept was land reform. However, this didn't mean Mo Yang opposed land reform; if he really opposed it, Mo Yang would have left.

It was just that the land reform was too drastic. Regardless of how the land was acquired, the government took it away just by saying so. Even though the land was truly distributed to the farmers, and He Rui and the government didn't keep an inch for themselves, Mo Yang still felt this policy was too cold and ruthless.

In comparison, subcontracting clothing production to rural households was the part Mo Yang appreciated most. Every household could get an extra way to make money without anything sordid happening between them, just happening simply and purely. It made Mo Yang feel the beauty of the pastoral ideal of 'men plowing and women weaving'.

Seeing Mo Yang remain silent, Tong Bokang looked even more serious. "Brother Mo, land reform is justice. Don't you want to speak out for justice?"

Being spoken to like this by his old classmate, Mo Yang felt a bit ashamed and could only answer, "Say no more; I understand. We'll set off together—you go to Shanghai, I return to Tianjin."
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Leaving Tong Bokang's office, Mo Yang felt a bit unhappy in his heart. Sitting down in his own office, Mo Yang first stewed for a while, then felt this anger was quite baffling. People have different ideas, and there seemed to be no fundamental contradiction between him and Tong Bokang.

Near the end of work, Mo Yang arranged the content of tomorrow's newspaper, then went to the door of Tong Bokang's office and knocked on the half-open door. When Tong Bokang looked up, Mo Yang asked, "Want to have a late-night snack?"

"Which place?" Tong Bokang asked.

"Let's go to the Hui Merchant Guild."

Hearing this place, Tong Bokang couldn't help smiling.

Even in the Northeast, where the Shanxi merchants were powerful, the Anhui merchants [Hui merchants] also had their own guild. The Hui Merchant Guild's restaurant in Fengtian was called Tongfu Restaurant. The two old classmates found a seat. Hearing the familiar southern accent, Tong Bokang couldn't help chatting a few sentences with the waiter in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang dialect.

Before long, a man wearing a traditional long gown and mandarin jacket walked to their table and bowed with clasped hands first. This capable-looking man asked, "I am the shopkeeper of the restaurant, surnamed Qian. May I ask this gentleman's honored name?"

Tong Bokang was a friendly person; he stood up, stated his name, and invited the shopkeeper to sit. After chatting for a moment, Shopkeeper Qian became somewhat respectful. "I didn't expect the two gentlemen to be colleagues of President Zhao Tianlin. Disrespectful, disrespectful."

Mo Yang and Tong Bokang looked at each other; neither answered, just waiting for Shopkeeper Qian to continue. Sure enough, Shopkeeper Qian paused for a moment. Seeing that neither of them picked up the thread, he smiled apologetically. "Gentlemen, we businessmen dare not talk about Marshal He. Besides, there are so many people talking about Marshal He; one less of me won't matter. But President Zhao Tianlin's great name is known to everyone in families with children of school age. I have two children at home who are about to enter higher primary school. If I said something that caused a misunderstanding, it was because I didn't explain clearly."

Only then did Mo Yang and Tong Bokang reply, "We also arrived in Fengtian not long ago and aren't clear about schooling matters."

Seeing the misunderstanding resolved, Shopkeeper Qian stood up and said, "I was presumptuous. Your dishes are coming up, so I won't disturb you."

After Shopkeeper Qian left, both Mo Yang and Tong Bokang wanted to say something but didn't know how to start. When the dishes were all served, Tong Bokang finally said, "I originally only saw the land reform. I didn't expect the changes in the Northeast to be much more than what I saw."

Mo Yang understood that his old classmate wanted to resolve the conflict and responded, "Indeed. I also only saw a small part of the changes outside the pass; it's inevitable to be incomplete."

Both were sensible people. A few sentences untied the knot, and the two began to eat. The chef at Tongfu Restaurant had good skills; even using ingredients from outside the pass, one could clearly feel that Jiangnan flavor. The two chatted while eating, discussing the need to ask for advice and clarify He Rui's arrangements before setting off.

The next day, the two went to see He Rui again. He Rui also arranged for comrades to go with them to establish the *Northeast Daily* branch offices in Shanghai and Tianjin.

Hearing He Rui asking the branch offices in both places to write more advertisements, especially "soft articles" [advertorials], Tong Bokang was puzzled. "What is a soft article?"

"We want to recruit skilled workers. Just dryly publishing recruitment news is indeed useful, but the effect isn't too good. If we change the method, for example, writing about the happy life of skilled workers who arrived in the Northeast—living in a pigeonhole room [cramped apartment] in Shanghai, but having a suite or even a separate small courtyard in the Northeast. Even if living in a community, the community has various greenery, convenient shopping, and convenient transportation. It looks like writing a character report, but the purpose is still to promote the Northeast. This is a soft article. To spark everyone's interest."

Tong Bokang knew this news model, so he replied, "That is a good method."

He Rui laughed. "Are you worried we can't achieve it?"

As a reporter for *Shen Bao*, Tong Bokang had seen too much false propaganda and naturally had such worries. But since He Rui asked this way, Tong Bokang chuckled but didn't answer.

He Rui didn't make any guarantees either. He called the two to go to the Fengtian Arsenal with him. Arriving at the arsenal, seeing that relocation was underway, He Rui ignored the workshop matters and took the two straight into a large factory building.

There was no roar of machines in the huge factory building. Inside, it was divided into four sections, each with a dismantled machine in the center. A large number of workers were busy around the machines. He Rui greeted the workers and shook hands warmly with the technicians and workers.

The leader was heard saying, "Marshal, we have completed the measurement of 70% of the parts. In another four or five days, we can finish measuring."

He Rui replied, "That's good, no need to rush. Slow work yields fine products."

At this time, the workers gathered around one after another. He Rui shook hands with the workers one by one, speaking words of encouragement.

Seeing that he had shaken hands with almost all the workers, he saw a few workers wiping their hands vigorously with cotton yarn. He Rui stepped forward and directly held the worker's hand. Tong Bokang saw the worker's hand was stained with a lot of oil stains, looking dark and unclean. But He Rui held the worker's hand high, letting everyone see clearly.

Immediately, He Rui stood on a high place and said loudly to the gathered workers: "Some people think our workers deal with oil and dirt every day and are unclean. Those who say such things, no matter how clean they look, have dirty hearts. The laboring people are the most beautiful because the laboring people dare to work in such an environment and dare to get their hands dirty. If hands get dirty, they can be washed clean with soap. Can those with dirty hearts be washed clean with soap?"

The workers' emotions were obviously aroused, and they applauded and cheered one after another. Seeing He Rui speak calmly and naturally, seemingly from the heart, Tong Bokang couldn't help but feel admiration.

When He Rui came out, Tong Bokang asked, "Marshal, what is the purpose of this trip to the factory? If we write news, where should we start?"

He Rui asked back, "Haven't you considered the purpose of so many people measuring machine parts?"

"This..." Tong Bokang didn't understand for a moment. After thinking for a while, Tong Bokang and Mo Yang couldn't help looking at each other. Suddenly, Mo Yang remembered something and asked hurriedly, "Could it be to copy foreign machines?"

"Hehe, this isn't called copying; this is called reverse engineering," He Rui laughed.

The three chatted along the way and returned to He Rui's office. The three continued to chat for a long time. Tong Bokang listened with beaming brows, but soon frowned again. "Marshal, you also said this requires a lot of foundation; there is no way to simply copy."

"A part of reverse engineering is copying, but copying is not the whole of reverse engineering. I asked you two to go to Shanghai and Tianjin to run *Northeast Daily* branch offices and asked everyone to write soft articles; the purpose is to obtain more skilled workers as soon as possible."

Mo Yang understood his responsibility at this time. He only felt this responsibility was quite heavy, but he was happy in his heart. "Please rest assured, Marshal; there are plenty of skilled workers in Tianjin..."

After speaking, he remembered many recruitment advertisements and became a little unconfident. "It's just that skilled workers live very well in Tianjin locally. Those willing to come outside the pass are probably those who find it hard to get by locally."

"Don't be afraid; we have political vetting. As long as they can pass the political vetting, slightly inferior skill is not a problem. Aren't we running education outside the pass to improve everyone's knowledge level through education? Arriving outside the pass, there are plenty of learning opportunities."

Tong Bokang thought of Shopkeeper Qian coming to strike up a conversation while eating at Tongfu Restaurant, just to let his children attend the school run by Zhao Tianlin. Moreover, the political vetting work was very meticulous and would definitely not recruit riffraff to the outside of the pass, so he felt more confident. "Please rest assured, Marshal. With the current practical work in the Northeast, I am not worried at all. As for writing some soft articles, this subordinate makes a living by this and will definitely not let the Marshal down."

Seeing his old classmate speak like this, Mo Yang also felt he might have worried too much, so he made a guarantee along with him.

He Rui laughed. "It is a good thing that you two are so confident. However, you two should think more now about what other doubts and concerns there are. If we don't believe the words we say ourselves, how can we make others believe them?"
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Japan's Kwantung Leased Territory is located at the southernmost tip of China's Liaodong Peninsula. Mitsui Yasuki, Vice President of the Mitsui Zaibatsu, did not make a fuss. He arrived quietly and boarded the train to Fengtian.

Inside the train carriage, there were many Chinese carrying large and small bags, looking like they were traveling far. The Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory had been recruiting Chinese people, so the cities were expanding rapidly. Judging by their tattered clothes, these Chinese were poor and did not meet the criteria for immigrants recruited by the Kwantung Territory. It seemed their destination was Outside the Pass, where General Zhen'an, He Rui, was located.

Thinking of He Rui, Mitsui Yasuki was truly looking forward to meeting him again. Hearing the news that He Rui had been appointed General Zhen'an by Duan Qirui and had become the highest official Outside the Pass, Mitsui Yasuki immediately cancelled an important meeting on June 24th and took a ship to the Kwantung Territory.

If it were anyone else, reaching such a high position at the age of 26 would surely make them smug. But this was He Rui. Mitsui Yasuki believed that He Rui must be feeling the heavy pressure brought by this status. At such a moment, what was needed was absolutely not flattery, but tangible support.

On the way here by ship, Mitsui Yasuki had already considered various possibilities and was organizing his thoughts. At this moment, his attendant stood up, interrupting Mitsui Yasuki's contemplation. Looking up, a Japanese Major was standing in the aisle next to Mitsui Yasuki's seat.

"May I ask what is the matter, Major?" the attendant asked.

"Excuse me, are you Mr. Mitsui Yasuki?" the Major asked Mitsui Yasuki.

Mitsui Yasuki had no impression of this Major at all, but seeing the oval badge on the Major's chest, Mitsui Yasuki could not refuse directly. The bottom of the oval badge featured radiating lines representing a chrysanthemum. Although Mitsui Yasuki didn't think the lines looked like a chrysanthemum, since the badge was named 'Chrysanthemum and Star', he would accept it as such. Above the curved chrysanthemum pattern was a gold five-pointed star. This was the badge of a graduate of the Imperial Japanese Army War College. Possessing this badge meant a huge gap in the path of promotion.

Since the other party had such an identity, Mitsui Yasuki stood up and asked politely, "May I ask how to address you, Major?"

The Major raised his hand to salute Mitsui Yasuki. "I am Itagaki Seishirō. I met Mr. Mitsui once when seeing off... Senior He Rui."

When He Rui left Japan, it was indeed Mitsui Yasuki's car that took him to the pier. There were many military personnel seeing him off at the time, and Mitsui Yasuki was focused on He Rui's evaluation of the methods to deal with the economic crisis. He didn't remember a person named Itagaki Seishirō at all.

However, since Itagaki Seishirō wore the Chrysanthemum and Star badge and referred to He Rui as 'Senior', he must be a War College graduate. Mitsui Yasuki continued to ask, "May I ask the purpose of your trip, Itagaki-kun?"

Itagaki Seishirō replied, "I graduated this year and have been assigned to serve in the Kwantung Territory. I have been ordered by the Kwantung Governor-General's Office to deliver congratulations to Senior He. Additionally, Major General Kawai Misao, the Principal of the Army War College, also ordered me to bring a congratulatory letter."

Unexpectedly meeting someone also going to see He Rui, Mitsui Yasuki thought for a moment and invited Itagaki Seishirō to sit opposite him. After chatting for a few sentences, the topic turned to He Rui. Although Itagaki Seishirō was six years older than He Rui, a junior was a junior, and Itagaki Seishirō was indeed very concerned about He Rui, mentioning many things about He Rui's time at school during their conversation.

Perhaps Itagaki Seishirō didn't notice it himself, but Mitsui Yasuki felt his deep wariness of He Rui. So he asked seemingly casually, "Since Itagaki-kun is a War College graduate, I wonder if you support the New Asia Doctrine or the Continental Policy?"

Itagaki Seishirō was stunned. He thought for a moment before replying, "I support the Continental Policy more."

This confirmed Itagaki Seishirō's stance for Mitsui Yasuki. Japanese military men who supported the New Asia Doctrine believed that a new Asian order should be built with Japan as the core, leading Asian countries to confront Western powers and achieve world hegemony. Those supporting the Continental Policy believed that Manchuria and Mongolia were Japan's lifeline, and that Japan must seize control of the regions Outside the Pass and Mongolia to obtain vast territory and quickly strengthen Japan.

The problem facing the New Asia Doctrine was that if China's elites did not support it, unifying Asia was a delusion. And the Continental Policy, because it involved seizing Manchuria and Mongolia from China, was destined to face China's opposition. He Rui was a member of China's elite and would never let it happen. Not to mention that He Rui himself was now the highest official in the Northeast.

Having determined Itagaki Seishirō's stance, Mitsui suddenly wanted to know He Rui's military strength among the War College graduates. With this thought, Mitsui Yasuki laughed candidly, "Listening to Itagaki-kun, He-kun's academic performance was extremely excellent. As far as I know, He-kun has never fought a battle. I wonder how his actual command ability is?"

Itagaki Seishirō had participated in the Russo-Japanese War as a platoon leader. He was sent to the hospital due to injuries shortly after entering the war, and by the time he recovered, the war was over. Being asked this, Itagaki Seishirō felt he was stronger than He Rui, but in all exercises at the War College, whether paper exercises or others, He Rui had never lost. Itagaki Seishirō couldn't find a reason to support his own view.

Sensing Mitsui Yasuki's focus, Itagaki Seishirō asked, "I wonder if Mr. Mitsui supports the New Asia Doctrine or the Continental Policy?"

Mitsui Yasuki did not answer this question. Which policy he supported made no difference to him; what truly decided Mitsui Yasuki's direction was whether he could make money. He would unhesitatingly support whichever policy allowed him to make more money, and would unhesitatingly abandon the other.

If not to make money, Mitsui Yasuki had no reason to travel thousands of miles across the sea to the Northeast.

Fortunately, Itagaki Seishirō looked quite sharp. Seeing Mitsui Yasuki's perfunctory response, he didn't pursue it. They chatted a few more sentences, and Itagaki Seishirō stood up to take his leave and returned to his seat.

Mitsui Yasuki looked at Itagaki Seishirō's back, considering which forces would be interested in He Rui, the highest official in Northeast China.

Arriving in Fengtian, Noguchi Nobuo, the Mitsui family's trade representative in the Northeast, was already waiting at the Fengtian train station. On the way to the hotel, Noguchi Nobuo informed Mitsui Yasuki of recent important events. Hearing that French merchants had actually shipped arsenal equipment over, Mitsui Yasuki couldn't help but frown slightly.

Noguchi Nobuo continued, "Sir, those equipments have been sent to Siping, not kept in Fengtian."

Now Mitsui Yasuki was even more puzzled. But this was not the time for detailed questioning. Mitsui Yasuki continued to inquire, only to learn that the equipment brought by British and French merchants had all been sent to Siping to establish factories there. The matter was too strange. Mitsui Yasuki asked Noguchi Nobuo, "Did He-kun mention any intention of moving the factories in Siping to Fengtian?"

Noguchi Nobuo shook his head, "I asked Mayor Wu Youping several times, and he always said no. It can be seen that Mayor Wu Youping also feels very surprised about this."

Although Mitsui Yasuki found it very strange, he felt this question would be a good entry point when meeting with He Rui.

At the agreed time the next day, Mitsui Yasuki went to He Rui's office. He saw the General Zhen'an's office was bustling with people coming and going. Right at the entrance, Mitsui Yasuki saw Itagaki Seishirō coming out, with He Rui personally seeing him off. From Itagaki Seishirō's earnest salute posture, it was evident he attached great importance to He Rui.

When Mitsui Yasuki met with He Rui, He Rui spoke first, "Brother Mitsui, I heard from Itagaki that he came on the same train as you."

Mitsui Yasuki smiled, "Indeed. I was quite surprised to learn that Itagaki-kun was also coming to congratulate He-kun. My purpose for this trip is also to congratulate He-kun in person."

"That must have been tiring for you, Brother Mitsui."

As they talked, they arrived at the office. He Rui asked directly, "I wonder what I can do for you, Brother Mitsui?"

Mitsui Yasuki didn't hide anything either. "Does He-kun know that a large coal field has been explored in Hegang?"

He Rui nodded, indicating he knew.

Hegang was located in Heilongjiang Province near the border. The exploration was naturally not done by He Rui, but by the South Manchuria Railway Company. For He Rui, the Hegang Coal Mine must absolutely not fall into Japanese hands. He Rui had already started taking action.

Mitsui was extremely frank at this moment. "If I'm not guessing wrong, He-kun will not let me invest for shares."

"I will use coal to repay the loan. To use a Chinese saying, with Brother Mitsui's strength, providing complete sets of equipment is just a piece of cake."

Mitsui Yasuki really wanted He Rui to accept a joint investment plan, but no matter what Mitsui Yasuki said, He Rui did not relax at all on this matter. Mitsui Yasuki knew this wasn't because He Rui became the Military Governor; he was this tough when he was in Siping.

After trying several times without shaking He Rui's decision, Mitsui Yasuki could only settle for the next best thing. "He-kun, I want to invest in building power stations in the Northeast. With He-kun's foresight, you must know the importance of power stations."

After speaking, Mitsui Yasuki looked at He Rui, expecting quite a bit in his heart. Then he heard He Rui say, "Brother Mitsui, I have already reached an agreement with Mr. Tesla from the United States to build an AC power grid in the Northeast."

"Americans?" Mitsui Yasuki was very surprised. A moment later he understood that he couldn't compete with the United States.

He Rui nodded but said no more. Being able to invite Tesla was itself very miraculous. As a person from the future, He Rui knew some of Tesla's deeds but had never particularly cared about them. Having Zhao Tianlin's connections in the US, He Rui asked Zhao Tianlin for help.

However, unexpectedly, the Serbian-born American scientist Nikola Tesla had reached a low point in his life. The once-renowned famous electrical engineer had become a mad scientist nearing sixty in the eyes of Americans.

Moreover, the Wardenclyffe Tower he once wanted to build for wireless power transmission was confiscated as collateral for debt and demolished last year. This was undoubtedly a heavy blow to Tesla. So after receiving He Rui's invitation letter, this old gentleman actually agreed. He Rui naturally welcomed the world's top electrical engineer, but he was also prepared for whatever requests Tesla might make after arriving in the Northeast.

Of course, he naturally wouldn't tell Mitsui Yasuki these things. He Rui just clearly told Mitsui Yasuki that the Mitsui family's investment was not needed for the power plant matters.

Mitsui Yasuki didn't care who Tesla was. He clearly felt that General Zhen'an He Rui was very different from Military Governor He Rui of Siping. Or rather, there were many things He Rui no longer needed to hide.

But this didn't make Mitsui Yasuki uncomfortable. This conversation confirmed at least one thing: He Rui, who was originally confined to Siping, was now cooperating with Mitsui Yasuki with the entire Northeast. The Siping Military Governor He Rui would never have discussed the development of the Hegang Coal Mine in distant Heilongjiang with Mitsui Yasuki.

With such a satisfactory result, Mitsui Yasuki felt the trip was not in vain. However, before preparing to take his leave, Mitsui Yasuki asked a question that puzzled him greatly. "Why is He-kun cooperating with the French to build an arsenal?"

"Is Brother Mitsui interested in cooperating to build an arsenal?" He Rui laughed.

Mitsui Yasuki indeed thought this was a good business, but on second thought he knew it was obviously impossible. If the Mitsui family built an arsenal overseas, even if just the news leaked out, the General Staff Headquarters would immediately send someone to question him and demand Mitsui Yasuki terminate such a project.

So Mitsui Yasuki stood up and extended his hand to He Rui. "Congratulations again to He-kun on being promoted to such a status. I wish He-kun continued success and promotion."

He Rui shook Mitsui Yasuki's hand. "Welcome again, Brother Mitsui, to invest in the Northeast."

The two looked at each other and smiled; everything was understood without words.
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Mitsui Yasuki stepped out from He Rui's place and, after walking only a few steps, felt himself sweating under the baking heat of the sun. Recalling the bitter cold of the winter outside the pass, Mitsui was somewhat surprised by the intensity of the summer; even in Japan, the temperature didn't reach this level.

Noguchi Nobuo caught up and, seeing Mitsui Yasuki in a good mood, asked, "Mr. Mitsui, did Marshal He like the gift you gave him?"

Mitsui thought for a moment and couldn't recall He Rui even glancing at the gift. Mitsui ordered Noguchi, "Go ahead and do it. No matter what, we must get the coal mines in Hegang operational as soon as possible."

"The mine shafts in Siping have also been developed, but the cost was higher than expected. Could Mr. Mitsui speak to Marshal He about this?"

Mitsui Yasuki then began to understand why Noguchi Nobuo had asked if He Rui liked the gift. Recalling the penny-pinching and greed of those in charge of procurement at the Japanese General Staff Headquarters, Mitsui was somewhat surprised. "Do He-kun's subordinates not accept gifts?"

"Yes. I have tried my best, but no officer of any value accepts money."

Looking at the pedestrians on the streets of Fengtian dressed in light clothing and feeling the blazing heat, Mitsui Yasuki felt that this was truly an interesting place with truly interesting people.

What Mitsui didn't know was that He Rui, at this moment, was also lamenting that there were indeed many interesting people in this world.

Even though he had already heard about the French merchant Terezhov from Wu Youping, seeing this somewhat carefree fellow now, He Rui couldn't help but be impressed.

Organizing his thoughts, He Rui asked, "Mr. Terezhov, you mean to say that you used the advance payment Mr. Magloire gave you, and you didn't use it to purchase equipment. Is my understanding correct?"

Faced with such an accusation, Terezhov showed not the slightest shame. Instead, he replied self-righteously, "Yes, I bought jewelry from Jewish merchants and gave it to the wife of the Russian Quartermaster General."

He Rui understood what this meant. Accepting bribes was a European tradition. Since Terezhov was so self-righteous, he was either an excellent swindler or he truly had connections.

So He Rui smiled and asked, "Did the Jewish profiteers give a reasonable price?"

Seeing He Rui ask this, Terezhov smiled. "That set of jewelry was a family heirloom of a great French noble family. It was a treasure that wasn't even sold during the French Revolution. This time, they really had no choice but to sell it. The Countess had seen this piece of jewelry at a ball..."

While Terezhov spoke with exuberance, the French merchant Magloire beside him had a complicated expression. He Rui recalled the rumor that young Magloire had achieved his current position by sleeping with a minister's wife, and couldn't help but find both of them very interesting.

Fortunately, Magloire also felt that Terezhov's rambling was boring, so he interrupted Terezhov's narrative and made a concluding statement to He Rui himself. "Your Excellency, can you start stocking up?"

He Rui felt he could understand Wu Youping's difficulty. In the initial agreement, Magloire still needed to provide a batch of equipment, and He Rui would produce a batch of weapons for Magloire. Risk sharing. Now that the money Magloire gave Terezhov to buy equipment had been embezzled by Terezhov for gifts, regardless of how many orders Terezhov could get after greasing the wheels, all the risk now fell on He Rui.

Since this fellow Terezhov already had a record, He Rui couldn't trust him. "Mr. Terezhov, are there any other joints that haven't been greased?"

Hearing He Rui ask this, Terezhov immediately looked pleasantly surprised. "Your Excellency, you are too understanding. I still need a sum of money. You know, the Russians have a large appetite, especially those generals."

Magloire covered his forehead with his hand and closed his eyes. It was visible that this brother was already somewhat desperate.

Even He Rui found it hard to believe Terezhov. But He Rui still asked, "Then how much will this sum be?"

"One hundred and eighty thousand, no, two hundred thousand francs. I will make up for any shortfall," Terezhov replied.

After Terezhov was led out first, Magloire almost collapsed onto the sofa. After a good while, Magloire barely managed to say, "Your Excellency, you heard it all."

"Yes, I heard it all," He Rui smiled. "That is why my desire to serve you has become stronger."

Magloire was stunned, thinking he had misheard. He Rui smiled and said, "Since Mr. Magloire dared to bring Mr. Terezhov here, presumably you hope that I can trust Mr. Terezhov. Mr. Magloire, what is your assessment of Mr. Terezhov?"

"He wants to succeed too much," Magloire sighed. Then Magloire recounted Terezhov's background to He Rui.

This guy's ancestors were French who went to serve in Russia during the time of Catherine the Great and became nobles. In the Napoleonic era, another of Terezhov's ancestors first participated in the war, defeating Napoleon in the ice and snow, and later, as a Russian officer, led Russian cavalry into Paris. However, this ancestor of Terezhov later joined the Decembrist revolt, and the whole family was exiled to Siberia. Later, Terezhov's grandfather was born in Siberia, lost his father when he was young, and returned to France with his mother.

With these connections, it was hard to say whether Terezhov was Russian or French. In short, he had contacts on both sides.

Hearing this, He Rui smiled. "It seems Mr. Magloire is still willing to trust Mr. Terezhov."

"But this guy is too much!" Magloire sighed. "I knew Russia was corrupt, but I didn't expect it to be this corrupt."

He Rui smiled again but said nothing. Even in the 21st century, Russia was still surprisingly corrupt. Even so, two hundred thousand francs was not a small amount. He Rui couldn't pay this money for no reason, not to mention that He Rui didn't have that much money.

Silence fell in the office, but Magloire quickly broke it. He asked with the desperation of a last-ditch effort, "Your Excellency, I have another technology here. I wonder if you are interested."

"Please speak."

"I told a friend about the situation here. That friend said that Your Excellency has vast farms here and should need fertilizer. Has Your Excellency heard of synthetic ammonia technology?"

He Rui did not answer, only staring at Magloire. Magloire became even more guilty under He Rui's sharp gaze, but he still forced himself to say, "My friend can provide complete sets of synthetic ammonia equipment. I believe that is very valuable."

After speaking, Magloire looked at He Rui expectantly.

He Rui did not answer. The value of synthetic ammonia equipment was not worth discussing for He Rui; it was invaluable. But the authenticity of this matter made He Rui afraid to believe it easily. Finally, He Rui decided to gamble. He asked, "Is it a complete set of equipment?"

Magloire was overjoyed and quickly said, "Yes, my friend already has the complete set of equipment. If Your Excellency has patience, I can ship a complete set of steel mill equipment within six months, but there really isn't enough time. The only equipment I can ship now is synthetic ammonia."

"Then can Your Excellency sign a grain export agreement for one million francs under the certification of the French Minister?" Magloire continued to ask.

He Rui laughed. "Mr. Magloire, can the agreements I sign be used as securities in Europe?"

Magloire smiled bitterly. "Although Jews are hateful, their commercial vision is indeed very different. Among the Jews I know, there are indeed some who can probably mortgage this kind of agreement at a 50% discount."

"The interest must be very high, right?" He Rui asked.

Magloire did not answer, only sighing, a look of anger appearing on his face.

He Rui knew that this kind of business was what Jews were best at, so it was not without reason that they faced a total liquidation during World War II. But none of this mattered. What surprised He Rui was that the financial industry of this era had reached such a level that even someone of He Rui's status could obtain high-risk financing in the financial market. He didn't know whether to say that the finance of this era was aggressive enough or terrifying enough.

"Then let us invite Mr. Terezhov in," He Rui said to Magloire.

With the agreement reached, Magloire and Terezhov did not delay and immediately mobilized. Although Terezhov was somewhat unreliable in doing things, he wasn't unreliable in every aspect. This guy had come to Fengtian with blueprints. Samples of Russian standard rifles were not difficult to obtain, but blueprints for individual parts were not so easy.

Terezhov left the blueprints and promised to get some technical personnel from Russian arsenals as soon as possible.

He Rui didn't believe it at all. Russia was now so short of weapons that it had to import them from abroad; the country must be producing desperately. But He Rui still encouraged him, "I believe in Mr. Terezhov. I wish you swift success."

After Terezhov and Magloire left, He Rui immediately called Wu Youping and the person in charge of the Siping Arsenal from Siping.

The person in charge of the arsenal was very young, a graduate from when Zhao Tianlin was the president of Peiyang University. Now Zhao Tianlin was writing letters every day, inviting graduates of science and engineering from Peiyang University to the Northeast.

The young man's name was Chu Zuoping. He was slightly reserved when he saw He Rui, but as soon as he saw the blueprints, his eyes lit up.

Wu Youping was also somewhat excited, but the content of his excitement was obviously different. Leaving Chu Zuoping to look at the blueprints, Wu Youping pointed outside the door. The two went to the next room, and Wu Youping immediately said, "Chairman, it is not appropriate to do this. If attracting investment goes to such lengths, if subordinates follow the example of superiors, I am afraid there will be trouble."

He Rui was very satisfied. "You are right. This matter need not be promoted as a case study for now. The introduction of complete sets of equipment and engineers must continue to be trained."

Wu Youping nodded, but still did not understand why He Rui was so bold. "Chairman, will Russia really be that bad in the future?"

"Firstly, the situation is bad. Secondly, once a civil war breaks out in Russia, we must quickly recover the Chinese Eastern Railway. Our current weapons production capacity is too weak. We must use the current opportunity to improve our production capacity. Making money is not our goal; our goal is to improve production capacity. We are currently just borrowing a hen to lay eggs. The eggs are for hatching chicks, not for eating."

Wu Youping nodded, but his brows could not help but furrow. "Chairman, we all understand. But now Director Morrison of the Investment Promotion Bureau obviously wants to expand the influence of British and French merchants here."

"Then let him do it. What are you worried about?"

Wu Youping didn't want to speak ill of anyone behind their back, but the situation forced him to voice his concerns. "Those British and French merchants have started bribing our cadres, and the Mitsui family is also bribing. Although many cadres now take pride in refusing bribes, I don't think this will last long. If this goes on, something will happen."

"Don't worry, things won't turn out the way you think," He Rui answered decisively.

Wu Youping was stunned. He came from a merchant family and knew very well about bribery. Preventing trouble before it happened was indeed useful, but the relaxation of discipline was also inevitable. He Rui's confident answer did increase Wu Youping's confidence, but these words did not put Wu Youping at ease.

"Youping, we will fight foreign countries sooner or later, and the faster our construction speed, the sooner the war will be fought. If our strength reaches the Japanese level now, rest assured, I will mobilize troops now."

"Really?" Wu Youping couldn't help but feel joy in his heart. But after a moment, Wu Youping turned his attention back to the present. "Chairman, but what does this have to do with what we are talking about?"

"With the current income of officials and cadres, if those merchants casually give some money, it could be a year or even two years of income for the cadres. If this continues for a long time, no one can withstand the temptation. But why does everyone take pride in refusing bribes now?"

"...Uh, everyone has high spirits," Wu Youping gave his opinion.

"Because cadre training is going well, proving that the work of you and the comrades is very effective. Everyone understands that accepting bribes is wrong."

Being praised by He Rui to his face, Wu Youping blushed and smiled somewhat embarrassedly.

"Another reason is that everyone has benefited from the current construction of the new system, and everyone identifies with our new system. This is what you call high spirits. Now, the more complete sets of equipment are introduced, and the higher our ability to learn to use these equipment and copy them through reverse engineering, the higher everyone's morale will be. I am not saying that there will be no corrupt elements in the future. As long as some people feel they have no future development, corruption will immediately become their choice. When the number of cadres increases, we will establish an Anti-Corruption Bureau. For now, education and encouragement are the main focus."

Wu Youping felt he couldn't be as optimistic as He Rui, but he liked He Rui's optimism. After thinking for a while, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, many comrades now have many views on what the First Five-Year Plan actually is. I also often think about it now. But looking through the documents, I still don't quite understand what the core of the First Five-Year Plan is. Could the Chairman please explain it?"

He Rui answered without thinking, "The essence of the Five-Year Plan is an investment plan. The documents talk about investment directions. If you can't understand it, the reason may lie here."
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Wu Youping had spent some time in the Chamber of Commerce. He originally disliked merchants, and after that experience, his evaluation of them dropped even lower. So, hearing a rather commercial term like "investment," he inevitably felt a sense of displeasure.

Although these words were spoken by He Rui, Wu Youping even felt a twinge of resentment. If it were He Rui, Wu Youping expected him to be able to use different terminology.

But Wu Youping could not see any intention from He Rui to change his wording, so he could only say somewhat helplessly, "Chairman, I don't like this word."

"What you dislike is the operating principle within it, right? If it were a command-style execution to make China strong, would you like this word?" He Rui replied with a smile.

Seeing that He Rui completely understood his thoughts, Wu Youping's spirit lifted. "Chairman, shouldn't our goal be the rejuvenation of China?"

"For people with a lack of knowledge systems, the word 'rejuvenation' is very attractive. But for you, for Comrade Wu Youping, looking at the problem this way is very narrow. Does 'rejuvenation' refer to a relative status? Or actual existing technology and capabilities? Can you tell me?"

Wu Youping had considered this question long ago and immediately answered, "It is China's status leading the world."

"If it is a leading status, the status of which dynasty? The Qing Dynasty? The Ming Dynasty? The Tang or Song? The Qin or Han? Or the Yu, Xia, Shang, or Zhou?"

Wu Youping was stunned. Every time specific issues were discussed, there had to be a very clear objective. Once entering such detailed links, Wu Youping felt he could not grasp the key points.

The current Q&A was the same. He Rui's definition of "rejuvenation" left Wu Youping unable to parry. For a moment, Wu Youping only felt his face starting to burn, a sense of shame arising spontaneously. He couldn't help but lower his head.

"Do not be ashamed, there is no need to be ashamed. Rejuvenating China is a technical job, a matter in the field of engineering. That China has fallen to today's situation is firstly because China's development stagnated, and technological iteration completely stopped. While foreign countries, by establishing scientific systems, possessed very effective methodologies, causing the speed of technological iteration to greatly increase. Can you understand this?"

Wu Youping was suddenly moved by the term "technological iteration" and immediately raised his head. "Yes! Our speed of technological iteration has indeed stagnated; we must learn from foreign countries."

"Youping, Morrison wants to use investment attraction to gain greater influence. From an individual's perspective, is that wrong? Even looking at it from a normal commercial behavior perspective, did Morrison do anything wrong? If you are very dissatisfied with Morrison, then what is your starting point? Can we analyze it from this angle?"

Wu Youping pondered for a while, not knowing how to express his displeasure with Morrison, so his spoke his mind. "I feel that the money has all been earned by those foreign merchants."

He Rui made no comment on this evaluation but instead asked, "How do you think foreign merchants earned the money?"

Speaking of this, Wu Youping felt he was quite well-prepared. "They first suppressed our prices, and then by providing these products, they made a profit from it. Chairman, I have been thinking it over and over during this time. I feel these devices are indeed important, but they did not teach us how to manufacture the equipment, nor the principles... Right, they did not teach us the ability for technological iteration."

"Everything you said is correct. But I want to ask you a question: what benefits did we actually give them in exchange for the foreign merchants giving us the ability for technological iteration?"

Wu Youping felt his thoughts clarify at this moment. The unhappiness in his heart finally found a reason, and he answered loudly, "So I am very unhappy."

"I spoke about the direction in this regard at the National Congress. How much do you still remember?" He Rui asked.

Wu Youping recalled He Rui's statement. "Um... establish a military industry system as soon as possible... the mining industry must develop..."

"You don't need to recall. I will say it again based on your current view. Based on the current technological level, there are two major directions for the objects we serve. One is the local armies in the British and French colonies in Asia. When Britain and France arm these armies, they will not give them the most advanced equipment. Their purchasing requirements for quality are not high; this is our opportunity. We can use low prices to fight for orders. The other is possible Russian orders. Because Russia's industrial capacity is relatively weak, Britain and France, in order to keep Russia fighting, might give Russia money to let Russia purchase freely."

Hearing this, Wu Youping suddenly remembered He Rui's previous description of this part of the content and couldn't help but interrupt, "I remember now, the Chairman did indeed say that..."

"Let me finish." He Rui interrupted Wu Youping.

Wu Youping pursed his lips and spoke no more, trying hard to focus on listening to He Rui's narration.

"The demand for this part of the equipment is at most for two million people. If we can secure five hundred thousand of that, we should thank Heaven and Earth. Just as you can understand now, due to exploitation at every level, the money we earn from it is very little. But the reason we want to continue attracting investment is to obtain foreign complete factory construction, complete sets of equipment, and the production management brought by their accompanying experts. Learn first, then through reverse engineering, establish our own team of workers and engineers."

Wu Youping completely recalled the content He Rui had spoken of at this time, and for a moment felt ashamed again. This was the third or fourth time listening to He Rui explain this content. Wu Youping discovered that listening the previous few times, as well as reading the First Five-Year Plan documents multiple times afterward, he had actually failed to understand completely.

Just then, Wu Youping heard He Rui say again, "Do not treat shame as the most important thing right now. If even you have to go through several times to understand more, then other comrades are the same as you. It is even possible that while you need four times, they need five, six, seven, or eight times. This is the process of human learning and progress; there is nothing to be embarrassed about. As the Secretary of the Siping Municipal Committee and as the Mayor of Siping, if shame makes you feel a deep impression, then remember, comrades are about the same as you when recognizing new knowledge. You must learn to understand the comrades."

"...Yes," Wu Youping answered reluctantly.

He Rui sighed in his heart. Wu Youping was already considered quite good; the current work was still too much pressure for this idealistic youth. But this was also something that couldn't be helped. From an organizational perspective, those leading the work should be idealists as much as possible, because idealists will firmly believe that the status quo must change. This internal drive is their advantage, though of course, it also brings negative effects.

"Youping, I want you to tell me frankly. If we set aside Morrison and foreign merchants, what do you feel is most unacceptable right now? Say whatever comes to mind; you don't need to look for any deeper meaning according to your currently known knowledge. Because no matter how deep you dig, it is all content generated based on your current knowledge system."

Wu Youping felt He Rui's words made sense, so he tried to find the object of his displeasure. Soon, Wu Youping found the content he disliked very much, but he hesitated again.

"Say whatever it is," He Rui urged, taking out his pocket watch to check the time.

Now Wu Youping dared not hesitate again and answered, "The comrades have strong opinions; they feel we haven't made any money."

"Heh, go back and announce that this year's wages will be raised by 10%."

Wu Youping was completely stunned, feeling deeply ashamed of his loose tongue for a moment. But the words had already been spoken, and Wu Youping had no way to take them back, so he could only try to say, "...Chairman, that's not what I meant."

He Rui did not feel there was anything to be embarrassed about at all. "I know that's not what you meant. I am speaking of the solution to the comrades' dissatisfaction. After we complete the land reform in the entire Northeast and establish a relatively complete system, we must formulate more detailed wage standards."

Wu Youping was very resistant in his heart. "How can one care so much about remuneration when serving the country? Moreover, the current wages are already not low."

"Youping, you are a staunch patriot, a comrade willing to spare nothing for change. Of course, you are also very wealthy and do not care about livelihood at all..."

Wu Youping was initially surprised by He Rui's praise, but hearing He Rui mention not lacking money, he became even more unhappy. This unhappiness was not directed at He Rui, but because Wu Youping knew that many comrades actually had strong opinions on this matter. So Wu Youping wanted to state his position, but before he could speak, He Rui interrupted him, "Listen to me until I finish!"

"Yes!" Wu Youping decided to listen to He Rui finish first, and then express that he wanted to donate his family assets.

He Rui continued, "If I haven't guessed wrong, you want to donate your family assets."

Wu Youping was stunned; he completely hadn't expected He Rui to say such words.

"Our Civilization Party will absolutely not accept private donations. Everything has pros and cons; for a political party to accept private donations is harmful. Moreover, so-called philanthropy, scattering one's family fortune, can be seen as personal behavior to those outside the organization. Within the organization, it will definitely be treated as an organizational behavior. This is also a matter where the harm outweighs the benefit. Furthermore, donating family assets is an act of impulse. Do you think it is appropriate to act on impulse within the organization?"

Emotions surged in Wu Youping's heart, and he finally answered reluctantly, "Inappropriate."

After saying this, he still felt somewhat aggrieved and added a sentence, "It is already very strenuous to manage emotional conflicts within the organization."

"So we will talk about this issue later when there is a chance. Let's return to the current problem. You are definitely not the only one in the Northeast dissatisfied with foreign merchants; most comrades are dissatisfied. But where is the reason? In our attracting investment, are we earning money from the domestic market or the foreign market?"

"Earning from the domestic? No!" Wu Youping tried hard to make a judgment. "The Chairman said, we are now earning money from the foreign market."

"With our current production capacity and bargaining power, we cannot earn money from the foreign market. So we might as well cast aside earning currency and adopt a bookkeeping method to conduct barter trade. On the surface, we use pounds, francs, and silver dollars for bookkeeping, but in reality, there is no cash flow in the trade at all. And what truly has cash flow is domestic trade. Although we lack cash, we still have to pay currency to issue wages after all. Adding the currency portion in taxes, the money we truly have in circulation is only this much. If you can understand, if comrades have similar dissatisfaction again, talk to them about this."

Wu Youping followed He Rui's train of thought. He originally felt that although many things were unpleasant, they were still understandable. Hearing He Rui's narration on cash flow, his thoughts suddenly became chaotic.

However, Wu Youping had been doing work in this area for the past year, so it didn't take long for him to understand. After clarifying this new knowledge point, Wu Youping had a feeling of sudden enlightenment. For a moment, emotions of excitement, joy, and shame mixed together, but finally converged into one sentence: "Increasing wages by 10% is really quite a lot."

After saying this, Wu Youping just felt very surprised that he would actually sigh with emotion over money. This was completely unimaginable before.

"That's right, an increase of 10% in cash acquisition is indeed quite a lot. Many comrades look at their own income, and then hear those large transaction numbers; how can their hearts be balanced? So to let the comrades understand this, the Siping Municipal Committee must add this content during training."

Wu Youping felt as if he had just woken from a dream, but also felt something was inappropriate, so he hurriedly asked, "What about other regions?"

"The speed of income increase for the masses and cadres in other regions is faster than you think. I am talking about the speed of increase. Because the land reform system itself, by streamlining production relations and the allocation of means of production, causes the income of the masses and cadres to increase greatly. Furthermore, the Siping region has the highest proportion of full-time and part-time cadres in the entire Northeast. The income of these cadres relies more on government finance; they are the group most sensitive to wage income."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt he couldn't stand it again. He said, "Wait, Chairman, let me think again."

He Rui sighed but said nothing. He picked up the documents and began reading. Regardless of what Wu Youping thought, the recent news, in He Rui's view, was mostly very good news. For example, the number of workers in Siping had increased greatly, and the technical tackling—that is, the work of measuring all existing equipment and drawing blueprints—was proceeding exceptionally smoothly.

Seeing these reports, He Rui prepared to send people down for spot checks. Things were proceeding too smoothly, so smoothly that He Rui felt it was somewhat unbelievable. If there was no fraud down below, it meant that in the second half of this year, the second half of 1916, they could begin attempting to manufacture replacement parts for existing equipment.

Once processing technology improved during the imitation process, they could begin the formulation of Northeast industrial standard parts.

Currently, Northeast equipment was also a "hodgepodge of international makes," with British imperial units and metric units. Once the formulation of Northeast standard parts began, it would be equivalent to establishing China's industrial standards. Having one's own industrial standards did not mean having a powerful industry; it was just using 20th-century industrial thinking to build industry.

He Rui was considering these issues when he heard Wu Youping speak. "Chairman, I understand a bit now. But I am very dissatisfied now. Everyone is doing revolution; why is the difference a bit large?"

He Rui looked up. Seeing Wu Youping's sincere expression, He Rui decided to take a bit of a risk. "Comrade Youping, there is a strong idealistic temperament in your character. So I hope you just listen and do not treat what I am about to say as a standard to require of yourself or others. Because at this stage, you do not yet have the ability to control such cognition. Do you hear me?"

Wu Youping immediately answered, "I will do my best."

Looking at this youth who wanted to know more knowledge, He Rui sighed. "The idealistic temperament is a strong internal impulse. You think transforming the world into the appearance you expect is a need, but more people do not have such an impulse. What they hope for is to live a bit better and a bit more comfortably in this world. So I emphasize again, after hearing this, just know that such a thing exists. Do not use these terms to require and define yourself and others. That you can know what others want, and others can know what you want, is already very good. Many comrades probably cannot feel the feeling in your chest like a burning fire, and you also cannot feel their expectation for a stable and happy life, as well as the endurance to endure all kinds of unhappiness to achieve that expectation."

Wu Youping was very unhappy in his heart. He Rui's words pointed out many things Wu Youping didn't understand before, making Wu Youping even more unable to accept them.

But looking at He Rui's serious expression, Wu Youping decided to obey He Rui's request, but he still couldn't help asking, "Chairman, do you also have a fire in your heart?"

He Rui couldn't help but smile. "If you feel I understand you very well, then it means I have such a fire."
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On July 2nd, the Republic of China's Minister of Foreign Affairs, Tang Shaoyi, had just arrived at his office when his secretary came to report, "Minister, Chancellor Zhao Tianlin has sent someone to deliver a letter."

Tang Shaoyi had only assumed the post of Foreign Minister on June 30th. It had been no more than three days. Hearing that Zhao Tianlin had sent a letter, he hesitated slightly about whether to see the messenger.

Seeing Tang Shaoyi's hesitation, the secretary asked, "Should I go out and accept the letter on your behalf?"

Tang Shaoyi still appreciated Zhao Tianlin, so he replied, "Let him in."

After the secretary left, Tang Shaoyi sighed slightly. That Zhao Tianlin chose to follow He Rui was something Tang Shaoyi had completely not expected.

Tang Shaoyi and Yuan Shikai had a mutual appreciation for each other. In the 20th year of Guangxu (1894), Japan used the Donghak Peasant Revolution as a pretext to send troops to Korea. Since Yuan Shikai had been stationed in Korea for over ten years and had always been hostile to Japan, he was seen as a major obstacle, and Japan wanted to eliminate him quickly. Yuan Shikai telegraphed Li Hongzhang requesting to be recalled and proposed that Tang Shaoyi act in his stead.

When the Japanese learned of this news, they plotted to assassinate Yuan. Upon hearing the news, Tang Shaoyi immediately sought help from the British Minister to Korea, John Jordan, and together they planned a rescue operation for Yuan. On June 16th (July 18th), Yuan Shikai disguised himself and fled. Tang Shaoyi escorted him to the Han River, where he boarded a British warship prepared by John Jordan.

Therefore, Tang Shaoyi actually appreciated He Rui's interview last October, believing that He Rui was trying his best to dissuade Yuan Shikai at the time. But this young upstart He Rui had seized power in the Northeast, causing quite a shock within the Beiyang government.

At present, the ambitious Feng Guozhang had finally revealed his true colors. On May 18th, Feng Guozhang invited representatives from provinces that had not declared independence to convene a meeting in Nanjing. Feng Guozhang intended to force Yuan to step down through the Nanjing Conference and replace him. However, due to Ni Sichong's sabotage and the differing strategies of the generals' representatives from various provinces, the Nanjing Conference was aborted. Feng Guozhang had outsmarted himself and was denounced by public opinion: "Rather than calling it a conference to resolve the status of Yuan, it would be better to call it a conference to resolve his own status."

However, He Rui, this 25-year-old young upstart, had unexpectedly seized power in the Northeast at this delicate moment, making the warlords everywhere feel very jealous. For a time, all kinds of rumors were boiling over, and He Rui's deployment of troops for exercises outside Shanhai Pass in order to obtain Duan Qirui's authorization made those warlords who commanded heavy troops feel all sorts of expectations.

While he was considering these things, the messenger had already been led in. The visitor bowed and presented the letter. In the letter, Zhao Tianlin congratulated Tang Shaoyi on his assumption of the post of Foreign Minister and greatly praised Tang Shaoyi's past achievements. Tang Shaoyi became one of the third batch of young students sent to study in the United States in the 13th year of Tongzhi (1874), later entering Columbia University. Seeing this junior alumnus who had studied in the US more than ten years later than him being so sincere, he felt a bit of fondness in his heart.

After reading the letter, Tang Shaoyi asked about Zhao Tianlin's current situation. The messenger briefly introduced Zhao Tianlin's recent situation and continued, "Chancellor Zhao has now assumed the post of Director of the Education Bureau outside the pass and is preparing a railway academy to cultivate railway talents, preparing personnel for the future construction of our country's own railways."

"Oh?" Tang Shaoyi felt a bit more excited. In the 33rd year of Guangxu (1907), Tang Shaoyi was appointed Governor of Fengtian and was responsible for foreign negotiations in the Northeast region. He intended to introduce British and American capital to build a railway running through the entire territory of the Northeast to check Japan. But Japan wooed the United States and signed the Root-Takahira Agreement first, causing Tang Shaoyi's plan to fail.

Hearing that Zhao Tianlin had actually started doing the same thing, Tang Shaoyi praised, "This is a good thing. Go back and tell Chancellor Zhao, please ask him to be diligent. If there is anything the Ministry of Foreign Affairs can assist with, the Ministry will certainly do its best."

Hearing this, the messenger said respectfully, "Railways require a large amount of surveying. The surveying equipment outside the pass is of various types and complex. Chancellor Zhao wants to unify the standards. He has already prepared the money and contacted people in Paris, France, and can pay at any time. However, the General Conference on Weights and Measures is an organization for sovereign states. We still need Minister Tang to send a telegram to the Republic of China's Minister to France, asking him to contact the members of the General Conference on Weights and Measures, so that the General Conference can issue a set of certified platinum-iridium alloy prototypes and nickel-steel secondary prototypes for the instrument factory to use."

Listening to Zhao Tianlin's request, Tang Shaoyi felt this was just a small matter, so he continued to ask, "Did Chancellor Zhao send you for any other matters?"

"Chancellor Zhao said that this time is to congratulate Minister Tang on his new appointment. Troubling Minister Tang already makes him feel very apologetic. If you can assist, we would be overjoyed."

Tang Shaoyi felt that the guy in front of him probably wasn't telling the truth. The current He Rui was already a famous figure in the Republic of China, yet a year ago, probably only the Ministry of Foreign Affairs knew much about He Rui. Since this guy wouldn't tell the truth, Tang Shaoyi simply went with the flow, called his secretary, and asked him to immediately take this messenger to handle the matter.

In the afternoon, the secretary returned. "Minister, Chancellor Zhao's matter has been settled."

Tang Shaoyi was stunned for a moment before remembering the matter handled today. "Where is the person sent by Chancellor Zhao?"

The secretary had received a gratuity from the messenger and had eaten a good meal at a restaurant in the capital at noon, so he reported truthfully, "The messenger saw that the matter was done and has already left."

"Did he... say anything else?" Tang Shaoyi was a bit surprised.

"He just thanked the Minister for his help," the secretary replied.

"He Rui actually didn't ask him to say anything?" Tang Shaoyi was even more puzzled. Receiving a clear answer from the secretary, this person had indeed just come to ask Tang Shaoyi to send a telegram to let the Republic of China's Minister to France help obtain a set of certified platinum-iridium alloy prototypes and nickel-steel secondary prototypes from the General Conference on Weights and Measures for the instrument factory to use.

This time, Tang Shaoyi was greatly surprised. There were so many warlords in the Republic of China, rich ones and poor ones, but Tang Shaoyi had never seen a warlord who would lift a finger for the matter of standard weights and measures. As far as Tang Shaoyi knew, let alone doing it, those warlords wouldn't even think about it. What these warlords thought about was entirely their own territory, troops, and power status. They had truly never even heard of a purely technical organization like the General Conference on Weights and Measures.

In 1908 (the 34th year of Guangxu), a request was made to the International Bureau of Weights and Measures to custom-make a construction ruler (32 cm) and a Kuping tael weight (37.301 g) platinum-iridium alloy prototype and a nickel-steel secondary prototype each. In 1909 (the first year of Xuantong), the prototypes and secondary prototypes were accurately calibrated by the International Bureau of Weights and Measures, given certificates, and brought to China. The Qing government manufactured local prototypes based on the secondary prototypes and issued them to all directly controlled provinces as standards for verifying various weights and measures, so that the values of weights and measures units in the late Qing Dynasty could have a metric production standard.

It was also at that time that Tang Shaoyi learned of the existence of such an organization as the 'General Conference on Weights and Measures'.

For a time, Tang Shaoyi's impression of He Rui shifted. It seemed that this young warlord was truly different.

But Tang Shaoyi dared not believe this matter was true. He changed his thought; perhaps this matter was merely being pushed by Zhao Tianlin.
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In mid-September, a cool autumn breeze dispelled the summer heat. Zhao Tianlin stepped down from a heavily guarded train carriage, and Wu Youping, Secretary of the Siping Municipal Committee and Mayor, along with Jilin Military District Commander Cheng Ruofan, hurriedly stepped forward to meet him.

Two relatively small boxes were lifted down and, escorted by a platoon of soldiers, left the station. The boxes were carefully placed onto a rubber-tired flatbed cart. Rubber-tired vehicles were not common in the Northeast at this time, and the soldiers' posture of high alert surprised the onlookers, whose gazes all fell upon the cart.

Wu Youping said to Zhao Tianlin and Cheng Ruofan, "Let's go to the instrument factory and wait for them."

The three set off in a car. Upon arriving at the instrument factory, they found Lu Daoming, Deputy Director of the Northeast Water Conservancy Department and Principal of the Siping Surveying and Mapping School, along with other technical personnel, already waiting.

Without exchanging pleasantries, Zhao Tianlin asked directly, "How are the preparations?"

Lu Daoming's skin was tanned dark, but his spirits were high. Hearing Zhao Tianlin's question, he called a young technician over before replying to Zhao, "Engineer Zhang Dunyi and the factory's skilled workers have been preparing for over two months. They've figured out about seventy or eighty percent of the production process for measuring equipment. We can't handle vernier calipers and micrometers yet, but ordinary wooden rulers, metal rulers, and tape measures can be mass-produced. Principal Zhao, we are now ready; all is ready except for the east wind."

Zhao Tianlin looked at Lu Daoming's confident expression, then turned to Zhang Dunyi. Zhang Dunyi was from Zhejiang. After seeing the newspaper published by the *Northeast Daily* Shanghai branch, he had applied according to the recruitment advertisement. After passing political review, he arrived in Fengtian in mid-July and was then assigned to Siping.

The young man looked to be in his twenties, quiet and refined, yet possessing that astute shrewdness typical of Zhejiang people. Zhao said, "Engineer Zhang, thank you for your hard work."

Zhang Dunyi replied, "Director Zhao, we are just waiting for the primary and secondary standards to arrive."

"The primary standard cannot be used. Once you master the technology for making secondary standards, you can go and replicate them. Chairman He said that because our basic smelting technology isn't up to par, there are many things we can't do yet. However, the mining engineers contacted by the French merchants have arrived and are working at the Anshan Iron Mine and Hegang Coal Mine. Once the engineers and technicians they train can stand on their own—especially once the ore analysis laboratory is completed—we can try our hand at refining."

A look of disappointment flickered across Zhang Dunyi's face, but he tried to smile as he replied, "That would be wonderful."

Just as they were speaking, Lu Daoming exclaimed with joy, "Here it is! Here it is! The east wind has arrived!"

Everyone followed Lu Daoming's gaze and saw that the military escort had already entered the workshop. Immediately, the large doors were thrown open, and two flatbed carts were escorted inside by the troops.

The leading officer stepped forward and saluted Cheng Ruofan. "Report, Commander! We have escorted the equipment here!"

Under the gaze of the group of leading cadres, the box was opened. Inside the mass of soft packing material was a more exquisite packaging box. Opening the second box, the staff removed an even smaller, more delicate box from the filling. Opening the third layer, inside the packing material was a paper box.

The paper box was placed on a pre-prepared table. When opened, it revealed a soft lining. Resting in the groove of the soft lining was a long object wrapped in silk. The outermost box hadn't been large to begin with, but compared to the object inside, it seemed immense.

The silk was unwrapped, revealing white paper. Cheng Ruofan felt so nervous he wanted to sweat. As the white paper was uncovered, the metallic glint finally appeared.

The group of high-ranking military and political officials gathered around this secondary standard. They saw a metal bar with a cross-section approximating an X-shape. Cheng Ruofan had expected it to be covered in dense graduation marks, but this oddly shaped metal bar was perfectly smooth, with no visible markings.

At this moment, Lu Daoming, the principal of the Surveying and Mapping School, cried out happily, "I see them!"

Cheng Ruofan looked closely. There seemed to be some marks at the two ends. Leaning in to scrutinize it, he finally saw a single, extremely fine engraved line on each end. Cheng Ruofan guessed that the distance between these two lines was the standard one meter. But he couldn't figure out how one meter could be divided into 1,000 millimeters, or even finer increments.

Since he didn't understand, Cheng Ruofan simply asked. Lu Daoming laughed, "The simplest method is the ruler-and-compass method, dividing it into decimeters, centimeters, and millimeters. If it's more complex, then it's pure engineering technology. We first make molds, then produce rulers of various lengths, which are then graduated by technicians. It's all precision work."

Cheng Ruofan still didn't understand the technical process involved, but he asked, "Director Lu, does this mean that when we do reverse engineering in the future, it will be much more accurate?"

"Of course." Lu Daoming was elated as he spoke. As a water conservancy expert who had studied in the United States, Lu Daoming naturally knew the importance of measurement; a tiny error leads to a huge discrepancy. But Lu Daoming hadn't expected He Rui to obtain the prototype from the General Conference on Weights and Measures so quickly.

Having seen the meter secondary standard, Lu Daoming hurriedly asked for the other box containing a secondary standard to be opened. The disparity between the standard and the box was even greater this time. The kilogram prototype in the box wasn't large; inside a transparent vessel, the prototype shone with a metallic luster.

This time, Cheng Ruofan didn't want to ask more about the technical work. While the other technical personnel looked on obsessively and discussed it, Cheng Ruofan called Wu Youping outside. "Youping, since we have these, when will our weapons production begin?"

Wu Youping looked around to ensure no one was there and whispered, "It's a process. We've just got the arsenal provided by the French up and running. I think after the measuring equipment is finished and that side is debugged, it will take another half month. To try producing our standard weapons, it will be at least a month from now."

"A month... In the next year, can we produce enough equipment to outfit 12 divisions?"

"That many? One of our divisions is ten thousand men!" Wu Youping was shocked by the number.

"Without 120,000 men, what are we going to fight the Russians with? Machine guns, rifles, artillery—I am truly worried."

"Does the Chairman think we need so many troops?"

"It's not that the Chairman thinks so. The General Staff has done a lot of intelligence gathering regarding the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway. The Russians have quite a few garrisons inside our territory and along the border. We must eliminate them with lightning speed. Once a siege begins, we will need a large amount of large-caliber artillery. Adding in the recovery of Outer Mongolia, and having to guard against the Japanese, a force of 12 divisions would be relatively sufficient."

Wu Youping had originally been in a very good mood. Up to this point, the progress of industrial and agricultural work had been excellent. Now that the prototype issue was solved, and with previous experience, re-measuring those devices would be even smoother. Machine parts needed time to relieve stress, but it wasn't impossible to adopt temporary methods.

But the annual output of the existing equipment was only around 100,000 rifles. Even if doubled, it would only be 200,000. And the French merchants had said they intended to sell weapons to Russia. Now the French technicians in the arsenal acted like lords all day long, scolding the arsenal for lack of precision and unskilled technique, yet offering no solutions. It was complete nonsense.

Thinking of the comrades' complaints, Wu Youping's good mood reverted to its previous state. But he didn't lose his temper. He replied, "Let's ask the Chairman to arrange it."

Cheng Ruofan knew Wu Youping must be under tremendous pressure, but military training couldn't use fake guns. Now, after the troop expansion, two men were already sharing one gun. If the troop scale were expanded further, four men would have to share one gun, and even marksmanship training couldn't be guaranteed.

Since Wu Youping asked for He Rui to arrange it, Cheng Ruofan also agreed. "Shall we send a joint telegram to the Chairman reporting the start of measurement work?"

In the end, Wu Youping and Cheng Ruofan each wrote a letter to He Rui. In their letters, both frankly raised the problems they were currently encountering, expecting He Rui to provide instructions.

He Rui took the letters from the office staff, glanced at the envelopes, and tucked them into his notebook. Then he looked up at the man sitting opposite him, who had curly, center-parted hair.

"Mr. Tesla, let us continue our previous topic. You are the world's greatest engineer..."

Hearing He Rui say this, Tesla leaned back more relaxedly on the sofa. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly, and his two small mustache tips turned up with them, making his mocking smile even more full of mockery.

Seeing the famous engineer with such an expression, based on his interactions with Tesla over the past few days, He Rui knew Tesla was about to speak, so he simply stopped his own narration.

Tesla waited for a moment, and seeing He Rui was no longer speaking, he rested his chin in his hand and laughed, "Please continue. I know Your Excellency the General does not believe I am the greatest scientist."

He Rui then continued, "An engineer is inherently a part of being a scientist. What you lack now is a scientific laboratory, a laboratory capable of realizing microwave energy transmission. Of course, I don't know if the United States has such a laboratory, but at least we don't have one here."

"But Your Excellency said you prepare to establish a National Laboratory," Tesla said what He Rui was supposed to say.

He Rui smiled slightly. "A foundation for establishing such a laboratory is a power plant, which we do not have. This is also the reason I initially invited you here."

After speaking, He Rui fell silent again. Old Mr. Tesla was very interesting; he was somewhat similar to the image of the "mad scientist" in later generations. That is to say, neurotic.

However, He Rui didn't mind anymore. At least the reason Tesla came to Fengtian this time was really to come to China to relax, and incidentally to see what kind of person the Chinese local official who invited him was. In He Rui's worst-case scenario, Tesla would be peddling his whimsical ideas.

Since Tesla had already begun to enter the "eccentric scientist" phase, what He Rui said didn't matter much anymore; everything depended on Tesla's own mood.

Sure enough, Tesla didn't speak. He continued to size up He Rui. It had to be said, this man's eyes looked a bit sinister. Combined with the big nose, the thick little mustache, and the curly center-parted hair, he radiated a very unfriendly feeling.

Tesla sized up He Rui for a good while before finally speaking. "Your Excellency, your explanation of the photoelectric effect and your understanding of microwave energy transmission make it hard for me to believe you are a soldier."

"I am the genuine article," He Rui laughed.

A look of arrogance couldn't help but appear on Tesla's face. "I do not believe the Japanese military academy would teach you such knowledge. They don't have talent in this area in their own country!"

Seeing Tesla speak like this, He Rui thought for a moment and then said, "Since Mr. Tesla understands Japan so well, I will tell you the reason why. I am a time traveler, coming from another space-time..."

Tesla initially looked surprised, but his expression quickly turned to mockery, and finally, he simply laughed out loud. He Rui ignored Tesla's reaction and continued to tell Tesla about his status as a time traveler.

By the time He Rui finished, Tesla was laughing so hard he was rocking back and forth. With great difficulty, he suppressed his laughter, touched his curly center-parted hair, and let out a long breath. "Your Excellency, I admire your humor."

"It is my greatest merit," He Rui replied with a smile.

Tesla thought for another moment and made up his mind. "Since Mr. Morrison is your Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, I want to be the Director of the Technology Bureau."

"Permitted," He Rui agreed readily.

"The technology I provide is not free."

"Deal." He Rui extended his hand to Tesla.

Tesla hesitated for a moment, but finally reached out and shook hands with He Rui.

Having reached a cooperation agreement, Tesla let out a long sigh of relief. "I still have some debts in the United States..."

"Once you start working, we will settle them for you," He Rui gave the answer directly.

Only then did Tesla truly feel somewhat at ease. He laughed, "Your Excellency, I also have a secret."

"Oh?"

"Actually, I am also a time traveler," Tesla said with a straight face.

He Rui wasn't surprised at all. He simply said in an exaggerated tone, "If that is the case, Mr. Tesla, in another world, we must be brothers from another mother."

Tesla was stunned. He thought carefully for a while before understanding the meaning behind these words. Perhaps the joke was too dry; Tesla only gave a bitter smile. "Your Excellency, your sense of humor could use some work."
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November 8th, the Start of Winter.

The fishing nets cast into the Shanmen Reservoir were hauled in, and soon, the glimmer of fish scales flashed from within the mesh. By the time the nets were dragged onto the boat, they contained over a dozen grass carp, each weighing more than a jin.

As the cooks began processing the ingredients, the Party, military, and government cadres watching from the shore discussed the progress of artificial fish farming and returned to the venue.

The venue consisted of several tents set up beside the Shanmen Reservoir. Government cadres, especially those responsible for rural work, had all participated in measuring the water storage depth. This reservoir, covering nearly 10 square kilometers with a maximum depth already exceeding two meters, drew admiration and delight from everyone.

Lu Daoming, the Deputy Director of the Water Conservancy Bureau in charge of the project, was filled with joy. As he accepted everyone’s congratulations, a smile naturally spread across his face. Lu Daoming himself hadn't expected that the first reservoir project he would design, construct, and complete the first phase of would be in the region outside the pass, often considered a wild frontier. Moreover, the lack of major rivers in this area, while a problem for hydraulic engineering, also presented an advantage for specific water conservancy projects.

Despite his high spirits, Lu Daoming maintained the calm demeanor of a technical expert when facing the cadres' inquiries. "Reservoir construction must be based on seeking truth from facts and adapting to local conditions. More importantly, for the higher terrain, we must ask the comrades from the Forestry Bureau to guide the afforestation work to conserve water sources."

Zhang Qingshan, Deputy Director of the Siping Forestry Bureau, felt a mix of joy and awkwardness upon hearing this. Outside the pass, everyone was used to cutting down trees; those who planted them were extremely rare. Zhang Qingshan was originally a village cadre. He had stood out from the crowd of village officials—who only had experience in felling trees—simply because his family had planted a dozen trees at the edge of their fields. Thus, he was temporarily acting as the head of the Forestry Bureau.

Seeing the gazes of the other local cadres, Zhang Qingshan knew he actually didn't understand much, let alone have any experience to share.

Fortunately, this exchange didn't last long, and the meeting convened shortly after. At the start of the meeting, He Rui went straight to the point. "Next year is the first year of the First Five-Year Plan. As of now, the main framework of land reform across the entire Northeast is basically complete. The next steps are the mass training of cadres, the strengthening of compulsory education, and the increasing of people's income. In the agricultural training across various regions, comrades must make the concept of investment—that is, the key points of input and output—the focus of training..."

Zhang Qingshan listened with great admiration. As a cadre from a peasant background, knowing how much to sow and what the harvest would be was the most basic form of input and output. But it was only during the rural cadre training that Zhang Qingshan learned the theory of input and output. Even now, he and the rural cadres preferred to use the phrase "how to manage a household" to describe this knowledge.

Learning how to arrange farm work meant growing more grain after receiving land. Learning how to manage one's life meant completing more orders for sewing and other tasks won by the village, earning more grain. Now, Zhang Qingshan was busy every day planning forest farms, collecting seeds, arranging nurseries, and cultivating seedlings. He only knew from letters that his family's life had improved significantly—at least they could eat their fill.

After the agricultural section concluded, the topic shifted to industrial development. The only parts Zhang Qingshan could grasp were "compulsory education" and "strengthening training." Essentially, it meant training, classes, and sending the children to school.

However, in the minds of Wu Youping, Zhao Tianlin, Xu Chengfeng, Lu Daoming, and others, the content He Rui presented was much more complex, even giving them a sense of excessive optimism.

Industry was the capital with which the Great Powers vied for world hegemony. Since the Self-Strengthening Movement, China had failed to truly achieve industrialization despite decades of effort. These young Chinese men, who had received higher education, believed that under He Rui's leadership and through arduous struggle, China could certainly reach the level of the Great Powers. Yet, in He Rui's description, the process of industrialization seemed as clear and straightforward as taking something out of a bag.

Of course, He Rui also described the massive workload and the enormous resources required. But to these comrades, such a workload felt trivial compared to the prospect of industrial progress. No one questioned it, largely because they didn't know what to say.

At noon, fresh and hot *Guobaorou* (Fried Pork in Scoop) and *Suancaiyu* (Sauerkraut Fish) were served at the dining gathering. Paired with multigrain pancakes made of a mixture of sorghum and corn flour, everyone enjoyed a delicious meal.

As they ate the meat, the comrades from the Animal Husbandry Department became the focus. Chen Deli, who was responsible for rural work, couldn't help but sigh. "Although green fodder is good, there's no way to feed it to pigs properly. No matter what we say, there are always farmers who feed pigs with green fodder until the pigs bloat to death or get sick. The farmers, distressed over their lost income, then vent their anger on the village cadres."

Zheng Silang, who had a somewhat impatient temper, couldn't help but ask, "How do those village cadres respond?"

"It's useless to talk to them. The farmers don't care about logic; they cry, make a scene, and threaten suicide. The village cadres are in a very difficult position."

The expressions of the leading cadres, whether they had received higher education or came from rural backgrounds, varied greatly—some were very unhappy, others deeply moved. However, everyone's gaze eventually fell on He Rui.

He Rui was just dipping a pancake into the soup and putting it in his mouth. Seeing everyone's eyes focused on him, he swallowed the bite before speaking. "Emphasizing input-output education during cadre training sounds simple. Obtaining fodder nearby saves a lot of effort; this is human nature. But to raise pigs well, one must have the right methods. During training, we must provide methods and be able to solve problems. This is very heavy work for the cadres; it requires everyone to be patient and capable of enduring grievances."

"We can't just let those people talk nonsense, can we?" Zheng Silang's young face was filled with the indignation characteristic of youth.

He Rui waved his hand. "Let them talk. As long as our cadres disseminate the content we need to propagate, other matters depend on whether the masses can accept it. And for the masses who can accept it, it depends on whether they can receive further support. There will always be people who make trouble, but there are also those who focus on the matter itself. We shouldn't get into emotional disputes with those who talk nonsense. Instead, those who focus on the task itself should receive the matching knowledge and education. I believe that in the face of interests, the eyes of the masses are sharp."

"...In the face of interests," Zheng Silang repeated, saying no more. Most of the other comrades felt something similar and also dropped the subject.

The meeting continued in the afternoon and lasted for three days. At the Party Congress, all party representatives solidified their understanding of the First Five-Year Plan. Just as the meeting was about to conclude, Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had already gone to the Changchun Industrial Bureau, raised a question that had been on his mind. "Chairman, why continue to invest in Siping? I believe Siping is not suitable for large-scale industrial construction."

The comrades all looked at He Rui earnestly. Every comrade working in an industrial department hoped their city could possess a complete industrial system. Fengtian, Changchun, and Harbin were all major cities with scales far exceeding Siping, and their conditions for developing industry were by no means inferior. Especially the comrades who had followed He Rui earlier, they had all considered the possibility of a "Great Siping Relocation." However, not only did this expected event not happen, but Siping had actually gathered even more industrial projects. Comrades inevitably felt He Rui was being too biased.

"Two reasons," He Rui answered decisively. "First, Siping is geographically much safer and can withstand a sudden surprise attack. The destruction of the Beiyang Machinery Bureau in Tianjin is a recent warning; I do not wish to see it happen again. Second, even Siping's current industry is far from forming a complete system. Regarding the so-called Great Siping Relocation, I believe what should be moved is an entire industrial system. Therefore, Siping should be a training base, with a large number of personnel coming here to receive training."

At this point, seeing the disappointed looks on their faces, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Everyone thinks Siping's conditions aren't very good, and that is a correct thought. The Northeast is so vast; there are plenty of places more suitable for building an industrial system than Siping. We aren't doing it now simply because the time is not yet ripe. I can only say that Siping's industrial categories will increase, but the scale will not continue to expand. Correspondingly, provided safety is guaranteed, the industrial scale of every city will reach the level it should."

Although He Rui's answer didn't completely satisfy them, the leading cadres from the three provincial capitals showed joy in their expressions. At least they had something to look forward to!

After the Party Congress ended, the various representatives stayed in Siping to rest for a few more days. The work over the last six months had truly exhausted everyone, and gathering together now, they didn't want to immediately rush their separate ways.

But He Rui didn't have this leisure. He returned to Fengtian and accepted an exclusive interview with reporters from the *Asahi Shimbun* and the *Yomiuri Shimbun*.

The reporters from the two newspapers were familiar faces. Takeda from *Asahi Shimbun*, upon seeing He Rui, sighed after the initial greetings. "Since Your Excellency left Japan, *The Soul of the Army* has been far less interesting than before. It has now ceased publication."

Uesugi from *Yomiuri Shimbun* shared the same sentiment, but he didn't dwell on the past. He sighed, "Your Excellency's exclusive interview in July received a very good response. In particular, your evaluation of the Battle of Jutland was highly praised. The struggle of the German fleet was nothing more than a fierce attack by prisoners against their guards; it did not change the strategic situation of the German Navy. No matter how brilliant the tactical victory, it was of no avail. How does Your Excellency judge China's potential entry into the Allied Powers?"

"As you both know, I have always called for the Chinese central government to join the Allied Powers as soon as possible. Although I have no voice in the central government, based on scattered news I've heard, President Li Yuanhong may announce this news in the near future."

The eyes of the two reporters lit up. Takeda hurriedly pressed, "Is this news reliable?"

He Rui smiled. "I've only heard it. However, I have repeatedly called for it in domestic newspapers and have also submitted a petition to President Li Yuanhong. I imagine the President will always give it some thought."

The day after Yuan Shikai's death, according to the succession list he had established, Li Yuanhong, who was ranked first, succeeded as the President of the Republic of China. As a major figure who had been forcibly brought out to lead the situation after the Wuchang Uprising, Li Yuanhong was indeed the most suitable candidate at this time.

However, what Li Yuanhong did next was to attempt to overthrow the Beiyang system along the way by holding those responsible for the Hongxian monarchy accountable. This met with opposition from the Beiyang clique as a whole.

So what He Rui said was true; he had indeed published articles in newspapers and submitted petitions to Li Yuanhong and others. But He Rui didn't believe for a second that his words would actually have such a great effect.

The reason he did this was entirely because he wanted to gain recognition from the Allied Powers.

After the interview ended and the reporters were seen off, the French merchant Maglon came to visit. Upon seeing He Rui, he immediately said with excitement, "Your Excellency, mass production can begin."

"Oh?" He Rui didn't dare to fully trust Maglon's capacity; after all, this involved arms, and orders for Russian-pattern rifles did carry significant risk.

Maglon saw through He Rui's thoughts and continued, "The equipment has already started production. If it weren't for the fact that the factories in the south are not at the same level as those in the north, it should have arrived by now. But please rest assured, Your Excellency. Many people greatly appreciate your sincerity regarding joining the Allied Powers and acknowledge the production capacity you now possess. They are willing to cooperate with you."
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In the Legation Quarter of the capital, where most foreign embassies were gathered, a New Year's reception was being held at the French Legation on January 1, 1917. Diplomats from various foreign missions attended with their wives.

Perhaps it was because the Battle of the Somme had ended and the Allied Powers had not been defeated by Germany, or perhaps the peaceful atmosphere of the Far East made it difficult for these diplomats to truly feel the brutality of the war. In any case, these well-dressed men and women were in high spirits and genuinely enjoying the joy of the New Year.

The British Minister, John Jordan, had completely moved on from the passing of his old acquaintance, Yuan Shikai. He was currently discussing the leading figures of China with the French Minister, his tone filled with disdain.

Just then, the Russian Minister appeared at the venue, attracting considerable attention. This was perhaps the treatment Russia deserved; after all, in the past year, Russia had achieved a major victory in the "Brusilov Offensive" during the summer. The Austro-Hungarian Empire had lost 1.1 million men, and German casualties had reached 350,000. Consequently, the Austro-Hungarian Empire's backbone had been broken, leaving it completely incapable of effective action in the subsequent stages of the war.

The British and French Ministers stepped forward to exchange pleasantries with the Russian Minister. Upon returning to his seat, the French Minister suddenly remembered something. "Your Excellency, the rifles produced by that young friend of Morrison's have actually passed Russia's acceptance inspection. Did you exert some influence?"

Jordan was taken aback. The region outside the pass was considered very underdeveloped even within China. If not for General He Rui, the Zhen'an General, going all out to attract investment and consistently expressing his stance that China should join the Allied Powers as soon as possible, Jordan would not have had a deep impression of him.

The reason he supported British merchants purchasing from outside the pass to some extent was that France's influence on Russia was too great. Since French merchants had gone to the Northeast, British merchants naturally had to go as well.

Facing the French Minister's question, Jordan smiled. "I should be the one asking you that."

The French Minister was slightly surprised but immediately dropped the subject. Jordan keenly sensed this shift and couldn't help but wonder: could the descriptions of the Northeast in Morrison's letters actually be true?

Jordan wasn't in a hurry. With Morrison serving as the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau in the Northeast, it felt like having Robert Hart as the Inspector-General of the Qing Customs—he could always get firsthand information. Confirming the details was just a matter of writing a letter.

After the reception ended, Jordan suddenly remembered this matter before retiring to the embassy to rest and gave instructions to his secretary.

A week later, the secretary presented a thick letter to Jordan, who had completely forgotten about it. He only recalled mentioning it after his secretary reminded him.

After opening the letter and reading for a moment, Jordan frowned. In the letter, Morrison praised He Rui to the skies, stating that He Rui was the only powerful figure in all of China who truly possessed a global vision. This tone reminded Jordan of Morrison's praise for Yuan Shikai's imperial bid; it was precisely because of Morrison's efforts that Yuan Shikai had failed so miserably. In terms of friendship, Jordan's relationship with Yuan Shikai far exceeded Morrison's.

Continuing to read, Jordan finally found something of interest. He Rui's accounting methods were indeed amusing. While other Chinese warlords wanted weapons and support, He Rui was much shrewder. He was building his own military-industrial system and gaining favor by repeatedly expressing support for the Allied Powers.

After thinking it over, Jordan called his secretary and ordered, "Send a telegram to London. Many upper-class figures in China have realized the necessity of joining the Allied Powers, and General He Rui, the highest administrative official in the Northeast, is one of them..."

Jordan's telegram was merely archived; the Foreign Secretary only glanced at it before setting it aside. The Far East was a very unimportant place in Britain's current strategic landscape, as long as no trouble arose.

If the Minister of Munitions, Winston Churchill, hadn't specifically mentioned He Rui at the cabinet meeting on January 7th, the Foreign Secretary would have forgotten about this telegram entirely. But since it was brought up, the Foreign Secretary went back to retrieve the telegram. He Rui's name was indeed there, but the Foreign Secretary didn't understand how Churchill would know this person.

The Foreign Secretary's Principal Private Secretary had no such doubts. Seeing that his superior needed guidance, the secretary brought in several newspapers, specifically yesterday's issue of *The Times*. As an elite from a long-standing Civil Service tradition, the secretary turned to a specific page. The Foreign Secretary put on his glasses and saw the news report: "As the Chinese general most staunchly supporting the Allied Powers, General He Rui's administration in Northeast China has already loaded the first batch of weapons for transport to Russia. Accompanying them are large quantities of strategic supplies, including soybean oil, beet sugar, maltose..."

After finishing this article analyzing Northeast China as a stable supply base for Russian war materials, the Foreign Secretary took off his glasses. Now he understood what was going on. Without this *Times* article, fewer than five people in London would know the name He Rui. But with *The Times* report, the situation was completely different.

Seeing that his minister still seemed to fail to grasp He Rui's value, the chief secretary handed over several other newspapers, including *Le Figaro*.

The Foreign Secretary had no trouble reading French newspapers. Even in wartime, the French press couldn't resist taking jabs at the British. The article first attacked Minister of Munitions Churchill for escaping the investigation of the Dardanelles Commission and returning to politics. It then mocked Britain's incompetence, forcing the Ottoman Empire to the side of the Central Powers over a meaningless battleship.

Meanwhile, wise French merchants, led by Magloire, had opened up military production in Northeast China, providing urgently needed weapons and supplies to France's close ally, Russia.

Now the Foreign Secretary finally understood why Churchill had brought up a Chinese general. Since Churchill had returned to the political stage, the Foreign Secretary had no reason to oppose him. It was just leveraging the situation; the Foreign Office had plenty of ways to do that.

"Send a telegram inquiring about the needs of He Rui's military industrial enterprises," the Foreign Secretary ordered.

By 1917, radio was in widespread use. Through military channels, the Foreign Secretary's message quickly arrived in the capital. Jordan immediately realized his opportunity had come. But how could the Minister of the mighty British Empire personally visit a warlord? Jordan sent his secretary instead.

Regarding He Rui, the secretary was much more diligent than Jordan. On the way, he read the information about He Rui several times.

He Rui was born in 1890. At 16, he went to Japan to study at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. After graduation, he served in the Japanese Army and subsequently passed the entrance exam for the Army War College. He returned to China in May 1915 and was immediately sent to the Northeast.

Having prepared for a long time on the train, the secretary was still somewhat surprised by He Rui's excessively youthful appearance when he saw him in person. At least in Europe, such looks would be considered under twenty. However, Chinese people generally looked younger, so the secretary reminded himself that he was facing a 26-year-old general, composed himself, and shook hands with He Rui.

Arriving at the General Zhen'an's Office, the secretary found that He Rui was not shocked by receiving British support, nor did he show the kind of smugness of a scheme succeeding.

"I fully understand Britain's desire for victory in this war, because I personally share the same wish. One of the biggest problems facing the Northeast right now is the need for copper, nickel, chromium—metals for manufacturing weapons and ammunition. The French side did promise to provide us with these materials, but their transport capacity is far below the British level, and supply is very tight. Recently, Russia has requested an order for ten million rounds of ammunition, and we simply have no way to fulfill it."

The secretary was prepared for He Rui to make exorbitant demands and smiled. "I wonder how much General He requires?"

He Rui waved his hand, and an adjutant brought up a list. The secretary took it and saw that the list was thoughtfully written in English, with a format completely following British reporting standards.

It clearly specified the chromium and nickel content required for each weapon, as well as the dimensions of the Russian standard Mosin-Nagant cartridges and the composition and quantity of gunpowder required. Below that, the total amount needed for the Russian requirements was listed.

When the secretary finished reading, He Rui said sincerely, "The minimum amount we need is this much. If the British side is willing to sell us additional amounts, we can continue production."

Hearing that He Rui wanted to "buy" rather than demand, the secretary relaxed. Although the money for these Russian weapons came from Britain and France anyway, business was business, and the British Empire would never accept extortion from He Rui.

So the secretary said, "Does Your Excellency have any other requests?"

He Rui answered sincerely, "In order to let the whole world see the sincerity of China's cooperation with the Allied Powers, I suggest a joint military exercise between the British garrison in China and our Northeast troops. This will effectively demonstrate solidarity and express the appropriate attitude."

The secretary was momentarily stunned by this suggestion. Just as He Rui said, a joint military exercise itself signified an attitude, a declaration. Whether Germany would be frightened was unknown, but Japan would certainly feel nervous.

Thinking of Japan's attitude and the current view of the British Far Eastern Department towards Japan, the secretary felt that holding such an exercise would actually be a good choice. But this thought only churned in his mind for a moment before dissipating; such a major matter was not something a secretary could decide.

So the secretary smiled and said, "I understand Your Excellency's attitude. The urgent task now is to provide more supplies to Russia. As you just mentioned, the materials are available, but we need more key metals. If you wish to increase production capacity, we also need more complete sets of equipment."

"Do you have a plan?" the secretary asked.

He Rui had his adjutant bring another plan. "This is the plan drafted by Mr. Morrison, the Director of our Investment Promotion Bureau. Mr. Morrison is also here; if you have anything you don't understand, you can ask him."

The secretary looked at Morrison sitting nearby, feeling that this political intermediary had found a new partner after Yuan Shikai.

Since Morrison had placed his bets, the secretary asked, "Mr. Morrison, do you have a moment?"
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"Please, you must believe in General He's attitude." Morrison emphasized this point for the second time in his conversation with Jordan's secretary.

For a high-level conversation, speaking this way was already inappropriate. Morrison said this because he realized the secretary's evaluation of He Rui was very similar to his view of Indian princes. But Morrison did not want to converse on such a foolish premise.

Just as Morrison was speaking with Jordan's secretary, He Rui received a guest from Japan. Sakata Keiji, a junior classmate from the Academy who had been posted to the Kwantung Leased Territory after graduation, had set out along the South Manchuria Railway in his capacity as a railway security inspector and found the opportunity to visit He Rui.

"Senior! Long time no see!" Sakata Keiji saluted He Rui.

He Rui stepped forward to shake his hand. "Indeed, it has been a long time. How are the comrades in Japan?"

Sakata Keiji replied somewhat embarrassedly, "Report to Senior, Ishiwara asked me to convey his apologies. *Military Soul* has ceased publication. Everyone wanted to keep the newspaper going, but after you left, Senior, some people with ill intentions infiltrated the group and wrote many articles with ulterior motives. In order to prevent *Military Soul* from being used by them, the comrades collectively withdrew and announced the suspension of the publication."

"You did the right thing," He Rui praised.

The two sat down, and Sakata Keiji began to recount the recent situation in Japan. Just as He Rui had predicted, Japan's finances had improved rapidly, but the people's standard of living had not improved accordingly.

"Senior, the classmates are all very eager to know about the land reform you are conducting in Manchuria. But there is too little news about this; it is not mentioned at all in Japan. Instead, they want to use your reputation to promote themselves."

He Rui welcomed such interest. "I will arrange for you to visit the land reform sites. As for the results, why don't you write a report on what you see? When you send your report back to Japan, I will also send a copy of our local land reform summary to Japan."

Sakata Keiji was somewhat surprised. "Senior intends to show us the government work report?"

He Rui understood why Sakata was surprised and couldn't help laughing. "What is so strange about that? National policies are meant to be made public. Should I conceal them just because they differ from current mainstream politics? Sakata-kun, in Chinese history—the Han, Tang, and Ming dynasties—all conducted large-scale land distribution. Other acts of granting land were even more numerous. The land reform I am executing now can hardly be called a pioneering act."

"Yes, what Senior says is true," Sakata Keiji replied hastily.

After chatting for a while longer, Sakata Keiji rose to take his leave. Once on the train, Sakata picked up a simple handwritten Japanese outline of the land reform that He Rui had given him and began to read.

Due to time constraints, the content of the outline was not detailed. Even so, Sakata Keiji was impressed by the fundamental concepts. When He Rui was in Japan, he had made many incisive expositions on the future development of the world. Especially regarding the development of civilization, He Rui's views were far more profound than the concepts popular among young Japanese military officers.

As a Japanese national and a graduate of the Army War College, Sakata Keiji bore no special goodwill toward He Rui personally. Acknowledging He Rui's ability did not equate to liking him.

However, seeing this outline, Sakata could not help but feel respect for He Rui. Just as He Rui had previously stated in student gatherings, one must absolutely not view land reform from a moral standpoint, nor view it as an act of benevolence. The purpose of land reform is to rationalize relations of production and eliminate social contradictions; it is a thoroughly materialist policy.

Now seeing He Rui's summary of the Northeast land reform with his own eyes, Sakata Keiji recalled the words He Rui had once spoken. In Japan, there were indeed ideas about equalizing land, and the number of people daring to voice such 'heretical' views was increasing. The common people were suffering too much; heavy land rents and taxes were crushing the ordinary Japanese populace to the point of suffocation.

Landless Japanese people could only work in factories with atrocious conditions, and women even had to go to European-controlled Southeast Asia to sell their bodies. Although the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was still being maintained, this was the only opportunity Britain afforded Japan. The privilege for Japanese women to sell themselves in Southeast Asia was the goodwill Britain showed as an ally.

Therefore, the majority of young officers in Japan believed they must fight a decisive war with the Western nations, and they viewed this war as a clash of civilizations.

The train arrived in Siping, and Sakata Keiji went to the Japanese Concession. Originally, there was only one platoon of Japanese troops here, along with some Japanese merchants and concession administration personnel. Seeing that the Japanese Concession was extremely desolate, vastly different from reports, Sakata Keiji immediately summoned the platoon leader for questioning.

Admission to the Japanese Army War College was strict; graduates were generally required to be under 26 years old and hold the rank of Lieutenant or higher. After graduation, War College students typically started as Majors. A platoon leader would truly be trembling with fear before a Major.

"Report, Major. The Chinese in the concession have all moved to the city area," the platoon leader answered.

"Why?" Sakata Keiji asked with a stern face. He did not want people to know of his relationship with He Rui, so he felt using a displeased tone would be better.

The platoon leader did not know how to answer for a moment. Japan only held concessions in China; if the Chinese left the concessions, the Japanese could not control them. But the impact of the Chinese leaving was significant. First, the concession lost revenue. Whether doing business, attending school, or seeking medical treatment, Chinese people in the Japanese Concession had brought in significant income for Japanese merchants and the concession. Their departure greatly reduced this, affecting the Japanese army itself as well.

Seeing the platoon leader's expression, Sakata Keiji realized the situation was worse than he had imagined. He didn't bother asking more. He walked around the concession and saw that Japanese-run schools had closed and Japanese shops were deserted. Many houses were empty, and some Chinese families were packing up to move.

This made Sakata Keiji feel uneasy. His classmates at the War College all acknowledged He Rui's personal strength, but what country didn't have a few outstanding figures? If the scale were expanded to the national level, Japan had considerable confidence when facing China.

But the current situation made Sakata feel anxious. He Rui had given him not only a handwritten Japanese outline but also a Chinese summary.

Although it was strenuous to read, Sakata Keiji did his utmost to read it carefully and felt he understood most of it. The land reform and land distribution had clarified that the grain tax imposed on the Northeast populace resulted in a thirty-seventy split.

In Japan, the ratio was also roughly thirty-seventy, but in the Northeast, the farmers kept seven and the state took three, with no landlords collecting rent in between. In Japan, this ratio was reversed: the people only received thirty percent of the grain harvest, while the other seventy percent was taken by the government and landlords.

Sakata Keiji did not dare to fully believe He Rui could achieve such a level in just one year, but seeing the population exodus in the Japanese Concession, he had to admit it was likely true.

Just as He Rui said, the purpose of land reform had nothing to do with morality; it was to rationalize relations of production and eliminate social contradictions. When the Northeast local government could provide a better life, the people of Northeast China would naturally move towards that better life.

Thinking of this, Sakata Keiji found someone to change his clothes into ordinary Chinese civilian attire and decided to go outside the concession into Siping City to take a look.

He Rui had once described a new life to young Japanese officers in Tokyo. Now was the time to see if He Rui could actually realize such a life.

But as he was about to step across the line separating the concession from Chinese territory—a line that actually had no physical barrier—Sakata Keiji hesitated. If what He Rui said could truly be realized, should Sakata rejoice or worry?

As a graduate of the Japanese Army War College, Sakata had insight into judging strategic situations. Britain was able to possess a huge advantage in Europe because it could fully utilize the fragmented situation of Europe for manipulation, taking the so-called policy of neutrality to the extreme.

But in Asia, Japan had been a small country for thousands of years because the adjacent continent was unified by a powerful China. As an peripheral state, Japan had absolutely no room to intervene.

This was the fate of island nations adjacent to a continent. Pushing back 2,000 years, the European continent had the Roman Empire and the Germanic barbarians to the north. The British Isles were then just a desolate place, letting various tribes come and go.

If He Rui made China strong, and He Rui himself did not execute the new civilizational model he had described to the young military men in Tokyo, then Japan's fate would be singular: to be crushed by a powerful China.

Thinking of this, his steps, which should have been light, became incredibly heavy. Yet, Sakata Keiji still took that step, stepping onto the land controlled by the Chinese Northeast Government.
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Sakata Keiji walked several laps around the streets of Siping but failed to find a single beggar or wandering child. He did, however, see quite a few schools and many factories. Everyone on the street seemed to have something to do, especially the porters. Although their carts still had wooden wheels, they were reinforced with iron parts, and the axles were also made of iron, making them move much more lightly and quickly on the roads than traditional wooden carts.

The police patrolling the streets wore sharp uniforms and stood out in the crowd. The people did not fear the police; some acquaintances even greeted them. The police would simply nod wordlessly and continue their patrols.

High walls surrounded the factories, with guards stationed at the gates. Workers lined up to enter and leave at the start and end of their shifts. This orderly process made it impossible for Sakata Keiji to discern the internal organization of the factories.

The arsenal was located quite far from the city center. The gates were guarded by soldiers with live ammunition, and troops patrolled outside the walls. Just as Sakata Keiji was considering how he might get inside to visit, two cars arrived and stopped at the gate. The doors opened, and two Europeans stepped out. They handed their credentials to the guard. The guard examined them for a while, then took out a logbook to verify something, and finally leaned into the car to inspect the interior for a moment before opening the gate and allowing the Europeans' cars to drive into the arsenal.

As the vehicles entered, the heavy gate immediately closed, once again blocking Sakata Keiji’s view.

Sakata Keiji felt a bit indignant. Although He Rui believed that China would have a decisive showdown with the European and American powers, he still relied so heavily on Europeans. It truly seemed like his words and actions did not match. He Rui’s cooperation with the Japanese side was too scarce; at least in Japan, there was no news of any cooperative projects.

If Sakata Keiji knew that those entering the arsenal were representatives sent by the British and French ministers, he would likely have been even more unhappy.

The British Minister's secretary and the French Legation counselor were unaware of the Japanese officer grumbling outside. They seriously inspected the Siping arsenal, seeing European technicians directing production in every workshop. British and French equipment was in operation, making various noises depending on the processing task.

There were military attachés among the group. They randomly selected a batch of Mosin-Nagant rifles and took them to the shooting range workshop within the massive factory for test firing. The attachés loaded Russian-produced bullets into the rifles produced by the Siping arsenal. Amidst the gunshots, holes appeared one by one on the target paper. The final result showed that the Russian-produced bullets loaded perfectly into the rifles, proving that the magazine machining met the standards. The sights and rifle accuracy were by no means inferior to the Mosin-Nagant rifles produced in Russia.

After the inspection, Morrison, the Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau who had brought them there, secretly breathed a sigh of relief, a hint of a smile appearing on his serious face. If the inspection results by the British and French attachés had been unsatisfactory, it would naturally have greatly affected He Rui's credit. Since the results were satisfactory, things would head in the other direction—the direction Morrison expected.

The French counselor, however, did not look pleased; instead, he frowned. He thought for a while, walked up to Morrison, and said, "Mr. Morrison, I would like to station Russian and French attachés at the arsenal to conduct random inspections on every batch of weapons."

Hearing this request, Morrison felt it was acceptable. But the factory manager, Song Xilian, frowned immediately upon hearing the translation. Seeing that Morrison did not answer, he said to Morrison, "Director Morrison, they want to station people inside the arsenal?"

Morrison initially just thought the request was understandable and within an acceptable range. Hearing the manager's question, Morrison began to feel that the request was indeed somewhat unreasonable. The arsenal was a sensitive area and could not allow outsiders to be stationed there.

Since the manager opposed it, Morrison felt he perhaps should make the manager understand the urgency of the matter. He advised that there were already so many foreign technicians in the arsenal, and the new inspectors would just be technicians as well.

The manager heard this but was not persuaded. "Director Morrison, the technicians are here to help us with production. What are those inspectors here to do? They are here to put a stranglehold on us!"

Morrison hadn't expected the manager to be so firm, and there was some truth to his words. Whether to stand on the side of Europe or on He Rui's side—Morrison thought for a while and told the French counselor that he would give him a reply tomorrow.

The group left the factory, and Morrison went straight to Siping Mayor Wu Youping. If Wu Youping could accept such a request, the arsenal manager would have to obey orders. After listening to Morrison's account, Wu Youping frowned slightly but soon relaxed his brow. "Director Morrison, I will send someone to invite the French counselor over. Can you wait?"

Morrison felt he had been a bit careless. If he had brought the French counselor along, it would have saved a lot of time.

Fortunately, the distance wasn't far. The French counselor and the secretary to the British Minister, Jordan, were invited to Wu Youping's office together. Wu Youping did not cut directly to the issue but poured rum for the two of them so they could have a drink first.

The rum was brewed from molasses and had a fragrant aroma. In the comfortable scent filling the room, Wu Youping spoke. "I would like to know, is the request for Russian soldiers to be stationed in the arsenal intended to accelerate production efficiency, or to satisfy Russia?"

"Does Mr. Mayor think we are trying to curry favor with Russia?" the British Minister's secretary asked in a cold tone.

Wu Youping chuckled. "I think it is because you gentlemen do not believe that we can mass-produce high-quality weapons."

Now both the secretary and the French counselor fell silent. However, the attitude shown in their expressions already explained their thoughts; Wu Youping had hit on at least part of the reason.

"I do not oppose quality inspections, but this does not solve the fundamental problem. I hope you two can take a message back to Beijing. We request that Britain and France send more engineers and technicians to our factories to help us improve our production capacity. This is our request list." As he spoke, Wu Youping took out two documents and handed them to the British and French diplomats.

The diplomats did not care about these technical issues. After browsing through them and confirming that the contents of the documents matched what Wu Youping had said, both closed the documents and continued to look at Wu Youping.

Wu Youping replied calmly, "Our goals are the same. As long as it enables the Allied Powers to achieve victory as quickly as possible, we look forward to more cooperation. Once the British and French engineers and technicians arrive at our factories and begin guiding us, we will invite Russian personnel into the factory for spot checks."

Seeing Wu Youping respond this way, Morrison momentarily suspected that Wu Youping had already received orders from He Rui. But this matter was initiated by the French counselor, and Morrison did not think the French counselor was controlled by He Rui. He began to lean towards thinking that Wu Youping had made the decision himself.

Watching this young mayor handle the issue—though still a bit green, it was already showing promise—Morrison couldn't help but sigh with emotion. The response methods of the Northeast's main officials when facing forces outside of China had changed significantly.

In the eyes of the Beiyang government, foreign powers were a special existence. Beiyang did not want foreign powers to intervene in Chinese affairs, but would think of using foreign powers when they were desperate. This contradictory attitude made Beiyang's foreign policy very incoherent.

He Rui was not like this. Relying on Morrison's connections and the financial support provided by He Rui, in the past five months, an article about He Rui had appeared roughly every month in influential British and French newspapers.

Ordinary British and French people didn't care; they didn't know where Northeast China was and had even less interest in an Oriental general.

But the European and American upper classes had noticed He Rui's existence, which was exactly He Rui's goal. This young General Zhen'an was striving to mold himself into a local Chinese authority figure who could be completely understood by European nations. A qualified power holder in the European perspective.

If this image-building continued, it was very likely that He Rui would become the supreme authority in China recognized by both Britain and France. Moreover, He Rui did not gain recognition by bowing and scraping; it was evident that He Rui positioned his image as a partner.

Although he didn't know if such efforts would succeed, Morrison believed that Wu Youping was at least trying to execute He Rui's goals according to his own understanding.

The British and French diplomats did not consult with each other. The French counselor stated that he would contact the French Minister to China, but that the stationing of Russian personnel in the arsenal was also mandatory.

Hearing this answer, Wu Youping replied calmly, "I believe both are mandatory. Until the French Minister gives a clear answer, I will not allow foreign soldiers to be stationed in our arsenal."

"Mr. Mayor, your attitude is somewhat stubborn," the French counselor replied with dissatisfaction.

Wu Youping was unmoved. "We are the masters of our arsenal. If the Counselor considers this stubbornness, then I will hold fast to this stubbornness."
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Sakata Keiji spent two days walking all over Siping, and the doubts in his heart grew stronger and stronger.

The residents of Siping were not wealthy, but neither were they particularly destitute. Everyone was working hard to make a living, and the city itself was functioning normally. This was what confused Sakata Keiji—why was there so little abnormality in this city?

The normality within Siping City highlighted the abnormality of the Japanese concession. Most of the Chinese remaining in the Japanese concession were dishonest characters, or simply opium addicts. These people feared the orderly Siping City as a wild beast fears thunder.

Drugs had already been eliminated within Siping City. Drug traffickers were executed by firing squad immediately after public trials, while addicts were sent to rehabilitation centers. According to Japanese merchants in the Siping concession, He Rui's crackdown on drugs was ruthless; even Japanese pharmacies and merchants had been subjected to comprehensive searches. The death rate among those forced to undergo withdrawal was high, yet during the process, He Rui had surprisingly arranged for quite a few medical personnel to provide medical services to these people in the rehab centers.

It wasn't strange that He Rui would do this. What astonished Sakata Keiji was that the Japanese merchants didn't mention He Rui's troops taking any of their property during the searches. Since the Japanese merchants only lamented the confiscation of their opium—and the threat that they would die if they dared to sell it again—it proved just how strict the discipline of He Rui's troops truly was. If He Rui's subordinates had taken even a single needle while performing their official duties, the Japanese merchants, with their nature, would have etched it into their memory.

After finishing his tour and before heading to his final stop, Changchun, Sakata Keiji felt distressed. If someone trafficked drugs within Japan, Sakata would unhesitatingly advocate for their execution. He absolutely did not support drug trafficking itself.

However, when it came to selling drugs to China to earn huge profits, Sakata felt that if Japanese merchants were the ones earning this money, while he certainly didn't like it, he couldn't genuinely oppose it either.

When He Rui lectured in Tokyo, he had said that holding such thoughts was due to the influence of narrow nationalism. At the time, Sakata felt he was not a narrow-minded person. But hearing merchants talk about the profits from previous drug trafficking, Sakata found he couldn't help but be tempted.

While waiting for the train, Sakata smoked a cigarette, his heart filled with mixed feelings. Having passed the exams for the Army War College, he had always considered himself an exceptionally excellent person, believing he had overcome traits like narrow-mindedness. Yet the facts seemed to suggest otherwise. If everything was pushed onto patriotism, then since China was Japan's potential enemy, selling drugs to China to weaken it might not only *not* be an evil act, but might even be a virtue.

If one believed that selling drugs to an enemy was right, then it proved that drug trafficking wasn't wrong, only trafficking to one's own country was wrong. He Rui said this was a kind of narrow nationalism, and he wasn't wrong.

Siping cigarettes were cheap, and Sakata could afford them. Smoking one after another, the struggle in Sakata's heart rose and fell. If narrow nationalism was incorrect, but one removed the pillar of nationalism from one's philosophy, wouldn't the nation teeter on the verge of collapse? What kind of strong pillar could be used to make the country itself stronger, to make it better? Could economic development replace nationalism? Sakata didn't think so.

The whistle sounded, urging passengers to board. Sakata Keiji, his mind full of doubts, boarded the train, carrying these questions with him towards Changchun.

***

He Rui was currently facing Morrison, the Director of the Investment Bureau. Morrison explained Wu Youping's demands to He Rui, then advised, "General, there is no need for us to go to this extent."

Reports regarding Wu Youping's demands had been sent over long ago. Even without the reports, He Rui felt Wu Youping's demands were perfectly reasonable.

"Director Morrison, I believe that when the British and French diplomatic personnel made their demands, their starting point was incorrect. Even if we view this from a high-minded perspective, the object they wish to satisfy is the Russians, not the winning of the war."

Morrison did not agree with He Rui's view. "Russia's requirements for the weapons are also for the sake of achieving victory."

"I do not oppose Russia stationing inspectors here for random checks. However, I believe the reason Mayor Wu opposes it lies in the fact that the British and French diplomats have made excessive demands. Our arsenal is currently exerting one hundred percent of its effort just to maintain the quality of the weapons, but such effort has not received sufficient respect. Problems with machining precision are an inevitability, not an accident. If we want to improve efficiency, we must receive help from more experienced engineers and technicians. Once engineers and technicians arrive at the factory and begin working effectively, the yield rate will naturally increase significantly. At that time, random inspections will be no problem. Have Britain and France strived for the goal of winning the war? Have they adopted methods that conform to the laws of industrial production? Speaking diplomatically, I have grounds to question their objectives!"

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Morrison felt both amused and helpless. It had to be said, the British and French diplomats really hadn't considered it this way. It wasn't that these people were deliberately causing trouble, but because they genuinely didn't understand industrial production. Given the current shortage of industrial goods in Britain and France, why would anyone who understood industrial management be running around as a diplomat!

Let alone this group, even a Minister to China like Jordan—who looked majestic and imposing in China—what would he count for back in London? If Jordan returned to the UK now and wanted to seek a better position, he would still have to use money to buy office, bowing and scraping to recommend himself to the big shots in London.

Morrison looked at He Rui and decided to test his thinking. "General, if the British and French governments are dissatisfied with your response strategy and stop placing orders, what then?"

Such a 'threat' amused He Rui. "Heh, Director Morrison, that is impossible. If a few errand-running diplomats could decide Britain and France's Far East policy, Britain and France would absolutely not hold their current status in the world today. Policy formulation is a very pragmatic matter. Our rifle prices are lower than the market price not because we are willing to earn less, but to improve cost-effectiveness. After all, no one has much confidence in Chinese industrial products. Therefore, such cooperation is itself the result of compromise by all parties. The demands made by those errand-running diplomats are requirements targeted at mature arsenals; applying such standards to us is inappropriate. I believe the British and French sides are very clear on this point."

Faced with this helpless reality, Morrison nodded resignedly. Just as he wanted to say something else, he saw He Rui break into a smile. "However, this needs to be written up as an interesting news article. Director Morrison, could I ask you to help polish it?"

"Polish it? Is there already a draft?" Morrison was surprised.

He Rui picked up a pen. "Not yet, but there will be in a moment."



★


Chapter 114: For War, For Victory (5)

Volume 2 — Chapter 5

❧ ❧ ❧


On January 21, 1917, *The Times* published Morrison's report. On January 23, *Le Figaro* published a similar piece, though written with a distinctively French flair.

Contrary to Morrison's concerns, no one looked down on He Rui because of China's current state. Since European society, from the elite to the working class, did not believe China was capable of building an industrial system in the first place, encountering difficulties was seen as natural, not laughable. Instead, the detailed account of the hardships involved in constructing the Northeast Arsenal garnered appreciation from many readers.

However, the perspectives of the upper and lower classes diverged significantly. The lower classes saw the struggle of building an arsenal; the upper classes saw the production capacity. British Minister of Munitions Winston Churchill, who had initially sought to exploit He Rui's news value, now realized that He Rui's practical value might be even greater. An arsenal capable of producing inexpensive rifles was truly invaluable at this juncture.

In France, the husband of Magloire's lover—the French Minister of Munitions—returned home after work and found the people he had summoned waiting for him.

"You are to go to China and participate in the construction of the arsenal," the Minister ordered.

"Go to China?" The young men were astonished. "What is there for us to do in such a place?"

The Minister offered no explanation, simply commanding, "Russia needs more munitions. Your job is to increase production capacity!"

Ignoring the young men's thoughts, he immediately ordered them to go back and pack their luggage.

After the young men departed, the Minister walked to the window. Watching their somewhat disgruntled retreating figures, he sighed inwardly, thinking that the youth truly did not understand the painstaking efforts of their elders. A new round of conscription was about to begin. It was no longer appropriate to send these people to the colonies, as the colonies had also begun mass conscripting young men for the war.

At such a time, the official options available to him were limited. Sending them to China to join military production was the method least likely to attract criticism. Of course, this was also thanks to the report in *Le Figaro*, which made the people of Paris aware that such an arsenal existed, producing equipment for the Allied Powers and in urgent need of Allied technical support.

*Live well!* The Minister sighed in his heart.

However, only a minority could be sent to the Chinese arsenal. Soon, this matter was forgotten by the public.

***

In April, France launched an offensive against Germany. The battlefield, stagnant for months, was once again filled with smoke and fire. Heavy artillery groups on both sides began to roar, hurling countless shells at each other.

Originally, the French command believed that artillery bombardment could minimize French casualties. Coupled with the fact that the Nivelle offensive sector was small in area, they optimistically estimated casualties at ten thousand.

However, within forty-eight hours, the recorded French casualties exceeded 98,000. It was estimated that the actual casualties were likely double that figure.

The military hospitals, prepared for ten thousand casualties, were not just overcrowded—they were completely overwhelmed. The wounded could not receive timely treatment; they were piled up like trash throughout the hospitals. In the corridors, in the rooms, in the tents—everywhere was filled with the screams and groans of the dying. They clutched their bleeding wounds, yet no one came to help.

Light wounds turned into severe injuries; severe injuries led to death. Some wounded soldiers, unable to bear the environment, painfully tried to crawl out of the military hospitals. Yet more wounded were being transported in, blocking the corridors completely. No one could get in, and no one could get out. The stench of blood permeated the hospitals, driving many soldiers to madness. They stood up, bleeding, roaring and shoving.

Some lightly wounded soldiers kicked open the fences and rushed out, ignoring the guards' attempts to stop them, and began to head towards the rear. At this moment, the soldiers no longer had any will to fight for their country. They had only one thought left: escape this place, escape home. The French soldiers did not want to fight anymore!

Over the next half-month, a massive wave of desertion erupted throughout the French army. The number of deserters in just two weeks exceeded the total number of deserters from the past two years combined by several times, perhaps even ten times.

The news of the great mutiny in the French army shocked the upper echelons of Britain and France. In this time of war, news was strictly censored. Therefore, the ordinary French soldiers did not actually know that the February Revolution had broken out in Russia, overthrowing the Tsar's rule and establishing a new government.

The pressure on the Central Powers dropped precipitously. If the German army launched a fierce attack at this moment, the French army would likely suffer a total collapse.

It was also at this moment that *The Times* and *Le Figaro* once again published "good news" about the war. The Chinese Beiyang Government had begun to show interest in joining the Allied Powers. Moreover, it was not just China joining unilaterally; there was a possibility that the United States and China would join the Allies together and declare war on the Central Powers.

In addition to this news, there was also good news from the Northeast Arsenal in China. With the assistance of British and French engineers and mechanics, the arsenal's production capacity had increased significantly, now capable of producing 20,000 rifles and 6 million rounds of ammunition per month.

For Britain and France, this was indeed good news. But in the Imperial Japanese Army General Staff Headquarters—a member of the Allied Powers—this was treated as negative intelligence.

Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro, He Rui's junior alumnus and the head of the newly established "He Agency" (specifically tasked with monitoring He Rui), personally presented a report to the General Staff.

"According to our investigation, the production output of 20,000 rifles and 6 million rounds per month appears to be genuine," Itagaki Seishiro concluded, looking up at the faces of the generals. The generals wore solemn expressions; such news indeed put pressure on them.

"However, this capacity is built upon the foundation of Britain and France providing He Rui with large quantities of metals. Almost 100% of the copper, chromium, and nickel is imported by He Rui from Britain and France. According to this subordinate's investigation, Britain and France are not indulging He Rui; they conduct extremely strict reviews of his imports and exports."

After Itagaki finished, he waited for instruction from the senior generals. The generals remained silent, so Itagaki continued to recount the recent findings of the "He Agency."

Since Japan controlled the South Manchuria Railway, there was clear data on the raw materials transported to He Rui's arsenals. Currently, He Rui could only produce coal, iron ore, and the corresponding steel.

While self-produced steel was indeed important, steel alone could not support a military industry. He Rui not only had to import metals from Britain and France but also had to import saltpeter from Britain to produce gunpowder. All data clearly indicated that the weapons and ammunition produced by He Rui's arsenal were sold to Russia and were not kept to arm He Rui's own troops.

Given the current situation, Britain and France wished they could send every single rifle and every single bullet to the Russian army to keep them attacking Germany.

Of course, if Japan were to suddenly attack the Northeast now, He Rui could withhold the Mosin-Nagant rifles to arm his own army. But clearly, Japan had no such intention. Even if they did, Japan dared not create new complications at this juncture.

After Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki, head of the "He Agency," finished his briefing, the generals asked a few questions. Thanks to the effectiveness of Japanese intelligence gathering, Itagaki's answers were decisive and detailed.

Once the questioning ended and the generals began their deliberations, Itagaki Seishiro withdrew. Outside, Itagaki lit a "Siping" brand cigarette, noting that the flavor of the tobacco had improved significantly.

Intelligence work was arduous, but it came with many perks. For instance, these Chinese cigarettes, which cost less than a third of the market price of Japanese cigarettes, allowed Itagaki to use them as gifts.

Smoking the cigarette, Itagaki considered his work. Establishing a special intelligence agency targeting a specific Army War College graduate was a first in the history of the Japanese military. The more he investigated, the more Itagaki felt that the Army War College was truly a place of hidden dragons and crouching tigers. Who could have imagined that He Rui possessed such strength in industrial development?

But as the investigation showed, the extent of Britain and France's aid to He Rui matched the extent of their wariness. As soon as Britain and France cut off the supply, He Rui's arsenal would have to stop work or produce weapons of inferior quality. Therefore, He Rui's production capacity did not pose a threat to Japan.

It was not just Itagaki who saw it this way; the generals of the Japanese General Staff held a similar view. Thus, the content of their discussion gradually shifted from He Rui to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

If Britain was so wary of He Rui and absolutely refused to give him the opportunity to develop freely, they naturally held the same view of Japan. It was just that Japan had already built its own military industry. Even if Britain withdrew its support, Japan could rely on its own military industry to complete its military construction.

"He Rui said that once the Allied Powers win, Britain will not continue the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. And He Rui's prediction about the Russian revolution has come true..."

Someone in the meeting raised this untimely question—one that perhaps shouldn't have been asked—causing most of the generals to frown slightly. The sudden collapse of the Russian Romanov Dynasty, which had lasted over 300 years, had left the Japanese General Staff somewhat bewildered.

The thought that perhaps they could take advantage of this opportunity to do something, perhaps even acquire more territory, lingered in the minds of many generals.

Just then, the person who had mentioned He Rui's prediction spoke again, "Since Britain is so wary of He Rui, is it possible they intend to use He Rui to construct a new balance of power in the Far East?"
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May 12, 1917. He Rui walked into the Party Committee meeting room in Siping. The comrades waiting inside immediately stopped their discussion. Cheng Ruofan saluted immediately and followed up by saying, "Chairman, on behalf of the comrades, I would like to ask a question. Since Tsarist Russia has already fallen, why must we wait until winter to make our move to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway?"

He Rui was very satisfied with this question. Waving for the comrades to sit down, He Rui asked, "For us to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway, we need a specific external environment. What kind of external environment do you think that should be?"

The comrades hadn't expected He Rui to ask such a question. Some frowned, some stroked their chins. While everyone was thinking, Xu Chengfeng answered, "We need the Allied Powers to acknowledge our actions."

He Rui knew Xu Chengfeng's answer was correct, but he saw that the other comrades might not necessarily understand Xu Chengfeng's point of view. He Rui decided to remain silent for the moment, waiting for the comrades to raise their doubts first.

Sure enough, some comrades raised questions based on the knowledge they had learned, "If we make a move against Russia, according to the principle of 'Allied Unity' among the Great Powers, how could they possibly acknowledge us?"

Xu Chengfeng immediately expressed his opposition, "For the Great Powers to be united, their principal contradictions must be aligned. We aren't making a move now because Russia is still a member of the Allied Powers. But what if Russia breaks away from the Allied Powers?"

Quite a few newly joined comrades were left dumbfounded by Xu Chengfeng's judgment. "Will Russia really break away from the Allied Powers?"

He Rui looked at those 'old comrades'. Well, the 'old comrades' were also only in their twenties, having joined the revolution just two years ago. Although the 'old comrades' clearly agreed with Xu Chengfeng's view, they still had many doubts and uncertainties. Finally, all eyes fell on He Rui.

"Comrades, why did the revolution break out in Russia? I made an analysis in the relevant report." He Rui began to question them, to see how well these comrades had prepared.

As expected, someone recalled the content of the report and suddenly realized, "Russia suffered too many losses in the war, so the soldiers wanted revolution."

"Seeing no possibility of victory in the war, although the Russian army still wanted to defend their country, they lost interest in continuing the war."

These were all points He Rui had written in the report, but they weren't the complete picture. He Rui waited until everyone had said their piece before offering his analysis, "The Tsar has fallen. In order to gain recognition from the Allied Powers, the new Russian government will continue the war. But the Russian army is no longer willing to fight, so the new government that insists on war will also fall. However, before the new government falls, and before Russia withdraws from the war, we cannot recover the Chinese Eastern Railway, because the Allied Powers cannot accept such a thing..."

"Why must we be considerate of the foreigners?" A comrade raised a question.

He Rui looked at the comrades. Only a few were unmoved by such a question. For instance, Xu Chengfeng only sighed slightly, showing regret in his expression, but not a trace of wavering.

He Rui then answered, "We must seek truth from facts when analyzing problems. Even if we are in a disadvantaged position, we must realistically recognize our current reality, otherwise we will be influenced by wishful thinking. The Central Government will join the Allied Powers before long. After the new Russian government falls, the next government to take the stage will inevitably be one that responds to the Russian people's will to withdraw from the war. At that time, Russia will have abandoned its obligations as a member of the Allied Powers. If we recover the Chinese Eastern Railway then, we can obtain the recognition of the Allied Powers."

Seeing He Rui's firm attitude, everyone was unwilling to argue further. Someone tried to smooth things over, "Since the Chairman predicts it can be done in winter, it's actually not that long away."

He Rui sighed in his heart. If possible, He Rui hoped the comrades could understand international politics. Although international society is a jungle society, a jungle society is not without its internal order. For the sake of using power more effectively, some basic rules will still be observed.

However, He Rui hadn't prepared to discuss these matters when he came to Siping. Since the topic had ended, He Rui began the work arrangements he had prepared.

"From now on, Fengtian, Changchun, and Harbin must start establishing local arsenals and begin producing weapons. Once the current Russian government falls, Britain and France will have no choice but to support local powers within Russia, and their orders for weapons will decrease. By the end of this year, our weapons production will shift to primarily producing our own weapons. We still have half a year..."

This was a plan He Rui formulated based on existing resources, covering mechanical processing, weapon trial production and finalization, conscription, and retirement systems. Just summarizing it took a long time.

After listening to this, different departments had to discuss and study the tasks assigned to them to clarify their own work.

During the break, Cheng Ruofan found Xu Chengfeng, "Chengfeng, who suggested adjusting the timeline? Didn't we say December before?"

Xu Chengfeng shook his head, "I don't know either, but listening to the content the Chairman described, the plan must have undergone significant changes. Whether it's developing in a good direction or a bad direction, I can't be sure either."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't be sure either, "Before, we considered using the Mosin-Nagant rifles we produced to arm the troops, now we have to use our own weapons. Do you think this is a good thing or a bad thing?"

Xu Chengfeng thought for a moment before answering, "Let's ask Youping."

As the Mayor of Siping and the person in charge of the largest industrial center in the Northeast, Wu Youping couldn't help but feel a bit annoyed hearing Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan's question. "Using our own guns, how has that become a bad thing?"

Xu Chengfeng didn't hide anything and frankly gave the answer: "It takes a long time for the troops to adapt when new guns are distributed. Have you seen the parameters of the new guns?"

Wu Youping naturally had seen them and knew them by heart, so he answered unhappily: "Among the standard weapons, individual weapons are divided into three types: semi-automatic rifles, pistols, and submachine guns. The semi-automatic rifle uses 7*45mm ammunition, while the pistol and submachine gun use 9*25mm ammunition. The machine gun is 11mm. Is there any problem with this? I heard the Chairman say we don't want full-power ammunition."

Xu Chengfeng felt that Wu Youping was truly a military layman. In the entire Northeast, only He Rui had considered the issue of full-power ammunition. Even military academy graduates like Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan, who graduated from Baoding Military Academy, hadn't thought of this issue. Even Zhou Yinshan, a former instructor at Baoding Military Academy, hadn't thought about it.

The problem now wasn't the power of the firearms, but that the troops needed time to familiarize themselves with the new rifles. Although the basic tactics had been completed, the basic tactics would also have to be adjusted according to the different weapons. Such adjustments required time, perhaps even a relatively long time.

Just as he was considering how to make Wu Youping understand military knowledge, Xu Chengfeng heard Cheng Ruofan say, "I'll just ask one question. How long will it take to deliver the first ten thousand guns to the troops?"

Xu Chengfeng immediately felt that Cheng Ruofan had spoken well. Even if Wu Youping understood military affairs, it actually wouldn't mean much. The ones responsible for the troops were soldiers like Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan; right now, the army had to consider the equipment delivery time.

Wu Youping pondered for a while, "November at the latest."

"Another half a year?" Cheng Ruofan frowned. "Then when can the first one thousand rifles be delivered?"

"Early October at the earliest," Wu Youping answered very crisply this time.

Now Cheng Ruofan stopped talking. He could now determine that the time to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway would definitely be in 1918, not the end of 1917. Unless He Rui changed his thinking now and let the troops be equipped with Mosin-Nagant rifles on a large scale according to the original plan. But it was obvious that He Rui had made up his mind to use the new self-produced rifles.

Xu Chengfeng broke the brief silence, "We understand. Goodbye."

Cheng Ruofan felt he could understand He Rui's thinking; using self-produced rifles for combat was of course a good thing. But in comparison, recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway sooner was an even better thing. So before leaving, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask one more question, "Is the manufacturing cost of the new rifle cheaper than the Mosin-Nagant?"

Wu Youping shook his head, "The Chairman and I discussed this issue. We both believe that selling those weapons directly to the Russians would be cheaper. Second-hand rifles can't fetch a good price!"

Leaving Wu Youping's place, Cheng Ruofan sighed, "I really hadn't thought about the issue of second-hand rifles. Thinking about it the way Youping said, he's not wrong."

Xu Chengfeng gave a grunt of acknowledgement, but in his heart, he actually didn't quite agree. It wasn't that he disagreed with Wu Youping's view, but he felt that Wu Youping's train of thought didn't conform to common military sense at all. The 'profit' in the military mindset is minimizing the chaos caused by changing equipment.

If those Mosin-Nagant rifles were just a transitional state, then there was indeed no need to equip them. Switching through three types of rifles would only increase the confusion of the troops' re-equipment.

Wu Youping naturally didn't know what the comrades in the army were thinking. At this moment, his attention was focused on the industrial field. Even if he didn't understand military affairs, Wu Youping understood industry. The cartridge case used for the new gun's bullets was made of common brass, but the bullet was a copper-jacketed steel core.

The benefit of this design was undoubted: cheap!

Whether it was a pure copper bullet or a lead core bullet, they were very easy to process, but the price of copper and lead was much more expensive than steel. There was also a supply issue.

However, cheap did not mean simple. According to the bullet design, the manufacture of every single steel core had to be processed by a lathe. Cutting the steel rod into the specified dimensions. In addition to this, the outer copper jacket part required a stamping machine to stamp the copper into a suitable copper jacket. The steel core also had to be well combined with the copper jacket.

Just considering these things already made Wu Youping feel a headache. As for the equipment time, it was completely not within Wu Youping's priority items to consider.

Because the use was singular and the quantity of bullets needed was large enough, Wu Youping's side had already started the research and development of special equipment. And with the efforts of engineers and technicians, they successfully produced three steel-core processing prototype machines. But this was, after all, the Northeast Machine Tool Plant's first true fully self-developed equipment. What Wu Youping cared about was whether the machine tool could produce products as designed.

Once the product was compliant, they would have to start large-scale production of this bullet production equipment. This pressure was really not generally big!

Wu Youping felt uneasy in his heart, so he went to find the person he had to find at this time. Statistics Bureau Chief Xu Jia, after listening to Wu Youping's words, smiled slightly and answered in his pleasant baritone voice, "Mayor Wu, do you know how many cadres we have now, and how many people have already established files?"

Wu Youping was a bit surprised by Xu Jia's answer, so he followed Xu Jia's words and asked, "How many?"

"Under the rotation training system, we now have more than 64,000 rural and land reform cadres. The personnel with established files exceeds 500,000. How many people does the arsenal need?"

Wu Youping really hadn't expected that the Statistics Bureau, responsible for personnel files, had completed such a massive task, and was stunned for a moment. However, looking at Xu Jia's earnest gaze, Wu Youping forced himself to think and recalled the number, "At this stage, we need 5,000 people."

Xu Jia smiled slightly, "Choosing 5,000 out of 500,000. One in a hundred, I think it's not a big problem."



★


Chapter 116 For War, For Victory (7)

Volume 2 — Chapter 7

❧ ❧ ❧


"Wow!"

A gasp made Yuan Huabai turn to look at her companion, Jiang Qingyue. Seeing her friend staring like a lovestruck fool at the Northeast Army soldier who had come to pick them up, Yuan Huabai wasn't particularly surprised. Instead, she turned her head to examine the soldier opposite them once again.

The young officer before them was about 180 centimeters tall. Yuan Huabai found it hard to determine if she was attracted to the young officer himself, or to the uniform he wore. Or perhaps, she was attracted to the image of a soldier in such a handsome uniform.

Fitted, detailed, striking, pristine. This young officer exuded a deep, cold temperament, yet one that commanded attention. Beneath this depth and coldness, there was a sense of rationality, self-control, and asceticism.

Just then, Jiang Qingyue took a step forward. Judging by the way she raised her arm, it looked like she intended to touch the fabric.

Yuan Huabai hurriedly grabbed her companion. Her good friend seemed to have become obsessed since studying painting; she would easily lose her composure whenever she saw beautiful objects she liked, whether they were trees, scenery, or people. She often caused embarrassing situations.

Fortunately, Yuan Huabai acted in time and prevented Jiang Qingyue from going up for a closer inspection.

The young officer didn't seem to mind. He took two steps forward to stand in front of the group. Several young men, emboldened, stepped forward to block him from Yuan Huabai and Jiang Qingyue. Yuan Huabai's mother also struggled to keep up on her bound feet, grabbing the arms of both girls while staring warily at the soldiers ahead.

The young officer asked the team leader, "I am Lieutenant Xie Mingxian. Is Comrade Wang Bin here?"

Wang Bin was one of the heads of the Civilization Party's *Northeast Daily* station in Shanghai. Hearing the other party identify himself, he responded, "Yes. I am Wang Bin."

Xie Mingxian saluted Wang Bin before shaking his hand. "I am responsible for escorting this group to the station."

Jiang Qingyue stared unblinkingly at Lieutenant Xie Mingxian, gently shaking Yuan Huabai's arm while whispering as low as possible, "Look, look! The shoulders, the cuffs, they're made so well!"

Yuan Huabai had worked in a metal processing factory in Shanghai after graduating from middle school, a completely different career path from a designer like her classmate Jiang Qingyue. However, one takes on the color of one's company, and combined with a natural female sensitivity to color and fashion styles, Yuan Huabai knew what her classmate was talking about. Such a fitted military uniform should have hindered arm movement to some extent.

Yet this uniform didn't at all. Beautiful design, exquisite tailoring. As Lieutenant Xie Mingxian moved, the uniform appeared incredibly natural and comfortable, as if it were one with him. He managed to wear a military uniform with the elegance of high-end formal wear; it was indeed extraordinary.

The youths from Shanghai settled into a hotel. Looking at the earthen walls, Yuan Huabai was momentarily speechless. Her uncle was a skilled worker who had come to the Northeast a few months ago after seeing recruitment news in the *Northeast Daily*. A month after her uncle left, Yuan Huabai actually saw his name in the newspaper.

The paper serialized a report titled "Technicians in the Northeast," and it seemed her uncle was doing well there. Afterward, Yuan Huabai received a letter from him suggesting that she and her mother come to the Northeast, as life here was better than in Shanghai.

Staring at the earthen walls, all the anticipation and unease of the journey finally settled. The cramped rooms of Shanghai, the days and nights on the train—all these had become the past. Yuan Huabai accepted the reality that she had truly arrived in the Northeast and was about to start a new life here.

The next day, Yuan Huabai and her mother met her uncle, who had rushed over. It turned out her uncle wasn't in Fengtian, but in Siping, a city to the north. According to her uncle, Yuan Huabai would also be going to Siping.

Yuan Huabai packed her luggage and was ready to leave with her uncle when she was stopped. The person who stopped her wore a uniform that was quite different from the military ones. Right there in Yuan Huabai's lodging, the visitor had a talk with her and her uncle.

During the conversation, the person stated clearly that since Yuan Huabai was a middle school graduate and had experience in mechanical processing, the Northeast Department of Industry was offering two choices: work in a machinery factory, or go to work at the newly established Metallurgical Bureau.

"Metallurgy?" Yuan Huabai savored the word, finding it very strange. Her work experience and studies didn't seem to have anything to do with working in a gold mine.

Hearing Yuan Huabai repeat the word, the staff member explained, "Yes, metallurgy. We are currently expanding production capacity for steel and other metals, which are all under the jurisdiction of the Metallurgical Bureau."

"Isn't that just iron smelting?" Yuan Huabai suddenly realized.

"Metallurgy includes not only steel smelting but also the smelting of various metals like aluminum and copper."

"Can I... think about it?" Yuan Huabai replied.

Over the next two days, Yuan Huabai looked over the introduction materials many times and found herself looking forward more and more to the metallurgy profession, about which she knew nothing.

On the night before she was due to reply, her classmate Jiang Qingyue ran excitedly to Yuan Huabai's room. As soon as they met, she exclaimed happily, "I finally understand why those clothes look so good!"

Yuan Huabai had to think for a moment before she remembered the military uniform. Feeling a bit envious of her classmate's frankness, she sighed, "So you went to a garment factory?"

"Not a garment factory, I went to the Design Bureau," Jiang Qingyue replied joyfully. "I showed the paintings I did before to the cadres here, and the next day I was assigned to the Design Bureau. Do you know? The Design Bureau is actually doing design! They are really doing design!"

Speaking of her excitement, Jiang Qingyue grabbed Yuan Huabai's arm and shook it.

Yuan Huabai was happy for her classmate but also felt she was being a bit too dramatic. Jiang Qingyue continued excitedly, "That military uniform is actually custom-made! Custom-made! They have approximate sizes based on height and weight, but for the parts that must vary from person to person, they are custom-tailored! Huabai, they are mass-customizing clothes! Hehe, haha!"

Looking at her classmate who was practically going crazy with joy, Yuan Huabai didn't really know what the distinction meant. However, she understood one thing: the army outside the pass was really willing to spend money. And there were a lot of tailors here.

The next day, when the cadre came to ask for her decision, Yuan Huabai replied for reasons she couldn't quite explain, "I want to go to the Metallurgical Bureau."

A look of joy appeared on the cadre's face; it was clear he really wanted her to make that choice. Yuan Huabai looked at her uncle's somewhat disappointed expression and didn't know what to say for a moment. Perhaps influenced by Jiang Qingyue, Yuan Huabai just wanted to do something she hadn't done before. A big reason for leaving Shanghai was that she loathed the dim workshops and roaring machines of the processing factory, and she had had enough of the malicious gazes and deliberate unwanted advances.

The status of women in mechanical processing factories was terrible. Their wages were much lower than those of men whose technical skills were far inferior to hers. Even so, the foreman's attitude contained an arrogance as if he were bestowing charity.

Since it was steelmaking, there should be fire. Those soaring flames might feel more comfortable.

July, high summer. The Northeast was not any cooler in summer just because the winters were cold. The bright sun roasted the earth, but in the open-hearth furnace workshop, the furnaces emitted an even more intense heat. Inside her thick heat-protective suit, Yuan Huabai was dripping with sweat, but this feeling made her happier.

Molten steel rolled out from the tap hole and began to gradually solidify in the prepared casting molds. While the steel was still relatively soft, huge steel tongs clamped the steel bars and sent them into the processing equipment for the next step.

These massive machines were so powerful that Yuan Huabai could feel their strength. However, her job was not in smelting or processing; those stages did not recruit women. Yuan Huabai didn't think there was anything wrong with that.

Yuan Huabai's job was steel quality testing.

Using a long steel rod to probe into the scorching open-hearth furnace, she took out a bit of molten steel and hurried to the laboratory. On the way, the steel was already solidifying. Once at the lab, cooling and various tests began.

When she did mechanical processing before, she didn't know where the raw materials came from. Now, many of those doubts had cleared up. Yuan Huabai felt that as her work progressed, she would definitely understand even more clearly.

These steel slugs didn't require particularly excellent materials. Testing showed the steel quality leaned towards mild steel and was very uniform. It fully met the requirements.

After signing the inspection record, Yuan Huabai handed it over to the next inspection department. She couldn't help but wonder what this steel was used for. Although she had various imaginings, even considering weapons, she hadn't expected that these steel materials were used to process bullet warheads.

After this batch of steel came out, it was eventually rolled into long strips by a rolling mill. Although connected, the approximate shape of the warheads was already there. Then they were fed into a machine that cut the connected parts.

Small cone-shaped steel slugs were sent into the arsenal. After mechanical turning and stamping with copper jackets, they were made into copper-jacketed steel-core bullets. Then, combined with the other parts of the bullet, and after undergoing a series of inspections and finally being painted, they were sent to the railway platform beside the arsenal.

The Russian technical personnel, having already drunk a round of vodka, finished their inspection drunkenly and began considering how to drink that night. The product quality of the Northeast Arsenal was very good, and there was no cheating on quantity, so the Russian technicians had begun to just go through the motions. After all, the ones currently in power were a bunch of rebels; the Russian technicians felt that sticking to their posts was already the strongest manifestation of patriotism.

At this time, He Rui arrived in Siping again. The gathered committee members immediately raised a question, "On July 1st, the Russian offensive failed. Chairman, what happens next?"

"I didn't call this meeting to discuss that issue. I've spoken about the development of the Russian situation several times. The methodology lies in the fact that whoever can represent the people's demand for an armistice will gain true political power in Russia. Comrades, when we consider a country, we cannot anthropomorphize it. Russia is composed of over a hundred million people, and the thoughts of these hundred million vary."

He Rui solemnly explained his views while observing the comrades' reactions.

"Just like in our China, there are people with all sorts of different ideas. We are gathered here because we all share the desire to save the country and the people. However, among the people of the Northeast, those with such clear views are a minority. And the population of the Northeast is a minority compared to the whole of China. Russia is the same. The government that is about to collapse is just a minority in Russia. They represent only a minority. And don't think that Russians are binary; opposing the war now doesn't mean the Russian people have no patriotism. What the Russian people oppose is being sent to die for the hegemony of imperialists."

It was clear that there were no diplomatic geniuses among the comrades, as most of the expressions He Rui saw were somewhat blank. So He Rui could only ask, "Do you think that if we recover the Chinese Eastern Railway, the Russian people will feel they have suffered a loss?"

No one answered. This silence proved everyone's attitude. He Rui really had no choice but to tell the comrades, "Next, everyone just needs to obey orders. The Russian Provisional Government won't last many more days. By the end of the year, they will be finished. And our operations will start entering the activation phase at that time."
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In October, the arsenal had a few days off. Yuan Huabai began to agonize over whether she should join the factory's organized autumn outing. If it were just herself, going to see the fields after the harvest would naturally be good. But leaving her mother alone in Siping made Yuan Huabai feel uneasy.

Thinking about her friends made in the factory frolicking in the autumn fields, she felt a pang of envy mixed with unhappiness. If her mother hadn't had her feet bound, none of these problems would exist.

Yuan Huabai wasn't angry at her mother. Just as the factory night school courses taught, those women with bound feet were victims. From the perspective of victims, one must sympathize with them. But this did not mean that the practice of foot binding should be allowed to continue. The entire Northeast, and indeed the whole of China in the future, must abolish the corrupt custom of foot binding.

If not for her mother's advanced age, she could actually have her feet unbound. Thinking of this, Yuan Huabai decided to rent a tricycle and ride it to take her mother around Siping city. This was also a suggestion from the factory union chairman.

Siping's streets were no longer dirt roads. With so many factories burning coal every day, the road surfaces had been hardened using slag and crushed stone. Riding the tricycle on the road, although a bit bumpy, felt no less impressive than the grand avenues of Shanghai's foreign concessions.

Her mother was initially very reserved, even a bit unhappy about Yuan Huabai riding a tricycle. But as they passed street after street, interest began to show on her mother's face. especially when they saw a group of people in Mongolian attire driving a large flock of sheep through the street. When Yuan Huabai was forced to stop the tricycle, her mother even reached out to touch a beautiful, docile sheep beside the cart.

When the flock had passed, Yuan Huabai heard her mother ask, "Where are so many sheep being driven to?"

Yuan Huabai didn't know, and she didn't like the smell of the sheep. She made a random guess and continued taking her mother around Siping.

The flock moved in the opposite direction of Yuan Huabai, heading straight for the train station. Wu Youping watched the sheep being driven onto the train before chatting with the Mongol cadre. The Northeast bordered Mongolia, and over the past year or so, as green silage feed began to be popularized locally, Wu Youping found his common language with the Mongol cadres increasing rapidly.

In the past, Mongol tribes had to slaughter livestock before winter. Thousands of years of cruel environment on the steppe had taught these tribes that they could not have any wishful thinking. The greatest threat on the steppe was neither plague nor war. Because disease and various killings threatened the tribes every day.

The most terrifying thing on the steppe was the "White Disaster". Blizzards covered the entire steppe, and the thick snow made the herds unable to move, preventing the livestock from even eating withered grass. The hoarded fodder would be consumed quickly, and all the livestock would starve to death.

Therefore, keeping only enough livestock to continue grazing next year was the best means of maintaining one's own life. Of course, one also had to ask the best shamans to predict the weather. The predictions of those best shamans often failed, but they were always better than the herdsmen's own guesses.

Chatting with Wu Youping was a man whose name translated to Chinese as Wuyun (Dark Cloud). He stared at Wu Youping and said, "Now there are another five tribes wanting to migrate to Commander He's territory to spend the winter. They are willing to hand over half of their livestock as a stake. I've already told them, if they want to hand it over, hand it all over. Mongol men must be straightforward in their dealings."

Wu Youping nodded, "What is the mood of those princes now?"

There was some sympathy in Wuyun's expression. "Those tribes are just worried that they will be blamed by the princes when they go back next spring, that's why they are so hesitant."

If facing Han people, Wu Youping would speak more reservedly, but with Mongol compatriots, there was no need. They would deceive, plunder, and kill, but they would not stall. Wu Youping asked, "If Commander He became the greatest prince of Mongolia, who does Brother Wuyun think would support it, and who would oppose it?"

Wuyun showed no surprise at all. After a moment of thought, he answered, "Those who have used green silage won't oppose it. As for those who haven't... the princes of Inner Mongolia will probably pretend to submit, but the princes of Outer Mongolia are hard to say."

Wu Youping asked the question he had practiced many times in a calm tone, "Are the herdsmen of Outer Mongolia more loyal to their princes, or are they willing to follow the knife?"

Wuyun didn't quite believe Wu Youping. "Outer Mongolia is too poor, the pastures are very bad. Can Commander He really popularize green silage?"

"If the railway is built, it will be much better. Besides, with the Commander governing Mongolia, the pastures are all state-owned. You've seen the new mowing machines, right?"

Wuyun looked amazed. "Will such good things really be given to us Mongol tribes?"

Wu Youping asked frankly, "Brother Wuyun, are Mongol tribes Chinese?"

Wuyun thought for a long while before reluctantly answering, "Yes."

"As long as they are Chinese, Chinese people naturally help Chinese people! However, on Chinese land, if one feels they are not Chinese, then it depends on whether their luck is good or not."

Wuyun said no more. He looked at the troops responsible for security, looked and looked again.

In November, the weather was already very cold. In the Legation Quarter of Beijing, John Jordan read the report he had just written one more time, then sealed it with wax and put it into the diplomatic pouch.

The changes in the world situation made Jordan very worried. There was good news, of course; the United States joined the Allied Powers in April 1917. After the farce of the Zhang Xun Restoration ended, Duan Qirui regained power. On the condition of permanently waiving the Boxer Indemnity to Germany and Austria, and postponing the Boxer Indemnity to the Allied Powers for five years, China joined the Allied Powers in July 1917.

In May 1917, the Allied Powers felt they could win. But after the massive mutiny in the French army, the French high command had to promise the soldiers that they would no longer launch active offensives.

The Russian Tsar was deposed, and the offensive launched by the Provisional Government on July 1st completely exhausted the troops Russia could use for active offensives.

The Allied Powers would not lose the war, but the Allied Powers now faced a situation where they could not win the war.

With the war reaching its current extent, the Allied Powers had suffered millions of casualties on the battlefield. If the war only ended in an armistice negotiation, neither the British nor French governments could bear such a political shock. To defeat Germany, Britain and France lacked the manpower and morale.

So Jordan didn't mention these things in his report at all, but instead raised concerns about He Rui to the British Foreign Office. He Rui had not made money through the war; Jordan was very clear on this. All the profits He Rui made were used to purchase machinery and equipment, rapidly accumulating industrial strength.

If He Rui were allowed to continue developing like this, with the resources outside the pass (Manchuria), this young General would certainly become a powerful figure in the Far East. At that time, Britain's layout in the Far East would be influenced by He Rui. Jordan suggested that the Foreign Office pay attention to this matter.

The letter took more than a month to reach London. The British Foreign Secretary frowned after reading it. It wasn't that there was anything wrong with the content of this letter; what made the British Foreign Secretary anxious now was the sudden change in the Russian situation.

Since Lenin was sent back to Russia by the Germans, there had been no major moves, and the British side had always believed that Lenin had been marginalized by the Bolsheviks. However, shortly after entering November, Lenin took advantage of the Russian public's war weariness reaching its peak to launch an uprising. In one fell swoop, he overthrew the Russian Provisional Government and announced that the Bolsheviks had taken over the Russian regime.

When they first received the news, the British Foreign Office thought there might be a mistake. The Bolsheviks' strength was simply insufficient to confront the Provisional Government, and was even far inferior to the Mensheviks. That such a not-so-strong organization could overthrow the Provisional Government and control core Russian cities like St. Petersburg and Moscow was simply inexplicable.

Through British intelligence in Germany, it was learned that as soon as the Russian Bolsheviks seized power, they began secret negotiations with Germany, demanding a separate peace with Germany to withdraw from the war.

If this became true, the Allied Powers' expectation of defeating Germany would be even harder to realize.

From the beginning of the war, Germany had fallen into the difficult situation of a two-front war. Several times when Germany gained a certain advantage on the Western Front, it was because of Russian offensives that they had to transfer troops to the Eastern Front. Although Russia lost repeatedly against Germany, it struck out with a heavy fist against the Austro-Hungarian Empire, almost collapsing it. This forced Germany to send more troops to maintain the Austro-Hungarian front.

Once the Bolsheviks made peace with Germany, Germany could transfer its troops to the Western Front. At that time, the Western Front would again be a bloodbath.

Jordan's judgment of He Rui was correct, and the British Foreign Secretary deeply agreed. The British Minister continued to search through Jordan's report and indeed found the judgment regarding Northeast industrial strength. After reading carefully for a while, the British Minister extracted a portion of the content and had his secretary perform calculations.

When the Foreign Secretary met with Minister of Munitions Churchill with a simple report, it was already two hours later. Upon meeting, the Foreign Secretary said, "We may need to let He Rui produce another batch of Russian-style equipment."

Churchill did not object after hearing this, only asking, "Which side in Russia should these weapons be given to?"

"Whoever opposes the Bolsheviks, we give to them," the Foreign Secretary answered very decisively.

Churchill thought for a moment. "Will the French pay for this?"

The Foreign Secretary did not hesitate. "If the French are unwilling to pay, we can remind them. Once the Bolsheviks make peace with Germany, they will confiscate all French investments in Russia. Even now, the Bolsheviks have already started doing so."

Churchill thought for a moment after hearing this, then sneered, "It seems those machinery manufacturing companies are going to make another profit from us."

The Foreign Secretary did not pick up on this comment, because he knew Churchill didn't care much about it. The benefits of trade with He Rui were also obvious; He Rui did not want British or French gold or currency, but ordered machinery and equipment from British and French companies. And He Rui would not pay currency or precious metals to British and French merchants, but let the British and French governments, who ordered Northeast weapons, pay the British and French merchants.

In this way, it was equivalent to "the meat rotting in the pot" (keeping the wealth within the system); the British and French governments could even collect taxes from these businesses. It was already the best of a bad situation. Both sides had done so much business, one more deal wouldn't matter.

At the same time, He Rui came to Siping again. At the beginning of the meeting, He Rui told the party and government cadres outside the military, "Within the next 48 hours, we will fully take over the Chinese Eastern Railway. The troops will disarm all Russians on the Chinese Eastern Railway. And the Administrative Department must send personnel to receive all Russian assets on the Chinese Eastern Railway."

The administrative officials and cadres, including Wu Youping, were truly surprised and delighted. Everyone was mentally prepared for the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway, they just didn't expect it to be launched ahead of schedule.

And Russia, through unequal treaties, possessed over a million mu of fertile land on both sides of the Chinese Eastern Railway. Plus the value of the railway itself, as well as those stations, trains, and other assets. This would be a huge income. More importantly, previously the railways in the Northeast were operated either by Russia or Japan. It was truly very unpleasant that the industrial transportation information of the Northeast was mastered by two countries.

Recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway meant that the Northeast finally fully controlled its own railway. From any angle, it was a great thing.

Without waiting for Wu Youping and other government cadres to speak, He Rui took out his pocket watch and looked at it, ordering, "Action starts now."

Xu Chengfeng and other soldiers immediately stood up and saluted, "Yes!"

Wu Youping only felt his heart beating wildly. He never expected that within just two years of joining He Rui, a part of his long-held wish would be fulfilled. for a moment, Wu Youping even doubted if he was dreaming.
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"The rules and regulations for the railway system have been compiled. Chairman, please review them." Zhuang Jiaxiong, a graduate of a railway academy, was finally returning to his professional field, and his voice was a notch louder than usual.

He Rui only opened one page, glanced at the table of contents, and closed the specification book. "How long will it take for us to train this many people?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong answered immediately, "About one year."

"I want to form a Railway Corps and militarize railway management," He Rui said without concealment.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned. Before he could speak, a guard entered. "Report, Chairman. A telegram."

He Rui had thought the quickest solution for the Chinese Eastern Railway would come from Changchun. Looking at the telegram, it was indeed from Changchun. Cheng Ruofan was asking for the operation's code name.

Only then did He Rui remember that for the sake of secrecy, the operation was known only to the upper echelons. For this operation, Zhong Yifu and Hu Xiushan had begun various preparations a year ago. But he had simply forgotten the code name.

Cheng Ruofan must be anxious right now. He Rui wrote down the first word that popped into his head on the telegram form. Siping was very close to Changchun, so it wasn't long before Cheng Ruofan received the reply at his headquarters.

For a moment, Cheng Ruofan was bewildered. There were three characters on the telegram: 'Check Water Meter' (*Cha Shui Biao*). Taken separately, he understood them. Combined, he could sort of grasp the meaning, but it felt inexplicable.

"What does this mean?" Cheng Ruofan handed the telegram to Hu Xiushan.

Hu Xiushan took the telegram, looked at it, and wrote the three characters 'Check Water Meter' into the operational order before commanding the staff officer, "Operation Code Name: Check Water Meter."

Cheng Ruofan was momentarily surprised, but on second thought, he felt he was being truly odd. A code name was just a code name. Even if they named it 'Strength Uprooting Mountains and Spirit Overshadowing the World', it would be useless for the battle itself.

Having thought this through, Cheng Ruofan put the matter out of his mind and began to ask, "Are the trains in position?"

Although Zhong Yifu had a somewhat awkward personality, that was in daily life. Once it came to matters related to war, Zhong Yifu became a different person. As for Hu Xiushan, he was recognized as the most detailed, patient, and capable talent in the army for bearing burdensome work. The plan the two had produced was less an operational plan and more of a marching guide.

Moreover, in their analysis of the combat deployment, the two clearly pointed out that based on all available intelligence regarding the Russian Chinese Eastern Railway and the concessions, the Russians within China did not possess any formidable firepower. If fighting broke out, although the intensity would be fiercer than bandit suppression, it wouldn't be anything extraordinary.

The key to recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway lay in suddenness. The troops had to launch the attack as simultaneously as possible. This required the commanders of each unit to have strong execution capabilities.

Since the General Staff had already considered and analyzed every possible situation, Cheng Ruofan believed that the remaining matters were his responsibility as the Military Region Commander.

As radio signals flew back and forth between the various units, the positions of the troops were confirmed one by one on the map.

In the Kwantung Leased Territory, the pace of the officers inside the Japanese Kwantung Governor-General's Office quickened considerably. Just a short while ago, Japanese wireless intercepts picked up numerous encrypted communications. The volume was such that anyone who wasn't a fool could understand that many radio stations were conducting massive communications.

Ever since the Northeast Arsenal made breakthroughs in electronic equipment processing and began producing its own radios, such signals had increased. Recently, the Northeast Army had conducted several military exercises in succession, and the scale of radio communication had reached this level, so this was presumably the same. It was just that He Rui's frequent military exercises left the Kwantung Governor-General's Office unable to figure out his intentions.

Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro, head of the 'He Agency', was summoned to the office of Major General Hamaomote Matasuke, Chief of Staff of the Governor-General's Office. Hearing the question, Itagaki Seishiro could only voice a deduction he wasn't quite sure of himself. "I believe He Rui may be moving into Outer Mongolia."

Major General Hamaomote was not surprised. Taking advantage of Russia's current predicament to seize Outer Mongolia, where Russia had fostered separatist forces, was indeed a very good opportunity. However, Major General Hamaomote dared not confirm such a possibility either.

It would be winter soon. For an army to fight in Outer Mongolia, they would face not just that small number of enemies, but overwhelming snow and temperatures of minus twenty-some degrees. The Army War College graduated only a few dozen people each year, and even the last-place graduate could understand such combat difficulties, let alone He Rui, who graduated at the top.

"Why would He Rui take such a great risk?" Major General Hamaomote asked.

Itagaki Seishiro also knew the difficulty of such operations, yet he did not believe He Rui was merely preparing for next spring. He replied, "Your Excellency, forgive this subordinate's rash analysis. He-kun's character is resolute and decisive; he has no interest in petty tricks. I do not believe he would create such a large commotion just for an exercise. But He-kun is extremely cautious; he will not attack Russia."

Major General Hamaomote felt he could understand Itagaki's view. He Rui's vigorous and sweeping style was simply more Japanese than the Japanese. Judging by He Rui's experience in taking over the Northeast, Major General Hamaomote had originally thought He Rui had Duan Qirui's support. Now it was certain that He Rui made decisions relying entirely on his own judgment. This daring was truly astonishing.

In the end, Major General Hamaomote did not ask more and simply dismissed Itagaki.

Just then, an adjutant entered and handed over a new report. "Your Excellency, the radio communications have stopped."

Major General Hamaomote felt this was likely just another of He Rui's exercises. Perhaps by tomorrow, there would be more of this nonsense. He ordered, "Send a telegram to the Office of General Zhen'an in Fengtian. Demand that He Rui explain this matter."

Watching the adjutant leave to carry out the order, Major General Hamaomote did not believe He Rui would actually offer an explanation. But these events made Major General Hamaomote somewhat uneasy. During the war, Britain and France were desperate and would sell anything. In just two years, He Rui had made godspeed progress in the military industry. If He Rui wasn't made aware of Japan's attitude, heaven knew what he would do next.

Almost simultaneously, large groups of Northeast Army soldiers had received the order to move and were assaulting rapidly from various assembly points. To achieve the goal of a surprise attack, the officers and soldiers did not set out from their barracks but had long been lying in wait in buildings near their targets.

The door curtain of a teahouse was lifted, and Northeast Army soldiers filed out. joining forces with comrades emerging from other shops, they pounced directly on the Russian settlements.

Inside the train station, officers and soldiers disguised as ordinary civilians pulled tight-fitting military tunics from their luggage and put them on. Beneath the tunics were the baggy, bloated cotton trousers common among the ordinary people of the Northeast.

The Russians and Chinese in the station were dumbfounded. It wasn't until the soldiers pulled pistols from their trousers that the Russian railway staff realized something was wrong. However, the officers and men had practiced this many times; they immediately rushed up and subdued the Russian railway personnel.

Soon, the door to the station dispatch room was kicked open, and officers and soldiers rushed in with weapons ready. The Russian dispatcher was at a loss and subconsciously stood up, asking in Russian, "What are you doing?"

The leading officer didn't care if the Russian could understand or not and shouted the operation code name directly: "Check the water meter!"

Amidst the shouting, the soldiers beside him had already pounced, subduing the group in the dispatch room and taking control. Immediately, Chinese railway workers, speaking with accents from all over the country, took over the dispatch work.

Many of them were obviously young students. Participating in such a military operation, the young men were all in high spirits. Their reasons for coming here were not complicated. Their classmates or juniors, Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong, had written to them over the past year or so, inviting everyone to come to the Northeast to participate in railway construction.

The youths who could come were all here with the aim of serving their country; otherwise, who would run to this bitterly cold land beyond the pass? Seeing that He Rui had truly dealt with the Russians and retaken the Chinese Eastern Railway, everyone immediately joined in the dispatch management.

It was not just Changchun; Harbin was the same. Every station on the section of the Chinese Eastern Railway managed by Russia, every Russian settlement, and every concession was raided. Under radio coordination, these actions began almost simultaneously.

The Northeast Army not only controlled the Chinese Eastern Railway and the Russian concessions but also rapidly dispatched troops to station at key points on the Sino-Russian border, strengthening fortifications and preparing for battle.

Less than 24 hours after He Rui's order was issued, news came from all sides: the military operation was a complete success, and the entire Chinese Eastern Railway was under control.

He Rui looked at the calendar. Today was November 22, 1917. Stretching his back, He Rui, who hadn't slept at all, said to his secretary, "I'm going to sleep for a while. Unless it's bad news, don't disturb me."

The secretary hadn't expected they could seize the Chinese Eastern Railway so smoothly. He saluted He Rui excitedly. "Order received!"
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It was Sir John Jordan's first meeting with He Rui. Hearing He Rui's fluent American-accented English only doubled Jordan's irritation. He asked in his fluent London accent, "General He, you must have heard of the principle of the Concert of Powers?"

In Jordan's experience, this phrase usually unsettled even Yuan Shikai, let alone the likes of Duan Qirui. Since He Rui had a deep understanding of international politics, it was impossible for him to be unaware of it.

However, Jordan judged that He Rui would not be so shallow. Indeed, He Rui simply smiled continuously and invited Jordan to sit.

Black tea was served, along with sugar and milk. Several exquisite pastries were arranged. Only then did He Rui speak: "Please, have some tea."

Jordan had endured this far, and now he wanted to see what tricks He Rui could play. He took a sip from his teacup; it was quite good. Compared to Ceylon or Darjeeling tea, it was clearly a cut above. Just as he was adding milk and sugar, a man in a Western suit walked in. He Rui introduced him: "This is our Director of the Education Bureau, Dr. Zhao Tianlin, Doctor of Law."

In the reports on He Rui's key subordinates provided to Jordan, Zhao Tianlin was ranked very high. His academic credentials were undoubtedly the best within He Rui's group. Jordan watched Zhao Tianlin sit down in a leisurely manner, his expression composed, and felt that this law school fellow might be difficult to deal with.

Feeling a bit uneasy, his tone softened. "General He, have you received the letter from His Excellency Duan?"

"I have." He Rui's tone was relaxed, his expression even more so. "It was all clichés. Mr. Minister need not mind it."

Jordan had thought that since Duan Qirui was a leading figure in the central government and He Rui's 'patron', a sternly worded letter personally written by him would surely make He Rui somewhat concerned. Instead, He Rui was advising Jordan 'not to mind it'. Angered, Jordan laughed, "Why?"

"I have already replied to Secretary of State Duan and analyzed the situation for him. Current Russia is betraying the Allied Powers; they are traitors to the Alliance. China is a member of the Allied Powers—how can we allow traitors to the Alliance the possibility of using the Chinese Eastern Railway to attack Allied members? Such preventive measures are not too early, but too late. The British side will not only thank us but will be grateful for our resolute action."

By now, British Minister to China Sir John Jordan finally understood. To use a Chinese phrase, the He Rui before him was a 'rolling knife meat'—a political rogue. When Jordan talked diplomacy with He Rui, He Rui talked war with Jordan.

Since that was the case, Jordan did not stand on ceremony. He ordered his secretary, "Ask the Russian Ambassador to come in."

Before long, the Russian Minister to China walked in quickly. Upon seeing He Rui, he immediately shouted in Russian, "You are trampling on international treaties like this! I protest! I want to protest against you! ..."

Only after the Russian Minister had finished shouting did Jordan pick up the original topic. "General He, are you aware of the principle of the Concert of Powers?"

After speaking, Jordan stared at He Rui. He saw not the slightest panic in He Rui's expression, nor any displeasure. The face of this young soldier, dressed in a handsome European-style black military uniform, showed a mixed expression: a little helplessness, mostly regret... and a kind of sympathy.

Yes, Jordan could distinguish it; it was a look of sympathy. Like the look a teacher gives a student who cannot understand a problem. Jordan had encountered such a teacher when he was in school. That look had hurt Ambassador Jordan and left a deep impression on him.

Jordan felt a surge of anger. A Chinese person sympathizing with the Minister of the British Empire to China—this was no longer baffling, it was an insult!

He Rui leaned forward. Jordan thought He Rui was going to speak, but He Rui simply picked up his teacup and took a sip. The black military uniform was very handsome, revealing a shirt and tie at the collar, giving He Rui the rationality of a university professor. The black color itself conveyed a sense of suppressed power, further highlighting He Rui's rationality.

After sipping his tea, He Rui waited a moment before asking, "Mr. Minister, is that all you have to say?"

Jordan stiffened his face and answered seriously, "General He, you seem to not realize the gravity of the matter!"

He Rui did not answer but turned to look at Zhao Tianlin. Zhao Tianlin was recording the conversation along with two other stenographers. Seeing He Rui look over, he nodded slightly.

He Rui turned back. At this moment, his expression was unruffled. "Minister Jordan, may I ask who this Russian person beside you is?"

"He is the Russian Ambassador!" Jordan answered immediately.

"Russian Ambassador? Ambassador of which Russia? Being in the Northeast, I don't know much about the international situation. Has Britain already recognized the Bolshevik government?"

He Rui's voice was not loud and carried no emotion; he simply asked the question in a matter-of-fact way. Yet this question was already too much for Jordan to bear. The Russian Ambassador before him was the Ambassador of Tsarist Russia. Between Tsarist Russia and the Bolsheviks, there was also a Russian Provisional Government.

If He Rui seized upon official status... Jordan already felt the pressure.

However, exactly what he feared came to pass. He Rui continued, "As far as I know, this Russian subject was an ambassador appointed by the Tsar. Tsarist Russia no longer exists, so he is no longer an ambassador. Mr. Jordan, diplomacy is a very serious venue. Have you considered the gravity of referring to a Russian civilian as the Russian Ambassador?"

Having said this, He Rui waved his hand. Two guards immediately stepped forward quickly. He Rui pointed at the Russian. "Take this person to the internment camp."

The guards responded with a sound, saying nothing more, and dragged the fellow away. This Russian civilian, who had been an ambassador of Tsarist Russia, had never imagined things would develop this way. But faced with two well-trained guards, he could not resist at all. He could only shout continuously as he was dragged away, asking Jordan to stop this atrocity against diplomatic personnel.

But Jordan did not turn his head. He turned a deaf ear to this Russian civilian's ravings, allowing the man to be dragged out. Seeing Jordan's extremely awkward expression, He Rui could not help but sigh. "Mr. Minister, please rest assured. Out of respect for you, and for your help all along, I will not speak of this matter to others."

Although Jordan looked terrible, he remained relatively calm inside. After all, Jordan had heard several British people say that talking to He Rui was like talking to a professor at a British university. Jordan just hadn't believed it, thinking He Rui would be like those prominent figures of the Beiyang government—at least able to be cowed by a bluff.

Adjusting his state of mind to that of conversing with a knowledgeable British professor, Jordan composed his demeanor and sighed, "Thank you."

"Let us return to the initial rational discussion. Mr. Minister, if you have corresponded with Director Morrison in the last year, perhaps you would know that I have been telling government personnel in the Northeast that the Russian people already loathe continuing the offensive, and now they loathe the war itself. Only a government capable of stopping the war can gain the approval of the Russian people. The current Bolsheviks are a political party determined to withdraw from the war. The government they establish will certainly make peace with Germany. From the British standpoint, will you allow such traitors to become the government of Russia?"

Hearing He Rui's judgment, Jordan agreed deeply but was unwilling to accept it. But the level of this discussion was too high; Jordan felt his current state really didn't allow for such thinking. So he said for the third time, "General He, do you not wish to discuss the principle of the Concert of Powers?"

He Rui sighed helplessly and said with sympathy, "Mr. Jordan, since you insist so much, then let us write this discussion into a memorandum and send it to the British Foreign Office. My views on the principle of the Concert of Powers are not important to you; what is important is the British Empire's view on the principle. Neither you nor I can decide the British Empire's view, so let us leave it to London to judge."

Jordan was stunned. He Rui's request to submit a memorandum—let alone the Beiyang government, even ordinary diplomatic personnel in countries outside Europe might not understand it.

Just as He Rui said, once this memorandum was sent to London, the British Foreign Office, or even the British Cabinet, would have to make a judgment on such a principled issue.

Based on Jordan's attempt at a rational assessment now, he believed there was a high probability London would support He Rui's view. If that happened, Jordan would be recalled to London for a lack of diplomatic professionalism, and the British Foreign Office would send a new Minister.

In East Asia, Jordan represented the British Empire. But back in London, Jordan was just an ordinary diplomat. And a diplomat who had shown unprofessionalism in his post, at that.

Just then, He Rui raised his hand to signal Jordan, drawing his attention to Zhao Tianlin.

"Dr. Zhao Tianlin is a Doctor of Law from Harvard Law School in the United States and is very knowledgeable about international law. I invited him to record and edit the record this time because I trust Dr. Zhao's professionalism. Therefore, both the Chinese and English versions of our memorandum will be finalized by Dr. Zhao. Do you have any objections?"

Jordan knew He Rui was serious. In his utter helplessness, Jordan could only make a very rude gesture. He stood up and said coldly, "No need! Farewell!"

With that, he turned and left, using this action to express his dissatisfaction with He Rui.

Once Jordan's party had left, Zhao Tianlin wanted to finish recording the last few sentences. But his hand trembled involuntarily, and he simply couldn't write.

Finally, Zhao Tianlin simply put down the notebook and stood up.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin's agitated expression, He Rui also stood up and smiled. "In ancient times, Li Bai wrote a letter to scare the barbarians; today, Brother Tianlin has scared off the British Minister. I borrowed Brother Zhao's name and gave Jordan quite a fright."

Zhao Tianlin found these words truly gratifying, but he knew even better that what had forced Jordan back was He Rui's vision. But at this moment, Zhao Tianlin felt so excited he could hardly control himself. A hundred emotions were tangled together; although there was joy, it felt unreal. Finally, Zhao Tianlin said loudly, "I will treat Brother He to wine today!"

In the government office canteen, He Rui, Zhao Tianlin, the two stenographers, and Zheng Silang, who had quietly watched the entire diplomatic meeting from the corner today, sat in a private room.

At first, no one spoke. After eating for a while, He Rui smiled and said, "Now that the new office building construction has started, the canteen will be better then."

Hearing this, Zheng Silang answered with difficulty, "Chairman, will the Military Commission work in the new building?"

He Rui explained, "The Military Commission has the Military Commission's office site. I am talking about the government building. The Party Committee and the Government will be in one office site."

Zheng Silang wanted to laugh out loud, but the corners of his mouth twitched, and he couldn't laugh. Just then, a stenographer suddenly covered his face and started crying.

He Rui sighed, "It's not like we encountered some major event, why cry?"

Yet no one at the table smiled. Zhao Tianlin took off his glasses, wiped his eyes with a handkerchief, prepared to put the glasses back on, but stopped and wiped them again.

The other stenographer had tears in his eyes. "Chairman, when we were in school, every time we talked about the humiliation the country suffered, we felt heartbroken. We felt it was better to die than live. When I was studying at Beiyang University with my classmate, we saw the news about the Chairman going to the Kwantung Governor-General's Office alone and making Japan withdraw troops through negotiation, and we decided to follow the Chairman after graduation. Now... now... seeing with my own eyes the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway, and making the British Minister back down in a diplomatic meeting, I... I am happy..."

At this point, the translator could speak no more and covered his face, sobbing aloud.

He Rui sighed, feeling moved inside. People say one weeps for joy, and it was indeed so. From 1840 to the present, 77 years had passed, and China had lost every war. Especially in the last twenty years, it had suffered too many heavy blows.

Even though what He Rui had done now was completely going with the flow and achieving a small diplomatic result by exploiting the opponent's lack of preparation, it was enough to move these university-graduated comrades to tears.

Finally, He Rui said, "They say if three people are of one heart, their sharpness can cut gold. We already have twenty million compatriots in the Northeast. If everyone improves together, China can certainly be saved."

With that, He Rui raised his wine glass and said to Zhao, "Brother Zhao, when we parted in Tianjin two years ago, I remember you asked me if we could live to see the day of China's rejuvenation. I said then that we would certainly see it while we were young. Today's victory is but a small victory; there is more arduous work waiting for us in the future. Does Brother Zhao have the determination to continue?"

Zhao Tianlin didn't even think and said loudly, "I will bend my back to the task until my dying day! Cheers!"

With that, Zhao Tianlin drained his cup. The two young students who had graduated from the National Beiyang University this year also raised their cups. "Chairman, our feelings are the same as President Zhao's. We will bend our backs to the task until our dying days!"

After the few of them had drunk the wine, Zheng Silang raised his cup and stood up, walking to He Rui. He Rui stood up. He heard Zheng Silang say in a deep voice, "Chairman, I only ask for one thing. Assign more tasks to me. Watching Chengfeng and the others doing their utmost, I am anxious!"

He Rui poured himself another cup. "No need to be anxious, very soon!"

After clinking glasses, both drank it all. He Rui asked everyone to sit down. "Before long, Japan will send people here. Russia, Britain, and France will also send people. At that time, I won't really want to see them; it will be up to you comrades to face these situations."
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He Rui was treating his comrades to a meal, and Morrison was also warmly entertaining Jordan at his home. Jordan was somewhat preoccupied as he entered Morrison's residence. It wasn't until he settled onto the *kang* that his expression relaxed a bit.

Morrison had heard some news that the diplomatic talks were not going smoothly, but he didn't care. Such diplomatic thrust-and-parry was common in Europe; it was just that British diplomats in the Far East had been domineering for too long. They had formed fixed impressions, and their diplomatic skills had grown rusty and atrophied.

Jordan rested for a while before asking, "Mr. Morrison, does He Rui deliberately exclude you from some meetings when arranging government work?"

"No," Morrison answered decisively. "I attend all government work meetings, and the content of these meetings is later formulated into work plans. General He's administration is quite transparent."

"More transparent than in Europe?" Jordan asked. Although he didn't want to believe it, he was somewhat inclined to do so.

"General He's party meetings are not open to the public. Moreover, the Northeast has not yet established an assembly, so the overall political transparency is not as high as in Europe. However, General He is reviewing the Northeast's parliamentary system, and I believe that in two or three years, we will see a political system similar to Europe's."

"Then will this political system be British-style? Russian-style? American-style? Or... Napoleonic?"

Hearing Jordan's words, Morrison smiled slightly. He was the first person in the Far East diplomatic circle to use Napoleon to describe He Rui. That Jordan said this now proved he had also begun to truly take He Rui seriously. Morrison sighed, "General He is a very brave man."

Jordan nodded slightly in agreement. In all of China, whether it was the Beiyang government or the revolutionaries in the South, everyone was cowed by the name of the British Empire. Even Japan, where He Rui's alma mater was located, held the same attitude. But He Rui did not. Jordan had already applied maximum diplomatic pressure on He Rui. If it were other upper-class Chinese figures, even if they used various tricks to muddle through and delay, they would still be afraid—afraid from the bottom of their hearts.

He Rui was not afraid at all. Not only was he unafraid, but he also engaged in a tit-for-tat diplomatic game with Jordan. Looking back now, He Rui had firmly grasped the core principle of diplomacy: who makes the rules!

Jordan was just a diplomat and had no qualifications to formulate political rules for the Far East. This was the objective reality. But in the Far East, it seemed that no one had truly understood this yet. Over time, even Jordan himself had forgotten that he must consider this factor first.

Having figured out the reason for the failure of this diplomatic mediation, Jordan relaxed. He was getting on in years. Touching his balding head, which had only a few wisps of hair left, Jordan asked Morrison about He Rui's administration so far.

Morrison appreciated He Rui's governance very much, and even gave a lot of praise to He Rui's land reform. This reminded Jordan of something. At this time, the food Morrison ordered had been served. Jordan ate a piece of stir-fried liver tips and laughed, "In Beijing, too many people fiercely criticized He Rui for plundering the local gentry. It seems that in He Rui's future parliament, it will be difficult to see MPs from gentry backgrounds."

Morrison liked *Shao Nanbei* very much. This dish, stir-fried with mushroom slices and bamboo shoots, was delicious. Eating a piece of bamboo shoot, Morrison shook his head slightly. "Your Excellency, General He is a very broad-minded person. The purpose of his land reform policy is not to eliminate the gentry, but to eliminate the unreasonable parts of the social system."

Jordan had been chatting with Morrison for quite a while. Hearing Morrison evaluate He Rui like this, he answered slowly, "If you persist in such an attitude, people will take you for a Communist."

Hearing this, Morrison was stunned for a moment, then couldn't help laughing along with Jordan.

***

The next morning, Morrison found He Rui. "General, I heard that you and Minister Jordan had a very unpleasant conversation yesterday."

He Rui shook his head. "I think it was a very good meeting. Through frank talks with Minister Jordan, we fully exchanged views and enhanced mutual understanding."

Hearing He Rui use such a set of diplomatic vocabulary, Morrison felt he understood the situation. He smiled and said, "General, my wife's birthday is coming up. I want to hold a dance for her today. I wonder if the General can attend."

He Rui looked at Morrison with a smile. "Since it is an invitation from Director Morrison, presumably those attending will be prominent foreign residents in Fengtian."

Hearing He Rui say this, Morrison was even more sure He Rui understood his intent, and answered decisively, "They are all very prestigious foreign and even diplomatic figures."

"I will definitely attend," He Rui said, expressing his acceptance.

Just as Morrison said, the prominent foreigners in Fengtian attended the dance. In a world where a cruel war was raging, people with money were naturally prominent. In the past two years, quite a few speculative merchants had run to the Northeast, but He Rui's requirements were very clear. Without asset certification or endorsement from foreign banks in the capital, those coming Outside the Pass to do business had to produce real gold and silver. So most of the foreign figures who could still remain in Fengtian now had received invitations.

When Jordan entered the European-style venue, the invited guests all came forward to greet him. Seeing such a group of well-dressed Europeans, Jordan's mood improved significantly.

Fifteen minutes later than Jordan, He Rui walked into the venue in uniform. The style of the Northeast Army uniform had been determined, but He Rui did not wear the black military uniform today, changing instead into a set of "Field Grey" service uniform. As usual, there were no medals or ribbons on the uniform. Only the gold stars on the General rank insignia were shining.

Seeing He Rui come in, the guests surrounded him even more enthusiastically. Although part of their purpose was indeed to celebrate Morrison's wife's birthday, their main objective was to see He Rui. This was especially true for the French merchant Magloire and the British merchant Johnson, both of whom had privately petitioned He Rui to serve in the Northeast government.

More British and French merchants wanted to see the result of the matter. If He Rui accepted more foreigners to serve in the Chinese government, it would naturally be very good news for the business community.

Although Morrison had to some extent become a communication channel between foreign merchants and the Northeast local government—and he had fulfilled the function of this channel well—no one would think there were too many channels.

Sure enough, He Rui didn't care about the guest acting as host, because the Northeast was He Rui's home field. After meeting and shaking hands with a group of merchants, He Rui asked Morrison, "Have Mr. Magloire and Mr. Johnson arrived?"

Without waiting for Morrison to answer, the two men parted the crowd and walked up from the back row. He Rui waited for them to approach and asked, "After discussion by the government, we would like to hire Mr. Magloire and Mr. Johnson as our formal consultants. I wonder if you two are interested?"

Hearing this news, many merchants could hardly conceal the envy on their faces. Although Magloire and Johnson were very happy, they were not overly excited. They just stepped forward to express their willingness to accept the invitation. If China were a Great Power like Russia, Magloire and Johnson would have been overjoyed. Unfortunately, it was not.

Even so, to become officials—and officials with real power—was something the two merchants could readily accept.

After announcing the news, He Rui began to chat with various figures attending the dance, following the proper etiquette. Not long after, the music started. He Rui politely declined the invitations of several ladies, took a glass of champagne, and walked towards the rest area.

At about the same time, Jordan also walked towards the rest area. The two met again. He Rui raised his glass to Jordan, as if the war of words yesterday had never happened. Jordan had the same reaction, and the two sat naturally in a quiet spot. Someone was already standing at the entrance, blocking out a space for the two big figures to talk freely.

"Does General He have any views on the future?"

"Does Mr. Minister want to talk about peace or victory?"

"No, I am very interested in the future situation in the Far East."

"From China's perspective, we will naturally strive to complete the industrialization process that was interrupted twenty years ago. A peaceful environment is beneficial to China. For peace, we will do our best. However, what ultimately determines the situation in the Far East is still the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. In the future, there may also be American influence."

"The United States?" Jordan strongly disliked new interveners appearing in the Far East.

He Rui did not hide anything. "Even if the Anglo-Japanese Alliance cannot continue, the United States will hope to establish its own influence in the Far East. But no matter the situation, China will become the cornerstone of peace in the region."

Since He Rui was so frank, Jordan also decided to probe further. "Does Your Excellency expect to become China's future leader?"

He Rui answered, "Is this question from your own interest, Minister, or is it authorized by the British Foreign Office?"

Jordan felt like he had hit a wall again. He Rui's tone was still elegant and his attitude sincere, but his stance was extremely tough. It was clear that this local chief of Northeast China was very confident.

Since he had not received authorization, Jordan brought the topic back to the original content. "Does Your Excellency consider Japan a threat to China?"

"No, Japan has never been a threat to China. Historically, Japan has become a trouble for China several times, but that is a matter determined by the geography of the two countries. China's threat always comes from within. When China itself is weak, everything around it is a threat. When China can execute sound politics and development, everything around it is a friend. In China's thousands of years of history, such cycles have occurred too many times."

"Does Your Excellency have the confidence to complete China's industrialization?" Jordan asked, watching He Rui's reaction seriously.

"It is China that needs industrialization, not that *I* want to complete China's industrialization," He Rui corrected.

Jordan thought for a moment, somewhat shaken. "Does Your Excellency mean that China wants to become a Great Power?"

He Rui smiled. "Your Excellency, there are so many countries in the world. Regardless of the characteristics of the country itself, purely from the perspective of national expectations, which country does not want to become a Great Power?"

Jordan lifted his champagne and took a slow sip, feeling truly moved. He Rui had already made a judgment: the Russian people's war weariness would determine that a government advocating withdrawal from the war would come to power. And He Rui himself had seized upon the need for China to become a world Great Power again and was firmly pushing forward his efforts. Although it was impossible to judge whether He Rui would succeed now, such a person would definitely affect the entire situation in the Far East. What kind of challenges would He Rui bring to the British Empire?
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Before leaving, Jordan personally visited the General Zhen'an's office to bid farewell. He Rui spoke with Jordan cordially, like an old friend, and presented two wild ginseng roots as a parting gift. Jordan, having served as the British Minister to Korea and now as the Minister to China, naturally understood that this gift represented goodwill from the East Asian region.

Although Zhao Tianlin was the Director of the Education Department, he was currently acting in a diplomatic capacity and would escort Jordan to the railway station.

Seeing Jordan and He Rui standing together, one truly felt like looking at an oil painting. Jordan, an old man with thinning hair, sported a striking mustache typical of the European upper class and wore a Victorian-style suit. Magnificent, yet revealing the aura of a bygone era.

He Rui wore a simple military uniform, his face clean-shaven, and beneath his refreshing appearance lay vigorous vitality. Together, they seemed like a collision of two eras, or perhaps the boundary between two eras.

"I will ask Director Zhao to escort the Minister to the station. As for the establishment of the consulate in Fengtian, Director Zhao will be responsible for that," He Rui said at parting.

Jordan did not mind whether Zhao Tianlin was the Education Director or a diplomatic official. He Rui was the supreme administrative chief of the Northeast, but not the king of a local kingdom; he did not have the authority to establish diplomatic institutions.

Leaving He Rui's office, Jordan felt quite emotional along the way. Zhao Tianlin, who shared the car, had studied international law and was also a formidable opponent.

At the time of parting, Jordan instructed his secretary to cooperate with Zhao Tianlin to get the consulate settled as soon as possible.

***

Early morning, in the high-end residential area of Tianjin, newsboys delivered newspapers from door to door. Zhang Xiluan's servant was already waiting; as soon as the newsboy arrived, he opened the door and took the stack of papers.

Pulling out the *Northeast Daily* and placing it on top, the servant delivered the stack to Zhang Xiluan's study. Before long, Zhang Xiluan, dressed in casual clothes, entered the study, picked up the *Northeast Daily*, and began reading.

Around mid-morning, Zhang Xiluan took the car He Rui had sent him and went straight to a teahouse. This teahouse was built in an antique style, with courtyards, ponds, flower beds, and plum blossoms. A waiter led Zhang Xiluan into a courtyard reserved for prominent retired officials like himself, where several people were already seated.

Zhao Erxun, Wang Shizhen, Wang Zhanyuan, and Meng Enyuan, the Jilin Military Governor effectively exiled by He Rui. All were Beiyang figures, including Wang Shizhen, the "Dragon of Beiyang" among the Three Heroes of Beiyang.

Zhao Erxun came from a family of officials, a famous minister of the late Qing, and a *jinshi* from the Daoguang era. Seeing Zhang Xiluan enter, he laughed, "Brother Zhang, Duan Zhiquan rarely complains about people, but he can't help complaining about your eye for talent."

Zhang Xiluan did not answer. His gaze swept over the table, seeing several newspapers, one of which was the *Northeast Daily* he had read that morning.

Since everyone knew the same news, Zhang Xiluan found an empty chair and sat down, resting his hands on his cane, smiling. "Speaking of which, it was Duan Zhiquan who sent He Rui outside the Pass. What does he have to complain about?"

Although Meng Enyuan had left Fengtian safely with the wealth he accumulated as Military Governor, if He Rui were to be brought down by the Great Powers, Meng Enyuan would naturally be happy. He chimed in, "Lord Zhang, I heard that the British and French Ministers have publicly stated they will absolutely not accept He Rui acting recklessly. He recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway and provoked the foreigners. I am worried for He Rui."

Zhang Xiluan didn't want to pay attention to Meng Enyuan, but ignoring him completely wasn't appropriate, so he simply said, "My young brother He Rui is cautious, and this time he has a valid cause. The *Northeast Daily* states clearly: since Russia intends to betray the Allied Powers, the Republic of China, as a member of the Allies, naturally has no reason to sit idly by."

Zhao Erxun chuckled softly. "Hehe, Lord Zhang is being too protective. With He Rui acting like this, I fear the foreigners won't accept it. What do you think, Brother Wang?"

Wang Shizhen didn't want to get involved in such a discussion, but since Zhao Erxun insisted on pulling him in, Wang Shizhen shook his head slightly. "What I care about is that He Rui stated in the newspaper that he dispatched twelve divisions to complete the operation to recover the Chinese Eastern Railway. Brother Zhang, exactly how big of a family fortune did you leave for He Rui?"

Zhang Xiluan certainly knew what he had left He Rui. Apart from an empty treasury, there was an empty arsenal. If there was anything of value, it was perhaps the seal of the General Zhen'an.

But given He Rui's shrewdness and capability... one division of 5,000 men, twelve divisions would be 60,000. If two soldiers shared one gun, or even three, it wasn't impossible.

But the Russians on the Chinese Eastern Railway numbered about 20,000. And the *Northeast Daily* clearly stated: twelve divisions, 120,000 men, resolving the issue of Russians within the Northeast borders completely within two days. This number also seemed reasonable.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan remain silent, Wang Shizhen said to Zhao Erxun, "Brother Zhao, He Rui has also made significant achievements in diplomacy. I feel this matter may not turn out as those in the Capital think."

Hearing Wang Shizhen's words, Zhao Erxun didn't know how to answer for a moment. He personally had no acquaintance with He Rui, neither liking nor disliking him. But in decades, apart from the Victory at Zhennan Pass, this was one of the few external victories China had won. Zhao Erxun felt some emotion in his heart.

And in terms of scale and result, He Rui's victory was more commendable than Feng Zicai's Victory at Zhennan Pass. Finally, Zhao Erxun sighed. "Sigh. Now Duan Zhiquan doesn't want trouble, but the young students in Beijing and Tianjin, hearing about the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway, have been marching and celebrating for days. Some even want to march to the State Council to demand the recovery of Shandong. This may not be a good thing."

Among those present, except for Meng Enyuan, all were major figures who had seen decades of ups and downs. They knew what Zhao Erxun meant. Young people didn't care about the consequences; seeing He Rui recover the Chinese Eastern Railway and take back all Russian concessions outside the Pass, their blood boiled, and they cared about nothing else.

How could these foolish students know that even if things had a good start, they might not have a good ending?

The group of old men were each thinking their own thoughts when they heard distant shouting from outside the wall.

"Recover the concessions!" "Restore Shandong!" "Drive out the Japanese invaders!"

Zhao Erxun sighed almost inaudibly. One didn't need to look to know these were students marching in Tianjin. Not just Tianjin; students in the Capital were doing the same.
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On December 20, 1917, Duan Qirui, having just resigned as Premier of the Republic, swept his gaze over the front page of the *Northeast Daily*. In a tiny "tofu-block" space in the bottom right corner, there were merely two simple sentences regarding his resignation.

Compared to the coverage in other newspapers, such space was truly insignificant. Yet, even with He Rui being this discourteous, Duan Qirui could not afford to focus his energy on him. His immediate priority was to reach a compromise on power distribution with President Feng Guozhang.

Having finished the headlines, Duan Qirui put down the *Northeast Daily* and stood up to walk into the flower hall. A trusted aide nearby, who had already seen the news, followed behind Duan and suggested, "Chief, He Rui harbors ulterior motives."

A cold smile involuntarily surfaced on Duan Qirui's face. The front-page headline was news concerning the Northeast: *The Northeast Regional Government Designates January 1st of the Western Calendar as the 'Start of the Year' (Suishou), and the Spring Festival as New Year's Day (Yuandan).*

The article reviewed China's traditional calendar, arguing that the 'Start of the Year' should ideally be a fixed date, making the adoption of January 1st of the Western calendar a convenient choice. However, China's calendar must conform to Chinese tradition; thus, the Spring Festival should be designated as New Year's Day.

Even though this article contained no attacks on the Beiyang government, Duan Qirui still saw through the intent. Establishing the national calendar was the work of the central government. As a regional administrator, what right did He Rui have to dictate such matters? His ambition needed no questioning.

Seeing Duan Qirui remain silent, the aide could only probe, "How does the Chief view He Rui?"

Duan Qirui let out a light laugh. "I am now a man without office or post. Let President Feng worry about this matter."

The aide paused slightly, feeling he understood Duan's thinking.

First, forcing the Qing court to abdicate; second, opposing Yuan Shikai's proclamation as Emperor; third, defeating Zhang Xun's restoration. Duan Qirui was now hailed by sycophantic newspapers as the "Three-Time Creator of the Republic." Yet, after joining forces with Feng Guozhang to force out the outsider Li Yuanhong, Duan still could not sit on the President's throne. So at this moment, let Feng Guozhang fret over He Rui. The more Feng felt the threat from He Rui, the more he would have to compromise with Duan Qirui to jointly handle He Rui's challenge.

The aide recalled being ordered to escort He Rui outside the Pass two years ago. When Duan Qirui gave the deployment funds, the aide had felt some emotion. Back then, He Rui was just a brash youngster; now, he had become one of the top three most influential figures among the Beiyang armies.

Just as Duan Qirui predicted, Feng Guozhang's aides were scratching their heads over He Rui. British Minister Jordan, who had left Beijing a few days ago, publicly stated that he firmly would not accept such reckless behavior from a regional power like He Rui. The French Minister expressed the same view.

This made President Feng Guozhang extremely displeased. Having finally found an opportunity to suppress Duan Qirui, Feng did not want to be distracted by such matters, yet he could not ignore them.

The aides thought back and forth but could not come up with a way to deal with He Rui. Several aides frowned as they looked at the news in the *Northeast Daily*. Suddenly, someone's brow relaxed. "We can shut down the *Northeast Daily* branch in Tianjin!"

Hearing this, the other aides immediately felt it was a good solution. Organizing troops to fight all the way to Fengtian was absolutely out of the question right now. But cleaning up the *Northeast Daily* branch in Tianjin—that was as easy as catching a turtle in a jar.

Immediately, the aides went to see Feng Guozhang and presented this view. Feng Guozhang had no desire to focus his mind on He Rui. Upon hearing this suggestion, he immediately ordered, "Send a telegram. Have the Tianjin Military Governor shut it down!"

Watching his subordinates leave to convey the order, Feng Guozhang withdrew his gaze unhappily. He Rui's sudden rise was truly beyond expectation. Feng felt that once Jordan arrived outside the Pass, he would surely make He Rui obedient. At that time, in order to negotiate with the British, He Rui would likely have to beg Feng Guozhang to mediate.

When that time came, he would make that brat pay!

Just as Feng Guozhang's order was being issued, in Beijing and Tianjin, many young students were heading to various venues. Upon entering, they noticed that among the staff sent by the *Northeast Daily*, a few familiar faces were missing, replaced by several new ones.

These new *Northeast Daily* personnel first introduced themselves, then explained the personnel adjustments. "In the Northeast, we work while we learn. Those comrades went back to the Northeast to attend study classes first, and we came here after attending the classes."

The students who came to listen were somewhat surprised. However, the new Civilization Party members did not waste words and directly began the lecture. "Students, everyone feels that recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway relieves our anger. This thought is very natural. But General He's thinking regarding the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway did not stem from simple emotion. International politics has its own internal logic. We came this time to explain this logic of thinking to everyone clearly."

After speaking, looking at the excited and expectant students, the Civilization Party members smiled. "We all received course training in Fengtian, and it was General He who lectured personally. The content here will definitely not be wrong. Please listen with confidence."

Although most of the young students were not from poor families, they had no opportunity to access high-level political judgment. Everyone held their breath and concentrated; many even took out notebooks.

The Civilization Party members then recounted the lessons learned in Fengtian to the students. He Rui's logical judgment was very clear and brisk: Since China had joined the Allied Powers, it must take actions consistent with the overall interests of the Allied Powers. As a member of the Allied Powers, Russia's new government deciding to withdraw from the war was a betrayal of the Alliance. As a member of the Allied Powers, China had an obligation to safeguard the interests of the Alliance.

"Once Russia formally withdraws from the Allied Powers, is it possible for them to attack China, a member of the Alliance? Such a possibility exists. As a preventive measure, China must recover the Chinese Eastern Railway and impose protective restrictive measures on all Russian personnel in China!"

School education in this era was divided into lower primary, higher primary, middle school, and university. Those who came to listen were the university and middle school students of this era, so most people's emotions shifted from excitement to astonishment, and even some displeasure.

Seeing the expressions of the young students, the Civilization Party members inevitably sighed inwardly. When they listened to He Rui's lecture, they had gone through the same evolution of thought.

"Students, do you feel that we are somewhat bullying others by flaunting powerful connections? Like a fox borrowing the tiger's might, using the Alliance's stance to act, rather than waging war against Russia openly and squarely?"

The young students were initially just displeased, but they did not necessarily truly understand the political logic within. Hearing such a clear statement now, the displeasure of many directly turned into anger. Someone asked, "Russia occupied so much of our territory. Why not declare war on Russia?"

"This is political reality. We are not invading Russia. We are not aggressors." The Civilization Party members clearly pointed out the core point.

Some youths became even more unhappy and spoke up to argue with the Civilization Party members. The party members had all walked this mental path and could patiently discuss the logic. This made some short-tempered youths extremely unhappy, and they finally just stood up and left.

The Civilization Party members sighed in their hearts but swept their gaze over the young students who remained. They saw that the expressions of some of these students had become serious and earnest. Although they lacked their previous agitation, they clearly wanted to clarify the logic of He Rui's actions even more.

Before leaving the Pass this time, the Party Committee selected these members so that they could inform the youth of the truth of the matter, and also select those youths who were relatively mature and could understand politics.

Just as He Rui had said, "What we need are comrades who can advance with the organization, not those who want to use our organization to realize their personal impulses and passions. The distinction therein—I expect comrades to deepen their understanding of it in their work."

After the class ended, some youths stayed behind to ask the Civilization Party members some questions. These one-on-one conversations more clearly revealed the youths' personalities. Some youths believed that He Rui also had his own difficulties, so he could not go all out.

Only a few youths proposed their own views. "If it is according to what the teacher said, this recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway is a political battle, not a purely military operation."

"Yes," the Civilization Party member replied.

"But this method won't work for everything under heaven." The young student's expression held expectation.

"If you want to understand more, I look forward to you coming to the Northeast. In the Northeast, there are more teachers who will lecture to students. Everyone must understand clearly: in the Northeast, it is not just Chairman He alone doing things, but hundreds of thousands of comrades working together for China's rejuvenation."

The youths' expressions were somewhat excited, but soon dimmed again. The Civilization Party members could understand without asking. Even if these youths were happy to see the success of recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway, it did not mean they could abandon everything to go outside the Pass and follow the revolution.

The lectures went on until very late, especially in Tianjin. Because Zhao Tianlin, the President of Peiyang University, had gone to outside the Pass, the schools in Tianjin felt a closeness to the Northeast that exceeded that of many other cities.

It was dark. When the Civilization Party members were preparing to return to the newspaper office, someone hurried over. "The Tianjin Military Governor ordered the newspaper office sealed. Everyone, hurry to the safe house."

He Rui received the news two days later. Since the Beiyang government had struck the first blow, He Rui had no reason not to return the favor. Summoning Hu Xiushan, the Commander of the Liaoning Military District, He Rui ordered, "Send troops to take Shanhai Pass."

Hu Xiushan asked simply, "Chairman, what is the objective of doing this?"

He Rui told Hu Xiushan the news of the Beiyang side sealing the *Northeast Daily*. "We could send someone to talk to them, or we could send troops to take Shanhai Pass. I have decided to use force. This is also unavoidable. If Beiyang had a newspaper office in Fengtian, I could retaliate reciprocally. Since Beiyang is useless and has no newspaper of its own, there is no other way. Even if the severity of the retaliation exceeds Beiyang's methods, we can only do this."

Over the past two years, Hu Xiushan, who was already serious in speech and manner, had become increasingly calm in his demeanor. At this moment, he thought quietly for a while and asked, "May I ask, Chairman, in your view, what is the importance of propaganda? Can it be compared to armed forces?"

He Rui thought for a moment. "Attacking the heart is superior; attacking the city is inferior. Psychological warfare is superior; military warfare is inferior. Beiyang wants to embarrass me; if it were something else, I wouldn't care. But the *Northeast Daily* is our window to let the broad masses inside the Pass understand us and understand the new life of the future China. It is our mouth, it is our eyes. Someone wants to sew our eyes shut, sew our mouth shut. This cannot be accepted."

Hu Xiushan pondered for a moment after hearing this, then stood at attention and saluted. "I will go execute it now."

Watching Hu Xiushan's retreating figure, He Rui felt the corners of his mouth uncontrollably curling upward slightly—a muscle movement triggered by a genuine smile.

Every day, apart from reading and studying, Hu Xiushan spent his time studying the terrain and conducting field inspections. Even if He Rui didn't ask, he knew that Hu Xiushan must have already completed the operational plan for attacking Shanhai Pass.

This was not because Hu Xiushan was uniquely gifted. The general staffs of modern military powers would naturally make contingency plans for various potential military threats and operations. Even in Japan, the work of those in the General Staff Headquarters was to create various operational plans.

The more military men like Hu Xiushan there were, the more the Northeast Army would grow in the direction of a military power. Seeing such a young military man maturing was truly a gladdening thing.
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Shanhai Pass, historically known as Yuguan (Elm Pass), Yuguan (Yu Pass), Linyu Pass, or Linlü Pass. The ancient Yuguan was located twenty *li* east of Funing County, backed by towering mountains to the north and facing the vast sea to the south, with a separation of only a few *li*. It was a location of extreme strategic importance. Before 1990, it was considered the eastern starting point of the Ming Great Wall. Later archaeological discoveries placed the starting point at Hushan Great Wall in Hushan Town, Kuandian County, Dandong City, Liaoning Province.

Outside Shanhai Pass, Zheng Sirang gazed at this magnificent pass, feeling inevitably moved. People sent by the Shanhai Pass Garrison Commander, Li Yidao, had already come out to welcome him. Zheng Sirang took two guards and entered the pass.

Although it was winter, Garrison Commander Li Yidao still met Zheng Sirang atop the city wall. Seeing Zheng Sirang, Li Yidao smiled, "Sirang, it's only been a few years, and you're already a Colonel. You've risen fast."

Zheng Sirang completely ignored Li Yidao's teasing. He stepped forward and saluted, "Teacher, this student has always missed your guidance from back then."

Li Yidao sighed. He had taught at the Baoding Military Academy. When Jiang Fangzhen (Jiang Baili) was the principal and attempted suicide to demonstrate his resolve, although Jiang was saved, the faculty of the academy was purged. Li Yidao left the academy and returned to the troops. After drifting for a few years, he managed to land the job of Shanhai Pass Defense Commissioner. His rank was only Lieutenant Colonel.

Although the Beiyang military ranks became somewhat chaotic after Yuan Shikai's death—and the rank of a Colonel under He Rui like Zheng Sirang wasn't fully recognized by traditional Beiyang officers—seeing his student rise so high following He Rui, Li Yidao felt emotional.

After the greeting, Zheng Sirang stepped forward and extended his hand to Li Yidao. Although Li Yidao didn't really want to shake hands with his student, they were both soldiers in public, so he helplessly took a step forward and extended his hand.

Zheng Sirang's palm was powerful. After grasping Li Yidao's hand, he suddenly exerted force, clamping onto Li Yidao's wrist like an iron pincer. With a sudden turn of his body, he restrained Li Yidao. It happened in a flash. The two guards who had accompanied Zheng Sirang up the wall immediately unslung the submachine guns from their backs and shielded Zheng Sirang.

Li Yidao was both shocked and furious. However, Zheng Sirang didn't just have brute strength; his kung fu was exceptional. Once restrained, Li Yidao couldn't resist at all and was dragged directly by Zheng Sirang to a corner of the city wall. Although Zheng Sirang and his two guards were exposed to the numerous defenders on the wall, Zheng Sirang showed no fear.

The defenders were caught off guard. By the time they realized what was happening and raised their rifles, their commander Li Yidao was already hostage. Zheng Sirang was in a dead angle, a pistol pressed against Li Yidao's back. The two guards held weapons the defenders didn't recognize, blocking any potential angles of fire against Zheng Sirang.

In this moment of panic, Zheng Sirang pulled out a signal pistol and fired twice—*pa, pa*—sending one red and one green signal flare into the air. He then shouted, "Don't be afraid! We are only here to take over Shanhai Pass. As long as you don't make any sudden moves, no one will die."

Only then did Li Yidao understand what Zheng Sirang intended to do. Shock and anger intermingled as he shouted as best he could, "Have you lost your mind, Zheng Sirang?!"

Before his voice faded, soldiers on the wall turned their heads, and someone shouted in surprise, "Enemy troops!"

Even surrounded, Zheng Sirang laughed heartily, "Brothers, Commander He dared to fight even the Russians because of fearless brothers like us! We aren't here to harm you. It is President Feng Guozhang who insists on humiliating Commander He! We had no choice but to take Shanhai Pass first, so President Feng stops pressuring us."

While they were talking, commotion arose from below the wall. The commando teams lying in ambush had approached.

The defenders were clearly overwhelmed by this sudden strike. Finally, an officer shouted, "Engage!"

Before the words landed, the two guards half-crouched, raised their submachine guns, pressed the stocks against their shoulders, and began to sweep the area.

Automatic individual weapons were beginning to be equipped on a small scale in Europe, but not yet in China. The Northeast Arsenal had completed the design of the submachine gun, but ordinary Beiyang soldiers had never seen one. Seeing the weapons in the guards' hands weren't bulky, they assumed they were ordinary rifles. They never imagined such weapons could fire bullets continuously without stopping.

Although the 9x25mm ammunition shared by pistols and submachine guns lacked long-range stopping power, the Beiyang officers and soldiers who made sudden moves were swept down in rows.

Chaos erupted on the city wall. The Northeast Army commando teams had already rushed to the base of the wall. They set up 60mm mortars. Avoiding Zheng Sirang's position, mortar shells rained down on the wall like splashing water. In moments, the defenders on the wall were scattered.

Steel grappling hooks were fired from below, catching the battlements. Soldiers climbed rapidly up the wall and joined the fight.

The Beiyang troops hadn't expected a surprise attack from the Northeast Army to begin with. With their Garrison Commander captured, they had no will to fight and routed down the wall.

The Northeast Army commandos, equipped with submachine guns, pursued fiercely and seized the Shanhai Pass fortifications in one vigorous effort. Only then did Zheng Sirang release Li Yidao. He apologized to the panting Li Yidao, "Teacher, please forgive me."

Li Yidao's sidearm had been disarmed. Although he wanted to beat Zheng Sirang to death with his fists, being surrounded by Northeast troops, he knew he couldn't. He cursed, "You dog, how was I so blind to teach a student like you!"

Zheng Sirang didn't talk back. He simply strode forward to continue commanding the battle. By this time, the gates of Shanhai Pass had been opened. The converging Northeast Army troops rushed into the city shouting, clearing out enemy forces and occupying the city and the pass.

Shanhai Pass, known as the "First Pass Under Heaven," fell into the hands of the Northeast Army in half a day.

After occupying Shanhai Pass, Zheng Sirang immediately sent a telegram to the Ministry of War in Beijing: "This subordinate is a subordinate of General Zhen'an (He Rui). Hearing that Shanhai Pass might be attacked by Russia, I have taken over defense of the pass. The Director-General of the Army can rest assured, this subordinate will defend Shanhai Pass securely and allow no Russian movement."

When they first received the telegram, the Beiyang officers at the Ministry of War thought someone was playing a prank.

***

At this time, He Rui had arrived at Shanhai Pass. Zheng Sirang finished recounting the operation, looking forward with some excitement to He Rui's praise. However, he saw no praise in He Rui's expression. Instead, He Rui sighed, "I have no desire to praise you for this battle plan. If there had been the slightest slip-up, you would likely have perished here!"

Zheng Sirang felt a bit aggrieved and couldn't help defending himself, "If we had attacked by force, we could have taken it, but we would have lost many more men..."

He Rui shook his head, interrupting him, "It's not about that. In my heart, the gain or loss of Shanhai Pass is truly not worth mentioning compared to you."

Zheng Sirang felt a violent tremor in his heart, and his nose soured. Having been with He Rui for nearly two years, Zheng Sirang felt he completely understood He Rui's personality; these words truly came from He Rui's heart. Although Zheng Sirang always believed one shouldn't fear death on the battlefield, having his life valued so highly by He Rui—whom he completely identified with—made it impossible not to be moved.

After a moment, afraid he might cry, Zheng Sirang quickly found a topic to distract himself. "Chairman, if you see my teacher, please put in a good word for me."

"Why not go yourself?" He Rui smiled.

"I feel I've wronged my teacher," Zheng Sirang sighed.

He Rui didn't answer but called a guard and whispered a few instructions. Not long after, Shanhai Pass Garrison Commander Li Yidao was invited in. Seeing Zheng Sirang, Li Yidao turned his face away, refusing to look at him.

He Rui invited Li Yidao to sit and said, "Brother Li, what I'm about to say comes from the heart. I heard from Brother Zhou Yinshan that you are a brave man. If we had sent troops to attack by force, you would certainly have fought to the death. Let me ask you, Brother Li, how many people would have died then?"

Hearing this, Li Yidao felt a surge of anger. But knowing he was He Rui's captive and that acting tough would yield no good result, he spoke as politely as possible, "How does Commander He wish to instruct me?"

"I am speaking on Sirang's behalf. In this change of hands at Shanhai Pass, over a dozen died and thirty-some were wounded. Although Sirang's actions were risky, they drastically reduced casualties. I believe that disregarding his own safety showed a truly benevolent heart."

Even knowing he couldn't speak too harshly, hearing this, Li Yidao snorted coldly, "So I should thank him then!"

He Rui knew Li Yidao could not possibly understand Zheng Sirang's feelings right now, so he replied, "Brother Li, having suffered this, you are naturally unhappy. I won't say more, I just wanted to say this in front of you and Sirang. After all, there probably won't be fighting like this in the future."

Hearing this, Li Yidao asked, "Does Commander He intend to march into Beijing?"

"I have no such plan. But whatever I say now, you won't believe it. In my view, the matter should be resolved in four or five days, or six or seven at the latest. Please wait a few days, Brother Li." With that, he had Li Yidao led away.

Zheng Sirang was grateful and asked, "Chairman, you didn't need to come personally."

"I came to Shanhai Pass to wait for someone."

"Who?"

"Someone who can talk things out."

***

On the third day, a train stopped at Shanhai Pass, and Zhang Xiluan was invited off. Watching the soldiers coming and going at the station, the old man felt deeply moved. Having been in the military for decades, just looking at how these soldiers stood and walked, he knew they had undergone excellent training. Moreover, their equipment was superb, showing that He Rui had spent heavily to equip his troops.

Before long, Zhang Xiluan saw He Rui in a smart military uniform appear on the platform. Approaching Zhang Xiluan, He Rui saluted first, "Duke Zhang, I trust you have been well since we parted. I feel truly apologetic for disturbing your peace with this matter."

Seeing He Rui looking even more vigorous and youthful than before, Zhang Xiluan replied heartily, "Haha, Brother He, you've made such a big scene, I couldn't *not* come. There's no need for useless words between us. Brother He, just say directly what you want."

He Rui didn't waste words either. "President Feng confiscated my *Northeast Daily*. I find this inappropriate. Once the *Northeast Daily* resumes business, I will withdraw from Shanhai Pass. What do you think, Duke Zhang?"

Zhang Xiluan frowned. For a moment, he thought He Rui was talking nonsense. To seize Shanhai Pass just for a *Northeast Daily*? If he went back and said that, no one would believe it. If the Beiyang high command *did* believe it, things might be even worse. It would imply He Rui was treating the Beiyang leadership with utter arrogance.

"Brother He, are you speaking the truth?"

"I have no need to lie to you, Duke Zhang."

"If Brother He is truly doing this for that reason, why not listen to this old man? You withdraw from Shanhai Pass first, and leave the rest to me to mediate. How about that?"

After speaking, Zhang Xiluan stared at He Rui. He still didn't believe He Rui's goal was just a newspaper. Feng Guozhang merely wanted to teach He Rui a small lesson; as long as He Rui said a few soft words, the matter would likely pass. At worst, He Rui could just start another paper called *Fengtian Daily* or *Northeast News*. But with such a violent reaction from He Rui, the nature of the matter changed completely.

Then, Zhang Xiluan heard He Rui say, "Since Duke Zhang guarantees it, I will naturally comply. Duke Zhang, I will lead the troops to withdraw from Shanhai Pass now. But before withdrawing, I must send a telegram to the Ministry of War. I am handing Shanhai Pass over to you, Duke Zhang."

In the past, Zhang Xiluan probably wouldn't have shouldered this blame for He Rui. But now that he was a retired elder, he had nothing to fear. He replied, "Since Brother He is giving this old man such face, I naturally must accept it."
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The moment Zhang Xiluan arrived at Shanhai Pass, He Rui personally handed the pass over to him. When the telegram reached Beijing, the Beiyang bigwigs were astonished.

Feng Guozhang knew this was He Rui's response to the shutdown of the *Northeast Daily*, but many others didn't see it that way.

When Beiyang figures talked about He Rui, they inevitably mentioned his background. This young Commander had gone to an Army Middle School after graduating from higher primary school, then studied in Japan on a government scholarship. Although young, he could be called the "Plain Yellow Banner" of Beiyang—a pureblood of the Beiyang lineage. In terms of background, current status, achievements, and the claimed 120,000 troops he commanded, he was fully qualified to contend for status within the Beiyang clique.

Many believed He Rui's seizure of Shanhai Pass was a move to advance his position further.

In the office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Lü Feng, the Counselor of the Republic's Embassy in Japan, looked at Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang—who was thin but sported a European-style mustache—and answered patiently, "Minister, this subordinate has not met He Rui many times, but in my view, He Rui may not necessarily be entering the pass to contend for status."

Lu Zhengxiang was from Jiangsu and was naturally of slight build. Listening to Counselor Lü Feng's judgment, he stroked the goatee on his chin, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.

Lü Feng could only continue, "This subordinate also cannot fully read Commander He's thoughts, but I feel Commander He is someone who cherishes his reputation like a bird cherishes its feathers."

Lu Zhengxiang found Lü Feng's words amusing. Nothing He Rui had done so far looked like the actions of someone who "cherished his feathers." On the contrary, he had the decisiveness of a gambler pushing all his chips to the center of the table every time.

Thinking of this, Lu Zhengxiang asked, "Counselor Lü, do you believe He Rui's goal is not to enter the pass to compete? The current situation is so chaotic; winning amidst chaos is what He Rui is best at."

Lü Feng felt there was reason in this. In 1917, during Zhang Xun's restoration, Zhang Xun drove away Li Yuanhong, and then Duan Qirui drove away Zhang Xun, restoring the Republic and taking power. Now, Feng Guozhang, whose reputation was already damaged, was President, and Duan Qirui was Premier. Duan Qirui was retreating in order to advance in the struggle, resigning first to create space for political negotiations with Feng Guozhang.

If Lu Zhengxiang was worried He Rui would use this opportunity to take over Beijing... Lü Feng still felt He Rui wouldn't do so. Although "cherishing feathers" might be an inappropriate description for He Rui, the man did give Lü Feng that specific impression.

Just as Lü Feng wanted to agree with Lu Zhengxiang's view, someone came in and whispered a few words in the Minister's ear. Lu Zhengxiang paused, stood up, and asked with some pleasant surprise, "Really?"

"Indeed, they are already outside Chief Duan's door," the newcomer confirmed.

Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help crossing himself, "Thank Heaven."

Lü Feng knew something good must have happened to make Lu Zhengxiang so happy. He was very curious and asked, "Minister, is there good news?"

Lu Zhengxiang didn't answer directly, only discussing the arrangement for Lü Feng to go to France as a counselor. After Lü Feng finally finished talking with Lu Zhengxiang, he came out to find everyone in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs buzzing with discussion. He quickly went up to ask. The official replied with delight, "Commander He has already withdrawn his troops from Shanhai Pass, leaving Commander Zhang Xiluan, who rushed there, to temporarily manage the pass's defense. Commander He also sent a company into Beijing to serve as guards for Chief Duan, saying they are to escort Chief Duan back to his hometown."

Lü Feng paused. After thinking for a moment, he couldn't help smiling. This was perhaps the best way to resolve it.

***

In Duan Qirui's residence, Company Commander Lieutenant Zheng Shaosheng saluted Duan Qirui, "Report to the Chief: this subordinate leads a company to serve the Chief."

Duan Qirui's face darkened, and he shouted loudly, "He Rui is just making a scene! I am a common citizen, what need have I for guards? Go back and tell He Rui, if he thinks I took care of him, he is dead wrong. I ordered him to go outside the pass entirely for the country. If he feels I have done him a favor, he should serve the country well outside the pass. Since he dares to touch the tiger's backside, he must hold his ground! ..."

After the lecture, Duan Qirui ordered the aides beside him, "Take them out, let them return to outside the pass!"

After speaking, Duan Qirui turned and walked away without looking back. The aides looked at Duan Qirui's retreating back; his face was expressionless, but they knew in their hearts that even if Duan Qirui couldn't be described as happy, he was at least very gratified.

For more than two years, Duan Qirui had borne many groundless accusations because of He Rui. Those jealous of He Rui said Duan Qirui had intentionally arranged a fat post for him and privately persuaded Zhang Xiluan to make way for him. Even some muddle-headed members of Duan's Anhui clique had various complaints.

Of course, those muddle-headed people didn't dare actually say this to Duan Qirui; they only complained in private.

Now He Rui had clearly expressed his support for Duan Qirui. Even if Duan Qirui resigned, the hundred thousand Anhui clique troops would still listen to Old Chief Duan's command. He certainly didn't lack a guard company sent by He Rui to "escort him home."

He Rui had only one purpose in doing this: to express support for Duan Qirui. In the current situation, He Rui quickly occupying Shanhai Pass and then withdrawing was to let the Beiyang upper echelon in the capital understand that He Rui had the ability to quickly exit the pass and pounce directly on Beijing.

Added to sending this company, the capital would absolutely not misunderstand He Rui's support for Duan Qirui. At a time when Duan Qirui used resignation to signal space for negotiation with Feng Guozhang, this was immense support for Duan. Feng Guozhang would have to think hard now.

The aide turned to the Northeast Army company commander and said, "Brother, please follow me. I will arrange your quarters."

What Duan Qirui said to the company commander was actually meant for He Rui. The aide had noted it down. After arranging quarters for He Rui's troops, he would write a letter for Duan Qirui's review. Even though He Rui was already a high-level Commander in the Beiyang clique, in terms of seniority and age, Duan Qirui was He Rui's elder.

When a junior did something for an elder, the elder naturally had to spur and encourage them out of care. This was how "one's own people" acted.

***

By this time, He Rui had led his troops back to Fengtian. Although the letter hadn't been written yet, He Rui had already instructed his secretary, "If there is a letter from Chief Duan, give it to me immediately."

The secretary quickly recorded it in his notebook. He Rui then called Xu Jia over. "Have the personnel for the Diplomacy Division been selected?"

Xu Jia took out a list and files. "These are all selected youths who understand our diplomatic logic very well."

"Mm." He Rui glanced at the list and began to browse the files.

Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, did Sirang come back with you? If the Chairman can give me half an hour, I want to chat with him."

He Rui sighed, "I've already set the tone for Sirang. His desire to reduce casualties isn't wrong. But this method absolutely cannot be used a second time."

Hearing the content of He Rui's tone-setting, Xu Jia felt a twinge of sourness in his heart. "The Chairman dotes on Sirang too much."

"Sirang has military talent, and I don't want to say things like 'mercy does not command soldiers'—he may not be able to accept it."

Xu Jia answered decisively, "If Sirang cannot accept it, he cannot continue to work in the military."

He Rui nodded. "Go."

On another floor, Xu Jia entered Zheng Sirang's office, closed the door, pulled up a chair, and sat opposite Zheng Sirang. "Comrade Zheng Sirang, I am speaking with you in my capacity as Director of the Statistics Bureau."

Hearing this, Zheng Sirang felt discouraged. "I already know I was wrong."

Xu Jia shook his head. "This matter doesn't involve right or wrong. If you were someone who didn't care at all about the life and death of the troops, you could never sit in your current position. But if you go from one extreme to another, that is mistake upon mistake."

Zheng Sirang frowned, looking very unhappy. But this emotion didn't last long. Zheng Sirang asked in a low voice, "I know the Chairman is angry, but I still can't figure out *why* the Chairman is angry. Xu Jia, explain it to me, so I can be on the right track when I make my self-criticism to the Chairman."

Xu Jia thought for a moment. "Your attitude toward military operations was extremely unserious. That is where the problem lies."

Zheng Sirang's expression changed. Currently, the organization was conducting "Common Language Education." The term "unserious," taken literally, didn't seem like a harsh description. However, within the organization, this was an extremely formal and severe criticism.

According to the Common Language Education, "unserious" meant ignoring laws and objective rules, and acting completely on one's own impulses or conjectures. A person who took "unserious" actions was an "unreliable" person.

Knowing the weight of this term, Zheng Sirang was shocked but didn't have any outburst. Finally, Zheng Sirang sighed, "I understand. I will make a self-criticism to the Chairman."

"Do you want me to help you analyze it?" Xu Jia asked.

Zheng Sirang shook his head. "I can only say I won't act on emotion next time. But this time, I have nothing to explain."

Xu Jia sighed inwardly. Although he had only been the head of the statistics department for a little over two years, Xu Jia had politically vetted and interviewed thousands of people. The Statistics Bureau also created files for these interviewed personnel, and Xu Jia paid attention to their development whenever he had time.

The choice Zheng Sirang made was definitely not a choice only he would make; in this regard, Zheng Sirang was a normal person. But if Zheng Sirang still placed such heavy weight on human feelings instead of facing the world with a rational attitude, then his credibility would have to be lowered. This was something Xu Jia didn't want to see.

But Xu Jia also understood through his work that this kind of thing couldn't be solved just by talking. People's growth required a process, especially for high-ranking military and political cadres; it was an arduous process.

Finally, Xu Jia could only say, "Our conversation ends here. I'm going to see the Chairman in a while; I'll talk for at most an hour about work."

After speaking, Xu Jia returned to He Rui's office and saw that He Rui had already selected a portion of the files. Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, what are the key points for diplomatic personnel?"

"Loyalty and reliability are the primary conditions. I asked Director Zhao to attend the meeting because I trust the reliability and professionalism of the Chinese and English documents he writes. Secondly, they must understand our policies. If they can't clearly figure out what we want to do, they can't communicate with foreign countries. Thirdly, the person needs to have certain communication skills and the ability to learn foreign cultures."

Hearing this, Xu Jia felt that perhaps only Zhao Tianlin was most suitable for diplomacy at present. He Rui was the other candidate.

Having said this, He Rui laughed, "But no one is born with such abilities, and we don't have such high requirements at this stage. After all, the international relations of this world follow the law of the jungle. As long as our strength is sufficient, diplomatic personnel just need to clearly convey our meaning, understand clearly what the other side says, and transmit it accurately—that's usable enough."

With the conditions lowered to this level, Xu Jia nodded. "Understood."

After Xu Jia went back to continue working, He Rui picked up the telegram he had just received. Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro had sent a telegram asking to see He Rui. The telegram said he would arrive today. It was already noon, and Itagaki Seishiro hadn't arrived yet. Was the train late?

Just as he was thinking, the secretary came in and said, "Chairman, Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki is outside."

"Bring him in."

Itagaki entered He Rui's office carrying a chill with him. It was now January 2, 1918, the day after the first formal new "Suishou" (New Year) since the Northeast officially promoted the holiday name. Heavy snow swirled in the Northeast, and the weather was freezing.

But Itagaki stood ramrod straight, though perhaps his joints were a bit stiff from the cold. After saluting, Itagaki immediately asked, "General He, this subordinate is ordered by the Kwantung Governor-General's Office to inquire about the purpose of the General marching into Shanhai Pass."

He Rui invited Itagaki to sit and replied in a relaxed tone, "It was just a minor mix-up in garrison rotation. Later we realized the Central Government had issued the wrong order, so we have withdrawn troops. Now the Shanhai Pass Garrison Commander continues to be responsible for the defense of Shanhai Pass."

Itagaki Seishiro understood Chinese culture very well. Hearing this, he understood that He Rui had already resolved the conflict with the Beiyang Central Government, so he continued to ask, "May I ask the General: regarding Russia, does Your Excellency have a next move?"
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He Rui thought for a moment and gave an instruction to his secretary. After listening, the secretary hurried out. He Rui then said to Itagaki, "Itagaki-kun, please rest in the adjacent living room for a moment."

"Yes." Itagaki bowed hurriedly and replied. In the next room, the secretary brought tea and newspapers. Itagaki flipped through the *Northeast Daily* and saw the headline: "Third Mandatory Compulsory Education Inspection Begins, Northeast Literacy Campaign Continues to Strengthen."

After reading the content, Itagaki recalled seeing many newly painted slogans on his way here, such as "If children don't go to school, the whole family faces tax increases." As the head of the "He Agency," Itagaki knew that He Rui was truly going all out on education.

According to investigations, compulsory education had been universally implemented in the cities of the Northeast, and primary schools had been built in every single village. The curriculum even borrowed heavily from Japanese textbooks.

With so many schools opening all at once, there was certainly a shortage of qualified teachers. He Rui adopted a rotation system where two people were recruited for one teaching position; one would teach while the other underwent rotational training. The school year consisted of eight months of classes, with a rotation every two months.

In addition, teachers had to undergo intensive group training during holidays to improve their educational standards as quickly as possible.

Beyond these brute-force measures to boost numbers, He Rui also established normal schools and implemented a teacher certification system. Itagaki was somewhat skeptical of such a certification mechanism. In Japan, teacher qualification was a very important social status. Itagaki agreed with the rule of strict standards for entry and exit for granting teacher qualifications.

However, under He Rui's current approach, the initial threshold for teacher certification was set very low, while the requirements to obtain full certification were gradually raised. When teaching became a profession rather than a status, Itagaki disdained this amateurish atmosphere that lacked dignity.

As an intelligence officer, Itagaki had to admit from a policy perspective that He Rui's methods were very pragmatic. Japan's investment in education was massive, while He Rui used grain as a means of payment, supplemented by a certain amount of currency. The Northeast was vast and sparsely populated, and He Rui's agricultural policies were effective, so he happened to have enough grain for payment. The education expenses that once put tremendous pressure on Japan's finances did not cause an overly heavy burden for He Rui.

Itagaki sighed, feeling some regret that the investment in Northeast education hadn't weighed He Rui down to the point of suffocation. While investing heavily in education, He Rui still had the capacity to build an army of 120,000 men, which made the Japanese General Staff feel the strain.

The General Staff did not feel that He Rui's 120,000 troops posed a threat to Japan; the pressure lay in Japan's inability to effectively threaten He Rui. Japan had only sent tens of thousands of troops to Shandong, which rendered the Beiyang government helpless. But based on the General Staff's understanding of He Rui, if the Japanese army dared to attempt in the Northeast what they did in Shandong, He Rui would truly dare to go to war with the Japanese army.

While he was lost in thought, the secretary came in and invited Itagaki to He Rui's office. Upon returning to the office, he noticed four young men in the room. Their gazes towards Itagaki held curiosity and vigilance. He Rui maintained his calm demeanor. "Itagaki-kun, in what capacity are you asking the question you posed earlier?"

Itagaki felt that He Rui lived up to his reputation, able to grasp the crux of the problem. He took out an official document and presented it to He Rui.

He Rui took it and glanced at it; it was a document issued by the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, requesting a dialogue with He Rui regarding the Russian issue.

Putting down the document, He Rui resumed the previous conversation. Itagaki repeated his earlier question, "Your Excellency, do you have any further moves regarding Russia?"

He Rui replied, "Japan has misunderstood one thing. We have not taken any action against Russia; we have merely fulfilled our obligations to the Allied Powers within Chinese territory. As for further moves, that is a matter for the Allied Powers to discuss. We will not unilaterally do anything to Russia."

Itagaki Seishiro noticed the young men starting to take notes. Unsure of their identities, he continued to the next question. "If the Allied Powers take military action against Russia, will Your Excellency join in?"

"If it is a collective decision by the Allied Powers, I assume China will have been assigned its tasks by then. If it is a military action launched by an Allied member state individually, I can only provide support within China based on the situation. I will not participate."

"Will Your Excellency oppose or terminate support for the Allied troops attacking Russia on account of certain agreements?"

He Rui knew what Itagaki meant but asked in return, "Which countries would prevent which countries from attacking Russian territory?"

Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishiro knew He Rui understood perfectly, so he was puzzled by He Rui's counter-question. Deferring to his host, Itagaki added, "For example, some countries preventing Japan from attacking Russia."

"Then we must distinguish which countries they are, and our actions also need to obtain the broadest understanding from all nations. If Japan acts on its own, it can purchase supplies and support through commercial channels."

After the meeting ended, He Rui asked the four trainee diplomats observing the session about their impressions. Everyone was a bit reserved and hesitant to speak. Seeing this, He Rui didn't force them to answer immediately and instructed, "Then go back and write an analysis."

"Chairman, can you give us some guidance?" one of them mustered the courage to ask.

He Rui smiled. "Analyze what you saw, and the views and positions of both sides. Write down whatever thoughts you have."

After these young comrades left, He Rui then had someone call Zheng Silang over. As soon as Zheng Silang saw He Rui, he said, "Chairman, I know I was wrong. I offer my self-criticism. I acted on impulse and without authorization. I was wrong."

"How should the attack on Shanhaiguan be fought?" He Rui asked calmly.

"According to the plan, we should have implemented a coordinated infantry-artillery attack."

"Since the plan was already set, you changed it without authorization. From the results, neither the plan nor the result was the issue. What happened in the middle?"

"In the middle?" Zheng Silang was stunned. He had prepared himself to be severely criticized by He Rui, but he didn't expect He Rui to compartmentalize the issue. Zheng Silang suddenly clearly recalled where his initial impulse stemmed from. At that time, he was prepared to execute the combat plan. However, during an assessment of enemy and friendly casualties with the staff officers, they found that under a frontal attack, the defenders at Shanhaiguan would likely suffer hundreds of casualties.

Zheng Silang was already worried about his teacher Li Yidao's safety. Seeing the assessment data, he truly couldn't bear the thought. The idea of reducing casualties through a surprise attack emerged. Afterward, Zheng Silang began to guide the discussion direction and finally made the decision for a surprise attack.

When making the call, Zheng Silang actually didn't think that much; he just made the decision on an impulse. Now that the matter was clarified, Zheng Silang suddenly felt a sense of relief.

Suppressing his shame, Zheng Silang told He Rui exactly what had gone through his mind. After finishing, Zheng Silang pledged again, "I was wrong this time. I will never make my own decisions or change combat plans without authorization again."

He Rui was calculating in his mind whether to let Zheng Silang lead the troops to execute the plan to recover Outer Mongolia. Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, Hu Xiushan—none of them would act as Zheng Silang did. Among the candidates available to He Rui, Zheng Silang had the most straightforward personality but also the softest heart. But for the upcoming recovery of Outer Mongolia, He Rui felt Zheng Silang might be the most suitable one.

Compassion does not command soldiers, but a soldier cannot lose the sense of benevolence. Zheng Silang's mistake was not in hoping to reduce casualties, but in his failure to observe military discipline.

He Rui finally made up his mind and stated his decision to Zheng Silang. "For your violation of discipline, there will be an army-wide notice of criticism. You will also be demoted. The Chief of Staff this time will also receive the same punishment."

Zheng Silang straightened his back. "Chairman, I understand. I dragged down my comrades; I want to apologize to them."

"It's not about dragging them down. It was your wrong choice that disrupted the military system. When the Chief of Staff encountered such a situation, he did not consider his duties. If the Chief of Staff could completely disregard your seniority and status as a military commander and act entirely according to the system, naturally only you would be punished!"

Zheng Silang originally intended to take all the blame on himself, but classes in the army had taught that taking all the blame was to shield others from punishment and was a form of insubordination. Whoever did that would have to leave the army. The army was an organization composed of various departments, not a gang where one person could shoulder all the blame. If Zheng Silang wanted to continue serving, he had to obey discipline.

Seeing that Zheng Silang hadn't violated the fundamental principles, He Rui felt somewhat relieved. Within two days, the notice of punishment was issued to the entire army. Many soldiers were confused by this. Why did a good result receive a severe reprimand? This was counter-intuitive.

The political commissars and instructors in the army had been briefed and began to explain the issue to the officers and soldiers. Facing the soldiers' questions, the political commissars and instructors posed the question taught since enlistment: "Is the first duty of a soldier to obey orders?"

With this, the soldiers understood. Zheng Silang's problem was not about the outcome, but violating military orders. More bluntly, he was insubordinate. Since the doubts were resolved, the price was that Zheng Silang's credibility was greatly reduced because of this incident.

With their military commander receiving such a reprimand, even the officers under Zheng Silang's command felt they lost face.

At the same time, He Rui summoned the main cadres for a meeting in Fengtian and informed everyone of Japan's attitude. Upon learning that Japan intended to invade Russia while it was in a civil war, Cheng Ruofan's refined face was full of mockery. "This country, Japan, is like a hungry wolf; it bites anyone it sees."

Xu Jia reminded him, "Don't personify the country. This isn't a decision made by all the Japanese people."

Cheng Ruofan did not back down. "But the Japanese people support this war!"

Although Xu Jia didn't agree with Cheng Ruofan's viewpoint, he couldn't find a suitable rebuttal, so he looked at He Rui.

Xu Chengfeng interjected, "Chairman, can Japan achieve its goal?"

He Rui answered decisively, "Impossible. Japan can invade Russia in the short term and occupy a piece of land in Russia's Pacific region, but it can't swallow this land. So no matter how Japan thrashes about, in the end, it will be a waste of blood and treasure."

Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and others' eyes lit up at this. Anything that caused Japan to suffer was something they welcomed. Given the accuracy of He Rui's past deductions, everyone had confidence in his judgment.

Thinking He Rui would continue to explain the reasons, they saw He Rui turn to Cheng Ruofan. "Ruofan, if what you said were true, the Japanese government would certainly be a government capable of effectively mobilizing the full power of Japan. Based on my understanding of Japan, they really don't have that ability. Your judgment of the Japanese government really gives them too much credit. If the scenario you described counts as 100 points, the Japanese government scores at most 40 points. In fact, they likely only have 25 points."

Cheng Ruofan had long been in awe of He Rui's judgment ability, yet hearing that Japan's actual capability was only 25% of his own judgment, he was still shocked by this figure. Before he could ask, he heard He Rui continue, "You say the Japanese people support the Japanese government sending troops to attack Russia; this is not a fact. When the Japanese government fought the Qing Dynasty back then, they announced to the whole country that in order to donate money to build warships, the Emperor ate one less meal a day, and all the people had to donate whether they wanted to or not, which was a de facto tax. Before sending troops this time, let alone discussing it with the Japanese people, the Japanese government won't even announce it to them. So the idea that the Japanese people and the Japanese government are united in purpose simply doesn't exist."

Even though Cheng Ruofan admired He Rui, being pointed out that his premise was wrong still made him feel a bit awkward. Fortunately, Zhong Yifu interjected, "Chairman, Japan raised taxes and borrowed money during the Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. Why won't they borrow money this time?"

"The Sino-Japanese War was a war Japan fought to win a strategic development opportunity, so it could garner domestic support in Japan. For the Russo-Japanese War, Britain chose Japan to contain Russia's expansion in the Far East. Japan's international borrowing was supported by Britain from the start. As long as they won, Britain would naturally provide favorable terms regarding repayment. For example, borrowing new debt to pay off old debt. As the world's financial center, a few hundred million pounds is easily handled by Britain. But this time, Japan is acting unilaterally to expand its power in the Far East. Britain refused to let Russia expand in the Far East, so why would they accept Japan expanding there? Now that Britain is embroiied in war, it's even less likely they'll support Japan."

Zhong Yifu thought for a moment and sighed, "Britain is indeed the scourge of the world!"

He Rui didn't wait for everyone's sentiments to grow and immediately explained, "Not necessarily so. Any country attempting to establish a world order will consider its own interests as the highest priority, and there is also path dependence. Britain employs a balance of power strategy in Europe, and the same goes for the world. Let's look at it from another angle. If not for Britain's balance of power strategy, we wouldn't have the chance to obtain so much machinery and equipment. You know, British colonialists absolutely do not wish to see the emergence of a new industrial country."

Zhong Yifu fell into thought again, but after a moment, he obviously didn't want to dwell on it and asked, "Chairman, based on what you said, we are providing support to Japan within our borders. Why is that? Can Japan really not annex Russian territory?"

"Japan can't do it. Because if Japan wants to annex Russian territory, unless Russia voluntarily cedes it, they have to rely on military occupation. And military occupation costs money. If that land produces nothing, Japanese finances will be like a wound hemorrhaging non-stop; if the bleeding isn't stopped, they will bleed dry. If they want that land to be profitable, they have to invest huge manpower and material resources to develop it. We all participated in our land reform; does everyone think that's an easy task? We are in the Northeast and have obtained the support of the Northeast people. Can Japan get the kind of support we have on Russian land?"

The cadres felt the reasoning sounded correct, but they still felt it wasn't entirely convincing. Finally, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Why did the Chairman agree to provide support to Japan?"

"This isn't support; it's a service bought by Japan with money, so we are not supporting Japan. To show that we won't oppose Japan acting against Russia, it's like Japan is sprinting towards a big pit. When passing by us, they even actively begged us to sell them something to make them run faster toward it. How would you comrades choose in such a situation?"
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After the meeting, the key cadres received their respective tasks. The officers looked at Zheng Sirang, appearing as if they wanted to say something but stopped. Zheng Sirang smiled candidly, "This punishment is of my own fault. I hope everyone will not repeat my mistakes."

Cheng Ruofan, who had also attended classes under Li Yidao, couldn't help but sigh, "Sirang, we can't disobey orders just because we encounter one of our teachers."

Zheng Sirang nodded, "I talked with Xu Jia. Xu Jia said I was too arrogant. I've thought about it carefully over the past two days and I feel Xu Jia was right. I was indeed too arrogant, thinking I could win as soon as I made a move. With this punishment, I know everyone has lost some trust in me, but I know I deserve it. In the future, I will be humble and cautious, and never act self-righteously again."

"You should tell this to the Chairman," Cheng Ruofan sighed.

However, Xu Chengfeng said, "I have a train to catch, I'm leaving first."

After speaking, he left. The others also left one after another. Cheng Ruofan didn't know what else to say, so he also bade farewell to Zheng Sirang.

Watching everyone's backs, Zheng Sirang felt a bit melancholy. He realized he hadn't expected the price of a moment's impulse to be so steep, but since things had come to this, apart from accepting the consequences and not making mistakes in the future, there really was no other way.

Seeing everyone leave, Zheng Sirang was just about to leave when he saw Wu Youping walking past him as if in a trance. Zheng Sirang simply didn't say hello and walked away on his own, only feeling very displeased.

If Zheng Sirang could read Wu Youping's mind at this moment, he would not only clear up the misunderstanding but probably also sympathize with Wu Youping's mood. Although walking on the road, Wu Youping's mind was occupied with various organizational structures, especially the organization of the household registration system.

At this time, Wu Youping was already the Secretary of the Jilin Provincial Party Committee and Governor, but this young man had absolutely no mood to celebrate. He got into the car in a contemplative state, arrived at the train station, and Wu Youping's mind was still considering his biggest headache.

It wasn't until he got on the train and the carriage filled with the accents from Henan, Hebei, Shandong, and Shanxi that Wu Youping was completely pulled back to the real world from his thoughts.

Even in winter, the packed carriage wasn't cold. It happened that a detachment of troops was moving from Fengtian to Changchun. Wu Youping sat neatly with the soldiers and didn't crowd in with these refugees fleeing famine. However, even if Wu Youping wanted to squeeze, he probably couldn't. Inside the carriage for civilians, double the number of people were squeezed onto the seats, and the aisle was full of people standing. As for the space under the seats, it was also packed with people. The windows were wide open, but it couldn't make the stale air much better.

The air was filled with the stench of urine because the toilet was also packed with many people. It was impossible to get in. But even if one could get in, with the density inside the train, it was impossible to accommodate the needs of so many people.

If one had to find a silver lining from this, it was probably that the standing people didn't need to find a place to lean. The overly dense crowd squeezed together, so they could stay upright without any effort.

Jilin Governor Wu Youping hadn't expected things to turn out like this. After the land reform in the Northeast, social order was stabilized significantly. Even if living standards didn't rise rapidly, the people of the Northeast generally felt that society was much safer. Just because of this, the population from inside the Pass (China proper) flooding to outside the Pass (Manchuria) began to surge.

Even in the depth of winter, thousands of people entered the Northeast along the railway or by the Bohai water route every day. The government naturally wouldn't let refugees wander around. Fortunately, the vast majority of refugees came to join relatives, and the household registration system in the Northeast was preliminarily established, so the vetting process wasn't impossible to start.

This led to the current situation. He Rui ordered not to collect train transport fees for refugees who passed the screening, relying on railway transport to send them to the villages and towns where their relatives were. But so many people coming every day caused immense pressure on the local governments.

But Wu Youping really didn't want to dwell on this anymore, so he started chatting with the soldiers in the same carriage. When asked what everyone wanted to do after arriving in Changchun, someone among the soldiers answered with longing: "I want to go to school!"

Other soldiers intended to say something else, but hearing this, they echoed one after another, "Yes, we want to go to school."

Wu Youping knew that the army was promoting education heavily now and provided certification equivalent to elementary school level. Moreover, after soldiers were discharged, they could continue to go to school. In the current moment where adult education was highly promoted, soldiers received training on 'the importance of study' every day, so it wasn't surprising to have such thoughts.

While considering whether the number of teachers was sufficient, Wu Youping suddenly had a flash of insight and an idea for solving the refugee problem.

There are so many teachers being trained now, why not draft a group from the teachers? Currently, there are two rotation teachers for one teaching post. If the number of rotation personnel is increased to three people per post, wouldn't the government staff shortage be solved!

The personnel shortage was finally solved. Wu Youping felt the weight lifted off his chest, and he couldn't help but smile at the soldiers around him, "Yes, go to school, education is essential!"

The population woes were not affecting every government official. For example, Morrison, the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, was writing a letter to a British cabinet official in an enthusiastic tone.

"...With the entry of a large number of refugees into the Northeast region, the industrial workforce in the Northeast region has increased rapidly. The increase in the number of workers in machinery manufacturing and arsenals is relatively slow, but the number of personnel in mining, transportation and other departments is increasing very fast. The profession with the fastest growth rate is teachers. Even if the quality of teachers in the Northeast region is far inferior to that of the British Empire, the teacher-to-population ratio is advancing by leaps and bounds. General He's huge investment in education shows his foresight as a politician, and will inevitably bring huge benefits to the Northeast region which steadfastly implements this policy..."

Scratching rapidly with his fountain pen on the paper to write down the description and judgment of the politics and economy of the Northeast region, Morrison was full of enthusiasm. At the end of 1917, Morrison received a letter from London. The letter was written by an influential figure in the cabinet, who invited Morrison to work as a secretary under him.

With Morrison's experience, he naturally knew that the prominent figure wanted Morrison to provide information about He Rui to help him climb the political ladder. Morrison certainly didn't expect to become a cabinet member, nor did he dare to hope to become a member of parliament. But to become a private secretary to a certain bigwig in the cabinet was equivalent to gaining entry to the British upper class. Such an opportunity could not be missed.

Moreover, in Morrison's view, the situation in the Northeast was truly optimistic. The land reform He Rui carried out in the first two years also established a large number of state-owned farms. After more than a year of development, these farms began to show promise, and there would be a good harvest this year.

Industrial development was also quite smooth. The current Northeast had become a force that the British Empire could leverage. If used properly, it could certainly yield even greater results.

After writing this, Morrison took a sip of the tea which had gone cold. After pondering for a moment, he continued to write: "The French representatives in China show clear signs of approaching He Rui. These French people very much hope to enable the pro-French factions in Russia to win through He Rui's weapon support..."
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In March, the accumulated snow in the Northeast and the entire Mongolian region began to melt. Zheng Sirang received an order from He Rui to travel from Jilin to Fengtian to report for duty.

Knowing the order had arrived, the newly appointed Cavalry Brigade Chief of Staff, Zhu Xun, hurriedly urged Zheng Sirang to set off. Zheng Sirang was in no rush, however, and said, "Wait two more days. When Brother Wuyun arrives, I'll take him to see the Military Governor together."

The Mongol tribes in western Inner Mongolia had had many dealings with He Rui's side and were already willing to serve the Northeast Army. This Wuyun was one of them, and he had already united other tribes, intending to establish a region in western Inner Mongolia that was loyal to He Rui.

Hearing this, the new Chief of Staff Zhu Xun advised, "Brigade Commander, we'd better not create extra complications."

Zheng Sirang was unhappy hearing this. Even though several months had passed, the impact of the Shanhaiguan incident still lingered. He had intended to say that he would bear the consequences himself, but on second thought, Zheng Sirang replied, "Send a telegram to the Chairman explaining this matter."

With radio, communication had become much more convenient. He Rui's side quickly wired back: "Agreed."

Seeing that Zhu Xun had nothing more to say, Zheng Sirang's mood improved. Moreover, Wuyun moved quickly, arriving at the area where Zheng Sirang was stationed within two days.

The group arrived in Fengtian. Wuyun and the other cadres from the Mongolian region were visibly moved as they looked at the prosperity of Fengtian City. When they met He Rui, He Rui warmly stepped forward to shake hands with Wuyun and the other Mongol cadres. After taking their seats and being served Mongolian milk tea, He Rui didn't talk about fighting, but instead spoke entirely about daily necessities.

Wuyun and the Mongol tribes had intended to earn merit for He Rui in exchange for more material support. Forged by the harsh natural environment of Mongolia, their style was straightforward. Since He Rui asked about their living needs, everyone spoke frankly and mentioned their need for more supplies: tools to build winter shelters for livestock, yeast for making silage, as well as necessities like tea and iron pots.

After listening, He Rui smiled. "These all require us to establish local trade posts in Mongolia. I wonder if Brother Wuyun could go back and discuss this with friends in the Mongolian region. It would be good for you to send people to Changchun or Siping to receive training in management and trade. Conducting trade will be much easier that way."

Wuyun frowned slightly and turned to look at the other Mongol tribal headmen who had come with him. Seeing that everyone had a look of confusion on their faces, Wuyun turned back and asked, "I wonder what this training the Marshal speaks of is all about?"

He Rui smiled. "There are training classes currently in session right here in Fengtian City. Brother Wuyun will understand after attending a few days of classes."

Seeing that Wuyun and the others did not object, He Rui immediately arranged for them to sit in on the classes. After Wuyun and the others left, Zheng Sirang worried he might have done something wrong again. Just as he was about to ask, he heard He Rui say, "The attack routes and stationing areas are all prepared, right?"

Zheng Sirang immediately replied, "Yes, they are ready."

"Then commence the advance. Once Outer Mongolia is recovered and the troops are stationed, we can establish pastures there. Some cadres and herdsmen from the Mongolian region can then go there to participate in the development."

"Is that your thinking, Chairman?" Zheng Sirang began to understand He Rui's line of thought.

"The Qing Dynasty used the method of inciting conflict and sowing internal division among the Mongols to facilitate Qing rule. Current technological development renders such methods completely unnecessary. With the railway extending into Mongolia, we can naturally integrate our Mongol compatriots completely into the economic system of the Han areas. Right now, you just need to display overwhelming military might and let those princes in Outer Mongolia who want to rely on Russian power know who they are dealing with."

At this, Zheng Sirang felt he had made the wrong choice again and felt distressed. But then he heard He Rui say, "Sirang, disobeying orders is one thing, but making various preparations beforehand to complete the mission is exactly what you should do. When we talk about internal thought processes, it's directed at a certain internal value judgment, logic, or methodology. Regarding the Shanhaiguan matter, your mistake lay in unilaterally changing the operational plan approved by the Military Commission, and without asking the Military Commission for instructions. Do you feel that just because your idea wasn't approved this time, it was wrong?"

Only then did Zheng Sirang's spirits lift, and he hurriedly said, "Chairman, I understand."

"By the way. How is the accuracy of the latest map of Outer Mongolia?" He Rui changed the subject.

Zheng Sirang's mood immediately brightened. "Chairman, we've traveled those routes many times, especially carrying new survey instruments, including some soil analysis. We can ensure passage through those areas during the thaw."

"That's good. Go back and prepare. The Military Commission will issue orders very soon."

***

On March 22, Duan Qirui, who had resigned during the Presidential-Cabinet dispute with President Feng Guozhang, resumed his post as Premier of the Republic of China. On the very next day, He Rui's telegram had already reached Duan Qirui's State Council.

Seeing the telegram was from He Rui, the Director of the Telegram Office immediately delivered He Rui's telegram—which possessed the highest priority according to the latest classification—directly to Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui knew He Rui would definitely send a telegram. Yesterday, the very day Duan Qirui became Premier of the State Council again, the troops He Rui had sent to protect Duan Qirui immediately received telegrams from their home unit and had already taken the train back to the Northeast today. Given the political savvy He Rui had displayed, he would certainly send a telegram personally.

Taking the telegram and looking at it, Duan Qirui's expression changed. A staff officer hurriedly came over, took the telegram to look, and his expression first showed surprise before revealing a smile. "Lord Duan, this is feasible."

Duan Qirui of course knew this was feasible. In the telegram, He Rui stated:

"...In view of the changes in the international situation, this subordinate is preparing to head out to recover Outer Mongolia. Since the Russian government that signed the *Sino-Russian Declaration* no longer exists, I wonder if the Premier would be willing to boost national prestige and publicly announce that the *Sino-Russian Declaration* is null and void..."

In 1911, Outer Mongolia colluded with Russian forces to expel Qing officials, announced the establishment of the "Great Mongolian State (Bogd Khanate)," and declared independence in rebellion.

1911 was the critical period of the Xinhai Revolution. The Qing Dynasty had neither the capability nor the energy to recover the territory and could only watch helplessly as Outer Mongolia declared independence.

But neither the Qing Dynasty nor the successor Beiyang Government had ever recognized Outer Mongolia's independence.

In 1913, under Yuan Shikai's administration, Tsarist Russia forced the Beiyang Government to sign the *Sino-Russian Declaration*. In this declaration, the Beiyang Government recognized the *autonomy* of Outer Mongolia!

In the *Sino-Russian Declaration*, Beiyang only recognized Outer Mongolia's autonomy, not its independence; the Beiyang Government retained suzerainty over Outer Mongolia. In 1915, Outer Mongolia announced the abolition of the "Great Mongolian State" and reverted to autonomy.

In 1917, the October Revolution broke out in Russia. The Tsarist Russian government that had always supported Outer Mongolia was overthrown. In fear, Outer Mongolia considered revoking autonomy and submitting to the central government. But soon, Soviet Russia re-established contact with Outer Mongolia, expressing willingness to support them.

Four months had passed since He Rui reclaimed the Chinese Eastern Railway. Originally, Duan Qirui had been somewhat apprehensive, feeling that something would happen. Yet to this day, nothing had happened. Even Britain and France, who had been shouting "Concert of Powers," had changed their tune, condemning Russia as a traitor to the Allied Powers and praising He Rui's "decisive action."

With the internal and external situations changing like this, what was left for Duan Qirui to fear? At this moment, the dispute between the Presidential Palace and the State Council had not ended. If Duan Qirui announced the abolition of the *Sino-Russian Declaration* and took back Outer Mongolia, his reputation would naturally soar.

But Duan Qirui was also very clear that what this fellow He Rui wanted was not just Outer Mongolia, but Inner Mongolia as well. Although the regions outside the Pass and Inner and Outer Mongolia were desolate, bitter cold lands no one was willing to go to, if such a large territory was controlled by He Rui, who would be able to keep He Rui in check in the future?

Just as he was thinking, he heard his staff officer say, "Premier, with He Rui handling Russia like this, Russia will certainly bear a grudge and will definitely retaliate in the future. Even if He Rui can withstand Russia, there is still Japan eyeing him like a tiger. If He Rui treats Russia this way, how could he be subservient to Japan?"

Duan Qirui was also a decisive man. Hearing this, he understood the staff officer's assessment of He Rui's situation. He replied decisively, "Prepare to draft the government mandate."
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On March 23, 1918, the State Council controlled by Duan Qirui issued a government mandate: "In view of the collapse of Tsarist Russia, the State Council of the Republic of China decrees the abolition of the meaningless 'Sino-Russian Declaration', the cancellation of Outer Mongolia's independence, the establishment of administrative institutions..., and orders General Zhen'an He Rui to dispatch troops into Outer Mongolia."

The news was immediately published in major newspapers. On March 24, students in Beijing and Tianjin once again took to the streets. However, this time it was not a protest march, but a demonstration in support of Premier Duan Qirui.

In the Presidential Palace, President Feng Guozhang paced back and forth with his hands behind his back. No one around him dared to utter a sound. He Rui had demonstrated his strength to Feng Guozhang through the military action of seizing Shanhaiguan, and also expressed his support for Duan Qirui. This was already a clear declaration of allegiance.

From Feng Guozhang's perspective, he first witnessed the *Northeast Daily* resume publication, and then witnessed He Rui establish the Northeast Bureau in Wudaokou, Beijing. By this time, some people had already begun to use "Fengtian Clique" to describe He Rui. This newly rising Fengtian Clique already had the status to be mentioned in the same breath as Duan Qirui's Anhui Clique and Feng Guozhang's Zhili Clique.

The cooperation between the Anhui Clique and the Fengtian Clique put immense pressure on the Zhili Clique, whose core territory was in Nanjing. Moreover, engaging in diplomacy had never been the Zhili Clique's strong suit, while He Rui had already been proven adept at it. Duan Qirui's joining of the Allied Powers had also won him much praise. This time, Duan Qirui was preparing to score another victory.

Feng Guozhang suddenly stopped. Surprisingly, he did not seem very angry, but wore a sneer on his face. "Duan Zhiquan (Qirui) is mistaken. National affairs are not decided by his State Council alone. Issue a Presidential Order: abolish Outer Mongolian autonomy, and appoint He Rui as General Zhen'an to oversee Mongol military and political affairs! Telegraph the Outer Mongolian princes to inform them."

Seeing Feng Guozhang's decisive counterattack, his staff breathed a sigh of relief. After all, Duan Qirui was the Premier, and there was no way to deny the authority he possessed. In the major matter of recovering national territory, even if Duan Qirui was one step ahead, there could be no further hesitation. Feng Guozhang had indeed made the wisest choice.

As for the title of "Overseeing Mongol Military and Political Affairs" that He Rui obtained, Feng Guozhang could not claim this title himself anyway, and Duan Qirui could not give it right now. Giving it to He Rui as a strategic concession could be considered an effort to salvage the situation.

The news was released on March 25, immediately shocking the foreign diplomatic corps in the Legation Quarter. On the night of March 25, the Japanese Embassy sent the news back to Tokyo.

Early on the morning of March 26, the Japanese General Staff Headquarters temporarily halted its plan to attack Russia and began to discuss this matter.

In the evening, Obata Toshishiro and Yokoyama Isamu, who had finished work, did not return to their residences but went to a nearby tavern. As soon as they sat down, Obata Toshishiro sighed, "I never expected that the Empire's Manchuria-Mongolia lifeline would be seized by He Rui first."

Like Obata Toshishiro, Yokoyama Isamu was a member of the Army War College Sword Club. Seeing Obata Toshishiro like this, he couldn't help but smile. "Senior, things have already come to this, why worry? I assume the Allied Powers will completely ignore this matter. What do you think, Senior?"

Obata Toshishiro was just a bit frustrated. The General Staff Headquarters had discussed this matter during the day, but the discussion fizzled out very quickly. All along, He Rui had been vigorously pushing for China to join the Allied Powers. Based on Obata Toshishiro's understanding of He Rui, He Rui had no admiration for the West; all his choices were to protect China's interests.

If China had joined the Allied Powers earlier, Japan would not have been able to invade Shandong using the excuse of attacking the German garrison there. Now that China had joined the Allied Powers, Japan could not proceed with aggression against China.

Therefore, the General Staff Headquarters only briefed on the matter, and no one else continued to discuss it. So the meeting hastily concluded with a decision to "continue monitoring" and began to continue discussing the arrangement for sending troops to Vladivostok. Given Russia's current situation, Japan wanted to tear a large chunk of flesh off Russia.

At this time, the sake was served. Obata Toshishiro raised his cup and clinked cups with Yokoyama Isamu. After taking a sip, Obata Toshishiro sighed, "Yokoyama-kun, do you think He-kun will proceed to attack Russia?"

Yokoyama Isamu thought for a while. "If it were me, I would definitely attack. However, I always feel that He-kun will do it more cleverly. I just have a feeling he won't act overtly."

"Oh? Not overtly?" Obata Toshishiro was intrigued by this response.

Yokoyama Isamu nodded. "I heard that He-kun has already agreed to provide support within Manchuria and Mongolia. Presumably, He-kun is thinking of stabilizing the situation in Outer Mongolia. Once the Great Japanese Empire completely defeats the Russian army in Vladivostok, he will make his demands to Russia."

"This is really a distasteful scenario," Obata Toshishiro agreed.

Just then, someone outside the door shouted, "Get lost, get lost quickly. Don't you know not to be a nuisance when begging!"

Hearing this voice, Obata Toshishiro looked displeased. Yokoyama Isamu sighed slightly, "Sigh, there are more and more beggars in the city recently."

Obata Toshishiro followed He Rui closely, and worked in the General Staff Headquarters, having many dealings with Itagaki Seishiro, the person in charge of the "He Agency". When He Rui was studying in Tokyo, he was particularly sympathetic to the poor. If He Rui were outside the door, he would definitely take out some money to give to the beggar.

According to intelligence provided by the "He Agency", He Rui had established a Social Welfare Bureau outside the Pass to take in beggars, providing them with basic food and drink, and trying his best to provide employment opportunities. At the same time, severe crackdowns were carried out on organizations like the "Beggar Gangs", and those people were all arrested for labor reform. Beggars could no longer be seen outside the Pass.

Frustrated, Obata Toshishiro took another sip of sake and said with distress, "Japan's exports have developed greatly during the war, not only paying off the debts accumulated over the years but also becoming a creditor nation. Why are there somehow more and more beggars?"

Yokoyama Isamu was the eldest son of Army Colonel Yokoyama Shinji and had grown up in a relatively privileged environment. Seeing that even the well-traveled Obata Toshishiro, the eldest son of Japanese elder statesman and Baron Obata Bito, couldn't figure out the reason for this, Yokoyama Isamu sighed, "These people refuse to do honest work. Unless the state can punish them severely as England did in the past, the situation can only continue like this."

As soon as he finished speaking, there was a *bang* next to them. Obata Toshishiro and Yokoyama Isamu turned their heads and saw a tipsy Major slamming the table and standing up. His companion opposite him also looked over with an angry face. The Major, emboldened by alcohol, shouted angrily at Obata Toshishiro and his companion: "Do you... know what factories are like right now! Workers work twelve hours a day, everyone has only one bunk, and they have to... sleep in shifts. Day shift and night shift people... share the same beds. Can they sleep well? The wages are so low, and they get kicked out after getting injured. The workers can't stand it, so the foreman sends people to guard the gates. You... you go try being a worker!"

As soon as he finished speaking, several other soldiers nearby also voiced their agreement. Seeing that most of the soldiers in the tavern were siding with the poor, Obata Toshishiro was furious, but Yokoyama Isamu saw that they were few in number, and the other party was obviously drunk and completely ignoring the rank disparity.

So Yokoyama Isamu pulled Obata Toshishiro to his feet and shouted to the owner, "Boss, put it on the tab." Then they left the tavern.

Once the two were outside, they felt a cool breeze blowing, which was somewhat comfortable. Even so, Obata Toshishiro's anger did not dissipate. As he walked, he said hatefully, "These people really don't see the big picture. If the country is not strong, it cannot expand its territory. And those factory owners are all treacherous, the country can't do anything about them either!"

Yokoyama Isamu sighed. No one in the General Staff Headquarters liked merchants and factory owners, but soldiers couldn't take action against these people. And those bureaucrats in the Ministry of Finance were very fond of these profiteers and factory owners.

Finally, Yokoyama Isamu sighed, "If only Nagata-kun would return from Europe sooner. He is knowledgeable and will definitely have compelling insights."

Obata Toshishiro knew that Yokoyama Isamu was talking about Nagata Tetsuzan, and he also sighed, "Indeed. But Nagata-kun just isn't in Japan, which is truly regrettable."



★


Chapter 129 Imperialist Diplomacy (11)

Volume 2 — Chapter 20

❧ ❧ ❧


In April, the orioles flew and the grass grew. Even in the northern steppes, tender green blades poked out of the ground, dyeing parts of the land a vibrant green.

The Northeast Army's cavalry units avoided trampling the grass; instead, they chose to travel over gravelly ground whenever possible. Many cavalrymen were arriving in Outer Mongolia for the first time. In the minds of the officers and soldiers, Mongolia was a vast grassland. However, reality was different. Compared to grasslands, most areas of Outer Mongolia were bare desert.

Traversing this terrain did require a slight detour, but it avoided a lot of mud.

The main force did not march in a single file column but advanced in battalion and company echelons. Cavalry messengers shuttling between units, along with the wireless communications equipped at each regimental headquarters, kept the entire force at a consistent spacing.

Departing from Heilongjiang, they arrived at their destination, the capital of Outer Mongolia (Urga), in just three days. The entire region of Outer Mongolia had a population of less than a million, and the capital felt more like a town, barely comparable to a county seat. Moreover, it was full of yurts and didn't even have a city wall.

As soon as the cavalry unit arrived, there were no Mongolian cavalry coming out to challenge them. Only a small squad of cavalry came forward to inquire. Upon learning it was Zheng Sirang, they immediately replied, "So it is General Zheng mentioned in the telegram. Please, right this way."

This made the Chief of Staff anxious, and he hurriedly stopped Zheng Sirang, who was preparing to go. Many plans had been made when setting out this time, but none included Zheng Sirang taking his guards to meet the Prime Minister of Outer Mongolia, Badamdorj.

Seeing the Chief of Staff's anxious look, Zheng Sirang smiled, "Send a telegram to the Military Commission immediately, explaining the situation."

Only then did the Chief of Staff relax. Before long, the telegram was delivered to He Rui. The three radios assigned to contact Zheng Sirang's unit were on 24 hours a day, maintaining information transmission at all times. After reading the telegram, He Rui instructed: "Agreed."

Chief of Staff Hu Xiushan, who had drafted the plan, asked, "Chairman, isn't Outer Mongolia's reaction too weak?"

"No matter how incompetent the Mongolian princes are, they have seen machine guns and cannons. With the plan you made, do you think the Mongolian princes stand a chance? Or do they think that by taking Sirang hostage, they can force us to retreat?"

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment before nodding slightly, "Chairman, perhaps I underestimated the awareness of the Mongolian princes, thinking they might not have the sense to recognize the situation."

"You are not wrong. Once Russia's strength recovers, these princes will show their true colors. What we need to do is seize this time and accelerate the economic integration with Outer Mongolia as soon as possible."

Radio waves crossed the distance from Fengtian to Zheng Sirang's location at a speed of 300,000 kilometers per second. Seeing the decoded message, the Chief of Staff sighed, "Commander, you must be careful."

Zheng Sirang replied easily, "It is you who must be careful. Whether those Mongolians dare to act rashly depends on whether our military appearance is disciplined and imposing. If the Mongolian princes feel we are weak, they will definitely strike. It's all up to you out here."

After speaking, Zheng Sirang, wearing his field-gray uniform, took two guards and went straight to the location of the Mongolian Prime Minister. It was a huge yurt, and two rows of richly dressed headmen were already standing outside the door.

Walking through the passage between the two rows of Mongolian headmen, Zheng Sirang entered the yurt and asked in Mongolian, "Which of you is Prince Badamdorj?"

The man in the center paused, hurriedly stood up, and walked in front of Zheng Sirang with a bow-legged gait. This person was short, and his facial skin presented the dark reddish-brown complexion common in the Mongolian region.

"General Zheng..." As he said this, Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj had a look of surprise on his face. "Have we met?"

Hearing this, a smile appeared on Zheng Sirang's face. He said in Mongolian, "My father was an escort of the Huiyou Escort Agency. I once met Your Highness with my father when I was young."

Hearing this, Badamdorj nodded repeatedly, "So you are the descendant of Escort Zheng. You look exactly like him."

Zheng Sirang smiled slightly, indifferent to whether what this Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj said was true or false. After all, this guy had met so many people, how could he remember so clearly? Moreover, in this place, Mongolia, what mattered was strength, not favors. He smiled and said, "Does the Prince know about our Northeast Army retaking the Chinese Eastern Railway?"

Badamdorj knew Zheng Sirang was asserting the strength of the Northeast Army. Facing such a threat, he smiled broadly, "I heard about it. Marshal He captured tens of thousands of Russians, and Russia dared not make a sound. It is truly satisfying! We Mongolians respect heroes the most. When everyone speaks of this, they praise Marshal He as a hero."

Zheng Sirang immediately took a step forward, "In that case, why don't you, Prince, come out with me to see what the cavalry of this great hero, Marshal He, looks like?"

Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Prince Badamdorj knew the caliber of the troops sent by He Rui this time. Before He Rui marched, he had sent cavalry to deliver the orders of the Republic's President Feng Guozhang and Premier Duan Qirui. The content of both orders was the same: informing Outer Mongolia that since the Russian Tsarist government was finished, the "Sino-Russian Declaration" signed by the Republic of China and Tsarist Russia was void, Outer Mongolia's autonomy was cancelled, and He Rui would oversee Outer Mongolia's military and political affairs.

It wasn't that there were no hot-headed youths in the Mongolian tribes. Upon learning that He Rui was actually coming, they clamored to raid He Rui's troops. However, up to now, the hot-headed youths had indeed gone out, but no fighting had occurred at all.

According to reports, the marching, camping, and deployment of the troops led by Zheng Sirang were all orderly. Especially the intervals between various units were very reasonable; attacking any single unit would lead to being pincered. Moreover, those troops were equipped with artillery. Upon seeing approaching Mongolian cavalry, they would unleash a barrage of shelling.

The purpose of that shelling was not to kill, but to show force. Dozens of shells were fired quickly, blasting gravel into the air. Those hot-headed youths also knew not to bash their heads against a stone wall.

The reason Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj chose to stay in the capital to await Zheng Sirang was also rooted in Mongolian tradition. Once he fled with his people, he could not expect to control other tribes in the future. There was never a lack of people in Mongolian tribes who sided with the strong.

So Badamdorj laughed loudly: "In that case, let me go and see the military discipline of the army that defeated the Russians."

Two hours later, the intense sound of guns and cannons finally stopped. The pungent smell of gunpowder smoke was blown by the wind, flowing past the Mongolian dignitaries watching the exercise. Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj could no longer smile at all, staring grimly at the field where the exercise had ended.

Zheng Sirang did not stop. He ordered men to bring over a dozen sabers. These sabers were all proven in European combat. The Northeast Army soldiers carried over a table and placed stacks of copper coins on it. Zheng Sirang drew a saber and slashed effortlessly. The saber cut a stack of copper coins directly in half, and the momentum of the blade did not diminish, cutting directly through the board of the field table. The other copper coins just jumped from the shock but did not fall.

This display of swordsmanship drew bursts of cheers from many Mongolian tribal headmen. Everyone knew their stuff; with this skill used in cavalry combat, Zheng Sirang would be considered to have few equals.

Zheng Sirang smiled slightly, switched to another saber, and slashed down again, and the same result ensued. After cutting through all the stacks of copper coins, Zheng Sirang smiled at the Mongolian tribal headmen: "Our army's sabers are all of the same quality. I present them to you gentlemen as a meeting gift."

After the headmen accepted the sabers with complex expressions, Zheng Sirang then smiled at Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Prince Badamdorj: "I wonder what the Prince thinks of Marshal He overseeing Outer Mongolia's military and political affairs?"

In the exercise just now, Prince Badamdorj saw with his own eyes that the proficiency of the Northeast Army's cavalry and infantry exercises far exceeded that of the Mongolian cavalry. Especially since the Northeast Army fired at least two hundred shells during the exercise, turning the land used as a target range into a field full of shell craters as if it had been plowed over.

As for bullets, who knew how many were fired? Those wooden human targets that were set up were shot to splinters.

If this ammunition were given to the Mongolians to use, it would be enough to fight a dozen inter-tribal battles. And the exercise troops brought out even more ammunition, showing that the consumption of the exercise meant nothing to them.

Hearing Zheng Sirang's inquiry at this time, Outer Mongolian Prime Minister Badamdorj steeled himself and replied readily: "Since it is the President's order, we naturally must obey!"

Zheng Sirang knew the initial show of force was complete, so he smiled: "In that case, we are one family again!"

Radio telegrams transmitted the latest news to Fengtian. He Rui was not surprised. Because the troops led by Zheng Sirang were only the vanguard, He Rui was already prepared to establish five military regions for Inner and Outer Mongolia plus the three Northeast provinces. Behind Zheng Sirang, another division was setting out to enter the Outer Mongolia region to begin constructing barracks. If those in Outer Mongolia could not see the situation clearly, naturally, they could only be wiped out.

At this time, He Rui did not need to preside over this; Heilongjiang Military Region Commander Xu Chengfeng was in charge. He Rui had made another preparation here. Ishiwara Kanji and others, as members of the fourth Japanese military observer group, had returned. These men had just arrived in Kwantung Leased Territory. Ishiwara Kanji sent a telegram requesting to come and visit He Rui.

Over the years, the correspondence between He Rui and Ishiwara Kanji had been quite frequent, writing seven or eight letters to each other every year. Some of He Rui's latest articles and reports on Northeast development would also be sent to the 'Future Society' established by Ishiwara Kanji in Japan.

Now that ambitious Japanese youths were coming to visit, He Rui was filled with joy.

Calling his secretary, He Rui asked, "Are there any decent Japanese restaurants in Shenyang?"

The secretary thought for a while but couldn't think of any, so he could only say, "Chairman, I will go check."

"Good, check thoroughly. If there are, prepare to make a reservation and have them prepare Japanese dishes."

The secretary was quite meticulous in his work, "Chairman, what if there aren't any?"

He Rui thought for a moment, "If not, contact Noguchi Nobuo, whom Mitsui Yasuki left here, and ask him to help think of a way."

The secretary continued to ask, "Chairman, must we use Japanese dishes to entertain? I think our Chinese cuisine is more delicious than Japanese cuisine."

"We'll stick to Japanese dishes. I told those youths that China and Japan should be friendly. If they can't even eat a Japanese meal in China, wouldn't it seem like empty talk?"

"This..." The secretary couldn't understand for a moment.

He Rui knew that among the comrades now, many had high nationalist sentiments, and xenophobia was instinctive. He Rui explained, "Is being able to eat Japanese food in China the same thing as the presence of foreign soldiers on Chinese territory?"

The secretary was stunned, but quickly understood the difference between the two, so he let go of his prejudice and went to arrange according to He Rui's instructions.

He Rui sighed slightly in his heart. He also had a period of strong nationalist sentiment, and even now, He Rui still had strong patriotism. When it came to killing invaders, He Rui wouldn't bat an eyelid.

But He Rui would not hate other countries in the name of patriotism, because there was no logical relationship between the two. He Rui didn't like eating Japanese cuisine, nor did he like fetishizing Japanese cuisine. So what needed to be fought was blind xenophilia, or merchants using information asymmetry to engage in commercial myth-making.

As for Japanese cuisine, eat it if you like, don't eat it if you don't. If choosing a meal could trigger nationalist sentiments, it only proved that one's inner self was too fragile.
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Ishiwara Kanji, having graduated second in his class from the Japanese Army War College, was sent to Europe to observe the war along with other young officers. Throughout their return journey, Ishiwara and his fellow officers discussed the European war countless times, accumulating a vast number of questions. Upon arriving in Kwantung Leased Territory, they couldn't wait to see He Rui immediately.

The group of officers all chose to follow Ishiwara Kanji to Fengtian. Upon receiving He Rui's reply, they prepared to set off overnight. Just as they reached the entrance, they saw many officers standing outside, ranging from Lieutenant Colonels to Lieutenants.

Ishiwara didn't know what these people intended to do. While he was puzzled, the leading Lieutenant Colonel Sato stepped forward and said, "We heard that you gentlemen are going to see He-kun. We will go together."

Although Ishiwara knew that some of the men in front of him were supporters of the Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji faction, he did not refuse and answered readily, "Then let us go together."

Everyone boarded the train. Seeing a group of Japanese officers, the passengers dared not approach. Ishiwara Kanji and Lieutenant Colonel Sato didn't mind and chatted. When asked about Sato's purpose for seeing He Rui, Sato sighed, "How does Ishiwara-kun find Kwantung Leased Territory?"

"I find it very prosperous," Ishiwara replied.

Lieutenant Colonel Sato smiled bitterly, "After He-kun took control of the regions outside the Pass, the Chinese population in Kwantung Leased Territory began to leave rapidly. Now the remaining population is only a little over seventy percent of what it was a year ago, and the economy is much more depressed. If this continues, the remaining population in Kwantung will decrease even further by next year."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't find such changes strange at all. Before Ishiwara could speak, another officer said, "With He-kun's talent, is it strange to achieve such results?"

Lieutenant Colonel Sato was speechless for a moment. He Rui's talent was recognized as extraordinary by the Army War College; reaching this level was not strange. If He Rui couldn't do it, many Japanese officers would actually be disappointed. But the current situation indeed put huge pressure on Kwantung Leased Territory. If I didn't mention it, it seemed inappropriate.

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji spoke, "If you have doubts, just ask He-kun face to face when we see him. Gossiping behind his back is beneath the dignity of an Imperial soldier."

Hearing this, the Japanese officers all fell silent. Lieutenant Colonel Sato felt somewhat aggrieved and asked, "I wonder what Ishiwara-kun will ask when he sees He-kun?"

Ishiwara answered frankly, "When He-kun was in Japan, he said that war would inevitably drive a large number of weapons beyond imagination to appear on the battlefield. This time in Europe, we saw new weapons such as poison gas, airplanes, and tanks. Their power completely exceeded our imagination, and even made us feel that the old mode of warfare has been overturned. But recalling He-kun's teachings, I feel that perhaps we have misunderstood the application of new weapons. When seeing He-kun this time, I must seek his guidance in person."

The observation group members who had been to Europe nodded one after another. Ishiwara had voiced everyone's thoughts. During this observation, although they felt the European battlefield displayed amazing combat power, the Japanese officers were unwilling to be intimidated by these surface phenomena. However, the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters in the rear were even more behind the times than the Japanese observation group on the front line. At this moment, perhaps He Rui was the only one left who could help Japanese officers find the answers.

Lieutenant Colonel Sato stopped speaking. He looked at the group of Japanese officers accompanying him to seek an audience with He Rui. Seeing the expectation in many of their expressions, he could only temporarily suppress his own feelings and try to assume a detached expression.

For Japanese officers, He Rui was undoubtedly their idol. Attending the Japanese Military Academy (Shikan Gakkō) and then being admitted to the Japanese Army War College was a dream path for Japanese officers. He Rui was undoubtedly a 'fellow traveler' of the Japanese officers.

During his studies at the Japanese Army War College, He Rui gained the recognition of the Japanese government with his knowledge and was hired as a special consultant. After graduating and going to the provinces, he had a meteoric rise, inheriting factional political resources and becoming a regional power in just two years. This was the standard path for scions of Japan's top prestigious families.

Now He Rui had seized Inner and Outer Mongolia, fulfilling the concept that Japan domestically regarded as—'Manchuria and Mongolia are the lifeline of the Empire'. While Japanese officers were envious, they all felt that He Rui was worthy of being the pride of the Japanese Army War College; the valedictorian of the War College indeed deserved his reputation.

When encountering confusion, if they didn't seek answers from this 'Junior' or 'Senior', were they supposed to go ask those old fossils in the Army Ministry?

The train arrived in Fengtian. Led by reception personnel, the group marched in neat formation through the streets of Fengtian. Seeing that Fengtian was orderly and without vagrants, they were all very pleased.

Arriving at an auditorium and standing still, they saw He Rui striding out. Lieutenant Colonel Sato and others saluted, while Ishiwara Kanji and other young officers bowed, "Greetings, Senior!"

"At ease, sit!" He Rui ordered.

The group of Japanese officers sat down in orderly rows. Lieutenant Colonels and Majors sat in the first row, while Lieutenants took seats in the back rows according to rank. Song Youwen, the secretary beside He Rui, couldn't help but marvel inwardly seeing the strict discipline of the Japanese officers.

He Rui thought nothing of it and said straightforwardly, "Gentlemen, you are all the most precious assets of Asia's future. I am very happy to see you today. Why don't you ask questions directly? After answering your questions, I will express my views on Japan's future."

As soon as this was said, Major Ishiwara Kanji immediately stood up and said, "Senior, during my trip to Europe this time, I saw a constant emergence of new weapons on the European battlefield, and I am truly uneasy. I wonder how Senior views the development of military affairs?"

He Rui didn't answer immediately. He turned and wrote three terms on the blackboard: Airplane, Tank, Poison Gas. Then he turned and said, "Is Ishiwara-kun shocked by this?"

"This is only part of the reason. What affects me even more is that the strength of European countries seems bottomless. The war has been fought for three years, yet they still have the reserves to continue fighting. With Asia's strength, we would be unable to resist a full-force strike from the European powers. This is the most disheartening thing for me. I ask Senior for guidance."

He Rui sought confirmation, "May I take it that Ishiwara-kun has witnessed the national power of the European powers and is greatly shaken?"

"Exactly so." Ishiwara admitted readily. Not only Ishiwara, but the Japanese officers who had gone to Europe to observe also nodded one after another.

He Rui turned and wrote the term 'National Power' on the blackboard. He turned back again and continued to ask, "Do you gentlemen have other views on this aspect?"

The officers looked at each other for a moment, then all looked at He Rui without saying a word.

Seeing that everyone was in agreement, He Rui replied, "I expounded on the theory of Geopolitics in Japan. Its core is that our human nations all rely on mountains, rivers, oceans, and climates to form development paths that conform to the local natural environment. The performance of European countries' national power in the military sphere is related to their Geopolitics, and has nothing to do with the outdated theories of national character, nor the even baser racial theories. Spain lacks mineral resources locally and cannot build strong industrial strength. This country can only face the war as a neutral country in Europe. This is not because Spaniards love peace; it is purely related to the natural endowments of this country."
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At the Kwantung Army's night duty handover point in Lüshun, Major Kishida called two young officers before him. "Focus on your duty tonight. No one is allowed to request leave, and don't even think about sneaking out!"  The two young officers frowned anxiously. "Battalion Commander, we wanted to pay our respects to Major Ishiwara. If we wait until tomorrow, there will be too many people. We won't be able to ask him anything."  Kishida didn't answer. He just stared at them. Only when their faces had turned red with anxiety did he suddenly smile. "Don't worry. Someone is already standing guard outside Ishiwara's residence; no one will be allowed to disturb him. Ishiwara will meet with everyone tomorrow. As for tonight... focus on your duties!"  In Japan, one had to understand a certain art of reading between the lines. The two young officers now understood their superior was telling them to sneak in some sleep and save their energy. They promptly acknowledged the order and left.  Watching his subordinates' backs, Major Kishida finally yawned and wrapped himself in his military greatcoat, leaning back in his chair. There were too many changes to describe. Ever since He Rui had seized the Chinese Eastern Railway, the Kwantung Army's alert status had increased. Major Kishida knew full well that He Rui would never launch a surprise attack on the Kwantung Leased Territory—it would be a move of no value.  But the Kwantung Army Command had still made this decision, raising the security level. Such vacillating behavior caused Major Kishida some private grievance. Of course, after discussion with his comrades in the "Future Society," they still weren't entirely certain how the situation would develop. Tomorrow, when they met Ishiwara Kanji, they would have to get a clear answer.  Half-dreaming, half-awake, dozing off, waking again. The night finally passed peacefully. After completing the duty handover, Major Kishida threw on his coat and headed straight for a certain location. At this hour, the sky had just begun to lighten. The streets were nearly deserted, the markets empty.  He recalled that just a year ago, Lüshun and Dalian had been two very prosperous cities. Early in the morning, many breakfast shops would already be open. A year later, the population of Lüshun and Dalian had dropped to about sixty percent of what it had been. Most of those who remained were locals, or outsiders who had bought homes and land here. With their own homes to stay in, who would go out for breakfast?  This was the impact He Rui had created. Without any military conflict whatsoever, he had turned this large Japanese concession into a depressed place. Major Kishida couldn't imagine what would happen if this continued.  Amid this depression, Major Kishida arrived at his destination. It was a Japanese factory. The factory had gone out of business, and its owner had returned to Japan. The once-busy workshop was now empty—perfect for holding meetings.  He opened the door, pushed several stools together, lay down, and immediately fell asleep.  He didn't know how long he slept before he was awakened by the sound of conversation. Raising his head, he saw that several people had already gathered in the room, speaking in low voices, their eyes frequently drifting toward the door.  Kishida sat up and pulled out a pocket watch. It was new, an aluminum case bearing the Chinese characters for the "North Star" brand. He opened it—9:50. The appointed time was 10 o'clock. It seemed he had woken up just in time.  As he was thinking this, the door opened and two men entered one after another. They were Kishida's subordinates. They looked fairly alert, clearly having conscientiously stolen some sleep the night before.  Within minutes, many more arrived. Several people pulled out pocket watches after entering, all of them North Star brand. This made Kishida feel emotional. North Star pocket watches were manufactured in Siping, under He Rui's rule. They had won over many Kwantung Army soldiers and officers with their low prices and acceptable quality. This too was He Rui's influence.  The Future Society's ideal was to reform present-day Japan. They weren't particularly enthusiastic about the propaganda from Japan's upper echelons that claimed "Japan is a superior race, China is an inferior race." Still, everyone did feel in their hearts that Japan was stronger than China.  Even so, when high cost-performance Chinese industrial products appeared before them, everyone quickly found reasons to buy them: "These are products made in cities under Senior He Rui's rule." The feeling was... somewhat bitter, Kishida thought.  Just then, the door opened, and Ishiwara Kanji came into view. The young Japanese officers rose happily and surrounded him. As the core of the Future Society, they had originally come together based on the ideal of reforming Japan. Ishiwara Kanji's role was to resolve their disagreements. Before he left for Europe, no one had thought he was truly indispensable.  But when Ishiwara went to Europe and communication was cut off, they found that their questions could no longer be accurately answered. Debates at the Future Society's study sessions grew more frequent, with no one able to convince anyone else. Many began to hope Ishiwara would return soon to resolve these issues. Otherwise, the internal problems might cause this group—the vessel of their ideals—to fracture like those civilian political parties that only knew how to infight.  Ishiwara Kanji had always had a somewhat lively personality. In the past, when reuniting after a separation, he would have joked with his comrades and exchanged slaps on the back. Now, he merely shook hands firmly with each person before moving to the front. "Please sit," he said.  Once everyone was seated, Ishiwara Kanji declared loudly: "Gentlemen, humanity shares a common ancestor!"  This single sentence made many of the young officers look stunned. Ishiwara Kanji was completely unaffected by their reactions. His character was unyielding—once he embraced an idea, he would never waver. Even if this understanding completely contradicted traditional Japanese views, once Ishiwara Kanji embraced it, he would not hesitate in the slightest.  Facing his comrades, Ishiwara Kanji continued to expound his theory: "Human civilization, originating in Central Asia, split into Eastern and Western branches, each developing separately. The two civilizations now confront each other across the Pacific Ocean. When this confrontation reaches a certain point, it must be resolved through war, leading to unification. The European war was merely a final battle among European nations—it was not a true world war. The next world war, centered on the Pacific and Indian Oceans, will be humanity's Final War. This European war has already destroyed Europe's position as the center of world civilization. A new era has begun! This is the conclusion I reached from observing Europe!"  Ishiwara Kanji's statement shocked every Future Society member present. Kishida stared blankly at him, unable to understand how he had arrived at such conclusions. Before Major Kishida could ask a question, someone loudly asked: "Ishiwara, how did you reach this conclusion? Is this really true?"  Kishida didn't look to see who had asked. He just stared at Ishiwara Kanji, waiting for his answer. The question had voiced his own doubts as well.  Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively: "Based on my observations, even after suffering such enormous losses, the European powers remain strong. However, after arriving in Europe, what I saw were soldiers who had come to understand the causes of this European war and were war-weary. The French army, which harbored a deep hatred for Germany, forced the French high command through mutiny to agree that they would only undertake defensive operations to protect their homeland—they would not commit to offensives aimed at destroying Germany. Gentlemen, a nation like this can no longer determine the fate of the world."  Hearing this, Major Kishida felt his heartbeat quicken. In military academy analyses of the First Sino-Japanese War (Jiawu War), everyone acknowledged that the Qing Empire's strength had exceeded Japan's, but the Qing had become corrupt and completely lost its enterprising spirit. The Japanese military, on the other hand, possessed an intense offensive spirit and the determination to overcome all difficulties and defeat the enemy. That was why Japan had won.  If the European powers had lost their enterprising spirit in this European war, they were simply a stronger Qing Empire.
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Outside the meeting hall of Japan's "Future Society," several junior members stood guard at the door. After 10 AM, the streets finally became lively. Even so, this industrial district didn't have the bustle of former times, and there weren't many people passing by the factory gate. The members who couldn't enter due to their rank pressed themselves against the doors and windows, straining to hear the conversation inside.  Hearing Ishiwara Kanji describe just how great the losses Europe had suffered, the young officers felt excited, wishing they could go inside. But constrained by the hierarchy to guard duty, aside from pressing a little closer to the doors and windows, the officers on guard dutifully remained at their posts.  "Does Ishiwara-kun believe Japan can defeat the European powers?" The question from inside made those outside even more eager. They heard Ishiwara Kanji answer: "Europe has suffered greatly, but it's not yet an opponent that present-day Japan can challenge. The Final War will erupt in twenty years or even longer."  A sigh rippled through the young officers inside. Someone said: "That's what Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji have been saying too."  Hearing the names Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, Ishiwara Kanji felt a flash of displeasure. With a serious expression, he asked: "Gentlemen, how is your family's income? Having served in the military for so long, can your families afford to eat white rice yet?"  This question immediately struck a nerve for many of the young Japanese officers. Never mind white rice—if not for joining the Future Society and receiving interest-free loans from the dues fund, the families of these lower-ranking officers couldn't even fill their stomachs.  Without waiting for his comrades to respond, Ishiwara Kanji stood and continued: "This is what separates us from Nagata-kun and Okamura-kun and their ilk. In our eyes, all fifty million Japanese are human beings. And humans should at least be able to eat white rice. In their eyes, at most five million people in Japan count as human beings. The other forty-five million exist only to serve those five million. Such a Japan is absolutely not the Japan we of the Future Society hope for. The future those people envision must never become Japan's future!"  With that, Ishiwara Kanji turned to Major Kishida. "Kishida-kun, has your family purchased their land yet?"  Major Kishida quickly stood. "Yes, my family's paddy fields have been purchased."  He then turned and bowed to the other officers. "I thank my comrades for their help. Now that my parents have a few acres of land to farm, they no longer worry about having food to eat. My comrades have helped me through our dues, and I will help other comrades through my contributions in return!"  Seeing Major Kishida express such sincere gratitude, the Future Society's young officers bowed in return.  Ishiwara Kanji continued: "Yamagami-kun, has your family purchased their land?"  Lieutenant Yamagami Tomonari's heart swelled with gratitude, and he quickly stood to answer: "Report—yes, my parents' land has been purchased."  Ishiwara Kanji asked several others in turn, receiving the same answer, which finally brought some joy to his heart.  The membership dues system was a mutual-aid fund proposed by Ishiwara Kanji when the Future Society was founded. Each member paid monthly dues. After covering minimal operating expenses for comrades, there was always a surplus. When members officially joined, they submitted information about their family circumstances. The Future Society's committee members assessed their situations and used the surplus funds to help landless members' families purchase enough land to sustain themselves.  This money wasn't given as a grant, but as interest-free loans to be repaid over twenty years. Since the land purchased was modest—at most equivalent to three mu—the repayments were well within everyone's means.  Since the fund was operating well, Ishiwara Kanji continued: "Gentlemen, the elites and politicians have made several promises to the Japanese people, two major ones. Once during the First Sino-Japanese War, and once during the Russo-Japanese War. After each war, all citizens bore the costs—but did the lives of Japanese citizens improve? The help we Future Society members receive comes from mutual aid among the poor. The zaibatsu have given us nothing. Can a worker at a zaibatsu factory earn enough to fill their stomach? We all know the answer."  Major Kishida, as one of the three elected committee members for the Kwantung Leased Territory, felt his emotions stirring as Ishiwara spoke of reality. In his excitement, he unbuttoned his uniform. Ishiwara Kanji noticed that the major's old shirt was covered in patches, and felt moved. "Kishida-kun, how long has it been since you bought a new shirt?"  Major Kishida immediately replied: "Thanks to my comrades' help, I was finally able to buy paddy fields for my parents. How could I spend money on myself? More comrades will join the Future Society in the future; I want to put all my money toward repaying the loan as quickly as possible."  With the committee member taking such a stance, the surrounding comrades expressed their agreement. Ishiwara Kanji followed their mood and said: "Gentlemen, how has our senior He Rui been doing lately? You're all in the Kwantung Leased Territory—you should know best. Could you tell me?"  At this question, the Future Society members all sighed. Major Kishida's face was full of melancholy. "He-kun is unleashing his ambitions freely in Manchuria and Mongolia. The senior officers in the Kwantung Army say that Manchuria and Mongolia now have the same vigor as during Prince Itō's time leading Japan."  The era of Itō Hirobumi's rule was considered the period of Japan's most rapid development. Especially during that time, Japan's spirit was vibrant and forward-looking. Hearing Major Kishida's description, Ishiwara Kanji sighed: "He-kun once said that a great war between China and Japan is inevitable. It seems he's already preparing with all his might."  At these words, many of the Future Society's young Japanese officers nodded vigorously and began speaking over each other: "If He-kun leads China, winning will definitely be a bitter struggle."  "Yes. Even if He-kun's subordinates aren't as skilled in combat as our Japanese army, He-kun has great strategic insight and is extremely resolute. Even if we gain the upper hand, He-kun won't give up—a situation like the First Sino-Japanese War won't happen again."  Ishiwara Kanji listened without interrupting. Just as he was privately lamenting his comrades' limited vision, someone spoke up loudly: "Have all you comrades already forgotten what Ishiwara-kun just said?"  Ishiwara paused, and the other young officers froze as well. All eyes turned to the speaker, Yamagami Tomonari. Yamagami stood, and a ray of sunlight streaming through the window fell on his chest, making his patched old uniform appear somewhat brighter.  Yamagami hadn't originally intended to speak, but hearing his comrades' optimistic words only deepened his concerns. Having spoken up, he no longer held back. Facing everyone, he asked loudly: "Just now, Ishiwara-kun said that every Japanese citizen is a human being who deserves to eat white rice. Under He-kun's rule in Manchuria and Mongolia, every citizen is treated as a human being. Do you think citizens who are treated as human beings will back down in war?"  It was as if a bucket of cold water had been poured over them. The Future Society's young officers' faces all changed.  Standing in the sunlight, Yamagami continued addressing those who had changed color: "As long as people eat well and receive rigorous training, their bodies become strong and their combat skills improve. As long as there's extensive education, officers can master military knowledge. Since He-kun is already preparing for a Sino-Japanese war, on what basis do you all believe Japan will definitely win when war breaks out?"  Major Kishida felt greatly offended. His voice turned sharp: "Yamagami-kun, watch your words!"  But neither the military rank gap nor the difference in position within the Future Society made Yamagami retreat an inch. He stared at Major Kishida and responded loudly: "I hope Japan wins every future war just as much as you, Kishida-kun. That's precisely why we cannot underestimate any opponent. Our opponent is not He-kun alone, but all the citizens of Manchuria, Mongolia, even all of China. I joined the Future Society because I believe in its ideals—that every Japanese citizen should be treated as a human being. Since we all believe such a Japan would be stronger, what kind of enemy would a China where every citizen is treated as a human being become? Have you all truly lost the ability to think?"  These words were rather harsh. Kishida wanted to curse *bakayaro*. But before the word reached his lips, he felt guilty—because Lieutenant Yamagami Tomonari was right. Other young officers, however, didn't necessarily think the same way, and several had already stood up to challenge Yamagami.  "Enough!" Ishiwara Kanji cut off the brewing argument. Under the indignant gazes of everyone, Ishiwara Kanji said: "I intend to visit He-kun. Who wishes to accompany me?"  Hearing this, the Future Society's young officers were momentarily stunned, then more than half of them stood to express their willingness: "I wish to go!"
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The junior members of the Future Society dispersed as ordered, but the senior members remained. Several key leaders sat around the serious-faced Ishiwara Kanji, working to finalize the list of those who would travel to the Northeast.  Unlike Ishiwara Kanji and his group returning from Europe, the Kwantung Army officers couldn't leave whenever they wished. Only those on rotation leave or who could get leave approved could leave their posts temporarily.  Major Kishida listed out the eligible members, and Ishiwara Kanji immediately said: "Add Yamagami to the list."  Yamagami currently had duties; making time for him would require bending the rules. Major Kishida thought it over, then agreed. Still, he was puzzled: "Why is it essential to bring Yamagami-kun?"  Ishiwara Kanji felt like losing his temper but held back. Steadying his emotions, he continued: "Kishida-kun, many of our comrades don't seem to truly understand the Future Society's real ideology. The enemy within Japan is the upper class—the real upper echelons. But many comrades still believe the upper class has simply been misled, that the true upper class sees us as human beings. This thinking is wrong! Yamagami-kun doesn't think this way. I believe he's an excellent comrade."  Hearing Ishiwara Kanji speak this way, Major Kishida and the other senior members fell silent. The senior members naturally understood the implications regarding the upper class. Ishiwara Kanji's position was radical—he believed the Emperor had not been misled by bad actors at all. Though Ishiwara didn't elaborate further on this point, the Future Society's leadership understood clearly: if his view were extended, only one conclusion remained—the Emperor was in league with those bad actors; the Emperor was their leader.  For Japanese people, even thinking about such ideas was unacceptable, let alone discussing them. So everyone responded with silence and said nothing at all.  Ishiwara Kanji knew his comrades couldn't fully accept his views yet. He moved on to other pressing matters: "After I return to Tokyo, I'll sell all the stocks. Since you gentlemen probably won't be able to attend the meeting, so I'm informing everyone now."  The leadership of the Future Society's Kwantung branch was shocked by this news. Everyone stared at Ishiwara Kanji, not knowing what to say.  Accumulating dues had indeed helped Future Society members. But that small amount of dues money was truly meager. It was Ishiwara Kanji who had bought stocks on the Tokyo Stock Exchange and made real money during the European war's stock surge—money that could actually help his comrades.  Ishiwara Kanji had strictly forbidden investing extra money. As the fund's founder, he could enforce this, and though everyone complained, they obeyed. Now hearing that Ishiwara intended to sell all the profit-generating stocks, Kishida immediately questioned: "Why?"  Having to explain, Ishiwara Kanji felt both sadness and indignation. He couldn't help clenching his fists. "Because, based on political-economic analysis of economic cycles, the stock market is about to crash. We need to pull this money out and buy grain and other supplies—that's the only way to help our comrades' families weather the coming economic recession!"  "Economic recession?" Major Kishida's eyes went wide. It wasn't just Major Kishida—the other officers were equally shocked and fearful.  Ishiwara Kanji nodded helplessly. "During my time in Europe, besides observing the war, I also studied the European economy. The situation turned out just as He-kun predicted—the war has exhausted not only Europe's national strength but also its consuming power. The war can't last much longer; it will likely end this year. European orders will drop rapidly, Japan's exports will plunge, and economic recession is imminent."  Hearing Ishiwara Kanji mention He Rui, Major Kishida suddenly felt the prediction was both believable and not quite believable. After thinking for a moment, his expression changed. He probed: "Ishiwara-kun, was He-kun happy when he made this prediction?"  Ishiwara Kanji was immediately furious. He slapped his thigh and stood up, shouting: "Bakayaro! How could He-kun be such a petty man?!"  Major Kishida was startled but not frightened. He tried to reply calmly: "Ishiwara-kun, you yourself have said that He-kun believes a great Sino-Japanese war is inevitable. If Japan's economy declines, wouldn't that be his opportunity?"  Ishiwara Kanji momentarily didn't know how to explain—because while the starting point of this reasoning might not be wrong, the perspective was far too limited. Finally, he patiently explained: "If He-kun were to go to war, he would only fight a war he could definitely win. Right now, He-kun has only 120,000 men. Could he defeat Japan?"  Major Kishida had only been speculating wildly. After a moment's reflection, he realized He Rui couldn't win, and shook his head. "He couldn't win."  Ishiwara Kanji continued: "If he were defeated, what would happen next? Wouldn't we enter Manchuria and Mongolia?"  "Of course we would!" Major Kishida immediately followed the logic.  "Then why would He-kun attack Japan at such an opportunity?" Ishiwara asked.  "...Perhaps He-kun wants to recover Shandong?" Major Kishida still found an answer.  Ishiwara Kanji found this absurd. "Recovering Shandong is the Beiyang government's affair. He-kun only controls Manchuria and Mongolia—he hasn't taken control of China. Even if he sent troops alone, does he have a navy? Once we blockade the Bohai Sea, how would he reach Shandong? Go all the way around the Bohai Gulf? Then he'd have to fight the Beiyang government first!"  Major Kishida had actually been shaken by the prediction of economic recession, especially hearing it came from He Rui—a man known for his economic expertise. In his heart, he already believed it. His silly question had been a panicked reaction. After Ishiwara explained, Major Kishida had nothing more to say.  The other senior Future Society members weren't as flustered. One asked: "Ishiwara-kun, will the situation really become that bad?"  Ishiwara Kanji paused, then answered helplessly: "Yes. It will definitely become that bad."  The other leaders exchanged glances, then asked anxiously: "What should we do?"  Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "There's only one thing we can do: protect our comrades and educate them, helping them see clearly who Japan's true enemies are. Also, this visit to He-kun is to let everyone see what Manchuria and Mongolia look like under his governance. Even if a great war breaks out between China and Japan, we must learn what's excellent about He-kun. As for whether He-kun's path is the future path for Japan—our comrades will naturally have ideas after seeing for themselves!"  The meeting of the Future Society's Kwantung branch leadership ended in this atmosphere of unease and anticipation. Ishiwara Kanji returned to his lodging with a heavy heart. As he approached, he heard many voices in conversation from the Japanese-style room. Sliding open the door, thick cigarette smoke hit him. The room was packed with people, nearly everyone holding a cigarette, their expressions showing varying degrees of anxiety.  One man stood—Colonel Sato, his senior—and cut straight to the point: "Ishiwara-kun, you're planning to visit He-kun next, aren't you?"  Ishiwara didn't hide it. "Senior Sato, I plan to depart tomorrow."  Colonel Sato smiled. "The juniors here in the Kwantung Leased Territory all greatly admire He-kun. Since He-kun has taken the lead in implementing the plan to unify Manchuria and Mongolia, let us all go together to congratulate him. What do you say, Ishiwara-kun?"
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There were three routes from the regions inside the Pass to outside the Pass. One went out through Datong in Shanxi, crossed the Great Wall, and entered the Northeast through Inner Mongolia. Another followed the railway through Shanhaiguan into the region beyond the pass. The third took the sea route to the Japanese-leased Kwantung Leased Territory at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, then boarded a South Manchuria Railway train into the Northeast.  Ishiwara Kanji naturally departed from the Kwantung Leased Territory, heading for Fengtian. Boarding the train with a group of Japanese officers, they found the carriage nearly empty, which surprised Ishiwara. An officer immediately explained: "The Chinese all board outside the Kwantung Leased Territory. Ishiwara-kun will see them shortly."  Indeed, as the officer said, after the train left the Kwantung Leased Territory and stopped at a small station, the platform of this modest station was packed with people. Seeing the train arrive, the crowd watched the train and stood up, one after another.  From the looks of it, the crowd was about to surge toward the train, when uniformed personnel on the platform immediately began maintaining order. As these people had the ordinary Chinese civilians—loaded with bags and bundles, traveling with families in tow—form orderly boarding queues, Ishiwara Kanji was first surprised, then chuckled.  Under the puzzled gazes of the Japanese officers, Ishiwara Kanji pointed at the uniformed people and asked: "Are they police?"  Colonel Sato was surprised. "How did Ishiwara-kun know they were police?"  Ishiwara Kanji smiled. "Their uniforms resemble British police uniforms, and their rank badges aren't military style."  Seeing Ishiwara's keen observational skills, Colonel Sato nodded. "They're the armed police force He-kun established. They carry pistols when on duty. They're mainly responsible for maintaining order among Chinese migrants and accompany the trains."  While they were speaking, the train had stopped. As Colonel Sato said, the police directed the migrants to board in an orderly manner and take their seats. The Chinese migrants from inside the Pass looked at the Japanese officers with curiosity, but paid more attention to settling themselves and their families. The platform quickly emptied, and just as the train began to move, a new group of Chinese migrants was directed onto the platform by the armed police.  Ishiwara Kanji turned to look at them and asked, somewhat puzzled: "How many trains depart from the Kwantung Leased Territory each day now?"  Colonel Sato sighed softly. "Only one or two from the Kwantung Leased Territory. He-kun has organized his own trains specifically to transport these migrants. Most of those are boxcars—they can carry more people."  Ishiwara Kanji looked at the handful of Chinese who had boarded in the Kwantung Leased Territory and asked, confused: "Why don't they board in the Kwantung Leased Territory?"  A nearby officer answered sarcastically: "Because He-kun says these people aren't passengers—they're cargo. So the fee he pays is very low."  At this, several officers couldn't help laughing. Ishiwara Kanji smiled, but when he looked at Colonel Sato across from him, he saw the colonel's expression was quite serious, so he asked: "Senior Sato, how many migrants have arrived in Manchuria now?"  Colonel Sato couldn't help but sigh softly. "From what we know, more than one million migrants have arrived in Manchuria in the past year. He-kun has provided them with excellent resettlement. If this continues, within five years at most, the population of Manchuria and Mongolia will exceed thirty million."  Several of the Japanese officers who had been war observers in Europe were shocked by this number. Ishiwara Kanji's expression also became grave. After annexing Korea, Japan's total population was at most fifty million. If the Manchuria-Mongolia region had thirty million people, that would be sixty percent of Japan's population. And those thirty million would be under He Rui's rule. Just thinking about this comparison made clear what a powerful force this would be.  Just as Ishiwara Kanji had expected, the Northeast government wasn't just absorbing migrants—it was doing everything possible to incorporate them into its administrative system.  Director of the Statistics Department, Xu Jia, was reading the quarterly statistical summary. Heilongjiang had 411 townships, 5,174 administrative villages. Jilin had 369 townships, 5,228 administrative villages. Fengtian had 428 townships, 6,931 administrative villages.  All townships and administrative villages had established government organizations. Each administrative village had three rotating village heads, three rotating militia leaders, five militia members, and one elementary school. Townships contained a complete administrative system including government, tax collection, education, public security, militia, and mobile court stations.  The figures below showed that the Northeast government system had over 300,000 staff and employees. Combined with 120,000 troops, the total was approximately 500,000.  Calculating at an average of 20 yuan and 300 jin of grain per person per year, that came to 10 million yuan and 150 million jin of grain.  Setting down the quarterly summary, Xu Jia picked up another report—this one about issuing paper currency in the Northeast. A Fengtian Central Bank and a Finance Department had been established, with the Fengtian Central Bank responsible for issuing Northeast currency. Shortly after the currency was issued, it had already become known as "Fengtian Notes."  The collateral for Fengtian Notes was grain and coal. The more Xu Jia read, the more he frowned. Finally, he set down the report and picked up the telephone. The operator connected him to He Rui's office. Secretary Song Danshan's voice came through: "Bureau Chief Xu—oh, Director Xu—is there something?"  "I'd like to give a report to the Chairman today," Xu Jia said. His head was already aching, so he picked up a string of wooden beads and began turning them between his fingers. As the beads rotated through his fingertips, the pressure in his heart noticeably lessened.  "Is Director Xu certain the report can be given today?" Through the slight static of the electrical current, Song Danshan's concern was still audible.  "Does the Chairman have other matters?" Xu Jia pretended not to understand Song Danshan's worry. Consolidating statistical data was extremely troublesome work, prone to errors. Several previous clerical errors had occurred when staff copied figures, leading to mathematical results that became laughable errors—jokes that He Rui himself had spotted.  "The Chairman has visitors to receive tomorrow," Song Danshan replied.  "Then schedule it for today," Xu Jia immediately confirmed the appointment. Set for 2 PM today. Seeing it was now 11 AM with three hours remaining, Xu Jia made two more calls, inviting Price Supervision Bureau Chief Han Haitao and Finance Department Measurement Division Chief Tang Gui to a working lunch.  The lunch was a working meal. All three ate in silence. Back in Xu Jia's office, Xu Jia pulled out the currency issuance report, pointed to a series of calculations at the bottom, and asked Tang Gui: "Division Chief Tang, how were these calculated?"  Tang Gui picked up the report, confirmed it was his department's work, then answered: "This was based on the labor productivity report your Statistics Department sent us. We calculated from that."  Xu Jia was momentarily blank. He had to read so many reports each day that he had almost no recollection of any labor productivity report.  But Xu Jia wasn't worried Tang Gui was deflecting. He simply said: "Be specific."  Tang Gui knew mere words wouldn't suffice. He took the documents to the blackboard in the office and began writing as he explained. Based on data from the Statistics Department, Industry Department, Agriculture Department, and other production departments, commodities that could serve as "currency collateral" were selected, including grain, coal, and some cloth—the so-called "one black, two white." Since the government controlled the pricing of these commodities, using them as currency collateral determined the currency issuance volume. More plainly, this determined the quota of "Fengtian Notes" issued by the Fengtian Central Bank.  Because some commodities were produced by government-owned enterprises, the government set sales prices based on labor inputs.  These commodities also functioned somewhat as currency collateral, but couldn't be priced at the rate of necessities like grain, cloth, and coal. Therefore, their price was multiplied by a "weight" and included in the currency issuance calculation.  Even with Tang Gui giving the simplest possible description, Xu Jia felt his head spinning. Seeing that Xu Jia seemed to understand, Tang Gui stopped explaining and sat back down across from him.  Xu Jia picked up his beads again and began rotating it while reviewing the documents. As the pressure lessened, Xu Jia could finally follow Tang Gui's explanation and think it through. After finishing the report summary, he began to understand.  "Division Chief Tang, so you're saying this currency is completely equivalent to commodities? Meaning for every yuan issued, there's one yuan's worth of goods out there to buy?"  Tang Gui, who had transferred from the Land Reform department to the Finance Department's Measurement Division, thought about it and answered: "Yes and no."  Xu Jia was stunned, not understanding what Tang Gui meant by this seemingly ambiguous yet clearly deliberate answer.  "How so?" Xu Jia pressed.  Tang Gui sighed deeply. "It's not that one yuan corresponds to one yuan of goods. If only it could be that precise—that's why I said no. When the Chairman established this policy, he said currency issuance is divided into three parts. First is wage expenditure—like for mine workers producing coal and iron, who must be paid for their work. Second is operating capital to keep current industries running—our factories need to buy coal, iron ore, and equipment; we need the funds for that. Third is industrial expansion—enterprises need to increase output, whether by adding workers, improving equipment, increasing equipment quantity, or adding both workers and new equipment. In short, there's a lot involved. Think of it as a big pot. The way I see it, the size of your pot determines how much rice you cook. But I've just heard about and executed these things—as for how it all actually works, I don't know either."  Having said this, Tang Gui sighed again, looking at Xu Jia with an expression of helplessness.  Xu Jia had heard about all this too, but if even Tang Gui, the implementer, didn't understand how it operated, Xu Jia certainly didn't. Just as they were staring blankly at each other, Han Haitao—the former teahouse owner temporarily transferred to the Price Supervision Bureau—spoke up: "Director Xu, I think the operating principles of this plan are basically: work gets paid, borrowed money gets repaid."  At this, Han Haitao looked at Xu Jia and Tang Gui, both of far higher standing and seniority than himself. Seeing neither looked displeased, he continued: "That's what we were taught in Price Administration Bureau training."  The Price Administration Bureau was responsible for inspecting market prices and preventing hoarding and speculation—a simple enforcement department. The basic operational level was too low for Xu Jia and Tang Gui. But when Xu Jia found himself unable to grasp the core of monetary policy, he could only approach it through concrete operations.  Though the currency issuance was large, it wasn't used arbitrarily. "Work gets paid" was easy to understand—the Northeast strictly investigated wage withholding, and those who oppressed the common people had all been eliminated.  "Borrowed money gets repaid" was equally easy to understand. Enterprises running production didn't use their own money to buy raw materials; they borrowed from banks. After selling their goods, they repaid the loans according to the lending terms.  This brought up the question of production efficiency. Enterprises with higher production efficiency earned more from selling the same goods. Such factories' staff also enjoyed better compensation.  But things weren't so simple—there were countless complications and twists. Xu Jia felt he had achieved the minimum expectation from inviting his two colleagues: he had confirmed that he couldn't understand these matters. Since he couldn't understand, he wouldn't bring them up when reporting to He Rui. If He Rui asked, Xu Jia could simply say he didn't understand.  At 2 PM, Xu Jia met with He Rui in a relatively relaxed mood. Indeed, He Rui didn't ask about banking or currency matters. The focus was on the construction of the administrative management system.  After Xu Jia finished his report, he couldn't help but ask: "Chairman, the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia currently produce about 3 billion jin of grain. We collect grain taxes of 900 million jin, of which 150 million jin goes to government personnel expenditure. Right now, much of our revenue comes from exporting grain. What will happen in the future?"  He Rui chuckled softly. "Not exporting grain in the future will solve this problem."  Xu Jia was stunned. Currently, most of the Northeast's imported equipment was purchased with money from grain sales. A large portion of the dividends paid to foreign merchants also came from grain sales revenue. If grain exports stopped, this income would vanish. He Rui's words were spoken lightly, but the implications were enormous. Xu Jia wanted to understand He Rui's plan and asked: "If we don't export grain, what do we do next?"  He Rui smiled. "If we don't export grain, we can export industrial goods. We can also do some other business—make some money as middlemen. Grain actually isn't profitable; we're only exporting it now because we have no choice."  Even as a military academy graduate, Xu Jia knew that exporting industrial goods was the hallmark of an industrial nation. Though he wholeheartedly supported He Rui's plan, after nearly three years of statistical work, Xu Jia no longer harbored blind optimism. He asked: "Chairman, what does the Statistics Department need to do?"  He Rui answered decisively: "The inspection teams you've been sending out must strengthen their inspection of compulsory education. Xu Jia, how many years to graduate from elementary school?"  "Five years," Xu Jia immediately answered. At the same time, he gently rotated his beads, easing his inner pressure.  "How's the beads working?" He Rui asked.  "Chairman, I turn them when thinking about problems—it really helps," Xu Jia replied. This was He Rui's suggestion to everyone: those who could relieve stress on their own naturally should; for those who couldn't, find an object to help. Xu Jia had tried several things and found the beads suited him best.  He Rui nodded. "If compulsory education is strictly implemented, within four years at most, everyone under 18 in the entire Northeast will have graduated from elementary school. Another three years after that, and we'll have large numbers of our own junior high school graduates. I spent several years in Japan, and I can tell you definitively—by then, the number of junior high school graduates will be about the same as Japan's. Junior high school graduates have the opportunity to become technicians, engineers. Xu Jia, do you think we Chinese are inferior to the Japanese in intelligence?"  Xu Jia's eyes grew bright. Unconsciously, he stopped rotating his beads and answered loudly: "Of course not!"  "Indeed not. And we also have adult literacy programs and post-graduation vocational training systems. We can catch up to Japan in compulsory education levels in a very short time. This requires large numbers of government personnel who can execute the work. Many people now think there are too many people on the public payroll—they're not wrong. Of 3 billion jin of grain, we take thirty percent in tax, which is 900 million jin. The 150 million jin accounts for one-sixth. What we need to do is use the remaining five-sixths well, not hoard it like misers. For a modern industrial nation, such thinking is utterly foolish."  Xu Jia felt he understood some of it, but much more remained unclear. However, there was no point in asking further now. Regarding this currency issuance question, Xu Jia knew that even if he asked, he wouldn't understand.
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Seeing that the discussion was coming to an end, Xu Jia began to pack up his prepared documents. Then he heard He Rui ask, "Xu Jia, what is your view on the rotation system?"

Unsure of He Rui's intent, Xu Jia picked a positive aspect to mention. "I think it's very good. Without rotation, we couldn't have improved so quickly."

Knowing Xu Jia didn't grasp the seriousness of the issue, He Rui gave the answer directly. "We must consider future adjustments now. When we liberate the whole of China, we will need to prepare one million local cadres."

"Liberate the whole of China?" Xu Jia was stunned for a moment, then his spirits soared. But a moment later, he was astounded again. *One million cadres!* The entire population currently under the government's administration in the Northeast was only 20 million. That meant 5% of the population would need to become local cadres. This figure was beyond Xu Jia's comprehension.

He Rui didn't want Xu Jia to guess blindly, so he provided the answer. "I'll speak plainly. We cannot cultivate one million local Northeast cadres. We must look for cadres among those migrating to the Northeast from other regions, and have them return to Henan, Hebei, Shandong, and Shanxi. This is the most efficient choice. Locals are more persuasive to their fellow provincials. This requires us to start considering this matter now."

Xu Jia went straight to the core question. "When does the Chairman plan to liberate the whole of China?"

"I don't know either; it all depends on the results of our development. For example, the General Staff will formulate a plan to liberate China, calculating that it requires 2 million troops and continuous combat for one or two years. How to raise 2 million troops? During the combat operations of these 2 million troops, how much weaponry, ammunition, equipment, and logistical supplies will be needed? If we can support this, then we can start the war. If we cannot, then we wait until these preparations are complete before starting. None of this is decided by me personally, but by realistic preparations. This is the operating mode of a modern industrial nation."

Xu Jia felt his heart racing; he didn't know if he was excited or uneasy. Conquering the world was a massive undertaking, yet He Rui spoke of it as lightly as going on a picnic. This made Xu Jia feel extremely unsettled.

After his emotions settled a bit, Xu Jia felt his shock was somewhat inexplicable. Following He Rui's plan: raise a sufficient army, organize one million local cadres to take over local governance across China. Equip the army and cadres with arms and supplies, and naturally, the war could be waged.

He Rui's line of thought was not only reasonable but also highly feasible. For a moment, Xu Jia suddenly felt a sense of absurdity and couldn't help but laugh out loud.

"Do you find this matter highly feasible, and much simpler than you thought?" He Rui asked.

Xu Jia nodded hurriedly, yet in his heart, he felt an indescribable dissonance about this natural progression. Thoughts flew through his mind for a while before he found the reason for this incongruity. "Chairman, do other Military Governors also think about the steps to unify China in this way?"

He Rui did not answer but asked back, "Do you think there are other ways to unify China?"

"...No," Xu Jia answered decisively, then asked, "Chairman, I just find it strange. With the insight of the current Military Governors, surely they wouldn't fail to think of this. But why don't they do it?"

He Rui lit a cigarette and looked at Xu Jia with interest. "Because they failed to build a system like ours. Under our system, not all 500,000 people are satisfactory. But these 500,000 people are fulfilling the requirements of their respective posts according to the system's demands, and we are also striving to make the organizations under the entire government complete the work requirements we set based on policy."

Xu Jia completely agreed with He Rui's view but still felt the matter was definitely not that simple, so he answered frankly, "Chairman, I think things should be more complex, right?"

"Yes, it will be more complex. But if you can look at it according to the laws of development, you will feel it is very clear. For example, before long, I will discuss the issue of redrawing the border with Soviet Russia. Do you have any views?"

Xu Jia felt dazed again. Aside from liberating the whole country, how did a new issue of border demarcation with Russia suddenly appear? And it was stated by He Rui in such a 'matter-of-course' tone. Faced with the impact of this content, Xu Jia simply gave up thinking. "Chairman, I will follow your arrangements completely."

He Rui decided to spare Xu Jia from thinking so much for now and smiled. "Alright, when the time comes, we will discuss it at the Party Committee meeting."

After Xu Jia's report concluded, He Rui wanted to continue reading the statistical reports for a while, but he couldn't focus. Xu Jia's performance left He Rui feeling a bit disappointed. He Rui considered the reactions of other core leadership members when facing the same problems. The result of his consideration was still unsatisfactory.

Young people lack experience; this is not their fault but a reality of their situation. They must personally experience great storms to gain a broader vision. Just like the Japanese military men who would soon arrive in Fengtian—only by bloodying their heads against a wall would they understand that all of Japan's current ideas for solving its predicament are wrong. Even exceptional talents like Ishiwara Kanji will have the same problem. This is the so-called limitation of history.

Thinking of this, He Rui suddenly remembered something. He hadn't yet prepared the itinerary for these young Japanese officers to visit. He Rui picked up a pen and began to list on paper the lines of thought the Japanese young officers might have, and the response content targeting their lines of thought.

In the morning, He Rui waited at the Office of General Zhen'an for the visiting Japanese youths. Before noon, the secretary came in to report, "Chairman, they have arrived and have been taken to the small auditorium next door."

He Rui then closed the military industrial production report file and told the secretary, "Contact the members of the electroslag remelting task force. I want to see them in the next two days."

The secretary hurriedly noted it down. Just as he finished writing, he saw He Rui had already stood up, put on his military cap, and strode out. The secretary wanted to follow but felt he had to handle He Rui's arrangement first, so he picked up the phone and began dialing the Metallurgy Research Institute.

He Rui walked into the small auditorium. The Northeast foreign affairs staff responsible for receiving the Japanese young officers immediately shouted loudly in Japanese, "Silence! General Zhen'an has arrived."

The Japanese young officers immediately formed ranks quickly, each standing ramrod straight. He Rui walked into the small auditorium and saw Ishiwara Kanji standing in the first row. As expected, a hairless lip means a shaky grip—this guy had only grown a small mustache, yet he immediately looked much more steady.

Meeting He Rui's gaze, Ishiwara Kanji's expression was immediately filled with joy and anticipation, unexpectedly unchanged from a few years ago in Japan. He Rui nodded slightly to Ishiwara Kanji, and Ishiwara Kanji also bowed his head slightly in return.

He Rui shifted his gaze to look at the other Japanese young officers. These youths all looked solemn and appeared very competent. He Rui stopped in front of the group. The foreign affairs officer in charge stepped forward and whispered, "Chairman, we have obtained the list."

He Rui nodded and walked up to Colonel Sato. "Senior Sato, long time no see."

Seeing He Rui wearing a military uniform of uncommon design, Colonel Sato thought it must be the service uniform of the Northeast Army. With warlords rife in China now, He Rui's uniform, which was vastly different from the Beiyang style, should represent He Rui's stance of independence from the Beiyang center.

But while the uniform style was different, the rank remained the same. The title General Zhen'an denoted a full General. As the highest administrator of the Manchuria-Mongolia region, this junior's rank of General was fully deserved. Colonel Sato raised his hand in salute. "General, long time no see."

He Rui extended his hand. After shaking hands with Colonel Sato, He Rui smiled. "Please introduce these fellow students to me, Senior Sato."

"Certainly," Colonel Sato replied.

The first to shake hands was naturally Ishiwara Kanji. He Rui didn't say much and just let Ishiwara Kanji stand beside him.

The next young officer saluted He Rui excitedly. "I am Yamagami Tomonari. I admire Senior's achievements in governing Manchuria and Mongolia very much."

When the next officer saluted, he said excitedly, "I have long heard of your great name. Hearing that you secured Manchuria and Mongolia so swiftly, you are truly a role model for my generation."

He Rui looked composed, but in his heart, he was somewhat disappointed. As He Rui expected, at least half of the visiting Japanese young officers expressed admiration for He Rui 'controlling Manchuria with impressive military prowess,' sounding like they were influenced by utilitarianism. Only a minority clearly expressed admiration for He Rui's achievements in governing the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia.

Japan's national development was becoming increasingly constrained. The fastest way to solve problems was none other than exporting internal conflicts. If these youths developed along their current paths, most Japanese young officers would likely embark on a path of pure nationalism, which is the path of external expansion.

After meeting everyone, He Rui walked up to the podium and sat down, ordering, "Gentlemen, please sit."

Seats had already been arranged in the small auditorium. The Japanese officers sat down quickly. Their rows were neat, demonstrating strong habits of hierarchy and discipline.

"If I am not mistaken, you came to Fengtian to see what development the Northeast has made under my governance. I have arranged the itinerary for you, so please be patient. Before that, I want to say something to everyone. I studied in Japan for many years, and Japan is my second hometown. So facing the storm that is about to descend on Japan, I cannot help but give a reminder. An economic crisis is coming; Japan needs to prepare immediately."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, the Japanese youths all looked puzzled. He Rui continued, "If you have no interest in listening, I will only say this one sentence. I wonder if you are interested in listening further."

The young officers of the Japanese Future Society all looked at Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara Kanji just shook his head, signaling everyone not to ask questions. These young officers all shut their mouths and said nothing.

The other young officers looked puzzled but had no intention of asking. Seeing this, He Rui smiled. "In that case, let this matter end here. Everyone, prepare to follow me for the visit."

After speaking, He Rui stood up and issued an order to the Japanese young officers. "All rise!"

At the command, the Japanese officers stood up neatly. The guards beside He Rui and the reception staff from the foreign affairs department looked visibly moved. Just from their discipline and reaction speed, this group of Japanese young officers had already demonstrated the basic qualities a soldier should have. Especially this readiness to receive orders at any moment—even the officers of the Northeast Army did not quite possess it.

Japan, as China's greatest threat at present, truly lived up to its reputation.
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With a click, the tenth 7x45mm round was pressed into the magazine. Xu Chengfeng lay prone on the ground, legs spread wide, forming a stable three-point support with his arms supporting the rifle.

At the firing positions of the range, Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, Hu Xiushan, and Zhou Yinshan, the Head of the Staff Department at the Northeast Army Academy, had all adopted the same prone unsupported firing position. The wind fluttered the flags set up at the firing points, making a rustling sound; otherwise, the range was silent.

The manually operated red signal flag near the targets began to wave, signaling that the target area was clear and firing could commence. Seeing the signal, Xu Chengfeng, who had already completed his aiming, pulled the trigger.

Gunshots rang out across the range, but soon ceased. Several high-ranking officers stood up and, in accordance with range regulations, placed their empty weapons on the ground. Staff members beside the firing positions waved green flags, and only then did the personnel responsible for retrieving the targets run forward.

These were lessons learned in blood. The regulations had been established from the start, but initially, some people still failed to follow them and were accidentally hit. Fortunately, no lives were lost, and the wounded only suffered minor injuries. The troops used this incident to conduct another round of strict disciplinary training, and now no one ran about on the range.

Zhou Yinshan was most interested in the semi-automatic rifle. Upon returning to the waiting point, he picked up the empty gun on the table and began to examine it. After just a moment, the targets were retrieved. The shooters were all graduates of the Baoding Military Academy; their shot groups were very tight, with even the worst performance achieving a score of 8 rings.

Xu Chengfeng recalled the firing experience. The Type 18 semi-automatic rifle used 7x45mm ammunition with a muzzle velocity of 700 meters per second, 60 meters per second faster than the Hanyang 88's 640 meters per second. Because the bullet diameter was 1 millimeter smaller, the recoil was less than that of the Hanyang 88, and the trajectory was much flatter.

Before Xu Chengfeng could speak, Cheng Ruofan voiced his opinion. "I think this rifle is fine. It can be used to equip the Instructor Division."

Zhong Yifu wasn't entirely convinced. "The gun is so much heavier. If only it weighed the same as the Hanyang 88."

Compared to the Hanyang 88, the Type 18 semi-automatic rifle was 0.7 kilograms heavier—less than one and a half jin. But Zhou Yinshan didn't agree with Zhong Yifu's view. "With the addition of the semi-automatic loading mechanism, I'm afraid the weight can't be reduced. This semi-automatic loading means you don't need to work the bolt between shots, more than doubling the rate of fire. I think this weight is acceptable. Besides, there are feedback forms..."

Saying this, Zhou Yinshan patted the stack of forms on the table. "If you have opinions, report them."

"Teacher is anxious to equip the troops," Xu Chengfeng laughed.

Zhou Yinshan made no secret of his view. "That's right, I am indeed very anxious. The troops are at full strength, but the equipment is not yet complete. What will we do if a war really starts?"

Once this was said, even Zhong Yifu, who had hoped for a better weapon, fell silent. Cheng Ruofan's thoughts were exactly the same as Zhou Yinshan's; he picked up a feedback form and began to fill it out. The others silently did the same.

After finishing, Cheng Ruofan saw that Zhou Yinshan had also completed his form, so he asked, "Teacher Zhou, are there any Japanese officers who do not want to invade Manchuria and Mongolia?"

Like He Rui, Zhou Yinshan had stayed in Japan for several years and had studied Japanese just as seriously, so he understood the currents of thought within Japan quite well. Hearing Cheng Ruofan's question, Zhou Yinshan answered without hesitation, "There are two types of Japanese officers: one believes that Manchuria and Mongolia must be taken at all costs, and the other believes the cost of taking Manchuria and Mongolia is too high, so they must find the right opportunity. There are no Japanese military men who oppose the invasion of Manchuria and Mongolia."

Not only Cheng Ruofan, but the other officers also changed their expressions upon hearing such a detailed and accurate description. Cheng Ruofan's handsome face was somewhat distorted by anger, and he said hatefully, "In the future, we must make the Japanese learn a lesson!"

After speaking, he continued with his anger unabated, "I don't know why the Chairman wanted to host those Japanese officers so warmly! I also heard that the Chairman took the Japanese officers to the countryside to let them fully study and understand our policies for governing the Northeast. Is the Chairman not afraid that the disciple will learn the trade and starve the master?"

Several senior officers nodded in agreement, but Zhou Yinshan was amused. "Hehe, Ruofan, your perspective is wrong."

Cheng Ruofan actually didn't believe that He Rui didn't understand these things; he just couldn't figure out why He Rui, knowing this, would still teach the methods of governing the Northeast to the Japanese officers who would invade China. Hearing Zhou Yinshan offer a different view, Cheng Ruofan was not unhappy but asked excitedly, "Teacher Zhou, quickly tell us what's going on."

"I don't understand what the Chairman is thinking either; we can ask him directly when we see him giving his report. However, I know a little about how Japanese soldiers think. Since everyone has participated in land reform, you should know how many people were dealt with in the process. Compared to the land policies outside the Pass, the land conflicts in Japan are ten times more intense. If those Japanese officers really want to implement our Northeast policies in Japan, they would first have to overthrow the ruling clique within Japan."

Cheng Ruofan was stunned, while Hu Xiushan frowned slightly. Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng and Zhong Yifu both sighed softly and exchanged a glance.

Zhong Yifu, in particular, felt a flood of emotions. If he hadn't followed He Rui, Zhong Yifu would never have imagined in his life that the path to making China rich and strong would start with land reform. As the son of a small landlord with a hundred-odd mu of land, Zhong Yifu couldn't help but feel conflicted whenever he thought about how He Rui would inevitably unify China. He Rui would definitely not stop at land reform in the Northeast, and the land situation across the country was not like the situation outside the Pass where land was plentiful and people were scarce. The conflicts that would erupt then—just imagining them made Zhong Yifu feel a chill.

Cheng Ruofan's family had nothing to do with landlords, so he had already figured out what Zhou Yinshan meant and said happily, "Is the Chairman trying to subvert those Japanese officers?"

Before his voice had faded, Xu Chengfeng spoke up. "The Chairman has already begun setting up intelligence gathering work on Japan. The situation of land in Japan can be discussed after the reports come in."

Zhou Yinshan knew Cheng Ruofan's personality; this young man was unfocused, or rather, his character was not steady. He was easily distracted by things. This was why Cheng Ruofan was a Class C student, while Xu Chengfeng, who was about as intelligent as Cheng Ruofan, was a Class A student.

At this moment, Zhou Yinshan realized that energy shouldn't be wasted on unnecessary aspects. So he followed Xu Chengfeng's lead and said, "Since we are to form the Instructor Division, everyone should consider how to resolve the artillery and communications issues. It's a pity we can't go to the European battlefield to observe; otherwise, we could see how Europe is solving these problems. There is also a major matter: the aircraft issue raised by the Chairman. The application and planning of the air force require a large scale. But our current aircraft are still only on paper. This requires establishing a more effective staff system. Let's propose equipment requirements first."

Naturally, Cheng Ruofan's attention was drawn to the work of force building. He himself did not realize that Xu Chengfeng and Zhou Yinshan were actually steering the discussion.

Clearly, Cheng Ruofan's attention could also be highly concentrated on the content he cared about. Facing the aspect of 'proposing equipment requirements,' Cheng Ruofan quickly became a main force in the discussion. Especially when Cheng Ruofan took out the discussion points he had prepared long ago, everyone was attracted by this guy's various novel ideas. They had already thrown the matter of He Rui entertaining the Japanese officers to the back of their minds.

At this time, He Rui had already led the Japanese officers back from the countryside. Upon returning to their residence, the Japanese officers, without exception, began to tidy their uniforms. At this moment, the door opened, and a waiter brought in a cardboard box filled with shoe polish.

The Japanese officers knew at a glance that this was specially ordered by He Rui to be sent to them, and they all stood up to express their gratitude. In this era, the shine of officers' leather shoes was also an important part of military appearance. Especially since the shoe polish sent by He Rui was enough for each person to receive two tins, everyone felt He-kun's thoughtfulness and understood more deeply why He Rui had won the goodwill of so many people in the Japanese army.

How could people not like such a straightforward man who addressed everyone's needs without making a sound?
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The attendant emerged from the room where the Japanese officers were staying and immediately went to the intelligence post set up next door to report. Recalling what he had seen, the attendant said, "The low-ranking Japanese officers are polishing the high-ranking officers' leather shoes, using the shoe polish distributed to them..."

The intelligence officer finished recording the attendant's verbal account and said politely, "Thank you for your hard work."

The attendant didn't stand on ceremony; seeing his job was done, he got up and took his leave. Back at the hotel, he saw the Japanese officers had already finished tidying their clothes and had lined up wearing shiny leather shoes. Colonel Sato, the highest-ranking officer, walked at the front. According to their ranks, the Japanese officers formed several small squads and filed into the banquet hall reserved for their reception.

Watching the backs of the Japanese officers, the attendant just wished this whole thing would end quickly. These Japanese officers were indeed disciplined, but the nitpicking attitude they displayed toward ordinary staff was truly repulsive. Even a big leader like He Rui couldn't match their arrogance when it came to putting on airs.

The Japanese officers hadn't considered the ordinary staff's perception of them at all. Facing the pressure from He Rui had already made many officers' hearts race. After all, men like Ishiwara Kanji were outliers in the Japanese military; most officers didn't dare let their own laxity lead to a reprimand from their superiors.

Arriving outside the banquet hall, they saw the layout inside was entirely in the style of a Japanese banquet, with rows of small Japanese tables arranged in neat rows. Everyone hurriedly took off their shoes but dared not enter.

Then came the sound of footsteps, and He Rui's voice rang out, "Gentlemen, please be seated."

The officers hurriedly turned and made way. He Rui passed through the crowd and entered the banquet hall first. After everyone was seated, waitresses wearing kimonos brought in wine and dishes. Ishiwara Kanji smiled, "Senior, are these Chinese?"

No one expected Ishiwara Kanji to dare ask such a question, and the expressions of many Japanese officers changed. He Rui didn't mind at all and smiled, "These are all Japanese. Some were invited from the Kwantung Leased Territory, and a few were invited from Yoshiwara."

Ishiwara Kanji looked left and right, showing no sign of lasciviousness, and answered straightforwardly, "Then we are in for a treat for the ears."

Amidst the surprised, curious, and wary gazes of the crowd, He Rui saw that the dishes were served. He asked these Japanese women to pour wine for everyone, poured a cup for himself, then stood up holding the wine cup and said, "This is a time for a joyous banquet. Let us laugh to our hearts' content. Today, we seek only to drink until we stop."

Colonel Sato didn't want to hear Ishiwara Kanji say anything inappropriate, so he stood up first and said, "Thank you, He-kun, for the banquet!"

"Welcome, everyone, to the banquet." After He Rui finished speaking, he raised his cup and drained it in one gulp. Ishiwara raised his cup and drank it down; it was indeed high-quality Japanese sake.

Everyone took their seats. He Rui clapped his hands, and two waitresses kneeling by the side door straightened up and slid open the paper doors. A fragrance drifted into the hall as two beautiful geishas holding *shamisen* walked out with small, graceful steps. After bowing to the crowd, they sat down at He Rui's side.

Japan had a strict hierarchy, and geishas' attire had its own specifications. The Japanese officers who had been to Yoshiwara knew these two were definitely *Oiran* (top-ranking courtesans), who were normally never allowed to leave Yoshiwara. For He Rui to be able to invite them out, this influence... was not something an ordinary member of the upper class in Japan could achieve.

After three cups of wine, He Rui clapped his hands again. The geishas were well-versed in all rules; without further signaling, they picked up their *shamisen* and began to play. At this level, their skill was extraordinary. Once the piece ended, the whole hall cheered.

The Japanese officers had long forgotten they were in Fengtian, repeatedly asking the geishas to play a few more tunes. The two *Oiran* bowed slightly, and one of them continued to play her famous piece on the *shamisen*. Listening to the beautiful music, with waitresses pouring wine and serving food beside them, the officers felt delighted. Some had already unbuttoned their collar hooks, comfortably enjoying the banquet.

Colonel Sato tried hard to maintain sufficient vigilance. Even though he felt excellent, he sat bolt upright. However, Ishiwara Kanji next to him had already stood up, walked over to sit beside He Rui, and even invited Colonel Sato to sit down. Colonel Sato had no choice but to go over.

Ishiwara Kanji raised his wine cup, "He-kun, Senior Sato and I both want to know He-kun's judgment on Japan's future situation. At this moment, I imagine the gathering of the Restoration activists in Kyoto back then was just like this. He-kun didn't say a word about politics in the past few days; you should say something now, right?"

"Do you really want to hear it? It may not necessarily be a rosy prediction; I fear it might spoil everyone's fun," He Rui replied indifferently.

Ishiwara Kanji showed no reaction to the wine and beauty around him, stating firmly, "In this situation and scene, even a bad future, I think, can be accepted."

Some Japanese officers were completely immersed in enjoyment, but some noticed the three gathering together and stood up to join them. He Rui let them sit down before saying, "When I left Japan three years ago, I gave a final lecture at Tokyo Imperial University. Reporters were present, and they recorded my discourse on Japan's future. I wonder if you have seen that news, or if you have any impression of it?"

Colonel Sato had no memory of this matter and was about to ask when he heard Ishiwara Kanji say, "Do you mean the argument about adjusting export policy starting in 1918 and beginning infrastructure construction?"

Colonel Sato knew He Rui had a great influence on Ishiwara Kanji, so he could only say, "Please, He-kun, elaborate on it again."

He Rui then explained the policy of 'counter-cyclical investment' to these Japanese officers beside him. Many of the officers didn't quite understand, and only a few listened with delight. Lieutenant Yamagami Tomonari praised loudly, "This is indeed a good policy! If this is done, the profits earned by the nation in the European war can be used for the people."

Hearing Yamagami say this, more Japanese officers understood, and their expressions turned to anticipation.

Colonel Sato understood part of it. He only felt He Rui's ideas were truly fanciful, but he couldn't say this out loud. During this visit of the Japanese officers to Fengtian, He Rui had led them to visit the rural areas outside Fengtian. If those villages weren't completely fabricated by He Rui, then He Rui's policies were exactly the same as the suggestions he had given to the Japanese government.

Just as Colonel Sato was considering how to ask, he heard Ishiwara Kanji ask, "Does He-kun think the upper echelons in Japan can understand what He-kun is saying?"

He Rui smiled, "The Japanese upper echelons are also elites; how could they not understand even this? Not only can they understand, but they can also understand it very thoroughly. Just like me in the Northeast: first is to guarantee employment, second is to increase people's income, especially the income of the lower-class people."

Speaking of this, He Rui asked the officers around him, "Gentlemen, you are soldiers, not politicians. Can everyone understand these two points of mine?"

Colonel Sato looked at the surrounding officers. Just seeing their expressions, he knew these people completely understood these two points. Even without being well-educated officers, even if a random ordinary Japanese soldier were pulled over, they would understand the concepts of guaranteeing employment and increasing the income of the lower classes. Not only would they understand, but they would also support it.

Thinking of this, Colonel Sato became alert. By speaking like this, He Rui was clearly driving a wedge in the relationship between the Japanese military and the government!

Just as he had this realization, he saw an officer ask hesitantly, "He-kun, since Japanese politicians can understand this, why don't they do it?"

He Rui's tone was calm, "Everyone has their own interests, and the choices everyone makes are to maximize their own interests. For example, I am implementing a new political system in the Northeast for my own interests. My life's goal is to turn China into a powerful and wealthy country. As for the choices of Japanese politicians, they should also be for their interests. As for where their interests lie, that varies from person to person and is not something I can know."

Seeing the thoughtful or indignant expressions of the Japanese officers, Colonel Sato prepared to interrupt this conversation. Even if doing so was extremely impolite, he was ready to do it.

But then he saw He Rui stand up and smile, "Gentlemen, I said earlier, today is a joyous banquet; we seek only to laugh to our hearts' content. Come, let us dance!"

After speaking, He Rui ignored the officers surrounding him and strode to the open space in the center of the venue, ordering the waitress nearby, "Bring a fan!"

The waitress hurriedly took out the fan tucked in her waist and presented it with both hands. The two *Oiran* also stopped the tune in their hands; one of them picked up a hand drum. With a slight adjustment, the two *Oiran* began to play *Gagaku*.

He Rui held the fan, slowly raised his arm, pointed forward, and his body swayed back and forth slowly and rhythmically. Although he was wearing a military uniform instead of a kimono, he was still elegant and composed enough. Seeing He Rui's dancing posture, the two *Oiran*, with their thickly powdered cheeks, remained expressionless, but their eyes were full of surprise.

*Gagaku*, also known as *Bugaku*, is music and dance used in Japanese court sacrifices and banquets. Its meaning is not entirely the same as the *Yayue* in ancient Chinese dance. Emperor Monmu of Japan established the *Gagaku-ryō* (Bureau of Music). Later, *Gagaku* was divided into Left and Right sections. The Left was Tang music, and the Right was managed by the O clan (court musicians), implementing a hereditary system.

Because *Gagaku* dance is passed down to a single son, it is called a secret transmission. Its dance rhythm is slow, and its movements are different from general Japanese dance. It retains postures like "Sword Finger" and "Horse Stance," and its footwork is unique.

The most famous *Gagaku* dance in recent times was about 60 years ago, before the Meiji Restoration during the Bakumatsu period. Matsudaira Katamori, the ninth *daimyō* of the Aizu Domain, danced *Gagaku* in the main castle of the Aizu Domain before accepting the command to go to Kyoto. That tragic yet unwavering determination began to receive higher evaluation within Japan after the reputation of the Japanese upper class plummeted following the Meiji Restoration.

The *Oiran* had the opportunity to see these secretly transmitted dances. Seeing He Rui's composed dancing posture, although some parts seemed slightly different from what they knew, they also knew that what they knew might not be the original dance. Seeing that He Rui's dance was largely correct, they dared not be critical.

As for the Japanese officers, they understood these upper-class traditions even less; they had merely seen some Kabuki dance styles. Seeing that He Rui's style was different from Kabuki, and the dance matched the elegant and special tune played by the geishas extremely well, embodying the characteristics of the upper class in Japanese culture, they all knew this was definitely extraordinary. The gazes they cast over were full of admiration.

Once the dance ended, everyone praised it. He Rui put away the fan and smiled, "Continue playing music, continue dancing. Everyone, join in!"

The officers stood up one after another to join. The atmosphere in the venue continued to climb, and before long, it entered a state of true joy.

At this moment, an officer stepped forward and said to He Rui, "Senior, after this parting, I don't know when we can meet again. I ask Senior to bestow a piece of calligraphy."

He Rui had also drunk quite a bit; his face was a little red. With the alcohol kicking in, he shouted to the waitresses, "Bring brush and ink!"

An *Oiran* stood up, walked to the door with mincing steps, brought brush and ink, and personally spread the paper for He Rui. He Rui didn't think twice; lifting the brush, he wrote a large character: '**侍**' (Shi/Serve/Samurai).

Seeing He Rui write with flourishes, the surrounding crowd all cheered. The officer who requested the calligraphy was dizzy and a bit confused, "Senior, what does this character mean?"

He Rui threw down the brush and straightened his chest, "We soldiers naturally must serve the country. To serve effectively, one must serve. As far as I am concerned, what soldiers should serve is the people. In Chinese, it is 'Serve the People' (为人民服务). However, in Japan, the majority believe that what should be served is the State, and I don't think that's wrong either."

The Japanese officers nodded one after another, feeling this statement made sense. He Rui continued, "The country is in difficulty, and many Japanese soldiers believe that exporting internal conflicts outward is the only way to solve the problem. There are quite a few such people. In my view, there will definitely be a great war between China and Japan in the future. Later, when we are on the battlefield, gentlemen, please do not show mercy. Please fight hard for the Great Japanese Empire."

If these words were spoken at normal times, I'm afraid swords would be drawn. However, amidst the heat of the moment, when the Japanese officers heard these words, they felt their emotions stirred. The Japanese officer who requested the calligraphy bowed deeply to He Rui, then stood bolt upright, "Senior is so heroic. If we meet again on the battlefield, this subordinate wishes Senior long-lasting military fortunes (*Buun chōkyū*)!"

Other officers also followed with surging emotions, saying, "We wish Senior long-lasting military fortunes!"

He Rui laughed heartily and ordered, "Pour wine!"

The waitresses weren't drunk. Seeing Chinese and Japanese soldiers wishing each other outstanding performance on the future battlefield of a great war between China and Japan, their expressions were quite strange. But they still hurriedly obeyed, brought wine cups to everyone, and filled them all.

The two *Oiran* walked to He Rui, one on the left and one on the right; one presented the cup, and one poured the wine. Seeing the wine was full, He Rui raised the cup high, "War is the continuation of national policy; it's just a difference in stance, there really is no consistent standard of judgment. However, there is one thing that is not so, and that is how one conducts oneself. I seek only one thing in conducting myself: when my life comes to an end, I can ask myself if I have a clear conscience. If I have a clear conscience before dying, what is there to fear in death! At this moment, I wish you all a life with a clear conscience."

Hearing this, the Japanese soldiers felt their hearts resonated with He Rui, and they raised their wine cups one after another, "Wish for a life with a clear conscience!"

Everyone drained their wine in one gulp. He Rui threw down the wine cup and said loudly, "This time you gentlemen came, the systems you visited, as well as the words just now, are all my true feelings. I ask you all to reflect on them carefully. I bid you farewell now. When you gentlemen return, I won't be seeing you off. Farewell."

After speaking, He Rui picked up his military cap and put it on, adjusted it, and strode out. The two *Oiran* followed He Rui with their eyes, seeing the Japanese officers all standing up to see him off. Either shaking hands with He Rui or saluting him. He Rui also shook hands and saluted, bidding farewell one by one. Seeing those he was closer to, he offered a few words of encouragement or spoke some friendly words.

When he reached the porch, He Rui didn't turn back; he put on his shoes and left unhurriedly. The two *Oiran* felt both relieved and slightly disappointed. They were invited this time with generous remuneration, and it was stated that they would absolutely not be providing sexual services.

He Rui left just like that, indeed as agreed. But He Rui leaving like that made the two feel that perhaps it would have been very interesting to have a bit more interaction with this big figure from China.

The two looked at each other, prepared to pack up their instruments and withdraw. But they heard Ishiwara Kanji shout loudly, "Gentlemen, He-kun is busy with official duties and cannot drink much. We haven't enjoyed ourselves to the fullest yet. Come, let's continue drinking, no going home until we're drunk!"
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Ishiwara Kanji and the others had to be carried back to their quarters; the Japanese tolerance for alcohol was truly lacking. When Ishiwara woke from his drunken sleep, the sun was already high in the sky the next day.

The wine was good enough that he had no hangover or headache. Ishiwara only remembered that he had nearly gotten into a fight with Colonel Sato at the end, before being pulled away. After thinking carefully for a while, Ishiwara recalled that the conflict had started when an officer raised an issue he had seen in the rural villages around Fengtian.

Just as he was thinking, footsteps sounded, the door opened, and Yamagami walked in. Seeing the bruises on his face, the events of the previous night suddenly came back to Ishiwara with clarity.

After He Rui left, the Japanese soldiers had discussed what they had seen in the Chinese countryside over the past few days. In Ishiwara's view, it had been a very meaningful grassroots visit. The villages around Fengtian had completed land reform. The leading figures in the villages were no longer landlords and gentry, nor were they the clan elders. Instead, capable young and middle-aged men with prestige, elected by the government, had become village heads and militia leaders.

The militia leader's job was to strike at criminals and maintain public order. The village head's work, aside from organizing tax collection, enforcing compulsory education, and eliminating illiteracy, mostly involved helping to organize production during the busy farming season, and building water conservancy projects and roads during the slack season. There was also the task of fighting for production projects contracted out by the government and organizing villagers to work for wages. In short, it was about organizing production.

Maintaining security with one hand and production with the other. The vitality displayed by the Northeast's countryside commanded the utmost admiration from Ishiwara and the others.

However, the conflict was triggered by something else. When He Rui was in the countryside, his attitude toward ordinary villagers was extremely natural. He could always pull some candy out of his pocket for the children. When facing the farmers, He Rui's attitude was completely devoid of arrogance or commands; instead, he encouraged the children to attend school and encouraged everyone to work hard in production.

Such approachability led a Japanese officer to sigh, "He-kun is too kind to the lower classes!"

Hearing this, Yamagami had immediately exploded in anger. "I come from a tenant farming background, I am a 'lower class' person. Does that mean we deserve to be looked down upon?"

Once these words were spoken, the Japanese officers instantly divided. Fueled by alcohol, the young men broke into a brawl, and the scene turned into chaos.

"Yamagami-kun? How was the fight resolved?" Ishiwara asked.

Hearing this question, Yamagami couldn't help but smile, though his face twitched, evidently pulling at a painful spot on the corner of his mouth. Rubbing his cheek, Yamagami said, "Ishiwara-kun, you were drunk. In the end, the guards rushed in and separated everyone."

"I had no idea?" Ishiwara hadn't expected he had been that drunk.

Yamagami vaguely remembered that Ishiwara had been punched in the head by someone and then collapsed. As for who hit him, he had absolutely no impression.

But this wasn't important. After fighting this fight, Yamagami felt very relieved. He had figured out some things by now, so he lowered his voice and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, is the Emperor also in league with those power-holders?"

Ishiwara sighed. For him personally, this was a fact that no longer needed discussion. But facing his comrade's question, Ishiwara answered, "Yamagami-kun, in all of Japan, fewer than one in fifty ordinary people dare to think this. And fewer than one in five hundred can firmly recognize this point."

Yamagami's eyes lit up. "With our Japanese population of fifty million, that means a hundred thousand people are aware of this!"

Seeing Yamagami's excitement, Ishiwara poured a bucket of cold water over him. "But the majority of those hundred thousand are the upper class!"

Yamagami was stunned. The 'Japanese people' in his heart did not include the upper class. Reminded by Ishiwara now, he realized the number of enemies was massive!

Just then, Ishiwara stood up and began tidying his uniform. "It's time to return to our country. Yamagami-kun, wait and see the situation that follows. He-kun has already given the Japanese upper class a solution to the problems two years in advance, but the upper class will absolutely not accept it. Events will continue to unfold like this. No one can change it."

Yamagami quickly stood up. "I will find ways to propagate our ideals to the soldiers in the army."

Ishiwara nodded. "You must be careful. Especially when things happen, those people will be extremely vigilant."

Hearing the news that the Japanese officer delegation had left Fengtian, the comrades responsible for security all breathed a sigh of relief. Xu Chengfeng and others, upon receiving the news, immediately made a report to He Rui regarding the new rifles.

After finishing the report, Xu Chengfeng saw that He Rui didn't seem concerned, and determined that He Rui already had a complete vision regarding the weapons of future warfare. Since He Rui was already like this, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman, are there any other requirements for the weapons?"

He Rui appreciated such questions. "If there are, it would be converting the semi-automatic assault rifle to a fully automatic assault rifle. But this is not an immediate issue. Our enemies' rifles are already completely insufficient to cope with our army's current firepower. Their advantage lies only in artillery and air force; these are the parts we need to strengthen."

Zhong Yifu had more expectations for the rifles and hadn't expected He Rui to be so confident. Seeing that the rifles might be fixed at the current level, he quickly asked, "Does the Military Governor think our light weapons have already surpassed foreign armies?"

He Rui knew the comrades lacked confidence and explained patiently, "I can be certain that our light weapons already possess an overwhelming advantage over foreign weapons. You are all soldiers; how many soldiers can clearly see the enemy with the naked eye at two hundred meters? Relying on the naked eye, let alone accurately hitting an enemy at three hundred meters, even accurately hitting a tank..."

Speaking of this, He Rui remembered that the comrades didn't have a clear concept of tanks. Even if they did, it was of those wooden-shelled samples. So he changed his phrasing. "How many soldiers can accurately hit a horse at three hundred meters? Everyone should be very clear on this! In such times, equipping the marksmen in the units with telescopic sights as much as possible is the way to solve the problem, not pursuing some so-called rifle with a range exceeding one kilometer. Our semi-automatic rifle has an effective range of 500 meters, which is enough. Facing enemies at other distances, we must rely on the proactive tactics of the squad and platoon, on artillery, on aircraft, rather than making completely inefficient demands on the soldiers' shooting standards."

Zhong Yifu knew He Rui's personality was extremely resolute, so he gave up on persuading He Rui to invest more in rifles. "But when will we be able to fully prepare the necessary artillery?"

"Yifu, you are doing staff work now. First, raise the level of staff planning for aircraft, artillery, and infantry assault tactics. People can wait for weapons, but weapons cannot wait for people. This is the setup I've prepared; take it with you when you go back." After speaking, He Rui had his secretary bring over a stack of documents and placed them in front of Zhong Yifu.

He Rui actually thought very highly of Zhong Yifu, so he advised, "Yifu, the next war will definitely not look like the current European war. We must look at development issues using methodology. The 'Kaiserschlacht' the Germans are currently conducting uses relatively crude infantry assault tactics. You've seen those translated operational manuals, right?"

At the mention of those manuals, not only Zhong Yifu but other senior officers also became interested. The manuals were quite amusing: one was a French manual in French, and the other was a German manual in German.

In Russia's Brusilov Offensive of 1916, they defeated the German-Austro-Hungarian forces and crippled the Austro-Hungarian Empire. After a French staff officer learned about the Russian tactics in detail, he proposed a French version of the operational method, and the French Ministry of Defense wrote a manual and issued it to the French frontline.

However, in 1917, the French troops mutinied en masse. Although the French Ministry of Defense forcefully executed the ringleaders, they still reached a compromise with the vast number of French soldiers to no longer conduct offensive campaigns. Thus, this manual for active offense ended up being useless, and was then captured by the Germans during battle.

Afterwards, German staff officers developed 'Stormtrooper' tactics based on the tactical ideas in this French manual and popularized them throughout the army. In the 'Kaiserschlacht' launched at the end of March 1918, the German army used the new tactics to achieve great results, and it looked as if they were approaching Paris again.

When these two operational manuals were brought up, the expressions of Zhong Yifu and the others unconsciously turned serious. Because since they started army building with He Rui in 1915, the troops had begun writing operational manuals, with He Rui taking the lead in drafting the content.

Initially, everyone was just shocked by the operational system full of offensive spirit, which was completely different from traditional warfare. But after a few years of bloody fighting in the European theater, the latest operational concepts derived from continuously accumulating tactical progress were becoming more and more like the plan He Rui proposed in 1915. Although everyone didn't say it out loud, they were incredibly impressed in their hearts.

At this moment, although He Rui proposing to do the theoretical planning first was still relatively hard to accept, no one objected. They began discussing the 'combined arms tactics' of the new era with He Rui.

The so-called combined arms tactics did not aim to throw planes and cannons onto the battlefield all at once. Instead, it was to effectively weaken the enemy's firepower and troop deployment by utilizing different attack ranges and different firepower delivery, allowing our side to gain an advantage in the direction of attack.

Taking aircraft as an example, what aircraft needed to provide included reconnaissance, artillery spotting, and bombing to interdict the enemy's troop movements. Now that the Northeast had hired domestic aviation technical personnel, they also had planes that could fly into the sky. But making those incredibly crude planes achieve the operational goals He Rui proposed was completely impossible at this stage.

Precisely because of this, everyone's thinking became clearer. Zhong Yifu asked, "Chairman, should we set aside aircraft production for now and only consider what kind of combat capabilities aircraft can essentially provide?"

He Rui nodded. "That's about it. But, Comrades, you must also pay attention to one thing: you must formulate different operational system arrangements according to different needs. Because aircraft are not omnipotent; the combat capabilities they can provide are limited."

Zhong Yifu had long had his own considerations, so he continued to ask based on He Rui's line of thought, "Chairman, there will be different operational needs in different regions. Will so many types of aircraft be thrown into battle?"

He Rui was very pleased, but he didn't praise Zhong Yifu, only nodding in reply. "Every operational environment requires combat methods suitable for that environment. War is just like that."

Zhong Yifu had obtained the answer he wanted, so he asked no more questions. Cheng Ruofan, whose thinking was more active, raised his question. "Chairman, if Japan attacks Russia, what kind of mode of operations will it be?"

He Rui looked at Cheng Ruofan, whose thinking was the most unconventional, and smiled. "Regular army versus guerrillas; this is also a very good subject for operational research. Ruofan, do you want to try leading some people to study it?"

Cheng Ruofan rejected it immediately. "Chairman, let someone else study it. I'm just curious about the battle between Russia and Japan, I have no other intentions."

If it was just curiosity, everyone had it; He Rui himself had been a 'curious child' for many years. Seeing that Cheng Ruofan could no longer be led by the nose by his own curiosity, He Rui was also very happy. Cheng Ruofan, like the other comrades, had made very significant progress.

When the meeting ended, He Rui prepared to go to the countryside for an inspection. Just as he was looking at the inspection list brought from Xu Jia, the secretary came in and said, "Chairman, Russia has sent a telegram. They have sent a representative and want to meet with us."

He Rui put down the document and asked, "Which Russia?"

The secretary answered decisively, "Soviet Russia."
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"Ro...man...ovsky." He Rui repeated the Soviet Russian envoy's name for about the fifth time, feeling he had more or less memorized it, especially the latter half. But as for this Red envoy's full name, He Rui didn't bother to memorize it at all. Remembering a string of dozens of letters was meaningless.

Zhao Tianlin sat beside He Rui, looking through the other party's information. Seeing He Rui was ready, he asked, "Chairman, the Foreign Language University plan has been postponed. We can't find that many teachers now; should we start it immediately?"

Seeing Zhao Tianlin's serious expression, He Rui smiled. "Language needs an application environment. Arranging for students to work together with the Germans and Russians in the internment camps will easily improve their proficiency."

"That's not appropriate, is it? They are prisoners," Zhao Tianlin raised a different view.

"We send people there to learn languages, not to let the prisoners lord over them. Besides, Director Zhao's words are a bit politically incorrect; labor distinguishes no high or low." As He Rui said this, he had already stood up.

Zhao Tianlin didn't know if the second half of He Rui's sentence was sincere or fake, but in the Northeast, the political correctness was 'labor distinguishes no high or low'. If not for this fact, He Rui's words could have been treated completely as a joke.

Arriving at the conference room, they saw a Russian youth sitting with a Chinese youth, the two chatting in low voices in Russian. Seeing He Rui enter, the two stood up alertly. He Rui couldn't be bothered to shake hands with them; signaling for everyone to sit down, he asked directly, "Please tell me, is the *tovarisch* (comrade) who has come a Bolshevik? Are you under the leadership of a Central Committee member of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks)? Or under a committee subordinate to the Central Committee? Or some other status?"

Once these words came out, the Chinese translator youth opposite looked astonished, and the recording staff on He Rui's side also looked astonished.

When the Chinese youth translated He Rui's words, the Russian youth's expression also changed. He absolutely hadn't expected He Rui to understand the organizational structure of the Communist Party so well. Hesitating for a moment, the Russian youth said, "My name is Romanovsky, and I am under the leadership of Commissar Joffe of the Bolshevik Foreign Affairs Commissariat."

Hearing he was Joffe's subordinate, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Commissar Joffe has already finished signing the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* with Germany. Why didn't he come? Is he worried that we would harm diplomatic personnel?"

Hearing this, Romanovsky couldn't help but go on high alert. Before this trip, in the intelligence collected by the Communist Party, He Rui was characterized as a local Chinese warlord chieftain—cunning, ruthless, adept at seizing opportunities, and extremely dangerous.

Since He Rui was so clear about Joffe's position within the Bolsheviks, it proved that these judgments were accurate, and he had to deal with him carefully.

"Commissar Joffe is currently busy with work and cannot come. I was delegated by Commissar Joffe to protest to Your Excellency. Your Excellency's seizure of the Chinese Eastern Railway is a very malicious act of aggression, which we cannot accept..."

After the Chinese translator conveyed the Russian envoy's statement, He Rui didn't answer but asked the Chinese youth with the Northeast accent, "Is your name Li Taihu? Have you joined the Communist Party (Bolsheviks)? Have you acquired Russian citizenship? Are you a member of the Chinese Regiment in the Red Army?"

Li Taihu also braced himself. "I am Li Taihu, from the Red Army Chinese Regiment, and I haven't acquired Russian citizenship."

He Rui sized up this Chinese member of the Communist Party. Seeing his long face, thin build, and fearless gaze, filled with the passion emanating from within that was typical of revolutionary youth in this era, he continued to ask, "Oh. Comrade Li participates in the revolution; do you identify with using violence to overthrow feudal rule, or do you identify with communist ideals? That is, the ideals of *The Internationale*."

Li Taihu had made many preparations before meeting He Rui, but he absolutely hadn't expected a warlord chieftain to say '*The Internationale*' as a matter of course, and even use this question to inquire about Li Taihu's political stance. All the various preparations he had made seemed to have lost their direction, and for a moment he didn't know how to answer. Finally, he could only reply, "I identify with the ideals of *The Internationale*."

He Rui pressed, "Does this Romanovsky identify with overthrowing Tsarist Russia, or does he identify with *The Internationale*?"

Li Taihu translated He Rui's words, and Romanovsky didn't dare answer immediately. He Rui's danger level was raised significantly in his mind. Even relying on intuition, Romanovsky could feel that this meeting would be very arduous. But not answering wouldn't do either. Finally, Romanovsky asked He Rui in return, "Is General He also a communist?"

He Rui laughed. "I am a staunch communist."

Hearing He Rui, who was characterized by the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) as a warlord chieftain, unashamedly claim to be a communist, Romanovsky only felt a surge of anger, feeling he had been greatly mocked. Since He Rui spoke like this, Romanovsky simply ridiculed, "Seizing another country's property—what a 'staunch communist'."

This ridicule had absolutely no effect on He Rui. He Rui hadn't expected a low-ranking Communist Party member to have a high level of understanding anyway, so he laughed unceremoniously. "Oh? I don't know which kind of communism Romanovsky studies, but in the communist ideals I know of, they all support national liberation. The Chinese people resisted the unequal treaties imposed on China by imperialist countries, recovered their own national interests, and turned the Chinese Eastern Railway into a state-owned asset. Shouldn't communists slap the table and shout 'bravo', shouldn't they celebrate upon seeing this? Since you claim to stand for *The Internationale*, based on the logic before and after, I can only reach one conclusion. You only oppose Tsarist rule, you do not oppose imperialism. The *Internationale* you identify with is just another form of imperialism."

Zhao Tianlin had seen He Rui go tit-for-tat with Britain in diplomatic settings, refusing to yield an inch. Even so, witnessing the fierce verbal attack He Rui launched this time, Zhao Tianlin was somewhat startled.

His experience studying in the United States made Zhao Tianlin understand that accusing the other party like this was as scathing as accusing a believer in God of actually being a Satanist.

Sure enough, the expressions of Romanovsky and Li Taihu opposite were constantly changing—indignation, anger, astonishment, bewilderment; various emotions appeared one by one and began to switch back and forth. It was evident they wanted to retort but didn't know how to answer immediately.

He Rui didn't give the two a chance either. He stood up and said coldly, "One of the foundations of communism is historical materialism, which is a very logical scientific system possessing a superior methodology for seeing through phenomena to the essence. Therefore, the two of you who claim to be communists disappoint me greatly. This meeting ends here. Come see me again when you can answer the question I just asked."

After speaking, He Rui turned and walked away, not looking at the Soviet Russian envoys at all.

Zhao Tianlin looked again at the two young Bolsheviks. Seeing they still couldn't say anything, he couldn't be bothered to observe further. He followed in He Rui's direction.

When he caught up with He Rui, Zhao Tianlin asked, "Chairman, why did you treat them like that?"

He Rui's tone was normal. "They couldn't even answer such a question, so there's no value in continuing the discussion. Even if I told them my expectations, they wouldn't have the ability to correctly convey them to the Central Committee of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks). Letting them be so embarrassed might allow higher-ranking officials from the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) to come for negotiations."

Zhao Tianlin originally thought He Rui was annoyed by the Soviet Russian side questioning China's action of recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway. He hadn't expected He Rui was considering a problem on another level, and for a moment he was attracted by this line of thinking.

Walking a ways with He Rui, Zhao Tianlin asked, "What does the Chairman want Soviet Russia to know?"

"I want Soviet Russia to know that our regime is not an imperialist regime, and our Civilization Party is not an imperialist party. Out of national interest, I want to resolve border issues with Soviet Russia, establish security and mutual trust, and even be able to cooperate."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin felt he could somewhat understand He Rui's rebuke, but he felt a bit uneasy. Within the Civilization Party now, especially in the army, some cadres were already considering recovering the land ceded to Russia. Zhao Tianlin himself had such expectations. However, in He Rui's words just now, no thinking in this regard could be found at all.

So Zhao Tianlin asked, "In that case, why doesn't the Chairman send someone to Russia to negotiate with Soviet Russia?"

He Rui answered as he walked, "To achieve mutual trust, there are two best environments. One is long-term friendly interaction. The other is desperation with no other way out. With our current strength, the second is the easiest to achieve. So let Soviet Russia take the initiative to come to us seeking cooperation. This is our only choice."

Zhao Tianlin couldn't immediately accept He Rui's line of thought and could only think as he walked. Walking through the courtyard and returning to He Rui's office, Zhao Tianlin sat in a chair and frowned. After thinking for a while, he finally understood He Rui's meaning and couldn't help but praise with a heart full of joy, "Brilliant! This is what 'when water flows, a channel is formed' means!"

"Exactly. The countries surrounding Soviet Russia all want to eliminate the Soviet Russian regime. In this moment where they are striving for self-preservation, reducing enemies, or even increasing friends, is their best method. But that kind of Great Power chauvinist thinking in Russia is deep-rooted; they have to realize it themselves. Diplomacy relies on maneuvering. In Soviet Russia's eyes, we are a weak great power. Naturally, they hope to use intimidation to gain security. I was so impolite to them only to achieve sincere negotiations as soon as possible. I hope Soviet Russia can understand this sooner."

Zhao Tianlin pushed up his glasses, feeling very excited inside. He Rui returning to China, going alone to the Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory to resolve the Japanese incident in Changchun, and achieving diplomatic success—this was one of the two main reasons that prompted Zhao Tianlin to choose to follow He Rui. Afterwards, Zhao Tianlin participated in many diplomatic activities, and his understanding of diplomacy had changed a lot.

The diplomatic means He Rui displayed at this moment touched Zhao Tianlin even more deeply. He was a Doctor of Laws to begin with and attached extra importance to logic and reason. Now he was even more certain of the role internal logic played in diplomacy.

However, thinking of this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help but feel some worry. Just as he wanted to ask He Rui, he solved it in his own heart.

Zhao Tianlin worried that Soviet Russia, facing such a predicament, would send troops directly to attack the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia, attempting to use military pressure to force He Rui to submit. But just as He Rui said, Russia was now under siege by all surrounding countries. Japan had already contacted He Rui, preparing to purchase grain and logistical services from the Northeast to attack Russia. Where would Russia have the strength to threaten the Northeast and Manchuria-Mongolia? Everything He Rui did fit the current world situation.

Thinking of this, his thoughts became clear. Zhao Tianlin deliberately sighed, "It seems the land we ceded can be recovered!"

He Rui, however, seemed not to have heard, giving absolutely no reaction.

He Rui certainly heard it, but the current situation hadn't reached that stage. Moreover, He Rui's own views on recovering territory were different from Zhao Tianlin's, and even from the vast majority of Civilization Party members.

So He Rui changed the subject. "Director Zhao, there are two things to do now. First, the Russians we caught when recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway are basically all White Russians. Now we demand that Britain and France, based on their anti-Soviet Russia stance, take in these refugees. If they don't take in these refugees, it would be an action completely devoid of international morality. If they insist on making us continue to keep White Russians in the internment camps, Britain and France have to pay money!"

Zhao Tianlin was holding a water cup drinking water at this moment. Hearing He Rui boldly demanding money from Britain and France, he almost choked and sprayed a mouthful of water. Not only Zhao Tianlin, but other staff members in the office were also bewildered by these words.

He Rui was completely unaffected by these comrades and continued, "If Britain and France don't pay, we will publicize this matter in domestic newspapers and European newspapers, letting all of Europe know about this conduct of Britain and France that lacks international morality."

Zhao Tianlin didn't know for a moment what exactly He Rui wanted to do. Finally, he could only ask, "Chairman, your intention wouldn't be to force Britain and France to take those twenty thousand Russians away, right?"

He Rui smiled lightly. "Heh heh. If Britain and France indicate they cannot accept this and want us to solve it, then Director Zhao can tell Britain and France that the White Russians have already transported quite a lot of gold to the British Consulate in Fengtian to buy arms. We don't accept pounds or francs; we want the White Russians to use that gold to pay the expenses."

Zhao Tianlin's expression turned serious. That He Rui would take things to this extent was unexpected yet stood to reason.

The interesting parts of diplomacy made Zhao Tianlin feel a special charm. Finally, Zhao Tianlin sighed, "I will seize the time to strengthen the Foreign Language Department."
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Zhao Tianlin was considering how to handle He Rui's arrangements in his mind and prepared to stand up and leave. Just then, he heard Secretary Song Danshan ask, "Chairman, what is the second thing?"

Now Zhao Tianlin remembered that He Rui had said there were two things to do, so he quickly sat down again. He Rui said, "The number of people coming from inside the Pass is too large. Our education must be strengthened; compulsory education and the literacy campaign must be persisted in."

Zhao Tianlin immediately asked, "What about the budget?"

He Rui answered decisively, "The Department of Education should prepare the budget and submit it."

Since He Rui spoke so readily, Zhao Tianlin also stood up readily to leave. The Statistics Department managed statistics, and the Department of Education also had its own statistics and budget departments; the two sides exchanged a lot of data in their work. Regarding compulsory education, Zhao Tianlin completely agreed with He Rui's view.

Since He Rui wanted a budget, Zhao Tianlin naturally wouldn't be stingy about submitting one. The leaders of relevant departments in the Department of Education gathered in Zhao Tianlin's office. Hearing that Zhao Tianlin wanted to formulate an education budget with a target of '40 million people', the conference room fell silent for a moment.

If calculated at one teacher per 100 people, 40 million people would require 400,000 teachers. With the current three-person rotation model, that would be 1.2 million.

After exchanging glances, the head of the Statistics Division plucked up the courage to tell the numbers to Zhao Tianlin, finally saying, "Director Zhao, based on the standard of 12 yuan and 300 *jin* of grain per person per year, this would be 360 million *jin* of grain, and 14.4 million yuan in funds. This doesn't include expenses for textbooks and teaching aids. Adding those, the funding will exceed 20 million yuan."

Everyone thought Zhao Tianlin would be scared by this number, but unexpectedly, Zhao Tianlin just pushed up his glasses and answered decisively, "Prepare the budget, and I will submit it."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin so determined, a sigh resonated through the office. Without waiting for the sentiment to spread, Zhao Tianlin slapped the table. The cadres of the Department of Education were startled, and the room instantly quieted down. Zhao Tianlin kept a straight face and said, "Comrades, don't worry about money; that's not something we should worry about. There is another matter we need to work on recently, which is vocational education. The vocational education carried out for workers in factories is dragging us down. We rolled it out according to the German vocational education system, but the results are not obvious. Is this because there's a problem with our set education standards, or because not enough time has passed to see the effects? Everyone needs to start conducting investigations."

Hearing this, the head of the Statistics Division spoke up right then, "Director Zhao, we don't have that many personnel."

Everyone thought Zhao Tianlin was going to force the work on them, but they heard Zhao Tianlin offer a method. "Yes, we don't have that many personnel. Recently, Governor Wu Youping made an attempt in Jilin, letting teachers participating in training join in municipal statistics work and other tasks. I think we can adopt this."

The head of the Inspection Division responsible for monitoring teaching quality frowned. "Suddenly increasing this work, won't this unsettle the teachers?"

Zhao Tianlin already had arrangements. "Suddenly increasing it certainly won't do. We will incorporate these tasks into the teachers' training schedule, making it standardized and routine."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin so insistent, the cadres couldn't find reasons to object, so they agreed. After the meeting ended, Zhao Tianlin made a phone call to Xu Jia, the Director of the Statistics Department. "Director Xu, the task of adjusting the teachers' schedule mentioned last time has been assigned. Has the work arrangement content on your side been decided?"

There was silence on the phone for a moment. When Xu Jia's voice sounded, it was quite excited. "Thank you, thank you! Director Zhao has been a great help. By the afternoon of the day after tomorrow at the latest, I will personally deliver the work arrangement to Director Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin was about to hang up when he suddenly remembered something. "Director Xu, write the confidentiality requirements in as well."

Xu Jia answered immediately without thinking, "No need, we won't ask teachers to engage in work requiring confidentiality. Our Statistics Department has to submit so many statistical figures in the form of government work reports every year; the data is all public. We are only worried that the numbers aren't precise. Aside from personal information, we have no content to keep confidential."

The two directors reached an agreement, and the matter progressed very quickly. Not waiting for the afternoon of the third day, Xu Jia personally brought the plan to visit Zhao Tianlin on the afternoon of the second day. Facing Xu Jia's gratitude, Zhao Tianlin also unceremoniously put forward a request. "Does Director Xu have any talent suitable for diplomacy? If you feel there are promising ones, recommend a few to me."

Xu Jia was quite puzzled. After asking clearly about Zhao Tianlin's needs, he suggested, "Why doesn't Director Zhao select talent from the university?"

"I'm worried about their reliability. I can only select students with good character and academic performance, but can they pass the political vetting?"

Xu Jia thought about it and felt Zhao Tianlin's worry made sense. Although what Zhao Tianlin was looking for wasn't personnel to provide to the foreign affairs department, for someone to go and entangle with the British, reliability was still the first priority. After thinking, Xu Jia agreed. "I'll go to the Department of Foreign Affairs and borrow two people for Director Zhao. After that matter is resolved, just let them return to their unit. Or why doesn't Director Zhao simply hand the matter over to the Department of Foreign Affairs?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "After all, it was proposed by the Chairman; I still want to finish it personally. Moreover, I also want to see if diplomacy is as I imagine it."

Xu Jia felt Zhao Tianlin's curiosity was a bit excessive, but it wasn't good to say anything else, so he laughed. "Since that's the case, I only have one request: please provide reports in a timely manner during the process, Director Zhao."

The two settled on the terms of exchange and went about their business. Soon, two young men appeared in Zhao Tianlin's office. One was named Huang Zhen, the other Chen Xinli. After listening to Zhao Tianlin's arrangement, the two just looked at each other and replied, "We will listen entirely to Director Zhao's arrangement."

Having made the arrangements, Zhao Tianlin took the two and went straight to the British Consulate in Fengtian. As soon as the Consul saw Zhao Tianlin, he immediately greeted him warmly. "Dr. Zhao, good afternoon."

"Mr. Henry, good afternoon. I came this time to discuss the matter of the Russians in the internment camp." Zhao Tianlin got straight to the point while shaking hands.

"Did the Russians cause trouble?" Consul Henry led Zhao Tianlin toward the reception room. Initially, his steps were brisk, but as Zhao Tianlin spoke, Consul Henry's steps began to seem heavy. When they entered the reception room, Consul Henry sat on the sofa, his face grim. "Dr. Zhao, are you accusing the British Empire?"

Zhao Tianlin leveled a serious charge right away. "That's right, we are accusing the British Empire and the French Republic. There are twenty thousand people after all. If not handled well, I'm afraid it will turn into a humanitarian crisis!"

Facing the accusation, Consul Henry felt somewhat aggrieved in his heart. Twenty years ago, Russia was still Germany's intimate friendly neighbor. Even after joining the Entente Powers, Russia had never been a friendly country to Britain. What did the lives of twenty thousand Russians have to do with the British Empire?

But this couldn't be said publicly. Consul Henry decided to use stalling tactics. "Please let me send a telegram to Minister Jordan regarding this matter."

Zhao Tianlin didn't dawdle either. Standing up, he said, "This matter will have repercussions, Mr. Henry."

Facing this statement, which he didn't know whether to count as a threat, Consul Henry decided to pretend he hadn't heard it.

After sending Zhao Tianlin away, Consul Henry thought about it and felt he'd better not send a telegram to Minister Jordan. There was absolutely no need to disturb Jordan with such a trivial matter.

This happened on May 2nd. On May 3rd, Jordan sat in the armchair in his office in the morning as usual and picked up the newspaper. Now he had to read the *Northeast Daily* every day; this newspaper was very valuable in the eyes of senior civil officials. Then, the headline on the front page made Jordan suspect he had read it wrong.

Composing himself and looking carefully, he hadn't misread the headline: "Britain, France, and the US Ignore Humanitarian Disaster." Jordan looked at the newspaper header again; it was indeed the *Northeast Daily*. for a moment, Jordan couldn't figure out what exactly He Rui meant. In these years of raging war, what kind of major event could be called a humanitarian disaster?

The news started with a small story.

...Recently, Mr. Malinowski, an Austro-Hungarian anthropologist observing in the rainforests of the Pacific islands, recounted an incident. He described to a local cannibal: "A war is happening in Europe; tens of thousands of people die every day."

The cannibal native asked in amazement: "How can you eat so much human flesh?"

When the anthropologist Mr. Malinowski explained that Europeans do not eat human flesh, the cannibal was stunned and said in confusion: "If you don't eat them, why kill them? Your place is too savage!"

There is a saying in Europe: before the war breaks out, most people will think victory is more important than life. When the war ends, most people will think life is more important than victory. In the world, life is the most important. Therefore, various international treaties emphasize the preciousness of life and the importance of humanitarianism.

The *Geneva Convention* contains content on ensuring the rights of prisoners of war during war, and it has been recognized by all countries.

Now, there are about twenty thousand Russians stranded within China's borders. They no longer have their own government, and no one cares about their lives. Based on the spirit of humanitarianism, the authorities in Northeast China have taken them in for several months. Excessive financial expenditure has exhausted the financial resources of the local authorities in the Northeast.

These Russian people applied for political asylum in Entente member countries like Britain, France, and the US, yet no one cared. The Northeast authorities urge countries like Britain, France, and the US to face this fact squarely and provide customs clearance services in a timely manner, so that these European white people can obtain refugee status as soon as possible and go to the territories of Britain, France, and the US that they dream of...

Jordan had engaged in direct diplomatic confrontation with He Rui and knew He Rui had diplomatic ability. After reading this news, Jordan felt He Rui's image had changed somewhat. How did that elegant and sharp diplomatic figure suddenly start acting like a scoundrel throwing a tantrum?

According to the report provided by Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, thousands of Chinese poured into the Northeast every day. He Rui not only didn't stop it but encouraged these immigrants. Over a million Chinese immigrants entered the Northeast in a year. How could twenty thousand Russians cause the Northeast's finances to collapse!

He Rui mentioned Russians, meaning they were 'European white people'; this emotional card was played masterfully!

Thinking of this, Jordan immediately ordered a telegram sent to the British Consulate in Fengtian to ask what exactly was going on. At the end of the telegram, Jordan emphasized that they must figure out what He Rui's objective was.

Two days later, the same news was published in *The Times* and *Le Figaro*. Although Britain and France had now lost millions of young men and the public had no sympathy for any Russians, seeing that 'European white people' were about to 'run out of food' in the Northeast under General He Rui's rule, it was inevitable that some sympathy would be aroused.

The 'joke' at the beginning of this news article indeed set the mood. With the war having progressed to this point, ordinary people in Europe also felt it was unbearable.

In such a time of raging war, the influence of the matter in Europe couldn't be said to be nonexistent, but it could only be said to be insignificant.

But in Asia, it was different. Consul Henry saw the news in the *Northeast Daily* and received Jordan's telegram, so he immediately asked to see He Rui. He Rui didn't see Consul Henry, only sending someone to tell him that this matter was the responsibility of Zhao Tianlin.

Left with no choice, Consul Henry invited Zhao Tianlin to the consulate for discussions. Zhao Tianlin was not polite this time, simply asking how the matter should be handled.

Consul Henry continued to play diplomatic games, answering with a serious expression, "Dr. Zhao, you have to discuss this matter with the Russian officials."

"Very well! We will discuss it with the Russian officials." Zhao Tianlin nodded. After speaking, he stood up and said, "In view of the reactions of countries like Britain, France, and the US, we will implement strict epidemic prevention inspections on people from the above countries entering the Northeast region."

"What?" Consul Henry didn't understand.

Zhao Tianlin repeated it once more. "We will implement strict epidemic prevention inspections on personnel and goods entering China from countries like Britain, France, the US, and Japan!"

It took Consul Henry a bit of time to understand what this meant. Strict epidemic prevention inspections meant that the flow of personnel would be greatly affected, and there was also a diplomatically insulting implication in it.

Such 'Europeanized' diplomatic means were unheard of and unseen by Consul Henry in China. This stern-faced diplomat muttered in his heart: *Is this necessary? Is it worth it?*
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Li Taihu, a Chinese member of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks), set off from Blagoveshchensk in the middle of the night and crossed the Songhua River by boat. As soon as the boat reached the opposite bank, troops on the other side arrived at the ferry crossing armed with loaded weapons and shouted at them, "The border has been closed due to disease control. Go back!"

Li Taihu on the boat was stunned; he hadn't expected the warlord chieftain He Rui to actually close the border. Seeing the other side was armed, the boat could only turn back. Returning to Blagoveshchensk, Li Taihu hurried back to the local Bolshevik party branch and informed the Party Committee of the news.

The Party Secretary couldn't help but frown. The number of people in the Bolshevik branch in the Far East was very small; some were railway workers from the Chinese Eastern Railway, and they had also recruited some Chinese members.

One of the most important tasks at present was to rescue those Russian Bolsheviks (who were captured) and restore the party organization. But He Rui's action of sealing the border made this plan fall through.

Just as the Far East Bolshevik Party Committee was troubled, Li Taihu made a suggestion. "I can cross the river quietly and go make contact."

The Bolshevik Party Committee didn't agree immediately. Ever since He Rui recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway and immediately established a state-owned railway company, the party members recruited by the Bolsheviks among the railway workers in the Northeast had quickly ceased taking the initiative to contact the Bolsheviks. The situation had become even worse recently, with Bolshevik members in Northeast China even refusing to see CPSU(b) members.

Li Taihu was Chinese, which already made him unreliable. However, Li Taihu wasn't from the Northeast but had been selected from the Chinese Regiment in Moscow and sent to the Northeast. Openly suspecting Li Taihu would be suspecting Moscow. At least until instructions were received from Moscow, they couldn't do anything to Li Taihu.

So the Party Secretary told Li Taihu to be patient, and that work would be arranged for him later.

At this time, He Rui, regarded as a warlord chieftain by the Communist Party (Bolsheviks), was convening a party and government leadership meeting in his 'lair', Shenyang. As soon as He Rui finished speaking, the comrades exchanged astonished glances. Everyone had expected He Rui's speech to come up with some grand scheme, and that was indeed the case, but the work goal He Rui proposed was too unexpected, leaving all the comrades unsure of how to understand it.

Because what He Rui proposed was a two-year work arrangement to eliminate infectious diseases. Smallpox, plague, and cholera were all virulent infectious diseases, and the Northeast was to eliminate these scourges within the next two years. To this end, the entire Northeast had to mobilize, relying on the government organization that now covered all grassroots villages to complete this matter.

Zhao Tianlin was even more puzzled, because one of the contents of this work was strict epidemic prevention management for people entering from outside the borders, which happened to overlap with the strict epidemic prevention He Rui previously wanted to implement against countries like Britain, France, and the US.

If He Rui's purpose in doing this was just to coordinate with strict external epidemic prevention, wouldn't it be like making a whole batch of dumplings just for a saucer of vinegar?

However, Zhao Tianlin knew it wasn't suitable for him to raise this question at this moment. Moreover, the Department of Education bore a very large workload in this major event covering the entire Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia; a large part of the health propaganda had to be completed by the education system.

Everyone felt something wasn't right, but after the work was assigned, only Wu Youping asked a question excitedly, "Chairman, plague and cholera have run rampant in the Northeast for the past twenty years; are we really going to solve them thoroughly?"

He Rui nodded. "We are currently under the threat of infectious diseases at all times. We must save ourselves together with the people of the Northeast!"

Even if the party and government personnel had their own thoughts, no one said anything more. Especially the officials and cadres native to the Northeast; many were even moved to tears. In the past twenty years, at least two large-scale outbreaks of plague and cholera had occurred in the Northeast, killing tens of thousands each time. Small-scale outbreaks were impossible to count, and truly quite a few people died every year.

Since He Rui came to power, the situation had improved somewhat, but it hadn't been thoroughly resolved. Since He Rui wanted to thoroughly solve the plague problem in the Northeast, no one could find any reason to refuse.

At the meeting, the Health Department brought out an overall plan. While the officials and cadres were studying it, Zhao Tianlin took the work content assigned to the Department of Education and found He Rui. "Chairman, does the Department of Education really have to teach these things? Even I haven't studied the ecosystems in here; I'm afraid the teachers will find it even harder to understand."

The propaganda content assigned to the Department of Education was prepared personally by He Rui. Zhao Tianlin's reaction didn't surprise He Rui; if Zhao Tianlin already had 21st-century concepts of nature, He Rui would have been puzzled instead.

He Rui tried to discuss it with Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao, if these advanced concepts can only be fully proven in 20 or even 30 years, do you think there's a problem with introducing this education starting now?"

Zhao Tianlin hadn't thought that much originally. He was just troubled by a whole set of knowledge systems including the history of Earth's evolution centered on continental drift theory, the history of biological evolution, and the history of evolution. In Zhao Tianlin's view, he himself felt dizzy reading this knowledge system; how could those teachers with low education levels possibly figure it out?

Hearing He Rui's words, Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment and tried to understand He Rui's line of thought. "Does the Chairman mean to push it through?"

"Yes. Push it through!" He Rui answered decisively. "Our current promotion of education is pushing it through to begin with. Since it's all pushing it through, let's not care about so much. If the details are incomplete, they can be gradually filled in by scientific research and development. But if the system is incomplete, what will everyone feel? My guess is it would be a muddled feeling of not understanding the whole."

After He Rui finished speaking, he was also very uncertain in his heart. Because this was He Rui's personal learning experience, not a universal one. Moreover, as a person from the internet age, He Rui could find corresponding information for whatever knowledge system he wanted to see. Whether this mindset was suitable in 1918, He Rui completely didn't know.

Zhao Tianlin figured out He Rui's line of thought. Frowning and thinking for a moment, he replied, "Chairman, allow me to go back and think. No, allow me to go back and hold a meeting."

"Good, thanks to the comrades of the Department of Education and Director Zhao for your hard work." He Rui felt a lot of weight lifted off his mind.

Watching Zhao Tianlin's retreating figure, He Rui felt somewhat uneasy in his heart. Because there were still quite a few things He Rui hadn't said at all. News came from the neutral country Spain in Europe that large-scale influenza transmission had appeared in Spain, which meant the 1918 Flu Pandemic had broken out after all.

Originally, He Rui still held onto a fantasy that perhaps history would change somewhat. After all, viral infection is a matter of probability; maybe it wouldn't happen. However, that hellhole, the US, was originally where various viruses lay dormant. When the US joined the Entente Powers, large numbers of troops were thrown into combat in Europe, bringing the local viruses to Europe.

Since it had happened, he could only deal with it seriously. The Northeast had now started industrialization, and the urban population had exploded. Once the flu invaded, cluster infections could easily occur.

Preparing for the pandemic was something that had to be done, yet he couldn't say it. This was probably the difficult situation all those in power encountered.

The study sessions after the meeting lasted for three days. Some people say the more you know, the less you fear. However, things often don't seem to be like that. Because they learned the basic principles of infectious diseases, the comrades' fear not only didn't decrease but increased instead.

Finally, Zhao Tianlin made a request, asking He Rui to personally take charge of this work. Hearing that the top leader He Rui would lead everyone in doing this, apart from some hesitation from the comrades in the army, everyone else immediately expressed approval.

He Rui hadn't expected things to turn out like this, but what else could he do besides accept it?

Standing up, He Rui said, "Then I will serve as the commander-in-chief this time. But there is one thing I must say first."

The comrades immediately quieted down, waiting for He Rui to speak. He Rui said in a loud voice, "This campaign needs a name; let's call it the Patriotic Health Campaign. From now on, April of every year will be Arbor Day, promoting the protection of the natural environment and ecosystems. May will be Patriotic Health Month, conducting health propaganda."

Although they didn't know what He Rui's purpose was, since He Rui was leading, the comrades immediately expressed agreement.

Amidst the enthusiastic applause, He Rui wasn't happy at all. A heavy burden was pressed onto his shoulders just like that, especially facing China's frail medical status and the virus originating from the US. He was truly betting everything!

When the applause died down a bit, He Rui quieted everyone. "Comrades, this is a heavy task. The only ones we can rely on are the people. We must believe in the people, mobilize the people, and solve the people's suffering together with the people. This is the only path to victory!"
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Night fell. The Bolshevik party branch in the Far East convened another meeting. From May to June, the border blockade in the Northeast had continued for a month. Facing a complete cutoff of news from the Northeast, the Bolsheviks felt that the warlord chieftain He Rui on the other side must be preparing some terrible conspiracy.

After discussing for a long while, apart from taking the risk to send someone to sneak into the Northeast to gather intelligence, there were no other options. Romanovsky suggested, "Let Comrade Li cross the border again."

Although the Bolsheviks still didn't dare trust the Chinese national Li Taihu, there was no other way at the moment. The two people sent previously had disappeared without any news, most likely having been caught.

When Li Taihu accepted the mission, he felt a somewhat strange atmosphere, but he decided to ignore it for the time being. Shouldering the ideal of liberating the whole world, Li Taihu had deep expectations for the Communist Party (Bolsheviks).

The Party Secretary said seriously, "Tovarisch, recently the White Army has received several trainloads of weapons, which are being transported to arm the White Army in Western Siberia. If the situation is allowed to continue developing, Manchuria will become the most stable weapon supply base for the White Army. We are appointing you to go to Manchuria to contact the comrades there. Most of them are railway workers and will definitely be able to provide us with information. Do you understand the importance of your work?"

"Understood! I will definitely complete the mission!" Li Taihu answered decisively.

There was nothing else to say. Equipped with supplies, Li Taihu traveled all the way to the Songhua River. Under the cover of night, a small boat crossed the wide river surface and arrived at the opposite bank. Li Taihu jumped ashore and extended his hand to the Bolshevik rowing the boat. As they shook hands, Li Taihu said emotionally, "Tovarisch, please wait for my good news."

Parting with the comrades of the Communist Party, Li Taihu headed all the way toward his destination, Harbin. Harbin in summer brightened very early. When the morning light shone on the road, Li Taihu felt only joy in his heart. He was from Heilongjiang; as a teenager, he had followed his father to Russia to make a living, traveling from Lake Baikal all the way to Moscow, where he became a worker. Having experienced all sorts of things and witnessed the corruption and cruelty of the upper class, he joined the Communist Party. When the revolution broke out in Russia, he became a soldier in the Chinese Regiment.

Cherishing the ideal of liberating the whole world, Li Taihu quickened his pace, walking briskly along the newly built road. Seeing a checkpoint on the road from afar, Li Taihu turned into the orderly fields, walking through the sorghum fields.

This sorghum field was huge, and the land was divided into very neat blocks. Even though it was summer, walking inside felt chilly. Walking briskly along the newly built field ridges, he didn't encounter anyone. After walking a long way out, he got onto a newly built dirt road. Li Taihu was surprised in his heart; what was the background of the big family in this village? To be able to build so many roads!

Walking through the fields like this, he would dodge whenever he heard human voices. Thinking he had bypassed the money-collecting checkpoint, Li Taihu turned back onto the main road.

Not far along, he saw another checkpoint in the distance. At this moment, there was a large forest by the roadside, with neat saplings that looked newly planted. Although orderly, they couldn't stop people. With no choice, Li Taihu could only continue walking along the road.

Arriving at the checkpoint, he saw that the people inside were all wearing ordinary, worn but clean clothes and looked like villagers. Only their faces were clean, and their hair was clean; they must have washed. This was unusual.

The leader stopped Li Taihu and asked in a local accent familiar to Li Taihu, "Where is your mask?"

"Mask?" Li Taihu didn't understand what this meant. The questioner took out a thick cotton mask. "This is it."

Li Taihu didn't understand for a moment, but on second thought, he felt this was probably a trick to extort money. So he pretended to be pitiful and said, "Uncle, how much does this cost?"

The questioner frowned in confusion. "Didn't your village issue masks?"

Li Taihu was quite clever and quickly said, "I forgot to bring it when I came out. How much for one?"

The questioner turned his head unhappily and said to the person beside him, "Why does everyone forget to bring it!"

The person beside him laughed in a local accent, "This one is not bad; he hasn't acted tough yet. Look at the previous few punks, acting tough one by one!"

Recalling the guys he had encountered before, the questioner cursed a few times, then turned back to Li Taihu and said, "Ten *wen* for one. Also, take out your travel pass."

Li Taihu was startled in his heart, but his face showed nothing unusual. He reached into his bosom and felt around, then his expression changed. He patted his whole body, deliberately anxious, and said, "Oh no! I lost my travel pass!"

Hearing this, the person at the checkpoint didn't intend to make things difficult for Li Taihu. "If you don't have a travel pass, I can't let you pass!"

Li Taihu had never seen such an amiable person setting up a checkpoint, so he decided to try his luck and began to plead and cajole, saying all kinds of nice things. However, the other party didn't care at all and instead started lecturing Li Taihu. "Lad, orders from above now say that no one without a travel pass can pass the checkpoint or enter or leave the village. This is true. Even if you walk forward, they won't let you pass. You won't even be able to enter the village. Listen to your uncle, hurry back and get your travel pass."

Li Taihu knew he couldn't get a travel pass no matter what. Seeing the mask of the questioner, he said, "Can't I buy a mask? I'll buy one!"

Saying this, he took out ten *wen* and stuffed it into the questioner's hand. Seeing Li Taihu like this, the questioner felt Li Taihu wanted to use money to pass the checkpoint and was reluctant to sell it to him. But Li Taihu was young after all, so he still got the mask and stuffed the money to the questioner.

The questioner still didn't let Li Taihu pass, only advising him to go back quickly.

Li Taihu pretended to be obedient and returned the way he came. When no one could see him, he turned onto a small path. Judging from the news he heard, entering the village was probably impossible, and taking the main road wouldn't work either. Li Taihu walked along the field ridges and small paths; if there was really no other way, he would go directly through the forest.

He had brought enough food before setting off, so he walked all the way like this. He saw neat fields everywhere, with lush crops. It was completely different from the Northeast in Li Taihu's impression.

Another difference was that there were many more ponds that were obviously dug out. Li Taihu only felt now that things were definitely very wrong; the landlords in the village certainly wouldn't spend great effort digging ponds.

...Could it be that there had been a lot of rain in the Northeast in recent years, resulting in a lot of accumulated water?

...That must be it. So the rich locals just dug a few times casually to claim these ponds!

The water in the ponds couldn't be drunk. Fortunately, Li Taihu had brought a large water flask. Not long after finishing his water, he finally arrived at a small river and filled a full flask of water. Then he continued forward according to the compass direction.

After walking for four consecutive days, he finally saw a railway. Li Taihu distinguished the direction again and headed straight for Harbin along the railway, going east.

The closer to the city, the more people wearing masks on the road. Li Taihu also put on his mask and mixed into the crowd. Just as the person at the checkpoint said, there were checkpoints at every intersection, and travel passes were needed to enter and exit.

Li Taihu was nimble. Seeing a travel pass half-exposed in someone's right pocket, he suddenly patted that person on the left shoulder. When that person turned his head to the left, his hands nimbly snatched away that person's travel pass. Then he said, "Brother Wang, it's me!"

Because he was wearing a mask, Li Taihu wasn't worried about being recognized; this was just pretending to mistake the person. Sure enough, that person stared at Li Taihu for a moment and said unhappily, "You've got the wrong person!" and turned to leave.

Li Taihu quickly walked in another direction. Reaching a secluded spot, he took out the travel pass to look. This was a travel pass for entry and exit on that day. The holder of the travel pass was a textile factory worker, who happened to be surnamed Li too. Apologizing silently to this 'clansman of the same surname', Li Taihu took the travel pass, wore the mask, and went to the checkpoint. The people there didn't make things difficult either; after checking the travel pass, they kept it and let Li Taihu into the city.

Construction was in full swing inside the city, with ditches being dug everywhere. Li Taihu felt it was an opportunity, so he went up to find the foreman, wanting to get a job digging ditches.

The foreman looked at Li Taihu and said, "We are all from the same village; we don't take outsiders."

"The wages can be less, just give me a bite to eat," Li Taihu pleaded.

The foreman scolded unhappily, "Why are you so dense? I said, we are all from the same village; we don't want outsiders."

Li Taihu had no choice but to continue walking along the street. He found several places in succession, but the words spoken were the same: the workers were all from their own village, and they didn't accept outsiders.

He wanted to find an inn to stay in, but seeing from afar that entering an inn also required a travel pass, he could only give up. Not only that, there wasn't even a single beggar along the street, causing several of Li Taihu's prepared plans to fall through.

Helpless, he could only walk around the city. Fortunately, Harbin was quite big, so it wasn't to the point of having nowhere to go. Passing by an Orthodox church, Li Taihu couldn't help but stop. The church's main door was tightly shut and locked. This kind of Orthodox church definitely belonged to Russians, and now the Russians had naturally been locked up by the warlord chieftain He Rui.

People came and went on the street, and it wasn't convenient for Li Taihu to slip into the church, so he could only continue walking slowly. The summer days in Harbin were truly long. When work ended, whether workers or students, they all walked on the street in neat ranks. In such a big city with so many people, there wasn't even a gap for Li Taihu to insert himself.

Finally enduring until dark, Li Taihu went straight to his destination. This was where railway workers lived, and there were also people guarding the street intersection. Taking advantage of the night, Li Taihu nimbly climbed over a new wall temporarily built at the entrance of what used to be an alley, and finally got inside.

Arriving at the target location, Li Taihu knocked on the courtyard door according to the code. After several attempts, he finally heard footsteps inside. The person in the courtyard tried to walk lightly, stopped at the door for a while, and then asked in a low voice, "Who!"

"Konstantin," Li Taihu answered with the code word.

The door opened, and the person pulled Li Taihu inside, stuck his head out to check that no one was around, and quickly closed the door. Then he dragged Li Taihu directly to a side room. Without lighting a lamp, the person said to Li Taihu in the darkness, "I don't care who you are; I've said it before, I'm quitting!"

Li Taihu knew that most Bolsheviks in Northeast China had chosen to give up the revolution under the inducement of the warlord chieftain He Rui, which had led to Li Taihu himself being suspected by the Far East Bolshevik party branch.

The comrade before him was also considered relatively trustworthy. Li Taihu tried hard to persuade him, "Tovarisch, do you know? We Bolsheviks have already occupied all the major cities. As long as we defeat the White Bandits, the revolution will succeed! We don't need you to do much; just tell us the quantity and time of the weapon wagons transported from the arsenal, and leave the other things to us."

Hearing this, the man couldn't help but snort coldly. "Do you have a radio?"

One sentence stumped Li Taihu. The Far East branch of the Bolsheviks did have radios, but after the Chinese Eastern Railway was seized by the warlord chieftain He Rui, the radios originally on the Chinese Eastern Railway should all have been seized by He Rui. The former Bolshevik before him had asked a question Li Taihu couldn't answer.

The man waited for a long time. Seeing Li Taihu remained silent and didn't lie, he couldn't help but sigh. "Tovarisch, with the current control in the city, news can't be sent out at all. You'd better hurry back while it's dark, and don't look for anyone else. Go back to the Russian side and tell the Russian *tovarisch* that life outside the pass is good now, and we are quitting."

After speaking, the man turned and went out. Not long after, he came back and stuffed two steamed buns into Li Taihu's hands. "Take this, eat on the way. Hurry and leave."

Li Taihu tried to persuade him with a couple of sentences, but that man got angry. He grabbed Li Taihu and said viciously in a lowered voice, "Marshal He issued an official document: anyone who participated in the Russian Bolsheviks, as long as they turn themselves in, because they believe in communism, bygones will be bygones. We've all been comrades; I don't want to make things difficult for you. But if you push me, kid, I'm not afraid! At worst, I lose my prospects for promotion and just scrape by for a living; I can accept that!"

This person's words confirmed the news of the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) Far East Party Branch. Li Taihu was both angry and annoyed in his heart, but there was nothing he could do. Because the warlord chieftain He Rui had indeed used such a method to disintegrate the already small Northeast Bolshevik organization.

Since the other party wasn't afraid of threats at all, Li Taihu had no plan either. He could only leave in disappointment.

Climbing over the wall again, Li Taihu thought about it and went straight to that closed church. Since he had come to Harbin, he would try his best. After all, there were still several people on the list; trying them one by one, maybe there would still be gains.

Crawling into the church through a window, Li Taihu saw rows of benches in the nave, so he found one and lay down. He was truly exhausted at this moment, and not long after lying down, he fell into a deep sleep.

In the darkness outside the church, several people walked out. They discussed in low voices for a moment; someone stayed to monitor, while others went along the road. Arriving at a large courtyard, a room had lights on. Going inside to report the situation, the person in charge scratched his head, yawned, and said to another person, "Shall we try casting a long line to catch a big fish?"

The other person also yawned. "All right. Anyway, the Chairman said that for those who believe in communism, as long as they haven't committed crimes, don't arrest them, and certainly don't kill them. This kid can't be killed either."

Li Taihu didn't know that he had been noticed by noon after entering the city. However, Li Taihu's acting as if nothing was wrong aroused suspicion, making them think he might be a Japanese spy, so they didn't arrest him immediately. When Li Taihu went to find a Bolshevik whose identity had been confirmed, his identity was finally figured out.

The two discussed their judgment of Li Taihu. One sighed, "When I listened to the Chairman's lectures, I was thinking, the Chairman believes in communism very much."

"That's because you didn't listen to the class properly. The Chairman inherently believes in practicing communism; what he detests is religious fundamentalism. The Chairman is wary of the Communist Party because the direction of the Communist Party's future cannot be seen yet."

The other person didn't reply. Everyone had worked together for a while and knew each other's levels. This person just had a good memory and could recite terms. As for the true meaning of these terms, he probably didn't understand.

Yawning again, this person said, "Since he's a Bolshevik, it saves trouble. If he were a Japanese spy, we'd have to put in more effort. Sleep for a while; we have to go catch Japanese spies at dawn."
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For three consecutive days, Li Taihu slept in the closed church during the day and only came out at night to look for former Bolsheviks. Every result disappointed him; without exception, they all rejected his request.

Seeing that only one person remained on the list, Li Taihu decided to take a risk and try to sneak into the internment camp detaining Russians to look for the Bolsheviks inside.

On the outskirts of the city, there was an area enclosed by barbed wire. Viewed from a distance during the day, a large number of Russians were doing construction work inside. Some buildings had already taken shape, while others were under construction.

At night, Li Taihu crept over quietly, advancing along a path he had observed during the day. Dodging the patrol team, Li Taihu lay prone on the ground, wanting to crawl through a gap. His upper body had already passed through when he suddenly felt a sharp pain in his buttocks. Li Taihu knew he was hooked by the barbed wire. While trying to break free from the iron barbs, he felt several other places starting to sting.

Li Taihu composed himself and felt with his hand; it turned out that the barbed wire he had propped open with a small stick had been dislodged during his movement, and the stick had fallen, causing the wire to hang down again. He tried to push the barbed wire away with his hand, but suffered several pains as his hand was punctured by the sharp wire tips. Just as Li Taihu was wondering how to extricate himself, the faint sound of footsteps came. Li Taihu knew he couldn't escape, and lay on the ground full of frustration.

However, the other party didn't shout and scream as Li Taihu had imagined. The footsteps were clearly heading toward Li Taihu's side but turned a corner midway, and the sound of the main gate opening came. This gave Li Taihu hope again; perhaps the other party hadn't discovered him, so he had time to continue trying to break free.

There seemed to be three or four people coming. The footsteps entered the main gate and walked toward Li Taihu again. They walked unhurriedly until they were in front of Li Taihu. The leader squatted down and smiled. "Tovarisch, do you need help?"

The people beside him laughed. The man speaking to Li Taihu simply sat down cross-legged and struck a match. In the faint firelight, Li Taihu saw a long, very young face. The man lit a cigarette and asked, "Li Taihu, want a puff?"

Hearing this, Li Taihu understood he had been completely betrayed. Although he didn't know which person had betrayed him, those people had undoubtedly all abandoned the Bolsheviks. Things having come to this, Li Taihu said, "Pull me out."

The man sitting directly in front of Li Taihu laughed. "I think talking like this is quite good. Don't worry, Chairman He said regarding Bolsheviks: kill none, arrest few. When we finish talking, I'll send you to the hospital to get bandaged up."

Li Taihu listened to this guy's somewhat gloating yet pretentiously magnanimous words, so angry he wanted to retort. But he couldn't help hissing in pain. It hadn't felt very painful when he was first pricked by the barbed wire, but now the pain in the wounds was becoming more and more intense, to the point where he couldn't speak.

The man opposite took a leisurely drag on his cigarette and continued, "Tovarisch, what is your purpose in coming here?"

Li Taihu kept his mouth shut tight, lying motionless on the ground without uttering a sound. The man waited patiently for a while. When the cigarette was smoked to the end, he stubbed out the butt on the ground in front of Li Taihu, stood up, and kicked the barbed wire barrier twice. More coiled barbed wire hung down, piercing Li Taihu's body, and the iron barbs already embedded in Li Taihu's flesh also shook, causing Li Taihu to give a low groan of pain.

The man didn't ask anymore, only instructing the people around him, "This person crawled in by himself; he probably wants to steal things. Since he's not moving, let him lie here. Tomorrow morning, ask the police to come and take this thief away."

Li Taihu only felt the wounds hurting more, and hearing this guy's flat, indifferent tone devoid of any emotion, he knew the guy opposite was truly ruthless. If he waited until tomorrow morning like this, his life probably couldn't be saved. Helpless, he could only shout, "Let me out, and I'll tell you."

The man chuckled lightly. "If we let you out, we'll send you directly to the hospital. Where would we have the time to ask you then? Why not say it now?"

Early the next morning, a document was delivered to the Security Bureau's Harbin branch. Branch Chief Wang Xinli finished reading the two reports and couldn't help but sigh. The report described the interrogation process in a few words. However, the scene of barbed wire piercing the body described by these simple words already made Wang Xinli feel uncomfortable.

Wang Xinli was a local. After finishing middle school, he received training at the Security Bureau and went to the Foreign Affairs Office. Later, he followed Zhao Tianlin to participate in the diplomatic work regarding the British taking in Russian 'refugees'. Because of the suddenly initiated health campaign, he was transferred to work at the Security Bureau's Harbin branch.

Such transfers were very common in the Northeast now. Wang Xinli hadn't expected to encounter such a thing right away. He Rui had set a very lenient policy toward Bolsheviks, but the Security Bureau also needed to obtain corresponding intelligence confessions. That agent of the Security Bureau... he really went to extremes.

However, the intelligence content was substantial. The Bolsheviks wanted to contact the Bolsheviks inside the internment camp. Wang Xinli felt that given He Rui's thinking, he would agree to this, so he sent a telegram about the matter. As Wang Xinli expected, the morning telegram received a reply in the afternoon. He Rui ordered contact with the Communist Party (Bolsheviks) Far East Branch, asking them to provide a list, and He Rui would send the people back.

Wang Xinli was currently in a meeting. After reading the telegram sent by the communications room, he said to the group of comrades, "The Chairman told us to send the Russian Bolsheviks back. Let's continue discussing how to handle that group of Chinese members of the Bolsheviks. I think we still have to call them in for a talk."

"Why?" Some comrades were very puzzled. "Didn't the Chairman say let bygones be bygones?"

"'Let bygones be bygones' is the public statement; of course we must listen to the Chairman. After telling them to their faces, we can incidentally ask if they have organized anything, or if they know of any other organizations that have contact with the Russians."

Hearing such a request, the comrades all felt they understood the boundaries, so they took action separately. Two days later, He Rui received a telegram briefly introducing the latest progress. It turned out the Russian Bolsheviks also had close dealings with Japanese left-wing groups. Especially with the success of the Communist Party revolution, it was a great encouragement to the Japanese left wing, and contact between them increased.

It was not until He Rui rounded up all the Russians within China's borders that the communication between the Japanese left wing and the Bolsheviks was completely interrupted.

The specific content would be sent over with the documents. He Rui only found it interesting, but that was all. There was a very important meeting today; compared to this, those were all small matters.

Soon, Morrison, Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, appeared in He Rui's office, and Zhao Tianlin arrived shortly after. Morrison said directly, "Your Excellency Chairman, I have already met with Mr. Henry first. He agreed in principle to use part of the gold to pay for the weapons. However, Mr. Henry requested that we provide a southward passage for the Czechoslovak Legion."
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Hearing Morrison relay British Consul Henry's wish to let the Czechoslovak Legion pass through the Northeast to go south, Zhao Tianlin immediately and unhappily refused, "Impossible!"

After speaking, Zhao Tianlin noticed He Rui sitting next to him and knew he shouldn't have said that. But the words were already out, and Zhao Tianlin had no intention of taking them back. Whether from a legal standpoint or from national pride, Zhao Tianlin could not accept letting foreign troops pass through Chinese territory.

Morrison didn't continue to persuade. He knew this request was putting He Rui in a difficult position, and relaying it was just to complete his due diligence. Thus, the three fell into a subtle silence.

He Rui didn't approach it from legal or nationalistic sentiments; the request raised by the British Consul triggered He Rui's strategic considerations. Based on the news already received, the goal of this legion composed of tens of thousands of Czech soldiers was to return to their motherland, Czechoslovakia. However, at present, this army couldn't easily pass through the chaotic Ukraine region embroiled in the Russian Civil War. The most convenient route home was to reach East Asia via the Trans-Siberian Railway and then depart by ship from East Asia.

As long as it was an entity mentioned by the British, it was basically something the British wanted to utilize. So where exactly did the British objective lie?

Thinking of this, He Rui asked, "Mr. Morrison, what did the British say about how to pay for the Russian weapons?"

This was the task He Rui had given Morrison; issuing currency required collateral. Whether grain, cloth, bonds, or stocks, they all worked, but the most effective collateral was precious metals. He Rui knew that both the White Army and the Czechoslovak Legion held a portion of the Russian state treasury's gold.

Morrison felt he had done his best to complete He Rui's work and frankly stated, "Consul Henry hopes to pay in pounds sterling."

He Rui pressed on the point he didn't understand. "Using pounds isn't the problem; the problem is, who is paying the pounds?"

"Consul Henry said he would discuss this matter personally with Your Excellency Chairman," Morrison replied.

Realizing Morrison had been refused, He Rui considered briefly and decided to immediately send a telegram to the Northeast Bureau in Beijing at Wudaokou. "Morrison, you receive Consul Henry today; I suddenly have something to attend to."

After speaking, He Rui stood up and left, leaving a stunned Morrison in the office.

Radio telegrams traveled at the speed of light through the Earth's atmosphere. Reflected by the ionosphere, the radio waves emitted by a small radio station covered a vast area when they returned to the ground. The radio equipment at Wudaokou in Beijing amplified these faint electrical signals through electronic devices, restoring and converting them into audible sounds.

Hearing the final end signal, the telegraph operator wearing headphones sent back a short confirmation signal almost instinctively, then immediately delivered the translated content represented by the radio signals to the Bureau Director. Thirty minutes later, a car drove out of the office, heading straight for the British Legation in the Dongjiaomin Quarter.

British Minister Jordan, learning that the letter delivered by the secretary came from He Rui, didn't really want to open it. He Rui's European style gave Jordan a headache, and since Jordan was currently under orders to contact Japan regarding the invasion of the Russian Far East, he really didn't want to spend time dealing with He Rui.

But Jordan opened the letter in the end. The letter contained brief content written in beautiful calligraphy: "Regarding Russian affairs, I wish to meet with Your Excellency Minister. If Your Excellency is busy with official duties, I will contact London directly through the Chinese Ambassador to the UK."

Seeing this plain-toned content, Jordan felt the strong style of He Rui. Even Japan wouldn't make such a statement so brazenly. However, He Rui's approach was actually correct because the people who decided Jordan's actions were in London; the British Foreign Office was Jordan's direct superior.

Jordan could certainly ignore He Rui, but the executor of any action in the Far East would be Jordan. If he only took orders from London, Jordan would lose his initiative.

Having decided in his heart to meet with He Rui, Jordan still wanted to make things a bit difficult for him, so he drafted a telegram: 'Feeling unwell today, cannot bear the fatigue of travel. Hope General He can come to Beijing for the meeting.'

Since He Rui wanted something, let him come to Beijing personally. At least in terms of momentum, Jordan didn't want to be at a disadvantage.

However, after the telegram was sent, Jordan regretted it a little. With He Rui's style of not willing to be subservient, he probably wouldn't adopt a low posture so simply. Moreover, He Rui had no reason to bow to Jordan now. But the telegram had been sent, and Jordan couldn't recall it. Checking the calendar, today was May 22, 1918. Jordan felt that letting things take their course was also a good choice.

On May 23, just as Duan Qirui sat down in the Republic of China Premier's office, an aide walked in quickly and presented a telegram.

Looking at the aide's expression, Duan Qirui didn't look at the telegram but asked directly, "Who sent it?"

The aide quickly answered, "Reporting to the Premier, it is a telegram from He Rui."

Just hearing He Rui's name, Duan Qirui frowned. Among all the Beiyang warlords, He Rui was undoubtedly the youngest. Calling him 'Little Brother' was already flattery from the Beiyang bigwigs.

But He Rui opposed Yuan Shikai's monarchy attempt, opposed the division of China, recovered Outer Mongolia, took the Chinese Eastern Railway externally, and made Japan unable to act rashly diplomatically. Through newspaper propaganda, He Rui was undoubtedly the one with the best reputation in the Beiyang clique now.

The current Beiyang clique was divided into Feng Guozhang's Zhili Clique and Duan Qirui's Anhui Clique. He Rui, this 'Little Brother', had greatly increased in strength and was already called the Fengtian Clique, implicitly becoming the third-ranked power within Beiyang. A telegram from such a guy probably meant nothing good.

Composing himself slightly, Duan Qirui opened the telegram. After reading for a moment, his face became serious. The aide could see that Duan Qirui's expression wasn't anger, but confusion. Sure enough, after pondering for a moment, Duan Qirui stood up, handed the telegram to the aide, and paced in the office with his hands behind his back.

The aide quickly read the telegram and also fell into thought. He Rui's telegram informed Duan Qirui that because Britain intended to let the Czechoslovak Legion travel to the port via the newly recovered Chinese Eastern Railway in the Northeast, He Rui wanted to enter Beijing to discuss this matter with Duan Qirui.

It must be said, this was a serious affair of state. From any angle, He Rui couldn't act on his own initiative. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was under Premier Duan Qirui, so coming to discuss with Duan Qirui was a matter of course.

However, He Rui coming to Beijing to discuss national affairs in accordance with the system felt incredibly strange. The aide felt things weren't right.

When Duan Qirui walked back to his seat and sat down, the aide looked at Duan Qirui's expression and asked, "Premier, shall we send a telegram to He Rui?"

Duan Qirui had clearly made a decision and answered decisively, "Tell He Rui I'll wait for him in Beijing."
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President Feng Guozhang hadn't expected that He Rui would suddenly come to Beijing. When he heard the news, Feng Guozhang wasn't even in Beijing but in Tianjin, meeting with a group of old Beiyang brothers who were living in retirement.

Hearing the news, Feng Guozhang was stunned for a moment, then his face darkened unhappily. The group of old Beiyang brothers were also bewildered by this news, their gazes shifting between Feng Guozhang and Zhang Xiluan.

Zhang Xiluan didn't know what He Rui wanted to do, nor did he care at all. Facing everyone's gaze, to save everyone's face, Zhang Xiluan picked up his teacup and sipped slowly, not meeting anyone else's eyes.

Feng Guozhang suddenly laughed out loud. "Haha. Old Brother Zhang, I'm really old; the young people already look down on me."

Although Feng Guozhang was laughing, the group of old brothers didn't laugh. He Rui's action indeed fit Feng Guozhang's interpretation.

Zhang Xiluan put down his teacup. "Brother Huafu is joking. Why don't you send a telegram to Beijing, Brother Huafu? I think He Rui will come to Tianjin."

Seeing Zhang Xiluan smoothing things over, Feng Guozhang didn't answer immediately. If things could really turn out as Zhang Xiluan said, it would barely save Feng Guozhang's face. But if He Rui failed to do so, Feng Guozhang's face would be completely lost. At that time, Feng Guozhang would have formed a grudge with He Rui, and it would be hard for the two to meet in the future.

The group of old Beiyang brothers were all masters of worldly wisdom; how could they not know Feng Guozhang's thoughts? Although some people wanted to take the opportunity to stir up trouble and incite Feng Guozhang to fight to the end, seeing that everyone else remained silent, they didn't dare to speak rashly.

Feng Guozhang stood up to take his leave at this time, and the crowd didn't ask him to stay. When Feng Guozhang left, Zhang Xiluan also wanted to take his leave. Wang Shizhen spoke up, "I will see you out, Brother."

The two walked to a secluded spot in the courtyard, and Wang Shizhen asked, "Brother Zhang, He Rui is 28 this year, right?"

Zhang Xiluan originally thought Wang Shizhen wanted to ask about the purpose of He Rui's trip and had made up his mind not to talk about it. Unexpectedly, Wang Shizhen suddenly popped this question, which was quite unexpected. Wang Shizhen continued, "Brother He hasn't married at this age; didn't Brother help him arrange one?"

"I can't understand the minds of the young anymore," Zhang Xiluan laughed. After speaking, he left the gathering place on his own.

Meanwhile, in the flower hall of the Premier's Office in Beijing, Duan Qirui said with a kindly expression, "He Rui, having reached this age, haven't you thought about getting married?"

Duan Qirui was the Premier of the Republic of China, and it was he who arranged for He Rui to go outside the Pass. Within the Beiyang clique, everyone considered He Rui to be on Duan Qirui's side. Several accompanying officials nearby stared at He Rui, waiting for his answer. For Duan Qirui to play matchmaker for He Rui definitely wouldn't disgrace him. As long as He Rui agreed, it meant the two sides had built a political alliance.

"Please help with this matter in the future, Director-General. This subordinate came this time for national affairs. The Director-General may not know, but when the British sent their Consul in Shenyang to meet with Morrison, they actually said they wanted to let the Czechoslovak Legion in Russia pass through the Northeast to reach the port. It is truly outrageous!"

Hearing that He Rui neither refused nor agreed to Duan Qirui's offer to be a matchmaker, the officials didn't find it strange. Only Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang, who had been invited, had his eyes light up and stared closely at He Rui.

Duan Qirui couldn't figure out what He Rui meant either. Was the purpose of this young Fengtian clique leader's sudden arrival for diplomacy?

He Rui didn't keep them in suspense and continued analyzing, "Director-General, with the outbreak of the Russian Civil War, Britain and France are determined to meddle, striving to make the forces supporting Britain and France the future government of Russia. In this subordinate's view, the British doing this is to probe this subordinate, to see if this subordinate will get on the British boat. This is their wishful thinking. This subordinate is Chinese and naturally takes China's interests as the sole standpoint. Coming here this time is to discuss this matter with the Director-General."

Duan Qirui listened to He Rui speaking full of new-style terms. Although he could understand, it was far from his own habits, and he couldn't help feeling a little wistful in his heart. Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but say, "Marshal He's words are admirable."

He Rui nodded to Lu Zhengxiang to express thanks. Seeing Duan Qirui didn't speak, he continued, "Director-General, in this subordinate's view, what the British seek is to support the anti-Bolshevik forces within Russia, but Britain suffered heavy losses in the Great War and is unwilling to provide large-scale support to other Russian forces. Please look, Director-General..."

Saying this, He Rui took out a map. Duan Qirui also became curious at this time, so he stood up and said, "Let's talk at the table."

The map was quickly spread on the table, and everyone stood around it. They saw that the spheres of influence of the Entente Powers and the Central Powers had already been marked on the map. He Rui pointed at the map and began to explain. The line from St. Petersburg to Moscow in northern Russia was completely controlled by the Bolsheviks. Western Europe was now a battleground, and there was no way to transport weapons and ammunition to the Russian White Army in southern and eastern Russia through here.

The route to southern Russia was now blocked, especially with the Bosporus Strait in the hands of the Ottoman Empire.

He Rui's finger slid all the way along the Trans-Siberian Railway and stopped after passing the northern line of the Chinese Eastern Railway, which had been taken by He Rui. "Director-General, this is the British plan."

Duan Qirui was a smart man and already understood the British intention to use this transportation line controlled by the White Army. Pondering for a moment, Duan Qirui asked, "He Rui, what do you want the Foreign Ministry to discuss with Britain?"

The meeting lasted for several hours. After dinner, Duan Qirui and Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang had a long talk with He Rui. It was late at night, so Lu Zhengxiang slept directly in the guest room of the Premier's Office. Because of mental excitement, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't fall asleep lying in bed.

Lu Zhengxiang, who had more than a dozen years of diplomatic work experience in Russia, was simply like a fish in water during this meeting. His previous experience was fully utilized and received great affirmation from Duan Qirui. However, what excited Lu Zhengxiang was another matter.

From becoming a fourth-class secretary and interpreter at the embassy in Russia in 1892 to 1918, 26 years had passed. In these 26 years, facing international issues with this global vision was a first. Moreover, China's leader spending ten hours discussing diplomatic content entirely from a pragmatic and strategic height was unprecedented.

Even if Duan Qirui didn't understand diplomacy well, he fully understood how to negotiate and maneuver with Britain. This made Lu Zhengxiang realize one thing: it wasn't that high-level officials like Duan Qirui didn't want to handle diplomacy well. Duan Qirui wanted to handle diplomacy well and very much wanted to obtain national interests through diplomacy. But Duan Qirui didn't understand international diplomacy, couldn't seize fleeting opportunities, and couldn't construct a situation beneficial to China.

Thinking of this, Lu Zhengxiang forced himself to fall asleep. Because He Rui, who initiated this diplomatic action, was leaving Beijing and returning outside the Pass tomorrow. In the limited time between dawn and He Rui's departure, some details had to be finalized.

In his grogginess, someone shook Lu Zhengxiang's shoulder, calling softly at the same time, "Minister Lu, Minister Lu."

Lu Zhengxiang only felt extremely sleepy and turned over unhappily. But suddenly remembering there was business today, his grumpiness upon waking dissipated by more than half.

However, his head was groggy after getting up. Lu Zhengxiang sat up with difficulty and ordered, "Brew me a pot of strong tea!"

The servant advised, "The Premier has already prepared bathwater for the Minister."

Less than an hour later, Lu Zhengxiang appeared in the conference room looking somewhat radiant. Duan Qirui came from a military background; although his eyelids were a bit swollen at this time, he still looked energetic. It was just that the color of the tea in the cup by his hand was very dark, and the frequency of Duan Qirui sipping tea was also quite high.

He Rui looked a bit pale, and his eyes were somewhat red. Duan Qirui sighed, "He Rui, you haven't slept all night; can your body handle it?"

Lu Zhengxiang was stunned, then saw He Rui take out a stack of written documents. "Director-General, this is the record of yesterday's meeting. This subordinate has already written down thoughts on the finer points."

Because there was only one copy, Duan Qirui read it first, and Lu Zhengxiang read it afterward. The content was indeed as He Rui said, all matters discussed until late last night. Although He Rui's writing was entirely in the vernacular and contained quite a few new terms that were unfamiliar to read, the entire process and relevant key points were analyzed extremely clearly.

Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but admire in his heart, and his view of He Rui changed greatly. It must be said that He Rui's reputation among the Beiyang high-level officials wasn't good. The Beiyang high-level officials knew foreigners thought He Rui was very formidable, so they also felt He Rui must have extraordinary points. But the Beiyang upper echelon actually didn't know exactly how formidable He Rui was. The only thing they knew was that He Rui had good vision and could always seize opportunities.

How many times can one gamble in life? Everyone knew clearly what end Yuan Shikai came to after his strenuous struggle. Just one failure, and a person in a high position could be ruined and crushed. But similarly, seizing just one opportunity could lead to soaring into the sky. Therefore, the Beiyang upper echelon and high government officials willing to talk about He Rui mostly thought He Rui had 'pretty good luck'.

At this moment, Lu Zhengxiang realized that He Rui didn't just have pretty good luck; rather, He Rui had vision unmatched by anyone in the Beiyang clique.

Seeing Lu Zhengxiang finish reading the document, Duan Qirui asked with a bit of worry, "He Rui, everything else in your plan is good, but in the initial negotiation with the British, you actually want to lay the cards on the table first. Isn't that being too presumptuous?"

"Director-General, this diplomacy is a dialogue between the Republic of China government and the British Cabinet. Only by letting the British know completely that we are very clear about what the British want, and we are also willing to provide what the British want, can we make the British put down their doubts. This subordinate believes the British will definitely understand. There is no room for subtlety in diplomacy. Those seemingly obscure dialogues are just everyone using the established diplomatic jargon of Europe and America. This jargon is unknown to outsiders, so it looks strange. Since China doesn't have such diplomatic jargon, it's better to speak one's mind directly, with making the other party free of ambiguity as soon as possible as the primary goal. Refinement and elegance cannot be attended to at this time."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengxiang felt he agreed deeply. But Duan Qirui frowned slightly in thought, drinking several mouthfuls of strong tea during the interval, before suddenly realizing, "So what you are thinking, He Rui, is very different from what I am thinking."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but be surprised in his heart. First, he was moved by Duan Qirui's frankness. Second, he discovered that a prominent figure like Duan Qirui had more limited knowledge of international diplomacy than imagined.

But this couldn't be said. Lu Zhengxiang looked at He Rui. He Rui answered frankly, "Director-General, we Chinese talk about benevolence, righteousness, and morality. Diplomacy between great powers talks about pure interest. This subordinate is just using the European and American diplomatic model to deal with Europe and America. I hope I haven't made a fool of myself."

Duan Qirui waved his hand, his eyes much brighter.

However, He Rui didn't continue this topic. "I wonder if the Director-General has any other questions about these?"

Duan Qirui thought for a moment. "He Rui, looking at your arrangement, is speed of the essence?"

"Precisely so. The sooner the better; there is no room to haggle in this matter. Although it is diplomacy, the Director-General can view this matter as going out to buy a steamed bun: handing over money with one hand and receiving goods with the other. If one tries to calculate for more benefits, I'm afraid it would be painting legs on a snake."

Duan Qirui didn't answer. Looking at his slightly frowned brows, it seemed he was considering whether what He Rui said was true.

He Rui didn't continue either, instead saying, "Director-General, this subordinate will take his leave now."

Duan Qirui was somewhat surprised. "Oh? He Rui, you are going back outside the Pass? Why not stay in Beijing for a few more days?"

"This subordinate came this time for this matter. Since I've already explained it clearly to the Director-General and there are no other matters within the country, this subordinate will naturally go back. If the Director-General has any instructions in the future, a telegram to this subordinate will be obeyed."

Duan Qirui hesitated to speak, finally saying, "Since that's the case, I'll trouble Minister Lu to send Little Brother He to the station on my behalf."

Hearing Duan Qirui start calling He Rui 'Little Brother He', Lu Zhengxiang noted this shift, and quickly stood up.
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Dawn broke. After finishing breakfast, the Chinese Minister to the UK picked up the prepared documents in his office and began to read them aloud. This was the content sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, requiring the Minister to memorize it by heart.

Over the past two days, the Minister to the UK had already memorized the content firmly. Reading it aloud a few more times now was mostly because the appointed time with the British Foreign Secretary had not yet arrived, and he needed to wait a while longer. Moreover, the wording of this document was quite beautiful, and it was indeed worth reading repeatedly.

At 9:30 AM, the Minister went out. In a country like Britain that treats a sunny day as high summer, the summer sky was still not clear. The sky was gray, and the streets were also gray. In such a dark-colored world, perhaps only the women on the streets, whose numbers far exceeded men, could be considered a bright spot. Beneath their coats were either work clothes or professional attire. Some women went directly onto the streets wearing uniforms—postal uniforms, police uniforms, and even military uniforms constituted a unique wartime scene on British streets.

Getting on a tram, the ticket inspector and driver were both women. At the next stop, a newly boarded woman walked onto the tram. The Minister and his attaché were sitting in the front of the tram. The woman walked up to them, bowed slightly, and leaned close to the two. Under the gaze of the two men, this woman inserted two white feathers into the breast pockets of the two men respectively. Then she stood up and walked toward the back of the carriage.

The Minister removed the feather and sighed slightly as he watched the woman's back. He saw the woman walk up to a man further back and, following the same pattern, insert a white feather into the man's breast pocket.

This was the 'White Feather' campaign that had been popular in Britain for two years. After young men were sent to the front lines in the war, women began to come out to work in large numbers. At this time, a novel called *The Four Feathers* also became popular. In the novel, the protagonist received four white feathers because he wanted to escape the war and return home. These were sent to him by his comrades-in-arms and his fiancée. These feathers symbolized the cowardice of his escape, so they gave white feathers to young men.

Women began to imitate this plot and give feathers to men. Not only did they openly pin white feathers on men seen on British streets, but they also wrote letters to men who didn't go out, enclosing white feathers in the letters. This humiliation was indiscriminate; as long as they saw a man suitable for the battlefield, those women participating in the White Feather campaign would do so.

As the Chinese Minister to the UK, such an action naturally had no impact. So the Minister and his attaché just pulled out the feathers and tossed them out of the tram window.

But British men didn't have such a mindset. Many of those who received feathers committed suicide out of shame and indignation. Even retired men, or men physically completely unsuitable for the battlefield, would apply to return to the battlefield again, and many died in the hail of bullets just like that.

Over the past two years or so, the Chinese Minister's mood regarding this matter had changed. Initially, out of indignation at women usurping men's roles ('hens crowing like roosters'), the Chinese Minister sympathized greatly with British men and was very indignant at British women. By now, the Minister was long accustomed to it, and even felt some gloating over the chaos in Britain.

Such emotions only dissipated when the Minister arrived at the British Foreign Secretary's office. Composing himself, at the end of the routine greetings, the Minister got straight to the point and asked the British Foreign Secretary a question: Did Britain want to use the power of the Czechoslovak Legion to attack the Bolsheviks?

The British Foreign Secretary was somewhat surprised. There was nothing surprising about the question itself; what surprised the Foreign Secretary was that this question was actually raised by the Chinese Minister. In his personal impression, as well as the Foreign Office's evaluation of the Chinese Minister, the Chinese Minister had never shown professionalism in diplomacy.

Even though this question showed some professionalism, the British Foreign Secretary still couldn't regard the Chinese Minister as a qualified diplomat, so he replied, "There is no such thing."

If it were in the past, the Chinese Minister would have tried to fish for information in a roundabout way, and then said some obscure and unintelligible content. Just as the British Foreign Secretary was waiting for things to develop in this direction, the Chinese Minister said, "Your Excellency Secretary, may I interpret your words as meaning that your side does not need the support of our country's Northeast region?"

The British Foreign Secretary began to get serious, so he smiled. "Has your government already controlled the Northeast?"

Ignoring this ridicule and difficulty, the Chinese Minister replied, "Any local Chinese governor is a patriot, and the Chinese government is composed of such patriots. On the contrary, is the British government ready to face a Bolshevik government completely uninfluenced by Britain?"

The British Foreign Secretary became a bit troubled; he couldn't decide whether to treat the Chinese Minister as a diplomat with whom he could discuss the world situation. In such hesitation, the British Foreign Secretary heard the Chinese Minister continue, "Your Excellency, the Bolshevik government you are facing signed the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* with Germany, making seemingly huge concessions in the treaty. But for Germany to truly obtain these benefits, it must defeat the Entente Powers. Do you think Germany can do it, Your Excellency?"

The British Foreign Secretary was attracted by the topic and actually forgot that the person in front of him was the Chinese Minister. The British Foreign Office had discussed this matter, and the judgment reached was that Germany was bound to lose, so the Russian Bolshevik government could completely disregard the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk*.

"Your Excellency, the Bolshevik government used the signing of the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk*, which was also in the form of a secret treaty, to break away from the war. Even if Germany is bound to lose, it can stop fighting on two fronts and launch a full-scale offensive on the Western Front. The Entente Powers must make huge sacrifices to defeat Germany. After victory, the Entente Powers will not have the strength to continue attacking Russia. Even a country like Britain should find it thorny to face a Bolshevik government possessing such diplomatic ability."

After the Chinese Minister finished speaking, he stared at the change in the British Foreign Secretary's expression. What changed was not only the British Foreign Secretary's face; the Chinese Minister's mindset was also changing. When diplomacy was no longer the continuation of some politeness but a discussion on the world situation... such a feeling was too fresh.

The British Foreign Secretary finally decided to have a good talk with the Chinese Minister, so he asked, "And then?"

Previously, facing such a question based entirely on realistic strength, the Chinese Minister would have fallen into embarrassment. This time was different; the telegram from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China raised the questions that would be encountered, as well as the basis for solving them.

The Chinese Minister didn't discuss the Republic's strength; instead, to deepen consensus, he expounded a logical chain to the British Foreign Secretary.

In the Russian Civil War, the Bolsheviks occupied Russia's prime industrial cities and established stable management. Although the White Army had gained the countryside and its leaders had great prestige, the White Army's weapons and equipment could not be supplied continuously. If the war entered a war of attrition, the Red Army would gain an irreversible advantage and eventually completely destroy the White Army.

The British Foreign Secretary didn't feel this was superfluous. As long as it could truly solve the problem, spending this little time to deepen consensus couldn't be called a waste at all. Moreover, the Foreign Secretary could also sort out his own thoughts at this time. The Chinese Minister initially mentioned Britain using the Russian White Army, the Czechoslovak Legion, and the military industrial production capacity of Northeast China. The relationship between the three had become clear.

Hearing that the Chinese Minister's line of thought was also like this, the British Foreign Secretary had already begun to judge the feasibility of this matter.

Just then, although the Chinese Minister tried his best to suppress the impulse, he couldn't help but ask, "How does Your Excellency Secretary view such cooperation?"

Hearing this question full of the style of the weak, the British Foreign Secretary discovered that he was still facing that same Chinese Minister. He thought the person who could make such wise deductions had become stronger, but actually, he hadn't.

At this time when the Republic clearly held the initiative, if the British Foreign Secretary were serving as the Chinese Minister, he would at least ask, 'Is Britain willing to accept this proposal?'

However, the British Foreign Secretary didn't dislike weak and incompetent opponents at this time; such people would only allow Britain to obtain greater benefits. So the British Foreign Secretary gave the Chinese Minister a cordial smile. "Your Excellency Minister, I think you have a misunderstanding of Britain's strength..."

*Cough cough cough...* Thousands of miles away, He Rui choked on water. Zhao Tianlin, sitting opposite He Rui, noticed that He Rui was unusually distracted, so he stopped his report on vocational education in the Northeast and looked at He Rui.

He Rui finally calmed his coughing. He didn't want to say it, but couldn't help saying, "I'm still a bit worried about that bunch in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic."

Zhao Tianlin sighed slightly, but his expression quickly returned to firmness. "Chairman, since the situation has reached this point, the British have to agree even if they don't want to. Besides, we just need London to take the initiative to talk to us; whatever those people in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs say has no impact on us."

He Rui hadn't expected to be comforted by Zhao Tianlin, and could only sigh slightly. Zhao Tianlin was right, but He Rui still hoped the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic had the ability to strive for the greatest benefits for China.

This was not only beneficial to He Rui but also to Duan Qirui. It wasn't that He Rui had any good feelings for Duan Qirui, nor was He Rui grateful to him. It was just that in present-day China, Duan Qirui was the force striving to maintain that China wouldn't continue to split. Before He Rui had the strength to liberate the whole of China, He Rui didn't want a full-scale civil war to break out in China.

However, He Rui quickly put this thought aside. He had already done his best; as for what the result would be, he could only leave it to fate. This communication between He Rui and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic made He Rui certain that these guys were unreliable. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic lacked a global vision, which already proved they were completely unqualified diplomats.

Without a global vision, there was no way to understand the world based on a global vision. Even if he formulated an incredibly detailed negotiation plan for that bunch in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, they would still reveal their true colors at some moment, letting people see them for what they are. This was inevitable.

So He Rui completely gathered his thoughts and began to listen to Zhao Tianlin's education report with full concentration. China's future lay in the new generation receiving education; as for those guys from the old era, let them be.
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Recalling Jordan's expression when leaving, Duan Qirui suspected deeply in his heart whether this old fellow was playing some tricks, so he turned his gaze to Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang.

Lu Zhengxiang already had a full understanding of the upper limit of Duan Qirui's diplomatic ability; within his disappointment, there was also trust. Seeing Duan Qirui look at him, Lu Zhengxiang originally wanted to explain, but stopped. "Premier, I still remember what General He said. It seemed like a joke, but it actually hit the nail on the head."

Duan Qirui couldn't recall what He Rui had said to leave such a deep impression on Lu Zhengxiang, so he asked, "Please speak."

Lu Zhengxiang answered frankly, "This matter is just going out to the street to buy a steamed bun: handing over money with one hand and receiving goods with the other."

Describing diplomatic affairs with such a commonplace analogy was something Duan Qirui heard for the first time in his life. Moreover, Duan Qirui hadn't gone out to the street to buy a steamed bun for many, many years; such relaxed daily trifles had long been far from his life. Trying to recall buying snacks on the street in his youth, Duan Qirui actually found it very fresh and nostalgic.

Seeing Duan Qirui's gaze turn from soft to firm, Lu Zhengxiang was somewhat puzzled. But after the communication during this period, Lu Zhengxiang knew that Duan Qirui was actually quite firm in foreign affairs. Previously, he couldn't deal with the British simply because Duan Qirui couldn't find a way, not because Duan Qirui was really terrified of the British.

Since Duan Qirui could respond firmly, Lu Zhengxiang advised, "Premier, since the British came on their own initiative, they must be compelled to do so. What they are doing is just as He Rui predicted. Let's leave the subsequent matters to General He to handle."

When He Rui came last time, Premier of the Republic Duan Qirui, Foreign Minister of the Republic Lu Zhengxiang, and Chairman of the Northeast Government of the Republic He Rui had reached a verbal consensus. However, now that things had developed to this day as He Rui predicted, Duan Qirui found that he didn't want to stick to the agreement anymore.

Such a feeling was also extremely fresh. Because while the British intimidated on the surface, when they actually came begging to Duan Qirui, Duan Qirui decisively made a request: extending the British and French Boxer Indemnity payments for another year, and the Duan Qirui government securing another 1 million pound loan.

If it were before, the British would definitely have created all sorts of difficulties, but now Britain actually agreed. Jordan tried to be as tough as possible in the conversation, but the toughness was directed at demanding Duan Qirui guarantee that the Northeast Arsenal provide weapons and equipment to the White Army at the previous price.

So Duan Qirui understood that he, who had always been at a disadvantage, could finally exploit Britain's weakness. Impulses boiled uncontrollably in his heart, and various thoughts seethed in Duan Qirui's mind, including demanding Britain drive the Japanese out of Shandong.

Seeing Duan Qirui's expression, Lu Zhengxiang already understood Duan Qirui's thoughts. Not only Duan Qirui, but everyone in the Foreign Ministry who knew about this matter had suggested taking this opportunity to make demands.

Even though he was recognized as a relatively soft person, Lu Zhengxiang tried hard to muster up courage to advise, "Premier, General He's plan is the best strategy."

Even knowing that what Lu Zhengxiang said was correct, a burst of anger still arose in Duan Qirui's heart. He picked up his teacup. "Minister Lu. Please have tea (see guest out)."

Lu Zhengxiang truly didn't have the courage to argue his case strongly. Seeing Duan Qirui raising his tea to see the guest out, he could only stand up and take his leave.

Just as he returned to the Foreign Ministry, his secretary rushed over. The secretary had a complicated expression as he said, "Minister, President Feng has sent people to contact the British; it seems he wants to intervene in this matter."

Lu Zhengxiang sighed deeply, unable to help recalling when he sent He Rui to the train station. He Rui had seemingly casually asked how likely it was that Feng Guozhang would suddenly intervene in this matter. Lu Zhengxiang felt at the time that Feng Guozhang probably wouldn't intervene rashly, so he expressed that it wasn't likely. Afterward, He Rui smiled and didn't mention it again. But looking at He Rui's expression, he clearly didn't believe it.

Although He Rui was young, his judgment of things was extremely accurate; things had been predicted by him again. Lu Zhengxiang understood that Feng Guozhang's Zhili clique decided to intervene in this matter, absolutely not allowing Duan Qirui to draw closer to Britain through cooperation.

However, Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui were both wrong! This matter was just a small matter of going out to buy a steamed bun; the British didn't regard this matter as a major event affecting China's situation at all!

At this moment, Zhang Xiluan was sitting at home. If it were in the past, he should have gone to drink tea and chat with his old Beiyang brothers, discuss a few sentences about the news in the newspaper, and then scold his children and grandchildren for being lazy in their studies.

Now Zhang Xiluan stayed behind closed doors, only letting servants turn away guests. The development of events exceeded Zhang Xiluan's understanding. He Rui seemed to have done something monumental, but the newspapers didn't say a word. Based on Zhang Xiluan's judgment of He Rui, as long as it was a major event He Rui considered important, even if it was just picking up money and handing it to a police officer, he could publish it extensively in the newspapers. Since it wasn't published, it proved this matter wasn't important.

However, Britain preparing to cooperate with the Republic was a monumental matter in the eyes of the Republic's upper echelon. Feng Guozhang had already sent people three times to invite Zhang Xiluan to dinner, and other old brothers close to Feng Guozhang had also visited several times. After judging, Zhang Xiluan decided to believe in He Rui.

Just then, the butler came in to report, "Master, Zhao Erxun and Wang Shizhen are asking to see you together."

These two old brothers were people Zhang Xiluan respected quite well. Since they came to the door together, Zhang Xiluan really couldn't refuse, so he could only invite them in.

The three took their seats, and Zhao Erxun immediately said, "Why doesn't Old Brother Zhang go for a trip outside the Pass? You wouldn't be disturbed by these people all day."

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "At my age, I'm a nuisance wherever I go. Since that's the case, I might as well stay in Tianjin."

Seeing Zhang Xiluan unmoved, Zhao Erxun couldn't help laughing. "Old brother, don't misunderstand your brother. This time, it's Little Brother Xu Shichang who wants to ask you to go to the Northeast."

Zhang Xiluan was slightly stunned and asked, "Is Little Brother Xu really going to become the President?"

Although the old Beiyang brothers lived in retirement, each had extensive connections and could mediate. Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui fought fiercely, but both knew they couldn't really overwhelm the other; while engaging in the dispute between the President's Office and the State Council, they were also trying to mediate. This matter naturally required the old brothers to come forward.

Recently, the two sides were increasingly reaching a consensus: both Duan Qirui and Feng Guozhang would step down, and someone everyone trusted would become the President. Of course, the members of parliament would be controlled by Feng Guozhang and Duan Qirui.

Xu Shichang was one of the trusted people. Zhao Erxun's mention was already hinting at something.

Hearing Zhang Xiluan's inquiry, Zhao Erxun looked at Wang Shizhen. Wang Shizhen, the Dragon of Beiyang, said in a deep voice, "Little Brother He is your man, Brother Zhang; he has to give an explanation. If Little Brother He fights his way through Shanhaiguan again without saying a word, no one will be able to save face."

Zhang Xiluan thought for a moment but still shook his head. "Little Brother He wrote a letter a few days ago saying that with the country in this state, Beiyang cannot have a civil war."

Zhao Erxun was somewhat surprised. "Oh? Is that all?"

Zhang Xiluan believed He Rui acted decisively and had clear bottom lines. Since he was currently striving to accumulate strength, he would absolutely not be lured by profit. So he answered decisively, "Little Brother He said he only seeks to construct Manchuria and Mongolia with all his strength, and seeks nothing else."

Zhao Erxun didn't speak, but Wang Shizhen followed up, "In that case, Little Brother He needs to make a statement even more. Otherwise, how can all parties rest assured?"

Seeing that Zhao Erxun and Wang Shizhen hadn't come for Feng Guozhang, Zhang Xiluan ordered the servant, "Bring paper and pen."

After speaking, he said to the visitors, "Why don't we write a letter together and send it to Little Brother He? What do you two brothers think?"

Seeing Zhang Xiluan refusing to intervene in this matter, Zhao Erxun laughed. "To be able to co-sign with Old Brother this time, brother is truly flattered."
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The train arrived in Fengtian. Jordan adjusted his slightly wrinkled shirt before standing up. His secretary took a neat and beautiful coat from the hanger in the compartment and helped Jordan put it on. When the group walked out of the carriage, with their crisp suits and shiny leather boots, they looked magnificent and respectable.

The Northeast staff receiving the train could see fatigue beneath the magnificent appearance of Jordan's group; the old man was 76 years old this year, and traveling thousands of miles like this wasn't easy.

Checking into the hotel, Jordan originally thought he would soon meet with the difficult fellow He Rui, but unexpectedly, the meeting was scheduled for the afternoon of the next day. This made Jordan sense a certain danger; He Rui must be preparing some scheme.

However, the bathwater was already prepared, and the old man finally succumbed to his body's needs. Not long after, Minister Jordan was soaking in the warm hot water, letting out a comfortable sigh. The hot water provided energy that the aged Jordan's body couldn't provide, and the accelerated blood circulation made the old man feel his mind was much clearer.

He Rui had still done what Jordan didn't want him to do; the young Chairman of the Republic's Northeast Government had formally contacted the British Cabinet, relying on the advanced communication tool of radio to bypass the British Minister to China on many major issues.

Jordan came to Fengtian this time under instructions from the British government to negotiate an arms deal with He Rui. There was a huge gap, even a world of difference, between Jordan leading the negotiations and merely executing London's orders. After his bath, Jordan wanted to think more. However, the soft large bed and the clean bedding emitting a fragrance made this 76-year-old man fall asleep quickly. When the old man woke up and rubbed his slightly swollen eyelids, he saw it was pitch black outside the window. Calling in his secretary, he learned it was already 9 PM.

It seemed tonight would be another sleepless night. Jordan got up. He heard his secretary say, "Your Excellency, His Excellency He Rui's secretary came by. Hearing that you were asleep, he asked me if you would be willing to attend the banquet held by the Investment Promotion Bureau tonight?"

Old man Jordan didn't want to go to such an overly noisy place, but looking at the lonely bedroom and thinking of sitting idly until dawn, he nodded.

A European-style building stood in the night, decorated with many colorful lights outside, resplendent and multicolored. Traffic flowed like weaving at the entrance. Men and women in formal wear got out of cars and walked into this building.

As soon as Minister Jordan walked to the entrance, he heard the rhythm of the melody inside, full of winding softness; it should be a saxophone. The host's voice came through the speakers: "Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the jazz band we invited from New Orleans, the US, to the... stage..."

When Jordan walked into the venue, he saw six black men standing on the stage at the banquet. Even the widely traveled Jordan hadn't expected to see a group of black men occupying the stage, nor had he expected that a banquet for foreign merchants held in Fengtian, China, would actually hire a black band to perform.

At this time, the band had already started playing, and the rhythm he had never heard before surprised Jordan. Just then, there was a slight commotion in the crowd nearby. Jordan turned to look and saw He Rui, wearing a black military uniform, walking toward him.

In this banquet hall where everyone was dressed magnificently, and even the black band members wore suits, shirts, and small bow ties, the feeling of opulence and indulgence seemed about to overflow from the main doors and windows of the hall. He Rui's fitted black military uniform displayed a style of coldness, sleekness, restraint, and asceticism, yet unexpectedly harmonized very well with this place.

"Your Excellency, you've had a hard journey," He Rui smiled.

Jordan knew He Rui probably hadn't come to attend the banquet. If he completed the negotiation with He Rui this time, the profit He Rui could earn would exceed the sum of his earnings over the past two years. Data provided by Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, showed that He Rui had done a lot of business in the past two years, and even if it couldn't be said there were no returns, it could be said he hadn't made much money.

Since Jordan didn't like the style here, the Minister simply took a goblet He Rui picked from a passing attendant's tray, and with He Rui each holding a glass of champagne, they walked toward the second floor.

The European-style building had a balcony on the second floor for guests to rest and chat. When He Rui and Jordan walked up, He Rui's guards politely asked other guests to move elsewhere, clearing a corner for the two.

Holding the wine glass and gazing at the night view, they saw that there were already streetlights on the streets of Fengtian. Under rows of bright lights, the orderly streets and the buildings on both sides outlined the city's backbone. Lights shone within the buildings scattered on both sides of the streets, creating a beautiful and peaceful night scene.

Jordan asked, "General He, is there anything that absolutely has to be discussed now?"

He Rui raised his glass and took a sip before answering calmly, "Naturally, it is something only Your Excellency Minister can decide. Your Excellency Minister, do you know that issuing currency requires collateral? For example, the British pound can be exchanged for gold in peacetime."

Jordan was not an economist and wasn't clear about this theory, but he naturally knew that the pound could be exchanged for gold. Hearing He Rui say this, he just nodded slightly.

"The Northeast is issuing banknotes and needs gold as collateral. However, the White Russian side transported gold to the Consulate in Fengtian. I know the White Russians cannot trust us, which is why they did this. We can completely understand this matter, but we cannot quite understand why the British side intends to send this gold to Britain."

"Oh?" Jordan deliberately pretended to hear this for the first time.

He Rui, however, didn't care whether Jordan was pretending not to know or really didn't know, and continued to state his attitude: "If Your Excellency Minister cannot make a decision, I am willing to contact London directly and clearly inform London of my request."

Jordan talked with He Rui for a while longer, confirmed He Rui's thoughts, and fell into silence temporarily. This request wasn't excessive, but someone had to take responsibility. Dozens of tons of gold couldn't be ignored by the British Empire; someone was bound to want to use this to claim credit.

According to the rules of the British government, they would definitely choose the lesser of two evils. That is to say, He Rui must threaten the British side and toughly demand payment in gold. A Minister like Jordan was just a high-level clerk of sorts, not a policymaker. Threatening the clerk Jordan was useless; it had to be the British Cabinet that made the decision.

Thinking of this, Jordan even felt quite relieved. Even if the Beiyang government were given ten times the courage, they wouldn't dare threaten the British government. He Rui was different; to ensure smooth intelligence transmission, he had already made preparations beforehand.

So Jordan kept a straight face. "This kind of thing is decided by the Cabinet and the Foreign Office. General He is looking for the wrong person by coming to me!"

He Rui smiled slightly and raised his glass to Jordan. Jordan kept a straight face and politely toasted back.

The next day, after a frank diplomatic meeting of tit-for-tat, He Rui sent a telegram conveying the message full of anger to the British Foreign Office.
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The train arrived in Fengtian. Jordan adjusted his slightly wrinkled shirt before standing up. His secretary took a neat and beautiful coat from the hanger in the compartment and helped Jordan put it on. When the group walked out of the carriage, with their crisp suits and shiny leather boots, they looked magnificent and respectable.

The Northeast staff receiving the train could see fatigue beneath the magnificent appearance of Jordan's group; the old man was 76 years old this year, and traveling thousands of miles like this wasn't easy.

Checking into the hotel, Jordan originally thought he would soon meet with the difficult fellow He Rui, but unexpectedly, the meeting was scheduled for the afternoon of the next day. This made Jordan sense a certain danger; He Rui must be preparing some scheme.

However, the bathwater was already prepared, and the old man finally succumbed to his body's needs. Not long after, Minister Jordan was soaking in the warm hot water, letting out a comfortable sigh. The hot water provided energy that the aged Jordan's body couldn't provide, and the accelerated blood circulation made the old man feel his mind was much clearer.

He Rui had still done what Jordan didn't want him to do; the young Chairman of the Republic's Northeast Government had formally contacted the British Cabinet, relying on the advanced communication tool of radio to bypass the British Minister to China on many major issues.

Jordan came to Fengtian this time under instructions from the British government to negotiate an arms deal with He Rui. There was a huge gap, even a world of difference, between Jordan leading the negotiations and merely executing London's orders. After his bath, Jordan wanted to think more. However, the soft large bed and the clean bedding emitting a fragrance made this 76-year-old man fall asleep quickly. When the old man woke up and rubbed his slightly swollen eyelids, he saw it was pitch black outside the window. Calling in his secretary, he learned it was already 9 PM.

It seemed tonight would be another sleepless night. Jordan got up. He heard his secretary say, "Your Excellency, His Excellency He Rui's secretary came by. Hearing that you were asleep, he asked me if you would be willing to attend the banquet held by the Investment Promotion Bureau tonight?"

Old man Jordan didn't want to go to such an overly noisy place, but looking at the lonely bedroom and thinking of sitting idly until dawn, he nodded.

A European-style building stood in the night, decorated with many colorful lights outside, resplendent and multicolored. Traffic flowed like weaving at the entrance. Men and women in formal wear got out of cars and walked into this building.

As soon as Minister Jordan walked to the entrance, he heard the rhythm of the melody inside, full of winding softness; it should be a saxophone. The host's voice came through the speakers: "Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the jazz band we invited from New Orleans, the US, to the... stage..."

When Jordan walked into the venue, he saw six black men standing on the stage at the banquet. Even the widely traveled Jordan hadn't expected to see a group of black men occupying the stage, nor had he expected that a banquet for foreign merchants held in Fengtian, China, would actually hire a black band to perform.

At this time, the band had already started playing, and the rhythm he had never heard before surprised Jordan. Just then, there was a slight commotion in the crowd nearby. Jordan turned to look and saw He Rui, wearing a black military uniform, walking toward him.

In this banquet hall where everyone was dressed magnificently, and even the black band members wore suits, shirts, and small bow ties, the feeling of opulence and indulgence seemed about to overflow from the main doors and windows of the hall. He Rui's fitted black military uniform displayed a style of coldness, sleekness, restraint, and asceticism, yet unexpectedly harmonized very well with this place.

"Your Excellency, you've had a hard journey," He Rui smiled.

Jordan knew He Rui probably hadn't come to attend the banquet. If he completed the negotiation with He Rui this time, the profit He Rui could earn would exceed the sum of his earnings over the past two years. Data provided by Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, showed that He Rui had done a lot of business in the past two years, and even if it couldn't be said there were no returns, it could be said he hadn't made much money.

Since Jordan didn't like the style here, the Minister simply took a goblet He Rui picked from a passing attendant's tray, and with He Rui each holding a glass of champagne, they walked toward the second floor.

The European-style building had a balcony on the second floor for guests to rest and chat. When He Rui and Jordan walked up, He Rui's guards politely asked other guests to move elsewhere, clearing a corner for the two.

Holding the wine glass and gazing at the night view, they saw that there were already streetlights on the streets of Fengtian. Under rows of bright lights, the orderly streets and the buildings on both sides outlined the city's backbone. Lights shone within the buildings scattered on both sides of the streets, creating a beautiful and peaceful night scene.

Jordan asked, "General He, is there anything that absolutely has to be discussed now?"

He Rui raised his glass and took a sip before answering calmly, "Naturally, it is something only Your Excellency Minister can decide. Your Excellency Minister, do you know that issuing currency requires collateral? For example, the British pound can be exchanged for gold in peacetime."

Jordan was not an economist and wasn't clear about this theory, but he naturally knew that the pound could be exchanged for gold. Hearing He Rui say this, he just nodded slightly.

"The Northeast is issuing banknotes and needs gold as collateral. However, the White Russian side transported gold to the Consulate in Fengtian. I know the White Russians cannot trust us, which is why they did this. We can completely understand this matter, but we cannot quite understand why the British side intends to send this gold to Britain."

"Oh?" Jordan deliberately pretended to hear this for the first time.

He Rui, however, didn't care whether Jordan was pretending not to know or really didn't know, and continued to state his attitude: "If Your Excellency Minister cannot make a decision, I am willing to contact London directly and clearly inform London of my request."

Jordan talked with He Rui for a while longer, confirmed He Rui's thoughts, and fell into silence temporarily. This request wasn't excessive, but someone had to take responsibility. Dozens of tons of gold couldn't be ignored by the British Empire; someone was bound to want to use this to claim credit.

According to the rules of the British government, they would definitely choose the lesser of two evils. That is to say, He Rui must threaten the British side and toughly demand payment in gold. A Minister like Jordan was just a high-level clerk of sorts, not a policymaker. Threatening the clerk Jordan was useless; it had to be the British Cabinet that made the decision.

Thinking of this, Jordan even felt quite relieved. Even if the Beiyang government were given ten times the courage, they wouldn't dare threaten the British government. He Rui was different; to ensure smooth intelligence transmission, he had already made preparations beforehand.

So Jordan kept a straight face. "This kind of thing is decided by the Cabinet and the Foreign Office. General He is looking for the wrong person by coming to me!"

He Rui smiled slightly and raised his glass to Jordan. Jordan kept a straight face and politely toasted back.

The next day, after a frank diplomatic meeting of tit-for-tat, He Rui sent a telegram conveying the message full of anger to the British Foreign Office.
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The number of Europeans who sympathized with the Russian Bolsheviks was far greater than Comrade Lenin had ever imagined. When an intelligence report was delivered from London to the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), every member who read it was incensed.

In contrast to Comrade Lenin’s thinning hair, the mane of Comrade Trotsky, Chairman of the Military Committee, was so thick it could only be described as "insanely thick." Scratching his head, Trotsky’s resonant voice echoed through the office. "That warlord has finally revealed his true counter-revolutionary face!"

Comrade Lenin did not get agitated. Having finished reading the report, he turned to Comrade Joffe, Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee. Amid the fierce denunciations of the Chinese warlord He Rui by the other comrades, Joffe continued to read the document in silence.

Although the identity of the informant was unknown, the source was certainly someone highly placed within the British government. The Chinese warlord He Rui had proposed to the British government that weapons sold to the Russian White Army must be paid for by the Whites in internationally recognized gold.

The gold held by the White Army had been taken from the treasury of the Russian Tsar; it was the wealth of the Russian people. To take the wealth of the Russian people and sell weapons to the White Army to attack the Bolsheviks—who represented the Russian people—was an act that Comrade Joffe, like his fellow committee members, found infuriating.

Having vented his emotions, Trotsky turned to Lenin. "Comrade Lenin, we must struggle against such a reactionary warlord. China is still divided; we must support He Rui’s enemies. I’ve spoken with Comrade Joffe, and according to his analysis, the Beiyang government’s greatest enemy is Sun Yat-sen in the south. We should immediately send personnel to contact Sun Yat-sen and have him launch an offensive against Beiyang."

Playing factions against each other within a hostile nation was basic, entry-level strategy for the leadership of imperialist powers, and the members of the Bolshevik Central Committee possessed analytical capabilities far beyond such simple concepts. They considered such low-level methods only because their current strength was limited, preventing more effective means.

After Trotsky finished, Lenin turned to another comrade, one with thick hair but a leaner frame. "Comrade Yakov, what is your view?"

Yakov Mikhailovich Sverdlov, a close comrade-in-arms of Lenin, possessed immense prestige within the party due to his extraordinary organizational skills. He was responsible for implementing Lenin’s policies throughout the organization.

Seeing Lenin’s hesitation, Yakov replied, "The Beiyang warlords have fully sided with the Entente. We must support the forces opposing them. Comrade Lenin could indicate to Sun Yat-sen that if he seizes power in China, we will return a portion of the territories the Tsar annexed from China. This would bolster Sun Yat-sen’s influence."

At these words, smiles appeared on the faces of many committee members. In the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which Joffe had negotiated with Germany, Russia had made massive concessions in land and reparations. Lenin had pushed the agreement through against immense domestic nationalist pressure, relying solely on his peerless prestige.

Because of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, Germany had been able to escape the crisis of a two-front war and launch the Kaiserschlacht against Britain and France. Although the offensive ultimately failed, it had only been halted after being ground down by a million American troops. In the initial stages of that campaign, Germany's fierce assault had killed 700,000 to 800,000 British and French soldiers, though Germany itself lost 600,000 men.

Now that Germany could no longer hold on, Russia could treat the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk as non-existent; the promised land and reparations became empty words. Furthermore, the powers of Western Europe had suffered such massive losses that they could no longer attack Russia at will after the war.

More importantly, by signing the treaty, Russia had been able to withdraw from the World War, allowing it to focus all its strength on the revolutionary war at home.

With such a grand success, Lenin’s foresight received unanimous praise within the party, and his prestige was even higher than it had been after the victory of the October Revolution. No one challenged his leadership anymore.

Promising such conditions to Sun Yat-sen was merely a repetition of the tactic used with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.

The committee members nodded one after another. At this time, they had never heard the term "path dependence"—a phrase introduced by He Rui—but they naturally sought to reuse successful experiences. It was the most efficient way.

Lenin did not immediately express his stance. For the wise Lenin, a certain intuition was causing him unease.

Lenin was a master at harnessing such intuition. During the timing of the October Revolution, faced with a shifting and treacherous situation, he had been unable to keep up with the daily changes on the ground. After determining the general direction through systematic theoretical deduction, his grasp of the timing had relied on intuition. Until the moment when no one could explain it, Lenin had held onto his feelings, patiently calming the Bolsheviks and their supporters, continuously strengthening internal unity, and drawing the people closer to the party.

When the moment his intuition signaled finally arrived, Lenin had decisively launched the revolution and achieved a miraculous success.

Now, facing a warlord in distant China, Lenin unexpectedly felt that same intuitive pull, which left even him puzzled. Finally, he had the meeting skip over this matter and discuss the current situation with his comrades.

After the meeting ended, Lenin kept Joffe and Yakov behind. He asked Joffe, "How much intelligence have we gathered on He Rui so far?"

Joffe shook his head apologetically. "Very little. Most of it comes from reports in *The Times* and *Le Figaro*, and there isn't much useful information in those. What is certain is that He Rui is using the war to expand his power."

Comrade Yakov, who trusted Lenin’s judgment implicitly, waited quietly as Lenin studied the meager files on He Rui. After browsing the limited data, Lenin felt he had identified the source of his doubt. "Comrade Joffe, proceed with Comrade Yakov’s arrangements. However, you must also send someone to contact He Rui again to see what demands he has for our party."

Joffe immediately agreed. But Comrade Yakov asked, "Comrade Lenin, why do this? It might only make this warlord more arrogant and hostile toward us."

"Perhaps so," Lenin agreed.

Joffe and Yakov both stared at Lenin, wanting to know the reason behind his judgment.

Lenin flashed his characteristic witty smile. "This man’s luck is too good. Every opportunity in the Far East that favors him has fallen right into his lap. I don't believe this is mere luck."

The two committee members, who had witnessed two deepenings of 'luck' in the revolution in less than a year, were stunned for a moment. They quickly understood Lenin’s meaning. If it wasn't luck, it had to be ability.

Comrade Yakov subconsciously stroked his beard, feeling the friction against his fingertips, his refined face showing a look of deep thought. After a moment, he asked, "Comrade Lenin, do you believe He Rui is more dangerous than we imagined?"

Lenin nodded. "Whether he is or isn't can only be determined through contact. Let us do it."

As Joffe prepared to rise, Lenin added a final instruction: "The person sent this time must remain polite. Do not let He Rui think we Bolsheviks are merely a group of radical revolutionaries. Also, have someone collect all available data on He Rui."

***

If He Rui had known that Lenin had finally decided to open a line of communication, he would have been delighted. For at this moment, He Rui had just concluded his negotiations with the British Minister and the representatives of the British banks in China.

London had finally issued orders agreeing to pay a portion in gold and the rest in pounds sterling. The subordinates finally had their authorized range for this decision.

The question of how large this "portion" was—whether 99% or 9%—made a massive difference. He Rui’s internal bottom line was 50%; it had to be at least 50% this time.

Although Jordan was the Minister, the bulk of the negotiation was left to the British bankers. Jordan found that He Rui and the bankers discussed everything from banking history to the Napoleonic Wars, and from the nature of currency to Britain’s utilization of the Jewish people. While questions of the ratio were interspersed throughout, the conversation would shift after only a few sentences.

By the time both sides were parched from discussing the difference between "old money" and "new money," the gap in their offers had narrowed to 40% versus 65%.

Jordan felt that if each side made a concession, the meeting would likely end with He Rui receiving slightly over 50%. However, He Rui put on a stern face and firmly refused to budge. Seeing that He Rui wouldn't yield, the bank representatives simply declared they would terminate the meeting.

For the next two days, regardless of the banking syndicate's requests to resume, He Rui did not agree. Out of necessity, Jordan was forced to seek a private audience with He Rui.

The old man had been having a pleasant time in Fengtian lately; the accommodations were excellent, and the temperature was lower than in Beijing. For an Englishman, the climate here was much more comfortable.

Thus, Jordan didn't feel particularly rushed. During his conversation with He Rui, he even expressed his confusion regarding the debate over "old money" versus "new money" from their previous meeting.

He Rui, however, did not answer that question. "Excellency, the British banking syndicate has indicated they might purchase weapons from Japan. I am very concerned about this news. I consider it a threat, and I do not accept such threats. Therefore, I will not yield on the payment ratio."

Jordan was momentarily speechless. He Rui’s implication was that he had made a judgment based on intuition. Yet, reality was exactly as He Rui’s intuition suggested: someone in the upper echelons of the British government had mentioned considering letting Japan produce a portion of the weapons for Russia, and Jordan had been ordered to have the British Minister to Japan contact the Japanese government.

This news was classified; He Rui could not have known it. Moreover, Jordan himself didn't think the bankers had made such a claim—if they had, it was likely just standard commercial bluffing. The bankers didn't even know about the arrangements in London.

Regardless of how Jordan tried to persuade him, He Rui remained as stubborn as a mule, firmly sticking to his position. A helpless Jordan could only take his leave. When he returned to the consulate, he received a telegram from his colleague in Tokyo.

The Japanese side was willing to take the order, but they had their own demands: payment must be in gold, otherwise the price would increase to an entirely unreasonable level.

Clearly, Japan knew who these weapons were for and intended to make a massive profit. Compared to that, He Rui’s conditions became much more acceptable.

Jordan felt he couldn't handle this alone and sought another meeting with He Rui. The old man proposed the condition he could accept: "Fifty percent in gold, fifty percent in pounds sterling."

He Rui shook his head. "We must have sixty-five percent."

"If that is the case, we can only ask Japan to provide these weapons," Jordan said, presenting an impossible scenario as if it were a settled deal. This was a classic negotiation tactic: maximum pressure.

"As you wish," He Rui replied immediately. He then applied maximum pressure in return: "In that case, let us conclude this meeting."

Since they were both "sly old foxes," they knew when to stop telling tales. As if he had never made such a threat, Jordan asked, "General He, why do you believe we cannot cooperate with Japan?"

He Rui also acted as if he hadn't just called for the meeting to end. He asked frankly, "I do not know London’s view, but Your Excellency, does Britain accept Japan acquiring Russian territory?"

Jordan was stunned, beginning to understand He Rui’s leverage. He Rui continued, "Japan surely knows who these weapons are being sold to. If they have ambitions to occupy Russian territory, and the White Army wins the civil war, these weapons will be used by the Whites against the Japanese invaders. If the Whites lose, Japan will have to face the Red Army. In such a situation, Japan’s best move is to demand an astronomical price. If I were in their position, I would certainly do the same."

After a brief thought, Jordan was certain that London would never want to see Japan acquire vast swathes of Russian territory. He asked, "General He, do you have plans to acquire Russian territory?"

He Rui smiled slightly. "In my dreams, I think of it often. In reality, too many nations want to carve a piece of meat from Russia. I have no interest in fighting those countries for it. Excellency, do you think those nations would accept my presence?"

Jordan inexplicably felt that He Rui was being sincere. Currently, China lacked the strength to seize land from Russia; choosing not to involve itself in such military operations was a very rational move.

After departing, Jordan organized the latest news and sent it to London. Two days later, London replied: "Concur with Minister Jordan's view."

***

On June 15, 1918, a train fully loaded with weapons crossed the Chinese border and entered Russian territory. At the head office of the Northeast Bank in Fengtian, dozens of soldiers armed with live ammunition escorted several small crates into a heavily guarded vault.

The crates were opened, revealing golden-yellow straw. The soldiers carefully pushed aside the straw to reveal the gold bars within. The inspectors standing nearby all let out sighs.

This was five tons of gold. Based on the standard of 600 grams per Chinese jin and 16 taels per jin, five tons of gold equaled 133,333 taels. With the exchange rate of gold to silver at 1:20, even with a generous calculation, it was at most 2.7 million taels of silver.

The inspectors were simply seeing this much gold at once for the first time; many had come just to witness the spectacle. As for the money itself, they didn't particularly care. Those sighs were actually born from the feeling that this amount was quite small.

Currently, the Northeast Government’s annual fiscal revenue, denominated in silver, had already exceeded 30 million taels. According to the First Five-Year Plan, it was possible for it to exceed 60 million.

This gold hadn't come for free; the Northeast had to produce a massive amount of weapons and ammunition to sell to foreign powers. With factories and mines running, tens or even hundreds of thousands were spent every day.

The top leaders and high-ranking officials knew these figures. Regardless of whether they had initially been happy, their current sentiment was surprisingly unanimous: this gold was truly too little.

After seeing the "novelty," the leaders moved to the meeting room. He Rui asked, "Is the autumn harvest prepared?"

The Director of the Agriculture Department immediately produced a report, briefing the leadership on the preparations for weighing, transport, and storage. Seeing that the work was well-prepared, everyone was pleased.

He Rui then asked, "How much grain do we still have in stock?"

The Director was taken aback. After a brief thought, he replied, "Less than 70 million jin. It’s enough for the urban population to last until the autumn harvest."

He Rui said, "Allocate more meat and eggs."

The Director couldn't understand what He Rui was up to and asked, "Why?"

He Rui smiled slightly. "Grain might be insufficient. We can only adopt one method: 'Why don't they eat meat porridge?'"
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In Japan, many things do not need to be communicated, or even discussed. Therefore, when He Rui was studying in Tokyo, Morita Mitsuko, the only daughter of his landlady Mrs. Morita, did not know that many prominent figures who could crush the Morita family with a flick of their fingers had pulled strings in the process of her being admitted to the university.

Morita Mitsuko was even less aware that the predecessor of the medical department of Tohoku Imperial University, where she was studying, was the Sendai Medical School. The Chinese man Zhou Shuren (Lu Xun) had studied at the Sendai Medical School and was Morita Mitsuko's senior.

Monday, July 29, 1918. In the morning light, students of Tohoku Imperial University gathered on the playground according to their departments.

Located in Sendai, 'Tohoku Imperial University' was the third imperial university founded by the Japanese government. Perhaps it was because the first lord of the Sendai domain was Date Masamune, who was rumored to constantly proclaim that 'conquering the world is as easy as turning over a hand', or perhaps it was because Sendai firmly supported the alliance between the court and the shogunate during the Boshin War and fought a bitter and bloody war against the anti-shogunate Satcho Alliance.

In short, in the second year of the Taisho era (1913), adhering to the educational philosophy of "open door", Tohoku Imperial University resolutely accepted four women to participate in the entrance examination. Even though the Japanese Ministry of Education issued a document prohibiting such scandalous act, Tohoku University still withstood the pressure and arranged the entrance examination. In the end, three women passed the exam and successfully enrolled in Tohoku University, giving birth to the first batch of female university students in Japan.

Male students of the Imperial University had specialized uniforms. Due to the small number of female university students, Morita Mitsuko was still wearing the uniform of Tokyo Women's High School. This uniform was not much different from later Japanese girls' school uniforms: a standard long-sleeved top with a sailor-style collar, a long skirt reaching the calves, long socks, and small leather shoes. The style of girls' school uniforms pursued modesty and elegance, remaining almost unchanged for a hundred years from 1870 to 1970.

The expectations for excellent women in the country of Japan were very consistent: quiet and reserved in personality, gentle and considerate, and possessing a noble and virtuous temperament. Although her back was straight, Morita Mitsuko and the other fourteen girls lowered their heads slightly, their gazes cast downward. They walked in the morning campus with steps as unhurried as possible.

The boys' gazes naturally gathered on these fifteen female university students. If there were only fifteen girls in all three grades of a university, it would be strange not to have such a reaction.

As the Japanese national flag rose against the morning sun, the students lined up neatly and sang the Japanese national anthem 'Kimigayo' together with the accompaniment from the loudspeakers.

*May your reign continue for a thousand, eight thousand generations,* *Until the pebbles grow into boulders, lush with moss.*

After the routine Monday flag-raising ceremony ended, the president delivered his daily speech on the podium. Since entering school a year ago, the content of the speeches Morita Mitsuko heard had hardly changed. They all urged students to focus on their studies, master knowledge, and serve the Great Japanese Empire after graduation.

The president said with a serious expression, "Fellow students, the Imperial Government has issued an order. The Imperial Army is about to attack Russia (Rossiya), which has betrayed the Entente Powers, to punish Russia for its perfidy..."

Hearing that Japan had launched a war, a murmur of surprised sighs first came from the students, followed immediately by boys shouting: "Long live the Great Japanese Empire!"

...The speech finally ended, and the boys immediately gathered together to discuss the war. The girls maintained their 'quiet, reserved, gentle, and considerate' demeanor and walked quietly to their classrooms.

Arriving in front of the teaching building, Morita Mitsuko looked up at the plaque at the entrance, 'Tohoku Imperial University Teaching Department', and lowered her gaze again. Seeing 'Tohoku' (Northeast), Mitsuko felt a sense of fated intimacy.

There is often a strange opposition, subtle showing off, and jealousy among girls. A girl from an impoverished family among a group of wealthy young ladies needed spiritual support even more. 'Manchurian Tiger — He Rui', 'Surprise Attack — General He Rui Recovers the Chinese Eastern Railway', 'Dragon of Manchuria and Mongolia — He Rui'. Seeing news reports about He Rui, who was like her own brother, appear in Japanese newspapers time and again, Mitsuko gained the strength to ignore all judgmental gazes in her heart.

Compared with classmates from Tokyo Women's High School, the status of female classmates in the university was more distinguished. Mitsuko, however, only considered how to interact with them politely.

In the classroom, the boys excitedly discussed the Great Japanese Empire's war against Russia, while the girls quietly prepared their items for class. Morita Mitsuko felt somewhat fortunate in her heart; to obtain inner solace, she had developed the habit of reading newspapers.

He Rui's name didn't appear often in the newspapers, but statements about Manchuria and Mongolia being Japan's lifeline were frequently seen. Even in news where He Rui's name appeared, the content often discussed whether this guy He Rui would become an enemy of the Great Japanese Empire. The target of this war was Russia, not China, which made Mitsuko feel relieved.

At lunch, the girls got their food and returned to the dormitory, closing the door tightly. The girls lowered their voices, discussing what had happened while eating.

When they didn't have to face boys, the young ladies didn't need to maintain the appearance that others expected. In the atmosphere of war, the young ladies naturally talked about the military men they knew. The upper-class circle was actually not big; the high-ranking officers the young ladies heard about and knew were just those few, over and over again.

Suddenly, Saionji Miyabi turned to Mitsuko. "Mitsuko, I wonder what kind of person General He Rui is."

Mitsuko's chopsticks stopped unconsciously. Looking up at this group of young ladies, she saw no surprise on their faces, only curiosity. But Mitsuko had never told anyone that she knew He Rui.

Seeing Mitsuko had no intention of answering, Saionji Miyabi urged, "Many people say He-kun is a very formidable figure. Is he good at fighting?"

Mitsuko was then certain that the young ladies had long known her family background, including He Rui who had changed Mitsuko's fate. So Mitsuko shook her head, still not answering. Mitsuko couldn't accept using He Rui to show off.

Seeing Mitsuko like this, the young ladies didn't press further, but their expressions became cold.

Seeing this, Mitsuko had to speak up. "He-kun is a very kind person."

Finally hearing someone who had lived under the same roof as He Rui for several years talk about him, the young ladies' expressions immediately returned to a friendly appearance. Although they didn't dare speak loudly, they still asked all sorts of questions about He Rui.

Regarding He Rui being kind, Mitsuko answered reluctantly. But when it came to questions involving evaluating He Rui, Mitsuko didn't answer. Having managed to satisfy the young ladies' curiosity with difficulty, it was also almost time for class. The female university students packed up their bowls and chopsticks and hurriedly prepared the textbooks and notes needed for the afternoon. After the dormitory door opened, a group of elegant and quiet female university students appeared before the students and teachers.

The sky gradually darkened. The sweltering day was nearing dusk. As the scorching summer sun sank into the gray surface of the Sea of Japan and twilight enveloped every household, the astonishing sound of alarm bells suddenly rang out on the streets. More than 300 fishermen's wives and daughters from Nishimizuhashi Town, a fishing village in Toyama Prefecture, walked onto the streets from all directions and surrounded the rice shop.

Toyama Prefecture and Sendai were at almost the same latitude on the map, only Sendai was on the east side facing the Pacific Ocean, while Toyama Prefecture was on the west side facing the Sea of Japan.

Compared with the female university students, these fishermen's wives and daughters didn't have elegant 'sailor suits'. They wore short-sleeved tops with patches over patches, and the skirts at their waists were also very short, only reaching above the knees, exposing thick, short thighs tanned by the sun.

After the women surrounded the rice shop, other women continued to surround the rice shop on the narrow street. Women who arrived late shouted with loud voices, "The rice shop's rice hasn't been shipped away yet, right?!"

Entering July, Japanese rice prices had been skyrocketing. In fact, not just in July; during the past so-called 'era of prosperity', Japanese rice prices had been rising continuously.

Originally, a family of three could get by with an income of 21-22 yen. With the continuous rise in rice prices, such income could no longer meet the needs of normal life.

The Japanese people in the fishing village of Nishimizuhashi Town in Toyama Prefecture were even more affected. The men in the family went out to sea to fish during the fishing season, and after the fishing season passed, they worked as sailors on ships sailing between Tsuruga and Vladivostok.

As the war's negative impact on Russia grew larger and Japanese rice prices grew higher, to earn more money, the men in the fishing village had to spend more time on ships, yet the money the women at home received didn't increase.

Now hearing that the owner of the local rice shop wanted to ship the rice in the shop to other places to sell at a high price, the women immediately rushed over to stop this.

Among the women surrounding the rice shop, someone shouted, "As long as the rice isn't shipped away, even if it's on credit, there's still food to eat. If we let them ship the rice away, we can only starve!"

Other women echoed in agreement. At this time, the shopkeeper walked out pretending to be menacing, shouting at the women surrounding the rice shop, "What do you want to do? Leave immediately!"

Seeing the shopkeeper come out, the women quickly pleaded, "There is a shortage of rice locally now; don't sell the rice elsewhere."

The shopkeeper had been a bit uneasy at first, but seeing the women only pleading, he immediately glared with round eyes and shouted rudely, "The rice is mine; I'll sell it to whoever I want."

Perhaps preparing to help her husband drive away these poor people, the shopkeeper's wife rushed out from the shop and shrieked, "If you think the rice is expensive and you can't live, go die then!"

The atmosphere underwent a subtle change in this shrieking rebuke. Unlike those young ladies, these women who didn't even know what an ivory tower was fell silent. The evening wind, wrapped in the smell of salty seawater and sweat, blew through the crowd, making the air feel different.

The shopkeeper thought the silence would continue and was about to turn around. Suddenly, a shout came from the crowd, "Sisters, we can't wait to die on empty stomachs; let's divide his rice!"

"What!" The shopkeeper turned back, preparing to scold these women angrily.

However, what met the shopkeeper's eyes were thick arms. The women rushed up and pushed the shopkeeper backward so that he tumbled; he rolled several times without stopping.

Those sturdy legs strove forward. Someone grabbed the shopkeeper's wife's rather exquisitely combed hair and pulled, causing the woman to scream shrilly.

"Take all the rice! Don't leave a single grain!" Angry shouts rose one after another in the crowd.

The hand grabbing the shopkeeper's wife let go. In the angry crowd striving to smash the main door, someone inadvertently bumped into the shopkeeper's wife, sending the woman flying.

The couple fell to the ground. No matter how they howled and cursed, before the sound emitted by that angry stream of people, it was insignificant, and no one paid attention.
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The hurried and heavy footsteps caused the members of the Tohoku Imperial University School Committee, who were holding a school affairs meeting, to temporarily stop their conversation. Something must have happened for someone to run so desperately.

As soon as the door opened, the person from outside said loudly, "President, the public is rioting in the streets!"

The President knew a little about the warning signs; for the past half-month, the public mood on the streets had been very indignant. Facing the agitated staff member, the President asked relatively calmly, "How many people?"

The staff member was truly anxious and quickly replied, "There are people in front of all the rice shops. The people from the school sent to buy grain can't get in."

Hearing that even the school couldn't buy grain, the School Committee members' expressions changed. The school cafeteria never purchased a large amount of grain at a time, at most a week's stock. The President immediately ordered, "If there is no grain in the city, go buy it in the nearby countryside."

The students in the ivory tower didn't know what was happening outside. Imperial Universities were funded and established by the Japanese government, and management had always been strict. Once the main gate was closed, entry and exit were prohibited, isolating the students from the world outside the campus walls.

Although the shouts of more and more marchers on the street came in from outside the walls, the high walls prevented communication between the two worlds. Moreover, the school organized patrols and prohibited students from approaching the walls.

The boys didn't know what had happened; they were surprised that no one mentioned the previously agreed-upon cheering and send-off for the expeditionary army. Three days later, the boys gathered in front of the latest notice, somewhat agitated.

The girls remained silent in the classroom but listened carefully to the boys angrily complaining about the school actually reducing the food supply. Morita Mitsuko immediately thought of her mother in Tokyo and couldn't help worrying about her mother's situation.

In the small courtyard of Mrs. Morita's house, the wooden door was still dilapidated. When He Rui was there, he had helped Mrs. Morita repair the wall, but since He Rui left, no one had repaired it again.

Inside the house, Ishiwara Kanji ordered someone to set down a bag of grain and instructed Mrs. Morita beside him, "Please try not to go out on the street recently, and don't let anyone into your home."

Mrs. Morita hurriedly responded, "Thank you, Ishiwara-kun, for the reminder."

Ishiwara Kanji had a myriad of things to do at this time, so he bowed to Mrs. Morita to say goodbye and left quickly with his subordinates. In the past month or two, Ishiwara Kanji had mobilized members of the 'Future Society' to purchase enough grain to support member families for several months. It was to help Future Society members and their families survive the impending crisis.

However, Ishiwara Kanji still hadn't expected the change to be so intense. When the accumulated anger of society erupted, it spread like wildfire. Rice riots were everywhere. Even though rice shops hired police and various gang members, news kept coming that rice shop defense lines were breached and rice was divided up by the people.

Every success also inspired the people's courage to resist the current Japanese political system. Rumors had already begun that workers started striking, demanding factories raise wages and improve working conditions.

Leaving Mrs. Morita's house and walking to the entrance of the alley, Ishiwara Kanji stopped and turned back to look at that familiar wooden door. Three years ago, He Rui had foreseen today's situation right here and proposed the economic idea of 'counter-cyclical adjustment'.

Now, only Mrs. Morita, a woman beginning to enter old age, remained behind this wooden door. He Rui had also returned to China to begin his journey. Now it was the turn of Ishiwara Kanji and his comrades to save Japan through their own efforts.

Turning back, Ishiwara Kanji walked away quickly, arranging for his subordinates to continue delivering grain to the last few families, while he himself went straight to Tokyo Imperial University.

After returning from Europe, Ishiwara Kanji was assigned to the Army War College as an instructor. This was a very common career path for Army War College graduates: teaching in military schools to cultivate their own coterie of juniors, then serving in important departments of the General Staff, and later serving in high-level positions in the troops. If they could pass every test, when the officers returned to the Army Ministry, they would become strong contenders for the next generation of army leaders.

So when Major Ishiwara, the instructor, appeared at the gate of Tokyo Imperial University, the guard heard he was here to see Professor Taira Toyomori and quickly picked up the phone. Not long after, Professor Taira Toyomori, in a crisp Western suit, came out to welcome him. Before Ishiwara Kanji could speak, Professor Taira pushed up his black-rimmed glasses. "Ishiwara-kun, I am going to visit Minister Takahashi now. Let's talk on the way."

Ishiwara Kanji knew Taira Toyomori was He Rui's academic colleague and understood He Rui's proposals very well. Walking a few steps with Taira Toyomori, he said directly, "Before He-kun left Japan, he specifically proposed the economic policy of counter-cyclical adjustment. I think the most important part is determining the industrial cycle, so I came to ask for the Professor's advice."

Taira Toyomori looked at Ishiwara Kanji, and after walking a few more steps, he said, "Really interesting. I am going to see Minister Takahashi this time precisely for the matter of the industrial cycle. Ishiwara-kun, why don't you come with me?"

"Is that allowed?" Ishiwara Kanji was somewhat surprised.

Taira Toyomori sighed as he walked. "There are very few people in Japan who can understand the two terms 'industrial cycle' and 'counter-cyclical'. Trust me, you would definitely become a very excellent official in the Ministry of Finance."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't consider this a compliment. Graduates of the Army War College were the elite of Japan and felt no psychological pressure when facing those bureaucrats. Moreover, Ishiwara Kanji believed it was that group of bureaucrats who messed things up.

Just as Taira Toyomori expected, hearing that an Army War College instructor who graduated from the Army War College had come along, Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo did not refuse the meeting. The layout of the white-bearded old minister's home was very Westernized, with wooden floors instead of tatami mats. The three sat on comfortable sofas, and Taira Toyomori took out a written document and placed it on the coffee table. "Your Excellency, I have done my best to make a report on the industrial cycle. Please take a look."

Takahashi Korekiyo took the report but didn't read it, only asking, "Professor Taira still insists on counter-cyclical adjustment?"

"Yes. I have discussed it with many professors, and we all believe this is the best way to solve Japan's current contradictions."

Takahashi Korekiyo looked at Major Ishiwara Kanji, then said to Taira Toyomori, "However, counter-cyclical adjustment requires reducing military expenditure."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't care about the pointed remarks, just listening attentively to the discussion on the economy between Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo and Tokyo Imperial University Professor Taira Toyomori.

Obviously, Takahashi Korekiyo fully understood the policy proposed by He Rui and even agreed to some extent, so the questions Takahashi Korekiyo raised were challenging the policy's feasibility. Professor Taira Toyomori was good at scholarship but lacked the rich work experience of Takahashi Korekiyo. Facing these questions, although he tried to find solutions, his words were more in defense of He Rui's policy, lacking that incisiveness. And the deepest impression He Rui left on Ishiwara Kanji was precisely He Rui's understanding and analysis of real-world problems.

Perhaps Takahashi Korekiyo was somewhat tired of Professor Taira Toyomori's bookishness, or perhaps seeing Ishiwara Kanji listening seriously, he suddenly turned his head and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what do you think of counter-cyclical adjustment?"

Major Ishiwara Kanji quickly lowered his head and replied, "This subordinate believes that the priority of today's situation lies in consolidating national consensus. Why not publish the theories of cyclical laws and counter-cyclical adjustment in newspapers for the public to discuss? Today, public grievances in Japan are boiling. If there is a theory that can explain the current situation, the public's resentment might be dispelled."

Takahashi Korekiyo was stunned, looking up and down at this young officer again for a while, and suddenly laughed. "I didn't expect Ishiwara-kun to have such insight."

Ishiwara Kanji had a deep talk with He Rui a few months ago and had long had a solution to such doubts, so he answered decisively, "Your Excellency, this subordinate does not mean to find so-called culprits. There are indeed villains among business owners who use exploiting and deceiving the people as a means to get rich. But those people are a minority and cannot hold high positions. However, all business owners without exception will turn a blind eye to the people's suffering and even strive to exploit the situation for their benefit. Such disregard is the cause leading to contradictions. If all the people can know that Japan is currently in a certain stage of the cycle and what characteristics this stage has, business owners and the citizens can understand where the problem lies. The people will know that pushing all responsibility onto business owners cannot solve the problem. Business owners can also know that ignoring the people will not only fail to save them but will also put them in a situation where everyone calls for their heads."

Takahashi Korekiyo didn't pay much attention to Ishiwara Kanji's words at first, but hearing the latter part, his expression gradually became serious. When Ishiwara Kanji finished speaking, Takahashi Korekiyo thought for a long time and finally sighed. "Ishiwara-kun, the theory of counter-cyclical adjustment is not complete; there is too much ambiguous content, which is where I cannot agree."

Ishiwara Kanji was not surprised. After visiting the Northeast, Ishiwara Kanji understood that He Rui's theory was not meant to guide the current Japan, or even to guide the current China or the world; He Rui's theory was to guide the future world. That was why He Rui completed land reform in the Northeast, changing the basic production system, after which those theories naturally began to operate well.

But Ishiwara Kanji still wanted to try again, so he tried hard to persuade, "Your Excellency, the true function of the Meiji Restoration was to win strategic time for Japan's development, allowing it to develop itself as much as possible within a certain time without worrying about the development process being interrupted. Now, although counter-cyclical adjustment has many unpredictable problems, this policy can at least win time for Japan's development, allowing Japan to continue progressing. If a decision cannot be made decisively at present, Japan will fall into disorderly civil strife domestically, consuming Japan's time for self-development, with no progress for several years. At that time, when the world situation changes, Japan can only struggle to deal with external pressure, completely losing its own initiative. I beg Your Excellency to think twice."

Takahashi Korekiyo wavered for a moment, but looking at Ishiwara Kanji's military uniform, he had to return to his previous mood.

It could be seen that both Major Ishiwara Kanji and Professor Taira Toyomori acknowledged He Rui's scholarship. Takahashi Korekiyo himself also agreed with He Rui. So Takahashi Korekiyo had actually studied very seriously the 'counter-cyclical adjustment' policy He Rui prescribed for Japan after the end of the European war.

However, even if Takahashi Korekiyo used all his strength, this policy might not necessarily be implemented. Once it failed, it would cause Takahashi Korekiyo to lose all political capital.

Moreover, Takahashi Korekiyo's greatest resistance came from the military. Soldiers believed that external expansion could solve problems. The disturbance in Japan right now was indeed because those business owners completely ignored the public, exploited them desperately, and accumulated huge contradictions.

But wasn't it the Japanese military's expedition to Russia that detonated this contradiction? The army purchased a large amount of grain, directly detonating the already climbing grain prices. The Japanese people couldn't take it anymore, so they rose up to seize rice.

So Takahashi Korekiyo said nothing, only politely indicating that he had other matters, that today's meeting ended here, and he would invite Taira Toyomori and Ishiwara Kanji to talk again another day.

Leaving Takahashi Korekiyo's residence, Ishiwara Kanji bit his lip slightly and sighed softly, "Damn it!"

There had always been a saying that Takahashi Korekiyo was a man brave enough to take responsibility. In this meeting, Ishiwara Kanji discovered that Takahashi Korekiyo was not the kind of politician who could stake everything on one throw and strive forward for Japan.

At this moment when hope was shattered, apart from saying "Damn it", Ishiwara Kanji truly couldn't find other words to express his mood at this time.
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He Rui received the document from the Intelligence Division and was just about to read it when the Chief of the Intelligence Division spoke up first, "Chairman, we are discussing with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to advance the arrangement of sending our people to work there."

He Rui didn't answer immediately. After reading the introductory document on the Rice Riots, he replied, "No rush. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is also very wary of us."

Hearing this, the Chief of the Intelligence Division said somewhat angrily, "Those people don't do proper work themselves, yet they're terrified we'll steal their official positions or something!"

He Rui was amused by the comrade's indignant words. Thinking back, he thought the same way when he was young, always feeling that those officials were just dead wood occupying positions, when in fact it was just that he had absolutely no opportunity to become part of the core of power.

As for the current Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, didn't they really want to make waves internationally? They certainly did. It was just that the country backing them lacked strength, and currently, the personnel of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were employees of the Beiyang government. Could employees directly ignore the boss's orders and listen to the branch manager's orders?

He Rui originally didn't want to say these words because the current personnel arrangement for the Chief of the Intelligence Division was selected through the Northeast local 'press-ganging' model. Every place lacked people, and inexperienced comrades were arranged in all positions. He Rui didn't know how long this comrade would serve. Would telling him too much now affect the comrade's confidence in his work?

But He Rui still discussed his views with the Intelligence Division Chief. As He Rui expected, the Intelligence Division Chief obviously couldn't quite accept it.

After the Intelligence Division Chief left, He Rui had a small impulse. Perhaps it was time to go to the Baoding Military Academy to recruit students. Seeking such professionals from the current young officers...

However, He Rui didn't continue thinking about it. Starting from the year before last, the juniors of Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and others had written letters to their seniors one after another, asking if Marshal He Rui needed officers here. If the seniors could guarantee them official officer positions, they were willing to come and join.

Young officers who passed the political vetting had already come to the Northeast. Although there were indeed still talents in the Baoding Military Academy, those people all had reasons not to come to the Northeast.

So He Rui ordered his secretary to arrange a meeting with the Japanese Consul in Fengtian. Soon, the Japanese Consul appeared before He Rui. He Rui got straight to the point: "I heard that the skyrocketing grain prices in Japan have triggered riots in most parts of the country. I have deep feelings for Japan. At this time, I want to donate a batch of grain to the Japanese citizens."

The Japanese Consulate in Fengtian had its own radio station and already knew about the domestic Rice Riots. The Consul immediately stood up and bowed to He Rui. "Thank you, Your Excellency Chairman, for your goodwill toward the Great Japanese Empire, but the Great Japanese Empire has the ability to solve this matter."

He Rui didn't give up and continued to ask, "If that's the case, I am willing to set up grain distribution points in the Chiyoda district of Tokyo, Japan, in my personal name. I lived there for a long time, and the people there are very kind."

How could the Japanese Consul in Fengtian dare to agree? Accepting foreign donations meant that the domestic government was powerless to control the situation and had to rely on foreign friends to come forward and help. For the current Japanese government, this was an unacceptable humiliation.

However, since it was He Rui speaking, the matter became subtle. He Rui had his own influence in Japan; in the Japanese military and upper circles, He Rui indeed had a group of friends. Donating to the Chiyoda district of Tokyo where he had lived for several years, He Rui could even produce a clear list of donation recipients.

Helpless, the Consul could only reply, "Please allow me to ask for instructions from home."

Seeing that the Japanese Consul was very shrewd, He Rui could only drop it for the time being and ended the meeting.

The Director of the Foreign Affairs Bureau had come with the Japanese Consul. After seeing the Consul out, he turned back. "Chairman, why do this?"

He Rui felt somewhat helpless about the talent issue again. Currently, 99% of He Rui's subordinates were northern youths. Northerners had their own virtues: straightforward, quick to avenge wrongs and repay kindness, and not too conflicted in personality. However, in the field of diplomacy, these might not necessarily be considered virtues. Because diplomacy is not a simple profession conducted in the light.

If it were a Shaoxing advisor, there would definitely be a completely different approach. Although those ideas would be based on relatively dark lines of thought, they were very suitable for the field of intrigue.

Of course, He Rui absolutely didn't hope for a Shaoxing advisor to become the future Foreign Minister; the Foreign Minister had better be an open and aboveboard tough guy. So such a tough guy must have some crafty aides.

Thinking of this, He Rui explained, "The purpose of doing this is to express goodwill and use the opportunity of the incident in Japan to expand our influence in Japan."

"Will the Japanese appreciate it?" The Foreign Affairs Bureau Director didn't quite dare to agree with this line of thought.

"Diplomacy isn't about being buddies. Whether the Japanese public appreciates it or not is precisely not what we need to consider. We just want to face it with such a friendly attitude. This attitude is merely to express to the Japanese government and public that we are a peace-loving countr... political group willing to give help when others are in difficulty."

The Foreign Affairs Bureau Director was a lad from Shandong. Hearing this, his brows furrowed. He Rui knew this comrade might be angry about Japan's occupation of Shandong, so he ended the meeting.

Originally, He Rui hadn't considered talking to the Department of Education, but at this moment, he still called Department of Education Director Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao, send the comrade responsible for recruiting students from other provinces over to give me a report."

Zhao Tianlin was stunned on the phone. "Is there any problem with the new students we recruited?"

Communication between He Rui and Zhao Tianlin could be very smooth, so He Rui replied, "Not really. I just suddenly felt we need some personnel with the mindset of a Shaoxing advisor... no, personnel who are well-versed in human nature but rarely affected by the dark side, to take charge of part of the work."

Zhao Tianlin didn't seem very clear but didn't say much either. After agreeing to this matter, Zhao Tianlin brought up another task. "Chairman, the coal mining equipment and engineers we imported from the US have arrived, but they were stuck at customs entry by the disease control department, insisting they be quarantined for seven days."

He Rui knew Zhao Tianlin hoped for quick customs clearance, so he answered immediately, "They must be quarantined; there can be absolutely no laxity."

Zhao Tianlin was silent for a moment before asking, "Is it really that dangerous?"

"More dangerous than you think! Please trust me on this matter." He Rui emphasized that there must be no loopholes in disease control.

Putting down the phone, He Rui couldn't help but sigh slightly. The 1918 Flu Pandemic couldn't be treated as non-existent, especially for that group of personnel coming from the US; control must be strictly enforced. There was no helping it; that hellhole, the US, was full of various viruses. Heaven knows when a mutant virus with huge lethality to humans would mutate out.

The more industrialized a country, the greater the harm it would suffer from a viral pandemic.
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As time entered October 1918, the whole of Europe finally determined that the war was about to end. Even in the British Legation in Beijing, ten thousand miles away from the battlefield, the same topic was being discussed.

British Minister Jordan's expression revealed a rare anxiety, while the British banking gentlemen sitting opposite Jordan had expressions of dejection as if facing the end of the world.

"...Strange diseases are prevalent in Europe and the US. No matter how the patients' blood is examined, no unusual bacteria can be seen inside. Yet people just sicken and die like that, just like a curse! Good God!" The British gentlemen crossed themselves with lingering fear as they spoke of the tragic situation in Europe.

Jordan didn't know why, but he immediately thought of the disease control measures He Rui had been implementing for several months. There is a saying in China: after a great disaster, there must be a great epidemic. Entering the 20th century, the Northeast of China had outbreaks of plague and cholera several times. He Rui, the young supreme military and political chief of the Northeast, confidently announced that he would thoroughly solve the diseases in the Northeast, and his method was strict quarantine.

According to Morrison, the diseases in the Northeast had indeed been brought under control. Moreover, the Chinese side had also increased vaccination. In addition to the smallpox vaccine, they had also obtained a vaccine for tuberculosis from an unknown laboratory in France.

Perhaps because he had become He Rui's Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, Morrison was quite appreciative of He Rui's disease control work in the Northeast...

"...Your Excellency Jordan, there is a result regarding the matter you entrusted to us." The words of the banking gentlemen interrupted Jordan's wandering thoughts, and he quickly looked at the gentlemen. The gentlemen continued to ask, "Your Excellency, do you think Your Excellency He Rui can understand the request you put forward?"

Jordan had originally considered returning to Britain for retirement after the end of the European war. He was 76 years old; as the Chinese saying goes, fallen leaves return to their roots. Jordan indeed wanted to return to the hometown he hadn't been back to for decades to enjoy his old age.

Hearing about the mysterious epidemic prevalent in Europe with a huge number of deaths, Jordan decided to stay in China for a while longer and return to Europe after the epidemic ended. The considerable amount of time in between was enough for Jordan to do some things very beneficial to him. So Jordan answered confidently, "I will make General He understand these things, and I also believe General He will accept such a suggestion."

Seeing Jordan so confident, the gentlemen didn't say more. Ten days later, Jordan and his party finished their seven-day quarantine observation, left the quarantine station in Fengtian, and were invited into He Rui's office.

Jordan didn't act as the main lobbyist but introduced these British gentlemen working in the banking industry to He Rui. In the European diplomatic corps in the Legation Quarter, the young Chinese warlord He Rui was highly rated and considered the most Europeanized Chinese ruler. So the British gentlemen, wearing British top hats, took them off after seeing He Rui.

He Rui also elegantly expressed his welcome to the gentlemen. The gentlemen wanted to know very much if this reportedly most Europeanized local Chinese warlord was as rumored, so they got straight to the point. "We heard that Your Excellency is seeking collateral for Northeast Bank notes. We wonder how much Your Excellency knows about the pound sterling?"

After the attendant brought black tea, milk, and sugar, He Rui replied, "I know the pound was on the gold standard before the war and could be exchanged directly for gold. During the war, the pound was delinked from gold. Do you gentlemen already have news that the pound will return to the gold standard?"

The British banking gentlemen were very satisfied with He Rui's answer. It wasn't that no one among China's rulers knew the pound was on the gold standard, but He Rui truly understood British monetary policy and international trade. With such a knowledge base, things could continue to be discussed. "We suggest Your Excellency use the pound as collateral for the Northeast currency; this will be very beneficial to Your Excellency."

After making the suggestion, the few people waited for He Rui to ask questions. He Rui indeed asked a question. "The war is about to end. Britain borrowed a huge amount of debt during the war, especially from the US. I don't know if the US government will exchange a large amount of gold from the Bank of England and transport it away. If that happens, will the gold content of the pound be greatly affected?"

Hearing this, Minister Jordan picked up his black tea and sipped it slowly. The question He Rui raised already matched Jordan's praise of He Rui in front of the banking circle. As for those specific questions, let this group worry about them. Jordan himself had already gotten rid of the trouble.

Sure enough, the banking gentlemen began to explain to He Rui, the content of which exceeded the scope of Jordan's understanding. He Rui listened quietly. When the banking gentlemen finished speaking, He Rui asked, "If things indeed develop as you gentlemen predict, then our side must become an offshore Pound Sterling settlement center. Using the pound as a reserve, our side must obtain another power: to become the pound settlement center for the entire Northeast Asian region, or even the entire North China. Which banks do you represent in making this proposal?"

Jordan couldn't understand the meaning of these words anymore. This was not because Minister Jordan lacked knowledge, but based on the characteristics of the language itself. English is different from Chinese; in Chinese, one can guess the meaning from the characters, but English is just simple words. When old words cannot satisfy the description of new things, new words are added. These constantly increasing words lead to the fact that mastering three thousand Chinese characters is enough to cope with the vast majority of textual needs, while mastering thirty thousand English words might not achieve the same purpose.

The banking system has its own vocabulary, and Minister Jordan really didn't know what they meant.

The banking gentlemen originally had no high expectations of He Rui. At this moment, they couldn't help but exchange glances, seeing surprise and joy in each other's eyes.

The reason for coming to the Northeast initially was simple: these guys felt they were doing a favor for He Rui. The reason for dragging Minister Jordan along was naturally to use Minister Jordan's official status to pressure He Rui. In return, once Minister Jordan could make Northeast China use the pound as currency collateral, Minister Jordan could be promoted at least one level after returning to his country; rising two levels wasn't impossible either.

At the beginning of the negotiation with He Rui, the banking gentlemen became increasingly happy; He Rui knowing some financial knowledge was actually conducive to persuading him to accept the pound. The happy negotiation proceeded until He Rui casually talked about an 'offshore Pound Sterling settlement center', and the gentlemen were truly startled. It turned out that the Chinese warlord chieftain opposite not only understood finance but really understood finance.

A settlement center has a huge function; pound operations in the region would operate centered on the bank controlled by He Rui. While He Rui would certainly bear many risks, he would also collect handling fees for bearing the risks. Moreover, He Rui could control the flow of funds, understand the operation of the pound, and provide interbank lending services; this was huge power in the financial world.

Since He Rui raising this request completely exceeded the British gentlemen's expectations, they asked respectfully, "Does Your Excellency's banking industry have such talent?"

"No," He Rui answered crisply.

The British gentlemen couldn't help but reveal smiles with complex meanings. There was a sense of 'as expected', a little amusement, and also considerable respect for He Rui's own frankness and boldness.

The meeting ended normally without any result, which was something everyone could have imagined. If settlement business could be achieved so simply, wouldn't the accumulation of the British Empire over hundreds of years be meaningless?

He Rui sent the British away and said to the confused comrades around him, "Tell the French Consul that Britain wants us to use the pound as currency collateral."

Not even waiting for the next day, that very evening, the French Consul in Fengtian personally asked for a meeting. Upon seeing He Rui, the French Consul spoke urgently, "Your Excellency, our franc is by no means inferior to the pound. If you can relax a bit on disease control, people arriving the day after tomorrow can discuss with Your Excellency about using the franc as collateral for the Northeast currency!"

"Our disease control policy cannot be changed," He Rui smiled.

Seeing the French Consul looking troubled, He Rui smiled, "But making a phone call from inside the quarantine station is always possible."

The French Consul immediately revealed a smile. "Apologies for disturbing Your Excellency's rest; I will take my leave."

At the People's Party meeting the next day, He Rui informed the leading cadres of this matter and requested the personnel departments of all units to recommend reliable and capable comrades to prepare for banking and financial training.

Even Wu Youping was shocked by this arrangement. Although the Wu family hadn't engaged in the financial industry, they knew the importance of exchange. When the comrades saw Zheng Sirang, a soldier, talking back and forth with He Rui and Wu Youping, they were even more surprised.

Zheng Sirang was considered to have made mistakes; after returning from Mongolia, he was assigned to the Tractor Manufacturing Plant as a 'military representative'. Many people thought this was He Rui preparing to temper Zheng Sirang, but they hadn't expected Zheng Sirang to even understand bank settlement, a rather obscure job.

Seeing everyone's expressions, Zheng Sirang smiled heartily. "My family ran the Huiyou Escort Agency; we had to do these things anyway. I didn't expect the international settlement center to be quite similar to an escort agency."

The comrades hadn't expected this to be family-inherited knowledge, and someone couldn't help asking, "Did the Chairman's family also do this?"

He Rui didn't answer this silly question but answered Wu Youping's question from just now. "Comrade Wu Youping, I don't intend to introduce Britain and France to compete together. If we try to speculate from it, we'll probably end up losing more than we gain. A big reason I use pounds and francs as Northeast currency collateral lies in the fact that we originally need trade settlement anyway. Although trade volume with Britain and France has plummeted recently, it doesn't mean trade will continue like this in the future. If currency settlement ultimately falls into the hands of other countries, just the handling fees will be a large sum of money."

Facing a problem he didn't understand, Wu Youping wasn't willing to continue the discussion either. Finally, the comrades expressed, "We will listen to the Chairman for everything."

He Rui knew this was probably the only way at this stage, so he warned everyone, "We lack talent in this area, so we must hire some foreign experts to work for a period of time. Everyone must be mentally prepared."

As He Rui expected, the youths' faces turned very ugly; letting foreigners control China's banks triggered many negative associations. He Rui continued, "These people are our employees, not people sent by some foreign government. Managing these people is just like managing the German, Austro-Hungarian, and Russian POW workers."

After recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway, the Northeast Army captured a large number of Russians. Previously, the Beiyang government also held some German and Austro-Hungarian prisoners. Beiyang initially just fed them, but He Rui asked for the German and Austro-Hungarian prisoners and arranged work for them.

Now under He Rui, besides British and French people like Morrison serving as officials, there were also a group of prisoners serving as various laborers. In a sense, this quite appeased the feelings of the young comrades.

Seeing everyone's expressions improve a bit, He Rui continued, "Tell the German and Austro-Hungarian prisoners that the war is about to end, and they can prepare to return to their countries."
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The train carrying Comrade Joffe, Chairman of the Bolshevik Foreign Affairs Committee, raced across the Siberian land. None of the group wore Bolshevik military uniforms; instead, they were dressed like wealthy people, carrying large leather suitcases. To make them look more like rich people fleeing Bolshevik tyranny, there were also quite a few female Bolshevik comrades in the group pretending to be female relatives.

Since the train crossed the Ural Mountains, the anger in Comrade Joffe's heart had been accumulating continuously. The Czechoslovak Legion had marched east, crossed the Urals, and destroyed the Bolshevik government in Siberia, turning the entire region into a White area. A large number of White Army troops gathered in this area, received the weapons transported from China, and prepared to attack the Red Army.

Watching the White Army soldiers looking satisfied with their brand-new Mosin-Nagant rifles, Commissar Joffe wished China only had the ability to produce crude and poorly made weapons, and wished those weapons would explode immediately in the hands of the White Army.

But Commissar Joffe had to meet with He Rui, this dangerous warlord chieftain, because as more and more news about He Rui came in, Comrade Lenin increasingly believed that He Rui harbored no hostility toward the Soviet regime. Even so, the comrades in the Soviet Central Committee who considered He Rui a dangerous enemy were still the majority; only Comrade Trotsky had changed his view. Another one who changed his view was Comrade Stalin.

If it weren't for Comrade Stalin's usually fiery personality, and that he would absolutely not curry favor with the powerful, Joffe would have even suspected whether Stalin was speaking sincerely.

When Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, and Joffe held a meeting, Stalin immediately stated, "I think He Rui wants to negotiate with us, but he must be preparing some conspiracy."

Joffe hadn't expected Stalin to actually agree to negotiate with He Rui, which was truly surprising.

Trotsky scratched his thick, lion's mane-like hair. "He Rui's policies within China have considerable merit. In the report sent recently, He Rui claimed to be a staunch communist..."

Joffe was somewhat annoyed about this matter. Because the initial report sent by the Bolshevik Far East Branch was entirely personal opinion, describing He Rui as a vicious and rude warlord chieftain. Although the second report wasn't much better, it attached a 'memorandum' in Russian.

This matter made Comrade Joffe feel deeply that the level of the organization members was too low. In formal diplomatic occasions, both sides should have their own meeting minutes, and even exchange minutes to ensure the precision of the conversation content.

The second set of meeting minutes sent was made by He Rui's side; this fact alone made Commissar Joffe, who presided over the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* negotiations, feel He Rui's sincere attitude.

As for the content of the meeting, it left Joffe even more speechless. Joffe certainly didn't think the Bolshevik Party was an imperialist party, nor did he think the Communist Party was following an imperialist line. But looking only at the content of the conversation, He Rui's evaluation of the Far East Bolshevik representatives was correct; what they said indeed proved they adhered to imperialist diplomacy.

At this time, Trotsky had finished speaking. Unlike Stalin, who thought He Rui was a dangerous conspirator, Trotsky felt He Rui was constantly advancing the revolution and might really be a communist.

Thus, everyone's gaze fell on Comrade Lenin. Comrade Lenin did not oppose Trotsky's view, nor did he oppose Comrade Stalin's view.

Believing in communism is a personal faith; having cold and cruel means and being adept at manipulating conspiracies are personal capabilities. There is no necessary opposition between the two.

Stalin's tough pragmatism and Trotsky's enthusiastic romance were both fine. As for Lenin's personal feeling, He Rui's image remained ambiguous. Based on He Rui's speeches and articles collected so far, one could only judge that He Rui was a scholar. The name 'Civilization Party' sounded like it had a petit-bourgeois flavor, and He Rui's economic policies could only be described as ambiguous.

The policy of distributing land to the people was not new; the Russian Tsar had done it, and the Stolypin reforms had done it. This policy had no necessary connection with communism. Otherwise, the Tsar and Stolypin would be communists.

Many of the White Army soldiers fighting bloody battles with the Red Army now were Mensheviks. There was no lack of people among the Mensheviks who advocated for equal distribution of land. When it comes to advocating for distributing land to farmers and improving the miserable lives of Russian farmers, this was the majority view among Mensheviks.

As for the reactionary landlords, aristocrats, and capitalists in the White Army, few openly opposed distributing land to the Russian people either.

This was the result brought by the wave of revolution. The old ownership of means of production brought contradictions that could not be eliminated, and the revolution was triggered because of these contradictions. Before these demands were basically met, the revolution would not end. Anyone attempting to stop the revolution would be destroyed, just like the Romanov family that had lasted for hundreds of years.

The core point of the revolution is: to whom do the benefits ultimately belong? The Bolsheviks could shout without concealment, "Everything belongs to the people, everything belongs to the Soviets." If He Rui really had the excellent ability rumored, he must have considered this question, must have understood this question, and made his own choice.

As for what He Rui's choice exactly was...

Comrade Lenin asked, "Comrade Joffe, are you willing to go to Manchuria, China, to meet with He Rui?"

Recalling Comrade Lenin's entrustment, Commissar Joffe was prepared in his heart to sacrifice himself to complete the mission. If it were only to see He Rui, the danger Joffe would encounter would only be safety along the way. But this time Joffe not only had to see He Rui but also requested to see China's current government leader Duan Qirui, as well as the Southern Revolutionary Party leader Sun Yat-sen. Such danger could not be assessed.

The train entered the next station. Bodies were seen hanging from streetlights, eyes rolled back, tongues sticking out long, obviously hanged alive rather than hung up for display after death. Signs reading 'Bolshevik Thug' hung on the chests of the bodies. Joffe watched for a moment, then withdrew his gaze. The people on the train had similar expressions; it was too tragic. This was the current environment of struggle in eastern Russia.

There were few dangers along the way, and Comrade Joffe's party arrived safely at the Sino-Russian border. Soon, He Rui on the other side of the boundary river sent people to escort Joffe across the border. Bravely stepping onto the boat, Joffe watched the figures of other comrades on the opposite bank becoming smaller and smaller. Compared to the more than a hundred thousand troops under He Rui, bringing all the comrades along would be useless.

Commissar Joffe no longer considered his own safety but began to observe the Chinese people he saw, in accordance with Comrade Lenin's request. The Chinese people looked indifferent, maintaining vigilance toward Joffe and the two Bolsheviks, but without any hostile actions.

When the group went ashore, a truck was already waiting by the riverbank. The group got into the truck and drove bumpily toward Harbin.
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Meeting He Rui for the first time, Joffe felt something familiar about him. This surprised Joffe; He Rui's appearance was completely unfamiliar to him, and the temperament of this tall Chinese warlord chieftain was also very different from that of the Bolshevik Central Committee members.

He Rui reminded Joffe of Comrade Lenin. Comrade Lenin also had moments of anxiety and times when he showed irritability or even anger due to personal moods. But when Comrade Lenin was prepared, a natural focus emanated from him. He Rui gave Joffe the same feeling.

It seemed that just as Comrade Lenin had predicted, this warlord chieftain He Rui had long been waiting to negotiate with the Bolsheviks.

After the exchange of greetings, He Rui, dressed in a black military uniform, sat opposite Joffe and inquired about the hardships of Joffe's journey in French, which had stiff grammar and a strong foreign accent. Although this French was not praiseworthy, it allowed Joffe to feel a warm side of He Rui.

However, Joffe chose to converse with He Rui in Russian. "Your Excellency, you are supporting the White Army that is launching attacks against us."

He Rui replied in Chinese, "Yes, we must fulfill our obligations as a member of the Entente Powers."

"I saw in the newspapers that you stated you do not recognize the Bolshevik government."

"I not only do not recognize the Bolshevik government, but I also do not recognize the White Russian regime. As the Chairman of a local Chinese government, I do not unilaterally recognize the power of any political entity."

"Yet you acted on your own initiative to seize the Chinese Eastern Railway."

"Commissar Joffe, do you wish to discuss with me my jurisdiction over the locality as the Chairman of the local government?"

The first round of conversation was temporarily interrupted. Joffe was certain that this warlord chieftain He Rui indeed held real power over the entire Northeast. This fact made Joffe more curious about the current situation in China. Various intelligence indicated that the struggles between various warlords in China were very fierce, and wars had broken out between them. Yet He Rui, a warlord who could be counted among the top three in China, displayed a higher level of vision, as if he were the central government of China.

Possessing heavy troops and maintaining independence, yet superficially adhering to the systems the country should have. If He Rui were a European, he would be a prince with the first right of succession within an empire in chaos, patiently and proactively preparing to take over the supreme power that would sooner or later belong to him.

...Is this what a Chinese warlord looks like?

After adjusting his mindset, Joffe started the next topic. "Thank you for the meeting minutes you sent. I saw you said you are a steel-like communist."

"It's 'staunch', not 'steel-like'," He Rui corrected.

This remark put the translators on both sides in a difficult position. He Rui's translator found he couldn't explain the subtle difference between 'staunch/iron-willed communist' and 'steel/iron communist'. The Russian translator brought by Commissar Joffe didn't understand the relationship between 'iron rod' and 'steel'. Thus, translators on both sides looked at He Rui.

He Rui switched to explaining in his stiff French full of exotic flavor, "'Staunch' refers to using Marx's scientific socialism and communist concepts as one's methodology for analyzing the world. 'Steel' refers to considering oneself a communist and steadfastly adhering to this view."

This explanation resonated with Commissar Joffe, but the distinction therein couldn't be figured out immediately. But Comrade Lenin had talked with him for a long time before Commissar Joffe set off, and a part of it happened to be very consistent with what He Rui said. A sense of respect for Comrade Lenin arose in Commissar Joffe's heart; accurate prediction of things that hadn't happened yet was one of the reasons why Bolshevik party members admired Lenin incomparably.

Recalling Comrade Lenin's instructions before departure, Commissar Joffe asked, "Your Excellency, what kind of country do you want to build China into?"

He Rui replied, "Humans have five kinds of needs, presenting a hierarchical progressive relationship: physiological needs, safety needs, belongingness and love needs, esteem needs, and self-actualization."

Joffe felt there was too much content to remember clearly at once. He Rui stood up and wrote the Hierarchy of Needs theory on the blackboard in the conference room. Then he continued, "Physiological needs: food, water, air, sleep, sexual needs, etc. They are the most important and powerful among human needs. Comrade Joffe, have you ever been a worker? Do you know how terrible the workers' working environment is? If you knew... those textile factory workers work in two shifts. To save costs, capitalists only arrange one-half of the bunks for workers. After the day-shift workers get up to work, the bunks are immediately used by night-shift workers. Not only in Russia, but in all industrialized countries, it's like this. In such an environment, terrible food, foul air, and insufficient sleep torture workers to the brink of death, let alone marital life. Or it happens openly in such a harsh environment to extract a little pleasure that is better than nothing. Under such circumstances, revolution is not only inevitable but necessary!"

For a moment, the image of He Rui as a 'Prince' that Commissar Joffe had barely established in his mind collapsed instantly. A noble Prince Excellency could not possibly have such a profound understanding of the people's suffering. Even if he knew, he would describe it with disgust rather than being full of sympathy for the workers.

He Rui continued, "Safety needs: people need stability, security, protection, order, freedom from fear and anxiety, etc. A precarious life cannot give people a sense of security, and the class possessing capital spontaneously or intentionally uses such threats to force people into labor. Such guys even take pride in boasting that they gave people job opportunities. Their destruction is simply inevitable."

Commissar Joffe knew the harsh living environment of the Russian working class very well, and hearing this, he couldn't help but nod slightly.

"Marx said that the capitalist system turned all professions respected and possessing feudal privileges into wage laborers. People's need for belonging and love: a person demands to establish emotional connections or relationships with others. Making friends, pursuing love. These have become unstable and lost their sacred halo because the feudal system was destroyed and professional privileges were lost. Next, the need for esteem: self-esteem and the hope of being respected by others also cease to exist. The final need, the need for self-actualization, has also become a privilege that only the bourgeoisie can possess. People's pursuit of realizing their abilities or potential and perfecting them has become impossible because they do not own capital. I think Commissar Joffe must have seen many such people in Russia."

For a moment, Joffe almost couldn't figure out whether he was in China or Russia, because the warlord chieftain opposite, equivalent to a 'Chinese Prince', described society in a way that highly overlapped with the current situation in Russia.

Opposing the Bolshevik Red Army was the White Army, and the White Army was not a unified organization but composed of Tsarist royalists, militarists, and moderate socialists. Among them, the greatest enemy was not Kolchak or Denikin, but the moderate socialists, the Mensheviks.

Of the five levels of needs He Rui mentioned, the first two referred to the suffering masses of Russia, and the latter three undoubtedly referred to the White Army.

Joffe hated the White Army incomparably, and he couldn't help but feel indignation at He Rui's calm analysis. He said loudly, "Your Excellency, are you making excuses for the White Army?"

"Whether Red Army or White Army, they are all just humans. One of the basic concepts of Marxism is historical materialism. More than 2000 years ago, a Chinese sage said that barbarian infants and Huaxia (Chinese) infants cry exactly the same when born, but after growing up, they possess completely different customs. This is the result of the environment's influence on humans. In my eyes, humans themselves are not much different. Does Commissar Joffe think humans themselves are different?"

Joffe was speechless for a moment. He wanted to tell He Rui loudly that people were different. But as a Marxist, a Bolshevik deeply influenced by Comrade Lenin, Joffe knew that saying so was wrong. Comrade Lenin agreed with the theory of class influence but did not agree with the theory of bloodline.

So Joffe fell silent temporarily, pondering what He Rui said. However, before Joffe could come up with a line of thought, He Rui continued, "Regarding what kind of country to build China into, any country is composed of people. First, China must solve the people's physiological needs, liberating them from the predicament of hunger and cold. Second, China must solve safety needs, liberating it from the harsh strategic environment threatened by foreign countries. I am now only doing my best to complete the first step in the Northeast; as for the second step, it is in progress."

Driven by a sour mood, Commissar Joffe asked, "Is seizing the Chinese Eastern Railway Your Excellency's action to solve safety needs?"

Once the words were out, Joffe regretted it a little. The last meeting collapsed completely on this issue. Although Joffe understood He Rui's irony last time, with the conversation reaching this point, Joffe felt he had to talk about this.

Contrary to Joffe's expectations, He Rui smiled. "Commissar Joffe is right; I implemented the action of recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway precisely to solve China's safety needs. My understanding of the specific situation of the Russian Revolution is limited, and I don't know if the Russian Revolution has solved the problem of physiological needs. But I guess the Central Committee of the Bolshevik Party is striving to implement plans to solve safety needs."

Hearing the translator relay He Rui's words, Comrade Lenin's instructions in Commissar Joffe's memory came to mind. Comrade Lenin's wording was very different from He Rui's, but the direction of their focus was exactly the same.

Picking up the teacup and taking two sips, Commissar Joffe's agitated emotions quickly calmed down. The purpose of coming to China this time was no different from the purpose of negotiating with Germany before. The Bolshevik Central Committee, or rather Comrade Lenin, expected to reach a peace treaty with China to solve the survival problem facing the Bolshevik regime.

Since He Rui had the same judgment, Joffe didn't want to say more. Signing the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk*, the Bolsheviks promised humiliating conditions of ceding territory and paying indemnities, which almost shook Comrade Lenin's leadership position.

Signing the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* with Germany was because Comrade Lenin believed Germany would collapse, and afterward, the treaty would cease to exist. But the Northeast controlled by He Rui showed absolutely no signs of collapse. If he ceded territory and paid indemnities to gain He Rui's recognition, he might really have to fulfill the treaty. Commissar Joffe personally could absolutely not bear such a heavy responsibility.

Just as Commissar Joffe fell into a dilemma, He Rui laughed. "Commissar Joffe has had a tiring journey; why not go back to the hotel to rest first?"

Given such an opportunity, Joffe immediately expressed his thanks. Watching Joffe's retreating figure, He Rui ordered his secretary, "Notify the comrades, prepare for a meeting."
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When the young comrades faced He Rui, there was none of the forbearance necessary for diplomatic occasions. Cheng Ruofan's delicate face flushed red as he said loudly, "Chairman, Russia is as weak as it is now; we can definitely recover the lost territory!"

Although Xu Chengfeng wasn't as agitated as Cheng Ruofan, he also said from the bottom of his heart, "Please rest assured, Chairman, we will never fear life or death!"

As an instructor in the military academy for Cheng Ruofan, Xu Chengfeng, and others, Zhou Yinshan, now the Head of the Staff Department of the Northeast Military Academy, also felt young hot blood boiling in his chest. The Northeast Army had preliminarily solved the basic equipment problem for 120,000 troops. With the Northeast's current mobilization capacity, it could fully mobilize more than 200,000 troops. If these troops were brought out to fight Japan, it wouldn't be enough, but dealing with the Russian Far East would be more than sufficient.

But Zhou Yinshan was much older after all and still maintained basic calmness. However, even Hu Xiushan, whom Zhou Yinshan considered to have the most obedient attitude, spoke up. "Please think twice, Chairman; opportunity knocks but once."

So Zhou Yinshan looked at He Rui. Based on Zhou Yinshan's understanding of He Rui, this classmate who studied in Japan with him would never easily state strategic arrangements. If he said it, he must have conducted profound analysis and judgment.

Zhou Yinshan didn't understand what reasoning led He Rui to decide not to recover all lost territories, when weighing recovering lost ground against appeasing Russia.

He Rui completely understood the feelings of the young comrades. He Rui, like everyone else, once had such intense emotions. The comrades were right; purely from a military perspective, the Northeast's strength could indeed fight Soviet Russia and force Soviet Russia to spit out the Chinese territory it had swallowed.

From a tactical perspective, this was a very reasonable consideration. It was even a very good consideration.

But from a strategic perspective, this consideration was completely inappropriate. Especially now that Mongolia had been recovered, considerations at the strategic level did not support the pursuit of tactical victory.

After everyone had expressed their attitudes, He Rui asked, "Who is our ultimate enemy strategically? What is the result of the comrades' consideration?"

Zhong Yifu answered decisively, "Whoever occupies our territory, whoever damages China's interests, is China's enemy!"

As soon as these words came out, most of the high-ranking party, government, and military cadres nodded in agreement. Even Zhao Tianlin loudly agreed with a flushed face due to excitement.

After everyone expressed their attitudes again, He Rui continued, "Comrades, what is the name of our party?"

Everyone hadn't expected He Rui to ask such a question and couldn't help looking at each other. Wu Youping answered loudly, "The Civilization Party."

"Civilization—is it confined to the civilization of one country, China, or does it cover the entire earth, covering the five continents and four oceans? If we follow what everyone said, we can completely build a China as a Great Power, and then, following the model of European civilization, develop into an imperialist power. If we are lucky enough, we can eliminate other imperialist countries in our lifetime and establish a Chinese imperialist civilization that oppresses the world. If we are unlucky, one day after we die, our descendants will say while offering sacrifices to us that although China did not eliminate imperialism, it eliminated other imperialist countries. From the perspective of civilization, do you think this is a drama or a tragedy?"

He Rui could always be surprising, and this time was no exception. Zhou Yinshan tried hard to understand the meaning in He Rui's words but couldn't understand the obvious rejection in He Rui's words.

In Zhou Yinshan's view, China becoming the sole imperialist country dominating the world was an extremely difficult thing, but the matter itself was full of honor and glory, a great achievement that could wipe away all history of humiliation. However, He Rui did not agree with this matter.

Unlike Zhou Yinshan's silence borne of life experience, Xu Chengfeng asked straightforwardly, "Chairman, our China ruling the world will definitely bring peace and tranquility to the world. What's wrong with this!"

As before, He Rui frankly answered the comrades' question. "Because world hegemony under the current level of productivity must be based on economic activity. Of course, I don't know if the future world will develop to a human social order free from economic activity as the center. But at this stage, it is still such a developmental stage. Since it centers on economic activity, the imperialist civilization and imperialist order must have a need that must be satisfied: the dominant country must obtain excess profits. Comrades have more or less participated in our trade activities; have we made much money in trade?"

This question was so realistic. Zhou Yinshan thought of his observations over the past year and couldn't help answering, "Very little; we almost made no money!"

Seeing the instructor speak, the comrades in the army didn't say much more. The comrades working in the government felt that saying this was the same as not saying it; everyone had long felt strong dissatisfaction with the profits the Northeast obtained in international trade.

He Rui felt much more relieved at this time. Since everyone had witnessed it, things were actually easier to communicate. "Comrades, our profits are extremely small, so who earned most of the profits? Everyone definitely has their own ideas. I ask everyone a question: if our China becomes the only imperialist country in the world, what will people of insight in other countries think when they see unfair international trade? Will their thoughts be the same as ours?"

Xu Chengfeng expressed his emotions adhering to the standpoint in traditional Chinese culture. At this moment, he only felt He Rui was simply quibbling. Forcing himself to deduce the situation according to He Rui's line of thought with such emotions, Xu Chengfeng discovered in his annoyance that what He Rui said might be right. Xu Chengfeng himself might accept China not seeking excess profits, but the majority of Civilization Party comrades might not necessarily think so.

At this time, Zhong Yifu said, "Chairman, it won't be too late to talk about it then!"

He Rui waved his hand immediately. "Is everyone underestimating ourselves too much? Do comrades feel they won't see the day when China leads the world in their lifetime?"

After this question was asked, some comrades wanted to laugh. That was a kind of 'bemused laughter' when an illusory future was forcibly pulled in front of them. But looking at the serious expressions of the army comrades and the serious looks of some high-ranking leading cadres, the smiles disappeared not long after surfacing on their faces.

He Rui continued, "It is not difficult for China to recover and become the world's most powerful great power, because imperialist countries are all paper tigers, easily punctured. So we must seriously consider what kind of civilization the Civilization Party represents and what kind of country our China wants to become. Strategically speaking, regarding our negotiation with Russia this time, the most favorable situation for China to liberate the whole world is not China recovering all lost lands through war, but China and Soviet Russia achieving security and mutual trust under a non-imperialist model. Please remember, the basis of mutual trust is that neither side is based on the imperialist model. I promise everyone, if Soviet Russia negotiates with us in an imperialist model, I will fight Soviet Russia together with the comrades to recover all the territories taken by Tsarist Russia. On this point, my position is completely consistent with everyone's."

Hearing that He Rui wasn't simply avoiding war, Xu Chengfeng and others breathed a sigh of relief. He Rui struck while the iron was hot and said, "If Soviet Russia has excellent strategists, the kind with a global vision who truly want to build a better future for the human world, I will conduct peace negotiations with Soviet Russia at the strategic level to build strategic security for China's future of liberating the whole world. As for comrades' expectations, we will communicate through study sessions."

Zhou Yinshan couldn't figure out what exactly He Rui's thoughts were. Although he didn't know He Rui's thoughts, Zhou Yinshan intuitively felt that He Rui was planning a very formidable future. For a moment, Zhou Yinshan didn't know whether to look forward to this future or to trust He Rui.
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Comrade Joffe's accommodation was not in a hotel but a separate residence. The house was fully furnished, but it was obvious no one had lived there for a while. The tables and chairs were wiped very clean, but dust had accumulated in many nooks and crannies. If someone lived there frequently, it wouldn't be like this.

Such thoughtful arrangements meant goodwill toward Joffe and his party. Joffe also decided to utilize He Rui's goodwill, so he took two comrades out of the residence together.

Two people walked out of the residence opposite to meet them, both wearing plain clothes. But judging from their gait, they should be soldiers. Joffe didn't mind the surveillance and waited for the two to come in front of him.

"May I ask where you are going?" one of them asked in Russian.

Joffe replied, "I want to take a walk on the streets."

"Do you need us to accompany you?"

"Thank you for your kindness, but is the public security in Fengtian that bad?" Joffe finished speaking, hoping the other party wouldn't misunderstand.

Whether the other party misunderstood or not, Joffe didn't know, but the other party said, "Then please do not carry weapons on the street. Shenyang has a gun ban. If your group takes out weapons, you will be arrested for illegal possession of firearms."

Was there such a thing? Joffe was skeptical. Because in Bolshevik intelligence, the Northeast was a relatively chaotic region with a large number of armed bandits.

While Joffe was considering how to answer, the comrade beside him asked, "Can other foreign diplomatic missions carry guns?"

"If foreign diplomatic missions want to carry guns, because they possess diplomatic immunity and diplomatic pouches are protected, there are some gray areas everyone can understand. However, if foreign missions want to carry guns openly, they must apply. Otherwise, they will be deported according to diplomatic rules."

Hearing this seemingly ambiguous expression, Joffe felt that the people sent by He Rui had already expressed the greatest goodwill. After expressing thanks to the personnel on the Northeast side, Joffe and the other two returned to the residence first, left the pistols used for self-defense at the residence, and then came out again.

This time the two people opposite came out again but didn't say anything, just handing the three of them three passes with straps that could be hung around the neck. In Moscow, various committees of the Communist Party had their own passes, but the passes were all kept in pockets. Having such a strap was much more convenient. After Joffe expressed his thanks, he walked onto the streets of Shenyang with the two comrades.

Here, Joffe only felt strict discipline. At least half of the pedestrians were walking out of the gates of various units in queues. Students, workers, and military personnel constituted a street scene full of order.

Most of the roads in Shenyang were newly built and very broad. The style of the houses was completely different from Russia and looked acceptable. There were no particularly low and dilapidated houses, nor were there particularly luxurious and grand ones. Walking along the main road for a while, he saw a large building in the distance. It looked familiar to Joffe; the meeting with He Rui earlier today was in this Northeast Government Office Building.

Diagonally across was another large building, the Military Commission of the Civilization Party. Joffe strongly approved of the political structure of the Civilization Party. Looking at the signs at the entrances of these government departments, one could see that the sign of the government and the sign of the party committee within the government hung together. The government operated the political power, and the political party occupied the leadership position within the government.

After walking another section of the road, they seemed to have entered a workers' district. People here all wore work clothes and sat at tables on the broad sidewalk. This place was noisy and lively, and could even be called rowdy. For people in high positions, this was a detestable place. Joffe and the other two found a small shop here and sat down.

Only looking at high society would not give a clear picture of the current situation in China. Only in such an area where workers gathered could one understand a glimpse of the Northeast under He Rui's rule.

Probably having seen quite a few Russians, the Chinese workers didn't feel curious about Russians. Although there were many noisy people, no fighting or brawling was seen. To observe the situation of the surrounding workers, Joffe and the others didn't eat fast. During this time, they saw police riding bicycles pass by, neither collecting money from businesses nor doing anything to people they disliked.

As for the food sold at the stalls, there were peanuts and edamame, mushrooms mixed with vegetables, and some corn porridge. What impressed Joffe and the others most was 'mutton soup'. In a huge iron pot on a stove, the boiling soup presented a milky white color. Rising and falling with the surging of the soup was mutton, and what always floated on the surface of the soup was fat.

Joffe found that most of these ordinary workers bought a bowl of soup, asked for some flatbread or something, and ate it with a vegetable dish. Some would order some meat to eat. Joffe also ordered a bowl and, imitating the workers, drank the soup with a wooden spoon. He felt the taste of the soup was very good, just that the taste of the coriander inside was a bit heady.

Another food that sparked Joffe's interest was roast chicken. Whole chickens were roasted; one could buy a whole one or half a one. One could even buy separate parts individually. If one was willing to pay, roast mutton was also available. In short, it was all very plebeian food.

Joffe wasn't quite sure if these people were skilled workers. The income of Russian skilled workers was obviously much higher, but even Russian skilled workers were unlikely to eat like this every day.

As for the content of what the Chinese workers were saying, a considerable part was about vocational training, literacy classes, children's school grades, and the like. It was all domestic trivia; no one evaluated the factory itself. It could be seen that the public on the streets of Shenyang did not feel intense class oppression and were not particularly dissatisfied with their current lives.

After eating, it was already dark. Streetlights lit up, and there were few pedestrians on the street. Joffe and the others chatted in Russian. Such scenery reminded Joffe of the night view he had seen in Germany, and he exclaimed, "This really feels a bit like Bavaria."

The two Russian comrades had only been to the German border region and hadn't seen big German cities. Based on their own feelings, they thought this place was like Warsaw.

Mentioning Warsaw, the two comrades couldn't help but sigh a little. Warsaw was once part of the Russian Empire and had now begun to become the capital of the restored Poland. Comrade Lenin believed that oppressed people should be liberated from the great prison of Russia, but the result was bitter for Russians. At least the newly established Republic of Poland felt absolutely no gratitude for Russia's leniency; instead, with strong nationalist sentiment, it threw itself into the imperialist camp.

Joffe agreed with this feeling in his heart but didn't care particularly much. The purpose of this trip was to contact the Chinese officials. At least in China, the fierce ethnic conflicts like those in Europe hadn't appeared yet. It was no exaggeration to say that three Russians being able to eat a meal peacefully would be unimaginable in the Polish region. As long as they were identified as Russians by Poles, a tragedy would occur within the time it took to eat a meal.

He Rui, who could control the Northeast so firmly, also provided sufficient social security guarantees. Joffe felt he could no longer use 'warlord' to describe him. He Rui was more like a Prince-elector in Germany, a figure naturally possessing the right of inheritance to supreme power.

Even if He Rui had conflicts with the Beiyang government, it was similar to the conflict between the Duke of Burgundy and the King of France.

It seemed that tomorrow's meeting with He Rui should be approached from this angle.
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"We hope that the future leader of China should be Your Excellency He Rui." After speaking, Joffe observed He Rui's expression.

He Rui not only showed no joy, but his expression quickly became serious and unhappy. "Commissar Joffe, who the leader of China is, is China's internal affair. No foreign power should intervene in China's internal affairs!"

Such an attitude did not surprise Joffe, who continued to probe, "Then will the Chinese government recognize the Bolshevik government?"

"I am not the central government and cannot decide such matters."

"Does General He recognize the Bolshevik government?"

"If the Bolshevik government reaches an agreement with the Northeast local government, it has no legal effect."

Hearing this, Joffe felt much more relieved. He Rui was currently a legitimate local government recognized internationally, while the Bolshevik government had not received international recognition. Any statement or agreement between the two parties would not have legal validity. This was the realistic situation. At least He Rui did not refuse but merely pointed out the realistic situation, which meant that He Rui's personal attitude was not opposed to the Bolsheviks.

This was a basis acceptable to the Bolshevik government, upon which discussions could continue. "General He's understanding of human needs yesterday left a deep impression on me. How does General He view China's various needs?"

He Rui finally waited for the opportunity and spoke frankly, "China's strategic opponent is currently Japan. In the future, as China is liberated, it will also include Britain, and even the US, which is striving to enter the Northeast Asian region. Our strategic pressure comes from the east and the south."

Joffe nodded slightly; from China's perspective, this was a very pragmatic attitude. As for He Rui frankly pointing out the three countries—Japan, Britain, and the US—this was the frankness that should exist in high-level diplomatic discussions. If He Rui pretended that these three countries were not China's strategic threats, he would be blatantly lying.

Just as Joffe was waiting for He Rui to discuss strategic threats from the west and north, He Rui switched the topic to present-day Russia. "Commissar Joffe, I believe the greatest threat to the Bolshevik government at present is the security of the regime. Russia is still in a civil war. Once the Bolshevik government wins the civil war, it will face threats from Eastern Europe. In my personal view, Russia's security strategic order is: domestic Russia, the Eastern European direction, the Caucasus region, and the Central Asian region. I wonder what comments Comrade Joffe has regarding this view?"

Any qualified military-political leader should make such a judgment. So Joffe had no objections. Moreover, Joffe keenly felt that He Rui seemed to deliberately avoid the Sino-Russian border and didn't mention Siberia. This gave Joffe a sense of anticipation, hoping that He Rui was truly a qualified leader.

Since He Rui had spoken to this extent, Joffe recounted the view of the Bolshevik Central Committee, or rather Comrade Lenin, on Russia's strategic security. "General He, the Siberian region is not the main strategic direction of the Bolshevik government. Precisely because of this, we are even less willing to see any threats appear in this direction."

He Rui nodded repeatedly. "The cost of maintaining peace in the Siberian region is too high, it doesn't pay off. Strategically considering, for example, the Ukraine region bears strategic pressure from Eastern Europe. The investment in construction to ensure strategic security in this aspect is of huge help to the overall national strength of the Bolshevik government. But in Siberia, the investment in the Lake Baikal region is indeed not worth the cost. Investing too much is a severe waste for the country. Investing too little plays no role. So peace and strategic mutual trust in these regions are the only correct approach."

Joffe felt He Rui had begun to make demands, and in a relatively mature manner, so he followed He Rui's words. "Is General He willing to see the security of the Bolshevik regime's Siberia, Lake Baikal region, and the Trans-Siberian Railway?"

He Rui nodded. "Of course. Our two countries have long been happy to see the security of these Russian regions during the Qing Dynasty. I personally have an ideal, which is to no longer station troops on the entire border with Russia, with only a small number of border defense troops existing symbolically. After all, against criminals crossing the border, police armed only with light weapons have limited deterrent capability. The border should be a symbol of peace, not a starting point for war with swords drawn. I wonder if the Bolshevik Central Committee holds the same view."

Joffe smiled. "Communists all hope for world peace; the purpose of a just war is always to achieve peace."

"Since that's the case, I look forward to negotiating with the Bolshevik Central Committee so that China and Russia can have a peaceful border line. And based on peace, promote friendly relations between the two countries."

Joffe hadn't expected He Rui's attitude to be so sincere. Originally, he thought He Rui would launch a fierce attack on Russia's past invasion of China to gain a moral advantage. Since He Rui expressed sufficient goodwill, Joffe must establish some strategic foundations. "General He talked about China's future strategic direction. What is the basis for thinking about this strategic direction? I am very curious about this."

"The existing world order is established under the imperialist order. The characteristics of the imperialist system have long been discussed countless times: external plunder, internal oppression. Because internal oppression incites huge conflicts, the imperialist regime distributes part of the plundered wealth in the form of national welfare. Moreover, it must be wealth plundered from outside, not by reducing internal oppression to reduce the burden borne by the people. I think Commissar Joffe should be very clear about this."

Joffe nodded. "If it were by reducing internal pressure, there would be no way to continue inciting the citizens of imperialist countries to participate in external plundering actions."

In this era, not only communists attacked the imperialist system; all social elites with a bit of progressive thinking were attacking it, and the analysis of the imperialist system itself was already very thorough.

Just as Joffe said, if the people discovered they could secure their own interests by struggling against the domestic ruling class, who would risk their lives to go abroad to fight? Therefore, imperialist countries must make the welfare enjoyed by citizens come from external plunder, compelling those citizens expecting to gain benefits to participate in the imperialist government's external plundering actions.

He Rui continued along the mutual consensus. "Therefore, I oppose the international order constructed by imperialism. This is a barbaric order, an ugly order, an order that a truly civilized country can never accept."

Except in the Bolshevik Central Committee, Joffe rarely heard such frank statements opposing the imperialist order. Even before and at the beginning of the European war, when European Communist Parties and left-wingers tried hard to oppose the war, they generally encountered a fierce backlash from domestic nationalist sentiments. In the end, all the so-called moderate socialists threw themselves into this war. Then they turned into millions upon millions of corpses, becoming victims of the imperialist war for hegemony.

Originally, Joffe didn't want to mention the sensitive issue of nationalism, but at this moment, he felt He Rui very likely had already transcended the limitations of nationalism.

"General He, are you a nationalist?"

"I was a fierce nationalist when I was young. Later, as I grew and my knowledge structure gradually improved, my view of nationalism changed. Nationalism originates from the human biological need for grouping—family, tribe. The sense of security brought by such biology projected onto the social level forms group demand. With social development, after the imagined community of the nation-state appeared, this group emotion was projected onto the entity of the state. For social mobilization, from the perspective of defending the country, nationalism is very efficient. In this European war, even Germany wouldn't preach to the German people that 'We Germany want to defeat the army composed of French people and then enslave the French people forever'. Germany's internal propaganda is also that Germany is threatened externally; to protect Germany and bring a bright future to the German people, Germany must defeat the Entente Powers who have evil intentions toward Germany. Only such nationalist propaganda can unite the German people and make them throw themselves into the hellish battlefield."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "It must be said, regarding propaganda, the Tsar's government's level was really poor. When the war became about the Tsar's glory, it basically failed."

Joffe wanted to laugh but couldn't, so he asked, "Then is General He's propaganda in China nationalist, communist, or the concept proposed by General He?"

"From 1840 to now, it's been almost 80 years. China has always been invaded and harmed by great powers. I don't even need to propagandize; there are ample Chinese nationalist sentiments to utilize. So what I want to do is to let China gain liberation under strong Chinese nationalist demand. At the same time, through education, let the Chinese people understand that walking into the world with strong nationalist sentiments leaves only the choice of imperialism. I know the Bolsheviks genuinely believe in communism. But as long as one takes the initiative to go out of the country, nationalism will lead to an imperialist line. Capitalist countries will engage in their imperialism, socialist countries will engage in Red Imperialism; the overall direction won't change much."

Joffe felt He Rui's image changed from 'Prince-elector' to a university professor again, which made Joffe sense danger. The reactionary nature of university professors often exceeded that of feudal lords because feudal lords enjoyed a superior life and could enjoy life as they pleased. So they were actually more humane.

University professors in cold studies often had their humanity greatly worn down, or even obliterated. The weakening or even absence of humanity made university professors' thinking often more paranoid. In the eyes of university professors, the 'uneducated' masses were not treated as humans.

"Does General He oppose nationalism?" Joffe asked.

"I said before, nationalism is the projection of biological nature onto the social level; I prefer to call it love. Any organization, once it engages in nationalism, must prioritize a certain part of its members. Loving one's native land, loving one's family—this is human instinct. These instincts cannot be eliminated. When imperialists commit various inhuman atrocities in the name of love, they are very sincere. They probably know themselves that they have committed evil acts that can never be forgiven, but supported by love, they can identify with this love, believing they are just martyrs, victims, sacrificing themselves for a noble purpose. Especially when their opponent is not righteous either, this emotion will only be stronger."

Joffe felt this might be the most humane speech by a university professor he had ever heard, yet he was still rather skeptical. "General He believes the nationalism problem can only be solved through education?"

"Not education. Rather, letting people build a more complete cognitive system. Building a complete cognitive system requires very high levels of productivity development and abundance of social resources. But it can be done. It's just very difficult to do at this stage. However, building a political party with the goal of developing productivity to challenge and defeat the current imperialist international order is much easier. In the future, when a new international order is established, recognizing the nationalist components of each country but eliminating nationalist emotions in the international order, it is completely possible to build a brand-new world order and push the entire human society onto the path of developing productivity. I not only have deep confidence in this but will also do my utmost to carry it out."

Joffe was speechless for a moment. Although he still didn't understand which branch of communism He Rui believed in, these words themselves were undoubtedly the speech of a communist.

In this speechlessness, Joffe began to re-evaluate what kind of person He Rui actually was. But classifying He Rui as a communist in a short time—Joffe found he couldn't do it immediately.
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Before coming to Shenyang, Joffe thought that if the talks went smoothly, he would stay in Shenyang for a relatively long time; three or five days would just be the beginning, and ten days might not be impossible. Leaving on the third day after arriving in Shenyang was indeed beyond Joffe's expectations.

Seeing that parting was imminent, He Rui took out a thin envelope and handed it over. Joffe felt that He Rui didn't look like the kind of person who gave money, but he didn't take it immediately either.

He Rui smiled. "We have set up liaison offices in Beijing and Shanghai, as well as distribution stations for the *Northeast Daily*. I have already sent a telegram to the liaison offices. If you encounter problems you cannot solve, you can try to find them at the liaison offices."

For Russians traveling in China, such a gift might be of great help to their safety. Joffe took the envelope and sincerely expressed his gratitude to He Rui.

Seeing He Rui preparing to say goodbye, Joffe suddenly remembered a question he was a bit curious about. "General He, why did you change the name of Fengtian to Shenyang?"

He Rui answered plainly, "Because this place was originally called Shenyang; Fengtian was a name for political propaganda."

Joffe was speechless for a moment. He Rui's words were correct in a sense, but publicly declaring the cancellation of political propaganda was also a form of political propaganda. As a revolutionary, Joffe knew this very well.

Walking out of the government office building, Joffe stopped and looked back at this magnificent building; the window of He Rui's office couldn't be seen from the outside. Joffe believed He Rui must be very clear that the Bolshevik government's diplomatic mission would next go to Beijing to meet the leaders of the Beiyang government, and would continue south to contact Sun Yat-sen in the south. When contacting Beiyang and Sun Yat-sen, the Bolshevik regime delegation would conduct negotiations beneficial to the Bolshevik regime at the expense of He Rui's interests. But He Rui didn't mind this; this was the magnanimity of a politician.

There was still some time before the train departed. Joffe took out the meeting report he had written in the VIP room.

"...He Rui is a political party leader with a global vision. Judging from the local governance of the Northeast, his comrades are excellent. He Rui and his Civilization Party will become the force leading China in the future. It was confirmed in the conversation that He Rui will not engage in parliamentary party politics, nor does he wish to see the emergence of bourgeois political parties, but He Rui does not oppose the emergence of capitalists. The stance of his Civilization Party tends more toward bourgeois reformism. However, in opposing the imperialist global order, He Rui's attitude is very clear, willing to cooperate with progressive forces opposing imperialism, and suggesting that the Bolshevik Central Committee conduct higher-level talks with He Rui..."

Looking at this report, Joffe felt an inexplicable melancholy in his heart, but couldn't figure out where this feeling came from.

Forcing himself to find a reason, Joffe could only suspect whether he might have been influenced by the scholarly air He Rui displayed during the conversation.

After pondering for a while, Joffe still couldn't determine any reason. But this feeling of melancholy lingered in his heart, faint but real.

Joffe could only force himself to gather his emotions and focus his thoughts on the upcoming diplomatic work.

Arriving in Beijing, Joffe saw a tea stall at the entrance of the train station selling the *Northeast Daily*. He bought a copy and saw that the newspaper described the 'Rice Riots' that had begun to end in Japan.

While in Shenyang, Joffe had begun to like the *Northeast Daily*. The content of this newspaper didn't seem extremely revolutionary, but was full of healthy and uplifting spirit. Those reports concerning the lives of ordinary people were very interesting and emitted the breath of life. What Joffe liked most were the news and commentary.

Now Japan was invading Russia, and the outbreak of the 'Rice Riots' in Japan was good news for the Russian Bolshevik government. The *Northeast Daily* was a Chinese newspaper, so its stance naturally wouldn't be on Russia's side.

"...To divert domestic contradictions and offset the impact of the socialist revolution in Japan, Japan launched a military invasion of Russia. However, because of the military invasion, it conversely triggered domestic rice riots, causing Japan's domestic contradictions to be displayed more intensely. From a historical perspective, this is truly an interesting correlation..."

"...Because the Japanese government purchased a large amount of rice and released it into the Japanese market to calm grain prices, this rice riot seems to have ended. However, the intensification of social contradictions triggered by the rice riots has not only not been weakened but will instead make the Japanese people realize that this riot swept the country yet did not change the existing order of Japan in the slightest because the Japanese people were not organized to struggle against the Japanese government. With this rehearsal, the socialist struggle in Japan will be ignited like a spark setting a prairie fire, launching resistance against Japan's current social system..."

After reading it, Joffe was truly puzzled in his heart. Looking only at the articles in the *Northeast Daily*, they were basically consistent with Bolshevik methodology, but He Rui actually allowed capitalists to exist in economic operations. In Joffe's view, this was undoubtedly naive!

Prohibiting capitalists from forming bourgeois political parties couldn't possibly make capitalists serve the cause of communism. Although He Rui offered an explanation, Joffe still couldn't accept the view that 'developing productivity requires striking a balance between efficiency and fairness'. This was also the reason why Joffe considered He Rui's political party to belong to the 'bourgeois reformists'.

Putting away the newspaper, Joffe composed himself and began to carry out his work in Beijing, China. What worried Joffe was that if the level of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs was like He Rui's, they would refuse to contact diplomatic personnel sent by the Bolshevik regime. The Bolsheviks had encountered such problems in other countries.

After meeting the personnel of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, Joffe found the situation worse than he thought. That indifferent attitude and disapproving expression proved that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China didn't take the Bolshevik government seriously at all.

Originally, Joffe thought he wouldn't need to seek help from He Rui's forces so early, but now he had to go to the liaison office established by the Northeast Government in Wudaokou.

Just as He Rui said, the personnel at the liaison office had indeed received notification. Learning that Joffe looked forward to meeting high-level officials of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic, they agreed. Now Joffe began to be certain that He Rui's influence in the Beiyang central government was far greater than that of an ordinary warlord. It was very likely that in the eyes of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic, He Rui had an identity like a 'Prince-elector'.

More than an hour later, Lu Zhengxiang received the Director of the Northeast Bureau in his office. Learning of Commissar Joffe's request for a meeting, Lu Zhengxiang felt he had to meet him for He Rui's sake.

Sending off the Director, Minister Lu Zhengxiang felt that this guy He Rui was really diligent in doing things. A few days ago, Lu Zhengxiang had received a letter from He Rui. He Rui told Lu Zhengxiang that if the Russian Bolshevik government wanted to establish diplomatic relations with the Republic of China, the 'border demarcation issue' must be explicitly raised at the initial stage of establishing diplomatic relations. This was a diplomatic tradition; if not raised at that time, it would expose the extremely unprofessional status of diplomatic standards.

Lu Zhengxiang completely agreed with He Rui's evaluation of diplomatic professionalism, but let alone the Republic of China, starting from the Qing Dynasty, China had constantly ceded territory and paid indemnities, and had never had the experience of gaining territory. After receiving He Rui's letter, Lu Zhengxiang immediately went to see Duan Qirui and showed He Rui's letter to Duan Qirui as well.

Duan Qirui valued He Rui's views very much. Previously, He Rui asking the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to come forward and contact Britain to jointly oppose the Bolsheviks had brought Duan Qirui great benefits. The British probed Duan Qirui in many ways, asking if Duan Qirui could get He Rui's military support in case of a military conflict.

Regarding how to answer, Duan Qirui let Lu Zhengxiang come forward. Lu Zhengxiang elegantly used diplomatic language: "Premier Duan Qirui and Chairman He Rui are both committed to opposing the division of China."

The British diplomatic personnel understood the meaning in these words and threw out another difficult question: "Will Your Excellency Duan Qirui support Chairman He Rui to become his successor?"

If it were Lu Zhengxiang's personal view, he would be quite happy to see He Rui succeed Duan Qirui as Premier. But Lu Zhengxiang knew very well that the rules of Beiyang were definitely not like this, so he answered tactfully, "Our country has its own parliament; the candidates for President and Premier are decided by members of parliament."

The British diplomatic personnel smiled and didn't ask further.

There was nothing to ask about this matter. Whether Feng Guozhang or Duan Qirui, both knew they couldn't overthrow the opposing side. Now the dispute between the President's Office and the State Council was very fierce, so they could only take a step back each and let Xu Shichang serve as the President of the Republic.

However, the two were not simply retreating. During the parliamentary re-election, they had already arranged people loyal to themselves as members of parliament. Now there was a title outside called the 'Anfu Club'.

The real power figures retreated behind the scenes, and the power of the country was handed over to the parliament. Not only did it look good on the surface, but it also showed the high character and integrity of the two. However, this matter might work to deceive people who knew nothing, but for high-level officials and foreign diplomatic missions, it was as clear as a mirror.

As the Foreign Minister of the Republic, Lu Zhengxiang was also helpless. Lu Zhengxiang felt there was little hope for He Rui to take over Duan Qirui's Anhui clique. If He Rui wanted to hold power, he would probably have to defeat Duan Qirui's Anhui clique and Feng Guozhang's Zhili clique to get his wish. Lu Zhengxiang would rather maintain the status quo than see the country fall into full-scale civil war again.

The next day, Joffe met Foreign Minister of the Republic of China Lu Zhengxiang. Joffe expressed the wish of the Bolsheviks for both sides to establish diplomatic relations to this Foreign Minister in fluent Russian.

Lu Zhengxiang thought for a moment and raised a question. "Then where should the border line be drawn?"

This question struck directly at Joffe's difficulty and also made Joffe feel that the Beiyang regime and the overthrown Russian Tsarist regime were probably birds of a feather. Fox-like cowardice, lion-like ferocity. Seeing the opponent in weakness, they would pounce and bite.

This was not to say He Rui was some good person. If the standard for a good person was a kind normal person, the more excellent the strategist and politician, the farther they were from the good person standard of a kind normal person. He Rui was an extremely excellent strategist and politician.

From a political perspective, the Beiyang Foreign Minister didn't care about the wishes of the Bolshevik regime itself, nor did he consider the strategic thinking of the Bolshevik regime. Just acting according to imperialist rules—this was something the Bolshevik regime could absolutely not accept.

So Commissar Joffe said, "Your Excellency Foreign Minister, I wonder who the Republic government considers to be the Republic's greatest strategic opponent at present?"

Lu Zhengxiang hadn't expected Joffe to converse in this way, and couldn't help feeling somewhat that the Bolshevik regime was too opportunistic. No matter what situation the Republic faced, at least the diplomatic situation was much better than Russia's! Britain had formally proposed to the Republic government to oppose the Bolshevik regime together. Although He Rui had explained the British tradition of stirring up trouble very clearly in the letter—Britain's purpose in doing this was to pull other countries together to deal with Russia and then profit from it—China used to be the object besieged by others. At this time, Duan Qirui also had a clear attitude: the Sino-Russian border demarcation issue must be resolved, and Russia must return the land it occupied from China.

Duan Qirui definitely wouldn't let his Anhui clique troops deploy; if troops were really deployed, he would definitely make He Rui act. So Lu Zhengxiang was very clear about Duan Qirui's line of thought: occupy the benefits, absolutely bear no risks.

Such negotiation was a bit fresh for Lu Zhengxiang, but for Joffe, who participated in the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* negotiations, it was inevitably too boring. Compared with the Republic government's flimsy verbal threats, Germany's threat was unknown times greater. Although the strength of the Republic's Foreign Minister couldn't be called clumsy, compared with He Rui... Joffe didn't know whether to think He Rui wasn't Chinese or to think the Republic's Foreign Minister wasn't Chinese.

Since they were citizens of the same country, the gap in vision and philosophy was inevitably too large.

Finally, Joffe understood the attitude of the Republic government. Russia must first spit out the land occupied by Tsarist Russia from China, and only then might the Republic government discuss with the Bolshevik regime the issue of whether to recognize the Bolshevik government.

So the next day, Joffe expressed his thanks to the personnel of the Northeast Bureau in Beijing and took a train to the south that same day.

Arriving in Guangzhou, China, Joffe felt he had returned from autumn to summer. It was already cool in the Northeast, not enough for Russians to wear coats, but in Guangdong, wearing a single layer of clothing still made Joffe feel very hot.

In July 1917 (the 6th year of the Republic), because the Beiyang warlords led by Duan Qirui dissolved the parliament and abolished the *Provisional Constitution*, Sun Yat-sen united with the southwest warlords to establish a military government in Guangzhou. He was elected Grand Marshal to conduct the Constitutional Protection War. However, Sun Yat-sen was ostracized by warlords and politicians within the military government and had to resign from the post of Grand Marshal in May 1918 (the 7th year of the Republic). The failure of the First Constitutional Protection War made Sun Yat-sen realize that both northern and southern warlords were birds of a feather.

So in the summer of 1918, Sun Yat-sen sent a telegram expressing congratulations from Lenin and the Soviet government on the great victory of the Russian Revolution. The reason Joffe insisted on coming to see Sun Yat-sen was also because of this telegram.

In China, the Duan Qirui government stood on the side of the Entente Powers, following the British government to besiege Russia. Sun Yat-sen had been the President of the Republic and the Grand Marshal in the Constitutional Protection War, possessing huge influence in China. Between the Beiyang government and the Southern government, supporting Sun Yat-sen was the best choice.

As for He Rui... the more Joffe admitted He Rui's strength, the more he could feel He Rui's danger. This young 'Prince-elector' who appeared in the Chinese political arena like a meteor could absolutely not be used by anyone. If possible, Joffe would rather deal with the Beiyang government than conduct formal negotiations with He Rui.

As soon as the train stopped at the station, a military band was heard playing. Not long after, a group of soldiers walked onto the carriage, asking loudly, "Which one is Mr. Joffe!" "Where is Mr. Joffe!"

Although he didn't know the other party's intention, Joffe stood up. "I am Joffe!"

The soldiers immediately came forward to salute and escorted Joffe off the train. Looking at the banner held high above the military band, the accompanying Russian comrade explained to Joffe, "It was Grand Marshal Sun Yat-sen who sent people to welcome us."

Joffe felt relieved. Far from Beijing, the center of Beiyang rule, Sun Yat-sen's influence was huge, enough to stand up to Beiyang as an equal.

Looking at the soldiers who came to welcome him, Joffe exchanged a few pleasantries but found himself uncontrollably comparing these people with He Rui's troops. And intuitively speaking, Joffe was not optimistic about the Southern army.

Leaving aside height, just in terms of military uniforms and deportment, He Rui's army was obviously well-organized and well-trained. As for the demeanor of the soldiers, these Southern soldiers felt somewhat like the White Army. They were often accustomed to staring with wide eyes, posing as soldiers, as if worried people wouldn't know they were soldiers possessing military force.

He Rui's subordinates were much more restrained, a feeling more similar to the German army. Moreover, He Rui's troops wearing service uniforms made the Northeast Army officers look like they had received secondary or higher education. The military uniforms of the Southern army looked like a group of arrogant soldiers. The gap between the two sides was indeed a bit large.

Soon, Commissar Joffe met Sun Yat-sen for the first time. His appearance was clear and bright, his gaze bright. Only his hair was somewhat gray and slightly thin. Sun Yat-sen also introduced his main comrades to Joffe.

Joffe politely shook hands with these people and couldn't help thinking of He Rui again. Sun Yat-sen's attitude toward his comrades was more like treating followers, treating subordinates. In contrast, He Rui's attitude was treating comrades. Facing Commissar Joffe, He Rui was obviously consistent with his comrades, so there wasn't particularly much communication between them; all actions were very consistent.

But between Sun Yat-sen and his comrades, there was excessive communication and excessive small movements. And when Sun Yat-sen introduced his comrades to Joffe, there was also that flavor of 'showing off' typical of old-school Russian officers. As if proving he had so many subordinates could reflect his personal value.

These manifestations were not deliberate but revealed unconsciously. Precisely because of this, Joffe had roughly felt why Sun Yat-sen clearly became famous earlier than He Rui and had much richer political experience than He Rui, yet He Rui possessed strength Sun Yat-sen couldn't compare with.

According to the intelligence obtained by the Bolsheviks, most of He Rui's subordinates were graduates of military academies or other regular schools. And they were not Northeast locals but followed He Rui from wealthy areas like Beijing and Tianjin to the Northeast, an economically not-so-superior region.

Such an organization was exactly the same as the Bolsheviks; a large number of Bolshevik leading cadres chose to follow the communist ideal in this way, and no amount of arduous environment made them waver.
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After conversing with Sun Yat-sen for several hours, Sun Yat-sen stood up and invited Joffe and his party to a banquet in his southern accent. Dishes Joffe had never seen before were served one by one; the dazzling array made the Russians from the distant north suddenly feel admiration for Chinese cuisine.

Besides the fine food, several kinds of fine wine were also served. Especially Hu Hanmin, wearing round-lensed glasses, kept urging them to drink, making Joffe feel that this guy wanted to get the entire Bolshevik government diplomatic delegation drunk.

As a Russian, Joffe was confident in his drinking capacity; he drank every cup offered. Not long after, Hu Hanmin swayed and had to be helped aside by someone. Another guard surnamed Chiang (Chiang Kai-shek) then stepped forward to compete in drinking with Joffe and the others.

Russians also had the habit of competing in drinking. After a few rounds, the guard surnamed Chiang also had a completely red face and couldn't quite hold on. Just then, Sun Yat-sen couldn't stand it anymore. "Let's stop drinking here for today; I still want to have a long, heart-to-heart talk with Commissar Joffe."

Hearing this, Sun Yat-sen's subordinates withdrew and sat back in their seats to continue eating. Joffe finally had some peace and was in the mood to sort out the current situation.

In Beijing, the Beiyang government was very indifferent to Joffe and his party and did not host a banquet for them. Given Beiyang's stance and demands, Joffe didn't mind this.

In the Northeast, the banquet He Rui hosted didn't have many dishes, and all alcohol was self-serve. He Rui and his comrades drank very little and certainly didn't urge others to drink. Even Hu Xiushan, who loved alcohol the most, just poured and drank by himself, looking very relaxed.

Sun Yat-sen's subordinates obviously wanted to get Joffe drunk, which made Joffe unable to understand what it meant. After eating for a while longer, Sun Yat-sen asked, "I wonder what Mr. Lenin entrusted Mr. Joffe to bring to Guangzhou?"

Joffe indeed had no diplomatic mission specifically targeting Sun Yat-sen. Especially after seeing Sun Yat-sen's current strength, even if there originally really was one, he wouldn't discuss it anymore. Sun Yat-sen's strength was too weak, to the point of having no transactional value. "Comrade Lenin is very grateful for Mr. Sun Yat-sen's telegram. I came to Guangzhou this time specifically to express gratitude."

Sun Yat-sen didn't show an overly disappointed expression. He smiled. "Since you have already met our Revolutionary Party comrades, I wonder what Comrade Joffe's evaluation is."

Joffe looked at the others and answered frankly, "Mr. Sun Yat-sen has ambitious ideals, and your comrades are all full of vitality and possess a strong spirit of dedication; they are very reliable partners."

Hearing such an evaluation, Sun Yat-sen's subordinates revealed some smiles. But everyone wanted to hear more than just these praises; it would be better if the Russian Bolshevik regime brought more pragmatic support.

However, Joffe did not indicate any support in arms or funds; Joffe didn't even continue speaking. For a moment, the scene turned cold just like that.

Seeing the reaction of these people, Joffe could only continue, "I am very interested in the *Plan for National Reconstruction* proposed by Mr. Sun. Some of the viewpoints in it are very novel. I wonder if Mr. Sun Yat-sen could give me a copy so I can bring it back to Russia and present it to Comrade Lenin."

Sun Yat-sen made a few modest remarks and promised to send Joffe a copy as soon as possible. Seeing that Joffe didn't continue discussing aid, Sun Yat-sen could only inquire, "I wonder how the war situation in Russia is?"

Hearing this question, Joffe felt a pang of distress in his heart. Although China's overall level was not as good as Russia's, China at least maintained peace. In contrast, Russia was mired in a tragic civil war. Thinking of the desolation along the Russian railway seen on the way here, and those Russian people with pale faces and frail bodies, Joffe felt even worse.

But Joffe didn't let such emotions show. He looked up and forced a smile. "The scales of victory are tipping toward the Bolshevik regime. We look forward to Mr. Sun sending someone to visit Moscow, which will have restored peace, in the near future."

Sun Yat-sen agreed, and the banquet fell into silence again. Finally, the banquet ended in this somewhat awkward atmosphere. Joffe returned to his residence and informed the accompanying comrades to prepare for the return journey.

Hearing such a suggestion, the comrades who attended the banquet didn't ask much. Everything they saw proved Sun Yat-sen's strength; the Bolshevik regime completely didn't need such an ally right now. Someone asked, "Are we taking a ship to Tianjin or to the Kwantung Leased Territory?"

"To the Kwantung Leased Territory, then return home by rail," Joffe answered decisively.

The next day, Joffe proposed the arrangement for imminent departure. Sun Yat-sen could only express regret and at the same time invited Joffe to meet with some local personnel in Guangdong. Joffe noticed that until the meeting ended, Sun Yat-sen didn't invite Joffe to visit military camps or other places. This shouldn't be because Sun Yat-sen distrusted Joffe; it was very likely that Sun Yat-sen didn't have an army worth visiting under his command.

Before parting, Joffe handed the written joint statement to Sun Yat-sen. "Mr. Sun Yat-sen, upon returning to Moscow, I will issue this statement. Please have a look."

Sun Yat-sen was obviously somewhat pleasantly surprised. He quickly read it, praising it as he read. After finishing, he ordered someone to bring a manuscript. "This is the *Plan for National Reconstruction* I have completed so far. I present it to Mr. Joffe; please be sure to bring it to Mr. Lenin."

"Please rest assured," Joffe also said solemnly.

Finally boarding the train, Joffe could finally breathe a long sigh of relief after the train started moving. Before arriving in Guangdong, Joffe thought the meeting with the Beiyang government might be the most boring and useless itinerary, but things were by no means that simple.

Having ample time on the train, he flipped through Sun Yat-sen's *Plan for National Reconstruction* for a while. Joffe closed the manuscript, took out a notebook, and began writing his report.

"...Sun Yat-sen's political program is a mixture of various ideas. Due to a complete lack of practical political experience, the program is also a jumble of various ideas. What can be clarified from this trip is that the military strength led by Sun Yat-sen originates from the warlords in southern China. When southern Chinese warlords need to wage war, they will offer support to Sun Yat-sen to gain the help of his prestige. As for Sun Yat-sen's own team, it is very weak, with a loose organizational structure..."

He quickly finished writing the report on Sun Yat-sen. Rereading all three reports, Joffe believed that only the one on He Rui was truly valuable, especially after comparing with other forces in China; He Rui's uniqueness was completely revealed.

Precisely because of this, Joffe added another paragraph. "The current political system of China has not been completely liberated from the influence of the monarchy. If He Rui is not considered, both North China and South China display an extremely unprofessional level in politics and diplomacy. The only valuable region is the Northeast. Even the capital of China is just a traditional capital of the old empire; perhaps a political center and railway transportation hub, but not a military center or economic center. If the factor of He Rui is not considered, China's weak strength is completely insufficient to constitute a real threat to Russia. Judging from current developments, China's center will shift more toward the south, the British sphere of influence, in the future, and the Beiyang government is bound to become a puppet government of imperialism..."

Writing up to here, Joffe stopped his pen. Since the general situation in China was clear, Joffe could only suggest to the Bolshevik Central Committee to cooperate with He Rui. Joffe was still very resistant to this judgment. If He Rui's inner considerations were actually the same as other forces in China, trusting He Rui lightly would undoubtedly be a wrong choice. Just as Comrade Stalin said, He Rui was very likely planning a conspiracy.

Joffe guessed right; He Rui was indeed planning a conspiracy at this time. But the target was not Russia, but Japan, which was attacking Russia.

History has proven countless times that the best way to make a conspiracy succeed is to push the boat with the current, and all the content of this conspiracy should not be hidden but placed grandly on the table.

Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui sat facing each other cross-legged, with a Gongfu tea table placed between them. He Rui poured the second brew into the cup in front of Mitsui before asking, "Mitsui-kun, the Japanese newspapers I saw said the 12th Division has moved out. I wonder if other divisions will participate in the operation to attack Vladivostok?"

Mitsui Yasuki completely understood He Rui's thoughts. "He-kun, if it weren't for the domestic Rice Riots, I wouldn't have come personally. This trip is to ensure the grain supply on He-kun's side."

He Rui probed, "Mitsui-kun saw our Government Work Report?"

"Yes." Mitsui Yasuki nodded. He Rui had been in the Northeast for only three years but had already produced a very serious Government Work Report. According to the report, He Rui's grain revenue last year was 900 million *jin*. This was not a small number, but it wasn't enough. According to calculations by accountants in the Mitsui conglomerate, He Rui's current grain stock should be between 30 million *jin* and 50 million *jin*, and at most wouldn't exceed 55 million *jin*.

So Mitsui Yasuki asked, "I wonder if He-kun can tell me how much grain is currently in the warehouse, and how much can be obtained if purchasing from the populace?"

He Rui did a quick mental calculation. "Mitsui-kun, even if a division has 20,000 men, a month of combat only requires 1.2 million *jin* of grain. Our current grain stock is still around 40 million *jin*. Since the Japanese government entrusted Mitsui-kun to prepare military grain supplies, I can guarantee there won't be problems."

After speaking, He Rui laughed heartily. "War is dangerous; I have no intention of standing by and watching. However, if the Japanese army wants to pacify Sakhalin and Vladivostok as soon as possible, one division probably isn't enough; three divisions would be needed. I should also prepare more military grain and materials."

Mitsui Yasuki wanted very much to say that he also looked forward to such a result. The greater the military consumption, the more the Mitsui conglomerate, as the grain supplier, would earn.

But it was better to keep this tacit understanding in mind; saying it publicly wasn't appropriate. Especially in the eyes of a discerning person like He Rui, it was particularly inappropriate.

Just as Mitsui Yasuki wanted to say something about Sino-Japanese relations, he heard He Rui ask, "Mitsui-kun, I wonder if Japan will dispatch colonization groups to reclaim land in Vladivostok?"

Sure enough, smart people don't need unnecessary words. Mitsui Yasuki sighed, "Someone has already intervened in this matter; it's inconvenient for us."

One phrase 'us' made He Rui smile and nod. "So that's how it is."

Although He Rui worried about gilding the lily, he still said, "If those people can't undertake it, Mitsui-kun might as well bravely undertake the supply work."

Mitsui Yasuki smiled slightly. There was absolutely no need to discuss this matter now; He Rui was obviously anxious too. But Mitsui Yasuki could understand. After all, this was big business, and a good business where money and goods were exchanged on the spot. After the Rice Riots, the Japanese government managed to suppress rice prices a bit with great difficulty, but they still couldn't return to the prices before the European war.

He Rui had already made a sum from exporting grain. If he could take all the logistical grain supply for Japan's march into Vladivostok, it would be another large sum of money.

Knowing what He Rui sought, Mitsui Yasuki changed the subject. "Is He-kun interested in expanding coal exports?"
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Initially, the US did not intend to enter Afghanistan fully, but wanted to deal with the Taliban through special forces and fierce bombing, and then support other armed forces in Afghanistan to seize political power.

However, Russia immediately expressed willingness to provide military bases in Central Asia for US use. China also expressed willingness to let Pakistan provide a land passage. Seeing such support from these two major powers, the thinking of the US decision-makers became active. Afghanistan had an excellent geographical location, and the Taliban were vulnerable. If the US could build Afghanistan into one of its strongholds, it would drive a wedge in an excellent strategic location, threatening Russia's soft underbelly and China's northwest simultaneously.

Finally, the US decided to go ahead and fully invade Afghanistan.

It must be said that in terms of instigating color revolutions in Central Asia and injecting extremist forces into China's northwest, the US achieved things they couldn't do before. It indeed had good results.

But 20 years after invading Afghanistan, the US military withdrew with ash on their faces and dirt on their heads (in disgrace), and all previous strategic positioning came to naught. In the subsequent strategic summary, the US military angrily stated, 'The US was strategically misled by other major powers.'

He Rui felt the US military told the truth, but this kind of high-level deception is used this way, and it carries great risks. Because with the unrivaled dominance of the US in 2001, it was very likely to truly achieve its goals in Afghanistan. This required the upper echelon making the decision to bear immense pressure of judgment.

Obviously, both China and Russia made the same judgment and reaped fruitful results after a long period of 20 years. When He Rui decided to imitate this experience, the comrades of the Military Commission were very worried. Russia was so weak now; Japan might really swallow Vladivostok, and Vladivostok was Chinese territory that the comrades believed must be taken back.

He Rui could only announce his arrangement to the comrades: launch a military strike against Japan by early 1923 at the latest. Hearing such a request, even the unconventional fellow Cheng Ruofan didn't dare to utter a word.

He Rui solemnly announced to this group of guys who were already suffocating under heavy work, "By early 1923 at the latest, the strike against Japan must begin. The Japanese army will inevitably counterattack with full force. Comrades have seen the Japanese government's fiscal budget; they are very likely to maintain a standing army of 25 divisions, expanding to 50 divisions in wartime. Since we have no navy, we will face between 500,000 and 1 million Japanese troops at that time."

Seeing the comrades all silent, He Rui felt he didn't need to explain why he supported Japan's invasion of Vladivostok. Vladivostok between 1918 and 1923 was like Afghanistan in the early 21st century; the purpose was to draw Japan's strategic attention. No matter how arrogant the Japanese army was, it wouldn't have the power or determination to challenge both China and Russia simultaneously.

Based on the principle of 'I'll take the blame, you go die', let Russia bear the heavy burden of attracting Japan first. He Rui trusted the strategic judgment ability of Comrade Lenin and Comrade Stalin very much. Once China launched a military strike against Japan, presumably these two strategists would immediately understand the purpose of He Rui's previous actions.

Moreover, the more excellent the strategist, the more they possess the ability to judge the hour and size up the situation. If He Rui achieved his strategic goal, the two most excellent strategists in the history of the Bolshevik Party would never choose to be enemies with the Northeast, and the friendship between China and Russia would have a solid foundation.

As for Mitsui Yasuki before him, He Rui didn't care at all. Mitsui Yasuki was just a merchant, just a capitalist. With Mitsui Yasuki's insight and foresight, he could probably judge that He Rui's purpose in supporting Japan's invasion of Vladivostok wasn't simply to make a profit, but to divert the trouble northward.

Mitsui Yasuki should be able to understand that there must be a war between China and Japan. But so what if he knew? Mitsui Yasuki could do nothing except what a capitalist should do. Japan was a feudal country with industry, and it was still the old nobility holding power in Japan. He Rui was very clear, and Mitsui Yasuki was also very clear, that the Mitsui family could influence Japanese policy but could never decide Japan's fate.

Ending the meeting with such a relaxed mood, He Rui completely put Joffe's matter behind him. The Military Commission members had been in meetings for three days, and it was time for He Rui to attend the meeting again.

As soon as he saw the comrades, He Rui immediately regretted it. Xu Chengfeng had a handsome square face, but at this time he was unshaven, his eyes were red, and his square face had almost turned into a long face (character 'Mu' shape).

Every young comrade looked much more haggard. The most pitiful one was Cheng Ruofan. This guy had a delicate face rare among soldiers, so he looked particularly heartbreaking when haggard.

He Rui immediately advised, "Comrades, everyone go back and rest for a day first."

Cheng Ruofan was also unshaven and his eyes were swollen. He shook his head stubbornly. "No, please explain your arrangement to us clearly, Chairman."

Other young comrades had the same attitude. After racking their brains for a few days without achieving any results, the unwillingness in their hearts became even stronger.

He Rui asked for the plan produced by the young comrades and flipped through it. The pages rustled as He Rui flipped faster and faster. That speed made Cheng Ruofan, Xu Chengfeng, and others doubt whether He Rui was really reading!

Turning the last page, He Rui patted the table and asked everyone to stand up. "Sirang, you are a military representative at the truck manufacturing plant. I ask you, after the war starts, how many military representatives do you think the truck factory needs to ensure the smooth production of trucks requisitioned by the army?"

Zheng Sirang was stunned. He answered hesitantly, "Probably about..."

He Rui interrupted Zheng Sirang. "Don't say 'probably'. How much do you yourself know about the truck production process?"

Zheng Sirang hurriedly began to recall the truck production process. He was sure he had studied it seriously and memorized it. However, after not sleeping well for a few days, Zheng Sirang only felt his brain had become like paste. If He Rui asked about arrangements for putting cavalry into battle, Zheng Sirang still felt he could say something, but regarding truck production, he really couldn't give an answer.

He Rui let Zheng Sirang sit down and turned to ask Cheng Ruofan, "Ruofan, we want to block the Japanese army from rescuing the Kwantung Leased Territory by the Yalu River. Have you determined where to build permanent fortifications? If building them, how to keep it secret in these few years?"

Cheng Ruofan was tongue-tied. He was indeed responsible for formulating defensive work. But what Cheng Ruofan considered was how to fight field battles with the Japanese army. He had also considered arrangements for building field fortifications, but he hadn't considered building permanent fortifications of reinforced concrete at all.

He Rui stepped forward and pressed Cheng Ruofan's shoulder, letting this guy who was preparing to hem and haw sit down too. Then he turned to Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu. "Yifu, you are responsible for staff work and have also studied the German General Staff system. So how many levels of mobilization does war require, and what standards need to be formulated for each level of mobilization? With changes in the war situation, under what circumstances should various standards be activated? Have you carefully studied the Statistics Department's Northeast population figures, gender ratio, and age structure ratio?"

Zhong Yifu was just stunned for a moment and answered decisively, "Report to the Chairman, I didn't start from this direction."

After speaking, without He Rui needing to act, Zhong Yifu obediently sat back in his seat.

He Rui smiled slightly and turned to Xu Chengfeng. "Your work direction should be to consider exactly how many troops to commit. I believe you have analyzed Japanese military intelligence. But have you studied the Japanese government's fiscal budget? We not only need to know how many Japanese troops we are fighting, but also how long we will fight the Japanese army, and to what extent the intensity of the war will reach. You even have to judge, from the beginning of the war to the closing stage, given Japan's munition inventory and production capacity, plus Japan's possible foreign arms purchases, how many shells they can fire. Although this number won't be accurate, it should always be calculated."

Xu Chengfeng originally had his brows tightly furrowed. Hearing this, he was suddenly relieved. He plumped down on the chair and said happily, "Thank you, Chairman, I understand the direction."

He Rui looked at Hu Xiushan. "Road planning, you did it. Personnel transportation and material transportation, you also did. But your schedule is a mess. Did you not do it seriously? Or do you have other considerations?"

Hu Xiushan smiled bitterly. "Chairman, I actually did the transportation needed for troop movements and didn't consider the possibility of mass mobilization."

He Rui pressed the shoulder of the exhausted Hu Xiushan and let him sit down. Only then did he turn to Zhou Yinshan. "Old Zhou, your staff work is relatively solid. But you didn't consider how to simulate actual combat. I mean you didn't organize exercise troops to simulate a Japanese division. Is it because you encountered problems?"

Zhou Yinshan also sat down. "I didn't consider it. If we are to organize a mock Japanese division, you have to preside over it personally."

"Don't worry, I'm familiar with this," He Rui laughed. After speaking, He Rui ordered, "Now I'll let everyone go back to rest. Who still has things they don't understand?"

"Understood!" the comrades said one after another, only Cheng Ruofan didn't speak. He Rui looked over and saw that Cheng Ruofan was already lying on the table, having fallen asleep in just this moment.

Zhou Yinshan sighed, "Ruofan hasn't slept at all for these past few days."

After sighing, Zhou Yinshan said again, "Perhaps I misjudged him; this child is much tougher than I thought."

He Rui nodded slightly but just called the guard to carry Cheng Ruofan to the lounge next door. Cheng Ruofan was a young soldier He Rui liked very much. This guy's weakness wasn't a lack of talent or intelligence, but because his knowledge system was incomplete, he was exceptionally dogmatic.

Compared with the calmness and perseverance of other young soldiers of this era, Cheng Ruofan's personality was actually closer to young people of the 21st century, which was also the reason why He Rui particularly liked Cheng Ruofan.

Young people in the 21st century seemingly had difficulty concentrating, or often had flights of fancy, or shouted about 'lying flat' after suffering setbacks. But these were not their essence. In He Rui's view, the biggest problem facing young people in the 21st century was not getting practical opportunities matched with their knowledge system.

From the perspective of knowledge, the content everyone learned was completely sufficient. But wanting to practice while learning required a large investment of resources. The demand for these resources far exceeded the limit schools could bear. So various universities and other schools had no other way except locking students in schools and preventing them from going out to cause trouble.

To cultivate students with moral, intellectual, physical, aesthetic, and labor development, locking them up was absolutely not enough. This was the current situation facing China: wanting to promote the comprehensive progress of the people, but lacking sufficient resources.

He Rui firmly believed that as long as there were enough resources, Chinese youth could definitely be called one of the most excellent groups of people in the world. Just like this guy Cheng Ruofan.
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Xu Jia, Party Committee Secretary of the Statistics Department, received three applications for intelligence acquisition in succession. He frowned slightly, turning the beads in his hand. Intelligence matters were naturally the more detailed the better, but intelligence on Japan itself required various collections. The number of relevant intelligence personnel had to be increased.

After thinking for a moment, Xu Jia put down the beads and wrote a report: "Recently, the demand for intelligence collection on Japan has continued to expand. It is necessary to increase intelligence stations in Japan, Korea, and Ryukyu... request to increase personnel training expenses."

It was already the second day when He Rui received this report. Xu Jia's method of solving the problem made He Rui quite satisfied. Organizing training seemed like the clumsiest method, but if the education model could run well, this would be the most effective method.

After reading the report, He Rui originally wanted to make requests regarding the curriculum provided by Xu Jia, but finally made a phone call asking Xu Jia to change into clothes for going to the countryside and come over.

When Xu Jia hurriedly arrived at He Rui's place, he saw that He Rui was also prepared. The car outside was ready. As soon as the car started, He Rui asked, "Have you finished studying the course on general mobilization?"

Xu Jia shook his head slightly. "Report to the Chairman, too many things are handed over to the Statistics Department now. Our personnel number is insufficient, and their strength is also insufficient. We need more excellent comrades to join."

He Rui heard the same words in all departments, so he didn't answer this question. "The historical development of general mobilization—you must have finished studying this part, right?"

"Yes," Xu Jia replied, sighing with emotion in his heart. Even this part that looked like it was just recounting history already contained a huge amount of information. At the end of the 18th century, France carried out a thorough national general mobilization in the war against the European intervention forces, pioneering the national general mobilization system. Most subsequent wars between industrialized nations adopted the general mobilization system.

He Rui continued to ask, "How is our arrangement targeting the Ministry of Foreign Affairs being implemented? Double 11... time waits for no one!"

Working beside He Rui was just this high-intensity; Xu Jia was used to it. Because He Rui would never stand by and order others around; when problems arose, He Rui would personally take action. So Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, does 'Double 11' refer to two days ago?"

Two days ago was November 11th. Xu Jia certainly didn't know that He Rui in another spacetime often shopped online on this day. What Xu Jia knew was that the European War, which started on July 28, 1914, and ended on November 11, 1918, lasting four years, had ended.

In the European War, European powers all adopted general mobilization. As for their mobilization intensity, people would have to be sent to investigate and study after the war ended.

The reason for targeting the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was largely to collect intelligence on general mobilization through the personnel dispatch work of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. And that guy Lu Zhengxiang was currently striving to build an excellent Ministry of Foreign Affairs as he imagined it. So the Statistics Department wrote a letter to Lu Zhengxiang in He Rui's name, which Lu Zhengxiang took as He Rui wanting to recommend people to enter the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, causing some awkward situations for the Intelligence Division in the process.

The Intelligence Division had roughly discussed a result. Seeing He Rui just smile at the mention of 'Double 11', Xu Jia said, "Chairman, we want to ask you to meet Lu Zhengxiang once. If that guy still doesn't work out, we'll find a way to remove him and see if the new Foreign Minister will be obedient."

He Rui was relatively satisfied in his heart and asked, "Is the time arranged? Shall I go to Beijing, or invite Lu Zhengxiang to come here to us, or should both sides go somewhere else?"

Xu Jia answered immediately, "We really want to invite Lu Zhengxiang to Fengtian... oh, to Shenyang. But this doesn't conform to the rules, right?"

He Rui hadn't decided what to do either. Xu Jia didn't want He Rui to run to Beijing again, and neither did He Rui. Especially since the current international situation was changing rapidly, which would inevitably trigger domestic changes, He Rui couldn't judge what would happen on the Beiyang side either.

Finally, He Rui decided not to go to Beijing and said to Xu Jia, "I will write a letter to Director-General Duan, saying that we have suggestions for the upcoming peace conference."

Saying this meant that He Rui himself wanted Lu Zhengxiang to come to Shenyang. Xu Jia also agreed, so he changed the subject. "Chairman, the special agency established for Japan needs to expand its personnel now."

"For intelligence work on Japan, more arrangements should be made for investigating its port logistics," He Rui gave a suggestion directly.

Xu Jia was somewhat puzzled. "Chairman, Japan's production is also very important."

He Rui nodded. "You are right. But what is our arrangement targeting Japan for? For war. Regardless of how many products are produced in Japan, and regardless of how these products are used domestically in Japan, Japanese equipment that can be used against us must be transported by shipping. I think figuring out port logistics can meet our needs."

"So that's how it is..." Xu Jia understood He Rui's thoughts but found he couldn't figure out how to solve port surveillance at all.

He Rui chuckled lightly. "There are several methods that can go hand in hand. The first is naturally to cooperate with the proletarian revolutionaries in Japan. We are willing to support their struggle and look forward to their success. But to make the Japanese revolutionaries understand our goals requires very outstanding comrades. Do we have such talents?"

Xu Jia took out a notebook to record it down before answering, "I will arrange it."

"In addition, cooperate with Korean patriots attempting to restore Korea. In heavy physical labor like at the docks, Japan tends to use Korean laborers more. This is also our opportunity. I'm afraid there are no other methods for the time being. We must never try to bribe people at the port; that would be too easy to alert the enemy."

Hearing this, Xu Jia nodded repeatedly. "Precisely so."

Talking and chatting, the car drove to a place dozens of kilometers away. He Rui and Xu Jia were both wearing clothes suitable for field work. The scene in front of them was very grand. Both had participated in the construction of the Shanmen Reservoir, but the place before them was a huge construction site far larger in scale than the Shanmen Reservoir.

As He Rui arrived, the person in charge of the construction site immediately rushed over to welcome him. Seeing the somewhat restrained demeanor of this young person in charge, He Rui laughed. "I came here to see the comrades' work and also to participate in the work, not to nitpick."

The young comrade quickly replied, "Please follow me, Chairman; I will introduce the situation of the construction site."

Xu Jia followed He Rui up the built simple road. Having had experience with the Shanmen Reservoir, Xu Jia had quite a few concepts about reservoirs; a considerable number of reservoirs were constructed using mountainous terrain.

He Rui's purpose for this trip was naturally to see this reservoir, which could provide irrigation for a million *mu* of fertile land; this was also a large-scale project in the First Five-Year Plan. At the same time, He Rui also wanted to understand the manpower mobilization status for building the reservoir.

The more he understood about the country, the more Xu Jia understood what national leaders had to do. Manpower deployment was content that national leaders must pay attention to. And manpower deployment involved various grassroots constructions: how many people could be recruited from each administrative village, how many of them could carry out operations across the entire Northeast, how many could only operate within the county, and how many could only operate in the village and the town to which the village belonged.

Three years ago, when Xu Jia followed He Rui, his understanding of these was still vague. Now he could finally understand these things. Going up along the ramp, he soon saw a large number of personnel on the construction site. Just a few glances confirmed that the number of personnel already put to work was four thousand. As for the parts not seen, the input would be even more.

The young person in charge followed behind He Rui and Xu Jia. Seeing the two looking while walking without saying a word, he couldn't figure out their thoughts at all, and became even more uneasy.

After walking for a while, He Rui stopped to ask about the daily workload, which made the person in charge feel relieved. After answering a few questions, someone ran over to report an unexpected situation. He Rui didn't stay long and told the person in charge to hurry back to work.

Not long after, He Rui and Xu Jia joined different earth-carrying teams respectively. Xu Jia watched from a distance as He Rui worked with vigor, talking and laughing with the people around him from time to time. He truly admired him in his heart. It wasn't that Xu Jia looked down on people, but he couldn't achieve He Rui's natural attitude.

Whenever he thought of work, Xu Jia was entangled by a large number of numbers, with various thoughts churning in his mind.

More importantly, Xu Jia couldn't figure out what to ask now. With Xu Jia's many inspection experiences, he easily only asked about what happened and devoted himself to those problems. To the extent that someone nicknamed Xu Jia 'Xu the King of Hell' behind his back. This nickname troubled Xu Jia very much; did pointing out problems in work make one the King of Hell?

At dusk, He Rui and Xu Jia finished their inspection and work and rode back to Shenyang together. On the way, Xu Jia asked, "Did the Chairman find any problems?"

He Rui replied, "Our training is not yet in place; we have to go back and check this."

This was also a reaction Xu Jia felt was characteristic of He Rui: any problem with He Rui was an internal organizational construction problem, not a grassroots execution problem. The blame often fell on the person in charge, which was why the middle and upper levels in the Northeast held He Rui in awe.

Since He Rui said this, Xu Jia followed up, wanting to see which aspects He Rui was dissatisfied with this time. "Where is the problem with training?"

Hearing Xu Jia's tone, He Rui laughed. "I don't mean to punish anyone. This time, I was a bit surprised that the standard for the training results of the two-year term hasn't been set. Xu Jia, do you think a two-year overall assessment is appropriate?"

Only then did Xu Jia understand He Rui's point of attention. It turned out He Rui had already skipped the judgment of specific work and started to consider the content of the entire training system.

This work had to be completed by the Statistics Department. Fingering his beads, Xu Jia asked about his confusion in a pleasant baritone, "What are the Chairman's thoughts on the assessment this time?"

"I think it takes about two years from being a village head to a township head. From town mayor to county magistrate, it's about the same time. County magistrate to city mayor is another two years. After that, it's working in provincial departments or coming to work in the Northeast local government. We arrived in the Northeast in '15 and started training a large number of cadres afterward. By 1923, it will actually be 7 years, and we won't be able to complete the overall selection and training. So how to adjust the current selection system is a very major task. Once we enter the state of general mobilization, can we operate this system smoothly? What degree of knowledge do those cadres need to master to be competent in their jobs?"

He Rui's series of questions silenced Xu Jia. He tried to look at the problem from He Rui's perspective and only felt uneasy in his heart. The population in the territory actually controlled by the Civilization Party was not large, less than 30 million. But the nominal territory was huge.

Outer Mongolia had an area of about 1.8 million square kilometers, and Inner Mongolia about 1.1 million. The three Northeast provinces had an area of less than 800,000. The three territories added up to around 3.8 million square kilometers. Purely in terms of area, the territory of He Rui, known as the 'Fengtian clique', was the largest in the country.

To fully utilize these lands, the work to be done was truly immense. Just imagining it made Xu Jia feel tremendous pressure.

Finally, Xu Jia could only reply, "Chairman, I will check the archives again."

He Rui shook his head. "That is a very inefficient thing to do. We must let the organization departments in various places take responsibility."

"Organization Department?" Xu Jia couldn't recall such an institution in the Northeast.

He Rui replied, "I plan to establish an Organization Department specifically responsible for personnel work. Although the Statistics Department will still exist, personnel work will be handed over to the Organization Department."

"Then what work is left for the Statistics Department?"

"Domestic intelligence work will be handed over to the Security Bureau. For foreign work, a department will also be organized. The work of the Statistics Department is mainly various data statistics and setting various statistical calibers."

Another pile of fresh vocabulary; Xu Jia felt a bit dazed. He heard He Rui continue, "These tasks will be carried out later. I have a question for you: do you have any thoughts on future job transfers? Which jobs are you interested in?"

Xu Jia was stunned. He Rui was explicitly telling Xu Jia that he wanted to change his job. In the Northeast, it was common for staff to move back and forth in various positions.

Including those comrades engaged in military work, there were also various transfers within the army. A typical example was Zheng Sirang, who was sent to the truck factory as a military representative.

Although Xu Jia knew very well that He Rui wanted to fully popularize the military representative system in sectors related to military industrial production, so he let Zheng Sirang undertake this extremely important task. But for those outside who didn't understand what a modern industrial country was, they thought Zheng Sirang had been exiled.

So from the beginning until now, only Xu Jia's position had remained unchanged. Suddenly receiving a notice of job adjustment, Xu Jia felt inexplicably uncomfortable in his heart.

He Rui laughed. "Don't worry, it won't be that fast. You formulate the assessment standards, especially make the analysis of the two-year training results as the basis of the assessment system."

Xu Jia also recovered his mood at this time and nodded. "Understood."

Getting up early the next morning, Xu Jia found that his mood had fully recovered, which indeed surprised Xu Jia himself a little. As for the reason, Xu Jia couldn't figure it out himself. Anyway, Xu Jia just continued to throw himself into busy work. The confirmed work content alone was already enough, and things with unknown results occupied the majority of the entire work.

For example, these two-year training results obviously belonged to a task with unpredictable general results.

He called relevant staff to discuss. Division Chief Liu, who managed cadre archives, immediately asked a question. "Secretary Xu, we have encountered a problem. Previously, when classifying archives, the education settings were made very unreasonable. Now they need adjustment. But in the results of the discussion, we found that canceling the rigid regulation on education is the best."

Xu Jia was originally considering dividing the two-year training result standards for cadres by education. Hearing Division Chief Liu actually wanted to remove the education requirement, he involuntarily kept a straight face and asked, "What is the reason?"

"Because the changes in education are too great," Division Chief Liu answered decisively. Due to the promotion of compulsory education and literacy work, the formulation of education levels began to change again and again, making archive management very troublesome. Some archive management personnel proposed a view: simply cancel the education content from the classification, which would make the overall work much easier.

This perspective left Xu Jia momentarily unsure of how to solve it, but this matter happened to conflict somewhat with the problem He Rui assigned, and he didn't know how to solve it for the time being. Xu Jia simply called He Rui and told him the problem.

He Rui couldn't help laughing after listening. "Hehe, Xu Jia, consider things ten years from now. How many illiterates will be left in China then? And what education levels will the personnel in the party, government, and army have then? However, the problem mentioned by that comrade, in my opinion, is a problem of archive management level. Is your analysis of this contradiction the same as mine?"

Xu Jia was stunned, and after a moment, he felt suddenly enlightened. But not long after, Xu Jia was worried again. "Chairman, do we have to open another archive major?"

"Yes, we must open it. Not only open it, but also try to invite foreign experts. I heard Director Zhao say that the domestic level of subject content in this area is very average. So I want to invite foreign experts to help us with training. You don't need to worry about this matter; the Department of Education will do it."
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On January 3, 1919, Lieutenant Colonel Itagaki Seishirō, head of the 'He Agency', delivered the latest report on He Rui to the General Staff Headquarters. The officers at the General Staff Headquarters merely accepted the report according to regulations but didn't look at the content. This made Itagaki Seishirō feel disappointed yet relieved all over.

Since those 'Excellencies' at the General Staff Headquarters were so complacent, Itagaki Seishirō also prepared to let himself rest well for a few days. As far as the intelligence content was concerned, as long as the old men read the report, Itagaki would probably not be at ease for a while.

Not long after leaving the door, he heard someone shouting behind him, "Itagaki-kun!"

Turning around, he saw Ishiwara Kanji and Yamamoto Isoroku behind him. Seeing that the rank insignia on Ishiwara Kanji's shoulder had changed from major to lieutenant colonel, Itagaki went up to this classmate of the same rank who was 5 years younger than him and smiled, "Already a lieutenant colonel?"

Ishiwara Kanji didn't mention his promotion at all and asked straight away, "Itagaki-kun, do you have time to go to Sendai?"

"Sendai? I have time, but..." Itagaki Seishirō didn't know for a moment why Ishiwara Kanji suddenly had the sudden notion to go to Sendai. But seeing Yamamoto Isoroku beside Ishiwara, Itagaki knew the reputation of the navy's rising star Yamamoto in the flower districts and gambling. Was there some incredibly beautiful geisha in Sendai that Ishiwara Kanji had to visit together with Yamamoto Isoroku?

So Itagaki Seishirō asked jokingly, "Is it to meet some woman in Sendai?"

"You're right! Are you going?" A smile with deep meaning appeared on Ishiwara Kanji's face.

Having stayed in Tokyo for a long time, Itagaki Seishirō also wanted to go out. His personality was quite compatible with Ishiwara Kanji, and he acted without much scruple, so he answered immediately, "I'll go with Ishiwara-kun."

On the train, two lieutenant colonels and a navy lieutenant commander sat in their seats as if no one else was present. Ishiwara Kanji introduced Yamamoto Isoroku, "Yamamoto-kun, Itagaki-kun studied at the Sendai Army Regional Cadet School."

"Oh? That is a famous school," Yamamoto Isoroku replied in a flat tone.

Itagaki Seishirō knew Yamamoto Isoroku was fond of women and gambling, and kept a poker face when gambling, making his thoughts completely unreadable. Seeing Yamamoto Isoroku revealing an inscrutable expression again at this time, he couldn't help asking, "I wonder what Yamamoto-kun is going to Sendai for?"

Yamamoto Isoroku looked at Ishiwara Kanji. "Ishiwara-kun said that in Sendai, one can see the future of Japan."

Even though Itagaki Seishirō had a good impression of Sendai, he really couldn't imagine any incredible factory in that place that could represent the future of Japan.

That evening, the group checked into a hotel in Sendai. While the hotel was serving food, Yamamoto Isoroku had already started chatting charmingly with the woman serving the dishes. Even though he was beside them the whole time, Itagaki couldn't figure out how Yamamoto Isoroku could make this hotel maid cover her mouth and laugh happily with just a few words.

When the last dish was served, the proprietress enthusiastically asked if the three mid-level officers had any other requests. Yamamoto smiled, "The food is very good, but there is a lack of someone to pour wine."

The proprietress was stunned. Seeing the maid sitting beside them without any intention of refusing, she could only smile apologetically and respond, "The guest is right. Miya, take good care of the guests."

Since the proprietress was so sensible, Yamamoto Isoroku immediately had the maid pour wine for the three of them. Here, Itagaki Seishirō couldn't help saying, "Yamamoto-kun going to Harvard University in the US to study is a very good opportunity. However, I'm afraid just as Yamamoto-kun goes to the US, war will break out between China and Japan."

The maid Miya hadn't expected Itagaki to say such things; she stopped halfway through pouring the wine. Yamamoto Isoroku smiled at Miya. "Don't mind that person; he said that deliberately to make you look at him more."

The hotel maid Miya burst into laughter and hurriedly continued pouring wine for the three.

Ishiwara Kanji answered Itagaki's question: "If He-kun were so impulsive, he wouldn't be scary at all."

Itagaki Seishirō disagreed. "Recently, China's Foreign Minister took several personnel who should be going to attend the Paris Peace Conference to Fengtian... went to Shenyang. Their purpose is to recover all rights and interests in Shandong. A big fight probably won't happen, but it's not impossible that He-kun might send troops to Shandong."

Yamamoto Isoroku picked up the sake bottle and poured a cup for the maid Miya before asking Itagaki Seishirō, "Does Itagaki-kun look forward to a war?"

Itagaki Seishirō was stunned. Ishiwara Kanji picked up his sake cup and said, "Solving the Shandong issue doesn't necessarily require fighting a war, unless the Army Ministry and He-kun already want to fight one."

After speaking, he raised his cup and drank it in one gulp. Yamamoto Isoroku nodded slightly and also drank the wine in his cup.

Seeing that Yamamoto of the Navy and Ishiwara of the Army held the same view, Itagaki Seishirō, responsible for investigating He Rui, said unhappily, "If you two knew what He-kun has done in Manchuria and Mongolia, you definitely wouldn't be so optimistic."

Yamamoto Isoroku shook his head. "There must be a war between China and Japan. Since Itagaki-kun said He-kun is meeting face-to-face with the Chinese Foreign Minister, then a fight won't happen in the short term."

Itagaki Seishirō knew he couldn't reveal much secret intelligence. Thinking of the industrial development in the Northeast, especially how He Rui achieved self-production of light weapons, machine guns, and mortars in just three years, Itagaki Seishirō felt somewhat anxious in his heart. Yamamoto Isoroku saying that war between China and Japan was inevitable was a consensus in the Japanese military circle. And the war strength possessed by He Rui was improving rapidly; the only thing limiting He Rui now was the import volume of saltpeter.

However, Yamamoto Isoroku was already chatting happily with the maid, so Itagaki Seishirō could only eat and drink slowly.

The next morning, the three appeared at the gate of Tohoku Imperial University in Sendai. Yamamoto Isoroku was somewhat puzzled. "Ishiwara-kun, has Tohoku Imperial University developed some decisive weapon?"

Itagaki Seishirō guessed what Ishiwara Kanji was doing here and sneered, "Yamamoto-kun hasn't met He-kun's adopted daughter, right?"

Ishiwara Kanji immediately corrected, "He-kun treats Miss Mitsuko as a younger sister."

Yamamoto Isoroku suddenly realized, "Is Miss Morita Mitsuko studying at Tohoku Imperial University? I thought she went to a women's school in Tokyo."

The women's school Yamamoto Isoroku mentioned was an aristocratic university higher than a women's high school. To cultivate perfect Japanese women, the subjects inside were literature, flower arrangement, tea ceremony, calligraphy, and painting. The girls admitted to those schools were from prestigious families, and after graduation, they basically married into prestigious families. The three officers at the gate of Tohoku Imperial University didn't need to consider pursuing such women.

Ishiwara Kanji held his head high and chest out. "Yamamoto-kun, if you want to see the future of Japan, I'll take you to see the future of Japan."

After speaking, he took the lead walking into the campus.

The President of Tohoku Imperial University politely received the three mid-level officers who came together. Hearing they came to show concern for student Morita Mitsuko, he no longer felt surprised.

When receiving Morita Mitsuko's admission application, the President had already been surprised. A girl from an ordinary family in Tokyo came to take the exam for the Imperial University, and the secretary of Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo sent a recommendation letter. The President knew he'd better not ask anything.

Later, the Mitsui conglomerate sent someone to show concern, and Tokyo Imperial University Law Professor Taira Toyomori came personally to show concern. Now a navy and an army lieutenant colonel and major came to show concern. The President introduced calmly, "Student Morita ranks second in the mathematics department and also performs very well in literature and law. She is an excellent student our school is proud of."

Yamamoto Isoroku had only heard Yamaguchi Tamon mention Morita Mitsuko and hadn't expected a girl to achieve such excellent grades in university. Most of the women around Yamamoto were girls from Yoshiwara and the flower districts. No matter how beautiful, understanding, and dazzling they were, they had nothing to do with scholars. Listening to the President introduce Morita Mitsuko's studies, Yamamoto Isoroku felt a completely different world suddenly open its doors to him. Apart from listening seriously, he couldn't speak at all.

Even indulging his imagination—in the Kure Naval Arsenal, a female engineer in work clothes holding a clipboard with data directing the production of naval guns, or a female officer in a dark blue navy uniform wearing snow-white socks and walking across the spotlessly polished teak deck...

When such imaginations surfaced in his mind, the women's clothing involuntarily transformed into the gorgeous attire of an Oiran, confusing Yamamoto's usually clear thinking.

After introducing Mitsuko's studies, there was a knock on the door of the President's office. Morita Mitsuko walked in wearing a sailor suit. Yamamoto Isoroku felt very fond of that collar style. Thinking that he was facing a real female university student of the Great Japanese Empire, Yamamoto Isoroku's thinking became confused again.

Mitsuko didn't know Yamamoto Isoroku and Itagaki Seishirō. After bowing to everyone, she said politely, "Hello, President."

The President of Tohoku Imperial University was very satisfied in his heart; students should look like students. The female students of Tohoku Imperial University performed satisfactorily in this regard.

Ishiwara Kanji chatted with Mitsuko for a while, then said to the President, "Sir, we will take our leave. We entrust Mitsuko to your care."

The President calmly responded to Ishiwara's request, and Mitsuko saw the three to the school gate. Those male students watching the three Imperial officers walking with Mitsuko showed envious expressions.

Ishiwara smiled. "Mitsuko, do you want to join the military after graduating from university? Although you can't go on a warship, the naval communications department needs university students."

An impulse surged in Yamamoto Isoroku's head. Even knowing this was impossible, he almost expressed agreement.

Mitsuko smiled and replied, "I want to work in a newspaper office after graduation."

"Oh? You want to go into politics?" Ishiwara Kanji replied with surprise and joy.

Itagaki Seishirō was stunned, turning his head to scrutinize Morita Mitsuko carefully. This girl was less than 160 cm tall and had a round face, very lovable. But her life expectations made Itagaki Seishirō feel strong pressure.

The Rice Riots happened more than three months ago, and the cabinet of Field Marshal Terauchi Masatake in power collapsed directly. Next came the Hara Takashi cabinet. Prime Minister Hara Takashi was a politician of non-military background, achieving the formation of a cabinet by a party leader with a seat in the House of Representatives composed of national representatives, serving as the highest responsible person in the government.

In Hara Takashi's life experience, he had been active as a newspaper reporter for several years. Itagaki felt his perception confused for a moment. The emergence of a democratically elected government had already shaken Japan; could it be that a woman also wanted to take this path and become a politician?

Ishiwara Kanji didn't say much. Arriving at the school gate, he said goodbye to Morita Mitsuko. After walking for a while, Ishiwara Kanji turned to ask Yamamoto Isoroku, "Yamamoto-kun, did you feel the future?"

Yamamoto Isoroku hesitated to speak, just shaking his head repeatedly. As a member of the intelligence department, Itagaki Seishirō had accumulated considerable pressure during this short meeting and said unhappily, "Is the two-thousand-year tradition of the Empire going to be completely wiped out! Does He Rui want to support a female Emperor in the Imperial Country?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Itagaki-kun, if you had been to Britain and France during the European war, you would have seen that a new era has begun. That is not an era of opposition between men and women, but an era where laborers, regardless of gender, can enter society. Half of the workers in European factories are already women, and educated students are emerging at all levels. This is the trend of the future."

Itagaki Seishirō turned his face away unhappily, no longer looking at Ishiwara Kanji. Instead, Yamamoto Isoroku, who hadn't spoken much all along, suddenly sighed deeply, attracting the attention of his two companions. "'Grassroots rising' (*Kusama no Kikki*) was proposed in the Bakumatsu era... does Ishiwara-kun think the era of grassroots rising has arrived?"
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On the train back to Tokyo, Yamamoto Isoroku looked at the scenery outside the window, as if he hadn't heard Itagaki Seishirō's complaints at all. Itagaki was still talking about things like 'how can the traditions of the Empire be changed', which even Ishiwara Kanji couldn't be bothered to respond to.

Just as the atmosphere was becoming more and more awkward with the silence, Yamamoto Isoroku spoke up. "Do you two think the US is civilized?"

Itagaki was stunned, finding this question hard to answer. In July 1853, US Navy Commodore Matthew Perry led a fleet to forcibly open Japan, which was known as the 'Black Ships Incident'.

Since then, Japan began a period of comprehensive turbulence, and the Shogunate eventually fell. The former *Joi* (expel the barbarians) activist Ito Hirobumi, who had burned down the British legation, planned to erect a monument to commemorate this event in 1900 and finally completed it in 1901.

Yamamoto Isoroku didn't keep them guessing. He had already told Ishiwara Kanji about his next arrangement, and now he said to Itagaki Seishirō, "Itagaki-kun, the Navy Ministry has arranged for me to study at Harvard University in the US. This time I will go to the US with this question to see what kind of country the US really is. As an intelligence expert, do you have any suggestions, Itagaki-kun?"

Itagaki didn't know how to answer. He was hailed as a China expert, relying on his family's inherited Sinology. Seeing Yamamoto Isoroku's sincere attitude, Itagaki simply told the truth. "I would very much like to help, but my knowledge of European and American culture comes from reading books. If I must make a suggestion, I can only use a Chinese poem. 'What's learned on paper is always shallow; to know this matter absolutely, one must practice it personally.' Yamamoto-kun studying in the US, walking and seeing more, will naturally gain understanding."

Yamamoto Isoroku nodded. "I will definitely travel all over the US."

After speaking, he turned to Ishiwara Kanji. "Ishiwara-kun, I admire He-kun's insight very much, but I always have no way to have a deep friendship with He-kun. A few days ago, you explained He-kun's elementary understanding of geopolitics to me, which suddenly enlightened me. Human development is determined by the natural geographical environment; mountains, rivers, climates, and wind zones limit the freedom of human production and lifestyle. Going to the US this time, viewing from this perspective, I should be able to see more deeply. Moreover, coming to Sendai this time and seeing Miss Mitsuko, the feeling is especially profound. Japan is indeed changing."

Ishiwara Kanji knew that the social change Yamamoto Isoroku could accept at present was probably just to this extent, so he didn't say more. The reason for inviting Yamamoto Isoroku to come to Sendai to see the female university students in Tohoku Imperial University was to let Yamamoto Isoroku see that various sprouts had actually begun to appear within Japan. After arriving in the US, Yamamoto wouldn't feel that these changes only existed in foreign countries. Perhaps he could influence Yamamoto to become a comrade of the 'Future Society'.

When the train arrived in Tokyo, Yamamoto Isoroku said goodbye first. Watching Yamamoto's back, Itagaki Seishirō didn't want to discuss what he had seen this time, so he made small talk. "Yamamoto-kun is a celebrity in Yoshiwara; I didn't expect him not to be indulgent in Sendai."

Ishiwara Kanji laughed. "So Itagaki-kun didn't know; Yamamoto-kun is already married."

"Ah?" Itagaki was bewildered by this news but also understood why Yamamoto Isoroku was so well-behaved this time.

Since this topic was dead, Itagaki didn't want to say more. But knowing Ishiwara Kanji had a deep relationship with He Rui, he said, "I presume Ishiwara-kun is very concerned about He-kun. I have something to tell Ishiwara-kun: He-kun has sent people to contact Britain, France, and Germany to discuss grain exports. Now that the war is over, the only thing Britain, France, and Germany have too much of and can't use is probably arms."

After speaking, Itagaki Seishirō bowed slightly to Ishiwara Kanji. "I take my leave."

Ishiwara Kanji bowed back. Watching Itagaki Seishirō's back, Ishiwara Kanji didn't feel any surprise. Japan now had the ability to produce heavy artillery, so naturally, it had no interest in those second-hand artillery pieces from the European battlefield. Moreover, the barrel of an artillery piece is a consumable item and can only be replaced after its service life expires. Although parts like sights are durable goods, buying them separately is not cost-effective.

He Rui buying a portion of cheap artillery was understandable. But expecting to form a powerful artillery force with these cheap artillery pieces—Ishiwara Kanji felt He Rui wouldn't do that.

Moreover, Itagaki providing this news to Ishiwara Kanji could be considered an expression of goodwill in a sense. It could be seen that not only Yamamoto Isoroku was impacted, but Itagaki was also quite affected; the two just reacted in opposite directions.

Returning to his residence, what Ishiwara Kanji cared about was He Rui inviting the Foreign Minister of the Republic to the Northeast. Ishiwara believed He Rui could absolutely not accept Japan seizing Germany's interests in Shandong, and this move likely involved considering this matter. As for how He Rui planned, Ishiwara Kanji couldn't figure it out.

At this time, Foreign Minister of the Republic Lu Zhengxiang was introducing the young talent Gu Weijun to He Rui. Gu Weijun was somewhat interested in He Rui, but obviously more interested in his senior, Zhao Tianlin, a Doctor of Laws from Harvard University.

After introducing Gu Weijun, a Doctor of Laws from Columbia University, Lu Zhengxiang asked, "Chairman He invited Dr. Zhao here; presumably, there is some advice."

He Rui smiled. "As a soldier, I know very little about the law. But as a soldier fighting wars, naturally, I have to do operational simulations. Inviting Minister Lu here this time is to ask Director Zhao and the gentlemen from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to do some simulations."

After speaking, He Rui invited the Foreign Ministry group to the war room. Several large blackboards had been hung here, and a world map was placed on the sand table in the middle, with some chess pieces placed on the map.

Gu Weijun saw various names written on the chess pieces—Britain, the US, France, Germany, Japan, and other main participants of the Paris Peace Conference—and felt that the world in the eyes of soldiers was different from that in the eyes of legal scholars.

He Rui had already taken the lead in saying, "I wonder what important issue you gentlemen think needs to be resolved at the peace conference."

Several people already spoke up: "The Shandong issue."

This was also the biggest challenge China faced diplomatically at present. Originally, Germany possessed privileges in Shandong, China. As a member of the victorious Entente Powers, with Germany defeated, China naturally could recover Shandong.

He Rui continued to ask, "Who is China's opponent on the Shandong issue?"

"Japan," Gu Weijun replied.

"In that case, what will you rely on to struggle against Japan?"

Gu Weijun looked somewhat gloomy. "We can only rely on international law."

Lu Zhengxiang carefully watched He Rui's expression, various thoughts rising and falling in his heart. The territory He Rui occupied now was the largest in Beiyang and even the whole of China, and his strength was extraordinary. Recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway from Russia and holding it firmly, He Rui's determination and execution were recognized as number one in Beiyang. Although Duan Qirui was polite on the surface about the Foreign Ministry coming this time, he was actually very wary.

But Lu Zhengxiang also had his own standpoint. If a diplomatic victory could be obtained, any price was worth it. Could He Rui provide such a victory?

While he was thinking, he heard He Rui say, "To recover rights and interests in Shandong, we can only rely on struggle. Why can Japan stand firm in Shandong? It is entirely because it obtained interests in Shandong. As my personal suggestion, for you gentlemen to want Japan to give up Shandong through the explanation of international law at the Paris Peace Conference is completely impossible. As long as there is no military intervention, Japan will not leave on its own."

As soon as these words came out, Lu Zhengxiang was greatly shaken. Before Lu Zhengxiang could speak, other personnel from the Foreign Ministry already exclaimed, "Does the Commander want to send troops to Shandong?"

He Rui kept a straight face and asked unhappily, "Why are you gentlemen so frivolous when discussing national affairs!"

Zhao Tianlin, sitting beside him, was equally unhappy. 'Frivolous'—if changed to the terminology within the Northeast party, government, and army—would be 'not serious'. If a comrade received the comment of 'not serious about work', it meant 'unreliable'.

An unreliable person would be quickly marginalized in any system and very likely kicked out of the system.

Just like the one who said He Rui wanted to send troops to Shandong; Zhao Tianlin didn't know what his logic was. He Rui had absolutely no reason to send troops to Shandong now. Once he acted, it meant He Rui wanted to seize the Beiyang regime by force. If He Rui really decided to unify China by force, there would be no need to call the people from the Foreign Ministry over.

Seeing the doubts in the expressions of this bunch from the Foreign Ministry, Zhao Tianlin said loudly, "Early European diplomacy was indeed the responsibility of aristocrats in the court, and the aristocrats responsible for diplomacy in various countries were often related by blood or marriage, forming a small circle. But that era has ended. Current national diplomacy upholds the standard of national interest above all. There are only eternal interests, no eternal enemies. If you gentlemen are full of thoughts about domestic affairs when considering diplomacy and discard the interest relations between countries like worn-out shoes, then you are laymen. If the Foreign Ministry really wants to have a commendable reputation after death, you should treat diplomatic issues seriously and earnestly! Treat diplomacy as a field of learning!"

Reprimanded by Zhao Tianlin like this, among the crowd from the Foreign Ministry, only Lu Zhengxiang and Gu Weijun could still remain calm; the expressions of other personnel changed, showing considerable fear of difficulty.

Zhao Tianlin wasn't surprised either. He had participated in several relatively important diplomatic negotiations with He Rui before understanding how great powers conducted diplomacy. Zhao Tianlin originally thought the Republic's Foreign Ministry wouldn't be completely unreliable, but now he had completely lost confidence.

Fortunately, Zhao Tianlin knew about He Rui's plan to attack Japan, so although disappointed, he was not in despair.

On the Republic Foreign Ministry side, Gu Weijun spoke first. "I wonder what Brother Zhao thinks our country should do at the Paris Peace Conference?"

Seeing Gu Weijun's sincere attitude, Zhao Tianlin stood up. "At this peace conference, we must not feel that Europe and the US can uphold justice. However, our side's stance must be maintained. If choices must be made, we should focus on the concrete rather than the abstract. For example, regarding the parts where Japan can make money in Shandong, we must fight for them with all our might. Although it cannot be done, doing so itself proves that our Chinese diplomats are not incompetent people."

The term 'incompetent people' sounded very harsh, but Gu Weijun didn't mind. He hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin's thinking to follow this line. Thinking for a moment, Gu Weijun asked, "Please explain in detail, Brother Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin then asked, "I wonder which articles of international law the Foreign Ministry has prepared?"
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Gu Weijun stood in front of the three large blackboards filled with content, speaking with confidence and composure. This young diplomat had taken off his crisp suit jacket; his shirt was neat, his tie meticulously knotted and secured with a tie clip. He was truly a dashing diplomat.

He Rui looked at the content on the blackboard again; it was all prepared diplomatic offensive and defensive strategies. How the Japanese would question, and how China would answer according to international law.

One point made He Rui smile. Gu Weijun predicted that Japan would propose, 'Germany first hands over Shandong privileges to Japan, and then Japan hands them over to China'.

This involved issues of 'ownership' in international law. He Rui's understanding of international law was more about its essence, which is the principle of power. The answer written by Gu Weijun was an effective elaboration of international law provisions. Except for lacking the support of strength, Gu Weijun had done everything possible to explain with extensive citations.

Even He Rui had to admire Gu Weijun's legal expertise.

Seeing this, He Rui prepared to leave the venue.

Regarding Gu Weijun's performance at the Paris Peace Conference, He Rui had seen two versions. One was that Gu Weijun made a speech with a literary style: 'China losing Shandong is equivalent to the West losing Jerusalem'.

Another version was that Gu Weijun refuted the Japanese representative's demands point by point in accordance with international law.

He Rui had always believed the second version, and now he was even more certain that Gu Weijun did not act like an incompetent literati.

Someone from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs walked in from outside the conference room and handed a document to Foreign Minister of the Republic Lu Zhengxiang. Lu Zhengxiang, also in a crisp suit, glanced at it and stood up to leave. He Rui followed him out.

Lu Zhengxiang was speaking in a low voice with the person from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Seeing He Rui come out, he thought He Rui wanted to say something, so he quickly ended the conversation and came forward to greet him.

He Rui said in passing, "Minister Lu, there must be a war between China and Japan. I hope that when the Ministry of Foreign Affairs dispatches military attachés abroad, you can consider the candidates we recommend."

Lu Zhengxiang was stunned, and a troubled look appeared on his face. He Rui smiled. "Why so troubled?"

Lu Zhengxiang could only reply, "Personnel of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs are arranged by the central government; General He must be very clear about this."

"Hehe, it's interesting you say that. I think the seniors in the central government probably have some misunderstandings about me, but I don't want to explain. For the country, I no longer care about being blamed. I originally thought Minister Lu would be willing to take the fall for the country, allowing the seniors in Beijing some room to smooth things over. But if Minister Lu says this, doesn't it confirm that those seniors are unhappy?"

Hearing He Rui speak like this, the staff member from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs opened his mouth unconsciously in shock, his face full of astonishment.

Lu Zhengxiang had been a diplomat for more than twenty years and had seen much turbulence. Although surprised by He Rui's frankness and arrogance, he didn't think He Rui said anything wrong. Because Lu Zhengxiang was called out at this time precisely because Duan Qirui had sent a telegram asking Lu Zhengxiang to return to Beijing as soon as possible.

The telegram naturally wouldn't state the reason. Lu Zhengxiang was very clear that Duan Qirui probably felt He Rui wanted to use this meeting to play tricks again. In Beiyang and indeed the whole of China, it was He Rui who possessed the largest territory and controlled the greatest strength. Moreover, He Rui himself was a Beiyang new-style figure with impeccable credentials. He was fully qualified to compete for the presidency. Before Lu Zhengxiang came this time, Duan Qirui was very unhappy.

After all, the current President was Xu Shichang. Although Xu Shichang himself had no army, he had high prestige. Moreover, the matter concerned the Shandong issue and was in the diplomatic field, so he had to reluctantly not oppose it.

Duan Qirui urging Lu Zhengxiang to return at this time was largely because Duan Qirui thought He Rui wanted to take the opportunity to make a move. Now He Rui's words also proved how contemptuous this Fengtian clique leader's attitude toward the central government was.

Lu Zhengxiang originally thought He Rui would use threats and inducements like other warlords. Unexpectedly, seeing Lu Zhengxiang remain silent, He Rui just smiled and strode away. This reaction indeed gave Lu Zhengxiang temporary freedom, but at the same time made Lu Zhengxiang feel stronger unease. Originally, Lu Zhengxiang wasn't sure whether to leave immediately, but now he felt leaving was the best policy.

Without hesitation, Lu Zhengxiang ordered the staff member of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, "Wire back to Director-General Duan; we will depart immediately."

After sending the person out, Lu Zhengxiang turned back to the conference room and saw that the speaker had changed to Zhao Tianlin, the Harvard Doctor of Laws from He Rui's side. Dr. Zhao wore the uniform of a Northeast civil official and was adjusting the response plan proposed by Gu Weijun.

Even though he had decided to leave as soon as possible, Lu Zhengxiang still listened seriously to Dr. Zhao Tianlin's speech. Unlike Gu Weijun, who didn't touch upon the 'principle of strength' in international law, Zhao Tianlin agreed with most of Gu Weijun's views but explicitly put forward his own view: "Regarding Japan's actions, we cannot adopt an attitude of acceptance. Instead, the direction should be to expose Japan's intention to provoke a military conflict!"

Just this sentence made Lu Zhengxiang shudder. There were still some talents in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic; someone had proposed what Zhao said, but it was rejected by Lu Zhengxiang.

Denying that 'Japan attempts to provoke a military conflict' was not because this view was wrong; precisely because this view was correct, it was denied. Lu Zhengxiang would absolutely not accept the continued expansion of Japan's military actions. If diplomatic actions led Japan to declare war on China, it would only plunge the people into misery and bring catastrophe to the country!

Zhao Tianlin was not from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, nor was he even under the jurisdiction of the Beiyang central government. It wasn't because Zhao Tianlin himself was so capable, but because He Rui, whom he followed, was essentially a semi-independent regime. So Zhao Tianlin continued to speak according to his own line of thought. "If you gentlemen want to use the contradictions between the great powers to obtain benefits for China when attending the Paris Peace Conference, I do not recommend using ambiguous rhetoric. Have you considered who will lead the future international order?"

Hearing this, the diplomats of the Republic were either astonished or spirited. Gu Weijun asked, "Does Brother Zhao think it won't be the three countries of Britain, France, and the US?"

Zhao Tianlin answered frankly, "Britain and France naturally will be, but as for whether there will be the US, my view is probably different from Brother Gu's."

Hearing this, Lu Zhengxiang had already thrown the thought of deciding to go back to the winds, waiting with full concentration for Zhao Tianlin to continue.

Zhao Tianlin didn't hesitate either. "Britain and France lost millions of troops and paid such a huge price. They will absolutely refuse to give up the leadership of the future world. Brother Gu, what does the US mean to Britain and France?"

Gu Weijun's brows furrowed slightly. After pondering for a moment, he replied, "Isn't it an ally of the Entente Powers?"

"The war is over; where are there allies! The current US is a challenger to the Anglo-French international order, a potential enemy of Britain and France." After speaking, Zhao started writing several country names on the blackboard, then connected them with lines, writing down the mutual relationships on both sides of the lines.

"Britain and France originally had intense conflicts, only having to cooperate when facing Germany. Now that Germany is powerless to challenge Britain and France, the conflicts between them return to the main position. But both Britain and France know they cannot fight each other and can only cooperate on the global order. What result will appear? What does Brother Gu think?"

Hearing Zhao Tianlin's question, Gu Weijun frowned. After thinking for a while, he could only shake his head.

Zhao Tianlin frankly gave his answer. "The world order constructed by Britain and France will suppress all challengers. I wonder if Brother Gu agrees?"

Gu Weijun quickly nodded in agreement. Zhao Tianlin then continued along this logic. "Since Britain and France want to maintain their own world order, can they accept Japan dominating Northeast Asia? Japan defeating China again means Japan will dominate Northeast Asia. Gentlemen, if we want to stir up conflicts between the great powers, we precisely need to tell the truth. Only if Britain thinks Japan will defeat China, occupy Shandong, and dominate Northeast Asia... will Britain choose to reject such a possibility!"

As soon as these words came out, the people from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were all dumbfounded. They couldn't understand why Zhao Tianlin would so openly admit that in a Sino-Japanese war, China was bound to lose. They were even less able to understand that Zhao Tianlin actually frankly used this matter as diplomatic leverage.
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When Zhao Tianlin went to see He Rui, he brought the latest news: Lu Zhengxiang was going to take the people from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs back to Beijing. Hearing this, He Rui chuckled lightly but didn't answer.

Just then, someone came to report that Lu Zhengxiang was asking for a meeting. Zhao Tianlin pushed up his glasses. "Chairman, if we could be responsible for the negotiations this time, perhaps we could recover Shandong."

Seeing the strong impulse of this Doctor of Law to join the negotiation delegation, He Rui waved his hand, telling Zhao Tianlin to calm down.

Lu Zhengxiang was soon brought in. The Foreign Minister mentioned his departure and then asked, "I wonder what suggestions General He has for recovering Shandong?"

He Rui answered confidently, "With the current strength of the central government, no matter how hard you gentlemen responsible for the negotiations try, it will be like chasing the moon's reflection in a pool. The rights and interests in Shandong are destined to remain unrecovered. What I'm about to say is a heart-to-heart talk between Minister Lu and me in private: If I were to serve as the Military Governor of Shandong, I would definitely be able to recover those rights."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Lu Zhengxiang's expression shifted.

He Rui, however, laughed easily. "Minister Lu need not mind; given the current situation, I'm just speaking theoretically. Such a thing will certainly not happen. If Chief Duan asks, you can tell him that I have absolutely no intention of intervening inside the Pass. But would you like to know why I see it this way?"

Lu Zhengxiang had always stayed out of politics and was a recognized 'good man' in the Beiyang government, which was why he maintained a relatively detached status. Hearing He Rui speak like this, he originally wanted to decline the explanation. However, He Rui's attitude could influence the future of the Beiyang government, so he couldn't help but ask. He could only say, "I would like to hear the details."

Three days later, when Lu Zhengxiang returned to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, an envoy from Duan Qirui's Anhui clique was already waiting for him. Lu Zhengxiang took out a letter. "This is a letter from General He to Chief Duan; presumably, everything the Chief wants to ask is inside."

The visitor was somewhat surprised. Lu Zhengxiang replied, "General He only told me that although President Feng has ambitious goals, it is precisely for that reason that he doesn't care much for empty fame. But President Feng is in poor health; once there is an unforeseen event, what the Zhili clique and others under him see will be another matter. The position of the President has a great attraction."

Hearing Lu Zhengxiang speak like this, the envoy from Duan Qirui's side was so shocked he was momentarily speechless. He heard Lu Zhengxiang continue, "General He's other words are all in the letter. I still have matters to attend to."

The visitor could only leave. Although somewhat hesitant, he still delivered the letter to Duan Qirui. Seeing the Northeast postal seal on the seam-seal was intact, Duan Qirui sighed inwardly that He Rui was truly meticulous. Opening the letter and reading for a moment, a wave of desolation swept over him.

Ten years ago, the New Policies at the end of the Qing Dynasty had seemed quite effective to Duan Qirui. However, the Qing imperial clan was too selfish and created an Imperial Cabinet, completely losing the people's hearts. At that time, Duan Qirui felt that if Yuan Shikai came to power, much could be achieved.

However, in reality, after the collapse of the late Qing New Policies, the country had declined day by day. He Rui naturally didn't mention this in the letter, but only made a prediction about the future Beiyang civil wars. He Rui also expressed deep anguish over such a future, but noted he could not participate, and thus asked Duan Qirui to pay attention to the matter.

Duan Qirui inexplicably believed He Rui's words, because regardless of who won or lost in the struggle between the Anhui and Zhili cliques, the final result would be He Rui continuing to grow stronger. Moreover, although He Rui was young—less than thirty this year—he was a very patient man. From the perspective of casting a long line to catch a big fish, as long as He Rui never participated in the Beiyang civil wars, then once the other factions had exhausted themselves, they would eventually have to beg He Rui, who was constantly accumulating strength, to come out and stabilize the situation.

As for how bad the situation would be at that time, one only had to look at the decline of the past ten years since the New Policies to see clearly. It was truly a case of things going from bad to worse.

Putting away the letter, Duan Qirui suddenly lost all interest in asking what He Rui had said to the people at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Compared with the direction of the country, those trivial diplomatic matters were truly insignificant. Duan Qirui no longer had the heart to care.

At this time in the Northeast, He Rui also tossed the matter of the Paris Peace Conference aside. After listening to He Rui's prediction of the future earlier, Lu Zhengxiang had become completely despondent. Under such circumstances, Lu Zhengxiang actually agreed to a request from He Rui: to take He Rui's representatives to France to discuss grain export issues with the major European powers.

The autumn harvest of 1918 was a truly massive success. The land reform starting in 1916 and the large-scale establishment of state-owned farms had finally borne fruit. The grain output of the entire Northeast had skyrocketed from three billion jin to six billion jin. The entire Northeast government was almost jubilant over such a harvest.

Taking advantage of the high grain prices at the end of the war, the Northeast government decided to make a significant profit by exporting grain this year, using the proceeds to import more machinery and equipment.

Current grain prices were truly encouraging. One sheng of rice was 1.5 jin. Even in nearby Japan, one sheng of rice had sold for 0.12 yen before the war. Now that the Rice Riots had been suppressed, the price remained at 0.3 yen.

Japan was a poor country with little purchasing power. Britain and France, however, were both very wealthy, and after the war's end, they would naturally be willing to pay for grain; it was truly an opportunity that could not be missed.

The Northeast now had a population of 20 million. Calculating at 250 jin of grain per person per year, the amount He Rui could export exceeded one billion jin. The income could very likely exceed 30 million silver dollars.

He Rui was discussing the export volume with government comrades to see what each department needed, trying to put this money to the best possible use.

Budgets from various departments had been sent to the Northeast government. He Rui tirelessly reviewed them one by one, making annotations on various categories.

Following the budget for introducing a full set of steam engines, He Rui scrawled instructions at the bottom: "Export grain to Germany in exchange for relevant patents and technical personnel. Especially focus on introducing steam turbine technology for power generation."

For the budget for introducing internal combustion engines, He Rui added funds for acquiring patents and personnel.

Seeing that the Mining Bureau had not considered introducing electric mineral extraction equipment from Germany and the United States, He Rui directly annotated: "Why not consider introducing mechanical extraction equipment? If difficulties are encountered, submit a report!"

...

After reviewing documents for a long while, He Rui felt a bit tired. Only then did he put down his pen.

The management of an industrial country was like this... and not just an industrial country; as long as it was a centralized state, the supreme leader's task was not simply to 'do something right,' nor to satisfy his own emotions.

Power was a tool to achieve goals. Specific work was naturally executed by personnel at the high, middle, and grassroots levels. He Rui had to judge whether the direction and content of the proposals and their execution met his expectations for the country.

In this regard, He Rui had incomparable confidence. The decisions he made could indeed most effectively turn China into a powerful industrial nation.

He Rui was also very clear that his comrades were by no means loyal to him personally, but rather to the cause of making China powerful. The more loyal they were to this cause and the more willing they were to struggle for their ideals, the faster China's rise would be, and the more united the organization would remain.

Thinking of this, He Rui sat back in his seat and continued his work.
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Xu Jia peeled a salt-roasted soybean and popped it into his mouth. The roasted aroma of the soybean blended perfectly with the salt, and his heavy mood instantly lightened. He took another, then several more in quick succession, before pausing, his gaze falling once more on the map of the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia.

After staring at it for a long while, Xu Jia found himself wishing someone would suddenly appear and break his current dilemma. But no one came; even the telephone remained silent.

Finally, he stood up and walked out of his office. The moment he emerged, the secretary waiting outside hurried forward. "Secretary Xu, Secretary Wu is waiting for you."

Xu Jia almost asked, "Why didn't you tell me sooner?" His lips twitched for a second before he simply said, "I'll go see him."

Pushing open the meeting room door, he saw Wu Youping discussing matters with Zhuang Jiaxiong and other government comrades. Seeing Xu Jia enter, they immediately halted their discussion. Wu Youping asked, "Has the Statistics Department finished the plan?"

Xu Jia had never expected himself to be so hesitant, and the pressure in his heart only intensified. But at this stage, there was no room for further delay. "The calculations are complete," he said. "1.5 billion *jin* of grain."

Wu Youping also felt a heavy weight in his chest. This was a massive export scale, something the Northeast had never encountered before, and it was a responsibility he couldn't shirk. "Our figures came to 1.2 billion *jin*."

Zhuang Jiaxiong, Secretary of the Heilongjiang Land Reclamation Work Committee, felt the gravity of the situation but didn't dare speak up. As a native of Fujian—a province with many people and little land—he knew exactly what a few *jin* of grain meant to a person.

Last year, the Northeast had seen a bumper harvest, with staple grain output reaching 6 billion *jin*. Averaging 300 *jin* per person, supplemented by other foods, the people of the Northeast could finally say they had escaped the shadow of hunger.

However, word had just arrived from the mission sent to Europe. Upon contacting the British government, they had raised the topic of grain sales. The British government immediately indicated that since the Northeast had built up excellent credit with British merchants over the past two years, they were willing to buy as much as could be provided. Having worked in the Investment Promotion Bureau for a year and coming from a family with a small tea trade with the British, Zhuang Jiaxiong was truly torn.

Xu Jia understood the difference between 1.5 billion and 1.2 billion *jin* all too well. While 300 million *jin* averaged over 20 million people was only 15 *jin* per person, it couldn't be calculated that way. Even in a household of four, 15 *jin* per person meant 60 *jin* for the family. For larger households, it could be over a hundred *jin*—and to an ordinary family, a hundred *jin* of grain was a matter of life and death.

Wu Youping shared this understanding, which was why he couldn't bring himself to argue with Xu Jia over the 300-million-*jin* gap. The silence in the room stretched until a cadre suddenly asked, "How did it come to this?"

The room fell silent again. Eventually, Zhuang Jiaxiong broke the quiet with his Beijing-Tianjin accent tinged with a Fujianese lilt. "Too many immigrants. Am I right, Secretary Xu?"

Xu Jia knew this was the truth and didn't even bother to voice his agreement. But since he had been asked, he couldn't remain silent. He muttered a brief assent.

A surge of emotion rose in Zhuang Jiaxiong's chest. He himself had contributed to the population explosion in the Northeast. Within just half a year, over twenty of his own clansmen had arrived. Though Fujianese struggled to adapt to the harsh northern climate, the joy of farming these lands was immense for the former tenant farmers. In Fujian, they had never seen such vast plains, let alone so much land.

In the past, those who 'ventured into the Northeast' (*Chuang Guandong*) died in droves from hunger and disease, or were driven back home by exploitation. Since He Rui had taken charge, deaths from starvation had become extremely rare. Fair distribution meant that the vast majority of newcomers chose to stay, leading to a population increase of over 6 million in just three years.

Had the population remained at its level from three years ago, exporting 1.5 billion *jin* of grain after feeding 14 million people would have been easy. But with 20 million people, any calculation became a struggle.

Wu Youping had discussed the necessity of importing foreign technology and equipment with his old classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong many times. They had run the numbers on grain exports repeatedly. He didn't want to argue now, because any argument would inevitably devolve into a discussion about how much hunger the people should be expected to endure.

Wu Youping said, "Let's take our respective proposals and see the Chairman together."

Xu Jia really didn't want to go, but he knew he had to. "If I go, it's to ask the Chairman for a solution," he stated. "Not to haggle over these numbers."

No one objected. After all, Xu Jia's proposal of 1.5 billion *jin* was the highest. If they were to determine who was in the wrong, Xu Jia would be the first in line.

When they met He Rui, Wu Youping sensed that the Chairman had already guessed the situation, as he couldn't help but reveal a slight smile. This immediately brought Wu Youping a sense of warmth and reassurance. If He Rui could still smile, the problem might not be as insurmountable as they feared.

Sure enough, after listening quietly to their report, He Rui said, "Comrades, to solve this, what we need is more effective labor."

"What should we do?" Xu Jia was the first to ask.

Sensing Xu Jia's anxiety, Wu Youping remained silent.

He Rui had considered this long ago, but he didn't offer a direct solution immediately. Aside from wanting his comrades to think through the problem themselves, it was also because the issue was genuinely difficult. Seeing the young cadres enduring such internal torment, He Rui finally said, "Let's break this down. Is there an absolute, necessary connection between exporting grain and starving?"

Wu Youping had considered this, but his conclusion wasn't optimistic. "Chairman, if we don't eat grain, do we eat meat?"

To lighten the mood, He Rui tapped the tabletop with his right index finger. "The hardest thing in the world isn't doing something, but proving that an idea is actually feasible. That is the crux of our problem. Technology requires courage to face, but the bigger issue is that people don't truly believe these methods can solve the problem. This is the greatest gap between industrial and non-industrial nations; in an industrial nation, creative sparks and innovations have a much higher chance of becoming reality."

Looking at the troubled expressions on their faces, He Rui laughed. "Look at you all. From my perspective, I believe everyone in China should be able to eat meat every day—that is what our country ought to look like. But your views seem different. Is it because you feel eating meat is a luxury reserved only for the upper class?"

Xu Jia felt that a topic he considered grave had somehow become almost lighthearted in He Rui's presence. He was about to protest when he realized the question wasn't a joke—it was incisive.

The idea that those who ate meat frequently were 'upper class' was something Xu Jia realized he indeed believed. Thinking further, it was exactly as He Rui said: he had never considered meat as a potential solution to a grain shortage.

Just then, Zhuang Jiaxiong spoke up, his voice full of confusion. "Chairman, can the problem really be solved that way?"

This made Xu Jia feel much more relaxed. It seemed he wasn't the only one struggling with the concept.

He Rui laughed. "Comrades, the hardest part isn't the execution, but whether you yourselves believe such a solution exists. You haven't yet realized what that path looks like."

"How should it be solved?" Wu Youping asked, his voice a mix of confusion and burgeoning enthusiasm.

"We need to solve how meat is delivered from the slaughterhouse to the consumer, and where the consumer gets the money to buy that meat. That is the path we must think upon. Solve those problems, and everything else follows. You see, a market with purchasing power is the most valuable thing in this world." With that, He Rui signaled for them to sit down.

In truth, He Rui had long wanted to explain this in detail, but the right opportunity had never presented itself. Now that it had, he wasn't about to let them off easy. He was determined to explain it thoroughly. Even if they couldn't fully grasp it yet, he would forcefully instill these lines of thought into them!

This feeling was, quite frankly, wonderful!
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Xu Jia had been very gloomy for two consecutive days, so much so that his secretary entered the room with great caution, fearing any mistake might provoke him. Xu Jia noted all this, and in the past, he would have scolded the man. But at this moment, Xu Jia was immersed in his own thoughts—thoughts that left his heart oscillating between excitement, confusion, and apprehension.

Suppressing these emotions while completing his duties had already exhausted much of his self-control. In truth, it was Xu Jia himself who was most determined not to lose his composure over trivial matters.

That was, until Xu Jia saw a document whose contents immediately seized his attention. The White Russians had transported another fifty tons of gold. Previously, sixty-five percent of the payment for weapon purchases from the White Russians had been made in gold, while the remaining thirty-five percent had been shipped to Britain.

Xu Jia had little interest in money, and after seeing hundreds of tons of gold pass through his hands over the past few months, he had grown numb to its luster.

Aside from a meeting where he had scolded comrades who wanted to keep some of the gold—reminding them that business is built on integrity and that they must never cross certain lines—he had put the matter out of his mind.

According to the report, the White Russians wanted to deposit this batch of gold in the Northeast Bank and had simultaneously requested to sell goods to the Northeast. These commodities were not staples like grain, which the Northeast also required, but items like furs. He Rui had decisively ordered that industrial products could be exchanged for these consumer goods, or they could be paid for in Northeast currency. However, these goods could only be purchased by the department specifically responsible for imports; he refused the White Russians' proposal to sell freely on the Chinese market.

In the past, such details would have had little impact on Xu Jia, but now they set his mind racing. When addressing the shortage of meat, eggs, and milk, He Rui hadn't ordered rationing or other administrative measures. Instead, he had provided a comprehensive explanation of the consumer market—or at least a portion of it.

In this latest document from the White Russians, Xu Jia identified three key concepts: 'consumer goods,' 'market access,' and 'pricing power.' It was the concept of pricing power, in particular, that struck him the most.

The powerful merchant bullies the customer, and the powerful customer bullies the merchant. Xu Jia had always viewed this as an injustice, but now that the concept of 'pricing power' had been established in his mind, his perspective shifted entirely.

In the current grain exports to Europe, the selling price was higher than what merchants were paying for procurement. Although pricing power remained with the European buyers, the Northeast had at least gained some 'bargaining power.' This small measure of control over bulk commodity negotiations had significantly boosted the profits from grain exports.

Observing the restrictions placed on trade with the White Russians, Xu Jia felt a strange sense of identity crisis. In these transactions, the Northeast was occupying the dominant position typically held by Britain.

It was a difficult sensation to describe. The anger and humiliation of having one's pricing power and markets controlled by others were being offset by the thrill of dominating another nation. It reached the point where his internal anti-imperialist convictions began to show signs of wavering.

Xu Jia had never imagined he could be eroded by the very thing he considered evil. This realization triggered a wave of apprehension and a profound sense of shame. Setting the document aside, he reached for the telephone. When the line connected, he asked urgently, "This is Xu Jia. I was wondering if the Chairman is available?"

Winter nights in the Northeast arrived early. By the time it was merely dusk inside the Pass, the sky here was already pitch black. A local might not have given it a second thought, but Xu Jia was keenly aware of the geographical shift. Thanks to his sound education in geography, he understood the phenomena as a result of the Earth's rotation and the axial tilt relative to the sun.

The same Earth, yet different nights. This thought, which he had hoped would provide some relief, only plunged him into deeper confusion.

He Rui invited Xu Jia to dinner in the government cafeteria, where they were joined by Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong. Xu Jia, unable to contain himself, asked directly, "Chairman, is there actually anything redeeming about imperialism?"

"Imperialism is a result, not an innate state of existence," He Rui replied. "If we adopt an imperialist attitude toward Russia, we must accept the backlash that comes with that model. To maintain an advantage over Russia, we must sustain a posture of oppression. Some people find this perfectly acceptable, while others find it abhorrent. Still others are more complacent; they simply want to avoid trouble and hope the current situation lasts forever. In any case, I do not believe imperialism is the ultimate form of civilization."

Having finished, He Rui picked up his cup and took a sip of hot water.

Before Xu Jia could follow up, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, you previously mentioned that we should deal with Russia through a non-imperialist model. Can that truly be achieved?"

"I believe the current Bolshevik leaders can grasp a non-imperialist model, so it is possible," He Rui said. "Of course, everyone wants the circumstances most beneficial to them to persist until the end of time, so I cannot be certain if Russia will truly hold to it. Overall, however, I believe there is hope. But that isn't what's important. What matters is how you all perceive industrial nations. Modern industrial nations, without exception, are in the business of creating markets, creating consumption, and creating prosperity. This is because, most of the time, markets and consumption are naturally weak. If we do not create and sustain them, there can be no prosperity to speak of. But if we possess the capacity to create them, prosperity is guaranteed. If you cannot understand this, you will never understand the reasons and objectives behind the military operations we will launch against Japan in the coming years."

Xu Jia felt he understood He Rui's words, but he struggled with the underlying implication: that all power—or at least the vast majority of it—stemmed solely from the economy.

The idea of waging war for the sake of economics and commerce ran entirely counter to his expectations.

And so, Xu Jia decided to voice his thoughts plainly.

After listening to Xu Jia's perspective, He Rui nodded. "Xu Jia, Youping, Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong—you all possess a heroic streak and a sense of idealism. This is good; please hold onto them. Idealism will allow you to weather great trials with ease and prevent you from being tempted by vulgar interests. The principles of political economy I discuss are meant to help you understand the laws governing the nation and society at this stage. In a well-run organization, everyone gains the opportunity for promotion by completing their work. Those with the opportunity to reach the top are invariably capable. But how do we evaluate high-level officials? We look at whether they possess idealism and a strong inner drive. Take Comrade Xu Jia, for example. If you were to succumb to reality and become an imperialist, you would at most become a mid-level official, carrying out the directives of your superiors according to KPI assessments. I don't know if you can understand what I'm saying."

Xu Jia felt a surge of joy. The source of his unease and apprehension had been the fear that his hatred of imperialism would be seen as a weakness by He Rui. Hearing He Rui's requirements for high-level leadership, the majority of his anxiety vanished.

Before Xu Jia could say anything, Zhuang Jiaxiong chimed in. "Chairman, then what should we call it when we use imperialist methods against imperialism itself?"

He Rui chuckled. "I believe what you mean is adopting methods that imperialists can understand. Is that a fair interpretation of your question?"

"Exactly," Zhuang Jiaxiong said, nodding vigorously. "That's it. If we were to use more refined methods against them, I feel we would just be 'gentlemen open to deception.'"

"We call that 'seeking truth from facts,' and it is the fundamental methodology of our Civilization Party," He Rui explained. "Imperialism operates on the principle of strength, tailoring its actions to the status of its opponent. We do the same, but for nations willing to cooperate normally, we must reciprocate in kind rather than resorting to power politics. If we cannot do this, how can we prove that the civilization we promote is superior? The name 'Civilization Party' may have been chosen somewhat arbitrarily, but our attitude toward the world as Party members cannot be."

Xu Jia’s heart remained heavy, but he no longer felt the same sense of powerlessness and dejection. He shifted the conversation, asking He Rui to elaborate on the concepts of 'pricing power' and 'market access.'

They continued to eat and talk, and as they delved deeper into the subject, the atmosphere around the table naturally grew more harmonious.
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On April 14, 1919, the Chinese delegation, splendidly attired in formal diplomatic suits, returned to their residence in Paris utterly exhausted.

The delegation was composed of five plenipotentiaries: Lu Zhengxiang, the Foreign Minister and head of the delegation; Gu Weijun (Wellington Koo), the Minister to the United States; Shi Zhaoji (Alfred Sao-ke Sze), the Minister to the United Kingdom; Wei Chenzu, the Minister to Belgium; and Wang Zhengting (C.T. Wang), who had been in the U.S. representing the Southern Military Government.

As they entered the room, the representatives, who had fought so hard to project an image of strength, finally let their fatigue show. As seasoned diplomats, all five felt that events were inexorably sliding in the direction Japan desired. This was not because the Japanese representative, Makino Nobuaki, possessed any extraordinary mastery of international law, but because Japan, as a Great Power, held a vast array of bargaining chips to trade.

Even Wang Zhengting, representing the Southern Military Government, had not expected things to reach such a dire state. Although he had initially intended to watch the proceedings like a hawk to ensure the Beiyang diplomats did not betray the South, that original resolve had long since been eclipsed by the gravity of the situation. He turned urgently to Gu Weijun and asked, "Brother Gu, President Wilson has suddenly changed his mind, but surely there must still be a way to win him back?"

Gu Weijun shook his head helplessly. At this stage, there was no point in concealment. "President Wilson’s primary goal for this trip is not to uphold justice, but to ensure the Great Powers accept his Fourteen Points. Now that Italy has withdrawn, Wilson needs the support of the remaining powers more than ever."

"China will support him!" Wang Zhengting almost shouted.

The other diplomats looked on with bitter expressions. China would indeed support Wilson. But they all knew perfectly well that the purpose of their mission was not to bolster the American president, but to secure China’s interests in Shandong. If the full recovery of Shandong could be achieved, they would have abandoned Wilson without a moment's hesitation.

Similarly, President Wilson was acting in his own self-interest. If sacrificing China’s interests meant the success of the Paris Peace Conference and his League of Nations, he would do so without a second thought.

Finally, Gu Weijun let out a pained sigh. "A weak nation has no diplomacy!"

As the head of the delegation, Foreign Minister Lu Zhengxiang was equally devastated. In his despair, his thoughts suddenly drifted back to He Rui, the Chairman of the Northeast Government. Before Lu had departed Shenyang, that meteoric young leader had told him in a calm, matter-of-fact tone: "At the Paris Peace Conference, the Great Powers will undoubtedly hand over the rights and interests in Shandong to Japan. I presume you understand this as well, Minister Lu?"

Lu Zhengxiang felt an overwhelming sense of sorrow. A devout Christian, he felt an almost uncontrollable urge to flee the secular world and join a monastery—an impulse he had harbored for years. He wished he could simply resign his post and leave it all behind. But the wavering of his heart was brief; he forced himself to endure. If he could not fight until the very end, he would never find peace.

It was not just Lu; the other four diplomats also wore expressions of defiant resentment. Yet, beneath that resentment lay a cold despair. They were professionals, and they understood that at this stage, they were powerless to change the outcome. Wang Zhengting was the first to rise, stumbling out of the room in weariness; the others followed, their faces mirroring his exhaustion.

Gu Weijun lingered behind. He closed the door and whispered, "Minister Lu, General He said the government would eventually pressure us to sign. When that time comes, I will absolutely refuse."

Lu Zhengxiang felt another sharp pang of grief. Three years ago, under the orders of Yuan Shikai, he had signed the *Twenty-One Demands*. After that, he had felt physically and mentally shattered, telling Yuan, "By signing my name, I have signed my own death warrant."

Hearing Gu’s resolve, Lu said coldly, "If they order me to sign, I will refuse as well."

Gu Weijun already knew the situation was hopeless and had come to believe He Rui’s prediction. He had spoken up now only out of fear that Lu might buckle under government pressure. Seeing Lu’s firm stance, Gu nodded and took his leave.

Returning to his own quarters, Gu Weijun took out a fountain pen and scribbled a brief note. He then headed out into the Paris night. The streets were ablaze with lights and activity, having recovered much of their pre-war splendor, but Gu ignored the sights. He walked straight to a hotel two streets away, went to the second floor, and knocked firmly on the door of Room 212. A Chinese face appeared. Gu handed over the note and turned to walk away without a word.

The man at the door watched Gu’s retreating back for a moment before turning back to the group meeting inside the room. As they gathered around the note, a collective sigh filled the air. Though these men cursed the imperialists for their treachery, they did not seem particularly surprised.

As the working group sent to Europe by the Northeast, these comrades held a steadfast belief: He Rui would lead them all to eventually defeat Japan and reclaim every one of China’s rights.

A radio telegram soon carried the news back to Shenyang. With the eight-hour time difference, it was late afternoon in Paris but not yet 8:00 AM in Shenyang. The Northeast Government’s telegraph office received the message, and by 8:20 AM, as He Rui walked into his office, the telegram was already waiting on his desk among his other documents.

He Rui frowned slightly as he read the message. Originally, his interest in the student movements in Beijing had been limited, but now that he had gathered sufficient intelligence, he realized the situation was far more complex than it appeared.

With the news from the Paris Peace Conference now essentially confirmed, He Rui considered writing to Duan Qirui. Regardless of their differences, he did not want to see a major war break out between the Anhui and Zhili cliques; the nation’s strength needed to be preserved as much as possible. Thus, he decided to offer Duan some further counsel.

After writing for a while, He Rui paused. Duan Qirui’s actions were often absurd, though perhaps slightly less so than those of other warlords.

In early 1918, Japan had provided substantial loans to the Beijing government under Duan’s control, assisting in the formation and equipping of the "War Participation Army." These loans were also notoriously used to fund the massive bribery expenses of the Anfu Parliament.

In September of that same year, the Beiyang government had exchanged official documents with Japan regarding further loans. As a condition, they had also exchanged notes regarding the Shandong issue. The primary terms were: 1. Japanese troops along the Jiaoji Railway, except for a unit in Jinan, would be concentrated in Qingdao. 2. Security along the railway would be handled by a patrol team under Japanese command after the withdrawal of Japanese regular troops. 3. The Jiaoji Railway would be jointly operated by China and Japan.

In these exchanges, the Beiyang government had expressed its "glad consent" to Japan’s proposals. Minister to Japan Zhang Zongxiang had personally delivered these notes. Although China had declared war on Germany and was technically a victorious nation, the rights Germany had held in Shandong were not only not recovered but were actually expanded in favor of Japan. This "glad consent" would become Japan’s primary justification for its occupation of Shandong at the Paris Peace Conference.

He Rui was not inherently opposed to international cooperation, but Duan Qirui’s use of these funds for bribery to build his "Anfu Club" struck him as utterly ridiculous. While one couldn't expect much vision from a man of Duan’s level, wouldn't it have been a far more effective use of the funds to build a truly modern army?

With a powerful army in hand, the cost of "persuading" parliamentarians would have been significantly lower. Duan’s insistence on seeking help from afar while ignoring the tools at his disposal was the mark of a truly incompetent leader.

He Rui resumed his writing, finished the letter, and after a quick review, signed it.

On April 19, He Rui’s personal letter was delivered to Duan Qirui. Duan opened it, and as he read, his expression darkened. He slammed the letter onto his desk and barked at his aide, "Bring me the last letter He Rui sent!"

The aide, unsure of how He Rui had offended the Director-General this time, retrieved the letter from its dedicated file. He Rui was now a figure of such significance that his correspondence was carefully archived.

Duan Qirui studied the two letters side by side, and the realization finally hit him. The previous letter, delivered by Lu Zhengxiang, had been somewhat cryptic to him at the time. But combined with this latest missive, He Rui’s meaning became clear. Trembling with rage, Duan stood up and paced back and forth across the hall, his hands clasped behind his back.

The aide scanned the letters and quickly understood the source of Duan’s fury. However, having read the *Northeast Daily* every day for the past year, he had developed a more nuanced perspective. He stepped forward cautiously and advised, "Director-General, I believe the 'grassroots rising' He Rui mentions may not necessarily be intended as a slight against you. His warnings might actually be grounded in truth."

"Truth or lies, what does it matter!" Duan snapped. "If we follow He Rui’s logic, the state funds these students' education, and instead of showing gratitude, they stir up trouble. Am I really supposed to believe He Rui’s claim that the people inciting these students are not the primary cause of the unrest?"

The aide remained silent. He knew that further advice was futile. To him, He Rui’s letters were an analysis of the difference between pre-modern and modern states. A modern state rejects personal dependency; its function is to drive economic development, which in turn leads to a more responsible form of politics.

Duan’s outburst perfectly illustrated exactly what He Rui had warned about: Duan believed that because the students benefited from state services, they owed him a personal debt of loyalty. To Duan, he was the superior and they were the subordinates, obligated to serve him in exchange for his favor.

The aide lowered his head, realizing that any further attempts to counsel Duan were meaningless.

Duan paced for several more minutes before finally suppressing his anger. Unlike what the aide assumed, Duan’s rage was born of fear. Through meticulous planning and political maneuvering, he had finally established a delicate balance between President Xu Shichang, the Parliament, and the various Beiyang factions, allowing the government to function with some stability.

This hard-won stability naturally annoyed many people. Duan suspected that since He Rui clearly harbored ambitions for the presidency, he would be more than happy to see the current order collapse. He Rui’s use of the respectful "Old Chief Duan" in his letters felt more like a subtle probe or a threat.

Duan even wondered if He Rui himself was the architect of the unrest. "Call the Minister of Education!" he ordered.

The Minister of Education was Fu Zengxiang, a former Qing *jinshi* who had held his post for a year and a half. Despite several changes in the presidency and premiership during his tenure, Fu’s position had remained secure.

When Fu arrived, Duan asked him directly, "Minister Fu, tell me: how many students from the Northeast are currently enrolled in the universities here in Beijing?"

Fu was caught off guard, unsure of the motive behind the question. As the Minister of Education, he focused on curriculum and policy; he didn't keep track of the regional origins of every student. "I will have to inquire with the various institutions and report back," he replied.

"I want a full list on my desk immediately!" Duan commanded.

Fu left, both puzzled and unsettled. Duan’s tone suggested he was preparing for a wave of arrests.

Fu sent out the orders to the universities to tally the students from the Northeast—the region "outside the pass." Historically, the Northeast was not known for producing many scholars, while Beijing’s universities drew the best and brightest from across the country. Fu expected the number would be negligible.

When the reports came back, Fu was stunned. The university presidents were men of integrity; they would not provide false data. According to their records, there were only sixteen students from the Northeast currently studying in Beijing’s universities.

Even given the region's history, the number seemed impossibly low. Still unable to fathom Duan’s intent but sensing he was targeting something specific, Fu sent the figure to the Director-General.

By the time the report reached Duan several days later, his initial anger had faded. He looked at the number with confusion; sixteen students could hardly be expected to stir up any significant trouble.

As for He Rui’s true intentions, Duan decided to stop overthinking them. He Rui’s power rested on the twelve divisions of his Northeast New Army, and so far, there had been no reports of troop movements. At least for the next few months, He Rui seemed unlikely to take any military action.

Besides, Duan had more personal matters to attend to. As the saying goes, every family has its own cross to bear; his son’s involvement with his third concubine was a scandal that required his immediate attention.

As for He Rui’s prediction that the failure to recover Shandong would throw the entire country into turmoil... Duan dismissed it as mere grandstanding and decided to let the man say whatever he wished.

On the morning of May 4th, Duan’s aide rushed into his study. "Director-General, the students are marching in the streets!"

Duan was stunned, but surprisingly, he didn't fly into a rage. He pondered for a moment, a cold sneer forming on his lips. "So, He Rui was right after all?"

The aide knew the question was rhetorical. Inwardly, he was awestruck by He Rui’s seemingly prophetic foresight. He recalled the words in the letter: *"...If the Director-General believes that someone is instigating this from the shadows, I fear that may not be the case. The citizens believe that as a victorious nation, China is entitled to the recovery of Shandong. Knowing the negotiations failed and that Japan has seized those rights, their anger is natural. I hope the Director-General can take steps to channel this energy in advance..."*

Since events had unfolded exactly as He Rui predicted, the aide was left wondering: why had He Rui warned Duan in advance? What did he have to gain from it?

He Rui received the news almost immediately. Looking at the brief telegram, he couldn't help but sigh. Did Duan Qirui truly not understand the magnitude of the storm that was brewing?

Duan had achieved his current status and prestige largely because he had made the right choice in the Great War. But his current "anticlimactic" approach—addressing the immediate symptoms while ignoring the underlying causes—proved that he utterly failed to grasp the nature of a modern state.

The diplomatic triumph of being a victorious nation had, in the blink of an eye, become the primary evidence of Duan’s "betrayal of the nation." He had been dealt a winning hand and had managed to squander it entirely.

Now, He Rui only hoped that no one in the Beiyang clique would be foolish enough to openly challenge the Northeast. If such a fool did emerge, He Rui would be forced to launch military action for the sake of his own political reputation—an outcome that ran counter to his original plans.

In He Rui’s strategic vision, the Northeast needed to maintain a very low profile until the time came to finally go to war with Japan.
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On the morning of May 6th, the campus of Northeast University was already bustling with noise. While the youths in Beijing needed secret liaisons to organize, the students in the Northeast's universities had no such restrictions. Young students stood on high places delivering speeches, and some were putting up posters; the campus was already seething with excitement. The boys hurled abuse at Japan, and although the girls also felt indignant, hearing the boys' profanity, some girls couldn't help but frown.

Fortunately, the boys weren't completely tactless. Those with girlfriends hurriedly signaled to the others that there were women present. Even the most reckless young men immediately checked their speech.

When Director-General of Education Zhao Tianlin arrived at the school, the gates of Northeast University were tightly closed, with guards and security personnel standing in a row at the entrance. Although there weren't many of them, the hot-blooded young students still dared not clash with them directly.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin arrive, the President of the university immediately stepped forward anxiously. "Director-General Zhao, the students are clamoring to parade in the streets! We can't talk them down no matter what we try."

"I see you're doing a fine job of it so far," Zhao Tianlin said with a faint smile.

The President was merely playing the victim; he actually knew exactly what he was doing. Seeing that Zhao Tianlin didn't intend to blame him, the President suggested, "Director-General Zhao, I was thinking of organizing the students to march on campus instead—perhaps circling the teaching buildings a few times. What do you think?"

Zhao Tianlin was genuinely amused by such a half-hearted compromise. After chuckling for a moment, he shook his head. "If you let the students march, at least let them walk the perimeter of the school. If you won't let them march, then hold a meeting for them."

The President didn't want the students to run out and parade either, but if he held a meeting, he didn't know what to say to the students. Just saying some patriotic words—every school in the Northeast conducted patriotic education. Repeating those words, even the President himself felt they lacked novelty.

Zhao Tianlin didn't say much. He stepped forward through the sparse interception line formed by guards and security personnel and walked straight into the midst of the students.

"Hello, President Zhao!"

"Hello, Teacher Zhao!"

The students greeted him one after another. Many students in Northeast University were graduates from Siping, and quite a few recognized the elegantly dressed Zhao Tianlin. especially the law students whose classes Zhao Tianlin had substituted for, immediately came forward to greet him.

Chen Xingwang, the monitor of Class 1, Grade 2 of the Law Department, stepped forward and said, "President Zhao, we just want to go out and parade; we absolutely won't cause trouble. Please agree to let us go out and parade to respond to the movement of the whole country to recover Shandong."

Zhao Tianlin didn't answer immediately. Instead, he walked over to a table that had been dragged out and vaulted onto it. Nearby students hurriedly steadied the table as he stood firm. Taking a megaphone, he shouted to the crowd, "Students! I am Zhao Tianlin, your instructor from the Law Department. You can march at any time, but right now, you need to first understand exactly what has happened. I am going to the auditorium. Those who want to know the truth, follow me. I will explain everything clearly."

The students only knew the broad strokes of the crisis. Hearing that President Zhao Tianlin was going to explain the inside story, their curiosity immediately overrode their anger. The class monitors began calling out to their peers, "Let's go! Grab a seat in the auditorium first!"

For university students, "grabbing a seat" was a daily necessity. Almost by reflex, nearly half the crowd followed the monitors toward the auditorium. Seeing the momentum, the remaining half naturally followed.

Zhao Tianlin jumped down from the table and patted the student who had helped steady it. "Thank you."

Then he turned to the University President, who had caught up. "Prepare the sound system and the microphones."

The President hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to sway the students with just a few sentences. Deeply impressed, he hurried his staff to make the preparations.

Twenty minutes later, Zhao Tianlin was on stage, laying out the intricacies of the Paris Peace Conference. He explained exactly why the Beiyang government was demanding that the Chinese delegation sign the agreement that would sign away Shandong's rights.

Although the Northeast was geographically close to Beijing, its psychological distance from the capital was likely greater than that of Shanghai. The students had originally assumed the Beiyang government was simply terrified of the Japanese "devils"—a sentiment of frustration, lamenting that the government was "iron that could not be forged into steel."

After all, in common perception, the imperial court was always seen as having a few villains and a great many muddled fools.

But after hearing Zhao Tianlin's analysis, the students were truly enraged. It turned out the Beiyang leadership wasn't muddled at all; they were all shrewd old foxes. The reason the Beiyang government agreed to sign wasn't out of fear of Japan, but because they had already pocketed a great deal of Japanese money.

The atmosphere in the auditorium grew increasingly volatile. Suddenly, a student leapt up and shouted, "Down with the Beiyang government!"

As if magma had finally found a vent, fierce shouts of "Down with the Beiyang government!" and "Down with Japanese imperialism!" echoed through the hall.

Watching the agitated students, the President finally felt a twinge of unease and looked quickly at Zhao Tianlin. He saw that Zhao was not only unperturbed by the students' intense emotions but, after letting them shout for a time, picked up the loudest microphone in the venue and began leading the slogans himself.

With Zhao Tianlin—the man with the most information and the loudest voice—taking the lead, the students screamed themselves hoarse along with him. The turbulent currents of their disparate emotions were quickly channeled by Director-General Zhao toward the defense of the motherland and the building of a new China.

The President of Northeast University finally breathed a sigh of relief. Based on his experience, at this stage, there was no longer any need to worry about large-scale rioting. Even if a few students did something rash, they would be a tiny minority who could no longer sway the majority.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin resolve the crisis so effortlessly, the President felt both relieved and full of admiration.

The impact of the May Fourth Movement began in Beijing and spread rapidly across China. While the intense activity in the Northeast was quickly brought under government control, the administrations of other provinces lacked that level of authority. Demonstrations, strikes, and school boycotts broke out in industrialized provinces across the country.

The news soon reached Japan. Reports began appearing in newspapers like the *Asahi Shimbun*. As slogans calling for the boycott of Japanese goods appeared en masse across various Chinese cities, the Japanese government was forced to take the matter seriously.

In Japan's Hara Takashi cabinet, Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo met with Ishiwara Kanji for the second time. Ishiwara again went with Professor Taira Toyomori, but this time he remained silent, looking every bit the obedient mid-level officer in the presence of a superior. Takahashi initially discussed the Chinese situation with Taira Toyomori. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji's behavior—composed and imperturbable as an old hound—he felt a flicker of surprise.

When Takahashi had last seen Ishiwara, he had thought the man insightful for understanding counter-cyclical construction—a rare quality in the army. However, at that time, Ishiwara's words had betrayed a clear lack of confidence in the cabinet. Now, the Hara cabinet was actually implementing counter-cyclical construction, resolving social contradictions and building the nation by making concessions to the Japanese public. Seeing Ishiwara remain silent, Takahashi instead wanted to hear his views. "Ishiwara-kun, what do you believe is an appropriate level of military expenditure?"

Ishiwara Kanji thought for a moment and answered decisively, "Your Excellency, military expenditure is determined by military strategic objectives. I do not know which military strategy Your Excellency subscribes to."

Hearing this, Professor Taira Toyomori felt a momentary chill. To dare point out Japan's sharp domestic contradictions so directly required immense courage. Taira was equally curious to see if Takahashi Korekiyo would dare face the question head-on.

Japan was a small nation with few resources. Relying solely on itself, it could not even maintain normal industrial development. Thus, expansionism was the mainstream ideology in Japan; the only debate was whether expansion should be primarily military or if military force should be a secondary tool.

Takahashi Korekiyo was considered a moderate. But just how moderate could he truly be?

Taira Toyomori lowered his head and picked up his teacup, appearing to drink, but he focused all his attention on Takahashi Korekiyo. He waited to see how Japan's preeminent economist would answer.
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Facing Ishiwara Kanji's counter-question, Takahashi Korekiyo wasn't stumped at all. He laughed, "Young people certainly are spirited. Ishiwara-kun, are you dissatisfied with the cabinet's resolution?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "This subordinate is just puzzled why His Excellency Makino Nobuaki was sent as the representative to the Paris Peace Conference. Now that China's market has opened to Japan, and the European war has ended, the world will enter a period of peace. This subordinate would rather believe that His Excellency Makino Nobuaki expected to reduce the animosity between China and Japan—first obtaining the rights and interests in Shandong, then honorably returning them to China in exchange for the Japanese Navy's right to enter the port of Qingdao and most-favored-nation treatment in Shandong. But with things developing as they have, hasn't the result run counter to that?"

Takahashi Korekiyo couldn't help but be surprised. He no longer held any illusions about Japanese officers; these soldiers often shouted slogans of seizing Manchuria and Mongolia or conquering China at every turn, completely lacking the ability to understand political economy. The reason he had wanted to meet Ishiwara Kanji was that the young man's views on 'counter-cyclical adjustment' already far exceeded those of ordinary soldiers, possessing the vision one would expect from a senior civil official.

Hearing Ishiwara Kanji's reasoning now—that he didn't pursue war but instead started from a political and economic perspective—Takahashi realized this was no longer the level of an ordinary officer. Perhaps his insight even surpassed that of Prince Yamagata.

But having seen so many Japanese officers, Takahashi Korekiyo dared not easily trust them. He probed again, "Ishiwara-kun, I have heard there are moderates in the army who believe the best situation is for Japan to exist as the Britain of Asia, with China as Japan's India. I wonder what your thoughts are on this?"

"Absolutely impossible," Ishiwara Kanji answered briskly. "Your Excellency, China does not lack talents like He-kun; it is simply not an object Japan can conquer. The best situation at present is for Japan to help China develop its raw material production to obtain a stable supply. While China opens its market to Japan, Japan should open investment opportunities to Chinese capital. While Chinese investors gain returns, Japan can fully utilize that capital to develop its own industry and economy. Having read the cabinet's annual national development reports, I feel these things deeply. Thus, I truly do not understand why His Excellency Makino Nobuaki incited anti-Japanese sentiment nationwide in China. His Excellency followed Prince Ito in his early years; he is not of the military faction."

Takahashi Korekiyo had to conclude that the young officer before him could view problems at a serious national strategic level. While heartened, he couldn't help but feel disappointed. The result of Makino Nobuaki's actions at the Paris Peace Conference was indeed not what he or Prime Minister Hara Takashi had expected.

"Ishiwara-kun," Takahashi asked, "perhaps it is precisely He-kun who is driving this matter from behind the scenes. Within just two years of governing the Northeast and Mongolia, he has already begun selling large quantities of industrial products into the interior. Looking across China, the person who least wants Japan to sell industrial products to China must be He-kun. Knowing his methods, inciting this matter would likely be effortless for him."

For a moment, both Ishiwara Kanji and Taira Toyomori were speechless. Both were close to He Rui and held his abilities in the highest regard. If He Rui were personally behind this, he could indeed stir up anti-Japanese sentiment throughout China.

However, after a moment, Ishiwara Kanji couldn't help but defend him. "If what Your Excellency says is true, then among His Excellency Makino's inner circle, there must be someone colluding with He-kun. Or perhaps His Excellency Makino exchanged views with He-kun on how to act at the Paris Peace Conference?"

Seeing Ishiwara Kanji turn the tables like this, Takahashi Korekiyo was amused and laughed out loud. He had heard that Ishiwara was a very spirited fellow in his youth; seeing him dare to speak like this now, it seemed the man hadn't become slick just because he had reached thirty.

Still, Ishiwara's argument wasn't entirely irrational. If He Rui were really playing tricks behind the scenes, he would surely leave some trace. He Rui had indeed met with the Chinese Foreign Minister, and when the Japanese side conducted their diplomatic simulations, they had assessed the possibility that the Chinese diplomatic mission might withstand the pressure and refuse to sign the agreement.

The officials sent by the Beiyang government this time were all highly educated diplomats of excellent character and reputation. These were men who cherished their reputations like a bird cherishes its feathers, unwilling to be stained by a scandal.

This was also why Takahashi Korekiyo was so disappointed with Makino Nobuaki. He didn't want to see the current state of affairs; Sino-Japanese relations were already poor, and China's hostility toward Japan was only growing. Such hostility not only hindered the opening of the Chinese market but also threatened the possibility of attracting Chinese investment. Politically, this was an unacceptable outcome.

Yet Makino Nobuaki had triggered exactly this result, and the courage and determination displayed by the Chinese public made even Takahashi feel uneasy. The burning of Zhaojialou, the beating of Zhang Zongxiang—the masses had directed their fury at the Beiyang high command and adopted fierce methods.

Duan Qirui and Zhang Zongxiang were figures Japan had spent considerable effort cultivating. The current events had left the reputation of the pro-Japanese faction Japan had invested so much in in tatters. Paying such a high price for interests in Shandong was simply not worth it.

Moreover, Takahashi still felt He Rui was not entirely innocent. Perhaps he had used more ingenious means to instigate this?

If He Rui knew his old acquaintance viewed him this way, he would surely have praised Takahashi for having the vision of a politician. Although He Rui had not intentionally incited the masses—knowing already the intensity of domestic nationalist sentiment—he had indeed worked his influence upon the Chinese diplomatic delegation.

At this time, however, He Rui did not join the fierce national movement in a high-profile manner. Instead, he put all his energy into organizing and guiding the nationalist sentiments of the people in the Northeast. At this stage, he needed that sentiment.

With Zhao Tianlin and others coming forward, students in the Northeast schools did not parade, let alone cause trouble. By elucidating the internal factors of the current crisis, the Beiyang government's prestige among the students in the Northeast plummeted; its legitimacy had utterly evaporated. He Rui felt his current goal had been achieved. The Beiyang government had to be overthrown. These students would become the grassroots cadres of the Northeast government within a few years; in the war to liberate all of China, He Rui did not want any of them to view Beiyang as the legitimate authority.

Northeast University had resumed normal teaching. After classes ended, Li Hongguang of the Law Department carried his heavy bag and left the classroom. Not long after, he led a person to the dormitory. Many people were already waiting there; hearing there was a student from Beijing, even more rushed over, eager to hear exactly what had happened.

The visiting student was named Li Junyu. Seeing so many students gathered, Li Junyu was excited. He stood up and vividly described how thousands of Beijing students and citizens had marched through the streets, rushed into Zhaojialou, and caught and beaten Zhang Zongxiang, who had been disguised as a Japanese.

The young students cheered repeatedly upon hearing of such a feat. Seeing the enthusiastic response, Li Junyu struck while the iron was hot. "Now universities all over the country have joined the Student Federation. I came here to invite the students of Northeast University to send representatives and join us."

Unlike their previous enthusiasm, however, the expressions of the students now turned cool. This puzzled Li Junyu greatly. Why would the students of Northeast University lose interest in such a grand cause?

But that was exactly what happened. The students of Northeast University cared only for the excitement in Beijing; they had no intention of joining the student movement themselves.

When Li Junyu returned to his residence disappointed, he did not yet despair. Perhaps because there had been too many prying eyes before, those who wanted to join had been unwilling to speak out publicly. He had left his address; surely they would come privately.

He waited until nine o'clock, but there was no knock on the door. Just as his eyelids were beginning to droop and he prepared to sleep, a knock finally sounded. Li Junyu quickly tidied his clothes and went to open it.

Standing outside were not Northeast University students in their uniforms, but soldiers in black. The leading soldier pushed his way in; he was extremely strong, and Li Junyu could not even block the door, forced aside by the man's strength.

Several black-clad soldiers entered the room and conducted a silent search. Once they confirmed no one else was present, one of them produced his credentials. "Student Li Junyu, I presume? We are from the Security Bureau. Please come with us."

Without allowing any explanation, they hoisted Li Junyu up and took him out. Two cars were parked outside. The Security Bureau men stuffed him into the back seat of one, sandwiching him between two soldiers.

The car started and drove into the vast, dark night, heading toward an unknown destination as it quickly disappeared into the shadows.
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Li Junyu was pushed into a room lit by a dim electric lamp, and the door slammed shut behind him. Before he could even get his bearings, someone in the room shouted in surprise, "Junyu? You were arrested too?"

Startled by the familiar voice, Li Junyu turned and saw two figures rising from a pair of simple wooden benches. They were Song Shiping from Beijing Normal University and Wang Donglu from Tsinghua School.

The three had been entrusted by the Beijing Student Union, which had organized the recent protests in the capital, to travel to the Northeast to coordinate with local schools. Song Shiping had gone to Siping, while Wang Donglu had headed for Changchun. They hadn't expected that just three days after parting ways in Shenyang, they would be reunited under such circumstances.

Li Junyu looked them over; neither seemed injured. Wang Donglu asked anxiously, "Junyu, they didn't treat you roughly, did they?"

Li Junyu thought back. Although the black-uniformed soldier who grabbed him had a grip like iron, Li Junyu had known better than to resist. The soldiers hadn't struck or insulted him. Seeing that he was fine, he hurriedly asked, "What about you two?"

Song Shiping raised his arms, his face flushed with anger. "The two of us were handcuffed and escorted here by train like common criminals. Everyone in the carriage must have thought we were bandits."

Wang Donglu was equally incensed. "The newspapers all call He Rui a patriotic general," he spat. "I never expected him to act exactly like the Beiyang government in Beijing—not allowing anyone to speak! A warlord is a warlord, after all!"

The three young men spent some time venting their fury at the Northeast government's suppression of student activities, but exhaustion eventually took hold, and they slumped back onto the benches. Li Junyu took the opportunity to survey their surroundings. Under the yellowish glow of the electric lamp, the room was sparse and orderly: a long bench, a small tea table, and two chairs placed by the door.

There was nothing else—except for the iron bars on the window, which made escape impossible. After a moment of futile searching, they sat back down. Li Junyu sighed. "Brother Qinian, will this arrest affect your plans to study in the United States?"

Wang Donglu, courtesy name Qinian, was a Guizhou native and a student at Tsinghua School. As a preparatory academy for study abroad, Tsinghua maintained incredibly strict standards; any blemish on a student's record could be disqualifying. Consequently, almost no one from Tsinghua had participated openly in the protests. Wang Donglu had accepted the mission to the Northeast in secret, believing that under He Rui's rule, the region would be a bastion of progress. He hadn't expected the security here to be even tighter than in Beijing.

Hearing Li Junyu's concern, Wang Donglu tried to summon his courage. "It shouldn't... Is patriotism a crime?"

Just as he spoke, footsteps echoed in the hallway. The three students fell silent, their eyes fixed on the door. It swung open, and three soldiers in black uniforms entered.

Two of them pulled the chairs over and sat across from the students, the tea table between them. The third stood by the door, watching them in silence. It was the first time any of the three had been arrested. Despite their outward anger, their resolve was already crumbling. As the soldiers stared at them without saying a word, the minutes stretched on, and the silence began to weigh on them. Unease and fear slowly crept into their hearts.

After what felt like an eternity, one of the seated men reached into a briefcase, pulled out a folder, and began leafing through the papers inside. He handed one to the soldier beside him. The students grew even more terrified. Had they already prepared a report to be sent to Beijing?

"Why did you come to the Northeast?" the lead soldier asked abruptly.

Li Junyu didn't dare answer, but Wang Donglu spoke up. "To expose the government's betrayal of the nation."

The soldier in black continued, "Have you read the *Northeast Daily* lately? If you had, you would know we've already covered the news—the Paris Peace Conference, the protests in Beijing. We don't need you running outside the pass to tell us what we already know."

Li Junyu had indeed read the paper and knew the man was telling the truth. He found himself at a loss for words. He certainly couldn't admit that their true goal was to establish a National Student Union.

"There is nothing wrong with patriotism," the soldier said. "But your attempts to mobilize the local schools have disrupted the educational order in the Northeast, and we cannot ignore that. You have two choices. One: you leave quietly and do not return. However, given the schools you attend, you are likely from wealthy or well-connected families and might think the government won't dare touch you. If you refuse to go, there is another way: we detain you and telegram your schools to send someone to fetch you. How do you students wish to proceed?"

As the soldier guessed, the three did come from privileged backgrounds and weren't particularly afraid of the law. But the threat of involving their schools made them trade panicked glances. For Wang Donglu especially, this was a matter of his future. If the school found out, years of hard work would vanish like water down a drain.

Li Junyu was about to agree to leave when Song Shiping spoke up. "General He recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway; his reputation for patriotism is known to all. So why does he remain silent regarding the interests of Shandong? General He is a son of Shandong himself—does he intend to sit back and watch his own people be tormented and slaughtered by the Japanese?"

Hearing these righteous words, Li Junyu felt the fire in his chest flare up again. Since He Rui was from Shandong, many students had hoped he would intervene. Yet the reality had been disappointing; He Rui had remained entirely indifferent, showing none of the spirit of the hero who had reclaimed the railway.

The soldier's expression soured, but he didn't explode in anger. When he spoke, his voice was chillingly detached. "If that is how you feel, why didn't you shout slogans during your protests to demand the Beiyang government appoint Chairman He as the Military Governor of Shandong?"

Li Junyu was stunned. He hadn't expected such a retort and found himself unable to answer. The soldier's companion added impatiently, "Why bother talking to them? These students don't even have the courage to become soldiers. Spouting pretty words takes no effort at all. Let's finish this; we're busy."

Li Junyu quickly tugged at Song Shiping's sleeve, gesturing toward Wang Donglu. Song Shiping, likely thinking of his friend's future, finally fell silent. In the end, the three agreed to leave the Northeast immediately and never return. They were led out and ushered into a waiting car.

They spent the night in a holding cell at the railway station's police precinct. At dawn, they were escorted onto a train with their luggage and sent out of Shenyang.

Once the train pulled out of the station, Wang Donglu thanked his companions. Li Junyu didn't know what to say. Everything that had happened over the past day felt like a bad dream. But now that it was over, aside from a lingering sense of resentment, no real harm had been done.

The three sat in somber silence for most of the two-day journey. When they finally stepped out of the station into the familiar streets of Beijing, they said their goodbyes and went their separate ways. For Li Junyu, a student at Peking University, the trip had left a bitter taste in his mouth.

It wasn't just the arrest; it was the soldier's words. The man had effortlessly struck their weak point. Their protests had no real impact on the Beiyang government and couldn't change a single policy.

Moreover, Li Junyu had spent much of the train ride considering whether he should join the army, only to admit to himself that he had no interest in military service. That meant the soldier's mockery was accurate. This realization only fueled his resentment toward He Rui. *Does a man have no right to speak if he isn't a soldier?*

What Li Junyu didn't know was that his name had been included in a report and sent to Xu Jia, the current Director of the Statistics Bureau. The report, however, didn't focus on the three students themselves.

Xu Jia was reviewing a summary of how the national movement sparked by the Paris Peace Conference was affecting the Northeast. After finishing it, he picked up the phone. "Have Comrade Wang Bin come to see me."

A short while later, a soldier in a black uniform appeared at the door. Xu Jia stood and beckoned him in. "Come in, quickly!"

Once Wang Bin was seated, Xu Jia personally went to the door and locked it. Turning back, he said, "Comrade Wang Bin, prepare yourself. You're going to take this report and present it to Chairman He. Also, what are your thoughts on our previous discussion about forming the Security Bureau?"

Wang Bin was a slightly stout young man, one of the few graduates from the Baoding Military Academy recruited after He Rui became the Zhen'an General. Hearing this, he looked a little unsettled.

Xu Jia understood his reaction. The Statistics Bureau was currently preparing to establish the Security Bureau—a powerful internal security organ that some had already jokingly dubbed the 'Imperial Guard.' The fact that the Security Bureau had been granted exclusive use of black uniforms was a clear sign of the importance He Rui placed on it.

It would have been stranger if Wang Bin hadn't been excited to shoulder such a responsibility.

When Wang Bin had composed himself, he spoke up. "Secretary Xu, I believe the Security Bureau's mission should be to maintain the order of production and education, and to strike at those who disrupt it. Therefore, I think it would be best to recruit personnel from the front lines—from the factories and the rural areas."

"Oh?" Xu Jia was surprised.

Wang Bin bit his lip, his confidence wavering slightly. "Secretary Xu, those of us who sit in offices... we don't really know who the bad elements are."

He paused, looking at Xu Jia to gauge his reaction.

These words were exactly what Xu Jia wanted to hear. He laughed. "Go on."



★


The War of Industrialized Nations (13)

Volume 2 — Chapter 64

❧ ❧ ❧


Zheng Silang, the military representative at the Siping Automobile Manufacturing Plant, heard that Wang Bin had come to visit. Recalling the official document he had recently finished reading, he was genuinely curious.

Wang Bin was also a graduate of the Baoding Military Academy. After Duan Qirui had forcefully intervened in its personnel affairs, the school was seen as having a strong Anhui clique flavor. Consequently, after He Rui's rise, many graduates were eager to serve in the Northeast. However, very few were actually accepted. Wang Bin was one of only three graduates from Zheng Silang's subsequent classes to be recruited.

The reason was simple: the Northeast had already established its own military academy.

Seeing his junior walk in confidently in a black uniform, Zheng Silang stood up to shake hands. After they sat down, Wang Bin immediately presented a proposal. "Big Brother Zheng, this is the personnel recruitment plan I've drafted for the Security Bureau."

Zheng Silang took it and flipped through it quickly. Since becoming a military representative at the automobile plant, he had been forced to master speed-reading. A car consisted of multiple systems, dozens of component categories, and thousands of individual parts. There simply wasn't enough time for a slow, methodical read.

Having skimmed the document, Zheng Silang noted several key points and set it on the table.

Wang Bin spoke up quickly, "Big Brother Zheng, I've come to ask for your advice."

"Cut the pleasantries; get to the point," Zheng Silang replied decisively. This was experience gained from his time at the factory. When he first arrived, Zheng Silang had spent hours, sometimes even days, going in circles with workers and technicians over minor issues.

Since then, he had refined his working method: a military representative could no longer try to encompass everything. If one insisted on tracing every problem back to its roots, they would end up mired in the fundamental laws of nature; such matters were best left to universities and specialized laboratories.

Wang Bin was equally direct. "I want to recruit Security Bureau staff from the ranks of workers and rural cadres. I wanted to hear your thoughts on this."

Zheng Silang immediately addressed his primary concern. "I noticed you defined the Security Bureau's mission as neutralizing organized disruption of government operations, industrial and agricultural production, and the order of propaganda and education. Isn't that jurisdiction a bit too broad?"

"To catch bad guys, you first have to define what a bad guy is. Using the methodology of 'seeing the essence through phenomena' that I learned at the Party School, I constructed several logical propositions. I found that if the goal is simply 'catching bad guys,' it logically slides from catching criminals to catching foreigners or anyone from outside the Northeast. That is an emergency measure, not the core function of the Security Bureau."

"That's an interesting perspective; tell me more." Zheng Silang smiled. He always appreciated a genuine intellectual insight.

"There are certainly bad actors abroad, enemies hostile to China. But I've also heard Director Morrison mention that both he and the British Minister to China, Sir John Jordan, are friends of China..."

Zheng Silang barked out a laugh. While Morrison had certainly done work for the Northeast, Zheng Silang felt the man was primarily looking out for his own interests. As for 'loving China,' one could only offer a polite smile and move on.

As the British Minister, Jordan represented British interests. For him to claim he 'loved China' was, at best, inappropriate.

Wang Bin was undeterred. "If we assume every foreigner arrives with the intent to harm China, the solution would be to expel them all. But that is the government's prerogative, not the specific scope of the Security Bureau."

Zheng Silang found Wang Bin's logic sound. Expelling foreigners was a matter of state power; the Security Bureau would merely be one department among many implementing such a policy. He continued, "So, Wang Bin, which factories are you looking to recruit from? And what are your criteria?"

"Passing a political review isn't enough; we need more reliable guarantees. That's the most difficult part right now. Big Brother Zheng, you've been at the factory for nearly a year. Do you think we should require guarantees? And if so, how should we structure them to attract the right people?"

This question gave Zheng Silang pause. The Security Bureau was ultimately responsible for apprehending 'bad guys,' which implied combat. Workers were organized and disciplined, and they performed well on a battlefield. However, coming from a family of security escorts, Zheng Silang viewed the Security Bureau's role as something closer to hand-to-hand combat—subduing an opponent with a single move. This wasn't necessarily where a worker's strengths lay.

Just then, there was a knock at the door. "Come in," Zheng Silang called out.

A skilled worker pushed the door open. "Representative Zheng, there's a meeting this afternoon. Please attend."

"Understood," Zheng Silang replied. Once the worker had left, he turned back to Wang Bin. "Wang Bin, your perspective is good, but I don't have a firm opinion on this yet. Today..."

Seeing the eager look on his junior's face, Zheng Silang's heart softened. He shared his observations on the difference between the combat capabilities of workers and rural cadres versus the specific needs of the Security Bureau.

Wang Bin shook his head. "Big Brother Zheng, you're thinking of the Police and the Defense Bureau. Our Security Bureau doesn't actually handle those tasks. I laid it out in the document: the Security Bureau's role is to identify those engaged in organized sabotage. When it comes time to take action, we call on Public Security or the Defense departments. There are tens of thousands of police in the Northeast now, and every unit has its own Defense Division or Section. They catch people in the act through patrols. That's not the same job as ours."

Hearing this, Zheng Silang felt he was beginning to grasp Wang Bin's concept of the Security Bureau. But with his meeting about to start, he stood up. "Leave the document with me, Wang Bin. Your ideas are very provocative, and because of that, I need to straighten out my own thoughts. I'll give you an answer tomorrow."

Wang Bin stood as well. "Thanks, Big Brother Zheng."

They walked out together. As they reached the building entrance and prepared to go their separate ways, Wang Bin added one last thought. "Big Brother Zheng, the Security Bureau's work will inevitably involve some violence, but fundamentally, it's a technical department. A technical department focused on analysis and research."

By now, Zheng Silang understood what Wang Bin was aiming for, even if he couldn't yet fully visualize what this Security Bureau would look like in practice.

In a way, this ignorance was a good thing. Since he didn't need to know everything, he could focus on completing his own assigned tasks.

Wang Bin visited several other units, including the Siping Institute of Technology. The heads of these organizations often had no military background, which made things easier for him; he simply asked when he could hold recruitment briefings.

After leaving Siping—currently the industrial heart of the Northeast—and returning to his office in Shenyang, a document was immediately placed on his desk. It took Wang Bin a few moments to remember Wang Donglu from the Tsinghua School.

The report informed him that Wang Donglu's family were Beiyang officers and that the young man had been inquiring about which unit the Northeast Army soldiers in black uniforms belonged to.

*The kid doesn't seem stupid enough to be looking for revenge,* Wang Bin thought, genuinely puzzled by Wang Donglu's actions.
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It was already August 1919 when Wang Donglu appeared before Security Bureau Director Wang Bin again. Wang Bin had just returned to the bureau after finishing an official task when he was informed that Zhao Tianlin had arrived. His first thought was: *Has a spy appeared at the school?*

The Security Bureau had analyzed the security situation in the Northeast and concluded that schools were a relatively low-risk area. Foreign teachers in the Northeast were mostly concentrated in the Foreign Language Department; there were only a few dozen of them, and the teaching materials they used were accessible to hundreds of thousands of students. Even if they understood the Northeast's education system, it had little bearing on national security.

Puzzled, Wang Bin went to see Zhao Tianlin. The Director was with a student. After greetings and names were exchanged, Zhao Tianlin asked the student to wait outside for a moment.

"Do you have any impression of Wang Donglu?" Zhao Tianlin asked.

Wang Bin shook his head; he didn't recognize the student at all. Zhao Tianlin chuckled. "Three months ago, you arrested that young man—Wang Donglu. He came from Beijing..."

Wang Bin suddenly remembered. "I recognize the name now. But I only saw him once and didn't remember his face. Is he closely related to you, Director Zhao?"

"Wang Donglu had been campaigning against the Paris Peace Conference's decision to hand over Shandong's rights to Japan, and he got caught up in the fallout. Word somehow reached Beijing that he'd been arrested in the Northeast, and his qualification to study in the United States was revoked," Zhao Tianlin explained.

Wang Bin nodded, understanding the situation perfectly. Tsinghua School was a preparatory program for studying in America, and only the most exceptional students qualified for it. After Zhao finished, Wang Bin sighed, "That is a great pity."

Zhao Tianlin didn't mention his personal connection to the boy further. Instead, he asked, "Director Wang, the Security Bureau is a technical department. I would like to recommend Wang Donglu for a position there. I wonder what kind of assessment he would need to pass?"

Wang Bin was speechless for a moment. The Security Bureau focused on analysis; apart from specific operations, there was actually very little within the bureau that was truly confidential. As for their work, every country caught spies and monitored suspicious individuals. Once caught, spies were often publicized through newspapers and other media as a matter of course.

Thus, the core requirements for selecting personnel were simple: personal willingness—whether they were prepared for the grueling nature of the work—and a reliable guarantor.

If Zhao Tianlin was willing to act as a guarantor, the most difficult hurdle was already cleared. Wang Bin replied tactfully, "Our department requires people who are open and upright. If someone harbors deep-seated resentment, it certainly won't do."

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "I was worried about that as well, so I suggested other fields of study to him. However, Wang Donglu is dead set on the Security Bureau—on joining the fight against foreign spies and domestic saboteurs."

Wang Bin felt he needed to be more direct. "Director Zhao, does the boy's family have some old ties with you?"

"Wang Donglu's grandfather was my mentor. I have received a great deal of kindness from his family, and I must help him."

Since Zhao Tianlin was so frank about the relationship, Wang Bin could only arrange an interview for the young man.

It was already evening when the interviewer submitted the report. Wang Bin tucked it at the very bottom of his pile of urgent documents. After a quick dinner at seven-thirty, he went into a meeting. By nine-thirty, just as he was preparing to head home, he looked at the remaining tasks. He switched on all the lights, splashed his face with cold water, lit a cigarette, and got back to work.

At 11 PM, Wang Bin opened the interview report and let out a wide yawn. Thinking of the long walk home, he felt a sudden impulse to just sleep in the office. However, there wasn't so much as a cot available, and the Security Bureau now had a strict rule against sleeping in the office.

Yawning, he read through the report. By the time he finished, his nerves were so numbed by exhaustion that he couldn't even feel a spark of excitement. He picked up a pen, scrawled 'Recommended for probation' at the end of the document, and stood up to call it a night.

Meanwhile, Wang Donglu was lying on a cot at the school provided by Zhao Tianlin. The mosquitoes in the Northeast were no less fierce than those in Beijing, but inside the netting he’d brought from home, he found some measure of peace.

Some of his family members thought he had run off to the Northeast out of spite. He was indeed angry, but not at the people of the Northeast Security Bureau. His anger was directed at the current state of China. The country had been sending students to Europe and America for over thirty years, yet it had only become more chaotic.

Studying abroad could not solve China's problems!

A single sentence from Wang Bin, Director of the Northeast Security Bureau, had deeply moved him: "What we want to maintain is the normal operation of society."

Only when normal operations were restored could China begin its journey toward rejuvenation. Wang Donglu had never expected to find a cause worth following here in the Northeast.
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Japanese ronin Watanabe Toru hesitated for a moment before finally stepping out of the Japanese concession in Shenyang. Within the Japanese concession, Japan had extraterritoriality, and selling morphine and opium in Japanese pharmacies inside the concession was legal.

However, the Northeast authorities had implemented a drug prohibition law that Watanabe Toru felt could be called tyrannical. Especially in the last two months, any Chinese residing in the Japanese concession would be considered a potential drug addict. Once they left the Japanese concession, they would be directly arrested and sent to a drug rehabilitation labor camp for a month of screening.

Under such tyranny, the Chinese in the Japanese concession had almost all run away. After all, the concession wasn't big; if they couldn't do business with the outside, there was no way to maintain their own operations.

What annoyed Watanabe Toru very much was that the Japanese government actually yielded. To allow Chinese people to return to live in the concession, the Kwantung Government, which managed the Japanese concession, issued an order prohibiting Japanese pharmacies from selling morphine to Chinese people, seeking to obtain the understanding of the Northeast China government.

The Japanese Watanabe Toru never expected the Kwantung Government to be so treasonous. At such a time, shouldn't the Japanese government immediately send troops to completely wipe out the Northeast China government, creating a fertile ground for Japan to sell morphine freely in China?

With gnashing hatred for this group of 'un-Japanese traitors', Watanabe Toru carried a small bottle of morphine and headed toward the inner city of Shenyang.

The buyer was a new drug dealer here, surnamed Ma. He looked fair and clean, appearing quite gentle. The two met at a very ordinary inn. Just as they handed over the goods, they heard footsteps outside.

Watanabe Toru immediately became alert. Pricking up his ears to listen for a moment, he immediately walked toward the back door. However, unexpectedly, that drug dealer surnamed Ma actually ran faster, rushing to the back door one step ahead of Watanabe Toru, opening the door, and fleeing.

At this time, Watanabe Toru couldn't care so much anymore. Extraterritoriality was limited to the Japanese concession; breaking the law outside the concession would still lead to arrest by Chinese officials. The Northeast drug enforcement police were absolutely ruthless when killing resisting drug dealers, completely indifferent to whether the other party was Japanese or not.

So Watanabe Toru sprinted through the streets of Shenyang. He tried to turn left and right as much as possible, desperately trying to shake off the police behind him. Turning a street corner, a figure in black appeared in front. Seeing this uniform, Watanabe Toru was frightened. The person in front was from the Northeast Security Bureau.

However, he couldn't stop his steps at this time. Watanabe Toru could only dash diagonally, trying to bypass this Security Bureau personnel. But this person had already acted; he rushed up fiercely, hugged Watanabe Toru from behind, and knocked him to the ground. The two struggled on the ground for a moment before the police caught up, pinned Watanabe Toru down, and handcuffed him.

The leader gasped, "Thanks, comrade."

The Security Bureau person nodded, asked clearly who was arrested, and left.

This Security Bureau personnel was none other than Wang Donglu. Although a small complication had arisen, Wang Donglu's mood remained very good. Today his parents came to Shenyang. Wang Donglu put on the uniform he had only worn twice and went to the station to pick them up. Catching a drug dealer on the way made Wang Donglu's mood even better.

However, not far after walking, Wang Donglu discovered his uniform was dirty. Thinking of his parents' requirement for neat clothing, Wang Donglu could only find a tap first, pat off the dirt on the clothes, and then wipe off the dirt that couldn't be patted clean with water before continuing to rush to the train station.

The train was late, so Wang Donglu continued to wait. Although a bit bored, when his parents arrived, the wet spots on his clothes had basically been dried by body heat.

Having not seen them for two months, Wang Donglu was overjoyed when he saw his parents and involuntarily gave them a military salute.

His father's expression was no different from usual, while his mother showed regret and sighed, "Why did you become a soldier?"

Wang Donglu didn't explain but said happily, "Dad, Mom, go stay at my place."

"Your house has two rooms?" his mother asked in surprise.

"Yes, one is a study; let Uncle Lü stay there," Wang Donglu replied.

His mother shook her head and sighed, "No need, we'll stay in a hotel."

Arriving at the hotel, the servant Uncle Lü bustled about, while the family of three chatted in the room. Although he had written about his experiences over the past two months in letters, Wang Donglu still told his parents personally.

After a month of military training, Wang Donglu thought he would start working in the Security Bureau. Unexpectedly, he was assigned to Zheng Silang's side in Siping to start work. The job content was to participate in factory production as a military representative. How long he would do it, Wang Donglu didn't know.

Hearing this brief introduction, Wang Donglu's mother sighed. Even Wang Donglu's father asked in surprise, "What exactly does this Security Bureau do? Originally it sounded like a job for the Imperial Guard (*Jinyiwei*). Why do they want you to work in a factory?"

Wang Donglu answered somewhat happily, "Father, this is to establish and perfect total war. If a war breaks out, all factories must be incorporated into the war track, taken over by wartime management departments to complete the production arrangements required for the war."

As Wang Donglu expected, his father was unfamiliar with the general mobilization system but his interest was piqued. After all, his father was a former Qing dynasty *Tongjinshi* (successful candidate in the imperial examination) and had been an official in Guizhou. Although the Qing dynasty had long perished, and the Northeast under He Rui's rule was very different from inside the pass...

The father and son chatted with increasing interest. Wang Donglu's mother couldn't intervene, so she simply lay half-reclined against the quilt on the bed, listening to Wang Donglu chatting with his father.

When Wang Donglu reached an exciting point, he couldn't help sighing, "Dad, I originally thought studying in the United States would allow me to learn advanced knowledge. I didn't expect to learn the true strategy of governing a country in the Northeast. Chairman He is truly enriching the country and strengthening the army."

Hearing this, Old Master Wang's face became serious. "Donglu, you've only been here for two months; don't indulge in wishful thinking. The New Policies at the end of the Qing dynasty were in full swing, but collapsed with a crash just because of a Royal Cabinet. Although He Rui is quite capable of gathering wealth, his actions are radical and he has already offended too many people."

Wang Donglu didn't agree with his father's cautious view. "So what if he offended those people? Can they invade the Northeast? The Northeast Army has 120,000 troops, fully equipped and manned. How many troops did the New Army at the end of the Qing dynasty have?"

Hearing his son's arrogant tone, Old Master Wang's face inevitably looked unpleasant. "You need to change this temper of yours. Don't believe everything you hear; how much can you know just by following others around?"

"At least today I caught a Japanese drug dealer on the street." Wang Donglu couldn't help using the daytime experience as proof. "Since Chairman He took power in the Northeast, foreigners have restrained themselves. Opium has poisoned China for a hundred years; the only place that can sweep it away locally is the Northeast."

Hearing this, Old Master Wang was silent for a moment. It wasn't that he couldn't out-argue his son; the old man hadn't expected He Rui could really achieve this extent. At least in newspapers outside the pass, this matter was never mentioned.

At this time, Mrs. Wang spoke up. "Donglu, banning opium is a good thing. But after General He banned opium, where does he make up for the lost opium tax every year?"

Old Master Wang had always admired his wife's vision, and at this moment, he also felt this was a good question!

When he was an official in Guizhou, Old Master Wang knew very well. Opium tax was indeed something that couldn't be brought to the table, but it was a solid and reliable tax revenue.

Banning opium not only meant losing opium tax, but banning opium itself also required a large investment of money. Regardless of good or evil, just speaking of government management, it was a very uneconomical thing.

Since He Rui did it so thoroughly, making Wang Donglu admire him so much, how would He Rui make up for this income?

Old Master Wang was very interested in this.
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Gambling and drug abuse were strictly targeted in the Northeast. By adopting such a policy, the Northeast's finances sacrificed a significant source of "quick money."

Based on his experience as a local official, Old Master Wang arrived at this judgment and continued to ask his son about the prices of salt and iron in the Northeast.

As a *jinshi* degree holder, Old Master Wang had read *Discourses on Salt and Iron*, the most famous treatise on national policy from the Han Dynasty. The state monopoly on salt and iron was a Chinese tradition; if one ignored "quick money," these two sectors were the only stable sources of national tax revenue.

"Dad, in the Northeast, this is called..." Wang Donglu pulled out a notebook, flipped through it quickly, and soon found the term.

Old Master Wang was both surprised and delighted. His father was the mentor of Zhao Tianlin, the Director of the Northeast Department of Education, which was why he had dared to let his son Wang Donglu venture into the Northeast. Seeing his son receive such serious education meant his son was valued.

However, the tall tree attracts the wind; the old man felt young people needed more experience and tempering. Many talented people were ruined because they rushed to distinguish themselves. Let alone his son, who was only nineteen this year. Even though Old Master Wang had devoted all his energy to educating his children since the fall of the Qing Dynasty, he still felt his son was too young.

At this time, Mrs. Wang spoke up. "Donglu, who did you learn this from?"

Old Master Wang felt his wife truly understood him; this was also the question he wanted to ask.

Wang Donglu replied, "Mom, distinguishing between bulk commodities and retail is the most basic content of the political economy curriculum. In the Northeast government's training, even cadres at the village head level must learn it."

Old Master Wang wasn't very used to these new terms. Village heads were recommended by the populace and had no official status. He asked, "Is it the *baozhang* and *jiazhang*?"

Hearing this, Wang Donglu immediately understood his father's meaning. It turned out that Wang Donglu had heard about it when studying with his father, but only realized what his father had taught before after entering the Security Bureau and receiving basic training. Happy in his heart, a smile appeared on his round face. "Dad, in the Northeast, there are no organizations outside government control. If you organize these privately, it's best not to let the government know."

Seeing his son behave somewhat frivolously, Old Master Wang's face darkened, and he looked at his son. Wang Donglu had been reprimanded many times, so he involuntarily wiped the smile off his face and tried his best to restore a calm expression.

However, scolding his son was one thing; Old Master Wang was somewhat surprised by the density of government management achieved in the Northeast. He truly didn't believe it in his heart.

With the knowledge Old Master Wang accumulated through reading and serving as an official, there was no lack of heroes in the imperial courts of past dynasties who hoped to build a government that directly managed down to the village level.

These attempts all ended in failure—not because they didn't want to, but because they had no money. For the government to manage all aspects of society, officials needed to be dispatched to all aspects. Establishing such a management system would lead to expenditures exceeding income, so efforts to extend imperial power below the county level all failed.

Based on the news Old Master Wang knew from various sources up to this moment, He Rui was not a person who amassed wealth frantically. He had built an army of 120,000 without foreign loans and without the "quick money" from gambling and drugs. Old Master Wang wanted to figure out immediately where He Rui's money came from.

If his son followed a maniac with great ambition but little talent, destined to perish, Old Master Wang would take his son back to Beijing from the Northeast even if he had to tie him up. Bringing two servants this time was preparation for taking the person by force.

How could Wang Donglu know his parents' caring feelings for him? Seeing his father silent and thoughtful, he refilled the tea for his parents. Just as he put down the thermos, he heard his father ask, "What is the purpose of teaching these to the *baozhang* and *jiazhang*? Can they understand?"

Seeing that his father didn't understand the Northeast government either, Wang Donglu suppressed his excitement and explained the administrative organization of the Northeast government to his father.

Commodities are commodities; whether bulk or retail, the object of operation falls on the same commodities. If changed to "wholesale and retail," it would be more understandable.

"Dad, the difference between the two lies in pricing power. Retail pricing is based on the pricing of bulk commodities. Those traveling merchants or shopkeepers doing business, as long as they retail, have to add a markup on the basis of the bulk purchase price..."

Old Master Wang was still listening seriously, but Mrs. Wang couldn't listen anymore and interrupted her son directly. "Donglu, let me ask you: how exactly does General He make money?"

Wang Donglu was stunned. After thinking for a moment, he asked, "Mom, why does the government need to make money? Now the currency in the Northeast is printed by the government; if money is needed, just print banknotes directly. What's the use of making money?"

Hearing that her son actually didn't understand, Mrs. Wang could only switch to a lower-level question. "Where does the tax revenue of the Northeast come from! Who is taxed?"

"Mom, the Northeast government is divided into two parts: one is tax revenue, and the other is finance. Tax revenue is naturally agricultural tax and commercial tax; now there are only these two parts. Finance is the bulk of it. For example, some enterprises want to produce cloth. They want to build factories and hire workers, but don't have enough money. So they borrow money from commercial banks to buy machinery and equipment and build the factories. Once the factories are built, they buy cotton and hemp fibers to produce cloth. After the goods are sold, they pay back the money plus some interest. This money is created out of thin air. If it goes through bank accounts, money is just some numbers in the ledger. It never physically appears in the world from beginning to end. But relying on these operations, factories appeared, cotton and hemp products appeared, and loan interest also existed. The state obtained income."

Speaking up to here, Wang Donglu had exhausted his memory and imagination, and began to worry whether his mother could understand. He asked carefully, "Mom, did you understand?"

Mrs. Wang frowned, seemingly understanding but not quite. However, Mrs. Wang managed the family's finances. In Guizhou, she had participated in investments where officials pooled money for business ventures; when the business made money, she received dividends. Listening to her son, she could barely understand the process.

So Mrs. Wang asked about what she didn't understand. "Donglu, the money you mentioned doesn't sound like real gold and silver to me. It sounds like a government guarantee."

Wang Donglu had absolutely no idea what kind of economic activities his mother had participated in. From the time he could remember clearly, his mother had been at home assisting her husband and educating her children, with no experience of working outside. Hearing that his mother actually understood the principles of state operation that more than half of the cadres didn't understand, Wang Donglu was surprised and delighted, and loudly flattered, "Mom, it's just as you said. The money for government-operated industries is earmarked for specific purposes. It is money issued entirely on credit. The purpose of this money is not to be spent casually, but to maintain industries..."

Watching his son happily praise his mother's brilliance and intelligence, Old Master Wang found it amusing, but his thoughts quickly turned to the finances of the Northeast government.

Although he didn't know the specific methods of the Northeast government, Old Master Wang had a basic understanding of the economic system of the Northeast.

The New Policies at the end of the Qing Dynasty were carried out vigorously. The content Wang Donglu mentioned was not new; supporting industries was part of the New Policies. However, Old Master Wang only started to encounter these detailed contents when he was nearly forty, while his son, nominally twenty, was already participating in such a cause. Old Master Wang suddenly felt a sigh that he was already old.

Picking up the teacup and drinking a mouthful of plain boiled water, Old Master Wang gathered his mood and secretly evaluated the administration of the Northeast government.

During the late Qing New Policies, the imperial court hoped for a new type of government that no longer relied on land tax and poll tax as the main source of finance, but obtained financial resources from industry and commerce like the Great Powers. In the end, it perished in the fierce political and economic turbulence of the New Policies.

He Rui was obviously firmly continuing on the path of the New Policies and would surely encounter the same difficulties. Could He Rui persist?

Not long ago, Old Master Wang worried that He Rui had great ambition but little talent, and his son following He Rui would come to no good end. So Old Master Wang wanted to take his son back.

At this time, Old Master Wang's worry turned into another kind. Would He Rui fail due to insufficient ability in carrying out such arduous New Policies?

Recalling his excitement when he learned about the content of the New Policies more than ten years ago, Old Master Wang couldn't help recovering a bit of the high spirit of his prime, yet he sighed with great emotion.

At this time, he heard Mrs. Wang say in an unhappy tone, "Donglu, I don't understand what you said either. I only know how to manage household affairs. Managing a household requires living within one's means. Did the Northeast government achieve a balance of income and expenditure, or is it eating next year's food this year?"

This question concerning finance made Old Master Wang turn his attention back to the conversation between mother and son. He heard Wang Donglu reply, "Mom, you are a *junzi*—a true gentleman! 'Cultivate the self, regulate the family, govern the state, bring peace to the world.' Regulating the family is the work of a *junzi*..."

With a *pfft* of light laughter, Mrs. Wang was amused by her son, and Old Master Wang was also amused. On second thought, the smile on Old Master Wang's face disappeared. His son was not wrong. In the beautiful expectations of the late Qing New Policies, with a balanced national budget and continuously growing industries, the Great Qing would naturally become a great power in the world.

It was just that the Great Qing was dying at that time. A "Royal Cabinet" destroyed the world's trust in the imperial court, and it collapsed within two years. It had been less than ten years from then to now.

Feeling emotional in his heart, Old Master Wang didn't want to hear this anymore. He smiled, "Donglu, our family hasn't eaten together for a long time. You are the host now; your mother and I came from afar, so arrange it."

Wang Donglu hadn't expected his father not to treat him like a child. He was overjoyed and quickly stood up. "Mom, Dad, I have already thought of a place; please follow me."

After finishing the meal, Wang Donglu sent his parents back to their residence, while he hurriedly rushed to report to the Security Bureau in Shenyang.

Other units didn't need to report during rest time, but for the Security Bureau, the regulations were naturally much stricter than other units.

On the way, Wang Donglu recalled being treated as an adult by his parents during the meal and was truly happy. Moreover, wearing the Security Bureau uniform attracted quite a few gazes in the restaurant. The respect from the shopkeeper made Wang Donglu feel truly satisfied.

After signing in at the Security Bureau check-in point, the person in charge said, "Clerk Wang, come once tomorrow morning; the Security Bureau needs to organize personnel."

According to regulations, Security Bureau members must cancel their leave at any time. Wang Donglu dared not refuse. After agreeing, he quickly ran to the hotel where his parents stayed to inform them.

Unexpectedly, his parents just responded and didn't say anything more. Wang Donglu felt guilty and wanted to apologize again. Unexpectedly, his father said, "Donglu, I taught you that once you become an official, you should prioritize public affairs. How can loyalty and filial piety both be satisfied! You hurry back to sleep and do your duty well tomorrow."

Wang Donglu was shaken, feeling as if he had returned to the boyhood days of being taught by his father. But seeing encouragement in his father's gaze, Wang Donglu felt warmth in his heart. He stood at attention and saluted his father. "Dad, Mom, please rest well; your son takes his leave."

Seeing his parents nod slightly, Wang Donglu suppressed his excitement and left his parents' residence.

Previously, Wang Donglu said he had a residence; that residence was actually the collective housing for Security Bureau members, specifically used to host family members. There were only a dozen or so suites; whoever had relatives visiting would stay there. At other times, everyone lived in the dormitory.

Waking up early the next morning, he gathered with the Security Bureau comrades. The person in charge was actually Director Wang Bin. Wang Bin's chubby face was very serious. "Mitsui Yasuki of Japan has a meeting with Chairman He. Our Security Bureau needs to send people to accompany them. Everyone must abide by confidentiality discipline, listen from the side, and say nothing. Understood!"

"Understood!" the Security Bureau members responded loudly.

Wang Bin took out a list and began assigning tasks. Wang Donglu thought he would be a peripheral member, but unexpectedly, he was arranged into He Rui's personal guard. Ignoring the envious gazes of others, Wang Donglu only felt his heart racing. Just thinking of seeing Chairman He Rui of the Northeast Government made him feel excited.

Afterward, Wang Donglu didn't remember much, just obeying arrangements. He Rui did not hold talks with Mitsui Yasuki in the government office building. Under the protection of a group of entourage, He Rui, Mitsui Yasuki, and several Japanese zaibatsu members boarded a train and headed straight for Siping.

Wang Donglu was assigned the task of serving tea and water. In the train compartment, he heard Mitsui Yasuki say through an interpreter, "Your Excellency, Sino-Japanese friendship is something we have always been committed to. Although both sides have promoted it in recent years, the current degree of friendship is not even one ten-thousandth of what we urgently desire. Your Excellency's Northeast Bank is running well, but presumably lacks gold as currency collateral. The Mitsui Zaibatsu, Mitsubishi Zaibatsu, and other zaibatsu intend to provide gold to the Northeast Bank as currency collateral. I wonder if Your Excellency is willing to accept our kindness?"

Hearing this, Wang Donglu wondered if he had heard wrong. For so many years, foreigners had attacked China, and every time they defeated China, they demanded territory and indemnities. From 1840 to now, the gold and silver lost by China, calculated in silver, amounted to billions of *taels*.

Japanese zaibatsu actually wanted to provide gold to the Northeast Bank... Wang Donglu held his breath and listened carefully, afraid to miss a single word.
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Hearing the Japanese zaibatsu's suggestion to provide gold to the Northeast Bank, Wang Donglu held his breath, determined not to miss a single word that followed.

However, He Rui seemed not to have heard it. No one around spoke; there was no sound in the carriage except the rhythmic *clack-clack* of the train passing over the rail joints.

Wang Donglu didn't know how long this silence would last. The representative of the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu broke the quiet. "In the past two years, Your Excellency Chairman has been developing many industries in Manchuria and Mongolia, from railways to mines, from grain to wool textiles, achieving excellent results. I wonder if Your Excellency Chairman has any insights to share?"

Only then did He Rui smile and say, "What the Northeast is doing is no different from you gentlemen: seizing the opportunity of the European war to expand exports. As for insights, it is simply guiding capital fully into the production sector, facing the difficulties encountered in production directly, discovering problems, and solving them."

The Mitsubishi Zaibatsu representative immediately praised, "Your Excellency speaks the truth. Mitsubishi Enterprises engages in product development and knows well the difficulty of technological advancement. That Your Excellency has gathered so many talents and solved so many technical problems in such a short time... it truly fills this subordinate with admiration."

Facing the flattery of the Mitsubishi representative, He Rui smiled. "Japan is ahead of China in industrial development. What the Northeast is doing are stages Japan has already completed. Presumably, the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu must have a lot of experience to impart."

Hearing this, Wang Donglu understood somewhat. His own father was an official, so Wang Donglu was no stranger to the meaning of such diplomatic rhetoric. He Rui obviously did not accept Mitsui's request to provide gold to the Northeast Bank as collateral for currency issuance. As for the reason, Wang Donglu was not clear. But He Rui's silence was intended to preserve Mitsui's face—a gesture of great goodwill.

The Mitsubishi Zaibatsu had taken over the conversation, heaping praise on He Rui that didn't completely fit reality. He Rui then stated the current realistic situation, and his seemingly humble follow-up was an invitation to hear what suggestions Mitsubishi had.

Understanding the subtext of this conversation, Wang Donglu saw the Mitsubishi representative exchanging glances with other Japanese zaibatsu representatives. Presumably, they had rehearsed for this meeting long ago. Wang Donglu sensed that the Japanese representatives would switch to another speaker, so that even if the proposal was rejected by He Rui, basic harmony could be maintained.

However, the situation Wang Donglu anticipated did not happen. Led by the Mitsubishi representative, the group of Japanese zaibatsu representatives continued chatting and laughing with He Rui about various economic theories and the world situation.

Wang Donglu clearly felt that the probing from both sides had ended. The moment most prone to conflict had passed; next, they would likely move in the direction of cooperation.

At this time, Wang Donglu didn't realize that his parents were sitting with Zhao Tianlin. Old Master Wang requested, "Brother Zhao, please help Donglu get out of that... whatever Security Bureau."

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "Brother Wang, I have already done my best to arrange it. But Donglu is rather willful, and he is still young; I'm afraid he doesn't even understand what he wants to do himself."

Old Master Wang nodded. "Donglu's nature is unsettled, so you and I have to step in. Even if we have to force him, we must make him obey. Brother Zhao, throughout history, when have the Imperial Guards—the *Jinyiwei*—ever truly been entrusted with great power?"

Zhao Tianlin had never been an official in the Qing Dynasty, so his feeling about this was shallow. He advised, "Brother Wang, Director Wang Bin of the Security Bureau has already decided to release him. If nothing else works, let Donglu go to the factory as a military representative first. I think since Donglu initially wanted to go to the United States to study mechanics, this should suit him very well."

Old Master Wang said with surprise and joy, "Then many thanks to Brother Zhao."

Although his demeanor and tone were sincere, Old Master Wang remained calm inwardly. Having been a Qing official for so many years, he had long mastered the art of navigating social interactions with ease.

At this time, there were words Old Master Wang dared not say. He felt that his son had a strong ambitious spirit. Perhaps influenced by what he saw and heard at home, Wang Donglu's interest in officialdom and governance was actually much greater than in studying mechanics. Precisely because of this, Old Master Wang hoped there would be no 'stain' on his son's resume. Having been an Imperial Guard was undoubtedly the biggest stain on an official's record!

*Fanzi*—the runners and spies—did the shameful errands; it was the position most dreaded and despised by officials.

Wang Donglu didn't know his elders were working hard for his future. As the train arrived in Siping, He Rui and the others transferred to cars and went to the Banshan Reservoir.

At this time, a dam towered at the Banshan Reservoir, and the water rolled toward Siping City through the diversion canal. Everyone climbed the mountain path to the pavilion at the top and saw the vast expanse of water unfolding before their eyes. The mountains on both sides were covered with green vegetation, golden light danced on the lake surface, and flocks of water birds played in the water. It was truly a landscape of picturesque lakes and mountains.

The Japanese zaibatsu representatives also praised the scenery. Not long after, He Rui and the others boarded a pleasure boat on the lake. Wang Donglu and the others stood outside the cabin, while He Rui chatted with the representatives in fluent Japanese.

Now Wang Donglu couldn't understand what was being said inside, but looking at the expressions of the Japanese, they were obviously at a disadvantage.

Wang Donglu wasn't wrong. He Rui truly hadn't expected Mitsui Yasuki to have the guts to propose buying shares in the Northeast Bank. The reason He Rui remained silent was entirely because he didn't want to make the relationship rigid. If He Rui had spoken, there would have been only one choice: to question why Mitsui Yasuki had the audacity to threaten him.

Speaking of which, this is a very realistic matter in politics. At a certain level, one must start with sentiment but stop within the bounds of propriety.

If he accepted Mitsui Yasuki's words, it meant He Rui would have to send someone to see the Japanese Cabinet Minister, or even directly see the Japanese Emperor Taisho, to ask if He Rui could buy shares in the Bank of Japan!

Although in this era, many foreign central banks were private, and many countries didn't even have central banks, this didn't mean one could directly ask to buy shares in the Northeast Bank.

Just reading the bank regulations of the Northeast Government would allow one to understand the nature of the Northeast Bank. People who ask such questions are either stupid or bad!

But since Mitsui didn't continue to be foolish, He Rui let the matter pass. He introduced the construction process of the Banshan Reservoir to the Japanese delegation, seeing it for the first time, and the representatives praised it one after another.

At this time, there were no other people around. The Mitsubishi Zaibatsu representative, sitting intimately in the private setting, asked, "Your Excellency Chairman, I wonder if you know that the coal and ore transported from Manchuria and Mongolia to Japan have already caused a huge impact on the Japanese market. Your Excellency already possesses pricing power in the Japanese mineral market."

He Rui nodded but replied, "I'm afraid we are far from having pricing power."

The Mitsubishi representative looked serious. "Your Excellency Chairman, if the mineral trade between the Northeast and Japan is suddenly interrupted now, it will cause a huge impact on Japan's mineral prices. We came this time to ask if Your Excellency can accept us buying shares in mining enterprises in the Northeast. Only in this way can we reassure many enterprises in Japan."

He Rui chuckled lightly. "Hehe, could it be that someone is worried the Northeast will use the method of interrupting mineral supply to strike at the Japanese economy? If someone thinks so, I really don't understand this view. What good does striking at the Japanese economy do me? Does anyone think I am preparing to wage war against Japan?"

These words made some Japanese zaibatsu representatives change their expressions. Some showed uneasy looks, while others showed joy.

Mitsui Yasuki spoke again at this time. "Your Excellency Chairman, we all believe in your friendship with Japan, and we are also full of friendship for China. The purpose of buying shares is to join hands to build a brighter future for both China and Japan. If we can buy shares in the mineral enterprises of the Northeast, it will make Japan more reassured."

He Rui was not angry, but neither was he polite. "Absolutely impossible! The shares of Northeast mining enterprises have been determined, and various departments in the Northeast have determined the distribution ratio. I cannot persuade them!"

This was lying with eyes open. However, He Rui spoke extremely seriously, as if it were the absolute truth.

As He Rui expected, the Japanese zaibatsu representatives opposite really believed it. It wasn't that these people were naive enough to unconditionally believe He Rui.

Japanese elites naturally had the limitations of elites. Within Japan, various interests were carved up completely by the Japanese upper echelon. As Zhou Shuren (Lu Xun) would later write, 'Moving a chair requires shedding blood!'

This was the current situation in Japan. It wasn't what those people wanted to do, but all spheres of interest had been carved up completely by the Japanese upper echelon, and everyone could only survive in the little space left for them.

Only by creating interests outside these regulations could one fight for the ownership of new benefits. Within Japan, even the various zaibatsu could only operate in their restricted spaces.

So when the Japanese zaibatsu representatives heard He Rui say that the internal interests of the Northeast government had been divided, they naturally believed it. If they didn't believe it, they wouldn't be Japanese.

Mitsui Yasuki bowed his head slightly. "Your Excellency Chairman, can you allow us to establish wholly-owned mines in the Northeast?"

He Rui felt Mitsui Yasuki definitely had other purposes, so he answered according to the policy direction of introducing capital to the Northeast: "We will not refuse any foreign enterprise that abides by the laws and regulations of the Northeast."

Mitsui Yasuki knew the Northeast's policy long ago; these words were for other zaibatsu representatives to hear. Since He Rui insisted on the policy, Mitsui Yasuki continued, "Then can you allow us to open banking businesses in the Northeast? We only have yen in hand, not the Fengtian notes of the Northeast. Regarding these financial transactions, if we can expand banking business, we can definitely help Your Excellency Chairman."

In He Rui's view, this request was not excessive. But He Rui would absolutely not agree. The reason was simple: the Northeast Bank had been established for only a little over two years, and even its own business hadn't been smoothed out yet. Let alone competing with foreign banks with rich experience.

So He Rui refused decisively, "The banking industry in the Northeast is currently very underdeveloped. If you gentlemen want to open banking businesses, you will suffer losses; I won't let you take such risks. We are constantly improving the functions of the Northeast banking industry. If there is any new progress, the Commerce Department of the Northeast Government will contact you gentlemen. Of course, you can also send representatives to the Northeast to communicate with the departments responsible for these tasks at any time."

Mitsui Yasuki was used to He Rui's style. Most of the other Japanese zaibatsu representatives were seeing He Rui for the first time. Hearing He Rui's answer, they couldn't help showing some relief and admiration. He Rui didn't lie and was willing to cooperate. Of course, He Rui would absolutely not give up his dominance. This was undoubtedly the characteristic of a high-level politician and top power holder.

The crowd chatted for a while longer. Seeing He Rui absolutely refused to make concessions, these people shifted the topic to the recent Japanese military operation to attack Vladivostok.

Because Mitsui Yasuki undertook the work of transporting coal and other materials from the Northeast to Vladivostok, he didn't participate in the discussion. The representative of the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu asked, "Your Excellency Chairman, what do you think of this war?"

He Rui answered frankly, "Russia is currently undergoing a civil war, and the civil war hasn't reached its most intense period yet. So neither the Bolshevik government nor the White Army government can spare attention for Vladivostok. The Japanese army is currently unimpeded in Vladivostok, with no rivals. The battle line will advance very quickly, and the Japanese government can also organize some small-scale immigration. The current situation should be like this."

The zaibatsu representatives nodded one after another, and several had joyful expressions on their faces.

He Rui continued to analyze the situation frankly. "However, the victor of the tragic Russian Civil War will definitely be a powerful armed force. And the Japanese government cannot bear the fiscal burden required for a large number of troops and immigrants to develop in Vladivostok. It will definitely reduce troops and try to let those few Japanese immigrants develop on their own. That is to say, two years later, these few Japanese troops and Japanese immigrants without personal arms will be attacked first by guerrillas supported by the victorious side in Russia. In my opinion, Japan will eventually withdraw from Vladivostok due to continuous defeats. In Chinese parlance, a large amount of investment will all be for naught."

The Japanese zaibatsu representatives present were indeed Japanese elites; no one expressed dissatisfaction, and several zaibatsu representatives showed expressions of agreement. Still, someone asked, "Your Excellency Chairman, won't Russia make concessions?"

He Rui nodded. "In Sakhalin, Russia will inevitably give up because it has no Russian Pacific Fleet capable of countering the Japanese Navy. But in Vladivostok, Russia will not give up. Occupying Vladivostok, or even Siberia, is an act where the costs outweigh the gains for the Japanese government; this is the main reason. Moreover, Russia will not adopt large-scale army operations this time, but use guerrilla warfare to cut off the Japanese army's supply lines, attacking and eliminating Japanese settlements. This will make the economic burden of Japan occupying Vladivostok even greater, and casualties will also be greater. Troop withdrawal is an inevitable result."

After He Rui finished speaking, a secretary came in to report, "Chairman, the meal is ready."

He Rui stood up and smiled. "Gentlemen, please go to the second floor; the scenery there is good, we can chat while eating."

Just as He Rui said, the scenery on the second floor of the big boat was excellent. But everyone just ate and chatted; no one mentioned the issue of buying shares in Northeast finance and mines again.

Sated with food and wine, and having chatted happily, everyone returned to Siping City. The secretary responsible for daily work delivered telegrams. The main leaders of the Northeast all wanted to know if a meeting should be held regarding this matter. These young people who initially followed He Rui had been growing rapidly in these few years. They were no longer He Rui's subordinates, but He Rui's comrades. At this time, they no longer needed to run to He Rui for a meeting whenever they encountered something.

He Rui smiled. "There won't be a specific meeting for these people, but there will be a meeting for this matter. This time, someone on the Japanese side wanted to probe us to see if they could control our economic core. The meeting has only one topic: what is the war of industrialized nations."
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Wang Donglu sent a telegram to the hotel where his parents were staying, feeling truly disappointed as he left the telegraph office. He had taken leave specifically to go to Shenyang to receive his parents, but because of work, he had to cut his leave short and leave his parents behind in Shenyang.

Of course, his father had been an official in Guizhou, and his parents had traveled thousands of *li* in their lives. Wang Donglu believed his parents could certainly handle the situation. Public security in the Northeast had been steadily improving, and the 'Northeast bandits' famous within the Pass had become a historical term. In the land Outside the Pass, often considered barbaric, his parents were actually quite safe.

But Wang Donglu himself hadn't been able to ensure this family reunion concluded smoothly. Even if it wasn't his fault, Wang Donglu still felt quite disappointed.

After canceling his leave, Wang Donglu returned to his Security Bureau dormitory in Siping, changed into work clothes, put on his Military Representative armband, and went straight to the Siping Automobile Manufacturing Plant where he was currently assigned.

Following security protocols, Wang Donglu showed his ID and pass. The automobile plant produced two types of vehicles: trucks and civilian passenger cars. Production was divided into two lines, and the Military Representative Office in the factory was similarly divided into two groups.

Passing through the wide lanes of the factory, huge workshop buildings stood side by side. On the passages between workshops, workers vigorously pushed carts transporting parts. There were also two newly trial-produced forklifts moving cargo under the supervision of technicians. The two large horizontal steel forks at the front used for lifting goods were very conspicuous, and Wang Donglu couldn't help watching them as he walked. It wasn't until some people suddenly appeared in front of him that he turned his attention back to the road.

Approaching were several foreign technicians. The Siping Automobile Manufacturing Plant was currently the largest automobile manufacturing enterprise in the Northeast and had introduced a large amount of British and French equipment and technology. According to the contract, Britain and France needed to provide engineers and technicians to work here for two years. One-third of the technicians in the entire factory were foreigners. Wang Donglu privately believed that one of his jobs was to monitor these foreign technicians.

Stepping aside for these technicians, Wang Donglu continued toward the Military Representative's office. Along the way, he saw several groups of foreign technicians, all accompanied by Chinese technicians assigned as apprentices, and equipped with translators. In the past three years, the Northeast had established a large number of factories through joint ventures. The Northeast government gave very preferential treatment to these foreign technicians. Not only were salaries high, but residential compounds were specially built for them, consisting of four-story red brick buildings. Fitness facilities, commercial areas, and schools for those with children were provided. There were also clubs for relaxation, and even religious facilities were available.

Wang Donglu had originally planned to go to the United States to study, and now he felt that arriving in Siping was no different from arriving in a foreign country.

No, there were still differences.

According to those students who had returned from studying abroad, although foreign countries were industrially developed, they were not paradises. There were quite a few criminal incidents; all the scoundrels found in China could be found abroad. Foreign countries were even ahead in new types of criminal gangs emerging based on industrialization.

The foreigners in Siping, apart from those who came for trade, were technicians; these people were considered decent people abroad. It could be said that the average level of these foreigners in Siping far exceeded the average in their home countries.

Lost in these wandering thoughts, he arrived at the Military Representative's office, where he was immediately called over by Zheng Silang. Zheng Silang had a solid build, wore a work uniform, and sported the wide armband of a Military Representative; he looked like a robust senior worker. However, meeting Zheng Silang's gaze, Wang Donglu was intimidated by the intensity in his eyes. Such a sharp, knife-like gaze could not belong to a worker; only a career soldier would be so focused and ready to deal with any challenge at any moment.

Zheng Silang said, "Comrade Wang Donglu, I received an order that your assignment as a Military Representative in the automobile plant has ended. Complete your handover immediately and report back to the Security Bureau."

Wang Donglu was very puzzled. He had only interned for a few days, and now he was leaving? Was it because he asked for leave to see his parents and had fallen out of favor with the higher-ups?

But Wang Donglu asked nothing. He was just about to agree and leave when he suddenly remembered something. "Representative Zheng, my time here was short; will the Military Representative Office write an evaluation for me?"

A trace of a smile appeared on Zheng Silang's face. "We will write an evaluation for you; don't worry."

Wang Donglu took his leave and went to complete the handover procedures as instructed. The next day, he returned to the Security Bureau. As soon as he entered, he noticed his colleagues giving him strange looks. Upon meeting the Director of the Siping Security Bureau, the Director asked straight away, "Comrade Wang Donglu, write a report on your service as a guard for Chairman He."

"I have already written a report and submitted it," Wang Donglu quickly explained.

"That one is for our Siping Security Bureau, different from the one you wrote for the General Bureau," the Director said somewhat unhappily. After speaking, the Director pondered for a moment before continuing, "Go handle the transfer procedures after you finish writing; you have been transferred to the Investment Promotion Bureau."

"Yes!" Wang Donglu replied. After speaking, he asked, "Director, does the Security Bureau also have stationed agents in the Investment Promotion Bureau?"

Now the Director's expression showed great displeasure. "Comrade Wang Donglu, didn't you hear clearly? You have been transferred to the Investment Promotion Bureau. After completing the procedures, you are no longer a member of the Security Bureau!"

This news shocked Wang Donglu. He didn't want to go to the Investment Promotion Bureau; why was he suddenly transferred?

But the Director didn't give Wang Donglu a chance to ask. He hardened his expression and ordered, "Go write the report now, and handle the procedures quickly!"

"...Yes," Wang Donglu had to respond.

Two days later, Zhao Tianlin invited Old Master Wang and his wife to dinner. After the three sat down, Zhao Tianlin said, "Brother Wang, Donglu's job has been transferred."

Old Master Wang was both surprised and delighted, quickly expressing his thanks to Zhao Tianlin. Although Old Master Wang didn't know the system of the Northeast government, he knew the Qing official system very well. Every promotion path had rules. Different backgrounds—whether a *Xiucai* who purchased their title, a *Juren* with a provincial degree, or a *Jinshi* who passed the imperial examination—all had their own distinct routes.

Even within the *Jinshi* rank, the promotion trajectories for the top tier, regular *Jinshi*, and 'Associate *Jinshi*' were vastly different.

Only with connections above could one deviate from the conventional promotion route. As for transfers between civil and military positions, only someone with influence reaching the heavens could achieve that.

Although he didn't know the system of the Northeast government, Old Master Wang was certain that the Northeast under He Rui's rule was a government with a rigorous system. That Zhao Tianlin could achieve such a thing showed that his influence in the government was very powerful.

Zhao Tianlin waved off Old Master Wang and his wife's thanks. He habitually looked around the room, then whispered, "Brother Wang, you are wrong about one thing. I don't have such great ability to transfer someone from the military to a department like the Investment Promotion Bureau."

Old Master Wang was not surprised but felt more reassured, and quickly responded, "May I ask who you approached? Rest assured, Brother Zhao, I will immediately reimburse the expenses for you."

Zhao Tianlin sighed slightly. "Brother Wang, your esteemed father said you are cautious in doing things; I have always remembered that. Please don't blame me for what I'm about to say."

Old Master Wang immediately felt something was amiss and nodded silently.

"Brother Wang, I pulled out Donglu's examination paper and showed it to Chairman He before mentioning the transfer. Apart from this method, I really had no other way." After Zhao Tianlin finished speaking, he sighed apologetically.

Old Master Wang's reaction was just as Zhao Tianlin expected. He was not happy; his expression became solemn. As a genuine *Jinshi*, Old Master Wang was very wary of 'advancement by favor'.

Any official promotion requires opportunity. When choosing among officials with similar performance, having a patron naturally leads to faster promotion. But 'advancement by favor' is completely different. It implies a lack of ability and grossly insufficient qualifications, yet because one is favored by those at the top, they skip the necessary trials and ascend directly to the heavens.

Precisely because of ascending so rapidly, there is nothing under one's feet. Once abandoned, one will naturally fall directly to the ground and be shattered to pieces.

However, Old Master Wang was not overly uneasy. He trusted Zhao Tianlin and also felt that if He Rui were a person who relied on favorites, he would absolutely not have today's power and influence. A very direct proof was Zhao Tianlin in front of him; Zhao Tianlin would never follow a leader who promoted favored ministers.

After a moment of silence, Old Master Wang forced a smile. "Brother Zhao, I know nothing about the official system of the Northeast. I wonder what kind of *Yamen* the Investment Promotion Bureau is."

At this time, the restaurant just started serving dishes. Zhao Tianlin smiled, "Brother Wang, let's talk while eating."

After speaking, he poured wine for Old Master Wang and Mrs. Wang. Zhao Tianlin raised his glass. "Brother Wang, let me toast you."

Old Master Wang didn't know what kind of *Yamen* the Investment Promotion Bureau was, but Wang Donglu, having studied and worked in the Security Bureau for two months, knew the functions of the Investment Promotion Bureau very well due to his training.

The work of the Investment Promotion Bureau was just as its name suggested: responsible for attracting business and investment. The Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau was the Englishman Morrison. Among the foreign officials in the Northeast, Morrison had the highest position and the greatest real power.

In the Security Bureau's basic assessment, the Investment Promotion Bureau led by Morrison was considered low-risk. Because Morrison was the Director, he was responsible for attracting investment from foreign enterprises. And the Investment Promotion Bureau was not only for attracting foreign investment; several deputy directors under it were responsible for attracting domestic investment.

Just as Wang Donglu had seen, due to the special relationship between He Rui and Japan, Japanese zaibatsu tended to seek business opportunities directly from He Rui. Director Morrison was merely a shrewd and capable Investment Promotion Director with extensive connections within the Northeast government, without any of the arrogance typical of foreigners.

After arriving at the Investment Promotion Bureau, Wang Donglu began to receive departmental training. At the same time, he did daily work in the mailroom. Wang Donglu carried a backpack, with a clipboard tied to the strap, delivering documents to offices one by one.

After working for just two days, Wang Donglu saw quite distinguished visitors in the corridor of the Investment Promotion Bureau office building. The Japanese zaibatsu delegation, led by Deputy Director Guo Hanshan, who was responsible for attracting investment from Japan, went straight to Director Morrison's office.

Wang Donglu was somewhat puzzled. He couldn't guess how the Japanese zaibatsu representatives had offended He Rui so that they couldn't get approval directly from He Rui and had to run to the Investment Promotion Bureau.

But keeping his thoughts to himself, Wang Donglu took the letters for the investment promotion group responsible for the domestic Jiangsu and Zhejiang regions into their office. Everyone already had an impression of Wang Donglu, the new young man. After taking the letters, they took the clipboard handed over by Wang Donglu, signed on the document receipt attached to it, and said, "Thank you."

Wang Donglu liked the atmosphere of the Northeast government very much. Compared with the strictly hierarchical system of the Qing Dynasty, everyone here showed goodwill under discipline and training requirements. 'Thank you' was not directed at anyone specifically, but expressed gratitude to the person providing the service; this gratitude was for the task, not the individual. These styles did not exist in the knowledge Wang Donglu learned from his father, making Wang Donglu feel very relaxed.

When Wang Donglu passed the door of Director Morrison of the Investment Promotion Bureau, the office door was already closed. Although Wang Donglu was curious about what was being discussed inside, he continued to run his errands hurriedly.

The negotiation in the office was a routine business negotiation. The Japanese zaibatsu representatives did not get any opportunity to touch the economic core of the Northeast. He Rui only allowed Japanese enterprises to invest according to the investment regulations of the Northeast.

Since He Rui set the tone this way, the subsequent matters were naturally the responsibility of the Investment Promotion Bureau. After the Investment Promotion Bureau concluded talks, it would be the turn of relevant mining, agriculture, and other departments to review.

This time, the Japanese side hoped to invest in mining operations. Morrison inquired about the investment location and the types of minerals to be produced.

In the office of the Siping Government Building, half of the standing committee members of the Central Committee of the Civilization Party were present—four of them. Plus He Rui and Zheng Silang, a total of six people held a meeting.

He Rui's tone was very relaxed. "At this stage, foreign powers are unlikely to adopt direct military invasion, but will adopt methods of supporting their agents within China and controlling China's economic lifeline to obtain super-profits. After the Japanese zaibatsu came this time, Mitsui Yasuki, not knowing whose instructions he was under, actually asked if he could provide gold to the Northeast Bank. He is really audacious."

The four standing committee members were Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, Tang Gui, and Xu Jia, representing the three major departments of party, government, and military, as well as the Organization Department. Tang Gui had now returned to the Party Central Committee to be responsible for party affairs. Hearing He Rui's words, Tang Gui was somewhat puzzled. "Chairman, if they tested the waters in casual conversation, how do we judge whether they are audacious or not?"

He Rui then explained, "Secretary Tang, do you think Japan will only provide gold?"

Tang Gui shook his head. If they provided gold, it meant what the Japanese side wanted was ten or a hundred times more precious than gold.

He Rui continued, "That's why I said he is so audacious, actually daring to threaten us."

"Threaten?" Tang Gui felt He Rui might be too sensitive.

Xu Chengfeng saw the puzzlement in Tang Gui's expression and couldn't help giving a cold laugh. "Secretary Tang, Japan daring to make such a request is itself a threat. If Secretary Tang encounters such a thing next time, you might as well respond directly like this; there won't be a mistake."

Tang Gui blinked, even more confused. He fully understood that the Japanese were bad, but regarding expressing threats through gestures of goodwill, Tang Gui indeed hadn't been exposed to training in this area.
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Tang Gui initially didn't quite understand what He Rui meant by 'threat'. But Xu Chengfeng clearly expressed agreement with He Rui's viewpoint. Wu Youping and Xu Jia looked thoughtful, obviously agreeing with He Rui and Xu Chengfeng's views, but they were considering other things.

Facing such a situation, Tang Gui was somewhat anxious, but quickly calmed down. Even in such a high-level meeting, Tang Gui remained unaffected by the comrades' attitudes and focused his thoughts on the matter itself.

Tang Gui was sure there should be no contradiction between himself and the comrades; this matter was not targeting him, but the Japanese. Now the focus of the problem was what the 'threat' was.

He Rui looked at Wu Youping and Xu Jia. The work these two had done so far was very different. Xu Jia had always done personnel work, a classic Organization Department career path. Wu Youping's path was more diverse; except for not participating much in land reform work, he had more experience than other comrades in municipal administration, finance, industry, and other areas.

He Rui still hesitated about which of these two was more suitable to be the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast Government. To put it diplomatically, both young comrades had outstanding strengths; to put it bluntly, both comrades had serious deficiencies in work experience and resume.

If these two could combine their strengths into one, they would be the most suitable candidate at present. However, they didn't have enough time to complete such an organizational process.

He Rui was about to return the topic to the purpose of this meeting when Tang Gui preemptively said, "Chairman, I have something to say."

Seeing He Rui nod in agreement, Tang Gui immediately said, "If our Northeast government proposes to the Japanese government to invest in the Bank of Japan, the Japanese side will definitely think we are either crazy and have lost the ability to raise serious political topics, or think we are prepared to use military force to compel the Japanese side to accept our unreasonable request."

He Rui hadn't expected Tang Gui to have already sorted out his thoughts. He only felt that Tang Gui indeed did things methodically and practically. He insisted on understanding things he couldn't figure out.

Diplomacy was not Tang Gui's forte, but his serious attitude was the reason why Tang Gui could become the Secretary of the Civilization Party.

The four people other than He Rui and Tang Gui actually didn't care about Tang Gui's speech on diplomacy, but at this time they all paid attention to Tang Gui. Xu Chengfeng laughed, "Secretary Tang, I said that out of anger at the Japanese, not at you."

Tang Gui certainly understood Xu Chengfeng's thoughts. Having figured out the internal logic of 'diplomatic threat', Tang Gui was also full of displeasure. Since Xu Chengfeng understood it from the beginning, it was normal for him to be unhappy.

Xu Jia had seen too many changes in comrades' thinking. At this time, he didn't want the topic to develop in a meaningless direction, so he interjected, "Is the 'war between industrialized nations' mentioned by the Chairman a metaphor, or are we really talking about war?"

He Rui liked Xu Jia's keenness very much; this was also He Rui's expectation for Xu Jia if he served as the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast. If Xu Jia could mature quickly in his work, with his considerable experience in the Organization Department, Xu Jia might do the job well.

If Wu Youping became the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast, mistakes would be inevitable. But Wu Youping's work experience in several practical departments could allow him to stand firm and grow.

But the position of the supreme administrative officer of the Northeast Government was not an internship; one had to bear responsibility. If the performance of the two was unqualified, they had to bear the political consequences—that is, step down. He Rui was worried that at that time, the two would lose themselves due to setbacks.

Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, you said before that our work is to prepare for war with Japan; is this the war you were talking about?"

These two people's words were really characteristic. He Rui was amused. He didn't answer Wu Youping's question but turned to ask Xu Jia, "Comrade Xu Jia, what do you think the 'war metaphor' and the 'war' refer to?"

Xu Jia answered immediately, "Chairman, Japan is not the only industrialized nation in this world. If we fight, we will definitely go to war with various industrialized nations."

Sure enough! He Rui answered happily, "In the works of communist predecessors we studied, Mr. Marx proposed that imperialism is the highest stage of capitalism. All industrialized countries inevitably face the problem of domestic production capacity exceeding domestic demand. To obtain superprofits, they must fight for the world market and implement commodity export and capital export. To fight for precious markets, war will definitely break out. Japan probing to touch our Northeast's economic core this time is to accomplish this purpose."

The comrades listened seriously. Tang Gui had participated in specific work such as land reform. During the work process, there were a myriad of details, and various problems emerged one after another. He felt he did his best but also left many regrets in the process.

Now considering the strategic opportunity period, he inevitably felt some lingering fear. During the period when He Rui carried out the revolution in the Northeast, Russia was in internal chaos, and Japan was working overtime to profit from the European war. Britain, France, and the US were all mired in war and had absolutely no strength to deal with the Northeast.

The Beiyang Army inside the pass, because of Yuan Shikai declaring himself emperor and the Beiyang internal strife triggered after Yuan Shikai's death, completely did not intervene in Northeast affairs. He Rui led the comrades to arduously complete land reform under the situation of no external pressure and began to attract large amounts of investment, reaching today.

As an 'old cadre' who joined He Rui's team less than ten days after Xu Chengfeng, Tang Gui knew the initial team of fifty people who went outside the pass. At that time, let alone Japan sending troops, if the Beiyang Army sent just one regiment, they could have crushed this small team of fifty.

Four years later, the Northeast Army had 120,000 regular troops, producing guns and mortars themselves. The Anhui and Zhili cliques of Beiyang already dared not take the initiative to attack the Fengtian clique. This was undoubtedly the result brought by the strategic opportunity period.

Now since He Rui said a new opportunity period must be fought for through war, presumably only in this way could further success be achieved.

Xu Chengfeng was high-spirited. "Chairman, the troops have begun confrontational exercises. Except for artillery which has absolutely no way to simulate live ammunition, our army has already been able to gain advantages in squad-level confrontational exercises. As long as there are large-caliber artillery pieces, we can complete division-level confrontation with Japan within two years."

Speaking of this, Xu Chengfeng looked at Zheng Silang. "Comrade Silang is a military representative at the automobile manufacturing plant; he must be very experienced in field towing of heavy artillery."

Zheng Silang chuckled, thanking Xu Chengfeng for his help in his heart. Originally, he felt being a military representative at the automobile manufacturing plant was a kind of 'exile'. After working at the automobile manufacturing plant, Zheng Silang increasingly felt it might not be the case.

In *Journey to the West*, Sun Wukong, the Great Sage Equaling Heaven, held the Ruyi Jingu Bang. According to the book, this Jingu Bang weighed 13,500 *jin*. That is, less than 7 tons.

The 150mm heavy artillery produced in Germany had a range of over 10 kilometers, said to be able to reach 15 kilometers. The weight exceeded 7 tons. Field artillery of this caliber could not be towed by existing horses in China and had to be transported by vehicles.

Among the projects Zheng Silang participated in, there was one targeting heavy-duty trailers. And a project for rapid transportation of large numbers of personnel.

These contents naturally didn't discuss military use, but as a cavalryman, Zheng Silang could fully see the meaning therein. So although Zheng Silang was very grateful for Xu Chengfeng's help, because of confidentiality regulations, he couldn't tell Xu Chengfeng that He Rui's arrangement for Zheng Silang indeed looked like 'exile', but was actually not exile at all.

When He Rui let Zheng Silang return to the army, Zheng Silang would definitely make the comrades' eyes light up, seeing the new equipment everyone dreamed of.

So Zheng Silang just smiled but said nothing.

Xu Jia was considering the confrontation between China and the great powers at this time. Hearing He Rui explain that the reason for the war against Japan was actually to win a strategic opportunity period, he also felt suddenly enlightened.

As for what to do in this strategic opportunity period, Xu Jia thought it was naturally to liberate all of China. Just as He Rui began to gain political power in the Northeast four years ago, and then implemented the New Policies in the Northeast.

Just as he wanted to ask about Russia, Wu Youping already asked, "Chairman, besides Japan, the great powers around us also include Russia. I think although Russia suffered damage in the civil war, it won't decline so simply. Is the Chairman preparing to ignore Russia or appease Russia?"

Since Wu Youping voiced Xu Jia's thoughts, Xu Jia listened seriously to He Rui's answer. He heard He Rui reply, "I said before that the current leaders of the Russian Bolshevik government are excellent strategic architects. So I hope very much to reach peace with the new Russian regime under a non-imperialist model. Although such expectations rely too much on individuals, when there is such an opportunity, I inevitably have to dream such a dream."

Xu Jia couldn't help smiling at He Rui's phrasing of 'dreaming', and other comrades as well as He Rui all laughed out loud. After laughing for a while, Xu Jia pressed, "Chairman, what if our dream cannot be realized?"

He Rui stopped smiling. "If the Russian Bolshevik government insists on the imperialist model, we can only respond with the imperialist model. In this regard, we must make it clear and plain to the Russian Bolshevik government. What the final result between the two countries will be depends on their own choice."
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Xu Chengfeng and Zheng Silang, emboldened by the wine, climbed the newly built broadcasting tower to overlook Siping from a height of more than ten meters. Siping's night view was ablaze with lights, dense as a field of stars descending upon the earth.

From the mouths of some chimneys in the industrial area, sparks and flashes could still be seen spewing forth. Needless to say, those were the steel plant and the power plant.

Xu Chengfeng asked his old classmate, "Silang, do you really not want to return to the army?"

Zheng Silang didn't know how to answer, for the reality was completely different from what Xu Chengfeng imagined. After pondering for a while, Zheng Silang could only reply, "I want to stay a while longer; there is still a lot of knowledge I haven't mastered."

Xu Chengfeng felt that Zheng Silang must be working hard to achieve something greater, and he couldn't help being curious. "Can you tell me about it?"

Zheng Silang didn't talk about equipment, but about military doctrine. "I am researching the organization of motorized troops—using motorized units to replace cavalry for rapid maneuvers."

Xu Chengfeng immediately asked, "This so-called 'motorized' force... what does 'motor' mean?"

Seeing Xu Chengfeng's interest, Zheng Silang began to explain with excitement. "'Motorized' refers to vehicles that travel on wheels. Another type is armored troops, which rely on tracks. The tanks that appeared in various countries during the European War are armored troops."

Xu Chengfeng listened to this brand-new concept with a mix of surprise and anticipation, and he was quite pleased. Some in the army's upper echelons rumored that Zheng Silang had changed combat dispositions on his own initiative and, after being fiercely criticized by Chairman He Rui, was exiled to be a military representative. They said Zheng Silang, unable to bear the blow, had wilted.

Based on his understanding of Zheng Silang, Xu Chengfeng hadn't believed it. Hearing Zheng Silang now, Xu Chengfeng was completely relieved. Zheng Silang wasn't depressed at all; he was biding his time, accumulating strength for a breakthrough.

After listening for a while, Xu Chengfeng felt something wasn't quite right. When Zheng Silang finished, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Silang, vehicles are so heavy; surely they can't compare with the agility of horses?"

Zheng Silang laughed. "I asked the Chairman this same question. The Chairman gave me a problem to solve: which exerts greater pressure on the ground—a warhorse carrying a cavalryman, or a truck or tank? I'll tell you the result directly: the average ground pressure of a tank is the lowest, followed by a truck, and the horse's hoof is the highest."

Xu Chengfeng's basic physics knowledge was sound, he just hadn't considered it from that angle. He asked for the pressure formula, and emboldened by the alcohol, he scribbled calculations in the night air with his finger. Xu Chengfeng discovered the result was indeed so.

Zheng Silang had calculated it many times long ago, and had even verified it in the field. He exhaled a breath smelling of alcohol and sighed, "So tanks can easily pass through relatively poor ground, whereas horses might not necessarily make it. If we're comparing fragility, horses are much more delicate than cars."

Xu Chengfeng thought it over but still couldn't quite accept it. "I still feel something is wrong!"

Zheng Silang had figured out these problems long ago. Hearing that Xu Chengfeng felt the same as he did initially, he laughed. "A truck carries the full set of equipment for a squad. That's ten men, seven rifles, one light machine gun. It might also carry a 60mm mortar. Even if an infantry squad has no spare horses, that takes twelve to fifteen horses. When you weigh it up, you can't equate one horse with one truck."

Comparing one vehicle against fifteen horses, Xu Chengfeng's mind immediately cleared. He laughed, "That is brilliant! Hearing you put it that way, I immediately feel that... motorized infantry is indeed better than cavalry! It saves so much trouble!"

Seeing his work recognized, Zheng Silang was very happy. "Exactly. If our army can become motorized, although cavalry can still undertake limited roles, they will no longer be the main force for assault operations."

After saying this, Zheng Silang felt his research still had too many deficiencies, so he turned the topic back to their friends. "How is Ruofan recently? With his character, having not heard him jump out to speak for so long, I'm worried something might have happened to him."

Thinking of Cheng Ruofan's current state, Xu Chengfeng couldn't help laughing. "Ruofan! Hehe. He is now pouring all his energy into figuring out how to build field fortifications without the Japanese finding out. I really didn't expect Ruofan to be able to focus on one thing so attentively."

"Haha!" Zheng Silang was also amused. Thinking of Cheng Ruofan's concentrated look, Zheng Silang remembered Cheng Ruofan before school exams. Cheng Ruofan wasn't unintelligent, and his memory was certainly no problem; he could even have a photographic memory for subjects he liked. The problem was that his attention was too easily distracted.

Xu Chengfeng laughed for a while, and his train of thought returned to the war. "Silang, the Military Commission has formulated a war plan, though it hasn't been reported to the Chairman yet. Your idea of motorized infantry is very interesting. The Japanese control the South Manchuria Railway. Once the war starts, we may not necessarily be able to seize the South Manchuria Railway immediately and run it smoothly. Moving troops in large numbers by truck is a good method. Even if the railway cannot be used immediately, we have started building roads in rural areas and can use these roads for transportation."

Zheng Silang nodded repeatedly. "I have also considered this. This requires more detailed logistical work, including the design of various depots. Chengfeng, do you feel that the land reform and grassroots government construction the Chairman did from the beginning happen to meet such requirements? We can do these tasks now without any resistance. Often, as I ponder this, my thoughts turn to land reform—the Chairman had already planned this war before returning to China."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. "I have the same feeling. The Chairman said we must rely on war to create a strategic opportunity period for China. This is not just the Chairman's current idea; it is what he has always been striving to implement!"

Hearing that his insight was shared, Zheng Silang breathed a sigh of relief. "Then I'm relieved. Since we started preparing for this war a few years ago, we just need to implement the preparations step by step."

Although the "old classmates" gathered happily, their conversation inevitably returned to their duties. Moreover, the more they talked, the more excited they became. It wasn't until late at night, when the lights of the residents in Siping City went out one after another and the entire city fell into a quiet and peaceful sleep, that they finally came down from the broadcasting tower.

At this time, Cheng Ruofan was not asleep. He was leading an engineering team to carry out construction under the cover of night. Cheng Ruofan himself walked quietly in the darkness, listening to how loud the sound produced by the project was.

In the dark night, no one saw Cheng Ruofan frowning tightly. No matter how careful they were, the commotion was loud. Trying to deceive the Japanese with such quiet construction was basically impossible.

Cheng Ruofan napped for a while when he was exhausted. As soon as dawn broke, he rushed to the construction site to see the results. The efficiency of quiet construction in the dark was very low—less than half that of daytime work.

This was already the fourth time Cheng Ruofan had tested late-night construction. Looking at the earthwork volume that hadn't advanced much all night, Cheng Ruofan ruled out this feasibility. Permanent fortifications must be built on a grand scale; concealed construction was not feasible.

Since taking responsibility for the construction of permanent field fortifications, Cheng Ruofan and the staff officers participating in the project had drafted various scenarios and tested them one by one. Various possibilities had been tried and rejected. Now there was only one feasible option left: to disguise the permanent field fortification project as civilian infrastructure construction.

If such a method were adopted, the challenge would be maintaining secrecy under those conditions.

Having reached a conclusion, Cheng Ruofan immediately took all reports back to Shenyang, preparing to convene a staff meeting of the Engineering Command.
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On October 10, 1919, Sir John Jordan habitually picked up the *Northeast Daily* to take a look. Sure enough, as he expected, the *Northeast Daily* had absolutely no coverage of the National Day. Picking up a few other newspapers, there were only a scant few articles related to the National Day of the Republic of China.

Meanwhile, in Omsk, the capital of Western Siberia in distant Russia, Admiral Kolchak, the Supreme Ruler of the Russian Provisional Government, rode a fine horse, watching the last train loaded with evacuees leave Omsk.

This Admiral of the old Russian Empire, former Commander of the Black Sea Fleet, was tall and had a rugged appearance. The sharp lines of his face and his tightly pursed lips revealed the pain in his heart at this moment.

But Admiral Kolchak said nothing, burying all emotions deep in his heart. After taking one last look at Omsk, the seat of the Russian Provisional Government for over a year, Kolchak turned his horse around and left Omsk with his guards, following the railway line.

Even in a forced retreat, the guards still held the double-headed eagle flag of the Russian Provisional Government high. In the cold wind of Siberia in October, the double-headed eagle military flag still fluttered loudly in the wind.

If possible, General Kolchak would have preferred to transport the cavalry by train. But the limited trains had all been used to transport Russian citizens who swore not to fall into the hands of the Bolshevik regime. Since the failure of the grand offensive against Moscow in the spring of 1919, General Kolchak had keenly realized that the Provisional Government Cabinet and the Czechoslovak Legion, which obeyed remote control from France, were trying to ostracize him.

Throughout the summer, the Provisional Government's army suffered continuous defeats. After the campaign to open up the communication lines toward Ukraine failed completely, the Provisional Government Cabinet retreated to the Siberian region together with the Czechoslovak Legion in June.

Kolchak, however, couldn't just walk away. There were still 500,000 troops willing to follow Kolchak personally. 750,000 people who would rather die than surrender to the Bolsheviks were also willing to follow Kolchak. Kolchak could never abandon them.

The rear-guard cavalry galloped all the way and arrived at a village before dark. Kolchak called for Deng Jinsheng, the Northeast representative accompanying the army. Watching this young Chinese man appear before him looking somewhat exhausted, Kolchak's mood was quite complex.

This Chinese man had once been regarded by Kolchak as a 'vampire', and even now, he remained so. But Deng Jinsheng was like a cold but relatively trustworthy Jew; while taking Kolchak's gold, he also delivered everything Kolchak purchased.

Whether it was weapons and ammunition, railway transportation, or food for 1.25 million people. This representative of the Chinese Northeast Government named Deng Jinsheng would do his utmost to satisfy Kolchak's requests... as long as Kolchak paid in gold.

"Mr. Deng, Happy National Day," Kolchak said to this tall Chinese man.

Deng Jinsheng was stunned. It took him about ten seconds to realize what Kolchak was saying. Regardless of Kolchak's purpose in saying this, Deng Jinsheng replied, "Thank you."

Kolchak had fought in the Russo-Japanese War and fought bloody battles against the Japanese in Lushun (Port Arthur), China. Coupled with the recent need to pay attention to Northeast China, he naturally knew about China's internal division. Thinking that China could at least maintain a superficial peace, he felt inevitably sad in his heart.

But as a leader bearing the lives of over a million people, Kolchak could only suppress these feelings and ask, "Mr. Deng, thank you to the Northeast Government for helping us transport a large number of people in the past few months. Before winter, could your government allow us to reach Vladivostok?"

After speaking, Kolchak stared at Deng Jinsheng, who had maintained credibility so far. Deng Jinsheng thought briefly and replied, "Your Excellency, we agreed to transport your country's personnel to towns along the line south of Lake Baikal. If you want to transport them to Vladivostok, that will cost extra."

This was how Deng Jinsheng had been for the past year or so. Kolchak's subordinates had cursed Deng Jinsheng out of anger, and some had even threatened him. But none of this changed Deng Jinsheng. At least until now, every word Deng Jinsheng said had been honored.

Sure enough, Deng Jinsheng continued, "Your Excellency, transporting over a million people to Vladivostok requires a detailed plan. Have you made such a plan, Your Excellency?"

Kolchak didn't answer. Because at this very moment, Kolchak felt a pang of regret. If he led the troops to the Vladivostok region, the richest part of the Russian Far East, although it would be convenient for wintering, he would also have run to the end of Russia. If he couldn't quickly restore combat effectiveness and annihilate the pursuing Bolshevik troops, only complete destruction would remain.

At this time, Deng Jinsheng wasn't considering the future of the White Army at all. If Kolchak's team went to Vladivostok, they would inevitably pass through the Northeast. At that time, he could go home.

Going home, now more than a year away from home. Just thinking about being able to go home, Deng Jinsheng felt his heart had already flown out of his chest, flying toward his hometown. In the next moment, Deng Jinsheng felt as if he couldn't wait even a second longer.
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The Russian White Guard cavalry had been marching for three days. On the fourth day, even the Don horses, known for their endurance and ability to withstand cold environments, had lost some of their vitality.

The rearguard cavalry led by Kolchak, however, still maintained their fighting spirit. These Russian White Guards followed their trusted general, harboring the hope of a comeback, riding forward, away from the clutches of the Bolsheviks. To save the horses' strength, the White Guards reduced their speed and advanced toward the agreed-upon station.

In the afternoon, several cavalrymen wearing White Guard uniforms caught up from behind. Kolchak's subordinates immediately stopped, raised their rifles, and prepared for battle. The newcomers rode hard, clearly having no regard for their horses. In the early winter of October in Siberia, the horses snorted heavily, and upon closer inspection, Kolchak's troops could even see foam at the corners of the horses' mouths.

The leading White Guard cavalryman shouted loudly, "We are from the Second Cavalry Battalion, coming from Omsk!"

Such a shout only heightened the vigilance of the rearguard cavalry. Everyone who stayed in Omsk had chosen not to follow Kolchak anymore; the purpose of catching up at this time was obviously suspicious.

Kolchak was already among the troops. He parted the soldiers and rode out. The few White Guard cavalrymen who caught up immediately jumped off their heavily panting horses, stepped forward, and saluted Kolchak. "Your Excellency, the Red Army has entered Omsk. After entering the city, they started arresting people; those officers and soldiers who laid down their weapons were all taken away. We escaped desperately and survived."

Kolchak didn't answer immediately. The brutality of the civil war exceeded his imagination. The troops on both sides already had strong hostility and hatred. Not long after the war broke out, shooting prisoners of war became common practice. Kolchak came from a naval background and was very resistant to shooting prisoners of war, but he was powerless. As the cycle of vengeance escalated, everyone went crazy, completely unbound by any rules of war.

In these days, Kolchak also reflected on the failure of the war. He helplessly discovered that now, when surrender offered no safety, the troops on the battlefield would erupt with astonishing fighting will. When the White Army was defeated, the will to continue fighting could no longer be rallied. In contrast, the Red Army, which had the advantage, fought stronger and stronger, defeating the White Army like crushing dry weeds and smashing rotten wood.

Kolchak asked about the designation of the Red Army. These few White Guards said it seemed to be Tukhachevsky's troops, but they were only concerned with fleeing for their lives and didn't notice these details at all.

Those rearguard White Guard cavalrymen were instantly enraged. Someone pulled the bolt of his rifle and shouted, "How could you not know the designation of the Red Army? You are here to deceive us!"

Seeing that the expressions of those few White Guards were full of annoyance and fear, Kolchak said, "I believe you. Thank you for coming to notify me of this news. Where are you going next?"

The few former White Guards who escaped were speechless for a moment, and finally said with difficulty, "Your Excellency, please allow us to continue following you."

Kolchak turned back and shouted to the troops, "Change a few horses for them; their horses can't run anymore."

Although the cavalry following Kolchak still didn't believe these guys who escaped, since Kolchak gave the order, no one objected. The cavalry handed over the horses used for replacement to these few White Guards, led their exhausted horses, and continued to advance eastward.

Deng Jinsheng didn't know what happened. As long as the troops continued eastward, they were closer to the Northeast. Kolchak had failed, and Deng Jinsheng held no illusions about them. Returning to the Northeast quickly became Deng Jinsheng's only expectation.

Since they knew the Red Army had caught up, marching slowly was meaningless. The cavalry sped up, and after a few days of arduous marching, finally arrived at the agreed-upon station.

This was a common station on the vast Siberian plain. The tattered Russian double-headed eagle flag hung on the flagpole at the top of the station. The Bolsheviks would raise their flags on all captured landmark buildings. Even so, the troops crept in very carefully, and soon came back to report happily, "Your Excellency, it's still our brothers in the station; they have prepared a train."

The resolute expression on Kolchak's chiseled face remained unchanged. He just nodded and issued an order, "Board the train!"

The whistle sounded. Although it was transporting the rearguard troops fleeing the Red Army's attack, Deng Jinsheng felt the whistle was full of joy. Moreover, what made Deng Jinsheng happy was that this train was actually a vehicle of the Northeast Railway Corps. Since recovering the Chinese Eastern Railway, Chairman He Rui had ordered the establishment of the Railway Corps. This train was one of the many trains 'leased' by the Russian White Guards.

Deng Jinsheng ran to the locomotive and chatted with the Chinese driver. On such a long railway line, the driver didn't worry about switching tracks. The Trans-Siberian Railway was basically a single-track railway, and often running for a day and night might not reach the next station. So he chatted happily with Deng Jinsheng.

"Brother, you are not in the Northeast, so you don't know that life in our neck of the woods is much better. After the land was distributed, before, half the bowl was wild vegetables or something, now a bowl of rice is all rice. The government also taught how to grow sunflowers. Those who listened to the government earliest can have tens of *jin* of oil a year in one family. We hadn't eaten it before, brother. Those fish in the river, fried in oil and then cooked, are really damn fragrant. Just sprinkle salt and pepper on the fish and eat it straight; it's fragrant! Really fragrant!"

Deng Jinsheng's family was among the earliest batch to 'listen to the government', but at that time sunflowers had just begun to be promoted. Before they could grow a result, Deng Jinsheng had been ordered to be a liaison officer with the Russian White Guards. Hearing that life at home was better now, tears and saliva welled up uncontrollably.

Wiping away tears and swallowing saliva, Deng Jinsheng said happily, "When I get home, I must taste the fresh food."

The Railway Corps had fixed supplies and oil coupons every month. Being out for so long, frightened and worried, he ate even worse. The driver also wiped the corners of his mouth and echoed loudly, "Must taste it! Not having eaten these, I feel like I've lived in vain! Brother, my family is from Heilongjiang. Meeting abroad is fate. When we return to Harbin, I'll treat you!"

How could Deng Jinsheng think of being polite? He answered loudly, "Alright! You treat, I pay!" After speaking, he laughed loudly.

Unlike the laughter and joy inside the locomotive, Kolchak and the White Guard Deputy Chief of Staff who stayed at the agreed place to wait for him were having a conversation with a heavy atmosphere.

Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev looked anxious. "Your Excellency, we'd better not use the Chinese railway. They are eyeing our gold. We cannot let them succeed!"

Kolchak certainly knew that the purpose of the Northeast government was to make money, with no intention of aiding the White Guards. But this gold was no longer so important compared to the current situation. Since the Russian Provisional Government had fled east, the only power left to rely on was the Japanese government. Kolchak asked, "Nikolaev, what is the attitude of the Japanese government?"

Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev looked sorrowful and indignant. "The Japanese government proposed that we cede Sakhalin and the Kuril Islands in exchange for their support. Moreover, the Japanese government demands privileges in Vladivostok. Chief of Staff Zyuganov is arguing with the Japanese government representatives."

Kolchak was not surprised. It would be surprising if the Japanese government proposed no requirements. At this time, the Russian Provisional Government must rely on foreign forces to persist, only then was a successful counterattack possible. At least, it needed the support and protection of world powers to continue to exist. Kolchak must persist until that time.

To get Japan's protection, one must have enough capital. Kolchak asked the Deputy Chief of Staff about the personnel retreat. The Deputy Chief of Staff looked slightly calmer at this time. "The Chinese transported coal and grain. Although everyone is starving, at least they haven't starved to death yet. But the Chinese do not allow us to enter their border. They threatened us that if we approach their border, they will act according to the emergency clauses in the agreement."

Kolchak wasn't very clear about the emergency clauses in the agreement, and only after asking the Deputy Chief of Staff did he confirm, "The Northeast government will no longer provide any grain and materials, and will deduct the train deposit from the gold we placed in the Northeast Bank. If the train cannot return safely to their side, the Northeast government will confiscate these deposits."

"How much gold do we still have on the Chinese side?" Kolchak asked.

"There are still 31 tons," the Deputy Chief of Staff replied.

Kolchak possessed the gold of Tsarist Russia in the Kazan treasury, containing 500 tons of gold. Previously, purchasing Chinese weapons and materials had already spent nearly 200 tons, and another 100 tons were transferred to the British side through the Northeast Bank.

The British side provided a lot of financial support at the beginning of the Russian Civil War. After Kolchak and Denikin were defeated, Britain interrupted its support. As for the French, they had no power in the Far East, only stringing along the Czechoslovak Legion, letting the representative of the Czechoslovak Legion act as France's mouthpiece in the Russian Provisional Government.

By now, Kolchak had parted ways with the Czechoslovak Legion. Weighing his options, Kolchak had an idea. "When we reach Lake Baikal, demand the Chinese immediately provide a batch of grain. We won't wait; head south immediately, pick up the grain en route, and everyone marches to Vladivostok on foot."

The Deputy Chief of Staff hadn't expected Kolchak to actually want to march thousands of miles on foot to Vladivostok in this cold early winter. For a moment, he didn't know whether to be moved or astonished. But on second thought, he didn't object anymore. The Chinese transportation service charged fees. If over a million people were sent to Vladivostok, nothing would be left in the Provisional Government's treasury.

If they walked to Vladivostok, a large amount of materials and funds could be saved. This was also the last capital of the Russian Provisional Government.

The news was sent to Shenyang via the radio carried by Deng Jinsheng and was soon known by everyone in the Northeast Bank. The President of the Northeast Bank was named Wang Yongjiang, one of the bureaucrats in the old Northeast bureaucratic system of the Zhang Xiluan era. After He Rui took power, he gradually replaced the old bureaucrats. Among the old bureaucrats, Wang Yongjiang was the first one not only not replaced but standing out.

Wang Yongjiang was born in 1872, a native of Jinzhou, Fengtian. He read extensively in his youth and was exceptionally talented. He had a quick mind and was also skilled in medicine. While serving in the Liaoyang police administration, he performed his duties faithfully and was deeply appreciated by Yuan Jinkai, being promoted to the director of the Fengtian Provincial Capital Tax Bureau.

Because of Wang Yongjiang's literati style, there was no corruption or perversion of the law during his tenure. After staying in office, he passed the political review and worked quite hard during the land reform, truly standing out among a group of old officials who mourned the land reform like mourners at a funeral.

Later, when the Northeast Bank was formed, he was appointed as the Bank President.

After becoming the President of the Northeast Bank, Wang Yongjiang raised an objection for the first time, and directly opposed He Rui's opinion.

As the central bank of the Northeast government, the Northeast Bank was one of the cores of economic work. He Rui knew there were no senior financial talents in the current Civilization Party, so besides establishing a party branch of the Civilization Party, a committee was also established.

As an old official, Wang Yongjiang did not oppose the influence and control of the Civilization Party branch in the Northeast Bank. He only publicly opposed the few foreign employees in the Northeast Bank.

The reason for objection was very simple and clear: how could the central bank of the Northeast allow foreigners inside? They were unreliable.

Wang Yongjiang was not the only one with such a view; many Civilization Party members had similar thoughts. As a result, Wang Yongjiang temporarily became the leader of opinion expression within the Northeast Bank.

He Rui finally had to hold several meetings with Wang Yongjiang and the others before everyone accepted this arrangement.

More than a year later, Wang Yongjiang had accepted He Rui's idea. The risk of a bank did not lie in some incredible secret news being known by others; the risk of a bank lay in the safety of a large number of account records.

Foreign employees working in the bank were just earning money based on their skills. As long as those account records were safe, foreign banking experts were actually not a threat. What could they do? Tell others the amount of funds in the Northeast Bank? Or tell others the future monetary policy of the Northeast Bank?

These news didn't need this group of foreign banking experts to reveal at all; the government regularly published various reports in newspapers. It was really publicized with great fanfare.

If there was any news they didn't want these foreign employees to know, just don't let them attend the meeting. For example, learning that the million-strong White Guards didn't want to rely on the railway service provided by the Northeast to go to Vladivostok, Wang Yongjiang didn't notify these foreign employees when convening the meeting.

At the beginning of the meeting, Wang Yongjiang, who was older than this group of young people, had to bear the responsibility of an elder. "Comrades, I hold this meeting to speak candidly. Not letting foreigners participate is because I want to say a few words. Have we forgotten not to overreach when earning Russian money?"

These words were indeed a bit hurtful, and the first reaction of the young people was anger. However, Wang Yongjiang had prepared long ago. As he said, holding the meeting without notifying foreign employees was to save face for everyone. Disgrace shouldn't be shown in front of foreigners.

Before the young comrades could speak unhappily, Wang Yongjiang continued, "Everyone say it clearly first, do you think that gold belongs to the Russians?"

With such a question, the more agitated young comrades were speechless. There were also some comrades who didn't covet this gold originally, just watching this somewhat awkward meeting quietly.

Seeing that at least there were no such obsessed guys among the comrades, Wang Yongjiang continued, "Some people say Yuan Shikai betrayed the country and was forced to accept the Twenty-One Demands. So the Japanese government is a bunch of bastards. I think the Japanese government is a bunch of bastards because they pose a threat to us. But we must look at the root of the matter: it was Yuan Shikai who proposed borrowing money from the Japanese government, and only then did the Japanese government propose the Twenty-One Demands. Even facing the wrath of the entire nation, Yuan Shikai still wanted to borrow money! Yuan Shikai did betray the country because he accepted the Japanese conditions in exchange for loans. The Northeast Bank indeed needs more gold. I understand everyone wants to make the Northeast Bank better. This is not wrong. But that idea is wrong; our comrades in the Northeast Bank cannot think like that!"

A speech left the young comrades of the Northeast Bank speechless, and the conference room was silent for a moment.

Wang Yongjiang breathed a sigh of relief. If someone still jumped out to say some bastard words at this time, Wang Yongjiang could only immediately let the troublemaker leave the humble institution of the Northeast Bank.

Not giving these people a chance to act out, Wang Yongjiang ordered, "From today on, everyone stop discussing the Russians' affairs. The Chairman proposed the requirement of building rural cooperatives, opening banks in various villages and towns, depositing money, and issuing production loans. Our work is very heavy; comrades participating in this work will have to work hard. Meeting adjourned!"

This matter soon reached He Rui. He Rui made a phone call to Wang Yongjiang's office and invited him to have dinner together.

He Rui's dinner was very simple: four dishes (two meat, two vegetable), and a soup made of corn grits. There was no wine on the table. He Rui raised his water cup. "Thank you for your hard work, President Wang."

Seeing He Rui support him so much, Wang Yongjiang was also quite happy and raised his water cup. "It's my duty."

The two drank the plain boiled water dry, both happy.
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Wang Yongjiang was neither handsome nor particularly tall. Influenced by the Northeast Government's trend of short hair and clean-shaven faces, he did not deliberately grow a full beard. The 47-year-old man looked neat and tidy.

At the dinner table, Wang Yongjiang was very at ease. After all, He Rui had ordered small portions. If they were following the rules of Qing officialdom, Wang Yongjiang might have felt obliged to refrain from eating, but he had heard that He Rui strongly disliked the style of the old bureaucracy.

Sure enough, seeing that He Rui had no particular interest in the food and ate casually—mostly picking at the dishes with heavier seasoning—Wang Yongjiang relaxed.

Approaching fifty, Wang Yongjiang had long been tempered by life's experiences into a steady calm. Although he had various thoughts, he adopted the same attitude as He Rui and helped him sweep the plates clean. After finishing the egg drop soup, He Rui picked up his water cup, took a sip, and sighed, "Was the salt merchant beaten to death?"

Only then did Wang Yongjiang realize that He Rui felt the food was too salty. He couldn't help but admire He Rui's temperament. With He Rui's current status, simply getting up and leaving without a word after being served unpalatable food would be considered highly cultivated. Cursing a few times on the spot would be entirely normal.

But seeing He Rui so forbearing, Wang Yongjiang was also a bit worried. Picking up his water cup and taking a sip, he said, "Chairman, the young comrades are acting a bit too intensely, but what I said at the meeting was also a bit excessive."

He Rui held his cup and laughed. "Not excessive. President Wang is holding the young comrades to the standards of mature, outstanding adults. Everyone is young, so it is inevitable that they are eager for quick success. President Wang did the right thing in this matter."

Only then did Wang Yongjiang feel relieved. After all, he was from the old government, while the young comrades were He Rui's personal followers; the difference in closeness was self-evident.

Relaxed, Wang Yongjiang asked a question he was curious about. "Chairman, those Russians want to trek from Lake Baikal to Vladivostok in this freezing winter. I'm afraid many will die on the way. I'm worried there might be chaos on the border."

Wang Yongjiang watched He Rui's reaction. He saw that He Rui's expression was indifferent, showing no hatred toward the Russians. This magnanimous and composed demeanor was inconsistent with He Rui's youth of thirty; he was too steady.

He Rui appreciated Wang Yongjiang's attitude of limiting his emotional response within the bounds of propriety, so he replied, "President Wang, hundreds of thousands of people freezing and starving to death is a humanitarian disaster. This is not a natural disaster, but a man-made one. As members of the human race, we cannot sit back and ignore it. Although hundreds of thousands in Europe and America are falling ill every day due to their poor personal hygiene, and thousands die daily, we still need to appeal to the world about this matter. We cannot simply look away."

Wang Yongjiang didn't like Russians at all and had no interest in their suffering. He was even clearer that the White Russians, in order to keep their wealth, were forcing over a million people to risk death in this great migration. In his heart, he strongly disapproved of Kolchak, the former ruler of the Russian Provisional Government.

Hearing that He Rui refrained from talking about profiting from the Russians' disaster and actually wanted to appeal on their behalf, he couldn't help being surprised. "Chairman He, do you really want to help the Russians?"

He Rui nodded. "I have no interest in Russians. If I didn't know about this matter, I wouldn't pay attention either. But since I know, I can't pretend I didn't see it; this is the bottom line of common decency. I have arranged for the Foreign Affairs Office to tell this story in European and American newspapers, and I will organize grain supplies so that the millions of Russian people fleeing the civil war can survive as much as possible."

Wang Yongjiang felt a surge of admiration. Compared with the group of young people who only thought about enriching the Northeast Bank's precious metal reserves, He Rui truly had a compassionate heart.

"The Chairman is indeed a man who does great things!" Wang Yongjiang exclaimed.

He Rui wasn't just talking. While he spoke with Wang Yongjiang, the British *The Times*, the French *Le Figaro*, and newspapers of various countries that had dealings with the Allies during the European war published the news at He Rui's mobilization.

Just as He Rui had explained the current international situation to Wang Yongjiang, the 1918 coronavirus pandemic that erupted from the United States was torturing the world. In the worst year, 1918, according to population loss data available to US authorities, 200,000 people died in October alone. Not only was the United States miserable as the place of origin, but European countries also suffered massive fatalities.

However, the flu in the winter of 1919 was much milder compared to the previous two years. Many people just fell ill, and recovery was much faster. So in the winter of 1919, most American factories resumed normal operations, and Europe was much the same. Besides working, the workers' attention was captured by the possibility of this large-scale death in the East.

Not only Europe and America, but Comrade Lenin in Moscow also saw the newspaper. At this time, the Bolshevik Central Committee members in Moscow had also seen it. Seeing their enemies facing such a desperate situation, many Central Committee members were in a good mood. Most of those who felt regret only regretted losing the opportunity to personally finish off this group of stubborn White bandits.

Commissar Joffe, Chairman of the Foreign Affairs Committee, didn't see it this way. This diplomatic expert among the Bolsheviks looked worried. Learning that Lenin had also seen the report, Joffe's tone was slow but firm: "Comrade Lenin, He Rui's attitude toward the White bandits is worth pondering. The news he released in European and American newspapers is obviously meant to curry favor with the left-wing Social Democrats in Europe, hoping to leave a good impression. But I don't think doing so can bring He Rui tangible benefits."

Lenin didn't answer immediately; he agreed with Commissar Joffe's judgment. Left-wing Social Democrats sympathized with the working people but were very opposed to the casualties brought by violent revolution. He Rui's appeal to prevent an impending humanitarian disaster would be very much to their taste.

After all, in the eyes of Social Democrats, these million-plus people were also human beings.

If He Rui had only written such an article, Comrade Lenin would have merely thought He Rui was a relatively radical Social Democrat, a bourgeois reformist. But He Rui had brought up the Bolshevik branch shooting the Tsar's whole family in 1918, which forced Lenin to adjust his view.

He Rui's wording in the article could be seen as criticism: *"...Socialist revolution is a great cause, a humanitarian cause. In the process of promoting this cause, there will indeed be bloodshed and sacrifice, but this sacrifice must be meaningful. Could the Bolshevik government shoot the Tsar's whole family, including four maids? Of course they could. But this process should not be retaliatory killing; it should demonstrate the existence of law through court trials. Now, under intense emotions, the Russian people can accept such killing. But decades after peace arrives, the people will inevitably question how those who killed underage children could bring themselves to do it. Just as decades later, someone will surely question: why not kill the White Army on the battlefield? Why not sentence those counter-revolutionaries to death in court? Instead, choosing to let them die by deliberately ignoring their plight? Is this the humanitarianism of socialist revolution?"*

Comrade Lenin had lived in Western Europe for a long time and knew the rhetoric of left-wing Social Democrats. A true Social Democrat would use similar language but would not employ such logic.

If one considered that He Rui also stood on the position of socialist revolution, this news article could be regarded as a kind of advice. Advice to the Bolshevik government.

Seeing Comrade Lenin didn't answer, Commissar Joffe was about to speak again when he heard Lenin say, "Comrade Joffe, give me a little time. Let me think."

Lenin stood up and paced the office with his hands behind his back. Joffe initially followed the beloved Comrade Lenin's footsteps with his gaze, but soon withdrew his eyes and began to ponder.

In Joffe's view, He Rui's purpose was to create a good influence in Europe. Although this influence didn't help He Rui much substantively, gaining recognition in Europe obviously helped He Rui himself establish his status as a Chinese leader.

Of course, if viewed from a perspective of struggle, He Rui was showing his divergence from the Bolshevik government. If so, He Rui might very well join the ranks of the foreign intervention forces.

While Joffe analyzed He Rui's position, Comrade Lenin stopped pacing. "Comrade Joffe, send a telegram to the representative office in Shenyang. Request a meeting with He Rui."

"What should we talk about?" Joffe asked. If He Rui had confirmed his imperialist stance, any negotiation would only fuel his arrogance and would not help solve Russia's problems.

Comrade Lenin had made up his mind. "Just talk about views on the current world situation and the future world situation."

By this time, the Bolshevik government had already set up a very low-key office in Shenyang. After receiving the telegram from Moscow, they went to request a meeting with the Director of the Foreign Affairs Office. Walking into the Foreign Affairs Office, they saw people coming and going, a bustling scene. The Bolshevik personnel had been there several times and paid attention to the layout. Based on what they knew, they determined that the people coming and going were all emerging from the telegraph room, holding telegram forms or letters in their hands.

The receptionist was a Section Chief surnamed Zhou, who looked exhausted. After listening to the request, someone knocked on the door just as he began to ask questions. "Section Chief Zhou, there is a telegram from the United States."

Section Chief Zhou responded and sped up his questioning. Learning that the Bolshevik representative wanted to see the Director, he asked them to wait and hurried out.

At this time, Director of Foreign Affairs Zhou Xinghao was also extremely busy. Telegrams flew in from all over the world like snowflakes. London, Paris, New York, Amsterdam, Madrid, Barcelona, Lisbon...

These names, which originally existed only in diplomatic training manuals and as famous cities in his mind, now had vivid contact with the Foreign Affairs Office of the Northeast Government.

Most of the telegrams were attacks on the Bolshevik government and expressions of sympathy for the Russian people fleeing across the vast snowfields toward Vladivostok.

During this period, they also received many calls from other departments of the Northeast Government. The Ministry of Public Security informed the Foreign Affairs Office that Russian expatriates in Harbin had launched a parade expressing support for the White Russians.

The Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai bureaus of the *Northeast Daily* sent news. Some foreign expatriates in China went to the local offices of the *Northeast Daily* to express their attitudes, and some foreigners donated money, wanting to provide help to the millions of White Russians.

It was not only private individuals who proposed to help; the Foreign Affairs Office also received telegrams from foreign non-governmental organizations willing to provide entry assistance for women and children.

This 'entry' did not refer to helping White Russians enter China, but helping them depart from the Northeast to enter European and American countries.

As the Director of the Foreign Affairs Office, Zhou Xinghao could delegate these tasks to various departments. But he had to meet with the consuls personally. Every country that had established a consulate in Shenyang sent representatives to express concern face-to-face and inquire about the Northeast Government's preventive measures for the possible 'humanitarian disaster'.

When Section Chief Zhou knocked and entered, Director Zhou Xinghao was talking with the British Consul. "Mr. Henry, if our side sends troops into Russia, it will be considered an act of war. If Britain wants to send a humanitarian team into Russia, starting from China is obviously inappropriate..."

Seeing Section Chief Zhou's anxiety, Zhou Xinghao interrupted the meeting to ask what was wrong. Learning that the Bolshevik government office requested a meeting, Zhou Xinghao was furious. These people were the damn culprits!

"I definitely can't see them today; tell them to come back tomorrow!" Zhou Xinghao returned to his office to continue talking with the British Consul.

Everyone approached the Northeast Government under the banner of humanitarianism. Zhou Xinghao knew very well that the foreign officials' purposes weren't so simple. But since the Northeast Government had announced the matter to the world, they had to bear the responsibility.

The pressure wasn't just on the Foreign Affairs Office; He Rui also received quite a few telegrams. The ministers of the Great Powers in China all sent telegrams, as did the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic. It was clear the Republic's Foreign Ministry was very dissatisfied with He Rui stirring up such trouble. But facing He Rui, the leader of a major faction, their wording was very polite.

*...Hope General He stabilizes the border and properly resolves this crisis.*

He Rui put this telegram aside and ordered his secretary to draft a message to Jordan. He would have preferred to contact London directly, but diplomatic protocol prevented it.

"Your Excellency Jordan, regarding the changes facing the Far East, I appeal to the British government to provide support to help the people and reduce casualties. Especially now that the Russian people have already set off, a clear attitude from the British government is an important guarantee for stabilizing the world situation..."

After sending the telegram to the British Minister, the content was adapted and sent to France, the United States, Spain, and other countries.

After recording the order, the secretary asked in confusion, "Chairman, Japan is not among these countries."

"I don't intend to send it to the Japanese government," He Rui answered decisively. The recipient countries were too far away to truly influence the matter. But Japan could. If Japan received He Rui's telegram, given their habit of seizing every opening to advance their interests, they would definitely find a way to intervene and drag He Rui in.

Just as the secretary left with a stack of paperwork, a call came from the Foreign Affairs Office. "Chairman, the Japanese side requests a meeting."

He Rui decisively told Director Zhou Xinghao on the phone, "Tell the Japanese that we are doing our utmost to solve this matter. Japan guaranteeing not to affect the situation in Northeast Asia is the greatest help they can provide!"

Putting down the phone, He Rui adjusted his clothes. Since his black military uniform had been allocated to the Security Bureau, he changed into a civil official's uniform and appeared in the reception room.

Many reporters were already waiting, including many foreigners. When He Rui sat down, questions came rushing in. Most asked whether He Rui would send troops into Russia to solve this humanitarian crisis.

He Rui's answer was simple: sending troops into Russia was a military action. Since the Chinese side had not received an invitation, such action would be an invasion. Since the Northeast Government had not received orders from the central government, it naturally would not send a single soldier into Russia.

Reporters immediately asked if the Northeast side would implement humanitarian rescue. He Rui smiled. "Given the current situation in Russia, rescue organizations from various countries would require armed protection to enter. Otherwise, we might have to rescue the rescuers. I don't want to see more humanitarian tragedies created in the attempt to solve a humanitarian disaster."

Quite a few reporters laughed. Amidst the laughter, a reporter immediately stood up. "Your Excellency Chairman, I am a reporter from *Le Parisien*. Do you think the current situation in Northeast Asia will spiral out of control?"

He Rui immediately put away his smile and said seriously, "Just recently, the Japanese government proposed to the Northeast Government that they wanted to intervene in this humanitarian disaster. I refused! The reason is just as this gentleman said: if a huge change occurs in the Northeast Asian situation, it will only trigger more humanitarian disasters. China is a peace-loving country, and we absolutely do not accept such things happening!"

The reporter from *Le Parisien* was stunned and quickly pressed, "What if the Japanese government does not agree with Your Excellency's view?"

This remark was clearly meant to fan the flames. All reporters waited seriously for the answer. For a moment, the reception room was silent.

He Rui smiled. "Sir, you shouldn't ask me this question—you should ask the Japanese government. My current position is singular: I do not wish to see a humanitarian disaster. However, any statement I make now targeting another country will become a diplomatic excuse. This goes against my original intention of pursuing peace."

The reporter from *Le Parisien* was moved by He Rui's answer. His question was meant to stir the pot; in Europe, the answer would definitely have been tough. But He Rui's refusal to be drawn in, which might have been seen as weak in Europe, was delivered with such frankness that it demonstrated a genuine intent for peace.

He Rui continued, "Gentlemen, I put forward my expectation here. I hope everyone can help things develop in a good direction through your reporting. There are countless creatures on this earth, and we humans are one species. Soldiers fighting on the battlefield is unavoidable. But for the large-scale death of civilians, we should, and must, find a way to solve it. We in the Northeast are weak alone, yet willing to act. I hope peace-loving people all over the world can come together to solve this crisis."

After listening to He Rui's speech, the reporter from *Le Parisien* took the lead in applauding. Thunderous applause filled the reception room. He Rui just waved to everyone and turned to leave.
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In Europe, no country doubted that Soviet Russia would become the final victor of the civil war. Throughout 1919, the Bolshevik Red Army continuously defeated the White Army, securing victory through a series of great triumphs.

The two main forces of the White Army, Denikin and Kolchak, were never able to join forces and were defeated separately. Denikin had to retreat into Crimea, while Kolchak had to depart from Lake Baikal and begin a miserable march on foot to Vladivostok.

When He Rui issued the appeal to 'prevent a humanitarian crisis', European countries, which had been greatly impacted socially by the nascent Bolshevik regime, expressed their support without exception and began to fiercely criticize the Bolshevik government's inhumanity in newspapers.

The European left-wing groups supporting the Bolshevik government began to curse He Rui loudly in newspapers, as if He Rui were a relative of the Tsar.

European right-wingers had no interest in He Rui, but at this time, they started a war of words with the left wing in He Rui's name. For a time, praises for He Rui's views filled the pages, as if He Rui were a saint of humanitarianism.

Comrade Joffe, Chairman of the Russian Soviet Foreign Affairs Committee, was very unhappy with such public opinion, but he couldn't be bothered to read those meaningless wars of words. Joffe discussed this matter with Comrade Lenin several times and found that Comrade Lenin's view of He Rui was increasingly positive, which he found somewhat hard to accept in his heart.

Comrade Lenin had always been in the minority within the Bolshevik Central Committee, and it was still so now. Watching Comrade Stalin leave the office with a resolute expression, Commissar Joffe, who had 'accidentally' relayed Comrade Lenin's view of He Rui, felt much more relaxed.

The incredible success Comrade Lenin led the revolution to achieve brought prestige that made Commissar Joffe completely obedient. But there were still people in the Bolshevik Central Committee who dared to frankly express opinions to Comrade Lenin. For example, Comrade Stalin and Comrade Trotsky.

Compared to Comrade Lenin, Comrade Stalin and Comrade Trotsky both had 'outrageously' thick hair. It was just that Comrade Trotsky's hair was as flowing as a lion's mane, while Comrade Stalin's hair was always meticulous, maintaining a very good hairstyle.

But no one in the Bolshevik Party paid attention to these things. Just facing Comrade Stalin, one could feel his iron-like willpower. Some people's willpower far exceeded the strength their physical bodies possessed, and Comrade Stalin was undoubtedly a representative of such people.

There were not many people who were unaffected facing Comrade Stalin, and Comrade Lenin was undoubtedly one. When Comrade Lenin's focused and sharp gaze met Comrade Stalin's, even Comrade Stalin lowered his gaze. "Comrade Lenin, are you going to make concessions to the Chinese warlord?"

Lenin immediately understood who Stalin was referring to. "Comrade Stalin, my judgment is that He Rui is worried about a large number of White Guards fleeing into the Northeast, so he is dragging all countries into the water as much as possible. What is your judgment?"

Comrade Stalin raised his gaze, looking back at Comrade Lenin's sharp eyes. "Comrade Lenin, He Rui wants to use those White Guards; this is He Rui's conspiracy."

Lenin looked back at Comrade Stalin's resolute gaze and asked frankly, "Since you think this is He Rui's conspiracy, then what is He Rui's purpose?"

Stalin answered decisively, "He Rui hopes to obtain territory in the Far East."

Lenin calmly continued to press, "Then Comrade Stalin, who do you think is suitable to go to the Far East, and how many troops are needed?"

Stalin fell silent temporarily. The civil war was about to end, and Commissar Stalin had time to fully consider the direction future Russia should take. National defense security was undoubtedly the most important issue for Russia at present. If China remained weak, it would be most beneficial to Russia. However, all current intelligence indicated that fierce changes were taking place in Northeast China.

While the European war was proceeding tragically, the Northeast warlord He Rui was rapidly advancing industrialization. He implemented land reform and built his own military industry. According to exact figures obtained from White Army prisoners, Northeast China provided 600,000 rifles and tens of millions of rounds of ammunition to the White Army in the past year or so.

After the Red Army solved the remnants of the White Guards in the Far East, it would face a Chinese Northeast Army with a million rifles. Although Comrade Stalin believed this army lacked combat effectiveness, this quantity was enough to put huge pressure on the Bolshevik government. If He Rui's troops possessed the combat effectiveness of the Japanese army, the Bolshevik government might very well lose the entire Far East.

There was an even worse situation: if He Rui supported Kolchak's army, the nascent Soviet regime would face huge danger. According to the practice of European powers, He Rui would support a White Russian Republic in the Far East to confront the Soviet regime.

Before Comrade Stalin could speak, Comrade Lenin said, "My personal judgment is that He Rui will demand redemarcation of the border but will not support Kolchak. This is the conclusion I drew from He Rui's recent diplomatic activities."

Stalin heard Comrade Lenin's judgment of He Rui from Joffe and couldn't help asking, "Because He Rui criticized us for not doing well enough? Comrade Lenin, this Chinese warlord has never fought a war; I think his understanding of war is one-sided."

Lenin laughed. His inspiring, rhythmic laughter relieved Comrade Stalin's mood a lot. After all, in the most critical period of the revolution, Comrade Lenin carried such laughter... Of course, there were also his reprimands in a rhythmic voice, leading the Bolshevik Central Committee onto the path of victory.

Putting away his laughter, Comrade Lenin explained, "Comrade Stalin, He Rui regarded the Kolchak government as refugees in his article, not the Russian Provisional Government. Including his view on the Tsar's family, he only considered them a group of captured sinners. I think the attitude He Rui wants to express is very serious. You can take this as a probe. I think this is a well-intentioned probe."

Comrade Stalin was not so optimistic about the judgment of He Rui, but he did not continue the discussion. This conversation had confirmed that his difference with Comrade Lenin was only on He Rui's basic stance. This was enough. So Commissar Stalin returned to his view. "Comrade Lenin, we no longer have enough trains to run in winter. I have suggestions regarding personnel regulations for departments responsible for industrial production..."

The upper echelon of the country naturally had upper-echelon work, and personnel responsible for frontline work also had their own responsibilities. Commander Tukhachevsky was Kolchak's old opponent; it was he who defeated the elite troops under Kolchak approaching Moscow in the spring campaign of 1919.

At this time in Omsk, Tukhachevsky frowned tightly, discussing the possibility of pursuit with Red Army cadres.

Even though every senior Red Army officer was full of determination to completely annihilate the White Guards, it had already started snowing in Omsk, and no trains could be found east of Omsk. Only the empty Trans-Siberian Railway tracks led to the east where Kolchak fled.

It wouldn't be long before the tracks were temporarily covered by thick snow. At that time, even if trains came, they would be very difficult to pass. As for crossing such a winter on foot or by horse, any Russian knew it was impossible.

Tukhachevsky slammed his pencil on the spread-out map and said unwillingly, "Cannot pursue!"

None of the Red Army commanders attending the meeting expressed objections, or even spoke. Everyone either sat down in disappointment or fished out crumpled cigarette packs, took out cigarettes, and lit them. For a time, the mood in the command post was very low. Tukhachevsky couldn't bear such an atmosphere, pushed open the door, and walked out.

No one followed. Everyone knew that if they got too close to Tukhachevsky, perhaps this commander with a bad temper would start cursing.

Finally, a commander said hatefully, "I hope these White bandits all freeze to death in the ice and snow!"

Almost all Red Army commanders in the room had the same thought.

Since so many people wanted Kolchak dead, there would also be many people hoping Kolchak safe and sound. Based on He Rui's understanding of Europe and America, Kolchak was a dead dog. And abandoning a worthless dead dog was the consistent style of Europe and America. So when British Minister to China Jordan rushed from Beijing to Shenyang travel-stained and asked, "If Your Excellency Chairman transports supplies to Kolchak, what kind of help do you need?" He Rui felt very surprised. The urgency expressed by the British really didn't seem like something the British could do.

He Rui didn't believe in British sincerity, so he answered frankly, "Transporting supplies requires military protection."

Jordan relayed London's opinion. "Britain can very much understand Your Excellency's action of dispatching troops in the direction of Kolchak."

He Rui didn't answer immediately. Jordan's so-called 'understanding' meant that if He Rui occupied Russian territory, Britain would absolutely not have any substantive opposition now.

This is the diplomacy of imperialist countries; they will never give up the opportunity to demonstrate their justice and morality. If He Rui seized Russian land, Britain would express condemnation and express Britain's expectation and efforts for peace. However, Britain would not send troops, and would even incite He Rui to send troops as they were doing now.

He Rui didn't want to be incited by Britain at all, so after thinking for a while, He Rui said decisively, "Such aid might require several million or even ten million pounds."

Jordan was not scared by the price He Rui offered. Even if he couldn't see the problem from He Rui's standpoint, Jordan believed that saving a White Russian life for 5-8 pounds was not expensive. Especially after so many people rested and reorganized in Vladivostok for half a year, they might very well become an army capable of fighting.

Instead, He Rui's attitude made Jordan notice some subtext. "Your Excellency does not want to send troops into Russia?"

"Has Your Excellency Jordan seen the record of the press conference I held?" He Rui asked in return.

Jordan was quite surprised. The Beiyang high-level officials in Beijing dared not do anything to Tsarist Russia because these Beiyang leaders were very weak. He Rui was not such a person. If He Rui didn't march into Russia, the reason must be that He Rui decided not to do so after planning. It must be said, this was a very cautious choice, and also a good choice.

Moreover, He Rui explicitly expressed concern at the press conference that Japan might destroy peace. Such concern was a very serious political judgment.

Thinking of this, Jordan asked, "Your Excellency, when is the soonest support can be carried out?"

"Once funds are in place, action begins!" He Rui answered briskly. When discussing actions both sides are willing to execute with the British, it's best to speak without ambiguity. Money has its own logic for the British.

Jordan ended the meeting with He Rui. As soon as he returned to the legation, consulate personnel came to report, "Mr. Morrison is here."

Jordan quickly welcomed Morrison. When the two met, seeing Morrison's serious expression, Jordan felt something might have happened. Morrison said frankly, "The Northeast Government is preparing to purchase a batch of British equipment and technology. I have been appointed as the head of the negotiation delegation. I came specifically to inform Your Excellency Jordan."

Jordan was stunned, then somewhat happy. He Rui always did things so fitting to the taste of the civilized world. If millions or even tens of millions of pounds were sent to the Northeast Bank, it would trigger relatively clear opposition within Britain.

After the European war, Britain's domestic economy suffered greatly and indeed needed a large number of orders to stimulate the economy. However, He Rui going to Britain to purchase a batch of equipment and technology, and ultimately British enterprises and merchants asking for payment from British banks, solved too many troubles. It could even become a political achievement of the British Cabinet.

So Jordan quickly ordered the consulate to prepare food and invited Morrison to stay for dinner. Morrison didn't refuse. While waiting for the meal, Morrison chatted with Jordan but didn't say much. Learning that Morrison was going to lead a delegation to Britain, Jordan couldn't help feeling nostalgic. "Mr. Morrison, after you arrive in London, there will definitely be a large number of enterprises inviting you to eat at the best restaurants in London. There's a restaurant on Downing Street; I haven't been there for many years, don't know if it's still there."

Hearing this, Morrison couldn't hold back. "Your Excellency, Your Excellency He Rui appointed me as the head of the delegation not because I am British. It is because Your Excellency He Rui believes in my ability and trusts me personally. So I will repay this trust."

Jordan hadn't expected Morrison to see it this way and was somewhat astonished for a moment. But after a while, Jordan smiled and said, "Mr. Morrison, many Chinese believe that every one of us British is an imperialist, a slaughterer, an opium dealer. Indeed, we have done what they said, but Britain's strength is precisely supported by honest and trustworthy British people like you. I also have some friends in British political circles. I will write introduction letters for you later; please take these letters to find them. I believe it will be helpful to you."

Facing such kindness, Morrison quickly replied, "Thank you, Your Excellency. If you have any letters or other matters that need my help, please be sure to tell me."

Jordan thought for a moment. "I am also about to retire from this position. During my tenure, I accumulated some materials. I want to donate these materials to the University of Edinburgh to establish an archive. I remember Mr. Morrison graduated from the University of Edinburgh, right? Please help me with this matter, Your Excellency Morrison."

Mentioning his alma mater, the serious look on Morrison's face dissipated, and he replied happily, "Please allow me to serve Your Excellency in this matter."

Morrison was making preparations before the trip here. The Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau was also making preparations because Director Morrison was going to lead the team personally to Britain to introduce technical equipment. Young Wang Donglu was truly surprised and delighted to learn that he was also arranged in the delegation list.

"Comrade Wang Donglu, is your foreign language American English?" the Chief of the Personnel Section of the Investment Promotion Bureau asked during the conversation.

"I also know some British accents," Wang Donglu replied quickly, afraid of being rejected because of this small problem.

The Personnel Section Chief laughed. "Then let's hear it."

"May I help you, sir." Wang Donglu tried his best to show his ability in British-flavored English.

However, Wang Donglu knew there was indeed a gap between his American-flavored English and the so-called British accent. The Personnel Section Chief couldn't help smiling; the Investment Promotion Bureau had received so many British people, they could still distinguish between British and American accents.

But the Personnel Section Chief didn't nitpick because of this matter. After all, British accent and American accent were both English; what mattered was understanding English. Ending this question, the Personnel Section Chief asked, "Comrade Wang Donglu, which university did you apply for when you planned to study in the United States?"

Wang Donglu suppressed his joy and answered as steadily as possible, "Mechanical Engineering at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology."

"Which group do you want to join for this trip to Britain?"

"Preferably the machinery group; I want to build machinery for China."

The Personnel Section Chief hesitated for a moment. "The organization wants you to join the group inspecting British aircraft manufacturing enterprises. Do you have any problem with that?"

Ending the meeting, Wang Donglu only felt his heart beating faster, as if he were about to fly. Wang Donglu knew about airplanes and was extremely interested in this kind of machine that could fly in the sky. However, the United States didn't have a dedicated aircraft manufacturing major yet, so Wang Donglu thought he would participate in scientific fields related to this as much as possible after arriving in the United States. Of course, he had never told anyone about this except his mother. He didn't expect to be so lucky to be assigned to a group that might introduce airplanes.

Walking in the corridor of the Investment Promotion Bureau building, Wang Donglu felt his legs were a bit weak, knowing this was because he was overly excited. Wang Donglu stopped and patted his face, telling himself in his heart, 'Don't get excited, don't get excited!'

Barely recovering some composure, Wang Donglu thought for a while before remembering he was called out from the mailroom and still had unfinished work. He hurriedly quickened his steps back to the mailroom, picked up documents and a cart, carried the backpack with the sign-off board, and began delivering documents on various floors.

At this time, the Military Commission was also holding a meeting. Xu Chengfeng and other senior officers gathered together. After discussing with Xu Chengfeng and others, Cheng Ruofan had completely overturned the plan to secretly build permanent fortifications. At this time, he felt he finally had the opportunity to discuss this matter with He Rui face to face. When he saw He Rui enter the door, followed by Zheng Silang wearing a military uniform and a military representative armband, he felt very happy for a moment.

Cheng Ruofan and Zheng Silang hit it off, feeling that Zheng Silang was finally coming back.

Everyone sat down, and He Rui said, "There are two things in this meeting. One is sending troops to Russia to deliver humanitarian supplies to Kolchak. I want to emphasize to comrades that when I was your age, I was also full of nationalist sentiments. Recovering lost territory was just a secondary thought. At that time, my main thought was methods to conquer the world, including but not limited to killing all citizens of various great powers. Regarding this dispatch of troops to Russia, I want to emphasize that we should not consider problems with nationalist lines of thought and emotions. However, this does not mean I criticize everyone for having nationalist sentiments. Next, everyone can start discussing."

He Rui's opening remarks surprised the comrades into speechlessness. Xu Chengfeng was still relatively calm, but even so, he hadn't expected to march into Russia so soon. For a moment, terms like the Treaty of Aigun surged into his mind.

Barely suppressing his impulse, Xu Chengfeng tried his best to sort out He Rui's words just now and roughly understood two key points. The first was naturally marching into Russia, and the second was not to have thoughts of occupying Russian territory because of it.

Just as he understood this, he heard Cheng Ruofan ask, "Chairman, why can't we recover lost territories at this time?"

Cheng Ruofan's words represented the thought that first popped up in Xu Chengfeng's mind. Even knowing that being so agitated was not serious, Xu Chengfeng could only barely suppress this impulse. He heard He Rui reply, "Ruofan, politics is a very serious matter. If we want to recover lost territories, we must formulate a policy for recovering lost territories, go through serious deduction, and then execute it. This attitude of 'beating the rabbit while raking the grass' (doing something incidental while doing the main task) is extremely unserious in politics. This is my reason."

Hearing the characterization of 'unserious', everyone fell silent. This was a term with a very serious nature; violating it meant huge trouble. Zheng Silang had once been criticized as 'not serious about combat arrangements'.
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On November 1st, the Sino-Russian border was already covered in snow. Several pontoon bridges had been erected on the broad and calm river surface. Standing on the high ground by the river, Zheng Silang, who had changed back into his military uniform, rode a warhorse and watched the troops advancing north across the river through these pontoon bridges linked by thick iron chains.

The vast land on the Chinese border was covered in snow, and the Russian border opposite was equally clad in silver. Without this river, one couldn't tell any difference between the two sides. But crossing this river meant a brand-new era; the Chinese army set foot on foreign soil again.

In the military academy, Zheng Silang had also sung "Man Jiang Hong" loudly with his classmates and was moved to tears by it. When actually commanding thousands of troops to cross the border, the feeling was very different from the impassioned and hot-blooded imagination back then.

The work experience as a military representative allowed Zheng Silang to personally experience another life and another way of thinking. The party class had explained imperialism in detail; this system, which caused huge harm and painful memories to China, was not deliberately designed by someone, but an inevitable result of the development of industrialized nations.

If China had completed the industrial revolution first, then China would definitely be the most powerful imperialist country in the world now. The production capacity of industrialized nations is theoretically infinite. To solve the contradiction between relative overcapacity and relative lack of market, and to maintain high profits, exporting goods outward and importing cheap raw materials inward is the most normal choice. This is only about interests, not about good or evil.

In the struggle against colonialists and imperialists, the vast number of people in the invaded world, who originally did not have the concept of nationalism, gave birth to nationalism against foreign invaders.

Therefore, the Civilization Party recognized the inevitability of nationalism and its positive role in resisting foreign invasion. Before dispatching troops this time, He Rui emphasized that all current actions of the Northeast Government were not a nationalist revenge operation, nor would they engage in expansionism according to the logic of imperialism. This action was just an attempt to prevent a humanitarian disaster, just like when someone in a neighbor's house is starving to death, sharing a bite of food with them is the bottom line as a human being.

As for whether the neighbor works hard to change their life after eating this bowl of rice, or picks up the kitchen knife at home and becomes an enemy starting to rob, that is the neighbor's choice.

The wealth of the Northeast people was gathered through taxation to build the Northeast Army, precisely to deal with enemy attacks. At this time, a burst of singing came from the art troupe boosting the morale of the troops: "...Good mountains, good water, good place, every road is wide and smooth. When friends come, there is good wine; if that jackal comes, there is a shotgun to greet it..."

The soldiers already liked this song, and at this time they couldn't help singing along with the art troupe. The singing was loud and clear, resounding on both sides of the border. Zheng Silang also liked this song very much; hearing it at this time, he felt as if it was a response to his own thoughts.

Just then, hoofbeats sounded, and Hu Xiushan, the Chief of Staff of this operation, rode his horse to Zheng Silang's side. Reining in his horse, Hu Xiushan looked at the marching column and said, "Silang, let's set off."

Zheng Silang felt a pang of conflict in his heart. He had this feeling when he changed the combat plan without authorization, and it was just as strong. Amidst such conflict, Zheng Silang closed his eyes and slapped his cheeks with both hands.

The crisp sound made Hu Xiushan look at Zheng Silang, his eyes full of surprise. Zheng Silang felt the burning sting on his cheeks and finally broke free from the impulse brought by inner conflict. He turned his head and said, "Set off now!"

Hu Xiushan didn't say much and urged his horse down the slope. Zheng Silang's horsemanship was much better than Hu Xiushan's; the horse walked steadily and fast, easily surpassing Hu Xiushan. Crossing steadily on the pontoon bridge dedicated to cavalry, he entered Russian territory.

Less than 600 kilometers north of Zheng Silang and Hu Xiushan, teams of Russians were advancing south against the wind and snow. Without exception, they wore thick clothes, trudging forward in the sub-zero blizzard.

The tattered cotton coats of ordinary people, the mink coats of the rich, the vestments of Orthodox bishops, the robes of ascetics. If it were before, people of different backgrounds would never have walked together.

But on the road now, these poor and rich merged into a long dragon fleeing the Bolshevik Red regime, not caring about the background of the people around them. The long line walked silently on the seemingly endless ice field; apart from hunger, cold, and fear, they all walked within the range covered by the railway.

Kolchak was a famous Russian Arctic explorer; such a natural environment was just a small scene for Kolchak. If possible, Kolchak would even be willing to walk with these people. But he couldn't.

The train carried all the supplies that could be scrounged, and must provide fire and food for these people at rest points along the way. After rushing to Lake Baikal on October 20, Kolchak ordered everyone to go south. At that time, watching the mountains of materials being loaded onto the train, Kolchak still felt there were no problems.

But now, 10 days later, Kolchak realized he was wrong. The few remaining radio stations in the team sent news of food shortages. Even for the few trains Kolchak personally commanded, the consumption of food exceeded his imagination.

From the time of departure, Kolchak ordered that everyone on the train could only eat one meal a day, and the amount of food was reduced to the minimum. In the last two days, Kolchak ordered the execution of army personnel who stole food twice, but this could not stop the train carriages from becoming empty.

Kolchak couldn't help but waver in his initial decision: was rejecting the help provided by the Chinese side the correct choice?

Before departure, Kolchak had ordered to take away all food that could be taken. Because the soldiers scrounged so thoroughly from house to house, it triggered riots among the local Russian people unwilling to leave, drawing a bloody beginning for this expedition. If he went back now, the only thing to eat would be those people who had nothing left. For Kolchak, cannibalism was a bottom line that could not be crossed.

Just then, Chief of Staff Zyuganov ran over, his face full of joy, an expression never seen in the past half-year. "Your Excellency, the British Foreign Office sent a telegram saying the Chinese are coming to meet us with supplies. I communicated with the Chinese by telegram, and they also confirmed this news."

Kolchak was skeptical, but the guards around him couldn't help cheering. These people who didn't need to consider high-level decisions knew very clearly that if this continued, running out of food completely would happen within a day or two. At that time, people would freeze and starve to death.

At this time, a team of Russians happened to pass by here, led by an Orthodox bishop. Seeing Kolchak's military flag, this group bowed to Kolchak from afar. The bishop walked over, seemingly wanting to greet Kolchak personally.

Those joyous guards rushed up and shouted to the bishop, "Bishop, the aid sent by the British is arriving! Everyone is saved!"

The bishop was stunned, quickly brought three fingers together, and crossed himself. Then he turned back to the team and shouted loudly to the crowd, "Blessings from the Holy Mother and the Holy Son, our aid is coming. Everyone doesn't need to starve anymore!"

The crowd, originally like numb livestock, all stopped after the bishop's shout. A moment later, everyone knelt on the ground, crossing themselves while looking up at the sky, chanting praises, "Thank you, Virgin Mary!", "Thank you, merciful Lord."

Kolchak hadn't expected things to turn out like this; it was too late to stop it. For a moment, the eyes of this old Tsarist Russian Admiral, who had a rugged appearance and was considered to have a heart of stone, also became somewhat moist.

But the sympathy for these fellow White Guard civilians quickly dissipated, and Kolchak returned to his usual coldness.

The remaining gold was the capital for the Russian Provisional Government to make a comeback, and there could be no loss no matter what. Ignoring those kneeling and praising God, Kolchak called the Chief of Staff and returned to the carriage. Once inside, Kolchak immediately ordered, "Chief of Staff Zyuganov, organize the troops to go south immediately to prevent a surprise attack by the Chinese army. And Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev, you are responsible for strengthening the guard of the gold carriage; the Chinese must never be allowed to seize our gold!"

Although 500,000 White Guards chose to follow Kolchak, they were an army defeated in a series of battles and no longer had a clear organization. Moreover, after experiencing such a march in snowy weather, they no longer had any combat effectiveness. Only a few core troops could be relied upon.

The Chief of Staff and Deputy Chief of Staff accepted the order immediately, but obviously without the killing intent they had when accepting orders before.

Of course, over a million people couldn't form a single line; instead, they were divided into thousands of disjointed groups. Contrary to Kolchak's expectation, the transmission of news between groups was exceptionally fast.

The next day, some news had already come. Originally, the crowd going south would rest for a long time at rest points, but some groups, having just rested, quickly ate meager food and started south. The troops responsible for the rest points instead got the news that someone was meeting them in the south from these rapidly moving groups.

On the third day, the news spread at an astonishing speed. Horses kept galloping toward Kolchak's train center, which was moving according to plan, asking if the news of being met was true.

Of this team of over a million people, 500,000 were soldiers. When a horse, for the nth time unknown, collapsed directly to the ground after the cavalryman jumped off its back, Chief of Staff Zyuganov's face was already covered with unease. Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev voiced their shared worry: "Your Excellency, if this continues, I'm afraid it will trigger a mutiny in the troops!"

The Russian army had rich experience with mutinies and had also formulated cruel disciplines and punishments to nip the signs of mutiny in the bud. But now departments like the Military Law Division no longer existed; Kolchak's subordinates were just a mob gathered to flee.

Kolchak knew what the two Chiefs of Staff were worried about. Precisely because there was no hope, the White Guards were so obedient, but any hope could turn this obedience into chaos.

Under the anxious and fearful gazes of the two Chiefs of Staff, Kolchak stood up abruptly. "Tell all troops who come to inquire that the reception is ahead. I will personally lead the troops to meet the reception!"

"...Your Excellency is going personally?" the Chief of Staff exclaimed.

Kolchak shook his head. "Not going forward; I am going to the very front team to be the first to meet the Chinese army!"

The Chief of Staff was shocked speechless by Kolchak's courage, but the Deputy Chief of Staff raised his hand to cover his eyes, preventing people from seeing the tears rolling out. Deputy Chief of Staff Nikolaev chose to follow because of Kolchak's personal charm, but he hadn't expected that at such a time, Kolchak's courage was as fearless as rumored.

The Chinese army might come under the pretext of rescue, but once they saw Kolchak, they might very well arrest him. But the Deputy Chief of Staff knew very well that if Kolchak remained in the central army, the White Guards driven by hope and strong anxiety would immediately fall into internal chaos, and a mutiny would be only a matter of time. Only if Kolchak confirmed safety at the very front could these White Guards who chose to follow Kolchak feel at ease.

Kolchak didn't just talk; he immediately began to equip himself. This famous Russian Arctic expedition expert prepared equipment for rapid marching in the snow. More than ten years ago, he relied on his outstanding ability to move on ice and snow to find the distressed Russian Arctic expedition team and brought back their expedition records, becoming famous in Russia since then.

More than ten years later, these skills came in handy again. First riding horses, until the horses couldn't hold on. The sleepless Kolchak led the exhausted guards to start skiing forward.

Winter in the north gets dark early, and the snow had stopped at this time. Relying on a compass and the starry sky, Kolchak continued forward based on his intuition.

Fewer and fewer people in the guard around him could keep up, but Kolchak didn't stop. Because when he and the guards walked into rest points where fires were burning but there was no food, carrying a chill, a large number of people would recognize him.

The living people by the fires in those rest points mixed with those frozen and starved to death, making the dead look as if they were just asleep.

The only way to distinguish who was still alive was whether they saluted Kolchak, or upon hearing Kolchak's goal of going to meet the reception team, stepped forward to kneel and kiss the back of Kolchak's hand or even his boots.

These people had reached their limit. If they had proceeded at the originally arranged speed, they could still have survived. But knowing hope was ahead, their efforts to advance to get rid of the threat of death as soon as possible led to their deaths instead. So Kolchak just warmed himself by the fire, ate a little, and continued to set off.

If the hope ahead was an illusory bubble, at least half of the over a million people stirred by hope would die unnatural deaths.

By the fifth day, there were no rest points ahead. Only three guard members remained by Kolchak's side. These people moved slowly, their eyes dull. Compared with the living, these people looked more like walking corpses. Until Kolchak stopped and blocked them. The three guard members barely stopped. One of them was unstable and fell to the ground. The two companions just looked at this dully, using all their strength to steady themselves so they wouldn't fall too.

Kolchak picked up his binoculars and saw a unit at the end of the snowfield ahead, led by a red flag. The team holding the flag high was advancing. Behind this large red flag, there were some small flags. Unlike the impact and tension this red flag brought to Kolchak, when the Union Jack and the French Tricolor, especially an old Russian Empire flag, came into view in the binoculars, Kolchak put down the binoculars and raised the back of his hand to wipe his eyes.

For so long, except for the moment of parting with his lover, Kolchak hadn't had wet eyes for many years.

The large red flag was the flag of the Northeast Army. Those carrying the British and French flags were British and French journalists accompanying the army, and those carrying the old Russian Empire flag were the group of White Russian expatriates who had always been in Harbin. This group had been sent to concentration camps and then continued to live in Northeast China under semi-custody.

Now that the White Russians were in decline, this group was finally released from custody. Some joined the action to stop the humanitarian tragedy. These people had basically no dealings with the Bolshevik government and knew very little about the Russian Provisional Government. But these people insisted on coming to save their Russian compatriots and insisted on raising the old Russian Empire flag.

After discussing with Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang could only let the troops pretend not to see it. After all, this action was a political one; if controlled too strictly, it would be unnecessary.

These people were put at the very front of the troops to ensure propaganda effect. If the White Russian army took the initiative to attack the Northeast Army, these guys could serve as eyewitnesses.

Although Zheng Silang still felt disappointed from time to time because of his nationalist sentiments that this action was not to recover old territories, it didn't delay Zheng Silang from making various proper arrangements for this action.

It wasn't until the advance troops sent a telegram saying they actually encountered the 'former ruler' of the Russian Provisional Government, Kolchak, that Zheng Silang couldn't help showing an admiring expression. "The report said Kolchak has guts. It seems the report is very reliable."

Hu Xiushan didn't like to talk much, just nodding at this time. "Kolchak made a very correct choice."

Zheng Silang looked at Hu Xiushan with some surprise. "Xiushan, it's rare for you to praise someone like this!"

Hu Xiushan looked at Zheng Silang somewhat puzzled. "This is content that should be written into the report."

Zheng Silang was stunned and couldn't help laughing out loud. This guy Hu Xiushan did things so seriously and meticulously; in this regard, Zheng Silang really couldn't catch up even with a horse.

But these were not the most important things at the moment. Zheng Silang ordered the staff officer, "According to the plan, start setting up rest points. As for the level... Xiushan, I think set it to intermediate level?"

Hu Xiushan didn't answer. He closed his eyes and thought for a while, then took out the map and looked at it for a while before answering, "Set it according to the worst-case scenario."

"Worst-case scenario? Doesn't that mean this group of people are all about to starve to death?" Zheng Silang felt things probably hadn't reached this extent.

Hu Xiushan pointed at the map and said, "Our plan already underestimated Kolchak, so we thought this position should be the meeting position where the White Russian situation is relatively good and action is relatively fast. But Kolchak appeared at this position with three subordinates who are about to die of exhaustion. It can only mean they have reached a desperate situation."

Zheng Silang understood Hu Xiushan's judgment as soon as he heard it and immediately ordered, "Set according to the worst-case scenario, let those people at the very front move quickly, and hurry up to provide material supplies!"

When the staff officers began to act, Zheng Silang looked at Hu Xiushan, full of admiration in his heart. Although the current Chief of Staff in the army was Cheng Ruofan, many people thought Hu Xiushan might be more suitable for this position.
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Beside the large table stood a large pot filled with thin porridge. Protected by combat personnel in police uniforms, the cook used a large ladle to scoop out the steaming porridge into the earthenware bowls lined up on the table. In the cold wind of the Northeast winter, the steaming porridge quickly reached a temperature suitable for consumption.

Several European and American reporters mixed among the countless White Russian famine victims. At every intersection of the 10x10 meter grid-patterned roads, there was a food station. The famine victims entered from the entrance and first crowded around the nearest food station, fighting for the hot porridge.

Soon, the White Russian famine victims who understood the situation surged toward the food stations farther away. White Russian expatriates serving as volunteers took on the responsibility of guidance, telling the famine victims to follow the planned paths as there were more empty food stations. A large number of famine victims kept pouring in. Under diligent guidance, like water pouring into a dry desert, they were quickly absorbed instead of crowding at the entrance.

With a few bowls of porridge in their stomachs, the empty stomachs of the famine victims were filled by this mild thin porridge. Many of them held the porridge bowls but didn't drink immediately, instead using the warmth of the bowl to warm their frozen hands. As if hard ice was melting, many White Russian refugees were already in tears.

Reporters from various countries hurried to take photos, recording these scenes with their cameras. Another group of reporters went to the temporary hospital established by the Northeast Branch of the Red Cross Society of China.

Personnel coming and going were sending a large number of sick and injured people into the hospital. Most people inside the hospital were Chinese, and some were foreigners. Because a plague had broken out in the Northeast at the end of the Qing Dynasty, medical organizations from various countries had sent personnel to participate in the fight against the epidemic, and later an international epidemic prevention organization was formed.

Now this organization was not allowed to come, and all participating volunteers were under the leadership of the Northeast Red Cross. But there were also people among the personnel that the reporters knew. Seeing a British doctor they knew examining the injured at the reception, several British reporters hurried forward and asked, "Doctor John, is the thin porridge provided for disaster relief too lacking in nutrition?"

Doctor John was stunned, then his face turned gloomy. In the professional training of doctors, they were already accustomed to a poker face, and when the face turned gloomy, it was even colder. Doctor John answered unhappily in a non-London accent, "Treating refugees who have just arrived at the camp like this conforms to medical rules." After speaking, he ignored this group of dumbfounded reporters and continued his work.

Reporters always wanted to find some faults. Unwilling to give up, they met the director of a branch of the temporary hospital. The director was French. Although not familiar with the reporters, he received them politely. The temporary branch director listened to the reporters' questions while walking. Just after listening, he couldn't help stopping and said unhappily with that arrogant French demeanor, "Will the reporter gentlemen publish my answer truthfully? In France, too many reporters quote out of context, making me almost dare not believe the content in the newspapers."

The reporters immediately replied, "Please believe us; we will definitely report truthfully!"

The branch director immediately said loudly, "This plan was formulated by me and my Chinese colleagues. Their medical level is completely trustworthy. We adopted the response most suitable for the current situation, including the thin porridge the reporter gentlemen are concerned about. Did you gentlemen understand what I said?"

The reporters were all astonished. The branch director dropped a 'goodbye', turned around, and left, leaving a group of embarrassed reporters on the spot.

Of course, there were also some reporters who relatively understood common medical knowledge. Using the wireless radio provided by the Northeast Government, they immediately sent the situation of the first day of the rescue operation back to Europe. Due to the time difference, it happened to catch up before typesetting. *The Times* and *Le Figaro* immediately adjusted their layouts and published this news.

The next day, the latest news once again triggered the attention of the whole of Europe and America. There were those who praised, and quite a few who cursed angrily.

But this could not affect the progress of the entire rescue operation. Reporters followed the road the White Russians came from, interviewing personnel and collecting intelligence. The tragic state of the Russians coming like a tide shocked the reporters, and the corpses along the way stimulated the reporters' mood even more.

On November 10, when the last batch of White Russians was taken in, on November 11, a summary report on this operation was first published in *The Times*.

About 1.3 million White Russians arrived at the shelter, while the number of deaths along the way was definitely no less than 100,000. Although in the European war that just ended, the death toll of any large-scale battle exceeded the figure of 100,000, battles where so many people died were written about extensively. That the death toll this time could be compared with those battles was already horrifying.

That afternoon, the French counterpart of *The Times*, *Le Figaro*, also published a report by its own reporter. Based on the tradition of scolding Britain for everything big or small, the headline of the French *Le Figaro* was extremely eye-catching: "A Century's Humanitarian Disaster Comparable to the 'Great Irish Famine' and 'Great Famine of India' Created by Britain!"

Just looking at the headline, readers could easily think this humanitarian disaster was created by the British Empire.

Director of the Foreign Affairs Office Zhou Xinghao was one of the retained old bureaucrats of the Northeast. He had no experience of studying abroad but had participated in some negotiations with foreign countries as an attaché. At this time, the Foreign Affairs Office received several times more telegrams than in previous days, but Zhou Xinghao was no longer as busy as before. In these days, he had discussed with the party branch of the Foreign Affairs Office a process to deal with so many things, finally freeing the not-so-numerous Foreign Affairs Office from the predicament of running around like headless flies.

Director Zhou Xinghao was waiting to report to He Rui at this time. He Rui hadn't asked about the Foreign Affairs Office for some time. Now that things had taken shape, let alone the current policies of the Northeast Government, even according to the official rules of the Qing Dynasty, he had to report quickly.

Recalling his work, Zhou Xinghao wanted to find the most suitable description. The plan discussed by Director Zhou Xinghao and the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Office was not complicated; it mainly categorized telegrams and reduced the level of attention. Zhou Xinghao remembered that comrade named Ma Youming asked at the meeting, "Why should we take the news sent by foreigners too seriously?" Everyone was shocked.

But in the end, everyone accepted this suggestion and lowered the level of attention, and the Foreign Affairs Office immediately became much more relaxed.

All telegrams sent by the public were archived by country classification. Telegrams sent by governments of various countries were also archived by country, and specialized groups judged their purposes. If it expressed goodwill, a polite telegram was sent back. If a foreign government made a request, such as expressing a desire to support with money, it was submitted to the analysis department for analysis. Only those that were actually felt to be ambiguous would be submitted to the Foreign Affairs Office.

As long as foreign telegrams weren't taken too seriously, things became workload rather than overwhelming.

While thinking, Zhou Xinghao saw He Rui's secretary walk into the waiting room. "Director Zhou, please follow me."

He Rui just listened seriously to Zhou Xinghao's report without any special reaction. Seeing this, Zhou Xinghao took out a few copies of foreign newspaper news drafts and put them on the table. "Chairman, the reports of these foreign reporters hardly mention our Northeast Army. Just reading the newspapers, one would think that those few reporters and a small number of foreign volunteers saved these million-plus White Russians. After discussion, our Foreign Affairs Office feels this is inappropriate."

"Then how do you plan to respond?" He Rui laughed.

Zhou Xinghao proposed the view of the Foreign Affairs Office. "Could we ask the Chairman to write an article on this matter, introducing the efforts of our Northeast side?"

He Rui shook his head. "Let's not do this, because it's meaningless. This humanitarian rescue was not paid for by the Northeast; have you seen European and American newspapers mention it?"

Zhou Xinghao was stunned, then asked, "But we contributed effort?"

"Britain and France paid to purchase our services; that's all. It's like building a house; if it gets into the newspaper, will they mention those workers who built the house?" After speaking, He Rui couldn't help laughing. "Hehe, Britain and France gave money very briskly this time, without even bargaining much."

Zhou Xinghao felt somewhat uncomfortable in his heart. He had great hostility toward these British and French governments that had invaded China, but He Rui's words also made Zhou Xinghao feel there was indeed no need to tangle over this matter. After all, Britain and France were not China's primary enemies now.

When the report ended, He Rui stepped forward and extended his hand to Zhou Xinghao. Zhou Xinghao held He Rui's hand, feeling that pair of hands warm and full of strength. He heard He Rui say gently, "Director Zhou, you have dark circles under your eyes. Pay attention to nutrition and rest. I will immediately approve a meal allowance for the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Office; the body is the capital of revolution!"

Zhou Xinghao was moved for a moment and couldn't help speaking his mind. "Chairman, forget the meal allowance. Can you approve more coal coupons? The newly issued coal stoves are easy to use, just that there isn't enough coal."

He Rui sighed, "Meal allowance must be given. As for coal coupons... I want to give them very much. But coal involves too much. I can't agree."

Zhou Xinghao also knew that coal transportation capacity was insufficient now, so he apologized quickly. "Chairman, I said something rude..."

"What's rude about this? Everyone works hard, isn't it all for a better life? Don't misunderstand; I think this request is very reasonable, but the supply of coal involves the entire Northeast, and I can't make decisions on my own."

"Sorry... thank you!" Zhou Xinghao replied emotionally.

Sending Zhou Xinghao away, He Rui basically understood the unimportant statements of foreign countries. Overall, Europe's reaction was relatively positive. Although they still didn't value China, there was a good improvement compared to before the European war. This was also what He Rui hoped to see. Once the Sino-Japanese War broke out, although the folk will of the European people wouldn't affect the war situation, the more people who identified with China, the better.

The next person to come in was Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan didn't sit at all; he immediately handed over a report, then began to set up the blackboard and hang up the map.

At this time, Korea had been annexed by Japan. Outside the Sino-Japanese border marked by the Yalu River, based on transportation and operational deductions, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan had completed the plan for building permanent fortifications.

"Chairman, we discussed with Director Lu Daoming of the Water Conservancy Department. We can build quickly in this area using the method of constructing water conservancy projects. However, Director Lu suggested that it would be best to start various water conservancy projects together in the Northeast; in this way, Japan's attention would be greatly reduced."

He Rui nodded. These specific tasks should be the responsibility of core backbones like Cheng Ruofan who had grown up. What He Rui had to manage now were major policies.

Cheng Ruofan asked, "Chairman, our General Staff wants to invite the Chairman to preside over a paper deduction of a campaign. Does the Chairman want to be the judge or the Japanese commander in the exercise?"

These words made He Rui even happier. "Ruofan, are you ready?"

Cheng Ruofan involuntarily stood straight and answered decisively, "The synthetic ammonia system obtained from France has started production, and the production line for producing nitric acid from synthetic ammonia has also been put into production. The General Staff has confirmed the production capacity of various gunpowders and explosives. In two years, we will be able to conduct a large-scale war of attrition with Japan."

Since Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan was so confident, He Rui laughed. "I will play the Japanese army side in the paper exercise. You have to be careful. I will do my best to exert the highest combat effectiveness the Japanese army can achieve, and will even surpass the combat effectiveness Japan should have."

Cheng Ruofan revealed joy from the bottom of his heart. "Chairman, we have fully assessed the combat effectiveness of the Japanese army; their strength is very average. We can win! If it weren't for the Chairman personally commanding, we would be worried about insufficient pressure and inability to find our problems."

"Then it's settled. You set the time, and I'll adjust my schedule according to the time," He Rui laughed.

Cheng Ruofan then took down the map regarding permanent fortifications and hung up the Sino-Russian border map. "Chairman, the General Staff has determined the regulations for border management, and the troops have arrived at the border. Just as the Chairman said, some comrades proposed views on recovering lost territories. The Political Department comrades are also under great pressure. I wonder if the Chairman has any suggestions?"

Seeing the regret Cheng Ruofan couldn't hide on his face, He Rui asked, "Ruofan, the army stresses discipline. We are all very clear about the comrades' impulses. What is your own attitude?"

Cheng Ruofan puffed out his chest. "Our current primary task is to unify the whole country, followed by solving the military threats from Britain and Japan, and then rapidly building the country. The Russian direction is indeed not our main direction, but I personally still take it to heart!"

He Rui had always felt that Cheng Ruofan's character was closer to the Chinese people in the first 10 years of the 21st century. China already possessed world-top strength and had begun global layout. The humiliation brought by history, as well as the longing for power and a new order, converged into the mood of the youth of that era.

In the first 20 years of the 20th century, too many Chinese people became depressed and desperate due to a series of failures, turning into blind admiration of foreign countries. Cheng Ruofan didn't. This guy appeared not to face reality many times because of his stubbornness. But this stubbornness also allowed Cheng Ruofan to always have confidence and refuse to bow to the great powers.

Just like now, Cheng Ruofan dared to frankly express his desire to restore territory. This is a unique personality of an idealist, a shortcoming and also a merit.

He Rui decided to give Cheng Ruofan some special tutoring, so he let Cheng Ruofan sit opposite him. "Ruofan, do you think the future international situation is beneficial to Russia?"

Cheng Ruofan thought for a while. "Britain and France hope to strangle the communist regime!"

"Is our Civilization Party a communist party?"

Cheng Ruofan answered decisively, "I recognize it is!"

"Why didn't Britain and France consider eliminating us?"

"...Is it because the Chairman adopted effective diplomatic policies?"

"Take the *Treaty of Brest-Litovsk* as a case; the Soviet government adopted flexible diplomatic means. But because of geographical factors, Russia is inherently the greatest pressure on Western Europe. As long as Russia is there and maintains its unity, Britain and France cannot be at ease. Even if it were not a Bolshevik regime, wouldn't Britain and France regard Tsarist Russia as a threat? Now that France's greatest enemy, Germany, is defeated and cannot recover in the short term, Russia must become the object Britain and France need to strike most. Ruofan, putting aside concepts proposed by humans like politics, considering from the most basic real world, do you think what I said is reasonable?"

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help frowning, pondering for a while before answering hesitantly, "Chairman, you mean even if Tsarist Russia continued to exist now, Britain and France would still strike at Tsarist Russia?"

"Needless to say Russia, which is close at hand; the United States played a huge role in the European war, helping Britain and France win victory. At the Paris Peace Conference, didn't Britain and France strike at the power of the United States, trying to exclude the United States from the world order dominated by Britain and France? Why did the United States, Britain, and France all eventually accept the clause transferring Germany's rights and interests in Shandong to Japan? Did they support Japan initially? According to the materials we saw, the United States initially also supported China recovering rights and interests in Shandong. The United States turned to support Japan hoping to pull Japan to support the United States. But in the end, the United States was still excluded from the world order formulated by Britain and France."

Cheng Ruofan thought for a long time before sighing, "Truly cold and ruthless!"

"Starting from the most basic angle, one can naturally draw such a conclusion. Britain and France hope their rule can last for thousands of years, definitely not just for the moment of defeating Germany. Whoever can challenge the British and French rule of the world order, Britain and France will strike at whom. Just 80 years ago, Britain and France joined hands with the Ottoman Empire at the time and fought the Crimean War. Defeating Russia caused the Russian Tsar at the time to commit suicide. Since Britain and France want to maintain eternal hegemony, they must forever strike at opponents capable of challenging their hegemony. As for who the opponent is, it depends on the situation at the time."

"...That is to say, for its own country, Russia cannot make enemies on all sides?" The dark clouds on Cheng Ruofan's brow began to dissipate.

Seeing Cheng Ruofan might have understood, He Rui continued to explain, "Ruofan, Russia's main strategic direction now comes from Central Europe. If they can solve the strategic problems in Central Europe, they will turn to the secondary strategic direction of the Caucasus, and finally the Far East region. At this stage, what Britain and France are inciting first are also Russia's enemies in Central Europe, then the Caucasus, and only then might it be the turn of the Far East. After that, there might be a group attack. In short, Russia's pressure will only increase. At that time, we will have the opportunity to redemarcate the border."
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Cheng Ruofan had always liked party classes. He only realized this when Xu Chengfeng and others asked him about it once. Because the party classes would talk about the evolution of the earth over billions of years, the origin and evolution of life, and the development and evolution of mankind.

This knowledge itself was enough to make Cheng Ruofan feel joyful. Cheng Ruofan even made a wish: when China was restored to its rightful strongest position in history, he would take off his uniform, return to school, and study this knowledge. To become a scholar like He Rui who could see the essence through phenomena.

Now facing He Rui explaining why Russia was targeted by Britain and France, Cheng Ruofan felt the charm of knowledge even more. Superficial conflicts and the effects of political propaganda make originally simple and clear things look incredibly complex. If one can see through these, one can reach a simple, clear, cold, and honest answer: 'To maintain hegemony, Britain and France must strike at all powerful countries that do not accept Anglo-French hegemony.'

Considering along this line of thought, Cheng Ruofan suddenly had an idea about redemarcating the border. "Chairman, we are not going to force Russia into a desperate situation, right?"

He Rui responded, "Go on."

Cheng Ruofan tried hard to organize his messy thoughts, attempting to deduce following his flash of inspiration. "If we force Russia into a desperate situation, Russia has no reason to make huge concessions to us, the weakest. Even if they make concessions, they will make concessions to the strongest countries!"

He Rui really didn't have time to deduce with Cheng Ruofan, so he directly stated his view. "Forcing Russia into a desperate situation costs too much! Britain and France can't afford it either! If the leaders of the Bolshevik government really have the strategic thinking I expect, I will propose strategic cooperation to Russia. At that time, as a condition, I will ask the Bolshevik government to cancel some of the treaties they signed with the Qing Dynasty. I will tell the Bolshevik government very clearly that I want to appease domestic nationalist sentiments in China."

Cheng Ruofan could understand the first half very well. But the last part simply amused him. Politics is a very serious matter, yet He Rui's reason was unusually straightforward. So straightforward that Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but laugh.

He Rui didn't laugh, just stated seriously, "Ruofan, you don't think you are the only nationalist in the whole of China, do you? Or do you think the Chinese people are delighted with the history of their land being annexed by Russia?"

Originally, Cheng Ruofan had put himself in He Rui's shoes, so he felt this idea was truly hard to describe. But when Cheng Ruofan put himself back in his own shoes, he couldn't laugh anymore. Cheng Ruofan only felt anger rising. Under intense emotions, an angry accusation blurted out, "How do we know the Bolshevik government isn't the next Tsarist Russia? They even proposed the Yellow Russia plan, wanting to annex the entire Northeast!"

He Rui was amused. "This question is very good. If it were in diplomatic negotiations, raising such a question based on nationalist sentiments would be very good. It is necessary for the Russians to understand that China not only has nationalist sentiments, but they are also very intense! We need effective political statements to quell such anger. Otherwise, Russia can never break free from the cage of geopolitics."

Cheng Ruofan knew he shouldn't get angry at He Rui, but he really couldn't help it. Hearing He Rui still considering the problem from a purely diplomatic perspective at this time, Cheng Ruofan had mixed feelings and asked, "Does the Chairman never get angry?"

"How do you know I haven't been angry?" He Rui's tone was even gentler, but then, his tone became cold and ruthless. "I told the comrades that I once deduced very seriously based on nationalist sentiments. The final conclusion was that if we want to satisfy nationalist sentiments, based on considerations of interest, to cut off the hatred of hundreds and thousands of years brought by ethnic wars, we must kill all humans outside of China. Do you agree with such a result?"

Cheng Ruofan had never considered the idea of exterminating humans worldwide. He felt He Rui's words were simply irrational arguments and couldn't help retorting, "But we are recovering lost territories!"

He Rui answered tit for tat, "This is called the pot calling the kettle black! It's just powdering oneself up for lacking strength."

Cheng Ruofan was even more agitated, but he began to think.

He Rui was actually not agitated because when doing these thoughts, He Rui had been agitated too many times. Every time he was agitated, his heart boiled with the violent mood of destroying the world.

Seeing Cheng Ruofan's agitation actually trigger thinking, He Rui had quite a few more expectations for this young man. Thinking is painful, and the success rate is lower than those who rely on talent. After all, thinking is a painful experience, while the display of talent can bring extra joy.

However, in terms of the height that might be reached, Cheng Ruofan might reach a higher level. Because only thinking is the only way to complete the negation of negation.

However, Cheng Ruofan stood up at this time and saluted He Rui. "Chairman, I'll go back to work first."

He Rui nodded and stood up to shake hands with Cheng Ruofan. Deducing the inevitability of anti-humanity through thinking is a huge shock. For those who haven't dived so deep into the abyss, it is unacceptable, even unbearable. Even He Rui himself only understood what kind of world he had entered after many round trips.

As Cheng Ruofan left, He Rui began to prepare the Party School curriculum. In the next few years, one of He Rui's main jobs would be the President of the Party School. Even if most party comrades couldn't try to go deep into the abyss like Cheng Ruofan, He Rui had to tell the comrades the laws of the world under the sun, help comrades constantly improve themselves, and select excellent members from them to bear heavier work.

On November 1st, when Kolchak decided to accept He Rui's support, Morrison, Director of the Northeast Investment Promotion Bureau, had already led a delegation to board a ship at Yingkou Port and head for Europe. On December 5th, the delegation arrived in London, England.

The one who came to welcome them was a representative of the British Board of Trade. Morrison felt the guy opposite looked a bit familiar. And this person had already stepped forward to shake hands. "Morrison, remember me? I'm Saunders from the Law School."

Now Morrison remembered. Saunders was a year below Morrison, and both were members of the school football team. Both represented official identities, so it wasn't suitable to talk much. Soon everyone was busy with official business.

Saunders welcomed the Northeast delegation's arrival in Britain on behalf of the British side and led everyone to the hotel where they would stay. In the evening, Morrison went to the bar next door with Saunders. The two sat by the bar, a portion of fish and chips in front of each, beer mugs foaming clinking together. Morrison felt he was back in his university days. If there was any difference, it was probably that the drink in his hand was beer instead of cheap, low-quality whiskey.

In the 19th century, eating fried fish became common in London and southeast England (Charles Dickens mentioned a "fried fish warehouse" in *Oliver Twist*). Meanwhile, in northern England, the industry of deep-fried "chipped" potatoes was also developed. It is unclear when and where, but these two were combined to become the fish and chips shop industry we know. The first fish and chips shop might have been opened by Joseph Malin in London in 1860. The British love potatoes; they often treat potatoes as the staple food of a meal, even more than bread. There are at least no less than ten kinds of potatoes in Britain, big and small, with skin colors of black, yellow, and white, but the prices are all very cheap. In Britain, there are many ways to eat potatoes, and several are quite distinctive.

The two ate and drank, chatting about the past of their university days. Those fierce football matches, teammates on the football team. Classmates they both knew. Of course, there were also impressive teachers. Naturally, impressive girls in the school were not missing either.

The fish and chips in front of the two had been eaten, so they ordered another portion, and three more beers were served. Taking a big gulp and eating a piece of fried fish, Saunders sighed, "Everyone is talking about you recently, Morrison; you are already a celebrity in the Board of Trade."

Morrison didn't answer immediately. Life experiences cannot be predicted. Morrison hadn't expected to become an official of a local Chinese government, nor had he expected to return to Britain one day as the head of a Chinese local government delegation.

Just as he wanted to express some emotion, Saunders continued, "Recently, there was an article in *The Times* saying that China might push the border line northward, and also saying that the Northeast has formulated an offensive military plan. Have you heard of it?"

As a news practitioner, Morrison was completely unmoved. Because he was on the ship, Morrison didn't know there was such news. Even so, Morrison had already quickly made up such an article in his mind and believed that the level of the article he wrote would not be inferior to that press release he had never seen. Articles intended to stir up trouble are basically the same: find some possibilities, and then find corresponding rhetoric for these possibilities.

So Morrison continued to eat the long-lost fish and chips and drink the beer full of London flavor. Now, Saunders became interested and asked, "Is it true?"

Morrison had to answer, "If you go to check the British General Staff, you will definitely see operational plans to attack France. Do you think that is true?"

Saunders frowned slightly after hearing this, unable to judge Morrison's true thoughts for a moment. From the words, Morrison was denying such a view. However, some left-wing newspapers were using the word 'warlord' to describe He Rui.

The Chinese equivalent of Warlord is *Junfa*; if translated literally, it has a bloodier meaning, 'War Lord'.

Within the British Board of Trade, they studied the materials of the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia controlled by He Rui. This was a place with an arsenal, and within two years, it provided 600,000 rifles and tens of millions of rounds of ammunition to the White Russians.

Now that the Russian Civil War was coming to an end, He Rui could completely use such production capacity to arm his own army. The emergence of such a force in the Far East also attracted considerable attention within the British government. The scolding war of the left wing could be ignored, but some senior British officials about to retire would recall Germany once importing advanced equipment from Britain on a large scale to enhance Germany's industrial strength. After all, the European war had just ended.

Saunders simply asked more bluntly, "Morrison, is the Chairman of the Northeast Government really a peace-loving person?"

Morrison smiled bitterly. "Saunders, what I see is a young Napoleon. Not that Captain Napoleon, at least Napoleon who has completed the expedition to Egypt. But I think Your Excellency He Rui is not obsessed with peace and order dominated by himself."

Saunders savored the meaning in these words and said no more. Morrison had clearly stated that he didn't think He Rui was preparing to challenge the current world order. That is, not preparing to challenge the world order dominated by Britain.

In the hotel where the Chinese delegation stayed, every window was lit. The delegation felt extremely surprised by the gas lamps generally adopted in Britain. There were no gas lamps in the Northeast; among night lighting tools, candles were replacing oil lamps, and electric lights were also replacing candles.

But after being curious for a while, the delegation members who had just disembarked continued the planning they had conducted on the ship for more than a month under the organization of the temporary party committee. Different rooms contained members of various categories. Wang Donglu's aircraft group participated in the discussion meeting of the machinery major.

Rather than a discussion meeting, it was more like a study session. Delegation members listened to lecturers talking about the known industrial development direction and level in the Northeast, combining with the factory equipment the Northeast already possessed, discussing what kind of technical equipment should be introduced under the existing situation in the Northeast.

Wang Donglu had heard too many arguments and quarrels within the delegation. Some members insisted on introducing the latest technical equipment, while other members insisted on introducing technical equipment immediately needed by the Northeast. Both sides had their own reasons, which made sense either way.

But Wang Donglu himself was not so troubled. Aircraft were a brand-new type of equipment. The real great development was during the European war after 1914. A technology less than 5 years old really had nothing much to argue about.

It wasn't until late at night that the delegation head Morrison returned somewhat drunk. Only then did everyone stop the discussion and rest. Lying in bed, Wang Donglu yawned widely and fell asleep in the longing of truly meeting an airplane.

Wang Donglu found himself spreading his arms, flying in the air like a bird. But after flying for a while, Wang Donglu felt he began to fall, and panic followed. Wang Donglu tried hard to flap his arms, wanting to fly like a bird. But Wang Donglu failed; he fell straight down. Then Wang Donglu woke up.

So it was a dream! Wang Donglu looked at the stable bed and walls around him, and only then felt reassured. Getting out of bed, Wang Donglu remembered he was already in Britain. Looking at the dawning sky, Wang Donglu got up.

The next day, various departments began to contact British enterprises. Wang Donglu's group couldn't see airplanes and could only continue walking with other groups. It was like this for several days in a row. When Wang Donglu and others asked delegation head Morrison when they could see airplanes, Morrison only told them that he was still contacting the British government. The British government was considering the Chinese delegation's visit to the Royal Air Force.

Could it be that he actually wouldn't see an airplane? Wang Donglu felt a wave of unease.

At this time in Shenyang, He Rui had just arrived in the Kwantung Leased Territory by train. Japan sent three cars to welcome He Rui. The convoy arrived at the Kwantung Army Headquarters. He Rui was led into the commander's office. An elderly man wearing the rank insignia of a Japanese Army Lieutenant General walked into the office accompanied by the Kwantung Army Commander. He Rui immediately stepped forward and saluted. "Your Excellency Kawai! The student has come to welcome you!"

This Army General was none other than Kawai Misao, the principal when He Rui studied at the Japanese Army War College. Two days ago, the Japanese side sent a telegram to He Rui saying Principal Kawai Misao wanted to visit Shenyang.

He Rui replied immediately. As a student, He Rui performed the etiquette of a disciple and personally went to the Kwantung Leased Territory to welcome Principal Kawai Misao. So He Rui came all the way here.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao looked at the student He Rui wearing the rank of General in front of him and couldn't help sighing, "He-kun is indeed a talent cultivated by Japan."

Lieutenant General Tachibana Koichiro, Commander of the Kwantung Army beside him, also followed, "It's all due to Your Excellency Kawai Misao's good teaching."

He Rui didn't answer, just saluting Lieutenant General Tachibana Koichiro. As He Rui's teacher, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao could put on airs at this time. But Lieutenant General Tachibana Koichiro couldn't; as an official, he also returned the salute.

Afterward, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao smiled. "He-kun, this is a personal visit of mine. We don't need to talk here; it's inappropriate. I have ordered people to prepare food; you have also worked hard on the way."

He Rui followed the host's convenience. Since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao invited him to dinner, there must be preparations. The group left the Kwantung Army Headquarters, and the cars arrived at a place. It was a residence, not a restaurant.

When everyone walked in, a young woman wearing a kimono inside had already slid open the Japanese-style door and walked out with small steps. Seeing He Rui, she immediately bowed. "He Rui *Nissan* (meaning older brother in Japanese), long time no see."

Although He Rui didn't immediately recognize that this woman with makeup was Morita Mitsuko, he confirmed it by hearing her voice. He walked up to Mitsuko. Morita Mitsuko, just like in Tokyo a few years ago, looked at He Rui with intimacy in her eyes.

In the next moment, Morita Mitsuko had already taken He Rui's arm. "*Nissan*, I missed you so much."

He Rui also felt joy in his heart. He hugged Mitsuko and patted her back. "Mitsuko, you... you've grown up. You're a big girl now."

Then He Rui let go of his arms, pulled Mitsuko in front of him, looked her up and down for a while, and said, "Very good, very healthy, and very spirited. How is Auntie Morita recently?"

Mitsuko quickly said, "My mother is very well. Learning that I was coming to see you, she asked me to be sure to send her regards to *Nissan*."

Watching the joy of He Rui and Mitsuko's reunion, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao watched with a smile. Morita Mitsuko was no longer a little girl from a declined family in Tokyo in present-day Japan. Although everyone knew that someone in the army and government looked after Mitsuko, the current Morita Mitsuko, as a student of Tohoku Imperial University of the Japanese Empire, was no longer comparable to girls from ordinary families.

Not to mention her personal relationship with He Rui, which was also something the Japanese government inevitably paid attention to.

After the two finished chatting about family affairs, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao invited He Rui into the house. The table was already set inside. The three sat down, and the food began to be served.
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The Japanese custom of serving individual portions provided He Rui with excellent cover to feign ignorance. He took a bite of the pickles, then looked up and asked Mitsuko, "Mitsuko, this tastes just like what Auntie Morita used to make."

Seeing that He Rui had recognized the taste, Mitsuko answered with a beaming smile, "Nii-chan, these were made by my mother's own hands."

"I am truly grateful to Auntie Morita," He Rui laughed. After sweeping the pickles before him clean, He Rui sighed with nostalgia. "Auntie's pickling method has really improved. Even after traveling all this way for several days, they taste as fresh as if they were just made."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao chuckled softly. "He-kun, these were transported here by aircraft from Japan, courtesy of the Empire's newly established Army Air Service. I thought I would have to bring them to Shenyang to give to you, but I didn't expect you to come in person. It has certainly preserved the flavor of the pickles."

He Rui bowed his head in acknowledgment. "The Principal's kindness is overwhelming."

After expressing his thanks, He Rui continued, "It is truly impressive that the Japanese Army Air Service has already established a squadron capable of flying directly from Japan to the Kwantung Leased Territory."

Kawai Misao had paid close attention to He Rui during his time at the Academy, and He Rui's actions after graduation were regarded as exemplary within Japanese military circles. Seeing that He Rui had indeed picked up on the implication behind transporting pickles by plane, Kawai asked, "He-kun, you are working hard to build arsenals in the Northeast. Are you perhaps planning to build your own aircraft factory?"

He Rui made no attempt to hide it. "Principal, the Northeast is indeed preparing to build an aircraft factory. Airship and glider units were formed months ago. The Japanese Navy has long been equipped with reconnaissance aircraft. Since the Northeast has no navy, I wonder if the Principal could lend a hand and allow the Northeast's nascent flying corps to engage in exchanges with the Army Air Service."

Kawai Misao had always considered He Rui to be intelligent, even to the point of never telling lies. In any other setting, it would have been inappropriate for He Rui to request an exchange with the Japanese Army Air Service. But in this moment of friendly reunion between teacher and student, He Rui had seized the opportunity, leaving Kawai with no chance to accuse him of impoliteness.

So, Kawai dropped the subject of the air force and asked, "He-kun, I assume you have already established a military academy?"

He Rui nodded. "Principal, I began setting up military study classes as soon as I arrived in the Northeast. Currently, the education level in the army is insufficient. We only have entry-level military schools and an officer academy; a military college has not yet been established. There are only study classes for senior officers."

Mitsuko lowered her head, listening to the two generals discuss military matters. Although she didn't understand the specific implications of their conversation, she knew it didn't matter. She was just an ordinary female university student who had been brought to China by Lieutenant General Kawai. The reason had nothing to do with her personally; it was entirely because the Japanese military—and the higher-ups behind them—wanted to express goodwill towards He Rui.

Mitsuko disliked this immensely. Although she tried her best to embody the expectations Japanese society held for a female university student—displaying elegance and noble grace—she desperately wanted to apologize to He Rui. Not for participating in this "Sino-Japanese Friendly Exchange," but for being used as a tool against him.

At this moment, she heard Lieutenant General Kawai say, "He-kun, you have served in the Imperial Japanese Army, so you are eligible to take the entrance exam for the Army War College. Have you considered a personnel exchange with the Kwantung Army? We could send personnel to each other. I also hope to see Japanese soldiers applying to Northeast military schools in the capacity of Northeast Army soldiers. And I hope to see talents like you, He-kun, appearing at the Army War College."

He Rui exclaimed with delight, "That is a wonderful idea! Principal, you are truly broad-minded."

Kawai nodded slightly, seeming to appreciate He Rui's attitude. However, Kawai did not believe He Rui's sincerity. He Rui didn't lie, but one couldn't trust his truths either. Lieutenant General Kawai did not believe that He Rui's goal in agreeing to personnel exchanges was to promote Sino-Japanese friendship. Even if it were true, the "friendship" in He Rui's eyes was likely vastly different from what the Japanese side expected.

After the meal, Lieutenant General Kawai and He Rui moved to the adjacent tea room. Mitsuko did not follow. Sitting across the tea table, Kawai took a sip of tea and asked, "He-kun, is there any scenery worth seeing in the Northeast?"

He Rui thought for a moment and smiled. "There isn't much natural scenery in the Northeast; perhaps only the snowy forests and plains are truly breathtaking. If we speak of entertainment that Japan lacks, I recommend dog sledding. We introduced a batch of sled dogs from Russia and Canada. It is quite different from horse-drawn sleighs."

Kawai understood that He Rui did not want to discuss politics. If he really went to the Northeast, He Rui would treat him simply as a traveler. However, Lieutenant General Kawai's purpose in meeting He Rui had nothing to do with tourism.

Since He Rui was playing dumb, Kawai, as his former principal, decided to speak plainly. "He-kun, Britain and France have both expressed admiration for your humanitarian rescue efforts. Does He-kun believe that Kolchak can withstand the Soviet bandit offensive after the spring thaw?"

After saying this, Kawai added, "He-kun, you were known for your bold speech at the Academy. Have you changed since graduating?"

He Rui didn't mind the provocation. He believed that his character, formed in the 21st century, hadn't changed; it was just that the atmosphere of the second decade of the 20th century remained conservative. Since Lieutenant General Kawai asked directly, He Rui answered directly. "If Kolchak could withstand the Red Army, he would currently be in Siberia continuing the fight. If even the risk of freezing to death couldn't stop Kolchak from fleeing to Vladivostok with a million people, it is naturally because they couldn't hold off the Red Army even if they died trying."

Kawai nodded with some satisfaction. "He-kun is correct. Relying on Kolchak alone, he is bound to lose to the Red Army. There are rumors in Japan that Britain and France have placed large orders with you, using the arsenals in Manchuria and Mongolia to arm Kolchak. Does He-kun think Britain and France can help Kolchak regroup?"

He Rui smiled. "Principal, the Northeast is not participating in the Russian Civil War. The arms trade is merely a commercial activity."

Kawai felt he should try a bit harder, so he continued to persuade, "He-kun, if the Northeast and the Kwantung Army join forces to help Kolchak, I believe we can hold off the Red Army."

Given the Japanese habit of speaking in riddles ("abdominal art"), Principal Kawai's frankness could almost be called brilliantly transparent. Even He Rui was slightly moved. Bowing slightly, He Rui replied, "Principal, since you are so frank, I am willing to be honest as well. If Britain and France ask for the Northeast Government's attitude, the Northeast Government will clearly state that we wish to safeguard peace and suggest a ceasefire between the Russian Red Army and the White Guards. We are even willing to provide a venue for negotiations."

This was politician-speak, which Lieutenant General Kawai found unfamiliar. But he understood what He Rui meant: he would absolutely not participate in the Russian Civil War. Still, Kawai tried to persuade him further. "Does He-kun not wish to seize this opportunity to abolish the treaties signed between the Qing Empire and Russia?"

He Rui laughed out loud. This was what a mature adult should look like. Lieutenant General Kawai was utilizing nationalist sentiment, unlike guys like Cheng Ruofan who actually believed in it. If Cheng Ruofan were facing Lieutenant General Kawai, he would surely have been agitated by these nationalist appeals.

Of course, if Lieutenant General Kawai were talking to Cheng Ruofan, he might not have used nationalism. Because there was a high probability that Cheng Ruofan would have directly responded with, "Abolish the Treaty of Shimonoseki."

But He Rui didn't care. Facing Kawai's provocation, He Rui spoke the plain truth. "If the Japanese Army wants to fight the Russian Red Army, the Northeast Government is willing to provide all assistance short of dispatching troops. From weapons and ammunition to logistical supplies, from military hospitals to medicine, we will certainly meet the needs of the Imperial Japanese Army."

Hearing this, Lieutenant General Kawai only sighed slightly. He picked up the kettle to refill the teapot, then raised his cup to He Rui. He Rui also raised his cup and drained it in one gulp. Then he changed the subject. "Principal, you mentioned earlier that the Northeast and the Kwantung Army could exchange personnel. I wonder if you have a plan for that?"

In the end, Lieutenant General Kawai did not go to Shenyang. Since the meeting with He Rui had yielded results—even if it was a rejection, at least He Rui had frankly expressed his attitude without concealment—taking the results of this conversation back was an achievement in itself.

Although Lieutenant General Kawai believed He Rui wouldn't lie, it wasn't impossible for He Rui to change his views for greater benefits. Of course, that depended on how high a price Britain and France could pay. At the very least, Japan could not afford the price to buy He Rui.

Before parting, Mitsuko finally had a chance to meet He Rui alone. Seeing no one else in the room, Mitsuko sat before He Rui and bowed her head deeply. "Nii-chan, I am sorry."

He Rui was amused. He reached out to pat her head as he used to, but seeing Mitsuko in her kimono, he felt he shouldn't treat her like a child anymore. So he patted her shoulder instead and comforted her gently, "Mitsuko, I am the one who should say sorry. I know you didn't want to participate in this at all. It was entirely because of me that you were dragged into this. Please, you must forgive me. Rest assured, I will find a way to ask friends for help so that you won't be harassed like this again."

Hearing this, Mitsuko's eyes grew wet. When He Rui was in Tokyo, she could sense that her Brother He had two different faces: one for ordinary people like her, and one for those with status.

Since the meeting with Lieutenant General Kawai began, the person in front of her had been "Excellency He Rui." Now, the Brother He who was considerate of ordinary people, friendly to everyone, and stood up for others in difficulty had finally returned. This made Mitsuko feel both relieved and sad.

Wiping away her tears, Mitsuko took out a letter, placed it on the tatami, and pushed it toward He Rui with both hands. "Nii-chan, this is a letter my mother wrote to you."

He Rui picked up the letter and began to read. In the letter, Auntie Morita greeted him and spoke of domestic matters. She asked about his current situation, specifically whether he was living the life he wanted, whether he had found what he expected in such a life, and if he was happy because of it. Reading this, He Rui felt a stinging in his nose. He put down the letter, exhaled a long breath, and tried to drive away the sourness in his nose and the tears in his eyes.

There were already many people in the world watching He Rui. In their eyes, He Rui represented a symbol. Either a powerful leader, a cunning warlord, or the head of a movement. Few people treated He Rui as a human being with his own joys and sorrows. Even among those who cared about his feelings, the vast majority only wanted to maximize their own benefits or avoid harm.

In a sense, He Rui viewed himself the same way.

Putting away the letter, He Rui sighed. "Sigh... Mitsuko, I thought that as long as I didn't write to you, it would reduce the trouble I caused you. I didn't expect to be wrong. Since it has come to this, tell me how you have been these past few years. Has anything interesting happened?"

Mitsuko smiled, but she immediately realized how much the past few years had changed her. Before, she could laugh genuinely in front of He Rui. Over the years, from girls' high school to life at Tohoku Imperial University, Mitsuko knew clearly how much of her smile was pure emotion and how much was polished social grace.

But since they had reached this point, Mitsuko decided to ask the question she had always been curious about. "Nii-chan, can you tell me how much effort you put in to get me into university? I am truly very grateful."

He Rui also sensed the change in Mitsuko. The ignorant child had grown up. She was no longer willing to be clueless; she wanted to understand who was pushing her life forward. Since that was the case, He Rui smiled. "At first, Professor Taira Toyomori told me he couldn't help much. Later, Mitsui Yasuki of the Mitsui Zaibatsu wanted to help, but the university council at Tohoku Imperial University didn't give much face to Professor Taira, and how could a Mitsui family member who hadn't made donations to the university influence the council? You must know how much pressure there is against admitting female students."

Mitsuko nodded slightly. In Japan, although the Mitsui Zaibatsu was "rich," they were not "noble." Although Mitsuko never asked about the backgrounds of her female classmates at Tohoku Imperial University, she paid attention during their daily silence. Relying on the little she heard, she carefully inquired. Those female university students all had backgrounds in the Japanese peerage (Kazoku), possessing both wealth and nobility.

He Rui continued, "Later, Professor Taira Toyomori asked me to write a letter begging Excellency Takahashi for help. Afterward, the Professor wrote to say that things were moving, and the rest depended on your exam results. Your academic performance has always been good, so I was relieved."

Mitsuko finally understood the sequence of events and untied the knot in her heart. Although the description was simple and He Rui's tone lacked emotion, Mitsuko knew that the power of the high-level elite was just that simple and direct. Doors that were tightly shut to ordinary people would open completely for them. No special effort was needed—a letter, a sentence, was enough.

After a moment of silence, Mitsuko looked up and asked, "Nii-chan, I have read all the books and manuscripts you wrote that I could collect. will Japan continue like this? Will the Kazoku always hold all the power?"

He Rui was somewhat moved. Mitsuko was not the first person to say this to him. The first was Ishiwara Kanji. At that time, Ishiwara and He Rui hadn't known each other long. The two were drunk in a small tavern when Ishiwara, his eyes flashing with a strange light, asked this very question.

At the time, He Rui was amused by the question from the man who, in another timeline, would mastermind the Mukden Incident. He replied, "Ishiwara-kun, if the Japanese people accept such a fate, it will continue. If they do not accept it, they must have the strength to overthrow the current situation, especially to seize the opportunity at the critical moment. Otherwise, even if Japan is completely conquered, such shackles will continue to be placed on the heads of the Japanese people. The son of a Diet member will continue to be a Diet member; the son of a banker will continue to be a banker. Nothing will change."

At that time, He Rui didn't understand Ishiwara Kanji, and since it was drunken talk, he forgot about it after speaking.

Unexpectedly, a few days later, Ishiwara Kanji came to see He Rui again, no longer displaying his previous unruly and defiant demeanor. Ishiwara spoke very sincerely with He Rui, talking through the entire night.

Now, Mitsuko was asking the same question. He Rui hesitated. Should he tell Mitsuko about the possibility of liberating Japan? If he expected Mitsuko to participate in the action to liberate Japan, he knew he should tell her everything. But in He Rui's eyes, Mitsuko was his sister. He only wanted her to live in a liberated Japan, not to struggle on the front lines of liberation.

He Rui quickly realized the difference in how he treated comrades versus loved ones. For loved ones, he only wanted to offer them a beautiful world, not let them endure the suffering of creating it.

Seeing the hesitation on He Rui's face, Mitsuko became even more certain that the He Rui before her was the brother who had always protected and helped her. This, in turn, fueled her determination. "Nii-chan, I can protect myself. What I look forward to now is seeing hope. Please, Nii-chan, point out where the bright path lies."

He Rui sighed softly. "Mitsuko, any human social activity can be viewed as economic activity. Given Japan's current national strength, the Japanese people should certainly be able to live better lives. Japan's economic development itself would not be negatively affected by the improvement of people's lives; it might even become more active due to increased demand. But this hasn't happened. The reason lies in the distribution system determined by Japan's current political system. Whether it is opportunity or distribution, the power to decide is monopolized in the hands of the high-level elite."

Mitsuko listened seriously. Because of her own experiences, she knew all this to be true. She didn't ask questions, just listened intently.

He Rui continued, "If these elites were capitalists like Mitsui Yasuki, it might be slightly better. But Japan's current decision-making power is monopolized by the old aristocracy. Gender equality? They don't accept it. Selection by merit? They don't accept it. What they want to maintain is that this country, Japan, must revolve around them. As those in power, everything in this country is a bargaining chip for their transactions. You have experienced the struggle of class mobility yourself; you should be clear about what it means when state public power is monopolized by a small group. Only if you are already in this circle of power can you get opportunities. If Japan wants to be liberated, the old system must be smashed, and a truly equal new system must be established. If you just tinker and force those in power to make concessions, no matter how much effort you pay, the harvest will be negligible. If those in power give you a little bit, they will first extract thousands of times more benefit from you."

Hearing this, Mitsuko asked in puzzlement, "Nii-chan, what exactly are those people afraid of?"

"They are afraid of losing the power to dominate others. Those people are human too. They are no different from ordinary Japanese people like you; they are not wiser or smarter than ordinary people. If they had to compete fairly with ordinary people like you, they would soon lose all their advantages and be completely replaced by the excellent among the ordinary. If there is anything where they are 'superior' to people like you, it is that they possess power, so they are clearer about the consequences of losing it. That is why they will never allow such a thing to happen."

Mitsuko felt a sudden enlightenment. The driving force behind the actions of those in power was actually fear. She had truly never thought of it that way before. Now she finally understood why those in power were so hostile to any rebellious behavior and struck it down so resolutely. She had originally thought those people acted out of a love for order.

"Thank you, Nii-chan." Mitsuko bowed her head, thanking He Rui with a formal student's bow.
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The moment of parting arrived. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, in his crisp military uniform, sighed, "He-kun, the Ministry of War has ordered me to return to Tokyo immediately. It is a pity that I cannot visit the Northeast."

He Rui, also in a crisp military uniform, sighed, "It is indeed a pity that the Principal cannot visit the Northeast. I look forward to when the Principal has time."

Morita Mitsuko, standing beside Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, maintained an attitude of quiet reserve, gentleness, considerateness, and noble virtue throughout. But beneath the appearance of this perfect woman expected by Japanese society, Morita Mitsuko looked seriously at the adult world. This was the world she was about to enter. In the spring of 1920, Mitsuko would graduate. She was already preparing to work in a newspaper office, and Professor Taira Toyomori also supported Mitsuko's choice and expressed that he could recommend Mitsuko to *Asahi Shimbun*.

Neither of the two Chinese and Japanese generals in front of her told the truth, yet what they said was all true. This is the adult world of treating each other with courtesy. If one couldn't understand how the forces to which they belonged operated, it would be impossible to figure out what the two sides were actually saying.

Based on Mitsuko's current limited understanding, both sides had effectively exchanged the things they wanted to know and would go back to make responses. From a personal perspective, Mitsuko naturally leaned toward He Rui, who was like her own brother. But Mitsuko was somewhat uneasy; what Brother He Rui wanted to do was to completely smash the old order. From Mitsuko's feeling, He Rui not only wanted to destroy the old order of China, but the old order of Japan was also within He Rui's striking range. Mitsuko found it hard to imagine what kind of bloody storm such destruction would bring.

Neither General He Rui nor Lieutenant General Kawai Misao wasted words. This time He Rui didn't salute but extended his hand to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao held He Rui's hand and sighed sincerely, "He-kun, please do your best for Sino-Japanese cooperation."

He Rui smiled. "Please rest assured, Principal; Japan is my second hometown. I will work hard for a beautiful future for Japan."

For a moment, Kawai Misao couldn't help but want to try again to persuade He Rui to cooperate with Japan in the Far East. But Kawai Misao held back; He Rui was definitely not the kind of person who would easily change his views. Moreover, from He Rui's perspective, using the chaos in the Far East to play both sides was undoubtedly the best choice. If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao were in He Rui's position, he would also make the same choice as He Rui.

Letting go of He Rui's hand, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao smiled. "Let's say goodbye here, He-kun. I wish He-kun smooth sailing in the future."

He Rui nodded slightly. "I wish the Principal long-lasting military fortune."

At this time, the car taking He Rui to the station had stopped outside the door. Mitsuko bowed her head to say goodbye to He Rui. If possible, Mitsuko wanted very much to personally see He Rui into the car. But in the upper-class world, rationality outside of etiquette did not exist. Apart from following complete etiquette, Mitsuko had no right to act according to her own ideas.

Watching He Rui get into the car, Mitsuko waved goodbye to the car. At this moment, Mitsuko only wanted to grow up as soon as possible so she could possibly act as an adult, and even bring her mother to visit He Rui.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was quite satisfied with Mitsuko's performance. In the Lieutenant General's view, this female university student displayed the performance a Japanese woman should have, giving the meeting a warm and affectionate side. Although He Rui's political judgment was not affected by this, it was not Mitsuko's fault.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao took a train straight to Busan Port, then departed by ship, returning to Tokyo to bring He Rui's attitude back to the Japanese General Staff.

The General Staff had long been prepared for this. Since He Rui was not prepared to intervene in the war, the Japanese military had only two choices left: persuade Britain, or do it alone.

If they wanted to persuade Britain, Japan had a very important bargaining chip, which was the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance'. The purpose of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was to ensure pressure against Russia in the Far East region, but the Anglo-Japanese Alliance did not cover the United States.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and a group of officers from the General Staff gathered around the map of the Far East. Everyone had the impulse to fully utilize the changes in the Far East, but no one spoke.

The content that could be discussed had long been discussed. The Russian Red Army had to pass through long supply lines to reach the Far East, and after the Russian Civil War, the domestic economy was destitute, so the incoming Russian Red Army did not have sufficient strength. Even if Kolchak was weak and could not defeat the Russian Red Army, if the Japanese army devoted all its efforts to the war, victory was possible.

But who would pay the money? Japan had requested Britain to pay several times, but the British side ignored it completely. Japan itself had already sent troops to Vladivostok. So far, apart from constantly paying money, there had been no actual income. To develop Vladivostok, one must first swallow Vladivostok.

And Britain expressed absolutely no agreement on this matter, and also explicitly expressed opposition to the roundabout probing of Japanese representatives. It could be seen that Britain was not happy to see Japan become a continental country.

Some more radical officers proposed that Japan fight alone, completely defeat the Russian Red Army, and seize the Vladivostok region. The General Staff itself didn't support such a plan much. If this were done, millions of Japanese troops would need to enter the Far East region for long-term combat. This military expenditure already exceeded the budget of the entire country of Japan. Even if victorious, it would take decades to recover.

If they failed... the Great Japanese Empire would be finished.

Since all discussable possibilities had been discussed, plus receiving He Rui's clear statement, the officers were silent. No one was willing to break such silence. In the silence, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku said, "Since that's the case, gentlemen, meeting adjourned."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao breathed a sigh of relief and was about to leave when he was stopped by the Chief of the General Staff. Arriving at the Chief of the General Staff's office, General Uehara Yusaku said, "Lieutenant General Kawai, the General Staff recommends you as the next Commander of the Kwantung Army, replacing Your Excellency Tachibana."

There were already rumors about this news in the Ministry of War. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao also knew very well that his appointment as the Commander of the Kwantung Army was partly to leverage his familiarity with He Rui. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao simply replied, "Thank you!"

Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku invited Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to sit down. "Lieutenant General Kawai, what do you think is He Rui's attitude toward the Empire? According to intelligence, He Rui already has considerable military strength. Will he rely on his own strength to act freely?"

Kawai Misao recalled the meeting with He Rui and replied, "He-kun is already a man capable of standing on his own."

"Oh..." General Uehara Yusaku had a feeling about this implicit statement. If said in Japan, it meant He Rui was definitely not a person controlled by others. Although General Uehara Yusaku could accept such an evaluation, he was not happy to see it.

But since He Rui could become the top graduate of the Japanese Army War College, becoming such a person was not surprising. General Uehara Yusaku changed the question. "What is He Rui's attitude toward Russia?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao replied, "He Rui seems to only want to seek profits from Russia's civil war and the pressure of various countries on Russia. I also asked He Rui about his political views. He Rui stated that he sympathized very much with the suffering people of Russia. I think he was just perfunctory."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat skeptical. The Japanese General Staff had specially established the 'He Agency' and had a large number of privileges in Northeast China, so they were very clear about what happened in Northeast China. Many Japanese officers believed that He Rui was a communist.

The previous head of the 'He Agency', Itagaki Seishirō, was a famous China expert in the Japanese army. Itagaki Seishirō did not agree with such a view. Such policies had been implemented many times in Chinese history; the most similar to He Rui's policy was the 'Zu Yong Diao' system of the Tang Dynasty. Similarly, land was state-owned, people had land use rights, and the state collected taxes from land possessors.

As for eliminating political enemies and developing industry, Japan had done it in the Meiji Restoration decades ago. Striking at illegal local tyrants and evil gentry was even more normal in Chinese history. The prosperous Tang Dynasty a thousand years ago implemented the imperial examination and struck at powerful families, which was the same method.

If these were all considered communist behaviors, then the prosperous Tang Dynasty most revered by Japan was undoubtedly a thorough communist country.

Anti-communism could be used as a political excuse, but in the eyes of people in high positions like General Uehara Yusaku, what He Rui did had countless precedents in reality and had nothing to do with communism. There was only one thing worth paying attention to: He Rui was striving to promote China's progress, which undoubtedly posed a threat to Japan. General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Is there a faction opposing He Rui within the Northeast Government?"

Since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao already knew he was a candidate for the Commander of the Kwantung Army, he had done his homework long ago. According to intelligence collected by the 'He Agency', the Northeast Government practiced party politics, so he replied, "Your Excellency, most of He Rui's subordinates are personnel gathered by He Rui through short-term training. They come from the Northeast and immigrants from inside the pass, and no faction leaders have appeared. There are very few old Northeast government officials retained, and the more prestigious ones are relatively radical patriots. So far, no obvious policy differences have appeared. I personally do not believe there are political figures in the Northeast capable of confronting He Rui."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat disappointed, but also felt it made sense. After all, He Rui was an excellent talent cultivated by the Great Japanese Empire. If He Rui couldn't do these things, it would instead disappoint the upper echelons of the Japanese military.

Just as he wanted to continue asking about the political inclination of the Northeast Army, he heard Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continue, "Your Excellency, He Rui proposed the idea of personnel exchange between the Northeast Army and the Kwantung Army in this meeting. I understood his meaning as being able to send military personnel to serve in each other's troops. This surprised me somewhat; I don't know if He Rui has any preparations."

General Uehara Yusaku asked about the content of the conversation and also felt he couldn't figure out He Rui's thoughts. If He Rui's purpose was to let his excellent subordinates pass the exam for the Japanese Army War College for advanced studies, the same purpose could be achieved without such means.

If He Rui's purpose was to establish good relations between the Chinese and Japanese armies, General Uehara Yusaku felt it was impossible. All intelligence indicated that He Rui was a patriotic soldier who would absolutely not accept Japanese leadership over China.

However, General Uehara Yusaku was not troubled by this, only preparing to hand this question over to the officers of the General Staff to study.

Finally, General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Lieutenant General Kawai, do you have confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had seriously considered this question. Russia was indeed in a weak state, but Russia's own power remained strong. This was not a good time for a decisive battle with Russia. Precisely because of this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao answered briskly, "Your Excellency, I have full confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army with equal troop strength!"

It was March 1920 when the news of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao becoming the Commander of the Kwantung Army became known. He Rui did not congratulate him in person this time but sent a telegram to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and also sent a congratulatory gift.

At this time, the delegation sent by China to Europe had returned. Accompanying them back were more than a dozen British and French engineers and scientists, as well as more than a dozen Germans.

He Rui welcomed them personally. The person responsible for the introduction was Wang Donglu from the aircraft group in the delegation. Wang Donglu's joy was hard to contain; he hadn't expected to actually invite the research team responsible for researching fighter jets in Germany during World War I. Although these people were unemployed now, and Germany was prohibited from having an air force in the Treaty of Versailles, it was truly incredible that these experts could come to China.

Wang Donglu's excitement did not affect He Rui. When Wang Donglu introduced one of them, He Rui took the initiative to step forward and shake hands with that person. "Your Excellency Haushofer, I have always admired your attainments in geopolitics."

Wang Donglu was stunned. He knew He Rui had quite some connections and influence in Japan. But he hadn't expected He Rui to have his own understanding of distant Europe. This Karl Ernst Haushofer and his academic assistant Rudolf Hess were scholars. Although Karl Ernst Haushofer was once a Major General in the German Army, the Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the German Army could not exceed 100,000, and generals in the German Army of millions were now all unemployed.

Former Major General Karl Ernst Haushofer was not particularly surprised. While shaking hands with He Rui, this former Major General said in broken Chinese, "Hello."

Then he said in fluent Japanese, "I have also read Your Excellency's works and have long wanted to meet with Your Excellency."

A German actually conversing with a Chinese in Japanese—watching such a reality happen before his eyes, Wang Donglu unexpectedly developed a suspicion: did he mistake something?

Or perhaps he was the foreigner.

After the reception, He Rui invited Karl Ernst Haushofer and Rudolf Hess for a private meeting. Major General Karl looked at the Chinese General in front of him and simply asked frankly, "Your Excellency, do you want to change the current world pattern?"

He Rui was not astonished, only somewhat surprised by Major General Karl's frankness. But this Major General was indeed a formidable figure in the history of the development of geostrategic thought, and He Rui didn't worry that Major General Karl would become a British spy.

So He Rui answered frankly, "I am not happy with the world order established by the Treaty of Versailles."

Major General Karl was very satisfied with He Rui's frankness. He looked at Rudolf Hess, who had a look of pleasant surprise, and turned back to He Rui. Since they were engaged in geopolitical research, there was no need to engage in clichés like diplomats. Major General Karl asked, "According to my understanding of geopolitics, China is a country, but even more so a civilization. So no matter how many times China is defeated, European civilization has not spread widely in China. Not only China, but Japan is the same. The popularity of Western suits is only influenced by the strength of European countries and has not changed Japan itself. The clash of civilizations cannot be solved by mutual infiltration."

He Rui liked Major General Karl's keenness very much and smiled. "If China can break the system of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany will have the opportunity to break free from the shackles and become strong again."

Major General Karl nodded. "Your Excellency, you are a patriot, and so am I. Any research is to serve the motherland. Although the current German General Staff is completely different from before, there are still some people willing to cooperate with Your Excellency who opposes the Anglo-French Versailles order."

He Rui asked with interest, "What makes Your Excellency think I have a reason to break the Versailles system?"

Major General Karl smiled and pointed to the map hanging on the wall. "May I use it?"

He Rui asked his secretary to bring in a world map and spread it on the wide table. Karl walked to the map and immediately felt as if he had returned to the time of commanding troops in World War I.

In 1869, Haushofer was born into a literary family in Munich. His father, Max Haushofer, was a famous economics professor and politician, engaging in academic and literary work together with his mother, Adele Haushofer.

In 1887, after graduating from a sports high school in Munich, Haushofer joined the Bavarian 1st Field Artillery Regiment "Prince Luitpold" and achieved good results in the Bavarian General Staff.

In November 1908, he served as a military attaché at the German Embassy in Japan. During his tenure, he studied the Japanese army, met high-level officials, and was even received by Emperor Meiji. He loved traveling and wandered through India, Southeast Asia, Korea, and the Northeast, laying the foundation for his future research on Eastern issues and becoming a premier expert on Japanese strategic issues. Later, due to contracting lung disease, he left Japan and returned to his country for treatment, published the thesis "Reflections on the Military Power, World Status, and Future of the Great Japanese Empire", and obtained a doctorate from the University of Munich. He integrated his experience into Japan's rise process, began to reflect on maritime civilization, and finally formed a grand strategic thinking transcending traditional land and sea power.

During World War I, Karl was responsible for commanding a brigade on the Western Front. In the confused year of 1919, he also worried about Germany's defeat and its future. Probably at this time, he met Rudolf Hess, who was not only his experimental assistant but also a close friend. Karl entered academia with the aim of reviving Germany. He believed that the geopolitical dilemma of the old empire led to its failure and intended to teach the public personally.

Learning that the delegation from Northeast China for introducing industry had ended their trip to Britain and France and arrived in Germany, Karl found the leaders of the former General Staff and tried hard to lobby them, hoping to contact the Chinese industrial delegation. And he facilitated the German Air Force fighter R&D personnel coming to the Northeast.

Lieutenant General Karl bet on his own judgment that He Rui, the warlord ruling Northeast China, would become a key force to leverage the Versailles system and let Germany break free from the shackles as soon as possible.

His fingertips slid along China's border on the map, and Major General Karl stopped first at southeast China. "Chinese civilization can absolutely not accept Britain dominating the economy of the south, just as the German Empire absolutely does not accept France dominating southern Germany; war is inevitable."
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The moment of parting arrived. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, in his crisp military uniform, sighed, "He-kun, the Ministry of War has ordered me to return to Tokyo immediately. It is a pity that I cannot visit the Northeast."

He Rui, also in a crisp military uniform, sighed, "It is indeed a pity that the Principal cannot visit the Northeast. I look forward to when the Principal has time."

Morita Mitsuko, standing beside Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, maintained an attitude of quiet reserve, gentleness, considerateness, and noble virtue throughout. But beneath the appearance of this perfect woman expected by Japanese society, Morita Mitsuko looked seriously at the adult world. This was the world she was about to enter. In the spring of 1920, Mitsuko would graduate. She was already preparing to work in a newspaper office, and Professor Taira Toyomori also supported Mitsuko's choice and expressed that he could recommend Mitsuko to *Asahi Shimbun*.

Neither of the two Chinese and Japanese generals in front of her told the truth, yet what they said was all true. This is the adult world of treating each other with courtesy. If one couldn't understand how the forces to which they belonged operated, it would be impossible to figure out what the two sides were actually saying.

Based on Mitsuko's current limited understanding, both sides had effectively exchanged the things they wanted to know and would go back to make responses. From a personal perspective, Mitsuko naturally leaned toward He Rui, who was like her own brother. But Mitsuko was somewhat uneasy; what Brother He Rui wanted to do was to completely smash the old order. From Mitsuko's feeling, He Rui not only wanted to destroy the old order of China, but the old order of Japan was also within He Rui's striking range. Mitsuko found it hard to imagine what kind of bloody storm such destruction would bring.

Neither General He Rui nor Lieutenant General Kawai Misao wasted words. This time He Rui didn't salute but extended his hand to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao held He Rui's hand and sighed sincerely, "He-kun, please do your best for Sino-Japanese cooperation."

He Rui smiled. "Please rest assured, Principal; Japan is my second hometown. I will work hard for a beautiful future for Japan."

For a moment, Kawai Misao couldn't help but want to try again to persuade He Rui to cooperate with Japan in the Far East. But Kawai Misao held back; He Rui was definitely not the kind of person who would easily change his views. Moreover, from He Rui's perspective, using the chaos in the Far East to play both sides was undoubtedly the best choice. If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao were in He Rui's position, he would also make the same choice as He Rui.

Letting go of He Rui's hand, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao smiled. "Let's say goodbye here, He-kun. I wish He-kun smooth sailing in the future."

He Rui nodded slightly. "I wish the Principal long-lasting military fortune."

At this time, the car taking He Rui to the station had stopped outside the door. Mitsuko bowed her head to say goodbye to He Rui. If possible, Mitsuko wanted very much to personally see He Rui into the car. But in the upper-class world, rationality outside of etiquette did not exist. Apart from following complete etiquette, Mitsuko had no right to act according to her own ideas.

Watching He Rui get into the car, Mitsuko waved goodbye to the car. At this moment, Mitsuko only wanted to grow up as soon as possible so she could possibly act as an adult, and even bring her mother to visit He Rui.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was quite satisfied with Mitsuko's performance. In the Lieutenant General's view, this female university student displayed the performance a Japanese woman should have, giving the meeting a warm and affectionate side. Although He Rui's political judgment was not affected by this, it was not Mitsuko's fault.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao took a train straight to Busan Port, then departed by ship, returning to Tokyo to bring He Rui's attitude back to the Japanese General Staff.

The General Staff had long been prepared for this. Since He Rui was not prepared to intervene in the war, the Japanese military had only two choices left: persuade Britain, or do it alone.

If they wanted to persuade Britain, Japan had a very important bargaining chip, which was the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance'. The purpose of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was to ensure pressure against Russia in the Far East region, but the Anglo-Japanese Alliance did not cover the United States.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and a group of officers from the General Staff gathered around the map of the Far East. Everyone had the impulse to fully utilize the changes in the Far East, but no one spoke.

The content that could be discussed had long been discussed. The Russian Red Army had to pass through long supply lines to reach the Far East, and after the Russian Civil War, the domestic economy was destitute, so the incoming Russian Red Army did not have sufficient strength. Even if Kolchak was weak and could not defeat the Russian Red Army, if the Japanese army devoted all its efforts to the war, victory was possible.

But who would pay the money? Japan had requested Britain to pay several times, but the British side ignored it completely. Japan itself had already sent troops to Vladivostok. So far, apart from constantly paying money, there had been no actual income. To develop Vladivostok, one must first swallow Vladivostok.

And Britain expressed absolutely no agreement on this matter, and also explicitly expressed opposition to the roundabout probing of Japanese representatives. It could be seen that Britain was not happy to see Japan become a continental country.

Some more radical officers proposed that Japan fight alone, completely defeat the Russian Red Army, and seize the Vladivostok region. The General Staff itself didn't support such a plan much. If this were done, millions of Japanese troops would need to enter the Far East region for long-term combat. This military expenditure already exceeded the budget of the entire country of Japan. Even if victorious, it would take decades to recover.

If they failed... the Great Japanese Empire would be finished.

Since all discussable possibilities had been discussed, plus receiving He Rui's clear statement, the officers were silent. No one was willing to break such silence. In the silence, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku said, "Since that's the case, gentlemen, meeting adjourned."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao breathed a sigh of relief and was about to leave when he was stopped by the Chief of the General Staff. Arriving at the Chief of the General Staff's office, General Uehara Yusaku said, "Lieutenant General Kawai, the General Staff recommends you as the next Commander of the Kwantung Army, replacing Your Excellency Tachibana."

There were already rumors about this news in the Ministry of War. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao also knew very well that his appointment as the Commander of the Kwantung Army was partly to leverage his familiarity with He Rui. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao simply replied, "Thank you!"

Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku invited Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to sit down. "Lieutenant General Kawai, what do you think is He Rui's attitude toward the Empire? According to intelligence, He Rui already has considerable military strength. Will he rely on his own strength to act freely?"

Kawai Misao recalled the meeting with He Rui and replied, "He-kun is already a man capable of standing on his own."

"Oh..." General Uehara Yusaku had a feeling about this implicit statement. If said in Japan, it meant He Rui was definitely not a person controlled by others. Although General Uehara Yusaku could accept such an evaluation, he was not happy to see it.

But since He Rui could become the top graduate of the Japanese Army War College, becoming such a person was not surprising. General Uehara Yusaku changed the question. "What is He Rui's attitude toward Russia?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao replied, "He Rui seems to only want to seek profits from Russia's civil war and the pressure of various countries on Russia. I also asked He Rui about his political views. He Rui stated that he sympathized very much with the suffering people of Russia. I think he was just perfunctory."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat skeptical. The Japanese General Staff had specially established the 'He Agency' and had a large number of privileges in Northeast China, so they were very clear about what happened in Northeast China. Many Japanese officers believed that He Rui was a communist.

The previous head of the 'He Agency', Itagaki Seishirō, was a famous China expert in the Japanese army. Itagaki Seishirō did not agree with such a view. Such policies had been implemented many times in Chinese history; the most similar to He Rui's policy was the 'Zu Yong Diao' system of the Tang Dynasty. Similarly, land was state-owned, people had land use rights, and the state collected taxes from land possessors.

As for eliminating political enemies and developing industry, Japan had done it in the Meiji Restoration decades ago. Striking at illegal local tyrants and evil gentry was even more normal in Chinese history. The prosperous Tang Dynasty a thousand years ago implemented the imperial examination and struck at powerful families, which was the same method.

If these were all considered communist behaviors, then the prosperous Tang Dynasty most revered by Japan was undoubtedly a thorough communist country.

Anti-communism could be used as a political excuse, but in the eyes of people in high positions like General Uehara Yusaku, what He Rui did had countless precedents in reality and had nothing to do with communism. There was only one thing worth paying attention to: He Rui was striving to promote China's progress, which undoubtedly posed a threat to Japan. General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Is there a faction opposing He Rui within the Northeast Government?"

Since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao already knew he was a candidate for the Commander of the Kwantung Army, he had done his homework long ago. According to intelligence collected by the 'He Agency', the Northeast Government practiced party politics, so he replied, "Your Excellency, most of He Rui's subordinates are personnel gathered by He Rui through short-term training. They come from the Northeast and immigrants from inside the pass, and no faction leaders have appeared. There are very few old Northeast government officials retained, and the more prestigious ones are relatively radical patriots. So far, no obvious policy differences have appeared. I personally do not believe there are political figures in the Northeast capable of confronting He Rui."

General Uehara Yusaku was somewhat disappointed, but also felt it made sense. After all, He Rui was an excellent talent cultivated by the Great Japanese Empire. If He Rui couldn't do these things, it would instead disappoint the upper echelons of the Japanese military.

Just as he wanted to continue asking about the political inclination of the Northeast Army, he heard Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continue, "Your Excellency, He Rui proposed the idea of personnel exchange between the Northeast Army and the Kwantung Army in this meeting. I understood his meaning as being able to send military personnel to serve in each other's troops. This surprised me somewhat; I don't know if He Rui has any preparations."

General Uehara Yusaku asked about the content of the conversation and also felt he couldn't figure out He Rui's thoughts. If He Rui's purpose was to let his excellent subordinates pass the exam for the Japanese Army War College for advanced studies, the same purpose could be achieved without such means.

If He Rui's purpose was to establish good relations between the Chinese and Japanese armies, General Uehara Yusaku felt it was impossible. All intelligence indicated that He Rui was a patriotic soldier who would absolutely not accept Japanese leadership over China.

However, General Uehara Yusaku was not troubled by this, only preparing to hand this question over to the officers of the General Staff to study.

Finally, General Uehara Yusaku asked, "Lieutenant General Kawai, do you have confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had seriously considered this question. Russia was indeed in a weak state, but Russia's own power remained strong. This was not a good time for a decisive battle with Russia. Precisely because of this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao answered briskly, "Your Excellency, I have full confidence in defeating the Russian Red Army with equal troop strength!"

It was March 1920 when the news of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao becoming the Commander of the Kwantung Army became known. He Rui did not congratulate him in person this time but sent a telegram to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and also sent a congratulatory gift.

At this time, the delegation sent by China to Europe had returned. Accompanying them back were more than a dozen British and French engineers and scientists, as well as more than a dozen Germans.

He Rui welcomed them personally. The person responsible for the introduction was Wang Donglu from the aircraft group in the delegation. Wang Donglu's joy was hard to contain; he hadn't expected to actually invite the research team responsible for researching fighter jets in Germany during World War I. Although these people were unemployed now, and Germany was prohibited from having an air force in the Treaty of Versailles, it was truly incredible that these experts could come to China.

Wang Donglu's excitement did not affect He Rui. When Wang Donglu introduced one of them, He Rui took the initiative to step forward and shake hands with that person. "Your Excellency Haushofer, I have always admired your attainments in geopolitics."

Wang Donglu was stunned. He knew He Rui had quite some connections and influence in Japan. But he hadn't expected He Rui to have his own understanding of distant Europe. This Karl Ernst Haushofer and his academic assistant Rudolf Hess were scholars. Although Karl Ernst Haushofer was once a Major General in the German Army, the Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the German Army could not exceed 100,000, and generals in the German Army of millions were now all unemployed.

Former Major General Karl Ernst Haushofer was not particularly surprised. While shaking hands with He Rui, this former Major General said in broken Chinese, "Hello."

Then he said in fluent Japanese, "I have also read Your Excellency's works and have long wanted to meet with Your Excellency."

A German actually conversing with a Chinese in Japanese—watching such a reality happen before his eyes, Wang Donglu unexpectedly developed a suspicion: did he mistake something?

Or perhaps he was the foreigner.

After the reception, He Rui invited Karl Ernst Haushofer and Rudolf Hess for a private meeting. Major General Karl looked at the Chinese General in front of him and simply asked frankly, "Your Excellency, do you want to change the current world pattern?"

He Rui was not astonished, only somewhat surprised by Major General Karl's frankness. But this Major General was indeed a formidable figure in the history of the development of geostrategic thought, and He Rui didn't worry that Major General Karl would become a British spy.

So He Rui answered frankly, "I am not happy with the world order established by the Treaty of Versailles."

Major General Karl was very satisfied with He Rui's frankness. He looked at Rudolf Hess, who had a look of pleasant surprise, and turned back to He Rui. Since they were engaged in geopolitical research, there was no need to engage in clichés like diplomats. Major General Karl asked, "According to my understanding of geopolitics, China is a country, but even more so a civilization. So no matter how many times China is defeated, European civilization has not spread widely in China. Not only China, but Japan is the same. The popularity of Western suits is only influenced by the strength of European countries and has not changed Japan itself. The clash of civilizations cannot be solved by mutual infiltration."

He Rui liked Major General Karl's keenness very much and smiled. "If China can break the system of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany will have the opportunity to break free from the shackles and become strong again."

Major General Karl nodded. "Your Excellency, you are a patriot, and so am I. Any research is to serve the motherland. Although the current German General Staff is completely different from before, there are still some people willing to cooperate with Your Excellency who opposes the Anglo-French Versailles order."

He Rui asked with interest, "What makes Your Excellency think I have a reason to break the Versailles system?"

Major General Karl smiled and pointed to the map hanging on the wall. "May I use it?"

He Rui asked his secretary to bring in a world map and spread it on the wide table. Karl walked to the map and immediately felt as if he had returned to the time of commanding troops in World War I.

In 1869, Haushofer was born into a literary family in Munich. His father, Max Haushofer, was a famous economics professor and politician, engaging in academic and literary work together with his mother, Adele Haushofer.

In 1887, after graduating from a sports high school in Munich, Haushofer joined the Bavarian 1st Field Artillery Regiment "Prince Luitpold" and achieved good results in the Bavarian General Staff.

In November 1908, he served as a military attaché at the German Embassy in Japan. During his tenure, he studied the Japanese army, met high-level officials, and was even received by Emperor Meiji. He loved traveling and wandered through India, Southeast Asia, Korea, and the Northeast, laying the foundation for his future research on Eastern issues and becoming a premier expert on Japanese strategic issues. Later, due to contracting lung disease, he left Japan and returned to his country for treatment, published the thesis "Reflections on the Military Power, World Status, and Future of the Great Japanese Empire", and obtained a doctorate from the University of Munich. He integrated his experience into Japan's rise process, began to reflect on maritime civilization, and finally formed a grand strategic thinking transcending traditional land and sea power.

During World War I, Karl was responsible for commanding a brigade on the Western Front. In the confused year of 1919, he also worried about Germany's defeat and its future. Probably at this time, he met Rudolf Hess, who was not only his experimental assistant but also a close friend. Karl entered academia with the aim of reviving Germany. He believed that the geopolitical dilemma of the old empire led to its failure and intended to teach the public personally.

Learning that the delegation from Northeast China for introducing industry had ended their trip to Britain and France and arrived in Germany, Karl found the leaders of the former General Staff and tried hard to lobby them, hoping to contact the Chinese industrial delegation. And he facilitated the German Air Force fighter R&D personnel coming to the Northeast.

Lieutenant General Karl bet on his own judgment that He Rui, the warlord ruling Northeast China, would become a key force to leverage the Versailles system and let Germany break free from the shackles as soon as possible.

His fingertips slid along China's border on the map, and Major General Karl stopped first at southeast China. "Chinese civilization can absolutely not accept Britain dominating the economy of the south, just as the German Empire absolutely does not accept France dominating southern Germany; war is inevitable."
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The current leader of the Northeast Government was General He Rui, serving as Chairman, while the chief executive was the Director of the Northeast Administrative Office. After discussions within the party, Wu Youping was elected unanimously over Xu Jia for the position.

It was said that the Civilization Party School had a new German guest professor teaching a course on Geopolitics, and both Wu Youping and Xu Jia had enrolled. They happened to run into each other at the school gate. Wu Youping went up to greet Xu Jia, and seeing Wu Youping in high spirits, Xu Jia shook his hand and laughed, "I didn't know Germany had scholars researching Geopolitics."

Wu Youping also laughed, "You'd have to ask the department in the Education Bureau responsible for collecting scientific information. Their intelligence gathering has problems."

Xu Jia nodded, "Those things aren't under the jurisdiction of the Statistics Bureau." With that, both men laughed.

Some students were surprised to see that the two former competitors harbored no ill will toward each other. However, the senior members who had attended the discussion meeting didn't feel this way, and the two candidates themselves cared even less.

Anyone with a high enough rank and sufficient seniority, who had participated in the work of building the Northeast Government from the grassroots level, knew very well that the position of Director of the Northeast Administrative Office was like sitting on a fire. Whether one was selected or not made little difference.

At this moment, both Wu Youping and Xu Jia were very curious. Principal He Rui himself was a master of Geopolitics, so what kind of figure could serve as the guest professor of Geopolitics at the Party School?

As they walked toward the classroom together, Xu Jia asked, "That Professor Karl is quite interesting. Sending us the syllabus first, what does that mean?"

Wu Youping came from the Railway College, which had foreign professors. He shook his head, "Old Xu, did you prepare any questions?"

Xu Jia replied, "Of course I did."

After answering, Xu Jia was puzzled, "What do you mean by that?"

Wu Youping intended to answer but remembered something, "Let me ask, there aren't any foreign lecturers at the Baoding Military Academy, are there?"

Xu Jia shook his head.

Seeing Xu Jia give a clear answer, Wu Youping explained, "Our Northeast is currently relying on exam-oriented education with forced indoctrination, preaching education for all without discrimination. When foreign professors teach, especially German professors, they often start the first class by asking questions to judge the students' level."

Xu Jia was greatly surprised, "They start with a display of authority? A warning shot?"

Wu Youping shook his head and replied, "I don't think so."

While they were talking, everyone had already entered the classroom. Although the class was scheduled for ten o'clock, the students had all arrived by nine-fifty. At nine-fifty-five, a foreigner walked into the classroom. Wu Youping and Xu Jia, sitting at the same desk, stared at the newcomer, feeling that he was somewhat hard to describe.

This professor was neither good-looking nor ugly, neither handsome nor hideous. He was of average height and build. He had all the necessary human features, and his facial features were reasonably placed. However, it was truly impossible to form any impression of this person.

At least in the eyes of Xu Jia and Wu Youping, two young men with rich work experience, the German professor before them lacked presence to this extent.

Professor Karl stood at the podium, composed and relaxed. He looked over the room full of students with his amber eyes, then said in Chinese with a slight Northeast accent, "Prepare for class."

Class Monitor Wu Youping immediately stood up and shouted, "Stand up!"

The students stood up and said loudly, "Good morning, teacher!"

Professor Karl replied in Chinese, still with that slight Northeast accent, "Good morning, students."

"Sit down!" Class Monitor Wu Youping shouted.

After the students were seated, Professor Karl began to ask in German, "Students, do you have any questions?"

Acting as the interpreter was a rather handsome European employee, formerly of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, though it was unclear whether he should now be considered Czech or Austrian. Perhaps because he had started learning Hanyu Pinyin together with the Northeast Government crowd, this European employee who worked with the "minor language" of German had a very standard Mandarin accent.

Seeing no one answer, Professor Karl waited for a moment before continuing, "If everyone has no questions, this class is dismissed."

Xu Jia looked at Wu Youping in surprise, and Wu Youping showed a bitter smile. He had encountered a similar situation at the Tangshan Railway College. For foreign professors, especially German ones, compulsory education was education for all without discrimination. But university education depended on personal interest; whether students had a strong desire to learn was the basic condition for professors to select students.

So Wu Youping raised his hand, and Professor Karl asked, "Please speak, student."

Wu Youping stood up and asked, "Professor, the concept of the free market is proposed in *The Wealth of Nations*. From the perspective of Geopolitics, what is the free market like?"

Dr. Karl, formerly a Major General, was delighted. He recognized He Rui's level of Geopolitics highly, which was why he had staked everything to lobby the former leaders of the German General Staff who still held influence to transfer air force R&D capabilities to the Chinese warlord in the Northeast. He hoped to create more strategic rivals for Britain.

However, agreeing with He Rui did not mean Professor Karl thought He Rui had high-level subordinates. He Rui was not equivalent to China; this was Professor Karl's view. Now, hearing a high-ranking official under He Rui ask a political question at the level of *The Wealth of Nations*, Professor Karl was truly surprised.

"If a free market exists, there must be a prerequisite question: Whose free market is it?" Professor Karl asked in return.

This was the teaching method Professor Karl hoped for: to improve the students' understanding of Geopolitics through the process of raising questions, analyzing problems, and drawing conclusions.

Wu Youping had prepared. The economic development set by He Rui for the Northeast was to first destroy the old social system and replace it with high-intensity state management. After resolving the feudal order pressing down on the people, the people would first enter a small-commodity society to accumulate transaction volume, thereby promoting the level of economic development and liquidity.

In books describing this stage from abroad, Wu Youping found the content about industrial division of labor and comparative advantage in *The Wealth of Nations* very interesting. Hearing Professor Karl's rhetorical question, Wu Youping replied, "Countries naturally have their internal markets, and international trade itself can be seen as a free market. All economies trade in the market, and each economy possesses its own pricing power based on average social production efficiency and logistics levels. different levels of industrial development cause the transfer of pricing power; this is the free market."

Professor Karl hadn't expected Wu Youping to understand to this stage and was delighted. People with such cognition were most suitable for lectures on Geopolitics because they had finally entered the water and could survive in this vast ocean by their own strength. Such talents had the opportunity to dive into deeper waters, even advancing towards the underwater abyss.

He turned around and wrote two terms on the blackboard: 'Wokou War' and 'Opium War'. The interpreter beside him hurriedly wrote the corresponding Chinese characters. Wu Youping couldn't help but frown; these two terms greatly stimulated him.

Not only Wu Youping, but other students also had similar reactions.

"When Adam Smith wrote *The Wealth of Nations*, Britain had already seized world maritime hegemony. They controlled the logistics of the global market and had the ability to use maritime power to forcibly open the doors of markets in various countries and regions around the world. In the Wokou War era of China's Ming Dynasty, the Wokou maritime power was also the strongest in East Asia, capable of projecting its armed forces to China's coastal areas. The wars of these two eras have similarities at the logistics level! Do you agree?"

Listening to this question, Wu Youping recalled the courses in the Party School, hesitated for a moment, and had to nod in admission.

Professor Karl then continued, "The causes of the wars were also very similar. Sino-Japanese trade in the Ming Dynasty and world trade in the Qing Dynasty both led to one result: precious metals from Japan and the whole world were flowing into China on a large scale. Countries trading with China were becoming impoverished. The greater the trade volume, the faster the rate of impoverishment."

There was silence in the classroom. Wu Youping swallowed, and a thought almost blurted out. Beside him, Xu Jia voiced the reason, "Because of this, they wanted to invade China?"

As a German, Professor Karl didn't care much about China's standpoint. Geopolitics was not a demagogic doctrine, but a discipline starting from the natural environment. The proportion of human nature in it was very limited.

However, Professor Karl was well aware of emotions, so he replied as tactfully as possible, "If China doesn't care about the life and death of other countries, why should other countries care about China's life and death? If everyone is interested, we can discuss the Celestial Empire's tributary system later; it is the most excellent balancing method I have seen in Chinese history. Regarding the issue under discussion now, we must first clarify the preconditions for the outbreak of war. In that era, China controlled decisive commodities. Only China could produce them, and China could sell them at prices that other countries absolutely could not compete with. This was the decisive factor determining world trade. The free trade proposed by this student, at that time, was only the freedom for Japan and countries around the world to choose different Chinese sellers. There was no freedom of whether to trade with China or not. Such trade caused thousands of tons of precious metals to flow into China, leading to the impoverishment of those countries' domestic economies. Gold and silver are special commodities because they have monetary functions. China earned away the currency of Japan and the whole world. To reverse such a trade trend, there was only one method: to snatch the currency back, or to find a new dominant commodity to balance trade with China."

The students had learned part of this content, but He Rui had been the one lecturing, so it hadn't been this intense. Now, listening to the German Professor Dr. Karl's explanation, although they felt it made sense and opened a completely new perspective, anger surged straight to their heads.

Professor Karl turned around and continued writing on the blackboard. During this time, everyone looked at each other and even spoke in low voices. The words exchanged were not directed at the content Professor Karl was teaching, but were largely unfriendly.

Just as Wu Youping was feeling very unpleasant, he felt someone nudge him. Turning to look at Xu Jia who had nudged him, he heard Xu Jia whisper, "What this professor says seems to be correct?"

Wu Youping was stunned, then heard Xu Jia continue, "Building an army capable of defending the country is indeed the foundation of a nation."

"I think this professor is completely..." Wu Youping stifled the words 'not Chinese'. Although Professor Karl was plain-looking and lacked presence, the professor was truly not Chinese, so he naturally wouldn't look at problems from a Chinese standpoint.

Xu Jia pointed to the front. Wu Youping turned his head and saw the professor had written 'Logistics', 'Dominant Commodity', 'Trade Dominance', and 'Trade Balance' on the blackboard, drawn lines connecting them, and written several possibilities of relationships on the connecting lines.

After writing these, Professor Karl felt that this group of high-level personnel of the Northeast Government should have calmed down a bit, so he continued his lecture. "The rise of the German Empire did not exist because of the emergence of German states, nor was it the mantle of the Holy Roman Empire. The German Empire emerged from the Zollverein (Customs Union) initiated by Prussia. This customs union combined the fragmented German regions, allowing the various economies of the German region to gradually develop the geopolitical advantages of their own economies. Only at such times do geopolitical advantages have value. But China is different. China and Japan had long formed their own subject states and built internal markets. In the markets of two different countries, and in the trade between the Qing Dynasty and countries around the world, China was the dominant force demanding other countries implement free trade. This is a point students must understand and agree with."

Having said this, Professor Karl looked at the classroom, which had erupted in sighs and discussions, and continued, "If everyone cannot accept and agree with this concept, then everyone need not come to class anymore. Because this is the foundation of what I am here to teach."

Xu Jia didn't even have time to react to the content of the course; he was completely shocked by Professor Karl's European university professor style. For a moment, Xu Jia remembered the 'compulsory education with exam-oriented education as the core' that the Northeast was implementing, mentioned in his conversation with Wu Youping before class. Since it was called compulsory education, there was no question of whether one wanted to learn or not; one had to learn even if one didn't want to.

In Professor Karl's classroom, if you didn't agree, you got out. The basic rule of education for all without discrimination didn't exist at all. Amidst the students' low discussions, Xu Jia whispered to Wu Youping, "So this is how European professors teach?"

Wu Youping shook his head, "Only professors at European universities do this."

"Do all professors do this?" Xu Jia was greatly interested.

Wu Youping shook his head again, "Only those professors of specialized courses do this. Do you know? Professor is a very noble and decent profession in Europe. In a department, no, in a major, there is generally only one professor. This professor is the leader of this major. Unless this professor is removed, others cannot be promoted to professor."

Xu Jia worked in organization, and was truly interested upon hearing this. He immediately asked, "Then what about the other professors?"

"The others are only associate professors, not professors," Wu Youping answered in a low voice.

"Interesting, interesting." Xu Jia felt that this method perhaps should be tried in the organization as well.

The content couldn't be finished by the end of the class. Soon, some people gathered in He Rui's office, and high-ranking cadres also called He Rui's office to ask about Professor Karl's background.

He Rui only told everyone to listen to the class well and didn't say more.

For He Rui, Dr. Karl Ernst Haushofer represented a professor of a fairly high level in Europe. A ruthless character.

In his long-term theoretical research, Haushofer gradually realized that separate land power, sea power, military tactics, and geopolitical strategies were all too narrow. One had to stand on a higher standpoint and comprehensively research geography, military affairs, and politics to obtain a universally applicable answer in a higher dimension and truly solve Germany's predicament. His theory roughly followed the line of Organic State — Lebensraum — Autarky — Axis Powers — Pan-regions.

He believed that in the process of survival and development, a state is a dynamic organic body. Its borders are not determined by geographical rivers and mountains, but by culture. "Our duty is not only to protect the existing land but also the German culture outside the vast borders." Culture itself cannot bring expansion, but culture is a more useful means of control than military and commerce. The borders of a state should adjust dynamically with culture. Thus, the existence of a state depends on its living space (Lebensraum), and the pursuit of living space is the basis of national survival. Germany's population density was too high, while the colonial empires' population density was very low. This gave Germany a mission to expand border territories and turn weak countries into buffer states to realize Germany's survival and development. Germany's neighbors were small fellows; their existence and instability were important reasons for regional conflicts and international contradictions, and they should be incorporated into a more orderly and efficient order. At the same time, although small countries like the Netherlands and Belgium possessed vast colonies, their own weakness made it impossible to effectively utilize existing resources. Under German governance, the utilization of these regions would become more efficient. Afterwards, a closed, self-sufficient economic belt would be formed, allowing the economy of this region to be reasonably allocated and no longer suffer great shocks from fluctuations in the external environment. When a country is completely self-sufficient materially and possesses influence radiating to vast surrounding areas culturally, an "Axis Power," a regional pillar state, is born. The radiation area of the Axis Power is called a "Pan-region." Ultimately, the world will be stably ruled by several Axis Powers over Pan-regions, forming a new world order. In his ideal world, there were four major Pan-regions dominated by four Axis Powers:

Pan-America: North and South America dominated by the United States. Pan-Europe (Euro-Africa): Europe and Africa dominated by Germany. Pan-Asia: East and South Asia dominated by Japan. Pan-Russia: From the Arctic Ocean to India dominated by the Soviet Union.

To achieve this goal, one must unite with the Soviet Union and Japan to comprehensively attack the old colonial empires. The Soviet Union was the most important force, Japan was a rising emerging force, while Italy was just a dispensable pawn. The British Empire was in continuous decline. The three must first comprehensively dismember the British and French empires while avoiding war with the United States. Finally, the three would advance south together, thoroughly driving the United States out of the Eurasian continent, leaving it to develop on its own in the Americas, forming a new world order.

In He Rui's view, as an introductory course in Geopolitics, Professor Karl was a very excellent person. Professor Karl had already jumped out of the limitations of Anglo-Saxon civilization.

And this was also the foundation for He Rui establishing the Civilization Party. In He Rui's view, such cognition was far from enough; it had to be replaced by a more advanced civilization.
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Xu Chengfeng frowned when he heard that the person sent by his father was asking to see him outside. Xu Chengfeng had been corresponding with his family for the past two years, but he found his parents' attitude increasingly unacceptable.

It wasn't that their attitude was hard to understand; rather, it was because he understood it too well that Xu Chengfeng truly didn't know how to communicate with parents who lacked any concept of the nation. Xu Chengfeng would rather go to the grassroots level and hold democratic life meetings with the soldiers than discuss these matters with his parents. At those meetings, while there were naturally many frustrating issues, he could at least witness the troops' progress in ideological construction.

The officers and soldiers had discussed changes in their families, and everyone was beginning to accept the need for equality, democracy, and harmony. The old system of man oppressing man had to be eliminated.

The content of his parents' letters was either direct or beat around the bush. In short, the core message never changed: they expected Xu Chengfeng to gain status and master privileges to serve himself and the clan.

However, after thinking it over, Xu Chengfeng finally called in the person sent by his family. It was a clan cousin of Xu Chengfeng's, who looked grief-stricken upon seeing him and said, "Brother, your father is in poor health. He sent me to ask you to go back."

For a moment, Xu Chengfeng even suspected these words were false. But looking at his cousin's expression, he felt this guy wouldn't dare lie. He asked what was wrong with his father's health. The cousin rambled on about many things, and Xu Chengfeng felt that his father was indeed ill, but it was a chronic condition. He had intended to let his cousin take some money back, but on second thought, he said, "There are many good hospitals in the Northeast. You go back and tell my father to come to the Northeast to see a doctor."

The cousin hadn't expected such a solution, but he frowned and asked, "Brother, are those doctors really any good?"

Xu Chengfeng's square face darkened. "Even Chairman He sees those doctors when he's sick. You tell me if they're good."

"Chairman He? Brother, are you saying Marshal He!" the cousin exclaimed in surprise, then asked joyfully, "Are they imperial physicians then?"

Xu Chengfeng really couldn't be bothered to explain, simply replying, "Better than imperial physicians!"

With the main business concluded, Xu Chengfeng chatted with his cousin about the current situation in Henan. It was similar to what the Northeast Government's intelligence system had collected: the economies of Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, and Hebei were all in bad shape. The few water conservancy projects built in the Qing Dynasty had long fallen into disrepair, and the Beiyang government, lacking financial resources, only cared about excessive taxation. As a result, even minor floods or droughts could cause many commoners to go bankrupt. The population of the Northeast had exploded, and most of those immigrants came from these four provinces.

Xu Chengfeng's family was from Zhoukou, anciently known as Chenzhou, a fertile land with abundant water sources. Precisely because of this, the struggle between the warlords and the Xu family was intense. Xu Chengfeng's refusal to return home, or even to contact his family, was largely due to this reason.

His cousin tried every way to persuade Xu Chengfeng to return to their hometown. Xu Chengfeng finally got angry and shouted, "Old Six, let me tell you. Take a message back to my father. If my father really thinks I'm capable, better than him, then listen to me. Hurry up and sell all the land at home. Take the money out and let the family members go to school and study. We have carried out land reform in the Northeast, and when we get to our Zhoukou, there will be land reform just the same. When the land is distributed, you will have nothing. Sell it quickly now, and at least you can earn something. Alright? That's all. You go back."

After speaking, Xu Chengfeng stood up and ordered his guard, "Buy him a ticket and make him go back immediately."

The cousin watched Xu Chengfeng leave in a huff and dared not say anything more.

While Xu Chengfeng's anger had not yet fully dissipated and he was gloomily preparing for the exercise content, Cheng Ruofan came in excitedly, "Commander, good news. It is said that a group of retired personnel from various bureaus of the German General Staff are coming to our Northeast. They will help us put forward comprehensive suggestions based on the model of the German General Staff. I think we're just going to copy it."

Only then did Xu Chengfeng finally cheer up a little. The German General Staff was illustrious. Although they were defeated in this war, the reason for the failure was not a failure of military command, but because they were exhausted by the Allied Powers, whose national strength was several times that of Germany. Purely in terms of war command, the German General Staff should still be the strongest in the world.

Amidst the joy, he heard Cheng Ruofan continue, "Also, that Professor Karl is going to open a training class for our high-ranking military officers to lecture on Geopolitics."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't help frowning. "I heard that the training Professor Karl conducted at the Party School almost angered the attendees to death."

Cheng Ruofan replied enthusiastically, "I wrote to Xu Jia and Chief Administrator Wu, and they both rated it very highly. They said that after listening to this class, they actually began to shed their victim mentality and felt a sense of broadening horizons."

"Victim mentality?" Xu Chengfeng savored the term. He Rui had said similar things, but the Party School's education in the last three or four years had focused on ideology, social systems, political economy, organizational models, and democratization education. A large part of it was also struggling against the old ideas of the old era. It was truly a multitude of tasks. Matters like victim mentality were mostly dealt with as psychological processes of how to communicate with people in work.

Professor Karl taught Geopolitics, addressing macro issues between nations. Even facing a military exercise, Xu Chengfeng's interest was piqued.

A few days later, Professor Karl finally arrived. A group of senior officers were preparing for a paper exercise, so they didn't have to make a special trip. Seeing the unremarkable Professor Karl, Xu Chengfeng felt that the scholarly air about this man outweighed his military aura.

Facing the soldiers, Professor Karl did not adopt the teaching method he had used with the civil officials previously. He asked a question right at the start, "What do you gentlemen think Europe's view of Chinese civilization is?"

A single question captured the attention of the senior officers. The senior officers of the Northeast Army were well aware that their mission was to fight the Japanese army and create what He Rui called a 'strategic window of opportunity'. More bluntly, it meant defeating the Japanese army head-on so that they could resolve the separatist forces across China without looking back over their shoulders during the war to liberate the whole of China, and reunify the country.

To completely defeat the Japanese army with only a few years of construction in the Northeast... although the senior officers poured great enthusiasm into it, they were still unconfident deep down. Under such circumstances, apart from mavericks like Xu Chengfeng, no one would consider how foreigners viewed China. Let alone how foreigners viewed 'Chinese civilization'.

Professor Karl had simply adjusted his entry point based on the different audience. He naturally knew that these soldiers actually didn't know how Europe viewed Chinese civilization. He didn't keep them in suspense but spoke frankly, "Europe is the strongest region in the world, so it naturally considers European civilization to be the most superior. However, in the eyes of European countries, China is a civilized country. A civilized country with backward technology. But China possesses a power that Europe finds incredible. Even declined to such a state, even having undergone such tremendous changes, the civilization of China itself has surprisingly not collapsed. It has not been torn apart, and the provinces have not become independent countries. The powerful figures in power, without exception, all aim to restore unity. Such resilience is truly an unimaginable power."

Listening to the translator convert Professor Karl's content into Chinese, Xu Chengfeng's first feeling was, *Isn't this just nonsense!* Dynasties change in China, and warlords rise together in troubled times. This is already the era Chinese people hate the most. If one didn't try their best to restore unity, would they still be Chinese!

But displeasure aside, a question arose in Xu Chengfeng's mind. Just as he was about to ask, Cheng Ruofan asked it first, "Professor Karl, is the unity you speak of a unity of national territory, or a restoration to the unity of centralized power?"

As soon as this question was asked, not only did Professor Karl's gaze immediately sharpen, but the expressions of the senior officers also changed slightly. Xu Chengfeng looked at Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan, feeling that this guy had changed tremendously. Cheng Ruofan's problem used to be missing the main point, striking here and there. He seemed mentally agile, but often skirted around trivial details.

This time, Cheng Ruofan raised the distinction between 'unity' and 'centralization'. Just this one question made Xu Chengfeng feel enlightened, raising the level of discussion.

Professor Karl first asked for Cheng Ruofan's name before saying, "Major General Cheng, many European countries also seek unity when the country is divided, but unity only means the borders of the country have not changed. When the borders are restored to the original boundaries, unity ends. In a unified country, centralization can never be established. Culturally, there is only one outlier in Europe, and that is France. But France's centralization cannot be compared with China's in terms of intensity, nor can the degree of identification with centralization within France be compared with China. This is also the reason why European civilization holds China in awe. Not only do the warlords dividing the country attempt to rebuild a centralized state polity, but even ordinary Chinese citizens expect to be under the management of a central government."

The senior officers of the Northeast Army all harbored patriotic passion and held hostility towards European countries, though the intensity of the hostility varied. But listening to Professor Karl describe China from a European perspective, even though translated, they couldn't help but feel their horizons expand, even feeling suddenly enlightened.

Professor Karl continued to share his views with passion, "Ten years ago, I visited Japan and was already amazed by the national centripetal force of the Japanese people. But Japan's dynasty has not changed for a thousand years; this could still be called a national habit. My visit to Northeast China this time is not my first; I am revisiting an old haunt. I have traveled to Northeast China before and met many people. Chinese dynasties have changed many times, but regarding centralization as the form of state organization in Chinese civilization... even an illiterate person in China builds their cognition of the state based on centralization. They believe such a polity can bring fairness and justice. To establish a centralized polity requires paying a huge price, enduring immense pain and sacrifice. But Chinese civilization does not fear such sacrifice and dedication. At least I, personally, am full of respect for Chinese civilization."

Xu Chengfeng looked at Cheng Ruofan and saw that although Cheng Ruofan was listening seriously, he didn't seem moved. This surprised Xu Chengfeng even more. Five years ago, Cheng Ruofan at the military academy was a guy who supported Germany. If he had heard a German scholar and retired Major General speak of such respect for Chinese civilization back then, Cheng Ruofan would probably have been moved to tears.

But five years later, Cheng Ruofan listened to a speech that even truly moved Xu Chengfeng as if nothing had happened. Xu Chengfeng couldn't figure out what kind of situations Cheng Ruofan had experienced.

After Professor Karl explained Europe's view of Chinese civilization, or rather his own view, he paused for a moment to observe the senior officers of the Northeast Army.

The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the number of German troops could not exceed 100,000. Now the number of troops in the Northeast Army already exceeded that of present-day Germany. Compared with the remaining elite German officers, the Northeast Army officers before him were unusually young. And compared with the remaining German officers centered on Junkers, the reactions of these young Chinese officers were also unusually full of vitality.

Young Major General Cheng Ruofan, who could distinguish the difference between unity and centralization, had handsome features. With a European face, he would look only twenty years old. Even if Cheng Ruofan was thirty, he possessed political understanding superior to a German Major General. Perhaps this was the inner strength of Chinese civilization.

As for the leader of these young officers, He Rui, Professor Karl was more willing to view He Rui as a statesman rather than a soldier. He Rui's understanding of geopolitics and his views on the international situation made Professor Karl marvel.

The two had held two private conversations, using a mix of Japanese, English, and French. He Rui indeed had the desire to overthrow the world order established by Britain and France, and He Rui also had ideas for resolving the surrounding geopolitics. This was also the reason why Professor Karl was willing to provide Geopolitics lessons for He Rui.

If He Rui unified China and completed China's industrialization in the short term, Germany would be saved. An industrial country of 500 million people, even if the per capita industrial output value was only one-third of Britain's, due to China's population being twelve times that of Britain, its national power would be four times that of Britain, enough to crush the British Empire.

Moreover, He Rui's judgment of Britain was very precise. Britain's foundation was not the British mainland, but India. Once Britain lost India, the British Empire would instantly become just a country on the edge of the European continent. A Britain consisting only of the British Isles would have no power to carry out the Continental Balance of Power policy.

Germany's shackles would be completely shattered. As for France, Germany was not afraid of France at all. Since the Franco-Prussian War, the balance of power between Germany and France had irreversibly changed. The pattern of a strong Germany and a weak France could no longer be altered.

Adjusting his mindset, Professor Karl began to continue his lecture. He did not intend to deliberately induce these young people, nor did he think of misleading them. Doing so would be neither meaningful nor efficient.

As long as he could broaden the horizons of these young people and let them see the world from a global perspective, these young people would never accept the current world order. If these youths could follow He Rui to complete China's industrialization, they would proceed without hesitation towards the direction of dominating the world.

At that time, Germany could fully borrow the drastic changes in the world pattern to seek Germany's interests. And this would be in a situation where there was absolutely no worry about suffering backlash from China.

Professor Karl spoke for a while, and Xu Chengfeng asked a question, "Professor Karl, you said China needs to shed its victim mentality. Why is that?"

"Victims think the whole world is targeting them. This mentality is neither realistic nor objective. Victim mentality is a delusion. If one falls into such a mentality, for ordinary people, it is the beginning of tragedy. For an army, for soldiers, it is a disaster. Can a soldier who cannot view the battlefield with a realistic perspective win victory?"

Xu Chengfeng nodded after listening, feeling that the uneasiness in his heart had been resolved.

Professor Karl then wrote down the names of several Chinese wars and analyzed, "From a military perspective, in these wars, the Qing Dynasty used all kinds of petty tricks. But they were just petty tricks, not true strategic arrangements. Due to the lack of specific data, I cannot figure out the reasons why those people did so. But what is understandable is that the Qing Dynasty treated other countries as fools. Of course, this was certainly not the true thought of the Qing rulers at the time. But judging from the results, they expected others to be fools who would pay a price far exceeding the benefits for benefits that did not match. This is very unserious."

When the translator spoke the word 'unserious', a burst of laughter erupted in the classroom. The young soldiers had all been criticized, and many had done very unserious things and viewed problems from a very unserious perspective. Hearing a foreigner say such a phrase, everyone was truly amused. And they determined not to repeat the same mistakes.

Of course, some people were quickly recording Professor Karl's course. One copy would be handed over to a special review department. This was the system, and He Rui had also particularly emphasized paying attention to Professor Karl's course.

Because He Rui had heard that Karl Ernst Haushofer, the German Army Major General and master of geopolitics, had passed his geostrategic thoughts to Hitler, who was serving time in Landsberg Prison, through his student Rudolf Hess. This was vividly reflected in the chapter on Eastern Policy at the end of *Mein Kampf*.

He Rui believed that fascism, whether German fascism, Italian fascism, or the United States with its deep fascist tradition of hundreds of years of genocide, were all enemies as long as they were fascist regimes.

However, when a country faces a crisis, extreme nationalism is an effective means to cohere the nation. The comrades in the Northeast Army had passed political review, filtering out those who joined the organization for personal crazy desires. It was precisely because of this that special attention needed to be paid to such tendencies.

The Northeast Army must never be an army of extreme nationalist fascism. That would only drag China into greater disaster and abyss.

Although Professor Karl did not know He Rui's thoughts, he had no such intentions either. At this moment, Professor Karl described the reasons for the several wars around 1840, "Britain and France did not target China, but chose China as a strike target for profit. This was precisely because China, as the world's largest consumer market, played an irreplaceable role."
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In March 1920, Professor Karl bade farewell to He Rui, accompanied by his assistant, Rudolf Hess. The current He Rui might not even have granted an audience to the British Minister to China, John Jordan, yet he cancelled two meetings to carve out time for this.

"Your Excellency, I have come to say goodbye."

"Thank you for the courses you provided us. I truly wish Professor Karl could remain in the Northeast as a professor."

Facing He Rui's sincere invitation, Professor Karl shook his head. "I must return to Europe. I intend to use Geopolitics to enlighten the people, to let the people of Germany and Austria, who have lost hope in the future, see hope once again."

This was not a mere excuse. Professor Karl had founded the *Journal of Geopolitics* and persisted in lecturing on the political situation via radio broadcast every month.

The 'World Politics Report' column made Professor Karl a household name in Germany at the time. He was also one of the founders of the German Academy, having published a considerable number of articles, commentaries, and journals, providing the German people with a perspective to understand the world.

"I thank Your Excellency for agreeing with my views on the new world order. However, Your Excellency's views are perhaps too radical and too optimistic. I do not believe in the possibility of a World Government. Your Excellency must understand that any government faces opposition or even the threat of rebellion. A World Government would especially face such threats," Professor Karl replied.

In his theoretical research, Professor Karl had gradually realized that separate concepts of land power, sea power, military tactics, and geostrategy were all too narrow. One had to stand on a higher vantage point, comprehensively researching geography, military affairs, and politics, to obtain a universally applicable answer from a higher dimension and truly solve Germany's predicament. His theory roughly followed the line of Organic State—Living Space—Autarky—Axis Powers—Pan-regions.

However, in He Rui's cognition, the entire world, or rather the vast majority of nations, would eventually fall under a World Government system. This conflicted with Professor Karl's cognition.

Knowing he could not keep Professor Karl, He Rui asked for his evaluation of the Party, government, and military cadres in the Northeast.

Although his appearance had no attractive features, and his gaze was neither sharp nor distinctive, Professor Karl's amber eyes lit up. "Your Excellency, based on my limited research of the Northeast Government, I believe it has adopted the German education system, organizational system, and mobilization system. Your Excellency has a profound understanding of Germany. The officials and cadres of the Northeast Government are excellent, but they have not received German higher education and are very unfamiliar with the use of logic. If the government Your Excellency has established can continue to operate, I believe that in at most twenty years, Your Excellency will possess a government and talent pool no less capable than those in Europe. Even now, the level of personnel Your Excellency possesses far exceeds your industrial strength."

Facing such praise, He Rui politely expressed his gratitude, then asked, "If Your Excellency sees any outstanding talents in organizational construction, could you recommend them to work in the Northeast?"

Professor Karl nodded. "I would naturally be happy to provide such assistance. Furthermore, I have a request for Your Excellency."

"Please speak."

"When Your Excellency becomes the leader of China, I hope Germany and China can cooperate in all aspects. Your Excellency said that China was once the world's largest consumer market. I also hope China can, as Your Excellency expects, build the world's largest unified single market and become the axis of the world economy. Germany's population and geographical environment determine that it cannot assume such a role."

If these words were spoken by a scholar in the 21st century, He Rui would find them normal. But hearing them from a scholar in the first two decades of the 20th century, He Rui sighed from the bottom of his heart, "I truly hope Chinese officials can reach Professor Karl's level within twenty years."

The farewell did not last long. Professor Karl left the Northeast Government building with Rudolf Hess. A car was already waiting for them. Watching the power lines for the trolleybuses under construction on the streets of the Northeast, Rudolf Hess asked in German, "Professor, given the speed of development in Northeast China, will Japan launch a surprise attack on them?"

"What do you think, Rudolf?" Professor Karl did not answer directly.

"I think a surprise attack will not happen."

"Correct. Japan has already lost the opportunity for a surprise attack. To defeat Northeast China now, they can only dispatch a massive army to launch a protracted and fierce war. As an island nation, Japan cannot sustain a long-term, high-intensity war."

Hearing Professor Karl say this, Rudolf Hess was somewhat puzzled. "When Your Excellency lectured those soldiers, you did not point out this fact to them."

Professor Karl did not answer Rudolf Hess's question. Facing the officers of the Northeast Army, Professor Karl did not wish to make such a definite prediction. After all, with his understanding of Japan, he dared not be certain whether anyone in Japan would resort to extreme measures. Another reason was that Professor Karl believed a war would inevitably erupt between China and Japan over dominance in the Far East. Until one side was completely defeated, the possibility of war would always exist.

From Professor Karl's observations, Chinese soldiers were very enthusiastic about attacking Japan. Since that was the case, Professor Karl was happy to see war break out. Or rather, Professor Karl would be happy to see any war that could shatter the current international order. If the British were to have another Boer War or Afghan War, Professor Karl would thank God for the manifestation and would not hesitate to help it along.

But Rudolf Hess clearly did not yet understand Professor Karl's thinking. However, Rudolf did not pursue the matter. He abandoned this question and raised the next one. "Professor, do you think He Rui will persist in overthrowing the Versailles System? If he becomes the leader of China, Britain will be forced to accept this reality."

Professor Karl asked in return, "Rudolf, what foundation do you think the British order in the Far East is built upon?"

Rudolf Hess frowned slightly. Seeing that his assistant still could not comprehend, Professor Karl simply tossed the question to him as an assignment. "Rudolf, you can research this question when you have time. Once you understand it, you will understand He Rui's attitude toward the Versailles System. In my view, He Rui is very clear that he actually has no power to choose. Or rather, if China wants to restore its historical status, it has no other choice."

This answer gave birth to a thought in Rudolf Hess's mind: great powers possessing vast territories must inevitably become world hegemons. But soon, Hess remembered Professor Karl's evaluation of He Rui—'He Rui does not wish to dominate the world.' This confused Rudolf. What exactly did He Rui want?

***

He Rui's thoughts were very simple: to see exactly how much Professor Karl's course had helped upgrade the Party, government, and military cadres of the Northeast. Everyone had written study reports, and He Rui was very patient when reading them. Sounds of joyous laughter rang out in the office from time to time; this was one of He Rui's few moments of relaxation.

Geopolitics is actually a combination of geography and politics. It views geographical factors (such as geographical location, territory size, population, ethnicity, resources, economic strength, and strategic armaments) as fundamental factors influencing or even determining a country's foreign policy decisions. Based on these geographical factors and the regional formation of political patterns, it analyzes and predicts the strategic situation on a world or regional scale and the political behavior of relevant countries.

A landlocked country cannot dispatch a fleet capable of decisive battle on the ocean. Therefore, countries with ports exclude this possibility when engaging in maritime warfare.

However, it is possible for a landlocked country to cooperate with a country possessing a coastline, helping the latter complete fleet construction, thus participating in maritime warfare from another angle. This is something all nations must take into consideration.

Thus, in the beginning, after Britain seized world maritime hegemony, the "Blue Water School" theories emerged. Later, Mahan in the United States, needing to secure military funding for the US Navy and addressing the reality of the US as a super-large island nation, proposed *The Influence of Sea Power upon History*, gaining fame for a time. Only then did some scholars jump out of this limitation and propose theories of "Land Power" to counter Sea Power theories.

These were all things He Rui had taught, and contents Professor Karl had also covered.

One could see the influence of this learning in the study reports of the Northeast Party, government, and military cadres. A considerable portion of them had no world vision at all; the reports they wrote were undoubtedly copied from books. They modified the outlines in the textbooks, changed the wording, and cobbled together something to hand in.

By university standards, this could be called plagiarism.

A minority of cadres had clearly begun to construct their own cognitive systems, so this group of comrades became the source of joy for He Rui. He Rui had also gone through this process and knew that comrades found it very painful and strenuous. But those childish ideas truly stimulated He Rui's nerves. Just like watching a toddler stumbling while learning to walk and babbling while learning to speak, He Rui really couldn't hold back his amusement.

For example, the former teahouse owner, now Director of the Price Bureau, Han Haitao, proposed the idea of allying with Britain to resist Japan. Based on Japan's current efforts to expand in the Far East, Civil Party member Comrade Han Haitao believed that Japan's utility to Britain was declining. If Britain could be made to understand this, it would abandon Japan.

If Comrade Han Haitao had merely proposed an intuitive alliance with Britain against Japan, He Rui would have felt the idea had some merit. But Comrade Han Haitao had performed an analysis, which revealed the blank spaces in his geopolitical understanding. For instance, Comrade Han Haitao believed Britain was unaware of Japan's expansionist ambitions. This argument made He Rui laugh out loud several times.

These industrial nations had been scourging the world for hundreds of years. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; why play innocent tales from *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*?

He Rui wanted to write a critique but paused. Comrade Han Haitao had, after all, studied seriously. So He Rui simply underlined that passage and wrote a question: 'Has Britain been hoodwinked by Japan? If so, how did Japan manage it?'

Apart from these, there were also very outstanding comrades. Xu Chengfeng's report included an attached paper, "The Inevitability of War Between the Northeast and Japan." The paper used Geopolitics to analyze the possibility of war between Japan and the Northeast.

Xu Chengfeng believed the most likely timing for Japan to fight the Northeast was during the stage of the Northeast liberating China. Because at this stage, countries all over the world would tend to maintain China's continued division. Any country with a proper strategic view could understand that China's unification would inevitably change the entire world status quo. Therefore, countries of different standpoints would all dislike seeing such a situation.

Based on this world status quo, Japan could gain immense benefits from military action in China.

The more battle-hardened a an army is, the stronger its ability to withstand setbacks. At this time, because the Northeast Army lacked extensive combat experience, any defeat would deal a massive blow to the army's confidence. The endurance of the two armies was also different.

At the end of the paper, Xu Chengfeng argued that launching a preemptive military strike against Japan before the unification war would secure a strategic window, allowing the Northeast Army to smoothly liberate all of China.

This paper by Xu Chengfeng was originally He Rui's proposal. Initially, the comrades' comprehension ability was insufficient. Although everyone studied seriously and worked with all their hearts, they couldn't yet turn it into their own knowledge.

In other words, everyone viewed this strategy as a task, rather than deducing such a strategic arrangement through mastering more complete cognitive abilities.

If one looked purely at the writing, Xu Chengfeng's paper was no different from what He Rui had proposed before. But one could tell from the text that this fellow Xu Chengfeng had truly deduced this strategic decision based on his own understanding of the world.

Several other papers He Rui approved of were similar; once comrades approached issues from a world perspective, things became much clearer. Among these papers that could be called the 'Way of Kings,' Cheng Ruofan's paper had a particularly unique angle.

This fellow's paper title was *The Foundation of the British Order in the Far East*. Compared to the length of other papers, Cheng Ruofan's was much shorter, merely three or four hundred words.

In just these three or four hundred words, Cheng Ruofan clarified one thing. The British order in the Far East was built upon a 'lie.'

Britain had constructed a lie of 'Great Power unanimity' in China, and these Great Powers included Japan. But when facing Japan, Britain constructed a lie that 'China will inevitably accept the British order.'

Since China would accept the British order, if Japan wanted to strike at Britain, it would have to strike China first, forcing China to choose to support Japan.

On the foundation of these lies, the balance of the Far East order was constructed. Britain, that seasoned stick-stirring the pot, was once again using the contradictions between China and Japan to seek benefits for itself.

Britain, originally an extraterritorial country, had instead become the balancer and peacekeeper of the Far East region.

At the end of the paper, Cheng Ruofan directly proposed, 'If we want to puncture this lie, after China is unified, we must soundly thrash Britain to prove the existence of this lie to the whole world.'

Xu Chengfeng's paper was a view on China's grand strategy at the current stage; Cheng Ruofan's paper was a view on the grand strategy of the future.

He Rui leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette. Professor Karl's course was undoubtedly excellent. Moreover, Professor Karl was different from He Rui; He Rui could not speak freely on many matters. If he could completely ignore the limitations reality's economic conditions placed on people's thinking, He Rui would have long since taught everything he knew to his comrades.

But China was China after all. Even now, with limited industrial strength and insufficient understanding of the world, comrades like Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan could still expand their horizons through learning. This made He Rui very happy.

For a moment, He Rui suddenly had the urge to go drinking with geishas.

He Rui knew that to outsiders, his 30-year-old self did not lust after women, nor men. He only worked and studied every day. One could say he touched none of the vices: eating, drinking, whoring, gambling, or smoking opium. In traditional Chinese culture, such a life could be called a model.

In real life, anyone who knew He Rui lived like this felt he was very strange. Possessing such status yet living such an austere life was completely illogical. One had to know, He Rui even washed his own underwear and socks.

But such reasons had nothing to do with He Rui's asceticism. Recalling his youth spent indulging in sensual pleasures and extracting joy, He Rui felt it was very childish, yet indeed passionate.

In a sense, that era of reckless behavior had helped He Rui solve quite a few cognitive problems.

For instance, the 'Eight-Nation Alliance' project at the Macau hotel allowed He Rui to satisfy his low-level tastes, and then he became desensitized.

*The five colors blind the eye. The five tones deafen the ear. The five flavors dull the palate. Racing and hunting madden the mind. Precious goods hinder one's conduct. Therefore the sage cares for the belly and not the eye, rejecting the one and taking the other.*

After indulging in joy and extracting all joy, He Rui no longer had a need for it. Moreover, too much is as bad as too little; He Rui had lost interest in these things.

This could be considered a form of retribution. When eating can no longer bring joy, only two functions remain: eliminating hunger and replenishing nutrition.

Soon, withdrawing his thoughts from memories of the past, He Rui began preparing for the upcoming paper exercise. Since Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng already understood the necessity of a preemptive strike against Japan, the value of this exercise would presumably be greatly enhanced.

Just as He Rui expected, Xu Chengfeng had already completed the discussion meeting for the Northeast Army Headquarters exercise high command.

Although called a discussion meeting, it was more like a study session. Professor Karl's Geopolitics course had opened Xu Chengfeng's horizons, allowing him to understand He Rui's strategic thinking. The high-ranking military officers had already treated the war against Japan as a job and had been working hard on it for several years. Now that they finally understood that this battle had to be fought, they were quite emotionally agitated.

Cheng Ruofan, as the Chief of Staff of the Northeast Army, was one of the unagitated ones. So Xu Chengfeng sought Cheng Ruofan out privately. The two sat under a tree behind the headquarters. "Ruofan, can't you show some spirit?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "I can't fake it, and I feel I have plenty of spirit."

Xu Chengfeng sighed. "I know you have plenty of spirit, but can't you let the comrades see it?"

"Why?"

Xu Chengfeng put away his emotion and replied with a serious face, "Because the comrades need to know we have confidence in the war."

Cheng Ruofan looked at Xu Chengfeng's square face and sighed inwardly. When it came to the demeanor of a commander, Cheng Ruofan truly fell short of Xu Chengfeng.
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Xu Chengfeng never expected to encounter two troublesome matters in a single day. In the morning, his father actually showed up outside the Military Commission. At noon, Xu Chengfeng received a notification from the Military Commission: the Soviet Russian Red Army had begun marching toward the Far East.

During the meeting, Xu Chengfeng still felt a bit dizzy, purely from anger. But he had to force himself to focus and listen to the report.

Like everyone else, He Rui was listening to the secretary of this meeting, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan, present the situation. Cheng Ruofan clearly didn't have any worries; he looked refreshed as he read the announcement. "The Russian Bolshevik government has informed our side that the Red Army is about to launch an attack on Vladivostok and is inquiring about our attitude."

After finishing the notification, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan continued, "It is now early April, and the snow in the Northeast has melted. According to intelligence, the snow in the Russian Far East has also largely melted, so the region should be a muddy quagmire. The extent of the damage to the Trans-Siberian Railway is unclear, but overall, the Russian Red Army needs to advance along the railway lines. There are some roads that are passable, but those would require cavalry units. The General Staff suggests deploying troops along the Outer Mongolian border to guard against the Russian Red Army passing through Outer Mongolia."

Hearing about deploying troops to Outer Mongolia, the comrades of the Military Commission exchanged glances, with many looking toward Zheng Silang. As the cavalry expert in the Northeast Army, Zheng Silang was obviously the suitable candidate.

It was only at this point that Xu Chengfeng's attention fully shifted to the work at hand. He heard He Rui ask, "How does the General Staff determine the quantity and location of the deployed troops?"

Cheng Ruofan answered, "Deploy two divisions to the border and station them along the boundary line."

Xu Chengfeng was already calculating the Outer Mongolian border in his mind. Thinking about having only two divisions along a border of over a thousand kilometers felt truly ludicrous. Due to the Russian Civil War, the Northeast had not felt pressure from Russia for some time. The thousand-kilometer border was practically undefended, and now that the Russian Red Army was coming, the emptiness of the border was immediately felt. With the Northeast Army's current scale of 120,000 men, their strength was too weak.

Just then, Cheng Ruofan spoke again, "The General Staff has another suggestion: do not deploy troops to the border. Simply inform the Russians that we will not participate in the Russian Civil War."

Xu Chengfeng asked, "Then where should the troops be placed?"

"The two divisions would be stationed in the Outer Mongolian capital, Ulaanbaatar, to suppress the Outer Mongolian princes," Cheng Ruofan replied.

Given the current strength of the Northeast Army, the Military Commission couldn't find a better solution and leaned toward the second plan. He Rui held the same view, so the matter was decided accordingly.

Afterward, the Military Commission discussed the upcoming military exercise. Although it was troublesome, the exercise had to be conducted. It was finally determined that He Rui would serve as the commander playing the Japanese army, while Xu Chengfeng would act as the commander-in-chief of the Northeast Army. As various arrangements were finalized, some detailed aspects came to the fore.

Cheng Ruofan asked, "How are the victory conditions determined?"

Xu Chengfeng looked at He Rui, and heard He Rui say, "Commander, you speak first."

"Our army's defeat is defined as the loss of Shenyang. Our army's victory is defined as invading Korea." After speaking, Xu Chengfeng looked at He Rui.

He Rui shook his head. "If the war is fought like that, it would be better not to fight at all. Our army's victory condition is to hold the defensive line for one year. The Japanese army's defeat condition is the inability to break through our defensive line."

This condition left Xu Chengfeng completely unable to understand He Rui's thinking. Although this was called an exercise, it was actually a preview of a future Sino-Japanese war; the current conditions defined the future strategy. The line of thought He Rui proposed was truly puzzling.

Before Xu Chengfeng could ask, He Rui asked, "How were the Manchu Qing and Tsarist Russia defeated? We only need to prevent Japan from winning, and Japan will have to negotiate with us. Our goal is not to annihilate the Japanese army, but to make Japan realize that even with their entire national strength, they cannot shake our battle line, forcing them to retreat in the face of difficulties."

At the mention of the defeats of the Manchu Qing and Tsarist Russia, the members of the Military Commission fell into thought. He Rui simply asked Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan to explain to everyone. Cheng Ruofan didn't hesitate; he hung up a map and began to explain. The defeat of the Manchu Qing was simple: they were driven across the Yalu River by Japan. Russia's defeat was the same: their strongholds in the Northeast were uprooted by Japan.

With this comparison, the situation became immediately clear. However, Xu Chengfeng was still hesitant. Japan's national power was not what it used to be; would simply stopping the Japanese army from breaking through the border be enough?

***

While the meeting was in progress, He Rui ordered the telegraph room to send the Northeast Army's reply to the Red Army. At noon Shenyang time, which was early morning Moscow time, the Bolshevik government received the telegram.

Among the Bolshevik Central Committee members, Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin all believed that He Rui would not intervene in the war between the Red Army and the White Army. However, several other committee members were not very confident.

Just then, someone delivered a report. After reading it, Lenin's gaze became sharper. Trotsky frowned, while Commissar Stalin's expression remained calm as he simply packed more tobacco into his pipe. The faces of the other Bolshevik committee members changed.

American troops had landed at Murmansk and Arkhangelsk in Russia. These two locations were on the Arctic Ocean and were the largest local ports; the implication of a US landing at this time was obvious without asking.

Commander Budyonny couldn't help but ask, "Did the United States send us a telegram?"

No one answered, which meant that this US military action was unilateral. The US government had absolutely no intention of recognizing the Russian government.

Compared to this intelligence, He Rui's telegram not only recognized the existence of the Bolshevik government but was even somewhat 'amiable.'

After several committee members excitedly expressed their dissatisfaction with the United States, Commissar Stalin put down his finished pipe. "Comrade Lenin, I believe the United States is trying to buy time for Kolchak. We need to strengthen our offensive as soon as possible and resolve Kolchak. If Kolchak is given another year, he might be able to build a combat-effective army."

Trotsky stroked his hair, which resembled a lion's mane, and asked with a frown, "Are we to ignore the threat from the United States at our rear and advance along the railway line?"

Commissar Stalin nodded. "If the purpose of the US military is to engage us, we should give them the opportunity to do so."

Hearing Stalin express such a view, several committee members revealed looks of disapproval. Trotsky, on the contrary, frowned slightly in thought, then quickly relaxed his brow and turned to Lenin. "Comrade Lenin, I agree with Comrade Stalin's suggestion."

Comrade Lenin also agreed with Stalin's view. One only had to know the distance between the Arctic Ocean and the Far East to understand that the US military was powerless to cross the vast distance between the two. From the moment he heard the US landing locations, Lenin was basically certain that the United States had no intention of engaging Russia in a frontal war.

Since the views of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin were basically aligned, the Bolshevik Central Committee decided to annihilate Kolchak, the last major force of the White Guards, as soon as possible. However, there was some disagreement within the Bolshevik Central Committee over who should be in charge of this battle.

Trotsky hoped Tukhachevsky would lead the Red Army, while Stalin hoped Commander Voroshilov would take charge of the Far Eastern war. Other committee members with military backgrounds recommended Commander Blyukher.

Comrade Lenin did not make an immediate decision. After the meeting adjourned, Comrade Lenin invited the two committeemen, Trotsky and Joffe, to his office and asked straightforwardly, "I believe the purpose of the sudden US troop deployment is not simple."

Commissar Trotsky did not have a very good relationship with Commissar Stalin, yet he replied, "Comrade Lenin, I believe Comrade Stalin's judgment to quickly end the Far Eastern situation is correct."

As the Chairman of the Diplomatic Committee, military struggle was not Joffe's strong suit. Hearing Commissar Trotsky speak this way, he formed some judgments in his mind. Up to now, although He Rui had reaped enormous benefits from the Russian Civil War, he had not expressed malice toward the Bolshevik government.

While he was thinking, Committeeman Joffe heard Comrade Lenin ask, "Comrade Joffe, where do you think He Rui stands in this chain of imperialist encirclement against us?"

Committeeman Joffe replied, "Comrade Lenin, I believe He Rui is the weakest link in the entire chain."

Comrade Lenin held a similar view. Seeing that Lenin was prepared to make a concession, Trotsky asked, "Although He Rui will not choose Britain and France, he will demand a lot."

Lenin shook his head. "He Rui's current primary objective is the liberation of all of China. I do not believe he will place his main strength in the north."

Trotsky agreed with Lenin's view, but He Rui's cunning had left a deep impression on him. One had to realize that the Bolshevik government's treasury was currently empty, while He Rui had essentially cleaned out all the gold from the Tsarist Russian Kazan treasury controlled by Kolchak. Throughout the entire process, He Rui had not spent a single bullet or shell.

Comrade Lenin said in his cadenced voice, "This is also an opportunity for us to judge He Rui himself. Even if He Rui joins the Anglo-French camp, we can still win."

***

On April 18, 1920, Lyushinsky, the representative of the Bolshevik government's office in Shenyang, met with He Rui. Without pleasantries, Lyushinsky conveyed the Bolshevik government's inquiry to He Rui, hoping to establish friendly relations with the Northeast Government.

He expected He Rui to immediately make exorbitant demands, but unexpectedly, He Rui immediately stated, "This is also my expectation."

Lyushinsky hadn't expected He Rui to be so frank, so he went straight to the point. "Our Soviet government is willing to maintain good relations with all countries and is happy to see the progressive struggles of all nations."

He Rui smiled. "The Northeast Government holds the same view. The old world must be destroyed before a new, beautiful tomorrow can be built."

Lyushinsky thought He Rui's attitude seemed to express approval for the Red Army resolving the White Army, but facing He Rui, Lyushinsky dared not be easily convinced. After all, this Chinese warlord before him was the man who had taken away the Chinese Eastern Railway, causing Russia's operations in Northeast China and Outer Mongolia to come to naught.

"Will the Northeast Government send troops to Vladivostok?" Lyushinsky asked.

He Rui shook his head and answered decisively, "Please tell Your Excellency Lenin that our army will not invade Russian territory. Of course, whether it is the Red Army or the White Army, the Northeast Army has a mission to defend the country and will absolutely not allow such things to happen. Your Excellency Lenin will certainly understand."

Lyushinsky never expected that the diplomatic negotiations, which he thought would be incredibly difficult, would be completed so simply. Although he still harbored various suspicions, he could only stand up and take his leave. Soon, on April 20, Comrade Lenin received Lyushinsky's telegram.

Now, Comrade Lenin also felt that things were progressing too smoothly. But at this moment, Comrade Lenin's intuition was warning him with a sense of unease that things would definitely not be this simple.

But Comrade Lenin truly couldn't figure out where the problem lay.

April 21. Lyushinsky sent another telegram. In the telegram, Lyushinsky told Comrade Lenin that He Rui had entrusted him to ask Comrade Lenin: if Poland launched an attack on the Bolshevik government, which Red Army commander would the Bolshevik side order to meet the enemy?

In an instant, Comrade Lenin understood. He Rui had learned from some intelligence channel about Poland's plan to launch a large-scale attack on the Red Army, so he was issuing a warning to Comrade Lenin through Lyushinsky.

After issuing the order for a meeting of the Central Committee, Comrade Lenin sighed inwardly. He Rui had waited so long just to expect the Bolshevik government to make the first concession.

When the Central Committee members arrived at the committee's location and heard that the news actually came from He Rui, several members expressed doubts about the reliability of the intelligence. Especially the members with military backgrounds, who believed that He Rui was trying to stop the Red Army from attacking Kolchak.

Almost simultaneously, Trotsky and Stalin both spoke up. "I object." "I believe He Rui's intelligence is relatively reliable."

Facing opposition from these two at the same time, the other committee members were quite astonished. Trotsky didn't wait for Stalin to continue speaking and said first, "If we consider the timing of the US military landing on our soil as a joint operation, it becomes very reasonable. Since the US military is powerless to stop our army from resolving Kolchak, yet insists on landing on our territory, Poland's plan to attack is very reasonable."

Stalin did not want to compete with Trotsky at this moment. After Trotsky finished, Stalin said, "Poland is expanding its army. We originally thought Poland's attack would be delayed a bit, at least until May. Now it seems Poland is very likely to act sooner. However, I suggest we continue to strike at Kolchak. Otherwise, Kolchak will likely start a counterattack in the summer."

Many Bolshevik Central Committee members were made heavy-hearted by Stalin's words. How did Kolchak suddenly go from waiting for death to having a chance to turn the tables?

Trotsky continued, "Comrade Lenin, please notify the frontline troops immediately to prepare to defend against Poland's surprise attack."

On April 23, approximately 600,000 Polish troops suddenly launched an attack on the Red Army. Even though there were preparations, the Polish army, equipped with a large amount of old British and French equipment, still broke through the Red Army's defensive lines.

The fighting will of the Red Army, having experienced the baptism of civil war, was not weak. However, the opposing Polish army, which had not been restored for long, possessed a fighting will no less than that of the Red Army. These Polish troops, thirsty for revenge and looking forward to restoring the national borders to the era before the first partition by Russia, Prussia, and Austria, relied on superior firepower to break through the Red Army's defense lines in several columns and launched a fierce attack toward the Dnieper River.

The Northeast Government had long since laid out an intelligence network. Although this network could not collect any valuable detailed intelligence, such a major event could not be hidden. The Civilized Party Military Commission immediately convened a meeting regarding this matter.

Regarding whether Russia would launch an attack on Kolchak this year, most committee members thought it unlikely. Even Cheng Ruofan, who thought it was still possible, had hesitation on his handsome face.

Xu Chengfeng was not in a good mood, so he asked directly, "Chief of Staff, why do you think the Red Army has the strength to complete an expedition of thousands of kilometers? If I were Kolchak, I would just destroy the railway. The Red Army would be unable to complete the attack. Kolchak has rested for nearly half a year, has reorganized the army, and replenished weapons and ammunition."

Cheng Ruofan did not oppose Xu Chengfeng's view. "Commander Xu, Kolchak will indeed do that, and I also believe the Red Army will have a very hard fight. But judging from a strategic perspective, now is the best time to resolve Kolchak. If Kolchak rearms, the Polish side will make very large territorial demands. This isn't the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which can be torn up quickly. Poland doesn't have to fight on two fronts, nor does it have to worry about rear support. Once the Soviet Russian government loses its credit, other countries will choose to attack Soviet Russia. At that time, Poland will occupy huge new territories and can still mass troops on the border, threatening Russia. Russia will still be unable to spare a hand to deal with Kolchak. The Poles' hatred for Russia is rooted in their bones."

Xu Chengfeng felt that Cheng Ruofan's thinking was too wishful, so he replied, "That requires Poland to win. I don't believe Poland has the strength to defeat Russia."

Cheng Ruofan was unhurried. "The White Russians fought to the vicinity of Moscow with just the 70,000 rifles we equipped them with. The Poles will only get more equipment. The Red Army has strong combat effectiveness, but their equipment losses are huge, and their troop strength is stretched thin by the rapid expansion of the controlled area. When we were in the Russian Civil War, we felt the Mongolian border was very safe, but as soon as the Red Army proposed attacking Kolchak, didn't we also feel that the long border was difficult to defend? The Red Army will only have it harder than us. If I were commanding the Polish army in this war, even if I suffered setbacks in the early stages, as long as the troops still had the will to fight, I would gradually retreat, prepare a pocket for the Red Army, and wait for the Red Army, which must fight a quick battle, to jump into the pocket."

Recently, the Military Commission had been preparing for war, and Cheng Ruofan unconsciously applied his considerations for war to the Russo-Polish War.

For a moment, even Xu Chengfeng didn't know how to answer, because Cheng Ruofan's judgment made a lot of sense. Beside him, Zheng Silang spoke up, "Does the Polish army have such command capability? Such a stable retreat requires an army that has undergone long-term training to complete. It requires a large number of junior and mid-level officers. How long has Poland been restored? Where is their source of officers?"

This sounded simple, but something felt off. The Northeast Army had completed a large amount of military construction over the past four years, especially training in basic tactics, producing a backbone officer corps.

To say the Poles couldn't do it was obviously inappropriate. But to say the Poles could do it—Poland obviously did not possess the centralized, stable government that the hard work of the entire army relied on.

Caught in a dilemma, the members of the Military Commission found that although they agreed with their own views, they couldn't refute the other dissenting opinions.

At this moment, everyone's eyes fell on He Rui.

He Rui also couldn't be sure who the ultimate victory would belong to. After all, Piłsudski's victory in history was truly glorious; seeing that it wasn't going to work, he counterattacked from a desperate situation and completely defeated the Red Army commanded by Tukhachevsky. Since history was different, there was no way to be sure it would happen again.

At such a time, He Rui smiled. "The General Staff should conduct a wargame on the various possibilities. Deduce all the possibilities. Oh... right. Since we invited retired personnel from the German General Staff to come and provide technical support, why not ask them to demonstrate for us how the German General Staff would handle such a situation?"

If it were before, or before Professor Karl came to lecture, the Military Commission members would have been more cautious about He Rui's suggestion. But now, through several study discussions, the Military Commission had reached a conclusion that He Rui had stated long ago.

As long as it is an industrialized organization of a certain scale and with its own system, other industrial countries can understand the operating principles of such an industrial organization.

Since there is absolutely no need to hide principles, learning how a miniature German General Staff operates is truly a case of 'stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one.'

Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan recited loudly, "'When three people walk together, there must be one who can be my teacher! Choose their good qualities and follow them, and change the bad ones.'"

After speaking, he rose and left to carry out the order.
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The Military Commission meeting of the Civilized Party concluded. As usual, He Rui reviewed the minutes temporarily compiled by the secretary. Even Hu Xiushan, usually a man of few words, stood with the others in the open space outside the courtyard after leaving the conference room.

Hu Xiushan asked, "Xu Jia, Ruofan has changed quite a bit lately. Is that General François really that high-level?"

Xu Jia, still in charge of organizational work and holding a vast amount of intelligence, saw that everyone was concerned about Cheng Ruofan's changes. He shared some public information: "In the Battle of Tannenberg, this General François was still a corps commander when he disobeyed orders until the end of the battle. Ludendorff almost hated him to death."

The members of the Military Commission had all seen the list of personnel from the German General Staff recommended by Major General Karl of the old German Army, but they hadn't paid much attention to General François at the time. Before accepting the assistance of this miniature German General Staff, He Rui had thoroughly analyzed the attitude towards this help in a meeting, citing the idiom, "Stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one."

The organizational structure of the Northeast Army was built on democracy, equality, and the unity of officers and soldiers, rather than the top-down elite management of a militaristic state like Germany. Therefore, the Military Commission members were learning the operational organization of Germany, not copying it entirely.

With this definition set, the members didn't care much about who composed the miniature German General Staff, but rather how they operated. Hearing now that General François was actually someone who disobeyed orders, they were truly surprised.

Zhong Yifu felt the matter shouldn't be so conspiratorial and asked, "Do you think Hindenburg and Ludendorff held a grudge against this General?"

Xu Jia felt that when it came to reliability in doing things, Zhong Yifu was actually quite reliable. However, this guy had a peculiar trait: everyone thought he would be more impulsive. So Xu Jia laughed, "Let's hope our own comrades don't end up like him. Being brave enough to take responsibility to the point of disregarding everything... disobeying orders will get you sent to a military tribunal."

Being spoken to like this, Zhong Yifu didn't get angry. He, like the other comrades, felt that Cheng Ruofan was the one most likely to disobey orders. Of course, no one mentioned Zheng Silang. Even now, according to the latest psychological terms they had learned, Zheng Silang's 'psychological stability' exceeded that of Cheng Ruofan.

Zheng Silang had long since let go of his concern about his past. Hearing that someone had disobeyed orders, he actually became interested. "What exactly did he do?"

Seeing everyone so interested, Xu Jia could only reply, "Let's go to the archives and have a look together. I don't remember it too clearly either."

While Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan and the invited miniature German General Staff were discussing the war between Russia and Poland happening ten thousand miles away, the members of the Military Commission sat in the small reading room of the archives, learning about General François's experiences.

The Battle of Tannenberg was a great victory for Germany. General François had an extremely impulsive personality. In the first battle on the Eastern Front at Stallupönen, François, without informing his superior—Eighth Army Commander Prittwitz—launched an unorthodox attack aimed at driving Rennenkampf's Russian First Army back to the Russian border.

François's action at Stallupönen was successful, causing his superior, Eighth Army Commander Prittwitz, to launch an offensive against Rennenkampf's army at Gumbinnen. This attack failed, causing Prittwitz to panic and order the German army to retreat to the Vistula River.

Reading this, a burst of low laughter came from the small reading room. Although the young soldiers hadn't fought a major war... no, precisely *because* the young soldiers hadn't fought a major war, they had a great interest in the careers of other soldiers. Every high-ranking officer in the small reading room knew very well that they had to gain knowledge through study to make up for their deficiencies.

Soon, the Eighth Army Commander was dismissed. The command of East Prussia was subsequently transferred to Hindenburg, who was recalled from retirement, while Ludendorff served as the Chief of Staff of the Eighth Army.

At Tannenberg, François again refused to accept defensive orders and disobeyed Ludendorff's direct orders twice in succession. Especially on the 28th, Ludendorff, afraid that the defense line would be breached, panicked for a moment and ordered François's entire corps to advance north to Lahna to support the fighting in the center.

François realized the extreme importance of cutting off the enemy's retreat. Due to his character of being indifferent to any order he did not agree with, he continued to march along the original route. By the next day, his corps had cut off the Russian army's escape route to the south.

This act of insubordination actually helped Hindenburg and Ludendorff achieve a decisive victory over Samsonov's Second Army—Russian Commander-in-Chief Samsonov's suicide in a dense forest before being captured by the German army constituted the climax of this victory. And François also led his troops to capture 90,000 prisoners in this victory, securing the main fruits of the victory.

Since then, General François continued to achieve many merits and attained the rank of General, but his promotion stopped at the corps level. In comparison, Hindenburg became a Field Marshal, and General Ludendorff became the core commanding the German army in the later stages. Among other commanders of the same rank as François, there were Field Marshals and Generals. This highlighted François's ill fate.

Even though Zheng Silang had let go of his own hang-ups, he couldn't laugh at this moment. The other commissioners also sighed; human destiny is so indescribable. Perhaps François was very strong, or perhaps it was just accidental intuition that allowed him to win a huge victory. But regardless of which it was, in an organization like the army where obedience is the highest duty, violating discipline must be punished.

Since they had started rereading the materials, everyone looked through the profiles of the other personnel again. Among the group recommended by Professor Karl, General François had the highest rank; the others were mostly Colonels and Major Generals. their basic resumes were dominated by service within the General Staff organization.

Originally, everyone wanted to watch the drama, but after experiencing a change in mood, they were in no hurry to adjourn and began to discuss the characteristics of the German General Staff system.

Cheng Ruofan was currently sitting in front of an old man with a bald head, two large mustaches, and a fierce appearance. The old man's tone was grim, but deep in his eyes, there was a passion for war. After listening to Cheng Ruofan insist on finishing his description of the war situation in broken German, the old man asked, "Major General Cheng, do you wish to know how the General Staff should operate in such a situation?"

"Yes," Cheng Ruofan answered immediately.

The fierce-looking bald old man was none other than General François. He immediately replied, "The General Staff would find a way to dispatch a military observation group to observe. Any speculation is meaningless; one must see the actual war with one's own eyes to make a judgment."

Cheng Ruofan was stunned. He indeed hadn't considered sending a military observation group. Without first-hand information, there was no way to make reliable judgments about the war.

Seeing Cheng Ruofan's expression, the old man didn't mock him. Although old François actually had some criticism regarding the appearance of this Northeast Army Chief of Staff—handsome officers were popular in the army, but beautiful ones were not.

However, having experienced the blood and gore of war, the old man knew very well that a fierce-looking soldier didn't necessarily equate to bravery, and Cheng Ruofan's offensive spirit exceeded François's imagination. The idea proposed by Cheng Ruofan to set a pocket formation to annihilate the Russian Red Army also had considerable merit militarily.

The old man's mind worked quickly, and he soon replied, "Major General Cheng, in Germany, this is called a pincer movement. The key lies in your grasp and understanding of the troops. Assuming the intelligence you provide is all correct, you need a force that has completed at least half a year of training, and an officer corps with four years of training to execute such an operation. The commander of this army needs to possess staff capabilities."

Cheng Ruofan had considerable admiration for the German General Staff. Hearing the troop construction time proposed by General François, he couldn't help but be surprised. "Your Excellency, only half a year and four years? Is the time too short?"

The old man shook his head, his bald head appearing unusually striking in the bright light. "You have already made a judgment on the Poles' fighting will. As long as an army has an offensive spirit, this time is sufficient. What really takes time is cultivating soldiers who focus only on the war itself, not on victory or defeat."

Cheng Ruofan felt he understood and nodded.

The old man told Cheng Ruofan to go back first and come again in the afternoon. Cheng Ruofan shook his head repeatedly. "What I want to learn is how the General Staff Headquarters operates normally under sudden circumstances. Please let me see it with my own eyes."

General François felt that the request made by this Chief of Staff of the Northeast Army was truly interesting, but inwardly he also felt it was only natural. Although Germany had been defeated, German soldiers still had great confidence in the General Staff system. Even though he had retired from active service and it was impossible to join the army again in this life, General François still believed there was no problem with the General Staff system; the problem lay with idiots like Ludendorff.

So, within thirty minutes, General François let Cheng Ruofan see how a miniature General Staff worked.

There were no documents, so white paper was used instead. The miniature German General Staff first retrieved intelligence on the unit designations, combat history, and commanders of both warring sides, and based on these, laid out the basic appearance of the combat sand table.

At the same time, based on the terrain of the combat area, especially intelligence on railways, roads, wharves, and ports, the sand table layout was completed.

While completing the battlefield sand table, the members of the General Staff took out several small boxes. After opening them, Cheng Ruofan saw some dice of different colors. The dice of different colors were placed in groups, colorful and striking. If not for the war sand table in front of him, it would be easy to form the association that these German soldiers were about to gamble.

Since he didn't know if the Northeast Army's wargaming used dice, General François assumed they didn't. He explained to Cheng Ruofan, "Every unit in war must be set with various conditions. Since there is no frontline data, we set parameters for them. The dice are the tools for making judgments. After all, all kinds of things can happen."

For a moment, Cheng Ruofan was somewhat disappointed. These preparations were no different from what the Northeast Army had already completed. Including the dice, the Northeast Army General Staff had them all.

However, dice were only used for pure paper exercises. The political commissars in the Northeast Army were responsible for the daily ideological education and political training of the troops. They grasped the subtle conditions of the troops through detailed work, not by playing with dice.

Carrying this disappointment, Cheng Ruofan asked, "Your Excellency, can the deduction begin?"

General François shook his head. "No, it's already over. Deduction lacking intelligence is nothing but self-entertainment. Major General Cheng, war is a very serious matter. Even in war deductions at the junior military academy, the data and materials we provide are much richer than the intelligence you can provide now. Under the current circumstances, we cannot begin the deduction."

Being hit like this by the old man, Cheng Ruofan's respect for the German General Staff increased a bit. Cheng Ruofan felt he somewhat understood 'historical accumulation'. Currently, because the Northeast Army was expanding its scale rapidly, there were people of all characters in the army. So the General Staff had realized the need to make large-scale adjustments to military personnel, especially officers. Anyone who did not meet the current needs had to be screened out. With General François's unruly character, he still almost instinctively insisted on the seriousness of war. The accumulation of the German General Staff was truly admirable.

So Cheng Ruofan took his leave. Old man François didn't stand on ceremony, nor did he ask him to stay; he just watched Cheng Ruofan leave.

After Cheng Ruofan left, old General François asked, "The term of our cooperation with Your Excellency He Rui is three months. The time is almost up. I am considering returning to Germany. What about you gentlemen?"

The members of this miniature German General Staff heard the General's disappointment, and everyone had their own disappointments. But one of them asked helplessly, "What will we do after returning to Germany?"

Instantly, the emotions of these German soldiers turned into another kind of disappointment. Yes, what would they do back home?

The Treaty of Versailles had suppressed Germany very severely, abolishing the General Staff, limiting the army to less than 100,000 men and the number of officers to 3,000. Without exception, none of these German soldiers who came to China could return to the army.

Among the Allied Powers, France wished it could destroy Germany completely, so it publicly proposed retaliatory indemnities. Germany had to pay huge war reparations. Now, Germany's domestic economy was in a depression, and it was hard to find a job. Not to mention these former German officers who had originally thought they would live in the army all their lives and receive a pension after retirement.

General François remained disappointed. "The Northeast Army is too childish. Rather than calling them an army, it's better to say they are infants trying to imitate a powerful army. They have only ideals but no practice. I even feel they are inferior to the Polish army."

Hearing this evaluation, none of the German officers refuted it. Through the exchanges during this period, it was difficult for the German officers to accept the unity of officers and soldiers in the Northeast Army. However, having experienced the Great War in Europe, where these officers participated in cruel warfare alongside ordinary soldiers, they felt they could tolerate some decisions like this.

But the military democracy system was truly incomprehensible to these officers. Any new tactics of the Northeast Army had to pass through a military democratic meeting, where officers and soldiers discussed together. Discussing how to use it.

Such actions not only didn't exist in the German army but were also against discipline. What the German army had to do was implementation from top to bottom; any proposal from soldiers was harmful. This was the experience summarized from Germany's long history of militarism.

Eventually, some of these German officers began to think that General François's view made sense. At least half of the officers developed the intention to leave. When a Colonel finally spoke up, "I also want to return to Germany," other officers began to express the same view one after another.

Cheng Ruofan didn't know that this group of German officers actually wanted to leave. All the way back, he was thinking about the war. Especially the issue of military democracy in the internal construction of the Northeast Army.

The more he dealt with the guys from the German General Staff, the more clearly Cheng Ruofan understood the difference between the German General Staff and the Northeast Army. This stemmed from the difference in the philosophy of army building. Cheng Ruofan originally thought it could be reconciled, but the more contact he had, the more he felt it was irreconcilable.

As soon as he saw He Rui, Cheng Ruofan simply poured out his thoughts. "Chairman, I think after the cooperation period ends, we should send these people back to Germany. However, can we establish regular military exchanges with other countries?"

"Regular military exchange mechanism? Ruofan, that's a very good idea." He Rui laughed.

Seeing He Rui support his view, the unhappiness in Cheng Ruofan's heart erupted. Although he was considered an admirer of the German General Staff system, Cheng Ruofan didn't think so himself. If the strength of the British General Staff or the French General Staff exceeded that of Germany, Cheng Ruofan would support them without hesitation. Cheng Ruofan wanted to learn from whoever could help China win.

But meeting them was not as good as hearing about them. Including General François, the hero of the Tannenberg victory, they all disappointed Cheng Ruofan. They couldn't perform magic to turn rot into gold. Along the way, Cheng Ruofan thought it over and felt he had held the German General Staff system in too high regard.

So, Cheng Ruofan said, "Chairman, I will never belittle myself again..."

"Wait." He Rui interrupted Cheng Ruofan's emotional outburst. "Belittling oneself is normal. I think you can use another term, called increasing your knowledge. If your knowledge is shallow, you can't correctly recognize yourself or the world. Also, intelligence has arrived. Take a look first."

Cheng Ruofan quickly took the intelligence. It was new news about Soviet Russia and Poland.

By the end of May 1920, the balance of forces between the Soviet and Polish sides was temporarily equal, but the Polish Left Wing Group facing the Red Army's Western Front was relatively weak. Therefore, Red Army Commander-in-Chief Kamenev planned for the Western Front to launch the main assault against the Polish Left Wing. On April 28, 1920, the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party approved the strategic counter-offensive plan formulated by Kamenev. The plan stipulated that the Western Front and the Southwestern Front would coordinate closely and launch centripetal assaults on Warsaw from the northeast and southeast respectively. The Western Front would serve as the main attack north of the Pripyat River, taking Warsaw directly along the direction of Minsk and Białystok. The Southwestern Front would cooperate with the Western Front's operations south of the Pripyat River, launching an auxiliary assault along the direction of Rivne and Lublin. Before the counter-offensive, Trotsky, Chairman of the Revolutionary Military Council of the Soviet Republic, fully believed that the workers' and peasants' revolution in Poland was at a climax, and he made a very optimistic estimate of the war prospects. Tukhachevsky also based his actions on this estimate, which resulted in his underestimating the enemy and advancing rashly during the war, falling short of success at the last stage.
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In the intelligence He Rui provided to Cheng Ruofan, the Bolshevik Central Committee believed that the workers' and peasants' revolution in Poland was at a high tide, making it an opportune time for the Red Army to attack Poland. Cheng Ruofan knew nothing about the situation in Poland and could not clarify the domestic situation there, yet he intuitively felt that things would not be so simple.

After pondering for a moment, Cheng Ruofan thought of a question. "Chairman, hasn't Poland only been independent for a few years? If they can identify with the Russian Red Army, how could they organize an army of hundreds of thousands?"

This was indeed a good question. He Rui also felt that the Bolshevik Central Committee's view of the world was somewhat naive. Intense social contradictions within Poland did not mean that the Polish people could simply discard their nationalist sentiments. The terrible things Russia had done to Poland over the past few centuries were too numerous to record. If one were to ask the Polish people at this time whether they hated their own capitalists more or the Russians more, the majority of Poles would undoubtedly hate the Russians more.

So He Rui raised a question, "Ruofan, do you think it is necessary for us to send a telegram to Comrade Lenin to remind him?"

Cheng Ruofan was quite puzzled. "Why be so proactive?"

He Rui just had a somewhat impulsive thought and hadn't deliberated on it specifically. If he had to find a reason, it was probably to express goodwill. After all, China and Russia would need to cooperate in the future. Having raised this line of thought, He Rui shared his reasoning with Cheng Ruofan.

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment and answered decisively, "If that's the case, it would be better to publish it directly in major European newspapers. Let the whole world see the Chairman's insight and boldness. At the very least, publish it in domestic newspapers. However... Chairman, publishing such a prediction—if the judgment is wrong, people will laugh at us."

He Rui was not afraid of being laughed at; at this moment, he found Cheng Ruofan's suggestion very interesting. If it were published domestically, given the number of European and American reporters currently in China, as well as the existence of the Bolshevik government's representative office, Comrade Lenin would likely see it very quickly.

Having made the decision, He Rui immediately picked up his pen and began to write. Seeing that He Rui hadn't asked him to leave, Cheng Ruofan was in no hurry to go. Taking a notebook from his briefcase, Cheng Ruofan prepared for his own work. The recent exchange with the German General Staff personnel had given Cheng Ruofan more feelings about the current organizational form of the Northeast Army, and it was a good time to organize these thoughts.

The commentary article was not long. Before Cheng Ruofan had written down a few of his own reflections, He Rui had finished writing. After reading He Rui's article, Cheng Ruofan was somewhat surprised. "Chairman, will the Bolshevik government really care about such an article?"

"Why do you think they won't care?" He Rui smiled.

Cheng Ruofan really couldn't understand He Rui's thinking. "Chairman, these are things even a child can figure out. The Bolshevik government managed to win the Russian Civil War, after all; it's impossible for them not to understand even this."

He Rui shook his head. "I think some of them really haven't figured it out, or at least are unwilling to accept it."

Just as expected, as soon as the article was published in the *Northeast Daily*, the Bolshevik government's representative office in Shenyang immediately noticed it and promptly forwarded the article to Moscow.

Comrade Lenin looked at He Rui's article, his expression turning grim.

"...Therefore, in this Russo-Polish War, the Red Army will certainly carry all before it in the beginning. If the Red Army can recognize that its advantage lies in its familiarity with Poland's geography and the combat effectiveness forged during the civil war, and uses this power carefully and cautiously, there is a high probability of defeating the Polish government and forcing it to make concessions.

"If the Russian Red Army believes that its victory lies in the revolutionary high tide of the Polish proletariat, this is very unserious. *A people without trust cannot stand*; the Polish people believe that the Russian Red Army's military actions are no different from the invaders of Tsarist Russia. Such an impression has been accumulated over hundreds of years. Whatever thoughts the Russian Bolshevik Central Committee may have, they will not affect the views of the Polish people.

"Without the support of the Polish people, the Russian Red Army is likely to suffer a major defeat in the short term, thereby completely losing the goodwill of the Polish proletariat toward the Russian Revolution..."

Originally, Comrade Lenin thought that He Rui had considerable goodwill toward the Bolshevik government, and was even quite supportive. Seeing this article, that goodwill instantly vanished.

Standing up, Comrade Lenin began to pace the office with his hands behind his back. He Rui's books, works, and past statements flashed through Comrade Lenin's mind one by one. In the end, Comrade Lenin had to categorize He Rui as a nationalist following the path of bourgeois reformism.

Before long, Commissar Trotsky arrived at Comrade Lenin's office. The representative office had sent He Rui's article to the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, which then distributed it to the Central Committee members. With the outbreak of the Russo-Polish War, Tukhachevsky served as the commander and Stalin as the Front Commissar. Both were away from Moscow. As the creator of the Red Army, Trotsky was very sensitive to military-related content. After reading it, he was truly angered.

Trotsky handed a copy of the article directly to Lenin and said immediately, "Comrade Lenin, He Rui is demonstrating against us! His attitude is opposed to ideological interests and opposed to advancing the world proletarian revolution!"

Lenin was not surprised that such a label was pinned on He Rui, because he thought so too. The series of victories after the October Revolution had led the Bolshevik Central Committee to believe that ideologically driven military struggle was very effective. The Red Army had become strong quickly through political work and had defeated the White Army, which possessed total superiority.

To believe that nationalist sentiment could overwhelm the proletarian revolution was undoubtedly reactionary, backward, and even decadent. He Rui, this decadent and backward warlord, had finally revealed his tail as a bourgeois reformist.

However, Comrade Lenin did not make an intense statement like Trotsky. China was different from Poland; although Russia had conducted extensive infiltration into China, the results were very limited. Russian influence in the Northeast had been wiped clean by He Rui within a few years, and it was currently impossible to effectively influence He Rui.

Comrade Lenin calmed down completely at this point. "Comrade Trotsky, to what extent can the logistical work for this Red Army operation be carried out?"

Trotsky was in charge of this work. He recalled slightly and replied, "Comrade Lenin, for this operation, the logistics department has provided nearly 100,000 horse-drawn carts for logistical supply. The Red Army's logistical work has never been this complete."

100,000 horse-drawn carts provided a heavy logistical transport capacity for the current Red Army, but Lenin was still somewhat worried. "Can the supply of materials be guaranteed?"

Trotsky was agitated. Compared to the needs of the civil war, the logistics for this war were unprecedentedly powerful. The Russian Red Army had grown from nothing to its current scale in just a few years. Trotsky was very confident. "Please rest assured, Comrade Lenin, we will definitely ensure that the Red Army comrades on the front line eat the best food and have an ample supply of ammunition!"

In the civil war up to this point, besides establishing the commissar system, Trotsky had been quite daring in distributing funds for logistics. previously, although the troops had money, prices fluctuated greatly under war conditions, and the money was never enough.

After three years of civil war, the Bolshevik government had completed the management of cities and industries, and material supplies had increased significantly. Since Trotsky was so confident, Comrade Lenin felt much more at ease.

The displeasure caused by He Rui's article had been thrown to the back of his mind. The views of a foreign reactionary warlord were not important to Comrade Lenin.

He Rui also believed that the Bolshevik Central Committee would not care about his views. However, if intelligence matters were not utilized in a timely manner, they would expire and become invalid. To make an imprecise analogy, this was like the money in the hands of an investment bank. If the project managers invested at a loss, it was a problem affecting KPIs. But if the investment managers held onto the money for fear of loss, it was a problem of being fired. So He Rui also put this matter completely out of his mind. The paper exercise for the war against Japan began.

The exercise headquarters was divided between two floors. To ensure discipline, guards were placed between the floors, strictly prohibiting personnel movement.

He Rui's side consisted of ordinary staff officers. Originally, the exercise headquarters prepared to let He Rui choose his people, but He Rui ordered, "Since you're letting me choose, I only want ordinary staff officers."

For a moment, the atmosphere became somewhat awkward. He Rui smiled and said, "I'm not looking down on anyone. An exercise is not play-acting; it's best not to presuppose the opponent's personality. Everyone knows each other too well. On the contrary, ordinary staff officers often do the unexpected. I'm actually taking a big advantage; you all need to be careful."

Xu Chengfeng and the others didn't quite believe He Rui's words, yet they didn't dare to truly disbelieve them. In this mood of anxiety about personal gains and losses, the exercise began.

With the issuance of the exercise order, not long after, the 'reconnaissance unit' confirmed that two divisions of the 'Japanese Army' had begun to cross the Yalu River and started their attack on the Northeast.

The 'Japanese Army' commanded by He Rui acted very rashly, but such rashness was also the swiftest. The opening move put the Northeast Army under immense pressure. Since every step of the exercise had time requirements, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's view was to block layer by layer and guide the Japanese Army into the frontal defense line.

Xu Chengfeng had a different view. He believed that since the 'Japanese Army' was so arrogant, it was best to deal them a fierce blow and knock out their spirit. He advocated launching a battle to strike the 'Japanese Army' while they were halfway across the river.

The commander and the chief of staff had conflicting opinions. Fortunately, apart from He Rui, the members of the Military Commission were all together. Finally, the Military Commission made a decision together. Xu Chengfeng, Zheng Silang, and Hu Xiushan all agreed to strike the Japanese Army hard, while Zhong Yifu agreed with Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's view of dragging the Japanese Army to the permanent fortifications before fighting. 3 to 2. The headquarters made the decision, and the exercise immediately entered a 'state of fierce battle'. Six infantry divisions of the Northeast Army began to fiercely attack the two Japanese divisions.

Facing superior forces, the Japanese Army commanded by He Rui did not defend to the death but instead launched fierce attacks at the junctions of the Northeast Army's positions. This was also the combat experience of the Japanese regarding the Chinese army: once the Japanese army broke through at one point, they would immediately outflank, and the Chinese army would often collapse as a whole.

The Northeast Army was an army completed with new concepts. It did not collapse after suffering such fierce attacks. Instead, it immediately counter-encircled the assault troops.

The slaughter on both sides was extremely tragic. The 'Japanese Army' sent troops to break through several times but failed. Seeing that the elite of the 'Japanese Army' commanded by He Rui were being wiped out, the six divisions immediately launched a siege.

However, He Rui relied on the Yalu River to establish a defensive system and even transported heavy artillery via the river. The Northeast Army's six divisions looked as if they were about to annihilate the Japanese Army, but they couldn't take them down.

After several rounds of fierce attacks, just as the Japanese Army within the Northeast borders was about to be annihilated, the Japanese reinforcements arrived. As a last resort, the six divisions retreated, while the Japanese Army followed the Northeast Army unhurriedly, 'watching' the Northeast Army enter their positions.

The first phase of the battle ended.

Cheng Ruofan's face was grim, and he didn't say a word. Xu Chengfeng and Zheng Silang looked equally grim. The two of them didn't speak either, plunging the headquarters into a very awkward atmosphere.

Zhong Yifu broke the silence. "I want to say something..."

Xu Chengfeng raised his hand to stop Zhong Yifu. "No need to say anything, my decision was wrong! I'll talk about my wrong decision at the analysis meeting. Now, prepare for the next battle!"

Hearing this, the division commanders and division chiefs of staff were all surprised. No one expected Xu Chengfeng to admit his mistake so frankly.

In the new silence, Cheng Ruofan spoke up. "Opposite us, commanding the Japanese Army is the Chairman. So far, he has not used the intelligence he knows. We must be careful; we must never think that the Chairman will take action because he knows the intelligence."

Xu Chengfeng frowned slightly, then nodded. "That's right. We are conducting an exercise, not acting in a play! The goal of the second phase is that we absolutely must not let the Japanese Army break through our defense line!"

However, since the 'Japanese Army' had discovered the permanent fortifications, their actions were naturally much more cautious. The exercise troops soon received notification from the exercise command that the Japanese Army had launched a large number of probing attacks.

Although the attacks all ultimately failed, the purpose of the probing attacks was to test the range of the Northeast Army's fortifications. The 'Japanese Army' paid a small price to figure out that the fortifications were distributed along the Yalu River, blocking the road for the Japanese Army to invade the Northeast hinterland in large numbers through the Yalu River front.

These permanent fortifications were divided into two parts: one part along the Yalu River and the other at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula. They were to defend against the Japanese Army invading the Northeast from the Yalu River and the Kwantung Leased Territory at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, respectively.

Having figured this out, the 'Japanese Army' immediately switched combat methods and began to implement landings on the Liaodong Peninsula with the cooperation of the navy.

Xu Chengfeng and the others had long calculated this, and they had also prepared troops in places suitable for landing, ready to push the landing Japanese Army into the sea. Everyone waited nervously for the news sent by the exercise command. Soon, news came one after another. The Japanese Army actually did not implement a concentrated landing but used a small-scale landing method, landing in dozens of places. After coming ashore, the landing troops immediately attacked forward and continuously converged.

Because the number of Japanese troops was small, as long as the Japanese troops near the Northeast Army's deployment points were completely annihilated. But the remaining Japanese troops continued to gather, and soon a brigade-sized force was assembled on the west coast of the Liaodong Peninsula facing the Bohai Sea. This Japanese force advanced directly eastward, seizing a landing point on the coast facing the Yellow Sea. Since the Japanese Army held total maritime superiority, once the landing point was determined, the 'Japanese Army' came ashore continuously from the landing point.

The Northeast Army blocking the Kwantung Leased Territory saw that they were about to fall into a situation of being attacked from both front and rear, and had to retreat. The 'Japanese Army' from both sides joined forces and began to attack the Yalu River defense line.

Battles were fought one after another. The Northeast did not have particularly high mountains or rivers, and the flat terrain was very favorable for the deployment of large troops.

In the exercise setting, the Northeast Army had 500,000 men. The Japanese Army had a maximum strength of 25 divisions, also around 400,000 men.

Xu Chengfeng and the others originally thought He Rui would commit the Japanese Army in batches, but they didn't expect He Rui to send all the 'Japanese Army' onto the battlefield in one go. The two armies, with similar numbers, fought fiercely all the way, and both suffered heavy losses. However, the Northeast Army was driven out of the Liaodong Peninsula, and the Japanese Army completely secured logistical support.

The Northeast Army fought a fierce battle with the Japanese Army on the Yalu River defense line. At this time, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan had a disagreement again. Xu Chengfeng believed that they could not retreat any further; if they lost the Yalu River defense line, they would not be able to organize effective combat. Cheng Ruofan believed they had to pull the Japanese Army and launch a counterattack.

This time it was 3 to 2 again. However, those supporting Xu Chengfeng became Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang, while Hu Xiushan, who supported Xu Chengfeng last time, supported Cheng Ruofan.

Finally, Xu Chengfeng made a compromise decision, letting Cheng Ruofan command the troops to implement a pocket formation counterattack, while some troops held fast to the Yalu River defense line to pose a threat to the Japanese Army's flank.

Opposite them, the 'Japanese Army' commanded by He Rui actually left only a small number of troops to pin down the Northeast Army on the Yalu River defense line, while the main force launched a fierce attack toward Shenyang.

Under the extremely fierce attack, the troops commanded by Cheng Ruofan suffered repeated setbacks and had to launch a counterattack in an incomplete manner.

When the exercise headquarters determined that the counterattack had completely surrounded three Japanese divisions, many division commanders and division chiefs of staff breathed a sigh of relief. But Xu Chengfeng and the others looked even more serious; this was not a good thing. Cheng Ruofan, helpless, could only order the siege to be lifted, letting the three Japanese divisions that had fallen into the pocket go.

Just as the besieging troops were withdrawn here, the Japanese troops on both flanks headed straight for Shenyang. If the siege were not lifted in time, the Japanese Army would unfold a center-blossoming counter-encirclement with an even larger encirclement circle.

Thus, the tragic Defense of Shenyang began.

With the exercise reaching this point, Zhong Yifu sighed. "Should we admit defeat? Continuing the exercise is just a waste of time. We didn't start this war to fight it like this."

Xu Chengfeng didn't want to admit defeat, but hearing the last sentence, he looked at Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan had a look of unwillingness on his face; he slammed his fist onto the table in the exercise hall, his handsome face full of murderous intent. Zhong Yifu thought Cheng Ruofan would refuse to admit defeat and wanted to persuade him further. Before he could speak, Cheng Ruofan said, "Admit defeat. Ask the Chairman to review the game."

Less than twenty minutes later, He Rui had walked into the Northeast Army exercise headquarters upstairs. having not seen him for two days, and with everyone working nervously on the exercise, everyone's face was very exhausted.

He Rui scanned the comrades whose faces were ashen, and then asked, "Your judgment of the Japanese Army's arrogance is far more arrogant than the Japanese Army itself. Why is that?"

Cheng Ruofan's eyes lit up, and the faces of Xu Chengfeng and the others immediately brightened. Once this layer of window paper was pierced, the reason for the original feeling was found.

Cheng Ruofan answered immediately, "Report to the Chairman, we underestimated the Japanese Army. Can we conduct the exercise again after resting for a night?"

He Rui nodded. "In that case, rest well. If you are dizzy, you won't be able to fight a war well."
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That night, Xu Chengfeng forced himself to lie down, tossing and turning for a long time before falling asleep. Cheng Ruofan, on the other hand, fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow; since he had lost to He Rui, he wasn't worried about any issues arising during the review. The others, each with their own preoccupations, eventually succumbed to exhaustion and slept.

At six o'clock, everyone gathered in the exercise command room with their breakfast, eating and chatting while looking at the maps and sand table.

Hu Xiushan, silent as usual, was the first to finish eating. Putting down his bowl and chopsticks, he walked to the blackboard and began writing out the course of the battle. Hu Xiushan's chalk calligraphy was excellent; he wrote line after line without a single wasted word, focusing entirely on the operational content.

By the time Hu Xiushan was halfway through, several senior officers were holding their empty bowls, staring intently at the blackboard. Having personally participated in the exercise, they had forgotten some details, but watching Hu Xiushan's reconstruction brought every experience back to them.

Seeing their reaction, Xu Chengfeng kept a straight face and barked, "All of you, I'm giving you two more minutes. Finish eating quickly. When time is up, the tableware gets cleared away."

One minute later, the orderlies cleared the dishes. When everyone looked back at the blackboard, Hu Xiushan had reached the section on the counter-encirclement. The counter-encirclement had been a decisive move, but because the vanguard of the counterattack ran into a counter-charge by two Japanese divisions, they were unable to break through and had to tighten the encirclement. It truly felt like falling short at the last moment.

The group began to discuss. Some felt that even if the battle continued, the Japanese might not necessarily win. Zheng Silang loudly retorted, "We might be able to keep fighting, but can the people of the Northeast accept it? Do the people hand over so much money and grain every year just to watch us fight a losing battle?"

Once this was said, no one discussed fighting on the mainland anymore. Everyone understood that Zheng Silang was right; if the war really reached that stage, the Northeast Army would have long since been finished.

At this moment, Hu Xiushan wrote the final line: *Defense of Shenyang begins; exercise concludes with the Northeast Army admitting defeat.*

Clapping the chalk dust from his hands, Hu Xiushan asked, "If anyone wants to add anything, come up and modify it yourself."

With that, he walked back to his seat and sat down.

Commander Xu Chengfeng walked up to the platform and asked, "From which step did our war situation go wrong? Answer one by one!"

The 120,000-strong Northeast Army had organized twelve divisions and four armies. Xu Chengfeng and the others did not take up command of these units but were responsible for army building. The military commanders and chiefs of staff of the four armies and twelve divisions were all products of the military academy. Faced with such a failure in the exercise, Lin Mengchu, Commander of the 4th Army, stood up and answered, "Reporting to the Commander, I believe the problem lies in the anti-landing operations. If the Japanese army had not secured landing points on the Liaodong Peninsula, they would not have been able to move freely."

Lin Mengchu's view immediately won the approval of the crowd. Amidst their agreement, the pressure in Xu Chengfeng's heart lessened considerably. It seemed that the results of three years of military education were not poor. Although everyone lacked actual combat experience, their basic understanding was correct.

Xu Chengfeng looked at Lin Mengchu and saw that his eyes were red as a rabbit's. It seemed this fellow hadn't slept at all last night. Added to the nearly two days without sleep during the exercise, Lin Mengchu had truly been preparing without rest or slumber.

Just then, Hu Xiushan spoke up. "But we have no way to stop the Japanese from landing. No matter how many troops we place on the beachhead, we cannot stop a Japanese landing."

This splash of cold water made several army and division commanders and chiefs of staff somewhat unconvinced. Hu Xiushan did not refute them directly but pointed to the map and said, "Let's simulate it."

Comrades stood up and made room. Hu Xiushan called over Jing Fusheng, the Chief of Staff of the 6th Army, to form the offensive side, while the officers who believed they could successfully defend formed the defensive side, and they began a simulation on the map.

The tactical content was very fast-paced, with dialogue exchanged at high speed between the two sides.

"Naval gunfire bombardment."

"Digging positions."

"Your position is in a rocky area; entrenchments cannot be dug."

"Building fortifications."

"Under 220mm naval gunfire, fortifications are destroyed."

...

Hu Xiushan had a very detailed understanding of the topography and geology of the entire Northeast. He quickly completed landings in areas unsuitable for defense and inflicted heavy losses on the defending troops.

Seeing that they could not stop the Japanese landing, the military commanders looked at the map and sand table, their brows knitting into knots. Various thoughts churned in their minds until finally, someone raised a question: "Chairman He was commanding the attack. The Japanese operational command might not be as formidable as Chairman He."

*Smack, smack.* Two sounds rang out. Both Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan slapped the table. Cheng Ruofan shouted, "Is war a child's game? Do you expect the enemy to cooperate with you?"

Xu Chengfeng had wanted to say the same thing. Since Cheng Ruofan had spoken first, he clasped his hands behind his back and walked to the window, looking out at the June sunlight that illuminated everything outside with extreme brightness.

In the silence, Cheng Ruofan said, "Before, the Chairman said we would fight a war involving a million men against the Japanese. At that time, I thought 'million-strong army' was a figure of speech. After the exercise, I feel it shouldn't be a metaphor. Fighting like this proves our troop strength is insufficient. In the next exercise, our side must expand its forces to one million."

The exercise room remained silent, but Xu Chengfeng, looking out the window with his hands behind his back, felt the atmosphere change completely. Turning around, he saw the senior officers looking either surprised or delighted; Lin Mengchu and the others were already overjoyed.

No change could be seen in Hu Xiushan's expression. He walked to the iron blackboard painted with white lacquer and placed magnetic markers one by one onto defensive positions. Cheng Ruofan took a step forward and used soft iron wire to draw defensive lines on both sides of the Liaodong Peninsula. Although the two had not communicated, their thinking was remarkably consistent.

Xu Chengfeng only took a few glances, and the situation was already outlined in his mind. The Northeast's troop strength was 2.5 times that of Japan, and they held the advantage of defense. By ceding the coastline which was difficult to defend and constructing a defensive system outside the range of Japanese naval guns, it would be enough to prevent the landed Japanese forces from deploying effectively.

Once the two had finished setting up, the command room, which had been oppressed by a heavy atmosphere, completely recovered its vitality and passion. Xu Chengfeng didn't even speak before everyone began discussing. Lin Mengchu yawned, pointing cheerfully at the Liaodong Peninsula. "If we set up a pocket formation here, as long as the Japanese are encircled, they're dead meat."

After speaking, he leaned back in his chair, watching the map. Cheng Ruofan did not participate further in the discussion but found a board among the dozen large blackboards in the command room and began calculating troop numbers and designations.

Having calculated a rough estimate, Cheng Ruofan turned and shouted, "Commander Lin."

Lin Mengchu tilted his head and didn't make a sound. Cheng Ruofan shouted again, but there was still no sound from Lin Mengchu. Everyone looked over and saw Lin Mengchu's head tilted to the side; he had actually fallen asleep.

There were bunks in the command room. Xu Chengfeng directed everyone to carry Lin Mengchu to a bunk, where they saw him hugging a thin quilt in his sleep, slumbering sweetly. After a burst of laughter, the crowd continued to deduce the situation. Disappointment and panic had been thrown completely to the nine heavens.

At ten o'clock in the morning, He Rui walked into the exercise command room. He saw a group of young soldiers, full of vigor and eager to try.

Hearing Cheng Ruofan propose the adjustment in troop numbers, He Rui was relieved. Since the comrades could realize on their own that their initial troop arrangement was problematic, He Rui was saved a lot of talking.

After Cheng Ruofan finished his brief explanation, He Rui asked, "When will we hold another one?"

Cheng Ruofan immediately answered, "Reporting to the Chairman, can we do it now?"

Hearing Cheng Ruofan voice their own feelings, the others looked at He Rui with expectation. They saw He Rui nod. "Start in fifteen minutes."

Because there was no longer any pressure in his heart, Lin Mengchu slept extremely well. It seemed like only an instant before he woke up. Finding himself lying on a camp cot without knowing when he got there, Lin Mengchu was confused about what had happened. for a moment, he wondered if he was having a nightmare about the failed exercise.

He saw his comrades gathered around blackboards, whiteboards, and sand tables, or sitting at tables writing furiously. Lin Mengchu hurriedly rolled over and got up, asking, "How is the fighting going? What about the Japanese landing forces? Have they assembled?"

A few people looked up at Lin Mengchu, then continued their work. Most didn't react at all. Only Xu Chengfeng walked over and asked in surprise, "Did you wake up in the middle? or are you sleep-addled?"

Seeing the sky outside was dark, Lin Mengchu asked in confusion, "Commander, how long did I sleep?"

Xu Chengfeng looked at the wall clock. "About eight hours."

Lin Mengchu jumped off the bed. He realized now that he wasn't dreaming; he had missed the beginning of the second round.

Xu Chengfeng laughed, "Hurry up and wash your face. Join in after you've freshened up."

In the washroom, Lin Mengchu submerged his head directly into a basin full of tap water, splashing water with his hands and washing the back of his head, which was shorn into a short soldier's cut. Lifting his head from the basin, he felt a bit dizzy, so he buried his head in the water again. After doing this three times, Lin Mengchu felt his spirit completely restored, and he remembered everything that had happened before he fell asleep.

With his mind incredibly clear and the thought that this was a war of a million troops, Lin Mengchu felt as if a fire was burning in his chest. Wiping his head, he ran back to the command room. He saw that the Northeast Army had held all defensive lines.

Looking at the Japanese again, they only controlled some strongholds along the coast but could not advance further. On the map, two large groups of Japanese forces were actually split east and west. The eastern Japanese force had passed through Russian territory and launched a fierce attack on the Northeast Army from the direction of Vladivostok. The western Japanese force had occupied Shanhaiguan and was striving to advance along the railway.

Lin Mengchu was shocked. *Could there be such a variation?*

Leaning in to look, he saw that although the Japanese had adopted such a deployment, they still could not break through the Northeast Army's defense lines. The entire war situation had become completely deadlocked. A blackboard listed the units of both sides; Lin Mengchu went up and looked for a while. All Japanese divisions, even the Tokyo Garrison Division, had been sent to the front lines.

Even though Japan had mobilized the power of the entire nation, the Northeast Army still held out, keeping the Japanese army outside the defensive system. They did not let the Japanese enter the Northeast hinterland, nor did they cause any destruction. The Northeast Army had even prepared a reserve force, ready to respond to emergencies at any time.

Lin Mengchu was filled with regret. He had missed such an intense exercise deduction because he had fallen asleep. Angry, Lin Mengchu just wanted to slap his own face.

Then he heard Xu Chengfeng ask in a slightly hoarse voice, "What month is it?"

Someone immediately answered, "It's October. The grain harvest has begun."

Xu Chengfeng shouted, "Everyone be careful, don't let the Japanese break through the defense line. As soon as the harvest is finished, we start the counterattack!"

The comrades responded in unison, every voice filled with confidence.

Lin Mengchu remembered that the last battle had lasted less than three months before the Japanese fought their way to the walls of Shenyang. He hurriedly asked the 7th Army Chief of Staff, Nguyen Tianyou, who was responsible for recording time, "How long have we been fighting?"

Nguyen Tianyou answered, "One year and two months."

"That long?" Lin Mengchu regretted it even more.

Just then, the exercise command communications officer, who was delivering messages, ran in shouting, "Surrender! The Japanese command has surrendered!"

The exercise room immediately fell silent. Everyone thought they might have misheard. The communications officer thought the crowd hadn't understood and shouted again, "The Japanese command surrendered! We won!"

The exercise command would not lie. The silent command room immediately erupted in a burst of cheers. Some of the more steady-natured commanders sat back in their seats with smiles on their faces; exhaustion prevented them from showing too much joy. The excitable ones jumped up and down, hugging and shaking hands in intense happiness, giving full vent to the joy of victory.

Only Lin Mengchu stood in the corner, looking enviously at his comrades celebrating. In his intense disappointment, Lin Mengchu made up his mind that next time, no matter what, he would not miss out. Even if he was excited, he had to sleep on time. He had to save up the minimum strength to participate in normal work. As long as he didn't stay up for three days in a row, even if he snatched two or three hours of sleep in between, he would have enough strength to throw himself into the second exercise.

At this moment, the door opened and He Rui walked in. Now the cheering and jumping comrades didn't dare to mess around anymore; they all raised their hands to salute He Rui. But the joy on their faces could not be put away.

He Rui shook hands with the comrades one by one before asking, "What are the gains?"

"Interior lines operations, fighting the few with the many," Xu Chengfeng answered in a slightly hoarse voice. Commanding a million troops in battle this time, even if it was just a paper exercise, allowed Xu Chengfeng to feel the immense advantage brought by powerful troop strength. Even if tactics and equipment hadn't changed, just the change in the number of troops committed to battle turned the war from incredibly arduous to incredibly smooth.

When it was Hu Xiushan's turn, the always reticent Hu Xiushan raised a question in a clear voice, "Chairman, I don't think there's a need for another exercise. I just want to do a local deduction of the Shanhaiguan part during the review."

This question made the soldiers nod one after another. Indeed, the Japanese sudden capture of Shanhaiguan had caused quite a shock to the Northeast Army. If not for sufficient troops, and the fact that the Jinzhou region was an important location, the Japanese surprise attack might have succeeded in capturing Jinzhou.

He Rui nodded. This small matter was nothing. If He Rui were commanding the battle, Shanhaiguan would definitely be taken first.

Hu Xiushan continued to ask, "Chairman, will Russia allow the Japanese army to launch an attack on us through Vladivostok?"

Seeing that everyone shared this confusion, He Rui answered, "This possibility is not non-existent. If the Japanese get desperate, we can't pretend this possibility doesn't exist. Of course, we will work through diplomatic channels to avoid such a possibility. But the defense in this direction must absolutely not be relaxed."

Hearing this, someone couldn't help but ask, "Will Russia join the Japanese side for their own interests?"

"Why?" He Rui asked in return.

The comrade answered loudly, "Such situations have occurred in history. In the Second Opium War and the Boxer Calamity, Russia stuck a foot in and carved away land from us."

He Rui felt that the education on national humiliation had been quite successful, leading directly to the comrades' vigilance. This was the negative aspect of nationalist sentiment. He Rui thought about it and felt that the current situation was not a suitable time for education, so he could only answer, "Don't worry. The current Russia is being attacked by countries led by Britain and France. They won't engage in such things with Japan."

That comrade still didn't have much confidence. Historical events really couldn't be ignored. He said hesitantly, "But, the foreigners..."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't listen anymore and shouted, "Discuss this later. It's so late today, everyone say a few words and then hurry up and rest. Tomorrow..."

He Rui nodded and smiled, "Comrades have done very well. Tomorrow we will review in detail."

After chatting for a while longer, everyone went back to the dormitory to rest. Only Lin Mengchu was very energetic and could only stay in the exercise room flipping through the records, trying to reconstruct the events that happened while he was sleeping.

Lin Mengchu wasn't the only one who didn't sleep; He Rui didn't sleep either. Morrison had been wanting to see He Rui all day. Learning that He Rui was unavailable, Morrison brought He Rui a piece of news: Britain had clearly expressed its attitude toward Soviet Russia.

As soon as the exercise ended, He Rui went to visit Morrison. Morrison, wearing casual clothes, opened the door and invited He Rui in.

Morrison handed a document to He Rui, then asked his awakened wife to bring He Rui black tea. He Rui downed the black tea without sugar or milk in one gulp, his gaze fixed on the document.

Before the Russian Red Army counterattacked, British Prime Minister David Lloyd George had pressured Poland to accept Soviet Russia's peace terms. He Rui had seen this news.

A few days ago, at the end of June 1920, Britain announced it would supply Poland with a large amount of military material surplus from World War I. However, the British Trades Union Congress, opposing British aid to "White Poland," threatened a general strike to prevent the weapons bound for Poland from leaving British ports. Lloyd George was not enthusiastic about supporting the Poles, but was pressured by right-wing cabinet members like Curzon and Winston Churchill to provide those supplies to Poland.

Just yesterday, June 28, 1920, the British government issued a "virtual" ultimatum to Soviet Russia, demanding that Soviet Russia cease hostilities against Poland and the Russian Army (the White Army led by Wrangel in southern Russia), and accept the Curzon Line as the temporary border between Soviet Russia and Poland until a permanent border was established through negotiation. If Soviet Russia refused, Britain threatened to assist Poland by all available means.

He Rui read the last paragraph of the intelligence repeatedly, feeling somewhat delighted in his heart. He also felt a sense of sudden enlightenment.

The British government proposed to Soviet Russia that if the war continued, Britain would terminate all trade with Soviet Russia. He Rui's understanding of this period of history was not extensive, nor was it detailed enough. Most of what he knew concerned internal matters of the Soviet Red Army.

Seeing that all trade between Britain and Soviet Russia was cut off, plus—he forgot exactly when it happened—Soviet Russia refused to pay all loans France had lent to Tsarist Russia, and used "odious debt is not repayable" as a reason to conversely demand compensation from France for Soviet Russia's losses, the relationship between France and Russia completely collapsed.

From then on, Britain and France entered a state of hostility and blockade with Soviet Russia.

Looking at it now, things started with the Polish-Soviet War. Comrade Lenin was under unprecedented pressure at this time, and the pressure would only increase in the future.
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Morrison hesitated. Having lived in China for decades, Morrison felt he was British, he was Australian, and to a certain extent, he was also Chinese.

However, the British government had directly conveyed a message to him, requesting that he try his best to persuade He Rui. Morrison couldn't help but struggle internally. As an official of the Northeast Government, Morrison did not want to act as an agent of the British government within the Northeast Government.

Morrison had to try one more time to persuade him, as pressuring the Soviet regime was in China's interest. With this mindset, Morrison spoke up, "Chairman He, the Far East is about to fall completely into Bolshevik hands. Should we cut off trade with the Russian side?"

He Rui didn't answer immediately, but simply asked, "The reason?"

"The Bolshevik government is attempting to overthrow the legitimate governments of its neighboring countries. This is a threat to China."

"How do the Bolsheviks plan to overthrow the Republic of China government? Sending the Red Army to attack?" After saying this, He Rui picked up his teacup. Feeling it was very light, he picked up the teapot himself and refilled the cup he had just drained.

This gave Morrison time to think. The British government 'expected' Morrison to be able to incite the Northeast Government to send troops to attack Russia, or at least defeat the Red Army coming to attack Kolchak, giving Kolchak more time to regroup. Moreover, the British government did not want to pay for this military operation.

He couldn't bring himself to say this, so Morrison finally decided to give up. He also picked up his teacup and drank slowly.

He Rui had been commanding the simulated Japanese army all day and was indeed exhausted. At this moment, he downed the black tea in two gulps and just felt hungry. He smiled and said, "Mr. Morrison, do you want to go out for a late-night snack?"

"I'll pass." Morrison shook his head.

"Then I'll go by myself." He Rui stood up. "Also, according to the latest news, the Great Flu has suddenly ended. The previous restrictions on border trade were due to health and safety considerations. Since the epidemic is over, we need to relax border trade with Russia."

Morrison hadn't expected He Rui to actually want to expand trade with Russia. Feeling that doing so would incur the British government's distaste, he changed his mind. "I would also like to have a late-night snack with the Chairman."

"Great. Let's see what's good to eat at the night market now," He Rui laughed.

Shenyang's night was very quiet. The streetlights shone silently, and there were few people on both sides of the street. It wasn't until they walked near the commercial street next to the workers' district that they saw people coming and going. Various aromas mixed in the air, and even Morrison, who wasn't very hungry, felt his appetite return.

The workers' district was newly built, and the ground floors along the street were all various shops. Shanxi sliced noodles, Shandong flatbreads, Luoyang beef, lamb, and donkey soup, Shaanxi pita bread soaked in lamb soup, Tianjin savory pancakes, Hebei restaurants, and Mongolian barbecue. Food from all directions gathered here, providing relaxing delicacies for people who had been busy all day.

They found a mutton soup restaurant that had placed quite a few tables outside. They ordered haggis soup, and from the restaurant next door, they ordered roast lamb and Shandong flatbreads. The table was filled with dishes. Morrison took a sip of the mutton soup and found it sweet and fresh. The crispy flatbreads had a charred crust that let out a crisp sound when bitten into. Compared to this, British fish and chips held no advantage whatsoever.

After a few mouthfuls of soup and a skewer of meat, he raised his glass to clink with He Rui. After a sip of kaoliang wine, every pore in his body seemed to relax, and his mood improved significantly.

Morrison spoke in English, "Your Excellency, does the Northeast Government intend to maintain good relations with Russia?"

He Rui also replied in English, "Why use 'good relations' instead of 'commercial relations'?"

A table of people next to them were all wearing worker's clothes. Seeing that Morrison was a foreigner and hearing him speak a foreign language, a worker brother who was happily drunk shouted with the courage of alcohol, "Hello? English?"

Hearing this American-accented English, Morrison was a bit surprised, but still nodded to the man, "Hello."

The guards became a little tense, but the worker brother was just acting on a whim and had no intention of provoking anyone. Seeing Morrison respond famously, he also raised his wine glass. He Rui took the lead in raising his glass, and Morrison, after a slight hesitation, also raised his. The two tables of people paid their respects to each other and drank up. Then they heard the worker brothers at the opposite table discussing the English classes in the night school.

He Rui drank two more mouthfuls of mutton soup. The soup had been boiled until it was milky white and tasted delicious. After the busyness of the day, he felt satisfied at this moment. With a happy mood, He Rui continued the previous topic, "Is it that the British government wants Mr. Morrison to do something?"

Morrison simply revealed everything, informing He Rui of the British government's expectations. After speaking, Morrison relaxed completely. At worst, he would no longer be the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau. After leading the team to London, Morrison had already developed thoughts of retiring. After drifting abroad for decades, returning to his hometown to live a quiet life seemed full of temptation.

He Rui didn't mind. It wasn't strange that the British government wanted to do this. In He Rui's view, the British government's attitude was simply polite. He Rui asked the question he cared about, "Did the British government mention what follow-up measures they would take if the Northeast does not accept their request?"

Morrison shook his head, "They haven't mentioned it for the time being."

"Mr. Morrison can tell the person contacting you that the Northeast Government loves peace and will not invade any country."

Morrison became interested, "But Russia's attack on Poland proves that they don't mind using their army to overthrow the legitimate governments of other countries. Does Chairman He really not care? The Russians' greed is very famous in Europe."

"Then we'll talk about it when the Russian Red Army launches an attack on the Northeast. If such a situation arises, we will naturally take military action. The war breaking out in Poland will change the Bolsheviks' thinking. Trying to overthrow other countries' governments through war is unrealistic."

Morrison heard that He Rui meant Russia would be defeated, which interested him even more. "Why is Your Excellency so confident?"

"Because Soviet Russia's national power is currently very weak and is not enough to realize their ideas. Forcing one's own revolutionary experience onto other countries, to use a Chinese idiom, is called 'flowers in a mirror, moon in the water'—an illusion. Any successful revolution is rooted in the needs of one's own country. Russia's invasion of China in history was due to their good luck in encountering the corrupt Manchu Qing during its weakest era, which allowed them to carve away a large amount of land. Even so, there was Zuo Zongtang's expedition to Xinjiang. If they had encountered a strong and prosperous China, the result for the Russians would likely have been another Crimean War, only more tragic. Another Tsar would have had to commit suicide to appease domestic anger."

Hearing this, Morrison's mind stirred, and he asked calmly, "Can I inform London of this?"

He Rui nodded, "Of course. I will also write an article in the *Northeast Daily* discussing this issue."

After speaking, He Rui stretched greatly, and with his whole body relaxed, he let out a comfortable sigh, "Hurry up and eat. After eating, go home and sleep."

The *Northeast Daily* indeed published He Rui's signed article. The article analyzed the reasons for Russia's attack on Poland: the Bolshevik government wanted to overthrow the imperialist order and build a socialist alliance of nations. Standing on an anti-imperialist stance, He Rui expressed understanding.

However, regarding practical means, He Rui laid out the reasons why Poland had three conditions for victory and Russia had three conditions for defeat.

This article was quickly sent to the Bolshevik Central Committee. Commissar Trotsky's understanding of revolution was global revolution, thoroughly overthrowing the imperialist order. Even if He Rui opposed the imperialist order, his analysis that the Soviet Red Army would inevitably be defeated still angered Commissar Trotsky.

When reporting to Comrade Lenin, Trotsky tried hard to suppress his anger and keep himself unaffected. Until Comrade Lenin asked, "Comrade Trotsky, to which level of troops can the communication equipment equipped by our army provide command?"

"Comrade Lenin, what do you want to ask?" Commissar Trotsky could hardly hold back.

Seeing Commissar Trotsky's expression, Comrade Lenin simply spoke frankly, "Comrade Trotsky, have you seen He Rui's new article?"

"I have!" Trotsky's anger was palpable, making him look like an angry lion.

"He Rui believes that once our army gains a huge advantage, we will lose the situation of organized and coordinated combat. This is not only because our army lacks communication equipment and has backward communication methods, but also relates to our army's insufficient logistics. Poland, on the other hand, has received comprehensive reinforcement from Britain and France and has enough troops and equipment to commit to battle. Once the inevitable gap in our battle line appears, it will lead to our army being divided and surrounded in Poland. He Rui does not have actual combat experience; all his views come from military study. But has our army made adjustments in this regard?"

Trotsky certainly knew that what He Rui said made sense, which was why he was so concerned and angry. But the war had already begun, how could they make such major adjustments on the fly? After a brief thought, Trotsky replied, "The Polish people need to break the old world through revolution, and these problems are not only for our army to face, but Poland also needs to face them. I believe the Red Army, having experienced war, can overwhelm Poland's reactionary army."

Lenin didn't ask further. His view was basically consistent with Trotsky's because the Red Army indeed had no way to solve the problems He Rui raised. However, an indescribable intuition made Comrade Lenin feel a bit uneasy. Since both the Red Army and the Polish reactionary army were fighting in an unreliable situation, it was hard to say who would have better luck.

Although He Rui's prediction of the war was unfavorable to the Russian Red Army, He Rui also suggested that the Russian Red Army should quit while ahead and accept the current line of actual control. After all, the Red Army already held a great advantage at this time. Even massing troops on the border and waiting for changes within Poland would be much better than getting hot-headed and wanting to accomplish everything in one battle.

In the article, He Rui directly cited many Chinese idioms. Comrade Lenin did not understand the meaning of those idioms or the stories behind them, and neither did the translators. Comrade Lenin even had the impulse to find a translator who understood Chinese culture better.

But now that the war had broken out, Comrade Lenin only had a fleeting thought and did not really intend to go to great lengths for a Chinese warlord.

He Rui did not know if Comrade Lenin had seen his article, nor did he think Comrade Lenin would accept his suggestion. The purpose of writing these articles was to serve domestic politics. At this time, they absolutely could not shape an image of an evil Soviet Russian invading army. Russia's reputation in China was already bad enough; if they shaped it that way further, heaven knows what would happen.

This matter was not important for the Northeast at the moment. After the exercise ended, a comprehensive review was conducted. The comrades of the Military Commission ultimately found that all the actions He Rui took did not contain any judgments outside of known military common sense: concentrating forces, utilizing the advantages of one's own army, and achieving decisive results in a short time. These were all things taught extensively in military textbooks.

After repeated scrutiny, the Military Commission unanimously decided that once war broke out, the troops committed must number 1 million to ensure that the Japanese army could not break through the Northeast Army's defense line.

It took two days to decide the scale of the war. During the meeting on the third day, Hu Xiushan from the Military Organization and Training Department presented the logistics estimate, "According to the Military Commission's decision, before the war begins, the Northeast must mobilize 4 million regular troops and reserves to prepare for war replenishment."

Hearing the figure of 4 million, although the young military officers were somewhat shocked, the most agitated ones only sighed slightly. Only Zhou Yinshan, who was responsible for staff education, let out a long sigh. But Zhou Yinshan didn't say anything because of this; after sighing, he continued to listen to Hu Xiushan introduce the war arrangements.

"Since our army does not have the ability to attack the Japanese mainland, the war is expected to last 18 months. During the 18 months, there may be about 10 large-scale operations. Including the period for troop rest and reconstruction, it is estimated that every unit will participate in 6-7 fierce battles. Including transportation, logistics, and military hospital construction, everything needs to enter a controlled stage from now on..."

He Rui listened seriously and judged it against his own understanding of war. He Rui had discussed these contents before, and the young comrades all felt they made a lot of sense. But there is a saying that foreign monks know how to chant scriptures. The comrades had originally received war training, but it wasn't until the hired German micro-staff arrived in the Northeast and conducted training based on Germany's experience in WWI that the comrades suddenly saw the light and basically understood what modern war was all about.

The difference between modern war and old-era war lies in the immense difference between a systematic army and a disposable army.

Logistics in modern war is extremely important. What matters is not what equipment and training the troops committed to battle have, but that every unit committed to battle has the *same* equipment and training.

If it is a one-off war, it doesn't matter how well-trained or well-equipped the army is before the war. If such a level cannot be maintained, this army will be quickly consumed in continuous warfare, and after one or two battles, it will completely lose its combat effectiveness.

This is why there is a saying: 'Some armies can fail countless times, and as long as they win once, they can establish victory. And some armies can win countless times, but as long as they fail once, they will be completely annihilated.'

It could be heard that the Logistics and Training Department responsible by Hu Xiushan was qualified. Their understanding of war had reached the level of a modern army. Precisely because of this, facing the huge numbers, the comrades of the Military Commission all kept their mouths shut, very different from their usual enthusiasm.

Total mobilization required 4 million trained personnel to maintain the consumption of 1 million frontline troops, and weapon and ammunition reserves also had to be prepared for 4 million people.

It was estimated that the Northeast would have a population of over 30 million during the war. For victory, everyone had to participate in the war. This required government departments to complete the allocation of manpower, material resources, and production capacity of the entire Northeast.

From the day He Rui arrived in the Northeast, he had been building the Northeast according to the model of a modern state. It was just that no one could understand He Rui back then, so He Rui had no way to explain these things to the comrades.

After talking with the Military Commission, it was time to talk with government personnel. 5 million rifles, a large number of spare parts, and 1 billion rounds of bullets—this was the most basic requirement.

The heads of the industrial departments looked green in the face as they listened. They also remained silent, not because they knew the demands of war, but because they were rendered speechless by these numbers.

And when the demand for a large number of artillery pieces, especially 120mm heavy artillery, was raised, even Wu Youping couldn't help but reach out and hold his cheek. Because Wu Youping felt his face had gone numb.

At this stage, the Northeast could indeed build 120mm artillery, but the cost was so great that Wu Youping trembled just thinking about it. The demand for one 120mm artillery piece would barely be covered by the annual income of a whole town. But the barrel of a 120mm gun had to be replaced, and a 120mm shell was expended once fired. The price of one shell was more than a village's annual income.

War is a gold-swallowing beast; Wu Youping agreed with this saying. But until today, Wu Youping suddenly felt he completely understood. A war is supported by the strength of the entire nation.

When the meeting ended, the government leaders were all silent. They knew their opposition was meaningless because He Rui would never accept it. Even everyone else would not accept it. If China could not achieve such strength construction, it would be impossible for it to stand independently among the nations of the world.

Just then, He Rui said, "Comrades, I will be conducting training against militarism in the party class recently. We should take this opportunity to first explain within the party what militarism is. Only by understanding what militarism is can we know what is something that *must* be done, and what is promoted to realize militarism."

Everyone was no longer surprised by He Rui's precaution. Just as when He Rui discussed patriotism, he would discuss nationalism and extreme nationalism.

And just as He Rui said, everyone found that their ideas were not innovations. Long before, there were many people with the same ideas, and they were even more systematic.

So when He Rui handed out the printed materials to everyone, everyone read them in silence.

**Politics** *   Ruling the whole country by implementing thoughts and policies of warlord dictatorship and aggressive expansion; *   Implementing a centralized system in politics, where parliament and judicial institutions cannot effectively check and balance the government; *   Key cabinet positions are held by military personnel; *   Suppressing anti-war revolutionary movements internally, promoting extreme nationalism and chauvinism; *   Externally engaging in militaristic aggression and territorial expansion.

**Economy** *   The economy targets military development, with the government subsidizing military needs, driving the rapid development of heavy industry; and using the profits of war to further expand the army; *   The people are required to dedicate themselves selflessly to the country, and private rights, human rights, and freedom of speech are suppressed.

**Culture** *   Education uses military training, xenophobia, and self-superiority of the nation as teaching materials from a young age; *   People's daily lives are often subject to military mobilization and interference, and buildings and public facilities are widely fortified; *   Universal conscription is practiced, with long terms of service; military status is registered regardless of gender, and when necessary, juveniles below the conscription age are recruited into the army for combat or missions; *   Glorifying the contribution of soldiers, revering the social status of soldiers, and even beautifying soldiers and war in history, archaeology, religion, literature, art, and other levels.

**Diplomacy** *   Diplomacy mostly uses military superiority to bully neighboring regions to seek real benefits and international status; *   The government boasts about the benefits after aggression and plunder, stimulating the people's enthusiasm for war to ensure public support for the war.
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Regarding the characteristics of militarism, the political, cultural, and diplomatic aspects were put aside for the moment. The government officials looked at the first item of the economic section and were somewhat puzzled.

"The economy targets military development, with government subsidies for military needs driving the rapid development of heavy industry." The Northeast obviously had such a tendency, especially in heavy industry, which was almost entirely driven by the military industry. Originally, the railways were considered civilian, but since the recovery of the Chinese Eastern Railway and the formation of the Railway Corps, the railway system had also become a military enterprise.

Wu Youping looked at the other government leading cadres without saying a word, seeing that even if they frowned, they had no intention of raising objections. Wu Youping himself had nothing to ask; although he wasn't clear why He Rui was raising ideas opposing militarism at this time, he felt he could ask in private. As for now, it was better to concentrate on learning.

As soon as the study session ended, Wu Youping prepared to talk to He Rui about the latest production tasks, but saw Han Haitao, the Director of the Price Bureau, going to find He Rui first. Wu Youping had no choice but to wait. Seeing Han Haitao's unconfident appearance, Wu Youping couldn't figure out what was wrong with this former teahouse owner today.

Han Haitao indeed didn't want to disturb He Rui. The work of the Price Bureau fell under the Department of Finance, so as the Price Bureau Director, he didn't need to see He Rui to make a report. However, this time he wasn't disturbing He Rui for work. After meeting He Rui, Han Haitao asked, "Chairman He, I heard that for the bond issuance inside the Pass this time, personnel from various departments are not allowed to subscribe on behalf of their own families. I wonder if Chairman He could make an exception?"

He Rui immediately shook his head. "Absolutely not. Bond issuance is the government's affair, and bond subscription must be handled by the comrades responsible for the issuance. Personnel within the Northeast Government are strictly forbidden from participating."

Hearing He Rui refuse so decisively, Han Haitao sighed. "Chairman, I don't have any wealthy relatives. They are willing to buy only because they trust me. Speaking of which, it still requires me to guarantee..."

He Rui felt that things definitely shouldn't be like this. "This is even more inappropriate! Director Han, if purchasing bonds requires a relative's guarantee, then are they looking at the individual, or at our Northeast Government?"

Han Haitao was stunned, somewhat confused as to why He Rui was so insistent. The Northeast economy was doing well now, with many commodities selling inside the Pass. But the Northeast Government was truly short of money, which was why they were issuing bonds. Han Haitao hadn't considered making money at all; writing letters asking relatives to buy bonds was entirely because he was willing to serve the Northeast Government and willing to contribute to national liberation for He Rui. He Rui's refusal surprised Han Haitao and made him feel somewhat disappointed.

He Rui also saw Han Haitao's expression, which only firmed his resolve. However, Han Haitao represented a large group of people, and he absolutely couldn't just reject him rudely. So He Rui invited Han Haitao into his office. "Director Han, why do we issue bonds?"

Han Haitao answered with a heavy heart, "To raise funds."

"Then regarding the people who buy our bonds, why do we hope they buy them?"

"This..." Han Haitao felt there were many reasons, but couldn't find a reasonable one. Finally, he could only state some points from internal meetings. "To support the Northeast's industrial construction?"

He Rui was amused. "Haha, how is that possible! People buy bonds to safely obtain bond yields."

Han Haitao was stunned. This statement was different from some of the rhetoric in the Department of Finance's internal meetings.

Seeing Han Haitao's expression, He Rui felt something was wrong and put away his smile. "Director Han, tell me how it was explained in the propaganda meeting."

After saying this, He Rui stared at Han Haitao.

Han Haitao didn't want to offend anyone and wanted to find some innocuous answers to gloss over it. Facing He Rui's sharp gaze, Han Haitao didn't dare to fudge it. He Rui wasn't that kind of aloof 'Beiyang Marshal' who didn't understand grassroots operations. This huge operation in the Northeast was pulled up by He Rui single-handedly. Han Haitao neither dared to fool He Rui nor could he think of any rhetoric that could fool him.

Just as Han Haitao was in a dilemma, He Rui continued, "Comrade Han Haitao, you are a Party member. I require you to tell me the truth based on your Party nature!"

Being told this, how could Han Haitao dare to make things up? He recounted the propaganda from the Department of Finance meeting in his memory to He Rui.

...

Price Bureau Director Han Haitao came out after talking with He Rui for about ten minutes. Wu Youping, waiting outside, was somewhat surprised; what major matter required talking for so long? After Han Haitao, it was Wu Youping's turn. Entering He Rui's office, Wu Youping raised his own issue. "Chairman, the bond issuance work recently needs to be strengthened."

"Oh. I was just wanting to talk to you about this." He Rui smiled.

In less than a minute, He Rui had asked Wu Youping about the forced promotion of bonds. Regarding the Department of Finance wanting officials at all levels to recommend bonds to surrounding relatives and friends, Wu Youping naturally knew. Seeing He Rui was quite unhappy about this, Wu Youping suggested, "Chairman, how about we just donate directly? I've long wanted to donate all my family property."

He Rui really got angry, scolding somewhat annoyedly, "What nonsense are you talking about!"

Wu Youping wasn't scared like Han Haitao. On this matter, Wu Youping didn't agree with He Rui's view and retorted, "Chairman, if the country isn't strong, and foreigners invade again, this money won't be kept anyway. If donating this money serves as startup capital, even if it allows the country to become strong one day earlier, I would feel satisfied."

He Rui knew Wu Youping truly thought this way. He felt both moved and disappointed, sighing, "It's you who is muddled, and the people in the Department of Finance are following you in being muddled!"

Wu Youping still couldn't accept it. "Chairman refused before; I was busy at the time and didn't think much of it. This time, please explain clearly, Chairman."

"From the perspective of ordinary people's observation, if we ourselves don't do things with dignity, who in the world will think we are dignified? Will everyone be happy to deal with undignified people? If we act like we're short of money, others will think we are short of money. How could a normal, good person lend their hard-earned money to someone anxiously running around the world for money? From an organizational operation perspective, Brother Tongzi, you are putting Zhang's hat on Li! You are forcefully turning an economic activity into a moral action. Although I don't care for Confucius, the story of Zigong redeeming people is a very good case study! We must absolutely not use the standards of Party members to demand things of ordinary people! Facing ordinary people, we must do ordinary people's business!"

This wasn't the first time He Rui had expressed this view. Wu Youping completely understood He Rui's logic at this point, but still couldn't accept He Rui's idea. So he tried to persuade him, "Chairman, time waits for no one..."

"There is no 'time waits for no one.' Even if it takes a bit longer, it just increases the difficulty. But if the path goes askew, we will take detours. If the path is wrong, that is going south to get north; you'd have to circle the earth to reach the destination."

"...If that doesn't work, then don't issue debt, adopt tax increases. There shouldn't be controversy about this, right?" Wu Youping could only try his best to persuade.

He Rui nodded; at least Wu Youping was correct in his statement. However, He Rui asked, "Tax increases must be reviewed and passed at the Northeast National Assembly. If you want to increase taxes, wait until the meeting in November this year to propose the bill. And even if taxes are increased, what does it have to do with issuing bonds?"

Wu Youping wanted to discuss this further with He Rui, but he didn't know how to convince him. Before Wu Youping could find a line of thought, he heard He Rui ask, "Youping, the founding basis of the Civilization Party is that Party members must have the same ideology. That is to say, Communism is our ideological foundation. Is Communism a scientific study based on economics? Give me an answer."

"Of course it is," Wu Youping answered without hesitation.

"Economics must speak of economic laws. Although I've said many times that the title of so-called economist is about the same as a shaman jumping god, economic laws have a basis to follow. Why are you so radical when raising money, insisting on turning a perfectly good economic law into an impulsive reaction?!"

Wu Youping took out a cigarette, lit it, and took a drag before answering unwillingly, "Because time is too tight. After listening to the Chairman's requirements for military industry production this time, I feel the pressure is even greater!"

This attitude was not unique to Wu Youping; comrades in the military also had it. He Rui tried hard to explain, "Why do you all think so highly of Japan? Under an extremely involuted situation, Japan has strong social organizational ability. But Japan's strength lies only in social mobilization and social organization; its national power is not strong. We can beat them. China's advantage lies in population scale and resources; it is also a continent-plus-ocean nation. As long as we persist step by step, winning against Japan is not difficult."

"But..." Wu Youping still found it hard to extinguish the impulse in his heart to push the work forward as quickly as possible.

He Rui could only apply pressure to force Wu Youping to quiet down. "Youping, at times like this, please obey the Party Central Committee's decision. If decisions cannot be executed, it only shows there is a problem with the Party Central Committee!"

Being told this, Wu Youping truly calmed down, mainly from fright. As for He Rui himself, he was very easy to talk to. Although sometimes one couldn't figure out what He Rui was thinking, as work progressed, one could always understand. But the Party Central Committee wasn't just He Rui's personal issue; it was a collection of all the Central Committee members. Among them included Wu Youping himself.

If He Rui really brought out the reason that the Party Central Committee's decision was defied, no one could withstand it. Wu Youping could only answer, "Chairman, I will go back and talk to the comrades in the Department of Finance about this matter."

While Wu Youping had to go back to correct his work thinking, Han Haitao left the government office building at a brisk pace after taking his leave from He Rui. He didn't slow down until he walked out of the compound. For so long, this was the first time Han Haitao had talked with He Rui about personal issues for such a long time, and the unease in his heart was very strong. Unlike the 50 people who followed He Rui to the Northeast, Han Haitao was originally just a teahouse owner in Siping who joined He Rui's team halfway. He couldn't compare with university students like Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong. As for scholars who studied in the US like Zhao Tianlin and Lu Daoming, Han Haitao never even entertained the thought of comparing himself to them.

Thinking about how to talk to his relatives while walking, Han Haitao's steps became slower and slower, and finally, he stopped. Recalling everything He Rui said now, not only was there no intention of blame, but it was actually encouraging Han Haitao, expecting Han Haitao to have more self-confidence and self-respect.

Han Haitao suddenly felt He Rui was very right. His position as Director of the Price Bureau was just a job for pay. Even so, there was no need to use himself as collateral just to fulfill the Department of Finance's requirements for bond issuance. This wasn't about money; this was about Han Haitao's dignity.

Having thought this through, Han Haitao stepped forward again to return to his office. However, Han Haitao himself didn't notice that he was unknowingly holding his head high and chest out, walking back with great strides.

Returning home at noon, Han Haitao invited his cousin, who was staying at his home, to have a meal together. Facing the various restaurants in the Northeast, his cousin was dazzled and couldn't help but praise, "I didn't expect the Northeast to be so lively."

"Chairman He has been in power these past few years, there are more workers, and restaurants don't lack customers." As Han Haitao spoke, he felt somewhat proud in his heart. He asked again, "I remember the teahouses in the capital opened for those *Juren* entering the capital for exams; I don't know if they are still there. The Stewed Pork Noodles there were truly delicious."

The cousin sighed. "Brother Haitao, the restaurants in the capital have really gone downhill these years. Half of those master chefs have run off to Tianjin. Some say that since the court fell, even the rats moved to Tianjin."

Han Haitao smiled faintly at these words but didn't respond. Seeing that his cousin still couldn't decide, Han Haitao simply took him to a southern restaurant opened by Anhui merchants. The two asked for a private room, and Han Haitao smiled. "*Hui Nanbei* is a famous dish from the capital, but this *Koumo* mushroom comes from Mongolia. Now that the Northeast is connected with Inner and Outer Mongolia, this mushroom business is very easy to do. The taste is truly good."

*Hui Nanbei*, also known as Braised North and South, is a special traditional famous dish of Zhangjiakou City, Hebei Province, belonging to the Ji cuisine. The so-called Braised North and South uses mushrooms from north of the Great Wall and bamboo shoots from the south of the Yangtze as the main ingredients. They are cut into thin slices, stir-fried in a hot oil wok, added with some seasonings and fresh soup, boiled and thickened with starch, and drizzled with chicken oil to finish. This dish is silver-red in color, delicious and refreshing, with a strong fragrance.

He ordered a few dishes casually, one of which was *Hui Nanbei*. The cousin tasted a mouthful and nodded repeatedly. "It really is delicious. Brother, this table of food must cost a lot of money."

"Don't worry, I don't lack the money to treat you to a meal," Han Haitao laughed.

The cousin came this time representing the Han family relatives for the matter of purchasing Northeast bonds. Suddenly seeing Han Haitao, who had previously persuaded everyone to buy bonds, suddenly acting generous, he was puzzled. But seeing Han Haitao looked composed, looking like a different person from two days ago, he didn't know what medicine Han Haitao was selling in his gourd. So he served food to Han Haitao, preparing to concentrate on eating and wait for Han Haitao to speak up first.

Unexpectedly, Han Haitao didn't mention purchasing bonds again, and really ate happily. From beginning to end, he didn't mention the matter of bonds.

After eating and returning to Han Haitao's residence, Han Haitao organized the propaganda materials printed with bond types and dividend methods, put them into a large kraft paper bag, and gave them to his cousin, then said, "I've said what needs to be said. Is there anything else you don't understand?"

The cousin felt Han Haitao was putting on airs, so he decided to play along to the end and smiled. "Brother Haitao has taken the trouble to explain a lot these past few days; I understand everything."

Han Haitao nodded. "Since that's the case, take these back with you. If you prepare to purchase, write me a letter. I'll arrange for someone to buy your train ticket."

Speaking of this, Han Haitao thought of his family in Beijing and Tianjin and felt somewhat sentimental. "Uncle's illness is an old one. We have some new medicine here; I sent someone to buy it. Take it with you when you go back. Also, give my regards to Third Uncle and the others. I haven't been able to go back these past two years, and suddenly writing a letter home disturbed the family. You must apologize to Uncle and Third Uncle for me."

The more Han Haitao's cousin listened, the more he felt something was wrong. Listening to this meaning, Han Haitao actually didn't want to recommend any bonds to the family.

If he continued to wait for Han Haitao to send him away at this time, he would probably offend Han Haitao. The cousin certainly knew his cousin worked under the famous Marshal He Rui and had mixed his way into being a Bureau Director. He was an official. The reason for coming this time really wasn't for the bonds, but to make connections.

So the cousin said, "Brother, we always have to buy some of these bonds. But I don't know which one you think is good, Brother Haitao?"

Han Haitao smiled faintly and answered according to what He Rui had said. "The Northeast bonds are issued based on the credit of the Northeast Government. There are several types, each with its own repayment method. If those people read it and feel the Northeast Government is credible, then buy. If they can't trust the Northeast Government, then don't buy."

After finishing, he couldn't help recalling the conversation with He Rui today. This conversation was quite sharp and also quite private. Han Haitao wouldn't mention this to his cousin, nor would he mention it to others.

He Rui had exhorted, "If Director Han's relatives say they are purchasing bonds only for Director Han's face, Director Han must tell them: absolutely do not buy. The staff of the Northeast Government are dignified people with self-respect and morals. To use our face for these bonds—we can't afford to lose that face!"

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Han Haitao only felt as if he had been electrocuted, his hair almost standing on end. He hurriedly said, "I dare not, I dare not."

As soon as the words left his mouth, he realized he had misspoken; this wasn't his meaning. He hurriedly wanted to correct himself but couldn't find the right words.

Seeing Han Haitao so cramped, He Rui couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Doing business is about fair buying and selling, bargaining. Issuing bonds is a matter of business, what does it have to do with our personal credit? Director Han, although it's said a penny stumps a hero, is our personal dignity not worth as much as a few bonds? I don't think so."

How could Han Haitao dare to continue discussing at that time? He hurriedly answered, "Yes, what the Chairman says is true. After I go back, I will write the Chairman's words in a letter to my relatives."

At this moment, Han Haitao lost even the thought of recommending. He worked wholeheartedly for the Northeast Government, earning a not-so-generous salary. Although he had no worries about food and clothing, he didn't have money to buy any property. Doing this much was enough; let those in high positions worry about more troublesome matters.

As for Han Haitao himself, this job before him was already very dignified. If he lost his own dignity for matters above, what mood would he have left to continue serving?

Although the cousin didn't know what Han Haitao had experienced, looking at Han Haitao's expression, he was basically certain his bureau director cousin really wasn't preparing to recommend bonds. This actually made the cousin feel he had to get to the bottom of this matter, so he pursued, "Brother Haitao, you are an official here; surely you wouldn't not know which bond is good?"

"You don't say, I actually do know clearly," Han Haitao laughed.

The cousin got a bit annoyed. "Brother Haitao, if you don't know clearly, yet you recommend to the family, what do you take the family for?"

Han Haitao couldn't quite accept his cousin's attitude and darkened his face. "If you read the introduction, you would know the current annual fiscal revenue of the Northeast Government. Using such fiscal revenue as collateral to borrow this little money, it is truly a business that won't go wrong. I pat my chest and say, I am worthy of my family!"
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When the brothers parted ways, Han Haitao simply urged his cousin to be careful on the road. He also handed over some anti-inflammatory drugs produced in the Northeast to his cousin, instructing, "These drugs have an expiration date. If they aren't used within a few years, they can no longer be taken. You must remember this."

After thanking him, the cousin prepared to board the train, but in the end, he couldn't help but turn his head and say, "Brother Haitao, I really don't dare to believe what you said about the tax revenue."

Han Haitao slapped his cousin on the shoulder. "Believe it or not, I didn't lie anyway. Hurry up and get on the train, don't delay."

Watching the train his cousin was on slowly start moving, Han Haitao felt a sense of relief and turned to leave. However, his cousin's doubts lingered in his mind. In 1919, the Northeast had a population of roughly 30 million and a GDP reaching 900 million silver dollars. Based on the current tax rates in the Northeast, the annual revenue amounted to as much as 300 million silver dollars.

Since the Beiyang government did not control the entire country, national tax revenue could not be accurately calculated. It could only be compared using the Reorganization Loan.

After the Xinhai Revolution in 1911, the Beiyang government of the Republic of China borrowed a huge long-term loan from an international banking consortium under the guise of handling reorganization reforms.

Between February and June 1912, the international banking consortium provided five advances to actively support the Beiyang government. In order to fully control China's finances and exclude the interference of other financial groups, the five-nation banking consortium of Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and Japan signed the Reorganization Loan Agreement, consisting of 21 articles and 6 annexes, with representatives of the Beiyang government in Beijing on April 26, 1913. The total loan amount was 25 million pounds, with an annual interest rate of 5%, issued at 84% of face value, to be repaid in 47 years. The total principal and interest amounted to 67,893,597 pounds, secured by the salt tax and customs duties. According to the contract, the loan amount had to deduct the principal and interest of various foreign debts and indemnities of the central and provincial governments that were due for repayment as listed in the annexes. These deductions exceeded half of the loan amount.

In March 1912, in order to rectify the ruling institutions in Beijing, strengthen political and military ruling power, repay accumulated foreign debts and indemnities, and fulfill the conditions for favorable treatment of the abdicated Qing imperial family, Yuan Shikai sent his trusted aide Zhou Ziqi to visit the American, British, German, and French banking consortiums in China. Under the pretext of handling the debt reorganization matters of the Qing government, he planned to convert the contract signed by the Qing government in the third year of Xuantong with the American capital group, British HSBC, German Deutsch-Asiatische Bank, and French Banque de l'Indochine for a loan of 10 million pounds for currency reform and industrial revitalization (the Qing government collapsed after receiving only 100,000 pounds of funds) into the "Reorganization Loan" of the Republic of China's Beiyang government. The Beiyang government promised to use the salt tax as collateral and listed the Four-Power Banking Consortium as countries with priority rights for the Beiyang government's loans.

The nominal interest rate was 5%, but since it was issued at 84% of face value, the actual rate was close to 6%. Before the issuance and payment period, payments were made in the form of advances with an annual interest of 7% or 6%. Thus, the banking consortium obtained double interest and also seized the exchange rate difference profit when handing over and receiving funds by utilizing the fluctuations in gold and silver exchange rates. For the issuance of bonds, Britain and France each raised 7,416,680 pounds, Germany 6 million pounds, Russia 2,777,780 pounds, and Belgium 1,388,880 pounds. The bank issue price was 90%, and the banking consortium netted a pure profit of 6%. From February 1912 to October 1915, the actual amount received by the Beiyang government was only 105,578,046 silver dollars (equivalent to 9,982,512 pounds), accounting for only 37% of the total loan amount. Within this actual received amount, except for 8,632,314 dollars allocated to the Nanjing Provisional Government and the Resident Office, the majority of the Beiyang government's military and administrative expenses relied on this loan for support, reaching 73,449,231 dollars, accounting for 69.56%.

Yuan Shikai (1859–1916) used this loan to bribe the navy in Shanghai and Hankou, and sent supervisors to reorganize the armies of various provinces. Together with the customs commissioners of various ports, they allocated 23,496,500 dollars in military pay, eliminating dissident armies. The customs and salt taxes used as collateral were completely controlled by the banking consortium; the revenue and expenditure of the salt tax were managed by foreign advisors and accountants hired by the banking consortium, who established the Salt Administration Inspectorate to audit and supervise collection and remittance. The rates of customs and salt taxes were continuously raised, the scope of taxation increasingly expanded, and tax deposits were also moved from domestic banks and money houses to the five-nation banking consortium. From 1915 to early 1939, the principal and interest of this loan repaid from customs and salt tax revenues totaled 383,203,981 silver dollars, which was 3.63 times the actual received silver amount.

The Beiyang Reorganization Loan was roughly 250 million dollars, or 25 million pounds. Such a sum of income that gave the Beiyang central government a breather was not even as high as the tax revenue of the Northeast in a single year.

It did not surprise Han Haitao that his own cousin did not believe the Northeast's tax revenue could reach such a level. If he weren't an official in the Northeast Government himself, Han Haitao wouldn't have believed that such poor places as the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia could achieve such revenue.

Since there was no need to forcefully allocate bond recommendations, Han Haitao felt relieved and relaxed, heading straight for his office.

However, the pressure regarding bonds had not decreased; instead, the pressure on Wu Youping had doubled. The data that even Han Haitao was clear about, Wu Youping, the Chief of Administration of the Northeast Government, knew even better. But 300 million silver dollars was still far from enough for the current construction of the Northeast, let alone preparing for the upcoming war.

Wu Youping could only consider whether bonds could indeed be promoted inside the Pass. Telegrams were sent out one by one, and the Shanghai region quickly sent a reply. The bonds issued by the Northeast Bank had aroused the interest of the Jiangsu and Zhejiang banks. However, the demands raised by the Jiangsu and Zhejiang banks made Wu Youping immediately reply, "Our bonds are not sold at a discount. Tell the local banks in Jiangsu and Zhejiang to stop having any crooked ideas. As for wanting to insert their people into the Northeast Government, don't even mention it."

After sending the reply, Wu Youping only felt anger surging in his chest, almost wanting to curse. Finally, Wu Youping could only walk to the window, looking at the late summer scenery outside, smoking a cigarette in silence.

Halfway through the cigarette, the telephone rang. Wu Youping's secretary answered the phone, asked and answered a few sentences, and the secretary's voice already became excited, "Are you sure that's correct?"

"...Good, I will tell Secretary Wu immediately."

Wu Youping turned around and saw the secretary saying joyfully, "Secretary Wu, the bonds are selling very well in Tianjin. They are already sold out. Tianjin is asking, do we still have bonds here?"

Wu Youping was startled. The relationship between Tianjin and the Northeast was indeed closer than other regions. After all, a considerable portion of the personnel in the Northeast Government came from Tianjin. However, the sales volume in Tianjin was as high as 5 million 'Fengpiao'. When things go wrong, there must be a demon; Wu Youping actually felt there was a problem inside. Facing the joyful secretary, Wu Youping asked calmly, "Who is buying them?"

Since the fall of the Qing Dynasty, Tianjin had become the largest city in the north, attracting numerous *sojourners* to live there. Zhang Xiluan, also a *sojourner*, invited a group of fellow *sojourners* and some prominent figures of Tianjin to a meal at a hotel they often frequented.

Since living the life of a *sojourner* in Tianjin, without those troublesome official duties, Zhang Xiluan seemed much more spirited. At this moment, he was wearing a silk long gown, his white hair combed neatly, truly looking somewhat like a person with the white hair of an old man but the complexion of a child.

When all the guests had arrived, Zhang Xiluan stood up and said, "Gentlemen, this old man has recently bought 500,000 dollars' worth of bonds issued by the Northeast Bank. I invited you all here this time just to chat about this matter."

Saying this, Zhang Xiluan made a gesture to his servant. The servant quickly took out the bonds and handed them to Zhao Erxun, who was sitting in the seat of honor. Zhao Erxun took them and looked; sure enough, the face value was 500,000 taels of Fengpiao. He laughed, "Big Brother Zhang is generous with his spending. I just wonder if He Rui dares to accept Big Brother Zhang's money."

After speaking, Zhao Erxun handed the bonds to Wang Shizhen sitting beside him. Wang Shizhen didn't have much money at home and had little interest in He Rui. He just glanced at it and handed it to Li Yuanhong beside him.

Although Li Yuanhong had never met He Rui, he had heard of this suddenly rising young man. Taking the bonds and looking at them for a while, Li Yuanhong laughed, "Old Brother Zhang, inviting us brothers here this time, is it He Rui's treat?"

Among the invited people, Li Yuanhong was perhaps the one with the highest status. Li Yuanhong had been the Great President of the Republic of China, and he was brooding over being driven out of office by Zhang Xun, harboring the mood to contend for the position of Great President again.

But Li Yuanhong was perhaps also the one with the most awkward status. Although he, Zhang Xiluan, Zhao Erxun, and others were all officials of the Qing Dynasty, Li Yuanhong was far removed from the Beiyang lineage of Yuan Shikai. Such a status distance really made it impossible for Li Yuanhong to put on airs among a group of old Beiyang figures.

Zhang Xiluan laughed, "He Rui is young after all and doesn't understand things yet. Hearing that this old man wanted to hold this fundraising meeting, he actually sent a telegram to dissuade me."

Saying this, Zhang Xiluan took out a telegram and handed it to Li Yuanhong. Li Yuanhong took it skeptically and looked at it. The telegram naturally wouldn't be a handwritten letter from He Rui, but the content was indeed as Zhang Xiluan said. He Rui persuaded Zhang Xiluan not to help with fundraising, after all, this matter was not a forced donation, and He Rui didn't want people to think the Northeast was a place where exorbitant taxes and levies ran rampant.

After finishing reading the telegram, others next to him also wanted to see it. Li Yuanhong handed the telegram to the curious crowd beside him, momentarily not knowing how to view this matter.

In order to raise money, the warlords in various places of Beiyang had rampant donations and taxes. Needless to say about the 'taxes', from cigarette tax to opium tax, from gambling tax to brothel tax, they really scraped the ground to an unmatchable degree.

Donations, apart from tax revenue, were solicitations. As long as there was the slightest disturbance in the local area, the gentry would be mobilized to donate money. He Rui's bonds were issued by the Northeast Bank, which was already considered following the rules. If it were other warlords, how could they give bank bonds? They would just gather everyone and directly demand money.

There were also some warlords occupying small territories who were even more despicable. Every once in a while, it was either a birthday or marrying a concubine. Using these pretexts, they would hold banquets and openly demand money.

However, it was very rare for someone like Zhang Xiluan, who had already become a *sojourner*, to help He Rui raise funds. It was even unique.

Li Yuanhong simply stopped talking, just waiting to see what tricks this old fox Zhang Xiluan and that little fox He Rui would play.

Zhang Xiluan waited for those interested to finish reading the telegram before saying, "Brothers, the Northeast is originally a treasure land, and it has been prospering in recent years. Little Brother He Rui has always followed the rules in doing things. If everyone has some spare money in hand, why not buy some Northeast bonds? There is also interest to use for household expenses. I wonder if everyone is interested?"

In terms of age, Zhang Xiluan was the oldest among the crowd. Moreover, the people present basically came to Tianjin after losing power. Only Zhang Xiluan came to Tianjin in glory after giving up his position in the Northeast.

These *sojourners* had all once held high positions. Even those who didn't love gathering wealth were not short of money. Since Zhang Xiluan came forward personally, even if it was just to give Zhang Xiluan face, they had to shell out a bit. Thus, one thousand here, three thousand there, they soon pooled together more than a hundred thousand.

When it was Zhao Erxun's turn, Zhao Erxun laughed, "Since Big Brother Zhang bought 500,000, I, your brother, dare not compare with Big Brother Zhang, I only dare to buy 400,000."

As soon as these words came out, everyone in the room was shocked. Li Yuanhong thought Zhang Xiluan was in cahoots with He Rui, but he didn't expect Zhao Erxun to follow suit, and it was even less clear if Zhao Erxun was in cahoots with He Rui. After all, Zhao Erxun was also a Northeasterner.

At this time, Zhao Erxun turned his head to look at Li Yuanhong. "Great President, I dare not compare with Big Brother Zhang, but Big Brother Zhang dares not compare with the Great President. I wonder how much the Great President prepares to buy?"

Under the concentrated gaze of the crowd, Li Yuanhong felt he had been deceived. He thought this was just a meeting of *sojourners*, but he was targeted by Zhao Erxun.

Since it had come to this, Li Yuanhong gave a dry laugh. "Brother Zhao, don't make a joke. Even if Zhang Xun were given ten guts, he wouldn't dare to touch a single hair of Old Brother Zhang. Since Brother Zhao shows such high regard, I will buy 100,000, to make up the total with Brother Zhao to be the same as Old Brother Zhang."

Seeing Li Yuanhong speaking politely, Zhao Erxun did not press further. Seeing that Li Yuanhong had also quoted a price, others could only raise their quotes. Finally, from one thousand and three thousand, it became five thousand and ten thousand. As for the local merchants in Tianjin, they were not in a hurry to quote numbers. Their business with the Northeast was getting bigger and bigger, and the merchants had once clashed with the French. At that time, the merchants and gentry who opposed the expansion of the French concession formed a federation, and now Zhao Tianlin, the Director of the Northeast Education Department, was the vice-chairman at that time. Seeing that He Rui wanted to gather wealth, the merchants decided to go through Zhao Tianlin's channel. It would also be convenient to show goodwill directly to He Rui.

When this round of fundraising ended, Li Yuanhong felt somewhat unreconciled, so he asked, "Big Brother Zhang, I wonder where Commander He is going to use so much money?"

He thought Zhang Xiluan would give a reason, but unexpectedly Zhang Xiluan laughed, "We buy bonds just to earn interest. Where Little Brother He uses the money is not important."

Li Yuanhong felt unhappy in his heart. The reason he shelled out 100,000 was to show goodwill to He Rui. Li Yuanhong still wanted to become the Great President again, but Li Yuanhong had no soldiers or guns in hand. If he couldn't have some dealings with the current power factions, in case the opportunity came, Li Yuanhong would have no one to borrow from. But since Zhang Xiluan spoke like this, it made Li Yuanhong unable to say anything.

However, Zhang Xiluan acted righteously. Although it was a fundraising, everyone just reported their numbers voluntarily. After the fundraising meeting ended, Li Yuanhong thought Zhang Xiluan would send someone to ask for money immediately, but unexpectedly Zhang Xiluan just gave the participants an address, which was the location of the Northeast Bank's branch in Tianjin. This address was right next to the Tianjin station of the *Northeast Daily*. It seemed Zhang Xiluan wanted everyone to go buy bonds themselves.

Doing it this way, in a sense, was also letting everyone decide for themselves how much to buy. Li Yuanhong felt that Zhang Xiluan's way of doing things was interesting. He simply didn't go to buy. This made Li Yuanhong feel much happier, even feeling that Zhang Xiluan was so arrogant that he deserved no one listening to him.

But waking up the next day, Li Yuanhong lay in bed not wanting to get up. After thinking it over and over, Li Yuanhong began to feel somewhat uneasy.

Although Zhang Xiluan didn't force everyone to pay immediately, for those who proposed to donate, Zhang Xiluan could write a letter to He Rui and give the list of those who promised to donate to He Rui. If they didn't donate, they would offend He Rui.

Thinking left and right, the more he thought, the more he felt it was inappropriate. If Li Yuanhong had completely given up on making a comeback, he could indeed do so. But Li Yuanhong really wanted to become the Great President again. Finally, Li Yuanhong got up and asked his family to prepare the money.

At this time, there were many money houses and banks in Beijing and Tianjin, many of which were foreign-owned. Li Yuanhong arrived at the Northeast Bank. He saw a Western-style building, four stories high, occupying a large area. At a sudden glance, one would feel this building was square and upright, like a fortress.

Walking inside, the feeling was even stronger. Those bank windows were welded with large iron bars. An ordinary person's arm could reach in, but it was completely impossible for an adult to pass through the iron bars. It looked rather like the bank counter staff were sitting in a prison.

The bank manager, dressed in a Western suit, politely received the people coming to the bank for business. Li Yuanhong's servant went up to talk a few sentences with the manager, and the manager immediately welcomed them, "Great President's presence brings light to my humble house. Quick, please come inside."

In the private room, Li Yuanhong thought the manager would engage in all kinds of flattery, but unexpectedly, the manager seriously introduced the types of Northeast bonds. Originally, Li Yuanhong was absent-minded, but unexpectedly, as he listened, he started to take it in.

"...Great President Li, the bonds I just mentioned are all issued by the Northeast Bank, and the Northeast Bank will exchange them for the currency at the time of your purchase when the bonds mature. The bond interest is relatively low, with 4% annual interest. If Great President Li feels the interest is low, there are also corporate bonds issued by the Northeast here. There are steel, coal mines, and also agricultural grain. The repayment method is even more convenient; you can ask for money, or you can ask for the produced steel, coal, and grain as payment. There is no worry about selling these. Great President Li can consider it."

Li Yuanhong was not an eloquent person. Listening to the narration of the Northeast Bank branch manager, Li Yuanhong felt that this manager must have explained these to many people.

Li Yuanhong laughed, "Can these coal and grain be transported inside the Pass?"

The manager replied solemnly, "They definitely can. If they can't be transported out of the Northeast, wouldn't that be deceiving everyone who bought the bonds? We only need to cheat once, and who would dare to believe us in the future? Great President Li, for the sake of our Northeast, we can't let people down."

These words surprised Li Yuanhong somewhat. A bank manager was roughly like a money house steward, and Li Yuanhong had only seen shopkeepers who cared so much about credit in Shanxi draft banks. But compared to Shanxi draft banks, the Northeast Bank seemed like Southerners when recommending bonds. Southern money houses were like this Northeast Bank, striving to introduce profitable businesses to people.

Finally, Li Yuanhong casually pointed to a business regarding coal. "Can you explain this more clearly?"

The manager smiled slightly. "This is the mine in Hegang, Northeast. The coal inside is anthracite; the coal burned has no smell. Now Hegang can produce 500,000 tons of coal a year, and prepares to increase the output by 500,000 tons within a year. The Northeast invests its own money to produce 300,000 tons of coal, and the rest uses bonds to raise money. This money is borrowed for three years, with an interest of 15%. The repayment method is to repay interest once a year. This interest can be paid in money or coal. The principal will be repaid after three years. Also, if Great President Li needs money urgently, you can also sell it directly in the bond trading market in the Northeast. It can be guaranteed to be sold at the break-even price of the bond. If Great President Li trades it yourself, it's not impossible. But whether you can break even or not, our side is not responsible."
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A mere bank manager daring to recommend two types of bonds, "principal-guaranteed" and "non-principal-guaranteed"—Li Yuanhong couldn't help but be amused. Now that he knew exactly what the Northeast was offering, he stood up to leave.

The manager of the Northeast Bank's Tianjin branch didn't say much either, escorting former President Li Yuanhong to the door. "President Li, if you are interested in purchasing bonds, please send someone over."

Li Yuanhong nodded silently, stepped out, and boarded the rickshaw waiting outside. He intended to go home, but feeling that wouldn't do, he gave the puller a different address. Shortly after, Li Yuanhong appeared at the entrance of Zhao Erxun's residence.

The steward respectfully led Li Yuanhong to the central hall, where Zhao Erxun was already waiting, though he hadn't come out to welcome him. Li Yuanhong had been the Great President, but a president driven from office by Zhang Xun's few thousand "Pig-tail Soldiers"—his personal power was evident enough. Although Zhao Erxun was just a retired official living in the concessions, he felt that if he were President, he wouldn't have fallen to such a state.

Only when Li Yuanhong reached the front of the central hall did Zhao Erxun come out to greet him. It was late summer. Li Yuanhong smiled and said, "It is too stuffy indoors. I hear Brother Zhao's garden is quite beautiful; may I take a look?"

Zhao Erxun didn't mind and led Li Yuanhong to the rear garden. In truth, Zhao Erxun's garden was quite ordinary, just some flowers and trees with a gardener hired for regular upkeep. Moreover, with the severe drought this year, the plants were faring much worse than last year.

After commenting on the plants, Li Yuanhong, whose mind was not on the scenery, sighed, "Brother Zhao, I just came from the Northeast Bank. He Rui's fundraising methods are truly bizarre."

Zhao Erxun hadn't expected Li Yuanhong to actually go. Given their friendship, he merely nodded without speaking. He certainly didn't tell Li Yuanhong that when he said he would buy 400,000 silver dollars' worth of bonds, he had actually bought them.

Li Yuanhong continued, "Brother Zhao, with exorbitant taxes and levies everywhere these days, I wouldn't be surprised if He Rui fundraised in the name of drought relief. But isn't it strange that he entrusted Old Brother Zhang to do it?"

Zhao Erxun had a good relationship with Zhang Xiluan, especially after spending years together as retired officials in Tianjin; they felt quite congenial. He was long accustomed to He Rui's eccentricities. Hearing Li Yuanhong speak like this, he couldn't help but laugh, "He Rui's actions start from emotion but stop within the bounds of propriety. What is so strange about that?"

Li Yuanhong hadn't expected Zhao Erxun to actually trust He Rui. Knowing he had sought the wrong person this time, he made small talk for a bit before taking his leave.

Watching Li Yuanhong's retreating figure, Zhao Erxun shook his head slightly. There were many investing in industry these days, but in terms of background, who could compare to He Rui, who occupied the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia? Although the retired officials had all once been influential figures, which of them truly understood the art of management? Li Yuanhong came from the Beiyang Navy, yet couldn't see He Rui's industrial efforts. Zhao Erxun felt Li Yuanhong's vision was truly mediocre.

After seeing Li Yuanhong off, the steward brought the monthly household expense accounts. Zhao Erxun glanced at them and noticed the expenditure for grain was much higher than in previous years. Before he could ask, the steward explained, "Master, there is a severe drought in the north this year. Grain prices have doubled, so the cost of buying grain for the household has gone up significantly."

Even Li Yuanhong knew about the northern drought this year; how could Zhao Erxun not know? Since spring, there had been very little rain in Tianjin. Throughout the entire summer, it hadn't rained at all. Not only was grain expensive, but water prices had also risen sharply. Zhao Erxun paid for water to irrigate his back garden; otherwise, the plants would have withered and died.

Since the expenses had a cause, Zhao Erxun ordered, "Send someone to check if the transit point He Rui set up in Tianjin is still transporting refugees to the Northeast."

Once the steward left, Zhao Erxun thought of Li Yuanhong again. He wondered if Li Yuanhong was playing dumb by saying He Rui should use disaster relief as a pretext for fundraising. The Northeast was different from other provinces; it had been encouraging immigration for years. Since the drought began to take shape in early summer, He Rui had increased efforts to transport people to the Northeast. This was also why Zhao Erxun hadn't let his imagination run wild.

Four *li* outside the Tianjin docks, there was a place surrounded by layers of wooden fences. Unlike other places, this location had huge banners hanging on all four sides reading "Northeast Recruitment Office." People departing Tianjin for the Northeast would gather here.

Zhao Erxun's steward had visited a few times to watch. Arriving now, he saw a sea of people outside. Previously, ten percent of the people here dressed decently, thirty percent wore ragged clothes, and the remaining sixty percent dressed ordinarily.

Now, the vast majority of those surrounding the outside were in tatters—they were genuine refugees. The layers of wooden fences outside the "Northeast Recruitment Office" formed long, narrow channels. Refugees in rags carrying tattered bedding huddled together with their families, preventing overcrowding.

Understanding this layout, the steward felt both surprised and intrigued.

But there were extremely large numbers of people at the "Northeast Recruitment Office"; a casual glance suggested tens of thousands. The steward didn't dare stay long in this place teeming with refugees and hurried back to report.

Zhao Erxun hadn't intended to concern himself, but hearing the steward's interesting description—and having bought so many Northeast bonds—he couldn't put his mind at ease. He went to visit Zhang Xiluan. Upon seeing him, Zhao Erxun got straight to the point: "Old Brother Zhang, does He Rui want to be the Great President?"

Zhang Xiluan smiled slightly. "Is Brother Zhao referring to He Rui recruiting refugees?"

Zhao Erxun nodded, waiting for an explanation. He heard Zhang Xiluan sigh, "In my humble opinion, within ten years at most, the position of Great President will be He Rui's. Saving more common people now is also a matter of accumulating virtue."

Zhao Erxun shook his head. "Old Brother Zhang, the relief of refugees is truly admirable. But is He Rui sincere? Or is it because he confiscated all the land in the Northeast these past years and wants to use this to salvage his reputation?"

Hearing Zhao Erxun mention He Rui's land reform, Zhang Xiluan didn't answer immediately. It must be said, He Rui's land reform had shocked even Zhang Xiluan. Among the retired officials in Tianjin, it had sparked intense debate, with the majority cursing He Rui for acting without regard for consequences. A minority, like Zhao Erxun who held a *Jinshi* degree, merely shook their heads and sighed.

Now that Zhao Erxun mentioned land reform again, yet believed the disaster relief was to salvage reputation, Zhang Xiluan was somewhat surprised. In terms of perspective, this genuine *Jinshi* and famous Qing official was indeed different from the others. It actually piqued Zhang Xiluan's curiosity.

"Brother Zhao, what do you mean by that?" Zhang Xiluan asked straightforwardly.

Zhao Erxun's earlier words hadn't been deeply considered, just a feeling expressed. When Zhang Xiluan asked, Zhao Erxun was forced to think it through. However, after considering it, his expression gradually changed, and his brows knit together.

Seeing Zhao Erxun's expression, Zhang Xiluan knew he sensed something amiss and became even more surprised. But in officialdom, the more one thought of a bad outcome, the less one would say it aloud. Zhang Xiluan could only press, "If Brother Zhao has thought of something, please speak directly. I am all ears."

Zhao Erxun's expression shifted, becoming increasingly grave. Finally, he answered loudly, "Fine, I'll tell you, Old Brother. In a year of disaster, gathering a million refugees... with a raise of one's arm, the world could be overturned. Now He Rui controls the lands outside the Pass; he is a legitimate regional warlord. He doesn't need a million; just ten thousand troops selected from the refugees would be enough. Heh."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan wasn't surprised. The lands outside the Pass were a destination for immigrants; even in years of plenty, many "Braving the Journey to the Northeast" went there. With so many people fleeing famine in a disaster year, where else could they go but the Northeast?

As for He Rui raising an army, Zhang Xiluan felt Zhao Erxun was overthinking. Using troops at this time sounded easy, but displaced people ran toward places with food—why would they loot the disaster areas?

Thinking of this, Zhang Xiluan laughed, "Brother Zhao, you joke too much. It is a republic now; we speak of responsible government. Even with the dignity of the Great President, if there are administrative errors, one resigns. The Premier, the Speaker of the Parliament—they all step down together. MPs have terms and are re-elected every few years. Since it is already a republic, what can happen?"

Zhao Erxun was amused by these words. Remembering Li Yuanhong being driven from power by Zhang Xun, he couldn't help laughing, "Hehe, Old Brother Zhang, when Zhang Xun attempted the restoration back then, his banner was opposition to the republic. He said the republican system was 'crowing cocks and stealing dogs' [petty and morally bankrupt], filthy and shameless. If Zhang Xun heard your words now, I wonder if he would slap the table in praise or be so angry his hair stood on end?"

Zhang Xiluan first smiled politely, then was provoked into loud laughter by Zhao Erxun's words. Indeed, what Zhang Xiluan described were the characteristics of a republican system, but he certainly didn't mean to praise it.

While the upper class had the mood to laugh and curse over thoughts triggered by the great disaster, for the common people under the scourge of nature, let alone laughing aloud, they couldn't even cry anymore.

Why go to the lands outside the Pass where they had never been? For the people of northern Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei, and Shaanxi, it was simply because someone from their village had fled there. Later, they wrote back or sent word through someone who had been to the Northeast. They had survived in the Northeast and were reporting their safety to their families.

As for the claims that these people had been allocated land in the Northeast and started farming, their relatives and neighbors back home didn't really believe it. In everyone's view, having to leave one's native land to run to such a distant place as the Northeast because one was doing terribly at home was already a shameful matter.

If one said they were doing even worse outside than at home, they truly couldn't go on living. As long as they survived, they had to say they were living better than before.

But when they themselves could no longer survive, everyone remembered these relatives and fellow villagers who had been forced to flee to foreign parts. The rumors of "allocated land," once sniffed at, became the reason to convince themselves to go to the Northeast. The change was that swift—from mockery to admiration, from disbelief to belief. To survive, everyone could only struggle for existence.

For the common people, enduring hunger was commonplace. Passing through the long, never-before-seen fenced channels was an experience none of them had ever had. The narrow channels and the slowly moving people in front actually made everyone feel somewhat at ease. The speed of leaving one's native land—the slower, the better.

Emerging from the channels, they saw men in military uniforms. And the large pots for dispensing porridge, common in disaster years.

Seeing these steaming large pots, emotions finally stirred among the crowd of commoners. In past disaster years, the wealthy households in the villages would open porridge sheds, and there were requirements for boiling the porridge—it absolutely could not be watery. For hundreds of years, this was the rule. Usually, if the gentry did some bad things, everyone endured it. But in a disaster year, if these people didn't save everyone, it absolutely could not be tolerated.

However, ever since the Emperor was gone, the gentry had changed. Not only was the porridge getting waterier, but the sheds dispensing it were becoming fewer. The gentry were getting poorer; where would they have money to dispense porridge?

Those new wealthy households built high buildings and large compounds, stationing many guards and family soldiers hired from outside at their gates. The money that should have been used for porridge was used to buy guns and cannons to deal with the poor.

Thinking of their hometowns, now changed beyond recognition, the poor cursed those heartless rich people. Drinking the hot, thick porridge, tears couldn't help but roll down their faces.

If one could avoid leaving one's native land, who would want to go to those strange places? Although they heard that Commander He Rui of the Northeast was a great and good man, how could common people have any connection with Commander He? And in the villages, they had seen "great philanthropists" before—which one wasn't like a wolf or tiger when collecting rent?

But thoughts aside, some refugees knelt to the soldiers dispensing porridge after eating a few bowls, thanking them for the grace of saving their lives. After all, along this journey, the refugees had eaten porridge in sheds arranged by Commander He many times.

Those soldiers were very young, looking only seventeen or eighteen. Seeing these older men and women actually kneeling to them, they were all flustered. It was the older ones who hurriedly ordered the soldiers to help everyone up.

Moreover, these people all had accents of northern locals. Hearing the familiar dialect, the refugees finally felt somewhat reassured.

Someone asked, "Sir Soldier, what does Commander He want us to do in the Northeast?"

Another asked, "We'll farm for Commander He and use the grain we harvest to pay back the debt. Can we not sign a deed of sale?"

The officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army responsible for maintaining order on the refugee transport line had heard such words too many times. They were no longer surprised, but they had nothing else to say. Following the results discussed by the Party Committee in democratic life meetings, the officers used various local dialects to tell the people that after arriving in the Northeast, they would rent a piece of land and pay thirty percent tax annually. The other seventy percent would belong to the people farming the land.

The fleeing commoners heard this and felt as if they were listening to a fantasy. Someone was willing to let others farm their land and only take thirty percent tax? If there really was such a place, what kind of paradise must it be?

But the fellow villagers who had already fled to the Northeast had said the same thing; it didn't seem like empty talk.

The news had reached the Military Commission. The Northeast had received too many immigrants in recent years, and less than ten percent had left. And the reason for leaving wasn't that they couldn't survive in the Northeast, but that changes in their families back home forced them to return.

At this moment, the Military Commission had finished its discussion. Xu Chengfeng, Commander of the Northeast Army, stated the resolution: "The scale of refugees this time will likely exceed ten million. Our Northeast population may reach forty million in 1920. The conscription issue has become more prominent. With a large population, the conscription base is broad. But how to conscript from the newcomers requires careful investigation and research. Grasping the reliability of these people is too difficult."

Previously, the Military Commission believed that when the Northeast went to war with Japan, the Northeast population would likely be only thirty million. Japan's entire national population was already over forty million, plus manpower from Korea, making it about thirty million against forty-three million.

Now the Northeast population might suddenly reach forty million, but thinking of the difficulty of management, no one felt excited about the increase in the conscription base.

After a silence, Xu Chengfeng could only ask, "Does anyone have any other opinions?"

Cheng Ruofan frowned and asked a question, "Will the disaster be truly severe this time?"

Xu Chengfeng sighed, "Our Northeast has also suffered from the disaster. If we hadn't built so many reservoirs, I'm afraid people would have started dying in the Northeast by now!"

This drought in North China in 1920 spanned Hebei, Henan, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi, affecting Hubei, Jiangsu, Liaoning, and Jilin.

The center of the drought was in the Beijing, Tianjin, and Hebei area. This drought was a once-in-a-century event. For Chinese agriculture and farmers who relied entirely on the weather, such a large-scale, persistent drought was undoubtedly a huge catastrophe.

What Cheng Ruofan actually wanted to express wasn't this, but a lament in his heart. A lament not only for the large-scale water conservancy construction in the Northeast but also for the excessive completeness of the basic intelligence agencies set up in various places.

As major agricultural provinces, Hebei, Henan, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi relied crucially on annual precipitation for crop growth. The main crops were wheat, corn, cotton, millet, and sorghum. Among them, winter wheat and spring corn required about 400-500 millimeters of water during their growth period, and cotton required 550-650 millimeters. Even in normal years, precipitation in these areas could not meet the water requirements of most crops for their entire growth cycle. The precipitation in 1920 not only fell far short of meeting the full-cycle requirements, but the precipitation during the critical periods of crop growth was even worse.

From Hebei, Shanxi, and Shaanxi to Henan, the precipitation in Shandong gradually decreased, generally below 300 millimeters. In the eastern Hebei region of Cang County and the northern region of Zhangjiakou, annual precipitation was even less, generally under 200 millimeters. In normal years, the annual precipitation in most parts of Hebei, Henan, and Shandong, as well as southern Shaanxi and southern Shanxi, was generally between 600-800 millimeters, with some areas exceeding 1000 millimeters. The precipitation in 1920 was 20%-70% less than the same period in normal years. Precipitation during the crop growing season (May-September) was 40%-70% less than normal. Many rivers in the drought areas dried up, soil moisture content was very poor, with relative soil humidity generally below 10%, and in some areas only 5%.

Take the Beijing area as an example. During the critical growth period of spring corn and cotton (July-August), precipitation was only 170.7 millimeters. Due to the severe water shortage, the sight of vast barren fields, not a blade of grass to be seen, withered trees, and dry leaves was prevalent throughout several northern provinces.

Shaanxi: Located on the Loess Plateau in northwest China, it is one of the provinces prone to drought and disasters. In the late spring of 1920, signs of drought appeared. Almost all counties and districts in the province received not a drop of rain. The summer harvest failed completely, and autumn crops could not be sown. For two consecutive seasons, not a grain was harvested. Tens of thousands of starving people searched the fields for grass roots and tree bark to satisfy their hunger. Many people searched everywhere for bird droppings, washing them with water and picking out the undigested grain particles to eat. "From winter to now, the bark of elm and paulownia trees and hemp roots have been stripped bare. Ten houses are nine empty, and both rich and poor await death..."
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What did the Northeast need to do to understand the rainfall in Shaanxi?

According to the completed intelligence system construction report, Cheng Ruofan determined it wouldn't cost much money. The maintenance fees for the Northeast's intelligence stations in the five provinces of Henan, Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, and Shaanxi totaled less than 100,000 yuan.

These stations did not pry into high-level secrets. They collected completely public information: climate, rainfall, temperature, grain prices, commodity prices, and the origins of market products. For climate and rainfall, specifically at the intelligence points in Xi'an, Baoji, and Hanzhong, the Northeast Meteorology College sent personnel on rotation to monitor the weather stations the Northeast had established in Shaanxi. A wind vane, anemometer, thermometer, and precipitation gauge were enough to easily operate the meteorological intelligence gathering at these sites.

The cost to maintain such a comprehensive intelligence station was a net expenditure of no more than a thousand silver dollars a year. Establishing several points in Shaanxi province cost less than ten thousand yuan.

Intelligence on the 1920 Northern drought began reaching the Northeast in early spring. Even a layman regarding climate like Cheng Ruofan knew things were wrong after seeing the rainfall comparison data. By early summer, just as the drought was taking shape, the department responsible for migration within the Northeast government had already completed its personnel deployment and began increasing the intensity of operations to transport migrants from the drought-stricken areas to the Northeast.

By the time the Military Commission members began to formally discuss the drought, their concern was no longer how to combat the disaster itself. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan had no experience in how to quickly transform disaster refugees into independent farmers. Recalling the distribution of villages he had seen along the border, Cheng Ruofan offered a suggestion: "It would be best to establish villages along the border to settle a million refugees."

Not only did Cheng Ruofan lack experience with the border, but neither did the other Military Commission members. Everyone could understand that Cheng Ruofan's objective was to strengthen the Chinese population along the border and increase their power. Xu Chengfeng proposed a suggestion, "Would it be better if the villages were ten *li* from the border?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "If you are worried about the Russian army charging across the border, then send more troops to patrol the border. If you are counting on the Russian army's advance speed being insufficient, then wouldn't it be better to place the villages fifty *li* from the border?"

Xu Chengfeng was not certain his own judgment was correct. Since Cheng Ruofan had proposed a specific approach, Xu Chengfeng did not insist, and simply had both of their views written down.

After the various departments finished their meetings, the persons in charge met in Shenyang. The local governments of Outer Mongolia, Inner Mongolia, Heilongjiang, and Jilin all stated, "We have no disaster situation here; we can accept a portion of the refugees."

Southern Liaoning—specifically the Liaodong Peninsula—was also suffering from the disaster. The Liaoning Provincial Party Secretary, Chen Deli, encountered this matter just a few months after taking office. The young Provincial Secretary had several red boils on his chin, a clear sign of anxiety and internal heat.

Secretary Chen Deli explained the situation. "Of the various counties on the Liaodong Peninsula, the work in three of them was very poor. Water conservancy facilities were not completed, and the Provincial Committee has already decided to adjust the leadership teams of these three counties. The other six counties basically completed the planned water conservancy work, but in this drought resistance effort, they can only play a minimal role. Potable water for people and livestock is guaranteed, but there is no water to complete agricultural irrigation. Water conservancy construction in these areas must be strengthened. Overall, northern Liaoning is fine, but the south needs to initiate the work of opening granaries to release grain."

Listening to Chen Deli finish his report, Wu Youping calculated in his heart. The population of the three counties was only a few hundred thousand; relying entirely on local reserve grain probably wouldn't be enough. Last year and this year, the Northeast had made a fortune exporting agricultural products, which meant that grain stocks were running low...

Just as he thought this, he heard He Rui speak: "Given the current situation, I require an adjustment to the Northeast's current grain export policy. Increase the Northeast grain export tax. The increase amount shall be 100% of the grain price."

When Chen Deli heard He Rui wanted to change the grain export policy, he thought He Rui was going to ban grain exports and was overjoyed. However, hearing that He Rui was not banning exports but merely increasing the export tax, he felt disappointed again.

The persons in charge of the other provinces and regions were indifferent. Since things had reached this point, it was fine as long as people didn't starve to death first. Moreover, grain production across the Northeast had exploded in the last two years. Jilin Province, which was most affected by the drought, was conversely no longer the strongest grain-exporting province. With a large population filling into the agriculture and animal husbandry of other regions, they could significantly increase agricultural and pastoral output.

Just as everyone felt the matter could likely be handled this way, Morrison, the Director of the China Merchants Bureau, requested to speak. Under everyone's puzzled gazes, Morrison asked, "Chairman He, wouldn't doing this effectively terminate exports?"

He Rui nodded. "Is money more important, or are human lives more important? The Northeast is not Ireland. We cannot be saving people from disaster on one hand while desperately shipping grain out on the other."

A single sentence silenced Morrison. Morrison could tell that the officials of the Northeast government knew very little about the Great Irish Famine. But as a Briton, and a columnist for *The Times*, Morrison was very clear on how the British government of that time had handled the Irish Famine.

Just as He Rui said, during the period when the most people were starving to death in the Irish Famine, the British government did not stop purchasing large amounts of grain from Ireland. As for millions of Irish starving to death and millions more fleeing Ireland, the British government was actually happy to see it happen.

And He Rui's attitude toward the current disaster was completely different from the British government of that time. Morrison knew that in China's historical tradition, any government had to resolve the problems caused by famine. In this regard, Morrison actually rather admired it. At least in Europe, there was no such tradition. Since the famine was not caused by the European governments, disaster relief was naturally not the government's job. The only thing a European government had to do was maintain social stability.

Just as the British government faced the Irish Famine, their starting point from beginning to end was merely to maintain Britain's stability under the famine conditions. The death of millions of Irish and the flight of a million more overseas fit the line of thinking for maintaining social stability, so it naturally received the British government's support.

In contrast, the actions of various countries coming to provide disaster relief met with extreme disgust and opposition from the British government. Some said that foreigners helping the British government with relief undercut the British government's prestige, leading to their displeasure. As a columnist for *The Times*, Morrison himself did not agree.

The British government actually didn't care about foreigners running over to help with relief. what the British government truly cared about was that once foreign-provided relief operations began, it gave the Irish hope and expectation of resolving the disaster in situ. With hope and expectation, the refugees had a direction. The Irish refugees, no longer starved to the point of immobility, still had a little strength to pick up weapons.

If hope were combined with the physical strength to wield weapons, for the British government, that would be the beginning of a catastrophe.

Having thought this through, Morrison felt an impulse to write several news reports regarding this Chinese disaster after he returned. Although Morrison knew the British government's objectives, that did not mean Morrison supported the methods the British government adopted. Especially when compared with the Chinese approach to disaster relief, Morrison identified more with China.

With the general direction established, the various leaders returned to work. With a single phone call, He Rui invited Mo Yang, editor-in-chief of the *Northeast Daily*, over. As soon as Mo Yang saw He Rui, he urgently explained the *Northeast Daily*'s propaganda theme: the Great Northeast Relief Effort.

He Rui was usually very polite to Mo Yang, but at this moment he truly had no time. After listening to the gist of Mo Yang's plan, He Rui laid out his own requirements. "First, propagate the importance of water conservancy construction in stabilizing agricultural production. Second, publicize the news of the Northeast adjusting the grain export tax increase. Complete these two items first."

Mo Yang pushed up his glasses, feeling that these two items had almost no significance for the overall relief effort. Building water conservancy was a long-term process and had no effect on the current disaster. As for increasing the grain export tax, in Mo Yang's view, it was simply baffling. To still export grain at a time like this was diametrically opposed to disaster relief. How could they go out and lecture on it at length?

After a moment of thought, Mo Yang pushed his glasses up again. "Chairman, who are these words meant for?"

He Rui liked this kind of acuity and answered straightforwardly, "I don't want to offer any explanations to Britain, France, or Japan. These matters are for them to hear. If Britain, France, and Japan withstand the massive pressure and continue to purchase grain, then we can only continue to increase the export tax."

Mo Yang understood the reason and departed with his orders. He Rui had his secretary call Cheng Ruofan to tell him that due to the disaster, the Liaodong Peninsula in southern Liaoning needed to strengthen water conservancy construction. The military needed to dispatch troops to participate.

Cheng Ruofan was not in his office at this time. He was on the road to the grassroots units. Cheng Ruofan had originally been inspecting the grassroots level and had been forcibly recalled.

Sitting in the car bumping along the dirt road, Cheng Ruofan considered the future war. To maintain a front line of one million men, given the current division-level units of the Northeast Army, they would need 80 divisions, which was roughly 27 to 28 corps. Although Northeast military academies were blossoming everywhere and the army was training vigorously, what they were training were NCOs. For 29 corps, the number of corps-level officers was one or two hundred people. Even if these people were assigned to positions, could they really complete their missions?

Thinking it over and over in his heart, Cheng Ruofan grew less and less optimistic. When they finally reached the first rest stop, someone delivered a telegram. After reading the content, Cheng Ruofan's worries immediately flew to the nine heavens. The accompanying personnel saw the look of joy on Cheng Ruofan's face and didn't know what good thing had happened.

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment and ordered directly, "Return to Shenyang. Also, send telegrams to these people right now. Order them to assemble in Shenyang."

Upon returning to Shenyang, Cheng Ruofan immediately convened an Engineering Corps meeting and also invited Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng.

What Cheng Ruofan had thought of, Xu Chengfeng had naturally thought of as well. The only thing he hadn't expected was that He Rui would actually use the name of this disaster relief to begin large-scale construction of permanent fortifications.

But this was indeed the best opportunity. The characteristic of water conservancy facilities was their long water delivery canals. With canals crisscrossing back and forth, there were plenty of places to build.

Just as Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan expected, the Japanese side did not feel there was any problem with building water conservancy projects. However, less than a week after the rapidly started construction began, Xu Chengfeng received news that the Japanese Governor-General of Korea had sent someone to Shenyang.

This made Xu Chengfeng a bit nervous. Had the Japanese Governor-General over there noticed some clue?

After the annexation of Korea, Japan did not view the people of the Korean Peninsula as Japanese but viewed Koreans as colonial subjects. Therefore, what Japan established on the Korean Peninsula was a Governor-General, not a regular administrative official.

The Japanese representative was a civil official. Upon meeting He Rui, he immediately performed the courtesies of a civil official. He Rui nodded but did not stand on ceremony. Come to mention it, the Japanese Governor-General of Korea actually had a status most similar to He Rui's in China. Both controlled direct armed forces and held local political power. And both were appointed by the central government.

Aside from these points, the most interesting thing was that the current Japanese Governor-General of Korea, Saitō Makoto, was a Japanese Navy Admiral. His military rank was actually very consistent with He Rui, this 'General Pacifying the Peace'.

The Japanese representative, Kobayashi Jun, said respectfully, "Your Excellency He, I have come on the orders of Governor-General Saitō regarding your side's construction of water conservancy projects and the attempt to draw water from the Yalu River."

He Rui hadn't expected the Japanese Governor-General of Korea to come for this matter, and he couldn't help but admire that this Navy Admiral had talent under his command. The Yalu River was the boundary river between China and the Korean region, and it was not a river with a very large flow. If the Northeast drew a large amount of water from the Yalu River, it would indeed affect the Korean side.

Moreover, the *Northeast Daily*'s actions were very swift. Facing this drought, they invited Water Conservancy Director Lu Daoming for an exclusive interview and split the interview into several issues. They introduced the water conservancy construction of the entire Liaodong Peninsula separately, which naturally mentioned water sources.

But for it to alarm the Japanese Governor-General of Korea into sending someone, He Rui still felt a bit surprised.

Since the other party came representing Governor-General Saitō to show 'concern', He Rui simply told him, "We have just started construction here. The sites haven't even been demarcated well; completion is a matter for several years from now. We can communicate during the process. Furthermore, our engineering construction is responsible to Mr. Lu Daoming, a water conservancy expert who graduated from MIT. I believe he will fully consider the water usage needs of the Korean border region. Please go back and tell Governor-General Saitō that in highly specialized engineering matters like water conservancy, we must trust the experts."

Kobayashi Jun had thought of various possible answers, but he hadn't expected He Rui to drag the conversation to experts. He was stunned for a moment. However, Kobayashi Jun did not hesitate for long; he reacted almost immediately. "May I ask Your Excellency, could we dispatch Japanese experts to come and discuss with Your Excellency Lu Daoming?"

He Rui showed a smile. "We welcome Japanese experts to come and participate in the design and discussion of the water conservancy project. This kind of work requires the participation of more professionals. Only with professional advice can we have professional water conservancy facilities."

Kobayashi Jun was not happy because of He Rui's statement; instead, he became more nervous. Big shots, especially big shots like He Rui, were not easy to deal with. The more polite they were, the more dangerous they were.

Sure enough, He Rui continued, "However, saving people from disaster is like saving a fire. Discussion is discussion, but the water conservancy project has already begun. Please go back and inform Your Excellency Saitō that we also need to give an account to the people of the Northeast."

Kobayashi Jun knew that he could not change He Rui's decision no matter what, so he could only respond politely.

Having sent away the envoy sent by the Japanese Governor-General of Korea, Saitō Makoto, He Rui was somewhat puzzled. Why was it that even Saitō Makoto, the Governor-General stationed in Korea, had sent someone, yet the Kwantung Leased Territory, which He Rui thought should have reacted even faster, had no reaction at all?

Regarding the matter of doubling the grain export tariff, part of it was targeted at Kolchak, and the other part was targeted at the Kwantung Leased Territory. The Kwantung Leased Territory was located at the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, with the disaster-stricken southern Liaoning Province to the north and the disaster-stricken Shandong Peninsula to the south. According to intelligence, the Kwantung Leased Territory purchased grain from these two regions, north and south. Now that grain prices in the Shandong region had skyrocketed, and He Rui had doubled the grain price again, it wouldn't be strange if grain prices in the Kwantung Leased Territory rose threefold.

But the Kwantung Leased Territory still had no reaction, which was truly a bit strange. Was the Kwantung Leased Territory preparing to import grain from the Japanese mainland this time to provide for the local residents of the Leased Territory?

He Rui didn't realize that he had actually misunderstood. The main reason the Kwantung Leased Territory was quiet at this time was that He Rui's teacher, the previous principal of the Japanese Army War College, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, was on his way to assume his post. The Kwantung Leased Territory was currently in a transitional period of power, and neither of the two Kwantung Army commanders was in the Leased Territory.

These two Kwantung Army commanders had no intention of going to the Kwantung Leased Territory to preside over the situation at this time either; they were both at the Northeast General Staff Headquarters participating in discussions on the latest war progress.

Russia had been defeated.

On August 10, 1920, the Russian Army's Cossacks crossed the Vistula River, attempting to capture Warsaw from the west while the main force launched an attack from the east. On August 13, the Russian Army's initial offensive was repulsed. The Polish First Army held off the direct attack on Warsaw and also stopped the attack on Radzymin.

Soviet Commander-in-Chief Tukhachevsky believed everything was proceeding according to his plan, but the Polish side had already deciphered the Soviet Army's radio communications, causing Tukhachevsky to fall into the trap laid by Piłsudski and his Chief of Staff, Tadeusz Rozwadowski. In the north, after crossing the Vistula River, the Soviet Army was entering a vacuum where Polish forces were weak. In the south of Warsaw, which would decide the outcome of the war, Tukhachevsky had deployed only a small amount of troops to guard the middle area connecting the Northwestern Front and the Southwestern Front. Additionally, Budyonny's First Cavalry Army was blocked at Lviv.

Within a single day, the Soviet advance toward Warsaw and Modlin stopped and subsequently turned into a retreat. The Fifth Army drove the exhausted Soviet troops with lightning speed. The Polish Army advanced 30 kilometers in one day, dismantling the Soviet outflanking offensive in the north. By August 16, Piłsudski commanded the reserve army to fully commit to a counterattack. The Polish Army implemented Piłsudski's plan, striking from the south and finding the massive gap between the enemy fronts.

Two Polish units continued to pursue northward, reaching the rear of Tukhachevsky's forces, and on August 18, surrounded the majority of his troops.

On the same day, far away in Minsk, Tukhachevsky finally understood that the Soviet Army had been disastrously defeated and ordered his remaining forces to retreat and reorganize. However, the front line either received the order too late or did not receive it at all. The Soviet troops in the center of the front line fell into chaos. Tukhachevsky ordered the entire army to retreat to the Bug River, but at that time he was fundamentally unable to contact the majority of the main forces near Warsaw. All plans became a mess due to communication problems. The Soviet Army retreated without order, and various divisions fell into panic and disintegration.
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The speed at which the Russian front collapsed elicited a rich variety of expressions from the officers at the Japanese Army General Staff Headquarters. Most of the younger officers looked relaxed, while the generals over fifty maintained the grave composure befitting their rank. Among them were Lieutenant General Tachibana, the former Commander of the Kwantung Army, and Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, the current Commander who had not yet assumed his post.

The two lieutenant generals watched the situation report with their hands clasped behind their backs. Lieutenant General Kawai did not entirely trust the reliability of the intelligence, yet he remained silent. Under the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, both sides recognized the "independence" of China and Korea. If their interests in these regions were threatened by external aggression or internal unrest, either party could take necessary measures.

When it came to dealing with Russia, intelligence sharing was one such measure. Since the British were already in a quasi-state of war with Soviet Russia, the flow of intelligence with Japan was exceptionally smooth.

According to British intelligence, the maps showing the last few days of troop movements indicated that the Polish army commanded by Piłsudski was pouring through the breach like a flood from a burst dam, driving straight into the Soviet Red Army's rear. They had cut off the Red Army and encircled them.

This shift in the war left Lieutenant General Kawai speechless. The Soviet Red Army, which had beaten the White Russians fleeing into Vladivostok all the way from the Urals to the Far East, was now being routed. If the Red Army generals commanding this war were only of this caliber, it was truly hard to imagine how they had defeated a million-strong White Army.

The field grade officers were visibly more agitated than the generals. They stood watching the display board for a while longer before turning their gazes toward General Uehara Yūsaku, the Chief of the General Staff.

General Uehara had remained silent. Looking at these officers who hadn't spoken but whose faces were eager for action, he said coldly, "Even He Rui is not anxious; why are you gentlemen so impatient?"

Out of the corner of his eye, Lieutenant General Kawai seemed to notice Lieutenant General Tachibana looking at him. When he turned his head, he saw that Tachibana had already looked away, avoiding eye contact. Kawai also lowered his gaze.

Using He Rui, a Chinese man, to reprimand Japanese officers was already somewhat inappropriate. Moreover, the status He Rui held was, in Kawai's view, even less suitable for such a comparison. However, this also demonstrated General Uehara's attitude: the Chief of the General Staff of the Great Japanese Empire did not wish to deploy troops at this time.

The field officers clearly wanted to join the war. Hearing General Uehara's words, Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima stepped forward and said loudly, "Your Excellency, this subordinate has returned from Siberia. The Russian army's combat effectiveness is indeed weak; their only advantage lies in their familiarity with the terrain. None of the current Soviet Red Army personnel participated in the Russo-Japanese War. In terms of geographical familiarity, the Imperial Japanese Army actually surpasses the Soviet Red Army."

Hearing Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru's explanation, the young officers felt even more excited. From any angle, this was the optimal time for Japan to seize Vladivostok. The Soviet Red Army lacked combat power, and the White Russian government-in-exile was in the Far East. This situation was an even better opportunity than the annexation of Korea.

If successful, Japan's territorial area could double—perhaps even triple.

Just as the officers' blood was boiling, General Uehara, his expression indifferent, asked coldly, "And if He Rui deploys troops to attack our army?"

Ushijima Mitsuru froze for a moment, then immediately stood at attention and replied, "Then we shall annihilate He Rui as well. Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline. If we can secure both the Far East and Manchuria and Mongolia simultaneously, the Empire will secure a prosperous future."

Lieutenant General Kawai looked at his student, Ushijima Mitsuru, with a mix of emotions. He Rui had graduated in 1915; Ushijima Mitsuru in 1916. Between He Rui and Ushijima, Kawai naturally supported Ushijima, but Ushijima's thinking really could not compare to He Rui's. Even though Ushijima had experience serving and fighting in the Far East, while He Rui had only been involved in a few minor skirmishes since his 1915 graduation—if they could even be called battles—Kawai still believed that Ushijima fell far short of He Rui.

But the field officers clearly didn't think so. Their eyes shone with anticipation for military glory and territorial expansion as they looked expectantly at General Uehara.

General Uehara's face was dark. He ordered, "The generals and Nagata-kun stay. The rest of you, leave."

The field officers were stunned, but could only salute and depart. Once they were gone, General Uehara sat back in his chair and said unhappily, "The Cabinet has rejected the proposal to deploy troops."

"Why?" Lieutenant General Tachibana asked, puzzled.

General Uehara's tone and expression were filled with displeasure. "Prime Minister Hara Takashi says the national budget is exhausted. There is no money to expand the war."

Seeing the General's resentful expression, Lieutenant General Kawai confirmed once again that General Uehara, a hawk, had not changed his long-standing position. Lieutenant General Tachibana, having just stepped down as Kwantung Army Commander, asked, "Your Excellency, is there really no other way?"

No one spoke; the generals felt quite frustrated. Without military funding, the army could not fight. They either bowed their heads in thought or looked at one another. Just then, General Uehara called out, "Nagata!"

Lieutenant Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan, sitting at the very end, stood up and answered loudly, "Yes!"

Everyone's eyes fell on Nagata Tetsuzan. Lieutenant General Kawai had been He Rui's principal at the academy, and Nagata Tetsuzan was a student who had graduated from the Army War College before Kawai became principal. But Kawai knew that Nagata Tetsuzan's reputation in the Japanese military was by no means inferior to He Rui's.

Just this year, Nagata had submitted a comprehensive "Proposal for National Mobilization" to the Japanese Army authorities, which had received unanimous praise. Even General Ugaki Kazushige had praised Nagata, saying his work was more brilliant than General Ludendorff's theory of total war in Germany.

General Uehara did not speak, simply raising his head slightly to signal him. Nagata stood at attention and said loudly, "Your Excellency, this subordinate believes that if our army wishes to acquire land in the Far East, we will certainly face joint suppression from Britain and France. It would be a situation where the loss outweighs the gain. Furthermore, our army faces a severe threat: by 1926 at the latest, He Rui will launch a campaign to unify China. At that time, the Empire will inevitably come into conflict with He Rui. Therefore, this subordinate believes that even if we only wish to move against Russia, we need to apply pressure on He Rui. We must force He Rui to bow to the Empire."

Listening to Nagata Tetsuzan's explanation, the former Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Tachibana looked serious. "Nagata-kun, why do you say that?"

Nagata answered decisively, "Based on the data I have obtained and the simulations I have run, by early 1925 at the latest, He-kun will have the capacity to maintain a combat force of 500,000 men. No warlord within China will be able to resist He-kun's military power."

A look of satisfaction appeared on Lieutenant General Tachibana's face, but he immediately asked seriously, "Does Nagata-kun mean we should expand the scale of the war?"

This question was shared by the generals. Facing the Far East was troublesome enough; if they provoked He Rui in the Northeast as well, the Japanese Army would face a very thorny situation. Not to mention, the Cabinet would never agree to expand the war.

Nagata Tetsuzan showed no fear. His tone was firm. "He-kun is an outstanding soldier. I can determine that He-kun has already begun comprehensively formulating plans to fight our army, and specifically plans for a preemptive strike."

At this, even Lieutenant General Kawai felt Nagata's thinking was too radical. How could He Rui possibly fight the Japanese Army while simultaneously unifying China? He Rui's 500,000 troops would be completely insufficient for a two-front war.

Before anyone could ask a question, General Uehara stood up and ordered, "Nagata-kun, sit down." Then, the General looked down at the officers from his standing position. "I intend to go with the War Ministry to speak with Prime Minister Hara Takashi one more time. I need you gentlemen to formulate a military plan for operations against the Red Army."

Lieutenant General Kawai simply nodded, but his gaze lingered on Lieutenant Colonel Nagata. Although both had mentioned fighting He Rui, Nagata Tetsuzan's views had a completely different foundation from Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru's. Kawai only recognized Ushijima's loyalty to the Empire, but Nagata made Kawai feel he was credible. Moreover, Kawai was now the Kwantung Army Commander; if He Rui really could maintain 500,000 combat troops by 1924, Kawai might still be serving in the Kwantung Leased Territory at that time.

The meeting ended, and General Uehara strode out first. Lieutenant General Kawai walked up to Nagata Tetsuzan and ordered, "Nagata-kun, wait for me here a moment." With that, Kawai left the room.

When Lieutenant General Kawai returned to the conference room, he saw the empty room save for Nagata Tetsuzan standing by the window, smoking with the window pushed open. Walking up to him, Kawai lit a cigarette for himself before asking, "Nagata-kun, do you think He Rui wants to change the situation in the Far East?"

"Your Excellency, from the moment He-kun returned to Manchuria and Mongolia, he has already changed the situation in the Far East. Although the Great Japanese Empire remains the strongest nation in the region, He-kun does not fear the Empire. He is a man who would spare nothing for his motherland. Furthermore, the Great Japanese Empire will never sit idly by while He-kun unifies China. Even if He-kun remains on the defensive, the Empire will deploy troops. I believe He-kun has anticipated this level."

Even though he had been slightly 'rebutted' by Nagata, Lieutenant General Kawai did not feel it was abrupt. Nagata's demeanor was too relaxed; even when raising sharp issues, he remained elegant.

Kawai thought for a moment before continuing, "Nagata-kun, is He-kun our enemy at this current stage?"

Nagata answered decisively, "He-kun is an outstanding soldier and a patriot. He has been the Empire's enemy from the very beginning. War between the Great Japanese Empire and He-kun is unavoidable."

Kawai nodded slightly. But he didn't know if he was praising Nagata Tetsuzan or acknowledging He Rui's strength.

At this time, Chief of General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku and Army Minister General Tanaka Giichi were sitting together in a car. They were also discussing Nagata Tetsuzan. Although Uehara had been blunt with Nagata during the meeting, he now began to praise him.

Tanaka Giichi nodded, sighing, "Nagata-kun is the Empire's rising star. Although there are field officers who accept the view that Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline, most of them simply want to use this view for their own ends. Officers who truly understand it can be counted on one hand."

General Uehara became interested. "Tanaka-kun, who else do you think understands?"

Tanaka replied, "I believe among the field officers, Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji also understand."

"I heard Tōjō seems to be constantly promoting the view that Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline."

Hearing Uehara mention Tōjō Hideki, a look of disdain floated onto Tanaka Giichi's face. "Tōjō is the type who just parrots what others say; he knows the 'what' but not the 'why'. Such a man can be used, but not for anything important. If he were to become Army Minister, it would be a disaster for the Imperial Army."

Hearing this, General Uehara said with a straight face, "Then let's look forward to Tōjō-kun becoming Prime Minister. At least then the civilians would be the ones facing the disaster."

Although General Uehara looked unkind when he said this, the remark still made Tanaka laugh out loud, rocking back and forth. Finally suppressing his laughter, Tanaka wiped the corner of his eye. "I don't think Tōjō-kun has the ability to manage a cabinet."

General Uehara did not reply. If they wanted to get rid of the Cabinet, Uehara felt it would be better to lead the troops himself to resolve that bunch of incredibly arrogant civilians. That way, he could personally execute those damned civilian ministers.

Regardless of his inner thoughts, when General Uehara met Prime Minister Hara Takashi, he remained very polite. Hara was not surprised to hear the judgment that He Rui was becoming a threat to the Empire.

Looking at Hara's calm expression, General Tanaka asked, "Your Excellency, do you believe this judgment?"

Prime Minister Hara Takashi wanted to nod, but forcibly restrained himself. As the Prime Minister of the Great Japanese Empire, Hara naturally had to consider Japan's strategic situation holistically. With the help of his secretaries, Hara had run economic simulations and agreed with the idea that a war between China and Japan was inevitable. He Rui would certainly become a major trouble for the Empire.

However, he could not say this to the military men, and he had no interest in fabricating reasons on He Rui's behalf. Hara smiled. "Your Excellencies, currently almost half of the Empire's imported coal comes from the Northeast. Not just coal; twenty percent of our iron ore also comes from there. what reason do you propose for starting a war?"

If Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru had heard this, he would likely have excitedly declared, *'If we occupy Manchuria and Mongolia and import the coal and iron ourselves, we won't be exploited by He Rui.'*

However, Ushijima was not qualified to meet Prime Minister Hara Takashi, and the two generals who were qualified did not think that way. If they could simply seize mineral deposits wherever they found them, then the United States and Britain would undoubtedly be at the top of Japan's invasion list.

General Uehara said, "Your Excellency, He-kun will definitely become a great enemy of the Empire. One of the reasons Britain adopted the Continental Balance of Power policy was to prevent the emergence of a hegemony on the European continent. A major reason the Great Japanese Empire defeated the Qing was that the Qing had already been weakened by the European powers. If China falls into He-kun's hands, the balance of power between China and Japan will certainly revert to the pre-Meiji Restoration era, or even to the Ming Dynasty era."

Listening to General Uehara actually suggesting an invasion of the Northeast, Prime Minister Hara felt Uehara was simply mad. But facing these "Army blockheads" who only knew how to fight, Hara could only try to reason with them. "The Northeast is also a market for the Empire's goods. If we attack Manchuria and Mongolia, who will we sell our goods to?"

After saying this, Hara felt it might not be forceful enough, so he simply shared a piece of rather secret intelligence. "I have spoken with the zaibatsu investing in Northeast mining. They said that during the construction of the mines, He-kun dispatched engineering troops to participate. Those engineers inspected every mine shaft and made arrangements for how to completely blow them up. He-kun is a very decisive man. If matters reach an irrevocable point, he will never let the mines fall into anyone else's hands."

Generals Uehara and Tanaka were somewhat surprised to hear this intelligence; both couldn't help but be astonished by He Rui's ruthlessness. But surprise aside, neither of them actually planned to attack the Northeast. Before coming, Tanaka and Uehara had divided the labor. It was best to submit three proposals to the higher-ups. The first, naturally, was the most outrageous. The plan to attack the Northeast belonged to this category.

The second proposal would look the most conservative, completely lacking in enterprise. Lacking enough to be nauseating.

The third proposal was the one they actually recommended.

However, in the eyes of the two generals, the Hara Cabinet was a cabinet so lacking in enterprise it was nauseating. Not only did this cabinet show naked dissatisfaction with military spending, but their pacifist policies also sickened the Army Ministry and the General Staff.

Hara Takashi and his Finance Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, seemed to have completely forgotten that everything Japan currently possessed had been won by the Japanese military. They only thought of maintaining the current military strength while pouring the vast majority of resources into people's livelihoods, improving the treatment of commoners to buy support for their political party.

Reportedly, such economic policies also originated from He Rui. This made it even more disgusting.

So, the two generals simply didn't mention the extremely conservative proposal, because if they did, it was very likely that Hara would seize the opportunity to agree to it.

Suppressing their temper, the two generals explained how fleeting the opportunity to seize the Far East was. The Empire did not need all of Siberia. The Army believed that securing the few hundred thousand square kilometers of land centered on Vladivostok would suffice. The Great Japanese Empire did not need much.

Prime Minister Hara Takashi listened to the two generals with equal patience. When it came to impatience, Hara was no weaker than the two cabinet ministers.

These days, this plan had practically calloused the Prime Minister's ears. Everyone connected to the military was proposing it. Prime Minister Hara barely managed to listen to the end of this scheme, which was so familiar he could recite it backward, before saying as politely as possible, "The British will never agree. And Britain will certainly use every means to stop us."
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The meeting ended on a sour note.

Stepping out of the Prime Minister's office, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku stopped and looked back at the Cabinet building. War Minister Tanaka Giichi, observing the dark, predatory glint in Uehara's eyes, could not help but sigh inwardly.

Just then, the car arrived. Tanaka signaled for General Uehara to board. Once the vehicle was in motion, General Tanaka asked, "Uehara-kun, I heard Nagata-kun is being sent to Europe? Is that true?"

Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan's name, Uehara's anger subsided slightly. He replied coldly, "Nagata-kun applied to go to Europe. He wants to continue understanding Europe, to continue learning..."

"Oh?" Tanaka expressed a half-genuine surprise. "If Nagata-kun were sent to Vladivostok, perhaps he could achieve great results."

Uehara shook his head, ignoring the bait. "Tanaka-kun, would you join me in submitting a memorial to the Emperor?"

Tanaka shook his head slightly. Personally, he had no interest in occupying the Far East. It wasn't that he supported Prime Minister Hara Takashi, but rather that he believed such a policy offered no real return. Invading Russia was not the same as directly annexing Russian territory. Unless the Russian government signed a territorial treaty with Japan, the nations of the world would not recognize Japanese-controlled regions as belonging to Japan.

Although Tanaka did not support Hara's policy, he agreed with Hara's view that "Great Britain would never agree." If Britain did not provide support, the cost of Japan facing Russia alone would be completely disproportionate to the gains.

However, as a military man, Tanaka did not wish to come into direct conflict with Uehara Yusaku. So he sighed and said, "His Majesty the Emperor has completely accepted the views of Hara and his ilk. Our submission would only provoke His Majesty's holy wrath. It would help nothing."

The dark, dangerous light flashed in Uehara's eyes again. The Chief of Staff felt the urge to wash the Cabinet in blood.

But General Uehara quickly pulled himself out of such emotions. *Tenchu*—Heaven's punishment on traitors—was not something to be rushed. If Hara were suddenly "punished by Heaven" now, it would instead provoke the wrath of the Taishō Emperor, who had been bewitched by politicians like Hara. The next one to take the stage would likely be another politician with the same ideas.

Looking at Tanaka beside him, General Uehara laughed. "Speaking of Nagata-kun earlier, he believes He Rui has been an enemy of the Empire of Japan from the very beginning. By 1925 at the latest, He Rui will be at war with the Empire."

Tanaka Giichi was not one to be swayed easily. He smiled. "If Nagata-kun truly said that, then he truly understands the meaning of the Manchuria-Mongolia lifeline."

Uehara had no interest in listening to Tanaka fire blanks. Seeing that Tanaka was about to launch into a grand theory, he cut straight to the point. "Tanaka-kun, as the Minister of War, do you truly not wish to expand the Empire's frontiers? The Empire's strength is currently at its peak since the Meiji Restoration. The European Great Powers have been weakened by the war. This is the Empire of Japan's opportunity!"

Tanaka had not expected Uehara to be so direct and was momentarily at a loss for words. There were countless men like Uehara in the army; their understanding of the world remained stuck in the era of the First Sino-Japanese War, believing that acquiring land and reparations through military victory was the only correct path.

For Tanaka, the "Manchuria-Mongolia lifeline" centered on the "lifeline," not "Manchuria-Mongolia." Manchuria and Mongolia were mentioned only because, compared to other options, they were the easiest targets to secure. If Japan's national destiny shifted and a better option appeared, Tanaka would not hesitate to propose a different lifeline.

In this regard, Uehara was truly inferior to Nagata Tetsuzan. Nagata won the praise of the army elders because he proposed schemes for *how* to strengthen Japan.

At this level, those who understood, understood; those who didn't, never would. Tanaka remained silent for a long while before suddenly speaking. "We've arrived at the Ministry of War. Uehara-kun, I will get off first. Farewell."

As soon as he spoke, the car stopped at the Ministry's entrance. The door opened, and Tanaka stepped out. He bowed politely to Uehara inside the car, turned, and walked through the gates.

Watching Tanaka's back disappear, Uehara felt a turmoil of emotions. Even within the military, there were not many who supported action against Russia, a fact that infuriated him.

The car started up again quickly. Uehara had made up his mind. Since this group refused to act, he would have to fight for the Empire of Japan alone.

Upon returning to the General Staff Headquarters, a staff officer rushed over with a document. Without even waiting for Uehara, the officer spoke, his voice trembling with excitement, "Excellency, the White Russians... the White Russian Provisional Government has been defeated by Soviet Russia. They are requesting our aid."

Uehara's eyes widened. He had been expecting this, but he hadn't thought it would happen today.

Opening the file, the attached telegram draft confirmed the officer's words. Uehara was overjoyed and immediately ordered, "Meeting!"

The members of the General Staff assembled rapidly. Upon learning that the opportunity for full-scale intervention in the Russian Civil War had arrived, their reaction mirrored General Uehara's exactly. Ushijima Mitsuru, in particular, shouted with an excitement that bordered on a loss of composure, "Excellency, let's do it!"

Now that the opportunity was here, General Uehara actually became calm, refusing to be influenced by a junior officer like Ushijima.

"Prepare operational plans immediately," Uehara ordered.

As his subordinates sprang into action, Uehara began to consider how to achieve his goal in one stroke. The Imperial Japanese Army General Staff was the command authority; operations were formulated by the General Staff and submitted to the Emperor. If the Emperor approved, the operational plan would be issued as an imperial decree to the Ministry of War, and the War Minister would be responsible for execution.

This was why Uehara had been forced to drag Tanaka along to persuade Prime Minister Hara. The current Emperor, Taishō, was deeply influenced by party politics in his policy-making; it was no longer the era of Emperor Meiji, where the monarch and the military were united in heart and mind.

If the Emperor rejected Uehara's plan, it naturally could not be implemented. And it was the Ministry of War, not the General Staff, that commanded the front lines. The General Staff had no power to bypass the Ministry and command troops directly.

Given Tanaka Giichi's behavior, the old fox likely believed the Emperor would not agree to a plan for formal war with Russia, hence his vacillation.

How could the Emperor be persuaded?

After some thought, Uehara suddenly hit upon a method. He called for his trusted aide, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, and whispered a few instructions.

***

That evening, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda of the General Staff walked into a restaurant. Amid the owner's warm "Welcome," Ikeda entered. Sitting in a corner, he looked around and saw that, even at dinner time, there were very few customers. Seeing this situation, Ikeda felt a pang of sadness.

Since the end of the war, the Japanese economy had been hit hard, and the market was deteriorating day by day. Not to mention comparing it to the wartime period over a year ago, even compared to six months ago, the number of customers was far lower.

As he was thinking, the entrance curtain lifted, and two people walked in. The owner quickly stepped forward to bow and welcome them.

Ikeda saw the leader was wearing a western suit—it was his classmate Iguchi, who worked at the *Asahi Shimbun*. He stood up. Immediately, Ikeda froze. Behind Iguchi followed a young woman.

She wore a British Victorian-style light grey coat and a newsboy cap favored by reporters. Her attire was clean and sharp, her round face very cute, yet she exuded the air of a scholar. For Ikeda to be assigned to the General Staff meant he was an elite graduate of the Army War College; he had seen many people. Yet at a glance, he could not figure out this young woman's background.

Iguchi walked up to Ikeda, and the two shook hands directly. Iguchi then introduced, "Ikeda-kun, this is the newcomer the paper assigned me to mentor, Miss Morita. Morita, this is my elementary school classmate, Ikeda."

Facing Miss Morita's polite and warm greeting, Ikeda hurriedly returned the bow. The three sat down. It was Ikeda's first time facing a career woman, and he was momentarily unadjusted. Reporter Iguchi, seeing Ikeda's reaction, laughed. "Ikeda, don't underestimate Miss Morita. She is a graduate of Tohoku Imperial University—a genuine female university student. If it weren't to see you, I wouldn't have asked Morita to come out this late. Speak, what's the big news?"

Hearing that the person opposite him was a female university student, Ikeda was shocked. Having served in the military for many years, Ikeda had seen dozens of generals, and had met Marshals and even Imperial Princes more than once. Even His Majesty the Emperor, Ikeda had seen from a relatively close distance at a conference.

However, a living, breathing Japanese female university student was something Ikeda was seeing for the first time in his life. It made him bow his head to Reporter Morita again.

Morita Mitsuko, seeing Ikeda's demeanor, smiled faintly and said, "Iguchi-kun, perhaps I should go for a walk outside?"

Iguchi knew exactly why the editor-in-chief of *Asahi Shimbun* had sent Morita Mitsuko to follow him, so naturally, he did not agree. As long as Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda did not explicitly state he wanted to pass news privately, Morita Mitsuko had to be there watching. For a reporter, social experience was a crucial accumulation.

Ikeda had absolutely no thought of asking the female reporter to leave. He was simply suppressing himself, trying not to stare at Miss Morita. Female university students had powerful families behind them; being impolite could have consequences Ikeda might not be able to bear.

By this time, the restaurant owner had served two side dishes and a pot of sake. Miss Morita arranged the sake cups, picked up the pot, and poured for the three of them.

This elegance and thoughtfulness gave Ikeda a very good impression. He raised his cup and said to Miss Morita, "A pleasure to meet you."

Morita revealed a polite, sweet smile. When Iguchi raised his cup, she did the same. After the three clinked cups, Morita held her slightly loose left sleeve with her right hand, said "A pleasure," and drained the cup in one go.

Seeing such an elegant yet bold manner, Ikeda felt that what had been a dull affair was becoming interesting.

The three ate and chatted. A while later, hearing Ikeda recount recent events, Reporter Iguchi frowned. "Is the request for troops from the White Russian Provisional Government confirmed?"

Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda really didn't want to answer such a stupid question. Moreover, Miss Morita was refilling his empty cup again. The faint scent of perfume from Miss Morita made Ikeda feel unable to focus. To cover his lapse, he drained the cup again.

As soon as he put it down, Iguchi laughed. "Even if you want to get drunk, make the matter clear first."

Riding the alcohol, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda sighed deeply. "The Empire's opportunity is right before our eyes, but judging by the government's intent, they actually want to let it slip away."

Reporter Iguchi knew, of course, that his old classmate's purpose in coming was not to catch up, but to use the *Asahi Shimbun* channel to leak this news. But this matter was indeed beyond Iguchi's authority; he dared not give his classmate any promises. Especially since the *Asahi Shimbun* editorial department had published quite a few articles on the Far East situation. Since the president of the paper had been called in for a meal by the higher-ups, the tendency was toward even greater caution.

Seeing Iguchi remain silent, Ikeda's dissatisfaction flared. He asked, "Iguchi-kun, do you not think this is an opportunity?"

Iguchi remained silent, simply taking a sip from his cup. Expanding territory was certainly an opportunity, but after being a reporter for so long, Iguchi's view of the world was very different from when he was young. He could no longer simply disregard everything for some possibility. Furthermore, the lesson of the Russo-Japanese War was not far behind. The Japanese Army had taken the impregnable Port Arthur fortress, and the Navy had annihilated almost all of Russia's capital ships with minimal losses.

From the perspective of victory alone, it was indeed an unprecedented triumph for Japan. Politically and economically, Japan had gained Britain's respect and signed the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

However, the Katsura government, which had achieved such success, collapsed amidst the spitting curses of the entire Japanese populace. The Japanese people were certainly happy with the victory, but they absolutely could not accept that the war ended without obtaining any reparations.

Now the White Russian Provisional Government was asking for help. Based on the intelligence Iguchi had, the White Russian government could give Japan very little. Its leader was Admiral Kolchak, who had fought in the previous Russo-Japanese War. He would never cede land to Japan, and most of the gold the White Russian government carried had been used to buy arms and supplies from Northeast China.

If Japan sent troops this time, even if they won a great victory, they could not obtain territorial cessions or reparations. The current Hara Cabinet would never make such a choice.

Iguchi made his judgment while sipping his sake slowly. Seeing Iguchi's reaction, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda felt he had found the wrong person. If it were a reporter bent on scooping news, they would be asking for details immediately.

Since Iguchi didn't react, Ikeda looked at the female reporter, Morita. Perhaps it was the alcohol, combined with his inner frustration, but Ikeda posed the question to her. "Miss Morita, do you support sending troops?"

Miss Morita displayed that polite, sweet smile again. "If I could interview the General Staff when the troops are sent, that would be wonderful."

Ikeda was delighted by these words. Feeling even more contempt for his old classmate Iguchi, he turned back and asked, "Well, Iguchi, can you report it?"

Iguchi still dared not agree. He was also somewhat impressed by his colleague Morita Mitsuko's answer. It was a classic evasion; Morita Mitsuko's response was a perfect model. His classmate Ikeda seemed not to notice at all that Morita Mitsuko hadn't answered the question but had used a very clever verbal trick to make him think she supported the war.

Morita Mitsuko could do this, but Iguchi could not. Finally, Iguchi steeled his heart. It was indeed big news, and the kind the Japanese public loved most. If he offended his old classmate, his opportunities to get information in the future would be much fewer. Iguchi grit his teeth and replied, "Please wait and watch the papers in the coming days, Ikeda-kun."

Finally receiving a clear answer from Iguchi, Ikeda was relieved. Raising his glass, he said, "May the Imperial Japanese Army be victorious in every battle."

They chatted for a while longer until Iguchi said, "It's getting late. I need to escort Morita home."

Ikeda somehow found the courage to say, "If it's alright, I'll join the escort."

Iguchi smiled bitterly and looked at Morita.

Joining the escort squad, Ikeda became more and more surprised as they walked. The direction Morita Mitsuko was heading was the old downtown of Tokyo, not the wealthy district. Arriving at her door, Ikeda looked at the very ordinary small courtyard with puzzlement. This kind of old courtyard was too far removed from Morita's status as a university student. A university student might emerge from such a place, but absolutely not a *female* university student.

After Mitsuko went inside, Ikeda finally asked, "Iguchi, whose relative is this Miss Mitsuko?"

Iguchi hesitated, but having been pestered by the curious Ikeda all the way back, he finally answered, "Go check at the General Staff. There's definitely a file on Miss Morita. As for who that person is, I really can't say."

Ikeda nodded and committed this to memory.

When he woke up the next day, Ikeda had forgotten about it. After breakfast, he hurried to the General Staff and picked up the *Asahi Shimbun*, only to find no news about the White Russian Provisional Government. This disappointed Ikeda greatly.

By late morning, arriving at his office, Ikeda checked the latest edition again. Finally, he found the news in an inconspicuous spot on the first page. However, the placement was quite different from the massive coverage Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda had expected.

Looking at this inconspicuous spot, Ikeda suddenly remembered the news about the female reporter, Morita. Unable to restrain himself, he actually ran to the archives and asked the person in charge to help look for a file on a young woman named Morita.

The officer in charge listened to the details and asked for confirmation with a confused look. Ikeda replied, "That's right, a girl about twenty years old."

The officer looked carefully at the official request Ikeda had brought, then went into the archives without a word. Ikeda thought the search would take a long time, but less than five minutes later, the officer walked out, holding a file.

Ikeda took the file with great suspicion. Flipping to the first page, he was dumbfounded.

The very first entry in the file stated clearly: "Sworn Brother: He Rui."

As a graduate of the Army War College and a staff officer at the General Staff, Ikeda knew exactly *which* He Rui this was.

Ikeda had never imagined that the female reporter Morita's backer was actually the Chinese warlord He Rui.
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Takahashi Korekiyo took the business card handed over by his secretary and looked at the name 'Fukada Mitsuko', then at the title: *Asahi Shimbun* Reporter. Minister Takahashi was momentarily puzzled as to when the *Asahi Shimbun* had started recruiting female reporters. At least judging by the name, Fukada Mitsuko was a woman.

Before Takahashi could think much more, the secretary said, "Excellency, it was you who wrote the recommendation letter for this Miss Fukada, recommending her to take the entrance exam for Tohoku Imperial University."

Even though Takahashi was busy with work every day, he still had an impression of this event from three years ago. Takahashi sighed, "Has it been three years already?"

The secretary did not say anything this time. He knew very well that Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo was not asking anyone; the remark was merely a lament over the passage of time.

Sure enough, Takahashi continued to ask, "What did the *Asahi Shimbun* send her here for?"

"I heard from Miss Fukada that the *Asahi Shimbun* wanted to interview Prime Minister Hara, but was refused by His Excellency. So Miss Fukada wanted to come and ask for your assistance."

Takahashi thought for a moment, then ordered, "I happen to be going out, so please ask Miss Fukada to join me in the car."

Fukada Mitsuko left Takahashi with the impression of being 'very polite'. That is to say, aside from the customary greetings, Fukada Mitsuko only explained that she had been assigned to interview Prime Minister Hara, and did not take the initiative to say another word after that.

Takahashi Korekiyo also did not mention the interview at all, simply inquiring about Fukada Mitsuko's studies at Tohoku Imperial University. Hearing that Fukada Mitsuko had graduated with straight As, he praised, "Miss Fukada has not failed Professor Taira Toyomori's expectations."

Fukada Mitsuko replied, "Receiving such grace from Your Excellency and Professor Taira, other than my grades, there is nothing that can prove my gratitude."

Takahashi's evaluation of Fukada Mitsuko rose even higher. With a faint smile, Takahashi spoke no more. The interior of the car fell into silence for the time being. It was not until the car stopped outside the Prime Minister's official residence that Takahashi asked Fukada Mitsuko to remain in the car first, while he got out and went straight to Prime Minister Hara Takashi's office.

Seeing Takahashi enter, Hara Takashi stood up. Takahashi smiled and said, "Excellency, I have had an audience with His Majesty. His Majesty does not support a full-scale war."

"That is wonderful!" Hara breathed a long sigh of relief, but a moment later, his expression turned worried again. He asked, "Is His Majesty's health stable?"

At this, even Takahashi Korekiyo could not help but show a look of regret. The current Emperor of Japan, Taishō, was seen as a wise ruler by both Hara and Takahashi. He possessed very clear judgment regarding Japan's political development, especially with his clear recognition of Japan's movement directly toward party politics.

However, this inevitably offended the old Japanese forces of military background. Therefore, open and secret attacks regarding Emperor Taishō having mental illness had never ceased.

Even so, Emperor Taishō did not retreat because of this. He continued to strive to stabilize the direction of Japan's political development and push Japanese society toward a more open direction. The fact that the Hara cabinet could come to power was the result of this progress.

But the greater the progress, the greater the resistance. The attacks on Taishō had now reached an unscrupulous level. Yamagata Aritomo had publicly stated that Emperor Taishō had suffered from meningitis as a child and had not fully recovered, and now had mental illness.

How would the Japanese citizens have the opportunity to contact the Emperor? At the very least, Hara and Takahashi were quite angry at such claims. Yamagata Aritomo and his ilk were already trying hard to get close to the princes and trying every means to influence the young royals. If Taishō were driven from power, the next Emperor would very likely be a monarch who shared the same mindset as the military men.

Although his heart was heavy, Takahashi still replied, "His Majesty is in good health. Would Your Excellency be willing to accept an interview with the *Asahi Shimbun*?"

Hara hesitated for a moment before asking, "Is that reporter reliable? How is their ability?"

Takahashi Korekiyo then recounted Fukada Mitsuko's background to Hara. Hearing that the interviewing reporter was a woman and had a deep relationship with He Rui, Hara remained interested even while facing immense pressure at this time. "Then please invite this Miss Fukada in."

Waiting for the secretary to go and bring the person in, Hara sighed, "Excellency Takahashi, Japan has not easily achieved today's state of enlightenment; I will absolutely not allow the era to turn back!"

Takahashi Korekiyo only nodded slightly and did not speak. Because there was nothing to say. If he were not like-minded with Hara, there would have been absolutely no need for Takahashi to have gone to the lengths he had. Takahashi was working for a shared ideal, not working for Hara.

Soon, Fukada Mitsuko was led into the Prime Minister's office. It could be seen that Fukada Mitsuko was somewhat nervous. But this did not make her lose her composure. Seeing Fukada Mitsuko's graceful and natural demeanor, Prime Minister Hara, who had been a reporter for many years, could not help but feel joy in his heart. *This* was what Japan's future ought to look like; Hara hoped that more Japanese women could become like Fukada Mitsuko.

Upon learning that she was permitted to interview Prime Minister Hara, Fukada Mitsuko was stunned for a moment. She immediately asked, "Excellency, could you please allow me to go out and prepare for a few minutes?"

Hearing this, Hara could not help but recall his own feelings when he first interviewed a big shot. That excitement, unease, and the mixture of expectation for his own success and fear of failing the interview—it had taken Hara a great deal of effort to calm himself back then.

Since Fukada Mitsuko had made the request so sincerely, Hara agreed. It was a good opportunity to discuss some small matters with Takahashi Korekiyo. After Fukada Mitsuko was led out by the secretary, Hara asked, "The workers at Kawasaki Shipyard have already won the eight-hour workday. How many people within the Seiyūkai want to implement the eight-hour workday across Japan?"

Takahashi Korekiyo's expression grew solemn. "Only a minority want to legislate it; the majority do not wish to see it."

Hearing that the eight-hour workday had not become a policy-making issue within the Seiyūkai, Japan's current 'ruling party', Hara relaxed. The nationwide Rice Riots in Japan had led to the collapse of the Terauchi cabinet, allowing the Hara cabinet to take the stage.

Hara knew the intense emotions of the Japanese populace, and also knew the desire of the opposing dignitaries and capitalists to suppress them with all their might. As Prime Minister, Hara absolutely could not let the situation deteriorate. Otherwise, the Hara cabinet would collapse directly. To quiet the populace while also making the dignitaries and capitalists make certain concessions—to achieve such a result, Hara had already exhausted his mental efforts. There absolutely could not be a new flashpoint now.

Just as they finished this topic, a knock sounded at the door, and the secretary led Fukada Mitsuko in. Although Takahashi could have left, he stayed, sitting to the side to watch this interview.

Fukada Mitsuko posed the first question: "Excellency, will the government use all means to support the White Russian Provisional Government?"

Hara shook his head. "The Japanese government is paying close attention to the Russian Civil War, but we will not let the Japanese military and citizens risk intervening in the Russian Civil War for the sake of Russia."

"Excellency, do you believe that the overthrown Tsarist government and the current Soviet Russian government, when the situation is unfavorable, will differ in their attitudes when ending a war?"

Hearing this question, Hara felt that it sounded tricky, yet was actually a softball question.

Looking at Fukada Mitsuko, he saw that this young girl had a somewhat petite figure and a sweet, round face. She looked very cute.

When Hara was a reporter, he was at the *Mainichi Shimbun* and did not have a deep understanding of the *Asahi Shimbun*. So Hara could not be sure if this question was thought up by Fukada Mitsuko herself or set by the *Asahi Shimbun*.

Thinking of the female reporter Fukada Mitsuko's academic background, Hara decided to gamble. The General Staff Office had already started using newspapers to stir up the emotions of the Japanese citizens; if he wanted to counterattack, Hara also had to utilize the propaganda power of the newspapers.

So Hara replied, "From the intelligence we have obtained so far, the Bolshevik government is an extremely radical Russian political organization. And the Russian domestic populace has already fallen into radical emotions. Under such emotions, it is impossible for Russia to make a decision to cede territory and pay indemnities."

"Excellency, in the latter stages of the Russo-Japanese War, it was heard that Russia was transporting troops to the Far East. Meanwhile, Japan's economy at the time was being maintained by loans. Was such information accurate?"

Hearing this question, Hara understood. The *Asahi Shimbun* was prepared to stand on the anti-war side this time, which meant standing on Hara's side. Since that was the case, Hara analyzed the comparison of strength between the two sides behind the Russo-Japanese War. And coordinating with Fukada Mitsuko's questions, he continued to expound that if war broke out with the Bolshevik government of Soviet Russia now, the result would be no different from the Russo-Japanese War.

Russia could afford to drag it out, whereas if Japan could not achieve a decisive victory in the short term, the country would be crushed by massive military expenditures.

More importantly, even if war broke out with Soviet Russia and the Japanese army advanced continuously in the Far East, achieving some military victories, they could not hit Russia's core heartland in Europe. Soviet Russia could continue to fight the Japanese army indefinitely.

The result of the Russo-Japanese War proved that as long as a vast major power continued to fight, its costs would be much lower than that of Japan, hanging alone overseas, sending troops to the continent.

Finally, the interview was completed. Fukada Mitsuko closed her notebook and asked, "Does Your Excellency have anything else to add?"

Hara was in a much better mood by now and smiled, "When can Miss Fukada write up the interview article?"

Fukada Mitsuko did not have confidence that her news piece would quickly pass the editor-in-chief's review, so she replied, "I will bring the first draft the day after tomorrow. Please have someone review it, Your Excellency."

For Hara, who had been a reporter for several years, reviewing and editing drafts was once a daily meal. He encouraged her, "I will be waiting to see Miss Fukada's masterpiece."

After the secretary saw Fukada Mitsuko out, Takahashi sighed, "I didn't expect a young girl to have such insight. The people at the General Staff are inferior even to such a girl."

Hara was also speechless, yet helpless.

The Japanese populace's attitude toward war was very simple: as long as they could win the battle and make the defeated country cede territory and pay indemnities, allowing the people to catch their breath, the Japanese populace supported the war. If the result of the war could not achieve this goal, the Japanese populace would vent all their anger on the Prime Minister.

If this was the mood of the Japanese people during the Russo-Japanese War over a decade ago, the situation Hara faced now was even more difficult. The resistance of the Japanese people was becoming increasingly intense. Because the small parties had to rely on the radicals, in order to cater to the dissatisfaction of the people, the political slogan of 'Universal Suffrage' had been shouted by the small parties for several years.

Hara said helplessly, "Actually, the future development of democracy is a terrifying thing. regarding this, I share the same worries as the bureaucratic forces. The difference lies in the fact that the bureaucratic forces want to block this trend, whereas I want to prevent this trend from developing too fast, channeling it so that it does not cause great chaos. The Qing Dynasty collapsed under excessively radical reforms."

Takahashi Korekiyo expressed agreement. However, what Takahashi thought of in his heart was He Rui. He Rui had cut through the knot of landlords and gentry in the Northeast with a sharp knife, resolving the mess, and immediately pushed through extremely radical policies. The Bolshevik government had seized national power in Russia within an extremely short time. The situations on both sides were quite good. Takahashi felt that whether a policy was radical or not did not have as much influence as imagined. The key lay in whether power was unified.

It was said that the Bolshevik leader, Lenin, held the leading power of the Bolshevik party. As for He Rui, more evidence proved that He Rui held absolute leadership status within the Northeast Government.

Yet Hara, this Prime Minister, had to maneuver among various forces. Not only could he not command other forces, but he also had to negotiate with them to coordinate relationships.

Two days later, Hara received the interview news. Just as Hara had hoped, this exclusive interview was very well-written. More importantly, it was an easily understandable news draft. By comparing it with the Russo-Japanese War, the interview clearly wrote out the huge losses the Russo-Japanese War brought to Japan and the reasons behind them, so that even ordinary people could understand.

The entire article did not lack praise for the victory of the war, not being annoying in the slightest. Similarly, the price the Japanese people had to pay was also described vividly. After all, the Japanese who had experienced the era of the Russo-Japanese War were mostly still alive.

After the Russo-Japanese War, Japan owed huge foreign debts. It was not until the Great War in Europe two years ago that they paid them off due to the sudden explosion of exports.

Reading it once more, Hara felt that the article's sense of propriety was grasped extremely well; no problems could be found in the writing style or content. Thinking of the reaction of those people at the General Staff after seeing this article, Hara only felt some anticipation.

Just as Hara expected, after General Uehara Yūsaku, Chief of the General Staff, finished reading the article in the *Asahi Shimbun*, he was so angry that he directly called Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, who was responsible for leaking information to the *Asahi Shimbun*, and scolded him directly: "Ikeda, is this how you contact the *Asahi Shimbun*?!"

Ikeda endured General Uehara Yūsaku's scolding and did not particularly care. As a major newspaper in Japan, the General Staff really had no way to order the *Asahi Shimbun* to be submissive. After General Uehara finished scolding, Ikeda asked for the newspaper. After reading it and seeing the pen name 'Fukada Rui' written in the author column, he felt he probably knew who the author was.

Originally, Uehara Yūsaku's anger had not yet subsided, but hearing that the author was actually a female reporter with a deep relationship with He Rui, his other thoughts were immediately put aside. Uehara knew that He Rui was favored by Takahashi Korekiyo, and could not help but think that Takahashi had suspicions of colluding with foreign countries.

A few days later, He Rui, who was considered to be colluding with Takahashi Korekiyo, received a piece of intelligence: Japanese Chief of General Staff Uehara Yūsaku had submitted a request to Emperor Taishō to go to war with Soviet Russia during an audience, and was directly refused by the Emperor. This left Uehara in a very awkward position.

He Rui put down the urgent intelligence delivered to him and continued to assign work to Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Department. "If the Bolshevik side sends someone to contact us and asks if the Soviet Red Army can pass through our territory, you tell the Soviet Red Army representative to contact the comrades responsible for foreign affairs in the Northeast Army."

"We are going to let Soviet Russia pass through?" Director Zhou was greatly shocked by this news.

He Rui shook his head. "We absolutely cannot allow any foreign army to pass through China's borders. This concerns national dignity and is a matter on which we absolutely cannot back down."

Hearing He Rui answer this way, Director Zhou finally relaxed. Then he heard He Rui say, "Therefore, regarding this matter, if the other party does not raise such a request, we must not raise it either. And Director Zhou must pay attention: you cannot converse with the representative of the Russian Red Army. This is not a matter of whether you can talk or not, but concerns the principle of diplomatic reciprocity."

Director Zhou did not quite understand. But since He Rui spoke this way, he could only obey orders. Then he heard He Rui continue, "Director Zhou, from now on, we must be particular about diplomatic reciprocity. This is not about personal face, but if we don't do this, we will be considered unprofessional."

Hearing the word 'unprofessional', Director Zhou immediately replied with a hundredfold spirit, "Yes!"

In the Civilization Party's current definitions, the most serious offense was 'unserious'. This referred to issues of cognition and attitude.

And while 'unprofessional' referred to issues at the execution level, it was a very severe criticism within the execution level.

With the matter discussed, Director Zhou, facing He Rui who was dressed in ordinary clothes convenient for going down to the fields, knew that the Chairman was going to the countryside for inspection. Director Zhou said, "Please rest assured, Chairman. I will do as the Chairman requested. Once there is anything I don't understand, I will also contact the Chairman."

He Rui shook his head. "Don't consider contacting me first. Hold party meetings, hold departmental meetings. Three cobblers equal a Zhuge Liang; as long as the direction is correct, there is strength in numbers."

Hearing He Rui speak amusingly, and thinking of the situations where everyone spoke at once during meetings, Director Zhou could not help but ask jokingly, "Chairman, if the direction is correct, there is strength in numbers. What if the direction is incorrect? Will we fall apart?"

Unlike what Director Zhou thought, He Rui's expression was solemn, and his tone was also solemn. "If the direction is correct, there is strength in numbers. If the direction is incorrect, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary one becomes."

The word 'reactionary' was an even more serious matter within the Civilization Party. Unserious and unprofessional referred to internal problems, while reactionary referred to contradictions between the enemy and us. That was a matter of determining victory or defeat, or even life and death.

Just then, someone came in from outside. It was a staff member from the telegraph room. "Chairman, we received a telegram. General Kolchak wishes to request an audience with the Chairman. I wonder if the Chairman has time?"
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Even without He Rui answering, Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Office already looked displeased. He glanced at He Rui, and seeing the rather dismissive expression on He Rui's face, he asked, "Did Kolchak really ask if we have time over here?"

Hearing Director Zhou raise such a reasonable question, He Rui simply took the telegram, then called the telegraph office and instructed them to send foreign telegrams to the Foreign Affairs Office first in the future.

After that, He Rui made a call to the Military Commission, ordering them to strengthen border defenses. Only then did he head out for his grassroots inspection. It was now September, and He Rui's inspection began in Siping, Jilin Province. As the city with the highest level of industrialization in the entire Northeast, Siping's scale had probably reached its limit. The urban population had reached one million.

Getting off the train here, He Rui didn't stay but headed straight for a town called Majiaji. In all the reports He Rui had seen, Majiaji was one of the very few towns still carrying out water conservancy construction right before the grain harvest. He Rui didn't know why they were doing this. Precisely because of this, He Rui really wanted to come and see.

Since there was no notification, the cadres of Majiaji didn't know He Rui had come; they had only heard that a chaotic inspector had been sent from above.

Coming to welcome He Rui was a simple and honest middle-aged man surnamed Ma. Officer Ma was very sincere and didn't speak much. He seemed a bit cramped when meeting He Rui and the others. When He Rui asked about the specific work in the town, Officer Ma's answers were equally cramped. According to Officer Ma's account, He Rui went to inspect it personally the next day. From a distance, he saw many colorful large flags planted on the high ground of the construction site, and the masses were divided into several teams, working around the different colored flags.

It was obvious that the town relied on flags to guide the grouping of work.

When He Rui reached the high ground, people came hurrying over. These few people were wearing clothes covered in mud, and the red scarves around their necks revealed their identity. They should be the town's leading cadres.

Sure enough, when the leader saw He Rui, he shouted in surprise, "Chairman He, why have you come?"

In the report, it was stated that this cadre was named Ma Dayou. He Rui felt that Ma Dayou should have participated in training and seen him. But He Rui had given lectures to thousands of cadres and had no impression of this one. So he asked, "Comrade Ma Dayou, which training session were you in?"

Hearing He Rui say this, Mayor Ma Dayou answered happily, "Reporting to the Chairman, I am a cadre from the third session, and I also participated in the sixth session of training."

He Rui nodded and continued walking towards the high ground. Ma Dayou and other cadres followed He Rui. Ma Dayou tentatively asked, "Does the Chairman have any comments on our work?"

"I heard you started work before the harvest, I just came to see what was going on," He Rui replied.

Ma Dayou looked puzzled. "Chairman, didn't the Mayor tell you?"

He Rui shook his head. "I just came to look. I didn't see the Mayor after arriving in Siping."

Ma Dayou hurriedly explained, "Chairman, the river in our town has very little water. After consulting with the water conservancy cadres, they said this place isn't suitable for building ponds and that it would be best if we could connect to water from other reservoirs. The city said they wanted to organize collective training, so I submitted a report to the city saying that instead of collective training, it would be better to dig a water channel here."

Only then did He Rui understand what was happening. Local collective training was a requirement of the Military Commission. The purpose was to prepare for drawing personnel during wartime. Although the troops would train new recruits, daily organizational discipline was still completed through training carried out at the grassroots level. Just like how students in every school have to run exercises every day during the school term.

Knowing the reason for Mayor Ma Dayou's unusual action, He Rui didn't evaluate the matter but stood on the high ground looking at the project. Just as Mayor Ma Dayou said, the masses of the town were building a water conveyance channel connecting to the Banshan Reservoir. After watching for a while, He Rui asked about preparations for the autumn harvest.

Ma Dayou hurriedly explained, "Chairman He, all the sickles and farm tools are ready. I've checked every single household."

He Rui nodded slightly. In the training received by village and town mayors, only a few courses were about political and ideological work. Most of the learning content was about how to engage in production more effectively and how to organize the masses for production.

After so much training and accumulated experience, the village head checking production preparations door-to-door was one of the simplest and most effective methods. After checking the autumn harvest preparations, when the harvest began, the village and town heads would personally take the lead in starting the reaping.

If the villagers were left to arrange production themselves after the land distribution, someone would definitely mess it up. Only with such a degree of organization could it be ensured that many things would not go awry.

After inspecting Majiaji, He Rui stayed in Majiaji that day, preparing to see the next day if the specific work was as Mayor Ma Dayou had said.

As for the specific content of the work, it was originally a tutorial written by comrades within the party based on actual work. It was taught to these cadres during school training. He Rui didn't need to ask at all to know what the village and town heads were going to do.

Early the next morning, He Rui was woken up by his secretary, who looked nervous. "Chairman, there has been some conflict with the White Russians on our border."

He Rui asked, "Through what channel was the news sent?"

The secretary hurriedly answered, "Chairman, it was sent via the telegraph line."

"Oh..." He Rui felt very satisfied. The current technical level was far inferior to the 21st century, and naturally, it was impossible to have telephone and network access in every village. However, He Rui still tried his best to connect telegraph lines between counties and towns. At this time, border information being transmitted directly via telegraph lines was indeed much more convenient.

Although he learned that a conflict had broken out on the border, He Rui's itinerary remained unchanged. In the Northeast Government and within the Civilization Party, He Rui was indeed in a leadership position. But this did not mean that all matters had to be decided by He Rui. Establishing various party schools, military academies, and cadre training schools was for the purpose of enabling party members, the army, and cadres to possess the ability to solve problems.

Going with Ma Dayou to see the farm tool preparation area first, he saw that the farm tools in the warehouse were arranged very neatly, and the various records of borrowing and the hand tags for borrowing were prepared very completely.

On the way to the farmers' homes, the sound of children reading aloud came from a place. He Rui stopped and pointed there. "Is that a school?"

Ma Dayou hurriedly answered, "Yes. The kindergarten has also started classes. Does the Chairman want to see?"

He Rui decided to go to the kindergarten first. As soon as he entered the door, he heard children crying loudly. Walking in, he saw a comrade who looked very fierce leading some old men and middle-aged women in looking after a group of little cuties.

Not all the little cuties were crying; some were just crying along instinctively because others were crying. After crying a few times, the little cuties stopped.

Seeing the Mayor come in, the comrade with the fierce appearance hurriedly came up to welcome him. Seeing He Rui, the comrade with the fierce appearance shouted in surprise, "Chairman He!"

He Rui felt this comrade looked a bit familiar. Thinking carefully, he remembered. "Is it Comrade Ma Wenliang?"

Ma Wenliang was overjoyed and hurriedly came up to salute. "Chairman, I took the toddler training course!"

He Rui nodded. "That's right, I lectured on child psychology in that course. I still remember you."

After exchanging a few words, it was confirmed that Ma Wenliang was the town's kindergarten director. The kindergarten director had been to the city to receive training; this was the arrangement. Ma Wenliang couldn't help but sigh that the content learned in class had all been proven correct when taking care of the children. "Chairman, the teachers in the school said that children are about the same as small animals. Children need company, but adults may not necessarily be able to do it."

At this point, Ma Wenliang looked at the group of attendants around him and the Mayor standing beside him, hesitating to speak.

He Rui looked at Kindergarten Director Ma Wenliang and had no intention of forcing him to speak out about his difficulties. This visit was for inspection, to see if the grassroots had completed organizational construction according to the party, government, and military arrangements. It was not to solve the problems encountered by grassroots cadres. So no matter what difficulties Ma Wenliang encountered, they were not the purpose of He Rui's trip.

So He Rui said, "When is your next training?"

Ma Wenliang shook his head. "Chairman, I haven't received the notice yet."

"Hmm... is there a study meeting in the city?" He Rui still hoped that there could be better training within kindergartens and schools.

Ma Wenliang replied, "I haven't heard of that either."

He Rui nodded but didn't say anything more.

Leaving the kindergarten, he went to look at the school. He saw that the teachers in the school were all young people under twenty. The children were noisy, and their relationship with the teachers looked quite good.

When asking the school teachers about the training time, the teachers immediately stated, "Report, we rotate training once every two months. Our next training starts in two months."

Regarding study meetings, the primary school teachers also had relevant arrangements.

Although He Rui didn't know if the lack of subsequent training arrangements for kindergarten teachers was a problem in the Siping area, at least he had discovered such a problem. Leaving the school, He Rui recorded it, planning to go back and ask.

Just as the inspection reached this point, someone came running quickly towards them. After questioning by the guard, it was learned that new news had arrived. He Rui took the telegram and saw that the previous border conflict was not a simple friction; subsequent fighting had already occurred.

Right in the area of the Tumen River mouth, the Northeast Army border defense troops intercepted a unit of the Russian White Guard attempting to enter Chinese territory, and fighting broke out between the two sides.

He Rui still took no action regarding this. The army had its own organization, and He Rui was not a master of micromanagement; there was absolutely no reason to intervene.

Of course, with the current organizational structure of the Northeast Army, if He Rui were to intervene, almost all officers from top to bottom in this unit would have to be held accountable. Even if not all were dismissed, they would at least have to be suspended for investigation.

After learning the latest news, He Rui continued his inspection work. Majiaji's work arrangement was not particularly outstanding, but there were no organizational flaws either. Every leading cadre had participated in relevant learning and applied what they had learned to their work. From an organizational standpoint, this was a qualified village/town. As for the effectiveness of the work, that would have to wait until He Rui held a symposium with the masses to know.

By evening, a new telegram had arrived. Five conflicts had broken out on the border due to the White Guard attempting to enter Chinese territory. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan was preparing to raise the border defense level.

With things at this stage, He Rui still had no intention of changing his itinerary. Various previous intelligence reports indicated that Kolchak indeed felt cornered, but Kolchak had absolutely no reason to invade the Northeast.

Although the Russian Maozi were savage and impulsive, they were not stupid. They knew very well what a full-scale war with the Northeast meant. Unless the Maozi were truly forced into a desperate situation.

That day, He Rui didn't sleep early. Organizing the results of the inspection, He Rui corresponded all the training content with the relevant work in Majiaji. After finishing writing, He Rui couldn't help but yawn. The secretary asked, "Chairman, it's getting late, rest."

He Rui nodded, but walked out of the room yawning. There were quite a few small insects outside the house, but He Rui was already used to it.

Just as Mr. Lu Xun from another timeline wrote in *Mr. Fujino*: '...early winter is already quite cold, but there are still many mosquitoes. Later, I covered my whole body with the quilt and wrapped my head and face with clothes, leaving only two nostrils to breathe. In this place where breath is unceasing, the mosquitoes had no way to insert their mouths, and I actually slept soundly.'

This is the characteristic of the era. Urban young people in the 21st century always have romantic fantasies about the countryside, but few pay attention to the fact that in the reinforced concrete forests of Beijing and Shanghai, the average life expectancy is far higher than in Guizhou.

The so-called longevity villages are not non-existent. He Rui had never traveled to those 'longevity villages' in propaganda and didn't know their true appearance. However, He Rui always believed that it was all commercial propaganda.

But one thing was correct: the temperature in the Northeast in 1920 was lower than in the 21st century. He Rui didn't believe in the theory of global warming, but the overall temperature in the 21st century being higher than in the same period in the 20th century should be correct.

Since the temperature was low, one could wear thicker clothes. He Rui was wearing long sleeves and trousers. He just waved away the small insects, lit a cigarette, and stood quietly in the yard. In the clear sky, the hanging crescent moon was slender and beautiful. This was a sight unseen in 21st-century cities. Such a clear and transparent sky reminded He Rui of the night sky he saw at a space observation scenic spot in Tibet while traveling there.

After a brief relaxation, He Rui drove his thoughts back to reality. The training of kindergarten teachers was not in place, which made He Rui very concerned.

Preschool education is a very troublesome job, but it is also an extremely important one. A saying became popular in the 21st century: 'Fortunate people are healed by their childhood all their lives, while unfortunate people spend their whole lives healing their childhood.'

But knowing this doesn't mean it can be solved. Because a person's childhood is by no means something that can be solved by simple social nurturing; family and living sphere are all the most important things. Unlike the current era, what industrialization talks about is reproduction—not just 'giving birth', but also saving them, and even more so, educating and nurturing them.

But this requirement is too high, completely beyond what the current Northeast economic level can afford...

While he was considering this, the secretary had already walked out. "Chairman, are you still going to continue working?"

"Hmm... I'm thinking about how to hold tomorrow's symposium," He Rui told the truth, but not the whole truth.

The secretary didn't expect what He Rui was thinking about. He waved his hand to drive away the insects outside, then asked, "Chairman, I saw something seems wrong with the bathhouse in this town today."

"What's wrong?" He Rui asked about this content which fell under the scope of medical and health care.

Bathing can very effectively meet hygiene conditions and is also a good public place for relieving emotions. So the Northeast Government had made certain arrangements. However, He Rui hadn't noticed anything wrong with the bathhouse.

The secretary hesitated a bit before saying, "The fuel arrangement for the bathhouse is provided by the village now. I didn't see any coal over at the bathhouse."

Hearing this, He Rui immediately understood what the secretary had observed. However, it was hard to say whether this matter was a problem of organizational arrangement, or simply because of some problem with coal transportation.

Since he couldn't determine if it was an organizational problem, He Rui decided not to touch upon these issues for now.

Waking up the next day, He Rui immediately received a telegram. The Executive of the White Russian Provisional Government, Kolchak, requested a meeting with He Rui regarding the military conflict.

He Rui finished reading the message and couldn't figure out if this conflict was arranged by Kolchak or if Kolchak's subordinates were acting on their own.

Both were possible. Kolchak, an Admiral, had a very good image and reputation. Just based on these two items, He Rui could understand why Kolchak once fought to the vicinity of Moscow but was beaten to pieces by the Red Army temporarily organized by Trotsky.

An Admiral couldn't possibly command hundreds of thousands of army troops. And Kolchak's own reputation was very good, which further proved that this guy definitely hadn't engaged in much practical work in the army.

As the saying goes, "Even a dog detests the one who has been in charge for three years." He Rui himself felt this deeply. Even though He Rui felt he had tried hard to pay attention to working methods, the accumulated various problems made many comrades quite 'afraid' of He Rui.

So He Rui still made no arrangements. This matter had not yet reached the point where He Rui needed to come out and state his position directly. The Military Commission and the Party Standing Committee both had to discuss this and speak at the meeting.

He Rui felt that by now, it should be time for everyone to be able to make some decisions on their own. When Xu Chengfeng and others graduated in 1915, they were considered undergraduates. Five years had passed; even if they were in a combined Master's and PhD program, they should have graduated with a PhD.

Zhao Tianlin and others were outright PhDs.

It would be too ridiculous if a group of PhDs were still 'waiting for the teacher's instructions' like elementary school students.

The symposium went much better than He Rui imagined. The masses had many opinions, really many. Hearing them, Ma Dayou and other town cadres' faces changed color. He Rui even felt that the fact Ma Dayou didn't directly argue with the masses already proved they were very qualified cadres.

He Rui didn't criticize Ma Dayou because of the masses' criticism. The masses' complaints were basically because Ma Dayou and other town cadres managed too strictly, affecting everyone's daily life. And the masses found that some arrangements provided by the town were neither understandable nor effectively usable. So they had opinions on the work of the town cadres.

When the masses in the town spoke of the judgment of the 'Mobile Court' and felt it wasn't fair enough, He Rui was even somewhat delighted.

The masses' views on the law were naturally different from those of Zhao Tianlin and the gang of law PhDs who studied in the United States; this required adjusting working methods. But the fact that everyone could bring up the Mobile Court already proved that the Mobile Court was operating normally and had judged many cases.

Even though the Northeast had flat terrain and convenient transportation, He Rui was quite satisfied that organizational work had been completed to such an extent. It was even beyond He Rui's imagination.

With the degree of organization reaching this level, He Rui's confidence in fighting a major war with Japan became much firmer.

However, just as the meeting ended, a new telegram was sent. The Military Commission requested He Rui to return to Shenyang to preside over a meeting.

This time He Rui did not refuse. At this stage, convening a meeting was just right.
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Before attending the meeting, He Rui quickly browsed through various reports, including a letter sent by Kolchak. In the letter, Kolchak politely expressed "regret" regarding the military conflict that had occurred on the border.

The armed forces that had encroached upon the Chinese border were indeed Russian; Kolchak did not deny this. However, Kolchak stated that these small armed groups had broken away from the jurisdiction of the Kolchak Provisional Government and were acting on their own. Within the areas managed by Kolchak, these people had also been designated as "bandits."

He Rui felt that this might indeed be the case. Kolchak might indeed covet the Northeast, but for any competent leader, war is fought to be won. Given Kolchak's strength, He Rui did not believe the current White Russian Provisional Government had the capability to invade and occupy the Northeast.

Since there was no possibility of victory, Kolchak had no reason to drive these people to conduct probing attacks.

However, at the meeting, the comrades' views were not entirely consistent. Xu Chengfeng also believed that the White Russian Provisional Government had no intention of war at present. However, half of the food for Kolchak's troops currently came from humanitarian relief organizations jointly formed by Britain, France, and the Northeast. The Vladivostok region had no way to provide enough food for the remaining 500,000 people. Hunger was the norm.

Xu Chengfeng voiced his judgment: "The White Russians have always looked down on Chinese people and are used to being domineering. It's not strange that some of them think they can loot us now."

He Rui could not say Xu Chengfeng was wrong. Reality is always more absurd than fiction because people in reality can disregard logic entirely. But...

Xu Chengfeng continued, "The interrogation records have been sent up. Those White Russians stated that they wanted to cross the border line to grab a haul from our side."

He Rui still couldn't quite believe the White Russian bandits had reached such a frenzied level and asked, "How much barbed wire has been deployed on the border now?"

Xu Chengfeng was somewhat helpless. "We've only deployed it in some key areas. These White Russians didn't force their way through the barbed wire. We just sent out word to investigate whether any White Russian expatriates provided any guidance to the White Russian Provisional Government."

Since it was under investigation, He Rui could only wait for the results. The Military Commission meeting moved to the next item. Xu Chengfeng passed a letter from the Soviet Russian Red Army to the Northeast Army. In the letter, they very politely stated that the Red Army was preparing to launch an offensive against the White Russians and hoped the Northeast Army would not misunderstand the large-scale military conflict in the border region.

"Since the Red Army is coming, will the Japanese Army participate in the war?" Xu Chengfeng asked the question he was most concerned about. Other members of the Military Commission stared at He Rui. Everyone had discussed this many times, with varying opinions. Many people had different views at different times, and there was really no way to unify their perspectives.

He Rui thought for a moment and had someone bring a Chinese translation of an article from the *Asahi Shimbun*, passing around the article written under the pen name "Fukada Rui."

He Rui, of course, knew this was an article written by Fukada Mitsuko. Although he couldn't say it at this time. Seeing that Mitsuko could already write such excellent news reports and analysis, He Rui was truly happy in his heart. Even though this article clearly had the writing style of Professor Taira Toyomori of the Imperial University of Tokyo's Faculty of Law in it, He Rui still felt that Mitsuko had a promising future.

Xu Chengfeng and the others initially didn't expect He Rui to bring out content from a Japanese newspaper, but after reading for a while, their expressions changed. The article was written clearly and briskly, especially the analysis of Japan's desire to expand its territory in the Far East.

Even though the provisional government of Kolchak had reached a land cession agreement with Japan, the Kolchak government had no way to maintain the provisional government's existence on its own capabilities. The Soviet Russian government would certainly not recognize this agreement. If the Japanese government wanted Soviet Russia to recognize it, they would have to completely defeat the Soviet Russian Red Army through war. Engaging in a national war with Russia was already beyond the capacity of Japan's national power.

Even if Japan maintained military superiority within two hundred kilometers of the coastline and wanted to ensure the execution of the agreement through treaties, they would still have to face the question of whether Britain, France, and China would recognize it.

In Britain and France's world planning, they would not allow a country to rise rapidly and change the situation in the Far East. So even though Britain and France were currently at war with Russia, they would not allow Japan to swallow this land and thereby become a continental power in Asia. As soon as the conflict between Britain, France, and Russia ended, Britain and France would certainly not support Japan on the issue of Soviet Russia's war against Japan.

Since Soviet Russia's naval strength was extremely weak, Britain and France did not have to worry that Soviet Russia would attack Japan once Japan was defeated. So their attitude would not waver in the slightest.

Based on the reality of international politics, even if the Japanese Army could achieve various victories against the Soviet Russian Red Army, a single failure by the Japanese Army would ruin all previous efforts.

Soviet Russia could persist; as long as they recovered their territory, Soviet Russia would profit. But Japan would always be in a state of paying out, and sooner or later would have to give up because they could not see the return on their investment.

The entire analysis proceeded from the Japanese perspective, which made the comrades of the Military Commission feel unaccustomed. After all, in the view of the Military Commission comrades, Japan's attempt to gain benefits while Soviet Russia was in civil war was essentially an undignified and despicable act. This had already proved that Japan was no good.

However, the part about international politics still gave everyone a feeling of enlightenment. Xu Chengfeng finished reading first; he thought wordlessly, waiting for the comrades to finish reading. He already had a clear decision in his heart. If they wanted to recover the territories stolen by Russia after liberating all of China, they would have to consider a national war. And it would have to be a national war supported by the Great Powers.

The other comrades finished reading and also nodded one after another. Everyone's thoughts were similar: as long as Japan failed to seize the opportunity to make a big profit, the situation of maintaining the status quo was not unacceptable.

Cheng Ruofan started the next topic. "Chairman, the Soviet Russian Red Army wants to launch an offensive. The Military Commission judges that Kolchak cannot win. To what extent should we strengthen the border?"

He Rui had considered this matter. "My view is that we should start preparing shipping capacity now to transport White Russian refugees away from Vladivostok. What tonnage of ships can our shipyards build now?"

The comrades of the Military Commission looked at each other, and their gazes fell on Zheng Sirang, who was temporarily in charge of armaments. Zheng Sirang felt the atmosphere was a bit awkward, so he simply smiled and said, "Chairman, we can't build 10,000-ton steamers yet."

He Rui was amused. The comrades' first reaction was mostly displeasure, but after a moment, they could only smile bitterly. Just recently, a 10,000-ton steamer produced by Jiangnan Shipyard had been launched.

In the summer of the 7th year of the Republic of China (1918), during the First World War, the United States urgently needed ships to transport military supplies to Europe. They telegraphed their consul in Shanghai to discuss asking Jiangnan Shipyard to rush-build 10,000-ton transport ships. On July 10 of the same year, Han Li (Henley?), the Director General of Transport of the US Government, and Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun), the Chinese Minister to the US, signed a contract on behalf of both parties, confirming that Jiangnan Shipyard would build four 10,000-ton transport ships for the US government. The cost was calculated at US$195 per deadweight ton, totaling US$7.8 million for the four ships.

The steel, blueprints, and skilled workers required for construction were provided by the US side, and the procurement of equipment and receipt/payment of funds were handled by the American firm Robert Dollar & Co. The triple-expansion reciprocating steam engines used by the ships were manufactured by Jiangnan Shipyard.

For the comrades in the Northeast, seeing the Northeast accomplish so many big things unknowingly over the past few years, it was inevitable that they would look down on other places somewhat. They felt that those areas under the reactionary rule of the old world were truly incompetent.

But the news of the 10,000-ton steamer being built was like a bucket of cold water poured over everyone's arrogance. The Northeast's heavy industry had developed, but the Northeast's previous industrial foundation was too weak; the ships they could build themselves now were only eight or nine hundred tons. Although everyone said that the 10,000-ton steamers mostly utilized imported steel equipment and foreign technicians held the technical posts, they were truly unhappy in their hearts.

He Rui was indifferent. At this moment, He Rui quite appreciated Zheng Sirang's attitude: as long as we aren't embarrassed, the embarrassment belongs to others. This frank mindset was very good.

He Rui explained, "Small ships are not a problem, as long as we can stuff people in and transport them away. We can't start something and not finish it; we have already intervened to prevent a humanitarian crisis, so now we absolutely cannot quit and do nothing. Besides, if everyone envies Jiangnan Shipyard's production capacity, let's send someone to contact them and see if they can build 10,000-ton transport ships for the Northeast. After all, Jiangnan Shipyard has the experience now."

"Can we send someone?" Zheng Sirang was overjoyed.

He Rui nodded. It was not easy to make Jiangnan Shipyard truly build completely domestic ships. There were too many technical problems to be solved, but preserving China's heavy industrial strength meant that after liberating all of China, these would all be China's. He Rui was willing to make some efforts.

Just as he wanted to continue speaking, he heard Zheng Sirang say happily, "They don't even need to build 10,000-ton steamers. If they can build 2,000-ton transport ships first, it would solve many of our current problems. It's just that after war breaks out with the Japanese Army, what we need are small naval vessels. Right now, all we can build are coastal gunboats. Torpedo technology isn't up to par, so we can only lay mines."

Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan had already prepared maritime defenses, which pleased He Rui greatly. Originally, He Rui had prepared to wait a while longer before conducting a comprehensive maritime defense assessment. After all, the Northeast's strength was still insufficient, and even allowing the Japanese Army to land on the coast to some extent was within an acceptable range. Since Cheng Ruofan had already started making plans, he might as well see the capabilities of the General Staff.

The military meeting lasted all day. Kolchak's fate was completely decided on this day.

The next day, according to the plan, the Northeast Army's external liaison department gave a reply to the Red Army. The Northeast Army would absolutely not allow any foreign troops to enter Chinese territory. Once Chinese territory was invaded, they would immediately launch a counterattack.

After receiving the reply, the Soviet Russian Red Army immediately forwarded the news back to Moscow. At this time, Comrade Stalin had already withdrawn into Russia to organize a defense line against the Polish Army's massive counteroffensive. Facing failure, Comrade Stalin, as the Front Political Commissar, could no longer express his own views.

As the creator of the Soviet Red Army, Comrade Trotsky was responsible for military dispatching for the liberation of the Far East. Seeing the Northeast Army's reply, Commissar Trotsky smoothed his lion's mane-like hair and fell into brief thought.

The war could not be dragged on any longer, so the Red Army had already prepared for the worst—it was very likely that war would break out with the Japanese and Northeast coalition forces. However, the situation was better than imagined. Although the Japanese side had made various probes, they had not publicly stated they would fight the Red Army. The Northeast Army had also expressed an attitude that they would absolutely not allow the White Army to use the Northeast as a base to attack and harass the Red Army. The situation was very favorable to the Red Army.

As for whether the Japanese Army and the Northeast Army would truly intervene, it was up to Comrade Trotsky to make the judgment.

Various thoughts collided for a moment, and heroic feelings welled up in Commissar Trotsky's chest. The Red Army had developed from the worst situation and had undergone all kinds of tests of blood and fire. They had won battles and lost battles. Even if the military operation to liberate the Far East suffered a setback, it would just mean regrouping and fighting again after being prepared.

Raising his head, Trotsky issued the order: "Order the Far East Command to launch an attack on the White Army immediately."

In Vladivostok, there was no fluctuation on the angular face of Admiral Kolchak, the ruling executive of the White Russian Provisional Government. Not long ago, hearing that some small groups of White Army troops had turned into bandits and launched attacks on villages in the Northeast border region, Kolchak immediately summoned the various units and issued a strict order that such conflicts with China's Northeast must absolutely not occur.

Kolchak was not afraid of the Northeast Army, but in the current situation, he absolutely could not make enemies. What's more, Northeast Government Chairman He Rui had been the first to propose preventing a humanitarian disaster, helping the White Army survive the long journey and arrive in Vladivostok.

Kolchak did not thank He Rui for this. Once an unplanned conflict occurred, Britain and France would very likely abandon Kolchak.

The White Russian generals all knew the current situation and agreed with Kolchak's view. It was just that some officers grunted angrily that He Rui actually did not prioritize the great cause of anti-communism and was truly a man without vision.

The White Russian generals knew these were words of anger. The real reason was that the Northeast Government did business like Jewish profiteers—never giving credit; all the White Russians' needs had to be bought with money. The British and French governments had initially provided financial support, but by 1920, the British and French governments kept urging Kolchak to counterattack as soon as possible. Seeing that the White Army was only reorganizing and not launching an all-out counteroffensive, they directly cut off the supporting funds.

The Japanese cabinet, on the other hand, proposed that Japan was willing to support a "Far Eastern Republic" led by Kolchak. This made opinions within the provisional government impossible to unify, and most generals opposed the suggestion proposed by Japan.

The Russian Provisional Government was a government covering all of Russia. What was the Far Eastern Republic? It probably wouldn't even count as a local government.

Not to mention, even if the provisional government really accepted it, could Japan send troops to maintain the security of the Far Eastern Republic? The White Army generals did not have confidence in Japan.

Finally, the meeting launched another discussion on this issue. The provisional government decided to once again submit a diplomatic request to Japan for Admiral Kolchak of the Russian Provisional Government to visit Japan. They also sent people to discuss the issue of the Russian Provisional Government with the personnel sent by the British and French ministers in China.

Before leaving, the personnel going to China were invited by Admiral Kolchak to his residence. This was an unremarkable small wooden house. Compared to other wooden houses, the only advantage brought by Admiral Kolchak's status was probably that General Kolchak only lived with two other families. Other wooden houses had several families squeezed together.

Hearing the children crying, Admiral Kolchak invited the provisional government's diplomatic personnel outside the house. Several people sat on a pile of firewood, and Admiral Kolchak said, "Please be sure to let Britain and France know that we will definitely launch a counteroffensive next year."

This was the provisional government's decision. This year, 1920, the originally loose White Russian army and populace were reorganizing while completing their control and management of the Far East region. The troops had broken free from the edge of annihilation. After reorganization, the morale and organization of the troops were recovering rapidly. By next year, 1921, the provisional government could implement a counteroffensive.

If Britain and France believed the provisional government's morale had dissipated and thus stopped supporting them, the nearly completed preparations would be wasted.

The diplomatic personnel felt that Admiral Kolchak actually didn't need to explain this specifically; everyone knew it clearly in their hearts. The entire White Army knew now that even if they didn't counterattack next year, the Red Army would attack.

But knowing this was so, the White Russian Provisional Government's diplomatic personnel simply stated solemnly, "Your Excellency, we will definitely do our best to persuade Britain and France. We will definitely defeat the Red Bandits next year and counterattack back to Siberia."

Kolchak nodded. He had wanted to invite these diplomatic personnel for a drink before they parted. But the extreme scarcity of supplies made alcohol extremely rare. Kolchak had always been strict with himself; since his subordinates didn't have alcohol on ordinary days, he didn't use his authority to get himself cheap Northeast-produced vodka.

Finally, Kolchak stood up and shook hands with the diplomatic personnel one by one. In his helplessness, he could only use words to express his encouragement. "I look forward to you all completing your diplomatic mission."

Although the diplomatic personnel were all moved, beyond the emotion, these diplomatic personnel also knew what a difficult situation they would face.

People in this line of work could make reasonable predictions based on experience alone. After the group traveled thousands of kilometers to arrive in China's capital and met with the British Minister to China, Jordan (Zhu Erdian), who was responsible for British Far Eastern affairs, they felt things were not good.

Jordan listened to the Russian diplomatic personnel's account very coldly and then ended the meeting. It was clear that Jordan did not believe, or at least did not fully believe, the White Russian Provisional Government's claims about a counteroffensive.

How could they persuade this old man? The White Russian diplomatic personnel could not think of any other way.

However, the White Russian personnel did not expect that Jordan was actually very concerned about this matter, so he sent his secretary to the Northeast Government's Office in Beijing at Wudaokou.

After several years, the Office in Beijing at Wudaokou had expanded considerably. In addition to the Beijing Branch of the *Northeast Daily* which had come with the Office in Beijing, various trade offices were also quite complete.

The person in charge of the office had changed several times. The current person in charge was named Xi Bale. Xi Bale was a fellow who had studied in Britain. His British-accented English was very different from the American accent common in the Northeast Government. It made Jordan's secretary feel very affectionate.

The two sat down, and someone served a bottle of rum. This type of liquor made from molasses had a fragrant taste and was quite smooth. Although it couldn't compare to sherry, it was also a top choice for chatting.

After taking a sip, Jordan's secretary asked, "I wonder what the Northeast Government's view is on the possibility of a White Russian Army counteroffensive?"

"You've heard news of a counteroffensive?" Xi Bale asked with interest.

According to the custom of diplomatic intelligence exchange, the secretary first told the news of the White Russian envoys' arrival. After Xi Bale finished listening, he evaluated it in his heart for a moment and then replied, "As far as we know, the White Army is indeed preparing for a counteroffensive."

The secretary nodded but didn't interrupt, waiting for the second half of the sentence starting with "but."

Sure enough, Xi Bale said, "But, we believe that the defensive system laid out by the White Army to defend against the Red Army's attack may have to undergo a test of actual combat."

The secretary savored the flavor in the intelligence before continuing to ask, "Have you heard specific news that the Red Army is going to attack the White Army?"

"We've heard that they seem to be launching an attack, but the specific numbers are not yet clear."
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Inside the Northeast Office in Beijing, Director Xi Bale chatted with the secretary of the British Minister to China, Sir John Jordan, for a short while before stopping to check the clock. He offered a suggestion, "It's noon. Stay for a meal."

Jordan's secretary froze, his instinct screaming to refuse, when he heard Xi Bale add, "We have spicy hotpot."

The secretary felt the muscles in his face begin to twitch involuntarily. The Northeast Office had previously held a banquet inviting various diplomats. Xi Bale, being a native of Sichuan, had prepared spicy hotpot. The red soup base contained a massive amount of Sichuan peppercorns. Including the secretary, every person who had bravely challenged this food had found their facial muscles trembling from the flavor.

However, the food cooked in that red pot seemed to possess a magical quality. Whether it was duck intestines, duck blood, tofu, or meat slices, the taste presented an irresistible allure. It was truly a mixture of pain and pleasure.

Recalling that sensation, the secretary felt fear, yet he found himself unable to refuse.

Xi Bale laughed with a British accent flavored with Sichuan dialect, "Don't be afraid. Once you start eating, there's nothing to worry about."

Jordan's secretary could only console himself silently: *this is the price that must be paid to obtain intelligence on the Soviet Red Army.* He stood up, wearing an expression of tragic heroism, and followed Xi Bale to the Office's dining hall.

Though called a dining hall, it was actually a restaurant. It was divided into front and back sections; the respectable front store was open to the public, while the simple rear dining area provided meals for Office staff during lunch and dinner.

They sat down in a small room, and before long, the hotpot arrived. Summoning his courage, the secretary first cooked a slice of Northeast-produced luncheon meat in the boiling red soup. He ate it with a slight frown, followed by a piece of duck blood. Then came several chunks of fish from the Northeast.

By the time he started eating the meat slices, the secretary had entered a state of fearlessness. Although he hadn't reached the level of daring to drink the soup directly, throwing green vegetables straight into the pot no longer scared him.

Xi Bale quite liked the British secretary's character. In some ways, this fellow was truly British—putting on airs on the outside, but clear-headed inside. A smart man.

As they drank *baijiu* and grew slightly tipsy, Xi Bale asked, "Has London lost confidence in supporting Kolchak?"

The secretary seemed not to hear the question. He picked up a plate of potatoes and dumped half of the potato slices into the hotpot. He suppressed a hiccup before saying, "Does the Northeast Government have high expectations for Kolchak?"

Xi Bale chuckled lightly. "Heh, in that case, what does Mr. Jordan wish to know?"

"Mr. Jordan wishes to know what has happened, and then convey that news back to London."

Xi Bale could be reasonably certain that the Russian Provisional Government represented by Kolchak had been abandoned. Or rather, given up on. In the Northeast Government's assessment, Kolchak was not only incapable of achieving victory, but he couldn't even hold the Far East.

As he considered how to phrase it, he saw the British secretary take off his vest. In the September weather, he was wearing only a shirt soaked with sweat. Xi Bale offered, "Shall I get you a tank top?"

The secretary shook his head. "Mr. Xi, regarding the information you've received, how many troops has the Red Army dispatched?"

"I truly don't know that. Do you have an estimate?"

"You speak first," the secretary refused to yield.

Xi Bale spoke slowly, "My own guess is 200,000 men."

The secretary wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief and asked in confusion, "The fighting in Poland is fierce. Can the Red Army still mobilize 100,000 troops?"

"I heard the Bolsheviks have conscripted five million men," Xi Bale recounted the information.

"Truly a brutal regime that engages in militaristic aggression," the secretary sighed. After speaking, he ate a leaf of green vegetable before asking, "Northern China is currently suffering from a drought. Hearing of this, citizens of my country wish to donate to the Northeast."

Xi Bale rejected it without hesitation. "The Northeast has the capacity to handle the disaster situation. If there are donations, please direct them to the Central Government of the Republic."

Even though he was rejected, the secretary felt no displeasure. Instead, he raised his glass. "Personally speaking, I feel great admiration for the Northeast Government's efforts in disaster relief."

***

The meal concluded, and the secretary left in a drunken stupor. Xi Bale had also drunk a bit too much and felt dizzy. However, he persisted in his work and wrote a report. Afterward, he lay down on the bed in the adjacent lounge and fell asleep.

When he woke up, it was already evening. Taking advantage of the cool night breeze, Xi Bale returned to his office, took out the unfinished 'Northern Drought Report,' and continued working.

Recalling the drought conditions he had witnessed with his own eyes, Xi Bale paused occasionally. Born in Sichuan, it was the first time in his life he had seen land 'barren for a thousand miles.' It wasn't that the disaster areas centered on Beijing and Tianjin lacked water entirely; there was water, and as long as wells were dug, people wouldn't die of thirst. But there was no water to irrigate the fields. Farmers watched helplessly as their crops failed, the year's harvest turning to nothing. To avoid starvation, they had to flee to other places.

The Northeast was already a region of immigrants, and at this time, it had thrown its doors open to accept refugees. As long as they could reach the liaison stations receiving disaster victims in the Northeast, they wouldn't starve.

However, this didn't mean the victims were willing to go to the Northeast. Many just wanted to survive the disaster in their hometowns, waiting for it to pass so they could continue tilling the land of their home villages next year.

Thinking of this, a sudden sorrow rose within Xi Bale, blurring his vision. He stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, walked out of the room, and gazed at the deep, distant starry sky.

The Northeast Government did not lack grain, but it had no way to implement disaster relief in the five provinces. Duan Qirui wanted to coordinate relief efforts, but the 'Marshals' of Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei, and Shaanxi agreed in words while resisting in practice.

What they resisted was naturally not the free grain, but the fact that they wanted the Central Government to simply give them the grain, leaving them with full authority to dispose of it.

These people's attitudes were so firm that even Duan Qirui was embarrassed to say too much to the Northeast Government. When Xi Bale inquired about grain distribution, Duan Qirui equivocated. In the end, it was one of Duan's subordinates who told Xi Bale about the reactions of the Marshals in the five provinces.

Upon hearing the account, Xi Bale slapped the table and cursed in rage, "Even when ordering slaves around, one wouldn't be this cruel!"

Duan Qirui's subordinate sighed and actually didn't respond. Seeing his helpless expression, Xi Bale could understand that this man also knew the situation couldn't be changed.

Xi Bale finally quelled his anger, returned to his desk, and continued writing by candlelight: "Viewing this disaster, if one wishes to save China, one must thoroughly sweep away the warlords, as well as the landlords and gentry who collude with them. In this great disaster, the warlords are certainly a scourge, but the scourge of the gentry is ten or a hundred times that of the warlords. During the disaster year, the various actions of the landlords and gentry are all destroying the people's productivity, striving to annex land and turn the populace into tenant farmers. Even if unintentional, they are following the routine methods of the landlord-gentry class..."

The report was quickly sent to Shenyang and then forwarded to He Rui. To the secretary's surprise, after reading it, He Rui merely ordered it to be filed and did not use it as educational content as he had before.

This made the secretary hesitate, and he reminded him, "Chairman, should we send this to the Party School?"

"Send it to the Party School... forget it, let's not send it for now," He Rui's tone was unenthusiastic.

The secretary didn't know why this was, but he obeyed and left.

He Rui hadn't expected the secretary to notice this point. Indeed, in the first two years after arriving in the Northeast, during the phase of constructing ideology, it was natural to heavily publicize the inherent reactionary nature of landlords and gentry to coordinate with land reform. But the current focus of work was already military struggle.

The war with Japan was preparation for the liberation of China. In the current world, the only country that would directly intervene in China's civil war on a large scale was Japan. Rather than fighting the Japanese Army during the civil war, it was better to go to war with Japan first.

Precisely because of this, excessive political struggle propaganda might cause some muddled-headed individuals to act recklessly. Large-scale political propaganda targeting the overthrow of landlords and gentry had best begin when the war situation was stable and nearing its end.

Before long, the secretary brought another piece of news. The information came from Europe, and the provider was surprisingly the German intelligence service.

Budyonny's army group had abandoned the objective of besieging Lviv. His cavalry corps had turned to retreat, attempting to withdraw into Russian territory before the Polish army could complete an encirclement.

Although the German intelligence service had suffered massive reductions following the Treaty of Versailles, it was still able to provide He Rui with valuable intelligence. Seeing this confirmable news, He Rui understood that the Polish-Soviet War was about to end. Kolchak's doomsday had arrived.

Having determined this, He Rui ordered, "Tell the logistics department to prioritize completing the transport of the grain Kolchak purchased. Deliver it all as soon as possible."

The secretary felt puzzled again. "Chairman, why is that?"

He Rui decided to test this comrade's level. Within the Northeast Government, 'secretary' was not a staff advisor role but a position. Those judged to be promising comrades had to serve in the secretary position. So He Rui asked back, "What is your view on this news?"

"If Russia and Poland sign a truce, Soviet Russia will attack Kolchak with full force," the secretary answered somewhat hesitantly.

Since the secretary could make such a judgment, He Rui explained, "Commercial credit is established through various practical actions. We could, of course, withhold the supplies for Kolchak and wait for him to be finished, then we wouldn't have to give these things. But would others not know about such a thing? I believe the value of commercial credit is far higher than this small amount of supplies. Moreover, I am not optimistic about Kolchak's strength; they may not necessarily be able to hold out until the end of the contract period."

The secretary was amused. But a moment later, a sense of sorrow arose spontaneously. The purpose of rushing to complete the commercial contract was actually the fear that the recipient, the Kolchak regime, would be destroyed too quickly. Kolchak was a significant figure, yet he was being treated like a funeral arrangement. It was truly sorrowful.

But the secretary said nothing and merely hurried to complete the work. According to the contract, many supplies were to be delivered within two months. Suddenly advancing the schedule was not something the Northeast Government could accomplish easily.

***

Kolchak had been considering how to get all the purchased supplies from the Northeast Government as soon as possible. Although the Northeast Government had always provided weapons and grain with guaranteed quality and quantity, Kolchak had recently discovered that he might have to advance his counteroffensive. Only by achieving military results could he obtain continued support from Britain and France.

However, the conflict that had occurred not long ago made Kolchak worry that the Northeast Government would use it as an excuse to cut off supply. Just as Admiral Kolchak was considering whether to order someone to contact the Northeast Government again or to lead a delegation to visit the Northeast himself, his Chief of Staff appeared hurriedly outside his residence. Seeing Kolchak, the Chief of Staff spoke directly without even saluting, "Your Excellency, latest news. The Northeast Government has delivered a portion of the supplies ahead of schedule."

Kolchak was overjoyed, yet still somewhat alert. A wary look appeared on Admiral Kolchak's angular face. "Did they give a reason?"

"Your Excellency, the person sent by the Northeast Government explained that the attack incident that occurred previously proved our army's lack of supplies. The Chinese have a habit of... solving key problems. As long as the supplies arrive, these problems can be solved." The Chief of Staff tried his best to clarify the issue.

Kolchak felt the reason was baffling. In the Russian cultural tradition, there was no logic to providing help at such a time. If Kolchak and the Northeast Government were to swap places, he would insist that the other party pay compensation first.

Seeing Kolchak's doubt, the Chief of Staff confidently offered his own view. "The Chinese likely did this because they fear our army."

Kolchak couldn't quite accept that. But on second thought, it seemed reasonable. Since the Qing Dynasty, China had been weak like this, using appeasement as a means to solve problems.

Just as he wanted to order the Chief of Staff to receive the supplies immediately, he heard the Chief of Staff sigh, "If it weren't for fighting the Red Bandits, we could actually send men to attack the border. Perhaps we could make China sign a treaty with us."

For a moment, Kolchak thought his Chief of Staff had gone mad. But listening to his tone, it was mostly a lamentation, not that he really intended to do it. Kolchak understood his subordinate's mindset; if they could win a battle against the Chinese Northeast Army, it would be helpful for boosting the White Russian Army's morale.

But that absolutely could not be done right now. From any perspective, it was necessary to maintain friendly relations with the Chinese Northeast Government. Kolchak had always felt that at this stage, the Chinese Northeast Government had the flavor of being a 'white glove' for Britain and France.

The grain and supplies were quickly delivered to the White Russians. Kolchak immediately telegraphed Britain and France, stating that the White Russian Army would advance north before winter to control strategic points.

Almost at the same time, Jordan had also received news from British intelligence personnel in Vladivostok that the Northeast Government had provided a large amount of grain and supplies to the Russian Provisional Government.

This puzzled Jordan greatly. Although He Rui was reliable, doing this was very unreasonable. Could He Rui have reached some secret agreement with Kolchak?

Jordan ordered the consulate to raise the question with the Northeast Government. The Consul at the British Consulate in Shenyang hadn't been able to see He Rui for two years; the person meeting him this time was a Deputy Director of the Foreign Affairs Office. Even Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Office didn't make an appearance.

The Deputy Director told the British Consul in Shenyang, "We merely fulfilled a commercial contract. We did not reach any agreement with the White Russians."

Although the Consul didn't believe it in his heart, there was nothing he could do. Before having any actual evidence, no matter how much suspicion the British side had, they could only accept such an official statement.

Since the Consul knew diplomatic protocols, Minister Jordan naturally knew them even better. So Jordan included the news in his regular dispatch to London.

The British Foreign Office was currently discussing the war issue intensely. The Foreign Secretary was merely the head of the Foreign Office, not a diplomatic expert. The real experts were that group of civil servant secretaries.

The secretaries knew the Foreign Secretary was waiting for a result, but they couldn't immediately sort out a line of thought.

As the setter of the current world order, British intelligence work was far more powerful than the remnant German intelligence service. And since Britain was fully supporting Poland, they were clear about the war's progress.

Budyonny's cavalry had been obstructed in their advance toward Lviv, so they took a route through an area where Polish defenses were weak, arriving at Zamość on August 29 and attempting to capture it. On August 31, Budyonny abandoned the siege of Lviv and switched to attempting to support the Russian Northwestern Front retreating from Warsaw. The Russian army was defeated by Polish cavalry at the Battle of Komarów. Although Budyonny's First Cavalry Army escaped encirclement, it suffered severe casualties and a massive drop in morale. The remnants of Budyonny's First Cavalry Army retreated toward Vladimir-Volynsky on September 6 and were defeated by the Polish army again not long after.

Tukhachevsky formed a new defensive line, but the Polish army forced the Russians to retreat again at the Battle of the Niemen River. The Polish army continued to push east across the board.

Now only two armed forces remained for the White Russians: one was Kolchak, and the other was Petliura in southern Ukraine. The Ukrainian army led by Petliura occupied the left bank of the Zbruch River on September 18 and advanced further east.

The pressure Soviet Russia faced was simply sky-high. At this juncture, Soviet Russia's defeat was already inevitable, so whether to aid Kolchak became particularly tricky.

In the experience of the British Empire, the more critical the moment, the more likely seemingly valuable targets were to cause trouble.

Reading the report sent by Jordan, this group of secretaries felt no peace of mind; instead, they began to worry.

Suddenly, someone asked, "Do other forces exist within He Rui's army?"

***

At that very moment, Xu Chengfeng was meeting his father with great reluctance. His old man was even more miserable now than the last time he came; at least, nominally more miserable. His father had come under the pretense of 'fleeing famine.'

Upon seeing Xu Chengfeng, the first thing his father said was, "Are you going to sell off all our family property for that whatever-ism of yours?!"

Xu Chengfeng was already incredibly disgusted by the landlord style of his family. Seeing his father's 'resolute' expression, he couldn't help but advise, "Father, after our army liberates China, we will implement land reform across the entire country. According to land reform regulations, all land belongs to the state. Those who till the land have land use rights, but land ownership is not allowed to be bought or sold. Regarding our family's property, I'm not selling anything. The land goes to the state. I want nothing."

Hearing this, Old Master Xu immediately burst into a fit of coughing. After managing to stop the coughing with great difficulty, he forced himself to spirit up. "Chengfeng, did Marshal He ask you to do this?"

Xu Chengfeng felt that approaching from a political angle would likely be incomprehensible to his own father, so he could only tell him about the policy-making process. "Father, this is the national policy of our Civilization Party. It was passed by vote. I also voted in favor."

"You... can you trust Marshal He? Every Marshal in the Beiyang clique speaks beautifully, but they levy exorbitant taxes and commit all sorts of evil deeds..."

Hearing his father actually accuse others of 'levying exorbitant taxes and committing all sorts of evil deeds,' Xu Chengfeng closed his eyes helplessly. Xu Chengfeng had only heard about the style of the Beiyang warlords. But the viciousness of his own family when collecting rent was something Xu Chengfeng had seen with his own eyes. It was really hard to say who was more brutal.
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"Father, the trend of the world is set. Those who try to stop the chariot of history like a mantis will inevitably be crushed into powder. Within twenty years, agricultural farming that relies on human and animal power will become a lifestyle persisted in by only a small minority of farmers. Landlords and gentry who depend on this mode of production will no longer have a foundation for survival. Listen to my advice: go home and distribute the land to the landless villagers."

Xu Chengfeng's father was dumbstruck, looking at his son as if he were a patient with a brain disease.

Facing such a father, Xu Chengfeng had thought he would feel fear or find it troublesome. However, when he truly articulated the future China he was expected from the perspective of the development of productive forces—a future he was dedicating his all to realizing through war—Xu Chengfeng found that not only did he have no anxiety or fear, but he was filled with confidence and determination.

A mood that could almost be called joy overflowed in Xu Chengfeng's heart, making him suddenly realize that he was currently in a state of high spirits.

With this mood, Xu Chengfeng decided to be even more blunt. "Father, if you insist on going back to sell the land, once the land is sold, take my younger brothers and sisters abroad. Let them study overseas. That is also a very good choice."

Old Master Xu listened to his son speaking with such assurance, his shock turning into bafflement. After an unknown amount of time, the bafflement suddenly transformed into rage. He rushed forward, wanting to thrash this unfilial son.

But seeing the sturdy guard beside Xu Chengfeng, Old Master Xu did not act on his impulse. Moreover, Old Master Xu intuitively felt that his son had already made up his mind.

This caused sorrow to rise from within Old Master Xu. He pointed at Xu Chengfeng and cursed, "The Xu family has engaged in farming and studying since the Kangxi era. You want me to ruin the family patrimony accumulated over seven generations! If you are still a human being, how can you say such things!"

Xu Chengfeng felt some apology in his heart. If possible, he did not want to make his father so angry. But he had no choice. As preparations for the war against Japan were implemented step by step, Xu Chengfeng's confidence in victory was constantly rising.

The reason for fighting a tragic war with Japan was not that He Rui had any interest in tragic wars. To liberate China as quickly as possible, end the war, and let China enter a period of peaceful construction, this battle had to be fought first.

As long as Japan was rendered unable to intervene in China's liberation war, the subsequent domestic liberation war would inevitably be swift and brutal. Over the years, Xu Chengfeng had tried to find a gentler path to establish a New China while destroying as little of the old society as possible. But no matter how many times he deduced it, he could not find such a path.

The current China, from its production model to its social organization, was a purely agricultural country. The fate of an agricultural country facing an industrial country had been proven by countless bloody facts in the sixty years since the Self-Strengthening Movement.

The confidence of the Northeast's upper echelon in defeating the Japanese Army relied on an industrialized Northeast rebuilt after thoroughly smashing the old system. Xu Chengfeng simply could not find a reason to preserve the old system in his hometown of Zhoukou, Henan, after liberating China.

Even if it broke his father's heart, Xu Chengfeng could not accept such a possibility. So Xu Chengfeng calmly faced his father's angry curses. "Father, since our family has been studying since the Qianlong era, now that we have reached a critical juncture deciding the rise or fall of the nation, how can you forget the country and only think of our own family's peace? At this moment, should we not seek benevolence and gain it, turning back for nothing?"

"You..." Old Master Xu wanted to curse his son, but something choked his throat. Because the old man could see that the son in front of him was not using sophistry; he was speaking his true feelings. And his son's gaze was something Old Master Xu had never seen before—it was the gaze peculiar to great men. Old Master Xu's grandfather had been a *Jinshi* scholar; in his youth, Old Master Xu had been familiar with such gazes. Before these people spoke their thoughts, they had long since made an unshakable resolve. If the resolve of the son before him were not to scatter the Xu family fortune, Old Master Xu might have been very happy.

Suddenly, Old Master Xu felt weak all over and sat directly on the ground. Tears burst from his eyes as he wailed in sorrow, "A misfortune for the family! A misfortune for the family! Xu Chengfeng, you... will you have the face to see our ancestors after you die?"

Xu Chengfeng had the guards help his old father away, his dejected heart containing a sense of relief. That the inevitable conflict had erupted now was the best outcome Xu Chengfeng could think of.

Spending some time to calm his mood, Xu Chengfeng resumed his work. Although it was unlikely that the Soviet Red Army would suddenly attack the Northeast at this time, tactical preparations were mandatory. If the Soviet Red Army saw an opportunity, heaven knew if they would do something foolish.

Even if the Soviet Red Army had clear thinking, letting Japan see the Northeast Army being negligent in response would only give the Japanese Army some delusions they shouldn't have.

When he threw himself into work, Xu Chengfeng soon forgot everything. On the map in the headquarters, the small flags and numbers along the long border line represented thousands upon thousands of troops.

Under He Rui's tutelage, Xu Chengfeng had come to understand that the so-called "million-strong army" referred to troops executing military missions on the front line. Behind this million-strong army, at least two million conscripted recruits had completed military training, ready to be integrated at any time into units withdrawing from the front, or even to replenish the units fighting fiercely on the front line in emergencies.

The miniature General Staff sent by Germany had only stayed in the Northeast for three months, but in those three months, the upper echelons of the Northeast Army had confirmed that the German General Staff operated the German Army in exactly this way.

The German Army displayed astonishing strength in the tragic European war, relying on Germany's powerful industrial capacity. Behind the three million frontline and reserve troops in the future war lay the more than thirty million people of the entire Northeast. From the moment He Rui arrived in the Northeast, he had been building the Northeast Government and the Northeast Army with such a scale of war as the goal.

Finally understanding what kind of war he was dedicating himself to, Xu Chengfeng felt that his family's meager assets were insignificant and completely unworthy of wasting his precious time.

If anything was more valuable than this war, it was the future where China would return to the peak of the world after total liberation.

It was not just Xu Chengfeng; the high-ranking officials of the Northeast Government and the Northeast Army shared the same thoughts. Everyone was doing their best to complete their work, preparing to witness the destruction of Kolchak and the subsequent temporary stabilization of the Far East situation.

In late September, the vanguard of the White Guard began to move north. The division commander leading the troops was Major General Pavlov. There were not many people seeing them off in Vladivostok. Standing in the most prominent position were the Orthodox bishop and priests, wearing their vestments and praying loudly, "Lord, please bless God's warriors to defeat those atheist Red Bandits..."

Apart from the priests praying with great effort, only some women walked out of the wooden houses. They held no flowers to wish for victory in their hands, but handkerchiefs to wipe their tears.

Major General Pavlov did not see his wife and daughter, although the General had instructed them not to come to see him off. But when he truly set out for the battle line, the Major General regretted it. Initially, he worried that seeing his wife and daughter would shake his resolve to fight to the death, but before rushing to the battlefield, the Major General realized he was wrong.

If he was destined to die on the battlefield, why couldn't he look at his wife and daughter one last time?

But until the Major General left Vladivostok, he did not see their figures. When the troops boarded the train, the Major General looked back once more. Women were weeping, children were weeping, and the soldiers in the army were also weeping.

His Excellency the Major General had once fought fiercely with the Soviet Red Army near Moscow but fell short of success. After experiencing a series of defeats, he finally fled to Vladivostok. This was already the last base of the White Russian Army. The purpose of going north this time was to seize key points before winter, buying time for the great counteroffensive next year.

Turning his head back, the Major General finally stopped considering any lingering attachments. If there was anything more terrible than losing one's family, it was losing Russia—letting those vicious mud-legged Red Bandits become the masters of Russia.

After the White Russian troops departed, He Rui received the news. The Military Commission was disappointed that they couldn't send observers; only by seeing the combat effectiveness of the White and Red armies with their own eyes could they know the enemies they might face in the future.

He Rui didn't care. The advantage of the Soviet Red Army lay in its ability to arm an army of tens of millions and exchange blows one-on-one with Germany. As for the violent aesthetic elements in Soviet military equipment, it proved the Soviet talent for system integration. But that was all.

Moreover, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the subsequent Russian Federation returned to the feeling of Czarist Russia. As far as He Rui knew, even in 2018, the Russian military high command submitted a report on the 1992 Gulf War as if presenting a treasure, analyzing US tactics and expressing Russia's profound agreement with "informationized warfare."

What hope could one have for such a country?

Although He Rui did not subscribe to the idea of national character, the sedimentation of national culture did exist. Regarding the collapse of the Soviet Union, there was a very harsh comment: "The demise of the Soviet Union is the collapse of 'Barbarian regimes do not last a century'." This statement was indeed harsh, but it described a certain fact and truth.

Spending effort caring about this was less useful than taking this opportunity to verify the Northeast's total mobilization system.

So He Rui issued an order: "The troops deployed in the second line are to begin comprehensive military exercises."

He Rui's order was quickly executed in the army. After all, the judgment had been made that fighting the Red or White Army was a low-probability event, so the troops placed on the front line were new recruit units. A large part of these soldiers were conscripts with half a year of service. Apart from military training, they were made to experience long-distance marching drills.

The true core field units were troops who had been conscripted at least twice. In every village in the Northeast, water conservancy maintenance was carried out during the farming off-season. The village militia had to concentrate in the towns to be responsible for the safety of the water conservancy projects. And every village had to have at least two people serve as conscripts, joining the county troops. After completing military training, they would conduct various field drills within a range of a hundred or even several hundred *li* from their homes.

Although only four people from each village participated in the draft each year, these people were not repeated. The number of soldiers who had participated in two drafts already exceeded 500,000.

Excluding soldiers identified as unqualified, the Northeast indeed had 300,000 troops with sufficient training experience that could be mobilized.

As a member of the second-line troops, Gao Shitou moved through the plains of the Northeast with his unit. Suddenly, a gunshot rang out. The unit immediately halted. The reconnaissance unit moved forward under cover towards the direction of the gunshot, while the squad leaders tried hard to judge the location where the gun was fired.

Gao Shitou knew this was a military exercise; he had participated in such training after being conscripted for the second time. The opposing unit was playing the role of the Japanese Army, using Japanese weapons.

Hearing the gunshot, Gao Shitou had already pinpointed the sound and looked towards the five o'clock direction relative to the line of march. But the reaction of the squad leader and the combat group leader was a bit slower. However, the squad leader and other combat backbones had already directed the troops to crouch down, ready to receive orders at any time.

At this moment, the messenger sent by the platoon leader shouted, "The enemy is at the 5 o'clock direction! First Squad, follow the Platoon Leader to outflank the enemy from the south. Seize the high ground and be ready to engage the Japanese outflanking force at any time."

Hearing the order, the squad leader stood up and shouted loudly, "Comrades, drop packs, carry weapons, move out."

Gao Shitou and his comrades had already pulled the rifles from their packs; they immediately piled their packs together and began to advance with the squad leader.

The so-called high ground was just a small hillock. When the troops reached the side of the hillock, they didn't charge up immediately. The troops paused, and the reconnaissance unit pushed forward. Gao Shitou and his comrades watched as a squad's worth of troops groped their way up the hillock. Just as they reached the bottom, gunshots rang out from the top.

A comrade beside Gao Shitou said anxiously, "Why are there people up there?"

Hearing this, Gao Shitou wasn't anxious. In the exercise, let alone every high ground, every gully, including a small grove or a few dilapidated houses, could be a position set up by the Japanese Army.

Facing such a situation, what Gao Shitou had learned was how to judge how the Japanese positions were deployed.

This had to be determined based on the scale of the Japanese force, to figure out exactly how many rifles and machine guns this group of Japanese had, and whether it was possible for them to receive artillery support from the Japanese behind them. Or even whether this Japanese unit carried artillery.

So every battle was not a simple fight, but a battle of wits and courage. Gao Shitou had made wrong judgments many times, but he still didn't want to give up. He very much wanted to make the correct judgment and then achieve victory together with his comrades.

At this time, the platoon leader's order came down. "Judge that the defenders are a Japanese squad. While the unit's mortars provide suppressive fire, First Squad goes east, pay attention to striking the Japanese machine gunners. If the Japanese machine gun is deployed on the west side of the high ground, First Squad will launch an attack."

After listening to the order, Gao Shitou looked at the high ground in front of him and already understood the reason for the arrangement.

Under the simulated Japanese rifle fire, First Squad passed through the terrain and approached the high ground occupied by the Japanese. Suddenly, the sound of machine-gun fire rang out from the west. This was the sound of blanks, very different from live ammunition. But Gao Shitou had no mind to dwell on this; he was already prepared, just waiting for the squad leader to order the attack. However, the squad leader was pricking up his ears to listen, making Gao Shitou anxious. He couldn't help but shout, "Squad Leader, the machine gun position isn't facing us, let's go up quickly!"

The squad leader was already anxious about making a judgment and felt nervous. Hearing this, he still wasn't too clear on the Japanese machine gun deployment. Just as he wanted to listen again, he heard Gao Shitou urging him again and couldn't help cursing, "If you shut your mouth and don't make a sound, will it suffocate you!"

Gao Shitou frowned, feeling that this squad leader was really useless; he couldn't even distinguish such simple movement.

Fortunately, the deputy squad leader supported Gao Shitou's judgment and said, "Squad Leader, the machine gun is deployed in the west. Let's set off."

The squad leader wanted to confirm once more, but the gunfire stopped. There was no way to judge anymore. Not long after, the platoon leader ran over personally and asked loudly, "Why didn't you attack?"

The squad leader immediately wilted and hurriedly explained, "Platoon Leader, I didn't hear clearly. Can we do it again?"

The platoon leader stomped his foot in anger. "Go back and practice more."

Seeing the squad leader's appearance, Gao Shitou felt very vindicated. Once the platoon leader left, the squad leader lowered his head with a dark face. When he looked up, he shouted at Gao Shitou, "Next time speak up earlier, don't talk while the guns are firing. I didn't hear clearly this time because you caused a delay."

A surge of anger rose in Gao Shitou. He didn't hear clearly himself, so how could he blame the person who did? But the other guy was the squad leader after all, so Gao Shitou had no choice. He could only turn his head away and stay silent.

As a result, the squad leader wouldn't let it go and shouted, "Did you hear me!"

The deputy squad leader hurriedly smoothed things over. "Forget it, Stone, just say yes."

Gao Shitou could only hold back his anger and responded.

The next day, during the summary meeting, after the platoon leader finished speaking about tactical points, he called up the First Squad Leader. "I want to ask you, First Squad Leader, what does it mean that you shouldn't talk while listening to gunshots?"

The First Squad Leader was stunned, and his gaze immediately turned to Gao Shitou and the others. However, the platoon leader gave the First Squad Leader no chance. "Not hearing clearly is nothing, but as a squad leader, you absolutely must not push the matter onto others. If everyone did this, wouldn't it mean that if I didn't figure something out, I could say you ruined things!"

The First Squad Leader hurriedly smiled apologetically and replied, "Platoon Leader, if you blame me, I'll take responsibility."

Gao Shitou was very disdainful of these words but didn't want to cause trouble. After all, he still had to serve under him. But the platoon leader did not let the First Squad Leader off because of these soft words. The platoon leader's expression became angry. "First Squad Leader, I order you now: you are immediately relieved of your duties. Report to the Personnel Department. The reason is that you have no willingness to take responsibility. Go now!"

Gao Shitou was stunned. Gao Shitou was naturally happy to see the First Squad Leader's end. But he really hadn't expected such a severe punishment.

There were many things Gao Shitou hadn't expected. For example, the issue of internal struggle was not unique to this one platoon in the Northeast Army.

In Moscow, the defeated Bolshevik Red Army was also undergoing an internal debate.

Pilsudski ordered an attack on Kiev on April 12, 1920, starting a military action to demand "lands occupied by Russia" from Soviet Russia. This greatly offended the patriotism of Soviet Russia and equally damaged the passion and yearning for "World Revolution" held by almost all leaders of Soviet Russia. How could Poland, regarded by Soviet Russian leaders as the "Red Bridge" for the world revolution, become a "thoroughfare" against Soviet Russia? Thus, Polish patriotism collided with Soviet Russian patriotism.

On April 29, the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks) issued a proclamation calling on workers, peasants, and "respected citizens of Russia" to rise up and defend the Soviet Republic. The traditional Russian patriotism that Lenin had criticized, and the concept of Russia itself, were viewed by the Soviet regime for the first time as weapons to win the war against Poland. Moreover, under this banner of Russian patriotism, what was to be achieved was not merely victory in the war against Poland.
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The sense of defeat did not affect Comrade Lenin, but he had to face the contradiction between "World Revolution" and "Patriotism". At the Bolshevik Party Congress in September 1920, Comrade Lenin observed the changing mood of the committee members.

Comrades who believed that victory could be achieved continuously as long as the banner of "World Revolution" was raised suffered the greatest shock. No matter how inspiring the revolutionary ideals were, in the cruel reality, the Red Army was defeated and had to withdraw from the "disputed territories" claimed by Poland. This border line was even two hundred kilometers further east than the "Curzon Line" proposed by the British. Even from the perspective of nationalism and patriotism, Soviet Russia had suffered major losses.

Commissioner Nikolai Bukharin was a comrade who understood self-criticism quite well. His speech focused on reflection on this defeat. This speech had already brought Comrade Lenin to the verge of an outburst. Next, Commissioner Trotsky spoke with eloquence about his persistence in the World Revolution. Lenin finally could not bear it anymore and interrupted Comrade Trotsky's speech, "Please stop for a moment, Comrade Trotsky."

Under the gaze of all the Bolshevik committee members, Comrade Lenin stood up. "Comrades, what exactly this failure proves will take a longer time to understand. Forced explanations will only cause more confusion. What needs to be done now is to end the civil war as soon as possible and begin Russia's internal construction. This is the theme of this meeting."

After speaking, Comrade Lenin looked at Trotsky, "Now, Comrade Trotsky, you may continue your speech."

Trotsky did not want to end this topic. The World Revolution was Trotsky's proposition. Although the leadership responsibility for the defeat in Poland was borne by Tukhachevsky, Stalin, Budyonny, and others, Trotsky still could not accept that the concept of World Revolution had suffered such a huge blow.

But Comrade Lenin's prestige was so immense that since he had set the tone for the meeting, the meeting had to proceed in that direction.

Trotsky could only say, "Let other comrades speak first."

Now the topic could not continue. Obviously, Comrade Lenin already had his own ideas, and the various committee members wanted to know Comrade Lenin's judgment on this matter first.

However, the committee members were wrong. Comrade Lenin was only determined to solve the problem of the failure of the war against Poland as soon as possible while ensuring unity within the party. Comrade Lenin had not yet determined a line of thought for the analysis of this matter.

Moreover, what Comrade Lenin cared about was the analysis He Rui had made of this war beforehand. Poland had three factors for inevitable victory, and Soviet Russia had three factors for inevitable defeat.

At that time, Comrade Lenin was very dissatisfied with He Rui's prediction. This was also human nature. What He Rui said was nothing new beyond human wisdom. Undoubtedly, Poland had nationalist sentiments, British support, and the convenience of interior lines of operation.

The Soviet Russian army was fighting on exterior lines, the logistical pressure was too great, and the grasp of intelligence on Poland was insufficient. The number of field armies capable of fighting in foreign countries was extremely insufficient.

From the results, He Rui had precisely grasped the "degree". Compared to the Bolshevik Central Committee, He Rui's judgment of the Soviet Russian Red Army's strength was more precise.

Just as other committee members finished speaking, Comrade Lenin stated his own view, "The Red Army fell short of success in Poland. Innumerable problems can be found. Innumerable wrong orders can be listed after the event. From the perspective of dialectics, it was insufficient strength that led to these problems, not these problems that led to the defeat."

Logic is often counter-intuitive, so the committee members initially could not accept the fact of the Red Army's "weakness". But logic can defeat intuition precisely because once its validity is proposed, it can be proven by reality.

After depressed, resentful, and even angry discussions, the committee members finally accepted Comrade Lenin's judgment.

With this judgment, the Bolshevik Central Committee meeting finally concluded that the comrades in the war bore work responsibilities. This was a fairly mild judgment for the Bolshevik Central Committee at this time. Work responsibility meant that everyone was a good comrade. As for the problems that occurred, who in the entire Bolshevik party had not had problems in their work?

After the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin had to make a decision and asked Commissioner Joffe to return to his office with him. As soon as they entered the office, Comrade Lenin stated his decision, "Dear Comrade Joffe, are you willing to go to Northeast China again?"

Kolchak was about to be annihilated, and the Trans-Siberian Railway had been controlled by the Red Army. Joffe felt that this trip would be much easier. But thinking of the difficulty of dealing with He Rui, the biggest warlord in China, Joffe thought for a moment before asking, "Comrade Lenin, are we going to sign a secret treaty with He Rui?"

The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed under Joffe's responsibility. Lenin had great confidence in Joffe's working ability. Since Joffe already understood what to do, Comrade Lenin went straight to the point, "Although He Rui is currently a local leader in China, I believe he will become China's future leader. I hope to understand He Rui's judgment on the world situation."

"Comrade Lenin, do you believe in He Rui?" Joffe asked an ambiguous question.

"From all of He Rui's works and speeches seen so far, his attitude is very honest. Moreover, he bears no malice towards the World Revolution. He Rui has the ability to formulate and execute economic policies. The Northeast Government he leads is composed of many people from different backgrounds. Although the class background of these people lacks revolutionary character, in terms of economic construction, they have not shown a tendency to represent the interests of feudal landlords or capitalists..."

Comrade Lenin recounted his judgment of the Northeast Government. While persuading Comrade Joffe, he was also persuading himself to some extent.

Comrade Joffe was obviously persuaded. In the process of the Russian Revolution, Comrade Lenin's judgment played a decisive role. It not only allowed the revolution to succeed but also led the revolution from one victory to another.

Although the failure of the war before them was unexpected, Comrade Lenin's judgment on the failure also allowed Joffe to see the current situation more clearly, which actually strengthened Joffe's confidence.

So, Joffe asked a question, "Comrade Lenin, are we going to propose border demarcation to He Rui?"

Comrade Lenin knew the relationship between China and Russia. Especially Tsarist Russia and even the Bolshevik government two years ago hoped for the independence of Outer Mongolia. From Russia's perspective, this was a means to ensure security. But from China's perspective, this was an act full of hostility. From the patriotic sentiments of the people, this was an act that created hatred.

To eliminate hostility, some sincerity had to be shown.

"We are willing to discuss the treaties imposed on China by Tsarist Russia." Comrade Lenin gave a vague answer.

Commissioner Joffe knew the meaning of these words very well, so he did not ask more about this sensitive issue. Instead, he asked about Comrade Lenin's expectations for He Rui.

After talking for a while, Joffe received the appropriate scope of authorization and rose to leave. Before setting off, Joffe specifically asked about the recent situation on the front line. The news he received was not very good. After half a year of reorganization, the White Russian army withstood the first wave of the Red Army's offensive. They did not collapse at the first touch as before. In the battle reports received in Moscow, the White Russian army even recovered the courage to engage in bayonet fighting from the early days of the civil war, engaging in fierce hand-to-hand combat with the Red Army when they rushed into the trenches.

Comrade Joffe returned to his office and immediately held a meeting to arrange work. The members of the Foreign Affairs Committee felt Commissioner Joffe's urgency and raised their confusion. Since the war was not over yet, why rush to Northeast China? It would be easier to talk after the war ended.

"Comrades, if we can make He Rui interrupt his support for the White Army, how many casualties can our Red Army soldiers reduce?" Joffe asked in return.

The office of the Foreign Affairs Committee fell silent. No one could voice any opposing views. From the perspective of striving to reduce Red Army casualties, the Northeast Government, as the current source of supplies for the White Guards, had enormous influence.

Seeing that the comrades were persuaded, Commissioner Joffe made personnel arrangements and immediately contacted the train to the Far East.

The train was full of people, mostly Red Army soldiers heading to the Far East. They were ordered to go to the Far East to participate in the battle to annihilate the Kolchak White Guards. Many of the Red Army soldiers were simple peasants leaving their hometowns for the first time. Everyone discussed whether the battle would be easy to fight, and also talked about grain harvests and family situations.

Joffe did not like listening to these topics very much. The situation facing Soviet Russia was too dangerous. Even if the meeting presided over by Comrade Lenin resolved the issue of this defeat mildly, it only stabilized the Bolshevik Central Committee internally and prevented instability due to drastic personnel changes.

But Poland's victory gave Poland huge territories and more population. Moreover, Poland's victory allowed Britain and France to fully support Poland to threaten the Soviet Russian regime. Now, the Red Army must deploy more troops on the Russian-Polish border to guard against possible attacks by the Polish army.

Even if the war did not continue to break out, Soviet Russia could not reveal any opportunity for exploitation. This would be a heavy pressure.

The train advanced eastward day and night. Comrade Joffe took this opportunity to learn Chinese. Since He Rui was an unavoidable figure, reading He Rui's works directly became very important.

Before Comrade Joffe's Chinese ability improved to the point where he could read He Rui's articles alone, he arrived at the Sino-Russian border. The cities here had been burned by the flames of war. A considerable number of Red Army soldiers in the city were wounded, showing that cruel battles had taken place.

The person responsible for receiving Commissioner Joffe was a division political commissar. When sending Joffe to the border, he couldn't help but curse the Northeast Government.

"Those damn Chinese provided countless weapons to the White Army, from rifles to artillery. Every time we capture a position, we can seize a large amount of weapons and ammunition! Comrade Commissioner, China is our enemy!"

Seeing so many wounded, Commissioner Joffe could guess that the war situation was not easy. Kolchak had once collapsed like a landslide, and millions of people risked crossing thousands of miles of winter roads to avoid fighting the Red Army.

Now that the White Guards could cause such huge casualties to the Red Army, the weapons and ammunition provided by the Northeast Government were a very important reason. Moreover, the White Guards now held a front line. This front line relied on the Songhua River originating from China, starting from the Sino-Russian border in the west to the Sea of Japan in the east. The Red Army had been blocked by the front line.

Just as Comrade Joffe was considering how to talk to He Rui, he heard the division political commissar continue, "Comrade Commissioner, if we enter Chinese territory directly and launch an attack from the side and rear, we can easily defeat the White Russian army. Please..."

"Shut up!" Joffe immediately stopped the Red Army division political commissar's suggestion.

The division political commissar was not scared by this shout. He continued with grief and indignation, "Comrade Commissioner, in the current situation, the Chinese army is fighting against us together with the White bandits!"

Joffe didn't say much more. He threw off the Red Army political commissar and walked forward. The boat was ready, and Joffe boarded it. However, the Red Army political commissar did not stop because of this. He continued to shout, "Comrade Commissioner, can you make China agree to our request?"

Joffe knew that the Northeast Government would never agree to this matter. If the positions were swapped, Soviet Russia would not agree to foreign troops launching attacks through Russian territory either. For any great power, this was not an acceptable thing.

The boat went further and further away, and the Red Army political commissar's voice could no longer be heard. Joffe even felt somewhat fortunate that at least the Red Army did not propose the idea of annexing Northeast China and establishing a Yellow Russia. As long as such remarks appeared in Soviet Russian newspapers, conflicts would immediately intensify.

The situation in Soviet Russia was already very bad. Except for the Arctic Ocean region which was relatively safe, all other regions faced huge threats without exception. Compared to all neighbors, He Rui was already the mildest one. Even so, He Rui had already seized the Chinese Eastern Railway and completely cleared Russian power in Outer Mongolia. And he fully armed Kolchak's army. If He Rui sent troops into Russia to fight, the threat would completely shake the new Soviet Russian regime. Such a situation must not be allowed to happen.

Along the way, Joffe looked at the Northeast outside through the train window. Having not been here for only more than two years, Joffe found that the world seen outside the window had changed greatly. The density of villages had obviously increased, and patches of woods had also increased. From the neatness of the woods, these woods were all artificially planted. That is to say, the degree of land development in the Northeast had increased very much compared to two years ago.

Not only woods, but the number of pastures was also increasing significantly. From a distance, herds of cattle grazing on the pastures could be seen in the gaps between the woods. Moreover, the Northeast he saw was not experiencing war. Everything looked so peaceful and comfortable, a world of difference from Russia which was undergoing a large-scale war.

Arriving in Shenyang, as soon as Commissioner Joffe walked out of the train station, he saw trams appearing on the main road. This definitely appeared recently. When Joffe passed here last time, the road in front of the bustling train station was full of horses and very few cars.

The trams were full of passengers, and the people on the street were dressed much better than before. Especially that feeling of vigor and vitality made Comrade Joffe feel the changes taking place in the Northeast.

However, He Rui was not in Shenyang. The Director of the Foreign Affairs Office who received Joffe told him that He Rui was inspecting the local areas and would return within two days. These two days were just right for Comrade Joffe to have a good rest.

Regardless of whether Joffe thought He Rui was playing a game of displaying authority, in fact, He Rui was really inspecting the local areas. More accurately, He Rui was inspecting the troops that had completed this round of combat exercises against Japan.

Exercises were not acting. Since they were to fight Japan, the troops had to conduct various targeted training against the combat organization of the Japanese army. At this time, He Rui was inspecting the 8th Army. According to the plan, 1 million troops would be used for the operation against Japan. An army had three divisions, about 40,000 men. The Northeast Army had already organized 25 armies.

With the characteristics of the PLA, the designations 1, 2, and 3 were not given to army-level organizations, so the troops started from the 4th Army and went all the way to the 28th Army.

The army commander and political commissar accompanied He Rui to inspect the troops' daily training first. He Rui remained silent. After seeing the general situation, He Rui spoke. Pointing to a platoon in front, He Rui ordered, "Start digging defensive positions for fighting the Japanese army in plain areas now."

Hearing the order, the army commander did not say much and immediately ordered, "Commander of the 2nd Division, order your troops to execute the mission."

The Commander of the 2nd Division immediately conveyed the order, "Commander of the 3rd Regiment, I order this platoon of your regiment to start digging defensive positions for fighting the Japanese army in plain areas."

Gao Shitou did not expect that one day he would be able to dig trenches in front of Chairman He Rui. When the order arrived, Gao Shitou immediately lined up in front of the platoon leader with other troops.

"1, 2, 3, 4..." Counting finished. As the squad leader of the 1st Squad, Gao Shitou immediately reported, "Report to Platoon Leader, 1st Squad has 10 people, 10 people present."

After the three squads confirmed the number of people, trench digging began. Soon, sweat appeared on the officers' and soldiers' foreheads, and their breathing became rapid. But everyone's hands did not stop at all. With the digging, a defensive position gradually appeared.

This was a position belonging to the overall defense system, divided into three lines of trenches, with communication trenches connecting them. There were even anti-artillery holes.

When Gao Shitou rotated with the soldiers, he looked in He Rui's direction and saw Chairman He Rui listening to the officer beside him whispering something. But Chairman He Rui remained silent. That calm expression made it completely impossible to understand what Chairman He was thinking.

Just standing there, He Rui seemed to become the core of all matters, and the people around him were revolving around Chairman He Rui. And judging from the attitudes of the army commander, political commissar, chief of staff, and others, these people truly admired Chairman He.

Unbuttoning his collar, Gao Shitou breathed as hard as he could to allow his physical strength to recover quickly. Gao Shitou himself also wanted to become one of these people around Chairman He because Gao Shitou himself also admired Chairman He.

Bullying was the most common thing in the countryside. Gao Shitou had been bullied by the squad leader a month ago. Compared to those people in the village, the squad leader was already considered not bad, at least he didn't go on endlessly.

However, the squad leader was removed from his post. The platoon leader told the soldiers including Gao Shitou directly, "The Northeast Army will never accept shifting responsibility to others. The squad leader's actions violated the tradition of the Northeast Army. That's why he was handed over to the Personnel Department."

Gao Shitou could see that the platoon leader was not bullying the squad leader. If he wanted to bully the squad leader, it would be beating, scolding, and mocking. Just this one thing made Gao Shitou feel that he had fallen in love with this "tradition".
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The position excavation was complete. Gao Shitou originally thought Chairman He Rui would just take a look, but he didn't expect Chairman He to jump into the trench and start measuring with a tape measure. Gao Shitou felt his heart beat faster; Chairman He was an expert. If there was any cutting corners, the ruler would confirm it immediately.

But Gao Shitou wasn't afraid. The length of the entrenching shovel was fixed; one didn't need a ruler. Just by comparing it with the shovel, one would know if the depth was truly up to standard.

After He Rui finished measuring the trenches, finding all depths perfectly qualified and the layout quite reasonable, he jumped out of the trench and walked past the troops lined up for inspection. The young men were all in high spirits, their faces flushed red from the heavy physical labor, looking full of vitality.

He Rui shouted, "Hello, comrades."

The officers and soldiers answered in unison, "Hello, Chief."

"Comrades, you've worked hard."

"Serve the people!"

The response was neat and fluent, showing the troops were well-trained. He Rui shook hands with the officers and soldiers one by one, asking the grassroots soldiers some questions.

Gao Shitou had heard that Chairman He was a military strategist, but he hadn't expected him not to be the kind of high-and-mighty big shot from his imagination. Just the movement of getting in and out of the trench was practiced enough to be envious of. And during the inspection, his gestures revealed vigorous movements. If He Rui personally led Gao Shitou to fight, Gao Shitou would feel very at ease.

When He Rui walked in front of Gao Shitou, Gao Shitou grasped He Rui's hand, feeling that the palm was warm, dry, strong, and powerful. Such a hand holding a rifle would definitely achieve good results.

While he was excited, he heard He Rui ask, "How many times have you been drafted?"

Gao Shitou quickly replied, "Report to the Chairman, this is the third time!"

"Where is your home?"

"Tieling."

"How many times did you participate in water conservancy facility construction at home?"

Gao Shitou quickly recalled, but wasn't quite sure. Building water conservancy projects happened every year. Villagers not only had to participate in the village's water conservancy construction but also from the town to the village, and the county to the town. He couldn't remember exactly how many times.

However, at this moment, he couldn't stay silent, so he answered based on his impression, "...Report, probably about ten times."

He thought Chairman He would ask for details, but he didn't expect He Rui to praise, "Everyone has worked hard repairing water conservancy. Work hard, and live a good life as soon as possible."

Gao Shitou felt his heart warm up. Repairing water conservancy was indeed hard work, but after it was done, the farmers weren't so afraid of the heavens. This year there was a severe drought, but it only exhausted the water in the nearby reservoirs, and the crop harvest was still at least eighty percent of last year's. If it were in the past, the crops would likely have failed completely.

After the rain and snow later this year, the small reservoirs would fill up again. The weather was like this; after a severe drought, the weather next year would be favorable, and it would definitely be a good harvest again.

Ending the exchange with the officers and soldiers, He Rui also obtained a lot of news. The water conservancy projects were going well, especially this drought, which greatly increased the trust of these soldiers of peasant origin in water conservancy projects.

Accompanied by the Army Commander and others, He Rui went straight to the headquarters. On the way, the Army Commander asked a question, "Chairman, will the Japanese army use 120mm direct-fire guns in large quantities?"

"If the Japanese army wants to win, they will use all their firepower. I also hope the Japanese army doesn't use heavy artillery, but the Japanese army really wants to win."

The expressions of the Army Commander and other senior officers inevitably became grave. The Army Commander sighed, "If that's the case, the field fortifications must be strengthened."

He Rui could understand the Army Commander's worry. Electroslag remelting technology wasn't anything extraordinary as long as one knew the formula. The power plant in Shanghai in 1910 used turbo-generator technology, which was already relatively advanced technical equipment in the world. There was no generation gap in power generation technology.

However, electroslag remelting required a massive amount of electricity. To provide such huge energy, a large number of reliable power plants needed to be built. Organizing industrial manufacturing and production on such a scale was the real difficulty.

Just like in the 21st century, everyone said Chinese products had low technological content. This statement was already wrong. China's heavy industry could produce massive amounts of cheap raw materials; heavy industry itself was one of the few high-tech sectors in the world.

As for mass production and the ability to sell it, that was a world-class capability. If it were in the 21st century, with ubiquitous electroslag remelting equipment, easily found hydraulic presses of several thousand tons, and numerous high-pressure equipment factories providing pressures higher than artillery chamber pressure, it would be easy to assemble factories and production lines to produce 120mm artillery.

Even now, knowing the technical direction and process, He Rui barely scraped together such a production line.

The only problem was that the production line scraped together in a short time indeed cost He Rui a huge amount of fiscal revenue.

Arriving at the headquarters, the technical department responsible for inspecting fortification construction reported to He Rui on the fortification test under 120mm artillery bombardment.

He Rui didn't say anything after listening. Seeing the comrades looking a bit anxious, He Rui smiled, "My train of thought wandered a bit. I was considering that such a battle would be a phase of the overall campaign. Please forgive me, comrades. Organize a live-fire drill; I'll take a look too."

Hearing this, the group of senior military officers and technical branch officers were not surprised but became more interested. The 8th Army Commander immediately asked, "Chairman, what period of the entire campaign will this phase be?"

"The battlefield environment applicable to 120mm artillery is certainly a stable front line. And regarding the quantity of 120mm artillery and ammunition supply, it depends on the judgment between us and the Japanese army. If it's our side, it's very likely to be used in brigade or regiment-level battles. But the Japanese army's organizational scale is relatively large; their brigades, which correspond to our division-level operations, would use them. Or they would only enter a counterattack after discovering our army using 120mm artillery..."

He Rui explained the general laws of campaign development. Especially now that the entire war was determined, its progress could be predicted...

The class sparked a lot of discussion as soon as it started. In the evening, He Rui's secretary finally found a chance to ask about Joffe. He Rui had actually forgotten about Joffe; compared to the current work, Joffe really counted for nothing. He Rui smiled, "Then please ask Comrade Joffe to come here. If we let him continue to wait, ten days or half a month isn't much."

Thus, Joffe appeared at a garrison point whose location he couldn't figure out at all, having traveled by train, car, and horse.

In the distance, smoke from cooking fires could be seen, and the town along the road had a peaceful atmosphere. Joffe was led into a house resembling a Russian village office. After waiting for a moment in one of the rooms, He Rui strode in.

Compared to the He Rui in Joffe's memory, the current He Rui didn't look much different. However, his clothes were covered in quite a bit of dust, looking not like he came out of some decent office, but more like he had returned from the countryside.

But these things were no longer important. Even if He Rui was dirty all over now, Joffe wouldn't mind. If two years ago, Joffe cared about a suddenly rising Chinese Northeast warlord, now He Rui was the representative of a political organization with military industrial production capabilities. With the area of the Northeast plus Inner and Outer Mongolia, it was second only to Russia in Europe, exceeding the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

After exchanging greetings and conveying Comrade Lenin's regards to He Rui, Joffe straightforwardly asked a question, "Your Excellency, what position do you think China holds under the international order established by Britain and France?"

"I think it doesn't change much from Russia's status. If China wants to complete unification, it will certainly meet with opposition from Britain and France."

He Rui's answer didn't excite Joffe; he felt He Rui must be able to understand this. So Joffe continued to ask, "Then why does the Northeast side continue to support the White Army?"

"We have ended all trade content with the White Army. Next, the White Army will be unable to purchase any weapons and supplies from the Northeast."

This was good news for Joffe. In international negotiations, there were various misdirections, even nonsense, but rarely outright deception. Relationships between regimes were not interactions between people; the degree of seriousness far exceeded individuals. Even in interactions between ordinary people, bluffing for the sake of face was understandable. But lying meant the relationship had degraded to the bottom line.

Arrogance, ostentation, coldness, cruelty. These counted for nothing in the diplomatic field. But deception was unacceptable. Between nations, once deception was proven, it meant serious consequences. Consequences so grave that even an Imperial Chancellor couldn't bear them. Even an Imperial Emperor often couldn't bear them.

So if He Rui dared to say this, Joffe, facing a regime's diplomatic head, had to believe He Rui's words. Otherwise, there was no need for Joffe to travel over ten thousand kilometers to meet with He Rui.

Joffe also stated his diplomatic mission, "Comrade Lenin believes that China is a great country, the temporary division will not last, and China will definitely be fully unified again."

"Comrade Lenin's vision is commendable. There is a saying in China: 'The empire, long divided, must unite; long united, must divide.' All Chinese people, including my comrades, look forward to complete unification."

Joffe smiled slightly and continued, "In the process of China's unification, I wonder if Russia can provide help?"

"I look forward to a more lasting good relationship," He Rui smiled. Regarding the Soviet Union, He Rui had nothing much to say. Perhaps because of He Rui's changes, the Soviet Union wouldn't disintegrate.

"Comrade Joffe, regarding Russia, I have a suggestion. Both sides should retain police forces on the border and not station troops. There is a long border between China and Russia; even reciprocal garrisoning would only be a waste of national strength. Personally, retaining garrisons on such a long border of thousands of kilometers is a meaningless military arrangement."

Joffe was stunned; He Rui's suggestion could only be described as abrupt. So Joffe didn't answer but tried to think about what He Rui's purpose was.

Finally, Joffe responded from the most well-intentioned angle, "Your Excellency He Rui's view of hoping for peace between the two countries is admirable."

"Peace is precious, naturally the longer the better. As long as both sides try their best to maintain it, I believe China and Russia can possess long-term peace."

The conversation went on for a long time, and Joffe increasingly felt that He Rui before him had excellent strategic vision. Peace between China and Russia had immense benefits. He Rui was very clear about this. And He Rui was also very clear about the current situation in Europe; the pressure Soviet Russia faced also left it with no ability to ask for exorbitant prices.

Moreover, He Rui was very clear that Soviet Russia and Tsarist Russia were not the same country. So He Rui expressed strong indignation at Tsarist Russia's aggression against China but also expressed appreciation for Soviet Russia's communist path.

Talking about Tsarist Russia, He Rui stated that he would absolutely not accept any treaties after 1870.

The biggest territorial change between China and Russia was before 1870; afterwards, the territory Tsarist Russia obtained from China wasn't large. Although Comrade Lenin's view was the willingness to abolish the unequal treaties between Tsarist Russia and China after 1900. He Rui's statement made Joffe feel the asking price was high, but the pressure wasn't great.

More importantly, He Rui's statement proved that he had no thoughts of attacking Russia. This was good news for Russia.

However, He Rui's words couldn't be taken as goodwill. Joffe asked, "Then what is Your Excellency He Rui's view on Kolchak?"

"I think the Red Army can win and can achieve victory in the short term. The strength of Kolchak's army is being consumed rapidly; a desperate battle based on fear cannot be sustained for too long."

Joffe looked solemn, "But Kolchak's army is still using weapons and ammunition produced in the Northeast to fight."

He Rui smiled slightly and said a few words to his secretary. Shortly after the secretary left, he brought a document. He Rui handed it to Joffe, "Comrade Joffe, this is the weapons and ammunition provided by the Northeast to Kolchak within half a year. Based on battlefield consumption, I think this ammunition won't last too long..."

Joffe took it and looked: 300,000 rifles, 220 million rounds of ammunition, 600 mortars. Just this number made Joffe feel immense pressure.

He Rui was indifferent. This little amount of weapons and ammunition, especially that pitiful number of mortars. For a modern war, it really wasn't much use.

Six hundred mortars. Now every platoon of the Northeast Army was equipped with a 60mm mortar. In the recent construction of defensive positions, He Rui proposed several platoon-level circular positions of WWII standards. Mortars were deployed in the center of the three-trench circular position.

According to the Northeast Army's "three-three" system, one corps had three divisions, one division had three regiments, and so on. A Northeast Army corps, just the mortars moving with the infantry, numbered 243. If counting the mortar platoons of battalion-level combat units, as well as all artillery companies, artillery battalions, and artillery regiments of the regiment, division, and corps levels, a corps of 40,000 men had hundreds of guns.

Kolchak's army, claiming to be 700,000 strong, had only a little over a thousand guns. This firepower intensity could be described as not worth mentioning.

This was modern warfare; what was fought was industrial strength. Taking the circular position provided by He Rui as an example, for a platoon to hold fast, every squad had a squad machine gun, and the platoon was added with two mortars and a heavy machine gun.

As long as the Japanese army didn't use 120mm guns to bombard this position, a Northeast Army platoon of just over 30 men was enough to defend against a standard Japanese company of 194-250 men. Even if this company brought mountain guns, it would be difficult to break through this circular position. Not to mention, the Japanese army wouldn't assign mountain guns to a Japanese company.

And the Northeast Army, with current arrangements, had mortars and heavy machine guns that could be assigned to frontline infantry platoons at any time during battle.

In a defensive battle, a platoon of just over 30 men would fire thousands of rounds of ammunition. 220 million rounds of ammunition to supply a White Army claiming 700,000 men. Allocating a total of over three hundred bullets per person could only be called 'pitiful'.

He Rui had absolutely no intention of explaining to Joffe. Joffe was a civilian official; it was normal not to understand. If the Soviet Red Army didn't even have military men who could fully understand the value of this list, then the Soviet Red Army wouldn't have survived until now. Even less would it have the value for He Rui to bother choosing to unite with.

It was getting late, and Joffe went to rest first. The next day, Joffe met with He Rui again. With the discussion with his entourage at night, the atmosphere of this meeting was much more relaxed.

Just as He Rui expected, there were people in Joffe's entourage who understood the value of this list. The White Army's frantic counterattack was indeed a spent force; it wouldn't be long before the White Army, attempting to overwhelm the Red Army with firepower, wouldn't be able to continue fighting.

Since there was communication on the imminent issues, Joffe asked about He Rui's considerations for China's future political system.

"We in China will aim to achieve communism and follow the socialist path." He Rui wasn't sleepy when talking about this. "Mr. Marx was a great scholar of economics. His monumental work has, to this day, made those capitalists understand what 'Scientific Capitalism' is."

Hearing this, Joffe almost choked. The term "Scientific Socialism" was the universal comment on Marxism. He Rui's phrase "Scientific Capitalism" was unheard of, at least to Joffe.

He Rui didn't feel he had pioneered anything. In 21st-century China, this was a relatively consensual view. Before Marx's *Das Kapital* appeared, the so-called capitalist world hadn't conducted a scientific exposition of capitalism itself.

The motive driving those capitalists was the fear of bankruptcy. Whatever the capitalists did was just to linger on for a while longer. Of course, those who could understand this counted as outstanding capitalists. Those who could implement it were even fewer.

Facing the astonished Joffe, He Rui continued, "Developing productive forces requires the advancement of the social system. So China's social system is bottom-up. Not top-down."

Joffe felt He Rui was high-spirited at this moment, with a kind of impassioned generosity in his heart.

But He Rui really didn't think so. The problem with the Soviet Union was that its social system was top-down, vastly different from the bottom-up Chinese revolution led by Chairman Mao. The reason for saying these things was that He Rui actually also had expectations of letting this group of Soviet leaders see another institutional model.

Chairman Mao's bottom-up approach started from the grassroots. That is, "From the people, to the people."

Concentrating forces to do big things was not in conflict with educated youth going to the mountains and countryside, connecting every village with roads, electricity, and the internet.

But if the system were top-down, it would be done for. The barbarous grain requisition and forced agriculturalization produced by the Soviet Union were all inevitable.

The collapse of the Soviet Union was really not caused by just a few bad people making it completely collapse. The communist system in the Soviet Union developing to the point where the masses could not draw strength from communism and being abandoned by people was the real reason.
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Admiral Kolchak arrived at the front lines in late September. The temperature in the Far East was higher than in Moscow, and the temperature in Northeast China was slightly higher still.

In Siberia, the first snows had already begun to fall. Admiral Kolchak dismounted and walked through the trenches of the White Guard positions. Upon seeing the Admiral, many White Guards immediately saluted, while others sat leaning against the cold trench walls, looking dejected.

To those soldiers who stood and saluted, the Admiral returned the salute. As for those numb and stupefied by the torment of war, Admiral Kolchak did not disturb them, simply passing by their side.

Walking through trench after trench, the Admiral’s chiseled face showed no change in expression. By evening, Admiral Kolchak returned to the frontline headquarters. Before he even entered, he could hear the argument inside.

"Vladimir, what gives you the right to make my division hold for two more days! Where are your troops!"

Admiral Kolchak quickened his pace. As he entered the door, he heard the accused Division Commander Vladimir shout back angrily, "My troops are preparing the defense line, it's impossible for them to come up immediately!"

A group of White Guard generals were watching the two men at the center of the conflict. Hearing the sound of the door being pushed open with force, some turned their heads. Seeing Admiral Kolchak walk in carrying a gust of cold air, they hurriedly saluted.

Admiral Kolchak ignored the salutes and walked straight to the center of the room. A map was spread out on the table here. Kolchak pointed to a defense line on the map and said, "Once the river freezes, the Red Bandits are likely to launch a full-scale offensive. At that time, we will withdraw to the next line of defense."

These words shocked the White Guard officers. The weather was getting colder and colder, which was very unfavorable for the Red Army attacking across the river. Once they fell into the water, even Russians could not withstand the bone-chilling current. Although the ice surface allowed infantry to pass, it was not solid and was very slippery. Attacking soldiers who fell into ice holes would surely die.

From any angle, defending along the river was extremely advantageous. Was it really appropriate for Kolchak to abandon the river defense positions?

Kolchak had already made his decision. "It is best for our frontline strength to maintain only five divisions so that we can have sufficient rotation for rest and reorganization. This war must persist until next summer before it is possible to receive support from Britain and France. Although this line along the river looks advantageous, it has exhausted our troops. How long has it been since the units have been able to rest?"

Once this was said, the two White Guard generals who had been arguing fiercely lost their previous intensity. Kolchak had spoken to the heart of the problem. The troops were spread out along the front, and although they had withstood the Red Army's attacks, they truly could not hold on under the immense pressure.

In the freezing trenches, too many soldiers were falling ill. A war with no visible chance of victory was further eroding the soldiers' fighting will. Many soldiers had already said things like, 'Even if I die, I want to die in a bed in Vladivostok.'

Kolchak did not give these men a chance to object. He continued, "I want to lead everyone to victory, not lead everyone to their deaths. Since we have survived the long expedition, we must continue to live!"

These officers had all participated in the thousands of kilometers of retreating from Siberia to Lake Baikal, and then from Lake Baikal to Vladivostok. It was exactly Admiral Kolchak who had led them through this almost certain-death expedition. Hearing the Admiral's encouragement now, the officers saluted one after another.

Major General Vladimir, the division commander, said loudly, "Please rest assured, Admiral, we will certainly obey orders."

As soon as his voice fell, the whistling sound of shells tearing through the air suddenly rang out outside. A moment later, explosions sounded. It was the movement of the Red Army shelling the White Army.

The White Army officers were already accustomed to this and continued to discuss the defense arrangements. However, the sound of shelling continued uninterrupted and became increasingly violent. Looks of astonishment spread among the White Army officers.

Admiral Kolchak walked out of the command post and saw the red glow of exploding shells flashing on the Russian positions. He could even vaguely see soil and some unidentifiable objects being blown into the air by the shells. He began to calculate in his heart.

At this moment, the Red Army artillerymen felt somewhat surprised by the newly arrived shells. The fact that there were relatively sufficient shells at the front was strange enough in itself, and the shells had no markings. They could only act according to the artillerymen's sense for the caliber of these brand-new shells and the orders conveyed by the commissars.

The commissars soon discovered the problem and got some paint to write the caliber and applicable artillery on the shells.

Aside from these doubts, there were no problems with the shells themselves. They exploded when they hit the White Army positions across the river. Those flames were the proof. With such ample ammunition, the Red Army artillerymen swept away their previous depression and began to fire fiercely, venting all the anger accumulated from unfavorable battles into their shooting.

The shelling continued sporadically throughout the night. The purpose was not simply bombardment or venting anger, but to keep the White Army awake all night and force them to move troops into the shelled areas.

Before dawn the next day, the shelling ended. Three hours later, in the direction of the Red Army's determined crossing point, massed artillery began a violent bombardment. The White Guard positions were immediately plunged into earth-shattering firepower strikes. The prepared river-crossing fleet surged toward the opposite bank under the cover of artillery and local fire.

When the boats crossed the river surface and established a beachhead, earth-shaking shouts of 'Ura' immediately rang out from the Red Army positions. Although the White Guards also launched a counterattack under artillery bombardment, the shells caused heavy losses to the counterattacking White Guards, making the return fire very weak.

Red Army soldiers began to cross the river in boats. Having stopped in front of the White Russian defense line for so long, the Red Army had prepared many river-crossing tools. Large and small boats carried a large number of Red Army soldiers across the river. Red Army soldiers constantly fell into the water, and blood began to dye the river surface red. But nothing could stop the Red Army from forcing their way across the freezing river.

More and more Red Army soldiers landed on the opposite bank with rifles and began to launch attacks into the distance. At this time, the Red Army's shelling finally weakened. If such dense firepower continued, it would accidentally injure the landing Red Army troops.

Even if they didn't care about such losses, the Red Army's shells were not enough to maintain such dense firepower.

Soon, news of victory was transmitted to Moscow. Having been blocked at the White Guard's Songhua River defense line for too long, the Red Army commanders responsible for the offensive could finally hold their heads high.

Comrade Lenin did not make any statement regarding this. He Rui's construction achievements in the Northeast left this wise and resolute revolutionary leader unsure of how to judge. The weakness of the Qing Dynasty was a reality. When Comrade Joffe sent back news that He Rui was willing to help the Red Army, the Bolshevik Central Committee basically ridiculed it. In the end, it was Trotsky who proposed letting the Northeast Government provide a batch of shells.

Then things proceeded as such. The Northeast Government directly sent a batch of shells. The price was fair, and payment could be made later. Thus, the Red Army, lacking shells, relied on this batch of ammunition to smash through the White Guard's defense line.

If one ignored the fact that the Northeast Government was a local government in China, Comrade Lenin would have to treat the Northeast Government as an industrial region, just like the Czech region of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

At this moment, the Bolshevik Central Committee members felt surprised by such an event, but Comrade Lenin had already begun to adjust his mindset. Soviet Russia's socialist revolution had succeeded only a few years ago, even shorter than the time He Rui had occupied the Northeast. Yet, after several years of construction, He Rui had already enabled the Northeast local government to possess its own industry. It was easy to verbally criticize He Rui as a bourgeois reformist, but the progress in Northeast China could not be ignored. That is to say, the positive significance of socialist revolution was being demonstrated in Northeast China.

This was a very valuable change. In a sense, it even increased Comrade Lenin's confidence in the socialist revolution.

In the following days, Comrade Lenin did not mention this matter again. Because battle reports came one after another, news of the White Guards' collapse came constantly. The White Guards who abandoned the riverbank defense line retreated south all the way, just as they had constantly retreated in Siberia.

Many Bolshevik members, including Commissar Trotsky, were looking forward to the news of the Red Army capturing Vladivostok.

However, at this time, Comrade Lenin received a telegram from Commissar Joffe. Looking at the content of the telegram, Comrade Lenin could not help but frown. After thinking for a while, Comrade Lenin convened a meeting of key comrades. In the current Bolshevik Central Committee, Commissar Trotsky had many supporters, but Commissar Stalin, who had lost a battle, also had his own firm supporters.

Regarding the current war situation, Commissar Trotsky was like a lion that had already won victory, until Commissar Stalin raised a question, "How many prisoners were captured? Is there accurate information?"

Commissar Trotsky paused for a moment; this was a question he hadn't considered. Moreover, the front line was pursuing; how could there be time to compile statistics?

Seeing that Commissar Trotsky couldn't answer, Comrade Stalin's slightly bloodless cheeks still showed a resolute expression. "Kolchak's subordinates are the most determined counter-revolutionaries; they will never give up opposing the revolution. Only by thoroughly exterminating them can the problem be solved. It is a very dangerous signal that the frontline troops have not yet been able to determine how many prisoners have been captured."

Commissar Trotsky did not answer, but looking at his expression, Comrade Lenin suspected that Commissar Trotsky would say, "Is this your experience from the Polish campaign?"

As a result, just as he thought this, Commissar Trotsky asked this question. However, there was no mockery in Commissar Trotsky's tone, which was truly rare. Only then did Comrade Lenin determine that Commissar Trotsky attached extreme importance to victory, an importance that surpassed everything else.

Commissar Stalin might have been somewhat surprised, but it couldn't be seen from his expression. Facing Commissar Trotsky's sincere request for instruction, Commissar Stalin replied, "Only by thoroughly exterminating Poland's reactionary soldiers and literati can the Polish problem be solved. Those who support the Polish reactionary regime are this group of people, not the Polish masses."

As if to echo Comrade Stalin's answer, another battle report was delivered. From the text, it could be seen that the Red Army commander and commissar attacking Kolchak were very delighted. After several days of pursuit, the Red Army once again encountered the White Army's death throes. The desperate White Guards formed a defense line again and began to resist the Red Army's attack. The Red Army was confident of thoroughly defeating the White Guards and liberating Vladivostok. To thoroughly annihilate Kolchak in 1920.

Looking at this news, a trace of mockery couldn't help but appear at the corner of Commissar Stalin's mouth. Comrade Lenin did not like Commissar Stalin's reaction; it was a mixture of a simple and crude style of acting and arrogance. But Comrade Lenin could not ignore Commissar Stalin's reaction. Unlike Commissar Trotsky, Commissar Stalin's style of action was simpler and more practical; he would not rest until he achieved his goal. Therefore, all of Comrade Stalin's successes and failures would become nutrition for his growth. In comparison, Commissar Trotsky was more like a person above the clouds.

"Comrade Trotsky, do you think the expectations in this report are credible?" Comrade Lenin asked.

Determination flashed across Commissar Trotsky's face, but he hesitated for a moment. This hesitation disappointed Comrade Lenin somewhat. Although being simple and crude was Comrade Stalin's shortcoming, compared with other committee members, this shortcoming was a huge advantage. Making a decision at a critical moment is a challenge that a national leader must face. Even if the decision is wrong, a decision must be made.

Moreover, from the perspective of dialectics, there are never completely wrong decisions in the world. There are only decisions that can be executed and decisions that cannot be executed.

At this time, Commissar Trotsky replied, "Comrade Lenin, I think the credibility of the expectations in the frontline report is very high."

Hearing Comrade Trotsky's reaction, Comrade Lenin had already made a decision. "Then let the troops resolve Kolchak as soon as possible."

When the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin called Commissar Stalin to his office. "Comrade Stalin, I want to buy a batch of shells from He Rui to supply the Red Army front lines."

Some doubts appeared in Commissar Stalin's eyes, but he answered decisively, "Will He Rui sell?"

Comrade Lenin laughed, "If he refuses to sell, we can ask for his reasons."

Commissar Stalin asked, "Comrade Lenin, do you think He Rui needs the Soviet's goodwill?"

"Yes. In the process of unifying China, He Rui needs to mobilize millions of troops. He does not have much strength left to guard the Manchuria and Mongolia regions."

"Then what kind of goodwill can He Rui provide?" Commissar Stalin asked with a resolute expression.

Comrade Lenin smiled and asked, "Comrade Stalin, do you wish to see a divided China?"

Comrade Stalin hesitated for a moment, then nodded decisively.

Comrade Lenin was not surprised. From the perspective of ensuring a security zone, a divided China was very advantageous for Russia. Especially at present, when China's most powerful warlord, He Rui, shared a long border with Soviet Russia.

Comrade Lenin was well-versed in international politics and knew the ways of imperialism incomparably well. Because of this, after profound reflection, Comrade Lenin believed that dealing with He Rui in such a way would only trigger hostility.

The current He Rui still looked very weak, but He Rui was not soft. Most importantly, He Rui was a modern politician, not like other political forces within China that were still dominated by very backward political concepts.

Up to now, He Rui simply refused to sell out China's interests. If Soviet Russia pushed He Rui too hard, He Rui might make huge concessions to imperialism in order to unify China. More extremely, if He Rui were controlled by nationalism and turned into a thug for imperialism to go to war with Soviet Russia, the threat would definitely not be smaller than the current Poland.

The Poland before them was already troublesome enough.

Thinking of this, Comrade Lenin asked, "Comrade Stalin, how are the negotiations with Poland going?"

If it were Commissar Trotsky bearing the responsibility of defeat, facing this question, he would definitely be sitting on pins and needles. He might even fly into a rage. But Comrade Lenin saw that only a pained expression crossed Commissar Stalin's face; the immense pain only affected Comrade Stalin to this extent.

True to his name, Commissar Stalin was simply a revolutionary made of steel and iron.

Commissar Stalin, who had sorted out his mood in a very short time, replied, "Reporting to Comrade Lenin, I do not agree with Comrade Tukhachevsky's accusations against the army. This was by no means a simple military failure..."

The failure of the war between Soviet Russia and Poland caused a great shock among the Soviet Russian leaders. From September 22-25, 1920, at the 9th Conference of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), the reasons for the war's failure and the prospects for world proletarian revolution were discussed intensely.

Tukhachevsky criticized the performance of the Southwestern Front in the war, and the Front's Commissar Stalin made a special statement on September 23, 1920, expounding his views on the failure of the war and explaining his responsibility.

Comrade Lenin was indeed somewhat in a dilemma. Facing the fact of defeat, Comrade Lenin had to admit that the failure of the war might have been a strategic error, but on the other hand, he believed that the failure was mainly due to subjective reasons.

Most of the participants, Trotsky, Zinoviev, Dzerzhinsky, Bukharin, Kamenev, Stalin, etc., held the above views.

Even after the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin was still somewhat unsatisfied. This kind of mud-slinging explanation did not touch the essence of the matter.

If looked at purely from a military perspective, He Rui's 'Three Must Wins, Three Must Loses' regarding the Russo-Polish War had already explained the course of the war militarily.

Up to now, only Comrade Stalin's comment at the meeting just now about 'only by thoroughly taking out Poland's old society elites can Poland be truly transformed' made Comrade Lenin feel a certain degree of hitting the nail on the head.

And Comrade Stalin was currently combining the two. He believed that if, after the rapid victory in the early stages of the war, the Red Army had stabilized the logistics line, thoroughly physically eliminated the Polish old elite elements in the occupied areas, and quickly established a new Polish local people's government, the failure of the war could have been avoided.

It was precisely because they focused on military victory that the Soviet Red Army suffered a complete defeat. Although the Polish people in the areas liberated by the Red Army did not openly resist the Red Army, they were still greatly influenced by the local Polish old elites. This led to the situation where the Red Army was immediately surrounded by enemies on all sides after the failure, and finally completely defeated.

The failure to fully combine political means with military means, and pinning political victory on the spontaneous support of the Polish people and the deterrence of military victory, was the real reason for the defeat.

Comrade Stalin finished speaking, and Comrade Lenin was organizing his thoughts. Before Comrade Lenin could speak, Comrade Stalin spoke again, which made Comrade Lenin decide to continue listening.

Commissar Stalin's voice was steady, "Comrade Lenin, I somewhat understand your attitude towards He Rui."

Comrade Lenin was very satisfied. Neither military means nor political means could solve He Rui; this was a practical problem. Since this was the case, Soviet Russia had no reason to adopt a stance of opposition against He Rui.

To a certain extent, it was even necessary to cooperate with He Rui. At least in the contact between Commissar Joffe and He Rui, it could be determined that He Rui was very clear that one of the main enemies of China's liberation was Britain and France.
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Before the penultimate line of defense, the Soviet Red Army had attacked fiercely for three days without success. Just as the Red Army troops were exhausted, they faced a counterattack from the White Guards. As in the Polish campaign, the Red Army was forced to retreat.

Northeast Army observers witnessed the entire battle firsthand. In their reports, these observers did not stint on their praise for the Red Army's combat effectiveness. Even when facing near-suicidal odds, the Red Army launched attacks that nearly collapsed the White Army's battle line.

However, flesh and blood are, after all, only flesh and blood. The White Guards relied on a well-prepared defensive system to withstand the Red Army's offensive. Moreover, as the weather grew colder, the hardness of the log-built fortifications increased, causing significant trouble for the Red Army's artillery.

The Northeast Army Headquarters took these reports seriously, but not with undue alarm. The problems the Red Army encountered during their offensive had already been considered by the Northeast Army. So far, the Red Army had not demonstrated any performance that defied the laws of physics.

Therefore, the Northeast Army Headquarters conducted an in-depth discussion on a previously debated issue. This discussion had no "pro" or "con" sides. Regarding the frequency of troop rotation and rest, there was no room for debate. After contracting their defenses, the White Guards only maintained five divisions on the defensive line.

The entire 500,000-strong White Guard force could fully replenish and rotate this force of less than 100,000 men. Any unit that suffered 10% casualties could immediately withdraw to the rear for rest and refitting. Although the White Guards had various problems, after implementing this rotation model, the morale of their frontline troops remained at a very good level.

In contrast, although the Red Army's morale was high, the impact of sustained combat was real. Even if filled with soaring fighting will, once a unit's losses exceeded 20%, a fully rested and fully equipped White Guard unit could still pierce through that Red Army unit's battle line.

This reality made the Northeast Army's political commissars very unhappy, but reality is reality. The commissars had to admit that spiritual power could not simply and cleanly override material force.

Because the commissars felt this problem so intensely, He Rui had to convene a meeting with them. At the meeting, He Rui spoke directly about their work: "Knowing who you are fighting for is not a one-sided act of self-satisfaction. Combat itself is based on equipment. Only when the equipment basis is equal can we consider the influence of ideology on combat. Our future Chinese People's Liberation Army must be an army armed to the teeth as much as possible. Injecting the power of ideology into such an army is to achieve the goal of having 'plenty of steel and plenty of spirit'."

The commissars savored these words, unsure for a moment how to respond. He Rui simply used the development of New China in another timeline to directly clarify the issues worrying them. "If the speed of industrial development in the Northeast and liberated China fails to meet expectations, the people will not be able to accept the pain brought by industrialization. Many comrades perhaps have a misunderstanding, thinking that industrialization itself is a broad, open road lined with exotic flowers and rare herbs, and that the road itself is incomparably smooth, leading straight to the other shore of happiness. What I can say is that such a view is wrong. Looking at the industrialization process in Europe and America, for the people swept up in it, industrialization is painful and helpless—a process where one simply does not know what will happen ahead."

The commissars busily took notes. He Rui's words were not empty rhetoric; the materials cited in their political courses all reflected the terrifying impact brought by industrialization. In the slavery of the American South, every slave had to pick hundreds of kilograms of cotton daily. In the industrial competition between Britain and Sweden, 30% of child laborers in Sweden died in the factories, while in the British textile industry, workers on the production lines did not live more than three years.

This was the known process of human industrialization, and it was also the path the Northeast Government strove to pass through in the shortest time and at the lowest cost.

He Rui continued to expound on war. "In the era of line infantry tactics, soldiers could fire blindly, their life and death left entirely to fate. Now, in our army's combat mode, troops must brave the enemy's concentrated fire and press forward to destroy the enemy, knowing full well what lies ahead. Officers and soldiers naturally know that moving forward brings a high probability of death. At such times, how to maximize survival rates and let the officers and soldiers understand *why* we fight—that is the purpose of political work. This political work is not about creating an image of an undying superman, but helping the officers and men recognize clearly what they must do and how to overcome the laziness brought by the flesh itself. Thereby increasing the survival rate and thoroughly destroying the enemy."

He Rui was not afraid of the commissars feeling discouraged. If there were political officers who felt that way, it would be better for them to get out quickly. Political work required people with their feet on the ground—neither the top-down political officers of the Soviet Union nor the chaplains of Britain and France who only knew how to use empty, useless rhetoric to numb the soldiers' fear.

The mountains of corpses and seas of blood in World War I were definitely not because the military chaplains of European countries had the ability to talk the dead back to life, but because every participating soldier believed they were not fighting for themselves alone, but for their entire country.

In the future war between China and Japan, both sides would step onto the battlefield holding the same conviction. At that time, how to keep soldiers calm in combat and maximize their combat effectiveness would be the key to victory. This was exactly what political officers needed to do.

While He Rui was conducting study and training with the political staff, the Soviet Red Army sent personnel over again to purchase more artillery shells. The person in charge was no longer Commissioner Joffe, who had returned to Moscow, but a Red Army cadre with considerable seniority. He called himself "Katrev." He Rui had no intention of inquiring about the real name of this Red Army cadre, who obviously had rich combat experience. Facing the cadre's request, He Rui asked a single question.

"Does the Red Army know the White Army's disposition?"

Comrade Katrev was stunned for a moment, then nodded. "We are very clear about the White Army's arrangements."

He Rui fired off a series of questions like a cannonade. "Comrade Katrev, can you tell me the unit designations of the White Army forces recently engaging the Red Army? Who are their commanders? What are their combat characteristics? How long have they been in combat?"

These were the questions He Rui posed to mid-and-high-ranking commanders of the Northeast Army during exercises. By now, the intermediate officers of the Northeast Army no longer needed to be told; they knew this was what combat required.

Modern warfare had not become a myth because of the use of more advanced weapons; modern warfare was simply the more efficient execution of the essence of war. Tracing it to its source, it was not significantly different from the wars of the past few thousand years.

Clearly, Comrade Katrev did not fully understand this. He Rui also saw the Red Army's problem in this senior cadre. In history, the Chinese Red Army fulfilled all the requirements He Rui proposed during the war, and their degree of completion far exceeded what He Rui casually mentioned. That was why the Red Army and the Eighth Route Army, which lacked sufficient equipment to even fight regiment-level battles, were able to survive in incomparably arduous warfare and grow stronger with every battle.

That glorious yet rugged experience was the foundation for He Rui's groping forward. He Rui would never let those experiences, condensed from fresh blood, be wasted.

Comrade Katrev thought for a moment and asked, "Chairman He Rui, do *you* know that intelligence?"

He Rui found this strange. "Shouldn't this be the first priority to achieve on the battlefield? The Red Army has captured so many White troops; you should have confirmed this intelligence long ago. Even if the White Army is a group composed of many warlords, this information isn't hard to obtain."

Comrade Katrev hesitated for a moment before replying, "We have obtained quite a bit of the intelligence you asked about, but the speed of the White Army's reorganization exceeds our imagination. And their equipment has been comprehensively strengthened with the support of the Northeast Government."

He Rui paid no mind to the accusation in these words. The Northeast Government had no reason to make unilateral sacrifices for the interests of Soviet Russia. This remark really was full of the *Maozi* style—simple, barbaric. He Rui smiled. "Then, is Comrade Katrev here to inquire about the White Army's equipment situation?"

It must be said that Comrade Katrev really hadn't thought that way. He came to He Rui's place to know if He Rui would continue to support the White Army. The combat ferocity of the White Army had already exceeded the Red Army's imagination. More importantly, the Red Army commanders wanted to resolve the war within the time expected by Commissar Trotsky; no matter what, Kolchak's armed forces had to be destroyed within this year.

But given the combat effectiveness the White Army had displayed so far, it would be difficult for the Red Army to complete the mission. Within the Red Army, there were indeed people who believed He Rui had continued to provide support to the White Army.

Seeing that Comrade Katrev remained silent, He Rui could understand the predicament of these Red Army cadres. In the Northeast Headquarters' wargames, the White Army could clearly hold out until after next spring. Because the White Guards still had a hope: that Britain and France would give them massive material support, just as Britain and France had given the Polish army unrestricted weapons and equipment.

As long as an army still has hope and enough manpower, it can persist. On this point, there was no difference between the White Army and the Red Army.

Seeing He Rui not speaking, Comrade Katrev could only continue, "Chairman He Rui, can we receive your ammunition support?"

"Please have Moscow contact the Northeast Government regarding this matter," He Rui gave a direct and clear reply. Regardless of whether such a rude request came from a hint by Moscow or the spontaneous action of a frontline commander, He Rui could not possibly accept it.

The news quickly traveled back to Moscow. This matter was nothing to the Bolshevik Central Committee; for victory, for the survival of the Soviet regime, far worse things had happened. Such a small probing attempt was completely not worth mentioning.

The only thing of value was that He Rui was well-versed in organizational structure; even the Bolshevik government was unable to cause this shrewd fellow to make the slightest misjudgment. He Rui would never try to curry favor with anyone just to gain a so-called face-saving victory.

And an obsession with "face" was precisely one of the deepest impressions left on Tsarist Russia by the negotiating officials of the Qing government.

Comrade Lenin did not criticize Commissar Trotsky's supporters for this. For the interests of Soviet Russia, any attempt was valuable. Especially since He Rui himself was an outstanding politician and wouldn't mind these little tricks.

Since so much preliminary preparation had been done, Comrade Lenin had also made a decision to conduct a frank negotiation with He Rui, this local power. Although the Bolshevik government was already the regime of Russia, negotiating with a local regime did not conform to diplomatic rules.

Negotiating with He Rui as the future leader of China avoided such diplomatic problems. What the two sides were to sign was not an "agreement" or a "peace treaty," but a document titled a "Memorandum." In the memorandum, there was a clear timeline. If He Rui could complete the tasks within the time described in the memorandum, this memorandum would become a "Secret Treaty." If He Rui could not complete them, this memorandum would just be a document that didn't need to be known by anyone.

He Rui actually hadn't expected this matter to come so quickly. When Director Zhou of the Foreign Affairs Department, who was responsible for receiving the Russian envoys, informed He Rui after the meeting that Soviet Russia wanted to sign a memorandum with the Northeast Government, He Rui was momentarily unsure whether to have Director Zhou handle the matter.

But ultimately, He Rui decided to let the young comrades handle it. Before the negotiations proceeded, He Rui held a meeting with the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Department to explain the diplomatic key points.

The saying "the Communist Party has many meetings" became "many study sessions" with He Rui. There was an exam after every meeting, so the answers from this group of Foreign Affairs Department cadres were perfect. After all, those who couldn't pass the exams couldn't obtain civil servant qualifications.

Seeing that everyone's answers were fine, He Rui asked, "How many times has the negotiation rehearsal been conducted?"

Director Zhou immediately replied, "Three times completed."

"Demonstrate it for me," He Rui requested.

The Foreign Affairs Department personnel immediately divided into groups and began the demonstration. After watching, He Rui felt there were some issues with the details, so he raised a question: "Why are the comrades responsible for the demonstration so aggressive?"

Director Zhou immediately replied, "Report to the Chairman: We feel that the Russians still look down on us Chinese. In this negotiation, we suspect the Soviet Russian representatives will split hairs with us on many matters to obtain maximum benefit."

"...Alright. Then practice it again in a more gentle manner." He Rui couldn't really refute that. The biggest problem with the Qing and the Republic was that they didn't understand international politics, so they were easily hoodwinked by foreign diplomatic missions.

In reality, the diplomatic missions sent to China by various countries were just a group of low-ranking civil servants; there was no need to take them seriously. If one wanted to screw with them, one could just nitpick using diplomatic protocol and rules. If one wanted to ruin these diplomats' reputations, it was even simpler. Send an official document directly to the foreign Ministry of Foreign Affairs questioning the competence of these diplomatic officials, publicly stating that these personnel had no ability to fulfill their diplomatic mission and that their political judgment was a mess.

Sending such a document to those countries' foreign ministries would be enough to get such diplomats kicked out of the diplomatic world forever.

Unlike the Qing and the Republic, New China's diplomatic system was very clear about such methods, they just didn't use them often. But there were exceptions—for instance, the former US Secretary of State Pompeo. Because his diplomatic ability was proven to be a mess, it directly caused his value to plummet. A dignified Secretary of State couldn't even complete the most basic "revolving door" transition in the US; after ending his term, absolutely no large companies were willing to offer former Secretary of State Pompeo a well-paid position.

However, He Rui didn't nitpick overly much; small trees eventually grow up. As long as they didn't go down the wrong path.

Leaving this matter to the Foreign Affairs Department, He Rui continued to the grassroots for inspection. In the rural areas, the grain harvest was already complete. This year's harvest was truly encouraging. Despite the disaster situation, the grain yield in the entire Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia exceeded 15 billion *jin*, and meat production reached 400,000 tons.

The stock of livestock had exploded. Although these livestock were mainly breeds that ate green fodder, the livestock in Inner and Outer Mongolia were primarily cattle and sheep anyway. Both could eat green fodder.

Of course, there were problems. The development of Inner and Outer Mongolia directly led to a labor shortage, and quite a few tribes reverted to the tradition of kidnapping people. That is, snatching men from the border regions. As long as no one was paying attention, they just grabbed people and left.

Such actions caused great indignation in the local governments of the agricultural regions. Complaint letters were written directly to the provincial level. Some who had channels delivered letters to He Rui's office.

Time was fast approaching November, just when the Northeast Government's Assembly was due to convene. He Rui had his office reply to these government officials that such matters should be raised directly by the assemblymen at the Assembly.

The Assembly convened on November 3rd. The local assemblymen, holding back a bellyful of anger, submitted the Inner and Outer Mongolia kidnapping cases as their first proposal, and it received support from a sufficient number of assemblymen.

The Assembly almost immediately turned into a struggle session. The assemblymen from Inner and Outer Mongolia hadn't expected this at all. Most of the Mongol assemblymen were leaders recommended by small herdsmen tribes, and they absolutely refused to show weakness on such a matter.

When some Mongol assemblymen expressed the response that "Mongolia has its own Mongolian characteristics," the assemblymen from the agricultural regions immediately exploded. A crowd of assemblymen almost jumped up, impatiently indicating they wanted to speak.

The Speaker was an old man from the old Northeast government. He had only mixed his way into this position because he was steady and prudent in his work and well-versed in the ways of the world.

Seeing this posture, the old man understood that the meeting could not continue like this no matter what. The Assembly was indeed a place for arguments, but it was absolutely not a place to engage in internal ethnic strife.

Especially with this matter, the old man knew very well that if he let both sides go on, not only would the problem not be solved, it would intensify the conflict. If not restrained, it would become a full-scale confrontation between Hans and Mongols.

The old man didn't hesitate; he swung the Assembly Chairman's gavel and began to hammer the sounding board fiercely. The loud noise stunned the assemblymen, and the old Speaker shouted into the microphone, "This issue is suspended temporarily. Hand it over to the Party Caucus for a proposal."

As for the Party Caucus, so far, there was only the Civilization Party. Among the Northeast local people's assemblymen from the agricultural regions, quite a few were not Civilization Party members. But in the Northeast Government Assembly, only one-third were not Civilization Party members.

If the Party Caucus made the proposal, this matter would become a standoff between the Civilization Party, the ordinary assemblymen, and the Mongol assemblymen. And the Civilization Party itself possessed immense influence.

Immediately, some non-Civilization Party assemblymen shouted loudly, "The Speaker is biased!"

With this shout, many assemblymen joined in the clamor. The Speaker was quite calm, completely ignoring the assemblymen's noise as if he heard nothing, and repeated into the microphone, "Please return to your seats, all assemblymen! Please return to your seats, all assemblymen!"

There was no lack of young and aggressive members among the Civilization Party assemblymen, but under the signal of the Party Committee's senior cadres, everyone sat back in their seats one after another. Just when the other assemblymen still refused to behave, the Speaker shouted, "Please ask the Assembly Guards to come and maintain order."

Using the Assembly Guards was the Speaker's power. Even if assemblymen broke the law, it had to be submitted to the Assembly of that level to first strip them of their assemblyman status before they could be handed over to the public security organs. This was the right of an assemblyman.

Under public circumstances, with one order from the Speaker, the Assembly Guards could be used to restore order. If the Assembly Guards, armed with clubs, beat disobedient assemblymen in the Assembly, it was judged as law enforcement. Theoretically, the Assembly Guards didn't need to take responsibility.

Seeing these fiendish-looking police appear, those assemblymen immediately returned to their seats. Even the most mischievous assemblymen only dared to shout objections from their seats, not daring to be unruly again.

It wasn't as if no foolish assemblymen had ever been beaten. And after assemblymen who disrupted order were beaten, they were stripped of their status afterward.

He Rui was never soft on guys who broke discipline.

The Speaker knew his duties and didn't attempt to create anything on his own initiative. His gaze turned to He Rui, and He Rui felt he had indeed learned some things. Sharp contradictions were not suitable for resolution in the Assembly, because not only would the matter not be resolved, it would intensify the conflict.

When the day's Assembly content ended, He Rui immediately called the regional assemblymen involved in this matter together and said straightforwardly, "How do you prepare to handle this?"

Seeing there was no chance to be prickly, the assemblymen all behaved. An assemblyman from the agricultural region immediately stated, "We ask Chairman He to provide a plan."

He Rui looked at the assemblymen from Inner and Outer Mongolia. "To what extent has the division of pastures in Inner and Outer Mongolia proceeded?"

This question made the Mongol assemblymen reveal looks of difficulty. The pasture division had too many problems; content that should have been finished according to the plan was still riddled with issues.

He Rui slammed the table. "If the local areas can't solve it, we will send troops to take charge of solving it!"
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The councilors and party members from the agricultural regions hadn't expected He Rui to be so blunt in proposing that the army take charge of demarcating pastures. This would undoubtedly stir up conflict. The participating councilors looked toward the regional councilors dressed in Mongolian attire, only to see these individuals first show surprise, then their narrow eyes widened, revealing expressions of pleasant surprise. The leader among them couldn't help but ask joyfully, "Is it true? Chairman, you want the troops to be responsible for demarcating the pastures?!"

He Rui stood up. He was tall, a full head taller than many of the Mongolian councilors. Standing before the blackboard, he commanded the attention of everyone present.

"Sending troops is not just to demarcate pastures, but also to solve the problem of transitioning from nomadic herding to livestock farming," He Rui stated.

The councilors from the agricultural regions had all seen the newly built feedlots in their local areas. In everyone's impression, feedlots involved fencing off flat land with barbed wire. The land was covered in grass, and the cattle and sheep lived in pens for the majority of the time. Whenever the weather was good, they were driven out to the pastures to graze. If the weather was bad, they ate prepared hay and fodder in their pens.

The pig farms, on the other hand, were quite bizarre. Entering a pig farm was like entering a restricted military zone; one had to change into specialized clothes and wear specialized shoes, a process called 'disinfection and sterilization.' The food for those pigs also underwent 'strict sterilization,' seemingly to prevent the pigs from catching swine fever.

In ordinary households, a person raised one pig on average. In the heavily guarded pig farms, one person raised dozens of pigs on average. The pigs in the farms were confined in small pens, unable to even turn around. They could only stand up and lie down. The purpose was to fatten the pigs as quickly as possible and send them for slaughter.

From what He Rui was saying, it seemed he intended to do the same in Inner and Outer Mongolia. The councilors from the agricultural regions simply felt that He Rui's attitude was firm, indicating he had made up his mind.

Looking at the councilors from the Inner and Outer Mongolia regions, every one of them looked delighted. Although the councilors from the agricultural regions didn't know the reason, they knew that He Rui's proposal had struck a chord with the councilors from the pastoral areas.

He Rui, of course, knew that the councilors from the pastoral areas were greatly looking forward to such changes. The process of establishing grassroots organizations in the pastoral areas was similar to that of the Northeast Government. After political background checks, personnel went into the grassroots level to select small tribes that were law-abiding and had no obvious history of looting. From these, leaders were chosen to serve as grassroots organizations and personnel.

The natural environment and production model of the pastoral areas determined the cruelty of survival. Trying to find prestigious good people using the standards of the agricultural regions was a very difficult task. However, at least these selected people hoped to obtain a stable life through honest production. That was enough.

Just as He Rui had anticipated, the pastoral councilors were truly inspired with positive emotions by the future He Rui described. There was light in their eyes, the light of expectation. For herdsmen, nomadic life was an activity full of danger.

In the cruel environment of the steppe, plunder became a necessary means to possess a higher probability of survival. The more powerful a tribe was, the more it could obtain resources by plundering others, allowing itself to live better.

The small tribes had suffered enough at the hands of the large tribes. Once settled ranching could be realized, coupled with the suppression of the Northeast Army, the large tribes would no longer be able to commit crimes against the small tribes as they had in the past. The benefits therein were simply earth-shattering.

These small tribes had resisted, shed blood, and experienced a cruel past. Therefore, they knew exceptionally well that they could not change the traditions of the steppe by themselves; a more powerful military force had to intervene.

The subsequent meeting did not mention military struggle. The councilors from the agricultural regions were not quite clear on how the military struggle would erupt. The councilors from the pastoral areas, however, decided to hand over the military struggle for changing the pastoral areas to the Northeast Army. As small tribes, they would simply provide assistance to the Northeast Army in exchange for a better future.

He Rui likewise did not mention military struggle, only recounting the better future of the pastoral areas.

If these oppressed people could not be made to understand the future and believe in the future, the Northeast Army's military operations would only turn into a war against the entire pastoral region.

The general direction was formulated by He Rui. After listening to He Rui's narrative, the councilors all felt that such a future was completely acceptable. Then, other specific work would be the responsibility of specialized departments.

After He Rui left, regarding the issue of kidnapping, the councilors from the agricultural and pastoral regions were no longer in an adversarial stance. Although for different reasons, both sides reached a consensus on combating crime and optimizing public security. They began to propose bills regarding this issue, preparing to submit them to the Northeast Assembly.

The councilors from the agricultural regions felt that things would improve from here on out, not realizing what scale of struggle was hidden under the proposal to improve public security. This struggle would thoroughly change the production model of Inner and Outer Mongolia.

He Rui was very clear about such changes, so he was very confident that Zheng Sirang, who was responsible for this matter, could complete the task. Although Zheng Sirang had lost interest in galloping across the steppe—his attention having been captured by industrialized warfare, in which he never tired—as a senior officer, he had to undertake the tasks handed down by the organization.

He Rui's task was to assess the final bloody battle between Kolchak and the Red Army.

Kolchak did not know He Rui's thoughts. At this moment, His Excellency the Admiral was directing fierce fighting. He contracted the defense lines, shortening the distance between the front lines and the rear. After the troops received sufficient rest and replenishment, they would return to the front to replace the exhausted frontline troops and continue fighting.

Winter brought many troubles to the war. The White Army, with shorter battle lines and supply lines, demonstrated a huge advantage. The Red Army was exhausted, while the White Army troops were full of energy. They would often launch sudden counterattacks just after the Red Army had finished a battle in a state of exhaustion, causing more losses to the Red Army.

Even if the Red Army knew the White Army's tactics, they had no special countermeasures. Deploying more troops to set up secret sentries instead provided convenient conditions for the White Army to ambush the sentries and capture prisoners.

By interrogating prisoners, they obtained the Red Army's unit designations, troop sizes, and operational times. With this intelligence, they could judge the Red Army's combat effectiveness level and specifically strengthen the troop deployment on the defense lines.

On the snow-capped plains, in the crisscrossing trenches, the White Army soldiers cursed the weather and the Red Army. When they saw Admiral Kolchak inspecting the front lines in person, the White Army soldiers still had the spirit to stand up and salute Kolchak and his entourage.

This made Admiral Kolchak very satisfied.

Even though he knew that the White Army soldiers actually loathed the war, and even though he knew that some in the White Army believed victory was impossible, these were not jobs for Admiral Kolchak to be responsible for; the officers of the various units would solve these problems naturally. What Admiral Kolchak had to do was let the White Army soldiers see that the supreme executive of the Provisional Government had not only not fled but was walking in the frontline trenches, standing together with the White Army soldiers.

Admiral Kolchak walked among the White Army soldiers in the winter wind, encouraging them, while simultaneously looking forward to the arrival of spring in his heart.

At this time, the vast land of Russia was also wrapped in silver. In Kiev, All-Union Communist Party member Nikolai Ostrovsky was stomping his feet on the freshly frozen ground. His thick foot-wraps were cold, wet, and slippery. Comrade Nikolai looked down to see a large hole in the front of the leather boot on his right foot, which was covered in thick mud and stains. This pair of leather boots was a trophy he had seized in his second or third battle, belonging to a tall White Russian officer. This pair had followed him from Kiev, participating in many battles and traveling many roads.

It had been patched many times in between. This time, the boot finally couldn't hold out any longer. It wasn't a simple matter of patching it up to use again; the entire boot was too severely worn. Many places were worn to the point where inserting a coarse string would tear off a piece of leather.

The auntie who cooked happened to come out to call the Komsomol members working with Comrade Nikolai to eat. Seeing Nikolai's boots, the auntie crossed herself over her chest. "Oh God, Comrade Nikolai, I have a boot here, please change into it. This weather, you are suffering too much."

Comrade Nikolai Ostrovsky hurriedly followed the auntie into the dining area. At this time, the beet soup was already cooked, emitting a hot fragrance from the pot. He filled a bowl and ate wolfishly. The auntie had already brought a boot over and handed it to Nikolai.

Nikolai quickly took it and took off the boot on his right foot. Perhaps he used a bit too much force, but he actually tore the entire sole of the shoe like paper.

Seeing this pitiful state, the auntie couldn't help but cross herself again. "Mr. Nikolai, you'd better take off your foot-wraps too. I have a dry strip here, put it on. Oh God, you really are working too hard."

Soon, Nikolai received a brand-new foot-wrap, dry and warm. After carefully wrapping his foot and putting on the new boot, all fatigue seemed to fly beyond the highest heavens.

Comrade Nikolai felt himself filled with confidence again. Entrusted by the Kiev Party Branch and the Komsomol Branch, he was building a temporary railway leading to the timber factory to provide firewood for the city of Kiev, which had almost completely cut off its fuel supply.

Sitting back in his seat, Party member Comrade Nikolai continued drinking his borscht. The comrades participating in the construction work got up one after another and entered the canteen to eat.

At 8:30 in the morning, the Party members and Komsomol members who had been rolling in the mud for a month were already busy at the construction site. The frozen ground was much better than before; they only needed to lay the sleepers and fix the rails on the sleepers. Such a railway would have all sorts of problems when it thawed next spring, but that was not a problem that needed to be considered. Comrade Nikolai believed that when tomorrow's spring arrived, everything would get better.

At lunch time, everyone packed the canteen until water couldn't trickle through. The auntie had also resumed her identity as a strict maintainer of order. Her loud voice was clearly audible in this small space, making all the unruly lads behave themselves.

Many people even revealed smiles. Compared with the cold weather, the heat in the canteen, the comrades squeezed together, and the auntie's scolding actually gave a feeling of home.

Comrade Nikolai finished his meal, walked out of the canteen, and prepared to head to the construction site. Just then, someone walked over quickly from outside and shouted, "Comrade Nikolai, please wait a moment."

The newcomer was the Deputy Secretary of the Kiev Youth League, also named Nikolai. As soon as the two Nikolais met, Assault Team Leader Comrade Nikolai asked directly, "Secretary Nikolai, we need supplies. The rails and sleepers are running out."

"Rest assured, Captain Nikolai, these will arrive immediately," Secretary Nikolai displayed a rare straightforwardness.

Assault Team Leader Nikolai was stunned. For this Secretary Nikolai to be so straightforward meant that a batch of supplies must have arrived. Since that was the case, Assault Team Leader Nikolai felt he absolutely could not let the Secretary Nikolai before him walk away so easily. "Comrade Secretary Nikolai, are there any leather boots and gloves? We need foot-wraps too, and underwear. We lack everything right now."

Secretary Nikolai sighed deeply, his face full of smiles. "Captain Nikolai, please rest assured. Send someone to the warehouse with me now. The things you mentioned, a batch has just arrived. I will prioritize providing them to you."

Such a straightforward answer gave Captain Nikolai confidence. To dare to say this, it must be true. Assault Team Leader Nikolai felt that perhaps the problems of Soviet Russia would be solved without waiting for next spring.

The people sent out returned to the camp with a small cart not long after, piled high with paper boxes. Everyone gathered around. Opening the paper boxes, they saw all kinds of leather boots in all sizes. Besides that, there were thick gloves.

Amidst his joy, Assault Team Leader Nikolai continued to open boxes one after another. However, he didn't see the foot-wraps he wanted. With anticipation, Assault Team Leader Nikolai opened the bottommost box. As soon as he opened it, he smelled a special scent. It was the smell of the wool scarf worn by Assault Team Leader Nikolai's ex-girlfriend, the engineer's daughter Monika.

In the bottommost box, a whole box of wool scarves was neatly arranged. The comrades of the assault team cheered, distributed the scarves, and replaced the cotton scarves wrapped around their necks and faces.

These cotton scarves were already tattered beyond recognition, and even their original colors could no longer be seen. Putting on the brand-new wool scarves, they immediately felt warm.

Just then, someone opened another box and took out a short wool thing in surprise. This thing was short and wasn't a scarf. But they didn't know how to use it.

Assault Team Leader Nikolai looked over and was somewhat startled. At first glance, he also thought this box contained wool scarves or something, but looking again, he realized they were actually wool socks. These were the wool socks his ex-girlfriend Monika had worn.

For a moment, a faint sorrow pervaded Assault Team Leader Nikolai's heart. If he hadn't chosen to participate in the war, the war for the Russian Motherland, Assault Team Leader Nikolai would have had the chance to marry Monika. On that night, Monika shyly took off her leather boots, revealing wool socks.

Assault Team Leader Nikolai felt as if he knew, yet seemed not to know. In short, he had left that young girl just like that. He hadn't looked back.

"Captain, what is this?" The team members had already discovered that this thing could be put on their hands. But the wool socks didn't have separate fingers, so they could only simply be put on the hands.

Captain Nikolai silently took off his two boots, which were vastly different in appearance and color, untied the heavy, wet foot-wraps, and revealed his pale bare feet. He took the wool socks from his teammate's hands and put them on. That soft and tight sensation was something he had never experienced before. Just putting them on, he felt the chill on his feet diminish significantly.

He found a pair of leather boots from the shoe box and put them on himself. Captain Nikolai stood up amidst everyone's admiring expressions. This feeling... was very unfamiliar. Brand-new wool socks and leather boots were truly unfamiliar.

Captain Nikolai shouted loudly, "Comrades, hurry up and change. This is sent to us by the Party; we cannot let the Party down."

Seeing the captain do this, the comrades also hurriedly picked out leather boots suitable for their foot size. The wool socks didn't matter much; different sizes could wrap the freezing feet very well.

There was no Russian on the paper boxes, but rather some block characters that Assault Team Leader Nikolai had never seen before. However, Assault Team Leader Nikolai didn't care. Hurrying to complete the temporary railway leading to the timber factory was the most important thing at the moment, and Captain Nikolai also needed to work desperately to dispel that indescribable emotion in his heart.

This emotion made Captain Nikolai feel an increasingly strong sadness. The captain didn't want his comrades to see him crying.

Captain Nikolai didn't recognize the block characters on the boxes, and there weren't many people in the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party who recognized Chinese block characters either. But these were not important. When Commissioner Joffe conveyed the All-Union Communist Party Central Committee's opinion on redemarcating the border to He Rui, the Northeast Government immediately expressed willingness to provide a portion of daily necessities.

This batch of supplies included daily necessities like leather boots, socks, towels, and enamel mugs. There was also a portion of grain.

What surprised the All-Union Communist Party was that the Northeast Government also stated they could provide medical supplies, including 'measles vaccines.' In particular, there was a drug named 'Sulfanilamide' among them. This so-called Sulfanilamide was a specific drug for treating streptococcal infections.

Since it was aid, this batch of supplies was free, and the Soviet Russian Central Committee didn't need to exchange any materials for it.

After the train loaded with goods arrived in Moscow, the unloaded supplies were completely identical to the list. Comrade Lenin was not happy because of this; he immediately agreed to accept a batch of 'Sulfanilamide' trial drugs.

The Northeast Government's official documents had already stated the composition of Sulfanilamide very clearly. This compound was not manufactured by the Northeast Government. One only had to flip through the German Chemical Annual Report to find information about Sulfanilamide, a compound extracted from coal tar.

The drug was immediately tested in Moscow hospitals. There were too many patients infected with streptococcus, and Soviet Russia's currently frail medical system had absolutely no way to cope.

Even so, health experts still introduced the symptoms generally caused by streptococcus to Comrade Lenin.

The most obvious streptococcal infection would cause purulent inflammation. Bacteria invaded through skin wounds, causing purulent inflammation of the skin and subcutaneous tissue, such as furuncles, carbuncles, cellulitis, erysipelas, etc.

Acute tonsillitis and angina, spreading to the surroundings to cause abscesses, otitis media, mastoiditis, tracheitis, pneumonia, etc., were often caused by streptococcal infection.

Scarlet fever, which was difficult for doctors to treat, was also caused by streptococcus.

Comrade Lenin did not explain the reason for his concern to other comrades, because Comrade Lenin felt that He Rui was conveying a message to the Soviet Russian government: the Chinese Northeast Government possessed strong power. This power was not only manifested in the Northeast Government possessing strong agricultural strength, but also industrial strength. Even in the field of medicine, which was at the cutting edge of science, they also had sufficient strength.

Since He Rui had expressed such an attitude, it was naturally necessary to verify it. In Moscow's winter, there was never a lack of patients.

In the following days, good news came one after another. Patients who used 'Sulfanilamide,' whether suffering from pneumonia or scarlet fever, not only had their conditions controlled but were also improving rapidly.

Initially, these drugs were given to those patients who were clearly beyond saving. Soon, the scope of use expanded to all patients who needed medication.

Almost without exception, the patients' conditions began to improve. Especially those sick Bolshevik Party members, many comrades escaped danger.

Initially, Comrade Lenin would smile because of the good news, but as more and more good news came, Comrade Lenin's smiles decreased.

Commissioner Joffe felt he could understand Comrade Lenin's mood. If the Northeast Government were not so strong, but rather a power with industrial and technological levels weaker than the Soviet Russian government, perhaps it would be a truly good thing.
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Commissioner Joffe thought Comrade Lenin was worried about China's growing strength and was considering how to discuss the matter, when a report was delivered. Comrade Lenin's eyes scanned the document back and forth, and soon, his usual confident and composed expression returned.

His gaze swept over the final line, and Comrade Lenin handed the document to Commissioner Joffe. With curiosity, Commissioner Joffe read it earnestly. The document was short; He Rui proposed that the Northeast Government and Soviet Russia exchange trade delegations, or hold a commodity trade exhibition in a certain city, or simply have their respective trade delegations directly visit cities where the other side could provide goods.

He Rui also stated that if there were urgent needs in the short term, they could contact each other directly via telegraph.

Joffe paused his reading here. Recalling the current state of destitution in Russia, Commissioner Joffe did not know what a Russia in such a state of scarcity could offer to trade with Northeast China.

Just as he hesitated, Comrade Lenin spoke in that confident tone: "Comrade Joffe, I hope this is the means by which He Rui communicates with us."

Commissioner Joffe was even more confused. However, there was still a section he hadn't finished, so he continued reading.

In the second half of the letter, He Rui wrote: "Based on the Northeast's experience, the Northeast Government has not made any profit from foreign trade over the past few years. However, by fully participating in international trade, through normal trade exchanges, the Northeast has greatly improved its productivity levels, expanded industrial capacity, increased people's income, and improved their standard of living. Both China and Russia are large countries with their own different industrial and product advantages. Establishing extensive trade can promote faster economic development for both countries."

Reading this, Commissioner Joffe was somewhat astonished. Judging by Comrade Lenin's reaction, he was already inclined to establish foreign trade relations. Would this lead to more problems for Russia? After all, Russia was currently in a state of scarcity and really couldn't bring out anything tradeable.

However, Comrade Lenin seemed to have already made up his mind, and asked, "Comrade Joffe, if you were to participate in drawing up the trade list, what do you think we need to import in the near future?"

Commissioner Joffe thought for a moment, and a thought suddenly popped out: "Can we import vodka?"

Comrade Lenin was stunned for a moment, sighed, but said nothing.

Three days later, at a provisional meeting of the Bolshevik Central Committee, Comrade Lenin put forward his views on comprehensive trade with the Northeast Government. The reaction of the committee members was beyond Commissioner Joffe's expectations; no one opposed it fiercely. Most members were either hesitant or at a loss.

It was Comrade Trotsky who broke the silence: "Comrade Lenin, what do we export to the Northeast?"

Commissioner Joffe listened earnestly, wanting to know the answer to this question that also troubled him. He heard Comrade Lenin reply: "If comrades do not oppose this decision, we can dispatch a trade delegation to the Northeast to see what Russian products the Northeast Government needs."

With neither opposition nor support, a Soviet Russian trade delegation was formed and arranged to negotiate with the Northeast Government at the border.

The negotiation process was very unfriendly. The head of the delegation, Shevaryov, was of worker background and responsible for logistics. Entrusted with a heavy responsibility by the Party organization, Comrade Shevaryov decided to negotiate a list that would be absolutely worthy of the Party organization.

The Northeast side was very polite at first, but once they got to the specific details, the atmosphere of the negotiation quickly became tense. Finally, the other side dropped a sentence: "Let's exchange the negotiation records and end this round of talks."

Comrade Shevaryov was enraged by these words. especially the other side's direct demand for the negotiation records made Comrade Shevaryov feel that his efforts had been treated with immense contempt.

Isn't this just filing a complaint?! Who's afraid of whom!

After hastily exchanging negotiation records, Comrade Shevaryov ordered the trade delegation to return to Moscow to report. The train had traveled until the next day when they received a telegram from Moscow ordering Comrade Shevaryov to take the negotiation records signed by the other party to the Novosibirsk region and await a comrade sent by the Central Committee.

Now Comrade Shevaryov was a bit confused. Why did they need the negotiation records signed by the other party? Was that necessary?

However, the Party organization's orders must be obeyed. Comrade Shevaryov had to get off the train. Since the train was not a special train, it could not wait for Comrade Shevaryov. He could only take two delegation members, ride a horse-drawn sleigh, and brave the wind and snow for three days before returning to the border.

Comrade Shevaryov thought it would require a lot of formalities to get the other party's signature. Comrade Shevaryov had made up his mind that even if he had to chase them to the ends of the earth, he would get the meeting records with the other party's signature.

A telegram was sent to the opposite bank, and the other side actually responded immediately. The Chinese negotiator who crossed the river handed over a document with a cold face. Comrade Shevaryov finished reading it; the negotiation records were all signed by Chinese personnel. Especially in some parts where the two sides had differences, the Chinese personnel had also made annotations. Either 'language translation issue' or 'recorded angry words', done very carefully.

At the end of the document, there were the signatures of the Chinese personnel.

Comrade Shevaryov could understand that the Chinese personnel were waiting and hadn't left. This sentiment was not bad. However, those annotations made Shevaryov greatly unhappy. Writing in such detail was definitely for the convenience of filing a complaint and accusing Shevaryov of being at fault.

And the Chinese personnel did not give Comrade Shevaryov a pleasant look either. After completing the document receipt, he took the signed receipt and turned to leave. Not a single extra word was spoken.

Watching the back of the Chinese personnel, Shevaryov couldn't help but curse in a low voice.

The Chinese personnel did not hear the curse, because Han Haitao, the Director of the Price Bureau responsible for this matter, was also cursing in his heart.

As a former teahouse owner and now Director of the Price Bureau, the Party organization felt that Comrade Han Haitao understood prices very well and had rich experience in dealing with people, making him suitable to be responsible for this negotiation. Han Haitao himself felt that the Party organization's trust made sense, so he reluctantly accepted the appointment.

All along the way, Director Han Haitao was fuming, feeling like a frog. Upon returning to Harbin and seeing He Rui, who was inspecting work in Harbin, even Director Han Haitao exploded directly.

The Russians were just as domineering, rude, and savage as the rumors said. Especially lacking in manners. After angrily denouncing the Russians' various behaviors, Director Han Haitao gave a direct evaluation: "Chairman, the Russians are unreliable!"

He Rui listened to Director Han's accusations with a smile, unable to help being amused several times in the process. Especially regarding the exchange of 'negotiation records' at the end, He Rui was amused to the point of laughing out loud.

Director Han thought He Rui would be very angry after laughing, but heard He Rui evaluate: "Comrade Han Haitao, if our own comrades haven't received training, they might not necessarily do any better than the Russians. In the process of industrialization and modernization, we are all young students."

Han Haitao was stunned, not knowing how to respond for a moment. He Rui's words didn't sound like they were blaming anyone, nor could they be called agreement. Just like He Rui's usual speeches, there was a healthy and upward feeling. For a moment, Han Haitao's anger also dissipated a lot. But Director Han Haitao still mentioned one thing: "Chairman, after the head of the Russian negotiation delegation heard us talk about the actual value of full employment, he said we were threatening them. I'm very concerned about this."

Seeing He Rui's interest in this, Han Haitao continued to recount the sequence of events and flipped to that part of the meeting records, "...Chairman, when the Russian negotiation representatives stated that ordinary trade was not as important as we thought, we told them about the impact of full employment on the national economy. The head of the Russian delegation immediately stated that we were threatening them. I don't know what that person was thinking."

He Rui chuckled lightly, not thinking it was anything big. Since the name of this Russian trade delegation head was very unfamiliar, He Rui didn't think he could mix into any significant high-level position. That is to say, this member of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks) likely had a view of the commodity economy that had not stepped out of the scope of an agricultural society.

In an agricultural society, commodities that are large in quantity relative to the number of small-scale peasant producers, but also cannot find buyers, often appear. This is normal in a production environment where commodity information is very undeveloped. In an agricultural society, the way people dispose of this portion of commodities is very intriguing.

Precisely because the value of this portion of commodities is unknown, two extreme handling methods easily appear. Either sell extremely cheaply, or insist on selling at a high price. Anyone who is serious, facing products into which they have already put labor, tends to want a high price.

Since the other party was not a high-ranking official, nor would be in the future, his understanding of the economy was likely like this.

The clearer the use value of a commodity, the easier it is to reach a consensus on price. This was also the reason for choosing Price Bureau Director Han Haitao as the negotiation representative. If He Rui were responsible for this matter, even if He Rui could speak with a lotus tongue in theory, he really didn't know what price a commodity would actually sell for in the market.

He Rui hadn't spent much money for himself in this era either. In another timeline, due to online payments, he hadn't touched cash for a very, very long time.

The few large and small supermarkets nearby with good supply channels and prices completely determined He Rui's cognition of ordinary prices.

He Rui sighed: "Thank you for your hard work, Comrade Han Haitao. Cool down. Next time Russia changes its negotiation representative, we'll still need an experienced comrade like you to talk to them."

Han Haitao's anger was half due to the Russians' attitude, and half due to worry about being held accountable for the failure of the talks. Since even He Rui wasn't pursuing it, Han Haitao felt relieved. Another question naturally popped up: "Chairman, will the Russian side really change people? Will they replace him with someone even worse?"

"Comrade Han Haitao. The Russian nation was born very late, the concept of a Russian nation probably only began to appear during the Kangxi reign, and it has only been about 200 years until now. This is a young nation, and its external reactions are naturally similar to those of young people—there's a kind of 'stunned youth' foolishness where they feel uncomfortable all over if they aren't the big brother. Given such national characteristics, how do you think they will choose when they want to accomplish something?"

Hearing He Rui's words, Han Haitao understood what would happen with a little thought. Stunned youths would not choose to bow their heads. If some force had to suppress them and force them to submit, the stunned youth would either wilt, go through the motions, and be completely trapped in inner loss, or pretend to bow their head and admit their mistake, while doing their best to push things toward a solution.

Whichever it was, the former teahouse owner Han Haitao felt he could deal with it. After all, the former self was just a small teahouse owner, but now Price Bureau Director and negotiation representative Han Haitao represented the powerful organization of the Northeast Government. There was no reason to be afraid of those bastards.

Comrade Shevaryov did not know Chinese negotiation representative Han Haitao's opinion of him. After getting the signed negotiation records, he braved the temperature of minus six or seven degrees and traveled on a horse-drawn sleigh. neither the cold wind of the day nor the freezing nights could stop Comrade Shevaryov's steps.

To deliver the news to the organization as soon as possible and inform the Party organization of the ill intentions shown by the Chinese Northeast Government in the negotiations—this was the duty of a member of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks).

Comrade Shevaryov had good luck. Just as he rushed back to the small town where he had gotten off the train, a train transporting wounded soldiers happened to be passing through. Everyone squeezed onto the train and hurried toward the small city in Siberia with the wounded.

The wounded were really miserable. Everyone not only had to endure the pain of injuries but also face the suffering brought by infection. Many people's wounds were festering, and they ran high fevers. Comrade Shevaryov, coming from Moscow, immediately remembered the miracle drug rumored in Moscow, so he asked the accompanying military doctors and nurses if they knew of the new drug 'Sulfa'.

After listening to Shevaryov's question, the military doctors and nurses puzzledly tried to pronounce the two syllables 'Sulfa' with Russian rolling tongues. But obviously, they had never even heard of it, and the sounds they made were extremely strange.

Shevaryov immediately sent a telegram to Moscow at the next station, requesting that Sulfa be mobilized to the station. The situation of many Red Army officers and soldiers was already very critical. If this dragged on, they would probably sacrifice their lives on the train halfway.

The first telegram sent out was almost like a stone dropped into the sea. The second telegram was sent to Comrade Shevaryov's direct leader, and finally, there was a response. The leader only said two sentences in the telegram: "Sulfa is a drug imported from China. Since you are negotiating with China, you can make an urgent request to the Chinese side as appropriate."

Shevaryov read the return telegram twice, and his whole person was stunned. He had always thought that the Sulfa that had saved so many patients in Moscow hospitals was developed by medical scientists within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (Bolsheviks). He completely hadn't expected it to be a product of Northeast China.

His superior would not lie, especially on this matter. So the precise knowledge of the news put Comrade Shevaryov in a dilemma. Going back to negotiate with the Chinese side now was almost impossible, while the Red Army officers and soldiers around him were helplessly suffering from the torment and threat of injuries and illness.

What exactly should be done?

After being in a dilemma for a long time, Shevaryov had to decide to first go to Omsk, where the organization wanted him to go.

The train started moving again. This time Shevaryov remained silent, while those military doctors and nurses, whose expectations had been aroused by the news that 'the comrade from Moscow said there is a miracle drug', looked at Comrade Shevaryov with expectant eyes.

'The comrade from Moscow'—this identity alone was enough to give Shevaryov a completely different status in the eyes of ordinary Red Army soldiers. Not to mention, Comrade Shevaryov was also a cadre. What he said must be true.

But no one forced Comrade Shevaryov. Everyone knew the current situation of the Russian Soviet regime. If there really were such a drug, it wouldn't be in such large quantities that it could be given to ordinary officers and soldiers at any time. Especially since this drug was so effective.

Almost every day, wounded soldiers' conditions worsened due to festering infections, and every day dying wounded were carried off the train. Even so, Comrade Shevaryov found that the military doctors and nurses still had hope. Even if the comrades who had already sacrificed could not be saved, there were more comrades struggling on the line of death. As long as there was the miracle drug said to be named 'Sulfa', they could still be saved.

The train finally arrived at Omsk. This was a major station in the rear and also had the largest military hospital. As soon as the train stopped, a group of military doctors and nurses meeting the train came up. They briefly checked the condition of the wounded. For anyone who started to have a fever, regardless of the cause, they first administered a slightly grayish-yellow tablet. For those Red Army wounded who were already delirious from high fever, they pried open their clenched jaws and forced it down.

The accompanying military doctors and nurses watched such vigorous medical treatment and immediately asked if this medicine was 'Sulfa'. The military doctor meeting the train was somewhat surprised: "How did you know?"

The military doctors and nurses, as well as the wounded who got the news, immediately pointed to Comrade Shevaryov: "It was this comrade from Moscow who told us."

The military doctor meeting the train just looked at Comrade Shevaryov, nodded to him, and didn't say much more. Instead, he continued to administer medicine to the wounded with fevers and festering wounds.

Shevaryov felt that he had finally done something for the comrades on the front line, and a big stone fell from his heart. Just then, someone outside the carriage shouted: "Is Comrade Shevaryov here? Which one is Comrade Shevaryov?"

Hearing this shout, Shevaryov knew they were looking for him, and immediately remembered the failure of the negotiation. His responsibility was unavoidable, and next, he should accept severe criticism from his superiors.

Taking another look at those wounded, Comrade Shevaryov walked off the train and walked towards the reception personnel looking for him: "I am Shevaryov."

As expected, Shevaryov was subjected to severe criticism. Facing the severe criticism, Shevaryov frankly admitted: "I did not notice the imported drugs."

The superior was not Shevaryov's direct superior. Facing Shevaryov's answer, this cadre looked even more unhappy, slapping the table and speaking loudly: "This is not about drugs. The Party organization sent you to conduct commercial negotiations with the Northeast. You did not complete the mission!"

Shevaryov was not prepared to be obedient. He had his own views: "Comrade Leader, the list proposed by the Chinese side contains materials we also need at this stage. Wood, ore. Shouldn't these be used in our own factory production? We don't even have a surplus ourselves, why export to the Chinese side?"

This answer was not only Shevaryov's true feeling, he had also discussed it with the comrades of the negotiation delegation, and no one could refute these words. Because this was the fact.

The only one who expressed a different opinion on this matter was a Northeast Government negotiation representative named Han Haitao. Even now, Shevaryov could still remember the look of helpless ridicule on that guy's face—at least Comrade Shevaryov thought it was a look of ridicule.

Because Han Haitao said a sentence that Shevaryov absolutely could not accept: "Comrade Shevaryov, in this transaction, the price we give is higher than if you sold it yourselves. This is good for enlivening Soviet Russia's economy."

Comrade Shevaryov absolutely did not agree with such a view. If the Soviet had inexhaustible wood and ore, Shevaryov would of course be willing to bring it out to trade with the Northeast Government. However, there was none now. Shevaryov would absolutely not accept letting the Soviet people starve and freeze while providing products to other countries.

Thus, facing the leader's reprimand, Shevaryov told this conversation to the leader.

It was visible that the leader's expression also wavered. Shevaryov was willing to bear the responsibility for the failure of the negotiation, but on the matter of priority supply, Comrade Shevaryov would not back down.
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Should foreign demands be met first, or domestic needs? The question raised by Comrade Shevalyov might trouble mid-level leadership, but before the high-level leadership of the Soviet Central Committee, this was not a problem at all.

Thus, Comrade Shevalyov was quickly subjected to severe criticism, and an explanation was provided to him.

"Comrade Shevalyov, the international trade conducted by the Soviet is not snatching life-saving supplies from the hands of the Russian people to sell abroad. At this stage, we are importing food and medicine from Northeast China. Do you think these will cause people to lose their lives, or allow them to survive?"

This single response left Shevalyov unable to answer. The cadre who had received instructions from the Central Committee continued in a severe tone, listing Shevalyov's derelictions of duty. "Ore needs to be smelted to become usable metal. The Soviet currently lacks metal smelting capacity. Therefore, by exporting ore in exchange for smelted metal, we can quickly resolve domestic shortages. According to the meeting records, you had a strong resistance to this trade, demanding lower prices for imported metal and higher prices for exported ore, which led to the suspension of negotiations. The Party Committee requires you to explain these actions."

Shevalyov felt aggrieved for a moment, but facing the harsh accusation, he used his last bit of stubbornness to stiffly reply, "I hoped to earn more profit for the Soviet."

Having said this, Shevalyov realized from the leader's expression that his thoughts had completely failed to move him. He simply spoke his mind: "Comrade, I loathe capitalists and merchants. They are insatiably greedy and know only how to make money. The people have suffered enough. Why, after the victory of the revolution, must we continue to be exploited by foreign capitalists and merchants! Is this the purpose of our revolution?"

From the perspective of political propaganda, this accusation had some logic and a certain degree of sincerity. However, it could not shake the leader's thinking. Moscow had already decided to trade with the Northeast to fill the gap in domestic needs as soon as possible.

Whether it was agricultural products or industrial goods, the level of scarcity within Russia had reached a dangerous point. After Comrade Shevalyov finished speaking, the leader informed him of the handling decision already determined by superiors. "Comrade Shevalyov, in view of your work results, the organization has decided to remove you from all posts. Effective immediately."

In addition to Comrade Shevalyov, the entire negotiation team was dismissed. A negotiation team composed of a group of new comrades set off immediately to continue negotiations with the Northeast Government.

The Northeast Government had long been prepared for such an outcome. The External Affairs Bureau had received materials collected from Germany and from Chinese diplomatic personnel stationed in Russia over the years. Comparing the two, the Northeast External Affairs Bureau and the statistics department found that the data on Russia's historical export commodity prices provided by the German side was more abundant and accurate.

With these materials, the pricing of commodities in Sino-Russian trade became more actionable. Director Han Haitao of the Price Bureau had originally completed the Price Bureau's initial work by collecting old data. Now, the work of the Northeast Price Bureau had entered a new stage: determining the reasonable range of prices through various production, transportation, and storage costs.

Seeing this large amount of translated data, Director Han Haitao, although knowing he would need quite a few sleepless nights to organize and analyze it, felt his confidence rise significantly.

The work was not yet finished when his youngest son came to the Price Bureau to ask if Han Haitao was coming home for dinner. Han Haitao thought something might have happened at home and asked, "Is something wrong with your mother?"

"Dad, Mom said today is your 41st birthday and she wants to have a meal with you," the youngest son replied.

"...Oh, it's my birthday." Han Haitao felt a warmth in his heart. As it happened, today's work schedule had been completed smoothly. Han Haitao told his son to go home, and he took out his wallet, emptying all the money inside to give to his son. "Tell your mother not to go to the trouble of cooking. Buy some dishes outside and have her make a soup."

After getting off work, Han Haitao headed straight home. It had been a long time since he had returned home so early, and Han Haitao suddenly felt an arrow-like urgency to return. Passing a pastry shop and smelling the aroma from inside, he couldn't help but go in. He had already picked out the pastries, but when he took out his wallet to look, there wasn't even a copper coin left inside. Only then did he remember he had given all the money to his son.

Han Haitao said somewhat awkwardly to the shop assistant, "Sorry, I don't want the pastries anymore. I made you work for nothing."

Just as he was about to leave, the pastry shop owner came out from the back carrying a large tray of freshly made pastries. The owner had known Han Haitao several years ago when Han Haitao had just become a temporary tax commissioner. Later, because his children were going to school, he moved from Siping to Shenyang. Continuing his pastry business in Shenyang, seeing Han Haitao about to leave, the owner hurriedly put down the tray. "Brother Han, don't go. What's wrong? Are the pastries not good?"

Han Haitao gave a dry laugh. "No, I have something urgent."

The owner didn't know what the matter was, but he grabbed a bag of already wrapped pastries and tried to stuff them into Han Haitao's hands. "Brother Han, for so many years, you've always looked after my business. Take the pastries, they're on the house."

How could Han Haitao accept? He could only darken his face. "Brother, I know you mean well. But you also know our government's rules. It's not appropriate."

The owner certainly knew the Northeast Government's rules and naturally agreed with them immensely. Precisely because of this, he truly wanted to be closer to Han Haitao. Grabbing Han Haitao's arm, the owner sighed, "Brother Han, what exactly is going on? If my pastries don't suit your taste, just say it clearly."

Han Haitao had to explain. "I forgot to bring money today."

Hearing this, the owner laughed out loud. "Brother Han, you call this a problem? Just send the money over whenever you have time."

"Not appropriate, not appropriate." Han Haitao hurriedly refused. Having worked his way up to Director of the Price Bureau, doing so would really not be good for him.

Seeing Han Haitao like this, the owner didn't insist. He just praised, "Brother Han, the current government is truly good. I won't say more. How about this, I'll send someone to deliver it to your home."

After being told this, Han Haitao just smiled and took his leave. After stepping out the door, he suddenly remembered something. Recently, the delivery profession had appeared in Shenyang, which indeed relieved many people of their worries. However, there were always people with unclean hands, and quite a few incidents had occurred. With many people reporting crimes, the Public Security Bureau was very annoyed. He wondered how this matter would be handled.

If these matters were allowed to pop up every day, the masses would have significant complaints. But if they really arrested people like that, the pressure on the public security system would explode. It was truly difficult.

Walking home empty-handed, he smelled the aroma of stir-fry as soon as he entered the door. His wife had not bought a table of food but had cooked personally.

Sure enough, half a table of dishes was already set, and the children were taking advantage of their mother's absence to steal bites. Seeing Han Haitao return, they all hurriedly pretended they hadn't been stealing food.

Although Han Haitao knew that according to the old rules, what the children were doing was wrong, he felt absolutely no anger in his heart.

Calling his children together, he had them stand in a row. As their father, Han Haitao began to lecture them. "If you want to eat, sit down and eat. Don't steal food. Understand?! You want to eat because you are hungry. Being hungry is not shameful. Stealing food is shameful. Don't do shameful things!"

The children could accept such a reprimand, but the eldest still said, "Dad, Mom will scold us."

"Just start eating, I'll talk to your mother in a bit," Han Haitao said, leading the children to their seats and watching the starving kids eat.

It was truly a case of 'half-grown lads eat a father out of house and home.' The kids swept through the food on the table like a gust of wind. Watching them, Han Haitao felt both joy and a bit of sadness.

Speaking of which, Han Haitao couldn't be considered a poor man back in Siping. But feeding the children was truly a huge pressure. Back then, it wasn't his wife's turn to scold the children; Han Haitao would scold them himself. Thinking back now, Han Haitao only felt he had let his children down.

As for the reason, Han Haitao had studied it in party classes over the past few years. This was the benefit of party classes: they would discuss problems encountered in life and provide answers.

Take Han Haitao as an example. Back then, it wasn't that he lacked the ability to let his children eat their fill. But in a situation of social turmoil and chaotic order, letting children eat their fill every day would easily attract the attention of others. Attracting attention would trigger jealousy and malice, and all sorts of trouble would follow.

In the ideology of the Civilization Party, there was a clear division between New China and Old China. New China is an industrial country; politics, economy, and culture all operate based on an industrialized New China. Naturally, adjustments, innovations, and even revolutions must be carried out. Characters from the culture of Old China, which represented the agricultural economic model, could not be directly used for analogy.

However, Han Haitao still agreed with Guan Zhong's words: 'When the granaries are full, the people know propriety and etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, they know honor and shame.' Only those who have experienced eras of scarcity and turmoil possess the tolerance that people in eras of abundance and affluence have.

While he was watching the children gorge themselves, Han Haitao's wife brought out another dish. Seeing that the children had already started shoveling rice, she immediately became unhappy.

Han Haitao immediately applied his work methods, first inviting his wife to sit down, then bringing a basin of water for her to wash her hands. Realizing he hadn't brought a towel, he ran to get one for her to wipe her hands. Now his wife couldn't just keep losing her temper and could only scold the children for their lack of manners with the air of a matriarch.

Han Haitao sat down and persuaded, "I haven't eaten, just waiting to eat with you. Come, Madam, have a drink."

Although his wife was not so angry anymore, her anger had not fully dissipated. "You've been more and more indulgent with them these past two years. With such table manners, how can they sit at a table when they go out in the future?"

Han Haitao laughed. "A while ago, I had a meal with Chairman He and the others. We ate mutton hot pot. At the time, I couldn't hold back and started showing off the rule of 'Seven Up Eight Down'. Someone saw that Chairman He actually didn't appreciate this rule and asked him why he didn't like it."

Han Haitao's wife was startled and asked carefully, "How did you make Chairman He unhappy?"

Han Haitao waved his hand. "Let me finish. Chairman He isn't as petty as you."

Han Haitao's wife rolled her eyes at him. Although He Rui held high power and authority, being snubbed by her husband right in front of her made Mrs. Han unhappy.

However, Han Haitao's children, having eaten for a while and having some food in their bellies, slowed down their eating speed upon hearing the adults discuss what had happened, listening seriously.

Han Haitao also felt deeply. Everyone in the government knew that He Rui did not tolerate sand in his eyes, yet he was extremely easygoing. Even if there were things He Rui didn't like, he wouldn't be without a proper reason. Moreover, He Rui's views were always very grounded.

"Sigh..." With a sigh, Han Haitao continued, "Chairman He said that the rule of 'Seven Up Eight Down' is 'poverty etiquette' (fussy particularities of the poor). For us normal humans, putting a whole plate of meat into the pot and eating it however we want—that is true refreshment. Poverty etiquette wasn't wrong in an era of material scarcity, but refreshment is what we truly like. Eating meat in large mouthfuls, drinking wine from large bowls—this is refreshment. If someone objects, I also hope the reason for their objection is that they don't particularly like eating meat and drinking wine. Not because of poverty etiquette."

Mrs. Han didn't quite understand the meaning of these words for a moment, frowning slightly in thought. But she couldn't figure out what He Rui meant.

Han Haitao's children, on the other hand, understood. The second child praised, "I just like eating meat."

Mrs. Han scolded almost instinctively, "Eat! Eat! You only know how to eat!"

Han Haitao not only understood his wife's reaction very well but had also attended a study session on this issue. The study session had proposed the concept of the 'Living Coefficient'.

One part of it concerned the proportion of residents' expenditure on food, clothing, and housing relative to their income. The proportion for food is currently high, really high. According to the lectures, this is because China's level of industrialization is too low. The higher the level of industrialization, the monetary payment for food, especially for protein intake like meat, will increase, but its share in income will decrease.

If the proportion of spending on a normal, nutritious diet drops below 20%, it proves that the country has entered a high level of industrialization.

In the current figures, let alone eating meat fully, even at a level of simply not going hungry, household food expenditure accounts for more than 50% of income.

Han Haitao hadn't expected a meal to trigger such emotion in himself, but on second thought, it wasn't strange. Recently, Han Haitao had been busy with these matters every day, especially stimulated by the Soviet trade representatives.

Downing his cup of wine in one gulp, the alcohol went to his head, and Han Haitao couldn't help but outburst a little. "What is dignity? Dignity is being open and aboveboard, straight and direct. Not deceiving others, not deceiving oneself. Treating others well, treating oneself well! Poverty etiquette, indeed, wasn't wrong back then. Because if some things were said plainly, it would still hurt one's face! Right, what was that saying again? Something about 'Tao'... Number Two, go to the study and bring out the *Analects*."

Mrs. Han knew her husband's alcohol tolerance was just like this; two cups and he'd be tipsy. Seeing him like this, she couldn't say much. The second child, no longer hungry, ran excitedly to the study and quickly brought out the *Analects*.

Han Haitao flipped through it noisily for a moment, found the passage, and read aloud: "'When a country is well-governed, poverty and a mean condition are things to be ashamed of. When a country is ill-governed, riches and honor are things to be ashamed of.'"

After finishing, he slapped the book onto the table and continued loudly, "This means that if the national system is very good, and one still ends up poor and lowly, this is a shame for that person. If the national system is chaotic, and a person is wealthy and noble, that person is shameful! That bunch in the Manchu Qing court were a group of shameless people. But back in the Qing Dynasty, foreigners were blocking our doors and beating us every day. When the country encountered a bit of disaster, tens or hundreds of thousands would starve to death at the drop of a hat. Although millions or tens of millions didn't starve to death, they merely *didn't starve to death*, which wasn't much different from dying. Yet those people still cared about their dignity. What dignity! They truly didn't want their faces anymore!"

Although the children didn't quite understand the meaning of these words, they could understand the basic gist. Moreover, seeing their father's charmingly drunk appearance, they found it amusing and nodded repeatedly along with him.

Han Haitao's chest was indeed surging with emotion. When he followed He Rui, he hadn't thought of any great wealth or honor. At that time, He Rui was just the Siping Military Governor and didn't count for much in the Northeast. Seeing that He Rui was willing to do things for the poor and could manage public security in Siping so that everyone could live a life without worrying too much about accidents, Han Haitao indeed felt a sense of gratitude.

Another reason was that if Han Haitao didn't want to follow He Rui specifically, he would have been dismissed by the government. For various reasons, this former small teahouse owner gave up his past life and became a civil servant.

A few years later, Han Haitao had different thoughts. These thoughts erupted under the stimulation of this year's great drought in the North and the Russian trade negotiation team.

Facing his children, Han Haitao said loudly, "We are going to build a New China. In New China, everyone must not only eat their fill and dress warmly but eat well, drink well, and dress well. They must go to school and understand reason. If foreigners dare to invade China, we will beat them until they surrender. If there are bad people in the country, we will arrest them and sentence them! I, and others, will follow Chairman He to build such a country, letting you live in such a country! So, you must study hard and be dignified people. What is dignity? It is not deceiving others, not deceiving oneself. Treating others well, treating oneself well. Did you hear me?"

"Heard you," the boys answered immediately.

It was Han Haitao's daughter who, after saying "Heard you," added, "Dad, today is your birthday. Wishing Daddy happiness as immense as the Eastern Sea, and longevity as high as the Southern Mountains."

Because of work, Han Haitao's emotions had not returned to family life. Hearing his daughter say this now, his nose suddenly soured, and tears threatened to burst forth. Han Haitao hurriedly raised his hand to cover his eyes, not wanting the children to see him cry.

Seeing Han Haitao suddenly cry, his wife and children, although knowing he wasn't crying from sadness, hurriedly came forward to comfort him.

Han Haitao's emotions, however, did not calm down. He was forty-one years old, an age where the yellow earth was buried up to his chest. For the better part of this life, he had suffered hardships and endured sins. Living until now by dealing carefully with life, Han Haitao hadn't cried much since adulthood. Surviving with a hardened heart was difficult enough; where would he have the mind to cry?

But today, at this moment, Han Haitao found that his past life was so unbearable. The heart that had once been forced to be strong had become so sensitive and tender. Feeling how precious his current life was, Han Haitao just couldn't help but shed tears.
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The attitude of the Soviet Russian negotiators underwent a 180-degree turn. While one couldn't quite say they went from arrogance to humility, they certainly shifted from confrontation to full cooperation. regarding the content of the negotiations, the Soviet representatives were willing to export the timber and iron ore that Russia produced in abundance.

Hearing that the Northeast was willing to import coal from the Amur region, the members of the Soviet delegation kept their faces stern, but their eyes exchanged looks of pleasant surprise.

The list proposed by Russia, however, put enormous pressure on the Northeast negotiation team. It was unclear where the Russians had learned their geography, but seeing tropical products like rubber appear on the list left the representatives baffled. Why would the Russian delegates think the Northeast possessed tropical commodities that the Northeast itself needed to import?

But compared to the results achieved, these minor details seemed insignificant. In the later stages of the negotiations, the Northeast delegation raised a question: "Have the Soviet Russian comrades completed the railways and roads leading to the mines?"

The Soviet comrades were stunned and asked for clarification. Hearing that the Northeast was willing to provide sales of railway and other infrastructure construction, the Russian delegation became alert.

The Northeast delegation didn't beat around the bush. "If transportation can be completed as soon as possible, the cost of minerals will decrease."

The Soviet representative across the table asked unhappily, "Are you plotting against us?"

There was some truth to that. Although the Northeast representatives didn't reply, they agreed in their hearts. If possible, everyone wanted to buy cheap goods.

Once the emotions of the Russian delegation had stabilized somewhat, the Northeast delegation continued, "Without a railway, a large part of the cost lies in transportation. This is a waste for both Soviet Russia and the Northeast. We are willing to work hand in hand with our Soviet Russian comrades to reduce transportation costs."

These words did not meet with a benevolent response. Although the negotiations had started with a very good atmosphere, they ended on a rather unpleasant note.

Carrying rich results as well as a fair amount of disappointment, Han Haitao and the others reported the matter to He Rui. Seeing that He Rui was completely unaffected and simply praised the comrades for their hard work and effective results, the comrades felt something was amiss.

Since they were facing He Rui, everyone summoned their courage to ask, "Chairman, are there other considerations outside of the negotiation list?"

He Rui chuckled lightly. "Heh, Russia hopes to determine the border with China immediately. If they acknowledge those goods as imports, it amounts to acknowledging that the territory is Russian."

Han Haitao and the others couldn't help but be startled. When they went, they hadn't expected such considerations to be involved at all. Some worried they might have ruined He Rui's arrangements. However, before they could ask, He Rui replied, "Comrades, you have done very well. Let's leave the discussion here for today."

Concluding the project deal did not mean everything was problem-free. After the broad framework, there were more details to be completed. For example, to complete the transportation, should a bridge be built over the river? After all, transshipment from the railway would require unloading, and that cost would be too high.

Railway transport was just one of many detailed issues; there were even more details involved. A special working group needed to be established to handle the implementation of the project. When asked within the negotiation team if he was willing to be the leader of the liaison group, Han Haitao immediately refused. At heart, Han Haitao actually didn't like doing this work. Working in the Price Bureau suited his desires better. Every day, researching and analyzing those prices that concerned people's livelihoods was truly full of fun. At least Han Haitao felt it was quite fun.

Such a life was very similar to the rhythm of Han Haitao's life when he was a small teahouse owner. Back then, what Han Haitao talked about with the guests was often these matters. At that time, Han Haitao could only make wild guesses about what market-impacting events had occurred based on extremely limited intelligence. Now, Han Haitao could truly understand what had happened by operating the Price Bureau.

The organization did not force him, so Director Han Haitao returned to the Price Bureau. The bureau was also very busy, seeing as 'Suishou' was approaching. That is, January 1st of the Western calendar. The Republic of China had designated it as 'Yuandan' (New Year's Day), and changed the first day of the Lunar New Year to 'Spring Festival'.

In the Northeast, He Rui had explicitly ordered that January 1st of the Western calendar be called 'Suishou' (Head of the Year), while the first day of the Lunar New Year would be 'Yuandan', or commonly known as 'New Year'.

Although he hadn't been able to immediately figure out the Soviet side's political attempts from the trade negotiations, Han Haitao did understand the political significance within the Northeast Government's 'Suishou' versus the Republican Government's 'Yuandan'. After all, quite a few domestic newspapers had commented on the dispute between 'Yuandan' and 'Suishou'.

From a calendar perspective, traditional scholars largely identified with He Rui's terminology. But the matter wasn't that simple. From a political perspective, the Northeast regional government establishing its own calendar was considered an attitude of He Rui towards the position of the Beiyang President.

He Rui's critics believed that if He Rui were only considering the calendar, he could have directly petitioned the Republican Government. Given He Rui's influence, the matter might not have failed to pass. After all, from a calendar perspective, ancient China took the Winter Solstice as the head of the year, and the Winter Solstice was only a few days earlier than January 1st of the Western calendar.

So the critics believed that He Rui doing this in the Northeast was obviously to implement it after he ascended to the position of Great President. It could be considered a declaration to the outside world.

Seeing this old matter brought up again in newspapers like *Shen Bao* this year, Han Haitao was truly somewhat puzzled. In Han Haitao's view, He Rui becoming the Great President of China was only a matter of time. Were those people grasping at an old matter and talking endlessly because they had nothing better to do?

In any case, Director Han Haitao had plenty of things to do. It was already deep winter, and the selling price of coal had begun to rise. At this time, the government had to step in to provide a batch of coal for the people to keep warm. With Suishou passed, the Spring Festival was visibly approaching, and all sorts of prices had to be watched.

From Suishou to the Spring Festival, the Price Bureau was exceptionally busy. After traveling for a few days to inspect work, by the time Han Haitao returned to his office, the Suishou holiday was already over. On January 5, 1921, the *Northeast Daily* published a piece of news: the Soviet Red Army had broken through Kolchak's defense line, their spearhead pointing directly at Vladivostok. Northeast Government Chairman He Rui appealed to Soviet Russia and Kolchak, hoping to solve the problem peacefully. The Northeast Government was willing to provide a venue for peace negotiations for both warring parties to avoid a humanitarian disaster breaking out in Vladivostok.

Han Haitao was stunned. He felt that the Red Army's fierce offensive was likely related to the commercial negotiations conducted by the Northeast Government. But he wasn't quite sure exactly what was going on.

Northeast Price Bureau Director Han Haitao was unclear about what was happening, but Northeast Government Chairman He Rui was very clear. Although He Rui himself hadn't received news directly from the Soviet side, the list of goods urgently purchased by the Soviet Red Army already proved too much.

Grain, food, clothing, shoes and socks, artillery shells, medical supplies—these emergency materials were all urgently needed by a warring party. Not only had Soviet Russia proposed such a list, but the White Army's Kolchak had proposed an almost identical list. It was just that the Northeast Government hadn't provided goods to Kolchak.

At this time, He Rui had no choice but to meet with the British Minister to China, Sir John Jordan, who was acting as the plenipotentiary representative of the British Government. Jordan immediately accused He Rui, "Your Excellency Chairman, you have not done your utmost for the stability of the Far East situation!"

He Rui looked at old Jordan's feigned official solemnity and found it quite funny in his heart. If Jordan hadn't donned the title of Plenipotentiary Representative of the British Government, He Rui wouldn't have met with Jordan personally at all.

But with things at this stage, He Rui patiently listened to Jordan recount the attitude of the British Imperial Government, and then replied, "Sir John, from an official perspective, you should go see His Excellency President Xu Shichang of the Republic. I am a regional government; whatever you say to me is useless."

Jordan naturally knew He Rui was right, but the British Empire was also somewhat blind at the moment. Before He Rui stepped onto the Chinese political stage, the British Empire was accustomed to dividing China into North China and South China. Now, they divided North China into 'Manchuria-Mongolia' and North China. The Manchuria-Mongolia region was already one of the three major powers in China, and was even considered to have potential no less than the entire South China.

In the just-concluded year of 1920, the North suffered a severe drought. The Zhili clique warlords occupying Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and other places saw that the North China warlord leader Duan Qirui's strength was damaged, so they had consistently wanted to attack Duan Qirui. But He Rui had remained silent in Chinese politics, his attitude ambiguous. Moreover, the Zhili warlords believed that He Rui had obtained the position of Tuchun of Siping from Duan Qirui, so they feared they couldn't persuade He Rui. They turned instead to hoping for British support.

Britain was indifferent about whether to support the Zhili warlords, but if Duan Qirui failed, it would have a huge impact on the Chinese situation. This was something Britain did not want to see. Turbulent situations and rapidly changing political structures were of no benefit to Britain's existing interests.

Furthermore, Britain was also unclear about He Rui's attitude. Currently, Duan Qirui's Anhui clique was indeed encountering huge difficulties and, purely from a military aspect, should not be a match for the Zhili warlords occupying Jiangsu and Zhejiang. But once He Rui took advantage of the Anhui clique's defeat and the shaking of the regime to send troops to Shanhaiguan, expel the Zhili clique, and become the Great President of the Republic, the entire North China would be unified in the hands of this young warlord. A brand-new North China would possess an overwhelming advantage over South China, and He Rui would likely take the opportunity to march south and unify all of China.

Britain absolutely did not want to see such a situation.

At this moment, seeing He Rui still maintaining a matter-of-fact demeanor, Jordan only felt that He Rui looked detestable. Shouldn't a young man be high-spirited and daring in speech and action? Why did He Rui, this 31-year-old young man, appear even more cunning and seasoned than China's most treacherous old bureaucrats?

Just as Jordan felt somewhat anxious inside, he saw He Rui smile brightly. "Sir John, we have probably reached a consensus from an official perspective. As a friend, I have words I wish to say as a friend. Would you like to hear them?"

Jordan paused, turned his head to look at the interpreter and the recorder, and then turned back. If He Rui spoke in a private capacity, it would certainly appear in the report, but it would not be recorded in official documents. Turning his head just now was to signal the interpreter and recorder, saving those people from mishearing and making incorrect records.

"What suggestion does Your Excellency Chairman have?" Jordan asked.

He Rui spoke frankly, "The White Guard as an army is finished. The Red Army is about to seize Vladivostok. I have already begun arranging ships, sending icebreakers to pick people up. At a time like this, Your Excellency should hurry and contact France to get people out. I am about to publish news in *The Times*, *Le Figaro*, *The New York Times*, and other newspapers that the White Guard is at the end of its rope. And I will demand that the Western world accept refugees. In the news, I will not be polite in the slightest."

Jordan couldn't help but smile bitterly in his heart. It would be strange if He Rui were polite in such news. It was obvious that He Rui was prepared to take this opportunity to gain a huge amount of good reputation.

If no one reported this matter, and no one jumped out to take the lead, Britain actually wouldn't care if the Red Army really finished off a million White Guard soldiers and civilians.

But once He Rui reported it first and created such a scene, the European media would definitely follow up. Sir John could even imagine a few news headlines, for example, *Over a Million Lives in Imminent Danger*.

Or perhaps *Accomplice to Massacre, Britain! When Soviet Russia Raised the Butcher's Knife Against a Million Civilians, Britain Remained Silent*... This should be a headline from a French newspaper.

Jordan steadied himself and asked, "Let us continue the official topic. Your Excellency He Rui, are you truly unwilling to contribute to the stability of the Far East?"

He Rui's face darkened. "I have already made all the contributions within my power. Sir John, if I order troops to be dispatched now, Japan will send troops this very night. And who they will attack, I find it hard to determine. Does the British Government hope for the entire Northeast Asia to fight into a chaotic ball?"

Jordan knew He Rui was not wrong. At present, Japan was already very nervous about the changes in the situation. Unless Britain sent troops personally, only then would Japan have a certain assurance. If Britain did not send troops, Japan actually didn't want the situation to develop in a direction favorable to He Rui.

After another bout of meaningless official wrangling and mutual spouting, the official meeting ended.

At the banquet that evening, He Rui and Jordan sat by the warm fireplace in a small private room, holding wine glasses. He Rui gently swirled the goblet in his hand, letting more of the fragrant wine aroma escape. Taking a sip, He Rui said, "As the Chinese saying goes, 'As long as the green hills remain, there is no fear of running out of firewood.' Saving the lives of these White Russians... only when there is a change within Soviet Russia will the Provisional Government have a chance."

Jordan probed, "Does Your Excellency intend to take in these White Russians?"

He Rui chuckled lightly. "I don't want a single one. In the newspapers, I will vigorously criticize Britain, France, and the United States for sitting idly by in the face of a humanitarian disaster. I will use the power of the media to make Britain, France, and the US hurry up and transport the people away."

Taking in a hundred thousand or a million White Russians really wasn't much for Britain and France. Moreover, there were a large number of old Russian aristocrats and clergy among these people; completely ignoring them would indeed create significant public pressure.

"Your Excellency He Rui, I am very curious. Why would you do this?"

He Rui replied solemnly, "If there is no humanitarianism, what difference is there between us and beasts? Does Sir John enjoy seeing the blood of a million people flow like a river?"

Jordan naturally didn't enjoy seeing it, but he also didn't believe He Rui's words came from the heart. After thinking for a moment, Jordan asked, "Your Excellency He Rui, if you had the opportunity to use the conflict between the Zhili and Anhui cliques to obtain a higher status..."

He Rui immediately interrupted Jordan. "The Chinese people have suffered for too long. I do not want to see any war within the country! Right now, if I dare to say a single sentence, countless people will come running to Shenyang to probe me. Because they feel I have an interest in intervening in the situation. So I can only remain silent."

Jordan still didn't believe He Rui's words, but he decided to believe He Rui's attitude. After dealing with him for several years, Jordan felt that He Rui was a very steady person. Although he wouldn't let slip any benefit he ought to grab, He Rui would completely avoid bottom lines that shouldn't be touched. The calmness He Rui displayed now was likely because he felt the time was not yet ripe. Moreover, considering reality, the Manchuria-Mongolia region was growing stronger day by day; He Rui had no need to be anxious at all.

When He Rui first stepped onto the Chinese political stage, Yuan Shikai was still alive, and the Zhili warlord leader Feng Guozhang was also alive. Now He Rui was still young, while those two had passed away. And among the big figures on the Chinese political stage now, there were plenty of sixty and seventy-year-olds. Time was completely on He Rui's side.

The banquet ended, and He Rui returned to his office. As a 'single dog', He Rui spent more than half his time working. Although he had been engaged a residence according to regulations, He Rui was more accustomed to sleeping in the small room of the office suite. With the cafeteria, this blessed place that solved the problem of eating, the small private room was very suitable for a bachelor.

Sleep after finishing work, eat after waking up, work after finishing eating. Dedicating oneself completely to a great cause, obtaining one's satisfaction and life value within that cause—was there any life more simply happy than this?

Before sleeping, he still had to read some reports. For instance, Soviet Russia had sent a letter directly this time, hoping to get He Rui's clear objective.

He Rui scribbled a reply to Comrade Lenin. "Respected Comrade Lenin, death caused by engagement on the battlefield is a tragedy, but also a helpless tragedy. However, the Northeast Government cannot sit idly by regarding a humanitarian disaster. Given the mutual trust between our two sides, I explicitly hope to see Vladivostok surrender without bloodshed. But the situation is obviously unlikely to develop to that stage. In that case, letting the White Russians leave as refugees is a situation that all countries can accept. throughout history's many dynastic changes, there has never been a case where a thoroughly defeated force could seize power again. As of now, the White Russians have thoroughly failed. Letting them leave Russia is not only harmless to Soviet Russia but will also cause unstable elements within Russia to choose to leave as well. From historical experience, this is a wise decision..."

After He Rui finished writing, he felt the probability of Comrade Lenin accepting it was about fifty-fifty. Because Comrade Lenin wouldn't have the chance to see the result of China letting a group of people leave in '89. From the results, that group of people not only failed to affect China's development but actually promoted it very well.

A swarm of flies only induces disgust in ordinary people; at least that was true for He Rui and the vast majority of people He Rui met. Even without the state doing anything, just looking at the disgusting performance of that swarm of flies made the ordinary masses loathe them extremely.

Politically, the only consensus among these escaped White Russians was opposing Soviet Russia. But they would fracture internally first, causing overseas anti-Soviet forces to diversify their investments, leading to a dispersal of strength.

In short, the benefits far outweighed the harm.

After writing the letter, He Rui washed up and went to sleep immediately. Waking up the next day, Hu Xiushan, who was responsible for transferring the refugees, came to report on the preparations.

Vladivostok was a terrible port, but the land route was still passable. If the White Russians were willing to hand over their weapons and enter the Northeast after breaking up into smaller groups, He Rui was prepared to accept it. Efforts to save them were one thing, but how many could actually be saved was something only Heaven knew.

Even so, Hu Xiushan's plan still made He Rui appreciate him greatly. In terms of specific planning and execution, Hu Xiushan's level exceeded even that of Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's intelligence could compare with Hu Xiushan, but in terms of stability, there was at least no sign yet that Cheng Ruofan surpassed Hu Xiushan.

If the three were each to lead a hundred thousand men, Hu Xiushan would definitely win. Leading five hundred thousand troops, Hu Xiushan's winning odds were relatively large. But with an army of a million, Hu Xiushan's overly specialized abilities would conversely lower his odds of winning.

Of course, this was an intuitive judgment He Rui made based on his own experience; after all, there was no opportunity for practice yet. He Rui just felt some regret—if Hu Xiushan's vision and range of interests were broader, perhaps he would be even better.

After reading the plan, He Rui couldn't see any problems either. So he asked Hu Xiushan about the preparation work for operations against Japan.

Hu Xiushan was one of the very few high-ranking officers who explicitly knew of the war plan against Japan, and was even a core member who knew He Rui hoped to make a move by early 1923 at the latest.

Hearing He Rui's inquiry, Hu Xiushan spoke in his steady, peaceful tone, neither fast nor slow. "Chairman, in squad and platoon-level confrontations, our soldiers have already raised some requirements for current weapons."

He Rui felt great joy in his heart. With the development trajectory of the Eighth Route Army and the PLA, it was 'use whatever you have'. But based on the experience of the German army, units raised requirements for weapons during various confrontational exercises. Then the quartermaster department would summarize these weapon requirements, hand them over to the military equipment R&D department for design, then invite tenders from industrial enterprises, and complete samples for the army to test.

This was the construction process of a modern army. The Eighth Route Army and the PLA didn't have such conditions in the early days. He Rui, however, had considered completing such a process from the moment he built the army, to build a formidable People's Liberation Army.

"What requirements?" He Rui decided to have a long talk with Hu Xiushan.
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Seeing that the conversation about military equipment was about to begin, Hu Xiushan stood up and said, "Chairman, let me hand over my work first."

He Rui nodded. Hu Xiushan was meticulous in his work, always prioritizing the completion of one task before starting another. Cheng Ruofan used to like 'multi-threading' tasks, but after suffering for it, he learned from Hu Xiushan, and his work completion rate improved rapidly.

Hu Xiushan had his secretary pass the retreat order to the department responsible for execution before sitting back down in front of He Rui with his full attention, explaining the army's demand for weapons.

To defeat the Japanese army, it was naturally necessary to conduct large-scale exercises with the Japanese army as the hypothetical enemy. In the exercises, the Type 19 semi-automatic rifle performed very well, but the troops still felt that their firepower could not quickly overwhelm the Japanese army. They needed weapons and equipment capable of comprehensively suppressing the Japanese. As the person responsible for this area, Hu Xiushan summarized the troops' envisioned needs and proposed a complete set of weapon concepts.

After listening to the brief introduction, He Rui couldn't help but want to smile. At this stage, these weapons were all concepts, but they already had the feel of the Cold War era. Assault rifles, direct-fire weapons carried by individual soldiers.

Looking at He Rui's expression, Hu Xiushan could already guess that these weapon design concepts were within He Rui's vision. And the fact that He Rui hadn't proposed them until now was likely because He Rui had already considered clearly why these weapons couldn't be built yet.

Since He Rui fully understood what Hu Xiushan was saying, Hu Xiushan didn't continue his introduction and asked directly, "Chairman, can I hear your opinion?"

"My opinion is that at this stage, we should first make good use of the weapons we have on hand, especially the tempo of using these weapons. As for the weapons everyone hopes for now, they are merely upgrades and enhancements to current weapons, without considering the upgrade of the combat system of war itself. For example, has the use of armored forces been considered? In the future, troop offensives will not rely on two legs, but on armored fighting vehicles and armored personnel carriers for long-distance battlefield maneuvering. Furthermore, during ground engagements, will aircraft in the sky join the battle? Carrying out in-depth bombing of enemy defensive positions and aerial bombing attacks on stubborn firepower points."

Hu Xiushan remembered these things He Rui had said, and he had considered them. So Hu Xiushan immediately asked, "Chairman, how long will it take to achieve this?"

He Rui naturally had an assessment. "We will end the war with Japan in '23 and completely liberate China within '25. Two Five-Year Plans will take 10 years, so it can be realized by 1935."

Hu Xiushan didn't make a sound, just considering along He Rui's line of thought, his expression full of intellectual hesitation.

He Rui knew that as someone who had witnessed the great power of China's industrial construction, he not only felt that such development was only natural but also felt that there were too many areas that could be improved. But for young people who were walking on this path, this was a path that was both anticipated and completely unknown.

In that case, He Rui naturally had to shoulder the responsibility of a leader, which was to point out the path to his comrades.

"Comrade Xiushan, what do you think is the fundamental basis for us winning victory?"

"Industrial strength?" Hu Xiushan quickly gave an answer.

"After four years of hard work, over ten million people have completed literacy training. In the entire Northeast, young people under 18 have completed four years of primary education. Over one million young people have completed higher primary education. 200,000 young people have completed junior high school education. Over 39,000 have completed high school education. Over 4,000 have graduated from university... including military academies. We are going to use such manpower to fight a war of a modern nation against Japan."

Hu Xiushan did not shy away at all. "Japan industrialized earlier than we did."

He Rui was somewhat disappointed in his heart. This was Hu Xiushan's limitation. Whether it was Xu Chengfeng or Cheng Ruofan, they had enough research interest in the country's future, or rather, in things that did not yet exist in reality. Hu Xiushan, on the other hand, was a very realistic person and would absolutely not focus his attention on things that did not exist.

It wasn't that Hu Xiushan wasn't good; Hu Xiushan had a huge interest and sensitivity towards cutting-edge military academics that had already appeared, which also formed Hu Xiushan's extreme professionalism in military affairs. But it was limited to the military field.

Pushing aside the regret in his heart, He Rui explained to Hu Xiushan, "The point of industrialization is not just to produce more equipment, nor is it just about possessing modern army-building thoughts. Our army's advantage lies in the political advantage of how to use these tools. Xiushan, do you think the Japanese don't know they are obtaining benefits by invading China?"

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment before answering, "...I think the upper echelons know. As for the lower classes, I have some doubts."

"Heh." He Rui chuckled. He Rui had also gone through this stage when he was young. Especially after seeing many Japanese right-wingers trying their best to whitewash the war of aggression, He Rui not only completely disbelieved the saying that 'the Japanese people were deceived', but in He Rui's view, the Japanese people were not only not innocent, but were accomplices and even fellow travelers of the Japanese militarist war criminals.

Even now, He Rui still didn't think the Japanese people were innocent, though he no longer held the Japanese people in high regard.

If the phrase 'the people create history' is taken as a theory rather than a 'propaganda slogan', then the Japanese army that committed innumerable crimes in World War II was composed of Japanese people, and the thoughts were also created by Japanese people. The Japanese people as a whole were guilty.

In reality, the Japanese people tried their best to forget World War II, and the right-wingers spoke all sorts of nonsense. All of this proved that they knew they were guilty. But from a Chinese perspective, this behavior was a refusal to admit guilt.

Hu Xiushan might not have mastered the ability to analyze these issues, and had no interest in learning these abilities. This young man was like a sword, meant for killing, not for understanding.

But He Rui didn't want Hu Xiushan's vision to be confined to his current field, so he discussed this matter carefully with Hu Xiushan.

Relying on his own comprehension, Hu Xiushan still managed to understand He Rui's view on the future Sino-Japanese war. Hu Xiushan was even more puzzled, "Chairman, wanting the Japanese to understand that the war has reached a dead end, wouldn't that require the Japanese to awaken?"

Looking at Hu Xiushan's expression, He Rui was truly somewhat speechless. This guy was really specialized. Hu Xiushan saw that the Japanese people had to awaken before they could understand Japan's dead end, but this guy couldn't understand what result the awakening of the Japanese public would bring.

Since this guy could see the key point, He Rui felt there was no reason to force Hu Xiushan to understand from a political perspective; that would be a cruel compulsion. So He Rui switched back to the direction Hu Xiushan was proceeding in. "Xiushan, the fact that you can understand this point, I think is very good. Then from this angle, how do you view the requirements regarding equipment now?"

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and answered, "I think it is inappropriate to universally roll out these equipment. However, it is necessary for our army to design specifically for the annihilation of Japanese divisions. These designs do not need to increase equipment, but rather adjust the equipment already fielded to achieve the goal of annihilating Japanese division-level units in field environments."

He Rui praised in his heart; as long as he returned to the track of Hu Xiushan's thinking, this guy was simply a genius. He Rui had long been considering annihilating Japanese divisions in field battles. If he had proposed this idea to Xu Chengfeng or Cheng Ruofan, they would have considered it from an overall strategic perspective, while Hu Xiushan considered it directly from a tactical perspective. In operations of combat scale, He Rui trusted Hu Xiushan's consideration.

"Go back and carry out the design. Existing equipment will not be adjusted, but the quantity of existing equipment can be adjusted for different combat targets." After He Rui finished speaking, he looked at Hu Xiushan. He saw Hu Xiushan nod and answer straightforwardly, "I will carry out the design."

It was enough to stop here. He Rui believed that a military expert didn't need to say more. If they said more, it would prove that the so-called military expert actually had no ideas themselves.

After sending Hu Xiushan away, He Rui began planning regarding the utilization of Russian coal. In the initial negotiations completed by Han Haitao, the Russian side was willing to provide a coal mine near Heilongjiang. In the eyes of current coal professionals, this wet coal mine was simply a nightmare. But in He Rui's eyes, these coal mines could be used directly for chemical production. Whether it was coal gasification, coal-to-liquids for gasoline, or chemical raw materials, they were extremely high-quality raw materials. Therefore, the Northeast Government wanted to directly contract this coal mine in full. A base with an annual output of millions of tons of gasoline and chemical products—not utilizing it well would be a waste of natural resources.

While He Rui was busy with his affairs, Comrade Lenin in Soviet Russia was also busy with what he had to do. He Rui's letter was still in transit, but the content of the letter had already been sent to Comrade Lenin via telegram. Comrade Lenin hadn't expected He Rui to have a bit of a 'historian's' style.

Marxism is an economics, and just as He Rui said in the letter, there has never been a precedent for the revival of an old regime that has collapsed economically. Because of He Rui, Comrade Lenin also learned about the Chinese political situation. Zhang Xun's restoration had great reference significance for Soviet Russia.

To prevent the Tsar's family from becoming White Russian princesses, Soviet Russia killed the entire Tsar's family. But China's emperor was still there, the imperial family was there, and the ministers were also there. However, Zhang Xun's restoration was a calculated and utilized object from the very beginning. When Zhang Xun drove away the then-President of the Republic Li Yuanhong, Zhang Xun's utility was exhausted, and he was immediately and easily beaten out of Beijing.

This was a very good case study, allowing Comrade Lenin to understand why He Rui completely didn't care about the restoration of the old dynasty. But Comrade Lenin couldn't figure out what kind of benefits He Rui wanted to extract from the humanitarian action targeting the White Russians.

Comrade Lenin didn't believe a single word of the 'humanitarianism' He Rui spoke of. A person like He Rui possessed a concept of good and evil that was worlds apart from normal people. When He Rui tried to make ordinary people think that both sides had the same concept of good and evil, he was one hundred percent deceiving kind-hearted ordinary people.

However, this question could not be asked of He Rui. Not because he was afraid He Rui would be angry, but because Comrade Lenin didn't want He Rui to see that no one in Soviet Russia could see through him. This would only make He Rui look down on the upper echelons of Soviet Russia.

Finally, Comrade Lenin made a decision and drafted an order to be sent to the front line: 'Leave a passage for the White Russians to retreat from Vladivostok to China; the troops will launch an attack from due north of Vladivostok.'

At this time, the Japanese General Staff in Tokyo was also discussing He Rui's statement. This statement was not He Rui's statement regarding the White Russians; the Japanese military had lost confidence in the White Russians and accepted the result of letting them sink or swim.

Nagata Tetsuzan himself was looking forward to going to Europe as a military attaché, but the General Staff and the Ministry of War both believed that such a talent could not be leisurely studying in Europe, so they appointed Nagata Tetsuzan to work in the military training department.

This meeting called Lieutenant Colonel Nagata to attend again. The generals discussed the Zhili-Anhui War that had nearly broken out. Although Duan Qirui of the Anhui clique had a distinguished reputation, the Zhili clique, after losing its leader Feng Guozhang, did not care about Duan Qirui, who was as famous as Feng Guozhang. If it weren't for the lack of clear support from Britain and the stern warning from Japan, the Zhili clique would likely have already launched an attack on the Anhui clique's Duan Qirui.

From Japan's perspective, if not for the factor of He Rui, Japan would actually be happy to see a war between Zhili and Anhui. As long as war broke out, Japan could demand that the Zhili warlords accept Japan's special privileges in Shandong. Moreover, the Japanese side had actually proposed to Duan Qirui that as long as Duan Qirui fully recognized Japan's special privileges in Shandong, Japan was willing to support him.

However, Duan Qirui decisively rejected Japan's request and gave the Japanese side this answer: 'He Rui is only thirty years old, yet he can reclaim the Chinese Eastern Railway and recover interests for China. This old man is fifty-five this year; even if I die immediately, it wouldn't be considered a premature death. At the age of knowing one's destiny, if I still sell out China's interests, how would I speak when I see my ancestors after death?'

Both China and Japan practiced ancestor worship. Duan Qirui's words had already expressed his attitude extremely clearly. Moreover, after analysis, the Japanese side believed that Duan Qirui was bluntly expressing his attitude that he was confident of receiving He Rui's support.

So after some discussion, the Japanese General Staff believed that He Rui's purpose in causing so many things internationally recently lay not abroad but domestically. Gaining fame in Europe and America through 'humanitarian aid', if He Rui were to be actively attacked by Japan at this time, he would undoubtedly receive public support.

But this was still a small matter. Both the Japanese General Staff and the Ministry of War were worried that He Rui would take advantage of the outbreak of the Zhili-Anhui war to send troops into the pass and occupy North China when Duan Qirui was defeated. Once He Rui achieved such a goal, even if Japan intervened with troops, they probably wouldn't be able to stop He Rui from unifying China.

Yet He Rui remained silent and maintained an extremely restrained attitude. This attitude was most beneficial to Japan. No matter what Japan did, it was not as beneficial as secretly maintaining the status quo in China.

After the Japanese officers discussed this, they all felt very speechless. Finally, Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku laughed and said, "He-kun is indeed the Chief Graduate of the Army War College. Principal Kawai Misao really taught an extraordinary student."

This remark was both a fact and saved the face of the Japanese officers. Everyone could only laugh dryly and sigh along. Soon, the officers' gazes fell upon Nagata Tetsuzan, the Japanese Lieutenant Colonel who was highly regarded.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't care about his colleagues' gazes. He knew he was kept in the country because of the expectations of the seniors in the military. Since a figure like He Rui had appeared in China, Japan must also cultivate young elites capable of countering him.

The young Japanese elites were a list, and Nagata Tetsuzan was one of them. Another was Ishiwara Kanji, who was known as a ronin. However, Ishiwara Kanji was too close to He Rui. Although he was still valued, it was impossible to let Ishiwara Kanji intervene in affairs related to He Rui.

Although Nagata Tetsuzan had his own judgment, he remained silent, waiting for his seniors in the military to speak first. The two sides were entangled in silence for a moment before Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku said, "Nagata-kun, what do you think is He-kun's goal?"

Nagata Tetsuzan bowed slightly. "Your Excellency, in my opinion, He-kun truly does not care about the war that might break out between Zhili and Anhui. Even if the Zhili-Anhui war breaks out, as long as the Empire sends troops, all of He-kun's efforts will come to naught. Therefore, I believe that He-kun is currently reorganizing the military and preparing for war with the goal of actively initiating a war with the Empire. As long as he can weaken the Empire, He-kun will naturally be invincible when he marches south. With He-kun's insight, he cannot possibly neglect the essentials for the trifles and play some petty tricks."

This was not the first time Nagata Tetsuzan had voiced such a judgment, so the officers of the General Staff were no longer astonished. Theoretically, what Nagata Tetsuzan said was the dignified and correct path. But He Rui challenging the Great Japanese Empire with the power of the Northeast was completely unreasonable from a practical perspective. Even if He Rui bet everything, he couldn't defeat the Great Japanese Empire.

Hearing this, only a few light chuckles came from the General Staff conference room, and no one chimed in. Even Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yūsaku just smiled and didn't even evaluate Nagata Tetsuzan's view. Instead, he continued with other discussions regarding the situation in Northeast Asia. "The United States wants to hold a conference in Washington and has invited many countries, including us and China. I am worried that the government will make concessions on interests in Shandong due to pressure from the United States at the conference..."

After the General Staff meeting ended, Nagata Tetsuzan went straight to the Army War College. When he arrived at the school, it happened to be afternoon dismissal time. The Japanese Army War College was absolutely elite education, with a small scale, graduating only fifty or sixty people a year on average. The instructors were actually quite relaxed. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji walking out of the classroom with a textbook tucked under his arm, Nagata Tetsuzan greeted Ishiwara Kanji, "Second Seat Ishiwara, hello."

Ishiwara Kanji, seeing it was Nagata Tetsuzan greeting him like this, couldn't help but laugh. "Second Seat, good day."

He Rui graduated first, meaning he was the Chief. Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji were both second in their respective classes, making them Second Seats. Just this greeting told Ishiwara Kanji that what Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to discuss was He Rui.

It was winter now. Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji, with Siping brand cigarettes produced in the Northeast hanging from their lips, strolled on the snowy ground of the school, two lines of footprints extending behind them.

Nagata Tetsuzan went straight to the point. "Ishiwara-kun, have you heard He-kun mention any plans to go to war with the Great Japanese Empire?"

Ishiwara Kanji chuckled. "Nagata-kun, shouldn't it be the Empire actively attacking He-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well how to perfunctory in front of not-so-smart people, but facing a smart person like Ishiwara Kanji, Nagata Tetsuzan was not sloppy at all. "How could He-kun be someone who passively takes a beating? Ishiwara-kun, this matter concerns the fate of the Empire. I sincerely came to ask for advice."

Ishiwara Kanji actually admired Nagata Tetsuzan's ability. Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan speak of the Empire's fate, he had to answer seriously, "'25, '26. It definitely won't drag on to '30. The Empire's situation will also be extremely difficult to maintain until '30. By then, no matter what He-kun thinks, the Empire will probably have to make a move against China."

Nagata Tetsuzan originally also thought war would break out in '25 or '26, but he felt that those in the Japanese General Staff and Ministry of War who could understand this point would definitely not be few. So he continued to ask, "Could it be earlier?"

Ishiwara Kanji was somewhat surprised by Nagata Tetsuzan's judgment. He frowned as he smoked and continued walking. After walking a while longer, he stopped and flicked the cigarette butt into the snow. "Nagata-kun, if He-kun makes a move, he must have a chance of winning. If war starts earlier than '25 or '26, He-kun's capability is already beyond what you and I can understand. Are you asking this sincerely, or are you that unconfident in yourself?"
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The Chief of the Army War College was indeed glorious, but the Second Seat was by no means considered inferior in capability. The two Second Seats from different graduating classes stood in the snow for a moment, beginning to feel the cold seep into their feet. Neither Nagata Tetsuzan nor Ishiwara Kanji wished to end their conversation immediately, so they began to walk again at a leisurely pace.

Nagata Tetsuzan spoke slowly and steadily. These were views he had considered deeply, and he delivered them with great composure. "I do not know much about He-kun personally, but I have reviewed the economic data on Manchuria and Mongolia many times. He-kun's economy is primarily driven by agriculture, mining, steel manufacturing, and industrial production. The Empire absolutely cannot sit by and watch He-kun unify China. If it were up to me, I would certainly launch a preemptive strike against him."

Ishiwara Kanji felt Nagata's idea was truly too exaggerated. He turned to look at Nagata, and seeing not a trace of jest on his face, he replied, "If the Empire attacks He-kun first, He-kun will seize the complete advantage in propaganda. As long as he can defeat the Imperial Japanese Army, he can force the Imperial Army to compromise. If He-kun attacks the Imperial Army first, he will inevitably face a full-scale counterattack. If He-kun wins, needless to say, all of Northeast Asia will be his to roam. But He-kun is not a god. I do not believe he can build sufficient strength to defeat the Imperial Army within fifteen years."

Even in the face of objection, Nagata showed no sign of displeasure. He nodded slowly. "What Ishiwara-kun says is the orthodox path. I also agree with it very much. The reason I have a judgment that deviates from common logic is merely a deduction based on my vision for national construction."

Ishiwara Kanji had not expected Nagata to admit his 'abnormality' so readily and was somewhat surprised. Although both he and Nagata were Second Seats, their treatment was worlds apart. While there were those in the military who favored Ishiwara, they were far fewer than those who favored Nagata.

Ishiwara could not help but ask, "Nagata-kun, do you already have a complete concept for the Empire's future?"

As an elite officer favored by many, Nagata Tetsuzan was whole-heartedly committed to building a powerful Japan. Precisely because of this, he hoped more talented people would join his ranks. Although Ishiwara's reputation was poor, Nagata did not care about such worldly evaluations. Based on Nagata's understanding of Ishiwara, his behavior was simply because he was too clever and looked down on others. In essence, Ishiwara, like Nagata, looked forward to a bright future for the Great Japanese Empire.

"Ishiwara-kun, I believe the Great Japanese Empire should be completely integrated, rather than as it is now, with various factions wary of one another. To change this situation, every sector must receive corresponding power within the same integrated system, and they must also bear corresponding obligations..."

Ishiwara listened seriously to Nagata's explanation. Personally, he admired Nagata's insight and ability. Nagata not only had a clear and lucid understanding of the various factions within Japan but could also gauge their upper and lower limits. In Nagata's description, the goal was to establish prestige and gain trust through cooperation and maneuvering with these domestic factions, ultimately integrating all of Japan's forces.

Nagata seemed to be speaking casually, but he was closely observing Ishiwara's reactions. It was evident that Ishiwara understood completely. when Nagata reached the subtle points, Ishiwara would unconsciously reveal a knowing smile. However, having fully understood these things, Ishiwara showed not a shred of excitement.

This confirmed to Nagata that Ishiwara must have performed similar deductions. Their depth and breadth were likely no less than Nagata's own. Thus, Nagata deliberately left a few opening, and just as he expected, Ishiwara's seemingly joking responses profoundly pointed out the pulse and vital points of the different domestic factions. The pulse was for manipulation; the vital points were for coercion and strikes.

Since they were so compatible, Nagata could only judge that there must be a major divergence on one key point. Nagata stopped walking, lit a cigarette for himself and one for Ishiwara, and then asked, "I have said so much. If Ishiwara-kun is unwilling to offer some guidance, would I not be left empty-handed?"

Ishiwara took a drag of his cigarette and decided to show his hand. "Nagata-kun, in my view, you are a talent who pursues the welfare of the state. Since the Meiji Restoration, those in the upper echelons who refused to accept the concept of the state have been destroyed. Of those remaining, not many likely serve the state with sincerity. Nagata-kun exhausts his wisdom trying to tame them, to integrate them. This is remarkable ambition and intelligence. However, I see no place for the Japanese people in Nagata-kun's design. I do not believe Nagata-kun has overlooked this unintentionally."

Nagata unconsciously frowned. He had never imagined that someone as clever as Ishiwara would think the people should have their own independent place. The people were limited by their livelihood; giving them their own place would only trigger all manner of meaningless chaos.

Since Ishiwara cared so much about the people, he could certainly not be an integrationist. Nagata knew very well that there was indeed no place for the Japanese people within the integrationist faction. There hadn't been in the past, there wasn't now, and there wouldn't be in the future.

Even so, Nagata urged, "Ishiwara-kun, once we hold power, we will naturally treat the people better."

Ishiwara smiled faintly. The smile made the round-faced young officer look radiant, yet it also revealed a certain sorrow, for Ishiwara indeed felt sorrow for Japan's fate. Even Nagata Tetsuzan, the most highly regarded man in the army, had abandoned the Japanese people. Hoping for the high command to implement policies beneficial to the people was even more impossible. This was the status quo of the Japanese military: many were dissatisfied, many wanted to struggle, but no one could lead the army onto the path Ishiwara approved of.

Although more than half the cigarette remained, Ishiwara flicked his finger, and the cigarette flew out, tumbling through the air before diving into the soft snow.

"Nagata-kun, if the Japanese people are not saved, Japan cannot be saved. No matter how one deceives and drives the people, the people ultimately live for themselves. Once the forceful trends and spiritual deceptions no longer work, all who do so will be torn to shreds by the angry people. Even at that time, the Japanese people may not necessarily be saved. But 'will the instigator leave no posterity?' Those people will all face retribution. You certainly do not believe my words, so let the future prove my view."

With that, Ishiwara strode away, heading in his own direction.

Nagata watched Ishiwara's retreating figure, his heart somewhat in turmoil. Ishiwara was truly unpopular in the army not only because he was too clever and arrogant but also because he was too serious—he could not tolerate a grain of sand in his eye.

For Japanese people, feigning compliance—saying one thing and doing another—was almost an innate ability. One could hardly survive in Japan without doing so. Yet Ishiwara was one of the very few who, relying on his own ability, had gained a status where he could refuse to do so without being punished by ordinary society.

Ishiwara's rejection of Nagata was definitely not because he was holding out for a better offer. Nagata and Ishiwara truly walked different paths and could not make plans together.

Nagata had been rejected by many, but this time it was particularly hard to accept. To be denied so thoroughly was something Nagata had never encountered before.

Only when Ishiwara had walked far away did Nagata manage to recover his mood. He sneered, turned, and left. The two sets of footprints that had originally walked side by side separated here, leaving trails in their respective directions.

***

In this deep winter, footprints were everywhere. On the road from Vladivostok to the Chinese border, the snow, trampled by many, no longer showed individual footprints, only paths beaten down by human feet.

The White Russians did not choose to stay in Vladivostok to 'die for their country.' Their leader, Kolchak, was merely the executive of a provisional government. Including Kolchak, Russia had two provisional governments: the Kolchak Provisional Government and the Denikin Provisional Government.

As Red Army artillery fire rained down on Vladivostok from the north, the White Russians, with nowhere else to go, could only flee toward Northeast China.

Appearing before these million White Russian refugees were the barbed wire and fortifications on the Chinese border, along with hundreds of thousands of Northeast troops. The entire army was on high alert against the White Russians. All those who chose to enter the border would have their weapons confiscated, but their personal property would absolutely not be looted. The Northeast Army organized these White Russians into small groups of several people, registered them, and then settled them separately.

Subsequently, the groups of White Russians, who clearly didn't know each other well, were formed into squads, put on trains, and transported to the settlement area at Yingkou Port.

Reports about He Rui in European and American newspapers had indeed caused quite a sensation. The publics in Britain, France, and the United States hoped their governments would contribute to the effort to save these white people.

For the United States, a nation of immigrants, absorbing an extra two or three hundred thousand impoverished Russians was not unacceptable. Britain and France possessed vast colonies, and their own domestic slums were extensive. Accommodating a few hundred thousand White Russians each would be effortless.

Most importantly, He Rui had emphasized the 'white race' characteristic of the Russians in his propaganda. Before World War I, the Shanghai International Settlement had taken great care of white people, even providing boat tickets home for those who were destitute.

So, after this humanitarian event occurred, Britain and France urgently dispatched ships. Although Japan had no intention of accepting White Russian refugees, the United States paid to charter some Japanese ships to transport them.

By April 1921, when spring flowers were blooming, fewer than four thousand White Russian refugees remained in the Northeast. The vast majority of these four thousand were women who, for various reasons, had decided to stay in China and marry Chinese men.

He Rui was indifferent to this. There was a more important matter at hand. In the Soviet Russian territory on the north bank of the Heilongjiang River, there was a coal mine. The heat value of the coal here was not high, only 1,800. Compared to anthracite with a heat value of 4,000 to 5,000, it was completely inferior coal.

The value of this coal as fuel was very low, but once mined, it could undergo chemical processing to produce coal gas, coal-derived gasoline, and other chemical raw materials.

Russians were sometimes very direct in their dealings. After negotiations by the business delegation, Russia allowed the Chinese side to establish mines directly there. Half of the various products would be 'sold' to the Soviet Russian government, and the other half would be exported to the Northeast. Of course, this half of the products was not actually paid for; instead, it served as the mining rights fee and annual mining tax.

From a commercial perspective, this practice was very rough, non-standard, and unreliable. But since the other party was Soviet Russia, He Rui could understand. If the Soviet side were proficient in business, perhaps it wouldn't have collapsed in seventy-odd years.

As for He Rui himself, he didn't spend his time on commercial negotiations. Instead, he utilized his technical skills and worked with the engineering team to solve the technical problems of the fractional distillation equipment.

As the saying goes, 'Watching others carry the load is easy; carrying it yourself breaks the back.' Although He Rui had a lot of book knowledge, when it came to practice, he had to rely on the scientists and technicians recruited in the Northeast to tackle the key problems together before they barely managed to get it working.

Therefore, He Rui absolutely refused to let his name appear in the initial process flow documents.

The technicians confirmed that He Rui was not merely being mysterious but truly 'taking no credit,' and they all felt strong admiration for him.

Only He Rui knew the truth about himself. The people—the working people who walked the correct path and mastered advanced productive forces—were the main force creating history. Only when He Rui, as a member of the working people, worked hard together with everyone could such a project be completed. He Rui was truly unwilling to let his willfulness spoil such a beautiful experience.

The technicians in the Northeast busied themselves until August 1921, finally transporting the first batch of products back to the Northeast. In terms of the purity of the gasoline and chemical products, this batch could only be described as just passable.

But this was not important, because Soviet Russia's performance exceeded He Rui's expectations. According to the commercial contract, the Soviet side was to take half the products. However, the coal was never even transported out of the mine; it was directly 'sold' by the Soviets to the Northeast side. The processing plant built by the Northeast side handled the processing. In other words, the Northeast actually obtained 100% of the coal. And Soviet Russia obtained money to purchase Northeast products.

With such a thing happening, He Rui naturally appreciated Soviet Russia's flexible attitude. And most importantly, a portion of these chemical products could be used to produce synthetic rubber.

Compared to natural rubber, synthetic rubber had many disadvantages. One was that due to the presence of too many other compounds during production, it easily triggered allergies. That was why 'Durex' condoms would be labeled '100% natural rubber.'

In addition, the cost of synthetic rubber was not necessarily cheaper than natural rubber; it might even be more expensive.

However, the greatest advantage of synthetic rubber was something natural rubber could not match: synthetic rubber could be produced in factories 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. As long as there was petroleum or chemical raw materials, it could be produced continuously, unaffected by climate or by the British, French, and Dutch who controlled the shipping lanes to the South China Sea.

Current freight rates were not low, and the price of the Soviet coal mine was exceptionally low. By October, the first batch of synthetic rubber left the factory. Rubber tires for various vehicles and rubber soles for boots began to use this rubber.

In proper commercial conduct, He Rui had to indicate the source of the synthetic rubber. Thus, the Northeast government openly wrote 'Synthetic Rubber' on the labels of the rubber provided to Soviet Russia.

Although the Soviet Russian business delegation looked peculiar after seeing the labels and manuals, they did not make things difficult. After testing and finding that the difference between artificial and natural rubber was minimal, they accepted the goods.

At this time, trains were constantly coming and going on the Trans-Siberian Railway. Ores and timber were transported to the Northeast car after car. After unloading at the freight yards in the Northeast, they were reloaded with industrial and agricultural products and returned to Soviet Russia.

Even the agricultural products were processed goods; even the Northeast soybeans were processed into soybean oil.

He Rui had heard about Monsanto stealing the genes of high-oil-yield Chinese soybeans. Since Monsanto had stolen them, it proved that China indeed had such soybeans. So He Rui had constantly sent people to search for seeds, and eventually, he found them. There were indeed several types of soybeans with oil yields far higher than others.

After finding the good seeds, they were domesticated and cultivated, and now they could finally be exported in large quantities. Moreover, only a small portion of this soybean oil was exported; more of it was made into oil-based chemical products, such as soap. Russia also had soap, but much of it used animal fat, resulting in a very unpleasant smell. Soybean oil soap smelled much better, was milder, and had a much smaller effect on the skin.

In 1921, the educational achievements of the Northeast region were impressive. More than 27,000 high school students and over 2,600 university students graduated. Employers in various sectors happily recruited these well-educated students. Students had simple social connections, which employers liked best.

Especially the military, which possessed limited priority selection rights, selected a batch from among these top talents. Although it would take at least half a year to determine if these people were suitable for military service, the army had vast space, and various technical departments needed people. For example, those graduating with foreign language majors were immediately assigned to foreign affairs positions. Thus, young recruits new to intelligence gathering delivered the news that 'Yamagata Aritomo has lost power and is being called a traitor to the country at home' to He Rui.

He Rui did not care about Yamagata Aritomo. Such an old man could no longer keep up with the situation at all. If Yamagata Aritomo were in charge of Japan's operations against China, He Rui felt his chances of winning would double. However, since it was impossible for Yamagata Aritomo to sit in such a position again, He Rui naturally did not care about the old man.

On the surface, Yamagata Aritomo's loss of power was because Princess Nagako of Kuni (the future Empress Kōjun), who had been informally selected as the fiancée of the Crown Prince (later Emperor Shōwa), was found to have a history of color blindness in her maternal family. Elder Statesman Yamagata Aritomo demanded the engagement be broken off, but the Kuni family opposed it. Right-wing forces were dissatisfied with this, and the confrontation between the two sides deepened.

Emperor Taishō naturally did not want to be constrained by forces like Yamagata Aritomo, so he opposed it with all his might. The matter ended with no change to the engagement. Since the authorities controlled reports on the matter, it did not cause a noticeable commotion in the press, yet the incident made the Imperial Family issue the focus of political struggle. Yamagata was called a "traitor," and his political power suffered a blow.

After reading it, He Rui tossed the news aside. Let alone the Crown Princess's family having color blindness, even if Japan's Crown Princess were a female gorilla, it could not arouse He Rui's interest in gossip.

It was just like in the anti-corruption news of the 21st century, where affairs of the lower body were often treated as seemingly important reasons. In fact, these were all surface manifestations, just like an iceberg where no more than one-tenth of the total volume is exposed above the water. That is the so-called tip of the iceberg.

Let alone the 21st century, from the founding of our Party, a cadre with working ability who was neither greedy nor corrupt would absolutely not be brought down just because he couldn't keep his belt tightened. Of course, the prerequisite was being neither greedy nor corrupt and having considerable working ability. If one were an incompetent person, this matter would be enough to completely affect their future.

Another piece of news came from the Ministry of Commerce. Japan had raised tariffs on chemical products imported from the Northeast, especially daily chemical products like soap. Although He Rui didn't care much, he took it more seriously than the high-level struggles in Japan.

Soviet Russia had a huge demand for this, but the price Russia was willing to pay was lower than Japan. That is to say, the capacity exploding in the Northeast was huge; otherwise, this matter probably wouldn't have made it to He Rui's desk. The Commerce Department would have handled it.

Moreover, the Commerce Department also proposed a solution: increase sales to the chaos inside the Pass (China proper) or sell in the Mongolian region. Both had their pros and cons. Selling in the Mongolian region could satisfy the demand there. However, items like soap in the Mongolian region could only serve as rewards to increase the people's trust in the government. Making money was naturally out of the question; it was a political action.

Selling inside the Pass would command a higher price, but the Northeast's sales to the Pass were currently flourishing, triggering dissatisfaction among quite a few local forces inside the Pass. It wasn't just foreign goods impacting China's traditional economy now, but Northeast goods as well.

He Rui felt this issue was likely a game between two departments in the Northeast, so he had the file forwarded to Chief Executive Wu Youping to resolve.

After finishing the official documents, he received a private letter. It was from Morita Mitsuko, and it was written entirely in Chinese.

He Rui didn't go picking out the typos or words used differently than in Chinese. Overall, Mitsuko wanted to do an exclusive interview with He Rui. He Rui was naturally willing, so he wrote a reply to Morita Mitsuko, expressing his willingness to accept the interview.
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Early in the morning, Morita Mitsuko had already risen. Today she was to interview a big shot. Even though she had gone to the bathhouse yesterday, Mitsuko still went to the family kitchen, boiled two large kettles of water, and scrubbed herself down.

The aluminum kettle was a gift He Rui had asked someone to deliver to Mitsuko. Outwardly, the object was unremarkable, its shell quickly turning dull and lackluster from smoke and fire. But Mitsuko keenly noticed that the aluminum kettle did not rust like iron ones, and was much lighter than copper ones. Moreover, given the Morita family's income, even though she had finished her probationary period at the *Asahi Shimbun* and become a full-fledged reporter, she still could not afford an expensive copper kettle.

As a female reporter for the *Asahi Shimbun*, Mitsuko's family life was already much better than that of her neighbors. For instance, after washing up, Mitsuko put on her nightgown and began using a hair dryer to quickly dry her hair.

Hot air blew through Mitsuko’s very damp long hair, while she took the spare moment to lay out the clothes she would wear today on the bed.

The cotton sheets, duvet cover, and the cotton filling for the quilt on the bed were all sent by He Rui. The woolen coat and silk blouse were made at a tailor shop in Tokyo using fabric gifts sent by He Rui.

The coat's lining was made of rabbit fur sandwiched between silk, secured with buttons; it was both light and warm. In his letters, He Rui said these were all products of large-scale industrial production and weren't worth much money.

Mitsuko could understand that what He Rui said was likely true. After working for two years, she had come to understand the power of industrial mass production. As long as there were enough raw materials, any amount of goods was just another item on the production line.

Now He Rui controlled Manchuria and Mongolia, a vast land where a train might run for three days and not necessarily reach the other end. Many in the Empire of Japan coveted the land of Manchuria and Mongolia. Mitsuko also knew from those people's conversations and various data that Manchuria and Mongolia were ten times the size of Japan, with abundant resources and fertile land—absolutely incomparable to Japan.

Soon, Mrs. Morita, awakened by the noise of the hair dryer, walked into Mitsuko's room and helped her dry her hair. Watching her daughter’s hands busy taking out hair ribbons and ornaments, Mrs. Morita sighed slightly, "Mitsuko, you must be polite to His Excellency today."

Mitsuko could only murmur an assent. The person she was going to meet today was none other than Prime Minister Hara Takashi. To have the opportunity to interview Prime Minister Hara before interviewing He Rui—at least in Mitsuko's view—meant that someone behind the scenes had made preparations long ago. Although He Rui had graduated from the Army War College and his friends in Japan were people of status, there were some things these people simply could not say.

The most suitable person was, conversely, Mitsuko. Mitsuko used to not understand why political marriages in books were always tragedies, but now she understood: women positioned between various forces were tools from beginning to end. And who would care about the fate of a tool?

By 8:00 AM, Morita Mitsuko had finished sorting out the details of her attire. Reflected in the full-length mirror was a petite woman, less than 160 centimeters tall, filled with an intellectual air. She did not put on a strong front, nor did she have any imposing presence; it seemed as if any force could push her over.

Mitsuko took a short sword out of her handbag and placed it in a drawer. This was a self-defense weapon she had been carrying for the past year. Going to the Prime Minister's residence meant her bag would be inspected, and it wouldn't be good if it were discovered there. Besides, the security at the Prime Minister's residence was guaranteed, so there shouldn't be any danger.

Morita Mitsuko looked at herself in the mirror and steeled herself. She must not show the slightest loss of composure before Prime Minister Hara Takashi, nor lose her calm and self-control just because she was facing a big shot.

At 9:30 AM, reporters from several major Japanese media outlets, including the *Asahi Shimbun*, arrived outside the Prime Minister's office. Morita Mitsuko had seen photos of He Rui's office in Shenyang—it was several large buildings, looking majestic and imposing. Of course, the buildings weren't prepared for He Rui alone; the administrative and party core of the entire Manchuria-Mongolia region worked in those buildings. Compared to the photos, the Japanese Prime Minister's office before her eyes seemed too low and small.

The questions to be discussed had already been agreed upon with the Prime Minister's secretary. Moreover, Prime Minister Hara himself came from a newspaper background and had ample insight into various issues. The dialogue between the two sides was extremely polite and full of tactful propriety.

Facing the crowd of reporters, Prime Minister Hara introduced Japan's current economic policies, followed by the achievements in the selection of government personnel and the construction of new schools.

The Hara Cabinet had stood firm for over three years, from its inauguration in September 1918 until October 1921. It was already a long-lived cabinet. In the 41st Diet session in 1918, it had proposed the "Plan for the Creation and Expansion of Higher Schools" with a total budget of up to 44.5 million yen.

According to this plan, in April 1919, the government established four new national old-system high schools in Niigata, Matsuyama, Yamaguchi, and Matsumoto prefectures. In terms of higher education, it successively built 10 national old-system high schools, 6 national higher technical schools, 4 national higher agricultural schools, 7 national higher commercial schools, 1 foreign language school, and 1 pharmaceutical college.

In addition to building new schools, existing universities, including Imperial Universities, were upgraded and reformed. Several private universities, including Keio University, Waseda University, Meiji University, Hosei University, Chuo University, Nihon University, Kokugakuin University, and Doshisha University, were elevated to a status equal to that of national universities.

During this process of upgrading universities, student strikes broke out. However, the cause was a massive protest by teachers and students of the Tokyo Higher Technical School and the Tokyo Higher Normal School because they were not upgraded to universities. After government mediation, the strikes did not expand and subsided automatically within a short time.

In Japan, where domestic contradictions were like a powder keg, this was already an astonishing achievement.

Just when Morita Mitsuko thought Prime Minister Hara was going to boast about his achievements during his term, the 65-year-old Prime Minister spoke: "I have little talent and shallow learning. During my three years as Prime Minister, I have exhausted my strength. Even if I were to continue, I could make no further progress. Therefore, I prepare to submit my resignation in the near future."

Even facing the Prime Minister, the reporters couldn't help but exclaim in surprise. Japanese Prime Ministers on stage were always targets of criticism, and Hara Takashi was no exception. There were right-wing newspapers among the seated reporters, who had consistently opposed Hara's party politics line.

But this didn't mean these reporters didn't understand the current situation in Japan. In terms of political achievements, the Hara Cabinet had passed many policies in the Diet over three years that greatly annoyed the right wing, but overall, Hara wasn't bad.

Moreover, at this stage, there were really no other politicians with appeal in the Japanese political arena. The domain clique forces that had founded the Meiji era had become objects of curses by the Japanese public over the past few decades. If someone were forcibly selected from among them, their influence would certainly not be higher than Hara's.

As for the left-leaning reporters, they were even more astonished. Deeply influenced by He Rui, Morita Mitsuko's reaction at this moment was calmer. A thought couldn't help but pop up: *Is Excellency Hara retreating in order to advance, throwing out the mess first to let other Prime Ministers screw things up completely?*

With the rise of the Seiyūkai represented by Hara, Japan had developed rapidly in party politics, creating a situation where even the military had to bow its head temporarily. In the last year, 1921, many corruption cases involving officials from the domain clique forces within the government had been exposed by newspapers, leading to the unexplained deaths of quite a few reporters.

Of course, in the newspaper industry, everyone knew the reason, though they never said it publicly. The exposed forces were not just one person's power; the people at the front were merely their representatives in the government. Exposing those people naturally meant being treated as an enemy by the forces behind them.

This was also the reason Morita Mitsuko had carried a self-defense short sword for the past year.

If Hara stepped down, the next Prime Minister to take the stage would likely be a representative of the old forces. They would certainly be unable to handle the immediate problems, and the political forces supporting the old guard would also lose face. At that time, if Hara made a comeback, he could likely be easily elected again.

Morita Mitsuko felt this was just her own speculation. Hara Takashi was 65 years old this year. Bearing the position of Prime Minister at such an age was indeed a heavy pressure for this old man.

Soon, the meeting with the reporters ended. The reporters wanted to ask more questions but were not permitted. As Morita Mitsuko was leaving, Hara's secretary happened to pass by her and handed her a note. Mitsuko opened it, looked, and then deliberately lagged behind. Using the excuse of going to the restroom, she avoided the crowd.

Sure enough, after Mitsuko touched up her makeup and tidied her appearance in the restroom with a small mirror, the secretary led her to another small office upon her exit.

The layout here was Japanese-style. A small table was placed on the tatami. Morita Mitsuko knelt on the cushion at the lower position. A moment later, footsteps sounded, and Prime Minister Hara Takashi walked in, kneeling on the cushion at the main position according to Japanese etiquette.

While the secretary poured tea, Hara smiled and asked, "I wonder what kind of news Miss Morita intends to write?"

Mitsuko already had some ideas by now, so she asked directly, "I am considering an article analyzing the unsolvable problems Your Excellency has encountered in economic construction."

Hara's secretary, who had just poured tea into the cup in front of Hara, paused upon hearing this and looked at Morita Mitsuko. Distracted, he spilled the tea. The secretary noticed quickly, apologized profusely, stood up to get a cloth to wipe the water stain clean, and then knelt aside on the tatami with correct posture.

Prime Minister Hara did not feel surprised. A young girl like Morita Mitsuko was not a significant figure in Japan's upper echelons; few people paid attention to or looked after her, and those who did mostly did so out of upper-class courtesy. However, it was precisely because of this that Professor Taira Toyomori, a close friend and academic advisor to Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, had introduced Morita Mitsuko to Hara as "someone who understands how to look at problems from an economic perspective."

In Hara's view, Morita Mitsuko, having received this evaluation, was at least much better than those *baka* (idiots) in the military.

There were as many things worthy of Hara's attention as there were hairs on a cow. If Morita Mitsuko couldn't reach this level, Hara wouldn't have bothered to have a private conversation with this marginal figure of Japanese high society.

"Miss Morita, what do you think are the economic problems encountered by this government?" Hara asked.

Morita Mitsuko dared not speak recklessly. Even if she gave the correct answer, it would do her no good. For a girl from an ordinary samurai family of the former Tokugawa Shogunate to attend university and find a formal job as a reporter at the *Asahi Shimbun*—rather than serving tea or cleaning, with a fixed salary—was already the limit of what a woman of her background could achieve in this era. Even if she understood Hara's difficulties, stating the correct answer would only invite trouble. What's more, the Hara Cabinet faced countless problems, each one extremely thorny. Mitsuko didn't know which one the Prime Minister considered important.

So Morita Mitsuko bowed her head slightly. "Please enlighten me, Your Excellency."

Watching Morita Mitsuko's elegant movements across from him, Hara felt a bit of interest in this girl. Restrained and forbearing, displaying fine qualities—this was undoubtedly the Japanese public's imagination and expectation of upper-class women. In reality, upper-class women were not this excellent; many of them had personalities no different from shrews.

Those noble women born into the peerage were superior to Morita Mitsuko only in their birth. In terms of learning, insight, and cultivation, they were far inferior. At least, if Hara discussed politics with upper-class ladies, those women either understood nothing at all or immediately considered their private interests.

How much did Morita Mitsuko in front of him actually understand? Hara felt a desire to find out.

"Miss Morita, I want to hear your views," Hara said.

"This..." Morita Mitsuko bowed her head slightly again.

Hara had limited time, so he commanded, "I require you to state your views."

Facing the Prime Minister of Japan, Morita Mitsuko could only submit. She raised her head but lowered her gaze. "Your Excellency, the three most troublesome matters for Japan right now are: first, setbacks in imports and exports; second, domestic labor disputes; and third, in the allocation of the fiscal budget, a portion must be invested in fields that cannot promote reproduction. Or perhaps it can be said that there are great troubles with raw materials and product sales markets."

Only after finishing did Morita Mitsuko raise her gaze to look at Hara's reaction.

Hara's evaluation of Morita Mitsuko rose significantly. If she had just stated the problems, what she said were merely three among many. But by mentioning the essence of the problems, Morita Mitsuko had seized the crux of the matter directly.

If Morita Mitsuko were a boy, Hara would have been very willing to cultivate him. A boy graduating from Imperial Tohoku University, entering government service to become a civil servant, would be completely logical. After working for a period, if he performed well, he could form a marriage tie with some political force. Then he would inherit that political force, become a Diet member, and then a Minister of some department. If he could demonstrate leadership, become a faction leader, or even become Prime Minister one day—all this was possible.

But a girl, even with ability and insight, would not have the door of politics opened to her.

Hara quickly pulled back his wandering thoughts and brought the topic back to the area that should have been raised earlier. "He-kun is an elite cultivated by the Empire of Japan. When the Empire of Japan encounters difficulties, He-kun should have the will to assist. Now that He-kun controls Manchuria and Mongolia and has established trade relations with Soviet Russia, he has ample raw materials in his hands. If He-kun could share these raw materials with the Empire, he would undoubtedly gain the goodwill of the Empire of Japan. Moreover, with the population explosion in the Northeast, there would presumably be a great demand for industrial products."

Morita Mitsuko felt her hair stand on end, a chill rushing left and right within her body. Such words should not have been said by Hara. It would have been most appropriate if Hara's secretary had said them.

Although Hara hadn't explicitly asked Mitsuko to do anything, every sentence was an order.

If Hara's secretary had said this, there would still be a buffer for both sides. If Mitsuko couldn't persuade He Rui during her upcoming 'interview', it would just mean she failed to persuade him.

Now Mitsuko had no retreat. If she couldn't persuade He Rui to make concessions, once she returned to Japan, everything would be over.

And Morita Mitsuko absolutely did not believe her dear Brother He Rui would agree. When it came to being hardline, He Rui was by no means weaker than any of the Japanese high command. Mitsuko had seen with her own eyes a few Japanese officers drinking at He Rui's place getting drunk and, hugely provoked by what He Rui said, drawing their military swords partway and shouting about a 'duel'.

Mitsuko had been frightened badly, but He Rui had smiled and stood up, picking up the katana in the room. The result was that the Japanese officers drinking with them hurriedly held down the instigator and glossed over the matter with the excuse that he was 'drunk'. Mitsuko had seen He Rui train in swordsmanship; she didn't believe He Rui's lightning-fast sword technique would lose.

Just as now, Mitsuko didn't believe He Rui would compromise.

Afterward, Morita Mitsuko's head was buzzing, and she could only respond almost instinctively. By the time she left the Prime Minister's office, all she could remember was that Hara had only said some things and had not required Mitsuko to answer.

Morita Mitsuko did not return to the newspaper office but went straight home. She wrapped herself in a quilt and curled up on the bed, only feeling herself trembling involuntarily.

She didn't know how long it took before she recovered. The first relatively rational thought popped up: *Is Japan's economy really in such a critical state?*

But thinking back to the worker and peasant families she had interviewed, Morita Mitsuko had to admit that Japan's situation was indeed that critical.

Worker families worked hard at their jobs, but the money they earned was only enough to feed the family. The countryside was even worse; after paying land rent, a peasant family could only resolve their hunger by eating wild vegetables and those grass roots and tender leaves that were edible.

In fact, Morita Mitsuko had lived such a life in her childhood, until her mother, heavily oppressed by life, rented a room at a not-low price to the visitor He Rui, and Mitsuko's life suddenly improved.

Now, because of Mitsuko's stable income, the fact that her family only had two people had become an advantage. For those large families, even if one person had Mitsuko's income, life would still be hard to endure.



★


Chapter 219: Major Variable (2)

Volume 2 — Chapter 112

❧ ❧ ❧


When people feel fear, they tend to shrink back, but one cannot shrink back forever. Mitsuko got out of bed and tidied her appearance in front of the mirror once more. The petite young woman in the reflection had largely recovered her composure. After finishing up, Mitsuko took the short sword from the drawer, placed it back into the hidden compartment at the bottom of her satchel, put on her leather shoes, and walked out of the room.

Hearing footsteps, Mrs. Morita hurriedly stood up from the tatami in the main room. "Mitsuko, what should I prepare for lunch?"

"Mother, I'm going to Tokyo University. Please eat by yourself," Mitsuko replied.

Mrs. Morita looked at her daughter's expression, a trace of worry appearing between her brows. But she said nothing about it, simply instructing, "Come back early, and be careful on the road."

Mitsuko nodded and walked quickly out of the house. Unlike her departure that morning, this time she walked with urgency. At the corner of the alley, she almost collided with some children returning from their labor. Seeing Mitsuko, the children surrounded her, laughing. "Where is Auntie Mitsuko going?"

The term "Auntie" made Mitsuko feel both annoyed and amused. Feigning unhappiness, she said, "Call me Big Sister!" As she spoke, she took some candy from her satchel and distributed it to the children. This was a habit she had formed at some point; back when He Rui lived here, whenever he met children, he would share candy with them if he had any in his bag. In those days, Mitsuko was the one receiving candy; now, it was her turn to bring a little sweetness to others' bitter lives.

Bidding farewell to the children, Mitsuko headed straight for the bus stop. After boarding the clanging streetcar, she somehow felt a sense of relief. Before hearing Prime Minister Hara Takashi's words, Mitsuko, as a reporter, had frequently interviewed ordinary people. After the Great War in Europe, Japan's economic situation had suffered a significant impact. One clear indicator was the deterioration of the import-export trade; many factories in Tokyo that had supplied products to exporters during the war had now closed down.

The number of unemployed workers was increasing, and wage levels had begun to drop. Meanwhile, prices continued to rise. People who had once managed to get by were now finding life much harder than before.

Thinking back to His Excellency Hara's words, Mitsuko could now understand his helplessness. At the very least, Mitsuko believed that if His Excellency were not forced into a corner, he would never coerce a young woman. As for what exactly His Excellency's goal was, Mitsuko dared not be certain. Fortunately, the purpose of this trip was to seek an audience with Professor Taira Toyomori of the Tokyo Imperial University Law School. With Professor Taira's knowledge and his relationship with He Rui, Mitsuko believed she could receive guidance from him.

In the Law School office, Mitsuko found Professor Taira reading a book. He didn't look up until Mitsuko walked right up to him. He then smiled in pleasant surprise. "Mitsuko, long time no see."

He stared at Mitsuko for a moment. Before she could speak, Professor Taira picked up his meerschaum pipe, pocketed his tobacco and matches, and pointed to the door. "Let's go. We'll talk outside."

Tokyo Imperial University was Japan's premier university. The campus was not only large but also beautiful. It was late October, and the leaves of several maple trees on campus had turned a deep crimson, making the tree crowns look like burning flames.

There was a bench under the trees. Professor Taira took off his black-rimmed glasses and began to pack tobacco into the meerschaum pipe, which displayed exquisite brown veins. "What happened?" he asked.

Mitsuko knew that Professor Taira occasionally met with Prime Minister Hara to offer advice, so she dared to tell him part of what had transpired.

Throughout her recounting, Professor Taira remained silent, showing no surprise on his face. When Mitsuko finished, he puffed slowly on his pipe and asked deliberately, "What do you think His Excellency's objective is?"

Mitsuko answered sincerely, "Sensei, I came here to ask you. With my shallow knowledge, I cannot understand His Excellency's intentions."

Professor Taira knew that Mitsuko naturally couldn't accurately grasp Prime Minister Hara's objective; this was determined by her background and experience. For Professor Taira, however, he could not only understand why His Excellency would do something so 'out of line,' but also felt sympathy for his forced helplessness.

Professor Taira organized his thoughts and asked, in the tone of a professor guiding a student, "Mitsuko, if you went to Shenyang right now, what would you do?"

"Sensei, I would tell He-kun exactly what happened."

"Would you ask He-kun to accept these demands?"

Mitsuko shook her head hurriedly. "I would never make such a rude request of Big Brother He Rui."

Professor Taira nodded. "That is the correct approach. So, what do you wish to know?"

After thinking for a moment, Mitsuko voiced her desire. "I want to know the reasoning behind this."

Professor Taira gave a light chuckle. "Very well, I will attempt to explain it to you. But you must understand one thing: if you don't know, you can still choose not to go to Shenyang. But once you know, you will have no choice but to go."

"...Yes." Mitsuko made up her mind.

"Facing the current pressure, His Excellency Hara truly wants to resign. However, resigning does not mean His Excellency will withdraw from politics; he hopes to continue working for Japan's future."

Hearing this, Mitsuko didn't know how to analyze Professor Taira's words for a moment. If His Excellency intended to resign, why go to such great lengths? On second thought, she felt she should listen more, so she followed Professor Taira's narrative and asked, "What expectations does His Excellency have of He-kun?"

"An ordinary person might think His Excellency is making demands of He-kun. Given He-kun's current strength, His Excellency is certainly not ordering him, because He-kun would never accept orders from him. So, when His Excellency raises these expectations, what answer does he want?"

After saying this, Professor Taira knocked the burnt tobacco out of his meerschaum pipe and began to pack it with fresh tobacco.

Mitsuko tried her best to follow Professor Taira's train of thought, her mind in a tangle. Suddenly, she had a new idea and asked tentatively, "Is it that His Excellency wants to see if He-kun agrees to cooperate, and wishes to gain some benefit from that cooperation?"

Professor Taira was pleased. Mitsuko was not limited by her status or nationality; she was beginning to touch upon the essence of the matter. The political entity known as the 'State' seemed omnipotent to ordinary people, but in contests between political entities, one could not be so overbearing. States were divided into tiers; globally, Japan was merely a second-rate Great Power. Facing first-rate Great Powers, Japan also had to make compromises.

Since Mitsuko understood the basics, Taira continued directly. "His Excellency Hara has no intention of threatening He-kun. The demands he raised are merely to solve Japan's primary contradiction at present. If He-kun is willing to cooperate with His Excellency, he can also raise his own demands. And the person who travels between the two, bringing back news, is you, Mitsuko."

Mitsuko couldn't quite understand why it had to be her. "Sensei, couldn't His Excellency's secretary undertake such a task?"

"This is a matter of official versus private relations. If it were His Excellency's secretary, He-kun would likely ask right away: Are you representing the Japanese government? Which level? Or do you represent Prime Minister Hara personally? Or do you only represent yourself? Diplomacy is extremely serious; any point of suspicion must be eliminated. But a private relationship is different. You represent only yourself. In certain times, this is an advantage."

Mitsuko couldn't help but let out a long sigh of relief. She realized she had truly overestimated herself, thinking His Excellency would treat her with the requirements of a government official. Looking back now, that was completely impossible, as she was neither a government official nor a party member. She had absolutely no subordination relationship with His Excellency...

As she was thinking, she heard Professor Taira laugh. "Mitsuko, you didn't think you would be severely punished by His Excellency if the mission failed, did you?"

Mitsuko froze; she hadn't expected Professor Taira to voice her worry. Just as she was wondering how to explain, Professor Taira stood up. "That you worry so much shows you truly hold Japan's fate in your heart. A purely selfish person would never care about the country or their friends. Mitsuko, please maintain this attitude."

Seeing that Professor Taira was about to end the meeting, Mitsuko felt even more questions bubbling up. She quickly stood up and said, "Sensei, is this diplomacy?"

Hearing this question, Professor Taira lit his pipe again, took a puff of fragrant smoke, and then said, "This is the faction represented by His Excellency Hara wanting to reach a cooperation agreement with He-kun's Northeast Government. Only if an agreement is reached can His Excellency use this cooperation as a basis to negotiate with other domestic factions. If he cannot reach a cooperation agreement with He-kun, and His Excellency's demands were announced directly, it would become His Excellency Hara declaring war on He-kun."

Considering the scope of the entire nation of Japan, Mitsuko's thinking instantly opened up. Although she didn't know if 'other factions' referred to specific groups or the various powers representing the entire nation, she could still feel her horizons broadening.

Amidst her awe and excitement, Mitsuko remembered that Professor Taira hadn't answered her question, so she pressed, "Sensei, surely what His Excellency wants me to complete is not a diplomatic mission?"

Professor Taira couldn't help but sigh. "If some form of cooperation could truly be reached, and His Excellency was still Prime Minister at that time, then perhaps it could be called diplomacy. However, in Japan, there is perhaps only one consensus, and that is a victory like the First Sino-Japanese War."

Morita Mitsuko was stunned. She watched as Professor Taira knocked the ash from his pipe, speaking with a sense of weariness, "You know everything you should know. Go back and prepare for your trip."

With that, ignoring whether Morita Mitsuko had any more questions, Professor Taira walked away with his hands behind his back. Mitsuko watched his retreating figure, thinking about what the Professor had said, especially that last sentence. She suddenly didn't know if her trip was the right thing to do.

If the only consensus within Japan was 'a victory like the First Sino-Japanese War,' didn't that mean Japan was going to go to war with He Rui?
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As the time approached for Mitsuko to depart for Shenyang as arranged by the *Asahi Shimbun*, she hadn't slept well for several days. When in front of others, Mitsuko could distract herself with work. But lying alone in bed at night, she would think of the other world that had unfolded before her.

Those at the pinnacle of power wielded immense authority and shouldered enormous expectations. Mitsuko had originally felt they were imposing and mysterious, but after listening to Professor Taira's explanation, she realized that these people were actually acting involuntarily, and were even somewhat pitiable.

Of course, the people used by them were also pitiable. As one of the used, Mitsuko inevitably felt aggrieved for herself. On the night two days before her departure, Mitsuko suddenly sat up. She had figured out something, something she had never thought of before.

If the Army Minister or the Chief of the General Staff were to issue an order, they would certainly order the officers. The Prime Minister would order his subordinate ministers and other personnel. Mitsuko felt she was just an ordinary woman, but in reality, she was already equivalent to an officer or an official, possessing a task that only she could perform.

That is to say, although Mitsuko was not a member of high society in Japan, she was a part of the upper echelon.

Thinking that she had unknowingly attained such a status, Mitsuko didn't know whether to laugh or cry. Finally, she lay back on the bed. The most important piece of the puzzle regarding her self-perception—her status and responsibility in Japan—had been found. Not long after lying down, she fell asleep without realizing it. When she opened her eyes with satisfaction, it was already bright daylight outside.

After washing up, and with a good appetite, Mitsuko finished two bowls of porridge in one go. For so many years, Mitsuko had only eaten one bowl.

She walked briskly to the *Asahi Shimbun* office. From a distance, she saw people coming in and out; there must have been big news. In the past, Mitsuko would inevitably have wanted to know what had happened. Now she didn't care; she would take things as they came. Mitsuko walked into the *Asahi Shimbun* office.

She ran into the Vice President walking quickly. Upon seeing Mitsuko, he immediately waved her over. When Mitsuko got close, the Vice President said nervously, "Prime Minister Hara has been assassinated!"

Hara Takashi had indeed been assassinated, and in broad daylight. At shortly past 7:00 PM on November 4, 1921, while Hara Takashi was boarding a train at Tokyo Station, a young man suddenly rushed out from the crowd and stabbed a short sword directly into Hara's left chest.

The short sword had been carefully sharpened and was extremely sharp, piercing directly through Hara's heart and lungs. Although the assassin was immediately subdued by those around Hara, Hara had already fallen. He passed away not long after.

When the news reached He Rui, he was not surprised. He had a certain degree of identification with Hara as a person, but he didn't care much about him. The Japanese "2.26" soldiers killed many key ministers; this was simply a characteristic of that era in Japan.

Ito Hirobumi was also a talent, yet wasn't he assassinated all the same? And by a Korean in Northeast China, no less. One Hara Takashi really didn't count for much.

Although He Rui didn't feel much about Hara, it concerned Japan after all. The Central Committee of the Civilization Party held a meeting to analyze future changes in Japan.

Since even He Rui didn't care about Hara, no one in the Civilization Party cared either. Everyone was concerned about whether Japan's future situation would change drastically due to Hara's assassination. The comrades knew that He Rui had quite a few connections in Japan, so all eyes were focused on him.

He Rui first posed a question: "Comrades, Japan's domain clique politics are being weakened, and party politics represented by Hara Takashi have come to the fore. what do you think is the reason for Japan's party politics reaching this point today?"

"Chairman, just say it straight. I think Japan's domain clique politics and party politics are actually the same medicine in a different broth," Cheng Ruofan was the first to speak his mind.

Everyone agreed with Cheng Ruofan urging He Rui to reveal the thread of the issue as soon as possible. Many also agreed with Cheng Ruofan's personal view that Japanese politics was 'old wine in new bottles.'

He Rui felt that Cheng Ruofan's view was rough but correct, yet also too simple and crude. But in the current situation, with only a little over a year left before the deadline He Rui had planned for war against Japan, the Central Committee—whether they knew about the war plans or not—were all responsible for a piece of the overall plan. Everyone was busy as bees; who had time for detailed political analysis?

So He Rui could only make a concluding statement. "There are still people in Japan who use military force for external expansion; these people have not been able to dominate Japanese politics for now. Japan is currently like a pressure cooker, with domestic pressure almost impossible to release. The path Hara Takashi wanted to take was a relatively peaceful one: to obtain China's market and capital."

Wu Youping, the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government, couldn't help but sneer. The Northeast Government indeed had no money in hand right now, but it possessed a market worth billions of silver dollars. Massive amounts of wealth were flowing through this market, acting as a carrier of general equivalents, moving back and forth in various production sectors of the Northeast. It provided capital for production, wages for teachers in infrastructure and basic education, and currency for students' free lunches. Or it entered the hands of laborers as wages, becoming purchasing power in the market.

The Northeast Party, government, and military had put their full effort into managing and maintaining this to achieve the current situation; how could they let foreigners dip their fingers in? If anyone wanted to do so, Wu Youping would jump out and resolutely oppose it. What was a Japanese Prime Minister Hara Takashi worth?

Other comrades did not have as detailed an understanding of the Northeast economy as Chief Executive Wu Youping, but everyone could understand that the Northeast was undoubtedly a piece of fat meat in Japan's eyes. As members of the Northeast Government, everyone was extremely disgusted with Japan.

He Rui did not deliberately provoke emotions. The Northeast Party, government, and military personnel were already full of hostility towards Japan. This was a contradiction based on national interests; if anyone identified with Japan, that person could basically be confirmed as a traitor.

From the perspective of academic research, one could avoid discussing good and evil or right and wrong. But as people in reality, they had a motherland. Moreover, what Japan was doing was completely different from the Communism that transcended the motherland; it was the imperialist robber logic that Communism opposed.

He Rui continued to explain, "Hara's death proves that Japan's domestic economic situation is deteriorating. Under the worsening economic situation, the line struggle has intensified. There are two ways to solve economic deterioration. One is to solve it internally: cut expenditures that are meaningless to the production sector, such as military spending, while increasing effective expenditures. But this method is completely unsuitable for current Japan because Japan's resources are not enough to support Japanese industrial upgrading. If Japanese industry cannot upgrade, it cannot compete with European and American goods. Not to mention Europe and America, even when Japanese industrial goods compete with ours, their cost-performance ratio is already starting to lose out. You all should have a sense of this, right?"

Many of the comrades in the Central Committee engaged in administrative and economic work laughed out loud. This was true; Northeast China's industrial development really felt like it was advancing by leaps and bounds.

Industrial Minister Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help but praise in his barely passable Mandarin, "The development path set by the Chairman is good."

This could indeed be taken as flattery, but everyone was genuinely happy to flatter. Because Zhuang Jiaxiong's words were also a fact.

In the beginning, many factories in the Northeast were purchased as complete sets from Britain and France, and large sums were spent to hire European and American engineers and technicians to commission and run the machines. He Rui ordered the selection of bright, observant workers; one foreign technician was assigned three trainees to learn from them.

In the process, the Party Committee constantly summarized learning experiences and figured out methods to learn the capabilities of those foreign technicians as quickly as possible.

Meanwhile, local Chinese engineers, including He Rui, provided theoretical knowledge, attempting to move from theory to practice to understand the principles and operating essentials of foreign equipment in the shortest possible time.

The first three years could truly be described as 'humble and cautious.' But the Chinese people were very smart. In three years, as foreign engineers and technicians continued to leave, local Northeast engineers and technicians had completely mastered the use of existing equipment.

At the beginning of introducing equipment, He Rui had invested tremendous effort into the construction and research of materials science. With the investment of time and money, huge progress had been made. Parts for many foreign machines had been localized. With localized parts and a thorough understanding of design concepts, imitation naturally occurred, followed by redesigning equipment and production lines according to the Northeast's 'metric units.'

In the eyes of technicians trained under the Northeast Government's metric education system, the British imperial system truly felt somewhat anti-human.

By this time, everyone understood what 'gap' meant. Laymen and experts couldn't discuss gaps, and it was hard to describe the gap between outsiders and insiders. Only between beginners and forerunners could one talk about a gap.

A gap—one is only qualified to talk about a gap if one understands how the other party works and what they have done.

Just like materials science, one must start construction from the mining industry, beginning with aspects that require massive research and are extremely boring, like ore composition analysis. He Rui had made huge contributions in this field. Many ingenious ideas pointed out the direction for manufacturing analytical instruments.

Just knowing it is iron ore without knowing the ore's composition, relying only on the naked eye or god-knows-what shamanistic judgment methods—it is impossible to figure out the ore composition no matter what. Apart from guessing, it is absolutely impossible to manufacture the materials needed for various components.

Having the ability to figure out the composition lays a solid foundation for industrial technological development. Smelting, refining, and post-processing are just processes that require time and funds to pile up results.

He Rui waited for the noisy discussion to subside before quieting the comrades. "Comrades, the essence of imperialism is internal oppression and external plunder. Solving economic deterioration from within is what I just mentioned. The other method is to export contradictions externally. Therefore, imperialist countries without exception must build a powerful army for external plunder. In the claims of the Japanese right-wingers, the suffering of the Japanese people should be transferred outwards and borne by foreigners. Japan, this pauper imperialist, actually doesn't have the ability to achieve such a goal. Due to their insufficient industrial technology, before they can forge an army capable of wantonly invading other countries, Japan's domestic economy will collapse first. Therefore, Japan's military construction will be subject to huge limitations. This limitation is not due to a lack of determination by that group of people, but is limited by Japan's own industrial strength. So no matter how powerful the Japanese army is on their own paper, in reality, it must be what they can build before their economy collapses."

The latter part seemed a bit too theoretical. However, after analyzing it, the comrades understood what He Rui meant.

The comrades in the military had actually learned this part of the judgment and analysis method long ago. Precisely because they had analyzed and learned it, they had lost their fear of the Japanese army.

The reason for fear lies in 'not understanding.' Since they had figured out Japan's upper limit, they could come up with ways to solve problems encountered in war.

Seeing that everyone understood, He Rui then said to the Central Committee members, "Since Japan's current economic situation cannot be changed, Hara's death represents the failure of Japan's line of solving problems domestically. Striking first—we absolutely cannot wait for Japan to be ready to fight us before seeking a counterattack."

Those Central Committee members who did not know about He Rui's plan for war against Japan were hearing his war decision for the first time, and they couldn't help but show expressions of surprise.
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Wang Donglu had become completely accustomed to his work overalls and working in a factory where the smell of machine oil permeated everything. With the expansion of trade between Soviet Russia and the Northeast, the scent of oil in the factory was heavier than before.

This meant the factory had a greater supply of oil; the lubrication and rust prevention for equipment and parts were no longer as stretched as they had been.

As a military representative and apprentice worker, Wang Donglu was attending a meeting. The factory director had brought out new products recently shipped back from Europe and the United States, and was discussing "reverse engineering" with the factory's technical staff.

Another, less precise name for reverse engineering was "copying." From a personal perspective, it was indeed somewhat embarrassing. From a national perspective, it merely proved that there was a huge gap between the Northeast's industrial strength and that of the established industrial powers.

However, in order to catch up with the world's advanced levels, to gain market share in the Chinese market, and to fill the Chinese market with Chinese goods as much as possible, reverse engineering was necessary and had to be vigorously promoted.

By the end of the meeting, the arrangements for how to reverse engineer these products had been determined. Wang Donglu was assigned to the mold group.

After work in the afternoon, Wang Donglu changed into another set of overalls, ate dinner in the cafeteria, and then hurried straight to night school.

From the day of its establishment, the Northeast Government's educational institutions had decided on a policy of "walking on two legs": not only striving to build full-time compulsory education but also building an adult re-education system. Night schools provided teaching for this adult re-education.

Initially, Wang Donglu himself had wanted to apply to Northeast University and had passed the entrance exam. However, the organization arranged for Wang Donglu to go down to the factories and participate in night school education.

Night school education carried the same academic certification as full-time education. Even though Wang Donglu felt he didn't like it, he obeyed the organization's arrangement. Moreover, Wang Donglu gradually felt that night school education was actually quite good; after all, he accumulated many questions during his day job, and the theoretical parts of the night school curriculum often gave him a sense of sudden enlightenment.

Just as he arrived at the night school entrance, he saw several familiar faces. They were colleagues Wang Donglu had known during his brief stint in the Security Bureau. At this moment, they were not wearing uniforms but were in plain clothes, lingering around the night school entrance and nearby areas.

Wang Donglu decided to pretend he hadn't seen them, but he felt uncomfortable inside. Was the Security Bureau going to carry out some operation at the night school?

Even his brief experience in the Security Bureau had made Wang Donglu understand the scope of its business. The main work of the Security Bureau was actually not fighting and killing; it was a department with considerable technical content. It analyzed, understood, and judged people and things that were harmful to the Northeast Government, and formulated preventive measures against these threats.

Wang Donglu's initial contact with the Security Bureau was when he, as a member of the Beijing Student Union during the May Fourth Movement, came to the Northeast to link up with students from various universities to seek to launch demonstrations together, expressing a strong desire to recover rights in the Northeast.

However, in the eyes of the Northeast Government, outsiders inciting mass activities in the Northeast threatened the social order. Naturally, this had to be nipped in the bud. This had nothing to do with whether what Wang Donglu wanted to do was right or wrong; the Northeast Government considered social stability first. As long as society was stable, when to hold anti-Japanese demonstrations and how many to hold was not an issue.

So Wang Donglu did not continue to dwell on this issue. What he had to do now was to quickly complete his apprenticeship as a skilled worker and complete university courses including mathematics, physics, and basic chemistry as soon as possible. To become a member of the Aircraft Design Institute, one not only had to understand the basic knowledge required for aircraft design but also had to have practical processing experience. Working in the factory had indeed taught Wang Donglu too much.

The next afternoon, Wang Donglu suddenly received an order to wait for a talk. The factory naturally had offices. Seeing the personnel who arrived, Wang Donglu was stunned. The three people looked like they were from the Organization Department. Although they looked calm, the underlying coldness and vigilance were truly unsettling. Especially the younger one among the three, whose expression held a sense of danger. That was an attitude of struggle.

Similar to previous political vetting, after asking a few basic questions about his family and personal information, the young cadre from the Organization Department asked, "Mr. Wang Donglu, according to your experience at Tsinghua School, you have always wanted to study in Europe or America."

Wang Donglu immediately replied, "There are already relevant schools in China, I no longer need to go to Europe or America."

The young cadre's sharp gaze flashed. "By saying this, can we understand that if you encounter a more suitable opportunity, you would still choose to study abroad in Europe or America?"

Wang Donglu was stunned; this question was somewhat condemning. And this content... obviously used the method of logic. Logic only cares whether the logic is valid; propositions only care whether the proposition is a proposition, not whether the content is correct. This was something he had learned in the basic training of the Security Bureau, and it was also mentioned in the "Subject Logic" at the beginning of every university course later.

Since the other party spoke like this, even though Wang Donglu was very unhappy, he thought for a moment and replied, "My goal is to achieve success in the aircraft industry, and then serve China's aircraft industry."

The young cadre continued to ask, "To become an aircraft industry expert, how much are you willing to pay?"

Wang Donglu was momentarily unsure what the other party wanted to ask. Things seemed to have started entering a dangerous situation, so Wang Donglu simply asked, "May I ask what has happened?"

The other party did not answer the question but just looked at Wang Donglu silently. Wang Donglu knew that the matter must not be simple, so he replied, "My goal is to let China produce the best aircraft in the world; this is my ideal..."

Speaking of this, Wang Donglu suddenly had a realization and continued, "In terms of academic studies, I obey the organization's arrangements."

It was clear that this sentence hit the mark. The older Organization Department cadre, who had not spoken until now, finally opened his mouth. "Comrade Wang Donglu, it is good that you can understand this point. Now there may be some people who will make suggestions to you, for example, that you can go to study in Europe or America."

Wang Donglu was stunned. He really hadn't thought such a possibility existed before. Who would suggest that Wang Donglu go to study in Europe or America? Studying abroad was a very expensive affair and had many relevant restrictions.

...If someone proposed such conditions to Wang Donglu, he would truly have some expectations.

"I will obey the organization's arrangements," Wang Donglu replied.

After the meeting ended, the three Organization Department cadres remained in the conference room, communicating in low voices. "Wang Donglu still has expectations for studying abroad, but his social connections have little contact with Japan."

"Looking at his current situation, no one has attempted to contact him yet."

"There is basically no overlap between Wang Donglu's social connections and Japan."

These cadres did not evaluate Wang Donglu himself but analyzed the people Wang Donglu might contact based on the intelligence collected during the talk.

After the analysis, a summary of this talk was written down: *Wang Donglu's foreign connections are not numerous; his relatives already studying abroad have not contacted him intensively. He can be temporarily classified as a non-dangerous person.*

Wang Donglu was temporarily classified as a non-dangerous person, but there were always people who would be classified as dangerous. For instance, the accessories factory where Wang Donglu worked mainly produced bearings, and among them were figures with relatively deep overseas connections.

In the subsequent interviews, some people were very dissatisfied with those sharp questions, and the hostile sentiment in the dialogue was relatively high.

Not only the bearing factory, but state-owned enterprises across the Northeast were all undergoing such a series of interviews. For foreign-funded enterprises, they didn't do it this way. But members of foreign-funded enterprises had all been classified as "personnel requiring investigation."

The lead for this operation was not the Organization Department, but the National Security Bureau (NSB). The reports had to be sent to the NSB. Because Wang Donglu had worked in the NSB, his report was picked out and put together with the group of personnel requiring investigation. There were quite a few people like Wang Donglu; after all, the Northeast had recruited too many outsiders in recent years. Technical personnel from Beijing, Tianjin, and Shanghai came to the Northeast for employment. They already possessed certain professional capabilities before they came, and they had all obtained decent positions in the overall industrial development of the Northeast.

NSB Director Wang Bin's once chubby face had thinned recently, thinned a lot. With one year left before the war against Japan, the NSB had a truly massive amount of work. Once the war started, Japanese nationals in the Northeast had to be arrested and sent to concentration camps.

This was not something only the Northeast would do; Japan would do the same.

In addition, there were many factories opened by Japanese in the Northeast. These factories had to be taken over immediately. In order for the factories to continue operating well during the war, the personnel in the factories also had to be screened.

There were many Japanese in the Northeast, some of whom had very unusual relationships with Japan. Among this group, a batch would be placed under house arrest, or even sent to special labor camps for controlled labor.

Wang Bin knew this was unreasonable, even cruel. No one dared to say victory was certain, and the interests involved in the war were too vast. Compared to the unexpected losses in the war, this bit of cruelty was a necessary evil.

The first to move was not the Security Bureau; the Security Bureau also had to wait for the Ministry of Civil Affairs' Northeast population census to operate before it could collect so much information.

Wang Bin was a bit tired. He stood up and walked out. In the courtyard, a machine from some department was making a continuous noise. This sound reminded Wang Bin of the resident population data sorting.

Every person had a file in their place of household registration, and among the many files was a search card. There wasn't much content written on the card, just information like name and date of birth.

These cards had holes in various different positions. Initially, Wang Bin didn't understand this latest equipment. It wasn't until he went to the sorting center and found that a rather ingenious machine could pick out cards with a hole in a certain fixed position from a batch of cards in batches. Every time he remembered this process, Wang Bin felt very shocked.

Originally mixed cards represented personnel from different residential areas. Just by looking, one really couldn't see any difference. When many cards were stacked together, there wasn't a completely identical hole. So it just looked like a thick stack of cards, only with some holes on the left side of the first one.

But as the machine ran non-stop, a large number of different cards went through automatic sorting, and on the stack of cards that finally came out, there were holes in a certain position. A long metal rod passed through the holes, as if stringing together a deck of cards organized to extreme regularity.

This was the work the Northeast Government had now completed in household registration management. Wang Bin had once thought that selecting people with certain characteristics from among nearly 40 million people was an incredibly tedious job. It would require countless manpower to sort; anyway, the Security Bureau could absolutely not have the manpower to complete such work.

Now Wang Bin finally understood that there were capable people in the government. What Wang Bin could think of, others had also thought of. What Wang Bin couldn't solve, others had already solved.

Moreover, this equipment used metal parts, and the cards were stuck between the metal parts. Unless a force capable of destroying the metal parts appeared, the cards could be used repeatedly within a certain limit. Processing these metal parts was itself a huge workload. The files of 40 million people—really, just thinking about it made Wang Bin's head swell.

But the fact before him was that such difficult work had been completed. What Wang Bin and the comrades of the Security Bureau had to do was to make full use of these screened results to improve the probability of victory in the war.

When his energy had recovered somewhat, Wang Bin walked back to the office building but didn't return to his office. Another task of the Security Bureau was to crack down on illegal Japanese surveying personnel. Japan had obtained many privileges in a series of treaties. Intelligence gathering in modern warfare was extremely important, so Japan sent many people to conduct surveying in the Northeast.

The Security Bureau certainly couldn't allow Japanese outside the concessions to act at will. Besides arresting illegal Japanese surveyors upon sight, they also had to determine the assembly points of these guys based on the actions of the arrested and collected illegal Japanese surveyors.

Recently, this work had begun to enter a new stage. The Security Bureau had not only circled several locations but also circled a batch of "unsafe" people.

Most of these were Northeast people who had dealings with the South Manchuria Railway Company (Mantetsu). As the saying goes, "those living on a mountain live off the mountain, those living near water live off the water"; this group of people earned benefits from this cooperative relationship.

Therefore, in the "dangerous personnel" list formulated by the Security Bureau, this group accounted for a considerable proportion. Once the war started, this group had to be arrested in full before the war, and their families also needed to be controlled first.

As soon as Wang Bin came in, he asked about the progress of the investigation targeting this group. Unexpectedly, a Security Bureau staff member immediately said, "Director Wang, we have also discovered a loophole. That is, the drug traffickers smuggling controlled items have dealings with the old upper class in Shenyang."

"Oh?" Wang Bin hadn't expected this.

The Security Bureau comrade asked, "Director Wang, how should we contact the anti-narcotics department?"

Wang Bin thought for a moment and replied, "We won't contact them. I'll find other departments."

So Wang Bin returned to his office, picked up the phone, and called the Military Commission directly.

It was already close to the "Year's Beginning" (Sui Shou). In the Northeast, especially for the people who had lived in the Northeast before He Rui arrived, they were already very used to this term. Everyone's only doubt about this term was why "Year's Beginning" wasn't called "New Year."

After all, New Year's Eve was also called "Shou Sui" (Guarding the Year).

So the Northeast newspapers took this opportunity to carry out a round of terminology propaganda, and incidentally introduced astronomical knowledge such as the Earth, and the application of astronomy in the calendar.

On December 29, 1921, the *Northeast Daily* published an article on the front page: "Drug Smuggling Resurges, Foreign Drug Traffickers Engage in Gunfight with Our Border Defense Forces at the Border."

The Northeast had spent tremendous effort on drug prohibition in the past few years, with remarkable results. The public hadn't seen news about drug trafficking for two years. Moreover, not only the *Northeast Daily*, but also the *Northeast Military Daily* and *Northeast Business Daily* covered it for three consecutive days.

Because the living standards of the people in the Northeast had generally improved in recent years, local drug traffickers in the Northeast had been executed cleanly. Foreign drug traffickers knew that the Northeast Government was ruthless in its drug prohibition methods and didn't dare to risk their lives.

However, there are always people willing to do a business that costs one's head, but no one does a business that loses money. Foreign drug traffickers began to try to penetrate the Northeast one after another, wanting to make a big profit from the Northeast.

As the major anti-narcotics campaign in the Northeast ended, the people ceased paying attention to anti-narcotics actions, so the drug traffickers caught and executed in the past two years hadn't really made the newspapers.

However, in the news, this action was very intense. Some Japanese drug traffickers crossed the border and entered the Northeast. The border defense forces originally thought these people were just smugglers. If smugglers were caught, at most their smuggled goods would be confiscated; it was far from a situation worth risking their lives.

Unexpectedly, this group of Japanese smugglers suddenly pulled out weapons and attacked the approaching border defense forces, and a battle broke out between the two sides. Although the border defense forces eventually wiped out ten smugglers, capturing seven and killing three, the border defense forces also suffered losses of one serious injury and two minor injuries.

Checking the seized smuggled goods, it was discovered that they had hidden a lot of morphine among the smuggled goods. This matter turned from a strict cross-border smuggling case into armed drug trafficking.

Even if it wasn't armed drug trafficking, just smuggling drugs—trafficking more than 50 grams of morphine or 150 grams of opium was already enough for the death penalty. Once it involved armed drug trafficking, there was no other result but death.

So the newspapers began to discuss "which drug addicts are still unable to quit drugs and have to rely on drugs to continue their trash-like lives."

After reading this report, Security Bureau Director Wang Bin praised the comrades of the Military Commission in his heart for a job well done!

Although this suggestion was also provided by the Security Bureau, the action of the Military Commission comrades was so clean and neat, proving that everyone's execution ability was truly reassuring.

All the questions in the newspaper were correct and reasonable. However, such propaganda was indeed "Xiang Zhuang performing the sword dance with his mind on Pei Gong" (having an ulterior motive).

Arresting and shooting drug traffickers was as normal and simple as breathing in the Northeast. But raising the question "who is still continuing to take drugs" was a very normal question, yet also an extremely targeted one.

Even with the improved living standards of the Northeast people, drugs were an expense that ordinary families could absolutely not afford.

The Northeast Government actually also imported opium, and even set up production factories specifically in South America, purchasing coca leaves locally in South American countries to produce cocaine.

But these controlled chemicals were all used in the medical field; for instance, cocaine itself was a very good anesthetic in the field of anesthesia. It was needed when pulling teeth.

So the price of these drugs was actually not high. Because the Northeast Government had never intended to use these controlled drugs for profit.

But the drug traffickers didn't think so. And the fellows who had the money to take drugs mostly had inextricable links with the old upper class of the Northeast. And this group of people had close relationships with the Japanese. At least in the eyes of the Security Bureau, their relationship with Japan was "extremely ambiguous."
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The steady roar of the engine suddenly became rapid and irregular. Before the driver could curse, there was a loud *bang*. The truck shuddered, its speed dropping immediately until it came to a halt in the middle of the road.

The driver couldn't even be bothered to curse. He stepped on the brakes, steadied the vehicle, turned around, and slid open the window between the cab and the canvas-covered truck bed. "Breakdown," he shouted to the back. "You'll have to walk."

The people in the back seemed speechless, but since it had happened, there was no helping it. The rear canvas flap opened, and someone jumped down, unlatched the tailgate, and lowered it. Detectives armed with pistols jumped out. The captain in charge shouted, "Form up! Attention! Count off!"

"One, two, three, four..." The count sounded in succession.

The detectives had set out by truck; if someone was missing from the truck, it would obviously be noticed. The count-off was partly regulation, but largely because the captain felt a bit nauseous from the bumpy ride and needed a moment.

Hearing that his colleagues' voices were normal, the captain relaxed. "Move out!"

The citizens of Shenyang were somewhat surprised to see the police moving in formation. Since He Rui took charge of Shenyang, there had been several rounds of public security campaigns. With a firm attitude toward restoring order and mobilizing the masses to fight crime, Shenyang's security was worlds apart from before. By now, it had been a year since police were seen moving in such large squads.

Under the surprised gaze of the roadside crowd, the detectives walked two blocks and stopped outside the Anhui Merchants Guild Hall. Seeing this scene, the people outside the Guild Hall all stopped to watch. Since the police department had been reorganized by He Rui, although it was still a law enforcement agency capable of violence, it had transformed from the running dogs of the powerful into the protectors of public security. While the masses might not necessarily *like* the police, they no longer held a hostile attitude.

Now that the police were confronting the Anhui Merchants Guild, this was going to be a show worth watching!

Onlookers gathered quickly. The police, serious but not brutal, established a cordon to prevent the crowd from blocking the entrance.

Before the crowd had fully settled, several people walked out of the Guild Hall. The leader was a Southern man wearing a silk long gown and *magua* jacket, topped with a fedora. Seeing the police captain, the man took off his hat and spoke politely, "Gentlemen, thank you for your trouble. Please, follow us inside."

Seeing that no conflict had erupted, the crowd surged forward again. Fortunately, it wasn't just the detectives who had arrived; comrades from the local police station soon followed. They held back the public, allowing the detectives to disengage and enter the Guild Hall.

Crossing the courtyard, which had been swept clean of snow, they arrived at the main hall. The man introduced himself first. "I am the Master of the Anhui Merchants Guild in the Northeast. My surname is Liu. May I ask this officer... what is your honorable surname?"

"We are from the Shenyang Criminal Investigation Detachment. I am Dong Ligang, and this is my identification." Captain Dong produced his police ID as he spoke.

Guild Master Liu took it, looked it over, and returned it to Captain Dong. Even facing a squad of armed detectives, Liu showed no timidity. He asked gently, "I wonder what brings Officer Dong here?"

Captain Dong answered frankly, "We are here to bring in Li Bingqian and Liu Ziyu of your Guild for questioning. Are they currently in the Guild Hall?"

Liu nodded. "May I see the warrant?"

Officer Dong signaled to a comrade behind him. A clerk immediately pulled the arrest warrant from a briefcase and handed it to Liu.

No one was worried that Liu would dare destroy the document. If he did, he would be arrested immediately. Obstruction of justice was a serious crime, and destroying official documents was a specific offense in the legal code. With both crimes combined, Liu would be eating prison food.

After reading it, Liu returned the document to Captain Dong and asked, "Officer Dong, these two are indeed in the Guild Hall. But what is their crime?"

"Consuming narcotics and purchasing smuggled goods." Officer Dong repeated the content of the warrant. He had to remain restrained, though he was very unhappy inside. But the other party was, after all, the Anhui Merchants Guild, and his superiors had made it clear that procedures must be followed. Of course, if the Guild dared to harbor criminals or resist law enforcement, they would handle it according to the rules. The Anhui Merchants Guild did have influence on the Northeast's economy, but no matter how much influence they had, they could not break the law. Especially the Anti-Drug Law.

Guild Master Liu did not smoke opium himself, nor did he like those who did. But in parts of China outside the Northeast, drug use was considered a personal vice, and selling opium was just a commercial activity. Although despised by many, he had never seen a place strike against it as severely as the Northeast. It was clear that He Rui, the Chairman of the Northeast Government, hated drug trafficking and use to the bone, just as the rumors said.

Even so, Liu wanted to try a gentler approach. "Officer Dong, that such people have appeared among our Anhui merchants is heartbreaking to us colleagues; we feel they have truly let themselves go. However, could you please return for now? We will have these two surrender themselves to the Public Security Bureau."

Hearing this, Officer Dong couldn't help but sneer. "Heh, Guild Master Liu, as far as we know, these two have been buying smuggled morphine from Japan for over a year. If they wanted to surrender, wasn't four hundred days enough time? Why is it that only now, when we show up at the door, do they think of surrendering? It is too late. If Guild Master Liu is willing to bring them out, that is best. If not, we will have to execute our official duties."

Guild Master Liu was greatly displeased. The Anhui Merchants did huge business in the Northeast; of the goods sold from the Northeast to the Yangtze River valley, the Anhui merchants purchased thirty percent. The man before him was just a police officer, not even a superintendent, yet he dared to be so ungracious. Liu felt he had lost face.

Moreover, Liu felt his request was not excessive. Everyone in the world needed a bit of face. If those two had committed heinous capital crimes, and the police stormed in to grab them under the public gaze, he would have to accept it. But these two were merely addicted to morphine shots—hardly a capital offense. At most, they would be sent to a drug rehabilitation labor camp for six months. was it worth stripping the Anhui Merchants Guild of its face for this?

For a moment, Liu wondered if the other party wanted a bribe, or if the Guild had offended someone and this was retaliation. He instinctively wanted to probe. But on second thought, the Northeast Government was very strict about bribery, and Officer Dong was aggressive; attempting to bribe him might just hand him a handle to use against them.

Putting aside thoughts of bribery, Liu said, "Allow me to go to the back and bring them out."

Officer Dong felt no need to rush. The political commissar of the Public Security Bureau had instructed that the Anhui Merchants Guild would likely misunderstand at first, and that they must be allowed to exhaust their methods so they would eventually understand just how important the drug ban was to the Northeast.

Sure enough, Liu did not go to get the men but instead made a phone call. The operator connected him to the Merchant Bureau, and soon the voice of Director Morrison's secretary came through. "Who is calling, please?"

Hearing it was Guild Master Liu, the secretary quickly transferred the call to Morrison. When Director Morrison picked up, Liu quickly explained the situation and requested, "Director Morrison, we are not trying to hide anyone. We just want to save some face. As soon as the detectives leave, we will immediately send those two to the squad. The Anhui Merchants Guild will absolutely not interfere with the investigation afterward. We ask Director Morrison to do us this favor."

There was no answer from the other end. Liu wasn't worried that Morrison didn't understand Chinese; this Englishman had been in China for twenty years and spoke Beijing dialect more fluently than Liu himself.

Morrison pondered for a long while before replying, "Guild Master Liu, the Northeast is a region of rule of law. How can I interfere with the judicial process? I cannot help with this."

Hearing this, Liu hurriedly said, "This isn't a judicial issue. And regarding the drug ban, previous notices said that family members should persuade addicts to surrender to the Public Security Bureau. We Anhui merchants are strangers in a strange land; distant relatives are not as good as close neighbors. The members of our Guild are practically half-relatives. We will immediately persuade them to surrender—this is also in accordance with the rules."

Morrison felt very conflicted. As the Director of the Merchant Bureau, his job was to attract investment. After twenty years in China, Morrison was well-versed in Chinese social relations. Especially in an industrial region like the Northeast, social relations were actually becoming more like the British model.

Never mind China—even in Britain, if someone was taken directly from the home of a wealthy and powerful person, it was a humiliating affair. The family would try to find a way to handle it with dignity.

Morrison completely understood that doing this directly would undoubtedly strain relations. As for the Guild harboring the criminals, it was unlikely. If they let the men escape now, it would be shameless. Whether in China or Britain, once face was torn apart, there was nothing left to discuss; things would proceed however they must. "Civilians do not fight officials" was not just a Chinese reality, but a global one.

However, precisely because Morrison understood, he dared not intervene recklessly. The Criminal Investigation Detachment had political commissars, and these commissars were not inexperienced youths. Morrison didn't believe for a second that they didn't know the impact this would have before they acted.

Finally, Morrison could only ask Liu to wait. After hanging up, he called the Criminal Investigation Detachment.

The initial receiver was the captain, but Morrison politely asked for the political commissar. Soon, a rather young voice sounded in the receiver. "Director Morrison, hello."

Morrison briefly confirmed the situation and then asked, "Commissar, is it necessary to go to this extent?"

The commissar chuckled. "Director Morrison, this is our sixth formal dealing with the Anhui Merchants. The previous times were under the last Guild Master; there were cases of revenge killings and human trafficking within the Guild. In three of those cases, the perpetrators have still not been caught. We can't just *not* go to their door every time, can we? Director Morrison, why don't you call and persuade them again? Is obeying the law really that difficult?"

Hearing this, Morrison knew a peaceful resolution was likely impossible. He could only hang up. But after thinking it over, he felt he should contact He Rui. If He Rui had a judgment on this, the general direction would be clear. After all, attracting investment wasn't easy, and the Anhui merchants had real money. If the police were allowed to slap their faces in public, the merchants might feel targeted, which wouldn't be good for future investment.

Finally, Morrison summoned the courage to call He Rui. He Rui happened to be in his office, and soon his enthusiastic voice rang out. "Director Morrison, it's been a long time. How have you been? Shall we have a meal when you have time?"

Hearing this, Morrison suddenly realized it had indeed been a long time since he had seen He Rui. He Rui was becoming busier and busier, traveling everywhere; he was probably away from Shenyang for half the year.

After exchanging pleasantries, Morrison straightforwardly explained the Anhui Merchants Guild matter to He Rui. After listening, He Rui chuckled coldly. "Mr. Morrison, you are British. You surely know how much money Britain made from the drug trade. Infecting tens of millions of Chinese with addiction... when the addiction strikes, the men rob and cheat, selling their sons and daughters; the women sell their bodies. The affected population is nearly the size of Britain's entire population, isn't it? China did not originally produce opium. Historical records show opium trade in the Tang Dynasty, and by the late Ming and early Qing, the annual trade was only a few chests, perhaps a dozen at most. You surely have heard how much was sold later, haven't you? If you haven't, would you like me to tell you the numbers?"

Morrison regretted making the call. In recent years, he had almost forgotten he was British; to some extent, he felt like a Chinese official.

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Morrison felt he was asking for humiliation. But having reached this point, he felt he could not lose his dignity. He replied, "You do not need to tell me the numbers. Although I do not know the exact figures, I know it is a very large number. Right now, I only wish to remind Your Excellency that this matter will make the Anhui Merchants feel alienated. Are you prepared to bear such a result?"

He Rui replied coldly, "If the Anhui Merchants Guild feels alienated, then let them be alienated. They feel we are bullying them and not giving them face. We feel that 'a thousand-mile dike is destroyed by an ant's nest.' These people know full well that the Northeast bans drugs, yet they not only continue to use them but also purchase smuggled drugs—committing two crimes at once. Since things have reached this point, if we were to save their face, surely it should be the Anhui Merchants Guild running the Northeast, not us. Don't you think?"

Morrison completely understood He Rui's meaning, and even more so, his mood. Maintaining the utmost politeness, Morrison managed to say, "I understand Your Excellency's meaning. Let us end the discussion here for today."

Putting down the phone, Morrison felt incredibly wretched. Being reminded of his British identity by He Rui hurt him deeply.

As a Briton, Morrison certainly knew that China and Britain had fought wars in the past—wars that created tragedies and bred hatred. And this tragedy had not only failed to subside but had become a source of hatred due to China's rising nationalism. Morrison truly hadn't expected that even a rational, objective statesman like He Rui was so deeply affected.

Nowadays, when China was mentioned, the first reaction was often that Britain was a state drug trafficker. Mention a British person, and they were an opium dealer. As a Briton, and a medical doctor from the University of Edinburgh, none of the many British people Morrison had met were opium dealers. And Morrison's many classmates, medical or otherwise, were all opposed to the consumption of opium and other narcotics.

It could even be said that educated people in Britain were well aware of the harms of opium. So, although opium was still considered a medicine and a legal trade good in the current world, Morrison did not find He Rui's intense "drug ban" in the Northeast problematic.

However, in what he heard today, He Rui's motivation for banning drugs contained a component of national humiliation. Opium was not just treated as a "drug" that ruined ordinary lives, but was linked to the humiliation brought by foreign invasion. This kind of emotion and logic was something Morrison had never felt from He Rui before.

That is to say, although He Rui was well-versed in European culture and the British-led world order, he held a strong hostility toward the British Empire. When this hostility mixed with anger, even the usually cautious, self-possessed, objective, and rational He Rui was heavily influenced by such emotions.

Morrison felt disappointed—truly disappointed. Originally, he had been full of anticipation for He Rui becoming China's leader. In Morrison's vision, a man like He Rui, who seemed like a Western political leader, would use his broad mind and brilliant political wisdom to establish a peaceful and stable Far East order. This would allow a coordinated Far East order to connect with the Versailles order established at the Paris Peace Conference, thereby constructing a peaceful world order system.

It was precisely because of this idea that Morrison was willing to serve He Rui, acting as a bridge of communication between China and Britain.

Morrison had even resolved that if things developed in that direction, he would do his utmost to communicate the views of both sides, resolving conflicts as much as possible, and fighting for China's interests in areas where Britain had indeed clearly damaged them.

He hadn't expected such a dream to suffer a head-on blow. No matter how much Morrison did for the Northeast Government, in He Rui's eyes, he was just a Briton—a person from a state-drug-trafficking nation, who was naturally an opium dealer.

The psychological shock made Morrison feel the world spinning. A massive sense of powerlessness and despair drowned him like a tidal wave, leaving him almost unable to breathe.

At that moment, the telephone rang. Morrison's secretary walked in carefully and asked, "Director, it's the Anhui Merchants Guild again."

Feeling as if all his hopes had turned to ash, Morrison answered weakly, "Tell them to hand the people over. That is my advice."

The secretary had heard Morrison call He Rui but didn't know what was said. Seeing Morrison's reaction, he went to return the call.

On the other end, Guild Master Liu was greatly disappointed by the answer. But Liu did not give up. Since the Merchant Bureau wouldn't work, there were others who could speak up. So Liu continued to make several calls. Unexpectedly, the others were much more blunt than Morrison. Upon hearing the matter, they immediately said, "Hand the people over immediately!"

Now Liu knew things were definitely not as flexible as he had thought. Since it had come to this, there was no other way but to hand them over.

Before going to bring the men out, a thought involuntarily rose in Liu's mind: *Will we still be able to stay in the Northeast?*
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Director of the Merchants Bureau, Morrison, found his low spirits dissipating within a mere hour. Before the end of the workday, he received a call from He Rui's office, asking if he would like to join him for dinner that evening. Morrison asked calmly, "Where to?"

"Do you have a preferred restaurant, Director Morrison?" the office staffer inquired.

Morrison thought for a moment. "I find the food at Canteen No. 3 in the government office dining hall quite good."

Half an hour later, He Rui and Morrison were seated in a private room at Canteen No. 3 of the Northeast Government's office dining hall. Neither mentioned their previous minor conflict. Given their respective statures, bringing up such a trivial matter again would only signify a complete falling out. The very fact that they were sitting here eating together was a statement in itself.

"This Qingjiang fish is truly tender," Morrison praised comfortably after finishing half the dish.

"Indeed," He Rui agreed, then lowered his voice. "I don't know what happened recently with that 'Big Plate Chicken' (Da Pan Ji); the meat has become rather dry and tough."

Morrison nodded repeatedly. Canteen No. 3 had once won great acclaim for its Big Plate Chicken, but it had fallen out of Morrison's favor as the soft, succulent chicken meat began to become "chewier."

As a polite gentleman, Morrison, like He Rui, chose not to vocalize his criticism. There were plenty of people who preferred a chewier texture, so Morrison's preference for tenderness could not be taken as the universal standard for taste.

Having eaten their fill, the two clinked glasses. He Rui then asked, "If we implement a tiered tax rate for enterprises, how significant do you think the impact will be?"

Morrison had heard rumors of this. As Director of the Merchants Bureau, he naturally had to consider what favorable conditions could be used to attract investment. Morrison felt he had learned much on the job. Five years ago, the Northeast attracted investment by relying on high returns. That phase ended with the conclusion of the European War and the end of profiteering. Afterward, the Northeast continued to secure investment by offering stable and predictable relatively high returns.

This could no longer rely merely on opportunity, but rather on the Northeast's excellent business environment. For instance, the Northeast's good public security, smooth logistics, and government officials who did not engage in graft or extortion. More importantly, investors had to believe that the Northeast Government led by He Rui would not suddenly change its tune and strike a deadly blow after luring capital in.

As the Chinese saying goes, "No one's money comes from the wind." Morrison had fully sensed the difficulty of continuing to expand investment attraction. With the Northeast's finances currently quite tight, implementing a tiered tax rate would have a negative impact on attracting new investment and on those who had already invested.

Morrison calculated for a moment before voicing his projection. "It likely won't worsen the situation, but some people will be worried."

He Rui understood Morrison's thoughts and smiled. "In any case, I cannot possibly offer privileges like extraterritoriality. Just do your best, Director Morrison."

Hearing this, Morrison felt there was a link between these words and He Rui's attitude toward the Anhui merchants. A thought suddenly popped into his head, and Morrison asked in a low voice, "Is the Chairman considering unifying China?"

He Rui smiled without speaking, inwardly appreciating Morrison's vision. Once the war with Japan was fought, provided the outcome was as He Rui anticipated, Japan would temporarily lose the ability to interfere in China's unification. The next step would be to liberate all of China. Therefore, the Northeast absolutely could not fall into chaos.

Driving away investors was pointless, but unless that group intended to never invest in China again, they would have to behave themselves before the new regime. Since that was the case, there was no reason to go easy on them at this stage. This was also why security and management were being strengthened now.

Adjusting tiered taxation based on income would not only solve the Northeast's tax pressure but also serve as a way to separate the wheat from the chaff. China was, after all, a society based on relationships (guanxi), and one naturally wanted many friends. And friends, as entities, were of course better the smarter they were.

He Rui picked up his chopsticks again and continued eating, speaking as he did. "The purpose of doing this is to resolve fiscal pressure. Do you have any suggestions?"

Morrison answered while eating. Although not gentlemanly, time was truly precious for both of them. "What does the Chairman think about negotiating with Britain to introduce more equipment? That way, we could directly apply for loans from Britain, or issue bonds directly after reaching an agreement."

This suggestion was a very common way to raise capital. Morrison had actually considered establishing a stock market to attract foreign investment. Surprisingly, such an effective method was rejected at the government meeting.

It was evident that He Rui had no interest in it, and that he had seriously considered the pros and cons. A significant portion of the Northeast Government personnel only knew the basics of stock market financing from their studies, whereas Wu Youping, the Chief of Government Administration who had a clear understanding, was decisively opposed.

"The people of the Northeast have only just experienced a few days without hunger. The small commodity economy hasn't developed yet, and the people haven't been able to understand the methods and internal logic of investment. Starting a stock market now would have a far greater negative impact on the economy than any positive promotion. There is also an objective reality: of the nearly forty million people in the Northeast now, over ten million are immigrants who arrived less than two years ago. A portion of them will likely return to their hometowns in the north in 1922. They came to flee disaster, not out of a desire to migrate. Therefore, I oppose establishing a stock market at this time."

Although Morrison could not attend the Civilization Party committee meetings, he did participate in government work meetings. He naturally knew that Wu Youping spoke the truth and understood that Wu Youping's objection was raised from a comprehensive perspective. Morrison did not persist with his view. His feeling at the time was simply one of mild surprise; Wu Youping was only thirty years old this year, a young man among Chinese officials.

Currently, the strongest power in China was the Zhili clique, sitting on Jiangsu, Jiangxi, and Hubei. After their leader Feng Guozhang passed away, Cao Kun and Wu Peifu took control of the Zhili clique.

The Anhui clique warlord leader Duan Qirui was still around, and although his reputation was illustrious and he seemingly controlled Anhui, Shandong, Shanghai, Zhejiang, Fujian, and Shaanxi, the Anhui clique was internally a hodgepodge. Its cohesion was far inferior to the Zhili clique, which had reunified after the turmoil following Feng Guozhang's death.

The third was naturally the force outside the pass commanded by He Rui. Wu Youping was the only administrative chief of a civil government with a genuine political party background among these three major forces. Although China's national conditions differed from those of Europe and America, from a Western political perspective, Wu Youping's superficial elected status, and the government he now led—selected through civil service examinations rather than military appointments—was already an advanced and valuable government.

In Europe, a country with three million square kilometers of land and a population of forty million would be a solid great power. Reaching this position at the young age of thirty was already an anomaly. To be able to view problems from the perspective of the government as a whole, he would be considered above qualified even among the "Prime Ministers" of major European powers.

Proposing to He Rui now to first negotiate with Britain and then issue bonds based on the results of the negotiation to raise funds was already a second-best choice.

But He Rui shook his head. "Not for the time being."

Morrison was somewhat puzzled. "Does the Chairman feel that British equipment and technology are not advanced enough?"

"How could that be?" He Rui laughed.

Morrison felt He Rui was being evasive, so he decided to get to the bottom of it. "Even by the standards of the Second Industrial Revolution currently proposed by the Northeast, Britain was the first country to develop electric equipment. Moreover, establishing a closer friendly relationship with Britain now would be more beneficial to the Northeast."

Seeing Morrison getting serious, He Rui looked at the main dish which was mostly eaten, ordered a portion of cumin lamb, and then said, "In terms of current scientific research, Britain naturally leads the world. But the transformation of scientific research results requires large-scale application and a vast number of supporting manufacturers. In this regard, the United States walks at the forefront of the world. Of course, I could point out a few things, for example, American equipment is rough around the edges. Although America stimulates its economy through massive railway construction, British and German railway experts were dumbfounded and left speechless by the excessive tonnage and weak power of American-produced trains. I am aware of such things."

Morrison couldn't help but smile. But he was also very clear that He Rui would absolutely not learn American train manufacturing technology. As the Director of the Merchants Bureau of the Northeast Government, Morrison would rather introduce German train manufacturing technology than suggest He Rui introduce American train technology. He Rui mentioning this was just an opener.

Sure enough, He Rui continued, "But the American automotive industry is doing truly well. Assembly line production itself implies the ability to adopt larger-scale socialized production. In this aspect, no matter how high British technical standards are, they are not prepared for mass assembly line production. Director Morrison, comparing geography and territory, do you think the similarity is higher between China and the United States, or between China and Britain?"

Morrison gave a wry smile. This comparison was indeed interesting. From any angle, the similarity between China and the US was higher than that between China and Britain. But Morrison still advised, "If looked at from an international political perspective, importing British equipment is more helpful for relations. The United States is a mercantilist country; their goal has never been to establish a stable world situation. Does the Chairman's geopolitical theory produce a different analysis?"

"Heh. Geopolitical theory is not that mysterious; it is merely a tool to explain the world from physical reality. From a geopolitical perspective, the United States, rather than being a continental country, is actually an island nation. The World Island is composed of the Eurasian continent and Africa. North and South America hang isolated overseas, separated by oceans. This leads to it being very easy for a single power to dominate on this large island. In this respect, although China is a piece of the Eurasian continent, it has natural geographical barriers isolating it from other regions of the continent, possessing a significant semi-closed state. This is the point of contrast where China is more similar to the United States. Furthermore, both China and the US have already embarked on the journey of the Second Industrial Revolution. The US started a bit earlier, and its experience is exactly what can be borrowed."

Morrison hadn't expected He Rui to be so confident. In the eyes of the world powers, China wasn't an industrial nation at all; it hadn't even figured out the First Industrial Revolution, let alone the Second.

But at this moment, Morrison didn't want to nitpick. After all, He Rui's strength was unquestionable. A leader capable of proposing the Second Industrial Revolution and possessing a self-consistent explanation for it might just make the rapid development of China's industry a possibility.

The cumin lamb arrived. The two chatted for a while longer, swept the food clean, and left with satisfaction.

The Northeast Government's desire to introduce the American automotive industry was genuine. A year ago, personnel had been sent to the Ford Motor Company for inspection. They had even purchased several Ford cars for disassembly and reverse engineering.

According to the inspection team at Ford, the boss of Ford had once again boasted about his inspiration during several meetings.

One day in the early 20th century, Henry Ford, the founder of Ford Motor Company, was deeply inspired while visiting a slaughterhouse in Chicago. Live cattle were sent onto the slaughterhouse's assembly line, and after a series of slaughtering and cutting processes, they emerged from the terminal as pieces of fresh beef. Moreover, the workers in the entire factory were each responsible for only one step, resulting in extremely high efficiency.

Others saw a mechanized slaughtering process, but Henry Ford saw a brand-new car production model. He imagined that if he could copy this model to his own car factory, it would solve the efficiency and cost problems that had plagued him for years.

At that time, car manufacturers worldwide had already popularized the assembly line mode. Although efficiency was better than the pure manual mode, workers still needed to walk around different process workshops. Ford Motor Company was no exception.

In fact, compared to competitors' selling prices of thousands of dollars, the Model T produced by Ford initially sold for only 850 dollars, which was already very cheap. But Ford was not satisfied. To cater to market demand, he was always looking for ways to improve efficiency. Inspired by the trip to the slaughterhouse, Ford went back and began to study a more efficient production model.

In 1913, Ford's Detroit factory adopted the famous "moving assembly line" production mode, transforming the original assembly line to be driven by conveyor belts. Workers only needed to be responsible for a single process. After completion, the product would enter the next process with the conveyor belt until the car assembly was completed.

The advent of the assembly line simplified the assembly process of the Ford Model T, simplifying the process involving 3,000 assembly parts into 84 processes.

According to the report, the Ford boss did not finish telling the other parts. Before the Northeast Automobile Inspection Team set off, they had actually received corresponding training. Ford's 84 processes were only the processes of the Ford car assembly line.

The "3,000 assembly parts" of the entire car were distributed to countless factories for production. Ford proposed a parts standard, and the United States had a large number of accessories factories to produce these components.

The United States had a vast number of industrial enterprises. Ford Company could choose cooperative parts suppliers by comparing prices and other methods, and could also suppress their parts prices to a very low level through bidding.

Ford Company personnel kept their mouths shut about this part, as if their components fell from the sky, or suddenly appeared in Ford Company's warehouse after waking up from a nap.

The Northeast inspection personnel were actually very dissatisfied with this matter. The political commissar of the inspection team even wrote a report on white racist superiority, the lines filled with intense disgust.

He Rui could well understand the comrades' emotions. If Qing officials had gone for the inspection, they genuinely wouldn't have understood industry, so their attention would have been attracted to the parts that triggered physical interest.

This was very similar to poor students in school. When teachers asked, "Do you have any questions?", it wasn't that they didn't want to learn well, but that they didn't know where their problems lay at all, so naturally, they didn't know what to ask.

Good students were different. Before the class, they already knew what they wanted to learn and what they intended to study. Under this prepared situation, after listening to the lesson, various questions naturally emerged.

Before the Northeast Government delegation set off, even if they hadn't seen a real assembly line, they had at least seen the car factories introduced from Britain and knew how cars were manufactured. They had also learned in class what an assembly line was. This time, at least visiting Ford's assembly line, they naturally understood the key points.

This was actually He Rui's real purpose. As long as everyone had seen and understood the assembly line, they could actually attempt to produce.

Moreover, the foundation of the assembly line—massive numbers of industrial enterprises—did not exist in the Northeast. Once the assembly line was started, it would be very easy to encounter the problems encountered by the Soviet Union and China: a single assembly line would sweep through the country with overwhelming superiority, and then continue unchanged for ten or twenty years.

Once it encountered the impact of products from other world industrial powers, this single seedling, or the few seedlings arranged by administrative order, would be unable to withstand the challenge of powerful industrial nations.

So, seeing it and knowing it satisfied the goal. If they really negotiated to bring back a few production lines, He Rui really wouldn't dare to sign the order. This was truly something they couldn't afford to play with.

Once the beginning of the year passed, the New Year would arrive in a month. The Northeast Government's fiscal year was not bounded by the beginning of the calendar year, but by the New Year. The demand for paper in various departments skyrocketed, and everyone was desperately completing their department's annual summary.

Among them, the Water Conservancy Department was almost the department with the highest digitization rate. Since it was responsible for the water conservancy construction of the entire Northeast, the majority of the work in the Water Conservancy Department was how to use labor.

This labor came from various sources and involved a wide range. When He Rui came to the Water Conservancy Department, the department felt immense pressure.

He Rui made no evaluation and left after listening to the report. The cadre responsible for the report breathed a long sigh of relief as he watched the back of He Rui's car. They did not expect that He Rui's next stop was the General Staff Department.

Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan saw He Rui arrive and submitted a plan. In the plan, the scheme on how to use water conservancy projects to build fortifications in the first half of 1922 had been finalized.

Looking at the dense defense lines along the Yalu River on the map, He Rui sat down and ordered, "Talk in detail."
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For the average person, a military map might just be a piece of paper with lines of various colors and widths, some place names written in certain locations, and Arabic numerals marking specific contours.

In the eyes of a soldier, every line and every number represents the undulation of the terrain and the trend of the landscape. They see mountains, hills, plains, rivers, and lakes. Even for places they have never visited, a single look at the map allows them to construct the geographical appearance of the local mountains and rivers in their minds.

There isn't just one type of military map. Maps of various scales—1:10,000, 1:1,000, and even certain ultra-precise 1:100 maps—display different content. The scale differs; the smaller the ratio, the higher the precision.

For example, a 1:10,000 map would not show small paths, whereas a 1:100 map, if depicting an area outside a city, would mark the location of a single ditch, a ridge in a field, or a well. If it were a city map, every alleyway—whether a connecting road or a dead end—would be fully embodied.

Cartography is an introductory subject for officers. Soldiers may not necessarily like painting, but they all know how to use drawing pens.

Cheng Ruofan, the Chief of the General Staff of the Northeast Army, personally disliked drawing, so he attached extreme importance to the latest aerial photography. Even if an officer couldn't draw a lifelike terrain sketch, anyone could overlay semi-transparent tracing paper on a photo and mark the key terrain features. At least so far, he hadn't seen an officer unable to accomplish this.

When the General Staff reported to He Rui, they used maps that utilized a large number of aerial photos combined with field surveying technology. The General Staff was very proud of the accuracy and high efficiency brought by this new technology.

Humans make mistakes, and they can make mistakes due to personal ability, but machines set up correctly will not. At most, it's a matter of insufficient operating skill, resulting in some photos being out of focus and appearing blurry. Solving such problems only requires sufficient training and selecting soldiers with a talent for these operations.

Maps were no longer hand-drawn. Because a large amount of handwriting was required on the drawings, what was submitted to He Rui were blueprints with blue lines. The drawings emitted a slight smell of ammonia. This was the 'ammonia blueprinting' technology—a design concept proposed by He Rui and completed first in the Northeast.

With this, as long as a semi-transparent sulfuric acid paper master drawing was created, finished maps could be mass-produced. This technology liberated the Cartography Section of the Northeast Army General Staff from heavy work. Not only the Cartography Section but the drawing production departments of the entire Northeast industry felt that the sky over the Northeast was a sunny sky.

Since they were using industrially mass-produced maps, the General Staff hand-drew the defense line positions directly on the blueprints. It wasn't that the lines were too dense for the blueprint machine to display accurately. The reason for hand-drawing was that this part of the content was classified military information.

On both banks of the Yalu River, thin lines were spread across the map like thick hair, with each thin line representing a defense line. Although the campaign's main thrust was formulated by He Rui, the specific work was the result of the joint efforts of thousands of officers in the Northeast Army officer corps. Facing this campaign, which concerned the destiny of the entire Northeast and even the whole of China, He Rui's attention was highly focused.

The briefing went from noon to evening, and from evening to late at night. The members of the General Staff were exhausted and slept haphazardly in the dormitory next door. As soon as dawn broke, the briefing continued. Another whole day passed, and the night outside the window was pitch black when He Rui finally finished listening to the last part of the content. He said to the comrades of the General Staff, "Comrades, I have basically understood the operational plan arrangements."

Every participant in the General Staff looked at He Rui, wanting to know what evaluation He Rui, who had formulated the operational plan proposal, had for the operational plan. Cheng Ruofan's handsome face wore a resolute expression, which surprised He Rui, who had intended to state his judgment.

Six years ago, at the Baoding Military Academy, Cheng Ruofan was considered a cadet with a flighty personality. The instructors actually liked this young man with handsome features, but the low evaluation was because this guy's attention was easily attracted by other things.

But Cheng Ruofan had changed, and this change delighted He Rui. As the saying goes, "it is easy to change rivers and mountains but hard to change a person's nature"; Cheng Ruofan's personality would not change. However, the world itself has its laws. If the knowledge a person possesses can cover the work they need to complete, there is a high probability that they can be as focused and selfless as Cheng Ruofan is now.

To bring about such a change required Cheng Ruofan to have a heartfelt desire for this matter. Although Cheng Ruofan's personality was not as resolute as Xu Chengfeng's, this young man had a desire to implement justice and a passion for reviving China that was in no way inferior to Xu Chengfeng's. Only such idealists could work tirelessly and bear the burden of blame to realize their ideals.

Seeing He Rui look at him, Cheng Ruofan thought he was being slacker at that moment, so he immediately straightened his body and quickly adjusted his military uniform. The other officers almost instinctively followed suit and tidied up.

This action made He Rui rejoice in his heart. He Rui himself was not particular, but a soldier is a soldier. A serious and earnest military style is not a show for the outside world, but a self-cognition and positioning.

Looking again at the huge conference room, the edges of the tables holding the comprehensive large maps, and the many tables nearby were filled with notebooks and booklets recording various data. A row of blackboards was covered with various detailed maps. If someone were to barge in at this moment, they might think this was a group of engineers conducting academic discussions or technical research.

This is what a modern army looks like. Soldiers are a group of professional technical personnel who research military technology and practice military technology.

He Rui stood straight and said to everyone, "Comrades, attention!"

The officers all stood at attention, waiting for He Rui to speak. "I approve of this operational plan..."

Before the words fell, a sigh was already emitted from among the officers. That was the sound that could be made by joy and a sense of relief. The sound quickly subsided, and He Rui then continued, "Every defense line on the map has undergone field surveying and has been deduced based on the terrain and the Northeast Army's firepower configuration. Thousands of comrades have exhausted their wisdom and energy for this plan. This is a successful job, and also a laborious and tedious one. I thank the comrades for their contribution to the motherland."

Many among the officers could not help but smile, and some even had tears flashing in their eyes from excitement. He Rui was right; to complete this work, whether it was sun or rain, wind or snow, they had to do their best to complete their tasks. The hardship involved indeed brought huge pressure and many negative emotions. Especially in this work, everyone had to admit their ignorance. Such forced self-cognition was more unbearable than physical hardship.

"Completing the operational plan is the first step. The subsequent work is to execute this plan, and in the process of execution, overcome difficulties and adjust the plan according to the actual situation. Moreover, once the war begins, what we have to face is not the enemy on paper, nor our own troops simulating the enemy in exercises. We have to face the real enemy; that is pain, fear, and comrades may be injured or sacrificed. Are you willing to face such tests for the motherland?"

As soon as He Rui finished speaking, an officer said loudly, "Chairman, I became a soldier to revitalize China. Please rest assured, Chairman, on the battlefield, I will definitely lead the troops to fight the enemy bravely!"

These words were undoubtedly the heartfelt voice of these young soldiers before him. The comrades responded one after another, "For the motherland, we will definitely fight the enemy bravely!"

He Rui nodded and said, "I announce that this briefing is over. Meeting adjourned!"

Afterwards, the famished He Rui and the equally famished General Staff ate a meal together. It was no longer mealtime; the dishes had gone cold, and reheating them wouldn't make them as tasty as when they were freshly made. The only advantage was that at least they were fully cooked. Toppings were added to the noodles—tofu, vegetables, steamed bowls—and bowls of pork vermicelli were lined up on the table, all-you-can-eat.

He Rui raised his glass and toasted everyone. Everyone drained their glasses, very forthright. However, He Rui only toasted three cups before sitting down to eat.

Cheng Ruofan didn't say much; looking at his gaze, he was thinking about something. After the meal, Cheng Ruofan personally saw He Rui out. Walking to a secluded place, Cheng Ruofan slowed his pace. "Chairman, I feel that this battle will not be lost, but victory still relies on some luck."

He Rui stopped. "Don't worry, Japan has reasons why it must lose. Although I don't agree with explaining the struggle between Japan's sea and land forces from the perspective of factional infighting, the struggle between the Japanese Navy and Army for military funding is very fierce. The military funding the Japanese Army gets is probably only half of Japan's overall military funding. Based on the battlefield situation, it is basically impossible for the Japanese Navy to influence the war situation. The Japanese army is fighting us with one hand. And our army is not attacking the Japanese army head-on, but fighting trench warfare, which makes the Japanese army's combat difficulty greater. I see that the operational plan formulated by the General Staff has already prepared for fighting trench warfare with the Japanese army for two years. As one side falls and the other rises, the Japanese army has no possibility of defeating us. Ruofan, do you have any worries about our preparations?"

Cheng Ruofan pondered for a moment. "Chairman, I also feel we won't lose. But I still can't help worrying."

He Rui could understand Cheng Ruofan's mood. The Northeast Army was an army established according to the modern military model, but the Northeast Army was an army without actual combat experience. Fighting such a big war right from the start, if Cheng Ruofan were brimming with confidence at this time, patting his chest and guaranteeing a win, He Rui would instead have to consider replacing Cheng Ruofan. That wouldn't be confidence; that would be arrogance.

So He Rui comforted him gently, "There is no inevitable victory in the world. If you feel uneasy in your heart, then try to verify it through your executive work in the coming 10 months."

Cheng Ruofan nodded under the streetlamp in the courtyard. "I will do my best! The General Staff will do its best!"

He Rui nodded. "Very good. I look forward to seeing the comrades' preparatory work."

In the Northeast's official calendar, the New Year is the Spring Festival. As the New Year approached, the entire Northeast entered a joyous atmosphere. Although a drought was encountered in 1921, relying on the water conservancy construction that the people of the Northeast had worked hard on for the past few years, the drought was successfully resisted, guaranteeing grain production in the Northeast.

Several of the most severely affected counties also received government relief. Let alone selling sons and daughters, they didn't even sell household farm tools and furniture to exchange for food. Because the government's relief grain was carried by trucks, driven directly to the village entrances and towns through the roads built in these few years, and organizations at all levels distributed grain to the people according to household registration information.

If one had to say who was disappointed with the disaster relief, it was some village and town cadres whose grassroots organization was ineffective and who hadn't even done basic work like population census management well. They all received criticism from the organization, and under the punishment of demotion, demerits, and dismissal, this New Year was indeed passed very unhappily.

By the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, the entire Northeast shifted from the festive atmosphere to production preparations after the start of spring.

Mayors, county magistrates, town heads, and village heads all began preparing for spring plowing. Seeds, fertilizer, farm tools, and the masses involved in agricultural production were all objects that party and government organizations at all levels had to care for and organize well.

Especially the masses; experience from these few years showed that in the spring when the climate changes drastically, many people would fall ill. Falling ill during the spring plowing stage would affect production. Apart from illness, there were various other things affecting production; how to deal with such a situation was also work that governments at all levels had to prepare for with all their might.

By April, spring plowing was basically completed. The Northeast Government began to wait for rain.

The Northeast is a good place; on the vast plains lies fertile black soil. The biggest problem is the lack of water. Although it is said that a timely snow promises a good harvest, and it snows heavily in the Northeast every year, the snow in the Northeast just doesn't melt easily in the cold climate. It doesn't equate to the Northeast region having relatively high precipitation.

In the era He Rui came from, China's new energy industry had already become number one in the world. Seawater desalination technology, that is, technology to effectively and efficiently separate seawater to obtain endless fresh water, had also been completed in China. Since then, China had never experienced a water shortage problem.

However, in 1922, grain production in the Northeast relied on the spring rain season in April. According to China's traditional accumulated experience, a year following a disaster year would likely be a year of favorable weather. Sure enough, in early April, it began to rain in the Northeast. Abundant rainwater moistened the crops that had already been planted using the moisture from the melting snow, and the crops, receiving ample water sources, began to grow sturdily.

By May, reports from grassroots agricultural stations all indicated that the crops were growing gratifyingly. If no major disasters occurred in the next few months, this year in the Northeast would be a harvest year.

By June, the Water Conservancy Department published a report in the *Northeast Daily* stating that the Water Conservancy Department had completed a large number of water conservancy projects. Even ordinary people knew this was all good news.

He Rui did not rejoice at this. Reports from agriculture, industry, and military industry all showed that war preparations had reached expectations. He Rui announced at the Civilized Party Central Committee, "The Northeast is about to implement Level II Mobilization."

The Central Committee members didn't say anything. However, everyone's breathing was a bit heavy, and some comrades' cheeks even turned red; this was the result of accelerated heartbeats supplying a large amount of blood to the head.

Once Level II Mobilization is initiated, it means conscription. The first batch of conscription numbers would reach a scale of one million. So this is what a "million-strong army" is all about. It really feels like they can be summoned at will.

If the mobilization status were raised to Level I, it would be full mobilization. Currently, conscription still involved a consideration of willingness; by that time, anyone refusing military service for personal reasons would be considered a 'deserter'. Being a deserter during wartime is a major crime.

These drills had been done several times in the past few years, so everyone wasn't inexperienced. Some Central Committee members had risen to their current positions precisely because they performed well in previous drills. Although everyone was excited, no one was at a loss.

After the meeting adjourned, He Rui stopped Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau. "Send a telegram to the capital, requesting that the issue of Shandong's rights and interests be raised at the Washington Naval Conference hosted by the United States."

Director Liu was already a fully qualified leader of the Foreign Affairs Bureau. Upon hearing this, he didn't ask about the matter itself. "Chairman, what signal is this intended to send to the Anhui and Zhili cliques?"

Strictly speaking, He Rui's arrangement belonged to being 'politically incorrect', dumping the work regarding the Anhui and Zhili cliques onto the Foreign Affairs Bureau as well. However, from the perspective of work efficiency, it was most appropriate to let the Foreign Affairs Bureau handle these matters. Whether it was military or political, public security or local governance, the Northeast Government and other political forces in China had basically no content for cooperation.

The only consensus between the two sides was commerce, but war with Japan was imminent, and there was no time to let the Department of Commerce handle these matters.

Just as Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau said, the Duan Qirui government was truly confused about what He Rui meant after receiving his telegram.

During World War I, all naval powers designed battleships with larger scales and more powerful firepower, with main gun calibers rising to 16 to 18 inches. Since the construction and maintenance costs of battleships were extremely high, this expensive arms race obviously became a heavy financial burden after the war ended.

During the Washington Conference in 1922, the five naval powers—the United States, Britain, Japan, France, and Italy—signed the *Treaty for the Limitation of Naval Armament* (Washington Naval Treaty), limiting the tonnage of capital ships (35,000 tons) and main gun caliber (not to exceed 16 inches), and stipulated that the total tonnage ratio of capital ships (battleships and battlecruisers) for the US, UK, Japan, France, and Italy was 5.25:5.25:3.15:1.75:1.75. In addition, it also stipulated the total tonnage, standard displacement, and artillery caliber of aircraft carriers for the contracting powers.

At this time, the conference had not yet convened, so the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China did not know how things would develop. Even if they knew, they wouldn't think it had anything to do with them. With the Republic of China's weak navy and backward industrial level, they had no qualifications to participate in such negotiations at all.

As for discussing the Shandong issue after the Washington Naval Conference, this matter had nothing to do with the Northeast Warlord He Rui. If they heard the lecture Cheng Ruofan was giving to the mayors of the Northeast amidst his busy schedule at this time, they would probably be frightened.

"...General mobilization is not telling the public that the war has begun. It is shifting the national operation onto a war track before war becomes inevitable." Facing five provincial party secretaries, five governors, and dozens of mayors, Cheng Ruofan not only showed no unease but instead deepened his tone because he wanted to explain clearly what he had learned and accumulated over the years.

"General mobilization is divided into two parts: army formation and production capacity planning. The basis of army mobilization is the census of the entire Northeast. There is a complete population census for the residents of every village, town, and every residential quarter, street, and district in the cities. According to different mobilization levels, all suitable populations fitting the regulations of that mobilization level must report to the local conscription office. Troops are formed from this..."
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It had been less than six years since the establishment of the Northeast Government. After listening to Cheng Ruofan's overview of general mobilization during the training course, a mayor raised a question. "Chief of Staff Cheng, how long will the general mobilization last?"

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment before replying, "I am not clear on what exactly you are asking. If you mean when this specific mobilization action will end, I have not received a notification yet, so I do not know. Or, are you asking when the general mobilization *system* will cease operation? Comrade, could you clarify?"

The questioning mayor was stunned. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan's deconstruction of the mobilization issue was quite different from his initial perception. After a brief thought, the mayor reaffirmed his idea. "I want to ask, how long will the operation of the general mobilization system be maintained?"

This answer was still inaccurate, or rather, it still suffered from conceptual confusion. However, Cheng Ruofan did not wish to dwell on these details; after all, he himself had once been confused. Cheng Ruofan answered frankly, "The general mobilization system is a part of the modern state system, just like one of our arms. This arm can do things, or it can do nothing, but this arm must exist. If it does not exist, one is disabled."

Provincial Party Secretaries and Governors had undergone general mobilization training and had already grasped the key points in this regard. The Municipal Party Secretaries and Mayors, however, might not have. Hearing Cheng Ruofan speak so clearly, their lack of overall understanding gave rise to more questions.

Cheng Ruofan answered the questions patiently. It was an absolutely normal process for students to ask foolish questions initially. Moreover, the general mobilization system was an advanced part of state capacity; Cheng Ruofan himself had only truly begun to understand it the year before last.

The trainees' reactions were also interesting. From initially not understanding the basic concepts to linking them with their work practice and gaining some understanding, some of them then became excited. Some even asked, 'Is the general mobilization system really that powerful?'

These emotions were all past experiences for Cheng Ruofan. It wasn't that 'general mobilization' was powerful, but that a political entity had to be strong enough to build and execute a general mobilization system.

For instance, because the Northeast had a paper industry and had developed various papermaking technological routes, it could continuously produce various types of paper. Without this paper, the vast ocean of archives could not be created. Combined with metal smelting and processing, as well as mechanical processing technology, this allowed for the 'punch-card retrieval machines' made based on various rosters.

He Rui had once described future technological developments to the comrades. With the development of 'electronic technology', more efficient computers would appear in the future, capable of establishing comprehensive archives for a population of one billion and providing various data services.

This filled Cheng Ruofan with drive. Cheng Ruofan looked forward to living long enough to see the future development He Rui described.

Cheng Ruofan's explanation of the general mobilization system had given the mayors a similar excitement. Placing oneself in a broader system and realizing the significance of one's hard work made it very easy for people to identify more strongly with their own value.

During the lectures, several mayors were very curious about the purpose of this 'general mobilization drill'. They stopped themselves from asking, barely holding back. This made Cheng Ruofan feel very good; among the disciplines of the Civilization Party, 'do not ask what should not be asked' was one.

The Party organization did not want to hide anything from the comrades, but at certain stages, the things of that stage had to be done. Including the confidentiality work of this stage.

Cheng Ruofan knew very well that once general mobilization began, it couldn't be hidden from others. The Northeast's mobilization this time was already on the scale of four million people. Even though various localities had frequently organized 'ten-thousand-man water conservancy campaigns' in recent years, and cities and counties had accumulated considerable experience, the population covered barely meant that every person in the Northeast had participated in fewer than five large-scale actions. The population that had directly participated in county-level large-scale engineering actions was only over ten million, less than twenty million. Cheng Ruofan was now very clear that He Rui and the comrades had truly done their best in constructing the Northeast's general mobilization system.

Just as Cheng Ruofan expected, even though the Northeast Government tried to use terms like 'mobilization drill', news of the Northeast beginning large-scale mobilization was still transmitted through very normal channels.

In recent years, there had been mobilizations in all regions of the Northeast Government, from spring planting and autumn harvest to large-scale construction of water conservancy and transportation, from education and literacy campaigns to the Patriotic Health Movement. When the Northeast stirred up things, Japan and Britain, if not accustomed to it, were at least no longer startled.

However, general mobilization could not be hidden. That was a massive conscription of millions of people. According to treaties signed previously, Japan possessed a large number of privileges in China and could naturally organize a larger-scale intelligence network. Once various pieces of news were aggregated, it was easy to judge that the Northeast had begun a round of massive conscription.

There were many factories opened by the British in the Northeast. The eligible population within these factories was conscripted, and workers were organized under management agencies. These workers naturally had to inform the British factory owners. Britain had mobilized 20% of its nationals during World War I; how could it not understand such changes?

When this news reached the Legation Quarter in Beijing, where foreign diplomatic missions gathered, British Minister John Jordan felt that He Rui was finally about to make a move on North China.

Previously, He Rui had proposed to the Beiyang Government that the Shandong issue be resolved at the Washington Conference. In Jordan's view, this action was somewhat similar to a declaration of 'clearing the Emperor's side' (*Qing Jun Ce*). In Chinese tradition, one certainly could not directly declare, 'I'll chop off the dog emperor and sit on the dragon throne myself.' One needed a justification, a very high-sounding reason.

'Clearing the Emperor's side' was undoubtedly a good reason. When the civil and military officials around the Emperor were cleaned out, the Emperor would naturally be cleaned out as well.

He Rui had previously never expressed any views on the struggle between the Anhui clique and the Zhili clique. Jordan agreed that He Rui did not want war to break out between the two sides. However, Jordan did not believe a word of it when He Rui said he would never start a civil war. The Northeast's economy was doing well now, and its population had surged due to a large number of refugees. Combined with the Northeast's current commencement of major mobilization actions, Jordan felt that from He Rui's perspective, it was a very good time to launch a war.

Of course, this did not mean that Britain was prepared to watch helplessly as He Rui unified China, or at least North China.

As a civilian official, Jordan immediately sent a telegram to London. He also had his secretary go to the Republic of China's Ministry of Foreign Affairs for a 'low-level personnel' exchange.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was currently eagerly awaiting the results of the Washington Conference. The Foreign Ministry staff were not time-travelers, so they naturally did not know that the Washington Conference was a few months later than in history.

The Versailles Conference had determined the situation in Europe. As the world's number one industrial power at the moment, the United States possessed powerful strength. If the United States did not accept the general world order determined by the Versailles Conference, this order could not cover the globe.

The United States was very dissatisfied with the Versailles order. Since it wanted to expand its sphere of influence globally, the British and Japanese sides already knew that the United States had decided that the 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' must be terminated to weaken Britain's power in Northeast Asia.

Perhaps because of the changes triggered by He Rui, Kolchak's million-strong White Army had managed to run to Vladivostok alive. Therefore, both Britain and Japan felt there were still opportunities to exploit in the Russian situation. At such a time, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance still had value, so the Washington Conference was delayed for a period, half a year later than in history.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not know this. They had already sent their strongest diplomatic delegation to attend this conference.

The United States naturally did not want to see Japanese power expand, so at the beginning of the conference, it emphasized that all countries must declare to guarantee China's territorial integrity and that its sovereignty not be infringed. Based on this principled position, the Chinese and Japanese sides discussed the Shandong issue.

On the third day after He Rui's request was made, the diplomatic delegation's Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun) sent back a telegram. The Chinese and Japanese sides had already completed negotiations on the recovery of rights in Shandong. The Chinese side would recover all leased territories and other areas. Although Japan still retained some privileges, these privileges were nothing compared to those of Britain, France, and other countries.

The final part of the negotiations concerned the houses and other assets newly built by Japan during its occupation of Shandong. China would purchase them at a reasonable discounted price and would not acknowledge Japan's fixed asset acquisitions in China.

Diplomatically, this was undoubtedly a huge victory. This victory made the request He Rui had proposed look ridiculous.

The Foreign Ministry was very happy about this matter until Jordan's secretary had a meal with a counterpart of the same rank from the Foreign Ministry...

Duan Qirui listened quietly as the current Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yan Huiqing, recounted the latest news. Yan Huiqing tried his best to suppress his emotions; even so, this talent skilled in diplomacy knew very well that He Rui's statement was truly ill-intentioned.

In today's China, everyone knew that although He Rui had risen for a short time, he had developed extremely fast. Compared to Duan Qirui's Anhui clique, he was by no means inferior. Even leaving aside how He Rui had managed to build a military-industrial system capable of supplying weapons to Russia by utilizing the opportunity of the Great War in Europe, just the fact that He Rui could take in millions of refugees caused by the great drought in the North made Yan Huiqing very clear about just how strong He Rui really was.

It couldn't be said that there were no talents in the Anhui clique, but these talents couldn't even govern the millions of people under their rule well, let alone take in millions of refugees who owned nothing.

Throughout the dynasties, let alone millions of refugees, even if hundreds of thousands of displaced refugees gathered, if someone raised a cry, a riot of hundreds of thousands of refugees could cause chaos in the world, or even a change of dynasty. He Rui now only needed to enlist the refugees into the ranks to have an army of hundreds of thousands.

As the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yan Huiqing no longer knew what he could do. All he could do was inform Duan Qirui of the latest news.

Duan Qirui didn't say much either. After listening to the report, he ended the meeting. Sending Yan Huiqing away, Duan Qirui sat in the flower hall, very unhappy.

Having experienced so many storms, Duan Qirui had long known that He Rui would definitely try to seize great power, including unifying China. As early as when Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself emperor, He Rui had expressed his willingness to reunify China.

So Duan Qirui couldn't understand why someone as clever as He Rui would start acting foolishly in the face of interest. Does acting against the Anhui clique now benefit He Rui? Duan Qirui really couldn't figure it out.

After thinking it over, Duan Qirui still didn't understand where He Rui's goal lay. If He Rui wanted a voice in the Republic's central government, could Duan Qirui refuse to give He Rui face if a letter was written?

Even if He Rui wanted to be the Premier of the Republic, as long as everyone met and talked things over clearly, Duan Qirui himself didn't mind letting He Rui be Premier. They were all Beiyang brothers; what couldn't be discussed? Why did they have to resort to swords and guns? Duan Qirui was almost sixty years old; He Rui could easily outlive him.

So Duan Qirui felt there must be an inside story. As for what exactly the inside story was, Duan Qirui couldn't figure out He Rui's calculations.

However, this matter couldn't stump Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui went to see President Xu Shichang. "Mr. President, have you seen the letter Brother He Rui sent to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

Xu Shichang also couldn't figure out what medicine He Rui was selling in his gourd. However, Xu Shichang himself had absolutely no military power, so his attitude towards He Rui was even more relaxed. After the dispute between the Presidential Palace and the State Council, Duan Qirui no longer served as Premier. Xu Shichang felt that if He Rui was willing to come to the capital to be Premier, he had no objection.

Of course, the premise of such an approach was that He Rui only wanted to obtain such benefits. So Xu Shichang waited for Duan Qirui to continue. If Duan Qirui proposed such conditions first, it would naturally be best.

He heard Duan Qirui say, "Mr. President, I wonder if Brother Zhang would be willing to make a trip to Fengtian."

There were many people named Zhang in the world, and Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang knew enough figures named Zhang. Although he just said this, Xu Shichang already understood.

This was indeed a good method, but Xu Shichang laughed, "If so, what should he bring when visiting?"

Duan Qirui then replied, "The country is in urgent need of personnel; the younger generation should be allowed to serve the country. Zhuge Kongming defeated Cao Cao's army at thirty; with Kongming's talent, even if he had become Prime Minister at that time, it might not have been insufficient."

The so-called Prime Minister was the Premier. Hearing Duan Qirui speak like this, Xu Shichang understood. It seemed that Duan Qirui was also trying his best to avoid a fight between the Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique's He Rui.

As the President of the Republic, Xu Shichang naturally could not go to Tianjin in person. But this matter could not be treated lightly, so he wrote a letter inviting Zhang Xiluan to the capital to admire flowers.

Living as a recluse at this time, Zhang Xiluan naturally did not know what had happened in the capital. But the talk of admiring flowers was undoubtedly nonsense.

As the largest industrial city in the North, although Tianjin had shown a trend of being surpassed by Shenyang in recent years, it had been a Chinese industrial city for half a century. No matter how fast Shenyang developed, it would not be surpassed that simply.

Currently, the dignitaries of the capital brought their families to live in Tianjin on weekends. How could there be talk of going to the capital to admire flowers?

Zhang Xiluan wanted to decline. But on second thought, Zhang Xiluan felt he couldn't do that. So Zhang Xiluan simply replied by telegram, "My body is unwell for long travel, yet I miss Brother Xu very much. I am willing to prepare a family banquet to chat freely with Brother Xu."

The meaning was already in place. As a recluse in his seventies who had not offended Xu Shichang, what could happen even if he didn't see Xu Shichang? If Xu Shichang really had urgent business, he would naturally come to meet him. This saved a lot of effort.

Sure enough, Xu Shichang really came to Tianjin. Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan knew the matter was not small.

The two old brothers sipped tea in the flower hall. Zhang Xiluan frowned slightly after hearing Xu Shichang explain the situation. What He Rui did this time was too clumsy, clumsy to the point that it was unbelievable that this was a decision made by He Rui. If He Rui had only this much ability initially, Zhang Xiluan would never have handed over the Northeast to He Rui.

But Xu Shichang had absolutely no need to lie about these things. Zhang Xiluan didn't want to go to the Northeast. But thinking it over, Zhang Xiluan found that he really had to go.

Hearing Zhang Xiluan agree, Xu Shichang simply informed Zhang Xiluan of his willingness to invite He Rui to be Premier.

Zhang Xiluan was somewhat surprised. Listening to Xu Shichang, he was willing to let He Rui come to the capital as a commander without an army to be Premier. This request was truly absurd.

Thinking about it again, he felt that Xu Shichang's request was also sincere enough. Of course, it also implied some traps.

What He Rui lacked now was a national reputation. Becoming the Premier of the Republic could undoubtedly complete He Rui's national reputation. However, in the current situation, whoever became the Premier of the Republic held a very terrible position. If He Rui wasn't careful, his reputation would likely be damaged immediately.

But if He Rui wanted to take a gamble, it wasn't without opportunity.

In short, Zhang Xiluan didn't take this concession seriously. He felt that no matter what, the Beiyang brothers should not kill each other internally anymore.

As soon as He Rui received Zhang Xiluan's telegram, he immediately replied, "I am overjoyed that Duke Zhang is willing to visit the Northeast. Please wait at home, Duke Zhang; the Northeast Government will immediately dispatch a special train to welcome you."

This was not just talk; He Rui immediately asked the office to arrange this matter, while he himself convened a Civilization Party Central Committee meeting.

At the meeting, He Rui re-emphasized the arrangement of 'Strategic Deception'.

"We must now make all countries believe that our goal is to go south to liberate all of China. Of course, all powers will think so; only in this way can the suddenness of the campaign be achieved."

The members of the Military Commission were very clear about this. Even if Japan was strategically misled, they would likely mobilize somewhat. After all, the current Japan would not allow China to complete unification under any circumstances.

Wu Youping offered a suggestion. "Since we want to liberate China, should we really spend some effort now to formulate a plan for liberating China?"

Xu Chengfeng immediately expressed his approval upon hearing this. And he discussed it with Wu Youping.

During this period, He Rui was calculating the future situation. According to history, Duan Qirui was already finished by this time.

In the ninth year of the Republic (1920), the Zhili and Fengtian cliques formed an anti-Anhui alliance to attack the Anhui clique. The Anhui side called itself the National Pacification Army, with Duan Qirui as Commander-in-Chief. At first, the Zhili offensive was slightly set back. Qu Tongfeng, commander of the 1st Division of the Anhui West Route Army, led his troops to fiercely attack the Zhili army, and the Zhili army withdrew from Gaobeidian. On the Anhui East Route, Xu Shuzheng attacked Zhangzhuang, Caicun, and Yangcun with four independent brigades of the Northwest Frontier Defense Army. On the 17th, Wu Peifu led troops to raid Songlindian, and the Anhui West Route Army retreated in defeat. The Zhili army then occupied Zhuozhou and pursued towards Changxindian. The Anhui East Route Army under Xu Shuzheng pursued the Zhili army to the area of Beicang and Lijiakou. At this time, the Fengtian army arrived in force, combined with the Zhili army, and turned defeat into victory.

This war lasted five days. The Anhui army was defeated, and more than half of the tens of thousands of newly formed Frontier Defense Army were annihilated.

On July 19 of the same year, Duan Qirui was forced to resign. On July 23, the Zhili and Fengtian armies arrived in Beijing, took over the Nanyuan and Beiyuan barracks, ordered the dissolution of the Anfu Parliament, and issued wanted orders for ten people including Wang Yitang, Xu Shuzheng, and Duan Zhigui. Xu Shuzheng and others fled to Japan.

After the Zhili-Anhui War, Cao Kun was appointed by President Xu Shichang as the High Inspecting Commissioner of Zhili, Shandong, and Henan, with Wu Peifu as Deputy Commissioner, and the High Inspecting Deputy Commissioner's Office of Zhili, Shandong, and Henan was established. The Zhili and Fengtian warlord cliques then controlled the Beijing regime.

...

This is the expectation of some people in China right now.

*Please vote for me, I will definitely not live up to everyone's expectations!*
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The meeting didn't end until the evening. Wu Youping returned to his office and sat down, feeling a bit of disorder in his cardiopulmonary functions. He gently patted his chest, trying to calm his emotions. However, this method of slightly stimulating the flesh to divert attention did not work as it usually did. Wu Youping still felt a strong sense of unease.

At this moment, Wu Youping's secretary entered and said, "Chief Wu, the gift has been sent."

In the entire Northeast, Wu Youping was the only one officially addressed as 'Chief'. Even Wu Youping himself was quite annoyed by this title. It was difficult to give a shorthand for the 'Administrative Chief of the Northeast'.

For other departments, the heads were either 'Minister of X' or 'Secretary'. The corresponding 'Secretary' for the Northeast Administrative Chief was the Chairman of the Civilization Party. This forced Wu Youping into this awkward title.

Hearing this address, Wu Youping's mood worsened. He simply stood up, "I'm going home."

This 'going home' naturally didn't mean returning to his own home. Like He Rui and the other young leaders of the Northeast Party, government, and military, Wu Youping only requested a dormitory. He spent most of his time moving between his office, the small single room next to it, and the cafeteria. He rarely stayed in that dormitory.

Where Wu Youping was heading now was his father's house. Originally, the old man lived in Siping and basically didn't receive guests. However, too many people went to visit Elder Wu, and since he didn't want to live in the countryside, he had no choice but to move to Shenyang.

In Shenyang, there were too many high-ranking officials, so the old man finally got some peace and quiet. Today was Elder Wu's birthday. Wu Youping had asked his secretary to prepare some pastries that the old man liked and send them over while he attended the meeting. At this moment, Wu Youping's mind was unsettled, so he decided to go home and see his father to see if it could calm him down.

Shenyang was becoming increasingly lively. The city of Siping was actually not suitable for large-scale industry; it was a transportation and agricultural center. But because that city had the foundation, it became the city with the highest degree of industrial integration in the Northeast, shouldering the heavy responsibility of technological research and development.

Personnel from other cities went to Siping to work and study, and then took the experience accumulated in Siping to various places to implement large-scale production suitable for the local area.

Shenyang's industrial development was changing with each passing day, but it still lagged behind Siping in terms of cutting-edge technology. However, as a transportation hub, Shenyang's scale effect was not something Siping could compare with.

Looking at the bustling crowds, the passing vehicles, the massive amounts of materials, and the delivery couriers rushing back and forth, Wu Youping felt that the unease and excitement in his heart had not subsided.

When Wu Youping was studying in Tianjin more than ten years ago, he already wanted to do his best to revitalize China. From that time on, Wu Youping gradually constructed the future appearance of China he looked forward to in his heart. During his time studying, Wu Youping paid great attention to absorbing the management concepts of the concessions.

When he chose to join He Rui's team five years ago, Wu Youping thought he had the opportunity to turn these concepts and visions into reality. But he didn't expect that he was following He Rui into a grander, more thorough revolution.

More than ten years earlier than Wu Youping, He Rui had also completed his design for China's future. The grandeur of this design far exceeded Wu Youping's imagination. Its internal logic and feasibility were things Wu Youping could only finally understand after fully participating in the execution for five years.

In another half year, the first phase would come to an end. The entire Northeast would be dragged into a war—a war with Japan, a Great Power.

Even though he had worked conscientiously for five years and knew the reality of the Northeast very well; even though comprehensive strategic simulations had been conducted several times, and each time they proved clearly from theory and data that the Northeast Government could achieve its strategic goals; even though they had prepared reasonably and specifically for several years, and his brain believed there was no reason for failure... his flesh, lacking the ability to generate rational thought, simply felt that a war of blood and fire was about to break out, and uncontrollably became excited and panicked.

Yes, if the war failed, all the peace and prosperity before his eyes would vanish into nothingness. Even if they won, these people before his eyes would have to throw themselves into a cruel war, shedding blood and sacrificing their lives.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping's body would tremble due to the intense emotions.

Returning home in this state, Elder Wu was somewhat surprised to see Wu Youping back. The person in the living room also stood up. After Wu Youping congratulated Elder Wu, that person took two steps forward and asked, "Brother Wu, is this Youping? He's changed so much since he was a child."

Wu Youping didn't find this person unfamiliar; he must have seen him before, but he couldn't remember his name.

Elder Wu didn't want this person to meet Wu Youping, but he hadn't expected Wu Youping to come home suddenly. He paused for a moment before saying, "Youping, this is your Uncle Li."

Wu Youping remembered now. When his father participated in the Revolutionary Party in the past, there was indeed such a person among the Tongmenghui comrades. This person had visited Wu Youping's home many times, and when talking about overthrowing the Qing Dynasty, his attitude was quite agitated.

After the fall of the Qing Dynasty, the Tongmenghui quickly splintered, and the former comrades scattered in all directions. Afterwards, Wu Youping went to Tianjin to study, and it wasn't until he returned home that he learned his father had completely lost hope in his former comrades and no longer associated with them.

Since his father was willing to receive this person, Wu Youping could only exchange a few words with him and wish his father a happy birthday.

Elder Wu sighed, "I am very happy you came back today. But you are so busy every day, you don't need to spend your time coming home."

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li heard that Elder Wu actually meant for Wu Youping to leave. In his desperation, he stood up, "Brother Wu, are you really so heartless towards our old brothers from the Tongmenghui?"

Elder Wu didn't answer, while Wu Youping couldn't figure out what was going on. His father hadn't contacted his former comrades for a long time. If one were to speak of heartlessness, their friendship had faded long ago. It couldn't be called being heartless or unjust at all.

Just as Wu Youping was surprised, this former Tongmenghui Comrade Li turned to Wu Youping again, "Nephew Youping, there have been rumors recently that Marshal He is preparing for a Southern Expedition, and the world is about to fall into chaos. Brother Wu was a recognized figure in the Tongmenghui back then, with vision and insight comparable to a fortune teller. Brother Wu thinks so highly of Marshal He, and Marshal He has a talent like you, Nephew, under his command. We old brothers of the Tongmenghui have long since lost the intention of conquering the world. This time, we just want to ask how the situation will turn out so we can make preparations in advance. Everyone trusts Brother Wu, which is why they sent me here. Does Brother Wu really not care about the brothers at all?"

Wu Youping looked at his father and already had some judgment in his heart. He smiled and said, "Uncle Li, why ask more about such things? The situation is changing, and even Uncle Li has personally come to Shenyang. Does Uncle Li really not understand?"

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li was stunned for a moment and quickly asked, "I wonder when it will be?"

Wu Youping pretended to answer calmly, "When it launches depends entirely on Chairman He's decision."

Hearing Wu Youping speak like this, Elder Wu frowned. However, Elder Wu did not interrupt, but just sat quietly on his chair.

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li's expression was full of fear, and in the end, he asked almost with a trembling voice, "Then how will the troops be dispatched?"

"The matter of dispatching troops is naturally decided by Chairman He. However, China has changed dynasties so many times, and there have long been conclusions on how to dispatch troops. One route south, two routes south, three routes south... after fighting so many battles, how could everyone not think of it?"

Hearing this, Elder Wu finally couldn't bear it anymore and shouted, "Youping!"

The former Tongmenghui Comrade Li also knew that Elder Wu was dissatisfied, so he bowed to Elder Wu with clasped hands, "Brother Wu, today is your birthday, and this brother truly came to offer congratulations. Please don't be angry, Brother Wu. Big Brother is already in an invincible position, while we brothers are like duckweed on water, helpless and unsupported. Big Brother, this brother will take his leave first."

After this former Tongmenghui Comrade Li left, Elder Wu said unhappily, "The words you just said weren't your own decision, were they?"

Wu Youping shook his head, "I just happened to run into him, so I released some wind. It's also something the organization has discussed."

Elder Wu's brow furrowed slightly again, but after a moment he sighed, "Since he's already gone, let's eat."

The father and son ate, but both had things on their minds. Apart from toasting when drinking, this meal was eaten almost in silence.

Wu Youping found that coming home hadn't reduced his worries, but that uncomfortable feeling had indeed lowered a bit.

The Central Committee of the Civilization Party had accepted He Rui's strategic analysis. The various warlords in China all believed they were no match for the Japanese army. As long as the Northeast Army achieved its strategic goals, making the Japanese army admit defeat—unable to bear the cost of dealing with the Northeast Army and thus forced to make peace with the Northeast Army—seeing this result, the fighting will of the domestic warlord forces would be very low.

The war plan against Japan was spearheaded and completed by He Rui. The war plan to liberate China did not need He Rui to spearhead it. For thousands of years, Chinese dynasties changed every two or three hundred years. In so many unification wars, countless operational ideas had long been accumulated. Seeking knowledge from the experience of ancestors was enough to deal with China's current warlords.

With the Northeast Army's current advantages, as long as they didn't act foolishly or advance rashly out of underestimation of the enemy, the difficulty of the war itself was not high. As for whether the warlord troops knew that the Northeast Army had formulated a military plan to liberate the whole country, it actually didn't matter.

Since the Northeast Army occupied Inner and Outer Mongolia, the operational plan formulated by the Military Commission was naturally to divide the troops into three routes to go south.

The Central Route Army would enter Shanhaiguan and go south along the Hebei, Henan, and Anhui line. The East Route Army would cross the narrow Bohai Strait from the southern tip of the Liaodong Peninsula and enter Shandong. After liberating Shandong, they would continue south into Jiangsu and Zhejiang.

The West Route Army would enter Shanxi from Datong and march towards Shaanxi.

Just as Wu Youping had said, there was no need to worry about these things at all. China's geographical form had already determined that there were only those few directions for attack in a unification war. As for the detailed parts, the details Wu Youping had to pay attention to were providing logistical support for the war.

At the meeting, Xu Chengfeng asked He Rui, "Chairman, we can draft 2 million people within half an year and guarantee the tactical ability of the troops. The number of personnel in the Northeast who have received more than three months of formal military training can reach 4 million. But 2 million people can guarantee the war intensity; if it's 4 million, it can only guarantee the fierceness of the war."

He Rui smiled, "Why don't we let Comrade Youping talk about the preparation of war materials."

Economic work was the responsibility of the Northeast Administrative Chief, Wu Youping. Since He Rui made the request, Xu Chengfeng naturally expressed his agreement. Wu Youping immediately took out his notebook, opened it to a page, and without looking at it again after just a glance, he spoke directly, "In 1922, the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia regions were able to produce 80 billion *jin* of grain. Calculated based on 40 million people, the per capita grain is 2,000 *jin*. Edible oil production is 30 *jin* per capita; meat is 30 *jin* per capita..."

While recounting these data points that were absolutely worthy of pride, Wu Youping felt no joy. This wasn't a spring outing or some grand gala, but a war that would drag in 40 million people and send over a million to the battlefield. Wu Youping no longer 'believed' that China would win when the war ended. Rather, the war *must* be won. Once it failed...

At this moment, Wu Youping's mind was filled with these thoughts that were hard to drive away. As for other matters, they had been completely thrown to the back of his mind.

As for the former Tongmenghui Comrade Li who had left, Wu Youping had completely forgotten about him.

However, Comrade Li did not disappear because he was forgotten. After leaving the Wu family, he went straight to his accommodation. Although Comrade Li was somewhat careful, the Northeast Security Bureau wouldn't foolishly stake him out; naturally, there were various established observation points.

It wasn't just this one person being monitored. After various preparations, the Security Bureau already had a master list. The moment the order to start the war was given, the entire Northeast would undergo a massive round of arrests.

During this stage, all sorts of suspicious personnel would be monitored. Although Wu Youping's home wouldn't be monitored, people who came to Elder Wu's home would enter the content of surveillance.

Early the next morning, a report on the previous day was conducted. The intelligence personnel discovered now were mostly serving the Japanese side. Including this former Tongmenghui Comrade Li.

Japan's collection of intelligence on China was a consistent action, especially after the Northeast began general mobilization, the activities of the Japanese intelligence network became noticeably more active.

So after the report passed through several hands, Xu Jia, the Minister of the Organization Department, found Wu Youping for dinner in the evening. After eating a few mouthfuls, Xu Jia said, "Yesterday was your respected father's birthday, right? I wish the old gentleman fortune as vast as the East Sea and longevity as great as the Southern Mountain."

Wu Youping gave a light laugh, "Is there something else? Don't tell me you've dragged my dad into something?"

Xu Jia said while eating, "The person who went to see the old gentleman yesterday works for the Japanese."

Wu Youping was stunned, but quickly continued eating. Xu Jia also seemed to be talking about a trivial matter not worth mentioning, his expression unchanging.

The two ate a few more mouthfuls before Wu Youping said, "I will write a report."

"En," Xu Jia replied. After finishing this matter, Xu Jia changed the topic. "Now we need to prepare to draft cadres, which will have a great impact on industrial production. Have you made the list on your side?"

"I've already asked Director Zhuang Jiaxiong of the Industrial Department to take the lead in making the list. Personnel are graded; some are the backbone of the factories and absolutely cannot be moved."

Xu Jia could completely understand such an arrangement. Excellent talents performed well everywhere, and every department drooled over these talents. The army wanted to poach people from the localities, and the localities wanted to poach people from the army. The Organization Department's job was to allocate personnel according to the main work at present. Under general mobilization, the Organization Department's hardships had increased several fold.

After finishing this meal, Wu Youping returned to his office to continue working. Director Zhuang Jiaxiong of the Industrial Department had an appointment to meet Wu Youping in the evening to discuss work. Now, every department was so busy that there was no time during the day. Content that required deep discussion like this could only be chatted about at night.

As soon as Zhuang Jiaxiong arrived, he placed a bag of food on the table. "No need to worry about getting hungry in the middle of the night this time."

Seeing that his old classmate had made preparations, Wu Youping also pulled out a bag of food bought from the cafeteria and put it on the table, laughing, "We thought of the same thing."

Zhuang Jiaxiong laughed out loud, "Then there's really no need to worry. Old classmate, I want to ask you something in the capacity of a classmate now. Just listen. Don't use your status as Chief to criticize me."

Wu Youping smiled, "I can't guarantee that. After all, we aren't students at the school anymore. We can blow hot air however we like."

Zhuang Jiaxiong naturally knew his identity was no longer a student of the Railway Academy, but if this matter couldn't be clarified, his heart was truly in turmoil.

"Youping, I'm not opposing Chairman He. It's just that Chairman He doesn't care about the possibility of Japan at all, and is convinced that Japan will definitely send troops to interfere in our War of Liberation. Recently, at the conference in Washington, Japan did indeed return all rights in Shandong to China, and didn't extort another sum from us like the Redemption of Liaodong Fee during the First Sino-Japanese War. Can't this matter be taken as a reason that Japan actually won't attack us?"

Wu Youping hadn't expected his classmate to think this way, but things were indeed as his old classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong said. The Republic of China government had resolved the Shandong issue quite satisfactorily this time.

Before this conference began, Japan had actually tried its best not to discuss the Shandong issue. But the Beiyang government firmly refused, stating that if the Shandong issue wasn't discussed, they wouldn't attend the conference. In the end, the Beiyang government achieved its goal. The Washington Conference set up a Far East Pacific venue.

After the Far East Pacific venue started, the American representative proposed Ten Principles regarding the China issue. After discussion, the Chinese delegation raised objections, and finally, after revisions, four resolutions were formed:

1.  Respect China's sovereignty, independence, and territorial and administrative integrity; 2.  Give China completely unhindered opportunities to develop and maintain a powerful and consolidated government; 3.  Maintain the principle of equal opportunity for commerce and industry of all countries within China's territory; 4.  Rights and safety of citizens of friendly nations shall not be reduced due to domestic conditions.

These four resolutions mainly reflected the basic thinking of the US policy towards China at that time. The Chinese delegation had reservations about this resolution, while the other eight countries all expressed support. Finally, the "Treaty Between the Nine Powers Concerning China" (Nine-Power Treaty) was formed.

In the subsequent negotiations, the two sides went through intense negotiations and finally recovered the rights in Shandong. All of Germany's privileges in China were recovered.

On the surface, it was indeed a great victory.

But Wu Youping felt that things were probably not that simple. After thinking for a while, Wu Youping smiled, "Since we aren't lacking a midnight snack, let's prepare to pull an all-nighter."

Zhuang Jiaxiong also got interested and laughed, "An all-nighter it is, who's afraid of whom!"

Saying that, he took out a cigarette and lit one.

Wu Youping didn't pay attention to his old classmate. He picked up the phone and called the External Affairs Bureau, asking them to send a copy of the received content regarding the Shandong issue negotiations as soon as possible.

The External Affairs Bureau told Wu Youping that the comrades responsible for this were working overtime. Although the final report wasn't available, the draft without final revisions was already completed.

Wu Youping immediately asked the External Affairs Bureau to send the revised draft. While waiting, he talked with Zhuang Jiaxiong about the personnel arrangements for the general mobilization.

Talking about personnel, Zhuang Jiaxiong was full of bitterness. "Youping, you know it too. What the army wants are people who are down-to-earth and sincere, work seriously, and have determined characters. Engaging in industry also requires such people. We really can't give people away. If we let those people with no sense of responsibility be the pillars of the factories, would you be at ease? Besides, they really can't hold it up!"

Wu Youping sighed. He actually didn't know how to respond.
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Staff from the Foreign Affairs Bureau delivered the compiled drafts to Wu Youping's office overnight, only to find the lights still on. Led inside by the guards, they discovered that Wu Youping was not alone; Zhuang Jiaxiong, the Director of the Department of Industry, was also there. The desk was covered with documents and statistical reports. It looked no different from the Foreign Affairs Bureau, which was also burning the midnight oil to process intelligence.

Seeing this, the staff members who came to deliver the documents felt a touch of emotion, and the slight displeasure from working overtime dissipated. Since everyone was busy, there was nothing to complain about.

Wu Youping invited the comrades from the Foreign Affairs Bureau to sit down. While pouring water for them, he asked them to introduce the situation.

Mentioning the content of the talks, the comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau sighed with emotion, "Chief Wu, compared to those unequal treaties of the past, this negotiation is much better. But it remains unequal."

This description surprised Zhuang Jiaxiong slightly. From the briefing, the meeting seemed to have gone reasonably well. It was said that not only was the Shandong issue resolved, but rights were also recovered regarding customs tariffs and consular jurisdiction. However, the Foreign Affairs Bureau was the professional body after all. Since they said it was still unequal, he needed to listen carefully.

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau went straight to the point: "We demanded that China recover its rights in Shandong. However, at this conference, Japan still secured Germany's former rights in Shandong. Our demands were not realized at all!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned, his expression turning grave.

Being professionals, the Foreign Affairs Bureau staff only highlighted the key points in the subsequent explanation. The Chinese and Japanese sides had engaged in fierce exchanges over the return of Kiaochow Bay (Jiaozhou Bay) and related industries, salt fields, coal mines, railways, and many other issues.

Regarding public property and government assets, the Japanese side proposed separating territorial rights from ownership rights. Territorial rights could be returned without compensation, but the return of ownership rights required compensation.

This demand was refuted by Gu Weijun and Shi Zhaoji, who argued that demanding compensation was equivalent to selling, and Japan had no such right.

The most heated debate was over the rights to the Jiaoji Railway. The Chinese representatives first proposed that since the Jiaoji Railway was originally a joint venture between China and Germany, and Japan had now inherited Germany's rights, the entire railway and its subsidiary properties should be valued, and Japan should be given half the value while China recovered the railway rights.

The Japanese side claimed that the railway was obtained from Germany, and if China redeemed it at half price, it would be equivalent to Japan losing half. The Chinese representatives then proposed that paying the full price was not impossible, but the accumulated operating profits over the years and China's original capital stock must be deducted. The Japanese side claimed that this way Japan would gain nothing, and it was worse than the previous proposal. Soon after, the Japanese side changed their tune, insisting on "joint operation" and refusing to give up management rights. The Chinese delegation also received instructions from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to stick to the bottom line of redeeming full management rights at half price.

Hearing how Japan was behaving, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt very angry. Seeing that the comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau wanted to continue recounting the process, Zhuang Jiaxiong said, "Just tell us the result."

"The final negotiation result is that China will provide compensation to Japan, totaling forty million yen. Subsequently, Japan requested that the redemption funds be provided through a Japanese loan to China. The Chinese representatives believed this concerned sovereignty and insisted that China raise the funds itself. Finally, after mediation by Britain and the United States, Japan must return the entire Jiaoji Railway line to China, and China will issue treasury bonds to pay Japan in installments over a period of fifteen years. Japan still obtained the rights and interests in Shandong and made a profit in the end."

Hearing this, Zhuang Jiaxiong slapped the table in anger. But this did not relieve his anger. He stood up abruptly, his expression murderous, "...Forty million yen! Forty million yen! How many rifles could that equip to kill the Japanese!"

It was also Wu Youping's first time hearing this, but he wasn't as furious. Seeing that the mood of the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade was slightly affected by Zhuang Jiaxiong, he comforted him, "Comrade, don't mind him. He hates Japan."

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau nodded, "Chief Wu. We didn't quite understand what Chairman He's notice meant before, but now we understand a bit more. Chairman He demanded that the rights in Shandong must resolutely not be ceded, but the Beiyang government still failed to achieve that."

Wu Youping nodded. This line of thinking was something Wu Youping hadn't considered before. Moreover, Wu Youping had learned of He Rui's war planning in the most core confidential meetings three years ago. At that time, He Rui had convinced Wu Youping. Without hard power, nothing could be protected. Wu Youping no longer cared about negotiations that hadn't been tested by bloody warfare.

Even so, there were parts Wu Youping was curious about. "Some say that this negotiation recovered quite a few rights. Is that true?"

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau flipped through the manuscript he brought, found the relevant content, and read: "In the 'Treaty on the Chinese Customs Tariff', it was agreed: A special conference on revising tariff rules and rates will be convened in Shanghai. Before the abolition of likin, a surtax of 2.5% can be levied on ordinary goods, and a surtax of up to 5% on luxury goods; after the abolition of likin, the tariff rate *will* be raised to 12.5%."

After reading, the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade emphasized the core content again, "Chief Wu, the precondition for this is the cancellation of likin, and furthermore, it is 'will'!"

The Northeast Government had also used the word 'will' in recent years. 'Will' meant 'must be done'. Therefore, for parts that could not be realized, Northeast official documents used 'to be determined according to the situation'. But internationally, the word 'will' could basically be treated as non-existent.

In a jungle society where strength reigns supreme, what future is necessary? There is probably only one truth: 'In the long run, we are all dead.'

Moreover, the prerequisite was the 'abolition of likin'. Likin was a transit tax collected by checkpoints set up by various provinces and localities. Given China's current fragmented state, canceling likin was something that wouldn't happen for a very long time.

Even if likin were truly canceled, and foreign countries implemented the 'will'. Then...

Just as Wu Youping was viewing this treaty with the attitude of appreciating a bizarre text, Zhuang Jiaxiong said angrily, "On what basis do foreigners decide China's tariff quota?"

Wu Youping nodded slightly. Zhuang Jiaxiong had hit the nail on the head. For a sovereign nation, setting tariffs was entirely China's internal affair. On what basis did foreigners decide China's tariff quota? This point alone determined that foreigners were still manipulating China's sovereignty.

Looking at Zhuang Jiaxiong's annoyed appearance, Wu Youping asked, "In order for China to have money to repay the indemnities stipulated in previous unequal treaties, this tariff does indeed need to rise a bit. Otherwise, there won't be money to pay those customs duties."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was stunned, then immediately understood. He lit a cigarette and continued to pace back and forth in the office with a gloomy expression.

Wu Youping turned to the comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau, "What about other sovereignty issues? What was the result?"

The comrade from the Foreign Affairs Bureau found that section again and read, "A commission organized by various countries will investigate the current status of extraterritoriality in China and gradually abandon consular jurisdiction; foreign post offices within China, except in leased territories or as specially provided for by treaties, shall all be abolished; a special commission organized jointly by the Beijing Diplomatic Corps and Chinese commissioners will investigate the status of foreign troops stationed in China. If China can guarantee the safety of foreign lives and property in China, then the various countries will withdraw their troops."

Hearing the first phrase 'a commission organized by various countries', Wu Youping knew that the diplomatic victory boasted by the Beiyang government was just hot air. After the foreign-organized commission investigated and felt that China's situation was no good, what would the result be?

Wu Youping said to the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade, "Thank you, comrade. It's hard work for you to come so late. You go back first, be careful on the road."

Seeing Wu Youping being so kind, the Foreign Affairs Bureau comrade couldn't help but say while shaking hands with Wu Youping to say goodbye, "Chief Wu, you have worked hard too. Please take care of your health and rest early."

When only Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong were left in the room, Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed deeply and sat back in his chair dejectedly.

Wu Youping was not surprised. He too had once held the thought that the pressure from foreign powers would decrease, at least giving China a chance to catch its breath. It wasn't until he joined He Rui's team that, after a few years, Wu Youping understood that this was absolutely impossible.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was depressed and angry for a while, but he also knew he absolutely could not continue to waste time like this. He could only turn the topic back to a solution mentioned earlier, "It seems the only thing that can solve the problem is education."

Wu Youping agreed deeply, "It takes ten years to grow trees, but a hundred years to rear people. This seemingly clichéd, clumsy method is the only right path. The lack of talent in the Northeast now is simply because everyone's education level is low, and those with industrial thinking are even fewer. If we persist in comprehensive education for 20 years, China will have a million engineers, ten million skilled workers, and tens of millions of industrial workers. With such manpower utilized, what is there that cannot be achieved?"

"20 years..." Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help but sigh, "We'll be 50 years old by then."

Wu Youping looked at his old classmate Zhuang Jiaxiong with bright eyes, "Yes, 50 is already very old. But I don't want to lament when I'm 50. If we start working hard at 30, we'll already see results by 50."

Zhuang Jiaxiong gave a bitter smile, "Then let's temporarily exclude teachers from the conscription list as well."

Wu Youping shook his head, "I also think it should be done this way, but unfortunately it can't be. The army is also a school and needs teachers."

The next day, comrades from the Foreign Affairs Bureau handed the compiled solution to the Shandong problem to He Rui. He Rui didn't look at the details, only picking up the outline. After reading it, he instructed his secretary, "Bring this along. We are going to pick up Lord Zhang."

Zhang Xiluan's special train arrived in Shenyang. When the train pulled into Shenyang Station, the old man felt his nostalgia had nowhere to land.

The original Shenyang Station had low platforms, and the only shelter for passengers from the wind and rain were a few low wooden sheds. The current Shenyang Station platforms had been raised. The brand-new platforms appeared to be made of concrete, with conspicuous and neat boarding and alighting positions marked with paint. The completely renovated platforms were entirely covered by a thick roof overhead that looked like brick or stone.

The number of railway personnel coming in and out of the station had increased significantly compared to before. The young people wearing railway uniforms were full of vigor, their movements exhibiting the heat peculiar to youth. What surprised Zhang Xiluan even more was that there were quite a few women among the railway personnel. These Northeast girls were tall and slender, and wearing railway uniforms and peaked caps, each one looked valiant and heroic.

As the train entered the station, one of the girls, clearly the leader, held a megaphone and shouted to the people on the train: "Arriving at Shenyang Station, arriving at Shenyang Station. Passengers, please maintain discipline and line up to disembark. Do not crowd."

When Zhang Xiluan left, this place was still called Fengtian. Now it was called Shenyang. Facing this brand-new... old place, Zhang Xiluan truly couldn't generate any feelings of nostalgia.

Soon, He Rui appeared in front of Zhang Xiluan's carriage and strode onto the special train car. He Rui walked quickly to Zhang Xiluan and greeted him with a face full of smiles, "Lord Zhang, you've had a hard journey. Since learning that Lord Zhang boarded the train, I have been waiting with eager anticipation."

Zhang Xiluan looked at He Rui. He Rui's position was still General Zhen'an, but his military uniform had changed. It was a very simple, bright, and neat military uniform, without the superfluous decorations of a Beiyang general. Only the three stars on his shoulder epaulets proved He Rui's rank. Apart from that, He Rui's uniform was exactly the same as that of the soldiers around him.

A brand-new Shenyang, a brand-new uniform, a brand-new group of people. In Zhang Xiluan's memory, the only thing that hadn't changed was He Rui.

Zhang Xiluan sighed, "Brother He, the fact that you still remember your old brother makes me truly happy in my heart."

"Lord Zhang, you are in the prime of your life, why do you say such things?" He Rui laughed. "Lord Zhang, your accommodation has been arranged. Please let me escort you there."

Seeing He Rui still so polite, Zhang Xiluan relaxed a lot. Following He Rui off the train, a two-person sedan chair was stopped outside the carriage door. Zhang Xiluan waved his hand, "Brother He, I'm not so old that I can't walk."

So He Rui accompanied Zhang Xiluan towards the station exit. Zhang Xiluan looked left and right, seeing that Fengtian Station not only had many more tracks but also had dug an underground passage. Passengers no longer had to detour a long way to exit the station. Going down from the platform into the underground passage and walking all the way forward, they reached the station hall at the end. A few more steps and they were out of the station.

The station square was huge, surrounded by many newly built buildings. Zhang Xiluan looked for a while and sighed, "This station alone already surpasses Tianjin by far."

On the way to the hotel, Zhang Xiluan looked left and right, already somewhat speechless. The changes in Shenyang were so great that the old man didn't know how to evaluate them.

Arriving at the hotel, Zhang Xiluan let his entourage settle in, while he and He Rui went to the reception room of the large suite. The old man sighed, "Brother He's talent for governance is truly unheard of by this old man. Moreover, I heard that Brother He banned opium, gambling, and brothels outside the pass. Without relying on these illicit revenues, Brother He still built Shenyang to be like this. Everyone from the capital and Tianjin who has been to Shenyang praises it."

He Rui had only asked after his well-being along the way, not mentioning these matters at all. Hearing Zhang Xiluan's praise at this moment, he simply smiled, "Lord Zhang was outside the pass for decades. I merely leveraged the foundation Lord Zhang laid down."

Zhang Xiluan gave a chuckle, ignoring these perfunctory words. Zhang Xiluan knew very well what the region outside the pass looked like when he left. If Shenyang had been half as prosperous as it was now, Zhang Xiluan would never have left no matter what.

"Brother He, I came this time entrusted by others. President Xu wants to convene a State Council meeting. If Brother He does not attend, this State Council meeting will be in name only. Brother He has not entered the pass for several years. President Xu feels that perhaps he has treated Brother He unfairly in some matter."

These words could not be believed at all, yet had to be believed. He Rui smiled, "Lord Zhang, President Xu has misunderstood. Assuming public office is to serve the country. In recent years, affairs in the Northeast have been as numerous as hairs on an ox. I worked with all my might and only barely maintained things. If I were to enter the capital to participate in the State Council meeting, I wouldn't even know how to report on my duties. Rather than going and feeling ashamed, it is better to manage the Northeast well first and do more for the people of the Northeast."

Zhang Xiluan nodded slightly, "Presumably, Brother He should have the confidence to enter the capital now."

"But I do not know what President Xu wants to discuss by convening the State Council meeting."

Hearing He Rui express his intention to covet the central political power so clearly, Zhang Xiluan smiled, "Since it is a State Council meeting, naturally it is to discuss major national affairs. With Brother He's talent, you should be able to point out the future direction for the Republic."

The smile vanished from He Rui's face, and he said seriously, "Lord Zhang, not long ago, I sent a telegram to the central government requesting that they fight with all their might for China's sovereignty at the Washington Conference. Yet the central diplomatic delegation actually negotiated such a thing."

As he spoke, He Rui took out the summary of the meeting results and handed it to Zhang Xiluan. "None of the national sovereignty was recovered. As a defeated nation, Germany's rights should have belonged to China, yet in the end, we still have to spend money to redeem them from Japan. The central government is actually not ashamed of such a result but proud of it. This truly baffles me."

Zhang Xiluan took the document and put on his glasses to read it for a moment. In officialdom, what was said could absolutely not be taken seriously. Because what everyone said was just like what He Rui had just said, high-sounding and dignified. Opening their mouths for the country, closing their mouths for the people. This was the rule of officialdom.

If anyone truly took these words about serving the country and people seriously, it could only be said that those people were definitely not meant to be officials, or at least not material for being officials. But if someone didn't believe what interests were represented within those words about serving the country and people, then they were foolish beyond redemption.

After flipping through the document for a moment, Zhang Xiluan seemed to have completely understood it. He threw the document on the table and replied seriously, "Brother He is right. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs failed to fight for any rights for the country, yet they blow their own trumpet. Truly shameless. Brother He, you have many talents under your command. List them out, and I will hand it to President Xu after I return. Replace these vegetarian corpse-position holders (incompetent officials)."

He Rui smiled slightly, "Lord Zhang, don't be angered by those people. They were just following orders, traveling thousands of miles to Washington, USA, circling half the globe. Even without merit, they have worked hard."

Zhang Xiluan didn't think He Rui would care about the personnel arrangement of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, so he asked, "Brother He, I, your older brother, feel that if you can assume the post of Premier of the Republic, you will surely be able to arrange outstanding chief officials for each ministry."

Hearing this, He Rui felt that Zhang Xiluan was really not putting his heart into this trip. But Zhang Xiluan couldn't be blamed. The old man was over seventy, yet he had traveled thousands of miles. If it weren't for truly caring about the favors of the older generation, he actually wouldn't have needed to go to this extent. It was excusable for him to be so unconcerned about bargaining.

Moreover, the chip that Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang could bring out now was probably just the position of Premier of the Republic.

"Lord Zhang, I am young and lack virtue. Going to the capital would only invite ridicule. I still have this bit of self-knowledge."

Zhang Xiluan didn't take this bait and asked straightforwardly, "So, Brother He is willing to participate in the State Council meeting?"

He Rui shook his head, "I dare not be so arrogant. If I could meet with Chief Duan at Shanhaiguan, I would be satisfied."
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Zhang Xiluan met with He Rui in the morning and by noon had dispatched news of their talk to the capital. That evening, as soon as the message arrived in Beijing, someone secretly handed the contents of the telegram to the Japanese side. Zhang Xiluan's telegram was addressed to Xu Shichang, after all, it was Xu Shichang who had personally invited him. Zhang Xiluan never imagined that when Xu Shichang arrived for work the next morning and saw the telegram, he would immediately invite Duan Qirui over for a consultation.

By the time Duan Qirui arrived at the Presidential Palace to meet Xu Shichang, a meeting regarding these developments was also underway at the Japanese General Staff Office and the Ministry of War. The latest intelligence, including the contents of Zhang Xiluan's telegram, was placed before the assembled Japanese officers.

This meeting was attended not only by Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yūsaku but also by Army Minister Tanaka Giichi.

General Uehara Yūsaku went straight to the point, with no intention of polite pretense. "According to the General Staff's judgment, He-kun has already begun war preparations. Once preparations are complete, the war will begin."

Although Tanaka Giichi had held opposing views to General Uehara during the Siberian Intervention, they presented a united front when it came to dealing with He Rui. After Uehara finished speaking, Tanaka ordered Lieutenant Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan of the Military Affairs Bureau to present the Ministry of War's assessment to the assembled officers.

In the Japanese military, the highest rank for frontline operational staff was Colonel; generals did not personally involve themselves in such specific work. Nagata Tetsuzan was highly regarded within the army, which was why he was entrusted with such an important task.

Standing up, Nagata Tetsuzan began his briefing. "In 1916, the Northeast Army began its integration, and by the end of the year, they had largely eliminated the power of the old Northeast Army. According to their designations, they established four divisions. From early 1917 to 1922, the Northeast Army added at least six division designations annually. In 1920 alone, they added 10 division designations. Currently, the Northeast Army has a total of 48 division designations. A Northeast Army division has a complement of over 13,000 men, a scale equivalent to half of an Imperial Division."

The assembled officers were very clear on these figures; the divergence lay only in the analysis of the data. The Northeast Army's 48 divisions amounted to a troop strength equivalent to 24 Japanese divisions. Japan currently had 17 standing divisions, plus the Imperial Guard Division, for a total of 18 divisions.

In terms of army numbers, the Northeast Army held the advantage. However, Japan also possessed a navy, making the overall troop strength roughly equal between the two sides.

The assembled officers did not consider troop quality at all, because no one believed the Northeast Army's combat capability could exceed that of the Japanese Army. Everyone waited to hear Nagata Tetsuzan's continued analysis.

"He-kun possesses outstanding strategic patience. The Anhui Clique's Duan Qirui, with fewer than 200,000 troops, threatened to unify China by force. He-kun's 48 divisions, with an actual strength exceeding 300,000, have remained silent. At this stage, He Rui has begun to speak politically. It is projected that He-kun will initiate a total war to unify all of China by 1924 at the latest. If He-kun's objective is merely to unify the region north of the Yangtze, he could launch the war before June of next year."

No one raised any objections. Nagata Tetsuzan's ability was highly acclaimed, but that didn't mean he was the only wise man in Japan. Based on current data, any officer of above-average competence could reach a similar judgment.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "According to intelligence, since last year, the Northeast Army has dispatched surveying and reconnaissance teams to map and inspect various railways and roads leading south. They are specifically examining the reliability of the railways."

Hearing this, the assembled officers understood that He Rui was truly about to make his move. Such surveying and mapping was in itself an act of war. If not to ensure the speed of troop transport, there was absolutely no need to do this.

Tanaka Giichi motioned for Nagata Tetsuzan to sit, then spoke himself. "The Ministry of War now judges that He-kun is ready to implement his unification plan. The Empire absolutely does not wish to see China fall into the chaos of civil war again. According to contacts between our diplomatic personnel and the British, although Britain has certain expectations of He-kun, they align with the Empire on the position that China must maintain peace."

Hearing Army Minister Tanaka Giichi speak like this, Chief of Staff Uehara Yūsaku felt a slight disdain in his heart. The Ministry of War could utilize diplomatic channels by virtue of being part of the Cabinet. The General Staff, as an agency directly subordinate to the Emperor, naturally could not run off to contact foreign governments.

However, the General Staff had not remained idle; based on strategic analysis, they had reached a similar conclusion. China had three major warlord factions: the Anhui Clique, the Zhili Clique, and the Fengtian Clique. The Zhili Clique had the support of Britain and France; the Anhui Clique controlled the central government and had maintained close ties with Japan since Yuan Shikai's time.

Although He Rui's Fengtian Clique had good trade relations with Britain, France, and Japan, He Rui had used his exceptional political ability to vigorously develop Northeast industry. He had also stabilized Soviet Russia by leveraging its currently perilous external environment. He now occupied a very transcendent position.

The Japanese General Staff believed that He Rui would be very clear that militarily unifying China would break this situation. The current point of divergence was whether He Rui prepared to unify China quickly, or if he prepared to eliminate the warlords one by one, using a dual approach of politics and military force to complete China's unification.

Army Minister Tanaka Giichi continued, "The Ministry of War judges that He-kun will adopt military means as the primary method, and political means as auxiliary, to unify China as quickly as possible."

General Uehara Yūsaku couldn't help but frown slightly. Compared to the minor unpleasantness with Tanaka Giichi, the current situation was far more significant. Tanaka's view conformed to military theory, but before the General Staff could accept such a view, they needed considerable certainty.

At this moment, Major General Mikuchi of the General Staff asked, "Excellency Tanaka, He-kun is skilled in diplomacy. Is it possible he will adopt a strategy of sufficient diplomacy to defeat the warlords one by one, thereby also ascertaining the reactions of various nations?"

Tanaka Giichi answered decisively, "Impossible. Precisely because He-kun is proficient in diplomacy, he can better judge that such a method would only trigger strong opposition from foreign powers. Even if done in stages, He-kun would first take the unification of the region north of the Yangtze as his strategic goal."

This judgment aligned with the perceptions of the assembled officers, and the meeting quickly turned towards how Japan should respond to this situation. Only Nagata Tetsuzan felt in his heart that this judgment was not yet optimal.

Even without having dealt much with He Rui, just reading He Rui's writings and articles allowed one to judge that this man possessed brilliant political insight. Up to now, everything He Rui had done conformed to political and military common sense; this was the consensus within the Japanese military, and Nagata Tetsuzan viewed it the same way.

What differed from the others was that various materials and intelligence gave him a subtle sense of incongruity. With He Rui's reputation and ability, he should be executing these plans more efficiently, rather than being seen through so clearly and thoroughly by the Great Powers.

Nagata Tetsuzan had discussed this 'sense of incongruity' with other officers. Whether generals or field grade officers, they all acknowledged this feeling, but their explanation was, 'If He-kun cannot make the various nations understand his strategy, misjudgments will arise. At that time, He-kun would suffer enormous losses.'

The officers' judgment, in Nagata Tetsuzan's view, was both right and wrong. Obtaining the understanding of various nations was correct, but after factoring in this condition, He Rui's actions seemed even less efficient to Nagata.

Having experienced this, Nagata Tetsuzan felt very lonely within the military establishment. If it were just him holding such a view on the same matter, the loneliness was even worse than living in seclusion in the mountains. If one lived in seclusion, one could imagine there were many others in the world with the same views. Being among the crowd, one discovered that the vast majority of people around were not fellow travelers at all, and one's true kindred spirits were slow to appear. Every exchange with others brought only disappointment and further disappointment.

Just as Nagata Tetsuzan was lost in his own thoughts, the discussion had developed as he expected, moving towards supporting Duan Qirui.

"...The Anhui Clique has a troop strength of around 200,000, but most equipment is obsolete and training levels are low. Duan Qirui has also discovered this problem and is recruiting sons of good families from Zhili and surrounding areas to join the army, following the Beiyang training tradition. We should cooperate with Duan Qirui in this regard. Even if Duan Qirui's strength cannot rival the Northeast Army in the short term, we must at least enable him to stall He Rui. Once war breaks out, we can coordinate with Britain..."

"...But the American side will support the Northeast Government, right?" someone raised this view.

The group of officers was momentarily silent. The United States was currently the world's number one industrial power. According to He Rui's geopolitics, the United States was situated on an isolated island outside the World Island; although it possessed powerful strength, it still had an island-nation mentality.

As Japanese, the military officers could well understand this judgment. The United States could fully guarantee its own security, so naturally, it would look forward to breaking the current world order. Of course, the United States itself lacked the ability to invade the World Island, nor was it appropriate to do so. With Britain's policy of continental balance of power, the United States could stir up the situation on the World Island at this time. Wherever the situation was critical, the United States could, through aid and support, cause the unbalanced and critical situation to develop towards a rapid intensification of contradictions and a swift collapse of the balance.

The United States likely did not wish to see He Rui unify China, but they would certainly be happy to see He Rui deal a heavy blow to the world order currently dominated by Britain and France during the process of unification. This was also a variable in the current strategic situation.

Duan Qirui did not know that he needed to do nothing, yet a massive interest was approaching him. In Xu Shichang's Presidential Palace, Duan Qirui answered decisively, "Since He Rui wants to meet at Shanhai Pass, I will send a telegram to He Rui right now."

Xu Shichang nodded. Zhang Xiluan's telegram did not mention He Rui's attacks on the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs; even if it had, Xu Shichang wouldn't have taken it seriously. At this moment, all attacks on the Beiyang central government were merely He Rui's bargaining chips. Meeting Duan Qirui at Shanhai Pass would undoubtedly allow them to speak openly. Whatever He Rui actually wanted could be made clear and explained to Duan Qirui. To be able to negotiate such a result, Xu Shichang felt that his old brother Zhang Xiluan was truly loyal enough; he had done his best.

Upon receiving the telegram, He Rui began arranging his itinerary. Shanhai Pass, as a defensive direction in this campaign, was a very important secondary theater. If the Japanese army were pressed hard, it was very possible they would disregard everything and land at Tanggu, launching an attack on the Northeast from Shanhai Pass. Although the probability was not high, it could not be ignored.

Under normal circumstances, Duan Qirui would not send troops to participate in a military operation besieging He Rui, but preparations had to be made for such an eventuality. This was the seriousness of military affairs.

Traveling from Shenyang all the way to Shanhai Pass required passing through several regions vital to the Northeast. He Rui could not make this trip solely for Duan Qirui.

Arrangements made, He Rui embarked on the journey. The most critical area along the route was Jinzhou. This city controlled the vital passage into the pass and was the gateway and screen for Shenyang's southwest direction. If the Japanese army truly dared to land a large army group at Tanggu, a war zone would have to be constructed with Jinzhou as the core.

Arriving in Jinzhou, he saw many recruitment stations set up on the streets. There were even more recruitment stations in areas where Jinzhou's factories and enterprises were clustered. Young men came and went in groups, led to sign up by recruitment staff responsible for various units.

Arriving at the Jinzhou Command, Xie Mingxian, Commissar of the 7th Army Group, came out to welcome him. A division of the Northeast Army had only about 13,000 men, which was a relatively small division-level combat unit by world standards. Therefore, the Northeast Army's organization included the 'Corps' unit. One Corps commanded three divisions.

However, a 'Group Army' was a temporary combat unit that only appeared during wartime. For instance, now, Jinzhou and Shanhai Pass belonged to one theater of operations. A corps with a strength of 40,000 men would be deployed from Shanhai Pass to Tanggu. Jinzhou would also have a corps.

Between two corps commanders, there could not be an issue of who commanded whom, so a Group Army had to be established to unify command of the two corps in the unified theater of operations.

Xie Mingxian was the Group Army Commissar, the top political leader. Group Army Commander Xiao Bangguo was the top operational leader. When Xie Mingxian accompanied He Rui into the headquarters, they saw Xiao Bangguo confirming tasks.

Seeing He Rui enter, Xiao Bangguo and the reporting officers hurriedly stood up and saluted. He Rui returned the salute and said, "You continue first."

Xiao Bangguo immediately asked, "When will the airfield acceptance report be submitted?"

The reporting Lieutenant Colonel immediately answered, "Tomorrow at the latest. Reconnaissance planes have already started stationing at the airfield and have begun test flights."

Only after this matter was handled did He Rui speak with Xiao Bangguo. As a Group Army Commander, Xiao Bangguo had just reached the age of 32—truly astoundingly young. A 32-year-old Group Army Commander was rare even in times of war. What was less rare was that Xiao Bangguo's rank was only Major General.

Xiao Bangguo came up and asked straightforwardly, "Chairman, are there more backup plans for the operational plan?"

He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Are the current backup plans not enough?"

"The operational plans for the current stage are sufficient. However, the officers assigned to the 7th Army Group generally only master regiment-level confrontation drills. For division-level training, everyone can only rely on their own imagination."

There was much helplessness in Xiao Bangguo's words, but He Rui did not generate any negative emotion because of it. If Xiao Bangguo lacked military talent, he certainly wouldn't have been appointed as Group Army Commander. He now saw where the problem lay. As an extremely young army, the Northeast Army lacked the sediment of war experience. 99.9% of the officers and men had never met an enemy face-to-face, let alone fired a shot at one. No matter how much they trained, it was only sparring with their own people.

Regiment-level confrontations were not large in scale; their actions could be fully calculated. One could truly engage in 'paper talk' and complete it through training.

But at the division level of combat units, with a scale of over ten thousand men, the battlefield one was responsible for was completely different from regiment-level influence. Once war started, this combat unit would have to shoulder heavy tasks. Division commanders had to consider not just a trench or a few hilltops, but the overall war situation across a vast area.

Commanders who had not experienced these things were destined to only be able to talk on paper. Such heavy responsibility pressed upon a group of young soldiers who had been in the service for only five or six years.

Seeing Xiao Bangguo under such pressure, He Rui ordered, "Call the comrades from the Group Army Staff. Let's run a simulation."

Xiao Bangguo was overjoyed and immediately gathered the staff personnel. He Rui, acting as the Japanese side, began directing the Tanggu landing.

The Group Army Staff immediately discovered the landing 'Japanese forces' through the condition of 'all-day aerial reconnaissance'. And based on aerial photography and pilot observation, they determined the landing numbers.

Since the Japanese dispatched two divisions and landed successfully, there was a small debate within the Group Army Staff about whether to strike this Japanese force.

Of course, small-scale strikes had already begun from the moment the Japanese appeared. Division-level 100mm mortars and regiment-level 80mm mortars continuously bombarded Japanese troop concentration points.

As news of a new Japanese division landing arrived, the troops began dismantling railways, destroying roads, and setting up positions, effectively inflicting casualties on the Japanese while retreating in echelons when the Japanese launched fierce attacks.

During this period, because one Japanese detachment was found to be advancing too rashly, the 23rd Corps guarding Shanhai Pass used the terrain to launch a counterattack, dealing a heavy blow to the protruding Japanese brigade and rendering it completely combat-ineffective. And two hours before other Japanese forces could arrive, they chose to retreat.

Through such fighting, the troops pinned down three Japanese divisions, achieving a standoff with the Japanese centered on Shanhai Pass. Simulating up to this point, He Rui was very satisfied with the troops' preparatory work.

Although situations change in war, the Japanese Army was not the world's strongest army; in terms of equipment, they were inferior to the Northeast Army. In tactical understanding and war thinking, they were far inferior to the Northeast Army, which was armed with modern military concepts.

That the Northeast Army Group Staff could achieve this level meant they were absolutely a top-ten army in the world. If one insisted on saying they squeezed into the top five, it wasn't impossible.

The expressions of the Group Army Staff personnel were no longer as tense as before; they had all relaxed considerably. He Rui looked at the Group Army Commissar and smiled. "Comrade Xie Mingxian, you, the Commissar, haven't been able to eliminate the comrades' nervousness. The Japanese army is not that terrible."

Xie Mingxian could only nod. "Chairman, perhaps we emphasized too much in the early stages that we must not underestimate the enemy, which struck a blow to the comrades' confidence."

He Rui understood that political work was not easy, so he turned to the comrades. "Comrades, do you have the confidence to win this battle for the motherland?"

Everyone's eyes lit up, and they responded in unison, "We have confidence!"

"The most fearful thing in fighting a war is not knowing what you are fighting for. Since you know what you are fighting for, the next step is to cast aside selfishness, cast aside the desire for fame and profit. Focus on the things that need to be done. I see that comrades have prepared very sufficiently. I can tell you clearly, although we do not have a powerful navy, this war is a land war, not a naval war. Everyone is already very clear in the simulation on how to avoid letting the Japanese army utilize their naval strength, so we won't suffer silent losses. As for land warfare, we have airplanes, we have cannons, and our weapons and equipment are sufficient. We fight for the motherland, for our hometowns, for our families to live good lives. This will gain the support of the people. As long as we fight according to the laws of war, we will not fail. Setbacks suffered on the battlefield will absolutely not affect our overall situation."

The comrades revealed looks of joy, then they heard He Rui continue, "Unless..."

At this, everyone became tense again, staring intently at He Rui.

"Unless there are commanders who only think about winning, only think about winning for themselves alone, acting recklessly without regard for consequences. Or those who only think about how to preserve their forces when encountering setbacks or defeat, so as to reduce the punishment they might receive. So they disobey orders and cower in retreat before the enemy. This is the reason that will lead to our failure. I suggest that in the coming time, everyone can conduct simulations targeting our tactical arrangements and targeting such possibilities."

It was evident that the comrades in the staff department felt this was a good method. Group Army Commissar Xie Mingxian and Commander Xiao Bangguo felt a sense of relief, as if a heavy burden had been lifted.

He Rui was also very satisfied. With pressure mounting from all sides, adding more pressure would only push everyone into a worse state. Decompression was the priority of the moment. In other words, He Rui had to tell everyone that failure would not only happen but would be accepted.

Likewise, what could not be accepted was using failure as an excuse to seek personal gain. Such people were a scourge in the army and had to be eliminated immediately.

Having completed the inspection work and soothed the comrades' moods, He Rui continued his advance toward Shanhai Pass.

When the train stopped at Shanhai Pass Station, Duan Qirui's troops were already welcoming him at the platform. The Lieutenant Colonel in the lead saw He Rui and immediately stood at attention and saluted. "Reporting to General Zhen'an, Director-General Duan is already waiting for the General atop the Shanhai Pass city wall."

He Rui took only his guard detail and headed straight for Shanhai Pass. Climbing the steps to the top of the wall, he saw Duan Qirui indeed standing there, gazing out at the seascape. As He Rui approached, Duan Qirui's guard stepped forward to report. Duan Qirui then turned around. "Brother He Rui, you've had a hard journey. How about taking a walk with me on the wall?"
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The Shanhaiguan Pass of 1922 was vastly different from the tourist attraction it would become a century later. The damaged walls were mottled and worn, the battlements dilapidated. Yet, nothing could conceal the majesty of its original construction.

To see the ocean, one had to go to Laolongtou (Old Dragon's Head). It wasn't visible from here. When Duan Qirui gazed in the direction of the sea earlier, his mind had actually been preoccupied with what to say to He Rui.

The two walked for a while before Duan Qirui sighed. "Brother He, outside the Pass, you have reorganized the army, prepared for war, and developed the people's livelihood. You recovered the Chinese Eastern Railway and provided disaster relief to the people. Your reputation is now illustrious."

He Rui chuckled softly, not responding, simply waiting for Duan Qirui to continue. Seeing He Rui's reaction, Duan Qirui voiced the second half of his thought—the questioning part. "However, your implementation of land reform outside the Pass has truly shaken those inside the Pass. At the mere mention of your great name, Brother He, the gentry are struck with fear."

"Haha. Is that so? I wonder if they describe me as a monster with a green face and jagged fangs," He Rui replied jokingly.

Duan Qirui hadn't expected such a response and stared at He Rui with displeasure for a moment. He saw that He Rui looked completely at ease, clearly not taking the gentry's opposition seriously. Duan Qirui was greatly displeased but helpless. He could only advise, "Brother He, you currently enjoy outstanding fame and are proficient in both domestic administration and diplomacy. The old brothers of the Beiyang clique are getting on in years. As long as you can change your course, this position of Grand President will be yours for the taking in a few years. Brother He, you have always placed the country first; why be so willful?"

He Rui's purpose in coming this time was not to brush Duan Qirui off. This was a perfect opportunity to test just how reactionary Duan Qirui actually was. He put away his smile and answered seriously, "Premier, the world has changed."

Hearing the seriousness in He Rui's tone and this specific opening statement, Duan Qirui listened attentively.

"Historically, China has never lacked skilled craftsmen. Tools and implements were constantly improved, making China the most powerful and advanced nation in the world during the agrarian age. China's current backwardness lies in missing the era of industrialization—we have fallen behind in science, technology, and means of production across the board. However, Premier, given the innate intelligence of the Chinese people, catching up to the pioneering nations of Europe and America is not a problem at all."

As Duan Qirui listened to He Rui, he unconsciously frowned. With Duan Qirui's status in the Beiyang clique, talking to others about serving the country and the people usually had nothing to do with actually serving the country and the people. Whenever "country and people" were mentioned, it was always for the sake of interests—group interests, personal interests, the interests of those in high positions.

Now that He Rui was discussing Chinese history, it was technically on topic. But somehow, Duan Qirui felt that He Rui was genuinely discussing the subject itself.

However, Duan Qirui had weathered many storms. Since He Rui wanted to talk about this, Duan Qirui was curious to see what game he was playing. So, Duan Qirui smiled and said, "Brother He, what you're saying sounds like something I've heard others say. But usually, after saying this, those people go on to talk about 'saving the nation through industry' or 'saving the nation through education.'"

He Rui smiled. "Heh, those people have only studied the surface of the problem and fall far short of your insight, Premier. What you said right at the start was the most crucial point."

Duan Qirui had no interest in idle chatter. Since He Rui was circling around like this, Duan Qirui didn't want to waste time with him. "Oh? I didn't expect you to know how to flatter people, Brother He. What I said just now was merely the worry of the Beiyang brothers."

He Rui nodded. "Premier, in the agrarian age, the gentry played a significant role. They preserved culture, knowledge, and art, and were a key source of government officials. The saying 'farming and studying to maintain the family legacy' was not wrong. However, as I said before, Premier, the world has changed. This is no longer the agrarian age; it is the industrial age. This process is irreversible. To have a place in the modern world, China must become an industrial nation. The reason the Northeast is where it is today is not because land reform was implemented and the landlords and gentry fled. The Northeast is where it is today because, over the past few years, it has been built and developed according to the rules of the industrial age. In the industrial age, there is no longer any room for landlords and gentry."

Duan Qirui realized that He Rui hadn't strayed from the topic. Duan Qirui wanted to talk about landlords and gentry, and He Rui was talking about landlords and gentry. Both sides were discussing the issue with extreme frankness.

But this conversation was vastly different from Duan Qirui's previous ones. When He Rui spoke of the national economy and the people's livelihood, he was actually talking about the national economy and the people's livelihood. He wasn't using them as a guise.

From its inception, the Beiyang army had recruited boys from good families. These recruits came from wealthy households or were yeoman farmers. Over the years, these Beiyang soldiers had used their earnings to buy land, becoming landlords themselves. Moreover, after the Beiyang clique rose to power, many children of landlords and gentry joined the Beiyang forces. Therefore, He Rui's actions in the Northeast had directly triggered opposition from the entire Beiyang group.

Duan Qirui himself didn't care much about the position of Premier; he would yield it to He Rui if asked. But the upper echelons of Beiyang could not accept it. They were all landlords and gentry now. Once He Rui took power and implemented the policies already enforced in the Northeast, the family fortunes they had worked so hard to amass over the years would instantly vanish in a puff of smoke.

Since He Rui's stance was so diametrically opposed to Beiyang's, Duan Qirui had to get to the bottom of it. "Brother He, why can't you let the gentry go?"

"I have never targeted the landlords and gentry personally; I only want to lead China into a new era. But as the saying goes, 'Where the broom does not reach, the dust will not vanish of itself.' Premier, the gentry hold power. When it comes to distributing benefits, they will certainly carve out the largest share for themselves. In the industrial age, these benefits must be distributed to the working people. It is the working people who create the science, technology, and culture of the industrial age. Because the abundant products of the industrial age enable individual men and women to establish their own small families according to their own expectations, state institutions must serve these small families. This necessitates a legal system that abolishes all privileges. In the industrial age, landlords and gentry only serve as an obstruction. Like a rock blocking the great cart of industrialization—I truly have no other method but to kick the rock aside or crush it directly."

Hearing this, especially the final metaphor, Duan Qirui sighed and stopped walking.

Resting his hand on the battlement and looking down, he saw Beiyang troops on one side of Shanhaiguan and He Rui's troops on the other. Separated by the pass, the men on both sides remained silent. Standing atop the pass were the leaders of these two factions. Duan Qirui no longer wished to say anything more to He Rui. He turned around and praised, "Brother He is truly straightforward."

Seeing the steely resolve in Duan Qirui's expression, He Rui understood Duan Qirui's reactionary nature. Being reactionary was a stance; it didn't necessarily involve personal morality. Just like Duan Qirui himself, who was famously known as the "Six-No Premier"—no smoking, no drinking, no gambling, no whoring, no greed, no embezzlement.

In terms of personal morality, Duan Qirui had no issues. Moreover, in the other timeline, Duan Qirui refused to cooperate with the Japanese when they invaded, showing national integrity.

However, when faced with the grand trend that China must undergo revolution to achieve industrialization, Duan Qirui decisively chose his stance and reacted against this trend. This was what made a "reactionary."

Since Duan Qirui had confirmed his stance, He Rui didn't want to say more. After a moment of silence, He Rui smiled. "If the Premier has nothing else to say, this subordinate will take his leave."

Duan Qirui nodded. "I will see you off, Brother He."

Both were military men; their steps were brisk, and they soon reached the bottom of Shanhaiguan Pass. He Rui raised his hand in salute to Duan Qirui. "Premier, I do not know when we shall meet again. Please take care of your health."

Duan Qirui wore a smile with a profound meaning. "If Brother He wishes to see me, you can bring your men to visit at any time."

He Rui nodded. "There is one more matter this subordinate forgot to ask. If I go to war with Japan, I wonder which side the Premier will stand on?"

Duan Qirui was stunned. This question was completely beyond his expectations, and for a moment, he didn't know how to answer. While he hesitated, he heard He Rui continue, "In terms of righteousness towards the nation, would the Premier stand on Japan's side?"

Duan Qirui was very unaccustomed to He Rui's conversational style, but since He Rui had asked, Duan Qirui replied, "Brother He, if that day truly comes... we are all Chinese. Naturally, I would not help foreigners fight Chinese people."

He Rui smiled. "In that case, let me state something first. If I fight Japan, I will set up defensive positions at Tanggu to prevent a Japanese landing to ensure the safety of Shanhaiguan. I will also establish a defensive warning line from Beijing to Shanhaiguan. At that time, I ask Premier Duan not to misunderstand. I have absolutely no intention of attacking the capital."

Duan Qirui had been patiently listening to He Rui, but hearing this, he truly couldn't hold back. He let out a cold laugh. "Heh! As long as Brother He is acting for the country and the people, how could this foolish brother be so ignorant of the big picture? If that day really comes, you only need to say the word, Brother He, and this foolish brother will yield the capital to you."

Seeing that Duan Qirui was genuinely annoyed, He Rui said no more. He simply raised his hand to salute Duan Qirui, then turned and left.

Although he didn't look back, He Rui guessed that Duan Qirui probably wore a look of disdain. But that was no longer important. What needed to be said had been said. If Duan Qirui was merely a reactionary, he wouldn't be exterminated after being overthrown.

If Duan Qirui became a traitor, there would be nothing else to say; he would simply face a fair trial.

However, the matter of war with Japan had to be told to Duan Qirui first. If he didn't mention it, He Rui would be in a passive position later. As for whether Duan Qirui believed it... Duan Qirui absolutely would not believe it right now.

Just as He Rui expected, when the meeting ended, Duan Qirui didn't mention a word about He Rui going to war with Japan. Even when he returned to Beijing and recounted the meeting to Xu Shichang, he didn't bring it up.

Xu Shichang was a man of great intellect. After hearing He Rui's words, he knew the plan to win over He Rui had failed completely. If what He Rui said was false, then He Rui's intention was that Beiyang must submit.

If what He Rui said was true, it was even more terrifying. He Rui wanted to dig out Beiyang's very roots. If the civil and military officials of Beiyang knew that He Rui wanted the landlords and gentry to "exit the stage of history," would they have any choice but to fight to the death?

Understanding this, Xu Shichang sighed, not knowing what to say. Just then, Duan Qirui suddenly burst out laughing. It started as a cold sneer, turned into mockery, and finally, Duan Qirui laughed uproariously.

Xu Shichang looked at Duan Qirui, completely unsure of what was wrong with him. Duan Qirui laughed for a while, wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes, and said, "Brother Xu, during this meeting, just as He Rui was leaving, he exhorted me. He said he is going to fight Japan. When he fights Japan, he will send a force to occupy Shanhaiguan and Tanggu to guard against a Japanese landing. You didn't see He Rui's expression at the time; he looked as if he meant it."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang was stunned. Immediately, a strong emotion rushed to his head, and he couldn't help but laugh loudly as well.

Duan Qirui was born in 1865. Xu Shichang was born in 1855. This year was 1922; Duan Qirui was 57, and Xu Shichang was 67.

It had to be said, in his 67 years of life, Xu Shichang felt that this joke told by He Rui was undoubtedly the most f*cking ridiculous one he had ever heard.
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He Rui was not worried that the news of the Northeast Army's plan to attack Japan would be revealed to Japan by Duan Qirui. Back in Shenyang, He Rui continued his work. War is not simply a matter of a supreme commander giving an order, followed by soldiers naturally forming armies and swarming to the front lines.

Even in an agricultural society, war requires a preparation period. In an industrial society, the content and scale of war preparations are far greater than in an agricultural society. As a commander-in-chief, one must and can only grasp the progress of war preparations through documents.

The day after He Rui returned to Shenyang, Morrison came to see him. He Rui had just finished reading a large stack of reports and confirmed the military arrangements on the Sino-Soviet border in Outer Mongolia and Heilongjiang.

It was already August, and the Soviet Union had not yet formally appeared. However, the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) had already held a meeting and decided to form the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. According to historical trends, this matter would be finalized.

While waiting for Morrison to come in, He Rui had a mischievous thought. The Soviet Union indeed hadn't come to ask China if it wanted to join. If the Soviet Union dared to ask, He Rui would dare to agree.

Footsteps sounded, and Morrison walked into He Rui's office. He Rui thought Morrison would beat around the bush, but he didn't expect the Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau to get straight to the point. "Chairman, is the Northeast Army really going south?"

There were some foreign officials in the Northeast Government, including British, French, and Russians. Among these people, Morrison held the highest position and the most real power. Therefore, the British government had high hopes for Morrison. On one hand, the British government used the promise of a position in the British cabinet after Morrison resigned from the Northeast Government as bait, offering him sufficient temptation. On the other hand, the British government also tried to obtain core intelligence on the Northeast Government through Morrison.

Therefore, He Rui's key decisions were all made in Party branch meetings. As part of the administrative branch, Morrison could only obtain news that the administrative branch was entitled to know. And this news itself was nothing to hide.

As for the military branch, it was even less accessible to Morrison. So although He Rui wasn't surprised, he was somewhat satisfied. It seemed the British side indeed believed that the Northeast Army's combat target was the Beiyang clique.

Although he thought this, He Rui still had to follow the rules. His face darkening, He Rui asked, "Director Morrison, if there were such a war, the comrades in the administrative departments would naturally be informed at the mobilization meeting. The Investment Promotion Bureau inquiring about military matters is a violation of administrative discipline!"

Morrison certainly knew about administrative discipline. The British government had indeed sent a message to Morrison, asking him to determine the purpose of He Rui's actions as soon as possible.

Hearing He Rui say this, Morrison stared at He Rui and answered decisively, "Until now, the Chairman has never expressed his stance on the treaties signed by the Chinese central government. I personally support the speedy unification of China, and the purpose of my visit is to ask the Chairman to prepare for these matters. After the Northeast Army enters the Pass, it will immediately face the garrisons of various countries stationed in China. Military conflicts will inevitably occur then. If the Chairman can immediately issue a statement acknowledging the treaties, while sternly declaring that those treaties do not mean that foreign garrisons in China can unscrupulously initiate attacks on the Northeast Army. Once foreign garrisons provoke the Northeast Army, it exceeds the content of the treaties, and the Northeast Army will conduct annihilation operations against them in accordance with the rules of war. Based on my understanding of the various countries, they will restrain their troops and will not start a war without authorization."

He Rui was a little touched. To be able to say this proved that Morrison indeed had some affection for China. However, He Rui's emotion was limited. If it were a nationalist who adhered to He Rui's position, Morrison's words would not only fail to be considered 'having affection for China', but would be seen as 'an imperialist running dog intimidating the Chinese people's liberation cause'.

Why should foreigners decide how Chinese armies fight on Chinese soil?

From the standpoint of Chinese nationalists, anyone who dared to say such things was a running dog of imperialism, and killing them would not be a pity.

He Rui smiled. "Does Director Morrison miss his days in the Capital?"

"The environment in the Capital is much worse than in Shenyang," Morrison sighed.

He Rui advised, "Don't think like that. Wherever money is spent, it becomes good. As long as the money is in place, flowers can bloom even in the desert. Besides, the climate in the Capital is warmer than in Shenyang."

Morrison did not answer immediately. He Rui's words could already be seen as a hint, implying that He Rui wanted to take Morrison back to the Capital with him. Moreover, He Rui intended to shift his center of power from Shenyang to the Capital. So Morrison smiled and said, "Beijing and Tianjin are good places for trade. The Investment Promotion Bureau will certainly be able to attract more investors in Beijing and Tianjin."

He Rui nodded. "Compared to Beijing and Tianjin, Shanghai and Nanjing are also not bad."

Morrison's expression became serious again. "Chairman, once the Northeast Army reaches the Yangtze River, it will have to face the British fleet in the Yangtze. Before reaching an agreement with Britain on this matter, I really do not recommend the army crossing the Yangtze. If the army insists on forcing a crossing, it will really trigger a war."

He Rui just smiled but did not answer. At this moment, the secretary pushed a small cart in, loaded with many documents. He Rui pointed to the documents. "Director Morrison, I will consider what you said. But I really can't talk with you any longer today. Look at these."

Morrison had said what he wanted to say and received the response he wanted, so he stood up to take his leave.

On the way back, Morrison was not particularly worried. Based on his judgment of He Rui, such an intelligent politician who understood international politics would never fail to consider this. If possible, Morrison hoped to unify China under relatively peaceful circumstances. If the Chinese army overly provoked Britain, Britain would have to launch military operations. Once military operations began, it would be a tragedy for both China and Britain.

That evening, Morrison was invited to a ball hosted by the British Chamber of Commerce in Shenyang. Morrison had attended too many such gatherings and knew the ropes well. On the second floor of the completely British-style venue, Morrison leaned against the railing with a wine glass, looking down. Soon, the British Consul in Shenyang also walked up to Morrison with a wine glass. The two stood side by side, and the Consul asked, "Mr. Morrison, how is it?"

Morrison did not answer but asked instead, "Has the government prepared a contingency plan for the Northeast Army going south? What is London's attitude? Continue to support the Zhili clique, or decide to support the Northeast?"

Hearing this answer, the Consul understood that Morrison was certain the Northeast Army would go south. However, such things couldn't be based on guessing. The Consul continued to press, "Are you sure the Northeast Army will go south in the near future?"

"Going south is certain, but when they will go south cannot be determined. The Northeast Army's training is generally based on a three-month cycle. Soldiers who perform well undergo two cycles, which is six months of training. Non-commissioned officers are selected from outstanding soldiers and continue with three to six months of NCO studies. According to this timeline, and with the current recruitment intensity, war might break out after May next year."

The Consul nodded. "Have you written a report?"

Morrison touched his chest; the report was inside his clothes. But Morrison didn't take it out immediately. He returned to the previous question. "Is there any decision from London?"

The Consul was somewhat helpless. As a consul, he just did the dirty work in the diplomatic system. Unless London really made a decision and sent it to the diplomatic mission in China, the consul wouldn't know the news.

So the Consul said, "Once there is news, I will inform Mr. Morrison immediately. Up to now, we have not received any instructions."

Morrison didn't ask further. He took out the report in the envelope and handed it to the Consul. The Consul was relieved. As a worker, his job was done by submitting Morrison's report attached with a report on the current situation in Shenyang. Taking responsibility was naturally for those ambitious people who wanted to climb up; those who just wanted to get by only needed to survive.

Moreover, it wasn't easy to get by well within the system. Just taking responsibility once could ruin one's future.

For people who wanted to live a good life, 'getting by' was an unavoidable choice. In this regard, there was no difference between Chinese and foreign human societies.

Morita Mitsuko felt this clearly. Before former Prime Minister Hara Takashi was assassinated, Mitsuko received a mission to interview He Rui in Shenyang. Mitsuko soon discovered that the interview itself was a diplomatic mission. With Prime Minister Hara Takashi dead, the interview was naturally cancelled.

More than half a year later, Mitsuko received an arrangement from the newspaper office again. His Excellency Saionji Kinmochi, a big shot in the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was going to visit the Northeast, and *Asahi Shimbun* dispatched Morita Mitsuko to cover the visit throughout.

Mitsuko wanted to agree after hearing it; she didn't have the chance to refuse anyway. Before the words left her mouth, Mitsuko remembered something and asked, "Which other newspapers are participating?"

The president smiled. "We got an exclusive interview this time, Mitsuko. You must write a good report."

"Yes," Mitsuko bowed and replied. But Mitsuko knew very well in her heart, and knew that the president knew very well, what this interview was really about.

Returning home, Mitsuko told her mother the news. Upon hearing it, Mrs. Morita immediately stood up and said, "Since you are going to see He-kun, the gift must be prepared well. Pickled vegetables... put more salt in them first. It's so hot on the road, they might spoil..."

Watching her mother rush off to get busy, Mitsuko suddenly felt a little sad. If possible, Mitsuko did not want to interview He Rui in such a capacity. But Mitsuko also knew very well that if not for this capacity, she would not be able to find an opportunity to interview He Rui independently.
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"Comrade Gao Shitou."

"Present!"

"Our platoon's task is to construct these four buildings. Once construction is complete, your squad will be responsible for launching an attack from the south."

"Yes, sir!" Gao Shitou answered loudly.

After the platoon leader finished assigning the exercise tasks, he took out a 1:100 scale map. The soldiers gathered around the map were wearing combat uniforms—loose-fitting, convenient, sturdy, and wear-resistant clothing perfectly suited for combat. In the pursuit of absolute battlefield utility, these combat uniforms had completely abandoned any pretense of 'aesthetics'.

The officers and soldiers didn't mind this; they almost intuitively sensed the utility and accepted it. After examining the layout of the buildings, the soldiers used entrenching shovels to dig several shallow trenches in the ground, piling up the excavated earth to simulate outer walls and the shape of houses.

It wasn't just Gao Shitou's platoon doing this. On the vast expanse of saline-alkali soil where almost no grass grew, various units of the 42nd Army were conducting field exercises. The 42nd Army was currently under the command of the First Army Group. In the Northeast Army, unit designations like '1st' through '3rd' didn't exist permanently. The Army Group was a temporary combat unit to be disbanded after the war, so there wasn't much fuss about the numbering.

Estimating the height of the walls, Gao Shitou led the soldiers of his squad through the 'controlled streets' to the target's exterior. Taking out a small mirror and clipping it to the muzzle of his rifle, Gao Shitou put his back against the 'wall' and raised his rifle high, using the mirror to observe the situation 'inside the wall'.

After observing, Gao Shitou sent the deputy squad leader to report to the platoon leader: "There are no enemy forces on the other side of the wall."

The platoon leader was very satisfied with Gao Shitou's report. The Northeast Army regulations required regular 'Military Democracy Meetings', also known as 'Zhuge Meetings' (Meetings of Wits). During training and study, soldiers learned many techniques. At the 'Military Democracy Meeting', they were required to speak their minds freely. In the standard terminology proposed by the higher-ups, this was called 'user feedback'. In common parlance, it was 'nitpicking'.

'Nits' might not cause wounds, but they certainly caused discomfort. Gao Shitou had pointed out that most of the time, one shouldn't use the small mirror method to look at things two meters away—you really couldn't see clearly. It was better for close range, like leaning against a wall to look at the immediate other side.

Originally, this observation method had been proposed by the higher-ups, along with various ways to use it. A mere squad leader daring to sing a different tune than the superiors made the platoon leader rather unhappy. However, his displeasure was only that Squad Leader Gao dared to oppose the higher-ups' methods; the platoon leader actually agreed with Gao Shitou's view. As a platoon leader, he had to master the use of various weapons and equipment. The platoon leader himself had found that using such a small mirror to observe things several meters or even ten meters away was extremely difficult. He had privately asked other platoon leaders in the company; the straightforward ones admitted they had tried and failed, while the less straightforward ones avoided the topic—implying they couldn't do it either.

Since the higher-ups mandated that one must speak freely at the 'Military Democracy Meeting', the platoon leader 'followed procedure' and submitted the report of the entire 'Democracy Life Meeting', which included this item.

To his surprise, the platoon leader wasn't called in for a reprimand, which put his mind at ease. It seemed the higher-ups were serious about the Military Democracy Life Meetings. Two months later, when the new combat regulations were promulgated, the method for using the small mirror had changed. The requirements were lowered directly to a level that ordinary people could operate.

The platoon leader was overjoyed, feeling a surge of admiration for the higher-ups and a significant increase in goodwill towards Gao Shitou.

Now receiving the report that there were 'no enemies inside the wall', the platoon leader immediately ordered, "Breach the door!"

A soldier pretended to fly-kick the door. Of course, the 'door' didn't open. At the same moment, on the other side, a human ladder was formed. A soldier with excellent eyesight secretly peeked over the wall to directly observe the situation in the courtyard and the house within the perimeter.

Kicking the door was intended to attract the attention of potential enemies, while direct observation was far more effective than using a small mirror.

Exercises were not playacting. They had to include drills for various situations, and most importantly, there had to be logic within them. One couldn't just make wild, baseless assumptions.

The offensive exercise continued for two days. After practicing various scenarios multiple times and verifying the unit's preparations for urban warfare, the regiment convened a meeting of officers and NCOs, including squad leaders.

The Regimental Commander randomly called on a squad leader to stand up, and it happened to be Gao Shitou. The Commander asked directly, "This Squad Leader, if you are attacking a house and encounter machine-gun fire from inside, what would you do?"

"Immediately order the men to stop the attack and report to the platoon. At the same time, pull back to a position that can seal off the exits. If conditions permit, have men irregularly throw grenades inside."

The Regimental Commander called up Gao Shitou's platoon leader. "Platoon Leader, what about you?"

The platoon leader immediately stood at attention. "Immediately report this enemy fire point to the company. At the same time, seal off the passages around this fire point as much as possible so the enemy cannot relocate."

The Regimental Commander was satisfied with these answers. He let them sit down and explained to the officers and NCOs, "The enemy cannot conjure machine guns out of thin air; they only have a fixed number. Light infantry without artillery support just need to identify enemy fire points and isolate them. Leave these enemies for the artillery to resolve. The light infantry will occupy other areas. We have the numbers; the isolated enemies will only be destroyed by us one by one. Light infantry groping forward should not try to be heroes when they encounter enemy machine guns. War involves casualties, but when it's not necessary, the lower the casualties, the better."

These words struck a chord with the comrades. The troops had conducted a large amount of live-fire training, learning and drilling on how to use their weapons against the enemy. They knew very well what it meant for infantry to charge with rifles against machine-gun fire. No one would do that unless absolutely necessary. Using artillery to resolve enemy machine-gun defensive points in urban warfare was undoubtedly the best option.

At this point, the Regimental Commander asked, "Do you comrades have any questions?"

Several people immediately raised their hands. The Commander eventually chose Gao Shitou again. Gao Shitou stood up and asked a question that had been puzzling him. "Commander, how do we confirm that the enemy's machine gun positions have all been destroyed?"

The Regimental Commander hadn't really wanted to discuss this issue, but after a moment's hesitation, he spoke.

"The quantity of the enemy's equipment is basically fixed; it's impossible for a batch to suddenly appear. After squads and platoons discover and destroy enemy machine gun or artillery positions, they must report it immediately. Companies and battalions must also quickly compile and report this. So, does everyone understand why falsely reporting military intelligence—reporting fire points destroyed by other units as your own kills—will be severely punished?"

Some officers and NCOs failed to complete this logical connection, but Gao Shitou figured it out. He immediately answered, "Doing so would cause the higher-ups to miscalculate the number of machine guns and other equipment the enemy still has left."

The Regimental Commander stared at Gao Shitou for a moment, then waved for him to sit down before speaking loudly to the comrades, "If a unit falsely reports military intelligence, and the Regiment believes there are no enemy machine guns in that area, ordering troops to advance rapidly along the passage... but actually, the undestroyed enemy machine guns open fire—how many men would die in vain? Comrades, what do you think we should do to someone who does such a thing?"

Exercises were not playacting, yet exercises were still just exercises. The 'casualties' would stand up again and joke with everyone. So while everyone knew that stealing credit was absolutely not allowed, they only knew it in principle.

After conducting actual urban warfare drills and hearing the Regimental Commander analyze the results from his perspective, the officers and soldiers who hadn't taken this matter seriously before felt a tension in their hearts. Many hadn't previously realized how every report and every action of theirs was viewed by the Commander. Now, no one dared to treat it lightly.

Just as the Commander said, if false reporting or failure to report in time caused a delay in battle opportunities, the execution of military discipline by the Judge Advocate General's office would not be a joke. It would be truly justified. Everyone felt that if they did such a thing and caused an incident, they really wouldn't be able to justify themselves.

Gao Shitou looked at the Regimental Commander's stern expression, and his heart burned hot. Before, he had no opportunity to know how a Regimental Commander, several ranks above him, commanded a battle. Although Gao Shitou also wanted to become a Commander, he felt the gap between himself and the Commander was like the distance between heaven and earth. Now that he understood how the Commander viewed problems, the path suddenly connected. Gao Shitou felt his views were on the same track as the Commander's; the Commander was no longer in another world, but simply in a world slightly higher than Gao Shitou's.

At this moment, Gao Shitou hadn't considered which city they were practicing to attack. It wasn't on the map, and the maps were immediately collected after use. As for the enemy having Japanese-style equipment, the Northeast Army had been training against this adversary for years, and everyone was used to it. So, the name 'Lushun' (Port Arthur) did not appear in Gao Shitou's mind.

Of course, on the Northeast Army side, Lushun was the 'Kwantung Leased Territory', and the Kwantung Leased Territory was Lushun. In conversation, people rarely used 'Kwantung Leased Territory'. But on the Japanese side, the title 'Kwantung Leased Territory' could absolutely not be mistaken.

In 1919, the original Kwantung Governor-General's Office was changed to the 'Kwantung Army'. The Kwantung Army included one division garrisoned in the Kwantung Leased Territory, as well as approximately 40,000 Japanese troops within the railway zones along the South Manchuria Railway.

The current Commander of the Kwantung Army was Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Saionji Kinmochi from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs arrived in the Kwantung Leased Territory with a small delegation, and the Lieutenant General personally went to welcome Duke Saionji Kinmochi.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao greatly admired the 73-year-old Duke, a major figure who had twice served as Prime Minister of Japan.

Saionji Kinmochi came from a family of court nobles (Kuge), not a samurai family. His status was second only to the "Five Regent Houses" (Konoe, Kujō, Nijō, Ichijō, Takatsukasa), belonging to one of the "Nine Seiga Houses" (Koga, Sanjō, Saionji, Tokudaiji, Kazan'in, Ōimikado, Imadegawa, Hirohata, Daigo).

The Saionji family and the Tokudaiji family shared the same lineage; their ancestor was Fujiwara no Morosuke, the younger brother of Kampaku Fujiwara no Saneyori. When the Saionji family line had no male heir by the thirty-second generation, Saionji Morosue, they adopted the second son of the Tokudaiji family due to their shared ancestry. This child was Saionji Kinmochi.

Saionji was born in 1845. After his adoptive father passed away, Saionji, born in 1849, was appointed "Chamberlain" to Emperor Kōmei in January of the sixth year of Kaei (1853), at the age of four. In May, he assumed the post.

In January of the second year of Bunkyū (1862), at the age of 13, he was awarded the court rank of Senior Third Rank.

But Saionji Kinmochi was different from that group of court nobles; he was personally extremely diligent. excellent in his studies, and possessed a broad vision. Therefore, Saionji promoted Western technology, established schools, and threw himself into the pro-Imperial faction, earning merit during the war.

After the establishment of the Meiji government, Saionji went abroad to study, learning more advanced foreign experiences. During the Franco-Prussian War in 1870, Saionji was in Europe. He witnessed with his own eyes how the Prussian army crushed France. He also saw the rise and failure of the Paris Commune.

Possessing such insight, Saionji returned to Japan. Although a member of the House of Peers, he threw himself into party politics, hoping Japan would become a democratic political state. Hara Takashi was a politician Saionji had vigorously supported.

Now that Hara Takashi had been assassinated, Saionji Kinmochi came to Shenyang in his private capacity after retirement to continue exerting himself for the Empire of Japan. For such a man, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had no other thoughts but admiration.

Upon arriving at their accommodations, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao presented his arrangements. "Your Excellency, due to my status and duties, I cannot accompany you on your visit. I have prepared a guard detail to escort Your Excellency during this trip."

The 73-year-old Japanese Genrō (Elder Statesman) Saionji Kinmochi was in high spirits, his face full of hearty smiles. "General Kawai has gone to too much trouble. Has He Rui sent reception personnel?"

"Yes, they are already outside the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory."

Saionji Kinmochi nodded. "That will do. A guest should follow the host's convenience. For this visit, let He-kun be responsible for my safety."

"Your Excellency..." Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt this was inappropriate.

Saionji Kinmochi smiled. "I am visiting in a private capacity, so there should be no official guards to begin with. I have heard a thing or two about this man He-kun. Given his way of doing things, the one who should be most afraid of an incident is him."

Kawai Misao completely agreed with Saionji Kinmochi's judgment, but as the Commander of the Kwantung Army, if he let He Rui be entirely responsible for Saionji Kinmochi's safety, he feared some people back home would make snide remarks.

Saionji certainly knew what Kawai Misao was worried about. If it were any other general, Saionji probably wouldn't bother explaining, but Kawai Misao had served as the Principal of the Army War College and possessed vision, magnanimity, and perspective far exceeding the average general. So Saionji Kinmochi asked, "Has General Kawai heard that He-kun has made preparations to blow up all mining enterprises joint-ventured with Japan at any moment?"

Kawai Misao was stunned. Reporter Morita Mitsuko, who had been standing quietly behind Saionji Kinmochi like a female secretary, was also stunned.

Kawai Misao thought for a moment before sighing, "This subordinate knows of this matter. He-kun made no secret of it when he did these things, nor did he avoid the topic. He even openly requested the cooperation of Japanese investors."

"In that case, can the Imperial Japanese Army make He-kun submit?" Saionji Kinmochi asked.

Kawai Misao himself certainly knew that He Rui would absolutely not submit. By doing this, He Rui was telling the Japanese side that he didn't care about mutual destruction. Japan's goal in attacking Manchuria and Mongolia was to obtain resources. Those factories, mines, reservoirs, and other facilities were extremely important assets. Once these were destroyed, Japan would be left with nothing but a tug-of-war and guerrilla warfare with He Rui in the Northeast, vainly consuming Japan's national strength.

Even if He Rui was finished, and Japan exhausted its strength to occupy Manchuria and Mongolia, it would face a land of ruins and a population filled with hostility. In any case, Kawai Misao would not make such a choice, nor did he wish for the result to turn out like this.

Mitsuko hadn't expected the incredibly kind He Rui to make such a decision. Such cold cruelty was vastly different from the He Rui *ni-chan* (big brother) in Mitsuko's heart, yet completely consistent with the top power-holders Mitsuko had seen.

So Mitsuko held her breath and concentrated, saying not a word. She heard Elder Statesman Saionji laugh, "In that case, if we send a unit of troops, are we demonstrating against He-kun?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was somewhat persuaded by Saionji and could only ask, "Your Excellency, please at least take a few guards dispatched by the Kwantung Leased Territory."

Saionji still did not agree. "No need. If I were truly to be assassinated, a few guards wouldn't make a difference. I believe He-kun's ability can certainly protect my safety."

The next day, the special train stopped at the border line between the Kwantung Leased Territory and the Northeast Government. A unit of Northeast Army officers and soldiers boarded the security carriage, replacing the Japanese officers and soldiers. Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau entered Saionji Kinmochi's carriage and came forward to offer greetings. "Excellency Saionji, I have been ordered to welcome Your Excellency and accompany you to Shenyang."

Saionji Kinmochi exchanged a few pleasantries with Director Liu, then pointed to Morita Mitsuko. "This is Reporter Morita from the *Asahi Shimbun*. She will be covering the entire trip."

Director Liu stepped forward and shook hands with Mitsuko. "I have heard that when Chairman He was studying in Japan, he received much care from the Morita family."

The train soon started moving, beginning its journey across the vast land of the Northeast. Mitsuko didn't dare interject at all and could only watch the scenery outside the window. She saw vast fields, with forests and large patches of crops flashing by in an alternating pattern. Even at the edges of the crop fields, there were rows of neat trees. This scene was completely different from the small plots of land in Japan.

Mitsuko knew that the Manchuria and Mongolia region controlled by He Rui was 3 million square kilometers, almost ten times the land area of Japan. But she hadn't expected this land to be so flat and so full of vitality. No wonder there were always so many people in Japan clamoring that 'Manchuria-Mongolia is Japan's lifeline'.

Originally, Mitsuko could only understand the desire of those people to obtain food and raw materials for the Empire of Japan, given that Japan was mountainous with little land and scarce resources. Now Mitsuko completely understood their thoughts; just seeing the lushness on the Northeast plains outside the train window, she understood why those people would issue such covetous sighs.

Saionji's insight was not something Mitsuko could compare with. Although he was also surprised by the scenery outside the window, he didn't harbor much covetousness. Saionji had merely looked at the scene on the plains and confirmed that the Northeast had indeed undergone considerable development, just as various reports had stated.

This development was not just about extracting resources and grain from the land, but included massive construction. Apart from the forests and crops, the occasional river canals and ponds were all constructions that allowed this fertile soil to provide agricultural products more sustainably. The reports said that He Rui mobilized one-third of the population in Manchuria and Mongolia every year to invest in infrastructure. Looking at it now, the achievements were indeed remarkable.

The Northeast was already wealthy, and now it had been built to be even wealthier.

Such scenes were seen all along the way. Upon arriving in Shenyang, Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau personally accompanied Saionji Kinmochi to the Northeast Government. The bustling scene inside Shenyang city made Saionji even more certain of the reports' veracity; under He Rui's rule, Manchuria and Mongolia had made great strides in both industry and agriculture. Trying to conquer Manchuria and Mongolia by means of war would inevitably cost the Empire of Japan a tremendous price.

He Rui was waiting at the Northeast Government. Since the visitor was Saionji, He Rui even descended the steps to welcome him. The two entered the conference room, and Saionji smiled, "I am merely here for a tour this time; He-kun is too polite."

He Rui smiled and asked some unnecessary staff to leave first, keeping only close interpreters. Then He Rui spoke in Japanese, "Since Your Excellency is here for a tour, please allow me to host you in a private capacity."

A private conversation with He Rui was exactly what Saionji had expected. However, the time was not yet right, so Saionji began to chat about things an old man out on a trip would say.
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Duke Saionji walked tranquilly through the Shenyang Nursery Garden. This was the largest nursery cultivation site in Shenyang and the botanical garden with the most complete collection of flora in the Northeast.

It was September 6th, and the Northeast had entered the harvest season. To assist with the harvest, some schools had also gone on break. This was what the staff from the Northeast Tourism Bureau accompanying Saionji Kinmochi had told him.

Saionji quite liked the young girl from the Tourism Bureau, yet he was rather puzzled. Was the Northeast developed enough to whip up a tourism industry?

As for Saionji coming to the Northeast to 'travel' in the capacity of a retired old man, the Northeast Government had assigned the Tourism Bureau to be responsible for hosting Duke Saionji. This arrangement was quite reasonable.

As for He Rui... Saionji felt that He Rui was probably preparing for the military struggle to unify the whole country.

Saionji's guess was largely correct. He Rui was currently drafting a document for the Northeast Army—a top-secret document.

***

**Civilization Party Chairman / Civilization Party CMC Chairman / Civilization Party Military Commission / Northeast People's Liberation Army General Staff / September 6, 1922 / 1922 Top Secret Document No. 00002 — Disseminate only to Divisional Political Commissars and Division/Brigade Military Commanders**

The Northeast People's Liberation Army must prepare to proactively initiate a war with Japan before the war to unify China begins. We must thoroughly eliminate all Japanese armed forces within the borders of Northeast China and force Japan to sign a ceasefire agreement with the Northeast Government.

To this end, we will employ all available forces including the Army, Navy, and Air Force to engage the Japanese military. In this process, the Northeast People's Liberation Army does not aim to occupy Korean territory, while simultaneously ensuring that the Japanese military cannot breach our defense lines and enter the Northeast hinterland.

Based on the situation, our army will order troops to begin assembling within 4 weeks prior to the start of operations against Japan. Relying on the Northeast's railway and highway lines, we will complete the disposition of forces for interior lines operations. Since troops are currently stationed in various war zones, large-scale rapid movement of units entering attack and defense areas is required, necessitating precise transportation scheduling. The staff departments of each unit must, under the direction of the General Staff, make preparations for operations in all weather conditions. Furthermore, preparations must be completed by October 1, 1922.

However, operational intent must absolutely not be exposed.

The preparations of the Army, Navy, and Air Force commands must focus on the following points:

**(1) General Intent:** The Northeast People's Liberation Army must prepare to launch an offensive with the objective of thoroughly eliminating all Japanese presence in Northeast China before the start of the War of Liberation to liberate all of China. After resolving the enemy in a standing battle, we will complete defensive preparations with the objective of protecting the Northeast from sudden Japanese attacks.

Since it is absolutely impossible for Japan to docilely terminate its ambitions toward Northeast China and China as a whole after suffering such a blow, they will inevitably launch an attack on the Northeast. Our army will engage the attacking Japanese forces, consuming Japan's military strength and national power, to achieve the goal of making the Japanese government and military recognize reality, terminate their ambitions of invading China, and reach a ceasefire agreement with the Northeast Government.

**(2) Potential Allies:** To the north of my operational area is Soviet Russia. The Soviet Russian civil war has just ended, and there are still a considerable number of remnant bandit forces within their borders. Their war wounds are far from healed, so Soviet Russia will absolutely not participate in the war. Nor will they provide friendly support to any party in the war.

To the south of my operational area is the Beiyang Government. The strength of the Beiyang Government is far inferior to Soviet Russia. Although the Beiyang Government's attitude toward war is not serious, adventurous factions will certainly emerge internally, proposing to fish in troubled waters. The upper echelons of the Beiyang Government dare not take action when the situation is unclear. Therefore, the probability of suffering a large-scale attack by the Beiyang Army is very low.

Our army will take over Shanhaiguan after the outbreak of war and deploy defenses along the Tanggu to Shanhaiguan line. We will also deploy warning defenses between Tanggu and Beijing. We can crush potential attacks by the Beiyang Army at any time.

The only thing that might incline towards our side is the public opinion of our nation's people. Given the current rise of domestic nationalist sentiment and the spread of National Humiliation education, in large cities, there may be a portion of public opinion inclined to support us.

For these opinions, our side will express appreciation, but we must absolutely not exploit them.

**(3) Implementation of Operations**

1.  The Army and Air Force will thoroughly annihilate all military strongholds of the Kwantung Army within Chinese territory within 72 hours. At the same time, establish a defensive system along the Yalu River line. 2.  The Navy will coordinate with coastal defense units to strike the Japanese Navy attempting to penetrate the Bohai Sea. The Army will engage Japanese forces attacking our army along the Yalu River line, consuming Japanese military strength to the maximum extent. 3.  During this operational process, the Air Force must provide reconnaissance and bombing support to ensure the effective use of our military strength. Given that our naval strength is weaker than the Japanese military, our army may employ mine-laying methods to delay the Japanese Navy's entry into the Bohai Sea when the situation requires. 4.  Given Japan's national power, their war aims have always been to achieve the goal of ceding territory and paying indemnities; they do not possess the capacity for a long-term protracted war. In the initial 3-6 months, our army will face fierce attacks from the Japanese military. This offensive will be the peak of Japan's attack power. As the Japanese offensive fails and their strength is consumed, their offensive power will inevitably weaken. 5.  Our army's proactive offensive action will stimulate the war enthusiasm of the Japanese nationals for a certain period. With massive consumption, domestic prices in Japan will rise rapidly, the cost of living will increase, and taxes will also increase. The public's enthusiasm for war will dissipate rapidly.

When Japan can see absolutely no hope of victory, their domestic political situation will become rapidly unstable. Both internal and external conditions will determine that Japan has no choice but to acknowledge the fact that they cannot win the war. Ultimately, this will force Japan to sign a ceasefire agreement with the Northeast Government.

**(4)** All orders issued by comrades based on this directive must be consistent in tone: that this military operation is a defensive war conducted to gain a strategic window for the period of liberating all of China.

Officers participating in early preparatory work should primarily be Civilization Party members and activists seeking party membership. Other relevant personnel should undergo political and ideological education first as much as possible.

The Political Department within the units must conduct national condition education among the soldiers, especially among soldiers conscripted from immigrant families coming to the Northeast from the northern provinces inside the Pass. Special emphasis must be placed on education regarding a sense of national belonging, the country's future development, and the relationship between individual destiny and the nation. This is to enable the fighters to understand who they are fighting for and why they are fighting.

The Military Commission awaits comrades' reports on your specific plans formulated based on this directive. Each service branch of the Northeast People's Liberation Army shall report their respective preparatory work plans (including time schedules) to the Military Commission.

***

After writing this, He Rui read it through a few times and modified a few points. He then signed his name at the end of the document: *He Rui, Chairman of the Civilization Party Military Commission.*

Confidential documents had their own arrangement processes. He Rui no longer needed to concern himself with it. Standing up and walking to the window, He Rui clasped his hands behind his back and looked outside. Due to security requirements, He Rui's office was completely unable to see the outside, and the outside could not see He Rui's office. What came into He Rui's view was a patch of green trees, as well as the alert sentries and guard posts.

*Have we finally reached this step?* He Rui suddenly felt a bit weary. Before 1915, He Rui had already prepared for many years. In those years, He Rui inspected this world and was also tempering his own worldview.

From 1915 to now, 7 years had passed in the blink of an eye. What should have been a long time had passed in a flash amidst the countless detailed tasks to complete the institutional framework.

He Rui could recall the first day he arrived in the Northeast, and he could recall most of the work during this process; it felt as if it were only a day. In fact, 7 years had already passed.

Based on He Rui's understanding of various situations, the war would absolutely not fail. However, there was never any process in the world that could be determined with certainty. In the process of war, various things that were actually within the plan but outside of expectations would definitely occur.

When the war conditions for both sides were already determined, for a commander, there was only firmness. This firmness was not stubbornness or wishful thinking, but a profound recognition of existing conditions and control over human weaknesses.

He Rui knew that such a challenge was immense for the comrades who had gathered in the Northeast over the past 7 years, but He Rui could only consider the positive aspects. There would definitely be many unnoticed people who would stand out in the test of war... the ordeal of war.

If viewed from a cold perspective, He Rui had gathered a large group of undergraduate students, junior college students, vocational secondary students, and technical school students under his command. They were all undergoing a life-and-death test of blood and fire. Anyone who could pass this test would achieve a breakthrough in life and human nature. And these people who achieved breakthroughs would be the mainstays in the future cause of liberation.

He Rui did not consider those who could not pass the test, because the system established over the past 7 years inherently had plans and regulations to deal with those who could not pass. As for those guys who exposed the evil aspects of their human nature, there were various violent institutions, including the judiciary and military tribunals, to deal with them.

Thinking of this, He Rui stretched broadly. He decided to sleep for a while.

At this moment, outside the window was the bright sunshine of 1 p.m. If it were in the 21st century, He Rui actually liked to take a nap at this time; sleeping at such a time was exceptionally comfortable. Especially in early September, the weather was warm, but no longer sweltering.

The Autumn Equinox was approaching. The season of harvest was beginning.

Duke Saionji had just eaten a 'picnic' at the botanical garden's dining area. Desserts made from autumn berries and *Guobaorou* (Double Cooked Pork Slices) made from animal foods that had started to fatten up for autumn all made the Duke feel very delicious.

This picnic in the botanical garden gave Duke Saionji a feeling of a European picnic. At this moment, His Excellency the Duke no longer dared to look down on the young girl sent by the Tourism Bureau. Although she was a girl, she knew three foreign languages: English, Russian, and Japanese.

However, Saionji was not particularly surprised. Noble girls' schools in Japan also paid great attention to foreign language education, and many girls' middle schools were essentially preparatory schools for studying abroad.

"Miss Zhang, have you considered studying abroad?" Duke Saionji asked.

Guide Zhang from the Tourism Bureau was not hearing this question for the first time. She answered readily, "Your Excellency, I really want to go. But looking at the situation now, I'm afraid I can't go."

"Why?"

"My family has no money," Comrade Zhang answered readily.

Duke Saionji did not look down on Comrade Zhang because of this answer; on the contrary, he felt that Comrade Zhang's family was likely either rich or noble. To study in Europe or America was a huge expense even for a Japanese peerage family. If poor people in Japan wanted to obtain qualifications for studying abroad, they either had to get into the Army War College or Naval Academy and go abroad on public funds as outstanding members. Or they had to get into those few Imperial Universities, become civil servants, and go abroad on public funds.

Whichever it was, it was treatment that only a very small minority of elites could obtain. If one relied on their own money to study abroad, the family had to have substantial financial resources.

Comrade Zhang frankly admitted that her family had no money, so she couldn't go study abroad. This was something only the wealthy class in Japan could say so frankly. Saionji began chatting with Comrade Zhang about her family.

"My family was originally in Siping. My father was a cargo hauler. He just knew a bit of kung fu, acted righteously, and was willing to stand up for poor neighbors. After Chairman He arrived in Siping, he recruited civil servants. At that time, Chairman He was a newcomer and relied on the recommendations of the villagers. My father first went to the Tax Bureau as a temporary tax collector, and later he was assigned to work in the Police Bureau..."

Duke Saionji listened as Comrade Zhang recounted her family's history. This was a grassroots experience of rising completely by relying on the Civilization Party. In it, Comrade Zhang's father had also felt heavy pressure due to the Northeast Government's massive educational requirements. However, Comrade Zhang's father withstood the pressure, working during the day and attending school at night, completing the required middle school education.

In this process, Comrade Zhang very naturally followed her reading father to read books together. In her view, if her father had to hold a book and read even at home, then reading books must have a value that made it mandatory. Just like that, father and daughter would hold books and read. When Comrade Zhang was mischievous, her father would scold her, and sometimes even posture as if to hit her. But he never actually beat her.

Duke Saionji did not look down on Comrade Zhang because of this. This process reminded Duke Saionji that he too had once vigorously promoted education, hoping that all aspiring men in Japan would become pillars of talent mastering advanced knowledge.

The social construction He Rui was promoting in the Northeast, in a certain sense, was no different from the path Japan had once walked. With educated talent, one could naturally support a promising government.

Comrade Zhang's family was undoubtedly one of such representatives. This family also came from the grassroots; the father knew a bit of kung fu, and was even more a representative figure of the rise of the Japanese grassroots.

In April of the 3rd year of Meiji (1870), Saionji Kinmochi studied in Nagasaki, learning French. In January of the 4th year of Meiji (1871), he departed from Yokohama to study in France.

When Saionji Kinmochi arrived in Paris, it happened to be the time of the Franco-Prussian War, and the city of Paris was under the supervision of the Prussian army. On March 18, the 4th year of Meiji (1871), the Paris Commune revolution occurred in France, and on May 28, the Paris Commune was overthrown. Saionji Kinmochi witnessed the current situation and saw with his own eyes the brutality of the rulers. This made him feel that although there were many differences between the Paris Commune and the Meiji Restoration, there were also common points: specifically, the "Fourth Estate"—the masses who formed the foundation of the Paris Commune—had similarities to the "Kiheitai" (Irregular Militia) organized by the Chōshū people during the Restoration period.

In France, the "Fourth Estate" could establish a government, whereas Japan established a state ruled by the merchant class and the "lower samurai" who later transformed into capitalists or politicians. Saionji Kinmochi's comparative analysis of French reality combined with the actual Meiji Restoration movement he had just participated in made him feel the power of the masses. This became one of the sources of Saionji Kinmochi's liberal democratic thought.

He Rui's construction in the Northeast, in Saionji's view, was even more so completely replacing all of China's old systems with a social system of civil rights. Although the people of the Northeast did not understand to what extent they had been liberated, the people of the Northeast had undoubtedly been liberated.

Looking at the female reporter from the *Asahi Shimbun*, Morita Mitsuko, who was at the side and only dared to carefully interview on some issues, unable to hide the joy and curiosity deep in her heart, Saionji felt even more the gap between the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government.

In Japan, even women of the upper class, receiving help from so many big figures, would only reach the position of a female reporter. And this position was probably Morita Mitsuko's limit. It was also likely the limit for women of Japanese high society.

It wasn't that some women couldn't play a bigger role. But that kind of role was only directed towards noble families and aristocrats, playing a role for a certain family or a small group within the power circles of high society.

To be like Miss Zhang before him, becoming a laborer in society as a whole, exerting one's own abilities for society as a whole under a good social system—in Japan, such opportunities were almost non-existent.

This was the gap in systems. It was not something one person could change, or even a group of people could change.

On Japan's railways, there were still no arrangements for female formal employees. In the Northeast, women already possessed the right to work granted by the system. As far as Saionji Kinmochi knew, except for the military and a small number of agencies, the proportion of women working was mandatorily set at a minimum of 5%. And the propaganda that "women hold up half the sky" was political correctness in Shenyang City and in the Northeast.

Even for agencies like the military and fire department, the reason for not recruiting women had nothing to do with ideology. It was entirely out of physiological considerations. Even so, the military's hospitals and civilian departments like communications and accounting also had to recruit women.

In the Civilization Party, in councils at all levels, and in government departments, there were figures of women. Not out of policy pity, but relying on work, relying on exams, relying on ability.

In the reports, there was a strange saying in the Northeast: 'Women are used as men, and men are used as draft animals.'

Saionji felt that based on the situation he saw, the Northeast was not that harsh. Compared to Japan, and compared to the future Japan Saionji expected, current Japanese women didn't even have the legal channels to be 'used as men.'

This reminded Saionji of his conversation with Lieutenant Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan. This highly acclaimed young officer had listed out the data summary he had compiled for Saionji.

In the Northeast, among the working-age population, the proportion of males participating in labor reached 90%. The proportion of females participating in labor also reached 76%.

As for socialized labor, that is, industrial production, the male participation rate reached 38%, and the female participation rate was also 27%.

Saionji still remembered Nagata Tetsuzan saying with a solemn expression, "Your Excellency, the population of Northeast China is close to forty million. It is less than the Empire of Japan, but considering only the number of people participating in socialized labor, the number in the Northeast exceeds that of Japan. As long as He-kun obtains North China, he will have sufficient strength to launch an attack on the Empire of Japan in 1925 to gain the power to dominate the situation in Northeast Asia. For the Empire of Japan, this is an imminent and realistic threat."
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"Miss Zhang, if war breaks out in China and you are conscripted into a frontline combat unit, would you feel resistant to it in your heart?" Duke Saionji asked with interest, sipping his tea as the picnic came to an end.

After asking, Saionji Kinmochi emphasized his scenario: "I mean going to the front lines, engaging in direct combat with the enemy. Enemy bullets flying everywhere, shells constantly striking. You would be under the threat of death at every moment."

In Saionji's experienced eyes, the young girl before him was far from being a scheming or deeply calculating person. Although she was intelligent and knew how to be polite, a young person was, after all, a young person.

Sure enough, Guide Zhang's brows furrowed slightly. After a moment of contemplation, she seemed to come to terms with it, and her furrowed brows relaxed a bit. "I would obey the country's orders."

"...Truly brave," Saionji uttered his only sigh of the moment.

Guide Zhang gave a wry smile and answered with feigned cheerfulness, "The army certainly wouldn't send me to fight with bayonets. If I'm following the troops and fighting in the trenches, I should still be able to fight."

Saionji had intended to end the topic there. For a young girl under twenty to support herself as a guide using the foreign languages she had learned was already remarkable. That such a girl knew to serve her country, even if it was just lip service about daring to go to the battlefield, was admirable enough. There was no point in saying more.

However, hearing the girl actually say she couldn't engage in bayonet fighting but could execute trench warfare, Saionji felt he should continue the chat. Being willing to go to the battlefield was courage—courage is a hard thing to define, and many people might suddenly find it in a moment. But using a rifle in combat was another matter entirely. Even for a girl, if she truly understood how to conduct trench warfare, she could display combat effectiveness on the battlefield. Being hit in a vital spot by a bullet meant death; being hit in a non-vital spot meant injury. It had nothing to do with whether the person firing the bullet was a man or a woman.

Saionji chatted as an ordinary old man would with a junior. "How many months of military training did you undergo, Miss Zhang? You actually handled a rifle?"

Guide Zhang hesitated, looking like she wanted to stop. "Your Excellency, I apologize. I've taken up so much of your time. Let's continue visiting the botanical garden."

Saionji waved his hand. "I have visited many botanical gardens—in Europe, in Japan, in the United States. I've seen them all. But I have never seen a woman who underwent rifle training during military training. In Japan, I wonder if there are even ten such women."

Speaking of this, Saionji turned to Mitsuko. "Mitsuko-chan, you are a reporter and have seen much of the world. Have you seen any?"

Mitsuko indeed had never seen a Japanese woman who had received formal military training. However, Mitsuko also knew very well that Saionji wanted to hear about Guide Zhang's training experience. So she smiled and said, "Miss Zhang, I really want to know. Please tell me; I will definitely write it into my news report."

Guide Zhang hesitated for a moment. Although she felt she shouldn't say it, she couldn't quite hold back. Especially hearing that her experience might be published in a Japanese newspaper, the feeling of anticipation actually gained the upper hand over the feeling of refusal.

Moreover, before this reception duty, her superior had said, "As long as you don't involve anything related to personal privacy, including names, just answer whatever Mr. Saionji asks."

Guide Zhang finally mustered her courage and began to recount her military training experience. She had participated in two training sessions. The first was a month and a half, receiving "rookie training" in formations, basic military terminology, and the basic use of weapons like rifles.

The second was three months. This time, she was trained as a new recruit. The training content included marching, drills, basic military boxing, light weapon usage, and soldier combat techniques. In the end, she even participated in two small-scale military exercises.

Saionji was already seventy-three years old. If he didn't want the other party to see his expression of astonishment, they absolutely wouldn't see it. Therefore, Saionji asked with a look of astonishment, "I didn't expect Miss Zhang to have actually fired a gun in a trench."

Miss Zhang had a deep impression of this part of her recruit experience because she didn't know how many times she had been reprimanded by instructors and unit commanders. Hearing Saionji say this, those memories immediately floated to the surface of her mind.

Morita Mitsuko had never received military training. She had a strong impression of a photo showing soldiers squatting side by side in a trench, their upper bodies resting on the edge of the trench. That was the photo with the densest concentration of soldiers and the clearest image she had ever seen. So, gesturing as she spoke, she described the scene in that photo to Guide Zhang.

In Mitsuko's imagination, Guide Zhang and a group of young girls receiving military training stood shoulder to shoulder in the trench, shooting at the 'enemy' in the exercise field. That felt so cool and intimate.

Guide Zhang really couldn't hold it back and laughed. "Haha. How could we lie on the edge of the trench? do you think the enemy's machine gunners are just decorations? If a row of heads is out there, one burst of bullets comes over, and few in that row would be left. Mitsuko, when entering a frontline trench, you have to huddle inside, with your back against the side of the trench facing the enemy. All actions follow the squad leader's command. Without an order, you are absolutely not allowed to stick your head out to look. Weapons must be grounded with the stock on the ground and the muzzle facing the sky. You are absolutely not allowed to raise them, and certainly not allowed to point them at your own comrades."

Mitsuko recalled the appearance in the photo and really couldn't understand the purpose of these requirements. Mitsuko could only continue to ask according to her own thinking, "If you don't lie on the trench edge, how do you shoot at the enemy?"

"The squad leader will arrange firing positions."

Hearing this, Mitsuko was even more confused. "Do you mean... the squad leader has to arrange a firing position for everyone?"

Looking at Mitsuko's cute appearance with her brows slightly furrowed, Guide Zhang, who was 163 cm tall and several centimeters taller than Mitsuko, smiled. "Isn't that what the squad leader is for? Mitsuko-chan, firing positions have to be changed frequently. It's impossible to let you lie in one spot and fight from beginning to end."

Hearing this, Mitsuko no longer knew what to say or ask. In Mitsuko's imagination, battle was orderly, with unified command. In many war pictures regarding the Meiji Restoration, soldiers on the battlefield stood shoulder to shoulder, holding rifles and shooting together at the enemy opposite them. As for the military formations passing neatly during parades, they further reinforced Mitsuko's imagination of the army.

Of course, when He Rui rented a room at Mitsuko's home, Mitsuko had also asked He Rui what fighting was like. At that time, war was just a very vague concept for Mitsuko, a kind of thrilling story. He Rui didn't like to talk about war, so Mitsuko had absolutely no concept of the reality of war.

The story told by Guide Zhang before her was about the combat of grunts in the trenches, which was miles apart from the war in Mitsuko's imagination.

Finally, Mitsuko asked, "Why?"

Guide Zhang looked at Mitsuko, just like seeing herself before attending military training. She felt quite emotional, and the words of her platoon leader during training blurted out, "Fighting is to survive. Doing what you said not only throws your life away for nothing but also exposes the unit's position. That harms both yourself and others."

Mitsuko had never been spoken to like this, especially not by a girl two years younger than herself. For a moment, she couldn't keep her composure, and a dark cloud covered her face.

Seeing Mitsuko like this, and knowing Mitsuko's relationship with He Rui, Guide Zhang quickly smiled and said, "Mitsuko-chan, don't be angry. My platoon leader scolded me like that many times before. I don't know why, but it just popped out. If you get angry, I'm going to cry."

Mitsuko certainly knew she couldn't get angry at He Rui's people, even for He Rui's sake. However, the unhappiness in her heart was real. Fortunately, Mitsuko had been a reporter for two years and had encountered quite a few awkward situations. She barely managed to gather her mood and said, "Then let's cry together."

Watching the girls bantering like this, Saionji couldn't help but laugh out loud. But inside, Duke Saionji was not happy at all. Mitsuko understood nothing of military affairs, but Saionji did.

Guide Zhang's description of trench warfare was feminine in phrasing, but put Guide Zhang in a trench and she would be a good soldier, absolutely capable of combat. And listening to Guide Zhang, the number of young women who had received such military training was not small. How many young men were there at Guide Zhang's level? Saionji was now willing to fully believe Nagata Tetsuzan's estimate that the troop strength in the Northeast Army capable of fighting the Japanese Army was roughly between 300,000 and 500,000. If these women were added, 500,000 was not impossible.

Once Mitsuko's emotions returned to normal, Saionji smiled and asked, "Miss Zhang, if you were to join the army, which positions do you feel you are most suited for?"

"I want to go to the communications unit, or the translation department," Guide Zhang answered.

Saionji nodded and dropped the subject, resuming the tour of the botanical garden. Although he was looking at plants, Saionji was considering war. Guide Zhang, a young girl, would be a qualified trench grunt if not for bayonet fighting. The gap between her and 50% of Japanese soldiers was limited.

Once this young girl went to the communications or translation departments in the army, she would be completely competent. However, although 99.9% of the Japanese army were qualified trench grunts, they did not possess the ability to understand English, Russian, and Japanese. Guide Zhang would already be classified as a technical NCO in the army, a rare and important human resource even in the Japanese army.

The contrast in strength between the Northeast and Japan gave Duke Saionji even more confidence and expectation for Japan to transform into a democratic society led by citizens.

That evening, upon returning to his residence, Duke Saionji fell into deep thought. The Duke had intended to travel more in the Northeast, but he had lost interest. Various landscapes were no longer rare to Saionji; what was truly valuable were the people, and the social system that allowed people to fully exert their abilities.

At this time, the comrades of the Civilization Party's Military Commission had not rested either. Not only the Military Commission, but every Army Group also convened internal meetings. Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan forwarded a top-secret mobilization order and had the Army Groups and Army commissars open and read a document sent to the political departments at the Army Group and Corps levels.

In the headquarters of the 2nd Army Group, Commander Hu Xiushan and others quietly listened to the clerk reading this document.

"...Japan's national fiscal budget for 1920 to 1922 was 1.5 billion Yen. The proportion of military expenditure has been increasing constantly. In 1922, the Army budget was 256 million Yen, and the Navy budget was 397 million Yen. In 1914, the Japanese Army budget was 95 million Yen, and the Navy budget was 104 million Yen. Because the Navy budget accounts for more than half of Japan's military expenditure, our army has an opportunity to win."

After the clerk finished speaking, the 1914 Japanese government total budget, as well as the Army and Navy budgets, and the ratio of military expenditure to the budget were written on the blackboard.

The commissar and military commanders of the 2nd Army Group Headquarters looked at these figures, and their expressions could not help but become grave. Japan's military expenditure figures were huge. Even if the Navy took more than half, the coming war was indeed a land war. But Japan's military power was truly strong.

After writing, the clerk turned back and continued reading the report.

"...In 1921, the population under the Northeast Government was nearly 40 million. The per capita GDP was about 125 Yuan, with a total volume of 5 billion. Since the value of one Northeast Yuan is close to one Japanese Yen, it is roughly calculated as an exchange of one Northeast Yuan to one Japanese Yen. Since the Northeast tax revenue is around 30%, the government tax revenue is 1.5 billion Yuan in cash and goods. The Northeast Government's finances are equivalent to the Japanese Government's."

The vast majority of the comrades in the troops did not care about economics. Hearing at this moment that the Northeast's tax revenue was actually as much as Japan's national fiscal budget, they were all shocked by this matter.

The comrades from the Political Department had their eyes lighting up. They praised the General Staff Department in their hearts; worthy of being the General Staff, as soon as the numbers came out, the effect was excellent.

These numbers... were morale-boosting!

There was also light in the clerk's eyes, and his emotions were obviously fuller. "Our army's annual military expenditure is about 400 million Yuan. The sum of military expenditure over the past six years actually exceeds the Japanese Army's military expenditure for the same period. Furthermore, our army's weapons and equipment all adopt the latest technology, and in a series of confrontation exercises, we have clearly suppressed the Japanese army. If the Japanese army were to divert military funds into the production of new weapons and equipment, the quantity would be far lower than ours and could not cause a major impact on us. In the coming war, our army is in a position of advantage regarding equipment."

Hearing this, even the reticent Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan nodded slightly. As for the other military and political personnel, they were even more spirited.

"Comrades, the agricultural strength possessed by the Northeast Government exceeds that of Japan, and exceeds it by a lot, while the industrial strength is inferior to Japan. However, the Northeast Government's system is based on developing productive forces and improving the level of the people's labor power. All tax revenue is used to provide social services for the working people. The privileged ruling class of this country, Japan, controls the power to distribute Japan's national profits, and a considerable part of these profits is used to satisfy the interests of the Japanese privileged ruling class. Even if Japan's total national industrial capacity exceeds the Northeast, the amount of funds available for national construction is lower than the Northeast. In particular, a large part of Japan's heavy industry serves the shipbuilding industry and naval equipment, and cannot be switched to infantry equipment. There is no particularly large gap in the output of civilian industry between the Northeast and Japan. Especially in the production of army equipment, we have absolutely no disadvantage."

"More importantly, is the question of why we fight and for whom we fight. Ordinary Japanese army soldiers come from Japanese rural families. Japan is mountainous with few plains. There is still a gap between rural life there and the Northeast in 1915. After seven years of construction in the Northeast, the standard of living for farmers has tripled, basically eliminating the survival problem in rural areas and beginning to enter a development stage. Japanese rural areas are still controlled by landlords and gentry, a situation similar to the old Chinese countryside. Tenant farmers struggle amidst abject poverty and debt. The fighting will of such a Japanese army lies in plundering spoils after victory. Once the war enters a protracted phase and the goal of a quick victory is shattered, although the Japanese army can still maintain combat effectiveness under nationalist sentiment, they can no longer have any expectations for a bright future. Under such expectations, the thinking of the Japanese army will begin to fall into a twisted state. The distortion of thinking and mental state will produce a negative impact when the army exerts its combat effectiveness."

The military commanders could understand, but the political and ideological aspects were the work of the Political Department. The military commanders just listened and did not say anything. The personnel of the Political Department had fallen into thought. Everyone was actually unclear about what the thoughts of the Japanese army were. But the basic political logic of the Civilization Party held that the economic base determines the superstructure. Even if they didn't know how the Japanese landlords and gentry differed from the Chinese landlords and gentry, with the same economic base, presumably their methods wouldn't be much different.

If the majority of the soldiers in the Japanese army opposite them were fighting for such Japanese landlords and gentry, their fighting will would indeed be affected under a political offensive.

The clerk paused, and Army Group Commissar Lu Dingnan said, "Continue reading."

The clerk then read the final paragraph. "Comrades. The Central Military Commission decided to fight against Japan only after conducting a comprehensive assessment of the strength of both the enemy and ourselves. We are not fortune tellers who can predict with iron certainty; we will definitely encounter various accidents during the course of the war. As long as we maintain our army's tradition of military democracy, and through full communication and exchange with officers and soldiers let them understand the purpose of the war and the process of combat, pool wisdom, and seek truth from facts, we can certainly formulate specific operational plans that fully bring into play our army's combat effectiveness. In the entire development of the war, our army possesses tangible advantages. As long as we exert our combat effectiveness in battle, we will certainly be able to win the war. Chief of General Staff, Cheng Ruofan."

When the final name was read, no one spoke in the 2nd Army Group Headquarters. Warm applause rang out.

The uneasiness in the expressions of the comrades responsible for military administration had vanished. Everyone was mentally prepared for the brutality of combat. But having never fought a major war, it was inevitable to feel uncertain and have various wild thoughts.

The document sent by Cheng Ruofan had thoroughly analyzed the Northeast Army's advantages and its relative disadvantages compared to Japan. Just as the document stated, if combat effectiveness was exerted in battle, then victory or defeat was already determined.

At this point, what more was there to say?

This report was first conveyed in the various Army Group headquarters, and then the Army Groups convened meetings of division and brigade-level military commanders and regiment-level commissars for centralized conveyance. The effect was better than the Army Group headquarters had imagined.

Division and brigade military commanders did not need to consider strategic issues. Just as described in the report, the military commanders had clearly noticed the gap in weapons between the two sides during a large number of confrontation exercises. Taking the rifles used most in the army as an example, the Northeast Army's semi-automatic rifles did not require pulling a bolt, had a fast rate of fire and high accuracy, and easily suppressed ordinary Japanese infantry.

The Northeast Army had a high proportion of technical weapons. Infantry squads had squad machine guns. Infantry platoons would use heavy machine guns and mortars in defense, and if needed during offense, heavy machine gun squads and mortar squads would be added.

Regiment-level units were equipped with radios, so a regiment could operate independently. Therefore, intermediate command units did not fear the Japanese army and even looked forward to fighting them.

These pieces of news were aggregated through the reports of various troops and handed over to He Rui. Just as He Rui was reading the reports, his secretary walked into the office. "Chairman, Mr. Saionji would like to have a meal with the Chairman."

He Rui looked at his watch; it was already three o'clock in the afternoon. Duke Saionji had traveled in the Northeast for four days, visited some places, and seen quite a lot of the specific situation in the Northeast.

Stretching his back, He Rui answered, "Tell His Excellency Saionji that I will treat him to dinner tonight."
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He Rui did not choose a Japanese restaurant when treating Saionji Kinmochi to a meal. Instead, he reserved a private room in Restaurant No. 6 within the Northeast Government office complex. It had a rectangular table and chairs, looking quite similar to a somewhat decent restaurant for common people in the 21st century.

Mitsuko finally saw the Northeast Government building with her own eyes; the architecture was indeed as magnificent as it appeared in photos. However, upon seeing the restaurant, she felt it was overly plain. The private rooms used for meetings among the Japanese upper class were exquisitely decorated. The room before her couldn't be called devoid of decoration, but it was so simple that it was clear the decorations were merely there for the sake of having them—no real effort had been put into it.

Saionji, however, did not dislike this style at all. When starting a great undertaking, one's whole heart should be on the work; where would there be energy for such trivial details? A room like this suited a young man full of vigor like He Rui perfectly.

Moreover, Saionji noticed that cushions and soft backrests had been added to his and Mitsuko's chairs. He Rui's chair was identical to the simple wooden ones in the cafeteria hall.

After the three sat down, He Rui invited them to order. Both guests expressed that they were 'unfamiliar with Chinese cuisine and would ask He Rui to order for them.' He Rui then asked if Saionji had any dietary restrictions. Upon hearing there were none, He Rui ordered four dishes and a soup based on recent popular choices.

Northeast cuisine is known for being substantial. Saionji smiled as soon as the dishes were served. Each portion was generous; in Japan, a single dish would almost equal the quantity of an entire table's spread.

He Rui did not serve <i>Baijiu</i>. Instead, the brandy brewed from Northeast fruits emitted a delicate fragrance in the wine glasses. Saionji was very westernized; after He Rui offered a toast of "Good health, eternal health," he began to eat and drink.

Although Northeast cuisine looks rough, the taste is excellent. Japan follows a custom of individual servings, where everyone eats their own portion. He Rui, being a person from the 21st century, was not in the habit of serving food to others unless they were very close. Everyone eating freely was actually quite refreshing.

After the meal, He Rui asked for the leftovers to be packed up to take back for a late-night snack.

Seeing that He Rui still hadn't taken the initiative to speak, Saionji understood that the current He Rui did not fear Japan. As long as Japan did not attack first, He Rui even held a certain degree of initiative. So, this meal turned out to be truly just a meal. Saionji then took the initiative and said, "He-kun, why don't we go sit at your residence?"

"This... alright," He Rui agreed.

Ten minutes later, Saionji looked around the one-bedroom apartment and couldn't help but sigh, "How nostalgic. I lived in a room like this in Paris."

Mitsuko also felt the room was very familiar. He Rui had lived in a small single room at her home—a bed, a wardrobe, a bookshelf. This small suite merely had an additional kitchen connected to the living room and a private bathroom compared to the one at her house.

He Rui rarely stayed here, but he paid a cleaning fee, so a cleaner came every three days. The room was exceptionally clean and tidy.

The guards stood in the corners, backs to the blind spots, keeping watch. The three sat in the living room while He Rui boiled water with an electric stove to make tea. Saionji took a sip of the Anhua dark tea and sighed, "He-kun left Japan in the fourth year of Taisho (1915). Before leaving, you proposed the concept of counter-cyclical investment, which the Japanese economic community appreciated greatly. After Hara-kun was elected, he applied He-kun's concepts in many of his policies."

He Rui shook his head, "Your Excellency Saionji is too polite. Prime Minister Hara already held a political philosophy of developing people's livelihood. Counter-cyclical investment simply fits the line of thought for developing livelihoods, so it appears similar to his policies."

Saionji actually shared He Rui's view. Saying that earlier was partly out of politeness and partly to gauge He Rui's magnanimity. Since He Rui was straightforward and frank, Saionji followed the topic, "He-kun has governed Manchuria and Mongolia with remarkable achievements. What is He-kun's governing philosophy?"

He Rui countered with a question, "Has Your Excellency read *The Communist Manifesto*?"

Saionji had, of course, read it. However, in a country like Japan, socialists were targets of suppression. Even a politician like Hara Takashi, who engaged in party politics, had publicly stated, 'Socialists must never be allowed into the Diet.'

However, this was the Northeast, He Rui's territory. Saionji eventually nodded.

"*The Communist Manifesto* points out three major future directions: Industrialization, Urbanization, and Globalization. All of Japan's development and progress have been derived from these three directions. The progress and development of the Northeast are also derived from these three directions. The basic concept of Communism is that the development of productive forces drives social progress. How to most effectively develop productive forces under existing conditions is the governing philosophy of the Civilization Party."

Saionji did not like such a political philosophy. "Does He-kun oppose Civil Society?"

"The state is a tool of class rule; the ruling class realizes its will through laws," He Rui replied. Seeing Saionji frown, He Rui knew that Saionji likely didn't know this description.

Apologizing first, He Rui wrote this passage down and placed it in front of Saionji. After Saionji picked it up and read it a few times, He Rui continued, "Civil Society—who defines the 'Citizen'? Do citizens define themselves? This kind of pleasant-sounding noun can be interpreted in various ways, but it is a concept created <i>a posteriori</i>. However, class division is based on the ownership and usage rights of the means of production—an objective reality. It is like the Imperial system versus the Metric system. The Imperial system exists because someone proposed that 'this length is one foot.' The Metric system is based on dividing a certain longitude line of the Earth into a number of parts, where one part is one meter. The two are completely different matters. I support the Metric system."

Saionji hadn't expected He Rui's political stance to be so radical; the gap between it and his own philosophy was too wide, creating a sense of talking past each other. However, this confusion did not deprive Saionji of his ability to communicate. The knowledgeable Japanese politician quickly tried to pull the line of thought closer to He Rui's, "He-kun, civic politics acknowledges the existing social structure and only opposes the privileged class. What about the Communist system you speak of?"

Since Saionji spoke so clearly, He Rui answered concisely, "Communism holds that the level of productive forces determines production relations. Since the Northeast Government's goal is to continuously improve the existing level of productive forces, our policies do not contain any part intended to maintain existing production relations for all eternity."

Mitsuko sat to the side, having completely lost track of what the two politicians were discussing. She did what was within her power; seeing the water boil again, she lifted the teapot to pour tea for them.

When two of the most outstanding politicians in Northeast Asia discussed politics, being able to do something within one's power by their side was a privilege possessed only by those from the Japanese upper class. Mitsuko was very satisfied with her current position.

He Rui was a bit thirsty. Mitsuko placed the tea in front of him. He said thanks and drank it in one gulp. Saionji looked serious, pondering for a moment, feeling even more displeased with He Rui's stance. Saionji sighed, "It seems He-kun is indeed of the violent revolution school. Does He-kun intend to use the army to eliminate China's existing rich people?"

He Rui shook his head, "Violence is used to eliminate criminals, not the rich. Using the army to suppress the rich—are they worthy of that? Your Excellency is truly joking."

Hearing this, Mitsuko couldn't help but chuckle. She felt the familiar He Rui-niisan had returned. His banter was filled with a sense of humor. Mitsuko thought, *how could rich people be that easy to deal with?*

She heard He Rui continue, "The government's job is to ensure the social baseline: paying wages on time, paying social insurance for workers, and having workers receive adult re-education during work. For enterprises that fail to do this, relevant departments will naturally deal with their illegal and non-compliant behaviors. Why mobilize the army for things the police can handle? As for the wealthy, if they just stay at home living off their own means or living off bank interest, why would the government move against them?"

As an outstanding politician, Saionji didn't think rich people were hard to deal with at all. The wealthy naturally wouldn't agree with He Rui's policies. However, those people were cowardly; not accepting didn't mean they would stand up and use violence to oppose the government and the army. In extreme cases, if He Rui's army went to their doors to arrest them, they would likely just stretch out their necks for the blade, at most groaning a few times before being killed.

For those rich people to stand up against He Rui, there must exist a hostile armed force capable of rivaling He Rui, so that the wealthy could attack He Rui by supporting his enemies. From his conversation with the tour guide, Miss Zhang, a few days ago, Saionji did not believe there was any force in the Northeast today that could threaten the Northeast Government.

Another possibility was that there were opposing forces within the Civilization Party, and these forces were very powerful. From the intelligence Saionji obtained, there were absolutely no signs of this. The entire Civilization Party completely submitted to He Rui's leadership, and it was internally very united.

Having determined He Rui's political stance and governing philosophy, Saionji turned the topic back to Japan. "He-kun, the number of people in Japan who are pro-China has increased greatly. I wonder how He-kun views the domestic attitude in China toward Japan?"

These contents were very different from abstract political understanding, so Mitsuko immediately listened attentively. She heard He Rui answer, "Japan being my second home, I have always looked forward to Sino-Japanese friendship. Sharing raw materials and markets, with labor able to flow between both sides. As civilized nations, an attitude of equality and mutual benefit is the foundation. Currently, Japan's posture is too high."

Saionji felt He Rui wanted to discuss the issue of forcefully unifying China, so he replied, "From Japan's perspective, He-kun is the one with the extremely high posture. Regardless of what decision He-kun makes, you never coordinate with Japan, but adopt an attitude of going it alone."

"Is Your Excellency referring to the issue that China must be unified?" He Rui asked, following Saionji's train of thought.

"If China is unified by He-kun's hands, it would be a blessing for China and a blessing for Asia. As a talent cultivated by the Empire of Japan, Japan is very clear about He-kun's strength, so many in the Japanese political circles feel immense pressure. I imagine He-kun can certainly understand this sentiment."

He Rui answered sincerely, "I understand very well. That is why I would like to ask Your Excellency Saionji to point out a path to resolve these misunderstandings."

Saionji thought for a moment. "Why doesn't He-kun visit Japan? Your friends in Japan would all welcome you."

He Rui thought briefly and replied, "I will consider it seriously."

"If He-kun has this intention, please do so as soon as possible. The situation in Japan changes quickly. Many people cannot understand He-kun's friendly stance. Once those people come to power, He-kun's efforts for Sino-Japanese friendship will face enormous resistance," Saionji Kinmochi advised with a sincere tone.

"Thank you, Your Excellency. I will definitely take these into consideration. It is late today, and I have a meeting. I will have my guards escort Your Excellency back to your residence."

Saionji could see He Rui was hesitant, but he wasn't confident he could persuade He Rui to leave immediately, so he stood up to take his leave.

After seeing Saionji off, He Rui stretched. The so-called most enlightened politician in Japan was only at this level; it truly disappointed He Rui.

The greatest advantage of Marxism lies in the methodology of materialist dialectics, which allows one to see the essence through phenomena. Just like the topic that wasn't continued in the conversation just now: Civil Society.

The foundation of Civil Society is the 'Citizen,' but citizens do not exist naturally. Those who created the concept of the citizen and hold the power to define it are the masters of the so-called 'Civil Society.' It is a concept created upon another concept.

Means of production, however, are a reality. Those who control means of production are the 'propertied class' (bourgeoisie), and those who do not are the proletariat. Its theory stems from objective facts, simple and clear, distinguishable even by children.

In terms of social progress, Saionji was progressive when facing feudalism. But facing socialist revolution, he was also a reactionary.

Having determined this, He Rui returned to his office and picked up his pen to write.

*...Some comrades believe that we have the ability to liberate all of China without going to war with Japan. Although this possibility does not exist, there exists a path to liberate the whole country without a total war with Japan. However, this path implies that the process of liberating China will face greater resistance. Domestic reactionaries, believing they have Japan as their backer, will frantically oppose China's unification and liberation cause. The Chinese people will suffer immense pain during this process.*

*The sooner the war for China's unification ends, the less pain the Chinese people will suffer, and the more of China's national strength can be preserved. Considering this from a strategic perspective, we must thoroughly shatter the fantasies of the domestic reactionaries and let the people of all China see and acknowledge the hope for China's unification and liberation.*

*Therefore, war against Japan is imperative.*

*I hope comrades will unify their thinking, make up their minds, overcome all difficulties, and carry the Chinese revolution through to the end. To realize China's unification, as well as China's comprehensive rejuvenation in the future.*

*Chairman of the Civilization Party: He Rui.*

After writing this, He Rui put down his pen. There was actually a paragraph missing here: another objective of He Rui waging war against Japan was to pave the way for a revolution in Japan. The reason Japanese reactionaries were still active and jumping around was that they hadn't reached a dead end.

Even if they were only defeated by the United States, Japanese reactionaries would suffer a heavy blow. Facing a China that had realized a socialist revolution, Japanese reactionaries would only despair even more. And the Japanese people would be able to see hope, see a possible better future.

Only by winning this battle could the situation in Japan be pushed to this step. For the future global war of liberation, the power of China alone was not enough. If Japan could be liberated, making a post-revolution Japan a member of the ranks opposing the old world, the odds of completely winning the global revolutionary war would increase significantly.

If China couldn't even liberate Japan and could only brutally and savagely completely destroy Japan, then on what basis could China convince the world to follow it in liberating the globe?

Retracting his thoughts, He Rui continued to read documents. Although the war hadn't broken out, it had already begun. The mobilization of the Northeast Army was a very important link in the war operations. Ensuring the troops entered the war in good condition was He Rui's current job.

Saionji Kinmochi rested at the hotel for two days—waiting for He Rui for two days. To Saionji's disappointment, He Rui did not send anyone to contact him. This meant He Rui had absolutely no intention of visiting Japan.

Saionji Kinmochi felt helpless but had no other recourse. As the most important elder in the Seiyukai, he once thought the Seiyukai, which pioneered party cabinets in Japan, could govern for a long time. After Hara Takashi was assassinated, the Seiyukai's power immediately wavered. Scandals were constant during this period. Although the succeeding Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, was recognized domestically as the best Minister of Finance with unchallengeable fiscal ability, his ability as Prime Minister was obviously very weak.

As a result, in June of this year, Takahashi Korekiyo had to resign after multiple scandals. After clearing out relevant personnel within the Seiyukai, it was thought that Emperor Taisho would let him form a cabinet again. However, Emperor Taisho ordered the Vice Minister of the Navy, Kato Tomosaburo, to form a cabinet.

Kato Tomosaburo had no political party background; he was from the military. His cabinet had no partisan color and was called an 'administrative' cabinet. This cabinet's style was pragmatic, without the inflammatory style of political parties. Therefore, its attitude toward China was also very pragmatic.

Saionji Kinmochi believed that if it were the Kato Tomosaburo cabinet, they would negotiate with He Rui. But the content of the negotiations would certainly not be acceptable to He Rui. A unified China would inevitably begin industrialization, and an industrialized China would be Japan's greatest threat. This was the consensus of the Japanese upper class. With He Rui's understanding of Japan and his intelligence, it was impossible for him not to know this.

After staying another day and seeing that He Rui still hadn't sent anyone, Saionji Kinmochi sent someone to bid farewell. He Rui did not see him off personally, only having the Deputy Director of the Northeast Foreign Affairs Bureau escort Saionji Kinmochi to the train. The Deputy Director brought He Rui's message: 'When to visit Japan is still under consideration. At a suitable time, I will definitely visit Japan.'

Saionji Kinmochi could only ask the Deputy Director to pass a message to He Rui, "I look forward to He-kun visiting Japan soon."

Days passed quickly. In the blink of an eye, it was October 1st. The Northeast Army units were ready, and every group army was waiting for He Rui's order.

He Rui was currently listening to the report from the Department of Agriculture. The Northeast begins harvesting every September, with the southernmost regions naturally harvesting first. By October 1st, the Liaoning region had finished harvesting. Most of the Jilin region had finished. The central and northern parts of Heilongjiang began harvesting on October 1st and would finish by mid-October.

This year saw a bumper grain harvest, with over 60% of regions already harvested. Thanks to meteorological cooperation with Russia and information exchange, the forecast for southward-moving cold air could reach 5 days ahead. Based on the known situation, future harvest expectations were good.

Having already confirmed the industrial production schedule, and now confirming the grain situation, He Rui finally picked up his pen to write a document.

*Civilization Party Chairman / Civilization Party Military Commission Chairman / Civilization Party Military Commission / Northeast People's Liberation Army Command Staff / October 1, 1922 / 1922 Top Secret Document No. 00007 — transmitted only to Division-level Political Commissars and Division/Brigade-level Military Commanders*

*The Military Commission has received reports from all units confirming troops are ready for combat against Japan. To maintain its dominant position in Northeast Asia, Japan will absolutely not accept a future where China is unified. To realize the cause of China's unification and liberation, our Northeast People's Liberation Army—Army, Navy, and Air Force—has no choice but to launch a war against Japan.*

*Army:*

*The 1st Group Army will begin independent operations on October 4th, advancing covertly toward the Port Arthur-Dairen (Lüshun-Dalian) region. It must enter the attack zone by October 6th.*

*Starting October 7th, it will launch an attack on the Port Arthur-Dairen region with Air Force support. Strive to annihilate the local Japanese forces as quickly as possible and liberate the Port Arthur-Dairen region.*

*Simultaneous with the start of the attack, Northeast local armed forces will launch attacks on all Japanese strongholds distributed throughout the Northeast to eliminate Japanese military points.*

*At the same time, the Armed Police Force will take into custody all Japanese personnel in the Northeast. Ensure all Japanese personnel within Northeast borders are under our control.*

*The 2nd and 3rd Group Armies will enter the Yalu River defense system starting October 7th to conduct defensive operations against the Japanese side.*

*The 7th Group Army will assemble outside Shanhai Pass. After the Northeast Government notifies the Beiyang Government of the commencement of war with Japan, it will take over the defense of Shanhai Pass. According to the plan, it will deploy defenses along the Tanggu to Shanhai Pass line. Furthermore, prepare to deploy defenses from the Capital (Beijing) to Tanggu.*

*The 4th, 6th, and 8th Group Armies will assemble in the area behind the Yalu River defense line, ready to replace the positions of the 2nd and 3rd Group Armies at any time.*

*The 5th Group Army will deploy in the Yingkou area.*

*The 9th, 10th, and 11th Group Armies will deploy in designated areas near the coastline of Southern Liaoning.*

*The 12th Group Army will be stationed in Harbin.*

*Navy:*

*Await sortie orders at home ports at all times, ready to blockade the estuary of the Bohai Sea by laying mines.*

*Air Force:*

*All 12 Aviation Groups will temporarily suspend all flights starting at 12:00 on October 5th for comprehensive aircraft maintenance and preparation.*

*On October 7th, before the 1st Group Army launches its attack, enter the airspace of the Port Arthur-Dairen region to provide reconnaissance for the 1st Group Army.*

*Other Aviation Groups will conduct reconnaissance in their responsible airspaces. The three Flight Groups along the Yalu River will cross the Yalu River to conduct reconnaissance. Furthermore, provide comprehensive aerial photography images as soon as possible to supply data for drawing precise maps for the troops.*

*Comrades of the Army, Navy, and Air Force. Since the establishment of the Northeast People's Liberation Army, our army has always regarded the Japanese military as the hypothetical enemy and has conducted preparations for several years. Now, the time to put these long preparations to use has finally arrived. As long as the three services—Army, Navy, and Air Force—remain free of arrogance and rashness, fight calmly, and exert their due combat effectiveness, victory will surely belong to the Northeast People's Liberation Army, and to every soldier dedicated to the cause of China's unification and liberation.*

*Long live China! Long live the Chinese people!*

*Chairman of the Civilization Party Military Commission: He Rui.*

He Rui handed the document to the Secretary's Office. He thought it would be sent out very soon, but unexpectedly, after a while, the General Staff Headquarters sent someone over.

The arrival was a Major. Upon seeing He Rui, the Major immediately stood at attention and saluted, "Report to the Chairman. I am Staff Officer Xiao Bailang from the First Operations Bureau of the General Staff Headquarters. I am under orders to inquire about an issue regarding the order."

"What issue?" He Rui didn't think there would be any issue worth running over for. Although the order was issued by He Rui, the General Staff Headquarters had already war-gamed the entire operation plan many times. The plan could be executed even without He Rui's order. If there were any problems, they would have been discovered long ago.

Xiao Bailang could hardly conceal his excitement. He puffed out his chest and asked, "May I ask what reason for war should be announced to the outside world?"

It took He Rui a few seconds to realize what Xiao Bailang meant. This wasn't Xiao Bailang's fault; from 1840 to 1922, China had only issued a *Declaration of War Against All Nations* under Cixi. At all other times, it was foreign countries attacking China.

He Rui himself had overlooked the matter of declaring war for this conflict. That the General Staff Headquarters remembered this showed their work was very meticulous.

After thinking for a moment, He Rui picked up his pen and wrote down the reason. Xiao Bailang stepped forward and took the paper He Rui had signed. He saw a single line written on it:

*'Our army's soldier went missing in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. We demanded to enter the Kwantung Army Headquarters to search. The Kwantung Army Headquarters actually refused. Therefore, our army is launching an attack on the Kwantung Army.'*

Xiao Bailang had expected some momentous reason and momentarily thought he had read it wrong or misunderstood something. He read the content a few more times, confirming he hadn't made a mistake. And in the bottom right corner of the paper, He Rui had signed his name.

*Chairman of the Civilization Party Military Commission: He Rui. 17:00, October 1, 1922.*

Since this was an official document, Xiao Bailang couldn't say anything more. He could only salute and leave.

Watching Xiao Bailang's retreating figure, He Rui knew that neither Xiao Bailang nor anyone in the entire Northeast People's Liberation Army would understand what this reason meant to He Rui.

Such an arrogant reason, aside from being meaningful to He Rui, was also a form of psychological warfare. If a reasonable and fair reason were given, the Japanese army, suffering a surprise attack, might be confused. Seeing such an arrogant reason would make the Japanese army mobilize immediately. A Japanese army that mobilized immediately was beneficial for the Northeast Army to win the war.

Putting aside thoughts on this matter, He Rui buried his head in work again. The war had just begun, and the work to follow would only increase.
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October 7th, 5:30 AM. Reveille sounded in the Northeast Army garrison in Changchun. By 6:00 AM, the awakened civilians around the military camp could already hear the sounds of troops running drills.

"One... two... three... four..." The chanting was neat and powerful; just listening to it, one could feel how vigorous and energetic the young soldiers were.

At about the same time, similar sounds came from the Japanese garrison camp in the concession. A squadron of Japanese troops also began their drills.

The total number of Japanese troops in the Northeast was 40,000. The main force of a reinforced division, about 30,000 men, was stationed in the Kwantung Leased Territory at the southernmost tip of the Liaodong Peninsula. The remaining 10,000 were scattered like pepper across the vast Northeast. Changchun, being an important city, had a squadron of Japanese troops stationed there.

After the drills, some of the sharper Japanese soldiers felt something was slightly amiss. It was too quiet around them. As the Northeast's economy improved, the Japanese concessions had rapidly declined. Usually, the Japanese troops inside the concession could hear the noise from the Chinese markets early in the morning. Especially in the morning, when Chinese people were going to school, going to work, or setting up stalls—it was one of the most densely populated times of the day.

However, over the past two days, the number of people on the roads around the concession had been decreasing. Although during the autumn harvest, people in Chinese cities would go to the countryside in large numbers to participate in the harvest, it shouldn't have reached the point where there were hardly any people on the streets.

It wasn't just the Japanese garrison in Changchun that felt this way; the Japanese concession garrisons in Harbin, Siping, and Shenyang felt the same.

7:00 AM. Inside the Security Bureau in Shenyang. Comrades of the Security Bureau, dressed in black uniforms, were already neatly lined up on the grass field. Regardless of gender, everyone except civilian staff was equipped with a pistol. The comrades of the combat units carried submachine guns on their backs. The metal parts of the submachine guns revealed a deep, dark sheen in the faint morning light.

Security Bureau Chief Wang Bin, wearing the same black uniform as the comrades, walked onto the platform of the parade ground. He picked up the microphone but did not speak immediately. The ranks of the Security Bureau were solemn and orderly; no comrade had left the station for the past two days. In the back row, there was also a formation of liaison personnel from various units participating in this operation. Once this team began to move, all Japanese in Shenyang, whether soldiers or civilians, would be swept away.

Not only in Shenyang, but Japanese people throughout the Northeast would face such a fate. As a part of this war, Security Bureau Chief Wang Bin felt every cell in his body brimming with vitality.

Picking up the microphone, Wang Bin's voice was transmitted to the ears of every member on the parade ground through the speakers.

"28 years ago, in 1894, the Qing dynasty, which claimed to be the master of China, owned this China. It fought against Japan with the power of the whole country, but was defeated by Japan, which mobilized 240,000 troops and actually committed 170,000. The Qing dynasty paid indemnities everywhere, ceded Taiwan and Penghu to Japan, and paid a total of more than 230 million taels of silver to Japan. Since then, Japan has had concessions in China and the right to station troops. Today, the targets we are going to clear out are these people. Over the past 28 years, Japanese people have continuously come to the Northeast. Excluding the Kwantung Army, the total number of Japanese in the Northeast has reached 274,654."

Even knowing this history, even knowing this number, the expressions of those present remained grim.

Wang Bin paused for a moment to calm his overly agitated emotions before continuing the mobilization for action. "For 28 years, the Japanese have thought themselves superior to the Chinese, acting high and mighty in China. The time has come to put these Japanese back in their proper place. When we are old, our grandsons and granddaughters will ask us: Grandpa, Grandma, why were more than 280,000 Japanese cleared out immediately? We can proudly tell those children: because we held weapons in our hands and fought on the front line. Today, the Qing dynasty that thought itself the master of China has perished. Today, as the vanguard of the Chinese people, we are about to end this humiliating history. To... day..., comrades are creating history. This history will be written in history books and praised by future generations of Chinese people!"

Although the heart of every comrade below the stage was beating fiercely, no one spoke. Not because of fear, but because of discipline.

Wang Bin continued loudly, "Our army is a civilized force and has battlefield discipline. Any Japanese who surrenders without resistance shall be treated according to the prisoner-of-war policy. We are absolutely not allowed to harm them after capturing them. But, comrades, faced with those enemies who resist stubbornly in a corner, what should we do?"

"Kill!" A earth-shattering roar erupted from the formation in response.

The roar was so intense that echoes appeared within the parade ground.

Wang Bin asked again, "Our army is a civilized army and must strictly abide by the prisoner-of-war policy. But, what should we do to the enemy?"

"Kill! Kill! Kill!" Shouts erupted from the crowd again. The response from the gathered comrades seemed to have a tangible form; Wang Bin even felt a pressure washing over his face.

"Then, dismiss. After dismissal, all departments start operations according to the action plan!" Security Bureau Chief Wang Bin issued the order.

7:45 AM. A car was driving on the road in the Japanese concession in the Kwantung Leased Territory. The car was obviously a product of the Shenyang Automobile Manufacturing Plant, its appearance resembling the German 'Beetle' people's car from before WWII.

Small flags were inserted on both sides of the car's hood. On the left was the Five-Colored Flag of the Republic of China, and on the right was the Five-Star Red Flag, the regional flag of the Northeast Government. He Rui wasn't trying to be unique; the Five-Star Red Flag had always been the only flag in his heart.

At 8:00 AM, the Northeast Government's car stopped in front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters. The door opened, and Major Yu Cen from the back seat got out with his guards, standing outside the Kwantung Army Headquarters.

This trip would be extremely dangerous. Major Yu Cen knew this very well, as did all the officers in the First Operations Bureau of the General Staff Headquarters. Therefore, the young officers who usually didn't submit to anyone expressed one after another, 'My strength is poor, I'm not afraid of sacrifice. Please, you must let me go.'

Major Xiao Bailang had already picked up a paper knife to cut his finger, preparing to write a letter in blood. He was seen by the Deputy Chief, who immediately shouted angrily, "What are you doing! Are the tools of the Staff Headquarters for you to hurt people with?"

This was indeed a regulation. Xiao Bailang, afraid of being disqualified from the operation, immediately settled down.

After discussion by the General Staff Headquarters, it was finally decided to dispatch a Major to be responsible for this diplomatic work. Although this matter was very dangerous, it was exceptionally important, and a qualified comrade had to be found. In the end, the General Staff ordered: draw lots.

When Yu Cen became the lucky one, several comrades, including Xiao Bailang, immediately expressed their willingness to switch with Yu Cen. Yu Cen couldn't be bothered to pay attention to these guys. He immediately followed the Deputy Chief to start preparations.

At this moment, the initial intense emotions had dissipated. Yu Cen even felt some unease on the way to execute the mission. Faced with the threat of death, it would be strange not to feel uneasy. This was a basic point repeatedly emphasized by instructors in the first lesson of the military academy and the first lesson of military psychology.

Feeling his emotions, Yu Cen dispelled all of this from his heart through a few deep breaths. Two Japanese officers walked out of the Kwantung Army Headquarters. After exchanging salutes, the two Japanese officers led Yu Cen into the Headquarters.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao lived a rather regular life, waking up at 6:00 AM. At this moment, the Lieutenant General was waiting in his office, guessing why He Rui had sent an urgent telegram to the Kwantung Army Headquarters at 12:00 on October 7th [Note: likely meant Oct 6th or midnight, context implies just before this morning], stating that personnel would be sent to request a meeting with Lieutenant General Kawai Misao in the morning.

Since He Rui was doing this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao believed He Rui must have a reason.

Could it be that He Rui suddenly started a war against the Beiyang Government for some reason? Or was it that He Rui was still holding onto the drug trafficking issue and wanted to cause some trouble?

Thinking of the drug trafficking issue, Kawai Misao felt puzzled by He Rui's moral eccentricities. Opium was indeed addictive and led to tragedies. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was very clear about this. However, opium was still a legal trade commodity in the world. Not only opium, but morphine was also a legal drug that could be bought in pharmacies in various countries.

In this world, perhaps only the Northeast Government used cruel means to crack down on the sale and trafficking of opium and morphine. The Kwantung side had no way to deal with He Rui's anti-drug atrocities. After all, it was no longer 1840; the inability to freely sell opium and morphine in China could not become a reason for Japan to declare war on Northeast China. Moreover, the sales volume of opium and morphine occupied only a tiny figure in the trade between the Northeast and Japan, small enough to be negligible.

To stabilize normal trade between the Northeast and Japan, the Japanese side pretended not to see when He Rui killed Japanese drug traffickers. At most, they informed Japanese expatriates in China never to sell opium and morphine in the Northeast.

Thinking again, Kawai Misao felt that He Rui was not a person to make a fuss over trifles. Could it be... there was some military conflict between He Rui and Soviet Russia? If such a thing happened, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt it would be worth looking forward to.

Soon, a tall Chinese Major appeared in front of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. The Major said in Japanese, "Your Excellency Lieutenant General Kawai, I am subordinate Yu Cen, under orders to meet Your Excellency Lieutenant General Kawai to convey the document from General He Rui."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao hadn't expected a Chinese Major to speak passable Japanese. He replied, "What document has the Major brought?"

Learning Japanese and English was mandatory among Northeast Army officers. An army that does not understand the enemy's language is foolish. Major Yu Cen's English wasn't great, but his Japanese was so-so. He took out the document, opened it, and began to read, "On October 6, 1922, a soldier of the Northeast Army disappeared mysteriously in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. To recover the missing soldier, the Northeast Army Headquarters informs the Kwantung Army Headquarters..."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and the officers beside him were a bit confused. Northeast Army soldiers were not allowed to enter the Kwantung Leased Territory without permission. How could one suddenly disappear 'mysteriously' in front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters? Was it a spy who got caught? But neither Lieutenant General Kawai Misao nor the Japanese officers had heard of such an incident.

Since he had read 'the Northeast Army Headquarters informs the Kwantung Army Headquarters', the Japanese soldiers continued to listen.

"...The Northeast Army Headquarters informs the Kwantung Army Headquarters to lay down weapons and accept inspection by the Northeast Army before 9:00 AM on October 7, 1922. If the Japanese Kwantung Army refuses to execute this, the Northeast Army Headquarters will regard it as a hostile military action and will immediately conduct military strikes against the Japanese Kwantung Army. End."

After Major Yu Cen finished reading, he stepped forward and handed the document to the dumbfounded Japanese adjutant beside him. The adjutant subconsciously accepted the document before suddenly realizing what was happening. The adjutant shouted angrily, "Bakayaro!"

Major Yu Cen didn't care at all about this angry curse. The matter had proceeded unusually smoothly. He had met Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and read the document face to face. Moreover, the other party had actually accepted the document, which was even more perfect.

Along the way, what Major Yu Cen worried about most was not his own safety, but whether he could complete the mission. Now that the mission was accomplished and the document, equivalent to a declaration of war, had been handed to the Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, his task was over.

Taking a step back, Major Yu Cen saluted the grim-faced Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. "Your Excellency, the subordinate's work is completed. Farewell."

After speaking, the Major turned and walked away. Flustered and exasperated, the Japanese officers stepped forward to stop Major Yu Cen.

"Stop it all of you!" Lieutenant General Kawai Misao shouted angrily behind the Japanese officers. The Japanese officers all stopped. Major Yu Cen paused slightly, then continued walking out, completely disregarding the Japanese officers behind him.

Yu Cen didn't know what other Northeast Army soldiers would do. Yu Cen himself chose to walk straight out. As a soldier of the Northeast Army, Major Yu Cen didn't feel he had any reason to listen to the orders of a Japanese soldier. The war was less than an hour away from starting; see you on the battlefield.

Striding out of the building like this, a group of Japanese soldiers rushed in front of Major Yu Cen, pointing their rifles at his chest.

The Major chuckled lightly and stopped. This was his stage, and all dangers began from this moment. Being arrested, imprisoned, tortured, or even killed. Major Yu Cen was already mentally prepared. Moreover, Major Yu Cen had made up his mind that he would never lose face for the Northeast People's Liberation Army. He definitely wouldn't let the Japanese devils think that the men of the Northeast Army weren't men.

"What is the meaning of this?" Major Yu Cen asked calmly, facing the muzzles of the Japanese troops.

"What is the meaning of you coming here?!" A Japanese Major at the front shouted with a ferocious expression.

Yu Cen answered coldly, "I came here to request a meeting with Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. As for what it means, go ask the Lieutenant General."

"Bakayaro!" The Japanese Major put his hand on his katana, looking like he was about to draw his sword and cut someone.

Although Major Yu Cen's guard had surrendered his weapons when entering, he still blocked diagonally in front of the Major with his bare hands. Major Yu Cen stepped forward, patted the guard on the shoulder, and pulled him to his side. He continued to say to the Japanese Major, "I would like to ask, what is the meaning of this? Where are your manners!"

'When two countries are at war, envoys are not killed'—this is the most basic rule of civilization. Only when both sides are in a situation of fighting to the last man will the killing of envoys occasionally occur. At present, the Japanese side actually didn't dare to kill Chinese envoys. Once they really did it, the Kwantung Army would face retaliation after defeat, and very severe retaliation at that.

If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao were captured by the Northeast Army, and a group of officers from the Kwantung Army Headquarters, including Kawai Misao, were shot for ordering the killing of an envoy, other countries wouldn't have much to say.

Sure enough, the arrogance of the Japanese Major, who was scolded by Major Yu Cen about 'where his manners were', immediately dissipated a lot. Just then, a Lieutenant Colonel ran out of the Kwantung Army Headquarters building in a hurry. He glared at Major Yu Cen extremely unhappily before going to the Major's side and ordering in a low voice, "Let them go."

"Why?"

"The Commander ordered to let them go." The Lieutenant Colonel's voice was filled with suppressed anger.

The Major actually knew that he couldn't possibly kill the Northeast Army envoy inside the Kwantung Army Headquarters, so he could only order the Japanese soldiers to clear the way. Striding out through the passage formed by the fierce-looking Japanese soldiers, Major Yu Cen looked indifferent, and his mood was even very happy.

Exiting the gate and returning to the car, Major Yu Cen asked, "What is the status of the radio preparation?"

The telegraph operator sitting in the passenger seat immediately replied, "Report, the radio is ready to transmit at any time."

"Send the telegram now. Add three numbers to the front of the message: 918."

The telegraph operator immediately began to transmit. With the clatter of the telegraph key, the short message was sent out immediately.

The radio station of the Northeast Army's 1st Group Army had long been waiting on the channel. After receiving the message, they immediately replied to confirm receipt. Major Yu Cen's telegram was handed to the headquarters. The Group Army Chief of Staff read it and took out the codebook to verify.

Delivering a 'Declaration of War' before the war was a very dangerous job, and the Staff Headquarters had discussed many plans. Especially regarding the safety of the message content, so the telegram used common plain code. Only after Major Yu Cen came out safely would he tell the telegraph operator the password prefix. Receiving the complete telegram proved that the mission of delivering the 'Declaration of War' had been completed.

The 1st Group Army immediately sent the news to the General Staff Headquarters. The General Staff Headquarters then sent a telegram to all units: 'Operation Start.'

At 9:00 AM on October 7, 1922, the artillery of the 1st Group Army of the Northeast People's Liberation Army began to bombard the Japanese Kwantung Army positions located at the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory.

At the same time, the entire Northeast mobilized. The Japanese concession garrison in Changchun saw a large group of Northeast Army troops surrounding the Japanese concession barracks. The other side shouted at the Japanese troops with loudspeakers: "Listen, Japanese on the other side. Come out immediately with your hands held high. Our Northeast Army treats prisoners well; lay down your guns and you won't be killed!"

Hearing this, the Japanese concession garrison in Changchun immediately ran back to the barracks like rabbits. The Northeast Army didn't spoil them; since the Japanese army had heard the order and continued to choose stubborn resistance...

The barracks of the Japanese concession garrison were made of brick and wood. Hit directly by 80mm mortars, these houses were like paper, shattering into pieces along with the Japanese soldiers inside under the impact of the explosions.

To avoid casualties, the Northeast Army completely leveled the barracks before sending troops into the ruins to search for survivors.

Not only Changchun, but Japanese garrisons in Shenyang, Harbin, and Siping all met the same fate. Since the Japanese army had absolutely no experience surrendering to the Chinese army, less than one in ten survived. Nearly 10,000 Japanese troops stationed outside the Kwantung Leased Territory were completely annihilated within two hours.

On October 7, 1922, the Northeast People's Liberation Army launched a full-scale offensive against the Japanese troops in the Northeast.
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On October 7th, shortly after 8:00 AM, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, Commander of the Kwantung Army, received the 'Declaration of War' and immediately ordered the Japanese troops to enter their defensive systems.

Over the past few years, as the strength of the Northeast Army increased rapidly, the Japanese army began to increase defenses at the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory. When Lieutenant General Kawai Misao took office, he continued to strengthen the defense system of the Kwantung Leased Territory. At this time, the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory had a land defense system built around several extremely sturdy reinforced concrete fortresses.

The 1st Group Army was responsible for attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory. At 8:55 AM, all personnel at the headquarters were watching a fortress within their field of view in the distance. No one spoke; they just quietly watched the silent battlefield. When Commander Zheng Silang checked his watch for the third time, the hands showed it was already 9:00 AM.

All units had synchronized their watches with a difference of less than a minute. On the positions of the 13th Army, which was responsible for attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory, the 120mm mortars belonging to each regiment opened fire one after another at the Japanese troops.

From the intense flash and loud noise when the shells landed, Zheng Silang knew the troops were using high-explosive shells. Unlike armor-piercing shells that break through enemy hard defenses, after high-explosive shells hit a target, the explosives filled inside the shell explode, producing fragments, metal jets, shock waves, and smoke to damage the target.

Without even looking closely at the magnificent scene produced by the explosion of the high-explosive shells, Zheng Silang said 'Let's go back' and left the front line with the headquarters personnel.

Some comrades wanted to watch a while longer, but Zheng Silang did not rush them. After all, such a grand situation was a first for the Northeast Army. But Zheng Silang didn't want to watch the war like a spectator; what a commander had to do was command the troops to fight the enemy.

The signal corps had already laid the field telephone lines. When Zheng Silang returned to the headquarters, the news that should have been sent to the headquarters had not arrived yet. The frontline combat units were organized by regiment. Between the regiment and the group army, there were still two units: the division and the army. Bypassing the chain of command was a taboo in the military, and Zheng Silang would absolutely not do such a thing.

Outside the headquarters, the sound of artillery was rumbling, like thunder on the horizon before a summer rainstorm. Zheng Silang sat in his chair with his eyes closed to rest, but in fact, he was combing through the known intelligence of both the enemy and his own side again in his mind, predicting the course of the battle.

Like Group Army Commander Zheng Silang, who was in the rear preparing to adjust deployment according to the battle situation at any time, the regimental commanders directing operations on the front line were also fulfilling their duties with all their might.

The regimental artillery units participating in the first wave of attacks were firing fiercely at the Japanese firing points in front of them. After the first test shot, each gun position quickly adjusted its firing data and began the second round of shooting. Japanese firing points were already being hit by Northeast Army shells. Artillery observers strained their eyes, trying their best to determine with maximum accuracy whether the shells had accurately hit the Japanese firing points marked on the map.

After the third round of shelling ended, more Japanese firing points were hit. No one cheered because of this. Behind those Japanese frontline firing points, the huge Japanese fortresses stood motionless. Fortresses as massive as monsters were definitely not something 120mm mortars could deal with. Currently, these fortresses hadn't reacted yet, but before long, the Japanese artillery inside the fortresses would begin to counterattack. The powerful fortress guns would pose a huge threat to the Northeast Army officers and soldiers on the front line.

While the Northeast Army officers and soldiers felt a huge threat, the Japanese troops facing the Northeast Army were stunned.

Japanese units assigned to the defense system received a call from headquarters around 8:40 AM, ordering all units to enter the defense system immediately. Although the various units of the Kwantung Army acted immediately, they did not truly realize what was happening.

Just as the Kwantung Army defense troops entered their defensive positions, shells flew over like rain. Experiencing the terrifying shockwave brought by the shell explosions personally, seeing comrades from the same unit in the distance blown into bloody pulp or simply turned into pieces of corpses, the Kwantung Army finally realized that war had broken out.

But it was too late to realize it now. The Northeast Army's firepower preparation was fierce and efficient. Field earthworks were blown sky-high as long as they were directly hit by a 120mm high-explosive shell. The only things that could withstand it were the Japanese reinforced concrete bunkers.

Even so, the Japanese troops inside these reinforced concrete bunkers were shaken to the core. Those unlucky Japanese soldiers suffered internal injuries, with blood starting to flow from their mouths, noses, and even ears.

The last time the Japanese army participated in a high-intensity war was the Russo-Japanese War 18 years ago. Now, middle and high-ranking commanders in the Japanese army basically had experience from the Russo-Japanese War. Junior officers enlisted later and only heard seniors bragging about the brutality of the war at the wine table, or searched for records of war scenes from military history materials. Japanese soldiers who enlisted in peacetime had no idea what a high-intensity war was like.

On the earth-shattering battlefield, the struggling Japanese troops finally heard their own artillery begin to return fire. Artillery inside several Japanese fortresses opened fire on the Northeast Army positions, and the Northeast Army artillery fire weakened almost simultaneously.

The young Japanese officers who understood this were overjoyed and quickly seized this opportunity to reorganize their troops and prepare for the ensuing battle.

Seeing that the Japanese fortresses had begun to operate, Senior Colonel Qiu Wenchang, Commander of the Artillery Regiment of the 13th Army responsible for the attack, covered his cheeks with both hands and rubbed them like a cat washing its face. When Senior Colonel Qiu Wenchang felt he had fully entered the state, he put down his hands and ordered the troops beside him: "Prepare to fire!"

Behind Qiu Wenchang were four extremely huge artillery pieces, and two Germans were standing with the Northeast Army artillerymen.

The artillery battle had proceeded until now like the precise operation of a machine. Our army was like this, and the enemy army began to operate just as our army had predicted. Next, Qiu Wenchang looked forward to the war process continuing to run like this.

Hearing Qiu Wenchang's order, the 13th Army's artillery immediately began to operate the four giant guns.

The two German soldiers were both veterans of World War I. The reason the Northeast Army hired them was that both had been crew members of the German siege gun 'Big Bertha'.

At the beginning of WWI, the Belgian Liege Fortress blocked the German advance. The concrete defense walls of the Liege Fortress were three meters thick and reinforced with steel plates. The Germans used 40,000 troops and more than 200 cannons to attack the Liege Fortress, but they couldn't make a dent in it.

The German army immediately deployed giant siege mortars nicknamed "Big Bertha". The "Big Bertha" giant gun was 7 meters long, weighed 42 tons, and had a caliber of 420mm. Each shell alone weighed 1 ton and could penetrate hard reinforced concrete buildings; its power was extremely huge. To transport it to the front line, it first had to be transported by train to the end of the railway line, then a special road had to be paved, and then it was dragged by 36 strong horses to the German positions near Liege.

At that time, the German army only had 9 such guns. Helmuth von Moltke the Younger allocated 4 of them to Ludendorff at once.

At the same time, cannons from Austria were also in place. Named "Slim Emma" (Schlanke Emma), produced by Skoda, the caliber was not weak either, at 305mm. The two launched a competition for the first time at Liege, which claimed to have the strongest fortress in the world. What made the German army feel incredibly gratified and the Belgian army astonished was that 12 Emmas and Big Berthas tore the so-called impregnable reinforced concrete defense line into fragments in just four days.

Japan's industrial strength was far inferior to Europe's. Although the intelligence was not detailed enough, it could be basically determined that the thickness of the concrete used in the Kwantung Leased Territory's defensive fortresses was definitely not 3 meters. Therefore, the artillery produced by the Northeast Arsenal was not even a 'Little Bertha', but a 'Slender Emma' with a caliber smaller than the Austrian-produced siege gun 'Slim Emma'.

The siege gun 'Slim Emma' had a caliber of 305mm, while the Northeast Army's siege mortar had a caliber of only 255mm. With the Northeast Army's habit, if they could use whole numbers, they didn't like using fractions. However, a 250-caliber artillery sounded a bit off no matter how you listened to it [Note: "250" is slang for an idiot/simpleton in Chinese]. That was how the 255-caliber siege mortar appeared.

Regardless of these details, the 255-caliber siege mortar also used delayed-fuse armor-piercing shells. The armor-piercing shell would not explode immediately after hitting the fortress. Instead, it would wait until the shell penetrated into the interior of the fortress and its kinetic energy was exhausted before detonating.

No one dared to operate the artillery near the 255 gun; the huge shockwave would immediately kill the surrounding soldiers by concussion.

The 255 guns were placed on reinforced concrete bases. It took more than an hour to complete the adjustment of firing data. The artillerymen quickly retreated to nearly a hundred meters away and fired the shells electronically.

At that moment, the earth trembled violently. The nearby artillerymen felt as if their hearts had been grabbed by something. Every artilleryman was wearing earplugs and a hood. Even so, it was impossible for no sound to enter. But at the moment the artillery fired, the world seemed to suddenly become quiet. All background noise disappeared completely, and the surrounding sound entered an extremely uniform state.

The terrifying roar of the artillery overwhelmed all sounds in an instant. The powerful sound wave impact made the artillerymen's senses unable to receive other signals at that moment.

At this time in the sky, several tiny objects that were almost invisible were flying; they were reconnaissance planes of the Northeast People's Liberation Army.

The planes were monoplanes with single propellers and two seats. Looking down from an altitude of nearly a thousand meters, everything on the ground was so tiny. The flash and dust of the 120mm artillery felt no stronger than a small firecracker exploding during the Spring Festival. The fierce artillery battle was as insignificant as a game of children throwing stones on a lake surface.

The Japanese fortress was the only object with some presence in this game. Compared to the fortress, the artillery positions were like mantises launching a brave attack against a cart.

Suddenly, the observer in the back seat saw a huge flower bloom abruptly at a position about 200 meters above [or on] the Japanese fortress. In the center of the flower was a bright orange-red fireball. The size of this flower was already a fraction of the size of the fortress.

The fortress, which looked lonely and indifferent, finally met a companion that could match it.

Immediately, the plane began to shake left and right. The pilot seemed to be cursing something while manipulating the plane, swaying and flying higher. The shockwave of the shell could even affect the high altitude of nearly a thousand meters. This was something neither the pilot in the front row nor the observer in the back row had expected.
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On the battlefield, the crews of every 255mm siege mortar remained orderly, with absolutely no one showing the slightest nervousness or panic. The intense shockwaves generated when the shells landed and exploded could be felt even on the ground five kilometers away. Each gun crew continued to operate like a machine, firing armor-piercing shells fitted with delayed fuses at the Japanese fortresses at a rate of one round every 15 minutes.

Beside the gun crews, two German artillery officers participating in the Northeast Army's siege artillery units as de facto observers looked solemn. Both were instructed by the German 'former General Staff' to come to the Northeast with the mini-General Staff to give lectures. After the cooperation period ended, most of the German dispatched officers were extremely opposed to the Northeast Army's political model of unity between officers and soldiers and chose to return home. These two officers came from ordinary families, without 'von' in their names, and both chose to stay.

(XXX von XXX is the naming convention for German nobility; anyone without 'von' is of commoner origin.)

Although the two did not like the Northeast Army's political model either, they learned from letters from Germany that the German economy was even more depressed after the war. Employment opportunities were scarce, and returning meant unemployment. After discussing it, both requested to renew their contracts.

After political vetting, the Northeast Army judged that their backgrounds were within an acceptable range, and their solid artillery experience was a plus. With revenge sentiments high after Germany's defeat, it was unlikely that these two were British or French spies. Coupled with the fact that they stated their true reasons for staying very sincerely, they were hired as instructors in the artillery major at the Army Academy.

Seeing the Northeast Army artillerymen firing in an orderly manner without asking them to participate at all, the two German officers inevitably felt a bit jealous. In the interval while the artillery adjusted firing data based on the previous shell's impact point, they conversed. Unlike the emotions in their hearts, what they spoke aloud was different content.

"It seems the Northeast Army can already produce qualified naval guns."

"Hmm... 255-caliber naval guns could fully serve as the main guns of Chinese battleships."

The artillery officers discussed their profession. In World War I, German battleships also used 305mm main guns. Although the 255 caliber was slightly smaller, the two German artillery officers hadn't expected the Northeast Government to be able to produce 255-caliber artillery themselves. With such military industrial capability, China could certainly build battleships of smaller tonnage.

"It's a pity. If China had its current strength before World War I, we might not have lost."

Although this hypothesis was meaningless, both German officers couldn't help but have such a thought. China's greatest enemy in Northeast Asia was undoubtedly the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. If China had been unified under He Rui before World War I and could build its own battleships, airplanes, and cannons, China joining the Central Powers would certainly have changed the entire war situation.

Even if China didn't participate in the war, as long as it could force Russia not to participate, Germany could have spared two more group armies when the war started. The German army might have fought its way into Paris within less than half a year of the war starting.

But laments were just laments, and a new round of shelling had begun. The two German officers shut their mouths; the shock generated when the 255 siege mortars fired overwhelmed all surrounding sounds.

Less than two minutes after the shelling, Senior Colonel Qiu Wenchang, Commander of the 13th Army Artillery Regiment, spoke a few words with a soldier who ran over, then turned and shouted with the unique loud voice of an artilleryman: "Comrades, we have hit the Japanese fortress! Comrades, add oil (keep it up)! Two or three more hits and the Japanese fortress will be completely written off!"

The two German officers' Chinese was average and couldn't keep up with such a fast speaking speed. However, seeing the artillerymen cheering in unison, they understood that the shells had hit the Japanese fortress. When destroying the Belgian Liege Fortress, German officers and soldiers were similarly excited when they learned they had destroyed one of its turrets. On the positions at that time, German military caps were constantly thrown into the air, and cheers shook the earth. Compared to that, the Chinese Northeast Army was really much more reserved in expressing emotion.

The good news for the Northeast Army was bad news for the Japanese side. It was just 10:00 AM, and the city within the Kwantung Leased Territory was already in chaos.

A large number of Northeast Army aircraft were circling over the Kwantung Leased Territory. The 10kg bombs carried by the planes fell here and there in the military zone of the Kwantung Leased Territory. Although accuracy was out of the question, the military zone occupied a large area within the Territory, and the bombs were not dropped into residential areas.

Inside the cramped cabin of Bomber No. 0042, the roar of the engine echoed. The pilot turned his head and shouted at the bombardier at the top of his lungs, "Drop the bombs quickly, we're running low on fuel!"

The bombardier was observing ground targets through the bombsight, trying to find the best position to drop the bombs. This shout interrupted the various parabolic calculations churning in the bombardier's mind. The Northeast Air Force combat manual stipulated that planes were absolutely not allowed to fly back to the airfield with bombs. The bombardier stepped hard on the pedal, and the bomb bay door below the cabin opened. A gust of strong wind blew directly into the cabin; if not for his goggles, the bombardier would have instinctively closed his eyes.

The last of the four 10kg bombs carried by the bomber was clamped on the bomb rack. As the bombardier pulled the handle hard, the clamp on the rack opened to both sides, and the bomb fell into the wind like a light piece of paper. The bombardier immediately released the pedal. As the lower hatch closed, he could no longer see the situation below.

The plane shuddered slightly from the tactical maneuver of dropping the bomb. The pilot quickly stabilized the plane and began to turn back. Neither the pilot nor the bombardier could see that the small propeller on the stabilizer at the tail of the bomb began to spin rapidly under the push of the air. A moment later, it turned into a nose-down posture and plunged toward the ground.

A squad of Japanese soldiers preparing to enter the city defense fortifications was running through the streets. With a sharp whistle, this 10kg bomb landed and exploded in the middle of this unlucky Japanese formation. The violent explosion directly blew more than twenty Japanese soldiers into severed limbs flying in the air.

This squad of Japanese soldiers was exceptionally unlucky. The bombing accuracy of the Northeast Air Force was not just unsatisfactory; it could only be said to be better than nothing. Before the hundred or so bombs dropped earlier landed, the bombardiers all tried their best to hit valuable targets, but the results were poor. The number of Japanese soldiers killed or wounded was only over three hundred, and few buildings were destroyed—all valueless ordinary barracks. This bomb, which wiped out more than twenty Japanese soldiers at once, was actually the result of a random drop.

The Japanese troops on the ground didn't know the state of the Northeast Air Force overhead. A 10kg bomb had an explosive charge of about 8kg, which was about the same amount as a 155mm shell. This round of bombing, which had absolutely no accuracy to speak of, dropped more than a hundred bombs equivalent to the power of 155mm shells into the Kwantung Leased Territory military zone. The chaos caused was far greater than the actual casualties.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, Commander of the Kwantung Army, received various chaotic reports. That the Northeast Army actually used an air force for bombing did indeed surprise Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. But it was only surprise.

During World War I, a large number of fighter jets and bombers had already appeared on the European battlefield. The Japanese army had sent many young officers to Europe as observers, so they were not unfamiliar with this.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao believed that the Northeast Army fought very methodically. Before the fierce infantry engagement, the Northeast Army, as the attacker, not only conducted standard artillery bombardment but also dispatched an air force to bomb and cause chaos among the Japanese troops.

When a communication officer with a grief-stricken expression brought the news that a fortress had been destroyed to the Kwantung Army Headquarters operations room, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao stood up, ignoring the stunned and angry expressions of other officers, and stood before the window with his hands behind his back.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao found that he was indeed somewhat shocked and annoyed, but felt more of a sense of certainty. This was the level that He Rui, who had deliberately planned the attack, should achieve. His student He Rui possessed all the qualities a chaotic commander should have, and even more so the ability and perseverance to turn his plans into reality. To annihilate the Kwantung Army, one must destroy the fortress defense system that the Kwantung Leased Territory was so proud of. If he couldn't do that, He Rui would never have acted rashly.

At this moment, the only regret Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt was that although he knew He Rui was prepared for war, because of his own arrogance, he thought He Rui's target would never be the Empire of Japan.

Although a group of Kwantung Army officers was waiting for Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's orders in the command room, and although the war situation was obviously developing in a direction favorable to He Rui, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continued to calmly consider countermeasures.

At 8:35 AM, the Kwantung Army Headquarters had already reported to the Army Ministry and the General Staff Headquarters in Tokyo that they might be under attack.

At 9:05 AM, the news that the Kwantung Leased Territory was sneak-attacked by He Rui was also sent out.

According to the current troop deployment of the Empire of Japan, the first to provide reinforcements would be the Army stationed in Korea. In 1910, Japan formally annexed Korea and established the Governor-General of Korea, with the Commander of the Korean Army as the Governor-General, directly answerable to the Emperor. At the same time, the main forces of the Japanese 19th Division and 20th Division were organized into the new Japanese Korean Army.

Given the combat readiness of the Korean Army, the entire army could reach the Yalu River in four days at most. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was certain that He Rui must have prepared defensive fortifications on the Yalu River border to resist the attack of the Korean Army. At the same time, he would do his utmost to completely annihilate the Kwantung Army before the Imperial Japanese Navy could transport a large number of troops to reinforce the Kwantung Leased Territory via transport convoys.

In other words, He Rui had to achieve his goal within 72 hours. As long as the Kwantung Army survived these 72 hours, they could win the victory.

Having sorted out the basic situation of the war, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao turned around, walked back to the operations conference table, and sat in his seat.

"Gentlemen, our army must hold out for 72 hours. The enemy is using siege artillery to destroy our outer fortresses. Our army currently has two choices: one is to stick to the Port Arthur Fortress and wait for reinforcements. The other is to send infantry to launch a counterattack against the enemy, at least to destroy the enemy's siege artillery positions. What do you think, gentlemen?"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's voice was not loud, and his speaking speed was not fast, but he had the ability to calm people down. The anxious Kwantung Army officers immediately determined the current situation from Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's speech and understood all the remaining choices for the Kwantung Army in the face of He Rui's fierce attack.

Since it concerned the outcome of the war, no one dared to answer immediately.

At this moment, a violent explosion came from outside the window. Officers immediately became nervous and wanted to stand up to look.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao immediately ordered the subordinates who stood up to sit back in their seats. "No need to panic. The enemy doesn't have artillery that can reach here. It was just a plane dropping a bomb that landed nearby by accident."

The Kwantung Army officers also had an understanding of airplanes. For a high-speed airplane to accurately drop a bomb on a target was not something current technology could achieve. Their hearts also settled down.

Seeing that his subordinates had regained their composure, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao continued to ask, "Gentlemen, regarding the plan just now, what are your opinions? Or, do you think there are other options?"
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The Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory in China, located at the southernmost tip of the Liaodong Peninsula, includes Jinzhou, Port Arthur (Lüshun), and Dairen (Dalian). It is an extremely critical location.

A map was laid out on the operations table, but no officer was looking at it. When officers first arrived to serve in the Kwantung Leased Territory, they would be led by senior officers to tour the not-so-large territory and familiarize themselves with their jurisdiction.

The Kwantung Leased Territory has an area of 3,500 square kilometers, with terrain roughly shaped like a chicken leg. The thick 'thigh' is the administrative area of the Jinzhou Civil Administration Office. The thicker 'drumstick' (lower leg) is the administrative area of the Port Arthur and Dairen Civil Administration Offices.

The thinner joint between the thigh and the drumstick is the Jinzhou Isthmus. To the east of the Jinzhou Isthmus lies Dalian Bay in the Yellow Sea, and to the west lies Jinzhou Bay in the Bohai Sea. The isthmus is 5 kilometers wide and is the true gateway to Port Arthur and Dairen that cannot be lost.

In the Russo-Japanese War, the Jinzhou Isthmus successfully blocked the Japanese army. The critical position of the Port Arthur Fortress forced the Japanese army attacking Port Arthur to launch human wave attacks ('meat bullet' charges), resulting in over ten thousand casualties.

After the Russo-Japanese War, the Japanese army reinforced the Port Arthur Fortress. Facing the fierce attack of the Northeast Army, choosing to concentrate forces on the Jinzhou Isthmus and Port Arthur Fortress for defense was indeed a very feasible option.

However, doing so meant that the Kwantung Army had to give up the outer defenses. The Kwantung Army was divided into two types of troops: one part was the garrison force, responsible for guarding various fortress batteries. When the Northeast Army began attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory, this part of the force either quickly reinforced the frontline fortresses or was already on duty inside them.

The two brigades were mobile forces, which could leave the fortresses to conduct operations or enter the fortresses to conduct fortress defense operations together with the garrison forces.

Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru, Commander of the 2nd Regiment of the 1st Brigade of the Kwantung Army, stood up and said, "Report to the Commander. I am willing to lead my troops to launch an attack on the enemy's siege artillery units."

Japanese people speak with a lot of 'ventriloquism' (tatemae/indirectness), especially to sound high-sounding. Generally speaking, a so-called 'counterattack' refers to troops helping the forces north of Jinzhou to defend. But this time was different. Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru knew very well that as long as He Rui broke through the border line north of the Jinzhou Civil Administration Office, he could move the siege artillery units to the Jinzhou Isthmus defense line and continue the attack.

The Jinzhou Isthmus is indeed narrow, only 5 kilometers wide, which is very conducive to defense. This also meant that the attacking side could equally easily defend against a surprise attack by the Kwantung Army. Using siege artillery to continue the attack, once the Jinzhou Isthmus was breached, the Kwantung Army could only rely on the Port Arthur Fortress for defense.

If He Rui's siege artillery units were destroyed, the Northeast Army, lacking a navy, would have to go through the Jinzhou Isthmus. Even if He Rui had a hundred thousand troops, he could not break through. The Kwantung Army could then wait until reinforcements arrived in the Kwantung Leased Territory.

Defending meant passively taking a beating; taking the initiative to counterattack meant inevitably facing a counterstrike from He Rui's forces, which were waiting at their ease. If the counterattack failed and the Northeast Army's siege artillery was not destroyed, the defensive power of the Port Arthur Fortress would also be weakened, greatly increasing the Northeast Army's chances of winning.

This was a dilemma. Lieutenant Colonel Ushijima Mitsuru had already made his decision. Even if standing up to request battle at this time did undermine the Brigade Commander's face, once the Kwantung Leased Territory was conquered by the Northeast Army, what the Brigade Commander would lose would not only be face but also the heads of all officers and soldiers in the entire brigade.

Ushijima Mitsuru was not the only one with this idea. Several other young regiment commanders stood up one after another, expressing their willingness to sortie.

The Brigade Commanders knew there was really no way to delay any longer. The war had only been going on for an hour, and the Northeast Army had already destroyed an outer fortress of the Kwantung Leased Territory. The Northeast Army would never be satisfied with this; perhaps the next outer fortress was already crumbling, or even already breached.

The two Brigade Commanders couldn't care about face anymore. They stood up and said, "I am willing to lead my unit to counterattack."

If possible, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao did not want to make such a decision. After all, the opponent was He Rui, the smartest and most capable student he had seen in his many years in the army. He Rui would never let the Kwantung Army succeed so easily; he might even have set an ambush, preparing to deal a head-on blow to the sorting Kwantung Army.

But Lieutenant General Kawai Misao nodded, stood up, and ordered, "Then, the 1st Brigade will sortie."

Brigade Commander Saito of the 1st Brigade received the order, stood at attention and saluted, then led his subordinates and strode out of the operations command room.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao ordered Brigade Commander Kamijo of the 2nd Brigade, who had also stood up, "You proceed to the Jinzhou Isthmus. If the 1st Brigade makes progress, follow up with the attack. If they encounter setbacks, go to rescue them and help them withdraw."

Brigade Commander Kamijo of the 2nd Brigade immediately saluted and led his subordinates away. In the blink of an eye, the operations room went from crowded to empty. Just as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao checked his pocket watch, Chief of Staff Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya asked, "Commander, is this approach too rash?"

"Sending only one regiment would undoubtedly be sending them to their deaths," Lieutenant General Kawai Misao replied.

"The enemy... the Chinese army is definitely not a match for the Imperial Japanese Army!" Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya stated his judgment.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao did not answer. As the principal of the Army War College, he had warned his students in class never to underestimate any enemy. If the Kwantung Army, already at a disadvantage, still held the view of underestimating the enemy, it would undoubtedly be foolish. The Lieutenant General actually tacitly accepted that the border defense line of the Kwantung Leased Territory probably could not be held. Although the Kwantung Leased Territory was only 3,500 square kilometers, the distance from Port Arthur to the border was dozens of kilometers. It would take more than an hour for a train to travel at full speed.

The troops must board the trains urgently now, and boarding also took time. It would take at least two and a half hours for the 1st Brigade to reach the front line.

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao knew very well that the few bombs carried by planes could not stop an army's advance at all. Could it be that He Rui didn't know this? Knowing that planes were useless, He Rui still sent planes to bomb just to delay the reinforcement of troops from Port Arthur. Perhaps in four hours, when the 1st Brigade arrived at the northern defense line of Jinzhou, the defense line would have already been breached by He Rui.

Brigade Commander Saito headed straight for the train station. At the station entrance, he turned to his adjutant and ordered, "Set up the Brigade's temporary headquarters right here."

After speaking, Brigade Commander Saito strode into the station. The moment he saw the platform, Brigade Commander Saito was stunned. The platform and its vicinity were already neatly packed with officers and soldiers. Seeing the Brigade Commander arrive, the officers came forward to salute one after another. Some impatient ones asked, "Brigade Commander, are we going to fight?"

Brigade Commander Saito did not answer immediately but turned to look at Regiment Commander Ushijima. Ushijima Mitsuru immediately replied, "Report. The personnel of this regiment received an assembly order asking where to assemble. I told them to assemble at the station."

Since the troops had already assembled, Brigade Commander Saito didn't plan to say anything more. He would note this matter down and settle accounts after the battle ended.

Turning to the officers and soldiers, Brigade Commander Saito asked loudly, "Gentlemen, do you know where we are going?"

"To fight the Chinese!" the officers answered loudly.

Brigade Commander Saito's gaze swept over his subordinates. In their expressions, he saw the enthusiasm for battle. No officer showed fear; instead, because of the sneak attack by the Northeast Army, the officers' faces were full of indignation.

"Gentlemen, board the train!" Brigade Commander Saito ordered loudly, "Annihilate those Northeast Army troops!"

The Japanese troops had already lined up, and the train was slowly approaching. The Japanese army quickly boarded the train by unit. Saving soldiers is like saving a fire; some train cars were open-top freight cars. Regiment Commander Ushijima Mitsuru directed soldiers to load the mountain guns, mortars, machine guns, shells, and bullets of the regimental artillery squadron that had already arrived into the open-top freight cars.

Brigade Commander Saito had to command the brigade's direct units and prepare to wait for the next train. He called Ushijima Mitsuru to him, "Ushijima-kun, no matter what, you must hold on until the Brigade arrives!"

"Yes!" Ushijima Mitsuru's tone was full of determination.

"May your military fortunes be long-lasting!" Even though Brigade Commander Saito was angry inside, he still blessed his subordinate who was brave enough to go forward.

"I wish the Brigade Commander long-lasting military fortunes!" Ushijima Mitsuru replied immediately.

Brigade Commander Saito patted Ushijima Mitsuru's shoulder, "Board the train quickly."

The telephone rang. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's adjutant picked up the phone, listened for a few words, then turned his head, covered the microphone, and said joyfully, "Excellency, the entire 2nd Regiment of the 1st Brigade has already departed!"

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao opened his pocket watch again; it was 11:05 AM. More than half an hour after the officers of the 1st Brigade left here, a regiment had already departed. This speed gave Lieutenant General Kawai Misao a glimmer of expectation. Maybe the 2nd Regiment could really make it to the battle? As long as a regiment arrived, it would be helpful to the war situation.

If there were still Northeast Army planes in the sky over Port Arthur at this time, even random bombing could achieve significant results. However, things were just as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao had said; the Northeast Army's bombing was only to delay the movement speed of the Kwantung Army. Since the aircraft's range was only over 400 kilometers, flying from northern Jinzhou to Port Arthur left very little loiter time; the planes could only drop bombs and leave.

The bravery of the Japanese army allowed them to seize the gap in the Northeast Air Force's bombing and board the train straight to the front line.

He Rui naturally knew that the bombing effect would definitely not be good. When the General Staff Headquarters formulated the plan, they just treated it as 'beating the rabbit while cutting the grass' (a bonus opportunity)—it didn't matter much either way. At this time, the main force of the Northeast Army's 13th Army did not use trickery at all, but adopted extremely orthodox tactics: concentrating firepower to take out the Japanese fortresses one by one.

The second fortress was hit by four 255mm armor-piercing shells in succession. The armor-piercing shells were loaded with over a hundred kilograms of high explosives. Even the thick reinforced concrete building was blown to pieces from the inside in the fierce explosions one after another.

In fact, when the third armor-piercing shell exploded, the soldiers inside the fortress were stunned even if they weren't killed. Just like the previous destroyed fortress, when the Northeast Army rushed into the fortress ruins, they faced absolutely no obstruction from inside. However, the Japanese troops deployed on the positions outside the fortress recovered from the huge shock and immediately charged into the fortress ruins.

The Northeast Army, which had occupied the fortress ruins first, waited at their ease, fully utilizing the terrain to counterattack. Those brave counterattacking Japanese troops were directly knocked down in the trenches leading to the fortress by the unseen Northeast Army.

The 1st Group Army attacking the Port Arthur Fortress had two corps under its command and an artillery brigade missing three artillery batteries. The artillery batteries went to participate in the operation to annihilate the Japanese garrison in the Northeast, taking away the 100mm mortars. The 100mm mortars were completely useless against fortresses anyway.

The Division Commander of the 4th Division of the 13th Army had pushed his command post almost to the front line. Having occupied the ruins of two fortresses, they needed to clear out the Japanese garrison forces located between them as soon as possible.

At 11:19 AM on October 7th, the infantry of the Chinese and Japanese armies finally began to engage head-on.
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The battle started at 9:00 AM and had continued until 11:30 AM. In two and a half hours, the Japanese garrison commander, Colonel Tanaka, had witnessed the destruction of two fortresses with his own eyes.

There were a total of 12 fortresses on the defense line. The main bodies of the four fortresses located on both sides of the railway and highway were reinforced concrete structures, equipped with Japanese Type 38 150mm howitzers.

The other eight fortresses had reinforced concrete main frames with brick and stone walls reinforced with cement. Due to their structure, they were only equipped with 75mm guns. With the power of the Northeast Army's siege artillery, a single hit was enough to completely destroy these secondary fortresses.

The rear headquarters said reinforcements had already set off, but Colonel Tanaka felt he couldn't wait any longer. He ordered his subordinates to immediately connect to the internal telephone of Fortress No. 9. The adjutant vigorously cranked the handle of the field telephone, and the connection was made very quickly.

Just as he clarified that he was calling from the command post, Captain Nomura, the garrison commander of Fortress No. 9 on the other end, shouted immediately, "The squadron we sent out to seize the ruins has been completely wiped out. Please send reinforcements immediately, Colonel Tanaka. Otherwise, Fortress No. 9 has absolutely no troops left to defend it."

The adjutant was shocked and quickly asked, "What exactly happened!"

A huge noise came from the receiver. The sound transformed into an ear-piercing electrical screech, making the adjutant feel his teeth ache. At the same time, a huge explosion was heard from outside.

The sound in the receiver cut off. The observer at the high point of the command room turned around and shouted to everyone, "Fortress No. 9 has been destroyed. It should be an ammunition cook-off!"

The adjutant dropped the receiver and ran towards the observation port. Colonel Tanaka beat him to it, rushing to the observation port to look out. He saw smoke and fire rising from the location of Fortress No. 9, but the once tall figure of the fortress was nowhere to be seen. Colonel Tanaka felt utterly disheartened.

Three of the four strong fortresses supporting the defense line had been destroyed, greatly reducing the utility of this defense line. Can the defense line, planned to withstand 50,000 Northeast Army troops, not even hold out for four hours?

Garrison Commander Colonel Tanaka knew very well that if those few terrifying siege mortars of the Northeast Army continued to exist, even the Port Arthur Fortress might not be able to withstand their continuous bombardment. Since death was inevitable either way, Colonel Tanaka ordered the adjutant who had run to his side, "Immediately notify the nearby fortresses. Have them leave behind artillerymen and minimum defensive forces, and all other officers and soldiers assemble at the command post. Launch an attack on the Northeast Army's artillery positions!"

The adjutant also understood the current situation clearly; this was indeed the best choice. But...

Colonel Tanaka had already realized his fate at this moment. He shouted loudly to his subordinate who showed hesitation, "Tell each fortress that it is only a matter of time before all fortresses are destroyed. The enemy will never let us retreat to Port Arthur. If our army retreats hastily, we will only be pursued by the Northeast Army cavalry and wiped out on the retreat route. Rather than being killed dishonorably on the road of retreat, it is better to die bravely in battle. Assemble troops from all fortresses and launch an attack on the Northeast Army's artillery positions!"

After hearing this, the adjutant also understood the situation at this time. Colonel Tanaka continued, "The assault force will be divided into front and rear teams. I will be with the rear team and launch an assault on the Northeast Army!"

Since the commander was already fearless of life and death, the adjutant felt his blood surge and answered loudly, "Commander, please let your subordinate charge together by your side!"

Colonel Tanaka nodded. "Contact the other fortresses first."

The adjutant ran to execute the order with grief and indignation, but because he was too agitated, he forgot the matter he had intended to report to Colonel Tanaka earlier: the commander of Fortress No. 9 said that the counterattack squadron dispatched had been completely wiped out.

Since the start of the battle, the Northeast Air Force had been continuously reconnoitering over the Japanese fortresses. The Japanese troops appeared the size of ants in the observation scopes of the reconnaissance planes, but it was enough for the sharp-eyed observers to notice. The news was immediately sent to the ground via preset wireless short codes.

The 13th Army Headquarters also received the telegram. Commander Song Junsheng did not contact the attacking division commanders but chatted about the content of the telegram with Staff Officer Yu Cen, sent by the General Staff Headquarters. Commander Song Junsheng greatly appreciated a young man like Yu Cen who dared to deliver the 'Declaration of War'.

Yu Cen finished reading the content, thought for a moment, and sighed, "The Japanese army is quite elite."

Song Junsheng nodded; this was also his feeling. So far, relying on intelligence provided by air force reconnaissance planes, the Japanese army had not panicked at all after being suddenly attacked and immediately adopted the best counterattack plan. As long as an army dares to fight and is brave in battle, it has a chance of victory.

Having understood Yu Cen's character through conversation, Song Junsheng liked this young officer very much. Just then, three division chiefs of staff called to inform the Army Staff Headquarters of the latest situation and proposed that the troops were prepared to deal a heavy blow to the Japanese army.

As the Army Commander, Song Junsheng agreed to the plans of the division commanders but added a final instruction: "Be cautious."

This was something Song Junsheng felt he must emphasize. Up to now, the Japanese army's reactions were within the scope considered when formulating the operational plan. If the division commanders felt victory was in their grasp at this time and failed to execute the operational plan completely because they wanted to pursue greater results, they would be severely criticized after the war even if they won. Naturally, they could not be allowed to become complacent at this time.

Twenty minutes later, new news arrived. The 1st Group Army was attacking from north to south, with the 3rd Division on the left flank (east side of the battle line). The 3rd Division mobilized the 120mm artillery assigned to the divisional artillery battalion to begin bombarding the Japanese brick-and-cement fortresses. After being hit by four 120mm shells in succession, a large hole was blasted in the outer wall of the fortress.

Before the battle, the 3rd Division gave this fortress the code name 'Fortress No. 2'. This was the second fortress from right to left among the four fortresses the 3rd Division had to destroy. As the gray cement wall collapsed with a crash, revealing a huge gap, all artillery fire inside the fortress stopped. There were no longer machine guns conducting tentative strafing towards the Northeast Army positions. Li Xiaoyi, Commander of the 2nd Battalion, 2nd Regiment on the front line, immediately raised his binoculars and lay on the trench at the very front of the troops to observe.

After watching for less than a minute, Li Xiaoyi retracted into the trench and ordered the signal soldier, "Go get the artillery company commander."

As soon as the artillery company commander arrived, Li Xiaoyi pulled him up to check together. Li Xiaoyi pointed out several positions, and the artillery company commander nodded repeatedly. For several years, the Northeast Army had always regarded the Japanese army as a hypothetical enemy. The positions pointed out by Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi, in the view of the artillery company commander, were exactly the positions where the Japanese army would habitually deploy machine guns and other firing points.

The two retracted into the trench. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi immediately spread out a map and marked the locations of those points on it. The artillery company commander finished looking, then lay on the trench to observe for a moment longer, agreeing with Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi's judgment.

Soon, the artillery company commander returned to the artillery position with the map. The Northeast Army had plenty of maps. Quickly, artillery observers entered observation positions with another map marked with targets. The artillery company then operated the 80mm mortars to prepare for firing. Compared with the 120mm mortars, the 80mm mortars were much slimmer. So within a minute, the test firing was ready.

The first shell landed. The observer immediately reported the deviation of the impact point, and the artillery crew adjusted quickly. Three shells were fired in succession, and the third one accurately hit the target point. The observer immediately reported, "Company Commander, that should be a firing position for a Japanese heavy machine gun. I saw parts of the Japanese heavy machine gun being blown into the air."

This was the first time in his life that the artillery company commander had destroyed an enemy firing point, and a sense of pride and excitement arose spontaneously. However, the artillery company commander's training experience made him calm down instantly. "Continue to observe the second point. The artillery company will start the first test shot in one and a half minutes."

The Japanese squad leader on the opposite side hadn't expected his unit to be exposed. Before the battle began, the squad leader had led his troops to carefully hide in the positions in front of the fortress. This was a carefully dug and arranged trench. After the excavation, front-on inspections were conducted multiple times, and the unit's location could not be seen at all from the attacker's angle.

However, the Northeast Army was able to fire three rounds of rapid fire in succession, destroying one heavy machine gun and two light machine guns. The sergeants operating the machine guns were also two dead and one wounded. Sergeants were professional veteran soldiers and the combat backbone of the army. Losing them, the unit was left with only the squad leader, the deputy squad leader, and a group of soldiers. Combat effectiveness was lost significantly.

The squad leader had intended to ambush carefully and counterattack suddenly after the Northeast Army began to attack, catching the Northeast Army off guard. Unexpectedly, the one caught off guard was himself.

Just then, the Northeast Army's mortars fired again. This time it was not the 80mm mortars, but 60mm mortars. Shells flew into the Japanese trenches one after another and exploded inside.

Originally, this forward-deployed squad could rely on the artillery of the fortress behind them to strike the approaching Northeast Army artillery, so they didn't have to worry about being accurately hit by enemy artillery at close range. Now that the fortress behind them had been destroyed, they, armed only with rifles, were completely passively taking a beating.

Seeing the situation had reached this point, the squad leader knew that if he waited any longer, his unit would be completely blasted to pieces first. Since the sergeants were already lost, the squad leader hardened his heart and ordered the deputy squad leader and himself to each lead half of the troops, flanking out from the left and right of the trench, and launching an attack on the Northeast Army in two teams. Retreating to the fortress now had no meaning; even if they were to die, they should die in the attack.

A Japanese squad had between 50 and 70 men, equivalent to the strength of two platoons of the Northeast Army. Although there were losses in the trenches, more than forty people participated in the attack.

When the Japanese rushed out of the trenches, using various terrain features as cover while launching an attack on the Northeast Army positions, Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi was both surprised and delighted. All of this was quite consistent with the experience accumulated in confrontation training.

During exercises, seeing comrades playing the role of the Japanese army counterattacking regardless of life and death, Li Xiaoyi actually doubted whether the Japanese army could go to this extent. Now Li Xiaoyi could be sure that the higher-ups' definition of the Japanese army was correct. This army not only had a considerable degree of combat capability but also lost nothing to the Northeast Army in terms of courage.

When the Japanese approached the Northeast Army's position, the two forces stood up almost simultaneously to launch the attack. Such tactics were obviously designed to make it easy for the Northeast Army to be unable to attend to both the left and right.

However, the squad and platoon tactics that formed the tactical foundation of the Northeast Army were completely different from those of the Japanese army. Even a single squad was divided into three combat teams (fireteams), each equipped with weapons capable of fighting independently, and had undergone extensive training. Not to mention the Japanese dividing into two teams; even if they divided into ten teams, a Northeast Army platoon had enough combat teams to implement one-on-one confrontation.

The Northeast Army's machine guns and rifles began firing. The Japanese were shot dead or wounded and fell to the ground in the volley. Those Japanese soldiers who were not wounded adopted crawling tactics, preparing to continue approaching the Northeast Army positions to rush in with a short assault.

As the Japanese struggled to get closer, Northeast Army grenades flew over one after another. At this time, the Japanese troops finally experienced despair; the Northeast Army gave them absolutely no chance.

From the start of observation to the implementation of shelling, and then to the end of the battle, it took a total of no more than twenty minutes. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi, who had annihilated the enemy position, commanded the troops to advance and soon occupied the position of the Japanese squad just now. The battalion commander did not underestimate the enemy and advance rashly. He observed the terrain and the direction of the trenches, then dispatched two squads to advance left and right along the trenches.

The soldiers at the head of the two squads held submachine guns and pulled out entrenching shovels, advancing carefully. Before long, gunfire erupted, and shouts of killing rang out. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi immediately heard that the Northeast Army had fired first. There was no need for the battalion commander to order; the platoon leaders to which the two squads belonged had already followed up the attack.

Soon, the battle report came: the troops encountered Japanese soldiers in the trenches and had cleanly eliminated the enemy.

The troops continued to advance along the trenches. Before long, they reached a fork in the trench. The troops advanced along the trench towards the fortress. Finally, the troops approached the fortress. There was an obvious slope for multiple people to go up and down in the trench here. Climbing up the slope, the fortress was right in front of them.

The hole blasted by the 120mm artillery looked like a dark, large mouth from a distance. Walking close enough to touch, one discovered it was a huge gap more than two meters high and two meters wide. A thick smell of gunpowder smoke and blood emanated from the gap.

The submachine gunner of the infantry platoon that arrived here first didn't care if the bullets in the magazine were finished or not. He directly swapped in a new magazine, pulled the bolt to chamber a round, and flashed into the hole first, moving to a convenient cover position.

But no sound came from inside the fortress. The lifeless fortress seemed as if no one existed inside at all.

A combat team entered the fortress and covered each other as they advanced inward. When they had entered a dozen meters, they found the light inside was too dim. Coming in from the bright outside, they couldn't adapt completely for a moment. The combat team stopped, trying hard to look around. Finally, the rifleman made a hand signal.

The other two team members immediately crouched down, as if to speak with the rifleman. When his comrades entered relatively safe positions, the rifleman raised his rifle and pulled the trigger repeatedly at a spot.

Semi-automatic rifles require a trigger pull for each shot. But loading is completed by internal mechanics, so accuracy is high and the rate of fire is fast. In the blink of an eye, three bullets were fired in. With a scream, a Japanese soldier in the shadows was wounded, while other hidden Japanese soldiers opened fire fiercely at the combat team.

The submachine gunner hid behind a half-collapsed wall and began to sweep with fire. The grenadier hid at the other end of the wall, pulled the string, and threw a grenade out.

Only then did the Northeast Army troops outside the fortress send another combat team into the fortress. Since the enemy had been exposed, it was time to use the advantage in troop strength and equipment to finish them off. The battle to seize the fortress erupted fiercely between the attacking and defending sides.
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With a loud boom, thick smoke and dust immediately rolled within the fortress, which was already filled with the smell of gunpowder smoke. Several Northeast Army soldiers attacking the upper level of the fortress were blown to bloody bits and tumbled from a passageway to the ground. In the rolling smoke and dust, the attacking troops couldn't see these soldiers at all. Everyone had to squint their eyes into narrow slits; even so, many still had their eyes blinded by the dust.

After destroying this upward passageway, the Japanese army set up machine guns to strafe downwards. Bullets flew wildly between the ground and the walls, and several more officers and soldiers were grazed by ricochets, forcing them to retreat temporarily.

The Japanese troops deployed outside the fortress had already been annihilated, and all surviving Japanese troops had retreated to the upper level of the fortress. The 3rd Battalion surrounded the fortress, but the third assault was repelled again. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi consulted with the three company commanders over a temporary diagram of the fortress interior.

The 2nd Company Commander asked, "The Japanese only left one passageway and sealed the entrance with machine guns. Should we use ladders to climb up?"

"The Japanese must have defensive troops up there. How many people would die if we went up like that?" The 1st Company Commander immediately objected.

Before the 3rd Company Commander could speak, the telephone nearby suddenly rang. The battalion staff officer looked at the phone and said to Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi, "Battalion Commander, it's the Japanese phone."

At this time, the telephone line from the Japanese Fortress No. 9 to the Japanese headquarters had been cut, and the troops had connected their own telephone to the line coming from outside. The ringtone belonged to this phone.

To defeat the Japanese army, the Northeast Army not only conducted a large amount of training with the Japanese army as the hypothetical enemy but also made learning Japanese mandatory among officers. Ten minutes ago, the troops were preparing to launch an assault. First, they shouted to the desperate Japanese army, demanding their surrender. The Japanese officers on the upper level of the fortress cursed in broken Chinese that the Northeast Army was engaging in a sneak attack and that their 'conscience was greatly bad'. In terms of learning the other side's language, both sides seemed quite serious.

Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi prepared his emotions, then picked up the phone. The other side immediately asked urgently, "What is the situation?"

"The situation is critical, please send reinforcements immediately from Headquarters!" Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi replied in Japanese, trying his best to sound nervous.

There was immediate silence in the receiver. After a moment, the person on the other end asked in broken Chinese, "You are from the Northeast Army, right? Which unit are you from?"

Li Xiaoyi stopped pretending and asked back in Japanese, "Which unit are you from?"

Hearing Li Xiaoyi answer like this, the other party hung up directly. When Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi put down the phone, soldiers dragged several seriously wounded men out from inside. The medics immediately rushed up to treat them. After checking for a moment, a medic shook his head and moved on to the next one.

Seeing the soldiers of the unit dying in battle, Li Xiaoyi made up his mind, "We must be quick. Since the Japanese won't surrender, there's no need to have so many scruples."

Before his voice died away, there was the sound of shells tearing through the air. Li Xiaoyi and the company commanders all changed their expressions and shouted hurriedly, "Get down!"

Fortunately, the troops were not gathered together in a moment of complacency. Hearing the warning, the officers and soldiers immediately took cover. Several shells flew over in succession and landed near the fortress that had not yet been completely captured. The shock of the explosion was not great; it should be Japanese 50mm mountain guns [Note: possibly Type 11 infantry guns or similar light artillery].

Li Xiaoyi suddenly remembered the reaction of the Japanese on the phone just now and realized that the Japanese, knowing the fortress was lost, were using sudden firepower strikes to try to kill and wound the Northeast Army troops near the fortress. It seemed the Japanese had no intention of giving up even now.

The surviving Japanese troops inside the fortress also noticed the shelling from the Japanese direction. At this time, the fortress garrison commander had been killed in action. A sudden expectation arose in the grief-filled heart of the deputy commander: if the Japanese army completely covered the vicinity of the fortress with artillery fire, the Japanese troops inside the fortress might actually survive thanks to the outer walls. Driven by grief and indignation, the Japanese fortress garrison deputy commander felt that as long as he could drag so many Northeast Army soldiers to die with them, it didn't matter even if he couldn't survive.

However, the Japanese shelling soon stopped, and the sound of artillery fire outside became loud. The deputy commander heard it immediately; the Northeast Army artillery was suppressing the Japanese artillery with fierce bombardment.

Just then, a grenade was thrown up from the only undestroyed passageway entrance. The Japanese soldier guarding the entrance was quick-eyed and quick-handed, kicking the grenade that had just landed back into the passageway entrance.

Judging by the time, the kicked-down grenade was about to explode. Just then, a jet of flame carrying thick black smoke rushed straight up from diagonally below the passageway.

Unlike ordinary light and blazing flames, the flame rushing up from below the passageway formed a continuous pillar of fire, which presented a downward-curving arc. 'Droplets' of fire constantly 'dripped' from the pillar of fire or splashed diagonally.

A large ball of fire landed on a nearby Japanese soldier. Not only did it not go out, but it also ignited the Japanese soldier's uniform. The Japanese troops had never seen such an attack and were forced to retreat repeatedly by the high heat of the flames and the thick smoke generated.

The machine gunner responsible for defending the entrance pulled the trigger in fright, firing fiercely at the burning passageway. The bullets hit the fire and thick smoke but had absolutely no effect.

The machine gunner strafed for a while and felt that doing so was meaningless. Not long after he stopped firing, a new jet of flame suddenly sprayed out from the thick smoke, spraying entirely onto the machine gunner, instantly igniting both the machine gunner and the machine gun.

The machine gunner screamed in pain. His burning hands slapped hard on his equally burning body and face, but it was useless; it only made the fire burn more fiercely where he slapped. The struggling machine gunner ran around while struggling, stumbling straight towards the nearby Japanese troops.

The nearby Japanese troops were shocked. Although they wanted to help their comrade, they didn't know how to help.

Just then, another jet of flame shot into the floor guarded by the Japanese army from the burning passageway. And this time, the flame was no longer shot up from below the passageway, but from halfway up. The flame swept left and right like a fire dragon, causing the area about ten meters around the passageway entrance to burn, forcing the Japanese troops back more than ten meters.

Immediately afterwards, several more jets of flame shot out from the entrance. This time, the flames directly swept across the floor occupied by the Japanese army, igniting everything inside, whether people or objects. Even the wooden buckets holding water began to burn furiously.

The Japanese army fell into chaos completely. Every Japanese soldier wanted to find a way out of this fiery hell, but there was nothing they could do.

Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi on the floor below heard the screams from upstairs and sighed softly.

Before long, several dark figures came down from the passageway. They wore bloated clothing and strange helmets. The helmet was integrated with the outer garment and presented a triangular shape. There was a tube at the front of the triangle, like an elephant's trunk.

The men didn't stop after coming down and went straight to the door. Several pits had already been dug at the door. With the help of their comrades, these men took off the burning flamethrowers and threw them into the pits. Comrades immediately shoveled soil onto the flamethrowers to extinguish the flames on them, preventing the fuel tanks of the flamethrowers from exploding due to overheating.

The flamethrower soldiers wore heat-insulating suits made of asbestos. Although they had gone back and forth in the fire, the inside of the heat-insulating suits was not affected by the intense heat. They pointed to the position of their eyes, and their comrades immediately used prepared cloths to help them wipe clean the heat-insulating glass in those positions.

Just as the flamethrower soldiers were preparing to put on new flamethrowers and go up for another round of spraying, a roar came from inside the passageway entrance. Immediately, several Japanese soldiers actually rushed down from above with weapons.

The uniforms on these Japanese soldiers were set on fire as they passed through the flaming passageway, yet they still showed no fear.

The officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army hadn't expected the Japanese army to be this fierce and brave, and their actions were inevitably a bit sluggish. Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi had already drawn his pistol and began to shoot. Immediately, the squad leaders with submachine guns also recovered from their shock, pulled their bolts, and began to shoot.

He Rui set the Northeast Army's weapon design philosophy, which was 'gun families'. Various weapons unified calibers as much as possible, and parts were standardized as much as possible to achieve interchangeability of parts between different firearms.

Close-combat weapons like pistols and submachine guns all used 9*20mm bullets. This kind of bullet didn't have a long range, with an actual effective range within 50 meters. But when a 9mm warhead hit an enemy, it could stop the enemy's movement very effectively.

The moment the Japanese soldiers rushing down were hit, it was as if they had been immobilized, and they finally fell swaying in the volley of bullets.

In order to break through the Japanese fortresses, the Northeast Army conducted a lot of research. Everyone found that poison gas might be a relatively good weapon. But after World War I, countries were very apprehensive about the use of poison gas on the battlefield. The issue of banning poison gas was discussed at the Paris Peace Conference. At the subsequent Washington Naval Conference, countries reached a verbal agreement not to use poison gas.

After all, the Northeast Government was nominally a local government of the Republic of China, so He Rui ultimately chose flamethrowers.

For He Rui, another reason for not wanting to give foreign countries an excuse was that the current chemical industry in the Northeast was far inferior to that of Europe and America in terms of level and production capacity. If it really came to a chemical war, they would be at a disadvantage.

Even so, flamethrowers had very good effects in fortress warfare. While the interior of Japanese Fortress No. 9 was burned into a sea of fire, other brick-and-cement fortresses were also breached. Some units did not send infantry directly into the fortresses but used flamethrower soldiers wearing heat-insulating suits to clear the way from the beginning, burning their way up. They completed the task of annihilating the Japanese troops inside the fortress earlier than Battalion Commander Li Xiaoyi.

The news reached the Army Headquarters and was then forwarded to the Group Army Headquarters. Group Army Commander Zheng Silang looked at his watch; the hands showed it was 12:30 PM.

Starting from 9:00 AM, after 3 hours and 30 minutes of fierce fighting, the Northeast Army had destroyed 8 of the 12 Japanese fortresses. The destruction of the remaining four was only a matter of time. Now the road to Port Arthur was open, and the Japanese defense line on the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory had lost its function of stopping the Northeast Army's advance.

Should I send a telegram to the Military Commission? Zheng Silang thought about it and decided to wait until all Japanese fortresses were completely destroyed.

However, Zheng Silang sent an order to the 14th Army, which was waiting to set off, asking the 14th Army to be prepared to advance towards the Jinzhou Isthmus, and emphasized to the 14th Army that they would likely encounter Japanese reinforcements on the way to the attack and must not be careless.

While the Northeast Army was fully focused on the battle, the branches of the "Northeast Daily" across China had already issued extras.

Newsboys had been notified long ago to come to the newspaper office to pick up newspapers before 12:00 noon. at 12:30 PM, in Beijing, in Tianjin, in Tangshan, in Shanghai, in Nanjing, the crisp voices of newsboys rang out in the streets.

"Extra! Northeast Daily! Extra! Northeast Daily! The Northeast Army has launched an attack on the Kwantung Army! The Northeast Army has launched an attack on the Kwantung Army!"

Pedestrians hearing this news were startled. Immediately, some took out money to buy the extra.

Peking University lecturer Zhou Shuren was just preparing to go home. Hearing this news, he hurriedly stepped forward and managed to buy a copy from the surrounded newsboy with difficulty.

Extras are newspapers published at irregular times, so they are small in size, often consisting of only a single sheet. This time was the same. The front of the Northeast Daily extra had a huge headline: 'Northeast Army Launches Attack on Kwantung Army'. Below, it simply introduced the reason for this military operation.

Zhou Shuren had studied at Sendai Medical College and was an alumnus of the current Tohoku University of the Empire of Japan. After reading the introduction to this military operation, Zhou Shuren immediately understood that He Rui, Chairman of the Northeast Local Government—the warlord boss with the largest territory and perhaps the strongest power in China today—had launched a deliberately planned war.

Zhou Shuren taught the history of Chinese fiction at Peking University and knew Chinese history very well. He Rui's reason for war was completely different from various declarations of war in Chinese history.

On October 6th, a Northeast Army soldier went missing in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. The Northeast Army demanded that the Japanese Kwantung Army lay down their weapons at 9:00 AM on October 7th and accept the Northeast Army's entry into the Kwantung Army Headquarters for a search. This was rejected by the Japanese Kwantung Army. Therefore, the Northeast Army launched an attack on the Japanese Kwantung Army starting at 9:01 AM on October 7th.

How could this be something Chinese rulers in history would say? This was clearly the reason given by the current world powers when starting a war.

Zhou Shuren was very disgusted with such an arrogant and domineering declaration of war. However, the one issuing such a declaration was He Rui, so Zhou Shuren had to put aside this feeling and try to consider it from a broader perspective.

In recent years, the Fengtian clique warlord He Rui had risen to fame in China. Zhou Shuren didn't like any warlords, and the same went for He Rui. However, Zhou Shuren didn't particularly hate He Rui because he could see that He Rui's strength had increased greatly over the years, and he had created so many international incidents and made a big name for himself.

However, He Rui never took a step out of Shanhai Pass, nor did he participate in any warlord struggles, maintaining nominal obedience to the Beiyang Central Government. This cautious style actually suppressed the various warlords, preventing war from breaking out between the Anhui clique and the Zhili clique, which were like fire and water. Regardless of He Rui's purpose, China had avoided many wars because of He Rui's choices.

For such a cautious person to do such a thing, it could absolutely not be a hasty action born of a rush of blood to the head. Based on Zhou Shuren's understanding of Japan from his studies there, Japan would definitely use its entire military power to fight the Northeast after suffering such a surprise attack.

Thinking of Japan's national strength, although Zhou Shuren was very unhappy with He Rui's arrogance and domineering attitude in his heart, he couldn't help but sweat for He Rui.

...Does He Rui think he can beat Japan? Such a thought popped up, then was denied by Zhou Shuren himself.

At this time, the people around him were already stimulated to excitement by this news, which could simply be described as bizarre. Whether they knew each other or not, people around the newsboys ran around telling each other and talking to each other.

Passing through these excited crowds, Zhou Shuren walked towards his home. Although Zhou Shuren thought He Rui had probably really gone mad, deep down, he couldn't help but have a little expectation. Perhaps, He Rui could win...?
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The news of the Northeast Army declaring war on the Kwantung Army spread like wildfire through major Chinese cities with the extras issued by the "Northeast Daily" at various stations.

In Nanjing, Cao Kun, the leader of the Zhili clique, took the extra presented by his subordinate. Before he even finished reading it, he slammed the table and stood up. "He Rui has really gone mad! Send a telegram to Wu Ziyu (Wu Peifu) in Wuhan and tell him to come see me immediately!"

In Wuhan, Wu Peifu was also holding a copy of the extra, but he fell into deep thought. He Rui's Fengtian clique had made quite a name for itself among foreigners in recent years, and it was said that he had built an army of hundreds of thousands. But He Rui remained silent on domestic affairs. No matter what methods the Zhili clique tried to send messages to He Rui to inquire about his intentions, they made absolutely no progress.

Zhang Xiluan, who had yielded the Northeast to He Rui, once evaluated He Rui as 'having mountains and valleys in his chest (having a grand vision/strategy), calm and composed.' In Wu Peifu's view, He Rui's mind was as deep as the sea, and his intentions were completely unfathomable.

Precisely because of He Rui's attitude, the Zhili clique had wanted to launch a punitive expedition against the Anhui clique several times, but eventually dared not make a move because they were worried that He Rui would reap the benefits as the third party. Unexpectedly, when He Rui finally made a move, it was actually to start a war with Japan. For a moment, Wu Peifu didn't know whether he should admire He Rui or laugh at him for being truly arrogant and conceited.

In Beijing (the Capital), Republic of China Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing was completely stunned after reading the extra brought by his subordinate. Minister Yan Huiqing felt as if he had thousands of thoughts, yet he couldn't be sure of any of them. Just then, a subordinate rushed in and said anxiously, "Minister, the British and French ministers to China both want to see you and demand that you explain the latest news."

Hearing this, Yan Huiqing finally regained his ability to think. Yan Huiqing wanted very much to explain He Rui's attack on Japan, but he had absolutely no idea what to explain. As the leader of the Fengtian clique, He Rui would never inform the central government in advance of whatever he wanted to do.

This was Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing taking things for granted. In the Premier's office, Duan Qirui finished reading the extra and tossed it onto the table casually. Two hours ago, around 10:30 AM, the person in charge of the Northeast Government's Office in Beijing had arrived before Duan Qirui at the agreed time and informed him of the Northeast Army launching an attack on the Kwantung Army.

In addition to explaining the 'whole story' of the matter, the person in charge of the office also mentioned an old matter from a month ago, asking Duan Qirui to consider it.

After the person in charge left, Duan Qirui asked someone to contact his capable subordinate Xu Shuzheng, while he himself recalled that 'old matter'.

For several years, Duan Qirui had been trying to get Japan's support to unify China. The Japanese side had been indifferent and instead proposed many conditions. Recently, Japan suddenly seemed to change its nature and gave the Anhui clique generous support. Weapons, ammunition, officer training—Japan's concern was almost meticulous. Duan Qirui felt that Japan harbored ill intentions, so he told his subordinates never to mention the issue of benefits. The Japanese side did mention a few sentences, but seeing that the Anhui high officials interfacing with them didn't respond, they actually stopped mentioning it and just fully assisted the Anhui clique.

After the equipment and Japanese instructors arrived, Duan Qirui began to feel that Japan's hints might be true: He Rui was about to march into the pass (Shanhai Pass) to unify China.

The meeting with He Rui at Shanhai Pass ended unhappily, and the two almost broke ties. Duan Qirui began to sharpen his weapons and feed his horses, preparing for war. Duan Qirui never expected that He Rui would take the initiative to attack Japan. The old matter mentioned by the person in charge of the Northeast Government's Office in Beijing was what He Rui had said when he parted ways with Duan Qirui at Shanhai Pass: if He Rui went to war with Japan, in order to defend against a surprise attack by the Japanese army, he would take over Shanhai Pass and establish a defense line from Tanggu to Shanhai Pass. He would also establish a defensive reconnaissance system from the Capital to Tanggu.

At that time, Duan Qirui felt that He Rui was demonstrating his power, showing Duan Qirui that even if Duan Qirui had Japanese support, He Rui was not afraid of him. Unexpectedly, what He Rui said turned out to be true.

With things coming to this, Duan Qirui thought about it for two hours and made a decision: wait and see.

Although he didn't know why He Rui did this, Duan Qirui believed that He Rui was definitely not suicidal for no reason. With Duan Qirui's strength, he really couldn't confront Japan, nor did he have the strength to confront He Rui.

Duan Qirui absolutely refused to support He Rui, but in the current situation, he couldn't support Japan either. Otherwise, if the label of a traitor and collaborator were slapped on him, Duan Qirui really wouldn't be able to give an explanation that would convince the public. Therefore, watching the changes quietly became the only choice.

As for yielding Shanhai Pass and Tanggu, Duan Qirui decided to wait and see first. If He Rui could gain the upper hand now, Duan Qirui would have to yield even if he didn't want to.

At this moment, Colonel Tanaka, responsible for the border fortress of the Kwantung Leased Territory, was putting up his final desperate resistance.

In Colonel Tanaka's emergency plan, he wanted to assemble the troops from various fortresses to destroy the Northeast Army's siege artillery. Colonel Tanaka had already considered that due to the distance, the frontline Japanese troops could not assemble immediately. He could only divide them into two parts, letting the troops that arrived first probe with an attack, while Colonel Tanaka would assemble the troops that gathered later to launch a general offensive.

However, before the follow-up troops could finish assembling, the first wave of troops was annihilated by the Northeast Army. The few Japanese soldiers who fled back couldn't describe what happened tactically. They could only recount that the troops attacked under the increasingly fierce artillery fire of the Northeast Army, paying a huge price for every step forward. The Northeast Army's defense line was like a huge trap; shells exploded accurately on the Japanese advance route, and Northeast Army troops always appeared suddenly on the Japanese flanks, inflicting casualties on the Japanese army with fierce firepower.

Finally, Lieutenant Colonel Iguchi, the deputy garrison commander leading the team, felt that this couldn't go on and decided to disrupt the Northeast Army's deployment with a death-defying assault. He led the troops in a charge.

Nearly a thousand Japanese soldiers lost three or four hundred men during the advance, and the remaining five or six hundred Japanese soldiers chose a straight route to attack fiercely. A few minutes later, the Japanese troops fully exposed on the battlefield were covered by fierce Northeast Army artillery fire. Very few Japanese soldiers were able to flee back to the starting point. Even Lieutenant Colonel Iguchi died gloriously for his country.

Just then, news that made Colonel Tanaka despair arrived: the secondary fortresses were all attacked by the Northeast Army. Since those fortresses were far less sturdy than the core fortresses, the Northeast Army sent infantry directly to attack and captured most of them.

This could be seen from the appearance of the secondary fortresses, and confirming it was as simple as making a call—the person answering was a Northeast Army soldier pretending to be Japanese.

Colonel Tanaka immediately ordered another death-defying attack on the Northeast Army siege artillery unit. This was not recklessness on Colonel Tanaka's part; he understood that the Northeast Army, which had almost completely destroyed the fortresses, would never let him go. He Rui controlled Manchuria and Mongolia, and what was Mongolia most famous for? Cavalry! As long as Colonel Tanaka retreated, the Northeast Army cavalry would chase them down.

If they held fast, a single shell from the siege artillery capable of destroying fortresses would shatter the Japanese soldiers within dozens of meters to pieces upon landing.

Of course, there was another choice: surrender under the unfavorable situation. But Colonel Tanaka would rather die than surrender to the Chinese. Therefore, Colonel Tanaka chose to launch a death-defying attack.

Before Colonel Tanaka could organize the attack force, the Northeast Army's attack began. After the high-explosive shells fired by the 120mm artillery swept across the Japanese positions, there was no suspense left in the battle. Although the surviving Japanese soldiers used all terrain features to try to deal a final blow to the attacking Northeast Army infantry...

But the Northeast Army used mortars to easily eliminate the Japanese firing points before breaking into the Japanese positions. The leading Northeast Army soldiers were equipped with submachine guns; dense bullets ruthlessly harvested Japanese lives in the trenches, breaking through the Japanese defense line in an instant and then splitting the Japanese position in two.

Colonel Tanaka no longer knew how to fight this battle. Historically, it was always the Japanese army finding the weak points of the Chinese army, breaking through in one fell swoop, routing the Chinese army, and then beginning the pursuit. Now, the Chinese army directly broke through the Japanese sturdy defenses and forcibly divided and surrounded the Japanese army.

When the Northeast Army approached the temporary Japanese command post, they didn't attack immediately either. Instead, they used the terrain to hide and used mortars to blast the command post to pieces. Several machine guns along with their gunners were blown into the sky.

Colonel Tanaka already knew he was doomed. Seeing the final moment arrive, he gathered his last subordinates and said loudly, "Gentlemen, see you at Kudanshita (Yasukuni Shrine)!"

The remaining troops also understood the situation at this time and shouted one after another, "See you at Kudanshita!"

Colonel Tanaka drew his military sword. Although this was not one of those imperial gift swords of the "Sword Group" (top graduates), Colonel Tanaka was also a member of the "Tempo-sen Group" (Army War College graduates). At this moment, Colonel Tanaka had no fear. Losing to the top graduate of the Japanese Army War College like He Rui was regrettable, but there was nothing to be ashamed of. However, a cowardly death was an ending Colonel Tanaka could never accept.

The Northeast Army also launched an attack at this time. Colonel Tanaka jumped out of the trench and ran straight towards the rushing Northeast Army soldiers. The distance between the two sides was very short. Colonel Tanaka raised his military sword high and swung it down with all his might.

The oncoming Northeast Army soldier raised his rifle with a bayonet fixed and quickly parried upward. Colonel Tanaka only felt that the opponent had great strength and was quite skilled in technique. With the clang of metal colliding, the Northeast Army soldier actually blocked the military sword. And another Northeast Army soldier following behind had already thrust his bayonet forward. Colonel Tanaka felt a chill in his chest; the bayonet pierced directly through his chest.

*Am I going to die?* As the Northeast Army soldier pulled out the bayonet, this thought popped up in Colonel Tanaka's mind. At this moment, he suddenly thought of that beautiful figure, not the Yasukuni Shrine at Kudanshita, but that dearest person.

His body fell softly to the ground. Colonel Tanaka wanted to call out that name, but blood surged up and blocked his throat. Although that name echoed repeatedly in his mind, he couldn't shout it out.

Colonel Tanaka tried to take a breath but was choked. As his consciousness dissipated rapidly in suffocation, Colonel Tanaka shouted in his heart. "Yoshiko..."

Seeing their commander killed, the Japanese officers and soldiers following behind the colonel all saw red and rushed over madly. However, their luck was not good—or perhaps quite good—as the Northeast Army follow-up troops had already set up machine guns. Bullets mowed them all down like a scythe. The Northeast Army officers and soldiers then rushed up to the command post. The Japanese military flag was planted at the command post. A Northeast Army soldier pulled down the Japanese military flag, snapped the flagpole, and threw the flag onto the ground.

The accompanying photographer happened to capture this scene. As the camera clicked repeatedly, the movie camera recorded the precious footage of the Northeast Army soldier throwing down the military flag and planting the Northeast Army's military flag on the Japanese command post more comprehensively.

At 2:00 PM, the 14th Army troops began to cross the battlefield, advancing along the railway and highway towards the Jinzhou Isthmus.

1st Group Army Commander Zheng Silang finally sent the first telegram to the Military Commission after the start of the war: "After five hours of fierce fighting, the 1st Group Army has destroyed the Japanese Kwantung Leased Territory border fortresses and completed the first phase of the mission. The battle is progressing smoothly, and our army's casualties are very small..."

He Rui just looked at the telegram after receiving it and put it down. Raising his head to look at Hu Xiushan in front of him, He Rui asked, "Comrade Xiushan, are you ready?"

Hu Xiushan immediately replied, "Preparation complete."

Only He Rui and Hu Xiushan were in the room. In the entire military plan, Hu Xiushan's 2nd Group Army undertook a top-secret mission. Even in the Military Commission, only He Rui, Commander-in-Chief Xu Chengfeng, and Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan knew of this top-secret plan. Every time He Rui discussed it with Hu Xiushan, there were only the two of them.

"The army, air force, and surface units in the Yalu River direction are all under your command." Saying this, He Rui walked up to Hu Xiushan, handed him the order, and then extended his hand to Hu Xiushan.

Hu Xiushan's hand grasped He Rui's hand. "Chairman, I will definitely succeed."

He Rui nodded. "Xiushan, I believe you will definitely be able to succeed. So, I will just say one sentence: Take care."



★


The Doomsday of the Kwantung Army (8)

Volume 3 — Chapter 22

❧ ❧ ❧


At 3:00 PM on October 7, 1922. The Kwantung Army Headquarters in Port Arthur received the latest battle report: 'Regiment Commander Ushijima Mitsuru encountered the main force of the Northeast Army before reaching the front line. The troops are holding their ground. Brigade Commander Saito of the 1st Brigade is going to rescue them, attempting to coordinate the retreat of the Ushijima Regiment.'

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao thought for a moment and issued an order: "Inform Brigade Commander Saito that the Northeast Army outnumbers our Kwantung Army ten to one, and this time they launched a carefully planned sneak attack. The Northeast Army had every opportunity to completely encircle the Ushijima Regiment, yet they gave your unit a chance to rescue them. There is very likely an ambush involved. If your unit cannot easily coordinate the Ushijima Regiment's retreat, you should retreat on your own to avoid greater losses for our army."

Chief of Staff Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya broke out in a cold sweat hearing this. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was telling Brigade Commander Saito without disguise that the Ushijima Regiment could be sacrificed. In the decades of history of the Japanese army, such a thing had never happened. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was very likely to face a court-martial after the war because of this order.

But Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya did not speak up to stop him. The fact that the Northeast Army could ambush the Ushijima Regiment halfway showed that the fortress defense line on the border had already been annihilated. The Northeast Army broke through the solid defensive fortifications, which claimed to be impregnable even to an army of 100,000, in just 5 hours. Its combat effectiveness far exceeded the Kwantung Army's assessment of the Northeast Army.

Now they must preserve as many troops as possible to defend the core area between the Port Arthur Fortress and the Jinzhou Isthmus. If they couldn't hold it, there would be no post-war issues to worry about. If the Port Arthur Fortress were captured by the Northeast Army, Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya could think of no other option than committing seppuku.

Around 4:30 PM, Brigade Commander Kamijo of the 2nd Brigade had already deployed defenses at the Jinzhou Isthmus and was prepared to support the retreat of Brigade Commander Saito of the 1st Brigade. The location of the Jinzhou Isthmus was a hilly and mountainous area, and the terrain was very suitable for defense.

The Japanese observation post looking down from high ground discovered some small black dots appearing on the horizon. Before long, they could see clearly through binoculars that some trucks were driving along the undulating road towards the Japanese troops guarding the Jinzhou Isthmus. Those were not Japanese vehicles; even the Kwantung Army didn't have so many trucks. Moreover, the Kwantung Army's trucks were all in the Port Arthur-Dairen area and had not been committed to the battle north of the Jinzhou Isthmus.

The trucks gradually approached but stopped outside the range of Japanese artillery. Many soldiers got off the large number of trucks. They quickly assembled and grouped up, then set off towards the nearby high ground.

The news was quickly sent to Major General Kamijo, the Brigade Commander of the 2nd Brigade. Although unwilling to admit it, Major General Kamijo already understood that the 1st Brigade, which had gone to reinforce the border fortress defense line, was doomed.

Major General Kamijo guessed correctly; the 1st Brigade had already fallen into heavy encirclement. Because the Kwantung Army underestimated the Northeast Army too much and overestimated the fortress defenses, their advance was very hasty. The 14th Army, transported by trucks, directly separated and surrounded the two regiments of the 1st Brigade. However, the work of annihilating the Kwantung Army's 1st Brigade was handed over to the 13th Army coming up later. The 14th Army only left behind forces for encirclement, and the rest of the troops set off for the Jinzhou Isthmus with full force.

Before this battle, the General Staff Headquarters judged that the Japanese garrison in Korea might arrive at the Sino-Japanese border on the Yalu River within 72 hours. The Japanese Navy could transport a relatively large army to Port Arthur by sea within 90 hours at the latest. To completely conquer the Kwantung Leased Territory, the battle must be resolved within 72 hours.

The time at this moment was no longer calculated in days, or even hours, but in minutes. Every minute and every second was as precious as diamond dust in an hourglass. When the fine sand ran out, the cost for the Northeast Army to conquer the Kwantung Leased Territory would double, or the operation might even fail.

At this time, the 13th Army was also quickly cleaning up the battlefield. Surrounding the Japanese 1st Brigade was good news. The best part was that the 1st Group Army might be able to capture the railway leading to Jinzhou Bay within the Kwantung Leased Territory intact. The efficiency of transporting supplies by rail was much higher than by truck, and trucks couldn't pull some heavy weapons and equipment.

Among the captured weapons, the most numerous were the Japanese Type 38 rifles. This rifle was finalized in 1905. Since 1904 was the 38th year of the Meiji Emperor, it was called the Type 38 rifle.

This rifle used 6.5mm bullets, which was completely incompatible with the 7mm caliber of the semi-automatic rifles and light machine guns of the Northeast Army's Type 19 gun family. It was completely unhelpful for the ongoing battle.

However, the captured six Type 38 150mm howitzers and the equipped ammunition made 13th Army Commander Song Junsheng very happy. This howitzer weighed 2.25 tons, used an 11-caliber barrel, was 1.64 meters long, and could fire high-explosive shells, incendiary shells, smoke shells, and other ammunition, with a maximum range of 5,900 meters. The power of a howitzer lies in the internal explosive charge. Compared with the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery, the range of the Japanese 150mm gun was less than a kilometer shorter, but the power of the 150mm caliber was definitely greater than that of the 120mm.

"Report. Only just over 200 rounds of shells for the Japanese 150mm artillery were captured." The staff officer reported the statistics.

Army Commander Song Junsheng didn't mind at all. "More than two hundred rounds are better than nothing. Bring them all!"

At 4:00 PM, on another important battle line, the Yalu River front. The Northeast Army also started a surprise attack at 9:00 AM. At this time, various small transport vessels were constantly shuttling back and forth on the surface of the Yalu River.

Because the combat area was only 3,500 square kilometers, the 1st Group Army commanded the 13th and 14th Corps. The combat area over at the Yalu River was much larger, so the 2nd Group Army and the 3rd Group Army were assigned to this front.

The 2nd Group Army commanded the 5th, 8th, 23rd, and 33rd Corps. The 3rd Group Army commanded the 7th, 9th, 41st, and 42nd Corps.

The transportation hub on the Yalu River, the Yalu River Bridge, had been taken by the Northeast Army. However, the Japanese garrison detonated explosives at the last moment, causing some damage to the bridge deck. Engineers were conducting rapid emergency repairs. Thick steel plates were dragged to the damaged area. Cutting torches cut steel bars, spraying azure flames, and the arc light of electric welding flashed. As long as the steel frame production and installation were completed and steel plates were laid on top, troops including trucks could pass through the bridge deck in a short time.

On the river surface, small boats rowed across the Yalu River and docked neatly at designated positions on the other side. On the Chinese side, a large number of small boats were also docked. Boats had already transported a large number of iron chains across the Yalu River, fixing both ends on both banks. As sharp whistles sounded, the small boats began to move towards the iron chains. The staff on the boats hooked the iron chains with iron hooks, moved the small boats little by little under the iron chains, and buckled the iron rings on the boats to the iron chains with locks.

On the Chinese side of the Yalu River, wooden planks transported by trucks were piled high. Some of these planks were processed from local Chinese timber, and some were processed from timber purchased from Russia. No matter where they came from, they had been soaked in tar and other substances for several months, so there was no worry about rot even if they were wet by water for a long time.

The engineering team responsible for installation waited for the basic structure of the floating bridge to be completed and immediately began laying wooden planks. On the Yalu River, there were already three floating bridges being built. The captains of each engineering detachment called their team members to return to the tents to rest for a while first. Judging by the current progress, the laying work would continue overnight.

At this time, 2nd Group Army Commander Hu Xiushan was still on his way to the troops. 1st Group Army Commander Zheng Silang, who was commanding the battle, did not give the surrounded Kwantung Army 1st Brigade a chance to survive this night.

The Kwantung Army's 1st Brigade was divided into two parts, and each part was attacked by Northeast Army forces four times their number. No matter how much the Japanese army believed that spiritual power could influence the war, such things did not exist in reality. The shelters that could provide protection for the Kwantung Army soldiers and the sufficient weapons and ammunition in their hands were the reasons they could hold out until the general offensive began.

When the Northeast Army began to attack with overwhelming firepower and troop strength, Kwantung Army soldiers were constantly killed by real shells and bullets. Around 6:00 PM, 2nd Regiment Commander Ushijima Mitsuru drew his pistol and pulled the trigger against his temple.

At about the same time, 1st Brigade Commander Saito knelt facing the direction of Tokyo. He unbuttoned his uniform, exposing his chest and abdomen. At this time, the gunfire was only dozens of meters away from Brigade Commander Saito. With despair, Brigade Commander Saito stabbed a short sword into his lower abdomen.

Standing next to Brigade Commander Saito was his adjutant, holding Brigade Commander Saito's military sword, ready to act as his *kaishakunin* (second). Seeing the short sword stab down, he immediately swung the military sword to chop at Brigade Commander Saito's neck.

The adjutant was so loyal to the Brigade Commander that he didn't want the Brigade Commander to suffer any pain at all. The strike was fast and ruthless; the blade fell, and blood sprayed. Brigade Commander Saito's head was directly severed by the sharp military sword.

The headless corpse fell softly to the ground, and the hand holding the short sword also released the handle. Only then did the adjutant realize that there was absolutely no cut on Brigade Commander Saito's chest or abdomen. It turned out that he had acted too quickly, beheading him before Brigade Commander Saito could actually cut his stomach.

The adjutant's remorse did not last twenty seconds. A bullet from a Northeast Army attacking soldier entered through his left ear and flew out from his right ear carrying a large mass of flesh and blood. The adjutant fell beside Brigade Commander Saito. Their blood flowed on the ground and finally converged into the same depression not far away.

At the Jinzhou Isthmus, bloody battles were also fiercely underway. The width of the Jinzhou Isthmus was only 5 kilometers. From the highest hilltop, one could clearly see Dalian Bay to the east and Jinzhou Bay to the west. The sun was setting below the sea surface of Jinzhou Bay.

The preparations of the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade were much more sufficient than those of the 1st Brigade, but the Northeast Army's large-scale use of trucks for transportation still exceeded the Kwantung Army's imagination. Brigade Commander Kamijo couldn't help but recall the beginning of the Great War in Europe, when the German army was about to reach Paris. The French defenders gathered taxis to send French troops to the front line and finally held off the German army.

Obviously, in terms of absorbing and learning from war examples, the Northeast Army had gone further ahead than the Japanese army. Whether it was German custom-made siege artillery or the French large-scale use of trucks, these were things that had happened in the Great War in Europe. However, in the operational plans that Major General Kamijo had participated in formulating, the Japanese army was still using the military equipment and combat models of the Russo-Japanese War as the tactical basis for campaign wargaming.

Up to now, Major General Kamijo still felt that what was happening before his eyes was unreal. But the Northeast Army was using various examples that had occurred in WWI to improve its combat capabilities and had achieved a huge advantage.

After gaining an advantage using the latest tactical experience, the Northeast Army was using infantry-artillery coordination to launch attacks on the high ground occupied by the Japanese army. The Japanese army launched a fierce counterattack against this army. Although the Northeast Army suffered considerable casualties, they still stubbornly and effectively implemented the attack, and even captured two unimportant high grounds.

Is the combat effectiveness of the Northeast Army already above that of the Japanese Army? An ominous thought began to linger in Major General Kamijo's mind, refusing to go away.

Night finally fell, and the battle had to pause temporarily.

At the Northeast Army's airfield, lights had lit up on both sides of the runway. The last three reconnaissance planes began to land towards the runway.

The view from high altitude is completely different from the ground. Although the ground has fallen into darkness, at an altitude of a thousand meters, one can even see the last afterglow of the sun. The gorgeous colors were truly refreshing. Looking down at the earth in the night, two rows of firelight were like two jewel necklaces inlaid on the earth, flashing with beautiful brilliance.

The pilots packed away their romantic moods; no matter how beautiful the scenery, night landings were extremely dangerous. Everyone was also doing this for the victory of the campaign, trying their best to take photos of the Japanese army at the Jinzhou Isthmus to provide to the troops.

Taking a few deep breaths, the pilots pushed the control sticks and began to descend towards the ground. The most fearful thing about night landing is not being able to see the ground clearly and being unable to ensure the wings are level. In the air, pilots don't need to consider these; safety is determined by the direction of airflow. But on the ground, as soon as one side of the landing gear touches the ground first, it is very likely to cause a rollover.

The luminous artificial horizon could indeed provide some guidance, but to maintain level flight while accurately landing on the runway, the pilot would need several pairs of eyes.

However, the pilots were not overly nervous. In accordance with their usual emergency training, the pilots flew their planes towards the runway marked by lights to land.

Finally, the plane began to approach the runway. At the end of the runway, a large light was on. The pilot of the first reconnaissance plane saw the light was red and quickly pulled up the control stick. The nose of the plane lifted, flying into the air.

The pilot of the second reconnaissance plane arrived over the runway shortly after. At this time, the large light he saw was green. Hardening his heart, the pilot turned off the engine and pushed down the control stick. The rear strut of the plane touched the ground first, causing the fuselage to shake violently. Soon, the plane shook again, and the front landing gear also touched the ground. The pilot tried his best to control the direction so the plane wouldn't rush off the runway. Under inertia, the plane taxied for hundreds of meters before finally stopping.

The pilot let out a long breath, and a sigh of relief escaped his mouth, "Thank heaven and earth!"

Ground crew quickly ran over, and a towing vehicle pulled the plane off the runway.

Just then, the pilot of the third reconnaissance plane also landed. Another group of ground crew started a vehicle, keeping the same speed as the plane as much as possible, ready to rush up to rescue immediately in case of an accident.

The Northeast Air Force was lucky; the pilots, who had a lot of experience with polarized light-guided landings, all landed safely. Especially the pilot of the first plane—when he landed, his fuel was almost exhausted.

The pilot didn't even have the strength to get out of the cabin himself; he was carried out by the ground crew. The pilot, already drenched in sweat and almost collapsed, said to the ground crew in a weak voice, "There's a problem with the plane's artificial horizon..."

The ground crew quickly recorded the pilot's words. The Group Commander had already rushed to the front. He grabbed the pilot's shoulder and shouted angrily, "What are you doing! Why didn't you obey discipline and return early!"

The pilot regretted it deeply. He knew he had indeed violated discipline and had also implicated other comrades—the pilots of the other two reconnaissance planes were escorting him.

Just as he wanted to speak up to take responsibility, the pilot saw tears in the Group Commander's eyes. "So many comrades have already had accidents. If you have an accident too, how can I explain to your families! Don't court death; stay alive!"

The pilot was both ashamed and moved. His nose soured, and his throat choked up.

The photos taken under such dangerous conditions were developed immediately. In the second half of the night, the Northeast Air Force finally delivered the still slightly damp photos to the Army Staff Headquarters.

The Air Force communications officer walked into the temporary station of the Army Staff Headquarters and saw that the tent was not only lit up but also crowded with people in the staff department. Everyone was actually awake.

Draftsmen immediately clipped the photos onto the standing boards and began to determine the Japanese defensive positions against the map. Officers placed the negatives on projectors, and soon, the images of the Japanese positions were projected onto the screen.

The Northeast Army began to make countermeasures against the enemy's aerial reconnaissance [Note: this might mean 'based on aerial reconnaissance', or defending against enemy recon, but context suggests using recon data]. The Japanese obviously had no preparation in this regard. On the hilltops, the Japanese positions were clearly visible.

There were plenty of maps in the Northeast Army. Maps of the Jinzhou Isthmus with coordinate lines were immediately taken out, and staff personnel began to mark their coordinate positions.

The Deputy Chief of Staff said to the Air Force communications officer, "Comrade, thank you for your work. Go back and tell the Group Commanders that we will contact them as soon as possible to determine the reconnaissance content for tomorrow."

The Air Force pilot saluted quickly and left, bringing the news back to the flying group. This was already 3:00 AM. Just past 6:00 AM, the staff department sent someone to deliver a stack of marked maps.

At 7:00 AM on October 8th, Air Force reconnaissance planes took off into the morning sun. The observers in the back seats all held marked maps, carefully memorizing the location of each mark. And they corresponded the positions with the ground seen yesterday.

No further explanation was needed; the Air Force had long kept the reasons for doing so in mind during daily training. As long as the Air Force determined that the Japanese artillery positions, firing points, and infantry positions were still in yesterday's locations, the Army would launch targeted attacks. Although the Air Force and the Army belonged to two different branches and had their own headquarters, in terms of combat, both sides had to cooperate closely.

It took the plane more than half an hour to arrive over the Japanese positions at the Jinzhou Isthmus. At this time, about 23 hours had passed since the start of the war, and 49 hours remained before the 72-hour deadline.
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On Earth, the sun seen is the same one. The morning sun not only illuminated the mountains of the Jinzhou Isthmus in the Northeast but also lit up the streets and buildings of Tokyo, Japan.

Japan's time zone is one hour ahead of China. At eight-forty something in the morning, a car stopped outside the Ministry of the Army. Newly promoted Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan walked out of the Ministry of the Army and got into the car. In the Japanese army, Colonel is the highest rank for frontline personnel. However, to have one's own assigned car, one must become a general officer, or be addressed as 'Excellency'.

But who was Nagata Tetsuzan? In the Japanese military, he was recognized, like Obata Toshishiro, as a leader of the next generation of the Japanese army. Even without such status, with Nagata Tetsuzan's connections in the military, he could always get a car when he urgently needed one.

Nagata Tetsuzan got into the car, and Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji, who was following him, also got in. He heard Nagata Tetsuzan order the driver: "Go to the General Staff Headquarters."

As the car began to move, the newly promoted Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji asked, "Nagata-kun, why didn't you tell General Tanaka your views?"

"Would it be useful?" Nagata Tetsuzan replied briefly.

Now Okamura Yasuji fell silent. More than ten minutes ago, Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan were promoted together. The Minister of the Army, General Tanaka Giichi, gave Nagata Tetsuzan a new position: Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department of the Korean Army, to take office immediately. Okamura Yasuji, as Nagata Tetsuzan's adjutant, would go to Korea with him.

Okamura Yasuji had thought Nagata Tetsuzan would immediately convene the comrades of the 'Futaba-kai' to give instructions on this war. Unexpectedly, Nagata Tetsuzan's first move was to visit the Chief of the General Staff. Under such urgent military circumstances, Nagata Tetsuzan indeed managed to get a car to save time. But even so, Okamura Yasuji still felt that Nagata Tetsuzan was perhaps 'too good at playing politics'.

But Nagata Tetsuzan didn't care at all what Okamura Yasuji thought at this moment. He went to visit General Uehara Yusaku, the Chief of the General Staff, first. With an extremely sincere attitude, he informed General Uehara Yusaku of his new position, saying somewhat humbly, "Your subordinate has shallow knowledge and meager talent, so I specially came to ask for Your Excellency Uehara's guidance before departure."

Although General Uehara Yusaku did not get along with Army Minister Tanaka Giichi, seeing Nagata Tetsuzan being so tactful, he laughed heartily. "Nagata-kun is too polite. Everyone in the army praises your talent."

Nagata Tetsuzan bowed his head slightly. "Excellency, although your subordinate is wrongly loved by everyone and has a slight reputation, I have never participated in a war. All reputation is empty. Your Excellency has experienced hundreds of battles in the Qing Dynasty and the Northeast. Your subordinate asks for your guidance on this trip to Korea."

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan's low posture, Uehara Yusaku said with satisfaction, "Nagata-kun, He Rui may be a talent, but the pillars of the Empire of Japan are definitely not weaker than him. Young people don't need to envy He Rui; he just took advantage of the chaos in China's internal politics to steal the position in the Northeast. Over the past few years, He Rui has taken advantage of the world and Chinese situation, seemingly succeeding in everything, but in fact, he has become complacent. To actually declare war on the Empire of Japan, his death is imminent. Manchuria and Mongolia are the lifelines of the Empire of Japan. Nagata-kun going to Korea this time should support the frontline to fight bravely and lay the foundation for the Empire's eternal legacy..."

Okamura Yasuji knew very well that Chief of General Staff General Uehara Yusaku was a radical who had always strongly advocated external expansion. These clichés were expected. But Okamura Yasuji could no longer accept this nonsense, so he lowered his head and pretended to listen attentively.

Nagata Tetsuzan looked at General Uehara Yusaku with a sincere face. When the General finished speaking, Nagata Tetsuzan immediately stood at attention and saluted. "Your Excellency's teachings, your subordinate will keep in mind. Upon arriving in Korea, whenever there is an opportunity, I will definitely fight hard. Please watch my performance, Excellency."

General Uehara Yusaku nodded, then encouraged, "Nagata-kun, I wish you long-lasting military fortunes."

After speaking, General Uehara Yusaku turned to Okamura Yasuji, "Okamura-kun, you must strive forward too!"

Leaving the General Staff Headquarters, Nagata Tetsuzan continued to drive to visit several big shots in the military. Okamura Yasuji was initially a bit disdainful of the humble sincerity Nagata Tetsuzan displayed. However, seeing the satisfied expressions of those condescending big shots and hearing their words of support for Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji's mood couldn't help but change a little.

The military big shots generally believed that Nagata Tetsuzan had leadership qualities. To be able to gain the support of so many big shots, including the Choshu clique big shots whom Nagata Tetsuzan and the Futaba-kai comrades had vowed to overthrow—even if it was only verbal support—among the younger generation, only Nagata Tetsuzan could do it.

Moreover, when Nagata Tetsuzan met the big shots, he did not forget to introduce Okamura Yasuji to them, praising Okamura Yasuji as an outstanding soldier with a long-term vision and a first-class tactician of the Empire. Whether out of politeness or interest, the big shots would chat a few sentences with Okamura Yasuji.

Okamura Yasuji knew this was Nagata Tetsuzan's kindness. How many people did the big shots see every day? How could they remember so many people? Being able to leave an impression on the big shots might very likely facilitate Okamura Yasuji's promotion opportunities in the future.

Seeing that it was almost 12:00, Nagata Tetsuzan went home first and changed into a kimono. Only then did he take the car to Takahashi Korekiyo's house.

Although Takahashi Korekiyo had a distinguished reputation, among Japanese field officers, he was seen as a spokesperson for British and American interests in Japan and the protector of Japanese exporters. If not for the visits in the morning consuming too much mental energy, Okamura Yasuji would have wanted to tell Nagata Tetsuzan that there was no need to bow to such a traitor.

The car stopped outside Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo's door. Nagata Tetsuzan took out his pocket watch to check and said in a low voice, "It's one o'clock."

Okamura Yasuji thought Nagata Tetsuzan was thinking about the battle situation in the Kwantung Leased Territory and estimating the time. Last night, Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan discussed the war situation and believed that today was the most important day for the Kwantung Army. If the Kwantung Army could hold the Jinzhou Isthmus today, the Northeast Army would never be able to capture Port Arthur.

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan checking the time, Okamura Yasuji wanted to talk about the war situation. But he saw Takahashi Korekiyo's door open, and a maid came out to welcome them. Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji arrive, the maid stepped forward and bowed, "Mr. Nagata, the appointment is for one o'clock. You are truly on time."

Nagata Tetsuzan smiled and said, "I intended to be five minutes early, but I didn't expect to arrive just on the dot. As long as I didn't delay things."

It turned out that 1:00 PM was not a key point in the war situation, but the appointment time with Takahashi Korekiyo. Okamura Yasuji felt like a big fool, so he shut his mouth and said nothing, deciding not to say another word before the visits ended today.

At this very moment, on the battlefield that filled Okamura Yasuji's heart, the sounds of guns, cannons, killing, and explosions plunged the entire battlefield into an almost frenzied state.

Brigade Commander Kamijo of the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade was directing the battle on the last line of defense. A whistling sound came from the air; the Northeast Army's bombers had arrived overhead again, dropping a new round of bombs on the high ground where Brigade Commander Kamijo was located.

Throughout the morning, starting from 8:00 AM, the 2nd Brigade didn't know how many rounds of bombing it had experienced. Brigade Commander Kamijo immediately ordered: "Troops prepare, the enemy is about to start attacking!"

As soon as his voice fell, the whistling of shells cutting through the air came towards the high ground. All Japanese officers and soldiers began to take cover. Japanese observers fulfilled their responsibilities regardless of life and death. Amidst the explosions, an observer shouted desperately, "The enemy has reached the foot of the mountain and started attacking the high ground! Distance... 230 meters."

Just as he finished speaking, there was the whistling sound of bombs landing again. The violent explosions forced the Japanese troops to take shelter temporarily. The Northeast Army did not drop bombs all at once, but one by one, prolonging the bombing time. Brigade Commander Kamijo was not ignorant of airplanes; many in the Japanese military were also very interested in such new weapons.

According to those enthusiasts in the military, "There is absolutely no need to count on the bombing capability of current aircraft." But after saying this, those people would continue, "Aircraft will definitely develop the capability for precision bombing."

Major General Kamijo was not interested in the impulsive words of these young people. Moreover, up to now, neither Japanese aircraft nor Northeast Army aircraft had shown the ability to bomb accurately.

The officers of the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade were not people who hadn't seen the world. After the initial surprise, they gradually got used to the bombing and continued to act recklessly under the leadership of the officers.

However, the Northeast Army's use of bombers was simple, crude, and very effective. Before the artillery bombardment, bombers would continuously drop bombs on Japanese positions. Japanese firing points directly destroyed by these bombs were unlucky, but the flying shrapnel from the bombs could cause area casualties. Many units suffered considerable casualties during movement. The bombing by aircraft played a role in harassing and restricting Japanese movements, while the Northeast Army artillery conducted quite precise shelling during the bombing.

Even if the Japanese army withstood the bombardment from these two sides, when the aircraft and artillery stopped attacking a certain high ground, the Northeast Army soldiers who had already taken the opportunity to start attacking would use that moment when the Japanese movement was restricted to move to the closest attack distance.

These soldiers held submachine guns capable of continuous fire and conducted warfare in small teams. Following behind the attacking infantry were machine guns. Whether infantry or machine guns, they used continuous firepower to fiercely attack the Japanese army. One by one, the high grounds occupied by the Japanese army were constantly lost in such a situation.

Brigade Commander Kamijo no longer considered the possibility of leaving alive. Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao wanted Brigade Commander Kamijo to defend for at least 24 hours to buy time for the defenders of Port Arthur and Dalian. Until now, there were still 44 hours left before the estimated 72 hours. The Northeast Army had ample time to prepare for the capture of Port Arthur.

Just then, the Northeast Army's attack began. Those tall Northeast Army soldiers moved exceptionally nimbly. It seemed they had all received excellent training.

The Northeast Army used available terrain to attack upwards. Machine gunners exchanged fire with Japanese firing points, suppressing Japanese firepower and covering the infantry's upward attack.

Machine gunners on both sides showed extremely tenacious fighting will. In his binoculars, Brigade Commander Kamijo saw several Northeast Army machine gunners being killed behind cover, and immediately other machine gunners pushed aside the bodies of the fallen gunners and continued to operate the machine guns to fire. Facing the fierce enemy, the officers and soldiers of the 2nd Brigade also showed amazing tenacity. No matter how many machine gunners were killed, the Japanese army continued to exchange fire with the Northeast Army.

However, before the tenacious Japanese army could completely overwhelm the enemy, Northeast Army shells came whistling in, blowing the Japanese machine gun positions into the sky. The red-eyed Japanese soldiers immediately entered other firing points and continued to shoot.

After another ten minutes of fighting, the Northeast Army soldiers attacking the high ground seemed unable to hold on and quickly withdrew down the mountain.

At this time, the whistling sound of Northeast Air Force bombs rang out in mid-air again. This sound upset Major General Kamijo, making him wish he could immediately capture a Northeast Army bomber to see what part of the bomb made such a sharp and unpleasant sound.

The bombs landed, and the explosion sounds were not loud. But centered on the bombs, large patches of dry grass and shrubs actually began to burn. As the Northeast Army bombers continued to drop bombs, there were more and more fire points. It was already autumn, and the grass leaves had begun to wither. With the wind blowing, the wind lent power to the fire, and the fireheads rose very quickly.

Brigade Commander Kamijo hadn't expected the Northeast Army to use fire attacks. What era was this? Did they really think setting a few fires could ignite a huge area? The Northeast Army commander must have watched too much *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*.

Just then, at the upwind position at the foot of the mountain, tongues of fire began to spray towards the wild grass. In the blink of an eye, the grass and shrubs that would have taken a long time to ignite were burning. At the same time, Northeast Army planes continued to drop bombs, and more fireheads appeared on the hilltop and halfway up the mountain.

The strong wind rolled up thick smoke and hot air, blowing towards the officers and soldiers of the 2nd Brigade at higher positions. Not only the high ground where Brigade Commander Kamijo was located, but also other high grounds that were easy to defend and difficult to attack—on the last line of defense guarded by the 2nd Brigade, fires broke out under several high grounds. The fire swept towards the hilltops completely uncontrollably with the help of the wind.

Brigade Commander Kamijo could almost hardly open his eyes at this time. Not only him, but as the fire approached, most Japanese troops were in the same situation as Brigade Commander Kamijo.

If facing a fierce enemy, Brigade Commander Kamijo had the courage to lead his troops to persist. But what came was fire; no matter how the Japanese fired their guns, they couldn't extinguish the fire. Helpless, Brigade Commander Kamijo coughed while painfully issuing the order to retreat.

The attacking 14th Army did not give up the opportunity of chaos in the Japanese defense line. Artillery and a new round of arriving air force bombarded several Japanese positions with predetermined targets fiercely. The reason for burning those high grounds was entirely because several Japanese high grounds that were easy to break through could get fire support from those high grounds. Now that the Northeast Army had obtained a fleeting opportunity, how could the troops let it pass?

It was now 12:00 noon China time. In just the past 5 hours of fighting, the casualties of the troops were several times more than the whole day of fighting yesterday. If they couldn't break through the Japanese defense line at the Jinzhou Isthmus in one go and let the Japanese stabilize the battle line, the Northeast Army would only suffer greater losses.

The battalion commanders all went to the front line, and company commanders and political instructors all carried rifles with bayonets fixed, fighting on the very front line.

These officers had at least three and a half years of service and had all received education from the Officer Corps. If the war situation were not so urgent, the 14th Army Headquarters would never have easily thrown them into the front line to lead the attack.

The Jinzhou Isthmus is 4 kilometers wide, and only about three kilometers are suitable for combat. In this discontinuous three-kilometer width, the 1st Division 2nd Regiment and 3rd Division 3rd Regiment of the Northeast Army 14th Army entered the battle.

The commander of the 2nd Company, 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment saw that the opposite Japanese machine gunner position was somewhat exposed, but the Northeast Army machine gunners had suffered heavy losses. The assistant gunner was responsible for shooting, and the accuracy was just a bit poor. The 2nd Company Commander pulled away the machine gunner and fired personally, taking out two groups of Japanese machine gunners in succession. Taking advantage of the weakened Japanese firepower, the troops began to attack quickly.

Just then, the hidden Japanese firing points had to start shooting, knocking down several soldiers in succession and suppressing other soldiers so they couldn't lift their heads. The 2nd Company Commander exchanged fire with the Japanese firing point. The Japanese machine gun had a shield; although it was hit several times, it wasn't destroyed. The 2nd Company Commander was hit by a burst of bullets and sacrificed on the spot.

Taking over the 2nd Company Commander was the political instructor. As an instructor, he was different from the instructors in a lot of trashy movies and TV shows in another timeline. Since they had to guide the troops in training and combat, the instructors' mastery of equipment was much higher than that of the soldiers.

The instructor who took over the company commander hit the Japanese shooter with his first shot, then used a precise shooting rhythm to suppress the Japanese firing point so they could hardly lift their heads. The suppressed Northeast Army attack squad reorganized and continued to storm. Advancing another dozen meters, the grenadier threw several grenades in succession, causing the Japanese in front to scream repeatedly. The grenadier then stood up, regardless of whether he was exposed to the Japanese line of sight. He threw with all his might; the grenade traced an elegant arc, flew a distance of at least sixty meters, and flew accurately into the Japanese firing point. With an explosion, some Japanese soldiers were even thrown out of the firing point by the blast wave.

Seeing the last Japanese firing point destroyed, the attacking troops raised their weapons and killed their way into the Japanese trenches. However, at the machine gun position below, a medic rushed up trying to treat the instructor who had somehow been shot. Turning the instructor's body over, the medic saw blood gushing from the instructor's chest. It was unknown which Japanese rifle bullet had hit the instructor's chest. Judging from the location of the hit and the amount of bleeding, the instructor's heart had probably been hit.

When the uniform was torn open, the uniform, undershirt, and underwear were all soaked in blood. At the heart position, a bullet hole was clearly visible.

Just then, a platoon leader ran up quickly and froze when he reached the instructor. A moment later, the platoon leader shouted, "Deputy Company Commander! Is the Deputy Company Commander here?"

He shouted several times, but no one answered. The platoon leader never expected that now that the company commander and instructor had died in battle, the deputy company commander was nowhere to be found. While he was anxious, a soldier carrying someone on his back came down from the front. Seeing the medic, the soldier carrying the wounded man quickly put him down and gasped, "Medic, this is our Deputy Company Commander. He's seriously wounded!"

The medic rushed forward. The platoon leader, having confirmed the current status of the company-level officers, was at a loss for a moment. For so long, the Northeast Army hadn't participated in a real war. Everyone only knew that if the unit's command staff were all casualties, a new command group should be organized immediately. But that was all content from study classes; when things really happened, the platoon leader was completely stunned.

At this time, the medic had finished examining the deputy company commander's wound. The deputy company commander had commanded the troops to attack the high ground. He was shot five times in the chest. Although the heart was not hit directly, the lungs were hit, and blood vessels were damaged. Although the deputy company commander still had breath now, it was his last breath. Unless surgery was performed immediately, there was only a glimmer of hope.

After stopping the bleeding urgently, the medic was about to call someone to carry the deputy company commander down the high ground. Looking up and seeing the panic on the platoon leader's face, he immediately felt angry. So he shouted loudly at the platoon leader: "The Company Commander and Instructor are dead, so the Party Branch commands the battle! Where are the Party members? Where have the Party members gone?"

The platoon leader just lacked experience; hearing this, he immediately recalled the organizational regulations. He immediately shouted loudly: "Party members assemble! Party members assemble!"

Just as the medic and a soldier carried the deputy company commander and began to go down the slope, they heard the platoon leader shout loudly to the few assembled Civilization Party members: "We will form the Company Command Post now. Send someone down the mountain to notify the Battalion Commander and ask him to send a new Company Commander immediately. The rest of you, follow us to continue the attack!"

The medic and the soldier carried the deputy company commander towards the bottom of the slope. Facing a company that had suffered such losses, the medic only hoped that they could get the command of a new company commander as soon as possible.

However, the medic did not know that at this time, the Battalion Commander was also hit by a Japanese shell while commanding the attack on the front line. His life was hanging by a thread, and his survival was uncertain.

Relevant news reached the troops continuously. Although the two regiment commanders responsible for the attack were not from the same division, their reactions were extremely similar. They both wanted to go to the front line personally to command the troops to continue the attack. Facing the regiment commanders who were anxious and angry upon learning that the battalion commanders and political commissars were killed or seriously injured, the regimental staff officers all said the same thing: "According to regulations, we go first."

After speaking, the two regimental staff officers turned to the regimental commissars, "Commissar, let us go take over command."

The Japanese defense line at the Jinzhou Isthmus looked precarious, but this round of attacks by the Northeast Army also suffered heavy casualties. Officers and soldiers of both China and Japan converged towards the center of the fierce battle like moths to a flame. The several mountain tops that had been ignited were completely burning, and thick smoke rushed straight into the sky.

Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, who was waiting for the latest battle report at the Port Arthur Fortress, learned of the thick smoke. He climbed up the Port Arthur Fortress and raised his binoculars to look. From here, the burning high grounds of the Jinzhou Isthmus could not be seen, but the thick smoke was clearly presented in the binoculars.

The ominous feeling became stronger and stronger in Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's heart. Just then, the 'Anti-Aircraft Observer', a newly established combat unit at the top of the fortress, shouted loudly: "Report, the enemy's air force is here again!"

Hearing this, the adjutant hurriedly asked Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to return inside the fortress first.

Walking into the dimly lit fortress, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's ominous feeling grew a few points stronger. When the battle at the Jinzhou Isthmus began, the Northeast Army's planes had not come to Port Arthur again.

Why did the Northeast Army's air force come again now, when thick smoke visible from dozens of kilometers away was rising from the direction of the Jinzhou Isthmus? Could it be that the Jinzhou Isthmus has been lost?
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On the afternoon of October 8th, Nagata Tetsuzan, dressed in a kimono, personally visited a group of political big shots, every one of whom was considered a traitor in the eyes of young Japanese field officers and a spokesperson for British and American interests in Japan.

It wasn't until Nagata Tetsuzan stepped into the residence of Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai that Okamura Yasuji, following behind him, sighed. Uchida Kosai was a member of the nativist faction and consistently supported a hardline attitude toward China. His connections with the business world were limited to the South Manchuria Railway Company. Even if he couldn't be called one of the Army's own, at least he wasn't in opposition.

Like those pro-British and American civilian officials, Uchida Kosai was very polite to the next generation leader of the army. Nagata Tetsuzan, on the contrary, did not sincerely ask for help as he had with the pro-British and American civilian big shots. Instead, he asked straightforwardly, "Excellency Uchida, with the Northeast declaring war on the Empire this time, I wonder what your plans are?"

Uchida Kosai frowned slightly, obviously surprised. After thinking for a moment, Uchida Kosai asked, "Nagata-kun, if you have any views, why not say them frankly?"

Nagata Tetsuzan knew that Uchida Kosai had a resolute character, worked hard, and was a very responsible politician. So he said frankly, "Excellency, if this war can be decided quickly, it would naturally be best. However, in my humble opinion, I'm afraid it won't be that easy."

Uchida Kosai frowned and thought for a long while before speaking, "Nagata-kun, I don't understand military affairs. I have a question: He Rui is good at diplomacy. Compared to his diplomatic ability, which is stronger, his military ability?"

Okamura Yasuji felt that Uchida Kosai was worthy of being the Foreign Minister; this comparison was truly interesting. But since every profession has its specialization, making such an analogy allowed Uchida Kosai to intuitively understand He Rui's military ability.

Nagata Tetsuzan thought briefly and replied, "Has Your Excellency read *Introduction to Geopolitics* written by He-kun?"

Uchida Kosai nodded and sighed, "I have read it. After reading it, I really felt like the clouds had parted to reveal the sun."

"Excellency, He-kun is definitely not just good at a few fields. If we must say what he is good at, perhaps he can be called a philosopher."

"A philosopher?" Uchida Kosai couldn't help showing a look of astonishment. He graduated from the Law Department of Tokyo Imperial University in 1887 and entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Japan introduced the European knowledge system, and in the traditional view of this system, true philosophers were regarded as people who mastered the topmost part of knowledge. Nagata Tetsuzan's evaluation of He Rui could be described as extremely high.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't keep him in suspense. "In everything He-kun does, whether diplomacy or military affairs, it seems like an antelope hanging by its horns leaving no tracks to follow. In fact, he can always grasp the essence of things."

Uchida Kosai felt that Nagata Tetsuzan's praise of He Rui was a bit excessive, so he simply asked, "In that case, why did He-kun declare war on the Empire?"

Nagata Tetsuzan countered with a question, "Excellency, if He-kun wants to unify China, will the Empire agree?"

Uchida Kosai's expression became grim. "Maintaining China's division is the Empire's national policy at the current stage. Weakening China is the Empire's long-term national policy."

"He-kun tried every means to achieve China's unification. Trying to avoid the Empire's interference would certainly cost a huge price. Instead of being controlled by others, it is better to use these costs to start a war with the Empire. If He-kun achieves his goal, forcing the Empire to make peace with him... When that day comes, who in China will dare to stop He-kun from unifying China? Even if those people don't surrender at the mere sight of him, the cost for He-kun to unify China will be minimal. This is the reason why He-kun started the war."

Uchida Kosai's face looked even uglier, but a moment later, the Foreign Minister's expression returned to calm. "What does Nagata-kun hope the Ministry of Foreign Affairs will do?"

"Diplomatically, communicate deeply with Britain and France as much as possible. Once China is unified, it will inevitably trigger a chain reaction, leading to changes in the international order. Any change in the international order will damage the interests of Britain and France. The order under the current Versailles System has already maximized the interests of Britain and France."

Uchida Kosai nodded. Britain and France were undoubtedly at the peak of their interests now, and any change would only reduce their interests rather than increase them. Uchida Kosai was confident in persuading British and French diplomats in this regard.

"Excellency, I believe that the war will definitely not end in the short term. It is very likely to fight for two years. For victory, the Empire's bond issuance and fundraising in overseas markets are particularly important. Now the Beiyang Government is weak and powerless, and He Rui, as a local government, has no ability to issue bonds in the international market. This is a major advantage for the Empire. If fully utilized, it is extremely important for winning the war."

Hearing this, Uchida Kosai was somewhat puzzled. "Nagata-kun, what you said seems to imply that you think the Empire will lose?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "The Empire will never lose, but He-kun never thought about winning in the first place."

This statement was a bit convoluted. Uchida Kosai thought for a while, connected it with Nagata Tetsuzan's earlier point about He Rui's purpose for launching this war, and suddenly realized the truth. Indeed, what He Rui sought was not to defeat Japan, but to make Japan no longer send troops to interfere with his unification of China. From a diplomatic perspective, He Rui couldn't afford to win this battle too thoroughly. For example, if He Rui defeated the Empire of Japan and occupied Korea, then the Empire of Japan would never make peace with He Rui no matter what.

Having figured this out, Uchida Kosai sighed, "The outside world's evaluation of Nagata-kun is indeed correct. Nagata-kun's wisdom is breathtaking."

Speaking of this, Uchida Kosai made a small joke, "Nagata-kun has been a military attaché abroad for so long. If you retire from the army, please be sure to come to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. As long as I am still the Foreign Minister, I will definitely invite Nagata-kun to serve as the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs."

Okamura Yasuji did not misunderstand the goodwill represented in these words. Being able to persuade the Foreign Minister with a single speech, Nagata Tetsuzan's insight impressed Okamura Yasuji.

After listening to Nagata Tetsuzan's analysis, Okamura Yasuji felt that these were logical and should be so. But facing the current situation, Okamura Yasuji could not make such a complete analysis on his own.

Nagata Tetsuzan was not complacent but bowed his head sincerely to Uchida Kosai. "Excellency, this is a great challenge for the Empire. If Your Excellency can maneuver diplomatically, the pressure on me fighting on the front line will be much less."

Uchida Kosai didn't respond directly, only saying, "I wish Nagata-kun long-lasting military fortunes."

Coming out of Uchida Kosai's residence, Nagata Tetsuzan breathed a long sigh of relief. Okamura Yasuji asked, "Nagata-kun, where to next?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered decisively, "Change into military uniform and go to the Army War College."

In the car, Okamura Yasuji finally had the will to ask questions. "Nagata-kun, how do you think the war situation will develop?"

"When we have the meeting tonight, I will discuss it with everyone together." Nagata Tetsuzan cleverly expressed his refusal to answer.

While the car was moving, Nagata Tetsuzan changed into his military uniform. Arriving at the Army War College, people were already waiting at the gate; they were all juniors. Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan arrive, everyone rushed up to salute, then surrounded Nagata Tetsuzan and headed straight for the auditorium.

The Japanese Army War College recruited an average of 54 students per year. Graduation took three years, so there were fewer than 200 students in school, and the auditorium was not large.

Nagata Tetsuzan had visited the current principal, Major General Tamura Mamoru, overnight after receiving the news last night that he was going to Korea to serve as the Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department. When Nagata Tetsuzan walked onto the podium, he saw Major General Tamura Mamoru and Instructor Ishiwara Kanji enter through the main door and sit in the corner of the last row.

The Army War College students in the audience all knew that war had broken out, and each looked forward to being involved in the war. With the highly acclaimed and promising senior Colonel Nagata arriving, everyone waited excitedly.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't talk nonsense. He briefly introduced the current situation and expressed to the Army War College students, "Fellow students, you all come from various units in Japan and have performed excellently during your service. In terms of leading troops in battle, the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters are not worried about your strength at all. And you come to study at the Army War College to learn a higher-level military cognitive system and take your understanding of military affairs to a higher level. I welcome graduating students to go to the front line, but for students who have not completed their studies, I expect you to study with peace of mind and graduate with the best grades. For you, even if you miss this war, there will be a next time. But you only have this one chance to study at the Army War College."

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan being modest and polite, and his words full of encouragement, especially genuinely caring about everyone's future, the students all felt admiration. Then they heard Nagata Tetsuzan say, "Students need to complete their studies, but instructors don't. Coming here this time, I want to invite Instructor Ishiwara Kanji to go to Korea with me."

Most of the students hadn't noticed that Ishiwara Kanji was here. Nagata Tetsuzan shouted loudly to the surprised Ishiwara Kanji, "Ishiwara-kun, are you willing to lend me a hand?"

Now the students all turned to look in Ishiwara Kanji's direction. Ishiwara Kanji was noncommittal. During their last deep conversation with Nagata Tetsuzan, both confirmed that their concepts ran in opposite directions. Ishiwara Kanji didn't think his views had changed, so there was nothing to say to Nagata Tetsuzan.

But the principal of the Army War College was right next to him. No matter how prickly Ishiwara Kanji was, he wouldn't disrespect the principal. More than ten minutes later, he sat face to face with Nagata Tetsuzan in the principal's office.

Nagata Tetsuzan got straight to the point. "Ishiwara-kun, now in the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters, most people think that the Northeast Army is just the Beiyang Army with better weapons. Although led by He-kun, its actual combat effectiveness is not strong. So after receiving the Kwantung Army's telegram for help, they immediately ordered the Korean Army to set out in full force. Now the advance troops have already moved out. Based on my understanding of He-kun, he comes prepared. The Kwantung Army is probably doomed, and even the Korean Army, thinking it's an adventure, will suffer a lot."

Ishiwara Kanji had already considered this matter. Originally, based on the intelligence analysis he obtained, Ishiwara Kanji always felt that there was something 'exaggerated' in what He Rui did. Now that the truth was out, Ishiwara Kanji understood that he had never thought He Rui would declare war on Japan at the end of '22 before. That was why the misunderstanding arose. He Rui should have been planning to declare war on Japan since before he returned to China. Analyzing from the perspective of declaring war on Japan, He Rui's actions were not only not exaggerated but could even be described as 'racing against time'.

Although Ishiwara Kanji was shocked and angry at He Rui's actions, this did not mean Ishiwara Kanji had a good impression of Nagata Tetsuzan. So Ishiwara Kanji asked, "Since Nagata-kun has already seen this step, there is no need to come to me for confirmation, right?"

Although Nagata Tetsuzan wore glasses, his gaze was still piercing. He said steadily, "Ishiwara-kun, we parted ways two years ago because our paths were different and we could not plan together. But we are both Imperial soldiers and should be loyal to the Empire. Ishiwara-kun's intelligence is above mine. You must know that with He-kun's strength, the Empire of Japan is facing an unprecedented challenge. At this time, we have only one stance, which is to serve the Empire of Japan. This is the time to discard past grievances and unite in good faith. regarding the fate of the Korean Army, I have revealed my deductions completely. Ishiwara-kun, please go to Korea with me. If I can lead the Korean Army, I will definitely ask Ishiwara-kun to be the Chief of Staff. With Ishiwara-kun's intelligence and wisdom, even He-kun cannot beat us."

Ishiwara Kanji stared at Nagata Tetsuzan for a while and saw that Nagata Tetsuzan looked sincere, without any falsehood at all. He stood up abruptly and bowed deeply to Nagata Tetsuzan. "Thank you, Nagata-kun, for your advice, allowing me to see the sun through the clouds. If Nagata-kun hadn't come, I would still be stuck in a small circle and couldn't get out. Please be sure to take me to Korea, Nagata-kun."

Major General Tamura Mamoru, the principal of the Army War College, naturally knew Ishiwara Kanji's temperament. Although Ishiwara Kanji had restrained himself a lot in recent years, just listening to his reputation, one could imagine a thing or two about the past. Therefore, Major General Tamura Mamoru did not think Nagata Tetsuzan could persuade Ishiwara Kanji.

Unexpectedly, Ishiwara Kanji was actually persuaded by Nagata Tetsuzan. Major General Tamura Mamoru was very happy in his heart; he could finally kick Ishiwara Kanji out of the Army War College. This was truly good news.

Okamura Yasuji, on the other hand, was really a bit puzzled. Today he followed Nagata Tetsuzan to visit big shots. Yet the important evening time was spent on Ishiwara Kanji. Could Ishiwara Kanji's value be equal to those big shots?

Surely not!
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At 7:00 PM Tokyo time, a car stopped outside the French restaurant 'Futabatei' in Tokyo. The waiter, having seen the car with military plates long ago, immediately came out to welcome them.

The door opened, and Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji stepped out. Nagata went to the driver's seat and handed a box of takoyaki bought on the roadside to the driver. "Thank you so much for today. You can go back; I won't need the car anymore today."

The driver was a sergeant who had heard of Nagata's great name. Seeing that Nagata visited only big shots today confirmed Nagata's status. Seeing Nagata being so polite, he hurriedly took the gift with profuse thanks.

Sending the driver away, Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji were led by the waiter to a private room, which was already full of military men.

Futaba-kai members such as Obata Toshishiro, Tojo Hideki, Komoto Daisaku, Itagaki Seishiro, Doihara Kenji, and Isogai Rensuke had already arrived here first.

The name 'Futaba-kai' originated from the Futabatei Restaurant. A group of young officers not from the domain cliques (Choshu/Satsuma) united around the Crown Prince (Hirohito), aiming to overthrow the domain clique forces headed by Yamagata Aritomo.

Seeing Nagata enter, everyone came forward to greet him. Nagata waved his hand, "Serve the food first; Okamura-kun and I have been starving all day."

Hearing this, everyone laughed loudly, and the atmosphere immediately relaxed. Japanese samurai stressed etiquette; in the old days, even if they had been hungry for days, they had to walk on the street in high spirits with a toothpick or a twig in their mouths, looking as if they had just finished a sumptuous meal.

The members of the Futaba-kai were mainly military attachés from Japanese embassies in various countries. They had all received education in foreign etiquette and paid more attention to decency.

However, when Nagata Tetsuzan was with everyone, he wouldn't put these empty formalities first like those old fogies. Instead, he ate what should be eaten and drank what should be drunk. Therefore, although there were arguments and disputes during the gathering, it was in a fairly mild atmosphere.

The young officers swept the food away like a whirlwind, and their eyes naturally fell on Nagata Tetsuzan. Tojo Hideki was the first to speak, "Nagata-kun, I first congratulate Nagata-kun on assuming the post of Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department of the Korean Army. The Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department is often responsible for commanding the reserve forces. Nagata-kun is the first among us to stand out. The future must be boundless. Now many people in the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters are overjoyed, thinking that the time to annex Manchuria and Mongolia has arrived. I wonder what Nagata-kun thinks?"

Listening to Tojo's tone, the others understood that Tojo was afraid his views would be refuted, so he used the excuse that so-called many people 'think that the time to annex Manchuria and Mongolia has arrived'. Of course, Tojo wasn't lying; although the members of the Futaba-kai were not that optimistic, they were also more willing to believe that Japan could benefit from this war.

Futabatei was a French restaurant, but the drink was tea. Nagata looked calm, took a sip of tea, and then asked, "Tojo-kun, He-kun attacked the Kwantung Leased Territory; what will the Empire do next?"

Tojo Hideki immediately replied, "Mobilize the garrison in Korea to attack the Yalu River."

"What if the Korean Army fails to win? What will the Empire do?" Nagata Tetsuzan continued to ask.

Tojo Hideki was a bit surprised; he didn't believe the Japanese army would fail. But Nagata Tetsuzan had considerable authority in the Futaba-kai, so Tojo Hideki had to answer, "Naturally, other divisions will be sent to participate in the attack."

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded. "We can think of this, and He-kun can think of it too. What does Tojo-kun think?"

Tojo Hideki was slightly stunned, already somewhat understanding Nagata Tetsuzan's meaning. Nagata Tetsuzan seemed to think that this war could not be a one-sided situation.

Nagata Tetsuzan felt that many people in the Futaba-kai actually shared Tojo Hideki's views, so he didn't let them think wildly on their own and took the initiative to say, "Gentlemen, I met many high-ranking figures today, and their views on this war are actually very optimistic. I really don't understand the reason for their optimism. The Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War were both planned by the Empire for a long time, and we took the initiative to attack. The initiative was actually in our hands. The situation this time is completely the opposite, but those people are actually 'marking the boat to find the sword' (acting rigidly without regard to changing circumstances), thinking that the previous victories were simply because of the Empire's strength. How is the mentality of the upper echelons different from the arrogant Qing upper echelons and the Tsarist Russian upper echelons? No wonder He-kun dared to take the initiative to attack at this time."

Many Futaba-kai members were stunned. As an organization whose purpose from the beginning was to overthrow the factions, everyone didn't feel anything wrong with Nagata Tetsuzan criticizing the upper echelons for holding positions without doing work. If the young field officers thought the upper echelons were wise and brilliant, why overthrow them?

However, what Nagata Tetsuzan was saying now was another matter. The young officers felt uneasy about the implications in these words.

Obata Toshishiro was the eldest son of Baron Obata Daito, a member of the House of Peers. He was the only man of noble (Kazoku) origin in the Futaba-kai and the one who had been competing with Nagata Tetsuzan for dominance of the Futaba-kai.

Since Nagata Tetsuzan had spoken to this extent, Obata Toshishiro asked with a gloomy expression, "Does He-kun think he can defeat the Empire?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "He-kun's strategic goal is to unify China. He doesn't need to defeat the Empire. As long as he remains undefeated in a war of attrition with the Empire for two years, the Empire may be forced to make peace with He-kun. Even if He-kun's strength suffers great losses, who else among the Chinese warlords dares to confront He-kun's army? He-kun is using the price he would have paid to unify China on fighting the Empire... Alas! He-kun starts from the perspective of solving the essence of the problem."

Obata Toshishiro felt anger rushing from his chest to his forehead and asked with a dark face, "Is Nagata-kun praising He-kun?"

Many members of the Futaba-kai had the same feeling, and the unhappiness in their hearts was almost uncontrollable. But compared to Obata Toshishiro, the Futaba-kai members trusted Nagata Tetsuzan's judgment more, so they waited patiently for Nagata Tetsuzan's explanation.

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "Tian Ji horse racing: use the inferior horse against the superior horse, the middle horse against the inferior horse, and the superior horse against the middle horse. Two wins and one loss is a victory. Currently, the Empire of Japan has absolutely no rival in Northeast Asia; this is the superior horse. However, the navy has no place to use its martial arts in this war; even if it wins, it will have no impact on the war. Due to military expenditure reasons, the Army within the Empire is the weakest, which is the middle horse. The Northeast Army takes the army as its absolute main force, which is its superior horse. As long as the Northeast Army can draw with the Imperial Army, the Empire is actually at a disadvantage."

Obata Toshishiro listened angrily, wanting to interrupt twice, but didn't do so.

Okamura Yasuji was very resentful of the Northeast's advantage but had to admit that what Nagata Tetsuzan said made sense. While Nagata Tetsuzan lit a cigarette, he pressed, "What is the Empire's inferior horse?"

Nagata Tetsuzan sighed. "I hate the heresy of socialism very much, but in the Northeast under He-kun's rule, everyone indeed has food to eat and receives care from the government. If they have to suffer and endure hard times, from top to bottom, everyone can bear the pressure of war. What our Toseiha (Control Faction) wants to achieve is a system of 'one for all, all for one'. In the current situation of the Empire, the poor struggle to survive, while the powerful and the zaibatsu view public funds as private property and try their best to accumulate wealth. Japan's ability to bear war is the Empire's inferior horse. If we can defeat He-kun in the short term and seize Manchuria and Mongolia, the Empire will have huge gains, and the situation can be maintained. If the war lasts for two years or even longer, He-kun doesn't need to win on the battlefield; the millions or even tens of millions of people who go bankrupt during the war will be enough to shake the foundation of the country, making the Empire unable to continue. The way to inevitable victory that He-kun believes in lies here."

Hearing this, even Okamura Yasuji couldn't listen anymore. It wasn't that what Nagata Tetsuzan said was wrong, but that Nagata Tetsuzan coldly described a very realistic and incredibly terrible future, a future that was likely to happen.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't stop. He stood up and said with a heavy heart, "The upper echelons I met today are all unaware of the danger of the situation. The wording of the declaration of war issued by He-kun is very precise: the Northeast Army declares war on the Kwantung Army. Although the reason for declaring war is arrogant and rude, that is just a method adopted by He-kun to enrage the Empire's upper echelons. At this time, I'm afraid the Kwantung Army can no longer be saved. The upper echelons are obsessed and are following He-kun's command, urgently ordering the Korean Army to move north to attack the Yalu River area. I expect that the Korean Army is probably doomed. Once the Kwantung Army is annihilated and the Korean Army is broken, will the Empire still have the strength to deal with He-kun in the next half month? He-kun can take advantage of this precious time to deploy defenses, complete social control, and prepare to meet the Empire's subsequent reinforcements. And winter is coming, which will greatly increase the strength of the defensive side. Alas... formulating a correct operational plan should be like this."

Tojo Hideki felt he could understand what Nagata said but couldn't accept it. However, Tojo had always revered Nagata Tetsuzan, so he asked in a tone that wouldn't anger Nagata Tetsuzan, "Is Nagata-kun overestimating He-kun too much? Even though the land of Manchuria and Mongolia is fertile and vast, it shouldn't be able to contend with the Empire after just a few years of governance."

Nagata Tetsuzan looked at Tojo Hideki. Under his sharp gaze, Tojo Hideki couldn't help lowering his eyes, avoiding eye contact with Nagata Tetsuzan.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued to look at the other Futaba-kai officers, seeing that everyone was more or less unconvinced. Nagata Tetsuzan said loudly, "Gentlemen, this is my personal deduction. Whether this deduction is correct will be known within a few days. We are comrades; let's not quarrel over this matter. Just wait for the result."

The Futaba-kai crowd was angry enough at this time, but knowing deeply that they couldn't compare with Nagata Tetsuzan's insight, they stopped talking.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "I have been ordered to serve as the Deputy Director of the Quartermaster Department of the Korean Army and will depart tomorrow. Gentlemen, I will take my leave first."

After speaking, Nagata Tetsuzan called his adjutant Okamura Yasuji and went out the door together. Just as they walked to the street outside the door, Isogai Rensuke chased out from the Futabatei. "Nagata-kun, please wait."

The three stood by the roadside. Isogai Rensuke asked, "I really hope what Nagata-kun said is not true. But if things are really as Nagata-kun expected, how should we respond?"

A look of helplessness finally appeared on Nagata Tetsuzan's face. "If the situation reaches that point, *that person* [Prince Regent/Emperor] will definitely ask you privately. If Isogai-kun is fortunate enough to meet *that person* privately, please convey my view. 'A sovereign cannot raise an army because of anger, and a general cannot fight because of resentment.' He-kun issued the declaration of war with arrogant words not because He-kun is arrogant, but because He-kun predicted that the Empire's high-level officials are arrogant, yet inferior and sensitive. Stimulating the Empire with such words, the Empire's high-level officials will definitely strive for a quick victory. He-kun waits at his ease, taking all the advantages. The Empire loses many elites and must conscript soldiers and mass-produce weapons. The situation enters He-kun's expectations, and both sides compete in national endurance for war. Therefore, please be sure to tell *that person* that at this time, the Empire must stabilize and plan calmly. 'Anger can turn back to happiness, and resentment can turn back to joy, but a destroyed country cannot exist again, and the dead cannot be brought back to life.'"

Isogai Rensuke had studied *The Art of War* by Sun Tzu seriously and knew that Nagata Tetsuzan's words quoted a lot from it. But Isogai Rensuke couldn't remember exactly which chapters they came from. However, Isogai Rensuke originally believed in Nagata Tetsuzan very much, which was why he chased out to ask. Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan emphasize that the Empire of Japan was in such danger, he didn't want to talk any further in his heart.

With complex and unhappy feelings, Isogai Rensuke replied, "Nagata-kun, I understand. If *that person* wants to see me, I will definitely convey Nagata-kun's words. The journey to Korea is long. I wish Nagata-kun and Okamura-kun a safe journey."

The three parted ways. Okamura Yasuji followed behind Nagata Tetsuzan on one side. Okamura Yasuji had been very unhappy all day today. Respectfully and humbly visiting those 'traitors' to seek their support. Telling the somewhat knowledgeable high-level officials about the crisis facing Japan, and predicting the development of the war so pessimistically. Everything was something Okamura Yasuji disliked extremely.

Because his emotions were angry much earlier than others, Okamura Yasuji calmed down instead at this time. He walked silently for a while and asked the doubt in his heart, "Nagata-kun, why did you insist on taking Ishiwara Kanji to Korea?"

"Okamura-kun, there is no need to say more about the current upper echelons of the Empire. The Young Officers' Faction is divided into two factions. One faction is us, field officers of various ranks. The other faction consists of lieutenants and NCOs graduated from the NCO Academy. Lieutenants and NCOs are with the soldiers every day; their status is not high, but their numbers are the largest. Do not underestimate Ishiwara Kanji. He has contacted these lieutenants and NCOs for many years and also established some fund to provide help when the families of lieutenants and NCOs are struggling. It is already a substantial faction. If I don't take him with me, should I wait for Ishiwara Kanji to rise with the momentum when the situation changes drastically?"

Okamura Yasuji didn't like Ishiwara Kanji, so he didn't say anything more. After walking for another while, he opened his mouth to ask again, "Nagata-kun, if the situation is really as you expected, what major changes will occur in the domestic situation?"

Hearing Okamura Yasuji's words, Nagata Tetsuzan felt some regret in his heart. Although he could see many things, he came from an ordinary family after all and didn't have the natural rich connections of the factions. Okamura Yasuji could be considered Nagata Tetsuzan's die-hard supporter; he had the level to fight wars, but his ability to engage in politics was quite weak.

However, at this time, there was no other choice. Nagata Tetsuzan explained slowly, "According to the rules, for such a major defeat, someone at the top must take responsibility, and many positions will become vacant. In order to seize power, the successors must achieve victory as soon as possible. At this time, there will definitely be some field officers who can't see the situation clearly, thinking that the opportunity has arrived, and following their superiors to act recklessly. Although we comrades are field officers, we do not serve as commanders of various units. When we have the opportunity, the situation will inevitably be very hasty. Therefore, we must bring in the Ishiwara Kanji faction so that when we clean up the mess, we have troops capable of fighting."

Okamura Yasuji walked silently for a long while again before speaking, "Wouldn't that give the Ishiwara Kanji faction a chance to grow big?"

Hearing this, Nagata Tetsuzan stopped and turned to Okamura Yasuji. Even in the night, Okamura Yasuji could feel Nagata Tetsuzan's serious aura and couldn't help standing at attention.

He heard Nagata Tetsuzan say in a serious tone, "Okamura-kun, what we pursue is Japan's prosperity. If the upper echelons are so muddled, there is no problem cooperating with them in good faith, let alone the Ishiwara Kanji faction. As long as we can solve this crisis for the Empire, after the war, we will definitely become the backbone of the Empire. At that time, the Ishiwara Kanji faction will not be able to escape our grasp."

Okamura Yasuji was in a really bad mood today and even had a lot of dissatisfaction with Nagata Tetsuzan. Even so, hearing these words, Okamura Yasuji still sighed at Nagata Tetsuzan's breadth of mind and bearing, and his admiration for Nagata Tetsuzan increased a bit instead.

At this time, it was 8:00 PM in Tokyo, and streetlights were fully lit. Stalls and open shops made the lights on both sides of the street bright.

In Dairen and Port Arthur, it was 7:00 PM. Both cities had fully implemented blackouts. The urban areas were pitch black, and residents hid at home with doors and windows tightly closed.

At the edge of the city, firelight flashed everywhere. That was the flash of guns and cannons. The Northeast Army finally completely broke through the Kwantung Army's 2nd Brigade's defense line at the Jinzhou Isthmus at 3:00 PM and fought into the core area of the Kwantung Leased Territory composed of Dairen and Port Arthur.

Although night had fallen, the Northeast Army had absolutely no intention of pausing. The troops began street fighting in the urban areas of Port Arthur and Dairen. Every flash of fire was a muzzle flash. The Kwantung Army also knew that the final moment had come; not only did they not flinch, but they fought tenaciously with the Northeast Army on the defense lines outside the city.

At this time, 34 hours had passed since 9:00 AM on October 7th. There were still 36 hours remaining before the stipulated 72-hour end of the campaign.
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At 10:00 PM on October 8th, the train from the Capital (Beijing) to Tianjin pulled into the station. As soon as the train stopped, the guard detail walked quickly out of the carriage and stood on both sides.

The Military Governor of Tianjin was already waiting on the platform, preparing to board the train to welcome them. Unexpectedly, the two people on the train had already walked to the carriage door. Leading them was Premier Duan Qirui. He got off the train first, then helped the old President of the Republic of China, Xu Shichang, step down.

The two came in a hurry, and only the Military Governor of Tianjin received the notification. Although the Military Governor didn't know specifically why the two came here, he knew it must be related to He Rui's war against Japan.

After exchanging a few pleasantries, the Military Governor of Tianjin quickly said, "President, Premier, accommodation has been prepared."

Xu Shichang waved his hand. "No need, we'll go to the old residence on Chifeng Road."

Soon, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui left the station under the escort of the guard detail. The Military Governor of Tianjin didn't insist on tagging along. The situation in the Republic of China was already chaotic, and He Rui's war against Japan directly sent the already confused situation in an even more unpredictable direction.

Chifeng Road is a street running somewhat east-west in Heping District, Tianjin, located within the French Concession. Various small western-style buildings line the street, and most of the owners are stepped-down warlords and military governors, so this street has always been known as "Warlord Street".

Arriving at Xu Shichang's old residence, it had already been cleaned, and a fire was lit in the stove, making the room warm.

News travels fastest among the upper class. Moreover, so many people coming to Chifeng Road were immediately seen by neighbors. Soon, neighbors sent people to pay their respects. The guards asked which family the visitors were from and recorded them one by one.

Duan Qirui had instructed that if someone sent by Zhang Xiluan came, they should be invited in; if not, there was no need to pay attention.

Sitting on the sofa in the room, Duan Qirui asked, "Brother Xu, do you think Brother Zhang will send someone?"

Xu Shichang shook his head. "Brother Zhang is aloof and noble. After handing over the Northeast to He Rui, he doesn't go out much."

Duan Qirui could imagine. Reaching such a status, it wasn't easy to have a good old age. Needless to say about Yuan Shikai; after Feng Guozhang died, few people really remembered him. Zhang Xiluan was different. He decisively yielded the Northeast to He Rui, and afterwards, He Rui rose to fame and his strength soared. Although Zhang Xiluan was just a reclusive old man, others had to look at him with respect and praise him for 'having the wisdom to know people'.

He Rui was almost piercing the sky now, so Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui had to come personally. After resting for a while, they saw it was already 11:00 PM. Since they had to see Zhang Xiluan tomorrow, the two went to sleep.

But on this night, many, very many people did not sleep.

Lights were bright on both banks of the Yalu River. On the temporarily repaired Yalu River Bridge, trucks passed one by one. Wooden planks were laid on several floating bridges, and troops lined up in long queues. According to military regulations, when crossing the bridge, they had to adopt steps that were absolutely not uniform. The footsteps of the officers and soldiers converged into a rumbling sound on the floating bridge, vibrating the river surface below.

Stepping across the Yalu River and setting foot on Korea, the troops marched towards the south without stopping. There, the Japanese army stationed in Korea was also starting to move north. In the entire plan for the war against Japan, there was a top-secret plan. The Northeast Army would not defend the Yalu River and wait for the Japanese Korean Army to attack. Instead, they would actively move south, striving to annihilate this elite Japanese army with a strength of two divisions.

In the command post, Hu Xiushan finished looking at the latest aerial photos from the Air Force and the map drawn based on the photos. He asked the Chief of the Communications Section, "Is there any news from Port Arthur?"

The Chief of the Communications Section immediately replied, "Report. No news has been received regarding Port Arthur since 17:00 this afternoon."

Hu Xiushan nodded, then lay down on the camp bed in the command post and closed his eyes. According to the Northeast Army's classification of war intensity and lethality, intensity meant the complexity of the invested war system. Now the Air Force had become a very important part of the Northeast Army. Due to the addition of this branch, the complexity of the war system had greatly increased, and the intensity naturally increased as well.

War lethality referred to casualties and losses. If there were huge casualties and amazing material consumption in a war, this was naturally a high-lethality war.

According to this definition, there are many high-intensity but low-lethality wars in the world. There will also be many high-lethality but low-intensity wars.

Hu Xiushan, who was executing the top-secret plan, was about to fight a high-intensity, high-lethality war. Now, Hu Xiushan had better rest a bit to maintain the best command state. But Hu Xiushan couldn't sleep very well. According to the operational plan, starting from 9:00 AM on October 7th, the Northeast Air Force began reconnaissance within Korea. According to the Air Force reconnaissance results, the Japanese advance troops had already started moving north.

Hu Xiushan could understand the pressure on the Japanese high command. If the 'powerful' Japanese Army was annihilated by the 'weak' Chinese Army and the Japanese side remained inactive, they would be drowned by overwhelming criticism. Immediately dispatching the Korean Army to rescue was the only choice.

During the pre-war analysis, the Military Commission had completely clarified these points. When the situation really developed to this point, Hu Xiushan couldn't help but consider a question: Why would someone make such an obviously foolish decision?

Northeast Army Commander He Rui had brilliant judgment, and He Rui's brilliance was entirely based on realistic judgment of facts. So what was the Japanese stupidity based on?

The gap between people is not that big. When He Rui stated his judgment, the upper echelons of the Northeast Army understood it. Hu Xiushan believed that the Japanese side must also be able to understand.

The problem lay here. Why did Japan make other choices as if they completely couldn't understand something that wasn't hard to understand? Some tried to explain it with human nature, but Hu Xiushan did not accept such an explanation. If everything could be explained by human nature, wouldn't that be too lazy?

Thinking of this, Hu Xiushan suddenly had some ideas. He sat up and reorganized his thoughts.

Yes! Laziness! Laziness in thinking!

Change is eternal. If one adopts path dependence, no matter how powerful a country is, it will inevitably encounter failure. Not to mention, Japan was not as powerful as it boasted.

Adding laziness in thinking to the thinking system, Hu Xiushan suddenly felt he could understand the so-called 'human nature' problem.

In the core leadership of the Northeast Army and the Civilization Party gathered by He Rui, everyone had strengths and weaknesses, but no one had laziness in thinking. This was a powerful endogenous force. When this power was incorporated into the Civilization Party's system and used to understand and realize how China and even the world should operate and live in the future, everyone brainstormed and dug deep, making a lot of progress and breakthroughs in the deep logic of why things should be done this way.

Perhaps having stayed in such an organization for too long, Hu Xiushan naturally used the same line of thought to look at the Japanese high command.

Looking at the Japanese high command with this new thinking system, Hu Xiushan understood. The so-called human nature—wanting to get more, wanting to control more, wanting to own more—producing these thoughts did not require consideration.

The Japanese high command were also humans; they also possessed sufficient intelligence, energy, and courage. But their intelligence, energy, and courage were used on how to realize these thoughts that could be produced without thinking, yet they happened not to consider these thoughts themselves.

Just like these two Japanese divisions sent to the front line—in the eyes of the Japanese high command, these two divisions were tools to prove the inviolability of the Empire of Japan. They probably hadn't thought that it was precisely the national policy formulated by Japan to weaken China and maintain China's divided state that led to the Chinese army having to strike Japan.

Hu Xiushan pondered and suddenly discovered that there was another possibility. That is, the Japanese high command had considered such a possibility, so they treated these two divisions as the 'price' for executing this national policy.

If that were the case, it would be even more interesting. These two Japanese divisions, seen as the 'price', were just pawns crossing the river—advancing with no retreat. Hu Xiushan could annihilate the Japanese troops of these two divisions even more easily.
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4:00 AM, October 9, 1922.

Zhang Xiluan woke up from his sleep and went to the bathroom. Returning to bed, he wanted to sleep a little longer, but drowsiness gradually faded, and his mind became clearer. Zhang Xiluan simply got up, went to the bathroom, and turned on the tap.

He Rui never missed the annual gift-giving etiquette, sending new products from the Northeast. Zhang Xiluan was now using a solar water heater. This thing didn't need coal; it could produce hot water just by basking in the sun, which was truly convenient. The water storage tank used a thick insulation layer, so as long as it wasn't the dead of winter, the water left overnight would still be hot the next day.

These were the things Zhang Xiluan liked. In terms of money, Zhang Xiluan didn't lack any. His family life was becoming more and more comfortable and convenient, using the latest things on the market. When others boasted about some 'incredible' gadget they had just bought, Zhang Xiluan could always nod and smile with the benevolence befitting an elder. This kind of life was what Zhang Xiluan considered the days of retirement.

Standing on the non-slip bathroom floor, wearing non-slip rubber slippers, letting the warm water wash over his body, Zhang Xiluan felt very happy.

By the time Zhang Xiluan finished bathing, Madam Zhang had already risen. Zhang Xiluan was known as 'Zhang Fast Horse'; his equestrian skills were excellent when he was young, and he could still gallop on horseback at seventy. Having this physique was entirely due to Zhang Xiluan's regular schedule and not neglecting exercise because of his status.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan coming out in a bathrobe and walking into the greenhouse next to the bathroom, Madam Zhang asked the maid who had just been woken up to apply the moisturizing oil sent by He Rui to Zhang Xiluan's body. Although Zhang Xiluan was healthy, at his age, his skin would feel itchy, especially after bathing.

Applying moisturizing oil after every bath solved this problem very well. Not only Zhang Xiluan liked it, but Madam Zhang liked it too.

Zhang Xiluan felt very comfortable where applied; after a while, the itching sensation disappeared. When his body was completely coated, Zhang Xiluan wanted to lie in the greenhouse for a while longer. Madam Zhang asked the maid to leave, took a large bath towel to cover Zhang Xiluan herself, and then asked, "Master, are you going to agree to Duke Duan and Duke Xu?"

Zhang Xiluan felt the comfortable sensation of lying in bed resting after practicing martial arts when he was young. For a moment, he didn't want to speak.

It's so good to be young. Lie down and rest when tired, rub when it hurts, scratch when it itches. If all else fails, sleep on it, and everything will pass after waking up. When old, hundreds of diseases entangle the body, and various ailments cling to you, none of which can be resolved happily. If you tell these to young people, they always use their own feelings to imagine Zhang Xiluan's feelings. It's really like farting in pants—venting at both ends (useless/keeping it to oneself).

Just thinking of this, he heard Madam Zhang sigh with some worry, "Master, do you not want to agree?"

Zhang Xiluan smiled. "If Madam doesn't agree, I won't agree."

Madam Zhang was startled and quickly replied, "What are you saying, Master? I don't understand national affairs."

"Then why is Madam so worried?" Zhang Xiluan started chatting with his wife.

"Master, He Rui started a war with the Japanese; he can't win, right?" Madam Zhang spoke the uneasiness in her heart.

Zhang Xiluan smiled and continued to ask, "If he can't win, why does He Rui want to fight?"

"...Jiawu (First Sino-Japanese War), Gengzi (Boxer Rebellion), didn't we fight then too?" Madam Zhang mentioned memories that left a deep impression on her.

Zhang Xiluan's smile disappeared. His wife's words awakened many painful memories.

Seeing her husband's expression change, Madam Zhang couldn't help but want to continue speaking. But she saw Zhang Xiluan had already sat up and said with a straight face, "I have my own judgment." After speaking, Zhang Xiluan went towards the bedroom. Hearing the sound of Zhang Xiluan dressing in the bedroom, Madam Zhang could only call the servants up to light the fire and cook.

Inside the large stoves, large briquettes were burning, and pumpkin and corn porridge was boiling in the pots. In the large oil woks, deep-fried dough sticks (youtiao) gradually turned golden brown as they were turned. The vegetable and meat stir-fry entered the final cooking process, and the Northeast Army cooks put salt and soy sauce into the pots to enhance the flavor.

Outside the cities of Port Arthur and Dairen occupied by the Kwantung Army, on the line from Jiashan and Longshan-dong to Deokcheon and Ningyuan in Korea, and around the Chosin Reservoir, the Northeast Army's attacking troops all had to prepare to eat at 5:00 AM.

It was not yet dawn. Relying on lights, thousands of cooking squads were working hard. Looking at their ranks—Corporal, Sergeant, Staff Sergeant, even Second Lieutenant. Food is the heaven for the people (paramount necessity), and good wartime catering is also important work to ensure the combat effectiveness of the army. These NCOs and officers worked with all their might, not regarding this as the work of servants at all.

The reason for everyone's seriousness was not only military education; working in the cooking squad was the third-to-last assessment content before the promotion of NCOs and officers. This was a step formally included in the assessment score. Moreover, military food production had its own steps and standards, formulated by specialized dietary nutrition research institutions. It did not require the members of the cooking squad to have the cooking skills of a chef. By executing according to the specifications, food meeting the standards could be produced. The organizational ability and time scheduling ability of NCOs and officers based on battlefield conditions were the main contents of the assessment.

A soldier who just ate when he got the food naturally didn't know that this meal required collecting various materials from the logistics department, arranging the power source of the kitchen truck, fuel supply, and parking positions for safety reasons. As NCOs and officers, they were not ordinary soldiers. Whether they liked it or not, they had to master this knowledge and use it to complete the task.

Compared with the Army's diet, the Air Force's food was richer and more exquisite. Milk, eggs, vegetables, meat, fruits were placed in large plates portion by portion, chosen by the pilots themselves buffet-style. Pilots carried their basic meals and went to these foods to choose their favorite dishes. It looked much more upscale.

But the pilots didn't care about this. Every flight was a high-intensity physical exertion. Some pilots were almost collapsed after landing and couldn't get out of the cabin on their own. One of the basic skills of the Air Force ground crew was to carry pilots out of the cabin. This also included rescuing pilots from the cabins of crashed planes.

To improve the survival rate of pilots, students at the flight school ran three thousand meters every day and ten thousand meters every two days. This was to improve the endurance of the pilot's body under extreme conditions.

As for the diet, it was just a necessity to maintain abundant physical strength at all times. No matter how surprised other branches were when seeing the pilot's food for the first time, the Air Force didn't think it was anything special. Most Army casualties were due to being hit by enemy guns and artillery. As long as Air Force pilots felt unwell and could not manipulate the plane precisely, there was a high probability of sacrifice.

Around 5:05 AM, even the soldiers of the most delayed units had eaten their meal. Few people talked to each other; even if they did, they spoke in low voices: "Must follow the unit closely!", "Relax, just like training."

At 5:20 AM, the troops finished eating. Officers and soldiers put down their bowls and chopsticks, picked up their canteens, and began to fill them with water. During the process, everyone rinsed their mouths. Some officers and soldiers felt that the food debris between their teeth hadn't been cleaned out, so they simply brushed their teeth quickly again.

At 5:30 AM, units began to assemble. At this time, the Air Force personnel, who generally had excellent eyesight, could already see the change in the color of the eastern sky. That was the 'darkness before dawn'. If a plane flew into the sky at this time, one could see the red sun jumping out of the horizon and rising slowly.

At 5:35 AM, the count was completed. The 33 flying squadrons to be committed to battle today, along with the 486 companies and 1458 platoons under the 6 Army corps, all confirmed how many troops they could commit to combat.

At 5:40 AM, all the lights at the airfield lit up. The control tower and various operation command lights switched from red to yellow. Equipped pilots headed straight for their planes. Reconnaissance plane pilots and observers stepped on ladders to reach the position level with the upper half of the plane, pulled open the canopy, and entered the cockpit. The ground crew outside closed the canopy, moved the ladders away, and signaled the ground crew at the nose.

The ground crew at the nose returned the signal and, after receiving a response from the rear ground crew, held the propeller and pulled hard. With the roar of the engine starting, the front ground crew ran away quickly. The pilot engaged the clutch, and the plane's propeller began to rotate slowly. As the rotation speed increased, the collars of the rear ground crew flapped slightly in the wind generated by the propeller. Relying on the power provided by the propeller, the plane moved forward slowly onto the runway.

The sky was still dark, but the color began to become clear and transparent. The signal flag of the airfield tower fell and rose again. That was the approximate wind direction information provided by ground observation stations everywhere. Immediately, the traffic indicator light changed from yellow to green.

The pilots in the first row increased the throttle, and the engines began to output full power. The planes taxied on the ground, faster and faster. The pilots pulled up the control sticks; first, the front landing gear gradually left the ground, then the rear landing gear. Reconnaissance planes flew into the sky one after another.

Whether heading to Port Arthur and Dairen, or to Jiashan and Chosin Reservoir in Korea, the aircraft groups did not set off for the combat area immediately but circled twice over the airfield before heading south under the guidance of ground signal lights.

Looking from the air, the round, lovely sun had risen red in the east. The sunlight was not dazzling and could be looked at directly with the naked eye. The ground was still dark, and the mountains, forests, and fields all showed turbid tones. But the pilots knew that before long, the colorful earth would reveal its true face under the sun.

The first to arrive in the airspace was the reconnaissance plane formation heading to Port Arthur and Dairen. Looking down from the air, the Port Arthur Fortress looked like a spider occupying the earth, with eight legs extended being the passages connecting the main fortress and the outer fortresses.

Several thin lines led from the distance straight to the spider's feet; those were railway lines. On the railway, trains were running from north to south. The trains running in this direction were full of siege troops and equipment. In front of the spider, many artillery positions had already been deployed. The most striking ones were four artillery groups whose coverage range exceeded other artillery groups by more than ten times.

Observers had extremely strong eyesight and trained memory. Just by looking at the ground, they could correspond it with yesterday's photos and the maps and photos sent before the sortie today. One after another, the observers confirmed that the Japanese deployment had not changed from yesterday. They immediately adjusted to the relevant preset telegraph transmission group and pressed the button.

Telegrams arrived quickly at the frontline headquarters. 13th Army Commander Song Junsheng, responsible for attacking Port Arthur, checked his watch. It was exactly 6:13 AM. He issued the order, "Start the attack!"

At this time, 45 hours had passed since the attack was launched at 9:00 AM on October 7th, and there were 27 hours left before the 72-hour battle end time.

The shells of the four 255mm siege mortars didn't even need correction; all hit the main body of the Port Arthur Fortress on the first shot. The armor-piercing shells directly penetrated the defense wall of the Port Arthur Fortress, burrowed into the interior of the fortress, and then exploded violently.

The main body of the Port Arthur Fortress trembled. Tables shook violently on the violently shaking ground, and items on them fell to the ground with a crackle. Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt as if he had returned to Japan; the frequent earthquakes felt just like this.

But the Lieutenant General knew very well that this was not Japan, but geologically stable Port Arthur. Earthquakes in Japan would end soon and would not happen for a long time afterward. The situation facing the Port Arthur Fortress was exactly the opposite; this vibration would continue until the enemy failed or the fortress fell.

Before the next round of shelling began, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao made up his mind and ordered his adjutant: "Send the urgent telegram now!"

The adjutant couldn't care about the resistance in his heart anymore and immediately ran to Telegraph Room 1 next to the operations command room. As soon as he entered the door, he shouted, "Send the urgent telegram immediately!"

Hearing this order, the telegraph operator immediately put on headphones, opened the coded telegram already handed to them, and quickly began to transmit.

Tokyo's military radio station had long cleared this frequency. Upon receiving the transmission request signal, they immediately replied to indicate readiness to receive. Tokyo telegraph operators held pens, quickly recorded the telegraph signals, and translated them.

Next to them, Telegraph Group Leader Captain Saya Yuji also put on headphones. As the group leader, he didn't need to write by hand at all; he translated the message in his mind based on the telegraph code.

"...The enemy attacking the Kwantung Army is fully prepared. The siege artillery is powerful, and the Port Arthur Fortress cannot resist at all. Moreover, the enemy forces outnumber our army several times. Our army has already lost nearly 30,000 troops in previous defenses. The remainder are guarding Port Arthur and Dairen respectively, and the forces are insufficient. Please, Ministry of the Army, provide support as fast as possible. If it does not arrive within twelve hours, Port Arthur and Dairen will be in extreme danger. The Kwantung Army, from the Commander to the soldiers, is ready to die for the country and will fight to the last man and the last gun to win time for reinforcements..."

Captain Saya Yuji didn't know his face had become distorted. At this moment, his heart was extremely shocked. The well-equipped and well-trained Kwantung Army would actually be completely annihilated by the Chinese army? Such a thing had exceeded Captain Saya Yuji's common sense. The Imperial Japanese Army had an overwhelming advantage over the Chinese Army. For twenty-eight years, this idea had been instilled in the Japanese army over and over again and was already a mental foundation of the Japanese army. When this foundation was shaken, Captain Saya Yuji felt as if the sky had collapsed.
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After the second round of shelling by the 255mm siege mortars ended, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao climbed up from the floor of the fortress operations command room. He ordered his adjutant, who was covered in dust and looked disgraced: "Issue the order: except for a few garrison troops, all withdraw from the Port Arthur Fortress. Troops are to quickly enter the urban area and engage in street fighting with the enemy."

The adjutant still couldn't quite believe that the Port Arthur Fortress, which had been reinforced since the Russo-Japanese War, was so fragile. But Chief of Staff Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya, who had also climbed up, had already picked up the phone and issued Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's order.

After conveying the order, Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya said to Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, "Excellency, please allow your subordinate to command the street fighting."

Kawai Misao saw determination in Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya's eyes. There was nothing more to say at this point. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao bowed to Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya. "I have implicated you all. Please fight for the Empire, Fukuhara-kun. I will return to the Kwantung Army Headquarters and command the battle from there."

Fukuhara Yoshiya bowed in return and answered loudly, "Excellency, see you at Kudanshita. Your subordinate is going."

Even after suffering such a heavy blow, the Japanese army's actions remained extremely fast. The artillery left a minimum number of personnel behind; after all, there were many cannons inside the Port Arthur Fortress, including a reinforced heavy artillery regiment. As long as they weren't destroyed, they had the power to counterattack. All other surviving Japanese troops followed their unit commanders out of the fortress and into the urban area.

These troops were divided into two parts. More than 70% of the troops were commanded by Kwantung Army Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya, directing frontline operations in the urban area. Less than 30% of the troops were Japanese soldiers who had lost their organizational structure and were scattered. They conducted rapid reorganization near the Kwantung Army Headquarters, reorganizing into combat-capable formed units as quickly as possible to be committed to key battlefields where the situation was critical.

Inside the Kwantung Army Headquarters, nothing had changed since Lieutenant General Kawai Misao moved the command to the Port Arthur Fortress. But Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt that the surrounding air seemed to have solidified, making it difficult for him even to breathe.

With the war fought to this point, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao already understood that the destruction of the Kwantung Army was inevitable. The reason for the destruction had been decided before the war: the enemy possessed overwhelming power and successfully launched a surprise attack after clever strategic deception. From that moment on, the fate of the Kwantung Army was decided.

Of course, Kawai Misao also had responsibility. As the commander, he did not see this fact at the beginning of the war. If Kawai Misao had seen it, he could have abandoned the fortress garrison troops at the border of the Kwantung Leased Territory and used all ships to transport the Kwantung Army away. That was still achievable.

If the distance to Korea was too far, he could have transported the troops directly to Tanggu, where foreign garrisons in China were located. In this way, when Japan assembled a large army to attack He Rui, Kawai Misao could still lead the main force of the Kwantung Army to attack Shanhai Pass.

Now, everything was too late. One wrong step, every step wrong. While at the military academy, Kawai Misao had sat in on a debate in the army discussing the influence of courage and fortitude on war. As the opposing side, He Rui said in a serious tone: "Strategy succeeds because it is correct, and tactics are correct because they succeed. The spirit of courage and fortitude belongs to the tactical level."

From that time on, Kawai Misao paid close attention to He Rui. Being able to articulate such cognition was based on a profound understanding of war itself. Rather than a school, the Japanese Army War College should be classified as an academic institution. What took place there was the discussion and learning of the understanding of war, not teaching excellent officers how to fight battles. He Rui was undoubtedly the one most suitable to study there.

Now, Kawai Misao had proven the first half of He Rui's sentence with his own experience: 'Strategy succeeds because it is correct'.

Of course, Kawai Misao did not give up all hope. After all, street fighting is the cruelest and bloodiest of all combat scenarios. Powerful field armies often fail to gain an advantage in street fighting. As for wanting to use artillery to completely destroy a city the size of Port Arthur in a short time, it was physically impossible.

Tactics are correct because they succeed, and the spirit of courage and fortitude belongs to the tactical level. So, how was He Rui's tactical ability? If He Rui's troops could not eliminate the Japanese troops in the cities of Port Arthur and Dairen within 24 hours, Japanese reinforcements would definitely arrive by sea. At that time, it would be the Japanese army's turn to counterattack.

At this moment, the hour hand in the operations command room of the headquarters was pointing to 8:00 AM.

At 8:03 AM, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui walked out of Xu Shichang's house and headed straight for Zhang Xiluan's residence not far away. When the two arrived outside the door, they saw the main gate wide open. Zhang Xiluan walked out with a glowing face. Seeing the two, Zhang Xiluan smiled and said, "President Xu and Premier Duan coming together truly brings light to my humble abode."

Duan Qirui was 57 years old this year, Xu Shichang was 67, and Zhang Xiluan was already 79. Setting aside Zhang Xiluan's previous status, just being nearly 80 and retired commanded respect. Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui hurriedly stepped forward to pay their respects.

The three entered Zhang Xiluan's residence. After taking their seats, Xu Shichang said straightforwardly, "Brother Zhang, this younger brother came here to ask Brother Zhang to condescend to take the post of Minister of War (Army Minister)."

Zhang Xiluan smiled. "Brother Xu, the world belongs to young people nowadays. I am so old; how can you bear to let me come out of retirement again?"

Duan Qirui immediately took over the conversation. "Brother Zhang, nowadays young people are displaying their grand ambitions. I, your younger brother, am already 57 years old, and it is time to yield my position. But there are so many Beiyang brothers, and foreign ministers are forcing Brother Xu to order Brother He to stop the war. At this time, only if Brother Zhang assumes the post of Minister of War can everyone feel at ease."

Zhang Xiluan originally thought Duan Qirui was merely making arrangements for the retreat of the old Beiyang brothers and didn't really want him to come out. But hearing Duan Qirui mention the coercion of foreign ministers, he was somewhat moved.

Seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression change, Xu Shichang immediately continued, "Brother Zhang, you are indifferent to fame and fortune. You entrusted the Northeast to Brother He, wasn't it precisely because you sought for Brother He to accomplish something and restore our status as the Celestial Empire? Now that Brother He has started a war with Japan, I'm afraid he also holds the intention of wiping away the shame of the Jiawu War (First Sino-Japanese War). Both Brother Duan and I came from that time and will absolutely not hinder Brother He. But for such a major event, if the government cannot give an attitude to the world, it cannot account for it. The world knows the relationship between Brother Zhang and Brother He, and the foreign ministers also know it. As long as Brother Zhang serves as the Minister of War, there will be much less unnecessary verbal dispute."

Hearing this, although Zhang Xiluan still didn't want to come out very much, he also understood the purpose of Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui. After pondering for a while, Zhang Xiluan asked, "Two brothers, I want to ask you one thing. Do you think Brother He can win?"

Xu Shichang had never fought a war and actually had no idea, so he looked at Duan Qirui. Duan Qirui answered frankly, "Brother Zhang, I no longer understand what young people think. But I can still say a thing or two about some matters. Today's Japan is vastly different from the time of the Jiawu War. If Brother He wins this time, China will hold its head high from now on, at least returning to the status of the Tongzhi Restoration. If Brother He loses, China will definitely face another calamity. I cannot determine at this moment whether those people in the Zhili clique will stay out of it. But since my Anhui clique is sitting in the central government, we absolutely cannot sit idly by. Even if it means being crushed to pieces for the country, we have to do our best. To prevent the situation from reaching that stage, I came to Brother Zhang's place with Brother Xu to ask Brother Zhang to come out."

Xu Shichang stared at Zhang Xiluan's expression, thinking about how to persuade Zhang Xiluan to come out. He saw Zhang Xiluan stand up after listening to Duan Qirui's words and say generously, "During the Jiawu years, when I fought against the Japanese army, I already harbored the thought of dying for the country. The situation is such now, and I am honored by the love of you two brothers coming personally. Although my body is old and my days are numbered, there is still an opportunity to serve the country. Two brothers, I will assume the post of Minister of War."

Xu Shichang hadn't expected Zhang Xiluan to still have such heroic spirit. In his excitement, his eyes became a little moist. Standing up, Xu Shichang stepped forward and held Zhang Xiluan's hand. "Old brother, this younger brother thanks you on behalf of the country." After speaking, he bowed deeply.
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Seeing Zhang Xiluan agree to serve as Minister of War, Xu Shichang immediately asked, "Brother Zhang, the current situation is urgent. Can you go to the Capital (Beijing) with me now?"

Since Zhang Xiluan had agreed to serve as Minister of War, he smiled and said, "Since you two brothers are so anxious, let me say a few words to my family."

The Zhang family already knew Zhang Xiluan's decision and were waiting outside the living room. The position of Minister of War was indeed prominent and important, but this time Zhang Xiluan was accepting the assignment in a crisis, so there was uneasiness in the expressions of the Zhang family members. Zhang Xiluan instructed his wife, "Simply pack some clothes; no need to bring furniture or anything. You don't need to go to the Capital either; just stay in Tianjin."

The family knew they could only obey Zhang Xiluan's instructions at this time. They just responded and went to prepare luggage for Zhang Xiluan. In more than half an hour, two suitcases were ready. Zhang Xiluan was chatting with Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui in the living room, inquiring about the current situation in the Capital. Seeing the family dragging the suitcases to the hall door, Zhang Xiluan stood up and said, "Two brothers, don't say that your elder brother didn't entertain you..."

Duan Qirui quickly said, "Brother Zhang is so righteous; this younger brother is endlessly grateful. I have ordered people to prepare snacks and tea in the car. When we arrive in the Capital, this younger brother will book a restaurant to wash the dust off for you."

Xu Shichang also stood up and ordered the guards, "Move Minister Zhang's luggage to the car outside." After speaking, he said to Zhang Xiluan, "Brother Zhang, let's go to the train station."

Zhang Xiluan stepped out. Reaching the living room door, he habitually looked at the desk clock and saw it was exactly 9:00 AM. Zhang Xiluan had a high evaluation of He Rui, but He Rui was fighting against the entire Japan with only the Northeast region, so it was inevitable to be somewhat worried. But accepting the post of Minister of War at this time was to support He Rui. Zhang Xiluan walked out of the house. The car outside the door was ready; the guard opened the door, and Zhang Xiluan sat in.

Serving as Minister of War did not mean that Zhang Xiluan held any real power. The high-level officials all knew the relationship between Zhang Xiluan and He Rui. Zhang Xiluan would only protect He Rui and would not undermine him from behind. Those with other ideas naturally would not ask for trouble.

*Can He Rui win? Even annihilating the Kwantung Army would be good,* Zhang Xiluan thought in his heart.

At the Kwantung Army Headquarters in Port Arthur, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, He Rui's instructor at the Japanese Army War College, held expectations completely opposite to Zhang Xiluan's. The wired telegraph line from Port Arthur to Dairen had long been cut by the Northeast Army. The Kwantung Army contacted Dairen via wireless radio. The defenders in Dairen responded that the Northeast Army's attack was extremely sharp and had already occupied two-thirds of the urban area of Dairen, with advance troops approaching the command post of the Dairen defenders. However, the Dairen defenders were fighting bravely, expecting reinforcements to arrive as soon as possible.

Just after reading the telegram, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao received a telegram from the Ministry of the Army: "...The Imperial Fleet is advancing towards Port Arthur at high speed. The fleet carries the first batch of more than 3,000 soldiers for rescue. The Kwantung Army must hold out until 19:00 on October 9th. Hope Lieutenant General Kawai Misao can persevere; the key to victory lies in whether the Kwantung Army can hold Port Arthur and Dairen."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao looked at the telegram, and a glimmer of hope arose in his heart. It was 9:00 AM now...

The ground shook violently again. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao grabbed the desk with both hands. A loud rumbling noise came from outside. The windows trembled violently under the shockwave, rattling as if someone's teeth were chattering in the cold winter. Some glass windows were shattered, making a crisp cracking sound.

When the violent explosion and vibration ended, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, supporting himself on the desk, stood up and walked to the window. He saw a huge column of smoke rising from the direction of the Port Arthur Fortress. Judging from the power of the explosion, the ammunition depot stored inside the Port Arthur Fortress must have been hit, causing the ammunition inside to detonate sympathetically. If Lieutenant General Kawai Misao hadn't ordered the troops to evacuate the fortress and enter the urban area, no one knew how many would have survived this explosion.

Kawai Misao did not rejoice because of such a correct decision. Judging from the increasingly fierce sounds of guns and artillery outside, the Japanese army was engaging in fierce battles with the attacking Northeast Army. Every minute, every second, Japanese officers and soldiers were killed. Even with such brave fighting, the opposing Northeast Army showed no sign of reducing the intensity of the attack.

The Ministry of the Army asked Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to wait another 10 hours. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt that the Northeast Army would not leave the Kwantung Army that much time.

Just then, the sound of guns and artillery rang out more violently. Listening to the sound, the caliber of the shells was not large and could not be compared with the artillery equipped in the Port Arthur Fortress at all. Just as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao expected, as the Port Arthur Fortress was almost completely destroyed, the heavy artillery equipped in the fortress lost its combat effectiveness. The Northeast Army would never give the Kwantung Army a single chance.

A squadron of bombers flew over the Kwantung Army Headquarters. The bomber crew turned a blind eye to such an obvious target. The Air Force's target was the location of the remnants of the Kwantung Army Heavy Artillery Regiment. About half of the heavy artillery had been destroyed, and the remaining half continued to resist stubbornly, firing fiercely in the direction of the Northeast Army's attack.

This bomber formation all carried incendiary bombs. Since accuracy was insufficient, the Air Force focused on quantity and area damage. This crew had good luck; several incendiary bombs landed near a Japanese heavy artillery crew. The splashing fuel directly ignited several Japanese artillery crew members, who began to roll on the ground.

Just as the crew regretted the poor effect, the Japanese heavy artillery position vibrated violently. The sharp-eyed observer clearly saw the circular shockwave of the shell explosion rolling dust and spreading rapidly around, swallowing the Japanese heavy artillery position in the blink of an eye.

"Good hit!" the observer cheered loudly.

At this time, the commanders of the attacking troops all issued the order for 'comprehensive attack'. The officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army had been blocked by these Japanese artillery pieces for a long time and had been holding back their anger. As soon as the commander's order arrived, the sound of firing immediately came from the mortar positions. 80mm mortars, 100mm mortars, and 120mm mortars tore the defense system barely constructed by the Japanese army into fragments with fierce firepower. Each attacking unit began to attack along the streets 'familiar' from targeted training.

Gao Shitou was already a deputy platoon leader. This position put a lot of pressure on Deputy Platoon Leader Gao. He had attended the NCO training class and was proficient in the deployment and use of squad machine guns. The deputy platoon leader died in battle, and originally the battalion should have sent a new one. But the casualties among officers were heavy, and personnel were insufficient, so Gao Shitou was promoted to deputy platoon leader. However, an important task for the deputy platoon leader was to determine the deployment of Japanese machine gun positions. Machine gun position deployment was not the same thing as squad machine gun deployment; Gao Shitou hadn't learned it.

But at this time, there was no way to think about it in detail. Gao Shitou could only roughly judge the Japanese machine gun deployment in street fighting based on his understanding of machine guns.

Due to the shelling, the 'familiar' roads were also a bit unfamiliar. Gao Shitou and others followed behind the platoon leader and reached the street intersection along a semi-destroyed residential wall. The platoon leader first extended a small mirror to look for a moment, then, holding a submachine gun, quickly rushed across the street and hid behind a tree on the opposite side.

There was no gunfire on the street, and the silence made Gao Shitou feel full of danger. The platoon leader made a gesture. The 1st Squad Leader whispered to the first combat team (fireteam), "I'll count to three, and you rush over quickly. One, two, three!"

The combat team acted quickly immediately. Before they ran across the street, they heard the sound of Japanese Type 38 rifles firing. Fortunately, no one was injured. The combat team formed a three-man defensive combat formation behind the platoon leader. The machine gunner was in the middle, the rifleman on the left, and the grenadier on the right.

Next, the second combat team did not cross the street but looked at the terrain on this side of the street through a small mirror. Soon, the second combat team moved forward close to the wall and quickly entered the still-standing gate of a residential house, hiding behind the dilapidated earthen wall.

The Japanese were obviously anxious; they started shooting at the second combat team. The 1st Squad Leader had already led the third combat team quickly across the street to the platoon leader's side. Soon, the members of the third combat team used the terrain to start firing in the direction of the Japanese, and the Japanese firepower was immediately dispersed. The second combat team of the 1st Squad also confirmed that there were no Japanese in the destroyed house. The 2nd and 3rd Squads quickly crossed the gap in the wall and entered the courtyard.

Gao Shitou also followed in. After checking the terrain, Gao Shitou ordered, "Help me up; I'm going onto the roof."

The soldiers immediately formed a human ladder. Gao Shitou slung the submachine gun behind his back and quickly climbed onto the roof. He didn't dare to show his head immediately. In that instant, the Japanese machine gun had already begun to strafe over, smashing the broken tiles to pieces. If Gao Shitou had dared to raise his head immediately, it would have been more than just tiles shattering.

The exposed Japanese firing point didn't stay rampant for half a minute; several 60mm mortar shells directly blew that firing point away. Only then did Gao Shitou stick his head out. At this height, most of the street scene came into view. It could be seen that the Japanese street fighting deployment was very hasty, and concealment measures were not considered at all.

Scanning several firing points visible to the naked eye, Gao Shitou retracted his body. This was content trained for nearly two months. Gao Shitou reported the positions of the firing points he saw directly to the subordinates according to regulations.

In less than three minutes, the mortars fired quickly. Gao Shitou looked over; just as in targeted training, every company was reinforced with a 60mm mortar platoon. Three mortars were calling the roll of firing points one by one.

Before Gao Shitou could send a signal, the platoon leader had already led the two combat teams behind him to advance along the other side of the street. At this time, the Japanese army no longer had the advantage of occupying the terrain first; instead, the two combat teams led by the platoon leader occupied a very good firing position.

Light machine guns and submachine guns began to strafe the location of the Japanese infantry, suppressing them so they couldn't lift their heads. The 2nd Squad also advanced at this time and soon approached the Japanese defensive position on the street. The grenadier threw several grenades over. Amidst the explosions, the Japanese firepower was interrupted.

Under the cover of the 2nd Squad's firepower, the platoon leader rushed out quickly and killed his way into the simple Japanese defensive position on the street. It was a barricade made of a row of sandbags. The Japanese Type 38 was a bolt-action rifle that required pulling the bolt to fire. The Northeast Army's submachine guns didn't need such a step. The squad leader swept with fire, killing all the Japanese soldiers on the defense line.

The squads followed up quickly and completely occupied this Japanese defensive point. Ahead, the houses and roads became completely 'familiar'.

In a courtyard, a small mirror was clipped to the muzzle of a gun and extended over the wall. Several Japanese soldiers were seen standing close to the wall, ready to kill those rushing in from the door. The Northeast Army soldiers said nothing. After a few gestures, the grenadier pulled the pin of a grenade, paused for a moment, and threw it in. The grenade exploded shortly after landing, and the screams of Japanese soldiers came from inside the wall.

At the same time, Deputy Platoon Leader Gao Shitou had led the 3rd Squad to the back of this house. This should be a relatively well-off household; the walls were brick. Next to the roof beam, at a height of two people from the ground, there was a ventilation hole. The troops built a human ladder, and the grenadier threw three grenades quickly into this ventilation hole.

With three explosions (boom, boom, boom), smoke poured out of all the places where the house could vent air. Only then did the Northeast Army combat team at the main entrance quickly rush into the courtyard. They saw a Japanese soldier lying at the door of the main room facing the gate. All the window paper was shattered, and gaps opened from inside out.

Just then, the door of the woodshed opened, and three Japanese soldiers jumped out with rifles. The submachine gunner raised his gun and fired, directly knocking the three Japanese soldiers to the ground.

According to the operational plan, the Northeast Army committed more than 70 infantry companies reinforced with 60mm mortar squads and 210 infantry platoons into the city to fight in their respective trained and familiar areas. About half of the houses contained Japanese soldiers. Although only a dozen or even a few Japanese soldiers were annihilated each time, a few Japanese soldiers multiplied by 100 meant several hundred people.

Adding the hundreds of Japanese soldiers in dozens of firing points on the streets, more than a thousand Japanese soldiers were annihilated while advancing in the periphery.

Initially, battle reports could still be transmitted to Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya, who was commanding on the front line. As the Northeast Army continued to penetrate deep into the urban area, fewer and fewer Japanese soldiers came to report. Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya could only continuously send troops out, trying to retake important firing points. But after these troops were sent out, it was like throwing meat buns at dogs—they never returned.

This invisible pressure made Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya feel his scalp tingle. Judging from the battle situation, it wasn't the Japanese army dragging the Northeast Army into street fighting; it was clearly the Northeast Army dragging the Japanese army into street fighting. If the scattered Japanese squads formed a solid defense line, they should have been able to resist longer. However, scattered in the urban area, the Japanese army was instead divided and surrounded by the Northeast Army and annihilated one by one.

However, the Northeast Army did not give Lieutenant General Fukuhara Yoshiya time. Under the guidance of the Air Force, 120mm mortars began to bombard the Japanese troop concentrations in the inner circle fiercely. Even brick and stone walls would collapse immediately upon being hit by a single shell.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya knew that his judgment of the Northeast Army was wrong again. Although there were thousands of unwillingness in his heart, he immediately ordered, "Retreat to the defensive positions around the Kwantung Army Headquarters!"

Major Yamaoka beside him had barely managed to withdraw from the front line. A piece of shrapnel had cut a gash on his forehead, and the emergency gauze wrapping it was stained red with blood. Hearing this order, Major Yamaoka immediately shouted loudly, "Chief of Staff, please allow your subordinate to lead a counter-charge!"

These words made Chief of Staff Fukuhara almost smoke with rage. The suppressed anger finally erupted, and the Major General shouted angrily, "Idiot! Are you going to disobey military orders?"

Major Yamaoka had no scruples at this time either. He said loudly, "Excellency, your subordinate's unit has only one squad left. Your subordinate is willing to cover the troops. Please grant permission, Excellency."

A Major is usually a battalion commander, commanding 4 companies and 12 platoons (squads/sections). To fight until the battalion commander led only one squad meant this unit was completely wiped out. Major Yamaoka obviously didn't want to live anymore; this was to fight to the death with the Northeast Army.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya felt guilty. He didn't want Major Yamaoka to die in battle just like that. But gunfire rang out at a very close distance; the attacking troops of the Northeast Army were approaching.

"Major Yamaoka, I order you to bring up the rear. We will meet at Kudanshita." Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya issued the order.

"Yes! See you at Kudanshita!" Major Yamaoka responded loudly. He then ordered his remaining subordinates, "Gentlemen, please follow me to counterattack the enemy. We will meet at Kudanshita!"

Although there were few responses, Major Yamaoka's subordinates all picked up their weapons and prepared for battle. Some officers did not take guns but drew their military swords, obviously ready for hand-to-hand combat.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya turned around and led the people from the frontline command post to retreat towards the Kwantung Army Headquarters. At this time, the Major General no longer considered whether he could hold out until reinforcements arrived. As he got closer to the defensive position, an expectation in Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya's heart became stronger and stronger: if he could fight a real battle with real swords and guns against the Northeast Army and be killed after killing a few Northeast Army soldiers with his own hands, that would be the best ending.

11:30 AM, October 9th. The Northeast Army had already occupied the destroyed Port Arthur Fortress. When the Kwantung Army guarding Port Arthur retreated to the defensive positions around the Kwantung Army Headquarters, their numbers were reduced to only one battalion. The defensive position was only an area of about 500*500 meters.

At this time, Kwantung Army Commander Lieutenant General Kawai Misao no longer expected this small number of troops to fight a bloody battle with the Northeast Army. He Rui would not sacrifice Northeast Army soldiers at this time. Just mobilizing a dozen or so artillery pieces of around 100mm caliber for a round of bombardment would be enough to turn the Kwantung Army Headquarters and the final defenders into dust.

When Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya returned to the operations command room, he saw the Kwantung Army military flag spread on the desk in the operations command room, and a barrel of gasoline placed next to it. The Chief of Staff was not surprised; this was to burn the military flag. According to Japanese army regulations, if a unit's military flag was captured, the unit's designation would be permanently cancelled. To preserve the unit's final dignity, the military flag should be burned at this time.

Seeing that Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya had rushed back alive, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao handed him the written telegram. The Chief of Staff picked up the draft paper and read it word by word.

"The Northeast Army is well-trained and well-equipped. It should be regarded as a great enemy of the Empire. On this day of losing the army and humiliating the country, before apologizing with death, I ask the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters to decide carefully on the use of the Korean Army. In my humble opinion, there must be enemy ambushes on the southward route of the Korean Army. If they advance lightly, I am afraid they will repeat the disaster of the Kwantung Army. Kawai Misao's last words."

After reading, Fukuhara Yoshiya took out a pen and added his own name under Kawai Misao's name. Only then did he ask, "Excellency, are the combat records ready?"

Seeing Kawai Misao nod slightly, Fukuhara Yoshiya also took out a notebook from his pocket. "This is the record of street fighting, very rough. Although I don't know how the Northeast Army fights, they must have made extremely detailed targeted preparations. Please have the breakout personnel take this with them no matter what, hoping it can be of some help to the Empire."

Kawai Misao called over the adjutant who had changed into Chinese civilian clothes and handed Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya's notebook to the adjutant.

Just then, the captain of the guard walked in quickly from outside. The expression on his face was very angry, but also a bit strange. "Report to the Commander. The enemy... the enemy has sent an envoy."

Kawai Misao had absolutely no interest in listening to the person sent by the Northeast Army to persuade surrender. Just as he wanted to tell the captain of the guard to drive the man away, he heard the captain of the guard's voice lower, "That man said he was sent by He Rui to send troops to escort Your Excellency out of Port Arthur."
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Hearing that He Rui had sent an envoy to escort Lieutenant General Kawai Misao out of Port Arthur, Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya wondered for a moment if he had heard wrong. Immediately, many thoughts surged in his mind. Did He Rui want to capture Lieutenant General Kawai Misao alive, so he used such a deceptive method? Or did He Rui want to use such means to humiliate the Kwantung Army?

But an impulse immediately popped up. Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya hoped that Lieutenant General Kawai Misao could return to Japan so that he could recount the experience of the Kwantung Army to the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters. This defeat indeed made Major General Fukuhara Yoshiya feel great shame, but it also gave rise to too much confusion. The war shouldn't have been fought like this. The weapons in He Rui's hands were not unexpected, and it was impossible to build an army powerful to this extent in six years. There must be unknown factors involved. Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya really wanted to figure out where the problem lay.

Just then, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao spoke, "Bring that person in."

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya felt a joy in his heart, but when he turned to look at Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, the joy in his heart was completely extinguished. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's expression was so firm; it was the determination to die.

Before long, the envoy of the Northeast Army came in. Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya felt he looked familiar. After a brief recollection, he remembered immediately. It was this person who had come to the Kwantung Army Headquarters to declare war two days ago.

Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya remembered correctly. Major Yu Cen hadn't expected to come to the Kwantung Army Headquarters to see Commander Kawai Misao again. Although Yu Cen didn't understand He Rui's thoughts at this time, seeing the miserable state of the Kwantung Army, he was truly happy in his heart.

Saluting Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, Yu Cen said, "Your Excellency Commander of the Kwantung Army, I am ordered by Chairman He Rui, Commander of the Northeast Army, to escort Your Excellency out of Port Arthur. The car is waiting outside; we will take Your Excellency to the port. Before this, we have contacted the Japanese Navy and asked them to send a ship to pick Your Excellency up from Port Arthur."

Lieutenant General Kawai Misao did not question whether this action was credible. He sneered, "The reason?"

"Your Excellency is Chairman He's teacher. Chairman He has always admired Your Excellency. Under these circumstances, he asks Your Excellency to leave Port Arthur. Moreover, Your Excellency can take any items you wish to carry. Our Northeast Army is an army with honor and will absolutely not detain or search Your Excellency's personal belongings."

"What about my subordinates?" asked Lieutenant General Kawai Misao.

Yu Cen did not hesitate. "We will persuade them to surrender according to convention. If they insist on military honor, the Northeast Army can only act according to the rules of the battlefield. But Your Excellency can take three personnel as your guard."

Hearing this, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao was slightly moved, but military honor prevented him from wavering in the slightest. Lieutenant General Kawai Misao said coldly, "In that case, why didn't He Rui come personally?"

Yu Cen smiled slightly. "Could Your Excellency please move?"

Kawai Misao was stunned; he hadn't expected He Rui to actually be in Port Arthur. But on second thought, with the battle of the Kwantung Leased Territory fought like this, those officers who had followed He Rui for six or seven years couldn't possibly possess such command ability. If He Rui commanded personally, it would be reasonable.

Before long, the Northeast Army car that drove to the front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters started up and drove to a pavilion in a park. This pavilion was considered a small scenic spot in Port Arthur. At this time, it had been affected by bombs, and there was a big hole in the roof. However, after a brief cleaning, the stone table and stools underneath were clean.

Kawai Misao got out of the car and saw a person standing in front of the pavilion, not wearing a military uniform but a green gown. It was He Rui.

Seeing He Rui coming up to greet him, Kawai Misao smiled and said, "Is He-kun's attire intended to see me off?"

He Rui stepped forward and bowed before saying, "Principal, I have absolutely no intention of harming the Principal."

Kawai Misao did not pick up on this topic. He looked left and right. "Since it's a send-off, how can there be no wine and food?"

He Rui pointed to the pavilion. "Principal, please take the seat of honor."

Kawai Misao didn't stand on ceremony. Walking to the stone table, he saw a three-tiered food box placed next to it. He Rui opened the food box and took out Japanese-style dishes such as tempura and pickles. Finally, he took out two bottles of Japanese-made Daiginjo sake.

Kawai Misao was not polite either; he picked up his chopsticks and picked up a piece of tempura. After eating, he sighed, "He-kun, the taste made by your chefs is still different from Japan."

He Rui also ate one, and it was indeed as Lieutenant General Kawai Misao said. Probably because the production of edible oil in the Northeast had increased rapidly in recent years, they were a bit too generous when frying tempura. In Japan, the method of making tempura is quite different from the Northeast Army's mode of frying dough sticks (youtiao).

So He Rui raised his cup and drank a cup with Lieutenant General Kawai Misao before saying, "Principal, the tempura made by Ms. Oda, the owner of Momiji-tei in Tokyo, is superb. I wonder if the Principal has been there."

Mentioning Tokyo's delicacies, Kawai Misao sighed. "Ms. Oda passed away last year. Her second son, Oda Yuji, inherited the family business."

"Oh? Did Ms. Oda's eldest son get into the military academy?" He Rui was pleasantly surprised.

"I heard Oda Yuji say that his older brother was first in the written test among the candidates. Naturally, he got in." After speaking, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao readily tasted other dishes.

He Rui actually still wanted to persuade Lieutenant General Kawai Misao to leave, but he couldn't find an opportunity. Putting down his chopsticks and looking to the side, he saw that many trees in the park were charred black, presumably affected by incendiary bombs. Further away, rolling thick smoke rose from still-burning houses, and the column of smoke from the destroyed Port Arthur Fortress was undoubtedly the most striking.

Just then, he heard Kawai Misao ask, "He-kun, I heard that when you left Tokyo, you told many people that if we meet on the battlefield in the future, you will show absolutely no mercy. Is there such a thing?"

He Rui turned his head back and nodded. "There is indeed such a thing."

Kawai Misao put down his chopsticks, stared at He Rui, and asked, "Then why is He-kun acting like this today?"

"What the student said at that time was about meeting on the battlefield. Now that the situation is decided, the student still sincerely wants to ask the Principal to leave."

Kawai Misao smiled and shook his head. "He-kun is still so sentimental. I will not leave, but I want to ask, can you let the others leave?"

He Rui sighed, "Principal, the battlefield has its own rules. If the Principal does not leave, no one can leave. However, the student will definitely treat prisoners of war well in accordance with the Geneva Convention. When the war is over, prisoners of war will also be exchanged according to the rules."

Kawai Misao nodded and praised, "This is what a soldier should look like."

After speaking, he picked up his chopsticks and ate and drank again. The two no longer talked about military-related matters, but spoke of things in Tokyo and the past at the school. During the conversation, Kawai Misao asked about a few things among the students that he cared about but didn't know, and He Rui informed him one by one. Kawai Misao only realized now what kind of tricks those students had played in private and couldn't help laughing out loud.

When his spirits were high, Kawai Misao tapped the beat with his chopsticks and sang, "Human life lasts but fifty years, it is like a dream, like a dream. Having life, there is death; what regrets does a brave man have?"

He Rui was stunned. This was something he had sung loudly when he got drunk at a New Year's party at the Japanese Army War College. This was actually an adaptation of Oda Nobunaga's famous poem (part of the Noh play "Atsumori"). The handed-down poem of Oda Nobunaga is 'Human life lasts but fifty years, contrasted with the heaven and earth, it is but a dream and illusion. Is there anyone within the world who lives forever and never dies?' Unexpectedly, Kawai Misao kept what He Rui sang at that time in his heart.

After singing, Kawai Misao stood up and smiled, "He-kun, parting this time, I don't know how long it will be before we meet again. On that day, I will invite He-kun for a drink. Farewell."

He Rui quickly stood up, wanting to make a final persuasion. Just as he said 'Principal', he was interrupted by Kawai Misao. "He-kun, regarding today's defeat, I have been reflecting constantly for the past two days and actually couldn't find any possibility of turning the tables. To be able to achieve this level, you are worthy of being an excellent soldier. In my life, I am proud to have taught He-kun."

After saying that, Kawai Misao walked away. Watching Kawai Misao's retreating figure, He Rui sighed slightly. If possible, He Rui really wanted to let Kawai Misao go back. Even if it was considered a utilitarian approach to show goodwill to Japan indicating that He Rui had no hostility towards Japan, He Rui didn't want to kill his teacher.

But He Rui also knew very well that with Kawai Misao's personality, it was difficult for him to accept such goodwill.

Kawai Misao returned to the Kwantung Army Headquarters and called Chief of Staff Fukuhara Yoshiya for a private talk. When there was no one in the room, Kawai Misao immediately bowed deeply to Fukuhara Yoshiya. "Fukuhara-kun, I have a presumptuous request. Please, Fukuhara-kun, you must agree."

Fukuhara Yoshiya quickly helped Kawai Misao up. "Commander, please never perform such a great ceremony."

Kawai Misao sighed. "This matter should have been borne by me, but this great defeat is entirely my responsibility. If I do not commit seppuku to apologize, all guilt will be borne by the entire Kwantung Army."

"Commander..." Although Fukuhara Yoshiya knew that Kawai Misao would inevitably meet this end, actually saying it out loud was still inevitably sad.

Kawai Misao continued, "Just now I spoke with He Rui. He Rui guaranteed that the rights and interests of prisoners of war would be guaranteed in accordance with the Geneva Convention. Therefore, after I commit seppuku, I ask Fukuhara-kun to lead the troops to surrender. The officers and soldiers have done their best; we have no reason to let them shatter like jade (die honorably/suicide charge) after my death. As for the experience of this battle, after Fukuhara-kun is released, you need to state it to the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters so that later soldiers can learn lessons from this battle."

Hearing this, Fukuhara Yoshiya shook his head repeatedly. "Commander, your subordinate also has responsibility. Your subordinate also wants to take responsibility."

"Fukuhara-kun! The responsibility you have to bear is not at this time!" Kawai Misao's voice was full of solemnity and stirring emotion. "If both you and I commit suicide, when the officers and soldiers return to Japan, it will definitely be officers of lower rank than you and me who will be held accountable. If you are still alive, and the ones bearing the responsibility are you and me, they can continue to serve the Empire of Japan. Fukuhara-kun, I know that what I am saying is an extremely inhumane request. Fukuhara-kun can completely ignore it. If you cannot accept it, you can also shoot me directly."

After speaking, Kawai Misao drew his service pistol and handed it to Fukuhara Yoshiya. Fukuhara Yoshiya was stunned for a while, then pushed away the pistol handed over by Kawai Misao. His expression was full of pain, but also had some relief like liberation. "Excellency, since it is so, please let your subordinate live on to bear the responsibility. Please rest assured, Commander; your subordinate will definitely do his best to defend those officers and soldiers at the military tribunal."

"Thank you!" Kawai Misao said, bowing deeply again.
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Around 2:45 PM on October 9, 1922, the Japanese Ministry of the Navy received the last telegram from the Kwantung Army. All officers who learned the content of the telegram were stunned.

Starting from 9:00 AM on October 7th, the Ministry of the Army and the Ministry of the Navy in Japan had kept an emergency telegraph channel open for the Kwantung Army. From the initial telegram every 30 minutes to one every 10 minutes on the 9th, the entire Japanese military had invested maximum effort in trying to save the war situation in the Kwantung Leased Territory.

Now, the wording of the Kwantung Army's telegram remained elegant, but the content undoubtedly declared to the Japanese Army and Navy that the Kwantung Army was finished.

The Kwantung Army belonged to the elite ranks in Japan, with a total of 40,000 troops including the Japanese garrisons stationed in various Japanese concessions across Northeast China. These 40,000 Japanese troops forming the Kwantung Army were fully equipped and well-manned, with several defense lines to utilize fully. Yet they were completely annihilated within 54 hours. Even if the Northeast Army adopted a sneak attack, it still exceeded the current imagination of the Japanese military.

The current Minister of the Navy was concurrently held by Prime Minister Kato Tomosaburo. This Admiral rose from his seat in the operations room and ordered with a dark face, "Admiral Yamashita Gentaro, Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu, come to my office!"

Saying this, Admiral Kato Tomosaburo walked out of the operations room with somewhat staggering steps. The Admiral's face was dark because he was truly ill. Admiral Kato Tomosaburo himself did not know that during a physical examination, the imperial physicians had diagnosed him with colorectal cancer. But this news was not told to Kato Tomosaburo or the Cabinet.

Within the Japanese Cabinet departments, there were the Ministry of the Army and the Ministry of the Navy. The Japanese Navy was under the control of the Imperial Ministry of the Navy, and the highest-ranking cadres were called the "Three Chiefs" (Three Chiefs of the Japanese Navy): the Minister of the Navy, the Chief of the Navy General Staff, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet.

Prime Minister Kato Tomosaburo concurrently served as the Minister of the Navy. The Chief of the Navy General Staff was Admiral Yamashita Gentaro, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet was Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu. When the 'Three Chiefs' entered the Navy Minister's office, Admiral Kato Tomosaburo was already shouting angrily, "The department responsible for collecting intelligence on the Northeast Army has been negligent to this extent! It is truly unheard of!"

This angry shout caused Admiral Kato Tomosaburo to feel abdominal pain like a knife twisting, and he could only slowly sit down in his seat supporting himself on the desk.

Admiral Yamashita Gentaro and Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu didn't know what to say either. From the morning of October 7th until now, Kato Tomosaburo had canceled all cabinet meetings and personally sat in the Ministry of the Navy to command. For a full 54 hours, he had almost no rest or sleep. It wasn't just the Navy Minister who worked so hard; almost everyone in the entire Navy Ministry was the same.

Combined Fleet Commander Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu wanted to say something, but no sound came out after opening his mouth. In these 54 hours, he had issued at least hundreds of orders, inquiring about the situation of fleets, ships, and ports. He also had to contact the Ministry of the Army for meetings, asking how many troops the Ministry of the Army needed to dispatch for reinforcement, which units were to be mobilized for reinforcement, how much equipment, how large the troop strength, from where logistical supplies would be supplied, and where they would be transported for temporary storage.

In peacetime, generals could hand over work to the staff department. In times of emergency, it was the turn of the generals to directly supervise troop operations. However, the time was too urgent, and the Navy could only send out a fleet transporting naval infantry (marines). They completely failed to catch up with the war. So Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu finally decided not to say anything.

Chief of the Navy General Staff Yamashita Gentaro spoke up, "Excellency, since the situation has come to this, let us order the fleet to return."

"Hmm," Kato Tomosaburo responded dully, then pushed himself up from the table with force. "You start planning operations against the Northeast now. Also ask the Ministry of the Army what they are going to do next and when they will meet with the Ministry of the Navy to coordinate transportation and operational plans."

After speaking, Kato Tomosaburo stepped out. Admiral Yamashita Gentaro quickly asked, "Where is Your Excellency going?"

"To convene a Cabinet meeting. Maybe even a Diet session." Kato Tomosaburo walked and talked. Nearing the door, the Japanese Prime Minister said somewhat fiercely, "Those damned elected MPs are incompetent themselves, yet they publish all kinds of nonsense to incite public sentiment. This time, we must let the public know the truth and must not allow people to attack the Ministry of the Navy and the Ministry of the Army."

"Yes!" Chief of the Navy General Staff Yamashita Gentaro bowed in response. Although Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu couldn't speak, he also bowed to see Kato Tomosaburo off.

Kato Tomosaburo took a car to the Cabinet, and the cabinet members who had received telephone notifications had all arrived. Kato Tomosaburo exchanged a glance with Army Minister Tanaka Giichi, and both saw the exhaustion in each other's eyes. As the Army Minister, Tanaka Giichi's busyness was only greater than Kato Tomosaburo's.

Most of Kato Tomosaburo's cabinet was composed of bureaucrats. The cabinet members were proficient in government affairs and did not show surprise or panic in the face of such a shock. Tanaka Giichi first informed the cabinet members of the latest war situation, "...The Kwantung Army has shattered like jade (been annihilated). We just received a report from the Korean Army that they have encountered the main force of the Northeast Army entering Korea. Now the Ministry of the Army maintains radio communication with the Korean Army every 20 minutes. The Ministry of the Army can grasp the latest situation on the front line. The Ministry of the Army proposes to the Prime Minister to implement Class B mobilization."

Speaking of this, Tanaka Giichi looked at Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo. Whether it was Hara Takashi or Takahashi Korekiyo, they both tried to reduce the army. After Hara Takashi was assassinated, Takahashi Korekiyo became a major banner of the Seiyukai. If Takahashi Korekiyo made excuses and obstructed war funding, this war would encounter great resistance.

After Tanaka Giichi finished speaking, Kato Tomosaburo asked Takahashi Korekiyo directly, "Minister Takahashi, can the Ministry of Finance act as soon as possible to prepare for the review of war funds?"

Takahashi Korekiyo's voice was not loud. "The Ministry of Finance will prepare as soon as possible."

The current Japanese Cabinet was divided into 'Five Ministers' - Prime Minister: Minister President of State. Foreign Minister: Minister of Foreign Affairs. Army Minister: Minister of the Army. Navy Minister: Minister of the Navy. Finance Minister: Minister of Finance (Minister of the Treasury). Hearing that the Finance Minister did not refuse, the cabinet members who advocated fighting hard breathed a sigh of relief.

In other words, the five ministers had reached a consensus on this matter.

At this time, Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai asked a question, "The object of the Empire's operation this time is China's Northeast Army; there is no way to formally declare war. Regarding the war, I wonder if the ministers have any suggestions?"

Kato Tomosaburo did not overstep his authority and replied, "Let Minister Uchida draft the characterization of the war. Judging from the current situation, the Northeast Army is a very tough opponent. I suggest establishing the Imperial General Headquarters."

The other three ministers had no objections. This proposal would be reported by Prime Minister Kato to the Taisho Emperor.

After the meeting, Kato Tomosaburo and Tanaka Giichi sat on the sofa in the Prime Minister's office. Tanaka Giichi took the initiative to say, "Excellency, the Army currently has 21 divisions in active service. If fully equipped and manned, there would be 490,000 troops, but the actual strength is only 290,000. The Kwantung Army has already lost 40,000, and the Korean Army has two divisions with 50,000 troops. At this stage, the latest meeting of the Ministry of the Army discussed and concluded that we should tentatively assume that northern Korea has been lost. The Imperial Army must take southern Korea as the starting point to fight the Northeast Army."

Prime Minister Kato agreed with this view. He asked, "Did anyone in the Ministry of the Army propose expanding the war?"

Tanaka Giichi thought for a moment and shook his head.

Actually, some foolish field officers in the Ministry of the Army did propose advancing into China's Shandong Province, but such suggestions were immediately rebuked. Among the generals of the Ministry of the Army and the General Staff Headquarters, except for true 'idiot' hardliners like General Uehara Yusaku, other generals felt that this war was very tricky.

The timing He Rui chose was very good. During the Great War in Europe, Japan had no military pressure, so the number of troops actually decreased. In those years, job opportunities increased a lot, and many Japanese citizens did not want to become soldiers to eat rations.

After the war ended, Japan's economy immediately declined, and the number of people wanting to be soldiers increased. The Japanese Army, having seen the European war, was not in a hurry to expand but formulated new conscription standards.

Previously, as long as a citizen was healthy and not a criminal, the Japanese Army would recruit them. Now the Japanese Army began to make requirements for education. Illiterates were recruited as little as possible or not at all. Elementary school graduation was the standard, and middle school graduation was the best. Non-commissioned officers must have graduated from junior high school, and officers from high school. Amidst such entanglement, the Japanese Army's strength remained around 290,000.

He Rui's Northeast Army numbered 300,000. The Japanese Army thought this was a newly formed army and inevitably underestimated He Rui. He Rui took this opportunity to launch a surprise attack. Now that the Kwantung Army had been destroyed, the Japanese active duty force only had 250,000 left.

It would take at least two months to restore the force from 250,000 to the fully equipped 490,000.

While Tanaka Giichi was considering this matter, Kato spoke, "Minister Tanaka, do you think the Korean Army can hold Korea? He Rui's troop strength seems to be more than 300,000."

"Why do you think so?" Tanaka Giichi didn't understand why Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo made such a comment on Army matters.

"I heard people mention Nagata-kun's judgment. Nagata-kun believes that He Rui does not seek a quick victory this time but wants to drag the Empire into a prolonged war. Then, when the war has been going on for half a year, the number of Imperial Army troops may reach 700,000 or even more. To cope with such a situation, He Rui's troop strength might reach 1 million."

Since Kato said so, Tanaka Giichi immediately raised the Ministry of the Army's question, "Then can the Ministry of the Navy start formulating a landing operation plan?"

"What scale of landing operation does the Ministry of the Army hope for?" Navy Minister Kato asked.

"Before the Korean Army set off, the Ministry of the Army reminded them to be careful of ambushes during the advance. Before I came here, the Ministry of the Army sent another telegram asking the Korean Army to fight carefully. If we can conduct landing operations in Port Arthur, Dairen, or Yingkou while fighting in Korea, it is possible to put He Rui in a situation of fighting on two fronts. The General Staff Headquarters is calculating; they roughly believe that if a landing operation is launched, a force of at least five divisions is needed. As for the location, Dairen might be a good choice. Of course, if the Navy can occupy Liugong Island, that would be a very good location."

Liugong Island, located at the mouth of Weihai Bay at the eastern end of the Shandong Peninsula in eastern China, has an area of 3.15 square kilometers and a coastline of 14.95 kilometers. As a natural maritime barrier for Weihai City, it has an extremely important position in national defense and is known as the "Screen of the East Corner" and the "Unsinkable Battleship". Many maritime battles in the Ming and Qing dynasties and before liberation occurred here, especially leaving a deep historical imprint of the Jiawu War (First Sino-Japanese War).

Navy Minister Kato sneered, "Heh, I think Liugong Island is not as good as Taku Forts (Dagu Kou)."

Taku Forts, named for being located at the estuary of the Dagu River (now Haihe River). Located on the south bank of the Haihe River estuary, 50 kilometers southeast of Tianjin City, forts were set up here as early as the Ming Dynasty.

In the Second Opium War, battles occurred between the Qing army and the Anglo-French Allied Forces near the Taku Forts in Tianjin. A total of three battles occurred, ending with the Taku Forts being captured and the Qing army defeated. 40 years later in 1900, the Eight-Nation Alliance invaded, attacking Taku Forts for the fourth time and capturing it again.

Navy Minister Kato certainly didn't really support doing this, but was mocking the Ministry of the Army for showing its fox tail (true intention) of expanding the war.

But Tanaka Giichi did not feel unhappy because of these words. "Excellency, Port Arthur is an important naval port that can block the Bohai Strait. If He Rui captures Port Arthur, the coastline vulnerable to attack will be greatly shortened. Judging from current performance, the Northeast Army is not the Qing Army; it has a vigorous fighting will. The Empire's operations against the Northeast Army in the mountainous areas of northern Korea cannot progress very quickly. In the stalemate phase, the deadlock can only be broken through the Navy. The Northeast Army does not mind fighting a long-term war with the Empire."

Kato felt his mind was a bit chaotic at this time, and the pain in his abdomen started again, making it impossible to concentrate on thinking. He could only say, "Let's wait for the battle situation of the Korean Army first. I have to go to see His Majesty the Emperor. Let's stop here for today."

Tanaka Giichi stood up to take his leave. He didn't return to the Ministry of the Army but went directly to the General Staff Headquarters. Chief of General Staff General Uehara Yusaku welcomed Tanaka Giichi at the door. He said with a solemn expression, "Just received news that the Northeast Army divided into two groups, advancing south along the Tokaido (East Sea Road) and Saikaido (West Sea Road). Now the Korean Army advancing along the Saikaido has been actively attacked by the Northeast Army."

Tanaka Giichi was not surprised. The Northeast Army still held the strategic initiative so far, and active attack was the norm. He went to tell the Navy Minister those things entirely to reverse the Northeast Army's strategic initiative as soon as possible. In the Jiawu War, the Japanese army opened up the situation by relying on naval superiority.

So Tanaka Giichi said, "Uehara-kun, what is the progress of dispatching three divisions to Korea?"

"The Kumamoto Division, Sendai Division, and Nagoya Division are ready. The Navy hasn't given a complete response yet. Once the boarding date is confirmed, the troops will go to Pusan to land and reinforce from Pusan northwards. At this stage, the Korean Army must stall the Northeast Army."

After Uehara Yusaku finished speaking, he hesitated rarely. Tanaka Giichi felt he could understand such hesitation. If they could stall the Northeast Army, when the three divisions arrived, they could inflict heavy losses on the Northeast Army attacking Korea in one fell swoop. But stalling was not an easy task. At least judging from the combat effectiveness shown by the Northeast Army, they possessed the strength to crush heavy Japanese army groups.

Such thoughts could only be kept in his heart. Tanaka Giichi said, "In that case, I will return to the Ministry of the Army first and continue to contact the Ministry of the Navy."
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Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's seppuku was simple and brisk. In the open space in front of the Kwantung Army Headquarters, a short sword for seppuku was placed on a Japanese-style tray. Wearing a kimono, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao walked to the tray and knelt down in *seiza*.

According to the formal Japanese seppuku procedure, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao should write a *jisei* (death poem) in waka form at this time. But the Lieutenant General himself had absolutely no such mood at this moment. The sooner he committed seppuku, the sooner his subordinates would be safe. Moreover, when drinking with He Rui, the Lieutenant General had chanted, "Human life lasts but fifty years, it is like a dream, like an illusion. Having life, there is death; what regrets does a brave man have?" This was actually his death poem.

When he first heard He Rui sing this song loudly under the influence of alcohol, he was quite surprised. Singing a death poem at such a joyous banquet was a bit shocking.

Back then, before Oda Nobunaga launched a night attack on Imagawa Yoshimoto, the "Number One Archer in the Tokaido", Oda Nobunaga ordered his attendant to beat the hand drum while he danced to "Atsumori" from the Noh chant "Kowaka-mai".

*I think of this world, a dwelling place not for long.* *Like white dew on a leaf, more ephemeral than the moon in water.* *Singing of flowers in the Golden Valley, impermanent wind lures the flowers.* *Playing with the moon in the South Tower, sometimes clouds cover the moon.* *Human life lasts but fifty years, contrasted with the heaven and earth, it is but a dream and illusion.* *Once having received this life, is there any reason not to perish?*

Later generations in Japan generally believed that at that time and moment, this was Oda Nobunaga's death poem. At this moment, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao finally understood that He Rui had long disregarded life and death, preparing for the current war.

Lifting his kimono to expose his chest and abdomen, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao picked up the short sword. Without hesitation, he stabbed it into his abdomen. The short sword cut from left to right, then made a second cut slightly upward. Through the huge incision, intestines slightly spilled out.

The remaining Japanese troops were kneeling neatly in front of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao. Seeing Lieutenant General Kawai Misao facing death so resolutely, many people cried out in alarm.

Acting as the *kaishakunin* (second) was Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's adjutant. He was a master of swordsmanship. At this time, he had raised his military sword high. Seeing Lieutenant General Kawai Misao make the second cut, he immediately swung the sword down. The katana cut through the neck, severing Lieutenant General Kawai Misao's cervical vertebrae, but did not completely sever the neck, leaving a thread of connection between the head and the neck. This was exactly the swordsmanship a Japanese *kaishakunin* should have.

A group of Japanese soldiers all bowed to the corpse of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, who had returned to heaven. After everyone finished bowing, several of the remaining field officers drew their pistols and committed suicide directly. Although the lieutenants, NCOs, and ordinary soldiers looked grief-stricken, no one committed suicide.

For them, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao issued an order before committing seppuku, asking officers and soldiers to surrender with dignity to preserve the Empire's elite. Naturally, they couldn't say they didn't want to die, but the officers and soldiers who had survived the fierce fighting indeed wanted to live.

The surrender ceremony went very smoothly, and the bodies of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao and several suicide field officers were transported to the port. Major Yu Cen, responsible for this matter, saw a Japanese gunboat flying a white flag approaching from the opposite side. Only after both sides exchanged signals did the Northeast Army allow the Japanese gunboat to dock.

The gunboat was one of the Port Arthur fleet. The Northeast Army had the ability to annihilate the Kwantung Army's land forces but had no way to deal with the Japanese Navy. As for flying the white flag, it was a convention in war. If the Japanese gunboat dared to come flying the Japanese flag, even knowing they came by invitation, the Northeast Army would sink it directly according to battlefield conventions. When Major Yu Cen went to declare war for the first time, because war had not started, he could fly the Five-Colored Flag of the Republic of China and the Five-Star Flag of the Northeast on his car. The second time he went to persuade surrender, Yu Cen also went holding a white flag according to rules.

Even in wartime, the Japanese soldiers who came to move the bodies maintained politeness even though their expressions were full of resentment and grief. They bowed and saluted upon meeting. After moving the bodies onto the gunboat, they also bowed and saluted when leaving.

Watching the shadow of the Japanese gunboat gradually disappear into the distance, Major Yu Cen felt in his heart that Japan was indeed a great enemy. These Japanese soldiers gave Yu Cen a feeling as cold and gloomy as wolves; one never knew when they would counterattack.

Outside Port Arthur city, He Rui walked side by side with 1st Group Army Commander Zheng Silang. Zheng Silang was somewhat puzzled. "Did the Chairman make a special trip just to see off Kawai Misao?"

He Rui shook his head. "I came here to deal with a possible Japanese naval landing attack. The 1st Group Army attacked effectively and resolved the battle before the Japanese Navy arrived, giving the Japanese Navy no opportunity to exploit. Comrades did well."

Zheng Silang smiled. "This is all because the troops resolutely executed the operational plan that we could fight so smoothly."

After speaking, Zheng Silang looked at He Rui's expression. After a slight hesitation, he still asked, "If the attack was unfavorable, did the Chairman prepare a plan to destroy the Japanese Navy?"

He Rui didn't want to mention the operational plan but still nodded. "Indeed, there was."

Zheng Silang knew He Rui didn't want to say it, so he didn't ask further. Before this battle, Zheng Silang was sure the Northeast Army should win; all uneasiness stemmed from his lack of participation in a campaign of this scale. In the Battle of Kwantung Leased Territory, the enemy and us invested a total of 110,000 troops: 80,000 Northeast Army and 30,000 Kwantung Army. Both sides engaged in fierce battles around fortresses, bunkers, and the isthmus.

To make the operational plan, not only did the Northeast Army's officer corps participate, but the 300,000 main force troops of the Northeast Army also conducted a large number of discussions in the mode of military democratic meetings at all levels, also known as 'Immortal Meetings'. Zheng Silang recalled now that the contributions of those ordinary NCOs and soldiers were no less than those of the staff department.

It was precisely because 300,000 frontline soldiers raised questions, found the best tactics and equipment applications, and made suggestions on equipment needs through executing exercises that the staff department could operate efficiently and summarize with a clear target.

He Rui attached great importance to the key role of military democracy in military construction in the early days of building the army. After several years of honing, the officer corps finally got the hang of it.

However, what Zheng Silang cared about at this time was still the Japanese Navy. After all, the Japanese Navy was an enemy that the Northeast Army Navy had absolutely no way to confront head-on. "Chairman, until now, I still can't imagine that the Japanese Navy actually failed to arrive. I have been worried that the Japanese fleet would run over to shell the coast."

He Rui knew that this possibility was actually very low, but He Rui didn't have real combat experience either. Coupled with various bizarre decisions of the Japanese army in WWII, especially the bizarre deeds in the Battle of Midway, he made abnormal arrangements.

Historically, before the naval battle, the Japanese Navy Department conducted war games several times, all resulting in a crushing defeat for the Japanese army. Afterward, the Japanese Navy General Staff modified the parameters, and modified them several times, finally obtaining the result of a great victory for the Japanese Navy. At least on the surface, they set out happily.

The facts before his eyes proved that the current Japanese Navy had not entered the frenzied state of WWII in history; its reaction belonged to the normal reaction of an excellent army.

Seeing that Zheng Silang couldn't figure it out, He Rui said, "Judging from the time, at 9:00 AM on the 7th, the Japanese Navy received the news and immediately entered a wartime state. By 10:00 AM at the latest, all officers except those on leave received the news to return to their units. At 11:00 AM, more than 90% of officers began to perform their duties. At 12:00 PM, the fleets of the Japanese Navy also began to enter a state of combat readiness. At 4:00 PM, ships on duty and ships not in repair yards all began to refuel with coal and water. Basically completed before 8:00 PM. At this time, the Japanese Ministry of the Army had already begun to discuss with the Navy to implement a plan for transporting troops by sea. Japan had two choices at that time: one was to pick up part of the Japanese army stationed in Korea directly from Pusan and set off; the other choice was to assemble a part of the 7 fully equipped divisions in Japan proper to come to Port Arthur for reinforcement. To resolve this issue, the Ministry of the Navy and the Ministry of the Army discussed it. They probably discussed it until 10:00 PM."

Zheng Silang listened with great interest; this process was almost exactly the same as the Northeast Army's.

"After 10:00 PM, the Ministry of the Army understood the transport capacity limit of the Ministry of the Navy. Then they might have mocked the Ministry of the Navy for being incompetent. And the Ministry of the Navy cursed the Army 'idiots' (baka) in their hearts. Both sides reported to their superiors respectively. After 12:00 AM, that is, 0:00 on the 8th, both sides probably reached a compromise: try their best to transport a brigade to the Kwantung Leased Territory first."

Zheng Silang interrupted, "Chairman, a brigade's strength doesn't seem to be enough, right?"

Having personally commanded this campaign, Zheng Silang had a personal experience of the consumption rate of troops in high-intensity, high-lethality warfare.

He Rui smiled. "This is a compromise plan. Silang, we have discussed that for a normal professional system, when encountering a problem, three strategies—High, Middle, and Low—will be proposed. The Low Strategy is a response measure formulated based on absolute realistic conditions and is regarded as conservative. The Middle Strategy is a plan proposed based on balancing the needs of all parties. The High Strategy is a high-risk, high-return plan formulated based on one's own advantages. From historical experience, as long as it is a normal professional institution, executing the Low Strategy and executing the High Strategy may not necessarily say which is better, but the worst is undoubtedly the Middle Strategy."

Zheng Silang nodded, feeling that comparing these discussed words with this campaign gave him a different feeling. The original feeling was much different from now.

"The Low Strategy is as objective as possible. The High Strategy is very subjective but has strong subjective initiative. The problem with the Middle Strategy is not the incompetence of the formulator, but that the Middle Strategy itself is the result of compromise by all parties, involving too many interests, detached too far from reality, and very impure. For example, if the Japanese army used fast warships to urgently transport 4-6 battalions carrying only light weapons and a small number of mortars within 48 hours, and Japanese battleships came over to form a firepower defense system with the Port Arthur Fortress to prevent our army from occupying the Port Arthur port... How much impact do you think it would have on the war situation?"

Zheng Silang thought for a moment and answered immediately, "Just those light infantry filling the trenches could delay us for four or five hours. If Japanese battleships participated in the defense, it would be extremely difficult for us to conquer the Port Arthur port. I'm afraid it couldn't be completed within 72 hours."

He Rui nodded. "However, for the Navy to transport this little troop strength, the materials consumed would be worth several tons of gold. The Navy Minister would jump up and curse! Such a plan would be immediately rejected in the Navy General Staff. Yes, now we know that that little troop strength could indeed play a role, but who could be sure at that time that such resources must be spent to execute such a radical plan?"

Zheng Silang understood now why He Rui had to come personally. If the Japanese army really made such a reaction, He Rui would use countermeasures. These were undoubtedly top-secret plans, plans that Zheng Silang could not be authorized to know.

"Chairman, what happened after 0:00 on the 8th?" Zheng Silang asked.
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"After 0:00 on the 8th... I don't know the Japanese Army's efficiency or internal friction. But assuming a normal pace, the Army Ministry and General Staff Headquarters operate 24 hours a day, as does the Naval General Staff. Before 1:00, the Navy would conduct staff work based on the number and location of transport troops provided by the Army, and the status of vessels at various ports determined on the 7th. They would determine vessel types, speeds, quantities, and hold capacities to finalize the loading plan."

"Loading plan?" Zheng Sirang had honestly never heard the term.

"Ships have internal holds. Based on the size, location, and ventilation of different holds, personnel, equipment, and supplies are arranged according to navigation requirements. This is very professional work. For example, if a hold containing ammunition were to explode, the whole ship would be done for."

Zheng Sirang was an expert in army matters but knew nothing of the navy. After listening and thinking for a moment, he couldn't help but sigh. "Isn't this just like our Staff Department's workflow?"

"Our Staff Department doesn't have the ability to invent physical laws; we have to work according to existing physical and natural laws. Since everyone has to do this, excellent armies will perform differently on the battlefield based on their understanding of war and their industrial strength at the time. But the organizational model within the army and its operational logic are not that different."

Zheng Sirang's mind followed this train of thought. With this guiding principle, the operational plan for the Lushun-Dalian Campaign suddenly became incredibly clear. Zheng Sirang distinctly felt that although he had mastered the campaign process and execution through study, understanding, memorization, and training before the battle, deep down, he still had a tendency to be guided by tactical victory. Thinking back on it now, this tendency was very obvious. For a moment, a strong sense of shame welled up, making Zheng Sirang feel almost too ashamed to show his face.

Just as he was feeling at a loss, Zheng Sirang felt a heavy slap on his shoulder from He Rui. It shook him to the core, and he instinctively braced himself for a scolding. In fact, Zheng Sirang was even somewhat looking forward to being fiercely reprimanded by He Rui; it would make him feel a bit better inside.

"Hey! Don't overthink it!" He Rui's tone was full of encouragement. "When the comrades first arrived in the Northeast six years ago, you were all platoon-level officers without the ability to command even a company properly. Now, you can all conduct large army group operations and effectively execute campaign-level operational plans in the process. Don't make overly harsh demands on yourself; excessive demands are unhealthy."

"But..." Zheng Sirang had no intention of using He Rui's words as an excuse for himself.

"Sirang, the 1st Army Group has gone through such a bloody battle, and the Japanese Navy cannot launch a large-scale amphibious landing in the short term. The defense of Lushun and Dalian will be handed over to other units. The 1st Army Group will soon transfer to rest and reorganization. Your upcoming workload and the difficulty of your work will increase significantly."

"...Do you mean the merit evaluation work?" Zheng Sirang thought for a moment and understood what He Rui was referring to.

He Rui nodded. "Comrade Zheng Sirang, we all tend to choose people we like. This is human nature and nothing to criticize. But as a military commander, your responsibility is to improve the unit's combat effectiveness. Since you have gained some insight this time, use the knowledge you've learned and the laws you've understood to evaluate the officers' capabilities. A soldier who can execute combat orders well is not equivalent to one who can understand war. If there are soldiers who can understand war, put them in suitable positions and provide them with education and training. Expect them to grow and progress faster."

"Yes!" Zheng Sirang stood at attention and saluted. During the campaign, Zheng Sirang had been deeply impressed by some officers who performed outstandingly. At the time, he had considered promoting them heavily during the merit evaluation. Back then, he had only felt joy and anticipation, thinking that letting those brave and battle-hardened soldiers take command positions would certainly make the Northeast Army even more valiant.

Now, the merit evaluation work felt different. It was a serious task that could not accommodate any personal emotions. Selecting military commanders for battalion and company-level units was a matter of regiments recommending to division headquarters. Determining the commanders and chiefs of staff for corps and division-level units required choosing soldiers who understood war and military affairs, not just brave officers.

Zheng Sirang said sincerely, "Chairman, if you have time, please help more with this merit evaluation and promotion work."

"Sirang, calm down. You must trust in the construction of the army's systems. Don't underestimate the Political Work Department, and don't underestimate the relevant departments of the Staff Department responsible for archiving combat records. As long as these two departments work well, the merit evaluation won't be one-sided. Army organizational construction is for the effective and objective advancement of the army's development. For a military leader to be called qualified is itself a huge challenge. You are responsible for hundreds of thousands, even a million troops."

"Yes! I will definitely... bring the advantages of our army's military democracy into full play."

He Rui felt that Zheng Sirang saying such words proved he was really beginning to understand the purpose and value of military democracy.

No one likes democracy in their work. Democracy means listening to others, respecting others' authority, and restricting one's own impulses. Almost every aspect of it is counter-intuitive to human nature, but working together is essential for the continuation and development of human society. Only through cooperation can individual capabilities be maximized.

In history, the establishment of New China was guaranteed by democratic centralism. It was precisely because millions of revolutionaries and members of the revolutionary ranks pooled their strength through democratic centralism that such incredible success was created.

He Rui hoped that the more people who could understand and consciously execute such a system, the better.

At this moment, Zheng Sirang also felt his psychological pressure was too great and decided to change his mood. He dropped work and asked a question he was currently curious about. "Chairman, if the Japanese Army really adopts an extremely adventurous policy, what method do you plan to use to deal with the Japanese Navy's advantage?"

He Rui did not want to discuss this question. That method was not honorable, nor reasonable, and certainly couldn't be used for propaganda. So He Rui replied, "If we really encounter such a situation, I will tell you."

Zheng Sirang heard He Rui's determination not to divulge it, so he didn't waste any more words. "Chairman, are you staying in Lushun or going back?"

He Rui looked at his watch; it was already 16:00. "I'm returning to Shenyang now."

Zheng Sirang said nothing else. He didn't need to guess to know that He Rui's focus had already shifted from Lushun and Dalian to Korea.

***

October 9th, 16:00. A Japanese biplane two-seater flew clumsily over the rugged mountains of northern Korea. The pilot, Kobayashi Koichi, felt as if he were wrestling a wild horse. The terrain in the mountainous area was undulating. When the wind blew, it was blocked by the mountains and began to move upward. The varying heights of the mountains made the airflow elusive. The plane bobbed up and down, causing the observer in the back to complain incessantly.

Kobayashi didn't want this turbulence either, but if he flew too high, they couldn't observe clearly. Moreover, the mountains themselves were hundreds of meters high; keeping a few hundred meters of clearance meant flying at over a thousand meters. Flying any higher would exceed the plane's practical service ceiling.

To observe as clearly as possible while keeping the plane stable, and to control the plane in its current state—to solve these immediate problems, Kobayashi had absolutely no energy to notice two monoplane single-seaters circling half a turn above him and diving toward his reconnaissance plane from the rear flank.

During World War I, air combat began to erupt between European fighter planes. In 1915, the French Air Force developed a deflector system, installing wedge-shaped steel plates on the propeller blades facing the gun muzzle. This way, bullets hitting the propeller would be deflected, while those passing through would fly toward the enemy plane. Although this design solved the problem of bullets shattering the propeller, the bullets ricocheting off the propeller posed a danger to the pilot and the aircraft engine, potentially leading to a crash.

Soon after, the German Air Force successfully developed the synchronization gear. This device was like installing a pause and start button on the aircraft machine gun's trigger. The button controlled the machine gun through a cam and linkage rod, while the firing authority was controlled by the propeller. When a blade blocked the muzzle, the propeller drove the linkage rod through the cam to trigger the linkage mechanism, causing the machine gun to stop firing instantly. When the blade gap appeared, the linkage mechanism reset, and the machine gun continued to fire. In this way, every bullet could be fired through the gap in the propeller blades.

The German aircraft design team that the Northeast Army had directly poached included weapon system designers. At this stage, aircraft aiming systems were extremely backward, and the best position for the machine gun was the nose. In front of the Northeast Army fighter cockpit, a sight was fixed. In pilot Li Meng's line of sight, the growing Japanese plane was caught in the sight. Li Meng flicked open the firing safety catch on the upper right of the U-shaped control stick with his thumb and pressed the button.

The fuselage soon began to vibrate, and bullets punched a row of holes directly into the Japanese reconnaissance plane. The wingman pilot, Zhou Xingtian, suppressed his excitement and did not engage in firing before receiving the order. This rule was based on lessons written in blood. Pilots were human too, and could get hot-headed.

After one round of shooting, the flight team circled around. Seeing the lead plane wiggling its wings, Zhou Xingtian flew his wingman plane up and fired fiercely at the Japanese plane that was still barely flying. Under two strikes, and with another strong gust of wind, Zhou Xingtian hurriedly stopped firing, closed the firing safety catch, and focused entirely on climbing. He failed to notice that the Japanese plane disintegrated directly in mid-air, turning into fragments falling toward the earth.

This was the first time the Northeast Air Force had shot down a Japanese plane. Since no battle had erupted, it wasn't the first air battle.

About ten minutes later, the Northeast Air Force scattered across the battlefield successively shot down Japanese reconnaissance planes, quickly seizing air superiority over the battlefield.

From noon on the 9th, the Chosen Army moving north identified the main force of the Northeast Army's 2nd Army Group. Communications in Korea were immediately placed under control, with brigades contacting the Chosen Army Headquarters at any time. Fixed communications were also conducted every 30 minutes.

At 18:30, with the delivery of a cable telegram, the latest war situation was sent to the Army in Korea.

Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and Ishiwara Kanji were currently verifying their identities at the entrance of the Governor-General's Office of Korea. Captain Kamiya, the duty officer guarding the Governor-General's Office, knew Okamura Yasuji and was quite polite to the three. While his subordinate called to coordinate, Captain Kamiya sized up the three men.

The leader, Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan, had a long face and wore round glasses. His demeanor and conversation were extraordinary, especially that air of self-confidence; he looked like a leader.

Lieutenant Colonel Okamura Yasuji had a slightly pointed chin, giving his face a somewhat bitter look. Following beside Nagata Tetsuzan, he looked like an important executive following his boss.

Major Ishiwara Kanji, standing a bit further away, had a round baby face and was clean-shaven. His gestures carried a scholarly air, and his voice was refined. It made Captain Kamiya suspect if the 33 years of age on the ID was a mistake; if it were ten years younger, it would match Major Ishiwara's appearance perfectly.

However, it was clear that Major Ishiwara was not in a good mood. While waiting, he took out a cigarette and smoked. His slightly furrowed brows and downward gaze clearly indicated he was thinking about something.

Soon, Major General Wamura, the logistics chief of the Governor-General's Office, came out from inside to welcome the three elite officers. After signing in, he led them into the Governor-General's Office. The Government-General of Korea was an institution established within Gyeongbokgung Palace in Seoul (Keijo) after the signing of the Japan-Korea Annexation Treaty in 1910.

The Governor-General of Korea was directly subordinate to the Emperor of Japan and held full military, legislative, administrative, and judicial power over the Korean Peninsula. Under the Governor-General, there was a Vice Governor-General, the Governor-General's Secretariat, and five departments (General Affairs, Home Affairs, Finance, Agriculture, Commerce and Industry, and Justice). In addition, there were institutions such as the Central Council, Police Affairs Bureau, Courts, and Railway Bureau.

The Chosen Army Headquarters was also located within the Governor-General's Office. Upon entering the headquarters, Major General Wamura, the logistics chief, gave the three men an office and ordered his subordinates to send a copy of the relevant intelligence to Nagata Tetsuzan. He then left quickly.

Nagata and the others didn't mind. Having just arrived, they couldn't start working immediately. Naturally, they needed to familiarize themselves with the situation. Major General Wamura's instructions were exactly what needed to be done, showing the level of a veteran in military affairs.

Before long, a stack of telegrams and copies of documents were delivered to the office. The three gathered around the table and began to browse quickly.

Nagata Tetsuzan read in order, while Ishiwara Kanji read in reverse order. After finishing the latest telegram, Ishiwara couldn't help but sigh.

Okamura Yasuji asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what did you see?"

Ishiwara placed the telegram in front of Okamura. "Although the Japanese Air Force's reconnaissance is better than nothing, four reconnaissance planes were shot down so quickly. The front line probably won't dare to send out reconnaissance planes again. The Northeast Air Force will be able to operate at will."

Okamura didn't have much feeling for the air force, only thinking that this new type of service had its advantages but needed time to develop. After reading the telegram, Okamura looked at Nagata. Nagata seemed not to have heard, quickly browsing documents regarding the war situation. When he saw something doubtful, he recorded it in his notebook.

So Okamura continued reading as well. Nagata and Ishiwara both wrote as they read. Over an hour later, they had finished reading tens of thousands of words of documents, and both had recorded a lot of content in their notebooks.

Nagata took the questions he had recorded and gave instructions to Okamura. Okamura immediately began to organize based on Nagata's instructions. Okamura worked seriously; once he started, he was fully focused and turned a deaf ear to the conversation of the two beside him.

Nagata called Ishiwara to the window. While smoking, he asked, "Ishiwara-kun, I wonder who the commander of this Northeast Army is. According to intelligence, He-kun has ten major generals under his command. Before following He-kun, none of them had any experience leading troops. To have such command ability after six years of study... could it be He-kun's Chief of Staff, Cheng Ruofan?"

Ishiwara countered, "Why not the Northeast Army Commander Xu Chengfeng? Or the Commissar Zhong Yifu?"

Nagata knew Ishiwara was prickly; this sounded like a challenge. The structure of the Northeast Army was, in a sense, similar to the future new Japanese Army Nagata expected. It was just that He Rui had organized political and ideological work into the Civilization Party organization within the Northeast Army, with commissars responsible for it. Nagata hoped for the Army Education Department to take charge of this.

Other structures were no different, so the Commander-in-Chief could not possibly commit himself to a single battlefield.

"Who do you think is leading the troops, Ishiwara-kun?"

Ishiwara said slowly, "Of the ten major generals under He-kun, one is Zhou Yinshan. He graduated from the Japanese Military Academy with excellent grades and later served as an instructor at the Baoding Military Academy. He is the oldest among the Northeast Army's high command and serves as the President of the Northeast Military Academy. He absolutely cannot suddenly serve as a theatre commander. Neither can the Commander, Commissar, or Chief of Staff. Xu Jia, who serves as the head of personnel, does not have the ability to command troops. In my judgment, it might be Hu Xiushan."

"Why not Zheng Sirang?" Nagata asked. At the same time, he appreciated Ishiwara's line of thinking.

"Zheng Sirang's father was a bodyguar for the Huiyou Escort Agency, famous in Inner and Outer Mongolia. Zheng Sirang comes from the cavalry and must be a fierce general. The Northeast Army fighting the Chosen Army is an exterior line operation. Although He-kun is strong, he is only one person and cannot command multiple battlefields. With a fierce general on the outside, it isn't stable enough. It requires a general with a steady character. If I were choosing the candidate, I would keep the fierce general close at hand for use."

Nagata also agreed with Ishiwara's judgment and couldn't help but sigh. "Looking at the Northeast Army's advance into Korea, the commander doesn't look like someone who has only followed He-kun for six years. If the one leading the troops is indeed Hu Xiushan, he is only 27 years old this year."

"Does Nagata-kun think this person is not determined enough?" Ishiwara asked.

Nagata was unwilling to hypothesize about his enemy's character. If the enemy were useless, that would naturally be best. But to assume the opponent's character and ability from the start was foolishness. So Nagata lowered his voice slightly. "What does Ishiwara-kun think of the Chosen Army's logistical capabilities?"

Ishiwara gave a straightforward evaluation. "Korea is not the Japanese mainland. The children of the the Korean *Yangban* class read the Four Books and Five Classics to get ahead. The Empire has only truly controlled Korea for a few years and hasn't genuinely reformed it. Few Koreans truly understand modern military affairs. The logistical strength is likely far inferior to the Northeast Army."

Nagata agreed with Ishiwara's judgment. He held the Northeast Army commander attacking Korea in high regard precisely because the Northeast Army's advance was extremely methodical. Advancing nearly a hundred kilometers in over two days with an army of over a hundred thousand—only a screw-up or a truly excellent commander could do this.

In contrast, the Japanese army relied entirely on rail transport within Korea. The difference was stark upon comparison. Although the Northeast Army had come from afar, they held the upper hand.

The only good news was that the two division commanders of the Chosen Army were not muddled. They were very cautious when advancing and did not rush in recklessly. The opponent seemed to have predicted this and did not make any feints to lure the enemy, but deployed in battle formation to fight a dignified field battle with the Japanese army.

While he was analyzing in his mind, Nagata heard Ishiwara speak again. "I think He-kun also wants to defeat the Japanese army in a field battle. He launched a surprise attack on the Kwantung Territory; even if he won, no one would truly feel the Northeast Army is powerful. At most, they would think He-kun studied the cases of the Port Arthur Fortress offensive and defensive battles, calculating against the unsuspecting. This battle with the Chosen Army follows closely on the heels of the Battle of Kwantung. If he can defeat the Chosen Army head-on, only then can he shake Japan and the world. The key to this battle lies in logistics. Whoever can bring up more ammunition will win."

This sounded balanced and fair, but connecting it with what Ishiwara said earlier, Nagata understood that Ishiwara did not have high hopes for the Chosen Army. This didn't mean Ishiwara wanted the Japanese army to lose; it was precisely because he expected the Chosen Army to win that he paid extra attention to its weaknesses.

Although Nagata didn't like Ishiwara at all, he still felt a sense of cherishing talent. Ishiwara was an incredibly smart guy, but he was burdened by his own intelligence and arrogant because of his talent. Although Ishiwara had changed greatly after contact with He Rui—becoming very kind to lower-ranking lieutenants and NCOs and genuinely caring about their lives—this kind of person, arrogant because of talent, if not arrogant towards those below, would inevitably be arrogant towards those above. He looked down on the decisions of his superiors, and thus looked down on his superiors.

Ishiwara was not the only one of this kind; Nagata had seen many similar fellows, only they didn't have Ishiwara's supreme intelligence.

In Nagata's understanding, the problem with these people lay in their affectation. With Ishiwara's intelligence, did he not know that doing this was wrong? He certainly knew. Such people also wanted to integrate into society, but they couldn't accept people's stupidity, especially the stupidity of the upper echelons. Thus, they were rejected by society, especially by the upper echelons.

Ishiwara both relied on society and rejected it, and was rejected by the upper echelons. If not for the fact that he was a soldier and knew to observe the most basic discipline—and because he was too smart, so the upper echelons didn't want to truly crush him to death—he would have been finished. That was why they kicked Ishiwara to the Army War College to teach.

When Nagata went to the Army War College to ask Ishiwara to come out of retirement this time, the principal was overjoyed after Ishiwara agreed. Working overnight, plus the Army Ministry and General Staff Headquarters working overnight during the war, they managed to complete the procedures within 12 hours, happily kicking Ishiwara out. It was evident just how much Ishiwara was hated.
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On the afternoon of October 9th, at 19:00, Hu Xiushan, Commander of the 2nd Group Army, received a telegram from the General Staff.

"Northeast Army 2nd Group Army Headquarters / Northeast Army 2nd Group Army Staff Department / October 9, 1922 / Internal Document No. 00867 / Transmitted to all divisional headquarters of the Northeast Army 2nd Group Army /

The Lushun-Dalian Campaign has concluded successfully. Apart from the Kwantung Army's naval units, all Kwantung Army forces have been annihilated, and all campaign objectives have been achieved. Ammunition and transport units originally planned for a potential second phase of the Lushun-Dalian Campaign have now been diverted for use by the 2nd Group Army. Responsible units have received orders to coordinate with the 2nd Group Army Headquarters. In this phase of combat, the 2nd Group Army's objective is to inflict heavy casualties on or annihilate the Japanese Korea Army. It is hoped that the 2nd Group Army will utilize our army's tactical characteristics to complete this combat objective.

Cheng Ruofan, Chief of the General Staff, Northeast Army. October 9th, 18:00."

Upon hearing the document read out, even the most pessimistic members of the staff before the war were filled with fighting spirit. The victory in the Lushun-Dalian Campaign meant that the Northeast Army now occupied the northern end of the Bohai Strait and controlled Lushun, the most critical port city on this key waterway. The possibility of the Japanese army breaking into the Bohai Sea to conduct large-scale landings in the Northeast's Bohai region had been drastically reduced. The basic form of the Northeast Army's future defensive system was beginning to take shape.

As for those staff officers who, despite their lack of experience, possessed intense self-confidence, their morale soared even higher. The ammunition and, more importantly, the transport vehicles planned for the second phase of the Lushun-Dalian Campaign were being transferred to the 2nd Group Army, significantly increasing its combat power.

Regardless of their individual feelings, when the members of the headquarters looked at Commander Hu Xiushan, they could detect no emotional fluctuation whatsoever. Hu Xiushan spoke with this same unruffled demeanor, "The Japanese army's performance up to this point proves that their commanders have not advanced rashly due to Japan's political requirements. The Korea Army consists of two divisions, the 19th Division and the 20th Division. According to intelligence, the main forces of both divisions, four brigades in total, have already moved north. The troop strength is approximately 45,000 men. Basically all can be considered combat personnel. Our 2nd Group Army has four armies, with a total strength of 121,672 men. Excluding logistics and supply units, there are about 90,000 combat personnel. The ratio of our combat personnel to the Japanese army is 2:1. According to the newly drawn war zone maps, the advance routes for the outflanking forces have been finalized. On both the eastern and western lines, forces of at least two divisions will be dispatched to outflank the enemy facing our front. The objective is for at least one regiment to reach the destination by 12:00 tomorrow morning and cut off the Japanese army's retreat. Furthermore, when the Japanese army counterattacks, they are to delay the Japanese retreat to allow other units to arrive and implement the annihilation."

The 2nd Group Army actively entering Korea to attack the Japanese army was a top-secret pre-war plan. Three days ago, the participating units thought that at most they would cross the Yalu River and defend the bridges to block the Japanese Korea Army; only a minority thought they would go head-to-head with the Japanese. Even those who anticipated a direct confrontation thought they would employ ambush tactics.

Now, with the 2nd Group Army deployed inside Korea for a frontal mountain battle against the Japanese, no one had expected that Hu Xiushan, who had been calmly maneuvering troops, intended to fight a battle of encirclement and annihilation.

The 2nd Group Army commanded the 5th, 8th, 23rd, and 33rd Armies. One could tell their level of elite status just from their unit designators.

However, Colonel Li Luoyang, the liaison staff officer sent by the 33rd Army to headquarters, was the first to speak up. "Please, Headquarters, assign the outflanking mission to our 33rd Army. The 33rd Army has achieved very fruitful results in night march research; the manual lighting equipment for night marches was first developed by our army."

Although the various units had been established at different times, they all scored a zero in terms of actual combat experience. It had reached the point where experience in developing small gadgets was being brought out as an advantage.

But Hu Xiushan found that at the current stage, considering quantitative factors, the training content and completion rates of all units were identical; there really was no other basis for comparison. Even such small differences could affect the judgment values. If other units wanted to come up with more solid reasons, they really couldn't.

After the liaison officers from all four armies had expressed their views, Hu Xiushan ordered: "Eastern Line: The headquarters of the 5th Army and the 32nd Army plus one division will launch a frontal attack on the Japanese army. Two divisions of the 32nd Army will implement the outflanking maneuver. Western Line: The headquarters of the 8th Army and the 33rd Army plus one division will attack frontally, and two divisions will implement the outflanking maneuver. Staff Officer Zheng, the time!"

Every unit's staff department had a section responsible for time synchronization. Staff Officer Zheng's watch had been synchronized with the General Staff in Shenyang. He raised his wrist and looked, "The time is currently 18:39."

Hu Xiushan stood up and said decisively, "All units must dispatch their outflanking forces by 20:00 at the latest. All airship units are to ascend as conditions permit to provide aerial intelligence support to all units."

The liaison officers from each army stood up together and saluted, "Yes!"

After the ammonia blueprinting method appeared in the Northeast, the Northeast Army no longer lacked maps. Currently, each army carried specialized blueprint machines when on the march.

Before the war broke out, the Northeast Army had already done its utmost to map the region. Over the past two days or so, the Air Force had conducted high-intensity reconnaissance photography, coordinating with dispatched scouts to draw maps that were as detailed as possible.

When the telegrams reached each army, many officers at the divisional level were wearing protective goggles and masks sprinkled with citric acid to neutralize the ammonia smell, gathered around the latest batch of piping hot maps for analysis.

Mountain ridges, mountain roads, gullies, and small mountain paths that might allow troops to pass were all marked on these hot maps.

This 'hot' was hot in the physical sense. Blueprint paper is a special paper evenly coated with chemicals. It is stacked with drawings made on semi-transparent sulfuric acid paper and fed into a machine pulled by tightly arranged high-friction belts. Inside the machine, a special lamp shines on them; the ink lines on the semi-transparent sulfuric acid paper block the light, causing different chemical reactions in different places.

Afterward, these sheets are placed in an ammonia fumigation cabinet and heated to smoke them, causing another stage of chemical reaction within a few hours. They eventually become the blueprints used on a large scale. Because the war situation was urgent, the shortest process for treating the drawings was used. The smell of the drawings really subjected the unit staff officers to significant irritation.

But after the Group Army Headquarters' order arrived, the staff officers felt that their toil had finally been rewarded. The quickly confirmed relevant maps were sent to the army and division headquarters.

Xiong Shoudan, Chief of Staff of the 33rd Army, looked down with a slight frown, whether he was thinking, uncomfortable with the smell, or both.

Just as 33rd Army Commander Zhang Yu thought the Chief of Staff needed to think a while longer, Xiong Shoudan spoke. "Regarding the march routes for each regiment, what percentage of them are we allowing to get lost?"

This single sentence made it temporarily impossible for Commander Zhang Yu and others to accept this line of thought. However, Chief of Staff Xiong Shoudan continued to explain, "Although some roads can be considered passable based on the map, the actual conditions are not within our grasp. With a multi-route march, the problem of getting lost is inevitable. I believe the Group Army Headquarters' order has already considered such possibilities, which is why they requested dispatching two divisions but only requiring one regiment to arrive."

33rd Army Commander Zhang Yu understood Chief of Staff Xiong Shoudan's perspective and asked the logistics staff officer, "How many radios do we still have? Down to what level of unit can they be equipped?"

The logistics staff officer picked up his logbook, flipped to the page, and after a quick mental calculation replied, "Regimental-level units all have their own radios. If we only keep the minimum number of backup radios, equipping one battalion with two radios—one for use, one for backup—with 18 battalions, 9 battalions will lack backup radios."

Zhang Yu thought for a moment and quickly made a decision. "Notify all units to set out. Give two radios to the 9 battalions that move out first. Also, ask the airship unit if they can take off."

Airship units had been fully proven during World War I to be units with an extremely poor input-output ratio. The Northeast Air Force, targeting the equipment strength of the various armies in Northeast Asia, had positioned airships as equipment for limited use in restricted environments from the very beginning.

Therefore, the standards proposed when designing the Northeast Army's airships were: a rigid shell with an aluminum frame, an aluminum-framed gondola, filled with hydrogen. Powered by a radial engine and propeller, the flight speed reached a straight-line speed of 6 kilometers per hour under a high-altitude force 5 wind.

These parameters would make it a piece of junk on the plains, but in mountainous areas where 'seeing the mountain puts the horse to death' (a phrase meaning the destination looks close but is far to walk), it still had some value. However, in the biting night wind, the airship unit commander decisively told Zhang Yu over the phone, "Commander, according to data provided by anemometers set up on various hilltops, a north wind is currently blowing with high velocity. The probability that the airship unit will be unable to return on its own power is 42%."

Zhang Yu knew this number was variable; after all, no one knew when the wind would blow or how. Especially in the mountains, wind direction was even harder to determine. But at this moment, some aerial guidance was truly needed. Zhang Yu steeled his heart and asked within the headquarters, where departure orders were already being issued, "If you only need to make a round trip within a 20-kilometer range, what is the probability of safe travel?"

The airship unit commander on the other end of the phone was somewhat surprised. After a pause, he replied, "Let us calculate it. We'll call back in a moment."

"I'll give you at most 15 minutes. Report back as soon as possible," Army Commander Zhang Yu said, then hung up.

Putting down the phone, Zhang Yu ordered his staff: "When will the preparation plan for the 2nd Division, which is staying behind for frontal combat, to approach the Japanese positions at night be ready? When will it be communicated to the troops?"

At 19:29, the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army was the first to set out. Every platoon carried hand-cranked night marching lights. It was a hand-cranked generator that a single soldier could carry on his back, with a probe rod added at waist level that could bend in all directions. The head of the probe had a very low-wattage bulb with a hemispherical cover. When marching, cranking the generator handle would light up the bulb.

This was equipment developed by the 33rd Army during night marches. In addition to this backpack style, there was also a hand-pressed style. However, the soldiers didn't like the hand-pressed ones; although convenient, fingers would get sore after just a short while. Later, a type with a grip like pliers and a spring for self-opening was developed. That is to say, when generating power, the soldier only had to squeeze; the pliers' handle part would reset automatically by spring force. But this wasn't very popular either, because it required more force and it was hard to stabilize the position.

Only the battery-powered flashlights used by officers on the battlefield were widely welcomed. However, battery flashlights consumed batteries. They were only issued for officer use.

But regardless of the equipment, the troops geared up quickly and set out. With maps and a small number of scout guides, they began to intersperse toward the rear of the Japanese Korea Army in the mountains, where the October chill had already set in.

At this moment, the deep autumn night sky was clear, dotted with starlight in the darkness. Looking up from the mountains, the boundless night sky was so vast.

In the major cities within the pass at this time, the majority of ordinary people had not gone to sleep either. As for people of extraordinary status, sleeping was even less likely.

At 18:00 on October 9th, in major cities like Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, and Nanjing, the *Northeast Daily* extra had already been released. Even in Guangzhou, some civil groups cooperating with the Northeast Government began to disseminate the latest war reports from the Northeast Government.

Starting from the morning of October 7th, people within the pass who learned that the Northeast Army had actively attacked the Japanese army fell into a strange state of speechlessness. It wasn't that these people didn't want to discuss it, but that everyone didn't know what to discuss.

Since the First Sino-Japanese War 28 years ago, China had suffered defeat after defeat against the Japanese army. Japan, on the other hand, had flourished over these 28 years, visibly surpassing China completely. Moreover, more and more Chinese students went to Japan, and understanding of Japan's current state increased. Compared to Japan's vigorous upward trajectory, China had experienced the Boxer Rebellion and the Eight-Nation Alliance invasion, the fall of the Qing Dynasty, and Yuan Shikai's proclamation as emperor. Anyone with even a little concern for current events generally began to believe that China was weaker than Japan.

Even when Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself emperor and organized the Reorganization Loan, he said, 'Burry our heads in construction, and meet again in ten years.'

In 1922, only six years had passed since the failure of Yuan Shikai's imperial bid. Suddenly, He Rui, Chairman of the Northeast Government, informed all circles in China that the Northeast Army had gone to war with Japan. As for the reason for the war, it was a cause that not a single person in all of China could have imagined: 'On October 6th, a Northeast Army soldier went missing in front of the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. The Northeast Army demanded that the Japanese Kwantung Army lay down their weapons by 9:00 AM on October 7th and accept the Northeast Army's entry into the Kwantung Army Headquarters for a search. The Japanese Kwantung Army refused. Therefore, the Northeast Army launched an attack on the Japanese Kwantung Army starting at 9:01 AM on October 7th.'

Even those who wanted to discuss it seriously didn't know where to begin.

Even so, what must be discussed had to be discussed. For instance, in Beijing, Zhou Shuren, a professor of the history of Chinese fiction at Peking University, was sitting in a faculty office with some colleagues. The Peking University teachers were all discussing He Rui. Zhou Shuren, however, was flipping through a Chinese edition of *Introduction to Geopolitics*.

Zhou Shuren didn't really want to continue joining the discussion about He Rui, but he didn't want to return to his residence either. He currently lived with his mother, his younger brother, and his sister-in-law. Zhou Shuren's sister-in-law was Japanese, the wife his brother had married while studying in Japan. Now his sister-in-law was completely bewildered, very worried about whether she would be arrested.

Zhou Shuren's brother was also somewhat worried. Ever since the news of Zhang Xiluan assuming the post of Minister of War was officially announced, anyone with an understanding of the upper echelons understood the Beiyang Government's attitude.

Who was Zhang Xiluan? The former Marshal of Outside the Pass, General Zhen'an. Outside the pass, the number of people who acknowledged Zhang Xiluan as their godfather was not small, and those who *wanted* to acknowledge Zhang Xiluan as their godfather were innumerable.

Yet it was this very man who, within less than a year of He Rui's arrival in the Northeast, had not only fully cultivated He Rui but also ceded the Northeast to him, enabling He Rui's reputation today.

After Zhang Xiluan took office, he published 'Inaugural Thoughts' specifically in the newspapers. When Beiyang high officials took office, the ones truly paid attention to were those holding great power. Zhang Xiluan was already 79 years old, with no soldiers or guns in hand. Everyone knew he had been pushed onto the position of Minister of War—a post previously mostly held concurrently by the Premier—for special reasons.

Major newspapers all reprinted these 'Inaugural Thoughts.' Throughout the entire piece, there was not a single word mentioning the war that had broken out between Japan and He Rui, nor even a mention of He Rui's name or Japan, as if the matter didn't exist at all. Zhang Xiluan merely stated that the government existed for the happiness and safety of the nationals and would exhaust all strength to safeguard national sovereignty and the people's happiness and safety.

To Zhou Shuren, these cloudy and misty words read as the Beiyang Government's support for He Rui.

When Peking University professors and lecturers talked about He Rui, many only made ambiguous judgments about military matters. Or they continued their previous evaluations of He Rui, adding some new assessments regarding his sudden launching of a war.

Zhou Shuren's view of He Rui was very conservative because he couldn't quite understand what He Rui had been doing over the past few years. To say He Rui was conservative: He Rui's land reform had swept away the landlords and gentry in the Northeast, and he had conducted an analysis of the existence of landlords and gentry on an economic level. This analysis was very unsparing, triggering strong opposition and disgust from the landlord and gentry class within the pass.

To say He Rui was radical: Regarding rural and urban development, He Rui proposed 'First promote the development of a small commodity economy to stimulate the economy. Create conditions for the operation of a larger market economy.'

Such statements returned to the impoverished common people, triggering ridicule from the faction of literati who advocated the concept of 'Saving the Nation through Industry.' These literati believed: He Rui is placing his strength on the poor, but do the poor have money? How can you engage in a market economy without money? Isn't this just buying popular support?

At that time, entrepreneurs represented by Fan Xudong were more like scholars; they loved reading in their spare time. Their rest time, especially at night, was often spent doing things related to the nation's destiny and culture, rather than entertainment.

When the "Cotton Yarn King" of his generation, Mu Ouchu, went to Beijing, he hung out with people like Jiang Menglin rather than associating with high officials and noble lords. They held a reverence for knowledge and spirit in their hearts.

While intellectuals and entrepreneurs were attempting "Saving the Nation through Education," "Saving the Nation through Science," and "Saving the Nation through Industry," Zhou Shuren was trying to awaken his countrymen with the pen in his hand.

In early 1919, the 38-year-old Zhou Shuren published the short story *Medicine*, revealing the ignorance and numbness of the petty bourgeoisie and lamenting the sacrifice of revolutionary martyrs. That year, Zhou Shuren was also busy moving house, moving from his hometown of Shaoxing to Beijing.

Zhou Shuren discovered that He Rui's policies seemed to accord with quite a few 'concepts,' yet they encountered opposition from the literati who held these concepts.

While the literati continued to comment on and oppose He Rui, Zhou Shuren became interested in He Rui's thoughts for the first time. He took up He Rui's writings and began to study them.
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Zhou Shuren was reading the Chinese edition of *Introduction to Geopolitics*, feeling his emotions fluctuating more than usual. For Zhou Shuren, this sensation was rare. Every time it occurred, it stemmed from conflicting feelings clashing within him.

Closing *Introduction to Geopolitics*, Zhou Shuren closed his eyes, attempting to seek the source of this internal conflict, when he heard footsteps outside. The door to the faculty office was pushed open. A group of Peking University teachers turned to look at the newcomer, and someone immediately greeted him, "Professor Qian."

The person who entered was Qian Xuantong, a tutor at the Institute of Sinology of National Peking University. Qian Xuantong greeted the teachers and headed straight for Zhou Shuren. Arriving at the desk and seeing *Introduction to Geopolitics* on it, Qian Xuantong hurriedly said, "Yucai, my brother, you really do have a copy here."

Zhou Shuren's courtesy name was Yucai. In fact, Zhou Yucai was his original name, which he later changed. Yucai then became his courtesy name.

Seeing Qian Xuantong's somewhat anxious demeanor, Zhou Shuren pushed the book towards him. "Deqian, you read it first."

Qian Xuantong wanted to decline out of politeness but felt it inappropriate, so he quickly thanked him. Taking the thin book in his hands, Qian Xuantong mocked himself with a smile, "I'm just joining in the fun, too. This book has been sitting in the library for years. Previously, when He Rui became the High Commander of the Northeast and achieved significant diplomatic success, his books were sought after. At that time, I prided myself on being aloof and didn't want to follow the crowd. Now, I have no choice but to join in."

Hearing this, several Peking University teachers chuckled. Just as Qian Xuantong said, around 1914, Dr. Zhao Tianlin, the president of the National Peiyang University in Tianjin, had published He Rui's works. According to university regulations, these research works were sent to the libraries of various universities and even senior high schools. Since they were recommended by the president of the National Peiyang University, schools kept them in their collections.

Over the past few years, as He Rui gained fame multiple times, brief crazes for reading his research works would erupt. However, a warlord like He Rui wasn't generally well-regarded, especially by noble university professors; many read with a critical attitude. Coupled with He Rui's rising status and the controversial policies he implemented, naturally, there were few positive evaluations.

But this time was truly different; He Rui had actually gone to war with Japan. Although many professors believed He Rui had started hostilities without authorization, which was detrimental to the nation, the current social atmosphere leaned towards "National Humiliation Education." Except for a few recognized pro-Japanese figures who jumped out to express opposition, most professors, even if they held prejudices, were unwilling to speak out against it.

Having obtained the book, Qian Xuantong wasn't in a hurry to leave. He pulled up a stool and sat next to Zhou Shuren. He took a "Siping" brand cigarette, produced in the Northeast, from the pack Zhou Shuren had on the table, and offered one to Zhou Shuren as well. Zhou Shuren didn't mind; the price of Siping cigarettes was very affordable, allowing the chain-smoking Zhou Shuren to achieve "cigarette freedom." After Zhou Shuren lit the cigarettes for himself and Qian Xuantong with a lighter made in the Northeast, Qian Xuantong asked, "Brother Yucai, He Rui issued an extra edition newspaper claiming the total annihilation of the 30,000-strong Kwantung Army in the Kwantung Leased Territory, plus the Japanese garrison troops stationed in various settlements across the Northeast. A total of 40,000 Japanese troops were wiped out. Is this news credible?"

Zhou Shuren wasn't sure either. After all, this was 40,000 Japanese troops, supported by fortified fortresses, yet they were thoroughly annihilated in less than three days. The Commander of the Kwantung Army, Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, had committed seppuku in the open grounds of the Kwantung Army Headquarters. More than ten Japanese generals were captured, committed suicide, or were killed in action. Back when the Manchu Qing Dynasty fought Japan with the strength of the whole nation, the results were far inferior to He Rui's battle of just over two days. If one had to find a comparison, only the Battle of Baekgang during the height of the Tang Dynasty a millennium ago could match it.

Since Qian Xuantong asked, Zhou Shuren could only reply, "If you want to determine the authenticity, we will only know when Japan releases their battle report."

Hearing this, Qian Xuantong sighed. Zhou Shuren actually heard a trace of regret in this sigh and couldn't help but be curious. "Deqian, you have never been willing to pay attention to He Rui. I wonder how you view his actions this time?"

Hearing Zhou Shuren's inquiry, Qian Xuantong's expression was somewhat complex. However, Qian Xuantong had always admired Zhou Shuren and didn't like to hide his views, so he replied, "Brother Yucai, I truly admire the education system He Rui established outside the Pass, including compulsory education, higher education, and adult re-education. During the great drought in the North the year before last, regardless of He Rui's intentions, he accepted millions of refugees and saved the lives of at least a hundred thousand people. Since then, I decided never to speak ill of him again. However, He Rui started hostilities without authorization this time, which will certainly trigger a nationwide counterattack from Japan. Can He Rui really win?"

Zhou Shuren was also worried about this, so he simply asked, "Does Deqian think He Rui can win?"

Qian Xuantong wanted to say no, but couldn't bring himself to say it. Other Peking University teachers were very interested in the attitude of Zhou Shuren and Qian Xuantong. Someone interjected, "Professor Qian, He Rui's actions are unpredictable and always unconventional. If you say he colludes with foreigners, He Rui goes to war with Japan. If you say he holds fast to moral integrity, he invites various countries to invest outside the Pass and even spends money and effort to help White Russian refugees, getting along famously with foreigners. Apart from his seriousness in 'saving the country through education,' He Rui's attitudes toward 'saving the country through industry' and 'saving the country through science and technology' inevitably attract criticism. As for his civil administration... sigh... let's not talk about it."

Once this statement was made, many Peking University teachers expressed their agreement.

Zhou Shuren could completely understand these people's views; this was how most literati viewed He Rui. As for Zhou Shuren, he had his own views and wasn't willing to discuss them with others. In Zhou Shuren's eyes, He Rui was vastly different from the "enlightened ruler" literati expected, yet he was very similar to the enlightened rulers recorded in history books.

As a lecturer at Peking University teaching the history of Chinese fiction, Zhou Shuren was very clear about the preferences of the literati. In novels, Emperor Taizong of Tang was always waiting for others to "save the emperor." But the historical Emperor Taizong led three thousand Xuan Ce Army troops and dared to charge against a hundred thousand enemy troops. Leaving aside those novels and speaking only of historical facts, whether it was Emperor Taizong going to save those generals or the generals saving Emperor Taizong is hard to say because there aren't many historical records. In Zhou Shuren's view, the possibility of Emperor Taizong leading a team to save others was greater.

He Rui personally cultivated officers and troops in the Northeast; this alone made him a ruler the literati didn't like. As for the various policies He Rui formulated, without exception, they had clear objectives, strict laws, and strong enforceability. In the eyes of the literati, this He Rui was a Legalist through and through!

Mentioning Legalists naturally brought to mind Shang Yang, Han Fei, the tyrannical Qin, and the burning of books and burying of scholars. Although the organizational model of "Confucian on the outside, Legalist on the inside" of successive Chinese dynasties was written into history books, the literati wouldn't mention these things at this moment.

Starting as a military commander, taking the Legalist route in politics, culturally He Rui advocated that "the working people are the creators of history." As for personal characteristics, He Rui was modern to the point of being alternative. He had a surname and a given name, but no courtesy name, belonging to the category of "commoners" in the eyes of the literati. When others addressed He Rui, they could only use his titles in the party, government, or military—a style typical of the grassroots.

No matter which point, He Rui was not an object of affection for the literati.

Seeing Zhou Shuren remain silent, Qian Xuantong also felt it was a bit uninteresting. He stood up and said, "Brother Yucai, have you finished reading this book?"

"I've browsed through it a few times but couldn't grasp the essentials," Zhou Shuren replied straightforwardly.

Qian Xuantong admired Zhou Shuren's scholarship very much and, ignoring Zhou Shuren's modesty, said directly, "When I finish reading it, I will come to ask for advice."

Seeing Qian Xuantong about to leave, someone among the lecturers asked, "Mr. Zhou, do you know how many troops Japan has?"

Zhou Shuren had studied in Japan but hadn't paid attention to these numbers, so he shook his head to indicate he didn't know. The lecturer continued, "Japan has only lost 40,000 troops so far. According to the extra edition, the Northeast Army is fighting the Japanese Korea Army. Even if He Rui wins a great victory, annihilating a total of 100,000 Japanese troops, for Japan, I'm afraid it would only be considered a minor defeat."

These words left Zhou Shuren speechless. In any era, the annihilation of 100,000 elite troops would not only not be considered a minor defeat but would be a major event shaking the nation, potentially even shaking the foundation of the country.

However, Zhou Shuren did not refute it. After all, in recent years, Chinese nationalist sentiment had been high, and the phrase "400 million compatriots" was spoken almost every year. The European War had just ended a few years ago, where the great powers mobilized millions or even tens of millions of troops. In every major battle, casualties numbered in the millions. Compared to that, the number 100,000 seemed somewhat insignificant.

Zhou Shuren stood up and said to Qian Xuantong, "It's getting late, Deqian, I'll go back with you."

As the two walked on the campus, Qian Xuantong stopped, "Brother Yucai, do you think He Rui can win?"

Zhou Shuren took out his cigarette case, lit one for himself and one for Qian Xuantong, but remained silent in thought. From what Zhou Shuren had seen of Japan, its strength was truly not to be underestimated. If He Rui could defeat Japan, it would prove that Zhou Shuren's judgment of Japan's power was wrong. Zhou Shuren didn't believe he was necessarily right, but such a change truly left him somewhat confused.

Seeing Zhou Shuren still not making a sound, Qian Xuantong simply spoke his mind, "Brother Yucai, if He Rui can really defeat Japan, the unification of China is just around the corner. However, I simply cannot imagine what kind of China He Rui wants to build. Although there are great sages like Mr. Zhao Tianlin in the Northeast Government, more are personnel selected by He Rui according to his selection system. To serve the country, the first step is actually a political review, checking three generations. This... how is this different from the Manchu Qing? Where is the atmosphere of a new era!"

Zhou Shuren then remembered that political review was also one of the things the literati loathed about He Rui. When literati criticized these things, they didn't mention that the Manchu Qing or even the Republic of China were actually the same. In the Manchu Qing era, one had to have ancestors who had held titles within three generations to be eligible for the imperial examinations. In the Republic of China, one needed to be a "famous scholar" to have status. The political review of the Northeast Government was said to be exactly the opposite: apart from talent in science and engineering, only those from working-class backgrounds could pass the political review. It would be strange if the literati liked this kind of political review.

After saying all this, Qian Xuantong sighed again, "Sigh... Brother Yucai, don't blame me. I was just thinking wildly. I feel better after saying it out loud. As for this battle, I genuinely want to see Japan defeated to prove that there are capable people in my China. The repeated defeats in the past were only because those in power were incompetent, not because my China is backward. As for other matters, it won't be too late to discuss them after Japan is defeated."

"Precisely so," Zhou Shuren finally responded. What Qian Xuantong said was also Zhou Shuren's thought. Even if He Rui had many aspects that were displeasing, in the face of whether China could be revitalized, they counted for absolutely nothing.
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Bid farewell to Qian Xuantong at the gate of the National Peking University, Zhou Shuren walked to his doorstep just as the melodious sound of a bell drifted from the distance. The bell rang nine times; it was nine o'clock at night. Zhou Shuren felt truly exhausted. By the time he returned home, his mother had already gone to bed. He washed up briefly, lay down, and fell asleep almost immediately.

At this moment, it was approximately 21:30. The first units of the Northeast Army to begin their outflanking and encirclement maneuvers against the Japanese had already been on the move for two hours.

For two hours, the officers and soldiers trudged through the mountainous terrain of Korea, deep one foot and shallow the next. Thanks to the hand-cranked flashlights, the troops were able to pass through dangerous sections relatively smoothly, even with only faint illumination.

The officers walked at the very front. The Battalion Commander of the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army saw that the time had come and they had entered a relatively flat section of the mountain path, so he ordered the troops to rest.

The signalman immediately took out his flashlight. The palm-sized flashlight had two sliding levers on the front panel. When both were down, the lens was unobstructed, emitting white light. Pushing up the left lever slid a transparent blue plastic sheet over the lens, and pushing up the right lever used a red transparent plastic sheet to emit red light.

Directly above the flashlight body was a flash switch button. Using these simple and clear components, the signalman quickly transmitted the signal and received a response from the column behind.

The entire battalion halted silently for a temporary rest. According to the infantry manual, in the absence of special instructions, the default rest period was ten minutes.

The Battalion Commander yawned and sat cross-legged against a nearby rock face. Beside him, the Battalion Chief of Staff pulled down a quarter-sphere lampshade over his flashlight lens, pressed the constant-on button, and examined the map by the light.

The quarter-sphere lampshade completely blocked the front of the lens, and the light, refracted internally by the shade, illuminated the map below. This was a requirement proposed by the 33rd Army based on issues encountered during night march drills. The solution provided by the Northeast Army's Equipment Expert Group was very effective. In actual tests conducted during night march training, as long as the distance from the enemy exceeded 150 meters, the enemy could not see the light reflected from the map on the ground.

If the blue transparent plastic sheet was pushed up, the light became a dim blue. Under conditions with cover, it was even possible to view the map within 50 meters of the enemy without being discovered.

Only the newly arrived recruits would make a fuss over this convenient and practical equipment; the officers had long since taken it for granted. For years, it had been the norm to listen to grassroots suggestions at Military Democracy Meetings, submit requirements to the military R&D department, and after the logistics department provided a solution, send the new equipment back to frontline units for testing. After several iterations, the new equipment would be finalized and rolled out to the whole army.

Once the ten minutes were up, the Battalion Commander stood up at the reminder of the timekeeping staff officer and ordered the signalman to send the signal. The signal from the rear units returned quickly; every company had received the order.

"All units, report count," the Battalion Commander ordered.

Company commanders relayed the order to platoon leaders, platoon leaders to squad leaders, and squad leaders executed it immediately. In these pitch-black mountains, the troop count was completed within three minutes. So far, no one had fallen behind.

There were still a few minutes of preparation time before moving out. As the troops adjusted their gear, the Battalion Commander asked the Battalion Chief of Staff, "Is the route correct?"

The staff officer pointed at the map: "No problems so far. However, according to the map, there are two consecutive forks within the next 500 meters. The troops should move slower."

Soon, every company received the signal to 'march at reduced speed' from the battalion signalman. The vanguard unit continued to advance under the Battalion Commander's lead.

***

The Northeast Army's outflanking troops were not the only ones going without sleep. Inside the Government-General of Korea building in Seoul, Nagata Tetsuzan, who had just finished a meeting, was relaying the content of the meeting to his two companions.

Governor-General of Korea Saito Makoto and Commander of the Japanese Army in Korea, General Oba Jiro, had stated at the meeting that they must defeat the invading Northeast Army and drive them back across the Yalu River.

Hearing this, Ishiwara Kanji let out a light chuckle, as if he had heard a great joke. Okamura Yasuji knew that Ishiwara believed this idea was completely impossible to realize, and Okamura shared that view. However, Okamura strongly disapproved of Ishiwara's contemptuous attitude. It was simply too frivolous.

Nagata Tetsuzan turned to Ishiwara Kanji and bowed slightly, "Ishiwara-kun, my apologies. I should have resolved your promotion issue before we departed. However, some officers in the Ministry of War are dilatory in their work. It was not until I attended the meeting today that it was confirmed: the Ministry of War has decided to promote you to Lieutenant Colonel."

Ishiwara Kanji was stunned. Although he was considered a thorn in the side, it didn't mean Ishiwara didn't want recognition from the system. Major was the standard rank for a graduate of the Army War College. Four years after graduation, Ishiwara was still a Major. He had prepared himself to wait until the final deadline—the unwritten rule that one must be promoted to Lieutenant Colonel six years after graduating from the Army War College—to receive his promotion.

To have the promotion issue resolved just three days after deciding to accept the invitation to come out of seclusion left Ishiwara with nothing but gratitude. He stood up and bowed, "Nagata-kun, my affairs have caused you too much trouble."

Because Japanese society was so intensely competitive, causing trouble for others was considered a grave sin. By saying this, Ishiwara expressed the greatest gratitude within his capacity to accept.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't care about such trifles; he had dragged Ishiwara here to use his talents. Since Nagata intended to be the leader of the next generation of the Japanese Army, giving talented individuals their corresponding status was merely a basic operation. Having resolved Ishiwara's promotion, Nagata Tetsuzan ordered the orderlies at the Government-General to fetch two large thermoses of boiling water, then pulled a whole carton of Siping brand cigarettes from his luggage and tossed it onto the table.

The three men sat around the table, brewed strong tea, and Nagata asked, "What do you all think is the strategic goal the Northeast Army expects to achieve?"

Okamura Yasuji answered, "To weaken the national power of the Great Japanese Empire through war and force the Empire to sue for peace. To win strategic space for He-kun to unify China."

For Nagata and Ishiwara, this was already the determined strategic goal of the Northeast Army. Nagata was about to move to the next question when Ishiwara spoke up, "There are three major powers in Northeast Asia: Japan, China, and Soviet Russia. The Northeast has established good relations with Soviet Russia. In this war, only the Northeast and Japan are fighting; there is no possibility of external military intervention."

Okamura Yasuji paused; he had forgotten to consider the participants of this war from a comprehensive strategic perspective. But this wasn't entirely Okamura's fault. Previously, as Nagata visited various bigwigs, they inevitably asked for Nagata's judgment on the situation, and Okamura had heard Nagata explain this aspect many times. It had naturally been skipped over now.

Ishiwara Kanji, however, hadn't attended those meetings. He pointed this out directly from a strategic height. Okamura was deeply impressed by Ishiwara's reputation as a thorn and a toxic tongue who loved to make shocking statements, but he hadn't expected Ishiwara's academic foundation to be so solid when discussing strategic issues.

Nagata Tetsuzan felt no surprise. If Ishiwara didn't even have this ability, Nagata wouldn't have bothered with him. So Nagata continued to ask, "To achieve this goal, how far will He-kun fight?"

This time, Okamura found it difficult to answer. Over the past few days, Okamura couldn't conceive of any situation in which the Great Japanese Empire would sue for peace with the Northeast Army. So Okamura raised his own question, "He-kun has no navy; he cannot defeat the Empire no matter what. If the Empire loses Korea, it is even less likely to sue for peace. Does He-kun intend to seize all of Korea and exchange it with the Empire? I believe that if He-kun occupies all of Korea, the Empire will absolutely never open peace negotiations with him."

Ishiwara spoke up immediately, "Occupying all of Korea requires immense investment, from rail transport to grain requisitioning. From urban management to social order. He-kun cannot burden himself with such a huge load. The terrain in southern Korea is relatively flat, with many good harbors suitable for amphibious landings. Unless He-kun maintains 3 million troops in Korea, as long as here..."

As he spoke, Ishiwara turned the map in front of him, pushed it towards Nagata and Okamura, and tapped his finger heavily on Incheon. "As long as He-kun dares to send troops to Busan, the Imperial Navy will launch a massive landing here. With the Northeast Army's weak navy, they would collapse immediately."

Nagata nodded, "Ishiwara-kun has served in Korea, correct?"

Ishiwara nodded but said nothing. After graduating from the Academy, Ishiwara had served as a Second Lieutenant in Chuncheon, Korea. It was exactly when the Revolution of 1911 broke out. Upon hearing the success of the Wuchang Uprising, an excited Ishiwara had taken his small squad up a nearby mountain, fired his gun into the air, and shouted, "Long live the Republic of China!"

At that time, Ishiwara firmly believed that China and Japan, as important Asian nations, must move forward together and jointly cope with the pressure from the white race. They needed to join hands to prepare for the future world war.

After returning to Japan, Ishiwara read the military tabloid *The Soul of the Army* and learned that the deputy editor was a Chinese soldier named He Rui. He had run over impatiently to 'challenge the dojo'.

To this day, Ishiwara still believed that China and Japan must cooperate. But this did not affect Ishiwara's determination to fight to the death against the Northeast Army for the sake of the Great Japanese Empire.

Moreover, Ishiwara realized that hidden deep within his heart was a certain passionate joy. Letting go and fighting He Rui was a dream he had looked forward to. It was just that the annihilation of the 40,000 men of the Kwantung Army, and the ritual suicide of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, who had been the Academy Principal for both Ishiwara and He Rui, made the cruel reality finally help Ishiwara understand just how brutal war could be.

Seeing Ishiwara did not answer, Nagata did not pursue the topic but continued to discuss the Northeast Army's strategic objectives from a strategic level. "I agree with Ishiwara-kun's view. So, where is the limit of the Northeast Army's use of force? At this meeting, General Oba Jiro, Commander of the Army in Korea, has obtained relatively accurate intelligence. The enemy facing the Army in Korea is about 3 to 4 corps. The Commander-in-Chief, as Ishiwara-kun predicted, is Major General Hu Xiushan."

Ishiwara reached out and drew a line across the Han River. "He-kun will likely use the Han River as the limit of his power. He is unlikely to truly cross the Han River to fight a decisive battle with our army in southern Korea. He will establish a defense line in the mountains north of Seoul and try to maintain the Han River line. If he cannot maintain it, he will simply abandon it. He-kun can then confront the Empire with fewer troops."

On the journey to Korea, Okamura Yasuji had frantically studied maps of Korea, while Ishiwara had either read other books or smoked in silence. Yet Okamura himself had thought left and right without being able to form a judgment, while Ishiwara seemed to make his judgment without even thinking.

Looking at the map of Korea before him and recalling Ishiwara's statement, Okamura realized this was indeed the optimal solution.

This confused Okamura a bit. There was a saying among those who knew Ishiwara that as long as the subject was military theory, philosophy of war, national strategy, or military strategy, Ishiwara could score first in the class without reading books or listening to lectures. Okamura had spent a massive amount of energy and time on these subjects and knew their difficulty well, so he had never believed such rumors.

But now, Okamura found his judgment slightly shaken.

Nagata Tetsuzan's view differed somewhat from Ishiwara's. "If He-kun does this, he will eventually be pushed back to the Yalu River by the Empire. The fighting strength of the Northeast Army He-kun has built is indeed very strong; fighting against an equal number of Imperial troops, they would not be inferior. However, if He-kun thinks that casualties and a protracted war alone can force the Empire to sue for peace, I'm afraid He-kun is being too naive."

Ishiwara was an Army man himself, yet hearing this, he felt a genuine disdain for the two 'Army deer' before him. So Ishiwara kept his mouth shut.

Okamura didn't notice at first; he was seriously considering the views of both Ishiwara and Nagata, trying to find an explanation that could accommodate both. After all, He Rui's actions indeed contained something very difficult to understand.

Of course, Okamura also understood that if he could truly grasp He Rui's train of thought, he would be able to judge the timing of He Rui's war against Japan.

But before long, Okamura noticed Ishiwara's silence. Okamura was very displeased with this attitude of confrontation. He simply fell silent as well.

Nagata, however, spoke calmly, "Ishiwara-kun, why not speak frankly? Do I look like an Army deer who flies into a rage at hearing a different opinion in Ishiwara-kun's eyes?"

Ishiwara was amused. Nagata Tetsuzan was always considered full of dignity, inspiring awe in those who looked upon him. Since Nagata had a humorous side, Ishiwara spoke straightforwardly, "What He-kun wants to shatter is not the Empire's face, but to shake the Empire's Continental Policy. As long as the Continental Policy is deemed impossible to realize, does the Empire have any reason to persist?"

Hearing this, Okamura was shocked, and anger rose spontaneously within him. He asked loudly, "Ishiwara-kun wants to change the Empire's national policy?"

Ishiwara had known exactly where his divergence with Okamura lay since he started hanging out with He Rui in 1914. Japan's ideological circles were currently filled with various ideas—Pan-Asianism, New Asianism—all of which involved Japan leading Asia towards rejuvenation.

However, matters related to strategy were extremely pragmatic. Japan's rise was largely due to China's actual division. This division hadn't started with the Republic; as early as when the Eight-Nation Alliance attacked China, the local Chinese provinces had organized the 'Southeast Mutual Protection', declaring they would not intervene in the war between the northern Manchu court and the Alliance. China had already been de facto divided.

Japan utilized China's division to earn massive benefits, especially strategic ones. Therefore, Japan's current national policy, the Continental Policy, had at its core the absolute refusal to accept China's unification. As long as China was unified, Japan's current strategic advantage would vanish into nothingness.

Ishiwara prided himself on being a strategist in his heart. Discussing strategy with He Rui, Ishiwara had learned geopolitics and political economy, and finally met someone to whom he was willing to truly bow his head. But within Japan, even facing Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara didn't feel there was anything to be awed by.

Okamura Yasuji had always been a staunch supporter of Japan's current national policy. Seeing Ishiwara like this, he wanted to continue the argument. But Nagata spoke first, "I understand Ishiwara-kun's meaning. If so, it explains the reasons for He-kun's actions. Let us continue the discussion based on the limits of war power pointed out by Ishiwara-kun earlier."

Okamura admired Nagata immensely. Since he had spoken, Okamura had to compose himself and continue the previous analysis. Ishiwara, meanwhile, casually picked up a few thumbtacks and placed them on the map to represent the Japanese army.

With just this placement, Okamura suddenly saw the light. He wanted to speak but didn't know what to say. Nagata then said, "In that case, I will be responsible for organizing the defense of Seoul."

Ishiwara answered decisively, "I will go to Pyongyang."

Seeing both men calm and composed, the agitation in Okamura's heart subsided considerably. At this point, there really wasn't much left to say. If the strategic judgment of the three was correct, the Northeast Army's next target was to inflict heavy damage on the confronting Army in Korea.

Of course, there was nothing to fear. Since they understood the Northeast Army's strategy, they just needed to make corresponding arrangements. For instance, immediately withdraw the Army in Korea, hold the Pyongyang line, and at the same time send an urgent request for reinforcements to the Japanese mainland, asking for immediate dispatch of troops to Seoul to build a defense line on the Han River in the south, forming a pincer position with Pyongyang in the north.

No matter how brave and battle-hardened the Northeast Army was, the Japanese army could easily dissolve this wave of offensive with arrangements based on strategy.

But the current Governor-General of Korea and the Commander of the Army in Korea were both old men. Before long, they would return to Tokyo, transfer to the reserves, and enjoy their old age. Facing the Northeast Army's offensive, these two obviously hadn't considered the problem from a strategic angle, but from their own.

If Commander Oba Jiro, facing the Northeast Army's attack, sent troops to resist in waves while the main force retreated slowly, waiting for reinforcements from the mainland to achieve a standoff with the Northeast Army, Commander Oba Jiro would be a sinner who 'avoided battle when encountering the enemy, lost troops and generals, and lost national territory'. The troops sent to resist in waves would likely face disaster; with the slightest carelessness, it wouldn't be strange for them to be swallowed whole.

With such a huge responsibility, Commander Oba Jiro would probably be relieved of duty immediately, return to Tokyo to the reserves, and then retire in disgrace. Being captured would be a lifelong stain. As for Governor-General Saito Makoto, an Admiral, he wouldn't fare much better; likely the same fate.

It wasn't that these two lacked insight. But their positions determined that for their own sake, they had to send the main force to fight the Northeast Army...

Okamura knew there was no room to salvage the situation. Thinking briefly about what he could do, he said, "I will organize the retreat work from Seoul to Pyongyang."

Seeing his close comrade Okamura somewhat dispirited, Nagata comforted him, "We are only preparing for the worst. There are many strategists in Tokyo; they should be able to consider these things. We just have to wait one more day, and orders from Tokyo will likely arrive."

Hearing this, Ishiwara couldn't help but chuckle again.

Before his laughter faded, footsteps sounded outside. The communications officer of the Government-General knocked and entered, delivering a fresh telegram to Nagata Tetsuzan. Nagata didn't look at it but just dismissed the officer.

Although Nagata was nominally the Vice Minister of Munitions for the Army in Korea, he was sent from Tokyo, an imperial envoy. The Army in Korea naturally wouldn't hand over their work to them, but the latest war reports would be delivered immediately.

Nagata walked between Ishiwara and Okamura, opened the telegram, and placed it on the table. The three looked at the telegram simultaneously. Soon, Nagata stubbed out his cigarette, adjusted his uniform and bearing, and said, "Let's go. We're going to see the Commander."

Ishiwara followed suit, adjusting his uniform. The telegram indicated that the Army in Korea had launched a night attack against the Northeast Army, and had run head-on into Northeast Army units that had also launched a night attack. A fierce battle had erupted between the two sides.

According to what Nagata had just said, if the Ministry of War ordered the Army in Korea to retreat and defend, they could still retreat leisurely. Now that battle had broken out, the Army in Korea could no longer withdraw.
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General Otani Jiro, Commander of the Chosen Army, was born in 1864 and was already 58 years old. His credentials were exceptional: he had graduated with honors from both the Imperial Japanese Army Academy and the Army War College, and was a recipient of the Imperial Sabre. He had served as Yamagata Aritomo's adjutant, and during the Russo-Japanese War, he served as the Vice Chief of Staff of the 3rd Army, directing the siege of Port Arthur and witnessing the blood-soaked victory that finally claimed the fortress.

If he were not such an outstanding soldier, he would never have risen to the position of Commander of the Chosen Army. While in the middle of a military conference, General Otani heard that Nagata Tetsuzan, leading his adjutant Okamura Yasuji and that famous army troublemaker Ishiwara Kanji, was requesting an audience. General Otani could not fathom Nagata Tetsuzan's purpose. Was Ishiwara Kanji so impatient that he wanted to complete the promotion process to Lieutenant Colonel tonight?

However, since they were dispatched from Tokyo, it would be inappropriate not to see them. The doors to the war room slid open, and the three young officers strode in.

Nagata Tetsuzan saluted the room full of generals and officers, then spoke with impassioned resolve, "Reporting to the Commander. We have learned that war has broken out, and we request immediate deployment to combat."

Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward in unison, saluting the officers. "This subordinate is willing to serve the Empire on the front lines."

Hearing this, General Otani frowned slightly and looked at Admiral Saito Makoto, the Governor-General of Korea. It was a good thing for young officers to be willing to go to the front. However, the status of these three was somewhat special; sending them to the front lines was not entirely appropriate.

Admiral Saito thought for a moment and praised, "As expected of the War College elite, true Imperial soldiers. At this time, we indeed need soldiers to bravely throw themselves into the war. Surely Otani-kun thinks so as well?"

Seeing that Saito had already expressed his stance, General Otani still felt it was somewhat improper, so he asked, "Nagata-kun, is this an arrangement from the Ministry of War?"

"Reporting to the Commander, the Ministry of War dispatched us here to serve the Empire. As officers of the Chosen Army, we naturally obey the Commander's arrangements."

With the conversation at this point, General Otani could only have the Chief of Staff take the three men out to assign them duties. Once outside, the Chief of Staff asked, "Do you have any specific requests, Nagata-kun?"

Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward and loudly requested, "Reporting to the Chief of Staff, after graduating from the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, this subordinate was assigned to serve in Cheongcheon, Korea. Therefore, I request the Commander's permission to go to the front lines to fight."

Okamura Yasuji also stepped forward. "Reporting to the Chief of Staff, as the adjutant to the Military Supply Vice-Minister, this subordinate is willing to throw himself into logistics work, contributing to the transport of supplies for the front."

Nagata Tetsuzan said, "This subordinate will completely obey the Headquarters' arrangements."

Since it was so, the Chief of Staff had Nagata Tetsuzan formally assume the duties of Military Supply Vice-Minister, responsible for logistics and reserve forces. Since Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji had volunteered, the Chief of Staff satisfied their requests as well.

Formal assignment of duties naturally required procedure. As the Chief of Staff was drafting the official documents, he suddenly remembered the issue of Ishiwara Kanji's rank. He ordered someone to bring the Ministry of War files and rank insignia, stood up to read the document to Ishiwara Kanji, and then personally replaced Ishiwara's insignia with the new ones.

After handling these matters, the Chief of Staff rushed back to the operations room. Just as he entered, the communications officer followed him in, handing a telegram from the front lines to the command.

The Chosen Army was formed from the reorganization of the 19th and 20th Divisions, making it the largest force among Japan's overseas garrisons. The telegrams sent by the two division commanders were similar: "To the Chosen Army Headquarters: Subordinates have repelled the enemy attack, achieving significant results. Due to changing circumstances, this Division will change the night raid plan to an active offensive at dawn tomorrow. Requesting instructions from Headquarters."

No one spoke, including General Otani Jiro, upon whom everyone's gaze was fixed. He was seriously considering whether to order the two divisions to retreat first. But thoughts were just thoughts; organizing a division-level retreat at night was impossible. It would have to wait until daybreak.

As for whether to retreat after daybreak, General Otani also found it a difficult decision. The Chosen Army and the Kwantung Army were supposed to support each other, forming a pincer movement against China's Liaodong Peninsula and controlling the vital passage into the Bohai Sea. The two armies had frequent exchanges in peacetime.

The Kwantung Army's combat effectiveness was considered top-tier within the Japanese military, and they held the Jinzhou Isthmus and the Port Arthur Fortress. General Otani had fought in the Russo-Japanese War at Port Arthur and knew very well exactly how much sacrifice it took to breach that fortress. Yet such an elite force as the Kwantung Army had not lasted three days under the Northeast Army's ground assault, even without naval support. Could the current Chosen Army really cope with the Northeast Army's offensive?

The officers in the operations room watched their silent Commander and remained quiet. Since the Northeast Army's combat effectiveness was completely different from what was previously imagined, the only one who could take responsibility for the upcoming orders was the Commander.

After a long silence, General Otani finally made his decision. "Telegraph the two divisions. Headquarters agrees to their operational plan."

At that very moment, at the entrance of the Governor-General's Office, Ishiwara Kanji saluted Nagata Tetsuzan. "Nagata-kun, I will now proceed to Pyongyang."

Nagata Tetsuzan returned the salute and extended his hand. As their hands grasped each other, Nagata sighed, "Ishiwara-kun, take care on the road."

As Ishiwara Kanji prepared to depart, Okamura Yasuji finally spoke. "Ishiwara-kun, let us work hard together. I will not let everyone down."

Ishiwara Kanji smiled faintly, gave Okamura Yasuji a military salute, got into the car sent by the Governor-General's Office, and headed straight for the train station.

The night grew deeper. Nagata Tetsuzan looked at his watch; the hands pointed to 12 o'clock.

In the mountains of northern Korea, the Northeast Army's infiltration troops could already faintly hear distinct sounds. The sky ten or twenty kilometers away seemed to flicker with thunderclouds, brightening and dimming intermittently.

Some units were continuing to advance along their march routes, while others were resting briefly. The slowest element in the units was undoubtedly the radio teams. To increase marching speed, the radios were carried by docile yet powerful mules. They had now passed the first phase where they could march with their heads down; it was the fixed time for units to contact Headquarters. The troops had to stop temporarily to establish radio contact.

One by one, the units received telegrams. Headquarters ordered them to increase speed and advance toward their destinations.

At this time, the corps artillery of four different armies was shelling areas where Japanese troops were likely stationed. After every round of shelling, the artillerymen hurriedly shifted positions.

With every discharge in the night, the muzzles spewed bright flashes of fire. All units maintained various alerts, but no one knew how many Japanese observers on the opposite peaks were providing firing data to Japanese artillery based on these flashes.

Of course, it was not only the Japanese who were observing; the Northeast Army's observers were also at work. The airships, which had previously been unable to launch due to wind conditions, were now aloft.

The opposing Japanese forces refused to simply take a beating; their artillery was returning fire. After firing, the Japanese artillerymen were also trying their best to shift positions.

The headquarters of each army made the same judgment: when dawn arrived, a massive frontal battle between the Northeast Army and the Japanese Chosen Army would erupt.

The division commanders of the Japanese Chosen Army's 19th and 20th Divisions coincidentally dispatched a regiment each towards key transportation hubs in their rear, preparing for a potential forced retreat.
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The shelling suddenly stopped; it was a little past 2:00 AM. A significant reason was that the Japanese artillery had ceased their counter-battery fire against the Northeast Army. The Northeast Army had deployed two corps each on the eastern and western fronts in Korea, and the corps artillery groups of both armies had participated in the artillery duel. As soon as the shelling ended, the corps on both the eastern and western fronts that were not involved in the infiltration each dispatched a division. These forces bypassed the areas defended by the main Japanese force and advanced toward the Japanese rear flanks.

This was the order of Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan. Hu Xiushan was of medium build, about 172 cm tall, with a long face, high forehead, high cheekbones, and a high-bridged nose. In his hometown, he had a nickname: "Three Gates Exposed."

In daily life, Hu Xiushan was a man of few words. But in command, every order he issued gave his subordinates a distinct impression: sharp and precise, like the edge of a blade.

The telegraph order was not complex: "To the troops on the eastern and western fronts: During the artillery duel, the Japanese army has discovered that their artillery numbers are far inferior to the Northeast Army's, and the probability of them preparing to retreat has begun to increase. Commit combat forces to move along the outer flanks of the main Japanese force to entangle the Japanese army and prevent them from retreating."

In addition to sending out outflanking preparatory forces, Hu Xiushan also ordered the troops to carry out an encirclement. He was determined to annihilate the Japanese Chosen Army.

Daring to fight major battles and capable of fighting major battles—this was the impression Hu Xiushan left on the senior commanders in the army.

By the time the troops began to move, it was already around 3:00 AM. At this time, on a train from Seoul to Pyongyang, Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji called the conductor over and pointed at the gas lamp. "Change it again. It needs to be bright enough."

The conductor was somewhat dissatisfied with the behavior of a mere lieutenant colonel. However, looking at the numerous maps on the table and the somewhat weary expression of this officer, the conductor could only obey.

Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji buried his head back in the maps. He truly couldn't see any opportunity for the two division commanders to withdraw. According to intelligence provided by the Chosen Army, there were 3-4 enemy corps facing them. Ishiwara Kanji believed the number was likely 4 corps.

A Northeast Army corps had 40,000 men. The strength of one division was equivalent to a brigade in a Japanese Class A division. The two Japanese divisions had a total of 4 brigades, while the Northeast Army had 4 corps with 12 divisions. Ishiwara Kanji genuinely couldn't understand why the two division commanders hadn't moved rearward.

If Ishiwara Kanji were in command, even if he didn't dare to order a full retreat, he would at least try to disengage from the front lines with the Northeast Army as much as possible and prepare to establish a defensive line at a second position.

However, after thinking about it, Ishiwara Kanji felt it was impossible. Given the Japanese military system, if Ishiwara Kanji had done that, he probably wouldn't have had a good end either. With a sigh, Ishiwara's thoughts flew to the enemy's side. If it were the enemy, what would they do?

A few years ago, although Ishiwara Kanji knew that his approach to military operations was more about unconstrained, imaginative thinking, he believed the only area where he truly surpassed Japanese military men was likely his strategic thinking. When chatting about military affairs with He Rui in Tokyo, Ishiwara Kanji discovered that his own strategic vision was one or two levels below He Rui's. In terms of tactics, his own whimsical ideas not only failed to surpass He Rui's, but He Rui's equally whimsical ideas were far superior to Ishiwara's. In conversations with He Rui, Ishiwara often found that his own "imaginations" were already "reality" for He Rui. In the actual execution of war, He Rui's fundamental skills were so solid that Ishiwara Kanji had to concede defeat.

After that defeat, Ishiwara Kanji finally put away his arrogance and admitted that there were always people better than oneself. Since then, Ishiwara Kanji had truly restrained himself a lot. At least in terms of uniting comrades, he was genuinely willing to treat comrades as equal partners walking the same path.

But Ishiwara Kanji still looked down on those so-called "upper echelons."

Just as He Rui judged obedience to orders versus adaptability in war: "Most people use obedience to orders as an excuse to shirk responsibility and be lazy in thinking, and use adaptability as an excuse to pursue personal interests. In the final analysis, these people have no sense of responsibility. In a well-organized army, the commanders must have a sense of responsibility—responsibility for the troops and the war. This must be guaranteed and ensured by the system."

Presumably, He Rui had already completed his army building. Judging from the result of the Northeast Army annihilating the Kwantung Army within three days, the division-level commanders of the Northeast Army were likely already capable of making reasonable judgments based on the current situation.

As he was thinking, the conductor brought a new gas lamp. Because the gas supply was sufficient, the carbon mantle emitted a bright white light, illuminating the map. Ishiwara Kanji looked at the map, pondered for a moment, and directly overturned his previous thoughts.

If the enemy commanders were above average standard, they would never be confused by the foolish habitual thinking of "the advantage is mine," nor would they be deceived by the false propaganda of being an "excellent race." They would only believe in facts and command troops based on seeking truth from facts. Tactically, such an army was easier to grasp.

If He Rui's army had reached such a level, Ishiwara Kanji had confidence in his next moves. Of course, such a premise also had an inevitable result: the two divisions of the Chosen Army were already finished.

Although the division commanders of the two divisions of the Chosen Army hadn't considered the possibility of being finished, they felt immense pressure. The news of the Kwantung Army's annihilation had also reached them. Even if the higher-ups hadn't communicated it, the content of the Kwantung Army's final telegram explained everything clearly.

Facing a huge number of enemy troops, both division commanders began to consider whether to retreat. This was the mountainous region of Korea, where cavalry could not fully deploy. The enemy stuck tightly to the battle lines of the two divisions, refusing to let go. Up to now, the two division commanders found that they really couldn't withdraw.

If they couldn't withdraw, was the only choice a decisive battle? The two division commanders didn't want a decisive battle either.

In such a dilemma, the news that the Northeast Army was outflanking the Japanese flanks triggered the alarm of the two division commanders. They immediately dispatched troops to intercept. Fighting broke out again in the night. Now, the two divisions could only stay where they were, even more immobilized than before.

By 4:00 AM, the two division commanders could no longer hold out and directly telegraphed the Chosen Army Headquarters: "The enemy is attempting to outflank our forces. Our flanks are threatened. Requesting instructions from Headquarters."

General Otani Jiro, Commander of the Chosen Army, immediately forwarded the telegram to Tokyo, attaching the Chosen Army Headquarters' view: "To the Ministry of War / General Staff Headquarters. The enemy is extremely cunning, attempting to use numerical superiority to gain an advantage. The Imperial Army is brave and adept at fighting, but the disadvantage in numbers will weaken our combat superiority. Request the Ministry of War to dispatch reinforcements as soon as possible to strengthen the frontline forces and quickly overwhelm the enemy."

This was the third sleepless night for the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters since October 7th. The news was immediately delivered to Minister of War Tanaka Giichi and Chief of the General Staff General Uehara Yusaku.

Both Tanaka Giichi and Uehara Yusaku were pro-invasion hawks. The difference was that Tanaka Giichi was formulating an effective invasion plan, while General Uehara Yusaku believed they should launch a direct war against China immediately, fully utilizing the Japanese army's advantages and hitting as far as they could. "The advantage is mine, and victory must belong to the Great Japanese Empire."

Seeing this telegram, General Uehara Yusaku stood up hatefully, extremely annoyed by the Chosen Army's judgment that their combat effectiveness was inferior to the Chinese army.

Tanaka Giichi, however, didn't consider this matter. Since the Chosen Army already intended to withdraw its main force for key defense, Tanaka Giichi immediately ordered his adjutant to call General Uehara Yusaku, requesting him to immediately report the progress of the latest plan for reinforcing Korea to the Ministry of War.

The organizational structure of the Japanese Army was not complex. The Ministry of War was responsible for deciding military actions, while the General Staff Headquarters was responsible for specific military plans. In other words, the Ministry of War could not formulate a plan to execute on its own, and the General Staff Headquarters could not decide operational objectives on its own.

Under this model, at the end of the Great War in Europe, Tanaka Giichi had blocked the efforts of the radical faction led by Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yusaku to launch a full-scale attack on Russian Siberia. This proved the feasibility of the separation of powers system.

However, Tanaka Giichi's current desire to transport troops across the Tsushima Strait and onto Korea at the fastest speed also had to wait for the General Staff Headquarters to complete the operational plan before it could be approved.

Soon, Tanaka Giichi received a call from Chief of the General Staff Uehara Yusaku. "Excellency, the plan is still in progress and will definitely be submitted to you tomorrow."

Tanaka Giichi asked, "I wonder how many troops are included in the plan for rapid transport to Korea?"

On the other end of the line, General Uehara Yusaku did not answer this practical question. Instead, he asked, "An Imperial Conference will be held tomorrow. What is Your Excellency's view on the scale of this war?"

Tanaka Giichi immediately understood General Uehara Yusaku's thoughts. At least based on General Uehara Yusaku's usual stance, General Tanaka believed the other party wanted to see if they could launch a total war against China.

To be considering such things at a time like this... Tanaka Giichi felt General Uehara Yusaku was truly a *baka*. Did the annihilation of the Kwantung Army not make General Uehara Yusaku understand that a cruel war had already begun! The decision to be made now was not to seize this opportunity to invade China fully, but to first resolve the threat of He Rui in the Northeast.

Tanaka Giichi knew this in his heart, but he had to use the other party's authority to complete the military plan to rescue Korea as soon as possible. So he tried to use a gentle tone and said, "Does this mean the General Staff is formulating a plan to transport a large number of troops to Korea? At this time, naturally, the more troops in Korea, the better, and the faster they are transported, the better!"

On the other end, General Uehara Yusaku felt he understood General Tanaka Giichi's thoughts—that is, General Tanaka did not oppose expanding the war against China. So General Uehara Yusaku replied, "Excellency, the plan to rapidly transport three divisions to Korea has been completed."

"Thank you," Tanaka Giichi replied. After speaking, he ordered his adjutant to record the reply to the Chosen Army Headquarters: "To Chosen Army Headquarters. Korea has been subjected to a shameless sneak attack by the enemy. The Empire is making every effort to transport troops to Korea. Before the troops arrive, the Chosen Army must assume its due responsibilities and prevent the enemy from seizing Korea..."

After dictating the telegram, Tanaka Giichi sat in his seat, feeling a bit lost about Japan's next grand strategy.

In the previous conversation between Tanaka Giichi and Prime Minister and Navy Minister Kato Tomosaburo, he had clearly heard that Kato Tomosaburo was not happy to see the war expand, and the two sides had a small confrontation.

The Army naturally hoped to occupy Manchuria and Mongolia and fulfill the dream of a Great Japanese Empire spanning across the sea. But the Navy obviously didn't think so. This was also the reason for the Army-Navy rivalry; the national policies they identified with were vastly different.

But there were also differences within the Army. Tanaka Giichi himself could not agree with General Uehara Yusaku's mindless offensive approach. In a sense, Tanaka Giichi felt that General Uehara Yusaku's approach was actually more dangerous.

War was a very serious matter. One wrong step meant every subsequent step would be wrong. Defeating China and seizing Manchuria and Mongolia required a very comprehensive plan. Thinking of this, Tanaka Giichi felt only irritation.

Those in high positions inevitably had to consider more. It was originally just a war between the Northeast and the Kwantung/Chosen Armies, but it had to be dragged into a discussion about whether to conduct a national war. Some in the Army were truly *baka*; they insisted on making things unmanageable!

But Tanaka Giichi could not fail to prepare. He got up and went to the filing cabinet in his office, taking out a document from a very confidential location. This document contained content in several different handwritings. The top page was written by someone with considerable calligraphy skills.

"My rights and interests in Manchuria and Mongolia are gigantic. Therefore, the administration of successive cabinets regarding Manchuria and Mongolia has invariably followed the legacy of the Meiji Emperor, expanding its scale and completing the new continental policy." Thinking that now China's "authorities in the Three Eastern Provinces are awakening day by day," and the Nine-Power Treaty restricted "our privileges and interests in Manchuria and Mongolia..."

"If we do not strive to break through, our country's existence cannot be solid, and national power will have no way to develop..."

"...The Russo-Japanese War of the past was actually a Japan-China war. In the future, if we wish to control China, we must first defeat the American power as a prerequisite, which is largely the same as the meaning of the Russo-Japanese War. But to conquer China, we must first conquer Manchuria and Mongolia. To conquer the world, we must first conquer China. If China is completely conquered by our country, other nations such as Asia Minor, India, and the South Seas, wearing different clothes, will surely fear us, respect us, and surrender to us..."

Tanaka Giichi flipped through it. This was the result of strategic research conducted over the years by him and some thoughtful officers in the military.

Strategy was not a vague opinion. Once a strategy was determined, it immediately transformed into specific execution plans. Therefore, strategic direction and strategic steps had to be careful and cautious. In execution, if something happened beyond strategic expectations, it would lead to strategic failure.

Of course, many people might not see it that way.

For example, this strategy believed that "to conquer China, we must first conquer Manchuria and Mongolia. To conquer the world, we must first conquer China." Japan first had to seize Manchuria and Mongolia, which were now controlled by He Rui.

Tanaka Giichi felt that He Rui's sudden war against Japan had disrupted the plan to conquer Manchuria and Mongolia. But Tanaka Giichi believed that if General Uehara Yusaku saw this strategy, he would definitely think that He Rui was driving this plan forward.

Although Tanaka Giichi didn't know if General Uehara Yusaku had formulated a plan for his faction, if there was such a strategic plan, General Uehara Yusaku would be ecstatic. Those radicals felt they could conquer the world and were just dozing off with no one to hand them a pillow, unable to launch a war as they pleased. As long as they had a reason for war, they would win victory after victory.

At daybreak, Tanaka Giichi would attend the Imperial Conference. Even without attending, Tanaka Giichi could imagine that the current Prime Minister and Navy Minister, Kato Tomosaburo, upon hearing such a proposal, would definitely ask a question: "Gentlemen, where do you think the ending point of the war lies?"

The "strategic ending point" was something Tanaka Giichi had not been able to determine until now. Tanaka's grand strategy did indeed mention conquering the world. If the whole world were conquered, that would naturally be the ending point. However, Tanaka Giichi himself felt that he would not see this ending point in his lifetime.

Moreover, strategy had steps. Japan's national power was not enough to conquer the world; it couldn't even beat Britain. Even if the strategic plan to conquer Manchuria and Mongolia were launched now, and even if He Rui were thoroughly defeated, could they really conquer Manchuria and Mongolia?

Would the Republic of China agree to cede Manchuria and Mongolia to Japan? Would Britain agree? Would Soviet Russia agree?

He Rui's arrogance was not without reason. Previously, He Rui was the leader of the Northeast regime acceptable to Britain, Japan, and Soviet Russia, which was why He Rui could sit firmly in this position for several years.

Even now that He Rui had broken the Far East situation, Russia at least still supported the He Rui regime. And Britain, up to now, had not expressed a view to overthrow He Rui. The war was between Japan and He Rui, and it had not made He Rui a target of public criticism.

After thinking about it, Tanaka Giichi put the strategic consideration document back in its original place.

The most urgent task now was not to formulate a grand strategy, but to stabilize the situation in Korea first. There were also people in the Ministry of War who had judged He Rui's strategy, and the basic conclusion was very consistent: He Rui wanted to unify China, so He Rui wanted to seize Korea first and use Korea in exchange for Japan not preventing He Rui from unifying China.

There were also some officers with relatively unconventional thinking who suggested that He Rui might want to seize Korea first to contain Japan, and at the same time use the prestige of defeating the Great Japanese Empire to enter the Pass and first control important regions of North China such as Zhili (Hebei), Henan, Shandong, Shanxi, Shaanxi, Anhui, and Jiangsu. Gaining more land, population, and tax revenue to maintain a long-term war with the Great Japanese Empire.

Tanaka Giichi actually hoped He Rui would be that stupid. If He Rui thought that way, then he was completely not an enemy of the Empire.

In the midst of war, instead of trying his best to utilize his advantages to suppress the enemy for a long time, he would instead use a temporary advantage to expand the scale of the war—this kind of thinking was simply treating war as child's play.

Tanaka Giichi did not underestimate He Rui, especially after the annihilation of the Kwantung Army; his evaluation of the Northeast Army had also risen a lot. Controlling a military force sufficient to confront the Japanese army, He Rui inevitably had to force the Great Japanese Empire to make peace with him first, so that he would have no worries in his subsequent actions to unify China.

Now, as long as He Rui dared to enter the Pass, the British side would truly object. At that time, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance would be re-established, and He Rui would be dead for sure!
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At 6:00 AM on October 10th, 69 hours after the Northeast Army launched its attack at 9:00 AM on the 7th, the staff officers of the Japanese General Staff Office, after roughly three days without sleep, finally produced a troop transport plan and submitted it to Chief of General Staff, General Uehara Yusaku.

The operations staff officer suppressed a yawn, forcing himself to appear as energetic as possible while reporting to General Uehara. General Uehara, usually prone to excitement and quite strict with subordinates, was not overly harsh at this moment, having also failed to rest properly for three days.

"…Given that mobilization orders were issued to all units three days ago, all personnel on leave have terminated their vacations and quickly returned to their units. Starting from the 10th, we can begin transporting troops in port areas to board ships for Korea. Among these, the units in Kyushu and Ryukyu will depart first…"

The staff officer's report was highly actionable, arranging boarding times according to when each Japanese unit could arrive at the ports with their equipment. The Ryukyu garrison was not considered a main force of the Japanese Army, but due to the convenience of boarding, they became the first batch of troops to urgently depart for Korea.

General Uehara naturally hoped for as many troops as possible to enter Korea and fight the Northeast Army. The larger the scale, the smaller the resistance to the war against China would be. Those spineless dignitaries had long forgotten the arduous conditions under which Japan committed to the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, and how Japan won everything it has today through those victories.

General Uehara was not the only one with such thoughts. In the general and field officer ranks, very many Japanese officers looked forward to the rapid expansion of the war to promote Japan's great cause of expanding its territory.

In Korea, Second Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan already knew he would face increasing numbers of Japanese troops. To achieve his goals, he had to cleanly resolve the two Japanese divisions before him.

Every half hour, the corps provided the positions of the penetrating units, and magnetic flags on the large map board displayed the latest locations. Clearly, the efficiency of movement varied among units. Even with guides, the completely unfamiliar Korean mountain ridges reduced the marching efficiency of the Northeast Army, who were accustomed to plains.

These problems would naturally have to be solved later; Hu Xiushan offered no criticism at this moment. Distant artillery fire roared once again with the rising morning sun; the battle to annihilate the Japanese Korea Army had officially begun.

The Japanese troops did not sit and wait for death. In the span of a day, they desperately constructed frontline fortifications and arranged combat positions. As the Northeast Army's shelling began, the frontline Japanese observed the Northeast Army's assault troops beginning to move toward their positions.

"The best positions are the high grounds held by our side that are easy to conceal, where geological conditions facilitate the construction of fortifications. In front of our positions is open ground with no cover. When the enemy attacks us, they must cross through a hail of bullets to get close."

Thinking about such things is easy, but such terrain does not exist widely in nature. Just like the current Japanese defense system: although they occupied the high ground, the open ground leading to it had many rocks, making it very suitable for cover. Most importantly, it was very suitable for the Northeast Army's 60mm mortar teams to hide.

120mm mortars took the lead in bombarding the Japanese positions. No Japanese strongpoint could withstand such artillery fire. While suppressing the Japanese artillery, the infantry's attack began.

From the departure point 4 kilometers away up to the 2-kilometer mark, the only threat to the Northeast Army was Japanese artillery. Since the Japanese artillery was currently unable to conduct dense bombardment, the Northeast Army's advance was quite smooth.

Starting from 2 kilometers, within the Japanese firepower range, heavy machine guns could begin to exert their power. Frontline company commanders, after observing the enemy's defensive positions, immediately began organizing 60mm mortar positions.

How to deploy positions to most effectively utilize firepower is a technique. In the Northeast Army's construction over the past few years, goose-stepping and target practice occupied only a very small part. Most time was spent on military techniques such as position deployment and firepower integration.

Over these years, the Japanese Army had never undergone large-scale re-equipment. The Northeast Army conducted in-depth research based on these equipment characteristics. The 60mm mortar squads of each company, based on research results, opened fire fiercely on potential Japanese strongpoints.

The power of mortars lies in rapid-fire coverage. A mortar squad with three mortars could fire more than a dozen shells at a potential strongpoint in less than a minute, blasting those locations until rocks flew and smoke rose.

By this time, the infantry squads had moved to a position less than 1 kilometer from the Japanese lines. From this distance, the Japanese heavy machine guns and Type 38 rifles, with an effective range of 600 meters, could exert their power.

The Japanese defending the front faced immense pressure. Since the establishment of the modern Japanese Army, they had never suffered such fierce and precise strikes. The strongpoints supporting the battle line were destroyed one by one; even those just deployed came under attack from Northeast Army artillery.

Having lost the support of strongpoints, even if the Japanese occupied good positions, they could only use rifles to oppose the Northeast Army. In such times, the Japanese advantage was greatly weakened, leaving the frontline Japanese commanders burning with anxiety.

The Northeast Army gave the Japanese no time. A company split into over a dozen three-man combat teams in the blink of an eye, covering each other as they began the attack on the Japanese positions. The Japanese squad and platoon leaders on the front line were dumbfounded. In a Northeast Army company, the number of combat infantry was only three squads, 30 men. At a distance of around 400 meters, 30 men were already very small targets. Broken down into combat teams, they disappeared from the Japanese field of view.

Although the soldiers' figures were occasionally exposed briefly to Japanese view while the combat teams moved forward, these fleeting figures made it impossible for the Japanese to determine the combat teams' positions or judge their objectives.

There were clearly enemies on the field, yet they could not be confirmed. But the feeling that these enemies were approaching the Japanese positions without pause made Japanese commanders at all levels feel terrible. The only thing that made them feel slightly better was that the bombardment from the 60mm mortars had weakened. But this was only after many Japanese strongpoints had been destroyed. The machine gun firepower the Japanese had remaining to suppress the enemy charge was not much.

The reason the mortar squads of each company were not bombarding as densely as before was simply that the mortar squads had received battlefield terrain information transmitted by the combat teams and were moving forward quickly to set up in suitable positions less than 500 meters from the Japanese lines.

Firing from 1 kilometer away, the accuracy and support time were naturally far inferior to firing from 500 meters. Providing suitable artillery positions for the artillerymen was one of the tasks infantrymen needed to complete while approaching enemy positions.

At this moment, the three-man combat teams closest to the Japanese positions had already maneuvered to a distance of over 100 meters. The positional advantage of the Japanese positions finally came into play. Machine gun points that hadn't been shelled temporarily held their fire. Following their combat habits, under the command of squad leaders, the Japanese concentrated their fire on the locations of the three-man teams, attempting to use high-density fire to increase their hit rate.

No longer needing infantry to provide fire guidance, the mortars about 500 meters from the Japanese positions opened fire on these locations where the Japanese were firing densely. Shells hit the concentrations of Japanese infantry, directly causing significant casualties, forcing the Japanese infantry to hurriedly hide in anti-artillery shelters.

The Northeast Army combat teams, having been suppressed by Japanese fire, took this opportunity to continue pushing forward, shortening the distance between themselves and the Japanese positions from 100 meters to about 50 meters. Relying on rocks and depressions, the Northeast Army machine gunners who had moved up occupied positions where they could exchange fire with the Japanese.

By this point, the mortar crews extended their artillery fire further out. With enemy and friendly forces only 50 meters apart, continuing to bombard the front lines would greatly increase the probability of accidental injury to friendly forces.

Departing from the starting point 4 kilometers away, within half an hour, the Northeast Army had closed to within 50 meters of the Japanese positions. Such speed not only astonished the Japanese commanders but also surprised and encouraged the Northeast Army battalion and company commanders seeing their first real combat.

Just as the exercise department had said at the training summary meeting, "We understand the Northeast Army's operational model, so we naturally took advantage. The real Japanese Army doesn't know our Northeast Army's tactics. When the real war starts, everyone relax. It won't be strange for us to defeat the Japanese Army."

Everyone hadn't quite believed it at the time. They hadn't expected those words to actually be true.
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October 10, 1922, 7:00 AM. The Government-General of Korea and the Japanese Korean Army Headquarters received telegrams from the two frontline division headquarters respectively. "...Our forces are currently engaged in fierce combat with the enemy. The enemy possesses superior strength and has launched a frontal offensive against all our positions. Our entire force is fighting valiantly, striving to thoroughly crush the enemy's attack and launch a counteroffensive to repel them."

The boastful conclusion at the end of the telegram went unnoticed by the high command. Whether at the Korean Army Headquarters, or at the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters in Tokyo—to whom the telegrams were quickly forwarded—the senior officers were focused solely on the situation report.

The first few sentences of the telegram sketched out the battlefield situation clearly. The Northeast Army possessed superior strength, and the advantage was significant. The Northeast Army was on the offensive, and the two divisions of the Korean Army were being completely suppressed, with no ability to strike back.

It had been over a dozen hours since the Northeast Army annihilated the Kwantung Army. During this time, the generals had been forced to accept a fact: the combat effectiveness of the Northeast Army was no less than that of the elite divisions of the Japanese Army. And judging by the telegrams from the Korean Army, the situation they faced was already critically dangerous.

The officers at the General Staff Headquarters looked solemnly at the Chief of the General Staff, General Uehara Yusaku. The General's expression did not hold the manic excitement typical of the radicals; faced with real war, his expression was one of military professional composure. He asked, "Has the troop deployment plan been sent to the Ministry of War?"

A staff officer quickly replied, "It has been sent."

"Get me the Ministry of War on the phone," the General said.

***

In Korea, over sixty percent of the Northeast Army's attacking forces had closed in on the Japanese first-line positions. Although the situation varied across different positions, at a distance of 50 meters from the Japanese lines, while combat steps could be further refined, the Japanese response measures appeared far too crude to the low and mid-level commanders of the Northeast Army.

Following the Northeast Army's operational procedures, platoon leaders issued orders to breach. Three-man combat cells, armed with hundreds of semi-automatic rifles and submachine guns, began trading fire with the Japanese infantry. Utilizing their advantage in rate of fire, they instantly suppressed the Japanese riflemen opposite them.

Light machine gunners seized this opportunity to establish gun positions. After firing a few rounds to find their range, they locked on. The three-man teams stopped shooting and began to cross the 50-meter gap, launching an assault on the Japanese positions.

As soon as the Japanese soldiers showed their heads, they were met with strafing fire from light machine guns. The bullets swept across the top edge of the trenches like a scythe. Anyone who dared to peek out—one head or several—had their skulls blown apart.

Although it was the first time the Japanese troops had encountered these Northeast Army tactics and they didn't fully understand them, with the enemy machine guns so close, every Japanese squad and company leader understood one thing: the Northeast Army intended to break through their positions and kill their way in.

Firepoints that hadn't yet engaged were forced to roar to life, trading fire with the Northeast Army's frontline machine guns. The machine guns roared, a single gun firing more bullets in ten seconds than a rifle squad could fire in several minutes.

Amidst the machine gun smoke, Japanese soldiers pulled out hand grenades and threw them toward the attacking Northeast Army. The Northeast Army grenadiers also threw grenades at the Japanese at this moment.

The 50-meter distance boiled over in these explosions. Bullets and shrapnel flew horizontally, sweeping away every living thing within range. In the blink of an eye, dozens of combat cells suffered casualties in this area.

Some Northeast Army company and platoon leaders were angered by the losses of their assault teams. Others coolly analyzed the situation, judging the distribution and coverage of Japanese firepoints.

Platoon Leader Zheng Yongnian of the 33rd Army reacted the fastest. He had already spotted a gap in the Japanese fire net. He called to a squad beside him, "Follow me!"

In the Northeast Army, the phrase "Follow me" meant the officer would be at the very front of the unit, the first to charge into the enemy trench. The squad leader immediately replied, "Yes!"

Zheng Yongnian used the smoke for cover and crawled forward. Bullets flew past, almost grazing his scalp, but they didn't slow Platoon Leader Zheng's advance in the slightest. He moved straight, then adopted a lateral rolling combat maneuver, entering a depression in the ground.

Following Zheng Yongnian's tactical movements, the squad actually arrived ten meters below the Japanese position completely unscathed.

"Grenades!" Platoon Leader Zheng ordered.

Standard issue grenades were carried by everyone in the Northeast Army; only long-range projection was the responsibility of designated grenadiers. A distance of ten meters was nothing for Northeast Army soldiers.

"Three rounds, continuous!" Platoon Leader Zheng supplemented the order.

Moments later, thirty-some grenades flew into the Japanese position above like homing crows. Amidst a continuous string of explosions, the firing from the Japanese position above ceased immediately.

Seeing the platoon leader jump up and charge toward the Japanese position, the soldiers followed suit. Only then did they hear the platoon leader's loud shout: "Charge with me!"

Although there were only eleven men including the platoon leader, after the unit vaulted over the Japanese fortifications and jumped into the field trenches, they immediately began sweeping the enemy along the trench line. There were at least two squads of Japanese troops on either side. Caught off guard by such a sudden attack, they couldn't react in time and ended up in a back-and-forth battle with the single platoon of Northeast Army attackers.

Nearby units saw someone had achieved a breakthrough and immediately threw forces into this small breach. By the time the eleven officers and men were reduced to six, four or five consecutive combat cells had already charged into the Japanese position. Northeast Army submachine guns began to howl inside the Japanese trenches.

Japan was also developing submachine guns at this time, but they hadn't equipped their troops with them. The rate of fire of the Type 38 rifle was too slow; even if a Japanese soldier hit a Northeast Army soldier, in the moment it took to work the bolt, he would be immediately hit multiple times by a submachine gun.

Even so, under the howling command of their officers, the Japanese soldiers continued to trade fire without fear of death. They knew that if they retreated now, the Northeast Army would attack the next line of defense. They had to delay the Northeast Army here no matter what.

Cruel close-quarters combat at dozens of breach points instantly produced hundreds of casualties on both sides. The Japanese desperate resistance took effect. Platoon Leader Zheng heard a roar from diagonally above, *"Totsugeki!"*

Immediately, Japanese troops from the second line of defense arrived. They first exchanged a round of fire with the Northeast Army at close range. The Japanese reinforcements found that the efficiency of the Northeast Army's submachine gun fire attacking diagonally upward was unaffected, and the Japanese reinforcements suffered for it.

A Japanese officer drew his military sword, leaped down, and swung with all his might. This fellow was agile and had good luck. As he landed, his blade slashed the back of a Northeast Army soldier, the sharp edge carving a massive wound. The Japanese officer didn't even look before thrusting again, the tip of his blade plunging directly into a soldier's chest.

The Japanese officer withdrew his blade and, with fluid motion, cut down another Northeast Army soldier.

Seeing that this guy was a master swordsman, Platoon Leader Zheng shoved aside the soldier in front of him, raised his submachine gun, and fired a burst. Just then, Platoon Leader Zheng felt a massive blow to his head, and his consciousness instantly plunged into darkness.

It turned out a Japanese soldier above had hit him. At the same time, that swordsmanship-expert Japanese officer was also hit by multiple bullets and fell. Northeast Army soldiers moved up to finish him off completely, while the Japanese officer's subordinates charged up to fight the Northeast Army, desperately trying to save their commander.

In these crowded trenches, shooting became useless. Bayonets, rifle butts, and even fists became the handiest weapons. Bloody hand-to-hand combat unfolded across the positions the Japanese had allowed to be breached.

***

By the time the relevant battle reports were sent to the Army Group Headquarters, it was already around 7:30 AM. Every attacking unit was forced to admit: "To Army Group Headquarters: Our frontline units breached Japanese positions at multiple points. The Japanese quickly mobilized troops to implement ferocious counterattacks. Due to the enemy's absolute numerical superiority, none of the breached points could be exploited for a breakthrough. The troops that entered Japanese positions have all withdrawn. Casualties... Missing..."

By the time Hu Xiushan finished reading the battle reports, the staff officers had already calculated the numbers. The Northeast Army's four corps lost 493 men killed, 1,488 wounded, and 198 missing in this round of attacks. The missing were likely lost inside the Japanese positions.

According to rough statistics from various units, Japanese casualties were around 4,000. More importantly, part of the intelligence regarding Japanese firepoints and fortifications had been mastered by the Northeast Army units. Next, the Northeast Army would conduct targeted attacks based on this information.

At this moment, the two Japanese division commanders in Korea had already sent out their situation reports. "...Enemy large-scale offensive has been repulsed by our forces. Our forces: killed... wounded... captured... Enemy forces: killed... wounded... captured... We are now transitioning from offense to defense to consume enemy manpower, preparing to launch a counterattack after the enemy's offensive power is exhausted."

Before Japanese Minister of War Tanaka Giichi saw this report, he had just finished a phone call with Chief of General Staff Uehara Yusaku. On the call, both agreed that the mobilization plan did not need to be reported first, but should begin immediately based on the authority they both possessed.

During the conversation, General Tanaka Giichi had already sensed the anxiety in General Uehara Yusaku's heart. How could General Tanaka not feel the same?

The Kwantung Army had already lost 40,000 ground troops. If the Korean Army were completely annihilated, that would be another 45,000 to 50,000 men. The current actual strength of the Japanese Army was only 290,000; losing one-third of their elite troops in a few days was catastrophic. Even though the Commander of the Kwantung Army, the Governor-General of Korea, and the Commander of the Korean Army were responsible, the Minister of War and the Chief of the General Staff would also have to bear responsibility.

At least one person would have to resign in disgrace. If Korea were lost, both the Minister of War and the Chief of the General Staff would inevitably have to resign or even retire. They were cooperating fully, gambling on who would have to take responsibility first.

After reading the telegram, Tanaka Giichi made a quick estimate: the two Japanese divisions had suffered over 6,000 casualties. Although the battle report stated the Northeast Army's casualties were the same as the Korean Army's, the Northeast Army was actively attacking prepared Japanese positions and was at a comprehensive disadvantage. In this situation, repelling the enemy with a 1:1 exchange ratio was, militarily speaking, already a defeat.

Moreover, the Northeast Army's first round of attacks was certainly not a probing attack. If a probing attack was fought like this, what would the result be when facing the Northeast Army's full-strength offensive?

What Tanaka Giichi thought of, the Second Army Group Headquarters had also thought of, and the various Corps Headquarters of the Second Army Group had likewise thought of.

Without needing orders from Army Group Headquarters, each Corps stated at the end of their reports: "My unit will immediately organize a full-scale offensive, striving to break through the Japanese first line of defense and compress the Japanese area of operation. To prepare for the subsequent total annihilation."

Hu Xiushan replied calmly, "Requests from all Corps approved. Additionally, inquire again: where have the various infiltration units moved to?"
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At 7:40 AM on October 10th, Colonel Shimizu led his regiment sprinting along the road. Ahead lay his destination, a small highland known as Songgu Peak. Controlling this point would secure the division's retreat route.

However, Colonel Shimizu found it hard to accept that they needed to secure a retreat route so soon. The Northeast Army's southward invasion of Korea was well-prepared, with a large number of artillery pieces. But the division had constructed positions on high ground, so how could they be defeated so quickly?

So Shimizu urged his troops to march faster. Once they reached Songgu Peak and established positions, he could lead at least half his troops back to the front line.

With about 3 kilometers remaining to Songgu Peak, a scout hurriedly ran up to the Colonel. "Report, Colonel! We've spotted a Northeast Army unit emerging from the mountain col."

In fact, Colonel Shimizu, on horseback, had already seen them without the scout's report. The Northeast Army's service uniforms were truly handsome. Shimizu had never said it aloud, but he harbored some envy in his heart.

However, the Northeast Army was willing to spend heavily on military construction. For combat training and operations, they were equipped with field uniforms. These uniforms were made of sturdy fabric, but their appearance was less than flattering. They looked somewhat like flour sacks.

The 'flour sack' unit in the distance appeared to be about a battalion in strength. Seeing the Japanese troops about a kilometer away, they paused briefly before immediately advancing towards Songgu Peak. With so many 'flour sacks' moving together, it was impossible to distinguish officers from soldiers.

Shimizu immediately understood: the enemy's target was also Songgu Peak. If the Northeast Army occupied this spot, the Japanese Army's rear route would be completely cut off.

Slapping his horse, Shimizu shouted, "All units, double time! We must occupy Songgu Peak before the Northeast Army!"

Two forces, one objective.

Japanese soldiers wearing cloth shoes and puttees, and Japanese officers in leather boots, ran with all their might.

The Northeast Army troops, uniformly wearing rubber-soled cowhide half-boots, were also running at full speed.

There was an elevation difference between the two armies. The Japanese were on a road situated higher up, while the Northeast Army was on a lower path that also led directly to Songgu Peak.

Even so, Colonel Shimizu discovered that the Northeast Army's movement speed actually exceeded that of the Japanese. Those Northeast Army soldiers, far taller than the Japanese, had long legs and ample strength. They ran as if flying along the uneven path, displaying incredible endurance. The Japanese had run a kilometer, but the Northeast Army seemed to have covered 1.2 kilometers.

"Cavalry unit, advance!" Shimizu ordered.

The dozens of cavalrymen in the regiment accelerated, intending to reach Songgu Peak first to establish a position and buy time for the Shimizu Regiment.

Two kilometers passed, and the Northeast Army had outpaced the Japanese even further. The Northeast Army's vanguard was already charging up the Songgu Peak highland, only a few hundred meters away.

Gunfire erupted; the cavalry must have engaged the Northeast Army. But before long, the surviving Japanese cavalry retreated amidst the intense gunfire. Regimental Commander Shimizu had no desire to blame the cavalry at this moment; against such dense gunfire, even infantry couldn't have held.

Since the Northeast Army had already seized Songgu Peak, the Shimizu Regiment immediately prepared for an attack. Although called Songgu Peak, the Northeast Army had occupied a small highland by the roadside; the true peak was over a kilometer away from the road.

Arriving here was the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army. Battalion Commander Li Hongxin led his troops to arrive first, repelled the Japanese cavalry, and immediately began assigning tasks.

If a regiment-sized force had arrived, they could have constructed very complete positions in this area, but Li Hongxin only had one battalion. "1st Company Commander, go to the highland by the road and deploy," ordered Li Hongxin.

The 1st Company Commander left to execute the order. Li Hongxin realized that his unit, whether in terms of manpower or carried ammunition, was insufficient to build complete defensive works. They could only deploy on two highlands that could support each other.

In the distance, a full Northeast Army infantry battalion would number around 600 men. As a penetrating force this time, only about 300 combat troops were present, and they only had one mortar platoon. The opposing Japanese force numbered at least over a thousand, perhaps even two thousand.

*Am I going to die here?* The thought arose involuntarily.

Li Hongxin quickly shook his head, casting the thought aside. Li Hongxin was from Shanxi. He had fled to the Northeast during a famine six years ago. Back then, his name was still Li Ergou. The name Li Ergou was neither rare in the countryside nor intended as an insult. For children of poor families, a humble name was thought to make them easier to raise.

When he first joined the Northeast Army, it was when Li Hongxin's family underwent household registration after working on a farm. The administrator told the Li family of seven, "Those in your family without formal names need to choose one, men and women alike. 'Ergou' cannot serve as a formal name; it's disrespectful to the person."

That day, Li Hongxin learned for the first time that a name represents respect. And this respect was a blessing from parents to their newborn child.

Later, during cultural classes, the teacher spoke about the blessings contained in Chinese names. Only then did Li Hongxin realize that 'Li Ergou' was also a blessing—a humble blessing from the poor, hoping for survival.

In his six years in the Northeast, Li Hongxin's view of life had changed completely. In the Northeast, ordinary people, even the formerly poor, could live with dignity, and live increasingly better lives. So Li Hongxin worked very enthusiastically on the farm, became a militiaman, then a militia captain. When the recruitment office asked if Li Hongxin was willing to join the army to protect the current fruits of the revolution, Li Hongxin agreed without hesitation.

What surprised Li Hongxin was that the Northeast Army wasn't just about "being a soldier to eat grain." The recruitment staff clearly explained the domestic and foreign hostile forces facing the Northeast Government and solemnly told Li Hongxin, "If you join the army, it is very likely you will have to fight these domestic and foreign enemies. Do you understand?"

That was the first time Li Hongxin knew that becoming a Northeast Army soldier wasn't about selling his life to Chairman He, but to protect the fruits of the revolution and fight against foreign armies that might attack the Northeast Government and bully the Chinese people. He still agreed.

This understanding wasn't just made clear during recruitment. After Li Hongxin joined the army, the situation analyses in political classes, national condition classes, and military classes all discussed these things.

The Northeast Army was an armed force led by the Civilization Party, the sons and brothers of the Northeast people and the Chinese people. The purpose of war was to protect the people, and the objects of war were those real, existing armies.

From soldier to NCO, from NCO to officer, a few years passed in a flash.

Now, just as taught in those classes over the years, Li Hongxin had finally encountered one of those real enemies head-on: the Japanese Army.

"Quick, contact the rear units, bring the mortars up as soon as possible!" Li Hongxin ordered the troops to dig fortifications while telling the communicator to urge the supply units lagging behind.

Turning his head, Li Hongxin ordered the telegraph operator: "Send a message. 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division reports to Division HQ. My battalion has reached the foot of Songgu Peak and encountered a Japanese force of at least a battalion or more in strength. My unit will defend the Songgu Peak position to the death and will absolutely not let the Japanese occupy it!"

The telegraph operator had already warmed up the machine and immediately sent the telegram.

Opposite them, Regimental Commander Shimizu watched the Northeast Army's actions, feeling a strong sense of unease.

From just a brief observation, Commander Shimizu understood that the enemy was a well-trained unit with high morale and firm combat will.

Facing a Japanese force with absolute numerical superiority, this opposing unit of about three hundred men did not choose safe harassment attacks from the flank, but bravely seized the strategic point. If he wanted to annihilate the Northeast Army opposite him, a fierce battle would undoubtedly erupt. Commander Shimizu realized that the opponent had already decided to fight.
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After listening to the telegram from the 1st Battalion, 3rd Regiment, 1st Division of the 33rd Army, Hu Xiushan immediately pointed to the location of Songgu Peak and asked the air force liaison officer, "Can the Air Force provide support here?"

The air force liaison officer was slightly surprised. Songgu Peak was not a famous location; on a map densely packed with place names, it was just an ordinary one. Yet, Commander Hu Xiushan of the 2nd Army Group could pinpoint its location immediately upon hearing the name. It was evident that this reticent commander held the entire map of Korea in his mind.

The liaison officer measured the distance with a ruler and immediately replied, "Reporting to the Commander, it is just within the Air Force's range. I do not know if this unit carried signal panels when they set out?"

Hu Xiushan remained silent, but the Chief of Staff immediately answered, "According to the report, they did. I will confirm it again."

The air force liaison officer continued, "If they have them, judging by the range, the Air Force cannot maintain a presence over the battlefield for long."

"If the Air Force has guidance along the entire route, can they bomb the attacking Japanese troops?" Hu Xiushan asked.

Hearing this question, the air force liaison officer understood immediately. From the map, Songgu Peak blocked the Japanese retreat route; it was the key to wiping them out. However, on the map, more troops were executing encirclement maneuvers, so cutting off the Japanese retreat was only a matter of time. Since the goal was to block the Japanese retreat at Songgu Peak, the intention was clearly to completely annihilate the Japanese forces on the Western Front.

Having grasped the strategic thinking, the air force liaison officer immediately replied, "I will relay the order to the Air Force immediately."

After arranging the air support, Hu Xiushan fell silent again, quietly watching the staff officers move the markers for various units based on incoming telegrams.

In the air, telegrams were being transmitted across different frequencies. Colonel Shimizu had already received a query from the 19th Division headquarters: "Shimizu-kun, why has your unit, with the strength of a regiment, failed to capture a small height defended by 300 enemy troops?"

Regiment Commander Shimizu did not know how to answer. He had organized two attacks, both repelled by the Northeast Army. Through his binoculars, he could see the Northeast Army troops rapidly digging trenches on their positions, and many Japanese corpses lay on the slopes leading to the hilltop.

Shimizu could only order the communications soldier to send a reply: "To Division Headquarters: The enemy is well-trained and carried a large number of machine guns during their march, especially six mortars. They have also rapidly constructed positions. Our infantry moved at full speed and became separated from the rear artillery. The artillery is catching up quickly and will soon be able to begin shelling the enemy positions."

When the telegram reached the 19th Division headquarters, the Division Commander's brow furrowed tightly. After the Northeast Army's first wave of probing attacks ended, they had quickly adjusted their deployment and were now shelling the 19th Division's positions.

The shelling range clearly incorporated intelligence gathered from the first probing wave, and the Japanese front-line trenches were severely damaged. The Japanese counter-attack capability against the Northeast Army's second offensive would be significantly weakened.

The Division Commander immediately ordered, "Tell the Shimizu Regiment that they must break through the Northeast Army's blockade as soon as possible, at any cost!"

In this order, the Division Commander did not mention retreat, nor did anyone in the division headquarters. But every officer understood that if the Shimizu Regiment could not secure a retreat route, the division would have no way to withdraw. Yet now, the division had to consider a full retreat.

Regiment Commander Shimizu, receiving the order, also read the Division Commander's intent between the lines. Disregarding whether the artillery had caught up, he immediately ordered, "Sakamoto Battalion, organize an attack immediately!"

A fully equipped Japanese battalion had 1,200 men, twice the size of a Northeast Army battalion and four times the number of the 300 troops currently interdicting them.

Battalion Commander Sakamoto immediately commanded the Japanese troops, splitting them into several columns to attack the heights.

Battalion Commander Li Hongxin looked at the circular fortifications taking shape and felt much more settled. Northeast Army circular fortifications generally consisted of three lines of trenches. The center of the fortification was the mortar position. From the inside out, the first and second lines each had a mortar, forming a 360-degree dead-zone-free shelling range.

Machine gunners were distributed in echelons; attacking troops approaching from any angle would be caught in crossfire. Moreover, the troops occupied two heights that could support each other, reducing the exposed area under attack.

Seeing the Japanese battalion crouching and approaching the unit, the commander of the 2nd Company, assigned to hold the height with Li Hongxin, asked, "Battalion Commander, should we fire a few shots?"

Li Hongxin shook his head. "No, let them get close."

At this moment, neither the Northeast Army nor the Japanese had any clever tricks left. What each side could do was clear to themselves and equally clear to their opponents. In the silent atmosphere, the distance between the two forces shrank continuously as the Japanese approached.

Finally, the Japanese machine guns began to roar, bullets kicking up dust and gravel on the position. Seizing this moment, Japanese squads lunged from their jump-off points straight toward the Northeast Army position.

The Japanese machine guns did not stop until their own troops were about to block their line of fire. A few seconds later, the Northeast Army's defensive troops began to fire. The attacking Japanese also began to fire while advancing, and the sound of gunfire erupted at the foot of Songgu Peak.

Fifteen minutes later, both the 19th Division on the Western Front and the 20th Division on the Eastern Front sent telegrams to the Japanese Korea Army Headquarters within the stipulated communication window. The content was strikingly similar: "To Korea Army Headquarters: The enemy offensive is beyond imagination. My division has shifted from an offensive posture to defense. Furthermore, rear logistics units have been ordered to form combat units and come as reinforcements. We hope the Headquarters can give instructions for the battle."

This time, no boastful pleasantries were added to the end of the telegrams. Upon receiving the telegrams, the Korea Army Headquarters understood that these were pleas for help; both divisions could no longer hold.

The Japanese Korea Army had deployed everything. Whether in Pyongyang or Seoul, what remained were administrative departments, guard units, and logistics departments. There was no way to cobble together a unit capable of reinforcement. Moreover, it was 260 kilometers from Seoul to Pyongyang, and 400 kilometers from Pyongyang to the relatively closer 20th Division on the Eastern Front. Even if a unit were organized, equipped, and formed, it would take at least two days to reach the front. It was meaningless.

The remaining option was to order the two divisions to withdraw. But withdrawing while engaged at the front meant abandoning all supplies and artillery. The retreating troops would be pursued by the Northeast Army, and they would likely abandon even their personal weapons. The number of troops that could be extracted would likely be less than half.

Thinking of this, Commander Oba Jirō of the Korea Army ordered the communications department to send orders to the two divisions: "...The Headquarters fully agrees with your division defending in place. Gentlemen, Imperial troops are gathering toward Korea. In just three days, several divisions will arrive in Seoul to reinforce you. At that time, the Imperial Army will strike from inside and outside to deal the enemy a fatal blow! Your unit must display the fortitude of Imperial soldiers and hold out until reinforcements arrive."

After issuing this order, Oba Jirō immediately had the communications department wire the General Staff Headquarters, asking when the reinforcements would arrive.

The telegrams from the two divisions of the Korea Army were not only sent to the Korea Army Headquarters; Tokyo was also monitoring this frequency and receiving the telegram content. General Uehara Yusaku, Chief of the General Staff, looked surprisingly calm upon seeing the telegrams. He summoned the Vice Chief of Staff and trusted officers to the conference room. Once the door was closed, General Uehara Yusaku stood up and said somewhat painfully, "Gentlemen, according to current intelligence, we misjudged the Northeast Army's war-making capability. The two divisions of the Korea Army will suffer heavy losses."

The generals remained composed, but the field-grade officers were somewhat bewildered by this statement.

Before the young officers could speak, General Uehara Yusaku continued, "I have already spoken by phone with Minister of War Tanaka. He indicated that the responsibility for the defeat will be borne by myself, as well as the Commander and Chief of Staff of the Korea Army, and the intelligence department. Minister Tanaka will certainly do his utmost to allow you all to serve the country in the Empire's future war of revenge."

The officers who did not like General Uehara Yusaku remained silent, while Colonel Ishida of the Operations Section 1 stood up and said loudly, "Your Excellency, perhaps there is still a chance to salvage the situation. The troops stationed at the ports have already begun preparing to board ships. In particular, the vanguard units from Kyushu can arrive in Busan today."

Although General Uehara Yusaku was strategically radical, he was quite accomplished in tactics. He gestured for Colonel Ishida to sit down before continuing, "Gentlemen, the combat effectiveness of the Northeast Army is beyond our imagination. After the next Chief of General Staff takes office, I ask you to discard your previous evaluations of the Chinese military and regard them as an army capable of rivaling the Imperial Army. I certainly hope the Korea Army can withstand the Northeast Army's attack, but judging from their telegrams, these two divisions were not ambushed but were suppressed frontally by the enemy. If these two divisions are unfortunately defeated, I ask you to raise your evaluation of the enemy once again."

The officers did not speak this time; it was clear they were all thinking. This gave General Uehara Yusaku a sliver of comfort. The General Staff Headquarters gathered the elite of the Japanese military, and those called to the meeting were the elite of the elite. They might differ on whether to be radical or conservative in strategy, but as elites, they had to acknowledge facts. Even if the facts vastly exceeded previously held intelligence, facts were facts.

In all fairness, General Uehara Yusaku was not unconvinced in his heart. But he knew his time as Chief of the General Staff was running out. In his earlier conversation with Army Minister Tanaka Giichi, the two had reached a tacit consensus. Now that the situation was developing in the worst possible direction, once the main force of the Korea Army was annihilated, General Uehara Yusaku would have to take responsibility and be transferred to the reserves. As for whether Tanaka Giichi could be saved, it depended on whether the current Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburō, wanted to force Tanaka Giichi to resign.

From the Prime Minister's perspective, Katō Tomosaburō should not do this. According to Japanese political custom, if the Army Minister resigned due to defeat, the cabinet would fall, and Katō Tomosaburō would also have to resign, with the Emperor appointing a new Prime Minister. As Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburō certainly did not want to do this.

However, as the concurrent Navy Minister, looking at it from the perspective of the Army-Navy rivalry, Katō Tomosaburō could certainly demand Tanaka's resignation. Pushing most of the blame onto the Army would deal a heavy blow to the Army's reputation.

If it were the past, adhering to the tradition of Army-Navy rivalry, General Uehara Yusaku would certainly consider this. However, at this moment, Katō Tomosaburō truly hoped things would not reach that stage.

With a heavy heart, General Uehara Yusaku said to the officers of the General Staff, "Gentlemen. He Rui is a talent cultivated by the Empire, possessing an intellect not inferior to any of the Empire's elites. China has vast land, a large population, and abundant resources. With a brilliant mind combined with such national endowments, the Empire is encountering an unprecedented challenge. If we cannot eliminate He Rui's Manchurian-Mongolian power and allow him to grow strong, the Empire's decades of painstaking efforts will all be washed away. At this moment, I implore you all to do your utmost for the Empire in the days to come!"

The officers stood up and bowed one after another, but remained silent. They had also seen the situation from the telegrams sent by the two divisions of the Korea Army, only some still held onto a last shred of hope, hoping their judgment was wrong. Hoping the Northeast Army did not have such powerful strength.

But General Uehara Yusaku's premature farewell speech had already dashed their last shred of hope. Although the intelligence gathered by the Army intelligence department proved to be ridiculously wrong, the troop numbers of the Northeast Army should still be credible.

Currently, the Northeast Army has about 300,000 elite troops, and the number of reserve troops that can be conscripted is between 500,000 and 700,000. Troops of such numbers are fully capable of fighting a decisive battle with Japan in Korea. As for the current 290,000 active-duty Japanese troops, after two major defeats, only 200,000 remain. To replenish to the 500,000 needed to launch a counter-offensive would take at least a month and a half, and deploying these troops to Korea would take another half month. In other words, the earliest full-scale counter-offensive would be in two months.

No officer believed that the current troops could fight immediately upon arrival. Just familiarizing themselves with the map would take the staff department a day or two. Even if Amaterasu Omikami blessed them and about three divisions could be transported to Seoul within three days, with unit organization, replenishment, and staff preparation, the two divisions going to aid the Korea Army would still take five days to arrive.

This was already high efficiency beyond the current limits of the Japanese Army. The Korea Army, however, had shifted to full defense after only two hours of fighting. From a cold military perspective, these two divisions were already beyond saving.

General Uehara Yusaku had already made this judgment. In this final time, he began to arrange for the General Staff to operate the troop transport work at full capacity.

The destruction of the two divisions of the Korea Army did not mean the end of the war. Korea, with no available troops left, was a fruit in the Northeast Army's hand; the Northeast Army could take it just by closing its fingers. Considering the worst-case scenario, the area centered on Busan had to be held at all costs to prepare for the Empire's counter-offensive.

Just then, Regiment Commander Shimizu received another telegram from the 19th Division: "Shimizu-kun, why have you not reported the battle situation to the Division Headquarters? Has the unfavorable situation deprived you of even the courage to send a telegram!"

Looking at the piles of Japanese corpses on the periphery of the height, Regiment Commander Shimizu didn't know how to report for a moment. But the mockery in the telegram made him feel intense shame. He summoned his courage and said to the communications officer, "The enemy is extremely proficient in positional warfare. After occupying advantageous terrain, their position layout exceeds imagination. Our forces have besieged them several times but have been unable to find a blind spot in their defense. The officers and men of the Empire fought bravely; the Sakamoto Battalion has already changed battalion commanders three times, and casualties are over half. This subordinate is incompetent, but the artillery has arrived. In the next attack, this subordinate will personally lead the team to launch the assault and vow to capture the height."

Having the communications officer send the telegram to the Division Headquarters, Regiment Commander Shimizu held his military sword and shouted, "Begin shelling!"

Moments later, clouds of fire and smoke from exploding shells rose from the Northeast Army positions on Songgu Peak. The two not-so-large heights were quickly covered by smoke, their shapes no longer visible.

The Japanese infantry had already launched five attacks before the artillery arrived, and every one had failed. The Northeast Army's positions were constructed very sturdily. The strongpoints seemed few, but were extremely effective. No matter how many Japanese troops there were, they could not break through. The unit's casualties had already exceeded 600; let alone breaking through the position, they couldn't even break into the first trench line. They only left the ground covered with Japanese corpses.

So the Japanese artillerymen desperately vented the Japanese Army's rage, the shelling continuing uninterrupted for a full ten minutes.

Regiment Commander Shimizu felt that these two damnable heights were likely destroyed under such shelling. He called over the three battalion commanders. The commander of the Sakamoto Battalion had personally led a charge after seeing the unit's attack falter in the previous offensive and had been killed in action. The current battalion commander was named Kishida.

"You will immediately lead the troops to attack and take the height!" Regiment Commander Shimizu issued a brief, vicious order.

The three battalion commanders stood at attention and saluted, "Yes!"

Crawling out of a simple foxhole, Battalion Commander Li Hongxin coughed a few times, choked by the dust and smell of gunpowder in the air. In the trench next to him, layers of soil churned as officers and soldiers who had drilled into foxholes during the shelling crawled out. Everyone took off the gas masks from their dusty heads. Some soldiers prepared for battle, while others hurriedly dug people out of the dirt.

As for poison gas, everyone had only heard of it. The Northeast Army only used colored smoke and chili smoke to simulate poison gas. Although they were choked half to death in exercises, at least they wouldn't really be poisoned.

At this moment, no one expected that the Battalion Commander's order to put on gas masks would actually serve to keep out the dust. With heads and bodies buried in the dirt, there was air in the space of the cat-ear holes (foxholes), and the intake of the gas mask was in those spaces, so there was always a breath of air. Without the gas masks, many soldiers, even if not blown up, would likely have suffocated.

The artillerymen also quickly dug out the mortars and set them up. Facing the Japanese troops rushing up like a tide, Li Hongxin couldn't help but laugh aloud, "Haha, cough cough... cough cough... These Japanese are in such a rush to reincarnate. Let them get close before firing!"

Hearing the Battalion Commander say this, some laughter broke out among the soldiers on the position. But most couldn't laugh. The Japanese had attacked several times; casualties on the position were significant, and ammunition consumption was even greater. Everyone didn't have much confidence in whether they could withstand this attack.

Even thinking so, the soldiers still entered their combat positions, gripping their weapons tightly in the ruined trenches, preparing for the coming battle.

Regiment Commander Shimizu raised his binoculars to look at the two heights controlled by the Northeast Army. He certainly hoped to wipe out the enemy completely with artillery. However, Shimizu dared not be so optimistic; there should still be some Northeast Army survivors on the position who could resist a bit. The reason for sending out so many troops was to use the massive disparity in troop strength to completely overwhelm the enemy and capture the height in one fell swoop.

So when gunshots rang out from the Northeast Army's high ground, Regiment Commander Shimizu was not particularly surprised. But the gunfire became increasingly dense, and mortars soon joined the firing. The Northeast Army had not only not been crushed but could even organize a forceful counter-attack.

The attacking Japanese troops were not immediately repelled. They also split into squads, using the terrain to return fire desperately. The two sides began to shoot at each other, and some Japanese even dragged machine guns up, setting them up at close range to strafe. After strafing for less than two minutes, a few mortar shells flew over and directly blew the Japanese machine gun away.

Regiment Commander Shimizu knew that the artillery had very few shells left and could no longer complete saturation fire. But with the battle at this point, he had no choice. Shimizu shouted, "Fire all the shells!"

Although the Japanese artillerymen were somewhat surprised, they knew the situation was urgent and accidental injury didn't matter anymore. Soon, the Japanese artillery fired all their shells at the Northeast Army position.

Although he heard the sound of shells, Li Hongxin immediately ordered the troops to take cover. But without the cat-ear holes, and with the position already ruined, many soldiers were immediately killed or wounded by the shells. 2nd Company Commander waited for the shelling to end. He raised his head and found a Japanese unit charging up fearlessly. Rallying his troops, he saw that a shell had hit the 1st Platoon's position. The 1st Platoon had already suffered heavy casualties, with only a squad's worth of strength left. Now the entire position was destroyed. The 2nd Company Commander hurriedly ordered the 2nd Platoon to detach a squad to defend it. He ran toward the command post. As soon as he arrived, he saw a medic trying to save someone. The man's face was covered in mud mixed with blood, unrecognizable. Only the rank insignia showed that this person was Li Hongxin.

The 2nd Company Commander threw himself over and shouted hurriedly, "Battalion Commander! Battalion Commander!"

Li Hongxin had been hit in the neck by shrapnel. He tried hard to speak, but blood bubbles gurgled from the wound in his trachea. Li Hongxin blocked the wound with his hand, pulled the 2nd Company Commander close, and used all his strength to say, "Let... the Party branch... command... the battle..."

Having said this, Li Hongxin's body began to convulse, and the medic hurried to perform first aid. At this moment, the howling of the Japanese charge outside the position had already reached the command post. The 2nd Company Commander felt his chest and eyes burning. He stood up and began to run rapidly along the trench, relaying the Battalion Commander's order as he ran, "The Party branch commands the battle, hold the position!"

"The Party branch commands the battle, hold the position!"

Hearing this, the expressions of the officers and soldiers already engaged in combat turned resolute. There were two situations in which the Party branch would command the battle. The first was facing a dangerous battle, almost a point of no return. Party branch members would lead Party members to form a dare-to-die corps to complete the arduous task.

The second was when the military commander was killed in action and a command structure could no longer be formed. The Party committee would automatically form a new command structure to organize the battle.

On the current position, everyone was a dare-to-die corps. The remaining reason was simply that the Battalion Commander had been killed.

The political instructor in the company immediately formed a command unit with the company commander. If the company commander and political instructor were gone, Party members would automatically fill the vacancies according to rank order.

In the fierce battle, the remaining troops once again had a command structure and continued their tenacious defense.

Just then, a strange whistling sound came from the sky. Before the Northeast Army soldiers could rejoice, explosions erupted violently on the enemy's rear positions. Explosions rang out one after another. The Japanese artillery was set up by the roadside, and the Northeast Army bomber formation dropped bombs all along the road. A bomb exploded right next to the Japanese artillery position, blowing the artillery pieces near the road, along with their crews, directly into the air.

The Northeast Army's air support had finally arrived.
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October 10, 8:30 AM. Tokyo. The Ministry of War received a telegram from the Korea Army Headquarters: "Lost contact with two division headquarters. Urgently attempting to restore communications."

Minister of War Tanaka Giichi was no longer surprised. He got into his car and headed straight for the Prime Minister's official residence. Led by a secretary, he entered the Prime Minister's office. The secretary withdrew, carefully closing the door behind him.

Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo looked exhausted. He pondered for a moment before asking, "Tanaka-kun, how does the Ministry of War intend to explain this to the people?"

Tanaka Giichi had long since considered who would bear the responsibility. "The Chief of the General Staff will resign. Regarding the command staff of the Korea Army Headquarters: general officers will be transferred to the reserves; field officers will be demoted two ranks and sent to the front lines. The Chief of the Intelligence Section and the Chief of the China Office will be handed over to the court-martial. The Deputy Chief of the Intelligence Section and the staff of the China Office will be demoted and sent to the front lines."

After listening to Tanaka Giichi, Prime Minister (and concurrent Minister of the Navy) Katō Tomosaburo did not answer immediately. He remained silent for a while before saying, "Understood."

A weight lifted from Tanaka Giichi's heart. He had prepared an even harsher punishment plan, but since Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo did not kick him while he was down, there was no need to propose it. With a touch of gratitude, Tanaka Giichi bowed to Katō Tomosaburo. "Thank you. The Army is expediting the completion of the counterattack plan. We will certainly destroy the He Rui regime."

Hearing this, Katō Tomosaburo replied coldly, "I hope Tanaka-kun can explain this to the Imperial subjects as soon as possible. In decades, the Empire has never suffered such a great defeat. Once the news spreads, public sentiment will inevitably be inflamed. The Diet members will make even more noise."

Tanaka Giichi responded, "The Army will do its utmost. We also hope Your Excellency can assist the Army in dealing with this."

Katō Tomosaburo had no fondness for the Diet. When it came to dealing with public opinion, the Army and Navy were in alignment.

Having discussed these matters that required immediate attention, the two men did not delve deeper but stood up and headed for the Imperial Palace. Soon, the Imperial Conference convened within the palace.

Japan's Imperial Conference differed from the court assemblies attended by the Emperor in China. Since the establishment of the Shogunate system, the Imperial Court managed the nobility, while administrative affairs were the responsibility of the Shogun. Although the Tokugawa Shogunate had performed the 'Restoration of Imperial Rule' (Taisei Hōkan), administrative power had actually been returned to the central government. While the Imperial Court's voice had greatly increased, it was not yet a system of absolute monarchical power like the Chinese dynasties.

Therefore, when the Cabinet met in the Imperial Palace, it was called an 'Imperial Conference.' Crown Prince Hirohito was already Regent, and he attended the Imperial Conference on behalf of Emperor Taishō. According to the system, Crown Prince Hirohito was merely an observer at the Imperial Conference. He made no decisions and did not participate in the discussions.

There were currently five Cabinet Ministers in Japan: the Prime Minister, the Minister of the Navy, the Minister of War, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the Minister of Finance. Each department was managed by its respective minister.

Before the meeting began, the ministers bowed to the Crown Prince. Crown Prince Hirohito merely nodded, remaining silent according to the rules. The meeting then formally commenced.

The Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburo, first asked the Minister of War about the development of the war. Tanaka Giichi concealed nothing, explaining the latest situation and offering a very objective and reasonable projection regarding the fate of the Korea Army.

Next, Tanaka Giichi laid out the punishment plan. Since the Minister of the Navy was concurrently the Prime Minister, and neither the Minister of Foreign Affairs nor the Minister of Finance spoke up—not feeling the need to involve themselves in this matter—the issue at hand was not who was punished, but how to deal with the war.

After Tanaka Giichi finished with the punishment plan, he continued, "Given the current situation, the war with the Northeast Government needs to be escalated to a National War. The Empire of Japan must retake all of Korea as quickly as possible, enter the Manchuria-Mongolia region, thoroughly destroy the Northeast Government, and proceed to completely occupy Manchuria and Mongolia. What suggestions do Your Excellencies have regarding this?"

Foreign Minister Uchida Kōsai immediately expressed his opinion. "Destroying the Northeast Government can be understood by the various nations. However, occupying Manchuria and Mongolia differs from the stance of the Washington Conference and will not be recognized by the powers."

Tanaka Giichi responded, "Then we will support a regime controlled by the Empire to replace it. But in any case, the Northeast regime must be thoroughly destroyed."

At this, the various ministers had no objections. Given what the Northeast Government had done to the Empire of Japan, there was absolutely no reason to allow the Northeast regime to continue to exist.

Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo agreed with the Army Ministry's policy and turned to ask the Foreign Minister, "Regarding communication with foreign nations, does Uchida-kaku have any suggestions or requests?"

Foreign Minister Uchida Kōsai immediately replied, "Your Excellency, the Northeast Government is merely a regional regime; the Empire cannot declare war on it. Declaring war on the Chinese government is also impossible. Therefore, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is currently contacting various nations, attempting to gain their understanding and support. In the Beiyang Government's latest personnel changes, Zhang Xiluan has become the new Director-General of the Army. In his inauguration statement, he mentioned that the current Republic of China government must guarantee the free flow of transportation and commerce. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes this is the Republic of China government expressing goodwill towards He Rui."

The other ministers remained silent, but they all understood the Foreign Minister's meaning. The Northeast Government was currently fighting Japan independently; they needed vast amounts of supplies and funds. These supplies and funds would naturally be obtained through trade with the lands inside the Pass. For a Director-General of the Army to emphasize 'the free flow of transportation and commerce' in his inauguration statement, it was naturally an expression that they would absolutely not interrupt trade with the Northeast.

However, no one suggested demanding clarification from the Beiyang Government on this issue. The Beiyang Government could use a hundred reasons to explain that they had no other intentions. If the Japanese side demanded that the Beiyang Government interrupt trade with the Northeast, the Beiyang Government had a hundred ways to stall.

In the final analysis, as long as the Empire of Japan failed to overwhelm the Northeast Government militarily, the Beiyang Government would have endless room to maneuver.

"Who supports the Empire at present?" Katō Tomosaburo continued to ask.

Uchida Kōsai replied, "The British government has expressed shock, the French government has merely expressed concern, and the US government calls for peace. Soviet Russia has not made any public statement."

There were only these four countries that could truly influence this war. Because Soviet Russia was not recognized by Japan, and Japan had participated in the Allied intervention against Soviet Russia, the two countries did not even have diplomatic relations. Therefore, the current Soviet Russia was by no means He Rui's enemy.

In this brief silence, Hirohito's aide-de-camp, Nijō Kōichi, spoke up to ask, "May I ask Uchida-kaku, do you believe Soviet Russia will support the Northeast Government?"

At the Imperial Conference, Hirohito would only make purely polite remarks, and never more than two sentences. Even if he said nothing at all, it was not abnormal. But since the Imperial Conference was an *Imperial* Conference, someone had to speak for the Imperial House. The aide-de-camp was that role.

Nijō Kōichi—one could tell from the name alone that he was a noble. It was a tradition for children of the nobility to serve as aides-de-camp. This Nijō Kōichi was born in 1874, entered the Army Academy in 1892, and later served in the cavalry unit of the 1st Division. He entered the Army War College in 1898, graduated in 1901, and entered the Guard Division cavalry unit. He had participated in the Russo-Japanese War and earned some merit. He became Hirohito's aide-de-camp in 1909. It was basically the standard path for the peerage (Kazoku).

Hearing Nijō Kōichi's question, Uchida Kōsai felt the issue was indeed critical. Once Soviet Russia and the Northeast Army formed a coalition, Japan would face tremendous pressure. Uchida Kōsai answered decisively, "At this stage, it is impossible. Directly recognizing Russia would make the Northeast Government a rebel against the Republic of China government. However, if the Northeast Government were on the verge of being defeated by the Empire, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes it would be quite possible at that time."

As he said the latter sentence, Uchida Kōsai felt a bit uncertain in his heart. When a person is sailing with the wind, their basic baseline of action can be predicted. But when they are at a dead end and facing imminent destruction, the probability of breaking through that baseline becomes very high.

The breadth of Nijō Kōichi's vision in asking this question surprised Uchida Kōsai slightly. The question was tricky, but not without value for consideration.

Nijō Kōichi then turned to look at Tanaka Giichi. "Tanaka-kaku, what is the reason for the Northeast Army's victories up to now?"

Hearing the question, Tanaka Giichi did not flinch due to the defeat. Instead, he answered decisively, "The incompetence of the Imperial Army's intelligence department led to a completely wrong assessment of the Northeast Army by the Empire. This is the Army's responsibility."

"When will the Army Ministry's assessment of the Northeast Army's true strength be completed?" Nijō Kōichi continued to ask.

This question left Tanaka Giichi unable to answer immediately. After a moment of thought, Tanaka Giichi replied, "Aside from immediately deploying reinforcements to Korea, this is the highest priority task."

Nijō Kōichi did not pursue the matter further but turned to Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburo. "Your Excellency, has the Navy formulated its own operational plan?"

Katō Tomosaburo answered calmly, "The Navy will study landing operation plans together with the Army."

Hearing this answer, Nijō Kōichi bowed slightly. "Thank you for your answers." Then he sat back in his seat.

Although Tanaka Giichi did not look at Nijō Kōichi, he was very mindful of this fellow's questions in his heart. The questions were all reasonable, exactly what an aide-de-camp to the Prince Regent should ask. However, these questions all contained a core message: proceed with caution. If they could not produce an assessment of the Northeast Army, the next battle would likely also be a failure.

But did this caution represent some attitude of the Crown Prince? Tanaka Giichi was not yet clear on this.

Katō Tomosaburo's final question was directed at Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo. Takahashi Korekiyo stated once again that as long as the "Budget for the Expansion of the War against China" was drafted, the Ministry of Finance would immediately begin its review. Apart from this statement, Takahashi Korekiyo did not say another word.

The meeting ended there. Generally speaking, at such times, the Imperial family members attending the Imperial Conference might say something, but Hirohito merely stood up and left without a word. As the protocol officer chanted "Sending off," the Cabinet Ministers bowed together to Hirohito's retreating figure.

The Imperial Conference was over.

The Cabinet Ministers said nothing to each other as they left. Everyone got into their own cars and went off to attend to their own affairs. Tanaka Giichi got into his car, and the adjutant inside immediately presented three telegrams. According to the urgency of the war situation, the Korea Army Headquarters was now sending a telegram to Tokyo every 30 minutes.

The adjutant also explained, "Your Excellency, in the past hour, we have still received no telegrams from the two divisions of the Korea Army."

Tanaka Giichi flipped through the three telegrams. The telegrams from the Korea Army Headquarters only stated that they were continuing to contact the two divisions and were urging the Japanese logistics units to go to their rescue. This order made Tanaka Giichi even more unhappy. Even at this point, they were still indulging in wishful thinking—did the Korea Army Headquarters want to deliver their last remaining troops to the Northeast Army as well?

Meanwhile, in Pyongyang, a train pulled into Pyongyang Station. Large groups of officers and soldiers were waiting at the station. As soon as the train stopped, Major Fukuyama boarded, found the conductor, and said sternly, "This train has been commandeered!"

As soon as the words fell, Ishiwara Kanji, who had walked over, smiled and said, "Fukuyama-kun, you look in such high spirits."

Major Fukuyama turned around and saw it was Ishiwara Kanji. Overjoyed, he quickly stepped forward and grasped Ishiwara Kanji's arm. "Ishiwara-kun, why are you here?"

Ishiwara Kanji put away his smile. "I came to Pyongyang to command the troops in battle."



★


Chapter 267 Chosin Reservoir (14)

Volume 3 — Chapter 47

❧ ❧ ❧


The invention and large-scale application of radio triggered a change in the mode of warfare. The intensity of command communications increased rapidly, greatly elevating the density of information exchange between units. Both the Japanese and Northeast Armies maintained scheduled communications before the war. Once combat began, the communication density shortened from once every hour or two to every half hour. As the fighting intensified, intervals would shorten to even fifteen minutes.

At 10:40 AM on October 10th, just ten minutes after the last transmission, the 2nd Army Headquarters received a new telegram. Hu Xiushan felt a wave of relief but remained silent.

Just as Hu Xiushan had anticipated, the telegram reported: "8th Corps, 2nd Division, 3rd Regiment has conquered the Japanese 20th Division Headquarters. The main Japanese force has begun to retreat."

Hu Xiushan gave no instructions to the frontline infantry. Instead, he turned to the Air Force Liaison Officer. "Order the Air Force to intensify aerial reconnaissance. The Air Force airfield construction units are to prepare to move out."

The Liaison Officer was overjoyed and immediately responded, "Yes!"

When the news reached Air Force Headquarters, Commander Cai Shikun was delighted and immediately ordered reconnaissance squadrons to launch rapid sorties. Next, Commander Cai and his Deputy Chief of Staff immediately turned to the map to reconfirm the location of the new airfield.

In the operational plan, the airfield the Air Force was to build was not in the cold, meteorologically complex deep mountains of Korea, but in the coastal regions where the weather was relatively simpler and warmer. This was a suggestion made by the Air Force based on the characteristics of their aircraft. Reasonable suggestions naturally encountered relevant problems: without a frontline airfield, the Air Force had to take off from Northeast Army airfields along the Yalu River, flying over 100 kilometers just to reach the Chosin Reservoir area to execute missions, which greatly limited their strength.

A distance of 100 kilometers was still within the Air Force's acceptable range, but it was 500 kilometers from the Yalu River to Pyongyang. This far exceeded the Air Force's combat radius. If they took off from the Pyongyang airfield, pilots could at least take a look at Seoul, 260 kilometers away, from high altitude before immediately turning back.

The pilots didn't have time to think about this. The reconnaissance crews took off rapidly upon receiving orders. In less than an hour, a vast, bright body of water appeared in their field of view—Chosin Reservoir, the largest lake in northern Korea.

Because the Northeast Army had already gained the upper hand, the reconnaissance planes lowered their altitude. They saw Northeast Army troops flooding into Japanese positions from the west and north. Although there were still some scattered Japanese artillery spewing smoke, it was negligible in the face of the fierce attack.

Continuing forward, they found the Japanese rear positions were still resisting, and there were no signs of Japanese troops fleeing in panic along the roads leading to the rear. This puzzled the reconnaissance crews. Why weren't the Japanese fleeing?

Reconnaissance planes have inertia; a slight push forward carries them several *li*. Seeing signs of large-scale troop movements in the distance, the pilot hurriedly aborted his turn-back maneuver and flew forward. Soon, the observer shouted excitedly, "It's our troops! Our troops are outflanking them from the rear! The Japanese are doomed!"

The pilot didn't ask "if" it was the Japanese in disguise, because that question was stupid. It was possible to get a few enemy uniforms for special operations, but large-scale disguise in enemy uniforms was completely unreasonable and uneconomical. Uniforms cost money to make, and armies aren't children playing house who immediately mingle upon meeting.

Armies have strict vigilance and identification regulations at all times. Two units wearing the same uniform wouldn't allow each other to approach without thoroughly clarifying who the other was.

As reconnaissance information and unit telegrams converged, Hu Xiushan ordered a telegram be sent to Northeast Army Headquarters.

"To Northeast Army Headquarters: The 2nd Army has surrounded the Japanese forces in the Chosin Reservoir and north and south of the Cheongcheon River, breached the main Japanese positions, and destroyed the division headquarters of the Japanese 19th and 20th Divisions. Organized large-scale Japanese resistance has been shattered. The subsequent fighting will become regiment-level combat led by the two Japanese division headquarters. The campaign objectives have been achieved. My unit prepares to organize forces to immediately move south and seize Pyongyang while Japanese forces are hollow. Requesting instructions from Headquarters. 2nd Army Commander, Hu Xiushan."

In less than ten minutes, the communications room received a reply. "Agree with 2nd Army's opinion. Suggestions are as follows: Given the limited number of trains under your command and the possibility of Japanese forces delaying our action by destroying railways, the 4th, 5th, and 6th Motorized Groups, originally intended for the Lushun-Dalian campaign, have crossed the Yalu River and are advancing toward your location. If there are any logistical issues, please contact Headquarters in time. Northeast Army Commander, Xu Chengfeng."

It was clear that Xu Chengfeng had prepared the content of this telegram long ago, and his judgment of the campaign's progress was completely consistent with Hu Xiushan's. After all, the liaison telegrams from the various corps and divisions of the 2nd Army were also copied to Northeast Army Headquarters at all times.

Northeast Army Headquarters would naturally not bypass the chain of command to issue direct orders, but that didn't mean they wouldn't do so if they felt they must.

After reading the telegram, Hu Xiushan immediately ordered the troops to produce the relevant operational plan for the advance on Pyongyang. Staff officers performed rapid calculations and assessments revolving around the key points already raised: 'march formation,' 'committed forces,' 'routes of action,' and 'potential enemy encounters.'

In less than twenty minutes, the plan was finalized. The reserve force on the eastern front, the 5th Corps' 3rd Division, immediately regrouped, shifted into marching mode, and went to rendezvous with the motorized groups, preparing to set off for Pyongyang.

***

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji had already entered the city of Pyongyang. The largest organized unit in Pyongyang was a transport regiment of three thousand men from the 20th Division. Members of the Future Society within this unit learned of Ishiwara Kanji's arrival and came to pay their respects. By the time Ishiwara arrived at the Japanese Garrison Headquarters in Pyongyang, he was already trailed by quite a few junior officers and NCOs.

Only administrative officers remained in the Pyongyang Garrison Headquarters, the highest-ranking being Colonel Takeshita. Seeing that the arrival was Ishiwara Kanji, Colonel Takeshita was stunned.

Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward and saluted, then asked, "Takeshita-kun, have you received Nagata-kun's telegram?"

Takeshita hesitated a moment, then could only nod. Colonel Takeshita was Nagata Tetsuzan's senior and had always admired him. But for Nagata to send Ishiwara Kanji, a maverick in the army, sent his thoughts of cooperation flying to the nine heavens.

Ishiwara Kanji saw through the other man's mood. Among Japanese field officers, only Nagata Tetsuzan had not reacted this way upon dealing with him. Thus, Ishiwara regarded Nagata as half a soulmate.

So, under the gaze of a crowd of field officers, company-grade officers, and NCOs, Ishiwara stepped forward to Colonel Takeshita. "Takeshita-kun, have you received the latest telegram from the division?"

Takeshita wanted to say he hadn't. But given the situation, he couldn't say such a thing and could only nod silently.

Ishiwara spoke clearly, "I came by train and did not receive any telegrams. But based on my judgment, the transport troops have already received orders from the Division Commander to go reinforce. And since the Division Headquarters signaled they were forced onto the defensive, there has been no news for a long time. Takeshita-kun, am I correct?"

This news had been temporarily suppressed by Colonel Takeshita; the other officers and NCOs didn't know. The NCOs didn't know what this meant and felt perhaps there was a problem with telegraph communications.

But the sharper minds among the lieutenants already sensed the situation was wrong. As for the rigorously trained field officers—even those who graduated from other military academies rather than the Army War College—they already understood what the greatest probability was.

Originally, the field officers naturally stood on Colonel Takeshita's side. Now, involuntarily, they joined Ishiwara in fixing their gazes on Colonel Takeshita's face.

Feeling isolated and unable to bear the collective gaze, Colonel Takeshita could only say, "Ishiwara-kun, please follow me."

As Ishiwara followed Takeshita toward the room, the lieutenants wanted to quietly follow. Ishiwara turned around and ordered, "Gentlemen, attention!"

Ishiwara was now a Lieutenant Colonel, ranking only below Colonel Takeshita among the remaining officers. At his command, even the other Lieutenant Colonels had to stop, while the lieutenants and NCOs all snapped to attention.

Once Ishiwara entered the room, Colonel Takeshita looked at the group of officers standing ramrod straight outside and could only thank him first. "Thank you, Ishiwara-kun, for maintaining order."

Of course, this was said reluctantly. After all, Takeshita was the highest-ranking officer here. It made him very uncomfortable that Ishiwara, who hadn't been to Korea in years, controlled the situation the moment he arrived. If not for the telegram Ishiwara mentioned, and the one sent by Nagata Tetsuzan, Colonel Takeshita would have had a bone to pick with him.

Ishiwara spoke decisively, "Takeshita-kun, as Imperial soldiers, we should die on the battlefield fighting bravely, not stubbornly accepting meaningless orders and leading troops into a deathtrap. That is irresponsible, and it is stupid."

Colonel Takeshita actually agreed with Ishiwara's judgment. And among Japanese field officers, people as unique as Ishiwara were rare. So Ishiwara's 'deeds' were widely circulated—for instance, the strange tale that as long as the course was related to strategy, Ishiwara could rank first in the class without listening to lectures or reading books.

Just as Colonel Takeshita was about to ask for Ishiwara's suggestion, Ishiwara spoke up. "Takeshita-kun, Pyongyang is 400 kilometers from the front, and the front is 100 kilometers from the Yalu River. How critical must our army's situation be for the Division Headquarters to order transport troops to support them? This not only exceeds military common sense, it violates it. Therefore, I judge that the frontline troops can no longer hold. Two divisions defeated, forces across Korea scattered—what should we do?"

Saying this, Ishiwara raised his left hand, curled his fingers, and made a fist. "What we must do now is rapidly gather every unit, especially the military hospitals. Whether it's transport troops, Japanese residents in Korea, or reservists. Only by gathering them together is it possible to resist the enemy. Otherwise, at the Imperial Army's marching speed, they can reach Seoul in just four days. They can reach Busan in seven. This is no longer the era of marching on two legs. The Northeast Army will utilize trains as much as possible; their marching speed will only be faster."

What Ishiwara said was basic military common sense, devoid of any unfathomable strategy. Colonel Takeshita could think of it too, but at this moment he was full of confusion and didn't know how to execute it. After all, if he were skilled in operations and logistics, he wouldn't have been placed in the rear. Knowing his own limitations, Takeshita knew his greatest strength lay in executing orders. Issuing commands was absolutely not his forte.

In Takeshita's hesitation, Ishiwara said, "Takeshita-kun, please allow me to assist you in completing this difficult task."

Finished, Ishiwara bowed. "For the Empire, please, Takeshita-kun, you must give me this opportunity to assist."

Colonel Takeshita was stunned. He felt it incredible. Was this person bowing deeply and requesting a chance the same Ishiwara Kanji who sneered whenever he encountered a viewpoint he couldn't stomach?

Was this the arrogant Ishiwara who, when asked 'Why did Ishiwara-kun get second place at the War College but only sixth at the Academy?', frankly answered 'Because the War College doesn't have a conduct grade'?

But then, Colonel Takeshita was moved by Ishiwara. Ishiwara knew clearly that the front had suffered defeat, yet he had rushed straight toward it. He could have chosen not to come, but not only did he come, he requested so sincerely. This loyalty to the Empire ignited Takeshita's hope.

Takeshita stepped forward and pulled Ishiwara up. "Ishiwara-kun, please do your utmost for the Empire."

When Colonel Takeshita and Ishiwara Kanji emerged from the room, the officers and NCOs waiting outside saw the attitude between the two and breathed a sigh of relief. Especially those officers who supported Takeshita; seeing Ishiwara's stern expression earlier, they had thought he was going to do something to the Colonel.

Colonel Takeshita immediately convened a military council. At the meeting, he introduced Ishiwara Kanji, the second-seat graduate of the Army War College, to the assembled officers and praised his ability. Ishiwara produced official documents and sincerely stated that although he was ordered to the front by the Korean Garrison Army, he would respect Colonel Takeshita's command authority.

Seeing the two behave this way, the other officers put their hearts at ease. Actually, everyone felt something was wrong, but under the Japanese military system, everyone could only obey orders.

Next, Ishiwara laid out his judgment of the war situation. Those officers with insufficient military proficiency were shocked by such a critical situation. The officers who could still think rationally were all moved by Ishiwara's courage and determination.

Colonel Takeshita then said, "Gentlemen, we must not panic at this time. Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara will formulate the subsequent plan."

Soon, the Japanese Korea Army Headquarters in Seoul received a telegram from Colonel Takeshita in Pyongyang, requesting the Headquarters to order the 19th Division's transport troops to move closer to Pyongyang.

General Ōba Jirō, Commander of the Korea Garrison Army, immediately replied, "Troops of the 19th and 20th Divisions outside the front lines are to form a unified Seoul Defense Force, under the unified command of a headquarters formed by Colonel Takeshita and Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara. Military, administrative, and civilian personnel in the areas surrounding Pyongyang are all subject to the deployment of this two-man headquarters."

In terms of the Japanese system, this order was irregular. Transferring troops that should still belong to the 19th and 20th Divisions to another command structure was a violation of the chain of command and against custom. But General Ōba Jirō already understood his fate; he only wanted to do something truly meaningful in his final time.

At this time, Nagata Tetsuzan was in the munitions department, issuing orders in his capacity as Vice Minister of Munitions for all military and administrative personnel in southern Korea to gather in Seoul. He also mobilized local personnel in Seoul to forcibly conscript laborers to begin building defensive fortifications. In some locations, prisoners were marched out in squads, a long rope tied around their waists linking them in a row. Japanese prison guards waved whips, shouting and cursing to make these prisoners speed up their work.

Okamura Yasuji had left headquarters. Carrying various orders, he went to the areas between Seoul and Pyongyang to arrange routes and collect troops, manpower, and materiel to complete his work.

The Japanese forces on the Korean peninsula were striving with all their might to hold Seoul. Meanwhile, the Northeast Army's vanguard lunged straight toward Seoul, the center of Japanese rule in Korea, with the first target being Pyongyang, which stood in their path.

***

In the Northeast Army Headquarters, the members of the Military Committee who remained were meeting. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan stretched lazily and patted his mouth, looking like he wanted to lie down immediately. The others were much the same. The headquarters staff in the rear hadn't slept much for days either. Now that the first phase of the war was finally determined, everyone felt as if all strength had been drained from their bodies.

Xu Chengfeng wanted to look at the battle reports again but couldn't read a thing. He looked at He Rui and saw him putting away his cigarettes. By this point, cigarettes could no longer stimulate the mind or alleviate fatigue.

Xu Chengfeng asked in disbelief, "Chairman, I knew the battle would be won, and I knew it should be fought like this. But why can't I believe it?"

He Rui stood up, hands supporting himself on the table to prop up his somewhat weak body. Having not slept for three days and three nights, He Rui also felt a sensation like drifting seaweed, but he felt his brain was still functioning normally, so he replied, "Because you haven't been able to review it yet, to completely master the various internal reasons and realistic processes of the war's conduct. Once you truly master it, you won't think this way anymore."

"You mean, we haven't yet turned the first phase of the campaign into our own knowledge?" Cheng Ruofan asked feebly.

He Rui nodded. "It's more accurate to describe it as truly turning it into one's own knowledge. After all, it's inevitable that everyone views problems subjectively right now."

Just then, the Deputy Chief of Staff walked in quickly. He had been strictly ordered to sleep, and as a result, he had slept for twelve hours before waking up. Seeing the group of senior members in the headquarters conference room with pale faces but decent spirits, the Deputy Chief of Staff immediately said, "I've heard the report after waking up. Please, everyone, go rest. The Japanese can't turn the tables."

Cheng Ruofan struggled to stand up, swayed a few steps, then turned to He Rui and said, "Chairman, I'm going to sleep first."

"Mm." He Rui nodded, though privately he doubted whether Cheng Ruofan could truly fall asleep right now.

Commander Xu Chengfeng and Political Commissar and Deputy Commander Zhong Yifu also stood up. Zhong Yifu said somewhat uncontrollably, "I definitely have to get some sleep. I'm leaving first."

Xu Chengfeng agreed. "Chairman, if I can fall asleep, I'll have many things to ask you when I wake up."

He Rui watched the three leave, then sat back down at the table. There was something he should do, but he couldn't remember it. Looking left and right, he saw the newspapers on the rack in the corner and suddenly remembered what it was. He had someone dial the general editorial office of the *Northeast Daily*.

The voice of Deputy Editor-in-Chief Mo Yang shouting immediately came through the receiver. "Chairman, the photos are all developed. We're sending them to the various branches at top speed. The branches in Beijing and Tianjin will be able to publish the special edition with photos today. We won! Long live!"

Seeing Mo Yang, a major reporter before he even joined the Northeast Government, excited to this extent, He Rui felt this forty-something-year-old uncle was being a bit too childish.

But Mo Yang's excitement was so real, so understandable. From 1840 to 1922, 82 years had passed. This was the first war that achieved a true victory and dealt a heavy blow to the enemy. Even if it was just the beginning of the war, it was enough to lift the spirits of a people who had been unable to achieve victory for 82 years.

Thinking of this, He Rui remembered another matter. He handed the phone to a secretary and let him speak with the ecstatic Mo Yang. He Rui had another secretary quickly record an order. "During pre-war planning, we predicted the excitement a preliminary victory would bring to the Chinese public. Patriotic citizens are bound to initiate actions to donate money and goods. Response plans for such actions have already been formulated. Currently, we must notify and explain this to the Party, government, military, and private citizens of the Northeast Government, requesting that they understand our decision and execute it thoroughly!"

Just as he finished speaking, the secretary on the phone brought it over. "Chairman, Editor-in-Chief Mo Yang insists on saying one more sentence to you."

He Rui took the phone and heard Mo Yang, the great reporter who had joined the *Northeast Daily* back in the Siping era, crying on the line. "Chairman He, I thank you. I truly thank you for letting me see this day with my own eyes!"

He Rui's somewhat numb nerves initially felt Mo Yang's attitude was childish, even laughable. But slowly, he felt his numb body recover some vitality, and even his eyes grew moist.

Mo Yang was not weeping for himself, but for China. His gratitude was not directed at He Rui, but expressing thanks to the saviors of China whose whereabouts he had previously not known.

In He Rui's era, China had long since been saved and liberated. But in this era, the suffering of the Chinese people was just beginning.

Just as there was a saying in the history of He Rui's timeline: "Many people think 2019 is the hardest year in the last decade, but 2019 is likely to be the best year in the next ten."

He Rui spoke loudly into the receiver, "Comrade Mo Yang, China's victory is just beginning. You will be moved even more in the future. Now, seize the time to work. There are too many things waiting for us to complete!"

Mo Yang began to recover from his state of weeping with joy. He responded loudly, "Yes... Yes!"

He Rui also felt his spirit return, ready to continue working. But at this moment, he felt sticky and dirty; as a modern person, this sensation was truly unpleasant. So He Rui went to the bathhouse to take a bath first.

According to the guards afterwards, He Rui fell asleep less than half a minute after sitting in the bath. Then he slipped into the water. If the guards hadn't immediately jumped in to fish him out, the Japanese side would probably have reaped a massive, unexpected windfall.
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Minister of War Zhang Xiluan might just be the most comfortable Minister of War to date. Previous Ministers of War were mostly concurrently held by the Premier, including powerful figures like Duan Qirui. In short, those men held high positions and heavy authority.

Minister Zhang Xiluan had no intention of grasping for power himself, and others were unwilling to let the 79-year-old Minister Zhang suffer any fatigue. Aside from important meetings that required his attendance, any specific affairs were handled by his Chief of Staff and others on his behalf.

At this moment, Minister Zhang was attending a cabinet meeting. Today was the 11th. Early in the morning, the entrance to the printing plant of the *Northeast Daily* was crowded with people, everyone hoping to get the newspaper at the first opportunity. Consequently, the paperboys were temporarily out of a job; the newspapers transported out of the printing plant were immediately surrounded by the crowd.

As sung in "The Song of the Newspaper Boy" composed by Nie Er: *'La la la! La la la! I am a little expert at selling newspapers. I don't wait for dawn to distribute the papers. I walk and shout, today's news is truly good, seven copper coins buy two papers.'*

Now, these masses no longer cared about the price. Some even held a silver dollar in their hand, squeezing through the crowd while shouting loudly, "I'll buy two copies! One silver dollar, I'm buying two copies!"

Fortunately, the big figures of the Beiyang Government had subscribed to the newspaper long ago. While the newspapers were still inside the plant, not yet finished printing, the copies for the various dignitaries were collected by people sent from each household.

President Xu Shichang, Premier Duan Qirui, Minister of War Zhang Xiluan, and Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun—these four held a meeting. With the war between the Northeast and Japan being so significant, anyone without value in this matter was not invited to participate.

Just then, the meeting room door opened, and Minister of the Navy Jiang Zheng walked in quickly, holding a newspaper. Jiang Zheng, a native of Fujian, born in 1865, was the same age as Duan Qirui. In his early years, he entered the second navigation class of the Tianjin Naval Academy. He graduated in the 13th year of the Guangxu reign (1887), entered the navy, and was promoted successively to the principal of the Yantai Naval Academy. This 57-year-old man's face was flushed, and his eyes were also red. Upon entering, he first apologized to the waiting group: "Gentlemen, I was so absorbed in reading in the car that I made you wait."

Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun smiled slightly; he could completely understand Minister of the Navy Jiang Zheng's mood. The Northeast Army had cleanly and efficiently annihilated the Kwantung Army and then annihilated the main force of the Japanese Korea Army, wiping out a total of over 83,200 enemies. Such a military victory had not only changed the situation in East Asia but even faintly shook the world situation.

After the Washington Conference, Gu Weijun had actually entertained thoughts of retiring, but at this moment, he completely disregarded such thoughts. At a time like this, it was precisely the moment to negotiate with various countries diplomatically for the country and maintain China's strength. As the Minister of Foreign Affairs, how could he not do his utmost?

However, as the first Chinese diplomatic official in 80 years to have a victory as a background, even Gu Weijun, who was accustomed to grand international scenes, could not immediately find his current footing.

Duan Qirui had mixed feelings in his heart. Seeing that everyone had finished reading the newspaper, he said, "Minister Gu, if foreigners ask why the government hasn't sent a telegram to the Northeast, tell them that all the telegraph machines have been transmitting day and night for the past few days and have developed some faults, requiring maintenance."

Gu Weijun smiled slightly, finding this answer rather humorous, and agreed. This was diplomacy; a weak country has no diplomacy, while any reason given by a strong country seems 'logical and natural'. Just like the reason He Rui gave for declaring war on the Kwantung Army.

After finishing the light topics, what remained were naturally the heavy ones. Inviting Foreign Minister Gu Weijun to attend this meeting was not intended to discuss domestic issues anyway.

Xu Shichang thought for a moment and raised a question he personally felt couldn't be completely determined. "Elder Zhang, Japan certainly knows that the Central Government actually supports General He. Will they use this as an excuse to refuse to leave Shandong? Or perhaps become obsessed and want to occupy Shandong to face the outside of the pass across the sea?"

Zhang Xiluan had naturally considered these matters. Hearing Xu Shichang ask, he chuckled softly. "Hehe, if Japan dares to do so, General He will inevitably continue south and take the entire Korean Peninsula."

Although Xu Shichang himself had some moral integrity, the events of the First Sino-Japanese War (Jiawu) and the Boxer Rebellion (Gengzi) left him with a lingering fear of the Great Powers. Even knowing this was extremely unlikely, as long as there was a possibility, he still worried.

Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak so decisively, Xu Shichang felt completely relieved.

Duan Qirui had graduated from the Imperial Japanese Army Academy after all; he certainly knew that let alone dividing their forces, even if the Japanese army gathered in Korea, it was very possible for He Rui to sweep south and seize all of Korea. If Japan lost Korea, with only the Tsushima Strait between them and He Rui, the Japanese army would be completely immobilized. Given the Japanese army's standard, they would never actively attack the Beiyang Government before thoroughly defeating He Rui.

But Duan Qirui had his own worries. He actually hoped He Rui would win, but once He Rui won, it meant the Fengtian Clique would inevitably enter the Central Government. Although the Anhui Clique had no animosity with the Fengtian Clique, they still didn't want to become a subsidiary. Moreover, it wasn't just the Fengtian Clique competing with the Anhui Clique, so Duan Qirui asked, "Minister Gu, what is the attitude of the Great Powers towards this war?"

Gu Weijun had not only considered this for a long time himself but had also invited a group of seniors and young talents in the diplomatic circle in Beijing to discuss the matter. At this moment, he answered decisively, " regarding China's diplomacy, since the Paris Peace Conference, I have handled a great deal. The common failing is that everyone asks for prices wildly; unwilling to suffer an obvious loss, they end up suffering a hidden loss; unwilling to suffer a small loss, they end up suffering a big loss. At this juncture, as long as the Central Government and the Northeast can maintain unity, no Great Power can extract any benefits."

To the ears of an old fox, these words were as clear as they could be. Duan Qirui laughed. "Elder Zhang is the Minister of War; General He certainly won't misunderstand. At this time, we naturally must unite against the outside. President Xu, why not send a telegram to ask for Elder Cao's thoughts?"

Xu Shichang nodded. Currently, there were four main factions in China, from north to south: the Fengtian Clique, the Anhui Clique, the Zhili Clique, and the Revolutionary Party.

The Anhui Clique's greatest enemy was actually the Zhili Clique. The 'Zhi' in 'Zhili Clique' referred to Zhili (Hebei). The initial leader of the Zhili Clique was Feng Guozhang. Feng Guozhang himself was from Tianjin, Zhili, and his subordinates were primarily officers of Zhili origin.

Currently, the Zhili Clique was backed by Britain and France and had been vying with the Anhui Clique for control of the Central Government. Before He Rui declared war on Japan, the Zhili and Anhui Cliques had already been cursing each other for months. If He Rui hadn't maintained silence, the two sides might have already gone to war.

In the current situation, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had discussed privately that they needed to force the Zhili Clique to state their position. As long as the Zhili Clique expressed that they would unite against the outside, things would be easy to handle. If He Rui won, the Anhui Clique, controlling the Central Government, could immediately coordinate power distribution with He Rui. Even if the Anhui Clique lost most of its positions, the Zhili Clique would certainly gain nothing. At that time, He Rui would march his grand army south to suppress the Zhili Clique in the name of the Central Government, which would at least vent some anger for the Anhui Clique.

The more this was the case, the more the Anhui Clique had to occupy the moral high ground, forcing the Zhili Clique to respond within the arena defined by the Anhui Clique.

Xu Shichang then said, "Fighting a war is about money and grain. The Central Government cannot publicly raise funds for General He, so it would be better to have the private sector handle these matters. What do you all think?"

No one would oppose this matter, or at least no one dared to oppose it. Thus, the decision was passed. Duan Qirui knew that many people would inevitably want to get a foot in the door on this matter, so he decisively refused to take charge. With no other choice, the matter was handed over to the relatively aloof and noble Gu Weijun to coordinate.

Gu Weijun hadn't expected that as Minister of Foreign Affairs, he would be assigned such a task. But this matter was actually not small, so Gu Weijun had to accept it.
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The vanguard of the Second Army Group was the 8th Army. Commander Zhou Zaixing received a telegram from the Air Force: "To 8th Army Headquarters. At 7:00 AM on the 14th, Air Force reconnaissance discovered that the Japanese army has deployed air defense positions on the heights of Pyongyang and is constructing defensive positions on the city walls and outside the city..."

The General Staff Department agreed with the conclusion drawn from this intelligence observation. As the most important city in northern Korea, the loss of Pyongyang would mean Japan losing control over half of the Korean Peninsula. This would not only be a military defeat but also a severe political failure.

Commander Zhou Zaixing asked, "What is the status of the troops?"

The 8th Army had paused for about a day on the 13th. The 12 motor transport battalions had covered a distance of 600 kilometers in over two days. Although maintenance personnel did their best to maintain and repair the vehicles along the way, 60% of the vehicles still could not be guaranteed to maintain their condition for the subsequent operations. They had to stop for a day of major overhaul.

During the advance over the previous two days, the Japanese troops and personnel in various towns had already withdrawn. Before withdrawing, they destroyed the railways in Korea, preventing the 8th Army from advancing more rapidly.

In order to commit air power during the attack on Pyongyang, the Air Force also needed to construct forward airfields. Lacking engineering troops, the units relied entirely on manpower to quickly tamp down simple foundations and drag steel plates weighing several tons to piece together runways.

As the vanguard, the 8th Army had to pave the way for the follow-up main forces, bridging mountains and rivers as they encountered them. Having stopped for a day, the 8th Army, however, did not get fully rested.

Hearing Commander Zhou Zaixing's inquiry, the Chief of Staff replied, "The troops are ready to set out."

"Tell the troops to be careful; we are very likely to encounter the enemy," Zhou Zaixing instructed.

***

In Pyongyang, 100 kilometers away from the 8th Army's location, Ishiwara Kanji, who had become the highest-ranking officer, handed over affairs inside the city to Colonel Takeshita. He took some core comrades of the Future Society and rode horses to inspect the communication lines leading to the rear.

For the past four days, Ishiwara Kanji had done his utmost to gather personnel and supplies from north of Pyongyang. Personnel from key departments such as local government, hospitals, and schools were gathered to the maximum extent and transported to the rear.

Some of these people arrived by train, but more came on foot. The Korean laborers hired by these people were immediately incorporated into the coolie teams under Japanese military management to participate in the construction of Pyongyang's defensive fortifications. The non-combatant Japanese personnel began to be transported to the rear.

Military hospitals and field hospitals had already been established in Pyongyang to prepare for the coming battle. Ishiwara Kanji's purpose was to inspect the last batch of non-combatant personnel leaving Pyongyang.

Leaving Pyongyang city, Ishiwara Kanji stopped. He dismounted and posed a question to the core members of the Future Society, "Comrades, if it comes to a point where we can no longer fight, what choice will you make?"

The comrades of the Future Society were somewhat puzzled by such a question. Some immediately replied, "Naturally, we will die bravely in battle and show our loyalty to Japan."

Ishiwara Kanji's eyebrows raised involuntarily. "Foolish! Whose interests will your sacrifice buy? Are the current rulers of the Japanese Empire worth your sacrifice?"

The comrades of the Future Society were stunned; they found themselves in a very awkward situation. Ishiwara Kanji did not give everyone time to discuss and said decisively, "We are now fighting for our motherland, Japan. Dying on the battlefield is the duty of a soldier. But when it becomes completely impossible to fight, you must live on."

"Live on to accept shame?!" Lieutenant Kurita in the group asked loudly.

Ishiwara Kanji took a step forward and grabbed Lieutenant Kurita by the shoulder. "Kurita-kun, I can hardly guarantee whether your actions will be commended by those people. Moreover, to be commended by those people, and then have your heroic deeds used to incite more officers and soldiers to die for them—is that your original intention?"

Even the core members of the Future Society found it difficult to express support at this moment, but no one objected anymore. Having finished the last thing he felt was important, Ishiwara Kanji mounted his horse and led his subordinates south along the road.

After walking less than 4 kilometers, they saw a chaotic crowd squeezing onto the road, blocking it almost completely.

Some sergeants were shouting angrily and whipping the crowd. But the more they did so, the more chaotic the crowd became. Seeing that the situation was indeed heading towards the worst-case scenario, Ishiwara Kanji immediately spurred his horse to catch up and shouted at the sergeants who were raising their whips and sticks and roaring, "Stop!"

Seeing it was Ishiwara, the sergeants stopped resentfully. Before the sergeants could speak, Ishiwara Kanji shouted, "Where are the soldiers responsible for command? I don't see them!"

The sergeants were stunned. They hadn't expected Ishiwara Kanji to grasp the key point in a single sentence. Ishiwara Kanji's goal was for the retreat to be organized and efficient, so he asked loudly, "Where did the soldiers go?"

"They were transferred away by Lieutenant Colonel Takakura," a sergeant answered quickly.

More than ten minutes later, Ishiwara Kanji finally led about a squadron of soldiers on a small path beside the main road to catch up with Lieutenant Colonel Takakura, who was heading towards Pyongyang.

Seeing Ishiwara Kanji arrive, Lieutenant Colonel Takakura quickly said, "Ishiwara-kun, I am leading the troops back to help with the defense!"

Ishiwara Kanji roared, "Baka! Who allowed you to change the plan without authorization?"

Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Takakura stunned, Ishiwara Kanji ordered the soldiers behind Takakura, "Platoon leaders, immediately lead your troops back to the road to guide the retreating people and maintain order! Now, listen to my command, move out!"

The non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and soldiers did not know that Lieutenant Colonel Takakura, according to the orders of the Joseon Army Headquarters, was already a captain banished to the front line. However, they all knew that Ishiwara Kanji was now the deputy commander of Pyongyang, and the plans formulated by Ishiwara Kanji were very detailed and highly executable. Just like this retreat, due to the dispatch of enough soldiers to guide the way along the route, even though there were many people retreating, they could move quickly and very smoothly, and the soldiers were not that exhausted.

On the other hand, Lieutenant Colonel Takakura had gathered the soldiers, delivered a speech about dying bravely in battle, and then led the soldiers towards Pyongyang. The vast majority of NCOs and soldiers dared to be angry but dared not speak out, feeling very depressed in their hearts.

Hearing Ishiwara Kanji's order, the Japanese squads immediately accepted the order and rushed back.

Ishiwara Kanji looked at the embarrassed and dissatisfied Lieutenant Colonel Takakura. "Lieutenant Colonel Takakura, return to the headquarters immediately. Takeshita-kun has something to convey to you."

After speaking, Ishiwara Kanji immediately led his subordinates back. He knew his own plan best. Ishiwara Kanji had organized the least combat-effective troops into the unit responsible for retreat discipline, with the starting point of the plan being the most efficient retreat. Although there were these accidents, they were not enough to affect the entire retreat plan.

Returning to Pyongyang, Japanese observers on the city walls and high buildings were desperately using binoculars to check the sky for Northeast Army reconnaissance planes. Ishiwara Kanji arrived in front of the troops preparing to set out, reined in his horse, and shouted loudly, "Gentlemen, the moment to be loyal to Japan has arrived. Do not worry, gentlemen. Although we are currently at a disadvantage, it is only for a very limited time. As long as you obey orders and fight bravely, you can contain the enemy's fierce attack and achieve feats praised by the country! Now, move out!"

This was a regiment that Ishiwara Kanji had pieced together over these four days. Due to the orders of the Joseon Army Headquarters, this unit unexpectedly received a replenishment of former field-grade officers. These field officers, who had been demoted two ranks, must want to wash away their shame at this time, and would fight even more bravely, giving Ishiwara Kanji a great boost in confidence.

After the air defense observers confirmed that the Northeast Army Air Force had left, Ishiwara Kanji immediately commanded the troops out of Pyongyang and advanced towards the north.

The Northeast Army's 8th Army, 1st Division, was also riding in trucks straight towards Pyongyang at this time. Just hearing the place name Pyongyang (Pingrang), one could feel from the characters that this place was probably flat ground. The fact was indeed so; Pyongyang is located in the northwest of the Korean Peninsula, with the Taedong River flowing across it, and was named for its flat terrain.

The convoy carrying the 8th Army's 1st Division was traveling on the road at a speed of about 20 kilometers per hour. The roads in Korea were not paved with asphalt. It was not a problem for pedestrians or livestock to pass, but for trucks, it was bumpy and uneven. The members in the vehicles felt as if they were riding on wild horses, rising and falling unsteadily.

Fortunately, the security work was carried out very thoroughly when the troops advanced. The units almost formed an advancing mode of echelon movement, covering each other. The troops could also get off the vehicles to soothe their physical discomfort.

By around 3:00 PM, seeing fewer and fewer mountains ahead, the troops knew they were about to reach their destination. Compared to bumping around in the mountains in trucks, marching on flat terrain was simply enjoyment.

Just as they were feeling a little delighted, gunshots suddenly came from the nearby mountains. The security troops immediately returned fire. However, the number of enemies increased, quickly exceeding a thousand. This Japanese force also carried mortars. A violent bombardment immediately hit three trucks. The fuel tanks of the vehicles were blown open, and they burst into flames instantly.

But the Northeast Army was well-trained. The personnel on the vehicles had already disembarked and began to form battle formations before the vehicles were hit. Although the destruction of the vehicles did have a slight impact on the troops, they immediately began to counterattack.

Ishiwara Kanji watched from a high vantage point as the Northeast Army below quickly formed three-man combat teams and began to counterattack. He immediately ordered, "Begin executing the retreat plan."

The troops immediately began to execute it. However, the commander of the 2nd Battalion, Lieutenant Masaki, arrived immediately. This captain had gone from major to lieutenant within a few hours, and was then reappointed as battalion commander. Upon seeing Ishiwara, Lieutenant Masaki immediately asked, "Ishiwara-kun, why retreat so soon?"

Ishiwara Kanji pointed down the mountain. Battalion Commander Masaki frowned. According to the original ambush plan, even if the Northeast Army was not thrown into disorder, they would at least be stalled. However, the Northeast Army at this moment had already launched a counteroffensive and began to attack the troops on the ambush line. Such a rapid reaction and strong offensive spirit left Battalion Commander Masaki speechless.

The Japanese rapid retreat was very successful. They shook off the Northeast Army's pursuit and smoothly withdrew into the defensive positions outside Pyongyang.

At 5:13 PM, the pursuing troops of the 1st Division also arrived outside the Pyongyang defense system. They seized the time to measure firing data and draw battlefield maps, and did not rashly launch an attack.

Ishiwara Kanji was very impressed in his heart. He had once doubted He Rui's views on building a new type of army. In He Rui's description, as long as the social system was scientific and reasonable and the purpose of serving the people was implemented, it would be easy to build a powerful military force. Even with whimsical thoughts like Ishiwara's, he could only determine the political nature and organizational level of such an army. He did not harbor illusions about its military combat effectiveness.

However, the army before his eyes was exactly what He Rui had built over six years. Whether in organization, discipline, or professionalism, it was extremely outstanding, not inferior to the armies of the Great Powers that Ishiwara Kanji had seen in Europe.

Soon, the main force of the vanguard arrived. As the 80mm mortars began to roar, the battle began.

Ishiwara Kanji observed the battle from a concealed point on high ground, and soon had answers to several doubts. The Northeast Army had dealt with the Kwantung Army and the Joseon Army so cleanly and neatly, which did not conform to military common sense. No matter how strong the Northeast Army was, it was not strong to this extent.

Now Ishiwara Kanji saw with his own eyes that the Northeast Army's artillery fire was accurately firing at the Japanese defensive strongpoints, as if they knew the locations of these firepower points in advance. And these positions had just been dug in the past four days.

Now Ishiwara Kanji found the reason and couldn't help but smile bitterly. This reason was actually not hard to guess. Just as He Rui's determination to actively attack the Japanese army was so firm, exceeding Ishiwara Kanji's expectations, logically, this was not strange. He Rui understood the Japanese army extremely well. To win, he naturally had to conduct such targeted training. Ishiwara Kanji had not expected the Northeast Army to carry out targeted training against the Japanese army to such a thorough extent.

However, although this attack was very sharp and targeted, it failed to achieve results. Because this vanguard force numbered only one regiment, neither its artillery nor its troop strength was enough to overwhelm the Japanese army.

Pyongyang was a large city after all, and there were quite a few defensive artillery pieces in the city. Although the Northeast Army quickly approached the Japanese positions, Ishiwara Kanji commanded a large number of artillery pieces at this moment to cut off the Northeast Army's follow-up attack routes and ordered a full-scale Japanese counterattack.

The Japanese army, with superior numbers, ended the battle with a bayonet charge after a short and bloody close-quarters combat, wiping out about two companies of the Northeast Army that had rushed up.

Just then, the sun set. Although the evening glow was brilliant, it could not provide illumination for the battlefield. Both sides temporarily stopped fighting. The night of October 14th descended over the city of Pyongyang.

The 8th Army's 1st Division prepared for the next day's battle while rushing to send the news back to the Army Headquarters. While the Army Headquarters studied the operational plan, they also forwarded the battle situation news to the Army Group Headquarters according to regulations.

Hu Xiushan finished reading the list of commanders, his gaze falling back on Ishiwara Kanji's name. This was information interrogated from captives. Hu Xiushan had once heard He Rui talk about Ishiwara Kanji, "Extremely smart, understands strategy, therefore frustrated."

Hearing He Rui's evaluation, Hu Xiushan became curious about Ishiwara Kanji. It could be seen that He Rui had a high opinion of Ishiwara Kanji. For such a person to be frustrated, he must have real ability.

Seeing that the commander of Pyongyang was Ishiwara Kanji, this Ishiwara Kanji should have had the opportunity to display his ambitions. To what extent could an extremely smart person who understood strategy go when he did his best? Hu Xiushan was ready to take a good look.
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Ishiwara Kanji dictated a document. Having not slept for several days and nights, he no longer had the strength to hold a pen. After finishing the dictation and adding a few supplementary points, his subordinates hurried off to execute the orders.

After an hour of busy work, the subordinates rushed back to report the latest progress, only to find Ishiwara sitting bolt upright in his chair. A strip of cloth was wound several times around his chest and the back of the chair, securing his drooping head and body to the seat. Someone had covered his legs with a blanket, and he sat there motionless, his head hanging low. This sight terrified his subordinates, who hurriedly stepped forward to call him.

After calling out for quite a while, Ishiwara finally opened his eyes and asked groggily, "Did you send the documents out?"

The subordinates knew Ishiwara had barely rested in days. Seeing that he hadn't unexpectedly passed away but had simply fallen asleep, they quickly replied, "Report, Commander, the documents have been sent. Lieutenant Colonel Okamura is on the dedicated line."

Ishiwara looked up at the desk clock but couldn't see it clearly. He rubbed his sore eyes and looked again, finally realizing it was approaching 3:00 AM. He had slept for over an hour. Ishiwara immediately tried to stand up, forgetting the cloth strip that secured him to the chair. He lifted the chair up with him, lost his balance, and sat back down heavily. The center of gravity shifted, and he nearly fell over, chair and all.

Fortunately, several subordinates immediately supported him and untied the cloth. Ishiwara didn't waste time talking and hurried to answer the phone.

This was a call routed through dozens of switching stations, with the handsets separated by hundreds of kilometers. The sound quality was extremely poor and hard to hear. Yet, the fatigue in Okamura Yasuji's voice on the other end could still be felt through the receiver.

"Ishiwara-kun, the tactical arrangements targeting the Northeast Army have been transferred to Nagata-kun. Leave the work of proposing the new operation manual to me for now."

Ishiwara knew Okamura was also working desperately, but he hadn't expected a reply at 3:00 AM to something sent after 1:00 AM. He advised, "Okamura-kun, you should also take some time to rest. I am very worried that if everyone lacks energy, we won't be able to handle the upcoming battles."

Okamura seemed to hum in agreement but said, "Ishiwara-kun, the preparations for the subsequent positions are complete... we..."

The static on the line became loud, and Okamura's voice became unintelligible. Ishiwara simply hung up; this had happened many times, and he was used to it. He turned and told the orderly, "Inform Matsushita-kun of the artillery again. The shelling must begin at 4:00 AM; the plan has already been given to him. I'm going to sleep for a while. You must wake me at 6:00 AM."

The orderly was working a normal shift and hadn't slept simply because it was his turn for night duty. He quickly noted this down and stood at attention to salute.

Ishiwara felt like he had been lying on the bed for perhaps a minute, or maybe just a few seconds. In any case, when his body was shaken to the point of being unbearable, he heard someone shouting continuously, "Lieutenant Colonel, it's six o'clock! It's already six o'clock!"

Even with such brief sleep, after Ishiwara struggled to sit up, he soon felt that the energy he thought had vanished had surprisingly returned. After a moment of thought, Ishiwara asked, "What about the shelling?"

"The shelling was completed at 4:00 AM," the orderly replied quickly.

"Did the enemy counterattack?"

"Report, Lieutenant Colonel, the enemy's counterattack didn't last long. Up to now, they haven't launched an offensive."

Ishiwara felt that perhaps his surprise night artillery strike had played some role; otherwise, the Northeast Army might have already launched an attack. Of course, this didn't rule out another possibility: the Northeast Army hadn't considered a night attack at all and planned to start their offensive only after broad daylight.

After all, Ishiwara had only stayed in Pyongyang and was already busy day and night, barely able to sleep. The main force of the Northeast Army had run 400 kilometers in four days. If the winding mountain roads were calculated, saying 600 kilometers wouldn't be an exaggeration. Both warring sides were equally exhausted.

Even if both sides were fully rested, the pressure on the Japanese army was greater. Ishiwara still hoped this battle could start as late as possible.

Time passed minute by minute. By 6:30 AM, there was still no movement from the Northeast Army. In Tokyo, Japan, Army Minister Tanaka Giichi had already convened a morning meeting. Because the Ministry of War and the General Staff Headquarters had taken on a large amount of specific work, Tanaka Giichi was finally able to sleep for a few hours each day. Even so, the Army Minister had heavy dark circles under his eyes. As soon as the meeting started, Tanaka lit a cigarette to perk himself up.

After taking a few puffs, Tanaka finally had some spirit. "Gentlemen, the Empire has been subjected to a despicable and shameless sneak attack by He Rui, and the Army has lost tens of thousands of elites. Although the Ministry of War has deeply apologized to the nationals, it has not been able to completely calm public sentiment. *Asahi Shimbun* and other newspapers have been discussing this defeat. What are your views on this?"

Hearing this, Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, who was responsible for liaison with the press, realized why he had been called to attend the meeting presided over by General Tanaka. Ikeda quickly stood up and presented the solution he had already considered. "Excellency, although the Army suffered heavy losses in the enemy's sneak attack, the Army Department reacted quickly and dispatched elite officers to Korea. The situation in Seoul and Pyongyang has now been stabilized. Yesterday, we received a battle report that the enemy attacked Pyongyang but was thoroughly defeated by our army, leaving behind over two hundred corpses and losing more than two companies. If we quickly pass this news to the press, the public will know that our army has begun to counterattack. If we can let the public know more about the activities of our army's elite officers in the war, it will strengthen the nationals' confidence in winning this war."

Tanaka Giichi felt this was the best method that could be adopted. The elite officers Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda mentioned referred to Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji, whom Tanaka had sent to Korea.

Okamura Yasuji was diligent and serious, an officer with a good reputation, but who the Army Department really favored was Nagata Tetsuzan. So many senior generals felt that Nagata's ability and magnanimity meant he would inevitably be the leader of the next generation of Japanese Army officers. And up to now, Nagata's performance had indeed been remarkable.

It was one thing to assign Okamura Yasuji as Nagata's adjutant, but Nagata had specifically gone to the Army War College to ask Ishiwara Kanji to come out and help. Although Ishiwara was a thorn in the side, he was intelligent and brave. Going to Pyongyang alone, he had not only gathered all the Japanese armed personnel, government staff, and Japanese expatriates in the vast area north of Pyongyang and sent them to Seoul, but he had also constructed a defense system in Pyongyang that held off over a hundred thousand Northeast Army troops.

Tanaka knew very well that this was a rearguard action by a 'trapped unit' and that the entire force might very well be wiped out. Nagata had the eye to recognize talent and the magnanimity to use it. He was indeed the future of the Imperial Army.

Even Ishiwara Kanji's image in Tanaka's mind had changed. The general reputation of being a troublemaker showed Ishiwara had personality, and graduating second in his class at the Army War College proved his strength. In fact, the distinction between first and second place often weighed more on leadership among officers. In terms of pure ability, the second place was not necessarily inferior to the first.

Nagata was also a second-place graduate, and Ishiwara was no worse than Nagata.

Thinking of this, Tanaka ordered, "Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda, go and handle this now."

"Yes." Lieutenant Colonel Ikeda stood up, saluted, and hurried off to work. At this moment, Ikeda was thinking of the female reporter named Morita Mitsuko at the *Asahi Shimbun*. Everyone was well aware of her relationship with He Rui. He wondered if this female reporter had been temporarily suspended during his visit to the *Asahi Shimbun*.

After Ikeda left, Tanaka lit another cigarette, his expression turning grim. The meeting naturally had a clear purpose. In this meeting, Ikeda was responsible for the public-facing work, so he had to be dismissed quickly after receiving his instructions. The officers remaining here were mostly related to departments like the Kempeitai (Military Police).

The atmosphere in the conference room turned gloomy along with Tanaka's expression. Soon, an adjutant brought a stack of papers to Tanaka. Tanaka nodded, and the adjutant distributed them to the officers. Everyone took a look and saw it was a list, mostly containing names of commoner MPs, with a few names of noble peers listed as well.

Tanaka's voice was icy. "These MPs usually use their public office for private gain and plot to seize public funds by every possible means. They bear the main responsibility for the chaos in Imperial politics. Now, winning the war is the Empire's urgent priority; we must pull together and unite as one. Yet these MPs dare to question and criticize the Cabinet Ministers. I truly don't know what kind of intentions they harbor. Your task is to visit these MPs one by one and make them understand that He Rui knows the Empire inside and out. He certainly knows that the MPs are likely to be ignorant of the bigger picture and act as his accomplices. Although the Army does not believe that some MPs are taking orders from He Rui to deliberately disrupt the situation, this matter cannot be left unguarded."

The officers nodded slightly, but no one replied. After all, threatening MPs—wasn't such a method too crude and violent? many MPs were also tough characters. If they really didn't listen, were they supposed to invite these MPs to the Kempeitai?

Tanaka smiled coldly. "Gentlemen, the adjacent office contains evidence of those MPs abusing power for personal gain and embezzling public funds. Everyone, go over there in a moment. Once you decide which MP you are going to see, take that evidence with you. We must make those MPs who don't understand the big picture realize that the Army is willing to unite in good faith to tide over the difficulties."

Hearing this, the attending officers gained confidence. After the assassination of the previous Prime Minister Hara Takashi, Takahashi Korekiyo, also from the Seiyukai (Friends of Constitutional Government Party), succeeded as Prime Minister. The Takahashi Cabinet only lasted half a year before collapsing because the Seiyukai MPs' abuse of power for personal gain was exposed. As long as they held blackmail material on the MPs, there was no fear of them not submitting.

Seeing no objections, Tanaka ordered decisively, "Dismissed!"

After these officers left, the second round of meetings began. The attendees this time were officers involved in military matters. The Army and Navy had already produced a complete troop transport plan, which was to be finalized at this meeting.

The Japanese Army had 21 divisions. The Kwantung Army was completely finished, and the main forces of the two divisions stationed in Korea had been basically annihilated. Of the remaining eighteen divisions, six were fully equipped and manned. In this plan, priority was given to transporting these six divisions to Korea to fight the Northeast Army.

The schedule for the troop transport plan was densely packed. It was no longer calculated by days, nor by morning, afternoon, or evening. From start to finish, this plan was calculated by the hour, and some parts were calculated by the quarter-hour, that is, 15 minutes.

The summary of such a detailed plan was that for Japan to transport two fully equipped and manned divisions from Japan to Seoul, it would take 30 days. Of course, if the infantry just carried a rifle and two base loads of ammunition and boarded the ships, rocked about on the sea for a day or days, landed dizzily, and then took a train to Seoul on empty stomachs, two divisions would only need a week. And now, 5 days had already passed since October 10th. The work could be completed in two more days.

However, such an army would have almost no combat effectiveness when it reached the front line. They had to be fully equipped, bringing all heavy equipment. After arriving in Korea, they would rest and reorganize for a few days. Officers of all units needed to understand the basic terrain of Korea, study the maps of the areas where their units would operate, and the division staff also had to discuss operations and make combat preparations.

Calculated this way, 30 days was already tight in the extreme, and there was really no way to reduce it.

The attacker always held a huge advantage because they only started to move after making comprehensive preparations, naturally seizing the initiative.

This kind of discussion might seem boring to those outside the military, but to professional officers, every number and every minute had its significance and absolutely no sloppiness could be allowed.

At this time, the Northeast Army, as the attacker, was also preparing, racing against time. The fact that yesterday's probing attack was resisted by the enemy was indeed beyond the expectations of the Northeast Army's 8th Army.

The troops had been making full preparations against the Japanese army for several years. Although the troops didn't only target Japanese tactics—most of the time was spent perfecting the Northeast Army's own tactical applications—encountering a Japanese commander who knew how to be flexible so quickly was also unexpected.

Especially the Japanese commander in Pyongyang's night artillery attack; it had indeed hit the Northeast Army's night artillery assembly area, causing some casualties and equipment loss. After a careful investigation, the Northeast Army's 8th Army determined that the movement of the artillery positions had not been discovered.

Then, this Japanese commander of the Pyongyang garrison named Ishiwara Kanji was one of the few excellent commanders pointed out in the pre-plans who knew how to be flexible and had a deep understanding of war.

Since this was the case, the 8th Army didn't stubbornly throw themselves at him. Instead, they adjusted the subsequent operations according to the previous plans.

By 10:00 AM on the 15th, the Japanese garrison in Pyongyang remained completely silent, except for using machine guns and rifle volleys to drive away the Northeast Army Air Force reconnaissance planes. Facing such a composed opponent, Zhou Zaixing, Commander of the 8th Army, received news that all units had completed their redeployment and decisively ordered, "Commence the attack!"

At the new artillery positions, the corps-level artillery began firing. Shells fell like meteors on the Japanese positions outside Pyongyang, beginning a fierce destruction.
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10:00 AM, October 16th.

The gates of the British Legation in Beijing's Dongjiaomin Lane opened several times in succession. A car drove in each time, with the last one entering at approximately 10:13 AM. Intelligence personnel in the northeast of Dongjiaomin Lane recorded the flags flying on the vehicles. So far, embassy vehicles from France, the United States, and Japan had entered the British Legation. The intelligence agents continued their observation, waiting to see who else might arrive.

On the lawn of the Legation, young women from diplomatic families played with their children. The older wives of the ministers sat in the living room of the main building, chatting about the latest goods arriving in the shops of Shanghai and Tianjin.

After the ministers met, they discussed the changing weather and inquired about each other's health, creating a harmonious atmosphere. After chatting for a while, the British Minister, Sir Beilby Francis Alston, brought out a few bottles of fruit brandy from the Northeast. The fresh aroma lit up the eyes of the ministers' wives. Taking this opportunity, Alston said to the other three ministers, "Gentlemen, I recently acquired a batch of Cuban cigars. Would you like to try them?"

The French and American ministers exchanged knowing smiles. The Japanese Minister, Obata Yūkichi, although maintaining the polite and serious expression typical of the Japanese, also stood up. The four men went up to the lounge on the second floor. British black tea was served, and two open wooden boxes were placed in the center of the table, displaying different types of cigars side by side.

The American Minister, Jacob Gould Schurman, a man in his fifties, took a thick cigar from the box and squeezed it by his ear. He could tell its age from the subtle crackling sound of the tobacco leaves. He picked up a cigar cutter, clipped the end, lit it, and took a puff. The room was immediately filled with the fragrant aroma of high-quality tobacco.

Taking another puff, Minister Schurman evaluated, "The quality of Luzon cigars is no longer inferior to Cuban cigars."

It was evident that Minister Schurman was speaking matter-of-factly. However, since the Philippines was an American colony and the 1902 Cuban government was supported by the United States, these words, while ordinary to Schurman, sounded a bit like bragging to the ears of the British and French ministers.

The French Minister, Aimé Joseph de Fleuriau, picked up a thin cigar, lit it, and laughed, "Next time you gentlemen visit our legation, I will treat you to coffee."

From cigars to coffee, silk to spices, the ministers chatted about the pros and cons of various daily specialties. Even the Japanese Minister, Obata Yūkichi, talked about his country's lacquerware and cultured pearls.

Speaking of pearls, French Minister Fleuriau remarked, "In the last year, the output of East Pearls from the Northeast has suddenly increased, and the quality is very good."

British Minister Alston nodded. "In times of war, it is necessary for us to implement a trade embargo against the Northeast Government. Let the Northeast Government understand the determination of the nations for peace."

Although his tone was flat, it concerned Japan. However, Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi leaned back on the sofa, watching the reactions of the French and American ministers with a composed expression, as if they were discussing trivial matters.

The French Minister did not answer but looked at the American Minister, wanting to see the American attitude. American Minister Schurman asked the French Minister, "Monsieur Fleuriau, what is France's attitude?"

The war between the Northeast and Japan was far from France's sphere of influence. France was merely observing and had no position. Moreover, at this time, Britain had not asked France to make a statement. The secret instruction from the French Foreign Ministry to the Minister in China was: "If Britain expresses willingness to show sincerity, then contact the French Foreign Ministry."

If Britain did not pay a price, what reason did France have to participate in the war between China and Japan? Since it was a war, there would be consumption. France could very likely get arms orders.

Facing Minister Schurman's question, French Minister Fleuriau's first thought was whether the Yankee wanted to take the opportunity to sell arms. But this could not be asked directly. The French Minister asked back, "What is the United States' attitude?"

The American Minister answered readily, "The United States opposes war and also opposes trade embargoes. Unlike Britain and France, there has never been arms trade between the United States and the Northeast Government, only trade in civilian goods. What would we embargo?"

Britain and France had purchased large quantities of weapons and ammunition from the Northeast to support the White Russians. Hearing this, they couldn't say anything. Moreover, trade embargoes were something that could only be done against countries without powerful navies. If the Americans really wanted to sell weapons to the Northeast, would Britain and France use their fleets to block American merchant ships?

Since the American Minister expressed the US government's position so frankly, the topic was easily passed over. Everyone started chatting about various recent news items again. Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi looked composed, as if he were just attending an ordinary meeting, where the diplomatic crowd was just chatting idly while waiting for lunch to be served.

Approaching 11:00 AM, the British Minister's secretary brought something in. After reading it, Minister Alston expressionlessly handed the paper to French Minister Fleuriau. After Fleuriau finished reading it, he intended to hand the paper back to the British Minister, but American Minister Schurman, leaning back on the sofa, asked with interest, "Is it something interesting?"

The British Minister took the paper and handed it to the Japanese Minister first, saying simultaneously, "This is a public statement issued by Soviet Chairman Lenin."

Facing this differential treatment, American Minister Schurman did not mind. Since Lenin had issued a public statement, he surely expected it to spread as widely as possible. Knowing the content was only a matter of time; there was no rush for these few minutes or seconds.

Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi looked at the English version of the public statement, his expression becoming increasingly grave. The text of the announcement was overflowing with enthusiasm: "The Soviet Government has noted that a wave seeking national liberation has appeared within Korea. The Soviet Government holds an attitude of sympathy and support for all just struggles internationally against barbaric rule..."

After finishing reading, Japanese Minister Obata Yūkichi handed the transcript back to British Minister Alston, remaining silent.

***

He Rui received the news at about the same time. If the secretary hadn't placed the document in a spot where He Rui could grab it immediately, he might not have noticed it at all. After thinking for a moment, He Rui put aside the battle report sent by the 2nd Army Group and picked up Comrade Lenin's public statement.

After reading it, He Rui laughed out of anger. The secretary, knowing the content, looked at He Rui with some confusion. He Rui picked up a pen and wrote a directive to the Foreign Affairs Bureau at the bottom: "Non-critical event."

After the secretary left with the document, He Rui leaned back in his chair, feeling great admiration for a senior like Comrade Lenin who had rich struggle experience. They wouldn't let go of any opportunity and could utilize this matter precisely. He Rui himself had learned from these old seniors to create the 'Russian Humanitarian Disaster' to boost his own reputation.

Comrade Lenin was an expert in this field. If Soviet Russia expressed concern about the war between the Northeast and Japan, Japan would have an excuse to intimidate Soviet Russia. Although the Japanese Army was busy right now, the Navy had ample capacity to send a few warships to show off their strength.

In that case, Soviet Russia would be slapped in the face for sticking its neck out. Therefore, the Soviet side talked about the resistance of the Korean people. Soviet Russia bordered Korea; although they wouldn't send troops, they had the ability to provide weapons, equipment, and military training to anti-Japanese forces inside Korea. If Japan gave the Soviet Union attitude, Soviet Russia would really do something. This was called reciprocity.

Japan was currently being beaten like this and had originally only set the Northeast as a military opponent. Soviet Russia raising the 'Korean Question' at this time added a new variable to the fierce but relatively clear situation. This was an excellent choice, an action that would inevitably make Japan feel the pressure.

This was also a political maneuver stepping on He Rui to make a scene. Just like when He Rui stepped on the Bolsheviks and White Russians to create the Russian Humanitarian Crisis.

Of course, He Rui was also certain that even if he hadn't created the humanitarian crisis, Comrade Lenin would still have done this. Without such vision and execution, one could not be considered an excellent great power statesman.

For a great power statesman, Comrade Lenin would only do this much at this stage. He Rui used this small case to adjust his mood, and when he picked up the recent battle reports from the 2nd Army Group again, he felt much better.

"Battle Report, October 15, 1922, Secret Document No. 00945. On October 15, after the battle to attack Pyongyang began, the defenders changed their previous Japanese tactics. Whether it was weapon placement or the depth of weapon deployment, it was very different from the previous Japanese troops. The Japanese changes were not only in position layout and weapon placement; they adopted a very tight and coherent defensive position to counter our squad-based operations.

"On the defensive positions, troop density was reduced. Once our troops broke through, the Japanese immediately used artillery fire to block our follow-up troops from advancing, and rapidly maneuvered troops from the rear defense lines to launch counterattacks. Because of insufficient numbers and unfamiliarity with the terrain, our attacks all met with failure..."

"Battle Report, October 16, 1922, before 12:00 PM, Secret Document No. 00951. On October 16, the Japanese army abandoned the peripheral defense lines of Pyongyang and retreated to the defensive lines at the edge of the city. During our attack, it was discovered that the Japanese had demolished a portion of the civilian houses, creating an empty zone. Furthermore, using the materials from the demolished houses, they constructed a flat and complete defense line. Although it is unknown if the Japanese have learned a lesson from the annihilation of the Kwantung Army and are absolutely refusing to engage in street fighting with our army, instead adopting a neat and tight defense line for frontal confrontation, the tactics adopted by the Japanese commander have maximized the containment of our infiltration tactic advantages. This forces our army to implement a war of attrition with the Japanese army, maximizing the basic military literacy of the Japanese officers and soldiers.

"Facing such targeted changes, the Army Group is analyzing the tactical characteristics of the Japanese commander to determine his military understanding and combat style."

This was the battle report from the Army Group Headquarters, and there were also reports from corps-level and division-level units under the 2nd Army Group. It was obvious from those reports that the comrades had been affected by their emotions. some battalion and regimental commanders, after encountering setbacks, let the blood rush to their heads and persisted with the tactics the troops were trained in, wanting to fight the Japanese to the death. Fortunately, the division headquarters quickly issued orders, temporarily stripping the commanders of their command and pulling the troops back.

Having confirmed the basic situation, He Rui sighed, stood up, walked to the window, and lit a cigarette. Ishiwara Kanji and Nagata Tetsuzan were the top talents in the Japanese military. Their capabilities were definitely not the personal bravery of a "Pig-headed Squad Leader" who wasn't afraid of death and dared to fight to the end. Instead, they had the ability to calmly view reality and make adjustments at the fastest speed to complete combat objectives. Such people could be at a disadvantage a hundred times on the local battlefield but could still achieve the campaign objectives in the overall operation. The perseverance, endurance, keenness, and decisiveness of such people were second to none among the many generals who commanded thousands of troops.

It was hard to say whether it was fortunate or unfortunate for the Northeast Army soldiers, who had at most seven years of military experience, to encounter these people. He Rui himself was relatively optimistic; the officers in the Northeast Army who possessed learning abilities could learn knowledge from the war itself.

He Rui did not consider whether Ishiwara Kanji could learn anything because the fact that Ishiwara Kanji had become a frontline commander for the Japanese army was already beyond He Rui's imagination. He Rui had always felt that a guy like Ishiwara Kanji would likely only be pulled out of the military academy and thrown into active service during the counter-attack phase after the Japanese army had suffered heavy losses and regrouped. At this stage, it should have been those old Japanese generals commanding the Japanese army in battle.

In Pyongyang, Ishiwara Kanji did not know what He Rui was considering. At this moment, he had already profoundly felt a strong crisis. Korea was currently in chaos; the hastily assembled troops numbered less than 30,000, and their equipment was uneven. Although Ishiwara Kanji believed that the Northeast Army would definitely not aim to capture Seoul, this was based on the premise that the Japanese army could hold Seoul.

If the Japanese army in Korea collapsed entirely, the Northeast Army wouldn't mind fighting straight to Busan.

The conclusion of Ishiwara Kanji's discussion with Nagata Tetsuzan was that this would be a campaign starting from October 9th and lasting for half a month. The Japanese army must hold Seoul north of the Han River until October 25th. If that wasn't possible, they had to at least hold the Han River.

With the current strength of the Japanese army, they could only choose one between Seoul and the Han River. For political considerations, they had to hold Seoul. Facing over a hundred thousand elite Northeast Army troops, Ishiwara Kanji could only dance in shackles.

Although some units of the Northeast Army had shown reckless behavior due to emotional loss of control yesterday, those actions were quickly contained. Today, facing Ishiwara Kanji's rigorous battle line, the Northeast Army abandoned small-unit infiltration attacks and adopted a very orthodox firepower destruction mode, engaging in a contest of hard power with the Pyongyang Japanese defenders.

At this point, Ishiwara Kanji's disadvantage of insufficient troops was fully revealed. The Pyongyang defenders faced the incredibly strong Northeast Army, and the opponent changed tactics to adopt a straight-punch frontal attack. Although they blocked every punch from the opponent, each punch made the Japanese army's bones creak.

Ishiwara Kanji could no longer make more fine-tuned adjustments to the Japanese frontline troops; that was completely beyond his ability. He could only watch the various numbers, hoping that time would pass a little faster.

The sound of gunfire and artillery from the front line constantly drifted into the headquarters. The clock hand finally moved slowly to 15:43. Ishiwara Kanji immediately ordered, "Order all units to prepare to retreat to the third defense line."

The first defense line was the field fortifications outside the city. The second defense line was the residential area outside the city walls. The third defense line was the city wall defense line. The fourth defense line was the Taedong River defense line running through the city. The fifth defense line was the city wall on the other side.

Ishiwara Kanji hoped he could hold Pyongyang for five days. Even if not five days, as long as he could hold for three days, dragging it out to October 20th. In the remaining five days, it was possible for the Japanese army to hold Seoul.

...As long as the Northeast Army did not truly aim to capture Seoul.
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At 7:00 PM on October 16th, night descended upon the Korean peninsula. The headquarters of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army was brightly lit.

At this time, both the Government-General of Korea and the Chosen Army Headquarters still existed. Although the two full Generals in charge had been retired, they were temporarily retained in their posts.

Following the operational model of the Imperial Japanese Army system, the Army General Staff proposed the establishment of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, which was then executed by the Ministry of War via an Imperial decree after the Emperor's review.

At this stage, Tokyo had not yet nominated a commander-in-chief for the Expeditionary Army or staffed its various departments; only the name had been finalized. The current makeshift organization consisted solely of liaison officers. Among them, the highest-ranking officer was Colonel Nagata Tetsuzan, who naturally became the person in charge.

Just as Nagata Tetsuzan and the other liaison officers were confirming the completion status of the defensive lines, an orderly entered and reported, "Colonel Nagata, the liaison officer sent from Tokyo has arrived."

Hearing of this sudden arrival, Nagata Tetsuzan felt a flash of annoyance. At a critical time like this, wouldn't it be better to communicate specific matters directly by telegram? If they were going to send personnel, they should have sent a full staff of officers. What use was a single liaison officer?

However, Nagata was Nagata. Despite his displeasure, he did not show it. Deciding to use this opportunity to adjust his mood slightly, he put on his cap and went to the reception room.

Although the Japanese Chosen Army Headquarters technically still existed, it was effectively defunct. Under the orders of General Oba Jiro, the commander, the entire headquarters had been 'lent' to the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army.

Walking into the reception room, Nagata Tetsuzan was surprised to see that the arrival was none other than a member of the Futaba-kai, which Nagata led: Lieutenant Colonel Isogai Rensuke, a staff officer of the 1st Division.

Isogai Rensuke stepped forward and saluted Nagata. "Nagata-kun, I have been ordered to come and place myself under your leadership."

A smile appeared on Nagata Tetsuzan's face. "It is excellent to have Isogai-kun join us! Come, sit."

Isogai Rensuke looked somewhat sorrowful. He took out a letter and handed it over. "Nagata-kun, this is Itagaki-kun's suicide note."

Itagaki Seishiro was also a key member of the Futaba-kai. Isogai Rensuke's words meant that Itagaki Seishiro had committed suicide. Nagata Tetsuzan, who had been too busy these past days to think of much else, was shocked but quickly understood the reason. Itagaki Seishiro had been the head of the 'He Agency,' the previous organization targeting the Northeast regime and He Rui.

Helplessly pointing to a chair, Nagata Tetsuzan held onto the table as he sat down. Isogai Rensuke sat opposite him and briefed him on recent events in Tokyo, especially the changes within the Futaba-kai.

At this stage, people were needed to take responsibility for the defeat. The two Generals in Korea had already assumed responsibility, and Chief of the Army General Staff General Uehara Yusaku had also taken responsibility, being ignominiously placed in the reserves and facing forced retirement.

If even three Army Generals were being sacrificed, the intelligence personnel fared even worse. The current heads of all China-related intelligence sections had been suspended and arrested, handed over to the military judiciary for investigation. Former 'He Agency' leaders like Itagaki Seishiro could not escape either.

Isogai Rensuke's expression was full of grief. "Ishiwara-kun, Itagaki-kun said that he would endure the humiliation and wait for the military police investigation so he could tell them everything he knew. The night the investigation concluded, he calmly committed seppuku at home to cleanse his honor. Before he died, he wrote suicide notes to his comrades in the Futaba-kai and to you, Nagata-kun."

Nagata Tetsuzan remained silent, staring blankly as he listened to Isogai Rensuke's account.

"Not only Itagaki-kun, but Doihara-kun from the Beijing Intelligence Section has also been ordered to return to Japan immediately for investigation. We don't know what will happen to him yet." Although Isogai Rensuke could not openly criticize these punishments, he felt a vague resentment regarding his comrades in the Futaba-kai.

Finally, Nagata Tetsuzan spoke. "What was the Military Affairs Bureau's final disposition regarding Itagaki-kun?"

Hearing that Nagata Tetsuzan cared about Itagaki Seishiro's final outcome, Isogai Rensuke was somewhat moved. "Nagata-kun, the investigation report hasn't been released yet. Because Itagaki-kun committed seppuku, the investigation against him was closed due to the death of the subject."

"Closed due to death?" Nagata Tetsuzan had not expected the Military Affairs Bureau to let Itagaki Seishiro off the hook.

Isogai Rensuke replied, "I heard Obata-kun exerted some effort."

Hearing this, Nagata Tetsuzan stood up and placed Itagaki Seishiro's letter into his breast pocket. "Isogai-kun, you have no time to rest. You must work with us immediately."

Isogai Rensuke actually felt very uneasy. Before this trip, he already knew the situation in Korea. Twelve divisions of the Northeast Army—four corps—were bearing down from north to south with crushing force. Isogai Rensuke asked, "Nagata-kun, can we hold?"

He expected Nagata Tetsuzan to hesitate, but Nagata answered confidently, "As long as we fight hard, we will definitely hold Seoul."

Perhaps it was Nagata Tetsuzan's resolute expression, or his sloppy uniform and stubbly face. Or perhaps for no reason at all, Isogai Rensuke was willing to believe him. He stood at attention and saluted. "Please assign me a task, Nagata-kun."

With Isogai Rensuke's addition, Nagata Tetsuzan felt the operational efficiency of the liaison office improve significantly. Isogai Rensuke was capable, and unlike Nagata and the others, he hadn't gone without sleep for days. Soon, Isogai understood the defensive system. He frowned, looking as if he wanted to raise an objection, but when he spoke, it turned into an inquiry about the arrangement of defensive points.

They worked until after 4:00 AM. Isogai Rensuke put on his cap. "Nagata-kun, I'm going to inspect the defensive positions."

"Thank you. Go ahead," Nagata Tetsuzan responded.

When Isogai Rensuke left the liaison office, Nagata Tetsuzan finally let out a sigh of relief. The comrades of the Futaba-kai were reliable, and Isogai clearly understood the new concepts of the defensive system. This concept was not entirely the same as Japan's current infantry defense doctrine; it had been proposed by Ishiwara Kanji. To understand and execute it in such a short time was beyond the ability of most Japanese officers. But Isogai Rensuke was not 'most Japanese officers.'

***

At 5:00 AM on the 17th, the Northeast Army's shelling began. Pyongyang's third defensive line began to collapse under the bombardment of 120mm heavy guns and the 150mm heavy guns the Northeast Army had captured from the Japanese.

Ishiwara Kanji, who had started getting used to sleeping tied to a chair with cloth strips, woke up immediately. Opening his eyes, he saw the lights in the command post swaying with the wires. The entire city of Pyongyang was shaking under the intense shelling. The bombardment caused not just tremors, but something akin to a small-scale earthquake—a sensation all too familiar to the Japanese.

As the orderly helped untie the cloth strips, Ishiwara Kanji asked, "What is the status of the defensive points on the Taedong River?"

Stepping on the vibrating floor, the staff officers immediately called to inquire. Only a few calls went through, and without exception, the defensive positions Ishiwara Kanji had deployed along the Taedong River had also come under artillery fire.

Ishiwara Kanji immediately ordered, "Retreat at once!"

Although it was a retreat, many staff officers felt a sense of relief. During the two days of defensive battles, everyone in the headquarters had felt death approaching time and again, their hearts constricting in fear. Although Ishiwara Kanji's command had ultimately repelled the enemy, Japanese casualties had skyrocketed. The original defensive force of around 7,000 men was now less than half that. Every staff officer knew that a single mistake would mean giving their lives for the Empire.

Even if some thought of the wounded, no one raised the issue. At a time like this, even a dishonorable retreat was their last chance.

The retreat plan had been prepared long ago. Ishiwara Kanji did not need to supervise it personally. He put on his cap and headed straight for the military hospital. Although the shelling was fierce, the Northeast Army was trying to avoid Pyongyang's residential areas. This was consistent with Ishiwara Kanji's prediction.

From before the war, Ishiwara Kanji had guessed that He Rui would minimize civilian casualties as much as possible, but this did not mean the Northeast Army would never attack residential areas. Therefore, when deploying positions, Ishiwara Kanji had not planned for urban warfare tricks but had instead set up clear defensive lines to counter the Northeast Army's advance.

The field hospital was currently located in a residential area. Although the ground was shaking, the hospital had not been hit. Moreover, Ishiwara Kanji had marked the field hospital clearly and even sent people to notify the Northeast Army. As a result, the field hospital was brightly lit, with doctors and nurses busily treating the wounded as soldiers carried casualties in and out.

Walking through the flow of people, Ishiwara Kanji went straight to the officers' ward. Forty or fifty field grade and company grade officers filled several large rooms. These were the lucky ones; several times that number of officers had already lost their lives.

Seeing Ishiwara Kanji enter, those officers who could still manage it struggled to sit up and salute. Ishiwara Kanji returned the salute to everyone before speaking loudly, "Gentlemen, the garrison is retreating. We cannot take you with us. Please forgive us."

No one answered. The expressions on their faces were either lost or surprised, but they could say nothing. Ishiwara Kanji, who had long detested the bad habit of suicide after defeat, couldn't be bothered with bowing or apologies. He stood straight and ordered, "I command you now in the name of the Liaison Officer of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army in Pyongyang. The war is still ongoing, and it will continue. Your battle is not over; your mission is to return to your hometowns alive. When that day comes, you must come to report to me that you have finally completed the mission I assigned to you. Do you hear me!"

Still, no one answered, but the atmosphere in the room had changed significantly.

Ishiwara Kanji said nothing more. He saluted the wounded, then turned and left. When he reached the perimeter of the hospital, he heard someone shouting from the crowd, "Ishiwara-kun, please wait." Turning his head, he saw it was Lieutenant Kurita. The Lieutenant's right arm was bandaged and suspended from his neck. Running up to Ishiwara Kanji, Lieutenant Kurita saluted with his left hand. "Ishiwara-kun, please take me back with you. I want to continue fighting."

"Your body..." Ishiwara Kanji felt that Lieutenant Kurita's body probably couldn't hold out.

Lieutenant Kurita pleaded, "Ishiwara-kun, I don't want to commit seppuku. Please, take me back to the unit. I still want to fight."

Hearing that his comrade from the Mirai-sha (Future Society), Kurita, no longer wanted to engage in the farce of suicide for loyalty, Ishiwara Kanji decided to take him.

By the time they reached headquarters, the documents that couldn't be sent to the rear had been gathered together, doused in gasoline, and set on fire. In the light of the flames, Ishiwara Kanji ordered, "Headquarters, retreat!"

They walked from night into dawn, and from dawn into morning. All the retreating troops ran until they were sweating profusely. Lieutenant Kurita's wound had reopened due to the accelerated blood flow, and the gauze above the wound was stained a dark red.

Ishiwara Kanji jumped off his horse and gave it to Kurita. He followed the troops, who had abandoned all heavy equipment and carried only rifles, as they continued south.

The units that still had mules and horses were the engineers. They had already placed explosives, and the horses were carrying detonators. With a series of loud explosions, railway tracks were severed, and bridges were destroyed. The defeated soldiers led by Ishiwara Kanji were not simply retreating; they still had a mission to complete.

Although Lieutenant Kurita was in severe pain and felt increasingly weak, he rode silently on the bumpy horse, retreating with the unit. In the two days of fighting, he had narrowly escaped death several times. Now, only one resolve supported him: to follow Ishiwara Kanji and continue fighting.

The troops retreated until 12:00 PM. Lieutenant Kurita finally couldn't hold on any longer. He slumped over the horse, losing consciousness, and slid off. Fortunately, the unit had just stopped, and a nearby soldier caught him, preventing him from crashing to the ground.

Ishiwara Kanji, dragging his blistered feet, hurried to the front. He saw Okamura Yasuji, who looked a size thinner and ten years older, waiting ahead. Okamura Yasuji saluted Ishiwara Kanji. "Ishiwara-kun, you've worked hard. Leave the next twenty-four hours to me."

Hearing this, Major Takeshita, standing beside Ishiwara Kanji, realized he had finally been pulled back from the line of death. Thinking of the hellish battlefield and the inner torment of the past few days, Major Takeshita was suddenly overcome with grief, and tears burst from his eyes.

Okamura Yasuji frowned, about to scold the Major for his lack of decorum. Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward, blocking Major Takeshita. "Okamura-kun, I leave the rest to you."

Blocked by Ishiwara Kanji, Okamura Yasuji couldn't lose his temper. He could only order the support troops to quickly receive this unit of just over 2,000 men.



★


Chapter 273: Target, Han River (5)

Volume 3 — Chapter 53

❧ ❧ ❧


Pyongyang's garrison commander, Ishiwara Kanji, led his troops in withdrawal, and the Northeast Army swiftly occupied the city. After several hours of reorganization, Zhou Zaixing, Commander of the 8th Army, suddenly received news that Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan had arrived outside the city. Zhou Zaixing sent men to welcome him, but after dealing with numerous official duties, he still hadn't seen Hu Xiushan at the headquarters. Upon questioning his staff, he learned that Hu Xiushan was inspecting the combat positions.

Zhou Zaixing hurriedly threw on his greatcoat and rushed to the front lines. Arriving there, he saw Hu Xiushan leading several Army Group staff officers walking up and down the battered Japanese positions. When Zhou Zaixing caught up, Hu Xiushan was just emerging from a dugout, climbing up into a trench. Zhou Zaixing pulled Hu Xiushan up, exchanged a few pleasantries, and began his report.

Seeing that although Hu Xiushan listened intently, he did not participate in the discussion, Zhou Zaixing faltered somewhat. He knew Hu Xiushan prioritized on-site inspection above all else and was an extremely meticulous observer. Though a man of few words, his mind was crystal clear. The matters Zhou Zaixing was reporting, while important, could have been handled by the Army Group Chief of Staff. So, Zhou Zaixing asked carefully, "Commander, have you identified our army's deficiencies from the Japanese positions?"

"The 8th Army made very reasonable adjustments after losing the space to conduct infiltration warfare," Hu Xiushan replied.

Zhou Zaixing didn't dare show the slightest negligence and hurriedly pressed, "Do we have any other, more suitable options?"

"No," Hu Xiushan answered. After a pause, he added, "Not at this stage."

"Then when will we?" Zhou Zaixing sensed something.

Hu Xiushan looked again at the Japanese defensive positions, which, though battered, remained compactly arranged. In his mind, he recalled He Rui's description of armored forces at the highest-level military conference. Those steel beasts, currently seen only in illustrations, could ignore the defensive positions before them and execute flanking maneuvers. Relying on their steel armor, they would punch through the enemy's weak points, rapidly intersperse and advance, and attack the enemy's vulnerabilities. Meanwhile, dive bombers in the sky would carry out precise and effective attacks on Japanese strongpoints, completing the encirclement and segmentation of enemy forces in a very short time, annihilating them one by one.

This could be seen as an enhanced version of certain Northeast Army squad tactics, but at the current stage, the war really had to be upheld by the infantry.

So Hu Xiushan replied calmly, "Wait until our equipment enters the next round of upgrades. Also, the 8th Army will rest and reorganize in Pyongyang; the 5th Army will take over the offensive."

Zhou Zaixing didn't know how else to respond, so he could only answer, "Yes!"

"Go back to your work; there are too many things to handle in occupying the whole of Pyongyang. I'll go to headquarters after I finish looking at the Japanese position layout." Hu Xiushan finished speaking and continued along the edge of the Japanese positions.

***

At a mountain pass less than 30 kilometers from Pyongyang, Okamura Yasuji halted his horse. Seeing the meticulously arranged defensive positions, Ishiwara Kanji asked, "Okamura-kun, how long do you intend for the troops here to hold?"

Okamura Yasuji looked at his own layout and said indifferently, "Defenses in this kind of location will last two to three hours, at least an hour."

Without waiting for Ishiwara Kanji to ask more, Okamura Yasuji invited Ishiwara to dismount with him. The two stood on high ground overlooking the position. Okamura Yasuji bowed slightly, "Ishiwara-kun, I originally thought you could only hold out in Pyongyang for ten hours. I didn't expect you to hold for over forty-eight. Thank you. This allowed me to calmly reinforce the positions and delay the enemy's advance as much as possible."

Ishiwara Kanji smiled faintly, not thinking much of it. Okamura Yasuji continued, "Ishiwara-kun, what is your assessment of the enemy commander's combat determination?"

This question raised Ishiwara Kanji's evaluation of Okamura Yasuji by several notches. "I believe the enemy commander's determination is not as firm as it was during the offensive on Kwantung, or during the annihilation of the 19th and 20th Divisions. Their artillery fire is precise, and their soldiers are extremely brave, fearing neither battle nor death. It was only after holding out for twenty-four hours that I became more certain of my previous judgment: the Northeast Army does not have the resolve to take Seoul at all costs."

"Then what is the purpose of the enemy using large numbers of trucks for rapid advancement?"

"To occupy northern Korea as quickly as possible, begin constructing defensive lines, and prepare to meet the Imperial Army's counterattack," Ishiwara Kanji replied. Finishing his sentence, seeing that Okamura Yasuji didn't seem to fully accept this, Ishiwara felt that Okamura was still the same old Okamura—always half a beat slow in strategy.

Of course, Ishiwara didn't underestimate Okamura because of this; officers in the Japanese army who were one or even two beats slower than Ishiwara in strategy were everywhere. Up to now, only Nagata Tetsuzan could keep up with Ishiwara's rhythm. And since a large part of Nagata's attention was focused on how to integrate Japan's upper echelons, it often required Ishiwara to speak first before Nagata could immediately catch up with the train of thought.

"Okamura-kun, I will go ahead to the next point to rest. The next twenty-four hours will be hard on you," Ishiwara said. He mounted his horse, descended from the high ground, and led the troops withdrawing from Pyongyang toward Seoul.

Starting from October 17th, the main attacking force of the Northeast Army switched from the 8th Army to the 5th Army. The battle reports over the next four days were full of frustration and reflection regarding the Japanese forces.

"...The Japanese army has formulated a campaign plan of tiered resistance, which has been thoroughly implemented in combat..."

"...The selection of battle locations fully considers the local terrain, fully implementing the military principle of engaging with the orthodox and winning with the surprise... They spare no casualties during resistance operations and are extremely resolute. After achieving their delay objectives, they retreat decisively without any hesitation, making it impossible for our army to wipe out their main force..."

"...Using regular troops to conduct guerrilla warfare, their attacks on our transport and supply lines are very determined, which has indeed affected our speed of advance. However, our army possesses complete superiority in troop strength, causing the Japanese attacks on our supply lines to suffer repeated setbacks..."

"...The Japanese commanders have performed excellently, using very limited forces to achieve their campaign objectives. Their slippery characteristics are unlike the known command styles of Japanese generals. Up to now, due to their massive disadvantage in troop strength, it is impossible to judge their offensive capabilities. Although the Japanese have made effective tactical adjustments for the current situation, in essence, they have not yet been able to break free from the mold of traditional Japanese tactics..."

At 14:00 on the 21st, Ishiwara Kanji led his troops down from a position 20 kilometers from Seoul. The troops had marched more than three hundred meters when several thunderous explosions rang out from the pass behind them, the commotion even more shocking than 150mm shells hitting the ground. Immediately after, the sound of rolling rocks continued incessantly. Ishiwara Kanji didn't look back and continued to lead his troops in retreat.

Along the way, Okamura Yasuji's position layouts were extremely ingenious; the frontal defensive positions were constructed to be highly advantageous, and the ambush positions were arranged just as cleverly. They were often able to surprise the enemy, yet allowed the troops to fight and then withdraw.

Moreover, the withdrawal arrangements behind the positions were complete; as long as they weren't heavily wounded, everyone could be evacuated. Although the overall situation was the Northeast Army chasing the Japanese retreat, the actual losses inflicted on the Japanese were not great.

If the Northeast Army hadn't employed trucks for troop transport but had used pure infantry pursuit, Ishiwara Kanji would likely still be blocking the Northeast Army on defensive positions 100 kilometers away from Seoul.

But war is war, and retreating to this point meant reaching the final leg. Ishiwara Kanji led his troops in rapid movement, heading straight for the assembly point 15 kilometers from the urban area of Seoul.

When arranging defenses, Okamura had targeted the Northeast Army's heavy use of trucks by destroying roads at key points. Just like the place they had just left, several large pits had been dug, and holes had been bored at the mountain pass, filled with large amounts of explosives. The Japanese destroyed the roads before leaving, making it impossible for the Northeast Army truck convoys to pass easily, buying about three or four hours of time.

Arriving at the assembly point, Japanese officers waiting there immediately came forward to salute. "Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara, by order of Lieutenant Colonel Okamura, please allow us to select personnel from your unit."

Ishiwara Kanji nodded. The officers proceeded to pick out soldiers from the retreating troops who were uninjured, still had good morale, and were as burly and sturdy as possible. If their uniforms were badly damaged, they brought out clean uniforms for them to change into.

At this moment, Ishiwara Kanji had to admit that in terms of being an all-around staff officer, he indeed had quite a gap compared to Okamura Yasuji. Walking into the assembly point and lifting the door curtain to enter the command post, he saw Okamura Yasuji sitting on a stool in the center, surrounded by several women who were touching up his face.

Seeing Ishiwara enter, the women hurriedly bowed and quickly finished the final procedures with brushes and eyebrow pencils before retreating to the corner of the tent. Okamura Yasuji stood up. He was radiant, and combined with his pristine uniform, he didn't look at all like someone who had been chased all the way back; rather, he looked more like a soldier in high spirits after a victorious battle on the front lines. As Okamura approached, Ishiwara realized that no matter how incredible the makeup skills were, they couldn't conceal the emaciation and haggardness caused by the extreme hard work of these past days.

Okamura Yasuji bowed slightly. "Ishiwara-kun, I can only ask you to suffer the injustice of leading the troops to cross the river downstream and return to the city from the south."

Ishiwara Kanji laughed heartily. "Hehe, Okamura-kun, you've worked hard."

This was sincere. No matter how arduous the work, how dangerous the battlefield, or how complex the strategic thinking and judgment, Ishiwara Kanji endured it gladly. The only thing he avoided like the plague was showing his face in public for deliberate propaganda. There was no helping it; what he couldn't accept, he couldn't accept.

Not long after, Okamura Yasuji led about 3,000 troops to bid farewell to Ishiwara, heading straight for the main gate of Seoul along the main road.

At this time, large numbers of Japanese military personnel and expatriates were gathered at the gates of Seoul. These expatriates were women, children, and the elderly; the able-bodied men had all been temporarily conscripted and incorporated into the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. These men wore ill-fitting uniforms, and some didn't even have rifles in their hands, holding only wooden sticks. Under the command of sergeants, they lined up in as orderly a formation as possible.

The Japanese soldiers and expatriates all knew that war was about to unfold in Seoul. The forcibly conscripted recruits and their families were very nervous, only daring not to voice the apprehension in their hearts. Just then, a neat column was seen approaching in the distance. The leading officer rode a tall horse.

As they got closer, the national anthem "Kimigayo" could be heard from afar. Before long, the troops also began to sing the Army anthem in unison. Listening to the resonant singing, the moods of the new recruits and expatriates actually calmed down slightly.

When the troops arrived, they halted. The officer on horseback dismounted and walked briskly toward the high platform where the Governor-General of Korea and the Commander of the Korean Army stood. This radiant officer was none other than Okamura Yasuji. Led by a protocol officer, he stood below the platform alongside Nagata Tetsuzan.

General Ōba Jirō, Commander of the Korean Army, stood before the microphone and spoke loudly: "Everyone, the brave sons of the Great Japanese Empire have successfully blocked the enemy's despicable sneak attack and have returned victorious. By order of the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo, I shall award medals to the brave imperial sons!"

As he spoke, two protocol officers came onto the stage. One held a tray with medals, and the other, acting as the master of ceremonies, began to introduce Nagata Tetsuzan's meritorious service. This outstanding officer of the Empire had remained calm in the face of danger, quickly organizing personnel and deploying troops, replenishing manpower over these days, and preparing defensive positions. He had stabilized the unfavorable situation caused by the enemy's despicable sneak attack. The Ministry of War promoted Nagata Tetsuzan to Army Major General and awarded him a medal.

After the MC finished shouting, General Ōba Jirō took the rank insignia from the tray and replaced them on Nagata Tetsuzan, then pinned the medal on him. Nagata saluted the General, and the General returned the salute. Nagata then walked to the microphone and delivered a spirited speech.

While Nagata Tetsuzan was making his impassioned speech to the new recruits and expatriates watching the entry ceremony, declaring that the Japanese army would inevitably win and the enemy could never breach Seoul...

Ishiwara Kanji was ordering his subordinates to throw ropes into the Han River. Okamura Yasuji was extremely meticulous in his work; since they couldn't enter from the main gate of Seoul, he had built a temporary pontoon bridge over the river. This was to facilitate Ishiwara Kanji bringing those wounded, exhausted, tattered, and haggard troops—who looked like refugees—to retreat to the south bank of the Han River.

These soldiers had basically exhausted their physical strength, and the pontoon bridge wasn't too stable; some accidentally fell into the river. Fortunately, Okamura had considered everything thoroughly and provided life-saving ropes. The soldiers who fell in barely managed to grab the ropes and were dragged onto the pontoon bridge. Soaking wet, they simply lay on the bridge deck, not wanting to move a muscle. Ishiwara organized men to carry these exhausted fellows across the river.

Worried that such incidents would happen again, Ishiwara organized men to carry the wounded across. Those who were physically drained were supported by those who were slightly less drained as they walked across the trembling pontoon bridge.

By the time this pitiful-looking unit had mostly crossed the Han River, the entry ceremony at the main gate of Seoul officially began. The officers who had received promotions and medals followed behind the military band, striding proudly through the city gate and into the city. Behind them, 3,000 mighty and majestic officers and men followed in neat formation.

At the city gate and on the streets, many people waved flags—Japanese national flags, military flags, and colorful banners fluttered in the air. Added to the stirring music played by the military band, it was no different from having won a great victory.

Many of the forcibly conscripted new recruits, seeing this majestic scene, couldn't help but feel excited in their hearts, and under the command of their unit officers, they shouted "Long live the Great Japanese Empire!" together.

The expatriates weren't as enthusiastic, but they couldn't help shouting along. For those who really looked indifferent, someone would walk up to them and question, "Why aren't you shouting the slogans? Are you unpatriotic citizens?"

Hearing "unpatriotic citizens" (hikokumin), those expatriates felt as if they had been whipped and hurriedly shouted the slogans along with the others. Over forty thousand Japanese troops and fifty to sixty thousand expatriates—more than one hundred thousand people in total—shouted "Long live the Great Japanese Empire" together. The shouts could be heard throughout the city. The Koreans in Seoul were either astonished, went crazy, or looked toward the direction of the entry ceremony with complex expressions.

Around 17:20 on October 21st, the streets of Seoul were truly awash with banners, a sea of people, the din of drums and music, and the roar of gun salutes. Such a scene was rarely seen even in the history of Seoul.

Infected by the atmosphere, the Japanese people shouted "Long live the Great Japanese Empire!" and "Long live His Majesty the Emperor!" over and over again. Many felt they were no longer afraid, and some were even moved to tears by the emotion.

Around 18:00, the Northeast Army's vanguard had arrived outside Seoul. Seoul lies downstream on the Han River, only 30 kilometers from the west coast of the Korean Peninsula. The Han River flows slowly from east to west, with a water surface width of about 400 to 1,000 meters. The city spreads windingly along the gentle river valley, naturally divided into northern and southern districts.

Surrounding the city were low mountains and hills with an elevation of about 500 meters. The Northeast Army had no interest in the urban area itself. As long as they could remove these heights and set up fire positions on them, Seoul, located in the lowlands, would have absolutely no possibility of defense. The vanguard troops checked their maps and saw that, just as the Air Force reconnaissance planes had photographed, Nagata Tetsuzan had fully utilized the mountain terrain to arrange high-ground defensive positions, while only arranging a few defensive lines on the roads for Seoul itself.

Before night fell, the news reached the 5th Army Headquarters, which was on the move. Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan was also at the 5th Army HQ. Since the end of the Pyongyang campaign, Hu Xiushan had handed over the rear work to his Chief of Staff and followed the 5th Army HQ all the way to observe the Japanese combat effectiveness.

After receiving the intelligence, Hu Xiushan stood up and called out, "Communications Officer."

The communications officer immediately stood beside Hu Xiushan with a notebook. Hu Xiushan paced slowly and dictated the telegram unhurriedly: "To the Military Commission/General Headquarters. Up to now, the Japanese forces in Seoul have demonstrated clear operational thinking. They possess excellent commanders and frontline officers. Our army has arrived at the outskirts of Seoul and is about to begin preparations for the attack. Can the Military Commission dispatch two more armies into Korea to relieve the other units of my Army Group? Commander of the 2nd Army Group, Hu Xiushan."

A few minutes later, only He Rui, Xu Chengfeng, and Cheng Ruofan remained in the operations room of the General Headquarters after receiving the telegram. Political Commissar Zhong Yifu was currently commanding troops in the Shanhaiguan area and had not stayed at headquarters.

Xu Chengfeng asked calmly, "Chairman, does the campaign end here?"

Before He Rui could speak, Cheng Ruofan said, "Why not give Xiushan two more armies and let him try."

He Rui was slightly indecisive. After a moment's thought, he answered from a strategic perspective, "The purpose of the entire war is to consume the Japanese forces, not to be consumed by them. Let Xiushan continue the attack."

Xu Chengfeng nodded and ordered a reply. Cheng Ruofan stood up, stretched greatly, and sighed comfortably before saying, "I feel the comrades fought very well, but I still feel something is missing."

"Since they fought very well, then nothing is missing," Xu Chengfeng replied.

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help laughing, "That sounds like you're hiding your unhappiness in your heart. Ha! Dishonest!"

Xu Chengfeng replied calmly, "Even if I am dishonest, I know we must not demand perfection. Thinking like that is unhealthy."

Cheng Ruofan stopped talking to Xu Chengfeng and turned to He Rui. He Rui sighed, "This is the price of learning. The comrades did their best. The current stage is not the decisive battle. If we want to reduce losses quantitatively, we will lose some opportunities due to lack of experience. At this stage, the fewer casualties, the better."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan snapped to attention, all relaxation in his expression vanished. The Northeast Army Chief of Staff answered seriously, "Chairman, I understand. I will never have those thoughts again."

He Rui said nothing, because he himself was adjusting his mindset. "A general's success is built on ten thousand withering bones." Precisely because these officers and men were fighting for the country, one must absolutely not place one's personal emotional impulses above their lives and deaths. Although this is human nature, and also determined by cruel political and military interests. Precisely because of this, one must not view human lives as mere numbers in the slightest.

He Rui thought he knew this. It wasn't until he saw so many corpses with his own eyes, and saw the statistical reports of nearly ten thousand injuries and over three thousand deaths in the Northeast Army, that He Rui realized that before throwing himself into the war, he really only "knew" it intellectually.

But as the supreme commander, these casualties could not become He Rui's burden. So He Rui stood up, lit a cigarette, and after calming his spirit, said, "Next, quickly prepare the defensive system. I'm afraid I'll have some political issues to deal with during this time. The headquarters must shoulder the responsibility."

"Yes," Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan answered together.

At this moment, Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, and Ishiwara Kanji finally reunited in Seoul. There was no joy, no happy conversation. Ishiwara Kanji immediately made a request, "Please let me sleep for three hours."

Okamura Yasuji nodded, "Me too."

Nagata Tetsuzan saluted the two without a word. The two returned the salute, then each found a camp bed and collapsed onto it. Nagata Tetsuzan sat down and dictated a telegram to Tokyo, "To Ministry of War/General Staff Headquarters/October 21, 1922, 16:21/Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Liaison Office Telegram No. 1922-00150/Our army has fully withdrawn to Seoul to implement defense; enemy vanguard has arrived at Seoul. The troops under the Liaison Office's command, including emergency conscripts, total over 44,300. We will defend Seoul to the death and never retreat. My unit has 231 artillery pieces of various calibers, 687 machine guns, over 34,000 rifles, 40,000 hand grenades. Over 6.5 million rounds of ammunition. Requesting the Ministry of War and General Staff Headquarters to provide another emergency shipment of 12,000 rifles and three base numbers of ammunition to ensure the combat effectiveness of the Seoul garrison..."

The telegram reached the temporary Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo. The gloom on the face of Minister of War Tanaka Giichi was dispelled considerably. The new Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, immediately ordered General Staff personnel to compile statistics on the equipment shipped to Busan Port to see how much could be provided to Seoul.

The General Staff personnel soon brought the equipment report and reported cautiously to Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, "By October 25th, three fully equipped regiments can be committed to the Battle of Seoul."

No one in the Imperial General Headquarters spoke. If someone had dared to say this a few days ago, they would likely have been reprimanded in public, or even beaten by the exasperated generals. But now, no one responded. This silence represented everyone's attitude. In their originally most pessimistic view, given the Northeast Army's god-speed advance, Seoul would have fallen completely by October 22nd.

Now, a thought they didn't dare voice lingered in everyone's minds: perhaps Seoul could really hold out until October 25th. If they could really achieve that, this great defeat starting from Kwantung would come to a full stop.
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Inside the observation post, covered with hand-painted camouflage cloth, Hu Xiushan carefully observed the heavily fortified Japanese high ground through high-powered binoculars. On the first line of defense below the heights, the Japanese fortifications were conspicuous. The gray-white concrete outer walls seemed out of place with everything around them.

The artillery bombarding the Japanese positions consisted of captured Japanese 150mm howitzers, which packed a punch far superior to the Northeast Army's 120mm guns. Perhaps because of the overly conspicuous concrete walls, those positions received special attention.

Since receiving the reply from General Headquarters, Hu Xiushan hadn't said another word. After observing the Japanese defensive layout and the effects of the shelling, Hu Xiushan ordered, "After the probing attack, take some photos of the Japanese concrete fortifications and bring back some debris samples."

Staff officers immediately conveyed this order, which, while strange, was not excessive. After all, this was a battlefield; before the Japanese on the high ground were dealt with, it was indeed inappropriate for Group Army Commander Hu Xiushan to go up to the front lines himself.

It was now 8:45 AM on October 22nd. At the designated attack time, the Northeast Army's probing attack began.

Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke, responsible for commanding this critical high ground, heard the report that "the enemy has started attacking" and immediately threw himself in front of the high-powered binoculars, which had been knocked askew by the shelling. The more he looked, the more astonished he became. Frontline battle reports had repeatedly mentioned that the Northeast Army's attack formations were extremely sparse, but only after seeing it with his own eyes did Isogai Rensuke understand what that felt like.

The Northeast Army's assault troops did not charge in a straight line. Instead, they adopted different movement patterns according to the terrain. Some quickly vaulted over obstacles, diving behind the next cover. Others crawled forward, hiding themselves as much as possible within the dead angles of Japanese fire. Still others rolled sideways or moved horizontally to enter routes that offered better concealment. Even from a high vantage point looking down, the Northeast Army's sparse attack formation appeared intermittent and elusive.

With the attacking troops so dispersed, using 70mm artillery to bombard them might fail to cause casualties if luck wasn't on one's side. 100mm and larger caliber shells would have sufficient power, but on the position Isogai Rensuke held, there were only 700 such shells. They were reserved for dealing with enemy massed charges and artillery; how could they be used against ordinary enemy infantry?

Just as he thought this, gunshots rang out. These sparse Northeast Army units, having approached the Japanese positions, initiated the attack. The Japanese defending the position immediately returned fire. Less than a minute into the engagement, the Northeast Army's 60mm mortars began pounding exposed Japanese firing points.

Isogai Rensuke felt a chill rush up his spine to his brain. Even though Ishiwara Kanji and Okamura Yasuji's battle reports had repeatedly described this, and the military conference held after they woke up in the early hours of the 22nd had focused on the Northeast Army's tactics and their countermeasures...

Even with preparation, personally facing the Northeast Army's attack made Isogai Rensuke feel that these tactics were completely alien, exceeding all his imagination. But there was no time for Isogai to lament or reflect.

That madman Ishiwara Kanji had used large-caliber artillery to block the Northeast Army's attack corridors in Pyongyang and sent out massive numbers of troops for counterattacks, yet only achieved a result of killing or capturing 200 Northeast Army soldiers. Isogai Rensuke decided to hold out a bit longer. However, just in case, he ordered the 100mm cannon battery to prepare to fire. At the same time, he ordered the second line to be ready to support the first line trenches at any moment.

No sooner had the order been given than new artillery groups joined the Northeast Army's bombardment. Judging by the explosions, they were likely 100mm caliber guns. These shells exploded on the Japanese second-line positions, striking precisely at the passage openings leading from the second line to the first line of defense.

"Bakayaro!" Isogai Rensuke cursed aloud. The machine gun positions set up on the hilltops were strafing the barely visible silhouettes of the Northeast Army's aerial reconnaissance planes, but to absolutely no effect.

At this moment, a call came up from the frontline commander. "Report, Lt. Colonel Isogai, the enemy has breached our position!"

"How many men?" Isogai asked furiously. The Northeast Army clearly had so few men; how could they make the Japanese frontline defense officer this anxious?

"There's gunfire in four or five places! Lt. Colonel, we don't know how many enemies have rushed in!" the frontline commander shouted anxiously.

This was also mentioned in the battle reports. The Northeast Army's squad-level combat was simply pervasive; any tiny gap would be exploited. A three-man combat team didn't need a massive opening to break into a Japanese position.

To counterattack immediately, the Japanese had to redeploy troops and tighten their defense. This gave the Northeast Army squads more gaps, and more fearless Northeast Army soldiers killed their way into the Japanese positions through these openings, causing even greater chaos for the Japanese.

The Northeast Army used submachine guns and grenades, and the squads were spaced relatively far apart. This actually allowed them to fire and throw grenades unscrupulously, maximizing their combat effectiveness.

Even though the number of Japanese troops on the position far exceeded that of the Northeast Army, they were at a loss amidst the gunshots and grenade explosions ringing out everywhere. In the end, the defense line was thoroughly pierced by a very small number of Northeast Army soldiers, falling into defeat.

Seeing that the commander of the first line was useless, Isogai Rensuke immediately shouted, "Retreat immediately! Retreat to the second line of defense! Retreat at once!"

Under such decisive and stern orders, the Japanese troops on the first line, regardless of whether they were engaged with the Northeast Army, began to retreat. By the time the Japanese from the first line had withdrawn to the second line and conducted a headcount, they found that after a brief engagement, they had lost over eighty men, yet they hadn't captured a single Northeast Army soldier during the retreat.

Isogai Rensuke didn't care how the Japanese commanders reported the figures of "suspected enemy casualties." Based on his observation, the casualties of the Northeast Army's attacking force were likely in the single digits.

Facing a group of uneasy commanders, Isogai Rensuke's face was so gloomy it looked like it could drip water. He shouted, "Gentlemen, according to the pre-war arrangement, hold the second line of defense fast! Inside the second line, defend the junctions between positions tightly. Once the enemy breaches the position, each unit is to counterattack on the spot. Reserve units are ready behind you; frontline troops advance, never retreat!"

At this time, while clearing the occupied Japanese first-line positions, the Northeast Army did not forget Hu Xiushan's request. Soldiers smashed the concrete outer walls of the Japanese first-line positions with pickaxes. They expected the pickaxes to bounce off the hard concrete walls, but unexpectedly, a single strike punched right through, and the surrounding concrete shattered and slid to the ground.

This reaction greatly puzzled the engineers. Examining it carefully, they found that these so-called "concrete fortifications" were merely ordinary fortifications plastered with a layer of concrete. They looked like concrete fortifications, but that thin layer of concrete on the outside was useless.

The officer in charge of this matter was just completing the task assigned from above, but discovering this oddity, he hurriedly arranged for photos and ordered the engineers to check multiple spots. At the same time, he quickly had people send the concrete samples back to the rear.

Tang Yanming, Commander of the 5th Army, initially couldn't understand why Commander Hu Xiushan cared so much. After hearing the report, he put down his command work and personally rushed to Hu Xiushan. An engineer who had participated in the sampling was just giving an introduction. After introducing the concrete situation, the engineer added something he had only noticed when close to the Japanese positions. The Japanese had written many slogans in Japanese on the concrete coatings: "Live and die with the position!", "Fight to the last man!", "Perish together, at any cost!"

Tang Yanming didn't know how to react. Some officers suddenly laughed out loud, and Tang Yanming laughed along with them.

Were these slogans meant to be a joke? The Japanese collapsed at the first touch; before the melee had even properly begun, they quickly retreated to the second line of defense. "Live and die with the position!", "Fight to the last man!"—who were they trying to fool?

Hu Xiushan picked up a piece of concrete, looked at it, gave a light chuckle, and ordered the comrades to return to their units.

After the comrades left, Tang Yanming asked, "Commander, how did you discover the Japanese were bluffing us?"

Hu Xiushan didn't want to answer at first, but after a moment of silence, he decided to answer Commander Tang Yanming's question. "The Japanese commander, Nagata Tetsuzan, isn't bluffing us. However, I think Nagata Tetsuzan has likely realized that my determination to fight is not firm."

Tang Yanming's mind had been on organizing the battle. Hearing an answer at this level, he couldn't immediately understand what Hu Xiushan was saying and could only quickly search his mind for knowledge corresponding to Hu Xiushan's words. Soon, Tang Yanming thought of a passage from the Han Dynasty text *Huainanzi: Military Strategy* and asked, "Commander, 'The way of employing the military is to show them softness but meet them with hardness, show them weakness but take advantage of them with strength.' Is it that?"

Tang Yanming felt this could indeed explain what was happening before them. The strength of the Japanese defenders wasn't great, so they had to pretend to be powerful to shake the Northeast Army's determination to attack.

Hu Xiushan shook his head. "Not entirely. Nagata Tetsuzan is using such an exaggerated method to convey his confidence that he will fight to the death. It's just that he tried too hard, and it only invites ridicule."

Tang Yanming looked at his immediate superior, who was a year younger than himself, completely unable to understand how Hu Xiushan came up with these things. In the confusion of not knowing what line of thinking to use to understand this, Hu Xiushan issued a clear order. "Commander Tang, organize two battalion-scale probing attacks in the direction of the enemy positions where our artillery and reconnaissance are most dominant. Other troops are to conduct preliminary attacks. Tell the two battalion commanders that these are probing attacks."

Tang Yanming hurriedly made the arrangements. After finishing the deployment, he quickly asked, "Commander, can you explain it clearly to me?"

Hu Xiushan turned and pointed to the sand table. "Commander Tang, if it were you, and I gave you ten thousand troops equipped with sufficient artillery and reconnaissance units to defend a fully prepared mountain defense line against the Japanese at their current level, how many troops' attacks could you withstand?"

Tang Yanming's brows furrowed. After thinking for a moment, he asked, "Roughly what kind of terrain?"

Hu Xiushan searched the map for a moment and pulled out a map of a mountainous area south of Pyongyang. A staff officer immediately brought over a blackboard and fixed the map to it with magnets.

Tang Yanming looked at it for a while and answered with some hesitation, "I could probably hold off fifty thousand Japanese troops."

Hu Xiushan posed a new question. "If it were the Japanese at their average level, but having undergone two months of our tactical training, how many could you hold off?"

Tang Yanming thought for a very short time this time and answered, "Thirty thousand... thirty-five thousand."

Hu Xiushan knew that Tang Yanming was very talented in troop training and had an extremely thorough understanding of Northeast Army tactics. The figure of thirty-five thousand was about what Hu Xiushan had in mind, though Hu Xiushan thought it would be around thirty thousand, no more.

Since their understanding of the prerequisites was similar, Hu Xiushan answered Tang Yanming's question. "Commander Tang, we have all tallied the Japanese troops in Korea. Without rear reinforcements, the number of true Japanese regulars among the troops defending Seoul won't exceed seven thousand. And at this stage, the number of Japanese regulars in the Seoul defense forces won't exceed fifteen thousand."

Tang Yanming completely understood this. If it was just about rushing Japanese army infantry carrying rifles, heavy machine guns, and a few base loads of ammunition to Seoul by train, let alone eight thousand, even twenty thousand could be done. But facing artillery bombardment, these infantrymen could only serve as cannon fodder. To make these infantrymen combat-effective, one artillery piece had to be equipped with the relevant troops prescribed in Japanese military regulations, according to the ratio of Japanese army equipment.

Given the current number of artillery pieces in Seoul, the Japanese could at most equip fifteen thousand regulars. The other soldiers were cannon fodder to begin with, so there was naturally no need to use regulars to fill those roles.

But what did this have to do with Hu Xiushan's determination to fight? Tang Yanming didn't believe the Japanese before them could hold Seoul.

Hu Xiushan intended to explain clearly to Tang Yanming, so he continued, "After we occupy Seoul, we will absolutely not defend Seoul to the death. Do you understand the reason why?"

Tang Yanming had only considered taking Seoul, not whether to hold it or how to hold it. Hearing the commander's decision, he was stunned. Considering Seoul's terrain and the logistics factors for both the Northeast Army and the Japanese, a chain of thought began to form.

Hu Xiushan didn't want Tang Yanming to speculate too much, so he stated the core reason.

"This war might last for two years. Our strategic objective is not to defeat Japan, but to thoroughly consume Japan and weaken Japan. During the stage where our army liberates the entirety of China, Japan must be completely unable to intervene militarily. Capturing Seoul is not a goal that must be achieved to complete this strategy; even capturing Pyongyang was just 'catching a rabbit while cutting grass'—something done in passing. Our army's campaign objective for this stage is to control the vast mountainous regions of northern Korea, construct defense lines, and fully consume Japan in the next phase of the campaign. Commander Tang, from a strategic perspective, south of the Yalu River, there is nothing we *must* have, and nothing we cannot give up."

Tang Yanming could already understand that minimizing losses and using the officers and men in the northern Korean mountains, where the Northeast Army had a huge natural advantage, was a choice that fit strategic needs.

However, hearing Hu Xiushan's comments on the northern Korean regions the Northeast Army had already occupied, Tang Yanming was dumbfounded. Adopting Hu Xiushan's perspective—"south of the Yalu River, there is nothing we must have, and nothing we cannot give up"—Tang Yanming suddenly felt as if he had been forcibly dragged into the sky by Hu Xiushan, looking down on the entire war from above. Hu Xiushan's tone was flat, as if he were just explaining how to cross the street when going out: watch the traffic lights, pay attention to traffic rules. Yet Tang Yanming felt his entire realm of understanding had been elevated. If one viewed the war from such a perspective, the important city of Seoul was actually insignificant.

Tang Yanming wasn't used to such a perspective, nor did he like it. To pull himself back to the ground as quickly as possible, he asked a very down-to-earth question. "Commander, why did you say Nagata Tetsuzan guessed that your determination to fight isn't firm?"

Hu Xiushan answered indifferently, "Commander Tang, no matter how the Japanese put up a desperate fight, you can take Seoul. In this process, our casualties will exceed ten thousand. This turns into the Japanese consuming our army. Moreover, in Pyongyang, and on the road from Pyongyang to Seoul, Ishiwara Kanji and Okamura Yasuji have already learned too much about our army's tactical characteristics. I don't want Nagata Tetsuzan to know even more."

This Q&A pulled Tang Yanming back to the reality of the ground. Tang Yanming was now able to consider problems on the same level as Hu Xiushan, and several thoughts immediately popped up. Tang Yanming pressed, "Is the Commander sending preliminary attacks to see if the Japanese have made effective adjustments against our tactics?"

Speaking to this point, Tang Yanming suddenly realized. For a moment, he simply couldn't believe his own judgment. The flashy but impractical cement coating on the Japanese frontline, those ludicrously exaggerated slogans, and the decisive Japanese retreat without any hesitation—in Tang Yanming's eyes, it was the Japanese bluffing; in Hu Xiushan's eyes, it was a different judgment.

Of course, Hu Xiushan didn't make a decision just because of his own judgment; instead, he decisively sent probing attack units to verify his line of thinking. When Hu Xiushan looked at strategy, he seemed to be flying in the sky, but he was actually down-to-earth, taking extremely keen countermeasures.

Just then, the telephone bells in the staff department rang one after another, and combat reports began to stream in. Tang Yanming immediately focused his attention on the battle itself. And he made up his mind. Before the battle, the 5th Army Headquarters had already decided to accept the cost of 3,000 to 5,000 casualties.

Taking Pyongyang was a bonus; taking Seoul was also entirely possible. If Nagata Tetsuzan was just bluffing and hadn't come up with an effective plan to counter the Northeast Army's tactics, the 5th Army would wipe out the Seoul defenders along with Nagata Tetsuzan.

At this time, Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke on the high ground didn't know that the opposing 5th Army Commander was judging whether the high ground defended by Isogai was a rabbit covered in soft fur that could be kneaded at will, or some other animal that wasn't easy to deal with. The battle around the second line of defense had already begun.

According to the temporary regulations formulated by Nagata Tetsuzan and others, the Japanese defense system was absolutely not allowed to attack proactively, assuming a posture of passively taking a beating. The other contents of the temporary regulations were no longer about passively taking a beating, but about making various preparations by all possible means for the Japanese troops garrisoning the high ground to endure a severe beating.

A tight layout, continuous positions with no gaps. Units did not rescue laterally but were supported by specialized subsequent second-line troops.

The Northeast Army's attacks were extremely cunning. Even with such defenses, they still found opportunities through infantry-artillery coordination and breached several Japanese positions in succession. In the end, these troops were driven out of the positions with the support of reinforcements rushing from the rear.

Isogai Rensuke became more anxious the more he fought. He already felt that passively taking a beating like this was no solution. If they couldn't counterattack, the enemy would constantly launch attacks. At this moment, Isogai Rensuke finally made a decision. If a full-scale counterattack wasn't possible, then sending small units to sortie and change the battlefield situation should be acceptable, right?

Before the battle, Isogai Rensuke had his eye on a shallow ravine. This ravine was very suitable for troops to move down from above, and the position this ravine led to happened to be on the flank of the Northeast Army troops at this time. As long as the Japanese held both ends of the ravine, they could attack the Northeast Army from the side. So Isogai Rensuke dispatched a unit of soldiers who were all quite good at throwing grenades. Such soldiers could be titled "Grenadiers" in Europe; they were all elite troops.

From his high position, Isogai Rensuke watched the troops set off quickly and soon maneuver to the flank of the Northeast Army position. There were many places here convenient for concealment, and there were also many natural crevices between chaotic rocks on the ground. Even if the Northeast Army stood above and strafed with machine guns or threw large numbers of grenades, the Japanese in the ditch could find sufficient cover and wouldn't suffer any losses.

Just as Isogai Rensuke was waiting for these Imperial Grenadiers to launch their attack, dragons of fire spewed from the Northeast Army's position into the ravine. Although bullets couldn't turn corners and grenade fragments couldn't shatter rocks, flamethrowers could sweep across everything indiscriminately. Splashing fuel continued to burn, igniting the large amount of withered branches and leaves on the ground. The ravine turned into a fiery cave in moments.

Although the distance was great and Isogai Rensuke couldn't hear any sound, the sight of those burning men running in the ravine, painfully scratching and slapping their bodies and faces, allowed Isogai Rensuke to fully appreciate the agony of those Japanese grenadiers at this moment.

Some Japanese soldiers had already hidden in the crevices between the rocks, but now they were burned into crawling out. The Northeast Army then threw a round of grenades down into the ravine. Those Japanese soldiers were completely exposed and fell amidst the violent explosions.

When the smoke cleared slightly, Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke saw some Japanese soldiers lying on the ground, obviously dead, yet flames were still burning on their corpses. It was as if they were in the fiery hell described in Buddhist scriptures.

For a moment, anger drove Lt. Colonel Isogai Rensuke into a rage. He drew his military sword and roared, "Immediately transfer a company from the reserve forces; I will lead them in a counterattack!"

"Lt. Colonel!" The deputy commander, Major Takeshita, immediately blocked Isogai Rensuke's path.

Isogai Rensuke roared, "Takeshita, are you going to stop me?"

For Japanese field officers, calling someone directly by their name was already extremely impolite. Takeshita didn't care about Isogai Rensuke's reaction because he had participated in the Battle of Pyongyang and had felt too many similar emotions. Major Takeshita answered loudly, "I have orders from Colonel Nagata: Isogai-kun is absolutely not permitted to leave the command post. Since a counterattack is required, please let this subordinate lead the team personally."

Hearing Takeshita mention Nagata Tetsuzan, Isogai Rensuke finally calmed down a bit. When Nagata Tetsuzan sent Isogai Rensuke to this high ground, he had already asked Ishiwara Kanji to explain in detail the situations that might occur. Up to now, these situations had not exceeded Ishiwara Kanji's description. It was just that Isogai Rensuke had received continuous shocks one after another during the battle, and adding the disastrous failure of the counterattack he had been warned never to execute, he temporarily lost his reason.

As a respected member of the Futaba-kai, an elite officer group, Isogai Rensuke hurriedly calmed his emotions and then bowed to apologize to Major Takeshita. "Takeshita-kun, thank you for your reminder. Please do not take the words I said before to heart."

Major Takeshita smiled bitterly. "Isogai-kun, if there is a chance to die for the country, please make sure to let me go first."

Isogai Rensuke knew that Major Takeshita had been Colonel Takeshita just a few days ago. In a situation where he hadn't personally done anything wrong, he had been demoted two ranks to Major. According to the Japanese military system, if an officer died in battle while personally fighting on the front lines in a victorious campaign, contributing to the victory, he would be promoted two ranks posthumously. It seemed Colonel Takeshita had long been prepared to die to wash away his shame.

At this time, new battle reports arrived; the Northeast Army's attacks had intensified. Isogai Rensuke and Major Takeshita hurriedly resumed command to meet the enemy. The nerves of the two men were subjected to continuous torment, as if being repeatedly sawed by a blunt blade. Time slowly lost its meaning for them. After an unknown amount of time, the Northeast Army finally stopped attacking and withdrew to the first line of defense.

When they withdrew, the Northeast Army not only took their wounded but also the bodies of the dead.

Even facing such an opening, Isogai Rensuke ordered his subordinates that they were absolutely not allowed to pursue.

Not long after the battle ended, Nagata Tetsuzan's call came in. On the phone, Nagata Tetsuzan's first sentence was, "Isogai-kun, you've worked hard. Please maintain this method of response and continue fighting."

Only then did Isogai Rensuke recount the course of the battle. Nagata Tetsuzan listened quietly, finally comforted Isogai Rensuke with a few words, and hung up.

Isogai Rensuke watched Major Takeshita organizing the transport of the wounded and repairing the positions, preparing to fight again. He couldn't understand in his heart what he had just experienced.

Since joining the army, Isogai Rensuke could fully accept dogmatic combat models and also strove to apply the military knowledge he had learned to command battles with flexibility. But a battle like this one—where from start to finish he neither understood it nor knew how to respond, and could only execute the combat model completely dogmatically—Isogai Rensuke had never encountered.

Even now, Isogai Rensuke didn't know why the Northeast Army opposite him had retreated, nor did he know when the Northeast Army would launch the next attack.

Just then, the sound of shells tearing through the air rang out. The Japanese troops on the high ground immediately took cover, but even so, some Japanese soldiers couldn't dodge in time and were blown away by the shells.

Isogai Rensuke dropped all thought and hurriedly prepared for the next battle. However, he waited and waited, until the sky grew dark, and the next battle did not occur.

In the 5th Army Headquarters, the corps commanders and division commanders were gathered together. Second Group Army Commander Hu Xiushan told everyone, "I have already sent a telegram to General Headquarters, and General Headquarters has replied, agreeing to stop the attack on Seoul. For the next few days, we will conduct harassing attacks on Seoul. Comrades, do a good job with the sniper fire and cold gun attacks, and give the whole army as much chance as possible to practice."

Although some division commanders seemed to want to speak, in the end, they said nothing. Hu Xiushan continued, "Comrades, write down the process of today's combat as soon as possible and send it to Headquarters. This is also an order from General Headquarters."
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Since the death of Yuan Shikai, Wang Shizhen had moved to Tianjin. On October 22nd, Wang Shizhen once again set foot in the capital he had left six years ago. The representative sent by the Ministry of War was already waiting at the station. A Colonel Zhang stepped forward and saluted, "Lord Wang, this junior has come to welcome you on the orders of the Minister of War."

Wang Shizhen smiled amiably. "Young Master Zhang, I was neighbors with your esteemed father. When we met, he often mentioned you. Seeing you today, you are indeed a fine talent."

The welcomer was Zhang Xiluan's youngest son, who now served as his father's captain of the guard. Hearing Wang Shizhen's rather cliché opening, he hurriedly replied, "Lord Wang's great name is something this junior has heard of since childhood; it is like thunder to my ears. I have heard my father say that your strategic planning is superb and your actions meticulous—the first among our Beiyang group. I truly admire you." Captain Zhang bowed slightly and led the way.

As Wang Shizhen walked out of the station under the protection of soldiers, Captain Zhang walked beside him and sighed, "My father often says that if we of the younger generation could have even one ten-thousandth of your wisdom and bearing, it would be a fortune for our families."

Wang Shizhen, a veteran of the sea of officialdom, smiled and nodded. "Nephew Zhang praises me too highly. I am but a man at a dead end, anxious like a stray dog. Such high praise is unwarranted."

Before long, the two walked out of the station. The road outside had long been cleared; guards stood at attention, and a black car had been waiting for some time. They boarded the car. Looking out the window along the way, Beijing seemed vaguely like the old days—bustling yet revealing a hint of decay. It hadn't changed much since he left six years ago. He couldn't help but feel a sense of melancholy.

The car stopped at the Ministry of War in Iron Lion Lane. This had been the Qing Court's Ministry of War, and in the Yuan Shikai era, it was the Beiyang Ministry of War. Wang Shizhen got out of the car, and someone immediately went in to announce him. Standing outside this familiar gate, looking at the bricks and trees he had known for decades, Wang Shizhen hadn't wanted to recall the past, yet memories surged into his heart.

Wang Shizhen was once heavily relied upon; whether it was Yuan Shikai or the princes of the Qing Court, they all trusted him deeply. He once held illustrious prestige. He had made the decision to support Yuan Shikai's seizure of power, making Yuan the Great President and allowing the Beiyang brothers to control China's political power. He had also made wrong choices; when Yuan Shikai resolved to proclaim himself Emperor, Wang thought it feasible, which ultimately led to the failure of the monarchy and the ruin of reputations. Since then, the Beiyang brothers had fought amongst themselves, and China, which had once seemed likely to be reunified, fell apart.

Thinking of all this, Wang Shizhen's emotions surged, and he couldn't help but let out a sorrowful sigh, his vision blurring.

At this moment, footsteps sounded, followed by an affectionate call: "My worthy brother, I trust you have been well since we parted!" Zhang Xiluan, supported by two guards, had come out to welcome him personally.

Seeing Wang Shizhen wiping tears with his sleeve, Zhang Xiluan immediately scolded his son, "How did you welcome Lord Wang! You actually dared to..."

Wang Shizhen hurriedly took a step forward. "Brother Zhang, I was just seeing things that reminded me of people, and I couldn't control my emotions. It has nothing to do with these children."

Zhang Xiluan understood Wang Shizhen's feelings. He didn't scold the others further but took Wang Shizhen's arm. "Worthy brother, you haven't been back here for a long time either. Come, walk with your older brother in the courtyard."

Wang Shizhen was sixty-one years old this year. He had joined the army as a youth and had never lived a pampered life; he had endured hardships, so his body was still tough. However, walking along, he noticed that although Zhang Xiluan was wearing a warm and light brocade robe, his body couldn't help but shiver when the wind blew. This seventy-nine-year-old elder brother was truly old. Wang slowed his pace, walking slowly.

Revisiting this old place in deep autumn, the old trees in the Ministry of War courtyard had withered branches, and yellow leaves drifted down, adding a few degrees of desolation. It closely resembled his current mood. He couldn't help but sigh, "Each generation brings forth new talents. Our generation is incompetent; this Beiyang still exists, but it is about to take the surname He."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan felt that Wang Shizhen still held some resentment, and he was inevitably a bit disappointed. However, Wang Shizhen was someone Zhang Xiluan had personally invited to the capital, so he stopped beside a stone table and stools. The guards quickly spread soft cushions on the two stone stools. Zhang Xiluan sat on the cushion with Wang Shizhen's support, caught his breath, and then spoke. "Worthy brother, birth, old age, sickness, and death are destined by Heaven. Last year, I could still ride a horse with you. Now, let alone riding, I need someone to support me just to walk. I fear I won't make it past New Year's Day this year."

Wang Shizhen hurriedly comforted him, "Brother, what are you saying? I see that you..."

"Sigh!" Zhang Xiluan interrupted Wang Shizhen. "Worthy brother, you and I both come from the ranks, having crawled out of piles of corpses and seas of blood. Why say these useless words that don't matter? Thanks to the love of Brother Xu and Brother Duan, I was appointed Minister of War. Yesterday, I received a telegram from Brother He, saying he has already decided to disengage from combat with the Japanese army in Korea and switch to defense. The Japanese have lost a hundred thousand troops and their vitality is greatly damaged. Restarting the war will be a matter for next year. With Brother He's talent, he can certainly handle it. That is why I invited you, my worthy brother, to enter the capital. With your intelligence, you must have guessed most of it. Since you were willing to come, you must understand that among the current brothers in Beiyang, you are the most suitable to be this Minister of War."

Although the telegram Wang Shizhen received didn't explicitly state it, he had his guesses. Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak so plainly, he replied, "Brother, you are wholeheartedly devoted to the public good and never cling to power. I sincerely admire you. But regarding what you're doing, I cannot follow your wishes and take over as Minister of War."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan was somewhat disappointed. After leaving the Northeast, Zhang Xiluan's life had become increasingly smooth these past few years; he felt his life was complete and had long been without desires. It was only due to his lingering affection for the Beiyang brothers that he reluctantly took up the post of Minister of War.

Upon learning the latest war report—that the Northeast Army had fought to the outskirts of Seoul (Hanseong)—he felt Japan probably couldn't turn the tables. Zhang Xiluan didn't want to die in office. After repeated deliberation, he decided that Wang Shizhen, who didn't have his own troops, was the most suitable person to take over as Minister of War. That was why he invited Wang Shizhen to Beijing. Seeing Wang Shizhen genuinely refuse, he felt somewhat unhappy, and a tone of blame crept into his words. "Worthy brother, the country has not treated us thinly. At such a time, does my brother think there is anyone more suitable than you to serve as Minister of War?"

Wang Shizhen waved his hand gently. "Brother called me to the capital for state affairs. Let alone taking over as Minister of War, even if you wanted me to go through water and fire, I shouldn't decline. However, you are my Beiyang elder brother, and He Rui is our Beiyang younger brother. If you step down now, it would be favoring one over the other."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan felt Wang Shizhen was still unwilling. He persuaded, "Worthy brother, at our age, what is there that we can't see past? Brother He is not someone who doesn't understand the rules. Is there some misunderstanding everyone has about him?"

Wang Shizhen waved his hand again. "Brother. For decades, the country has fought against the Great Powers. When have we ever had a battle where we annihilated over ten thousand enemies? Let alone annihilating a hundred thousand. Brother He is a hero and a prominent figure; naturally, he should lead the world. This is the general trend of the world. If there are truly those who are muddled, they are merely mantises trying to stop a chariot."

Zhang Xiluan didn't quite understand, but Wang Shizhen was known as the Dragon of Beiyang and was the number one strategist in Beiyang. Since he said this, he must have his considerations. So Zhang asked, "In your opinion, what should I do for the Beiyang brothers?"

Wang Shizhen gently reminded him, "Brother, when you yielded the Northeast to Brother He back then, all the brothers admired your decisiveness. Only now do the brothers understand that your vision was far-reaching; you had the eyes to recognize a hero and were the one supporting the dragon. Since you want to retire, why not hold a gathering of heroes before you go?"

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan understood. However, he didn't feel he could give orders to He Rui. Just as he was about to politely decline, he heard Wang Shizhen continue, "Brother, in these years you have never caused trouble for the Central Government. Precisely because of this, you have inevitably become estranged from the Beiyang brothers. If the world were at peace, Brother He would naturally enter the Central Government step by step. However, the current situation is changing so fast that we can no longer do things by ordinary rules. If you don't hold this hero's banquet, people with ulterior motives will certainly create trouble. You have already helped Brother He onto the horse; why not escort him for one more leg of the journey?"

Zhang Xiluan couldn't help but clap his hands in great praise. "Worthy brother, you hold the pearl of wisdom in your grasp; you are far superior to me. My days are numbered, and I've become muddled. Thank you, worthy brother."

Wang Shizhen lowered his gaze. Although making such a decision was not his original intention, for the sake of Beiyang, he had to accept the fate of Beiyang changing masters.

Just as he was feeling somewhat disheartened, he saw Zhang Xiluan look up at the sky and sigh, "Before Brother Xiangcheng passed away, I visited him. At that time, although Brother Xiangcheng was disheartened, he entrusted me with a task: if it was within my power, I must exert myself for the country and make the Beiyang brothers unite. Thanks to your reminder, I realized my omission here. If our Beiyang can unite again, even if I see Brother Xiangcheng after death, I can tell him that I did not fail his trust."

Speaking to this point, Zhang Xiluan was already in tears.

Seeing Duan Qirui and others acting without measure these past few years, Wang Shizhen had completely lost hope in Beiyang. But he never expected Beiyang's doomsday to come so quickly. The grief was indescribable; if he could cry out loud, it would be a relief. But at this moment, he couldn't shed a single tear, and the pain in his heart only grew stronger.

At this moment, a few fallen leaves were blown down by the deep autumn wind, drifting onto the stone table beside them. Wang Shizhen picked one up, not knowing what to do with it, and could only drop it powerlessly. He looked up at Zhang Xiluan and said, "Brother, it's getting cold outside. Let's go in."

Zhang Xiluan called his son over and instructed him to contact everyone. Only then did he stand up with the support of the crowd, and supporting each other, he and Wang Shizhen walked into the majestic Ministry of War building.

***

Compared to the capital, the Northeast was colder. According to the weather forecast, northern Outer Mongolia and Mohe in Heilongjiang had already seen their first snow. The Northeast Government had already begun preparations for winter.

As the Administrative Chief of the Northeast, Wu Youping was incredibly busy. The Northeast had a bumper harvest this year, and the war was proceeding very smoothly. Although the war consumption was huge, it did not affect the good operation of the Northeast Government under the wartime system.

Learning that He Rui had invited him over, Wu Youping took a few statistical reports to see him. Seeing He Rui push a report in front of him, Wu Youping thought there was some good news and picked it up to read. As he read, his good mood turned into vigilance. Putting down the report, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, if what the report says is true, Beiyang wants to negotiate their retreat?"

He Rui lit a cigarette. "No need to truly believe them; Beiyang is just preparing for a rainy day. If the war suffers a setback, they will immediately change their minds."

Wu Youping felt the same. When formulating strategy, Beiyang was not classified as an object to be united with, but as a force that must be guarded against. Wu Youping's only expectation for Beiyang was that they not cause trouble and honestly wait until the war ended. He hadn't expected those people in Beiyang to convene a meeting for the future division of power.

Since the convener was Zhang Xiluan, Wu Youping felt it was a bit troublesome. He asked, "Will you attend this meeting, Chairman?"

He Rui replied, "I invited you here to ask you to attend this meeting as my representative."

"Oh?" Wu Youping was somewhat reluctant inwardly. But after thinking for a moment, he realized that apart from himself, there was really no one else suitable for this job.

Zhang Xiluan understood priorities very well. During wartime, He Rui would absolutely not attend Zhang Xiluan's family banquet. So, publicly or privately, Wu Youping, as the Administrative Chief of the Northeast Government, could represent He Rui. Although Wu Youping was also very busy, he could only attend.

Wu Youping asked, "In that case, I will go prepare."

"Wait a moment." He Rui didn't let Wu Youping end the topic immediately. "Since you are going, why not prepare to visit your alma mater? You haven't been back for a long time either."

Hearing this suggestion, Wu Youping nodded repeatedly. "Indeed, I should go. The current juniors have written quite a few letters to me, their senior. If I don't go and take a look, it wouldn't be right."

Discussing this topic, Wu Youping's mood became cheerful again. What the Northeast lacked most now was talent. No one knew how long the war would last. Under the total war system, every post needed knowledgeable and educated workers to improve the intensity of government operations. Given the time it took to establish the Northeast's education system, the mass emergence of such talents would take a few more years.

Wu Youping happened to have taken out a report on this aspect, so he gave it to He Rui first, and the two discussed work.

***

While the Northeast Government was working at full capacity, the Northeast Army on the battlefield did not relax. The Japanese garrison in Seoul (Hanseong) was under tremendous pressure. A total of one hundred thousand troops from both sides were deployed on the positions, yet not a single figure could be seen in the trenches or on the positions. It seemed like an empty battlefield that had been abandoned.

In the trenches, the armies of both sides moved while stooping. The Northeast Army was trained this way and was used to it. The Japanese army, however, had to learn to do this because of heavy losses. Although large-scale offensive battles had stopped, small-scale engagements continued incessantly along the long battle line. And the Northeast Army adopted "cold guns and cold cannons" (sniping and sporadic shelling). After those Japanese soldiers who dared to show their heads were taken out, the remaining Japanese huddled in the trenches, relying only on observation ports and observation equipment to monitor the positions.

This made the atmosphere inside the Japanese garrison headquarters extremely heavy. Okamura Yasuji believed this was the preparation before the Northeast Army's next large-scale offensive. Nagata Tetsuzan remained silent, but he also leaned somewhat towards Okamura Yasuji's view. Only Ishiwara Kanji insisted that the Northeast Army would not launch a new offensive. But his voice was also a bit smaller.

It wasn't until the night of October 23rd—although the pressure of war did not decrease, a large-scale offensive did not occur, and Japanese reinforcements were getting closer—that Nagata Tetsuzan determined the campaign was just as Ishiwara Kanji had said: the Northeast Army did not have the combat determination to capture Seoul. Of course, at this time, they couldn't show the slightest loophole. Nagata Tetsuzan had made so many exaggerated vows just to let the Northeast Army facing them know: *'I know I can't win, but if you want to destroy us, you'll have to break a few teeth.'*

The opposing commander appeared very calm and rational, and should have understood. But such a calm and rational commander would never let it pass if he saw even a single opportunity.

It wasn't until the 25th, when three fully equipped Japanese regiments arrived in Seoul and quickly relieved those temporary conscripts, joining the defensive positions, that Nagata Tetsuzan determined that Seoul was truly held.

At this time, the Seoul garrison all knew that reinforcements had arrived. The temporary conscripts were incredibly excited, and their actions became somewhat carried away. Even the regular troops were in high spirits, and inquiry calls came one after another. Nagata Tetsuzan ordered the officers in the headquarters with a stern face, "Go to each position immediately and order the troops to remain calm."

Before Nagata Tetsuzan, Okamura Yasuji, Ishiwara Kanji, and others could rush to the positions to supervise personally, tragedy struck. The Northeast Army launched another round of sniping and sporadic shelling on the Japanese positions that had become somewhat agitated, dealing a heavy blow to the Japanese defenders who thought they were already saved.

Moreover, some of the newly reinforced Japanese troops were not accustomed to the current situation and also suffered considerable casualties. The situation was chaotic for a time.

Fortunately, Nagata Tetsuzan and the others arrived in time and finally managed to settle the Japanese army down again. On the morning of the 26th, the Northeast Army's rearguard, which had begun retreating secretly the day before, quickly pulled back and disengaged from the Japanese army. The Northeast Army's actions were concealed, decisive, and rapid, leaving the Japanese army no opportunity for a surprise attack.

In the afternoon, the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo sent a commendation order, praising the Seoul garrison for fearing no strong enemy and fighting bravely. A promotion telegram was also sent; due to Nagata Tetsuzan's command ability and merits, the Imperial General Headquarters announced that Nagata Tetsuzan would temporarily serve as Acting Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army.

That night, Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara Kanji, and the others, exhausted after spending a day inspecting positions and reorganizing defenses, returned to the Seoul headquarters and collapsed on their camp beds in a deep sleep.

It wasn't until around 9:00 AM on the 27th that the three were awakened by a few cannon blasts. They jumped up to inquire about the battle situation. Learning that it was just harassing fire from the Northeast Army's long-range artillery, they stabilized. The three, starving, ordered food and prepared to chat while eating in the small room of the headquarters. However, all three had underestimated their hunger; it took three refills of rice before they were full.

Having finally filled their stomachs, Ishiwara Kanji smiled. "Gentlemen, why don't we soak our feet?"

Nagata Tetsuzan smiled and said, "You two go first; I'll go arrange some official business."

They thought Nagata Tetsuzan would delay for a while, but unexpectedly, after waiting only ten minutes, Nagata Tetsuzan arrived. The orderly behind him was carrying three large kettles of hot water and foot basins.
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The three men lowered their feet into the hot water. A scalding sensation spread from their feet up their legs, causing their hair to stand on end and sending several shivers through their bodies. After adding more hot water to the basin, warmth gradually diffused through their limbs, bringing a sense of comfort to their entire bodies.

Ishiwara Kanji sighed, "I feel like I've come back to life. Nagata-kun, have you reviewed the new frontline infantry offensive guidelines?"

Nagata Tetsuzan felt a surge of pleasant surprise. Although the fighting over the past few days hadn't been intensely fierce, the pressure on the battlefield was no less than if both sides had committed their full forces to a chaotic melee. The heartstrings of the frontline commanders were pulled tight to the point of neurosis. As far as Nagata knew, Isogai Rensuke had cursed his subordinates countless times in the command post. Yet, Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji had withstood the pressure. While preparing to counter possible enemy attacks at any moment, they had forced themselves to think about the tactics to be adopted in future counteroffensives. This composure was truly admirable.

"Please let me take a look," Nagata Tetsuzan asked.

Okamura Yasuji pulled a notebook from his pocket and handed it to Nagata. The handwriting in the notebook was somewhat scrawled. On facing pages, only a single observed combat example—large or small—was recorded. The majority of the empty space was filled with analysis and summaries of that specific example, as well as the key points Japan should adopt if launching similar attacks.

Each page was filled with revisions and additions, with large sections crossed out where views were deemed unreasonable.

In the latter half of the notebook, reading from back to front, were tactical concepts. Moreover, every concept clearly noted which of the previously recorded and analyzed battles it cited. It was evidently the product of immense effort, not a hastily compiled draft.

After a quick scan, Nagata looked up. Only then did Ishiwara Kanji take out his own notebook and hand it to Nagata. The first half was similar to Okamura's records, but the summaries in the back were much more organized than Okamura's. Ishiwara had even proposed a set of training concepts based on the current state of the Japanese Army, derived from these summaries.

Seeing this, Nagata closed the notebooks. "I was just about to tell you two that new reinforcements are arriving. I plan to rush back to Tokyo tomorrow morning to seek an audience with the Minister of War and the Chief of the General Staff, and to submit the insights from this operation to both Excellencies. I will do my utmost to recommend your reports to them."

Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji bowed slightly. "Thank you for your guidance, Nagata-kun."

Nagata Tetsuzan bowed in return. "Presumably, by the time I return, the selection for the commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Army Headquarters will have been decided. I ask that you two continue to assist me and fight together for the Empire."

After speaking, he returned the notebooks to them.

Okamura Yasuji had assumed Nagata Tetsuzan wouldn't return to Tokyo for another few days. Given the urgency, he raised the most critical question: "Is it necessary for me to return to Tokyo with you, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "If Okamura-kun were to return with me, it would naturally be of great help. However, the pressing task now is the reconstruction of the 19th and 20th Divisions. To complete this heavy responsibility as early as possible, I believe these two divisions must be rebuilt right here in Korea. You two must now shoulder the burden of this reconstruction."

Ishiwara Kanji had a slight reservation. "When rebuilding the 19th and 20th Divisions, can we apply these brand-new tactics in their training?"

Nagata Tetsuzan naturally knew how much resistance such a move would encounter, but he had already made up his mind. He answered immediately, "There will certainly be many seniors in the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters whose bravery and loyalty won victory for the Empire in the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. Their experience also comes from those two wars. However, this battle has proven that He-kun's understanding of war is already ahead of the Empire. Therefore, I will explain this matter fully to Excellency Tanaka and will also move quickly to promote the two of you so you can formally take charge of the reconstruction work as soon as possible."

Both Okamura and Nagata were currently Colonels. In the Japanese Army, field officers (Colonels, Lt. Colonels, Majors) were responsible for executing specific missions, and Colonel was the highest rank among executive officers. The power of decision lay in the hands of general officers; only after becoming Major Generals could they decide how the two divisions would be rebuilt. Both Okamura and Ishiwara strongly looked forward to rapidly improving the Japanese Army's combat effectiveness, so they bowed and replied, "Thank you for your hard work, Nagata-kun."

"You two are too polite," Nagata bowed in return. He then said to Ishiwara Kanji, "Ishiwara-kun, you are free-spirited and unconventional, and your words always cut to the heart of the matter. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army absolutely cannot do without you. In this moment of the Empire's great defeat, the atmosphere is unusual. Ishiwara-kun, *a gentleman is watchful over himself when he is alone*."

Ishiwara Kanji was also one of the few "China experts" in the Japanese military. Hearing this, he immediately recalled the source of the phrase: *'There is nothing more visible than what is secret, and nothing more manifest than what is minute. Therefore the superior man is watchful over himself when he is alone.'* Bluntly put, Nagata Tetsuzan was warning Ishiwara Kanji not to make any more remarks that were out of tune with the current situation, so as not to affect the voice Ishiwara had struggled to gain within the army.

Although it was well-intentioned, Ishiwara Kanji simply smiled and nodded slightly, making no reply.

Okamura Yasuji, looking forward to Nagata's quick return to speed up the work of strengthening the Japanese Army, seized the time to ask, "Nagata-kun, the Imperial General Headquarters is under immense pressure this time. I believe the Headquarters expects to launch a counteroffensive within two months to retake Korea. What advice do you plan to give them?"

Knowing Okamura as he did, Nagata knew that Okamura Yasuji had a tenacious character and would never say things that were useless. Given the status of Nagata, Okamura, and Ishiwara, their influence on Imperial policy was negligible. Yet, Okamura still made such a request of Nagata, showing his expectations of him.

Facing such a trust, Nagata answered decisively, "If the War Ministry and the General Staff Office ask for my opinion, I will state clearly: we must wait at least three months, until six divisions have arrived in Seoul, before launching a counterattack."

At this, all three fell silent. It wasn't that they didn't trust the judgment of War Minister Tanaka Giichi or Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, but rather that the pressure caused by this defeat was so great that these two men could barely bear it.

Just then, Ishiwara Kanji spoke up. "Okamura-kun, let's revise the guidelines as quickly as possible. We are frontline commanders after all; the more persuasive our report is, the better Nagata-kun can convince the Headquarters."

With that, Ishiwara Kanji quickly dried his feet, put on his shoes and socks, and walked out of the small room. Okamura Yasuji and Nagata Tetsuzan were a few steps slower, leaving only the two of them in the room. Okamura whispered, "Nagata-kun, although Major General Yagyū is serious, he is not an obstinate man. If Ishiwara-kun has time, he might as well pay a visit to Major General Yagyū before seeing the Chief of General Staff."

Nagata Tetsuzan recalled that Major General Yagyū had been the Chief of Staff when the current Chief of General Staff, Lt. Gen. Suzuki Soroku, commanded the 5th Division. Since Okamura said this, Lt. Gen. Suzuki likely trusted Major General Yagyū deeply. He immediately responded, "I will definitely go."

The twenty-four hours passed quickly. Military affairs were demanding, and Nagata Tetsuzan handled the official business of the entire Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army alone, so busy his feet barely touched the ground. especially on the evening of the 27th, when the Northeast Bureau suddenly sent aircraft to bomb the Japanese forces, accidentally hitting an ammunition depot. Violent explosions could be heard throughout Seoul. Nagata Tetsuzan spent the entire night arranging the reorganization of the ammunition depots, working until past 4:00 AM before returning to headquarters. Although he saw the empty camp beds of Ishiwara Kanji and Okamura Yasuji, he had no time to look for them, instead holding a meeting on defensive arrangements with the commanding officers of the current defense forces.

By 8:00 AM, the military train Nagata Tetsuzan was to take was about to depart. Nagata ordered the train to wait temporarily, but did not go to disturb Okamura and Ishiwara.

At 9:00 AM, Ishiwara finally appeared before Nagata Tetsuzan, handing a notebook and a thick manuscript to Nagata with his own hands. "Nagata-kun, have a safe journey."

Nagata Tetsuzan was not worried that the standard of the guidelines written by Ishiwara Kanji would be low. Seeing that this thorn in the side, Ishiwara, was actually striving to be a 'gentleman watchful over himself when alone' and adhering strictly to etiquette in his speech and conduct, he felt much more at ease. He stood up and replied, "Thank you for your hard work, Ishiwara-kun."

At 9:30 AM, Okamura also appeared before Nagata. By this time, the exhausted Ishiwara Kanji had already collapsed onto a camp bed to sleep. Okamura handed his manuscript and notebook to Nagata, saying with some regret, "There are a few parts where my thinking is still unclear. I've revised them several times but am still not satisfied. I've specially marked those sections. Nagata-kun, please take the trouble to revise them on your way."

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded slightly without a word. Seeing the resolute and decisive look in Nagata's eyes, Okamura Yasuji offered no further exhortations. Instead, he stood at attention and saluted. Nagata Tetsuzan immediately returned the salute in silence. Immediately after, their hands gripped tightly for a moment, and Nagata strode out of the headquarters carrying the two draft guidelines.

Outside the city of Seoul, there were many mountain ridges and highlands with elevations of 500 meters. Through the train window, Nagata Tetsuzan's gaze fell upon the peaks of those mountains. Thinking of the future war, he couldn't help but think of He Rui. Further away in northern Korea, the Northeast Army commanded by He Rui had already deployed heavy troops, waiting for the Japanese counteroffensive.

Offensive warfare was far more difficult than defensive warfare. In those mountains ranging from hundreds to a thousand meters in altitude, the Northeast Army had months to build fortifications and stockpile supplies, waiting at their ease for the exhausted Japanese forces to attack.

Nagata Tetsuzan withdrew his gaze. His thoughts returned to Tokyo, where he was rushing back. For a moment, Nagata Tetsuzan's heart even felt a bit jubilant. The Great Japanese Empire had encountered too many crises and tests; the stronger the challenge, the more intense Japan's ambition became. Relying on Japan's determination, they had overcome crises time and again, finally achieving the strength they had today.

In the future Nagata planned for Japan, regardless of peace or war, mobilizing seventy million compatriots under the Supreme Command, rushing to obey orders—only the Army, universally touching upon the more than two hundred thousand active-duty soldiers, over three million reservists, five or six hundred thousand middle and upper-level students, and over ten million youths, would be sufficient to undertake this.

He Rui was indeed very strong, able to raise the strength of the Northeast to a level completely beyond the Japanese Army's imagination within a few years. Even so, if Japan possessed the national system Nagata was striving to promote, it could still crush He Rui with sheer power.

The current tribulations were nothing more than trials for Japan's rise. Nagata Tetsuzan waited with confident expectation to complete the preparations for the counterattack as soon as possible.
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The whistle blew, and an empty train slowly pulled into the station at Lüshun Port, coming to a gentle stop at the platform. The passengers waiting to board, having already queued up under the arrangement of the conductors, began to embark.

Soon, the carriages were full. The passengers were mostly young people. Even though Lüshun was still in a wartime state, it could not dampen their joyous mood. The laughter and chatter filling the carriages were proof enough that the victory in the war had made these young people even more excited.

After a journey of more than a day, these young people finally arrived at their destination: Shenyang, the seat of the Northeast Government.

There were not many people there to welcome them, indicating that these youths were not locals of the Northeast. However, among the welcoming party was Wu Youping, the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government. Under a banner reading "Welcome Students from All Over the Nation to Build the Northeast Together," Wu Youping watched as student representatives from various schools walked toward him, led by staff from the Northeast Government's various offices and local stations of the *Northeast Daily*.

When the student representatives learned that the person welcoming them was actually the Chief Executive of the Northeast, they were even more excited. Although they tried their best to maintain discipline, they couldn't help but step forward a few paces, wanting to see what this high official of the Northeast actually looked like.

Wu Youping, dressed in a civil service uniform, calmly stepped forward to shake hands with the student representatives. Especially when he saw the representative from his alma mater, the Tangshan Railway School, Wu Youping exchanged a few pleasantries, asking about the other's major and professors. He then said with nostalgia, "So Teacher Wu has become the Department Head. My civil engineering classes were taught by Teacher Wu."

Seeing his senior so amiable, the junior student quickly replied, "When Teacher Wu learned we were coming to the Northeast, he entrusted us with a letter for Chief Executive Wu. And there's more!"

The junior student's face was flushed with excitement. "Senior Wu, we boarded the train in China's Lüshun and arrived in China's Shenyang! This is all thanks to the Northeast Government led by Senior Wu, wiping away national humiliation and reclaiming the concessions! I thank you on everyone's behalf!" After speaking, he bowed deeply.

Wu Youping helped his junior up. "This is the work of the people of the Northeast. If it were just me alone, I could never have defeated one hundred thousand Japanese troops."

As they spoke, the secretary beside him took the letter and placed it in a briefcase. Seeing this, other student representatives also took out letters they had been entrusted to deliver and handed them to Wu Youping. some were from the principals of various schools in Beijing and Tianjin, and others were from the principals and teachers of Wu Youping's middle school in Tianjin. Wu Youping accepted them one by one.

He walked among the students again and greeted them. "Students, welcome to the Northeast. The next train will be arriving soon, and it is not convenient to talk here. Please follow our staff to the dormitories prepared for you. Here, on behalf of the Northeast Government, I welcome everyone to the Northeast once again!"

The students applauded and cheered one after another. Someone shouted, "Down with the Japanese! The Northeast Army will win!"

This made the students even more emotional, and more people began to shout, "China will win!" "Long live China!"

The already bustling station became even livelier.

After the staff led the students away, Wu Youping did not leave with them but boarded another train. It was a freight train, with two carriages converted into passenger cars.

As soon as Wu Youping sat down, his secretary placed several documents that required immediate review on the table in front of him. They were all personnel transfer lists for the Northeast Government. However, Wu Youping couldn't quite focus on them. Thinking back to those vigorous young people, Wu Youping simply asked his secretary to bring the letters from the various schools. The secretary opened and checked them before placing them one by one in front of Wu Youping.

The first ones he read were naturally the letters from his alma mater. There were quite a few. The principal's letter was the most reserved and polite, with little praise but more requests for Northeast Chief Executive Wu Youping to take good care of the students. He earnestly exhorted that the students' academic progress charts had been given to the student representatives, and asked Wu Youping to arrange for the students to complete their studies as much as possible.

The letters from the department head and the teachers Wu Youping knew contained more reminiscences of Wu Youping's time at school. Reading the descriptions of those past events, many of Wu Youping's dusty memories were awakened. Joining He Rui's team had been the most exciting journey of Wu Youping's life so far. However, those leisurely campus days were undoubtedly Wu Youping's most beautiful era. Those school buildings, those classmates and teachers, even the angry quarrels, now seemed warm and nostalgic.

Until Wu Youping saw a letter that made his face instantly darken. It was an anonymous letter, with only "To Chief Executive Wu (space) Youping" written on the envelope.

The letter paper contained only honorifics and no name of the informer. The handwriting was quite good, not looking like that of a soldier.

"...I have learned from a reliable comrade that since the Northeast Army crushed the Japanese invaders, the Japanese have been in frequent contact with Wang Yitang. Wang Yitang is a subordinate of Premier Duan and has always been heavily relied upon by Director-General Duan. This person, as the Speaker of the House of Representatives and a General in the Army, is actually colluding with the Japanese invaders at this time. His conduct is suspicious, and his heart is punishable..."

The secretary didn't know why Wu Youping's expression had changed so quickly. It wasn't until Wu Youping finished reading the letter and asked if the secretary remembered who had submitted it that he handed the letter to the secretary. After reading it, the secretary frowned. "Chief Executive Wu, it seems these students are still unreliable. I will go send a telegram immediately and have the Personnel Department investigate further."

"Just letting the Personnel Department know about this is enough. Now that the Northeast has finally gained the recognition of the people across the country, there are quite a few people with ulterior motives, not only targeting Beiyang but also targeting us. Also, get me the file on Wang Yitang. Have Secretary Sun and Secretary Zhang read the letters together and pick out any letters of this kind."

Soon, with the secretaries busy at work, three letters containing information related to informing were presented. One was a dedicated anonymous letter, while the writers of the other two letters were quite straightforward. In the letters where they stated their names, they directly mentioned the traitors in Beiyang who were 'colluding with the Japanese'.

At this time, Wu Youping had also looked at the names of the people mentioned. What Wu Youping did not know was that the three people mentioned were all major traitors in history.

Wang Yitang, born in 1877, a native of Hefei, Anhui. A politician during the Republic of China period, a key member of the Anfu Club, and a traitor during the Japanese puppet regime period. Wang Yitang served as the Speaker of the House of Representatives of the Beiyang Government and a General in the Army. In terms of rank, he was also a high-ranking leader. Wang Yitang was a confidant general of Duan Qirui of the Anhui clique. After Duan Qirui lost power, he wandered around in the provinces for a while.

In 1937, the Japanese army established the Provisional Government of the Republic of China in the occupied territories of North China, and Wang Yitang served as the Chairman of the puppet government. He was the number one traitor in China at that time.

Liang Hongzhi, born in 1882, a native of Changle, Fujian. A modern bureaucrat. He recited classics and history from a young age, was arrogant by nature, and compared himself to Su Dongpo. He served as the Secretary-General of the Beiyang Government.

After the full-scale outbreak of the War of Resistance Against Japan in 1937, the Japanese invaders, in order to further annex and control North China, began planning to establish a puppet regime in the occupied areas of North China. Liang Hongzhi, greedy for life and afraid of death, hit it off with the Japanese army and surrendered to become a traitor. In 1940, when the Wang Jingwei puppet National Government was established in Nanjing, he served as the President of the Control Yuan and the President of the Legislative Yuan. On November 9, 1946, he was sentenced to death for treason.

Wu Youping did not know what the future of these two people would be like in another timeline. But Wang Yitang and Liang Hongzhi indeed held considerable status in the current Beiyang government.

Before Wu Youping went to attend the meeting presided over by Zhang Xiluan, someone had passed on the news of these two people communicating with Japan. What was the purpose?

Wu Youping began to consider: should he make use of this? And if he were to use it, how should he go about it?
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It took Wu Youping less than a minute to decide how to utilize the internal contradictions of the Beiyang clique.

When the Central Committee formulated its plans, it had not made specific arrangements targeting Beiyang. This was not to underestimate Beiyang; Japan received the same treatment.

The plan for the liberation of all China was divided into domestic and foreign components. Externally, the goal was to seek an international environment free from foreign intervention and to find ways to end the war as quickly as possible while minimizing China's losses.

Under the guidelines for domestic and foreign affairs, specific issues were analyzed specifically. After exhaustively analyzing Soviet Russia, Britain, France, and Japan, arrangements were made based on the geopolitical situation of each country. If the analysis at the time had concluded that Japan would absolutely not intervene in the Chinese civil war, the Northeast Army would have entered the Pass in 1920.

Inside the Pass, Beiyang was not the only separatist force. The strategy formulated by the Central Committee was "Unify China," meaning all separatist forces had to be resolved to achieve unification. The plan had never singled out Beiyang as a separate option from the beginning. It was only during the execution phase that Beiyang was discussed alongside other separatist forces.

Even Zhang Xiluan's proposal was considered an "unexpected situation." As for the few "traitors" whose names Wu Youping had never even heard of, they were even less of an issue. Wu Youping decided to "watch and wait." Beiyang's internal contradictions could certainly be used to strike at Beiyang at certain times, or even serve as a means to break a deadlock. But the time to utilize them had not yet arrived.

The train sped directly towards Jinzhou. As he neared his destination, Wu Youping changed into the student uniform from his school days. The workload had been heavy these past years, and the completion rate of tasks was high. With the rapid development of the Northeast's industrial and agricultural strength, Wu Youping, like many cadres, had developed "overwork obesity."

A big meal was very effective at relieving psychological pressure. With a busy schedule, irregular rest, and an environment with ample food supply, it was easy for people to overeat, leading to drastic weight changes.

Fortunately, work in the Northeast had been regularized. The Civilized Party's education was in place, and problems were addressed immediately upon discovery. Wu Youping's weight quickly dropped again. Putting on the student uniform from seven years ago, the fit—neither tight nor loose—gave Wu Youping the feeling of returning to campus.

As soon as the train stopped, Wu Youping immediately headed to the cadre school established in Jinzhou. Wu Youping had assumed the cadre school would be full of young people, the vast majority male, with a few females. But upon arriving at the venue, the proportion of women was higher than he had imagined. Nearly ten percent of the young students had women of similar age standing beside them, and some of the women were even carrying children.

Wu Youping hadn't expected so many students to bring their families along, and he felt somewhat moved. It was easy to understand that young students concerned about the country would come to the Northeast inspired by the victories. But bringing their families represented their trust in the Northeast Government. In the current situation, it could even be called excessive trust.

His purpose in coming to the Jinzhou Cadre School was to point out the future to these young students, and at this moment, Wu Youping wanted to show that future to them even more.

Stepping onto the podium and standing before the microphone, Wu Youping saw confusion in their eyes. Presumably, the students couldn't figure out what a man in a student uniform was doing at the microphone.

Wu Youping began by introducing himself. "Students, welcome to the cadre school. My name is Wu Youping, I am 29 years old this year, and I am the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government. I am responsible for the administrative work of the Northeast. Once you complete your training at the cadre school, you will enter the Northeast Government to work."

The hundreds of trainees were silent at first, then began to whisper. Once everyone understood Wu Youping's words, various sounds of amazement erupted from the crowd. Even when Wu Youping raised his hand to signal for quiet, it took quite a while for the noise to subside.

"Students, I joined the Siping government in 1915. If any of you know the history of the Northeast Government, you will know that in 1915, Chairman He Rui took up the post of Military Governor of Siping. That was also the year I decided to join the Siping government."

Another wave of sighs went through the crowd. These sighs didn't last long, and Wu Youping continued, "Some of you must think, 'Wu Youping, you became the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government before you were thirty, it must be because you were lucky and had a bit of foresight to join early.' I can tell you, that is not the case."

The students didn't dare to make a sound, though some made noises of disagreement. Wu Youping was very satisfied with this reaction; the students' response was much more enthusiastic than he had imagined. Moreover, a significant portion of the students actually understood what Wu Youping was saying and were interested in the content.

Based on Wu Youping's work experience, even opposition was far better than indifference. Especially in a situation like this where everyone was actually concerned.

"I know you don't believe it. I am not here today to lecture you, but to speak as someone who has been through it, to tell you what I have been learning, doing, and experiencing over these years. To give you a preliminary understanding of the Northeast Government. In 1915, after I met Chairman He, I proposed that I wanted to work in the Siping government. I imagine you all did the same thing recently."

Laughter rippled through the students. Hearing that the first thing Wu Youping did was the same as them, the students immediately felt a sense of intimacy.

Wu Youping continued, "The second thing was, after a discussion, I was told I had to undergo a political review. You must have all gone through this as well."

At the mention of the political review, many students stopped smiling. The Northeast Government had adopted a policy of "welcome to all" for those coming directly to the Northeast. But those selected for the cadre school had all undergone political vetting. Many people's impression of the political review was not pleasant.

Wu Youping didn't dwell on this issue, as it couldn't be explained clearly right now. These trainees selected for the cadre school didn't know the Northeast Government's plans for them. Once the war to liberate China began, the Northeast prepared to dispatch a million cadres south. These highly educated cadre school members, if they performed well in practical work, could very likely become county magistrates.

The army's job was to sweep away obstacles to policy implementation; implementing policy, managing the country, and providing social services was the government's job. Where would government staff come from? They would come from the cadre schools.

Wu Youping continued recounting his experiences. "Initially, I started working as a grassroots probationary staff member. Back then, we didn't have the full-time cadre schools you are in now; we worked while we learned. I worked in the municipal government, then went to the local level to participate in land reform, and then started working in the countryside. During your classes, you will learn about rural work content. That material was written by our comrades in the Party School while they were learning; it's probably in its fifth edition now. Through visiting villages and understanding the rural situation, we had to organize elections to select three village heads and three militia captains. We assigned them work and organized their studies..."

Details of the work would naturally be covered in the curriculum. Wu Youping started from a general overview of the work, clearly describing where the Northeast Government began, how it built a rural cadre team, how it trained these cadres, what policies were to be executed in the countryside, and why these policies had to be executed.

He was telling Wu Youping's story, but in reality, he was telling the story of the Northeast Government's construction.

Since it was his own experience, Wu Youping spoke clearly and briskly, with no lack of humor. The trainees hadn't expected to hear the history of such a big figure and were afraid of missing a word. More than half an hour seemed to pass in an instant for them, yet it also felt like a long time.

Many clear-minded trainees already had a vague image forming in their minds of a Northeast Government with complete systems and strict organization. At least in their current impression, compared to the governments elsewhere built on background and personal connections, the Northeast Government felt closer to the wise and capable government young people looked forward to.

The Northeast Government demanded neither personal loyalty from its civil servants nor that they extort the common people. Every sentence Wu Youping spoke landed on organizing production and developing productive forces.

Wu Youping gave two examples from his work. How long does it take a farmer to walk from his home to the field to start working? For urban youth, this is just the distance from the house to the edge of the field. But do they have a sickle? Is the sickle sharpened? How are the children arranged? How is the wife arranged? How are meals arranged? Organizing production is not simply about working; in a sense, it is organizing life.

For single young men, this was a relatively abstract concept. For the young men who brought their wives and children to the Northeast, this was their lived experience.

Another issue was how crops grow. Seeds are planted in the ground, watered and fertilized; the seeds grow into crops, bear fruit, mature, and are harvested. Regarding the issue of watering, is it left to the mercy of the heavens, or are reservoirs built to provide water for irrigation? The difference between the two is heaven and earth. Any youth with land at home knew that fully irrigated land was top-grade land, while land dependent on the weather was low-grade. The price difference between top-grade and low-grade land could be tenfold.

Of course, the trainees didn't know that Wu Youping, in order to accommodate the students' limited knowledge base, didn't talk about industrial production, let alone the industrial layout he was currently mainly responsible for.

Seeing the atmosphere was quite good, Wu Youping made his concluding remarks. "The Northeast is not small; there is a vast world for you students to display your talents. But China is much vaster, and the world even more so. I look forward to you completing your studies and displaying your talents to your heart's content in the world you look forward to. On behalf of the Northeast Government, I welcome you all once again."

Amidst warm applause, Wu Youping, dressed in his student uniform, stepped down from the podium and left the cadre school. The Jinzhou Municipal Committee was ready to report on their work, but the train Wu Youping was on was already continuing towards Shanhaiguan. Some guests had already arrived at Shanhaiguan, and the special train carriage was prepared for their return trip.

At this time, He Rui, Cheng Ruofan, Zhou Yinshan, and Zhao Tianlin were holding a meeting in Shenyang. Zhou Yinshan asked, "Since we still want to strive for the least possible impact from the war, should we drop a hint to Wang Shizhen and Yang Du?"

Cheng Ruofan and Zhao Tianlin both looked at Zhou Yinshan. Even though Cheng Ruofan held a higher position than Zhou Yinshan, facing his instructor, he decided to keep quiet. Zhao Tianlin had no such concerns. He said, "In my view, the Beiyang Government currently treats the two hundred thousand troops in their hands as their bargaining chips. We are looking at China's interests; I'm afraid there is no basis for discussion."

Hearing this, Zhou Yinshan nodded. But there was a look of disappointment on his face. Perhaps seeing Zhao Tianlin's expression, Zhou Yinshan sighed, "I was just speaking out of emotion, seeing how the Beiyang center has degenerated to such a state."

Seeing Instructor Zhou so sentimental, Cheng Ruofan felt this unexpected discussion could end. He looked at He Rui; as long as He Rui said the matter could be closed, Cheng Ruofan wanted to hurry up and discuss military affairs.

They heard He Rui say, "For our reception team, I plan to add Morrison."

Hearing this, everyone immediately understood that He Rui had no expectations for Beiyang. They all expressed, "Understood."

When Morrison was invited over, he hadn't expected to be assigned this task. He had brought a proposal, regarding trade development that he had noticed after the outbreak of the war.

As an Englishman, Morrison wasn't that focused on the Russian market. After the war broke out, trade between the Northeast and Japan surprisingly didn't stop. American trading companies flying the US flag continued to transport goods to the Northeast under the banner of international trade. On the contrary, trade between the Northeast and Britain and France was somewhat affected. In comparison, without mutual investment, trade between Russia and the Northeast had come to account for a little over 50% of the Northeast's foreign trade.

As the Director of the China Merchants Bureau, Morrison had already compiled a report. But trade with Russia itself had too many unpredictable factors, so Morrison prepared to discuss it with He Rui. If He Rui could accept such risks, Morrison very much wanted to expand investment in Russia. So many raw materials, including iron ore and coal, were exactly the raw materials the Northeast needed most right now.

Quoting Wu Youping, the Chief Executive of the Northeast Government: "Our industrial layout must be positioned not only domestically but also abroad. With China's development, our demand for raw materials will increase several times or even dozens of times over. Foreign raw materials and markets are of significant importance to China's development."

After sitting down, Morrison listened to He Rui tell him the news that the Beiyang delegation was coming and asked Morrison to join the reception group. The work content Morrison had prepared was cast aside, and a feeling of gratitude arose spontaneously.

Six years ago, Morrison had offered advice and provided consultation for Yuan Shikai's efforts to unify China.

Now, what He Rui was doing was not only seizing China's central political power but also starting the grand process of unifying China with international geopolitics as his entire field of vision. Morrison, this failure, was once again entrusted with a heavy responsibility. The emotion in Morrison's heart was beyond words. Facing He Rui's political trust, Morrison decided to do his utmost to complete this task.

"I will go back and prepare," Morrison replied. After speaking, he felt this didn't give He Rui a proper account, so he added, "Thank you."

He Rui smiled. "This is a small matter. I saw Director Morrison was so excited when he came in; presumably, there is important business to discuss. What is it? I'm getting a bit impatient."

Morrison steadied his mind and took out his plan. He saw He Rui reading it, his expression returning to a state of contemplation. And He Rui's face was not pleased; he likely had concerns about this bold plan.

"Chairman, Russia's commercial credit is actually not that bad," Morrison explained.

He Rui put down the plan. "In terms of industrial complementarity, Russia at this stage is like our country; both need complete sets of equipment to rapidly increase various production capacities. We currently import complete sets mainly from the United States, and I believe the United States will also become Russia's main importer of complete sets of equipment."

Morrison was long accustomed to He Rui's economic perspective. Hearing He Rui's analysis, Morrison discovered that the reason for his own unease might be just that. In exchanges with the Russian side, Morrison had indeed noticed that Russia had expressed views on importing complete sets of equipment. However, the Russian representatives clearly didn't think China could provide complete sets of equipment that caught their eye, so they hadn't discussed it in depth.

"In other words, we are satisfied with the current trade volume?" Morrison asked.

He Rui thought for a moment longer, then smiled. "I support Director Morrison's suggestion about sending a delegation for exchange. Perhaps we just don't understand Russia's needs well enough."

Seeing his suggestion approved, Morrison rose to take his leave. He Rui, however, pondered Morrison's suggestion. Could it be that he was taking things for granted in this matter? He Rui was also somewhat curious.

Comrade Lenin was a great revolutionary, but not an economist. He Rui had always been unwilling to say things that would damage Comrade Lenin's image. If one views Marxism itself as a school of economics, then starting from Comrade Lenin, expanding with Comrade Steel [Stalin], the trend of dogmatizing and theologicalizing Marxism became extremely serious.

Once any theory is linked to morality, it changes tune. Ensuring fairness and justice can be accomplished by utilizing social systems. Problems encountered in social development can be solved through development. A simple example: for a time, China's agricultural output value was less than 5% of China's GDP, yet it caused over 50% of social antagonism. Abolishing the agricultural tax became imperative.

In a country where agricultural production accounts for 50% of national tax revenue, no normal person, not even a humanist among Marxists, would dare to abolish the agricultural tax.

Once things are linked to morality, it spells trouble. Leaving aside the fundamental question of "whose morality," even generalized moral views will intensify problems. Agricultural tax is either moral or immoral. It must either exist for all eternity or not exist at all. Turning it into this completely deviates from seeking truth from facts.

The Russian nation is very young; in a hundred or so years, it has not been able to master these things. The All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) led by Comrade Lenin would certainly be able to understand international trade from a moral perspective. But as for whether they could understand international trade through economic laws and harness it to benefit the people of both China and Russia, He Rui really didn't have much confidence.

Of course, He Rui didn't push all the responsibility onto Soviet Russia. If China had strong industrial power at this time, it would easily become Russia's main importer of complete sets of equipment. Then a trade model where Russia sold resources and China sold equipment and industrial products would be easily established. Historically, Russia was quite accustomed to such a trade model.

So He Rui called Zhuang Jiaxiong, the Director of the Department of Industry, and asked him to prepare a report on the Northeast's complete sets of equipment.

Less than ten minutes after hanging up, Zhuang Jiaxiong called back. "Chairman, we are preparing to develop tires for use in high-cold regions. I wonder if I can report this to the Chairman?"

"Proposed by Russia?" He Rui smiled.

Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't hide it. "Yes. The Russian side found that current tires inevitably have problems at temperatures of minus twenty-some degrees. Especially since Russia has a particularly large demand for trucks, the requirements for tires were also raised."

He Rui's mood involuntarily lightened a lot. It seemed the Russian comrades were not as detached from reality as imagined. He Rui even hypothesized a possibility, knowing full well it was wishful thinking: had the Russian comrades' evaluation of China's R&D capabilities increased?

Undoubtedly, He Rui's judgment about his wishful thinking was wrong. At the CPSU Central Committee meeting, trade with the Northeast was being discussed. The CPSU Central Committee had previously decided to guarantee imports and exports during the war between the Northeast and Japan, allowing the Northeast Government to have more ample supplies to fight Japan.

Even without a keen strategist like Comrade Lenin to explain, the Central Committee members could fully figure it out. The war between the Northeast and Japan would free Soviet Russia from worrying about the security of its eastern frontier for several years.

At this meeting, the Russian commissar responsible for foreign intelligence raised a question: where did the Northeast Government's rubber come from?

"We have already imported tens of thousands of tons of rubber from the Northeast this year, greatly alleviating the pressure on domestic factories. But such quantities force us to worry whether there is a private agreement between the Northeast and Britain, France, and the United States."

For a moment, the Commissar of Defense Industry looked somewhat nervous. If the Northeast had some special secret treaty with Britain, France, and the US, then after the unification of China, a more dangerous enemy would appear in Russia's east.

The Foreign Intelligence Commissar continued, "The industrial products the Northeast provides us now, in both quantity and quality, do not match the industrial strength of the Northeast as we understand it. According to the report from the Ministry of Defense Industry, including soda ash, too many chemical products produced in the Northeast are of comparable quality to similar British and French products, or even have advantages. We cannot explain these facts."

Hearing these unquestionable realities, the expressions of the CPSU Central Committee members became even more grave. Until Comrade Lenin broke the silence, "Is this the entire reason we suspect the Northeast Government?"
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After the Foreign Intelligence Commissioner finished recounting his suspicions regarding the Northeast Government, Comrade Lenin asked in return, "Is this the entirety of our reason for suspecting the Northeast Government?"

The Foreign Intelligence Commissioner did not hesitate in the slightest and answered decisively, "Yes, Comrade Lenin."

Lenin looked around at the comrades; some were paying close attention, while others seemed rather baffled. He stood up, placing his hands on his waist. This was a habitual gesture formed over decades of revolutionary life. The bright light shone on Comrade Lenin's forehead, creating a distinct reflection.

Lenin spoke with a hint of displeasure: "Comrades, up to this point, we can confirm that He Rui is not a communist, and the Northeast Government is not a socialist government. However, the Northeast Government is a friendly regime that currently guarantees peace on our borders. From a long-term perspective, He Rui's goal is to the south—to unify China. Judging by the fact that He Rui decisively went to war with Japan, he will absolutely not accept restrictions imposed by Britain and France. In the process of unifying China, He Rui is bound to come into conflict with Britain and France. If Britain and France are forced to redeploy forces to South China, it will inevitably weaken their power in Europe. Our greatest threat comes from Europe, from Poland which is supported by Britain and France. So, do any comrades still believe that He Rui will become a threat to us after he unifies China?"

The Intelligence Commissioner said nothing more, and other commissioners raised no further questions on this issue. Just then, the Commissioner of Defense Industry spoke up, "Comrade Lenin, other comrades, I have a report to submit. This matter concerns our trade with the Northeast Government."

The Central Committee members of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) received the report. Russia's trade with the Northeast Government accounted for more than half of Russia's current foreign trade. Given that Russia's foreign trade was basically cut off under British leadership, this was not surprising. Those commissioners who understood economics saw that the trade categories between the Northeast and Soviet Russia were mostly machinery, chemicals, and pharmaceuticals—all technical products.

Machinery processing tools like cutters, drill bits, and grinding wheels alone had been imported from the Northeast in the tens of thousands. To those in the know, this figure was proof of the Northeast Government's machining capabilities.

The Defense Industry Commissioner frankly expressed his view: "We have compared the relevant products produced in the Northeast with similar products from France and Britain. The quality of the Northeast's products exceeds that of similar British and French products, and the price is cheaper. Our country is currently rapidly restoring its industry and needs to import large quantities of such products. However, from the perspective of production safety, once this trade cannot be maintained, our production will be greatly affected."

Some commissioners now understood. The security agencies were perhaps considering this danger, while the Defense Industry Ministry was worried about the continuity of supply.

Among the commissioners who knew little about industry, some wanted to ask if domestic Russian products couldn't replace them. However, they also knew that the Defense Industry Commission must have discussed this matter to have formulated their own concerns.

Comrade Lenin had already made a judgment at this point. "Is our export volume insufficient to complete the transaction?"

The Defense Industry Commissioner answered frankly, "In order to complete the trade with the Northeast, we must expand mining development and timber production in Siberia and the Far East."

"Then please have the Finance Commissioner prepare an investment plan to expand production," Lenin replied.

Finance Commissioner Comrade Yevgeni Alekseyevich Preobrazhensky had bright, sharp eyes. Every plan to expand investment would cause this comrade to engage in fierce debate with the Central Committee members. However, this time he did not raise any objections. Shifting his gaze from the document submitted by the Defense Industry Commissioner, the Finance Commissioner with the shrewd and capable face was silent for a moment before saying, "Comrade Lenin, as long as it does not continue to increase the demand for railway transport, we can accept it."

At the mention of railway transport, even Comrade Lenin was unwilling to participate in the discussion. Even the most trusted comrade, once they became the person in charge of the railway department, would soon be universally condemned.

The committee members thought this matter had been settled, but the Defense Industry Commissioner actually picked up on this topic. "Regarding the railway issue, I have another request. The Northeast Government's foreign trade delegation has made a proposal to develop a type of railway locomotive together with us. This locomotive is not steam-powered, but an electric locomotive driven by an internal combustion engine. This is our first technical cooperation with the Northeast Government. I would like to ask the comrades to look at the report."

While other comrades did not yet know what this meant, Comrade Lenin asked, "Is the Northeast Government's railway transport adopting the same rolling stock?"

"The Northeast Government's foreign trade delegation proposed that the train's power system be developed together, while other parts of the train be developed independently according to each country's own railway gauge and needs. There will be technical exchanges between the two sides, but not joint development."

Receiving such an answer, Comrade Lenin felt relieved. If the Russian railway completely adopted a Chinese-led model, it would mean China dominating Russia's railway system standards, which was something Russia could absolutely not accept. Even in the tsarist era, Russia had its own rail gauge standards; the All-Union Communist Party now leading Russia would certainly not allow the country's important core technologies to be dominated by foreign countries.

Once these industrial issues were determined, no one discussed the issue between the Northeast and Japan anymore. Regardless, Russia had participated in World War I and knew how tragic war truly was. In the eyes of the Russian armed forces, the war between China and Japan was completely a mutual brawl between two paupers. It did not have much value for reference.

After the meeting ended, Comrade Lenin quickly dictated a foreign statement and had the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs send it out.

***

Meanwhile, Wang Shizhen, Yang Du, and Lü Feng had already disembarked at Shenyang Station. Coming to welcome them was a Northeast Army Major General whom the three had never met. The Major General introduced himself: "Lord Wang, I am Zhou Yinshan, Vice Principal of the Northeast Military Academy. I have seen you from afar a few times during military conferences."

Wang Shizhen knew that the relationship between the Northeast high command and the Beiyang clique was not deep. Zhou Yinshan was one of the few who had served directly within Beiyang. He smiled and said, "Principal Zhou is a talent who graduated from the Japanese Military Academy. It is truly regrettable that we could not be closer due to official duties in the past."

Although these were polite remarks, they were enough to express Wang Shizhen's friendly attitude. Zhou Yinshan smiled and said, "Being ordered to welcome Lord Wang this time also fulfills this subordinate's long-cherished wish to be close to you."

"Principal Zhou is too polite," Wang Shizhen said as he and the Beiyang group followed Zhou Yinshan out of the station. They saw many pedestrians in the station, each walking with vigorous steps. Compared to the common people in the capital, they had less numbness and more spirit.

Outside the station, He Rui was standing in front of several cars, with a small squad of soldiers lined up on either side. Wang Shizhen had seen He Rui's photo in newspapers many times, but this was his first time seeing He Rui in person. Half-body photos made it impossible to assess height, but seeing him now, He Rui was indeed a big man from Shandong, standing over 180 centimeters tall. His square face held a composed expression, and his complexion was good. He did not look the least bit anxious due to the war.

After the two exchanged greetings, He Rui smiled and said, "Lord Wang, this is wartime. I thought it inappropriate to be overly tense, so as to avoid causing anxiety among the populace. Please forgive me for not clearing the area to welcome you."

"At a time like this, the big picture naturally comes first. General He need not worry about me," Wang Shizhen laughed. Previously, Wang Shizhen had been thinking only about how to converse with He Rui; only after He Rui said this did he notice the passengers coming and going inside and outside Shenyang Station. The sounds of attendants using electric megaphones to direct passengers to check tickets and board, or announcing exits, drifted from the station. Surprisingly, one could not feel the panic and oppression of wartime.

He couldn't help but praise, "I had only heard that although General He is young, he has a landscape in his chest and is a talent for governing the country. This time, just a fleeting glimpse is enough to understand that General He's major defeat of the Japanese army was absolutely no fluke."

After speaking, Wang Shizhen looked at the lined-up soldiers welcoming them again. "Seeing the military appearance of these soldiers, this old man is reminded of the vibrant appearance of the Xiaozhan troop training with Yuan Xiangcheng back in the day."

He Rui laughed, "Haha, we Northeast troops are all country folk from outside the pass. How would we dare to be mentioned in the same breath as the New Army trained by Lord Yuan and Lord Wang. You praise us too much."

Hearing these warm words, the accompanying people all had smiles on their faces. Lü Feng, who accompanied Wang Shizhen, also had a smile on his face, but he felt a chill in his heart. Lü Feng had once been a counselor at the Republic of China's embassy in Japan and left the Ministry of Foreign Affairs after his term ended. A few days ago, he was suddenly recalled to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but before he could even report for duty, he was brought along with Wang Shizhen to Shenyang to meet He Rui.

The two important figures were conversing with friendly faces, but Lü Feng heard a different meaning from a diplomat's perspective. Wang Shizhen's intention was likely to express that the Beiyang Army and the Northeast Army were of the same lineage. He Rui's reply meant that the noble capital troops and the country folk Northeast Army were not on the same path at all. Seemingly chatting and laughing, they were distinct as the Jing and Wei rivers.

Just then, He Rui saw Lü Feng and asked with some pleasant surprise, "Isn't this Brother Lü?"

Lü Feng knew he had only been called along because of his relationship with He Rui in Tokyo, so he didn't want to steal the spotlight. However, since He Rui remembered him, he stepped forward and bowed. "General He, it has been seven years since we parted in Tokyo. Over these seven years, I have often seen General He's civil and military achievements in the newspapers. Recalling how General He was famous in Japan while studying there, although I admire it greatly, I am not surprised in the slightest."

Sure enough, as Lü Feng expected, He Rui just shook hands warmly and didn't mention a word about how he knew Lü Feng. Lü Feng had never deliberately tried to get close to He Rui; knowing him back then was entirely due to official business. He Rui had gone to study in Japan as a soldier. According to regulations, Beiyang had to provide He Rui with a monthly stipend and a set of military uniforms and rank insignias every year. That was how he met He Rui.

If He Rui mentioned this matter now, it would mean he still acknowledged this Beiyang relationship. Since he didn't mention it, it proved that in his heart, He Rui no longer considered himself part of Beiyang.

Regardless of what they thought, everyone politely expressed their positions and attitudes. He Rui invited everyone into the cars, and the convoy headed straight for the hotel where they would stay.

Welcoming them at the main entrance of the hotel's main building were Zhao Tianlin and Morrison. Lü Feng did not know these two, and neither Wang Shizhen nor Yang Du knew Zhao Tianlin. But both were very familiar with Morrison. Recalling that Morrison had stood on the same side as them during Yuan Shikai's attempt to declare himself emperor, Yang Du couldn't help but sigh silently. Old friends were reunited after six years.

He Rui said, "Lord Wang, I still have military duties, so I must take my leave now."

Wang Shizhen and the others wanted to see him off, but He Rui smiled and said, "You have all come from afar. Please forgive me for any lack of hospitality."

After He Rui left, Zhao Tianlin invited everyone into the hotel. Looking at the appearance of Zhao Tianlin, Zhou Yinshan, and Morrison, Lü Feng determined that Zhao Tianlin was the leader among the three.

Zhao Tianlin led everyone to the banquet hall. The banquet hall was very spacious, supported by only a few pillars. Electric lights on the ceiling and walls illuminated even the deepest corners brightly.

Five or six meters from the main entrance, there was a small canal with clear water flowing in it, dividing the banquet hall into front and rear sections. In the front section near the entrance were the reception desk and the checkout counter. This small canal flowed into a small pond. Next to the pond were placed a few sofas and a small table for guests to rest, and several koi swam leisurely in the pond.

Zhao Tianlin walked onto the small bridge built over the canal and invited everyone to cross. After crossing the small bridge, they arrived in front of a moon gate. Connected to the moon gate was a long carved window lattice, which was both transparent and served as a partition, showing that the designer had put thought into it.

Passing through the moon gate, there was a large hall capable of holding more than twenty tables. At the other end of the hall, there was also a water channel. At the end of the channel was a model water mill, turning slowly under the push of the current. The source of the entire small canal was a stone inlet on the wall, and on the whitewashed wall next to it was a mural of weeping willows and a fisherman. Two steps from the wall was a large L-shaped counter. Inside the counter, hot water was prepared, ready to warm wine at any time.

Standing inside the counter was not an accountant, but a waitress dressed in Jiangnan-style clothing. A number of waitresses wearing similar clothes and with their hair in the same bun style were coming and going carrying trays with hot wine. Every woman walked lightly, clearly having unbound feet—or at least feet that had been unbound for many years.

Looking up, the interior decoration style of the banquet hall was graceful, presenting a scene of small bridges and flowing water in the Jiangnan style. Lü Feng sighed in his heart; even in the capital, there might not be many establishments that could be this particular. To think such a fine place existed outside the pass; it seemed He Rui was living quite well out here.

Zhao Tianlin led everyone into a private room, which was also decorated in Jiangnan style. There was a silk painted screen at the entrance, and fine brushwork paintings of ladies hung on the walls. On a small table in the corner was a guqin, covered with a silk cloth. Next to it was a white porcelain vase, which actually contained delicate and dripping plum blossoms.

*Plum blossoms in this season?* Lü Feng was somewhat surprised.

Wang Shizhen did not look at these decorations. Although he made a polite gesture, he was still invited to the seat of honor, and the five of them took their seats. Tea was immediately served on the round table, and Zhao Tianlin smiled, "This junior has long heard of Lord Wang's great name. I am a native of Tianjin. I heard that Lord Wang moved to Tianjin, but I missed the opportunity to be neighbors with you. It is truly a pity."

Wang Shizhen smiled faintly. "Everything has an order of arrival. Dr. Zhao is a local of Tianjin. Even if we were to be neighbors, it should be this old man coming to be neighbors with Dr. Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin sighed, "To be honest with Lord Wang, my life's passion is not being an official, but teaching and educating people. Once we win this war against Japan and ensure Japan never dares to invade China again, I want to return to the university in Tianjin to continue teaching. At that time, I will inevitably have to ask Lord Wang for advice."

Wang Shizhen shook his head. "I have long heard of Dr. Zhao's great talent. When the National Beiyang University was recommending a president back then, since it concerned Beiyang, Minister of Education Tang Hualong sent the list of candidates to Lord Yuan, and it was Lord Yuan who selected Dr. Zhao. Although Lord Yuan is gone, this old man can still remember this matter. I wonder if Dr. Zhao knew this detail back then."

Listening to the conversation between the two, Lü Feng had a smile on his face, but in his heart, he was twelve times more cautious. Perhaps these two were just engaging in small talk and discussing the past. But understood from another angle, it could also be considered that the two had already gone straight to the point and started discussing business.

Beiyang sending people this time was not for dining and catching up, but a probing mission concerning Beiyang's future. Given the current situation in China, He Rui was closest to the Anhui clique, and relations with the Anhui clique were still good. Especially since Zhang Xiluan could act as a go-between, the Beiyang upper echelons, even knowing Zhang Xiluan would be closer to He Rui, wouldn't go so far as to sell out his old brothers. That was why they sent people.

Lü Feng was just an 'outsider' on this trip, but he could figure it out himself. If He Rui lost to Japan in the future, then everything would be over. If He Rui really won against Japan, Beiyang would have to make a choice. Especially the Anhui clique; being close meant they would bear the brunt. Moreover, the Anhui clique was entrenched in the central government and couldn't hide even if they wanted to. Since they couldn't hide, the Anhui clique naturally wanted to figure out He Rui's intentions.

If looking at Wang Shizhen and Zhao Tianlin's conversation from the perspective of frank exchange: Zhao Tianlin proposing to be neighbors with Wang Shizhen was a metaphor for the Northeast entering the central government. Wang Shizhen's mention of "first come, first served" was a metaphor for Beiyang being able to accept the Northeast becoming the dominant force in the center.

Wang Shizhen bringing up old matters, specifically the fact that Zhao Tianlin's presidency was handpicked by Yuan Shikai, was a metaphor that the Northeast was part of the Beiyang system and had to follow Beiyang rules. They couldn't just flip the table and break the rules.

Of course, Lü Feng knew he was guessing and didn't dare to be certain. After all, He Rui's status in Beiyang was very special. In terms of background, He Rui was a direct descendant of Beiyang, which no one could question. In terms of status, He Rui was a Beiyang Marshal, leading the Fengtian clique to rule a region. The only drawback was that He Rui was too young and hadn't done anything for Beiyang yet; in terms of seniority, it wasn't his turn to give orders in front of his uncles and elders.

But He Rui had his own advantages: he had many soldiers and generals, and abundant finances. If He Rui wasn't in a hurry, he could completely wait until after defeating Japan to make demands. At that time, He Rui's prestige in China would allow him to ignore all seniority. No matter how high the seniority, it couldn't be higher than a national hero in matters of state.

Beiyang naturally understood this, which was why they sent people to sound out the situation now. Zhang Xiluan was the oldest big brother in Beiyang, but he had been outside the pass the whole time, so his status was actually far inferior to Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen. But Beiyang big shots like Duan Qirui and Wang Shizhen had to call him "Big Brother" and ask for his advice entirely because Zhang Xiluan was the one who had supported the "Dragon" (Yuan Shikai).

~

For high-level figures like this, naturally, the earlier the decision, the greater the risk. But the earlier the decision, the greater the profit. Zhang Xiluan won this gamble, and since then, his transcendent status in Beiyang was unmatched. If things reached the worst-case scenario and the Anhui and Fengtian cliques started fighting, a single word from Zhang Xiluan could probably save lives.

So Lü Feng listened quietly without saying a word. Although he hadn't gambled on the future, let alone bet his future on He Rui, according to the rules, Lü Feng had known He Rui for many years, and just this friendship would allow him to speak up.

If things became difficult, the Beiyang big shots would naturally ask Lü Feng to see He Rui. Such an opportunity was actually hard to come by. At least Lü Feng would be the first to get the news, and even if arranging for himself, he could plan ahead.
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In the spacious private room, a cup of tea sat before each person. Everyone sipped slowly, exchanging relaxed and pleasant words. Lü Feng, the former counselor, had positioned himself carefully; he would only intervene when the conversation reached an awkward stage, smoothing emotions with light topics to keep the rhythm flowing. The rest of the time, Lü Feng needed only to eat, drink, and listen.

Seeing the conversation flowing smoothly among the group, Lü Feng waited peacefully, having no intention of speaking. He heard Wang Shizhen say, "General He has won the first battle. In my view, Japan will certainly counterattack with full force hereafter; the onslaught will be like a violent storm."

Wang Shizhen's appearance was not striking; right now, he looked like nothing more than an ordinary little old man. However, after decades of military service, with just these one or two sentences, his expression and gaze were already faintly as sharp as a blade. Lü Feng had never seen such a figure in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and felt a shiver in his heart.

Zhao Tianlin's expression was composed, though his gaze brightened slightly. He nodded slightly. "Exactly so. The Northeast Government is waiting with full strength, striving to fight the coming war well."

Wang Shizhen stared at Zhao Tianlin for a moment, then smiled faintly. The blade-like sensation quickly dissipated, returning Wang Shizhen to the appearance of that amiable little old man. He laughed, "Hehe. Every year on Elder Zhang's birthday, I visit to offer congratulations. Every time, I see people sent by Brother He to pay respects. New items not found on the market emerge endlessly in Elder Zhang's home. Elder Zhang is generous and invites us idlers to try them. Elder Zhang is noble and does not much like to go out. We asked him how he knows about these new objects that aren't even on the market, and Elder Zhang said they are all seasonal tributes from Brother He. He lamented that Brother He is nostalgic and never forgets his seniors. When Brother He takes over the heavy burden of Beiyang, and Elder Xu and Elder Duan go to Tianjin to be neighbors together, Elder Zhang will surely ask Brother He to take care of them in this way. I am truly grateful for Elder Zhang's goodwill."

Lü Feng shut his mouth, wanting to breathe as lightly as possible. He saw Zhao Tianlin smile and say, "Elder Xu, Elder Duan, and Elder Wang bear the hopes of the masses under heaven. At this time of national turmoil, even if the three of you wish to retire into seclusion, we must ask the three of you to come out of the mountains. Elder Wang, do not be too modest."

Wang Shizhen sighed. "Gong Zizhen wrote in a poem, 'I persuade the Lord of Heaven to shake up anew, and bestow talent of all kinds.' Kang Youwei said, 'If the youth are strong, the country is strong.' To my knowledge, Brother Zhou and Brother Zhao are under forty this year, correct?"

Zhao Tianlin was born in 1886, making him thirty-six this year. Zhou Yinshan was born in 1884, making him thirty-eight, already the oldest among the core layer of the Northeast Government. Zhao Tianlin had long heard that Wang Shizhen was known for his meticulousness starting from the troop training at Xiaozhan. Listing them by age in passing at this moment, Zhao Tianlin felt that Wang Shizhen attached great importance to this trip and was not merely here to probe.

However, Wang Shizhen did not intend to ask questions, so Zhao Tianlin and the others continued to listen to him speak.

"Brother He is thirty-two this year. Among the Fengtian generals, I haven't heard of many over thirty. When this old man thinks back to being that age, it was exactly the time of youthful vigor and high spirits. The country ought to have such an atmosphere. For us to retire and watch young people serve the country is also a joy."

Zhao Tianlin then replied, "Elder Wang, youth has its own deficiencies. Nearing forty, I feel this especially. Young people may not necessarily be ignorant of principles, but without elders like Elder Xu, Elder Duan, and Elder Wang to sit in command, once the hot blood rushes to the head in a struggle of wills, they will lose their sense of measure. Take institutions like the Parliament, which should be the foundation of the country. When China is unified and the Parliament reopens, if there are no figures like you gentlemen to sit in command, at my age, I might still want to go down and argue myself over a single disagreement. Elder Wang has surely seen much of such things."

Wang Shizhen chuckled, pondering for a moment before laughing. "During the troop training at Xiaozhan, the recruits were all children of Zhili and the surrounding few provinces. Everyone was a Northerner, yet disputes arose over such small matters as different accents. Such things are unavoidable."

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly. "Elder Wang, the Northeast Government has been promoting the *Xinhua Dictionary* and the standardization and popularization of Mandarin for the past few years. Although everyone still speaks with mixed accents, it doesn't reach the point of such disparity."

Even someone as composed as Wang Shizhen saw his expression change slightly. Lü Feng had not expected Zhao Tianlin to be so frank; he almost held his breath, looking at the people present. He saw the three from the Northeast looking composed; it seemed they had made up their minds. As for Wang Shizhen and Yang Du, their expressions were quite grave.

Just amidst the silence, Morrison spoke up with a laugh. "Gentlemen, I have been in China for over twenty years and have long felt myself to be a Chinese person. Comparing Chinese and Western banquets, I have some insights."

Opposite him, Yang Du immediately laughed, "I wonder what insights Mr. Morrison has?"

Morrison replied, "In Western banquets, mostly the food is served first, then business is discussed."

On this side, Zhao Tianlin laughed, "If you are hungry, you might as well say so directly. When attending a banquet in China, if you sit down and say, 'I'm hungry,' rest assured, we serve dishes in China much faster than in the West!"

Hearing this, everyone laughed loudly. Zhao Tianlin turned his head with a smile and shouted outside, "Waiter, bring the menu."

Wang Shizhen and Yang Du were people who had seen grand scenes. When Zhao Tianlin asked them to order, they casually ordered something they liked without standing on ceremony. The beautifully printed, thick menu was soon delivered to Lü Feng. Lü Feng also ordered a stir-fried green vegetables with tofu, then passed the menu to Zhou Yinshan next to him.

Seeing the atmosphere finally maintained in a bundle of joyous harmony, Lü Feng could not help but feel admiration for this group of big figures. The blunt words just now were truly fearsome. Zhao Tianlin had explicitly indicated that if the regime were handed over, the top figures of Beiyang would be given positions with revered status like Speaker of Parliament, but with very limited real power. And the top Beiyang figures would not need to consider planting their own people in the new government.

If it were the younger, violent-tempered sort within Beiyang, talking to this point, they would probably dare to flip the table on the spot. Wang Shizhen's calm and composed demeanor made Lü Feng admire him greatly.

In contrast, the civil and military officials on the Northeast Government side behaved with propriety and were shrewd and capable. They were neither arrogant because of their status nor smug because of the other party's ingratiation. Obviously, they had depth to their minds. Even talks concerning the future of China were not some grand scene in front of them.

Lü Feng had rarely seen such a demeanor in the government; even within the Japanese government, only those top-tier Japanese politicians possessed such bearing.

Lü Feng leaned towards Beiyang, but he didn't care all that much. Drinking at the same table with such big figures now, dread and unease arose spontaneously in his heart. At this moment, Lü Feng intuitively understood one thing: the current Northeast Army simply didn't have the time to pay attention to Beiyang, which was the only reason Beiyang had a chance. As soon as the Northeast Army's spearhead turned toward Beiyang, Beiyang would be finished.

This feeling was unexpectedly no different from the feeling of the Beiyang Government facing the Great Powers.
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He Rui did not take the Beiyang matter to heart. When formulating plans, Beiyang was never considered as an isolated object. This was not because the Northeast Army or the Civilization Party looked down on Beiyang; rather, like Japan, Beiyang was never the ultimate target of their strategy.

Unifying China. That was the strategic goal. To achieve the strategic goal of unifying China, two environments had to be considered: domestic and foreign. Who would support China's unification, and who would oppose it? Only at this stage did Beiyang and Japan enter the list as existing facts to be analyzed.

It wasn't just He Rui, who taught strategy formulation, who thought this way; the Military Commission and the high-ranking officers of the Northeast Army had also learned to think this way. After sending Wang Shizhen to the guesthouse, He Rui went straight to the Northeast Army General Headquarters. At this time, the General Headquarters was full of manpower, and every soldier was walking quickly. It was so busy that a banner had to be specially pasted at the corner: 'Slow Down at Corners'.

The corridors were filled with the sound of footsteps, making it impossible to judge by hearing whether someone was coming from the other side of a corner. Collisions caused by hurried walking had happened more than a hundred times, and there had even been accidents. Several people had been sent to the hospital.

There were also a dozen or so soldiers who, in a fit of anxiety, got into conflicts with the colleagues they collided with and were sent to the confinement room to cool off.

Recently, a computing room had been added on the first floor. In the corridor, one could hear the sound of hand-cranked mechanical calculators running twenty-four hours a day. Compared with the rustling of pen tips across calculation paper and the crisp sound of abacus beads colliding in traditional calculation rooms, the noise caused by these machines was far less pleasant. Even though this new department improved efficiency greatly, some comrades with sensitive hearing suggested building a separate building for the hand-cranked mechanical calculator room outside the main building.

He Rui, however, did not dislike such sounds. He Rui even recalled the crisp sound of his favorite blue switch mechanical keyboard when typing; that rhythm really improved his mood when doing paperwork.

Arriving at the third floor, Xu Chengfeng and others had already arrived. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan immediately began his report, "The first phase of the campaign has ended. According to the initial plan, our army will establish two commands in Korea and three commands in the Northeast. On the Korean frontal line, the Pyongyang Theater Command will be established, with Comrade Hu Xiushan serving as commander. It is responsible for dealing with the Japanese counterattack. On the Korean flank, the Korea Command will be established, with Comrade Xu Chengfeng serving as commander. It is responsible for coastal anti-landing operations."

Xu Chengfeng did not care at all about his transfer from Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast Army to a theater commander; his attention was focused on the orders themselves.

He Rui, meanwhile, was making his final calculations regarding the choice of commanders. Hu Xiushan was extremely meticulous in his work. In the next phase of the campaign, the Northeast Army's goal was to consume Japan's strength during their offensive. Hu Xiushan had said that in Korea, nothing was indispensable. Fighting and retreating, once a Japanese division or brigade-level unit broke away from the battle line, a counterattack would be launched immediately.

In this regard, the most suitable candidate was actually Cheng Ruofan. Over the past few years, Cheng Ruofan had made great progress. His characteristics had not been obliterated; instead, his advantages of being smart, keen, and good at seizing tactical opportunities had been further highlighted.

However, changing generals just before battle was disrespectful to Hu Xiushan, and Hu Xiushan was fully capable of completing the command task. Since Hu Xiushan had no intention of stepping down, He Rui could only keep his mouth shut about this.

As for Xu Chengfeng, he had the most temperament of a senior German military officer in the Northeast Army. Firm, calm, and decisive. Given the current status of the Northeast Army, it was completely incapable of dealing with the Japanese Navy; the method of anti-landing warfare was to defend the line to the death. And the Northeast Army's logistical capabilities were insufficient to sustain mobile operations for more than 400,000 troops in Korea.

Even using more than half of the trucks, they could only sustain rapid offensives for one corps. If there were enough trucks and sufficient fuel, He Rui would not have let go of Seoul.

Fighting such a tough battle, the impact of a commander's super-keen perception on the war situation would be very limited. Xu Chengfeng's methodical and resolute style could maximize their strength.

Cheng Ruofan continued his report, "In the Liaodong Peninsula of the Northeast, the Liaodong Theater Command will be established, with Comrade Zheng Silang serving as commander. It is responsible for coastal anti-landing operations. On our territory west of the Yalu River, the Yalu River Command will be established, with myself, Cheng Ruofan, serving as commander. Relying on the defense lines our army has already completed, we will prepare for the third phase of the campaign. The Yalu River Theater is also responsible for providing logistical support in the upcoming campaign phase and providing troop support when necessary. In the Shanhaiguan to Jinzhou area, the Shanhaiguan Theater will be established, with Comrade Zhong Yifu serving as commander. It is responsible for guarding against possible attacks from the direction of Shanhaiguan. The General Headquarters in Shenyang will be the responsibility of Comrade He Rui, coordinating relations between the Northeast Government and the various commands. Report complete."

He Rui nodded. He felt some emotion in his heart. At present, all the senior military officers cultivated by the Civilization Party's Northeast Army had been thrown into the war. Everything had to be supported by these young men. He Rui believed that the young soldiers would definitely do their best; if the war situation went poorly, it must be due to He Rui's own lack of ability.

Just then, Cheng Ruofan offered a suggestion, "Commander-in-Chief, I think we have placed too many troops in the direction of Shanhaiguan. In my personal judgment, the possibility of the Japanese Army or the Beiyang Army attacking Shanhaiguan is much lower than we estimated. If we could dispatch one more corps to the Korea Command, it could enhance defensive capabilities."

Without waiting for He Rui to answer, Xu Chengfeng said, "Commander-in-Chief, I partially agree with Comrade Cheng Ruofan's view. But if a corps is transferred, it would be best to strengthen our army's logistical transport capabilities. Based on the experience of the advance into Seoul, the logistical transport pressure on our current battle lines is too great."

He Rui fully understood Cheng Ruofan and Xu Chengfeng's concerns. These problems were unsolvable at the current stage, so he replied, "I think this is already the best layout. Since the situation in Beiyang has changed, we can transfer one corps from Jinzhou to garrison Yingkou, east of Jinzhou. This will relieve some pressure on the Liaodong Theater. But I do not support changing the current overall layout. The current stage has already proven that our judgment of the Northeast was slightly optimistic."

After these words were spoken, neither Xu Chengfeng nor Cheng Ruofan spoke again. The 'slightly optimistic' He Rui referred to would be nothing in peacetime. It would really just be 'slightly optimistic'. Probably the difference between 100 and 95 points.

However, in wartime, let alone a 5% difference, even a 1% difference could cause a huge impact; 5% could lead to failure. These aspects were reflected under high-intensity management, where many social models that originally operated well underwent violent shocks.

The Northeast actually did not lack grain, and there were very good state-run grain stores for supply. Even if rationing were implemented, it would not affect the normal life of the people.

However, the environment in which the people of the Northeast had lived for a long time was not a 'normal environment'. Famine caused by floods and droughts was continuous, coupled with the exploitation by the government, warlords, gentry, and landlords under the old system; any sign of trouble could cause families to be broken and people to perish.

And among the 40 million people under the rule of the Northeast Government, more than half were people who had fled to the Northeast because they nearly lost their families due to natural and man-made disasters. They did indeed believe that the Northeast Government was a good government, and there was a management relationship between the two sides, but it was far from being intimately united.

Just as the Northeast Government had clearly told the public that there was no problem with grain supply and that everyone should not hoard grain or panic-buy supplies, the people still did it. If they couldn't buy it in the market, they bought it privately. Even though this problem had been considered, it still caused huge pressure on the government after the war really broke out. And hoarding supplies was just one of many problems.

Although He Rui was not disappointed, he still felt immense pressure inwardly. Because this was also the inevitable result of the policies He Rui had formulated previously.

The Northeast Government had been pursuing economic policies of developing industry and small commodity economies over the past few years. The depth and breadth of people joining socialized production had greatly increased, and wealth accumulation was fast. These policies developed the market and also allowed the Northeast economy to develop rapidly.

Since there was a market, under the influence of panic, the market began to conversely affect the Northeast economy. Even in the 21st century, after China became a fully industrial country, it could not avoid such problems. This was the backlash of policy. Whether they could carry through it depended on the level of institutional construction of the Northeast Government.

Of course, He Rui did not feel discouraged. Because the Japanese side was facing the same problems, and they were even more intense than those of the Northeast Government.

The great victory in the first phase of the war relied on surprise attacks. The reason why other various forces, including the Great Powers, did not expect the Northeast Government to dare to start a war was simply because they considered He Rui to be an excellent politician of this era. Therefore, He Rui could not possibly be unaware that even if the Northeast Government possessed the operational level of the current Great Power nations, challenging Japan with the Northeast's strength would fail due to domestic economic collapse.

But He Rui believed that the Northeast Government, built with the experience of the Chinese Revolution, could withstand such huge pressure without collapsing. In the war between the Northeast and Japan, the one to collapse first from being unable to hold out would definitely be Japan.

Transferring one corps from Shanhaiguan to other commands would not have a significant effect. But if the situation changed and they could not respond immediately, the risk brought about would be much greater than the benefit brought by the transfer of one corps. From He Rui's perspective, even if that corps really only served as a temporary garrison, he had to accept such redundant preparation. This judgment was not a military judgment.

The headquarters did not discuss this further. Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan began the next report, "Commander-in-Chief, according to the campaign arrangements, we will report to you the current personnel transfer arrangements of the headquarters..."

He Rui knew that once the troops were divided, the campaign would have to be fought this way. Excluding all uneasiness, He Rui focused his attention on the report.

***

Whistles sounded as the ship carrying Major General Nagata Tetsuzan, the liaison officer of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, arrived at Tokyo Port. Standing by the high ship's rail, one could see soldiers lined up neatly at various dock areas of Tokyo Port, preparing to board ships. Equipment was piled up like mountains; coolies carrying equipment on their backs and shoulders were like ants moving house urgently before a rainstorm, forming long, thin lines connecting the supplies and equipment to the ships that had begun loading.

Nagata Tetsuzan went down the gangway to the pier. The captain receiving the ship immediately came forward and asked, "Excuse me, is this Your Excellency Nagata?"

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan nod, the captain hurriedly saluted, "Your Excellency Nagata, this subordinate is Captain Owada of the Ministry of War. I am ordered by Your Excellency Tanaka to escort Your Excellency Nagata to the Ministry of War. The car is ready outside."

Nagata, bringing his guards, followed Captain Owada through the gaps in the forest formed by the soldiers. Some officers were scolding and cursing those undisciplined soldiers, while some officers shouted angrily at the guiding personnel responsible for directing the boarding: "Why can't we board when it's five minutes late! Don't you know the war situation is urgent?"

Other officers shouted angrily: "Do you want our soldiers to blow in the cold wind all night!"

It was already evening, and most of the sun had sunk into the western sky. The night wind at the end of October was already very cold, and the sea breeze was even colder. Nagata's face had already turned gloomy.

Walking out of the pier, the streets outside felt even more impenetrable. Compared with the open space inside the port, the streets and entrances were undoubtedly much narrower. Teams of Japanese soldiers stopped at various entrances waiting to enter the port. In the cold wind, the soldiers wrapped their military coats tightly and leaned against the long wooden fences of the pier.

And those peddlers doing business took this opportunity to sell some small food items to the soldiers waiting for orders. Some bold ones ran through the gaps in the marching columns to the wooden fence side, stepping up their peddling.

Just then, the sound of running came. A small squad of Kenpeitai, wearing white armbands and holding wooden sticks, came rushing over quickly. They went straight for those peddlers affecting the traffic. The peddlers were so scared they ran away immediately, and the Kenpeitai chased after them tightly. Both sides disappeared from Nagata Tetsuzan's sight, but soon the angry scolding of the Kenpeitai and the crying and begging of the peddlers could be heard.

It took some more time to walk about a kilometer away before the view before Nagata Tetsuzan finally opened up a bit. The car coming to pick him up was parked in a small open space. Captain Owada had already apologized inside the port, and at this time he said again: "Your Excellency, please forgive me. The car can only be parked here."

Nagata Tetsuzan did not care. Captain Owada's decision was correct; even if the car forced its way in, it probably wouldn't be able to drive out. However, Nagata saw a newsstand not far from the parking spot, so he said: "Please wait for me a moment, I will buy a few newspapers."

Captain Owada knew very well that Nagata Tetsuzan had just come down from the Seoul battlefield and knew nothing about the domestic situation. So he said: "Your Excellency, let me buy you something to eat."

Faced with such a suggestion, Nagata Tetsuzan thanked him. He naturally reached into his pocket to feel for it, but found that he hadn't brought his wallet. Nagata Tetsuzan had brought his wallet when he went to Korea, but fighting day and night these past days, how could he think about money matters? Returning this time, he had changed into a new uniform. The wallet was probably in Seoul at this moment; as for where exactly, Nagata Tetsuzan had absolutely no idea.

Withdrawing his hand, Nagata Tetsuzan asked: "Owada-kun, can you lend me 5 yen right now?"

Captain Owada hurriedly fished through his pockets, only finding a little over two yen in change. Just as he was about to ask others, Nagata said: "That's enough." He took the change and went straight to the newsstand.

By this time, the sky had turned dark. Nagata Tetsuzan stood under a nearby gas lamp and began to read. On the front page of the first newspaper, it was boldly written "Wall of the Empire — Major General Nagata Tetsuzan's Great Activity".

Scanning it slightly, Nagata Tetsuzan smiled bitterly in his heart. He, Okamura, and Ishiwara were nothing but defeated generals, yet they were being loudly trumpeted by the newspapers, as if holding Seoul was a great victory.

'With a force of less than 30,000, facing over a hundred thousand vicious Shina troops, preventing them from taking a single step into Seoul...'

Nagata Tetsuzan sighed slightly. Had the internal pressure in the Empire already reached the point where they had to rely on boasting to maintain public sentiment?
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Kasuga Maru was a small shop common outside the Tokyo harbor district. Its main customers were dock coolies, though sometimes workers from inside the docks would order bento boxes from there.

These days, the port was operating around the clock, transporting personnel and supplies to the Korean front. The food in the shop had long since sold out. Captain Owada had gone to other shops only to find them closed; this was the only one still open. Returning again, he pleaded with the owner to provide something to eat, no matter what.

The owner could only take the little bit of rice he had saved for himself to make a sushi roll, and brought out a bowl of kelp soup. While apologizing, he couldn't help but mention that grain prices had started to soar again recently, expressing worry that it shouldn't lead to something like the Rice Riots of the past.

Captain Owada was very unhappy, but had no mood to scold the owner. He took the food and left the shop without a word. By now it was dark. Troops were no longer entering the port area. The military police patrolling the empty streets saw Nagata Tetsuzan standing alone under a dim streetlamp reading a newspaper and walked over to question this suspicious officer. As they got closer, they realized Nagata Tetsuzan was a general, and hurriedly saluted from a distance before walking away quickly.

When Owada walked up to him, Nagata Tetsuzan took the food and stuffed it into his mouth without even looking, continuing to read the newspaper while chewing. After eating the sushi and downing the kelp soup, Nagata Tetsuzan had finished reading the newspaper in his hand. He ordered, "Go to the Ministry of War."

In the car, Captain Owada wanted to exchange a few words with Nagata Tetsuzan, but saw Nagata leaning back in the rear seat with his eyes closed tight. He seemed to be deep in thought, or perhaps asleep, and Owada couldn't find an opportunity to speak.

For the last two weeks, all war reporting had focused on Seoul. Captain Owada had access to some frontline news and naturally couldn't be bothered to read the exaggerated descriptions in the newspapers, but the attention within Imperial General Headquarters was all on Seoul. Upon learning that Nagata Tetsuzan had held Seoul, everyone from top to bottom breathed a sigh of relief.

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan flipping through the newspaper quickly, as if he already knew what he was looking for, he must have been prepared. Captain Owada inexplicably felt much more at ease.

Not long after the war began, Japan established the Imperial General Headquarters to unify command. The General Headquarters was located within the Ministry of War office building.

The Ministry of War building was newly constructed. Originally, the Ministry of War's office was a cluster of Japanese-style single-story buildings. Later, foreign architects and architects who had returned from studying in Japan were invited to jointly design and build the current structure, which had long since been completed. The main body of the Ministry of War building had four floors above ground and two basement levels. The architecture presented a European style, with a spire and stone walls. Solemn and magnificent, it demonstrated the style of the number one power in Asia.

The exterior of the Ministry of War was surrounded by an iron fence, elegant and solemn in design. Through the fence, one could see that the windows of every office were lit. Soldiers in the Ministry of War compound walked hurriedly; the entire Ministry of War and the General Headquarters were operating at high speed for this war.

The car drove into the Ministry of War compound and stopped at the entrance of the office building. Without waiting for Captain Owada to call out, Nagata Tetsuzan had already opened his eyes, opened the door, and got out of the car. Walking into the Ministry of War building, he saw temporary signs with department names hanging on the door of every room: 'General Headquarters Logistics Section', 'General Headquarters Communications Section'... A series of names proved that the structure of the General Headquarters was complete. Looking into those unclosed doors, officers were working tensely without any pause.

The General Headquarters command center was in the Minister of War's office on the top floor. Nagata didn't know how the Cabinet had discussed it. The current Prime Minister, Katō Tomosaburō, personally held the post of Navy Minister. Nagata felt that perhaps because the Prime Minister still had to fulfill the work of running the government, the Minister of War was allowed to serve as the Commander of the General Headquarters.

In the corridors, many officers stopped when they saw Nagata Tetsuzan. There were acquaintances and strangers among them. Regardless of which kind, seeing Nagata Tetsuzan striding over, they all stood at attention and saluted with admiring gazes.

Entering the command center, Tanaka Giichi stood up to welcome him. This Commander of the General Headquarters was originally as thin as an ordinary Japanese, but now, due to toil and exhaustion, his eyes were swollen into blisters. But the relief in Tanaka Giichi's voice was heartfelt, "Nagata-kun, thank you for your hard work."

Nagata Tetsuzan finished his salute and didn't waste words, replying directly, "Excellency, this subordinate has already stated in the war report that being able to hold Seoul relied entirely on the bravery of the Imperial soldiers. However, the enemy commander's lack of determination in battle was also a significant factor. When our reinforcements arrived, the enemy quickly disengaged from combat, giving our army no chance to counterattack whatsoever. This subordinate judges that the enemy deliberately raided our army, and their operational plan should be very complete..."

Tanaka Giichi's tired face was originally clouded, but hearing Nagata Tetsuzan report on the war situation and make predictions with clear logic, a hint of a gratified smile finally appeared. He interrupted Nagata Tetsuzan, "Nagata-kun, wait a moment."

After speaking, he gave an order to his adjutant. Soon, the adjutant invited the Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, and another Lieutenant General in from the next room. Nagata Tetsuzan looked closely; the other Lieutenant General was Terauchi Hisaichi. When Nagata went to Korea, Terauchi Hisaichi was still a Major General.

Terauchi Hisaichi graduated from the Army War College in 1909, while Nagata Tetsuzan graduated in 1911. Without having gone to the battlefield, Terauchi Hisaichi had been promoted to Lieutenant General, so...

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan, Terauchi Hisaichi took the initiative to step forward and shake hands with Nagata, "Nagata-kun, you will soon be my Chief of Staff."

Tanaka Giichi explained from the side, "Through discussion by the General Staff, Lieutenant General Terauchi has been recommended to serve as the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. The report has been sent to the Palace, and it is thought that it will be announced to the public very soon."

Nagata Tetsuzan hurriedly saluted Terauchi Hisaichi, but felt slightly disapproving in his heart. Terauchi Hisaichi came from a noble family with a long history. After graduating from the Army War College, he served successively as Chief of Staff of the Imperial Guards Division, Assistant to the Headquarters of the 1st Division, and Chief of Staff of the Korean Army. His academic standards were quite good, and although he did not become a member of the "Saber Club" (top graduates), his abilities were also well-regarded.

The relationship between Nagata and Terauchi was entirely official. Terauchi Hisaichi was closer to Obata Toshishirō, who was also of noble origin.

At this time, Tanaka Giichi invited everyone to sit down and casually placed an ashtray on the center table. The large white porcelain ashtray was filled with various cigarette butts, looking like a fat hedgehog. The adjutant picked up the ashtray to empty it personally, then asked an orderly to take it away to wash it. When the ashtray was brought back, it was covered in yellow-brown nicotine stains. It was unknown how many times it had been emptied and refilled recently.

Tanaka Giichi flicked cigarette ash into it and said, "With the Battle of Seoul concluded, our army will launch a counterattack to retake Korea. The counterattack plan is being formulated. This counterattack is receiving extreme attention from the Emperor and citizens from all walks of life, and absolutely no failure can be tolerated. after the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army retakes Korea, it must enter Manchuria and Mongolia to thoroughly crush the He Rui regime. Terauchi-kun, do you have the resolve?"

Terauchi Hisaichi hurriedly replied, "Reporting to Excellency, this subordinate has already made the resolve to die in battle for the Empire. Please let this subordinate wash away the Empire's failure."

Tanaka Giichi and Suzuki Soroku nodded slightly. Terauchi Hisaichi continued, "Excellency Suzuki, in this counterattack, the enemy will certainly rely on solid defense lines to resist with all their might. Korea is mountainous; does the General Staff have any targeted adjustments regarding the battlefield characteristics in this aspect?"

Suzuki Soroku did not answer, but turned to Nagata Tetsuzan, "Nagata-kun, the General Headquarters has read your war report. Have you considered the plan for this counterattack?"

Nagata had wanted to follow Okamura Yasuji's suggestion and visit Major General Yagyū first. But there was absolutely no time now, so he stated the conclusion he had considered, "Reporting to Excellency. This subordinate confirms that the enemy commander in this battle, Hu Xiushan, is a very calm commander. The Empire's defeat in the Northeast was due to the enemy with superior numbers adopting a surprise attack, and the enemy adopted the vehicle transport mode used by France in the European War, organizing large-scale truck units to implement transport. Only then did they achieve the situation of encircling the Korean Army with superior forces. In the subsequent battles, the enemy's attacking force consistently remained only one corps, and the number of their combat troops was similar to one of our divisions. It can be seen that the troops the enemy can mobilize at any time in Korea are at most two corps."

Although Japanese newspapers bragged heavily that 30,000 hastily assembled Japanese troops held Seoul against over 100,000 enemy troops by relying on the commander's excellent aptitude and the officers' and soldiers' fearless bravery, the Japanese General Headquarters received a war report almost every 30 minutes and was very clear about the situation.

Hu Xiushan's troops attacking Seoul numbered only 30,000. The total number of Japanese defense troops in Seoul and the auxiliary troops pulled in approached 50,000. The Japanese Army was the side with the advantage in troop strength.

However, when Tanaka Giichi and the others heard of two corps of rapid maneuver forces, they truly felt the pressure in their hearts. Two corps, 60,000 to 70,000 main force troops, were racing at a speed approaching 100 kilometers per day. The Japanese Army currently did not possess such large-scale mobility.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "Northern Korea has a depth of 1,000 kilometers. The enemy's logistical pressure is immense. This subordinate believes that the enemy's combat troops in Korea will not exceed 400,000, and possibly only 300,000. The enemy wants to gradually retreat after consuming our army in large numbers in Korea. When our army progresses to the Yalu River area, with our division old and soldiers weary, the enemy will counterattack with the advantage of large army groups. In the process of our army attacking Korea, the enemy will likely consider conducting two large-scale defensive battles."

Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku couldn't help but nod slightly; this was exactly the conclusion of the General Staff. The Fengtian Army had the advantage of trucks and also had the ability to fully utilize the railway system Japan had built in Korea. The Fengtian Army's 300,000-plus combat troops could withdraw from the battlefield at any time, or throw large numbers of combat troops into key positions at any time.

The Japanese Army could only push north, ready to launch attacks on the Fengtian Army occupying the high ground at any time. Such battles would certainly lead to huge casualties, which was exactly the Fengtian Army's goal. In the Yalu River area, there would be a large number of Fengtian troops waiting at their ease for the exhausted Japanese Army to deliver themselves to the door.

But even knowing the Fengtian Army's layout, the Japanese Army had to do this. Such a passive reality had kept the members of the Japanese General Staff sleepless these days, deducing operational plans all night long.

The prospective Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Terauchi Hisaichi felt both uneasy and somewhat expectant upon hearing this. Nagata Tetsuzan's great name was known to everyone in the high levels of the military. However, what everyone appreciated was Nagata Tetsuzan's construction of Japan's national strategy. Through his relationship with Obata Toshishirō, Terauchi Hisaichi knew of Nagata Tetsuzan's influence among the field officers in the army. Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan's military judgment being so precise at this moment, he had complete confidence in Nagata Tetsuzan's level of understanding of campaigns. However, Nagata Tetsuzan had only pointed out the problem and hadn't yet given an idea to solve it. Only a Chief of Staff who could solve problems was worthy of complete trust, so Terauchi Hisaichi waited for Nagata Tetsuzan's following elaboration.

Not only Terauchi Hisaichi, but Tanaka Giichi and Suzuki Soroku also had their own ideas on how to break the deadlock. Whether Nagata Tetsuzan could voice an idea they agreed with would also determine the two men's thinking on how to use Nagata Tetsuzan next.

Nagata Tetsuzan spoke frankly, "Excellencies, generally in war, engage with the orthodox and win with the surprise. This subordinate believes that for this counterattack, we should attack strongly from the front, making it so the enemy cannot retreat. This is engaging with the orthodox. Organize a landing force to insert into the enemy's rear, cut off the enemy's transport lines, and disrupt the enemy's deployment. This is winning with the surprise. Of course, observing the enemy's strategy, it is rigorous and detailed; this must be He-kun's planning. He certainly cannot be unaware that the Japanese Navy occupies absolute superiority; the enemy must be prepared."

Hearing this, Tanaka Giichi exchanged glances with Suzuki Soroku and Terauchi Hisaichi, then asked, "Has Nagata-kun considered where to implement the landing?"

Nagata answered decisively, "There are three choices for landing. The first choice is at Tanggu. Once our army lands at Tanggu, we can implement a pincer attack on the enemy from front and rear, making them unable to attend to both head and tail."

Tanaka Giichi sighed, "But landing here would force the Beiyang government to join hands with He Rui, dispersing the Empire's military strength. Moreover, the Great Powers also do not wish to see the Empire conduct a war of such scale in the Far East."

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded slightly, "What Excellency says is true. Another choice is the Liaodong Peninsula. But according to intelligence, the Fengtian Army has not transferred the troops of Zheng Sirang away from the Liaodong Peninsula. If we land on the Liaodong Peninsula, we will have to engage the enemy in flat terrain. The defender Zheng Sirang is a fierce general who once broke through the Kwantung Leased Territory. I believe the difficulty of gaining a firm foothold after landing is extremely great."

Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku nodded slightly but didn't speak.

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "Landing in Korea has many advantages for our army. Japan has managed Korea for ten years and understands Korea very well. There are also many forces loyal to Japan within Korea that can provide cooperation. Moreover, the Fengtian Army has insufficient troops and cannot defend all ports in Korea."

Hearing this, Tanaka Giichi looked at the others. Seeing both Suzuki Soroku and Terauchi Hisaichi nodding slightly, he extinguished his cigarette butt in the ashtray and stood up.

While fighting on the front lines, the Japanese Army command organs were also analyzing the war situation with all their might, summarizing battle examples, and preparing for the next phase of operations. As the war proceeded to the present, the worst-case scenario had not occurred. The performance of the greatest contributor in this battle, Nagata Tetsuzan, exceeded everyone's expectations.

Even those generals and officers who determined that Nagata Tetsuzan would become the leader of the next generation of the army recognized Nagata Tetsuzan's strategic construction ability, connections, and organizational ability. For Nagata Tetsuzan, his biggest shortcoming was the lack of actual combat achievements.

When the Korean Army was annihilated, the Japanese Army had already considered the situation of losing most of Korea except for Busan. Yet Nagata Tetsuzan, under such a perilous situation, actually organized the remnants and defeated soldiers to block the Fengtian Army and hold Seoul. Even the veteran generals in the army were greatly appreciative in their hearts.

Terauchi Hisaichi was the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander agreed upon by all parties; he already understood the operational vision of the Army high command. Nagata Tetsuzan had also reached the same vision as the Army high command on his own. The Minister of War, the Chief of General Staff, the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and the Chief of Staff had reached a consensus. Tanaka Giichi had no more worries in his heart. After standing up, he said decisively, "Gentlemen..."

The other three hurriedly stood up. Tanaka Giichi continued, "This great war concerns whether the Empire's unwritten national policy up to now can be carried out, and it concerns the fate of the Empire. Therefore, I plan to visit the Prime Minister early tomorrow morning to request that the Navy command this landing operation. Gentlemen, please fight for the Great Japanese Empire together."

Facing these core members of the Army, Tanaka Giichi was concise. But the struggle between the Army and Navy had lasted for a long time. For the Army to bow its head to the Navy and ask the Navy to command the landing operation—making this decision showed a resolve no less than generously going to one's death. But for Japan, Tanaka Giichi already had such awareness.

Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku and prospective Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi both looked somewhat tragic. While bowing to Tanaka Giichi, they said, "Thank you for your hard work, Excellency."

Tanaka Giichi looked at Nagata Tetsuzan, who had not spoken, wondering why this elite general, who was already called the 'Wall of the Empire' in the newspapers, did not speak.

Nagata bowed slightly, "I wonder if Your Excellency could permit this subordinate to visit Prime Minister Katō first tomorrow. This war concerns the future of the Empire. The Army and Navy should unite sincerely, especially regarding the headquarters configuration. If Prime Minister Katō proposes the suggestion to set up a Commander and Deputy Commander, with the Navy serving as Commander and the Army as Deputy Commander, and the Army commanding the landing operation, it would better demonstrate the Empire's unity and determination to win this war."

One Army General and two Army Lieutenant Generals were speechless for a moment. Katō Tomosaburō was the Navy Minister, but Katō held the concurrent post of Navy Minister as Prime Minister. If Prime Minister Katō proposed such a suggestion to be handed over to the General Headquarters for discussion, the situation would no longer be the Army bowing its head to the Navy, but the Sea and Land forces joining hands to fight externally together. This would not only save the Army's face but also release a powerful signal internally and externally.

Could Nagata Tetsuzan, a single Army Major General, really complete such a task? The three Army high officials dared not believe it. The gazes exchanged among the three were full of doubt; they even wanted to open their mouths to ask how exactly Nagata intended to persuade Katō.

But the three were high-ranking and powerful after all, and knew they absolutely could not ask at this moment. Tanaka Giichi made up his mind and asked, "Nagata-kun, do you need us to do anything?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered decisively, "If this subordinate is to persuade Prime Minister Katō, I still need a personal letter from Your Excellency. Please have Excellency Suzuki and Excellency Terauchi sign it jointly."

Tanaka Giichi said no more and walked back behind his desk to write rapidly. Suzuki Soroku and Terauchi Hisaichi walked to Tanaka's side to read the content of the letter. When Tanaka Giichi finished writing, the two signed their names respectively.

When Tanaka Giichi handed the letter to Nagata Tetsuzan, Nagata saw that Tanaka Giichi was preparing to speak words of instruction, so he hurriedly stood at attention. He heard Tanaka Giichi say, "Nagata-kun, rest early today. The General Headquarters has also prepared a press conference for you tomorrow afternoon. You are now a hero of the country; you must let the citizens understand how a hero fights for the country."

Seeing that the Army had prepared so thoroughly, Nagata Tetsuzan hurriedly replied, "Please rest assured, Excellency. In this great war, the Army's performance was moving and tragic. This subordinate will certainly let the citizens understand the Army's value and regain their confidence."



★


Preparation for Winter 9

Volume 3 — Chapter 63

❧ ❧ ❧


When leaving the Army Ministry, Nagata no longer had the urgency he had when seeking an audience with the Army Minister. He was even able to stop and exchange a few words with the officers who saluted him.

Captain Owada knew Nagata Tetsuzan had extensive connections, but he didn't expect Nagata to be able to call so many officers by name. He could even name some graduates of the Military Academy who hadn't passed the entrance exam for the Army War College and had instead become field officers through accumulated merit, chatting affectionately with them.

This moved Captain Owada somewhat. As Nagata got into the car, he said, "Could you take me to the Futabatei Restaurant first? If it's open, I'd like to get something to eat."

Captain Owada knew that Nagata Tetsuzan had been running around for so long with nothing but a rice ball and a bowl of kelp soup, so he hurriedly ordered the driver to change course. There were few pedestrians on the streets along the way. Most restaurants that usually operated until around 10 o'clock had closed, and the few that still had lights on had their doors pulled shut, making it unclear if they were open.

Arriving at the Futabatei Restaurant, they saw a waiter taking down the door curtain, looking like he was preparing to close up. Seeing Nagata arrive, he quickly bowed in greeting. Nagata chatted with the waiter for a few sentences, then turned back to Captain Owada and said, "Captain, it's so late, you go back first. I have guards with me, nothing will happen."

Captain Owada wanted to wait here, but seeing Nagata looked like he wanted to relax properly in the restaurant. Thinking of the fierce fighting Nagata had seen in Seoul, Captain Owada also understood that Nagata really needed to completely release his stress at this time. In fact, after sending Nagata to the Imperial General Headquarters, Owada had already noticed that Nagata Tetsuzan hadn't brought any money, and had reported this to Tanaka Giichi's adjutant.

The adjutant immediately approved a small sum for Owada and told him that if Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to relax, even if it was going to Yoshiwara, he must be taken there. The bill would be charged to the Army Ministry's account. So Owada ultimately obeyed Nagata's order and left first, not daring to disturb Nagata's mood.

Just as the car left, from behind the drawn curtains inside Futabatei, someone watched the car's movements carefully. Even after the car had left and was no longer visible, someone dressed in civilian clothes went out to stand sentry outside the door.

The owner of Futabatei welcomed Nagata at the door, bowing deeply. "Your Excellency Nagata, I read about your heroic deeds in battle in the newspaper and was exceptionally moved. I deeply regret that due to my age, I cannot go to the battlefield to kill the enemy under your command. I look forward to your active service, Nagata-kun. I will take my leave for today."

Seeing Nagata smile and express his thanks, the owner bowed again and left without lingering for a moment.

Nagata walked into the main hall of the Futabatei Restaurant. Many officers had already gathered here; every key member of the Futaba-kai who could come had arrived. The Futaba-kai was originally an organization of young field officers, but seven or eight Lieutenant Colonels and Colonels who had previously refused to formally join as peripheral members had also come. The crowd stood on both sides, and as soon as they saw Nagata enter, they immediately saluted. Nagata returned the military salute, then shook hands with everyone one by one.

The layout of the French-style restaurant customarily featured square tables covered with snow-white tablecloths. At this moment, the square tables had been pushed together to form a long table, covered with a single large tablecloth. The head seat was left empty, and the field officers clustered around Nagata as he took the seat of honor. Without needing waiters, officers acted as servers, pouring champagne into the arranged goblets. Nagata stood up, his expression devoid of arrogance. "Gentlemen, the Kwantung Army and the Chosen Army have been annihilated. Principal Kawai Misao committed seppuku. Let us observe a moment of silence for His Excellency Kawai Misao and the officers and men who died for the country."

The officers' expressions immediately became solemn. Everyone stood up one after another, bowing their heads in silence together with Nagata Tetsuzan. After a minute, Nagata Tetsuzan said, "Silence ended. Please be seated."

At this point, the officers were no longer overly excited, waiting wordlessly for Nagata's address. Nagata said, "Gentlemen. We are all aware of He-kun's talent; no one has ever dared to underestimate him. Even so, we still underestimated He-kun, leading to today's situation. The Northeast Government commanded by He-kun is already a confidant trouble for the Empire. Although the Northeast Government is a local government of China, this war is a national war for the Empire. Gentlemen, you will inevitably fight on the front lines. I will likely return to the Korean front very shortly. If you have any questions about the front lines, please ask them now. After this, I fear I won't have time to gather with you all like this again."

Many of the officers had wanted to express their admiration, but hearing Nagata speak so earnestly, they focused their attention on military matters. Obata Toshishiro, whose status in the Futaba-kai was second only to Nagata, sighed at this moment, "Nagata-kun has been greatly active on the front lines. The veteran generals in the army all highly praise Nagata-kun's command. I cannot hope to catch up to Nagata-kun. However, Nagata-kun fought bitterly on the front lines; did He-kun command personally? Which of the enemy generals left a deep impression on Nagata-kun?"

Although Obata Toshishiro spoke politely and indeed sincerely, Nagata didn't think Obata Toshishiro had truly extinguished his thoughts of contending for the leadership of the Futaba-kai. But Obata's question was indeed well-asked. Understanding the strength and characteristics of the opposing generals would indeed be helpful when encountering them in the future. So Nagata recounted some things he had observed about the Northeast Army generals.

Questions came one after another. Implicitly, Nagata Tetsuzan had firmly established himself as the core of the Futaba-kai field officers. The field officers were well-informed; news that Nagata would become the Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had been circulating for several days, and everyone had heard something about it.

From now until the end of the war, the vast majority of the Japanese Army would be incorporated into the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army at some point. As the Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, Nagata Tetsuzan was no longer the star of tomorrow as before, but the flower of famous generals of the present.

The conversation lasted until very late. After finishing their discussions, some field officers stood up to take their leave. They had official duties and had squeezed out time to attend this meeting. But Nagata Tetsuzan signaled Obata Toshishiro and a few other field officers with connections to the Palace not to leave for the time being.

When everyone else had left, Nagata Tetsuzan ordered someone to check again that no one was listening in, then whispered, "I have a matter to ask of you all. Please facilitate a summons for me by the Crown Prince as soon as possible."

This request was not strange. Because the Futaba-kai itself was a group of young officers organized around the banner of the current Crown Prince Hirohito, with the righteous cause of sweeping away the domain cliques and reorganizing Japan.

Obata Toshishiro replied, "Please rest assured, Nagata-kun. We will certainly push for this with all our might. There should be a result within one or two days."

Nagata said seriously, "With the situation as it is, what I need is not just a summons to inquire about the war situation on the front lines. I also need His Highness the Crown Prince to host a banquet."

Hearing this request, Obata and the others couldn't help but look at him askance. Nagata was actually asking the Crown Prince to bestow a banquet; did this sound like a request a subject should make of his lord?
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On the morning of October 31st, Nagata Tetsuzan arrived at the office of Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburō at 7:00 AM. Having not seen him for several months, Prime Minister Katō was even more emaciated than Nagata had imagined. His skin presented a pale, bluish hue, his cheekbones protruded sharply, and his cheeks were deeply sunken.

Despite his physical frailty, the gaze of the incumbent Prime Minister and Admiral Katō Tomosaburō remained bright and sharp, his voice calm and focused. "Nagata-kun, Tanaka-kun told me you have some ideas."

"Engage with the orthodox, win with the surprise. If we wish to secure victory in the first phase, a decisive surprise move must be accomplished through a landing operation," Nagata Tetsuzan laid out his plan. He saw Katō's gaze sharpen; evidently, Admiral Katō had also considered this direction.

"The Army believes that the enemy intends to force our forces in Korea into two large-scale campaigns. Only by relying on our well-trained officers and men to force the enemy into a single, decisive battle can we shatter their attempt. If we win, the enemy's elites in Korea will be wiped out, and we can pursue victory across the Yalu River into Manchuria and Mongolia. Even if we do not achieve total victory, a single campaign could push them back to the Yalu River, avoiding a war of attrition where we are worn down layer by layer. Your Excellency, given the Army's high level of training and the Navy's absolute superiority, a landing operation cannot fail."

Admiral Katō pondered this. Nagata saw more and more sweat accumulating on his forehead. In the cool temperature of late October, a large drop of sweat was already sliding down his cheek.

At this moment, a knock sounded at the door, and someone said, "Excuse the intrusion."

Nagata had not expected the person to open the door without waiting for a reply. It was a military doctor wearing a stethoscope and carrying a satchel. Holding a tray, the doctor bowed to Katō and Nagata, walked to the Prime Minister's side, helped him remove half of his uniform jacket, and rolled up his shirt sleeve.

Nagata looked at the tray; on it lay a syringe and a bottle of... morphine. The doctor skillfully administered the injection to Katō, listened to his heart sounds with the stethoscope, and then measured his blood pressure.

Katō wiped his face with a towel. Noticing Nagata's astonished look, he spoke in an even tone, "The abdominal pain has intensified recently. To avoid delaying official duties, I use morphine for pain relief. Nagata-kun, is the concept you described the will of the Army Ministry?"

Nagata was momentarily speechless. He realized now that the light in Prime Minister Katō's eyes did not stem from his physical body, but was fueled by the burning of a resolute soul within that frail shell.

The doctor finished measuring the blood pressure and bowed. "Your Excellency, please take care."

Katō did not reply, merely waving his hand to dismiss the doctor.

By now, sweat had stopped seeping from Katō's forehead. He asked, "The Army Ministry has formulated such a concept; what do they hope the Navy will do?"

Suppressing the surging emotions in his heart, Nagata spoke sincerely, "The Army Ministry wishes to request that Your Excellency, in your capacity as Prime Minister, propose the formation of a Joint Landing Operation Command. The Navy would assume the role of Commander, and the Army would appoint the Vice Commander. The landing operation itself would be directed by the Army Vice Commander."

Admiral Katō looked Nagata up and down for a moment, then smiled with a hint of mockery. "Heh, Nagata-kun, did Excellency Tanaka agree to your proposal?"

Nagata remained silent, pulling out a letter signed by Tanaka and others, and presented it to Katō with both hands. Katō did not open it immediately. He held the letter, deep in thought. Nagata noticed that Katō didn't even seem to realize his arm was trembling involuntarily. This was a sign of terminal illness, not to mention his bloodless, pale face. All these signs indicated that Katō did not have long to last.

If the Prime Minister were to change, this plan would take a long time to coordinate again. Though he felt a pang of cruelty, Nagata spoke up. "Your Excellency, both the Army and Navy understand the necessity of sincere cooperation. If Your Excellency were to resign due to illness, Excellency Tanaka would also step down. As long as you two are present, cooperation between the Army and Navy can be facilitated. If Your Excellency cannot issue the order immediately, this plan likely cannot be realized. When that time comes, the Army will have to push forward step by bloody step through the mountainous terrain of Korea, while the Navy's powerful fleet can only cruise aimlessly at sea. Is this what Your Excellency wishes to see?"

Katō's already pale skin turned a shade whiter, and his involuntarily trembling arm continued to shake. Finally, Admiral Katō spoke. "You said earlier that you want to thoroughly shatter the enemy's plan for two campaigns through one large-scale operation. Can you explain that?"

"This subordinate's analysis comes from a question of common sense. exactly how many elite troops does He Rui have? Imperial Army officers study at the Academy for over a year, and by the time they graduate from the Army War College, they have spent fifteen years learning. He Rui has been back in the Northeast for seven years. I hear he studied the German education system and vigorously promoted compulsory education. Even if his education reforms were successful, it has been no more than three years since he began large-scale training of NCOs. The scale of troops these NCOs can lead is at most 150,000 men."

Admiral Katō suddenly understood, and he felt a surge of appreciation for Nagata. The Navy had also analyzed the Army's recent defeat. Including Admiral Katō himself, no one could figure out where He Rui had gotten so many elite troops. As a Great Power, the Japanese Navy knew very well that without an army capable of flexibly utilizing advanced equipment, mere possession of that equipment would not lead to victory.

The Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War had both proven this point.

From the battle reports, the Northeast Army's true advantage lay in aircraft. Although the Northeast Army also used equipment seen on the European battlefields, such as flamethrowers, the real reason for their victory was their flexible and courageous combat model.

Nagata Tetsuzan's analysis, starting from the quantity of qualified NCOs, cut right to the heart of the matter. Assuming every soldier in the Northeast Army had a five-year primary school education, they might hold a slight advantage over the Japanese Army in literacy. However, the number of NCOs the Northeast could produce in six years was far inferior to Japan, which had been industrializing for decades.

The number of Northeast Army NCOs was indeed only sufficient to lead 150,000 elite troops. From known combat situations, the Northeast Army had 80,000 troops attacking the Kwantung Leased Territory and 160,000 attacking Korea. Deducting logistics units from this total of 240,000, and applying the Japanese Army's organizational ratios, the combat troops numbered between 150,000 and 190,000. This matched Nagata Tetsuzan's assessment perfectly.

If the Japanese Army deployed more than 300,000 troops into the campaign, their strength would be on par with the Northeast Army, and their number of elite units would exceed them. Of course, such an explanation was still not enough to fully persuade Admiral Katō, but Katō had his own problems he had to face.

Katō opened Tanaka Giichi's letter. After reading it, he did not give Nagata a direct answer, simply saying, "I understand."

Nagata bowed and took his leave. Once Nagata was gone, Katō called his adjutant. "Prepare the car."

The adjutant answered hurriedly, "Your Excellency, the car is ready."

"To the Navy Ministry," Katō said, attempting to stand. But after two exertions, he found he could not rise. The adjutant quickly supported Katō to his feet, while asking with some confusion, "Your Excellency, didn't you say you were going to visit His Majesty's Grand Chamberlain?"

As he walked forward with the adjutant's support, Katō ordered, "Send someone to inform the Grand Chamberlain that due to military affairs, I will be late. Please ask for his understanding. I will certainly visit him today. This matter is grave; please ask the Grand Chamberlain to remain in the Palace."

The adjutant quickly passed the order down. After helping Katō into the back seat of the car, the adjutant sat in the front and ordered the driver, "To the Navy Ministry, immediately."

***

In 1896, under the leadership of the Meiji government, three three-story Baroque-style red brick buildings rose up across the moat from the Sakuradamon Gate of the Imperial Palace in Kasumigaseki, Tokyo, where Japanese government agencies were clustered. Among them, the one directly adjacent to the Imperial Palace was the Ministry of Justice. Next to it, located on the side of Sakurada Avenue, was the "Daishin-in" (Supreme Court). The final building was the Navy Ministry, overflowing with Western style.

The organizational structure of the Japanese Navy was similar to that of the Army. The Navy General Staff, known as the 'Gunreibu', occupied one floor within the Navy Ministry. Operational plans were formulated by the Gunreibu and submitted to the Emperor, the Grand Marshal of the three armed forces, for review. Once approved, they were handed over to the Navy Minister for responsibility, who then passed the plans to the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet for execution.

The Navy Minister, the Chief of the Navy General Staff, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet were known as the "Three Chiefs."

Upon arriving at the Navy Ministry, Minister Katō immediately summoned Admiral Yamashita Gentarō, Chief of the Navy General Staff, and Vice Admiral Takeshita Isamu, Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet.

Commander Yamamoto Isoroku was currently receiving a briefing from Admiral Yamashita Gentarō. Since returning from his studies in the United States, Yamamoto Isoroku had been teaching at the Naval War College. Just a few days ago, he had received transfer orders to report to the Gunreibu.

Today, October 31st, several officers formally becoming staff members of the Operations Section of the Gunreibu received Admiral Yamashita's address. Afterward, Yamashita kept Yamamoto behind alone. Before he could say more than a few words, Yamashita's adjutant ran in and whispered something. Admiral Yamashita immediately ordered, "Yamamoto, go to your work." With that, the Admiral followed his adjutant and briskly walked out of the office, leaving Yamamoto, who was bowing in farewell, standing there.

Yamamoto didn't think any major event was occurring. Now that the war had entered a stalemate phase, both sides would avoid meaningless skirmishes to gather strength for the next strike.

Leaving the Chief's office, Yamamoto headed straight for the Operations Section. The Section Chief immediately shoved a stack of charts at Yamamoto, ordering him to formulate a bombardment plan. Yamamoto, however, requested data and battle reports regarding the Northeast Air Force from the intelligence room and began to study them carefully.

After reading the material, Yamamoto formed a preliminary judgment. The vast ocean offered no cover; aircraft at high altitude could easily capture the wake of a fleet in transit. In clear weather, a surprise attack was impossible. As for bad weather, shore bombardment by the fleet would be madness. Under normal circumstances, the Northeast Army would certainly acquire the Japanese fleet's position first and complete preparations in advance.

Just as he made this judgment, the Chief of the Operations Section came over to inquire about the staff's work results. Seeing Yamamoto reading battle reports with great interest, the Chief walked up to him and said unhappily, "Yamamoto-kun, how much of your work is completed?"

Yamamoto Isoroku had no interest in doing such meaningless work to begin with. Annoyed, he simply said, "Significant progress has been made."

!

The Section Chief, already anxious, saw Yamamoto's unserious attitude and decided to make an example of him. He shouted, "Then please tell me, Yamamoto-kun, what is your work progress!"

Although Yamamoto had a cheerful and humorous personality, he was extremely diligent in his work. Seeing the Section Chief's reaction and noticing that everyone in the office was looking over, Yamamoto stood up calmly and said clearly, "My work progress so far involves the discovery that our capital ships are not suitable for approaching the range covered by the enemy air force. Although my understanding of air forces is limited and I cannot judge the distance accurately, areas near enemy airfields are unsuitable for naval vessels, including cruisers, to approach."

Seeing that Yamamoto was pretending to have actually worked and sounded plausible, the Section Chief prepared to show him no mercy. He demanded loudly, "What led Yamamoto-kun to make this judgment on distance? What formula did you follow? What equation? Or what theory?"

Under the gaze of the Gunreibu staff officers, Yamamoto walked to a blackboard and erased all the numbers already written on it. Even though these numbers had been copied onto the blackboard, Nagumo Chūichi felt rather unhappy seeing the figures he had laboriously transcribed being wiped away.

Yamamoto Isoroku picked up a piece of chalk and began writing numbers rapidly. Blessed with a good memory, he wrote very fast. When he finished, he turned to the numbers and explained, "This is the deck armor of our battleship *Kongō*. This is the *Kongō*'s side armor. This is the armor thickness around the *Kongō*'s funnels. This is the deck armor of our cruisers..."

Everyone was bewildered, unsure what Yamamoto Isoroku's purpose was in listing these. Yamamoto did not play any pranks; he simply listed the iconic data clearly, then put down the chalk, clapped his hands, and calmly asked a question. "If this armor were hit by a high-explosive shell with a 200-kilogram charge, traveling at a speed of 100 to 150 kilometers per hour... Gentlemen, which armor could withstand it?"

The naval officers were stunned. Where in the world was there a high-explosive shell with a 200kg charge? The ratio of explosive charge to shell weight was roughly between 1:100 and 1:50. A 200kg charge would imply a shell weighing at least 10 tons. Even the *Queen Elizabeth*-class battleships that had dominated the European war had main gun shells weighing only 879 kilograms.

As for the speed, it was even more absurd. The muzzle velocity of a 381mm naval gun—the speed at which the shell leaves the barrel—was 700 meters per second. That was roughly the fastest a shell could fly. At that speed, flying 140 kilometers would take 200 seconds, not an hour.

But Nagumo Chūichi remained silent. He was already certain that Yamamoto Isoroku was not joking but was discussing a very realistic problem seriously. The answer just hadn't been revealed yet.

The Operations Section Chief, however, was furious. He sneered, "May I ask Yamamoto-kun, what shell flies at such a slow speed?"

Yamamoto Isoroku answered calmly, "If a Northeast Army aircraft, loaded with 200 kilograms of high explosives, impacts our ships sailing at 20 kilometers per hour at a speed of 130 kilometers per hour... Oh, I suppose you gentlemen are more accustomed to the unit 'knots,' while aircraft speeds are customarily calculated in kilometers."

The operations room instantly fell silent. The staff officers began simulating this scene in their minds, and then were all struck speechless by the possibility. Although the Operations Section Chief was angry, it didn't mean his military standards were lacking. The Japanese Navy General Staff would never let a non-elite officer serve as Section Chief.

Therefore, possessing high-level calculation abilities, the Section Chief had already calculated Yamamoto's hypothesis physically using formulas for kinetic energy, impulse, and work.

Plugging in the empirical formulas for the explosive power of high explosives, the Chief discovered that even the battleships currently possessed by the Japanese Navy—their superstructures could not withstand such a death impact. If luck was bad and the magazine was detonated, the battleship would sink.

Forcibly suppressing the intense emotions in his heart, the Section Chief walked up to Yamamoto Isoroku and said politely and respectfully, "Yamamoto-kun, please come with me."

The two walked out of the operations room one after the other. The staff officers remaining in the room all looked grim. No one had expected that airplanes could be used this way! Moreover, this usage even achieved a long-held expectation of the Navy: that shells could possess the thinking ability of a human.

Currently, the Northeast Army held total superiority in aviation, and they had no navy... The Japanese naval officers, who had originally thought they could sail the Chinese coastline at will, discovered that things were not that simple.

A Lieutenant Commander couldn't help but say, "This is just a sudden whimsical idea of Yamamoto-kun's. I don't believe the Northeast Army would necessarily think of it!"

Although the Lieutenant Commander spoke loudly, he clearly lacked confidence. Nagumo Chūichi sighed inwardly. He remembered an event from the past, an inappropriate joke He Rui had made when he was drunk.

That time, Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon were drinking with He Rui, and they spoke of battles between aircraft and warships. He Rui, somewhat inebriated, had said to Yamaguchi Tamon with a very serious expression, "If you fill a plane with explosives and crash it into a warship, at least it would look very terrifying."

Although Yamaguchi Tamon had a rough personality, he was not a rigid man. Hearing this, however, he did not laugh. Instead, he said somewhat unhappily, "He-kun! How can you use soldiers' lives like that!"

He Rui had laughed heartily at the time, not taking it seriously at all. Nagumo Chūichi had also been very puzzled by He Rui's reaction. However, the matter had indeed left an impression on Nagumo. From a purely military perspective, such an exchange ratio did have its rationality.

Recalling the past, Nagumo Chūichi suddenly felt that this moment was just like that one. In Nagumo's eyes, He Rui was a strategic talent with an extremely thorough understanding of military theory. The application of aircraft was a strategic decision. If a plane actually crashed into and sank a Japanese battleship—even if only one battleship was sunk—someone in the Navy Ministry would likely have to commit seppuku.

Nagumo Chūichi believed that with He Rui's cold, extreme strategic thinking, he definitely had such a contingency plan. And a person with a jumping personality like Yamamoto Isoroku could also think of such a possibility. Some say that two extremes will share common expressions.

Nagumo Chūichi could no longer figure out his own mood. Should he rejoice that this possibility had been revealed, or feel terror that this possibility had been revealed?



★
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The Operations Section Chief invited Yamamoto Isoroku out of the operations room. Stopping at the corner of the corridor, the Chief kept a stern face and said, "Yamamoto-kun, please do not make such sensationalist remarks during work."

Yamamoto Isoroku replied calmly, "Is this not a method that the desperate Northeast Army would consider?"

***

The Operations Section Chief suspected Yamamoto Isoroku was being deliberately contrarian, but judging by Yamamoto's expression and tone, he was seriously considering the possibility. Most importantly, although Yamamoto's views were unconstrained, they were unexpectedly serious.

Yamamoto Isoroku had no intention of causing confrontation from the start. Seeing that the Operations Section Chief did not want to consider this possibility, he could only continue, "Section Chief, this subordinate will not mention this matter again."

Seeing Yamamoto compromise, the Section Chief was about to speak when he heard the sound of people coming to attention behind him. Turning around, he saw the three naval chiefs—the Minister of the Navy, the Chief of the Navy General Staff, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet—walking down from upstairs. The officers in the hallway stood at attention and saluted one after another. When the Section Chief saw the Chief of the Navy General Staff's gaze fall upon him, he froze for two seconds before hurriedly rushing towards the Operations Section office with Yamamoto.

The admirals were called to the conference room to attend a meeting presided over by the three chiefs. The field officers didn't know what had happened and could only speculate wildly in their hearts. The admirals heard Admiral Kato say in a steady tone, "The Ministry of War has requested the Navy, hoping to implement a large-scale landing operation in Korea. The Navy Ministry and the Navy General Staff have agreed to this operational concept. Gentlemen, you must devote your full efforts to the preparation of this operation."

The Operations Section Chief was somewhat surprised. He hadn't expected the Navy Ministry to actually agree to the Army Ministry's request, yet he didn't find it strange. If one didn't consider Japan's interests and only considered the Navy's interests, this defeat would greatly increase the Navy's relative power. The Army would become a subsidiary of the Navy, just like in Britain.

But if Japan were defeated, not only would the Army's reputation be ruined, but everything Japan had accumulated over decades would suffer tremendous losses. As part of Japan, the Navy had to fight for Japan.

This had nothing to do with the Army-Navy rivalry. Even if the Army was disgraced, the Imperial Japanese Army could not be abolished. Even if the previous generation of Army *baka* all committed seppuku to apologize, the next generation, and the generation after that, were growing up one after another.

Originally, the Operations Section Chief felt that Yamamoto Isoroku's strange theories would affect morale, but now Yamamoto's prediction weighed on his heart like an immovable stone.

Admiral Kato cut straight to the point. "Gentlemen, today we will conduct a feasibility study for a large-scale landing operation. There is no need for field officers to participate for now."

The generals nodded one after another. The admirals had confidence in their own confidentiality capabilities and those of their peers. The field officers were also trustworthy, but they might inadvertently turn this matter into an outlet for emotional venting due to their youthful vigor.

Admiral Kato immediately expounded on the landing concept provided by Nagata. "Transporting several divisions to the Korean coast, a large-scale landing operation involving fierce combat from the moment of landing. Its purpose is to coordinate with the Army's fierce attack on the Seoul front, creating a campaign situation extremely favorable to our forces..."

The admirals all possessed extremely high military literacy, but a landing operation of such scale exceeded their imagination. If not for Admiral Kato requiring everyone to conduct an immediate assessment, the naval admirals would have preferred to go back and think individually before proposing plans. Now, the admirals were like junior staff officers, throwing themselves into the work in the directed direction.

The arduous deduction proceeded slowly. Questions were raised one after another and answered one by one.

How to conduct reconnaissance, how to communicate, what kind of landing craft to use, how to determine the landing sites. How to guarantee the simultaneous landing of heavy equipment and troops during the landing process, and how to have the reorganized landing troops advance immediately to clear the landing site for follow-up troops to reorganize.

The amount of content was so vast that even for a feasibility discussion, the amount of thinking required exhausted the admirals' mental energy. Sweat flowed constantly from Admiral Kato's forehead during the meeting, and his adjutant kept handing him towels to wipe it away. During the interval, the Admiral struggled to stand up several times and staggered to the next room. After a while, although the Admiral's face was pale, he was able to return and continue participating in the discussion.

The meeting lasted for several hours. It wasn't until past 7:00 PM that the naval admirals reached a conclusion that wasn't particularly reliable: 'A large-scale landing operation is feasible. Although specific landing locations haven't been discussed, at least a landing operation of two divisions can be confirmed. Larger-scale operations across multiple regions are also feasible, but combat efficiency would be greatly reduced.'

Several hours of discussion had exhausted the admirals' energy. Everyone looked wearily at Admiral Kato. They saw that the Admiral's originally pale face had unknowingly gained some rosiness. The Admiral's sharp gaze had also become softer, his eyes even having a somewhat watery brightness.

Looking at the gray faces of the others, everyone felt somewhat surprised. They could only assume that this result matched Admiral Kato's mood, making the Admiral very happy, hence his current expression.

Admiral Kato held onto the table and stood up, speaking sincerely, "I leave the rest to you, gentlemen."

The generals hurriedly stood up, but saw Admiral Kato turn and leave without giving them time to speak. The generals looked at his retreating back in confusion, unsure of Admiral Kato's intentions.

Admiral Kato did not have his own mood at this moment. To pass this landing operation plan in the Navy Ministry, Admiral Kato first had to persuade the other two of the three chiefs. This process alone took nearly two hours. Before the meeting, Admiral Kato had injected another dose of morphine. The pain was reduced, but not completely eliminated. The sensation was like a maggot attached to the bone, distracting Admiral Kato's attention. Yet, just when Admiral Kato felt his consciousness beginning to dissipate, it stimulated him, allowing him to refocus and continue discussing the feasibility of the large-scale landing operation with the naval admirals.

Although there were still many deficiencies, Admiral Kato knew he really couldn't hold on any longer. In the original plan, he was to go to the Palace to submit his resignation today. Kato knew very well that he was terminally ill and beyond the help of medicine. The reason he had held on until now was entirely because the defeat had not yet been reversed.

Seoul was held, and the imagined great defeat did not occur. Admiral Kato prepared to submit his resignation. The Prime Minister dying in office would be another new blow to Japan. Now that the situation had eased, even if the cabinet fell, it would have an impact, but it wouldn't shake the overall situation.

At this moment, Admiral Kato felt only pain, relaxation, unhappiness, and joy—various emotions converging into a single stream, making his whole body feel light, as if his soul was about to happily detach from his flesh.

As soon as he left the conference room door, Kato immediately ordered his adjutant, "Call His Majesty's Chamberlain immediately. Tell him I am proceeding to the Palace now to submit my resignation."

Watching the Admiral's somewhat stumbling steps, the adjutant almost cried out, but he held back his grief and hurriedly executed the Prime Minister's order. At the same time, he ordered the car to wait at the entrance of the Navy Ministry building.

The Navy Ministry building was not far from the Sakurada Gate at the front of the Imperial Palace; one could walk there completely. But Kato Tomosaburo no longer had the ability to walk. Sitting in the car, Kato felt his physical strength dissipating rapidly, so he sat upright, trying hard to lift his head and look forward through the car window. He used this to heighten his focus.

In the night, the Sakurada Gate could already be faintly seen, no more than two or three hundred yards away. However, his vision began to darken continuously, and the Sakurada Gate actually disappeared from Admiral Kato's field of view. Admiral Kato felt the strength in his whole body being drained rapidly, his head lowering involuntarily. He used all his strength to lift his head up.

But the result of every effort failed quickly. Admiral Kato felt as if his head had infinite weight, and his neck could no longer lift it.

The car soon arrived outside the Palace gate. The adjutant turned around and saw Prime Minister Kato sitting upright, his head drooping slightly as if he had fallen asleep. Wanting to let the Prime Minister rest a little longer, the adjutant got out of the car to report first. The Grand Chamberlain to the Emperor had actually said on the phone that he would come out to welcome him personally.

The adjutant felt exhausted and his eyelids were heavy. He lit a cigarette and took deep drags to refresh himself. These days, all parties in Japan expected the Kato government, known as the "Cabinet of Bureaucrats," to sustain the situation, and the Kato government had indeed held on. But this was supported by Prime Minister Kato Tomosaburo forcibly sustaining himself by burning his life away with injection after injection of morphine.

Now that Prime Minister Kato had decided to submit his resignation, the adjutant felt only relief. But the adjutant had no confidence whether the resignation would be approved. If the Palace could accept it, they wouldn't have sent the Grand Chamberlain to welcome him personally.

Just as he finished a cigarette, the small door beside the main gate of the Imperial Palace opened. The Grand Chamberlain, accompanied by attendants, walked out quickly. Seeing the adjutant, he asked, "Is Your Excellency in the car?"

The adjutant answered hurriedly, "Yes. I will go invite His Excellency."

The Grand Chamberlain nodded. The adjutant walked quickly to the car and opened the door. He saw Prime Minister Kato's head completely lowered. He called out a few times, but Prime Minister Kato didn't respond at all. He gently pushed the Prime Minister's shoulder with his hand, and the Prime Minister actually collapsed limply with the gentle push. The adjutant was shocked and hurriedly shouted for the Prime Minister, shaking his shoulder.

Hearing the commotion, the Grand Chamberlain rushed over. Although the matter of Prime Minister Kato suffering from colon cancer had not been told to Kato, the Grand Chamberlain knew it very well. Seeing this scene, he hurriedly reached out to check Kato's breathing and pressed his fingers on the carotid artery of Kato's neck. Kato Tomosaburo had no breath, and his carotid artery was cold and motionless. He had passed away at some unknown time.

Although he knew it was useless, the Grand Chamberlain still immediately asked the duty imperial physician to come for rescue. Watching the adjutant desperately trying to wake Prime Minister Kato and the driver helping in a flurry, the Grand Chamberlain took a step back, took off his military cap, and bowed to Prime Minister Kato's remains. He then turned and went back to the Palace; he had to inform the Emperor and the Prince Regent of this matter as soon as possible.

Unlike the chaos and solemnity in front of the Japanese Imperial Palace, the banquet between He Rui and Wang Shizhen appeared much more relaxed and gentle. Wang Shizhen had already roughly understood the Northeast Government's attitude in previous meetings, so he did not hide anything at this time and asked straightforwardly, "Brother He, since Duke Xu and Duke Duan have already resolved to yield to you, why won't Brother He give Beiyang some face?"

He Rui had long felt that Wang Shizhen's purpose for negotiation was the interests of the Beiyang clique, which was why He Rui didn't want to talk with Wang Shizhen. If there was to be a talk, it naturally had to be about how to solve the country's current problems and discuss China's future development. The interests of the Beiyang clique could only be considered through the realization of China's interests. For the Beiyang clique to place their own interests before China's interests was, in the view of the Civilization Party and the Northeast Government, an order of priorities that was already wrong to an absurd degree.

But this was reality, a reality He Rui had to face. He Rui was truly disappointed. If Yuan Shikai were still alive now, perhaps they could talk about serious business. Regardless of being called a usurper of the nation after his death, at least Yuan Shikai was a major figure with the vision of a major figure. After losing its leader, Beiyang had degenerated to its current state.

After Wang Shizhen finished stating the warlords' positions, He Rui smiled and said, "Duke Wang, this junior believes that the Northeast having its current situation actually proves one thing. I wonder what Duke Wang thinks that thing is?"

Wang Shizhen felt He Rui wanted to show off his capabilities, and felt some contempt for He Rui in his heart. But involuntarily, Wang Shizhen smiled and said, "Brother He's talent should have long ago led you to enter the central government. Heroes come from the youth; we old fellows can no longer compare."

He Rui shook his head slightly. "Duke Wang, the Northeast has a system, policies, and a philosophy of governance. The current situation proves that the Northeast's system, policies, and philosophy of governance can make China strong and can confront the current Great Powers. If the Northeast can achieve its strategic objectives this time, forcing Japan to sign an armistice agreement and refrain from interfering in China's internal affairs via armed invasion, China can develop according to the system, policies, and philosophy of governance already implemented in the Northeast."

Wang Shizhen couldn't help but frown. This was the reason Wang Shizhen couldn't accept it. The Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique were neighbors, yet they hadn't understood the Northeast these past few years. They hadn't seriously understood the Northeast. This was also the reason the Anhui clique had to negotiate with He Rui now.

The Northeast's land system, economic policies, and philosophy of governance and personnel employment—once applied nationwide, the Anhui clique would not just be giving up political power, but would be uprooted completely, with nothing left. If the outcome was to be so, the Anhui clique could only rise up and fight. Wang Shizhen didn't want to see such a result. After all, Japan hadn't been able to do anything to He Rui so far, and the Anhui clique hadn't gone so mad as to think their strength could exceed the power of the entire Japanese nation.

Just as he wanted to persuade him again, He Rui continued to explain, "Duke Wang, during the Xiaozhan army training back then, you assisted Duke Yuan and should know that Duke Yuan's purpose in training troops was for the country. The various actions of the Northeast Government today are also for the country. The Beiyang seniors today think the Northeast is merely bullying others with its power; I disagree with this. The Northeast Government today contains all kinds of people. The heads of various government departments come from north and south of the Yangtze, and from inside and outside the Great Wall. The reason they are entrusted with important tasks lies in the fact that they have accepted the Civilization Party's political philosophy and have the ability to complete their work. That is all. I presume Duke Wang is not unfamiliar with this."

Hearing this, the words Wang Shizhen originally wanted to say could no longer be spoken, and he couldn't help but sigh. During the Xiaozhan training back then, the situation was just as He Rui said. Yuan Shikai recruited worthy men and gathered troops relying on a set of systems. If the army had been built using the Qing Dynasty model of that time, who knows what it would have turned into. And Wang Shizhen, Duan Qirui, Feng Guozhang, and others would absolutely not have been able to stand out.

He Rui continued, "The current situation in the Northeast is absolutely not because I have any extraordinary qualities, but simply because the Northeast Government uses the system of a modern industrial state to operate the Northeast. If the Northeast Government succeeds, it can only prove that the system of a modern industrial state is correct. With so many talents in the Northeast Government, they are not there to pledge loyalty to me, He Rui, in exchange for their glory and wealth. Rather, they came to the Northeast to save China. Since this path can be walked through, they naturally want to implement this successful experience across the whole of China. Duke Wang should be able to understand this."

Wang Shizhen advised, "Brother He, Beiyang knows your capabilities and is willing to invite you to enter the central government. Since there are so many heroes in the Northeast, they can naturally understand the benefits of sincere unity."

He Rui shook his head. "The essence of unity lies in what basis we unite upon. If everyone's goal is to revitalize China, there is no need for Duke Wang to explain; we would naturally come to your door to plead. If it is only to use one's strength as a bargaining chip to maintain personal wealth and status... if this junior were to agree, it would prove that the Northeast Government's system does not necessarily have to be implemented. There is absolutely no possibility of the Northeast Government agreeing to such a thing."

Wang Shizhen was a smart man and had worked with those major figures. He knew the importance of systems. If the system did not exist, the country would fall apart. Seeing He Rui, at such a young age, already well-versed in this matter, he couldn't help but admire him. That the Northeast could have its current strength was absolutely not, as many Beiyang high-level officials thought, because He Rui had good luck and got the Northeast from Zhang Xiluan. In Wang Shizhen's view, it was Zhang Xiluan who had good luck meeting He Rui. And Zhang Xiluan himself had the boldness to entrust the Northeast, which was how Zhang Xiluan's name was made.

Having discussed to this point, Wang Shizhen rose to take his leave. Returning to his residence, Wang Shizhen ordered preparations to send a telegram immediately. Sending a telegram required the machine to warm up. Taking advantage of this time, Wang Shizhen quickly wrote out the telegram draft. At the scheduled time, it was sent to the capital.

In addition to clarifying the core contradiction between the Northeast Government and the Beiyang Central Government, Wang Shizhen added a sentence at the end: "This subordinate prepares to stay in the Northeast for a few more days, requesting instructions from President Xu."

More than ten hours passed. After Wang Shizhen woke up and waited until noon the next day, there was still no return telegram. He then summoned the group of people accompanying him on this trip. "I plan to stay in the Northeast for a period of time. if you gentlemen have matters to attend to, you may return to the capital on your own."

Lü Feng had originally intended to leave as soon as possible, but after walking around the streets of Shenyang for the past two days, he felt that Shenyang was not inferior to Tokyo, Japan. He heard even more that the most industrially developed city in the Northeast was not Shenyang, but Siping, where He Rui had first served in the Northeast. So he smiled and said, "Duke Wang, I would like to go to Siping to take a look first. Whether to leave or stay, I'll decide then."

Yang Du also had this intention, so he followed up and asked, "Since Duke Wang wishes to stay a few more days, why don't we go to Siping together?"

Going to Siping was also in Wang Shizhen's plan. Since the other two thought the same, he nodded. "That is excellent."

Learning of Beiyang's reaction, He Rui didn't care. He simply invited the Director of the Merchants Bureau, Morrison. "Director Morrison, the US Ambassador said he wants to come in a private capacity. Do you want to receive him?"

Morrison had no feelings at all about being called 'Director Morrison'. This wasn't something He Rui started, but because when Morrison signed his name, he used the Chinese characters 'Mo Li Xun'. Chinese cadres who had no understanding of English names naturally thought Morrison's surname was Mo and his given name was Lixun. They even felt this name was quite good.

Morrison himself defaulted to it. After all, having a Chinese name in China wasn't bad.

Hearing He Rui say the US Ambassador wanted to come in a private capacity, he smiled and said, "If I come out to host, will Ambassador Schurman feel uneasy?"

However, Morrison obviously underestimated the US Ambassador. Ambassador Schurman met He Rui accompanied by Morrison. Since it was a private capacity, the conversation was very relaxed. Ambassador Schurman exchanged a few pleasantries and then asked, "Mr. Chairman, does your government still need a Deputy Director for the Merchants Bureau?"

Morrison was stunned, while He Rui was amused. Americans were really frank to the point of being cute.



★


Chapter 286: Preparation for Winter (12)

Volume 3 — Chapter 66

❧ ❧ ❧


"Your Excellency, does your government still need a Deputy Director for the China Merchants Bureau?"

Hearing US Ambassador Schurman ask this, Morrison's pupils constricted slightly. Such a question could not be taken as a joke. From a political perspective, accepting such a request would mean He Rui accepted cooperation with the United States.

Morrison looked at He Rui, seeing that he was indeed amused. After laughing for a moment, He Rui replied, "If there really is such a talent, then please, Ambassador Schurman, send his profile to Director Morrison. Director Morrison is an outstanding official; he knows exactly what kind of deputy he needs."

For a moment, Morrison felt both moved and somewhat uneasy. He Rui had expressed goodwill towards the United States, which was exactly the attitude the US Ambassador had been hoping for. As to whether they would actually send someone to be the Deputy Director of the China Merchants Bureau, it was not actually important.

Furthermore, He Rui had explicitly expressed his trust in Morrison. This could be seen as personal recognition of Morrison, or as a political statement.

It was evident that Ambassador Schurman understood this clearly. He did not discuss details but instead began a seemingly relaxed chat with He Rui. The topics ranged from economics, philosophy, and science to travel—everything except politics.

***

He Rui also chatted with Ambassador Schurman with great interest. As a Doctor of Medicine from the University of Edinburgh, Morrison couldn't help but think of his 'acquaintances' in China.

If not for the arrival of Beiyang representatives like Wang Shizhen and Yang Du, Morrison would have long ceased to recall those old acquaintances. Compared to He Rui, those high-ranking Chinese officials were undoubtedly still living in ancient times.

Morrison had also encountered many Chinese scholars who had studied in Europe and America. Those people wore suits, ate with knives and forks, and spoke constantly of Greece and Rome. They tried to pretend they were the same as Europeans and Americans. No matter how much they wanted to appear to have mastered the essence of Western civilization, they were just like the high-ranking Chinese officials—they completely failed to understand the modern world and modern politics.

Ambassador Schurman did not pay attention to Morrison. He had long heard of He Rui's reputation. The Far Eastern diplomatic community generally regarded He Rui as a scholar, a statesman, a candidate for China's future leader, and a brilliant and cunning diplomat. This war had added the new label of a ruthless military strategist to He Rui.

Through his conversation with He Rui, Schurman was more inclined to view He Rui as a scholar with great insight, a scholar who understood philosophy. Ambassador Schurman rarely viewed scholars this way because, in order to sell their own perceptions, scholars often had to dress themselves up as learned men. In the eyes of a power-holder like Schurman, this behavior appeared too philistine. This scholarly philistinism was completely absent in He Rui.

With this view, Schurman suddenly felt an impulse to probe whether He Rui was a philistine or a true scholar. There was a method that could serve as a test mode, only...

Schurman decided to try it. If this small test revealed He Rui's true colors—if He Rui was truly a scholar, he certainly wouldn't mind. If He Rui had a philistine side, even if he became angry, that anger would lack the support of real power, meaning the threat was not significant.

So Schurman first took a sip of the coffee provided by He Rui and asked, "Your Excellency, you must have heard that some people call you a Communist. How do you view this assessment?"

"Heh." He Rui smiled, showing not the slightest concern. "If they want to say that, let them say it."

"Do you consider yourself a Communist?" Schurman attempted to deepen the topic, because He Rui's reaction truly exceeded that of the socialists Schurman had met. When socialists were asked this by power-holders, they generally displayed one of two behaviors: either resolutely denying they were Communists, or openly admitting it. But He Rui clearly distinguished the difference between 'being a Communist' and 'being called a Communist.'

He Rui replied, "I believe I am a Communist, because I agree that Marxism is based on the research method of political economy, and I completely agree with this research method."

Schurman was somewhat surprised. "If that is the case, you are a faction of Communism."

He Rui shook his head. "Communism has no factions. Being a Communist is a research method; the so-called factions are those who utilize the term Communism. Do you understand, Mr. Schurman?"

Schurman felt he had a vague sense of it, but to confirm He Rui's exact view, he shook his head. "I cannot understand."

"Mr. Schurman, do you oppose slavery?"

Schurman nodded.

"Mr. Schurman, do you believe women should have the right to vote?"

Schurman hesitated for a moment. Although he personally did not support it, as a member of the American elite, Schurman was willing to show his progressive side. Just as Americans, though they might be racists, would still firmly express their opposition to slavery to show they believed all humans were the same.

So Schurman nodded again.

"Mr. Schurman, do you believe that ordinary people without crimes should be left to starve to death?"

Schurman shook his head, indicating they should not.

He Rui smiled. "You see, your views are no different from the statements of those who call themselves Communists. So, are you one of those Communists?"

Faced with this rhetoric, Schurman simply smiled and did not answer. If he answered, he would fall into the rhetorical trap. This was a little trick well known to diplomats.

He Rui continued, "Mr. Schurman. Pursuing the progress of human society and looking forward to human society developing to a more civilized stage is the pursuit of all elites. As for how to achieve such a goal, different people have different choices. And I believe the Communist research method is the most scientific, and I take Communism as my method for researching problems."

Schurman finally became somewhat interested in Communism itself. He asked, "Your Excellency, do you think the Northeast Government is different from Soviet Russia?"

"As modern governments, the US Government, the Northeast Government, and the Soviet Russian Government all must resolve immediate social contradictions, rationalize production relations, and develop the country. No matter how everyone propagandizes externally, the differences in government functions are very limited."

These were basic concepts of political science. Schurman felt He Rui was being a bit clichéd. But out of politeness, Schurman asked as if playing along, "Your Excellency, then the political differences must be great?"

"The political differences are even smaller than the government differences. Everyone raises different banners, but the external propaganda is the same. That is: the political system we have chosen is correct, it is the best." After saying this, He Rui picked up his cup and drank his dark tea with a look of boredom.

Schurman was amused into laughter. He could now determine that He Rui was a true scholar, and also a frank and qualified power-holder.

Since the conversation had reached this point, Schurman felt the time was ripe to discuss the purpose of his trip. When He Rui put down his teacup, Schurman asked, "Your Excellency, have you seen Mr. Lenin's recent statement regarding the situation in the Far East?"

He Rui naturally had seen it, and felt that Comrade Lenin's practice of stoking the fire was a bit unpleasant, especially since the way he stoked it involved making high-minded political judgments.

*...We have noted that the war breaking out in the Far East is not a simple war between a local Chinese government and the nation of Japan, but a resistance by oppressed peoples against Japan, a running dog of the Versailles System. The All-Union Communist Party believes that the Chinese and Korean peoples engaging in a just struggle will certainly be able to defeat Japan and obtain national and ethnic independence. Moreover, this war is not over; the liberated Chinese and Korean peoples will also strike at the evil Versailles System that supports Japan. Only when the Versailles System, which serves imperialist interests, completely collapses can the oppressed peoples of the world be truly liberated...*

He Rui believed that Comrade Lenin actually did not care about the lives or deaths of 'the people of oppressed nations resisting the Versailles System which serves only imperialist interests.' If He Rui and Comrade Lenin were to swap places, he would probably make a similar choice.

And Comrade Lenin was not wrong; if the Versailles System was not destroyed, oppressed nations and peoples could not be liberated.

But! For Comrade Lenin to say this at this time was to focus imperialist attention on the Northeast Government, in order to alleviate the pressure Soviet Russia faced.

When outstanding political ability is combined with national interest, it can be quite headache-inducing. So He Rui shifted the topic to the United States. "Mr. Schurman, to what extent does the United States wish to revise the Versailles System? For the Versailles System dominated by Britain and France, both the United States and Soviet Russia are revisionists."

Ambassador Schurman had not expected He Rui to bite back like this, but He Rui was correct. The United States was attempting to revise the Versailles System to make it better accord with American interests. Although He Rui's ability to counterattack made Schurman a bit unhappy, it also made Schurman understand He Rui's meaning.

Like the United States, the Northeast Government also hoped to engage in 'revisionism' regarding the Versailles System. The Far Eastern order He Rui was attempting to shape through war would certainly conflict with the existing Versailles System. If He Rui could defeat Japan and unify China, he would have the power to force Britain and France to 'revise' the Far Eastern portion of the Versailles System. This revision would inevitably be favorable to China. And any revision of the Versailles System aligned with America's strategic expectations.

Schurman decided to begin the next step. Since the He Rui clique possessed a clear worldview and could correctly understand the global situation, the next question was whether the He Rui clique had the ability to realize their aspirations. Ambassador Schurman had come to visit in a private capacity precisely to determine these important questions.

"How does Your Excellency view Sino-US trade?" Schurman asked.

"Given the physical distance between China and the US, I believe trade items influenced by geographical factors will develop relatively slowly in Sino-US economic and trade relations. And between the current China and US, trade relations based on mutual trust will also take a long time to develop. Furthermore, as a powerful industrial nation, the US will not accept China conducting comprehensive trade in North America, South America, and Central America. I believe the areas where Sino-US trade can develop rapidly lie in items where China and the US each possess huge advantages. And in areas where the US wishes to radiate trade to China's periphery and use China as a springboard."

This view was very realistic, and even more so, very sincere. While surprised, Schurman was also very satisfied. He asked, "Is Your Excellency willing to promote Sino-US cooperation?"

He Rui replied readily, "The Northeast Government always welcomes cooperation based on equality and mutual respect."

After speaking, He Rui looked at Morrison sitting beside him. "Mr. Schurman, Mr. Morrison is an outstanding talent. In terms of commercial cooperation, the US side can confidently communicate with him."

Morrison was not surprised by the frank and effective exchange between He Rui and Ambassador Schurman. Just as He Rui said, the Northeast Government always welcomed cooperation based on equality and mutual respect. The reason for the strategic deception against Britain and Japan was merely because the British and Japanese governments did not accept a relationship of equality and mutual respect.

To obtain a relationship of equality and mutual respect, He Rui had chosen war, the most direct and effective means. But war was by no means He Rui's goal.

After the meeting ended, Schurman began visiting Americans in the Northeast. This included Tesla, the Deputy Director of the Northeast Electric Power Research Institute. While in the US, Schurman had heard of this mad old man. Seeing the mad old man Tesla now, he felt the old man was not only as mad as the rumors said, but also seemed somewhat triumphant because he had received some kind of recognition from Chinese officialdom.

Even though he disliked Tesla in his heart, Ambassador Schurman still took a photo with Tesla, and chose a background that made Tesla appear to be in a very good environment. It was a laboratory full of experimental equipment; just looking at it, one could feel that Tesla was being heavily utilized.

The report to the President and the Secretary of State, of course, could not use photos of Tesla and others as a gimmick to prove how much goodwill the Northeast Government had toward the United States. The President and the Secretary of State's respective teams needed to see He Rui's profound and subtle views on international politics, and whether the path He Rui chose aligned with American national interests.

But for some members of Congress, these moving contents were necessary. For example, that American citizens in China appreciated and identified with the business environment and personal development in Northeast China. Naturally, China's goodwill toward the United States was indispensable.

This was not because the level and style of US Congressmen were worse than the President, but because the power of Congressmen came from votes, and the voters who voted for them liked this sort of thing. The US Congress was divided into the Senate and the House of Representatives; the Senate controlled personnel, and the House controlled the purse strings.

The United States' current investment and cooperation with China were not really to earn any incredible profits, but to provide China with the ability to challenge the Versailles System. The shaking of the Versailles System was in America's interest. Since He Rui had no intention of being a faithful running dog of Britain and France, he would inevitably challenge the Versailles System. Helping China was helping the United States.

After touring the Northeast, US Ambassador Schurman felt that the materials he needed to prepare were mostly ready, and decided to return to Beijing on November 8. However, on November 7, Soviet Russia announced the formal establishment of the Soviet Union.

The full name of the Soviet Union was the "Union of Soviet Socialist Republics" (Russian: Союз Советских Социалистических Республик, English: Union of Soviet Socialist Republics). Abbreviated as "Soviet Union", with the acronym CCCP. Europe and America had English abbreviations for the Soviet Union.

The word Soviet (Russian: Совет) is a Chinese transliteration of the Russian word, meaning "Council" or "Conference." "Soviet" was a form of political organization created by the Russian working people during the revolutionary struggle. It originated during the Russian "February Revolution" of 1905, where representative assemblies composed of representatives directly elected by workers and insurgent soldiers were called "Soviets."

On November 7, 1917 (October 25 in the Russian calendar), the October Socialist Revolution broke out, establishing the world's first socialist state power—the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (Russian: Российская Советская Федеративная Социалистическая Республика, acronym РСФСР).

At the Plenum of the Central Committee of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks) on October 6, 1922, Lenin's proposal to establish a new state was passed. On December 30 of the same year, the First Congress of Soviets of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was held at the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow, adopting the Declaration and Treaty on the Formation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.

This federal socialist state was composed of 15 equal union republics based on the principle of voluntary union, governed by the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

Ambassador Schurman decided to return to Beijing on the 9th. Since he was in the Northeast, he should take this opportunity to communicate with He Rui and see the views of this important Fengtian power in the Far East regarding the Soviet Union.

However, on November 8, He Rui did not receive Ambassador Schurman but instead held a press conference. As a current focal point of war in the world, all capable major newspapers had dispatched reporters to the Northeast and Japan simultaneously to report.

Thus, reporters from famous European newspapers such as *The Times* and *Le Figaro* attended the reception.

Among American newspapers, reporters from *USA Today*, *The New York Times*, and *The Washington Post* attended, and even the specialized financial media *The Wall Street Journal* sent a reporter.

Hearing that a reporter from *The Wall Street Journal* had come, Ambassador Schurman felt some anticipation. *The Wall Street Journal*'s purpose was naturally to focus on the impact of this war on the Northeast, China, and Japan. It was said that the Japanese side had already begun preparing to issue 'Manchuria-Mongolia War Bonds' to raise funds for the war.

This was considered a significant investment item and was naturally watched by Wall Street.

Right at the press conference, the reporter from *The Times* got a chance to ask a question. The reporter immediately asked, "Your Excellency, you said you sent a congratulatory telegram to the Soviet Union in your personal capacity. Does this mean you recognize the Soviet Government?"

He Rui replied strictly, "The Northeast Government is a local government under the Republic of China government. Since the Republic of China government has not recognized the Soviet Union, the Northeast Government will not recognize it either. I sent the congratulatory telegram in a personal capacity because I have had correspondence with Comrade Lenin."

"We heard that the Civilization Party sent a congratulatory telegram to the All-Union Communist Party. Is this true?"

"That information is correct," He Rui replied with a smile.

The reporter from *The Times* immediately followed up on recent news. "Lenin expressed support for the war between the Northeast Government and Japan. Is his support in exchange for recognition from the Northeast Government?"

Hearing the British reporter trying to lump the Soviet Union and the Northeast Government together, He Rui deepened his tone. "The Northeast Government does not currently recognize the Soviet Union. However, given the malice of some countries toward the Northeast Government, I cannot rule out establishing diplomatic relations with the Soviet Government in the future."

As soon as these words came out, a burst of gasps erupted among the reporters, and everyone raised their arms high, requesting to ask questions.
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Looking at the press conference content provided by the American newspapers first, US Ambassador Schurman had not expected He Rui to display such a diplomatic blunder. In the eyes of the outside world, especially the diplomatic community, the potential establishment of diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union could be interpreted in two ways.

First, He Rui was announcing his intention to seize political power in China. Second, if the war failed, He Rui might request Soviet protection in the name of the Northeast Government.

Whichever it was, it was out of character for an outstanding diplomat like He Rui. This move was too reckless, to the point where it could be considered a diplomatic incident.

Schurman had intended to leave, but he still requested to see He Rui one more time. Soon, the two met. It was a private meeting with just the two of them. Schurman smiled, "Your Excellency's statement at the press conference has caused quite a sensation."

"It will be viewed as a diplomatic incident. I do not deny that," He Rui replied calmly.

Schurman was somewhat surprised. "What is Your Excellency's objective?"

He Rui said flatly, "Even if someone from the diplomatic community explained it to the Central Government, and the Central Government fully understood these explanations, they wouldn't care. Ambassador Schurman should be very clear about this."

Schurman merely nodded slightly, mentally adding a modifier to He Rui: 'Dictator'.

However, the American diplomatic community held no particular view on dictators. There were so many authoritarian regimes in the world; one more He Rui was no big deal. Schurman steered the topic back to the Soviet Union. "As a political force bordering the Soviet Union, what are Your Excellency's expectations for the future?"

"Equal diplomacy, peaceful development, and the avoidance of war. This is the Northeast Government's long-term positioning for relations with the Soviet Union."

This was a completely imaginable choice. Schurman believed that an authoritarian regime was actually better able to guarantee policy execution over a certain period. Since this was the case, Schurman changed his expression to a smile. "The United States understands Japan's oppression of China. Based on the current international political environment, the United States cannot provide substantial assistance to China. However, the United States has consistently supported just struggles against colonial oppression. Therefore, I will clearly point out to my government the substantive factors of the war between the Northeast and Japan."

He Rui had never considered relying on any external force to win the war. This American statement was the traditional emphasis of 'aside from substantial help, we will provide you with all help'. He Rui's response was targeted at this situation. "Japan possesses the world's third-largest navy and the Far East's strongest army, which constitutes a threat to the security of the West Pacific. Moreover, Japan is using this power to oppress and invade China; this is the cause of the war. I believe the United States is a peace-loving nation, so I look forward to building a peaceful and stable friendly relationship in the West Pacific together with the United States in the future. If the American side has needs regarding cooperation, I will arrange for Chief Administrator Wu Youping to be responsible for this matter."

A stone fell from Schurman's heart. For a US Minister to discuss US-Northeast economic cooperation with a British subject would obviously be a diplomatic failure. That was why Schurman had made the 'joke' about an American serving as Deputy Director of the China Merchants Bureau.

Now that He Rui had relented, Schurman's diplomatic pressure was suddenly reduced. Since the situation had reached this stage, Schurman offered a suggestion. "I look forward to exploring more imaginative and constructive directions with Your Excellency."

He Rui smiled faintly. Americans did not understand why He Rui had such far-reaching vision, because they could not imagine that He Rui had 'seen it'. Since that was the case, He Rui could only play along with the Americans step by step, waiting for the United States to make its choice. Although He Rui already knew how they would choose.

In fact, the possibilities for the American choice were no secret to people of insight worldwide. He Rui's advantage lay in his ability to more accurately grasp the steps of the American choice. Even while Washington was racking its brains over how to choose, He Rui already knew how the US would inevitably choose under specific international situations.

After a round of simple diplomatic routines, Schurman left satisfied. Upon returning to his residence, he immediately tore up the previous report, which had had meager results, and rewrote it based on the current situation.

> "...He Rui fully understands the target of Japan's fleet in the West Pacific; its behavior has de facto challenged the Versailles System. > > Mr. Secretary, according to my observations, He Rui is a leader of a Chinese regional authoritarian regime with a global vision. It is highly likely that he will possess policy decision-making power in a future China. > > Politically, He Rui is clearly influenced by leftist ideas and is also a politician with strong nationalist sentiments. His leftist ideas are clearly reflected in the major economic policies of the Civilization Party he leads. This has resulted in the economic interests of landlords and the wealthy suffering a significant impact under the Northeast's New Economic Policy. > > However, his leftist ideas have united the poor and the lower classes, and his nationalist sentiments have united the educated middle class, constructing the relatively stable political structure that now exists in the Northeast. > > The policies adopted by He Rui's authoritarian government are friendly to trade, and its administrative organizational capability is relatively strong, which is helpful for promoting US foreign trade. > > It can be considered that He Rui launched the war against Japan to satisfy the nationalist sentiments of the Civilization Party members he leads, as well as China's educated social middle class. And he is attempting to win more political legitimacy through this war. > > Based on He Rui's characteristics, and the fact that the actions taken align with US interests, I suggest continuing to expand friendly exchanges with the Northeast Government. We may consider engaging in investment with the Northeast Government..."

In a qualified modern government, the actions of all public servants are within their scope of authority. Ambassador Schurman wrote a report to his direct superior, and after seeing Schurman off, He Rui also received a report from the General Staff.

> "...Based on intelligence regarding recent Japanese troop movements and domestic conscription efforts in Japan, the Japanese side clearly has no plan to launch a counteroffensive in the short term, but has instead begun conscripting soldiers domestically. > > Japan has a mature military service system. There are about 370,000 military-age men who can be quickly conscripted, and the number of soldiers meeting conscription standards is around 1.67 million. Since our army has already annihilated 90,000 Japanese troops, plus the permanent attrition caused by casualties in the second phase of the campaign, given Japan's determination for war, our side will likely have to face 1.5 million Japanese troops in the third phase of the campaign, which will begin within half a year. > > Our army has been continuously conscripting since the summer of '22, and the current troop strength has reached 940,000. This is not enough to cope with a Japanese offensive. Therefore, the General Staff has completed a new phase of the conscription plan. The goal is to expand our combat troop strength to 1.2 million and auxiliary troop strength to 800,000 by February 1923, to cope with the Japanese offensive. > > The new phase conscription plan is attached to this report. > > Based on the scale of the war, the General Staff suggests that simultaneous with the start of the conscription plan, the Northeast should fully implement wartime total economic mobilization. This is to raise sufficient troops and supplies to wage a protracted war. > > Acting Chief of General Staff, Zhong Yifu. November 7, 1922."

Since the Beiyang Government had dispatched Wang Shizhen to express that Beiyang would definitely resist with full force any Japanese military action that might invade Shandong or Zhili, He Rui had transferred Commissar Zhong Yifu back to the General Staff from Shanhaiguan to serve as Acting Chief of General Staff. Zhong Yifu's report also proved that his ability was sufficient for the role.

Seeing the request to initiate economic total mobilization, He Rui was still somewhat unwilling. Once economic mobilization began, it would have a very large impact on the economy of an industrial nation. If possible, any industrial nation would delay economic mobilization for a day if it could.

For example, Germany in World War II did not begin economic mobilization until 1943. Even in 1944, Germany's total mobilization was carried out very half-heartedly.

This was not because Nazi Germany did not understand war and economics, nor because Nazi Germany's leaders were arrogant, nor because Nazi Germany did not know that Britain and the Soviet Union had already engaged in total mobilization and wartime economics since 1941, and even the United States had begun wartime economic mobilization.

The little mustache had promised the German people that he would not let Germany return to the tragic situation of World War I. To fulfill this political promise, Germany would not do so until absolutely necessary.

He Rui had not made such a political promise, and neither had the Civilization Party nor the Northeast Government. The biggest obstacle to total mobilization now was that the Chinese people had never had experience with total mobilization in an industrial society. In countries with total mobilization experience, the people knew how war was generally fought, and the people knew why they were being mobilized. Such mandatory policies were not because the war could no longer be sustained, but were management means adopted by the government to achieve victory in the war.

In Chinese history, regarding the impression of total mobilization, the Tang Dynasty poet Du Fu wrote a famous poem, *"The Official at Shihao"* (Shihao Li).

He Rui certainly had no opportunity to ask Du Fu whether the great poet understood total mobilization, nor could he ask for the poet's views on it. However, when He Rui was in middle school, his Chinese literature teacher had asked, 'At dusk I sought lodging in Shihao Village, a recruiting officer came to seize people at night. What does this illustrate?'

He Rui was indeed in his rebellious teenage phase back then and liked to make shocking statements. Most importantly, He Rui genuinely felt that the Official at Shihao was not arresting people for his own sake. The teacher's question naturally required a quick answer, and He Rui knew the teacher wanted to hear the students' negative evaluation of the official. But He Rui really didn't feel the official was in the wrong.

After holding it in for a few seconds, He Rui blurted out, "It illustrates the Official at Shihao's intelligence and capability."

The classmates laughed, and the Chinese teacher said helplessly: 'XX, you've ruined the words intelligence and capability.'

He Rui had been criticized countless times and had been unconvinced countless times. But this time, He Rui willingly admitted that his choice of words was indeed inappropriate. However, He Rui didn't feel there was anything wrong with the starting point of his thinking.

When He Rui grew up to the point where he could understand mobilization systems, he saw even more clearly that as a poem about total mobilization, *"The Official at Shihao"* showed that Du Fu understood the system of that time very well.

*...Three sons have gone to the garrison at Yecheng. One son sent a letter home, the other two have recently died in battle. The survivor clings to life for now, the dead are gone forever! There is no one left in the house, only a grandson at the breast...*

*...Although my strength is failing, old woman that I am, please let me go with the officer tonight. I can respond to the urgent labor conscription at Heyang, and still be in time to cook the morning meal...*

This was a complete total mobilization system. The social management level of the Tang Dynasty was among the most advanced in the world at the time, as could be seen from the content of its mobilization.

The An Lushan Rebellion was a total rebellion by the An Lushan clique. Therefore, in *"The Official at Shihao"*, these were not the private soldiers of a regional military governor, but the regular army. 'Garrison at Yecheng' implied that the three sons of this household in Shihao Village were not members of the standing army, but had been pulled to Yecheng to participate in the defensive battle. The sons could still write letters home to inform them of the situation at the front, indicating that the postal system of the time had not collapsed.

The situation of the Qing Dynasty was completely different from that of the An Lushan Rebellion in the Tang Dynasty. The Qing had been strung up and beaten by foreign powers, and China's self-confidence was completely gone. The Qing's conscription system was completely abolished, and the intuitive feelings of the people amidst repeated defeats were different from those of people in a modern industrial nation. Once 'men were grabbed' in an ordinary village, it meant the war had already approached the doorstep.

Although the Northeast Government's grassroots construction had been ongoing for seven years, and training had never fallen behind, and the people had personally experienced what going to other places was like through various regular military trainings and water conservancy construction projects, this did not mean the current people of the Northeast were already people of a modern industrial nation.

More importantly, the Japanese across from them had experience with victory. Their people knew that once they won, they could obtain ceded territory and indemnities, and the people could at least lick up the crumbs dropped by the upper class. Moreover, after arriving in the colonies, even the bottom of the barrel could obtain social status and privileges exceeding those of the locals.

But in the experience of the Chinese people, aside from bearing the cost of war, they would get nothing. This was also why He Rui wanted to avoid economic mobilization as much as possible.

The people of the Northeast could accept family members being conscripted. But once the economy was controlled, to what extent could the people accept it? This might not necessarily be solved by propaganda.

He Rui thought for a while, then asked his secretary to call Wu Youping. Wu Youping arrived very quickly, bringing a few documents with him. He Rui asked Wu Youping to sit over by the sofa and report on the preparations for economic mobilization.

Wu Youping also looked unwilling, but replied, "Chairman, I believe that if necessary, we can begin economic mobilization."

Since Wu Youping had said so, He Rui asked directly, "Then to what extent has the grassroots economic mobilization management system been prepared?"

Wu Youping's expression was solemn and serious, the unwillingness gone. "Every village head, town mayor, and branch secretary has completed the third round of economic mobilization education. According to reports and spot checks, the mobilization education has been carried out very thoroughly. Inspections within the cities have been completed; the details of factory production conversion, the placement of military representatives, and the liaison with those departments have all been completed. The production content, production capacity, and conversion directions for workshops, village and town enterprises, and private enterprises in the villages and towns have also all been formulated. The final bottom-up investigation is currently underway. Regarding the transport, inspection, and warehousing of raw materials for some military supplies that can be transferred to village and town collective production, given our production experience for the European Great War and the Russian Civil War, we can also ensure a smooth process. At most four days, once the summary of the bottom-up investigation is reported, we can begin economic mobilization at any time."

He Rui very much wanted to show the General Staff's report to Wu Youping, but he still hesitated. But matters of state could not be delayed; He Rui stood up, brought the report over, and handed it to Wu Youping. After Wu Youping finished reading it, his expression actually relaxed quite a bit. He Rui felt that it was good to be young; one could be easily satisfied. Whereas his own mood truly could not relax.

Of course, He Rui also felt this might be because he was a person from another era, an era where China's strength exceeded that of the United States and was number one in the world. So mentally, he was undoubtedly more calm and composed. If even China panicked, wouldn't all the other countries in the world—except for those that had already decided to lie down and take the beating—go crazy trying to struggle in the chaos?

But in the other timeline, Japan, with a national power only 5% of China's, currently had a national power clearly superior to the Northeast's. The impact of such a gap in mood on He Rui was actually much greater than on outstanding youths like Wu Youping. After all, in the last seven years, core cadres like Wu Youping had been in a period of rapid ascent. While the Northeast He Rui saw was worlds apart from the Northeast he defaulted to in his heart.

Wu Youping certainly could not understand He Rui's true mood. Seeing that conscription was only on a scale of 2 million, Wu Youping was somewhat delighted. "Chairman, we don't need to conscript up to 4 million?"

He Rui shook his head. "Of course not. The first phase of the campaign has already proven that our army's basic tactics are superior to the Japanese army's. Intelligence obtained from captured equipment and the interrogation of Japanese prisoners proves our pre-war judgment: Japan's main equipment is still at the pre-WWI level. Furthermore, the equipment from the European theater in WWI is not suitable for the Japanese army. Japan has also clearly experienced a gap in follow-up equipment R&D. It is impossible to close this gap within two years."

"Hearing the Chairman say this, I am relieved. If it is only 2 million troops, the impact on Northeast industrial production will be much smaller than 4 million. The impact on the current iteration of industrial production technology is far smaller than imagined. Chairman, I have another request. Can we strengthen the content regarding adult re-education in the mobilization order?"

He Rui trusted Minister of Education Zhao Tianlin very much, and Zhao Tianlin had a very thorough understanding of vocational education, so He Rui had not paid special attention to the adult re-education part. Hearing Wu Youping specifically mention it, he could only ask, "Strengthen it to what extent?"

Wu Youping answered immediately, "Our compulsory education is mandatory. Can we take this opportunity to make adult re-education mandatory as well?"

"Mandatory adult education... Can the economy sustain it?" He Rui sighed.

By the 21st century, even the worst countries would have a significant proportion of the population realizing that education was an important link in changing the country. Even the Taliban, after taking power for the second time, knew that education could not stop.

But knowing this was one thing; being able to do it was another. It could not be solved just by shouting slogans. It required real money investment.

Just as the entirety of India knew education was right, India's per capita social services in the first 20 years of the 21st century were only at the level of China in the 1970s. India's development hovered at that level.

Of course, China's social service level in the 1970s was not low. If the level had been low, where would all those junior and primary school graduates who entered the factories after the Reform and Opening Up have come from?

The Northeast had only been building for seven years; its economic level could in no way compare to New China in 1970. Wu Youping was too optimistic.
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The desk clock in He Rui's office ticked away. For nearly a minute, no one in the room spoke. This was a situation He Rui's current secretary had never witnessed before. In recent years, such occurrences only happened during intense confrontations. When He Rui conversed with comrades, he always sought to resolve issues as quickly as possible. The secretary felt a rising sense of unease.

Then He Rui spoke. Simply by breaking the silence, He Rui made the secretary feel much more settled.

"Comrade Youping. I suspect that under the highly controlled mode of general mobilization, you wish to implement mandatory adult re-education to advance work in areas like pension distribution, national consciousness cultivation, and understanding of modern society. You also hope to use a relatively warm and affectionate educational environment to minimize the cold, harsh feeling the war brings to the people."

Hearing this, Wu Youping's eyes lit up, and he nodded repeatedly. After He Rui finished, Wu Youping actively explained, "Chairman, I know there is a conflict between war and this mode, but since this war is led by you, Chairman, the comrades felt there was a possibility for discussion."

"I thank the comrades for their trust in me," He Rui said, his mood somewhat heavy. The general mobilization system placed immense pressure on both the government and the people, so it was divided into many levels. The Northeast Government was now about to adopt the most severe Level A mobilization, extracting the maximum from industry, agriculture, and manpower to sustain a high-intensity, high-severity war.

No person with a conscience would enjoy seeing such a situation. Let alone young men like Wu Youping who dedicated themselves to saving the country. It was perfectly normal for them to come up with various ideas to temper the harshness. Saving China was about enabling the people to live dignified, stable lives, not pushing them into a situation of even more brutal exploitation.

He Rui continued seriously, "If the war proceeds entirely according to my expectations and ends in one year, I would agree to consider discussions in this area. But, Comrade Youping, I cannot make such a guarantee. I believe it is entirely possible the war will last for three years. The Japanese side is very clear that this is not just about the outcome of a war, but about the destiny of their nation. Japan absolutely cannot accept losing its future. For the sake of Japan's future, the Japanese side will exhaust everything. Starting from this reality, I believe you can understand why we cannot discuss such a plan. Because the content you wish to include in mandatory adult education already has solutions."

Wu Youping felt some regret but did not oppose He Rui's view. "Since the Chairman believes the war might enter a third year, we will implement the general mobilization according to plan."

He Rui said nothing more. The plan had been completed long ago; all that was needed now was the leader's signature on the order. He Rui returned to his desk. Even the simple action of picking up his pen seemed to rapidly consume his mental energy, so he simply sat down in his chair. Taking two deep breaths to adjust his mindset, He Rui picked up the pen again and wrote on the official paper under the header 'Northeast Government Chairman Order'.

The level of general mobilization was proposed by the General Staff. The military could not order the government, nor could it issue documents directly to the government. After the content proposed by the General Staff was discussed by the Military Commission, it was conveyed to government heads in the form of a Northeast Government Chairman Order. The members of the Military Commission were currently in various locations, but after receiving telegrams from General Headquarters, they all wired back agreeing to implement the highest level of general mobilization.

He Rui was not afraid, but something seemed to be boiling in his chest. He Rui closed his eyes, allowing his emotions to churn. Years of time had been for this moment. He Rui had thought he would be looking forward to it, but now that the moment had truly arrived, he found he also felt a heavy pressure. He Rui had long considered the possibility that the Great Kanto Earthquake might not happen and had excluded that factor when formulating operational plans. Thinking relying on the Northeast's strength to drain Japan dry could achieve the basic objectives within two years. But to drain Japan to the point of exhaustion, the war would have to be fought into its third year.

The various possibilities involved... He Rui opened his eyes and wrote the order: "From 24:00 on November 10, 1922, the Northeast Government will begin executing Grade A General Mobilization. Chairman of the Northeast Government, He Rui. 16:00, November 8, 1922."

Watching He Rui finish writing and sign and seal the document, the secretary hurriedly took the official paper. Following current document numbering protocols, he assigned a number and notification level to the file.

A Grade A General Mobilization order could be a classified file, or it could not be. With the war having reached this stage, there was no longer any need for secrecy. The Grade A General Mobilization order was issued as a general-level document.

He Rui did not speak but stood up and walked to the window to look outside. Wu Youping stood up silently, walked to He Rui's side, handed him a cigarette, and lit one for himself. Wu Youping had just taken a puff when he heard He Rui say, "Give me a light."

Wu Youping handed the cigarette to He Rui. After He Rui lit his, Wu Youping took his own back and smiled bitterly. "Hehe, Chairman, it has finally begun. I often have a thought these days: if the Chairman could have arrived in the Northeast two years earlier..."

He Rui could fully understand Wu Youping's feelings in saying this. To snuff out the wishful thinking in his own heart, He Rui took two fierce drags on the cigarette and tried to use a resolute tone. "As long as one truly begins to save China, it is never too late."

Wu Youping was just about to reply when he heard the secretary speak behind them. "Chairman, please sign."

He Rui tossed the remaining half of the cigarette out the window and sat back in his seat. The original document had to be archived; what the secretary had completed was the copy. All the content was written out, He Rui only needed to sign.

Reading carefully through this document that concerned the lives of 40 million people for the next three years, He Rui signed his name. Immediately, he stood up and handed the document to Wu Youping with both hands. Wu Youping finished reading it in silence, put the document away, and turned to leave. After taking a few steps, he stopped. When Wu Youping turned back around, he saw He Rui had already walked up to him and extended his hand.

Their palms gripped tightly together. He Rui had recovered his composure. Facing the somewhat uneasy Wu Youping, He Rui encouraged him, "Comrade Youping, we will definitely win!"

Wu Youping shook He Rui's hand firmly, then turned and strode away. Within two hours, even the municipal government on the Outer Mongolian border, furthest from Shenyang, received the Grade A General Mobilization order. The Party, government, and military in every city immediately convened overnight meetings to announce the order.

It was already very cold in the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia in early November. For safety reasons, the Party, government, and military did not dispatch communications personnel overnight to convey the news to grassroots departments. Telegraph notifications were sent only to areas with telegraph facilities.

On the morning of November 9, communications department automobiles, bicycles, and horses set out one after another to convey the news of the meetings downward. Through layer upon layer of meeting notifications, finally, before 24:00 on November 10, with the exception of a very few remote areas that could not be reached for various reasons, every village and town-level unit under the entire Northeast Government had received the Grade A General Mobilization order.

At noon on November 11, Tokyo, Japan, also announced the list of the new cabinet ministers. Kiyoura Keigo, of *kazoku* (noble) origin, assumed the post of the new Prime Minister. Kiyoura Keigo retained members of the Katō Tomosaburō cabinet; Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai and Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo both accepted the retention, while Army Minister Tanaka Giichi refused.

Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo immediately invited General Yamanashi Hanzō to serve as Army Minister and Admiral Takarabe Takeshi to serve as Navy Minister; both agreed to join the cabinet. Kiyoura Keigo's cabinet was completed in an extremely short time. Although many people were dissatisfied with these choices, especially with this wartime cabinet, no one immediately jumped out to criticize.

Changes in the Japanese cabinet were extremely rapid, and the collapse of a wartime cabinet was nothing strange. Having a cabinet to take responsibility was already much better than a leaderless state without one.

Before General Yamanashi Hanzō arrived at the Ministry of War, General Tanaka Giichi invited Chief of the Army General Staff Suzuki Soroku, as well as the formally appointed Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Terauchi Hisaichi and Chief of Staff Nagata Tetsuzan, to the conference room at the Ministry of War.

As the outgoing Army Minister, Tanaka Giichi did not hold the meeting in the Army Minister's office. Without any polite formalities, Tanaka Giichi, who looked somewhat haggard, spoke frankly. "Gentlemen, within a few days you may receive news of my transfer to the reserves. As Army Minister, I have long known I must bear responsibility. My only regret is that I cannot see the day of the Empire's victory as an active-duty soldier. I ask you strictly to bear the responsibility of defeating the enemy army and crushing the He Rui regime."

The three active-duty generals did not speak, only bowed. Tanaka Giichi faced Terauchi Hisaichi and Nagata Tetsuzan. "In the last few days, the General Staff Office and the Chief of the Navy General Staff have submitted a proposal to establish the Second Expeditionary Army Headquarters. According to reports, it has received Imperial sanction and should soon be issued to the Ministry of War and the Ministry of Navy."

Hearing this news, Terauchi Hisaichi and Nagata Tetsuzan both breathed a sigh of relief. The current Army Minister Yamanashi Hanzō had a good reputation and was a man who dared to take on matters. Navy Minister Takarabe Takeshi, however, was somewhat controversial.

But what Nagata Tetsuzan cared about was not the fact that Takarabe Takeshi was the son-in-law of Navy elder Yamamoto Gonnohyōe. Although this fact caused Takarabe considerable criticism, earning him the nickname 'Prince Takarabe' for decades...

What Nagata Tetsuzan cared about was that Admiral Takarabe Takeshi was also a man who dared to take responsibility. Most importantly, Takarabe likely would not feign compliance while secretly opposing the landing operations responsible by the Manchuria-Mongolia Second Expeditionary Army Headquarters. for Nagata Tetsuzan, this was enough.

Having handed over his final tasks, Tanaka Giichi rose to take his leave. The group did not see him off, all waiting for the new Army Minister Yamanashi Hanzō to arrive. They soon received news that Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo had convened an Imperial Conference at the palace, and Yamanashi Hanzō would not arrive until the afternoon.

Everyone was hungry, so they ordered the orderlies to bring lunch. Terauchi Hisaichi ate a piece of pickled vegetable and asked, "Nagata-kun, I have heard some things about Major General Ishiwara. I haven't heard much about Major General Okamura, only that he is an excellent soldier. What is your view on these two, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan paused. Although he had brought back the reports on meritorious officers from the front lines this time, Nagata had been busy and had absolutely no time to inquire about the Ministry of War's discussions on promotions. He only just learned that Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji had already been promoted to Major General.

This was good news for Nagata. Both Okamura Yasuji and Ishiwara Kanji were talents capable of being generals; only in the position of Major General could their abilities truly be utilized. Since Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander Terauchi Hisaichi asked, Nagata put down his chopsticks and sat up straight. "Commander, Okamura-kun is superior in both strategy and tactics. He is especially skilled in personnel organization. The defenders of Seoul came from over a dozen units and dozens of departments. Within two days, Okamura-kun organized them into an army and configured them according to their characteristics, allowing each to utilize their strengths. His staff work is breathtaking."

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi had carefully studied the battle reports over the past few days, and what Nagata said was reflected in them. With such a concise summary, Terauchi felt some joy in his heart. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters was a temporary combat unit; as Commander, what Terauchi Hisaichi really had to manage was the headquarters and the staff office. Having a top-tier talent skilled in staff work like Okamura was good news for any commander.

Nagata continued his introduction. "As for Ishiwara-kun, most in the army have heard of his attainments in strategy. In this campaign in Korea, Ishiwara-kun personally directed the defense and retreat in Pyongyang amidst a defeated army. With several thousand troops, he resisted tens of thousands of enemy forces, holding out for 48 hours and organizing the great retreat from northern Korea. He possesses both wisdom and courage."

Terauchi was somewhat puzzled hearing this. The old generals in the army had had little contact with a mere Major like Ishiwara Kanji, and his reputation as a thorn in the side had no influence at the upper levels. After the Battle of Seoul, Ishiwara Kanji's image in the eyes of the old generals was 'has personality' and 'straightforward and cute'. According to rumors, Lieutenant General Terauchi had felt Ishiwara Kanji was a more suitable candidate for the Staff Office than Okamura Yasuji. Hearing Nagata's words, it seemed Ishiwara Kanji was more suited as a frontline commander, which Terauchi found somewhat perplexing.

"Nagata-kun, I read the battle reports; Ishiwara-kun's staff work was brilliant. Do you believe Ishiwara-kun is inferior to Okamura-kun in this regard?"

Nagata Tetsuzan felt Terauchi had misunderstood his meaning and explained, "Commander, Ishiwara-kun's staff work is excellent. But Ishiwara-kun's strength lies in quick wit. In emergencies, spotting opportunities in battle, he should be the first choice. For analyzing enemy strategic intent and long-term planning, Ishiwara-kun's judgment must absolutely not be taken lightly."

While Lieutenant General Terauchi was considering Nagata's introduction, Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku laughed. "Nagata-kun excels at comprehensive guidance and has the air of a leader. Long-term planning, daily operations, and adapting to circumstances—Okamura-kun and Ishiwara-kun can shoulder these burdens. The staff aspect of the Expeditionary Army Headquarters has no shortcomings. Moreover, all three Major Generals are skilled in frontline command. Terauchi-kun, the young elite generals of the Empire are all under your command."

Hearing the Chief of General Staff say this, Terauchi Hisaichi could only bow slightly, though he did not feel relaxed because of it. However, continuing to chat about this issue would be impolite. Terauchi Hisaichi invited Nagata to continue eating and raised another question himself. "Up to now, I do not know how much budget the Finance Minister can approve."

Chief of General Staff Suzuki Soroku spoke frankly, "The plan to organize 1.5 million Imperial Army troops has been submitted. Including logistical support units, the total number is 2.2 million. Although the Finance Minister will certainly request cuts, the Army will absolutely not accept them. If there are further cuts, we may not have the strength to defeat the enemy army."

Lieutenant General Terauchi nodded repeatedly and couldn't help but speak ill of the Navy. "The Navy currently takes the majority of military funding. If only the Navy could yield a portion of the funds."

However, after saying this, Terauchi didn't believe it himself. And Terauchi was also somewhat dissatisfied with the current Navy Minister Takarabe Takeshi. He always felt that Takarabe was not a man who supported the Continental Policy.

Of course, Terauchi was not wrong. In another timeline, on July 2, Showa 4 (1929), under the Hamaguchi Osachi cabinet, Takarabe took office as Navy Minister. On November 18, he became a plenipotentiary representative alongside Wakatsuki Reijirō at the London Naval Conference, bringing the treaty into existence. He was attacked by the Rikken Seiyūkai led by Inukai Tsuyoshi and Hatoyama Ichirō.

On the afternoon of May 15, the day Takarabe returned to Tokyo from London, Chief of the Navy General Staff Katō Kanji submitted his resignation to Takarabe and presented the "Memorial on the Impeachment of the Hamaguchi Cabinet," demanding Hamaguchi and Takarabe take responsibility for the "violation of supreme command prerogative" to achieve the goal of scrapping the London Treaty.

On June 10, taking the opportunity of reporting to the Showa Emperor, Katō submitted his resignation in person. Five days prior, Suetsugu Nobumasa had also taken the opportunity of lecturing the Emperor to peddle Articles 11 and 12 of the *Constitution of the Empire of Japan*—the issue of supreme command prerogative. The lawsuit went all the way to the Showa Emperor.

Because the Emperor remained silent, later, under the mediation of Saionji Kinmochi and Okada Keisuke, and on the condition that Takarabe also resign as Navy Minister, the House of Representatives, the House of Peers, and the Privy Council passed the London Treaty. Thus, the "violation of supreme command prerogative" was temporarily dropped.

Although these were 'future events', Takarabe Takeshi's performance at the London Naval Conference was indeed because he was very dissatisfied with the Army's insistence on the Continental Policy. He strove to suppress the Army's right to speak.

In the London Naval Treaty: Article 1 stipulated that between 1931 and 1936, Britain, the United States, and Japan would all renounce the right to replace capital ships under the Washington Naval Treaty, while France and Italy could still replace capital ships according to the Washington Naval Treaty. Article 2 listed the capital ships that Britain, the United States, and Japan respectively needed to scrap, as well as capital ships that could be converted into training ships. Article 3 redefined aircraft carriers. Aircraft carriers were combat vessels equipped with aircraft and allowing aircraft to take off and land from them, regardless of tonnage. It also regulated that capital ships could not install aircraft landing decks.

This conference actually allowed Japan to be liberated from restrictions on building aircraft carriers through another avenue. Japan, as a country with industry far inferior to the United States, could only find a new path to develop a superior navy. This was also why Japan temporarily became the world's number one aircraft carrier power and the nation with the most advanced aircraft carrier application in the following decade.

At such a time, Takarabe Takeshi, who supported the treaty's establishment, naturally had to fight the Army for military funds with all his might. This was also Takarabe's consistent stance.

Of course, the Nagata Tetsuzan of 1922 did not consider this matter. Japan had reached the brink of extreme danger. Without the present, there would be no future. Takarabe was not the problem; military funding was the problem.
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The Japanese Imperial Conference had its established format. Prince Regent Hirohito, as usual, watched the cabinet meeting proceed before him without uttering a word. The newly appointed Prime Minister, Kiyoura Keigo, asked how many troops the Army required. After receiving the figure of 1.5 million, he made no further comment.

Next, he asked the Navy Minister when the candidate for the commander of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army could be proposed.

Then, he inquired about the Foreign Minister's judgment on the current diplomatic situation, specifically the stance and attitude of the Great Powers toward the current war.

When Hirohito heard Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai speak, he turned his face slightly. For the Prince Regent, this was already a sign of significant attention. According to the rules, Hirohito should maintain a formal sitting posture, his body remaining in that state, with absolutely no expression on his face.

Uchida Kosai reported on his meeting with the British Minister to Japan: "Facing our country's inquiry regarding the long-standing Anglo-Japanese friendship, the British Minister stated that the British government attaches great importance to Anglo-Japanese friendship, and the Minister personally expressed his support for our country. However, Britain's specific actions must await the decision of Downing Street. Regarding our government's proposal to issue bonds in London and Paris, the Minister stated that the British government would certainly provide commercial assistance."

Although Uchida Kosai's tone was very calm, the displeasure in his expression was visible. Even though he had known long ago that Britain would not send troops, hearing the other party confirm it in person still disappointed the Japanese Foreign Minister somewhat. Britain was not providing any real help at this time.

Uchida Kosai did not specifically introduce other countries. If even Britain was not providing help, there was no need to consider other Great Powers at all.

Finally, the Minister of Finance, Takahashi Korekiyo, was questioned. Takahashi Korekiyo simply stated that he would provide an opinion on the military budget proposal as soon as possible. At this moment, no one expressed any dissatisfaction with Takahashi Korekiyo. The specific military plan had just been determined, and the Ministry of Finance also needed time to analyze the proposal.

Confirming that all ministers had completed their basic work, Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo said with a heavy expression: "Given the current war situation and the enemy's strength, Japan will officially begin Type B General Mobilization on November 15th. Do you gentlemen believe your departments can complete preparations within the specified time?"

Only Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo indicated that if the General Mobilization began on the 16th, the Ministry of Finance could prepare a bit more fully. Kiyoura Keigo immediately rejected the Ministry of Finance's request.

***

With the meeting reaching this point, according to procedure, Hirohito's Chief Aide-de-Camp, Nijō Koichi, asked: "The Army's latest report indicates that the Northeast Government's military industrial strength can maintain an army of over a million for several years of war. Can the military industrial production capacity of the Army and the Northeast Government be considered indistinguishable?"

The new Army Minister, Yamanashi Hanzō, was not a 'Shōwa Staff Officer' but an old-school soldier. So Yamanashi Hanzō answered frankly: "According to the latest investigation, after Britain stopped aiding the White Russians two years ago, they no longer provided Chilean saltpeter to the Northeast Government. The Northeast Army has adopted the same method Germany used in the European War, producing nitric acid by manufacturing synthetic ammonia. They no longer need to import saltpeter for weapon and ammunition production. This is also the reason for the Empire's misjudgment. The Northeast Government's synthetic ammonia technology comes from France. Through inquiries to the manufacturing company, it was found that as early as two years ago, the company stopped providing synthetic ammonia equipment and components to the Northeast. Based on the current war situation, it is believed that the Northeast Government has completely mastered and digested the synthetic ammonia production technology. The Northeast Government can self-produce the other metals and processing required for military industry. Although the current intelligence is not complete enough, it cannot be regarded as impossible to self-produce."

Although many of the Japanese bigwigs already knew the current situation, hearing the Army Minister admit with his own mouth that the Japanese Army was about to fight an equal opponent still made the bigwigs feel a heavy pressure.

Nijō Koichi turned to Uchida Kosai, "Foreign Minister, according to intelligence obtained by the Ministry of Finance, the Northeast Army's annual iron ore trade with Soviet Russia now exceeds 300,000 tons, and coal transactions are nearly one million tons. Is there any way to influence this?"

Uchida Kosai had indeed considered methods, but at this moment he could only say vaguely: "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has indeed given it some thought, but looking at it holistically, we cannot cause a break in relations between the Northeast and Soviet Russia. The Northeast sells over 100,000 tons of steel and 200,000 tons of iron to Soviet Russia annually, which is already the sum of Soviet Russia's entire domestic steel production. Soviet Russia's steel demand, especially in the Far East, is met by exporting ore to China in exchange for Chinese steel and steel products. Although Soviet Russia cannot obtain steel from the Northeast Government in the short term during the war, Soviet Russia will promote the Northeast Government's steel exports by expanding ore exports."

This was not good news either, or rather, it was very terrible news. As for how terrible, Hirohito's Chief Aide-de-Camp Nijō Koichi asked the Finance Minister, "Your Excellency Takahashi. Based on the Ministry of Finance's intelligence, what is the Northeast Government's actual steel production? What is the Empire's steel production?"

"The Empire produced 830,000 tons of steel in 1921. After the Ministry of Finance adjusted its statistical method for the Northeast Government, the Northeast Government produced at least 950,000 tons of steel in 1921. It was only because one-third of it was exported to Soviet Russia that our misjudgment was caused."

Adhering to the single-minded characteristic caused by extreme involution, the Japanese side had re-evaluated the Northeast Government's strength very seriously. The conclusion of the serious evaluation made the faces of the bigwigs gloomy. Some questions were cancelled.

There was no need to pierce the veil at this moment on matters that could be clarified by privately transferring reports. Doing so would only intensify contradictions, rather than uniting to deal with the Northeast as expected.

After Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai ended the meeting, he directly ordered his secretary to go to the data statistics department under the leadership of the Ministry of Finance and ask them to provide the latest assessment of the Northeast's industrial strength. Uchida Kosai, upon getting the report, felt he couldn't believe his eyes. Uchida Kosai was so angry he couldn't read on for a moment, taking off his glasses and throwing them on the table. After a while, Uchida Kosai picked up his glasses, wiped them carefully, and looked again.

***

The forecast report provided by the Ministry of Finance was divided into conservative estimates and radical estimates. What was submitted to the Prime Minister was the conservative estimate. Soviet Russia was isolated by the world, and trade between the Northeast and Soviet Russia was completely opaque. The radical assessment took this factor completely into account, believing that the Northeast might have produced over 1.2 million tons of steel in 1921.

In other words, before implementing strategic deception, the Northeast Government had also concealed its industrial capacity through many means. Or perhaps, the Northeast Government utilized the outside world's contempt for China to successfully keep the outside world in the dark about the Northeast's actual industrial capacity.

If in mid-1922, everyone in Japan believed that the Northeast was an industrial zone with an annual output of over 950,000 tons of steel, the current situation would be completely different.

But there is no medicine for regret in the world; regretting is useless. Uchida Kosai decided to play some of the cards he currently held to see if he could influence the relationship between the Northeast and Russia. Even if it wasn't very useful, at least he could test it out.

Thinking of this, Uchida Kosai called his secretary and asked him to invite the person in charge of the European Affairs Bureau of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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Wang Shizhen, Yang Du, and the others found themselves suddenly stuck in Siping, unable to leave. All streets in Siping were under control. Let alone leaving Siping, every intersection was blocked with chevaux-de-frise checkpoints. Without identification, one couldn't even leave the block. Wang Shizhen and Yang Du had seen big scenes before, and Lu Feng had served as a counselor; the three did not show any signs of unease, even leisurely playing chess in the hotel to relieve boredom.

Lu Feng was just here to make up the numbers. Although he looked calm, he was anxious to leave. While playing chess, he couldn't help but ask, "I wonder when the road ban will be lifted."

After speaking, Lu Feng looked at Wang Shizhen and Yang Du, but saw that neither of them responded, continuing to play chess move by move. Lu Feng could only stand up and push open the window. He saw pedestrians on the street walking in columns, just like an army. However, there were some children leaving school on the road, also lining up neatly. At various intersections, the students walking inward split into small teams, looking orderly and cute. He couldn't help but sigh.

He heard Yang Du laugh behind him: "Duke Wang, I lost this game."

Wang Shizhen's tone was flat, "Brother Yang, I don't think so."

Yang Du sighed: "I thought I could concentrate on this game, but I realized my cultivation is not enough. What I think about is still gains and losses. Duke Wang, I actually have always regretted it. I wonder if it is really too late if I am willing to be down-to-earth now?"

Lu Feng was surprised. He heard that after supporting Yuan Shikai's failed bid for emperor, Yang Du went to study Buddhism. He couldn't figure out what mystery Yang Du was contemplating.

Wang Shizhen did not answer. He put down the chess piece in his hand, stood up and left, leaving Yang Du hanging there. Yang Du sat silently for a moment, then stood up and sighed, actually going out the door.

Lu Feng thought Yang Du would come back soon, but he didn't see him after waiting for a long time. He didn't come back by dinner time. Lu Feng couldn't help but feel uneasy. After all, Yang Du was also a person sent by Beiyang. It was not good to disappear so suddenly. Seeing Wang Shizhen's face looking even more unhappy, the two finished dinner. Lu Feng couldn't hold back and asked: "Duke Wang, what is Mr. Yang trying to do?"

Wang Shizhen looked gloomy. After a moment of silence, he spoke, "Yang Du is a person who only seeks advancement through luck. Back then, he took the Second Master's path and became Duke Yuan's private minister. After gaining Duke Yuan's favor, he didn't seek to serve Duke Yuan, but only sought personal glory and wealth. He acted recklessly in the matter of Duke Yuan proclaiming himself emperor. For today's Beiyang situation, this old man is responsible, and Yang Du is also responsible! Being down and out until now, he doesn't think about repenting, but wants to cling to Brother He's path again. He really can't change his nature."

Hearing Wang Shizhen evaluate Yang Du like this, Lu Feng didn't dare to reply. But judging from what Wang Shizhen said, Yang Du ran off to defect to the Northeast Government. Lu Feng actually had such a wish, but he didn't know how to seek a position equal to his status in Beiyang. Recalling what Yang Du said about 'being down-to-earth', he was a bit curious about how Yang Du planned to be down-to-earth. Did Yang Du plan to start as a petty official?

Wang Shizhen was in a very bad mood at this time. Especially since Yang Du, like Wang Shizhen, supported Yuan Shikai's proclamation of emperor back then. Criticizing Yang Du also made Wang Shizhen feel sad. But Yang Du could jump ship, while Wang Shizhen could not. This made Wang Shizhen particularly unhappy.

Just then, someone knocked on the door. Lu Feng went to open the door and saw that it was Yang Du and two other reception personnel from Siping who came in. Yang Du didn't say much and went directly to pack his luggage. The two Siping reception personnel politely introduced the current situation to Wang Shizhen and Lu Feng, "The government has issued a Class A General Mobilization Order. The Northeast has been under comprehensive control since yesterday. According to the mobilization order system, the two of you staying in the Northeast can no longer move around. We suggest that you prepare to return to the capital now."

Lu Feng wanted to leave immediately, but Wang Shizhen shook his head, "Two brothers, if according to the regulations, can this old man stay somewhere? If possible, can you arrange a place to stay?"

"This... we have to go back and apply." The staff member replied with some difficulty.

Seeing the situation was like this, although Lu Feng wanted to leave immediately, he felt it was inappropriate now. He could only listen to Wang Shizhen negotiate.

Yang Du had already packed his luggage. After bidding farewell to Wang Shizhen and Lu Feng, he went out. Staff were waiting at the end of the corridor. Yang Du followed the staff out of the hotel, walked past two blocks, and arrived at an office. Someone was already waiting inside. Without exchanging pleasantries, "Mr. Yang Du, you requested to work in the Northeast. After discussion, our side is willing to accept the request. Mr. Yang Du, are you aware that you can only go to the countryside to take up grassroots work now?"

Yang Du came to the Northeast this time mainly because he and Morrison were both Yuan Shikai's private staff. Others ended up with no good end because they supported Yuan Shikai's proclamation of emperor back then. None were willing to come. The reason Yang Du was willing to come was entirely because he felt his sins were heavy back then. Since He Rui started a war with Japan, if he could do something, it would be redemption for himself.

After telling Morrison about this, Morrison replied to Yang Du a few days later, 'If Mr. Yang insists on contributing, I can barely arrange for you to work in a village.'

After struggling with confidence for two days, Yang Du decided to give it a try. Regarding his own nature, Yang Du was actually very clear. He didn't necessarily really like to social climb, but he couldn't accept starting from a position under Beiyang's command.

In the 18th year of Guangxu (1892), Yang Du passed the examination as a Xiucai. In the 19th year of Guangxu (1893), he became a Juren in the Shuntian Prefecture examination; in the 20th and 21st years of Guangxu, he failed the metropolitan examinations in both the Jiawu and Yiwei years. During the metropolitan examination, coincidentally with the Gongche Shangshu movement, he also echoed it and met Liang Qichao, Yuan Shikai, Xu Shichang, etc. Returning to his hometown, he studied under Wang Kaiyun (Renqiu, Xiangqi), a famous Confucian scholar of the generation at Hengyang Dongzhou and Chuanshan Academy. In the 21st year of Guangxu (1895), when Yang Du was 21 years old, Wang Kaiyun personally went to the Yang family to recruit him as a student. The teacher-student relationship was intimate; Yang Du was deeply loved by Wang Kaiyun and could joke freely. Wang Kaiyun often called Yang Du "Yang Xianzi" (Yang the Virtuous Son) in the "Xiangqi Lou Diary".

Later, Yang Du went to Japan to study. Half a year later, at the graduation meeting, Kano Jigoro, the principal of the Tokyo Higher Normal School, made remarks belittling the Qing people. Yang Du debated fiercely with him on the spot about national character and education issues. Soon after, he published "Shina Education" in Liang Qichao's "Xinmin Congbao", which received support and praise among Chinese students in Japan.

In the 29th year of Guangxu (1903), Yang Du was recommended to enter Beijing to participate in the newly opened special economic examination for Jinshi, and initially ranked second in the first class. With such an experience, how could Yang Du be willing to be under others?

Facing the inquiry of the Northeast Government staff, Yang Du had already made a decision at this time, "I am willing to start from rural work."

Unexpectedly, the staff member opposite asked frankly: "Mr. Yang, may I ask if you are willing to go to the countryside to take up grassroots work?"

"I am willing." After Yang Du finished speaking, he only felt a burst of shame in his heart. He didn't know if he was ashamed of encountering such a situation, or ashamed of being so arrogant at this time.

"Mr. Yang, please prepare to accept political review." The staff member made a request according to the procedure.

That night, Yang Du completed the basic political review. Because his life experience was very rich, Yang Du's political review went on until very late. Early the next morning, Yang Du received a notice that his work location had been arranged, which was Yangjiatun near Siping.

Thinking he was going alone, Yang Du arrived at the departure point at 10 o'clock, only to see several young people already waiting there. Everyone was very excited. Seeing Yang Du come in, they thought Yang Du was the person in charge of arranging their work, and quickly stood up to greet him.

After the misunderstanding was cleared up, the young people apologized embarrassedly. Yang Du felt a little trance-like for a moment, as if he had returned to his youth. Yang Du was born in 1875 and was 48 years old this year. He was about to reach the age of knowing destiny, yet he was starting again from a job in a village. Yang Du had mixed feelings in his heart.

Footsteps sounded outside, and a... middle-aged man who looked about 30 years old came in. He introduced himself: "Hello comrades, I am the Town Party Secretary of Sunjiaying, Sun Youwang. Welcome everyone to join. Let me introduce the situation first. Going to Sunjiaying this time is mainly to strengthen the supply between Sunjiaying and various villages. Sunjiaying is a famous sewing village in Siping and has been providing military uniforms and bedding to factories. This general mobilization not only needs to confirm the supply of military uniforms and bedding, but also a part of bullet assembly will be completed in Sunjiaying."

Yang Du thought that going to a village was just to serve as an identity similar to Baojia. If it weren't for his strong curiosity about the Northeast Government and his determination to contribute a real strength to the war against Japan, Yang Du would never have accepted this appointment, which was almost an insult in the eyes of traditional scholars.

However, hearing that a Sunjiaying actually had a job like bullet production, Yang Du's curiosity overwhelmed all other procedures. If a village could participate in such work, what kind of strength did the Northeast possess?

The Town Secretary introduced for a while, and Yang Du understood a part. Sunjiaying's production cooperation with Siping has been going very well in the past few years. The town mayor and village heads have received high praise in production organization and won many orders. In this war with Japan, the arsenal is responsible for the production of new bullets, and the work of reloading bullets is the responsibility of other factories that have switched production. Even so, a large number of reloaded bullets cannot be produced immediately. Sunjiaying worked hard to win a part of the orders. The current stage is a trial cooperation period. If quality can be guaranteed, more orders can be obtained.

Yang Du originally thought that the Northeast had the strength to challenge Japan because the urban industry in the Northeast had developed very rapidly in these years. Hearing about Sunjiaying, he realized that it seemed not to be the case. When Yuan Shikai proclaimed himself emperor back then, Yunnan, which fired the first shot against Yuan, abruptly started secret production a few months in advance in order to scrape together bullets for large-scale combat. If the Northeast countryside has the ability to produce reloaded bullets, it means that the Northeast countryside, which should be the most ignorant and uncivilized, has surpassed the provincial capital of Yunnan.

Is this really the case?

After the introduction, the group set off. Along the way, checkpoints were continuous, and the inspection personnel were very strict, but there was no extortion. Sun Youwang, Secretary Sun, also introduced the general mobilization regulations. Not only cities, but also rural areas are prohibited from leaving the village at will. If travel is necessary, there must be a letter of introduction and a pass from the village and the town.

The young people hadn't figured out the specific process yet, but Yang Du was already greatly admiring. He didn't expect the Northeast wartime system to be so strict. Seeing so many checkpoints, he thought it could really be enforced. The purpose of such strict means is to avoid causing disturbances. Yang Du understood this very well.

When they arrived at the town, it was getting dark. Having been blown by the cold wind all the way, Yang Du was wondering if there was a place to warm up by the fire when he was let into a room to rest on the heated kang with other young cadres. As soon as he sat on it, Yang Du felt sleepy and unknowingly fell asleep leaning against the earthen wall pasted with newspapers.

When he woke up, he heard the wind whistling outside. He didn't know when the wind had picked up. Snoring was heard in the room; the young people who came with him were all fast asleep. Yang Du went out and couldn't help shivering. He saw stars in the sky, and a slender crescent moon hanging in the clear night sky.

Then he saw electric lights actually shining in the windows of many offices in the town government. Yang Du only felt that he had made a mistake. How could there be electric lights in a village town?

Hearing the sound of opening the door, an office door was pulled open, and Mayor Sun Youwang walked out. Seeing Yang Du, he greeted: "Comrade Yang, I was just saying I'd go call you guys up for dinner."

Saying that, he went to the room Yang Du came out of. As the light cord was pulled, the room lit up. Yang Du then realized that he hadn't made a mistake. The town really had electricity.

It was already past 8 o'clock in the evening. The hungry crowd sat around on the kang, eating and chatting. The town's arrangement this time was different from the past. Starting five or six years ago, the town accepted some textile orders. At that time, payment was made in grain. In the last two years, payment was made in paper notes issued by the Northeast Bank.

After the general mobilization, the order price was suppressed to cost price plus the basic consumption that must be paid to workers every day multiplied by 1.5. The price was much lower than previous orders.

These new staff members not only had to participate in quality inspection and other work, but were also responsible for understanding the production arrangements issued from above and supervising the completion of production.

Town Mayor Sun Youwang was not optimistic, "Comrades, the masses will definitely have emotions when facing this kind of thing. Our work is to let the masses know that if we don't do this, we can't win this battle. The Municipal Party Secretary specifically held a meeting. At the meeting, it was said that government expenditure is spent like flowing water. If we pay according to the previous pricing, the government can't afford it. But without so many supplies supplying the front line, once we lose the battle and the Japanese rush into the Northeast, every household will be looted empty by the Japanese. That will be too late to cry."

Yang Du originally thought that patriotic education would be more impassioned and stirring. But he didn't expect that patriotic education in the Northeast was so unadorned, yet so grounded.

The town mayor continued: "If the masses still have doubts, tell them that when the *Hu Zi* (bandits) rob, at least they know they are Northeasterners. To rob a few more times, they have to wait for people to have something to rob. The Japanese are foreigners; they don't consider themselves Northeasterners. They will definitely rob everything clean. We suffer for two years now. When we defeat Japan, we won't worry about being robbed by Japan in the future. This is not just for the present, but a major event so that our children and grandchildren will not be robbed by Japan!"
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Yang Du watched the diesel engine connected to the gas generator and finally understood how a single town could use electric lights like a major city. Having resolved his biggest doubt, he braved the cold wind with the escorting militia and set foot on the road to Yangjiatun.

Yangjiatun was a flourishing village. The village chief was surnamed Zhang, and the village party branch secretary was surnamed Yang; both were young men. Yang Du produced the official documents. The branch secretary discussed the latest general mobilization order with Yang Du, while the village chief went to notify the militia captain, production team leaders, and others to come for a meeting.

After listening to Yang Du's introduction of the order's content and asking in detail about the latest payment regulations for work, the branch secretary couldn't help but shake his head and sigh. "If the higher-ups insist on doing this, our village definitely won't hold the town back. We just hope the war ends quickly so we can go back to living our lives."

Yang Du had expected to meet shrewd workshop owners, or perhaps rough men clumsily imitating grand principles, or even cunning *baojia* officials. The Secretary Yang before him possessed a kind of rustic openness that left Yang Du unsure of how to respond.

The secretary wasn't considering national righteousness or national security. Yet, his thinking undoubtedly aligned with national righteousness.

As Yang Du pondered, he heard Village Chief Zhang shouting from outside, "Everyone, hurry up! It's cold out there, come inside and get warm."

Amidst the sound of footsteps, a number of people entered the village office. The village chief introduced them to Yang Du one by one; they were all village cadres. The group greeted Yang Du openly and generously. They didn't curry favor just because Yang Du was sent from above, but they all stared at him. Yang Du could tell that these people wanted to know what news he had brought, so he read the official document to everyone.

After Yang Du finished reading, several people asked for the document and huddled together to read it. They could actually read official documents. Yang Du was no longer so surprised by this. Just as he was about to explain, the production team leader asked, "Comrade Yang, the higher-ups mentioned the new payment regulations. Did they say how many orders they're giving us?"

Yang Du then remembered that his task wasn't just to deliver bad news. He hurriedly opened the satchel he had received and took out the other documents. One of them was the order application process. The production team leader took it and started reading; he could read as well.

***

This scene made Yang Du feel that the world was somewhat abnormal. Among the people Yang Du knew, those who were literate and could read and write were not these ordinary people wearing common clothes and speaking in local dialects. Because scholars often read aloud, their voices inevitably had a cadence of rising and falling tones. The rhythm of these ordinary people's speech showed they hadn't done much reading aloud.

The efficiency and let's-get-things-done style these people displayed were completely different from ordinary scholars. In fact, Yang Du had only seen such a demeanor in important figures.

The village cadres finished reading the documents, conferred for a moment, and reached a conclusion. "This is the method for making clothes from a few years ago. The price has gone back to that time too."

"What about the others?"

"I don't know. Comrade Yang, are there any other documents?"

Seeing that these people were not panicked, Yang Du took out the other documents and read them one by one. There were documents ensuring coal supply for the winter of 1922, documents on inspecting winter vegetable reserves, as well as documents on compulsory education screenings and strengthening schooling for children of military families. What made Yang Du feel somewhat warm inside was the arrangement for pension and consolation work for military families.

The Northeast Government indeed made demands of the Northeast populace, but it was vastly different from the purely mercenary recruitment system inside the Pass. Under the Northeast Government's rule, military service was an obligation. Likewise, providing basic living supplies to the people, organizing production, and arranging employment were also obligations. Yang Du had understood this theoretically, but seeing it with his own eyes still evoked some emotion.

After hearing the names of these documents, the village cadres had a rough judgment. A few of them read the content regarding the latest remuneration for production and processing again. The village branch secretary breathed a sigh of relief. "Look everyone, the government explains it clearly in the document. Now that we're fighting a war, we need to buy weapons and ammunition, and a lot of other things. If the government buys at the previous prices, they won't have enough money, so they can only buy at the lowest price."

One cadre frowned, appearing to be thinking hard. "Hmm... the same money can buy more supplies... is that what it means? Comrade Yang, is that what the government means?"

"Precisely," Yang Du said. Then, worried the village cadres wouldn't understand, he explained, "Originally the government had 100 *wen*. Before, one bun cost 10 *wen*, so they could buy 10. Now with the war, one bun is 5 *wen*, so they can buy 20. Therefore..."

As Yang Du spoke, he realized the village cadres had little interest in these explanations. When he mentioned the war, the cadres couldn't help but reveal expressions of disgust. Yang Du felt somewhat awkward and could only stop explaining.

After a moment of silence, the village chief said, "Just tell everyone it's the same as five years ago. Once the war is over, the days will return."

The production team leader looked helpless. "These days have gone back again." After sighing, he looked at Yang Du. "Comrade Yang, did the higher-ups say when this war will end?"

Yang Du felt that country folk just couldn't understand major events. From any angle, this great war was a national war and could potentially last for several years. Since he couldn't explain it clearly, Yang Du simply went along with the atmosphere and replied, "Surely the sooner we win, the better. Please tell the... masses in the village that we will definitely win."

Hearing these simple words, the village cadres' acceptance was much higher than for Yang Du's somewhat lengthy explanations. Everyone discussed it briefly, then went to convene a villagers' meeting. The secretary also reminded them, "Specifically call those who accept orders from the city and town to a separate meeting."

Yang Du felt a sense of incongruity again. These ordinary people who detested war, these country folk who were unhappy about the reduced income, nevertheless made no comment on the hardships of war they were about to shoulder, and unhesitatingly stepped up to handle it.

...Or perhaps, had he actually been assigned to an extraordinary place?

This final thought was obviously wrong. Sunjiaying and Yangjiatun were merely ordinary villages and towns in the Northeast. The Northeast Government's system would absolutely not create anything special just for Yang Du alone. Over 99.999% of the Northeast Government's organization members didn't know Yang Du at all.

The purpose of Total War was to direct government resources toward the war. Since it was impossible to complete the war based on current tax revenues, they could only adjust the industrial chain to prioritize meeting military industry demands. The increase in military expenditure would be offset by cutting civilian consumption. Cutting wages was just a measure adopted at this stage. If the war proceeded to a more cruel stage, there would be further measures to sustain the war.

100% of the administrative units under the Northeast Government were carrying out the same work as Yangjiatun. The economic capillaries began to change their mode of operation, diverting resources into the vessels of war. The controls for these changes were the administrative agencies at all levels.

***

Once the grassroots reports were completed, they were submitted, aggregated, and statistically analyzed before reaching Wu Youping in the form of a highly summarized consolidated table. Wu Youping worked ceaselessly. Aside from a dozen minutes for meals and six hours of sleep every day, he endlessly processed various problems reported to him.

Although not yet thirty, white hair had already appeared at Wu Youping's temples. Yet Wu Youping seemed addicted, immersing himself in work. Because as soon as he had a moment of free time, a problem would surface. The Military Commission estimated that the number of serious injuries and deaths in this war would reach 800,000. Whenever he thought of this number, Wu Youping couldn't breathe.

Apart from work, there was no other way for Wu Youping to temporarily forget this heavy price.

There was another matter that compelled Wu Youping to use work to drive away other thoughts. Over the past seven years, the Northeast Government had indeed achieved tremendous development, but it had also accumulated debt several times the size of its development results. He Rui had used methods that Wu Youping considered almost equivalent to fraud—tearing down the east wall to repair the west wall, using one lid to cover five pots, applying it wherever the emergency was.

If the amount of funds the Northeast Government invested in economic construction was set at 1000, the grain, minerals, and industrial products the Northeast could obtain added together only amounted to 200. This wasn't to say someone had embezzled the 800; that 800 had turned into infrastructure, industrial facilities, the education system, and personnel wages.

If not for the war, if not for the general mobilization acting to freeze the economy so that those debts wouldn't explode, the Northeast would have been blown apart by its own accumulated astronomical debt within a year and a half at most.

Compared to the Northeast's predicament, vast amounts of capital, resources, and markets throughout China were sitting idle. Winning the war against Japan would allow them to rapidly liberate China, obtaining tax revenue and markets from various regions to fill this massive hole.

That is to say, the original expenditure of 1000 by the Northeast could obtain corresponding realizable physical goods worth 2000 or even 3000. The future Chinese government wouldn't need to plunder these; it could even issue another 4000 or even 5000 in currency to invest in the economic sector, rolling out economic construction across all of China.

Therefore, this war must be won, and can only be won!

General mobilization was just a means; the purpose of implementing Total War was singular: to win the immediate war.

While the not-yet-29-year-old Wu Youping still considered Total War itself, the 68-year-old Japanese Minister of Finance, Takahashi Korekiyo, didn't consider it at all. In Takahashi Korekiyo's life, he had already experienced two total wars: the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. In both wars, Takahashi Korekiyo had served as a key figure in the Ministry of Finance, exhausting his wisdom to help Japan win.

Even with such rich experience, Minister Takahashi was still kept incredibly busy by the "Manchuria-Mongolia War Budget."

The budget amount was huge, but it wasn't complex in itself. The Army Ministry proposed a 1.5 million Army operation plan and also provided the figures for personnel and equipment that needed to be replenished. With these numbers, the rest was just addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division.

Japan's general mobilization was no different from the Northeast's general mobilization. To replenish personnel and equipment according to the war plan and send them to the front lines, they had to purchase equipment, conscript soldiers, and provide personnel wages and training funds.

To reduce expenditure costs, orders had to be issued to production enterprises to purchase equipment at cost price on credit. If enterprises still had funds on hand at this time, the enterprises would pay. If enterprises had no funds to purchase raw materials and hire workers, the state would provide raw materials and allocate workers to the enterprises.

Under the general mobilization system, the property rights of various enterprises did not revert to state ownership, but the operational model of the enterprises themselves was no different from state-owned enterprises. If an enterprise wanted to cut corners to muddle through, there were naturally relevant acceptance and audit departments waiting ahead like tigers watching their prey. Once discovered, the enterprise would be fined into bankruptcy.

In this regard, the Soviet Cheka—full name 'All-Russian Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage'—existed, and the Northeast Government had military representatives. Japan also had its own relevant departments.

Under general mobilization, it was all the same.

Japan's raw materials relied heavily on imports, so Japan also needed substantial foreign exchange reserves to meet domestic production needs. After satisfying war needs, if there were any surplus products, they naturally had to be exported to earn foreign exchange. Domestic consumer goods would be heavily suppressed. "Enduring hardships together" was the life of the Japanese people at the moment.

Unlike those young cadres in the Northeast Government full of idealism, Takahashi Korekiyo was like an emotionless machine, coldly adjusting plans and the economy. Which expenditures to cut, which taxes to increase. Item by item, piece by piece, proposals were raised by Ministry of Finance officials in the shortest possible time and handed to Takahashi Korekiyo for approval.

One week later than the Northeast Government, a "Manchuria-Mongolia War Budget Amendment Draft" was delivered to Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo. Seeing Kiyoura Keigo frown, Takahashi Korekiyo knew the Prime Minister was troubled by the draft which had been slashed fiercely, and could even imagine the Army Ministry jumping up and down in anger. Yet there was not a ripple of fluctuation in Takahashi Korekiyo's heart.

If the Army could shit gold and piss silver like a legendary beast, the Ministry of Finance would increase the budget by however much the Army Ministry gave. Since the Army Ministry was purely a money-spending department, they had to endure it.

Kiyoura Keigo finished flipping through the draft and remained silent for a while before ordering his secretary, "Please ask the Army Minister and the Navy Minister to come to my office."

Takahashi Korekiyo sat on the sofa in the Prime Minister's office, quietly waiting for the two ministers to arrive and start a dispute.
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Army Minister Yamanashi Hanzō and the Navy Minister glanced at the proposal, exchanged a look, and then Yamanashi Hanzō walked up to Takahashi Korekiyo with a dark expression. Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo thought Yamanashi was about to furiously scold Takahashi, but was surprised when Yamanashi bowed and said, "Please allow the Ministry of Finance and the Imperial General Headquarters to conduct a joint review of the budget proposal."

Kiyoura Keigo let out a small sigh of relief. He already had a picture in his mind: rows of tables arranged on the left and right sides of the conference room. The Army and Navy from the IGHQ on one side, the Ministry of Finance on the other. Every table piled high with documents, staffed by relevant personnel from different departments. Two tables in the middle where personnel from both sides would come up to exchange views whenever a specific item was discussed.

Or perhaps both sides would send personnel with full authority to arrange things, providing answers from the back rows as questions arose.

However, Takahashi Korekiyo replied calmly, "Prime Minister, the war budget is too large. The budget for the first phase is already double last year's total national fiscal budget. At this stage, it is uncertain how many overseas bonds can be sold. If the IGHQ insists on having its demands met, tax revenue and domestic fundraising would need to reach 250% of last year's levels. This will inevitably lead to economic collapse. Issuing additional currency under these circumstances will trigger Rice Riots."

Hearing these cold numbers, Kiyoura Keigo didn't know how to respond. After thinking for a moment, he asked Yamanashi to return to his seat before asking Takahashi, "Takahashi-kun, what do you think is an appropriate tax increase ratio?"

"At this stage, we can increase taxes by at most 29%."

The gap between 29% and 250% was too vast, and Yamanashi Hanzō didn't know how to bridge it. After some thought, Yamanashi ordered, "Then, let the IGHQ and the Ministry of Finance send personnel to present the basic situation."

Although it was unwise for the Prime Minister to personally preside over the meeting, Kiyoura Keigo knew that if he couldn't make a judgment himself, a quick decision would be impossible.

The three ministers did not object. They agreed to meet at two in the afternoon and went their separate ways.

At 1:30 PM, everyone from both sides had arrived. Kiyoura Keigo decided to start the meeting straight away. Personnel from the War Ministry immediately began presenting their logic: "After the first phase of conscription, the Army recalled all soldiers, NCOs, and officers from the reserves who had retired within the last five years. The Army's strength has been restored to 470,000. The Kwantung Army's establishment will not be restored for the time being; the Empire's 20 divisions are rapidly recovering their strength. The second phase of conscription has already begun, recalling soldiers, NCOs, and officers who retired within the last ten years and are under the age of 40. We can conscript another 190,000 officers and men. According to the operational plan, our army needs to maintain 1.5 million troops on the front lines to meet the demands of the war. Therefore, the second phase requires conscripting another 840,000 new recruits. We also need to call up 500,000 reservists to begin training. Personnel expenses, calculated at three months per person, with an average salary of 15 yen, 200 yen for firearms and ammunition, and 25 yen for bedding and uniforms. For 2 million troops, the most basic requirement is 500 million yen."

Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo also had the relevant documents in front of him. In 1922, Japan's national budget was 1.7 billion yen. The Army budget was 256 million yen, and the Navy budget was 397 million yen. The 2 million Japanese Army troops in the IGHQ's plan hadn't even deployed yet, and just the conscription alone would cost 500 million yen.

The War Ministry personnel continued, "According to the operational plan, the number of artillery pieces needs to be increased to 3,800 for the war next year. We need 2 million artillery shells of various types. Existing ammunition stocks are 1 billion rounds; reserve ammunition quantity is 10 billion rounds, requiring the production of 9 billion rounds."

Kiyoura Keigo understood immediately. Takahashi Korekiyo had said the budget proposal was double last year's total national budget. 2 million artillery shells, even at an average of 100 yen per shell, would be 200 million yen. Bullets cost 0.25 yen. Even assuming 8 billion bullets, and cutting the price in half after general mobilization, that was 1 billion yen.

That was already 1.7 billion yen. Adding other expenses, although there was room for reduction to reach 1.7 billion yen, the space was not large. Even if only 3 billion yen was needed, the Japanese government could not bear it.

***

If Wu Youping could see the situation in Japan, he would probably lament the superiority of the Northeast Government's system.

Because the Northeast Government had only been established for a few years, there was no privileged class. Even if a very small number existed, their share in the Northeast economy was negligible. The number of powerful and noble figures in Japan was huge, and even the Prime Minister and the IGHQ couldn't touch them. If anyone tried to touch their property during the war, those people would immediately be eliminated. So, the mobilization base in the Northeast was naturally much broader than Japan's.

Another major advantage of the Northeast Government lay in its sufficient food supply. The autumn harvest in the Northeast was now complete. "In 1922, the Northeast and Inner and Outer Mongolia regions produced 80 billion *jin* of grain. Calculated based on 40 million people, that is 2,000 *jin* of grain per capita. Edible oil production is 30 *jin* per capita, and meat is 30 *jin* per capita.

The reason the Northeast Government dared to implement total war at this stage was that this grain would definitely last until the completion of next year's autumn harvest. A temporary reduction in industrial production remuneration would affect the urban population. As long as rationing was implemented for the urban population, life would encounter some difficulties, but no major problems would arise.

Of the current 40 million people in the Northeast, 20 million were immigrants. They had homes inside the pass, and their political reliability was significantly lower than the 20 million people who had already taken root in the Northeast. The Northeast Army had 2 million active-duty troops and 2 million reservists training in villages or factories periodically. Out of the 20 million new immigrants, at least 1.2 million had to be drawn. This was the biggest problem facing the government.

The first phase was a great victory. The new immigrants' reaction to the victory was clear: they were happy to see victory, but extremely resistant to their own children becoming soldiers.

Comrades from the Census Bureau sighed as they introduced the situation. "Looking at it now, the influence of schools is too great. Many youths joined the army by signing up together with their classmates. Although compulsory education and literacy campaigns were fully implemented among the new immigrants, in two years, we haven't been able to penetrate deep into the masses. Only 480,000 new immigrants have signed up. Of these, 45% signed up with their classmates. 44% signed up together with local youths in factories and farms. The proportion of those signing up from formed villages is only 11%. Moreover, some new immigrant families, upon learning their children had signed up to join the army, tried to run away to retrieve their children. Thanks to timely road closures, the impact was limited. Some parents even ran to the front of government offices and cadres' homes, threatening suicide, creating a very bad influence. Some who caused too much trouble have been arrested, which indeed caused some negative impact. If we follow this pace, our conscription gap might be over 800,000."

The senior government cadres were speechless for a moment. The Northeast Army's combat effectiveness relied on strong organization and good training for enlisted soldiers; the results were striking. However, current achievements were built on the foundation of voluntary enlistment, not by dragging men away to organize an army.

If it were peacetime, they could take it slowly, but the current situation allowed no such leisure. The senior cadres had all held meetings in their respective departments and truly couldn't think of a way.

Seeing everyone silent, Wu Youping could only lower the standard and ask the attending Acting Chief of Staff, Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu thought for a moment and proposed a bottom line. "At a minimum, we must conscript another 400,000. For the shortfall, we can conscript more from the Northeast side. If the second phase of the campaign goes smoothly for our troops in the Shanhaiguan area, the defense can be handled mostly by recruit units, which would free up some troops. We must call up another 400,000 recruits from the new immigrants; it cannot be any less."

400,000 was a lot less than 800,000, yet 400,000 people was still a large number. Wu Youping looked at the Central Committee members; everyone frowned, and some impatient ones even sighed slightly. But not press-ganging was the bottom line. How could they stimulate the determination of these people to join the army without breaching this bottom line?

Finally, Minister of Personnel Xu Jia broke the silence. "I want to make a suggestion. Although it can get people to volunteer, it will have negative effects."

Everyone looked at Xu Jia with anticipation. Xu Jia said, "When recruiting, the Personnel Department found that some people's motives for responding were not pure. They wanted to use the opportunity of joining the government organization to change their status and take revenge on others. This counts as a negative type of incentive. These people fled to the Northeast, so they harbor some hatred toward their hometowns. If we tell them that after defeating Japan, we will liberate the whole country and give them the chance to eliminate the local tyrants and evil gentry in their hometowns... through class hatred, we might be able to mobilize a portion of them."

A sound of sighing arose in the conference room. The Northeast Government never shied away from class contradictions and never went soft on suppressing local tyrants, evil gentry, and cracking down on black-hearted capitalists. However, class struggle was not physical elimination. Xu Jia could grasp the degree, but this recruitment mode would inevitably have some problems, specifically political problems.

Since no one could come up with another way, they looked at Acting Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu. The expression on Zhong Yifu's square face was grave. Just as everyone thought he would ponder for a long time, Zhong Yifu spoke. "I agree to use class struggle as the mobilization baseline; we absolutely must not breach this baseline. Our army's political education is in place; I believe we can educate the comrades well."

Zhong Yifu was the Commissar of the Northeast Army. Since he stated his position, everyone naturally had nothing more to say, and tasks were assigned.

After discussing this matter, Wu Youping's pressure decreased significantly. Taking advantage of the presence of Zhong Yifu and the responsible cadres from the industrial sector, he asked about the arrangements in the latest report.

Zhong Yifu exchanged a few words with Zhuang Jiaxiong, Director of the Industrial Department, and simply introduced the two current difficulties. "First is the shortage of trucks and insufficient transport capacity. To allow troops to withdraw at a moment's notice, the number of trucks needs to be ten times what it is now. Even if achieved, the roads in Korea don't support the movement of so many trucks. We will do our best on this part. The other difficulty is the Yalu River defense line. The fire support points of this defense line are designed to withstand 250mm siege guns. To defend against enemy siege guns, we must have heavy artillery with a range exceeding theirs. Other fortifications also need to be able to withstand the Japanese Army's 150mm heavy artillery. Our army has air superiority, and our reconnaissance capabilities surpass Japan's. We must complete this defense line, capable of garrisoning 1 million troops, within 100 days. As long as it is completed, victory in the third phase of our operations will be fundamentally guaranteed."

Zhuang Jiaxiong bit his lip, unable to speak for the moment. The China-Korea land border was 1,334 kilometers long. The defense line consisted of three parts: the obstacle zone, the main defensive zone, and the rear positions, with a depth of 35 to 75 kilometers.

The obstacle zone mainly consisted of minefields, barbed wire, and a system known as "Dragon's Teeth" (multi-row pyramidal reinforced concrete stakes).

The forward edge of the main defensive zone was located tens to hundreds of meters behind the obstacle zone, equipped with reinforced concrete and steel-armored machine gun and artillery fortifications, as well as command posts, observation posts, personnel shelters, vehicle bunkers, ammunition depots, supply depots, etc.

The rear positions were located several kilometers to tens of kilometers behind the main defensive zone, mainly consisting of reserve personnel shelters, reserve vehicle bunkers, and combat supply depots. And fortress-style long-range heavy artillery groups of 120-305mm.

There were also a large number of airfields 15 kilometers behind the rear positions, providing reconnaissance and bombing operations for the fortress groups.

The characteristics of the Yalu River defense line were that most fortifications were relatively small and simple in structure, but their number reached 18,860, planning to use 9.31 million tons of concrete and 350,000 tons of steel.

At present, 60% of the construction on the Yalu River line had been completed, but construction in the mountainous areas was still in full swing. To speed up construction progress, the Industrial Department even produced ten-wheeled truck cement mixers. This type of vehicle could provide concrete for construction sites above 100 meters every day.

But producing one such ten-wheeled cement truck took ten times the time of producing a standard truck, and required mobilizing the most skilled engineers and technicians.

A large portion of the stone and river sand needed for the crushers also had to be imported from the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union also made demands; since the Soviet Union still had steel needs in 1923, the steel traded for raw materials had to be delivered on time.

The Northeast's several steel-making cities were expected to produce 1.05 million tons of steel in 1922. After providing 350,000 tons of steel to the Soviet Union, the actual available steel was only 700,000 tons. But to increase imports from the Soviet Union, the contract had to be fulfilled. They could only wait until July 1923, when two new steel plants and the second phase projects of three steel plants were handed over, to increase steel production by 750,000 tons.

Zhuang Jiaxiong said to Zhong Yifu, "The day after tomorrow, the Industrial Department will hand over the project progress schedule for completion within 90 days to Commander Wu."

Zhong Yifu nodded. Zhuang Jiaxiong wasn't throwing a tantrum or causing a split. According to the system, the General Staff put forward requirements, He Rui approved them, and they were handed over to government departments for execution. At this time, He Rui had to solve an urgent problem, so he had the General Staff and these Central Committee members of the government meet directly.

If Zhuang Jiaxiong dared to say he would give the progress schedule directly to Zhong Yifu, Zhuang Jiaxiong would likely be dismissed for it. The system was the system; if a Central Committee member didn't understand the system, they shouldn't be doing the job anymore.
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On November 23, 1922, a large batch of staff officers arrived at the Seoul Liaison Office of the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. Three days later, Commander Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi and Chief of Staff Major General Nagata Tetsuzan were scheduled to arrive in Seoul with the headquarters command. These staff officers were the advance party.

The headquarters was situated south of the Han River. As officers led soldiers in transporting documents and equipment, they snapped to attention and saluted upon seeing Major General Okamura Yasuji and Major General Ishiwara Kanji walking side by side into the courtyard.

Okamura, seemingly indifferent to his own promotion, escorted Ishiwara to the gate of the headquarters. "Ishiwara-kun," Okamura advised, "this appointment is extremely urgent. I ask that once you arrive at the Second Army Headquarters, you maintain frequent communication with the Manchuria-Mongolia Command."

Ishiwara Kanji nodded, but replied, "I am returning to Tokyo. Is there anything you need me to do for you, Okamura-kun?"

Okamura felt that Ishiwara had changed significantly since Nagata had admonished him with the phrase "a gentleman is cautious when alone" before returning to Tokyo. The prickish Ishiwara, who used to love sneering at others, now appeared superficially like a normal person, though Okamura dared not fully believe it. It was only now, when Ishiwara spoke standard parting words like a normal person, that Okamura took a letter from his breast pocket. "If you have time, Ishiwara-kun, please deliver this to my home and give it to my family. If you explain things personally, I believe my family will better understand my feelings."

Ishiwara put away the letter and sighed with some emotion. "Is this a farewell letter?"

Okamura nodded. He heard Ishiwara sigh again. "I actually forgot to write a farewell letter to my family. I really am careless. Okamura-kun, your attention to detail is truly admirable."

Okamura also admired Ishiwara. Even if he was no longer a prick, such acute sensitivity and the air of regarding life and death as trivial were truly not the traits of a normal person.

An orderly had already led a horse through the crowded stream of movers to Ishiwara's side. Ishiwara took the reins and was about to mount, but turned back. "Okamura-kun, if we are fortunate enough to survive this war, I must drink with you until we drop."

Okamura Yasuji replied solemnly, "It shall be so. Safe travels, Ishiwara-kun."

Ishiwara Kanji said no more, nodded to Okamura, mounted his horse, and rode away. Throughout the journey, Ishiwara's mind was occupied with the work required for his new post. The Imperial General Headquarters was forming the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, with Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō as Commander and Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige as Deputy Commander. Ishiwara Kanji had been recalled to Tokyo. According to news from Nagata, the Headquarters was considering appointing Major General Ishiwara Kanji as the Chief of Staff for the Second Expeditionary Army.

The concept of establishing a Second Expeditionary Army had been proposed by Ishiwara. The Northeast Army occupied the mountainous regions; after months of preparation, it would be extremely difficult for the Japanese Army to break through. Only a large-scale amphibious landing could break the stalemate and annihilate the Northeast Army's heavy troop concentrations in Korea. These days, apart from his regular duties, Ishiwara had spent all his time formulating this operational plan.

This plan involved too many factors, the most important of which was seizing the fleeting opportunity. Ishiwara was very clear: what he could think of, He Rui could certainly think of as well. But He Rui was not a god, and the Northeast Army's current strength was at its limit. Japan's population and industry were superior to the Northeast Government's. Faced with an all-out Japanese offensive, the Northeast Army could absolutely not achieve a watertight defense.

Ishiwara Kanji did not understand naval warfare, so he focused his efforts on determining the precise moment when the Northeast Army would be forced to commit its reserves to the front line. At that moment, he needed to identify the weakest point in their defense and throw the landing forces in with a single decisive stroke.

Unaware of the passage of time, Ishiwara Kanji immersed himself in military planning. He slept when he couldn't hold out, ate when hungry, and spent the rest of his time planning. It was only when the guard reported that it was time to disembark that Ishiwara realized he had arrived in Tokyo. As for when they had entered the port or the commotion of the people disembarking, Ishiwara had been completely oblivious.

Checking the calendar in his notebook, assuming no accidents had occurred on the way, today should be November 25th. Just as Ishiwara was preparing to have his orderly pack up the maps and drafts, a man entered the cabin. "Your Excellency, I am Major Kamada from the External Liaison Office of the Imperial General Headquarters, here to welcome you."

After the greetings, Major Kamada conveyed Ishiwara's first task. "Your Excellency, please wear your medals and accept an interview with the reporters."

Ishiwara did not want to waste time, but given the recent major defeat, the Army needed to boost morale by publicizing war heroes. Accepting interviews was an obligation for an Imperial soldier. Moreover, the propaganda campaign had already begun long ago. Nagata Tetsuzan was hailed in the media as the "Wall of the Empire," and Okamura and Ishiwara were also widely famous.

Before long, Ishiwara passed through the gaps in the formation of disembarking soldiers and headed straight for the interview site under countless gazes. The reporters, having waited anxiously for some time, hurried forward upon seeing Major Kamada leading a Major General toward them.

They saw that Major General Ishiwara had a round face. Clean-shaven, he looked to be only in his early twenties. On his collar, he wore the Order of the Golden Kite, 3rd Class. Aside from this, he wore no other medals—not even the Order of the Rising Sun. A feeling of reverence spontaneously arose among the knowledgeable reporters.

Japan's Order of the Rising Sun was a medal that a soldier or civil servant could only receive after serving a stipulated number of years in a certain position. For example, for the Order of the Rising Sun, 4th Class (Small Cordon), the requirement for civil officials of the 5th rank (Army/Navy Majors and equivalent civilians) and 6th rank (Captains and equivalent) was to serve 10 years after receiving the Order of the Sacred Treasure, 4th Class.

If a Major was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel without serving ten years as a Major, he could not receive the Order of the Rising Sun, 4th Class. Even if he later served the required years as a Lieutenant Colonel, he would only receive the Order of the Rising Sun appropriate for that rank.

The fact that Major General Ishiwara was not wearing the Order of the Rising Sun proved that his personal ability was formidable and his military promotion had been extremely smooth.

Soldiers with the greatest achievements in war were designated as having "Distinguished Service" (Shukun). This was divided into grades A, B, and C. Those who satisfied Article 7 of the Regulations for the Granting of the Golden Kite were classified as Distinguished Service Grade A—combat heroes who held key positions in battle, made important decisions leading to victory, or displayed outstanding valor.

The Order of the Golden Kite itself had grades. Ishiwara was a Colonel when he was decorated. In the vast majority of cases, a Japanese Colonel would only be posthumously promoted to Major General and awarded the Order of the Golden Kite, 3rd Class, after dying in battle. That Ishiwara Kanji received this medal while alive was enough to prove the magnitude of his merit.

Although Ishiwara was a prick, that didn't mean he was confused. The entire interview proceeded very smoothly. When it ended and everyone got into the car sent to pick him up, Major Kamada looked very relaxed. Ishiwara said to the orderly in the car, "Go contact Major General Okamura's family in a while. Tell them I will visit in the next couple of days."

After giving instructions, Ishiwara looked out the car window. People in uniforms were everywhere on the streets, the bustle resembling some kind of festival. However, most small shops on the street were closed. At the entrances of larger stores, people were changing the signboards. The new signs read "Ration Point, Ward X, Street Y."

Seeing that rationing had already begun, Ishiwara felt both reassured and uneasy. Japan was meeting this challenge with maximum preparation. If they could not defeat the Northeast Government, Japan would suffer a terrible backlash.

When the car stopped at the gate of the Ministry of War, where the Imperial General Headquarters was located, Ishiwara took advantage of Major Kamada going to the guard post to pull out a pen, write an address, and hand it to his orderly. "Go to Okamura-kun's house now, and on the way, go here and inquire about the current situation of the Morita family."

The orderly took the order and left. Major Kamada returned with the guard. After scrutinizing the people in the car and checking Ishiwara's ID, the guard saluted and ran back to the post. Soon, soldiers pulled open the movable barricades, and the car drove into the compound.

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō, Commander of the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige were both present. The two men asked straight away for Ishiwara's views on the war situation. Ishiwara laid out his assessment completely. The expressions of the two generals gradually relaxed; it was evident they approved of Ishiwara, their potential future Chief of Staff.

Less than an hour into the conversation, the Commander and Deputy Commander invited other officers to join the discussion. These Army and Navy officers frequently showed involuntary surprise, likely because Ishiwara's views either perfectly matched the conclusions the Second Army Command had already reached, or differed significantly in insightful ways.

Later, Commander Yamamoto Isoroku of the Operations Room exchanged a glance with the Chief of Operations and asked straightforwardly, "Your Excellency Ishiwara, why do you request a surprise attack rather than a fleet patrol?"

Ishiwara immediately explained, "I believe that even with a month and a half of training, the Army cannot truly habituate itself to long-term cruising at sea. A surprise attack guarantees the Army's combat effectiveness upon landing. Furthermore, I suspect the Northeast Army might utilize its aircraft advantage to execute some form of attack. If it were me, I would certainly attempt to crash aircraft filled with explosives into capital ships."

The officers exchanged glances; some nodded slightly, while others frowned.

Yamamoto Isoroku continued to press, "Your Excellency, do you not think such a method is too extreme?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Aircraft already possess their current power; in the future, they will be able to deliver more than just the small bombs used now. Air forces and air defense are a major key to future warfare. The enemy will only face this reality; they will not refrain from using such extreme tactics out of fear that our country will learn them. This war concerns the national destiny of both China and Japan for the next decade. Compared to winning the war, the loss of a few hundred aircraft is negligible."

Seeing Ishiwara's calm and resolute answer, Yamamoto couldn't help but feel some admiration. This was the bearing a soldier with broad vision and a steely mind should have. In contrast, some in the Navy Ministry talked nonsense merely out of inner anxiety when facing threats they could not temporarily counter. Compared to the baby-faced Ishiwara, those people were like ignorant children.

The meeting did not end until 2:30 AM. The two commanders told Ishiwara to wait at his quarters. After everyone had dispersed, Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō looked at Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige. "Your Excellency, how do you evaluate Ishiwara-kun?"

Ugaki Kazushige smiled bitterly. "I didn't expect Ishiwara-kun to have the temperament of a frontline general."

Admiral Suzuki felt the same. However, he also clearly understood Ugaki's hesitation. If Ishiwara Kanji could fight a few more battles to prove that his performance in the Seoul Campaign was not a flash in the pan, there would be no need for these discussions; Ishiwara would have returned to Tokyo simply to accept the appointment.

Moreover, at first glance, Admiral Suzuki felt Ishiwara Kanji was too young—so young it was unnerving. But Ishiwara's subsequent performance greatly changed Suzuki's perception.

Although the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters was still researching landing points, the method of landing had been basically determined, and it was completely consistent with Ishiwara's line of thinking.

Therefore, what this battle required was a commander with an excellent feel for frontline warfare. The Japanese Navy and Army Ministries had conducted extensive discussions and concluded that there were no reliable frontline commanders in the current Japanese military who performed excellently with the latest war technologies. Among the generals listed as options, only Ishiwara Kanji remained.

Admiral Suzuki wanted to discuss it further, but heard General Ugaki say, "We have no time. I support Major General Ishiwara."

Under these circumstances, Admiral Suzuki pondered for a moment and had to reply, "I agree with Ugaki-kun's view. We will discuss it at the Imperial General Headquarters meeting tomorrow morning."

Early in the morning on November 26th, Ishiwara Kanji, who had slept less than four hours, got up. The Headquarters cafeteria was operating 24 hours a day. Before the shift change, Ishiwara ate a quick breakfast in the empty cafeteria. He then took his guard to the Security Section to apply for a pass.

Although Lieutenant Colonel Hisamitsu, the Security Section Chief, felt it was strange for Ishiwara to go out in such a hurry, he had not received any orders forbidding Ishiwara from leaving, so he had to issue the pass. Watching Ishiwara leave carrying his military saber, Lieutenant Colonel Hisamitsu felt compelled to send someone to report this to his superiors.

Ishiwara didn't care about that. He took his guard, requisitioned a car, and headed straight for Okamura Yasuji's home. It was shift change time, and large groups of workers were gathering at factory gates. Seeing their patched work clothes, Ishiwara couldn't help but sigh slightly. Japan's economy had not been doing well in the last two years. The reason for agreeing to the Washington Naval Treaty was to enable disarmament at home. They had indeed reduced the number of Army soldiers, effectively disarming in a disguised manner.

The Northeast Army had seized this timing to launch a surprise attack on the Japanese Army, successfully buying three months for their defense preparations in Korea. Thinking of He Rui's ruthlessness, Ishiwara's resolve for the decisive battle grew stronger.

Okamura Yasuji's home was in the Shimeizaka-cho district of Tokyo. Okamura's parents and wife had already been informed of Ishiwara's visit. Even though Ishiwara arrived early in the morning, the family was only surprised, not astonished.

Everyone sat in the living room in the *seiza* style. Okamura's father took the letter. After reading it, his brow furrowed. He asked tentatively, "Your Excellency, although I know the war situation is urgent, has it really reached a critical stage?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Mr. Okamura, if the Empire wishes to retake the Northeast, it must inevitably fight a war of unprecedented scale. This war will be incomparably tragic. Not only Okamura-kun, but the entire army is prepared to die in battle for the Empire. To be frank, I have also prepared my last will and testament, which will soon be mailed to my family."

Okamura's family knew that Okamura was already a Major General and felt proud of him. Now, seeing the testament Okamura had sent and hearing Ishiwara's explanation, they realized how brutal the war would be. The expressions of the women in the Okamura family became uneasy, though they dared not make a sound.

Okamura's father remained relatively calm. He bowed sincerely. "Thank you, Your Excellency Ishiwara, for coming personally and letting us know the true situation."

Ishiwara hurriedly returned the bow and then took his leave.

Leaving the Okamura home, Ishiwara's car headed straight for Mitsuko's house. Passing the Army War College, he saw the gates were shut tight and the school was empty; not a soul was to be seen. Although he wanted to get out and look, Ishiwara decided against it. If the students of the Army War College were sent to the battlefield before they could even graduate, Japan would likely be on the verge of national subjugation. The crisis had not yet reached that stage.

The car passed through streets where many shops were closed, weaving through exhausted workers getting off work. Arriving at the entrance of the alley, Ishiwara Kanji strapped on his saber and stepped out of the car. Not far in, he saw the wall of the Morita residence scrawled with large characters in charcoal: "Traitor" (*Hikokumin*). Walking further, more curses were visible: "Collaborator," "Shina Sympathizer."

Workers were coming in and out of the alley. Being Tokyo citizens, they recognized that the man with the saber was a general. Everyone instantly fell silent out of fear and hurried back to their homes. Closing their outer doors, they pressed against them, listening carefully.

Only one young man walked over cautiously. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji stop at the Morita gate, the young man slowed down. Ishiwara turned to look and saw joy on the young man's face. He walked quickly to Ishiwara and bowed. "Is it Ishiwara-niichan? I am Kimura from the street corner."

"...Are you the Kimura who took me home when I was drunk?" Ishiwara had a vague impression, but Kimura had been a boy then. On second thought, seven or eight years had passed.

Seeing that Ishiwara still remembered him, Kimura whispered, "Ishiwara-niichan, these words weren't written by the neighbors. It was outsiders. They heard He-kun used to live here, so they ran over and wrote all this."

Hearing this, Ishiwara felt slightly reassured. As long as the Morita family wasn't loathed by the people on this street, things would be much easier to handle. However, Ishiwara didn't dare fully trust it. The changes in the Morita family were significant, and there were probably quite a few people jealous of a small household consisting only of a mother and daughter. Even if they hadn't done anything openly, they likely harbored such thoughts.

Footsteps sounded inside the courtyard. It was Morita Mitsuko who opened the door. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji, she was somewhat unexpected but not surprised. Seeing Mitsuko come out, Kimura bowed to Ishiwara again, turned, and left.

Ishiwara ordered his orderly, "Go get the police chief here!" Only then did he enter the courtyard, conversing with Mitsuko and Mrs. Morita, who had come out to welcome him.

Before long, the police chief arrived outside the door, following the orderly. Ishiwara did not let the police chief enter. instead, he strode out the gate and shouted in the alley, "The country is facing an unprecedented challenge. Some people do not know to serve the country and bravely enlist, yet they recklessly threaten Imperial subjects. Shameful! Despicable!"

The police chief naturally knew the Morita family was somewhat unusual. Since no one had stepped forward before, the chief hadn't dared to take initiative. Now seeing the national hero, Major General Ishiwara Kanji, sticking his neck out for them, he nodded repeatedly in agreement.

Ishiwara Kanji didn't have time to do much more. After expressing his stance, he asked the police chief, "Now that the country has entered general mobilization, any suspicious persons must be arrested immediately. Have all the Chinese in your jurisdiction been arrested?"

The police chief quickly replied, "They have all been arrested and handed over to the Kempeitai."

Ishiwara Kanji had asked casually, and only now learned that the Japanese side had already rounded up Chinese nationals in Japan into concentration camps. He took the opportunity to say loudly, "Then you must strengthen patrols. If anyone disrupts order again, arrest them immediately!"

The police chief bowed and scraped, agreeing profusely. As Ishiwara Kanji said goodbye to the Morita family and walked to the car at the alley entrance, the chief saw him off all the way. As Ishiwara got into the car, the chief shouted, "Your Excellency, I wish you eternal martial fortune!"

Ishiwara did not reply, simply ordering the driver to return to Headquarters. On the way, the orderly finally couldn't hold back and asked, "Your Excellency, why pay special attention to this family? Do you think they were treated unfairly?"

Ishiwara gave the orderly a displeased look. "If the Morita family deserves what they got, then does the Army War College also deserve what it gets?"

One sentence left the orderly speechless. After a moment, the guard lowered his head in shame and apologized. "I am sorry, Your Excellency. I was wrong!"

Ishiwara Kanji did not wish to express any further views on the matter. His visit to the Morita family was largely because he needed inner peace. Having helped the Morita family, Ishiwara felt that when he thought of He Rui again, he could do so with a calm heart and a clear conscience. Apart from crushing the Northeast Army and killing He Rui, Ishiwara Kanji had no other thoughts.
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Upon returning to Imperial General Headquarters, Ishiwara Kanji immediately received a clear order personally signed by the adjutant to the commander of the 2nd Army: "Please remain at headquarters. Do not leave. If you require anything, personnel are assigned to serve you. Furthermore, your bonus has been delivered."

This order signaled that his appointment as Chief of Staff of the 2nd Army had entered the formal approval process.

Sitting at his desk, Ishiwara began attending to personal matters. He wrote letters to his father and wife. How much of the bonus and salary should go to his wife? How much to his father? Soon, he would have no time to consider such domestic details.

After quickly finishing the letters and sealing them, Ishiwara summoned an orderly. Before the orderly could arrive, he heard footsteps. Ishiwara picked up the envelopes and turned, intending to hand them over, but saw a figure in a naval uniform with the rank of captain on his shoulder.

It was Yamamoto Isoroku.

The orderly maneuvered around Yamamoto to reach Ishiwara. Ishiwara stood up, handed the letters to the orderly with clear instructions, and then addressed Yamamoto. "Captain Yamamoto, does your role in the Naval Operations Section concern ship applications or landing operations?"

Yamamoto smiled slightly. "The commander has ordered me to stay at headquarters. This visit is to hear your views on the enemy's coastal defenses... The one most familiar with the situation is Yamagata, but he was serving as a military attaché at the embassy when the war broke out and is currently on a ship returning home. The Naval Operations Section sent me to speak with you first, to gauge the judgment of the likely future Chief of Staff regarding landing operations."

Yamamoto pulled over a map and laid out the Navy's assessment. "The areas relatively suitable for landing operations are the Pyongyang Plain on the west coast and the Hamhung Plain on the east coast. Landing on the west coast offers flatter terrain and greater convenience. Landing on the east coast allows for a direct strike against the enemy's supply lines, offering larger operational space."

After offering his own view, Yamamoto looked at Ishiwara. "I know nothing of naval matters and can only consider this from a land warfare perspective. At this stage, a landing on the east coast indeed offers significant operational space, but it also carries inevitable risks."

Hearing Ishiwara's response, Yamamoto pointed at the map. "Is the Army certain that it has no way to break through the enemy in the mountainous regions?"

Ishiwara hesitated, then nodded. "During the beachhead phase of this landing, follow-up troops must land quickly and advance into the interior. Fighting in the mountains requires rapidly breaking through the interception positions the enemy is undoubtedly setting up. The Northeast Army possesses corps-level rapid mobility, and our troop numbers are insufficient to completely open up the situation."

The analysis was dense. Even as a naval officer, Yamamoto could immediately visualize the rugged peaks and difficult mountain paths of those regions. Ishiwara's view aligned with the Navy Department's; they also believed the east coast was unsuitable as the primary direction for the landing operation. Even if diversionary units were deployed, the scale likely wouldn't exceed one division.

Yamamoto's gaze shifted to the west coast. North of there lay the Liaodong Peninsula, which could be used for feigned maneuvers, making it impossible for the Northeast Army to determine the Japanese Army's true landing location. On the west coast, from north to south, lay the Pyongyang Plain, the Jaeryong Plain, and the Yeonbaek Plain. The total length of these four areas suitable for landing was over 500 kilometers.

Yamamoto's finger traced across this length of several thousand *li*. "He Rui is the most proficient gambler I have ever seen. He understands the logic that 'if you play, you will eventually lose,' so he opened the casino himself. Does Staff Officer Ishiwara believe that Manchukuo and Mongolia have the strength to construct a defensive system across this entire region?"

"Iron walls and copper ramparts," Ishiwara analyzed decisively.

Hearing this, Yamamoto realized that deep down, he was still hoping for loopholes in the Northeast Army's defense line. This was the mindset of a gambler.

Ishiwara Kanji squinted, staring at the map. "Based on my judgment, the enemy has the determination and the strength to complete defensive construction. Because the longer time drags on, the more disadvantageous it is for the Empire. Therefore, constructing a fortress line capable of making the Empire dash its head against the wall is the most reasonable choice."

"The Empire cannot harbor any wishful thinking. The only way to victory is on the frontal front line. At this moment, the 2nd Army Command must resolve itself to execute a landing in an area where the enemy has no reserves. With the determination to create mountains of corpses and seas of blood, we must break through the enemy's heavy troop concentrations and execute an encirclement."

Yamamoto felt a surge of emotion. He felt that Ishiwara's bright gaze seemed to be burning with flames. He looked at Ishiwara and asked, "Captain Yamamoto, if the Empire were to fight the Battle of Port Arthur from the Russo-Japanese War again, could the Navy exert its full strength?"

Yamamoto nodded solemnly. "If we fight now, it is possible."

Ishiwara completely confirmed his judgment. "Regardless of where the landing point is set, please view this landing battle as a Battle of Port Arthur without a fortress, but where the enemy's strength is not weakened in the slightest."

Yamamoto was completely taken aback by this professional assessment. He raised a question the Navy could discuss. "Staff Officer Ishiwara, what is your view on feigned attacks?"

"Since we can execute landing operations, we must make the enemy feel that our army is feigning an attack, confusing them so they dare not dispatch their reserves. As Captain Yamamoto said, since He Rui has set up the gambling table and wants us to enter the game, we must be the dealer and let He Rui's subordinates take a gamble."

Yamamoto nodded. This domain was the Navy's specialty. Feigned attacks and intimidation could themselves probe the enemy's strength.

The two chatted until noon. Yamamoto Isoroku wanted to invite Ishiwara to lunch, but the adjutant to Vice Admiral Suzuki of the 2nd Army Command walked in quickly and ordered Ishiwara to proceed immediately to Imperial General Headquarters.

The discussion ended. The overall concept of the offensive campaign was clearly constructed in Yamamoto's mind. Its scale was in no way inferior to the famous campaigns of the European theater. Yamamoto, who had intended to stand up, sat back down and quietly smoked a cigarette. He could not judge who would win. Any mistake by either side would lead to the failure of this campaign. If both sides performed extremely well, the final result would be decided by which side could better endure the cruelty of the campaign's attrition—who could stand last amidst the mountains of corpses and seas of blood.

Ishiwara Kanji had long possessed such resolve. Upon arriving at Imperial General Headquarters, facing the inquiries of the Emperor and Minister of the Army General Yamanashi Hanzo, Ishiwara Kanji laid out his judgment and plans in full. The two spoke for less than an hour before General Yamanashi Hanzo concluded the meeting and took the latest roster of the 2nd Army Command to the Imperial Palace.

Such personnel arrangements were decided by the Emperor, and neither the Cabinet nor Imperial General Headquarters could act arbitrarily. Everyone's heart was heavy; they were forced into this. Compared to He Rui, it really wasn't worth mention.

...

Meanwhile, in Shanghai, the Japanese Concession was much quieter than usual. The concessions of other countries nearby, however, were as lively as ever—perhaps even more so.

Japanese special agent Koike Taiichi and his team finally left the Shanghai apartment where they had been hiding for two days. They had been dispatched from the Japanese mainland. Koike Taiichi arranged his subordinates according to pre-scouted locations.

The target was leaving the *Northeast Daily* office in Shanghai. In the suburbs, with a large army presence, Koike Taiichi would not have found anything strange.

By a soldier's intuition, this was a stronghold of the Northeast Government in Shanghai. Based on intelligence gathered by the intelligence department, this was also a core stronghold of the Northeast Government.

The Northeast Government had flourished in recent years. Forces from all sides, seeing the rising power, were unwilling to offend the Northeast Government. Moreover, the Northeast Government had never been lenient; as long as the other party crossed the line—regardless of whether it was a warlord force or a local gang—they would face a merciless counterattack.

After waiting for about the expected time, the main gate opened, and a group of people walked out. Koike Taiichi, disguised as an ordinary worker, saw the target in that group. Just as he prepared to move, he heard a commotion on the street as a convoy arrived. The target and his entourage got into several cars and left under escort. Koike Taiichi and his subordinates had absolutely no opportunity to strike.

Koike Taiichi felt matters were developing unexpectedly. The purpose of this trip was Kim Gu. Kim Gu visiting the *Northeast Daily* station meant he had a connection with the Northeast Government. Since they had local support in Shanghai, Koike Taiichi could only continue tracking and send someone to the Japanese Concession to report the news.

Trailing them all the way, Koike Taiichi saw Kim Gu and the others actually being escorted to the train station. Because there were many guards, there was no way to act. Koike Taiichi could only return to the intelligence station in the Japanese Concession as quickly as possible.

Kim Gu himself was not as excited as Koike Taiichi. The result of this trip north was surprising. Although all of China was excited about the Northeast Army going to war with Japan, the war was, after all, completely borne by the Northeast Government. The Northeast Government had repeatedly issued public statements: they refused donations and would absolutely not solicit contributions. So, anyone soliciting contributions in the name of the Northeast Government was a fraud.

After several large-scale publicity campaigns, they actually caught a few fraudsters and held public trials. Although this made all strata of Chinese society feel the Northeast Government did things rigorously, it also, in a way, lowered the public's enthusiasm.

But Koreans in China were excited beyond measure. Especially for someone like Kim Gu, who had always aimed for the great cause of restoring the country. He had repeatedly tried to contact the Northeast Government's liaison points in Shanghai. The leaders of the Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea, to which Kim Gu belonged, had also tried to contact the Northeast Government directly, but none had succeeded.

It wasn't until yesterday, November 25th, that Kim Gu received news inviting him to the *Northeast Daily*. He had thought they would discuss the issue of restoring the country. However, the Northeast side spoke very politely with Kim Gu for a while before informing him that if he was interested, he could go to Tianjin. The *Northeast Daily* station in Tianjin wanted to interview Kim Gu in more detail.

This disappointed Kim Gu slightly. If the Northeast Government really wanted to organize a restoration government, they should have let Kim Gu proceed to Shenyang. What was the point of going to Tianjin?

However, matters could not be forced, so Kim Gu and several comrades were directly escorted to the train station and boarded a train heading to Tianjin.

At the same time, Xu Youping also received a report from the comrades responsible for this matter: the actions regarding contacting the restorationists had begun. Xu Youping felt exhausted and anxious at this moment, so he asked the personnel responsible for the matter to give him a briefing.

After all, at this time, some comrades advocated causing more trouble for Japan, effectively lowering the labor intensity for the Northeast Army. If Korean groups could organize a government of some scale in the rear, it could help stabilize the local situation.

The key figure here was Kim Gu, not other more famous figures, which also made Xu Youping a bit curious. Because this person, Kim Gu, was selected by He Rui.

The comrades began to recount Kim Gu's story. Kim Gu was born in the Andong Kim clan (Old) in Haeju, Hwanghae Province. But in the mid-17th century, because the clan produced the traitor Kim Ja-jeom and invited the disaster of extermination, his ancestors fled everywhere, eventually settling in Baekun-bang, about 80 *li* west of Haeju City in Hwanghae Province, and were reduced to commoners. Born there on August 29th (lunar calendar July 11th) of the 12th year of the reign of King Gojong of Joseon (1876), his earliest name was "Chang-am." His father was Kim Sun-yeong, and his mother was Kwak Nak-won; he was the only son in the family.

In February 1893, having heard of the Donghak religion's miraculous skills of "calling upon the wind and rain" and "riding the wind," Kim Gu visited the Donghak leader Oh Ung-seon in his hometown. Oh Ung-seon came from the *yangban* class but used honorifics with Kim Gu and was very polite. He introduced the history of Donghak and its proposition to establish a new nation where everyone was equal. This captivated Kim Gu, who immediately became a Donghak believer, bringing his father along with him. He was very enthusiastic about missionary work and soon developed several hundred believers. He became a "Jeopju" (local leader) of the "Baby Jeop" (a lower-level organization), and was even called "Baby Jeopju." His influence even expanded to Pyongan Province, where believers called him the "Children's Lord." He also changed his name to "Chang-su."

On his return journey, while eating breakfast at an inn at Chihapo (located in Anak County) on the banks of the Daedong River, Kim Gu noticed a short-haired man acting suspiciously. Listening to his accent while speaking with others, although he claimed to be a man from Jangyeon in Hwanghae Province named Jeong, his accent was not from Hwanghae. He also carried a concealed sword under his clothes. Suspecting he was a Japanese spy in disguise, Kim Gu couldn't help but boil with rage. He kicked the man to the ground in public, snatched his sword, and stabbed him repeatedly. Fearing his accomplices were nearby, the people in the inn all knelt and begged for mercy. After confirming he had no accomplices, Kim Gu searched his body and discovered he was a Japanese Army Lieutenant named Tsuchida Josuke. He asked the innkeeper to post a notice reading "Kim Chang-su of Baekun-bang, Haeju, killed a Japanese for revenge" and left.

Due to his stay at home, Kim Gu was arrested three months later. During his trial in Haeju, he spoke impassionedly and scolded the Japanese: "In the so-called Public Law of All Nations, is there a clause that says you can kill our Queen? ... In the years I have left to live, I swear to avenge this national humiliation. If I die, I will become a ghost and still kill you all cleanly, only then will it be acceptable!"

The documents were sent to the capital. An official told King Gojong that Kim Chang-su (Kim Gu) had killed for the sake of "avenging the national mother." King Gojong was greatly moved and immediately ordered the Ministry of Justice to call Incheon to suspend Kim Gu's death penalty and retry him at a later date. On the day of the execution, Kim Gu was waiting for death when the news came. The attitude of the prison guards and prisoners toward him also improved significantly.

But Kim Gu was still locked in prison. Kim Ju-gyeong and other caring members of society tried every means, even bankrupting their families, to save Kim Gu from prison. To this end, they found the help of the Minister of Justice, Han Kyu-seol, and others. Kim Gu obtained some money and asked his father to bring a file when visiting the prison. On March 19, 1898, he and his fellow inmates broke through the prison wall with the file while the guards were drunk after being treated to a feast, and successfully escaped.

During Kim Gu's second imprisonment, he changed his name to "Kim Gu," adopting the name registered on the warrant, and also changed his courtesy name to "Yeon-ha." This name change was also to escape Japanese pursuit; this was his last name change. At the same time, he changed his pen name to "Baekbeom" (White Tiger), meaning he wished to become an ordinary person like a butcher (the lowest class, discriminated against in Joseon). He performed well in prison, and coupled with factors such as the death of Emperor Meiji and the ascension of Emperor Taisho, his sentence was reduced to 5 years. He was transferred to Incheon in 1914 and released in the summer of that year. He lived under surveillance at his home in Anak, making a living by farming.

In 1919, the March 1st Movement broke out. Many patriots and students went to public places to shout "Long Live." Kim Gu thought, "Is independence something that can be won just by shouting 'Long Live'?" He did not participate in the March 1st Movement, but instead seized the opportunity to escape. He went to Sariwon, boarded a train to Sinuiju, disguised himself as a timber merchant, and crossed into Andong, China (now Dandong, Liaoning). After staying in Andong for a week, he met with 15 comrades, took a ship of the British company Jardine Matheson, arrived in Shanghai on April 13, and began his 27-year life in exile in China.

...

As soon as Kim Gu arrived in the French Concession in Shanghai, he joined the Provisional Government. He was elected as a member of the Internal Affairs Committee and the Provisional Assembly. Later, he was appointed Commissioner of Police. For the Provisional Government, the Police Bureau was not responsible for general national policing, but for guarding against Japanese espionage activities, protecting the safety of government leaders, disciplining the traitorous activities of independence activists, and mediating between factions. In addition to this, he also joined the Shinminhoe (New People's Association).

After reading this person's biography, Xu Youping felt a boost of spirit, and his fatigue vanished. He felt he could understand why He Rui looked highly upon Kim Gu. Such a heroic and chivalrous person resonated completely with Xu Youping. Xu Youping himself had, holding his own writings, intercepted He Rui in Siping back in the day, asking to join because he believed He Rui had the ability to liberate China.

Having walked to this day, Xu Youping felt he would have no regrets even if he died. With a sigh, Xu Youping temporarily ended the reporting process.

On the way back to his office, Xu Youping felt some regret in his heart. The Northeast Government had plans for this war to hand over the entire Korean Peninsula to Japan. If they could not satisfy Japan's appetite with such a benefit, the peace talks would likely fail.

Complications would increase the probability of the peace talks failing. Even if he sympathized with Kim Gu, Xu Youping had no way to cooperate with him. However, Xu Youping felt he could understand why He Rui wanted to get close to Kim Gu. After the peace talks concluded, that would be a different matter.

This was politics.
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November 30. The Northeast Army General Headquarters ordered the establishment of the Korean Theater Frontline Command. Xu Chengfeng was appointed Commander, Cheng Ruofan as Chief of Staff, and Hu Xiushan as Deputy Commander, concurrently serving as Commander of the 2nd Group Army. On December 1, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan arrived in Pyongyang, where the 2nd Group Army Headquarters was located.

The battlefield terrain structure had been completed on the headquarters' sand table. The three men observed it for a moment before Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan asked Operations Staff Officer Zheng Xuhu to introduce the mission of the Eastern Front's 4th Group Army.

Zheng Xuhu, twenty-seven years old—the average age of the first batch of Northeast Army commanders—spoke in Mandarin with a Shaanxi accent. "The 4th Group Army is commanded by Major General Li Zhengqing. It has jurisdiction over four armies, totaling 160,000 troops, responsible for the defense of eastern Korea and protecting the flanks of the 2nd and 3rd Group Armies in the west."

Seeing that Hu Xiushan did not raise any questions, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Xiushan, what do you think of this arrangement?"

Hu Xiushan remained silent for a moment before replying, "I still have some concerns about whether we should retreat to the Yalu River. A few years ago, when the Chairman first proposed the plan, we all felt that holding the Yalu River would already exceed the limits of our strength. Now, it seems we might potentially hold northern Korea. Many comrades are currently facing this temptation."

Xu Chengfeng looked grim but said nothing. Cheng Ruofan, however, smiled. "It is human nature to long for Shu after obtaining Long. It is not strange for comrades to think this way, but if comrades who shouldn't be thinking this way still harbor such thoughts, it indicates they are not suitable for their positions."

Upon hearing Cheng Ruofan put it this way, Xu Chengfeng could roughly confirm Hu Xiushan's thoughts. But this matter was important, so Xu Chengfeng stared at Hu Xiushan, waiting for him to give a more explicit answer.

What Hu Xiushan was thinking was exactly what Cheng Ruofan had said. Possessing a strong offensive spirit was not a bad thing; there were some battles that simply had to be led by that type of general. However, in the current campaign arrangement, the dynamics of offense and defense had shifted. With the Northeast Army switching from the offensive to the defensive, commanders full of offensive spirit might not necessarily be suitable. This was especially true since the Northeast Army had sufficient training but lacked sufficient accumulated experience. When pressure came crashing down like a landslide, a sharp blade would often snap before an iron pillar.

Since Cheng Ruofan had already spoken to that extent, Hu Xiushan said, "I have already written a plan and want to make adjustments to the troops. Let's go over there to discuss it."

Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan followed Hu Xiushan to the adjacent office. Soon, the plan for selecting defensive troops was placed before the two of them. Inside Korea, there were now the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Group Armies. There were a total of 11 armies, 440,000 men. Adding the 250,000 logistics troops and 10,000 air force troops, the total was 700,000.

The 700,000 troops were deployed within two defensive systems. The first defensive system was mainly distributed about 60 kilometers south of Pyongyang. The second defensive system was located north of Pyongyang, right in the area of the Chosin Reservoir where the Japanese Korea Army had been annihilated, 100 kilometers from the Yalu River.

After the Northeast Army retreated to the second defense line, it would form a unified entity with the Liaodong Peninsula. This was also the maximum distance the General Staff had believed, a few years ago, that the Northeast Army could project power. With the rapid development of construction in the Northeast, the General Staff finally understood where He Rui's previous feeling of 'seemingly having other ideas' came from.

Xu Chengfeng largely agreed with Hu Xiushan's view. The current campaign plan was to inflict maximum casualties on the Japanese army on the two defense lines, then retreat the troops to the Yalu River defense line. Officers who could execute orders well would have slightly more passive elements in their personalities. If described with high emotional intelligence, they were 'more reliable.'

Having studied the plan, Xu Chengfeng looked at Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan said with some hesitation, "I think the most important thing right now is that while there is no problem with the operational plan, none of us have experience in judging who can better execute the retreat plan."

Xu Chengfeng and Hu Xiushan were both stunned. What Cheng Ruofan knew, the two of them also knew. But in terms of focus, Cheng Ruofan was quite different from them. At this stage, Cheng Ruofan's perspective had a bit more grandeur.

But none of the three could solve this problem. Retreat was inherently the most difficult part of tactics, and large-scale retreat especially so. Saying too much would turn into complaining. After all, before the campaign, the headquarters had not been that optimistic about the large-scale use of trucks. As the rapid movement of army-level scales became a reality, a sense of dependence on trucks had unconsciously emerged.

Cheng Ruofan suppressed the restlessness that had popped up in his heart from time to time these days, analyzing with the calmest mood possible, "Since none of us know how to fight this battle well, I agree with Xiushan's view. Let's settle for the second best option. Once the parameters in the campaign execution are reached, we begin the next step. What does everyone think about not taking the battlefield situation as the most important reference standard?"

Xu Chengfeng was the first to express agreement with this view. Watching Hu Xiushan still thinking, Xu Chengfeng could understand Hu Xiushan's unwillingness, because Xu Chengfeng was also very unwilling. Over the past seven years, Xu Chengfeng was very clear about the massive progress the Northeast Army and he himself had made in military affairs. It was on the basis of such massive progress that Xu Chengfeng could truly see what a huge gap existed between himself and the Northeast Army and the top level in the military field. This self-awareness was both an incentive and a source of huge frustration. Cheng Ruofan's ability to frankly admit that the Northeast Army did not possess the ability to retreat hundreds of thousands of troops was a magnanimity worthy of admiration.

Finally, Hu Xiushan spoke. " regarding coastal defense and the arrangement of frontline support troops, choose commanders with strong initiative. The operational goals they must bear are very clear, and they must complete the objectives."

The three men didn't need to say anything more; they all began to bend over their desks to write their views on the characteristics of these two types of commanders. After finishing, the three exchanged ideas first. Only then did they invite the person in charge of personnel in to consult. A total of six people discussed and reached a rough conclusion, then sent it to the relevant departments for assessment.

Such judgment was based on the matter, not the person. The relevant departments within the army conducted a comparative analysis based on combat reports. After picking through large stacks of forms, they handed a box of reports to the Korean Theater Frontline Command on the third day.

Behind every list was a record of relevant combat reports. These people's military service resumes and their performance in the wars they had participated in were all recorded. Although some units had not yet been thrown into war and had no record of actual combat experience, based on the headquarters' impression, they basically conformed to the content required by the overall arrangement.

After participating in the discussion of the last list, Xu Chengfeng stood up wearily. "Let's leave it at this. Send it to the General Headquarters."

As the Commander-in-Chief of the Northeast Army, He Rui was not at the headquarters at this time. Over these years, as the Northeast Government's industrial sector began to accumulate technical experience from scratch, the problem of technological iteration naturally appeared. When an existing technology had been applied for a long time and thoroughly understood from principle to practice, some engineers would feel that the existing technology was not smart enough, not dexterous enough, not effective enough. And they proposed new ideas.

At this time, if technology in other related fields achieved breakthroughs that could satisfy the technological prerequisites required by these ideas, new technology might appear, thereby replacing old technology. Xu Chengfeng and the others actually hadn't thought about it, so they hadn't consciously realized that everyone's dissatisfaction with war practice was precisely the result of military technology iteration. Moreover, the Northeast Army was also attempting to complete a new technological iteration through this war practice.

In the technical field, this technological iteration actually appeared with old Mr. Tesla. The Northeast Government had invited this mysterious old gentleman, originally with a bit of the intention of 'buying horse bones for a thousand gold' (seeking talent with great sincerity). In reality, it was also the case; not many of the technologies provided by Mr. Tesla could be used immediately. Many ideas were directly rejected by He Rui and the high-level officials of the power system in terms of direction. Because those ideas were already fantasies, not reality.

However, the old gentleman had mixed in the United States for so long after all, and still had some connections. Through these connections, the sputtering deposition technology research that had been forced upon the Northeast Institute of Electronics, after receiving equipment R&D support from American partners, and combined with the magnetron technology developed by the Northeast Institute of Electromagnetics, could actually produce products with a 10% pass rate.

This matter forced He Rui to devote time to this aspect, holding a series of meetings with young practitioners in various related fields regarding its application areas and related technology iteration fields.

After the meeting, the excited young people surrounded him to ask questions. He Rui could only break away from everyone and go back to handle official business first. After reading the documents from the headquarters earlier, He Rui felt much more at ease.

Xu Chengfeng and the others felt they hadn't mastered the ability to retreat effectively, and He Rui also didn't possess the ability to command the battlefield retreat of hundreds of thousands of people. However, with technological iteration, once the information age arrived, an army of hundreds of thousands could respond to various war situations at any time and implement retreat in an orderly manner. At this stage, everyone could only rely on their own comprehension and battle-hardened battlefield intuition.

He Rui didn't want to put pressure on his comrades, so he could only note: "The General Headquarters agrees with the Frontline Command's plan."

After finishing this matter, He Rui saw an interesting piece of news in the next document. The President of the White Russian Provisional Government in London, Denikin, had made a request to the Northeast side, demanding that the Northeast Government hand over the 16 tons of gold stored in the Northeast Bank to the 'Russian Provisional Government.' Because this money should belong to the Russian Provisional Government.

He Rui immediately felt that this must be the British wanting to stir up trouble. At this stage, Britain recognized Denikin's Russian government-in-exile, and France recognized Kolchak's Russian government-in-exile. The Beiyang side did not recognize these Russian exiles, nor did it recognize the Soviet government.

The gold stored in the Northeast Bank had been taken from the old Tsarist Russian treasury in Kazan by the Kolchak government-in-exile, and most of it had been used to purchase weapons, equipment, and supplies provided by the Northeast Government.

From every angle, the government-in-exile represented by Denikin had the least reason to demand this gold from the Northeast Government. He Rui invited Zhao Tianlin over. When Zhao Tianlin arrived, it was already dark. In the cafeteria, Zhao Tianlin asked while eating, "Chairman, legally speaking, this is an inheritance case. Are there any difficulties?"

He Rui smiled. "This case has no difficulty. But Britain, that shit-stirring stick, never acts lightly. Once it acts, there will be follow-up moves. So, Director Zhao, please guide this case. Please be sure to use this case to prove the Northeast Government's legal capabilities."

As a legal expert, Zhao Tianlin did not boast. He simply replied, "I will organize people to analyze and study this case."

In the following days, every department in the Northeast continued its work. Zhao Tianlin first sent a formal official document to Denikin, held a press conference, and through connections, published announcements and news in major British and French newspapers such as *The Times* and *Le Figaro*.

'According to the principle of territoriality in international law, Mr. Denikin's request to the Northeast Government is incorrect. The correct method is to file a petition with the Northeast Court for trial. Mr. Denikin is requested to contact the Northeast Court within 30 days of receiving the formal document.'

This immediately caused a huge sensation in Europe and America. For the average onlooker, 16 tons of gold was an unimaginably huge wealth. This wealth also originated from the Russian Tsar.

Royalty, death, women, wealth. No matter which one, they were the most exciting content elements in novels and newly emerging film works.

Such things had been seen so much in books and movies, but now that it was really being staged in reality, for a time, even the war between the Northeast and Japan no longer attracted the attention of the European and American public.

Although Zhao Tianlin knew there was such a possibility, he didn't expect things to really reach this step. Moreover, He Rui's prediction was correct. The British Minister to China, who had long plotted this, immediately took out the full power of attorney from the Denikin government-in-exile and handed the case over to a British law firm in China.

Two days later, several diplomats from the Beiyang Government came to visit Zhao Tianlin, led by Lu Zhengxiang. Upon seeing Zhao Tianlin, Lu Zhengxiang first expressed his congratulations to Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao's response to the gold inheritance case this time fully conforms to judicial norms, preventing Britain from making a fuss. It can be called a model in both judiciary and diplomacy. Therefore, I personally came to congratulate you."

Zhao Tianlin exchanged a few pleasantries and then replied, "Mr. Lu is a senior who has participated in so many international conferences. Since Mr. Lu has come personally, I wonder what advice you have for me?"

Lu Zhengxiang immediately answered, "Since Britain's move has been frustrated, they will inevitably use other means. France supports the Kolchak government-in-exile. I presume Director Zhao is already prepared for how to deal with French intervention."

Zhao Tianlin actually hadn't considered it completely, so he smiled and said, "I still need to ask Mr. Lu for advice on this matter."

Lu Zhengxiang and the others had come to cooperate, so they didn't put on airs and directly took out a prepared analysis. Zhao Tianlin invited the cadres of the Justice Department, and everyone discussed it together.

Sure enough, as Lu Zhengxiang had expected, the next day, France also took out the full power of attorney from the Kolchak provisional government, stating that this gold should belong to the Kolchak provisional government. What was originally a seemingly nonsensical and funny event turned into an international incident in the blink of an eye.

The Northeast Government was facing both Britain and France at the same time. Zhao Tianlin remembered He Rui's understated arrangement, and a determination to successfully resolve this matter was born in his heart again.

Preparedness averts peril. The Northeast Government had not underestimated this matter from the beginning, and with the cooperation of so many experts, this matter could surely be resolved smoothly.
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The Shenyang Intermediate Court's statement from the Northeast Government was immediately transmitted to Europe and America, causing global onlookers following the matter to sit up and take notice.

"...The gold deposited in the Northeast Bank originally belonged to the Tsarist Russian government. According to the laws of Tsarist Russia, its ownership should belong to... Therefore, anyone who believes they possess inheritance rights must, within 180 days starting from December 6, 1922 (China Time), present identification provided by a current legal government to the Northeast Government Shenyang Intermediate Court and submit their proof of identity."

That very day, in London, Paris, and Washington, quite a few individuals began discussing whether they could obtain proof of their inheritance rights to the Tsarist Russian gold from countries in South America and elsewhere.

Where there is law, there are naturally loopholes. For instance, since the Northeast Government required proof signed by a "legal government," the Haitian government, composed mostly of black citizens, was also a legal government. If the Haitian government issued a certificate recognizing someone as the heir to the Russian Tsar's gold, it would be a legal document.

Regardless of what those opportunists or fraudsters thought, Britain and France—as the architects of the Versailles System—naturally understood what game the Northeast Government was playing. One of the most effective tools of government organization is "delay."

If someone brought proof documents issued by a legal government to the Northeast, the Northeast Government would naturally have to screen them one by one. This could take anywhere from a few years to over a decade, or even several decades.

Therefore, Britain and France separately announced that the only legal governments were those supported by Britain and France, and that no others were legal heirs.

Even before Britain and France made their announcements, the Soviet Union had publicly declared that the Soviet Union was the sole legal government inheriting from Tsarist Russia and possessed the only valid claim to the gold.

Governments around the world understood clearly that while this matter was amusing, it was not suitable for their intervention. After all, reckless intervention wouldn't get them the gold, but would instead garner hostility for their unserious actions.

In the following days, various governments expressed their positions, stating they did not believe any relatives of the Tsar resided in their countries, nor did they host a Russian government-in-exile. The matter, which could have been dragged out for a long time, returned to the Northeast Government's court.

Zhao Tianlin and Lu Zhengxiang, reviewing the recent progress, felt quite fortunate. It wasn't that they feared troublemakers, but that the actions of these governments undoubtedly recognized the Northeast Government's judicial jurisdiction. This was an excellent standpoint.

Lu Zhengxiang, who had suffered so many defeats in diplomacy, sighed. "The only thing to worry about now is the possibility of Britain and France raising the issue of 'Consular Jurisdiction.'"

Hearing "Consular Jurisdiction," Zhao Tianlin's lips pressed together tightly, his gaze turning sharp.

Also known as "Extraterritoriality," it refers to the right of a foreign consul to try and sentence a citizen of their country according to their own national laws when that citizen becomes a defendant in a civil or criminal suit in the host country. In modern Chinese history, Western powers obtained this privilege through unequal treaties forced upon the Chinese government. Before the Opium War, criminals from Western capitalist countries who broke the law in China had repeatedly resisted trial by the Chinese government. In 1842, the Sino-British *General Regulations of Trade* (also known as the *Convention of Chuenpi*) stipulated: "British merchants... involved in disputes or lawsuits with inland residents shall be subject to British jurisdiction." This was the beginning of the seizure of consular jurisdiction.

Therefore, under the Northeast's drug laws, anyone found carrying drugs upon capture could be immediately convicted. Conviction basically meant the death penalty, and execution would be carried out immediately after the trial concluded.

Only foreigners carrying small amounts, whose crimes did not warrant death, would see foreign consuls rushing over to demand their release based on consular jurisdiction.

And every time this happened, the Northeast side would use the newspapers to imply that these countries were nations of drug traffickers. At the time, Zhao Tianlin had been somewhat worried, but once the war started and the Northeast Army achieved early victories, he no longer feared.

When Lu Zhengxiang raised the suggestion, Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "This is a civil case; there are no criminals. Consular Jurisdiction does not apply."

Soon, some domestic newspapers began discussing "Consular Jurisdiction." The *Northeast Daily* immediately published an article fiercely attacking them, titled *"Are They Stupid? Or Are They Evil?"*

In the *Northeast Daily* article, it argued that fearing anything related to foreigners because one doesn't know what fields "Consular Jurisdiction" actually covers is "stupidity." Knowing the scope of "Consular Jurisdiction" but deliberately confusing the public is "evil."

At the end of the newspaper article, a poem by He Rui was published:

*"A sudden thunderstorm explodes over the earth,* *And a white-bone demon rises from the heap.* *The monk, a fool, may yet be taught,* *But the demon, malevolent, must breed disaster.* *The Golden Monkey swings his massive cudgel,* *Clearing the dust from the jade-like firmament.* *Today we hail the Great Sage, Sun,* *Only because the demonic mist has returned again."*

The British probably couldn't understand Chinese poetry, but the Chinese could. Many old literati wrote articles mocking He Rui, saying he was never known for his poetry and prose, and that what he wrote now was merely doggerel.

Facing these few attacks, the Northeast Government and the *Northeast Daily* ignored them completely. What needed to be said had been said; those people were just seeking fame through provocation.

The most important thing for the Northeast right now was war preparation; what was said didn't really matter. This matter was only handled carefully because it involved a wide range of issues.

In Tokyo, Japanese Foreign Minister Uchida Kosai finished reading the report and sighed slightly. He had heard of He Rui's diplomatic abilities, and now he felt that He Rui was indeed quite capable. Although this matter wasn't inherently important—it was meant to cause trouble for He Rui, and incidentally create a better diplomatic environment for Japan to issue bonds.

In He Rui's *Introduction to Geopolitics*, he analyzed so-called "national character" based on geopolitics. Uchida Kosai had read it with great admiration. He Rui believed that Japan's narrow territory and large population created a highly involuted, man-marking-man society. Japanese people were extremely meticulous in their work because each person only had that one thing to do. If they didn't do it well, there was nowhere to hide. Therefore, they naturally placed great importance on details.

By comparison, great powers were relatively rough and carefree. It wasn't that great powers were naturally this way, but if a great power tried to operate like Japan, its state system would collapse in minutes.

So, seeing the Northeast Government react with agility, courtesy, and restraint, Uchida Kosai, while impressed, felt a sense of unease rise in his heart.

Governing a great power was naturally much more difficult than governing a small country. In a small country, one could be a brilliant and stunning figure; but in the politics of a great power, one often only received evaluations of being disciplined and reliable.

But once a brilliant and stunning figure appeared in a great power, it would inevitably be a disaster for the surrounding small countries.

Would He Rui become a disaster for the countries surrounding China?
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Cold air from Siberia swept southward across the Far East. Harbin, Shenyang, Tieling, Pyongyang, Seoul, Tokyo, Osaka—cities under the dark clouds were dim. In the gloomy cloud layer, snowflakes drifted down. It had just turned midnight. Many cities and suburbs were already a vast expanse of white.

The melodious bells ringing over the cities reminded those who could hear them that the beginning of the year 1923, January 1st, had arrived.

In the Northeast Army controlled zone north of Seoul, the 2nd Army Group with four armies was on the western front facing the Japanese army. The 3rd Army Group with four armies held the flank on the west coast of northern Korea and served as the frontline reserve. The 4th Army Group with four armies held the east coast of northern Korea.

Three army groups, twelve fully equipped and staffed armies, 480,000 officers and soldiers had withdrawn from civil engineering work and were sleeping with their weapons, ready to meet the Japanese counterattack at any time.

Behind the western front forces, there were 100,000 troops. These troops were ready to provide supplementary manpower to the frontline forces at any time to maintain the combat strength of the frontline units intact.

Further south than these troops were six armies on the second line of defense, 240,000 troops. If the frontline forces could successfully complete their mission and withdraw here, they would immediately shoulder the combat duties.

If the frontline forces encountered a crisis and needed reinforcements to turn the tide of battle, these troops would leave the defense line to reinforce the frontline units.

If the frontline forces suffered a devastating blow, these troops would gather the scattered units while executing the mission of defending against the Japanese attack.

Between these three lines of forces, 250,000 logistics troops were ready for transport on the railway lines and highways. Depending on orders at any time, they would deliver weapons, ammunition, and personnel to the front line, or transport the wounded and troops from the front line to the rear.

The Air Force had already constructed 20 airfields in northern Korea. Although the snowy weather was greatly affecting the Air Force's sortie rate now, the Air Force ground crews were rapidly clearing the runways. When the weather cleared, planes could take off at any time.

The maximum troop strength the Northeast Government could support in Korea was these 1.08 million men. Even though the Northeast Army's transportation capacity was like a bowstring ready to snap at any moment, emitting a silent creaking sound, the frontline deployment was still completed to the maximum extent.

Every army of the Northeast Army was equipped with 120 120mm artillery pieces. Among them, every regiment had its own four 120mm mortars, three 120mm infantry guns, and six 75mm infantry guns. Every battalion was equipped with 80mm mortars.

Every squad was equipped with a squad machine gun, as well as 60mm mortars.

Although from the perspective of the overall campaign, the Northeast Army did not intend to defend Korea to the death. However, the operational determination of the Korean Front Command was very firm. Even if they were to abandon Korea, if the Japanese army could not break through the Northeast Army's defense line, there was absolutely no reason to abandon the defense line.

In Seoul and southern Korea south of Seoul, Japan's performance in conscription and army building even surpassed that of the Northeast Army. Even as the side that was sneak-attacked, Japan still transported a total of 25 divisions, 700,000 troops, in over two months.

These 700,000 Japanese troops were either active-duty units or composed of reserves. Since the Sino-Japanese War, Japan's thirty years of military accumulation allowed them to quickly make up for their losses, pulling the combat power of both sides back to a level of parity.

Among the logistics troops providing material support for these 700,000 troops were 200,000 Japanese soldiers, as well as a powerful logistics transport force composed of 300,000 Koreans conscripted at this stage.

In the Japanese homeland, four well-organized divisions were under the command of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. 20 newly formed divisions were rapidly completing their organization.

On the Northeast land, a similar number of troops were also being rapidly completed.

One million men on the front line, one million men ready to go to the front line.

In the wind and snow, although the air was cold, it was fresh and moist, without the smell of gunpowder smoke, without the smell of blood.

Braving the wind and snow, the car Ishiwara Kanji was riding in arrived at the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo. As soon as he entered the conference room, Ishiwara Kanji was choked by the strong smell of smoke. Although the high-ranking military officers sat straight, they were all smoking.

Major General Ishiwara Kanji hurriedly said to the Commander: "Commander, it is completed."

The Commander of the Imperial General Headquarters just nodded, and immediately ordered the adjutant: "Circulate the plan to everyone."

Not long after Ishiwara Kanji sat down, a document was passed over from the hand of Ugaki Kazushige, the Vice Commander of the 2nd Expeditionary Army, who was next to him. Ishiwara saw the campaign launch time. January 10th.



★


Chapter 298: Seoul Counterattack (Part 1)

Volume 3 — Chapter 78

❧ ❧ ❧


The document circulated once around the Imperial General Headquarters meeting before finally returning to the hands of General Yamanashi Hanzō's adjutant, who put it away.

General Yamanashi Hanzō stood up. "Since the Meiji Restoration, the Empire has worked hard to become strong, and our national power has risen. For decades, we have been victorious in every conquest, invincible in all directions. Today, we face a shameless sneak attack by the enemy. His Majesty the Emperor is furious, and the people are indignant. This counterattack must retake Korea, invade Manchuria and Mongolia, and crush the enemy bandits. I hope you gentlemen will distinguish yourselves on the battlefield and achieve meritorious deeds for the Emperor!"

"Hai!" The generals in the Imperial Headquarters responded in unison.

General Yamanashi scanned the generals, seeing determination and resolve on every face. He continued, "In the first phase of the counterattack, the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army will launch a frontal assault on the enemy's defensive line, striving for a breakthrough. The Second Expeditionary Army will seek opportunities to land on the enemy's flank, forming an envelopment to annihilate them in one stroke. You will receive specific orders very shortly. Now, stand up! Tenno Heika Banzai! (Long live His Majesty the Emperor!)"

All the generals rose and shouted along with General Yamanashi: "Tenno Heika Banzai! Banzai! Banzai!"

As soon as the meeting ended, Ishiwara Kanji, who had arrived in a hurry, left the Imperial Headquarters with the Second Expeditionary Army Commander Suzuki Kantarō and Vice Commander Ugaki Kazushige. The three of them got into the same car and headed straight for Tokyo Port.

On the road to the port, the congestion that had persisted for more than two months had finally eased as large quantities of troops and equipment were shipped to Korea. There were few pedestrians on the snow-covered road, only columns of soldiers marching through the snow on either side of the road, heading toward the port.

Not long after getting into the car, Vice Commander Lieutenant General Ugaki lit a cigarette. Ishiwara Kanji expected someone to say something, but the three remained silent until the car stopped at the pier. The waiting officer immediately opened the door. As soon as the three got out, the officer saluted, "Excellencies, please board the ship immediately."

Lieutenant General Ugaki then walked over to Lieutenant General Suzuki. "Commander, we will wait for you in Nagasaki."

Lieutenant General Suzuki Kantarō, full of worry, sighed, "Commander Ugaki, bon voyage. I will follow with the fleet."

Once on board, just as the long whistle signaling departure ended, Lieutenant General Ugaki spoke up. "Ishiwara-kun, Excellency Suzuki doesn't seem to agree with your plan."

Ishiwara Kanji replied decisively, "This subordinate also believes that beaching a large number of ships in winter is a difficult method to accept. It is already very surprising to this subordinate that it passed at the Imperial Headquarters."

It was Ishiwara Kanji—who, from the very beginning of the Second Headquarters' repeated discussions, did not believe there would be a second chance—who had proposed this. In order to land as quickly as possible, they had to accept the loss of many ships due to beaching.

Like the Navy, Lieutenant General Ugaki initially did not agree with the idea of letting troops wade ashore in the cold winter. But simply unable to find any other plan, the Second Headquarters had been forced to reluctantly accept Ishiwara's suggestion.

Looking at Ishiwara's grim expression, Lieutenant General Ugaki spoke, seeming both to encourage and to warn him. "Ishiwara-kun, if the landing plan fails, we will have no choice but to commit seppuku to apologize."

Ishiwara Kanji did not answer, but there was a touch of disdain in his heart. In fact, after considering the situation comprehensively, Ishiwara had long reached the conclusion that a counterattack should not be launched at this stage at all. Although Ishiwara was a thorn in the side of his superiors, he was not a fool. He knew very well that this could not be said under any circumstances.

When he was in Korea, Ishiwara and Nagata Tetsuzan had discussed the future course of the war. Both discovered that the other's judgment was identical to their own. However, when they were about to touch upon whether to seek an armistice, they ended the topic with a tacit understanding, without even dropping a hint.

Nagata Tetsuzan's tone had been heavy but full of determination. "The enemy's understanding of war is already above that of the Imperial Army. Ishiwara-kun is a rare talent of this era. If Ishiwara-kun cannot become a general with a voice, I fear the counterattack will result in a new disastrous defeat."

Ishiwara recognized Nagata's political strength and strategic vision. Hearing Nagata frankly admit that the counterattack might fail, Ishiwara also recognized Nagata's magnanimity. Compared to Ugaki, who actually mentioned seppuku during a conversation, Nagata was more suitable to be a leader of the army.

As if there were some telepathy, or perhaps because he was facing the same situation as Ishiwara Kanji, Nagata Tetsuzan, the Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, received the secret telegram to start the war on January 10th and couldn't help but sigh secretly. *If only Ishiwara were at the Expeditionary Army Headquarters right now.*

Like Ishiwara, Nagata only thought about it for a moment before throwing himself back into the war effort. At least in the Manchuria-Mongolia Headquarters, because they didn't have to cooperate with the Navy, no one mentioned things like seppuku due to excessive pressure. All the officers were doing their utmost to prepare for war.

Major General Okamura Yasuji had little color in his face. Even though he had finally been able to sleep these past few days, the heavy workload still left him exhausted. Placing a report in front of Nagata, Okamura couldn't help but let out a breath. Nagata picked up the report and couldn't help but sigh as well. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army General Staff had finally completed the plan and testing for rapidly moving nine hundred 150mm heavy guns northward.

"Okamura-kun, good work," Nagata praised.

But Okamura Yasuji said, "Chief of Staff, I think we should launch the campaign ahead of schedule. We can absolutely deploy in front of the enemy's first line of defense before January 10th."

Nagata had the same intention. The date set by the Imperial Headquarters was just a deadline; the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters could absolutely choose a start time that suited them. Since Okamura made such a suggestion, it meant the Operations Section believed the war could already be launched.

Taking Okamura along, Nagata went to see the Expeditionary Army Commander, Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi. After the three talked for quite a while, Lieutenant General Terauchi immediately ordered the division commanders of the six divisions on the Seoul front to come to headquarters for a meeting.

The six divisions were the 7th, 8th, 9th, 10th, 11th, and 12th Divisions, all elites of the Japanese Army.

Upon learning that Terauchi Hisaichi had decided to launch the counterattack, the division commanders, who had already led their troops into position two days prior, immediately stood up with intense emotion. "Commander, Excellency, please give the order!"

Terauchi Hisaichi did not waste words either. "Gentlemen, tomorrow at dawn, we attack."

At dawn on January 2, 1922, Nagata Tetsuzan looked at the silent Northeast Army positions across from him from a high ground. For two months, the two sides had not been shrinking in their trenches without moving. Both the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army had launched harassment attacks.

Initially, it was the Northeast Army conducting "Cold Gun, Cold Cannon" attacks. They would send troops to ambush near Japanese positions at night, launching sudden attacks when they saw an opportunity, and then retreating under the cover of Northeast Army artillery after achieving results.

The Japanese Army suffered losses and quickly learned the Northeast Army's tactics, returning the favor with the same sniping and shelling. In comparison, the Japanese were more fearless of death and gained a slight advantage.

The Northeast Army then shifted tactics to counter the Japanese sniping and shelling. The Japanese changed accordingly. Every day, there was fighting on the front lines, and every day, loyal and brave Japanese soldiers were killed in action.

Nagata had seen the Northeast Army's battle lines many times through his binoculars, and now he looked again. It was a very tightly arranged line. In the pure white snow, a large number of slightly protruding thin lines were the trenches and communication trenches dug by the Northeast Army. Those loach-like Northeast Army soldiers relied on these fortifications to enter their positions. Over the past two months, thousands of Japanese soldiers had fallen in front of the Northeast Army's positions.

Putting down the binoculars, Nagata checked his pocket watch. The time had reached 6:21 AM. The snow had stopped, and the clear sky was as pure as a boundless blue transparent curtain.

Before Nagata could ask, a dense sound like firecrackers began to ring out from the rear. Countless whistling sounds cut through the air and reached Nagata's ears. Immediately, the earth beneath his feet began to tremble.

The Northeast Army's trenches, communication trenches, and minefields all began to shake. The snow covering the ground was torn apart like thin gauze and immediately melted. The shells of the 150mm field guns blasted patches of ground, sending soil flying. It wasn't just the position before Nagata's eyes; the entire tens-of-kilometers-long battle line was bombarded by the Japanese Army's nine hundred 150mm guns.

The smoke of explosions mixed with water vapor, plus the soil on the ground that had its moisture instantly baked out, blended into a black screen that shrouded the Northeast Army's lines.

Within two minutes, the Northeast Army's 120mm field guns began to return fire. The first batch of 120mm guns had been firing for less than five minutes when the Japanese 150mm guns began suppression fire.

This round of shelling lasted for fifteen minutes. Nagata felt the soles of his feet going somewhat numb.

As soon as the Japanese shelling ended, four divisions launched the first wave of attacks across the tens of kilometers of battle line. While passing through the minefields, some Japanese soldiers were blown away by landmines, but these fish that had slipped through the net of the shelling no longer had any ability to obstruct the advance. Shouting, the Japanese soldiers crossed the thoroughly battered Northeast Army positions, surged into the first line of defense, and advanced one kilometer forward.

After occupying the Northeast Army's first line of defense, they began to advance rapidly toward the front. On the pure white snow, several communication trenches led directly to the Northeast Army's second line of defense. A Japanese squad entered a communication trench, and after walking twenty or thirty meters, they triggered a landmine. In the communication trench, the fragments and shockwave of the explosion spread along the trench, instantly leaving over a dozen Japanese soldiers lying in pools of their own blood.

Using engineers to clear mines while advancing was too much of a waste of time. The Japanese had to use the 150mm guns to cover the area with bombardment again. The shells swept across the open ground like weeding, and the white snow was blasted into nothingness. The Japanese troops then used the shell craters to begin their attack on the Northeast Army's second line of defense.

Although the second line of defense also suffered shelling, when the Japanese approached, they still encountered resistance from the Northeast Army. Nagata received battle reports on the front line at all times. The fighting on the second line was proceeding very bloodily. Both the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army were using mortars and 75mm field guns. In previous battles, the Japanese had already learned that the Northeast Army used a 75mm gun similar to the French one. Although this artillery had been suppressed by the German 105mm howitzers in field battles, that did not mean it lost its power in close-range trench warfare. On the contrary, because this artillery nicknamed "Miss 75" was inherently suitable for this kind of combat, and both the Japanese and Northeast armies had chosen the most effective weapon, it meant the fighting would be extremely cruel.

Just as Nagata expected, the attack on the Northeast Army's second line encountered determined defense. The first wave of attacks by all four divisions had to temporarily withdraw due to excessive casualties.

At this time, the Japanese 150mm howitzers had already moved their positions and began a new round of firing. The retreating Japanese troops quickly reorganized and prepared for the next round of attacks.

The immense power of the 150mm guns shattered the Northeast Army's second line of defense, and the Japanese Army's new attack did not encounter resistance. The troops successfully arrived in front of the Northeast Army's third position. The Northeast Army continued to bravely block the Japanese on the third position.

Nagata did not want to hear combat reports. He simply demanded that the troops immediately clarify one question: "Exactly how many casualties has the Northeast Army suffered on the position?"

As the battle for the third position unfolded fiercely, the report was delivered to Nagata. "Report. We found approximately one thousand enemy corpses on the enemy position. Most were killed by our infantry; over three hundred were killed by artillery."

A wave of disappointment rose in Nagata's heart. Over a thousand enemy troops was not a small number, but over a thousand enemy troops across dozens of kilometers was truly very few. Nagata asked, "What are our army's casualties so far?"

"Report, Chief of Staff. There are over 2,800 men."

Hearing this number, not only Nagata, but the other staff officers also changed their expressions. The Japanese Army possessed clustered heavy artillery, yet they had still fought to a 1:3 exchange ratio. The Northeast Army's defense was truly hateful!
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Defending the Seoul defense line was the 5th Corps. The defense line consisted of five layers of positions, with the Corps Headquarters situated three kilometers behind the fifth line. Corps Commander Tang Yanming, hearing the battle report that the wounded on the first two lines could basically not be evacuated and the positions were directly torn apart by Japanese heavy artillery, could not help but sigh, "Alas..."

The Corps Chief of Staff already understood that withdrawal was imperative at this point. The ratio of enemy to friendly forces was 3:1, and the artillery ratio exceeded 10:1. Moreover, the Japanese determination to fight was incomparably firm. Just as he was preparing to suggest a retreat, he heard Commander Tang order: "Order the troops to begin retreating. The artillery will transfer to the fourth line of positions. When the Japanese attack, fire all shells, then launch a counterattack to beat the Japanese back. Once the Japanese retreat, we will withdraw immediately."

The order was immediately conveyed to the front lines, and the Japanese troops attacking the Northeast Army's third line of positions immediately felt intense pressure. The Northeast Army's shells fell like rain, forcing the Japanese attack formations to disperse. Although after destroying the Northeast Army's positions they would no longer face Northeast Army counterattacks, the Japanese also lost the reliance of complete cover. In shell craters and broken trenches, the Japanese could not even maintain squad-scale formations, only barely managing to dodge shelling as individual squads.

During the momentary pause in the attack, with the sound of the charge bugle, the Northeast Army's counterattack began.

It was a tactic the Japanese still could not understand; small teams poured into the Japanese midst through the gaps like quicksilver spilling onto the ground. Once inside the Japanese positions, the Northeast Army only attacked the Japanese to their left, right, and front. As long as the Japanese in front could not block the Northeast Army small teams, the Northeast Army continued to break through forward. Soon, the Japanese went from fighting on the front to being attacked by the Northeast Army from the front, back, left, and right.

Many Japanese infantry squads attempted to block the Northeast Army from the front. While the battle was ongoing, a Northeast Army combat team would suddenly appear on their flank or rear. The Japanese infantry squads, caught off guard, were all killed by submachine gun fire from behind.

The Northeast Army combat teams that annihilated the enemy before them then used more open passages to continue outflanking to the Japanese rear. Even though the Japanese had superior numbers, they could not find the 'Northeast Army Battalion' they imagined they could confront. Let alone company-level combat units, they could not even find platoon-level combat units.

In the brief and intense battle, the Japanese had to begin retreating. The Northeast Army drove the Japanese completely out of the third line of positions, then suddenly broke contact with the Japanese.

The combat teams broke up into parts and quickly entered the communication trenches under command orders, retreating to the rear positions with all their might. Just as the troops left the positions, they felt the mountain ground beneath their feet shaking like a wild horse. Some soldiers, their legs numb, fell directly to their knees.

"Hands on the ground, crawl forward!" Regardless of whether the people around them were from their own unit, every company commander, platoon commander, squad leader, and team leader shouted reminders, pulling up comrades who had fallen nearby, hunching over, and retreating along the communication trenches as fast as possible.

Ten minutes of Japanese shelling time, plus the time it took for the Japanese to cross two lines of positions at a slow speed—this was all the time the frontline infantry had to retreat.

Every 150mm howitzer shell blasted a crater several meters in diameter. The fragments kicked up by the explosion bloomed like flowers of death, each death flower ten meters in diameter. Compared to this, the infantry retreating from the positions were as tiny as ants.

Even without formation, everyone supported each other, pulled each other, shouted to guide directions, and retreated quickly along the slender communication trenches.

The engineers on the positions quickly laid mines, and the artillery and heavy machine gunners destroyed their guns before beginning to retreat.

The fifth line of positions was set on the side of the ridge facing the Japanese. Through a tunnel passing through the ridge, within the range of Japanese 150mm artillery, a large number of truck soldiers, unafraid of death, drove trucks to the foot of the mountain, waiting for the infantry. Soldiers carrying rifles and other weapons skillfully leaped onto the trucks. Once a truck was full, it retreated to the rear. The vacated spot was then filled by a new empty truck.

Having to abandon heavy weapons made the 5th Corps' division, regiment, and battalion commanders very uncomfortable. However, at this moment, they could not care about that much; retreating was the top priority.

5th Corps Commander Tang Yanming looked at the headquarters staff who had quickly organized documents and begun to retreat, and sighed. However, seeing the equally dispirited Chief of Staff, Tang Yanming patted him forcefully on the shoulder. "Don't worry, the rear has already prepared heavy equipment for us. At the next line of defense, it will be the Japanese turn to bleed rivers of blood!"

The Chief of Staff sighed but said nothing. Because what Tang Yanming said was very true. When the next line of defense was built, it was designed to withstand Japanese 150mm howitzers hard. If the Japanese wanted to attack that defense line, they would inevitably have to pay a huge price.

However, several corps were deployed on the next line of defense. With the Northeast Army's current truck quantity and mobility, it would be absolutely impossible to quickly withdraw an entire force carrying light weapons like this time. It wouldn't just be the Japanese bleeding rivers of blood; the Northeast Army would be the same.

But the Chief of Staff said nothing, only replying, "Commander, you retreat first. I will be responsible for the rearguard."

Tang Yanming nodded and reached out his hand to the Chief of Staff. As they shook hands, Tang Yanming said, "Take care!"

The Northeast Army's 5th Corps did not retreat in a puff of smoke. Although the Japanese carefully felt their way past the fourth line of positions and found no Northeast Army troops, and although many Japanese pursuing at high speed were killed or wounded by mines, the Japanese finally saw the tail of the Northeast Army's retreat.

By the time the Japanese called for artillery to begin interdiction fire, the tail of the Northeast Army convoy had already disappeared beyond the mountain col, with not even a shadow to be seen. That barrage of Japanese shelling, which no one knew if it hit anything, instead delayed the Japanese pursuit.

When the Japanese infantry began to pursue, they fell into the Northeast Army's minefield again. Meanwhile, the 5th Corps organized while retreating. At the same time, they linked up with the already prepared rearguard units and set up blocking positions.

At this time, the officers and men of the 5th Corps were very confident. Without the support of 150mm heavy artillery, the Japanese were nothing to be afraid of.
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Japanese columns wound through the mountain passes of Korea, visible neither head nor tail. The footprints of these pursuing troops overlapped with the tire tracks of the Northeast Army; tens of thousands of military boots soon trampled the truck traces into oblivion. Whether pursuing or retreating, both Chinese and Japanese armies were marching in the same direction.

In the headquarters at Seoul, a pile of battle reports from the first engagement of the counterattack had already accumulated before Major General Okamura Yasuji. After flipping through two reports, Okamura pushed them aside and began to write. The staff officers nearby did not know what was wrong with these reports, but they dared not disturb Major General Okamura, exchanging glances with one another.

Okamura's brush moved like the wind; he quickly finished writing four points and handed them to the staff for circulation. Colonel Takeshita was astonished as soon as he read the first point: *'Under no circumstances emphasize our army's casualties.'* After reading the content, Colonel Takeshita wanted to ask a question but was stopped by a wave of Okamura's hand. Only when all the staff officers had finished reading did Okamura ask, "Do you gentlemen understand the reasons for these requirements?"

Colonel Takeshita snapped to attention, heels clicking together. "Your Excellency, this subordinate does not understand why Your Excellency requires downplaying our army's casualties. This subordinate cannot comprehend Your Excellency's reason for demanding the battle be described as our army holding the advantage. In this battle, the Imperial officers and men braved fierce enemy artillery fire to fight courageously. Any officer or soldier who witnessed it personally was moved by the Army's loyalty and bravery. If the battle reports are written according to Your Excellency's requirements, the nationals will be unable to understand the Army's valor."

The other staff officers held the same view. Hearing Colonel Takeshita voice their own feelings, everyone looked to Okamura Yasuji, waiting for him to provide a reasonable explanation.

Okamura Yasuji did not show displeasure at his subordinate's criticism. He nodded. "Takeshita-kun, what you describe is exactly the situation on the battlefield. Moreover, you mentioned the nationals' perception; I believe you have grasped the key point. Then I would like to ask you gentlemen: what do you think the nationals want to see?"

The staff officers were stunned, unable to grasp for a moment what Okamura Yasuji was thinking. Colonel Takeshita was also confused. After a brief thought, Takeshita replied, "Your Excellency, this subordinate believes that what the nationals want to see is the Army counterattacking, turning defeat into victory, and recovering lost territory."

Okamura replied, "Takeshita-kun, is this the thought the Army hopes the nationals will generate, or is it the nationals' own thought?"

Colonel Takeshita was stunned, unable to answer for a moment. Lieutenant Colonel Shimizu, standing nearby, felt he understood Okamura somewhat, so he tentatively asked, "Your Excellency, what do *you* think the nationals want to see?"

Okamura stood up and walked in front of the officers. "Gentlemen, the reason the previous great defeat shook the nation was that the nationals believed China was still the Qing Dynasty—the weak, muddle-headed, backward China under Beiyang rule. Facing such a China, the nationals have confidence. After such battle reports are sent to the rear, what kind of China will the readers see? Can such a China allow the nationals to generate confidence?"

The operations section fell silent for a moment. There was confusion and lack of understanding in the officers' expressions, but even more so a kind of helplessness after understanding.

Colonel Takeshita felt a turmoil in his heart. He knew Okamura was right. The Japanese nationals did not actually understand war. In the previous First Sino-Japanese War and Russo-Japanese War, Japan used the image of the 'Japanese Army winning every battle and conquering every attack' to inspire Japanese public opinion, using the propaganda that the Qing and Tsarist Russia were backward, decaying nations as the cornerstone of Japan's rising, magnificent atmosphere.

The battle reports up to now indeed fully reflected the bravery of the Japanese Army's hard fighting, but they also conveyed to the rear the message that 'China has risen again, is not inferior to the Japanese Army in many aspects, and even surpasses the Japanese Army in some aspects.' If such battle reports reached the rear, they would deal a heavy blow to the confidence of the Japanese people.

But, to encourage the people's hearts, could the setbacks and suffering the Army endured be wiped out with a single stroke? Colonel Takeshita felt this was unfair. Future wars would only be more tragic; was everything the Army was about to endure to be deliberately erased to cater to the people's hearts?

Okamura Yasuji looked at the expressions of his subordinates and explained frankly, "The enemy commander, He Rui, is the most outstanding talent cultivated by our Great Japanese Empire. Gentlemen may think my decision is erasing the Army's achievements. What I want to tell you is that everything I do is to counter He Rui. He Rui's goal is to not be obstructed by the Great Japanese Empire when he unifies China. If the Great Japanese Empire is united in heart and stops at no sacrifice to prevent China's unification, He Rui will have no way to successfully unify China. Therefore, what ultimately decides whether the war continues is the determination of the Great Japanese Empire. Before the nationals lose confidence, if we can recover Korea and invade Manchuria and Mongolia, He Rui cannot unify China in the short term. But once He Rui's scheme succeeds and the nationals lose confidence in victory, do you gentlemen believe the Empire can launch another war against China?"

Now, even Colonel Takeshita could not speak a word of opposition. Facing the Northeast Army's bravery, combat skill, decisiveness, and mobility demonstrated during Japan's fully prepared counterattack, the staff officers of the Operations Section already felt how difficult future wars would be. If the Japanese nationals lost confidence, the war could not go on.

Although the choice faced was so tormenting, Colonel Takeshita finally spoke. "Your Excellency, this subordinate understands."

Okamura Yasuji nodded. Although he tried hard to look composed, the feelings in his heart were not one bit better than those of these shocked officers. Just as Nagata had expressed privately, it was not that Nagata, Okamura, and Ishiwara understood military knowledge that other officers did not, but that Nagata, Okamura, and the others truly understood the real gap between the current Japanese Army and the Northeast Army.

The upper echelons of the Japanese military either still viewed the current situation with old-era eyes or, although understanding a part of it, dared not propose these assertions due to the heavy pressure within Japan.

Nagata, Okamura, and Ishiwara had conducted several simulations based on the cognition of the Japanese military high command, and the results were all suffering a great defeat during the counterattack on Korea. By that time, the Japanese military upper echelons would indeed understand the status quo. But when that time really came, Japan would have suffered heavy casualties and lost the ability to counterattack Korea.

Therefore, Okamura had to support Nagata Tetsuzan with all his might, fighting the Northeast Army on one side and fighting the various misunderstandings behind him on the other. Even if he was misunderstood, criticized, and cursed, Okamura could not let such a future happen.

At this moment, the communications officer walked quickly into the office and handed several telegrams just received to Okamura. Taking this opportunity, Okamura ordered, "Gentlemen, start working!"

Colonel Takeshita suppressed the emotions in his heart, picked up those battle reports, distributed them to the staff officers, and asked them to start revising as soon as possible.
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In the battle reports within the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters, there was a tacit understanding: no one mentioned the Northeast Army's mobility. It was as if 40,000 men withdrawing from their positions in one hour, slipping away under the fierce assault of a powerful army corps, was the most normal thing in the world.

The 5th Army's retreat had gone very smoothly; the 100-kilometer retreat through the snow was completed in just two days. Upon returning to the defense line, the 5th Army immediately moved behind the lines to complete reorganization. Light and heavy equipment were quickly replenished, the severely wounded received comprehensive treatment, and light casualties with stabilized injuries were sent to military hospitals within the Northeast for the next stage of treatment.

In the command headquarters, Hu Xiushan held the final pre-battle collective meeting with the corps commanders participating in the defense.

8th Army Commander Zhou Zaixing sighed, "I thought the Japanese would launch their counterattack within two months. I didn't expect them to actually withstand the domestic political pressure and prepare for three months. To think that Prime Minister Katō Tomosaburō died at such a critical moment—Japan's luck is really quite good."

The other corps commanders felt the same. According to the 5th Army's battle report, the Japanese had prepared a massive number of 150mm howitzers for the attack, which caused over 2,000 casualties to the 5th Army. The number of severely wounded was low this time; under 150mm howitzer bombardment, getting off with a light wound wasn't easy. The death toll far exceeded the number of serious injuries.

Hu Xiushan shook his head, "Thinking that way might be underestimating the Japanese. Japan does not lack talent. If it were the Beiyang government facing such a situation, the new people coming to power would likely feel their opportunity had arrived and would have launched a hasty counterattack in less than two months."

"Beiyang has that much backbone?" Zhou Zaixing was skeptical.

Hu Xiushan didn't want to waste time on such a worthless question. He continued, "The current situation with the Japanese isn't a bad thing. With them gathering so many troops, we can better achieve our strategic objectives and weaken the Japanese army to the maximum extent. Once the fighting starts, a Japanese force of this magnitude won't be able to accept retreat. Anyone who proposes retreat after suffering huge losses will be viewed as a traitor by the Japanese public, and Tokyo will not hesitate to dismiss and prosecute such generals."

The corps commanders nodded one after another. Everyone understood that this battle would be a real fight, a very substantial one. 5th Army Commander Tang Yanming couldn't help but sigh, "I didn't realize strategic initiative offered such an advantage. I'd only heard about it before, but now I see it with my own eyes. Commander, if we encountered such a situation, could we withstand the pressure and choose the most rational strategy?"

This question was immediately rebutted by 8th Army Commander Zhou Zaixing, "Chairman He would never make an erroneous strategic judgment! There's no such thing as 'unable to withstand pressure' with him."

The other commanders didn't think this was sycophancy. By now, everyone understood the significance of strategic initiative. Even if the Japanese knew they were about to bash their heads against a wall, they had no choice but to charge. So, in truth, no one wanted to discuss the possibility of being in their shoes; if things really reached that point, the commanders would probably be bashing their heads against the wall in agony too.

Hu Xiushan also didn't want to discuss such possibilities. He returned the discussion to position deployment, especially the placement of the heavy artillery groups. North of Seoul, the Japanese could use their heavy artillery clusters to bully the Northeast Army's 5th Army's organic heavy artillery, but at the first line of defense—the Pyongyang Line—the Japanese wouldn't have it so easy.

In particular, the Northeast Army had air superiority and could spot the Japanese heavy artillery positions earlier. Once they lost heavy artillery cover, the Japanese would have to use flesh and blood to go hard against machine gun positions.

The commanders discussed quickly. Although the 5th Army had destroyed the infantry support artillery on their positions when they withdrew, their heavy artillery had all been pulled back. This batch of heavy artillery was reintegrated into the army group's firepower, so they wouldn't be at a disadvantage even facing the Japanese.

The meeting concluded its discussions quickly. Hu Xiushan shouted loudly, "Stand up!" He stood up himself.

Facing the four corps commanders, Hu Xiushan asked, "Comrades, are there any questions regarding the campaign arrangements?"

The crowd declared, "It is completely clear!"

"Do you have the confidence to complete the mission?"

"Yes!" the four commanders answered in unison.

Hu Xiushan said no more, issuing the order grimly, "Dismissed!"

At this moment, the Japanese 9th Division was breaking through the last blocking position in front of them, their vanguard arriving less than 10 kilometers from the Pyongyang defense line.

Major Taniguchi, commander of the vanguard unit, raised his binoculars to look at the peaks rising from the ground ahead. Positions had already been established on the peaks. In the binoculars, layers of blocking positions woven from barbed wire densely covered the hillside. Just looking at it, Major Taniguchi felt a faint stinging sensation on his skin.

Like the Northeast Army positions they had broken through before, the snow-covered mountains were silent, as if no one was there. Yet on the high peaks that seemed empty of people, a massive red flag was planted among the giant rocks, flapping wildly in the mountain wind. The Northeast Army was hiding in their positions, waiting for the Japanese arrival.

The Japanese main force did not march quickly in the snow. On January 5th, the Japanese vanguard arrived in front of the Northeast Army's Pyongyang defense line. It wasn't until January 8th that the six main attack divisions of the Japanese Army, braving Northeast Army air bombardment, fully arrived before the Pyongyang line.

After receiving the news, Nagata merely exchanged a glance with Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. Both saw the heaviness in the other's eyes. Lieutenant General Terauchi had gradually accepted reality over these past days. The Northeast Army not only dared to fight but was good at fighting. From strategic conception to campaign arrangement, they had forced the Japanese army to follow the strategy set by the Northeast Army. Such a situation was something Lieutenant General Terauchi had never experienced in his military career.

Looking at the latest battle report, Terauchi Hisaichi suddenly felt a doubt, asking, "Nagata-kun, should I go to the front line to inspect?"

Nagata Tetsuzan sensed Terauchi Hisaichi's unease and felt that doing so would be inappropriate. After all, the Terauchi Hisaichi before him had become commander largely due to his background.

Terauchi Hisaichi was born on August 8, 1879, into a hereditary noble family of great prestige and power in Yamaguchi Prefecture, Japan. His father, Count Terauchi Masatake, was a Meiji elder statesman who had served as Inspector General of Military Education, Army Minister, Governor-General of Korea, and Prime Minister.

Although Terauchi Hisaichi was the scion of a famous family, he had also received a complete set of rigorous military education. He had studied at the Middle School attached to the Tokyo Higher Normal School and the Tokyo Seijo School.

He graduated from the 11th class of the Imperial Japanese Army Academy's infantry course on November 21, 1899, and was commissioned as an infantry second lieutenant on June 22 of the following year, serving with the 2nd Imperial Guard Infantry Regiment. He participated in the Russo-Japanese War, serving as adjutant to the 1st Imperial Guard Infantry Brigade. After the war, he entered the 21st class of the Army War College; few children of the nobility could pass the entrance exam for the Army War College like he did.

He graduated on December 3, 1909.

In 1911, he was promoted to Major, serving as a staff officer for the Imperial Guard Division and a member of the Army General Staff.

In 1913, Terauchi Hisaichi obtained an opportunity to go to Germany, serving as assistant military attaché in Vienna. While working, he actively studied the German Army. Upon returning to Japan, his father's power was at its peak, allowing him to jump between two key departments: the Army General Staff and the Imperial Guard Division.

In July 1919, Terauchi Hisaichi was appointed commander of the 3rd Imperial Guard Regiment and simultaneously promoted to the rank of Colonel. That same year, his father died of illness. Terauchi Hisaichi lost his father's protection and entered a stage of independent development.

In December 1919, he succeeded to the title (Count).

But on second thought, if Terauchi Hisaichi didn't go to the front to inspect and instead stayed in the rear to issue orders, he wouldn't be able to encourage or berate the troops when the battle turned tragic.

Of course, if Terauchi Hisaichi went to the front, it would actually have no impact on the situation. A tragic battle wouldn't change in the slightest just because Terauchi Hisaichi had gone to the front to boost morale. As long as the political pressure in Japan remained enormous, the Japanese army could only keep fighting. This was also the most painful thing in Nagata's heart.

Finally, Nagata answered, "If Your Excellency wishes to go to the front, this subordinate will certainly accompany you."

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan kick the ball back, Terauchi Hisaichi understood that Nagata didn't really support it. Thinking for a moment, Lieutenant General Terauchi asked, "Then we commence the attack tomorrow, January 9th, the date prescribed by Imperial General Headquarters."

"Yes!" Nagata answered immediately.

This round of snowfall had stopped. The snow in the mountains showed no sign of melting, but the mountain wind was even colder. The wind cut like a knife against their faces; the Japanese officers and men had to pull down the ear flaps of their cotton caps to protect their cheeks as tightly as possible.

Hearing that the battle would start tomorrow, even the officers most eager for war didn't cheer or jump for joy; they only felt a mix of excitement and a relief like a stone dropping from their hearts. The Japanese soldiers had no leisure for joy; compared to the mild climate created by the Pacific warm current, the mountains of Korea were too cold—so cold that at night they almost couldn't sleep from freezing. Some Japanese soldiers even hoped the Northeast Army opposite them would freeze stiff. It wasn't until they heard the news that the whole army would receive extra rations tonight, that the Japanese ranks felt some joy and encouragement.

The Northeast Army, of course, had not frozen stiff. The mountains were certainly cold, but the Northeast Army's logistical supply was very sufficient. The troops were resting in tunnels where the logistics department had provided a type of stove with a chimney, as well as enough charcoal. With just one stove, the tunnels, already sheltered from the biting wind, became much warmer.

Wills had long since been mailed home, and the soldiers' moods had completely recovered. They could even crack quiet jokes, waiting for the pork stew with vermicelli to be delivered a bit sooner that evening.

Night fell. The officers and men on watch carefully observed the situation. The tin cans hung on the barbed wire swayed in the cold wind, making irregular, light sounds when they collided with the wire. Only when the barbed wire was violently breached would they make urgent noises, alerting the Northeast Army to counterattack immediately.

At 4:00 AM, all Japanese troops on the front line got up. Column after column entered the trenches silently; only the duty soldiers who had frozen all night could return to camp and fall asleep immediately.

Time passed minute by minute. The Japanese lay in the trenches, their exhaled white breath freezing into tiny ice crystals on the rims of their caps and even their eyebrows.

On the long battle line, many Japanese soldiers' faces were wet—it was unclear whether it was sweat or ice water formed from melting ice crystals. The officers constantly checked their watches; the time for the artillery bombardment was getting closer, and the time for the infantry to begin their assault on the Northeast Army positions was also approaching.

Everyone's heart felt as if it were being squeezed by something; breathing almost came to a standstill.
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The "Pyongyang Line" was merely a designation. This defensive line, which bisected the Korean Peninsula, stretched for 250 kilometers through the mountainous region more than a hundred kilometers south of Pyongyang.

Along the defense line stood numerous mountain ridges. The high peaks were capped with white snow, reflecting a golden radiance like gilded metal when illuminated by the sun. Moments later, those ridges began to tremble. Sections of snow on the peaks collapsed, and the beautiful snowy summits were instantly shattered.

The main Japanese attack was focused on a 70-kilometer width at the westernmost end of the Pyongyang Line. The terrain here was relatively gentle; once breached, it would allow direct access to the Pyongyang plains.

Over 400 heavy guns bombarded the highlands that served as the defense line's anchor points. Barbed wire and visible trenches were instantly reduced to powder under the intense artillery fire.

Members of the British and French military observation groups watched as the nightmare they had struggled to forget reappeared before their eyes, sighing with emotion. A British observer sighed, "This time, it is the Japanese Army on the battlefield."

Years ago, shells had swept across British and French positions like a rainstorm. British officers had felt the palpitation and tremors of mortal fear in their bunkers, while Japanese observers had watched the war from safe positions.

The French observers quickly returned from their memories to reality. Someone took out a pocket watch and looked at it. With the thunderous roar of countless explosions ten kilometers away as background noise, he shouted loudly, "It has been five minutes!"

Other French observers took out their pocket watches. Before the second hand had rotated two full circles, the sound of new shelling joined the chorus of heavy artillery. The British and French observers, from their respective national positions, made judgments based on the whistling of shells and the sound of their impact explosions. "It is indeed 120mm caliber artillery." "The Northeast Army's artillery... the quality is quite good."

Amidst the Japanese heavy artillery cluster, men shouted and horses neighed. On the artillery positions of the First Cluster, heavy 150mm guns began to move positions using animal and manpower. Although they had not yet been accurately hit by the Northeast Army's heavy artillery, the basic positions of the Japanese heavy guns had been exposed. They had to shift positions quickly to begin bombarding the Northeast Army's heavy artillery group from the next safe location.

The Japanese Second Heavy Artillery Cluster began to counterattack based on the approximate locations judged from ballistic trajectories. After quickly firing the eight rounds of ready ammunition on the gun carriages, the Second Heavy Artillery Cluster also began to shift positions.

At this moment, blossoms of artillery clouds suddenly bloomed in the sky. It was the Japanese anti-aircraft artillery beginning to bombard the Northeast Army aircraft. The Japanese did not believe they had the ability to directly hit Northeast Army aircraft flying at speeds of over 100 kilometers per hour with shells. The anti-aircraft shells all used timed fuzes, exploding after flying into the air, attempting to inflict damage on the Northeast Army aircraft with shrapnel flying horizontally at high altitude.

The Northeast Army aircraft had also raised their ceiling and were flying in a considerable maneuvering mode, trying their best to prevent the Japanese from tracking their flight paths.

The British and French military observers also noticed these changes, and the feeling of returning to the Western Front grew a few degrees stronger.

Just then, six Japanese divisions began to charge toward the Northeast Army's positions, just like the British and French armies on the Western Front of the Great War in Europe.

A duel began between the heavy artillery of both sides, leaving no power to implement fire suppression. Japanese infantry rushed out of their trenches, holding rifles and carrying 50mm mortars, starting the first wave of attacks.

Suddenly, large clouds of smoke rose from the long Northeast Army positions. Barbed wire launchers propelled large rolls of barbed wire into the air. The cloth strips binding the barbed wire broke in mid-air, and stones wrapped with iron strips at the front end carried huge inertia, pulling the barbed wire open as it fell to the ground.

Moments later, as the stones shattered, the coiled barbed wire contracted due to its own elasticity, once again erecting lines of barbed wire in the positions that had been destroyed.

The attacking Japanese troops, who thought they could charge bravely into the Northeast Army positions, head-butted into the traps laid by layers of barbed wire. Those Japanese soldiers caught by the barbs became excellent targets, their flesh and blood sent flying by crossfire from machine guns. The Japanese soldiers trapped within the barbed wire were another kind of target; any hesitation would lead to being shot dead, while movement would result in falling into the thorny trap of the wire.

Whether to be shot dead directly or to die hanging on the barbed wire was indeed a choice that tested human nature.

Follow-up Japanese troops immediately used 50mm mortars to attack the Northeast Army's strongpoints, but were immediately met with counter-fire from Northeast Army infantry support artillery. The Japanese 75mm guns, mortars, and machine gun points, completely exposed on the battlefield, were swept by the Northeast Army's 75mm guns, mortars, and machine guns.

Bullets pinged off gun shields and machine gun shields, but the Northeast Army's bunkers provided maximum protection, while the Japanese were exposed. Within twenty minutes, the losses of Japanese frontline strongpoints were four times those of the Northeast Army. Deprived of battlefield fire support, the Japanese were pinned down firmly at the front line; anyone who dared to show their head was cut down by flying bullets.

Lieutenant General Hoshino Shozaburo, commander of the 9th Division, the main force of the attack, saw that the offensive was stalled. He immediately ordered the division's artillery to move forward quickly and engage at the front line, while also requesting weapon support from the rear.

As soon as the Japanese battlefield infantry support fire was quickly replenished, it continued to exchange fire with the dense Northeast Army strongpoints. Some of the Northeast Army's strongpoints facing the six divisions were bombarded by 150mm heavy artillery. Similarly, parts of the long departure positions of the six Japanese divisions were also bombarded by the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery.

The heavy artillery groups of both sides were now moving while fighting. The frontline positions had a depth of no more than five kilometers, and both the Japanese 150mm guns and the Northeast Army's 120mm heavy guns had a range of ten kilometers. The observation levels of both artillery forces were evenly matched. More than 900 Japanese 150mm guns and 1,100 Northeast Army 120mm guns were constantly shifting within an area of 70 * 5 = 350 square kilometers behind their own positions. After stopping, they would immediately adjust their firing data and open fire on the enemy.

Neither side could organize massive bombardments anymore, but shelling by a small number of guns could cause significant effects on a specific piece of ground. Some strongpoints on the Northeast Army positions were instantly destroyed, and Japanese positions were also bombarded, causing heavy casualties among the troops preparing to sortied. However, the bombarded positions of the two forces were not one-to-one relative; at least the Northeast Army strongpoints facing the Japanese 9th Division's departure positions were comprehensively weakened. The Japanese infantry on the position reversed the situation of being suppressed and began to suppress the Northeast Army in turn.

Even without the Brigade Commander personally issuing the order, the Regiment Commanders issued attack orders to the battalions. More than half of the snow between the positions of both sides had disappeared. One-third of that snow had vanished under shelling, one-third had vanished under the trampling of the Japanese attacking troops, and the remaining third was covered by the corpses of Japanese soldiers and the wounded hanging on the barbed wire.

On the ground leading to the Northeast Army's first line of positions, corpses and Japanese wounded who could not free themselves from the barbed wire had crushed the wire until it was almost invisible. The obstacles on the road finally could not impede the main force's attack. Frontline junior and middle-ranking officers on the five attack positions of the Japanese 9th Division threw off their heavy cotton coats. Junior officers raised their rifles, and middle-ranking officers drew their command swords, issuing the order to charge to the troops.

"His Majesty the Emperor—*Banzai*!" As this shout, most capable of condensing the Japanese consensus, rang out.

Japanese soldiers shouted "*Banzai*!" in unison, jumped out of the trenches, and began their attack on the Northeast Army positions. The blood of Japanese casualties sprayed on the snow, freezing into crimson blocks of ice. These ice blocks were trampled into fragments under the feet of the new wave of attacking Japanese troops, making crisp snapping sounds. Although these sounds were numerous, they were insignificant and unheard on the boiling battlefield.

On the positions flanking the attacking troops, although the Japanese did not gain fire superiority and could not participate in the joint attack, they still had artillery near the junction of the positions fire at the positions facing the Japanese attacking troops. They would fire at least one round of shells to kill and wound as many Northeast Army soldiers on the position as possible.

Seeing the Japanese attack, at the rear of the central Northeast Army position, Zhuang Pengyun, Vice Commander of the 1st Regiment, 1st Division, 5th Corps of the Northeast Army defending against the 9th Division, rushed up with a platoon. This position was defended by the 3rd Battalion of the 1st Regiment. The Battalion Commander had been killed in the Japanese heavy artillery bombardment just moments before, and his body could not even be found. More than ten minutes earlier, the Vice Battalion Commander had also been killed. The Regiment Commander immediately sent Vice Commander Zhuang Pengyun to take over command.

Upon entering the position, Zhuang Pengyun immediately asked the Battalion Political Commissar, "How much ammunition is left?"

Seeing that the Vice Commander had taken over command, the Battalion Political Commissar breathed a sigh of relief and immediately replied, "Ammo was just brought up; it's all fully stocked."

Zhuang Pengyun felt reassured. As long as ammunition was sufficient, given the current Japanese equipment and troop strength, they could not achieve a breakthrough.

Just as Zhuang Pengyun expected, although the troops had lost their Battalion Commander and Vice Battalion Commander, each company continued to conduct blocking actions relying on the positions. Machine guns spewed tongues of fire toward the Japanese attack channels, and those mortar positions with sturdy bunkers fired fiercely, round after round. Mobile mortar teams shifted positions immediately after three rapid shots.

The Japanese did not charge straight forward. Zhuang Yunpeng watched as the Japanese very skillfully relied on various terrain features that could offer concealment to dodge the Northeast Army's fire. When the Japanese rear infantry support fire opened up fiercely to suppress the Northeast Army's fire, the Japanese quickly shifted positions and continued to close in. It was only when they got to within about 30 meters and there were truly no bunkers left to rely on that they suddenly began to charge using classic skirmish line tactics.

The Northeast Army, having conducted too many offense and defense training exercises targeting the Japanese, was familiar with this set of Japanese tactics—too familiar. Moreover, the Northeast Army itself was based on such principles of warfare.

Zhuang Pengyun had been in the army for six years. Before enlisting, Zhuang Pengyun thought officers commanded soldiers in battle with majestic prestige or led their subordinates into combat. Zhuang Pengyun no longer held those notions.

Scanning the engaging sides, Zhuang Pengyun did not pay attention to single combats but observed the operations of both friend and foe.

75mm guns suppressed Japanese artillery, mortars struck Japanese troop concentrations, and machine guns swept Japanese skirmish lines and breach points. Now that the Japanese infantry had begun to attack, Northeast Army infantrymen were spot-shooting individual Japanese soldiers who broke through.

With reasonable fire combinations, infantry officers at all levels commanded troops to fight in accordance with military regulations, continuously inflicting casualties on the Japanese. Although the battle was extremely fierce, control of the battlefield was firmly in the hands of the Northeast Army.

If a soldier could not continue fighting due to casualties, their superior commander immediately decided whether to transfer another soldier to fill that combat position based on the battlefield situation.

If a combat unit was suppressed by Japanese fire and manpower, its superior commander immediately adjusted the fire and troop disposition to reverse the disadvantage and maintain the battle line.

The opposing Japanese were also quite elite, which put pressure on Zhuang Pengyun. The Japanese officers at all levels were also effectively commanding their troops, attempting to suppress the Northeast Army's fire and using superior numbers to rush into the Northeast Army's trenches. Several times the Japanese almost succeeded, only to fail at the last moment under the blow of quickly concentrated fire and troops.

Opposite them, a Japanese battalion of about 900 men attacked the positions of two Northeast Army battalions. After suffering more than 300 casualties, they had to stop the attack and retreat. Seeing that the Japanese had failed to break into even the first trench, Vice Commander Zhuang Pengyun hurriedly connected to the Regiment HQ by phone. "Commander, should we withdraw the 3rd Battalion first and let the 2nd Battalion take over?"

The Regiment Commander's resolute voice came from the other end of the phone, "No. Wait until after today's fighting is over before withdrawing the 3rd Battalion."

Since the Regiment Commander had ordered so, Zhuang Pengyun immediately ordered the troops to organize ammunition and transport the wounded to the rear. He also integrated the replenishment personnel into the units to ensure the troops were fully equipped and manned as much as possible. Taking advantage of the lull while the Japanese opposite were reorganizing, Zhuang Pengyun called over the Battalion Political Commissar and asked for his views on the various company commanders during the battle. He then called for the 1st Company Commander, Li Fugui, and the Company Instructor. Zhuang Pengyun conveyed the Regiment HQ's order, "Company Commander Li, you have been appointed as Vice Battalion Commander."

There was no joy on Li Fugui's face, which was blackened by smoke. He simply nodded and replied, "Yes."

Zhuang Pengyun then appointed the 1st Company Vice Commander as Company Commander and transferred a platoon leader from the 2nd Company to be the Vice Commander of the 1st Company. After arranging the troops, the logistics personnel arrived.

In the battle just now, the Northeast Army had 7 killed and 14 wounded. The pit storing the remains was opened, and hemp body bags were taken out. The bodies of the 7 martyrs were placed inside, sent into the pit, and stacked neatly. After the pit was closed, the wounded had basically all been treated urgently and were being transported by logistics personnel to the field hospital in the rear. Since the wounded had all been injected with morphine, no one cried out in pain.

As the wounded were sent out, the replenishment personnel from the rear arrived—a total of 31 men, exactly enough to fill the vacancies left by the soldiers. It was evident that these recruits were both excited and nervous. The squad and platoon leaders assigned the new soldiers hurriedly shook hands with them and introduced the combat posts they were to take over.

Only then did Zhuang Pengyun breathe a sigh of relief. With the battlefield arrangements completed, the next step was to make combat records. Zhuang Pengyun called the new Vice Battalion Commander to temporarily record the approximate course of the battle.

When writing about the death of the Battalion Commander and Vice Battalion Commander, Zhuang Pengyun felt a wave of regret. The 3rd Battalion Commander had led the troops very well, but he hadn't expected him to be sacrificed first. A pity! What a pity!

Just as he was halfway through writing, the new Vice Battalion Commander Li Fugui ran over to report, "Vice Commander, it looks like the Japanese are going to attack again!"

Zhuang Pengyun closed his notebook and went to the observation post to check. He saw some movement on the Japanese positions again; it indeed looked like they intended to attack again.

*They were just beaten back once, and they want to attack again?* Zhuang Pengyun could not help but sigh in his heart; the Japanese were truly risking their lives!

On the 70-kilometer-long front, the troops on both sides had their nerves pulled tight, without the slightest relaxation. Since infantry and infantry fire could not break the offensive and defensive stalemate, the constantly moving heavy artillery groups of both sides began to allocate a portion of their firepower to fiercely bombard the enemy's lines.

Japanese heavy artillery could weaken the Northeast Army's defenses to gain a momentary offensive advantage. The Northeast Army could also weaken the organization of the Japanese attacking forces.

The artillerymen of both sides were guessing—guessing where the enemy's heavy artillery might have moved. Guessing which enemy positions were suitable for shelling to weaken enemy strength. Some gun crews were constantly moving, while others did not move after shelling but remained in place, pausing fire, waiting for more than ten minutes until ammunition was fully reloaded before starting a new round of shelling.

The artillery of both sides could not see each other at all, could not see the opposing positions, and could only rely on telephones and semaphore to obtain information. In such a situation, the two sides battled with wits and courage.

In just half a day, both Chinese and Japanese sides lost more than 7% of their artillery. But such a contest did not stop because of this. Artillerymen passed by their artillery comrades who had unfortunately been hit and destroyed, advancing toward the next moving position. The artillerymen did not leave the battlefield but bravely continued this battle that seemed relaxed but was a struggle of life and death.
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Night finally descended, and the artillery on both the Chinese and Japanese sides immediately shifted into their night duty fire mode. This involved sudden shelling of specific positions, sometimes accompanied by feigned infantry attacks, and sometimes not.

Nagata Tetsuzan had long since grown numb to such artillery duels. He focused entirely on reading the battle reports sent by the six division commanders. Only after reading them all did Nagata heave a sigh of relief. At this moment, what Nagata feared most was a division commander losing his rationality and furiously announcing that he would learn from the "God of War" Nogi Maresuke, launching a "human bullet" charge.

It was obvious that after the fighting on January 9th, the reality of over ten thousand casualties had forced the division commanders to admit that the Northeast Army facing them was an elite force with fighting will and combat capabilities no less than that of the Japanese Army. Launching human bullet charges at this time would be an extremely unwise choice.

Standing up, Nagata lit another cigarette. At least up to now, the commanders of the six divisions on the western line had gradually accepted reality, and Nagata's expectations for the first phase had been met. The second phase would be how to defeat the Northeast Army based on the division commanders' understanding of this reality.

In the second phase, perhaps Nagata would indeed have to, at some moment, use the "good example" of General Nogi Maresuke's human bullet attacks to incite the Japanese army into launching desperate charges.

***

So far, they had only fought for one day. The counterattack was initially successful, and the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had pushed north by 100 kilometers. When this news reached the homeland, the major Japanese newspapers immediately reported it extensively. Although Japan was under total mobilization and controls were in place to temporarily prevent citizens from marching in the streets, the dissatisfaction of the populace was still greatly relieved.

As far as Nagata knew, the major newspapers had received hints and did not publish unrealistic views. However, some tabloids had already published articles about "Seizing Manchuria and Mongolia, Securing the Empire's Lifeline."

Fortunately, the Kenpeitai acted quickly, immediately visiting the newspaper editors-in-chief to warn them that if they published such articles again, the Kenpeitai would not be so polite next time.

Nagata knew that the moment of national fanaticism would definitely come. He could only hope that this day would not arrive so soon, and even if it did, that it could be suppressed as much as possible.

Before he had even finished one cigarette, the voice of Commander Terauchi Hisaichi, a Lieutenant General, came from behind him. "Nagata-kun, have you seen the telegram from the General Staff Headquarters?"

Nagata turned around and replied, "I was just about to discuss this with Your Excellency."

The two sat down, and Terauchi immediately lit a cigarette as well. "Nagata-kun, the General Staff is very dissatisfied with the situation of today's offensive. However, they seem to have loosened up somewhat, stating that the matter of artillery will be satisfied as soon as possible."

Nagata felt that Lieutenant General Terauchi was indeed reliable when it came to internal maneuvering. The internal discussions within the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters concluded that progress could only be made by relying on powerful artillery; infantry could only play a role when fighting for shattered positions. This fact had been proven countless times on the European battlefields.

Of course, there was another way to use infantry: learning from the German Stormtroopers (*Stosstruppen*), using powerful small frontline units to open breaches.

The most successful use of German Stormtroopers was the "Kaiserschlacht" (Emperor's Offensive) at the end of the Great War in Europe. On the front lines, Germany committed over a hundred thousand infantry organized in the Stormtrooper model to launch attacks. Relying merely on a few small units with limited numbers would have no effect in a massive war involving hundreds of thousands of troops.

The Japanese Army understood Stormtroopers; the General Staff Headquarters possessed the complete organizational model for Stormtroopers, as well as several versions of Stormtrooper combat manuals. But seeing the equipment, numbers, and training time required for Stormtroopers, they had to abandon such plans.

Nagata pressed, "Your Excellency, did the General Staff give a timeframe? After all, we need at least 800 heavy guns."

Terauchi Hisaichi sighed somewhat emotionally. "I heard that the Naval Arsenal has also gone all out to help the Army produce 150mm field guns. I believe it won't be long."

Nagata hoped this would be the case. After all, the Japanese army could not afford to be stalled in the mountains, unable to advance an inch. The greatest pressure right now was not the war itself, but the surging pressure from within the country. No one could withstand such pressure. Of course, if the Emperor, who was considered a living god in the mortal world, were to speak, perhaps it could be withstood. But the Emperor would never speak on this matter, no matter what.

Waking up early the next morning, Nagata received the latest telegram. The Quartermaster Department of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had actually received a notification that starting today, a dozen or so 150mm artillery pieces would be transported to the front lines every day.

The Quartermaster who brought the telegram thought Nagata would be happy, but he didn't expect Nagata to keep a straight face and order his adjutant to send a reply: "In yesterday's artillery duel alone, the troops lost seventy 150mm guns. A dozen or so guns cannot even satisfy the replacement needs of the Expeditionary Army. Please ensure 100 guns are provided daily; only then can we accumulate enough firepower within a month to destroy the enemy's defense line. I ask the General Staff to reconsider carefully."

Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan's hardline response, the Quartermaster couldn't quite believe it. "Nagata-dono, 100 guns delivered every day... can the homeland really achieve that?"

Nagata answered decisively, "If the quality of the artillery is lowered somewhat, I believe it can be done."

Seeing that the Quartermaster still didn't quite understand, Nagata didn't want to explain, but in the end, he did: "Right now, what we need is to break through the enemy's defense line as soon as possible and retake Pyongyang. As long as we can retake Pyongyang, our mission will be more than half complete. If we cannot do this in a short time, the pressure we bear will only increase. I believe Imperial General Headquarters is actually very clear on this matter."
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In a safe zone twenty kilometers from the front lines, the British and French military observation groups were holding a joint dinner. Outside the tent, the Japanese army was wallowing in the vortex of war, while inside, the British and French officers ate with relaxed spirits. Just a few years ago, the positions of the British and French soldiers versus the Japanese were exactly the opposite. This massive disparity did not make the British and French officers feel any guilt; instead, like the Japanese officers before them, they treated the bloody battlefield before their eyes as a subject for dinner table conversation.

A row of military field tables was arranged in a line, simply lacking a tablecloth. On the left were the British officers, on the right the French. The commanders of both sides sat in the center of their respective groups, facing each other.

Cans were opened one by one by the British officers—either beef or fruit. Accompanied by cheese and cold bread, the quantity was plentiful, yet the sight made the corners of the French officers' mouths twitch upwards as they looked at their own empty plates. It was evident that these French officers had eaten British canned food in the trenches.

Britain had countless "jokes about France," but the British would not actively bring up cuisine in front of the French. Self-knowledge was a trait shared by the upper classes of all nations.

A French chef had already lit Northeast-produced charcoal in a portable stove using solid alcohol also produced in the Northeast, but the French baguettes were set aside and not immediately toasted. The French chef opened a large crate filled with items wrapped in burlap; opening one revealed beef.

Seeing the surprised looks on the British blokes' faces, Major General Louis, head of the French observation group, wore a confident smile. "Although Manchurian-Mongolian beef is not as good as French beef, it is at least edible."

This remark was truly full of French flavor—confidently sharp-tongued. But the aroma of the steak prevented the British officers from retorting for the moment. British Major General James nodded and asked, "These Indian jute bags indeed preserve freshness very well."

Both sides exchanged smiles, temporarily tied.

The French chef was not only skilled at steak; various dishes were brought up one by one. When a fish dish was served, the British officer, Major General James, stroked the beard on his chin thoughtfully. Only after confirming the content of his memory did he ask, "This reminds me of the stuffed carp described by Monsieur Hugo in *Les Misérables*."

Major General Louis smiled knowingly. "Yes, stuffing the carp with minced meat and cooking it whole. The meat comes from Northeast pigs, not rodents."

The British and French officers were all educated upper-class men, and hearing this, they all smiled. In *Les Misérables*, Monsieur Hugo wrote with humor: Some customers came from far away. One morning, Hucheloup had a sudden inspiration; he wanted to introduce this "specialty" to passersby. He picked up a brush, dipped it in a pot of black paint, and since his spelling was as unique as his cooking, he casually scrawled these eye-catching words on his wall: *carpeshogras* (phonetically similar to stuffed carp, but misspelled).

One winter, rain and sleet, acting on a whim, wiped out the 's' at the end of the first word and the 'g' at the beginning of the third word. What remained was: *carpehoras* (which sounded like: carp with rats).

This insignificant advertisement written to attract diners, with the help of the season and the rain, turned into a profound piece of advice...

Since everyone was a peer who had read Hugo's novels, the atmosphere naturally became harmonious. Given that the Frenchmen's proud sharing was also a form of goodwill, the British officers shifted the topic to Japan. "If compared to the Japanese army's food, rat meat carp would also be a delicacy."

Everyone roared with laughter—a laughter of shared feeling. Those almost purely vegetarian rations were truly a torture in the eyes of British and French officers.

Soldiers who have experienced war know that while war is tragic, the battlefield is boring. Facing a table of gourmet food, no one was in a rush; they ate and talked. Major General James sighed, "I didn't expect the Japanese army to actually use 900 heavy guns on the battlefield."

The French officers felt the British bloke was making a fuss over nothing. A Lieutenant Colonel named Malone swallowed the stuffed carp in his mouth and expressed his confusion. "Compared to Bulgaria and Romania, the number of troops mobilized and the firepower of the Japanese army are nothing special. During the Great War, the Bulgarian front maintained hundreds of thousands of troops, and Romania mobilized over two million men. The number of heavy guns in a single battle would also be around 200."

Other French officers added their views. "Bulgaria has a population of 4 million, only one-tenth of Japan's, yet it mobilized up to 1.2 million men. truly astonishing. I remember a novel that seemed to describe a city where only women and a hunchbacked bell-ringer remained. The other men had all died in war, and the men who didn't die on the battlefield but returned to their hometowns were driven away by the women who had stayed behind."

This novel was a bit obscure; although a very small number of officers had an impression of it, they couldn't remember it clearly. French Lieutenant Colonel Malone didn't pick up on this thread. He sighed, "Romania has a population of 7.5 million and mobilized 1.26 million, 10,000 fewer than Bulgaria, yet suffered 620,000 deaths. Those Eastern European countries are all lunatics."

Hearing these figures, the British officer couldn't help but sigh, "Think of those Serbian regicides."

The British and French officers all smiled bitterly. Serbia, with 4.5 million people, mobilized 750,000. Because the war was fought across the entirety of Serbia, according to the country's own statistics, Serbia lost 1.1 million people in the war. Although post-war Serbia preserved its independence, the country was in a state almost equivalent to national extinction.

Major General Louis, head of the French military observation group, was somewhat puzzled. "General James, even Serbia could use over 200 heavy guns in a battle. Why are you surprised by the Japanese heavy artillery group? In my view, this scale of artillery is just meeting the requirements of war. If it were those Jerries, I think they would commit 1,100 heavy guns, or even more, to a battle of this scale."

Major General James did not answer immediately; instead, he raised his glass and drank. French Lieutenant Colonel Malone thought the Major General's view on heavy artillery was a bit baffling, so he offered his own opinion. "Japan possesses the world's third-largest navy. The main guns of its battleship *Kongō* are 356mm. Producing 150mm field guns should not be a technical problem for Japan."

Seeing the topic veering completely off course, Major General James had to explain. "Gentlemen, both Manchuria-Mongolia and Japan have a core national population of 40 million. By European standards, they could completely mobilize an army of 6 million. Even Italy mobilized 2.85 million troops. Manchuria-Mongolia and Japan have each mobilized 2 million troops, which is far from their upper limit. But isn't it a very strange thing for us to use European war standards to measure Asian, yellow-race nations?"

The British and French officers were stunned and fell silent. Some frowned in thought, while others silently continued eating.

At this moment, the French chef had finished all the dishes. The baguettes had also been heated, sliced, and served. Major General Louis silently picked up a piece, dipped it in the sauce of the stuffed carp, and put the bread in his mouth. The crispy crust and the soft, sweet interior of the baguette made Louis, who was in a foreign land, think of his hometown.

Swallowing this mouthful of food, Major General Louis raised his glass, took a sip of brandy, and then asked, "General James, do you believe that current-day Japan already possesses strength surpassing Italy?"

General James shook his head. "What I really care about is China's Manchuria-Mongolia. They actually possess the strength to confront Italy. Although the Manchurian-Mongolian army's artillery is only of 120mm caliber, its range is not inferior to the Japanese 150mm artillery. They also show outstanding performance in army-group level artillery command. Ten years ago..."

Speaking to this point, Major General James was a bit agitated. He raised his glass and took another sip. As the alcohol went to his head, he shook his head and sighed. "Sigh... I don't want to blame anyone, but the synthetic ammonia technology provided by France to China's Manchuria-Mongolia allowed the Manchurian-Mongolian government to acquire the capacity to produce gunpowder and explosives equal to the Germans. It has allowed this war to spiral completely out of control..."

When the French officers heard British Major General James say "I don't want to blame anyone," they knew they were about to be blamed. Unexpectedly, Major General James actually found something to blame them for. Lieutenant Colonel Malone immediately said with a drawl, "Oh... I feel that the munitions orders for which Britain provided funds to Russia played a greater role!"

The atmosphere, which had briefly thawed due to the gourmet food, immediately returned to the usual British-French verbal sparring. Officers from both sides exposed each other's past misdeeds with or without smiles. After a round of sparring, both sides barely reached a consensus. The current out-of-control situation in the Far East should be blamed on the Germans, the Russians, and those short-sighted colonial governors of both sides.

In order to quickly arm the colonial troops sent to Britain and France, these governors placed orders related to military equipment with the Northeast. Quartermaster supplies expanded step by step into military equipment, finally allowing the Northeast to possess its own military industry.

The sound of the night shift artillery exchange between the Chinese and Japanese sides drifted into the tent, bringing a bit of harmony back to the atmosphere between the members of the British and French military observation groups who had temporarily paused their quarrel. A British officer asked, "General Louis, what is your opinion on the organization of the heavy artillery groups on both sides?"

As a general from Europe's number one army power, General Louis listened to the shelling outside and answered leisurely, "According to current intelligence, the Japanese army has no army groups; all heavy artillery is under the command of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. A Japanese heavy artillery regiment has 40 150mm field howitzers, as well as other heavy artillery. The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters can command 23 heavy artillery regiments, proving they have European-level artillery combat organizational capabilities. The Northeast Army's artillery relies to a large extent on its aircraft superiority... Oh, those damn Jerries!"

The British officers also deeply agreed with this. During WWI, aircraft production by country: Germany 47,300; Austro-Hungarian Empire 5,400; France 52,100; Britain 47,800; Russia 3,500; Italy 12,000; USA 13,800.

The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that Germany could not possess an air force. Germany, which was a major aircraft power during WWI, saw its manufacturing teams suffer massive unemployment. According to intelligence obtained by Britain and France, a German aircraft R&D and manufacturing team had come to the Northeast and began developing and manufacturing aircraft for the Northeast government.

Initially, no one really took this team seriously; after all, it was just a very small team, almost negligible compared to their European and American peers. Yet unexpectedly, this small team produced such outstanding work. Today, during the day, the British and French military observation groups saw with their own eyes how the Northeast Army's monoplanes flew with agility, slaughtering those sluggish Japanese biplanes in the air.

More accurately, those Japanese biplanes, which possessed WWI-level technology, were all shot down by the Northeast Army's aircraft, which were excellent enough to rival the latest British and French planes. This war in the Far East not only had the intensity of the European battlefield, but its combat intensity was also not inferior.

Major General Louis suddenly wanted to ask the British officer about tanks. Back then, Britain had used poison gas and tanks when breaking through trenches, and both had achieved significant results. Poison gas aside—the Japanese side had not widely distributed gas masks. Then one of the remaining choices was tanks.

But Major General Louis did not ask the question. He felt that even if he asked, the British officers would not answer. As for whether tanks would appear, they just had to wait and see. During the four years of the Great War in Europe, all parties had figured out trench warfare. Japan, as Britain's long-term ally, couldn't possibly not have thought of tanks.

At this moment, there was little food left on the table. Britain's Major General James downed the last mouthful of wine and stood up. "General Louis, thank you for your meal. We have discussed a lot today; let's leave some topics for tomorrow."
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Dawn broke. The early morning of January 10, 1923, descended upon the Korean landscape, and the roar of artillery echoed through the mountains. The road leading to Pyongyang was relatively flat, and heavy Japanese artillery fire was pounding this sector ferociously. This area was defended by the Northeast Army's 23rd Army. The Army Group Command had long anticipated that this would be a likely point for a Japanese breakthrough attempt, so preparations were extensive.

Sure enough, once the artillery duel began, the Japanese 6th Division launched an offensive against the Northeast Army along the flatter terrain. The engagement escalated from contact to fierce combat in a very short time. Facing wave after wave of Japanese assaults, the 23rd Army, though under immense pressure, held its defensive line steady. When the 23rd Army's 105mm howitzers, positioned behind the lines, joined the fray, the already grievous Japanese casualties began to mount rapidly, and their ferocious offensive was forced to slow down.

At 9:00 AM, the 5th Army was standing ready in full battle array. Suddenly, an artillery bombardment targeting the 5th Army began. Deputy Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun soon received a phone call: the 2nd Battalion, which had taken over the defensive positions from the 3rd Battalion only yesterday, had suffered heavy casualties. The 2nd Battalion's deputy commander was killed in action, and both the battalion commander and the political commissar were seriously wounded. Zhuang Pengyun immediately led the 3rd Battalion, which had withdrawn yesterday for rest and replenishment, to move up and reinforce them.

On the way, Zhuang Pengyun felt puzzled. Were the Japanese intending to use this position as their breakthrough point? From an operational judgment, there was a passage behind this position leading directly to the rear, but it wasn't wide. Moreover, the Northeast Army had already established defensive lines along that passage. It wasn't the optimal location for a breakthrough.

When he arrived at the front lines, Zhuang Pengyun felt he understood. During his time at the military academy, in the artillery courses, instructors would recount various extreme case studies in special lectures. One of them was called "Heavy Artillery Shaving the Mountain."

It was termed an extreme case precisely because even the instructors didn't quite believe such a thing would actually happen, so it was always a very lighthearted class. Zhuang Pengyun felt like he had just encountered it.

This position originally had no particularly critical strategic points. Yesterday's shelling had already destroyed the three key points on the position that posed the greatest threat to the Japanese. The previous commander and deputy commander of the 2nd Battalion had been blown to pieces directly at those key points.

Now, this position was unremarkable, possessing no other characteristics besides a slight height advantage. After this round of shelling, the position was battered and broken, becoming a weak point convenient for a breakthrough.

Watching the Japanese troops beginning their assault, Zhuang Pengyun hurriedly directed the 2nd Battalion to join the defense. An ominous thought popped into his head: *Am I going to die here?*

Just as he was feeling uneasy, the soldiers were stunned to see four peculiar silhouettes emerge from amidst the Japanese infantry. They were machines resembling tortoises, with a track on each side of the lower half, similar to a tractor. On the upper middle section, there was a machine gun firing continuously.

When the Northeast Army's heavy machine guns fired at them, the Japanese infantry immediately scattered away from these iron tortoise-like machines. Some Japanese troops hid behind the machines, advancing alongside the "Iron Turtles" while firing.

Machine gun bullets struck the Iron Turtles and ricocheted off harmlessly. Although mortars fired shells, the Iron Turtles kept moving and were hard to hit. Moreover, they didn't move in a straight line but turned left and right, increasing the difficulty of landing a hit.

They crushed the road surface, crushed the barbed wire, and utilized their height advantage to sweep the Northeast Army trenches with fire. The firepower in the Northeast Army trenches directly facing these Iron Turtles was instantly annihilated.

This was a "tank." Recovering from his shock, Deputy Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun immediately realized what his unit was facing. The Northeast Army was also developing tanks and conducting tank training. The tanks used for training were made of wood and canvas mounted on cars. They could be dealt with using stones and pencils, and everyone jokingly called it "sticking a scallion in a pig's nose — putting on a show."

It was only when he encountered a real-world tank that Zhuang Pengyun witnessed with his own eyes that this thing was no joke. His training regulations immediately provided the countermeasure in his mind, and Zhuang Pengyun instantly ordered, "Rifle grenadiers! Prepare anti-bunker rounds! Prepare anti-bunker rounds!"

Receiving the order, the soldiers snapped out of their daze. After rummaging through the artillery ammunition, the anti-bunker rounds were found. To defeat the enemy's thick, fortified bunkers, the Northeast Army had developed anti-bunker rounds. These were metal jet rounds.

However, because this type of ammunition was still somewhat classified, and the Northeast Army didn't have many real bunkers to target, the artillerymen didn't stock many and rarely used them.

Seeing the infantrymen find and equip the anti-bunker rounds, Zhuang Pengyun breathed a sigh of relief. He immediately ordered the machine guns and mortars to focus their full power on the infantry following behind the Japanese tanks. They absolutely could not allow the Japanese infantry and tanks to coordinate.

Under the intense firepower, bullets flew and shells exploded around the Japanese tanks. One unlucky Japanese tank was hit on the upper side of its top by a 60mm mortar shell. With the explosion, the tank shuddered and stopped moving.

However, because the Northeast Army's firepower had shifted targets, their position immediately came under fierce attack from Japanese infantry support fire. The already heavily damaged position was beaten to the point where the defenders could only struggle to protect themselves.

The other three Japanese tanks accelerated their charge. Seeing them crush through the barbed wire, they rushed right up to the front of the Northeast Army trenches. Fortunately, the Northeast Army trenches were relatively wide, and these Iron Turtles couldn't cross them immediately. However, the Japanese tanks turned to find easier crossing points while their turrets rotated in the opposite direction, their machine guns continuing to sweep the Northeast Army trenches.

This was exactly the World War I tactical example studied at the academy: European nations attempting to use tanks to break through trenches and guide infantry to attack deep into the positions.

The infantrymen targeting the armored weapons had already inserted the anti-bunker rounds into their muzzles and moved close to these Iron Turtles. One infantryman raised his rifle and pulled the trigger. The rifle grenade flew out of the muzzle, traveling at a not-so-fast speed toward the Japanese tank. The rifle grenade, no more than 6 centimeters in diameter, hit the tank. The explosion was not violent.

But the tank shuddered once and surprisingly stopped moving and firing.

Seeing that it might be working, other infantrymen quickly followed up, attempting to aim at the third tank. At this moment, the turret of the first Japanese tank, which had been hit on top by the mortar, suddenly rotated. Its machine gun roared again, directly hitting two Northeast Army soldiers whose bodies were exposed. Amidst splashing blood, the two soldiers fell.

Zhuang Pengyun had just briefly reported the tactical situation to the regimental commander and requested reinforcements. As he put down the phone, he saw the two soldiers attacking the Japanese tank fall. Seeing the Japanese swarming toward this breakthrough point, Zhuang Pengyun ordered 2nd Battalion Commander Li Fuguei, who looked somewhat panicked, "Give me a squad of elite troops. You take charge of command. I'll lead that squad to take out the Japanese tanks."

Hearing this order, a trace of shame flashed across Li Fuguei's face, and he hurriedly said, "Deputy Commander, let me lead them."

Zhuang Pengyun was tempted, but in a split second, he felt that there was probably no one in the 2nd Battalion who could complete the task. He shouted, "Cut the crap! Hurry up and act on my orders!"

Soon, a squad of troops began to move, following Zhuang Pengyun. After yesterday's observations, Zhuang Pengyun had confidence in Li Fuguei's command ability. Facing real tanks for the first time, Zhuang Pengyun didn't even have much confidence in himself.

Just as he was leading the special combat unit through the trenches, carrying anti-bunker rifle grenades and approaching the Japanese tanks, he suddenly saw two more soldiers stand up one after another in the trench where the previous two soldiers had fallen. They aimed and fired at the two nearby Japanese tanks.

Two anti-bunker rifle grenades crossed the distance of a dozen meters at a speed visible to the naked eye, successively hitting the two tanks and terminating their movement.

The remaining tank, seeing the situation turn unfavorable, began to retreat. At this moment, the Japanese troops behind them seized the opportunity of this gap to charge up regardless of casualties, killing their way into the Northeast Army's 2nd Battalion trenches. Brutal hand-to-hand combat erupted immediately.
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On the evening of January 10, 1923, at 19:00, Deputy Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun received the order promoting him to Regimental Commander. The appointment arrived simultaneously with the order for Zhuang Pengyun's unit, the 1st Regiment of the 1st Division, 5th Army, to withdraw for rest and reorganization.

The unit relieving the 1st Regiment had already entered the position and arranged their defenses. Zhuang Pengyun walked at the very rear of the 1st Regiment. Just as he was about to cross the ridgeline of the high ground, he turned back to look. In front of the pitch-black positions, several teams of Japanese soldiers holding white flags were moving piles of Japanese corpses onto carts and transporting them back to the Japanese lines.

The firelight was very conspicuous in the darkness, and both sides, in accordance with the convention, did not open fire. Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun was no longer clear on what remained in his empty mind. After watching for a moment longer, he turned around blankly and withdrew along with the troops.

The troops walked for two or three kilometers along the road and temporarily stopped at an assembly point. No one spoke; no one even wept. Under Zhuang Pengyun's orders, the officers began to assemble their units and count off. Those low voices of counting finally broke the dead silence.

The statistics should have been simple and powerful, but now they became lengthy.

"Report to Commander, I took over the duties of the 1st Battalion Commander during the battle, so I do not know the actual number present before departure. The 1st Battalion originally had 3 infantry companies, 9 infantry platoons, 27 infantry squads, and 9 artillery squads. Now there remain 3 infantry companies, 9 infantry platoons, 21 infantry squads, 6 artillery squads..."

The new 1st Battalion Commander, who had taken charge during the fighting, suddenly choked up. It was only now that the pain brought by the casualties awakened his sorrow, and he choked, unable to continue.

The feeling of grief surged into Zhuang Pengyun's heart along with other sensations. The pain brought by the total annihilation of 6 infantry squads and 3 artillery squads was like a thin thread connecting him to reality, keeping his numb heart from being completely devoid of feeling. Zhuang Pengyun had to use this pain to urge himself to continue working; otherwise, he would not know what else he could do.

The 1st Battalion Commander overcame his brief grief, caught his breath, and continued reporting: "The whole battalion should have had over 390 men. Now there are 173 men capable of continuing to fight. The number of wounded is not yet clear."

The 2nd and 3rd Battalion Commanders reported subsequently. The final numbers impacted Zhuang Pengyun. The 1st Regiment's position, which had been used by the Japanese as a breakthrough point, should have had 1,311 men. Now, among the troops that had withdrawn, only 507 officers and soldiers remained uninjured and capable of fighting. How many died in battle, how many were wounded, how many were missing—there was only an estimated figure now.

As the Regimental Commander, Zhuang Pengyun discovered that he was unclear about the specific whereabouts of sixty percent of the officers and soldiers in his unit. This astonished him. Was he still fit to be a Regimental Commander like this? Why hadn't the division sent someone to execute him yet?

What puzzled Zhuang Pengyun the most was, having commanded troops in battle up to this point and having participated in several hand-to-hand combat engagements, why hadn't he been killed by the enemy? Why was he surprisingly still alive and well?

Perhaps... the person sent by the division to execute him was already on the way. Thinking of death, Zhuang Pengyun suddenly felt a wave of relief. That would truly end all troubles.

With such expectation, Zhuang Pengyun felt he should complete his final tasks before dying. That is, to lead the existing troops back to the designated position in the rear and ensure the safety of these officers and soldiers.

Thus, the three battalion commanders heard Regimental Commander Zhuang Pengyun's calm and powerful voice, "The ammunition has been handed over to the follow-up troops. Order the troops to check their equipment again. Report to me after the inspection is complete."

***

Further back in the Army Headquarters, three division commanders stood before Tang Yanming, Commander of the 5th Army. Every division commander had a face full of exhaustion, but even deeper than the exhaustion was the guilt in their expressions. Finally, the 1st Division Commander forced himself to speak, "Commander, I request punishment."

Tang Yanming shook his head bitterly. "Whether we should be punished is determined by our operational command. As for requesting punishment ourselves—with so many people dead, we are not worthy to say such words."

Hearing Tang Yanming say this, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu closed his eyes, his breathing unconsciously becoming heavy. 3rd Division Commander Zhao Guangming pursued his lips tightly, subconsciously clenching his fists in pain.

But the division commanders still forced themselves to break free temporarily from the immense pressure. 2nd Division Commander Li Yong forced himself to speak, "Then, please let me make a report on the 2nd Division's combat."

Tang Yanming nodded and signaled for the three to sit down. None of the division commanders sat. The location of the 2nd Division was not the main Japanese point of attack, and casualties were not heavy. Li Yong briefly introduced the situation of the 2nd Division and spoke no more.

The 1st Division's position was the direction of the main Japanese attack today. Division Commander Sun Lianhu suppressed his emotions and made himself report: "Today, the 1st Division lost approximately 4,000 men. The 1st Regiment, in particular, has basically lost combat effectiveness. The 2nd Regiment also suffered losses reaching thirty percent..."

After stating the casualties, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu recounted the process of today's battle. The Japanese chose the 1st Regiment's position as the breakthrough point and launched an attack involving tanks. The 1st Division engaged in close combat with the Japanese three times before finally repelling the Japanese and recovering the position.

"The 1st Regiment performed the best. They not only destroyed four Japanese tanks but also decisively withdrew when the Japanese broke into the position, forming a new defense line. When the reinforcements arrived, they merged with them and launched a very powerful counterattack, retaking the position. In the subsequent seesaw battles, the 1st Regiment participated with full force..."

Speaking to this point, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu suddenly could not hold back, and his voice began to tremble. "Commander, I used the 1st Regiment improperly. If I had been able to rapidly mobilize more troops for reinforcement..."

"Now is not the time to consider these things!" Tang Yanming interrupted 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu with a rough tone.

Seeing that Sun Lianhu's mental state had not yet detached from the battle that had already occurred, Tang Yanming slammed the table in anger and shouted, "The battle isn't over yet! The battle is still being fought! Look at you, acting like cowards. Do you think so many comrades died just for you? What heavenly benefits did we give the comrades? What heavenly grace did we bestow upon them that so many comrades would die for us?! Who among you thinks this way? Tell me! I'll let him get out right now!"

Subjected to such angry scolding, the three division commanders all shook and involuntarily stood up straight.

Tang Yanming continued to scold furiously, "The sacrificed comrades have already shouldered the responsibility! What is this responsibility? They are not fighting for us; they shouldered this responsibility so that their families can live good lives and so that China will not be bullied! Look at your bear-like appearances, crying and sniffling one by one! What are you crying for! If crying could bring people back to life, I would lead you all in crying, and we would definitely cry every single dead comrade back to life!"

Provoked by these words, 1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu could not help but retort, "Report to Commander, we are not crying!"

Tang Yanming did not intend to curse at them, but simply wanted to rouse everyone's fighting spirit as quickly as possible. Since the division commander began to retort, Tang Yanming immediately asked, "Since you aren't crying, then what is your responsibility?"

Sun Lianhu failed to react immediately, but 3rd Division Commander Zhao Guangming already stood at attention. "Report to Commander, our responsibility is to win this battle together with the comrades."

Tang Yanming breathed a sigh of relief internally, but remained stern on the surface. "Correct! Then you all think carefully. In today's battle, the Japanese losses were far greater than ours, yet why do they still want to continue fighting?"

The three division commanders had actually thought about this on the battlefield. It was just that they had never experienced such tragic losses in their own troops, and their hearts could not bear it, leading to a psychological imbalance. Given a wake-up call by Army Commander Tang Yanming, the division commanders all recovered. Even though the sense of guilt still weighed heavily on their hearts, they could continue to fulfill their duties.

Tang Yanming asked the division commanders to come to the map. He pointed to a section of the continuous front line responsible by the 5th Army. "The Japanese have completed their probing; they've even used tanks. Now they are playing fancy tricks, wanting to determine the weaknesses in our defense line and also test their assault capabilities. Once the fancy tricks are used up, the real thing will come. Everyone, point out the weaknesses on the defense line and reinforce them quickly. For those that cannot be effectively reinforced, make targeted contingency plans. A hard battle is coming soon."

1st Division Commander Sun Lianhu felt that his former vanity was completely worthless, so he simply cast it aside. Even so, he asked a question with some shame, "Commander, what about the reserves?"

Commander Tang Yanming did not answer immediately. His gaze was placed on the rear of the position. The main force of the reserves was not in the rear at this moment, but on the coastline of the west coast of Korea.

***

At the Korean Front Command, Deputy Commander and 2nd Army Group Commander Hu Xiushan looked down at the map. Standing beside him was Commander Xu Chengfeng. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan was on the phone with Li Zhengqing, Commander of the 4th Army Group on the east coast. Cheng Ruofan could be heard saying, "Commander Li, I have already received intelligence on the enemy's harassment fleet. The current judgment is that the probability of the enemy attacking the east coast is 50%."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't help but turn his head to look. Cheng Ruofan could still speak in such a tone at this time; he didn't know whether to call his confidence firm or say he was heartless. Anyway, if it were Xu Chengfeng, he wouldn't speak like that.

At this moment, Cheng Ruofan was heard saying "Mhm" a few times; he should be listening to 4th Army Group Commander Li Zhengqing expressing his opinion. After listening to Li Zhengqing's opinion, Cheng Ruofan said, "I can confirm, the probability of the enemy conducting a probing attack is 100%. Commander Li, make preparations. Hmm... goodbye."

After speaking, Cheng Ruofan hung up the phone and walked to the map. Xu Chengfeng asked, "You are still this sure?"

Cheng Ruofan tapped the map. "If the east coast is attacked first, then the west coast is being used as the breakthrough point. If the west coast is attacked first, then the east coast is being used as the breakthrough point. However, my judgment hasn't changed. The Japanese will definitely attempt on the east coast, but will definitely break through on the west coast. Their combat power is insufficient to support them expanding their gains after breaking through on the east coast."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan remaining so straightforward and firm, Xu Chengfeng couldn't help but feel a trace of envy. As the Commander, betting the lives of a million troops on a judgment—Xu Chengfeng could not do this, and dared not do this.

Xu Chengfeng was just about to ask Hu Xiushan about his judgment on the Japanese breakthrough point when he saw Hu Xiushan look up and ask, "Chief of Staff, are you still worried about the operational transition?"

Cheng Ruofan nodded. "Our army doesn't have the ability to crush the Japanese frontally yet. The operational transition is our passive point. I am looking at it from this angle, which is why I am somewhat worried. We have already transferred two armies from the rear, but looking at the situation before us, they won't make it in time to plug the gap."

Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and asked, "You mean, the Japanese will launch an all-out attack tomorrow?"

Cheng Ruofan pondered for a moment before answering, "I hope not."

Xu Chengfeng wanted to join the discussion but didn't know what to say. The campaign had been fought to this point, and the chips in both hands were basically clear. There remained only one question, which was what Hu Xiushan and Cheng Ruofan were discussing: When exactly would the Japanese push their chips onto the table, and where would they place them?

The so-called offense-defense transition meant that after the Northeast Army consumed the Japanese to a certain extent relying on positions, they would retreat.

For example, in today's Japanese attack, according to the Northeast Army's rough estimate, Japanese casualties were over 50,000. Through interrogating captured Japanese soldiers, it was found that the Japanese divisions participating in the frontline attacks were not the previous six, but at least ten divisions. The Japanese had about twenty divisions in Korea, and the forces committed to the western line could reach at most eighteen divisions. If the Japanese breakthrough direction was on the west coast, after the Northeast Army fully utilized fortifications to inflict massive casualties on the Japanese, they would choose to retreat.

The first step of the retreat was not the withdrawal of frontline troops, but the mobilization of reserves to implement a powerful counterattack. After repelling the main Japanese attack force, the Northeast Army could retreat calmly.

Of course, the Northeast Army could also complete a phased retreat under high discipline while under constant Japanese pursuit, but the requirements for the troops would be too high. Not to mention the Northeast Army with only six years of army-building experience, even the Japanese Army with decades of experience likely couldn't do it.

But there were plenty of talented people within the Japanese military. Once the Northeast Army began a powerful counterattack, elite officers within the Japanese army would see the crux of the problem. Whether the Northeast Army would repel the Japanese frontally first, or whether the Japanese could seize the fleeting opportunity to launch an attack, Xu Chengfeng could not judge. And according to Cheng Ruofan's feeling, the probability of this happening was quite high.

Of course, the premise for this happening was that the Japanese would launch an all-out attack tomorrow, causing the two armies on the Northeast Army's second defense line to be unable to arrive in time. If another two armies reinforced the front line, the Japanese's last chance would also disappear. This battle would turn into a different kind of situation.

Before Xu Chengfeng could speak, Hu Xiushan picked up a red and blue pencil and drew large blue circles at two locations on the map. Red represented the Northeast Army, and blue represented the Japanese. Xu Chengfeng pressed his hands on the edge of the table, looking down at the two blue circles on the map. These were locations where the terrain was relatively flat. If the Japanese could punch through here, they could break through to the Northeast Army's rear completely without restriction. Precisely because of this, the Northeast Army had deployed very tight defenses here. If the Japanese were to break through from here, it would feel like hitting a wall with one's head.

Hu Xiushan put down the pen and explained, "This is the position where the Japanese are most adept at exerting their combat power. The Japanese should be very clear now that the tactic most favorable to them is the way that fully exerts Japanese combat power. When narrow paths meet, the brave win. Our army's advantage is the model of army building and the strategic advantage gained by striking first in this war, dragging the Japanese into the battlefield we have set up to fight. And our army's disadvantage is that the mid-to-high-level commanders lack experience. Once the burden of battle presses on the mid-to-high-level commanders, their judgment of the battlefield will be somewhat distorted, and they cannot immediately make the best judgment based on the changes in the battlefield. I believe the Japanese have the ability to realize this."

Xu Chengfeng did not answer. Because this was something Xu Chengfeng knew but had absolutely no way to change. Six years was enough to cultivate thousands of excellent battalion and company-level commanders, and many outstanding regimental commanders had also emerged. However, division-level and army-level commanders required time.

Even Xu Chengfeng himself did not consider himself an excellent Commander-in-Chief. As Hu Xiushan said, all the current strategic advantages of the Northeast Army were achieved by unexpected active attacks, not because the Northeast Army possessed such absolute strength.

Thinking of this, Xu Chengfeng said, "Then let us send a telegram to the Chairman."

Hu Xiushan nodded, and Cheng Ruofan also nodded. If He Rui agreed with their judgment, they could use this judgment as a basis to coordinate the subsequent troop arrangements.

The Northeast Army Korean Front Command was sleepless all night. The Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters and the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters also worked through the night.

In the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, Nagata Tetsuzan stood beside Commander Terauchi Hisaichi, handing order drafts one by one to Terauchi Hisaichi. Terauchi Hisaichi signed them one by one with a resolute expression, while Okamura Yasuji directed the staff officers to send out the numerous orders quickly.

And at Nagasaki Port in southern Kyushu, the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters was located within the naval port. Commander Suzuki Kantaro and Deputy Commander Ugaki Kazushige, two Lieutenant Generals, were smoking and had even stopped talking. Only when subordinates came with various sailing preparation documents would the two stub out their cigarettes and begin work.

The 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Chief of Staff Ishiwara Kanji was standing in front of several blackboards, arms crossed, looking at the data and judgments on them one by one. Ishiwara Kanji no longer knew whether he was asleep or awake; anyway, even in his dreams, his mind was filled with various war scenes.

There was only one chance; this was Ishiwara Kanji's judgment. The biggest obstacle now was instead Commander Lieutenant General Suzuki Kantaro.

This Lieutenant General had been a torpedo boat captain during the First Sino-Japanese War and became famous for leading torpedo boats into the Weihaiwei anchorage to sink the ironclad *Dingyuan*. After graduating from the Naval War College, he served as an instructor at the school and a military attaché in Germany. During the Russo-Japanese War, he served as the Commander of the 2nd Fleet Destroyer Squadron. Since 1914, he had successively served as Vice Minister of the Navy in the Okuma Shigenobu Cabinet, Principal of the Naval Academy, and Military Councilor.

Undoubtedly, neither Ugaki Kazushige nor Ishiwara Kanji was qualified to speak loudly in front of this veteran. Ishiwara Kanji felt that Lieutenant General Suzuki still cared too much about the importance of the Navy, so he had considerable doubts about the amphibious landing that spared no cost. So when the moment for the desperate strike arrived, there was no guarantee whether this Lieutenant General, who seemed to have agreed with the operational plan, would pull some petty tricks.

But this was no longer important. Ishiwara Kanji had already experienced the panic and regret of missing the opportunity in his nightmares. When he woke up and found that it was just a new nightmare, he would feel an incomparable sense of rejoicing.

Since the nightmare had happened so many times, it was time to let the Great Japanese Empire have a good dream for once.

Time had unknowingly reached 4:00 AM on January 11. The two Lieutenant Generals were already drowsy. Their adjutant walked in at this moment. "Report, Your Excellencies, the scheduled time for the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army's operation has arrived."

At this moment, on the Korean front, countless artillery shells tore through the sky, blasting from the Japanese side toward the Northeast Army's defense lines.
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At 4:00 AM on January 11th, at Airport 413, located 60 kilometers south of Pyongyang Airport, Korean laborers dragged heavy stone rollers off the runway. Large grains of salt had been crushed into small pieces under the rollers, shattering and mixing with the layer of ice on the rough concrete runway. Another group of Korean laborers, brooms in hand and led by ground crew, cleaned the salty slush from the runway.

The snow had stopped. Thanks to the continuous spreading of salt to melt the snow over the past few days, the runway's operation had not been affected by the weather. Although saltwater would corrode the concrete runway, no one cared about such things at this moment.

The hangars were brightly lit; the aircraft had completed maintenance and were ready to sortie at any time. When the telephone rang, Wang Congye, the commander of the 18th Flying Group at Pyongyang Airport, had just woken up. Wang Congye grabbed the phone, and after exchanging the password, he received orders from the Air Force Command of the Korean Front Headquarters: "Take off 20 minutes before dawn."

Putting down the phone, Wang Congye didn't need to check the schedule. He called the meteorologist in the control tower directly. "This is Wang Congye. What's the weather today?"

The meteorologist had already received the latest forecast and immediately replied, "East wind today. Sunny, or cloudy."

A bit of cloud cover was better than none. Flying above the clouds would allow the planes to conceal themselves well. As for the possibility of veering off course, it was completely non-existent under the current circumstances.

The order was relayed to the flying group, and the pilots immediately began preparations. As everyone ran to their stations, Political Commissar Sun Rusong asked, "It seems the situation at the front is urgent."

Taking off before dawn was considered a night takeoff, but the difficulty was far lower than a night landing. Wang Congye was quite confident. "This time we can bomb the Japanese army to our heart's content."

Just as Wang Congye knew his flying group would, the fleet took off smoothly. Wang Congye piloted the last plane to take off. After ascending, he checked his watch; it was exactly 20 minutes before dawn.

***

In the air, it was already dawn, and the flight formation could see the brilliant morning light on the horizon. Although the snow-covered earth below was dim, roads could still be faintly distinguished. After flying for more than ten minutes, the rising sun illuminated the cockpit. Due to the angle of vision, the sunlight was blinding, and all pilots put on their sunglasses. A few minutes later, the pilots took them off again. They had arrived at the battlefield.

On the snow-covered Korean landscape, a zone dozens of kilometers wide presented a dark color. One didn't even need to see the flashes of explosions and smoke on the ground to clearly analyze that this place was different. The movement of millions of troops had even changed the proper appearance of the terrain, turning the natural scenery into a hellish landscape.

The lead fighter planes wagged their wings, issuing commands. Fighter squads began to occupy various positions in the air, leaving space for the bombers to drop their payloads. The clumsy bombers flew almost in a straight line, their bomb bay doors opened, and bombs were pushed out of the bays one by one, falling toward the Japanese positions.

There was no need for particular accuracy. Just looking at the ant-like crowds surging on the ground, every bomb would be effective in inflicting casualties.

Nagata Tetsuzan, Chief of Staff of the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, had absolutely no reaction upon hearing the news that the Northeast Army Air Force had begun bombing. Over the past two days, the Japanese infantry had gone from being somewhat surprised by aerial strikes to being quite indifferent to being killed by bombs.

Compared to the Northeast Army's heavy artillery, field guns, and machine guns, these few bombs amounted to nothing. Thousands of people died every day; the number of deaths from bombing was negligible in the overall ratio.

Nagata Tetsuzan asked, "Are our reconnaissance planes ready?"

Okamura Yasuji immediately replied, "Observation points have recorded the arrival time of the Northeast Army's aircraft fleet. When they run out of fuel and fly back, our reconnaissance planes will rush to the battlefield."

Nagata nodded and paid no further attention to the air force. The staff officers beside him, however, inevitably felt some anxiety. Japan didn't have many planes to begin with, and losses in air combat were heavy. The resources invested in each plane were significant, and the production cycle was quite long. At the current rate of loss, Japan would have no usable planes left in a few days.

But there was really no way to mention such things, because what limited the number of Japanese planes was not the battlefield, but the fact that the Japanese aircraft factories behind the battlefield were too few, the workers lacked experience, and efficiency was too low.

***

At this time, the battle reports from the first wave of attacks had been transmitted back. The staff officers also tossed the trivial matter of airplanes aside. Compared to the casualties in land warfare, the losses of Japanese Air Force pilots, if not rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns, were at least a drop in the bucket.

When Nagata saw the news that four regiments had been wiped out within an hour, his expression remained unruffled. He stood up and handed the report to Commander Terauchi Hisaichi, then continued his work as Chief of Staff.

Commander Terauchi Hisaichi's heart was in turmoil. Unlike Nagata Tetsuzan, a pure elite officer who had always worked in the General Staff and the Ministry of War, Terauchi Hisaichi had served as a division commander. Three regiments had already been wiped out, meaning the total loss would be equivalent to a division. Terauchi Hisaichi knew very well how majestic and powerful a division of over 27,000 men looked when lined up for inspection.

But Terauchi Hisaichi knew even better that this was an inevitable loss. Since they had chosen to break through in flat terrain where the Japanese army could exert its combat power, they would inevitably encounter fierce counterattacks from the Northeast Army, which had calmly set up defensive positions. Casualties of over 20,000 men were not considered high for this fight-to-the-death battle.

Okamura Yasuji had also left the headquarters at this time to send out the latest orders. The latest order required the Japanese heavy artillery group directly under the command of the headquarters to dump all shells onto the breakthrough point, aside from necessary counter-battery fire. As for the 'trivial matter' of being bombed by the Northeast Army, the heavy artillery group should try not to mind it.

This slight change in the Japanese artillery was immediately felt by the Northeast Army's heavy artillery group. The heavy artillery unit reported to headquarters immediately. The Korean Front Command issued an order right away: "Heavy artillery group, your secondary mission is to suppress enemy heavy artillery. Your primary mission is to attack the enemy infantry assault clusters. In particular, prepare firepower to provide fire support at any time when cooperating with our infantry's counterattack to retake positions."

In the headquarters of each corps of the Northeast Army, intelligence staff officers held the newly received telegrams, running swiftly to the combat departments that needed to be notified, delivering the news in the fastest possible time.

Every piece of news represented a position of this corps on the front line. These positions had once been built to be impregnable; no matter how many infantrymen charged up, it would be suicide. Now, these positions were so broken that their original appearance could not be discerned. The bare positions were full of huge craters blasted by Japanese 150mm artillery, and conversely, few corpses could be seen. Because the corpses, like the ground, had been turned into debris.

The width of the position under Japanese attack was about three kilometers. The number of officers and soldiers continuing to defend each position was less than half of what it was before. The Japanese skirmish lines rolled forward in front of each position. From an hour ago until now, the troops couldn't remember how many Japanese attacks they had repulsed, nor did they remember how many replacement troops had been sent up. Because the intervals between Japanese attacks were very short, everyone felt that the Japanese were attacking continuously and had never stopped.

Rifle barrels radiated heat, and machine gun barrels were so hot that no one dared to touch them. Some officers and soldiers who accidentally touched the machine gun barrels would scream from the burns.

***

Defending the breakthrough gap was the 23rd Corps. The Corps Commander looked at the battle line on the map, which had clearly curved inward, and had made up his mind. He heard the Chief of Staff ask, "Commander, should we send up the reserves?"

The 23rd Corps Commander turned his head. The Chief of Staff saw the Commander's eyes, which seemed to be burning, and understood that the Commander wanted to make a ruthless move. Sure enough, the Commander said, "Send a telegram to headquarters. Our corps is considering giving up part of the broken positions to attract the Japanese to concentrate, and we request headquarters to provide artillery coordination to conduct heavy artillery bombardment on the Japanese forces entering that area."

Upon hearing this, the Chief of Staff immediately asked, "Commander, if the Japanese continue to assault fiercely while we retreat, can we hold?"

This was actually not a question, but an objection. The 23rd Corps Commander answered immediately, "We have enough replenishment troops behind us, as well as two divisions of reserves sent by headquarters. The Japanese can't punch through. But if we resist stubbornly like this, it will actually make the Japanese feel they have a chance. Since the Japanese are so stubborn, let them taste..."

Just as he finished speaking, there was a loud noise near the headquarters, and the ground shook violently. The electric lights inside the shelter all swayed wildly.

The 23rd Corps headquarters was only three kilometers behind the defense line, well within the range of Japanese shelling. In fact, the Commander had wanted to place the headquarters just one kilometer behind the defense line. But this position was too far forward. If the corps headquarters was only one kilometer from the line, then the division headquarters would have to be placed inside the line. So the Chief of Staff tried his best to persuade the Commander not to do this. The experience of the past two days proved that having the command post too far forward was too dangerous. But some distance did not affect command.

The 23rd Corps Commander waited for the surroundings to quiet down a bit, then asked again immediately, "Does the Chief of Staff disagree with this view?"

Various response tactical plans were formulated by the staff department to begin with, so the Chief of Staff couldn't say he disagreed. He could only answer, "I will send it to headquarters now."

The Korean Front Command received the telegram. Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and replied: "Reply to the 23rd Corps headquarters: Command agrees to their plan and will provide them with the contact method for an artillery brigade."

The staff officers immediately went to execute the order. Commander Xu Chengfeng and Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan of the Frontline Command couldn't intervene. Directing Hu Xiushan's troops over his head would incur resentment.

Moreover, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan had their own work to do. The two looked at the latest situation laid out on the map by the staff officers. The Japanese onslaught was undeniably fierce, but after fighting for more than an hour, the Japanese had only made the battle line feel slightly interlocked. As for the overall battle line, the Northeast Army still maintained its continuity, and the line was even very flat.

The battle report stated our casualties were over ten thousand. Facing such a complete defense line, the Japanese casualties must be much greater. At least in the current battle, there was nothing to evaluate.

Cheng Ruofan spoke up, "Commander, how about ordering the fighter planes to strafe in a dive?"

The air force liaison officer next to him immediately looked nervous and excited upon hearing this. This tactic had been proposed by the air force, so there was nothing improper about Cheng Ruofan giving the order. But the air force knew its own business very well; low-altitude strafing would greatly reduce the safety of the pilots. The air force liaison officer couldn't help but feel heartache for his air force personnel.

Xu Chengfeng agreed to Cheng Ruofan's suggestion immediately. Whether air force strafing could inflict heavy casualties on the Japanese army could be proven on the battlefield now. If it could block the Japanese, that would naturally be best.

Soon, ground marker panels were laid out. The air force units over the battlefield received the signal. 18th Group Commander Wang Congye immediately moved the control stick, wagging the plane's wings to signal his wingman to follow. Immediately, he pushed the stick, and the plane spiraled and dove down.

The altitude went from 1500 meters to 1200 meters, to 1000 meters, to 500 meters. Everything on the ground became clearer and clearer. When the plane's altitude reached 200 meters, Wang Congye's excellent vision allowed him to see clearly the patches of corpses on the ground, and the Japanese troops charging over the corpses toward the Northeast Army positions.

From a high altitude of over a thousand meters, these people were almost invisible; even if seen, they were no bigger than ants. Even at 200 meters, people were still ant-like.

At this moment, the plane had reached a suitable position. Group Commander Wang Congye continued to push the stick down. The plane dove, and in Wang Congye's eyes, the ground approached rapidly, as if he were about to drive the plane headfirst into the earth.

Just as the earth was approaching fast, Wang Congye pulled up the control stick. At this time, the plane was less than 100 meters from the ground, and the people in his field of vision finally looked like people. Wang Congye clearly saw that the ground was covered with dead and wounded Japanese soldiers, as well as running Japanese soldiers. The earth beneath his feet seemed not to be made of soil and rocks, but paved by humans, paved by corpses.

Pressing the machine gun firing button, the machine guns on the plane flying at a shallow angle to the ground opened fire fiercely. Wang Congye focused most of his attention on piloting the plane and didn't notice how many Japanese soldiers he had hit.

All Wang Congye saw in his eyes was the constantly approaching sea of corpses. The sound of machine gun fire roared in the cockpit, interwoven with the sound of gunfire and artillery from outside the cabin, making Wang Congye's blood boil. It wasn't until he could see the Japanese military caps clearly that Wang Congye pulled the plane up.

Upon returning to the uncrowded air, Wang Congye felt his heart beating as if it were about to jump out of his chest. However, a feeling of returning to the living after walking before the gates of hell made Wang Congye unable to resist cursing aloud, followed by a loud laugh.

When he could laugh, Wang Congye felt he had sobered up again. He hurriedly looked back to check on his wingman, only to see that the wingman was actually at a high altitude, about 300 meters higher than himself. It seemed the comrades in the wingman aircraft hadn't dived as low as he had.

Flying back to high altitude, he saw that the bombers in the group had already begun to return, while the fighter planes, in groups of four, began to dive and strafe. although everything on the ground became small again, the image of flying at low altitude over the sea of corpses remained deeply in Wang Congye's mind. Wang Congye couldn't imagine how many people had died in the battle so far.

In the headquarters of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army, officers of general rank didn't actually care much about how many people had died. Because this was no longer important.

Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well before the battle that Japanese casualties in the ensuing battle would definitely exceed 200,000. But this didn't matter. If they couldn't break through the Northeast Army's defense line, if they couldn't break through the defense line with fierce attacks but instead attacked slowly, the number of Japanese who would die on this defense line in the future would definitely exceed one million.

Because Japan could absolutely not accept the Northeast Army occupying northern Korea. Moreover, the Army Ministry's intelligence department had received news that the Northeast Army had invited Kim Gu, a very radical member of the Korean Provisional Government in exile in Shanghai, to Tianjin for an interview.

If the Northeast Army were allowed to stay in northern Korea for a year, a Korean government capable of self-rule would appear in northern Korea. At that time, the Northeast Army could withdraw a considerable number of troops back to the Northeast and march into the pass. This Korean Provisional Government would be capable of conscripting hundreds of thousands of troops to assist the Northeast Army in combat. He Rui could then go to China's capital and take over power in North China. Once he possessed half of China, within half a year, He Rui would become even more terrible, even more invincible.

Therefore, no matter how many people died, He Rui could not be allowed to take root in Korea. Nagata Tetsuzan was very clear about this and had long made the resolve to pay the price of hundreds of thousands of Japanese lives. This was not only Nagata's view but also the consensus of the entire Army, Navy, and the Japanese upper echelons.
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Twelve divisions launched a full-scale offensive, with six divisions held in reserve, ready to commit heavy forces at any breakthrough point to immediately shatter the enemy defense line.

Lieutenant General Hoshino Shōzaburō, commander of the 9th Division, understood exactly what his division was to do from the moment he received the operational orders. At 10:00 AM, a communications officer strode into the division headquarters and handed over the order from Army Command. After reading it, Division Commander Hoshino reviewed the critical sections again before handing the document to his Chief of Staff, saying, "Chief of Staff, Headquarters wants us to complete our troop replenishment right here on the positions."

The Division Chief of Staff took the document and glanced at it, instantly grasping the intent of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. Completing replenishment at the front lines meant the troops had to maintain constant combat pressure. They could not give the Northeast Army any respite to redeploy forces to reinforce the main Japanese direction of attack.

Knowing they were participating in a campaign involving eighteen divisions, the Chief of Staff felt a palpitation. After four hours of fighting, he had already sensed just how bloody this super-scale campaign was, judging by the ceaseless stream of casualty reports and the extremely limited distance of advance.

Since Headquarters had ordered it, and the Division Commander had understood, the Chief of Staff asked, "If the Commander permits, I will arrange it immediately."

Division Commander Hoshino paced a few steps with his hands behind his back within the headquarters before ordering, "Have the regiment of the 2nd Brigade that is currently attacking continue to maintain the offensive. Continue probing for weaknesses in the enemy positions. Force the enemy so they cannot withdraw a single soldier."

"Yes," the Chief of Staff replied.

As the Chief of Staff left the headquarters to receive the replacement troops, he saw several European officers being escorted towards the rear by Japanese soldiers. Walking with them was a team of Korean porters pulling carts piled high with Japanese corpses. They were likely being transported to the rear.

The Chief of Staff frowned and ordered his adjutant, "Hurry up and send these observers to the rear. Afterwards, even if Headquarters orders it, do not allow these people to come to our division."

These foreign observers were led by the French Major General Louis. Seeing the Japanese so eagerly 'escorting' his party away, Major General Louis found these Japanese officers quite amusing. Did they not know how miserable the war in Europe was?

The Japanese 9th Division was established in Kanazawa, Japan, in 1896. A standing division of the Imperial Japanese Army consisted of two infantry brigades, totaling four infantry regiments, plus artillery, cavalry, engineer, and transport regiments, with a total strength of about 22,000 men.

Because the Japanese Army implemented a regional conscription system for reserve personnel, the area where each Army division was stationed in peacetime was also the home of its officers and men and the source of its replenishment troops. The 9th Division was stationed in Kanazawa, Ishikawa, and Fukui in peacetime, and most of its personnel were from these areas. Since the Japanese Army often referred to divisions by their location or commander's name, the 9th Division was also known as the "Kanazawa Division."

Everything he saw before him did not make Major General Louis and the officers of the French Military Observation Mission look down on the Japanese Army. Major General Louis actually rated the Japanese 9th Division quite highly. The French Military Observation Mission, including Lieutenant Colonel Malone, held the same view.

Of course, the French Military Observation Mission was also very envious that the Japanese Army could fight in a battlefield environment like Korea.

The environment of the European battlefield was far worse than that of Korea. especially since the main combat areas were the plains and lowlands of Europe, where the water table was high and there were many rivers and swamps. If trenches were dug slightly deeper, water would likely seep in. The land was only truly dry for a short three or four months of the year. For the other months, especially from late autumn to spring, soldiers had to fight almost soaked in the muddy water of the trenches.

Compared to the European theater, the environment in Korea, where one didn't have to fight treading in muddy water even after winter snows, was already enviable. At least the wounded officers and men wouldn't fall into mud dyed red by their own blood and drown.

A little disdain for the Japanese Army's lack of worldly experience did not affect Major General Louis's careful collection of battlefield intelligence. At the beginning of the battle, Japanese soldiers were carried down by stretcher teams. An hour later, stretcher teams began to be insufficient, and many soldiers were carried down on the backs of medics.

Two hours into the battle, every stretcher of the Japanese stretcher teams carried two Japanese wounded, and they were serious casualties. The lightly wounded could only stop the bleeding briefly and walk down themselves.

Major General Louis watched the teams of Korean colonial porters transporting the wounded under Japanese direction. They transported the wounded one by one with utter submissiveness. That submissiveness came from the heart, because they knew clearly that they were a lower class of people in front of the Japanese. This was much better than the people in the French colonies. This submissiveness, born of a clear consciousness of high and low status, made Major General Louis greatly envious. Thinking back to the people in the French colonies, they were truly wild and difficult to tame.

Leaving the 9th Division's position along a safe passage, Major General Louis stopped and looked back at the distant direction of the Japanese 9th Division. He saw that the movement of personnel in the rear of the position was very orderly. It was evident that the 9th Division had not been thrown into chaos by heavy losses.

This left Major General Louis with some regret. If only there were a French Military Observation Mission on the Northeast Army's front lines as well. With observation missions on both sides, one could more clearly understand the level of understanding of campaign management by the division and corps-level commanders of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army, and understand the ability of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army to withstand such high-intensity warfare.

So far, the performance of both sides had been disciplined and proper, possessing the level of the Great War in Europe. As for the heavy casualties, it was not strange at all; a war of this scale should have such a quantity of casualties. If both sides could keep fighting like this, it meant that the war in the Far East had reached the level of the top-tier second-rate Great Powers of the world.

On the eastern part of the entire front, in the sector of the 25th Division on the east coast of Korea, the division commander similarly sent the British Military Observation Mission to the rear on the grounds that 'combat is dangerous.' Major General James, head of the British Military Observation Mission, had views on the war that were basically the same as the French Military Representative Mission.

But Major General James frowned, his mind already considering how to send a telegram to the British military. This telegram had to be sent now. That the level of warfare in the Far East had developed to be comparable to the European War meant that the situation in the Far East was already out of control.

It was almost no longer possible for Britain to determine the fate of the Far East solely by its own military action. Major General James felt there were too many things to report, yet he didn't know how to report them. Like Major General Louis, Major General James couldn't help but hope that the generals of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army did not yet possess military command skills comparable to British generals.

If the Northeast and Japan were still just barbarians who had mastered advanced weapons, it would undoubtedly be a great thing for Britain. As for whether things would go as wished, the subsequent battle reports would tell.

...If the Japanese side was willing to let the British Military Representative Mission see the true battle reports.

Major General James also gazed at the distant battlefield, wanting very much to see with his own eyes what was happening on the Northeast Army's positions.

The Northeast Army's battle line was similar to the Japanese Army's. Although the Northeast Army did not oppress the Koreans as the Japanese did, they still conscripted Korean laborers to undertake part of the transport work.

It was better not to transport the wounded in bumpy trucks if possible, so the Northeast Army provided a large number of handcarts to transport the wounded quickly to dressing stations within one kilometer of the rear of the battle line for emergency treatment, and then quickly transport them to field hospitals.

The field hospitals were in relatively safe mountain hollows. In the mountainous northern part of Korea, such hollows were plentiful. At this moment, handcarts were moving in and out of the entrance to the hollow. Amidst the rumble of artillery, the simply bandaged wounded were sent in. When they left, they were either wounded who had been treated and were being transported to the rear, or bodies of martyrs placed in hemp body bags, sent to the identification center for fallen officers and men.

Whether wounded or martyrs, the Northeast Army did not want to abandon them. Transported to the vicinity of the railway station, after statistics and recording, they would be put on trains arriving from the rear to the front. Train after train arrived from the rear full of officers, men, weapons, and ammunition, and returned full of wounded and martyrs.

The railway from the Yalu River to the Pyongyang defense line was nearly a thousand kilometers long, and the density of trains running on it had reached the upper limit of its carrying capacity. Each train could transport 200 wounded, and there was a specialized car responsible for transporting martyrs. Sixty trains moving from the northeast direction towards the Pyongyang defense line were full of personnel and supplies, and sixty trains moving from the Pyongyang defense line towards the northeast were also full of personnel.

Every minute, trains rumbled forward. Every minute, the railways of Korea maintained a total of 120 trains travelling north and south.

The Northeast Army had deployed 100,000 replacement troops behind the Pyongyang defense line. In three days, the 100,000 replacement troops were almost gone. Most importantly, although some units had reached full strength again through replenishment, such units needed a day of rest and reorganization. The number of these units was too large, so Hu Xiushan began to rely on the reserves to take over the defense line.

The Japanese offensive posture was already extremely clear: to break through the flat areas and attempt to cut off the Pyongyang defense line. Facing a battle line boiling with blood and life, Hu Xiushan still contacted the four corps commanders one by one according to procedure. After the telegrams were sent, Hu Xiushan said to Xu Chengfeng, "Commander, I need a corps of reserves."

Xu Chengfeng didn't even ask, directly inquiring of Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan, "Which units of the 3rd Corps can be transferred to the 2nd Army Group?"

Cheng Ruofan did not look at the order of battle table and wrote down the designations of three divisions. Xu Chengfeng took a look; this was actually drawing one division from each of the three corps defending the coastline to give to Hu Xiushan as reserves.

Xu Chengfeng said nothing. The remaining corps was the general reserve; this force would only be used at the very end.
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At 11:00 AM on January 11th, the Japanese 27th Division relieved the 6th Division, the "sharp knife" on the main axis of attack, and continued the breakthrough offensive.

Fighting since dawn, the 6th Division had made the greatest progress among all divisions, advancing a total of 1,800 meters. The vanguard of the 27th Division crossed positions covered with corpses and wounded soldiers, passed through trench after trench, and finally reached the 6th Division headquarters.

Initially, seeing corpses—especially in large numbers—Colonel Shiratori Meiichi, commander of the 27th Division's vanguard regiment, felt a palpitation in his heart. But after seeing so many, the feeling faded.

In the frontline less than 300 meters from the division headquarters, the sound of gunfire and explosions was as dense as popping beans. Colonel Shiratori Meiichi entered the headquarters and immediately saluted Major General Yuhara Kanzo, the Division Commander. "Your Excellency, I am Shiratori of the 27th Division, ordered to take over the attack."

"Is that so?" Major General Yuhara Kanzo was bareheaded, not wearing his military cap. Looking at Colonel Shiratori, a look of joy surprisingly appeared on his desperate yet resolute face. "Please, Shiratori-kun, take over the command here."

After speaking, Major General Yuhara Kanzo looked around, picked up his military cap from a corner on the ground, patted off the mud sticking to it, and put it on. Only then did he bow to the Chief of Staff of the 6th Division beside him.

The 6th Division Chief of Staff hurriedly returned the bow. After the formalities, Major General Yuhara Kanzo threw out his chest and said, "You have worked hard up to now. Chief of Staff, I must trouble you with the remaining matters."

With that, Yuhara Kanzo picked up his officer's sword and walked straight out of the command post. The Chief of Staff looked pained but stood still without saying a word. Colonel Shiratori Meiichi, standing nearby, didn't know what was happening and could only watch.

Not long after, the sound of gunfire ahead suddenly intensified. The 6th Division Chief of Staff, his expression full of pain, walked back to the command desk and said, "I am temporarily assuming command of this division. Colonel Shiratori, let us proceed with the work as soon as possible."

Only then did Colonel Shiratori Meiichi realize that Major General Yuhara Kanzo had gone out to join the final charge. Moved, Colonel Shiratori Meiichi tentatively asked, "Chief of Staff, may I ask how many troops are left in the 6th Division?"

The 6th Division Chief of Staff looked bleak. "Those inside the command post are all the mobile troops currently available."

Colonel Shiratori Meiichi was startled and quickly ordered his troops forward to take over the 6th Division's battle line.

Fifteen minutes later, Major General Yuhara Kanzo, who had been hit by three bullets but was miraculously still alive, was brought back by the troops sent by Colonel Shiratori Meiichi. Perhaps bolstered by the spirit of the Division Commander personally leading the charge, the remnants of the 6th Division launched a final attack that pushed the battle line forward another 100 meters, approaching two kilometers.

However, by current general military standards, the defensive depth was around five kilometers. That is to say, at the cost of almost total annihilation, the 6th Division had only completed two-fifths of the objective. The remaining three-fifths would have to be truly completed by the 27th Division, or the troops that would relieve them.

Inside the headquarters of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, Nagata Tetsuzan, directing the operations of eighteen divisions, stood up involuntarily after seeing the report and exclaimed loudly, "Commander, the bravery and tenacity of the Kumamoto Division reminds one of the heroic feat of resisting Saigō's great army inside Kumamoto Castle back then."

Terauchi Hisaichi looked at the casualty report and could only nod and sigh barely. According to the battle report, when the 6th Division was withdrawn, it could no longer be considered a "remnant unit," but rather the "wreckage" of a unit. Of the 6th Division's two brigade commanders, one was dead and one wounded. Of the eight regimental commanders, five were dead and three wounded. Eighty percent of the battalion and company commanders had died in battle. The entire unit had only 1,000 officers and men uninjured. Rough statistics showed the 6th Division had suffered nearly 40% deaths and missing, and 60% wounded.

The 6th Division (Kumamoto) and the 2nd Division (Sendai) were known side-by-side as the two strongest and most combat-effective elite units in the Japanese Army. Its predecessor was the Kumamoto Garrison established in 1873. During the Satsuma Rebellion, this unit was besieged in Kumamoto Castle by the Satsuma troops led by Saigō Takamori, and withstood Saigō's tide-like attacks with sheer will. With the army reform in 1888, the Garrison was renamed a Division, and the Kumamoto Garrison became the 6th Division.

Nagata Tetsuzan did not care about the fate of the 6th Division; he said this entirely to boost morale. Seeing Terauchi Hisaichi's reaction, Nagata struck while the iron was hot. "Your Excellency, the 6th Division possesses the spirit of the War God Nogi Maresuke; we should request a commendation for the 6th Division."

Terauchi Hisaichi was of noble birth and very clear about politics. Hearing Nagata say this, he immediately understood. Terauchi Hisaichi's expression instantly became impassioned. He stood up and ordered his adjutant, "Immediately telegraph Imperial General Headquarters, and at the same time inform all divisions of the 6th Division's heroism. At this time, the Army should have the courage to serve the country for three lives..."

Seeing Commander Terauchi acting according to the direction he pointed out, Nagata did not interfere further, but listened respectfully. When Commander Terauchi finished speaking, Nagata walked out using military affairs as an excuse. Okamura Yasuji followed him out. Nagata whispered, "Ask Ishiwara when the 2nd Command Post prepares to attack?"

Okamura hurriedly asked, "Do we need to urge Ishiwara to move?"

Nagata Tetsuzan shook his head. "No. I believe Ishiwara-kun can correctly judge the timing for deployment."

Okamura's brow was already furrowed. "Nagata-kun, if we keep fighting like this, we will inevitably fail to break through the enemy's defense line."

Having said this, the anxiety-filled Okamura looked at Nagata, hoping Nagata could immediately propose a countermeasure. Unexpectedly, Nagata's expression remained unchanged as he said calmly, "The performance of the Northeast Army's division and corps-level commanders in the first two days proved they lack war experience. But our judgment was not comprehensive. In trench warfare, where the space for free decision-making is not large, the performance of the Northeast Army generals can be considered qualified. That is to say, the probability that the headquarters previously judged we could penetrate the Northeast Army's defense line through frontal assault has become very low. Now we can no longer withdraw; we can only force the Northeast Army to continue fighting. By attacking at all costs, we force the Northeast Army defense line to move their reserves, creating conditions for Ishiwara-kun's landing."

Okamura actually understood that this was the only way for now, but at this moment, Okamura was truly unwilling to pin all expectations on Ishiwara's judgment of timing. If there was the slightest error in this judgment, the whole game would be lost.

Just as he wanted to say something more, he saw Nagata Tetsuzan composed and self-possessed, not affected by the unfavorable war situation at all. Okamura surprisingly could not speak. After hesitating for a moment, Okamura replied, "I will go arrange the breakthrough troops now."

War is like a meat grinder, constantly devouring flesh and life. Across the entire battle line, various Japanese divisions attacked continuously, attempting to find gaps in the Northeast Army's defense line. The Northeast Army units also focused intently on dealing with the Japanese attacks.

The entire 250-kilometer-long battle line was not like a pool of stagnant water, maintaining a clear distinction. Instead, it was like the waves of the sea, rising and falling. The Japanese units, as the attackers, pushed forward continuously, only to be pushed back by the Northeast Army.

At the positions selected by the Japanese army as breakthrough points, the troops of both sides were like ice and snow thrown into a boiling hell-cauldron—rising, falling, spinning, melting rapidly, and finally disappearing completely into the bloody, boiling cauldron.

At 11:30, in the headquarters of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army located on the Combined Fleet flagship *Kongō*, Ishiwara Kanji finished reading the latest battle report and immediately stood up, walking to Commander Suzuki Kantarō and Vice Commander Ugaki Kazushige. "Your Excellency Commander, Your Excellency Vice Commander, the time to strike has arrived!"

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō looked at Ishiwara Kanji and did not answer. Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige couldn't help but ask, "Why do you judge so?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively, "Analyzing the latest battle situation, the Northeast Army has already seen the hope of victory. In at most another twelve hours, our troops attacking frontally will be exhausted and unable to sustain the offensive. At that time, as long as the Northeast Army launches a comprehensive counterattack, they can repel our army. This subordinate believes the Northeast Army will not let this opportunity pass."

Lieutenant General Ugaki dared not fully believe Major General Ishiwara Kanji's judgment. The battle reports were not being read by Ishiwara alone; the entire 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters was reading them. Every officer working in the headquarters could see that the Japanese offensive had begun to develop towards a spent arrow, but no one dared to make a judgment on when the Northeast Army would use their final reserves.

Because the Northeast Army could completely choose not to use the reserves and just rely on cobbling together frontline troops to tough it out.

Just as Lieutenant General Ugaki hesitated, Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō, who had been silent most of the time, spoke. "Since the opportunity for battle has arrived, let the troops depart."

Lieutenant General Ugaki had no choice but to nod. But the unease in his heart grew stronger. There was only one chance to win; if they failed to grasp it, the Japanese army would have to wait months before launching another amphibious landing, or potentially lack the power to launch another landing operation at all.

The transport fleet had long been cruising at sea 200 kilometers away from Pyongyang. Once the order was given, thick black smoke soon poured from the smokestacks of all transport ships. All boiler dampers were opened, and stokers shoveled coal desperately into the boiler fuel intakes.

The Japanese army judged that the Northeast Army's air force had a range of only a little over 300 kilometers, so they parked the fleet at the 200-kilometer mark. At this time, observers on all warships strained their eyes searching the sky for Northeast Army planes, ready to issue warnings to the command bridge at any moment.

Also at 11:30, Xu Chengfeng ordered another corps to reinforce the Pyongyang defense line. Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan did not object, but still offered a plan to draw one division from each of the three coastal defense corps.

This time, even Xu Chengfeng felt it was unacceptable. "Chief of Staff, if we do this, our coastal defense strength will be hollowed out."

Cheng Ruofan replied calmly, "Since it must be hollowed out, then treat the coastal defense forces as warning units. As long as we still have a corps of reserves in hand, a coastal defense division can serve the function of a warning unit. Once the troops begin reinforcing, the coastal defense units will no longer serve a coastal defense function."

Cheng Ruofan's judgment left Xu Chengfeng speechless for a moment. It took half a minute for Xu Chengfeng to catch up with Cheng Ruofan's train of thought. Xu Chengfeng answered decisively, "Let's do it that way!"

Hu Xiushan was actually somewhat torn inside, but he knew even more clearly that as the battle situation became clearer, even if the choices exceeded pre-war predictions, they had to proceed. Since Cheng Ruofan had already completed his adjustment in understanding the current war situation, Hu Xiushan saw no reason to object. He said, "I agree."

High-level commanders rarely rely on improvisation in their views on war. *The Art of War* states: "He who makes many calculations before battle will win; he who makes few will lose. Much calculation brings victory, little calculation brings defeat; how much more so with no calculation at all! By observing this, the outcome is apparent."

Sun Wu, this great military strategist, earnestly exhorted later generations studying his military works: "To predict victory before war is because planning is thorough and conditions are sufficient; to estimate little chance of victory before war is because conditions for victory are few. With sufficient conditions, the chance of victory is great; with insufficient preparations, one will fail. Let alone having no conditions at all! I observe war based on these, and victory or defeat becomes clear."

The Northeast Army implemented Sun Wu's philosophy in formulating strategy and campaign arrangements. In strategic considerations, there was absolutely no laziness.

The ongoing campaign did not go beyond the possibilities of the Northeast Army's campaign simulations. Even the seemingly sudden change in the use of reserves did not exceed previous arrangements.

Orders were conveyed to the troops guarding the coast in moments. All three corps had contingency plans. Upon receiving the order, although the three corps commanders could not quite understand the headquarters' intention, they immediately issued orders according to the plan.

At 12:03, troops from three divisions withdrew from their positions respectively and, following the arranged routes, rushed to the front line in reinforcement formation.

At 12:30, the rearguard units of the three divisions had already left the coastal positions.

The Northeast Army stationed in the Yongchon Plain north of Pyongyang was the 7th Corps under the 3rd Army Group. Behind the 7th Corps station, jeeps equipped with radio direction-finding devices began routine patrols.

At 13:30, just as a radio search jeep drove to the rear entrance of the position, the needle on the instrument suddenly jumped. The listening operator wearing headphones shouted in great surprise, "Report, unidentified radio signal received in the rear!"

The vehicle commander couldn't believe it for a moment. The war had been fighting for months, and the listening units had been conducting routine searches every day without ever receiving an unidentified signal. Hearing the operator say this, the commander immediately asked, "Is there a mistake?"

The listening operator had never encountered such a thing either, and the signal had only sounded a few times before suddenly falling silent again. The operator couldn't help but doubt if he had made a mistake. The vehicle stopped at the entrance to the position, and was running low on gas. The operator dared not say he had definitely monitored it, and could only answer, "The monitoring instrument definitely moved just now. Our instrument was just serviced; it should have received some signal."

There were a large number of signals being transmitted in Korea every day now. If one said they received a signal, it wouldn't be strange. The commander finally ordered, "Let's go back first."

Lieutenant Okada Taichi had already stopped transmitting. A few months ago, during the Japanese army's great rout in Korea, he had followed Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji's orders to take a radio, and with the help of Japanese intelligence personnel in Korea, lay in ambush in northern Korea with several soldiers.

Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji had not ambushed just one small squad, but several. The leader of each small unit was a member of the "Future Society" in the Japanese military. Everyone was willing to accept such orders because they believed in the Future Society leader, Ishiwara Kanji, regardless of life or death.

For the past few days, according to the codebook left to Lieutenant Okada Taichi, Ishiwara Kanji required the squad to continue maintaining radio silence while observing the Northeast Army's movements at the designated location. Once large-scale movement of the Northeast Army was discovered, record it. After receiving new orders, begin transmitting at the time stipulated by the new orders. After that, transmit once every 10 minutes.

At this moment, the first transmission had ended. Lieutenant Okada Taichi walked in the mountains, panting, observing the distant Northeast Army positions with binoculars.

While observing, he heard a subordinate ask, "Lieutenant, ten minutes are up."

Lieutenant Okada Taichi ordered, "Transmit!"

After issuing the order, Lieutenant Okada Taichi continued to observe the Northeast Army positions. Amidst the clatter of the telegraph key hitting the button, Lieutenant Okada saw several Northeast Army vehicles—which looked quite good—drive out of the Northeast Army positions, splitting into several routes and driving towards his location.

A thought suddenly popped into Lieutenant Okada's mind: *Could they have discovered us?*

But Lieutenant Okada was not particularly worried. After all, he was just a small squad, hiding far away in the mountains. How could the Northeast Army possibly know where he was?

Another twenty minutes passed, and after sending two more telegrams, Lieutenant Okada heard the commotion of troops rushing towards him from a distance. It seemed he had indeed been discovered!

Without time to figure out why he was discovered, Lieutenant Okada immediately ordered, "Kinoshita, you and the telegraph operator move the radio; try to send one more! The rest follow me; lure the enemy away!"

The Northeast Army moved extremely fast. In just a few minutes, they were chasing towards Lieutenant Okada, who had intentionally exposed his tracks. Just as they were about to catch up with Lieutenant Okada's group, following several sharp whistle blasts, at least half of the pursuing troops turned around and chased in the direction of the radio.

Lieutenant Okada was now certain that the Northeast Army definitely had equipment to pinpoint radio signals. But understanding this was useless now. Although there were not many pursuers behind him, a squad of Northeast Army soldiers had already circled around to intercept in front.

Fight to the death with the Northeast Army? After this thought emerged, Lieutenant Okada immediately remembered Ishiwara Kanji's instruction: "If you encounter a situation where you cannot fight, please surrender immediately. Although He-kun is very cruel to the Japanese army, he is very lenient towards surrendered soldiers. Since Okada-kun has already undertaken such dangerous work, please be sure to come back alive."

Thinking of this, Lieutenant Okada ordered his subordinates, "Put down your weapons and prepare to surrender."

With that, Lieutenant Okada set an example by taking out his weapon and throwing it on the ground, then raising his hands and walking out from behind the tree where he was hiding. Before walking towards the Northeast Army to surrender, Lieutenant Okada looked back at his subordinates. He saw looks of astonishment and loss on their faces, but no one refused. Under Okada's gaze, the soldiers all threw down their weapons and followed Lieutenant Okada with their hands raised.

When Lieutenant Okada and the others knelt on the ground with their hands behind their heads under the guns of the angry Northeast Army soldiers, Okada felt quite terrified in his heart. He could understand the importance of the intelligence, which was why he had disregarded life and death to undertake such dangerous work.

Presumably, the Northeast Army was also very clear about this, which was why they were gnashing their teeth in anger. However, no matter how angry the Northeast Army was, just as Ishiwara Kanji had said, they did not shoot prisoners. for a moment, Okada was somewhat surprised; if their positions were swapped, Okada feared he wouldn't be able to suppress his anger and would kill someone.

On the battleship *Kongō*, all hesitation disappeared from Ishiwara Kanji's expression. Not only Ishiwara Kanji, but Vice Commander Ugaki Kazushige's face also showed only fortitude. He requested of Commander Suzuki Kantarō, "Commander, the landing that follows is entirely up to you."

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō truly hadn't expected that Ishiwara Kanji had actually planted a dormant asset during the collapse of the Japanese army in Korea months ago, and now these small squads actually risked death to send out radio signals. Judging from the squad's position, Ishiwara Kanji's judgment of the war situation was surprisingly accurate... as if Ishiwara Kanji had seen and heard it personally inside the Northeast Army headquarters...

Previously, Commander Suzuki believed in Ishiwara's ability, and although he looked cold, it was somewhat of an act. Now, Vice Admiral Suzuki felt somewhat in disbelief. Steel his heart, Vice Admiral Suzuki ordered, "Fleet, advance to the landing grounds. Order the *Hōshō* to launch all planes for comprehensive reconnaissance. Tell the pilots that the heavy burden of the Empire is entirely entrusted to them."

Before WWI, battleships carried reconnaissance planes, and Britain even developed early aircraft carriers. But the true aircraft carrier was the *Hōshō* developed by Japan. The Japanese army had suffered a big loss before, so for this naval sortie, they brought the *Hōshō* along.

Reconnaissance planes took off from the *Hōshō* one after another. At this time, the landing fleet was less than 50 kilometers from the target, the Yongchon Plain. Sailing at full speed, the main fleet responsible for clearing the beachhead could arrive within an hour.

At this time, the Northeast Army's Korean Front Headquarters had already received the news. Xu Chengfeng only felt his head buzzing. He had calculated everything, but he hadn't expected the Japanese army to actually seize the Northeast Army's only flaw.

However, Xu Chengfeng quickly calmed himself down. If he had sent out the last corps in hand earlier, the headquarters would truly have no moves left. Now there was still one corps that could be thrown into battle. Xu Chengfeng knew that the Japanese army had not yet gained the advantage.

At this time, Cheng Ruofan asked, "The telegraph is connected. Commander, apart from reporting the war situation, do you have anything else to ask?"

Xu Chengfeng answered decisively, "Please ask the Commander-in-Chief if we can implement Option Zero?"

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but sigh, but didn't speak to stop him. He quickly wrote the draft telegram and had the communications officer send it. Soon, the reply arrived. He Rui's reply asked only one question: "If the enemy breaks through the coastal defense positions, can our army complete a new defense line within 10 kilometers behind the enemy landing ground?"

Xu Chengfeng hadn't expected He Rui to ask such a question, but he also understood that He Rui did not want to adopt "Option Zero." The so-called Option Zero was to use planes loaded with large amounts of explosives to ram Japanese capital ships.

This was a very cruel and extremely inhumane plan, and Xu Chengfeng himself disliked it very much. Although the Air Force had also modified planes, they had not organized pilots specifically to execute this order. At most, they had selectively paid attention to some pilots.

Just as Xu Chengfeng was torn, Cheng Ruofan spoke up. "I believe we can do it. Moreover, the troops implementing the counterattack have already been sent out; it is now impossible to call them back. Since that is the case, let's fight this battle with all our might. We still have seven divisions—one division plus one corps to hold out. As long as we determine the direction of the Japanese landing, the other two divisions can also provide support. We can hold it."

Xu Chengfeng turned to Hu Xiushan, asked, "Xiushan, what do you think?"

Hu Xiushan was silent for a moment before answering, "According to the current situation of the frontline troops, we can completely defeat the Japanese troops at the breakthrough point and inflict heavy damage on this part of the Japanese army!"

Although Hu Xiushan's answer did not directly address the question, it made his attitude extremely clear. Xu Chengfeng knew it was time for him to make a decision. For a moment, Xu Chengfeng wanted to send another telegram to He Rui, asking He Rui to decide.

But Xu Chengfeng overcame this impulse. Although his heart felt like it was crushed by a giant boulder, Xu Chengfeng still ordered, "Telegraph the Commander-in-Chief: Our army can build a new defense line."
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By around 15:00 on January 11th, the battlefield situation had become completely clear.

Under the cover of naval gunfire from the main Japanese fleet, the landing craft of the Japanese amphibious forces charged directly onto the beaches. Once the flat-bottomed boats ran aground, unable to advance further, the vanguard troops leaped into the seawater. Ignoring their soaked uniforms and the adverse effects of the freezing dampness that would follow, they continued their fierce charge toward the coast.

These flat-bottomed landing craft, which had struggled to cross the sea to the landing point, had a shallow draft. Even after beaching, they could float again with the rising tide, assuming the task of transporting heavy weapons.

Defending the Japanese landing zone at the Longchuan Plain coast was the 1st Division of the 7th Army. Ten minutes into the Japanese landing, the 1st Division Commander called the Army Headquarters requesting adjustments. The Chief of Staff answered, and after hearing the division commander out, immediately replied, "The Commander is on his way to you. Speak to him directly."

Just as the 1st Division Commander hung up, 7th Army Commander Li Manlin arrived. Before Li Manlin could speak, a Japanese naval main gun shell exploded less than a kilometer from the division headquarters. It was a 356mm shell; the massive shockwave from the explosion made a report from the division commander unnecessary.

Commander Li Manlin turned to the accompanying staff officer. "How many Japanese warships has the Air Force spotted?"

"Report. More than three Japanese battleships have been sighted. The number of other capital ships exceeds thirty."

The caliber, number, and rate of fire of Japanese battleship guns, and their ammunition load... How many naval guns over 200mm did the Japanese Navy possess, and how much ammunition did they carry? These data points flowed rapidly through Li Manlin's mind. He had made his decision. "From now on, command of the 1st Division is transferred to Army Headquarters."

This was not merely skipping the chain of command; it was taking personal command. The 1st Division Commander's spirits rose, realizing that Commander Li Manlin was preparing for a desperate fight. Together with the other officers of the division headquarters, the 1st Division Commander saluted Li Manlin and replied loudly, "Yes! Command of the 1st Division is now transferred to Army Headquarters."

Li Manlin immediately assigned the upcoming tasks. "The artillery positions must maintain maximum distance from the landing Japanese forces. The three regiments of the 1st Division must delay the enemy, withdrawing in phases. You must ensure the enemy does not advance more than five kilometers within three hours. Before coming here, I received notification from headquarters that reinforcements are on the way."

The 7th Army Headquarters immediately relayed the action of taking over frontline command to the General Headquarters. Commander-in-Chief He Rui received the telegram only a dozen minutes later. Inside the General Headquarters, officers, including Acting Chief of Staff Zhong Yifu, saw that the Northeast Army's supreme commander, He Rui, remained composed and completely unaffected. The uneasiness in everyone's hearts was slightly alleviated.

He Rui was, in fact, affected, but he tried his best not to show it. After signing a few documents, he got up and went to the smoking room to light a cigarette. For security reasons, the smoking room facing the General Headquarters courtyard had no open windows; only a few exhaust fans drew the smoke out and brought fresh air in.

At this moment, He Rui could finally calculate the current situation with a relaxed mind. In his view, the Japanese army had reached the limit of its capabilities, and the Northeast Army had also reached its current limit. The strength of both sides was waxing and waning.

Over the past three months, and especially in the last month, all provinces bordering the Northeast had relaxed border controls. The Northeast Government successfully recruited laborers for farms and ranches from nearby provinces, greatly alleviating the labor shortage in the Northeast.

Sales of Northeast products to the pass (China proper) surged, increasing by 30% compared to the same period last year. On one hand, due to the publicity of newspapers like the *Northeast Daily*, patriotic citizens in the pass were assured that the Northeast Government would never solicit funds or donations, nor use patriotism as a gimmick to obtain funds. Therefore, based on simple patriotic sentiments, the public purchased large quantities of goods produced in the Northeast. On the other hand, the provinces bordering the Northeast Government had all lowered or even abolished the likin tax on Northeast goods, making the local sales price of Northeast products much lower.

According to statistics from the Northeast Government led by Wu Youping, the profit from these sales amounted to several million silver dollars. Compared to donations of money and goods, this trade revenue was not only substantial but also a very stable source of financial resources. especially in metal products; the steel industry in the Northeast had developed very rapidly in recent years, and its profit growth was extremely fast. If the current sales volume could be maintained in the coming year, the Northeast Government's projected production capacity of two million tons of steel could be fully absorbed.

He Rui dared not let his emotions immerse in the good news and pulled his thoughts back to the war. The current performance of the Northeast Army also satisfied him.

From squad and platoon to battalion and regiment-level operations, the Northeast Army's new tactics had not only been fully verified for effectiveness but also proved that the battalion and regiment-level combat units had mastered the new infantry tactics and could utilize them effectively.

Division and army-level commanders lacked war experience, but the current battlefield situation meant that army and division-level combat units mostly assumed the work of completing the operational arrangements of the headquarters, effectively avoiding the challenge of free choice on the battlefield for these units.

From the perspective of executing operational orders, the performance of the Northeast Army's army and division-level combat units was passable. The Japanese division and brigade-level combat units did not gain the upper hand in the war.

In terms of command capability at the headquarters level, Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and others had already understood through two campaigns how a campaign involving one million troops on both sides should be conducted and completed.

Nearly eight years had passed since they became He Rui's comrades. The Baoding Military Academy was considered a junior college, but now these young soldiers possessed the academic ability of a doctorate in military science. They relied on their own understanding and cognition of military affairs and possessed the ability for independent learning and development.

It is easy to get a thousand soldiers, but hard to find one general. The growth of excellent generals was undoubtedly the guarantee for the continued healthy development of the Northeast Army in the future.

He Rui had intended to smoke only one cigarette, but ended up smoking two before returning to his office to continue working. If Xu Chengfeng and the others could hear He Rui's inner thoughts, they would probably be very confused.

Because Xu Chengfeng and the others did not feel that they had grasped the full picture of the war. Even Cheng Ruofan, who made precise predictions about the war based on intuition, felt that his intuition could no longer provide clear guidance. As for Hu Xiushan, who relied on careful research and meticulous work to complete operations, the so-called future was not within the scope of his thinking at all.

Xu Chengfeng asked Cheng Ruofan, "Ruofan, can you coordinate the retreat of the entire army well?"

Cheng Ruofan did not answer immediately. A vast amount of information flowed through his mind at high speed. At this point, it was impossible to cover everything. Cheng Ruofan could only answer based on experience and judgment, "I can do it."

At this moment, Cheng Ruofan guessed that Xu Chengfeng was going to personally command the fight against the Japanese landing forces. Although Cheng Ruofan did not agree, he would not stop him, so he urged, "Based on the movement direction of the second line of defense, as long as the seven divisions can hold off the Japanese army from now on, within twelve hours, this line of defense will be impregnable."

Xu Chengfeng turned to ask Hu Xiushan, "Xiushan, can the 2nd Army Group successfully complete the tactical arrangement?"

Hu Xiushan answered directly without thinking, "I will command from the front. The 2nd Army Group can withdraw."

With both the new classmate and the comrade expressing their stance, Xu Chengfeng put on his military cap. "Then, the headquarters is temporarily handed over to Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan. I will go to the anti-landing frontline to coordinate and command the various units. Communication Department, ensure the flow of liaison information."

The comrades in the headquarters saluted Xu Chengfeng, then continued to work hard within their respective responsibilities.

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji had transferred to a small boat of less than 50 tons, leading the temporary staff personnel towards one of the landing targets, a small fishing village on the seaside of the Longchuan Plain. Where there is a fishing village, there is a harbor. The Japanese army dispatched six divisions this time; naturally, it was impossible to make all six divisions jump into the sea for an armed swim. Armed swimming was adopted for the frontal attack on the Northeast Army's coastal defense positions in the Longchuan area, but most Japanese troops still had to land through ports of various sizes.

Traveling on the sea in the small boat, the bumps were palpable. At this time, the sky and the coast were ablaze with brilliance. Reconnaissance planes and fighter jets from the Japanese aircraft carrier *Hōshō* flew constantly, engaging the Northeast Air Force with the determination to die, and were shot down one by one.

Incorporated into the sequence of the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Army Headquarters, four battleships formed the outermost circle, bombarding the Northeast Army's coastal defense line with 356mm naval guns. Every shell hit turned everything within a twenty-meter diameter on land into dust.

The cruiser formation was in the inner circle of the battleship formation, bombarding fiercely with 252mm naval guns. When the Northeast Army breached the Kwantung Leased Territory, they used 255mm siege mortars. Now, dozens of siege guns equivalent to 255mm mortars were bombarding fiercely.

Some destroyers provided maritime security patrols for the battleships and cruisers according to navy regulations, while others used 150mm and 120mm naval guns to provide fire cover for the landing Japanese troops.

Even small gunboats carried out artillery attacks in the near-shore area, which already counted as direct-fire shelling. The armor of the small gunboats could not withstand the Northeast Army's 120mm heavy artillery bombardment at all, but they used their ability to move constantly to provide fire cover for the landing Japanese troops as much as possible.

Ishiwara Kanji's landing was very smooth. As soon as the temporary staff disembarked, they set up a temporary communication station to coordinate and unify the command and liaison of the landed troops, and to act as an advance party for the Deputy Commander, Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige, who led the landing headquarters to command on shore.

Ishiwara quickly received the first batch of intelligence, information he had no opportunity to receive while at sea. The Northeast Army's counterattack fire on the Japanese frontal assault was weakening rapidly. It could only cause trouble for the landing Japanese troops and could no longer pose a comprehensive threat.

Sensing the smugness in the landing commanders' reports, Ishiwara Kanji coldly ordered the communications officer: "Inform all landing units that the weakening of enemy fire is only because they are preparing a new line of defense. Commanders are requested to quickly establish naval gunfire spotting communications to better coordinate with naval shelling. Commanders, please understand that naval shells are not infinite. Soon, the density of naval shelling will decrease."

Recording the order, the Japanese communications officer's face turned serious. Ishiwara Kanji's warning was not a rebuke, but a precise description of the future. The success of the landing was already a reality, but a successful landing did not equal a successful operation. The combat mission of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army was to breach the Northeast Army's rear defense line, thereby cutting off the Northeast Army's communication lines, allowing the Japanese forces from two directions to coordinate and annihilate the Northeast Army's heavy troop concentrations.

At this time, Nagata Tetsuzan, commanding the frontal battle, had already received news that the vanguard landing troops of the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had completed their landing. Less than half a minute after receiving the news that Major General Ishiwara Kanji, Chief of Staff of the 2nd Headquarters, had landed with the temporary staff, Okamura Yasuji, Chief of the Operations Section of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, had already placed a summary of frontline news before Nagata Tetsuzan.

A total of eighteen divisions were employed in this operation. At this moment, apart from one division in reserve in Nagata Tetsuzan's hands, three divisions had been unable to withstand the attrition and had to be withdrawn. The fourteen Japanese divisions continuing on the front line were distributed across a 250-kilometer wide front. These fourteen divisions had fought for almost a whole day. Around 16:00, without exception, they all reported to the headquarters that they had encountered a strong counterattack from the Northeast Army and the front line was truly unable to hold. Fourteen division commanders requested reinforcements from the headquarters or asked the headquarters to allow the division to 'reduce attack intensity'.

Okamura Yasuji was already very clear about the current battle situation. The telegrams sent to Nagata Tetsuzan were already the second round; some were even the third round of requests for help from the frontline Japanese divisions.

The division commanders did not fail to understand the stage the battle had reached. As long as the Japanese army could withstand the Northeast Army's counterattack, they could firmly bite the Northeast Army, making it impossible for them to retreat.

However, every Japanese division had launched attacks against the Northeast Army's well-constructed defense system for almost a whole day. Casualties and fatigue were constantly accumulating, and they were indeed exhausted. The Northeast Army, relying on their defense system, still had the strength to launch a counterattack.

Before the landing of the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, these counterattacks by the Northeast Army would have been to drive the Japanese out of their positions and prepare for tomorrow's battle. Now, the Northeast Army must have known that the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had begun landing. Such a decisive counterattack must be to repel the Japanese army with all their might in order to retreat smoothly.

The reason Okamura Yasuji remained silent was that he knew very well that Nagata Tetsuzan, Chief of Staff of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, was also very aware of this.

Nagata looked grim but did not speak immediately, so Okamura could only wait. After thinking for a moment, Nagata submitted the report to Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. Lieutenant General Terauchi also fell silent, as he was equally aware of the current situation.

This was no longer the era of the Russo-Japanese War. At that time, the scale of war was not comparable to the present, and the war was dominated by mobile warfare rather than the current trench warfare. In mobile warfare, commanders could make choices based on the battle situation when seeing an unfavorable turn. In trench warfare, eighteen Japanese divisions were gathered on a 250-kilometer-long front, leaving absolutely no room for the division commanders to exercise free will.

Attacking forward would meet the enemy's infantry support artillery, as well as the obstruction and killing of barbed wire and machine gun positions. Staying put meant suffering fierce bombardment from the enemy's heavy artillery. Those field positions were useless in the face of heavy artillery bombardment; the officers and soldiers frantically digging field positions were only subjected to unilateral slaughter.

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi spoke. "Telegraph all division commanders: Our army has completed the flank landing, and the enemy's retreat is about to be cut off by our army. At this moment, every division commander must display the courage of General Nogi Maresuke's 'human bullet' attacks and mountains of corpses and seas of blood. Smash the enemy's counterattack with a fierce offensive and annihilate them in one stroke."

Okamura Yasuji's expression changed. He understood that Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi had no intention of forcing the division commanders to fight to the death. Sending such a morale-boosting telegram alone was useless to the frontline commanders. The only way to truly inspire morale was to temporarily relieve those division commanders who had lost the will to attack and let senior commanders in the army who dared to fight become acting division commanders.

Otherwise, Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, who had been promoted from Major General to Lieutenant General less than half a year ago, could not command this group of division commanders.

Seeing that Chief of Staff Nagata remained silent, Okamura couldn't help but suggest, "Should we add a clause at the end of the telegram stating that if they fight bravely, the headquarters will request credit for them directly from the Emperor?"

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi remained silent. Nagata Tetsuzan spoke up. "Every division commander is fighting bravely. If we request credit, naturally we request credit for all division commanders."

Seeing that Nagata had no intention of applying pressure either, Okamura could say no more. After a while, a new battle report arrived. The 27th Division, which had replaced the withdrawn 6th Division and continued to attack at the breakthrough point, had requested reinforcements for the fourth time. Nagata took Okamura to the Operations Section to adjust the situation of the 27th Division.

On the way, Okamura asked, "Nagata-kun, if the enemy opens up a distance, they will definitely retreat."

Nagata Tetsuzan looked composed. "The war is just beginning. We have held Seoul. As long as we can retake Pyongyang, we will have achieved a result sufficient to explain to the nationals. Destroying the unity within the army for this little result would be detrimental to the war that follows."

Okamura knew this, and seeing that Nagata had made a decision, he mentioned it no more.

Looking up from the sky, it was always clear and cloudless. But in the eyes of the Northeast Army and the Japanese Army on the ground, it was completely different.

The air was filled with the smell of gunpowder smoke and blood. The smoke of explosions under the clouds and the black smoke of burning flammable materials ignited by artillery fire made the battlefield a gray haze.

The Northeast Army had deployed eight armies, twenty-four divisions, on the Pyongyang defense line. behind the line were 100,000 replacement troops. Now, another six divisions, equivalent to two armies, had been drawn from the 3rd Army Group. Ten armies, 400,000 men, plus 100,000 replacement troops meant the Northeast Army should have had 500,000 troops on the front line.

However, the actual number remaining on the front line was only a little over 300,000. After three days of fierce fighting, Northeast Army casualties reached nearly 200,000. The only advantage was that the defender's troop efficiency was high. Except for battlefields where fighting was particularly intense, the Northeast Army still managed to send the wounded and most of the martyrs' remains to the rear, loading them onto trucks and trains.

For months, trains had been arriving at a frequency of every 30 minutes, two military trains at a time, each with four carriages.

Due to the sheer number of wounded, the four-carriage trains no longer carried just 200 wounded and martyrs' remains. Each train had four carriages, and three of them were packed with 500 or more wounded. The remains of martyrs were stuffed into the carriages until they could hold no more before waiting for the next train.

Fighting from 7:00 in the morning to 17:00 in the evening, only 30,000 wounded and 20,000 martyrs' remains had been transported away. There were still as many as 100,000 remaining wounded and martyrs' bodies that had not been moved. In the headquarters of the 2nd Army Group, the Chief of Staff asked Hu Xiushan, "Commander, just the wounded and martyrs' remains will take 20 hours to transport at the current speed. This has already affected our army's retreat speed. Can we temporarily bury the martyrs' remains and come back for them later? This would save some time."

Hu Xiushan replied immediately, "No! Let four military trains arrive at once, and we can compress the time to 10 hours."

The Chief of Staff felt Hu Xiushan's request was excessive but didn't know how to persuade him. Hu Xiushan's tone remained calm. "Our army can fight until now because the officers and soldiers know that while it's unavoidable that those blown to pieces or missing cannot be brought back, as long as we are fighting as an organized and disciplined unit, no one will be left behind. It's not that we don't have a way now, and the Japanese combat effectiveness is just so-so. Within ten hours, the troops can retreat by forced march at night. If we let the officers and soldiers see that we are leaving behind so many when retreating, everyone's psychology will be affected."

The Chief of Staff could find no other reason, so he could only say, "Commander, there must be artificial lighting every hundred meters along the railway."

Hu Xiushan immediately expressed his agreement. "Part of the retreating troops will move now, retreating along the railway. I emphasize again, the Japanese army is not as strong as they boast!"

Just as Hu Xiushan judged, when the Northeast Army launched counterattacks with squad tactics, the Japanese troops interlocked with the Northeast Army could not hold. Especially in such dense formations, it was difficult for the Northeast Army to infiltrate, but the impact caused by each infiltration far exceeded that on a battle line where there was space.

Even if some frontline Japanese troops were not affected, there were always Japanese units that would be. Especially after a whole day of bloody fighting, even if the Japanese troops had received training against Northeast Army squad infiltration before the war, in the current state of extreme physical exhaustion and mental torture, the number of Japanese soldiers reacting chaotically increased greatly.

In the end, those exhausted Japanese division commanders had to order their troops to stop attacking and withdraw gradually to prevent Northeast Army squad infiltration with a stable and continuous defense line.

The Northeast Army also quit while they were ahead. After restoring their positions as much as possible, the Northeast Army continued to strike at Japanese positions and organized their night defenses.

At this time, the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army had also paid the price of several thousand casualties to force the Northeast Army back four kilometers. However, advancing further was like hitting an iron plate; they could not conquer it.

Because the depth of the Longchuan Plain along the coast was limited, Japanese battleships had to sail in a safe water depth of 11 meters and had to retreat to further waters at night. Coupled with the retreat of the Northeast Army's defensive troops, the battleships could no longer exert their combat effectiveness at night.

In night operations, with rising tides and undercurrents, the accuracy of Japanese naval gunfire dropped significantly, and those cruisers also had to withdraw. Japanese small warships, due to tonnage issues, were more affected by the sea waves and could only withdraw temporarily.

Ultimately, the Japanese maintained only a slow landing for the landing troops, while the attacking troops could only quickly shift to defense.

On this night, if anyone could look down from mid-air, they would see lights like a pearl necklace on both sides of the railway line in northern Korea. On the front line and the flank landing battle line, artillery fire blossomed like fireworks.

Cities in northern Korea were pitch black, with only patrolling troops moving through the streets with lights.

At 3:00 AM on January 12th, the Northeast Army began a full retreat from the Pyongyang defense line. It wasn't that no Japanese troops noticed, but those units were deep in minefields, and the boundary lines between the two sides were subjected to fierce bombardment by the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery groups. This led Terauchi Hisaichi, Nagata Tetsuzan, and Okamura Yasuji to suspect for a time that the Northeast Army wanted to take advantage of the Japanese thinking the Northeast Army's flank was threatened to suddenly launch a large-scale counterattack and rout the exhausted Japanese frontline troops, who had suffered nearly 150,000 killed and nearly 250,000 wounded, in one stroke.

Amidst such tense defense, the Northeast Army's shelling occurred suddenly for ten minutes every half hour.

By 7:00 AM, the Northeast Army artillerymen ended the shelling and began to move according to the retreat schedule. The retreat was not a rout; it wasn't the entire army turning and running toward the Yalu River at a single command.

Various units retreated in an orderly, echeloned manner. Trains and trucks carried out long-distance transport, moving the most exhausted troops and equipment as organized units directly to the Changjin Lake (Chosin Reservoir) defense line, 100 kilometers from the Northeast border, before returning to transport more.

Therefore, the retreat was not chaotic. Instead, because the number of people retreating on foot decreased, the retreat speed became faster.

While the number of troops was still sufficient, large units served as rearguards, destroying the railways and roads left behind as they retreated and laying a large number of landmines.

When Ishiwara Kanji began attempting to break through the Northeast Army's railway defense line on January 12th, he found that this defense line was already impregnable. Because Japanese naval gunfire was insufficient to exert its power, the Japanese troops who had scrambled ashore were not enough to break through alone.

By January 14th, the six Japanese divisions that had expended tremendous effort to barely complete their landing found that the number of enemies facing them was no less than the Japanese army, and the number of 120mm artillery pieces even exceeded that of the Japanese.

!

Ishiwara Kanji had known since a large-scale probing attack on the morning of January 13th that the flank landing had played a role but failed to achieve the ultimate goal of cutting off the Northeast Army's communication lines.

This actually made Ishiwara Kanji much more relaxed. Although the first phase of the campaign did not fully achieve its objective, the second phase was just beginning. The Japanese army still had a chance of victory, and this chance was not small.

On January 15th, the Northeast Army abandoned Pyongyang, which they had occupied for three months. That same day, a small unit of the Japanese 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army sailed up the river in small gunboats, arrived in Pyongyang, and planted the Japanese military flag on the city walls of Pyongyang once again.
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On January 15, the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo received two battle reports.

The Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters stated in their report that at 16:20 on January 15, the Japanese Navy's Special Naval Landing Forces landed in Pyongyang via small boats and raised the Rising Sun flag near the water gate.

The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters stated in their report that at 16:00 on January 15, the Imperial Japanese Army entered Pyongyang while pursuing the retreating Northeast Army. As the Army was currently searching the city for Northeast Army remnants, they had not yet had time to raise the flag.

This was yet another petty display of the Army-Navy rivalry. The Imperial General Headquarters, well aware that they couldn't waste time on such trivialities, published neither report. Instead, the news focus for January 16 was placed on the upcoming meeting between the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters and the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army headquarters in Pyongyang.

As the vehicle carrying the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army command arrived outside Pyongyang, Ishiwara Kanji observed the city through the car window—a city they had abandoned three months ago. A small number of local Korean elites loyal to Japan had organized a reception committee at the city gates with their followers. These people held banners and shouted slogans, making the entrance look somewhat lively. But once the car passed through the gates, the streets were deserted. There were no ordinary citizens to be seen. Squads of Japanese soldiers were setting up billets and stringing telegraph wires, filling Pyongyang with a grim, killing atmosphere.

In Ishiwara Kanji's memory, the Pyongyang of three months ago had at least been a vibrant city, with many panicked citizens on the streets. Now, Pyongyang was like a dead city. Ishiwara believed that any pro-Japanese forces in northern Korea had been completely swept away by the Northeast Army.

The car stopped in front of the Japanese Army's Pyongyang headquarters, where a group of reporters was already waiting outside the cordon. Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and his Chief of Staff, Major General Nagata Tetsuzan, came out to welcome them. After exchanging greetings, Lieutenant General Terauchi smiled and said, "Gentlemen, perhaps we should let the reporters take photos first, so the news can be sent back home as quickly as possible, assuring our citizens that our army has recovered Pyongyang."

No one objected, and the reporters hurriedly snapped photos. After a brief pause, the five commanders walked into the headquarters entrance. A reporter shouted excitedly from behind, "Commander, how is the pursuit progressing with the 700,000 troops?"

The five men ignored the question and went straight inside. Major General Okamura Yasuji, Chief of Operations for the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, along with other officers, was waiting inside. Seeing Lieutenant General Suzuki Kantarō and the others enter, they all bowed in greeting.

The Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army sat on the left, and the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army sat on the right of the long table. Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi spoke first: "Your Excellency Suzuki, we are entirely relying on the Navy for logistical transport."

Ishiwara Kanji felt a pang of regret. As the reporter outside had asked, the total number of Japanese troops participating in the pursuit had indeed reached 700,000. However, the 500,000-strong Northeast Army was retreating in good order despite facing 700,000 pursuers. The Northeast Army had destroyed railways and roads; fully restoring the rail lines would take at least several months. With the Japanese Army now in full pursuit, logistical transport was extremely tight.

Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō replied politely, "I am a Navy man and do not understand land warfare. Now that the landing operation has concluded, I formally submitted a request to the Imperial General Headquarters yesterday to resign from my post as Commander of the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, and recommended Vice Commander Lieutenant General Ugaki to succeed me. I expect there will be news very soon."

The Army generals felt greatly relieved, though Lieutenant General Terauchi expressed regret, as if he truly wished Vice Admiral Suzuki would continue to serve as the Second Expeditionary Army commander.

Vice Admiral Suzuki didn't mind at all. In matters concerning the fate of the Japanese Empire, the Navy naturally had to cooperate with the Army. If the landing operation had achieved all its strategic objectives and resulted in a total victory, Suzuki might have considered continuing as commander to garner more merit.

But resigning now, while the Army still faced bitter fighting, was what Suzuki considered a graceful exit.

Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige had already received hints from insiders at the Imperial General Headquarters and knew they had basically agreed to this arrangement. Since Vice Admiral Suzuki had mentioned it personally, there were no more concerns. Ugaki asked directly, "I wonder what plans the Manchuria-Mongolia Headquarters has for the subsequent campaign?"

Lieutenant General Terauchi immediately replied, "According to reconnaissance, the enemy has already constructed a second defensive line in Korea. We absolutely cannot give the enemy time to calmly organize their defense. We must pursue closely and crush them in one stroke."

Having said this, Terauchi felt some regret. It would have been better if the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army could have been disbanded and absorbed into his own command. However, judging by the current situation, Lieutenant General Ugaki had no such intention.

This wasn't hard to understand. Retaking Pyongyang was already a massive military achievement. Vice Admiral Suzuki's resignation meant he was destined for promotion to full Admiral. Consequently, Lieutenant General Ugaki's chances of being promoted to full General in the short term were slim—unless he could establish further merit in the upcoming battles. Only then could he be promoted to General alongside Terauchi Hisaichi.

Such calculations didn't mean there was internal conflict within the Army; in Ugaki's position, Terauchi felt he would have done the same. At this moment, Lieutenant General Terauchi only hoped to drive the Northeast Army out of Korea as quickly as possible. Although recovering Pyongyang was a great merit that could quell domestic dissatisfaction with the Army for a short time, the pressure on the Army remained immense. As long as the Northeast Army wasn't completely expelled from Korea, the Army's shame could not be fully washed away.

Of course, there were people in the world who acknowledged that the Japanese Army's performance had been excellent. For instance, in Seoul.

Major General James, head of the British Military Observation Mission, listened to the various noises of a city teeming with manpower outside his window, feeling slightly irritable. But this irritability didn't stop him from finishing the final part of his report.

"...The Japanese Army and Navy are now capable of executing large-scale formation warfare, and their strength is not far behind the first-rate European powers. This gap primarily stems from the disparity in industrial strength between Japan and Europe.

"As the opponent of the Japanese forces, the Northeast Army's performance in the war has been in no way inferior. In particular, their military operation of organizing a retreat of 500,000 troops over 400 miles (approximately 640 kilometers) demonstrated organizational capabilities that surpass even those of the Japanese Army.

"That the Northeast Government has built a command system capable of successfully directing the retreat of 500,000 modern troops within ten years is shocking and unsettling. Judging by the war situation so far, the Japanese Army has not found a means to defeat the Northeast Army. And it is likely that the Northeast Army does not yet possess the optimal means to fully utilize its own combat power.

"Even though the war has not yet ended, I still recommend trade controls on materials that aid the Northeast's war capabilities. Only in this way can the balance of power be maintained for a longer period..."

After finishing the report, Major General James felt he had finally completed a task, yet his mood didn't lighten. The military strength demonstrated in this Far East war completely exceeded imagination. Even if Britain were to dispatch an army of 500,000 to the Far East, they might not necessarily fight any better. Whether Britain admitted it or not, the Far East had completely broken away from Britain's direct control. Furthermore... for British military power to continue existing in the Far East, they would have to do their utmost to seek cooperation and compromise with the local powers.

This realization made Major General James extremely unhappy.

He wasn't the only one unhappy. In Tianjin, Mo Yang, the bureau chief of the *Northeast Daily* Tianjin station, was holding a press conference.

The reporters below the stage thought there would be big news and listened with bated breath. After ten seconds or so, they realized that *Northeast Daily* was simply reprinting news reiterating the Northeast Government's policy on donations and reminding the public that any individuals or organizations soliciting donations under the banner of the Northeast Government were scammers. This was an old tune, and the reminder brought knowing smiles to the reporters' faces.

When Mo Yang finished announcing the main content of the press conference, the reporters began to ask questions. They knew that a veteran journalist like Mo Yang certainly wouldn't divulge any military secrets—and indeed, Mo Yang himself probably didn't know the real military secrets. So they attacked from the flanks, trying to fish for information.

No matter how they asked, the answers were always the official line. Finally, a reporter with close ties to the Beiyang clique asked a direct question: "Director Mo, Japanese newspapers are saying that the Northeast Army has been beaten back by the Japanese Army for over a thousand *li*. How credible is this news?"

A sigh rippled through the reporters. This news wasn't a secret; it was public knowledge. But no other reporter had dared to ask so 'frankly'. Especially since, according to the battle reports previously released by the Northeast Army, they had indeed retreated over a thousand kilometers from the Pyongyang defense line. Even the reporters with the most confidence in the Northeast Army could only interpret this as 'gathering strength for a counterattack', but they couldn't possibly consider this retreat a victory.

The reporters quieted down instantly, everyone staring at Mo Yang to see if he would answer.

Mo Yang's expression remained unchanged, calm and composed. In truth, he was somewhat displeased, though not intensely so. He would have preferred to wait a while before addressing this, but since someone had asked so bluntly, he might as well answer now.

Composing himself, a professional smile appeared on Mo Yang's face. "Japanese newspapers are written for the Japanese. Asking us to verify the credibility of their news—you'd be better off asking the Japanese. After all, it's their newspapers writing it."

Hearing Mo Yang's lighthearted response, the reporters couldn't help but laugh.

The reporter who asked the question looked somewhat embarrassed. Being close to Beiyang, he naturally didn't care for the Northeast Government. His question had indeed been slightly ill-intentioned. Even so, the reporter wasn't a traitor—at least he didn't consider himself one. He certainly couldn't admit to agreeing with the Japanese reports.

Amidst the awkwardness, Mo Yang put away his smile. "I believe my colleagues have compared the reports from the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government. It's impossible for Japanese newspapers to contain not a single word of truth. By comparing both sides' reports, one can analyze a great deal. As for those analyses, that depends on your own perspectives, gentlemen."

Hearing this, the reporters requested again to hear Mo Yang's analysis of the war situation. But Mo Yang wasn't going to take the bait. Even if he emphasized that his analysis didn't represent the Northeast Army's operational intent, seeing the name "Mo Yang of *Northeast Daily*" would make people assume it had an official element.

Facing the eager reporters, Mo Yang replied politely, "Gentlemen, today's press conference ends here. Goodbye."

Mo Yang was afraid of his name appearing on war analyses, but some people weren't. Inside the headquarters at the Changjin Lake defense line, Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and Hu Xiushan even held a special meeting to decide what kind of situation analysis and action plan to submit to the General Command.

Cheng Ruofan took the initiative: "I suggest our troops launch an active offensive when the Japanese arrive at the defense line and their footing is unstable."

Xu Chengfeng and Hu Xiushan looked at Cheng Ruofan with bright eyes. Xu Chengfeng asked, "And then?"

Cheng Ruofan had already considered the entire campaign arrangement and answered immediately, "If the Japanese are repelled by us and our advance reaches 50 kilometers, we withdraw. If we encounter stubborn Japanese resistance within 50 kilometers, we also withdraw. Regardless of the scenario, we then retreat from the second defense line across the Yalu River, back into Northeast territory."

Hu Xiushan gave a rare, slight nod. Xu Chengfeng didn't question it but asked for the reasoning: "Why this arrangement?"

Facing Xu Chengfeng's query, Cheng Ruofan immediately gave his answer: "We must maintain the initiative in the campaign. The Japanese have proven with facts that they have the capability to sustain 700,000 troops in frontline combat in the short term. What our army needs most right now is time to digest and absorb everything learned from this campaign. Entangling with the Japanese at the Changjin Lake line carries the risk of heavy sacrifices if the Japanese attack with full force. To avoid such a passive situation, withdrawing to the Yalu River defense line is the best choice."

Xu Chengfeng continued to ask, "Is the report written?"

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "I want to return to Shenyang personally to report to the Chairman."

"Haha!" Xu Chengfeng laughed. "I'm the commander; if anyone goes, it's me. Ruofan, you have too many insights in your heart and want to have a comprehensive exchange with the Chairman. So do I."

Seeing his thoughts exposed by Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan didn't back down. "I'm the Chief of Staff; I set the plan. Let me make the report."

Seeing Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan fighting over the matter, the usually taciturn Hu Xiushan spoke up. "Why not invite the Chairman to inspect the front lines?"

Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan both froze and looked at Hu Xiushan. They saw Hu Xiushan picking up his teacup and drinking slowly, as if he hadn't said anything just now. Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan looked at each other, walked to their respective field desks, and started writing reports at the same time.

He Rui agreed to Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan's plan but refused to inspect the front lines. It wasn't that He Rui didn't want to have a deep exchange with Xu Chengfeng and the others, but rather that he believed young soldiers needed practice to verify their gains.

The mere fact that the three of them could make the decision to withdraw to the Yalu River line based on 'maintaining initiative' proved that they no longer cared about the loss of a single city or territory. For a commander, this was a very important perspective.

In history, Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu, won every one of his seventy-plus battles, but one defeat at Gaixia cost him everything. Liu Bang, facing Xiang Yu, lost every battle, yet through a decisive engagement, he completely secured victory.

From a strategic perspective, Xiang Yu was already failing politically and strategically; he tried to reverse the disadvantages of strategic failure through tactical victories. Even though Xiang Yu's martial prowess was peerless and his tactical level extremely high, he ultimately suffered a crushing defeat and cut his throat at the Wu River.

He Rui firmly believed that the Northeast Government possessed political progressiveness, full economic vitality, and strategic initiative. Japan would only be continuously weakened. So even if Xu Chengfeng and the others returned directly to the Yalu River line now, He Rui wouldn't consider their choice problematic.

As for launching a counterattack, that was a tactical action. Strategy is victorious because it is correct; tactics are correct because they are victorious. He Rui felt the odds of winning this tactical counterattack were high, but that was all. As for what exactly would happen, He Rui wasn't a fortune teller who could predict the future with ironclad certainty, so he could only wait for the results.

But this was merely a tactical action; even if it failed, it wouldn't impact the strategic advantage. At this moment, He Rui preferred to let the young frontline commanders exercise their subjective initiative. To say something ominous: even if they were defeated, it would be a good experience for the troops' growth.

And He Rui had another matter to attend to at the moment. When the U.S. Ambassador visited, he had expressed a view on continuing to expand trade. Now, American merchants had arrived with letters of introduction from the U.S. Ambassador, and both sides were negotiating the purchase of American copper ore. Chilean copper mines were currently controlled by the British, and at this stage, they were not a reliable source of copper for the Northeast Army.

In comparison, American copper mines were a very stable source. Copper was not only a war material but also crucial for industrial production. So, he indeed had to stay in Shenyang to keep an eye on this matter.
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When the document requesting the merger of the two headquarters from the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander arrived in Tokyo, the streets of Tokyo were already bustling. Even in wartime, the Japanese public was excited by the result of recapturing Pyongyang. The Tokyo government also felt it appropriate to organize a lantern procession to relieve the oppressive atmosphere.

Upon hearing the news, Tokyo citizens began busy preparations. The vast majority prepared outing clothes and lanterns, but some muddle-headed hooligans tried to locate where Chinese residents lived in Tokyo, organizing groups to storm them.

Fortunately, these hooligans were a minority. Those around them who weren't so muddled told these fellows, "The newspapers have already said that the government has rounded up all Chinese in Japan and sent them to Hokuriku for concentrated detention."

The hooligans, learning there were no Chinese in Tokyo to beat up, were quite disappointed. Someone suggested going to the place in Hokuriku where the Chinese were detained to express their patriotism by beating them.

This time, even those who had reminded the hooligans stayed silent. If these fellows wanted to go to Hokuriku to storm a concentration camp guarded by the army, let them go. At least after this lot was arrested, the streets would be much quieter.

Near dusk, the police chief of the district where Mitsuko's home was located personally visited. He politely expressed his view, "Mrs. Morita, if you have nothing to do tonight, please rest early."

Mrs. Morita hurriedly bowed and replied, "Thank you for your concern, Chief. We will absolutely not go out today."

The police chief had long heard that the Morita family was not arrogant and was quite harmonious with their neighbors. Having had more contact recently, he was certain Mrs. Morita was not someone who didn't know propriety. He stood up to take his leave. As they stood, Mitsuko handed the chief a small burlap sack.

In the alley, the chief opened it to look. Inside were two packs of Siping brand cigarettes and a box of matches. For the chief, such a gift wasn't of great value, but the attitude was what he was pleased to see. The Morita family had entered high society because of their acquaintance with He Rui, but now their protector was the war hero Major General Ishiwara Kanji himself.

Now Major General Ishiwara appeared more and more frequently in the newspapers, and the national evaluation of him was excellent. The chief already respected Major General Ishiwara, especially after reading in the news introducing the Major General that his father was a local police chief. This gave rise to a feeling of closeness.

Since Major General Ishiwara was protecting the Morita family, the police chief was also happy to occasionally come and look after them.

At night, Tokyo's streetlights were all lit. People carrying various lanterns walked the streets. The sound of wooden clogs on the pavement was like tiny drumbeats, converging into a thunderous drumming. Every Tokyo citizen participating in the lantern procession sincerely looked forward to the Japanese army's victory, whether to demonstrate Japanese power, to extract territory and reparations from China, or simply expecting life to get better after the war ended. The Tokyo citizens' expectations for victory were all the same.

There was no violence. Even the pickpockets chose not to work today. After all, after three months of general mobilization, everyone's pockets were empty. The people coming out for the lantern procession likely didn't even bring their wallets.

Inside the Army Building outside Sakurada Gate in Tokyo, field grade officers of the Imperial General Headquarters who weren't so busy stood at the windows, watching the lights that looked like stars fallen to earth. The hostility accumulated due to the war was gradually fading. The generals, who had actually stood together at the conference room windows to gaze at this beautiful street scene when the procession began, had now sat back in their seats. Amidst the fog of cigarette smoke, they discussed the issue of whether to merge the two headquarters.

General Yamanashi Hanzō, the Minister of War, was satisfied that the Army had fully taken control of the two expeditionary army headquarters. General Yamanashi did not want to create complications at this time. If the Japanese army reached the China-Korea border, a merger would certainly be necessary to unify the next phase of operations. Forcing a merger now would only affect the progress of the war.

However, Chief of the General Staff Lieutenant General Suzuki Sōroku had a slightly different view. He suggested to General Yamanashi, "Your Excellency, could we order the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters to temporarily assist the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters in operations?"

In Japanese, 'assist' had several meanings. At this moment, no one misunderstood Lieutenant General Suzuki's view. This assistance meant the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters would take orders from the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters.

Now, those in the Army who supported Lieutenant General Ugaki found this somewhat unacceptable. As for the Navy, they stood with Lieutenant General Ugaki. The Navy didn't care about Lieutenant General Ugaki; just now, the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Commander, Vice Admiral Suzuki (Navy), had just resigned and handed command to the Army, and now someone in the Army was causing trouble. If the Second Headquarters was abolished before recapturing Korea, wouldn't that wipe out the Navy's contribution?

Of course, the opponents had sufficient reasons. "The Second Headquarters' troops are operating on the flank and need the mobility to seize opportunities. If they are placed under the command of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, their advantages cannot be utilized."

General Yamanashi Hanzō did not reach his current position because of a simple and cute personality. After listening to these opposing reasons, General Yamanashi determined the attitudes of the various parties.

Lieutenant General Terauchi Hisaichi came from nobility and had many supporters. Lieutenant General Ugaki Kazushige was also a very active person. After graduating from the Army War College as a 'Sabre Group' member, he utilized the Satsuma-Chōshū rivalry to climb steadily. He had even created a 'Ugaki Faction'.

The reason Lieutenant Generals Terauchi Hisaichi and Ugaki Kazushige were appointed commanders of the two Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, rather than so many other division commanders, was due in no small part to the power of their respective supporters behind them.

General Yamanashi spoke. "Now, both headquarters must obey the orders of the Imperial General Headquarters to continue attacking the enemy and drive them out of Korea as soon as possible. After completing this mission, the two headquarters will merge."

This order was reasonable, and no one opposed it. Generals of different factions within the Army decided to convey hints of the current situation to the two commanders on the front line. Although the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters had the advantage, as long as Lieutenant General Ugaki established enough merit, he was not without a chance to become the future commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army.

At about the same time, the operational plan drafted by the Northeast Army's Korean Front General Command had been submitted to the General Headquarters and approved.

Front Line Commander Xu Chengfeng immediately issued an order: "Northeast Army Military Commission / Northeast Army Front Line General Command / 1923 Order No. 18 / Top Secret, circulate at corps-level command.

"The Japanese army continues to pursue our forces. The Front Line General Command judges that the Japanese army is under immense domestic pressure and must obtain results to answer to the Japanese public. Therefore, the Japanese army is compelled to engage our forces. Since the Japanese army can no longer plan its campaign strictly according to military science, this gives our forces the opportunity to counterattack."
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Commander of the 7th Corps, Li Manlin, had a lean physique and sharp features. At 9 AM on January 18th—33 hours after the Front Line Command had issued its operational orders—he had already led the 7th Corps' advance units by train to a position approximately 200 kilometers south of the Changjin Lake defensive line.  During the Northeast Army's withdrawal, they had destroyed all airfields about to fall into Japanese hands, completely demolishing the runways. At this moment, all the skies over northern Korea were under the wings of the Northeast Army Air Force. When the retreating blocking units were still 20 kilometers from the 7th Corps' assembly point, the Air Force had already sent its third message to the 7th Corps headquarters.  Twenty kilometers of mountain roads in northern Korea would take infantry about two hours to traverse. Li Manlin and the Chief of Staff once again studied the maps. The unit pursuing this particular Northeast Army column was the Japanese 29th Division, under the Second Expeditionary Headquarters' order of battle. The 7th Corps and the Japanese 29th Division had clashed during the Ryongchon landing operations. This unit attacked with great determination—blocking them had cost the 7th Corps' 1st Division dearly.  The 7th Corps command quickly reached a decision and immediately telegraphed the Front Line Command. Less than five minutes after the telegram was sent, a reply arrived: "The Front Line Command approves the 7th Corps' operational plan and reminds the 7th Corps once more that your plan is quite bold. The Command has made corresponding troop deployments based on your plan. May your unit fight bravely and demonstrate our army's combat effectiveness."  At that moment, below the hill where the command post was located, the blocking unit's trucks hauling 120mm artillery were the first to withdraw from the south. Following behind were gun carriages pulling 75mm rapid-fire guns and heavy mortars, the sturdy carriages packed with soldiers hitching rides. After the troop transport trucks in the middle of the retreat column passed, the Northeast Army cavalry bringing up the rear shook off the Japanese and caught up.  On the map, there was a road about 20 kilometers west of the 7th Corps that led directly to the 7th Corps' rear. Not only did the Northeast Army's maps show this road—the maps used by the Japanese 29th Division under the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force also had it.  Major General Yoshioka looked at the fork in the road. The 29th Division he commanded could choose any of the roads ahead, or split into two columns and reconvene at the northern junction 30 kilometers from the fork.  Soon, two new reports reached Major General Yoshioka. On the narrower but straighter road, Japanese forces had encountered bombardment from Northeast Army 120mm heavy artillery and couldn't advance. On the wider but more winding road, the Japanese vanguard had easily repelled the Northeast Army and was pursuing along the road.  Major General Yoshioka had been leading his troops in pursuit for seven days. Hearing this news, he thought briefly and ordered: "The enemy with the 120mm heavy artillery must be the main force. Two regiments from the 1st and 2nd Brigades will come under Division command and advance along the unobstructed road. The 2nd Brigade commander will lead the remaining two regiments to pin down the enemy while our Division's main force attempts to outflank the enemy's 120mm artillery position."  The Division Chief of Staff felt this might be a trap. In every previous blocking engagement, the other infantry units had only withdrawn after the Northeast Army's heavy artillery had retreated. Now it was reversed—something wasn't right. The Chief of Staff suggested: "Division Commander, the main force has been pursuing for so long. Perhaps we could first send one unit ahead while the rest take a brief rest."  Major General Yoshioka immediately asked the Chief of Staff: "We've been pursuing for seven days, employing every offensive measure, and not once have we been able to break through the enemy's blocking forces. If the enemy has indeed set an ambush this time, they must have deployed a substantial force. If our army dispatches large units on both flanks during the pursuit, we might turn the enemy's ambush against them and engage fully. The units catching up behind can then encircle the enemy. Otherwise, we're just chasing behind the enemy, driving them back into their fortified defensive lines—completely useless."  The Chief of Staff still felt this was too reckless and asked: "Should we report to Headquarters?"  At the mention of Headquarters, Major General Yoshioka's mind conjured the baby face of Second Headquarters Chief of Staff Ishiwara Kanji. In terms of ability, Yoshioka acknowledged that Ishiwara was quite formidable. However, during the landing operations, Ishiwara had ordered Yoshioka to withdraw just when he was about to break through the Northeast Army's defensive line. Yoshioka believed the Northeast Army line really couldn't have held—it wasn't the trap Ishiwara claimed.  Now, even Yoshioka himself recognized that the enemy likely had an ambush prepared, so naturally he wouldn't be easily defeated. What bothered Yoshioka most was that many of Ishiwara's judgments seemed based on the premise that "the Japanese Army is inferior to the Northeast Army," which filled Yoshioka with distrust toward Ishiwara.  Since the Chief of Staff was so cautious, Yoshioka asked: "According to regulations, our army reports to Headquarters every hour. The last report was just sent, correct?"  "...Yes." The Chief of Staff's answer was somewhat hesitant. He had already guessed what Yoshioka intended to do.  As the Chief of Staff expected, Major General Yoshioka ordered: "The Division moves out immediately. Report the Division's actions in the next scheduled transmission."  Ishiwara Kanji's reaction was just as Yoshioka had anticipated. One hour later, when Ishiwara received the telegram, his first thought was: "The 29th Division has already broken away from the line." At this moment, the 29th Division was 20 kilometers from the nearest 35th Division, which was itself being blocked by the Northeast Army during its pursuit. There was no way to quickly turn and level the line.  "Send a telegram to the 29th Division!" Ishiwara's voice was full of anger. The communications officer immediately took out his notebook. Ishiwara paced with his hands behind his back, wanting to sneer in his fury. Ever since he had accepted Nagata Tetsuzan's advice about "a gentleman is watchful in solitude" three months ago, Ishiwara hadn't sneered in a long time. Now he finally forced himself to hold back.  Calming down, Ishiwara turned to Commander Ugaki Kazushige: "Commander, my apologies—this subordinate was too agitated. Please allow me to issue orders directly to the 29th Division and the relief forces."  Though Ugaki was quite displeased internally, not a trace of displeasure showed in his expression. After two months of working together, Ugaki fully recognized Ishiwara's military capabilities—yet he also had to reluctantly confirm that Ishiwara was absolutely not a qualified subordinate.  With Ishiwara's understanding of military affairs, at a headquarters-level command structure like the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force, Ishiwara could competently serve in any position from Chief of Staff to Division Commander. This should have made him a talent any faction would dream of having. However, Ishiwara often forgot that he lived in normal human society. In normal human society, what truly determined a soldier's future was precisely the time outside of war.  But now was the time to utilize Ishiwara's military abilities. Ugaki didn't believe his life's endpoint was as an Army Minister or Chief of the General Staff. Ugaki believed he should become Prime Minister of Japan. Only in that position would Ugaki have the opportunity to realize his ambitions.  With the tolerance befitting one who employs talent, Ugaki calmly replied: "The Commander approves the Chief of Staff's request."  Having received permission, Ishiwara turned and dictated loudly to the communications officer: "Headquarters surmises that the 29th Division command believes the enemy will set an ambush and wishes to engage through an active offensive. Headquarters judges that the 29th Division is about to come under enemy attack. Therefore, Second Headquarters orders the 29th Division to immediately halt its advance and establish defensive positions on nearby high ground, in order to fully demonstrate the 29th Division's combat effectiveness in the coming battle."  The communications officer finished recording Ishiwara's order and looked at him with astonishment. The content of this order defied description. If events truly unfolded this way, it meant Ishiwara's understanding of both enemy and friendly forces far exceeded everyone else at Second Headquarters.  "Go send it quickly!" Ishiwara ordered. Without paying further attention to the communications officer, he bent over the map searching for the latest positions. Moments later, Ishiwara found his target. He called loudly to another communications officer: "Order Major Aizawa Saburo to lead his unit immediately to Height 401. He doesn't need to worry about anything else—just take Height 401 and hold Height 401. That completes his mission."  Almost simultaneously, at the Korean Front Line Command, Chief of Staff Cheng Ruofan also issued orders: "Order the 3126th Regiment to take Height 401 and hold it. Order the nearby 4429th and 1319th Regiments to move toward Height 401. If the 3126th Regiment captures Height 401, they will accept 3126th Regiment command on site and establish a defensive position. Also prepare a withdrawal route."  Commander Xu Chengfeng studied Height 401. This high ground was located 10 kilometers from the Japanese 29th Division's flank. Holding Height 401 would prevent other divisions from the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Headquarters from reinforcing the 29th Division. According to the map, the Northeast Army's 7th Corps was preparing to launch an offensive against the 29th Division—not an ambush, but a frontal assault.  At 11:42 AM, Major Aizawa Saburo led his regiment through the cold Korean mountains in winter. Height 401 was now visible ahead. As a member of the "Japan Future Society," Aizawa hadn't expected to be promoted from lieutenant to major within three months. And after the unit's officers fell while leading charges, he had become acting regimental commander.  After battle after battle, Aizawa no longer harbored the slightest doubt about Ishiwara's command abilities. Upon receiving orders, he acted with full effort. "Faster! Pick up the pace!" Aizawa shouted, urging the unit forward.  The regiment had been force-marching for a long time; everyone was gasping for breath. White vapor from their mouths and noses swirled around the soldiers' heads, growing ever thicker.  At that moment, a scout running toward them shouted as he reached Aizawa: "Report, Regimental Commander Aizawa! Enemy forces spotted ahead—they're also contesting Height 401!"  Aizawa immediately felt his trust in Ishiwara was justified. If the enemy was also fighting for Height 401, this location must be important to both armies. Regimental Commander Aizawa bellowed: "All units, discard anything unnecessary! Double-time—we must take that height first!"  Canteens, cotton overcoats—the Japanese discarded all encumbrances and quickened their pace toward the height. On the other side, the Northeast Army had also spotted the Japanese racing for the height and likewise increased their speed.  When the 4429th and 1319th Regiments arrived at Height 401 half an hour later, they found vicious hand-to-hand combat raging on and around the height. According to the Northeast Army's infantry manual, close combat was only to be used in the most desperate situations. From the look of Height 401, there were no constructed fortifications at all—most likely both sides had exchanged fire using the terrain, then the Japanese had charged into the Northeast Army's positions and initiated melee combat.  The two regiments didn't pause for an instant, immediately launching their assault on the position. At the same time, large numbers of Japanese suddenly appeared from another direction—some charging toward Height 401, others angling across to try to block the two Northeast Army regiments' reinforcement.  Moments later, on the new front line, both sides were locked in fierce combat. Neither side could gain the upper hand.  The Northeast Army's radios were distributed down to every regiment, so the Northeast Army Front Line Command received the news before Ishiwara. Xu Chengfeng tossed aside his red and blue pencil and sneered. Then he laughed several times, venting his frustration. Xu Chengfeng praised: "No wonder the Chairman has mentioned Ishiwara Kanji several times. When he organized the Pyongyang withdrawal, we thought he was merely quick-witted, extremely cunning in battle, slippery as an eel. We didn't expect his abilities to be far more than that!"  Cheng Ruofan wasn't so unhappy. Having finished reading the latest battle report, he ordered the radio operator to telegram the 7th Corps: "Since you've already gained the advantage, do not launch an assault against a Japanese division command that has already prepared for a desperate defense. Annihilate the disorganized Japanese as quickly as possible, then immediately withdraw. The three regiments contesting Height 401 will conclude combat within 20-30 minutes and disengage from the Japanese. The 7th Corps Command is advised to take note."  After Cheng Ruofan finished issuing orders, Xu Chengfeng laughed: "I'm afraid the 7th Corps won't be happy."  "Unhappy?" Cheng Ruofan wasn't unhappy at all. "If they're unhappy, they can take it out on Ishiwara Kanji later when there's an opportunity. The Japanese 29th Division suddenly shifted from aggressive reconnaissance to consolidating their position and defending in place—that must be Ishiwara's order. If things had followed the original trajectory, the 7th Corps could have completely shattered and devastated the Japanese 29th Division. I believe Ishiwara has already understood our tactics. He's truly talented."  Hearing Cheng Ruofan's high praise for Ishiwara, Xu Chengfeng nodded and asked: "Ruofan, are you looking forward to a showdown with Ishiwara?"  Cheng Ruofan answered frankly: "If the opportunity arises, I certainly won't let it pass."  After praising Ishiwara, Cheng Ruofan's tone carried a hint of sympathy: "But a commander like that, unable to fully demonstrate his abilities given the current unfavorable strategic situation—that's actually a blessing. Making our troops fight mountains of corpses and seas of blood against a respectable opponent... I'd rather launch easily victorious attacks against incompetent enemies."  Xu Chengfeng was rather shocked. Was he really saying this so openly? But after a moment, Xu Chengfeng also nodded approvingly. As soldiers, when reading famous historical battles and feeling excited, it was fine to yearn for magnificent campaigns and boast a bit.  *The truly skilled warrior wins no great fame.* As soldiers, to look forward to mountains of corpses and seas of blood for one's own satisfaction was already a moral crime!  Cheng Ruofan's mentality was the healthy military mentality, and this made Xu Chengfeng quite admiring.  Cheng Ruofan continued sighing: "*The highest form of warfare is to attack strategy itself; the next, to attack alliances; the next, to attack armies; and the lowest is to attack cities.* To reverse the political passivity caused by strategic passivity, the Japanese government must keep attacking until they can't anymore. Excellent soldiers like Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji must understand this, yet are powerless to change it. What will they do next?"  Xu Chengfeng couldn't answer this question. He looked toward the other senior commanders in the headquarters and saw everyone going about their own business—not a single person attempted an answer. Xu Chengfeng understood their reaction. Rationally analyzing an ongoing enemy was inherently difficult. Not to mention, no one really knew what would happen.  Half an hour later, the Japanese 29th Division's barely stabilized position suddenly came under fierce bombardment from Northeast Army 120mm artillery. Division Commander Major General Yoshioka gripped his saber tightly, preparing to face the Northeast Army's general assault. At this moment, his heart was full of shame.  He hadn't listened to Chief of Staff Ishiwara's advice, believing that as long as he was careful enough, he could see through the Northeast Army's ambush. The result was such great losses. It made Yoshioka regret and feel ashamed.  That the Japanese Army had such an enormous gap with the Northeast Army in mountain warfare also filled Yoshioka with shame. That the Imperial Japanese Army had fallen so far behind—Yoshioka truly couldn't accept it.  Yet as the bombardment continued, the Northeast Army withdrew like a receding tide, quickly vanishing in their retreat direction. As the units needing cover reached safety, the Northeast Army's 120mm artillery groups also ceased firing—presumably also beginning their withdrawal.  Just as the 29th Division command suspected some trick, the radio received a telegram: reinforcements from the 35th Division would arrive in approximately one hour. Only then did Division Commander Yoshioka understand—the Northeast Army's withdrawal was to avoid unplanned combat. This discipline exerted pressure on Yoshioka no less than the Northeast Army's combat effectiveness itself.  With the Northeast Army's level of organization and discipline, only by cornering them with nowhere to escape might annihilation be possible. To achieve this, the Japanese Army would have to prepare extremely thoroughly.  News of the 29th Division's severe blow quickly spread throughout the Second Expeditionary Force Headquarters. All six divisions in the Second Expeditionary Force's order of battle now dared not break away from the line in relentless pursuit. Instead, they advanced northward maintaining a tight, continuous front.  The two Chiefs of Staff, Cheng Ruofan and Ishiwara Kanji, coincidentally praised each other:  "For the Japanese Army to restore all units to full strength while their supply lines continuously extend and they maintain the offensive—truly remarkable."  "For the enemy to complete reorganization so quickly—they are indeed a great enemy of the Empire."  As the strategically disadvantaged party, Ishiwara didn't dare openly praise the Northeast Army, and his tone inevitably carried a sour edge.  At this time, excluding the five divisions that had suffered heavy losses in the Pyongyang campaign and four reserve divisions not participating in the pursuit, the Japanese pursuit force consisted of 17 divisions from the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force and 6 divisions from the Second Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force—23 divisions totaling 600,000 troops.  The Northeast Army's Western Front with five corps and Eastern Front with four corps—360,000 troops in total—continued their gradual withdrawal according to the operational plan, maintaining continuous contact with the Japanese.  One hundred fifty kilometers took both sides three days. During those three days, no matter what provocations or lures the Japanese attempted, the Northeast Army continued its withdrawal with a discipline the Japanese found "nauseating." Only when Japanese provocations went too far would they respond with 120mm heavy artillery bombardment against overly forward Japanese units.  At noon on January 23rd, the sky was overcast, and snow-bearing clouds were gradually building. Nagata Tetsuzan, who had appeared calm for over ten days but was inwardly extremely anxious, immediately suggested to Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Force Commander Terauchi Hisaichi: "Commander, the enemy's air force can no longer conduct reconnaissance on our forces. Though the enemy will certainly consider that we might launch a fierce attack, we can use this opportunity to attack. Once we meet resistance, we begin withdrawing, drawing the enemy toward our prepared counterattack positions."  Terauchi Hisaichi's eyes lit up. These past days he had been under enormous pressure from Imperial Headquarters. The questions asking "After more than ten days of pursuit, why haven't you been able to defeat the enemy in the pursuit campaign?" were already considerable pressure.  Those who had supported Terauchi, hoping he could achieve greater military merit to surpass Second Expeditionary Force Commander Ugaki Kazushige and be promoted to general first—their eager expectations created even greater pressure for Terauchi.  While many favored Terauchi, he wasn't their only choice. If Terauchi didn't win the competition, at least some current supporters would choose more valuable candidates. After recovering Pyongyang, Terauchi probably wouldn't need to commit seppuku to atone. Yet the pressure from the possibilities for his future position made Terauchi increasingly uneasy.  Hearing Chief of Staff Nagata's suggestion, Terauchi asked: "Is this Okamura-kun's proposal?"  "Yes," Chief of Staff Nagata immediately replied. At this point, Okamura had completely aligned with Nagata's side. Even if Nagata publicly stated that Okamura wasn't his man, no one would believe it. That being the case, readily accepting responsibility was the responsible attitude.  At that moment, Xu Chengfeng signed the order: "Approve the 7th, 8th, 9th, 33rd, and 41st Corps to begin the counteroffensive."  Thirty minutes later, the artillery preparation began for the 7th, 8th, 9th, 33rd, and 41st Corps, which had already moved into their counterattack positions. Across a 50-kilometer front, under advancing barrages, 20,000 lead troops from the 200,000-strong Northeast Army began their assault toward selected targets across a 50-kilometer-wide front.  The Japanese reacted quickly. Having pursued through the brutal Korean winter for over ten days and a thousand li, the Japanese heavy artillery groups had managed to bring their guns along with the main force—at the cost of hundreds of dead pack horses and thousands more exhausted.  Facing the Northeast Army offensive, Japanese 150mm heavy artillery groups quickly began their bombardment. Though the five Northeast Army corps encountered resistance in their first wave, they didn't stop. Units continued advancing in highly dispersed combat team formations, quickly engaging the Japanese vanguard that had been swept by Northeast Army barrages.
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Snowflakes drifted down from the crimson clouds, leaping from the cloud layer towards the ground. Such weather greatly affected visibility, which also gave the Northeast Army's infantry infiltration tactics more room to play.

On a 50-kilometer wide front, the Northeast Army's 5 corps faced the Japanese Army's 6 divisions. 200,000 against 210,000; the Northeast Army was not at a disadvantage. As expected before the battle, the Northeast Army's progress in the first two hours was quite smooth. The Japanese army had not expected to encounter a sudden frontal counterattack. Although they immediately organized resistance, they still fell behind, retreating continuously under the Northeast Army's fierce attack.

However, by the 4th hour, the Northeast Army felt something was wrong. The Japanese army had actually established a very solid and tight defense line in the rear, resisting the Northeast Army's infiltration operations.

The Japanese 6 divisions, which had been beaten into chaos at the front, withdrew into this defense line. Coincidentally, all 5 corps sent out elite squads to capture prisoners. Although they paid a not insignificant price, they still obtained the answer through interrogation. It turned out that Ishiwara Kanji, Chief of Staff of the 2nd Expeditionary Army, had arrived with two divisions to join the battle. This defense line was formed by the 2nd Expeditionary Army together with the reinforced Japanese troops.

With the situation having changed so much, the Northeast Army immediately acted according to the prior plan, did not continue the attack, and instead retreated immediately.

The Japanese army obviously didn't understand why the Northeast Army acted this way, nor did they send troops to pursue. This allowed the Northeast Army to withdraw from the battlefield smoothly. A battle that should have been a great victory ended so anti-climactically.

Regardless of the reason, since the battle was over, the Frontline General Headquarters ordered, "The whole army retreats, return to the Yalu River defense line."

Since the Japanese army had no ability or desire to attack at this time, the Northeast Army retreated to the defense line in an orderly manner, began boarding trains at the railway station, and executed the order to withdraw across the Yalu River.

Two days later, the train transporting the Frontline General Headquarters passed the Yalu River. The snow had stopped, but the sky was still gloomy, appearing as if it might snow again. Xu Chengfeng looked at the river water outside the window, which presented a dark color, and remained silent. When the train passed the railway bridge, Xu Chengfeng finally said: "I originally thought that crossing the bridge was taking the initiative, only now do I know that crossing the bridge can also be taking the initiative."

Cheng Ruofan wanted to say something, but coughed as soon as he opened his mouth. When the coughing stopped, Cheng Ruofan smiled bitterly: "I'm going to quit smoking in the future. Smoking like this, my life will be gone."

Xu Chengfeng nodded in agreement. But without the stimulation of cigarettes, who knew how many times they would have fallen asleep directly while working.

The Japanese army, having suffered a painful blow, moved much more slowly. They reorganized for a day first, then cautiously approached the Chosin Reservoir defense line. After confirming that the Northeast Army was not defending the line to the death, they continued to advance cautiously. It was not until January 31st that the Japanese vanguard troops arrived at the Yalu River.

February 1, 1923. After getting up and eating a little, Ishiwara Kanji went straight to the Joint Headquarters. He had an important thing to do today and had to leave as soon as possible.

Before entering the headquarters, he saw the staff officers outside the headquarters bowing respectfully with faces full of joy, "Your Excellency, good morning!"

Ishiwara Kanji knew that news had been received in Japan over the past two days that the Japanese army had recovered the entire Korea within a month. It was truly a nationwide celebration. However, in Ishiwara Kanji's heart, this matter counted for nothing at all; what he had to do today was the most important.

Entering the Joint Headquarters, other generals were already inside, surrounding Nagata Tetsuzan and saying something. Seeing Ishiwara Kanji enter, Nagata Tetsuzan quickly greeted him: "Ishiwara-kun, you're finally here."

Ishiwara Kanji quickly apologized, "Sorry, I was studying the map yesterday and didn't notice the time."

At this time, the voice of Terauchi Hisaichi, Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, sounded behind the generals, "Since everyone is here, let's read the Imperial Rescript!"

The generals immediately lined up, and Nagata Tetsuzan beckoned Ishiwara Kanji to the first row. A spot had already been saved for Ishiwara Kanji right next to Nagata.

Terauchi Hisaichi's adjutant picked up the official document and read aloud, "Imperial Rescript of His Majesty the Emperor. This time, the Empire was shamelessly attacked by the Manchurian-Mongolian government, and Korea almost fell. The officers and men of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army and the 2nd Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army fought bravely, defeating the shameless enemy..."

At the time of victory, documents like rescripts are full of clichés. Ishiwara had things on his mind and didn't listen much. However, the Imperial Rescript was not long. After the reading was finished, Ishiwara followed the Lieutenant General in raising his hand and shouting, 'His Majesty the Emperor, Banzai, Banzai, Banzai!'

After the three cheers of Long Live, it was the order from the Imperial General Headquarters. First was the commendation from the Imperial General Headquarters to the Expeditionary Army, followed by the promotion orders for the main generals. Commanders Terauchi Hisaichi and Ugaki Kazushige, both Lieutenant Generals, were promoted to Army Generals. Vice Admiral Suzuki Kantarō was promoted to Admiral. Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji were promoted to Army Lieutenant Generals.

As for the promotion of other generals, field officers, and company officers, it was still under evaluation and was not announced at this time.

The generals immediately applauded to express their congratulations. Major General Okamura Yasuji turned his head slightly to look at Nagata and Ishiwara. He saw that Nagata Tetsuzan looked calm and composed, while Ishiwara Kanji seemed to be thinking about something. Neither of them showed any smugness because of the promotion. Okamura Yasuji couldn't help but feel some admiration and loss in his heart.

Becoming an Army Lieutenant General meant one could serve as the Chief of General Staff at the center, the Inspector General of Military Training, or as a commander of an expeditionary army sent abroad, or commander of various regional headquarters. All could be assumed by an Army Lieutenant General. Nagata and Ishiwara were less than 40 years old, yet they relied on military merit to be promoted to Army Lieutenant Generals. Their future was truly limitless.

Okamura knew that as a member of the Ishiwara faction, he probably had no hope of being promoted to Lieutenant General this time. But as Ishiwara rose, Okamura would inevitably be reused, and he would have every opportunity to become a Lieutenant General before the age of 40. It was just that compared with these two brilliant colleagues, Nagata and Ishiwara, Okamura inevitably felt a little lost.

The commendation order was expected by everyone, and the 5 people promoted were worthy of their names, so the headquarters was naturally harmonious. After accepting everyone's congratulations, Ugaki Kazushige, Commander of the 2nd Expeditionary Army, said to Ishiwara Kanji: "Ishiwara-kun, I have something to discuss with you."

Following General Ugaki Kazushige outside, Ishiwara heard Ugaki say: "Ishiwara-kun, I have been informed that if I choose to return to Tokyo, I will serve as the Inspector General of Military Training. I have decided to recommend General Terauchi to serve as the commander of the merged Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. How about it, Ishiwara-kun, will you return to Tokyo with me?"

The Inspector General of Military Training is directly subordinate to the Emperor and is fully responsible for Army education. Except for the Army War College, other military schools and military education are under his responsibility. That is to say, all officers are his students. The personnel arrangements for military academy students after graduation are also handled by him. He is one of the three giants of the Army, alongside the Army Minister and the Chief of the General Staff.

Ishiwara Kanji answered without hesitation: "Congratulations on your promotion, Your Excellency. Although this subordinate is grateful for your high regard, I wish to remain on the frontline to fight."

General Ugaki Kazushige cherished talent too much, which was why he gave Ishiwara Kanji this opportunity. Since Ishiwara Kanji refused, Ugaki Kazushige didn't say much more. He only said: "Then I look forward to more outstanding performances from Ishiwara-kun on the battlefield."

Ishiwara Kanji didn't think about anything else at all. He called Nagata and Okamura out and said: "I'm going to the Yalu River. Will you two go together?"

Okamura knew what Ishiwara wanted to see and remained silent. Nagata answered decisively: "Naturally, we will go together."

Since the Northeast Army withdrew from Korea, the Japanese army had stationed heavy troops along the border. The headquarters was only 20 kilometers from the Yalu River. The three of them took a car to a highland two or three kilometers away from the river.

The weather today was good, not only cloudless but also windless. The sun shone brightly on the earth, feeling warm on the body. Ishiwara Kanji could see without binoculars that on the other side of the Yalu River lay a long defense line. With the naked eye, one couldn't see the end of the defense line, only its two ends disappearing onto the horizon.

Although the sun felt very warm on his body, Ishiwara Kanji felt as if his blood was about to freeze. He originally thought He Rui would fight a decisive battle with the Japanese army in Korea, but now he understood that He Rui's purpose in attacking Korea was actually for this defense line. Looking at the distinct layers of the defense line, one could feel a chilling murderous aura.

Although Ishiwara didn't know what his expression looked like at this moment, seeing the expressions of Nagata and Okamura, Ishiwara felt that their pale faces should be not much different from his own.

A gust of wind blew across the highland, and all three felt cold, wanting to say something, but unable to say anything.

Ishiwara suddenly understood why Ugaki Kazushige had so decisively given up fighting for the position of Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. This was indeed a choice a truly smart person would make.

On February 3rd, the Imperial General Headquarters announced the order to merge the two headquarters. At the same time, orders were issued for General Terauchi Hisaichi to serve as Commander, Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan to serve as Chief of Staff, Ishiwara Kanji to serve as Vice Chief of Staff, and Okamura Yasuji to serve as Chief of the Operations Section.

On February 7th, the reorganized Japanese army began a tentative attack on the Yalu River defense line. Ishiwara Kanji watched the attack from the highland. From the moment the artillery duel began, Ishiwara discovered that the Japanese army had no advantage to speak of. The Northeast Army had built a large number of sturdy artillery emplacements on their defense line. These emplacements exchanged fire with Japanese artillery located in field shelters without falling behind in the slightest.

The Japanese troops braved the fierce artillery fire, taking small river-crossing boats or crossing the Yalu River via pontoon bridges to land on the opposite bank. Immediately, the Northeast Army's artillery fire began to sweep across the Japanese landing positions like a plow. Smoke and dust covered the long riverbank, so that Ishiwara Kanji could no longer see the figures of the attacking Japanese troops.

The Northeast Army's Yalu River defense line seemed to be a monster that couldn't devour enough lives. Even if a large number of Japanese troops arrived on the opposite bank, they couldn't shake it. The fierce attack went on for a whole day. By evening, the Northeast Army's artillery fire suddenly turned towards the Yalu River. Moments later, the pontoon bridges erected by the Japanese army on the Yalu River were destroyed by the precise firepower of the Northeast Army's defense line. The landing grounds where the Japanese army temporarily stored ammunition were swept by the Northeast Army's artillery fire. Among them, several giant guns were like monsters; as long as one shell hit, hundreds of square meters of the landing ground were blown beyond recognition.

On the 8th and 10th, tentative attacks continued. Each time ended in the complete failure of the Japanese army. Ishiwara Kanji even saw with his own eyes Japanese heavy artillery hit a Northeast Army artillery emplacement, yet the fortress gun inside that emplacement did not stop firing. It was evident that the sturdiness of the emplacement could completely ignore 150mm shells.

By February 15th, the Japanese army organized a large-scale attack on multiple points across a front of nearly 200 kilometers. The battle was fought for a day and a night. Ishiwara Kanji could only see a very small part of the battlefield with his naked eye. However, from the sound of artillery echoing from the red horizon, it could be confirmed that the Japanese army was engaging in tragic confrontation with the Yalu River defense line at other crossing points.

The battle went from day to night, and continued into the morning of the second day, until it had to end on the afternoon of the 16th.

The loss report didn't have a rough result until the 18th. The Japanese army had a total of 93,000 killed or missing, and 124,000 wounded. Casualties exceeded 200,000. Before the Yalu River defense line, the Japanese army had stationed nearly a million troops, but this one attack alone lost one-fifth of its strength.

When the casualty report was submitted to the headquarters, General Terauchi Hisaichi's face was ashen. He asked loudly: "Nagata-kun, when will the next attack begin?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered immediately: "Reporting to the Commander, the next attack will begin within 10 days."

"Then prepare quickly, we must break through the enemy defense line and enter Manchuria-Mongolia!" General Terauchi Hisaichi shouted.

"Hai!" Nagata answered General Terauchi's angry shout with a determined look.

General Terauchi's grim gaze swept across the faces of Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara Kanji, and Okamura Yasuji, then he stood up and walked out of the headquarters angrily.

Nagata was about to go to work when Ishiwara Kanji stopped him and asked in a low voice: "Nagata-kun, why attack?"

Nagata Tetsuzan's eyes were like deep pools, showing no fluctuations. His voice was also as cold as ice, "Ishiwara-kun, naturally for the Empire, for victory!"

Ishiwara Kanji felt he might have heard something wrong. According to the analysis of the Northeast Army's Yalu River defense line compiled from the reports of soldiers who came back alive, this defense line was divided into 4 layers.

The first layer was a type of multi-row pyramidal reinforced concrete roadblock. Although called a roadblock, the gaps in between actually allowed infantry to pass through easily. However, this concrete roadblock was 1 meter high, yet unexpectedly could not effectively allow infantry to use it to avoid bullets. The firepower from various Northeast Army bunkers could easily penetrate the gaps between them and hit the approaching Japanese troops.

The second layer was layers of barbed wire and landmines, as well as the bunkers behind them.

The third layer was various infantry artillery and mortar positions hidden behind them.

Until now, no Japanese infantry had been able to reach the third layer of defense positions. What was behind those positions in the large open areas, the Japanese army did not know clearly.

The fourth layer, let's tentatively consider it the fourth layer. That was where the Northeast Army's fortress artillery emplacements were, equipped with a large number of fortress guns. Ishiwara had seen this kind of fortress emplacement hit by a 150mm field gun that had been transported across the river with difficulty, yet it remained unharmed. Instead, the Japanese 150mm artillery was blown to pieces along with the gun crew in the subsequent counterattack.

Given the Japanese army's current strength, it was impossible to penetrate this defense line with infantry. Continuing to implement infantry operations was just sending infantry to their deaths.

Since it was impossible for Nagata not to know this, there remained only one reason, and that was that Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to let the infantry go to their deaths.

"Heh heh!" Ishiwara finally couldn't help but sneer, "Does the Empire that Nagata-kun believes in mean an Empire that ignores the lives of soldiers?"

Hearing Ishiwara accuse him with such harsh words, Nagata Tetsuzan couldn't help but sneer back, "Heh heh! Then what does Ishiwara-kun think the Empire should do? Truce with He-kun?"

Ishiwara Kanji had indeed seriously considered whether to truce with the Northeast Government. Since He Rui was already so powerful, adjusting the relationship between Japan and China and letting the two countries join hands to deal with the Western powers was a very reasonable choice. However, Ishiwara Kanji was also very clear that such a choice would inevitably lead to the failure of Japan's current unwritten continental policy. Many people in Japan would absolutely never accept it.

Although reality was such, the thought that in order to maintain the interests of these people, an unknown number of Japanese troops would die worthlessly in the battle to attack the Yalu River defense line made Ishiwara Kanji feel as if some kind of fire was burning his body.

Seeing Nagata Tetsuzan striding out, with Okamura Yasuji following silently behind Nagata, Ishiwara Kanji couldn't bear it anymore and said loudly: "Chief of Staff Nagata, Your Excellency, this subordinate's health has really been unable to hold up recently, so this subordinate will submit a resignation to Commander Terauchi and the Imperial General Headquarters."

Nagata Tetsuzan stopped, turned back and glanced at Ishiwara Kanji. At this moment, Ishiwara saw disgust in Nagata's eyes, yet Nagata said nothing and walked straight away. Okamura Yasuji turned back and walked up to Ishiwara, saying with a straight face: "Ishiwara-kun, please speak to the side."

The two entered a small office nearby. The staff officers inside hurriedly stood up and saluted. Okamura waved his hand, and with just a sharp look, made all the staff officers stand up and leave the office.

Okamura then asked: "Ishiwara-kun, do you know how much impact your resignation like this will have on the nationals? The confidence that was re-established with great difficulty will likely be shaken again."

"Is that more important than letting nationals die?" Ishiwara asked coldly.

Okamura Yasuji frowned, stared at Ishiwara for a moment, and then asked in confusion: "Ishiwara-kun, if all three of us resign, what kind of decision will the generals sent by the Imperial General Headquarters to the frontline make next? Will it be the decision Ishiwara-kun expects?"

Ishiwara Kanji was shocked. He found that he actually already knew the result; the generals sent again would only make the same decision to continue the attack as Nagata proposed. It was just that Ishiwara had previously wishfully thought that with Nagata and Okamura's intelligence, they would make a different choice.

Now it seems that Ishiwara himself was wrong. Apart from being smarter, Nagata and Okamura were no different from those generals.

Okamura felt that Ishiwara should understand his words, so he continued: "Ishiwara-kun, your talent is outstanding in the Imperial Army. However, if Ishiwara-kun loudly appeals to the Imperial officers about the difficulty and infeasibility of this battle, presumably at least 90% of the officers will agree with Ishiwara-kun's analysis and views in their hearts."

Ishiwara Kanji looked at Okamura Yasuji, waiting for him to say 'However' and what followed.

"However!" Okamura Yasuji continued: "How many people will stand up to support Ishiwara-kun?"

Speaking of this, Okamura Yasuji tried to persuade earnestly: "Ishiwara-kun, if you stay on the frontline, you can prevent those officers whose strength is far inferior to yours from intervening in decision-making, and you can let the Empire suffer fewer deaths."

Ishiwara Kanji was silent for a while, and finally nodded, "I understand."

After speaking, Ishiwara turned and left the office. Okamura Yasuji also followed out and soon arrived at Nagata Tetsuzan's side. Nagata Tetsuzan turned his head and said a sentence, "This person cannot be trusted!"

Okamura agreed deeply with this sentence without a subject, "Exactly so."

Although Ishiwara Kanji no longer wanted to resign at this time, he also reconfirmed his thoughts through Okamura Yasuji's persuasion. The current officers in the Japanese army were all birds of a feather. For them, letting fewer soldiers die was the greatest kindness in their hearts towards the Japanese people. As long as these officers continued to agree with the so-called national policy, they would absolutely never change their policy thinking of letting Japanese people die, absolutely not.

As for whether these officers were smart or stupid, it was irrelevant. If one wanted to save Japan, there was no other way but to eradicate these people.
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On March 2, 1923, Soviet trade representative Nikolaev and his comrades followed Morrison, the Director of the Merchants Bureau, into the Merchants Bureau canteen. The air in the canteen was a mixture of various food aromas. Nikolaev looked left and right; behind each window, there was a dazzling array of fish, meat, pasta, and vegetables. He felt that a canteen displaying such a variety of food had a delightfully luxurious feel.

The lines in front of the various windows were of varying lengths. At the most popular stall, the chef threw many white dough balls into a large pot and stirred them with a huge colander. Before long, the dough balls in the pot floated to the surface. Every Northeast staff member asked for a bowl, though the number of dough balls varied.

Nikolaev really couldn't figure out what was so delicious about the dough balls. As he passed the large pot stall with the dish Morrison had ordered for them, he couldn't help but take a few more glances.

Morrison stopped and said to the shop owner, "Boss, six bowls of *tangyuan*. Six in each bowl."

"Coming right up!" the owner answered cheerfully, and threw the freshly wrapped *tangyuan* into the pot together.

The food was served quite quickly. In this short time, Morrison roughly explained the development of *tangyuan* in China, and at the same time told everyone, "Today is the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, China's Lantern Festival. It is the day when *tangyuan* must be eaten."

Comrade Nikolaev thought hard but couldn't quite understand why festivals, blessings, and specifically shaped foods were so closely linked. Finally, he barely managed to propose an explanation, "Is this like taking Holy Communion?"

Morrison felt that Nikolaev's attempt to explain Chinese culture using European cognition was completely beside the point. However, Morrison could understand why the Soviets suddenly wanted to understand China so much. A month ago, the Soviet representatives' view of the Northeast Government had become cautious. Around February 15, caution had almost turned into pessimism. By February 25, the pessimism gradually eased.

When the Japanese army's second offensive was smashed to pieces in front of the Yalu River defense line, again suffering nearly 200,000 casualties, the attitude of the Soviet representatives returned to the level of a month ago. Not only the Soviet Union, but American merchants also signed a preliminary agreement yesterday with the Northeast Merchants Bureau to exchange pig bristles for copper ore.

After finishing the working meal, the Soviet delegation, who loved sweets, was slightly critical of the *tangyuan*, thinking that the *tangyuan* was too sticky and the sweetness was just a little bit lacking. As soon as he returned to the office, the secretary handed Morrison an invitation letter. The British Consulate in Shenyang was holding a ball and invited the Director to attend.

"I don't have time today. Apologize to the Consul on my behalf, and I look forward to the success of this ball," Morrison instructed.

One big order currently being discussed between the Soviet Union and the Northeast was for the Northeast to import 1.7 million tons of iron ore annually from the Soviet Far East for a period of ten years. The negotiations had been going on for more than a month. At this time, the Soviet delegation was naturally inclined to sign, and the progress was flying. By evening, both parties had completed the drafting of the commercial contract, waiting only to hand it over to their respective superior departments for study.

Morrison's secretary only then conveyed a message to Morrison, "Director, Mr. Victor called you four times this afternoon, asking to have dinner together."

The invitation from the British Consulate could be declined, but Victor's invitation was really not easy to refuse. This guy had cooperated with the Northeast for a long time, had many connections in Britain's Southeast Asian colonies, and provided many trade opportunities for the Northeast.

Looking back at the Soviet comrades who were already preparing to have a good meal tonight, thinking of how bold these guys were when they raised their glasses filled with vodka, Morrison finally decided to finish dinner with Victor. After all, British gentlemen and British football hooligans were like people from two different worlds at the dinner table.

Victor had tawny hair and amber eyes, dressed completely in the style of the Victorian era. Entering the British-run restaurant they had agreed upon, Victor walked to the table, inserted his cane into the umbrella stand beside the dining table, and then smiled at Morrison, who had arrived a few minutes earlier. "Dear Mr. Director, I really didn't expect that you would be willing to grace us with your presence."

Morrison knew that he couldn't hide forever, so he simply waited silently for Victor to explain his intentions first. After Victor sat down, he raised his left hand, and a folded banknote had already appeared in his backward-facing palm. The waiter walked over quickly and asked in a low voice, "May I ask, what are your orders?"

Victor gave instructions in a low voice for a moment. The waiter took the banknote and left quickly.

The British restaurant provided authentic British dishes, so the customers were mostly British and curious Chinese; the usual number of diners could only be described as average. After the war broke out, the number of British customers increased, probably because many Chinese restaurants that the British in Shenyang usually went to had closed for various reasons.

At this moment, the position where the two were sitting was inherently suitable for conversation, and the waiter deliberately avoided this area when showing other customers to their seats, so the two ate a quiet dinner very relaxedly.

When the after-dinner coffee was served, Victor spoke easily, "I had dinner with the Consul two days ago. He started complaining again, saying that the news you told him a few months ago caused him to be reprimanded by the Foreign Office again. Recently, the Foreign Office reprimanded him again because of this matter."

Morrison naturally couldn't apologize for the strategic misdirection, so he replied, "Moving against Japan in order to unify China, this choice might be able to unify China faster. The Consul lacks such judgment; it is not strange to be criticized."

"Hehe." Victor nodded while smiling. "I heard that someone in the homeland proposed that, in view of your outstanding ability, they want to strive for a knighthood for you."

After speaking, Victor looked at Morrison, only to see that Morrison looked calm, without any look of joy or expectation. Victor then asked, "Director Morrison, the situation in the Far East is already out of control. The British Empire needs your help, and I need the British Empire's help, so I was forced to come and pass the message."

Morrison felt that Victor was telling the truth, but he was unwilling to discuss this issue, so he asked, "Then how does the British Empire plan to deal with the situation in the Far East? At least there will be some action commercially, right?"

Victor did not answer the question, but just sighed, "Morrison. I am not a government man, just forced to carry a message for them. So, can we not be so antagonistic between us?"

Morrison's expression also became serious. "Victor. Since you can understand that we are not antagonistic, you shouldn't carry messages for them. I joined the Northeast Government to be the Director of the Merchants Bureau, not to act as a spy or eyes and ears for the government. I don't understand why those people asked you to bring such a question that humiliates me."

In the past twenty-something years, Morrison had been active in China as a columnist and a political broker. So Morrison knew very well that if the Northeast Government unified China, the Merchants Bureau would be a department directly under the jurisdiction of the Premier of the Chinese Government, equivalent to a smaller ministry in Britain, and Morrison would be a 'Cabinet Minister' of the largest country in the Far East.

If he were ordered to visit France formally in such a capacity, the French government would have to fire a gun salute to welcome him. Such an identity would never be granted to a traitor, a betrayer.

Victor also seemed to be very clear about this matter. He was silent for a moment, then asked, "Morrison, I also don't like this imposed mission. How about this, let's exchange views on the matters we are each concerned about. For example, does the Northeast Government regard Britain as an enemy?"

Morrison replied, "Everything that has happened so far proves that the Northeast Government does not regard any country as an enemy, unless those countries treat China as an enemy."

Victor frowned slightly, but continued to ask, "Then, what about the Chinese Eastern Railway?"

Morrison did not answer, but asked, "Then have you received any bans or advice from the British side requiring an embargo on certain bulk commodities in trade?"

"So far, Downing Street seems to be discussing this kind of issue, but there is no result yet. As for the Governors in various places, they have no intention of actively carrying out such actions, nor do they have any strong desire to cooperate with such bans." After Victor finished speaking, he repeated his previous question, "Then what about the Chinese Eastern Railway? What about the Boxer Indemnity?"

"I don't think the Japanese or Italian governments will accept treaties similar to the Boxer Indemnity, but this does not equal the outbreak of a war between countries. How to solve these problems without triggering a tragedy, I think Britain has enough political wisdom to take care of both."

Hearing Morrison's answer, Victor was amused. "Oh, Morrison, your answer is really like a diplomat."

Morrison did not respond with the humility of a Qing Dynasty official, nor even with the humility of a British non-aristocrat, but answered readily, "When I was young, becoming a diplomat was once my ideal. So, to what extent is the British government willing to go to support Japan?"

Victor frowned, "Morrison, you know that I have no close acquaintances among the lords in Downing Street. Please don't make things difficult for me with such questions."

Morrison also felt that Victor probably wouldn't give a correct answer. If Britain already had a clear plan at present, they wouldn't have gone to such great lengths to try to rope Morrison in. Since this was the case, the subsequent conversation was meaningless. Morrison stood up, "Then, I bid you farewell."

Victor hurriedly stood up, "Morrison, if you could make some rational suggestions to Excellency He Rui, do you think Excellency He Rui would accept them?"

"Excellency He Rui is a very wise leader. If they are truly rational suggestions, I suggest you make them directly to Excellency He Rui. Please believe me, Excellency He Rui will absolutely not refuse any rational choice, even if it is a choice he does not like." After speaking, Morrison left the restaurant.

Walking out of the restaurant, Morrison only felt that although the oncoming wind was cold, it also contained the unique scent of spring. Starting from last October, unknowingly, winter had passed. The Goddess of Spring was descending upon the earth with light footsteps.



★


Fundamental Divergence 6

Volume 4 — Chapter 6

❧ ❧ ❧


The Industrial Department building was located in the Shenyang Administrative District, situated on the street opposite the Northeast Government Office Building, alongside the Water Conservancy Department and Agriculture Department buildings. These structures were all six-story rectangular reinforced concrete frame constructions. In He Rui's view, they were practical, concise, fully functional, easy to build, and had excellent cost control. There was one and a half floors underground, and a parking lot in the back.

When Zhuang Jiaxiong, Director of the Industrial Department, went upstairs, he would sometimes look at the elevator shaft and wonder when they could fill in the gaps in industrial categories like elevators and high and low voltage electricity, as He Rui had discussed.

Of course, this was only occasionally. At least on March 5th, when heading to the conference room, Zhuang Jiaxiong had no mind to think about these things. The first item in the meeting was naturally war requirements. The Director of the Metallurgy Bureau submitted a request, "The troops have proposed prioritizing the production of heavy artillery and replenishing shells. The troops have requested the production of ultra-long-range fortress cannons, and there is a significant gap in the supply of special steel smelting. Our main technical personnel are all conducting research and development on the 6,000-ton hydraulic forging press and other hydraulic equipment. Can we satisfy the current 150mm artillery needs first?"

Seeing Zhuang Jiaxiong did not answer, the Director of the Metallurgy Bureau looked at the Director of the Machinery Bureau. The Director of the Machinery Bureau followed up, "Director Zhuang, this is the plan proposed by the Chairman. We have reached a critical time. As long as we can complete it, the gun blanks for the 250mm fortress cannons can be directly forged. Both quality and lifespan will be greatly improved."

Many other cadres from the Industrial Department participating in this project also supported completing the equipment first and offered their own opinions.

After everyone expressed their views, Zhuang Jiaxiong finally spoke, "If we produce according to the previous methods, it will affect R&D. Then slow down the R&D progress. The first priority is to produce the heavy artillery needed by the troops with guaranteed quality and quantity. This is the urgent task."

Seeing the unwillingness in everyone's expressions, Zhuang Jiaxiong tried to use a gentle tone, "R&D will be delayed by at most half a year. But if we win this battle, we will have plenty of time for R&D. If we try to do it all in one step and lead to a defeat in the war, the time it takes us to salvage the situation might not be half a year or a year, but several years."

Hearing this, the Director of the Metallurgy Bureau bit his lip, seemingly wanting to express that 'it could be completed in the short term'.

Industrial Department Director Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't care if his guess was correct. He didn't give his comrades a chance to voice foolish ideas and said loudly, "If the equipment is not in place on time, it could lead to unnecessary casualties. When considering such matters, life is the limit."

Now the Director of the Metallurgy Bureau lost the impulse to speak. Zhuang Jiaxiong did not dwell on this actually heart-wrenching issue and continued to discuss the subsequent work.

A sudden reduction in war pressure did not mean no pressure. However, in a safe environment, the pressure was actually not that great; the discussions and arguments were merely about which investments took priority.

For example, now that lasers had been developed, the previous optical measurement technology burning magnesium strips was challenged due to insufficient efficiency. However, the advantage of magnesium strip light emission technology remained huge because this set of technology was very mature and costs were controllable. Meanwhile, laser generators still had a lot of content that needed to be perfected to be fully effective and practical.

At this moment, Zhuang Jiaxiong stood on the side of new technology, deciding temporarily not to increase investment in magnesium strip optical measurement equipment, but instead to increase spending on laser technology to ensure that technical R&D could proceed according to the predicted process.

After discussing capital investment in these technical fields, Zhuang Jiaxiong began the next meeting. The first to enter was Feng Qiaonian, Director of the Commerce Department, followed by Morrison, Director of the Investment Promotion Bureau, and the Director of the Foreign Trade Bureau.

The four went straight to the topic. Zhuang Jiaxiong asked, "How many bulk commodities can still be maintained right now?"

Feng Qiaonian pointed at Morrison, "Let him speak."

Morrison immediately stated, "Trade with Britain should be greatly affected. I suggest making preparations regarding bulk commodity trade with the British side. Conversely, we can consider cooperation with the United States on bulk commodities. After our consideration, we believe the only thing we can probably negotiate is coconuts."

The Director of the Foreign Trade Bureau couldn't help but smile bitterly hearing this. China's foreign trade bulk commodities over the past few centuries had been just those few items. Tea, silk, and later tung oil and hog bristles were added. In recent decades, the variety of imported industrial products from foreign countries had increased greatly, turning the trade balance from surplus to deficit.

The US mainland was very far from China; the closer territory was the colony of the Philippines. In the Philippines, searching around for a trade good that could truly be traded in large quantities without restrictions, it turned out to be only coconuts.

Zhuang Jiaxiong took the report and looked at it, praising with some gratification, "This is good stuff! How big can the trade volume be?"

Commerce Department Director Feng Qiaonian sighed, "If it goes very smoothly, maybe one million tons of trade a year?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong actually beamed with joy, "This kind of trade is a mix of civilian and industrial products. One million tons—the Industrial Department can definitely fully digest it."

However, this was the only good news. The four exchanged views for a while and all accepted the conclusion that the layout of the Northeast industrial chain had reached its limit for the time being.

This was an old cliché of a problem. China's geographical location determined that unless China could quickly restore its technological advantage and sell products with unique advantages, it would face a situation lacking 'processing of supplied materials'. Many European countries with land and population far inferior to China could secure a place in the entire circum-North Atlantic industrial zone by relying on processing supplied materials to maintain the industrial chain.

It was unlikely that Britain would ship steel to China and then import steel products from China, and the same was true for other European and American countries. This also determined that China's industrial layout was vastly different from that of European and American countries.

How to deal with such a situation? All four felt their thinking was constrained and the pressure was great. Commerce Department Director Feng Qiaonian even laughed, "If we say there is any industrial product we have now that Europe needs, perhaps it is only fighter jets. It's just that fighter jets probably can't be sold."

Hearing that fighter jets, this industrial product, had become an object of attention, Zhuang Jiaxiong, Morrison, and the others couldn't help but sigh. This type of military equipment was indeed one of the products under China's handful of technological advantages at present. Even though it had only been noticed due to the war in the last few months, some countries were already paying attention and even probing whether they could purchase them.

When would China be able to possess such advantages in a considerable portion of industrial fields?

Although the discussion results were not satisfactory, and the current economic layout and economic scale of the Northeast could not achieve a true breakthrough, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt that the view in his heart was reinforced again. He made a summary, "If we want to expand the division of industrial labor, we must first defeat Japan. As long as we unify China, China itself can accommodate ten times the industry of the Northeast. At that time, our Chinese industry can also become an important factor dominating trade in the West Pacific."

The others also felt there was no other way and rose to take their leave.

American merchants soon received the coconut business. This stuff was everywhere in the Philippines, so it didn't cause any special repercussions in the Philippine colony. Moreover, the Northeast suppressed the price very low, with an attitude of 'sell if you want, get lost if you don't'. So only a few cargo ships collected coconuts as quickly as possible and transported them to China.

However, with the attitude that American merchants would be bastards if they didn't make money when they could, the merchants didn't feel they were being squeezed on price. After all, decades ago, American merchants crossed the Pacific to sell ice to southern China, and they did it anyway. Compared to ice, the transport difficulty of coconuts was much smaller.

Learning that several thousand-ton cargo ships had arrived in the Northeast from the Philippines, British Minister Alston frowned. Suddenly several American ships arriving in the Northeast—what could they be selling? Could it be some war-related materials?

Not only did the British think so, but the Japanese side, upon hearing the news, was also quite tense. But intercepting American merchant ships at sea was a very strong signal. As early as 1913 when the US Great White Fleet circumnavigated the globe, Japan had become reassured about US naval power. Although the Great White Fleet had a large number of battleships, they were all pre-dreadnought battleships and could not contend with Japan's dreadnoughts. But this did not mean that Japan could do whatever it wanted in the Yellow Sea.

It was already mid-April. The Japanese Imperial General Headquarters immediately asked the front-line commander, General Terauchi Hisaichi, when the next round of attacks would begin.

General Terauchi Hisaichi, facing the urging from the headquarters, actually had a calm expression. After two infantry attacks, the Japanese infantry had suffered heavy casualties. After the second attack, not only did the headquarters stop urging for attacks, but the various Division Commanders also changed from a state of excitement to being very rational.

If after experiencing two attacks with a total of over 400,000 casualties, there was still any Division Commander who maintained an attitude of attacking despite the risk of being crushed to pieces, General Terauchi Hisaichi would not hesitate to fulfill this Division Commander's wish for him and his division.

Looking at Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, known as the 'Wall of the Empire', General Terauchi asked, "Nagata-kun, how are the preparations?"

Chief of Staff Nagata immediately replied, "Reporting to the Commander, as soon as the heavy artillery from the rear arrives, we can attack."

General Terauchi did not see the figure of Deputy Chief of Staff Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, but he did not ask further. He had long noticed that although Nagata and Ishiwara looked harmonious on the surface and cooperated seamlessly, there was actually a deep rift between the two.

What exactly this rift was, General Terauchi did not care. The current situation was already very clear: relying on infantry to fill the gaps with their lives, it was impossible to breach the Yalu River defense line no matter what. Nagata Tetsuzan proposed using a large number of heavy artillery to destroy this defense line. Terauchi Hisaichi also fully agreed.

And General Terauchi Hisaichi already had plans. Regardless of whether the subsequent attacks succeeded, he would leave the position of Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army. The current Minister of War, General Yamanashi Hanzō, was not in good health and had not shown the ability to adapt to the current level of war development. General Yamanashi Hanzō also believed he was not suitable to serve as the wartime Minister of War. With the operation of the forces behind General Terauchi supporting him, it was basically certain that Terauchi Hisaichi would succeed as the Minister of War.

At this moment, the heavy burden of Japan's future pressed on Terauchi Hisaichi's shoulders. General Terauchi had absolutely no mind to focus on the rifts between his subordinates. Moreover, Nagata Tetsuzan was already the recognized leader in the Japanese Army after Terauchi Hisaichi's generation of generals. As for the evaluation of Ishiwara Kanji, in the core circle of the Army and among the core high-level officials of Japan, no one considered Ishiwara Kanji to be 'one of us'.

Of course, this did not affect Ishiwara Kanji's status. Even if he wasn't 'one of us', Ishiwara Kanji was still one of the few famous generals in the Japanese Army. The Army still needed Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji to display his strength and would provide space for him to do so... as long as it wasn't a position that held decision-making power.

Terauchi Hisaichi asked, "Nagata-kun, do you feel you have the ability to act as the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters?"

Nagata Tetsuzan's expression remained unchanged, and he replied respectfully, "The Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters must be a general of high prestige. This subordinate's resume is not yet sufficient to convince the public."

After confirming Nagata Tetsuzan's view, Terauchi Hisaichi understood that Nagata Tetsuzan had not been carried away by his current status. He knew very well that the war ahead would be very difficult, and the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army would have to bear the responsibility.

"Then please perform well in the position of Chief of Staff, Nagata-kun," Terauchi Hisaichi replied.

The war between the Northeast Government and Japan seemed to have been forgotten by both sides from March to early May. Just in the early summer on May 1st, inside many gun emplacements secretly built by the Japanese army on the Korean side of the Yalu River, dozens of 200-300mm giant cannons were pushed into position. As the operations were completed, the Yalu River bank, which had been quiet for a long time, trembled slightly again.

At the very front of the Yalu River defense line, the multi-row pyramidal reinforced concrete pile abatis defense system, called 'Dragon's Teeth' by the Northeast Army, was the first to be hit. The reinforced concrete piles of the structure were blown to smithereens directly. Apart from huge craters on the ground, nothing remained. It was as if these objects had never existed there.

And just at this moment, the Northeast Army's 250mm fortress cannons also emitted dull sounds like the roaring of monsters, firing huge shells at the Japanese artillery positions.

150mm field howitzers and 120mm field howitzers were undoubtedly devastating in field battles. However, in front of the power displayed by fortress cannons and siege cannons with calibers over 200mm, they seemed like small water pistols spraying against each other.

Inside Shenyang city, hundreds of kilometers away, those with keen senses could slightly perceive vibrations that ordinary people could not feel. As for the seismograph needles in the Seismological Institute under the Northeast Government's Geological Bureau, they had already begun to swing back and forth with considerable amplitude. The power of the shelling from both sides had already triggered the effect of a micro-earthquake.

This artillery duel lasted less than an hour before it ended, and it was the Japanese army that stopped shelling first. The faces of the Japanese officers and staff officers who had prepared for this artillery duel for two months were very grim. On the contrary, Nagata Tetsuzan's expression remained unchanged. At this point, the Northeast and Japan had shifted from competing in army combat effectiveness to competing in industrial strength.

The performance of the Northeast Army's heavy artillery around 250mm caliber merely proved the bad part of Nagata Tetsuzan's prediction. The Northeast already had the ability to manufacture true fortress cannons; Japan's industrial strength was not enough to overwhelm the Northeast Army.

But this was not enough to make Nagata Tetsuzan make concessions. The Northeast Army had strength, but did they have the corresponding reserves?

Except for those heavy cannons destroyed in the artillery duel, the other heavy cannons were moved backward. Their maximum range no longer covered the Northeast Army's fortress bunker area, but covered the front part of the Yalu River defense line. Nagata Tetsuzan did not believe that the Northeast Army had the ability to manufacture fortress cannons exceeding the range of Japanese heavy artillery. Since they couldn't destroy the Northeast Army's fortresses, how much large-caliber artillery bombardment could the front part of the Northeast Army's Yalu River defense line withstand?

The next day, the shelling began again. This time, the front part of the Yalu River defense line was ravaged and destroyed by the fierce Japanese artillery fire. The shelling did not end until the afternoon.

On the third day, when Nagata Tetsuzan observed from a high place with binoculars, he saw to his astonishment that the small front part of the Yalu River defense line that had been destroyed yesterday had actually been repaired.

The 'Dragon's Teeth' were arranged neatly, and the ground had unexpectedly been filled with earth. Although some incomplete parts left after the bombardment could still be seen, it was still repaired by the Northeast Army.

Nagata's face finally turned grim. He ordered his subordinate, who had a look of disbelief on his face, "Continue bombarding!"

The artillery duel proceeded indifferently. The sound of shelling from both sides rang non-stop like children fighting during the Spring Festival. Yet there were not many casualties.

At this time, Ishiwara Kanji, who was promoting the latest tactical arrangements in the troops, finished a big lecture for junior officers. He walked out of the large tent located in a safe place and listened to the rolling sound of cannons in the distance.

Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji did not regret falling out with Nagata Tetsuzan. Even if the method Nagata Tetsuzan chose was the most effective and fastest at this time, and also minimized casualties among officers and soldiers to the greatest extent, Ishiwara Kanji still did not change his judgment of the outstanding personnel in the Japanese army at present.

As long as these people continued to hold power, ordinary Japanese officers and soldiers would be sent to the battlefield to die meaninglessly. The flesh and blood and lives of ordinary officers and soldiers were just bargaining chips in the struggle among Japan's high-level officials. For these officers and soldiers themselves and their families, this way of dying was meaningless.

Although Ishiwara Kanji could not change anything now, at least by improving the understanding of war among grassroots officers and soldiers, and by perfecting the transport and treatment of the wounded in the army, he could minimize casualties among officers and soldiers and let more grassroots officers and soldiers return to their hometowns alive.

The artillery duel thus proceeded. Because no tragic casualties erupted, the news did not pay much attention.

But those who truly knew the trade were shocked by this news. Especially the British military personnel in China; they were made quite tense by this. Even experts in gunnery and artillery like the Commander of the Yangtze River Fleet and the Artillery Training Commander were invited to the capital to attend meetings.
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May. Under the bright sunshine of Spain, the sea breeze blew across the pale yellow sandy beach and into the hotel balcony, making Sir John Jordan feel very peaceful.

Compared to the air in large British cities mixed with the smell of industrial pollution, and the scent of seawater mixed with industrial wastewater, industrially underdeveloped Spain was truly relaxing. Here, there were the minimum services provided by an industrial society, yet also a pastoral landscape. Moreover, there was ample sunshine here, unlike the damp cold of the British Isles.

At this moment, a messenger riding a mule passed in front of the hotel. Seeing Jordan sitting at the table on the hotel balcony, the messenger raised his hand to greet Jordan. Jordan also waved to greet the simple rural messenger.

The messenger stopped in front of the hotel, took a few letters, and walked up to the balcony. "Mr. Jordan, these are your letters."

Jordan invited the messenger to sit down and poured him a glass of wine. He put on his glasses and picked up the letters; some were from his hometown, and some were from the university that accepted his donation of collections. Opening the letter from the university, the university library expressed gratitude to Jordan, thanking him for donating a portion of the materials from when he served in diplomatic posts in the Far East, which gave great help to the university's research on the history of this period, so...

A sound of a car engine came from the distance. This was not common in the rural areas of the Spanish seaside. Both Jordan and the messenger turned to look, only to see a car heading straight for the hotel, kicking up a trail of dust behind it. It stopped in front of the hotel, and two guys who were obviously civil servants stepped out of the car. They were British.

Jordan probably guessed it; his leisurely retirement was over.

The visitors were British Foreign Office personnel. Taking the documents they delivered, Jordan flipped through them for a moment, then looked up. "Does the Foreign Office want me to return to China again?"

"Your Excellency, the Foreign Secretary asks you to return to London." The Foreign Office staff respectfully conveyed the order to the senior predecessor.

Jordan did not answer immediately. If he was unwilling to come out of retirement, the British Foreign Office could do nothing. No normal country would use coercive means to force a seventy-year-old man to fight on the diplomatic front line.

As for whether Jordan himself was willing to come out, that depended on what situation he was facing. Jordan continued to read the documents. The first one was an assessment report written by several British units in China regarding the current war between the Northeast and Japan.

'...Given the current situation, there is no possibility of the Japanese government winning the war. Similarly, since the Northeast Government has no navy, Japan will not be defeated either. Therefore, the Japanese government has the opportunity to choose peace.

In the current war situation, the Japanese government needs to maintain a transport line 1,000 miles (about 1,500 kilometers) long. Every day, the Japanese government is paying huge expenditures. The greater the expenditure, the less likely the Japanese government is to choose peace, rather than the opposite. This war has already become a huge burden for the Japanese government and will likely lead to disastrous consequences for the Japanese economy. ... The Northeast Government is the provoker of the war and has conducted detailed research and preparation for every step of the war. Especially the Yalu River defense line; after invading Korea and annihilating a large number of Japanese troops, making it impossible for Japan to actively sue for peace, they used this solid defense line to force the Japanese army to deploy over a million troops along the Yalu River, unable to advance or retreat.

Recently, the Japanese army and the Northeast Army have engaged in artillery duels between siege cannons and fortress cannons, making the situation even more dangerous and unpredictable. Up to now, the Northeast Government has announced that they have 80,000 dead and missing, and 170,000 wounded. The Japanese army has over 750,000 casualties. Interestingly, the figures announced by the Japanese side are similar to those of the Northeast Army, only swapping the title of the losing side.

According to judgment, our country is more inclined to agree with the figures published by the Northeast Government. ... Japan's population is about the same as France's, but its industrial strength is far inferior to France's. Its capacity to withstand war is also inferior to France's. France belonged to the Entente side during the Great War and could receive support from the Entente Powers. Currently, Japan does not have such military allies and must deal with the war alone. According to analysis, Japan's limit of endurance is roughly one-third that of France.

France mobilized 7.9 million people to participate in the Great War, with 1.24 million killed in action and about 3.8 million wounded. According to the assessment, the limit of casualties the Japanese army can withstand is 420,000 killed in action and 1.3 million wounded, totaling 1.72 million casualties.

The current casualty figures of the Japanese army are approaching the upper limit. ... Over the past few years, the Northeast Government has opened up a huge number of farms and pastures. Even with the continuous war on the front line, the Northeast Government can actually obtain a certain degree of support from the entire China, especially labor support. Due to the terrible management capabilities of the rulers in North China and South China, over 400 million Chinese people live in hardship. The large number of employment opportunities provided by the Northeast Government can change the living conditions of these Chinese people.

In the long run, as long as the Northeast Government does not fail militarily—that is, holds the Yalu River defense line and does not take military risks to counterattack Korea—the balance of power between the Northeast Government and Japan will gradually favor the Northeast Government. Especially since the Japanese government must achieve victory in the war, the Japanese government has to conduct military adventures for the sake of victory, carrying out large-scale attacks on the Yalu River defense line. Once the large-scale attack on the Yalu River defense line fails, the Japanese government's prestige and capacity to endure will be pushed to the limit of wavering. ... Based on the analysis, we have reached the following conclusion. This war will likely last for two years, but it is unlikely to go into the fourth year. The Japanese government is unable to sustain such a high-consumption war.

Once the war ends, the Northeast Government led by He Rui will surely gain huge prestige, and subsequently quickly unify North China.

If the situation in China develops to this stage, the interests of the British Empire in China will be challenged. Especially on the issue of whether the He Rui regime will accept the Boxer Protocol, no optimistic judgment can be made.

The Boxer Protocol is the current diplomatic foundation between Britain as well as the Western world and China. The signing of the Boxer Protocol was based on the extreme political and military weakness of the Manchu Qing government. There is a huge gap between that and the current situation. Whether the Northeast Government can be integrated into the world order through diplomatic efforts based on the Boxer Protocol is a task that must be considered starting now. ...'

After reading the report, Sir John Jordan felt that his energy had been consumed a lot. However, Jordan forced himself to cheer up and read some other reports. these reports were analyses in the political, economic, and military fields. It could be seen that that summary report was derived based on the analysis of these professional fields.

Jordan put down the documents, took off his glasses, rubbed his somewhat sore eyes, and then asked, "I think that the current Minister to China being able to write such a report is enough to prove that Minister Alston has outstanding diplomatic ability. What is the reason for the Foreign Office sending you here?"

The two British Foreign Office personnel who came to persuade Jordan to come out of retirement looked at each other with some difficulty. The leader said, "Your Excellency, the Northeast Government currently actually refuses to conduct any negotiations regarding the political aftermath with Minister Alston. Minister Alston requested London to have you go to China as a Plenipotentiary Special Envoy to coordinate."

Jordan really didn't want to go. As long as he recalled the various things about that little fox He Rui, Jordan felt a headache. All means against traditional Chinese power holders were useless in front of He Rui. He Rui didn't even look much like a European monarch; European monarchs themselves did not possess professional and excellent political, diplomatic, and military capabilities.

Seeing Jordan's expression, the British Foreign Office staff member who came to persuade him simply said, "Your Excellency, recently inflation in Germany has reached an appalling level. The government is contacting the United States, hoping to curb France's extraction of Germany."

Jordan had intended to completely detach himself from politics and spend his remaining years in peace. Hearing this, he had to cheer up. Sir John Jordan, who had been detached from the mundane world for a few months, braced himself and asked, "How bad is the situation?"

"Inflation in Germany is already between several thousand and several tens of thousands of times," the diplomat replied.

Jordan thought he heard wrong. The old man who had stayed in a small town in the Spanish countryside for a few months laughed, "Is it several thousand percent? Or several tens of thousands of percent?"

The two British Foreign Office staff members looked at each other with difficulty again. The leader emphasized again, "It is several thousand to several tens of thousands of times. Not several thousand percent to several tens of thousands percent."

Jordan was stunned. He never expected the changes in the world to reach such a crazy level.

August 14, 1923, the cruise ship Jordan took finally arrived in Tianjin. On the cruise ship, Jordan paid attention to the latest world news every day, hoping that nothing more outrageous would appear.

The silver lining in the misfortune was that the current world at least maintained the basic status quo. The misfortune was that the chaos of the current world had not changed.

The cause of this crisis came from the Treaty of Versailles. France hoped to completely crush Germany through the Treaty of Versailles, making Germany's territory and political structure return to the appearance of 1860. Britain did not want to see France dominate alone, so it pulled in the United States, which was trying to have its own place on the world stage, to join together, and finally came up with the Treaty of Versailles in 1921.

Since the positions of Britain, France, and the United States were different, they could only seek common ground. So they found the final common ground: "Make Germany pay money."

Germany was saddled with heavy debts by the Treaty of Versailles. The Weimar government did not have the ability to repay the debts and began to let things rot in 1922, defaulting on debts by realizing inflation. It not only defaulted on the huge debts imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles but also defaulted on the debts to be paid when the bonds issued domestically during the war reached their redemption period.

Thus, Germany's inflation was no longer a runaway wild horse, but shot straight into the sky like the Northeast Army's aircraft.

The German marks needed to buy a loaf of bread already required a wheelbarrow to push a cart of banknotes. The officials of the German Weimar government, on the other hand, displayed the rigor and efficiency of Germans. They did not waste resources to produce a large number of banknotes but directly stamped the back of the banknotes. Each stamp indicated that starting from Year X Month X Day X, the use value of this banknote increased by XXXX times.

Apart from the crisis in Europe, the situation in Asia did not improve. The Japanese shelling obviously did not destroy the Northeast's Yalu River defense line. Japan organized another attack. Although this attack was initially propagated very grandly in the newspapers, it ended anticlimactically with no follow-up. Presumably, its effect was very terrible.

Jordan understood that this attack made Japan take another big step towards the direction of being unable to hold on.

After disembarking in Tianjin, Jordan met the current Minister to China, Mr. Alston, at the pier. Jordan was not reinstated to his original post but served as the British Plenipotentiary Special Ambassador. In terms of rank alone, he was higher than Minister Alston, but there was no subordinate relationship between the two. Jordan came for a special mission.

Right at the port, Jordan gave Alston a task, "Please immediately telegraph the news of conferring the title of Knight Bachelor to Mr. Morrison. I will represent the British government to personally go to Shenyang to confer the honor on Morrison."

Britain is a country that pays attention to titles and honorifics. Therefore, in interactions with British people, or in our English practice, understanding some knowledge about British aristocratic titles and honorifics is undoubtedly very necessary.

According to British tradition, the Queen (or King) can confer a certain noble title on someone based on the proposal of the Prime Minister, but the number of people receiving the title is limited, about within 20 people per year.

Once he had the title of Knight, Morrison would be a British noble, which could be inherited by his descendants. (Only after 1958 was it allowed to confer non-hereditary "life peerages" on a certain individual.)

Minister Alston went to arrange it immediately. On August 19, Jordan finally arrived in Shenyang. Compared with earlier years, Jordan did not receive any reception specifications exceeding his status. Even regarding the reception specifications, the Northeast Government chose a specification slightly below medium within a reasonable scope.

Jordan did not expect that he would be forced to return less than a year after leaving China. He had mixed feelings in his heart. After several layers of reception procedures, Jordan finally met He Rui. He Rui looked somewhat different from when he last saw Jordan. There were already a few white hairs in his black hair, and there was also exhaustion in his expression.

But overall, this haggardness was unexpectedly quite fitting for He Rui's status and position in the Far East at this time. Shrewd yet weary, noble yet facing difficulties.

Jordan had wanted to say something to He Rui, but seeing He Rui sitting calmly opposite him, thinking that whatever he wanted to say was within He Rui's expectations and calculations, Jordan actually couldn't speak.

After two minutes of silence, seeing He Rui remained composed, Jordan finally forced himself to break the silence, "Your Excellency He Rui, how have you been recently?"

He Rui revealed that kind of seemingly very innocent smile, "Mr. Jordan, I have always been very well. You came from Europe; I would very much like to ask, how is the situation in Germany recently?"

Jordan sighed in his heart. Just as he expected, He Rui knew the world situation very well.
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Since the conversation started with "criticizing France," He Rui's tone was quite relaxed. "Mr. Jordan, the German Weimar government has already laid down and defaulted, creating a shocking hyperinflation. However, I cannot believe that all the responsibility lies with Germany. At least regarding the impact of the German default on the world, I believe France bears responsibility, perhaps even a great deal of responsibility."

As he spoke, He Rui offered Jordan a cigar.

Mentioning France's role in this event, Jordan nodded in agreement, but put down the cigar and asked He Rui for a cigarette instead. Cigarettes were far less smooth and intoxicating than cigars. However, when discussing troublesome matters, even a veteran diplomat like Jordan could not avoid a headache. Smoking a cigarette with a more uncomfortable taste actually helped him discuss the matter with relative composure.

He Rui opened the cigarette case. Jordan took out a brand-new cigarette holder, inserted the cigarette, and continued, "France, for the sake of a few hundred thousand telegraph poles, sent troops to the Rhineland industrial area together with Belgium. I can no longer figure out if France has lost its rationality due to greed, or if they deliberately want to destroy the European economy."

"Are you saying you can't figure out if France is stupid or evil?" He Rui added his own perspective.

Jordan felt this phrasing was truly powerful, pointing out exactly the confusion and unhappiness in his heart, so he nodded. "Yes, stupid or evil. Of course, it's also possible they are both stupid and evil."

He Rui shook his head. "In a sense, I can understand the French government. After all, at present, France has obtained an opportunity to return to the era of Richelieu. Three hundred years ago, it was precisely the Richelieu era (1624-1642) that made France the sole hegemon of the European continent at the time. The cost was that the German region completely turned into a collection of small city-states. From the perspective of geopolitics, this is one of the important conditions for maintaining France's hegemony in Europe. Of course, France doing this now, to use a Chinese idiom, is 'stubbornly conservative and carving a mark on the boat to find the sword' (ignoring changing circumstances)."

"Correct," Jordan agreed. "France seems to think that by allying with Poland, they can simultaneously control Russia and Germany."

"Check Germany and suppress Russia," He Rui laughed.

Accompanying Jordan was Bernard, a Third Secretary of the British Foreign Office. Watching He Rui and Jordan puffing away while happily badmouthing France, he felt a bit dazed for a moment.

In this private meeting, Jordan spoke Chinese, while He Rui spoke English. One could tell immediately that He Rui's English was of the standard type—learned and used, but merely learned and used.

Before coming to China, the British Foreign Office had files on He Rui. However, He Rui's image was considered a mixture of intelligence, barbarism, and power. Third Secretary Bernard thought he would see an Oriental monarch who had received a Western education. But he didn't expect that the man in front of him, speaking instrumental English with stiff but accurate wording, and who had also studied European history extensively, would resemble a European statesman.

Jordan expressed cautious humor regarding He Rui's phrase "Check Germany and suppress Russia." After all, Asians were more suitable for making jokes about such things. In Europe, this involved important history regarding claims of legitimacy.

***

He Rui continued, "Although I do not sympathize with the French government, I sympathize with the French people, just as I sympathize with the German people. The Weimar government's hyperinflation this time may not necessarily succeed in defaulting on the victor's debts. At most, it will force Britain to cooperate with the United States to provide the Weimar government with a way to resolve the debt..."

"Oh? Have you heard some news, Your Excellency?" Jordan hurriedly asked. Since Jordan had participated in the Washington Naval Treaty conference, the British Foreign Office had indeed consulted him on some matters before he came to China.

He Rui explained, "One doesn't need to hear anything. Your Excellency should be very clear about this. The biggest creditor nation now is the United States. Although Japan is also a creditor nation, Japan's current war is already consuming a large amount of the creditor rights in its hands. Perhaps Japan has already started issuing bonds now. truly pitiful..."

Jordan wanted to use He Rui's topic to switch to Japan, but after thinking about it, he decided to continue listening. After all, He Rui did not refuse to chat and actively mentioned Japan, so there would be opportunities to discuss it later. Jordan was genuinely interested in He Rui's views on the German hyperinflation.

Seeing Jordan not taking the bait, He Rui continued, "Britain and France not only have to collect war reparations from Germany but also pay war debts to the United States. Germany has already 'laid down' to default. Naturally, the only one who can effectively solve the problem remains the United States. If the United States invests in Germany to solve Germany's current problems, Germany will have money to continue repaying debts, and Britain and France will also have money to repay war bonds. This is a cycle that benefits everyone. The United States has always looked forward to having its own status and influence in Europe. Next, it depends on whether Britain, France, the US, and Germany can reach a new agreement on this issue."

Jordan nodded slightly. The cigarette had burned to the end. The old man pulled out the butt, attached another one to the holder, and continued to think while smoking.

Third Secretary Bernard, who was accompanying Jordan, completely hadn't expected to hear a plan that was reasonable, highly operable, and took into account the four major countries of the world, thousands of miles away from Western Europe in the East.

In the Foreign Office in London, He Rui's image was that of an Oriental Potentate, and some civil servants even called He Rui "China's Elector." Looking at He Rui through the cigarette smoke, Bernard felt he was seeing a top European power holder. He Rui's conversation was no different from theirs—bright, calm, and explaining profound things in simple terms. This was no Oriental Potentate; this was an Imperial Chancellor, a figure similar to Bismarck.

He Rui did not keep the topic on nations. He sighed, "But while these government matters seem important to me, they are not of much value. I sympathize with the people of Germany and France. The German Weimar government probably cannot default on its external debts through this hyperinflation, but the Weimar government can use this hyperinflation to default on the huge debts the German government owes to the German people. Those German people who bought German war bonds, those tax-paying German people, their life savings will be looted clean in this hyperinflation. It is truly a tragedy."

Jordan did not care about the lives of the German people at all, so he asked, "Your Excellency, where do you think the pitiable nature of the French people lies?"

"After the Great War, the French northeast industrial zone was reduced to ruins, suffering huge losses. At this time, they should have focused fully on people's livelihood. However, the French government used nationalism as an excuse, intending to realize its geopolitical goals. But they didn't expect to fail. Trade between France and Germany has always been close. Does the suspension of German industry only affect Germany itself? I see that French domestic enterprises have also been greatly impacted. The French people suffered over 5 million casualties in the Great War and should have been resting and recuperating to restore production. Yet they have suffered such an undeserved disaster. The French people are pitiful. War causes tragedy, but failing to walk out of the war will allow the tragedy to continue."

Speaking of this, He Rui sighed with compassion for the fate of mankind.

Jordan felt he had to respond, so he asked, "Your Excellency, the Northeast Government is currently at war with Japan. How do you think the tragedy caused by this war can be reduced?"

Seeing that Jordan had finally honestly followed up, He Rui replied with a serious expression, "Mr. Jordan, China is a peace-loving country. The Northeast Government has no intention of invading Japan. The war has reached this point, and Japan has no other possibility of winning. Of course, Mr. Jordan understands the country of Japan; they cannot possibly actively admit the status quo. I have no way either. If other peace-loving countries in the world can make the Japanese government see the facts clearly, admit the status quo, and end the war one day earlier, the Japanese people will suffer one day less. What do you think?"

Jordan only sighed but made no response. Third Secretary Bernard beside him also sighed inwardly. The latest European changes He Rui discussed were indeed European changes—his insight was profound, his understanding thorough, and he could even offer solutions that were both executable and effective.

At the same time, everything He Rui said about Europe had a strong contrast with the current war in Asia. The German government were bastards, the French government were bastards; the German people were pitiful, the French people were pitiful. Similarly, the Japanese government were bastards, the Japanese people were pitiful.

According to He Rui, Japan actively stopping the war would be a good thing for maintaining peace. There was nothing wrong with this statement. However, He Rui had already taken all the advantages on the gambling table of war. Now he wanted to secure his profits and cash out; how could Japan possibly accept that?

But He Rui's words did not make Third Secretary Bernard feel unhappy. From the intelligence Britain currently possessed, He Rui's suggestion was quite valuable. Peace as soon as possible was a relatively wise choice for Japan.

Jordan felt He Rui wanted to use him to pass a message to Japan, which exceeded the purpose of Jordan's trip. So Jordan smiled and said, "Your Excellency, when I arrived in Beijing this time, I met many of our old friends. Old friends say that Your Excellency will be China's leader in the future. I would very much like to hear what Your Excellency's vision for the future China is."

He Rui also smiled broadly. "The future China will inevitably be a peaceful country where the government and people develop the economy together to increase income. Moreover, China will integrate into the world trade system, satisfying its own needs through trade and also contributing to the world's prosperity through trade."

Jordan praised, "That is truly an admirable vision. So how does Your Excellency plan to realize it?"

He Rui switched to another cigarette before saying, "Our Civilization Party already has a platform for this. China's progressive development first needs an independent military force capable of guaranteeing national security, followed by an independent government that exists for development. Those nations that have completed industrialization are all like this, possessing independent national defense, administration, diplomacy..."

The private meeting was very friendly and frank. Afterward, Morrison and the Director of the Bureau of Foreign Affairs hosted Jordan's party, and He Rui went back to his own work due to official duties.

Secretary Bernard felt there was nothing more to say. He Rui had clearly expressed his attitude. Although this attitude would not lead to a war with Britain, it was quite opposed to the best scenario Britain hoped for. However, He Rui's view on joining the world trade system was rational, and Secretary Bernard felt this matter was a bargaining chip for future negotiations with He Rui.

Of course, another thing that concerned Bernard was He Rui's disregard for Japan's fundraising ability. The situation was now very clear; He Rui knew Japan was raising funds in Britain, yet he didn't even mention it. Not only He Rui, but the Northeast Government officials hosting the British representatives also didn't mention it.

Before Bernard set off for China, these matters were considered by the British Foreign Office as one of the many bargaining chips for negotiations with He Rui. Yet, apart from expressing that trade relations were a matter that must be discussed, He Rui completely avoided touching the chips prepared by the British side. This led Bernard to form an unreasonable illusion: had He Rui already received some news from the British Foreign Office?

Third Secretary Bernard of the British Foreign Office guessed right and wrong. He Rui indeed hadn't received any news from the British Foreign Office, but he had other ways of obtaining information. After seeing through the essence of the Weimar government, He Rui wouldn't find the subsequent hyperinflation strange. If hyperinflation didn't occur when the prerequisites were met, He Rui would have found *that* strange.

If the Weimar government didn't default on domestic debts through hyperinflation, its economy would collapse. This kind of collapse would lead to the bankruptcy of both German Junker landlords and capitalists. Then the German workers would overthrow the Weimar government and establish a German Soviet government. At that time, the old German upper class would likely be hung from telegraph poles, fluttering in the wind together with the Soviet government's red flag.

***

After concluding the private meeting with Jordan, He Rui listened to the report regarding Busan Port. The comrade from the External Intelligence Department introduced the recent progress with a regretful tone. "Chairman, the Korean defectors are very dissatisfied with our army's withdrawal from Korea. They are very suspicious of us now, thinking that our prediction of solving the Korean issue in ten years is a kind of deception. They requested to send someone to personally meet Chairman."

"I cannot meet them. Let Comrade Wang Bin meet them," He Rui answered crisply. Seeing the troubled look on the External Intelligence Bureau comrade's face, He Rui explained, "Japan cannot win. Once Japan fails, its domestic economy will enter a stage of severe economic crisis. Since Japan cannot solve the economic crisis, there are only three choices. One choice is to admit that the current Continental Policy has failed and change the Continental Policy, thereby cooperating with China. Then, as cooperation deepens, the issue of Korean independence can be resolved. Another choice is to form an anti-China alliance with foreign countries, then there will definitely be a decisive war within ten years. The defeated side will inevitably be Japan. At that time, the Korean issue will naturally be resolved. The third choice is for Japan to tough it out until its domestic economy completely collapses. At that stage, we in the Northeast only need to provide weapons and military training to the Korean patriots to defeat Japan's colonial army in Korea. At that time, Korea can cooperate fully with China economically, and Korea's strength will soon be improved, no longer threatened by Japan."

Although the comrade from the External Intelligence Bureau was encouraged, he still had a troubled look. He Rui smiled and asked, "Do you think those Korean patriots have too small a vision to understand such a political philosophy?"

"...Yes."

He Rui knew that external intelligence work was not easy to do, and he didn't want his comrades to do things for quick success. "In that case, find Korean patriots who *can* understand this philosophy and cooperate with them. We must never consider controlling Korea as a suzerain state in the future; that is meaningless. In the industrial age, traditional political control or influence control is useless. Japan has controlled Korea for about 30 years; was it of much use? Didn't they still lose the war! There are plenty of people in Korea who want to restore their country. I now propose three requirements. Do not let the Korean patriots have any suspicion that we intend to annex Korea, and we don't have such intentions anyway. Do not let Korean patriots do dangerous work; all we want is the material transport data of Busan Port, not any classified intelligence. We provide funds, but the other party must be people who can understand our requirements. If they cannot understand, they will act recklessly on their own."

After speaking, He Rui added a sentence, "For this operation, safety is the priority. Absolutely do not cause personnel losses."

Under such clear requirements, the confidence of the External Intelligence Bureau comrade recovered a lot. His slightly furrowed brows smoothed out, and the troubled look on his face disappeared. But the intelligence bureau comrade still asked, "Chairman, our explanation for this operation can never satisfy the Korean patriots."

"Then be sure to explain clearly to those people that we have no intention of attacking munitions and supplies in Korea. The reason we want to master the data is to determine the quantity of the Japanese army's logistical supplies. So that when our army counterattacks, we can determine the intensity of the Japanese army's counterattack. This matter concerns the lives and safety of our officers and soldiers; it is very valuable intelligence."

"...Chairman, are these conditions too lenient?" The External Intelligence Bureau felt it didn't seem quite appropriate.

He Rui shook his head. "We didn't have unreasonable demands to begin with, nor did we mean to manipulate them. There's no need to care about those people's thoughts now. When the Japanese army is at a comprehensive disadvantage, those people will naturally see it. At that time, they will truly be willing to cooperate with us. We do not rely on them to defeat the Japanese army, but on ourselves."

With words reaching this point, the comrades realized there was really nothing they couldn't do, so they stood up, saluted, and took their leave.

Just as this wave of work was arranged, news regarding the Beiyang side arrived. Lu Zhengxiang, who stayed in Shenyang for liaison, brought news from the Beiyang Foreign Ministry. "Chairman He, the Foreign Ministry has officially spoken with the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, proposing to return a batch of injured Japanese prisoners of war now. The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs was vague; in reality, they don't want to accept injured prisoners."

He Rui looked at Lu Zhengxiang's somewhat troubled expression, asked him to sit down first, and then said, "In that case, we will mobilize public opinion and talk about this in the newspapers. We will not only talk about it in domestic newspapers but also in European and American newspapers. We will also drop leaflets on the Japanese positions to let the Japanese army know about this."

Seeing He Rui being so straightforward, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help but sigh slightly. He knew doing this would be greatly beneficial to the Northeast Government. Those Japanese wounded soldiers had disabling injuries, and the vast majority had their production capacity affected. Sending them back would be a burden on Japan.

From a humanitarian perspective, the Northeast Government stood on the moral high ground. If Japan accepted, they lost the substance; if they didn't accept, they lost face. This was the advantage of the victor; the greater the victory, the greater the advantage. Lu Zhengxiang had never experienced this in his past decades of life.

***

Inside the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters, Ishiwara Kanji remained silent, and Nagata Tetsuzan, temporarily acting as the Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, also remained silent. This silence represented that both men understood He Rui's intentions, so neither was willing to bear the responsibility meaninglessly.

Attending the meeting were not only Nagata, Ishiwara, and others, but the Division Commanders were also present, including some field-grade officers. The generals were silent, as if they hadn't heard anything. Finally, Okamura Yasuji, responsible for reading the agenda, could only continue, "Apart from the prisoner exchange matter, the Imperial General Headquarters asks the Expeditionary Army Headquarters if there are any suggestions on operations. Gentlemen, please speak freely and do not have any concerns."

Ishiwara Kanji wanted to sneer again but kept a cold expression, revealing no reaction to outsiders. At this moment, Ishiwara even felt a trace of contempt for that bunch at the Imperial General Headquarters. They couldn't find a way to break the deadlock themselves, so they started pulling things east and west, even asking the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters. If the Expeditionary Army Headquarters had its own solution, they would have done it long ago; why would they need the Imperial General Headquarters to ask pretentiously?

Just then, a Lieutenant Colonel stood up impassionedly. "Report, subordinate is Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono of the 12th Division. I have a suggestion to propose."

Okamura Yasuji breathed a slight sigh of relief. It wouldn't be good if no one stood up to speak at all, so he asked, "What is Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono's view?"

Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono puffed out his chest and said with a resolute tone, "The Empire can send troops to occupy Shandong, use Shandong as a base to attack Manchuria and Mongolia. We can even coordinate with the Navy to establish the Bohai transport line and march into Shanhaiguan. Pincer attack Manchuria and Mongolia from two paths!"

Ishiwara Kanji only felt a bit of sadness. The war situation had forced the Japanese army into a situation where a fool like Lieutenant Colonel Kurizono could express foolish opinions, yet the Imperial General Headquarters and the generals still pretended the war could continue. How muddled, how shameless this was.

***

Regarding the act of seppuku, Ishiwara looked down on it. But at this moment, he genuinely hoped this group of generals could bravely commit seppuku as they claimed. Only if these guys all committed seppuku could Japan be liberated from such a dead end.

The Northeast Army guarded the Yalu River defense line, with a stable rear for logistical supply and medical support. Ishiwara felt the Northeast Army could even fully guarantee leave. The Japanese army, however, had to maintain a long front line. The million-strong army ate through resources every day, and the shelling to account to the superiors had to be maintained. Every shell was burning Japanese Yen.

...No, the manufacturing, transportation, and stockpiling of shells had already burned the Japanese Yen. As long as the war continued for one day, the wealth of the Japanese people flowed away in vain for one day, flowing away meaninglessly.

Just then, several other field-grade officers who didn't look smart enough also stood up to speak, saying similar foolish things.

Okamura Yasuji calmly accepted these people's opinions and announced that every division should inquire about views among field and company-grade officers. Officers supporting the opening of a second front must submit a list to the headquarters.

Ishiwara wasn't in the mood to care about these fools, only considering how long the Japanese economy could last.

Being a Lieutenant General had many benefits, such as having a say in battlefield personnel appointments. So, a portion of Future Society members received promotions and could also obtain some data. Based on the data Ishiwara could access, combined with data from the grassroots, Ishiwara felt the Japanese economy couldn't last until June of next year.

By June next year, Japan would exhaust its foreign exchange. Moreover, due to the freezing caused by general mobilization and the grain requisition orders, the domestic economy would suffer. Farmers and workers would fall into a situation where they only had a mouthful of rice to keep from starving due to sharp income reductions. A portion of the displaced people would either starve to death or join the army, sent to the front line to receive a military pay of 3 Yen a month.

The military conference ended in such a depressing atmosphere. The next day, fluttering leaflets landed on the Japanese positions. The Division Commanders, upon learning this, immediately ordered that private collection was absolutely forbidden; leaflets found must be handed over. But the news that the Northeast Army wanted to release a portion of severely wounded Japanese prisoners spread quickly.

In the evening, Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo of the Future Society found Ishiwara when he came to the headquarters. "Your Excellency, we made inquiries in the army. Soldiers mostly feel we shouldn't accept the wounded. Leaving the wounded in Manchuria and Mongolia to eat can also increase the consumption of Manchuria and Mongolia."

"Oh? Aren't the soldiers worried that our soldiers will be abused over there and not given food?" Ishiwara asked.

Aizawa Saburo hadn't expected such a possibility. He opened his eyes wide, and anger appeared on his face. Ishiwara, afraid Aizawa Saburo would let his imagination run wild, hurriedly said, "Rest assured, Teacher is absolutely not that kind of person. If he really did that, those severely wounded soldiers wouldn't have lived until now."

Hearing this, Aizawa Saburo's expression softened. He told Ishiwara another piece of news. "The headquarters really held meetings in the army, asking those field and company-grade officers who advocate opening a second front. Also, our comrades discussed the current situation with field and company-grade officers. Most field and company-grade officers are very clear that the current Continental Policy has failed."

Ishiwara Kanji wasn't worried that field and company-grade officers didn't even know this. The reason for the investigation was to see if these guys were willing to admit it privately. Admitting the Continental Policy failed didn't equal accepting defeat, but not even admitting it meant someone would still cause trouble.

For the next few days, the Japanese army continued the norm of artillery duels every day while the infantry sat around foolishly. Soon, the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters sent a batch of field and company-grade officers back to Japan. With a little inquiry, Ishiwara understood. Okamura Yasuji, in order not to cause trouble for the headquarters, sent that group of officers advocating for opening a second front back to Japan.

Ishiwara quite understood this matter and even felt Okamura did a good job. Since these people wanted to shout about opening a second front, let them go back to Japan to shout. If the Imperial General Headquarters was influenced by these people and really ordered the Expeditionary Army to start a war, the Expeditionary Army would just execute it. In the current stage where everyone from top to bottom had no strategy, whoever stirred up trouble had to take responsibility.

Ever since General Terauchi Hisaichi stepped down from the position of Commander of the Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, no one had volunteered to take the post. Everyone wasn't stupid; whoever became the Commander had to take responsibility. It was better to let Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, the "Wall of the Empire," direct the headquarters' operations as Chief of Staff.

Days passed one by one, and soon it was September 1, 1923. At 11:58 AM, it was almost lunchtime. Some soldiers who were physically sensitive on ordinary days felt unwell, with some nausea and slight headaches. Some people felt a sensation like an earthquake, but it wasn't obvious.

At this time, the needle of the seismograph at the Seismological Institute of the Northeast Geological Bureau was swinging wildly. The measuring personnel on duty hurriedly pressed the record button. The paper roll began to turn slowly. On the moving paper, wave strips were drawn. The height of the wave peaks and the sharpness of the fluctuations left the researchers of the Seismological Institute dumbfounded.

According to the swing of the seismograph, a massive earthquake must have occurred somewhere on Earth. The scale of this earthquake was unimaginable. Only after other data arrived could a judgment be made.

***

At 1:10 PM on September 1, the Northeast Government and the *Northeast Daily* released urgent news. The Seismological Institute of the Northeast Government Geological Bureau detected a major earthquake in the Japan region with extreme intensity. According to the earthquake standards established by the Northeast Seismological Institute, the magnitude of this Japanese earthquake might have reached 8.1. (The Richter magnitude scale was created by Charles F. Richter of the California Institute of Technology in 1935).

At 5:00 PM, the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters held an intensive meeting. Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura gathered together. Although Nagata already had a great estrangement from Ishiwara, he still had to let Ishiwara know the news immediately. He said with a gloomy face, "A major earthquake occurred in Tokyo."

Japan was prone to earthquakes. This news didn't make Ishiwara or even Okamura feel anything strange. Nagata continued, "Tokyo Tower broke into two sections."

The Tokyo Tower of 1923 was a landmark building in Tokyo, Japan, but it was not the one from after WWII in 1957. The main body of the current Tokyo Tower was a white cylinder, 106.2 meters high. However, from the appearance, it didn't look like a tower but a cone. Its base was a spherical outer ring, and inside the tower was a circular dome. It looked like a lighthouse, and the Tokyo Broadcasting Station's transmitters were inside it.

This tower was designed to be very sturdy when built. Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura had visited it more than once. Hearing that even Tokyo Tower had snapped due to the great earthquake, Ishiwara's face looked as ugly as it could be.

Okamura's face was equally gloomy, but he immediately said, "I will go order the blockade of news immediately!"

Nagata nodded. "Thank you for your hard work, Okamura-kun."

After speaking, Nagata looked at Ishiwara without saying a word. Ishiwara Kanji, usually full of stratagems, didn't know what to say at this moment. Nagata Tetsuzan said with a solemn expression, "Ishiwara-kun, based on the known situation, a large number of buildings in the Tokyo area have been destroyed by the earthquake. Great fires have started all over Tokyo. Countless factories have been destroyed. It won't be long before the Imperial General Headquarters orders us to launch an attack immediately. I will try one more time, but what I worry about most is that He-kun will definitely not let go of this opportunity. We can no longer retreat. Ishiwara-kun, facing the ensuing bloody battle, please assist me by all means."

Ishiwara Kanji was just about to say something when a communications officer ran in from outside. His voice was agitated and terrified as he shouted loudly, "Report, Chief of Staff! The enemy forces across from us have sent a telegram in the name of the Northeast Army Commander-in-Chief, General He Rui."

Ishiwara Kanji's heart tightened, but he inexplicably gave birth to some expectations. Nagata Tetsuzan ordered loudly, "Read it!"

***

"The Northeast Government informs the Japanese Government. Today, through monitoring by the Northeast Seismological Institute, we learned that Japan was struck by a strong earthquake. The Japanese people are plunged into misery and suffering amidst the natural disaster. Therefore, it is suggested that the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government cease all military actions starting from September 1, 1923, to avoid greater tragedy. At the same time, proceed with the discussion of an armistice agreement. Natural disasters may be hard to avoid, but human calamities can be terminated by goodwill. China has always been a land of propriety and righteousness. It is also hoped that the Japanese Government, which considers itself a civilized nation, will prioritize the lives of the Japanese people, cease fire and make peace, allowing the million-strong army to return home for disaster relief and save the disaster-stricken Japanese people from deep water and scorching fire.

Chairman of the Northeast Government of the Republic of China: He Rui. September 1, 1923, 17:00 sharp."

Ishiwara Kanji couldn't help but heave a sigh of relief. This was the He Rui he knew. Shrewd and cunning, but also possessing the humanity that a human should have.

After listening to the telegram, Nagata Tetsuzan immediately shouted, "Order all radio departments of the entire army: it is forbidden to disseminate this news!"



★
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Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang’s car drove into a very ordinary *hutong* in the capital. The walls on both sides were peeling, their grey surfaces looking even more dilapidated in the evening glow.

Arriving at the entrance of a courtyard house, the car had just come to a steady halt when guards came out from within to welcome them. The neighbors in the capital had seen enough of the world that although they watched from a distance, no one made a fuss.

The guards led Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang into the main hall, where they saw Zhang Xiluan sitting on a sofa, dressed in a light, warm brocade robe. Seeing the two enter, Zhang Xiluan waved his hand feebly. "Two brothers, no need for formalities. Sit."

At that moment, the chiming clock by the wall suddenly sounded. A small mechanical door opened, and two small birds leaned out from the antique mechanism, chirping seven times before automatically retracting. The small door closed, and the rather old clock struck seven times, reminding everyone in the hall that it was 7:00 PM on September 1, 1923.

President of the Republic Xu Shichang and Premier Duan Qirui sat beside Zhang Xiluan, the Army Minister, momentarily silent. It was Zhang Xiluan who tremblingly raised his arms and commanded, "Brother Xu, Brother Duan, hold my hands."

Seeing Zhang Xiluan’s hair and beard completely white and his face as pale as paper, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui each took one of his hands, only to feel them icy cold. September 1st was the 21st of the seventh lunar month; the Limit of Heat had just passed and White Dew had not yet arrived, yet Zhang Xiluan’s hands were as cold as deep winter. Both understood that this old man, who had just passed his eightieth birthday, likely did not have long to live.

Feeling the warmth from Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui's palms, Zhang Xiluan sighed and slowly withdrew his arms. "Two brothers, I certainly won't live past this winter. I invited you here today because I assume you have already received the telegram from Brother He."

Xu Shichang sighed without speaking, but Duan Qirui forced himself to reply, "Brother Zhang, we were unconvinced before. Only today do we know that your judgment of character is far beyond ours. The embassy in Tokyo sent a telegram describing the great earthquake. Countless buildings in Tokyo have collapsed, and most of the city has turned into a sea of fire. The Kanto region is Japan's essence; suffering such a catastrophe, it will take years to recover. Brother He said in the telegram that the Japanese army will surely struggle to the death, striving to breach the Yalu River defense line. From last October to now, the million-strong Japanese army has fought for eleven months without breaching the Yalu River line; today, as a spent arrow, they certainly cannot do it. We came this time to ask you, Brother, if Brother He could leave us some dignity."

Zhang Xiluan felt unhappy, but his body was so weak that even the feeling of displeasure was thin. This allowed him to speak slowly and calmly. "Brothers, Brother Wang Shizhen wrote to me saying that Brother He has already discussed your affairs. do you feel that Brother He has treated you unfairly?"

"Brother Zhang..." Xu Shichang wanted to explain.

Zhang Xiluan immediately cut him off. "Listen to me!"

Xu Shichang had to shut his mouth, and Zhang Xiluan asked the previous question again. Duan Qirui replied, "Brother Zhang, Brother Xu and I have no dissatisfaction with Brother He's arrangements. But there are so many brothers in the Beiyang faction, and Brother He hasn't mentioned a word about them!"

Zhang Xiluan wanted to speak but had to pant for a few breaths before continuing. "The way out for the Beiyang brothers is also easy. Brother He, and those young Beiyang brothers who have followed him all these years—whatever treatment they receive, ask Brother He to give the Beiyang brothers the same treatment according to their rank. Do you think that is fair?"

Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui sighed slightly and remained silent. Zhang Xiluan was correct in saying that He Rui and his subordinates were Beiyang. He Rui was of the pure Beiyang lineage. His Minister of Education Zhao Tianlin and Director of Water Resources Lu Daoming were students sent abroad by Beiyang. The Northeast Chief Executive Wu Youping and Director of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong were university graduates from Beiyang institutions.

Zhou Yinshan, the commandant of the Northeast Army War College, was a student sent abroad by Beiyang and later an instructor at the Baoding Military Academy. Northeast Army generals Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, Xu Jia, Zhong Yifu, Hu Xiushan, and Zheng Silang were all graduates of the Baoding Military Academy.

So when Zhang Xiluan said that the people in the Beiyang government in Beijing should receive the same treatment as those of the same rank in the Northeast government, it was indeed very fair. However, this 'fairness' itself was unacceptable to Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui's subordinates.

Zhang Xiluan panted a few more times and ordered his son to fetch a document, which he handed to Xu Shichang. Xu Shichang opened it and saw it was a declaration. Zhang Xiluan announced that he was donating all his land and real estate to the Northeast Government.

Xu Shichang sighed, "Brother Zhang, why is this necessary!"

Duan Qirui took the document, read it, and said helplessly, "Brother Zhang, I know you want to set an example for the brothers. Brother Xu and I, as well as many old brothers, are not unreasonable. If we were asked to donate our land and property to state ownership, there is nothing we couldn't agree to. But with so many people in Beiyang, it is no longer something we can completely control."

Zhang Xiluan chuckled coldly. "Two brothers, I had this prepared two years ago. Releasing it only now was to wait for the brothers to understand on their own. I have few days left to live; I can't wait for them. Two brothers, I will say two final things."

In the eyes of the current Beiyang government, Zhang Xiluan was a very special existence. He was both important and somewhat annoying, because as the connecting point between the old and new Beiyang, he was both useful and useless.

To say he was useless meant that Zhang Xiluan could not promise anything on He Rui's behalf. To say he was useful meant that what Zhang Xiluan promised could be relied upon.

Seeing that Zhang Xiluan truly had few days left, and that He Rui had gained the advantage in the war against Japan at this critical moment, there was little time left for the Beiyang faction to tangle with He Rui. The two wanted to bargain further, but heard Zhang Xiluan say, "Inviting you two here today was because we have been brothers, and we should see each other one last time. I am eighty this year; my death will be a happy ending. After I die, let firecrackers be set off; there is no need for weeping in the mourning hall. Everyone should have a lively banquet and discuss my life. People speak of 'affairs before death, reputation after death'; by that time, everyone will have already judged me. Two brothers, it is late, so I won't invite you to dinner. I am very tired and will go back to my room to sleep."

After speaking, Zhang Xiluan had his son support him as he stood up and walked tremblingly toward the inner room.

Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui could only take their leave. Just as they exited the door, before they could get into the car, someone delivered a letter. Duan Qirui read it by the light of a lantern held by a nearby guard and kicked the car in anger.

Xu Shichang took the letter and his expression changed as well. It turned out that Feng Huanzhang in Shaanxi had telegraphed the whole country, stating that the Northeast Government was fighting a great war against Japan to revive national prestige and expel foreign humiliation. Therefore, starting September 1st, Shaanxi would accept the leadership of the Northeast Government.

Was this the start of the defections? Xu Shichang laughed in extreme anger. "Haha! Good old Feng Huanzhang, well done!"

At this time, He Rui was standing side by side with Wu Youping at the entrance of the Northeast Government building's courtyard. Troops were coming and going around them, sentries were dense, and trucks and cars filled the space in front of the government building. Orderlies were moving a large amount of communications equipment and necessary items onto the vehicles. He Rui was about to personally go to the Yalu River front to command the ensuing war.

While He Rui and Wu Youping were discussing logistics, a signals soldier ran up to deliver Feng Huanzhang's telegram. Shaanxi's surrender did not bring He Rui joy; instead, he ordered his secretary with displeasure, "Publish this in the newspapers tomorrow. At the same time, express the Northeast Government's attitude: The Northeast Government accepts Shaanxi's allegiance, but the Northeast Government now orders Shaanxi to continue accepting the command of the Central Government."

Wu Youping was stunned, then amused. "Chairman, if you do that, neither side will be happy."

He Rui replied unhappily, "We cannot give opportunities to opportunists. Moreover, Feng Huanzhang has already gained benefits by doing this. What more does he want?"

Wu Youping thought about it and felt it made sense. He said, "Chairman, there are no problems with supply in the rear; the front line can fight without restraint."

He Rui nodded. "Mm. I also hope the war proceeds as I expect. End the war early, unify the country early."

Seeing He Rui about to get in the car, Wu Youping called out to him. Under the lights, Wu Youping's eyes were bright. "Chairman, it has been just over eight years since you arrived in Siping. I feel as if it were just a moment ago, yet also like a lifetime has passed. Please be careful on your trip to the front."

Looking at Wu Youping's uncontrollable emotion, He Rui suddenly remembered when he first met him; Wu Youping had been just as impassioned then. Although he hadn't trusted He Rui at that time, he had still come to ask to join.

In the blink of an eye, the youth in his twenties was now a thirty-year-old adult. Seeing the weary look on Wu Youping's face, He Rui patted his shoulder. "Youping, don't worry. Being with the comrades, I am very safe."

After speaking, He Rui shook hands with Wu Youping to bid farewell and got into the car. The lead truck drove out of the gate, followed by several cars of the same model. The convoy headed straight for the train station, preparing to depart on a special train.

He Rui felt no joy in his heart at this moment; his mind was full of the upcoming arrangements. With the war at this stage, although it was still a battle of a million against a million, it was now a political war rather than a military one. Annihilating this million-strong Japanese army could indeed completely reverse the balance of power between China and Japan. But it would not be favorable for future arrangements.

If a political war approach was adopted, He Rui was not sure if the troops had the ability to fight to that precise degree. Moreover, morale was high, and he feared that too many officers and soldiers were looking forward to annihilating the Japanese army.

As for the Japanese Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army, which faced potential annihilation, Vice Chief of Staff Ishiwara Kanji was loudly questioning the communications officer in the headquarters. "Still no reply from Tokyo?"

The communications officer immediately replied, "Reporting to the Vice Chief of Staff, we are transmitting to Tokyo once every half hour. Up to now, Imperial Headquarters has not replied."

Ishiwara Kanji continued to ask, "Is there any other news?"

The communications officer answered in a low voice, "Reporting to the Vice Commander, there are some clear-code telegrams, not sent to us, but from foreign radio stations in Japan sent abroad. The telegrams say that both Tokyo and Yokohama are ablaze."

Based on incoming telegrams between various military command departments in the Japanese homeland, it was basically confirmed that a major earthquake had occurred in the Kanto region, with heavy losses in Tokyo and Yokohama. In this misfortune, because it was wartime, Japan still had a million troops in the homeland. Although there was brief chaos after the earthquake, the army quickly mobilized to suppress bandits and restore order in various places. By now, cities outside the earthquake zone had stabilized.

These messages filled Ishiwara Kanji's heart with mixed feelings. Japan's industry and commerce were concentrated in the Kanto Plain; this great earthquake had dealt a heavy blow to Japan's industry and economy. The most troublesome part was that the earthquake had triggered a tsunami, causing huge losses to the ports in the Kanto region. The Korean front would not be able to receive material supplies for a short time.

Just as Nagata Tetsuzan had said, it was impossible for He Rui not to see this. If the Northeast Army launched an all-out attack at this time, the Japanese army would have no way to withdraw. Ishiwara Kanji believed that if He Rui wanted to annihilate the Japanese army, he could do it.

Just then, the telegraph officer suddenly shouted, "Excellency, a telegram from Imperial Headquarters!"

Ishiwara Kanji hurriedly waited for the message. Soon, a telegram was handed to him. "Manchuria-Mongolia Expeditionary Army Headquarters: At this time, please attack immediately to make progress, so that the enemy dares not attack our army at this juncture. Additionally, beware of sabotage by Korean rebels."

Ishiwara Kanji was not surprised by the first part of the telegram. Nagata Tetsuzan had long correctly predicted that Imperial Headquarters would issue an attack order. But the second half was truly somewhat strange.

What Ishiwara Kanji did not know was that on the streets of Tokyo and Yokohama, beside blocks where the fires had not yet been extinguished, large numbers of Japanese youth organizations had gathered with weapons. Their leaders held torches and shouted loudly to the gathered radical youths, "The Koreans are planning a riot! They are poisoning the water sources to stop us from disaster relief. Citizens, the time has come for us to rise up! Catch these rebellious Koreans and kill them!"

In the firelight, the eyes of those radical youths flashed with a bestiality triggered by despair, like packs of jackals. Listening to the leaders' incitement, these Japanese youths, who had turned into a mob, raised their weapons together and shouted in agreement.

The leaders wasted no words; lifting their katana, they began to act, heading straight for the Korean gathering areas in various places.

The reason there were no atrocities against Chinese in Japan was that the Japanese government, in its war propaganda, had already let Japanese citizens know that all Chinese in Japan had been arrested. Furthermore, earthquakes were frequent in Japan; even if the Great Kanto Earthquake was extremely violent, it didn't make the Japanese feel that the earthquake itself was abnormal. The bestiality triggered by despair was directed at the Koreans who usually competed with the Japanese for jobs.

Under the total mobilization system, Koreans were also managed and used centrally, and did not live in scattered locations. Unfamiliar with earthquakes and suffering this catastrophe, the Koreans who had escaped with their lives were concentrated in their workers' living quarters.

These Japanese thugs rushed into a Korean labor housing area and began killing without explanation. Screams rang out incessantly, and blood splattered. Before long, corpses of Korean laborers littered the ground.

These Korean laborers belonged to various factory owners. Seeing their cheap labor being killed, surviving factory owners couldn't help but step forward to stop it. The thugs, eyes red with bloodlust, grabbed a factory owner and asked, "Are you in league with the Koreans?"

Some factory owners saw the situation was bad and hurriedly tried to defend themselves. But there were always some stubborn ones who tried to deter the mob with threats of the police. At this time, the police in Tokyo, Yokohama, and other places could hardly protect themselves; how could they have the mind to deal with the mob?

The stubborn bosses' words not only failed to scare the mob but instead incited their ferocity. Seeing that there were valuable goods in the factory, some thugs simply shouted, "We caught one! We caught a traitor colluding with Koreans!"

These factory bosses, who usually exploited and squeezed their workers, were already detested by everyone. Now that someone had shouted a reason to commit violence in the name of justice, the mob swarmed up and killed the boss. Then they rushed into the factory to loot.

The scale of the looting grew larger and larger. Some thugs, high on killing, simply set fires again. The city ruins, which had not been completely extinguished, began to burn once more.

On the morning of September 2nd, the army finally rushed into the city and began to suppress the riots.

On the roof of the Japanese Imperial Headquarters, Colonel Obata Toshishirō held binoculars, watching the army units deploying in the city. These troops were fully armed; if they encountered anyone with a weapon on the street who did not immediately kneel upon command, they opened fire and killed them instantly.

Obata Toshishirō did not care if there were accidental killings among these people. The army's order was to take over the city and completely restore order. No matter how many people were killed, in Obata's view, it was a price that had to be paid to restore order.

The army swept through block after block, seeing corpses of murder victims everywhere, which reinforced the army's view that the city had been taken over by mobs. The bloody suppression unfolded along the roads, extending to the ruins of various factories and shops.

Obata Toshishirō watched for a while, then walked down from the roof to attend the morning military conference. The meeting was very dull; many basic common-sense issues were not mentioned by anyone. This was absolutely not because the officers didn't know, but precisely because they all knew that they couldn't say it out loud.

For example, the tsunami in Tokyo Bay had destroyed the port, and military supplies already produced in the Kanto region could not be supplied to the front... assuming the warehouses in those factories had even been preserved.

To transport via railway to the west coast of Japan would require repairing the railways damaged by the earthquake first. This work could absolutely not be completed in the short term. The million Japanese troops by the Yalu River would have to survive on stored ammunition and supplies for half a month to a month... assuming the Northeast Army allowed them to do so.

After the earthquake, the General Staff worked through the night in the damaged building and finally reached a conclusion that could have actually been determined much earlier: The million Japanese troops on the Yalu River front could not withdraw in an orderly manner.

The Northeast Army had been able to withdraw before because they had only 500,000 troops, were fully prepared, and had a large number of trucks as transport. The Japanese army possessed none of these conditions. Starting a retreat would turn into chaos.

Synthesizing these factors, Colonel Obata Toshishirō found that the Japanese army launching a feint attack at this time was a show of strength by the weak, consistent with the art of war. It was perhaps even the least bad choice in the current situation.

At such a time, there was nothing to discuss. The meeting ended hastily. The only inspiring news was that at 9:00 AM, a portion of the Japanese army had penetrated deep into the disaster area, joined forces on the streets, and established a cordon. At least order in Tokyo would be restored relatively quickly.

While the various Japanese army units were meeting on the streets of Tokyo, the artillery duel between the Japanese and Northeast armies on both banks of the Yalu River had already begun.

At 9:15 AM, the Northeast Government's telegram was sent to the world, primarily hoping that Japan would receive it.

*The Northeast Army was attacked by the Japanese Army at 09:00 on September 2. At a time when the Northeast Army has released tremendous goodwill, the Japanese government, instead of considering the lives of its people and accepting it, has provoked a larger-scale battle to maintain its so-called face. This behavior is absolutely not that of a civilized nation. To punish the Japanese army, the Northeast Army is launching a military operation codenamed 'Cold Water' to carry out a punitive counterattack against the Japanese army.*

Of course, in Operation 'Cold Water', what flew onto the heads of the Japanese army was by no means clear, cool water, but hot artillery shells. By 12:00 PM, Nagata Tetsuzan discovered that the Northeast Army's shelling showed no sign of stopping, and the air raids had become even more intense. The planes in the sky were larger and carried more bombs.

Japanese artillerymen, accustomed to a few bombs falling, suddenly found that what was dropping from the sky was not sporadic bombs, but strings of dozens. Under the Northeast Army's fierce bombardment, the Japanese artillery had to withdraw further, temporarily breaking off the counter-battery fire.

It was also at this moment that Nagata Tetsuzan received a report: The Northeast Army had begun constructing pontoon bridges across the Yalu River.
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From September 2nd to September 6th, Operation "Cold Water" did not stop for a moment. The instant the Northeast Army completed the construction of pontoon bridges across the Yalu River, the Japanese army had to fight on, no matter how much they wished not to. If the defense line were breached by the Northeast Army and another rout to Pyongyang occurred, everyone from the generals in headquarters to the division commanders would have to commit seppuku to apologize for their crimes.

By the morning of September 4th, the roar of large-caliber Japanese artillery was basically unheard on the battlefield. It wasn't because these heavy guns had all been destroyed by the Northeast Army, but because each gun had fewer than three shells remaining. They could only concentrate the ammunition for a few guns in the best condition, to be used only at the most critical moments.

Without heavy artillery cover, the Northeast Army pressed forward step by step. The Japanese could only brave the Northeast Army's shelling in their positions, using small-caliber artillery and machine guns to repel the Northeast Army infantry attacks.

By noon on September 6th, everyone from Chief of Staff Nagata Tetsuzan down to the division commanders had bloodshot eyes. Days of continuous high-intensity combat left these commanders with absolutely no time to rest. Bad news came one after another, causing the mental state of the Japanese commanders to collapse.

On September 3rd, the Northeast Army conducted small-scale airborne operations in the Japanese rear. The airborne squads did not engage in harassment combat but easily completed missions to blow up railways and bridges in the vast space of the Japanese rear. These plans had been finalized back when the Northeast Army occupied northern Korea. After completing a series of sabotage tasks, each squad boarded planes that came to pick them up. Relying on the pilots' exquisite skills and pre-arranged landing sites, they easily flew into the sky and returned to the Northeast amidst the frantic dragnet searches of the Japanese rear guard.

The damage caused by these squads, numbering fewer than a hundred men, was fatal. Nagata Tetsuzan discovered that the frontline Japanese troops had been unable to receive even the artillery shells shipped to Busan and Seoul for seven days.

Afterward, the Northeast Army bombed the Japanese supply lines from the coastline, destroying many transport vehicles moving slowly on the roads. Northeast Army fighter planes strafed the ground, causing personnel losses to the Japanese far greater than those caused by bombers.

Ishiwara Kanji buried himself in maps, desperately trying to find the most effective routes for a counterattack from the various terrains. At this point, heavy artillery ammunition was exhausted. Artillery shells for infantry support were transported to the front purely by manpower, arriving a little bit each day. But it was a drop in the bucket, usable only at the most critical moments.

With no other choice, Ishiwara could only rely on pure tactical skills like attack routes to handle the battle.

At this time, Okamura Yasuji dragged his exhausted body into the headquarters at his fastest current speed. Nagata Tetsuzan immediately stood up, his bloodshot eyes full of expectation.

Okamura Yasuji reported the news with a difficult tone, "Chief of Staff, the Navy has provided all the 100mm naval guns they could offer, as well as all the ammunition. Chief of Staff, ammunition supply has also encountered problems. A team transporting bullets was spotted by enemy planes while approaching the front and came under attack."

Nagata Tetsuzan spoke; his throat was hoarse, his voice so small it was almost inaudible. But from a few notes, Okamura Yasuji understood what Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to ask. He replied, "Chief of Staff, the troops' heavy machine gun ammunition is almost exhausted. Only one-third of the heavy machine guns have one unit of fire left. The soldiers have less than two units of fire for their rifles."

Nagata Tetsuzan sat down dejectedly. At this moment, Nagata was surprised at himself; he, who had always been confident, could actually feel despair. But right now, Nagata felt only numbness and helplessness. The Empire of Japan had done its best, the Army had done its best, and even the Navy had provided all the support within its power.

This failure certainly had the factor of the Great Kanto Earthquake in it. But originally, there had been no need to pay such a great price or take such a great risk. Everything was actually for the Army to prove that Japan's unwritten national policy was still effective. Japan's unwritten national policy referred to the Continental Policy, where Japan would maintain China's divided state, easily obtaining benefits from it, and thereby maintaining Japan's absolute dominant position in the Far East.

The current failure meant that the unwritten national policy had completely failed, and Japan would have to choose a new national policy domestically. Regardless of which policy was ultimately selected, Japan had lost the strategic possibility of preventing China's unification. By the time Japan decided on a new direction, China would inevitably be completely unified by He Rui.

Okamura Yasuji saw Nagata Tetsuzan's despair and could only turn to look at Ishiwara Kanji. "Vice Chief of Staff, do you have any views?"

Ishiwara Kanji raised his head; his bloodshot eyes were still relatively calm. Supporting himself on the table covered with various maps, he stood up somewhat unsteadily. "Okamura-kun, right now if we want to retreat, we can only launch a counterattack. The enemy's attacks on our army have always stopped short of pressing home; they are trying to consume our ammunition. This time, we have only one method: when the enemy attacks, let them into our positions and lure their main force to continue thrusting forward. When the engagement distance is close enough, launch a bayonet counter-charge."

Okamura couldn't help but widen his eyes. Ishiwara Kanji's expression remained unchanged, perhaps even becoming a bit more resolute. "Okamura-kun, I know this is an extremely high requirement for the operations of each division. Many divisions will not be able to hold, but if we don't do this, after one more offense and defense cycle, our battle line will collapse. The fate of the 19th and 20th Divisions will befall us. At that time, our army will very likely be completely annihilated."

Hearing the words "completely annihilated," Okamura shivered violently. Eleven months ago, when Okamura and Ishiwara had advanced against the pouncing Northeast Army and completed that incomparably difficult great retreat, he had not truly despaired. But now, Okamura felt as if his whole body was submerged in ice water; a bone-chilling cold seemed to grip his heart.

At this moment, the field telephones on the table rang frantically one after another. In the distance, the rumble of artillery sounded. Without answering the phones, they knew: the Northeast Army's attack had begun again.
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"The Northeast Army has retreated... reinforce your defenses." Okamura Yasuji put down the phone and marked one of the many numbers on the paper. These numbers represented unit designations, and now more than half had been crossed off. The Northeast Army currently held the tactical advantage, yet they had chosen to retreat. Those artillery barrages were precautionary blocking fire, not an active offensive.  Nagata Tetsuzan shifted his gaze from the map. The situation was clear—the Northeast Army did not want to engage in a bloody decisive battle—but Nagata still could not be entirely certain of the reason.  Ishiwara Kanji had been deep in thought for a long while. He suddenly stood and said: "This battle must be under He Jun's personal command."  Nagata did not respond to this speculation, which held little practical significance. He watched as Ishiwara picked up his military cap and carefully placed it on his head, saying: "He Jun must have come to the front lines. I must go meet him." With that, he strode out.  Nagata and Okamura exchanged glances. Both wanted to speak, but in the end, neither said anything.  As night gradually descended, the sound of gunfire fell completely silent. Under the cool September night sky, stars shone brilliantly, and the Yalu River returned to calm. After five continuous days of sleepless combat, the small insects that had seemed to completely vanish suddenly reappeared, chirping their various calls. Though the Japanese forces remained on high alert, the soldiers seemed to have been sprinkled with sleep-inducing fairy dust—in camps, in trenches, even at their sentry posts, they fell into slumber while standing.  At 11 PM, a squad of Japanese soldiers arrived with a Northeast Army officer and Ishiwara's adjutant. The Northeast Army officer saluted Nagata. "Chief of Staff Nagata, General Ishiwara is currently drinking with our Supreme Commander, General He Rui. He has sent me to relay a message: tomorrow is the reunion day for the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. He invites our Supreme Commander, General He Rui, to attend the gathering with fellow Army Academy alumni. General He Rui has agreed to participate. General Ishiwara has asked me to inform you that he requests Chief of Staff Nagata to organize the arrangements on the Japanese side."  Nagata did not ask questions, merely responding: "Then please return and inform Ishiwara-kun that since there is a gathering tomorrow, he should drink less tonight."  After the Chinese officer departed under Japanese escort, Nagata questioned Ishiwara's adjutant and confirmed the story was true. After the adjutant withdrew, Nagata smiled wryly: "When it comes to being carefree and uninhibited, I cannot compare to Ishiwara."  Okamura nodded slightly but said nothing. He knew Nagata had already decided to attend this meeting.  At 10 AM on September 7th, bright sunlight, no longer obscured by artillery smoke, spread across both banks of the Yalu River. A group of Japanese officers crossed the crater-pocked earth and arrived at a hilltop on the Korean side of the Yalu. Each wore the Army Academy badge on their chest—the insignia known as the "Tenpo-sen Group."  Looking down from this vantage point, a Northeast Army pontoon bridge was visible nearby. The Northeast Army had already withdrawn from beside the bridge. But in the distance, the silhouettes of Northeast Army units could still be faintly seen. On the Korean side, Japanese forces also maintained their guard.  Characters like Itagaki Seishiro, despite being Army Academy graduates and even He Rui's classmates, had not been invited to this alumni gathering. Even so, many Academy graduates' expressions remained full of hatred. If their sidearms and sabers had not been confiscated upon entry, many hands would likely be gripping their weapons.  Around 10:05, three riders appeared at the far end of the pontoon bridge. From a distance, everyone could see the one on the left was Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara had never been skilled at horsemanship, and crossing the pontoon bridge now, he looked rather unsteady.  The three quickly arrived at the meeting venue entrance and dismounted. Major Kuribayashi Tadamichi stepped forward and saluted. His expression had been unfriendly, but seeing that He Rui had actually come, he naturally extended his right hand to take the reins while saluting with his left. "Welcome, senior, to the gathering."  He Rui had never met Kuribayashi Tadamichi, so he asked: "How should I address this junior classmate?"  "Senior, I am Kuribayashi Tadamichi."  "Ah... I've heard of you." He Rui looked Kuribayashi up and down, nodding slightly. Kuribayashi Tadamichi—a Japanese officer who, during World War II, had not actually supported expanding the war's scale. He had not been favored by the Japanese military command and had accomplished little in the war's early phases. However, before Japan's final destruction, Kuribayashi Tadamichi commanded the defense of Iwo Jima. Facing American forces ten times his numbers and with dozens of times his firepower, he fought bitterly for over a month.  After the Battle of Iwo Jima concluded, the statistics showed: from February 19, 1945 to March 26, 1945, the Japanese garrison suffered 22,703 killed and 1,083 captured, totaling 23,786. The Americans had 6,821 killed (including 5,324 Marines) and 21,865 wounded, totaling 28,686 casualties.  This was the only battle in the entire Pacific War where Japanese casualties were fewer than American casualties. It was also the battle that produced the famous flag-raising photograph that would become an iconic image for the US Marine Corps and the American military as a whole.  Nearly one-third of all Congressional Medal of Honor recipients in the Pacific Theater came from the Battle of Iwo Jima, attesting to the battle's ferocity.  Kuribayashi Tadamichi did not understand how He Rui had heard of him, but He Rui's expression was sincere, not false. He answered: "To be known by a senior is a great honor for me."  He Rui patted Kuribayashi's shoulder. "Kuribayashi, you are resolute and intelligent. You never follow the crowd and always stay true to yourself. You will certainly become a great figure in the future."  Hearing the genuineness in He Rui's tone, Kuribayashi could not help but respond with admiration: "Senior is the pride of the Army Academy. I have always admired you." This was not flattery. Setting aside this Sino-Japanese war, He Rui's outstanding academic record, profound insights, and various achievements in developing the Northeast—along with his rapidly rising status—had all impressed his Academy classmates.  Considering this great war, the Northeast Army that He Rui had built and its performance on the battlefield made his Academy classmates hate him while also admiring his power.  By now, the Army Academy alumni who had arrived at the venue came down to receive them. Everyone saw that He Rui and the Northeast Army officer beside him both wore combat uniforms. Under Northeast Army regulations, military uniforms and combat uniforms were of the same design regardless of rank. However, He Rui wore the Army Academy badge on his chest and general's insignia on his shoulders. The officer beside him wore lieutenant general's insignia on his shoulders. Though his face looked quite young and his eyes held some curiosity, his bearing was composed.  "Senior Nagata... Senior Okamura... Homma-kun... Yamashita-kun... Tojo-kun..." He Rui shook hands with seniors and classmates one by one. Many originally wore somewhat awkward expressions, but seeing He Rui's warmth and complete lack of arrogance, the atmosphere gradually became more cordial.  After the greetings, Nagata Tetsuzan smiled: "That He-kun has personally come shows truly admirable courage."  Seeing Nagata challenge him, He Rui was not one to back down. "At present, the Japanese Army is defeated but not yet destroyed. That you gentlemen dared to come first into the artillery range of both armies—that courage is truly admirable. If anything were to happen to you all, it would take the Japanese Army ten years to recover."  Both sides, seeing the other would not yield, could only smile wryly. But the subtle gloom that had hung over them initially had now been dispelled. Nagata said: "He-kun, please follow me in."  He Rui quickly interjected: "Please wait, I've brought gifts." Indeed, the saddles of the three horses had food boxes hanging on the left and four bottles of daiginjo sake bundled together on the right. Junior alumni stepped forward to collect the gifts and followed behind as the group ascended the hill.  Wild trees along the Yalu River banks were not rare, but few had survived the devastation of war. On this hilltop, one tree had fortunately survived. Following Japanese custom, curtains were set up to mark off the gathering space, with this tree standing in one corner of the venue.  With even such simple arrangements, the ruined ground outside became invisible. Blue sky, white clouds, green tree, grass mats spread on the ground, small tables arranged in a row—everyone seemed transported back to their university days, to those times on the Army Academy campus.  After He Rui took his seat, he introduced the Northeast Army general who had accompanied him. "Everyone, this is Lieutenant General Hu Xiushan of our army. Though he is not an Army Academy graduate, I believe you have all heard of him."  All eyes focused on Hu Xiushan. If gazes could reflect sunlight, Hu Xiushan would probably have burst into flames. Finally, Nagata Tetsuzan sighed: "I heard Hu-kun graduated from Baoding Military Academy. That school truly produces heroes."  Hu Xiushan, never one for many words, simply nodded in acknowledgment.  He Rui did not want the conversation to grow cold, so he called out: "Since this is an alumni gathering, according to school rules, we naturally need a duty officer. Who is supposed to be duty officer today?"  This question stumped many people. Homma Masaharu hesitantly asked: "What day of the week is it?"  The assembled officers looked at each other. Everyone knew today was September 7th—if they didn't know that, they couldn't even issue orders. But what day of the week September 7th was—most of them actually didn't know. Finally, Okamura Yasuji answered: "Today is Friday."  Colonel Yamashita Tomoyuki immediately responded: "Friday—isn't that when Tojo is supposed to be duty officer?"  Homma Masaharu also recalled the duty roster from their Academy days and immediately called out: "Tojo! Where is Tojo?"  Tojo Hideki had been sitting in the back. Hearing everyone calling his name, he had no choice but to stand. He Rui also remembered that today was Tojo's duty day. He pointed at the pile of sake he had brought. "Then I must trouble Tojo-kun!"  Tojo had no choice but to lead the lower-ranked alumni in pouring drinks and serving food. When everything was arranged, Nagata said: "He-kun, we are at a disadvantage. By rights, we should have been the ones to seek an audience with you. But since you have come of your own accord, I have something to ask."  "Please speak, Senior Nagata."  "He-kun will certainly unify China. After China is unified, what will Sino-Japanese relations be like?" After Nagata finished, he and the other Academy alumni watched He Rui.  He Rui answered loudly: "Senior Nagata, this current alumni gathering reminds me of my graduation day eight years ago, when I sat beneath the Army Academy tree with editors from the *Gunkon* newsletter and classmates from various years. Senior Nagata was in Europe at the time, and Obata-kun was there then but is not serving now. But Senior Okamura, Homma-kun, Yamashita-kun, Tojo-kun, and Ishiwara-kun were all present. This moment feels exactly like that time. Do you all remember?"  Okamura Yasuji actually did recall that gathering. Hearing He Rui bring it up, he could not help but nod. The others who had attended that day also felt some sentiment. Okamura sighed: "Now that you mention it, He-kun, I remember that what we discussed then was precisely the future of East Asia and Sino-Japanese relations. At the time, I thought He-kun was being presumptuous, but unexpectedly, the current situation is closer to the future He-kun described."  Many of the officers who had come to this alumni gathering had served as editors for the *Gunkon* newsletter or had contributed articles. They had also attended that long-ago discussion. Recalling the past, they were quite moved. But half had not attended, and these classmates asked what exactly had been discussed that day.  He Rui answered: "What was discussed then and what Senior Nagata just asked are actually the same matter. Since Senior Nagata asked first, let me answer him first. Senior Nagata, when Bismarck unified Germany, he first defeated Austria, then France. The predecessor of today's Germany—the German Empire established in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles after the Prussian-led North German forces defeated France—continues to this day. What I am doing is merely learning from Bismarck's strategy of that time. Only by stopping Russia, Japan, and other neighboring powers from interfering with Chinese unification can China be unified smoothly. Therefore, my answer to Senior Nagata is: future Sino-Japanese relations must naturally learn from Germany's experience and lessons. We absolutely cannot walk the old path of Franco-German enmity. We must pursue friendly cooperation together."  Nagata's expression showed no dismissiveness. His bright eyes fixed on He Rui. "He-kun, since you have proactively mentioned Franco-German relations, how can you be certain that Sino-Japanese relations will not follow those two nations down the path of enmity?"  He Rui answered: "This brings us back to what I discussed with our classmates eight years ago. The problem Japan faces is not how to fight China, but how to make Japan prosperous and its people wealthy. Now that China and Japan have fought this war, aside from exhausting both nations' finances and making the people's lives even more difficult, it has done nothing to help either country. This is true not only for China and Japan, but also for France and Germany. Both nations are now mired in debt with depressed economies. Germany is currently falling into the crisis of hyperinflation."  Seeing that Nagata was truly listening, He Rui continued: "More than 2,500 years ago, Laozi understood: The Way of Heaven reduces what is excessive and supplements what is insufficient; the way of humanity reduces what is insufficient to add to what is already excessive. Human civilization, whether in Western Europe or East Asia, must follow the laws of civilizational development. Currently, all nations are unanimously pursuing industrial efficiency while ignoring the rules of social redistribution. That is why every twenty or thirty years there must be a great war or economic crisis—this is ultimately insoluble. The great powers frantically expand colonies, expand sources of raw materials and controllable markets. They seem invincible, but the truth is known only to those experiencing it. Yet they cannot help but repeat this cycle of order and chaos again and again. This is fundamentally not a problem of war, but a fundamental problem of production and distribution. If the problems of production and distribution are not solved, great wars will inevitably recur every thirty to fifty years. As long as we cannot escape this vicious cycle, neither Japan nor China can speak of any possibility of national prosperity and popular welfare."
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Nagata Tetsuzan was a representative figure of the *Tōseiha* (Control Faction). Hearing He Rui discuss the future from the perspective of economy and development, he naturally understood. However, Nagata had to interrupt He Rui, "He-kun, you just mentioned learning from Bismarck's strategy of unifying Germany. But in your strategy, constitutes Japan Austria, or France?"

Hearing Nagata's question, the Army War College classmates quieted down, waiting for He Rui's answer. He Rui knew the level of this group of elite graduates perfectly well; they could clearly distinguish the different policies Prussia adopted towards Austria and France during the German Unification Wars.

"Nagata-kun. The issue now is not how the Northeast Government defines Japan, but how Japan defines itself. If it were up to the Northeast Government's expectations, if you can be Austria, do not be France. However, this matter is a two-way choice. If Japan wants to be Austria, we will treat it as Austria. If Japan wants to be France, we will deal with it as France."

Historically, after Prussia defeated Austria, Bismarck suppressed a group of politically immature figures, including King Wilhelm I of Prussia, and signed a peace treaty with Austria. No cession of territory, no reparations, only peace. For France, after Prussia won the Franco-Prussian War, it forced France to cede territory and pay reparations, thus forging a deep-seated hatred.

Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well that the Northeast Government currently lacked the power to brutalize Japan, but lacking it now did not mean lacking it in the future. He asked with a double meaning, "He-kun, after the Franco-Prussian War, Prussia demanded a war indemnity of 5 billion francs from France. Is He-kun truly completely unmoved by this?"

He Rui was displeased, so he pretended not to understand the implication and retorted matter-of-factly, "Does Nagata-kun feel that Japan has something amazing that China must obtain through aggression and plunder?"

These words were quite blunt, and the expressions of the Army War College graduates looked somewhat resentful. Even though Nagata Tetsuzan knew He Rui was expressing his displeasure, he couldn't help but be affected, feeling very unhappy. But this was reality. The natural gap between Japan and China determined that Japan's demand for China was high, while China's demand for Japan was low. If Japan could be completely self-sufficient, the current Continental Policy would not have so many Japanese gritting their teeth to persist despite knowing how difficult it was.

If Japan took the initiative to cut off economic and trade exchanges with China, the impact on China would be very limited. If China cut off economic and trade exchanges with Japan, the Japanese economy would definitely not be able to sustain itself relying only on long-distance ocean trade with other countries.

Nagata Tetsuzan did not want to see such a result, so he suppressed his unhappiness and continued to ask, "Since He-kun looks down on the policies formulated by the leaders of Germany and France, if you were in Bismarck's position, would you have any good strategies?"

He Rui was waiting for exactly this kind of question and immediately answered, "Germans say they are Deutsch, Germanic. French say they are Français, Gauls. Actually, in terms of bloodline, the two countries are cousins. Why do the two countries emphasize their differences? The reason lies in nationalism. Nationalism is a means to unite the interior in the face of external pressure. By defining who *we* are and who *they* are, one gains domestic unity to jointly cope with external pressure. France is like this, and so is Germany. In the face of aggressors, nationalism has a considerable positive and active role. However, after the aggressor is defeated, nationalism gets applied in other fields: economic nationalism, political nationalism. In short, it becomes 'attacking those who differ.' At this point, the negative factors of nationalism manifest. If I were Bismarck, I would try to promote the establishment of a Coal and Steel Community between Germany and France in the metallurgical industry, which concerns the industrial lifeline of both countries. Germany has coal, France has iron ore; if both sides carry out a kind of supra-sovereign cooperation on coal and steel, many problems can be solved."

Steel is the lifeline of all industrial countries. Hearing He Rui actually propose letting Germany and France cooperate in this field, many Army War College classmates revealed disapproving expressions, and only a few people nodded slightly.

He Rui knew that among this group of guys in front of him, a considerable portion were idiots not worth expecting anything from. But for those who could be saved, He Rui still wanted to try his best to save them. He continued, "Many people have a wrong understanding of cooperation, thinking that cooperation means 'you are in me, and I am in you.' This is wrong. You are you, and I am me; this is the foundation of cooperation. Everyone knows that cooperation is correct, but there are always some fools who treat the specific content of cooperation as cooperation itself, thinking that these specific projects are a panacea that should last for thousands of years. There are none who do not eat their own bitter fruit. Why cooperate? Because cooperation has a purpose. So, what is the purpose of cooperation?"

Nagata had not participated in the seminar discussion eight years ago, but in these eight years, he had observed and personally experienced the changes in the Northeast under He Rui's leadership. Since He Rui frankly declared that the purpose of unifying China was not to conquer the four directions, he followed He Rui's train of thought and asked, "I heard that He-kun believes that a rich country and strong army are not the ultimate goal, but rather that the target direction is the development of civilization. Presumably, He-kun believes that cooperation is for the development of civilization?"

He Rui knew that the conversation eight years ago did not make these Army War College classmates understand the development of civilization. Since there was an opportunity for discussion now, he naturally wanted to clarify the issue as much as possible. "What is civilization? Unlike you all, the civilization I believe in is neither kimono nor *changpao* and *magua*; neither Ukiyo-e nor ink wash landscape paintings. I believe the core composition of civilization should be survival and development. The realization mode of survival and development manifests as production and distribution. In practical application, production and distribution manifest as the insolubility of efficiency and fairness. If one must say there are highs and lows in civilization, what distinguishes high from low is the difference between the answers given by various civilizations in dealing with this insoluble problem of efficiency and fairness."

In Japan at this time, universities and military academies were the only two choices for ordinary people. And taking the university entrance exam not only required personal ability but also depended on background and family financial power. Therefore, the competition for military academy entrance was fiercer than for universities. The Military Academy was roughly equivalent to China's 985 and 211 universities in the 21st century, while the Army War College (Rikudai) was comparable to the level of continuous master's and doctoral studies at Tsinghua and Peking University.

Although at least two-thirds of the classmates still didn't quite understand He Rui's definition of civilization, people like Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura had already understood. Nagata slapped the table in great praise, "What a 'Efficiency and Fairness are Insoluble'! The word 'Insoluble' tells of all the bitterness! We youths exhaust our hearts for national affairs, yet feel there is no strategy to apply, even standing as equals against others, irreconcilable. Often it is not that there is truly right or wrong, but precisely that we think the path we chose can solve the difficult problem between efficiency and fairness, and do not think that what we face is an insoluble problem. Alas! I do not know if we are mad or foolish, only knowing to gallop straight forward."

Hearing these words, most Army War College graduates felt something in their hearts and all sighed. Ishiwara Kanji also nodded slightly, feeling his thoughts were much clearer. Fairness and efficiency might be insoluble, but social development had right and wrong. Even if Japanese civilization's development could not find an answer to the difficult problem of fairness and efficiency for the time being, that Japan must be a Japan where the working people truly had a place in the state power system, and should not be the current Japan where powerful officials monopolized rights.

If one used 'efficiency and fairness are an insoluble problem' as an excuse to prevent the people, who accounted for the majority of the country, from possessing political rights, that would be even more detestable!

Discussing up to this point, Nagata Tetsuzan asked straightforwardly, "I wonder if He-kun has any specific policies regarding foreign affairs after unifying China?"

He Rui knew that to make the Japanese Army give up the old Continental Policy, he must let them see the benefits of the new policy. Since Nagata and others could already understand part of He Rui's vision, he asked, "I wish to cease hostilities as soon as possible, but I wonder how you gentlemen view a ceasefire?"

Nagata did not speak. Okamura Yasuji asked with great tacit understanding, "I wonder how He-kun views the issue of the Kwantung Leased Territory and the Japanese Concessions?"

He Rui smiled, "With me, the issue of the Kwantung Leased Territory and Japanese Concessions does not exist."

Okamura couldn't help but purse his lips, pausing for a moment before asking, "Then what about the borders?"

He Rui answered, "I will add a sentence. Not only does the issue of Japanese concessions not exist with me, but all so-called foreign concessions also do not exist with me. As for the borders, since they already exist, let them continue to exist."

The so-called borders continuing to exist—Okamura thought He Rui meant he would not make requests to change territory. As for concessions not existing, Okamura felt He Rui was likely speaking his true thoughts. Thinking that the European and American countries were about to face a direct challenge from He Rui, Okamura found that some expectation and schadenfreude unconsciously arose in his heart.

Suppressing his mood, Okamura continued to ask, "Then what about the treaties?"

"I cannot say anything about the treaties at this time; gentlemen, please wait and watch the changes. However, after China is unified, I would be happy to see China and Japan establish friendly and trusting diplomatic relations. I look forward to the establishment of a zero-tariff free trade zone between China and Japan. The total population of Europe and America combined is only equal to that of China and Japan. If East Asia can unite, the manpower and financial power of this free trade zone will definitely not be inferior to Europe and America. I know deeply that Japan has a large domestic population and a scarcity of employment opportunities. I approve of the legal and convenient flow of personnel and capital between the two countries. China will provide labor employment visas to Japan. However, this matter requires mutual judicial assistance between the two countries based on compliance with both sides' labor laws to protect the interests of the workers."

Although a considerable portion of the Army War College classmates did not understand economics, Nagata Tetsuzan did. Hearing that what He Rui said were all key points of economics, he also felt He Rui was quite sincere. But such sincerity was currently only verbal. Nagata Tetsuzan smiled, "With He-kun's wisdom and insight, I absolutely do not doubt that He-kun can understand the inevitability of these policies. However, every country has many fools and few smart people. I wonder what He-kun's subordinates will think?" As he spoke, his gaze fell on Lieutenant General Hu Xiushan, who had been silent by the side the whole time.

Hu Xiushan saw so many Japanese officers looking over, so he looked at He Rui. Seeing He Rui smiling without saying a word, he answered, "Your Excellency Nagata, my Northeast Army is an army led by the Civilization Party. There is no such force as the German Junker officer corps. As for China's politics, for thousands of years, it has been centralized. Once unified, it will be centralized. Decisions at this national level naturally leave no room for local factional interests to beak in."

Hearing Hu Xiushan cite appropriately and speak clearly, many officers thought of the various separatist forces within Japan and couldn't help but nod and sigh.

Nagata knew that having reached this point, the only thing he could do was wait and watch. He said, "He-kun, whether to fight or make peace is for the government to decide. We military men cannot interfere. However, if the Northeast Army thinks there is an opportunity to exploit... the Great Japanese Imperial Army, even if unable to defeat He-kun, still has ways to hold He-kun back, making He-kun unable to display his aspirations. At such a time, if we say this, perhaps He-kun will not believe it..."

He Rui interrupted Nagata's words, "No, Nagata-kun, I completely believe it. And I very much look forward to the Japanese Army possessing such strength. If the Army, as one of the pillars of Japan, collapses, Japan will definitely be controlled by Europe and America. Europe and America only have thoughts of controlling and using Japan, and absolutely no intention of building Japan. If we both suffer injuries and perish together, Japan will inevitably fall into a situation of being controlled by Europe and America forever, and Japan will become a handle for Europe and America to contain China. The two countries will have no peace from then on."

Hearing these words, Nagata and the others all breathed a sigh of relief in their hearts. Especially Nagata; he actually still suspected why He Rui had not chosen the strategy of thoroughly crushing the Japanese Army. At this moment, he finally found a strategically reasonable explanation.

Although the Japanese Army coveted the resources and market of the Chinese mainland, it also resolutely maintained Japan's independence. When able to use Europe and America, the Japanese Army would certainly not let the chance pass, but regarding policies that made Japan a vassal of Europe and America, the Japanese Army resolutely opposed them.

No matter how fast China developed, for a very long time, it would be impossible to possess the strength to confront Europe and America. If the Japanese Army were thoroughly weakened and reduced to a group of people with no voice, Japan would very likely, due to hatred and fear, completely throw itself to the European and American side.

To be able to understand and grasp the degree of war at this strategic level required a commander who was steadfast, wise, and not blinded by hatred to grasp precisely. Moreover, this kind of thing could only be done, not spoken of. It was even more of a challenge and test.

Thinking of this, Nagata sighed, "If Principal Kawai Misao could attend today's gathering and see us speaking freely, he would be extremely gratified."

The Army War College classmates were all silent. He Rui then said loudly to the group of classmates, "Before Principal Kawai Misao gloriously committed seppuku, I personally met the Principal and asked him to allow me to send troops to escort him away. However, Principal Kawai Misao had noble character and resolutely refused to leave his officers and soldiers behind. Before the seppuku, I drank and talked for a long time with Principal Kawai Misao. The Principal exhorted me that regardless of whether China wins or Japan wins, we cannot let Europe and America win. Otherwise, East Asia will never be able to turn over. Today, Principal Kawai Misao's exhortations are still in my ears. In my lifetime, I will definitely not let Principal Kawai Misao's ideals fall through."

Saying this, He Rui raised his wine glass, "When I left Japan, many classmates went to see me off. At that time, I said, when China and Japan go to war, I still hope you gentlemen will fight bravely for the Empire. At this moment, seeing the brave performance of all you classmates, you are worthy of the name of samurai, and I admire it very much. Here, I pay tribute to Principal Kawai Misao and to all you classmates."

The group of Army War College graduates all raised their wine glasses. Nagata said loudly, "To Your Excellency Kawai Misao, salute!" He then drank it all in one gulp.

Everyone followed and drank the wine in their cups. Nagata said to Tojo Hideki, "Tojo, you are the duty officer today. Start the banquet."
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The gathering ended. After bidding farewell to his Army War College classmates, who were flushed with drink, He Rui and Hu Xiushan rode their horses across the pontoon bridge over the Yalu River. The comrades who had been waiting on this side for a long time breathed a sigh of relief. He Rui smiled, "Haha, comrades, I told you long ago. As long as we stand here on the side of the Yalu River, I am safe."

The comrades didn't joke with He Rui. They hurriedly escorted He Rui and Hu Xiushan into a car and retreated along the safest route towards the Yalu River defense line.

Back at headquarters, Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and Cheng Ruofan came out to welcome them. Seeing He Rui, Xu Chengfeng stepped forward and said, "Chairman, we are relieved that you are back. Is the situation in Japan as you expected?"

He Rui walked into the headquarters with the comrades and said, "Japan does not yet have the external conditions to change its policy, but the conditions for a ceasefire are basically complete. By the way, has the dismantling of the pontoon bridge begun?"

Xu Chengfeng replied, "Except for the two that we agreed to keep, the others have already started to be dismantled. Chairman, when do we march south? Should we send an advance party?"

He Rui shook his head, "Advance combat preparations must be made, but not against the Beiyang government."

Zhong Yifu was the first to understand and immediately shouted, "Chairman, please entrust this operation to me!"

Other comrades also understood by now. However, everyone had commanded battles, so no one fought with Zhong Yifu. Xu Chengfeng's face was beaming with a smile, "Chairman, the political significance of doing this is great. I want to ask, how will the Soviet Union and Japan view this?"

By this time, everyone had entered the headquarters and gathered around the table. He Rui explained, "Japan will certainly be relieved. If we only fight Japan, it is actually very disadvantageous for Japan. If we sweep away the foreign garrisons in Beijing, Tianjin, and Zhili in one fell swoop, Japan will certainly feel that they have another opportunity to exploit. As for the Soviet Union, what do you all think?"

Xu Chengfeng had his own judgment, while Cheng Ruofan volunteered to explain, "The Soviet Union has actually been very happy over the past year. The two greatest powers in the Far East are killing each other, so the Soviet Union's pressure is naturally minimal. Now that Japan has ceased fire and we are so tough on other countries, the Soviet Union feels that its good days are continuing."

He Rui expressed his agreement, "Precisely so. Moreover, the Soviet Union may not expect that we will put these garrisons on trial. The personnel sent this time, in addition to keeping an eye on the foreign garrisons to ensure they cannot escape by ship when we act, have a more important job: to collect evidence of the crimes of those foreign garrisons. Witnesses and material evidence must be as complete as possible. Any foreign troops who have committed crimes in China should be executed if possible after the trial is completed. The staff of formal diplomatic embassies and consulates are on a list at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Apart from these people, do not let anyone else go; arrest them all without exception. The troops should not discuss diplomacy with those people. If they protest, tell them that the Northeast Government did not participate in those so-called negotiations, so the Northeast Government has no obligation to recognize the so-called treaties. This operation is bandit suppression, not war."

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng slapped Zhong Yifu hard on the shoulder, "Yifu, if you feel you can't handle it, why don't let me take over for you."

Zhong Yifu's face was full of excitement, "How can I let others have this kind of thing! Don't even think about this good fortune."

Looking at the joy and anticipation of the young soldiers, He Rui was truly happy in his heart. He continued to arrange things for Zhong Yifu, "After you resolve the foreign garrisons, I should have arrived in the capital. If Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui can see the situation clearly and issue orders to the Anhui clique Beiyang Army to obey our command, our army will go forward to take over. Do you know exactly how to do it, Yifu?"

"Roughly like in Siping, and when we took over Shenyang?" Zhong Yifu had participated in these two military operations and had some experience.

He Rui didn't know exactly what would happen, so he ordered, "You guys seize the time to make a plan now. Our attitude towards the Beiyang Army is very clear: the Beiyang Army must accept complete reorganization. Those who do not accept will be forcibly disarmed. If they resist, they will be annihilated. Of course, if we can kill fewer people, we should kill fewer. After all, they are our fellow Chinese. There is another possibility: they might pull their troops and go south to defect to the Zhili clique's Cao Kun and Wu Peifu. For this kind of troops, just drive them away. There is no need to annihilate them through pursuit."

Zhong Yifu nodded repeatedly, "Is this to let the enemies gather together as much as possible?"

He Rui nodded, "This is one purpose. I also want to observe one thing: how the British will support the Zhili clique. The foreign Yangtze River Patrol often overturns our fishing boats and shoots at our people from their ships. I believe such bandits must be exterminated."

"Yes!" The crowd answered together.

On September 10, current Japanese Prime Minister Kiyoura Keigo resigned as Prime Minister to the Emperor of Japan on the grounds of heavy casualties among the people in the Great Kanto Earthquake. On September 13, the Emperor of Japan appointed Minister of Finance Takahashi Korekiyo as Prime Minister.

On September 14, Japan's new Army Minister Terauchi Hisaichi publicly stated, 'We must punish the violent Chinese in Manchuria and Mongolia.'

On September 15, the Northeast Government sent a letter of condolence to the Japanese government through the Beiyang Government, and stated that if Japan was willing to accept it, the Northeast Government could donate the prepared 50,000 tons of relief grain and medical supplies worth 1 million Fengpiao to Japan at any time.

On September 16, the Northeast Government did not cancel the general mobilization and began to recruit a new batch of 'combat troops'. The previous conscriptions did not draft government personnel, railway personnel, educators, or students. This conscription targeted only these three categories of people.

On September 17, the Japanese Navy Minister declared that they would absolutely not accept any peace negotiations with the violent Chinese army.

These news items were all public. Inside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the capital, the current Minister of Foreign Affairs Gu Weijun put down the newspaper and looked at the group of seniors in the diplomatic circles in his office. He saw that all the seniors were looking at him. Gu Weijun knew that as the Minister of Foreign Affairs, he should make a judgment at this time. The words were on the tip of his tongue, but he still hesitated. After all, this was the first time Gu Weijun viewed problems from the perspective of a de facto victorious country, and it was inevitable that he would feel all kinds of uneasiness.

But calming his mood, Gu Weijun still said, "Both the Japanese Navy and Army Ministers have publicly stated their positions, but they did not criticize Prime Minister Takahashi Korekiyo. It should be that Japan's Navy and Army Ministers have already accepted the decision to cease fire."

The diplomatic seniors nodded slightly, but no one dared to give clear support. Everyone wanted to wait until the situation had a clear result before commenting.

Just then, the door opened. The person who pushed the door used too much force; the door not only swung wide open but also banged against the wall behind it. With this shock, a piece of damp and loose white lime on the wall fell down with a crash, making some inappropriate noises in the not-so-spacious office of the Minister of Foreign Affairs.

However, the incoming Foreign Ministry staff member was not affected at all. He strode in and said loudly, "Report to the Minister, the British Plenipotentiary Envoy, Sir John Jordan, and the British Minister to China have jointly requested the Beiyang Government to explain the government's attitude towards this war to the diplomatic corps. According to the British attitude, they seem very dissatisfied with the Beiyang Government."

Now the diplomats were all stunned. The British attitude had always been very restrained, so why did they suddenly become so agitated? There must be some problem here. Gu Weijun thought for a moment and came up with a possibility, "Could it be that the British have confirmed that Japan wants to sue for peace?"

Lu Zhengxiang was somewhat puzzled, "Then why do the British want the central government to state its position with such a tough attitude?"

Just as the others were a little confused, Yan Huiqing spoke up, "The British are probably not asking the central government about its attitude towards this war, but rather want to express their attitude that they do not want to see General He become the President of the Republic of China."

As soon as these words came out, the other diplomats fell silent. Once the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government ceased fire, there was no doubt that He Rui would enter the central government with the victory of the largest war in China in a hundred years. Even if the Beiyang Central Government refused to submit to He Rui, He Rui could seize the regime in the capital by force alone, and then unify China. However...

Seeing that everyone still had concerns, Yan Huiqing slapped the table and stood up. Under everyone's gaze, Yan Huiqing said impassionedly, "Since the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom rebellion, it has been 70 years. In these 70 years, the country has become increasingly divided. Until 25 years ago with the Mutual Protection of Southeast China, the prestige of the central political power was completely gone, and military and government orders were completely unified. In the past 70 years, among the world powers, whoever could strengthen the center, even if blood flowed like rivers in civil war, once the situation was settled, they could all achieve progress. Whoever had internal chaos, without exception, saw their national power plummet. From this, it can be seen that having centralized power is certainly better than not having centralized power, and having unified military and government orders is certainly better than not having unified military and government orders. Do you all agree?"

The people in the office had all seen the world. Hearing Yan Huiqing pierce the matter that everyone was unwilling to touch and speak so clearly, they could only nod in agreement.

Yan Huiqing continued, "No matter how radical General He's governing philosophy is, externally he can defeat Japan, and internally he can develop national power. Furthermore, he can rebuild the center, and from then on, government and military orders will be unified. If we have suspicions, why not recommend ourselves as officials? If we are lucky enough to serve the country, we should work together with one heart, check for gaps and fill omissions, and make the top and bottom communicate. In the final analysis, those who have concerns are all worried about their landed property. A few days ago, Director-General Zhang Xiluan published an announcement in the newspaper, donating all the landed property and real estate under his name to the Northeast Government. Have you noticed that Director-General Zhang did not donate his [liquid] assets? And the Northeast Government expressed welcome, but did not mention Director-General Zhang's assets."

Hearing this detail that had not been directly publicized, the group of diplomats thought for a moment and suddenly saw the light. Lu Zhengxiang said with joy, "Director-General Zhang doing this is to let everyone know that although in the land policy, land must be state-owned, they will not want everyone's assets. If this is true, it is good news."

Yan Huiqing immediately replied, "Although this is my guess, I feel it is likely not wrong. Whether the provinces are sensible, or it is unification by force, the faster the better, the sooner the better. At such a time, I am not willing to be a spectator. I am willing to be an official in the new government and serve the country. With Duke Zhang's example before us, I will also publish in the newspaper and donate my landed property and real estate to the Northeast Government. Gentlemen, I will take my leave first."

Watching Yan Huiqing stride away, the group of diplomats did not expect him to be so urgent. However, after Yan Huiqing's analysis, everyone also saw a new direction. At this time, the major event in China was no longer caring about how the Great Powers viewed it, but whether China could complete unification again and rebuild a unified regime.

No one present was over 70 years old. As Yan Huiqing said, for 70 years, China's military and government orders had always been in a game between the center and the frontier officials and various forces, and there was no longer a case where the center commanded military and political affairs by virtue of the system.

The various rules and habits up to now were all formed after the central power fell by the wayside. A centralized government was something that the group of diplomats had only read about in books.

Gu Weijun's eyes brightened. He stood up and said, "Seniors, I am going to resign from the position of Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China. When I arrive in Shenyang, I will write to you to report my safety. Farewell."

Looking at Gu Weijun's back, the other diplomats no longer had a look of loss in their expressions. Lu Zhengxiang sighed, "Today, listening to Brother Yan's high opinion, I realized that I was just like Lord Ye who loved dragons [professed love for something but feared the real thing]. Although I cannot be as free and easy as Brother Yan and Nephew Gu, I am willing to stay in the capital to watch the situation develop."

"It should be so!" The others all agreed.
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On September 18th, Wang Shizhen returned to Beijing from Shenyang. Unlike last year when Zhang Xiluan invited him to Beijing to discuss taking over as Minister of the Army, only an Army major and two attendants were there to meet his train.

Wang Shizhen walked outside, looked at the rickshaws waiting outside the station, and said, "I will walk to Tieshizi Hutong."

The major was startled and quickly apologized, "Lord Wang, please do not blame us. There have been too many people using cars recently, and we couldn't allocate one at the moment..."

Wang Shizhen interrupted the major, "I am not angry. I just want to walk and take a look." He then walked onto the streets of Beijing with his hands behind his back.

Compared to last year, the streets of Beijing were still bustling. The Northeast Army had won successive victories, and the Japanese army had not broken through the Yalu River defense line, so there was no panic in the city. Some remaining slogans could still be seen on the streets, all celebrating the great victory of the Northeast Army.

But beneath this bustle, the sense of decline was even more pronounced. In particular, the pedestrians on the street, wearing long robes and mandarin jackets or short cloth shirts, were all dressed in the style of the former Qing Dynasty. People wearing Western-style clothing, especially young people, were rarely seen. On the contrary, those stubborn people who continued to keep their queues appeared quite conspicuous.

For a moment, Wang Shizhen even felt that he was in Beijing at the end of the Qing Dynasty.

"School should be starting around this time, right?" Wang Shizhen asked the major following him.

The major sighed, "Reporting to Lord Wang, if it were previous years, the students would have returned to school by now. However, since the Spring Festival this year, many students have gone to Outside the Pass. Especially after the Japanese army was thwarted at the Yalu River defense line, more and more students have left. I heard that many school classrooms only have a few students left, and they had to merge disciplines and suspend many classes."

Wang Shizhen did not say anything more and just continued to walk forward. When there were many young people in the city, Wang Shizhen hadn't really paid attention. Now that the number of young people in the city had decreased significantly, and those coming and going were mostly the elderly, children, and middle-aged men, Wang Shizhen realized that the market had been so hugely affected.

Thinking back to the Northeast, the streets and alleys were full of young people. although there were many young people and many things that an old man couldn't get used to, that vitality truly reminded Wang Shizhen of the years of training troops at Xiaozhan. Wang Shizhen had not expected that the current Beijing was far inferior to the Northeast.

Walking to the Presidential Palace in Tieshizi Hutong, Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui were already waiting inside. Seeing Wang Shizhen, they quickly stepped forward to ask, "Brother Wang, you said in the telegram that you met He Rui. What did He Rui say?"

Wang Shizhen told President Xu Shichang and Premier Duan Qirui the results of the meeting. "Brother He wants to invite President Xu to serve as the Chairman of the Political Consultative Conference and concurrently as the Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History. He wants to invite Brother Duan to serve as the Speaker of the Parliament."

"Political Consultative Conference? National Institute of Culture and History?" Xu Shichang had never heard of these two names.

Wang Shizhen explained. The Parliament is the highest organ of state power; this did not need explanation. The Political Consultative Conference, however, is a deliberative body. The people in the Political Consultative Conference could be called the pure stream (Qingliu) or the gentry. In short, these people can make suggestions on state affairs, but they are only suggestions.

However, Wang Shizhen was very interested in the position of Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History. "Brother He said that since the fall of the Manchu Qing, many historical documents preserved by the Manchu Qing have been lost. The Institute of Culture and History is responsible for collecting and organizing these documents and files. The Curator of the Institute of Culture and History and the Curator of the National Library can be regarded as the *Jijiu* (Libationer)."

Hearing this official title, Xu Shichang's eyes lit up. He had passed the provincial civil service examination in his early years and later became a *Jinshi*. He had a profound foundation in national studies. He not only wrote books and established theories but also studied calligraphy. He was skilled in landscape painting, which was quite elegant. His calligraphy followed Su Shi, with slight variations in style. He could write poetry and founded the Wanqingyi Poetry Society to recruit fellow poets and compile Qing poetry.

Xu Shichang did not dislike being the Chairman of the Political Consultative Conference where the 'pure stream' resided. As for the Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History, responsible for organizing historical archives and documents, in ancient times, this was the position of 'Libationer'. For a scholar, this position was simply something to dream of. Xu Shichang had long been physically and mentally exhausted by the current situation. He wanted to find a place to enjoy his old age. The Curator of the National Institute of Culture and History was undoubtedly a position more suitable for Xu Shichang's thoughts than any other.

Seeing that Xu Shichang was so quickly bought over by He Rui's arrangement, Duan Qirui was a bit unconvinced. Especially since Xu Shichang was a scholar, not being the President was no real loss to him. But Duan Qirui still had to be responsible to so many brothers in the Anhui clique. If he learned from Xu Shichang, Duan Qirui wouldn't know how to conduct himself.

Wang Shizhen turned to Duan Qirui, "Brother Zhiquan, Brother He was very clear. The land must be state-owned; there is no discussion on this matter. As for the reason, Brother Zhiquan should be very clear. In my humble opinion, if the Beiyang brothers do not agree, Brother He will not leave any face for anyone. Go ahead and fight for supremacy."

Duan Qirui was speechless for a moment. Zhang Xiluan had said before that what he could strive for on behalf of Beiyang was equal treatment for the Beiyang Anhui clique and the Beiyang Fengtian clique. Since the Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique were both of the Beiyang lineage, they had actually been quite connected over the years. Up to now, compared to figures of the same level in Beiyang, He Rui and those in the Northeast Government could be described as 'destitute'. What was more fatal was that the Northeast Government was carrying out land reform. Once equal treatment was applied, the upper and middle layers of Beiyang would immediately go bankrupt.

In fact, the upper echelons of Beiyang knew very well that the source of the Northeast Government's power lay in the fact that after land reform, the people had land to till. Those who didn't want to farm could go to the city to do business or enter factories. Those with ability could even open their own workshops. The tax rate in the Northeast was definitely not light, but because taxes could be collected, there was naturally no need to extort the easily bullied commoners. Therefore, the entire Northeast had become wealthy, with money to go to war with Japan. Not only did the upper echelons of Beiyang admire this greatly, but even the middle layers yearned for the strength of the Northeast Government.

***

The money that the Beiyang crowd had accumulated over these years was mostly used to buy houses and land. Once the Northeast Government came to power and Beiyang received the same treatment as the Northeast Government, these savings would immediately vanish into nothing. This was the reason why Beiyang, from top to bottom, refused to accept it.

Duan Qirui had graduated from the Japanese Army Academy. At this time, he also knew that Japan could no longer continue the fight, and Japan did not intend to continue. As long as the Northeast signed an armistice treaty with Japan, the Northeast Army could march south unscrupulously.

Whether to choose the Beiyang brothers or bow to reality. Duan Qirui was left with only these two choices. And there was not much time left for Duan Qirui.

Duan Qirui thought left and right, and still said, "Can we invite Brother He to Beijing for a meeting?"
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The train carriages heading to Shenyang were brand new. Among the attendants were several women pushing small carts through the crowded carriages, shouting, "Peanuts, melon seeds, tea eggs! Sesame cakes, steamed buns, pickles! Those who want water can go to the water boiler in the middle of the car." "Passenger, please pull your legs in, pull your legs in."

Watching the female attendants skillfully push their carts through the crowded carriage dominated by male passengers, showing absolutely no sign of fear, Gu Weijun felt a sense of admiration. His companion, Yan Huiqing, was chatting with a young couple in the opposite seats. When the cart passed, he bought a few tea eggs, sesame cakes, and pickles to share with them.

Gu Weijun didn't really want to join the conversation. Of the young couple, the boy looked like a student. The girl had a scholarly air and was dressed like a young lady, but her lower abdomen was already bulging; she was clearly pregnant. In Gu Weijun's view, this was likely a case of a private engagement and cohabitation in Beijing, resulting in pregnancy, while both sets of parents disapproved of the marriage.

Yan Huiqing had likely realized this as well, but he cleverly avoided these topics, only chatting with the youths about their expectations for the future. It was evident that the young couple was actually quite strapped for cash and not entirely confident about the future, yet they still held onto some hope.

The boy peeled an egg and gave it to the girl, whispering to ask if she felt nauseous and how her appetite was. The girl shook her head slightly and took small bites of a sesame cake stuffed with egg and pickles. Seeing that his beloved was feeling okay, the boy finally peeled an egg for himself. After thanking Yan Huiqing first, the boy said, "My classmates in the Northeast said that after students arrive in the Northeast, they will be enrolled in the cadre training school. With a certificate from the school and testimony from classmates in the Northeast, the Northeast Government accepts both men and women. After arriving, housing will be assigned, and there's a stipend while attending school."

Yan Huiqing was quite interested in this. "Pregnant women receive such treatment as well?"

"I heard from several classmates that pregnant women get the same treatment. They also said the Northeast Government has hospitals, so she can go to the hospital for the delivery. There are also relevant places for the confinement period (zuoyuezi), equipped with experienced matrons to teach how to care for the baby." As the young man spoke of these things, his expression inevitably held some expectation. However, he didn't seem to fully believe it himself, and his expression dimmed a bit.

The couple got off at Jinzhou Station after the train passed Shanhai Pass, leaving their names. The boy was called Qiu Mingde, and the girl was Li Qitong.

Watching the boy supporting the girl as they disappeared into the stream of people at the station, Gu Weijun finally said, "The Northeast Government is really disregarding everything to recruit manpower."

Seeing Yan Huiqing looking out the window without saying a word, Gu Weijun closed his eyes to rest, considering what he should say when he met He Rui. But He Rui understood diplomacy himself, so Gu Weijun felt he didn't have much to offer. While he was feeling irritable, he heard Yan Huiqing sigh, "The time of a change of dynasties is exactly when heroes rise from the grass roots. This couple looks like they haven't experienced many hardships. To remain inseparable in such dire straits is also rare."

Hearing Yan Huiqing actually praising the young couple, Gu Weijun didn't know what to say, so he remained silent. Throughout the journey, ordinary people got on and off the train. As Yan Huiqing chatted with those sitting opposite him, he discovered that what the passengers cared about was not the outcome of the war—because everyone believed the Northeast Army would inevitably win. What everyone cared about was ordinary life: the level of income, the amount of the harvest this year, their parents' health, children's schooling, and whether the money they earned could add something to their household.

When the train arrived in Shenyang, these passengers bustling for their livelihoods got off. Gu Weijun finally let out a long sigh of relief; not having to deal with these people made him feel much more relaxed. At the exit, Gu Weijun met Zhao Tianlin, who had come to welcome them. As the three sat in the car, Zhao Tianlin informed them, "Do you two know that working in the Northeast Government requires completing a political review first?"

Gu Weijun didn't mind this. Whether under the Qing Dynasty or the Republic of China, one inevitably had to undergo a detailed family background investigation to study abroad on public funds. If the Northeast Government didn't have these procedures, it would have made Gu Weijun feel puzzled instead.

Zhao Tianlin took Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun to the Northeast Foreign Affairs Bureau. After arranging the subsequent matters, he hurriedly rushed back to the Northeast Government Building. He arrived just as the meeting he needed to attend was about to convene. Entering the conference room, Zhao Tianlin saw that He Rui had already arrived, so he went up and reported the arrangements for Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun to He Rui.

He Rui listened and then told his secretary to contact the Foreign Affairs Bureau; if there were no issues with their political review, they should be assigned work.

After the secretary left, Zhao Tianlin was a bit worried. "Chairman, will arranging it this way put too much pressure on them?"

He Rui didn't pay particular attention to these two, but he felt it was necessary to explain the matter thoroughly to Zhao Tianlin. "Director Zhao, if they can't do it, it proves they are unsuitable. The problem with literati is that they think they can understand the overall situation, and the Beiyang Government was extremely unprofessional. Their work experience in the Beiyang Government will only magnify the disadvantages in their literati mindset. An industrialized government runs counter to the literati mindset. If they cannot accept it, parting ways amicably isn't a bad thing."

Zhao Tianlin was a smart man and immediately replied, "Chairman, is this our selection standard for literati?"

He Rui nodded. "Precisely. Not to mention whether those people possess the virtues emphasized in the *Analects*, *Book of Songs*, *Doctrine of the Mean*, and *Great Learning*, as long as they have truly understood these classics, they naturally can be competent in various positions. If they are unconvinced, tell them exactly this."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin said seriously, "Chairman, why not open a five-year Jinshi examination? Publish the scope of the exam questions first."

"You..." He Rui felt there was malice hidden in Zhao Tianlin's expression at this moment. "Director Zhao, I think the literati will feel we are mocking them."

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "I think it's quite the opposite. Chairman, I feel you are too hostile towards the old literati. Many of them simply don't understand why China lost to the West, nor do they understand where the advantages of Chinese civilization lie. Since they don't understand, they will inevitably let their imaginations run wild. To clear the source and correct the foundation, there must be full understanding. If not, we are tantamount to abandoning Chinese culture. Since Confucianism must be buried, it naturally should be buried by our own hands. Otherwise, the person who buries Confucianism can claim that they are the true heir of Confucianism. This is actually disadvantageous to us."

He Rui had absolutely no mind for such matters these years. Hearing Zhao Tianlin speak like this, he nodded. "This matter will be left to Director Zhao for now."

As they spoke, the comrades attending the meeting arrived. He Rui asked Xu Jia to speak first. Xu Jia, the Head of the Organization Department, picked up the written work arrangement. "Comrades. The southward advance this time includes military work and political work. Military work is to thoroughly crush all separatist forces, exterminate banditry everywhere, and confiscate weapons from various local groups large and small. Political work is to establish our governments at all levels in the local areas. After the organized armed forces in each place are resolved, one battalion of troops will remain in every county to coordinate with the formation of that county's government. The government of every county will be composed of an initial administration of one Party Secretary, one Magistrate, 2-3 Deputy Magistrates, and cadres from five departments: Taxation, Communications, Transportation, Justice, and Medical. Based on the number of local villages and towns in each county, work will begin entering the grassroots level..."

The comrades attending this meeting were all future provincial leaders of various provinces. The oldest was Han Haitao, 47 years old. The other comrades were mostly in their thirties, and there were even those like Tang Gui and Chen Deli who were under thirty.

After Xu Jia finished introducing the framework of the arrangements, he emphasized again, "Comrades have all participated in a large amount of grassroots government formation work, and many comrades even participated in the earliest land reform in Siping. Your work experience is very rich, so when encountering problems, you definitely won't be completely in the dark."

Hearing Xu Jia mention the past, Han Haitao only felt incredibly emotional. He, a small teahouse owner, was today about to become a high-ranking provincial official. Even personally attending the meeting at this moment, Han Haitao felt like he was in a dream.

Xu Jia, however, was not praising the comrades at this moment, but had prepared a certain kind of warning. "Comrades, everyone will definitely encounter many problems in their work. I want to emphasize one thing: if someone says to you, 'If you do such and such, will the Central Committee be unhappy?', then you must be wary of this kind of person! It is inevitable that difficulties will be encountered in work. What the Central Committee will ask is nothing more than three things: Was the work completed? How was it completed? Why wasn't it completed? Whether it was completed or not, the Central Committee will neither be happy nor unhappy. It is people who get happy, not the government. If one cares about whether certain people are happy or unhappy, it is for personal gain. If comrades find they cannot overcome this impulse, I suggest submitting a request to withdraw immediately. If one cannot overcome this attitude in work, the execution of the work will definitely be distorted."

The comrades' expressions all turned grave, especially those from military backgrounds. In war, there had been many people who temporarily concealed reports to their superiors because they worried about unfavorable combat operations, resulting in even more problems. Those stripped of their posts or even court-martialed because of this had occurred more than once.

Han Haitao also hurriedly put away his somewhat smug mood. As a teahouse owner, he had seen many people and had a deep understanding of this mindset. Once one got carried away, they would show off, and those who showed off always ended up shooting themselves in the foot.

After Xu Jia emphasized this matter, he let everyone comb through the work arrangements against the documents they had received. The first step of this southward advance was to complete the government structure, and there was no particularly complex work. Even so, the understanding of the content determined whether the goal would be clear and targeted when working.

The reason He Rui wanted to attend this meeting was to answer comrades' questions at the meeting as much as possible.

The meeting took two days to conclude. According to the Northeast Government's learning mode, this meeting was only halfway done. Everyone had to analyze all the content of the work. After submitting their analyses, comrades would meet in groups to exchange ideas. The Central Committee would then quickly review these reports to analyze the comrades' understanding of the work.

In the blink of an eye, five days passed. He Rui finished reviewing a report and felt exhausted. Zhao Tianlin came over. "Chairman, do you want to attend a meeting at the Foreign Affairs Bureau? Change your mood a bit."

He Rui thought this was good. There would be many diplomatic issues in the future, and those diplomatic affairs would be very interesting. At least much more interesting than the complicated internal affairs problems.

Arriving at the conference room of the Foreign Affairs Bureau, after greeting the group of comrades, Zhao Tianlin invited Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun over. Seeing their elegant demeanor and deep gaze, He Rui thought they were indeed experienced diplomats of the Republic of China.

After shaking hands, He Rui asked, "Are you two used to life in the Northeast? If there is anything you are not used to, raise it directly to the organization. The organization will solve it."

Gu Weijun had many requirements for living conditions, so naturally, he was slightly unaccustomed to the environment in the Northeast. However, this small discomfort wasn't enough to make Gu Weijun feel he had to speak out. Yan Huiqing, on the other hand, asked straightforwardly, "General He, the work assigned to us by the comrades of the Foreign Affairs Bureau is truly thought-provoking. There are too many seemingly contradictory points within it."

Since Yan Huiqing had some feelings about it, He Rui smiled. "In that case, let's discuss it at the meeting."

Yan Huiqing was somewhat surprised but inevitably expectant. "Then I await General He's brilliant views."

Everyone took their seats. Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau first distributed the prepared documents to the attendees before going on stage to speak. "Japan has currently begun low-profile contact with us to discuss armistice matters. Once the armistice is reached, the one with the will to stop China's unification is Britain. Do comrades have any opinions on this?"

Seeing no one object, Director Liu continued, "To what extent will Britain's obstruction be their bottom line? Will a total war break out? This is the issue to be discussed next."

Yan Huiqing was stunned. He hadn't expected Director Liu of the Northeast Government's Foreign Affairs Bureau to frankly raise the core issue like this. This was completely opposite to the style of trying to avoid conflict in those diplomatic meetings Yan Huiqing had attended.

A young official asked, "Director Liu, could you explain the difference between total war and military conflict?"

Director Liu drew a two-row table on the blackboard. "This is the time it took for the Japanese army to mobilize hundreds of thousands of troops from the Japanese mainland to Korea; it took three months. Britain should be very clear that relying solely on colonial troops to fight us has absolutely no chance of victory. If they fight us, their main force must be the regular army from the homeland. Let's assume for now that France and Japan both provide Britain with departure points for the attack. Britain would also have to transport a million troops to Vietnam and Korea to launch an attack on us from there. I think this time will be between one and a half to two years. Do comrades agree?"

Except for Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun, the other comrades all nodded one after another.

Director Liu continued, "Then, will the British decide on a total war during our process of unifying China? We must determine this matter first."

Yan Huiqing felt a bit dazed. This wasn't because what Director Liu said was completely wrong; Director Liu was dismantling the diplomatic situation with very clear thinking. But such a style was something Yan Huiqing had never experienced in China. A young official in his early thirties, who didn't look westernized and obviously had no experience going abroad, could be so sharp and precise. This had already exceeded Yan Huiqing's common sense.

Just then, Gu Weijun spoke up. "May I ask, what is the distinction between the total war and military conflict Director Liu mentioned?"

Director Liu did not hesitate in the slightest because of Gu Weijun's question. He replied, "The difference between the two lies in the fact that military conflict aims to force us to make concessions, while total war aims to destroy the Northeast Government."

Gu Weijun didn't speak again but took notes.

Yan Huiqing was already confused. He asked the question he found most puzzling. "Director Liu. We seek the bottom line; isn't it to deal with contradictions?"

Director Liu shook his head. "Determining the British bottom line is to determine our strike range. If it is determined that Britain will not choose to launch a total war against us, then all British targets within the strike range are targets for our strikes."

Yan Huiqing only felt a buzz in his head; he was at a loss. In such a state, Yan Huiqing didn't even notice that He Rui, sitting in the back row, had already stood up and left.

At this moment, this diplomat of the Republic of China had truly fallen into chaos. The aggressive attitude of the Northeast Government's Foreign Affairs Bureau completely overturned Yan Huiqing's understanding of diplomacy. But this feeling was so familiar because the diplomacy of the great powers was all like this. Beneath the surface of glamorous, decent, elegant, and magnificent diplomatic occasions and banquets, there was actually a pervasive atmosphere of blood and danger. Diplomacy was merely using the most decent way to determine the opponent's bottom line for struggle, thereby establishing one's own advantage.

Director Liu of the Northeast Government's Foreign Affairs Bureau was young, rustic, and inexperienced, yet he firmly grasped the core essence of diplomacy. What cannot be obtained on the battlefield cannot be obtained at the negotiation table either.

The Foreign Affairs Bureau meeting was not affected in the slightest by the astonishment of the two new joiners, Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun. Under Director Liu's leadership, the meeting discussion consistently proceeded on the track of cold reality.

During the meeting, which lasted more than an hour, there was only one break. Under the judgment that Britain could not launch a total war, it was best for the Northeast Government to conduct the war to liberate China under a condition where it was not recognized as a legal government by all foreign forces. Only in such a situation could freedom of action be maintained to the greatest extent.

After recovering slightly from his shock, Yan Huiqing raised his concern. "If we are not recognized by foreign governments for a long time, it will have a great impact on China."

Director Liu made Yan Huiqing feel ashamed with a single sentence. "If we accept the Boxer Protocol in order to be recognized, it is better not to accept the Boxer Protocol at all and not be recognized."

When the discussion produced results, Director Liu began assigning tasks. "Director Zhao, please coordinate with the personnel in the Law School who specialize in international law to provide us with assistance in international law. Mr. Yan, Mr. Gu, you are both experts in international law and diplomats. How to counter foreign accusations in diplomatic venues and establish our stance as a civilized nation—I wonder if you two are willing to do this?"

Yan Huiqing felt he was very willing, but the words wouldn't come out. In the matters the Northeast Government wanted Yan Huiqing to do, Yan Huiqing was a complete layman with no experience. Yan Huiqing had no confidence in whether he could do it.

It was Gu Weijun who spoke up. "Director Liu, this is definitely not irrational logic."

Director Liu smiled. "Mr. Gu is right. We are a civilized nation; how could we make trouble without reason like those barbaric countries in Europe and America? However, as the offensive side, we must have the support of relevant clauses of international law."

Gu Weijun nodded. It was evident that although he had confidence in his knowledge of international law, he was not very confident about the assigned work.
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War against Japan is primarily military; the domestic Unification War is primarily political, with the military as auxiliary. The Northeast has mobilized not only a million-strong army but also a "million-strong Southbound Cadre Detachment." This time, the elites are out in full force, with no reservations.

Organization Department Head Xu Jia was running the entire department, working frantically. As the great rear area, the Northeast would have to provide massive amounts of supplies and vast human resources to the front lines over the next year or more. This was equivalent to weakening the Northeast on one hand, while demanding higher efficiency from it on the other. This contradictory situation plunged Xu Jia and the Organization Department into a huge dilemma.

The first phase of the Unification War would center on the capital, Beijing, first establishing a northern base area centered on the Northeast, Zhili, Shandong, Shanxi, Shaanxi, and Henan. The entire central administration would move south, shifting the office location from Shenyang to Beijing-Tianjin.

Xu Jia not only had to provide material and personnel support but also bear the burden of staying behind to guard the Northeast.

At this moment, Xu Jia didn't know if he hoped the Unification War would start sooner, so that a large part of his work could be taken over by the central government in the Beijing-Tianjin area, or if he hoped it would start later, so he could identify reliable personnel for the new Northeast government.

Those punch-card machines ran ceaselessly. Thin steel rods passed through special holes on personnel data cards, selecting personnel who met certain conditions, then filtering them multiple times to select those who met multiple criteria.

These were not decisions made on a whim, but completed through data accumulated over eight years. The qualifications of every selected person met various requirements. As for who exactly this member was, or whether they were liked by their superiors—no one knew for sure before they were selected.

Under such mechanical, precise, and emotionless selection, lists of personnel were produced batch by batch.

Meanwhile, the Northeast Government was also waiting for the time to start operations. This time was not decided by the Northeast Government, but by the Japanese side. Since they were going to tear off the mask with Britain, formally signing a ceasefire agreement with Japan first was a necessity.

At this time in Japan, although high-ranking personnel with vision could generally guess this, no one in that group cared about it. Ishiwara Kanji received a transfer order on September 30th. The Japanese Army established a new department, the "Japan Military New Technology Training Bureau." Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji became the first director of this Training Bureau.

In terms of official position and responsibilities, Lt. Gen. Ishiwara Kanji bore the heavy burden of conducting new military technology training for all Japanese Army officers. All field officers and company officers in the Army would participate in rotation in the military training conducted by the bureau. If judged unqualified by the "Japan Military New Technology Training Bureau" led by Lt. Gen. Ishiwara, a soldier's future would be hugely affected.

From a power perspective, however, Lt. Gen. Ishiwara was completely sidelined. Because the selection and education of officers was still the responsibility of the Inspectorate General of Military Training. Officers came from various units and returned to them after training; they were not under Lt. Gen. Ishiwara's command or management.

To use an analogy, Ishiwara's position was like a labor union chairman in a factory in New China. The factory acknowledged his presence, and the union chairman would certainly speak at the year-end assembly. But, the union chairman was just a union chairman.

Those officers close to Ishiwara were dissatisfied with this appointment. Everyone knew that for the Japanese Army to persist until now, Ishiwara Kanji had not only played the full game but had also saved the Japanese Army at critical moments several times. So at the farewell party for Ishiwara, some officers even feigned drunkenness to ask, "Shouldn't this position be concurrently held by the Vice Inspector General of Military Training?"

Okamura looked at this fellow and made a mental note of him. The implication was that with Ishiwara's contributions, he could have been the Vice Inspector General of Military Training.

Ishiwara Kanji didn't care much. After the reception, he began packing his luggage, preparing to return to Tokyo. He hadn't brought much luggage to begin with. Aside from stacks of notes carefully placed into two large leather suitcases, his other personal effects filled just one suitcase.

The door curtain was lifted, and Nagata Tetsuzan walked in. Seeing Ishiwara had already packed, he smiled. "Ishiwara-kun, you're ready for action so quickly. Truly a well-trained Imperial soldier."

Ishiwara pointed to a broken chair. "Nagata-kun, please sit. When you go back, you'll probably be the Inspector General of Military Training, right?"

The broken chair creaked as Nagata sat down. He offered Ishiwara a cigarette before saying, "I am far from being looked upon that favorably by the seniors. I haven't even thought about what position it will be. Ishiwara-kun, how do you view the future struggle between the Army and Navy?"

Ishiwara Kanji felt that the one who arranged this new position for him was likely Nagata. Only a smart man like Nagata, with his influence in the military, could so exquisitely utilize Ishiwara Kanji's strength while excluding him from the decision-making circle.

Hearing Nagata Tetsuzan wanting to squeeze his utility value one more time, Ishiwara Kanji didn't get angry. He advised, "Nagata-kun, the Northeast Government's performance has already proven the power that can be unleashed after the people rise up. I believe Nagata-kun must have been moved by it."

Nagata Tetsuzan admitted it readily. "That's right. He-kun's success in Manchuria and Mongolia is indeed admirable. As long as there is an opportunity to learn from it, I will certainly consider it fully. But Ishiwara-kun, domestic affairs are very complicated. Many in the army actually wanted Ishiwara-kun to be the Commander of the Hokkaido Guard District. I tried every means to secure this current position for you."

Ishiwara Kanji thanked him sincerely. "I rely entirely on Nagata-kun's help. However, listening to you, I have already been treated as pro-Chinese."

Nagata Tetsuzan wanted to ask, *Aren't you?* But he wasn't that boring. Moreover, Nagata appreciated Ishiwara's loyalty to the Empire, so he returned to the previous topic. "Ishiwara-kun, the Army-Navy struggle this time will be more intense than before. If we are not careful, I fear forty percent of officers will lose their positions."

Ishiwara scratched a swelling on his cheek from a bug bite. "Nagata-kun, the Army-Navy struggle has various causes. But the key is Japan's self-positioning. The Army believes Japan is a continental country; the Navy believes Japan is an island country. Japan's current area is about 600,000 square kilometers. Larger than Germany's pre-war homeland area. In Europe, it would be second only to Russia. The population is also only less than Russia. Japan has had decades of construction, and its industrial system is relatively complete. It can build battleships itself. How can such a country become a vassal of Europe and America? Although the Navy's influence has increased greatly this time, it is not because the Navy's own influence has risen, but because the Army's influence has declined. As one wanes, the other waxes. It looks like the Navy can dominate the situation, but actually not. Japan's future naturally lies in Japan's hands. The Navy viewing Japan as an island nation is far-fetched to begin with, insisting on imitating Britain's self-positioning. Once truly discussed, their true colors will be revealed, so there is no need to worry."

Nagata nodded. "But where should Japan go? This has always been a dilemma Japan cannot break through. I cannot pin my hopes on He-kun."

Ishiwara Kanji advised straightforwardly, "He-kun is just a mortal. What virtue or ability does he have for Japan to pin its expectations on him? The Japanese people are the object we should truly place our hopes on."

Nagata was already impatient with Ishiwara's viewpoint. "Ishiwara-kun, isn't the disunity within the Army right now just a struggle between the Rural Faction and the Urban Faction? The Navy relies entirely on industry; it not only supports the Urban Faction but also wants to combine Japan's urban development completely with trade channels to Europe and America. The Navy is merely the force guarding the trade between Japanese cities and the world. You keep talking about 'the people'. Do you support the people of the cities or the people of the countryside?"

This was the first time Ishiwara had heard Nagata attack him with such high-level rhetoric. Instead of being angry, he asked happily, "Then how does Nagata-kun see it?"

"Although the countryside is poor, it has rural institutions to maintain it, allowing people to survive in poverty. In the city, once unemployed, one's livelihood is immediately cut off. If one has relatives in the countryside for support, they might barely avoid starving to death. If there is no support from relatives, they can only take desperate risks or sell their bodies. Therefore, the goal of the Integration Faction is to integrate the entire country, allowing the countryside, cities, citizens, and capitalists to operate under one system. The people support and assist each other to face challenges together."

Seeing Nagata speak sincerely from the heart, Ishiwara was also moved. He continued to ask, "And then?"

Nagata was less than forty years old this year and came from an ordinary family. Although he had some ideas, he was quite far from obtaining real core power. Moreover, Japan had actually lost this war. Talking about using a united Great Japanese Empire to gain benefits from the Chinese continent had practically been proven impossible.

Hearing Ishiwara press him, Nagata said directly, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think He-kun will conflict with Britain?"

Ishiwara answered, "I believe that since China's interests conflict with the current order, He-kun will definitely conflict with Britain."

Nagata had always agreed with Ishiwara's vision. Hearing Ishiwara be so certain, he replied, "That is best. Let us see how far He-kun's talent can support China. If He-kun can truly stand up to Europe and America as an equal, that will also give Japan a new choice."

Ishiwara felt this attitude was very commendable. Seeing Nagata stand up to take his leave, he said, "Nagata-kun, in this Army-Navy struggle, if I have the opportunity to speak, I will definitely expose the Navy's erroneous line."

Nagata bowed slightly and walked out of Ishiwara Kanji's tent. Ishiwara lay back down on the camp bed, inevitably sighing in his heart that Nagata's path was still too narrow. Even Nagata himself had discovered that the end of that path might not be the result Nagata expected.

But this was inevitable. As long as they still treated the Japanese people as tools, rather than acknowledging that the Japanese people were the carriers of Japanese civilization, then no matter how these smart men like Nagata tossed and turned, the result would be the same.

However, after such a deep talk, Ishiwara Kanji discovered that Nagata Tetsuzan's understanding of Japan was actually quite profound. And although Nagata did not know Ishiwara's goal, he had placed Ishiwara in a position where he could contact all the young military officers of the Japanese Army. Ishiwara had given up the idea of influencing decision-making power; what he wanted to influence was only the excellent young men of Japan.

Ishiwara Kanji silently recited the name of the new position in his heart: "Director of the Japan Military New Technology Training Bureau." There really was no other position that could give Ishiwara such a vast space.
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Ishiwara Kanji's first sensation upon returning to Tokyo was as if he had returned to a war zone. Tokyo's houses were primarily wooden, and the Great Earthquake had triggered massive fires. On many streets, the charred remains of houses had not yet been cleared away by October 4th, the day Ishiwara Kanji returned to Tokyo.

Patches of blackened wooden wreckage allowed Ishiwara to imagine the horror of the fire. Even more terrifying were the several neighborhoods he passed through that had been turned into scorched earth. The fierce fire had burned everything so cleanly that only a few stone objects remained on the ground to prove that residential buildings had indeed once existed here.

Although Ishiwara was not a firefighter, he fully understood what had happened. The fires of war—it wasn't that people deliberately set fires on the battlefield. The radiant heat from exploding shells was enough to ignite nearby flammable materials, and after heavy artillery bombardment, even less flammable objects would catch fire.

The temperature of a raging fire could reach thousands of degrees. Air currents on the fireground, heated to this extent, could ignite any location they flowed into. As long as high-heat air currents continued to flow, these places would be thoroughly incinerated.

The tragic scene made Ishiwara walk quickly. Seeing a newsstand, he hurriedly went up to buy the latest newspaper. Sure enough, there was the good news Ishiwara had been expecting. Ishiwara immediately stood in front of the newsstand and began to read. Although Ishiwara was a Lieutenant General, blocking someone's stall like this was inappropriate. The adjutant beside him advised tactfully, "Your Excellency, the Minister of War is still waiting for you."

Only then did Ishiwara walk while reading the newspaper. The best news was that the current Prime Minister, Takahashi Korekiyo, had announced the end of the general mobilization and had put forward a post-disaster reconstruction plan totaling 600 million yen. Other news was passable; the Ministry of War and the Navy Ministry had issued a few bureaucratic articles as a formality, stating that national defense could not be ignored just because of the disaster.

If the Ministry of War and the Navy Ministry were truly opposing Takahashi Korekiyo, they wouldn't be singing this tune. This proved that the Japanese cabinet had actually reached a consensus.

Arriving at the Ministry of War, War Minister General Terauchi Hisaichi looked very enthusiastic, praising Ishiwara for his heroic performance in the war. But after completing the formalities, he sent Ishiwara away.

The "Japanese Military New Technology Training Bureau" was under the management of the Inspector General of Military Training. Ishiwara went to visit the current Inspector General, General Ugaki Kazushige. General Ugaki also showed that he thought highly of him, but after the formalities, he didn't say much more.

When Ishiwara arrived at his office location, he saw a small two-story building that was half-burned beside a scorched clearing. Ishiwara's adjutant had already been relieved of his duties with Ishiwara, and a liaison officer led Ishiwara here. Looking at the clearing after the disaster, the liaison officer was a bit apprehensive, worried that Ishiwara would use him as a punching bag. Unexpectedly, although Lieutenant General Ishiwara had a look of amusement on his face, he did not get angry at all. This surprised the liaison officer quite a bit.

Ishiwara wasn't faking it; he genuinely felt that this place was quite suitable as a training ground. Really quite suitable. At this moment, Ishiwara was fully certain that the war was temporarily over; Japan truly could not afford to fight a war right now.

In the evening, Ishiwara returned to the dormitory. His home in Tokyo had been destroyed in the earthquake. Before the house was destroyed, Ishiwara's wife had long since moved into the officer's quarters. The army officer's quarters had been damaged in the earthquake, but the army had strong organizational capability and had saved people in the quarters despite the earthquake, so Mrs. Ishiwara had not been injured. By this time, the quarters had already been repaired.

Just after eating a few bites, someone knocked on the door. Mrs. Ishiwara went to open it. The person outside spoke very politely but did not come in. Mrs. Ishiwara came back with a letter. Ishiwara finished his meal and drank his tea before opening the envelope. Mrs. Ishiwara was a bit curious, not knowing what letter the person outside who claimed to be from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had sent.

Seeing his wife about to ask, Ishiwara put away the letter and answered in a flat tone, "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has arranged for me to visit Lord Saionji tomorrow."

Mrs. Ishiwara was stunned. It had only taken one year for her to go from being the wife of an Army Major instructor to the wife of a Lieutenant General. However, over the past decade or so, Mrs. Ishiwara had heard the name of the great figure Saionji Kinmochi too many times. Especially a year ago, after Yamagata Aritomo died, Saionji Kinmochi had become the last and only *Genrō* (Elder Statesman) in Japan. In the past year, Japanese politics had had its ups and downs, changing Prime Ministers three times. The meetings to decide these personnel were all convened under the leadership of the Genrō, Saionji.

Seeing her baby-faced husband's indifferent appearance, Mrs. Ishiwara knew it was useless to advise him, but she still felt it would be better for her husband to be more respectful.

***

Ishiwara Kanji really didn't care about this matter. By nature, he didn't have much respect for those in power, and his experiences over the past year had given Ishiwara a deeper understanding of power itself. As long as those in power had a need, they would be courteous to the wise and condescending to scholars, and they wouldn't care about those so-called etiquettes.

Just as Ishiwara Kanji expected, Saionji summoned Ishiwara in a very relaxed environment. Upon meeting, Saionji asked, "Lieutenant General Ishiwara, did your class reunion go well?"

At this, Ishiwara Kanji had to lower his head cautiously and reply, "It was just a gathering of classmates. I didn't expect to alarm Your Excellency. This subordinate is truly fearful."

Naturally, Saionji would not like the nearly "rogue" actions of the army's frontline commanders. But Saionji still accepted the decision of these young officers. Not only Saionji, but the Japanese upper echelons also reluctantly pretended not to see it.

If it were in peacetime, Ishiwara's audacity would likely have landed him in a court-martial. But at that specific point in time, Japan urgently needed to make a decision, and normal diplomatic channels could not provide the intelligence needed to make that decision. Ishiwara broke the deadlock, allowing the Japanese upper echelons to obtain the urgently needed first-hand information: as long as Japan chose a ceasefire, the Northeast Government would not expand the war. This was a huge help for the Japanese government's subsequent decisions.

Of course, Saionji Kinmochi was not there to praise Ishiwara. The fact that the upper echelons were not pursuing the matter was already the greatest expression of benevolence. Saionji called Ishiwara there to get more information. "Ishiwara-kun, based on your observations, is He-kun anxious to unify China?"

Ishiwara answered frankly, "Your Excellency. He-kun wishes he could unify China tomorrow. But He-kun will not be swayed by his inner feelings. A military strategist like him will complete war preparations step by step. Completing the peace negotiations with Japan is also a prerequisite for launching the unification war."

Saionji hadn't heard anyone mention Ishiwara Kanji's name for a year. His current understanding of him came mostly from newspaper propaganda. Those generals with whom Saionji had good relations wouldn't go out of their way to learn about a Major who was famous in the army as a "thorn" and was still teaching at the Army War College in his thirties.

Although Ishiwara's answer at this moment still couldn't hide that arrogance, it was logical and the key points were clear. Saionji felt that Ishiwara's reputation today was not due to luck. He continued to ask, "Ishiwara-kun, is He-kun anxious for peace talks?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively, "Your Excellency, if this subordinate were in He-kun's shoes, I would launch a military strike before the preparations for the unification war were half complete. Using war to promote talks."

Saionji was somewhat shaken in his heart. He paused for a moment before continuing to ask, "Is this your judgment, Ishiwara-kun?"

Ishiwara shook his head. "This subordinate does not know what He-kun will do. If it were other Chinese power holders, they would probably send envoys to try to press for the signing of a ceasefire agreement through pressure at the negotiating table. If it were this subordinate, I would force the other side to send envoys through military pressure, and in the negotiations, this subordinate would make concessions as much as possible within the acceptable range to achieve the goal of signing a ceasefire agreement as soon as possible."

Saionji Kinmochi picked up his teacup and invited Ishiwara to drink tea, thinking while he drank. Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji's choice seemed reckless, but it was actually very smart. Japan currently didn't want to sign a ceasefire agreement at all; even if they negotiated, they would only play petty tricks. Seizing the opponent's weak point and beating them soundly, using major actions to force the opponent to give up petty tricks and sign a ceasefire agreement, was a very effective method.

Although he understood this, Saionji Kinmochi found that he still unconsciously believed that He Rui would not do that. To snuff out this fluke in his mind, Saionji asked, "Ishiwara-kun, many people in the country want to delay the negotiations."

He heard Ishiwara Kanji reply, "Your Excellency, this subordinate's influence in the army is negligible. This subordinate believes that Your Excellency might as well ask Nagata-kun. With his influence, this matter can be determined."

Saionji had thought that Ishiwara Kanji would try every means to emphasize He Rui's toughness and intelligence. He didn't expect Ishiwara to be so frank in proposing a very actionable method. With Nagata's influence in the army, this matter could indeed be pushed forward quickly.

Looking at Ishiwara Kanji, Saionji was very appreciative. The rise of such a soldier was a good thing for Japan. So Saionji asked, "Ishiwara-kun, if it were you, when would you launch the military strike?"

"If it were this subordinate, it would not be later than October 15th."

On October 7th, Nagata Tetsuzan returned to Tokyo. On October 9th, Foreign Minister Ijuin Hikokichi came to visit Saionji Kinmochi, hoping to proactively open diplomatic negotiations with the Northeast Government.

Saionji was already mentally prepared and did not discuss much, only ordering Ijuin Hikokichi to execute it as soon as possible. Watching Ijuin Hikokichi's retreating figure, Saionji remembered Ishiwara Kanji's judgment. He couldn't help but sigh with emotion; if these smart people hadn't joined the army but worked in other departments, perhaps Japan's progress would have been faster.

On October 14th, Ijuin Hikokichi passed on the negotiating content from the negotiating representatives. The Northeast Government refused all reparations and only demanded a stop to the war and the signing of a ceasefire agreement. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believed that they could launch secret diplomacy through other channels to obtain more benefits.

As early as the Paris Peace Conference in 1919, Ijuin Hikokichi had been very passive in the face of the fierce propaganda offensive by the Republic of China representatives led by Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun) because he insisted on that "secret diplomacy" set. He was criticized for passive diplomacy. If it weren't for the drastic changes in the current situation, Ijuin Hikokichi would absolutely not have assumed the post of Foreign Minister.

At this time, he wanted to pull this stunt again; truly, an old dog can't learn new tricks. Saionji called Ishiwara over again and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think He-kun will launch a military strike on October 15th?"

"This subordinate does not know how He-kun will arrange things. If it were this subordinate, this subordinate would immediately terminate negotiations and demand that the other side change their negotiating representatives. Because this subordinate believes that signing the ceasefire agreement itself is where the interest lies. As long as the goal is achieved, there is no need to care about whether this ceasefire agreement is fragile."

"...Ishiwara-kun, forgive me for asking, did He-kun and Ishiwara-kun have a deep conversation?" Saionji Kinmochi had to ask such a question.

Ishiwara Kanji showed no fear. "Your Excellency, at the class reunion, He-kun said to the classmates that his strategy for the unification war is to learn from Bismarck. Bismarck clarified his thinking in his most famous speech before launching the unification war. 'Since the Treaty of Vienna, our borders have been ill-designed for a healthy body politic. The great questions of the time will not be resolved by speeches and majority decisions—that was the great mistake of 1848 and 1849—but by iron and blood.'"

Saionji was quite appreciative that Ishiwara Kanji could recite the content of Bismarck's "Blood and Iron" speech in its entirety. The vast majority of people who claimed to admire Bismarck thought that Bismarck used a policy of iron and blood to deal with the unification war. Such people had never even read the original text of Bismarck's unification war, and even if they had read it, they didn't understand it.

"Our borders have been ill-designed for a healthy body politic"—this was the reason Bismarck adopted the policy of iron and blood. The shape of the German states was largely due to the fact that 300 years ago, French Prime Minister Richelieu had pushed for it in order to construct a geopolitical situation favorable to France.

Afterward, Bismarck maneuvered among the European powers, always maintaining a geopolitical situation favorable to Germany. He was praised for dancing on five eggs. Where was the smell of iron and blood?

What He Rui wanted to do now was the same. The ceasefire agreement was a clear political statement, meaning He Rui could announce to his country that he had achieved stability in diplomacy. If Japan refused to compromise on its diplomatic stance, He Rui could only continue to force Japan to compromise. Especially now when Japan lacked military strength.

Saionji Kinmochi made a decision at this moment: he would personally go to Seoul.

On October 21st, Saionji met the long-absent He Rui at the Japanese Governor-General's Office in Korea. Seeing that He Rui already had white hair, Saionji wanted to tease him a little, but the words reached his lips and he couldn't say them.

In Japan, truly powerful politicians all had heads of white hair after working for the country for eight years. Let alone eight years, just four years of toil was enough to exhaust one's mental and physical strength.

However, He Rui's gaze was deep and bright, and the steadiness in his gestures was unique to those power holders who had been through trials and tribulations. Having seen so much and experienced so much, nothing could stop these people from constantly moving forward for the ideals in their hearts.

Saionji only allowed a minimum number of people to participate in the talks. He Rui's attitude was very straightforward, and what he said was still those two most basic points. 1. Ceasefire based on the border. 2. Sign a ceasefire agreement.

Since the Northeast side only requested the announcement of the ceasefire time in the ceasefire agreement and had no other additional content, just as Ishiwara Kanji had predicted, this was a ceasefire agreement so thin it could be torn up at any time. Saionji replied, "I agree in principle."

Only then did He Rui say, "If the ceasefire agreement is reached, in view of the natural disaster Japan is currently suffering, out of humanitarian spirit, the Northeast Government is willing to unconditionally donate materials worth 5 million silver dollars to the Japanese government. I hope the Japanese government can accept it."

Saionji smiled bitterly in his heart; this was "making concessions as much as possible within the acceptable range," right? The 5 million silver dollars from the Northeast was probably equivalent to 5 million yen in value. This was indeed a sum of money, but for Japan, it could only be said to be a drop in the bucket.

But Saionji knew very well that if hundreds of thousands of Japanese troops continued to be stationed along the Yalu River, they would consume more funds every day. Such a ceasefire was certainly painful for Japan, but not ceasing fire would only be more painful.

"I will report this matter to the country. I wonder if He-kun can wait a few more days in Seoul?" Saionji asked.

He Rui nodded, expressing agreement. That evening, Saionji invited He Rui to have dinner together. The food was very ordinary. The two of them didn't care about eating to begin with, so naturally, they didn't pay attention to it.

After moving his chopsticks slightly, Saionji didn't even notice what kind of vegetable leaf he had eaten, and asked, "He-kun, what will the future East Asia look like?"

He Rui hadn't eaten yet. Hearing Saionji's inquiry, he put down the chopsticks he had picked up. "Lord Saionji, the future situation in East Asia depends on changes in the world situation. The reconstruction of the Far East order implies that the economic system of the entire world has ended. The current world situation is brewing a new collapse. Under the old order, the era of industrial nations obtaining excess profits has ended. Since foreign wars are costly and cannot generate revenue, countries must turn inward. Their domestic contradictions are bound to intensify. When contradictions intensify to a certain stage, they will trigger new wars. The breadth, depth, and intensity of future wars will be unprecedented and will inevitably completely change the current world order. Whichever country can stabilize its development by smoothing out its internal national order in the future will be able to win the future war and dominate the future world pattern."

Saionji didn't think there was anything special about this prediction; there was no shortage of people in Japan who held this view. He asked, "Does He-kun think China can win the future?"

He Rui shook his head. "It is not that China can win, but that a more powerful civilization can win. Chinese civilization has continued for thousands of years. Although its civilization development has been interrupted time and again because it could not solve the insoluble problem of efficiency and equity, every time it rebuilt, it would absorb previous lessons and make adjustments and improvements. Western civilization rose entirely by relying on the leading advantage of the new tool of science and technology. In this aspect, they indeed occupied an advantage. But after China truly masters this advantage, the West will return to their rightful position in these fields within a few decades. At that time, the West will have to face the insoluble problem of efficiency and equity. Judging from Western history, they collapse completely every time. So my judgment of them is not optimistic."

Saionji finally became somewhat curious. "Then what kind of civilization will China eventually create?"

"Your Excellency, I don't know specifically what it will be like either. For example, right now China still has peasants. Being a peasant itself is an identity, a lifestyle. With the development of industrial technology, agricultural workers producing grain products will engage in agricultural production, and the identity of the peasant will disappear. When peasants disappear, the so-called agricultural civilization will also disappear. I can determine that this is an inevitable direction, but only after it truly appears can we understand what it will specifically be like. So I have no way to answer Your Excellency's question."

Saionji tried to ponder He Rui's words but found that he was old. No matter how he imagined it, Saionji couldn't imagine what a country without peasants would look like. But decades ago, when Saionji went to study in Europe, he could perfectly imagine the direction Japan should go through everything he saw.

With a sigh carrying a hint of sadness, Saionji asked, "What does He-kun think the future world civilization should be like?"

He Rui answered decisively, "That must be a world that constantly progresses through the development of productive forces. The world will no longer be a coliseum for great powers, but a new order working hard for human development. In that era, what really needs to be considered is the insolubility of efficiency and equity, rather than using this insolubility as an excuse for wanton plunder."
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On October 25, 1923, the signing ceremony took place in the center of a pontoon bridge on the Yalu River. This bridge had been widened to over ten meters. Thick wooden planks were laid across it, and although the table placed on top rose and fell slightly with the water, it did not affect writing.

The autumn wind blew over the curtains beside the signing table, whistling loudly. On both sides of the Yalu River, hundreds of thousands of Chinese and Japanese troops stood in neat formation, all waiting for the signing of the armistice agreement to be completed.

Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs Ijuin Hikokichi, with a stern face, finished signing the armistice agreement, and the secretary behind him handed the document to He Rui's side. He Rui had already signed his copy. The two sides exchanged documents, completing the signing. Legally, the Northeast Government and the Japanese government had officially ceased hostilities.

There was no applause, nor did the two sides shake hands in congratulations. The Japanese representatives looked cold, standing up and leaving immediately. The Northeast Government representatives wore smiles and shook hands with each other. He Rui did not expect to say anything more to Saionji Kinmochi; he simply nodded to Saionji, who was observing the ceremony, and then led the Northeast Government delegation away from the signing venue.

The armistice was established at this moment.

Yan Huiqing, observing the ceremony, felt that the signing venue, simple to the point of being shabby, was like a magnificent hall. A diplomatic ceremony resulting from a direction led by China was a grand event Yan Huiqing had never experienced in his life. But this moment was too short, so short that Yan Huiqing didn't even have time to savor it. Seeing the Northeast Army already beginning to evacuate the negotiation venue, Yan Huiqing hurriedly asked the colleague beside him responsible for photography, "Did all three cameras capture it? Don't let there be issues with the film resulting in no photos being handed down to future generations!"

The comrade responsible for photography came from the *Northeast Daily*. In a cheerful mood, he didn't mind the mistrust in Yan Huiqing's words. Everyone could understand this feeling; for such an important matter, images must be left behind! Any amount of worry was understandable.

Yan Huiqing was feeling somewhat at a loss amidst the lively crowd inside China's border when Director Liu of the Foreign Affairs Bureau arrived beside him. "Mr. Yan, the Chairman wants to see us."

Yan Huiqing's spirits lifted, and he followed Director Liu. The meeting took place inside a bunker within the Yalu River defense line. Director Liu gave a brief report on the preparations for the War of Unification, and then asked Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun to report on legal issues.

Gu Weijun was in high spirits, but his expression was even more solemn and serious. "For our side to engage in war with Britain without any restrictions, we need to be in a situation of mutual non-recognition. The Northeast Government must first declare itself the Central Government of the Republic of China, shedding the identity of the Northeast Government. After all, the Northeast Government is a legitimate local government currently recognized by Britain. As a local government under the Central Government of the Republic of China, the Northeast Government naturally acknowledges the British government recognized by the Central Government of the Republic of China as a legitimate government."

He Rui nodded slightly. "To achieve our goal legally, what should the process be?"

Gu Weijun pressed, "Chairman He, must you do this? If Britain does not recognize us as the legitimate government, no country in the world will recognize us."

He Rui nodded. "Therefore, in all our subsequent conflicts with Britain, the goal is to force Britain to sign a Sino-British Joint Declaration with us, and to issue three communiqués."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't help but laugh aloud. Gu Weijun felt He Rui's choice was too radical. Although as a public servant and international law expert, Gu Weijun could complete the assigned tasks, he still could not agree with He Rui's decision.

Yan Huiqing looked at He Rui's hearty laughter with interest. It was a smile from the heart, and it had a feeling of 'nostalgia'. Yan Huiqing felt curious, wondering what He Rui was nostalgic for.

He Rui was nostalgic for the Three Joint Communiqués between New China and the United States, which were diplomatic masterpieces led by Chairman Mao. The Three Joint Communiqués not only announced the foundation of Sino-US diplomacy to the world but also served as the foundation and benchmark for other countries in the world to establish diplomatic relations with China. If He Rui now forced Britain to sign a joint declaration through struggle, the diplomatic baseline with other powers could also be drawn.

Of course, this strategy was not the only choice. Just as the strategic choice for China's War of Unification also had many other possibilities. He Rui decided to choose to learn from and borrow these strategies because these plans themselves were extremely proactive and aggressive.

Germany developed extremely rapidly after Bismarck's unification, and New China's diplomatic development was also excellent, whether after the Korean War or after exporting revolution and finally signing the Three Joint Communiqués with the United States.

Unsuccessful cases were all related to 'insufficient struggle'. India's independence, and the diplomatic relations between African countries and the powers. It was not that those leaders did not want to obtain the best results, but that insufficient struggle led to compromise, and from then on, they lost the initiative.

Gathering his thoughts, He Rui asked, "If we follow this goal, what should the process be?"

Gu Weijun looked at Yan Huiqing, and Yan Huiqing replied, "Chairman, after discussing with Director Liu, we have arrived at the following process. We must engage in a military conflict with Britain before marching into the capital. When we march to the vicinity of the capital, the President, Premier, and other officials of the Republic must announce their collective resignation. Afterwards, our side will enter the capital and actively declare ourselves the Central Government of the Republic of China. Only by doing this can we ensure that our side has no succession relationship with the previous Central Government of the Republic. In terms of international law and international conventions, foreign governments should not immediately recognize our side as the legitimate central regime of China. Especially since our side will have first erupted in military conflict with Britain, it is even less likely for Britain to actively recognize our government. After that, our side will be free from the constraints of international law and can act as we see fit."

Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu, who was by He Rui's side, listened to the expert's description and found it completely consistent with the course of action He Rui had decided on earlier. He was very happy in his heart. Just as he was rejoicing at being able to thrash the foreign garrisons in China, he heard Yan Huiqing add, "Chairman, there is another key point here. If our side erupts in armed conflict with foreign garrisons in China, it is best not to use military operations as the reason, but rather police actions."

Zhong Yifu did not quite understand the meaning of this. Seeing that Yan Huiqing had no intention of explaining, he asked, "What does this mean?"

Yan Huiqing saw He Rui's expression and felt that He Rui understood. But he hadn't noticed that Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu didn't seem to understand, so he hurriedly explained, "If we use military operations as the reason, it might be used by others to confuse it with a declaration of war. If we use police actions as the reason, our operation is bandit suppression, not attacking foreign armies."

Zhong Yifu still couldn't quite understand. "Mr. Yan, according to what you say, can we completely avoid foreign countries using this as an excuse to declare war on us by using bandit suppression as the reason for taking action?"

Yan Huiqing shook his head. "If foreign countries are determined to declare war, any reason can become an excuse for declaring war. My suggestion is to reduce the excuses for foreign countries to declare war as much as possible."

Speaking of this, Yan Huiqing suddenly felt a burst of loss in his heart. Declaration of war or not simply depended on willingness. In the past, when the powers launched military strikes against China, they didn't necessarily care about declaring war.

But after this burst of loss, Yan Huiqing tried hard to cheer himself up. Although Japan's power could not be mentioned in the same breath as the European and American powers, China had at least achieved its strategic intentions through war. Yan Huiqing had to keep up with the Northeast Government's extremely proactive and aggressive thinking; at least at this time, the gap between the Northeast Government and the world powers had greatly narrowed. The Northeast Government might not lose to the European and American powers.

He Rui continued to ask, "Is there any other content?"

Yan Huiqing shook his head. Although it seemed like a short conversation, it had actually consumed a lot of energy for him and Gu Weijun. Especially since the two had to adjust their mindset while working, it was truly arduous.

"Thank you both for your work." He Rui stood up and shook hands with Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun.

On the way back to Shenyang, Zhong Yifu and Cheng Ruofan discussed their views on this meeting in low voices. Soon, Zhong Yifu said to He Rui, who was resting with his eyes closed, "Chairman, I have some new ideas." Seeing He Rui didn't react, Zhong Yifu nudged He Rui's arm. "Chairman?"

He Rui woke up from a half-dreaming state. In that vague dream, He Rui was issuing orders to Chinese armored units entering Vietnam, ordering the armored group army composed entirely of light tanks to drive south quickly and completely resolve the enemies in the Indochina Peninsula. Hundreds of tanks, with structures more reasonable than the German Panzer II of World War II, were traversing the tropical rainforests and mountains, pouncing towards the enemy.

At the same time, an aircraft carrier formation with several Sino-Japanese joint fleet carriers as the core had already sailed to the vicinity of Cam Ranh Bay. While continuing south, reconnaissance planes took off non-stop, searching for the joint fleet of Britain, the Netherlands, and France in the South China Sea...

Waking up suddenly at this moment, He Rui was a bit unaccustomed for a moment. He steadied his mind before pulling himself back to reality.

Zhong Yifu advised, "Chairman, do you want to rest for a while?"

He Rui smiled bitterly. "I already rested just now. Speak, what ideas do you have?"

Zhong Yifu then replied, "Chairman, after Chief of Staff Cheng and I considered the ideas proposed by the Foreign Affairs Bureau, we found that we have two choices. The first is naturally to explain clearly to Duan Qirui and let Duan Qirui cooperate with us in acting out this play. The other is to kill our way down directly. Given Duan Qirui's personality, as long as we act, Duan Qirui's reaction will likely be the same as we expect. I personally worry that Duan Qirui will choose to defect to Britain. The second plan is safer."

He Rui took out a cigarette and replied before lighting it, "No. I will send... Director Zhao to see Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang, and tell them the general process of our plan."

Hearing the sound of the lighter, Cheng Ruofan's throat couldn't help but move a little, but thinking that he had decided to quit cigarettes, Cheng Ruofan rubbed his nose. "Chairman, Duan Qirui has reached the final juncture, he will definitely want to make a last gamble. If we let Duan Qirui know at this time that we are going to be enemies with Britain, he will very likely feel that the 200,000 Beiyang troops in his hands can be sold for a good price, and it will be even harder for us to persuade him."

He Rui took a drag and nodded in agreement. "Precisely because of this, we must treat him with courtesy. Duan Qirui alone is not worth mentioning. In the long run, if the middle and upper-ranking officers in the 200,000 Beiyang troops know our intentions, and after being defeated, see that our army is indeed advancing step by step according to our plan, the positive effect on our army's future will outweigh the negative effect. We also cannot rule out the possibility that Duan Qirui will ultimately choose to cooperate. Perhaps under heavy pressure, he will understand that resistance has no future, and only adapting to the situation is the best policy."

Zhong Yifu and Cheng Ruofan did not understand Duan Qirui and could not make a judgment. However, the plan was originally based on total war, and Duan Qirui's decision indeed could not affect much. So they agreed.

He Rui, Zhong Yifu, and Cheng Ruofan went through the plan again and didn't find anything else they hadn't considered. So it was decided. He Rui also proposed the time for launching the campaign. "Since the armistice agreement has been signed, the Japanese army will begin to withdraw. We could actually wait until the Japanese army begins a large-scale demobilization, but I don't want to wait any longer. According to the General Staff's judgment, our army can now maintain the Yalu River defense line with only 300,000 main force troops coordinating with 500,000 new recruits. We'll just wait for half of the Japanese army to withdraw, then start moving south. As for the time, at the latest by 0:00 on November 11th, we will start moving south."

Cheng Ruofan pressed, "The candidate for the commander staying behind in the Northeast has been determined. It's Xiushan and Silang. Who do you prefer, Chairman?"

"Silang has a straightforward personality. I want him to go to Shaanxi. The people there deal most easily with straightforward people. The Northeast needs a comrade with meticulous thinking to hold down the fort so that everyone can be at ease."

Cheng Ruofan and Zhong Yifu looked at each other and felt there were no other issues. The two stood up and said, "Chairman, please rest a bit first. We are also going to sleep for a while."

He Rui knew that the comrades cared about him, so he stood up. "This time my main energy will be on politics and economy. The military work will be borne more by the General Staff."

"Yes!" Zhong Yifu's eyes shone, and he couldn't help but speak his mind. "Chairman, watching the comrades thrash the Japanese, I was truly envious. This time, please watch my performance, comrades!"

Fighting foreign invaders was just so happy. He Rui could completely understand Zheng Silang's excitement and smiled. "I will wait and see, waiting for good news!"
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Zhao Tianlin, the former president of the National Peiyang University, arrived in the capital and was welcomed by Huang Fu, the Beiyang Minister of Education. Huang Fu had studied in Japan in his early years, successively attending the Tokyo Shinbu School and the Topography Department of the Japanese Army Land Survey Department. He later joined the Tongmenghui and returned to China in 1910.

Unlike Zhao Tianlin, Huang Fu turned to join the Revolutionary Party after the Xinhai Revolution. After the failure of the Second Revolution, he was wanted by Yuan Shikai and fled to the United States, only returning to China after Yuan Shikai's failed attempt to proclaim himself emperor in 1915. He increasingly associated with figures in the Beiyang clique and was subsequently employed by Xu Shichang.

Upon seeing Zhao Tianlin, Huang Fu couldn't help but stare for a moment at this Doctor of Law who already enjoyed a considerable reputation. Zhao Tianlin and Huang Fu had gone abroad to study at roughly the same time, but now Zhao Tianlin was already an important figure in education and diplomacy within the Northeast Government. Among the Beiyang figures, Zhao Tianlin's prestige and status were unmatched by ordinary Beiyang civil officials.

Zhao Tianlin appeared elegant and behaved with composure. The scholarly air combined with the sophistication gained from holding high office was something few Beiyang figures could match. Huang Fu couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy and sighed, "Brother Zhao, the Great President and the Premier are looking forward to your visit. The car is ready, please come with me."

Zhao Tianlin saw that Huang Fu was also a striking figure, but he lacked the deep-seated composure that the various bureau directors of the Northeast Government had developed through their extensive experience. He gave off a feeling of being somewhat frail. Zhao replied, "I apologize for troubling Minister Huang."

On the way, Zhao Tianlin was preoccupied with how to communicate with Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui. Seeing Zhao Tianlin's calm and self-possessed demeanor, Huang Fu found himself unable to strike up a conversation, feeling even more inferior in his heart.

Arriving at the Presidential Palace at Iron Lion Hutong, military officers were already waiting at the entrance to welcome them. Zhao Tianlin entered the Presidential Palace. Huang Fu didn't even have the opportunity to sit in on the meeting, which left him feeling truly regretful. Although Zhao Tianlin was only an official of the Fengtian clique and his official rank was technically below Huang Fu's, his actual status and standing were worlds apart. Huang Fu felt disheartened, convinced that the days of this Beiyang government were numbered.

Inside the Presidential Palace, Xu Shichang welcomed Zhao Tianlin. The two discussed old acquaintances they both knew in the Beiyang clique, discovering that those people were now doing rather mediocrely. Just as Xu Shichang was lamenting this, Duan Qirui arrived. After an exchange of greetings, they took their seats again. Zhao Tianlin glanced at the guards nearby, and Duan Qirui dismissed them for the time being.

Only then did Zhao Tianlin inform Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui of He Rui's arrangements. The guards were actually standing guard at the door, and through the glass windows, they could see the three men talking inside. Xu Shichang's expression grew increasingly grave, and Duan Qirui even stood up, clasping his hands behind his back and pacing back and forth in the room. When Duan Qirui sat down, they faintly heard him shout angrily, "Brother He actually wants to plunge the country into the flames of war! Does he not care about the people being plunged into misery?"

Xu Shichang spoke in a low voice throughout, and they could only see him talking. After Xu Shichang finished, Zhao Tianlin said something to Duan Qirui. Then Duan Qirui stood up again and continued to pace with his hands behind his back.

The guards dared not look too closely and resumed their posture of standing at attention outside the door.

At this moment, inside the room, Duan Qirui was both angry and anxious. He was indeed shocked by He Rui's operation plan. Duan Qirui had originally thought that He Rui would settle down after fighting Japan. He hadn't expected that He Rui intended to continue challenging the Great Powers, and not just one, but to wipe out the foreign garrisons in Tanggu. Those were garrisons dispatched by the Great Powers under the Boxer Protocol. He Rui was going to offend all the Great Powers at once.

When he questioned Zhao Tianlin, Zhao Tianlin replied in his consistently gentle and elegant voice, "According to statistics from recent years, every winter in Shanghai alone, two thousand people die from exposure and are collected from the streets. The major cities in Jiangsu and Zhejiang are not much better. Beijing and Tianjin have been slightly better in the past two years, but that is also because of the Great Drought of 1920, which caused nearly ten million northern disaster victims to flee to the Northeast, leading to a sharp decrease in the number of poor people in the north. This is the only reason there have been fewer deaths. Given China's current situation, are the people not being 'plunged into misery' every single day?"

Even Duan Qirui found it hard to maintain his composure in the face of such a rhetorical question. Moreover, what Zhao said was true, especially regarding the fact that the lives of the villagers in the north seemed easier these past two years because the destitute had run off to the Northeast to survive. Duan Qirui had actually thought it was due to his own effective governance. Being told this by Zhao Tianlin, he suddenly realized the truth. Things were not as Duan Qirui had imagined. This made it even harder for Duan Qirui to maintain his dignity.

Xu Shichang, on the other hand, did not think that much. Things had reached a point where he could no longer influence them. He simply asked, "Director Zhao, what exactly does Brother He intend by sending you here?"

Zhao Tianlin then informed Xu Shichang of the parts of He Rui's plan that concerned the Beiyang government. Xu Shichang wasn't particularly surprised at this point; he simply pressed, "Director Zhao, does Brother He really intend to go to this extent?"

Zhao Tianlin's tone remained gentle. "Great President. This war is fought for the country. No matter how dangerous it is, it must be fought. What are the foreign garrisons in Tanggu there for? Is it not to threaten the capital at any moment and overthrow the government? 'How can one allow others to sleep beside one's bed?' The foreign garrisons in Tanggu must be annihilated. Annihilating these foreign garrisons will inevitably lead to conflict with the Great Powers. Chairman He simply refuses to bury his head in the sand."

Xu Shichang no longer really doubted that He Rui sincerely wanted to revitalize China. In recent years, the domestic call for abolishing concessions and restoring sovereignty had grown louder and louder. After He Rui dealt a heavy blow to Japan, although a large number of radical youths had gone to the Northeast to join He Rui, leaving the area south of the pass somewhat quieter, this public sentiment had already formed, and Xu Shichang was very clear about it.

Anyone who opposed foreigners acting tyrannically in China believed that He Rui had the ability to change this status quo. Even if only for his own image, He Rui could not go against this public sentiment.

Finally, Xu Shichang said, "So Brother He feels that us old fellows are still of some use, which is why he sent Director Zhao to pass a message."

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly. "Chairman He knows that both of you are patriots, so he sent me here to invite you to participate in this cause."

Duan Qirui suppressed his displeasure and sat back in his seat. "What about the Beiyang brothers? Some of them are uneasy in their hearts; does Brother He not care about that?"
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Chapter 330: Meeting (10)
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❧ ❧ ❧


As Zhao Tianlin entered the Presidential Palace, he noticed the reception room's decoration was truly outdated and uncoordinated. Porcelain and antiques from the Qing Dynasty, calligraphy and paintings favored by scholar-officials, and Western clocks were all placed in the same room, failing to reflect any style of the Presidential Palace's owner.

It wasn't just the mix of items; the colors, textures, and styles were completely chaotic. In contrast, He Rui's reception room, though simple, was extremely practical, monotonous but unified in style.

In this chaotic reception room of the Beiyang Presidential Palace, Zhao Tianlin finally heard Duan Qirui speak his mind, feeling a sense of relief. They could finally discuss the most critical issues and end these meaningless debates.

Zhao Tianlin pushed up his glasses and looked into Duan Qirui's eyes. In those eyes, there was unconcealable unease and anxiety. Zhao Tianlin asked, "Premier Duan, this subordinate believes that Premier Duan is a patriot."

Duan Qirui frowned; he hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to speak such grand but empty words at this juncture.

Zhao Tianlin could understand Duan Qirui's displeasure. In the process of teaching, smart yet stubborn students would feel unhappy when forced to accept learning content they didn't agree with. Their expressions then were not much different from Duan Qirui's now. But this didn't stop Zhao Tianlin from continuing to instill knowledge, because this knowledge was the foundation of Zhao Tianlin's understanding of the world.

"The officials and soldiers of the Northeast are all human. They know very well that if a person owns ten thousand *mu* of fertile land, it means they possess great wealth and respectability. In this regard, people in the Northeast are no different from those in the capital. The current Beijing government relies on the Beiyang brothers for support, and Premier Duan must seek a better future for them. But if this future conflicts with the future of China's rejuvenation, this subordinate believes Premier Duan will choose the greater good of the nation."

Duan Qirui replied unhappily, "Is Director Zhao blaming me?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "Premier Duan, the Northeast Government's land policy was not decided by Chairman He alone, but is a policy recognized and supported by the millions of Northeast Government personnel and the 40 million people of the Northeast. Because the old policies cannot realize the people's expectations for a better life, nor can they solve China's problems. Everything so far has proven that the Northeast Government's policies are effective. If promoted nationwide, the entire country can become just as powerful. This is what this subordinate wants to discuss with the Premier. As for the future of the Beiyang brothers, as the saying goes, a rising tide lifts all boats. The Northeast has become strong, and nearly ten million disaster victims have not only survived there but are living much better lives than before. If China becomes strong, how could the Beiyang brothers possibly live worse off than before?"

Duan Qirui knew he couldn't argue with Zhao Tianlin on this point and had to soften his stance. "Director Zhao, there are always few sages and many confused people in the world. The Beiyang brothers are the same. When talking about national righteousness, they pay lip service to it, but actually treat it as wind past their ears. If a month's military pay is a day late, they will immediately make a noise. I'm afraid talking to them about this is useless."

Zhao Tianlin didn't intend to dwell on this. Based on Duan Qirui's thinking, saying more would be useless. Zhao Tianlin gave Duan Qirui a final chance to choose. "This subordinate came here under orders to ask for the decision of President Xu and Premier Duan. With the prestige of President Xu and Premier Duan, as long as you two make a decision, most Beiyang brothers will still follow."

Xu Shichang heard the tone of an ultimatum and said, "The journey from Shenyang to the capital is long; Director Zhao must be tired. Why don't we stop here for today? A meager banquet has been prepared to welcome Director Zhao."

Duan Qirui also felt they couldn't continue talking, so he seconded Xu Shichang. Zhao Tianlin had already determined that Duan Qirui was unreliable and smiled, "I will defer to the hosts. This subordinate will follow whatever arrangements you two make."

Personnel at the Presidential Palace attended to Zhao Tianlin, while Xu Shichang kept Duan Qirui for a private talk. Seeing Duan Qirui's somewhat ferocious expression, Xu Shichang sighed, "Brother Duan, why not endure for now? He Rui is going to offend all the Great Powers; I'm afraid he won't be able to hold out."

Duan Qirui didn't see it that way. As a graduate of the Japanese Army Academy, Duan Qirui could judge the general situation. The Northeast's greatest advantage over the capital was that its finances were self-sufficient and didn't rely on loans. So, unless the Great Powers sent troops directly, thinking they could control He Rui through tariffs was wishful thinking.

Now He Rui had stabilized the Soviet Union and defeated Japan. The Soviet Union was already opposed to Britain and France; what price would Britain and France have to pay to get the Soviet Union to attack the Northeast from behind? At least Duan Qirui couldn't imagine it.

As for Japan, although areas outside the Great Kanto Earthquake were not affected, Japan's core industrial zone had collapsed, and reconstruction would take time. Moreover, Japan had used up its money in the war, and its domestic economy was extremely tight. Japan could no longer afford to fight.

If they wanted to fight, Britain and France would have to pay to arm Japan, a huge sum. Britain and France would certainly not be willing to pay.

Britain and France might be able to send 100,000 troops to fight in China. If facing the Beiyang government or the southern rebels, these 100,000 troops would certainly win. However, in the great war between the Northeast and Japan, Japan's million-strong army failed to defeat the Northeast. Sending 100,000 British and French army troops into China would be no different from sending them to their deaths.

As for Britain and France transporting a million troops to China, Duan Qirui knew that was absolutely impossible. After graduating from the Japanese Army Academy, Duan Qirui had at least that much basic military common sense.

He Rui was indeed going to offend all the Great Powers, but only offend them. If the Great Powers just cursed him verbally, let alone He Rui, even Duan Qirui wouldn't be afraid. What Duan Qirui feared was the Great Powers' armies actually attacking and annihilating the Anhui clique's Beiyang Army.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui asked, "The President must have already made a decision."

Xu Shichang indeed had a decision and smiled, "With national affairs before us, we naturally must consider the country."

Duan Qirui felt a pang in his heart. Helping Xu Shichang to the position of President had resulted in this. Even though Duan Qirui felt Xu Shichang didn't owe him anything, he still felt as if he had been betrayed.

Xu Shichang had been pushed up by Duan Qirui; he had neither military power nor financial power, so being President didn't really matter to him. Now that he had made a decision, he said, "If we can have a future like Lord Zhang [Zhang Xiluan], it would be a perfect ending."

Duan Qirui was shaken. Zhang Xiluan's example was right in front of them. Because he fully supported He Rui, the stronger He Rui became, the higher Zhang Xiluan's evaluation rose. In Duan Qirui's view, Zhang Xiluan's own ability was actually unworthy of his current prestige. However, Zhang Xiluan had self-knowledge; he asked for nothing but didn't shirk responsibility. As a peer of Zhang Xiluan, Duan Qirui knew Zhang Xiluan was only of average talent, yet in future history books, Zhang Xiluan would surely be described as having superb insight, being generous and heroic, and worrying about the country and the people. His evaluation would be higher than Yuan Shikai's.

Now Zhang Xiluan had secured his reputation both in life and after death, while Duan Qirui faced the possibility of ruin because he had to consider the Beiyang brothers. For a moment, Duan Qirui felt disheartened. He sighed, "Since President Xu says so, I can only show my hand to the Beiyang brothers. As for the future, let fate decide."

With that, he stood up and left the Presidential Palace reception room.

Xu Shichang didn't stand up. He looked at everything around him, thinking that he wouldn't be sitting here for many more days. He called the orderly and ordered, "Make tea!"

The aroma of the tea spread through the empty reception room. The pure scent didn't change just because it was faint. Xu Shichang picked up the teacup to take a sip, but felt a surge of emotion in his chest rush to his head. Putting down the teacup, Xu Shichang slapped the table and stood up, striking a pose and shouting: "Drink! Ah..."

Then he sang with emotion: "In vain I wipe a hero's tears, facing a hermit's home. Thanking the compassionate for tonsure beneath the lotus platform, having no destiny, we separate in the blink of an eye. Naked I came and naked I go, without a care. Where to find a straw raincoat and bamboo hat to travel alone? I'll let my straw shoes and broken bowl follow fate..."

At this moment, Duan Qirui was outside the door. Through the glass window, he watched Xu Shichang sing this aria, standing rooted to the spot. Only after going outside the Presidential Palace did Duan Qirui realize he wasn't wearing his military cap. After recalling for a moment, he remembered that upon hearing He Rui was going to move against the Great Powers, he had taken off his cap in agitation and thrown it on the sofa. When leaving, he was too agitated and forgot to take it.

Duan Qirui felt stifled in his chest, so he decided to come back personally to retrieve his cap, but he didn't expect to see Xu Shichang singing this segment of "The Parasite Grass" alone in the empty reception room.

He had thought Xu Shichang was just someone who rose by borrowing others' power. Only now did Duan Qirui truly feel that Xu Shichang also had the heart to achieve great deeds. Hearing this generous and desolate song, and seeing Xu Shichang cover his face with his hand after singing, his shoulders twitching slightly, Duan Qirui felt empathy. His nose soured, and long-absent tears burst from his eyes.

The guards beside him saw two streams of tears sliding down Duan Qirui's cheeks and quickly lowered their heads. Duan Qirui no longer thought about retrieving his cap. He raised his hand to wipe away the tears, his expression returning to its usual coldness. He turned and walked out.

Although his expression had regained composure, Duan Qirui felt dead inside. Previously, Duan Qirui felt that Yuan Shikai's death after failing to proclaim himself emperor was truly a failure. Now, Duan Qirui suddenly realized that his own life was just walking on the path opened up by Yuan Shikai. Walking on a path opened by others, no matter how far one went, one was just a passerby.

Yuan Shikai's life had successes and failures. Duan Qirui didn't even qualify for success, let alone failure.

Duan Qirui remembered that although He Rui opposed Yuan Shikai's proclamation as emperor, he pointed out that Yuan Shikai's goal was to achieve unity, a desperate gamble. So, Duan Qirui's road had reached its end. If he still wanted to try to struggle, how should he be evaluated?

Zhao Tianlin had internally given up on persuading Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui, so he relaxed. But unexpectedly, starting the next day, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang showed a posture of full cooperation. They asked in detail about what they needed to do, without asking why, only clarifying the specific time and their specific actions.

Later, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang asked Zhao Tianlin to bring a message to He Rui, "Since Brother He fears neither life nor death for the country, we are overjoyed to be able to lend Brother He a hand. As for the Beiyang brothers, we have already talked to them. Those who care about the country will naturally stay in the capital. The others, let them go. Please ask Brother He to not mind this matter. Please ask him to prioritize the country."

The two big figures of Beiyang surrendered so thoroughly that Zhao Tianlin felt something was wrong. But he couldn't ask now, so he could only promise them again, "It is the country's fortune that you two are so profoundly righteous. The Northeast Government's promise regarding the treatment of Beiyang will certainly be honored. Please rest assured."

Duan Qirui smiled faintly, "The country has suffered so much, and the people are in dire straits. The whole world expects Brother He to lead China out of this situation. Please ask Brother He to send troops as soon as possible. I will wait in the capital to meet with Brother He."

Seeing the matter was settled, Zhao Tianlin stood up to take his leave and returned to Shenyang without stopping. When he returned to Shenyang, it was November 5th, only six days before the deadline for the Northeast Army to march south. The Northeast Government had also received telegram contact from the capital. The Northeast Army had already made demands to Duan Qirui: all Beiyang troops willing to accept reorganization must wait in designated areas. The Northeast Army would deal with any Beiyang troops outside the designated areas on their own.

Learning that Duan Qirui was not stalling, Zhao Tianlin felt much more relaxed and smiled, "Civil war is not like foreign war; if we can shed less blood, we should."

He Rui nodded and handed a document to Zhao Tianlin. Zhao Tianlin read it for a moment, his expression turning serious. After finishing it, he sighed, "The Chairman classifies those resistors as war criminals; legally, there is nothing wrong with that. But isn't using 'war criminal' to define the armed forces of landlords and gentry a bit of an overreaction?"

He Rui shook his head. "Landlords and local forces will certainly use force to oppose us. This period will probably last for two years. We naturally must define them clearly. If they are bandits, it is naturally bandit suppression. If they are military actions launched by local armed forces, they are actions launched based on political reasons, which are acts of war against the new regime. I don't know much about the law; this work naturally has to be handled by an expert like Director Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment and felt there was no problem legally, but it felt strange out of habit. Finally, he replied, "I will find someone to study this issue and give a result as soon as possible. But now, the hostile actions of the armed forces in various provinces can indeed be unambiguously classified as acts of war. If they are captured after defeat, they are naturally war criminals."

"One more thing," He Rui continued. "When the local situation stabilizes, I plan to start land redemption in the northern plains first to complete state ownership of land."

"Land redemption... that will cost a lot of money!" Zhao Tianlin felt he was stuttering a bit.

He Rui nodded. He had only tried discussing this with Wu Youping and Xu Chengfeng, and their reactions were much bigger than Zhao Tianlin's. Moreover, both were very worried about this seemingly whimsical policy. Instead, Zhao Tianlin looked calmer, so He Rui couldn't help but say a few more words. "State ownership of land is a very high-risk policy, but any policy has huge risks. From a revenue perspective, the actual revenue from state ownership of land is also huge. This matter needs to be put on the agenda. I will hold a special meeting after stabilizing the northern region."

"Where is the revenue?" Zhao Tianlin asked carefully for confirmation.

"Currently, China's land is undoubtedly under private ownership; we can't pretend not to see it. If we change it to collective ownership by the locality, there are still too many problems. Especially in organizing production, there will be many future troubles. The biggest benefit of land redemption is having a startup fund when establishing a market. As long as people willing to farm have land to farm, they need to purchase means of production. At this time, the funds from land redemption can meet their needs."

He Rui finished speaking and looked at Zhao Tianlin, wanting to see how this legal expert would judge.
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Implementing a "ten-year" comprehensive buyout of all private land across more than 11 million square kilometers of national territory—Zhao Tianlin struggled to imagine what such a situation would look like, but could only form a rough picture.  The policy of buying out all private land over ten years was not inherently complex. Land ownership within the passes was nothing more than state-owned or private, while land ownership under the Northeast Government was collective or state-owned. Once the comprehensive buyout was implemented, the state would use money to purchase all land ownership rights from collectives and individuals. From that point on, private land would no longer exist in China.  With the state owning all land rights, it could naturally plan and use land as it wished. For a centralized industrial nation, this was an excellent foundation. The people would receive land bonds—those with small amounts of land would be paid directly, while those with large holdings would receive ten-year bonds with installment payments.  Having earned a law doctorate in America, Zhao Tianlin still felt it was too radical. "Chairman, the road to hell is often paved with good intentions. Governing a great nation is like cooking a small fish—do we have enough personnel to complete all this work?"  He Rui greatly appreciated Zhao Tianlin's steadiness. Of course, this might also be due to age. Zhao Tianlin was 37, Wu Youping was 30—a seven-year difference. Greater steadiness meant better understanding. Of course, it might also mean greater difficulty accepting. But He Rui needed his comrades' support and had to explain clearly.  "Many policies cannot be tangled together. Please understand what I'm about to say separately. After liberating all of China, we need to implement industrial layouts nationwide. Starting from these industrial layouts, we'll first promote land buyouts in agricultural production areas and regions radiated by industrial enterprises. Land buyouts in other regions will be completed based on the state's assessment of different geographical conditions and corresponding industrial layouts."  "Industrial products need buyers, but our market is currently very weak—the people have no money to buy industrial goods. After the people obtain land use rights, they'll need to purchase means of production to complete production. They'll need capital."  "The Northeast Government's finances have long been running deficits on paper. In reality, through wartime general mobilization, we've frozen considerable economic activity. Once these activities resume, once we repay the currency that needs to be paid and restore product prices, the amount of currency in circulation will increase. Though industrial production capacity is also increasing, it can't keep pace with currency growth, inevitably leading to significant inflation. At that time, the Northeast Government will face an enormous economic crisis. Only by obtaining assets equivalent to the currency to hedge can we stabilize the economy and public sentiment."  "In extreme cases, a country could exist with only government and citizens, production and distribution—completely excluding market operations. But that's an extreme case. The market's efficiency only manifests in short-term and medium-short-term profit pursuit. Under normal conditions, the market is also necessary. Even though the market economy itself creates enormous problems for social fairness, that's a problem for politics to solve—the market itself must exist."  After stating these important issues in one breath, He Rui made his request to Zhao Tianlin: "With these situations coexisting, we need laws to provide legal support and services for these matters."  Zhao Tianlin's mind swirled with legal domains related to these issues. Just trying to determine the scope of different laws left him confused. He finally gave up thinking about law and tried to work out a thread of logic. Eventually feeling he'd grasped something, he said: "Chairman, are you trying to use land buyouts to solve these problems?"  He Rui waved his hand. "I just emphasized that these policies cannot be tangled together—they must be understood separately. These are all problems to solve, not our direction. Our direction is to increase China's total industrial and agricultural output fivefold through two five-year plans after national liberation, while striving to complete the supporting social service systems."  Only then did Zhao Tianlin feel he understood. The Northeast Government's development had been extremely rapid—more than tenfold over the past eight years. However, Zhao Tianlin didn't believe development across all of China could be this fast, because the Northeast's development had cobbled together a military-heavy industrial system under the special circumstances of the European Great War. The Russian Civil War and the post-civil war Soviet period had allowed this system to operate well, with the Northeast Government obtaining tremendous resources through various trades with Russia.  All of China's population was more than ten times the Northeast's, and geographical conditions varied greatly. Copying the Northeast's experience was akin to marking the boat to find the sword.  After further contemplation, Zhao Tianlin said earnestly: "Chairman, please take care of yourself. Among us, no one else can lead the execution of such a massive national construction and development plan."  He Rui already had the awareness and determination, and answered confidently: "I will do my utmost. The specific work must rely on our comrades."  Zhao Tianlin reflected on what He Rui had mentioned. Though land buyouts were important, they weren't decisive. When the conditions needed for many policies were pieced together, using land buyouts to solve them seemed logical.  After land buyouts, working people who wished to farm could still obtain land without paying rent. From this perspective, land buyouts no longer felt like the sky being overturned.  Seeing that Zhao Tianlin could now accept the land buyout policy, He Rui felt the comrades should also understand through discussion and study. The matter wasn't so mysterious—the people exchanged land ownership for currency printed by the central bank, which they could then use for consumption and investment.  At this stage, the government—starting from "fairness"—provided the people with land for farming and production, allowing living standards to develop rapidly in a small commodity economy.  He Rui continued explaining: "China currently has over 11 million square kilometers of territory. Not all of this 11 million-plus square kilometers is privately owned—much belongs to the state, and unclaimed wasteland covers an even larger area.  "And those who own private land aren't all qualified to enter the new era. Those who owe blood debts have reached the time to repay them. Those who insist on using war to keep China in the old era will be crushed. Their land will be confiscated without compensation, in part or in full. How are the legal preparations for this work progressing?"  "They're ready," Zhao Tianlin answered. Having spoken, he couldn't help but sigh. Many were destined to perish in the old era, but thinking that the vast majority of Chinese would live better in the new era, Zhao Tianlin had to take on this work.  Time quickly reached November 10th. A staff officer entered to report: "Premier, Xu Shuzheng and his forces have begun moving south."  Duan Qirui sighed. "Ah, let them go."  Seeing Duan Qirui's manner, the staff officer said no more and withdrew. Duan Qirui suddenly wanted to call him back but still didn't speak.  On November 8th, Duan Qirui had gathered the Anhui Clique generals and informed them of the arrangement to accept Northeast Army reorganization. By this point, Duan Qirui no longer ordered his brothers to accept—he merely informed them of his decision. Xu Shuzheng had jumped up shouting: "Chief, we still have 200,000 brothers, over 100,000 rifles—are we really going to surrender without firing a single shot?"  Duan Qirui hadn't tried to persuade everyone then. No one was stupid; everyone understood clearly. What they said aloud was for others to hear. As long as no one joined them in being foolish, they'd behave themselves.  Yet Duan Qirui hadn't expected that Xu Shuzheng—the general he'd most favored—had also left. Thus, the 20,000 most capable troops of the Beiyang Anhui Clique had begun moving south with their equipment. From their route, they were preparing to withdraw to Henan first.  Duan Qirui's own heart was cold. He truly didn't want to persuade anyone now. Though 20,000 had left and tens of thousands more hadn't gathered at the positions He Rui had specified, 100,000 of the least capable troops had still reached the positions awaiting reorganization. He had saved at least 100,000 men—Duan Qirui felt he had done right by his Anhui Clique brothers.  At 0:00 on November 11th, the Northeast Army garrison north of Shanhaiguan marched straight to Shanghai Pass. The area was already a sea of lights—all Beiyang troops at Shanhaiguan had assembled before the pass, with each platoon having someone holding a torch.  Upon seeing the Northeast Army arriving to take command, the Shanhaiguan Garrison Commander stepped forward and exchanged salutes with the Northeast Army division commander. The Garrison Commander then handed over his sidearm. The Northeast Army division commander accepted it, and they saluted each other again.  The Northeast Army had already set up powerful spotlights on the heights. One by one, the bright lights came on, illuminating all of Shanhaiguan. The torches were no longer needed and were extinguished one after another.  Both forces stood in neat formation. To the sound of the military band, the Republic of China's five-color flag slowly descended from Shanhaiguan. As the music shifted to the Northeast Government's march, the Northeast Government's red flag rose slowly up the flagpole.  At this moment, the gate for the Northeast Army's southward advance had been completely opened.  After the ceremony, the Beiyang troops began surrendering their weapons. Soldiers queued up to place their weapons in the light cast by the spotlights. Meanwhile, the Shanhaiguan garrison led Northeast Army personnel to take over the weapons and ammunition depots.  At this same time, British Ambassador Plenipotentiary Sir Jordan, who had napped in the afternoon, was wearily discussing communication issues with Anhui Clique's Xu Shuzheng and others with his subordinates.  There was no shortage of people in the Duan Qirui government willing to sell information to the powers, and Duan Qirui's surrender didn't surprise Jordan. The only problem was that Duan Qirui had surrendered too quickly.  "Your Excellency, we can request that Xu Shuzheng and others lead their troops south to join forces with Cao Kun and Wu Peifu. If they insist on staying in Henan, they won't receive any support from us."  Hearing the diplomatic officer's introduction, Jordan's slightly furrowed brow didn't relax. Jordan didn't know how to evaluate his old acquaintance Duan Qirui. Should he call Duan Qirui obstinate? Or should he say Duan Qirui could see the situation clearly?  Either way, Duan Qirui had consistently refused to meet with Jordan in person. Combined with the Anhui Clique's decisive surrender, this wasn't good news for the British Empire.  A young voice broke the silence: "Your Excellency, we can request the troops stationed in Hebei to block the Northeast Army's southward advance."  At these words, everyone looked at the callow youth with disgust. Third Secretary of the British Foreign Office Bernard directly scolded him: "You go pour tea for everyone now."  The young man hadn't expected that his heartfelt concern for the British Empire would get him expelled from the meeting. But the others didn't speak up, clearly tacitly approving the request. The young British official stood up with an aggrieved expression and left.  Only then did Bernard speak for Jordan to the group: "At this moment, British forces stationed in North China must absolutely not leave their stations!"  No one else made a sound. Everyone understood clearly—facing a million-strong Northeast Army, the few thousand British troops in North China couldn't even be called a fighting force. Staying in their stations without conflict was currently the best choice.  Not only did mid-level personnel like Jordan think this way—the British garrison, having already received warnings, thought so too.  The Boxer Protocol contained these provisions: "The Chinese Government agrees that the Legation Quarter shall be considered as specially reserved for the use of Legations and Consulates, and shall be managed by them. No Chinese shall be permitted to reside therein, and the defence thereof shall be of their own concern." "The Chinese Government agrees that the Powers shall have the right to maintain permanent guards at the several points specified." "The Chinese Government agrees that the Powers shall appoint officers to maintain the communication lines between the Capital and the sea. The points now occupied are: Huangcun, Langfang, Yangcun, Tianjin, Junliangcheng, Tanggu, Lutai, Tangshan, Luanzhou, Changli, Qinhuangdao, Shanhaiguan."  The gates of the British garrison station at Shanhaiguan were tightly shut, clearly conveying the message that they absolutely wouldn't venture out. There were 300 British troops here. The commanding officer, Major Stephens, felt he was still safe at this stage. On the afternoon of November 10th, Major Stephens specifically assembled the troops, counted heads, confirmed all personnel were inside the station, and then ordered the guards to strengthen security and absolutely forbid anyone from leaving.  At 6:40 AM on November 11th, Major Stephens was awakened by his subordinate: "Major, many Chinese troops have come to the gate!"  "Is it the Northeast Army?" Major Stephens immediately became alert.  "Yes!" the subordinate answered. "But they also brought the local police chief."  Major Stephens was stunned. The local police chief was a middle-aged man in his forties who was usually very deferential to the British garrison. Had this fellow been summoned now—was the Northeast Army trying to express friendliness?  But on second thought, that didn't seem right. Rumor had it that the Northeast Army was well-versed in Western military etiquette. Bringing the police chief seemed inexplicable. If they wanted to demonstrate force, the army alone would suffice. If they wanted to convey greetings, sending troops would be enough. A local police chief didn't belong with the military at all.  The matter was so strange that Major Stephens put on his uniform and quickly climbed to the station's observation tower to look. The sight gave him a fright—the entire station was surrounded by Chinese troops, but standing at the very front was a group of thin local Shanhaiguan police officers.  Just then, the Shanhaiguan police chief below pointed at Major Stephens, who had climbed the tower, clearly having recognized him.  Meanwhile, someone in civilian clothes was shouting through a megaphone in English: "Listen, British inside! Someone has come to the local court to accuse you of killing local Chinese citizens, robbing and assaulting local merchants. We now demand that you come out and surrender within 30 minutes. Otherwise, you will be treated as an armed bandit gang and face complete annihilation. It is now 7:01. At 7:31, we will begin our attack!"  After finishing once, the translator caught his breath and shouted again: "Listen, British inside..."  On any normal day, Major Stephens would probably have fired a shot right then. However, looking at the artillery outside—clearly French 75mm guns—the British garrison's camp couldn't possibly resist. Moreover, the Northeast Army had defeated hundreds of thousands of Japanese troops; the British garrison was even less of a match.  With truly no alternative, Major Stephens could only steel himself and lead a few subordinates out the station gate. From a distance outside, he shouted: "Who exactly are you people?"  The Chinese translator with the megaphone immediately answered in English: "We are from the local Shanhaiguan Police Station. Because you are equipped with rifles, machine guns, and other military weapons, we've requested assistance from Northeast Army troops."  Major Stephens truly wanted to fight the Northeast Army immediately, but he really didn't want to die. Though he felt tremendous humiliation, if he died, everything would be lost. Major Stephens had no choice but to shout: "We demand to negotiate with the Northeast Army!"  Five minutes later, at the midpoint between both sides, Major Stephens stood facing Northeast Army Colonel Yu Cen and local Shanhaiguan Police Chief Yu Daqing.  Colonel Yu Cen wasn't wearing Northeast Army combat fatigues but rather the Northeast Army's field gray service uniform. The translator conveyed Police Chief Yu Daqing's words to Major Stephens: "Don't talk to me about the Boxer Protocol. You're a group of suspects—killers must pay with their lives, debtors must repay their debts, this is natural justice. I advise you: suspects and armed bandits are different. Suspects get a trial after arrest. For armed bandits, we police shoot first and ask questions later!"  Major Stephens felt his nose would twist off from anger, yet he had absolutely no way to deal with this damned Police Chief Yu Daqing. Finally, he could only turn to ask Colonel Yu Cen: "Colonel, do you know about the Boxer Protocol?"  Colonel Yu Cen sneered coldly. "As a soldier, I have no reason to yield to bandits. However, Major, making a wise choice for your subordinates' lives at this moment is not shameful."  Major Stephens felt a breath stuck in his chest, suffocating him, while his back ran cold. At this moment, the translator chose the perfect time to pull out his pocket watch and check it, then announced loudly: "It's already 7:20. In another 11 minutes, we'll begin bandit suppression."  Facing such naked threats, Major Stephens made his decision: "Colonel, please allow me to surrender to you."  After saying this, Major Stephens added viciously: "Colonel, the generals you serve will certainly face trial for their irrational acts of war!"  Colonel Yu Cen had done things like personally delivering a declaration of war to the Japanese Kwantung Army Headquarters. A small British major's threats only amused him. "Haha, Major. I accept your surrender. Well then, let's quickly begin the surrender ceremony. I'm very busy."
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On November 11, 1923, at 9 AM, Republic of China President Xu Shichang and Premier Duan Qirui issued a nationwide telegram while also sending a message to the foreign legations in the Legation Quarter.  "The nation suffers so greatly, yet neither the President nor the Premier can reverse it. Therefore, we announce our resignation. The candidates for the next President and Premier have not been decided at this time."  This news immediately threw the Legation Quarter into chaos. This statement contained all the usual elements of a resignation, yet held too many unreasonable aspects. All legations knew Duan Qirui was going to surrender, but if he were truly surrendering, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang should have recommended He Rui as the next President and gone through the National Assembly process. Even if foreign governments were unwilling to recognize He Rui's new government, at least the procedures would be complete.  With Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui's resignation statement as it was, they clearly weren't leaving He Rui any room. It didn't look like a surrender at all.  At 10 AM, Northeast Army advance units had already entered Beijing. *The Northeast Daily* distributed extras throughout the nation: "The current President of the Republic has announced his resignation. Northeast Government Chairman He Rui announces that beginning November 11th, he will assume control of the central government. The position of President of the Republic of China will be changed to Chairman of the Republic of China."  The foreign delegations in the Legation Quarter were all stunned. From what they knew of He Rui, he was a leader proficient in diplomacy who understood Western order. He was also seen as China's future leader. Now He Rui's power seizure was handled so crudely—it didn't seem like the level He Rui should display.  The Japanese Embassy immediately contacted Tokyo, establishing a dedicated diplomatic wireless line. Professional cipher typists quickly arrived, using codes to communicate about the current situation.  In Tokyo, both Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji received phone calls ordering them to the Army General Staff Headquarters immediately. Their cars met at the headquarters entrance, entering one after the other. Both got out simultaneously. Colonel Obata Toshishiro, who came to receive them, stepped forward and saluted: "The Chief of Staff is already waiting for both of you."  Japan's former "Three Crows" were Nagata Tetsuzan, Obata Toshishiro, and Okamura Yasuji. Now the recognized "Three Heroes" among the younger generation of the Japanese Army were Nagata Tetsuzan, Ishiwara Kanji, and Okamura Yasuji. Obata Toshishiro, having been in the rear, hadn't been promoted to general officer rank. As he led Nagata and Ishiwara straight to the Chief of Staff's office, Obata felt genuinely dejected. However, the current situation was an opportunity—Colonel Obata wanted to accomplish something.  Nagata and the current Chief of Staff Suzuki Soroku were both Lieutenant Generals. The three sat in leadership positions among the assembled officers. After reading the latest news, Nagata and Ishiwara's expressions remained unchanged, as if this wasn't any major matter.  Suzuki Soroku admired how calm the two were, yet could only take the initiative to ask: "What are your views on this, gentlemen?"  Nagata glanced at Ishiwara, who looked back—neither intended to speak first. Suzuki could only ask: "Lieutenant General Nagata, how do you think the situation came to this?"  Nagata Tetsuzan couldn't understand it either and could only answer: "In my view, this looks like Mr. He's subordinates made an error. But things may not be this simple. The situation being what it is, all nations can declare they don't recognize Mr. He's government. There's a possibility Mr. He did this deliberately."  Chief of Staff Suzuki very much hoped that was the case. But what Nagata said was also the internal judgment of the General Staff—everyone felt that with He Rui's capabilities, it was impossible for him to bungle things to this degree. If He Rui only had this level of ability, he certainly couldn't have defeated Japan.  Since Nagata couldn't offer a view, Chief of Staff Suzuki asked for Ishiwara's opinion. Ishiwara Kanji answered leisurely: "I don't think there's been any problem. I believe Mr. He probably intends to completely tear up the Boxer Protocol. If he tears it up as a recognized government, it would greatly damage the new government's reputation. By deliberately making others refuse recognition, he gains strategic initiative. Chief of Staff Suzuki, if I might offer a suggestion—why not immediately recognize Mr. He's central government, request that he establish diplomatic relations, and make contact on a series of issues? This would turn the tables."  The officers all fell silent. They wanted to look at Ishiwara as if he were a fool but couldn't bring themselves to do it. Obata felt Ishiwara was too bold—making such an outlandish judgment on such a major matter. But Obata didn't dare completely dismiss Ishiwara's assessment. Officers could consider Ishiwara a troublemaker, but no one would think him cowardly or less than brilliantly clever. Since he spoke this way, there must be a reason.  Chief of Staff Suzuki momentarily felt perhaps he shouldn't have invited Ishiwara Kanji. Not that this fellow lacked ability—his answer was just too outrageous. Ever since Ishiwara became a Lieutenant General, he actually carried himself like one. Even as a troublemaker, he was now one who no longer sneered and whose bearing was quite steady.  Nagata meanwhile considered how credible Ishiwara's judgment was. The Japanese government would absolutely never immediately recognize He Rui's government as China's legitimate central government, but Ishiwara Kanji's idea of turning the tables had considerable merit. However, for how to effectively turn the tables, Nagata felt they needed to wait and see.  At noon on the 11th, several military trains entered Tianjin Station. By this time, the Northeast Army had completely controlled Tianjin's railways and led the arriving follow-up units toward their next objectives.  Troops poured from the carriages, quickly forming up at the station before running through the streets following their guides. Tianjin citizens hadn't expected the Northeast Army to arrive so quickly. Seeing this army in neat formation, not threatening toward people, they watched from outside the controlled areas. Some followed the troops' direction of march along smaller streets.  When these units surrounded the foreign concessions and garrison camps, cheers of delighted surprise erupted from among the Tianjin citizens: "The Northeast Army is going to attack the concessions! Marshal He is going to attack the concessions!"  Tianjin had historically suffered multiple devastations by foreign armies. The various concessions and garrisons normally lorded it over everyone, treating the Chinese very cruelly. Seeing the Northeast Army that had defeated Japan surrounding the concessions, any Tianjin citizen with a bit of spirit was overjoyed.  Though the Northeast Army controlled the main roads, Tianjin locals knew perfectly well how to avoid the controlled areas. Alerted by those running to spread the news, many Tianjin citizens left their homes and headed toward the concessions. Though they didn't dare fully believe the Northeast Army would move against powers other than Japan, they hoped the Northeast Army could at least recover the concessions.  At this moment, at the Tianjin Police Bureau, Tang Gui, dressed in government work uniform, was asking the assembled Tianjin Police Commissioner and other officials in Tianjin dialect: "Gentlemen, are you unwilling to go arrest criminals in the concessions, or are you afraid to go?"  As Tianjin's Police Commissioner, he naturally had much broader knowledge than police chiefs elsewhere. Even being questioned this way by Tang Gui—a young man of 25 or 26—the Commissioner still held back, stubbornly not answering. Duan Qirui had lost to He Rui; the Commissioner knew he couldn't keep his position, so there was no need to offend the foreigners for He Rui's sake.  Tang Gui didn't make things difficult for him. Taking this opportunity to remove this fellow was a clean break. Tang Gui had already sent people to notify the various police stations that the Northeast Army invited them and hoped everyone could arrive within two hours. Two hours had now passed, with hardly anyone showing up—this gave Tang Gui an excellent reason.  From the Siping experience, retaining too many old officials wasn't necessary. Just keeping some lower-level personnel was fine. And even those retained would basically be purged before long.  Since these people refused to confront the foreigners, Tang Gui went outside. There he saw the police from the bureau headquarters already assembled. Tang Gui announced loudly: "Gentlemen, the foreigners have been in Tianjin so many years doing damnable things—countless evil deeds. As for morally rotten acts, you couldn't finish listing them in ten days and ten nights. Right now, we need the Police Bureau to take the lead in telling these foreign scum to come quietly to the station—their cases have caught up with them! Is anyone willing to do this in the capacity of Police Chief? Those willing, step forward and speak plainly."  Hearing Tang Gui wanted to move against the foreigners, the police looked dumbfounded. Just then, one man stepped forward and announced loudly: "Brother Tang, I don't dare be Police Chief. But I'd be happy to go arrest those foreign devils. Give me a megaphone, and I'll stand in front of those foreign devils and tell them to come out obediently."  Tang Gui thought this fellow looked familiar but couldn't quite place him. The policeman said: "My name is Gao Qubing—do you remember me, Brother Tang?"  Only then did Tang Gui recall—Gao Qubing was his elementary school classmate; they hadn't attended middle school together. He hadn't expected Gao Qubing had become a policeman these past two years. This wasn't time for catching up, so Tang Gui ordered: "Very well, let's move out."  The other police, seeing Tang Gui wasn't joking, didn't dare make a sound. They just watched Gao Qubing and Tang Gui leave the bureau headquarters together. They were about to follow to watch when several Northeast Army squads entered the bureau and took control. Getting out was no longer possible.  Tang Gui arranged for Gao Qubing to accompany the Northeast Army troops heading straight for the French Concession and garrison. By 2 PM, the attacking units were in position. Gao Qubing, in his police uniform alongside communicators, went to the front of the French garrison camp and began reading loudly from the paper.  The French garrison lived up to their reputation as proud Gauls. Even seeing the situation was hopeless, an officer still insisted: "You don't respect the treaty—this is illegal! We absolutely cannot accept demands from an illegal government!"  Since this one was so principled, negotiations naturally broke down. When the French troops saw two self-propelled guns appear in their field of vision, they all gasped. France had developed self-propelled guns during World War I—also mounting artillery on tractor chassis. Seeing the same design, how could French soldiers not understand its power?  Yet the 75mm rapid-fire guns in the camp had far less range than 105mm artillery. On the WWI battlefield, France's 75mm guns had been completely suppressed by Germany's 100mm field howitzers. Now it was too late to charge out. The 105mm's rate of fire couldn't match the 75mm, but its power far exceeded it.  First to be destroyed was the French camp's outer wall. The fairly sturdy wall crumbled like paper under the 105mm explosive shells, becoming flying fragments. Then the main buildings were shelled. Seeing that holding on meant waiting to die, the French troops immediately began attempting to break out.  But they had no chance now. Pre-positioned machine guns mowed down the French troops charging out like reaping wheat, driving them back.  The French were still French—even at this point they tried to make a last stand. But as the Northeast Army mortars continued demolishing French positions, seeing the Northeast Army meant business, the French finally raised the pure white French flag.  The unit that held out longest was, surprisingly, the Italian garrison. Those Italians fought tenaciously, from ground level down to the cellars. Only when the Northeast Army used flamethrowers to clear the cellars was the last Italian resistance crushed. The cellars reeked of the stench of roasted meat, and with insufficient oxygen, there were no survivors. Only about a dozen Italian officers and soldiers wounded and captured on the surface survived.  When interrogating them, the Italian soldiers cursed their commander: "He said if we just held out a bit longer, the other garrisons would come to help!"  The interrogator had never expected Italian soldiers to be so guileless and momentarily didn't know how to continue questioning.  The resistance second only to the Italians came from American soldiers. Then the French, then the Japanese. The fastest to surrender was still the British. Seeing the situation was hopeless, the British officers very gentlemanly surrendered to the Northeast Army rather than the Tianjin police. The British troops marched out in neat formation, and as they left, didn't forget to write on the door: "Please keep clean, we'll be back soon"—truly living up to Britain's old imperial style.  On November 11th, all concession garrisons in Tianjin were dealt with. But the work of arresting concession police continued. The Northeast Army had ordered that all foreign police must be captured—these people had Chinese blood on their hands and absolutely must not be let go.
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November's cold air swept down from Siberia, crossing Mongolia to meet westerly winds blowing from China's Xinjiang Province, forming a biting northwest wind that howled southward. A million Northeast Army troops and a million cadres heading south formed wave upon wave of torrents, advancing southward alongside the cold wind.  Steamships loaded with personnel departed from the Liaodong Peninsula, sailing for ports on the Shandong Peninsula.  Trains passed through Shanhaiguan, traveling from the Northeast to Hebei.  On the narrow road leading from Inner Mongolia to Shaanxi through Shahukou (the West Pass), the long dragon of troops stretched beyond sight. Trucks swayed as they passed the columns, carrying equipment and supplies to provide logistical support for the army.  The wind stirred the Northeast's flags; the flying red banners pointed south. The accents conveying military orders included Shandong, Shanxi, Henan, Hebei (Zhili), and Shaanxi, with no shortage of southern accents as well. These soldiers and cadres—whether driven by ideals of national salvation, seeking a better life, or simply trying to survive—had left their hometowns for the Northeast, which was said to be able to change their fate.  Now, everyone retraced the paths they or their comrades had once traveled, marching in the opposite direction. Each person believed that upon reaching their destination, they would surely build an entirely new world, bringing a better future to the local people while delivering deserved punishment to those villainous enemies.  The troops didn't sweep past everything like the cold wind. Operational plans had long designated government and military objectives in each city. Government offices, banks, treasuries, granaries, tax bureaus, armies, armories, police stations, railways, schools, and newspapers were the Northeast Army's first targets for control.  In Beijing, the cold wind dispersed the odor of waste that lingered in the capital's streets due to lack of public lavatories. Fresh, icy air rushed into the collar of British Ambassador Plenipotentiary Sir Jordan as he stepped down from his car. The old man couldn't help shivering.  Upon entering the reception room of the Presidential Palace, the warmth from the stove made the entire room comfortable. Feeling the warmth, the old man shivered again. After this shiver passed, the old man felt his body gradually warming. Moreover, he saw He Rui in the reception room set aside the document he'd been reading and rise to his feet. Just seeing this old acquaintance He Rui, Jordan felt his heartbeat involuntarily quicken until he no longer noticed the cold.  Not long ago, the British Foreign Office had issued instructions based on China's latest developments: "Make every effort to promote a partition of China along the Yangtze." Though Jordan was doing his best to execute this, he personally felt it wasn't the best choice. From Jordan's understanding of He Rui, He Rui would absolutely never accept such an arrangement.  Jordan walked expressionlessly toward He Rui without extending his hand. He Rui invited Jordan to sit, then took his own seat on the sofa. Red tea was immediately brought in. He Rui smiled: "Sir Jordan, you've worked hard coming from the south."  Jordan was somewhat surprised. He Rui's manner was as friendly as before, yet what he said wasn't about the current issues—it seemed to have deeper meaning. Jordan asked probingly with a stern face: "General, are you clearly aware of what kind of military conflict your actions will lead to?"  The Northeast Army hadn't just moved against British and Japanese concessions, but against all foreign concessions in the cities they'd reached. According to information Jordan received, the Northeast Army had proactively attacked various nations' garrisons in China, and the process had been extremely violent. The Northeast Army had simultaneously entered the concessions, arresting concession police and personnel from organizations with law enforcement powers.  Foreign warships anchored in ports around the Bohai Sea had also been raided by the Northeast Army—sudden explosions outside the hulls had disabled their sailing capability. Even the brave sailors had no choice but to surrender.  Though the powers had suffered tens of millions of casualties in the European Great War, they had rarely encountered such losses in Asia. The powers couldn't possibly pretend nothing had happened; they would certainly take action.  Yet He Rui answered in a relaxed tone: "Of course I know what results this will provoke. Sir Jordan should also understand why I must do this."  Jordan shook his head. "I don't understand."  He Rui smiled slightly. "No nationalist nation can accept damage to its sovereignty. Concessions in China are nations within a nation—an injury to Chinese sovereignty. Never mind that countries currently don't recognize our central government; even if they did recognize it, we couldn't possibly make any other choice."  Hearing this, Jordan very much wanted to advise He Rui not to be hijacked by intense nationalist emotions and to be rational. Before the words left his mouth, He Rui waved to cut him off: "My apologies, let me finish first. The impact of concessions and garrisons isn't just about sovereignty integrity—they also pose a military threat to us. This is even more unacceptable. Abolishing concessions isn't an issue of nationalist sentiment; it's an extremely practical military security issue. To ensure security, we fully accept any military conflict that may result from this."  Jordan understood this topic could no longer be discussed. Negotiations were impossible when they were based on extremely practical security needs. Since He Rui's starting point was this clear, Jordan didn't want to waste words. He brought up another topic: "General, have you given no consideration to resolving problems through negotiation? It's truly regrettable that you didn't participate in the Washington Conference. If you had, you would certainly understand that the nations took China's demands to recover sovereignty very seriously and agreed to sincere discussions on this issue. You may well become China's leader. At such conferences, using diplomatic action to help nations understand and accept China's proposals would yield effective results. General, you should be able to imagine that Britain has already proposed to various nations a trade embargo against China. If you continue these unreasonably brutal actions, the consequences will be very serious."  Having offered this reminder with the greatest goodwill, Jordan felt parched. He picked up his tea and took a sip but still felt unsatisfied, then took a large gulp before feeling his dry throat moistened.  He Rui also picked up his tea and sipped slowly. Jordan carefully observed He Rui's expression and noticed that He Rui's reaction was very similar to that of a British Oxford political science professor Jordan knew well. This professor showed exactly this expression—prepared to properly educate his students—whenever students voiced foolish opinions.  Sure enough, after He Rui set down his teacup, he adjusted his posture on the sofa before speaking in a serious tone: "Sir Jordan, you've disappointed me."  Jordan wasn't about to lose ground before He Rui and retorted: "Does Your Excellency believe I've failed to express goodwill toward China?"  He Rui shook his head. "Saying that makes me more disappointed. You are a British elite—experienced, broadly knowledgeable. What you just said completely fails to demonstrate your abilities and offers no help whatsoever for the current situation. Don't you think we should discuss more valuable questions?"  Jordan felt He Rui was bluffing, yet also felt that given He Rui's capabilities, he should know bluffing was meaningless now. After deliberating, Jordan finally answered: "...Forgive my obtuseness, but I cannot understand Your Excellency's meaning."  He Rui seemed somewhat helpless. "Sir Jordan, right now those people on Downing Street should have issued you orders to achieve partition along the Yangtze as much as possible. This is a microcosm of the current situation. There's no need for us to waste energy discussing things that don't need discussing. I believe, with Sir Jordan's wisdom, you should discuss with me more fundamental issues that will have greater impact."  Jordan pondered for a while before asking: "Does Your Excellency believe your power can truly influence Britain's decision-making?"  Hearing this, He Rui finally showed an appreciative smile. "Sir Jordan, what do you believe determines Downing Street's decisions?"  The attendants nearby, hearing the two discuss this question, held their breath and listened intently. In the reception room, only the soft scratching of the recorder's pen across paper could be heard. The 71-year-old Jordan's gaze at this moment was as bright as a young man's, while He Rui's bright eyes were deep and calm, like a fathomless ancient pool.  In this silence, Jordan picked up his tea and took another sip. He felt he needed to adjust his thinking a bit more, arm his spirit, and prepare for what would likely be a very serious discussion ahead.  He Rui also raised his cup and took a sip. Both cups were nearly empty. When the cups were set back on the table, a servant walked to the table and refilled both cups with fragrant red tea. Jordan decided that when the cups were full, he would pose his question to He Rui. Since He Rui—China's greatest warlord, the Elector of the Eastern Empire, self-proclaimed commander of the central government—had decided to unify China through violent means and eliminate all foreign military influence in China, what strategic considerations would He Rui have when entering the jungle of international politics? This scholar-politician, considered wise and learned by the West, Jordan very much wanted to find out.
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"Since 1840—over eighty years—Britain has enjoyed numerous special privileges in China. A unified China will inevitably refuse to allow these privileges to continue. Given current British public opinion, regardless of which party controls Downing Street or what kind of politicians they are, anyone who accepts such an outcome will certainly be driven from power. Sir Jordan, do you agree with my assessment?"  Jordan had indeed been somewhat worried that He Rui would make hardline statements driven by nationalist sentiment. If that truly happened, it would prove Jordan had overestimated He Rui—or that even a leader like He Rui had to compromise with nationalist emotions.  Now He Rui's perspective was quite rational. Jordan nodded slightly. "And then?"  "The British government will continuously adjust its demands based on specific circumstances. Right now we've only just taken control of North China. When Britain finds it cannot stop us, it will use separatist forces in southern China to oppose us. Though I'm very displeased about this, Sir Jordan can certainly believe that I understand Britain's decision."  Jordan smiled slightly. This was the He Rui he knew—a statesman with breadth and vision. In European history, such politicians always achieved great things.  Like the French Prime Minister, Cardinal Richelieu. On his deathbed, when a priest asked Richelieu: "Will you forgive your enemies?"  This politician who had made many enemies answered frankly: "Apart from public enemies, I have no enemies."  He Rui's attitude gave Jordan this same impression, and Jordan hoped He Rui could maintain it.  "As long as the British government cannot escape this situation, it can only continue struggling with China politically, commercially, and militarily. The struggle will inevitably become protracted—this is determined by inherent factors. If the Chinese rebels Britain supports cannot prevent Chinese unification, Britain will next impose a trade embargo. If China's navy begins to develop, Britain will organize military alliances targeting Chinese naval power projection—promoting China threat theories to America, uniting with Japan, arming Japan to apply military and diplomatic pressure on China. I believe such a situation won't be permanent, but it will be prolonged."  After He Rui finished, he picked up his teacup and took a sip, giving Jordan an opportunity to speak. Jordan seized this chance to ask: "General, since you're aware of such a future, why aren't you willing to resolve differences through peaceful negotiation? The British Empire is a nation that supports peace. Or do you believe the British Empire cannot understand China's desire and need for national security? Cannot recognize China's reasonable and legitimate demands?"  "I would never doubt Sir Jordan's wisdom. Among the gentlemen on Downing Street, apart from those hopeless imperialists, rational people are like Sir Jordan—able to understand that strength should receive corresponding respect. If unconstrained, you would certainly make wise and commendable decisions based on the current shift in the balance of power. However, things won't develop that way. This is the present reality."  Jordan wasn't misled by He Rui's flattery. Rich experience made Jordan intuitively sense danger. He Rui was a wise scholar, a commander worthy of China's trust. Therefore He Rui was dangerous to the British Empire—this was an obvious fact.  After thinking for a moment, Jordan asked: "Does Your Excellency believe the crux of the current conflict lies in Parliament?"  He Rui didn't answer this question directly, instead asking: "Sir Jordan, do you consider me a civilized person? Is the new government a civilized government?"  Jordan didn't hesitate: "In my view, Your Excellency is not only a civilized person—even in the Western world, scholars who can compare to you are rare. As for your government, I hope that under your leadership, this government can achieve your standards."
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"So, does Your Excellency Jordan consider black Africans to be civilized people? Are African tribes human civilizations worthy of equal treatment?" He Rui pressed.

Jordan answered this question, which was obviously charged with moral accusation, frankly. "Your Excellency, we must face reality. I personally oppose cruel slavery, and I believe black people are also God's creations. In the process of the West spreading civilization to the world, inevitable tragedies occurred. As diplomats, we should strive to prevent such tragedies from happening again as much as possible. General, your current actions are destroying peace. Only by resolving disputes through peaceful means can tragedies be avoided."

Having said this, Jordan waited quietly for He Rui to attack with further moral accusations. Instead, he saw He Rui nod slightly and reply with a look of gratification: "Sir John, as an elite, you still cannot break free from simple civilizational confidence to view problems with a completely realistic attitude. As for the British public, because they lack your profound learning, broad knowledge, and abilities honed through hard work, the world in their eyes is mechanical, simple, and binary. Now the British public must already know what has happened. They will feel their dignity has been struck, they will feel the current Central Government of China is barbaric and unreasonable, and thus demand the British government launch an attack on China. Any rational politician or diplomat, at this time, has to bow to the boiling, angry public opinion of Britain. Under such circumstances, diplomats will use British public opinion as their reason to demand our submission. Hmm... speaking of this..."

As He Rui spoke, he raised his teacup, making a toasting gesture as if holding a wine glass. "Your Excellency did not express it this way this time, which really makes me appreciate the valuable quality of your persistence in rationality."

Jordan only felt that He Rui seemed to be insulting him, but he couldn't refute it. If a British diplomat were to use public opinion as an excuse for pressure, that would be reserved for the Great Powers—only Western Great Powers were entitled to such treatment. As for China, there was no need for such sophisticated means at all. In Jordan's view, He Rui's expression could undoubtedly be described as 'putting gold on his own face'.

However, since He Rui's attitude was mild, Jordan decided to continue communicating rather than resorting to meaningless verbal attacks.

Sure enough, He Rui took a sip of tea to moisten his throat and continued, "In London, in Manchester, in Birmingham, in Edinburgh, those angry British citizens will definitely clamor for war because they lack Sir John's rationality. Only when the conscription orders are mailed to their hands, when the conscription officers personally knock on their doors, will these people realize that war with China is not verbal clamoring, but reality. You were just questioning whether I have the ability to influence Downing Street's policy formulation. I very much admire your keenness. In order to influence Downing Street, I believe it is necessary for a full-scale war to break out between China and Britain. Only a full-scale war can promote true, rational, and pragmatic peace. The more one has strong expectations for peace, the sooner one must fight, fight big, and fight a full-scale war."

Listening to He Rui's rational and mild words, Jordan lost even the minimum self-control for a moment, and the thought in his heart blurted out, "Your Excellency, you are crazy."

"No, Sir John, I have never been crazy. I am trying to find an effective way for the British government to counter irrational public opinion. Based on my judgment of Britain, the British Empire has the ability to send one million British troops to Chinese territory... Oh, I sincerely suggest the British government not send colonial indigenous troops. Their combat effectiveness is far too inferior compared to the Japanese army. Sending them to China is just wasting Britain's precious transport capacity and funds. An army composed of one million British native white subjects is likely to win the war. Although the Boer War does not seem to support such a judgment, I personally respect Britain very much, so I believe Britain is likely to win the war. At that time, I will be wiped out, and Britain will naturally win everything. The whole world will tremble under Britain's unparalleled strength, and Britain's rule over the globe will last for at least another hundred years."

Seeing He Rui calmly hinting that the whole world would watch Britain's spectacle, Jordan shuddered at the judgment.

"If Britain is unfortunately defeated, and the lives of one million young Britons are ended in China, the irrational British public will return to rationality. The new British government on stage at that time will be completely liberated from being held hostage by irrational public opinion. At that time, lasting peace will surely be realized."

Listening to He Rui's analysis, a thought suddenly arose in Jordan, a thought that seemed to answer all doubts. He Rui is not crazy now; He Rui was a madman to begin with. Only a madman could maintain a calm and rational train of thought under the heavy pressure of challenging the Great Powers. Any normal person, even if they just understood how heavy such pressure is, would go crazy in a situation where they could not choose to escape. Compared with He Rui, the power holders of the Qing Dynasty and Beiyang who chose to escape were undoubtedly respectable, kind, normal people.

Facing a madman, there was no need to beat around the bush. Jordan asked frankly: "General, do you have any requests you want me to convey to Downing Street?"

He Rui smiled slightly, "The current Central Government of China wants to complete a purely new treaty of equal diplomatic relations with the British government through negotiations with a sincere and frank attitude, on the basis of completely ignoring all previous treaties."

Jordan wanted to speak but stopped. He thought this request was completely whimsical. But the war threat He Rui just gave seemed to really want to push for such a fantasy negotiation.

Seeing Jordan's reaction, He Rui reminded him with a sincere look: "As an old friend of yours, Sir John, I suggest you—immediately, right now—send a warning to the British colonial governors in Southeast Asia and the Viceroy of India. Due to Britain's irrational attitude, they have fallen into an extremely dangerous situation."

***

When Jordan and his party left, they looked quite unhappy. He Rui just stood up from the sofa to express the minimum respect. After the British diplomatic staff left, He Rui sat back in his seat. After the recorder left, He Rui asked the Chinese participants to sit in a circle. Seeing that Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun both looked quite serious, He Rui laughed: "Gentlemen, did you suddenly have the idea of leaving the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

Yan Huiqing waved his hands hurriedly, but Gu Weijun actually spoke first: "Hearing Chairman He use the case of the Boer War as a warning to the British side, I have determined to serve the country in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

Unexpectedly, Gu Weijun spoke out the point he cared about first. Yan Huiqing could only change the angle of entry, "Does Chairman He think the European and American countries will really reach a dialogue regarding a trade embargo?"

He Rui touched his cigarette case, held back, then picked up his teacup and took a sip before answering: "France only has Indochina in Asia. Although we will support the cause of colonial liberation in countries around the world, in order to stabilize France for the time being, we can only temporarily recognize France's existence in Indochina. But France wanted limited things originally, and currently France is very dissatisfied with Britain. The recent German hyperinflation has reached the point where 4.2 trillion German marks exchange for one US dollar. One US dollar can buy a house in Germany. This has led to the rapid expansion of conflicts between Britain, the US, and France."

Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun had not participated in higher-level meetings, so they did not understand this very well. Gu Weijun asked directly: "I would like to hear the details."

He Rui briefly introduced the situation. In January 1923, because the German government could not pay reparations, France united with Belgium to send 100,000 troops into the German industrial center, the Ruhr area. The German government was powerless to resist and issued a passive resistance policy. Civil servants and bank employees did not go to work in the Ruhr area. Workers did not go to work in the Ruhr area and did not produce products for the French.

Ten months later, now, the French occupation forces in the German Ruhr area have used all means but cannot make the region run. Not only do they get no supplies, but they also have to pay for the occupation costs out of their own pockets. The German Weimar government took the opportunity to default on domestic debts, creating hyperinflation, and wiped out the war bonds that needed to be repaid in Germany through this inflation.

At this time, Britain and the US did not want to see Germany collapse completely and were trying to convene an international conference to solve the problem. Seeing that it could not get compensation and could not take the opportunity to completely dismantle Germany, France's conflict with Britain increased suddenly.

"That is to say, there is now a very clear view in France: The Anglo-Saxons show no gratitude to France." He Rui laughed. Some things were not convenient to say. In fact, He Rui had been spreading some news through various channels according to the situation in the past two years.

'The Anglo-Saxons show no gratitude to France'—this sonorous and forceful sentence was the slogan He Rui asked personnel abroad to work hard to spread.

Public opinion is just like this. As long as everyone feels it makes sense, a certain sentence can become a popular 'golden sentence'. Moreover, this sentence indeed voiced the dissatisfaction of French nationalist sentiment.

Now Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun both understood. If a military conflict broke out between China and Britain, France would be happy to see Britain's joke.

He Rui continued to explain: "The so-called British Empire wears the title of Emperor of India on its head. The King of England should be called the British Governor of the Indian Empire."

Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun didn't feel much when they first heard this. Suddenly, both their faces changed, and suppressing their laughter made their expressions turn strange.

He Rui continued to explain: "If India is lost, Britain is just one of the Great Powers in Europe, and there is no power to dominate the Versailles system. European countries will not fight to the death with our country for Britain. Therefore, the only object of military conflict we have to face is Britain alone. As long as we chase and beat Britain, other European countries will be happy to see Britain alone maintaining the dignity of Europe."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't hold back anymore, took out a cigarette and lit it. "As for the United States, we can easily get the United States' understanding."

Yan Huiqing was somewhat puzzled, "Chairman He, it is unlikely that the United States will support us because of moral factors. Where does the understanding you mentioned come from?"

"We have no navy." He Rui gave the reason frankly.

Yan Huiqing and Gu Weijun both frowned. After some thought, Yan Huiqing understood first, "Because we have no navy, the United States does not think China can threaten the United States."

Gu Weijun understood instantly. Seeing the reaction of the two, He Rui was very disappointed in his heart. When members of the Northeast Government heard this explanation, although everyone understood quickly, the hurt expression on their faces came from the heart. That was the emotion of patriots, and even more the manifestation of longing for strength.

"What can threaten us is Japan. Japan must currently solve the domestic chaos caused by the Great Kanto Earthquake and cannot launch a war in a short time. Britain will never believe that they will be quickly defeated by us at this time, nor will they believe that we will really chase and beat Britain, trying to provoke a full-scale war between China and Britain. At this stage, Britain will absolutely not give the interest temptation that will make Japan enter the war. Even if Britain is willing to make a request to Japan now, Japan will also ask Britain for hundreds of millions of pounds, or even a billion pounds. The British Parliament cannot pass such a bill. Then, Japan is not a concern at this time either. So, we have only one enemy at present, and that is the weak Britain within China. Beating Britain is absolutely correct. The effect will be very good."

Yan Huiqing only felt that everything was clear before his eyes. Although he was happy, he still felt uneasy. He raised the one question he was most worried about, "If Britain demands the Great Powers to be consistent, how should we respond?"

He Rui shook his head, "First, this is impossible. Second, if diplomatic personnel of other countries in China are really stupid to that extent, they will definitely come to negotiate with us. At that time, just ask them one question: do they want to declare war on us? By declaring war on us, it can be proved that those countries have become 'son countries' of Britain, disregarding everything for the interests of 'Father Britain'."

Yan Huiqing couldn't help but be awed. The diplomacy of the Great Powers is very serious. Any diplomat accused of treason is a very serious matter. Especially the reason He Rui stated can completely nail a Great Power diplomat to the pillar of shame.

Although Yan Huiqing had always been trying to keep up with the new government's diplomatic thinking, when it was confirmed again that he was still stuck in the thinking of the old era, Yan Huiqing only felt a burst of shame. He unconsciously lowered his gaze.

Seeing that the talk was about done, He Rui stood up. "That's about it for diplomatic work. What everyone needs is to find content in international law that is sufficient to prove the rationality of our actions. As long as we have not established formal diplomatic relations with foreign countries, our space is infinitely large."

After speaking, He Rui left the drawing room. What supports diplomatic space is national strength. If politics, economy, and military fail, diplomacy will naturally fail. This is an iron law. In order for diplomacy not to fail, He Rui precisely does not need to focus his attention on diplomacy.

The only purpose of meeting Jordan personally today was to convey the request that 'the new Chinese government wants to sign a new equal treaty with Britain' accurately and unmistakably through Jordan. After achieving this goal, He Rui didn't care at all who Jordan was.
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November in Kaifeng, the provincial capital of Henan, was slightly warmer than in the capital. Even so, Beiyang General Xu Shuzheng was wearing a padded cotton coat. Sitting in the sunlight by the window, he reviewed three telegrams.

The first was a joint message from Fu Liangzuo and Ni Sichong. Both were influential figures in the Anhui Clique. Some of their subordinates, unwilling to accept reorganization by He Rui, had also arrived in Henan.

Xu Shuzheng had invited Fu and Ni to join him in raising a banner to revitalize the Anhui Clique. They had initially inclined toward agreeing with his proposal. However, in this joint telegram, they stated their decision to retire to Tianjin as wealthy idlers (*yugong*), asking Xu Shuzheng to take good care of the brothers who were willing to follow him. This left Xu Shuzheng greatly disappointed.

The second was a telegram from Cao Kun. The Zhili Clique warlords had publicly declared that He Rui's central government of the Fengtian Clique was illegal and that the Zhili faction would never accept it. Cao Kun also fiercely criticized He Rui for changing the title from 'President of the Republic of China' to 'Chairman of the Republic of China' and announced that he was organizing a parliament in the south to form a legitimate government. In the telegram, Cao Kun promised Xu Shuzheng high office and generous salary, stating he would never swallow up Xu's forces but would instead strengthen them.

A significant part of Xu Shuzheng's opposition to He Rui stemmed from a lack of resignation. If He Rui were to humble himself now and ask Xu Shuzheng to return, Xu would naturally go back to the capital happily. After all, Xu Shuzheng acknowledged He Rui's strength; as long as He Rui gave him space to display his talents, Xu did not object to serving him.

If he followed Cao Kun now, Xu Shuzheng would be boarding a ship to fight a civil war against He Rui. At the thought of He Rui's Northeast Army, Xu Shuzheng couldn't think of a reason why he should risk his life for Cao Kun.

The final telegram made Xu Shuzheng frown deeply. It was from the Military Governor of Shanghai. The Shanghai faction was very close to the British and Japanese, and the telegram clearly expressed British appreciation for Xu Shuzheng, believing he could play an important role in China.

Xu Shuzheng didn't even want to join Cao Kun; joining the British and Japanese was something he detested even more. If he fought under Cao Kun and lost, he could attribute it to inferior skill in a civil war. But if he followed the British and Japanese, Xu Shuzheng felt he would be a traitor to the Han people (*hanjian*).

Putting down the telegram, Xu Shuzheng felt a surge of resentment toward He Rui. *That guy is young and aggressive, but damn it, why is he such a hothead? We're all Beiyang brothers—can't you leave your older brother a little face?*

Just as he was fuming, a subordinate rushed in with another telegram. "Commander, a telegram from Chief Duan."

Overjoyed, Xu Shuzheng took it. But reading it in the warm sunlight, he felt as if he had fallen into an ice cave. Duan Qirui's telegram informed him of only one recent event: *'The Central Army captured Daming Prefecture in one day; Jin Yunpeng has been captured.'*

Once his emotions settled slightly, Xu Shuzheng cursed a string of obscenities. This wasn't directed at Duan Qirui, of course, but was a tirade against Jin Yunpeng's incompetence and He Rui's ruthlessness.

But cursing was useless. Xu Shuzheng finally understood Duan Qirui's sentiment toward him. He Rui had never intended to show mercy; Jin Yunpeng had already served as the chicken killed to scare the monkeys. If Xu Shuzheng didn't make a choice quickly, he would be next.

Thinking of this, Xu Shuzheng called for his adjutant and squeezed the words out through his teeth with difficulty: "Send a telegram to Chief Duan. My forces are willing to accept reorganization."

The adjutant looked relieved. He immediately ran out to arrange it, and upon returning, whispered, "Commander, brothers have already come today asking when the departure fee will be paid."

Xu Shuzheng didn't answer. Hands behind his back, he walked out of the cold room and into the sunshine. The sun felt warm, but his heart was ice cold. The Beiyang Army demanded departure fees to move. Leading this group south, Xu Shuzheng had relied on his prestige within Beiyang to drag out over twenty thousand men without paying them. In Kaifeng, he had scraped the city clean but still failed to raise enough money.

If he persisted, he wouldn't need He Rui to attack; these Beiyang men alone might eat him alive.

At this moment, someone else came in to report, "Commander, the Northeast Army has appeared at the Zhengzhou railway bridge."

Xu Shuzheng actually felt relieved. He told his subordinate, "No need to fear. I have already sent a telegram to Chief Duan. We are accepting reorganization."

Hearing they wouldn't have to fight the Northeast Army, the subordinate couldn't help but show surprise and joy on his face. Seeing Xu Shuzheng's murderous glare, however, he quickly lowered his head and retreated.

***

Receiving Xu Shuzheng's telegram, Duan Qirui finally put his heart back in his chest. Duan had already arrived in Tianjin and witnessed with his own eyes just how fast the Northeast Army took over a locality.

When Duan Qirui arrived in Tianjin, it was already November 12th. That very day, he saw a marvelous sight. Because the massive influx of Northeast Army troops lacked designated campsites for the time being, the units slept in orderly rows on the streets. Although the Northeast soldiers had thick quilts and cotton greatcoats, sleeping outdoors in the freezing cold without harassing the residents was truly rare.

Moreover, this army had constructed many temporary latrines and military-use drinking water points, and garbage was cleaned up regularly. The streets of Tianjin, rather than becoming dirty and chaotic due to the army's passage, actually became cleaner and more orderly.

Perhaps He Rui meant to show off his army's strict discipline, but for wave after wave of troops—hundreds of thousands of them—to achieve this level of organization and obedience caused Duan Qirui, who was used to armies refusing to move without departure fees, to completely extinguish any other thoughts.

There was another matter that astonished Duan Qirui even more. The current Acting Mayor of Tianjin was Tang Gui, a poor boy who had left Tianjin with He Rui eight years ago. He was only twenty-five or twenty-six this year. After taking control of Tianjin, he convened a meeting of Tianjin's industrial and commercial representatives.

According to the factory owners who attended, Tang Gui was surprisingly proficient in economics. He did not use coercion or bribery at the meeting but discussed product supply and sales with the factory owners like an expert.

Tianjin's industrial level had once been number one in the North, possessing a deep industrial foundation. Factory owners needed raw materials for production and sales channels for their products. Tang Gui stated that the new government held raw materials and would also purchase the products they needed. Cooperation with the factory owners was sought on this basis.

The Northeast Government's reputation in Tianjin had not been bad over the years. Of the factory owners who attended the invitation, half were prepared to be extorted. The other half, while feeling the new government probably wouldn't do it immediately, had still made preparations.

For the first ten minutes of the meeting, the factory owners were bewildered. By the twentieth minute, the mood of the attendees soared. Mayor Tang Gui then introduced the new Directors of the Tianjin Industry and Commerce Bureau and the Tax Bureau. The two directors presented the upcoming work arrangements and chatted happily with the factory owners.

Within the next five days, the new government in Tianjin completed its basic framework and began operations with astonishing speed.

Of course, there were those who were unlucky. Duan Qirui knew He Rui had many subordinates from Tianjin, but he hadn't expected that once these people arrived, they would begin a campaign to exterminate Tianjin's gangs and villains. The precision of their strikes and the speed of their action meant that for the next few days, Tianjin newspapers were filled with news of various great bandits and vicious criminals being caught.

The new government's vigorous and resolute style certainly surprised Duan Qirui, but the fact that those accomplishing this were all young men around thirty, running such a major city like Tianjin in a presentable manner without the chaos inevitable during a regime change, was what truly shocked him. The citizens, though afraid, were living their normal lives. It seemed as if what had occurred was not a dynastic change, but a simple appointment and removal of officials. That He Rui had so many capable subordinates was the true cause of Duan Qirui's astonishment.

Government, banks, customs, docks, factories, transportation, warehousing, electricity, waterworks—the Northeast Government took over everything, and nothing affected normal operations. If every city could be like this, it wouldn't take long for He Rui to completely master the North.

***

Duan Qirui was not the only one with this view. Japan had the largest number of intelligence personnel in China and observed even more thoroughly. By November 22nd, a detailed report had been transmitted to Japan via telegram. The government, Navy, and Army all began to analyze it.

Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji were once again invited to the General Staff Headquarters. Nagata was not surprised after reading the report. He looked at Ishiwara and saw that he was quite exhausted, even yawning while looking at the report. Perhaps noticing the gazes of others, Ishiwara spoke up frankly: "Apologies, gentlemen. I have been rude. I haven't slept much these past two days writing teaching materials."

In Japan, speaking like this could easily get one kicked out by the meeting chair. Nagata felt Ishiwara simply didn't care about these reports, hence his candid expression of views. Perhaps Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General Suzuki Soroku, thought the same; he did not expel Ishiwara but asked, "Ishiwara-kaku (Your Excellency/Sir), according to this report, is the He Rui government's main strength placed in the cities?"

Ishiwara shook his head. "Large cities are important, but if the He Rui government's power can only control the cities, it will soon face problems of soaring prices due to supply shortages. In my view, the He Rui government's main strength should be in the countryside. As long as they can quickly restore the flow of goods between the countryside and the cities, the cities will stabilize. If they cannot, the cities will become a burden to the He Rui government."

Hearing this, the gathered officers, if not struck with awe, at least felt their spirits lift. Even officers who didn't understand economics felt their vision of China broaden under Ishiwara's explanation.

On the contrary, Lieutenant General Suzuki had not included this line of thinking in his initial analysis. After Ishiwara raised it, Suzuki didn't know what to say. But having no intention of letting Ishiwara steal the spotlight, he turned to ask Nagata, "What is Nagata-kaku's view?"

Nagata personally admired Ishiwara's angle of approach but couldn't continue discussing Ishiwara's view. He answered the question the military men cared about: "British interests in China are greater than Japan's. The He Rui government's actions will inevitably clash with the British government. Moreover, judging from the current stage, our concessions have suffered greatly. However, it won't be long before He Rui's army marches south to the Yangtze River. At that time, conflict with Britain is inevitable. Currently, the one hoping most for a conflict between Japan and the He Rui government would be Britain."

Although the officers looked unhappy, they nodded slightly. Strategically, if Britain broke out into full-scale war with the He Rui government, the beneficiary would be Japan. If a fight started, that would be best. Even if it didn't, the weakening of Britain in China would make Japan's strategic position more proactive.

It was just that the He Rui government had swept away the concessions in its path like autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves. Japan's thirty years of management had been wiped out, which was truly stifling.

A Lieutenant Colonel broke the stifling silence. "Ishiwara-kaku, according to what you just said, the He Rui government's strength will increase rapidly. But won't the Northeast Government's land policy encounter fierce resistance in the countryside?"

Hearing this topic, the officers perked up. Ishiwara felt this was a stupid question and answered, "Nagata-kaku is clearer on this matter."

Nagata cursed inwardly at Ishiwara for being too cunning, kicking the ball back. "Please, let Ishiwara-kun express his brilliant views."

Ishiwara was indifferent. He asked the Lieutenant Colonel, "Did you have this doubt after reading recent newspapers?"

The Lieutenant Colonel answered frankly, "Yes."

Because Japan had effectively lost the war, to help the government save face, some propaganda appeared in local newspapers favoring the Imperial Way Faction (*Kōdōha*). For example, accusing He Rui of being an evil communist. Why evil? Because the Northeast Government confiscated the land of landlords and gentry and distributed it to peasants, using land acquisition as leverage to force Northeast peasants to join the army and fight.

Once such reports came out, they were immediately discovered by the Army Ministry's Education Bureau, which sent people to advise those editors close to the Imperial Way Faction not to publicize these issues. The editors were quickly persuaded, and this analysis soon disappeared from the newspapers.

But the reaction this sparked did not stop. Japanese people who saw this reacted with 'disbelief'—soldiers getting land just for joining the army was simply a myth in Japan. However, rather than sensing the evil of the Northeast Government, the Japanese public who heard this envied the benefits of Chinese soldiers.

In the current Japanese countryside and the village associations of the Imperial Way Faction, radical Japanese youth believed that if Japanese soldiers could be given land, it would inevitably greatly stimulate the fighting will of the Japanese army. So, whether He Rui was an evil communist was no longer a concern for the Japanese public; for various reasons, whether soldiers should have land rewards became a hot topic in Japan.

There were those who truly supported it, but more who truly opposed it. However, how many opposed it with their mouths while thinking otherwise in their hearts was something even the Army Education Bureau was unwilling to mention.

This shock had now reached the General Staff Headquarters, and Ishiwara Kanji was genuinely surprised. But this question was undoubtedly a stupid one. Ishiwara asked, "Can the Empire provide weapons and equipment support to those armed resistors?"

The Lieutenant Colonel immediately sobered up and answered quickly, "Excellency, I did not think it through."

Ishiwara continued, seemingly reprimanding him, "If the Northeast's land policy incurs the hatred of one landlord, it gains the support of dozens of tenant farmers. If He Rui encounters fierce resistance, it means his land policy has already received massive support. I hope you will not ask such a stupid question again."

Most of the officers came from decent backgrounds. Hearing the terrifying future Ishiwara described, they fell silent. Manchuria and Mongolia plus North China had a population exceeding two hundred million. Bringing both under He Rui's governance meant his strength would at least double. If He Rui mobilized an army of two million, he would never again face a shortage of soldiers.

The high-ranking officials of the General Staff had conducted data simulations. Just after listing the most basic data, the simulation died a natural death. When deceiving outsiders, everyone could indeed lie with their eyes open. But was there any need to deceive themselves?

Finally, the meeting content returned to the report. Nagata looked at Ishiwara, who looked like he wanted to yawn again, and felt a sense of camaraderie. This document merely used an actual report to demonstrate the results of the worst-case predictions; it had no value in itself.

Ishiwara could be indifferent, but Nagata, who had become a member of Japan's top power circle, could not. Japan's past Continental Policy had effectively gone bankrupt, and no one mentioned it anymore. But regarding what Japan's future national policy should be, too many people were eager to try and dominate the new situation.

On the contrary, He Rui's extremely radical annihilation of foreign military forces in China gave various factions in Japan's upper echelons expectations. Many wanted to see the results, so the situation temporarily did not intensify. But when the situation truly became clear, the struggle would inevitably intensify again. Nagata had not yet determined his own direction; he actually hoped the chaos He Rui caused would be as great as possible.
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In the blink of an eye, it was December 1, 1923, twenty days since He Rui's government had declared itself the Central Government of China. December 1st fell on a Saturday. In the Northeast, Sunday was the weekly rest day. Factories that followed the statutory schedule would also cease work on Saturday afternoons; after lunch, everyone would clean and organize the factory, hold a brief meeting to arrange tasks, and basically clock out before 4:00 PM.

In the Beijing-Tianjin and Zhili regions, which were the first to stabilize, crowds poured out of their homes, shops, and factories in every city that hosted foreign concessions and garrisons, standing by the roadside to watch the truck convoys pass.

Each truck carried three condemned prisoners on each side, almost all of them foreigners. Their hands were tied behind their backs, and white execution placards were stuck into their bindings. Two police officers held each prisoner by the shoulders and arms, forcing them to lean out of the vehicle. In this posture, the crowds on the street could clearly see the placards reading "Condemned Criminal [Name]" with a large character for "Behead" (斩) at the top. The "Behead" character had been ticked with a crimson brush—according to Chinese tradition, this meant these fellows were definitely going to lose their heads.

The people had suffered enough from the oppression of foreign aggressors over the years. Not a single person stepped forward to drape them in red silk or offer them farewell wine. Instead, spit and angry curses flew directly at the condemned.

There were also foreign newspaper reporters by the roadside, bundled up tight to avoid revealing their foreign identity. They tried their best to snap photos with their cameras, but their actions quickly gave them away. People immediately started shoving them, though the police maintaining order stepped in to stop any private brawls. Once the foreign reporters were temporarily safe, the police glared at them with extreme displeasure before continuing their duties.

The foreign reporters were seething with nationalist sentiment. They took photos from the best angles they could find, aiming to capture the boiling nationalist emotions of the Chinese people as powerfully as possible. They hoped their photographs would provoke a hardline response from Western governments against China—preferably sparking a war.

The New Republican Government did not stop the foreign reporters from working, but simply continued to maintain order. After the parade through the streets, the trucks drove to various designated open grounds where gallows had already been erected. In the cold wind, the thick, sturdy nooses on the gallows swayed back and forth.

Seeing that they were actually going to be hanged, the military men among the condemned prisoners immediately broke down. An officer shouted, "You cannot hang us! You cannot subject soldiers to hanging!"

"You cannot subject soldiers to hanging!" In a reception room at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the capital, the French Minister was protesting loudly.

Opposite him sat three reception staff from the Ministry. One was Li Shiguang, formerly the Director of the France Office in the Northeast Government's Bureau of Foreign Affairs, now the Chief of the France Section in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. One was a recording clerk, and the third was Assistant Yan Huiqing. Yan Huiqing watched the agitated French Minister, trying hard to adjust his own mindset to keep up with the attitude required of the current Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Section Chief Li Shiguang smiled. "That is true. France uses the guillotine. If you agree, Mr. Minister, we can suspend the execution of the French prisoners and immediately build a guillotine for them."

Yan Huiqing nearly burst out laughing. for a veteran diplomat like him, this was an abnormal reaction. Yet Yan Huiqing realized he was actually beginning to get used to this abnormality, beginning to handle the current situation with the habits of the New Republican Government.

France, after all, loved the guillotine. The old Yan Huiqing could never have considered the problem so thoughtfully, nor offered such friendly assistance within his power to French diplomats.

It was evident that the guillotine indeed reminded the French Minister of his motherland, and he was moved by it. A few seconds later, the French Minister's face turned crimson, and he almost jumped up to shout.

Section Chief Li Shiguang said to the orderly, "Please go brew some coffee. Turkish style."

In the gap while the French Minister was catching his breath and swallowing, Li Shiguang said kindly, "Mr. Minister, I have read your country's masterpiece, *The Count of Monte Cristo* by Monsieur Dumas. In the book, the Count says that only those who drink Turkish coffee truly understand life. Do you like Turkish coffee?"

The French Minister was truly stunned. The diplomat before him had somewhat rough skin and lacked the rigid, posturing appearance of a traditional Chinese scholar-official; his gestures actually carried the ruggedness of a soldier. But such a man actually understood French culture. The intense contrast made the French Minister lose the will to apply the tactics that effectively intimidated officials of the old Republic. Those tactics were likely useless here.

Seeing the French Minister cease his loud protests, Li Shiguang made a gesture of invitation and said, "Mr. Minister, I have never been to France, so I do not know if the descriptions in the book are true. However, in reality, the French government has not recognized the New Republican Government, so there are no diplomatic relations between us. This meeting is purely a private one. Therefore, you may express yourself to your heart's content to complete your mission procedures. I understand this perfectly and am willing to wait for you to finish your procedures. So, you may continue your performance now."

Yan Huiqing felt that all his past diplomatic experience had been in vain; he felt both delight and a sense of loss. The French Minister was also a sensible man. Facing the neither humble nor arrogant Section Chief Li, he decided not to act like a clown anymore. He sat down on the sofa opposite and asked unhappily, "There will be consequences for your killing of French soldiers."

Li Shiguang masked his anger with a smile. "Mr. Minister, if China stationed troops in France, and those troops murdered French civilians and were to be executed, what would your mood be?"

The French Minister had never imagined China stationing troops in France; the mere thought made him fly into a rage. "What did you say?"

Li Shiguang's smile was forced; his eyes held no mirth, and his gaze was sharp. This expression made it seem as if Li Shiguang was wearing a mask of ill intent. Amidst the French Minister's rising unease, Li Shiguang put away his smile and said seriously, "Then, Mr. Minister, you can completely understand my current mood."

When Li Shiguang spoke words full of nationalist sentiment with a normal expression, the French Minister actually found it much more acceptable. After all, France had only finished the Great War in Europe a few years ago, and the emotions that had once boiled throughout France allowed the Minister to understand the feelings of the New Republican Government diplomat opposite him very well.

Li Shiguang did not want to threaten the French diplomat, so he switched back to gentle language. "Your Excellency, as diplomats, why should we get angry over some heinous criminals? That only turns diplomacy into a laughingstock. If you have any doubts about the trial content, you can check the legal documents. China is a civilized country; we will not kill people out of emotion like those executed beasts."

The French Minister knew very well what the French garrison and the police in the concessions had done. Since the French government had no intention of going to war with the He Rui regime, the Minister didn't mention those people again. He asked sternly, "What about French merchants and commercial institutions?"

"Oh? Have legal French personnel in China been infringed upon? Could you provide a list? If there is a list, I will contact the relevant departments to have them investigate. Please rest assured, law-abiding French citizens legally in China will not suffer illegal infringement."

"Is that true?" The French Minister's tone remained stern.

Li Shiguang laughed out loud. "Mr. Minister, this is not the era when the French captured ship after ship of black people from Africa and transported them to the Caribbean to be sold as slaves. It is now 1923; Haiti has been independent for over a hundred years. You are now in civilized China—why do you always feel like you are still in a barbaric era? In civilized China, whether Chinese or foreign, legal rights will naturally be protected."

Yan Huiqing sighed inwardly; so this was how historical knowledge and verbal sparring should be used. He watched as the French Minister, having received such a refined yet fierce rebuke, finally softened his attitude completely. At this moment, the orderly brought in the Turkish coffee. The French Minister took a sip, and his brow involuntarily smoothed out.

The characteristic of Turkish coffee is that the coffee beans, roasted with spices, must be ground very finely—finer than flour. When brewing, it is mixed with sugar, chocolate, and other spices, making it extremely fragrant and rich. The coffee served indeed had such quality, proving that Section Chief Li Shiguang was not simply playing word games. This surprised the French Minister somewhat.

After drinking the coffee, seeing he really couldn't scare the New Republican Government, the French Minister finally asked the core question. "Where will your country's southward-advancing army set its endpoint?"

Li Shiguang answered frankly, "We are going to unify China. The endpoint is naturally the border."

"And then?"

"And then we defend the border."

The French Minister stared at Li Shiguang for a moment before continuing, "But friends in diplomatic circles seem to have a different view on this, specifically the British."

"Heh. Mr. Minister, the iron law of British diplomacy is that there are no permanent friends, only permanent interests. I am slightly surprised that you use the term 'friend' to refer to the British diplomatic circle. Judging by various events up to now, the Anglos do not thank France."

Yan Huiqing saw a clear change in expression on the French Minister's face; Li Shiguang's words had struck a chord. The French Minister took another slow sip of coffee before asking, "So, Your Excellency He Rui will order the army to stop at the border?"

"No." Li Shiguang shook his head.

The French Minister's gaze instantly sharpened. He heard Li Shiguang continue, "After our field army arrives at the border, it will not stay on the border. The defense of the border is naturally for the border defense troops; why use a field army?"

"Then what about France's interests in China?"

"France's concessions and garrisons constitute a military threat to China; we do not accept such a threat. As for legal interests that comply with the laws of the New Republican Government, we protect all legal interests."

Since the two sides had not established diplomatic relations, every word Li Shiguang said could only be taken as his personal opinion. Even so, the French Minister communicated with Li Shiguang very seriously. Without such 'private exchanges,' the French Minister would have to rely on imagination to write reports for Paris.

By the time the French Minister left, he did not speak again about the bunch being hanged.

Meanwhile, the condemned prisoners on the gallows were twitching unconsciously in the midst of execution. The death row prisoners who hadn't yet reached their turn were pale as paper, trembling uncontrollably. Some military men, knowing they could not survive, desperately requested to be shot rather than hanged.

For a soldier, the difference between firing squad and hanging was not the duration of pain. Being shot by a firing squad was respect for their identity as a soldier. In Europe, hanging was the punishment for criminals. For a soldier to be hanged proved that he was like a rapist or murderer—a villain who had committed crimes intolerable to society, whose crimes meant he could no longer be allowed to live in the world. The difference between being executed for defeat and being hanged for crime was heaven and earth.

But the New Republican Government was executing these people precisely because they had committed crimes of murder, robbery, and rape; how could they possibly grant them a firing squad?

The Chinese populace cheered at the criminals twitching like dead fish on the gallows because evil had finally been punished, and justice had been served.

To let more people understand for a longer time why these people had to be executed, the new government also posted execution announcements in prominent locations on city streets. Although those foreign reporters stopped to read the execution announcements, they did not photograph or record them. For this bunch of reporters, they would rather pretend they had never seen such announcements.

The foreign reporters took photos of the Chinese people cheering at the gallows, trying their best to frame the shots so that the empty nooses were positioned near the necks of the execution officials. Compositionally, this gave the viewer a visual suggestion that the noose was being prepared for the Chinese executioner.

In these aspects, the experienced foreign reporters indeed displayed a standard far beyond their Chinese peers.

The executions went on for three days. By December 4th, the gallows were empty, but most were not dismantled. This round of hangings was only for criminals with simple cases, even though the Northeast Government had been collecting evidence for the past few years and had dispatched over a thousand judges and several thousand staff members to handle the cases this time. But over the past decade or so, foreigners had committed too many crimes in China, many of them gang-related. Even with ten thousand people working, the cases couldn't be fully clarified in a short time. Whenever a case was concluded later, the gallows would continue to be put to use.

At this time, the vanguard of the Northeast Army, now renamed the National Defense Force of the Republic of China, had already reached the north bank of the Yangtze River. Although they did encounter some resistance along the way, in the actual experience of the National Defense Force, this resistance could only be described as weak or even negligible. So much so that the headquarters staff following the troops south felt this wasn't fighting a war, but an armed parade.

The National Defense Force had originally attached great importance to the attack on Shanghai, but the actual combat disappointed everyone. The so-called Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army had three divisions that dug trenches and prepared artillery positions, deploying some things that could be called field guns. The few dozen cannons of the three divisions of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army played absolutely no role; their artillerymen did not understand artillery warfare, so they were easily destroyed by the National Defense Force's 120mm heavy artillery.

Two thousand troops of the crossing vanguard took small boats and quickly crossed the Yangtze. Meanwhile, the 120mm artillery ravaged the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army's defensive works on the riverbank.

The National Defense Force landing troops thought they would have to conduct infiltration operations against the enemy infantry positions using squad and platoon tactics. Unexpectedly, the infantry of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army, under the coercion of their officers, actually charged out of their trenches with rifles, launching an attack on the National Defense Force's positions.

During the post-battle interrogation of prisoners, Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu, commanding the southward troops, finally understood. It turned out the commanders of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army believed their troops wouldn't hold up under heavy artillery bombardment and would rout, so in a desperate move, they ordered a charge.

However, at the time, the National Defense Force had no idea what was going on. Thinking the enemy was extremely fierce, they struck with a heavy hand. Machine guns, mortars, and field guns swept across the enemy forces.

The three divisions of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army each had a true standing strength of less than 4,000. Before this battle, they had conscripted men to bring the numbers up to 5,000. The officers knew very well their troops could only fight when the wind was at their backs; the newly conscripted soldiers couldn't face a tough fight. So, they set up supervising machine gun positions in front of the second trench line.

Not long after the charge began, the frontline troops came crying and shouting back in defeat, charging wildly towards the rear. The supervising team still had the will to fight at this point and, under officers' orders, began strafing the deserters.

The foremost deserters were cut down like wheat; the supervising team created the record for the most killings within the Jiangsu-Zhejiang Revolutionary Army. Then, the supervising team saw the deserters, who had barely stopped, turn their heads to face the direction of the enemy National Defense Force, only to be immediately swallowed by dense artillery fire.

Only after seeing the power of the artillery shells with their own eyes did the supervising team truly understand that the enemy they faced was one that could defeat the Japanese Army, and that the Japanese reputation was by no means unearned. Every shell blew several or even a dozen Jiangsu-Zhejiang soldiers to pieces; under artillery fire, all flesh was fragile.

After realizing what a Great Power-level war looked like, the supervising team threw down their weapons, screamed, and scattered in all directions. Even the officers of the supervising team ran.

Confirming through binoculars that the enemy had fled, the Northeast Army didn't dare to pursue with full force immediately. It wasn't until they got onto the enemy positions, saw the weapons discarded all over the ground, and picked them up to check—real guns, loaded with bullets, ready to use—that the troops understood the enemy was truly incompetent.

The pursuit battle was short and powerful, completely resolving the enemy force within two hours. Conversely, ferrying the main force of 10,000 men across the river took a whole day. At this time, Shanghai city remained relatively stable; the citizens actually had quite some expectations for the Northeast Army.

Zhong Yifu had not yet crossed the river. Seeing the somewhat low spirits of his comrades, he encouraged them loudly, "Latest news: the British and American Yangtze Fleets are currently still in the Yangtze. Comrades, this plate of dumplings is waiting for us to eat our fill! They owe so many debts of blood; dying ten times over wouldn't be enough. Getting killed by us on the battlefield is actually their lucky break!"

This was confirmed news Zhong Yifu had just received; most comrades in the headquarters didn't know. Hearing that there were actually British and American fleets to fight, cheers immediately erupted among the comrades who had just fought a lackluster battle.

"Not a single foreign warship will leave the mouth of the Yangtze alive! Kill!" Zhong Yifu's roar echoed inside the canvas tent of the command post.

In the Northeast Army era, before dismissing from every training session, they would often shout the word 'Kill'. Zhong Yifu had shouted it out, and the comrades raised their arms and shouted together, "Kill! Kill! Kill!"
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Shouting slogans about fighting and killing would certainly not annihilate the British Yangtze Fleet. Lieutenant General Zhong Yifu, Commander of the East Route Army of the Republic's National Defense Force, soon received a report from the East Line Staff Department. The only information that could be confirmed at the moment was the basic composition of the British Yangtze Fleet's vessels. As for the fleet's exact location, it could not be fully determined for the time being. It was roughly estimated that the main force of the British Yangtze Fleet was located between Nanjing and Jiujiang.

Climate and wind data for the middle and lower reaches of the Yangtze River were extremely incomplete, and the troops were inquiring with Chinese shipping personnel to compile summaries.

As for actual channel depth data, after controlling Shanghai, Ningbo, Zhenjiang, Nantong, and other places, a portion was found in the concession archives.

This was the current status of China: geographical and hydrological data of one's own country were actually in the hands of foreigners. Moreover, this data was incomplete. The East Route Army leased many boats and began conducting measurements of water depth and flow velocity in the areas already under control, preparing for the artillery battles to come.

The British Yangtze Fleet consisted entirely of shallow-draft heavy gunboats. Among them, the eight capital ships were all steel-hulled, not iron-ribbed wooden hulls. With displacements of under 700 tons and steam propulsion, they were all equipped with several 152mm naval guns. Although the range of the Northeast Army's standard 120mm field guns was not inferior to the 150mm guns, the caliber was indeed no match for the British Yangtze Fleet. The East Route Army had brought 150mm heavy guns captured from the Japanese Army during their southward march, merely modifying the gun carriages and towing equipment. In terms of shell caliber and weight, they were at least not at a disadvantage.

The artillery certainly couldn't just stay in one place waiting for the British fleet to crash into them. How to implement artillery warfare in the currently controlled areas, and how to adjust during the subsequent westward advance along the Yangtze, kept the relevant teams of the Staff Department incredibly busy.

Other comrades of the army and the southward-bound cadres were carrying out their own work together: reclaiming concessions in the Yangtze River Delta region, arresting criminals, and establishing a new government.

However, the arrests at this time yielded little result. The people in charge of the various foreign concessions in China knew very well what they had done. They also knew clearly that if they fell into the hands of an army composed of Chinese nationalists, those crimes were enough to warrant a death sentence. These people had already fled; they had no delusions that their personal status could scare off the National Defense Force that had defeated Japan.

The concession officials had run away, and most foreigners with few assets in Jiangsu and Zhejiang had run with them. The foreigners who remained were, without exception, those with no history of evil deeds. Some had too many assets and were unwilling to leave them behind, or were left behind to guard massive assets by bosses who had fled due to their crimes. There were also some foreigners who had dealt with the Northeast Government and decided to gamble on staying.

In the blink of an eye, it was December 6th, the third day after entering Shanghai. Planes took off from the newly built simple airstrip near Shanghai, beginning test flights and collecting various data.

Looking down at the ground, neither the fields nor the cities attracted as much attention as the broad Yangtze River. Pilots from the north were used to northern rivers, and the magnificence of the Yangtze shocked them all. The river surface was on a completely different level from northern rivers. The turbid Yangtze water rolled into the sea. As the plane climbed to a higher altitude, the azure sea surface began to appear at the end of their field of vision. Compared to the Bohai Sea and the Yellow Sea in the north, the color of the sea outside the Yangtze seemed gentler, and the undulation of the sea surface was also quite different from that of the Bohai and Yellow Seas.

At this very moment, about 500 kilometers north of the Yangtze Estuary, a formation consisting of the battleship *Kongō* as the flagship, two cruisers, and two destroyers was on its way south.

***

The fleet commander was Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke. They had two objectives for this trip. The first was to proceed to the waters off Shanghai at the invitation of the British Navy. The second was to continue south to Taiwan after a friendly meeting with the British fleet, to guard against the National Defense Force doing something there.

This great war had caused heavy losses to the Japanese Army, leaving them unable to lift their heads. The war, combined with the Great Kanto Earthquake, had inflicted heavy losses on Japan, leaving the national economy in chaos. Only the Navy, having successfully organized the landing and suffered no losses, saw its voice greatly increased.

This sentiment was also quite evident within the Fleet Command. Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke sat in the mess hall outside of meal times, chatting relaxed with the officers on the flagship. The Vice Admiral asked Yamamoto Isoroku, "Yamamoto, I heard you went to see Lieutenant General Ishiwara before setting sail. Is that true?"

Captain Yamamoto Isoroku, like other naval officers, had been promoted for outstanding performance during the war. However, because Yamamoto had made some "whimsical" hypotheses that did not actually happen, he was recently looked upon with "fresh eyes" by his colleagues. Yet, Yamamoto's nature was not to care about such trivial matters. He answered the commander's question with a grin, "This subordinate went with Yamaguchi-kun. Yamaguchi-kun even argued with Ishiwara-kun and almost got into a fight."

The naval officers burst into laughter. Commander Yamaguchi Tamon was straightforward and rough; it wasn't strange for him to fight over a disagreement. Given the relationship between the Navy and the Army, a Navy Commander fighting an Army Lieutenant General—provided it didn't actually happen and cause problems, but remained a confrontation—was something the Navy was happy to hear about.

Vice Admiral Okada himself held Ishiwara in high regard, believing that although Ishiwara was Army, he was not a *baka* (idiot). He turned to the Operations Staff Officer, Commander Yamaguchi Tamon. "Yamaguchi-kun, what did Lieutenant General Ishiwara say to agitate you so?"

Yamaguchi Tamon also appreciated Ishiwara Kanji and answered straightforwardly, "Ishiwara-kun lamented that the guys at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs are all *baka*. He said if they really wanted to make things difficult for He-kun, they should announce recognition of He-kun's government, and declare that the prerequisite for recognizing He-kun's government is that He-kun's government must acknowledge that there are no disagreements between the two sides regarding the ownership of Korea, Ryukyu, and Taiwan. I asked him why he held He-kun in such high regard, but Ishiwara couldn't explain it clearly. So I argued a few sentences with him. But it wasn't as exaggerated as Yamamoto-kun said, about fighting."

There were those among the Japanese naval officers who had good relations with He Rui. Hearing Yamaguchi Tamon say this, the officers also felt Ishiwara Kanji's ideas were indeed exaggerated and nodded in agreement. Although He Rui was powerful, building a navy required time. In the Navy's view, it would take China at least twenty years to build a fleet capable of challenging the Japanese Navy. So the topic naturally turned to the first item of this voyage.

Yamamoto asked Vice Admiral Okada, "Your Excellency, will the British fleet want to shell Shanghai?"

Asked this, Vice Admiral Okada didn't make a sound. Other officers felt Yamamoto was starting his "whimsical thinking" again. Someone immediately stated that Shanghai was the most important and prosperous city in the Far East, so the probability of the British shelling Shanghai was very low.

But Captain Nagumo Chuichi expressed support for Yamamoto. "The concessions no longer exist. The foreigners inside the concessions have all fled. Given He-kun's attitude, he cannot possibly allow the concessions to continue existing. Thus, the value of Shanghai to the British has greatly diminished. Shelling now is actually shelling He-kun's Shanghai; the British have no reason to feel heartache for He-kun."

Captain Nagumo Chuichi belonged to the scholar-type officers in the Navy. When he spoke, the naval officers fell silent. Many looked at Vice Admiral Okada, wanting to hear the Fleet Commander's view.

Vice Admiral Okada appreciated the views of Yamamoto and Nagumo. He had initially considered the possibility of the British fleet shelling Shanghai, but was unsure of the intensity. Seeing the officers looking over, he asked, "Yamaguchi-kun, if the British shell it, to what extent will they go?"

Yamaguchi Tamon thought for a moment. "This subordinate believes that even if Britain shells it, they won't scare He-kun. However, letting He-kun's subordinates feel the power of the British fleet through shelling can influence their views. Therefore, the warships entering the Yangtze must be vessels capable of defending against 150mm field guns. Through shelling, they will deal a heavy blow to He-kun's troops, especially the artillery units."

The naval officers quite agreed with this judgment. Someone asked, "Then why hasn't the Yangtze Fleet left? Do they want to rendezvous with the British shelling fleet?"

Another officer replied, "The news we received from Wuhan is that the purpose of the British Yangtze Fleet is to transport and escort the troops evacuating the concession personnel, and they have half-sold, half-given the ships of the Yangtze Fleet to the Zhili warlord Cao Kun."

Hearing that this news described exactly the British style of doing things, many laughed out loud. The Yangtze Fleet consisted of shallow-draft heavy gunboats. These ships had very limited combat capabilities at sea. Even if ships of a few hundred tons ran out of the Yangtze Estuary, they wouldn't be of much use. Selling them to Cao Kun earned a sum. If Cao Kun could use these ships to cause trouble for He Rui, they earned another sum. They really earned on both ends.

As for whether the Zhili warlord could defeat the National Defense Force, the Japanese naval officers had no intention of discussing it. They didn't even discuss the extremely low probability possibilities. If Cao Kun could beat He Rui, then He Rui would definitely be able to sink the British battleships with those small gunboats in his hands that the Japanese Navy wouldn't even look at. And sink them with one shot.

Finally, someone asked a question, "If the British fleet invites us to join the shelling, shall we participate?"

This question actually had no realistic possibility, but the implications within were much more complex. The Japanese Navy very much wanted to propose its own strategy, but knew it was not easy. Looking at the best possibility, Japan's optimal scenario was for Britain to provide massive support to Japan in order to blockade China. And if Japan could become the entrepôt for Chinese trade, the optimal situation would be achieved.

However, even the most arrogant naval officer would not publicly propose this idea, though everyone actually hoped in their hearts it could be achieved in some form. If such a strategy could really be realized, the Navy would completely master the initiative in national policy.

So no one answered this question. The officers engaged in a serious discussion about the future strategic situation.

At 9:00 AM on December 7th, the Japanese fleet met the British fleet off the coast of Shanghai. The two sides only exchanged friendly communications via radio and did not exchange personnel boarding.

This British fleet consisted of one battlecruiser, the *Indomitable*, two cruisers, and four light cruisers. In the design philosophy of warships, the armor of the ship should be able to protect against attacks from its own main guns. Even the four 'Town'-class light cruisers were each equipped with four triple-mounted 6-inch turrets. That is, twelve 152mm naval guns.

As for the cruisers and the battlecruiser, the main guns were 203mm and 305mm. Although the battlecruiser's armor was insufficient to resist 305mm naval gun attacks in pursuit of speed, "insufficient to resist 305mm naval guns" simply meant that; He Rui's 120mm field guns and the captured Japanese 150mm field guns, even using armor-piercing shells, would be nothing more than scratching an itch.

The fleet currently outside Shanghai was not worth mentioning compared to the British Grand Fleet. But the maritime combat power of such a small fleet was already powerful in East Asia. for the He Rui government, which had zero navy, it was a situation of being unilaterally beaten.

Sure enough, the British fleet expressed friendly greetings to the Japanese forces and, guided by British pilots well-versed in the routes outside the Yangtze, advanced towards downtown Shanghai.

Watching the silhouette of the battlecruiser *Indomitable*, the Japanese naval officers felt the British were truly crafty enough. According to the Washington Naval Treaty, the *Indomitable* was supposed to be scrapped by Britain. Sending it to the Far East to execute a mission now was truly making full use of waste.

It wasn't until the main guns of the *Indomitable* began to bombard Shanghai from 15 kilometers away that the boom of the 305mm naval guns made the Japanese naval officers feel renewed respect for the Royal Navy. The flagship of the Japanese fleet heading south this time, the *Kongō*, was one of four Japanese Kongō-class battlecruisers (*Translator's Note: The text says 'battleships' but Kongō was a battlecruiser/fast battleship. Keeping literal translation or context.*), and its naval guns were only 356mm. It was the core of the current Japanese fleet, a priceless treasure. Yet the battlecruiser Britain was about to scrap and dismantle was equipped with 305mm naval guns. Even though Japan was now the world's third-largest navy, there was still a huge gap with the world's number one navy.

The maximum range of the 305mm naval gun was 17.5 kilometers. Accuracy when firing from 15 kilometers was not to be expected. However, since the British fleet was demonstrating its power rather than truly trying to precisely destroy specific targets, those deviations didn't matter. The shells would definitely land inside the Shanghai urban area.

When the British fleet arrived outside the Yangtze Estuary, the National Defense Force's Air Force reconnaissance planes discovered them and immediately reported the matter to East Route Army Commander Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu's expression became grave. He ordered the headquarters to quickly execute the response plan based on previous relevant plans. He himself invited the Air Force Commander assigned to the East Route Army into a small room in the headquarters.

Closing the door, Zhong Yifu said in a steady tone, "Commander Qin, the planes that just transferred over have arrived..."

East Route Army Air Force Commander Qin Sihai immediately replied, "Commander Zhong, since the General Headquarters already has a prediction, we will execute the order. Do you have anything else to add, Commander Zhong?"

Zhong Yifu subconsciously bit his lip and sighed, "In that case, I want to ask one thing. Can those comrades execute the mission resolutely?"

Qin Sihai frowned and even looked away. But a moment later, Qin Sihai turned back, his expression full of determination. "Executing orders is entirely voluntary. We will absolutely not force anyone who is not willing. At a time like this, I believe in the comrades."

Zhong Yifu knew that ordering troops to charge was completely different from ordering this operation. When troops charged, although there would be casualties, luck played a large part. But an order where one would die if they sortied, and where the officers and men set out knowing this, challenged human nature, or was even anti-human. But Zhong Yifu had to make such an arrangement, so he said, "Tell the comrades, if there were any other way, we would not make such a decision."

Commander Qin Sihai was unwilling to discuss this further. He silently saluted Zhong Yifu, turned, and left the headquarters.

Three days were not enough to build a permanent airport, but during the Korean War, the Northeast Army had accumulated rich experience in temporary airfields. The construction of this kind of airfield was originally based on He Rui's memories of U.S. military techniques for building airfields in the Pacific. If planes could take off and land quickly in that kind of harsh environment, building a temporary airport near the warm and flat Yangtze River was at least an order of magnitude less difficult.

Planes were already parked full on both sides of the runway. When Qin Sihai rushed to the airfield, the Special Flight Team had finished assembling. Behind them, the air crew mechanics were completing final adjustments on those specially modified planes.

The British warships' shelling had already begun. The roaring sound and the subtle vibrations under their feet let these pilots know that the enemy was using artillery of unprecedented power to fire upon downtown Shanghai.

Qin Sihai wanted to speak, but couldn't say anything for a moment. Those encouraging words were insignificant compared to the sacrifice the comrades were about to make. Finally, Qin Sihai spoke, "Chairman He said, 'Land one punch to avoid a hundred punches coming.' The foreign devils use naval guns to scare us, calling it gunboat diplomacy. After we sink the foreign fleet, they will never dare appear in front of our Air Force again. Comrades, I have let everyone down. I can only ask everyone to fight for the country."

Having said this, he should have ordered the troops to sortie. But Qin Sihai suddenly felt his vision blur, his lips trembled, and he couldn't speak again.

Just then, Qin Sihai heard Shen Chonghui, the Captain of the Special Flight Team, ask, "Commander, can we depart?"

Qin Sihai wiped away his tears and nodded. At this moment, a sense of shame welled up in Qin Sihai. Since he was asking comrades to sacrifice themselves, how could he be such a coward that he didn't even dare to give the order?

Standing up straight, Qin Sihai said loudly, "All units! Attention!"

Following the order, the 24 pilots of the first attack wave of the Special Flight Team immediately stood at attention.

Qin Sihai ordered loudly, "This sortie is entirely voluntary. Anyone who feels they lack determination may remain standing at attention. The unit will absolutely not blame you. This sortie requires attacking all British warships simultaneously, striving to annihilate them in one fell swoop. To strike at the enemy's confidence so they never dare attack our coast again. Now, comrades who have decided to sortie, board your planes!"

After speaking, Commander Qin Sihai raised his hand in salute to the comrades of the Special Flight Team.

Captain Shen Chonghui immediately returned the salute and ran towards his plane without looking back. Just then, a pilot shouted, "Commander, I have a question!"

Other pilots intended to move but stopped. Even Shen Chonghui turned back, looking at the team member with displeasure.

The team member asked loudly, "Commander, if we sink the British fleet, they won't dare do this next time, right?"

Qin Sihai shook his head. "Next time they won't dare come over so casually. Next time they will be very careful, coming only when they are sure there is no Air Force of ours. However, I can guarantee you all, if there is a next time, it will be several years, or even ten years later. By that time, our Navy will have a fleet capable of fighting the British Navy. At that time, our Navy won't give British warships the chance to bully us like this!"

Hearing this, the team member immediately stood at attention and saluted Qin Sihai, saying loudly, "Commander, when our Navy has warships that can fight the British fleet, please be sure to burn some paper money for us and tell us that we have a Navy."

After speaking, the team member turned and ran straight to his plane. The other team members and Captain Shen Chonghui saluted Qin Sihai again and ran to their planes.

Qin Sihai wanted to watch the comrades leave, but couldn't help turning his back, tears raining down. He was considering the present, but what was in the hearts of those sorting comrades was China's future. They were not fighting for something in the present, but for the future of the country.

When Qin Sihai finally wiped his tears dry and turned around, the plane piloted by Captain Shen Chonghui had already started and taxied onto the runway. Commander Qin Sihai stood at attention and saluted. The ground crew and other officers and soldiers also raised their hands in salute. Although these comrades were still alive, they were already martyrs. No one doubted their courage and determination. Of course, even if someone abandoned the mission, everyone would not blame them. They only hoped they could come back alive.

Engines roared, driving propellers to churn the air. The planes taxied, faster and faster, and flew into the sky of the motherland.
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The British battlecruiser *HMS Inflexible* was the flagship of the fleet shelling Shanghai. Laid down at the John Brown & Company shipyard in Clydebank on February 5, 1906, she was launched on June 26, 1907, and commissioned in October 1908, at a cost of £1,720,739.

During the Great War in Europe, *Inflexible* hunted the German battlecruiser *SMS Goeben* in the Mediterranean in July 1914. On December 8, 1914, she participated in the Battle of the Falkland Islands alongside *HMS Invincible*. In January 1915, *Inflexible* served as the flagship of the Dardanelles fleet, taking part in the bombardment of the Turkish coast from February to March. She was severely damaged by a mine on March 18 and forced to return to Malta for repairs. On May 31, 1916, she was assigned to the 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron and fought in the Battle of Jutland.

This battlecruiser had participated in almost every major British naval engagement of the Great War. Now, on the verge of decommissioning, she had come to China as a flagship to lead a fleet in executing "gunboat diplomacy" against Shanghai.

Inside the bridge of the *Inflexible*, the Fleet Chief of Staff looked out through the porthole at the faint outline of the distant city and said with emotion to the Fleet Commander, "Rear Admiral, will the *Inflexible*'s final mission be the shelling of Hong Kong?"

The Fleet Commander was momentarily at a loss for words. He and the Chief of Staff had discussed the current situation in China several times on the journey over. Downing Street's judgment remained quite calm; they were not considering a declaration of war against the new Republican government. The purpose of this bombardment was punitive and demonstrative.

Warships could not conduct landing operations. Their ammunition and barrel life were limited. Even if the British Empire disregarded bankruptcy and sent its entire fleet to the Far East, they could not prevent the Chinese army from seizing Hong Kong with sustained shelling alone. Since it could not be done, they would simply not do it. It was only a matter of time before Hong Kong was taken by the National Defense Force.

Thinking of the advantage the British Empire had held in China for eighty years, the Fleet Commander felt disheartened. He hummed a uniquely British nasal sound and said, "Chief of Staff, our future task will be how to cut off China's trade lines and deal with the navy China will build in the future. However, we likely won't have the chance to engage the Chinese navy before we retire."

Hearing mention of the British Empire's naval superiority, the Chief of Staff's sense of loss was washed away considerably. He stood up. "Your Excellency, in about an hour, we may encounter Chinese artillery. I will go make preparations."

The British Chief of Staff was clearly mistaken. The National Defense Force was well aware of its own artillery strength. Without coastal defense guns, ordinary field artillery was no match for the British fleet.

Not only was the National Defense Force General Staff clear on this, but the Special Flight Team had also received relevant briefings. Or rather, only pilots who understood this situation could volunteer for the Special Flight Team.

Squadron Leader Shen Chonghui originally thought he understood clearly, but when he piloted his plane and saw the British fleet shelling with his own eyes, he realized he hadn't fully grasped it.

The Air Force was used to seeing the effects of artillery explosions on the ground, but the "flowers of death" blossoming before his eyes were incomparable to anything heavy field artillery could produce. If the explosion from a 120mm field gun was like a fingernail-sized wildflower by the roadside, then the 305mm main guns of the British battlecruiser created peonies the size of half a hand.

Although it was difficult to see details on the ground from the air, Shen Chonghui knew with certainty that no one could survive such explosions. Before setting out, Shen Chonghui had hoped his sacrifice would create something. Now, looking down at the city under bombardment by the British fleet, that expectation, mixed with faint unease, was dispelled and replaced by a more intense emotion.

If they could not destroy the British fleet, China could only watch them ravage the land until they exhausted their ammunition and returned to port to resupply. Once the British had resupplied and repaired, they would come again. Endless, ceasing. To save the Chinese people from such a fate, they had to end the British fleet causing this destruction right now.

From takeoff, Shen Chonghui had subconsciously hoped this short flight would last a little longer. But now, the boiling emotion in his heart made him wish to finish this journey immediately and reach the endpoint where he would end the British fleet.

In his urgent anticipation, Shen Chonghui finally sighted the British fleet. Just as the reconnaissance planes had reported, there were seven warships in total. The most striking among them was a massive battlecruiser. The ship was bristling with guns, and every time its main batteries fired, they spewed out huge clouds of smoke visible even from the air.

The British fleet was moving toward the mouth of the Yangtze River in a nearly uniform straight line—undoubtedly the perfect opportunity for an attack. Soon, the air group arrived over the British fleet. Every pilot had been assigned a target beforehand. Shen Chonghui wanted to make a final call to his comrades, but their current communication equipment did not support it.

Shen Chonghui pushed the control stick. His specially designed plane was loaded with 300 kilograms of high explosives, with various control devices ensuring the explosives would detonate as simultaneously as possible. At this moment, Shen Chonghui began his final flight, diving toward the British battlecruiser assigned to him. Right now, leading by example was the best encouragement.

The British battlecruiser grew larger and larger in his field of vision. Shen Chonghui could already see the orange tongues of fire amidst the smoke as the British warship's main guns fired. Soon, the flags on the British battlecruiser were close enough to be seen clearly. Shen Chonghui pressed down hard on the control stick. In his mind, only one thought remained: let everything end as quickly as possible.

***

On the flagship of the Japanese fleet, the *Kongō*, Japanese officers and sailors currently off-duty were by the rails watching the British fleet shell Shanghai. As the lookout reported the appearance of Chinese planes, the officers raised their binoculars to the sky. The sailors also looked up. Soon, sailors with sharp eyes pointed at the sky, telling those around them that Chinese planes had appeared. Other sailors stretched their necks, straining to see.

A Lieutenant Commander standing next to Yamamoto Isoroku lowered his binoculars and laughed. "Yamamoto-kun, the British warships don't seem to have any anti-aircraft machine guns."

Yamamoto Isoroku was unimpressed. He lowered his binoculars and replied in a mocking tone, "Indeed. It seems the British navy thinks adding that little bit of weight would affect the ship's speed."

Receiving such a blunt response from Yamamoto, the Lieutenant Commander who had made the joke looked up at the sky again. Immediately, Yamamoto saw the Lieutenant Commander's expression change to one of astonishment. Yamamoto turned his head and saw the Chinese planes in the sky diving one after another toward the British warships on the sea.

With no superfluous movements, the planes streaked across the sky like meteors, crashing into the British warships one after another.

Yamamoto felt his mind go blank. Even as the impact sites exploded violently; even as a British *Town*-class light cruiser, after being hit by a Chinese plane, spewed a massive tongue of fire upwards from within and broke in two, sinking rapidly; even as the superstructure of the battlecruiser *HMS Inflexible* was instantly destroyed, its tall masts blown apart and falling into the water along with the signal flags—Yamamoto Isoroku's mind remained blank.

At this moment, there were no more Chinese planes in the sky. Only the British warships on the sea, exploding violently.

What exactly had happened?

Yamamoto managed to pull himself together from the chaos. He seemed to recall the Chinese planes simply diving down and crashing into the British warships. Then everything became like this. At that moment, another British light cruiser exploded violently from within. Every opening in the hull connecting to the outside spewed flames. Immediately, it was blown to pieces like an over-inflated balloon and began to sink rapidly.

Footsteps rang out. Having witnessed the briefly soul-shaking scene, the Japanese naval officers and men stood frozen as if under a spell. Apart from the communications officer running up from the telegraph room below deck, no one was moving quickly on the deck.

The communications officer ran to the Japanese Fleet Commander, Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke, and reported loudly, "Commander, we have received a clear-code telegram from the Chinese side!"

Okada Keisuke still appeared composed. He ordered, "Read it!"

The surrounding Japanese officers and men held their breath. The only sound on the deck was the flapping of the naval ensign in the wind.

The communications officer read aloud: "The East Route Army of the National Defense Force of the Republic of China informs the Japanese fleet off Shanghai: Your fleet is already within Chinese territorial waters. You are ordered to leave immediately. Otherwise, you will be destroyed."

Just as he finished reading, an incomparably massive, dull explosion rang out. The Japanese naval officers and men hurriedly turned to look. They saw the forward deck guns of the British battlecruiser *Inflexible*, which was still afloat after taking at least seven hits from Chinese planes, being blown directly into the air from below. Massive fragments of the deck danced in the sky—the result of the magazine detonating.

Next, the *Inflexible*, a meritorious warship of the British Royal Navy that had survived almost every battle of the Great War, began to slowly list. Although the angle of the list was not yet great, the Japanese naval officers knew that this ship was beyond saving.

Footsteps sounded again. Another communications officer delivered a new telegram. It was still from the National Defense Force, and the content was exactly the same as the previous one.

"Your Excellency, Chinese planes have appeared in the sky again!" A new report came from the lookout.

Now the Japanese officers and men could not help but feel nervous. Many officers unconsciously looked at the row of anti-aircraft machine guns installed on the side of the *Kongō*. If the planes of the National Defense Force descended from the sky, these guns could at least offer some resistance.

Vice Admiral Okada Keisuke tried hard to keep a straight face, not wanting his subordinates to see the change in his expression. But now, he had to give an order. Under the gaze of his subordinates, the Vice Admiral spoke, "Send a telegram to the National Defense Force."

The communications officer hurriedly took out his notebook and heard the Vice Admiral say, "In view of your side's naval experience, our side kindly reminds you that rescuing personnel who have fallen into the water after a naval battle is a naval tradition."

After speaking, the Vice Admiral clasped his hands behind his back and left the deck, walking straight to the entrance of the bridge.

The Commander entered the command center inside the bridge, and the officers hurriedly followed. As most of them passed Captain Yamamoto Isoroku, they glanced at him. There was unease in their eyes. It was as if the tragic attack just now had been commanded by Yamamoto Isoroku.

Yamamoto Isoroku felt he needed some quiet. The sailors had already returned to their duty stations on the battleship *Kongō* under the command of the officers. Only a few young officers remained on deck, looking at the British fleet that had not yet sunk. Yamamoto looked over; the ships had stopped on the sea. The superstructures of the cruisers were a mess. The superstructures of the light cruisers had been almost completely blown flat, their bridges gone without a trace. Less than a fifth of the smokestacks remained, and raging flames were consuming the twisted and distorted turrets.

Taking out a cigarette and lighting it, Yamamoto tried to recall how long it had taken from the moment he saw the Chinese planes to the moment they crashed into the British fleet. Although his mind could replay the entire process of the planes diving down without hesitation, that period seemed both very long and like a mere instant.

Just then, the battleship shuddered slightly and began to turn. Yamamoto, who should have been able to walk smoothly on a moving ship at any time, almost stumbled. A hand grabbed him, steadying him and saving him from embarrassment.

The person who supported him was Yamaguchi Tamon. Yamaguchi's eyes were red; he had clearly just been crying. The tear tracks on his face were still obvious. He said with emotion, "Senior Yamamoto, it took less than two minutes. From the planes arriving overhead to the completion of the attack, it took less than two minutes."

"It was that fast?" Yamamoto felt astonishment and heavy pressure. If Yamaguchi Tamon had not mistaken the time, given the speed and anti-aircraft capabilities of current large warships, there was absolutely no possibility of escaping the attack.

At this moment, another dull explosion came from the distance. The light of an explosion rose from a light cruiser. It would likely sink completely within a few minutes. Yamaguchi Tamon could no longer hold back. He walked to the ship's rail, raised both hands high, and shouted at the wreckage of the sinking British fleet, "Magnificent! The warriors of Asia!"

Several young Japanese naval officers standing next to Yamaguchi Tamon saluted in the direction of the explosions. It was unclear if they were mourning Britain, or if...

Yamamoto also had the impulse to salute, but he held back. He simply took off his military cap, put it back on straight, and walked with steady steps toward the bridge.

Many thoughts churned in Yamamoto's mind. The loss of such a British fleet meant little to the British Empire as a whole. The flagship, the battlecruiser *Inflexible*, was just an old ship ready for scrapping. A few cruisers and light cruisers were not worth mentioning against Britain's naval shipbuilding capacity.

The most direct immediate impact was limited to Britain abandoning its plans for gunboat diplomacy and adopting a trade blockade instead.

In the longer term, since Britain could not launch a full-scale attack on China by land or sea, Japan's value to Britain would rise rapidly. But this might not be a good thing. Yamamoto was very wary of the British. Once Japan was eyed by Britain, Britain would certainly try to strengthen its control over Japan. Present-day Japan had precisely many opportunities for the British to intervene.

Walking into the command room, which he expected to be buzzing with discussion, Yamamoto found few people speaking. Looking at the officers who still hadn't fully recovered from the shock, Yamamoto Isoroku suddenly understood the reason for everyone's silence.

It was not only Britain that had lost the opportunity for gunboat diplomacy, but Japan as well. As long as the He Rui regime did not suffer internal problems, the Great Powers would no longer consider gunboat diplomacy. Although a trade embargo was a noose around China's neck, there had been eras of isolation in Chinese history. As long as foreign countries could not use military force to smash open China's door, China could rely on its vast territory to live quietly.

China had broken free from the shackles forged by the Great Powers!
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By the time Jordan returned to Beijing with a group of European reporters, it was already December 19, 1923. It was less than two weeks until January 1, 1924.

Eight years had passed since He Rui, back in the Northeast, had first defied the Republic of China's designation of January 1st as "New Year's Day" (Yuandan). Instead, he had insisted on calling January 1st the "Beginning of the Year" (Suishou) and reserving the title of "New Year's Day" for the Lunar Spring Festival. Now, He Rui could finally promulgate the calendar he approved of as he pleased, with no so-called Central Government left to block his will.

Receiving Jordan was Li Shiguang, Director of the Department of Western European Affairs of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China, with Yan Huiqing attending as an attaché. Both sides had to go through the motions first: Jordan and Li Shiguang expressed the strongest protests to each other. Jordan protested the He Rui regime's hanging of prisoners of war, while Li Shiguang protested the British government's shelling of Shanghai and the massacre of Chinese civilians there.

After the formalities were concluded, the two sides continued the subsequent negotiations in a relatively calm manner. Jordan demanded that the He Rui regime protect the safety and interests of British personnel in China.

Li Shiguang immediately asked, "Is this the intention of Downing Street, or is it the personal request of Your Excellency the Ambassador?"

In the past, when Jordan met with He Rui, He Rui had tried his best to avoid discussing Jordan's official standing. At that time, as a regional power, if He Rui had publicly claimed diplomatic relations with the British government, it would have been completely contrary to diplomatic tradition. Hearing Li Shiguang explicitly ask who Jordan's words represented, Jordan sighed with emotion; the He Rui regime was finally conducting itself as the Central Government.

Now, however, it was Jordan who could not say too much. As a Special Plenipotentiary Ambassador, Jordan could not make official commitments to the unrecognized He Rui regime. At least, not before the two sides held a formal conference.

So Jordan played dumb, "As a civilized nation, this is a legal system that must be observed."

Yan Huiqing smiled and said, "Mr. Jordan, I solemnly remind you here, please do not use words like 'civilization' and 'legal system' in front of us. In terms of civilization and legal systems, the Republic of China is far above Britain. Britain needs to ask us for advice on what a legal system is with a sincere attitude."

Before Jordan could express his dissatisfaction, a reporter from *The Times* who was attending the meeting could not bear it any longer and asked directly, "Mr. Yan, what gives you the courage to speak such boastful words to Britain, which possesses centuries of legal history?"

The other British reporters held their notebooks, ready to record. Every one of them wore the same look of displeasure as the *Times* reporter!

Yan Huiqing smiled faintly, "Mr. Reporter, I am a *citizen* of the Republic of China. And you? Are you a *citizen* of the British Empire, or a *subject* of the British Empire?"

The reporter instantly realized he had chosen the wrong focal point for the confrontation, but there was no way to change the proposition now. The indignation on the faces of the other reporters turned into anger, but they were helpless.

Yan Huiqing's tone was sincere, "The foundation of law is equality before the law. If a law itself determines that the people within a country are born with distinctions of high and low, noble and base, then for such a country to discuss who is more civilized with a country where everyone is equal is simply a joke. Mr. Reporter is knowledgeable and experienced; surely you have heard of the theory of the 'fruit of the poisonous tree'."

***

When it came to verbal sparring, Yan Huiqing would never lose to He Rui's subordinates. It was just that He Rui's subordinates had always been supported by military power, while Yan Huiqing had no such backing behind him.

Both parties at the meeting knew very well that what Yan Huiqing said actually didn't matter. What was important was that apart from a trade embargo, Britain no longer had the ability to threaten the He Rui regime with its former methods.

If it wanted to impose a trade embargo on China, Britain would have to convene an international conference on the China issue. At such a conference, it was very possible to reach an agreement on an arms embargo against China by all nations. However, regarding civilian goods, Belgium and Italy might agree to an embargo on civilian goods to China, but those two countries had little trade with China to begin with, so an embargo made little difference. As for other countries, the United States might not conduct arms trade with China, but it was impossible for them to cut off civilian trade with China.

Therefore, the He Rui government had nothing to fear, and indeed had the qualifications to be fearless.

So Jordan acted as if he hadn't heard Yan Huiqing's ruthless ridicule at all. He said, "The British Empire is very concerned about the land policy of the He Rui regime in the occupied areas. This policy is barbaric; it savagely deprives landlords of their land ownership rights and has caused massacres targeting civilians. Britain has a very deep and friendly relationship with China and is very concerned about recent developments in the situation."

After speaking, Jordan was ready to wait for Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing to attack with "sheep eating men" (the Enclosure Movement) or the "Great Irish Famine." And Jordan had already prepared a routine to deal with it.

However, Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing just looked at each other, and Li Shiguang asked, "Mr. Jordan, where did you hear these fictitious accusations? Can you tell me the names of these people?"

The reporters immediately recorded the dialogue. A news story about a barbaric military government demanding the names of whistleblowers and sending troops to arrest them was already forming rapidly in their minds.

Jordan shook his head, "To protect these people, I cannot reveal their names."

The *Northeast Daily* reporter was also recording the dialogue between the two sides, and heard Li Shiguang answer straightforwardly, "Then I can only suspect that you are fabricating lies, because the Republic of China government's land policy is **redemption**, not confiscation. Moreover, this policy has not yet begun to be implemented. We have not made any changes to land ownership rights."

The foreign reporters were a little startled, and their recording speed slowed down considerably. Jordan was even more surprised; he had never imagined that He Rui, who was considered a Communist, had adopted violent land reform in the Northeast but was adopting a redemption policy for national land reform. This change was too great!

But Jordan was not unprepared. He immediately asked, "Then what about the Qian family in Jiangsu and Zhejiang?"

"Oh. That traitor from the Qian family," Li Shiguang nodded slightly. "I have heard of the matter Mr. Jordan mentioned. According to our laws, the private property of traitors will be confiscated. British law also has such articles and precedents."

Speaking of this, Li Shiguang smiled brightly, "Of course, I know very well that those traitors who harm China's interests are close partners for Britain. I completely understand."

...

The verbal sparring continued to unfold, and at the same time, some information was flowing in the midst of it.

When the meeting ended, Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing took the meeting minutes and summary to seek an audience with He Rui. It was not until past 8:00 PM that they saw He Rui.

In the small room, He Rui was holding a bowl of shredded pork noodles and pickled vegetables, eating voraciously, with a steamed bun (mantou) in his hand. Seeing the two enter, He Rui swallowed the food in his mouth and asked, "Have you two eaten?"

"We ate in the cafeteria," Li Shiguang answered quickly.

He Rui pointed to the chair opposite the table that served as desk, office table, and dining table. "Sit. Don't mind my table manners, let's just talk directly about this meeting."

Yan Huiqing did not feel that He Rui lacked table manners. If He Rui was willing, he could be much more dignified. But He Rui had not chosen that kind of life. Sitting in front of He Rui and listening to him eat with such gusto, Yan Huiqing unconsciously felt like swallowing his saliva. It was good to be young.

Li Shiguang told He Rui the main content of the meeting, and He Rui listened quietly. He finished the noodles quickly, poured plain boiled water into the bowl, used his chopsticks to poke the few small sections of noodles stuck to the bowl into the water, and lifted it up to drink it all in one gulp.

By this time, Li Shiguang had finished reporting the general content. He Rui exhaled comfortably, "It seems Britain wants to compete with us for the middle and upper classes in the country."

Yan Huiqing's impression of He Rui was that he knew how to govern, was formidable in war, and absolutely did not fear foreigners. As for his level of diplomacy... Yan Huiqing felt he didn't have the chance to have the same background as He Rui, so he couldn't fully compare. But it should be somewhat above Yan Huiqing's own ability.

Seeing He Rui eating and listening to a general summary, yet arriving at a conclusion that had taken Yan Huiqing and Li Shiguang hours of careful review and discussion to determine roughly, Yan Huiqing felt great admiration for He Rui in his heart.

He Rui didn't care about all that. He asked Li Shiguang, "Besides Britain, who else in Europe has made accusations on these issues?"

Li Shiguang replied, "No one for the time being."

He Rui instructed, "Continue to pay attention to this matter. Especially in those countries that have newspapers in China; they will definitely propagate the idea that we are an evil regime to their audiences."

Seeing that the meeting was about to end, Yan Huiqing seized the opportunity to ask, "Chairman He, are we really going to implement land redemption?"

He Rui's evaluation of Yan Huiqing was "a sensible person"; this evaluation was much higher than his evaluation of Gu Weijun (Wellington Koo). Since Yan Huiqing asked, He Rui nodded, "That's correct. We are going to implement redemption."

"Then will the redeemed land be distributed to the people for farming free of charge?" Yan Huiqing was really concerned about this.

"Of course. It is to be distributed to the people for farming free of charge." He Rui continued to affirm Yan Huiqing's guess.

"What about industry and commerce?" Yan Huiqing asked the thing he cared about most.

Yan Huiqing knew very well that farming didn't make much money; it just kept one from starving. What really made money was industry and commerce, but industry and commerce were fat sheep that had always been subjected to various forms of exploitation from the Qing Dynasty to the Republican government. He Rui's policy would determine the future of industry and commerce. He had to get this clear.
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Hearing Yan Huiqing ask about industry and commerce instead of land, Li Shiguang's gaze became sharp. He Rui was aware that Yan Huiqing was acquainted with many industrial and commercial owners, but Yan Huiqing himself spent all his money on his children's education and had no funds to open factories. Yan Huiqing had also donated his family's land, so this question must have been asked on behalf of those around him. He Rui stood up and invited Yan Huiqing and Li Shiguang to sit on the sofa. He Rui smiled and said, "Brother Yan, since we are chatting, why not address each other as brothers?"

Yan Huiqing had graduated from the Tongwen Guan (a foreign language school opened by the Qing Dynasty) in his early years, and later studied at the University of Virginia in the United States. He had not met He Rui many times, but he knew that He Rui, just as Zhao Tianlin had said, was a 'Military Scientist' rather than a traditional Beiyang soldier. Traditional soldiers regarded military service as a lifelong profession, and inevitably had that soldierly manner—stern and grim expressions, and a bearing full of oppression. As a 'Military Scientist', He Rui was just a scholar, like a 'Jurist', 'Chemist', or 'Mathematician'.

Hearing He Rui use the way scholars communicate to build a discussion atmosphere fit Yan Huiqing's expectations exactly. He sighed, "Brother He, you changed the Republic's New Year's Day back to the beginning of the year, showing you understand Chinese culture very well. Why don't you choose a courtesy name for yourself? This is a bit too modern."

"Brother Yan, China's situation is as precarious as a stack of eggs. Our most urgent task is to stop the trend of the Divine Land sinking with maximum efficiency, and make China return to the path of forward development. I went out to study when I was young, and now I cannot do these things, to avoid subordinates following suit."

Although Yan Huiqing didn't quite understand what He Rui meant by 'subordinates following suit', he could understand the necessity of keeping everything simple. He nodded, "Brother He, the matter of land redemption involves a great deal. Distributing land to the people for free is naturally a benevolent policy. This decision involves such a wide range and has such a deep impact that I, your foolish brother, have thought about it and have absolutely no clue. If Brother He is willing to give some guidance, I would be overjoyed."

"Brother Yan, forgive my presumption, have you ever read the 'History of Song'? Or perhaps read some foreign economics works?"

Yan Huiqing had read many books but had not researched them, so he answered frankly, "I have browsed a little, but know nothing. Brother He might as well speak more simply to avoid a lot of trouble."

He Rui thought for a moment and asked, "Brother Yan, what is China's primary task right now? How much has been completed?"

Yan Huiqing answered immediately, "Naturally, it is to determine national security and not be subjected to continuous foreign threats. Now most of it has been completed."

"China will not suffer a foreign military invasion. The greatest result of this is that China can formulate and implement long-term, stable economic development policies, without worrying that the policy execution period will be interrupted when formulating policies. As for the foundation of economic development policies, it is the stability of the regime. The policy of distributing land use rights to the masses is not a benevolent policy, but an urgent task concerning whether the regime can be stable."

"Oh?" Yan Huiqing's spirit rose upon hearing He Rui say this, and he quickly said, "I wish to hear the details."

"A socialist regime naturally tends to protect the lower classes and does not accept the model of satisfying the maximization of interests of those who control the means of production at the expense of the lower classes." Saying this, He Rui paused deliberately, wanting to see Yan Huiqing's reaction.

Sure enough, he saw confusion in Yan Huiqing's expression. However, Yan Huiqing did not hide it; he asked straightforwardly, "These terms are too profound. Please change to a simpler way of speaking, Brother He."

He Rui satisfied Yan Huiqing's request. "Currently, families in China who rely on their own land to maintain their livelihood account for about one-fifth of China's total population. The remaining four-fifths all live in a state of precariousness. Distributing land use rights means that these sources of social unrest immediately become sources of social stability. As long as society can stabilize, the people, through labor, can not only eat their fill but also have a little surplus. At the end of every year, in addition to preparing seeds and farm tools for next year's cultivation, there is still spare money to make two sets of clothes for the family. The whole society has embarked on a path of development."

Yan Huiqing originally thought that He Rui's main recent goal was to end the chaos and restore order. He didn't expect that the purpose of He Rui's policy was actually to solve the poverty of the people. In his excitement, he couldn't help but praise, "If everyone doesn't go hungry and can buy two sets of clothes every year, this is a time of peace and prosperity!"

He Rui was not excited. He continued calmly, "In Chinese history, such times were few, and times when the people generally encountered various problems were many. The reason lies in the fact that economic development cannot keep up with population growth. China has a large population and needs to develop faster to solve this problem. At this time, we can talk about the industrial and commercial issues Brother Yan asked about."

Yan Huiqing looked at He Rui, wanting to know immediately what kind of future He Rui had planned for industry and commerce. He heard He Rui say, "Since the Westernization Movement began, Chinese industry has started. However, Chinese industry has never been able to develop. A major reason is that a system adapted to industrial development has not been established. The new government aims to create an environment suitable for industrial development at this stage. As long as they abide by the relevant Labor Law, Education Law, National Security Law, and other regulations, industry and commerce can develop to the best of their ability."

He thought He Rui would propose some extraordinary plan for industrial and commercial development, but he didn't expect just these few sentences. Yan Huiqing felt that something seemed wrong, so he pressed, "Brother He speaking like this really makes one unable to make heads or tails of it."

He Rui smiled, "Brother Yan, this is making it hard for me. These are formulated and executed by relevant government departments. The text in the outline manual issued to industrial and commercial owners has tens of thousands of words; I haven't even read it. if Brother Yan cares, why not go ask for one and read it yourself."

Hearing He Rui say this, Yan Huiqing felt a burst of shame in his heart. He Rui's work was to formulate policy, not to do this specific work. He was confused by concern and had actually forgotten this. He picked up his water glass and drank a mouthful of plain water to calm his mood.

After regaining his composure, Yan Huiqing asked a question he had never been able to find an answer to from others, "Brother He. Even if industrial development cannot be said to be known to everyone, it is not a secret among the Great Powers. However, the results of industrial development in various countries are widely different. Some people speak of the issue of national character. I wonder what Brother He thinks of this?"

Seeing Yan Huiqing care so much about the so-called national character view, He Rui felt it was quite funny, but this kind of view was actually quite influential within China, and He Rui couldn't help but answer, "Cultural accumulation has a great influence on all countries; this is inevitable. The so-called national character is just nonsense. British and French industry once surpassed Germany. Germany, as a latecomer to industry, developed extremely fast. This is the result of the state promoting industrial development. And what are the dominant categories of Germany in industrial varieties now? Brother Yan should have some understanding, right?"

Yan Huiqing thought for a while, "Germany is renowned for products requiring exquisite craftsmanship. German products are technologically advanced and exquisitely crafted. Is this not related to the Germanic national character?"

"The term 'Germanic nation' appeared in the German states after 1840. It has been less than 100 years until now. When the term 'Germanic nation' appeared, it was considered that the Germanic nation was backward and weak. It was necessary to learn the advantages of other nations, get rid of Germany's backward national character, and build a great will. When the 'Germanic nation' was proposed, there was absolutely no saying that the Germanic nation was born rigorous and serious. If there really exists a naturally rigorous and serious Germanic nation, then there is only one explanation. 80 years ago, the Germanic nation was swapped by some force. From that day on, every German born was naturally rigorous and serious."

Yan Huiqing didn't expect He Rui to explain it this way and was stunned for a moment. Li Shiguang beside them was amused and let out a 'Ha' of laughter. In his surprise, Yan Huiqing thought carefully and found that this comical conclusion was actually built on a completely reasonable logic. Now Yan Huiqing didn't know whether to laugh or cry, but still felt something was wrong.

He Rui continued to explain, "Britain and France both have vast colonies. The populations of both countries are a little over 40 million. Germany has a population of 65 million. Britain and France can plunder from colonies to deal with internal problems. Germany has no colonies. When encountering economic problems, it can only obtain revenue by selling goods externally. Britain and France have their own industrial systems, and German similar goods cannot be dumped in the British and French markets. To obtain a market, Germany can only work on technology iteration and process development. In this way, German goods can be sold. That is to say, the advanced technology and exquisite craftsmanship of German industry were forced out by reality. Moreover, for advanced technology and craftsmanship, the cost cannot be too high. If the price is too high, it also cannot be sold. If German enterprises cannot do this, they have to close down and go bankrupt. Those who can survive until now are certainly enterprises that possess these characteristics. Just looking at the German enterprises that have survived until now, one naturally feels that German enterprises are very advanced. If one looks at it from the history of German industrial development, one will understand how cruel market competition is. Enterprises that are not excellent enough will all go bankrupt."

Yan Huiqing only felt his inner thoughts surging. The explanation He Rui proposed was very persuasive, and Yan Huiqing wanted very much to accept such an explanation. However, He Rui's explanation was too simple and clear, which made Yan Huiqing feel confused again.

Distributing land can allow landless peasants to return to a self-sufficient life from their current destitute life; Yan Huiqing could easily understand and accept this. But engaging in industry was actually also this simple and straightforward? Yan Huiqing felt a sense of incongruity in his heart. If things were this simple, why has Chinese industry never truly developed in the 60 years from the Westernization Movement to now? Apart from the reason of foreign enemy invasion, there must be other reasons.

He wanted to speak, but at this moment, He Rui's secretary came in to report, "Chairman, the next meeting is about to start."

He Rui stood up and extended his hand to Yan Huiqing, "Brother Yan, if there are industrial and commercial owners asking you about your views on the policy, just tell them that the new government supports industrial and commercial development, and for specific questions, they should go to the local government to understand national policies. I will take my leave for today."

Yan Huiqing quickly stood up and held He Rui's hand, "Chairman He, I still hope to have the opportunity to ask for advice in person. Talking with Chairman He, I have a feeling of sudden enlightenment."

He Rui smiled, let go of Yan Huiqing's hand, and under the guidance of the secretary, took Li Shiguang with him to the nearby conference room. At this time, all the comrades had arrived. After He Rui and the others took their seats, the executive chairman of this meeting, Minister Zhao Tianlin, who was in charge of science, education, culture, and health, began to speak about the theme of this time. "Regarding land redemption, it has already been promoted in the Beijing-Tianjin-Zhili area, and the results in the Beijing-Tianjin area are impressive. The local landlords are quite knowledgeable, knowing that there is absolutely no possibility of armed confrontation, and the execution speed is extremely fast. At this stage, we have already begun to enter the land distribution phase. However, comrades in other regions have many ideas. The opinions that comrades have collected will be discussed here."

After Zhao finished, Organization Minister Xu Jia followed with a speech, "The Party has already communicated the policy content to the grassroots. Comrades are very supportive of the policy of completely realizing land state ownership through land nationalization. Comrades have accepted the policy that we do not aim to physically eliminate all landlords. For evil landlords who have committed crimes, physical elimination and confiscation of land are carried out. Comrades are very supportive. The parts where comrades' thinking diverges are mainly the following points."

Speaking of this, Organization Minister Xu Jia opened the content at the back, "Why not distribute the land to the people first, and then redeem the land from the people? This is the question raised the most. The organization has already made an explanation and is trying its best to unify understanding. Among the reasons causing the bankruptcy of landless people, private ownership of land is certainly an important reason. Once private ownership of land is eliminated, the people's living standards will rise rapidly, and this problem can be solved in the short term. Moreover, those qualified to have their land redeemed are landlords who have no crimes and have not taken up armed resistance because of their political stupidity. Redeeming their land can reduce our opposition to them to an acceptable level."

After reading this summary, Xu Jia asked, "Chairman, the comrades' emotions are still very strong. Please give instructions on this."

He Rui had long thought about these issues. Since the situation had progressed to a new stage, it was also time to speak about it. He Rui began to speak frankly, "At this stage, we are only establishing a government locally, and the conflict with the local areas has not yet fully unfolded. Therefore, among the people comrades see jumping up and down, there are still many who must be resolved. It is easy for comrades to intuitively think that all landlords and gentry are like this. Once military action begins, everyone will see a huge change."

The level of understanding of the comrades attending the meeting was much higher than that of the grassroots. He Rui's answer addressing the grassroots' mood was full of bloodiness in these comrades' feelings, and their expressions unconsciously became extremely serious. However, everyone also knew that if it were the current grassroots comrades hearing He Rui's words, perhaps they would smile.

He Rui continued to explain, "Comrades see those landlords getting money, and their mood will naturally be unhappy. This is a human instinct reaction. Some comrades will think that those landlords have made a profit and are secretly rejoicing in their hearts. This is not the fact."

Speaking of this, He Rui's mouth was a little dry. He picked up his teacup and took a sip before continuing to explain, "Currently, China's land is in the hands of the old upper and middle strata. These people not only want to use land to earn rent but also want to obtain political benefits through controlling land and corresponding product transportation, from the source of grain production, acquisition, sales, and other means. As long as the government does not exchange equal political privileges with them based on the amount of land, these old upper and upper-middle strata losing land ownership means they lose the many powers derived from land. The little money they get is negligible compared to what they lose. Their hearts must be painful, much more painful than we can imagine. There is absolutely no joy to speak of. On this point, comrades must be clear. In terms of attitude adjustment, I hope comrades can all possess the ability to seek truth from facts; this is a powerful tool for understanding the real world."

The meeting secretaries recorded quickly to provide content for the subsequent meeting summary. Seeing that the first problem was solved, Xu Jia continued to raise other questions. "Many comrades have doubts. Since we can completely resolve those landlords without spending a single cent, what is the benefit of adopting redemption?"

He Rui did not think; he had completed the thinking on these contents long ago, and only needed to elaborate when the policy was pushed to a corresponding degree. "The Civilization Party is a communist party, and its thinking must be based on reality. The current landlords arrived locally earlier than we did, and their purpose in becoming landlords was not to confront us. When they became landlords, the Civilization Party had not been founded. That is to say, we are the outsiders, the latecomers. Fully understanding this matter helps to clearly distinguish between ourselves and the enemy."

"According to the social status quo, what we want to unite is the broad masses of the bottom layer. As outsiders and latecomers, the masses of the people know very little about us, or even nothing at all. Let alone so-called trust. In such a realistic environment, the judgment of the broad masses of the people on us is entirely based on their simple understanding. If our actions go beyond their understanding, it will trigger misunderstandings, and misunderstanding is precisely the starting point of the chain of suspicion."

"Make a note to emphasize this sentence later and explain it clearly to the comrades. Human heads are not chives; they don't grow back after being cut. This is not only something we can understand but also something the masses of the people can understand. When those evil tyrants who committed crimes are killed, the masses will feel that they should have suffered retribution long ago, and now the retribution has come. For those guys who stupidly resisted the land policy and were defeated and killed in battle, the masses will feel that this bunch of people didn't understand, were insensible, and had no eyes. They actually confronted the government directly and courted their own destruction. regarding the destruction of these people, as long as our evidence is conclusive and our propaganda is in place, the masses can also understand."

"But!" He Rui increased his tone, "But, for landlords who have not committed crimes worthy of beheading and are not stupid enough to confront the government, if they are killed, the masses cannot understand, yet they have to try to understand. Then, they will definitely produce misunderstandings. This will cause a huge impact on our work. As for the landlords, they have already submitted. If they are deprived again, they will definitely fight to the death. At that time, people who originally would not have died at all will be swept into such fierce conflicts, and corpses will litter the fields. While creating a large number of tragedies that could have been avoided, it also delays the time for land reform. In this world, human lives and time are both more precious than money. If spending money can save human lives and save time, this is undoubtedly a valuable redemption."

Speaking of this, He Rui asked Xu Jia, "Continue asking other questions."

Xu Jia's gaze was deep, obviously thinking about He Rui's explanation. Hearing He Rui ask this, he answered, "Chairman, originally there was another question about the amount of this money and the impact on the economy. Now I feel it seems no longer that important. The previous issues alone are enough to convince the comrades and unify their thinking."

"No. I don't think so." He Rui immediately expressed disagreement. "This is actually a very good question, and also a very important question. Only by calculating the accounts clearly can everyone reduce the resistance in their hearts."

After speaking, He Rui ordered the secretary to start writing numbers on the blackboard, and then explained to the comrades, "Quick land redemption saves one year of time. Our tax revenue is 30%. This grain means that our economic activities in the local area immediately become active. Comrades are either from the army or are southbound cadres, and have all learned some logistics and transportation knowledge. If we can allocate materials nearby, we save a lot of time and transportation costs. Farmers who receive land sell their surplus grain, and they will buy production materials and living materials. How many transactions has the input of this money created? It has played a huge role in the vitality of the local economy. Just like in the Northeast, it provided market purchasing power for the small commodity economy."

Most of the participating comrades knew this; they paid more attention to the numbers. The main reason why He Rui had to explain this issue was that only He Rui's personal explanation had authority. Although other leading cadres had the right of interpretation within their responsibilities, they were far inferior to He Rui's personal explanation.

He Rui had relied on these to persuade the comrades of the Central Committee before, and it was not too much to say it again at this time. "As for the little money the landlords get, it is all paper currency paid over ten years. Paper currency is worthless if it is not spent. So much currency flows into the market, completing production and sales. If some of the landlords use the money to open workshops, engage in handicraft factories, or even invest in industry, it will have a promoting effect on the economy. As for paper currency, this equivalent exchange, let's make a joke: once the central bank's printing press turns on, there is as much as you want. The government may lack everything, but it does not lack paper currency."

These words did not trigger the comrades' laughter. Everyone had too much serious work in their hearts, weighing heavily on their minds. This level of joke simply could not achieve the effect of making people laugh.

Xu Jia closed the prepared file, his heart still heavy. If the progress of the redemption policy could really be as He Rui described, it would naturally be a huge success. Completely eliminating the landlord class, solving the rural land problem, uniting the broad masses of people, and invigorating the economy—all kinds of problems could be solved through this redemption.

But can things really be this easy? Xu Jia believed that the land redemption policy could finally be implemented, but its process was destined to have too many unexpected waves.

As the executive chairman of this meeting, Zhao Tianlin began to invite other comrades to express their opinions. After Xu Jia spoke and asked questions, other comrades found that most of the problems seemed to have already been discussed, and the content they prepared was not particularly different. Even so, everyone still picked out the differences and raised questions, waiting until the participants completed the work stipulated by the process. Zhao Tianlin looked at his watch; it was already 12:30 late at night. He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes, "If comrades have no other questions, the meeting is adjourned."

When everyone had walked out of the conference room, Zhao Tianlin said to He Rui, who was sitting in his seat yawning, "Chairman, there is a group of people who insist on celebrating Lord Zhang's birthday in advance. What do they want to do? Seeking official positions?"

"What else can it be but seeking official positions?" He Rui answered wearily. This regime change, in the eyes of foreigners, was He Rui's regime driving away Duan Qirui. But in the eyes of the Beiyang people, it was not that case at all.

He Rui was ready to go to sleep, so he stood up and answered, "Let them be."

Zhao Tianlin wanted to express agreement but said nothing. This matter was quite funny, but also had considerable complexity. As the minister in charge of science, education, health, and culture, Zhao Tianlin still had quite a bit of pressure.
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When the new Republican government troops entered Beijing, they did more than just dismantle the concession signs at the entrance of the Legation Quarter. To apprehend those foreign concession personnel who had fled into the embassies, the troops unceremoniously stormed the various legations within the Quarter.

On the afternoon of December 24, 1923, just hours before Christmas Eve, ambassadors and ministers from various countries gathered at the British Embassy. When the topic of Christmas Eve arose, talk naturally turned to that day which had been anything but peaceful.

Unlike the Boxers, He Rui's subordinates were elite troops fresh from the Sino-Japanese War. The assault teams that forcibly entered the embassies carried submachine guns rather than rifles. As explained by the British and French military attachés, the embassy staff came to understand just how tragic the result would have been had a firefight broken out. In the final stages of the Great War in Europe, the German Stormtroopers had been equipped with submachine guns perfectly suited for close-quarters combat, and had breached the trenches defended to the death by British and French forces in a single stroke.

The ministers and ambassadors of the various nations maintained their national dignity, sternly rebuking the Chinese troops who had rushed in. But the Chinese officers, speaking in the official languages of the respective nations, made one thing clear: "Embassies are residences and workplaces for diplomats. Anyone who does not possess diplomatic status, whether Chinese or foreign, potentially threatens the safety of diplomatic personnel. Therefore, to protect the diplomatic members of each embassy, the Chinese army must remove all these non-diplomatic personnel."

The Dutch Minister, bringing up the incident, remarked mockingly, "The Dutch spoken by those Chinese thugs was atrociously bad!"

The Belgian and Spanish ministers nodded in agreement, expressing similar disdain. However, the French Minister did not join in this condemnation. The professionalism displayed by the Chinese officers and soldiers was truly extraordinary, and the fact that young Chinese officers spoke broken but serviceable French was proof enough that He Rui's army possessed a very high standard of education. In the French regular army, officers who could communicate with the Chinese in their own language were, if not non-existent, then certainly countable on one hand. Knowing foreign languages, especially those of potential enemy states, was a capability the officer corps absolutely had to possess.

However, the French Minister did not raise this point at the moment. Instead, he smiled at the British Ambassador, Sir John Jordan, with a hint of sourness. "Congratulations, Your Excellency. Among the list of ministers in the Chinese provisional government, there is actually a British subject."

Ambassador Jordan could not help but smile bitterly. Morrison, serving as the Minister of Commerce in the He Rui regime, had indeed shocked the various embassies in the Legation Quarter when the appointment was recently announced. Yet, upon careful reflection, it was not so strange; Morrison had originally been the Director of the Northeast Government's Merchants Bureau, so his ascent to Minister of Commerce was a logical progression.

After the appointment was handed down, Jordan had received a telegram from the Foreign Office in London, instructing him to ascertain the implications behind this personnel appointment as quickly as possible.

Since the French Minister had brought it up, Jordan seized the opportunity. "Minister Morrison has issued invitations to us in his private capacity for a Christmas Eve ball. Will your legation be attending?"

The French Minister did not answer immediately. This choice of minister by the He Rui regime had surprised the French government as well, and the French Foreign Ministry wanted to understand the political significance within. The most convenient way to obtain intelligence was to seek verification from the person involved. Morrison holding a ball in a private capacity was undoubtedly an attempt to make contact and exchange views with the various embassies.

"Will you be attending, Sir John?" the French Minister asked in return.

Knowing the matter could not be kept secret, Jordan answered truthfully. "The vehicle to take me to the ball is already prepared."

The French Minister looked at the other ministers attending the gathering, noting the slightly mocking smiles on everyone's faces. Needless to say, everyone who had received an invitation would be attending.

Morrison had rented the grounds of Tsinghua College to hold the ball. The current state of urban construction in the capital was terrible; calling it a giant garbage heap would not be an exaggeration. The dilapidated buildings of the Foreign Ministry could not support a large-scale ball. Among the schools available, Tsinghua's architecture was the most suitable.

While inspecting the completion of various preparations for the ball with comrades from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Zhao Tianlin arrived. Morrison immediately set aside his work to go and welcome this high-ranking cabinet member of the provisional government.

As the two ministers walked through the venue, already decorated for the Christmas Eve ball, Zhao Tianlin looked at the various Western-style decorations and asked, "I wonder if university professors in Europe would be interested in coming to China to teach?"

Morrison paused, then a look of delight appeared on his face. Once China and Britain established formal diplomatic relations, he, as a cabinet member officially visiting Europe, would be able to speak with European ministers and secretaries as an equal. for Morrison, this was a situation he had never dared to imagine.

"I will write to Edinburgh University, and also to my classmates, to ask for their views," Dr. Morrison of the Edinburgh University Medical School replied. "Minister Zhao, you must have contacted Columbia University, correct?"

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "The current situation is not enough to attract the most excellent scholars. I discussed this with the Chairman, and he believes we should prioritize inviting experts from the mathematics department; perhaps the success rate will be higher."

"Mathematics? My specialty is medicine; I really don't know much about that."

"I studied law; my understanding of mathematics is extremely limited."

Both ministers held doctorate degrees, yet different trades are like different mountains; neither understood the field of mathematics. Even less could they understand He Rui's comprehension of the importance of mathematics. Mathematics was indeed an extremely useful discipline, but its application would only truly skyrocket after entering the computer age.

Although they did not know the future, both ministers with their PhDs agreed that mathematics was a very important foundational discipline, and that China lagged comprehensively behind the world in this field.

"So, Minister Zhao, how much budget can you provide?" Morrison laughed.

In a government, there were naturally many ministers, and a minister's importance was determined by how much budget their respective ministry could secure.

In Britain, the Prime Minister automatically served as the First Lord of the Treasury, while the Second Lord of the Treasury was the official who actually ran the Exchequer, though nominally half a rank lower.

In the He Rui government, Premier Wu Youping directly managed the Ministry of Finance and the Central Bank (Northeast Bank), deciding how much budget each ministry received.

The department receiving the least budget was the Republic of China Ministry of Defense. The organizational structure of the National Defense Force (NDF) differed from other countries; it was led by the Civilization Party. The Minister of Defense was a member of the government, a post concurrently held by the Commander-in-Chief of the NDF. The entire Ministry of Defense consisted of one formal member and one employee—the Ministry's press spokesperson.

The Minister of Defense was actually the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission in charge of military orders. Structurally, these two were seconded from the NDF to the Ministry of Defense, so their rank and salary were not drawn from the Ministry of Defense at all. Because the Minister of Defense and the press spokesperson had no salary establishment within the government.

But this did not mean the NDF had no budget; the NDF's budget had been the largest single item in the government budget for years. Its importance naturally ranked first.

Ranked second was not the Ministry of Industry led by Zhuang Jiaxiong, but the science, education, culture, and health work led by Zhao Tianlin. In the Northeast Government's budget, these areas accounted for a very large proportion. Of course, the science, education, culture, and health departments had also provided the Northeast Government with rich returns in human resources over the years.

The Ministry of Industry ranked third. The reason for this department's lower budget was largely because orders were issued by the military, and the budget came directly from the military's accounts.

Ranked fourth was the Ministry of Agriculture. A department like Morrison's Merchants Bureau was nothing compared to the previous ones in terms of budget. That was why Morrison had half-jokingly asked Zhao Tianlin for funds.

As they were speaking, Cao Yunxiang, the President of Tsinghua College, walked over briskly, greeting Zhao Tianlin from afar. "Brother Zhao, long time no see!"

Upon approaching, President Cao Yunxiang shook hands warmly with Zhao Tianlin. "Brother Zhao, are you also attending today's ball?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "Brother Cao, I came to see Minister Morrison to discuss some official business."

Cao Yunxiang simply offered a brief greeting to Morrison before pulling Zhao Tianlin into a discussion about the students going to the United States for study. "Brother Zhao, is there a charter from the new government regarding public funding for studying abroad? People are anxious right now; letters are coming to the school from every province. If you hadn't come, Brother Zhao, I would have had to pay a visit to your door!"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "There will be no changes to studying abroad. Once the Ministry of Education has finished auditing the accounts, Brother Cao can go to the relevant department to inquire."

Cao Yunxiang did not appear relieved by this; instead, he looked more serious. "There are so many 'relevant departments' now, it leaves one at a loss. Moreover, the United States has not established diplomatic relations with us yet, and there are rumors here that Chairman He wants to abolish all unequal treaties. This is naturally a good thing, but will the agreements for studying in the United States be invalidated along with the treaties?"

Watching the two men exchange warm greetings and conversation, Morrison could only say a word of farewell and continue his preparations for the ball. Thinking about the current transfer of power, Morrison found it quite amusing. While working in the Northeast, Morrison had chatted with many people of Beiyang background about their views on Beiyang.

Without exception, Zhao Tianlin and his group believed the Beiyang regime was a representative of rot and corruption. They were born from the corpse of the Qing Dynasty, colluded with foreign aggressors, and inherited the various vices of the Qing. It was a comprador regime through and through. It was something that absolutely had to be overthrown.

Morrison had also had contact with the revolutionaries in the South. The evaluation of Beiyang by Zhao Tianlin and others, and their attitude of wanting to destroy it as quickly as possible, proved the saying: "Heretics are always more hateful than heathens."

In Morrison's view, in the eyes of the various Great Powers, it was a different scene altogether.

The British Foreign Office had given He Rui several nicknames, one of which was "The Elector of the East." He Rui himself, as well as the principal members of the He Rui government, if not of Beiyang origin themselves, had been educated by the system established by those of Beiyang origin.

With such a clear pedigree, this change of regime was essentially the student army formed by the radical youth of Beiyang seizing supreme power. It was still a Beiyang regime.

However, Zhao Tianlin did not think so, which puzzled Morrison somewhat.

Of course, there were those who could understand this. For example, in Tianjin, having finished his bath and applied moisturizing oil, Zhang Xiluan wore thick, fluffy home clothes as he walked with his cane to sit in the glass flower room. A servant brought tea, and Zhang Xiluan listened to the music playing from the gramophone, feeling incredibly relaxed.

When Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui announced their resignations, Zhang Xiluan did not stay in the capital waiting to meet He Rui, but took the train back to Tianjin. Upon returning home, the frail Zhang Xiluan began arranging his own funeral affairs. The coffin was moved to the family storehouse, and the burial clothes, incense, and candles were all prepared. Zhang Xiluan felt his days were numbered and prepared to die quietly.

As the days passed, Zhang Xiluan's health actually gradually recovered in his familiar home. Only then did the old man discover that the biggest reason for his physical decline might have been the environment of his residence in the capital. With the same indoor temperature, the radiator by the wall and the underfloor heating were simply much more comfortable than a coal stove in the room.

Various other details of life were, without exception, affecting Zhang Xiluan's health. Seeing his health improve, his family was very happy. Yesterday, Madame Zhang even wanted to return the coffin to the coffin shop, but was stopped by Zhang Xiluan. Madame Zhang was initially surprised, but then understood. In the view of traditional Chinese mysticism, having a coffin in the home of someone in their declining years might play some role in warding off death.

Zhang Xiluan hadn't considered that much. But being able to live a few more days, especially living as relaxed and happily as now, wasn't bad. The old man listened to the records, drank clear tea, and basked in the sun; it was truly delightful.

Just then, a servant entered to announce, "Master, Director-General Duan has arrived."

"Invite him in," Zhang Xiluan ordered softly.

Not long after, Duan Qirui arrived outside the flower room carrying a chill from the outdoors, but was blocked by Madame Zhang. "Director-General Duan, please sit inside the door for a while to warm up."

Duan Qirui was puzzled why he had to sit at the entrance of the flower room for a while. Over there, Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Brother Duan, don't blame your sister-in-law. She heard some nonsense somewhere and thinks that if I get even a little bit of cold, I'll fall ill. It's fine, come in and sit."

Duan Qirui immediately understood the reasoning. Madame Zhang was worried that the cold air on him from outside would freeze Zhang Xiluan. He hurriedly said, "Brother Zhang, it's warm by the door, I'll sit here for a bit."

At this moment, someone brought a chair with a cotton cushion. The room was warm, the humidity was good, and there was no coal smoke from a stove, only a fresh fragrance in the air. After sitting down, Duan Qirui felt very comfortable and sighed, "Brother Zhang, you are living the life of an immortal here."

"Speak, what is the matter?" Zhang Xiluan was direct now, having absolutely no scruples.



★


Spring of the North (13)

Volume 4 — Chapter 33

❧ ❧ ❧


Since the transition of power from the Beiyang regime, Zhang Xiluan felt he had fulfilled his obligations to his old Beiyang brothers. From that point on, he was utterly without desire or requests. He asked nothing of Duan Qirui or Xu Shichang, and he asked nothing of He Rui.

Duan Qirui naturally understood this. Hearing Zhang Xiluan's straightforward question, he answered frankly, "Brother Zhang, I have come to ask a favor of you. Brother He recently announced the list of ministers for the provisional government. These young brats have no regard for us Beiyang men; they’ve given all the official posts to Brother He’s people. I wonder if you are aware of this, Brother Zhang?"

Zhang Xiluan asked unhurriedly, "No regard for Beiyang? Brother Zhiquan, do your words imply that Brother He and his associates are not people of our Beiyang?"

Duan Qirui froze, immediately realizing his phrasing was inappropriate. He hurriedly corrected himself, "Brother Zhang is right, I spoke in anger. But I am not truly angry with Brother He. It is those who lost their official positions who keep thinking there are still backdoors to exploit. Brother Zhang, your word carries the weight of nine tripods within Beiyang. If you were to speak to the brothers, they would understand that further efforts are futile."

Hearing that Duan Qirui wanted him to play the villain, Zhang Xiluan criticized him without hesitation. "Brother Zhiquan, I must blame you first. In April of this year, when the situation of the war became clear, if you had yielded real power in the localities to Brother He, given his conduct in the Northeast, those brothers would certainly have been retained. The unworthy ones would have been replaced later, but for those Beiyang brothers with ambition and decent character and ability, Brother He would not have cast them aside as he does now."

Duan Qirui had long regretted it. He Rui was a man of his word; he had honored every promise made to the Anhui clique. This made Duan Qirui regret his hesitation even more. He had never imagined that He Rui actually possessed the strength to build the government down to the grassroots level, completely shattering the traditional governance pattern where "Imperial power stops at the county level." When village governments were established in every village across Beijing, Tianjin, and Zhili, the old Beiyang brothers were completely dumbfounded.

Duan Qirui pleaded, "Brother Zhang, I already know I was wrong. I only ask you to see the Beiyang brothers one more time. As long as you give the word, these brothers will give up hope."

Zhang Xiluan did not refuse immediately. He knew very well what these Beiyang brothers were fussing about, and he was even more astonished that He Rui’s strength had reached such a level. Even Zhang Xiluan would not have dared to believe it until he confirmed that someone had actually built a government organization extending from the center down to the villages.

Duan Qirui and the Beiyang crowd certainly knew that a regime extending from the capital to the villages signified immensely powerful strength. They also knew clearly that establishing such a regime required a massive number of officials and incurring enormous costs to pay their salaries. Therefore, they did not believe He Rui could do it. Regarding the rumors from the Northeast, these Beiyang figures felt it was merely wartime propaganda used to scare the enemy. In a non-war era, with He Rui being a newcomer, they assumed he would have to use some locals and borrow the strength of local powerbrokers. They never expected He Rui to be so fully prepared, relying on the massive number of personnel he brought with him to build an unprecedented government system.

Official positions have their own system; one radish, one pit. He Rui’s people had occupied all these pits, leaving no room for the Beiyang personnel. The Beiyang crowd no longer dared to hold their heads high; they were willing to compromise and start from minor positions. But in the current situation, there was not even a chance to be a minor official.

Zhang Xiluan did not want to exert effort for these people, but he also knew that if he didn't come out to refuse them, those who still wanted to be officials would certainly come to bother him. Evasion would be useless. Even if these people didn't dare to find Zhang Xiluan, they would desperately seek out the Zhang family members.

Regardless of how outsiders viewed them, Zhang Xiluan felt that his descendants were merely ordinary people. Compared to He Rui’s brilliant talent, and compared to the tenacious character of He Rui’s subordinates, the Zhang family children fell far short. With such ordinary aptitude, having finally encountered this opportunity of a change in dynasty, they should cherish and grasp it. Ordinary people are inevitably influenced by others, and Zhang Xiluan did not want his children to be led into a ditch by those fellows who were proficient in sycophancy and dragging others down into the water because of their own weakness.

So Zhang Xiluan agreed to Duan Qirui's request. "Brother Duan, you arrange this matter."

Duan Qirui felt a great sense of relief. He knew deeply that these Beiyang fellows were absolutely not the type to share adversity. At this moment, Duan Qirui was powerless to help them further, and among this group, there were certainly those who wanted to gain benefits by selling out Duan Qirui. If Duan Qirui wanted to protect himself, he had to draw a clear line with these people now, to save himself from being dragged down without even knowing it.

As for how to do it, Duan Qirui had already made a decision. "Brother Zhang’s eightieth birthday did not invite any guests. Why not host a banquet for the brothers on the day before the New Year?"

Zhang Xiluan nodded. "I will ask Brother Duan to handle this matter, but Brother Duan must absolutely not pay for it on my behalf. If Brother Duan cannot agree to this, then let the matter drop."

Duan Qirui rejoiced in his heart. Although he felt Zhang Xiluan should come forward to help resolve the trouble, he hadn't been sure. Hearing Zhang Xiluan avoid suspicion like this, he completely relaxed. He immediately guaranteed, "Please rest assured, Brother Zhang. I will absolutely not put you in a difficult position."

The so-called "day before the New Year" was December 31st of the Western calendar. It was exactly seven days from now, giving Duan Qirui just enough time to prepare. Duan Qirui rose to take his leave and went to handle the matter.

***

Unlike Duan Qirui, who was desperately kicking people out, Zhao Tianlin was trying every method to invite experts to join. After meeting with Cao Yunxiang, the President of Tsinghua School, the two chatted as they walked, and unknowingly entered Cao Yunxiang's office. Cao Yunxiang introduced in detail his goal and plan to turn Tsinghua School into a modern university.

Zhao Tianlin would never complain about having too many university students; one of his purposes in coming here was to personally hear President Cao Yunxiang's plan. Cao Yunxiang was a sensible man. Seeing that Zhao Tianlin was not enthusiastic about Tsinghua School continuing to send students to the United States, he knew that given the He Rui government's hardline nationalist stance, they would absolutely never accept unequal treaties.

Even though abolishing the treaties might obstruct studying abroad, Cao Yunxiang did not touch upon it. Instead, after introducing the Tsinghua University construction plan, he once again congratulated Zhao Tianlin on taking charge of education, science, culture, and health.

Because the congratulations came from the heart, Cao Yunxiang's eyes were shining. "Brother Zhao, since the New Policies of the late Qing, it is truly delightful to finally have a genuine scholar serve as the Minister of Education. Look, so many gentlemen coming and going outside, all wanting to catch a glimpse of Brother Zhao."

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly and said nothing. Cao Yunxiang continued his praise, "Among the ministers in the provisional government list, there are four doctors and nine bachelors. I wonder if Brother Zhao believes that our Republic can enter an era of Technocracy?"

As soon as these words were spoken, there was immediately some movement outside. The door, which had not been tightly closed, was knocked open. As if a gourd rack had been pushed over, several young teachers who had been eavesdropping outside lost their balance and fell through the doorway.

Caught eavesdropping, the young teachers looked a bit embarrassed as they got up. The leader bowed slightly to Zhao Tianlin. "President Zhao, we have made a fool of ourselves."

Other young teachers, as well as the teachers watching from outside, also greeted 'President Zhao'.

Hearing this address, Zhao Tianlin was certain that in the hearts of the Beijing academic community, he was 'Zhao Tianlin, Doctor of Law from Harvard University, USA, and President of Peiyang University'—he was one of their own in the eyes of academia. Since everyone was so enthusiastic, Zhao Tianlin said to Cao Yunxiang, President of Tsinghua School, "Since so many friends are here, why don't we go to the conference room to talk?"

Cao Yunxiang had already introduced the plan for Tsinghua School to establish a university to Zhao Tianlin, and seeing that Zhao Tianlin was quite approving, he naturally had high expectations. It was approaching the New Year, and the period from the New Year to the Lunar New Year was the critical time for formulating the fiscal budget for 1924. As long as Tsinghua School's plan to establish a university department was included in the budget list, the matter would be settled. At this time, letting Zhao Tianlin meet the teachers, if it could lead to Zhao Tianlin having a favorable opinion of them, would be very beneficial for entering the Ministry of Education's budget allocation list. Naturally, he was happy to facilitate it.

The Grand Auditorium had been lent to Minister of Commerce Morrison, so before long, the teachers of Tsinghua School and a portion of the outstanding students arrived at the Small Auditorium. Seeing Dr. Zhao Tianlin with their own eyes, the teachers and students were all in high spirits.

Once everyone was seated, a young student immediately stood up and asked a question similar to President Cao Yunxiang's. "Dr. Zhao, hello. I am Wang Zaoshi, a student in the Tsinghua School political preparatory class. I have a question: Has the current government entered the stage of Technocracy?"

Facing the enthusiastic gazes from the audience, Zhao Tianlin answered frankly, "The current government is not a Technocracy, nor is it a parliamentary system. Rather, it is Scientific Governance and a Democratic system. Science and experts are not the same thing, and parliament and democracy are also not the same thing."

Hearing such a precise description, the eyes of the Tsinghua School teachers and students shone even brighter. Everyone held their breath and concentrated, listening to Zhao Tianlin's speech. Wang Zaoshi couldn't help but ask loudly, "May I ask where the difference lies?"

Zhao Tianlin stood up, motioned for Wang Zaoshi to sit down first, and then began to explain. "The distinction between science and experts lies in the fact that science moves permanently forward, while experts are merely people who are walking ahead in a certain field at a certain stage. Scientific research never ceases; a hundred schools of thought contend, pushing out the old and bringing in the new. Technocracy is indeed much more advanced than rule by power-holders, but compared to Scientific Governance, it is inevitably narrow."

Hearing this, enthusiastic applause erupted among the teachers and students. At this time, Tsinghua School's main work was providing preparatory education for studying in the United States; the teachers and students were not academic heavyweights like Zhao Tianlin. Even so, everyone understood Zhao Tianlin's emphasis on 'a hundred schools of thought contending, pushing out the old and bringing in the new.' The teachers and students of Tsinghua School were all outstanding talents from across the country; such an academic environment was undoubtedly what they looked forward to.

Zhao Tianlin raised his hand and pressed down. The teachers and students quickly stopped applauding and cheering, suppressing their excitement as they waited for Zhao Tianlin to continue speaking.

"Parliament and Democracy are also not the same thing. Any organizational system has a scope of application, and democracy is no exception. Ancient Greek democracy, French democracy, and American democracy produced different parliaments because of their different scopes of application. Greece had a tax-paying citizen system, France considered nationals as citizens, and the United States is more complex. But all of them are different from China's tradition. In China's tradition, due to the elimination of the aristocracy and religion, there is a tendency where the scope of application is that everyone is human. Under such a system, China's democratic system is a democracy based on all Chinese people. Under such a scope of application, Scientific Governance is even more needed to coordinate with it."

"Is everyone equal?" a student couldn't help but shout excitedly.

Zhao Tianlin smiled faintly and asked in a loud voice, "Gentlemen, the phrase 'everyone is equal' is just a propaganda slogan. If one really wants to implement it, conditions must be added. Everyone is equal—equal before whom? I wonder if you have considered this matter?"

Hearing this question, the teachers and students in the audience froze for a moment, and then joy arose in everyone's heart.

Especially those who doubted whether Dr. Zhao Tianlin had turned into an official under power completely put their minds at ease. A person who could ask such a question must be a true scholar.
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"Dr. Zhao, may I ask why we must confiscate the landlords' land?!"

Zhao Tianlin had anticipated that someone would raise this question. Looking at the expression of the teacher, who appeared to be in his thirties, Zhao Tianlin saw unconcealed displeasure, but not the look of deep-seated hatred or antagonism.

This was the attitude of speaking to one of their own—direct and straightforward.

As an 'insider' of the academic community, Zhao Tianlin replied without concealment, "Without exception, the collapse of every dynasty in Chinese history stemmed from fiscal collapse. In the agricultural era, the greatest cause of fiscal collapse was nothing other than land annexation, after which landlords had too many ways to evade and avoid taxes, shifting the tax burden. Those who bore these taxes were the lower classes. So, historically, how was this problem resolved? Can anyone tell me?"

Either they didn't know, or they knew but didn't want to say; in any case, no one answered.

Zhao Tianlin gave the answer with a cold and solemn expression: "The land contradictions were resolved through the massive elimination of the population."

The teachers and students below fell into a silence; no one could judge or evaluate such a 'solution.' Zhao Tianlin was not speaking empty words; he briefly recounted data from the Qin and Han dynasties through to the Ming and Qing dynasties for the audience.

Hearing about the massive population reductions during those dynastic changes, the teachers and students gasped and sighed. Zhao Tianlin was not worried that these accounts would be questioned. Since the inception of the Northeast Government, many literati who had prestige but could not be employed in administration were recruited into the Institute of Culture and History, and universities had also established history departments. Whether it was the Institute or the history departments, they were not left to do whatever they pleased. Since they took the government's money, they had to complete the research tasks assigned by the government.

These data were all obtained from historical records. Although the new National Archives had just started operating and was vigorously collecting lost archival documents, historical records would document the total household registration at the founding of a dynasty, and this portion of public information was sufficient as a data source.

After stating these cruel figures, Zhao Tianlin continued, "After the fall of the Qing Dynasty, the transfer of power was peaceful, and there was no all-out civil war. China did not suffer massive population loss. Therefore, the situation of the actual bankruptcy of the rural economy has not been reversed. Eighty percent of the peasants do not have land to support themselves through farming, and the majority of social contradictions stem from this. If this contradiction is not eliminated, China cannot develop steadily."

The teacher who asked the question was not convinced. Even if he knew Zhao was right, he still could not accept it, so he asked loudly, "Does the new government believe that the current situation in China should be borne by the landlords? This is unfair!"

Before Zhao Tianlin could answer, sounds of displeasure and booing had already emerged from among the teachers and students. although the teachers and students of Tsinghua School came from the middle and upper-middle classes of society, this did not mean that everyone prioritized landlord interests. Of course, the few booed, while the majority remained silent.

Zhao Tianlin answered without any psychological burden, "To solve a problem, the government will naturally start from the source of the problem. If the source of social problems were not the current land system, the government certainly would not engage in land redemption. However, the facts are otherwise, so the government must implement land redemption."

The teacher was indignant and accused loudly, "I have seen the land redemption announcement. It uses the average grain price of the past five years as the base..."

Zhao Tianlin interrupted him, "It is the average price of grain in the past five *non-disaster* years!"

Many teachers and students laughed out loud seeing the teacher get shut down. However, in the eyes of some, Zhao Tianlin at this moment was Minister Zhao, not Dr. Zhao. He was one of the few high-ranking cabinet members in the current new government.

Forcibly interrupted by Zhao Tianlin, the teacher had no way to retort and could only gloss over the grain price issue. "According to the average grain price of the past five years, and 150% of the grain yield as the price for redeeming the land. The first payment is only 20%, and the remaining 80% is paid in installments over ten years, with an annual interest subsidy of 4%. This is not redemption; this is daylight robbery!"

Zhao Tianlin found the term 'daylight robbery' quite interesting. Initially, when the land redemption price in the policy hadn't been released yet, everyone thought the land would be redeemed at market price. The Civilization Party comrades were very unhappy, and cadres from former Northeast landlord families were even more displeased.

If redeemed at market price, it would be equivalent to letting landlords sell their land. After the redemption standards came out, this resentment instantly dissipated. The comrades felt that this redemption price was 'very reasonable.'

Zhao Tianlin certainly would not argue with anyone on this issue. He asked, "So, after the land redemption is completed, what happens next?"

"Next? Next is naturally bankruptcy and ruin!" The teacher finished speaking, feeling only depression in his heart. Adding to the fact that students supporting land redemption were booing, he simply sat back down in his seat, exhausted.

When able to propagate policy, Zhao Tianlin would not avoid talking about it. He said loudly, "Landlords definitely will not go bankrupt. What is redeemed is only the land; the property of the landlord families hasn't been touched in the slightest, and they have the additional money obtained from redemption. Moreover, land use rights will be distributed to the people. Based on the population count, former landlord families can also receive corresponding land use rights. More importantly, because the rural population across the country has obtained land use rights, besides being able to eat their fill, they can also obtain money by selling surplus grain. This money is not much at first; perhaps in a year, they can buy some iron farming tools, or maybe just some cloth to make a new set of clothes. However, the initial 80% of the rural population did not possess such consumption power. China has a population of over 500 million; 80% is more than 400 million people. If everyone buys one *chi* of cloth a year, with a width of 40 meters, how long would such a length of cloth stretch? It could stretch from the Capital to Tianjin."

The teachers and students were stunned. Even though their family circumstances were far, far better than those of the poor, a number in the hundreds of millions was a conceptless figure to them. However, most of these people had taken the train from the Capital to Tianjin, and many had traveled this route quite a few times. At this moment, they had a concept, and they couldn't help but be amazed by such a massive figure.

To convince the current academic community, Zhao Tianlin naturally had to use methods that the academic community could accept. He emphasized again, "Gentlemen, this is not a forced distribution to the peasants, but rather peasants having money exchanged from selling surplus grain. This money is already there; this is demand, this is the market! Why did foreign countries use guns and cannons to blast open China's gates, forcing China to allow foreign cloth to be sold in China? Because China has a huge market. Why is China's industry lagging behind foreign countries? Because China's domestic industry has no way to fully enter such a market."

Although the academic community's support for the 'land redemption' policy was very questionable, the content Zhao Tianlin recounted was something they could understand. Especially since Zhao Tianlin did not explain it from the angle of morality or national humiliation, but used simple and clear economic reasons. The teachers and students understood even better. At least, Zhao Tianlin believed they should be able to understand.

This kind of explanation was precisely the reason Zhao Tianlin chose to throw in his lot with the Northeast Government. When He Rui revealed China's current status and his vision for China's future to Zhao Tianlin in its entirety, Zhao Tianlin quickly discovered that if he wanted to realize his ideal of saving the nation and the people, the Northeast Government was the only choice.

"We lack logistics. The flow of commodities between provinces within the country encounters all sorts of likin and taxes. Cloth that was originally very cheap has had countless extra fees added to it by the time it is transported from the production site to the hands of the people buying it. On the contrary, foreign goods, through their privileges and cargo ship transportation, have prices much lower than Chinese goods when they reach the market. In the new government's industrial policy, the first thing is to thoroughly smash these shackles hindering industrial development!"

Speaking up to this point, Zhao Tianlin took a slight breath to calm his somewhat agitated emotions, and also to let those rather agitated teachers and students have a little time to reflect on these logical chains, which were actually not simple.

It is easy to attack the cruelty and shamelessness of foreigners. It is also easy to attack the muddle-headedness and incompetence of the old government. Zhao Tianlin had thought this way before. One of the greatest gains Zhao Tianlin made in following He Rui was learning to look at problems from an economic perspective. Once switched to this vein of thought, which does not float on the surface, many problems become entirely different. Cruelty, shamelessness, muddle-headedness, incompetence—all have reasonable explanations.

What is a reasonable explanation? In Zhao Tianlin's view, a reasonable explanation allows people to clearly understand that the villains at home and abroad are no longer incomprehensible madmen and scoundrels, but shrewd and cunning enemies sparing no effort to maximize their own benefits. As long as one grasps these key points and struggles against enemies at home and abroad, China has no reason to fail.

Zhao Tianlin expounded the government's policies to the teachers and students of Tsinghua School.

Through land redemption and the free distribution of land use rights to the people, the broad masses of China finally can have a tiny bit of meager consumption power. And since China's population is huge, a tiny bit of consumption power from each person is enough to converge into a super-colossal market.

The 'thrilling leap' of industrial production is selling the industrial products. Once there is a huge market, coupled with the Chinese government's protectionist policies for the market, China's industry will develop crazily. It will provide a large number of jobs and provide a large amount of tax revenue for the country.

The monetary wealth obtained through taxation will be invested in infrastructure, education, research and development, military construction, and other aspects, upgrading the productivity of the entire China. The development of productivity will in turn promote the increase of people's income, and the market will continue to expand. People's wealth will accumulate rapidly.

Of course, Zhao Tianlin did not recount the problems that this kind of development would encounter at this time. That is the economic crisis of industrial society.

Economic crises are composed of multifaceted factors, including short, medium, and long economic cycles, as well as the fact that laborers can only obtain the returns on their labor, while the side owning capital and the side owning the means of production can obtain capital returns and returns on the means of production.

With the rapid increase in productivity and the high-speed popularization of knowledge, those groups mastering the means of production in the future will obtain 'capital returns + returns on means of production,' which will naturally cause the income gap to widen rapidly. While improving 'efficiency,' it leads to the rapid intensification of social unfairness issues.

He Rui always emphasized that the unsolvable problem of modern civilization lies in 'efficiency and fairness cannot be had simultaneously.' The state, as a tool of rule, can only improve efficiency when efficiency is insufficient, and turn towards fairness when fairness is insufficient. It is rather like having ten pots and five lids; whichever pot boils over excessively, the lid is placed on that pot.

Zhao Tianlin did not speak of these problems naturally because the teachers and students of Tsinghua School could not understand them. There was another reason: Zhao Tianlin did not have complete confidence in himself either. He Rui fully understood these things and fearlessly advanced despite the difficulties. Zhao Tianlin was willing to give everything for China's development, but he did not believe he possessed He Rui's shockingly brilliant talent.

Even so, the teachers and students of Tsinghua School were completely attracted by the policies Zhao Tianlin expounded. Every clear and thorough explanation caused the teachers and students off stage to erupt in enthusiastic applause.

In recent years in China, various theories have emerged one after another: Saving the Country through Education, Saving the Country through Industry, Saving the Country through Science and Technology, Saving the Country through Military Affairs. All sorts of arguments had relevant historical experiences of the Great Powers as evidence; they were clear and logical, without issues.

The intellectual circles actually did not believe these theories, not because the intellectuals were muddle-headed or dull, but because no matter how beautifully it was said, the possibility of realization could not be seen at all.

Now, the new government not only proved to the intellectual circles that they had the ability to defend China's national security against the threat of foreign invasion, but Dr. Zhao Tianlin of the new government also clearly expressed the new government's policy of fully developing industry.

!

Saving the country through education, no... now it was the era of Strengthening the Country through Education, Strengthening the Country through Industry, Strengthening the Country through Science and Technology! Most teachers and students felt that as long as they completed their studies and achieved academic success, they could display their abilities in this thriving China. How could everyone not be excited? Many students' hands turned red from clapping without realizing it in their agitated state of mind.

After Zhao Tianlin finished saying this, he took out an old pocket watch and checked it; it was about time. He still had a meeting to attend. Seeing that he was about to leave, the teachers and students shouted out their questions one after another. Although Zhao Tianlin was 'one of their own,' Zhao Tianlin was still an important government official. Opportunities to hear him teach like this were rare.

However, Zhao Tianlin could not stay longer. Public affairs were, after all, public affairs; for public servants, they came first. The reason for coming to Tsinghua School this time was also official business, not running over to give a lecture on a whim.

Just as he was stepping down from the podium, one question among the many caught Zhao Tianlin's attention. He stopped his steps and walked back onto the podium, asking from his high vantage point, "Who was it that asked just now that industrial development and economic development seem not to be the same thing?"

A young student immediately raised his hand. "It was me."

Zhao Tianlin wanted to ask the student's name, but didn't. Staff members would naturally remember this person; asking at this moment would not be good for this student. Zhao Tianlin casually drew a few circles on the blackboard, then pointed to a diagram of rings interlocking with rings and said, "Industrial development is a part of economic development, but in different regions, industrial development may not necessarily be the dominant force in that region's development. This involves issues of industrial layout, economic layout, and so on. To be able to consider this level shows that there is already a deeper consideration of the relationship between industry and economy. China has a vast territory and a large population; China itself is inevitably a great industrial power and a strong industrial power. As long as the thinking is based on seeking truth from facts and adapting to local conditions, China's economic development will inevitably be the first in the world."

This assertion clearly exceeded the comprehension ability of the teachers and students of Tsinghua School. Only Principal Cao Yunxiang agreed deeply, nodding secretly. Cao Yunxiang went to the United States to study after graduating from St. John's University in Shanghai and obtained a Master's degree in Business Administration from Harvard University. He was an alumnus of Zhao Tianlin, just in a different major. Hearing Zhao Tianlin's exposition strengthened Cao Yunxiang's confidence in the new government even more.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin step down from the podium and walk outwards, Cao Yunxiang hurriedly escorted Zhao Tianlin out. At this time, the campus was already decorated, full of the characteristics of a European Christmas. (American Christmas is quite different from European Christmas, especially the current image of Santa Claus, which was created by the Coca-Cola Company in 1930. The European Santa Claus is a religious figure based on Saint Nicholas of the 4th-century Asia Minor region. The Asia Minor region is present-day Turkey; Saint Nicholas's ethnicity would certainly be of the local appearance, not of the Nordic race. The appearance of the European Santa Claus involves a religious procession and does not involve a large amount of interaction with the surrounding crowds.)

Colorful lights, gingerbread, and other traditional foods had been arranged. Zhao Tianlin walked on the campus path with this alumnus and finally couldn't hold back, sighing, "Brother Cao, to run education, one must still have breadth of mind."

Cao Yunxiang thought Zhao Tianlin was boasting a bit and hurriedly unleashed a stream of flattery. Seeing Cao Yunxiang like this, Zhao Tianlin didn't say anything more. He parted ways with Cao Yunxiang at the school gate and left Tsinghua School in a car.

Inside the car, Zhao Tianlin considered the current situation. Since the view that Tsinghua School wanted to establish a university was already the consensus of the entire school, it wasn't a bad thing for the young people to do it themselves.

At this moment, a vehicle drove towards him from the opposite direction, with a small British flag flying on the hood. It seemed the ministers and ambassadors of various countries were coming to attend the banquet.

Zhao Tianlin was very clear about He Rui's strategy of seizing upon the UK to beat soundly next. In his heart, he could only look forward to Morrison being able to transmit some important news correctly to the American side. Because between China and the US, there was an insurmountable problem: the *Chinese Exclusion Act*.

Based on Zhao Tianlin's understanding of the United States, it was very easy for the US to pass a law, but overturning a law was as hard as ascending to heaven. The *Chinese Exclusion Act* would inevitably be an important stumbling block causing official relations between China and the US not to be harmonious on the surface. But reality being such, Zhao Tianlin decided to let it be regarding this matter. After all, after the military struggle ended, both Britain and the US would become targets of China's struggle in the propaganda field.
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The cars of the ministers and ambassadors of various countries stopped as they entered the gate of Tsinghua College to undergo inspection by the guard. Facing the cool yet polite questioning of these National Defense Force soldiers, the drivers and entourages of the envoys showed no sign of their usual arrogance. They all cooperated very well, presenting their invitations and identification.

In less than two months, China had become a different world. Especially after the destruction of that British fleet, the change in the attitude of the foreign ministers and ambassadors was very obvious. A large reason for this was also that when they engaged with the relevant personnel of the new government, they felt a standard that was on par with their counterparts in Western countries.

Morrison's appearance was quite handsome, with a bit of the air of a British aristocrat. Not to mention that this Australian, a descendant of British criminals, was now a British noble. As a British noble serving as a minister of this great Oriental power, with this double endorsement, Morrison appeared even taller in the eyes of the foreign envoys.

Although his ancestors had arrived in Australia on a convict ship, none of this could be seen in Morrison. His behavior was composed, his speech appropriate. Except for the fact that the Australian and Edinburgh flavors in his London accent were indeed a bit hard to describe, other aspects were impeccable.

The French Minister behaved the most cordially, joking with Morrison about when he would visit France. Morrison simply asked, "If China and France establish diplomatic relations, will France extend an invitation?"

"I think it is very possible," the French Minister admitted readily.

Precisely because a British fleet had truly been destroyed by the National Defense Force, no one discussed the matter. The diplomacy of imperialist countries was all about treating people according to their status. An opponent who could not be threatened by gunboat diplomacy should naturally enjoy normal diplomatic rights. In the telegram sent by the French Foreign Ministry to the Minister, the Minister interpreted a meaning: 'The French government does not care about building equal diplomatic relations with China, as long as China can weaken Britain.'

Just as the two were talking, the American Ambassador joined the conversation with a glass of wine. "Mr. Morrison, congratulations on becoming a cabinet minister. As a British knight and as a Chinese minister, I wonder whom you are more grateful to?"

The diplomatic personnel around Morrison stopped their conversations, listening for Morrison's answer. It was obvious that the American Ambassador's question was ill-intentioned, yet it was something all the foreign diplomats were very curious about.

Morrison answered in a relaxed tone, "I thank my alma mater, the University of Edinburgh. It is precisely because I received a relatively complete education at school that I have been able to receive goodwill from all sides."

The diplomats smiled; this answer was very clever and full of confidence. Seeing that he hadn't managed to provoke anything, the American Ambassador raised his glass. "Thank our alma maters for the education they gave us. And, congratulations again on becoming the Minister of Commerce of the Republic."

Morrison then clinked glasses with the American Ambassador. "Thank you."

After taking a sip, the American Ambassador said, "Shall we take a walk on the campus?"

Morrison nodded. After moving a slight distance away from the crowd, the American Ambassador asked, "My government has always held a friendly attitude towards the Chinese government. But given the current situation, we have questions regarding the issue of accepting Chinese students."

"Mn," Morrison just made a sound of acknowledgement. The United States accepted Chinese students to study in the US under the name of remitting the Boxer Indemnity. In Morrison's investigation, this was nonsense. The US did not take a penny less; the expenses for Chinese students to study in the US were still paid by China. This behavior, in Chinese terms, was 'wanting to be a whore but also wanting a monument to chastity'. Moreover, what the US expected was to cultivate a pro-American faction in China, or even for a pro-American faction to emerge and dominate the new government. The establishment of He Rui's new government made the US realize that their efforts had failed.

Zhao Tianlin, Lu Daoming, and others were all educated in the US and had completed their studies there. These people's attitudes towards foreign countries and the US were no different from He Rui's, or perhaps even more radical than He Rui. The US government's cultivation had only created a group of excellent scholars who had strength and loved their country, not a group of 'bananas' who loved the US.

When discussing this matter with Zhao Tianlin, Zhao Tianlin raised a question. Was it possible that the US side was disappointed with the Chinese students and would thus change its study abroad policy? If the Republican government actively proposed wanting to continue the study abroad program at this time, it would undoubtedly put the government in a disadvantageous position. Morrison naturally would not let the Yankees take advantage of this.

Seeing Morrison's completely indifferent appearance, the American Ambassador could only ask proactively, "There has always been a saying that the Chinese government does not recognize previous treaties. Is this the case?"

Morrison asked back, "How does the US government want the Chinese government to recognize previous treaties?"

If this question had come from the mouth of a Qing official, the American Ambassador would have immediately reminded the Qing official to 'mind his status'. Now that Minister Morrison of the new government asked such a question, the American Ambassador understood the attitude of the new Republican government.

The US government actually did not really care about those Americans killed by the new Chinese government. For the lives of so few Americans, were they going to send the Great White Fleet to escort tens of thousands of US Army troops to the Chinese coast to launch an attack?

Denouncing the new Chinese government as barbaric and brutal in the newspapers would not affect the US President's position. If the Great White Fleet were sunk, and tens of thousands of sailors and tens of thousands of US Army troops were hanged from streetlamp poles in Chinese cities by the new Republican government, the President would step down in disgrace and bear eternal infamy.

The core point of international politics is to recognize reality and respect strength. The telegram from the US Secretary of State to the Ambassador hoped that the Ambassador could maintain trade between China and the US as much as possible, use the conflict between China and Britain to reach an agreement with the new government on trade, and expand the sales of US goods to China as much as possible.

Based on the current priorities, the American Ambassador asked, "Your Excellency Morrison, as Minister of Commerce, do you have any policies regarding trade?"

Minister of Commerce Morrison answered readily, "Under equal tariffs, we are willing to conduct full trade with the United States."

The American Ambassador frowned slightly. The new government had completely taken back the customs, and so far, the quality of the personnel sent by the new government to the customs was quite good. That is to say, the situation the US side expected and worried about—that the Chinese customs would not be able to operate normally—did not occur.

If China's tariffs were equal to those of the US, US goods would immediately lose many advantages, running counter to the US Secretary of State's requirements. But to solve this problem, the US only had peaceful means left. Equality was a basic rule between the Great Powers. Given China's industrial disadvantage, the US government actually had no other means to manipulate the new government.

By the time the two had walked a lap around the venue, the two sides had only reached a consensus on fair trade that should have existed under equal relations, without anything new.

Jordan had thought Morrison would take the initiative to talk to him, but he didn't expect that Sir Morrison was really 'putting on airs' now and simply would not take the initiative to approach Jordan. Since Morrison wouldn't take the initiative, Jordan took the initiative.

The dance began. As the host, Morrison finished the first dance with the wife of the most senior diplomat present, and other diplomats and their families danced gracefully on the dance floor. Jordan held his wine glass and proactively walked towards Morrison's vicinity. Morrison did not deliberately give him the cold shoulder; he walked over with his wine glass. In the eyes of other diplomats, this pair seemed like young men and women forced to get to know each other at a ball under parental pressure. Fortunately, both were male and didn't have to be forced to dance together.

Of course, Morrison was actually very calm inside. Jordan had seen so many storms and waves, and was also very composed. The reason Jordan was a bit hesitant was that he actually had considerable objections to London's orders.

London's orders required Jordan to quickly stabilize the chaos caused by the regime change in China. Jordan felt that the big shots in London completely failed to understand that there was no chaos in the Far East. The He Rui government was building the government and restoring order at an astonishing speed. So far, the chaos that was expected to be caused by land redemption had been very small.

If anything was chaos, the fundamental changes brought about by the rapid establishment of the new government were the chaos. This meant that the order in the Far East had completely broken away from British control and began to be rearranged according to the expectations of the Far Eastern countries.

"Congratulations, Your Excellency Morrison," Jordan sighed.

Morrison expressed sympathy sincerely, "Your Excellency Jordan, I can understand your unhappiness. Serving under General He is indeed much more relaxing than serving under those big shots in London. Because General He's level of understanding of the world is even above us subordinates who are on the front line."

Jordan nodded. In any case, Morrison was a British subject and a British noble; some words could be spoken more thoroughly. "I actually don't quite understand. What exactly does General He want to get from the current confrontational relationship with Britain? The British fleet might still come to the Chinese coast to demonstrate, and will issue various statements and condemnations. But General He should be very clear that this is an explanation to the British domestic audience, not an attitude towards General He. General He has ample room to improve relations between the two countries. Why did General He refuse such an opportunity? In the report from London, they believe General He is a nationalist, but they do not think General He is a radical nationalist."

Morrison nodded, "I appreciate the judgment of those Excellencies in London. However, they still disappoint me somewhat. what General He expects is to integrate into the current world order. There must be a place for China within the Versailles system. In the current world order, China's status is only a little bit better than that of a defeated nation. I think this is unjust to China. What do you think, Your Excellency Jordan?"

Jordan looked at Morrison in his decent suit, and his tone could not help but carry sarcasm, "Does China want to obtain a status equal to Japan? Does General He wish to convene a conference to discuss China's naval ratio?"

Morrison seemed not to hear the sarcasm in it at all. He answered frankly, "If, in addition to these, we can also sign a trade agreement like Japan's, we can completely stitch the Far East together with the Versailles system in an orderly manner. Britain can also obtain huge benefits from a large amount of trade!"

Jordan did not answer this vision, which could be described as crazy. He walked a few more steps before saying, "Your Excellency Morrison, I have already submitted my resignation to London. Soon, I will return to the small seaport in Spain where I lived during my last retirement. If you have the opportunity to go to Europe, I welcome you to my retirement place to drink and chat. As for other matters, please discuss them with the next Ambassador to China."

Morrison could understand Jordan's despair at this time. Eight years ago, after Yuan Shikai failed in his attempt to become emperor, Morrison felt a deep despair. All his efforts as a political broker were lost because he bet his chips on Yuan Shikai. At that time, it was He Rui's invitation that gave Morrison a glimmer of hope. With the mentality that since there was nothing left to lose, he might as well give it a go, Morrison went to the Northeast.

Now Morrison was willing to believe that He Rui could succeed. Once He Rui succeeded, Morrison was also ready to retire. He would return to Britain with honor and deep connections to spend the final stage of his life.

Morrison nodded, "I will definitely go to Spain to drink and chat with Your Excellency."

Jordan decided to make a final effort, "Does Your Excellency not want to reveal some of General He's plans?"

Morrison smiled slightly, "Does Your Excellency see me as a traitor?"

Although his words were imposing, Morrison knew in his heart that while he was an important cabinet member for He Rui, he was not a core member of the Civilization Party. He Rui had certainly formulated actions against Britain, and those discussing the actions were all core members of the Civilization Party. Such matters must absolutely not be explained to the outside world. If others knew, Morrison would only receive ridicule instead of praise.

Jordan did not answer. He suspected that Morrison did not know He Rui's core strategy. However, such things could only be thought about; saying them out loud would be humiliating himself.

The New Year's ball was held very well. All foreign diplomats realized that the He Rui government did not have strong sentiments of revenge. Their goal was no different from normal countries, which was the integrity of national sovereignty. After obtaining sovereignty, the He Rui government, like other Western governments, sought normal commercial intercourse.

After understanding this point, only one question remained before the Western countries. In the current situation where military force could not shake He Rui's new government, on what conditions should they accept the He Rui government's requests?

The governments of various countries were very clear that the He Rui government had no navy and naturally had no ability to force countries to accept its requests. The initiative in this matter was not on the He Rui government's side, but in the hands of the Western countries.

So at the end of the banquet, everyone stood together and sang Christmas carols. Morrison invited Jordan to the stage, and the two sang the famous British song, "Auld Lang Syne" together. In a joyous and harmonious atmosphere, the banquet ended.

The German Ambassador returned to the embassy and completed the report he had started earlier, staying up all night. On Christmas Day, he sent a long telegram to Berlin.

"...The He Rui regime is composed of Chinese elites. From the survey forms of these elites' backgrounds, it can be determined that none of them come from the old upper class. Their connections with the old upper class are very weak; instead, they have deep integration with the Chinese middle and lower classes...

...The new government has adopted a very traditional Chinese centralized system in its organizational structure, adopting the operation mode of a European left-wing government. Interestingly, this operating model has been completely accepted by the Chinese upper-middle and lower classes. They do not consider this a system model originating from the West, but rather believe it is a historical experience that has long existed in China's ancient history. It is hard to judge whether this is a kind of confidence or an illusion...

On the basis of left-wing economic policies, the He Rui government seems to be doing its utmost to avoid the common incompetence of left-wing governments, namely, the attack on and stigmatization of capital. Although it is unknown whether such an attempt will succeed, at least at this stage, we can hold expectations for the development of the Chinese business community.

...The industrial products needed for China's industrial development, especially electrically driven machine tools and internal combustion engines, are traditional German strengths. Cooperation in these areas can expand the export of German goods.

...The He Rui regime has not explicitly shown a dislike for the Versailles system; they likely hope to join rather than overthrow the Versailles system...

In summary, the new Chinese government is a reformist government and does not insist on a tough stance and policy. Based on the fact that there is no strategic conflict between China and Germany, and based on the consideration of Germany's current status and future interests, it is suggested to launch diplomatic cooperation with the new Chinese government without setting any preconditions. And to complete the signing as soon as possible to obtain political and economic benefits."

When the telegraph operator sent the message to Berlin, the German Ambassador, who had not slept all night, had already fallen asleep. In his sleep, the German Ambassador found that he had actually returned to the battlefield that had escalated into a world war. The radio was announcing the latest good news: 'Marshal He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, has formally declared war on Japan and Russia. The Northern Army Group composed of 1 million Chinese Army troops is attacking the Russian Far East. The Eastern Army Group composed of 800,000 Army troops is attacking Korea. The Southern Army Group composed of 200,000 Chinese Army troops has broken through the Sino-French border and entered Vietnam to fight. The future goal of the Southern Army Group is to seize Singapore and completely blockade the Strait of Malacca...'

The scene then switched to the General Staff. Amidst the intelligence flying in like snowflakes, Russia was forced to transfer the troops attacking the Austro-Hungarian Empire to the East via the Trans-Siberian Railway. Although France abandoned Indochina, Britain, in order to keep its colonies in Southeast Asia, had to withdraw troops from the French battlefield to support Southeast Asia and India.

And hundreds of thousands of German elites were being transferred continuously from the Eastern Front to the Western Front by rail, about to deliver a fatal blow to the French.

The Ambassador, as a member of the German General Staff, had already appeared on the front line and was commanding his brigade to make pre-war preparations.

Just then, the Ambassador suddenly woke up. No one had disturbed him, but he woke up because of his violent heartbeat. At this moment, he only felt parched. He picked up his water glass and took a sip. Panting slightly, the German Ambassador realized he had had a dream, an unimaginably beautiful dream.

Upon waking from the dream, the cruel reality lay before the Ambassador. Germany had been defeated. As a defeated nation, Germany had lost everything it had painstakingly gained over the past few decades. Except for the fact that Germany had not been completely dismembered, nothing remained.

As for whether Germany would be completely dismembered, it was also a difficult question to answer. The current Germany was on the edge of a cliff and might fall into the abyss at any moment.

Suddenly, the Ambassador wished he could have dreamed that beautiful dream for a little longer.
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On December 26th, the north wind whistled through the mountainous areas of Qufu. On the road, a group of shackled prisoners were repairing the road. Seeing trucks pass by, the prisoners moved to the roadside, watching the truckloads of supplies and the National Defense Force soldiers escorting them. Their expressions were complex.

The "Sounding Horses" (mounted bandits) of Shandong were even worse than the "Beards" of the Northeast. Decades of destitution, with people landless and displaced, had provided ample recruits for the Shandong bandits. Various bandit groups ran rampant in Shandong, daring even to fight against government troops.

When the National Defense Force entered Shandong, the bandits knew that this army had defeated the Japanese, so they chose to avoid its spearhead. After all, when the Japanese army entered Shandong years ago, they had ruthlessly attacked any bandits they encountered; the bandits had suffered heavy losses and learned to be obedient.

Unexpectedly, the National Defense Force stationed a battalion—about 600 men—in every county. These troops all carried artillery and launched encirclement campaigns against the bandits. Those small cannons looked insignificant, but the mountainous terrain where the bandits hid and the strongholds they built couldn't withstand them at all. Some shells even seemed to fall from the sky, rendering the bandits' advantage of familiar terrain completely null.

In less than a month, the bandits were swept clean. The leaders and those who had committed murder were all subjected to public trials, endured the angry curses of the common people, and were then executed according to the law. The others were sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment. Fortunately, the National Defense Force did not kill prisoners; those sentenced to imprisonment who were uninjured began to repair roads.

Seeing large quantities of supplies being trucked into Qufu, most of the bandits were filled with regret. How could they have been so blind as to think that as long as they didn't provoke the National Defense Force, the National Defense Force would let them off? Even if just for the safety of these truckloads of supplies, the National Defense Force couldn't possibly rest easy.

The bandits had overthought it. The first item in the government's work plan was to take over local governments, and the second was to thoroughly exterminate bandits and restore social security, especially travel safety. The existence of bandits was itself a threat. Regardless of their understanding of "being sensible," anyone who did not actively surrender within the time fixed by the announcement would be wiped out.

When the supplies arrived in Qufu, the Director of the Supply and Marketing Cooperative came to receive the trucks. Seeing so many supplies, the Director's face blossomed with a smile. "Great, great! Thank you, comrades! As soon as the goods arrive, the Supply and Marketing Cooperative will have things to sell!"

The automobile captain had traveled to many places these past few days and couldn't help but be somewhat surprised. "You guys are doing pretty well here. I thought the Kong family would put up a stubborn resistance."

"Stubborn resistance my ass! Where would the Kong family get the guts to resist? They're currently dragging their feet at the cemetery. The Mayor has spoken, telling them to hurry up and prepare to accept the land measurement. It should be finished in a few days."

Seeing there was no drama to watch, the automobile captain turned the topic back to the present. "So many things, who bought them all?"

The Director laughed. "The landlords bought them. They got our money and came to the Supply and Marketing Cooperative to buy things. They almost bought the Cooperative empty. They haven't come much these past few days; if they do, it's to ask about farm tools and shoes. A while ago, they came every day to look, thinking we were lying to them and that money couldn't buy goods."

Hearing this, the automobile captain couldn't help but complain, "Shandong's broken roads are really killing me. These people claim to be scholars, but I'm afraid what they truly believe is 'Murder and arson earn a golden belt; repairing bridges and paving roads leaves no corpse.'"

They chatted for a while longer. Seeing that the unloading wasn't very fast, the captain went into the room to rest for a bit. Compared to the roads in the Northeast, Shandong's dirt roads were almost a different world. Though if comparing dirt road to dirt road, they were about the same. However, the Northeast had built many highways in recent years; driving on the highways of the Northeast Plain was truly relaxing and comfortable. Driving on Shandong's roads reminded the captain of his experience driving in Korea.

Not long after he entered the room, someone strode in. The captain didn't recognize him but felt he must be a cadre from a military background. Sure enough, this person introduced himself: "I am Liang Tianqi, Mayor of Qufu. Captain, don't leave today. You might need to transport a batch of people back to the provincial capital tomorrow."

Although the other party was the Mayor, the captain didn't feel he was anything special. He stood up and asked, "Mayor Liang, you served in the troops, right?"

"Mn. I was in the 7th Army when I fought," Mayor Liang answered readily.

Sure enough, a comrade from the troops. The captain quickly said, "I transported comrades from the 7th Army back then too. Maybe you even rode in my truck."

This was true. During the large-scale maneuvering of the troops back then, there were too many people going up and down. At that time, it was 'people rest, trucks don't,' doing everything possible to transport troops to the designated positions.

Mayor Liang smiled. He didn't object to chatting with comrades-in-arms. However, being a mayor meant he really had no time. After just two sentences with the captain, he said, "I can't talk much today. I still have to go *dou dizhu* (struggle against landlords). Let's drink when there's time."

The captain initially thought that perhaps Liang, having become an official, might have become arrogant. Hearing that the mayor was going to "struggle against landlords," he understood immediately. Fighting enemies was tense and exhausting work, so he smilingly saw the mayor out.

Mayor Liang mounted his horse and led the troops straight to their destination. Although the Kong family was the largest in Qufu, they weren't the only landlords. That the Kong family was sensible didn't mean other landlords were equally sensible. After all, the Kong family was a big target and had seen much of the world; with every change of dynasty, they would bow their heads in submission. Only thus had they preserved their lives until now.

The views of other landlords were very different. For example, the landlord they were visiting this time was also surnamed Kong. He was of the Kong lineage, but a distant relative.

Arriving at this family's gate with the troops, Landlord Kong did not shut his doors or play any games of stubborn resistance. News of the battles between the National Defense Force and Japan had long spread throughout the country; Landlord Kong knew very well his courtyard couldn't stop them.

When Liang Tianqi entered the courtyard, Landlord Kong came out to greet him. Before he could speak, Liang Tianqi's face darkened, and he ordered, "Let me speak first!"

Landlord Kong looked at Liang Tianqi and saw a man less than thirty years old, wearing a plush winter hat often worn by officials of the new government. There was a scar on his right cheek. The wound had long healed, but the scar remained. Judging by the size of the scar, one could feel that blood must have poured out at the time.

However, this scar did not make Mayor Liang Tianqi look fiendish; combined with his sharp gaze and serious expression, it gave Liang Tianqi a solemn and killing aura.

As Liang Tianqi finished speaking, someone behind him brought over two boxes. The one on the left was opened first, full to the brim with Northeast *Fengpiao*. Liang Tianqi pointed at the box. "Brother Kong, this is the redemption money. I advise you to take the money and quickly get things done. Once you take the money, how you curse at home is your business. Don't delay the government's work progress."

Seeing this young lad being so impolite, Landlord Kong initially wanted to beg a little, but anger surged up. He asked, "May I ask Mayor Liang, what is in that box?"

Liang Tianqi made a gesture. The box on the right was opened; inside was rope. Liang Tianqi smiled. "If Brother Kong is unwilling to redeem, then I'm sorry. We will tie up those in your family who refuse redemption and send them to the provincial capital. Whether it's prison or being paraded through the streets, that will be the province's arrangement. I will continue land reform in Qufu. Once the land distribution is finished, we will release you. Rest assured, we will distribute the redemption money and the land that should be allocated to your family according to policy. You have no blood debts, so we won't lock you in prison."

Hearing such a barbaric approach, Landlord Kong was both shocked and angry. But Liang Tianqi continued, "Brother Kong, don't blame me for being impolite. Honestly, tying you up and parading you through the streets of Qufu would be fine, but it would hurt your face. Our convoy is ready to send those who refuse land reform to the provincial capital. This can be considered saving your face. I brought people here today. Where you go from here... I'll give you ten more minutes. If you don't agree, I'll deal with you according to the 'refusal' method. Alright, let's begin."

As Liang finished, a staff member had already set a customized alarm clock for ten minutes and held it in his hand for Landlord Kong to see.

Landlord Kong's blood surged; his face turned red then white. He asked with a trembling voice, "Mayor Liang, I'm afraid your family doesn't have land in the Northeast, right?"

Liang Tianqi raised an eyebrow. "No land? Before Chairman He arrived in the Northeast, my family didn't have much land there. Less than two thousand *mu*. But our Northeast has black soil; the crops grow vigorously, yielding at least sixty percent more than in Shandong. When we had land reform in the Northeast, there was no redemption; the government just took it. Aren't we living just fine? What are you chattering about here? Speak quickly—do you agree or not?"

Hearing Liang Tianqi say this, Landlord Kong didn't know whether to believe it. But since Liang Tianqi had already said so, Landlord Kong simply said loudly, "Throughout the dynasties, who has ever seen it done this way? This violates the Way of the Sage!"

"Way of the Sage? This Sage you speak of, is it Sage Confucius?" Liang Tianqi asked, a look of mockery appearing on his face.

Landlord Kong felt he had finally found an area of superiority and immediately said, "It is the Great and Venerable Teacher, the Sage!"

Liang Tianqi put away his smile and recited clearly, word by word: "*When a country is well-governed, poverty and a mean condition are things to be ashamed of. When a country is ill-governed, riches and honor are things to be ashamed of!*"

Landlord Kong prided himself on being a descendant of Confucius and actually looked down on 'soldier boys' in his heart. He hadn't expected the other party to recite a passage of classical Chinese aloud. Landlord Kong was stunned for a moment and couldn't immediately recall where this passage came from.

Liang Tianqi finished reciting and waited for a moment, then asked, "Brother Kong, don't you know which chapter of the Four Books and Five Classics this comes from?"

Landlord Kong wanted to blindly guess *The Analects*, but hearing the other party mention the 'Four Books and Five Classics,' he didn't dare answer recklessly. However, he knew that the people of the new government were not like those bandit-like warlord troops and did not commit evil deeds; he was actually safe. So he pretended and asked, "I do not know where it is from."

Liang Tianqi looked at Landlord Kong, mockery surfacing on his face. "It is from *The Analects: Tai Bo*."

Now Landlord Kong was flushed red. Seeing the young man opposite him with a face full of mockery, he shouted angrily, "You are insulting a scholar!"

"A scholar? Good! Since you are a scholar, you presumably consider yourself a *shi* (gentleman/officer). *The Analects: Zi Lu* says: '*He who in his conduct of himself maintains a sense of shame, and when sent to any quarter will not disgrace his prince's commission, deserves to be called a shi. Next to him, there is he who is praised by his relatives for his filial piety and by his villagers for his fraternal affection. The lowest class is he who insists on his word getting believed and his actions getting results—an obstinate little man! Yet he may be considered the next class below!*' Brother Kong, I only use the lowest class of *shi* to require you. Give me a straight answer; do not waste everyone's time."

As soon as his voice fell, the alarm clock rang. Liang Tianqi saw the time was up. Opposite him, Landlord Kong had a face full of shock and anger. Liang shouted to the comrades, "Ask them one by one! Those willing to accept land reform, and those unwilling—tie up the unwilling ones and take them away!"

After speaking, Liang Tianqi ignored Landlord Kong's pleading, turned, and left. There were too many hypocritical people in the local area; Liang Tianqi still had several families to visit.

The next day, when the automobile convoy left, they took away a dozen or so people bound with ropes—all stubborn characters.

These people were transported to the provincial capital and thrown into prison. By this time, the prison had replaced all its jailers. The new prison system was built according to formal models like detention centers and prisons, and the scale was several times larger than before. With the temporarily transferred personnel added, the scale was more than twenty times larger than in the past. Manpower was still somewhat tight.

After all, the banditry accumulated over the past decades, as well as the various local tyrants and evil gentry, were too numerous. The new government needed to handle cases seriously, so the accumulated prisoners were just too many.

Even so, after receiving the report, Provincial Governor Han Haitao still told Provincial Party Secretary Chen Deli about Liang Tianqi's handling method while they were eating.

After listening, Chen Deli was amused. "This method is actually quite good!"

Han Haitao already thought it was good and laughed. "Yes. When it's time to scare, you have to scare."

***

Chen Deli was an old cadre who had joined the revolutionary team when He Rui arrived in Tianjin, but at this moment, he had his own worries. "Governor Han, the goods in the Supply and Marketing Cooperative have been selling too fast recently. Should we urgently add a batch?"

"I don't think so," Han Haitao answered.

Han Haitao had served as the Director of the Price Bureau for several years and was an expert on commodity flow. Chen Deli wanted to hear Han Haitao's opinion, so he asked, "Why?"

"I looked at the Supply and Marketing Cooperative's bills. The landlords initially got our Fengpiao and immediately went to the Cooperative to sweep up goods, buying whatever they saw. They were worried the Fengpiao was waste paper. After emptying the Cooperative twice, what they bought afterward were commodities not available locally. After all, our Cooperative's goods are cheap. At this stage, the credit of the Fengpiao has been established. There shouldn't be a situation where they buy a lot of things anymore. After all, the masses who received land are poor and have no money to buy goods. They also don't understand what has happened right now; having obtained land use rights, the money in their pockets will naturally be hidden as tightly as possible."

Hearing Han Haitao's thorough analysis, Chen Deli praised, "Governor Han, you really have experience!"

Han Haitao smiled slightly, but he was still somewhat worried in his heart. If the situation in Shandong did not conform to common logic, he would lose face.
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With three days remaining until January 1st, Shandong Party Secretary Chen Deli, after discussing current tasks with Han Haitao, suggested, "Governor Han, I propose we have a normal holiday for the New Year."

Han Haitao was stunned for a moment. Although there had been no major problems in Shandong, there was a constant stream of minor issues. Just when work was intense and they were striving to complete tasks as early as possible, suddenly proposing a normal holiday... how would they account for the delayed progress?

The Secretary was mainly in charge of personnel. Who to employ and what treatment to provide them were all within Chen Deli's scope of work. Holidays, however, fell within Han Haitao's administrative authority. If he didn't issue the order, no one could rest.

Han Haitao was somewhat puzzled. "Why?"

Chen Deli stated his reason: "Better rest leads to better work. Moreover, if we rest normally, it will make the common people feel that the new government consists of normal people too."

"Normal people..." Han Haitao felt there was a paradox in this statement. Trying to make people feel one is normal is, in itself, abnormal. But this reason convinced Han Haitao. With so much content to work on, simply extending working hours could no longer improve efficiency. So, he agreed to Chen Deli's suggestion.

The Shandong government did not know that not only Shandong Province, but several provinces already firmly controlled by the new government, as well as party and government departments in the Beijing-Tianjin region, had all issued the same order for rest. The military, railways, postal service, water supply, electricity, and other sectors had their own rest systems and did not participate in this.

Tianjin and the smoothly land-reformed Zhili (Hebei Province) were even preparing to publish the official holiday schedule for 1924. In Beijing, He Rui wrote a memorandum stating that once the National Assembly reopened, Speaker of the Assembly Duan Qirui would need to undertake legislative work such as the "Holiday Law."

At this moment, Duan Qirui did not know that his position as Speaker of the National Assembly was not an idle one, and various tasks were already waiting for him. He was wholeheartedly dealing with his own troubles, which was to make those good-for-nothing Beiyang remnants give up hope at Zhang Xiluan's birthday banquet and stop looking for Duan Qirui's connections to seek official positions.

The day before the New Year, December 31st, arrived. At 10:00 AM, Duan Qirui arrived at the prepared restaurant. The steward who had already arrived asked Duan Qirui to walk through the place. Seeing that everything was arranged properly, people had already started arriving at the entrance.

Given Duan Qirui's status, he naturally wouldn't do the welcoming and seeing off. He went to a private room upstairs. However, by 11:00 AM, the steward came in to report, "Master, there are too many people coming. We have already booked the adjacent restaurant as well."

Duan Qirui knew the steward had made contingency plans and had already spoken with the neighboring restaurant. It was just that initially, only selected people were notified, but the number of people who heard the news and came was greater than expected.

Around 12:00 PM, Zhang Xiluan's car arrived. A soft sedan chair was already parked at the restaurant entrance. Zhang Xiluan sat in the sedan chair and was carried into the restaurant by two bearers. The restaurant was already large, and at this moment, there were no empty seats. Seeing Zhang Xiluan enter, everyone stood up to offer greetings. Many more people, seeing Zhang Xiluan's car arrive, came out from the adjacent restaurant and headed straight for the main birthday celebration venue.

Zhang Xiluan hadn't expected so many people and was momentarily annoyed. However, since things had reached this point, there was no reason to turn around and leave. The crowd coming to offer birthday congratulations knew the rules; no fool came up to pull Zhang Xiluan into a long-winded speech. They even sensibly cleared a path, allowing Zhang Xiluan to smoothly take the seat of honor.

Microphones and speakers were ready. Zhang Xiluan thanked everyone for coming to celebrate his birthday and invited them to eat and drink well. Then, supported by others, he went up to the second floor.

The entrance to the second floor was strictly guarded; only those truly invited could come up. Duan Qirui was already waiting for Zhang Xiluan on the second floor. Soon, the first batch of significant guests arrived on the second floor. Zhang Xiluan was stunned at a glance; the group leading the way turned out to be foreigners.

Duan Qirui's steward introduced, "This is the British Consulate in Tianjin... this is the representative of the International Chamber of Commerce in China... this is the representative of the French Chamber of Commerce in Tianjin..."

It turned out that the diplomatic and chamber of commerce representatives of various countries in Tianjin had heard the news. Although they hadn't received invitations, they took the initiative to come and offer birthday congratulations.

Although Duan Qirui's abilities were hard to evaluate compared to the new government, his personal integrity among the old Beiyang clique was passable. When he sent out the invitations, he had stated that individuals should come empty-handed, but he wouldn't let everyone see Zhang Xiluan empty-handed at the birthday banquet. Guests arrived, and paper and pens were already prepared for everyone to write a birthday scroll. In terms of etiquette, there was no problem.

For those whose calligraphy wasn't presentable, several types of pre-written birthday scrolls were also prepared. These people could choose one, sign their names, and that would suffice. It was quite dignified.

Even this group of foreigners was treated the same way. They presented birthday cards and letters, expressed their congratulations to Zhang Xiluan, and then went down.

The second wave consisted of thirty-some people, all in their early thirties or forties. Those old Beiyang members over forty-five, even if they didn't quite understand the situation, knew that at their age, there was no point in tossing about, so they didn't struggle anymore. After everyone wished Zhang Xiluan a happy birthday, Zhang Xiluan laughed, "Hehe, brothers, I didn't expect that for my birthday, so many foreigners would come. This is all due to the nation's prosperity."

Hearing this, everyone laughed along, but dared not speak recklessly. There were always some more free-spirited individuals in the crowd, and one said, "Duke Zhang, the new government has swept away national humiliation, and China is no longer bullied by foreign countries. Although we are dull, we have witnessed the previous situation. If the country is not strong, the entire nation suffers bullying. We are willing to serve the country, but we don't dare to think of seeking official positions. We just want to ask Duke Zhang to point out a clear path."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan's expression became serious. "I can guess a thing or two about your thoughts, brothers. I am reminded of old times. Brother He took a position from Brother Duan's side and went to the Northeast in... 1915. Tomorrow is 1924. In the blink of an eye, nine years are about to pass."

Everyone felt that He Rui's rise over these years was breathtaking. Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak like this, someone flattered, "Chairman He is a heaven-sent talent. In a mere nine years, he has achieved today's situation. We truly cannot compare."

However, more people remained silent, merely sighing with emotion in their hearts. Zhang Xiluan shook his head and turned to ask Duan Qirui, "Brother Duan, Brother He will be thirty-four next year. When he was admitted to the Shandong Military Primary School, how old was he?"

The Beiyang military academy system had undergone changes, with significant variations. Overall, it followed the progression of Army Primary School, Army Middle School, then the establishment of the Baoding Military Academy and the Army War College.

As for He Rui, after graduating from the Army Primary School back then, he went to study at the Army Middle School. Because of his excellent academic performance, during his time at the Army Middle School, he was selected to study abroad in Japan, attending the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. From 1907 to 1915, he studied in Japan for eight years. Calculating backwards, He Rui must have spent fourteen years just studying in various military academies.

Duan Qirui replied, "When Brother He entered the Army Primary School, he was at most eleven years old."

Zhang Xiluan turned to everyone present. "Brothers, Brother He certainly attended private school in his hometown. From his elementary education until he graduated from the Army War College in Japan, he studied for at least twenty years. Adding the past nine years, for Brother He to reach where he is today, he spent a full thirty years."

Thirty years. Hearing this number, the group of people anxious to find a connection was temporarily speechless. Their ages were comparable to He Rui's, and they had all read some books and attended some school. Thirty years was already the vast majority of their lives. Even studying for twenty years would exceed half of their lives. Although everyone had their own feelings, they didn't know what exactly Zhang Xiluan wanted to say.

Zhang Xiluan didn't expect this group to really amount to anything, so he spoke extremely frankly. "Brothers, after I yielded the Northeast to Brother He, I heard that in the first year, Brother He established schools. Not only did he order children to study, but he also established adult education, teaching adults who were previously thought to be past the age of reading. My son is a few years older than you brothers. In the past few years, while serving in office, he also participated in adult education. Now in his forties, because he completed his studies, he took the entrance exam for the Northeast Institute of Hydraulic Engineering last year and actually passed. I asked him at the time, at such an age going to school and becoming classmates with a group of youths, would he feel ashamed? My son said, the Sage said, 'If one hears the Way in the morning, one can die in the evening without regret.' Since there is school to attend, and after graduation one can build water conservancy projects, he felt this life would not be wasted in vain. Hearing him speak like this, I was both happy and sad. I always felt that if my horizons had been broader back then, I should have sent him to study abroad early on."

Since they were valued by Duan Qirui, they were naturally not fools. Listening to Zhang Xiluan's words, these people probably had some ideas, but most of their expressions turned ugly.

Sure enough, they heard Zhang Xiluan continue, "Brothers, the country is certainly going to prioritize education now. You have already read books. If you go and take the entrance exams for various schools now, I'm afraid you can get into university. Universities are divided into several types, with professional colleges graduating in three years. At that time, Brother Duan should still be serving the country, and naturally, Brother Duan will recommend talents. What do you have to worry about?"

Hearing these words, some people couldn't help but curse inwardly. They originally thought Duan Qirui might help, even if it was difficult. But they didn't expect the path Zhang Xiluan offered to be this arduous. If these people really wanted to study, they would have gone abroad long ago; why would they be racking their brains to find connections?

The method Zhang Xiluan gave was indeed correct, but it was truly not what they desired.

However, Zhang Xiluan didn't care in his heart. He and Duan Qirui wanted to shed all burdens. If these people were really willing to study and could pass the exams, doing a favor would naturally be easy. But Zhang Xiluan and Duan Qirui felt that these people probably didn't have such broad-mindedness, nor were they willing to endure the hardship of studying. Offering such a path could be considered making them retreat in the face of difficulties.

At this time, the banquet had already started in the restaurant. The crowd downstairs was eating and drinking boisterously. Joyful sounds drifted in from the staircase, showing that the atmosphere of the feast was truly lively. However, the crowd on the second floor either hesitated to speak or remained silent; the huge second floor was actually silent.

Because too many people came, Duan Qirui's steward had booked not two, but four restaurants. Many people actually knew they might not necessarily see Zhang Xiluan. The food served here was quite good, so they might as well eat and drink first.

In the three restaurants outside the main building, people recognized some and didn't recognize others. Those who didn't know each other were arranged together, and instead found things to talk about.

After three rounds of wine and five courses of food, a rather thin former Beiyang official sighed, "These years the country uses people, and they are all new people. I'm afraid in Chairman He's eyes, we are old-school figures."

Everyone's mind was on finding a connection. Hearing someone start a topic, someone immediately asked, "May I ask this brother, how is 'new school' defined? Is it the new school like the Revolutionary Party?"

The thin official smiled and shook his head. "Brothers, look at the ministerial candidates Chairman He recently announced. Chairman He is using our Beiyang people. Think about it, is it not so?"
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Duan Qirui's steward had arranged "Eight Immortals tables" for the guests, with eight people per table. Hearing the thin official say that the people He Rui employed were all from the Beiyang clique, most of the diners at this table were stunned. After a moment of thought, someone slapped the table lightly and praised, "What this brother says is true!"

However, others might not see it that way. Someone asked, "There are foreigners among these cabinet members. How do you explain that?"

Without needing the thin official to explain, someone beat him to it: "That Morrison was an advisor when Duke Yuan was alive. Although he is British, he followed Duke Yuan for many years. He can also be counted as one of our Beiyang people."

This statement was a bit far-fetched, but not necessarily unreasonable. Everyone hoped in their hearts to be employed by the new government, so they naturally didn't want to nitpick.

Someone beside him poured a cup of wine for the thin official before asking, "Brother, I wonder how 'new school figures' should be defined?"

The wine at the banquet was shochu produced by the Northeast Grand Distillery. Aside from being a bit strong, both the taste and the kick were excellent. The thin official, who was fond of wine, raised his cup and drained it in one gulp. After putting down the cup and savoring it for a moment, he said, "From the end of the Qing Dynasty to the present, there have always been people calling themselves new school figures. Everyone has seen so many people claiming to be new school. What do you gentlemen think a new school figure should look like?"

This question stumped the people at the table. Someone said unconfidently, "If you ask me what a new school figure should look like, I can't explain it clearly either. But a new school figure should at least have studied abroad and drunk foreign ink."

Hearing this explanation, the others felt it made sense and nodded in agreement. Before the thin official could speak, someone at the next table said, "Drinking foreign ink doesn't necessarily make one a new school figure. Look at the current Premier, Wu Youping. He's only in his early thirties, yet he has become the Premier. In the former Qing Dynasty, this Wu Youping would be a Grand Councilor, a Prime Minister, ranking first among civil officials. He was a student of the Beiyang Railway Official School. He never studied abroad."

Hearing this, the thin official looked appreciative and stood up to invite him. "Brother, could you come over to this table?"

The person who spoke stood up. Dressed thickly for winter, this person stood up looking round as a ball. He poured wine into his own cup, then carried it over. Someone pulled out a seat for him, and when he sat down by the table, the clothes on his chest trembled a few times along with the fat on his belly.

Someone recognized him as a minor official in Beijing who was often mocked for his physique. The thin official didn't mind; he said, "What this brother described is exactly the appearance of today's new school figures. Looking at everyone under Chairman He, one must be a new school figure of Beiyang origin to become an official."

The crowd only cared about becoming officials; they didn't really care about new or old schools. Seeing that the thin official had a conclusion, they hurriedly asked how to look at it. The fat official over there chuckled, a look of disapproval on his round face. The thin official then said, "Please, brother, tell us your thoughts."

Everyone's gaze shifted to the fat official, but he held his wine cup without making a sound. It wasn't until someone spoke up to ask for advice that the fat official replied, "The newspapers have published the current cabinet list. First, let's talk about the 'Five Tiger Generals' under Chairman He; they are all from the Baoding Military Academy. This Baoding Military Academy was established by Grand President Yuan. Those who entered this school are our Beiyang people."

As soon as this statement came out, some people couldn't help but frown. The fat official continued, "The people in the cabinet are either government-sponsored students sent abroad by Beiyang or graduates of various Beiyang schools. I've said this much; do you all still not understand?"

The crowd seemed to have caught onto something, but it still felt like looking at flowers in the fog. They could only say, "Brother has high insight," while still not understanding in their hearts.

The thin official first toasted the fat official with a cup. "Brother is a clear-minded person."

After drinking, seeing others looking at him again, he explained, "In the past, when speaking of Beiyang, it was either the Huai Army lineage of Li Zhongtang or those from the Beiyang Army background who served as soldiers under Grand President Yuan and were promoted by him and his subordinates. If others claimed to be Beiyang, they would only be laughed at."

This was clear, and everyone understood. Beiyang's power over the court did not mean the whole court was Beiyang people. To be considered 'Beiyang,' one had to have relatives or teachers from the Beiyang lineage. Just like the Beiyang Six Towns, two towns had Manchu commanders, and those two Manchu nobles were not really regarded as Beiyang.

The thin official continued with his view. "Under Chairman He, they are either government-sponsored students paid for by Beiyang, graduates from military academies opened by the Beiyang Army, or graduates from schools with the word 'Beiyang' in their names. As long as they have such origins, they are Beiyang people, and Chairman He will make great use of them."

Everyone recalled the resumes of the ministers published in the newspapers and felt that things were indeed so.

The fat official followed up at this point, "So, Chairman He's government is what the imperial court should look like. In the Qing Dynasty, Grand Councilors and ministers of various ministries were all *Jinshi* [successful candidates in the highest imperial exams]. Now that the imperial examination is gone, the Beiyang government-sponsored students and the various schools built by Beiyang are the new imperial examinations. Everyone should remember that back in the Qing Dynasty, officials in the capital came from all over, with all kinds of accents. When Grand President Yuan came to power, the only ones left in the court were his few people; there weren't many with southern accents left in the capital. But look at Chairman He's ministers; thirty to forty percent are Southerners. Look at their origins: either the Beiyang Railway Official School or the National Peiyang University. Brothers, I've said this much; do you still not understand?"

By 1923, it had only been twelve years since the fall of the Manchu Qing. Those who came to congratulate Zhang Xiluan on his birthday had mostly been officials. Although their backgrounds varied, they weren't ignorant of the Manchu Qing system. Hearing this, how could they not understand? Many people already showed joy, and someone said hatefully, "It's been so chaotic these years that the family rules have been thrown to who knows where. When I get home, I'll dig out the family rules. If those brats at home don't study hard, they'll definitely get a beating!"

The fat official chuckled, "Little dolls not studying hard indeed deserve a beating! Minister Zhao Tianlin is from our Tianjin Wei. In Tianjin Wei, who doesn't know of Minister Zhao! Minister Zhao graduated from the National Peiyang University, then studied abroad and got a PhD in the United States. This is equivalent to being the *Zhuangyuan* [top scorer in the imperial exam]. Minister of Water Resources Lu Daoming studied in the United States; that is a *Jinshi*. The current Premier Wu Youping and Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong are both *Tongjinshi* [Associate Jinshi]. Don't look down on *Tongjinshi*; in the Qing Dynasty, many *Tongjinshi* became Grand Councilors. Wasn't Lord Zeng Guofan a *Tongjinshi*?"

At these words, everyone laughed loudly. This was a true story. Zeng Guofan suppressed the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and held high power in the court. However, he was a *Tongjinshi* and held a grudge about it all his life. There was an anecdote that when Zeng Guofan was reciting poetry with others, someone said 'Ru Furen' [like a wife/concubine], and someone else matched it with 'Tong Jinshi' [like a Jinshi]. Zeng Guofan, who was nearby, heard it and thought the other person was mocking him, and was furious at the time.

This table of people talked eloquently and laughed loudly. People at nearby tables had long pricked up their ears to listen. At this moment, several people came over with wine cups, sighing, "Alas! Listening to your words is better than reading books for ten years! If Chairman He's government is truly as you say, then it is a really good thing!"

"Yes! The former Qing suddenly abolished the imperial examination, throwing the official and military systems into chaos. After Beiyang came to power, the so-called recruitment of famous scholars was just for show. In reality, they used their own private people! If the new government can really restore the exams for officials, even if we aren't employed, at least our children will have something to hope for!"

Although people at the nearby tables didn't get up to come over, the topic of conversation shifted from how to find an official position for themselves to the official selection mode of He Rui's new government. At this time, He Rui's new government had been established for less than fifty days. Everyone didn't dare to be completely sure, but they still looked forward to the new government being able to restore the traditional imperial examination system.

Of course, in this era, the term 'Imperial Examination' would naturally not be used anymore, so changing it to 'Examination' was also fine.

The people present discussed spiritedly. At the banquet, a short man didn't drink much; he just listened, his brows slightly furrowed. At this moment, the thin official stood up to take his leave. The people at the same table wanted to keep him for a while longer, but the thin official said, "Gentlemen, I never expected to be received by Duke Zhang. The alcohol is going to my head now, so I will take my leave."

After speaking, he exchanged names with the others and left in a leisurely manner. Not long after, people in this restaurant left one after another, leaving only a few who still had some expectation of seeing Zhang Xiluan remaining in their seats.

The short man also stood up and left. He hadn't spoken much with the crowd, and the others didn't pay him any mind. The man walked along the street for a few blocks, stopped to look left and right, and seeing no one noticing him, entered a small alley and returned to his residence.

Sitting at the desk, the man picked up a pen and started writing, using Japanese. His brows were slightly furrowed; he would write for a while, then stop to ponder for a while. He wrote for the entire afternoon, only finishing when it got dark. The man lay down on the bed exhaustedly, looking at a patch of mottled light and shadow illuminated by the dim street lamp outside the window, and couldn't help but let out a long sigh.

This person was a Japanese intelligence agent who had lived incognito in China for over ten years, doing his best to collect various intelligence. Today, he hadn't treated Zhang Xiluan's birthday banquet as a particularly big event, but just went to listen for intelligence out of habit.

The land redemption-style land reform He Rui conducted was proceeding very smoothly in Beijing, Tianjin, and Zhili. This Japanese intelligence agent knew very well that in at most one year, when the 1924 harvest was completed, the common people would completely trust the new government. Society would likely stabilize. This was already immense pressure for Japan, which was struggling to recover from the Great Kanto Earthquake.

Unexpectedly, even this group of old Beiyang officials abandoned by He Rui's new government saw hope in He Rui's government! This was hope for the future brought about by the reconstruction of order.

Of course, this group of old upper-class people was not loyal to He Rui; what they sought was merely the future of their own children. Through a formal official selection system similar to the imperial examination, these people's families had hope. If Beiyang warlords were in power, official appointments and dismissals would depend entirely on the decisions of the warlord and the small group around him, and capable people would not get opportunities.

From a national perspective, selecting outstanding talents through a formal system would only make the country stronger and stronger. Japan's previous unwritten national policy foundation was that China would decline day by day amidst division, allowing Japan to maintain its advantage at an extremely low cost and obtain various benefits from China. Now that China was becoming stronger, Japan would only become relatively weaker. As one waned, the other waxed; Japan's future was very pessimistic.

With such a mood, this Japanese intelligence agent couldn't fall asleep for a long time. It wasn't until late at night that he unknowingly fell asleep. Even so, his sleep was very fitful. In various nightmares, the Japanese intelligence agent's body twitched from time to time.
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On the streets of Tokyo on January 4th, teams of workers were clearing the rubble. Tokyo, with a population of 5.6 million, was beginning to recover after experiencing the Great Kanto Earthquake. While destroyed parts of the city were being cleared patch by patch, reconstruction also began.

Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the National Mobilization Bureau, passed through the streets in his car. Nagata did not look out the window but sat with his eyes closed in deep thought. He was on his way to visit Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo.

Just on December 28th, the Takahashi Cabinet had dissolved again. A few years ago, Prime Minister Hara Takashi had been assassinated. That Takahashi Korekiyo, after completing the 'Armistice Agreement' with He Rui, actually stepped down alive and continued to serve as his Finance Minister, surprised many radicals.

Nagata was not surprised. This armistice was the intention of both the Ministry of Army and the Ministry of Navy. They just let Takahashi Korekiyo come out to clean up the mess and take the blame. Although the Ministry of Army and the Ministry of Navy made various hardline statements in the newspapers, they were merely hardline statements. Both sides kept a strict watch on internal radicals and absolutely would not allow them to actually cause trouble.

By this time, the radicals were actually behaving themselves. If they really wanted to display their Bushido spirit, they could simply launch a suicide attack against the Republic of China National Defense Force. Neither the Army nor the Navy proposed such a plan. Especially after the British fleet was sunk by Chinese suicide attack aircraft, the Navy also became thoroughly well-behaved.

The car arrived at the Ministry of Finance office building. Nagata got out and headed straight for Takahashi's office. Facing one of the few war heroes in Japan at the moment, all Ministry of Finance officials who recognized Nagata along the way respectfully made way.

Takahashi Korekiyo looked the same as before, only his eyelids were more swollen. Seeing Nagata arrive on time, Takahashi frankly stated the Ministry of Finance's requirements, "Given the current situation in Japan, we can only issue reconstruction notes directly. Nagata-kun, the Ministry of Finance cannot agree to the Mobilization Bureau's budget proposal."

In this war with China, the general mobilization order was issued by the Prime Minister and handed over to other ministers for execution. After the establishment of 'National General Mobilization,' the power to formulate general mobilization plans was transferred to the General Mobilization Bureau. Nagata becoming the director meant he could formulate general mobilization plans according to his own vision. In peacetime, the General Mobilization Bureau also had the power to intervene in daily economic operations. The former 'future leader of the Army' had become the core of the Army today.

Nagata was not displeased by the refusal. He took this opportunity to discuss Japan's current finances with Takahashi. Takahashi Korekiyo described the current situation to Nagata: Kanto was Japan's industrial heartland, and the stock market and banks providing financial services to the industrial area had also suffered heavy blows.

The blow was not simply the financial and human losses from destroyed offices and personnel deaths; a large number of transaction notes were destroyed, leading to unclear accounts. Re-auditing encountered various difficulties caused by the deaths of personnel.

Even if the accounts were clear and personnel survived, the Great Earthquake caused factory shutdowns and logistics chaos, forcing the interruption of a large number of financial transactions that provided monetary support for commodity trade. Banks had difficulty recovering funds, so they couldn't provide currency to companies in urgent need of capital. Under the chain reaction, the Japanese economy fell into a new round of chaos.

Listening to Takahashi Korekiyo's introduction, Nagata sincerely asked for advice, "Your Excellency, if the government does not provide liquidity support, how many Japanese companies will go bankrupt?"

Takahashi Korekiyo answered without hesitation, "30%."

Nagata was shocked. According to statistics so far, the Great Kanto Earthquake caused Japan to lose 5% of its wealth. If another 30% of companies collapsed, the entire Japanese economy would completely collapse. Nagata continued to ask, "Your Excellency, can the 'disaster relief notes' launched by the government allow companies to get out of the current predicament?"

Takahashi Korekiyo's evaluation of Nagata was okay. Normal Army 'idiots' hearing these complex and tedious economic problems would probably darken their faces and express their views in a tone of concern for the country and people: 'If the whole country is united as one and obeys the unified scheduling of the state, we can certainly tide over the difficulties.'

If things were really as simple as those Army 'idiots' who had never even opened a small shop thought, Takahashi Korekiyo would certainly choose to do so. However, the actual operation of the economy affects the whole body with one move; it seems uncomplicated, but it is extremely non-simple.

Since Nagata Tetsuzan didn't shout unrealistic slogans but asked for solutions, Takahashi Korekiyo was willing to offer some explanation. These 'disaster relief notes' were not simply compensation for Japanese industry and commerce, but the state providing 'liquidity' to these business owners at a time when the chaotic financial sector could no longer provide monetary services.

The disaster relief funds provided by the government to victims were only used to maintain basic survival. Although many people received relief funds, because the amount each person received was not large, the total amount did not feel as large as it was.

A single transaction for an enterprise could amount to tens or hundreds of thousands. The state absolutely could not provide so much cash to enterprises for emergency relief. As soon as cash was given, it would immediately be embezzled.

'Disaster relief notes' were just a kind of voucher that could only circulate within the industrial and commercial production system. The purpose was to let industry and commerce continue to operate first amidst the financial chaos. As long as industrial production recovered, workers could receive wages, and the government would not need to continue providing relief to workers on the verge of starvation. Economic and livelihood issues would be solved simultaneously.

To cope with the chaos caused by the Great Kanto Earthquake, the 'disaster relief notes' issued by the Japanese government were disaster area checks directly compensated by the government or rediscounted by the Bank of Japan for relief purposes. The Bank of Japan's loans for this amounted to 430 million yen.

Takahashi Korekiyo knew very well that this money temporarily allowed economic production to run again, but with the overall situation so bad, this money would inevitably lead to bigger problems in the future.

After explaining the current situation to Nagata Tetsuzan, Finance Minister Takahashi decided to see how reliable or unreliable Nagata really was. He said, "Nagata-kun, if we want to ease the current situation, one way is to restore Sino-Japanese trade as soon as possible."

Nagata's expression didn't change much; he just asked, "I wonder how great the impact of the interruption of Sino-Japanese trade is on Japan's finances?"

Takahashi Korekiyo gave a straightforward answer, "In 1919, Japan's investment in China was 1.439 billion yen, and the total trade volume with China reached 1.1424 billion yen. Afterwards, the investment and trade volume didn't change much. Now that a full-scale civil war has broken out in China, trade has almost been interrupted. As for the safety of investment in China, it is even harder to guarantee. If trade with China can be restored as soon as possible, the economic situation can improve a lot."

Nagata Tetsuzan naturally couldn't respond to this and could only remain silent. After finishing the talk with Takahashi Korekiyo, Nagata left the Ministry of Finance office building and unbuttoned his collar, wanting to catch his breath.

A total trade volume of 1.1 billion yen annually was very important for Japan. This was also one of the reasons why the Army always shouted 'Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline.' If China didn't trade with Japan, there were still Western countries to trade with. Even if China closed its doors and lived on its own, given China's territory and resources, it wouldn't be unable to survive. However, Japan might very well be unable to survive.

After the Sino-Japanese War, the Japanese Navy and Army no longer considered the option of conquering China by force in the short term. However, Nagata had failed to consider the issue of Sino-Japanese trade interruption caused by the Chinese civil war.

Previously, when the Northeast went to war with Japan, trade between the two sides was interrupted. Although it affected the Japanese economy, it wasn't that significant. Now that the whole of China was plunged into civil war, and He Rui's new government canceled concessions and took back customs, Sino-Japanese trade was directly interrupted.

Even without the Great Kanto Earthquake, the sudden loss of 1.1 billion yen in exports to China would have been a huge shock to Japan. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, this blow was even more fierce.

The more Nagata thought about it, the weaker he felt physically. Yet, he couldn't communicate this matter with others. As Lieutenant Colonel Nagata became Lieutenant General Nagata, a member of the core of power, he was already someone who had to solve problems for others. Even if he was at his wit's end, he had to pretend to be calm. Otherwise, Nagata would immediately lose popularity and eventually lose his status.

Suddenly, Nagata thought of Ishiwara. This guy was excluded from the decision-making core, but it was a blessing in disguise, as he didn't have to bear the huge pressure brought by decision-making. At this time, if there was anyone else who could discuss the current situation without being involved in interests, only Ishiwara remained.

Getting into the car, Nagata ordered the driver, "Go to the New Technology Training Bureau."

The office of the 'New Technology Training Bureau' had become what it should be: walls, teaching buildings, dormitories, playgrounds, training grounds. Although crude, everything that should be there was there. When Lieutenant General Nagata arrived, Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji was personally leading a group of young officers undergoing training to build some facilities. Under the command of chants, everyone hoisted a house beam onto a building with ropes. Everyone was bustling with activity, putting in full effort. It seemed they were completely unaffected by the critical economic situation.

Nagata waited until the beam was accurately in place before stepping forward to greet them. Seeing Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, a war hero whose reputation was faintly above Ishiwara Kanji's, approaching, the young officers hurriedly came forward to pay their respects. Nagata had things on his mind, so he just greeted the young officers with the serious expression a Lieutenant General should have, then said to Ishiwara, "Ishiwara-kun, let's talk."

Ishiwara took a towel handed by a young officer beside him to wipe his sweat, put on his military tunic and overcoat, and walked with Nagata along the track of the New Technology Training Bureau's playground.

In the cold wind, seeing Nagata's face was somewhat pale, Ishiwara couldn't help laughing, "Is Nagata-kun actually afraid? I wonder what big event it is?"

Nagata looked at Ishiwara, whose face was ruddy from labor, and said slowly, "When He-kun launched the unification war, he must have included the interruption of Sino-Japanese trade in his design, right?"

Ishiwara's expression became serious. "When He-kun thinks about national affairs, it's always politics first, then economics, and finally military. How could he not have considered such changes?"

"Ishiwara-kun said before that when He-kun's new government was established, Japan should immediately recognize the new government. I wonder if Ishiwara-kun thinks it is too late for the Japanese government to conduct diplomatic communication with He-kun now?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered immediately, "As time passes and circumstances change, He-kun has now stabilized the North and sunk the British fleet. These were expected for He-kun, but for He-kun's subordinates and the entire Chinese populace, they were earth-shattering. Recognizing He-kun's new government at this time... even if He-kun still wants to express goodwill to Japan and ease relations, with his prestige, he cannot go against public opinion. By the way, Nagata-kun has already seen the two latest major events in China, right?"

Nagata Tetsuzan nodded. Cao Kun's Zhili clique fought with the Republic of China National Defense Force and was beaten badly. Cao Kun had sent telegrams to He Rui one after another, expressing his hope for negotiations. The British side also jumped out to express their willingness to provide guarantees for peace talks.

The other event was that Commander-in-Chief of the Guangdong Army Chen Jiongming led the coalition forces to attack personnel from various countries fleeing from the Yangtze River Basin to Guangzhou. After fierce fighting, he captured them all. Chen Jiongming telegraphed the whole country, 'This battle is not to kill legal foreign citizens, but to arrest criminals from various concessions hiding among them, bring them to fair justice, and uphold the demands for justice of the Chinese people who have been harmed by these criminals.'

Upon learning this news, the British fleet in Hong Kong sent warships in an attempt to shell Guangzhou. As a result, seeing planes appearing in the sky, the fleet immediately turned around and left. They didn't even dare to stay in the Hong Kong military port and retreated directly to the safety of the sea.

Both events proved that He Rui's new government's unification war was rapidly entering a new stage. Once the coastal areas were all included in He Rui's sphere of influence, the Great Powers' idea of attacking China from the sea would no longer be possible. As for attacking China from land, even Britain and France were not so overconfident.

Just then, Ishiwara chuckled lightly, "One for one hundred. It seems Britain isn't willing either."

Nagata couldn't help but smile bitterly. The gold content of the yen was about the same as the Chinese silver yuan, with an exchange rate of roughly 1:1. The exchange rate between the yen and the pound was about 1:9. The sunken British battlecruiser 'Indefatigable' cost more than 1.7 million pounds, which was about 15.5 million yen. Adding two cruisers and four light cruisers, the total cost was about 20 million yen. The total number of sailors in the fleet was about 2,000. The total consumption of the fleet and personnel was over 30 million yen.

This was just a calculation based purely on money. As for the executed officers in the fleet, they were British naval personnel with extensive naval warfare experience. The loss of these human resources could not be measured by money alone.

China manufactured 24 suicide attack aircraft and trained air force pilots; the cost would not exceed 200,000 yen. 200,000 yen for 30 million yen; even the wealthy Britain couldn't sustain this. Not to mention Japan.

Ishiwara Kanji continued, "With the situation developing to this point, I'm actually a bit puzzled. Britain will definitely not let China's new government join world trade easily. They will inevitably impose a blockade on China, intercepting and capturing merchant ships heading to China. Even punishing merchants who trade with China. Even if the United States is not afraid of the British blockade, they wouldn't go so far as to break out into military and trade conflicts with Britain for China's sake. What He-kun is doing actually brings more loss than gain."

Nagata was somewhat puzzled. "More loss than gain might be an exaggeration. He-kun will definitely focus on internal affairs for the next few years. After a few years, Britain will still have to negotiate with China on trade."

Ishiwara shook his head. "No. He-kun is a person with far-reaching vision and knows deeply how trade promotes the economy. A blockade of several years will have a significant impact on China. It's not like He-kun didn't have gentler means to solve these problems."

Nagata wasn't here to discuss Chinese affairs with Ishiwara, let alone such profound issues. He simply stopped discussing this matter and turned the topic back to Sino-Japanese trade. "Does Ishiwara-kun think that Sino-Japanese trade will inevitably be affected by Britain?"

Ishiwara Kanji nodded. "If the country is willing to restore Sino-Japanese trade, we have to accept many of China's demands. Even if someone in the country works hard to push for it and prepares to sign a Sino-Japanese peace treaty, will Britain agree? Britain will certainly demand that Japan join in blockading China."

Nagata Tetsuzan knew Ishiwara Kanji's judgment was correct, and felt a burst of sorrow in his heart. Once Japan's continental policy went bankrupt, Japan was destined to be controlled by other countries. If Japan wanted to maintain a completely independent state, it wasn't impossible. Japan would just have to feed itself within its current territory. With Japan's small domestic market and domestic resources, Japan would be completely crushed by internal pressure without foreign countries attacking.

Even so, Nagata Tetsuzan tried to pull himself together. "In that case, when Britain demands Japan to join in blockading China, we must make demands of Britain."

Hearing this, Ishiwara felt disappointed in his heart. Even at this point, Japan's top power holders still couldn't see the situation clearly and insisted on continuing on the old path. Ishiwara believed that Nagata must understand that cooperation with China was the correct direction. But until they reached a dead end, Nagata didn't dare to question the old path. This was Nagata's sorrow, and also Japan's sorrow.
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Wuchang City, the city where the first shot of the Xinhai Revolution was fired. It was also one of the most important gathering places for foreign concessions in China's Yangtze River Basin. At this moment, there were few pedestrians on the roads in Wuchang City, but unexpectedly, there was no chaotic appearance of turmoil and war.

Wu Peifu rode his horse through the streets of Wuchang, in no mood to look around. The Zhili clique had received quite a bit of weapons aid from Britain and thought they could fight the National Defense Force. But in the first battle at Nanjing, they were beaten badly by the National Defense Force. After that, they retreated all the way. Fortunately, the National Defense Force did not pursue with full force, but just followed Wu Peifu unhurriedly. Whether Wu Peifu set up ambushes or suddenly turned back to attack, it was all useless. By the time they withdrew to Wuchang, the Zhili clique, which once had hundreds of thousands of troops, had few left.

At the gate of Wuchang City, the cold river wind blew against his face. Wu Peifu sighed in his heart: Is this Wuchang the burial place of the Zhili clique?

Stopping at the location agreed upon with the National Defense Force outside the city, Wu Peifu sat on his horse and saw a person with a big long beard coming from the opposite side. A person with such striking features, needless to say, was certainly his acquaintance Zhao Ti. Although Zhao Ti belonged to the Anhui clique, he privately supported the Zhili clique. When Duan Qirui was in power, Wu Peifu had met secretly with Zhao Ti many times. Zhao Ti had stated that as long as war broke out between Zhili and Anhui, he would lead his troops to join the Zhili clique and counterattack Duan Qirui.

However, He Rui's power outside the Pass grew larger and larger, and his attitude remained ambiguous, making the Zhili clique afraid to act. Later, Duan Qirui stepped down, and He Rui claimed to be the central government, incorporating various forces of the Anhui clique. This Zhao Ti probably saw he couldn't win and accepted the reorganization. But he didn't expect Zhao Ti to come as a representative of the new government. Needless to think, he naturally came to be a lobbyist.

Zhao Ti looked Wu Peifu up and down and sighed, "Brother Ziyu, long time no see. You have lost a lot of weight."

Wu Peifu had a very eye-catching chin, angular and protruding forward. The angle formed by his forehead and cheekbones combined with his chin to form a trapezoidal slope. In addition, his eyes were already somewhat protruding. At this moment, glaring with wide eyes, he looked very simple and upright.

But Zhao Ti knew that Wu Peifu himself was shrewd and capable, and very flexible in handling affairs. He heard Wu Peifu laugh, "Brother Zhao, He Rui confiscated the land of the Zhili brothers' families, yet he still wants the brothers to surrender. Saying he is bullying people too much isn't excessive, right!"

Zhao Ti smiled bitterly, his beard trembling along with it. "Brother, what time is it now? If the Zhili brothers really care about their families, now that the land has been redeemed, shouldn't they rush back immediately to prop up the family facade? If they die here, how much will their families cry?"

Wu Peifu was fifty years old this year, reaching the age of 'not dying prematurely.' Hearing about death, he wasn't very afraid. However, the faces of those Zhili officers around him changed when they heard Zhao Ti say this. Few people felt that Cao Kun was worth their undying loyalty; these Zhili brothers had fought until now entirely because of Wu Peifu. Previously suffering defeat after defeat, the military morale had actually already scattered. Hearing Zhao Ti mention now that the land at home had already been 'redeemed,' they were even more alarmed.

Wu Peifu held a breath in his chest but couldn't say anything. He saw Zhao Ti wave his hand, and two attendants behind him unfurled two scrolls in their hands and held them high.

These were two portraits. In the portrait on the left, Lord Guan [Guan Yu] wore a green robe, rode the Red Hare horse, stroked his long beard with his left hand, and held the Green Dragon Crescent Blade in his right hand. In the portrait on the right, Yue Fei wore a red robe, rode a white horse, and held the Liquan Divine Spear.

Wu Peifu had always regarded loyalty and righteousness as important and highly admired ancient Chinese heroes. Seeing the two portraits, he jumped off his horse. He dared not face these two great heroes in Chinese history from a high position.

Zhao Ti sighed in his heart. When it came to loyalty and righteousness, no one in the Anhui clique could compare with Wu Peifu. This was also the reason why he was willing to accept this task. It would be truly a pity for such a person to die for nothing.

Composing himself, Zhao Ti said, "Brother Ziyu, after Grand President Yuan passed away, Beiyang split into three branches: Anhui, Zhili, and Fengtian. With the Zhili clique fallen to this state, not a single person in the Anhui clique pleaded for Brother Cao. Yet General He called me over and asked me to bring a few words to you."

Hearing this, Wu Peifu felt a little better in his heart. Many of He Rui's subordinates were from Zhili, Beijing, and Tianjin, yet they never associated with people from Beiyang and were regarded by the Zhili clique as extremely arrogant. Sending someone personally at this time meant he at least had Wu Peifu in his eyes.

Since He Rui gave face, Wu Peifu asked, "I wonder what words Brother He asked Brother Zhao to bring?"

Zhao Ti asked, "China has declined to this point. Brother He fought Japan, killed the garrison troops, and hanged foreign criminals in the concessions. He wants to completely unify China. Is this right or wrong?"

Wu Peifu was unhappy in his heart, but he had always hated the Japanese. He Rui killing Japanese troops in large numbers was something Wu Peifu actually admired. After thinking about it, he simply replied, "What is there to discuss about right or wrong? If I, Wu, had such strength, I would naturally do the same!"

Zhao Ti continued to ask, "So many people starve to death in the world every day. Should the common people just starve to death like this? Should the land be divided equally so that everyone can survive?"

Hearing this, many of the Zhili officers behind Wu Peifu became angry. "For others to survive, must my family starve to death?"

Zhao Ti smiled slightly. "Brothers, hearing your words, were you deceived by someone? I came from the North. The land is not just given to those without land, but divided equally among everyone. There are only three types of people who don't get land: one is officials and troops who eat the imperial grain [government salary]; one is people in the city; and the other is those who work in the city and only return to their hometowns during New Year and festivals. This land reform also has a saying: land to the tiller."

Wu Peifu had taken the imperial examinations and passed as a *Xiucai*. He had read the new government's policies carefully. As long as the new government didn't deceive people, Wu Peifu couldn't say this policy was evil governance.

At this time, the officers around him also stopped making noise. Wu Peifu simply replied, "This policy cannot be said to be bad. But this cannot make me surrender."

Zhao Ti knew that Wu Peifu liked to put on airs, and that he could say this meant he already understood that He Rui really didn't want his life. Zhao Ti continued to ask loudly, "Our Beiyang has been torn apart since the death of Grand President Yuan. Now the Anhui brothers have returned to the central government. Is the Zhili clique preparing to treat itself as southern rebels? Brother Ziyu, so many brothers have followed you through birth and death. If you continue to fight now, they are bound to die. Do you think you can face them?"

Hearing this, some of the surrounding Zhili officers cursed, "Do you think I'm afraid of death?"

But more people remained silent. From Nanjing to Wuchang, this area was still Zhili territory. If they fought any longer, they would lose all their territory. At that time, everyone would have nowhere to go.

Zhao Ti ignored the few officers who were stubborn and continued to say to Wu Peifu, "Brother Ziyu, everyone should be dignified in conduct. However, those rituals were for the Emperor to recruit surrenderers and accept defectors, to set an example for other factions. Now it is the Republic. Chairman He has never thought of being an Emperor, and the Republic doesn't talk about those things. You fighting with the National Defense Force is a civil war. Surrender now, and this matter ends here. Everyone does what they should do afterwards, clear and plain. Also, your collusion with the British ends here as well. What does Brother Wu think?"

Although Wu Peifu never compromised with the Japanese, he was actually quite flexible with Beiyang. At this point in Zhao Ti's words, Wu Peifu knew his chance was only this one time. And Zhao Ti said He Rui didn't want to be an Emperor, so he didn't do those practices of recruiting surrenderers, which unexpectedly made Wu Peifu like it very much.

Since things had come to this, Wu Peifu said, "I alone cannot make the decision on this matter. I still have to ask Duke Cao to decide."

Zhao Ti knew very well that Cao Kun had long wanted to surrender, but was just afraid of being liquidated. He said readily, "Then I will trouble Brother Ziyu."

On January 18, 1924, Cao Kun led the remnants of the Zhili clique to surrender to the Republic of China National Defense Force in Wuchang. Since then, the formerly divided Beiyang ceased to exist. At least in the eyes of other forces in the Republic, Beiyang was unified. And Guangdong Army Commander Chen Jiongming, by arresting the foreigners from the Yangtze River Basin who fled to Guangdong, immediately announced his obedience to the leadership of the Republic of China government.

The wealthiest regions in all of China, except for the Chengdu Plain in Sichuan, all came under He Rui's new government.

Since then, although resistance still existed, it became weaker and weaker. By April 19, during the National Defense Force's advance from Hunan to Yunnan and Guizhou, the governments of both Yunnan and Guizhou telegraphed to express their acceptance of the central government's leadership. On May 27, the troops arrived in Lhasa, and the Tibetan government swore allegiance to the central government.

Since then, China, which had been divided for decades, was finally unified in name.

As a modern country, the standard of unification was naturally the convening of the National Assembly. Representatives from various places took different means of transportation and set off for the capital.

The National Defense Force and southbound cadres set off for various parts of the motherland. Eastern Army Group Commander Zhong Yifu received an order; his new position had been assigned: Committee Member of the Southwest Bureau of the Civilization Party.

The task of the Southwest Bureau was to complete a transportation route into Burma as soon as possible. The purpose of this route was to support mountain infantry operations of at least one corps (40,000 men) in Burma and the northeastern region of British India.

For this reason, Zhong Yifu rushed back to the capital from Hunan to personally understand the vision and goals of this work.

Arriving in Henan territory, he saw many engineering and technical personnel working along the railway line. Zhong Yifu thought they were repairing the line and was truly happy in his heart. In this war to unify China, a plan of '80% politics, 20% war' was set from the time of strategic design. However, when the fighting really started, the government troops in various places were vulnerable, and it was feared that even '10% military' was not enough.

What truly affected the advance was the terrible traffic, and the logistical supply made even more difficult by this terrible traffic. If a double-track railway was built, the route from the northern industrial base to the Yangtze River in the south would be much easier. This would be of great benefit to completing the Southwest transportation line.

Back in the capital, the Central Committee of the Civilization Party held a meeting. Zhong Yifu also met Hu Xiushan, who had been left in the Northeast to be responsible for defending against possible attacks. The armies of various Great Powers generally had 'three chiefs,' and the Republic of China National Defense Force had a similar organizational structure. Since the National Defense Force was an armed force led by the Civilization Party, it was inevitable that the Party Chairman would concurrently serve as the Chairman of the Military Commission. Therefore, the three chiefs of the Republic of China National Defense Force were the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission (Minister of Defense) in charge of military orders, the Chief of General Staff, and the Minister of General Logistics. Hu Xiushan served as the Minister of General Logistics. The original Commander of the West Route Army, Zheng Silang, was a committee member of the Northwest Bureau.

He Rui spoke with a relaxed expression, "The British side has already stated that they will never recognize the new government of China. Until the negotiations on British interests such as concessions are completed, they will not conduct any other negotiations with us. This is also very good. Burma has been our neighbor since ancient times. The Burmese government informed us that there is a group of armed bandits in Burma, whose nickname is Britain. The Burmese government invited us to enter the country to suppress bandits. For the sake of thousands of years of friendly relations, we agreed to the invitation of the Burmese government and will send armed forces into Burma."

Since Zhong Yifu ordered the sinking of the British fleet shelling Shanghai, the foreigners he saw were as obedient as grandsons one by one. He Rui's joke couldn't make him laugh anymore. Zhong Yifu asked a question, "Chairman, with our current strength, it is not enough to truly shake British rule in India. What is the reason for doing this?"

He Rui nodded. "You are right. India is the fundamental pillar of Britain. If India is lost, Britain is just an ordinary power in Europe. Precisely because of this, Britain can never give up India. Our strike against the British presence in India is aimed at increasing the cost of British rule in India. We in China have experienced long-term war and chaos, and we know very well what negative impact such chaos can have on a country's economy."

Zhong Yifu recalled the information on India he read on his way back and raised a question, "Chairman, I have a very intuitive idea. Britain has colonized India for so long; the wealth that can be scraped has almost been scraped clean. Our strike against British forces will only cause Britain to send more troops to fight us. This consumption is not particularly large."

"If it were floating wealth like precious metals, Britain would have scraped it countless times over so many years. But the interest of an industrial country lies in the market. As Britain's largest colonial market, the products produced by India's labor force are extremely huge. For example, after the American Civil War, cotton from the American South was no longer shipped to Britain but supplied to textile mills in the American North. Britain began to grow long-staple cotton in India, solving the raw material needs of British factories. This is just a not-so-important one among the important functions of India for Britain. The major function of India lies in that the products produced by the Indian people must be priced in British currency."

Speaking of this, He Rui stood up and started drawing a diagram on the blackboard while narrating, "Once Britain's money printing press starts, what is the use of the printed paper? It's too hard even for wiping one's bottom. But after British banknotes correspond to the commodities produced locally in India, this paper has value. Holding the paper can be exchanged for commodities. Exchanging paper for wealth is very easy."

At this time, He Rui had finished drawing the diagram. He turned around to face the comrades, "We enter India to fight, as Comrade Zhong Yifu said, Britain mobilizing troops to fight us doesn't cost much money; Britain can definitely afford it. However, our goal is not simply to annihilate the British army and occupy Indian land. Instead, by striking the British army, we mobilize the colonial people to gain independence. In this way, the quantity of commodities and labor that British banknotes can exchange for begins to decrease."

Speaking of this, He Rui picked up the blackboard eraser and wiped off a piece of the long bar representing the commodities Britain could obtain. Originally, the long bar representing the pound was the same length as the commodities; now the pound stuck out a section.

"Britain is indeed very rich, but if British money has no corresponding commodities, it is just a piece of paper. Meaningless. To maintain so much currency means the purchasing power of the currency shrinks, which leads to inflation. In the late period of Yuan Shikai and the early period of Duan Qirui, in order to purchase more equipment, they issued more currency. The direct result was inflation. Everyone should still have an impression."

Zhong Yifu understood a lot now. But before he could ask questions, He Rui continued to explain, "If Britain wants to continue maintaining its previous rule, there are two ways: suppress the Indian people, or bribe the Indian upper class. But no matter which method, Britain has to spend more. British money doesn't seem to decrease, but the quantity of commodities that British money can buy is constantly decreasing. As one wanes, the other waxes; the cost of British rule will rise rapidly."

Speaking of this, He Rui tapped the blackboard with chalk. "Comrades, wars with smoke indeed cost a lot of money, but wars without smoke often cost even more money."

Zhong Yifu had a general idea by now. "Chairman, if you say so, fighting into India is a huge project. The preparatory work to be sorted out is not just about war."

"Correct!" After He Rui finished speaking, he couldn't help but exhale a breath of pent-up air from his chest.

More than ten years ago, when He Rui first arrived in Japan to study, he had already started strategic thinking for this stage. Now, China's unification was entering the middle and late stages. Once China was completely unified, the prerequisites for executing this strategy would be met.

"Comrades, according to the information we have collected, have the oppressed people in the vast colonies ever resisted colonial rule? Not only have they resisted, but they are resisting. So, why have their resistance had no results? Who is willing to offer an opinion?"

Zhong Yifu answered immediately, "It should be that their resistance strength is too weak."

"Correct! The resistance strength of the colonial people in the past was too weak, but with our help, the resistance strength of the colonial people will be enhanced, and greatly enhanced. However, this does not mean that the colonized people can understand this point. What we want to send is not just guns and ammunition, but also tools to liberate their minds. Let them realize where the source of their miserable and painful lives comes from. Only by correctly recognizing the root of the problem and letting the people realize that true liberation can be achieved by solving the real enemy can the people's will to resist and fight be stimulated. This is indeed a big subject. Although we still have time now, this time is not long, and we still have a lot of work to do."

Speaking of this, He Rui wrote a sentence on the blackboard: 'Make many friends, make few enemies.'

Turning back, He Rui said seriously, "Comrades, what the colonial people need is liberation, not changing to a so-called slightly more benevolent oppressor. So, we are going to make friends, not to replace the colonizers. Only comrades who clearly understand this can participate in this operation!"
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On June 18, 1924, the Political Consultative Conference was convened in the capital. The poor implementation of the Republic's system had long been confirmed by countless facts. The new government unified the country by force, and the system suggestions proposed were all passed.

After the important practical content was passed, some content more focused on form was brought up. Seeing the proposal regarding where the capital should be located, a Hunan PCC representative immediately stood up and said with a heavy Hunan accent, "The Ming and Qing dynasties established their capital in Yanjing [Beijing] because it was close to their base of operations, facilitating a retreat. Now that railways and steamships have broken geographical restrictions, the capital is too far north. From Yunnan to the capital, one has to traverse almost the entire country. The capital should be located in the center of the realm. I believe that Kaifeng and Nanjing are both top choices."

The southern PCC representatives all agreed and spoke up in support one after another. Among the northern representatives, except for those from the capital itself who wanted the capital to remain there, even Tianjin did not support the capital continuing its tenure.

At this PCC meeting, supporting and opposing opinions were clearly listed on a large blackboard. Soon, moving the capital became a consensus. The discussion turned directly to 'where to move the capital.'

He Rui was meeting with Soviet envoy Joffe at this time. Joffe first congratulated the new government on completing China's unification, then presented a handwritten letter from Comrade Lenin. "Chairman He, Comrade Lenin asked me to convey his gratitude to you. The medicine you sent has indeed greatly alleviated Comrade Lenin's pain."

He Rui smiled, "Please convey my thanks to Comrade Lenin for me, thanking him for using the medicine we provided."

The conversation between the two was relaxed at this moment, but the topic was actually very serious. Due to China's insufficient chemical technology, a number of German chemical experts were currently hired to join the penicillin extraction project, but industrial production had not yet been achieved. The penicillin produced in the laboratory was brownish-yellow, not high-purity pure white powder.

Previously, the cooperation between the Northeast Government and the Soviet Russian government on sulfonamide was very successful. After the establishment of the Soviet Union, when asked if there were other drugs available, the Northeast Government provided penicillin.

The Soviet government naturally wouldn't inject Comrade Lenin with the medicine as soon as they got it. They certainly conducted a large number of experimental treatments and would only do so after confirming the efficacy and safety. Even so, accepting treatment at some risk also proved from the side that Comrade Lenin was worried about internal issues within the CPSU after his death.

However, the result at this stage was naturally happy for everyone. Penicillin effectively killed various germs, and Comrade Lenin's fever subsided. After the highest level of nursing and recuperation in the Soviet Union at this time, he resumed work.

With such a case, the Soviet purchasing delegation placed large orders for drugs and vaccines a while ago. Even for the newly introduced drug artemisinin, hearing that it was for treating malaria, the Soviet purchasing delegation bought it first before asking questions.

The Sino-Soviet trade was not a one-sided surplus for China; the Soviet Union also increased exports of raw materials such as ores and timber. Both sides expressed satisfaction with the status quo of maintaining a trade balance while the total trade volume increased rapidly.

Of course, Comrade Joffe's purpose here was definitely not to discuss trade issues. "Chairman He, the CPSU Central Committee has agreed to the Chinese side's request for defining the border, and specific boundary survey work can already begin. After recovering, Comrade Lenin recalled the proposal for Sino-Soviet strategic trust previously put forward by Chairman He and would very much like to conduct bilateral discussions on this issue. Regarding the agreement of non-stationing troops already implemented at the border, our country would like to know if it can be fixed by treaty."

He Rui knew that the Soviet Union had indeed made concessions on this matter. China had China's nationalist sentiments, and the Soviet Union had the Soviet Union's nationalist sentiments. The CPSU agreeing to cough up tens of thousands of square kilometers of territory occupied during the border demarcation after 1870 and implementing joint management of border waterways entering the sea was already the limit of what the CPSU could do.

In the current situation, strategic trust was the top priority. He Rui didn't mention those issues and told Joffe directly, "I think the content of the Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty does not need to be complicated. Two articles are enough. Article 1: China and the Soviet Union shall not use force against each other and shall resolve conflicts and contradictions between the two countries through negotiation. Article 2: Neither China nor the Soviet Union shall allow any third country to use its territory to launch military attacks or threats against the other party. For China and the Soviet Union, two countries with a long border line, the emergence of contradictions and differences is inevitable. Comrade Joffe, do you have children?"

Joffe was stunned, not knowing why He Rui suddenly brought up children, but this was not a question worth hiding. The Soviet Union was also collecting basic information on Chinese leaders through various channels, and the basic fact that He Rui was currently unmarried and childless was no secret to the CPSU. Joffe smiled and said, "I have children."

"Then Comrade Joffe must know that children often argue and fight over some issues, and finally swear oaths never to interact with each other again. As parents, we just listen and let it pass. In fact, countries are the same; differences and disputes are the norm. Why don't we care much about conflicts between children? Because neither of us thinks that because of such disputes, the children will run home, pick up a gun, go to the other's house, and start a massacre. After the children sulk at each other for a while, they will happily play together again."

Joffe felt this metaphor was a bit strange, especially as it downplayed the sharpness and importance of conflicts and differences, but the meaning inside was easy to understand. Once these two articles were truly implemented, it meant that the contradictions between the two sides had not escalated to hostility. Conversely, once the hostility between the two sides rose to a certain stage, these two treaty articles would definitely be broken.

These two articles did not involve a third party and did not pose a threat to other countries. Because of this, both China and the Soviet Union had their own freedom of action in other aspects.

Before this trip, a series of views put forward by the Soviet Diplomatic Committee were submitted to the CPSU Central Committee. The CPSU Central Committee members put forward many of their own views and even objections. Only these two articles were untouched by anyone; no one expressed opposition, nor did anyone express support. This could be considered the bottom line.

Joffe asked again, "Does Chairman He think the current mode on the border can be determined by treaty?"

"The mode implemented on the border is an execution-level issue. It is best to determine it by a security mechanism rather than a treaty. The world is constantly changing. The volume of civilian trade on the Sino-Soviet border is not large now, but it may not be so in the future. In the coming decades, smuggling, and even armed smuggling, may appear. A treaty cannot predict such things. Within a certain period, the deployment of armed forces will be carried out according to the situation at that time. What is needed then is effective cooperation between the two sides, not a rigid treaty."

Joffe nodded slightly but felt that this statement did not mention the key point.

He Rui continued, "Military equipment also changes with each passing day. With the development of military equipment, the deployment of Chinese troops will move backward. However, the Soviet troops can only be deployed along the Trans-Siberian Railway. For example, it is not a big problem for our troops to be 500 kilometers away from the border. Is it possible for the Soviet Red Army to withdraw 500 kilometers reciprocally and live in the primitive forests of ice and snow?"

Hearing He Rui's description, Joffe's mood completely relaxed. Because large tracts of land, including areas south of Lake Balkhash, were conceded in the demarcation, many CPSU committee members were very dissatisfied and took a rather tough stance on the issue of not stationing troops at the border.

Some of them proposed that the distance of Chinese troops from the border must be much farther than that of the Soviet Red Army, and absolutely would not accept reciprocal distance. This made Joffe feel that the negotiations would encounter problems in this regard. However, He Rui's statement fully demonstrated sincerity. If subsequent discussions could be this smooth, this meeting would be fruitful.

Just as Joffe expected the best result, He Rui was very pragmatic about Sino-Soviet strategic trust. The core was the 'two articles of Sino-Soviet friendship' he proposed: mutual non-restriction, mutual non-war, and peaceful resolution of contradictions and differences.

Before this trip, Joffe had communicated with Lenin, Stalin, and Trotsky. Although Comrade Lenin's face appeared pale due to just recovering his health, his voice was still powerful. "China's main strategic direction is in the south, and our main strategic direction is in the west. He Rui is a leader who understands the period of strategic opportunity very well. If we try to gain advantages through bargaining at this stage, it will only make us waste this period of strategic opportunity. Thoroughly solving the border issue with appropriate goodwill at this time can save our country a large amount of strategic resources."

Comrade Stalin felt that too much was given up, but in principle, he did not oppose Comrade Lenin's view. Comrade Trotsky was not concerned with territorial changes; he hoped Joffe could learn more about China's current economic policies during the meeting.

This founder of the Red Army, with long hair like a lion's mane, seriously put forward his view. "China completed land nationalization through redemption but distributed the land, forming the world's largest small-peasant country. This is difficult to explain using Marxism, and I am very interested in this."

After discussing views on the border issue, Joffe frankly conveyed Trotsky's question. He Rui didn't have much interest in Trotsky, nor had he seriously understood this person's deeds and thoughts. But this question still had to be answered. "We in China face a very realistic social problem, which is that there are too many unemployed people, and the economic foundation has been completely destroyed. Distributing land has indeed created the world's largest small-peasant country, and the small-peasant economy is undoubtedly backward. The reason why the Chinese government chose this policy lies in the fact that after analyzing and measuring China's current situation, social stability is prioritized above all else."

Trotsky was not considering the economic policy of China's new government with an attitude of looking at Oriental scenery. Joffe continued to ask, "Comrade Trotsky is very interested in the subsequent development of this policy. He would like to ask Chairman He for his design and views on subsequent development."

He Rui didn't hide anything and explained the general development ideas to Joffe. The two recorders from the Soviet side scribbled away, striving to submit the most complete and accurate record to the CPSU Central Committee after the meeting ended.

The comrades on the Chinese side felt somewhat uneasy. Speaking so frankly about the country's development direction to a foreign country always felt a bit wrong. Moreover, even though He Rui had extremely high prestige and leadership in the Civilization Party, not all comrades fully agreed with the development direction proposed by He Rui.

He Rui himself didn't care about spreading policies and concepts to the Soviet Union. As a transmigrator, if he didn't even have such confidence and vision, it would be a bit of a failure.

The talks went on for a long time, and it was already late when they ended. The work of entertaining Joffe was naturally the responsibility of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs personnel. He Rui continued his work, browsing the daily topic report of the PCC meeting.

Seeing the matter regarding moving the capital, He Rui couldn't help smiling. It could be seen that the southern PCC representatives had quite a grievance against the current capital, and the reasons for moving the capital were very sufficient. Geographically, the current capital was too far north, which was inconvenient for transportation from various places to the capital. In terms of national security, the current capital was too close to the Soviet Union and Japan. Although China didn't need to fear foreign invasion now, the memory of foreigners attacking China from the sea every time was very deep.

There were three cities as candidates for the new capital: Nanjing, Kaifeng, and Luoyang. These three cities were all ancient capitals, and their geographical locations were in the 'center of the realm' in various senses.

While He Rui was reading, the secretary brought in a set meal. Green pepper fried pork, rice, and seaweed egg drop soup. Before eating, He Rui picked up a pen and wrote on the report: *Luoyang is geographically narrow and lacks space for urban expansion. Nanjing has the same problem and also suffers from floods. Kaifeng is located in the suspended river section of the Yellow River, with obvious safety issues. Request the PCC to discuss the following suggestion: Move the capital to Zhengzhou, directly administered Henan.*

Putting down the pen, He Rui picked up his chopsticks and started eating. It must be said that the dinner, similar to a 21st-century rice bowl with toppings, gave He Rui a nostalgic sense of peace.

Ten days later, the CPSU Central Committee held a meeting. Comrade Joffe introduced this trip to China. The CPSU committee members did not attach special importance to this. In the past few years, from Soviet Russia to the Soviet Union, Sino-Soviet relations had been stable. Many CPSU committee members didn't think there would be any major trouble in relations with China.

The doubts raised by many committee members before Joffe's departure were largely bringing the most important contradiction within the CPSU at the moment—the contradiction over what development direction and economic line the Soviet Union should take—into the discussion of Sino-Soviet relations.

Initially, Joffe's report made many committee members feel very bored. It was normal for things to develop this way; it would be abnormal if they didn't.

When Joffe finished introducing these, some Central Committee members thought about adjourning quickly to go back to their own work. Of course, the committee member in charge of railway work wanted to linger a bit longer; managing railway transport work would only turn a renowned and highly praised comrade into an incompetent villain spurned by thousands. It wasn't that there was any change in the comrade himself; doing this job was destined for such an outcome.

At this time, Committee Member Trotsky knocked on the table, and other committee members immediately focused their attention. Among the CPSU leaders, Trotsky had great influence. Although his status had relatively declined over the years, the CPSU committee members would not underestimate Trotsky.

"Comrades, I entrusted Comrade Joffe to ask Chairman He Rui some questions. Chairman He Rui also gave very interesting answers. This part of the content is ready. The document will be distributed to everyone now, and I will narrate this part of the dialogue."

After Trotsky finished speaking, the secretary distributed the printed interview dialogue to every CPSU committee member. Trotsky personally began to narrate.

He Rui believed that after China quickly restored social stability, it would guide productivity towards the industrial field. Construction related to national security and the overall direction of the industry, as well as related infrastructure such as transportation and transport, would be borne by national finance. In terms of urban infrastructure construction, private asset investment would be driven through continuous long-term construction.

Hearing this, many CPSU committee members were already somewhat shaken. Comrade Lenin's New Economic Policy was already the focus of debate within the CPSU, but if such a policy wasn't adopted, what economic policy should be adopted? The committee members had their own views but couldn't put forward a complete theoretical line of construction.

He Rui's policy was obviously different, with a rather holistic vision.

Soon, a bigger shock came. Regarding the question of whether China would experience fierce contradictions due to the market economy, He Rui gave his view.

'The biggest challenge facing social fairness in the future is that laborers can only obtain remuneration through labor, while the stratum that controls capital and means of production can obtain superimposed returns. This is a typical manifestation of the impossibility of achieving both efficiency and fairness...'

Trotsky narrated until his mouth was dry and picked up a glass of water to drink. The CPSU committee members took this time to browse quickly, but a considerable number of committee members felt that they read it but couldn't understand it. This surprised them.
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"China is adopting a capitalist mode of production." Someone labeled the Republic government first.

"This backward mode of production of the small peasant economy has no future." Others criticized the Republic government's policy in order to defend the agricultural policy in the New Economic Policy.

Although He Rui himself believed that the small peasant economy was backward and was a stopgap measure rather than a long-term national policy, in the face of political correctness, these could all be ignored. If He Rui were really on the scene at this moment, he would probably be questioned, 'Knowing that the small peasant economy is backward, why not adopt a brand-new collective agriculture?'

The CPSU committee members didn't really care about the Republic government's policies, but wanted to elaborate on their own positions. Except for those who remained silent, all evaluations were negative.

Lenin did not speak, but he was quite disappointed in his heart. Comrades who had previously questioned the New Economic Policy failed to make valuable speeches at this time. Comrade Lenin actually wanted to hear someone analyze 'market orientation' versus 'command economy.'

"The market plan adopted by China will likely be inefficient and useless in Russia," General Secretary Stalin spoke up.

Amidst the various gazes of the Central Committee members, General Secretary Stalin's eyes were bright and his tone calm. "According to this interview, China is trying to establish a market with rules set by the state, allowing Chinese capital to enter this market. While trying to maintain economic vitality, it ensures that the market does not cause harm to the state. This is impossible. At the same time, the efficiency of such development is very low. A large amount of capital is wasted on market competition and does not enter the areas urgently needed by the state."

Speaking of this, Committee Member Stalin continued, "However, I see that China is very confident in building its own socialist system by itself and will not yield to imperialist forces. I believe that at this stage, we have reason to maintain good relations with such a country."

As soon as these words came out, some committee members remembered that the main purpose of this meeting was to discuss the positioning of relations with China. It was just that tossed around by Committee Member Trotsky, it almost turned into a critique of the capitalist system.

Trotsky wanted to say something more, but he suddenly saw Comrade Lenin's brows furrowing in pain. Soon, Comrade Lenin was clutching his chest and bending over. The shocked Central Committee members hurriedly went to call a doctor, but just as the doctor entered the door, Comrade Lenin had already collapsed clutching his chest.

Those committee members who opposed Stalin had complex expressions, painful and disappointed. Comrade Lenin believed that Stalin was a weak liberal with an overly crude style and was not suitable to be General Secretary. However, he had not been able to prevent Stalin from being elected General Secretary of the CPSU in April 1922.

Starting from the year before last, Comrade Lenin's health had been very poor. Last year, he was once in critical condition. After being forced to take the risk of using new drugs from China, Comrade Lenin's condition stabilized. When Comrade Lenin returned to his post, many people thought that Comrade Lenin would find a way to revoke Comrade Stalin's position as First Secretary.

In the following period, Comrade Lenin talked with many CPSU committee members, hoping they would oppose Stalin, but the overall effect was very average. Because the New Economic Policy failed to effectively change the Soviet economic situation, General Secretary Stalin paid great attention to trade with China and eased relations with Europe and America. In early 1924, Britain and France recognized the Soviet government and established diplomatic relations.

Most importantly, Zinoviev, Stalin, and Trotsky all opposed the New Economic Policy.

The next day, those CPSU committee members who were expecting Comrade Lenin's health to recover received shocking news: Comrade Lenin had suffered a stroke and fallen into a coma.

Five days later, on June 26, Comrade Lenin passed away in this state.

It was June 29 when He Rui learned the news. At this time, the Political Consultative Conference officially ended, with local assembly elections scheduled to begin in October 1925 and parliamentary elections to be completed before November.

Hearing the news brought by the secretary, He Rui put down the document in his hand and sighed, "A hero of a generation has passed away. Has there been a change in the CPSU General Secretary?"

The secretary thought for a moment. "The one who announced this news was CPSU General Secretary Mr. Stalin."

He Rui gestured to the secretary to leave first. Leaning back in his chair, He Rui lit a cigarette. If Stalin continued to be the CPSU General Secretary, it meant that the divergence on the line within the CPSU Central Committee was not intense at this stage. The Soviet Father still had to struggle with the comrades in the party for a while.

If Comrade Stalin was on stage, with his economic thinking of prioritizing the development of heavy industry, at least there was no need to worry about problems with Sino-Soviet trade, and one could even expect rapid development of Sino-Soviet trade. Thinking again that even Comrade Lenin failed to bring Stalin down, He Rui couldn't help sighing in his heart about how much of a failure the Soviet New Economic Policy must have been for this to happen.

While he was sighing, Wu Youping arrived. He placed a survey plan in front of He Rui. "Chairman, we are ready. Take a look. If there are no problems, we can prepare the dice-rolling plan."

He Rui picked it up and browsed through it. this was a survey plan for rural development. After reading it, He Rui felt there was no problem and signed it. Wu Youping asked at this time, "Will this data lack representativeness?"

He Rui asked back, "Is there a better way than this? Or do you think the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives will falsify accounts?"

Wu Youping shook his head. "Which Supply and Marketing Cooperative's report to spot check is selected by rolling dice. I don't think every county will specially order all Supply and Marketing Cooperatives to falsify accounts for this. I'm just worried that the representativeness isn't enough."

Seeing Wu Youping's unease, He Rui wanted to correct Wu Youping's view on consumption for being too out of touch with reality, but he still explained the specific situation to Wu Youping first. "The representativeness is definitely enough. The current living state of farmers is that they don't have enough money to spend, so they have to go to the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives to buy things. The Supply and Marketing Cooperatives are the channel where they can buy the cheapest goods. This data must be real."

Wu Youping hesitated to speak. The central government periodically transferred sales records from unspecified Supply and Marketing Cooperatives from various counties and studied the rural economic situation by analyzing villagers' shopping records. This was the method proposed by He Rui. Logically, there was no problem with this. But Wu Youping felt that conducting a more detailed investigation was the way to obtain more detailed economic data.

But before He Rui's proposed plan was proven truly unfeasible by facts, Wu Youping would never oppose it. He did ask a question, "Chairman, is it true that we have liberated the whole of China?"

He Rui laughed, "Naturally it is true. After getting used to the Northeast, is your mood now overwhelmed by the vastness of China?"

"Hmm... I completely didn't expect this day to come so quickly. I am completely ignorant of what various parts of China look like." Wu Youping voiced the heaviest pressure in his heart.

"So, with this data in hand, you can go to various provinces to inspect the work. There are many people who, the moment they alight from their official carriage, start making noise, expressing opinions, criticizing this and condemning that. In fact, ten out of ten such people are bound to fail. Because such comments or criticisms are not based on thorough investigation and are nothing but ignorant nonsense. Centering around the purchasing power of the masses, at least you won't be shooting arrows without a target."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Wu Youping understood that He Rui wanted him to go to various provinces to prepare. For a moment, the gratitude in his heart was indescribable.

Seeing He Rui yawn, Wu Youping stood up. "Chairman, I will take my leave first. Regarding this parliamentary election, I was a bit worried. But now I am somewhat relieved about this matter."

He Rui agreed deeply. "As long as they face tangible interests, the eyes of the masses are sharp. So we don't have to worry at all."

Wu Youping didn't say much more and stood up to leave He Rui's office. On the way back to his own office, Wu Youping's confidence increased greatly. If he could walk around the whole country, the unease in his heart would surely be greatly alleviated. At this time, Wu Youping already had a route in mind: first go to the future capital, then go south along the railway, arrive in Wuhan, transfer to water transport to enter Hunan, and enter Guizhou and Yunnan.

In the future, the Republic of China National Defense Force would advance towards Burma along this route. Taking a look at these provinces now would help him understand how to use the opportunity of this military operation to create some development opportunities for places like Yunnan and Guizhou.
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Inside the provincial government building in Jinan, Shandong, while the mayors and municipal party secretaries who came for the meeting were waiting, someone couldn't help but say, "Shandong is Chairman He's hometown. If the capital were moved to Jinan, it would also be a beautiful thing."

This was the disappointment of Shandong after the Political Consultative Conference ended. However, everyone knew very well that this was a matter only the central government had the authority to decide. Everyone just sighed and no one took it too seriously.

Soon, Provincial Party Secretary Chen Deli and Governor Han Haitao entered the conference room, and these conversations stopped immediately. Han Haitao didn't sit down either; he walked directly to the blackboard and began to arrange the data spot check work.

The basis for the spot check was simple. First, some districts were divided within each county according to terrain characteristics. These districts were not fixed administrative units but divided according to similar production characteristics. Every three months, supply and marketing cooperatives were randomly selected from these districts by rolling dice, and their sales records were brought back for analysis.

The municipal party secretaries and mayors couldn't figure out what incredible information such a supply and marketing cooperative record could provide. Before everyone could ask, Han Haitao, the former director of the Liaoning Price Bureau, took the initiative to raise the question, "Why did we adopt a command-style management method when we were in the Northeast? Provinces, cities, counties, townships, and villages all had task arrangements for various arrangements? Can everyone give a reason?"

The comrades thought about it and were not quite sure. Someone asked, "Is it because Chairman He was directly managing it at that time?"

Han Haitao shook his head slightly. "No. Because before Chairman He went to the Northeast, he was already prepared to fight a war with Japan. In order to improve war capabilities as quickly as possible, the war potential of the Northeast had to be tapped to the maximum extent."

Many comrades had long felt this way. Hearing it from Han Haitao's own mouth at this moment, a burst of sighs rang out in the conference room. Someone excitedly said, "Chairman He really has great foresight."

Before everyone could participate in the discussion, Han Haitao hurriedly stopped the comrades from discussing. "We can chat about this properly when we have time. Because we were worried about the plan leaking at that time, nothing could be said, which is why everyone felt it was unclear. We can talk about this later. What we need to talk about now is that we have liberated the whole country. The rural economic operation policy at this time is no longer run through command methods, but through market mechanisms. Or to put it this way: one is you have to obey whether it works or not; the other is that obedience is the best way, but it is not forced."

The cadres seemingly understood but basically didn't understand these words. Han Haitao didn't intend for everyone to comprehend it on their own, so he distributed a sales record to the comrades. Since there was a lot of content, two people shared one copy and read it together.

"This is the sales record of a village supply and marketing cooperative near Jinan for the past six months. Everyone take a look at what the masses of non-landlord origin mainly bought, and what the masses of landlord origin mainly bought."

Amidst the rustling of turning pages, those extremely ordinary commodities made everyone a little dizzy. Han Haitao had also experienced these dizzy times. Seeing everyone frowning, he distributed the statistical table, this time one copy per person. The data had been summarized, and the sales situation immediately became clear.

The masses of non-landlord origin purchased the most basic daily necessities such as salt, soy sauce, vinegar, cooking oil, needles and thread, which were all low-priced goods. The masses of landlord origin purchased a much richer variety, reaching the level of daily necessities like vanishing cream for skin care, which were bought by those relatively wealthy families. Seeing the gap in living standards, many comrades frowned.

Han Haitao asked a question, "If next year, the originally landless peasant families can also buy a few feet of cloth and make a set of new clothes, what does that mean?"

"Everyone has money?" someone asked unconfidently.

Han Haitao laughed, "What's there to be embarrassed about? That means they have money in their hands. Who can answer where this money comes from?"

The atmosphere became active at this time, and someone immediately answered, "Money from selling surplus grain."

Han Haitao immediately expressed agreement. "Exactly so, money exchanged for selling surplus grain. Everyone take a look at this statistic of sales by agency for the supply and marketing cooperative."

The secretary distributed another statistical table to everyone, which listed commodities purchased and sold on commission by the supply and marketing cooperative. Among them, there were relatively many handmade products such as cloth shoes and hemp ropes. The quantities were not large, and the consignment time varied.

After everyone finished reading, Han Haitao asked, "Have any comrades themselves or their families participated in the production of military supply orders during the European War?"

A small half of the comrades raised their hands to indicate they had participated. Instead, among the comrades who hadn't participated, someone suddenly saw the light and couldn't help but say, "Governor Han, in the past, the government sent orders to the villages. After comparison, subsequent orders were sent to villages that produced better. Are we going to do the same now?"

Someone saw the characteristics first, and these cadres suddenly realized and understood. Han Haitao let everyone sigh for a while to express their feelings, and then said, "Rural areas can't make money just by selling grain. With just one more child, not much grain can be sold. If we want everyone to earn money, we have to provide orders to the rural areas. During the European War back then, the orders came from foreign armies fighting wars. Later, when fighting the Japanese, the orders came from our troops. Now, foreigners won't fight with us. We must first distinguish three things clearly: in various places now, what is the consumer market, who is the supplier, and what is the supply channel. Among these three, regarding the position of the masses and the government within them, who is in the leading position and who is in the passive position."

The meeting lasted for two days. Everything that should be said was said. Afterwards, an exam was held. After the exam ended, there was an analysis of the test papers. Everyone's exam papers were a bit hard to describe in a few words.

After the test paper analysis was finished, a comrade raised a question, "Does mastering all sales content mean mastering the entire economic operation situation?"

This question reminded Han Haitao of the past. He had also asked He Rui such a question. With a complex feeling of carrying forward the past and opening up the future, Han Haitao explained, "Theoretically, this is the case, but it is not so in actual operation. Because the Supply and Marketing Cooperative cannot be the only sales channel in China, and a large number of private enterprises will appear in the sales field. At that time, we won't be able to ask those private owners to provide detailed sales records like the Supply and Marketing Cooperative. With the rapid development of China's economy, people will have more and more money, and the volume of commodity trading will reach a number we can't imagine. At that time, other statistical means will be adopted to count economic activities."

Hearing such an answer, some comrades were very disappointed. Seeing that many other comrades reacted the same way as themselves, Han Haitao felt very relaxed in his heart and couldn't help smiling. Such a smile was incomprehensible to the comrades. Some comrades hurriedly put away their smiles and tried hard to make their expressions serious and earnest.

This amused Han Haitao even more. He sighed, "Comrades, don't worry. I also asked Chairman He the same question."

"Really?" many comrades asked in surprise. Hearing that they had the same question as the governor, everyone's confidence in themselves immediately increased a lot.

"Chairman He said that with the development of technology, more advanced technical equipment will eventually appear. At that time, currency will still exist, but everyone will no longer use banknotes when trading, but use new technology. At that time, no matter how many trillions of data there are, the state can count them in place. Now we conduct statistical analysis on rough and limited data to lay the foundation for the future. As long as we develop to that stage, our understanding of the economy will be extremely precise. So, we must work hard and go all out. Try to live until that day and see with our own eyes how economic statistics are completed at that time."

Most of the comrades attending the meeting only learned of the decision to go to war with Japan in September 1922. The shock at that time was like being electrocuted. But now, less than two years later, China was unified, and everyone had become a mayor or municipal party secretary of a city.

When waking up at midnight, many people had an unreal feeling in their haze, wondering if they were still in their dormitories or homes in the Northeast, not yet awakened from a big dream. It wasn't until they walked out of the room and saw the new office location that they were not yet very familiar with that they had to admit that all this had indeed happened.

No one suspected Han Haitao of fabricating He Rui's words, and no one even thought in that direction. Everyone felt that since Chairman He Rui said it personally, it would definitely come true. The atmosphere immediately became enthusiastic. Everyone felt that Han Haitao was right; work hard, go all out, and that day would come.

The work meeting ended, and the comrades left the provincial committee compound. Chen Deli, who had maintained a serious expression all along, sighed, "Judging from the exam papers, the comrades still haven't understood."

The Provincial Party Committee managed personnel, and the Provincial Government managed the execution of the central government's work arrangements. Hearing the Provincial Party Secretary so disappointed, Han Haitao laughed, "Secretary, that's because we can't compare with Chairman He. That we can understand now is also because Chairman He has been teaching us all along. I now feel that I let Chairman He down; I didn't know how disappointed Chairman He was at that time."

Now even Chen Deli smiled bitterly, and his dissatisfaction dissipated in the memories of his own incompetent past.
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On July 24, 1924, the new government published the "First National Population Census Report of China" and the "China Population Income Report" in the *National Daily*, a nationwide newspaper renamed from the *Northeast Daily*.

Countries that were not paying attention to the situation in China, such as Italy, Spain, and Belgium, did not take it seriously. Countries like Britain, France, the United States, Japan, and the Soviet Union sent the main data in the report to their home countries via telegram immediately, and the relevant newspapers were sent to their home countries by express mail.

The Japanese upper echelon received a thick stack of newspapers on July 26. Lieutenant General Nagata, Director of the National Mobilization Bureau, received the newspapers and immediately convened a meeting. National statistics can extremely clearly demonstrate the strength of a country, and the accuracy and credibility of the data are a reflection of the government's operational capability.

"China's population in 1924 is 480,092,794. The sampling rate was 8%, the duplicate counting rate was 0.8 per thousand, and the uncounted rate was 1.2 per thousand. China's per capita income is 50.1 yuan..."

There was no GDP statistical model in this era. The statistics of industrial countries were very hardcore, all based on national income from industrial and agricultural output value. The Japanese National Mobilization Bureau could obtain various data, including data provided by Japanese intelligence agencies. Under comprehensive analysis, the He Rui government's report data was basically consistent with Japan's judgment and was accepted.

Nagata used the 1922 Japanese national income data, which was about 15.5 billion yen, equivalent to 15.5 billion Chinese yuan. At this time, the comparison between China and Japan was 240:155. Considering the population of both sides, China's population was ten times that of Japan's mainland population, so China did not occupy an overwhelming advantage.

But the people in the Mobilization Bureau did not feel relaxed. Because the Great Kanto Earthquake dealt a heavy blow to the Japanese economy, it even made it impossible for Japan to effectively complete the 1923 economic statistics. According to known data from various departments, Japan's industrial output value was about 7.7 billion yen in 1922, and it likely remained only about 6.1 billion in 1923.

Due to China's unification war, Sino-Japanese trade was directly interrupted. The total industrial output value in 1924 likely remained only 5 billion.

Taking these data into account, the ratio of total national income between China and Japan had reached 2:1. This was not the most terrifying part. The Japanese economy showed no signs of improvement. According to content provided by Japanese intelligence personnel, because China implemented land reform and distributed land, the economy and social order were beginning to recover at a speed visible to the naked eye.

Although the war resulted in the He Rui government not being recognized, the Chinese government took back tariff autonomy and no longer paid indemnities. Foreign trade was affected, but the domestic economy became surprisingly active.

Nagata ordered the calculation department of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau to calculate with several different parameters. The result derived from the best-case scenario made Nagata directly order all data from this time to be classified as confidential. All participants were not allowed to disclose it to the outside, and unless the director agreed, these data could not be accessed.

At this time, most personnel of the Mobilization Bureau were listening to the introduction of the Chinese report, while Nagata recalled those disturbing data in his mind.

Previously, China's economy was largely controlled by foreign countries. Due to China's internal division, the rule of various separatist forces in rural areas was extremely weak, and their economy could only rely on customs tariffs. The Chinese customs being controlled by foreign countries directly led to the Chinese economy becoming very deformed.

The He Rui government completely smashed and rebuilt such a deformed economic structure with fierce means. At this time, China's foreign trade had a trade deficit. A large number of foreign industrial products were sold to China, eroding China's wealth and hitting China's industry and commerce.

In order to obtain customs tariffs, the old local governments could only expand the total volume of imports and exports. The old governments did get tariffs, but China's domestic industry and commerce suffered a huge blow.

Rural taxes were controlled by rural forces, resulting in most of the taxes actually being taken away by rural forces. The situation of "if the superiors increase the tax by one *wen*, the tax on the poor increases by ten *wen*" appeared.

After the He Rui government came to power, rural taxes could be collected. China's industry and commerce finally recovered from the impact of foreign goods. The increase in industrial and commercial taxes not only made up for the loss of tariffs but even exceeded it somewhat.

In the secret calculation of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, the actual data of China's per capita national income was about 100 yuan, twice the current figure. The reason why it could not be reflected before was that the political and social systems were suppressing and destroying such wealth production. As long as the He Rui government continued to stably implement current policies, the Chinese economy could reach 48 billion in 1925. Japan's economy, slow to see improvement, would likely hover around 12 billion. The power balance between China and Japan would reach 4:1.

Nagata was not a person who dared not face reality. Reality was reality. By 1925, the direct damage of the Great Kanto Earthquake should be recovered, and the ongoing reconstruction of Tokyo would be preliminarily completed. However, Japan would likely not recognize the Chinese government that had regained control of customs, which meant that Sino-Japanese trade would continue to be cut off. The past trade of 1.1 billion yen annually between Japan and China could not be restored. The Japanese economy would still be very sluggish.

The statistical content of the Chinese government was not much and was finished quickly. There was silence in the conference room of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau. Those qualified to attend the meeting were Japanese elites who could understand economics. In front of the power comparison shown by the cold numbers, everyone temporarily didn't know what to say.

Having smashed the exploitation of Chinese laborers by forces inside and outside China, with the He Rui government's 30% tax rate, the tax revenue in 1924 would reach 7.2 billion. Even if the Japanese government squeezed the last bit of wealth from the entire Japan and invested everything into the war, a defensive China already possessed a huge advantage. The Chinese government could likely easily wage a long-term war against an attacking Japan just by issuing some war bonds.

Judging from the situation of the previous war, Japan's ability to sustain the war would be at most no more than 24 months. After 24 months, all the Japanese upper echelons who led the launch of the war would have to commit seppuku to apologize. Those who survived would have to face a chaotic Japan that had been thoroughly squeezed dry, a fate worse than death.

Lieutenant General Nagata broke the silence. "Based on the current situation, gentlemen need to find a way out for the Empire. In this meeting, please speak freely."

From the perspective of magnanimity, Nagata was very outstanding among the core upper echelon of Japan. Since he wanted everyone to speak freely, the elites of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau didn't think Nagata was joking, and everyone put forward their own views.

No one proposed the direction of military conquest of China, not even a hint that Manchuria and Mongolia were Japan's lifelines. The common characteristic of the elites was that they were extremely realistic and absolutely did not mention things that could not be done. Nagata listened for a while and was very disappointed in his heart.

Last November, when He Rui announced himself as the central government, Ishiwara Kanji proposed in a 'joking' manner at the General Staff meeting to immediately recognize the He Rui regime and negotiate with the He Rui regime on this basis.

Nine months had passed, and the views of this group of Japanese elites still failed to exceed Ishiwara's vision at that time. Nagata had to listen carefully to the analysis of this group of people now, trying to find some truly useful content. After listening for a long time, the only suggestion that could truly show goodwill was the exchange of prisoners of war and personnel detained by both sides.

Even such a pragmatic proposal met with opposition. "Given the current economic situation in Japan, so many people coming back will only cause chaos."

This remark did not displease Nagata because the reason for opposition was very reasonable. After the Sino-Japanese war, both sides began to detain the other side's personnel in their own countries. Japan detained about 10,000 people, and the Northeast Government detained more than 100,000.

The 10,000 Chinese were all poor people with no profit to be squeezed. The more than 100,000 Japanese detained by the Northeast Government had considerable property in the Northeast. In addition to these more than 100,000 Japanese residents, there were about 60,000 Japanese prisoners of war. Releasing 200,000 people back to Japan would only add heavy social problems to the current Japan.

Keeping this group of people in China could indeed avoid many problems. However, doing so also had problems. The Japanese side also used the detained Chinese as hard labor, which was fiercely criticized by He Rui when he seized the opportunity. Based on the principle of reciprocity, He Rui made full use of the approximately 200,000 Japanese personnel in his hands.

Even in these unsavory situations, Japan had no advantage. It infuriated the Japanese side enough, but they could do nothing. Because job opportunities in Japan were scarce, and there was too much infrastructure to be completed in China's vast territory. The Japanese side could only let the captured Chinese work in mines and other places. To avoid China's 'reciprocal retaliation,' the labor intensity could not be particularly high to avoid deaths. The benefits squeezed from these people were extremely low.

The Chinese side let Japanese personnel 'grow potatoes' and conduct basic development in those areas with harsh environments. It is said that up to now, Japanese captives have developed hundreds of thousands of *mu* of potato fields for China. The potatoes produced met the food consumption of the Japanese captives. While feeding themselves, the Japanese detainees continuously reclaimed new land for China.

The discussion was arduous but pragmatic. In the end, the conclusion reached by the Japanese Mobilization Bureau was very cliché: 'Peace is the best.'

After the meeting, Nagata drove to the New Technology Training Bureau. Nagata recalled reports regarding Ishiwara stating that Japanese officers who had undergone new technology training all considered Ishiwara an extremely outstanding tactician. This was inevitably a bit laughable.

In the eyes of Nagata, Okamura, and others who had cooperated deeply with Ishiwara, Ishiwara was a strategist. But in the eyes of the Japanese upper and lower classes, Ishiwara, a war hero, was an extremely outstanding tactician. This proved that Nagata's arrangement for Ishiwara had achieved its goal. While Nagata could borrow Ishiwara's strategic vision, he prevented others from having unnecessary expectations of Ishiwara.

The two sat down under the pergola on the playground of the New Technology Training Bureau. Nagata frankly recounted the 'peace' viewpoint within the Mobilization Bureau. He saw Ishiwara amused to the point of laughter. Nagata waited patiently for Ishiwara to finish laughing; he felt Ishiwara was qualified to laugh like this.

Ishiwara wasn't mocking; he just felt it was too funny. After his mirth was vented, he asked, "Nagata-kun, I agree with those people's views. But what is the object of this peace?"

This was exactly the purpose of Nagata's visit. Nagata immediately asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what do you think the object of peace should be?"

"If peace can be established at present, it must be to make the Chinese people realize that the Japanese people want to achieve peace with the Chinese people, and to make the Chinese people believe that peace is beneficial. Last November, if we had chosen peace, He-kun's subordinates would have felt that peace was beneficial to them. The current situation is completely different. The autumn harvest is about to begin in northern China, and the second crop has already been planted in the south. When the harvest is complete, what benefits can actively seeking peace bring to He-kun's subordinates? All they need is not to actively initiate a war."

Nagata fell silent. The purpose of his trip had been achieved. Ishiwara provided a very good perspective, allowing Nagata to see the current situation clearly. The Japanese elites looked at the past, trying to seek a future path from the past with determined results. What Ishiwara focused on was the future triggered by the changing present; their visions were poles apart. This was probably why Ishiwara could always rank first effortlessly in all strategy-related courses.

Amidst the silence, Ishiwara continued, "He-kun solved the most critical contradiction in China right now. About 20% of the Chinese people suddenly gained stability from the dilemma of whether they could survive tomorrow. 50% of the Chinese people originally lived poor and helpless lives with no future. He-kun provided them with a present free from the threat of hunger, as well as hope for the future. The Chinese people may not realize anything this year, but they will awaken within three years at most. They will discover that they can also be treated as human beings. Nagata-kun, I actually expect you to make the upper echelons understand such changes. Formulating Japan's future national policy needs to be based on such a cognitive foundation."

These words made Nagata firmer in one view: Ishiwara must not be allowed to enter the core of power now. What Japan needed most now was stability, allowing the economy to recover with the reconstruction of the Kanto region. Ishiwara's political views were too attractive to the Japanese lower class. Once Ishiwara had the opportunity to gain power, he was very likely to guide the Japanese situation, which would inevitably trigger a comprehensive civil strife in Japan.

"Ishiwara-kun, what choice do you think the awakened Chinese people will make?" Nagata asked.

"China's geopolitical environment is completely different from Japan's. I read the recently signed Sino-Soviet Treaty of Peace and Friendship; its content is truly admirable. He-kun signed an agreement that is almost impossible to tear up. This agreement can at least ensure that China will place its main strategic direction in the south for the visible 20 years. And the awakened Chinese people will also devote themselves to actions against the Western world."

Speaking of this, Ishiwara looked at Nagata but didn't say anything. Nagata saw the hesitation of wanting to speak but stopping, so he encouraged, "Just say it. Does Ishiwara-kun think my magnanimity cannot tolerate different views?"

Ishiwara shook his head slightly. "It's not a different view. Nagata-kun, that is a determination to walk a new path. If Japan cannot completely get rid of unrealistic expectations of Britain, it is impossible to make a more rational judgment."

Nagata was somewhat shaken in his heart, but replied calmly, "We will not be used by Britain. Because of the situation in China, we will only use Britain in reverse."

He thought such an answer would be accepted by Ishiwara, but unexpectedly, Ishiwara sneered again. "Hehe, Nagata-kun, this is exactly what I am worried about. Britain has huge resources, and Britain will not be stingy in giving up part of its interests when needed. That is to say, as long as Japan has the idea of using Britain in its heart, it is destined to be used by Britain."
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When the car arrived at Saionji Kinmochi's residence, several cars were already parked outside. Nagata Tetsuzan got out of the car, straightened his already neat military uniform, and then walked towards the main gate. The guards had received instructions long ago and knew that Saionji had invited Nagata Tetsuzan, so they had already opened the gate.

Saionji was quite westernized; the layout of his home was completely Western-style, as was the dining room. At the long European-style aristocratic dining table, Saionji sat at the head, with two sets of tableware placed next to him. One person was already sitting next to Saionji, holding a cigarette between his fingers, talking to Saionji. It was the current Minister of Foreign Affairs, Shidehara Kijūrō. Seeing Lieutenant General Nagata being led into the dining room, he stood up.

Nagata had thought that with several cars outside, there would be several invited guests. The servant led Nagata to the only empty seat, and only then did he realize that Saionji had only invited him and Shidehara Kijūrō to dine together.

Saionji Kinmochi was currently the only *Genrō* [Elder Statesman] in Japan. He did not stand up but just invited Nagata to take a seat. After Shidehara and Nagata sat down, Saionji ordered the servants to serve the dishes and then asked about the recent affairs of the Mobilization Bureau.

Nagata readily admitted that the Mobilization Bureau was preparing data in the face of the current changes in surrounding forces. After listening to Nagata, Saionji asked directly, "Nagata-kun, what kind of contingency plan has the Mobilization Bureau formulated for China?"

At this time, the steaming food was basically all served. *Genrō* Saionji pointed to the food, "Let's talk while eating."

Saionji's family meals were very ordinary. Nagata often invited capable young officers he fancied to dine together, and there was no difference in quality between the two. Saionji, Shidehara Kijūrō, and Nagata Tetsuzan had all stayed in Europe and America for a long time, and the three were very used to this mode of chatting while eating.

Nagata skillfully cut a piece of chicken cutlet and answered after eating it, "Your Excellency, in the current judgment, Japan is not worried about China invading the Japanese mainland and Ryukyu. All preparations are directed at China's actions in Korea and Taiwan. In the current judgment, the danger before 1925 is not great."

After speaking, Nagata put another piece of cut chicken cutlet (chunk of chicken meat) into his mouth.

Saionji looked at Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō and saw that Shidehara was also burying his head in eating, but listening seriously. Seeing Saionji looking over, Shidehara swallowed the food in his mouth and asked readily, "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs is considering contacting China. Does Nagata-kun think China will compensate for the investment in the South Manchuria Railway like at the Washington Conference?"

Nagata didn't answer immediately. Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō was Japan's plenipotentiary representative at the Washington Conference and signed the agreement on the Shandong issue. In that agreement, Japan's investment in the occupied German colonies and Japan's investment in China's Shandong during the European War were purchased by China at a discounted price. He was not a radical in foreign affairs.

The question Shidehara Kijūrō raised now was simply more radical than the Army. Someone in the Army, forced by China's current strength, was considering how to defeat the Republic of China National Defense Force attacking Korea, but no fool was thinking of asking China to return the Kwantung Leased Territory to Japan according to the treaty through negotiations.

Nagata retorted calmly, "I wonder whose brilliant idea this is in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, or is this the collective view of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

As a Lieutenant General, answering with such polite sarcasm was not very appropriate in a sense, but it wasn't enough to make people feel it was insubordination. After all, Japanese Army generals were already high-ranking officers, and the division commander of a standing division in peacetime held the rank of Lieutenant General. For most high-ranking officers, Lieutenant General was the end of their lives.

But Nagata was different. 'War Hero' was Nagata's current halo. Before obtaining this realistic halo, Nagata was considered to possess the smartest brain in Japan. The vast majority of Japanese high-level officials believed that Lieutenant General was just the starting point for Nagata's next promotion.

So hearing Nagata's slight sarcasm, Shidehara Kijūrō was not angry. He asked, "Nagata-kun saying this, do you think it can't be done, or shouldn't be done?"

Nagata understood that the Foreign Minister was fishing for information and wanted to see his views. Since the conversation took place in front of *Genrō* Saionji, there was naturally no need to hide anything. If Saionji had no expectations for Nagata, he would not have convened such a meeting. Since that was the case, Nagata suddenly remembered Ishiwara's words and used them directly.

"If the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had mainly requested to establish diplomatic relations with the Chinese government on November 11 last year, He-kun's subordinates have always been in awe of Japan, and perhaps negotiations could have been held on many contents. If the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had communicated with the Chinese government before the British fleet was sunk, the Chinese people had long been tired of war, and the friendliness of the Japanese government could have made the Chinese people feel friendly. At this stage, which forces in China is the Ministry of Foreign Affairs preparing to communicate with?"

Hearing such a high-level analysis, Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō's face was surprised and solemn. It could be seen that he initially didn't expect to hear a question of such a scope.

Nagata didn't care. Because after listening to Ishiwara's analysis, although he agreed with it himself, he couldn't find a solution. Instead of thinking blindly himself, it was better to throw the problem to the Foreign Minister to worry about.

At this time, Saionji smiled. He ate the food and raised his wine glass. "Nagata-kun, have a drink."

Nagata hurriedly raised his wine glass, tilting the cup slightly, clinking glasses with *Genrō* Saionji in a humble posture befitting his status. The two took a sip, and Saionji asked, "If Japan wants to restore trade with China as soon as possible, I wonder how the Army would view it?"

"Your Excellency. The Army's decision is naturally the responsibility of the Three Chiefs (Minister of War, Chief of General Staff, Inspector General of Military Training). This subordinate believes that if it is a short-term choice, the Army officers can understand the country's difficulties."

"Japan currently needs to formulate a long-term national policy. Does Nagata-kun have any views on this?" Saionji asked in a flat tone.

Nagata didn't answer immediately. Saionji was the only remaining *Genrō* in Japan now, and he had a very large say in personnel matters. Even within the Japanese Army, although Saionji could not intervene directly, Saionji had ways to get the people he fancied promoted.

But this was not without a price. If he accepted Saionji's arrangement, he had to complete the task Saionji wanted to complete. Moreover, Nagata also considered another possibility: Saionji just wanted to see the views within the Army.

Calculating for a moment, Nagata simply kicked the ball back to Foreign Minister Shidehara Kijūrō. "Your Excellency Shidehara, I wonder if the Ministry of Foreign Affairs intends to communicate with the Chinese side in the near future."

Shidehara Kijūrō said, "Recently, the *Asahi Shimbun* received an invitation from the *National Daily*, asking *Asahi Shimbun* to send reporters to China for interviews."

Nagata remembered Fukada Mitsuko at that time and laughed, "I wonder if the *National Daily* specially designated anyone?"

"In the conversation, China's *National Daily* specifically asked if reporter Fukada Mitsuko was still working at *Asahi Shimbun*. I wonder if Nagata-kun knows this person."

"I've heard of her," Nagata replied, understanding in his heart that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had its own ideas about this.

"Nagata-kun, both Britain and France recognized the Soviet Union this year and established diplomatic relations. Nagata-kun, who among the European countries do you think is most likely to recognize the He Rui government first?"

Nagata answered immediately, "If Germany does not encounter clear opposition from Britain, it may become the first country to recognize the He Rui regime. If Germany is under pressure from Britain and wants to probe, it may let Austria act first. After all, Germany and Austria have the least burden in diplomacy."

If one had to say, because Japan destroyed Germany's concession in Shandong, China, it actually made Germany and Austria the only two powers without concessions in China. Among the foreigners hanged on the gallows, there were no personnel from these two countries.

To Shidehara Kijūrō's ears, there was another meaning in these words. "Nagata-kun thinks Britain will pressure Japan?"

Nagata indeed thought so. He didn't answer this question but looked at Saionji, seeing a trace of hesitation in Saionji's expression. Seeing Nagata's bright gaze, Saionji simply asked directly, "Nagata-kun, how much influence do you think the He Rui regime can suffer under the British blockade?"

"Your Excellency, after completing the national land redemption, He Rui needs time to gain the support of the entire Chinese populace. The British blockade happens to limit Britain's influence in China. Once China's economy improves, he can use the British blockade to incite nationalist sentiments and continue to win time to stabilize China's internal affairs."

Saionji didn't answer. He and Shidehara Kijūrō looked at each other, and continued to eat in silence. Nagata knew that these two didn't have mature ideas either, and his views indeed put them in a difficult position again. So he also buried his head in eating. The dining room fell into silence, with only the slight sounds of table knives cutting food ringing out.

Shidehara Kijūrō had long heard of Nagata's reputation. However, the image of Army 'idiots' was so strong that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs didn't have special expectations for Nagata, a 40-year-old Lieutenant General. But chatting with Nagata for a moment now, he could fully feel that the comment about Nagata possessing the smartest brain in the Army was absolutely no problem.

Although this evaluation somewhat implied that Nagata's marksmanship, swordsmanship, horsemanship, etc., were very average. However, in the eyes of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the brain was the only important thing. The other aspect worth paying attention to was appearance and bearing. For diplomats, bonus points on image were very important. In terms of appearance and temperament, Nagata was definitely considered very good.

Saionji's family meal was not bad. But Nagata raised the scope to such a height that until they finished eating, the three didn't speak. During the time for after-dinner coffee, Saionji invited the two to the living room. Amidst the aroma of coffee, Shidehara Kijūrō asked, "What does Nagata-kun think of He-kun?"

Nagata didn't refuse to borrow other people's wisdom and directly moved Ishiwara's evaluation out. "He-kun governs the country: politics first, then economics. Military and diplomacy both serve these two. Looking at it now, his thinking is being executed very well. Presumably in the future, not only He-kun, but the cabinet members He-kun values will also have the same style."

Nagata effectively killed the conversation directly. Shidehara Kijūrō was speechless for a moment. No matter how brilliantly talented He Rui was, he was just one person. From the experience of various countries, every national cabinet had various members with their own considerations. If He Rui's subordinates also had He Rui's thinking, it meant that the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs' attempt basically had no hope.

But Shidehara Kijūrō didn't give up; he said, "At the cabinet meeting, Finance Minister Takahashi requested the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to persuade the Chinese government to restore Sino-Japanese trade first. How does Nagata-kun think China's Ministry of Commerce will view this matter?"

"From a strategic perspective, what benefits can restoring Sino-Japanese trade bring to China's politics and economy? I wonder what Your Excellency Shidehara thinks?"

Nagata's words effectively killed this topic again. In the internal meetings of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, no matter what the personnel thought in their hearts, what they said was all about 'restoring Sino-Japanese trade is beneficial to China, and we must let China understand this.' So much so that Shidehara Kijūrō had to come to find Saionji Kinmochi, trying to get some guidance from *Genrō* Saionji.

And Saionji inviting Nagata made Shidehara Kijūrō feel a bit disappointed initially. Nagata was very sincere and didn't hide anything. So the disappointment caused by doubts about Nagata turned into despair after fully understanding reality.

Everyone was not stupid. Japan had always tried hard to make China a producer of cheap raw materials for Japan and a producer of cheap primary textiles. Such an economic structure had no damn benefit for China. Interrupting Sino-Japanese trade had almost a hundred benefits and no harm to China. Shidehara Kijūrō couldn't figure out what incredible conditions the Japanese government could offer to make the He Rui regime restore Sino-Japanese trade.

Given the current international political reality, interrupting Sino-Japanese trade would only continuously weaken Japan. Because the He Rui government hunted down Japanese *ronin* in the Japanese concession, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to issue a very low-key protest. The reaction of the He Rui government was to decisively terminate the trade between the entire China and Japan. From Nagata's analysis, the He Rui government had long been waiting for the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs to express protest, and then executed the economic blow on the grounds of 'nationalist sentiment.'

Britain was now mobilizing pro-British Chinese compradors within China to compete with the He Rui government for the guidance of Chinese public opinion. The Japanese government also had some connections in China and tried to do the same. Britain and Japan immediately discovered that China's 'public opinion' was opposing these propagandas.

He Rui published the atrocities of British and Japanese concession personnel one by one in various newspapers. Those propagandas attempting to publicize that Britain and Japan sincerely wanted to maintain friendship with China collapsed of themselves.

After a news report "Indentured Laborers" was published in various newspapers, the image of 'Luchaibang' [Thin as a reed] inside, as well as the images of Japanese factory owners and Chinese foremen serving Japanese factory owners, shattered the claim that Britain and Japan provided job opportunities for China.

The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs actually felt very aggrieved because Japan not only did this in China, but Japanese factories also did this in Japan. But such things couldn't be publicized in China on a large scale.

Of course, Britain and Japan also conducted propaganda from another angle. 'If China expresses goodwill to Britain and Japan first, it can make the two countries realize that restoring relations with China is beneficial.'

The Chinese side retorted tit-for-tat: Why must China beg Britain and Japan to let them understand to bestow diplomatic relations on China? If there were no Britain and Japan on earth, would the earth stop turning?

Defeated repeatedly in the public opinion war, a greater crisis was approaching. It was now July 1924. In just another three months, those Chinese regions that had completed land reform would complete the harvest. Just a year ago, 80% of the citizens in China couldn't feed themselves from their own land. Three months later, they would find that they were living the dream life of self-sufficiency, a small peasant life feeding themselves.

The Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs knew very well that the 80% of the populace in China would only think that He Rui gave them such a life. No one would think that Britain or Japan allowed the Chinese people to live such a life. Although many among the remaining 20% of the population were dissatisfied with He Rui, this did not mean that this group of people would support Britain and Japan because of this. Even among this remaining 20% of the Chinese population, at least 99% would not support Britain or Japan without any benefit.

Shidehara Kijūrō took a sip of coffee; the sour taste refreshed his spirit. He still asked the question he had hesitated to ask, "Nagata-kun, do you think Japan should cooperate deeply with Britain?"

Nagata had already considered this question and answered directly, "If we are to be used by Britain, for how long do we have to maintain such a relationship? How much price does Britain have to pay? I wonder what Shidehara-kun thinks?"

Shidehara Kijūrō didn't answer. He felt that Nagata was indeed an object worth deep cooperation. With Japan's currently deteriorating situation, one must cooperate with such a smart person. Otherwise, Japan would only fall into a more uncontrollable abyss.
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In the evening, the afterglow of the setting sun spilled into the courtyard of *Genrō* Saionji Kinmochi's home. Looking back at the courtyard, Nagata, who hadn't focused on scenery for a long time, saw the maple trees gently swaying their beautiful leaves in the summer evening breeze, and an inexplicable emotion welled up in his heart.

Since entering the war in October 1922, seasonal changes had been just one of the many changes Nagata had to deal with. Changes in winter and spring/autumn clothing, the supply of relevant food. Or after returning to Japan, as the Director of the Mobilization Bureau, considering the needs of general mobilization at different stages.

All external changes were problems imposed on Nagata. Nagata's work was to overcome the changes and fluctuations caused by the natural environment and human society, striving to keep Japan on a stable and feasible trajectory, moving towards a better future.

At this moment, Nagata suddenly realized that summer had come. The heat, the growth, the insects—when everything finally returned to summer itself, the natural emotion made Nagata feel that a part deep in his heart that seemed to have been frozen was softening again.

But staring at someone else's courtyard like this was truly rude. Nagata turned and walked towards the car. He had decided that he must relax tomorrow. Take a bath, but don't drink alcohol, let himself completely forget the current world, and live like an ordinary person for a few days. He didn't know how much vacation time he had accumulated; he certainly couldn't use it all in these few days.

However, as a member of the core power layer, Nagata's thought didn't last for a moment before his train of thought returned to the meeting that had just ended. After a conversation, Saionji Kinmochi should be very satisfied. This Japanese *Genrō* hinted to Nagata that when it was time to decide Japan's new national policy, Nagata might obtain a very important position.

This was a very tempting hint, but Nagata himself sensed the danger in it. Unlike others in high positions, Nagata's background was very ordinary, even inferior to Ishiwara Kanji's. Ishiwara Kanji's father was the police chief of Tsuruoka City, Japan, a big shot in a rural area like Tsuruoka.

Current high-level officials all considered Nagata as the 'future Army leader,' not the current leader. In terms of seniority, Nagata indeed needed time to continue cultivating his own power. If he emerged too early, he would very likely become the scapegoat for a certain policy. For the core power layer, abandoning a person was as decisive as supporting a person.

In the end, Nagata decided to just wait for that day to come. Given the current situation, the formulation of a new national policy determining Japan's future destiny would come sooner or later, and might even force the Japanese upper echelon to make a decision in the not-too-distant future. At that time, Nagata would naturally know what he had to face.

As the car drove towards Nagata's residence, the relaxed Nagata smelled the odor on his body and wanted to go take a bath immediately. For a moment, he suddenly remembered the time when he, Ishiwara, and Okamura soaked their feet together at the Japanese Command in Seoul.

If only he could go back to that time now, Nagata sighed in his heart. If the power of the three were combined now, even facing the pressure of the entire military upper echelon, Nagata would have nothing to fear. But the divergence between Ishiwara and Nagata had reached a point where it was extremely difficult to bridge. Nagata just couldn't understand why Ishiwara insisted on such radical thinking.

Nagata couldn't understand Ishiwara's thoughts, but Ishiwara felt he completely understood Nagata's thinking. At this time, in a small room next to the Director's office of the New Technology Training Bureau, Ishiwara was holding a secret meeting with the new core members of the group.

Food was laid out on the table. Compared to the meals served to guests at *Genrō* Saionji Kinmochi's home, this food could be described as very crude. In front of everyone was a bowl of rice mixed with barley, a fish, a portion of pickles pickled in a large vat in the cafeteria, and a bowl of kombu (kelp) soup. The only benefit was a bottle of *Daiginjo* sake. Ishiwara was a Lieutenant General after all; although he didn't have financial support from people like Nagata, he could still afford it with his own salary.

The enthusiasm of the young people made this meal look very sumptuous and delicious in their eyes, and with wine to drink, it was almost a banquet.

Kita Ikki, who had newly joined the group, was telling his comrades about his observations in China, "...Shanghai was taken over in an extremely short time. Every time a foreigner was executed, it received cheers from the Chinese people. The cheers from the oppressed people, even though I am Japanese, I still couldn't help but be moved. I always believed that the Japanese revolution must be completed after the completion of the revolution in China, borrowing the success of the Chinese revolution. However, the corruption and depravity of the Chinese government exceeded my imagination. Before, I couldn't understand why a great country would degenerate to such an extent. It wasn't until I read He-kun's articles that I truly understood that a comprador regime would inevitably move towards that step under the trend of economic activities..."

The other core comrades of the Future Society listened to Kita Ikki's views and felt quite touched. Kita Ikki went to China to participate in the Chinese revolution from a young age and had always been a close partner of the southern revolutionary party. However, the current Kita Ikki still had deep affection for the Chinese revolutionary party, but in terms of ideology, he had completely turned to the He Rui regime.

The reason was exactly as Kita Ikki said. When Kita Ikki figured out that the Manchu government at the end of the Qing Dynasty and the subsequent Republic government were both comprador governments, he understood who the object of the revolution should be.

If all those in the middle and upper strata of society under the old system were regarded as enemies, one would naturally choose a revolutionary movement that overthrew the upper strata with lower-class power. But the result of such a revolution was that no matter how the revolution was promoted, it couldn't solve practical problems. In order to keep the disappointed supporters, they could only continue to find enemies.

But what was the use of defining certain people as enemies? As long as the economic model maintaining government operations was a comprador economy, no matter how many people came to power, they would yield to the pressure of realistic government survival and choose the comprador economic model.

He Rui gave a very thorough exposition of this in his articles. And he confidently made a judgment on China's future development. As China's bankrupt rural economy recovered, and as China's tax revenue could support the operation and development of the country, the foundation of the comprador economy had been eradicated. The victory of the new government was not a simple military victory, but a victory of rebuilding the economic order, a victory of politics formulating a new economic order.

China was so big that there would inevitably be people deluding themselves into restoring the old system. The problem these people faced was that they had to lose money to achieve their goals. If those people couldn't get support from foreign forces, their own little money couldn't make any waves at all.

Of course, the new government wouldn't just watch. The new government accepted the inevitable reality of the existence of the opposition and also believed that reactionaries would inevitably exist. For the opposition, the new government wouldn't do anything against them. But for the reactionaries, the new government would definitely uphold an attitude of respect and eliminate them.

Even though the entire article was aimed at China's revolution and construction, in the eyes of Japanese revolutionaries, it still had immense guiding significance.

After recounting his own views, the excited Kita Ikki asked the comrades of the Future Society, "I wonder what the comrades' judgment is on the current revolutionary situation in Japan?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered frankly, "The current Japan does not possess the conditions to launch a revolution hastily. If we want to launch a revolution, several conditions must be met."

Under Kita Ikki's bright gaze, Ishiwara continued, "One of the most basic conditions is that middle and lower-ranking officers must have a clear understanding of reality. The changes in Kita-kun in China are enough to prove the importance of this work."

Kita Ikki nodded heavily. He had been seeking revolutionary companions but found that revolutionary companions had ideas that Kita Ikki found hard to accept. For example, he returned to Japan from China in 1919 because he felt that the Chinese revolution had turned into an anti-Japanese struggle, considering it narrow-minded and unacceptable.

Going to Shanghai this time, he saw with his own eyes the new government executing foreigners counted in the tens of thousands with cruel and swift means, among whom there was no lack of Japanese. Kita Ikki, who accepted the new cognitive system, no longer considered this an anti-Japanese or xenophobic action. Executing criminals is the most normal thing in any country, and the new Republic government's definition of criminals fully conformed to Kita Ikki's cognition.

Ishiwara paused; he raised his wine glass and took a sip, trying to sort out his thoughts at the same time. Many things were only truly realized after Ishiwara became the Director of the New Technology Training Bureau and came into contact with a large number of young officers. It wasn't that the previous Ishiwara couldn't understand these things, but that Ishiwara couldn't accept a fact: most Japanese officers were ignorant.

Knowing such a reality and accepting such a reality were not the same thing. Ishiwara knew very early on that most Japanese officers were very ignorant. At that time, Ishiwara chose to be a prickly person, despising those officers, and only willing to contact those officers who reached a certain standard.

Now Ishiwara was willing to contact various officers, make friends with them, talk heart-to-heart, and try to understand why they were so ignorant politically. After doing so, Ishiwara's gains were immensely huge.

Just like Ishiwara could get the latest *National Daily* sent by comrades in the intelligence department every three days.

The current Japanese Ministry of Army needed the image of Ishiwara, a war hero, after the great defeat, and Ishiwara also very much needed the job opportunity at the New Technology Training Bureau. To say that Ishiwara couldn't see through Nagata's trick of arranging the position would be underestimating Ishiwara too much. But the monitoring capability within the Japanese Army was not poor. If it was discovered that Ishiwara could actually get the latest news from all over the world, it would definitely be noticed.

Since the Future Society developed comrades in the intelligence department, not only were these problems solved, but Ishiwara could also get more intelligence to understand the development of the world situation.

When the time for revolution would arrive was up to Ishiwara and his comrades to make their own judgment. Through comrades in the intelligence department, Ishiwara obtained the latest newspapers from various countries collected by the Japanese intelligence department. All Ishiwara needed was to let the comrades send the newspapers back after reading the foreign newspapers. Because these newspapers were publicly distributed in various countries, the intelligence department only cared that relatively new newspapers didn't appear to be stolen on a large scale to sell as waste paper for money.

After sorting out his thoughts, Ishiwara explained: First is the personal appeal of the main cadres of the Future Society. Only by having contact with middle and lower-ranking officers can they make decisions when needed. No normal person would respond to a proposal from a stranger.

Another condition is to have enough comrades in the army. Ishiwara didn't need all officers to choose Ishiwara; as long as the number of comrades was sufficient, Ishiwara could launch an action when the actual time arrived.

"The complete success of the Chinese revolution also takes time to nurture. He-kun also needs time, and what we need is the divergence that will inevitably result when Japan formulates its future national policy. I received the latest news that in 1924, China has started the railway from Hubei to Hunan, as well as the Sichuan-Chongqing railway. Because the ownership of these railways caused the 'Railway Protection Movement,' which was the fuse for the outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution..."

"The new government moving the capital shifted the ruling center south by nearly 700 kilometers, returning to the Central Plains region, greatly increasing the radiation capability over the Yangtze River Basin. When these railways are completed, the He Rui government's rule over the south will continue to strengthen. Land reform solved the situation of almost total bankruptcy in rural areas. Combined with the improvement of ruling capability, the new Republic government is likely to completely stabilize within half an year."

"If these are completed, what does it mean?" Kita Ikki still couldn't understand Ishiwara's thinking.

"It means that at that time, Britain might start building an encirclement against Japan. Let's tentatively call it the China Encirclement Network," Ishiwara explained.
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"Ishiwara-kun, I actually don't quite understand why Britain wants to encircle China. You are so certain about this; what is the reason?"

"As the world hegemon, any country that challenges its hegemonic status will be struck by it. This is not directed at China; in Britain's eyes, there are only two types of countries in the world: those capable of challenging British hegemony, and those currently incapable of challenging British hegemony."

Hearing Ishiwara say this, Kita Ikki's brows furrowed slightly. After pondering for a moment, he asked, "Ishiwara-kun, I read many articles published by He-kun in newspapers during my trip to China. Listening to Ishiwara-kun's views, they surprisingly align with He-kun's line of thought. In my humble opinion, in your eyes, although the European and American countries have committed numerous evil deeds, they are not evil. Could Ishiwara-kun please explain this?"

Ishiwara Kanji nodded but didn't speak immediately. instead, he conducted another mental sorting and judgment of Kita Ikki.

Kita Ikki was born in a fishing village in Niigata, Japan. His father ran a brewing business and had served as mayor. Because he was physically weak, although he skipped a grade to the third year of middle school, he had to be hospitalized for long-term treatment due to an eye disease and eventually failed to graduate from middle school.

In 1903, his father went bankrupt. In 1904, Kita Ikki left his hometown for Tokyo to be an auditor at Waseda University, while associating with early Japanese socialists like Sakai Toshihiko. During this stage, Kita Ikki also tried to earn living expenses by submitting articles to newspapers, but was repeatedly rejected.

If no special unexpected changes occurred, Ishiwara Kanji believed that the hardships of life during this stage, as well as the inability to gain social recognition, caused Kita Ikki in his early twenties to form a cynical mindset.

Academically, Kita Ikki had neither academic mentors nor academic peers. Although he read extensively, his understanding of the reading content was probably limited to the superficial level he could comprehend. So although Kita Ikki...

In terms of understanding society, Kita Ikki never had the opportunity to contact Japanese dignitaries and elites. If Kita Ikki could understand the thinking of the upper echelon, he wouldn't have asked the foolish question, 'In your eyes, although European and American countries have committed numerous evil deeds, they are not evil.'

Kita Ikki's thoughts resonated perfectly with the middle and lower-ranking officers in the Japanese army precisely because they also lacked social knowledge.

Seeing Ishiwara silent, Kita Ikki was also thinking about Ishiwara Kanji. Towards this Japanese war hero, Kita Ikki could feel his own envy and jealousy.

Ishiwara Kanji's father was a police chief. If Kita Ikki's father could also eat the imperial grain, he wouldn't have gone bankrupt. Kita Ikki might have been able to complete his studies and go to university in Tokyo.

However, Ishiwara Kanji's father was a police chief in a rural city. Although he was a big shot, he was not a Japanese dignitary. Ishiwara Kanji himself had excellent grades and attended prestigious schools. After graduating from the Army War College, he went abroad to broaden his horizons, then returned to the Army War College as an instructor. When the country was in trouble, Ishiwara Kanji stepped forward, arrived at the front line alone, reorganized the defeated troops, organized defenses, and turned the tide. Such a person belonged to the category of 'someone else's child,' but was an existence Kita Ikki could understand.

If it were someone like He Rui, who had good interactions with the Japanese upper echelon from a young age and became a specially invited scholar of the Ministry of Finance, although Kita Ikki felt He Rui was truly extraordinary, he couldn't understand He Rui through imagination. This was also the reason why Kita Ikki couldn't understand why Ishiwara Kanji's thinking aligned with He Rui's line of thought.

After re-evaluating Kita Ikki in his heart, Ishiwara spoke, "Kita-kun, if someone sees an opportunity to make money and goes to make money, do you think this is evil?"

"...I think perhaps not," Kita Ikki replied after musing for a moment.

"If someone would rather lose money to do evil desperately, do you think that is evil?"

This time Kita Ikki answered immediately, "Yes."

"Although European and American countries do not talk about justice, they do not do business that loses money. Everything they do revolves around profit. In this process, they have done much evil and committed monstrous crimes. But as long as there is no profit, they immediately stop doing it. I think they are villains. Does Kita-kun think they are evil?"

The logic in this answer made it difficult for Kita Ikki to reply. He felt Ishiwara was playing with rhetoric, but Ishiwara added a sentence at this time, "I think those villains deserve to be killed. But doing evil and being evil are not the same thing. If you can't figure out the difference, you can't understand who Japan's enemy really is."

Kita Ikki felt he couldn't win in a debate against Ishiwara Kanji, who had received a full set of elite education, so he changed the question. "Ishiwara-kun says so, and I think it makes sense. But what is the use?"

"It's very simple. If you consider the problem from an economic perspective, you can fully understand the behavior of the upper echelons of various countries. For Britain, through the behavior of China destroying foreign forces within its borders, they understood that what they lost were all privileges in China and the benefits obtained based on such privileges. The situation in the Far East has begun to break away from British control. Control in the eyes of British dignitaries is control based on the economic level. Britain's military strikes against China and subsequent political control all serve Britain's economic privileges in China. I see that in *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan* written by Kita-kun, there are many mentions of economic content. But Kita-kun's discussion of economic issues revolves around morality, which makes me feel very surprised."

Hearing Ishiwara's evaluation, the expressions of several Future Society members became somewhat disappointed. They had learned the methodology of political economy analysis from Ishiwara and knew deeply what such an evaluation meant.

It was just that Kita Ikki was very attractive among some low-ranking officers. In *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan*, Kita Ikki proposed that the Emperor be the absolute leader, dissolve the parliament, ban democratic politics, limit private wealth, and the government be operated or supervised by personnel centered on the army and veterans.

In the eyes of the members of the Japanese Future Society, this was undoubtedly a thorough economic policy. But those low-ranking officers insisted that this was a moral issue rather than an economic issue. If Ishiwara's judgment was correct, Kita Ikki would hold the same view.

Kita Ikki didn't answer immediately. If it were before, Kita Ikki should have immediately refuted Ishiwara, thinking that everything he did was out of longing for a bright future for Japan, and interpreting it from a vulgar economic perspective was undoubtedly an insult.

But having read many articles published by He Rui in newspapers in China, Kita Ikki gradually believed that his views possessed moral, political, and economic aspects simultaneously. The order of importance was morality first, politics second, and economics just a means.

So although Ishiwara's view failed to correctly describe Kita Ikki's philosophy, at least it didn't deviate too much. After thinking for a while, Kita Ikki decided to skip this unpleasant question first. He asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what impact do you think Britain's encirclement of China will have on the Japanese revolution?"

Ishiwara looked at Kita Ikki. Seeing Kita Ikki's gaze evading, he answered, "Britain needs a large army to encircle China. Now Japan, after the war and the Great Kanto Earthquake, has no money to wage war. Britain will very likely provide military funding to Japan and use cooperation with the Japanese high-level officials to bring up the view that Manchuria and Mongolia are Japan's lifeline again. Kita-kun, doesn't your *An Outline Plan for the Reorganization of Japan* also strongly support this slogan?"

"Does Ishiwara-kun not agree with this view?" Kita Ikki asked back.

Ishiwara Kanji slowly shook his head. "Kita-kun, I once held the same view as you. China cannot shoulder the heavy responsibility of resisting European and American pressure, so Japan must replace it, so we must seize Manchuria and Mongolia."

Kita Ikki felt he was completely pinned down by Ishiwara, his inner thoughts completely grasped by Ishiwara. He couldn't help but feel a bit indignant, so he answered loudly, "Indeed so. But I think Japan doesn't need to be used by Britain. After we get Britain's funding, there are plenty of ways to delay."

Ishiwara said no more. He raised his wine glass, "That Kita-kun can have such a view, indeed you are genuinely considering for Japan. Come, drink this cup."

Kita Ikki felt relieved that he finally made Ishiwara understand his love for Japan, so he raised his wine glass and responded, "Cheers!"

Ishiwara drank the wine and sighed as if breathing out alcohol fumes. He was very disappointed in his heart; Kita Ikki was also the kind of person who thought the British Empire wasn't smart enough. If the British Empire really wasn't smart enough, it would have been eaten dry and wiped clean by other Western countries long ago.

Precisely because they couldn't understand why the British Empire was powerful, people like Kita Ikki would think that the Japanese upper echelon was selling out the country for private interests, or even selling out the country for the sake of selling out the country.

The current Japanese upper echelon was the enemy in Ishiwara's eyes, and also the enemy in Kita Ikki's eyes. Because people like Kita Ikki lacked knowledge, they naturally couldn't treat the effective tools of Europe and America as their tools. In some aspects, people like Kita Ikki couldn't be considered comrades.

But there was a basis for cooperation between the two sides. Ishiwara strongly agreed with He Rui's view: 'Make many friends, make few enemies.' If he couldn't use people like Kita Ikki, the people Ishiwara could mobilize alone were completely insufficient to fight a decisive battle with the current dignitaries.

So Ishiwara temporarily gave up on making Kita Ikki understand the world from an economic perspective, nor did he discuss problems from the 'moral' perspective Kita Ikki was proud of. Ishiwara tried hard to talk about the current situation in the Far East from a realistic perspective.

When the gathering ended, Kita Ikki, who had talked extremely happily, took his leave with some reluctance. When only the core members of the Future Society remained in the room, other comrades began to complain, "Such a person truly has no reason to unite with."

Ishiwara shook his head. "If we don't unite with them, are we going to hand them over to the Imperial Way Faction in the army?"

The comrades were speechless for a moment. Currently, the most powerful faction in the army was the 'Control Faction,' and the smaller one was the 'Imperial Way Faction.' Because they started to fall behind in the competition, the Imperial Way Faction was now desperately recruiting people. As Ishiwara said, if the Future Society couldn't unite these people, these people would follow the Imperial Way Faction dead set, to engage in their foolish idea of the Emperor holding real power to unify Japan.

The Imperial Way Faction was mainly based in rural areas, following the 'rural style.' These country people were always willing to believe that the Emperor sincerely represented Japan's justice, and that there were bad people around the Emperor. As long as the bad people were eliminated and people from the Imperial Way Faction were put in power, then Japan would be full of upright people in the court, and from then on, the seas would be clear and the rivers calm, and prestige would extend within the seas.

The biggest problem with such an idea was that such an Emperor had never existed in the past, did not exist now, and was impossible to appear in the future. The biggest reason for the Emperor's unbroken line for ten thousand generations lay in the Emperor...

The comrades could only ask Ishiwara, "How to unite them?"

Ishiwara was not stumped; he laughed, "Let the lower-ranking officers understand that since the Restoration of Imperial Rule, they have been loyal to the Emperor for decades. Now it's time to consider how to truly fight for their own interests."
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July 27, 1924, was a Sunday. Yesterday, Ishiwara Kanji met with Kita Ikki, and in the morning, they took a car to Mitsui Yasuki's home. As the car passed the gate of Tokyo Imperial University, they saw that outside the gate on this holiday, a large number of relatively decently dressed people were lining up in queues waiting to enter. Among them were some who looked like reporters.

Because the number of people was truly large, not only were the school guards working, but several police officers were also participating in maintaining order outside the school gate. Ishiwara Kanji couldn't help but smile; today was the day of Professor Taira Toyomori, Vice President of Tokyo University and Dean of the Law School, giving a public lecture. So many people came to listen to the lecture. Even though the course was held in the Grand Auditorium of Tokyo University, it still couldn't satisfy the number of people coming to listen. To attend the lecture, one had to apply in advance; only those who received an 'invitation letter' were allowed to enter Tokyo University.

The crowd holding invitation letters waiting for inspection had already formed a long line. Ishiwara saw Kita Ikki among them, which surprised Ishiwara a little. But on second thought, it wasn't too strange; Kita Ikki was also a member of the intellectual circle and a rather famous one. Ishiwara still looked forward to Kita Ikki learning true knowledge from Professor Taira Toyomori's class.

The car stopped outside Mitsui Yasuki's house. Mitsui Yasuki personally came out to welcome them, saying happily, "I have been waiting for Your Excellency Ishiwara for a long time."

As the two walked inside, Ishiwara laughed, "I just passed by the gate of Todai. Today is Professor Taira's public lecture."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded. "I attend every public lecture of Professor Taira. However, Professor Taira only has ten public lectures left per year. On weekdays, I can only look forward to Professor Taira's latest books and articles in newspapers."

When the two entered the living room, several well-dressed people were already waiting inside. Mitsui Yasuki introduced them one by one: Mitsubishi, Sumitomo, Yasuda—all famous figures in the Japanese business world today. There were also two young juniors, one of whom was named Matsushita Konosuke, about thirty years old. He looked delicate and elegant, making a good impression.

Facing Ishiwara, these people did not appear constrained and came forward to greet him very enthusiastically. Mitsui knew that Ishiwara was very westernized, so he invited him to the Western-style living room. Everyone took their seats on the sofas, and Mitsui introduced to everyone, "Your Excellency Ishiwara has always been on good terms with He-kun. Professor Taira Toyomori also recommended to me that in Japan, among those who truly understand 'He Studies,' Your Excellency Ishiwara should be the first. Since Your Excellency Ishiwara is here this time, gentlemen, please speak freely."

Ishiwara didn't think there was anything wrong with this statement. He Rui, Taira Toyomori, and Ishiwara Kanji—the three people shared a common characteristic: they were all elite dignitaries with very high status in their respective countries. Any civilized country would have a view that the higher the status, the smarter and more capable the person. If the status was high to a certain extent, it might even be considered to have a subtle relationship with supernatural powers. This was especially true in Japan.

At this time, Professor Taira Toyomori had already taken the podium in the Grand Auditorium of Todai. Among the 150 listeners below the stage, 50 were outstanding young teachers and students of Todai, 30 were business owners, 40 were officials within the Japanese government, and the remaining 30 were upper-class figures, reporters, and scholars outside Todai.

Kita Ikki was a scholar outside Todai. He saw Professor Taira Toyomori dressed very simply, in a suit with no ornaments, with quite obvious silver threads in his black hair, and his black-rimmed glasses were also of a common style. Compared with his status, such plain attire made Kita Ikki admire him very much.

Professor Taira Toyomori's status in the academic world was Vice President of Todai and Dean of the Law School of Todai. As He Rui's long-term academic partner, he founded two disciplines in Japan, 'Geopolitics' and 'Political Economy,' and was a renowned scholar.

Because of Professor Taira's academic strength, he had been a special advisor to the Ministry of Finance for many years, and in the last three years, he was also hired as a special lecturer for the Emperor. Previously, when Takahashi Korekiyo formed a cabinet, he had invited Professor Taira Toyomori to serve as the Finance Minister, but Professor Taira Toyomori declined.

Able to listen to Professor Taira Toyomori's lectures in person, Kita Ikki felt lucky and also delighted to be recognized by such mainstream social elites as qualified to attend the lecture.

Professor Taira Toyomori's lecture in this term was divided into three sessions, titled "Capital and Credit—The Impact of Confidence on Investment in Modern Industrial Society." Today was the last session.

The first two sessions of the course used Japan's industrial social investment during the European War and after the European War as case studies. In today's class, Professor Taira Toyomori started directly with the investment after the Great Kanto Earthquake in Japan.

The Great Kanto Earthquake dealt a heavy blow to Japan's current economic center, the Kanto Plain, with wealth losses between 5 and 5.5 billion yen. And Japan's national income in 1922 was only 15.5 billion yen.

As an earthquake-prone country, Japan had experienced earthquakes of no less scale in history. In historical records, Mount Fuji had erupted several times, covering the Kanto Plain under 10 centimeters of volcanic ash. Such natural disasters were not enough to destroy Japan; the Japanese people could rebuild their homes from such disasters.

In Professor Taira Toyomori's view, as an industrialized Japan, the impact caused by the Great Kanto Earthquake was divided into three stages.

The first stage was the direct loss suffered by the industrial center of the Kanto Plain. The second stage was the economic disorder caused by the losses suffered by industrial enterprises, especially the financial stagnation caused by the chaos and interruption of normal capital flows in the financial industry.

Both stages were recoverable. With Japan's rich experience with earthquakes, there would be a long period of geological stability in this region after the Great Kanto Earthquake, so there was no need to worry about another major earthquake occurring. There were good conditions for rebuilding homes and restoring the economy. Moreover, the people in the disaster area were rebuilding their homes. With the diligence and endurance of the Japanese people, the progress of reconstruction was quite considerable.

However, Japan's economy did not recover because of such reconstruction; instead, a situation of economic stagnation and lack of investment formed. regarding this, Professor Taira Toyomori's explanation was very clear: "Japan has entered the industrial age. The economic activities of an industrialized society revolve around selling products. The purposes of rebuilding homes are very diverse. Due to the unprecedented low confidence of current industry and commerce in product sales, the investment that reconstruction can drive is entirely aimed at the simplest living, not for reproduction. This is reflected in the fact that a large number of factories are not eager to resume production and work. Anyone with money to consume holds onto their currency and waits, hoping to keep the money to counter a worse future. Such a state of confidence directly leads to economic decline..."

Everyone, including Kita Ikki, listened attentively and took notes without missing a word. Kita Ikki tried hard to follow Professor Taira Toyomori's line of thought and gained a clear understanding of the rapidly deteriorating situation of the Japanese economy.

Even suffering the damage of the Great Kanto Earthquake, the wealth held by the Japanese nation now far exceeded that of 20 years ago. The core reason leading to the current economic predicament was the deterioration of Japan's economic environment after the Great Kanto Earthquake, the weakness of production, and the disappearance of the market. What the Japanese people lost was not the confidence to survive, but the confidence in future development.

At this time, at Mitsui Yasuki's residence, Ishiwara Kanji, as another representative figure of 'He Studies,' knew after just a little communication with the Japanese industrialists and businessmen in front of him that they had obtained Professor Taira Toyomori's report from the Ministry of Finance through various channels.

This report was exactly the content of Professor Taira Toyomori's public lecture at this time. For people like Mitsui Yasuki and Matsushita Konosuke, they fully understood Japan's current predicament and fully agreed with Professor Taira Toyomori's views.

Just seeing the problem was useless; the key was how to solve it. In the current situation, Japan simply couldn't find an effective way to solve the problem.

Ishiwara asked frankly, "Gentlemen, you have all read He-kun's *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics* and *The Fate of Japan*. I wonder if you have read the article *Direction of China's New Democratic Revolution* published by He-kun in the newspaper in March this year?"

These people just nodded slightly but didn't say it directly. The so-called 'He Studies' referred to the overall doctrine of a complete set of views proposed by He Rui, including history, geography, politics, economics, and military affairs. Even though He Rui's victory was a heavy blow to Japan, the Japanese upper echelon's recognition of He Rui's doctrine was rising rapidly along with He Rui's success.

Japan had indeed made great progress and gained huge benefits by imitating Europe in these years. But Europe was Europe after all, and Japan had absolutely no way to replicate the success of the European powers. Now that China was reunified, it meant that the expansionist line of Britain, France, and the United States had hit a wall. The current Japan was powerless to solve the Republic government and restore the Far East order to the Manchu Qing era.

In the eyes of the Japanese business and academic communities, the success of 'He Studies' likely meant the true revival of the ancient Chinese civilization. This country regained the ability to resist Western pressure and possibly defeat it. As a member of the Chinese civilization circle, Japan also had a new choice to learn from China.

But was this choice correct? Everyone lacked confidence. After all, He Rui only defeated Japan and pacified the Soviet Union. In the eyes of the Japanese, an earth-shattering hero would appear in China every few hundred years. Such a great hero might accomplish such feats even if he only used traditional Confucian thoughts.

Although the Japanese felt resentment towards He Rui due to the defeat, they also respected He Rui very much because of his victory. But this respect was not enough to change the new cognition formed by Japan's decades of industrialization: 'The Way of Confucius and Mencius is no longer advanced civilized thought.'

Ishiwara understood this very well because he saw it the same way. He continued, "According to geopolitics, Japan's current geopolitical environment includes Soviet Russia in the north, China in the west, the United States in the Fusang Continent in the east, and the British, French, and Dutch colonial areas in the south. These are all countries Japan faces directly."

Hearing 'Eastern Fusang Continent,' the expressions of these Japanese fluctuated a bit. 'He Studies' did not simply propose a few concepts but a whole set of concepts. Originally, Japan quite liked to call itself 'Fusang,' but 'He Studies' used various ancient books to verify and emphasize that Fusang Continent was the name given to the American continent by ocean voyagers who crossed the sea during China's Northern and Southern Dynasties.

Ishiwara knew very well the reason why He Rui adopted such a name. He Rui was using Chinese geographical descriptions to counter the European and American description of the 'Great Geographical Discovery.' Long before the emerging Western European civilization, the ancient Chinese civilization had already conducted a round of investigations of world geography, far earlier than the little brothers in Western Europe.

But this was not an issue that needed to be mentioned today. Ishiwara pretended not to see the expressions of this group of businessmen. "Under the new geopolitical situation, Japan's past national policy has lost its practical significance. If Japan wants to continue promoting industrialization, it must determine the future of a new Japan. The new Japan must be led by Japanese laborers, the operators and managers of Japanese capital, and the appliers of means of production."

Hearing this, Mitsui Yasuki couldn't help but recall a meeting with the Japanese Control Faction a few days ago. In that meeting, the Japanese Control Faction proposed the 'New Japan' in their eyes: the Emperor, the nobility, the army, the intellectual circle, and industry and commerce formed this Japan and led this new Japan. The Diet was an institution for political consultation and gaming among Japan's rulers. The 'Satcho Domain Clique system' was to be completely kicked out of the ranks of rulers.

As one of Japan's *zaibatsu*, Mitsui Yasuki naturally positioned himself as an operator and manager of capital. The Mitsui Conglomerate was not formed by the Mitsui family alone but by a large number of industrial enterprises connected with Mitsui Bank as the center. These industrial enterprises were naturally the appliers of means of production.

In the New Japan viewed by the Army Control Faction, banking and industry/commerce represented by the Mitsui Conglomerate were naturally important components. Moreover, some of the participating capitalists strongly supported such a polity, hoping to establish a 'Military-Capital Alliance.' This term applied the 'Union of Court and Shogunate' from the Bakumatsu era, making Mitsui Yasuki feel very ridiculous inwardly. Analyzing with the political economy of 'He Studies,' this 'Military-Capital Alliance' and 'Union of Court and Shogunate' were almost the same thing.

Decades had passed since the overthrow of the Shogunate, yet they were 'overthrowing' back to the past. Was there anything more ridiculous than this?

Mitsui Yasuki didn't laugh then, and he didn't laugh now. He pushed his gold-rimmed glasses. "Ishiwara-kun, the so-called democracy is a process of eliminating privileges, eliminating industry barriers and cognitive barriers through the development of productive forces. I am puzzled about how to achieve efficiency and fairness in this process."

After Mitsui Yasuki finished speaking, the eyes of the other businessmen brightened a lot. Everyone looked at Ishiwara Kanji, the first person of Japanese 'He Studies' guaranteed by Professor Taira Toyomori, Vice President of Tokyo Imperial University, waiting for him to explain.

Ishiwara Kanji found it quite interesting. Mitsui Yasuki speaking like this clearly showed that he hadn't just read *Direction of China's New Democratic Revolution*, but had seriously studied and analyzed it.

Since the other party was like this, it saved a lot of unnecessary narration. Ishiwara answered easily, "The development of productive forces enabled Japan to rise, build Japan's industry, and win the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. However, once China and Russia overthrew the old systems and embarked on the path of striving to promote the development of productive forces, Japan fell behind in national direction. Because the reason Japan could win back then was merely being ahead of these two major powers in industrial development and war preparation. But through revolution, these two major powers are now ahead of Japan in political systems."

As a war hero, when Ishiwara said this, the businessmen had no will to refute.

Ishiwara continued to explain, "Japan's current privileges originate from the ancient era before the Meiji Restoration. It was not these privileges that allowed Japan to win, but brand-new industrialization. The disappearance of privileges originating from the agricultural era will only promote Japan's future development. Industry barriers and cognitive barriers are the results of differences in education levels received by individuals and differences in cognitive structures in the industrial age. This is a brand-new problem at the entire social level."

Mitsui Yasuki confirmed that the New Japan in Ishiwara Kanji's vision was not the kind that eliminated private capital like the Soviet Union did, and felt relieved. After all, in the propaganda of Japan's current high-level officials, He Rui was an evil communist, a destroyer of Chinese tradition, and a radical who eliminated the Chinese rich.

Mitsui Yasuki had known He Rui since 1915 and naturally wouldn't be deceived by such clumsy lies. But among the current Japanese radicals, many regarded the Japanese industrial and commercial class as enemies. Mitsui Yasuki understood He Rui, but didn't understand Ishiwara Kanji.

The other businessmen also breathed a sigh of relief, especially Matsushita Konosuke, who came from a technician background, even nodded slightly unconsciously, his eyes brightening.

Ishiwara knew very well that he had to win over the various strata participating in production in Japan from the Control Faction representing elitism and the Imperial Way Faction representing populism as much as possible. So he continued to explain, "He-kun's land policy is not his goal. He-kun never thought of building the world's largest small-peasant country and maintaining this small-peasant country for thousands of generations. The land reform policy is a means, aiming to solve the problem of bankruptcy in China's rural areas and eliminate the land rentier class. Only after the land rentier economic model is eliminated can the landlord class be truly eliminated. If China still adopts the land rentier economic model, then the landlords are not eliminated, just changed. In this regard, we can continue to observe."

"As for Japan, domestic contradictions are extremely fierce. If Japan were not industrialized and the people had never experienced a better life, the Japanese people might still be able to endure. But Japan has been industrialized for decades, and the Japanese people can no longer endure it. The current Japan is a huge pressure cooker. Previously, it relied on foreign wars, seizing spheres of influence, and controlling local markets to export pressure. Japan's current geopolitical structure no longer has such space for external export. The steam vent of the pressure cooker has been blocked, and the internal pressure will only get bigger and bigger. All sectors in Japan either clearly understand this situation or feel such pressure personally. This has led to a lack of confidence in Japan. Japan cannot find its own direction. Everyone can clearly see this situation. I wonder what you think of Japan's future?"

Hearing Ishiwara throw out such a question, Mitsui Yasuki knew Ishiwara wanted to hear which side Mitsui Yasuki wanted to take. This was also the source of Mitsui Yasuki's pain in recent months. Japanese industry and commerce had a long history, but for hundreds of years, its positioning was never to be the core of the Japanese state. Under such positioning, how to take sides was a matter of life and death.

Ishiwara Kanji was indeed very excellent, but not excellent enough to make Mitsui Yasuki have to choose him.

Seeing Mitsui Yasuki silent, Ishiwara Kanji continued, "Has Mitsui-kun read books on reflecting on the war in various European countries recently?"

"I've read some," Mitsui answered somewhat dejectedly.

"At the end of 1915, the Allied Powers and the Central Powers already knew they couldn't fight anymore. But once the war started, public opinion kept pushing it. In the eyes of the people, since we have paid such a huge price, we must win. In the eyes of the German General Staff, since all military offensive means cannot defeat the enemy, the war has lost its meaning, and it can even be said that the war has failed. But in the eyes of the German people, since the enemy hasn't fought into the German homeland and killed their way to them, the war is not lost."

Speaking of this, Ishiwara, whose mouth was dry, picked up his teacup and took a sip. Mitsui and others frowned slightly; such purely military and political matters were indeed difficult for them to fully understand.

After moistening his throat, Ishiwara continued to explain, "I have contacted others. Nagata-kun, Obata-kun (Obata Toshishiro), they are not unaware that Japan needs reform. But they are still restrained by the old era and refuse to completely separate from the old era. For this purpose, they can only make illusory assumptions, believing that He-kun's new government is a traditional Chinese government operated by power tactics, and such a government rises abruptly and perishes suddenly. Mitsui-kun has known He-kun for ten years; do you think He-kun is such a person?"

Mitsui smiled bitterly. His initial acquaintance with He Rui was completely an accident. If he had gone to see his mistress that day, he wouldn't have met He Rui. However, the expectation of gaining more knowledge made Mitsui adjust his time, shortening the schedule of spending a day with his mistress to meeting at night. Such a small adjustment actually caused today's situation. Mitsui felt that fate was truly hard to describe.

Ishiwara said seriously, "If Japan continues in the direction expected by these people, they first have to try to restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Their purpose in restoring the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is not simply to gain a little British support, but to gain a reason to confront China. For these people, confrontation is not for winning. As long as confrontation forms, they can continue to hold power. Winning is certainly good, but losing slightly to a certain extent is even better. The Japanese people will naturally have a thought: since we have paid such a huge price, we can only win it back by continuing to fight; wouldn't we lose everything if we admit defeat now! Those people only need to sacrifice the people they pushed to the front stage, and they can change another batch of people to continue holding power. As long as the confrontation continues, their status will be very stable."

Mitsui understood this very well and couldn't help but sigh slightly. He was inclined to support Ishiwara at this moment, but he was still just a breath away.

However, Matsushita Konosuke was agitated by Ishiwara's description. He couldn't help asking with anger, "Your Excellency Ishiwara, do they really not care about Japan's suffering?"

Ishiwara sneered, "Hehe, as long as they make the Japanese people believe that the opportunity will definitely come. The Japanese people, who have long been accustomed to suffering, can be deceived by them. For people who understand like Mitsui-kun and Matsushita-kun, they will also tell you very clearly that the current policy is just for the Japanese people to suffer a bit more. After all, didn't we get through it like this decades ago? But after winning the First Sino-Japanese War, what huge benefits Japan gained! People without enough knowledge will harbor illusions. As long as they harbor illusions, they will be used."

Looking at the angry Matsushita Konosuke, Ishiwara's smile became gentle. "I appreciate a sentence from He-kun very much: Discard illusions, prepare for struggle!"
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The public lecture at Tokyo Imperial University of the Japanese Empire started at 9:00 AM and ended at 11:00 AM. Ishiwara Kanji also finished his private talk with Mitsui Yasuki and other members of the Japanese business community at this time and stood up to take his leave.

The group of businessmen all stood up to see him off. As the host, Mitsui Yasuki personally escorted Ishiwara to the door before asking in a low voice, "Your Excellency, do you think He-kun will return the confiscated properties after Sino-Japanese relations return to friendship?"

Ishiwara knew that the properties Mitsui referred to were the Mitsui Conglomerate's investments in the Northeast. Once the war started, the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government not only began to arrest each other's personnel but also confiscated the enemy's property within their own regimes. It was just that the number of Chinese in Japan was small, and they were there to make a living, having absolutely no wealth. Arresting a group of poor Chinese ghosts made the Japanese government very uncomfortable.

Taking the South Manchuria Railway Company as an example, Mantetsu was established in 1906 with a capital of 200 million yen, increased to 400 million yen by the end of 1920, with a paid-in capital of 309,156,000 yen. Among the enterprises it invested in, railways accounted for about 50%, shipping about 10%, mining 30%, and public utilities about 5% (excluding administration, hotels, culture, and education, etc.).

Railway revenue was the largest. The profit of the railway was about 10 million yen per year before the Great War, increasing to 48.55 million yen in 1920. Mantetsu turned over 2.5 million yen in dividends to the Japanese government annually, increasing to 3.5 million yen after 1918, mainly from the railway.

The investment of 'Mantetsu' only accounted for about 20% of all Japanese investments in the Northeast. During the war, the total value of Japanese investments confiscated by the Northeast Government was about 1 billion yen. He Rui had already made a fortune when he took back the Chinese Eastern Railway. Through the war with Japan, just by confiscation, he had made a huge profit.

If He Rui made money, someone definitely lost. Mitsui Yasuki's Mitsui Conglomerate had investments in the Northeast, which were also mercilessly confiscated after the war started. This investment did not have a huge impact on the Mitsui family, but it still weighed on Mitsui Yasuki's mind.

Faced with such a question, Ishiwara naturally couldn't make any guarantees, and he didn't need to make any guarantees. Since Mitsui Yasuki asked, Ishiwara still needed to answer, so Ishiwara replied, "Mitsui-kun, as long as the current Japanese government can recognize the He-kun regime, you can go to He-kun's government to appeal. Don't you believe that He-kun is a person who respects the legal system?"

Mitsui Yasuki only felt that what Ishiwara said was correct, but he didn't dare to believe it entirely. Having known He Rui for nine years, Mitsui always felt that He Rui understood economics very well, knowing the purpose of businessmen's investments and what businessmen worried about. He Rui embezzling assets confiscated during wartime would only make businessmen afraid or unwilling to invest in China.

But people always change. Let alone a foreign regime like China, even the attitude of the Japanese local regime towards businessmen would undergo various adjustments. Mitsui Yasuki truly dared not bet all hopes of recovering the seized property on He Rui.

Even so, Mitsui Yasuki still bowed in thanks, "Thank you for the hint, Ishiwara-kun."

Leaving Mitsui Yasuki's place, Ishiwara returned to the New Technology Training Bureau and took out a report to read. This was the Ministry of Finance's second-quarter economic statistics report for Japan. Since the Great Kanto Earthquake in September 1923, the Japanese economy had declined rapidly. The data displayed in this statistical report would make anyone who understood economics tremble with fear.

The Great Kanto Earthquake directly affected the Kanto region, and other parts of Japan did not suffer direct impact. However, with the industrial center of the Kanto Plain suffering such a blow, the economies of various parts of Japan revolved around the Kanto region, or at least had a lot of economic dealings with it. So the crisis expanded rapidly.

According to the data report, Japan's total industrial output value for the entire year of 1924 would likely drop from 7.7 billion to around 5.5 billion. Even though the Japanese government injected 400 million yen of special disaster relief notes into the disaster area to inject liquidity, Japanese domestic production enterprises had no preparation to expand investment because they had lost confidence. Most enterprises striving to restore production aimed only at the Japanese domestic market.

The Japanese domestic market was similar to any normal market, with the most spending power residing in the cities. The rural economy was already crumbling under various shocks, and the current Japanese consumer market was not large. This part of domestic demand was completely insufficient to start Japan's economic recovery.

After reading these, Ishiwara sighed slightly. He didn't want the Japanese people to suffer at all, but their strength was still weak. In such a situation, there was no other way. Now the only way to break the deadlock was for He Rui's economic policy in China to succeed. As long as He Rui could go from one victory to another, Japan's revolutionary forces would only become stronger and stronger.

But Ishiwara didn't have special confidence. Many people thought the upper echelon possessed immense power, but Ishiwara only discovered after becoming a true dignitary that things were not that simple. The more one was a dignitary, the more one had to provide livelihood for more people. He Rui himself couldn't conjure up money; even if his economic policy succeeded, it couldn't succeed to a supernatural extent.

Ishiwara guessed right. He Rui was preparing for the autumn harvest that would begin in less than two months. This autumn harvest meant a big exam. According to the latest statistical data, except for Tibet and the Western Regions, the new government had established county governments in other regions.

Land reform was completed in 60% of the areas. Except for the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia, land reform was completed before spring plowing in the northern and Central Plains regions of Zhili (Henan), Hebei, Shandong, Shanxi, Shaanxi, Anhui, and Jiangsu.

In more southern regions, due to two harvests a year, land reform was also completed before the second crop.

The remaining 40% of the territory was the Northwest, Southwest, and other regions. The state's management in those areas was inherently insufficient, and at this time, many troops were conducting bandit suppression locally.

At this time, He Rui was holding a Military Commission meeting, which had lasted longer than planned. Fortunately, everyone could use the lunch time for the meeting. Ordinary meals were placed in front of the Military Commission members, and everyone talked while eating.

General Zheng Silang had returned from the Northwest first. While tearing the steamed bun into pieces and soaking them in the soup of pork stir-fried with lettuce, he said, "Chairman, I don't even want to call them bandits over there; I think calling it a rebellion is more appropriate. Even if the Soviet Union says now that they don't support the rebels, I still don't quite believe it."

He Rui swallowed a mouthful of noodles. "Precisely because of this, we shouldn't act indiscriminately. We must act against the common enemy; this is the most effective means to unite the people. Land reform must be firmly implemented over there. You and the comrades of the Northwest Bureau must be extra diligent in propaganda."

Seeing that his complaint didn't move He Rui, Zheng Silang simply spoke directly, "Chairman, the comrades now least want to go to the Northwest. You have to think of a way for me."

It was mealtime, so He Rui could also think for a while while eating noodles. No one wanted to go to that place in the Northwest because it was truly too arduous.

In He Rui's space-time, the biggest reason for the comprehensive economic development of the entire Northwest was the development of new energy and breakthroughs in seawater desalination technology. The government engaged in photovoltaic agriculture all along the desert and wasteland, turning large tracts of desert and wasteland into grasslands.

Due to the abundant solar energy in the Northwest, the new energy in the Northwest was used to desalinate seawater and transport fresh water to the Northwest step by step. The solar panels of photovoltaic power plants shielded the desert and wasteland from strong winds and prevented direct sun exposure. Sufficient fresh water supply enabled planting under the photovoltaic power stations, constituting a positive return.

For the current Republic government to reach this technological level, optimistically, it would take more than 25 years. That would be five Five-Year Plans. Before that, only means consistent with the current technological level could be adopted.

After thinking for a while, He Rui could only agree, "Starting next year, personnel investment in the Northwest Bureau will be strengthened."

Zheng Silang finally got the promise of increased personnel, especially capable personnel, so he felt relieved and began to bury his head in eating. However, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but say, "Chairman, are there that many people now?"

"Don't worry so much. Britain is not as ignorant of the times as you think. They will indeed fight us a few times in Burma and the northeastern region of India. Adding the colonial army, the white troop strength might reach 200,000. But this is Britain's limit. What we want is a Sino-British Joint Communiqué, not a full-scale war with Britain now. This requires precise communication through diplomatic channels."

Cheng Ruofan understood He Rui's plan very well, but Cheng Ruofan didn't understand the British. Hearing He Rui say this, he was still quite worried. "Chairman, if I were the British Viceroy of India, I would never compromise."

He Rui was amused. "So, you can't be the British Viceroy of India. I still have that question: what is the duty of the Viceroy of India?"

Cheng Ruofan answered, "Maintain British rule in India." After speaking, he added, "But defeating our troops in India is also a way to maintain British rule in India for a long time."

"Ruofan, you are right! However, in the eyes of British rulers, to maintain their rule in India, they must never establish a strong central government locally in India. Leaving aside that the British simply can't do it, even if Britain had the ability to do so, the second day after such an Indian colonial central government was established, India would be independent. In order to rule India to the greatest extent, Britain has to set up colonial rule in such a region as India, but India itself must be divided. And it must be divided as finely as possible. Only in this way can Britain complete its rule over India with a very small number of people. We must never use Chinese thinking to consider the Indian region."

Defense Minister Xu Chengfeng felt that Cheng Ruofan was drilling into a dead end again and also interjected, "Chairman, I recently read European history. Could it be that the biggest pillar for France to contend with Britain for so many years is their tradition of centralization?"

"You are right. France's tradition of centralization was built by Cardinal Richelieu 300 years ago. Although compared with China's centralization, France's centralized system is far from mature. But having centralization is better than not having centralization. The biggest advantage of centralization lies in that someone must come out to be responsible to the end. Under the British system, the biggest responsibility is to bow and step down. Only those who harm the interests of the upper echelon will be held legally responsible. For example, the British Viceroy of India, his job is to maintain the benefits India provides to Britain, not to defend India."

Speaking of this, He Rui turned to Cheng Ruofan. "Ruofan, in the Manchu Qing era, the world belonged to the Manchu Qing dog emperor, so when Japan invaded, many people felt: what does this have to do with us? And the Manchu Qing would never distribute the interests of the ruling class to those willing to step forward for the country. For example, Ruofan, if you stepped forward for the country during the First Sino-Japanese War, once you gained status, wouldn't the next thing you do be to overthrow the Manchu Qing?"

Cheng Ruofan hadn't considered it this way. After a moment of silence, his brows furrowed even tighter. "Chairman, if you say so, can I understand it this way: the Viceroy of India is even more traitorous than the Manchu Qing?"

Xu Chengfeng laughed, "India was never part of Britain. The Manchu Qing could be called traitorous, but the British Viceroy went to plunder India in the first place; how can he be called traitorous?"

He Rui felt that Xu Chengfeng's words also missed the point, so he continued, "The job of the Viceroy of India is to maintain British interests in India. This interest is no longer plundering precious metals from India; British interests are plundering Indian labor through finance and other means... Oh... right, Ruofan, would you think the Viceroy of India is someone who can't figure this out?"

Cheng Ruofan thought for a moment and shook his head.

He Rui continued to reinforce the basic concept, "The Viceroy of India is very clear about his job. Anyone who can't figure it out will be removed and replaced by someone who can. Therefore, what the Viceroy of India pursues is not a decisive battle with us, but defending British interests in India. Full-scale war with us is the authority of Britain, not the authority of the Viceroy of India. If the British government goes to full-scale war with us, there is a risk for the British government, an extremely huge risk. Can they win? Britain is now the world hegemon, so it is under tremendous pressure. Do the various powers below expect Britain to stay in the hegemon position for thousands of generations? Definitely not. They hope that the Versailles system maintained by Britain now can yield benefits to various powers. To some extent, Britain's failure and weakening, having to yield benefits to the powers to win the war, is what the powers hope to see. Then, must Britain declare war on us? For Britain, is it cheaper to sign a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with China, or is it cheaper to yield benefits to the powers?"

Cheng Ruofan started thinking again. Just then, He Rui's secretary came in and said, "Chairman, the next meeting is in half an hour."

He Rui ate the last two mouthfuls of noodles in the bowl and poured plain boiled water into the bowl. After drinking half of it, Cheng Ruofan's brow smoothed out. "Chairman, even if we establish diplomatic relations with Britain, Britain won't actually relax the trade blockade against us, right?"

He Rui wanted to answer immediately, but ended up choking on the water and coughing repeatedly. Zheng Silang patted He Rui's back twice with precise technique, exactly when He Rui was coughing out. Under the combined action of the two forces, the water entering the trachea was expelled, and He Rui finally stopped coughing.

Panting a few times, He Rui praised loudly, "Thinking like this basically conforms to reality. Demanding Britain to fully open trade is something even the United States can't make Britain do; how could we possibly do it?"

After praising, He Rui said to the comrades, "Comrades, do you think our previous trade with Britain was relatively large?"

Those present were all military men. Xu Chengfeng answered readily, "I have this feeling, but now I feel it must be wrong. Please give the answer directly, Chairman."

"The trade between the British homeland and us was mainly in specialty products. Porcelain, pig bristles, tung oil, raw silk. Has everyone noticed that except for porcelain, they are all primary raw materials, not industrial manufactured goods. Germany is close to Britain, so it had the opportunity to sell industrial manufactured goods to Britain. Even so, the volume of British purchases was very average. Britain is even less likely to allow us to sell industrial manufactured goods to the British homeland and British colonies. Therefore, it is possible for Britain to sign a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with us. The important thing is that we must maintain accuracy in diplomacy with Britain. We must make Britain understand that once we issue a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with Britain, we will join the Versailles system, not overthrow the Versailles system. This is the work in the diplomatic field."

Cheng Ruofan immediately asked, "Chairman, the Versailles system is a system protecting British and French colonial rule. I feel you won't truly maintain the Versailles system."

Hearing such a question, Xu Chengfeng, Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang, and others couldn't help but show expressions of 'here we go again, here we go again.' From the Baoding Military Academy, Cheng Ruofan was considered very smart but also too idealistic. That was why his rating wasn't high.

For Xu Chengfeng and others, if He Rui ordered the liberation of colonies all over the world, they would do their best to complete the task. But if He Rui wanted to conquer the world, they would definitely follow closely without hesitation.

Just now, Cheng Ruofan couldn't understand the real world because of sympathy for the colonial people, and He Rui had managed to make Cheng Ruofan understand the logic of the real world with great difficulty. Seeing Cheng Ruofan drilling into a dead end again, the few who had finished eating stood up to take their leave.

He Rui didn't mind. After everyone left, he continued to say to Cheng Ruofan, "Ruofan, take it step by step. Our goal at this stage is to first get rid of the status quo of a semi-colony, and at the same time become a country accepted by the Great Powers. As long as we achieve this, for the people in the vast colonized areas, this is an effective model. Those young people who want to liberate their hometowns will come to China to seek the path of liberation. The colonial system must be destroyed, but our strength is insufficient to destroy them. As I said before, we must mobilize the colonized people to rise up and resist. Their awakening and resistance will greatly consume the power of the colonial countries from within. And China is the country that helps these people, the great rear area for the liberation cause of the vast colonies around the world. How about it, do you have confidence now?"

Cheng Ruofan was 30 years old this year. Hearing He Rui clearly state the future direction, a smile couldn't help but appear on his handsome and determined young face. "Chairman, I have no more problems. My only view is not to be too hasty."

Being told by Cheng Ruofan not to be hasty, He Rui felt this guy was really too funny. But He Rui knew very well that Cheng Ruofan's words were actually a guarantee to He Rui that Cheng Ruofan would not act recklessly because of inner expectations.

He Rui stood up and replied, "Ruofan, let's complete the cause of liberating the oppressed people together without haste or impatience."

After speaking, He Rui walked out. The afternoon meeting would start in less than 20 minutes, and He Rui had to prepare quickly.
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"I will preside over this meeting." He Rui clarified the host according to the meeting procedure straight away.

There were six participants: Republic Chairman He Rui, Premier Wu Youping, Minister of Education Zhao Tianlin, Minister of Internal Affairs Xu Jia, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong, and Minister of Propaganda Huang Zhen.

As the host who initiated this meeting, He Rui ordered, "Comrade Wu Youping, please report on the work progress first."

Wu Youping opened the document. "In 1925, the Republic's First Five-Year Plan will begin. By the end of 1926, the National Bureau of Statistics needs to establish economic statistics departments covering the whole country to provide economic data to governments at all levels. This includes population census, labor force statistics, regional means of production statistics, industrial and agricultural statistics, transportation statistics, consumption power survey and statistics..."

Except for Propaganda Minister Huang Zhen who was taking notes while listening, and He Rui who listened seriously to Wu Youping's report, surprise appeared on the faces of the others. The new government had completely broken the old tradition that 'imperial power does not extend below the county level' and established a national organizational structure from the central government down to the administrative villages. However, the plan proposed by Wu Youping sounded very crazy: to investigate the manpower, resources, and productivity of each region, especially the consumption power and consumption potential.

If ordinary people who had never been in contact with government operations heard this plan, they would probably be angry and terrified: 'The state actually wants to figure out exactly how much money is in everyone's pockets!'

Although surprised, everyone did not feel puzzled. After Wu Youping finished his report, it was Zhao Tianlin's turn. Zhao Tianlin's report was on the school construction to be completed in the future First Five-Year Plan, as well as the number of foreign professors to be introduced.

"...Strengthen engineering and normal schools. High schools and technical schools must be established in every county... Every city must establish engineering schools, health schools, and normal schools. The quantity is at least one of each. Every provincial capital must establish a full-time university including a medical school, and at least three colleges based on local economic characteristics... Every important state-owned enterprise must have relevant technical training schools. The goal for primary schools is for all school-age children to receive five-year compulsory education..."

In various countries, the Ministry of Internal Affairs manages domestic police and security affairs. The Ministry of Internal Affairs of the Republic of China did not govern powerful agencies but was the Organization Department. Powerful organizations such as the National Security Bureau, Public Security, and Police were managed by the State Council.

Xu Jia took out the latest statistical data. "By June 1924, there were 29 universities in the country, 10 established in the Northeast, 10 public universities, and 9 private universities. The 29 universities had a total of more than 74,000 students. Among them, universities in the Northeast had a total of 51,496 students. The other 19 universities had more than 23,000 students..."

This was the current status of higher education in China, a very helpless reality. Among the more than 74,000 students, there were more than 39,000 science and engineering students. Universities in the Northeast had been fully cultivating science and engineering students from the beginning. Among the more than 39,000, more than 35,000 were cultivated by the 10 universities in the Northeast.

Of the remaining 4,000 science and engineering university students, more than 3,000 were students from various Beiyang universities. Most of them were either science and engineering students from the National Peiyang University or students from the Beiyang Railway Official School where Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong graduated.

Hearing this introduction, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong couldn't help smiling bitterly. As a Fujian native, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't care about his 'Beiyang lineage' mark. As a native of Fuzhou, the anchorage of the Nanyang Fleet back then, Zhuang Jiaxiong identified more with his 'Nanyang Fleet lineage' identity.

However, the data was so cold; this group of people in the office all graduated from these schools. Although the South began to buy equipment and set up factories during the Self-Strengthening Movement, Beijing and Tianjin had their own advantages and possessed great advantages in the construction of formal schools, especially universities.

The number of science and engineering students in the South was very low. After all, universities in the South were all related to foreign forces. Foreigners didn't need native Chinese engineers; they needed Chinese people who understood Western law, culture, and other knowledge to be used by them.

Among various technical schools in China, the most flourishing were military academies. In such an era of war and chaos, military academies were run everywhere. Although there was a considerable gap in quality compared with the Great Powers, the quantity was not bad. Military academies in various provinces received orders to go to Zhengzhou, the future capital, to await reorganization; those who failed to arrive by the deadline would have their academic qualifications cancelled.

At this time, more than 10,000 teachers and students from military academies in various places had gathered in Zhengzhou, while the Beiyang military academies were directly taken over by the National Defense Force.

Xu Jia just talked about the statistical data. By June 1924, within the scope of the national population census, there were a total of 137,600 university graduates from various universities that could be contacted, of which 64,751 graduated from Northeast universities.

New-style primary and secondary schools began to be set up in the country after 1900, which was late. Excluding the Northeast, there were 640,000 students in high schools and equivalent education (Republic middle school students), and 6.74 million primary school students.

Counting the Northeast, the numbers were much more optimistic. The Northeast had comprehensively eradicated illiteracy and enforced compulsory education in the past ten years. The Northeast was an immigrant area, and its population composition was not quite the same as the general population structure of China at present. The proportion of refugees was large, the proportion of young adults was large, and the proportion of single people was large. Under the stable environment of these years, the proportion of infants and young children was large. The proportion of school-age children and teenagers was only 10%.

The population ratio of Inner and Outer Mongolia had the nomadic characteristics of this time: vast land, sparse population, living by water and grass. Some reservoirs had been built in these years, and technologies suitable for local pastures and ecological development were adopted. The settled population increased a bit, but it still had pastoral characteristics.

The 4 million children and teenagers in the Northeast were forced to receive education. Since many were forced into compulsory education when they were teenagers, the rate of primary school students entering middle school barely reached 30%. But for those who received compulsory education in childhood, the rate of entering middle school reached 54%.

Such a number existed because under the policy of gender equality, the number of industrial workers in the entire Northeast had reached 2.7 million, and agricultural workers 2.6 million. The children of workers and state farms all received compulsory education, encouraging children to go to middle school after graduating from primary school. After these industrial and agricultural workers became literate, they clearly noticed that the employment space for junior high school students was larger than that for primary school students, and wages were also higher. Since there was an opportunity for their children to go to junior high school, they naturally went with the flow.

By June 1924, the entire family assets of the Republic were this much. Barely 10 million primary school students, 2 million junior high school students, 900,000 high school students, and less than 140,000 university students. Among all these 13.04 million students, in the proportion of class hours and knowledge, Chinese language accounted for about 40%, mathematics 20%, physical education 10%, foreign languages 10% (entirely relying on Northeast + Beijing/Tianjin + church schools everywhere), history 8%, geography 5%, music + painting 3%, physics 3%, chemistry 1%, and the proportion of other course hours was basically negligible.

After Xu Jia finished the introduction, it was the turn of Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong. Zhuang Jiaxiong's introduction was concise and comprehensive, "Currently, there are seven industrial categories that need to be developed. The scientific principles are provided by the Chairman, and a large number of technical personnel and engineers are needed to complete the technical research and development of these categories."

After the first round of introductions ended, the others roughly understood the purpose of He Rui's meeting. In He Rui's view, these contents could be organically combined to promote efficiency as a whole. Zhuang Jiaxiong also thought in his heart that He Rui wanted to allocate human resources. The current university students and engineers could not meet the technical personnel required by the Ministry of Industry.

He Rui spoke, "Economic work is not completely equivalent to industrial construction. Judging from reports from various places, the grain harvest this year is relatively stable. The situation of widespread bankruptcy in rural areas should be greatly alleviated. 'A people without trust cannot stand'; since we have won the trust of the people, the next step should be to enter the stage of providing blood transfusions to rural areas. We must provide orders to rural areas to drive employment..."

When He Rui finished speaking, Propaganda Minister Huang Zhen asked, "Chairman, will adopting a market approach be too inefficient?"

He Rui knew that someone would definitely have such a question; after all, the Northeast didn't do it this way back then. Huang Zhen's question was very good. "The reason for low efficiency is not the market, but whether local governments have the ability to provide labor employment opportunities. Premier Wu proposed establishing a digital management method, the purpose of which is to enable local governments to have a definite target."

The so-called statistical mode proposed by Wu Youping was an idea proposed by He Rui, which he let Wu Youping and the State Council formulate. This management mode first appeared around 1985 in He Rui's space-time and began to be used in G7 countries after the emergence of supercomputers. Collecting data alone is useless; massive analysis of data is required to obtain a relatively scientific result. China only mastered this set of technology and began to execute it after 2004.

According to He Rui's judgment, China now had a population of 480 million, and residential areas were relatively concentrated. Although the cost of manual calculation was high, the cost was still within an acceptable range. After all, the price of labor in China was low, and the quantity of labor was sufficient. From the perspective of creating demand, these positions could indeed drive demand and greatly improve efficiency.

From the perspective of advanced layout, the accumulation at this stage created massive demand for Chinese mathematics, which was also fertile soil for the growth of a large number of mathematics professionals. When computers appeared, even the most primitive vacuum tube computers, those accumulated algorithms could be fully utilized.

Of course, these didn't need to be mentioned at this time. He Rui continued to explain the market economy, "The efficiency of the market cannot be said to be low, nor can it be said to be high. The market is just a collection of transactions. Compared with the command economy, the market has a huge coverage range. This is the part where the market seems efficient. Compared with the command economy, the market is influenced by many rational and irrational factors. This is the part where the market seems inefficient. Like any other existence, the true face of the market will be distorted in a simple and one-sided perspective."

The task of the Propaganda Minister was to make people who did not participate in policy formulation understand the original intention of the policy. Since He Rui had made a certain introduction, Huang Zhen continued to listen to the meeting content.

Other cabinet members also waited. Managing the country with an economic analysis model was an unprecedented model, and everyone wanted to hear He Rui's allocation of existing human resources.

"Every city must have a team capable of analyzing data. County-level departments should ideally have one; if not, the county government and county party committee also need to have the ability to understand the content of data analysis. Knowing how much purchasing power the county has, combined with the level of economic development of the county, product production priorities can be determined. But this is not the most important thing; the most important thing is to be able to guide economic development and promote economic development. This is a high challenge for various local governments. I think this part of manpower demand should be satisfied with the highest priority. What do comrades think?"
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Effective expansion of departmental interests is the primary task of all departments in a modern government. This is not to create internal division, but based on realistic needs. Therefore, various departments within the Republic government have a consensus on compulsory education for all and the comprehensive development of education. The divergence only lies in 'how each department should allocate the outstanding personnel produced through education.'

There is bound to be contention between various departments. To coordinate and solve this problem, a person of He Rui's level has to come forward. In other words, the reason why there is a supreme leader within the organization who has the final say is to make decisions on such endlessly debated issues.

What He Rui had to do was not like an accountant or a butcher, allocating existing products.

He Rui had to make a prediction about future situational developments and persuade the heads of various departments to accept this prediction. To use a more high-end and classy phrase, this is called 'strategic judgment.' In the current central government, those who believed in He Rui's strategic judgment clearly occupied an absolute advantage.

Seeing that the core comrades were still relatively hesitant, He Rui could only continue to persuade everyone. "Comrades, everyone has seen the forecast of external conditions for the First Five-Year Plan. We have enough time and space worldwide. The only one that requires the use of strategic resources is Japan. Therefore, I think we have the leisure to build from a more basic organizational structure. The government's brand-new economic development model itself is the maximum arrangement allowed under this leisure."

None of the five department heads answered immediately. Everyone recalled the many analysis reports that needed to be prepared before formulating the Five-Year Plan. Before the content of the analysis reports became reality, these contents led by He Rui undoubtedly felt 'visionary and unconstrained.' But everyone had to believe it.

According to the plan, 1925 was the first year of the Republic's First Five-Year Plan. In the external analysis, He Rui conducted a comprehensive analysis of the economic situation of various countries on this planet that could affect the world situation.

Currently, the strongest industrial country in the world was the United States. Domestic industry in the United States was booming, and labor productivity was booming, but the consumption power of workers who relied purely on labor to make money did not increase by such a large margin. In order to increase consumption power, the United States fully launched models such as 'installment payments,' with a wide variety of consumer loans targeting the public. The Chinese idiom 'eating next year's food this year' [living beyond one's means] was an excellent description of this situation.

In He Rui's history, this period was called the 'Roaring Twenties.' To make money, money was invested in finance such as stocks, triggering a stock market surge. For capital owners, this profit was simply not enough. In order to make money faster, various financial derivatives were generated immediately.

Just looking at those constantly renewing gimmicks in the financial market, the United States was truly like 'adding flowers to brocade and cooking oil over a roaring fire' [dazzling prosperity]. It was dazzling, making one feel as if the United States had overcome the 'economic crisis' and entered a channel of permanent prosperity.

Analyzing from the perspective of political economy, one could immediately reach the judgment that something big was about to happen in the United States. Wealth in the United States was concentrating rapidly, with 90% of the wealth flowing into the hands of 10% of the people. The remaining 90% of the people only owned 10% of the wealth. In order to survive, 90% of the population struggled to exist and had to participate in the financial game, looking forward to getting rich overnight and escaping the life of hardship from then on.

With He Rui's guidance, a team submitted a report to the Central Committee of the Civilization Party, believing that by 1928-1929, a comprehensive economic crisis would break out in the United States. Since its financial products covered most American property owners, this crisis would be devastating and might completely change the current economic model and system of the United States.

The outbreak of the Great Financial Crisis in the United States coincided with the end of the First Five-Year Plan.

The core of the Versailles system was to maintain the British and French colonial system. The economic space of this system was relatively large, but the plunder of colonial people by colonialist countries would only become deeper and deeper. Its contradictions would only become sharper and sharper.

However, Europe and America would not be directly overthrown. After all, their advantage relative to the vast oppressed people in colonial countries was too great; the colonialists could not be defeated by the people in the vast colonies alone. Moreover, with the improvement of productivity levels, countries like Britain and France would also constantly change their means of plunder, shifting from direct plunder of materials to a more effective model of plundering labor. This also made some locally educated people in the colonies depend more closely on colonial countries like Britain and France economically and politically.

Both Germany and the Soviet Union were clamped down by the Versailles system. Germany's domestic industrial base was still there. Because the army was still on foreign territory when Germany surrendered, Germany's domestic industrial system was not damaged during the war.

Germany's biggest problem, the debt problem, also washed away domestic debt through a round of hyperinflation. Foreign debt began to be renegotiated. Coupled with the injection of American capital, the German economy was entering a brand-new period of high-speed development. Germany at this time still had an economy but no fangs.

On the Soviet side, after Lenin's death, the New Economic Policy completely finished. Stalin and Trotsky had various differences and contradictions, but the two were very consistent in implementing the command-style economic development model. And Stalin was very clear about developing foreign import and export; Sino-Soviet trade would develop very well.

Based on the current situation, He Rui believed that capitalist countries around the world would fall into a huge economic crisis with a chain reaction in 1928-1929. At that stage, no country would have the power to wage foreign wars. No matter how intense the contradictions were before, they would have to make concessions to maintain the economy at that time.

With such a relaxed external environment, the Republic government had huge space to construct a brand-new government management system that would take several years to complete.

He Rui's persuasiveness was sufficient, and everyone was willing to trust He Rui's judgment. Even so, the development plan proposed by He Rui still made the comrades feel resistance caused by a certain sense of incongruity.

Based on a future founded purely on predictions, they had to complete a government management system in such a future time that could only be understood in principle but had never appeared in human history.

To really throw oneself into it without hesitation, it would be strange not to feel a sense of incongruity.

The meeting lasted all afternoon, and He Rui explained a great many issues in detail. The meeting continued after dinner.

Until late at night, the comrades who were actually exhausted were all excited, as if they were full of endless energy. Because the comrades' hearts were indeed filled with excitement brought about by acquiring a large amount of knowledge system adjustment, the brain's excitement completely overwhelmed the body's fatigue, giving everyone a false sense of strength.

He Rui had more experience in this regard. He knew that the comrades were actually exhausted. So he said, "That's it for today. Everyone go back and rest well. We will continue the discussion tomorrow afternoon. I require you to sleep in and rest for the whole morning."

"It's not that serious, is it?" Zhao Tianlin laughed.

He Rui asked Zhao Tianlin to raise his hand, and it was seen that Zhao Tianlin's right hand had unknowingly swollen a little.

"The brain is the organ that consumes the most energy in the human body. A large amount of thinking consumes energy while also producing a large amount of waste. Minister Zhao's hand is affected because this waste cannot be eliminated quickly. Listen to my request; you must rest for the whole morning."

The comrades didn't answer and were silent for a good while. Xu Jia was the first to speak, "I won't come to the meeting tomorrow afternoon. I'll state my position now: I support Chairman He's arrangement. After other comrades finish discussing, just give me the document on work division directly."

Hearing Xu Jia say this, Zhao Tianlin and others expressed the same. The meeting ended without full discussion. He Rui's request was passed, deciding that the largest piece of system construction in the Republic's future Five-Year Plan would enter the construction period.



★


Waning and Waxing (12)

Volume 4 — Chapter 52

❧ ❧ ❧


September 8, 1924, White Dew. The early autumn wind blew through the streets of Beiping, making the perceived temperature very comfortable. This was no longer the capital, but the office location before moving the capital. Even the name had been changed due to the change in status.

A domestically produced Red Flag sedan passed through the streets of Beiping and stopped at the entrance of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. A small Soviet flag was inserted at the front of the car, indicating the identity of the occupants. Even without this small flag, the license plate number could show its affiliation.

The current Soviet Union was the only foreign government that recognized the He Rui regime. Soviet Ambassador Milosevic walked into the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs with considerable imposing manner. Mei Youqian, Director of the Eastern European Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, didn't feel that the Soviet ambassador was anything special and treated him with due courtesy during the reception. In other words, he was very calm and had absolutely no intention of looking up to the Soviet ambassador.

Milosevic went straight to the point. "Director Mei, I would like to seek an explanation regarding your country inviting White Russian personnel to work in your government departments!"

Because the two sides had already communicated on this matter over the phone, Mei Youqian answered readily, "They did not enter our government to work, but entered Chinese enterprises to work."

Milosevic did not quite agree with the explanation. After all, many of these 'enterprises' were enterprises under the central government of the Republic, that is, state-owned enterprises, and some worked in departments like computing rooms. From the perspective of the Soviet Union's current economic system establishment, these enterprises were all part of the central government.

The two sides negotiated for a while, and Mei Youqian completely rejected Milosevic's request. He did not think the Soviet Union had jurisdiction over this group of 'White Russian refugees.' In Mei Youqian's view, this group of White Russian technical personnel rescued by China's humanitarian actions could not find jobs in other countries at this time and were invited to work in China, which had nothing to do with the Soviet Union.

No matter how Milosevic probed, Mei Youqian made no concessions. Milosevic could only leave resentfully in the end. In the judgment of the Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Republic government would be under long-term blockade and would easily accept the Soviet side's request. Now it seemed this judgment was wrong.

The result of this wrong judgment was somewhat embarrassing. Moreover, the Chinese side did not like to organize cocktail parties, which gave Milosevic no chance to feign drunkenness and conduct another kind of probing.

Just as the car passed the gate of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, another car arrived outside, with a British flag inserted at the front. Milosevic couldn't help frowning; it seemed the Chinese side was still trying hard to restore relations with Britain.

At this time, there were no diplomatic relations between China and Britain. Even if the other party was a former British Minister, there were no diplomatic relations now. Even so, there was still tacit understanding between the two sides.

The new 'Ambassador' sent by Britain to China was named Miles Wedderburn Lampson. Compared with those senile old men who had served as diplomats in China since the Manchu Qing era, this brother was 44 years old, 10 years older than He Rui.

Receiving Lampson was Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Having seen several British ambassadors and ministers to China, Li Shiguang saw that Lampson was also in a Victorian suit. The suit had few ornaments and looked concise and brisk. Lampson looked very ordinary, but his eyes were bright, and his face had few wrinkles; he could be said to be full of vitality.

Li Shiguang went straight to the point. "Our side requests Britain to explain the attacks on our merchant ships."

Lampson's voice was very gentle. "Mr. Li, your accusation is simply baffling. Attacking merchant ships at sea is an act of piracy. The British fleet is only carrying out anti-piracy missions, requiring some suspicious ships to stop for inspection."

Li Shiguang didn't want to play any diplomatic rhetoric games anymore and asked frankly, "Mr. Lampson, you know there will be consequences for doing this."

Lampson smiled slightly. "What are the consequences?"

"Our side has no intention of challenging the Versailles system. If China and Britain negotiate on diplomatic issues, very good results can be achieved."

Lampson replied with a smile, "Mr. Li, all negotiations must be based on the recognition of treaties recognized by the former government of the Republic. If China wants to revise treaties, it needs to convene a diplomatic conference of the treaty signatories and make a decision after collective discussion by the signatories. This is the basic rule of diplomacy."

Li Shiguang was very unhappy in his heart and didn't give Lampson a good face. "In other words, those people in Downing Street have absolutely no intention of conducting equal negotiations?"

"Please forgive me, I am just an ordinary diplomat and do not understand the thoughts of the Foreign Office. If Mr. Li wants to understand, you can go to the British Foreign Office to ask after China and Britain establish diplomatic relations. At that time, you will have the opportunity to solve the doubts in your heart."

Lampson looked elegant and had quite the style of a British gentleman. Li Shiguang knew he couldn't do anything about this guy, so he decisively ended the meeting.

Leaving the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, when Lampson sat in the car, the gentlemanly look disappeared. His eyes became bright and sharp, and his mood was quite unpleasant. Even though he had mocked the Director of the Western European Department of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs to his face, the advantage of tongue could not make Lampson feel relaxed.

China wanted to establish diplomatic relations with the British Empire based on equality, and the British Empire could reject it decisively and politely. However, when the British Empire wanted to restore its previous status in China, it could also only be ruthlessly furious. If the previous Chinese government foreign affairs personnel dared to speak to the British Empire's diplomatic personnel like this, the British Empire would immediately send a fleet to demonstrate.

Now the British Empire could only listen to the other party expressing arrogant 'equality' demands and could only fight back verbally. If the British Empire's Grand Fleet dared to come to China to demonstrate now, the barbaric and fearless Chinese Air Force would dare to crash and sink the entire British Empire fleet.

Besides the comparison of military strength, political changes tormented Lampson even more. When He Rui's troops first started moving south, the headline of the Chinese newspapers controlled by Britain was "Berserk Northeast Armed Forces Plundering Land Claim to be China's Central Government".

The subsequent changes were like the famous French real event back then.

"He Rui starts a civil war, destroying peace."

"General He marches into Henan. Is unification achieved by blood and death worth it?"

"Fierce battle between Northeast Army and National Revolutionary Army; three divisions of National Revolutionary Army routed."

"Republic National Defense Force sinks British fleet; fear of triggering recurrence of Eight-Nation Alliance."

"Hong Kong returns to China's embrace; Guangdong Army accepts Chairman He's command; Chairman He announces march into the Great Southwest."

"Representatives from all provinces across the country gather in the capital to convene the Political Consultative Conference."

Those fickle Shanghainese changed immediately upon seeing the Republic National Defense Force towing two heavily damaged British warships back to the port. When He Rui restored order and placed orders with the Jiangnan Shipyard, asking them to hurry up and build cargo ships for Yangtze River inland navigation, the workers also turned to support He Rui.

The final resistance was borne by southern landlords and export-oriented enterprises.

"Land Nationalization Policy is a Ruthless Plunder"

"Redemption Must Be Completely Voluntary; Redemption Under Bayonets is Disguised Robbery"

"Land Nationalization Will Completely Destroy China's Beautiful Countryside"

"Everyone Having Land Equals No One Having Land—The Rural Culture of China's Men Plowing and Women Weaving Society Will Cease to Exist"

After the completion of land reform in the south, these voices disappeared. The forces Britain spent decades cultivating disintegrated in less than a year. Those who continued to support Britain kept their mouths shut at this time. The propaganda struggle between Britain and He Rui for the Chinese people was defeated so easily.

Because newspapers publishing articles opposing He Rui were either smashed by angry workers. Through investigation, British diplomatic personnel determined that these mob-like workers spontaneously launched attacks on the newspaper offices. They shouted angrily, "You are not allowed to attack the government with that bullshit!" They rushed into the newspaper offices and printing plants, destroying the typesetting and newspapers opposing the He Rui government. It wasn't until the new government's police arrived that the newspaper members were rescued from the beating of broomsticks by a group of female workers.

Other similar newspapers either closed down due to loss of readers, or remained silent, and some even turned around to praise the new government.

Back at the 'residence' in the Legation Quarter. Because China and Britain had not established diplomatic relations, the former embassy was currently just a 'residence.' Lampson began to write a telegram. After transmitting the news that the Republic government wanted to establish diplomatic relations with Britain to London, Lampson replied to the order given to him by the British Foreign Office, 'Try to stir up anti-He Rui public opinion within China as much as possible.'

A few hours later, the British Foreign Office received the telegram sent from the telegraph room. The former British Far East Department was not a particularly valuable unit. Now the Far East Department had only a handful of personnel left in China, and its actual status had fallen to rock bottom.

However, the telegram always had to be read. The Foreign Secretary's secretary read this telegram first, '...Because He Rui quickly restored order, distributed land use rights to farmers, provided orders to China's most valuable factories, and eliminated crime, restoring social order. It is completely impossible to achieve such a task in the short term. Only when the effectiveness of these social reform policies decreases, and the people get used to the new life and pursue a better life, will there be an opportunity to guide China's public opinion...'

Such a reply confused the Foreign Secretary's secretary a bit. Judging from his experience since he could remember, even in a small country, a long time was needed between conquest and takeover. In a large country like China, it was impossible to complete two tasks in such a short time.

Intelligence from all sides showed that the He Rui government had indeed completed these two tasks with incredible speed. So Lampson's suggestion was valuable. To confront He Rui, what was needed was an opposition party within China.

But such a reasonable suggestion made the secretary feel difficult. Because there were no political parties with Western characteristics in China. If one had to say there was, it was the 'Civilization Party' with He Rui as the party leader.

And those detestable yellow people were naturally cunning and greedy; changing allegiances seemed like an innate instinct. If one wanted them to oppose He Rui, a huge price must be paid in the current situation.

The secretary thought silently and considered for a good while before making a decision. Just at this time, the sound of the Foreign Secretary, who had just started work, walking into the office came through the door into the secretary's office. The secretary hurriedly picked up the box, prepared the documents, and sent them into the Foreign Secretary's office.

The Foreign Secretary was not only concerned with China; China was just a very inconspicuous piece among the many diplomatic affairs of the British Empire now. So the Secretary prioritized handling the recent talks with the United States, France, and Germany on war reparations.

He also handled some matters with Italy, Spain, and Japan. Finally, the matter of China was discussed.

When the Foreign Secretary asked him, the secretary answered decisively, "Our continued blockade of trade with China should be having an effect. Now China has begun to try to contact our country again, seeking to establish diplomatic relations. If we continue the current policy, we can maintain our initiative, and the passive Chinese side will definitely be willing to pay a greater price."

Hearing the two words initiative and passive, the Foreign Secretary suddenly felt he remembered something, but couldn't remember clearly. Faced with the China issue, the Secretary didn't want to intervene either. Since the Republic National Defense Force sank a British fleet, the use of suicide planes had attracted attention in European military circles.

According to news provided by British intelligence, those weak naval powers treasured this battle. Spain, Italy, Turkey, and even Japan conducted secret research in this area. This undoubtedly posed a potential threat to the naval power Britain.

The British Navy stepped up research on ship air defense. Judging from the Chinese Air Force intelligence obtained from Japan at a cost, the British Admiralty concluded that even Britain's most powerful battleships now, with existing anti-aircraft capabilities, could not withstand the impact of more than 20 suicide attack aircraft.

As for when sufficient air defense forces could be completed, there was no result yet. During this period, the British Navy could only stay away from the Chinese coast.

Since China could be contained by blocking China's trade lines, the Foreign Secretary did not consider actively provoking trouble. The suggestion of the Foreign Office secretary fully accorded with the Foreign Secretary's mind.

The two at this time did not know that Zhong Yifu, a member of the Republic's Southwest Bureau and Commander of the Republic National Defense Force Southwest Theater, was discussing the issue of 'initiative and passivity' with his old classmate, Cheng Ruofan, Chief of General Staff of the Republic National Defense Force, in an office in Changsha, Hunan.

Cheng Ruofan's eyes were bright. "At this stage, Britain indeed occupies the initiative. We do not have naval forces capable of launching active attacks. From the Northeast, we have always aimed to occupy the initiative. For this march into Burma, the General Staff has two plans. Plan A: make more preparations in advance; once the attack is launched, do not pause. Deal a fatal blow to British rule in the local area. Plan B: small teams enter Burma, constantly gain support during the offensive, attract British forces, and constantly weaken their strength with guerrilla warfare tactics. Yifu, what is the Southwest Bureau's view?"

"We have already started working according to Plan B," Zhong Yifu replied.

"Oh?" Cheng Ruofan was stunned.

Zhong Yifu was somewhat helpless. "We wanted to inform the central government of the intelligence as soon as possible, but things really deviated somewhat from the initial assumption, so we invited you over."

"To what extent has the situation developed?" Cheng Ruofan became a little alert.

Facing a clear question, Zhong Yifu gave a clear answer: "Initially, we were just doing preliminary preparations, selecting people from the cadres selected in Yunnan to contact people in Burma. After all, there are relatives between personnel on both sides of the border. The initial work was not very smooth. When those cadres applied the plan of our land reform in Yunnan to the Burmese side, the situation changed immediately. Although the mountain people in Burma lack our social culture, they also need the social revolution we are implementing. With the establishment of social order, those headmen who committed many evils were killed, their armed forces were taken over and reorganized, land was distributed, and local new governments were established. With our help, simple bridges were built, and the road to the Burmese plain is gradually being opened. With the current transportation capacity, logistics for sustaining 30,000 troops in combat is not yet possible; logistics for sustaining 2,000 troops in combat can barely keep up."

"...You didn't build the local governments in the mountainous areas as our country's governments, did you?" Cheng Ruofan raised a very sharp question.

Zhong Yifu hurriedly shook his head. "Are you kidding?! If the Southwest Bureau did such a thing without reporting it, would we be waiting to be dealt with by military law?"

Cheng Ruofan no longer discussed military issues. He stood up to send a telegram to the central government. Now was no longer the time to discuss military struggle issues; the current situation involved political issues with a priority far higher than military struggle. Even Cheng Ruofan couldn't have any delay; he had to report immediately.
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After sending the content that Zhong Yifu hadn't reported immediately to the capital, Cheng Ruofan criticized his old classmate, "Guess what the Chairman's reply telegram will be like?"

Zhong Yifu didn't feel afraid, just felt that he indeed should have telegraphed the central government earlier to explain this matter. Since Cheng Ruofan asked, Zhong Yifu answered, "I think he might not necessarily criticize me for not reporting earlier. But I'm not sure how exactly he will criticize."

"Have you set up anti-colonial training camps and Burmese cadre training classes within our borders? Have you established schools for Burmese revolutionaries? Have you communicated with Burmese revolutionaries and progressives, sharing our revolutionary process and the construction achievements after the revolutionary victory with them?"

Faced with these questions, Zhong Yifu immediately expressed his worries, "I thought of it, but I always feel that the current construction achievements lack sufficient persuasiveness. Wait a bit longer."

"Wait for what? Do you think others don't know we want to show them the most glamorous and decent things? An ugly wife shouldn't be afraid to meet her parents-in-law. Let them participate in our revolutionary work and let them see our work with their own eyes. Only in this way will those Burmese revolutionaries and progressives know what the revolution we are implementing is really like."

"...Ruofan, did you talk to the Chairman?" Zhong Yifu asked after a moment of silence.

"Yes. I look forward to the liberation of colonies all over the world very much, so I talked to the Chairman several times."

"I meant to ask, did you ask the Chairman for advice on Burmese affairs?"

"That, no. I asked for advice on the general methods of colonial liberation, not specifically for Burma... and certainly not against you!" Cheng Ruofan realized what Zhong Yifu was concerned about halfway through his sentence.

This answer made Zhong Yifu feel a bit embarrassed. Cheng Ruofan, this guy, had various shortcomings, but his nature was quite simple, definitely not a bad person. The instructors didn't give him a high rating, which had nothing to do with his character. The classmates all liked Cheng Ruofan quite a bit. At this moment, Zhong Yifu felt apologetic for suspecting that Cheng Ruofan was targeting the Southwest Bureau.

Cheng Ruofan didn't care about this at all; he continued with the issue of colonial liberation he was concerned about. To liberate colonies, one must not only confront those colonialist countries but also confront various problems caused by the backward productivity of the colonized areas themselves.

"The Chairman analyzed the situation in Burma and Northeast India. The upper classes in these regions have significant cooperative relationships with the British trade system. If British colonial rule is overthrown, a local economic development model for these regions must be established. In the short term, China does not have the ability to establish land-based bulk commodity trade transportation lines with these countries. If it is a maritime trade line, we are even less capable of breaking Britain's blockade of shipping routes. This makes it even more necessary to help these countries establish political and economic development personnel before we complete such trade lines. People are the most critical factor."

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu felt deeply. However, this feeling did not come from Burma; the work in Burma was handed over to the department specifically responsible for it below. As an important person in charge of the Southwest Bureau, Zhong Yifu sighed, "Local cadre training in the Southwest region is quite difficult. We have paid great attention to the conflict between natives and Hakkas [guest settlers] and have been very careful about these conflicts, but we still often get involved in them accidentally."

Cheng Ruofan agreed deeply. "To solve the economic problems in these regions, only by constantly creating employment opportunities can the problems be solved fundamentally. 'To be poor and lowly but not moved' is an extremely valuable quality, but for ordinary people, 'When granaries are full, people know etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, people know honor and disgrace' is the norm."

As the old classmates talked, the topic shifted from military affairs to economics. Just as they were engrossed in the conversation, the guard brought a telegram. Cheng Ruofan took a look and handed it to Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu unfolded it and saw that, as Cheng Ruofan expected, He Rui told Zhong Yifu in the telegram, 'Do not think that there is a fundamental difference between foreign revolution and Chinese revolution. Since work has started, regularize it immediately. Discuss the specific situation with Comrade Cheng Ruofan and instruct the Southwest Bureau to make a written report on this. Special attention must be paid to the fact that absolutely no consideration is allowed to change the Sino-Burmese border. China has a long historical border with neighboring countries, and any change may trigger completely meaningless suspicion and conflict.'

After reading the telegram, Zhong Yifu was silent for a long time before saying, "Are we really going to fight Britain?"

Cheng Ruofan didn't answer immediately. Looking at his unfinished movement, he probably wanted to reach for a cigarette. But Cheng Ruofan still stuck to his decision to quit smoking; he just stood up and walked two circles with his hands behind his back. When the urge to smoke dissipated, Cheng Ruofan asked, "Feeling uneasy about challenging the world's number one power?"

Zhong Yifu didn't think there was anything wrong with his worry. "I think Britain is really strong. If it weren't for launching the colonial liberation movement, I would oppose a military conflict with Britain."

Cheng Ruofan agreed very much with Zhong Yifu's view. China had absolutely no possibility of defeating Britain at present. Even if it had such strength in the future, defeating Britain would only create opportunities for other powers. An imperialist war for hegemony where dogs bite dogs is meaningless. Only a movement to overthrow colonialism and build a better new era is worth China investing its strength in.

"Do you have enough manpower over there to be responsible for the work in Burma?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

"We lack a lot. The Chengdu-Chongqing Railway has started construction, and the channel dredging work of blasting the Yanyu Pile has also begun. I don't know when the construction of this Chengdu-Kunming Railway can start and finish. Wherever the railway reaches, work there can be better carried out."

The Cheng-Yu Line is the railway between Chengdu and Chongqing. In July 1903 (29th year of Guangxu in the Qing Dynasty), Xi Liang, the then-Governor-General of Sichuan, together with Zhang Zidong, the Governor-General of Huguang, jointly petitioned the Qing government to build the Sichuan-Hankou Railway. The scheduled route of the Sichuan-Hankou Railway started from Chengdu, Sichuan, passed through Neijiang, Chongqing, Yichang, and ended in Hankou, Hubei.

Due to subsequent national turmoil, in the 21 years since the start of the plan, only a small part of the survey work had been completed for this line. At this time, only the section from Chengdu to Chongqing could be started while surveying was being completed.

The Cheng-Kun Line mentioned by Zhong Yifu was a railway plan proposed by the Civilization Party at the 1923 National Economic Layout Conference, that is, the national economic layout plan led by He Rui. The Cheng-Kun Line ran from Chengdu to Kunming, creating the first railway artery in the Great Southwest.

Since military conflict with Britain was to break out in Burma, Zhong Yifu paid great attention to this railway line and specifically telegraphed the central government, asking the central government to provide the time needed for surveying, routing, and construction of this railway. Later, Zhong Yifu received a reply: 'It takes ten years.'

Under the complex natural conditions of the Southwest, building such a railway indeed took such a long time. Zhong Yifu was not surprised. It was just that launching a military conflict against Britain before the railway was completed put tremendous pressure on the Republic National Defense Force.

Cheng Ruofan didn't have so many scruples. "This is just the first time, equivalent to paving the way first and preparing for the next time. When the railway is repaired, the road from Kunming to the border is built, and the next strike is launched, Britain will definitely not be able to withstand it. Besides, our strikes will not stop because of signing a joint communiqué with Britain. At that time, there will be our training camps all along the border line. Those revolutionary aspirants and progressives from South Asian colonies will return to their countries to fight for colonial liberation after receiving training in the training camps."

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu just nodded but said, "Chief of General Staff, how much progress has the General Staff made in the organization of mountain troops under the South Asian climate?"

Cheng Ruofan took out a document. "This is the organization and equipment produced at this stage. Those equipments are already in production, and part of them are considered to be produced in the Southwest. Does your Southwest Bureau have a department that can connect with this work?"

"It's best to send someone here immediately. We will select personnel to receive training here. The Southwest now has no talents who can understand modern economy and warfare."

After China's unification war, the British intelligence network in China was basically completely wiped out. British 'Ambassador' Lampson could only pay extra attention to the statistical data published in Chinese newspapers.

Entering September, all parts of China entered the autumn harvest. In October, the areas south of the Great Wall and north of the Huai River basically finished harvesting. In November, the national grain harvest was completed. After the statistical data was published in the newspapers, Lampson looked at the newspaper without saying a word.

In 1924, China's grain output was 304.2 billion *jin*. Calculated with a population of 480 million, the per capita grain was 663 *jin*. Of course, this per capita of 663 *jin* was the per capita of all grains, not the per capita of staple grains like wheat and rice. The national wheat output was 36 billion *jin*, 75 *jin* per capita. Rice output was 69.7 billion *jin*, 145 *jin* per capita.

The yield per *mu* of various grain products was: 161 kg for rice, 49 kg for wheat, 90 kg for corn, 79 kg for sorghum, 78 kg for millet, and 126 kg for sweet potato. The unit yield of rice was more than three times that of wheat.

China's per capita agricultural product output was much worse than Britain's, but Lampson was not happy at all. With such statistical data and after the division of land use rights in China, the Chinese people could obtain grain quite evenly. Although this grain was not enough to make the Chinese people full, it liberated them from the death threat of lack of food.

It became much more difficult for Britain to incite forces opposing He Rui at this stage.
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At the 'foreigner's residence' in the Legation Quarter, Japanese representative Yoshizawa Kenkichi poured black tea for British representative Lampson. The British upper class liked to drink afternoon tea, and Japan, as a learner, had also learned this point.

Lampson was an elite civil servant in the British Foreign Office, and so was Yoshizawa Kenkichi. Watching Yoshizawa Kenkichi's skilled black tea brewing technique, Lampson recalled the information he had seen.

Yoshizawa Kenkichi, born in 1874, was 16 years older than He Rui. He graduated from Tokyo Imperial University in 1899, then entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, serving as Vice Consul in Xiamen, Shanghai, Newchwang, and other places. In 1912, he served as Consul General in Hankou. In 1916, he served as Counselor of the Embassy in China. In 1919, he served as Director of the Asian Affairs Bureau of the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

This Japanese elite diplomat came to China as a 'representative.' Was his purpose to seek negotiation with the He Rui regime, or something else? Lampson was quite curious.

Adding milk to the black tea and stirring it with a small spoon, Lampson heard Yoshizawa Kenkichi sigh, "I didn't expect China's milk supply to increase so fast. It wasn't easy to buy milk before."

"Hmm." Lampson just responded, waiting for the other party to continue.

"The He Rui government is investing heavily in railways. The Republic National Defense Force arrived in Yunnan from the Northeast within a month; perhaps it can be completed within just two or three years." After Yoshizawa Kenkichi finished speaking, he picked up the black tea and drank it, while waiting for Lampson's answer.

In the internal news of the British Foreign Office, Japan was hinting to Britain about 'rebuilding the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.' The Japanese were Japanese after all; this country completely lacked the straightforwardness of China. He Rui openly put forward their diplomatic demands here and made various bluffing threats. The Japanese wanted to sell themselves but had to let the British take the initiative to raise the price. Lampson also decided to cooperate a bit. After putting down the teacup, he asked, "Is your country ready to rebuild a powerful army?"

Yoshizawa Kenkichi followed Lampson's topic. "Judging from current experience, the size of the standing army of a force capable of maintaining order in the Far East must reach 600,000."

"How did you come to such a conclusion?" Lampson asked, pretending to be very curious.

"The number of troops of the Soviet Russian Red Army is not public. Judging from the Russian Civil War, its number is probably similar to the Tsarist Russian era, with a standing army of 2 million." Speaking of this, Yoshizawa Kenkichi raised a question, "Have you seen the bandit suppression news of the Republic government?"

Lampson didn't play dumb and answered frankly, "I've seen it."

"China has deployed a battalion, about 600 light infantry, in every county for bandit suppression. China has less than 1,500 counties. According to this number, the Republic National Defense Force has invested 900,000 troops. Adding about 500,000 troops remaining in the Northeast, as well as logistics, air force, and... naval forces, the total number of troops of the Republic National Defense Force is over 1.5 million."

Hearing Yoshizawa Kenkichi specifically mention the 'navy' of the Republic National Defense Force, Lampson felt that Yoshizawa Kenkichi's provocation was really a bit too blatant. The naval power of the Republic was weak and not worth mentioning, but in order to defend its own merchant shipping lanes, the Republic would indeed develop a navy. In ten years, if the He Rui regime did not have major problems, Britain would indeed face a little trouble.

"If a standing army of 600,000 cannot be maintained, one is simply not qualified to participate in the discussion of the Far East order." Yoshizawa Kenkichi concluded.

Lampson held the teacup and sipped slowly, judging the attitude of the Japanese side in his heart. Currently, both China and the Soviet Union were isolated internationally, so they naturally huddled together for warmth. According to news obtained by Britain, Sino-Soviet trade was developing rapidly. More than 95% of the railway sleepers and mine sleepers currently laid in China were orders placed by China two years ago, and now they were being transported into China train by train, ship by ship.

Britain dared to block the pitifully small number of Chinese ships in the South China Sea, but dared not intercept cargo ships from the Soviet Union to China. Since the Japanese side put forward a view, Lampson asked, "Does the Japanese side have the ability to inspect suspicious ships?"

"In the era of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Japan received a lot of support. As long as sufficient support can be obtained, Japan is fully capable of inspecting any suspicious ship. After all, this is very beneficial to world peace. Of course, Japan also hopes to make a greater contribution to world peace through trade with Southeast Asia."

Before coming to China, Lampson had served in the Southeast Asian colonies for a long time. Yoshizawa Kenkichi's request for Britain to allow Japan to trade in Southeast Asia also sounded reasonable to Lampson. What Japan needed most were raw materials and sales markets. Now that Sino-Japanese trade was interrupted, the markets closest to Japan were only the United States and Southeast Asia.

The United States was the country with the highest industrial output value in the world today, and its industrial strength was above Japan. The goods Japan sold to the United States were mainly raw silk and handicrafts. The only market that could truly accept those poor-quality industrial products from Japan was Southeast Asia. Southeast Asia was also an area where Britain dumped industrial products. If part of the market were yielded, British interests would be damaged.

"I wonder what the domestic outlook in Japan is for the Anglo-Japanese Alliance?" Lampson asked. The times had changed. The previous Anglo-Japanese Alliance was mainly directed against Russia, and weak China was not the main target of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Now that China had become the most powerful force in the Far East, Lampson naturally wanted to figure out Japan's conception of the reconstructed 'Anglo-Japanese Alliance' as much as possible.

While Britain and Japan drank black tea here, China's Minister of Commerce Morrison and comrades drank jasmine tea. The jasmine tea came from Zhuang Jiaxiong's hometown, Fujian. The new government made great efforts to eliminate trade barriers; various likin barriers were abolished, and transportation was unimpeded. But new requirements also appeared, which were packaging and clearly writing the ingredients on the packaging. Many priorities of the Ministry of Commerce's current work lay in this area.

However, Morrison was discussing another matter with the comrades at this time. The Director of the North American Trade Department reported to the Ministry of Commerce on the recent trade content with American merchants. Tea, raw silk, tung oil, and pig bristles were still the largest categories of exports.

"...These American merchants want raw silk. The degree of processing they can accept only goes as far as wound raw silk; they don't even accept dyed raw silk. Not only the United States, except for the Soviet Union, other industrial countries basically do not import industrial manufactured goods. They are only interested in bulk commodities like raw materials. Every industrial country is trying to establish a self-sufficient industrial system in its own country!"

Speaking of this, the Director of the North American Department took a sip of jasmine tea and couldn't help complaining, "If agriculture is also seen as industrialized food production, self-sufficiency is not only found in the small peasant economy. The industrial systems of various countries are also self-sufficient!"

No one laughed. Because this was a very serious issue, an issue that made the comrades feel great pressure. Just a year ago, China was still a market for countries to dump industrial products. China obviously couldn't understand the issue of countries establishing a 'self-sufficient' industrial system. Now the situation was completely different, and new cognitions overturned various past thoughts of the comrades.

Morrison understood these earlier. He said, "Comrades can now understand why the European War broke out, right? You can also understand why the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was established, and why Britain held an opposing attitude during the Sino-French War."

Being told so by Morrison, a foreign devil, actually felt a bit ridiculous. However, the members of the Ministry of Commerce had worked together for a long time, and Morrison's Chinese had absolutely no foreign flavor. After working together for a long time, everyone wouldn't deliberately remember that Morrison was a foreigner.

The content learned before was just learned. Facing the current situation, the comrades couldn't help but reflect. After China's unification, the Chinese market belonged to China. Whoever the Republic government allowed to do business could come. Whoever was not allowed stood outside the door. As all regions in the world had clear ownership divisions, this world became clearer.

Some comrades couldn't help sighing, "It would have been great if China's unification could have been completed before the end of the European War."

This sigh made all comrades feel empathetic, but such a sigh was meaningless. Everyone could only sigh for a moment.

Morrison felt that China was already very lucky. With He Rui leading everyone to fight, they finally completed China's independence before the outbreak of the next world war and were ready to welcome the future great war.

The prediction that the next world war must break out had increasingly become a consensus within the Civilization Party and the high-level officials of the Republic government. When China gained security, the perspective and mentality of the upper echelon viewing problems changed. From all angles, the economic contradictions between countries had not only not been eliminated but had been intensified by the Versailles system.

The core of the Versailles system was to recognize the power and legitimacy of the British and French colonial empires, which excluded all other industrial countries from the colonies and left no space for other countries. With the outbreak of the future economic crisis, countries that couldn't solve problems relying on the domestic market would inevitably choose other paths. War was undoubtedly a good choice.

As for China's choice, at least He Rui set the strategic direction. Since colonialism is evil and cruel, and especially since colonialism is 'extremely inefficient' for developing productive forces, in most aspects, colonialism will destroy the development of productive forces in colonies. Regarding such facts, China promoting the establishment of a more efficient, fairer, and more humane new international order for global productivity development, that is, a brand-new 'Earth Civilization,' was China's foreign policy.

Conducting such a discussion at the Ministry of Commerce meeting actually did not conform to the work arrangement of the Ministry of Commerce itself, but everyone did feel something new due to the change in vision, and the Party Secretary of the Ministry of Commerce was also happy to see such a discussion.

The unification war launched by the Civilization Party had not completely ended until now. In areas with harsh geographical environments, the battles of the unification war were still going on, but the bandit-suppression-level battles no longer had any impact on the entire country.

At the summary meeting, everyone agreed with He Rui's view. There was an incredibly deep social consensus for promoting the unification war in China. Those warlords and separatist forces only created various forms because of their vision and strength, but deep down they all looked forward to unifying China themselves. Not only these guys, but the Chinese people themselves also looked forward to unification and identified with unification.

Land reform was not the Civilization Party's original creation either; almost every dynasty in Chinese history had implemented land distribution policies. This was not a new thing for China either. Since everyone in China had such a deep social consensus on unification and land distribution, the unification war and subsequent social stability naturally proceeded exceptionally smoothly.

Different from unification and land distribution, China was very weak in foreign policy, with no national consensus and no historical consensus. If one had to say there was, it was probably in various storytelling where China was invaded by barbarians, fought back, and defeated the foreign enemies. Restoring peace to the borders, the Chinese people could live a good life again.

Adopting an active foreign policy was probably in the Han and Tang dynasties. He Rui's foreign policy had quite the style of Han and Tang, but this policy was unfamiliar to ordinary people, and even within the party, a complete consensus had not been reached. Since this discussion could promote consensus, it was a good thing to continue.

When the content of the Ministry of Commerce meeting returned to work, everyone had to face a cold real world. The United States was considered a very commercially open country, yet even such a country prioritized protecting domestic industries. For those colonialist countries, this was even more so.

For example, Britain, for the sake of domestic employment, would rather transport cotton from India to Britain to produce cloth and then sell it back to India than invest heavily in building textile mills in India. Under such a situation, even if Britain did not have a sharp struggle with China, it was impossible to allow Chinese goods to be sold freely in India. Britain was just an example; other colonial countries were the same.

Since there was no way to break through externally, the Ministry of Commerce could only turn to the domestic market. Now, everyone had another consensus: in terms of industrial layout, He Rui was undoubtedly the number one person in the Republic. Up to now, the preliminary work of several industrial zones proposed by He Rui had begun, especially exploration work.

Just as He Rui expected, those areas indeed had very good mineral foundations, enabling industrial development around local minerals. This made comrades full of sighs with a somewhat mystical flavor about the 'Earth Evolution History' proposed by He Rui.

The comrades certainly overestimated He Rui. He Rui's industrial layout ability was by no means because He Rui himself was so incredible. As long as one researched the place of origin a little in massive online shopping in another space-time, one could get massive information. If one possessed certain data analysis capabilities and knew some people who were serious about consumption, one could get considerable knowledge of industrial layout. He Rui only needed to uphold the attitude of 'grab-ism' and make full use of it.

For example, most jasmine flowers now came from Fujian. But Guangxi also had very good conditions for jasmine production. This was one of the many feedbacks to Guangxi in the future plan.

But He Rui absolutely could not say to the comrades, "I came up with these arrangements out of thin air!" If he said so, rational comrades would definitely oppose it. If comrades accepted it immediately without thinking, that would be even worse. Such blind obedience would turn the Civilization Party into a charlatan organization.

In order to explain reasonably, He Rui could only propose the Earth Evolution Theory. That was a history of earth evolution spanning billions of years.

Although this theory seemed quite charlatan-like at present, at least it was a scientific category. As long as one really researched it, one could still embark on a scientific direction.
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Before the Meiji Restoration, Japan also used the Chinese calendar. After the Meiji Restoration, Japan designated January 1st as New Year's Day, completely following the Western calendar. Since it was New Year's Day, it was naturally a national holiday. Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji also took this opportunity to return to his hometown, which he hadn't visited for a long time.

Ishiwara hadn't been home since 1922. His parents had been to Tokyo once, but Ishiwara only met them hastily because he was in a meeting with comrades. This time, Ishiwara prepared gifts to make up for the guilt in his heart.

Due to the Great Kanto Earthquake, the earthquake-stricken areas in 1924 were very miserable. However, 90% of Japan's territory did not suffer direct losses. Yet, one year after the earthquake ended, what Ishiwara saw in these areas was nothing but depression besides depression.

In the cities and villages he passed through, not many people decorated their homes for the New Year, as if New Year's Day was just an ordinary winter day, or perhaps they hadn't thought about celebrating the New Year at all.

The people wore old clothes, which looked like they were bought the year before last or even the year before that. Those children on the roadside and streets wore Japanese-style clothes with holes, bare-legged, wearing straw sandals. Ishiwara Kanji had fought in northern Korea and experienced low temperatures of minus twenty degrees. He personally realized that Japan's geographical environment made winter much warmer than the continental region. Even so, seeing the clothing of those ordinary families, Ishiwara felt quite uncomfortable in his heart.

Just as judged in Professor Taira Toyomori's report, the confidence of the Japanese nationals suffered an extremely heavy blow. The lack of confidence directly led to the people trying every means to keep money and not consume, causing the already heavily hit economy to worsen.

In the past, when encountering such a situation, Japan could still consider plundering from China. This last road was completely blocked, and everyone in Japan lost hope. The Japanese economy also entered a winter with no end in sight.

In the administrative division of Japan after the Meiji Restoration, prefectures were larger than cities. Ishiwara's hometown, Tsuruoka City, was a small rural place with a population of only 40,000. This place also produced grain, and the people's lives were barely passable. However, it was lifeless here. Although hairstyles had changed a lot and clothing had also changed, Ishiwara felt like he had returned to the Shogunate era.

Arriving on the street outside his house, neighbors had already seen Ishiwara and hurriedly came forward to greet him. This was the simple countryside, which made Ishiwara feel warm in his heart. Although Ishiwara was already a big shot in Tokyo, in the eyes of the fellow villagers, Ishiwara was still that 'son of the Ishiwara family.'

After exchanging greetings with the villagers, Ishiwara took the guards to the door of his house. At this time, someone had already gone to the Ishiwara family to report the news. As soon as Ishiwara arrived at the door, he saw his younger brother coming out to welcome him. The villagers watched the excitement at the door. Ishiwara looked at his home, which also hadn't prepared for the New Year, and felt very guilty.

Because the Sino-Japanese War was actually a defeat, and the Great Kanto Earthquake occurred, even though Ishiwara received a medal and a corresponding bonus of 15,000 yen, the bonus was delayed. So much so that Ishiwara couldn't send money to his parents.

Entering the main room, he saw his father already sitting at the table. Ishiwara went up to greet him, and his father looked gratified. "Kanji, you are finally back."

Ishiwara's mother looked at her returned son, her eyes already red. Ishiwara's younger sister brought Ishiwara's nephew. The little guy was no longer the little toddler learning to speak; he just hugged his mother's arm and looked at Ishiwara timidly. When ordered by his mother to 'say hello to uncle,' the little guy became shy again, hiding behind his mother and unwilling to come forward. This action amused Ishiwara.

Not long after the family reunited, many people came outside, all local prominent figures. Old Man Ishiwara was the local police chief, a mid-to-lower-level civil servant on the establishment in Japan, truly eating the imperial grain. He didn't bow and scrape to the prominent figures of Tsuruoka, a small place of 40,000 people, and was even more calm and magnanimous at this time.

The local prominent figures of Tsuruoka greeted Ishiwara respectfully with 'Your Excellency,' 'Your Excellency.' Ishiwara was a big shot ranked in the top 100 in Japan. The mainland population of Japan was over 40 million, meaning one such person appeared on average out of 400,000. For a small place like Tsuruoka City with a population of only 40,000 to produce such a big shot, even the mayor had to bow his head.

These people never had the opportunity to contact big shots and didn't have the ability to flatter Ishiwara Kanji just right. Fortunately, everyone didn't lack eye service. Since no flattery would be in place, at least don't make Ishiwara feel annoyed. After expressing their respect, these people stood up to take their leave, letting the Ishiwara family spend the holiday quietly.

Only the family remained at home, and Ishiwara's mother and younger siblings came out. In the eyes of his relatives, Ishiwara was not Your Excellency Ishiwara, but a child of the family. Everyone didn't even mention the war; they just chatted affectionately. When Ishiwara took out his accumulated salary to give to his family, everyone sighed again that making money was not easy now and life was hard.

At this time, the little nephew had become familiar with Ishiwara and was no longer shy. He pulled Ishiwara to look left and right, became interested in the medal Ishiwara tied to his collar, and wanted to take it off to look.

Now even Ishiwara's sister felt this shouldn't be done and prepared to scold the little guy. Ishiwara waved his hand, "It's just a medal."

Saying this, he untied the 'Order of the Golden Kite, 1st Class' and handed it to his little nephew. The child had never seen such an exquisitely crafted little gadget and liked it very much, holding it to look left and right, liking it very much.

Ishiwara's father saw that his grandson had played enough, took the medal and examined it for a while, sighing, "Kanji, you are already a true samurai."

From a young age, Old Man Ishiwara used Bushido to teach Ishiwara. Hearing his father speak like this at this time, Ishiwara also felt very gratified. His father saying this was the greatest recognition of himself.

Although the war between the Northeast and Japan made Ishiwara not care so much about this medal anymore, in terms of the medal itself, if a Lieutenant General after the war wore the 'Order of the Golden Kite, 1st Class,' it meant that this soldier had solidly walked back and forth in front of the Gates of Hell several times during the war. In terms of a samurai not fearing life and death and doing his utmost loyalty, Ishiwara believed he indeed deserved the name of a samurai.

The next day, after the family had lunch, Ishiwara was clumsily making a small toy for his nephew when someone knocked on the courtyard gate of the Ishiwara family. Ishiwara's sister went to open the door and saw several people dressed unusually outside. The leader asked with a Kansai accent, "I am Ishii Yoshiya. Is Your Excellency Ishiwara in?"

In the past two years, the level of figures the Ishiwara family could contact had greatly increased. Even Ishiwara's sister who stayed in Tsuruoka could see that the visitor's identity was unusual. She put her hands in front of her and bowed slightly, "May I ask what business you have?"

Ishii Yoshiya took out a business card and handed it out with both hands. "I would like to request an audience with Your Excellency Ishiwara."

Ishiwara's sister took it with both hands, asked Ishii to wait outside for a while, and walked into the house herself. On the way, Ishiwara's sister looked at the business card, which read 'Member of the House of Representatives of the Japanese Diet, Ishii Yoshiya.' The other party turned out to be a member of the House of Representatives.

After the Meiji Restoration, Japan introduced the Western parliamentary system. In 1889, Japan promulgated the "Constitution of the Empire of Japan," and the "Imperial Diet" at that time set up the House of Peers and the House of Representatives. Since the legislative power at that time was vested in the Emperor, the Imperial Diet was only a "co-sponsorship" organ for the Emperor's legislative activities.

Even so, a member of the House of Representatives was considered a figure in Japan!

Sure enough, Ishiwara read the business card and invited Ishii Yoshiya in. Ishiwara's sister led Ishii in, then dragged away her son who wanted to play with his uncle, leaving Ishiwara and Ishii to chat quietly.

Ishii Yoshiya asked frankly, "Your Excellency is a great scholar of He Studies. I came to Your Excellency's home specially to ask Your Excellency how you evaluate the effectiveness of the land reform in Shina?"

Ishiwara had a high evaluation of politicians but an average evaluation of parliament members. Especially after hearing Ishii ask such a question, he disliked this Ishii even more.

Parliament members were already the Japanese upper class. Wasn't the focus of contradictions in Japan clear? Was the Japanese upper class unaware? If in a private setting, even guys like Nagata Tetsuzan and Obata Toshishiro could give a fair evaluation of the He Rui government's land reform. These two young officers of the Control Faction would even admit that land reform could indeed solve a fundamental social problem in Japan.

Ishii asking this was very likely trying to drag Ishiwara into the water. Ishiwara asked in a cold tone, "Does Ishii-kun want to propose land reform in Japan in the Diet?"

He thought Ishii would evade the question, but unexpectedly Ishii looked resolute. "Your Excellency, I am preparing to do so. However, the land reform proposal must be persuasive. If it is proposed hastily, it will definitely be rejected directly. I have already gone to consult Mr. Taira Toyomori. Thanks to Mr. Taira Toyomori's instruction, my horizons have been greatly opened. Mr. Taira said that Your Excellency Ishiwara has learned the essence of He Studies, so I took the liberty to come and ask for advice."

After speaking, seeing Ishiwara didn't believe him, Ishii took out a letter from his bosom. "This is Mr. Taira's letter; please take a look, Your Excellency."

Ishiwara took the letter; it was indeed Taira Toyomori's familiar handwriting. Taira Toyomori praised Ishii Yoshiya quite a bit in the letter and asked Ishiwara to give him some pointers. Closing the letter, Ishiwara still couldn't quite believe it. Did Ishii not know what kind of resistance and opposition he would encounter after proposing the Japanese land reform plan?

Ishii Yoshiya took out a document. "Your Excellency, this is the fourth draft of the 'Japan Land Restoration Plan' written by me. It has been revised repeatedly twice before, and revised once more after consulting Mr. Taira. Please give your guidance, Your Excellency."

Ishiwara took it and browsed through it quickly. Judging from this land reform plan, Ishii was really going all out! He had indeed created a Japanese version of land reform based on the Chinese land reform blueprint.

Since it was a Japanese plan, it was naturally not as radical as China's. In Ishii's plan, after the state implemented land redemption, it would sell the land to the people at a certain price, avoiding the burden on national finance. People purchasing land could pay in three modes: 10-year installments, 15-year installments, and 20-year installments.

Not only that, Ishii also analyzed the significance and function of land reform quite reliably based on Professor Taira Toyomori's views. In order to gain more support, he especially emphasized that the greatest function of land reform for Japan at present was to recreate 'hope and confidence' for Japan. Even though Ishiwara didn't think this plan would be passed, he developed a lot of goodwill towards Ishii.

In the end, Ishiwara made a decision. "Ishii-kun said just now that you have some doubts. I wonder what Ishii-kun's specific doubts are?"

Seeing that Ishiwara was willing to resolve his doubts, Ishii Yoshiya immediately rejoiced, "Thank you for your guidance, Ishiwara-kun. My first doubt is, if my plan is analyzed with He Studies, who will truly oppose this plan? And why oppose it?"
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Even facing a member of parliament, Ishiwara showed no politeness. His face was expressionless as he said coldly, "Please leave." However, Ishiwara had a baby face, so even when he was really angry, he looked like a sulking child.

Member of the House of Representatives Ishii Yoshiya bowed deeply, "Thank you, Your Excellency." Then he stood up and left.

Leaving Ishiwara's house, Ishii and the others walked for a while. The accompanying secretary saw that Ishii Yoshiya still looked moved and asked, "Sir, are you really going to modify the plan according to Your Excellency Ishiwara's words?"

Ishii didn't answer immediately. Ishiwara hadn't made any request for modification at all, but just answered some questions Ishii raised. Ishii asked Ishiwara to comment on the most desirable and undesirable parts of the entire plan. Ishiwara frankly told Ishii, "The cost of redemption and the repayment time are the most desirable and also the most undesirable."

This statement was very mysterious. Although Ishii felt something, he still couldn't fully grasp it, so he asked Ishiwara to clarify.

"From the perspective of proposing, the long-term repayment method shifts all risks to the people, making this method actually unfeasible. Opponents won't have special ill feelings towards you because risks are avoided. For you, this is very desirable."

"...Does Your Excellency think long-term repayment is undesirable?" Ishii already understood why Ishiwara thought this proposal was undesirable.

Ishiwara was also straightforward. "From the perspective of execution, China's land reform policy took effect immediately after implementation, solving the problem in the same year. It restored confidence and revitalized the economy. Even if your proposal is passed and implemented, it won't play such a role at all. This is also why I think it is the most undesirable. As for what you choose, please decide for yourself, Ishii-kun."

After saying this, Ishiwara said coldly, "Please leave."

Because Ishiwara's words completely pierced the somewhat ambiguous part in Ishii Yoshiya's heart, Ishii discovered that he indeed didn't want to trigger a fierce conflict. The benefits of adopting the Chinese land reform model were self-evident. The He Rui government did not hide the purpose and reason for formulating the land reform policy and gave a very clear explanation in government propaganda.

As a member of the Japanese House of Representatives, Ishii Yoshiya understood the land reform policy from the beginning and continued to pay attention to the execution of China's land reform. Those who could be elected as parliament members in Japan were not ordinary people. What truly shocked Ishii Yoshiya was that China easily annihilated a British fleet with a total tonnage of over 20,000 tons.

China actually winning the Sino-Japanese War had an impact on Ishii, but not a special shock. Japanese propaganda was not making up lies; China adopted sneak attacks, China had a large population, 'resisted the Japanese counterattack with casualties several times that of the Japanese army,' and held the border with a long defense line consuming huge manpower. Japan had to stop the war because of the Great Kanto Earthquake.

These reasons could well explain why Japan had been in a passive position.

The fact that China annihilated a British fleet completely shattered Ishii's view that Japan had a huge advantage over China. Japan's advantage over China was the Japanese Navy. China's population was 10 times that of Japan, and China's land was 20 times that of Japan (Japanese territory included Korea); these were all facts. Because of this, the invincible state of the Japanese Navy in the Far East appeared so outstanding. As long as this navy existed, Japan's advantage over China was immensely huge.

The Japanese Navy, crowning the Far East, could only cruise 200 kilometers away from the Chinese coast. As long as it entered the 200-kilometer range, the fleet might be completely destroyed, and Japan's advantage over China would vanish.

This shock to Ishii was immensely huge. If Japan could do nothing about China, China's rise would be inevitable. Japan's current advantage was completely built on the foundation of China's decline. If China rose again, Japan would fall into a complete defensive position.

In reality, Japan began to decline even before China rose. After accepting Professor Taira Toyomori's exposition on economic confidence, Ishii Yoshiya visited local areas for nearly two months. The Japan he saw made him feel incomparably desperate.

Except for a small number of factories moving out of Tokyo that were building factory buildings, the rest of the areas, whether industrial or agricultural, were lifeless.

After losing confidence, all industries in Japan were depressed. Rich people neither invested nor spent money, and the economy began to deteriorate comprehensively. Especially the lives of the people at the bottom suddenly fell back to decades ago. Every industry that had to continue operating was groaning miserably in involution, while industries that could temporarily stop operating closed down. Staying at home at least wouldn't face the crisis of bankruptcy; why bang one's head against the wall when one could avoid taking risks?

The He Rui government explicitly announced, 'China's rural economy has completely collapsed. The primary purpose of land reform is to restore the small peasant economy, and then quickly restore social order...'

Japan's rural economy had also completely collapsed. Farmers grew crops for a year, earning almost no money, or even owing money. To pay off debts, more women were sold into brothels.

Such a situation was miserable enough, yet such a miserable industry was also operating according to the economic laws described by 'He Studies.' Because the total consumption did not increase but decreased, while the supply with a low threshold actually increased, leading to involution among these poor women. To attract consumption, the price per service began to drop. In order to maintain total profit, brothel owners forced women to increase the number of services.

The situation of waning and waxing between China and Japan in a competitive situation was so distinct. Ishii discovered that as long as China had hope, it meant Japan's despair. China had confidence, while Japan lost confidence.

Currently, Japan could no longer win a war. Active attacks at sea were suicide, and active attacks on land were also suicide. Apart from digging out new hope within Japan, Japan had no other choice.

Walking all the way like this, Ishii gradually made up his mind. Since Japan had to change, he would be the first person to propose a plan.

Ishii's secretary looked at Ishii's expression and felt that Ishii had made a decision. He pulled Ishii, "Mr. Ishii, can I have a private word with you?"

Several people stopped. The secretary said worriedly, "Mr. Ishii, Your Excellency Ishiwara's judgment is reasonable. If you choose to propose, it will only trigger hostility."

Ishii had made up his mind at this time and said impassionedly, "If I don't propose it now, what about two years later? In Professor Taira Toyomori's deduction data, Japan's industrial output last year was only 5.5 billion, a decrease of 2.2 billion from 7.7 billion two years ago. Analyzing with the current economic trend of no confidence, Japan's domestic demand for industrial products is only 3.3 billion. Even if some people will oppose me, many people will support me. No, they don't support me; they support this 4.4 billion yen industrial output value."

The secretary didn't know what to say for a moment. The logic was correct. Japanese industry and commerce were already wailing and begging the government for support in the current situation. But the government's support had no direction. The comprehensive shrinkage of internal and external markets made any support meaningless. Even if they got money and resumed work, who would the produced goods be sold to?

Japan's great economic recession led to a lack of money in people's pockets, not a lack of goods on the market. Even if there were goods on the shelves, fewer and fewer people could afford them.

Ishii patted the secretary on the shoulder. "Don't worry. There are many people who oppose us, but there are also many people who support us!"

After the New Year holiday on January 1st passed, Ishiwara used his annual leave to stay in his hometown for a few more days. It was already January 7th when he bid farewell to his reluctant family and returned to Tokyo. The next day, the Japan Future Society held a meeting. Ishiwara accidentally learned that on the first day of the Diet session after the New Year, Ishii Yoshiya and Shibata Nagaeki, two members of parliament, jointly proposed the "Japan Land Restoration Plan".

Taking the excerpt of the Restoration Plan, Ishiwara browsed quickly and soon saw the part he cared about. This plan was for real. From the previous individual ownership of no more than 50 hectares of land with the excess purchased by the state, it changed to a family ownership of no more than 6 hectares of land with the excess purchased by the state.

The purchase price was no longer 80% of the market price, but the price of agricultural products in a bumper year was used as the purchase price. The state sold land to farmers at an average price of 120%. This 20% premium was various costs for the state to operate land purchases.

Moreover, the state established a Land Bank to provide loans to farmers who really had no money to buy land, with an annual interest rate of 4%. Other banks could also apply for this business, with an annual interest rate not exceeding 6%. Moreover, if farmers went bankrupt and sold land, they must sell it to the state and could not sell it privately.

Ishiwara originally thought that a member of the Japanese House of Representatives proposing such a proposal full of a sense of justice was to gain fame. That installment payment was the best proof. But Ishii and Shibata actually proposing this way meant they were really risking their lives!

Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo saw that Ishiwara had finished reading the report and immediately asked a question: "Ishiwara-kun, many comrades think this proposal has a chance of success. Although I think it's impossible to succeed, I also hope it can succeed. But in this way, the situation will change!"

Ishiwara looked at other main cadres; the comrades' views were similar, both expectant and uneasy. Ishiwara then answered, "It cannot succeed. Once land reform succeeds, it means Japan will immediately become a constitutional state. The upper class might accept a castrated version of the land reform policy that strengthens their rule to restore economic confidence. But the upper class will never accept constitutionalism. Once constitutionalism is accepted, Japan's national polity will change."

"Castrated version of the land reform policy?" Aizawa Saburo didn't quite understand.

Ishiwara Kanji knew that the comrades of the Future Society had various views from the beginning on He Rui completely confiscating land and then implementing distribution in the Northeast. Half of the opponents left the Future Society because of this divergence.

After He Rui won the war, those comrades who had left came back and brought a large group of new comrades. When He Rui implemented the land nationalization redemption policy in China, no longer confiscating but redeeming, more 'Future Society' sympathizers with softer stances also chose to join.

Even so, the bottom line of these people was the same: land nationalization and land redemption. Comrades really hadn't considered what a 'castrated version of the land reform policy' was.

Ishiwara didn't mention Ishii but listed data. Seeing that individuals could own up to 50 hectares of land at most, and hearing Ishiwara explain a little, everyone in the Future Society suddenly realized.

Most Japanese landowners did not own more than 50 hectares of land. If executed according to this standard, the land that could be sold to farmers would be negligible.

The comrades of the Future Society also understood the difference between their position and this group of reformists. Even those who agreed with redemption wanted to divide Japan's national land equally. This dividing line was so distinct at this time that there was no need to discuss it further.

Ishiwara concluded, "Therefore, this proposal cannot be passed no matter what!"
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Before going on stage for the first meeting of the New Year convened by the Japanese House of Representatives, the two MPs, Ishii and Shibata, looked at each other.

Neither of them was a member of the Seiyukai, nor did they belong to any faction. Both won the Kansai local elections with personal charisma. Judging from the current situation, both were likely to lose in the next parliamentary election. Precisely because of this, Shibata saw a kind of determination in Ishii's eyes. If there is only one such chance in life, of course, one must give it a try.

Stepping onto the podium, Ishii read out the title of his proposal loudly. Hearing the name "Japan Land Restoration Plan," the MPs were stunned. Ishii saw light in the eyes of many MPs; whether it was the light of hope or a fierce glare, Ishii didn't care. There was only this one chance in life to truly implement his own philosophy, so there was nothing to be afraid of.

There wasn't much specific content in the proposal, at least not much that could be narrated on the podium. '...Gentlemen MPs. According to the deduction of the Business School of Tokyo Imperial University, the industrial products needed to maintain Japan's domestic demand only amount to 3.3 billion yen. In 1922, Japan's industrial output was 7.7 billion yen. Of this, 4.4 billion yen worth of goods were used for export. The Japanese economy has always relied on exports. Compared with domestic demand, exports exceeded domestic demand... Domestic demand has the characteristics of persistence and stability and is not affected by the world situation. Developing domestic demand requires the people to have consumption power. Through land restoration, letting Japanese farmers all own land will comprehensively drive the Japanese economy. According to the deduction of Tokyo Imperial University, once land distribution is completed, Japan's domestic demand will reach more than 7 billion. As long as exports improve slightly, the economy can exceed the boom triggered by the European War in the past...'

The Japanese Diet included the House of Peers and the House of Representatives. The House of Peers was one of the houses of the bicameral Imperial Diet established under the "Constitution of the Empire of Japan." Members of the House of Peers were composed of unelected Imperial Family members, Kazoku (nobility), and Imperial nominees (must be over 30 years old and appointed by the Emperor personally). Abbreviated as "Peers' House," it had equal authority with the House of Representatives, but the House of Representatives had the right to discuss the budget first. The origin of the House of Peers was limited, so its representativeness was naturally insufficient.

Members of the House of Representatives were elected by voting according to population proportion across the country, and the members came from various backgrounds.

Although some Japanese House of Representatives members had no interest in land distribution, more members had various ideas about land distribution. Hearing Ishii Yoshiya propose such a plan, the thought of most members was 'Finally someone proposed this!'

Japanese *zaibatsu* had a large amount of land belonging to them, but Japanese *zaibatsu* did not fiercely oppose the land reform policy. As the saying goes, 'what is lost in the dam is gained outside the dam'; if the Japanese economy continued to be so sluggish, the overall economic losses of the *zaibatsu* would exceed the land losses.

China's success had long stimulated Japanese MPs who were more inclined towards socialism. They knew the situation in rural Japan well and believed that land reform policies could definitely solve the problems of ordinary Japanese people.

Having completed his speech within the allotted time, Ishii Yoshiya walked down from the podium. Every MP in the venue was watching Ishii, but no MP cheered or applauded him. Only when Ishii sat back in his seat did MP Shibata next to him reach out his hand, and the two shook hands.

According to the procedure, after someone introduced the proposal, it naturally entered the debate process. People off stage were eager to try, wanting to say something, but no one stood up to discuss. Openly opposing such a proposal also required certain courage. If one's opposition was spread, it would certainly meet with great opposition. If one didn't want to oppose, there was nothing to say. MPs were smart people, so everyone remained silent.

It could be seen that the Speaker himself also wanted to end this topic as soon as possible. Seeing no one raised an opinion, the Speaker's gavel struck down. "This proposal will be conducted in a recorded vote mode!" Saying this, his unhappy gaze swept over the two MPs, Ishii and Shibata.

Ishii frowned, while MP Shibata had already stood up to express dissatisfaction. "According to the rules of procedure, a secret ballot should be conducted."

The Speaker answered immediately, "This proposal also meets the requirements for a recorded vote, and it is necessary to implement a recorded vote."

Some MPs felt that MP Shibata's action of standing up to oppose was inappropriate. This matter was of great importance. If a secret ballot was adopted, this proposal might be passed due to emotional relations. The current Japanese Diet was not a power organ like the Western parliament, but an organ providing 'advice' services to the Emperor. It was inappropriate to submit such an emotionally driven proposal to the Emperor.

Apart from Shibata, no other MPs supported a secret ballot. Twenty-some minutes later, the voting results came out. MP Ishii Yoshiya's proposal was short by 14 votes from being submitted to the Emperor. After the results came out, two kinds of sighs rang out in the parliament. One was a sigh of disappointment, and the other was a sigh of joy. Even though everyone had their own attitude, no one discussed this proposal.

Ishii had mixed feelings at this moment. He initially thought his proposal couldn't be passed and didn't harbor any illusions. However, the gap in votes for passing was so small that Ishii truly felt regret. If he had insisted on a secret ballot at that time and was prepared for a secret ballot, maybe the proposal would have really passed.

But things had come to this; it was useless to say more. Conducting a recorded vote also had benefits; Ishii had learned how many MPs held the same attitude. Ishii planned to meet with this group of MPs later.

As for those MPs who opposed his proposal, Ishii planned to meet them as well to see if he could persuade these people to change their positions.

At this time, Ishii didn't think of Ishiwara Kanji. After all, Ishiwara himself had no influence on the Diet. The Japanese Diet upheld the political rule that military personnel could not participate in politics. In the Diet, only the House of Peers had military personnel. These military personnel of hereditary noble origin, according to convention, never entered the House of Peers when truly discussing topics, except for attending ceremonial events that could not be refused.

MP Ishii Yoshiya didn't expect that Ishiwara Kanji paid considerable attention to him. So much so that on January 10, Ishiwara was stunned by news from the Metropolitan Police Department.

"...MP Ishii Yoshiya hanged himself at home. The result of the Metropolitan Police Department's investigation is that MP Ishii chose suicide because he couldn't bear the inner pressure due to family conflicts!"

This was news sent by comrades of the Future Society within the police system. Although their rank was not high, the content they obtained should be the final verdict of the Metropolitan Police Department on this matter.

Ishiwara knew that these two MPs would definitely face a counterattack, but he didn't expect the counterattack to be so fierce and fatal. Many MPs and even Prime Ministers had been assassinated in these years. The assassins had the same characteristics: they were all Japanese right-wingers, peripheral members of various ideological organizations. This was also the reason why Ishiwara Kanji initially didn't think Ishii would be assassinated.

Japanese right-wingers generally came from rural areas and understood the suffering of rural areas very well. They might express unhappiness and dissatisfaction with Ishii's proposal because of their persistence in tradition, but they really wouldn't develop a murderous intent. Moreover, those right-wingers killed people with short knives in public assassinations, or even with firearms. Such an assassination, confirmed by the Metropolitan Police Department, was definitely not done by right-wingers.

Ishiwara sighed slightly and ordered someone to inform Mitsui that he wanted to meet with Mitsui. Soon, the person responsible for contact replied that Mitsui wanted to have dinner with Ishiwara in the evening.

The dining hall was in Akihabara, not far from the Army New Technology Training Bureau. The two sat down in a quite elegant restaurant. Ishiwara had something on his mind and had no interest in the interior decoration of this shop. After Mitsui finished ordering and the owner turned back to the kitchen to start cooking, he said, "Mitsui-kun, have you heard about MP Ishii hanging himself?"

Mitsui Yasuki was stunned; this was the first time he heard about this. After pondering for a good while, Mitsui asked, "Has the Metropolitan Police Department expressed any views on this matter?"

"I haven't heard of any Japanese newspaper reporting this matter yet," Ishiwara replied.

In Japanese newspapers, murder and brawl cases often appeared in the papers to fill content. Hearing Ishiwara's statement, Mitsui Yasuki understood Ishiwara's meaning. Someone must be manipulating this matter behind the scenes.

"Who does Your Excellency think did it?" Mitsui asked frankly.

Ishiwara now realized that Mitsui was also paying attention to this Diet discussion; otherwise, Mitsui should have first asked who MP Ishii Yoshiya was. Since Mitsui dared to ask like this, presumably it wasn't Mitsui who ordered the killing. So Ishiwara answered readily, "In my opinion, this was not done by the *zaibatsu*."

Mitsui wanted to understand Ishiwara's magnanimity towards industry and commerce, so he deliberately asked, "Land reform will make us lose land; why shouldn't we be annoyed?"

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "Annoyance is probably the limit for the *zaibatsu*."

Seeing Mitsui Yasuki's expression unchanged, Ishiwara Kanji continued to explain. For business owners, land reform is just an economic issue. Since it is an economic issue, the *zaibatsu* will consider it according to economic thinking. Land is a very valuable asset. Being taken away by land reform like this, the Mitsui family indeed suffered a loss. Suffering a loss makes one unhappy, but that's all.

In Ishiwara's analysis, the Mitsui Conglomerate and other conglomerates were indeed landlords, but their reasons for opposing land reform were not strong. Of course, there was no need to expect any support for land reform from the four major *zaibatsu* like Mitsui themselves.

Since land is a form of wealth, relevant discussions on wealth are necessary. Both Ishiwara Kanji and Mitsui Yasuki knew that after China's land reform, the "Land Use Standardization Regulations" were proposed, giving guiding opinions on the definition and division of various land uses.

The *zaibatsu* did not rely on land rent collection as a source of livelihood. The greatest use of land for them lay in 'cheap industrial land.' Ishii's proposal did not express opposition to industrial land.

Mitsui was relatively satisfied with Ishiwara and asked, "What does Ishiwara-kun think will happen next?"
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Mitsui Yasuki believed that Ishiwara was indeed the representative figure of 'He Studies' in Japan. If someone else answered Mitsui's question about 'what will happen next,' they would naturally start from their own perspective of observation and recount some kind of chaos. Under emotional excitement, the description of the terrible future would probably be...

He Studies believes that the economy is the foundation of social operation, and predictions about the future are based on predictions of the future economic situation. Ishiwara Kanji's answer was, "Next? Next, Japan's economic demand cannot increase until a certain market is obtained, which will change the economic situation."

Mitsui Yasuki did not oppose this view. As a *zaibatsu*, he naturally prioritized economic concerns. "Ishiwara-kun, is this the basis for the Control Faction wanting to restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance?"

Ishiwara shook his head. "Restoring the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is not just the demand of the Control Faction. As long as people still have path dependence on Japan's past external expansion and plunder, they will eventually choose to restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. However, as I discussed with Mitsui-kun before, economically, this is no longer possible. All of Japan's past victories were built on Japan's industrial advantage in the Far East. Now that Japan's industrial advantage is gone, Japan will naturally return to its past status in the Far East."

At this time, the owner had served the food. Neither Mitsui nor Ishiwara spoke, but buried their heads in eating. After their moods were adjusted, Mitsui picked up the teacup and took a sip of weak tea. "Ishiwara-kun, many people appreciate your economic views very much. These days, we visited Your Excellency Takahashi Korekiyo and also received Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan. Everyone has a very high evaluation of Ishiwara-kun."

Ishiwara smiled slightly but didn't respond. For the conglomerate, their evaluation criteria were closely related to their interests. Since they gave Ishiwara such a high evaluation, they naturally hoped Ishiwara would bring them more benefits.

Sure enough, Mitsui continued to ask, "Ishiwara-kun, where do you think Japan's future market lies? Is it with He-kun? If Japan wants to obtain the market, what price does it need to pay?"

If he hadn't learned the news of MP Ishii being killed, Mitsui might not have been willing to ask such a fundamental question. However, Ishii had been dead for two days, yet there was no publicity in the newspapers, which showed that someone was demanding the newspapers to keep quiet. This was unacceptable to conglomerates like Mitsui.

If the current economic situation continued, the Japanese market would only shrink continuously, eventually shrinking to the level of 3.3 billion yen. Ishii's proposal created a brand-new Japanese domestic market, at least in theory. As long as it ensured that the Mitsui Conglomerate would benefit from Japan's future economic recovery, a certain amount of land loss in the short term was still acceptable. When he first learned that MPs Ishii and Shibata proposed such a plan, Mitsui appreciated and looked forward to it.

With MP Ishii killed, Mitsui found that the only person he could choose was Ishiwara, who indeed controlled some military power.

Ishiwara Kanji fully understood Mitsui Yasuki's thoughts. He had been waiting for this opportunity to explain the future to Mitsui. Now that the opportunity had arrived, Ishiwara answered readily, "Mitsui-kun's view of He-kun is incomplete. He-kun hopes to establish an East Asian Customs Union and integrate East Asian industries, not simply to constrain Japan by opening up the market."

Mitsui was startled and lowered his gaze. He didn't ask immediately but picked up his chopsticks and continued to eat. Various thoughts emerged in his mind. After digesting Ishiwara's statement, he raised his head. He saw that Ishiwara had already swept away his portion of food like a whirlwind and was sipping tea slowly with a teacup.

Mitsui asked, "Is the customs union Ishiwara-kun mentioned the kind of customs union like the North German Customs Union established by Germany before the Unification War?"

Ishiwara nodded slightly. "It is indeed that kind of customs union." After speaking, he continued to drink tea and did not try to lobby Mitsui as before. The concept of this 'customs union' was indeed one of the reasons why Ishiwara had been unable to fully recommend Sino-Japanese union. Any customs union requires ceding a little sovereignty, which is unbearable for current sovereign states. Among the comrades in the Japan Future Society, many had already raised the question, 'Is the future of the customs union a Sino-Japanese merger?'

For Ishiwara, he had great confidence in He Rui, believing that He Rui would never act for the purpose of national merger. But for Japan, the association with a customs union was naturally the annexation of Ryukyu and Korea.

Ishiwara wanted to avoid awkward questions, but he heard Mitsui ask, "He-kun's customs union should be different from the North German Customs Union, right?"

Being asked this question, Ishiwara was not embarrassed. "There is no essential difference in the customs union; it is all for industrial redistribution. China and Japan will adjust the industries of both countries according to the overall industrial plan. Japan currently has many industries, many of which are completely uncompetitive and are built only to avoid being strangled by others. After completing the customs union, there is no need to maintain these industries. The raw materials Japan needs can be obtained from the industrial layout, and the technology and labor China needs can also be obtained from Japan. China opens its market to Japan, and Japan also opens its market to China. Japan's domestic labor surplus and underemployment can also be solved through orderly migration to China. Both countries develop their economies under the same rules."

Mitsui was quite interested in this and discussed it with Ishiwara. What Japan lacked most was undoubtedly raw material production areas and sales markets. These problems could be solved after the establishment of the Sino-Japanese Customs Union. Mitsui never thought He Rui was a benevolent man or a faithful believer; the questions he asked Ishiwara were more about China's future industrial layout and development.

Ishiwara explained the industrial layout. There could be countless statements and explanations for industrial layout, but the simplified explanation was just three short phrases: 'lowest cost, largest market share, agglomeration effect.'

While the two were engrossed in chatting, there was suddenly some commotion on the street outside. Not long after, the shop owner, feeling something happened outside, went out to check, and Mitsui's attendant also followed. Soon, Mitsui's attendant ran back, looking uneasy. He whispered to Mitsui, "Mr. Mitsui, someone fell to the ground outside; he should be dead."

In Japan, people collapsing on the road was not a rare thing. Mitsui knew his secretary didn't have a glass heart and waited calmly for the following content. The attendant said somewhat hesitantly, "I looked at that person; he seems to be MP Shibata."

Mitsui and Ishiwara were not surprised. Both lowered their gazes, thinking in their hearts, 'Did someone deliberately kill Shibata at the entrance of this shop?'

As for Shibata's death, the two felt somewhat emotional but not surprised. Up to now, neither of them had heard that MP Shibata was desperately looking for connections to avoid death, nor had he fled in fear of death. Since MPs Ishii and Shibata jointly proposed the "Japan Land Restoration Plan," and Ishii was already dead, Shibata, who did not flee death, naturally had no reason to escape alive.

The biggest impact of this matter on the two was that Shibata died right at the shop entrance; could it be someone trying to stir up trouble?

Unlike the two MPs Ishii and Shibata, the best way to kill Ishiwara and Mitsui was to send someone to assassinate them suddenly. As long as it wasn't such a straightforward method, whether using connections or playing tricks, both had ways to deal with it.

Since it was so chaotic outside, Ishiwara and Mitsui were in no hurry to leave. The two sat in the shop discussing industrial layout and the division of labor in the industrial chain.

The concept of the industrial chain had been discussed by Ishiwara and Mitsui when they met He Rui. Although the Mitsui Conglomerate did not have the economic concepts of the 21st century, the so-called advanced level of the 21st century was also achieved relying on reality. He Rui couldn't create it, and Mitsui couldn't create it either.

The secret of Mitsui's success was to obtain a long-term price control advantage over resource products by relying on equity participation and shareholding of generally no more than 10% in upstream resource enterprises of the industrial chain as a lubricant; at the same time, with the help of a huge logistics and trade network, Mitsui further consolidated this advantage. Such a path was replicated to the maximum extent on the map of the Mitsui Empire, encompassing almost all imaginable industries from nuclear power plants to eggs.

Therefore, very few people knew that Mitsui influenced the world economy more and more widely through various hidden channels, especially China, separated by a strip of water—for example, the rare functional sugar industry. If Chinese enterprises had not caught up, the chess game laid by Mitsui seven years ago would have strangled the throat of 1.3 billion Chinese people's future healthy sugar consumption.

Whether it was crops, mineral resources, or consumer goods, whether raw materials, intermediate parts, or terminal commodities, in all production, trade, and logistics links, Mitsui played the role of a "behind-the-scenes promoter," pushing its subsidiary companies and affiliated enterprises to the front stage, constantly expanding markets, resources, and territories, seeking profit maximization, while hiding itself, very much like the king in a "Shadow Empire."

Mitsui's business strategy was to stand behind enterprises like a shadow, using its abundant capital, developed trade system, and occupied rich resources to promote the development of enterprises while infiltrating every corner of the world's micro-economy. The Mitsui Empire, hidden behind large and small enterprises by breaking up into parts, actually had its own set of "action logic"—resources, trade, finance, and information were the keywords. Looking at them one by one, the global trade network, the integration of industrial capital and financial capital, the logistics system characterized by comprehensive supply chain management, and the powerful information gathering system were exactly the key to the efficient operation of such a huge business empire.

Precisely because the Mitsui Conglomerate developed in this way, Mitsui Yasuki admired He Rui very much.

He Rui was not regarded as a soldier in Japan, although He Rui himself was indeed a soldier. In the eyes of most Japanese upper echelons, He Rui was an extremely outstanding scholar who could found a school of thought and systematically explain the world. This was also the reason why 'He Studies' could gradually be established in Japan.

Mitsui could vaguely feel that He Rui did not approve of his conglomerate's expansion method. If it were in China, this model would definitely be suppressed. But Mitsui did not feel surprised.

After all, those in power could not accept complete control of the situation by others. Like those long-established Japanese business families, the Mitsui family had a very clear positioning for itself; the Mitsui family would never jump out to guide Japan's future direction.

While Mitsui and Ishiwara were talking, the matter outside had been resolved. The patrol police didn't know that Mitsui and Ishiwara were in this shop in Akihabara. The patrol police were just acting according to their duties.
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Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the Japanese National Mobilization Bureau, straightened his uniform before walking towards the residence of retired Army General Tanaka Giichi. In front of the residence were several young men wearing student uniforms. From their proud expressions, it could be seen that they were proud of such attire, just as Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan was proud of his military uniform.

These people should be cadres of the 'Greater Japan Youth League.' In November 1910, the Imperial Military Reserve Association, long advocated by Tanaka Giichi, was established. This association organized reservists who had finished their active service, which could reduce the maintenance cost of the national army while widely disseminating the national will among the citizens (later, reservists were also included). At the beginning of its establishment, the association only targeted the Army; the Navy was added starting in 1914, finally perfecting the organization.

In 1924, taking advantage of the Great Kanto Earthquake, Tanaka Giichi founded the national youth organization "Greater Japan Youth League." With the foundation of the previous Reservist Association, the 'Greater Japan Youth League' had 2.5 million members since its establishment, becoming a powerful support base for Tanaka.

These young men were members of Tanaka Giichi's Youth League.

Facing Lieutenant General Nagata, the young men also showed sufficient respect and led Nagata into the gate of Tanaka Giichi's house. This was a small house with a tree planted in the small vestibule and only four rooms. Tanaka Giichi welcomed Lieutenant General Nagata in the main hall.

As soon as the two sat down, Tanaka Giichi asked about the two MPs, Ishii and Shibata. Nagata did not hide the news he had learned, because this matter also surprised Ishiwara quite a bit and even made him somewhat unhappy. But the instigator behind the scenes had a deep background, and even Nagata himself was unwilling to intervene.

Tanaka Giichi listened quietly to Nagata's narration. MP Shibata collapsed on the street. The patrol police examined the body and found no external injuries. At this time, the police chief of the Akihabara district arrived, examined the body, asked the people around, and learned that MP Shibata had not been attacked, so he ordered the body to be transported to the hospital.

When the body arrived at the hospital, a doctor was already waiting inside. In the morgue, the doctor didn't even unbutton the clothes; he just looked and wrote the conclusion 'sudden death due to heart failure' on the report.

After listening to the simple introduction, Tanaka Giichi didn't speak, but just poured tea for Nagata. But Tanaka Giichi's heart was not as calm as on the surface.

Five days had passed since then, and there were no reports in the newspapers. Except for big shots like Tanaka Giichi and Nagata Tetsuzan, no one could get more news. The deaths of two members of the House of Representatives did not trigger any movement, as if they had never existed in the world.

After the two finished the first cup of tea, Tanaka Giichi spoke, "Nagata-kun, there is a saying about Shina among the upper echelon recently. I wonder if Nagata-kun has heard of it."

Nagata answered calmly as if he had never heard of it, "Please enlighten me, Your Excellency."

Tanaka Giichi poured tea again before continuing, "Some say that whoever can restore trade with China can become the Prime Minister."

Nagata Tetsuzan had heard such a statement, but until now he didn't know who released the rumor, or even whether someone deliberately said it or if it was a thought vaguely felt by many people in their hearts. After all, reality had made the Japanese upper echelon with a little brain clearly and thoroughly understand the importance of the Chinese market to Japan.

However, Nagata didn't respond but waited for Tanaka Giichi to continue. The importance of the Chinese market to Japan was very clear, but Tanaka Giichi's thoughts could not be determined. After all, everyone knew how hard Tanaka Giichi had pushed the view that 'Manchuria and Mongolia are the Empire's lifeline,' and Tanaka Giichi had not given up on achieving something politically.

Tanaka Giichi continued, "Nagata-kun, who do you think is suitable to negotiate with China at present?"

"Which one does Your Excellency fancy?" Nagata asked.

Tanaka Giichi smiled, revealing his teeth stained yellow-brown from too much smoking. "I wonder how Nagata-kun evaluates Ishiwara-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan knew Tanaka Giichi was probing him because Tanaka Giichi could never be on the same path as Ishiwara Kanji. So Nagata asked, "Your Excellency, I wonder if the associations in the countryside have heard of the 'Japan Land Restoration Proposal'?"

Tanaka Giichi was slightly stunned and did not answer immediately. In a flash, he somewhat understood that Nagata Tetsuzan, the young leader of the Control Faction, was probing the thoughts of the Imperial Way Faction represented by Tanaka Giichi. Since Nagata asked, Tanaka Giichi answered readily, "The Greater Japan Youth League does not know about this proposal."

Nagata suppressed the hatred rising in him and said calmly, "Does no one in the Youth League know about this matter?"

Tanaka Giichi did not answer immediately, very dissatisfied with Nagata's attitude in his heart. Although dissatisfied, Tanaka Giichi knew very well that with Nagata Tetsuzan's intelligence, he would definitely not be so shallow as to provoke like this. Tanaka Giichi asked, "Does Nagata-kun think young people will be bewitched by such a proposal?"

This sentence made Nagata understand Tanaka Giichi's unease, so he replied, "Your Excellency, the value of this proposal lies in pointing out a possibility of creating Japan's internal market, while restoring trade relations with China is restoring the external market. I wonder what the cadres of the Youth League think about this?"

After speaking, Nagata drank tea seemingly calmly, but in fact, he was secretly observing Tanaka Giichi's reaction. Nagata was a member of the Control Faction and was not on the same path as the Imperial Way Faction. In the eyes of the Control Faction, the so-called Imperial Way Faction was just a radical populist group. Radical groups in these years were divided into two factions. Those from rural backgrounds were the Imperial Way Faction, and those from urban backgrounds were anarchists.

Marxists and socialists were not classified as 'radicals' by the military or judicial departments but were classified as targets to be struck. For example, in 1911, Japan executed more than a dozen people including the Marxist Kotoku Shusui on charges of 'conspiring to assassinate the Emperor.' On September 16, 1923, Osugi Sakae, the recognized successor of Kotoku Shusui, along with his wife and nephew, were killed together at the Kempeitai Headquarters in Tokyo. The charge was inciting riots.

This also triggered the assassination attempt on Crown Prince Hirohito by Namba Daisuke, an admirer of Osugi Sakae and son of MP Namba, on December 27, 1923. Hirohito was lucky not to be injured. afterwards, the Kempeitai tortured Namba Daisuke for a year but still couldn't make him confess. Finally, they could only fabricate a confession statement for Namba Daisuke and then execute him.

These people were considered by the military or judicial and Kempeitai departments as people to be eliminated. As for the supporters of the Imperial Way Faction, they were just populist groups not even qualified for such an evaluation.

In Tanaka Giichi's view, the Control Faction were worthless guys, but Nagata possessed abilities that the Imperial Way Faction did not have. For example, the Imperial Way Faction could never persuade the He Rui regime to restore trade with Japan no matter what. Although the Imperial Way Faction lacked land and needed land very much, they didn't even have the ability to analyze how to carry out land reform.

"Nagata-kun, do you think the Imperial Way Faction will support land reform?" Tanaka Giichi probed.

Nagata didn't hide anything. "Whether they support it or not is not important. The Youth League will only listen to Your Excellency Tanaka's land plan. I really want to know if Your Excellency Tanaka wants to develop domestic demand."

This question stumped Tanaka Giichi. Tanaka Giichi had been the Minister of War, and his knowledge was not bad. But Tanaka Giichi himself did not understand economics. His understanding of the domestic market was very vague, and his latest cognition was learned from the proposal of the two murdered MPs.

After reading it, Tanaka Giichi felt an impulse arising in his heart. His previous views on rural areas were all based on politics. From an economic perspective, Japan's rural areas were actually such a huge market, and Tanaka Giichi, who had huge influence in rural areas, might control such a force.

But the killing of the two MPs made Tanaka feel danger. These two MPs were not socialists, and their original stance was even very conservative. There was no need to kill such people; at least in the eyes of the Imperial Way Faction, such MPs, even if not completely innocent, at least didn't deserve to die.

But these two MPs were killed just like that. Then if Tanaka Giichi wanted to gain benefits by promoting land reform, what would be his fate?

Tanaka Giichi turned the topic back to the beginning. "Nagata-kun, if Ishiwara-kun is not suitable to negotiate with Shina, do you have any recommended candidates?"

Nagata didn't believe Tanaka Giichi really wanted to negotiate with the He Rui government, and Nagata didn't even believe Ishiwara Kanji could successfully negotiate the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade with He Rui. The current situation couldn't be clearer: Japan absolutely couldn't make concessions, and since Japan couldn't make concessions, He Rui wouldn't be satisfied.

So Nagata continued to probe, "I wonder if Your Excellency Tanaka is interested in shouldering this heavy burden. Your Excellency's status and influence are enough to represent Japan."

Tanaka Giichi was really a bit unhappy. His purpose in inviting Nagata was not to shoulder that heavy burden, but to consider whether he could achieve something in the increasingly turbulent situation in Japan. To be specific about a possibility, that would be Tanaka Giichi serving as Prime Minister after the current government steps down.

If it were another situation, Tanaka Giichi might have waited a bit longer. But Japan's current situation was already very bad. If someone else served as Prime Minister, the Japanese economy would only continue to deteriorate. At this stage, the Greater Japan Youth League that Tanaka Giichi relied on had already begun to show division. Once the Japanese economy truly collapsed, this force would disintegrate on its own. Tanaka Giichi's previous efforts would be greatly discounted, or even possibly end without result.

This was 2.5 million people after all; if he couldn't make good use of them, Tanaka Giichi was unwilling.

Nagata roughly understood Tanaka Giichi's thoughts at this time, so he asked frankly, "What are Your Excellency's economic views?"

Tanaka Giichi was prepared and immediately began to narrate. Half an hour later, Nagata took his leave, feeling quite regretful in his heart. Such a figure as Tanaka Giichi had a very shallow understanding of economics. Just such a character wanted to be Prime Minister; Tanaka Giichi was indeed worthy of being the heir of the Choshu Domain.

Of course, if it were before, Tanaka Giichi himself indeed had a chance. But now it was an era where 'He Studies' was almost becoming a prominent study. The political economy proposed by He Rui could indeed explain most political problems very effectively. Tanaka Giichi had fallen far behind the current Japanese elites. He wasn't even as good as the two murdered MPs.

But Tanaka Giichi's restlessness also reminded Nagata Tetsuzan that figures who wanted to take advantage of the chaos to seek positions saw an opportunity. With such a dismal economic situation, the Prime Minister would likely encounter a cabinet toppling. Although Nagata himself couldn't be Prime Minister, Nagata must also launch his own candidate. The 'rumor' Tanaka Giichi first relayed was actually very reasonable. Whoever could restore Sino-Japanese trade now could be the Prime Minister.

Thinking of this, Nagata got into the car. Relaying Tanaka Giichi's actions to Your Excellency Saionji would be a very good gift for the Seiyukai led by Saionji. Nagata could also ask Saionji about his views on the Prime Minister candidate along the way.

No sooner said than done, Nagata ordered the driver, "Go to Your Excellency Saionji's place."
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Saionji Kinmochi was in such a bad mood that he almost didn't want to see Nagata Tetsuzan. But in the end, Saionji ordered the servant to invite Nagata in. After the servant left with the order, Saionji stood up and walked to the window with his hands behind his back.

The killing of two MPs was not a rare thing in Japan. In recent years, there had been killings of MPs and Prime Ministers. Even the Crown Prince had encountered an assassination attempt. The fanatic Namba Daisuke shouted 'Long live the revolution' and fired continuously at Hirohito's car with a pistol. The bullets broke the window glass, and Hirohito was nearly hit. If the surrounding crowd hadn't rushed forward and tackled Namba Daisuke, preventing him from continuing to shoot, perhaps Namba Daisuke could have achieved the goal of assassinating Hirohito.

Since then, Hirohito had strengthened the guards and would not go out unless absolutely necessary, becoming a 'self-imprisoned' person.

Saionji Kinmochi did not think Namba Daisuke had any purpose other than assassination because Namba Daisuke never thought he would survive from the beginning. But what the people who killed the two MPs hoped for was different from Namba Daisuke; they wanted to build an atmosphere of terror by killing these two people.

From a certain perspective, their goal might have been achieved. The two MPs died silently, proving that no one else was willing to risk being killed to continue promoting land reform in Japan. At least not now.

Footsteps sounded, and Nagata appeared at the door. Saionji turned around. "Nagata-kun, I wonder what brings you here?" Saionji actually wanted to hear Nagata report who the murderer was because Saionji wanted to see someone dare to confront such atrocities.

Nagata saluted Saionji before saying, "Your Excellency, there is a rumor recently that whoever can restore Sino-Japanese trade can become the Prime Minister."

Saionji was somewhat surprised. In his view, Nagata obviously wouldn't believe such rumors. Sure enough, Nagata continued, "Your Excellency, the spread of such unrealistic statements only proves that people's minds are unstable."

Saionji felt Nagata's urgency. The current Japan had neither a long-term national policy nor a short-term direction, falling into a dilemma where no future could be seen. Originally, as a *Genrō*, Saionji wanted to watch the situation develop further, but now it was time for Saionji to take action. Saionji asked, "Nagata-kun, with the strength of the Imperial Army, if there is a war with China, as the Director of the Mobilization Bureau, what suggestions would you have?"

Nagata Tetsuzan answered immediately, "Your Excellency, I will do everything possible to prevent this war."

This answer was very rational, but Saionji was not satisfied with it. "Nagata-kun, if the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is restored, at least pressure must be maintained on China. To what extent should this pressure be?"

"Your Excellency, the real pressure on the Empire is domestic. The Imperial Way Faction has already begun to seek power. If they are allowed to seize power, it would be better to maintain the Anglo-Japanese Alliance."

Saionji Kinmochi knew what Nagata was talking about. The 'Greater Japan Youth League' that Tanaka Giichi relied on at present was not a tightly organized group, and internal news could easily be obtained. If these 2.5 million people with voting rights participated in the election, it would indeed be a very huge force. However, the Imperial Way Faction hated the election system very much, and a considerable part of them refused to organize to gain power through elections.

"Nagata-kun, did Tanaka talk to you?" Saionji asked.

Nagata did not hide anything and told Saionji about his meeting with Tanaka. Listening to the process, Saionji looked down on Tanaka in his heart. A large number of people seemed like power, but the interests sought by so many people must be huge. Tanaka Giichi seemed to have huge influence, but he didn't come up with a program to realize these people's demands. In this respect, Tanaka Giichi was even far inferior to the two assassinated MPs. Or rather, the people who assassinated the two MPs knew guys like Tanaka Giichi very well. To quote a Chinese saying, people like Tanaka Giichi belonged to the category of 'cherishing one's life when doing great things, forgetting one's life when seeing small profits.'

The Imperial Way Faction was mainly rural-based. Tanaka Giichi didn't even need to create any political views; he just needed to take the proposal of the two MPs and use it. That was a claimed 2.5 million members; adding the relatives and friends around these people, any bill could be passed.

Nagata asked Tanaka very frankly, 'The Youth League will only listen to Your Excellency Tanaka's land plan.' Judging from Tanaka's answer, this guy Tanaka Giichi chickened out. In Saionji's view, once Japan's domestic demand construction was completed, wouldn't it be easy for Tanaka Giichi to become Prime Minister with such political achievements?

Since Tanaka was such a coward, Saionji completely gave up on Tanaka. "Nagata-kun, if you are asked to go to China, how would you consider it?"

Nagata himself didn't want to meet He Rui at all. "Your Excellency, the timing is not ripe at present. If it's just an ordinary meeting, why care so much about He Rui? If you really want to probe, I heard that the Manchu Qing Little Emperor has been driven out of the imperial palace and is now in Tianjin. How about inviting him to visit Japan?"

Saionji didn't expect Nagata to propose such a suggestion. When he first heard it, he felt it was a bit absurd, but after thinking about it, he felt it was very interesting. Finally, he couldn't help praising, "Indeed, it can be considered."

The Manchu Qing Little Emperor the two talked about naturally referred to Pu Yi. On February 12, 1912, Empress Dowager Longyu held court and issued the "Abdication Edict" in the name of the Empress Dowager, and Pu Yi abdicated. The Republic government negotiated with the Qing court, retaining many favorable conditions for the royal family, promising to pay the Qing court 4 million silver yuan annually (changed to 4 million yuan after the new currency was issued), and agreeing that Pu Yi could temporarily live in the Forbidden City, historically known as the "Little Court of the Abdicated Qing."

Japanese people did things as soon as they said it. The Spring Festival of 1925 was on January 24. On January 23, Japanese personnel came to visit Pu Yi. Pu Yi was born in 1906, so he was considered 19 years old after the New Year. This young man could finally live in the world outside the imperial palace, and he felt good in his heart.

Especially seeing that the people from Japan actually requested an audience with the etiquette of treating a noble person, he was even happier.

However, Japan's influence in China had declined a lot at present. Any Chinese who had a concept of Japan still considered Japan an important country in East Asia, but only an important country defeated by China.

So Pu Yi kept a straight face and didn't give the Japanese people a good look. Japan was a country with very clear hierarchy, and having been recently defeated by China, the visitors showed no resistance to Pu Yi's reaction, but instead became more respectful. This made Pu Yi secretly happy.

Hearing the news that the Japanese visitors wanted to invite Pu Yi to study at a university in Japan, Pu Yi became even more excited. If he hadn't seen the faces of the 'subjects' who continued to follow him, Pu Yi would have wanted to agree immediately.

Although in the palace, Pu Yi's education had not been left behind. In addition to the Four Books and Five Classics and 'knowledge of governing the country,' Pu Yi also learned English, French, Japanese, geography, history, physics, chemistry, and other knowledge. He was not completely ignorant of everything happening outside.

After the Japanese envoy left, Pu Yi kept a few of his most loyal subjects. Sitting at the head was Pu Yi's teacher Chen Baochen, who immediately expressed his view, "Your Majesty, the Japanese want to use Your Majesty; you must not be fooled!"

Pu Yi could understand Teacher Chen Baochen's meaning but didn't take it seriously. "Teacher, although He Rui is of the Beiyang lineage, he went to Japan to study as a Qing student. I go to Japan to study, not to borrow Japan's power, but just to attend military academy, and after graduation, go to Japan's best university, Tokyo Imperial University, to continue my studies. He Rui was about my age when he went to Japan to study; am I really inferior to him?"

Chen Baochen heard Pu Yi say this and knew that Pu Yi's words came from the heart. For a moment, he didn't know how to make Pu Yi understand that this was impossible. He could only look at the other 'subjects.' Instead, the other subjects did not have such a firm attitude as Chen Baochen; judging from their appearance, they quite wanted to use the Japanese.

And Pu Yi's other teacher, Reginald Johnston, spoke up, "Your Majesty, if you want to study abroad, why not go to Britain to study?"

This Johnston was British. In February 1919, he went to Beijing and began his career as an "Imperial Tutor." Johnston was the first and last foreigner with the title of "Imperial Tutor" in the thousands of years of Chinese imperial history. Johnston was a man with profound Sinology skills and scholarly accomplishments. He read extensively in classics, history, philosophy, and literature, and liked Chinese classical poetry and the way of tea drinking. He wrote a large number of works on Chinese issues, such as *Buddhist China*, *Lion and Dragon in Northern China*, *Confucianism and Modern China*, etc.

Johnston had a great influence on Pu Yi. Hearing Johnston's suggestion, Pu Yi felt that studying in Britain was indeed not bad.

However, the expressions of the other veterans changed. Zheng Xiaoxu immediately expressed opposition, "He Rui drove Your Majesty out of the Forbidden City. If Your Majesty goes to Britain again, thousands of miles away, wouldn't it be following He Rui's wish! Your Majesty, this subject thinks it is better to go to Japan!"

Zheng Xiaoxu had always wanted to revive the Manchu Qing, but Zheng Xiaoxu was very calm. When Zhang Xun restored the monarchy, Zheng Xiaoxu thought Zhang Xun's set was fundamentally a farce and didn't participate at all. Afterwards, Zheng Xiaoxu had been in contact with Japan. However, after Japan was actually defeated, they didn't contact Zheng Xiaoxu much, and Zheng Xiaoxu also felt Japan was somewhat unreliable. But with Pu Yi driven out of the capital, Zheng Xiaoxu had to consider cooperating with Japan.

Seeing the situation like this, Chen Baochen couldn't help but recall the scene when he met Pu Yi outside the palace last year. At that time, seeing Chen Baochen, Pu Yi burst into tears and said: "I have no face to see my ancestors!" The sorrow made Chen Baochen shed tears as well.

However, young people are young people after all. Leaving the cage-like Forbidden City and arriving in Tianjin where fresh things were everywhere, Pu Yi quickly adapted. Now he wanted to run abroad to study. Chen Baochen felt he couldn't let 'Your Majesty' be used by others. He said impassionedly, "Does Your Majesty still remember the matter between this subject and Your Majesty outside the palace?"

Pu Yi was stunned, recalling the sorrowful situation at that time.

Chen Baochen hurriedly continued to narrate the matter at that time, "At that time, this subject advised Your Majesty not to be sad. Since ancient times, has there ever been a dynasty that did not perish? And my Great Qing reached today's state not because of loss of virtue and usurpation, and Your Majesty is not a ruler who lost the country. Your Majesty is still young and knowledgeable; in the future, you should become the President of the Republic. At that time, wouldn't you be able to comfort the ancestors?"

The faces of the people around Pu Yi changed a bit at that time. Zheng Xiaoxu immediately questioned, "Does Lord Chen want Your Majesty to be an official under He Rui?"

Chen Baochen knew that this group of people would think so. Although annoyed in his heart, he still answered as calmly as possible, "Although He Rui is young, he is crafty and cunning. If Your Majesty goes abroad, He Rui will never stop it. Although the world today has gradually stabilized, it is not without twists and turns. What Your Majesty needs to do now is to accumulate prestige and wait for changes. If you go abroad, you will definitely be seen as relying on foreign forces. When the time comes, Your Majesty is far away from the country; how can you convince the people?"

Zheng Xiaoxu immediately retorted, "Japan and China are separated only by a strip of water. As long as we frequently publish Your Majesty's recent status in the newspapers—what school attended, how the studies are, how the grades are—the nationals will naturally have expectations for Your Majesty. If staying in the country, controlled by He Rui, what can be done?"

Chen Baochen did not continue the debate. As a Manchu Qing official, he had participated in many major events and had experienced ups and downs, so he had long known how formidable He Rui was. In Chen Baochen's view, Pu Yi was just of average talent and could not be compared with He Rui at all. So everything that should be said had been said; if it was just studying abroad, it wouldn't be good or bad.

At this time, Pu Yi lost his initial excitement and began to be suspicious instead. After all, a 19-year-old young man who had never left the small place of the Imperial Palace felt uneasy just thinking that he might be used by others.

When the conversation ended, Chen Baochen left Pu Yi's residence. After walking a block, he saw several large carts for transporting things parked at the door of Xu Shichang's house. It should be that Xu Shichang, the current Director of the National Archives, was preparing to move.

This made Chen Baochen angry. He simply went straight forward. He happened to meet Xu Shichang directing servants to move several boxes of books out at the door. Chen Baochen stepped forward and said, "Lord Xu, since we parted the day before yesterday, Brother Xu is even more majestic! Bullying an ignorant child, Brother Xu has good means!"

Seeing Chen Baochen, Xu Shichang also felt a little embarrassed in his heart. He simply said, "Brother Chen, sit inside."

After the Political Consultative Conference in 1924, Beiping was no longer the capital. It was just that the infrastructure of the new capital had not yet been completed, so the central government temporarily stayed in Beiping. Considering that after moving the capital, keeping such a nest of people in Beiping would only be looking for trouble, He Rui ordered the former Qing officials in the government to notify Pu Yi.

The person responsible for this matter was Xu Shichang, Director of the National Archives. What a smart person Xu Shichang was; he immediately understood what he should do. He went to visit very politely and only informed the other party of two things during the talk: moving the capital and Xu Shichang serving as the Director of the National Archives. After that, Xu Shichang took his leave.

Chen Baochen snorted and walked inside. The two sat down in the main hall, and Xu Shichang sighed, "Brother Chen, those people didn't teach the Emperor well."

As Pu Yi's teacher, hearing this counter-accusation, Chen Baochen was truly unhappy. But Xu Shichang was right. Chen Baochen sighed and actually didn't know what to say.
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Xu Shichang took pride in his origin as a *Jinshi* [successful candidate in the highest imperial exams], but not in his status as a Manchu Qing official. Facing his former colleague Chen Baochen, Xu Shichang only felt slightly ashamed for 'bullying a child,' but didn't think he had done anything wrong.

To Xu Shichang's surprise, Chen Baochen didn't say much about this matter. Instead, he asked, "Brother Xu, if the Emperor goes abroad to study, is it better to go to Japan or Britain?"

Xu Shichang didn't know that Pu Yi had received an invitation to study in Japan; he thought Pu Yi was preparing to study abroad. In Xu Shichang's view, Pu Yi staying in the country was a disaster, and he would inevitably be used by others if he went abroad. For a moment, he didn't know how to answer.

Looking at Xu Shichang's appearance, Chen Baochen was actually very angry in his heart. Although he was angry at Xu Shichang for acting mercilessly, he was more angry at the people around Pu Yi for deliberately playing dumb.

Any official of the Great Qing would understand upon hearing Xu Shichang say 'moving the capital' that the other party was waiting for Pu Yi in the palace to immediately request to leave the imperial palace. Chen Baochen didn't believe that the people around Pu Yi didn't know; they pretended not to know just thinking they could drag it out. The result was being kicked out of the Forbidden City without any dignity.

And Xu Shichang had also made a decision at this time. He stood up and said, "Brother Chen, I am preparing luggage for going south, so I really can't chat more with Brother Chen. As for which country to study in, why don't we talk while walking?"

Chen Baochen could only stand up and follow Xu Shichang out. Xu Shichang said, "As long as the Emperor completes his studies abroad on time and returns to the country afterwards, going to either Japan or Britain is fine. It just depends on whether the cost of studying abroad can be afforded."

At this time, the two had already walked to the door, and Chen Baochen bid farewell to Xu Shichang. Walking on the road back to his residence, Chen Baochen felt that this suggestion was truly insightful. If Pu Yi stayed in the country, he certainly wouldn't learn any real skills; only by going abroad could he receive the best education in the world. But if Pu Yi still stayed abroad after completing his studies, he would be used by others.

But Chen Baochen himself didn't want to go abroad to study with Pu Yi, nor did he know how the people around Pu Yi would instigate Pu Yi after leaving China. But on second thought, Chen Baochen felt that He Rui might not agree to Pu Yi studying abroad. Then he felt he was worrying too much.

Chen Baochen indeed worried too much; He Rui had never had any interest in Pu Yi himself. On New Year's Eve, He Rui received 40 young people from Burma.

Among this group of Burmese youths, 11 were monks, and 29 came from various places. Local men in Burma would become monks in their teens, and after a period of time, they would return to secular life. Over time, becoming a monk became something like a coming-of-age ceremony locally. Many locals tacitly agreed that only those who had become monks could be considered adults.

The origins of this group of people varied, most of them from the central plains of Burma, and all had received education. They knew that a revolution had broken out in China, defeated Japan, and hanged a large number of foreign invaders within China.

Before arriving in Beiping, these Burmese revolutionary youths went to Shanghai and visited two former British warships being repaired at the Jiangnan Shipyard after being captured by China.

After meeting He Rui, the first question the Burmese youths asked was, 'Is China willing to support the Burmese revolution?'

In 1885, France and Burma signed a secret treaty of cooperation against Britain, making Britain determined to destroy Burma. Britain launched the Third Anglo-Burmese War, sent troops to capture the Burmese capital Mandalay in December 1885, captured King Thibaw and the Queen of Burma, and announced on January 1, 1886, that Upper Burma was incorporated into British India, completing the annexation of the entire Burma.

Up to now, Burma had been annexed by Britain for 39 years. Although the Burmese royal family perished, the resistance of the Burmese people was not eliminated but became more intense due to Britain's direct colonial oppression.

Hearing the Burmese youths' question, He Rui answered decisively, "We will definitely support the just struggle of the Burmese people."

These Burmese youths were full of joy. They had met with Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu before coming and received the same answer. But on the way to Beiping, seeing that China was so vast, their expectations for China became stronger.

The background of these Burmese youths was not low; they also came from families with status locally. While the youths were happy, some people's expressions showed uneasiness. Finally, someone raised the second question, "What happens after the Chinese army enters Burma to fight?"

After the question was asked, the venue immediately became silent. Although the Burmese youths knew that this question was actually very impolite, they were indeed worried about this matter. Before coming, the youths had discussed various possibilities. One situation everyone was somewhat worried about was whether China would annex Burma like Britain after driving away the British. So even knowing it was impolite, they had to raise this question in front of the Chinese leader.

The participating Chinese officials felt very unhappy after hearing this question. Sending troops to Burma to help locals drive away the British required huge investment, yet they were thought by the Burmese to be taking the opportunity to annex Burma. What kind of thing was this?

But seeing a smile appear on He Rui's face, the comrades felt they might be worrying too much. He Rui wasn't angry, so there was even less need for them to be so agitated.

He Rui was really not angry. That the Burmese youths dared to ask this showed that they were indeed prepared for comprehensive cooperation with China. Since the other party's attitude of cooperation was so sincere, He Rui laughed, "We are going to help Burma restore independence. Once the Burmese people drive away the British colonialists, we will withdraw our troops. Everyone doesn't need to worry about China invading Burma. I can tell everyone clearly now that China will not change the Sino-Burmese border line."

Most Burmese youths breathed a sigh of relief. Seeing that some people were still uneasy, He Rui continued, "China will spend its own money to help the Burmese people drive away the British colonialists. Everyone doesn't need to worry about us making any monetary demands on Burma. Because helping Burma is helping China. We will require the Burmese Revolutionary Army to cooperate with us, and both sides should get along in a friendly manner. We will not require the Burmese Revolutionary Army to fight under our command."

Hearing what He Rui said, the doubts in the hearts of the Burmese youths were answered. Saya, the leader of these 40 people, stood up immediately. He was still a monk at this time, wearing a monk's robe. Saya held up one hand and greeted He Rui with a monk's salute, "Respected Your Excellency Chairman He, we are willing to fully cooperate with the Chinese troops to fight the British!"

Other Burmese youths also stood up hurriedly to pay respect to He Rui. He Rui invited the youths to sit down and talked about building training camps on the Chinese border. "...We hope that Burmese revolutionary youths can help us complete the transportation line together to ensure that Chinese supplies enter Burma from the Yunnan border and are sent to the plains through the mountains. You will cooperate with the comrades of the Southwest Bureau on these tasks. Also, if everyone has considerations for the future of Burma, you can send people to work in our government in Yunnan, China, to see how we govern the country."

Hearing this, only Saya and two other Burmese youths seemed very interested. The focus of other youths was on future military struggles.

The conversation time was not very long. After all, the purpose of He Rui inviting these Burmese youths was to have a face-to-face talk on major issues. Specific issues were naturally the responsibility of the Southwest Bureau.

After the meeting ended, He Rui ordered people to send a telegram to the Southwest Bureau, '...Strengthen the education of Burmese revolutionary youths, especially education on organizing local Burmese governments. If Burmese revolutionaries only know how to fight but not how to build a government, even if they drive away the British, it will only plunge Burma into civil war. At that time, if the British counterattack, Burma is very likely to be ruled by Britain again. And our efforts will be wasted.'

After receiving the Burmese revolutionary youths, He Rui went to various departments in Beiping that continued to work on New Year's Eve. Army, police, fire, electricity—he visited them all. This was an annual routine inspection that started as early as the Northeast period.

Like before, seeing He Rui come personally, these frontline staff members were very excited. Comrades rushed to shake hands with He Rui, and the atmosphere was very warm.

During the New Year, one naturally had to rest. The government was on holiday until the 7th day of the first lunar month before starting work. He Rui didn't have so much rest time. Because Jiangxi and Sichuan were liberated, and huge raw material production areas besides the Bayan Obo Mine in Inner Mongolia were obtained, new production processes naturally had to be built. He Rui had only seen relevant processes and could only dictate them. Even so, he was busy enough.

He Rui had always admired the attitude of the older generation of Chinese scientists, such as Mr. Xu Guangxian, the father of the rare earth purification process. In the 1970s, Professor Xu Guangxian created the cascade extraction theory and established the optimization parameter calculation method for the rare earth cascade extraction process. Combined with computer technology, he also established the static parameter design and dynamic simulation calculation technology for the cascade extraction process, realizing the 'one-step scale-up' from process design parameters to industrial-scale production applications.

It was the development of this set of technology that made China gradually become the world's most advanced rare earth production power. And this set of technology could be fully realized even in the present of 1925.

Of course, current rare earths could not be applied to the semiconductor industry because the world's most advanced laboratories could not smelt the monocrystalline silicon needed for semiconductors. Even though He Rui invited German experts, the progress was still slow. However, the application field of rare earths was not only the semiconductor field; one very important field was rare earth permanent magnets.

The application of rare earth permanent magnets in 21st-century China was various electric vehicles. In 1925, rare earth permanent magnets were of great significance to current internal combustion engines and had to be prioritized. He Rui could only race against time to popularize these half-understood technical processes. The rest depended on whether China's current R&D departments had the ability to execute according to the brand-new R&D system model.

It wasn't until the 4th day of the first lunar month that He Rui finished the meetings. As a result, he received a report that day that Japan invited Pu Yi to study in Japan.

He Rui didn't care at all after seeing this news; he just replied, "Pu Yi is now a citizen of the Republic; he has the right to study abroad."

After speaking, He Rui put this matter behind him.
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On the 7th day of the first lunar month, Premier Wu Youping went to work. From the 1st to the 6th day, Wu Youping did only one thing: sleep. Every day he was either sleeping or nursing his health to prepare for sleep. The moment he entered the office on the 7th day, Wu Youping felt as if everything had become somewhat unfamiliar.

"Happy New Year, Premier Wu." The secretary was already waiting in the office. Seeing Wu Youping come in, he greeted him. But as soon as the greeting ended, the secretary looked a bit surprised.

Wu Youping asked, "What's wrong?"

"...The Premier looks very healthy," the secretary replied.

Wu Youping was stunned; he didn't expect the secretary to say that. But his body did feel very good at this moment, very different from the feeling in the past few years, and he even had a feeling of his youth.

Am I really old? Wu Youping couldn't help feeling a bit melancholic.

This couldn't be blamed on Wu Youping. After all, in this era where people were buried up to their necks in yellow earth at fifty, the thirty-year-old Wu Youping was indeed 'not young.' But this melancholy mood was dispelled by work after just a moment. The moment Wu Youping sat at his desk, reports drowned him.

The Republic's development plan was formulated by the Central Committee of the Civilization Party based on the current internal and external situation, and the Premier's job was to complete this plan. For the Premier of a major country, he could never do everything himself. What Wu Youping could see were only various reports and explanations for the reports. As for whether he could understand what happened based on these reports and explanations, it depended on the Premier's personal level.

Handling the work in the Northeast region was very easy for Wu Youping, and it took the shortest time. Because Wu Youping had traveled all over the Northeast. Just by closing his eyes, the general appearance of the 3 million square kilometers of land in the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia could appear in Wu Youping's mind.

Coupled with Wu Youping's sufficient practical local work experience and understanding of the organizational structure, Wu Youping could discover anomalies from the data. Combined with relevant reports, Wu Youping could roughly understand what happened on that land and provide guiding ideas for the problems encountered by the governors of the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia.

Therefore, Wu Youping looked forward very much to traveling around the country. In the eyes of laymen, Wu Youping's travel was called leadership inspection. That was really surrounded by crowds, very imposing. But in Wu Youping's view, he just knew the local terrain, went deep into the fields, talked with those laborers, understood their productivity level, and naturally had an intuitive understanding of the local economic data.

As for going deep into factories and mines, it was to have an understanding of their production capacity based on the number of equipment and technical content. These were all work needs and had nothing to do with whether Wu Youping himself was majestic or not.

But the current situation indeed did not give Wu Youping such an opportunity. Even the closest visit would have to wait until after the third lunar month. At that time, economic work would have been arranged, and all localities would enter a production state to begin completing this year's economic work.

However, Wu Youping could still hold on because Xu Jia, who was in charge of personnel work, and the heads of various ministries and commissions were the best choices at present. With them, many tasks could be completed smoothly, especially the evaluation of cadres at all levels; Xu Jia did an excellent job.

The core work of the First Five-Year Plan was education and employment. On the first day after the Spring Festival, Wu Youping spent his time on reports in these two aspects.

Before getting off work, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong arrived at Wu Youping's office. The Fujian accent in Zhuang Jiaxiong's Mandarin had become fainter and fainter. He first placed a bag of tea from his hometown in front of Wu Youping, and then said, "Old Wu, the plan for bicycles to the countryside has been formulated. Have you arranged the public security work over there?"

As an old classmate, Zhuang Jiaxiong liked to call Wu Youping 'Old Wu' when there were only the two of them. Wu Youping didn't mind being called Old Wu because he also called Zhuang Jiaxiong 'Old Zhuang.' But public security issues were not under Wu Youping's jurisdiction, but under the Ministry of Public Security under the State Council.

Asking the secretary to brew the tea, Wu Youping laughed, "Old Zhuang, how is the production capacity of your locks?"

"Don't worry, the report has been submitted. I've seen the sample; it fully conforms to the design of the U-lock provided by the Chairman. We can already mass-produce it here." Speaking of this, Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Sigh... that lock is really sturdy, and imitation is not easy... Public morality is not what it used to be!"

Wu Youping had long lost his unhappiness about this and comforted Zhuang Jiaxiong instead, "A bicycle is a big item. So many people will use bicycles and tricycles to carry goods. Once lost, it might even cause loss of life! It's not like such things haven't happened."

As an engineering student graduated from Tangshan Railway Official School, Zhuang Jiaxiong had strong expectations for order. He was also a Fujian native. Although the mountain bandits in Fujian were not as famous as the *huzi* in the Northeast and the *xiangma* in Shandong, for Fujian people, they really had enough of the plague of these bandits.

Now the letters from Zhuang Jiaxiong's hometown said that every county had a battalion of light infantry responsible for bandit suppression. After land reform, land and tea gardens were distributed, and public security was basically no problem.

But stealing bicycles was a public security issue, and troops couldn't be used to crack down on it. In the Northeast, people had indeed died because of bicycle theft. Now that China was unified, such things would only increase, but they couldn't be completely avoided yet. This made Zhuang Jiaxiong's mood inevitably low. He asked, "Old Wu, now some comrades think we should carry out large-scale construction to improve the people's living standards as soon as possible. What do you think?"

"I listen to the Chairman on this matter. The Chairman said that after the masses received the land, they were already engaged in production within their capabilities to increase output. After all, it concerns whether they themselves will starve. What we need to do now is to rest and recuperate, not to use labor."

As Wu Youping spoke, he saw that Zhuang Jiaxiong's expression didn't quite agree with this. So Wu Youping changed his wording, "Now the government is not idle, but even busier. The level of cadres determines local development. The government is currently strengthening training under the new management model. This is training engineers in economic management. You must understand that three years may not necessarily be enough."

Zhuang Jiaxiong had to nod. The cycle of educating engineers was not short, not to mention cultivating county-level governments into organizations with engineer capabilities. This was many engineer-level teams working together. Although the reasoning was easy to understand, facing such a situation, it was inevitable to expect immediate realization.

Wu Youping understood Zhuang Jiaxiong's mood very well, but Wu Youping fully trusted He Rui. He Rui had given a very clear and thorough explanation at the Central Committee, and the comrades could also understand. For the first three years, attention must be paid to rest and recuperation. After all, China's rural economy had been collapsing continuously for decades, and it was impossible to fully restore the economy in one year. It would really take three years for the people to have some products to trade.

Of course, the performance of some counties would indeed be outstanding. But the outstanding performance of a few places could not be taken as the performance of the whole of China. Sitting in the position of Premier, Wu Youping found that he had to rely on data for management, so data had to be analyzed before it could serve as a basis for judgment.

For example, a poor place full of gullies in Shaanxi might have tax revenue that was a fraction, or even a tenth, of a land of fish and rice in Jiangsu and Zhejiang. But if the economic development of this poor place was done well, increasing by 5% compared to previous years, while the land of fish and rice often found it difficult to increase by 1%. It was this poor place that should be praised, not the land of fish and rice.

This was the result of data management. Or rather, this was the perspective Wu Youping possessed thanks to his accumulated work experience.

Although Zhuang Jiaxiong was depressed for a while, he cheered up quickly. "By the way, is the government really preparing to provide car purchase loans to the public? I've read the plan provided by the Ministry of Finance, and the more I think about it, the more interesting it feels."

"Don't talk to me about this!" Wu Youping had a bit of a headache. This matter happened to involve a difficult point in Wu Youping's government construction work. With the current purchasing power of the people, buying a bicycle would definitely cost several years of savings, so the government provided special loans. In a sense, this was also 'eating next year's food this year.'

Operating such loans was already troublesome enough, but the current trouble was not the biggest problem. Wu Youping was also worried that some local governments might make such a model long-term if they didn't handle it well. After all, this method looked very good when submitting economic reports.

Wu Youping believed that there must be many muddled government leaders who, for the sake of political achievements, thought they could deceive the central government. That would be fun to watch. How to seek a balance between rapid economic development and healthy development was a very difficult job for the central government.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping couldn't help asking Zhuang Jiaxiong, "How is the vacuum tube factory?"

Unexpectedly, Zhuang Jiaxiong became spirited upon hearing this, even radiant. The previous depression was completely thrown to the nine heavens. "Old Wu, I absolutely don't believe that a Japanese military academy has that capability. I can only say the Chairman is too amazing. The vacuum tube computer he proposed stumped people, but now all technologies have been pushed to the point of near completion. Especially the architecture and logic gate circuit design, it's really too exquisite!"

Wu Youping was also a graduate of Tangshan Railway Official School after all, and he was very concerned about the research and development of vacuum tube computers. He could probably understand some terms and guess the meaning from the text. Although he hadn't engaged in industrial production these years and didn't feel as strongly about vacuum tube computers as Zhuang Jiaxiong, he still had the basic feeling.

The vacuum tube computer proposed by He Rui looked like a complex machine composed of tens of thousands of vacuum tubes, a large amount of wiring, switches, capacitors, various precision instruments, and rare earth magnetic drums. Mathematicians were responsible for designing operation modes, and engineers were responsible for adjustment and operation, calculating 30,000 times per second.

For Wu Youping, these complex devices were beyond his field of knowledge. The only thing Wu Youping could understand was that this computer looked like a set of machinery and equipment, but it was actually a concrete tool for mathematical understanding. Even if one wanted to know its principle, a large amount of mathematical knowledge was required.

However, as the Premier, Wu Youping no longer considered learning specific scientific content he didn't understand. He really didn't have the time. But once such equipment was applied in large quantities, provincial computing centers could reduce personnel significantly. Financially, it saved a lot of labor costs. In terms of efficiency, it greatly alleviated the difficulty of the central government's data-based management.

Zhuang Jiaxiong said extremely excitedly, "Once computers begin to become popular, industrial design efficiency will increase. Data that might have taken ten days or a month or two to calculate before may now only take a day or two. Work that we dared not calculate before can now be done freely. For example, the V-type engine for large tractors may now be completed ahead of schedule."

Hearing about the tractor engine, Wu Youping was also excited. The terrain in the Northeast was flat, very suitable for mechanized farming. But mechanized farming required large tractors. China was blank in this field, and the engines used were all imported from Sweden. Just so many engines consumed a lot of money, and now that Britain blocked China's trade, don't even think about transporting them into the country. Small farm tools were inefficient and consumed a lot of fuel. Using this stuff to farm, the cost was a big problem.

Someone had proposed producing a heavy-duty engine before, and He Rui also provided ideas. But the production efficiency of the prototype was very low, and too many problems seemed unable to be pushed forward. As the Premier, how could Wu Youping have time to manage so much? But concerning the Northeast, the most important agricultural base of the Republic at present, Wu Youping had to keep this matter in mind.

Hearing Zhuang Jiaxiong talk about this at this time, Wu Youping understood a little bit. "Old Zhuang, how large is the calculation volume for designing a device?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong's eyes were shining. "It's not what you think... Let's put it this way: originally mathematicians had to design algorithms and calculate them themselves for verification. Now mathematicians propose algorithms, and engineers adjust the machine to perform calculations. Mathematicians don't need to spend time on their own calculations; they only need to adjust their algorithms after seeing the results. A set of mature algorithms can be directly used on other computers, and the overall efficiency is dozens or hundreds of times higher. That is to say, if we have 30 to 50 mathematicians, we can finish the work that used to take 300 to 500 mathematicians to finish."

"That powerful?" Even Wu Youping felt something was wrong.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was full of confidence. "The benefits are not just these. Previously, top mathematicians and engineers among mathematicians had to do similar work. Now top mathematicians can be responsible for algorithms, and engineer-type mathematicians can be responsible for turning these algorithms into specific algorithms. I consulted those teachers who do mathematics, and they believe that with the current education level of the Republic, we can barely cultivate engineer-type mathematicians, which solves the problem of talent idling."

"...What do you mean?"

"It means 'With enough power, even a brick can fly'!" Zhuang Jiaxiong used a 'colloquialism' He Rui loved to use.

'With enough power, even a brick can fly' was originally a joke used in the aircraft manufacturing industry. The general meaning is that as long as the engine is powerful, even a brick can fly with tricks. Wu Youping blinked for a while and suddenly realized, "You want to use high-efficiency tools to run immature low-efficiency algorithms?!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong spread his hands. "What else do you want?"

"No, no, no!" Wu Youping hurriedly explained, "I'm actually too happy, and instead dare not believe it."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was also helpless. "I didn't believe it originally, but I believed it later. Cultivating mathematics really takes time. With our little family assets, we can't expect mathematicians to fall from the sky."

Wu Youping nodded. After working for these years, Wu Youping's understanding had become deeper and deeper. The gap between early industrial countries and late-coming industrial countries lay in accumulation. As the saying goes, practice makes perfect. The first industrial revolution lasted for hundreds of years, and the second industrial revolution had been going on for more than twenty years. Foreign countries had a large amount of talent accumulation, education system accumulation, and social general cognitive level accumulation in these industries. China not only lacked accumulation but was blank in many fields. Forcibly filling the gap in the field of mathematics with equipment was already a great thing like a pie falling from the sky.

As long as China was stable, policies were correct, and education continued to develop, these fields would no longer be backward. In just twenty or thirty years, it would naturally be able to compete with the world's advanced countries. What surprised Wu Youping was not that he doubted China would develop, but that he didn't expect He Rui to have actually proposed a practical execution path instead of relying on accumulation to grope for the path of development.

The two old classmates chatted for a while, and after sighing with emotion, they returned to real work. Wu Youping asked, "3 million bicycles a year, can it be done?"

"Yes." Zhuang Jiaxiong answered very crisply. "A heavy-duty bicycle or tricycle with a load of 100 kilograms, even if it uses 35 kilograms of steel. 3 million vehicles are only 100,000 tons of steel, which is not a problem for our current capacity. The difficulty lies in that these 35 kilograms of steel are all processed into various parts. A chain is composed of hundreds of parts. There are hundreds of parts, large and small, in the whole vehicle. Our existing metal processing capabilities can satisfy this. As long as the cars can be sold, 3 million bicycles a year is no problem."

Since the Minister of Industry was so confident, Wu Youping also gave Zhuang Jiaxiong confidence. "You don't need to worry about sales; this is the government's job. We will do our best to complete it. But you also need to have vehicle designs adapted to various usage scenarios."

Zhuang Jiaxiong laughed, "Don't worry, having been tossed around by the army for so long, we are already used to it. But regarding road construction, can the government take out so much money?"

Wu Youping didn't know either, so he could only cheer everyone up. "I don't know if having roads first promoted the use of bicycles, or having bicycles first promoted the improvement of roads. Since we now have to base the market economy on scientific statistics of consumption power, let's all work hard."

Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Consumption power... really different from before. Before, we considered output, not consumption power. Now changing the thinking, I'm really not used to it."

Wu Youping didn't want to respond. Just then, a phone call came in. Zhuang Jiaxiong, who had finished reporting his work, left the report and left. After Wu Youping settled dinner with the Central Bank Governor on the phone, seeing there was still a little time, he leaned back in his chair and considered 'consumption power.'

This was the economic idea proposed by He Rui after unification. Previously, the Northeast economy was a command economy serving the war. The state was the investment subject, and the products produced had long-determined usage purposes. It could be said to be very utilitarian.

Now that China was unified and entered an era of peace, the state did not have the ability to control a market with an extremely huge total volume but very weak individual and household consumption power. So the new economic thinking revolved around improving productivity and cultivating consumption power.

The change in economic thinking made the government face various uncertainties. Many comrades accustomed to the Northeast economic management model felt very unaccustomed. They couldn't even work according to such thinking.

Under this new economic thinking, the relationship between various departments was also changing. The original Central Bank (Northeast Bank) and the Ministry of Finance (Department of Finance) had a completely cooperative relationship. Now the relationship between the two departments had also changed.

The main job of the Ministry of Finance was to increase employment. Increasing employment required investment, and investment might trigger inflation. The Central Bank's job was to control inflation because inflation would have a very negative impact on the national economy. The work between the two seemed to present an opposing situation.

The Premier leading the State Council had to balance the plans between the two based on the goals of the Five-Year Plan and the current economic development.

However, although the planning directions of the Ministry of Finance and the Central Bank seemed somewhat opposite, their fundamental goals were actually the same. Both were to boost economic confidence through policies and reduce negative impacts on the economy.

The command economy was simple, brisk, and easy to understand; just do it and it's done!

The new economic thinking was for the state to push the economy forward as much as possible amidst various uncertainties, allowing the people's productivity level to increase, income to increase, and consumption power to increase. Promoting capacity increase in various industries through people's consumption.

The Premier of a major country was a very arduous job.
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Central Bank Governor Qiu Zhenwei was a second-generation immigrant from Shandong to the Northeast. He had the tall stature common to Shandong people, with solid muscles, looking powerful. His age was also the average of 29 for He Rui's government officials. Coupled with his Shandong-accented Mandarin, he gave an impression of impatience and toughness.

Sitting down in front of Wu Youping, Qiu Zhenwei said, "Premier, the Central Bank's ability to statistically analyze consumption power is not at the level we imagined."

Seeing Qiu Zhenwei admitting defeat right away, Wu Youping laughed, "Eat first."

That being said, the two, like most high-ranking officials, didn't have much of an appetite when eating, and the topic naturally turned to work.

Swallowing a mouthful of shredded pork with green peppers, Qiu Zhenwei introduced the bank and rural credit cooperative system currently being rolled out across the country. "There is a shortage of people and experience now. Farmers also completely misunderstand rural credit cooperatives, viewing them as loan sharks..."

Wu Youping listened seriously, secretly criticizing the level of village cadres. But at present, even the level of county governments was helpless. If village and town cadres could thoroughly understand the business and business principles of rural credit cooperatives, cadres of such a level would be promoted to work in the city.

One of the purposes of Qiu Zhenwei's meeting this time was to pour out his grievances heavily, so naturally he didn't hide anything and poured out the various problems in rural areas like pouring beans out of a bamboo tube to Wu Youping.

"...The members of the credit cooperatives can't distinguish between productive loans and consumption loans, nor do they have the will to figure it out. Several rounds of training have been conducted, infuriating the training personnel. Since there aren't that many high school students, can you give us a batch of junior high school students..."

Hearing that he came to ask for people again, Wu Youping was also helpless. According to the education plan, a large number of junior high school students would graduate in the late stage of the Second Five-Year Plan. Only when the Third Five-Year Plan was completed would it be the harvest time for talents when university students began to graduate in large numbers.

After Qiu Zhenwei finished complaining, Wu Youping said, "Do commercial banks have any methods for the current situation?"

"The loan risk is right here; what good methods can there be? Unless commercial banks shoulder the risk. Now even if we go to confiscate property... oh, enforce execution, those people have nothing at home. Are we going to drive people to death like in the old society?" Qiu Zhenwei sighed.

This was the current reality. The masses had no property, so naturally there was no object for collateral. Lending to them now carried considerable risk. To make the credit system run smoothly, the masses had to earn money first.

"What level has the people's consumption power estimated by the Central Bank reached now?" Wu Youping asked.

Qiu Zhenwei shook his head, his determined face looking somewhat fierce due to inner unhappiness. "According to the new statistical standards proposed by the State Council, data from various places is seriously insufficient, so we can only forcefully estimate. The average annual consumption power of each Chinese person is less than 3 yuan."

The new statistical standards were formulated by the State Council led by Wu Youping, so hearing such a number, Wu Youping couldn't help laughing, "That's actually quite a lot! I thought the per capita consumption power was only a little over 1 yuan."

Qiu Zhenwei couldn't help smiling bitterly. "Let me change my phrasing: between 1 and 3 yuan."

Wu Youping nodded and picked up a chopstick of shredded potatoes to eat. The consumption power in the statistical standards was not the money spent, but the spending after deducting essential survival expenses like food. The value of the newly issued Renminbi of the Republic was 1 yuan equals the purchasing power of one Yuan Shikai silver dollar. Three Yuan Shikai silver dollars were equivalent to a little more than 2 taels of silver. Based on the upper limit of the range Qiu Zhenwei just mentioned, if the average annual consumption power of each Chinese person was 3 yuan, China's 480 million people would have a consumption power of 1 billion taels.

However, any huge income averaged by a population of 480 million would become negligible. Even 1 billion taels of silver was definitely not much.

Daily life necessities: clothing, food, housing, and transportation. Food ranked second; clothing was a considerable expense. People always had to have a place to live, and rent was another huge expense for the masses. Travel required transportation tools, and the range of action of two legs was very limited. That was why He Rui proposed 'Every family having a bicycle proves the successful completion of the First Five-Year Plan.'

After drinking two cups of wine, the alcohol went to his head, and Qiu Zhenwei spoke his heart out. "Premier Wu, I can't sleep all night now. I want to sleep, but I don't dare to sleep. But not sleeping won't solve the problem either. Based on our experience in the Northeast, rural credit cooperatives initially let many village heads act as brokers. Although they took some benefits when giving loans to villagers, they didn't go too far. After all, there was no shortage of land in the Northeast; one could earn money by working hard. The situation inside the Pass is really different; there are too many bad people! The key is that people's hearts are bad!"

Wu Youping could understand Qiu Zhenwei's mood. He poured another cup for Qiu Zhenwei and filled his own, then said, "Since you say so, I won't evaluate it first. Now about 5,000 rural credit cooperatives are to be established across the country. What do you plan to do?"

Qiu Zhenwei had prepared long ago and answered very readily at this time, "There are three main cadres in each credit cooperative. The bank can determine the integrity of these 15,000 people. Let's not mention their professional ability for now. We think this way: allow the brokers in the middle to charge a 1% handling fee. But it must be made clear to the masses that if the loan is approved, give the broker 1%; if not, absolutely no fee. If the broker takes benefits first, that's breaking the rules. In the future, this broker will be blacklisted and cannot have business with the bank."

Seeing Qiu Zhenwei coming to ask for policy, Wu Youping didn't answer immediately. After thinking for a while, Wu Youping said, "Any policy must have a sunset clause."

Qiu Zhenwei nodded. "It's hard to say about this time. How about setting it at 3 years first?"

"If it's 3 years, then how does the bank plan to promote it to the masses during these 3 years? How to establish a system that can replace brokers? Governor Qiu, can those commercial banks come up with a plan?"

Qiu Zhenwei shook his head. "I'm afraid brokers can't be completely eliminated in the future either... It's still that the people have no collateral. When the people get rich and have assets, many brokers can be eliminated. After 3 years, commercial banks will formulate relevant norms for the next 3 years. As far as the Central Bank is concerned, it naturally hopes there will be no brokers forever. The Central Bank will also be strict on the responsibility system and will not let those people have opportunities to take advantage."

"For example..." Wu Youping asked.

Qiu Zhenwei looked serious. "Take one-fourth of the salary and concentrate on clearing the debt. If it still cannot be solved after two months, there will be no salary, go solve the debt problem."

Wu Youping thought for a while and finally nodded. "Absolutely no breaking the law! If the law is broken, the judicial department will handle it naturally."

These tasks were hard to make people happy. After finishing the talk with Qiu Zhenwei, Wu Youping returned to his residence. With the alcohol going to his head, he fell asleep, but when he woke up, it was only past 4 AM. Drinking a glass of water to quench his thirst, Wu Youping couldn't sleep anymore, so he went to the office next door to continue reviewing documents. The more he reviewed, the more annoyed he became. Finally, when it was time for work, Wu Youping went straight to He Rui's office.

He Rui had just arrived. Wu Youping immediately said, "Chairman, I want to go down for inspection."

After speaking, Wu Youping waited for He Rui's answer. If He Rui refused, Wu Youping prepared to argue with He Rui. Then Wu Youping heard He Rui ask, "Youping, are you afraid of dizziness?"

"Afraid of dizziness? What do you mean?" Wu Youping was confused by this strange question.

He Rui explained, "Take a plane for inspection. As the saying goes, stand high and see far. The great rivers and mountains of the motherland can be seen more clearly from a plane. The most important thing is that the speed is also fast."

Wu Youping got He Rui's approval and felt that his troubles had found an outlet, so he laughed, "If the plane is not good, I'll hold Zhuang Jiaxiong accountable!"

He Rui was just joking, and now he was even more amused. It seems that selling out teammates starts with close acquaintances. However, the reliability of current aircraft was quite high; at least there was no worry about air disasters. If the weather was bad, even if Wu Youping wanted to fly, the Air Force wouldn't take off.

Watching Wu Youping happily write the inspection report, He Rui could understand how relaxed this comrade, who hadn't rested much in ten years, felt inside. He Rui suddenly remembered something and asked his secretary to call National Assembly Speaker Duan Qirui to ask what stage the "Holiday Law" had reached.

The secretary went to contact him, while He Rui picked up the latest international situation report. The current international situation was quite interesting. The biggest event was that the Dawes Plan was passed and began to be implemented.

Germany's hyperinflation starting in 1923 stemmed from Germany's inability to pay foreign war reparations and its desire to renege on domestic war debts, creating such a scene under various circumstances.

After Germany's domestic debt was wiped out through hyperinflation, the German Weimar government still had to continue paying war reparations abroad. So after a series of discussions, the Dawes Plan was finally passed on September 1, 1924.

The main contents of the Dawes Plan included: the Allied Powers supervising the reorganization of the Deutsche Bank, implementing currency reform, and the Allied Powers loaning 800 million gold marks (equivalent to 190 million US dollars) to stabilize its currency system.

Germany paid reparations in installments. Private banks injected capital into Germany to help Germany recover. J.P. Morgan & Co. of the United States agreed to provide Germany with the loans required by the Dawes Plan. Germany accepted the reparation plan on the condition that France and Belgium withdraw their troops from the Ruhr.

This plan attempted to guarantee Germany's payment of reparations by restoring the German economy, and it officially began operation. He Rui had always wanted to see if history would change because of the success of the Chinese revolution. Observing until now, several major factors for the outbreak of war in Europe had not changed because of the variable of China.

In He Rui's view, this Dawes Plan was continuing to bury mines, solving immediate problems through delay, but not solving the root of the problem at all.

If Germany wanted to develop, it had to constantly invest in the domestic economy, which was an endless long-distance run. The Allied Powers inserted a tube into Germany and constantly drew blood. Constantly drawing blood from a marathon runner, it was only a matter of time before this person fell; there was no possibility of holding on.

Europe had the Dawes Plan starting smoothly. The United States was currently in the explosive period of Coolidge Prosperity. The proportion of installment consumption in social consumption increased year by year, and the coverage of installment payments was also constantly expanding. The US stock market was booming, and stock leverage was also added.

Stock leverage means that if A wants to buy stocks, he doesn't have to pay the full amount. He only needs to pay a certain proportion of 'margin' to the financial company holding the stocks to obtain the stocks. If the stock rises, A makes money. If the stock falls, A's margin will be deducted by the financial company.

If A buys stocks with full payment, at most he holds the stocks without selling, or sells the stocks at a loss. However, after applying leverage, A is driven by debt. Even if all margins are deducted, as long as the stock is still falling, he has to continue to replenish the margin.

There were many reasons for the outbreak of the Great Depression in the United States, but such crazy increase in leverage was a tool to constantly expand the disaster. Leverage allowed the US stock market to increase three times in less than 10 years, allowing a large amount of funds to be invested in it, making rich people debt slaves under leverage.

When the stock market crashed, these people were dragged directly into the water, without even a chance to stop losses.

Having such a view did not mean that He Rui mocked the United States. The United States in the 1920s indeed had many commendable points, especially leading the world in new technology development and new production organization methods.

He Rui didn't care much about this because the Republic couldn't benefit from it. Even if there was a little profit, it wasn't enough to change anything. After all, any profit divided by 480 million would become negligible.

Just as he finished reading here, Wu Youping finished writing the report. Seeing He Rui reading the report with a face full of smiles, Wu Youping was quite curious, not knowing what good news it was.

He Rui put the report in front of Wu Youping. Wu Youping didn't understand what was worth being happy about in these reports he had read, so he asked frankly, "Chairman, is the international situation so optimistic?"

"Not optimistic. It's just watching the situation in various countries; the time for big trouble is getting closer and closer. It's really 'watching him build a tall building, watching him feast guests, watching his building collapse'."

Wu Youping couldn't understand, so he could only reply, "Then might as well look at Japan's report; Japan is truly having a hard time."

"Japan has reached the point where everyone knows it's finished; there's nothing to gloat about. In my opinion, there is a possibility for Japan at present: because the domestic pressure is too great, they might start a war with us regardless of everything to divert domestic contradictions."

Wu Youping was stunned. He Rui's way of thinking was indeed somewhat unconventional. But thinking carefully, there really was such a possibility. But Wu Youping didn't believe it. "Chairman, Japan wouldn't do such a thankless task, right?"

"Hmm... Roman historian Livy had a saying. To those to whom war is necessary, war is just; to those who have lost all hope, war is reasonable. The current Japan does not lack these two kinds of people."

Wu Youping was shocked by Livy's words. Because Wu Youping himself had almost despaired and had strongly looked forward to changing China's enslaved fate through war. Reciting this sentence silently in his heart a few times, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, are you worried about Japan's situation?"

"To solve the Japanese problem, we must point out a path to the future for Japan. As long as we can make Britain sign a Sino-British Joint Communiqué on establishing diplomatic relations with us, we will have pointed out a bright path for Japan."

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping didn't answer immediately but took the application and modified it. He Rui took the modified report and saw that Wu Youping's inspection destination had been adjusted, adding a part to Yunnan.

He Rui said immediately, "You can't take a plane anymore when you go to the mountainous areas; I'm afraid of accidents."

Seeing He Rui speaking sincerely, Wu Youping felt warm in his heart. "Please rest assured, Chairman, I definitely won't take a plane."

He Rui originally wanted to advise Wu Youping not to go to Yunnan, but he also wanted Wu Youping to relax, so he could only nod, "Be careful all the way."
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Boarding the plane of the Ministry of Land and Resources, Wu Youping was initially very happy. This was a plane designed for land surveying. In stable flight, the observer could observe the ground through a downward telescope and operate a camera or video camera to shoot the ground.

This twin-engine plane numbered 'Aerial Survey No. 2' flew in the sky with a graceful posture. Mountains, highlands, and fields presented another composition completely different from that on the ground in the telescope. Eye-catching marker points distributed on the ground one after another made Wu Youping feel how hard the comrades of the Land and Resources Bureau worked.

He thought he could watch for a long time, but Wu Youping soon found that he couldn't actually do it. Wu Youping sat on the row seat against the cabin wall in the cabin and chatted with the comrades of the Land and Resources Bureau.

The comrades of the Land and Resources Bureau were originally a bit constrained, but hearing Wu Youping frankly admit, 'Treating overlooking the earth as a means of relaxation is indeed pleasant. Treating this matter as work, it is easy to feel weary.'

The comrades immediately felt the labor sentiment of workers, and the distance with Wu Youping was instantly shortened. Those selected to board the plane were all excellent comrades; even if they felt weary, it would not delay them from completing their work well. While chatting, the comrades talked about whether any machine could be used to ensure the continuity of shooting. What these comrades worried about most in their work was missed shots. If shots were missed, they had to be re-shot, and the plane had to fly again. Not to mention being scolded, just flying again was tormenting.

Wu Youping liked chatting with the comrades very much; everyone spoke the truth. Everyone wanted to complete the work more easily, but the work could not be completed so easily. It seemed that he had not separated from the masses and had the same troubles as the laborers.

The survey plane could fly more than 600 kilometers, but it sent Wu Youping to an airport 200 kilometers away. Here was the airport of China Airlines, which had been established for more than a year. Domestic 12-seat passenger planes flew here. The plane was full of various civil servants and businessmen, all in a hurry. Wu Youping sat in the seat by the porthole, looking at the mountains and rivers of the motherland outside the window, feeling quite emotional in his heart.

The plane flew for two hours and finally arrived at the airport in the capital. People were already waiting at the airport. Seeing this, one of the travelers who looked like a businessman asked in surprise, "Is that Premier Wu?"

Wu Youping didn't know this businessman, and the guards also blocked between the two. Seeing this, the businessman could only say, "I met Premier Wu when I was doing business in the Northeast. Farewell." After speaking, he dragged his suitcase and walked out.

The comrades picking up the plane didn't care about such a small episode. After a simple meeting, they picked up Premier Wu Youping into the car and went straight to the hotel. The new capital, Zhengzhou, was originally an inconspicuous small city. It didn't start to have status until the Beijing-Hankou Railway set it as a first-class station. It had only been twenty or thirty years until now. If the Yellow River next to Kaifeng wasn't a suspended river, the new capital would naturally have landed in Kaifeng.

When the convoy passed a huge rammed earth wall, the reception personnel asked the driver to slow down and pointed to the rammed earth wall, saying, "Premier, this is the Shang Dynasty city wall ruins mentioned by the Chairman."

Wu Youping looked at these rammed earth walls that looked featureless. Initially, he thought they might be some earthen slopes. Even seeing it with his own eyes now, he couldn't imagine that these were ruins with a history of nearly 4,000 years.

Zhengzhou's most famous historical relic was originally only the 'Jinshui River.' Zichan, the Prime Minister of the State of Zheng in the Spring and Autumn Period, was highly praised by Confucius and regarded as a brother from another mother. After Zichan passed away, in order to commemorate Zichan, the people of Zheng threw 'gold jewelry' into the river as a memorial (gold in this era referred to golden bronze), hence the name 'Jinshui River.'

Unexpectedly, He Rui said this was a Shang Dynasty ruin, which dragged Zhengzhou's history directly to an era a thousand years older than the Spring and Autumn Period.

Seeing that Wu Youping was not interested, the greeting personnel ordered the car to speed up. The group rushed to the hotel where they were staying. The governors of Shanxi and Shaanxi had already arrived.

When governors met the Premier, of course, they talked about work. Everyone immediately talked about land reform in Shanxi and Shaanxi. Shaanxi Governor Zhang Yu was a native of Shanxi. He frankly stated, "Bandit suppression is basically completed, but land reform still takes time. Premier, there is so much environmental protection content in the agricultural work arranged by the central government for Shaanxi; the masses still can't quite understand it."

Wu Youping asked, "It's hard for anyone to understand this kind of thing. Can our comrades understand it?"

Zhang Yu hesitated for a moment and finally shook his head. "It would be good if half of the comrades really understood. Now we are promoting new planting methods, which takes time."

The reason why the capital was not moved to Kaifeng was because of the suspended river. In the national work arrangement, He Rui's work arrangement for Shaanxi was to restore ecology and reduce sediment flowing into the Yellow River.

What Wu Youping admired most about He Rui was that He Rui could always come up with solutions, instead of simply issuing an order and waiting for comrades to complete it. Regarding sediment control, He Rui spent a lot of effort and specifically proposed a complete set of plans. The agricultural plan among them surprised even Wu Youping.

Seeing that Wu Youping had absolutely no intention of compromising, Zhang Yu immediately stopped complaining. "Premier, more than two thousand cadres in Shaanxi received the 'Land Reclamation and Silting' commendation last year. They really made the local masses see the benefits of silting land."

Wu Youping had read the report and knew that these more than two thousand cadres were indeed working very hard.

Since the Tang Dynasty, Xi'an had never been truly considered as a capital again. Although there were various problems with the capital being in Xi'an because southern China had already been developed, these were not the most fundamental. By the Tang Dynasty, the Loess Plateau in the Northwest had long been full of gullies after more than two thousand years of savage deforestation. The natural environment no longer supported its economic needs as a capital.

By now, the vegetation on the Loess Plateau had been destroyed for more than 3,000 years, and the geographical conditions were even worse. He Rui targeted the important and unique gully control engineering system in areas with severe soil erosion on the Loess Plateau. The main purposes were flood detention, sediment retention, silting land, water storage, farmland construction, agricultural production development, and reduction of Yellow River sediment.

Reading such a high-sounding paragraph in the document, one would think He Rui proposed something incredible. In fact, it could be summarized in one sentence: 'Build a wall in the gully to trap mud and harvest grain.'

Wu Youping's patience wore thin with Zhang Yu's introduction. Zhang Yu continued talking about his work in the past year.

"...A silt dam refers to a dam structure built in various gullies in soil erosion areas for the purpose of trapping mud and silting land. The land formed by trapping mud and silting is called dam land. In the watershed gullies, dams used for silting land production are called silt dams or production dams. The Loess Plateau area has deep soil layers and widespread loess, characterized by uniform texture, loose structure, strong water permeability, easy disintegration, and fast dehydration and consolidation. It is a good dam building material and can be obtained locally..."

Wu Youping picked up the teacup and drank a mouthful of plain boiled water, feeling that the taste of plain boiled water in Henan was indeed inferior to the spring water in Beiping. This distracted Wu Youping a little; the people in Beiping couldn't drink water from the mountainous areas now...

"Premier Wu, with the thorough implementation of the policy of returning farmland to forests and grasslands, a huge surplus labor market has been provided for the construction of silt dams," Zhang Yu said.

Now Wu Youping's attention was not only immediately pulled back to the conversation, but he also became much more spirited. Looking at Zhang Yu, Wu Youping felt that he had not chosen the wrong person. Zhang Yu could finally grasp the core of the current work: 'develop the economy.'

There are two ways to develop the economy: one is to find a way to make big money. Projects that make big money are always few and require favorable timing, geographical location, and human harmony, which cannot be forced. If there is no road to making big money, the remaining road is 'providing a large number of employment opportunities.'

As long as employment opportunities increase, at a time when the agricultural population accounts for more than 80% of China, people's income can increase. When people's income increases, consumption power goes up. This is the new economic thinking.

Zhang Yu continued to narrate the work progress. "Shaanxi is not all gullies and ravines, but the complete flat land has long been distributed. The places where our more than two thousand cadres went are all very bad places. The comrades led the 6+5 in the village to build dams, and the people disapproved very much."

The so-called 6+5 was an experience summarized during the Northeast period. It referred to 3 temporary village heads + 3 militia leaders, a total of 6 people. There were 5 militiamen in each village, which made it 6+5. The reason for this arrangement was that village heads and militia leaders had to rotate constantly to receive training. In order to maintain the continuity of management and manpower, there had to be such a number.

Initially, the organization didn't think so much, but now it was found that organizing in this way could quickly complete the concentration of manpower. And such manpower allocation obviously provided more benefits to Shaanxi locally. Building earthen dams in gullies required a lot of manpower. This 6+5 happened to provide manpower that could barely complete the work. Coupled with the cadres sent down, a village could easily gather more than 20 strong laborers.

"When the rainy season came last spring, fellow villagers everywhere stood on the mountain ridges watching the excitement. It was really damn... really standing by the river watching the boat capsize. The fellow villagers talked a lot, thinking that those dams would definitely be washed away by mountain torrents. As a result, the dams held up, and a piece of fertile field was silted up that year. The fellow villagers initially thought that this kind of 'raw land' couldn't be planted. The comrades borrowed livestock to farm, and after the autumn harvest, there was indeed a bumper harvest, so the fellow villagers believed it." After Zhang Yu finished speaking, he looked at Wu Youping.

"Raw land... is the land in Shaanxi really that good?" Wu Youping also cared about this. According to Chinese tradition, land had to be cultivated for several years before it could become 'mature land,' and grain output would stabilize. The land opened up in the first year was called 'raw land,' and often nothing could be grown.

"I didn't expect it to be true either," Zhang Yu sighed. However, what Zhang Yu wanted to say at this time was related to this 'raw land,' but unrelated to the raw land itself.

"Premier, after these lands were opened up, the grain in the first year was naturally divided by the 6+5. After discussing, the comrades of the Shaanxi Provincial Government wanted to do two things. One is to mobilize the masses to build water conservancy projects, and the other is to take 30% of the harvest from the opened land and give it to the masses who opened the land. However, some comrades said that these risks were borne by the government. I wonder what the Premier thinks?"

This statement was too vague, so Wu Youping could only ask, "Does the 30% you mentioned refer to tax exemption for 3 years of land reclamation? Or has tax already been collected in the first year, and this is 30% after tax collection?"

Zhang Yu hurriedly explained, "Last year, those lands were all opened up by our comrades. If taxes are not paid, it is completely inappropriate. But the lands opened up afterwards will be opened up by fellow villagers. And fellow villagers also have concerns now; they just feel that these lands are useful, but don't know what will happen in the future. So, we are thinking of directly spending money from the finance to build dams. After the land is silted up, it will be cultivated by fellow villagers who specialize in farming. At the end of the year, we will collect taxes based on the harvest."

After listening, Wu Youping felt that this guy Zhang Yu was too cunning; this was asking for a budget in disguise. Of course, Wu Youping also knew that he would definitely agree to this budget. From the perspective of new economic thinking, this money indeed provided employment opportunities and also increased grain output.

So Wu Youping didn't commit himself but asked another question Zhang Yu mentioned, "Are you preparing to mobilize the masses to build water conservancy projects this year?"

Seeing Wu Youping's serious expression, Zhang Yu sat up straight. "This place in Shaanxi won't change unless great efforts are made. Rest and recuperation may not be suitable for this place."

For a moment, the atmosphere in the venue became solemn. Everyone kept silent, waiting for others to speak first.
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Zhang Yu was one year older than Wu Youping, in his early thirties, young and aggressive. Hearing this guy say 'rest and recuperation may not be suitable for Shaanxi,' Wu Youping felt that Zhang Yu was letting his emotions get the better of him.

Amidst the silence of everyone, Wu Youping pondered for a moment before speaking, "Comrades, do you feel confident in turning the following meeting into an academic discussion?"

Hearing the term 'academic discussion,' the crowd at the meeting was not used to it, but the participants knew what an academic discussion was. Within the scope of academic discussion, only facts were discussed, and personal emotions were not allowed. If there were personal emotions involved, the meeting could kick this person out.

This was also the situation Wu Youping wanted. If Wu Youping wanted to deal with Zhang Yu politically, he only needed to let Zhang Yu continue to jump, and Zhang Yu would force himself to the opposite side of the current economic thinking. So Wu Youping had to help Zhang Yu out of the trap first to let the work continue.

The first to see that Wu Youping wanted to give Zhang Yu a chance was the Governor of Shanxi Province. This burly man from Tianjin looked quite rough, but was actually very delicate inside. Since Wu Youping wanted to help Zhang Yu, the Shanxi Governor said with a Tianjin accent, "Let's try to hold an academic discussion; let me learn too."

Someone gave a chance to step down, so Wu Youping built the steps. "An academic discussion needs to set a topic. I will set the first topic. This topic is called: What is rest and recuperation?"

Zhang Yu felt a bit of shock in his heart. He had just said that rest and recuperation might not be needed in Shaanxi. If he was refuted, wouldn't it prove that his idea was completely wrong! But since everyone agreed, Zhang Yu also knew that he must not jump up to oppose so many people. He could only follow honestly.

Wu Youping didn't look at Zhang Yu either and spoke first, "Rest and recuperation is not lying down and not working, nor is it choosing not to work when one can choose to work or not."

Speaking of this, Wu Youping turned to Zhang Yu. "Comrade Zhang Yu, I think the comrades in Shaanxi and other northwestern provinces are working hard. Shaanxi Province sent out more than two thousand comrades; you almost sent out all the capable soldiers and strong generals in your hands, right?"

Although Zhang Yu was young and aggressive, he was not stupid. At this time, he knew very clearly that Wu Youping was giving him a way out, and naturally knew he should be grateful to Wu Youping in his heart. However, working in Shaanxi for this year, Zhang Yu himself had accumulated a lot of experience. Even with equal goodwill, Zhang Yu felt he must make it clear.

Calming his emotions as much as possible first, Zhang Yu said, "Premier, I can understand the meaning of rest and recuperation. However, the situation on the Loess Plateau is worse than we thought. It's not just building some small silt dams that can solve the problem. In very many areas, what is needed are high silt dams of more than ten meters or even tens of meters. Each county needs several or even dozens of silt dams."

Speaking of this, Zhang Yu felt he couldn't take all the responsibility, so he turned to the governors of other northwestern regions. "The geographical conditions of each province are different, but areas by the river often have such needs. Comrades, since it is an academic meeting, everyone express your opinions?"

Seeing this guy Zhang Yu being so cunning, some governors couldn't help smiling bitterly. But Zhang Yu's cunning was not that he was good at dragging others into the water, nor did Zhang Yu have any malicious intent. Everyone had worked for a year, read the plan proposed by He Rui seriously, and carried out relevant execution.

Everyone looked at each other for a moment but didn't speak. But Wu Youping had already seen from everyone's eyes that they indeed encountered problems similar to Zhang Yu's. Encountering this specific problem at the beginning of the inspection work, Wu Youping only felt joy in his heart. This inspection was originally to better understand the current situation of the country, and the process of solving specific problems was the process of deepening the understanding of the country.

Wu Youping took over Zhang Yu's words. "Comrades, since it is an academic meeting, let's just discuss it. If no one wants to speak, then let's speak one by one in the order of provinces from east to west, from north to south."

Now, eyes fell on Inner Mongolia Governor Ma Zhaofeng first. Seeing that he couldn't escape, Ma Zhaofeng said decisively, "Premier Wu, Inner Mongolia indeed needs to build dams, but Inner Mongolia was liberated early, so let other comrades speak first."

Other comrades were not willing to speak first either, so they let Shaanxi Governor Zhang Yu, whose Loess Plateau terrain was the most obvious, speak on behalf of everyone.

Zhang Yu didn't decline either; he took out a report and handed it to Wu Youping. "Premier Wu, you are right. The Shaanxi Provincial Government indeed sent all capable soldiers and strong generals to promote it. With insufficient personnel, we also asked comrades from the army to provide surveying and mapping troops. This is the data provided to us by the surveying and mapping troops. This is just a rough statistic. Why don't you take a look first?"

Wu Youping took it and browsed it, and couldn't help but sigh greatly at the comrades' work. Currently, in order to restore order in each county as soon as possible, a battalion of troops was arranged in each county. The Air Force built airports everywhere and had its own reconnaissance aircraft units. The report in Wu Youping's hand was jointly produced by the Air Force and the surveying and mapping officers and non-commissioned officers in the army.

The overall plan proposed by He Rui can be simplified as follows: due to long-term soil erosion, most of the land on the current Loess Plateau is either high or low. The purpose of governing the Loess Plateau is to lower these high parts, while the low parts gradually accumulate and rise due to the mud blocked by silt dams. After more than ten or even decades, it will eventually become a relatively flat area.

According to the report provided by Zhang Yu, given the current situation in Shaanxi, a large number of silt dams with heights of more than ten or tens of meters needed to be built.

When Wu Youping finished browsing the document roughly, Zhang Yu supplemented the situation, "Premier Wu, our Shaanxi Provincial Government has some comrades from the South. They worked in Shaanxi for a few months and had very profound views. In the South, as long as there is land, one can survive. In Shaanxi, having several times the land of the South may not guarantee survival. I am not opposing rest and recuperation, but in too many places in Shaanxi, they can't rest and recuperate even if they want to. Even if land is distributed, the lives of the masses will not change much."

This statement was a bit excessive. Wu Youping couldn't let Zhang Yu continue like this, so he focused the topic on rest and recuperation. "Comrade Zhang Yu, I think your saying this is failing to use terms with the method of analyzing specific problems specifically. Having no ability to rest and recuperate is not the same thing as opposing rest and recuperation. Shaanxi has rest and recuperation with Shaanxi characteristics; Hunan has rest and recuperation with Hunan characteristics. Believing that rest and recuperation with southern characteristics is not suitable for Shaanxi is analyzing specific problems specifically. Opposing..."

"Premier, I know. I was wrong!" Zhang Yu interrupted Wu Youping decisively.

Wu Youping smiled bitterly at Zhang Yu's reaction, but knowing that Zhang Yu understood that he had said something politically very wrong before made Wu Youping relieved.

This 'academic meeting' lasted for two days. The governors of the northwestern provinces reached a consensus on governing the Loess Plateau. In the meeting summary on the afternoon of the second day, Wu Youping made a concluding speech, "Comrades, everyone needs the state to invest heavily in infrastructure construction. I will ask the State Council to discuss this request. Please believe in the State Council; we will definitely treat this matter very seriously."

As soon as these words came out, the governors were very happy. However, Wu Youping's job was never to make governors happy, because in the government organizational structure, the Premier is not responsible to the governors, but the governors are responsible to the Premier. So communication between the Premier and governors is extremely important. Wu Youping added in a tone that the governors didn't like, "All provinces must submit local data according to the information collection norms required by the State Council to ensure effective analysis of economic development."

The governors didn't want to be saddled with such a laborious job, but since the State Council was willing to approve money, they naturally couldn't openly oppose it. Everyone listened to Wu Youping continue, "The purpose of the current rest and recuperation is to increase people's income and enhance consumption power. In the reports I saw, the people are too poor. After land reform, the people can only barely avoid starvation by farming and have no money to consume. Comrades should understand this very well."

Mentioning this, the expressions of the governors dimmed. These comrades had all experienced hard times and knew the current situation in China. Zhang Yu understood this even more; the people of Shaanxi were truly poor, so poor that they couldn't afford clothes. A set of clothes 'new for three years, old for three years, patched for another three years' was definitely not a joke.

The reason why he had to make the request despite the political risk of 'opposing rest and recuperation' was that Zhang Yu really had no choice.

After the meeting ended, the governors of the Northwest began to write reports. Wu Youping visited urban planning in the capital. Zhengzhou was nothing but farmland except for trains until last year. But this had advantages; a brand-new city could be built on a blank sheet.

New urban construction itself could also provide huge demand. Looking at the patches of beautiful cities on the model, Wu Youping looked forward to seeing this beautiful city appear in reality.

After viewing the planning, Wu Youping continued his work, departing from Zhengzhou to the next destination, Wuhan. The Beijing-Hankou Railway was an important artery for transporting materials for the war against Britain. The Hanyang Iron Works was also an old steel enterprise, and the Hanyang Arsenal would provide a considerable part of weapons and equipment for the frontline.

While waiting for the plane at the airport, Wu Youping's secretary showed Wu Youping the latest schedule in the waiting room. On February 15, Wu Youping would arrive in Wuhan. A meeting of governors of surrounding provinces would be held in Wuhan.

On February 16, Wu Youping waited for the governors to arrive in Wuhan and rested for a day himself. But Wu Youping really couldn't stay idle, so he looked at various latest intelligence sent to him. Seeing the news that Britain, France, Japan, and the Netherlands held a meeting in Saigon, Wu Youping couldn't help sneering. If he guessed correctly, the four countries would make some statement at this meeting.

According to previous assessments, this meeting should have been held long ago. However, Britain and France were previously busy resolving Germany's hyperinflation and the specific execution of the subsequent Dawes Plan. After all, France had to withdraw from the Ruhr area of Germany with Belgium, which required diplomatic efforts. Now that the four countries were meeting, it was about time.

Because of the delay in intelligence information, Wu Youping did not know that at this time, the meeting was only a few minutes away from the final meeting statement.

The Japanese envoy was speaking emotionally at this time, "If the British side is willing to launch a military strike against the He Rui government, Japan will definitely provide logistical support within its capacity."

The French envoy heard the Japanese say what France originally wanted to say, and was very unhappy with the Japanese envoy. But since Japan had already taken the lead, France naturally had to express its attitude, "We France agree with the British view very much. China overthrowing the world order by violent means is likely to trigger a chain reaction. Therefore, we firmly support Britain in launching a comprehensive military strike against the He Rui regime. With the bravery of the British Army and the strength of the Navy, He Rui can definitely be captured and displayed in a cage in London. We hope that after the exhibition in London ends, He Rui can be sent to Paris so that we can also display him."

The Dutch envoy didn't dare to make a sound upon hearing this. That a country like the Netherlands could own large colonies in Southeast Asia was entirely because the Netherlands clung tightly to Britain's thigh. In a sense, the Netherlands was just managing colonies in Southeast Asia on behalf of others. So France could irresponsibly stir up trouble, but the Netherlands absolutely could not.

The British envoy looked exasperated but had to pretend to be tough at this time. After all, Britain had huge interests in China and was the world hegemon. The drastic changes in China's situation not only made Britain lose face but also slapped the British face repeatedly by the He Rui government afterwards. This loss was not only those interests but also made countries question Britain's ability.

Gang bosses are not afraid of getting hurt and bleeding; being able to be called a boss is a status seized by bleeding and fighting.

Britain's various privileges in China were obtained by fighting, and Britain was considered capable of influencing the situation in China. Just as when the Russo-Japanese War broke out back then, it was only after Britain publicly declared 'Britain is unable to mediate the Russo-Japanese conflict' that Japan and Russia dared to fight.

He Rui fought a great war with Japan and then quickly completed unification. It should have started only after Britain's approval, but now He Rui went ahead on his own and not only completed unification but also hanged a large number of British concession personnel from lampposts. Where was Britain's face? Where was the prestige? Where was the dignity?

Where was the strength!!!
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Saigon, the future Ho Chi Minh City. This city has no dry season and rainy season, and no winter. Even on February 17, when northern China was still covered in ice and snow, the temperature here was still above 20 degrees. Compared with the Dutch colonies near the equator, the climate here was truly warm and humid.

Feeling the comfortable temperature, the Dutch envoy still spoke carefully, "The He Rui government has been established for a year, and the news has spread throughout the Southeast Asian colonies, including the news of the fleet being sunk. We believe that the domino effect is very likely to occur. We have also received some news that many changes have taken place in Korea now."

Hearing the Dutch envoy say this, the Japanese envoy's face didn't look very good. He Rui's troops did not deliberately support the resistance forces in northern Korea during the few months there, but systematically eliminated the Japanese forces in northern Korea, causing huge difficulties for Japan in restoring rule in northern Korea.

Human resources loyal to Japan were eliminated and could be dispatched again. The hearts of the people in the entire Korea, especially in northern Korea, were fluctuating, but could not be quickly salvaged by rebuilding the Japanese government in northern Korea. Unless Japan could completely defeat He Rui, the people of northern Korea would know that anyone who launched an attack on Japan had no future.

However, in the current situation, the He Rui regime was becoming stronger and stronger. The people of northern Korea would only think that as long as they defeated Japan, they could obtain their own interests. This was the biggest headache for Japan in implementing rule in Korea at present. Those Koreans believed that as long as He Rui launched another attack, Japan could be driven out of Korea. Korea would be able to restore its independent status.

The French envoy was not unaware that Indochina, bordering China, was the first domino, but the French government was facing economic pressure. Before this trip, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had already set the tone: 'France cannot send troops, but the French government expects to see the British government go to war with the He Rui regime!'

With such a diplomatic mission, the French envoy expressed support for the Dutch envoy in a sincere tone, "I declare again that I support Britain in launching a comprehensive military strike against the He Rui regime. Based on the obligations of the Allied Powers, France will give the British Expeditionary Force maximum support."

Hearing this, the Dutch envoy said unhappily, "Is France not preparing to send troops?"

The French envoy answered righteously, "Of course we will send troops. As long as it is passed by the parliament, France will fight side by side with Britain. Completely destroy the He Rui regime. At this stage, before the parliament passes the war resolution, the only forces that can provide military support are the local armed forces in Indochina."

The Dutch envoy fully understood France's attitude. The so-called 'parliamentary approval' was indeed the French war process. The French President and Prime Minister did not have the power to declare war; the war decision must be passed by the parliament. Given the current Anglo-French relations, the French parliament would never pass a resolution to declare war on China. As for the troops in Indochina... this small number of troops facing He Rui's million-strong army could probably only put up a little defense.

So the Dutch envoy looked at the British envoy and probed, "I wonder when the British side prepares to send troops?"

The British envoy was full of exasperation. The current situation was the same as the view of the British Foreign Office. France, Japan, and the Netherlands all fully agreed with the British view, that is, the He Rui regime threatened the security of Southeast Asian colonies. However, France, Japan, and the Netherlands all wanted Britain to charge at the front and fight directly with China. They would watch the British army fight bloody battles and give all support except participating in the war. When Britain defeated the He Rui regime, this group of countries would participate in the war to grab the benefits of victory together.

If Britain had the strength to defeat the He Rui regime, there would be no need to convene such a meeting now. Britain only needed to send someone to inform these countries that the British Empire was going to move troops, and these countries would naturally follow like the wind.

In a sense, international diplomacy in 1925 was essentially no different from a triad meeting. The leading big brother Britain certainly wouldn't want to charge and kill in front alone; he always wanted the 'brothers to show something.'

The second-in-command France had clearly expressed its attitude, so Britain turned to the loyal little brother Netherlands. The Dutch envoy naturally had to use diplomatic rhetoric, but using triad words could also extremely aptly reflect the situation at this time: 'Big brother, you know my family assets. A population of several million, and only a few warships capable of fighting on the Chinese coast. As long as big brother takes the lead, I, your little brother, will definitely follow!'

Britain certainly knew the family assets of the little brother Netherlands. Hearing the Netherlands express its stance like this, it turned to Japan, the former 'Double Flower Red Stick' [top fighter] on this street of the Far East. Japan's attitude was very sincere: 'Big brother, we were set up by China a while ago, and now we also want revenge. However, the Emperor doesn't send hungry soldiers. My family pot can't even be uncovered. I ask big brother to send some money to me first, at least let the brothers eat a full meal and buy some machetes. So we can charge into battle with big brother.'

Talking about the domino effect and the threat to the colonies, the attitudes of various countries were highly consistent, sharing a bitter hatred of the enemy. When talking about practical issues, everyone's own calculations came out. The British envoy couldn't help but feel that 'people's hearts are scattered, and the team is hard to lead.'

Finally, on February 17, the "Saigon Four-Power Joint Declaration" was issued.

On February 19, the British Foreign Office in London received the complete document of the Joint Declaration. The British Foreign Office was not happy about this; they were waiting for another document, the economic assessment of China produced by British economic experts.

Birmingham, an important industrial city in Britain. The University of Birmingham in this city happened to be celebrating its 100th anniversary. The school's senior management had formulated a grand anniversary plan. At this time, there were still a few months before the anniversary, and it hadn't started yet.

The buildings in the school had a history of one hundred years, and their shapes were full of 19th-century style. However, the building materials were red bricks. Compared with those "stone" universities in Oxford and Cambridge, they had a more concise and lively style.

In the Victorian era, the six major industrial center cities in England established science and engineering universities and received the Royal Charter before the First World War. In the era of establishment, Britain had already entered the industrial age. The building material of the six universities was red brick, so they were also called 'Red Brick Universities' by the British.

In the red brick library with a history of one hundred years, Capelli, who was studying for a doctorate in economics, buried his head in studying a document. Several economics monographs were placed on the table in front of him. Capelli's pen in his right hand recorded constantly, and when he needed information, he searched in the books.

Writing and writing, the light became dimmer and dimmer; unknowingly, it was already evening. Suddenly, the room brightened; the librarian turned on the electric lights. The next moment, a burst of joyous sounds rang out among the students in the room, and tables and chairs made various noises as students stood up. The library was immediately filled with the breath of movement.

However, Capelli was not affected; he still concentrated on his work. This report needed to be handed over to the professor tomorrow, and then the professor would forward it to the government in Downing Street.

Busy until past 9 PM, Capelli finally put down his pen and let out a long breath. Finally finished. The feeling of relief made him suddenly feel hungry. In fact, Capelli had felt hungry long ago, but this feeling stimulated his mind and work speed.

Economics is not a subject that can be completed by pure calm thinking; the hunting-like impulse stimulated by hunger is more suitable for such work. Capelli needed such an impulse to capture the inner core from this document on the He Rui government's economic thinking.

At this time, the 'hunt' was over. The exhausted Capelli felt that he needed to eat a meal to eliminate hunger and replenish nutrition. He picked up the coffee cup, poured the remaining cold coffee into his stomach, packed up the documents, returned the books, and hurriedly walked out of the library.

There was definitely no food in the cafeteria. Capelli put the manuscript in the dormitory and ran out to find food himself. Gas lamps lit up on the streets of Birmingham. It rained lightly yesterday, and the ground was quite slippery. Relying on the little light reflected by the stones on the dim ground, Capelli determined where it was not easy to slip.

At this time, the streets were full of night walkers. Drunkards and some shady characters wandered on the streets. There were also some nightingales who failed to solicit customers standing on the street corner with heavy makeup, greeting potential customers passing by. The nightingales were knowledgeable after all. Seeing Capelli's nerdy attire and demeanor, they didn't come forward to talk, but just watched him pass by hurriedly.

Finally seeing a fish and chips shop, Capelli hurriedly went up and bought a portion. The boss, who looked a bit greasy, wore a white chef's uniform with a dark blue apron over it. When he was about to close the stall, he saw there was still business, so he weighed potatoes and fish pieces and put them into the oil pan to fry respectively. At the same time, he didn't forget to talk to Capelli, "Mr. University Student, I haven't seen your classmates coming so late recently. Did something happen to the school?"

Capelli studied economics and couldn't help complaining to the boss, "The government's work center now is to pay debts, pay war debts. Taxes are so heavy, there is no money for development."

Hearing this, the boss sighed, "Sigh... Mr. University Student, we won the war, but life is even harder. Those Germans really deserve to die!"

Capelli could answer the boss's previous question with simple policies, but he couldn't discuss with the boss in the chat that although the current situation was related to the war, the core was not simply that the Germans were hateful. The core of the economy lay in the expansion of the market. The outbreak of the European War seemed related to Germany's ambition, but Germany's ambition was not simply due to German Emperor Wilhelm II's delusion of dominating the world. From the disclosure of various matters, Wilhelm II was very cowardly, and a large part of the reason for starting the war was passive.

The force that truly promoted the European War was that the whole world had been carved up clean. Under the current economic system, the market was saturated. If Germany wanted to continue to develop, it had to snatch the market. Capelli knew very well that if he said this to the boss, he would be considered a person disloyal to the country. There was no need to cause trouble for himself.

Soon, the fish and chips were cooked and brought to Capelli. Capelli bought a cup of cheap strong liquor from the boss, and with the seasoning, swept the food away like a whirlwind. Then he went straight to the dormitory.

Electric lights had been installed in the university dormitory. Opening the door and entering, he saw his roommate Williams reading the report written by Capelli. Capelli poured himself a glass of water, drank it in one gulp, then fell on the bed and asked, "Socialist, what do you think of this report?"

Williams, like most educated youths at present, supported the socialist system. Capelli had debated with his roommate on the Soviet issue many times. This report targeted the Chinese socialist system, which was rarely discussed by British educated youths. Capelli wanted to see his roommate's view on this economic thinking of the distant East claiming to implement the socialist system.

Williams didn't answer immediately. He turned back only after finishing the last page. His brown eyes were full of contemplation and doubt. After a moment of silence, he asked, "Are these all true?"

"Should be. The materials given by the Foreign Office are more reliable than those official news agencies." Capelli said, pillowing his arms behind his head, looking at the somewhat mottled ceiling.

"If so, I think China's economic policy seems more radical than the Soviet Union's economic policy. The Soviet Union uses a command economy for forced distribution, while China wants to improve efficiency through the market by enhancing the consumption power of the Chinese people. Although I prefer the Soviet policy, I have to feel that China's economic policy indeed has greater ambition." Williams replied. After speaking, he scratched his right cheek. "I think the Chinese government has realized that they have to face various problems of the market economy and is prepared to meet the challenge... I am very interested in this."

Capelli liked discussing issues with his roommate Williams because this guy's thinking was often unexpected, just like the sentence just now 'The Chinese government is prepared to meet the challenge.'

Should he continue to revise based on this idea now? Capelli only felt sleepy and decided to sleep first. He said 'Good night,' pulled the quilt over his head, and fell asleep in a moment.

Work, it's not too late to rush it early tomorrow morning.
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When British Foreign Secretary Curzon met British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin, he always felt a bit of a grudge in his heart. But on the surface, Curzon had to maintain respect for Prime Minister Baldwin, which inevitably expanded the grudge.

Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin took the report submitted by the British Foreign Office and began to read it, giving Curzon time to calm his displeasure. The Prime Minister's conference room in Downing Street was very spacious. Offices in the Downing Street building generally had 10-30 square meters, but the rectangular Prime Minister's conference room exceeded 70 square meters.

The Prime Minister sat in the center of the long side of the long table in the conference room, flanked by the Prime Minister's secretary and the Prime Minister's political advisor. The Cabinet Secretary, who was also the Head of the Civil Service, sat at the short side of the long table near the door, facilitating the civil service leader, who called himself a 'humble public servant of society,' to enter and exit the conference room and coordinate the Prime Minister's various meeting processes.

This position should actually have belonged to Curzon, at least Curzon himself thought so. In May 1923, the then-Prime Minister Bonar Law was confirmed to have cancer, and it was terminal, so he decided to resign as Prime Minister immediately. Since the main elders of the Conservative Party were all outside the cabinet at that time, there were only two suitable candidates, namely the then-Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon and Baldwin.

However, things turned out differently from what Curzon expected; ultimately, Baldwin won the Prime Ministership. Curzon learned part of the inside story after inquiring carefully.

Ultimately, Baldwin was elected Prime Minister. Curzon learned the inside story that made him extremely unhappy: those conservative MPs thought Curzon lacked experience in domestic affairs, and some thought Curzon was annoying.

But Prime Minister Baldwin, supported by Conservative MPs, because he wanted to promote trade protection policies and failed to understand He Rui's determination to unify China, hastily held a re-election just half a year after taking office, wanting to obtain an absolute majority in parliament. Unexpectedly, Britain did not support trade protectionist policies domestically, causing the number of seats in the House of Commons to drop from 304 to only 258. Correspondingly, the Labour Party won 191 seats, and the Liberal Party also won 159 seats, a significant increase in seats.

After experiencing this disastrous end to the 1923 general election, Baldwin remained Prime Minister until the opening ceremony of the new parliament in January 1924. Subsequently, his government collapsed because a motion of no confidence was passed, and Baldwin resigned as Prime Minister.

Curzon always believed that if he were the Prime Minister, he would never have made such a big joke. There was no need to touch on the issue of increasing protective tariffs domestically at all; just uniting with Japan to pressure He Rui would be enough to prevent He Rui from completing unification. Such achievements would naturally win a stable and large advantage for the Conservative Party.

With such unhappiness in his heart, Curzon saw that the Prime Minister had quickly browsed through the Foreign Office report. Curzon gathered his mood, ready to face the Prime Minister's inquiry.

Prime Minister Baldwin hesitated a bit. The approach to China provided by this report itself was quite tough, requiring the He Rui regime to fully accept its previous international status and recognize all old treaties.

After entering politics, Baldwin spent most of his time in the finance department. His understanding of the He Rui regime naturally started from finance. Baldwin could figure out very clearly that even if Britain imposed a trade blockade on China, and even if China lost tariff revenue, the rapidly improving domestic economic situation in China had improved China's overall fiscal situation. For Britain, this situation presented another form. Because it lost assets and privileges in China, Britain had been suffering losses in such a confrontation. From a financial perspective, such a situation must end as soon as possible. The longer the delay, the greater the loss for Britain.

Making a decision in his heart, Baldwin said, "Mr. Curzon, as an outstanding diplomat, do you have no way to solve the problem through diplomatic channels?"

Curzon had indeed made such preparations, but he didn't want to bring them out. So Curzon replied, "Your Excellency, do you think the He Rui regime will not be hijacked by domestic nationalist sentiments in China? Current diplomatic efforts will only make the He Rui regime think the British Empire is showing weakness."

"Oh, no. I don't think so. If the He Rui regime wants to develop the economy, they need to trade with the British Empire. As long as we are good at utilizing conditions in this regard, Britain has the opportunity to make the He Rui government reach an agreement with us."

"Prime Minister, the primary task at present is to stop the chain reaction triggered by He Rui." Curzon expressed a different view.

...

The Cabinet Secretary next to him saw this scene and was unsure for a moment whether the Prime Minister and the Foreign Secretary had swapped identities. The Prime Minister, who should have held a relatively tough attitude, proposed various plans to solve it as peacefully as possible, while the Foreign Secretary, who should have proposed various feasible plans to solve the problem, held a quite tough attitude.

After watching for a while, the Cabinet Secretary decided to play deaf and dumb. After all, Stanley Baldwin's path to Prime Minister was indeed somewhat magical. After Baldwin was forced to step down in 1924, the Labour cabinet that came to power was even weaker than Baldwin. With a series of disasters such as the British fleet being sunk in China and the fall of Hong Kong, the Labour cabinet collapsed in October 1924. After a re-election, Baldwin came to power again.

In the Cabinet Secretary's view, Baldwin had accepted the lesson of the Labour Party's collapse and did not want to repeat the same mistake. If the problem could be solved by relatively peaceful means, Baldwin did not want to provoke a meaningless war.

In the end, neither side could make the other compromise, so Baldwin took the lead in making a request, "Mr. Curzon, please go back and look at the analysis reports of these economic experts, and then we will discuss."

Facing the Prime Minister, Curzon naturally had a disadvantage in status. Since Baldwin said so, Curzon could only take the reports. But Curzon did not give up; he handed some assessments from economic experts invited by the Foreign Office to Baldwin. "Your Excellency, if you have time, you can also look at the suggestions of these experts."

When Curzon stood up and left, Baldwin stared unhappily at the closed door for more than ten seconds, then turned his head and handed the expert analysis report submitted by Curzon to the Prime Minister's private secretary. "Bernard, read this and tell me about it later."

The Cabinet Secretary looked at the Prime Minister's private secretary and couldn't help feeling a little sympathetic. The views of those experts were often contradictory, and it was not easy to describe these opposing views accurately and clearly.

Foreign Secretary Curzon returned to his office, threw the documents on the table unhappily, and ordered his secretary, "Read these documents and tell me about them later."

The secretary immediately picked up the documents and started reading. Just after reading the beginning of the first one, he said, "Your Excellency Curzon, this report is from the University of Birmingham."

Hearing the University of Birmingham, Curzon was slightly stunned and already had an idea. Generally speaking, the document placed at the top was what the other party wanted Curzon to see most. And the University of Birmingham happened to be the alma mater of the current Prime Minister Baldwin. Linking the two, it was hard not to think too much.

While Curzon took the report, the secretary quickly browsed through several other documents and laid them out one by one in front of Curzon. Curzon saw that these reports were all typed by typewriters, very neat. The one from the University of Birmingham was handwritten. Although the person who wrote the report had very beautiful handwriting, there were many alterations on it. Comparing the two, there was more intrinsic meaning.

Curzon did not dislike such manuscripts. Compared with those typed documents, manuscripts could better reflect the author's thinking process, which was also a deep understanding of the author's thinking ability.

Reading the report once, Curzon finished reading the reports of other economic experts and roughly understood Prime Minister Baldwin's attitude. The report from the University of Birmingham was based on a report by Lampson, a 'liaison officer' sent to China by the Foreign Office. Lampson stated in the report that after a long talk with Morrison, the Minister of Commerce of the He Rui government, he decided to believe Morrison's introduction to China's economic policy. He sent its content to Downing Street.

Curzon himself wanted to have a deep understanding of the economy, but he came from a noble background and was good at diplomacy. But he was indeed relatively weak in economics. Thinking of this, Curzon was also somewhat frustrated. The reasons those MPs opposed Curzon becoming Prime Minister were not only that Curzon was only good at diplomacy and did not understand the domestic economy. Lord George Curzon belonged to the House of Lords, which was inconsistent with the status of the Prime Minister (this consideration did not mean that any noble could not serve as Prime Minister); Lord Curzon had a noble background, but the Conservative Party was trying to hide its noble color at that time. These were all reasons for rejecting Curzon as Prime Minister.

Just for these reasons, electing Baldwin, who didn't study well and graduated from the University of Birmingham, made Curzon feel very unfair. But looking at it now, what really added points to Baldwin was probably that this guy had been hanging around in the economic department all along and indeed understood economics better than Curzon.

Anyway, Curzon had understood Baldwin's attitude. Now there were only two roads left in front of Curzon: one was to do as the Prime Minister thought, and the other was to go against the Prime Minister and then be dismissed by the Prime Minister. Curzon chose the first one without hesitation. Sir Curzon, an elite academic achiever, felt it was not worth it to perish politically with the academic slacker Baldwin for such a trivial matter.

So the new plan was submitted and passed. Soon, on February 20, the car of Lampson, the British liaison officer in China, stopped outside Iron Lion Alley. He saw the staff here moving documents and materials, looking like they were moving house.

Lampson knew about moving the capital. Thinking of the location of the new capital seen on the map, Lampson felt somewhat inexplicably unhappy about the vastness of China. Starting from the Second Opium War, Britain was familiar with how to break into the current capital. However, China's new capital was located in the center of China, requiring thousands of kilometers of travel after landing from the sea. The difficulty of making China submit through war had increased too much.

However, these impulsive thoughts belonging to fantasy were soon cast aside. Lampson faced the current reality and prepared to have a quite dangerous exchange with He Rui, the Chinese ruler who controlled millions of army troops.

He Rui received Lampson in a reception room. After meeting, Lampson presented a copy of the "Saigon Four-Power Joint Declaration." He Rui opened it and looked. It was written in the four languages of the four countries. He Rui was not an English major, and many words inside were not clear. However, combined with the Japanese version for comparison, he understood it clearly.

Lampson saw that He Rui was not only not angry but amused. This was not feigned, but truly amused, which inevitably gave rise to a feeling of being insulted. But Lampson knew why He Rui laughed, and also knew that if He Rui laughed, he laughed; he could only keep his lips tight and say nothing.

He Rui was indeed amused. Imperialist diplomacy in this era was so naked: '...The He Rui government changes the international order by illegal violent means and tears up international treaties, which is a huge threat to peace and justice...'

If the Manchu Qing or Beiyang government saw such an evaluation, they would probably be scared out of their wits. Because such a document would be followed by an announcement of military strikes. But this "Saigon Four-Power Joint Declaration" did not have one at the end. It could be seen that the British were quite capable of facing reality and had no intention of sticking their necks out.

With a happy mood, He Rui threw the document on the table in front of him. At this time, two cups of clear tea were served on the table. This time He Rui really couldn't be bothered to treat the foreigner with black tea; whatever He Rui drank, the foreigner could just follow suit.

Lampson thought that He Rui, a 35-year-old power holder, would be angry upon seeing the threat. However, after waiting for a while, he saw He Rui in a good mood and relaxed expression. He was truly somewhat surprised in his heart. He put down the jasmine tea he had drunk most of and decided to probe He Rui. "Your Excellency, in Europe's view, China is a major power full of aggressiveness."

He Rui nodded and replied very approvingly, "Indeed so. You have done too many bad things, so you always apply your own thinking to others. For example, thinking that the atrocities you inflicted on the colonies were inflicted on you reciprocally, even if the British died ten times over, they couldn't equal the number of people killed by you. I can completely understand your fear."

Facing such criticism, Lampson was unmoved. He replied calmly, "Your Excellency He Rui, why do you look at the world with such a victim mentality? With a strong person like you, you can naturally see the British Empire's outstanding efforts in spreading civilization. In the past few centuries, the British Empire has spared no effort to spread civilization to the whole world. Various tragedies naturally occurred in this process, but can you deny that the current world is moving towards a more civilized and wealthy direction?"

He Rui knew very well that most British people now were such imperialists, and he didn't bother to waste his breath arguing with such imperialism. He replied frankly, "The moment to liquidate the crimes of colonialism and imperialism will definitely come; Britain cannot escape it. I don't want to discuss this matter more now; I'm just quite interested in Mr. Lampson's view that China is a major power full of aggressiveness."

Lampson certainly knew what sins Britain had committed in these centuries. He Rui not picking out Britain's crimes one by one to scold also made Lampson much more relaxed. He took the opportunity to change the topic, "Your Excellency, even though China has fallen far behind Europe, the elites of your country I have contacted have a nearly paranoid confidence, believing that even if China falls behind in the short term, it will comprehensively surpass Europe in the future and become number one in the world again."

He Rui thought to himself, isn't this nonsense? He was considering whether to say something about this or wait for Lampson to continue. He saw a smile appear on Lampson's face. "Your Excellency, I can see that you are accustomed to such views and are not surprised at all. In Europe's view, this is an extremely aggressive attitude."

"...I would like to hear the details." He Rui became more interested.

"Believing it is only right to become number one in the world in that field is a manifestation of extreme competitiveness. If one believes one must become number one in the world in any field, it is not just a manifestation of multiple competitiveness, but a manifestation of aggressiveness. In the current world, if China can really achieve these, do you think China will continue to stay within its borders?"

After Lampson finished speaking, he picked up the teacup. At this time, the jasmine tea had been drunk for the most part. He reached out and picked up the teapot to fill his cup with tea, sipping it leisurely.

Instead, He Rui, hearing such a statement for the first time, could only think first. He Rui could understand the foreigners' train of thought, but He Rui couldn't substitute himself into the foreigners' thinking. After all, 'You are not a fish, how do you know the joy of fish?'

Hearing that Lampson, a diplomat of the world hegemon at this time, viewed China in this way, He Rui gradually felt that Lampson's words indeed represented the views of some European elites. It seemed that the so-called China Threat Theory was indeed true. And Napoleon's saying about what would happen when China woke up was also true.

Seeing He Rui looking thoughtful at this time, rather than the bored look of 'too lazy to pay attention to you,' Lampson understood that he had finally moved He Rui. He continued, "Your Excellency, can you understand now how important mutual threat is? If you are interested, can you discuss the future with me on the basis of mutual threat?"

He Rui nodded. "I would like to hear the details." After saying this, He Rui's mood naturally turned into his previous calm state. If it were before, He Rui wouldn't have felt any problem. Being told so by Lampson, He Rui realized that his mentality was seen by foreigners as more terrible than naked threats.

Even in Europe, which believes in monotheism, they are willing to use 'destiny' rather than 'fate' [inescapable doom] to describe life. If it is destiny, everyone can still struggle and strive, even if it is a little bit of space, at least they can create something of their own.

But fate is very terrible. Fate is not an unchangeable outcome. Once life becomes fate, every decision one thinks one makes by one's own will is a turning point arranged in advance. The more one strives to progress and struggles hard, the more one sends oneself just right onto the sacrificial altar planned by others, becoming a pathetic victim.

If people in fate were muddled, it would be fine; they wouldn't feel pain from sleep to death. However, people caught in fate are often awake, so at the end of the tragedy, they will question Heaven. Most questions will not receive any response; the unpredictable Heaven remains silent as if hearing nothing.

If occasionally some lucky ones, or unlucky ones, get a response, they will hear a revelation sent down by an emotionless voice, "The Lord does not care."

He Rui tried hard to put away the expression that could scare Lampson, although He Rui didn't know if his expression management could achieve the effect. Finally, He Rui gave up on something he had never practiced and said seriously in his usual state, "Mr. Lampson, I am willing to hear your views."
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Lampson, the British 'liaison officer' in China, looked like a very casual person, dressed simply and looking very common. He didn't have the Victorian pride of the previous British Minister to China, Jordan. Hearing that He Rui was willing to have a sincere dialogue with him on diplomacy, Lampson stated what he cared about most, "According to Mr. Morrison's description of your country's economic thinking, I believe China can become a very large market within five years. I wonder how Your Excellency regulates access to the Chinese market."

"Mr. Lampson, China has a very large market. With such a market scale, the demand for imports and exports is almost infinite. From an economic perspective, adopting a high tariff policy is of no benefit to the Chinese economy. However, China is a backward country in terms of industry, so we must adopt certain trade protection to promote the development of China's local industry. Under two seemingly opposing demands, we will adopt two policies."

"I would like to hear the details," Lampson asked calmly.

"For industrial products that can be produced in China—please note, industrial products—we will adopt reciprocal tariffs with trading countries. For example, if Britain imposes a 20% tariff on Chinese textiles, we will also impose a 20% tariff on British textiles. If you impose a 1% tariff on Chinese textiles, we will also impose a 1% tariff on British textiles."

Lampson knew very well that Britain needed a huge market. Although the Chinese market was not large yet, it had great potential. If he could obtain a share of the huge Chinese market, it would be of great benefit to the current British free trade system, and Lampson himself could receive generous rewards for this contribution. Lampson listened attentively to He Rui's narration and tried his best to understand the meaning of He Rui's words. The British recorder beside Lampson was also recording quickly, striving not to miss a single word.

"For commodities that China cannot produce at this stage, we have decided to adopt a trade policy of filling the gaps. We encourage enterprises producing these commodities to invest and build factories in China, and we give tax incentives to these enterprises. However, for such commodities, we will adopt relatively high import tariffs. This is our basic trade thinking."

Hearing this, Lampson's first thought was that China wanted to imitate production. But such a thought did not make Lampson unhappy; imitating British industrial products was something all countries in the world were doing. The United States copied and imitated Britain, Germany copied and imitated Britain, and even France copied and imitated Britain. Adding a new China was not too many.

However, Lampson asked, "Your Excellency, what do you think about the patent system?"

"China is already establishing a patent system and will continuously improve it. In promoting research and development, the patent system has its promoting role. Technology transfer will also improve industrial development efficiency, and China will not oppose it."

After listening to He Rui, Lampson wanted to refill his water. The orderly beside him took the empty kettle, brought a bottle of freshly boiled water, and refilled water for He Rui and Lampson. Lampson also took this time to sort out what He Rui said.

He Rui had several nicknames in the British Foreign Office before, one of which was 'Elector of the East.' This nickname borrowed from the Prince-Elector system of the Holy Roman Empire. The British Foreign Office at that time hoped that China would be de facto divided, with various 'Electors' maintaining China's actual division and legalizing this division by taking turns in power.

Of course, He Rui also had other nicknames. Britain believed that China might be unified through a bloody civil war. Those who held this view called He Rui the 'Warlord Philosopher.' British Far East diplomatic personnel first knew of the existence of such a figure as He Rui because of the book *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics* and a series of manuscripts on Far East politics.

Lampson's understanding of politics came from the education he received in Britain, and he understood the British political order very well. The British Prime Minister automatically serves as the First Lord of the Treasury, while the Second Lord of the Treasury actually runs the Treasury, and the power of the Chancellor of the Exchequer must be firmly held in the Prime Minister's hands. Except for electing a wartime Prime Minister during wartime, in peacetime, Britain tended to have politicians with a financial background serve as Prime Minister.

From this perspective, even if the content He Rui said was provided by He Rui's Minister of Finance, being able to explain it so clearly and plainly proved that He Rui was undoubtedly a politician.

Thinking of this, Lampson took a sip of hot tea ready to speak, but the tea was too hot and scalded his lips instead. He pursed his lips and couldn't speak. The waiter beside him poured a glass of cool boiled water for Lampson. After Lampson drank it, he felt the scalded area was much better. Only then did he speak, "Your Excellency, we all know very well that the British Empire has many imperialists and many racists. However, the British Empire is not narrow-minded; we will frankly admit that even in Britain, you are one of the very few most outstanding figures. Therefore, I hope to conduct the following conversation with you at the height of top European politicians. Is that okay?"

Seeing He Rui nod, Lampson continued, "At present, the British Empire must restore order in the Far East, so we require China to recognize all previous treaties. I believe you can understand the necessity of doing so."

He Rui did not answer. The unhappiness of Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing beside him was already revealed in their expressions.

Lampson knew that He Rui was a reasonable person, but He Rui's subordinates might not be. Especially in the current moment of military victory, let alone Chinese officials, officials of any country would be hijacked by nationalist sentiments and make irrational choices. Persuading these people to restore rationality was the job of diplomats.

Lampson looked at Li Shiguang and Yan Huiqing, then turned to He Rui. "Your Excellency, you know very well that the government of the British Empire is not stupid. What cannot be obtained on the battlefield will definitely not be obtained at the negotiation table. Even if all treaties are restored, the British Empire will not send troops to China to be your hostages. The British Empire will convene an international conference to recognize the status quo. The customs and sovereignty issues already in your government's hands will be resolved at once."

Hearing this, Li Shiguang frowned tightly, and Yan Huiqing looked solemn, but there was a look of deep thought in his eyes.

He Rui did not answer Lampson's words but skipped this topic. "Let's exchange views on specific issues."

Lampson felt his heart drop back into his stomach. Getting He Rui to accept the recognition of old treaties was the hardest step. Lampson felt that He Rui chose to face reality like those shrewd politicians. This was a good foundation. On this basis, Lampson put forward the British request, "Concessions are British assets. You have seized the concessions and confiscated the assets without compensation. We require you to redeem them at a discount according to the method of the Shandong issue."

After listening, He Rui answered immediately, "This is impossible. We absolutely do not recognize the rights and interests Britain plundered through war. We will never recognize this part of assets. However, for the part belonging to private enterprise investment, we can give those private enterprises discounted redemption. As for the assets of law-abiding British merchants, we didn't confiscate them in the first place, so there's nothing to talk about."

"Are you not prepared to recognize the indemnities?" Lampson asked. Although he knew He Rui would not make concessions in this regard, this matter had to be made clear.

He Rui also answered unambiguously, "I just said that we do not recognize any rights and interests plundered by foreign governments from China through war. Whether it is so-called concession investments or war indemnities. The Republic government absolutely does not recognize them."

"Your Excellency, you are not being sincere in doing this," Lampson replied.

"I can understand Mr. Lampson's meaning, and I can also understand the British public opinion faced by the British government. I can point out to Mr. Lampson the best way to alleviate the pressure on the British government. That is for the British government to take the lead, unite with European and American countries, and organize an expeditionary force of 1 million troops to launch an expedition against China. I am not talking nonsense with numbers. Based on the performance of European and American countries in the European War, the heavy firepower you equip these 1 million troops with can indeed ensure that 1 million troops have the strength to confront 2 million Republic National Defense Force troops. Only when forces are evenly matched is it possible to win. After all, you are on a tired expedition, while we are waiting at ease, occupying a defensive advantage."

Lampson was truly disappointed in his heart. Such a smart politician as He Rui actually played the trick of nationalist sentiments, which made Lampson feel it shouldn't be something He Rui could do.

Seeing Lampson's resentful look, He Rui couldn't help laughing out loud. "Hehe, Mr. Lampson. You must have misunderstood me; my words are by no means a threat. London, Manchester, Birmingham, Winchester—supporters of British conservatives will show extremely belligerent reactions when far away from the battlefield. Only when the conscription notice is delivered to their doorstep and they are asked to sign it can those British people understand that their actions of threatening the British government by expressing belligerent remarks during the day come at a price, and they have to pay the price for their political stance. Since they incite war, they should participate in war. If a million-strong European and American army defeats the Republic National Defense Force, China will naturally be at the mercy of the victorious nations. Even if harsher treaties are formulated than before, China has to accept them. If Europe and America do not win, hundreds of thousands of body bags of sacrificed young lads can make those who shamelessly incite war sober up and treat the British government's policy of seeking long-term peace rationally. Mr. Lampson, do you understand?"

Lampson had heard Jordan recount this kind of threat from He Rui. At this time, he only felt that He Rui repeating the old trick was meaningless, and replied unhappily, "Your Excellency, you won't ask me to issue a warning to the Viceroy of India next, warning them that they will be attacked by the Chinese army, right?"

He Rui explained with a smile, "Of course you have to issue a warning to the Viceroy of India, but the content is not that the Chinese army will launch an attack. The Chinese army will not attack Britain. Countries like Burma will invite China to suppress bandits because armed bandits claiming to be the British Empire have appeared in their countries and attacked them."

Lampson originally wanted to keep a straight face, but seeing He Rui's serious manner, he couldn't help laughing through his nose with that unique British accent. "Hmph, as the person who wrote *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics*, Your Excellency actually says the names of countries that do not exist in the world; it is truly incomprehensible."

He Rui replied seriously, "Mr. Lampson's geography was learned from Britain, and my geographical knowledge was learned from Chinese history books. Whose education is correct indeed needs full verification."

Seeing the meeting end with such a result, Lampson sighed, "Your Excellency, it is truly disappointing to get such a result from this meeting."

"No, I don't think so. Mr. Lampson, you are just a British subject in China. However, out of personal friendship, I will present you with a copy of the Republic government's vision for the future. Please correct me if there are any mistakes." After speaking, He Rui waved his hand, and the secretary immediately delivered two documents to Lampson.

Lampson opened them and took a look. Both documents had Chinese and English versions. They were the Republic government's plan for handling foreign assets in China and the content that the Chinese government would provide legal protection to foreign legitimate merchants.

At this point, there was no point in talking further. Lampson picked up the two documents and bid farewell to He Rui.

After Lampson left, Li Shiguang looked at Yan Huiqing beside him, then turned to ask He Rui, "Chairman, why didn't you accept Lampson's suggestion?"

Yan Huiqing actually wanted to ask this question but didn't quite dare. He didn't expect Li Shiguang to ask so frankly. But recalling Li Shiguang's sharp gaze just now, Yan Huiqing felt the determination of the young officials never to yield, and felt both moved and uneasy in his heart.

He heard He Rui reply, "Lampson just said that what cannot be obtained on the battlefield will definitely not be obtained at the negotiation table. We have neither reason nor necessity to make concessions. If we want Britain to accept our proposal, we have to force Britain to the negotiation table through war."

Hearing this, Yan Huiqing really couldn't help but ask, "Chairman, if we go to war with Britain, will it cause Britain to continuously expand the war?"

He Rui replied calmly, "Britain will definitely try to threaten us by expanding the war. But expanding the war will only increase Britain's financial burden and bankrupt Britain. Moreover, in 1916, the Allied Powers and the Central Powers wanted to negotiate peace, but the main reason why peace negotiations failed was that Germany refused to spit out the land and advantages it occupied. But we are different; we have no intention of annexing Burma, let alone Assam or other territories. If Britain wants a truce, we will negotiate peace with Britain. If Britain is willing to sign the Sino-British Joint Communiqué on establishing diplomatic relations, our troops will withdraw back to the country."

Yan Huiqing wanted to offer some of his own views, but Yan Huiqing found that all his past diplomatic experience contained content related to He Rui's strategy. He couldn't even make a suggestion if he wanted to.

It seems I am really old! Useless! Such thoughts lingered in Yan Huiqing's mind, making Yan Huiqing feel dejected.



★


Flowing Downstream (6)

Volume 4 — Chapter 69

❧ ❧ ❧


February 24, 1925, the second day of the second lunar month, Dragon Head Raising Day. The Japanese in the labor camp finished their breakfast and gathered, ready to devote themselves to today's work.

There were 200,000 Japanese captured in the previous war, of which 190,000 were capable of labor. When the Japanese in the labor camp saw some Westerners and Japanese wearing Japanese military uniforms appearing at the gate accompanied by Republic military personnel and civil officials, their feelings were quite complicated.

The war between the Northeast Government and Japan broke out in October 1922. The two sides actually ceased fire in October 1923 and signed an armistice agreement in November. The earliest captured Japanese had experienced two years and four months. During the more than two years, these Japanese also corresponded with their families. They could also get some news through newspapers and broadcasts in the labor camp. These Japanese were certain that the Japanese government refused to exchange prisoners of war with the Republic government.

Unable to return home was enough to make the captured Japanese despair, and Japan's reason for refusing to exchange prisoners of war chilled these Japanese even more. The Japanese government's reason was very Japanese: due to Japan's terrible economic situation, the Japanese government was unwilling to let these Japanese return to the country and add trouble to Japanese society.

Half of the Japanese in the labor camps were employees of the Japanese army or Japanese companies in China. They arrived in China under the organization of the Japanese government, and after fighting for Japan, they were considered trouble. Although the Japanese were indeed very accepting in this regard, and although it was chilling, they didn't think it was strange.

On the day of Dragon Head Raising on February 2, the group of Westerners and Japanese appearing in the labor camp gave the Japanese in the labor camp hope. 'Leaving Asia and Entering Europe' was Japan's slogan in the past few decades, and Japan had been standing in the same trench as the West in the past few decades. Since Westerners appeared together with Japanese soldiers, the more knowledgeable Japanese captives felt that the Republic government should have started negotiations with 'European' forces.

Negotiations between China and Europe naturally existed, but not as the Japanese captives thought. The British 'liaison officer' Lampson had sent a depressed and unhappy telegram to London. Lampson sighed in the report, 'Even a smart politician like He Rui will become muddled in front of nationalist sentiments,' and believed that the current China was hopeless in the short term.

Lampson also sent the document on the diplomatic bottom line given to him by He Rui to London. Lampson's evaluation of this was not low; after all, from an economic perspective, He Rui's trade policy was nothing to blame. If there was anything to blame, it was that He Rui actually believed that the current China could make the British government accept such a plan, which was purely being dazzled by victory.

Standing in front of the Japanese captives now were members of the International Red Cross. The Red Cross paid close attention to the fiercest war that broke out after the European War and specifically requested permission to pay attention to the treatment of prisoners of war.

The Republic government knew that the stance of this group of Red Cross members must be problematic, so it 'suggested' that the Red Cross could visit Chinese and Japanese POW camps simultaneously. The International Red Cross agreed to this proposal, which was immediately rejected by the Japanese government.

After the efforts of the International Red Cross, the Japanese government put forward conditions: both China and Japan open to the International Red Cross at the same time. The Republic government agreed to this proposal but required its own personnel to go to the POW camps together. The Japanese government discussed for a long time before this visit took place.

It was the first time for the invited famous reporter of *Yomiuri Shimbun*, Morita Mitsuko, to step into a POW camp. Before entering the POW camp, Mitsuko herself did not harbor any expectations.

Mitsuko was 25 years old this year. She was no longer the little girl with a very simple knowledge structure in 1915. Although Mitsuko believed that when treating her, 'He Rui-niichan' would still be that 'He Rui-niichan.' But this identity was the most insignificant among He Rui's many identities.

He Rui-niichan represented the Republic of China with a population of 480 million, represented the Republic National Defense Force with perhaps 3 million people, and represented the industrial and agricultural strength capable of producing cannons, airplanes, trains, and automobiles, with an annual grain output exceeding 300 billion *jin*.

To manage such a country, simple kindness is not only meaningless but even harmful. For a person in this position, even if he himself still has humanity, the surrounding environment will force him to abandon humanity. This is the reality of the world.

So when Mitsuko saw the orderly POW camp, she was inevitably somewhat surprised. There were indeed wooden fences, barbed wire, soldiers with live ammunition, and 'Japanese POW administrators' wearing special marks, as well as big wolfhounds and other fierce-looking existences, but the order here was far better than Mitsuko thought.

With the unfolding of the visit and interview, Mitsuko found that these POW camps were in a sense much better than the current social situation in Japan.

Take the small number of women among the captives as an example. Japanese women did not bind their feet and had always undertaken considerable labor in life. Under the concept of the He Rui government that 'women hold up half the sky,' Japanese women were organized to undertake work within their capabilities through collective labor.

Cooking department, nursing department, early childhood education, primary education, garment making, laundry, post office, haircutting, and even troupe. The captured Japanese women engaged in colorful work. With the support of these departments, the POW camp was more like a society than a cruel and vicious place of pain.

The labor camp was divided into manual labor and handicraft labor. Healthy Japanese men participated in land reclamation, land consolidation, and other work. The 10,000 Japanese without labor capacity were severely disabled soldiers, as well as infants and children completely without labor capacity. They received good care in the POW camp.

Learning that the POW camp educated the prisoners, not only was Mitsuko astonished, but the members of the Red Cross were also quite stunned. However, for the POW management department, this was very necessary and yielded huge returns.

If prisoners of war were seen as labor, as long as they could be operated well, 190,000 people could create very large returns. Just like the group of Japanese who reclaimed land, paying attention to their health and using their physical strength reasonably, they indeed reclaimed a lot of land very efficiently. The agricultural departments in the Northeast and Inner/Outer Mongolia regions evaluated the Japanese labor in these labor camps very highly.

Even for Japanese soldiers who were somewhat disabled after being injured, if they were organized to participate in handicraft production in the POW camp factories with trained women, fostering strengths and circumventing weaknesses, disabled soldiers were also good labor.

Especially paying remuneration for labor in the POW camp made the order here very good. Some prisoners would even send their income back to their homes in Japan to subsidize their family members who fell into hardship due to unemployment in Japan.

In the view of the POW management camp, these were not important, and even beneficial. The order generated by labor greatly reduced the pressure and intensity of managing the POW camp. Nearly 200,000 laborers would consume after having money; they produced and consumed at the same time, also enlivening the Chinese economy.

Mitsuko had studied under Professor Taira Toyomori politically and could fully understand the inner logic of such an arrangement. But how could the members of the International Red Cross understand this? If they could understand this, how could they work in a place like the Red Cross? So the members of the International Red Cross didn't know how to evaluate the reality they saw, and couldn't even find a train of thought for writing the report temporarily.

After visiting for a few days, the Red Cross members still hadn't figured out how to write the report. But they received a notice: 'Because the Japanese government resolutely opposes Chinese members entering the concentration camps in Japan detaining Chinese citizens, as a reciprocal measure, the Chinese side no longer allows the Red Cross to visit the POW camps. And strongly condemns the Japanese government's breach of trust in not abiding by the agreement!'

Mitsuko wanted to interview He Rui very much, but she couldn't act alone either. After being refused to continue the visit, the Japanese officers immediately demanded the Japanese members return to the country immediately. Mitsuko could only regretfully return with the team. When boarding the ship, Mitsuko could only hope that she would have another chance to interview He Rui in the future.

The Japanese officers who came this time were all members of the Control Faction. After returning to Japan, they immediately submitted the written report to Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan. After reading the report, Nagata stood up without saying a word, opened the window, and lit a cigarette.

It was already March 2, and the air in Tokyo had warmed up. But Nagata couldn't feel the vitality of spring. As the Director of the National Mobilization Bureau, what Nagata felt was only the chill of Japan's economic withering. To expand exports, Japan had done its best to gain more market share. However, the degree of openness of Southeast Asian colonies was very limited, and the United States even hit a person when he was down, expressing 'views' on the Japanese Navy. According to the news sent back by the negotiating delegation, the United States asked frankly, 'What is the purpose of Japan maintaining such a navy?'

The Japanese delegation would of course express that this was to guard against China. But the Japanese delegation knew very well in their hearts that such a statement was completely unconvincing. The US Navy was not powerful, but it was also a country capable of building battleships. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox, so there was no need to play *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*. Even if China's industrial development was very rapid, and even if Japan completely stopped developing its navy in the future, it would take at least 15 years for China to possess a maritime force overwhelming the Japanese Navy.

As long as the Japanese Navy continued to develop, it would take China 20 years to catch up with the Japanese Navy. In the next 20 years, the US Navy would face the threat of the Japanese Navy in the Pacific. This was the reason why the United States felt uneasy about Japan.

The US side knew Japan's economic predicament very well and wanted to take this opportunity to stir up trouble. Japan would never give up any naval advantage because of economic difficulties. Such a stance dashed Japan's expectation of expanding the US market.

Just then, the door opened, and Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji walked in. Seeing Ishiwara arrive, Nagata asked the orderly to close the door and asked straightforwardly, "Ishiwara-kun, have you heard that He-kun issued a threat to Britain to attack South Asia?"

Ishiwara was stunned for a moment, then laughed, "Nagata-kun, what do you think is He-kun's purpose in doing this?"

"Ishiwara-kun, I don't think He-kun is simply threatening. He-kun must have other means in doing this. Think about what happened after He-kun expressed his desire to unify China and act against Duan Qirui."

Ishiwara Kanji felt that Nagata was scared by He Rui's previous strategic deception. The reason for He Rui's war with Japan was simple: Japan was indeed the biggest threat preventing China's unification. After solving the threat, unification became very easy. But what He Rui hoped most now was to integrate into international trade; striking Britain would not help with this.

"Nagata-kun, the world's largest market at present is the United States, and the second largest market is Britain. Compared with the United States, Britain has a population of 500 million (including colonies), and its consuming population is larger. Is He-kun going to war with Britain because he thinks he has the ability to destroy the British Empire? Moreover, I don't think He-kun will attack Korea. Worsening relations with Japan is of no benefit to He-kun."

Hearing Ishiwara say this, Nagata asked, "But Korea is not without value to He-kun."

Ishiwara immediately objected, "He-kun will never burden himself. There is no need for us to underestimate He-kun at such a time. As for He-kun's strategic breakthrough point, I think it is also possible to delay and wait for changes. After all, China is already unified, and He-kun can afford to wait."

"...But Japan can't afford to wait." Nagata's voice was very gloomy.

A trace of sharpness flashed in Ishiwara's eyes. The forces that assassinated the two MPs certainly wanted to intimidate other forces through killing. The assassination indeed scared many people into silence. But there were more people who dared to be angry but dared not speak, directly leading to the rapid development of the Japan Future Society recently. Reactionaries are reactionaries after all; the actions they took out of fear isolated them instead.

Without even investigating, Ishiwara could deduce who did it. It was definitely not the big landlords, but the forces such as court nobles and powerful families attached to the land system. They relied on the existing political order to obtain political benefits. Once Japan implemented land reform, the biggest beneficiaries would be the political parties engaging in parliamentary politics and the likes of the 'Greater Japan Youth League' engaging in the Imperial Way Faction. No matter which side gained huge political benefits, it would be a huge threat to the old forces.

The assassination adopted to maintain order instead provided a fuse for subsequent events, and the fuse connected the entire Japanese society struggling painfully due to the lack of markets.

Ishiwara had decided to eliminate Nagata, but Ishiwara still wanted to try again, so he asked, "Nagata-kun, if He-kun really launches an attack on Britain as you expect, what do you plan to do, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata answered without hesitation, "Of course I hope Japan can provide war materials to Britain."

Ishiwara continued to ask, "If He-kun can really occupy the advantage, what do you plan to do, Nagata-kun?"

Nagata Tetsuzan had also considered this a lot. Although hesitant at this time, he still answered at a slow rate, "If the situation reaches that point, I still hope to build Japan's economic foundation through a brand-new Anglo-Japanese Alliance."

"Why?" Ishiwara really couldn't figure out why a smart person like Nagata appeared so stubborn on this matter. Britain's relative decline was very obvious; why was Nagata so persistent in binding with Britain? Ishiwara believed that Nagata was by no means a fool; his persistence must have his own reasons.

Seeing Ishiwara's frowned brows, Nagata couldn't help chuckling, "Hehe, Ishiwara-kun, do you still remember our meeting on the Army War College campus at the end of 1921?"

Ishiwara thought for a good while before remembering there seemed to be such a meeting. But what was discussed at the meeting, Ishiwara had forgotten. Having experienced this war and seeing He Rui unify China, Ishiwara himself had undergone huge changes. As for what was said before, Ishiwara had long forgotten.

But Nagata obviously hadn't forgotten. He continued, "I was thinking at that time that Ishiwara-kun is not a so-called democratic politician, so what should the Japan in Ishiwara-kun's eyes look like? After these years, I probably understand."

"Please speak." Ishiwara Kanji became interested.

"If Japan is described as a square, the Japan Ishiwara-kun hopes for is a square where people from all walks of life come and go."

Ishiwara thought for a moment and couldn't help nodding. "Nagata-kun still understands me."

Nagata Tetsuzan continued, "In my opinion, Japan must first be Japan. In front of the square should be the Imperial Family and court nobles representing Japanese tradition, scientists, engineers, and conglomerates representing industrial strength, soldiers representing order, and those scholars representing Japanese culture. If Japan is not led by these people, Japan is no longer Japan."

The image described by Nagata had already emerged in Ishiwara's mind. This image was indeed what Japan looked like now, or even what Japan looked like before. Since Nagata Tetsuzan had such an aesthetic realm at this time, Ishiwara asked, "Nagata-kun, the world has changed."

"No, what changed is industrial technology and organizational models. The country hasn't changed. The current European countries haven't changed; the United States hasn't changed. The change I'm talking about doesn't refer to industrial development, but that the leaders and ruling models of those countries haven't changed from 100 years ago or even 200 or 300 years ago."

Speaking of this, Nagata lit another cigarette. "Ishiwara-kun, you must think that China has undergone huge changes. Then let me ask you, isn't a hero like He-kun who appears once in 500 years a Chinese tradition? As for He-kun's government, what is the difference between it and the governments commanded by Chinese heroes before?"

Now Ishiwara really didn't know how to answer. Although Ishiwara had completely become a supporter of political economy, in a sense, Ishiwara also had to admit that Nagata indeed touched upon the fundamental factors of national inheritance in some aspect. Precisely because of this, Ishiwara couldn't say anything. Because Ishiwara had completely understood the foundation of Nagata's own thoughts.

No matter how smart Nagata was, no matter how hard Nagata tried to push Japan forward. But in essence, Nagata Tetsuzan was just a Japanese dignitary who changed the soup but not the medicine. Nagata's progress was progress centered on Japanese dignitaries. Nagata went from a child of an ordinary person to today; he wanted to become a member of the core Japanese dignitaries, not really to push Japan to a higher realm.

After figuring this out, Ishiwara Kanji stood up and said, "Nagata-kun, I think He-kun's next choice might be very consistent with basic principles. Precisely because of this, I also can't see through it. As for me, I even hope He-kun brings me a surprise. After all, in my opinion, He-kun is a person brave enough to break through. Then, I will take my leave today."

Watching Ishiwara's back disappear out the door, Nagata recited Ishiwara's evaluation of He Rui in his heart, 'a person brave enough to break through,' which made Nagata feel somewhat lost. It wasn't that Nagata didn't want to break through, but as the leader of the Control Faction, Nagata could only make the best use of the cards in his hand. If Nagata dared to break through bravely, then Nagata would be driven out of power.

Nagata sighed and could only wait for He Rui's next move like Ishiwara.



★


Flowing Downstream (10)

Volume 4 — Chapter 70

❧ ❧ ❧


For more than 2,000 years, no matter how dynasties changed, most Sichuan people worshipped the 'Lord of Sichuan.' Generally speaking, those with 'Lord' in their names were gods, ghosts, or spirits. 'Lord of Sichuan Li Bing' was also a god in the eyes of Sichuan people. It's just that more than 2,000 years ago, this human-god of later generations, Lord of Sichuan Li Bing, indeed walked on the land of Sichuan together with the Sichuan people of that time.

What could prove the existence of Lord of Sichuan Li Bing was the Dujiangyan Irrigation System, personally designed and built by him, which had been running for more than two thousand years.

On April 7, after finishing his inspection of Yunnan and Guizhou, Wu Youping arrived at Dujiangyan by plane. Even though he graduated from the Tangshan Railway Official School, Wu Youping knew about Dujiangyan. Seeing this water conservancy project that had shaped the fertile Sichuan for more than 2,000 years with his own eyes at this time, Wu Youping felt a little disappointed besides being emotional.

Over the past 2,000 years, Dujiangyan had long formed a very complete annual repair system. In the dry season of winter and spring every year, the not-so-wide Minjiang River mouth was blocked by erecting wooden 'Macha' [tripod log structures] as the backbone, combined with bamboo cages filled with stones. This formed a barrage, allowing the river water to flow completely away from the Outer River, enabling workers to repair the main body of Dujiangyan and the Inner River. As for how to repair, Li Bing left six words: 'Dredge the bed deep, keep the weir low.'

People participating in the annual repair had to complete two things. The first thing was to build the weir body with building materials of bamboo cages filled with stones. When repairing the 'Feishayan' [Flying Sand Weir] that removed sediment from the Inner River water, the position of the Feishayan must be kept relatively low to facilitate the removal of sediment. This is 'keep the weir low.' The second thing was to clean up the silt and stones at the bottom of the Inner River so that the bottom of the Inner River was lower than the Outer River. This is 'dredge the bed deep.'

Dujiangyan is an artificial hydraulic structure composed of three parts: the frontmost 'Yuzui' [Fish Mouth], 'Baopingkou' [Precious Bottle Neck], and 'Feishayan' [Flying Sand Weir]. The previous weir body parts were composed of bamboo cages filled with stones, using local materials, which was already the optimal solution under the circumstances at that time. For 2,000 years, in the turbulent Minjiang River water, this artificial material was easily destroyed and required effort to make every year. This also led to a debate on the 'rigidity and flexibility' of the main material of Dujiangyan that lasted for 2,000 years.

There were always people hoping to build a Dujiangyan body that would not be destroyed, eliminating the annual work of building the weir body. People in all dynasties made various attempts. Some attempts failed at the time, and some attempts failed after more than ten years. In short, none succeeded.

Today, what Wu Youping saw was the attempt of the Republic Government's Railway Corps. In the position of Dujiangyan, what appeared was a Dujiangyan dam body poured with reinforced concrete. Tested by war, the reinforced concrete pouring parts completed by the Railway Corps could withstand artillery shells. No matter how big the stones carried in the Minjiang River water were, their power was always incomparable to 150mm artillery shells. This pouring part was dug to a depth of 6 meters at the bottom of the river, making it even harder for the river water to shake.

The Secretary, Governor, and Directors of Water Resources and Agriculture of the Sichuan Provincial Government all came personally to participate in the water release ceremony. The current system had been set: any activity related to Dujiangyan had to be approved by the provincial government personally.

Perhaps accustomed to big scenes, Wu Youping just completed his attendance work as Premier very decently. When the 'Macha' was pushed down amidst the deafening sound of gongs and drums, the river water suddenly surged into the river, rushing towards the gray Dujiangyan weir body. When the water flow submerged the Dujiangyan weir body until only less than two meters remained, exclamations came from the crowd participating in the water release ceremony. This huge and novel weir body obviously held up and was not immediately washed away.

When the water flow became regular, Wu Youping, the Provincial Party Secretary, the Governor, and others visited Dujiangyan under the guidance of the Director of Water Resources. Dujiangyan is a damless water diversion project. The most exquisite core lies in making full use of the shape of the river channel and the weir body to automatically remove sediment from the Minjiang River water while diverting water, introducing clear water into Baopingkou to irrigate millions of *mu* of fertile fields on the Chengdu Plain.

In the era without Dujiangyan, Sichuan was a 'red basin,' with floods and droughts occurring one after another, and the Chengdu Plain was a disaster area where 'people might become fish and turtles.' With Dujiangyan, the Chengdu Plain became a place where floods and droughts followed human will, knowing no famine, and having no lean years, which could be called the 'Land of Abundance' in the world.

The comrades of the Railway Corps watched the water movement nervously. When a vortex with a diameter of several meters formed in the Inner River water in front of Feishayan, rolling the sediment in it and making the river water entering Baopingkou clearer and clearer, the comrades of the Railway Corps couldn't help cheering.

This new plan was formulated by He Rui. Because the length of the Dujiangyan weir body was greatly extended and reinforced concrete was used, it was difficult to modify, and the comrades were very worried about defeating their own purpose. Now seeing Dujiangyan running well, everyone's uneasiness faded, and only joy remained.

Wu Youping was not so excited. Although he knew that blind trust in He Rui was unscientific, Wu Youping always felt that He Rui's decisions would be correct. If it was incorrect, it must be a problem with the executor, who executed He Rui's good plan badly.

After completing the water release, Wu Youping immediately summoned comrades for a meeting. Although Dujiangyan was important, for the current China, there was more important work. Moreover, the Dujiangyan water conservancy project had been successfully completed after precise calculations with the help of computers, so they had to race against time to complete other work.

"Now the Cheng-Yu Railway is about to be completed, and next we have to complete the Cheng-Kun Railway project," Wu Youping said to the participating comrades of the Railway Corps.

When talking with the Railway Corps, Wu Youping was very relaxed, and the comrades of the Railway Corps were also quite relaxed. Because everyone felt that the other party was one of their own. The comrades of the Railway Corps were mostly young, and their accents were mostly northern accents. This couldn't be helped; after all, there were only two main railway schools in China before. One was the former Tangshan Railway Official School, which had been renamed Beiping Railway College, and this school was also Wu Youping's alma mater.

The other one was the 'Northeast Railway School' opened by He Rui after he went to the Northeast. Later, the Northeast Railway School moved from Siping to Shenyang and was renamed Shenyang Railway College. A large number of teachers at Shenyang Railway College came from Beiping Railway College. The two were of the same lineage, and the source of personnel was concentrated in the North. It was inevitable that the personnel composition at this time was mainly northern.

In the eyes of the Railway Corps, Premier Wu Youping was undoubtedly the second most respected senior alumnus. As for who was ranked first? Naturally, it was Mr. Zhan Tianyou, the current Dean and Chief Engineer of the China Railway Research Institute.

Hearing the senior alumnus talk about the Cheng-Kun Railway, the comrades of the Railway Corps couldn't help showing a difficult expression. This railway was of course very important; once completed, it would open up the great artery of the Southwest. But building a railway in high mountains and lofty ridges was a difficult challenge for the Railway Corps.

Wu Youping certainly knew this. He continued, "Comrades, the upcoming war does not need the Cheng-Kun Railway; the Cheng-Kun Railway is preparing for the next war. So the State Council has instructed the Ministry of Education to complete the plan for building Chengdu Railway College and Kunming Railway College. In the school opening season this year, the two railway colleges will start recruiting students."

This was the real good news, and the comrades of the Railway Corps finally smiled. Wu Youping struck while the iron was hot and announced that he would stay in Chengdu for a few more days. Although he could not attend the opening ceremony of the Cheng-Yu Railway, he would personally award medals and prizes to outstanding comrades.

Wu Youping was not bragging. Before arriving in Chengdu, he had issued an order for merit assessment to the 3rd and 4th Bureaus of the Railway Corps that built the Cheng-Yu Railway. The next day, Wu Youping personally awarded medals to the personnel who rushed over.

The comrades on stage included engineers and skilled workers. They were tall, short, fat, and thin, but they were highly homogeneous in temperament and educational background. They either graduated from Railway Colleges or Railway Technical Schools. Seeing Senior Alumnus Wu Youping personally awarding medals, the young alumni all beamed with joy. Wu Youping shook hands with the outstanding young juniors one by one and offered a few words of encouragement.

The award recipients either had a scholarly air or the agility of an educated person amidst their shrewdness and capability. This was the Railway Corps. Although it was under the leadership of the Military Commission and had a military establishment, the composition of this corps consisted of only three types of people: management personnel, engineers, and professional skilled workers. In the army, its educational background could only be compared with the Air Force.

Driving trains was only one of the not particularly important jobs of the Railway Corps. Surveying, geological exploration, bridge design and construction, tunnel engineering, and even directional blasting were the most challenging jobs in the Railway Corps.

After the medal awarding was completed, Wu Youping gave a passionate speech, expecting the comrades of the Railway Corps to make persistent efforts and achieve new merits. Amidst warm applause, Wu Youping said loudly, "I expect that in the next twenty years, the average education time of comrades in the Railway Corps can increase by 0.3 years annually. Let the Railway Corps become a truly high-tech team! Do comrades have confidence?"

"Yes!" The comrades off stage responded loudly with a thunderous voice.

But happiness was always short-lived. When Wu Youping held a meeting with the comrades of the Sichuan Provincial Government and the secretaries and directors of the 3rd and 4th Bureaus of the Railway Corps, the atmosphere became solemn.

As early as 1903, the Qing government had the intention of building the Sichuan-Hankou Railway, and its western section was the Cheng-Yu Railway. After the fall of the Manchu Qing, the governments during that period used road construction as an excuse to scrape countless wealth from the people, but the result was only a 'dotted line' drawn on the map.

In March 1924, the Republic National Defense Force marched into Sichuan, and the local warlords collapsed instantly. The first thing the National Defense Force did was to remove the cultural relics on the Yanyu Pile, take a large number of photos and videos as a souvenir, and then blast the famous Yanyu Pile on the Yangtze River into pieces. Since then, except for a few pieces placed by the river as a souvenir, the rest of this huge reef blocking the Yangtze River navigation channel had disappeared into the rolling river water.

The 3rd Bureau of the Railway Corps marched into Sichuan in early April. A large amount of materials went upstream, transporting materials for railway construction to Sichuan through urgently converted transport ships, and railway construction officially began. After 12 months of hard work, the 3rd Bureau of the Railway Corps invested 200 engineers, 1,100 skilled workers, and 180,000 hired local people, and was about to complete this 504-kilometer-long railway.

Facing the comrades' inquiries about the war, Wu Youping introduced the situation, "The Burma Road is about to be completed. This is a road of over a thousand kilometers, employing 500 engineers and 5,000 skilled workers. Maintaining more than 400,000 hired workers locally. To fight, logistics is needed. Sichuan's agricultural condition is very good, and we hope to buy grain nearby."

Before the comrades could speak, Wu Youping's secretary walked in and handed a telegram to Wu Youping. Under the gaze of the comrades, Wu Youping finished reading the telegram and returned the telegram paper to the secretary. The comrades couldn't see anything from Wu Youping's expression, so they continued to ask questions they were concerned about.

Wu Youping answered the questions, but what he was thinking about was this telegram. The content of the telegram was very simple: "On April 7, our army and the Burmese National Revolutionary Army engaged the British army in Myitkyina. Our army annihilated a 200-man mixed British force."

Has the war broken out just like this? Wu Youping didn't know how he should view this matter.
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Premier Wu Youping only needed to know that a battle had broken out in the Myitkyina area, but he didn't need to intervene directly. The Military Commission was completely different; they should be responsible for this matter. Through telegram exchanges, the Military Commission basically understood the situation before reporting to He Rui.

"...The British exercise control in Upper Burma (northern Burma) mainly by bribing local leaders. Burmese patriots launched an attack on one of them in the Myitkyina area. It happened that a British unit was invited by the leader to come and hold the ground; it was not a battle that broke out intentionally."

After listening to the introduction, He Rui calculated in his mind, "What happened next?"

"Now the battle is over, and the Burmese National Revolutionary Army has occupied the Myitkyina railway station. Presumably, the British troops in Burma will mobilize soon." Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan gave a clear answer.

"How is the preparation of the Southwest Bureau? Give me the latest materials." He Rui issued an order.

Soon, several large stacks of materials were placed in front of He Rui. The biggest difference from people of this era was that He Rui could see a large number of maps from all over the world when he was very young. After all, if one wanted to travel around the world, one always had to make some preparations.

He Rui didn't intentionally memorize so many maps at that time, but he did have an impression. Having traveled to many places, he could naturally combine the data in the report with the map. The data in the report showed that the progress of the Burma Road was quite good. Hiring local labor was an economic blood transfusion for the local area. Coupled with land reform, the social order along this transportation line from Hunan to Yunnan and Guizhou was restored very well. This also promoted the progress of road construction in turn.

The Railway Corps building the Burma Road invested 500 engineers and 5,000 skilled workers, and hired 400,000 laborers. Up to now, half of the construction of the Burma Road has been completed, and the design of the other half has also been completed and construction is underway.

After reading the road construction report, He Rui picked up the construction report of 'military depots.' Military depots are services such as storage and rest distributed on the logistics transportation line. Their function can be roughly seen as many rest stops on the highway. The difference lies in that the services provided by military depots are more targeted and more efficient.

In the report of the Southwest Bureau, since the military depot itself also provided logistical services for the road construction army, the completion rate of one military depot every 30 *li* actually reached 100%.

Seeing this, He Rui called his secretary and asked him to send a telegram to the Southwest Bureau, requesting confirmation of the completion rate of military depots.

He Rui also checked the progress of bridge construction. Some bridges had been built, and some were under construction. Whether completed or not, these bridges and roads were prepared according to the standard of automobile transportation.

Spending a few hours reading the materials, He Rui received a reply from the Southwest Bureau. Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu confirmed to He Rui that all military depots were 100% completed and put into use. He Rui immediately requested the Military Commission to meet again. Soon, the members of the Military Commission, led by Vice Chairman Xu Chengfeng in charge of military orders, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan, and Minister of General Logistics Hu Xiushan, arrived at the conference room again.

After explaining his assessment of the materials, He Rui said, "There is no time like the present. Since the fighting has started, let's act."

The comrades knew that He Rui never fought a battle without preparation. For the war between the Northeast Government and the Japanese Government, He Rui prepared extremely fully. The war preparations in Burma indeed had a fairly high degree of completion, but there was a big gap compared with the Sino-Japanese War. Moreover, what they were dealing with now was not Japan, but the world hegemon Britain.

As the Vice Chairman in charge of military orders, Xu Chengfeng bore a heavy responsibility and had to put forward a different view, "Chairman, why not follow the plan?"

He Rui shook his head. "The British can't wait. Waiting any longer will only give the British full preparation. Since the battle started in Myitkyina, we must hold Myitkyina."

Cheng Ruofan supported He Rui's view and put forward his own view, "The terminus of the British railway in Burma is Myitkyina. If Britain sets up defenses here, we have to bypass those small roads, adding a lot of combat difficulty. I support the Chairman's view."

As long as Hu Xiushan completed the work of the General Logistics Department, he would look at the map. The terrain of the entire Burma emerged in Hu Xiushan's mind at this time. As Cheng Ruofan said, Myitkyina was not far from the Sino-Burmese border and was the terminus of the railway built by the British.

Burma's first railway, from Yangon to Pyay built by the British, was completed and put into operation in 1877. Twelve years later, in 1889, Britain extended the railway from Yangon to Mandalay. By 1914, Britain extended the railway from Mandalay to Myitkyina and Lashio. Myitkyina and Lashio were less than 200 kilometers from the Sino-Burmese border. These 200 kilometers of high mountains and dense forests were called the Savage Mountain [Jianghu/Kachin Hills], which was very difficult to pass.

In the past year, China did its best to contact local tribes in the Savage Mountain, organize local revolutionaries to establish local governments, and complete the construction of transportation lines. The Savage Mountain was not completely impassable. As early as before the Tang and Song Dynasties, the ancient southern land "Silk Road," namely the "Shu-Shendu Road," entered Bhamo and other places from today's Tengchong, Lianghe, and Longchuan areas, and then led to India from Kachin State in northern Burma.

Based on such a detailed understanding, Hu Xiushan made his own judgment. He heard Xu Chengfeng ask, "...I'm done. Minister Hu, please express your opinion."

The armies of various countries had army leaders like the Three Chiefs, and the Republic National Defense Force actually had 'Four Chiefs.' The Chairman of the Military Commission was the commander-in-chief and was not counted among the Four Chiefs.

Ranking first among the Four Chiefs of the Republic National Defense Force was the Vice Chairman in charge of military administration, also the Director of the General Political Department. This position was originally held by Zhong Yifu. Now this guy was a committee member of the Southwest Bureau, and the specific affairs of this position were responsible by comrades of relevant political work departments. The reason why this position ranked first among the Four Chiefs was that this position was the person in charge of the Civilization Party in the National Defense Force. With the Party commanding the gun, it was naturally number one in military administration.

The next three could be called the 'Three Chiefs.' Vice Chairman Xu Chengfeng in charge of military orders, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan, and Minister of General Logistics Hu Xiushan. The abilities of these three determined the strength level of the National Defense Force. If Hu Xiushan thought He Rui's view was unreasonable, then He Rui could only rely on his personal authority and prestige to give orders to the military system. These orders would be executed, but once failed, the price He Rui had to pay was actually very large.

Hu Xiushan didn't answer immediately but continued to think for a moment, sorted out his own questions, and then said, "From the perspective of land warfare, I agree with the Chairman's view. Current logistical transportation can maintain a combat scale of at least 2,000 people. Once the railway is seized, our army can hold out for two months in mountain warfare. After two months, the General Logistics Department confirms that aid will definitely arrive."

As the Chief of Military Orders, Xu Chengfeng did not simply execute He Rui's orders. Although both Cheng Ruofan and Hu Xiushan supported He Rui's view, Xu Chengfeng still did not simply follow the crowd. "Chairman, I want to ask about the follow-up of the war."

He Rui had already made a judgment and answered decisively, "War is the continuation of politics. Britain's policy is to maintain its rule in the colonies, which can be seen from Britain's emphasis on the domino effect. If we push down the first domino, Britain will do its best to avoid a chain reaction. Britain's current economic policy has only two words: debt repayment! Expanding the war puts too much pressure on them, so Comrade Xu Chengfeng, I ask you to deduce what troops Britain can mobilize?"

Xu Chengfeng answered immediately without thinking, "What Britain can mobilize at this stage is the Indian colonial army. Within a few months, what they can mobilize in order is the Malayan colonial army, and the Australian and New Zealand corps. Canada is farther from Burma than Britain. Before the Canadian corps arrives, the mobile forces in the British Army should also arrive first. In addition to colonial troops, the army composed of white people is between 300,000 and 500,000."

He Rui nodded. "I originally didn't want to launch an attack so early, but judging from the present, the resistance of the Burmese people is fiercer than we imagined. This should also be unexpected for Britain, so our action now is also catching them off guard. After all, even we ourselves are surprised by things; how could the British think of it?"

Xu Chengfeng did not continue to refute. Since the last engagement between China and Britain was in 1900, 25 years later today, Xu Chengfeng could not determine the level of the British Army. In paper deduction, the Republic National Defense Force won across the board. From a purely military point of view, Xu Chengfeng's uneasiness stemmed more from uncertainty than from whether logistical preparations were sufficient.

Just as Xu Chengfeng wanted to find a few key points that made him uneasy, he heard He Rui continue, "For this action, we can just use the spontaneous action of our personnel as a reason to explain to Britain. Because it is also true. As for what Britain thinks, let them be."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't find a reason to support it now, nor did he have a reason to strongly oppose it. Finally, Xu Chengfeng hardened his heart, "Since this is the case, let's do it."

He Rui could understand Xu Chengfeng's feelings; that was plunging into a war amidst chaos. He Rui could see the problem clearly only because He Rui used political economy to deduce backwards from the downstream of history and could understand Britain's difficulties at this time. Just as he wanted to explain to Xu Chengfeng, Hu Xiushan spoke up, "Chairman, the only thing I don't understand is, after Britain suffers such losses, will it really not fight to the end? If Britain admits defeat, wouldn't they be no different from the Manchu Qing court?"

Comparing the British government with the Manchu Qing government really amused He Rui. On the internet in the 21st century, people really compared the Queen of England to Cixi and the British government to the Great Qing. Judging from the successive British governments after 1925, they were walking the old path of the Manchu Qing.

But Hu Xiushan couldn't understand it now. He Rui explained, "Comrade Xiushan, do you think Britain has reached its peak now?"

"...Yes," Hu Xiushan replied.

"According to the law of power, once the peak of power is reached, no matter how hard one tries, it is a downward path. There is another description: no matter how incredible a bandit is, as long as he starts spending the robbed money on himself, he is no different from an ordinary thief. This is the status quo of Britain. The Manchu Qing government was once majestic and won the war against Dzungar. When everything in the Manchu Qing was to maintain its privileged interests, it reached a contemptible point. Britain's goal is no different from the Manchu Qing, so Britain's choice will not be different from the Manchu Qing."

Cheng Ruofan initially didn't want to participate in the discussion of Britain's choice. Seeing that Hu Xiushan still didn't quite understand at this time, he couldn't help interjecting, "Xiushan, what Britain wants is to rule India at the lowest cost. Once its ruling cost is too high, Britain will choose to stop losses. And we are not trying to overthrow British rule in India this time; Britain can understand this. Moreover, when a wall is about to fall, everyone pushes it. In order not to show its weakness, Britain can only knock out its teeth and swallow them with blood."

Hu Xiushan could understand Cheng Ruofan's view, but he was still somewhat hesitant. "Chairman, do you think we can control how the war ends?"

This question was quite serious. Even though Cheng Ruofan trusted He Rui extremely, he didn't make a sound at this time. But this didn't mean Cheng Ruofan's confidence in He Rui was shaken. In the war against Japan, He Rui's demonstrated ability to control the war made Cheng Ruofan fully believe in He Rui's ability. Whether it was the start of the surprise attack, the continued offensive to the Han River, or the subsequent slow retreat. Every step was guiding the war towards an orderly end.

Many people in the army privately thought that our side's luck in the Sino-Japanese War was too good, and the Great Kanto Earthquake forced Japan to sue for peace. Cheng Ruofan admitted that the Great Kanto Earthquake did play a role in promoting peace negotiations, but with the solidity of the Yalu River defense line, the Japanese army could not break through no matter what.

And Japan's national strength itself did not support Japan in fighting a long-term war. Japan could hold on for at most a year and a half before having to consider peace negotiations. Even without the Great Kanto Earthquake, peace negotiations were Japan's only choice.

The situation Britain faced was actually the same. As long as Britain was unable to defeat China, it had to negotiate peace to stop losses. Britain's military power was very strong. Cheng Ruofan believed that precisely because of this, Britain would definitely realize that with Britain's current strength, it did not possess the possibility of defeating the Chinese Expeditionary Force in the Burma region at all.

Cheng Ruofan had explained such a judgment to the comrades of the Military Commission at meetings before, but everyone seemed to be scared by Britain's reputation and didn't dare to believe it. The only two who truly believed this were probably only He Rui and Zhong Yifu.

After a brief silence, He Rui spoke, "We can guide Britain onto the track of peace negotiations. In my opinion, if Britain has only this one road left to take, it must negotiate peace."

Xu Chengfeng thought Hu Xiushan would raise objections, but unexpectedly, after hearing this, Hu Xiushan thought for a moment and answered readily, "In that case, I support the Chairman's decision."

Now, among the four most important people, three including He Rui supported fighting immediately. Xu Chengfeng couldn't find a clear reason to oppose it, so finally, Xu Chengfeng replied, "I also support the Chairman's decision."

Politics is a very serious matter. After Xu Chengfeng expressed his agreement, it was impossible for him to lie down and watch other comrades work. As the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission in charge of military orders, as soon as the meeting ended, Xu Chengfeng ordered the General Staff to immediately propose a plan based on the current situation. Without Xu Chengfeng's order, Cheng Ruofan had already started this work.

After all, the outbreak of the battle in Myitkyina was purely accidental, and it took time to propose a plan based on the current situation. Even if the General Staff had formulated a great many contingency plans, they had to be modified extensively at this time. However, Cheng Ruofan still sent a telegram to the comrades of the Southwest Bureau, informing the Southwest Bureau of the Military Commission's decision and asking them to act first according to the spirit of the decision.

Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu had been quite nervous since receiving the news of the battle. After receiving Cheng Ruofan's telegram, Zhong Yifu immediately convened a meeting of the Southwest Bureau. After the secretary of the meeting communicated the spirit of the Military Commission's meeting, the comrades of the Southwest Bureau became excited.

Zhong Yifu had unbuttoned his collar, feeling that the breath suppressed in his chest could finally be completely exhaled. Standing up, Zhong Yifu said loudly, "Comrades, our Southwest Bureau has been in contact with Burmese patriots and the masses on the other side of the Sino-Burmese border for nearly a year, and we can already confirm that Burma is actually a fertile soil for revolution."

Hearing this, many relatively radical comrades nodded slightly. Zhong Yifu continued, "As the saying goes, injustice provokes outcry. The Burmese people suffer oppression from British colonialists and local tribal headmen, and their impoverished lives have no hope. This makes the people not only have no affection for foreign colonialists and domestic oppressors but also full of hatred. In recent years, struggles large and small against oppression have broken out in Burma, including armed struggles. These struggles failed, but the Burmese people were not afraid because of failure; their desire for liberation became more urgent. Because after the oppressors inside and outside Burma won, their oppression of the Burmese people became even more intense. With such a foundation, our cooperation with Burmese progressive youths and revolutionary comrades is even more solid. Now, the Military Commission has made a decision. For us, let's get to work immediately!"

No one in the Southwest Bureau raised objections, and all accepted Zhong Yifu's decision. Zhong Yifu didn't wave his hand and shout 'advance' immediately. Instead, he asked someone to bring out the summary of the latest progress of various works and made arrangements based on the existing situation.

The next day, April 10, a regiment of mountain infantry left the border and advanced towards Myitkyina City, where the battle broke out, along the already opened traffic line with Burmese revolutionaries.

Myitkyina is located on the west bank of the Mali Hka River, a tributary of the upper reaches of the Irrawaddy River. It is located in the northern mountainous and hilly area, with an altitude of over 1,000 meters, and is the most important river port in northern Burma.

It is rich in teak and other timber, grows rice, sugarcane, etc., and is a center for silk reeling, wood and food processing, and a distribution center for agricultural products. To the east, it can reach Tengchong City in Yunnan Province, China; to the south, via Bhamo, it can reach Wanding in Yunnan Province, China; to the north, via Putao, it can reach Tibet, China. It is the terminus of the Yangon Central Railway running through the north and south.

In areas without railways, British colonial rule was completed by local leaders subordinate to British rule. Myitkyina City was where the British garrison was located. In the original plan of the Southwest Bureau, the operation to capture Myitkyina City should have been completed by two mountain infantry regiments after full preparation.

However, Myitkyina City was now plunged into a battle. The warring parties were a British colonial regiment of more than 2,000 people and a mixed force of about 400 Chinese and Burmese.

Although also a mixed force, the fighting will of the Burmese revolutionaries was much stronger than that of the colonial regiment. 400 people initially annihilated a 200-man mixed colonial force sweeping the countryside. The reason was as stated in the report: a local leader near Myitkyina used the power of the British to extort excessive taxes and levies from several villages, especially forcing able-bodied men to mine gems in the mountains.

In this era, working in tropical gem mines, the harsh natural environment alone was enough to kill people. How could the villagers be willing to go? The strong laborers ran away. Seeing the goal of arresting people failed, the local leader arrested the villagers' families and threatened the locals that he would let these women and children dig gems in the gem mines. If those young men who fled didn't want to watch their families die, they should come back obediently and exchange themselves for their families.

The young men came back after getting the news. Not only did they come back themselves, but they also brought back the troops of the Burmese National Revolutionary Army.

At this time, the battle had been going on for three days, and the battlefield was constantly moving. After annihilating the enemy, the revolutionary army troops adopted a bold plan, taking advantage of the opportunity when the colonial army left the city for reinforcement to launch a sneak attack on Myitkyina City. Initially, progress went smoothly, but they encountered stubborn resistance from the colonial army in front of the armory. Fortunately, the Chinese commander of the revolutionary army did not lose his head. Seeing that time had passed, he immediately led the troops to withdraw from Myitkyina City.

The decisive retreat allowed the revolutionary army to avoid the colonial army rushing back and not fall into the desperate situation of being attacked by the enemy from both front and back. Afterwards, the colonial army began to pursue. Under the command of the Chinese commander of the revolutionary army, the revolutionary army began to lead the colonial army in circles in the mountains.

Two days passed, and the colonial army was exhausted. The commander was a British captain. The captain sat on a small sedan chair carried by locals. Two Indian servants beside him were using fans to help the captain drive away mosquitoes, allowing the captain to make the next judgment comfortably.

At the same time, a regiment of more than 2,000 National Defense Force mountain troops was heading straight for Myitkyina through the opened forest path. No matter what the British captain decided, the battle would unfold on a scale of more than 4,000 people. Myitkyina was destined to welcome a brand-new day in the flames of war.
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The British had colonized South Asia for hundreds of years and understood the resistance of the people here very well. The British captain leading a company to pursue the rebellious Burmese was confused by the situation before him. Under normal circumstances, those Burmese should have been exhausted by the continuous pursuit of the British Indian Army and scattered in all directions long ago. If these Burmese were more spirited, they would launch a mindless counterattack in a relatively open area, and the colonial army trained by Britain would annihilate them with concentrated fire.

The group of Burmese in front of him did not scatter, nor did they act recklessly. They evaded the pursuit of the British Indian Army very effectively and always operated in a certain area. These Burmese must be plotting something. What on earth were these people plotting? The British captain really couldn't figure it out.

Major Li Daming, the commander of the Burmese National Revolutionary Army pursued by the British Indian Army, knew very well what his troops were going to do. According to the guerrilla tactics of mountain warfare, the troops had to drag the British Indian Army along and constantly consume the enemy's strength. According to the tactical thinking of guerrilla warfare, this is called 'drag the fat thin, drag the thin to death.'

Executing such tactics required the troops to have abundant physical strength. After several days of movement, Li Daming and other commanders had determined that the Burmese National Revolutionary Army did not yet possess such physical conditions. Li Daming was not disappointed by this. The members of the Burmese Revolutionary Army did not give up on themselves due to lack of physical strength; they used all their strength to complete the march and combat arrangements, complaining but not running away. Lack of physical strength could be completed through training, but fighting will could not be comprehensively improved through simple training.

While the cooking squad made a fire to cook, Li Daming held a discussion meeting with other commanders to evaluate the personnel of the Burmese National Revolutionary Army. Vice Captain Saya was one of the earliest Burmese revolutionary youths who decided to cooperate with China. Although the march had almost exhausted Saya's physical strength, making his head empty and his reaction slow, hearing the explanation of the upcoming battle, a wave of heat rushed from Saya's chest straight to his forehead, and his brain immediately became sharp.

"Captain Li, when do we fight? Where do we fight?" Saya asked excitedly. Because of the excitement, there was first a burning hunger in his stomach, but this discomfort was masked by the excitement of the brain.

Li Daming laughed, "Don't worry, let's chat casually first, and discuss it properly after eating."

Like Li Daming, the officers of the Republic National Defense Force were not in a hurry; battles could be fought at any time. Especially after dragging the British Indian Army running for a few days recently, they had gained a lot of understanding of the British Indian Army. Combined with previous data, the officers of the National Defense Force felt that the Indian army was not strong.

Facing the rather weak Burmese Revolutionary Army, the well-trained British Indian Army just couldn't catch up, which was enough to prove its pure strength. If it was just weak strength, the National Defense Force officers wouldn't underestimate India so much. Another weakness of the Indian army opened the eyes of the National Defense Force.

Since its establishment, the British Indian Army had spent most of its time bullying irregular troops in South Asia and was not serious in its combat attitude. Long-term 'invincibility' led to their tactical arrogance, which was particularly prominent when pursuing the Burmese Revolutionary Army.

Reconnaissance was sloppy, pursuit was relentless, and formation keeping was terrible. Several times, the officers of the National Defense Force almost couldn't hold back and wanted to launch an attack on the British Indian Army, which was obviously courting death. However, the National Defense Force was a regular army with strict discipline. Since the military order received was not to launch an attack, everyone held back the impulse.

But such an opportunity could not be missed. A National Defense Force officer led a squad to complete all preparations for an ambush. The British Indian Army passed by them blusteringly at a distance of about ten meters and entered the 'encirclement.' In order to determine the strength of the British Indian Army, the squad even implemented an extremely bold tactical action, withdrawing from the attack position under the nose of the British Indian Army without attracting their attention.

At this time, the food was served. Rice, beans, and other staple foods were placed in the middle of bamboo tubes split into two halves, tied tightly with hemp rope, and heated to become delicious bamboo tube rice. Cooking oil and salt transported from China cooked heavy-oil and heavy-salt food. The exhausted members of the Burmese Revolutionary Army ate heartily, and everyone was very satisfied.

This was the reason why the Burmese Revolutionary Army was not caught up by the British Indian Army. If training and physique were insufficient, improve from the food. Poor food for soldiers in the Indian army was a tradition. Even in the 21st century, there were large-scale incidents of using fodder to cook for soldiers in the Indian army, let alone in 1925.

With a full stomach, the body felt comfortable. Just as the troops began to discuss combat arrangements, a sentry ran hurriedly to report, "Report to Captain Li, the reinforcement troops have sent a liaison officer!"

Li Daming was overjoyed and hurriedly ordered someone to welcome him. When the liaison officer arrived, Li Daming looked him up and down for a while, really surprised. The person who came was exactly his military academy classmate, Major Gao Yue.

"...Old Gao, you've lost weight!" Li Daming exclaimed.

Gao Yue belonged to the type who would get fat no matter what he ate; his weight once reached 180 *jin*, and he was almost discharged. However, Gao Yue was extremely outstanding in staff work, so he continued to work. The Gao Yue in front of him was no longer that fat man with a ruddy face, but a soldier with a very normal physique. The originally plump face looked quite handsome in its thin state.

Seeing his old classmate so surprised, Gao Yue smiled bitterly, "Hehe, I plan to live here in the future. It really sheds fat."

"It's great to have you working here for a long time," Li Daming sighed sincerely. Excellent staff officers would be liked everywhere, especially under the current conditions of overseas operations.

Gao Yue informed Li Daming of the liaison content, "The vanguard force is one regiment, preparing to completely take Myitkyina, and then go south along the railway from here. The goal is to control as much railway as possible."

Li Daming was overjoyed. "Is the higher-up preparing to fight a big battle?"

"Should be. But don't talk about this now; how is the frontline situation?" Gao Yue asked.

Half an hour later, Gao Yue stopped recording in his notebook, spread out the map, and confirmed the British military deployment in Myitkyina on it. The British army regarded this military conflict as an ordinary riot, and the main force did not leave Myitkyina.

Gao Yue quickly had a view, "It seems we have to lure them out."

"How about besieging the point to strike reinforcements?" Li Daming asked.

Gao Yue thought for a moment. "Not necessary. There are other ways. The higher-up just happened to ask us to do an experiment; just use it."

Seeing Gao Yue being mysterious, Li Daming's curiosity was piqued. Gao Yue didn't continue this topic but continued to ask whether the organizational structure of the British Indian Army maintained tradition and whether there were major adjustments.

Li Daming could only recount his feelings after personal contact. A regiment of an ordinary British Indian Army commanded 10 companies, unlike the regiment, battalion, and company organization of the Republic National Defense Force. But this did not mean that the Republic National Defense Force was smarter than the British Indian Army in organization. The British Indian Army doing this was not stupid, and was even a reflection of Britain's good military organization level.

In the Indian colony, the war intensity was very low, and high-intensity combat organization was not needed. Moreover, India was originally a geographical term, forcefully kneaded into an Indian colony by Britain. To cope with the dispersed characteristics of India, Britain adopted the means of divide and rule. Using regiments and battalions as the main combat units could adapt very well to the management needs of divide and rule.

"In other words, these 10 companies are each responsible to the regimental commander..." Gao Yue stroked his somewhat pointed chin, thoughtful.

Li Daming looked at his old classmate's pointed chin and suddenly had a very absurd feeling. The previous Gao Yue had a double chin. The funniest thing was that in front of the fleshy chin, a 'pattern' of a pointed chin could also appear. Now that the fat was gone, the pointed chin originally regarded by Li Daming as a skin 'pattern' actually existed...

Just then, Gao Yue said, "Then let's try it this way. Old Li, we have to take some responsibility."

Li Daming was baffled by these words. How could they take responsibility before fighting? In Li Daming's six-year military career, this responsibility obviously wouldn't be combat responsibility.

Two days later, the British lieutenant continued to command his company to pursue the fleeing 'Burmese mob.' The lieutenant became more and more impetuous, and the speed of pursuit became faster and faster, but the opponent wandered in the mountains and forests like a loach. Yet they insisted on not leaving this area, as if deliberately luring the lieutenant.

At noon, the lieutenant finally saw the first 'result of battle' in days. A Burmese man was beaten to death on the escape route. The lieutenant went to the corpse with hatred and personally commanded the inspection of the corpse. This was a Burmese man in his thirties or forties, looking no different from ordinary Burmese. This man was shot in the back and died quite quickly.

When the Indian soldiers turned the corpse over, a red object fell from the corpse's chest. The British lieutenant saw it and noticed it immediately. The Indian soldier next to him noticed the lieutenant's gaze, immediately picked up the object, and handed it to the lieutenant. The British lieutenant held the translucent crystal, which was obviously a roughly polished ruby, with his thumb and forefinger, and held it up to the sun. Sunlight passed through the gem, forming quite complex light refraction inside the gem. Burma was rich in gems, and the lieutenant could judge that this was a real ruby.

But how could an ordinary Burmese mobster have such a small ruby? The lieutenant worried about being deceived and asked his Indian subordinate to raise his rifle. The lieutenant scratched the rifle barrel with the ruby. The gem did not break, and a scratch was left on the outside of the barrel. This was a ruby.

In the subsequent search, several roughly processed rubies were found in the close-fitting pocket of the corpse, and the quality of the rubies was not bad. The lieutenant immediately remembered a 'rumor' he had received in the past few days. The local headman whose home was breached discovered a gem vein and hid a batch of high-quality rubies at home, wanting to find British smugglers to sell them.

Burma was rich in gems. Although the lieutenant didn't believe this rumor, he didn't think it was a fantasy. After all, the headman whose home was breached gained his current status by providing labor to the gem mines managed by the British. Seeing an ordinary 'mobster' carrying gems on him at this time, the lieutenant couldn't help but believe it. Regardless of his subordinates being exhausted, the lieutenant immediately ordered the troops to continue the pursuit.

This time the lieutenant chased very urgently and almost blocked the 'Burmese mob' in a col. The lieutenant entered the mob's resting place and saw a mess on the ground. In the center, a bag was broken and thrown on the ground. Several roughly processed rubies of mediocre quality were scattered next to the bag, which should have leaked from the hole.

The lieutenant picked up the bag and examined it carefully, finding a quite large ruby in the corner. The quality was much better than the other scattered ones.

At this time, in a hidden place in the distance, Li Daming and Gao Yue were watching here with binoculars. Seeing the British lieutenant actually go straight for the gems as Gao Yue expected, Li Daming signaled to Gao Yue, and the two quietly retreated, leaving here along the retreat channel.

Arriving at a safe place, Li Daming praised, "Old Gao, I didn't expect you to learn the tricks in the *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, able to predict the future!"

Gao Yue smiled. "I was just guessing blindly based on the nature of colonialists. What they think about is nothing more than making a fortune; they should be relatively sensitive to this. Although the principle is so, I didn't dare to be sure how it would evolve specifically."

Li Daming nodded but remembered the 'responsibility' Gao Yue mentioned. He couldn't help sighing, "Although gems are completely incomparable to human lives, throwing out so many gems, I will definitely write the report well."

Gao Yue nodded; this was also what he was worried about. But with Li Daming submitting the report together, the higher-ups also approved their application. And looking at the situation now, the British guy indeed took the bait, and the development of things began to enter a very good state.

However, Gao Yue and Li Daming were actually wrong. Even if things didn't develop as they expected, at least in the eyes of Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu, these gems were insignificant. This was not simply because the values of the Civilization Party emphasized that the fundamental driving force promoting social development is productivity. Instead, leading cadres of Zhong Yifu's level could obtain internal intelligence that these gems were all synthetic.

Since they were synthetic gems, their value was only the cost. Compared with the cost of mining gems, even if the British used Burmese labor in the traditional colonial plundering way, the overall cost was higher than synthetic gems.

And there were some things even Zhong Yifu didn't know. Entering the electronic age, the demand for various crystals greatly increased. The artificial synthetic gem technology development was a process directly given by He Rui (He Rui could only do this much), which was the source of synthetic gems. Using the mature process route from the 21st century, gem merchants in 1925 could not distinguish the difference between synthetic gems and natural gems, which also became a source of foreign exchange for the Republic.

Although the high-level and mid-to-high-level officials of the Civilization Party and the Republic government were all patriots, it didn't mean that these people would have noble internationalist spirit when facing foreign countries. For example, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong strongly supported the liberation of Burma. Zhuang Jiaxiong believed that the best situation at present was that Burma was not liberated, but the northern gem producing areas were actually controlled by the Republic.

Currently, the capital of the entire United States had nowhere to go and had begun to enter a crazy stage. So far, the price of pigeon blood rubies produced by the hydrothermal method was quite considerable. Buying a piece of precious jewelry inlaid with pigeon blood rubies for his wife directly for hundreds of dollars would be very strenuous even for a high-level American white-collar worker. But the American installment payment could be afforded even by mid-level white-collar workers.

Now China needed a 'story' that could convince American consumers, for example, China controlled a certain gem mine. In Zhuang Jiaxiong's view, a 'story' of this level was harmless. No matter how thin a mosquito leg is, it is still meat, not to mention that the luxury consumer market at this time could be considered a locust no matter how one looked at it.

Even Zhong Yifu didn't know the plan of Zhuang Jiaxiong and his gang of industrial party members, let alone the comrades on the front line. Gao Yue and Li Daming focused their attention on the movements of the British army. Since costs had been invested, having corresponding returns was the best.
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Lu Xun once lamented in his articles that China at the end of the Qing Dynasty was a country where moving a chair could cost a life, and felt this was China's backwardness.

It must be said that this is too much of a literati's view. This is not unique to the late Qing; any place with a high degree of organization has such characteristics. The problems of the late Qing looked particularly serious only because the Manchu Qing economy was in extreme decline, making the situation appear exceptionally unacceptable. The British economic trend in the 21st century was no different from the Manchu Qing, and the situation in Britain was exactly the same.

Even in Britain in 1925, although a comprehensive decline had not yet begun, following rules was also a characteristic of Britain at this time. The lieutenant did not dare to embezzle all the gems after getting them. He took about 20% of the gems and gave the largest one along with the other 80% to the colonel.

The colonel was not surprised; he would have been surprised if his subordinate had embezzled them all. So the colonel swallowed half of the gems handed over and handed the largest one along with the remaining 'half' of the gems to the British Chief Administrator of Myitkyina.

After listening to the colonel's introduction of the general situation, the Administrator still felt this matter was a bit strange, so he summoned the British lieutenant for questioning. After listening to the lieutenant's narration, the Administrator still felt the credibility of this matter was not high, so he put it aside for now. He just left an impression in his heart of this sensible lieutenant. After all, a lieutenant who knew to hand things over should be motivated. If there was any errand next time, the Administrator decided to give priority to this lieutenant.

But the next day, the young master of another local headman's family came to request an audience. Normally, the son of a Burmese mountain headman was not qualified to see the local British administrator, but this young master named Aung Su had a different identity. The British built schools in Burma and established a university in Yangon. Young Master Aung Su was a student at a church university in Yangon.

People like Young Master Aung Su were the backbone of Britain's future rule in Burma, so even the Myitkyina Administrator had to see him.

This Aung Su appeared in front of the Myitkyina Administrator wearing the uniform of the church school. Unlike those Burmese who instinctively felt nervous upon seeing British people, Young Master Aung Su spoke British English, with an attitude neither humble nor arrogant, and stated his purpose straightforwardly.

It turned out that Young Master Aung Su received news that the group of Burmese 'mobsters' finally learned one of the two locations where the killed headman hid the gems and was preparing to take them out. Young Master Aung Su wanted to use this news as a bargaining chip to exchange with the British Administrator of Myitkyina for his father to take over the job of the killed headman.

The Myitkyina Administrator appreciated Young Master Aung Su's attitude, but still felt in his heart that the young man was too impatient. With British methods, if Young Master Aung Su worked under the British for a few years after graduation and gained British recognition, he would get the opportunity to be a powerful running dog for the British. There was no need to jump out directly now.

But now was indeed an opportunity. The Myitkyina Administrator did not promise anything, but just asked Young Master Aung Su to lead some British people to dig out the gems first. Young Master Aung Su's face was full of unwillingness, but he finally wisely agreed to the Administrator's request and left with the people. The Administrator was very satisfied with such wisdom. If a local Burmese wanted to gain benefits from the British, he had to show enough obedience first.

In less than half a day, the things were brought back. There were dozens of rubies. The Myitkyina Administrator had already summoned the local Jewish gem merchant. The skin of this Jewish jeweler named Meyer was tanned yellow-brown under the Burmese sun, appearing slightly fairer compared to other Europeans in Burma. This skin color reminded the Administrator of the color of old gold coins.

When the jeweler Meyer opened his portable box and took out the magnifying glass for viewing gems, his skilled movements and the cold expression on his face reminded the Administrator of the pawnshop owner in his hometown. That owner was also Jewish, usually buying other people's goods at low prices while lending at high interest. The look of that owner when buying gems was exactly the same as the jeweler Meyer in front of him. There was a condescending indifference and arrogance, as if the fine gems were just broken stones on the roadside in his eyes.

But Meyer was very careful when examining the gems, his face showing nothing but indifference. After each gem was examined, it would be placed in a different position. After the jeweler Meyer finished examining, he pointed to the gems divided into three piles and said to the Myitkyina Administrator, "Your Excellency, this pile is inferior gems, this pile is medium gems, and these few here are superior gems."

After speaking, the jeweler Meyer took out one from the superior gems and placed it separately. "Your Excellency, this is a pigeon blood ruby. If it were in London, its value could reach 300 pounds."

Hearing such an evaluation, the Myitkyina Administrator felt very unhappy in his heart. Jeweler Meyer said it was worth 300 pounds, but the Administrator thought it was worth at least 500 pounds. Or even possibly 1000 pounds. Even 500 pounds was not a small amount. (Although the price system is different, roughly estimated, the purchasing power of 1 pound in the gold standard era of 1925 is roughly equivalent to the purchasing power of 1,000 RMB in 2022, so 500 pounds is equivalent to the purchasing power of 500,000 RMB.)

After sending off the jeweler Meyer, the Myitkyina Administrator had made a decision. He ordered the garrison commander to send troops to ambush those 'Burmese mobsters.' The matter of gems had been confirmed. Besides wanting to completely annihilate this group of lawless mobsters, the Myitkyina Administrator also felt that the intelligence provided by Young Master Aung Su might be true. Young Master Aung Su said that the hidden gems were in two places, and that group of mobsters indeed found gems there. Apart from the portion dug out by the Myitkyina Administrator, the other portion was very likely already found by that group of mobsters.

Assuming the mob obtained the other portion of gems would perfectly explain why that group of mobsters continued to stay here at the risk of being wiped out. The life experience of the Myitkyina Administrator allowed him to understand human nature long ago. Before getting one of the two portions of gems, most people would think they would leave after getting one portion. But once they really got one portion, most people would choose to try every means to get the other portion.

This is human nature, greedy human nature. Since these mobsters wanted everything, the Myitkyina Administrator decided to use this greed to catch all the mobsters in one net.

These tasks were naturally handed over to the British Indian Army. After arranging these, the Myitkyina Administrator suddenly remembered that he forgot to buy a box for gems from the Jewish jeweler Meyer. He immediately sent his secretary to go. When the Administrator returned home, it was already evening. His wife, of noble birth, was sitting expressionlessly on the sofa.

Although the status of the Myitkyina Administrator was not bad in Burma, for the Administrator's wife of noble birth, there was no London high society, no balls, dinner parties, or cocktail parties here. All she saw were Burmese and Indian servants. Such a life was truly boring and meaningless.

When the Administrator presented the box to his wife, the wife still had no interest, and only out of basic courtesy between husband and wife did she have to open it. When the pigeon blood ruby in the box emitted beautiful crimson light under the setting sun, the Administrator's wife was stunned for a moment, and a long-lost smile appeared on her face.

Young Master Aung Su was still unmarried. As a single dog, he naturally couldn't understand the family fun of the Myitkyina Administrator. But at this time, Young Master Aung Su was immersed in another kind of fun. He rushed back to a nearby location after dark, where someone was already waiting. It was Saya and the Chinese officer Li Daming.

After listening to the news brought by Young Master Aung Su, the Burmese Revolutionary Army leader Saya first thanked his classmate Aung Su, then asked Li Daming, "Should we ambush the British Indian Army going to set up defenses?"

Li Daming didn't want Aung Su to feel untrusted, so he could only reply, "No, we are going to attack Myitkyina City directly?"

"Isn't the enemy outside the city easier? We can also besiege the point to strike reinforcements." Saya was very puzzled. Li Daming's choice was very different from the guerrilla tactics Saya learned.

Li Daming had to continue explaining, "If the enemy is strong and we are weak, naturally we start from the enemy's weak point. But we are stronger than the enemy now. Directly solving the defenders in the city can achieve the effect of surprise. As long as the defenders in the city are solved, the defenders outside the city will be weaker. It will become extremely difficult for them even to escape."

Neither Saya nor Aung Su could quite understand Li Daming's thinking, but they didn't refuse either. Because there was one point in Li Daming's thinking they understood: China had sent troops into Burma, and the British had divided their forces. Now the strength of the Sino-Burmese coalition was indeed above Britain.

War is about logistics and intelligence. Now logistics were worry-free, and because a stratagem was used, British actions were also developing according to Gao Yue's assumption, making combat preparations very easy. Learning that the British ambush troops had set out, Li Daming even had the leisure to joke with Gao Yue, "Old Gao, didn't expect you to be a Little Zhuge."

Gao Yue laughed, "Brilliant hunters often appear as prey."

Li Daming didn't expect Gao Yue to show off, but Gao Yue's stratagem was indeed very effective, so Li Daming could only make a 'tsk' sound.

Gao Yue touched his pointed chin, and the smile on his face quickly disappeared without a trace. Seeing Gao Yue in deep thought, Li Daming couldn't help asking, "Old Gao, what are you thinking of again?"

Gao Yue continued to ponder for a while before answering slowly, "I was thinking, as long as the British feel they are stronger than us, and we are fighting guerrilla warfare, this planning idea can always be used. But the British are not stupid; they will definitely be able to see the problem and change their thinking. I don't know if we will be arrogant and conceited at that time."

Li Daming felt the question Gao Yue raised now was more hateful than the previous one. After thinking for a moment, he said, "The source of the current British Indian Army is based on the framework established in 1862. The 1st-18th Regiments are mainly Bengalis, the 19th-32nd Regiments are mainly Punjabis, the 33rd-39th Regiments are mainly low castes from the Hindustan region, and the 41st-44th Regiments are from other regions. 5 Gurkha Infantry Regiments, 4 Sikh Infantry Regiments, 52 battalions from Madras, and 30 battalions from the Bombay region. Muslims monopolize the transport corps, Sikhs and Gurkhas are the main infantry force, and Hindus are the most numerous in the artillery. With such a vast army of hundreds of thousands, we always have to fight."

Gao Yue shook his head. "These troops are vulnerable. Even if they are completely annihilated, the British won't think we are that powerful. If we suffer losses fighting these troops, the British will be surprised instead. What really needs to be fought is a major campaign against 100,000 pure white troops."

Hearing this, Li Daming felt he couldn't imagine such a campaign situation. He could only sigh, "Old Gao, how can we be qualified to consider such a level? It would be good enough if we can command a unit of mountain infantry division scale in the future."

Seeing that Li Daming completely failed to feel the point, Gao Yue sighed and lowered his voice, "It's not like that. The higher-ups still want to establish diplomatic relations with Britain, and we will all have to withdraw then. What should the Burmese Revolutionary Army do? We always have to think for them. If we can't let them learn guerrilla warfare, but instead let them develop squeamishness because they always win battles with us, once we leave, they will be waiting to die. If they are annihilated, who can trust us in the future?"

Li Daming was stunned. He wanted to say something, but stopped several times. When Li Daming finally spoke, he said, "Old Gao, let's take Myitkyina first!"

Two hours later, a mountain infantry regiment of the Republic National Defense Force that arrived at the starting point began the attack. One company pinned down the four companies of the British Indian Army sent out to ambush the 'Burmese mob,' and other mountain infantry regiments launched an attack on Myitkyina City.

The biggest characteristic of the Myitkyina area was similar to Yunnan, China; local people basically lived in bamboo buildings. Above the eaves of a patch of bamboo buildings, a stone building was particularly eye-catching. That was the official residence of the British Administrator of Myitkyina City.

The British Indian Army didn't expect a sudden attack and couldn't even fight back in a hurry. Those soldiers wrapped in turbans or wearing tall Indian ethnic hats fell into chaos under the attack.

In addition to the barracks, the police station, telegraph office, and railway station were all targets of the troop raid. Li Daming and Gao Yue were responsible for commanding the troops of the Burmese Revolutionary Army, joining forces with a platoon of the Republic National Defense Force, and pouncing straight on the official residence of the British Administrator of Myitkyina.

On the way, they encountered policemen sent by the police station on patrol. Seeing such a team rampaging on the street, the policemen were scared stiff and stood by the roadside unable to move. Saya shouted angrily at the Burmese police in the local language, "Kneel down!"

Some police knelt down, while others still stood motionless. It wasn't that they wanted to resist stubbornly, but they were completely frightened by the fierce momentum of this group of armed personnel who looked the same as themselves. The soldiers of the Burmese Revolutionary Army didn't think so. Seeing the police still standing there like sticks, they immediately rushed up, kicked the standing police to the ground, and tied them up, creating unjust, false, and wrong cases on the way of attack.

When the troops arrived at the gate of the Myitkyina Administrator's residence, they saw several Indian guards just closing the iron fence gate and locking it with an iron chain. Seeing the troops arrive, the Indians fled into the main building in a flash of smoke. The attacking troops didn't bother to climb the wall. The demolition team inserted detonators into the iron chain, lit the fuse, and began to retreat. After a boom, the iron chain was fine, but the lock was blown open. The iron chain rattled and unfolded, falling to the ground. The Republic National Defense Force and the Burmese Revolutionary Army pushed open the iron gate and rushed in.

Seeing these armed troops with Asian faces killing their way in, various exclamations and screams rang out in the courtyard. The Burmese Revolutionary Army hated British colonial rule to the bone. Being able to conquer this place at this time, everyone charged forward with weapons, hacking and chopping anyone they met. Like a flame of revenge, it swept through the official residence of the Myitkyina Administrator.

The Republic National Defense Force was very calm, controlling various key points that could threaten the troops according to the tactical manual. By the time these places were all controlled, the Burmese Revolutionary Army had already swept the residence.

Li Daming and Gao Yue entered the main building of the residence and saw a severely injured foreign woman lying prone in the hall. The medic hurriedly went up to treat her. As soon as he turned the woman over, he saw that she had been stabbed in the chest, and blood had soaked the clothes on her chest. It looked like she wouldn't survive.

Just as the medic judged, the woman raised her hand to the medic as if wanting to call for help. But the arm was raised halfway and then fell dejectedly. The woman's body trembled slightly, which was a spasm caused by excessive blood loss. When the trembling ended, the woman's originally clenched hand loosened, revealing the pigeon blood ruby originally in her hand. Gao Yue was stunned; he recognized it. This was the gem he selected to lure the British into the trap.

Gao Yue originally viewed this gem with the mentality of throwing a meat bun at a dog [gone forever], but he didn't expect to see it again at this time. The woman's palm, which should have been snow-white, was already stained with a lot of blood. The color of the ruby stained with blood became even more crimson, as if it were a clot of solidified blood.
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On April 18, 1925, at 10:00 AM, Ishiwara Kanji was personally lecturing the latest batch of Japanese officers on the infantry tactics of the Northeast Army. The door opened, and an officer from the Training Bureau rushed into the classroom. This officer was a core member of the Future Society. Ignoring the surprised cadet officers in the class, he ran to Ishiwara and whispered a few words in his ear.

Although Ishiwara was far from being a frivolous young man at this time, he felt his heart suddenly become chaotic. Under the surprised gaze of the cadet officers, he paced back and forth on the podium a few times before noticing that the cadet officers were all looking at him.

Ishiwara was now certain that He Rui had officially started a new plan. given He Rui's style, this was not just a war between China and Britain. He Rui must have a broader plot. It was just that Ishiwara couldn't understand what He Rui was plotting, which made him particularly troubled.

But Ishiwara knew very well that new changes had begun. Since the cadet officers were all surprised, Ishiwara was not afraid of making things big. He stood back at the podium and said loudly to the cadet officers, "Latest news: China has marched into Burma, captured the city of Myitkyina in Burma, and continues to launch attacks southward."

Buzz! The whole classroom seemed to explode; the Japanese cadet officers were shocked by the news. An officer shouted in shock and anger, "Your Excellency, how dare Shina start a war with Britain! Is He Rui crazy!"

Ishiwara slapped the table and shouted, "China is China, what Shina! Can you make yourself strong by insulting others? No one is allowed to make such a stupid mistake in my class!"

Scolded by the war hero Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, the Japanese cadet officers were stunned, and those Japanese officers who were relatively hostile to China became much more honest. More Japanese officers no longer despised China after experiencing defeat. Another officer stood up and asked, "Your Excellency, subordinate is Captain Kinoshita of the Sendai Division. May I ask Your Excellency, why does China want to compete with Britain for Burma?"

This question represented the voice of most Japanese officers in the classroom. The noise disappeared instantly, and everyone looked at Ishiwara, the Lieutenant General considered 'unparalleled in bravery' among junior officers.

Ishiwara hadn't figured it out at this time either, but what Ishiwara didn't understand was He Rui's overall plan. For the questions of ordinary Japanese officers, Ishiwara answered very easily, "Kinoshita-kun, if China attacks France, will the British send troops to help when France can't hold on?"

Captain Kinoshita thought for a moment, puffed out his chest, and replied, "Your Excellency, subordinate thinks Britain will help."

"Then if China attacks Britain, will the French send troops to help when Britain can't hold on?"

Kinoshita thought for a while and answered unconfidently, "They should help, right?"

Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively, "No! Absolutely impossible! The area of cooperation between Britain and France is maintaining the Versailles system, that is, maintaining the overall colonial system from being shaken. As long as this fundamental system is not touched, France will not help Britain. This is determined by the fundamental contradiction between Britain and France."

More than half of the cadet officers were stunned. Although Lieutenant General Ishiwara was always gentle and refined in the classroom of the New Technology Training Bureau, most cadet officers thought Lieutenant General Ishiwara's characteristic was fortitude and bravery. They didn't expect Lieutenant General Ishiwara to know so much about international politics.

Seeing the surprised expressions of these 'Army idiots,' Ishiwara just wanted to curse 'Baka.' However, Ishiwara also knew that his image as a 'fierce general' among middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers could not be blamed on anyone, because Ishiwara's battle of fame was the Battle of Pyongyang. In that battle, the whole of Japan knew that Ishiwara Kanji went to the front line alone when the Japanese army was defeated and fought against tens of thousands of Northeast troops with thousands of troops. Describing such a general as an 'intellectual general' indeed did not conform to the common sense of the Japanese.

In every subsequent battle, Ishiwara Kanji resisted the Northeast Army with fierce and precise employment of troops. The Japanese army's propaganda naturally needed to be strategic. At that time, the Japanese upper echelon had positioned Nagata Tetsuzan as an 'intellectual general' with strategy, and the corresponding 'brave general' was naturally assigned to Ishiwara Kanji.

Prejudice is hard to change once formed; Ishiwara knew this very well. If there were any complaints, Ishiwara could only complain that he didn't become famous in his field of expertise first. However, this was impossible. A major who was still an instructor at the Army War College at the age of 30 was a very marginalized figure in the Japanese strategic field.

Ishiwara calmed his thoughts and quickly made a decision. He must use this matter to teach these cadet officers about strategy. Since He Rui had started a new strategy again, if Japan stuck to old ways, it would only be left further behind by China. Even if this one lesson couldn't reverse the stupid ideas of the Army idiots, at least they had to know what the current world was like.

After making the decision, Ishiwara picked up a piece of chalk and wrote on the blackboard. After writing about the relationship between Britain, France, and other countries, Ishiwara put down the chalk, picked up the pointer, and pointed to the first item he wrote. "The basis of strategy is the analysis of reality, and reality analysis is based on interests. What are France's interests composed of? Is anyone willing to answer?"

Although most middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers regarded Ishiwara as a brave general, the officers believed that a Lieutenant General famous for bravery would not be poor in strategy either. Strategic issues concerned the long term and the future. Officers who had been affected by the reality of the Japanese economy indeed had a much stronger interest in the future than before.

Hearing Ishiwara's question, a cadet immediately said, "Your Excellency, please tell us directly!"

At 11:00 AM, the French 'liaison officer' finished his talk with Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department. Both of them drank the jasmine tea in the cups in front of them and stood up to see Yan Huiqing, Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic.

Yan Huiqing was also an old acquaintance in European diplomatic circles. Compared with the vigorous and aggressive young diplomats in the He Rui regime, European diplomatic circles preferred the much gentler Yan Huiqing. Seeing Yan Huiqing, the French 'liaison officer' first congratulated Yan Huiqing on his new appointment, and then asked, "May I ask Minister Yan, when can I see Your Excellency Foreign Minister Wu Youping?"

Hearing this question, Yan Huiqing laughed, "Premier Wu Youping concurrently serves as the Foreign Minister. As the old Chinese saying goes, choosing a day is not as good as hitting the day. Let's have lunch with Premier Wu at noon."

The French liaison officer was very satisfied with this arrangement and hurriedly expressed his thanks. At 11:30 noon, several people arrived at the cafeteria of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. China's current simple diplomatic style had been fully accepted by European and American diplomats. Besides this style being actually cordial, China's current status also determined that China was qualified to arrange diplomatic habits according to its own style.

Wu Youping was announced to concurrently serve as Foreign Minister three days ago. At this time, wearing a Republic civil servant uniform, seeing the 'liaison officers' from France and the Netherlands arrive, he stood up and smiled, "Presumably, the two of you already know each other."

The French 'liaison officer' looked at the Dutch 'liaison officer' who was trying to hide his constraint, secretly laughing at the other party's lack of experience. Before China made a move against Britain, perhaps China's attitude could not be determined. Now that the war had broken out, there was no doubt about China's attitude. Britain wanted to unite forces in the West Pacific to form a coalition encircling China, and what China had to do was naturally break this encirclement network.

But since Wu Youping was so polite, the French 'liaison officer' naturally had to cooperate. He said in a somewhat exaggerated tone, "This is Mr. Hoekstra from the Netherlands; we have met before."

Dutch liaison officer Mr. Hoekstra did not have the open-mindedness of the French personnel. China beat up Japan and made a move against Britain. The Netherlands had a clear understanding of its own strength. Without the help of other countries, the Netherlands was powerless to confront China. Even though China's naval power was very weak now, it was not a force the Netherlands could deal with alone.

Wu Youping warmly invited several people to take their seats. As soon as they sat down, Wu Youping said, "China is a peace-loving country. We have no malice towards the existence of France and the Netherlands in Asia."

Mr. Hoekstra from the Netherlands was stunned. For European countries, even if the Foreign Minister said such words on such an informal occasion, it was equivalent to a quite serious statement. Not to mention that Wu Youping concurrently served as Foreign Minister in the capacity of Premier. Saying such words in such a capacity could be completely regarded as the official attitude of the Chinese government.

However, the Netherlands was different from France. France was, after all, the premier army power on the European continent, while the Netherlands was only a European country with a population of several million. In Southeast Asia, the Netherlands completely depended on Britain's whim. China began to attack Britain, and the Netherlands could only express support for Britain.

Wu Youping could fully understand the Netherlands' position and difficulties, so he smiled, "The Netherlands is the Sea Coachman, having massive commercial operations in the Pacific hundreds of years ago. After hundreds of years of tempering, the current Dutch government should have more experience in economics."

Hearing Wu Youping talk about the glorious past of the Netherlands 'overcoming five passes and slaying six generals,' Mr. Hoekstra of the Netherlands naturally knew that he could absolutely not say 'The Netherlands has walked to Maicheng [met its Waterloo] and is lying down licking Britain's boots.' He could only force a smile, "I also ask Your Excellency Premier Wu to explain China's economic policy."

Wu Youping was waiting for these words, so he readily explained the current economic policy of the Republic government to the French and Dutch 'liaison officers.' During this time, dishes came up one by one. Four dishes and one soup for four people. However, everyone's attention was on China's current economic and trade policies, and they didn't care about the dishes themselves.

Because the Netherlands chose to kneel and lick Britain, although it also attached great importance to China's trade policy, it could not make decisions completely independently. The French side was particularly interested. At this time, not only Germany and Britain had to pay debts in Europe, but France also borrowed a large amount of foreign debt during the European War.

The main reason for the Rhine Crisis in 1923 was really not that France deliberately wanted to put Germany to death, but that France itself really had no money. To make money, there must be a market. Originally, the interests of the Chinese market were mainly controlled by Britain, and Japan, as Britain's actual ally, also got a share. Now hearing Wu Youping's narration, the French 'liaison officer' was really very concerned.

China indeed smashed the privileges of various countries in China, but this was only a manifestation of interests. If larger markets and interests could be obtained through normal trade, France did not oppose conducting normal trade with China. If these interests were very large, France would even be happy to establish normal trade relations with China.

But verbal talk alone was not enough to make the French side believe. Just thinking about how to further confirm China's intentions, he heard Wu Youping say, "Our Minister of Commerce, Mr. Morrison, has a clearer understanding of these tasks. I actually look forward to seeing Minister Morrison visit Europe."

Mr. Hoekstra of the Netherlands was stunned; he was already considering informing Britain of China's movements. If the Chinese Minister of Commerce visited Europe, it meant that the country inviting Morrison had decided to make a diplomatic breakthrough with China. This was very unfavorable for Britain.

But the French 'liaison officer' didn't care about this at all. Although he was very dissatisfied with China smashing French privileges in China and killing many French troops. However, compared with the few Frenchmen killed by the Chinese, the number of Frenchmen killed by Germany was thousands of times this number. Even with such deep hatred, France and Germany still recognized each other and maintained economic exchanges.

Besides relations with Germany, France actually appreciated China's evaluation of Anglo-French relations: 'Anglos don't thank France.' So what reason did France have to pay the price for British interests?

Just as the French 'liaison officer' was considering whether to invite Morrison to visit France in a private capacity, he heard Wu Youping continue, "I reiterate once more. The reason for the war between China and Britain is that Britain has always adopted a hostile policy towards China and constantly attacked the Chinese regime in various fields. We China are a very rational country and will never sit idly by in the face of such hostile actions. But we China are a civilized country; we identify relatively with the status quo of Sino-French and Sino-Dutch relations, and we are also happy to see the French and Dutch governments continue their current rational practices. If such a situation continues, we will inevitably respect the existence of France and the Netherlands in Asia."

Hearing such a clear guarantee, the French liaison officer was even more certain of his view. However, Wu Youping's words piqued the French 'liaison officer's' interest again. "Your Excellency, can you tell us what exactly Britain did?" Seeing Britain suffer was a very happy thing for France.

Wu Youping laughed, "Britain is an island country and also a pirate country. As far as I know, the Sea Coachman Netherlands suffered serious harm from Britain in this regard back then."

Hearing this, the French 'liaison officer' was all smiles and nodded repeatedly. Even the Dutch liaison officer Hoekstra, who knelt and licked Britain, found it hard to refute.

After the Netherlands became independent, the Spanish Navy suffered defeat again, which gave the Netherlands the opportunity for comprehensive development. Because of the low cost and low freight of Dutch ships, they soon controlled the overseas trade of various countries. at its peak, the Netherlands controlled 3/4 of the total tonnage of European merchant ships, owning 15,000 merchant ships. Dutch merchant ships traveled all over the world every day. The Dutch capital Amsterdam often docked more than 2,000 ships.

Since the Netherlands was a bourgeois republic, they only did business with various countries and regions and didn't ask about anything else, which was completely different from the European colonial countries at that time. This gave the Netherlands huge space. Japan in the Edo period closed its doors to the world, trading only with China and Korea, and also with the Dutch. Because the Dutch didn't interfere with them, unlike other European countries that always wanted to interfere in Japan's internal affairs.

However, in that era where the weak were prey to the strong, if you made so much money, someone would definitely be jealous. The first to strike was Britain. But Britain didn't strike directly either; instead, it promulgated the "Navigation Acts" in 1651. The act stipulated that "only ships owned and manufactured by Britain or its colonies can carry goods from British colonies. Manufactured products from other countries must pass through the British mainland and cannot be sold directly to the colonies."

The meaning of this act was that only British ships could undertake maritime trade between Britain and British colonies. This targeted the Netherlands too obviously. Because at that time, it was Dutch ships that transported these goods; after all, Dutch ships controlled the trade of the entire Europe. If the Netherlands recognized this 'act,' it meant withdrawing from the British transportation market, which had begun to own a large number of colonies at that time.

The British strategic goal in doing this was very clear: isn't the Netherlands the Sea Coachman? If your carriage is destroyed, how can you still be a coachman? What happened afterwards was naturally that the Netherlands could not accept it, and war broke out with Britain. Britain's industrial strength was stronger than the Netherlands. Although both sides fought to exhaustion, Britain had stronger recovery capabilities.

Finally, the two sides negotiated peace, and the Netherlands recognized Britain's "Navigation Acts." Since then, the Sea Coachman Netherlands began to decline rapidly, and now it has become a country kneeling and licking Britain. No longer the prosperous appearance of those years.

France naturally knew this past, but what France cared about was the Napoleonic Wars. Britain finally crushed France's efforts to become the hegemon of the European continent. Afterwards, although France was a strong power on the European continent, it was only a strong power. When Germany was unified, after the Franco-Prussian War, France had been suppressed by Germany. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; who didn't know *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*? France knew very well the role played by British capital in the process of Germany's rise. France was naturally very dissatisfied with Britain as well.

Wu Youping knew very well that both France and the Netherlands knew China wanted to divide the anti-China alliance Britain was trying to establish, so Wu Youping was more confident in completing this job. Better to fight a smart person than say a word to a muddled fool. Since the other party knew very well, there was no need for Wu Youping to spend effort explaining the strategy.

China's internal market was huge, and the current economic thinking focused on cultivating China's domestic market. After economic recovery, the Chinese market would improve rapidly. To quickly improve China's industrial strength, communication with the world's advanced countries was the fastest way. China had regained its sovereignty. If there were economic problems, it could naturally make various policy adjustments according to the situation at that time. As long as it was normal trade, China had nothing to worry about regarding 'suffering losses or taking advantage.'

At this time, China's market was precisely the chip that could divide Britain's strategy. After all, no country in this world had a grudge against making money.

So Wu Youping continued, "Britain using compradors to sabotage within China is already an act of war!"
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The French and Dutch 'liaison officers' in China finished their meal and walked out leisurely. Seeing a car with a British flag waiting at the door, the French 'liaison officer' smiled and asked Mr. Hoekstra from the Netherlands, "Are you going to see Lampson?"

Mr. Hoekstra thought about it and found that he really had nothing to say, so he could only shake his head. Things had reached the current stage; seeing Lampson wouldn't yield anything useful, not even useful intelligence. The means by which European powers fought for colonies for hundreds of years were no different. Now that China has revived, the more than 2 million troops under He Rui would naturally be used for expansion. If He Rui's troops shrank within the borders, Mr. Hoekstra would be surprised.

Lampson's view of the Chinese army was the same as Mr. Hoekstra's. When Britain attacked China back then, it was also Britain deciding to fight and then fighting. Now that China adopted the same method, Britain could actually understand it very well. The purpose of Lampson's visit was indeed to express Britain's anger to China because of China's attack on Burma, but it was just an expression. The power of European powers rose and fell; such things were not surprising in London.

Seeing the 'liaison officers' of France and the Netherlands coming out together, Lampson could only sigh that He Rui indeed understood diplomacy. If He Rui had started big moves before attacking Britain, Britain would naturally have discovered signs that He Rui was about to act. He Rui seemingly striking all powers in China was a very good strategic misdirection.

At this time, the guard of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs opened the door, and Lampson's car entered the compound of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Soon, Lampson appeared in front of Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department. Li Shiguang drank tea and slowly watched Lampson go through the process. Lampson also went through the process meticulously, expressing strong protest in an angry tone. And made a 'threat of war.'

After this set of procedures was completed, Li Shiguang saw that there was nothing out of line in Lampson's speech, so he invited Lampson to sit down and served tea. Li Shiguang saw Lampson take a sip and frown slightly, so he explained, "This is Pre-Qingming tea, tea picked and made before the Qingming Festival. In the grading of Chinese tea ceremony, Pre-Qingming tea is classified into a very high grade. Mr. Lampson, do you feel the refreshing bitterness and the lingering sweet aftertaste?"

In He Rui's Republic government, 'official modesty' was classified as an inferior attitude compared to confidence. China should have China's confidence. Taking tea as an example, it is natural to publicize that our Chinese tea is good, and we China indeed have very rich grading standards in tea tasting. No longer just blind politeness.

Sure enough, hearing this, Lampson tasted it carefully again, looking thoughtful when putting down the teacup. But Lampson didn't come to taste tea. Since the process was completed, the next step was work. "We completely cannot understand Your Excellency He Rui's strategic decision!"

"What is there not to understand? Mr. Lampson is too modest." Li Shiguang replied leisurely.

Lampson indeed had his own views, and the gentlemen in Downing Street also had similar views, but at this time he still wanted to hear the answer from the Chinese side, so he asked, "I would like to hear the details."

Li Shiguang gave the answer readily, "If a group of hooligans come to provoke, the best way is to catch the leading hooligan and beat him up. Seeing the leading hooligan being beaten up, other hooligans won't rush up to help but watch from the side. As long as the leading hooligan can be knocked down, the problem of being attacked can naturally be solved. To use a Chinese saying, this is called 'Punch one to avoid a hundred punches'."

Lampson felt that Li Shiguang's answer basically conformed to the judgment of Downing Street and himself, but there were still some differences in views between the two sides. Lampson asked unhappily, "I didn't expect your country to have such low self-esteem. The current China is already a world power; why consider it this way?"

"We do not have low self-esteem. Mr. Lampson, Chairman He said before that if the plan of the British elites is to be passed, Britain must sacrifice tens of thousands of young lads. Only when the British people start to worry about the conscription notice being delivered to their hands can the peace agreement be passed. We are sweeping away obstacles for the elites leading Britain, and also fighting for the peaceful future of the British people. Mr. Lampson, you have to be considerate of our hardships."

Lampson felt a vague familiarity with these words. After thinking for a moment, he realized that Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department of the Republic's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, borrowed the rhetoric used by Europe when expressing itself as a 'spreader of civilization.' 'Tragedy is just a byproduct of world progress, and the world is moving towards a more civilized direction...'

Lampson really didn't want to discuss such a question, so he went straight to the point, "What exactly does Your Excellency He Rui want?"

Since Lampson was serious, Li Shiguang stopped playing diplomatic circle games and answered frankly, "Sino-British Joint Communiqué on Establishing Diplomatic Relations."

This request made it impossible for Lampson to answer immediately. From an economic perspective, signing a joint communiqué establishing diplomatic relations with China and establishing trade relations now would be very beneficial to Britain. However, this was the view of the elites. What ordinary public opinion saw was that Britain was attacked and then cowardly submitted to China. The British Prime Minister who did this would definitely step down... But considering the problem this way highlighted He Rui's keen insight into the world situation. He Rui knew long ago that such a thing would definitely happen. From the beginning, using war as a means, he pursued reaching an agreement with the next or even the next-next British government...

Such strategic design capability made Lampson feel that he was very likely overthinking, leading to an imagination of He Rui that exceeded reality.

Li Shiguang had participated in strategic discussion meetings. At the meeting, He Rui analyzed the future situation and then made the decision to fight against Britain and negotiate peace with the next or next-next British government. At that time, Li Shiguang just felt that what He Rui said made a lot of sense. When it came to execution, Li Shiguang began to deduce it himself and found that there were too many variables in the future. Although He Rui's view made sense, it might not be realized.

However, things had reached this point, and Li Shiguang no longer worried that Britain could organize a new Eight-Nation Alliance. While feeling relaxed, Li Shiguang also marveled at He Rui's strategic judgment ability. To point out the correct path amidst complicated possibilities required what kind of keen and profound understanding, and decisive and firm determination to execute!

The office fell silent temporarily. The orderly changed new tea for the two and served snacks. Eating some snacks while drinking tea was also a characteristic of Chinese tea culture.

Li Shiguang believed in He Rui's strategic judgment very much, so Li Shiguang only needed to execute He Rui's strategic judgment. Lampson didn't have such a good environment; he had to understand the status quo himself and make judgments on future strategic development. He even had to analyze China's strategy and submit reports at the request of the Foreign Office in Downing Street. In any industrial country, frontline staff undertaking these tasks were the hardest working. Without results, all responsibility would be pinned on the frontline staff. With results, the gentlemen in the rear would take the largest part of the credit.

Lampson thought for a good while before asking, "I wonder what demands China has for Burma?"

Li Shiguang was prepared and answered immediately, "We know very well that Britain will never give up India."

Lampson was really a bit angry. He sneered, "Hehe, I didn't expect Your Excellency He Rui to be so confident in the Chinese army."

Li Shiguang had prepared a template for the answer long ago and immediately retorted, "It's not that we are too strong, but that you are too weak. Mr. Lampson, the sooner Britain admits such a fact, the sooner Britain can make a rational and commendable correct decision."

Even with Lampson's self-restraint, he couldn't bear it anymore. He didn't use bad language but stood up to take his leave. Looking at Lampson's back, Li Shiguang couldn't help smiling. Being able to retort against Britain with such gentle words gave Li Shiguang huge joy.

After enjoying this moment of joy, Li Shiguang also devoted himself to new work. He Rui described three tasks for future diplomacy at the meeting. The first was He Rui visiting Europe, the second was He Rui visiting Japan, and the third was He Rui visiting the United States.

The first goal was not easy to achieve, but it was also the simplest of the three tasks. After all, Europe was currently in a divided state, and there was no organization unifying Europe. So Britain's pain was France's joy, the joy of European countries oppressed by Britain through offshore balancing diplomatic means.

China's domestic market was also needed by European countries in crisis, which also allowed China to pry open Europe more easily, paving the way for finally forcing Britain to accept the Sino-British Joint Declaration on Establishing Diplomatic Relations.

As for the other two tasks, Li Shiguang felt he couldn't think about their content completely. There were too many things involved, and the process was complex and subtle; at least Li Shiguang couldn't fully understand it yet.

Since he couldn't do it, Li Shiguang gave up readily for now. Anyway, with He Rui presiding over these two tasks, Li Shiguang was willing to follow He Rui and concentrate on doing the part he could do well.

There were many people who thought this way, such as General Zhong Yifu, a committee member of the Southwest Bureau. As a Southwest Bureau committee member of the Civilization Party, Zhong Yifu could not issue orders to the administrative departments in the Southwest region. All requests had to be conveyed to the State Council through the Military Commission, and the State Council was responsible for allocation.

However, Zhong Yifu didn't feel uncomfortable. Wu Youping was already very experienced and prepared this matter very well. Moreover, what Zhong Yifu really cared about was that executing a war involving 200,000 troops was done only with military expenses and special appropriations. The total mobilization system as in the war with Japan did not appear.

Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the Japanese National Mobilization Bureau, also noticed this. At this time, the Japanese intelligence network in China had been greatly damaged. Even so, Nagata also made a request, asking the remaining intelligence network to use maximum strength to collect news of China's general mobilization.

But after the war started, let alone general mobilization, China didn't even show economic pressure. The most statements from the Chinese government collected by the Japanese intelligence gathering department were reports on China's economic recovery in 1924.

These reports did not brag, nor did they sing praises excessively. All reports tried their best to show the reality of rural China. These contents once made Nagata Tetsuzan addicted to them. The suffering on the heads of the Chinese people was too heavy: landlords, usury, exorbitant taxes and levies, and bandits and rogues. Reading these detailed descriptions, Nagata Tetsuzan felt disappointed. If Japan could have started a war against China regardless of everything at that time, it was very likely to seize the Manchuria and Mongolia regions.

Although seizing Manchuria and Mongolia would inevitably meet with opposition from the powers, compared with the current situation of being 'sympathized with' by the powers, Nagata felt that being opposed by the powers was not unbearable.

However, there was a question of degree here. If Japan seized Manchuria and Mongolia, it must never expand the war against China again. Japan had to withstand various pressures, even endure various blockades, and fully digest the Manchu Qing regions to turn them into part of Japan. This process was long and painful. Nagata doubted very much whether the Japanese army had the determination to survive this stage. If they couldn't survive, seizing Manchuria and Mongolia would become a burden that crushed Japan.

However, looking at the current suffering of the Chinese people, Nagata inevitably felt disappointed. This only opportunity had been lost. The current Chinese people were indeed still very bitter. According to various Chinese reports, at least half of the Chinese people had merely escaped the threat of starvation. They received land and, relying on hard farming, only harvested grain just enough to get rid of hunger. This grain only freed them from long-term hunger.

The He Rui government did not make an optimistic assessment of China's status quo. On the contrary, the He Rui government described the lives of the Chinese people with a very cold and realistic attitude. Among them, the Northwest region and the Henan region were the bitterest. For the Northwest region, the He Rui government issued construction bonds with an interest rate of 3%. And allowed the replacement of land bonds from land redemption.

Nagata Tetsuzan didn't know if this idea was proposed by He Rui, or by He Rui's Central Bank Governor or other officials. Nagata just appreciated such a regulation very much. The payment period of land bonds given by He Rui was 10 years, with an annual interest subsidy of 2%. The current construction bonds had an interest subsidy of 3%. As long as they weren't fools, as long as those landlords had basic confidence in the He Rui regime, the landlords would convert land bonds into construction bonds.

From a monetary perspective, the He Rui government suffered a loss. From a political perspective, the He Rui government solved China's land problem in one fell swoop. When land bonds no longer exist, it is when the land problem is completely solved. Nagata had to admit that the He Rui government was quite serious when facing political issues and was not blinded by petty profits at all.

However, Nagata also expected the He Rui government to stumble on the Loess Plateau transformation plan. According to the report of the He Rui government, the Loess Plateau is located in the north-central part of China and is one of the four major plateaus in China. The Loess Plateau in a broad sense is the loess area, with a loess area of 635,000 square kilometers, of which the primary loess is 381,000 square kilometers and the secondary loess is 254,000 square kilometers. It is mainly composed of Shanxi Plateau, Shaanxi-Gansu-Shanxi Plateau, Longzhong Plateau, Ordos Plateau, and Hetao Plain; the Loess Plateau in a narrow sense roughly starts from the Great Wall in the north, reaches the Qinling Mountains in the south, reaches Wushaoling in the west, and reaches the Taihang Mountains in the east, including most of Shanxi, central and northern Shaanxi, central and eastern Gansu, southern Ningxia, and eastern Qinghai, with an area of about 300,000 square kilometers.

The Japanese mainland is about 360,000 square kilometers, which is exactly about the same size as the Loess Plateau in the narrow sense. The Japanese mainland plus Korea and Taiwan has an area of about 600,000 square kilometers, which is about the same size as the Loess Plateau in the broad sense.

He Rui wanting to change the ecology of the Loess Plateau in a not-so-long time looked like an extremely reckless decision no matter how one looked at it. Especially at a time when He Rui was still fighting Britain in Burma. If the He Rui government could really do these two things well at the same time, Nagata felt that Japan could consider allying with China. Attaching to the strong was originally a Japanese tradition.

Of course, not all news in the He Rui government's reports was bad. For example, after the main body of the new Dujiangyan was completed, another project also began construction. That was to increase the irrigated arable land area of the Chengdu Plain from one million *mu* to 3 million *mu*. Improving the economy of the Sichuan region.

China's Ministry of Water Resources also proposed a Zipingpu Water Control Project plan, which would build an important regulating reservoir upstream of Dujiangyan, also a landmark project of the Great Western Development. Once completed, it would increase the water supply guarantee rate of the Dujiangyan irrigation area in the dry season from 30% to 80%. The water supply at the source of the ancient weir became increasingly abundant, and the "end" of the water network also expanded from the Chengdu Plain deep into the hills of central Sichuan. Dujiangyan had expanded from irrigating 1 million *mu* of farmland initially to more than 11.3 million *mu*.

In the Jiangnan region, the economic arrangement of the He Rui government was even bolder, bold enough to make Nagata Tetsuzan, Director of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, feel uneasy. China currently prepared to rapidly expand raw silk production, increasing its output by more than 10 times within 3 years.

As the Director of the Japanese National Mobilization Bureau, Nagata could get too much information. After seeing China's policy, Nagata asked for the raw silk development report.

Although silk originated in China, Chinese silk had not made much progress for two thousand years. After experiencing the Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution, Europe had surpassed China in weaving, printing, and dyeing technologies. By the end of the 18th century, the main force of China's silk exports was no longer traditional silk finished products but raw silk.

Japan learned sericulture technology from China very early. After being opened by the West, raw silk also became Japan's main export commodity, but the export scale was only one-fifth of China's, the quality was inferior, and the price was lower than Chinese raw silk.

After the Meiji Restoration in 1868, Japan established a new industrial direction, treating raw silk export as a key support object, working hard in two aspects, aiming to surpass Chinese raw silk and bring necessary foreign exchange for Japan's economic development.

The first aspect was seed selection. Starting from 1871, Japan sent people to European and American countries to learn advanced sericulture technology. Yes, European sericulture technology had surpassed China. France, Italy, and other countries had established sericulture research institutes, introducing the most cutting-edge bacteriology theory at that time, specifically cultivating silkworm breeds with higher yield and better quality.

Japan constantly promoted new silkworm breeds. By 1923, the latest F1 hybrid silkworm eggs had reached 100% market share in Japan, and the quality and output of raw silk comprehensively surpassed Chinese raw silk. In 1920, the unit yield of Japanese silkworm eggs exceeded China's by more than 30%.

Nagata believed in the strength of the He Rui government, so he felt that the future of Japanese raw silk might be over. This was a major event that could trigger a war. But Nagata found at this time that Japan could do nothing but welcome such a fate.
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When Morita Mitsuko put down the interview notebook in her hand, the vice president next to her hurriedly asked, "Miss Morita, are you ready?"

Seeing Morita Mitsuko nod, everyone in the interview group looked at the desk clock. There was less than five minutes left. Someone stood up, and someone picked up the snacks served to guests and ate two pieces. The Chinese officials used *yōkan* to entertain the Japanese interview group, which showed they were very thoughtful.

The door of the room was pushed open, and two young men in civil servant uniforms walked in. The leader said in Japanese, "If everyone is ready, please follow me."

Everyone stood up one after another. The accompanying personnel watched the main interviewer Morita Mitsuko, the deputy editor-in-chief, the section chief of the news department, and two recorders follow the Chinese staff and leave. After they walked out of the room, a burst of sighs came from inside. As Japanese, these reporters all wanted to see He Rui, the ruler of China, with their own eyes, rather than just seeing this big shot with a resounding reputation in both China and Japan in photos.

Mitsuko tried hard to calm herself down, and indeed succeeded. But walking into the interview room and seeing He Rui already waiting inside, Mitsuko's heart still rejoiced.

"Long time no see." He Rui said, already showing a smile.

This smile warmed Mitsuko's heart. Fifteen years ago, Mitsuko's father passed away. Thirteen years ago, He Rui became a tenant of the Morita family. It was also that year that He Rui generously helped when Mitsuko was about to drop out of school, sponsoring Mitsuko to complete her junior high school studies. From then on, Mitsuko felt a sense of security from He Rui.

Twelve years ago, with He Rui's help, Mitsuko entered a Japanese girls' high school. After that, He Rui became the spiritual pillar for Mitsuko to bravely face this cold world.

Seeing He Rui again, Mitsuko bowed elegantly and politely, "Your Excellency, good day."

Straightening up, Mitsuko introduced the two people behind her to He Rui. He Rui greeted everyone cordially and invited them to sit down. Mitsuko sat opposite He Rui at a small round table, and on the sofas on both sides were seats for personnel from both China and Japan.

The vice president of *Yomiuri Shimbun* in the reporter group sat down and opened the notebook in his hand. Most of the interview questions came from personnel wearing different uniforms. They didn't explicitly say who they represented, but they all hinted that these questions were what big shots wanted to know. With the vice president's broad connections and profound view of problems, he had already circled the names of several big shots in his mind. The most famous one among them was Your Excellency Saionji Kinmochi, the only remaining *Genrō* in Japan.

Sitting opposite He Rui as the main interviewer for the first time, Mitsuko wanted very much to calm down, but unexpectedly her heart beat faster and faster. Although Mitsuko knew very well that she should complete the interview as a Japanese reporter, over the years, Mitsuko had long regarded He Rui as an elder brother, and the self-awareness acquired through learning could not override the body's instinctive reaction.

He Rui looked at Mitsuko's flushed face and knew that this little girl couldn't control herself, so he laughed, "Miss Morita, I heard that you are also serving as Professor Taira Toyomori's teaching assistant now. Is that true?"

Hearing Professor Taira Toyomori, Mitsuko immediately felt much more sober. In current Japan, although women could attend university at Tohoku Imperial University, there were no opportunities for further studies. Although Professor Taira Toyomori wanted to accept Mitsuko as a student in the capacity of a doctoral supervisor, the regulations of Tokyo Imperial University did not allow it. Mitsuko herself wanted to learn more knowledge, so Professor Taira Toyomori hired Mitsuko as a teaching assistant for the doctoral class. Although Mitsuko could not obtain a formal degree, in Japan, with Professor Taira Toyomori's recommendation letter, this teaching assistantship was already regarded as equivalent to having a master's degree.

Coming to China to interview He Rui this time, Professor Taira Toyomori had said to Mitsuko, "Mitsuko, what He Rui wants to see is that you are a professional with your own knowledge system. Please be sure to conduct the interview well and let He-kun understand that his care for you has achieved its purpose."

Thinking of this, Mitsuko felt her heartbeat slow down rapidly, and her emotions calmed down. Giving He Rui a professional smile, Mitsuko replied, "I received a very systematic education by Professor Taira Toyomori's side. Your Excellency, Professor Taira Toyomori is a doctoral supervisor in law and economics and appreciates Your Excellency's economic thinking very much. There are also many people in Japan who are concerned about the situation in China. Your Excellency, I wonder what you think of China's current domestic situation?"

Seeing Mitsuko starting to get into the state, He Rui put away his smile and began to answer the question, "Thank you for the concern of these Japanese friends. At present, China has basically completed the construction of a new political system. The main work of this system in the near future is to restore the basic economic life of the collapsed rural areas and urban residents in China. After a year of recovery, the lives of the Chinese people have begun to get rid of destitution and gradually return to the track of normal life. In the next few years, the lives of the Chinese people will continue to get rid of the impact of economic collapse and completely return to the track of development."

"I have read Your Excellency's articles on economic policy. If China's development enters the development track planned by Your Excellency, to what extent will China's consumption capacity be improved?"

He Rui waved his hand. "At this stage, China's development and consumption capacity are not the same thing. In the near future, China's development will be very rapid. However, the grain produced by the Chinese people and the remuneration obtained are basically maintained above personal survival needs. Ms. Morita, the per capita land in China is only 3 *mu*. With China's yield per *mu*, wheat is only 190 *jin*. Rice will be more. Generally speaking, even if all land can grow wheat and rice, the annual per capita staple grain will not exceed 600 *jin*. On average, less than two *jin* a day. Such output is only enough for basic survival. Consumption is based on the satisfaction of survival needs. A family in a city buying grain to keep family members from starving, and fuel to cook this grain, cannot be considered consumption in our economic thinking."

Mitsuko's thinking had entered the interview. She studied political economy with Professor Taira Toyomori for nearly two years. Although not full-time, it was enough for Mitsuko to understand He Rui's meaning. Since He Rui's economic policy was so serious, Mitsuko naturally asked the next question, which happened to be of concern to the Japanese financial circles. "Your Excellency, judging from your articles introducing economic thinking, you believe that the limit of China's small peasant economy is only to allow the Chinese people to have money to buy bicycles. When every family buys a radio, it is already the limit that China's small peasant economy can develop to. Your Excellency believes that to develop the economy, we must continue to invest in rural areas and provide employment opportunities to rural areas through orders for industrial products. What is the direction of Your Excellency's relevant industrial policy?"

"The fundamental driving force promoting social development is productivity. In some areas of China with relatively better economic conditions and transportation conditions, groups of people buying bicycles have already appeared. After these people got bicycles and tricycles, they have begun to use these means of transportation to transport local products to more distant markets for sale. For example, farmers near Shanghai can already ride tricycles to transport vegetables to urban markets for sale. This is our industrial policy at this stage. Developing the most advanced technology is indeed China's need at this stage, but this is a state-invested project, and its purpose is not entirely for the economy. The current economic policy is to provide demand for productivity development. We hope that every Chinese family can own a bicycle and a tricycle within the next two or three years. This is not to show off the family's economic strength, but to hope that bicycles can become people's production tools. Making actions within a certain distance easier and more effective."

The Japanese recorder recorded the dialogue quickly. Mitsuko had no time to record at this time; her brain worked hard, trying to understand what He Rui said. Families owning bicycles in Japan all had certain wealth, so Mitsuko just imagining the future scene of every family in China having a bicycle felt quite shocking.

What was more impactful was He Rui's reason for popularizing bicycles in China. He Rui hoped that these Chinese families could obtain greater productivity through such transportation tools. At least in Japan, there would be no such way of thinking.

Although shocked inside, Mitsuko still tried hard to complete her work. "Your Excellency, if your plan is realized, where do you think China's influence on Japan will be? Recently, China proposed a plan to increase raw silk production by ten times, which has caused a great impact on the Japanese industry. Many people in Japan make a living from raw silk. If China's output expands ten times, will Japan experience an industrial collapse?"

"At this stage, the possibility of war breaking out between China and Japan is no longer high. Among the possibilities of triggering war, the contradiction caused by industrial competition between the two sides is one of the biggest war fuses. Therefore, I believe it is necessary for China and Japan to reach a customs union. Once a customs union is reached, the two countries will reorganize their industrial layout according to their respective advantages. Japan will no longer need to worry about raw material supply, and relevant institutions will adjust production capacity under a reasonable situation according to the respective needs of the two countries. As for the goods produced, they will no longer be restricted by trade barriers. Japanese goods can be sold to China, and Chinese goods can also be sold to Japan. Take raw silk as an example; Japan has very good raw silk technology, and we in China will purchase technical services from Japan. And China has a natural environment more suitable for raw silk production; China will also hire Japanese technical personnel and workers to come to China. To develop better raw silk technology, China will also invest in Japanese technical teams, and the research results will be shared."

Mitsuko was stunned. Recently, there was a saying circulating among the Japanese upper echelon: whoever can restore Sino-Japanese trade can become the Japanese Prime Minister. Although some in the Japanese high-level had said there was absolutely no such thing! But the high-level knew that at this stage, no one could complete the achievement of Sino-Japanese trade. If there really was a marvelous person who could restore Sino-Japanese trade, it was not impossible for this person to insist on being the Japanese Prime Minister.

In the view of the Japanese high-level, the biggest obstacle preventing the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade was likely He Rui. With He Rui's methods, he would definitely utilize the chip of Sino-Japanese trade to the maximum extent. To satisfy He Rui, Japan must pay a huge price.

Now He Rui had publicly proposed an idea in the interview, and this idea completely exceeded the imagination of the Japanese high-level. Even the most imaginative Japanese high-level could not have thought that He Rui actually wanted to build a customs union with Japan. Having studied political economy, also known as 'He Studies,' with Professor Taira Toyomori, Mitsuko knew what a customs union was. A customs union refers to an agreement concluded by two or more countries to establish a unified customs territory, reduce or cancel tariffs among the contracting countries within the unified customs territory, and implement a common tariff rate and foreign trade policy for commodity imports from countries or regions outside the customs territory.

Once two countries reached a customs union, the two countries essentially reached a complete alliance relationship. Once a customs union was established, a 'trade diversion effect' would occur.

The trade diversion effect refers to: before concluding a customs union, a certain country does not produce a certain commodity but imports it from the country with the highest production efficiency and lowest cost in the world; after establishing a customs union, if the country with the highest production efficiency in the world is excluded from the customs union, the free trade within the customs union and the common external tariff make the after-tax price of that commodity in that country higher than the duty-free price of the same commodity from a member country within the customs union. Thus, the member country turns from importing the lower-cost commodity from a non-member country to importing from the country with the highest production efficiency and lowest production cost within the customs union.

To explain in a less textbook description, once a customs union is reached, the economies of the two countries are firmly bound together. For industrial countries, no relationship is stronger than this binding.

While Mitsuko was pondering the practical significance and operating mode of the customs union, she heard the vice president beside her cough twice. Mitsuko came back to her senses instantly; she understood that she had been thinking for too long and had delayed the interview.

Now Mitsuko was a little ashamed. She carefully raised her eyes to look at He Rui and saw He Rui looking at her with gentle and appreciative eyes. This was the gaze of an elder brother and a teacher. Every time Mitsuko tried to use her understanding of knowledge to clumsily ask Professor Taira Toyomori questions, or asked Professor Taira Toyomori to point out Mitsuko's thinking, Professor Taira Toyomori often looked at Mitsuko with such eyes.

The shame quickly dissipated, and Mitsuko continued to ask, "Your Excellency, do you think the current Sino-Japanese situation allows development in this direction?"

He Rui's expression became solemn, and he said slowly, "Ms. Morita, I once sent a handwritten letter to the wife of Your Excellency Kawai Misao, the former principal of the Army War College and also my teacher. In the letter, I recounted the conversation I had with Your Excellency Kawai Misao while drinking together before his death. However, the letter was returned by Mrs. Kawai without being opened. This makes me very regretful. Now I want to ask, is *Yomiuri Shimbun* willing to publish this letter publicly?"

Mitsuko didn't dare to make this decision and turned to look at the vice president beside her. The vice president also looked solemn, pondered for a moment, and then nodded with difficulty. Mitsuko looked at He Rui, "Your Excellency values *Yomiuri Shimbun* so much; we are extremely grateful."

He Rui gave an instruction to the secretary behind him, and the secretary stood up and left. He Rui then said, "Your Excellency Kawai Misao asked me two questions. The first question was whether my military strike against Japan was premeditated. I answered Your Excellency Kawai Misao that when I was in Japan, I began to conduct a large number of deductions on the future of East Asia. The result was that if East Asia wanted to obtain its due status in the world, China must gain independence as soon as possible. While in Japan, I began to consider how to conduct a military strike against Japan."

Although the war had passed for two years, when He Rui mentioned this at this time, the Japanese present couldn't help showing sorrowful expressions. For Japan, that was an incomparably painful blow. Even describing it as breaking Japan's backbone was not an exaggeration.

He Rui didn't care how ordinary Japanese viewed this matter. He continued to recount the past, "Your Excellency Kawai Misao was not narrow-minded; he was a patriot and loved Japan deeply. So Your Excellency Kawai Misao fully understood the patriotism of the Chinese people. His second question was my view on the future of East Asia. I told Your Excellency Kawai Misao that the situation in East Asia at that time was that Japan wanted to rise, and the West used Japan's wish to build a situation in the Far East where China, Japan, and Russia were hostile to each other, suspicious of each other, and fighting each other. If East Asia wants a bright future, China and Japan must cooperate sincerely. Otherwise, the strength of both sides will only be wasted meaninglessly on fighting each other, and naturally, there will be no strength to cope with greater storms. Your Excellency Kawai Misao agreed deeply with this. After saying goodbye, Your Excellency Kawai Misao walked out a dozen steps, then turned back and said loudly to me: 'No matter whether the winner of this war is Japan or China, we cannot let Europe and America profit from it and become the ultimate winner.' Recalling this matter, I am deeply moved by Your Excellency Kawai Misao's bearing and vision."

Speaking of this, He Rui's eyes were already red, and he took out a handkerchief to wipe the tears from the corners of his eyes.

The participating Japanese, including Mitsuko, knew for the first time that such a thing existed. In the eyes of ordinary Japanese, although He Rui seemed to have feelings for the Japanese, many people still thought that Japan's defeat would only make He Rui laugh heartily. Even Mitsuko didn't expect that He Rui actually had such a conversation with Kawai Misao.

Among the high-ranking officers who died because of the defeat in Japan, only Kawai Misao committed seppuku calmly. The Kwantung Army was raided and surrounded deep inside. With less than 30,000 troops, they held out for three days. Initially, Kawai Misao was criticized for a few days. However, afterwards, the Japanese army was defeated again and again under the fierce offensive of the Northeast Army and was completely no match. Only then was Kawai Misao's reputation restored.

Hearing about the events before Kawai Misao's death now, there were tears in the eyes of the Japanese personnel.

He Rui sighed and continued, "Ms. Morita, I do not seek Mrs. Kawai's forgiveness. But I hope that through *Yomiuri Shimbun*, Mrs. Kawai can know the martial prowess and vision of Your Excellency Kawai Misao. Although it cannot be called consolation, at least let me fulfill a wish."

Mitsuko lowered her head slightly. "Please rest assured, Your Excellency, we will definitely publish this matter. Your Excellency Kawai Misao is a hero of Japan. As journalists, we must not let Your Excellency Kawai Misao's deeds be buried."

After speaking, Mitsuko raised her head. "Your Excellency He Rui, you went to war with Britain again less than two years after the armistice between China and Japan. I really want to know what your purpose is?"

"Britain completely refuses to treat China with an equal attitude and has been instigating the comprador class in China, trying to use Chinese compradors to destroy China's development. Ms. Morita, who are compradors? Compradors have multiple identities. First, they are merchants. I have no malice towards the merchant class. With the existence of merchants, goods are transported to various places with higher efficiency, realizing commodity circulation and promoting economic development. This is a legal group. But compradors also have another identity. They use the product advantages of foreign countries to transport a large number of goods to their own country for sale, hitting the domestic industry and actually forming a monopoly of foreign goods on the Chinese market. Although this practice also causes impact and damage to the domestic economy, for a country with complete sovereignty, it can also be accepted."

Speaking of this, He Rui's expression became stern. "But!..."
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"Your Excellency, but... what?" Mitsuko knew He Rui was going to say something harsh.

"But, China's sovereignty was previously incomplete. With incomplete sovereignty, foreign forces occupied privileges in China and could earn excess profits. Some compradors regarded themselves as running dogs of privileged foreigners, relying on their masters' power to bully others. They also believed they should occupy higher social status and economic privileges. As China regained its sovereignty, privileges disappeared. This group of people cannot accept this fact, so they have strong hostility towards the Republic government. The British are using this group of people to subvert the Republic regime within China."

"So Your Excellency launched an attack on the mastermind, Britain?" Mitsuko asked.

He Rui just nodded but did not answer this question directly. "Ms. Morita, Britain has an extremely rich ability to trigger contradictions among powers. The British call this ability and policy 'offshore balancing.' In Chinese slang, this is called being a 'shit-stirrer'."

Mitsuko was a girl who loved cleanliness very much. Hearing such a term, she couldn't help frowning slightly, but felt that these words were very mean yet accurate, and smiled bitterly.

He Rui grew up in the ocean of internet information and was immune to such vocabulary long ago. After Mitsuko calmed down, he continued, "There are compradors in China, and similar existences in Japan. Those people can be called pro-British forces. Japan's pro-British forces pursue economic benefits through deep cooperation with Britain. Such economic benefits used to be excess profits obtained from privileged status in China, and naval advantages obtained from some military technology transferred by Britain. But this advantage cannot last long because the strength of any country is built on the foundation of economic strength. If the level of economic management is backward, other advantages lose their supporting foundation, and eventually, advantages will turn into disadvantages."

"Does Your Excellency think China's economic management level is superior to Japan's?" Mitsuko raised a new question based on He Rui's answer.

He Rui answered very confidently, "China not only possesses an economic management level exceeding Japan's, but China's economic management thinking is the most advanced in the world today, representing the highest level of civilization on earth."

As soon as these words came out, the vice editor-in-chief of *Yomiuri Shimbun* couldn't hold back. Fortunately, he was Japanese, and Japanese people knew very well how to behave in front of high-ranking people. However, the vice editor-in-chief disapproved of He Rui's 'boasting' in his heart.

He Rui didn't feel anything wrong with what he said. China's current economic thinking was the essence tempered by nearly a century of economic practice. Although He Rui didn't like to engage in any black technology, in terms of a considerable part of current technology, He Rui indeed provided 'black technology' that could be pieced together by the technology of this era. More importantly, He Rui knew the way of technological iteration very well and supported an advanced social management system with black technology including vacuum tube computers.

If such honest words were not understood, it could only prove that the other party lacked knowledge and understanding and could not understand what was correct. This was not He Rui's problem, nor China's problem.

Mitsuko's interview lasted for nearly two hours, and the questions the Japanese upper echelon cared about had been asked. Mitsuko didn't feel tired, but felt a sense of collapse because she was too excited inside. He Rui saw Mitsuko's physical weakness. In He Rui's knowledge structure, this had nothing to do with whether she was tired or not. The brain is the organ with the largest energy consumption in the human body. Mitsuko's current physical condition was due to excessive consumption leading to insufficient nutrition supplied to the brain, and the decline in body function caused by the inability to quickly metabolize the metabolites produced by the high-speed operation of the brain from the body.

So He Rui smiled, "Ms. Morita, if you have no more questions, I invite you all to have a meal together."

Mitsuko was about to agree when she suddenly remembered something. This was a question sent to Mitsuko by Mitsui Yasuki, and Mitsuko didn't write it down. Thinking of it now, Mitsuko closed her notebook and asked, "Your Excellency, if China and Japan reach a customs union, will China and Japan develop in the direction of becoming one country afterwards?"

He Rui knew this was not a question Mitsuko could ask, so he laughed, "I can only say, no. As for why not, if I have the opportunity to visit Japan, I will answer this question in Tokyo."

Unlike before, the meal He Rui hosted for the Japanese interview group this time was entirely Chinese style. Doing so before was to let personnel from various countries understand that He Rui and the Northeast Government understood the world, so as to reduce diplomatic obstacles. Now China had let countries understand through practical actions that China was not unfamiliar with foreign countries. It was time for foreign countries to understand China.

Since they were in Beiping, the food naturally had Beiping characteristics; hot pot and everything were prepared. The vice editor-in-chief of *Yomiuri Shimbun* had also done his homework before this trip. Picking up a slice of mutton and putting it into the pot, the vice editor-in-chief rinsed it while saying, "I heard that eating instant-boiled mutton requires 'seven ups and eight downs'; I must try it this time."

The vice editor-in-chief completed the 'seven ups and eight downs' rinsing method, dipped the mutton in seasoning, ate it, and praised that it was indeed delicious. He Rui laughed, "I am not a Beiping native, but I have heard of such a way of eating. But in my opinion, the reason for such a saying can probably be explained in one sentence."

"I wonder how Your Excellency thinks it should be explained?" the vice editor-in-chief asked hurriedly.

He Rui pushed a plate of raw meat slices into the pot before answering, "That's poor people's fastidiousness. Eating meat in big mouthfuls makes the body feel refreshed. If you feel the meat is not tender enough, just rinse it in the pot for a shorter time. Eating slice by slice, you can't eat many slices of meat in an hour. Where is the refreshment? The fundamental reason for the so-called 'seven ups and eight downs' is still poverty; they can't afford to eat."

Speaking of this, He Rui saw that the meat slices had changed color in the boiling soup and laughed, "Come, the meat is cooked; everyone pick it up quickly. Otherwise, the meat will be overcooked."

The vice editor-in-chief never expected He Rui to evaluate such a tradition in this way. Mitsuko seemed completely unaffected, using public chopsticks to pick up meat slices and distribute them to everyone. Everyone had seven or eight steaming meat slices in front of them, emitting the aroma of instant-boiled mutton. The vice editor-in-chief knew to do as the locals do, so he didn't say much and ate honestly.

The waiter next to them put meat into the pot plate by plate, and after it was cooked, picked it out and distributed it to everyone. After everyone had eaten a dozen slices of mutton, the waiter nimbly skimmed the foam off the surface of the soup, ladled out the soup into everyone's small soup bowl, and sprinkled coriander.

After refilling the soup, the water needed to boil for a while. The vice editor-in-chief wiped his forehead with a handkerchief and indeed felt very refreshed. He couldn't help sighing, "Your Excellency, you look at problems truly differently."

"I am nothing different. It's just that in an era of material scarcity, even if everyone says it so frankly, it doesn't solve any problems. Instead, it is easy to be misunderstood. Only when the country enters a stage where everyone eats meat casually can such truth be accepted by everyone. After all, in Eastern culture, 'to have a constant heart without constant property' is extremely difficult. 'When granaries are full, people know etiquette; when food and clothing are sufficient, people know honor and disgrace'; this is the norm. With national economic development, everyone knows etiquette and honor and disgrace. Telling the truth is just natural."

Although the vice editor-in-chief didn't have the opportunity to study 'He Studies' with Professor Taira Toyomori, he was knowledgeable. Observing He Rui for a moment, he already knew that everything He Rui said came from the heart, without any hypocrisy. The editor-in-chief then asked, "Your Excellency, do you think all national problems are economic problems?"

"Everyone's view of national problems is different; at least the national problems in the hearts of us sitting here are different. It's just that my priority order for solving various national problems at present is politics first, then economics, then military. Given the current development status of civilized countries in the world, explaining with economics is the perspective that can best grasp the primary and secondary contradictions. If social development can reach a higher level, this perspective will change with the level of social development."

The vice editor-in-chief pondered for a moment and finally asked the question he personally cared about, "Your Excellency, I heard that you are a communist. Do you believe communism can be realized?"

"Communism is a research direction of social science; it is not an inevitable result that already exists. True communists are scholars who walk forward along this research direction. Communism currently points out the internal contradictions of the capitalist system and imperialism, and tries to find ways to solve these internal contradictions restricting the development of human society. What I can be sure of is that current communists will never be people who shackle society at a certain stage of development for personal interests, thereby preventing social development."

The vice editor thought for a moment before carefully continuing to ask, "...You mean that anyone can become a communist?"

"The soup is boiling, come, eat meat!" He Rui answered readily.

At the end of the banquet, seeing that everyone was full, He Rui returned to the vice editor-in-chief's question. "Only if one finally chooses to research according to the research direction of communism can one be considered a communist. As for those who always pursue social development but do not choose the communist research method, they are progressives. If they research along the research method pointed out by capitalism or the research direction of imperialism, they are capitalists or imperialists."

The vice editor-in-chief only felt very comfortable physically; the instant-boiled mutton was delicious, and the soup was sweet and fragrant. Hearing He Rui's explanation at this time, he also felt it was logical.

And He Rui had already stood up to take his leave. "Comrades from our Propaganda Department will communicate with you regarding the subsequent visit itinerary. I still have official duties, so I will take my leave first."

Everyone stood up to see him off. He Rui shook hands with everyone one by one and walked out with big strides. The comrade from the Propaganda Department followed out and asked in a low voice, "Chairman, do we really want to arrange for them to visit relatively poor areas?"

"Of course. Letting Japanese readers and the Japanese upper echelon understand China's poor areas is not a bad thing. Those economically developed areas in our country do not need us to introduce them; the Japanese press has long known about them."

The comrade from the Propaganda Department was stunned, then nodded. He continued to ask, "Do we need to arrange the interview content?"

"No need; let them interview whatever they want. We have nothing to worry about." After speaking, He Rui looked at the comrade from the Propaganda Department. Seeing this comrade frowning slightly, He Rui stopped and waited.

Seeing He Rui like this, the comrade from the Propaganda Department immediately explained, "Chairman, I am not worried about losing face or not being decent enough. With our country's economic development, these currently poor areas will naturally change. I am considering, what is the purpose of such an interview?"

"Japan's rural areas are not much better than ours. It can even be said that most of Japan's rural areas are more miserable than the rural areas in our poor areas now. The reporters of *Yomiuri Shimbun* are knowledgeable Japanese. Seeing real poor areas, they will naturally compare them with Japan, so that these Japanese can feel something."

"But will they report truthfully?"

He Rui chuckled, "Hehe, this is not our problem. We only need to complete our own work."

Hearing He Rui speak confidently, the comrade from the Propaganda Department answered immediately, "I understand."

He Rui was a little worried that this comrade didn't understand, so he couldn't help patting him on the shoulder. "Comrade, completing the work is already a very high requirement. Whether the effect is good or not is not determined by us, but by the result. being able to truly complete the work is our pursuit. Never use whether the result is as wished as the standard for judging our propaganda work."

When He Rui returned to the office, his secretary was gnawing on a steamed bun while writing and drawing on the meeting minutes. Seeing He Rui come in, the secretary hurriedly swallowed the steamed bun in his mouth and handed the modified part to He Rui. He Rui sat down, reading quickly and modifying at the same time. After working for two hours, the annotations and explanations for the interview record were completed.

The secretary seized the time to finish eating while He Rui modified the last part. When he got the completed draft, he asked, "Chairman, is Ms. Morita trustworthy?"

"In the Japanese press, she is already the most trustworthy person. One of the reasons we provide these to her is that Mitsuko's press release will be shown to Japanese big shots first. At that time, she might be called back for questioning."

Hearing this, the secretary was somewhat surprised. "The Japanese upper echelon can't even fail to understand this, right?"

Seeing the secretary so unconfident, He Rui couldn't help laughing, "Why do you think so highly of those so-called Japanese high-levels? If they could really understand this on their own, Japan wouldn't have reached today's state. We must have confidence in China's political and economic thinking."

The secretary dared not be so optimistic; he frowned slightly. "Chairman, those people are Japanese elites; they should be able to understand this. If they really understand this, will they look for our weaknesses to launch an attack?"

"If they are true elites, they will choose cooperation after understanding this. Because Sino-Japanese cooperation is the most beneficial choice for Japan, and even Japan's only choice at present. If after reading these, they look for our current weaknesses to facilitate Japan's effective attack on us, they are definitely not true elites, but narrow-minded politicians. Such people are incapable of organizing an attack that threatens our survival."

Hearing He Rui's explanation, the secretary completely regained his confidence. He nodded, "I'll go prepare now."

That night, Mitsuko received a copy at a very ingenious time. Opening it, it was the Chinese side's 'understanding of key points' of the interview content. studying political economy with Professor Taira Toyomori, Mitsuko naturally saw that this was an explanation completely in accordance with He Rui's philosophy. Mitsuko even suspected whether this might have been modified by He Rui himself.

But these were not the most important things. Since she had obtained such content, Mitsuko had determined how to write the news release, writing these key points clearly in words and descriptions that Japanese nationals could understand.

That night, Mitsuko wrote until very late. Because of nervousness during the interview, Mitsuko found that she had actually ignored many details and failed to truly understand He Rui's thinking. Now Mitsuko began to understand gradually; He Rui's idea was very clear: he wanted Japan to ally with China, and offered very good conditions.

After figuring this out, Mitsuko put down her pen and stood up. She had never liked smoking, but since there was no one in the room at this time, Mitsuko also took out a cigarette and lit it. He Rui had said that the reason he smoked was entirely because thinking brought too much physical pain, and he sought such external stimulation to alleviate the negative physical reactions.

At this time, Mitsuko could also understand that at least He Rui was not joking or making excuses when he said this. Just thinking about national affairs was already very hard. If revitalizing the country was taken as one's responsibility, a sense of pain would arise spontaneously. The more one loved one's motherland and wanted to do more for the motherland, the more the pain would multiply.

Even herself, a small reporter, a girl who mostly just wanted to live a life without worrying about living pressure, because she had contacted too much of Japan's status quo and learned too much knowledge, opening her horizons, she actually often felt pain, so much so that she had to smoke for relief.

During the interview, Mitsuko felt that He Rui's description of Lieutenant General Kawai Misao before his death was exaggerated. Now Mitsuko didn't think so. There was no lack of patriots in Japan, and Lieutenant General Kawai Misao, the principal of the Army War College, must be one of them.

Mitsuko's current mentor, Professor Taira Toyomori, knew many scholars and people with lofty ideals, and they often went to Professor Taira Toyomori for exchanges. Talking about the future of Japan, some sighed, some were resentful and indignant, and some who were easily emotional even wrung their hands and gnashed their teeth or even cried bitterly during the conversation. That feeling of being crushed by the despair of reality, presumably Lieutenant General Kawai Misao felt it exceptionally strongly before his death.

After Lieutenant General Kawai Misao died for the country, the Japanese Army stationed in Korea was quickly annihilated by the Northeast Army. Afterwards, the Japanese generals who could confront the Northeast Army were only Nagata Tetsuzan and Ishiwara Kanji.

Because of her special identity, Mitsuko could contact a vast number of Japanese high-level officials. These two 'Pair of Jade in the Army,' not only were they highly respected by the Japanese public, but the high-level officials also fully recognized their abilities. Mitsuko herself didn't understand military affairs, but through the reaction of the high-level officials, she could determine that these two people relied on their excellent strength to confront He Rui.

In the process of interviewing these two people, Mitsuko could feel that the hearts of the two 'Pair of Jade in the Army' had the same hesitation, fear, and torment. It was just that they were already in high positions and had high self-cultivation, so they could hide it so that ordinary people couldn't see it. But their moods couldn't be hidden from Mitsuko.

The cigarette was finished quickly. Mitsuko opened the window to let the smoke dissipate as soon as possible. She sat back in her seat, with the excitement stimulated by nicotine, and continued to write at her desk. This news article must be completed as soon as possible and published in Japanese newspapers.

Although she was just a small female reporter, Mitsuko believed she should also do what she could for Japan.
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When the interview draft was delivered to Saionji Kinmochi, the paper still smelled of ink. Saionji Kinmochi read it very carefully; what this Japanese *Genrō* cared about most was He Rui's view on Sino-Japanese relations. After such a war, nationalist sentiments in Japan had been stirred up, and the attitude towards China was very hostile.

Saionji Kinmochi felt that the situation in Japan was still under control at this stage, but once strong nationalist sentiments also arose in China due to victory, the relations between the two countries would slide towards a sharp confrontation that even Saionji Kinmochi would be completely powerless to solve. These were also some of the questions Saionji gave to the editor-in-chief of *Yomiuri Shimbun*. In the interview draft, Mitsuko had already asked He Rui.

'Your Excellency, do you think there is a direction for improvement in current Sino-Japanese relations?'

'Nationalist sentiments in China are not high. The driving force stimulating Chinese nationalist sentiments lies in China not being treated equally. As China has restored complete sovereignty, domestic attention has now shifted from resisting foreign oppression to domestic economic construction. Rational politicians in Japan should be very clear that as long as they no longer deliberately provoke malice towards China, China's national sentiment poses no threat. This is a good time to change Sino-Japanese relations.'

'For Japan, a large part of national confidence lies in a condescending sense of superiority over neighboring countries. This sense of superiority is a false existence; the core of being condescending lies in using privileges to obtain excess profits. Responsible Japanese patriots need to explain this fact clearly to the Japanese public. The truth will not hurt anyone because facts are facts.'

'Who would oppose windfalls? Only a very few moralists. If the Japanese people knew that the excess profits brought by privileges were lost, they might be unwilling or unhappy. But they would also accept the facts and focus on what they should pay attention to. Of course, if the Japanese people, after rationally recognizing the facts, still decide that they must obtain resources for Japan's continued development by invading China, that is also a good thing. Proving whether this choice is right or wrong through war, although a tragedy, can also make the truth completely clear to the world. However, based on my understanding of the Japanese people, the Japanese people will not choose this way. Only a group of people with ulterior motives use lies to exaggerate the probability of success, use assassination to suppress rational voices, and finally drag Japan into a war to maintain those people's personal interests...'

Saionji put down the interview draft and sighed slightly. The previous worries had dissipated; He Rui could still view problems rationally and calmly, and then make correct judgments. In the interview, He Rui had pointed out the practices of extremists in Japan. Those people were threatening politicians who tried to save Japan by adjusting the domestic economic system through assassination. The two MPs who proposed the "Japan Land Restoration Plan" were victims.

After sighing for a while, Saionji sat back in his seat and continued to browse. Seeing He Rui propose the idea of a 'customs union,' Saionji nodded slightly but didn't take it seriously. Saionji himself wasn't sure about advancing Sino-Japanese relations to this extent. The 'trap' in the customs union concept was also very clear: if Japan really wanted to engage in a customs union with China, it must comprehensively adjust Japan's national policy. It was impossible to change Japan's national policy without several years.

As a diplomat, Saionji was proficient in diplomatic tricks. If Japan proposed a request to restore Sino-Japanese trade at this stage, the Chinese side could say, 'With such a good new suggestion, shouldn't we discuss it properly?'

Seizing this point, China could cut into more fields, make various new demands on Japan, and logically delay the negotiation of restoring normal trade.

It wasn't just Saionji who saw through this. After reading the interview draft separately, Mitsui Yasuki and Ishiwara Kanji smiled bitterly, "He-kun's asking price is too high."

Ishiwara Kanji shook his head. "What Japan needs is a true bright future. If Japan's needs cannot be met, Japan will constantly challenge the East Asian order. He-kun understands Japan very well; only the plan he proposed can give East Asia true peace."

Mitsui Yasuki shook his head slightly. "But Japan cannot accept such conditions."

"It's not that Japan doesn't accept it, but very few people cannot accept it." Ishiwara finished speaking and stared at Mitsui, asking, "I wonder if Mitsui-kun is willing to walk into a bright future?"

The business of the Mitsui Conglomerate had gone from bad to worse in the past year, and he was anxious about it day and night. Seeing Ishiwara looking at him with sharp eyes at this time, although he didn't want to say anything, he knew he had to make a choice. Mitsui replied, "Which Osaka merchant doesn't want the country to prosper?"

Hearing this, Ishiwara nodded. The saying 'When Osaka merchants are angry, the feudal lords of the world are shocked' is because the feudal lords indeed lack business talent. However, Osaka merchants also kept their duty and would not actively provoke anything.

"Mitsui-kun, in my opinion, this report will definitely trigger a great repercussion in the country. The upper echelon will not make any answer to these questions because any reaction will only make them more embarrassed. At that time, it will depend on whether the public can know about the 'Japan Land Restoration Plan'."

Mitsui thought for a moment and understood Ishiwara's idea. If they wanted to force the Japanese upper echelon to change, they had to point out a clear path for the people. He Rui's interview itself was not shouting to the Japanese people, but to the Japanese upper, middle classes, and intellectuals. Hoping these people see a path.

If they chose to respond, they had to mobilize the Japanese people. If the "Japan Land Restoration Plan" could really be executed, the lives of the Japanese people could be changed immediately. Coupled with the fact of the 'bizarre deaths' of the two MPs, it would definitely incite the emotions of the people.

But this couldn't be said aloud. Mitsui asked, "Ishiwara-kun, can He-kun defeat Britain in Burma?"

"Definitely." Ishiwara answered decisively.

Mitsui didn't understand military affairs and didn't want to discuss it, so he replied, "On the day He-kun wins, the people should feel something."

This is the Japanese art of ventriloquism. Explicitly talking about the war in Burma, but actually guaranteeing Ishiwara. As long as the external situation was ready, Mitsui would take action.

Just as Ishiwara expected, *Yomiuri Shimbun* published the interview draft in four days, and the emotions of the Japanese people were quickly stimulated. The views on He Rui in Japan were very strong. Being defeated by He Rui filled the Japanese people with anger and hostility towards He Rui. But the commanders of both warring parties were graduates of the Army War College, which gave the Japanese people a sense of relief that 'our own people were defeated by our own people.'

What He Rui expounded in this interview was Sino-Japanese cooperation. Of course, some Japanese would think He Rui was shedding crocodile tears. Similarly, a group of people would feel that if the future of China and Japan could really complete true Sino-Japanese cooperation as He Rui described, advancing hand in hand, and the two powers of China and Japan opening up a bright future together, it wouldn't be a bad thing.

In the past thirty or forty years, the trend of thought in Japan was not only the simple faction of invading China. A great many Japanese aspirants and elites had proposed considerations of Sino-Japanese cooperation. After the outbreak of the Xinhai Revolution, a great many cooperationists felt that a bright future was ahead, but unexpectedly, after the Xinhai Revolution, China not only did not rise but fell into deeper chaos, making this voice smaller and smaller.

The appearance of He Rui had changed the overall situation. People who continued to hold Sino-Japanese cooperation watched the changes in China, expecting China to walk a new path to revitalize the East. As long as China could walk this path, they were naturally willing to devote themselves to cooperation between the two countries.

Even those who were disheartened couldn't help but have an impulse to rekindle confidence, watching what result the contest between China and Britain in Burma could produce. However, this group of people was just a little impulsive. Britain was the world's number one power and the founder of the current Versailles order. It was already a fantasy for China, which was extremely weak a few years ago, to defeat Britain.

He Rui knew the thoughts in Japan very well. This interview was just a foreshadowing for future work towards Japan. He Rui's own attention was placed on domestic economic construction; even the war in Burma was not He Rui's current priority. History had long proved that the British army in Burma was nothing to fear.

At this time, He Rui was conducting an academic discussion with the comrades of the newly established Yellow River Basin Administration. The Yellow River at this time had not suffered the disaster caused by Chiang Kai-shek ordering the bombing of Huayuankou. Although the river channel also had various problems caused by large amounts of sediment, it was countless times better than 1949 in He Rui's space-time.

Du Chong, Chiang Kai-shek's predecessor, caused the Yellow River to change course. Although it caused a thousand years of disaster, after the Yellow River returned to the north for more than a hundred years, time had also restored the Yellow River Basin a lot.

The realistic pressure was not great, so the discussion atmosphere was quite relaxed. The problem of how to prevent sediment from entering the river already had the solution of silt dams. For the saline-alkali land in the Yellow River flooded area where no grass grew, He Rui proposed a plan to plant *Populus euphratica* to improve the saline-alkali land.

As for areas like Lankao, He Rui directly borrowed Secretary Jiao Yulu's plan to solve it by planting a large number of paulownia trees ecologically. He Rui respected excellent communists like Secretary Jiao Yulu very much, but He Rui's focus was that the solution proposed by Secretary Jiao Yulu was an ecological improvement plan to cope with the harsh natural ecological environment.

The comrades of the Yellow River Basin Administration all graduated from water conservancy and agricultural schools. Hearing that He Rui did not ask everyone to 'work big and work hard,' but discussed how to use the comrades' professional fields to solve problems, their spirits were naturally high.

But these plans were things everyone had never contacted before. Comrade Huang Zhenxue, a forestry major at Northeast Agricultural College, asked, "Chairman, paulownia trees grow very fast. Where will they be used after planting? These trees are not suitable for building materials."

"You can try making musical instruments," He Rui replied. This was not He Rui's whimsy, but introduced in relevant reports He Rui had read.

In the 1970s, people in Lankao didn't know that paulownia could be used to make musical instruments. At that time, paulownia was made into bellows for burning fire. When these bellows were blowing wind, the sound produced was very pleasing to the ear. A technician from the Shanghai Musical Instrument Factory came to Lankao. After hearing this sound, he thought Lankao's paulownia was very suitable as a material for musical instruments. This news spread quickly in the industry, and large national musical instrument factories in Shanghai, Yangzhou, and other places came to Lankao to purchase goods.

Back then, Secretary Jiao Yulu cultivated paulownia in Lankao to prevent wind and fix sand. Unexpectedly, the soil here was a mixture of sand and silt. The paulownia planted in this soil had light and soft material, uniform structure, no warping, cracking, or deformation, and good air and sound permeability. It was called "breathing wood" by the industry. Benefiting from the unique soil quality of the old course of the Yellow River, it was born with the characteristic of "breathing" and became the best soundboard raw material for national musical instruments.

Huang Zhenxue didn't expect such a use and couldn't help asking He Rui, "Chairman, is there any particular reason for this?"

He Rui couldn't say it forcefully, so he laughed, "Let's treat this as a small secret of this meeting. I just said it on a whim; comrades, don't spread it. Paulownia trees take only 15 years to mature. Let's bring this up again in 15 years."

Speaking of this, He Rui suddenly remembered something and stood up. "Comrades, have you heard of a time capsule?"

Everyone had heard of 'time' and 'capsule' [box], but they didn't know what the combination of the two words meant. Everyone looked at He Rui. Some directly expressed they didn't know; some didn't know what He Rui meant and dared not answer randomly.

He Rui explained, "A time capsule is a letter written by everyone to themselves or others at a certain time in the future, asking questions to people at that time. After writing the letter, put it in a box and lock it up. Open it again when that time comes. Since I said paulownia trees can be made into musical instruments, and paulownia trees take 15 years to mature. This year is 1925; let's write a letter to that time and open it again in 1940, 15 years later. At that time, see if the ideas from 15 years ago have become reality."

Most comrades initially thought the 'time capsule' was a mysterious instrument or special technology. Unexpectedly, it was such a humanistic thing, something like a game. Under heavy work pressure, everyone needed mental adjustment and immediately expressed they could do it.

However, the box was brought, and the lock was ready. Facing the letter paper, everyone was in trouble. What to write? Or who to write to?

Watching a group of young people biting their pen tips in difficulty, He Rui laughed, "Haha, comrades. This is an expectation for the future. Write to whomever you want; if you can't think of anyone, write to yourself."

Everyone's brows smoothed out, and some began to write at their desks. Huang Zhenxue wrote a few words, then stopped his pen, frowned and thought for a while, and asked again, "Chairman, what to write?"

He Rui was writing a letter. Hearing this, he answered without raising his head, "Write whatever you think. But this kind of letter is mostly about one's expectations for the future."

Huang Zhenxue also felt it made sense, so he picked up his pen and wrote, 'To the future me, has the Yellow River at that time become one-fifth of the sediment flowing into the Yellow River annually in 1925 due to comprehensive water and soil management, as we deduced? Has the Yellow River water, which used to be half water and half sand in a bowl, become only a little sediment? Can the paulownia on the saline-alkali land be made into musical instruments and play beautiful music? At that time, the earth I see is already green, the river is clear, and fish and shrimp are in groups.'

Writing here, Huang Zhenxue stopped his pen. Just thinking of such a picture, he felt his heavy responsibility. Born in a Shandong refugee family, he lived a hard life in Shenyang since childhood. However, the older generation had a strange persistence for children's advancement, so he went to a church school. After He Rui arrived in the Northeast and vigorously promoted education, he had the opportunity to go to university. He was assigned to the Agricultural College and majored in forestry. His future was probably cultivating and planting trees in the vast Yellow River Basin.

Thinking of the current situation of China's land learned at the study meeting, Huang Zhenxue continued to write, 'In China in 1940, has the forest area recovered to 15%, instead of the current level of about 9%? Has every family used coal instead of cutting down trees everywhere for fuel? At that time, are there patches of forest land all over China like the Northeast forest farms, where people stroll in the woods during leisure time? Timber is sufficient and cheap. Every household can have their own brand-new furniture...'

Writing and writing, Huang Zhenxue found that he just wrote what he learned in class into the letter for his future self to read. He stopped his pen and began to think about what to write for himself. After thinking for a good while, Huang Zhenxue wrote, 'Future me, have I walked across the land of China, seen the mountains and rivers everywhere, and seen the sunrise and sunset everywhere? At that time, am I living in China, the world's number one power? Is China at that time truly peaceful, and everyone lives and works in peace and contentment? I also have a wife, laughing and playing with children in the forest farm I participated in completing.'

As a single young man, writing here, Huang Zhenxue felt very embarrassed. He wanted to erase this paragraph but felt there was no need to erase it since he wrote it for himself. But his mood was fluctuating at this time, and he couldn't continue writing, so he hurriedly wrote, 'That's all for now. I hope I will be a very capable person at that time. Goodbye. Sincerely, salute.'

The envelope was ready. Stuffing the letter paper into the envelope and sealing it with glue. Writing 'To Myself' on the cover, Huang Zhenxue handed the letter up.

A box had been prepared here. Everyone's letters were put in, and the outside was sealed with a thick rubber cover. So He Rui took the comrades to the courtyard and dug a pit to bury it in a place designated as a green belt. He Rui ordered a stone slab to be made and told the comrades, "A cement block will be put in here, and the top stone slab will be engraved with 'Yellow River Basin Administration May 1925 Meeting Time Capsule Burial Site, to be opened in May 1940.' With this mark, everyone doesn't have to worry about not finding it. Comrades, let us reunite here in 15 years."

Thinking of the future reunion, the young people became excited unconsciously, and cheers and applause rang out. He Rui looked at the young people but sighed slightly in his heart. 15 years later, 1940, if his plan could be executed smoothly until that day, China should be experiencing a war, a war sweeping the whole world.

He Rui didn't know how long that war would last, but He Rui believed that China could win that war and build a better new world after the war.

Looking at those vigorous young people, He Rui put down his thoughts about the war and said loudly to the comrades, "It's noon; I'll treat everyone to a meal."

If it were people from the old era, they would naturally be humble in various ways. Hearing this, the young people of the new era shouted 'good' loudly. For them, eating was eating, nothing more.

Soon, everyone marched mightily towards the cafeteria. Everyone was really hungry.
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In May, at the Yunnan Airport, over the fighter and bomber training base, a fighter plane flew back shakily over the runway. The ground crew had started their vehicles, and military doctors and paramedics had boarded, ready to go to the crash site for rescue at any time. The air crew suppressed their impulse and tried to speak to the plane in a calm tone using the newly built radio equipment, "Plane n00145, this is the tower. You are cleared to land. Please answer if you copy."

Not long after, the pilot's voice came from the speaker. Although the static was strong, it was clearly audible: "Tower, this is plane n00145. The engine is vibrating severely. I request to land immediately!"

Hearing that the pilot's condition was relatively calm, the flight squadron leader who had rushed to the tower breathed a sigh of relief. He took the microphone from the tower and said loudly, "Little Zhang, this is the squadron leader. Glide down to Runway 3 now. Don't worry; I'll order the arresting net to be pulled open immediately."

Hearing such unconventional communication, the tower staff hurriedly pulled the squadron leader's sleeve and pointed to the standard dialogue procedure posted on the board. The squadron leader looked down and immediately added, "Please answer if you copy."

"Squadron leader, I'm landing immediately."

Through the wide glass of the command tower, everyone inside saw the plane swaying and descending towards Runway 3. Their hearts tightened. However, things were not as bad as everyone thought. Although the plane bounced a bit on the runway when landing, the pilot's flying skills were excellent, and the rudder was held very steadily. The height of the plane's bounce became lower and lower, and it was already in a taxiing state before crashing into the arresting net.

But the plane weighing several tons still had huge inertia when rushing into the arresting net. The propeller deformed instantly, and the fuselage rotated in place under inertia. The left wing had already inserted into the arresting net, the rivets of the skin popped open, and a huge crack appeared at the junction of the wing and the fuselage.

Under the anxious gaze of the airport personnel, the plane stopped shaking and came to a complete stop. Ground crew and medical staff rushed up immediately. They opened the cockpit, dragged the pilot out, and transported him to a safe location. Ground maintenance quickly cut off the fuel supply system to ensure there was no danger of explosion.

Seeing that the pilot was fine, the squadron leader finally felt relieved. Planes were not cheap, but experienced pilots were more valuable. The pilot rested temporarily, and the military doctor let the pilot relax and calm down, preparing to inquire about the process of the malfunction and the pilot's handling.

For the damaged plane, no one considered repairing it. Maintenance personnel began to take photos, record, drain aviation fuel, and remove faulty equipment. They recorded the malfunction of the plane and the impact on various components in the high temperature and high humidity environment for research.

The next day, the initial report was produced. This was a problem caused by the deformation of the engine main shaft. Such deformation had occurred several times. Based on the equipment number, it was submitted to the logistics department. The logistics department immediately audited and investigated the parts manufacturer.

The Air Force received many supply parts every day. Under complete data statistics, suppliers could be found for every single one of the huge number of parts. Suppliers found the personnel producing these parts through production records.

This batch of engine main shafts was immediately ordered to stop use, and all relevant personnel were investigated. Technical experts began to analyze based on the situation, trying to find the real cause of the problem.

The train carrying Wang Donglu, a researcher at the Aircraft Research Institute, and his classmates just stopped at Hankou Station. As soon as the carriage door opened, someone got on the train. Immediately, the squad leaders on duty in each class who went to the car door to prepare to connect with the station personnel ran back quickly, stood at the carriage door, and shouted: "Everyone, sit down!"

This train carried teachers and students from the former Siping Metallurgy College. With the liberation of the whole country, schools and scientific research departments in the Siping area underwent a major move. Siping Metallurgy College was cancelled, and the school's teachers and students merged with some teachers and students from Shenyang Metallurgy College, divided into four parts, heading to four newly established metallurgy colleges in Handan, Wuhan, Sichuan, and Shanghai.

Hearing the order, the students who had already picked up their backpacks and prepared to get off sat back in their seats. Under everyone's puzzled gaze, some soldiers in military uniforms entered the car door. They first showed their IDs and official documents to the teacher in charge of the school. After talking for a while, the teacher said, "Students, the army needs some students to go with the army to perform a task. Those whose names are called stand up and set off with the comrades of the army first."

The students were all very excited. The metallurgical enterprises that graduates of metallurgy majors wanted to go to most were state-owned enterprises, and some were enterprises providing products for the army. Being able to cooperate with the army now, presumably they would very likely join the military research department in the future.

The comrades of the army took the roster and began to call names, "Wang Donglu, Chen Kaifeng, Xu Songhai..."

Wang Donglu was originally a preparatory student for studying abroad at Tsinghua School. Because he secretly participated in the May Fourth Movement in 1919, he lost his qualification to study abroad. He went to the Northeast that year and later worked at the Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. Last year, 1924, Wang Donglu, who was already an assistant engineer, went to Siping Metallurgy College to participate in a one-year study, majoring in special steel processing technology. It was now late May. If it weren't for being assigned to Wuhan Metallurgy College, Wang Donglu would have completed his studies and returned to his unit.

Hearing that he was urgently conscripted by the army, Wang Donglu was both surprised and happy. The Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau was a state-owned enterprise. Because he was assigned to the fighter R&D department, Wang Donglu always felt that he was also a quasi-military man. Being able to work for the army made Wang Donglu very happy both emotionally and logically.

The dozen selected people arrived. The army comrades asked the escorting teacher to sign the official document and took this group of people away first. In the car, Wang Donglu noticed that these 'classmates' were all engineers and technicians from various departments who returned to school for study, and there were no students among them.

Everyone noticed this, but no one mentioned it. Chen Kaifeng was an engineer from the former Siping Machinery Processing Plant. He asked a major leading the team, "Comrade, what work has the organization arranged for us?"

The major replied politely, "It's not convenient to say in the car; we'll talk about it when everyone gathers."

When the three military vehicles stopped, everyone saw the Wuhan Airport which had completed the first phase of work. The airport tower, runway, and apron had all been repaired. The terminal hall was obviously a temporary small building, using a large number of prefabricated structures common on construction sites, capable of sheltering from wind and rain, and only capable of fulfilling such functions.

It was the Plum Rain season, and rain fell from the gloomy sky from time to time. A lieutenant colonel came to welcome them. He asked everyone to carry the most necessary luggage, and other luggage would be tagged and sent to the airport warehouse for storage.

Everyone looked at each other, and Wang Donglu couldn't help asking, "Excuse me, are we the only ones?"

The lieutenant colonel was slightly stunned, then replied, "The professors have already set off first."

Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. This batch of students coming to Wuhan Metallurgy College belonged to five majors: blast furnace, steelmaking, alloy smelting, metal fatigue, and metal processing. The students called up were from three majors: alloy smelting, metal fatigue, and metal processing. Everyone knew they must have been assigned a very important task, but they didn't see the professional professors. Hearing that the professors had set off first, their hearts settled. Knowing their own capabilities, with professors leading, everyone didn't need to worry about being unable to complete the task.

Not long after, a brand-new China Airlines plane took off from the wet runway, passed through the gloomy clouds, and flew into the sunny sky. Looking down at the ground from the porthole, one could see a gray expanse below, with no landmarks visible on the ground except for clouds.

From the gloom of the Plum Rain season to the bright sky, everyone was in a very good mood. At this time, the leading lieutenant colonel informed everyone of the purpose of this trip. Hearing that there was a batch problem with the main shaft of the engine, Wang Donglu and others felt great pressure. The lieutenant colonel smiled, "Gentlemen are all experts; please talk freely and treat us as non-existent."

The army comrades were so polite, and everyone was very interested in this matter. Among the peers, Xu Songhai, 32 years old, was the oldest. He said, "Let's speak one by one according to the seating and talk about our thoughts. I'll speak first; I do aerodynamic research. I wonder if the plateau climate over there caused the engine working state problem?"

Wang Donglu was in aircraft manufacturing. Just hearing Xu Songhai say he was an aerodynamics major, he thought Xu might not be able to say anything particularly relevant to the deformation of the aircraft main shaft. After listening to Xu Songhai's speech, Wang Donglu immediately felt that he was shallow, immediately put away his arrogance about his major, and listened seriously to Xu Songhai continue to speak.

After Xu Songhai finished speaking, the lieutenant colonel couldn't help asking, "Comrade Xu, what you said seems very reasonable."

Xu Songhai hurriedly waved his hand. "Don't say that. There are many reasons for problems. It may be a single reason, or it may be the result of multiple factors working together. Now we are just talking about our views without seeing the parts; please don't take it as the real reason."

A trace of disappointment flashed in the lieutenant colonel's expression. But he just nodded and didn't say much.

Then it was Chen Kaifeng's turn to speak. Chen Kaifeng went straight to the point, "If it were other room-temperature components, they might be affected by the plateau and high humidity environment. The engine working environment is thousands of degrees, the speed is so high, and it is an oily environment, not exposed to the air for a long time. I think the impact of the external environment will not be particularly large."

Among the technical staff, except for a few who temporarily lost the ability to discuss due to airsickness, the others also nodded slightly. The lieutenant colonel had taken out a notebook to record, but the vibration inside the plane still affected the recording. The lieutenant colonel's pen jumped on the notebook; he finally wrote down a few words in scribbled handwriting and turned to listen attentively to everyone's discussion.

When it was Wang Donglu's turn, Wang Donglu found that there were not many fields he could touch upon, and carefully stated his view, "I do aircraft design. Hearing what everyone said, I think those possibilities have basically been covered. I think every part has undergone very careful inspection, and products with unqualified precision are unlikely to leave the factory. After all, the inspection is divided into several steps, and the possibility of parts with unqualified precision not being discovered is very low. I think there are roughly two directions: one is that there is a problem with the material itself. This can be handed over to the quality inspection and analysis department for testing. The other is that the aircraft design was limited by the geographical environment of the Northeast, suitable for use in the Northeast and Korea, and the parameters were also local parameters. In different combat environments, it is possible that these aspects have changed. We will analyze based on the aircraft operation process."

After speaking, Wang Donglu looked at other invited technical personnel, and saw everyone nodding. Xu Songhai replied, "Then we have to ask the Air Force comrades to provide complete data."

Hearing this, the lieutenant colonel wanted to answer, but didn't say anything because of military discipline. However, the lieutenant colonel knew very well that there would be a flight record after every flight, which included how the pilot flew the plane and operations in various flight stages. Although pilots often forgot some content, they would record what they could remember. However, there were many records, and the lieutenant colonel doubted whether this group of technical personnel could finish reading them.

The plane took off from Wuhan and headed straight for Yunnan, resting at an intermediate airport in the evening. Early the next morning, everyone continued their journey.

Around 8:00 AM, the plane arrived over the Burma Road. The technical personnel looked down and saw the winding road spiraling in the mountains on the peaks and ridges. Wang Donglu originally thought it was just a section of the road, but he didn't expect that after flying for nearly an hour, the mountain road stretched endlessly, as if it would never end.

Tiny cars could be seen driving on the road, and bridges being erected could also be seen in the mountains. Those bridges looked as thin as straw or small twigs from the air. But Wang Donglu had flown many times himself and had a lot of experience. Several large reservoirs in the Northeast looked like bathtubs from the air, but when he arrived at the reservoir personally, he saw a huge lake-like reservoir. The buildings below were the same; walking personally to the 'slender bridge body,' one would see a magnificent bridge.

When the plane landed at Kunming Airport, Wang Donglu couldn't help feeling emotional. His father had been an official in Yunnan and Guizhou during the Manchu Qing era. In a sense, this was also Wang Donglu's hometown. Wang Donglu's impression of Yunnan and Guizhou was very vague; after all, he was just a toddler learning to speak when he was here, and then he returned to the capital with his parents.

Now Kunming looked bustling, and various uniforms could be seen on the streets. Wang Donglu's parents hoped that Wang Donglu's few months in the Security Bureau were just a dream, preferably never happened. After all, Wang Donglu would serve in the industrial field in the future. In the eyes of Wang Donglu's parents, the experience of being a 'fanzi' [agent] in the Security Bureau was very harmful to Wang Donglu.

Wang Donglu himself didn't care. He felt that the short work experience in the Security Bureau allowed him to learn a lot of confidential knowledge. For example, Wang Donglu looked around casually and could roughly judge the departments represented by various uniforms, as well as the powers and 'privileges' of those departments.

Field gray uniforms or gray uniforms represented soldiers, needless to say; this was a common military uniform. Dark blue Public Security uniforms, black Security Bureau uniforms; people with some understanding could also roughly distinguish them. However, many people didn't know the disciplinary inspection department within the civil service system represented by that dark blue jacket. Collar badges, shoulder badges, or no marks on different clothes all represented various subdivisions.

Precisely because he had work experience in the Security Bureau, Wang Donglu knew very well how clear the division of labor and responsibilities of the current Republic government were. Serving such a country, Wang Donglu was full of confidence.

At this time, Kunming was truly a gathering of people from all walks of life. Coupled with the long road seen on the plane, Wang Donglu knew very well that this was a solid rear for operations against Burma. The country spent great efforts to build such a rear center; this battle must be won!

Vehicles coming to meet them picked everyone up and went straight to the airbase outside the city. The professors had already arrived. Seeing Wang Donglu and others coming to join, the professors immediately assigned tasks. Just as Wang Donglu expected, he was assigned to aircraft piloting records. That was half a room of records, piles of record data piled high, with airport security personnel sitting next to them.

Wang Donglu didn't stand on ceremony either. He put tea leaves in his thermos cup, then put in the goji berries his mother gave him, brewed with boiling water, and let it sit. Even if Wang Donglu himself didn't particularly like the taste of goji berries, his mother's concern made Wang Donglu decide to finish drinking the goji berries early so he could concentrate on drinking the tea he liked.

After making these preparations, Wang Donglu took the record book given by the Air Force and opened the first flight record.

The lieutenant colonel who picked up the plane was surnamed Zhao. Lieutenant Colonel Zhao had 'traveled thousands of miles' these days and was exhausted. But he still had to force himself to accompany the leaders of the flight base, who were talking with the professors. The leaders were assured of the professors' capabilities. But the leaders were worried about whether there was a problem of intentional sabotage.

Lieutenant Colonel Zhao was also worried about this matter. If someone engaged in sabotage, the nature of this matter would be serious. It wouldn't be just someone's head rolling; it would be a matter implicating many people. As the responsible department, the Air Force must account for this. Especially in ensuring that there was no human sabotage this time, once the Air Force spoke, it had to bear the responsibility. So the professors had to be asked to clarify this matter specifically.

The professors were initially a bit confused; obviously, these professors hadn't considered this from the beginning. However, after the conversation, the professors also understood the reason why the troops fighting on the front line must be vigilant at all times, and also made some explanations. In the end, both sides reached a consensus that there must be an explanation on this matter and it could not be glossed over.

After the talk, it was late. The leaders of the airbase treated the professors to a meal, and everyone rested separately.

At 6:00 AM the next morning, the alarm clock woke Lieutenant Colonel Zhao from his sleep. Lieutenant Colonel Zhao got up, ate, and went to prepare for today's daytime work. The corridor was not quiet. As the rear center of operations in Burma, the Air Force had a heavy task. Two roads from Kunming to Myitkyina and Lashio had started construction. The road to Myitkyina had been completed as a single-lane road and was being expanded.

The troops entering Burma to fight had captured Mandalay not long ago, and the vanguard had gone south along the Burmese Central Railway and captured Toungoo. 260 kilometers further south along the railway was Yangon, the former capital of Burma.

At this time, the troops were deployed along a long transportation line, with vast space on the flanks. The last time the Chinese army entered Burma was in the Qianlong reign, when Fuheng led 13,000 Eight Banners soldiers and 9,000 Guizhou soldiers into Burma to fight in 1769. Since then, Burma had not known the bravery of the Chinese army for more than 150 years.

The Manchu Qing recognized Britain's annexation of Burma in 1886, which was also 40 years ago.

The Republic government considered itself a friendly country with Burma since ancient times, but Burma no longer existed now. After Britain annexed Burma, it incorporated Burma into British India, rather than an independently existing colony. How the Republic government publicized it was one thing, and how the Burmese people in reality viewed it was another matter.

At least, judging from now, ordinary Burmese people indeed knew the existence of China. But what kind of country China was, what kind of people the Chinese people were, and what kind of army the Chinese army was, ordinary Burmese people knew nothing. Such reality made the Republic National Defense Force have to possess its own intelligence system, and air reconnaissance was undoubtedly a very important part of this intelligence system.

The various worries of the Air Force were not because the Air Force had delusions of persecution, but because the Air Force absolutely could not allow any internal saboteurs to exist. This concerned the war situation in Burma and could not be sloppy in the slightest.

The combat building was on duty 24 hours a day. Personnel came in and out. Those familiar with Lieutenant Colonel Zhao nodded to him, and those unfamiliar just walked past. Lieutenant Colonel Zhao walked to the door of the reference room and saw the door open. The security personnel inside were yawning. Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Zhao come in, they hurriedly stood up and saluted.

Lieutenant Colonel Zhao saw the security personnel so tired, while Wang Donglu was flipping through records rustlingly and recording quickly. At least twenty or thirty pages had been used in a new notebook. He asked in surprise, "Comrade Wang, you didn't work all night, did you?"

Wang Donglu was indeed very tired, but his spirits were high. He put down his pen and stood up. "Lieutenant Colonel Zhao, it's okay, I can hold on."

Lieutenant Colonel Zhao was afraid that Wang Donglu would doze off at the meeting at 8:15 AM and advised, "Why don't you go to the lounge next door to rest for a while? There is a meeting this morning."

"Don't worry, I'm fine. I definitely won't doze off at the meeting." Wang Donglu was full of confidence. Speaking of this, he felt the call of nature and said, "Excuse me, I'll go relieve myself."

After Wang Donglu left, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao asked the security personnel next to him. The security personnel recounted last night's events. Wang Donglu initially read the report very slowly, frowning tightly. Seeing past 10 PM, he thought Wang Donglu could go to rest, but unexpectedly Wang Donglu seemed to have seen something and excitedly wanted to read a bit longer. As a result, he worked all the way until now.

Hearing the introduction, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao picked up the notebook issued to Wang Donglu by the airbase and looked at it. He saw that the beginning was part of the content of the aircraft operation record, and later the content changed to about 17 or 18 items. Afterwards, there were various 'Zheng' characters [tally marks], obviously Wang Donglu began to count content.

Instructing the security personnel to ask the next shift to satisfy Wang Donglu's requests more when changing shifts, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao quickly left the reference room. After all, everyone was unfamiliar, and Lieutenant Colonel Zhao sitting here would make Wang Donglu feel uncomfortable.

The purpose of inviting experts was to solve problems. Under the condition that this premise could be guaranteed, of course, the more comfortable the experts were, the better.

Leaving the reference room and going to prepare for the morning meeting, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao recalled the information of the experts invited this time. In the information, Wang Donglu was the deputy engineer of the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau, an expert. He must have discovered something by doing this. Although Lieutenant Colonel Zhao understood aircraft flight, he didn't understand aircraft manufacturing. Since Wang Donglu reacted like this, Lieutenant Colonel Zhao also had confidence.
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At 8:00 sharp, when Wang Donglu entered the conference room with his notebook, he saw that the professors had already arrived. Sitting with the professors was Engineer Li from the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. Wang Donglu was not sure whether he should tell Engineer Li his findings first, or tell his professor first. Since he couldn't decide, he asked the two to sit together and placed the data he recorded in front of them.

The engineer and the professor just glanced at the data on the record and then concentrated on the statistical data. Wang Donglu whispered his findings from the side. Time flew by, and in a blink of an eye, it was 8:10, and the leaders of the flight base arrived.

Engineer Li asked Wang Donglu to sit next to him. After the meeting started, he spoke first, "Leaders, based on the Air Force's flight records, we found that due to the altitude and air pressure of the airport, the aircraft adopted a different power from the plain area from the start of takeoff..."

With statistical data, it was easy for the engineer and the professor to reach an agreement. The meeting lasted less than an hour, and the technical personnel reached a temporary solution after a little exchange. The engine maintenance time was shortened from 180 hours to 150 hours. The recommended replacement time for the main shaft was shortened from 240 hours to 180 hours.

The Air Force leaders were somewhat surprised. "Can this solve the problem?" It could be seen that the leaders didn't quite believe it.

However, the data Wang Donglu spent the whole night compiling supported this rough conclusion: all faulty engine main shafts had problems after exceeding 150 flight hours. To avoid this problem, shortening the replacement time was the simplest and most effective choice.

The experts and professors thought the matter was solved very well here. Unexpectedly, although the Air Force leaders looked much less stressed, they did not completely put down the burden. They exchanged briefly with each other, shaking heads, nodding, frowning, and showing unhappiness. It could be seen that the leaders did not reach a consensus.

The temporary chairman presiding over the meeting suggested adjourning first, and the airbase leaders went to the adjacent room for internal discussion. Here, Engineer Li praised Wang Donglu, "Good job."

Wang Donglu didn't know how to answer, so he could only smile tiredly.

After a few words, the military leaders had finished their internal discussion and returned to the conference room. The leader in charge said straightforwardly, "We have discussed the opinions of the experts. Thank you, experts, for answering the reasons for many problems for us and proposing temporary solutions. However, with the help of experts, we have determined our needs. This need is: how to ensure that the usage time of the aircraft does not change without changing the existing equipment."

Everyone was stunned. After the initial astonishment, everyone understood and felt that the request sounded a bit excessive.

The military leader did not let everyone guess the reason blindly; he continued to explain, "Military expenditure is fixed. We can report this matter to the Military Commission and apply for additional military expenditure. Before the order from the Military Commission comes, we will adjust within the current parts supply. If the Military Commission agrees to our request, we can naturally shorten the time. If the Military Commission cannot approve new military expenditure, we have to use the current parts. Therefore, we made such a request."

After all, it was a question of money. Wang Donglu closed his mouth and said nothing; it was completely not his turn to speak at this time. Although he didn't speak, Wang Donglu had thoughts in his mind. Engines are not cheap, and main shafts are not cheap either. Based on the approximate numbers Wang Donglu had heard, the National Defense Force's expeditionary force in Burma might use 800-1000 aircraft.

Shortening the life of the main shaft by one-fourth is equivalent to spending a few hundred yuan more. Even if it is 500 yuan. 800 fighters changing once costs 400,000. If in war, one plane changes 10 shafts on average, it is 4 million; changing 100 shafts is 40 million.

War burns money; this saying is absolutely correct.

No result was discussed in the morning. Engineers and professors went to check flight records. Wang Donglu hadn't slept all night and went back to catch up on sleep. Waking up in the afternoon, he returned to attend the meeting. The Military Commission had replied by telegram, 'Agree to temporarily shorten the service life of the main shaft. The Military Commission has placed an order with the aircraft manufacturer, requiring them to provide engines capable of extending the main shaft replacement time to 240 hours.'

The experts were indeed very busy, so they left first. Wang Donglu and the teachers and students of Wuhan Metallurgy College took a plane back to Wuhan together and immediately threw themselves into the school's work. The reason why graduating students like Wang Donglu were asked to come to Wuhan was also to let these students help the school operate as soon as possible.

As a thoroughfare of nine provinces, the three towns of Wuhan, in addition to shipbuilding enterprises, the state also intended to set up an aircraft manufacturing bureau. Wang Donglu didn't dare to think of good things; he felt it would be good if he could successfully return to work at the Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau.

On May 24, Wang Donglu, who was responsible for arranging the school laboratory, was called to the school's Academic Affairs Office. As soon as he entered the door, he saw several old colleagues. Happily exchanging a few words with old colleagues, he learned that the purpose of everyone coming was that the Northeast Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau wanted to rely on Wuhan Metallurgy College to build an aircraft engine production factory first.

A flash of inspiration struck Wang Donglu, and he probed, "Could it be that the aircraft main shaft problem has been solved?"

"The data calculation is finished. Now the Northeast is producing prototypes. The Southwest region needs aircraft. The higher-ups set up a factory in Wuhan first, and then prepare to move to the Southwest to open a laboratory."

Opening a laboratory and setting up a factory were too far away for Wang Donglu. Wang Donglu didn't understand for a moment, "What do you mean by 'calculation is finished'?"

The old colleagues explained, "According to the needs of the troops, we redesigned the current engine. Based on the changes in design, the numbers needed on the drawings have been calculated."

This matter was resolved by the relevant departments. It was eventually known to He Rui not because the General Staff wanted to ask He Rui to solve it, but because the Air Force ground maintenance itself affected combat efficiency.

From the Sino-Burmese border to the frontline city of Toungoo at this time, there were 1,000 kilometers. The flanks could no longer be said to be empty, but full of various spaces for attacks. Air reconnaissance and combat sortie rates were very important for this war. According to British official propaganda, Britain had mobilized more than 200 fighter planes to fight in British India. The General Staff analyzed British military intelligence and believed that the maximum number of fighter planes in British India might reach 500.

After Cheng Ruofan finished talking about the matter itself, he stated the response method, "New engines have begun research and development."

"Not research and development. Adjustment, adjustment." He Rui corrected, "There are many models of rifles, and engines are the same; the same type of aircraft is also the same. Mountain type, plateau type. No need to research and develop a new one."

Cheng Ruofan immediately straightened out his thoughts and tried to get confirmation from He Rui, "Chairman, is it parameter adjustment under the same design?"

He Rui nodded. "You can understand it that way, but the specific work will be much more troublesome."

"Understood, understood." Cheng Ruofan really understood this. The standard semi-automatic rifle of the National Defense Force had been finalized, but some adjustments would be made according to different combat environments. And a seemingly small adjustment required adjusting all related parts, and the content of adjustment was quite a lot. Presumably, the complex design of the engine would require more adjustments.

Although it would take a lot of research and development time, equipment models suitable for combat in various regions were indeed very necessary. The battlefield is not a playground; if you lose a game, you can start over. The dead cannot be brought back to life; this is a reality no one can change. Targeted improvements can improve combat efficiency not by much, but for a troop scale of hundreds of thousands, the number of lives that can be saved is already quite considerable.

After reporting this small change in the Air Force, the General Staff reported the current situation to He Rui. Since the war started in April, Britain's reaction truly surprised the General Staff. The British reaction was too slow. More than a month had passed, and Britain could only send more than 40,000 British Indian colonial troops to the Burmese front line. These colonial troops were naturally beaten badly.

The dignified British Empire had completely ruled India for more than 150 years. Having experienced the mountains of corpses and seas of blood in the European War, experienced battleship naval battles like Jutland, and experienced land battles with mountains of corpses and seas of blood like the Marne and Somme, and possessing huge advantages in maritime and land transportation in the Indian Ocean, the result was such sluggish action. Where could one see the slightest appearance of a world hegemon?

Of course, Cheng Ruofan did not underestimate the British. The current slow reaction of the British did not mean that Britain had no strength. Presumably, in the following months, the British army would begin to gather and launch a fierce offensive.

After the General Staff's report was completed, He Rui thought about the latest changes and analyzed for the General Staff, "Britain's current sluggishness is an inevitable reaction of Britain. Burma is a colony obtained by Britain through three Anglo-Burmese Wars. The first time was March 1824 - February 1826; the second time was April 1852 - December 1852, Britain obtained six areas: Assam (now part of India), Manipur (now part of India), Cachar (now part of India), Arakan, Tenasserim, and Lower Burma. The third time, it captured Upper Burma, completely annexing Burma. From the terrain point of view, there are mountain ranges separating Burma and the Indian colony, which is not suitable for the British Army and the British Indian Colonial Army to fight. What does this mean?"

Cheng Ruofan answered immediately, "It means that Burma is not as important to Britain as India."

Seeing that Cheng Ruofan had understood this point, He Rui continued to analyze, "We are not going to compete with the British for colonies. Spending so much money and sending so many troops, even if we conquer it, what in the end? We still have to face the Burmese people. The gain is not worth the loss; really not worth the loss. What is our purpose?"

Cheng Ruofan saw that the comrades of the General Staff dared not answer He Rui's question decisively, so he answered himself, "Our purpose is to let the British know that we have the ability to make them lose money in the colony of British India."

Since Cheng Ruofan was very clear about this core, He Rui was relieved. Cheng Ruofan's only shortcoming was that when his relevant knowledge structure was incomplete, he would start thinking wildly when encountering problems in that field.

Like Xu Chengfeng and Hu Xiushan, they could do it even if they were unclear, steadfastly working in the pointed direction. As for Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang, they were tactical talents and did not care much about strategy. What they thought about was how to complete the task best.

But a guy like Cheng Ruofan also had his advantages. Once Cheng Ruofan's knowledge structure was complete, he could take charge of a field alone. So He Rui didn't say much more. Next, he had to meet with intellectuals from universities in the Beiping and Tianjin area. After all, the capital was moving, and he had to have a good chat with everyone.

When He Rui left the General Staff, Cheng Ruofan followed He Rui and asked, "Chairman, I have another question. Will it really work?"

He Rui was somewhat disappointed at that moment. But inability to understand this matter was really not due to Cheng Ruofan's insufficient level, but because everyone lacked experience. He Rui replied, "I asked you to send a telegram to Germany requesting help from the German side. Did you do it?"

"Done. The materials are on the way." Cheng Ruofan sighed.

"The German methods of dealing with Indian prisoners of war worked. Think about it; at that time, Indian troops were fighting in Europe, troops were on French soil, and there was no way to escape home even if they wanted to. Germany's methods were still effective. Why can't we do it? You, wait patiently for the materials. You will definitely have a feeling after reading them."

After speaking, He Rui had reached the door. Looking at Cheng Ruofan's somewhat unwilling appearance, He Rui wanted to let Cheng Ruofan realize it himself, but he still couldn't bear it, so he patted Cheng Ruofan. "Ruofan, I suggest you make some adjustments to your mentality of 'judging others by yourself.' The vast majority of Indians are really different from you. You can disregard your personal life and death for China's independence. It is China's fortune to have people like you. But the vast majority of Indians really don't think so. As for the British Indian Army, they certainly won't think so. The British Indian Army gets a better life by suppressing Indians for Britain. The Indian people don't even know why they are suffering."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan showed considerable unhappiness in his expression. Seeing this look, He Rui added, "You can't expect too much from those people. Ruofan, I think you require those people to have ideals and aspirations, and the reason for doing things is out of strong personal will. And analyze and understand their own will, and constantly learn and improve during the execution process. This is you exceeding the norm of the normal world."

After speaking, He Rui sighed, "I'll just say this much. I think you understood, but you may not accept it at this stage. Of course, I hope you will always be healthy and upward like this, and never drift with the tide. In the future, when we have time, we can talk again as friends."

After speaking, He Rui walked towards the car parked at the door. At the car door, He Rui turned his head and saw Cheng Ruofan saluting him with a straight military salute. He Rui waved his hand and got into the car.

The car went straight to Peking University. Along the way, He Rui's thoughts couldn't help but fall on Cheng Ruofan. Idealists are so distressing. These guys indeed make people worry that they might cause some trouble or do bad things with good intentions. But it is precisely because of the existence of such guys that this world makes people feel hope. If there really is a flame of justice in this world, it must be this group of idealists who burn themselves to maintain the flame.

Thinking and thinking, the car arrived at the destination. As soon as He Rui got out of the car, Zhao Tianlin came out to welcome him with Cai Yuanpei, Chen, Li, and Huang Yanpei. Cai Yuanpei laughed, "Brother Junda said Brother He would definitely arrive on time. I didn't expect it to be true. Brother He is so punctual; it is admirable."

He Rui stepped forward to shake hands with Cai Yuanpei and others, laughing at the same time, "I made you gentlemen wait for a long time. Mr. Heqing, I wonder which auditorium the others are in."

Cai Yuanpei led He Rui forward, asking as they walked, "Brother He, why not take a courtesy name? Being addressed like this all the time is a bit too modern."

He Rui didn't answer this question but sighed, "Mr. Heqing, I heard Brother Zhao say that scholars in Beiping and Tianjin recently proposed smashing the Confucius Shop. Hearing this, presumably, Mr. Heqing is the leader."

Cai Yuanpei was slightly surprised. "Oh? I didn't expect such a small matter to alarm Brother He. I wonder what Brother He's evaluation of this is."

He Rui laughed, "I happen to want to talk to the scholars about this matter. Let's talk after meeting everyone."

Chatting while walking, they soon arrived at the auditorium. Many people were already sitting inside. Seeing He Rui come in, they stood up one after another. From the greetings, He Rui felt that the attitude of these old scholars towards him had indeed changed a lot. Just Cai Yuanpei calling him 'Brother He' was enough to prove the acceptance of him by the scholar circle.

And the way everyone greeted each other at this time was even more so. At this time, there were obviously fewer people calling him 'Chairman He,' and more calling him 'Mr. He.' However, compared with everyone calling Zhao Tianlin 'Brother Junda,' Zhao Tianlin was still more recognized by scholars.

But this couldn't be helped. After all, Zhao Tianlin had long been a member of the Beiping and Tianjin scholars, an insider, one of their own. Although He Rui was also regarded as a scholar, it was Zhao Tianlin who introduced He Rui into this circle. The time was still short.

After everyone finished greeting, He Rui walked onto the podium. "Gentlemen, recently I heard the Beiping and Tianjin academic circles propose the idea of smashing the Confucius Shop. This reminds me of a person, Martyr Tao Chengzhang. Back when Martyr Tao Chengzhang propagated revolution everywhere, he had a very good evaluation of Confucianism. If Old Master Confucius came alive now, he would definitely hit the heads of these so-called disciples and grand-disciples with his cane, thinking they are scum from nowhere. Is the Confucius Shop Confucius's set, or created by later generations? I think this matter needs to be distinguished clearly. If this set is Confucius's, smashing the Confucius Shop is only right. If this was not Confucius's in the first place, smashing Confucius's signboard is useless. Because Confucius is not the rightful owner."

The people off stage were all learned people. Hearing this, although some held opposing views, they did not speak rashly but waited for He Rui to continue.

He Rui didn't want to explain at this time either, so naturally he continued, "Personally, reading the Four Books and Five Classics, reading the Hundred Schools of Thought, especially Xunzi's works, I only feel admiration for the predecessors thousands of years ago. It was they who pushed Chinese culture to a peak. Under their thoughts, a unified China and Chinese culture were born. Are they the Confucius Shop? Not so. What exactly is the Confucius Shop? In my opinion, the Confucius Shop is a social organizational form centered on the small peasant economy. In order to make this social form operate more effectively, systems and various concepts were generated. These are the main body of the Confucius Shop. As for Confucius, he never saw the establishment of such a society. I personally do not recommend using such an inaccurate term as Confucius Shop."

Hearing this, Cai Yuanpei finally spoke, "Confucius Shop is a term that can be understood upon hearing. Does Brother He not think so?"

"If names are not correct, language is not in accordance with the truth of things. If everyone has read *Xunzi*, you know that Xunzi believed that the use of words must be extremely cautious. The term Confucius Shop is too misleading in itself and fails to point out the essence. It is better not to use it." He Rui refuted without hesitation.
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Cai Yuanpei and others participating in this academic exchange meeting actually appreciated He Rui's expressed attitude in their hearts. The more one had truly read the Four Books and Five Classics and truly studied them, the more one could understand what He Rui was saying. Those who truly understood traditional Chinese culture were actually somewhat disapproving of 'Smashing the Confucius Shop.'

The slogan "Down with the Confucius Shop, Save Master Confucius" was first proposed during the May Fourth Movement, but the term "Confucius Shop" originated from Hu Shi in the New Culture Movement.

Hu Shi proposing "Smashing the Confucius Shop" also had its realistic background. At that time, Kang Youwei, the "Sage Kang," persevered in proposing "Respecting Confucius" to the Beiyang government many times. If it were just respect, it would be fine, but Kang Youwei believed that Confucianism should be designated as the "State Religion," and even proposed including it in the constitution.

Like any feudal imperial era in the past, when Yuan Shikai changed the era name to Hongxian and when Zhang Xun restored the monarchy, out of the purpose of maintaining their own rule and also to maintain social stability, they both elevated Confucius to the position of supreme sage.

In the New Culture Movement, thinkers brought out "Mr. Democracy" representing democracy and "Mr. Science" representing science, which were in conflict and opposition with Confucius, the grandmaster and spokesperson of the "Confucianism used by traitors of the people in past dynasties." If Confucius was not pulled down from his horse, Mr. Democracy and Mr. Science would have no seats. Under the situation of serious opposition in ideological trends at that time, it was difficult for the two sides to coexist.

The pioneers of the New Culture Movement represented by Hu Shi still possessed a lot of scientific and rational spirit. They only opposed the other party using the signboard of Confucius. "It is not attacking Confucius himself, but attacking the authority of the idol of Confucius sculpted by monarchs of past dynasties; it is not attacking Confucius, but attacking the soul of despotic politics."

By the time of the May Fourth Movement, the slogan had become "Down with the Confucius Shop, Save Master Confucius." Radicals also consciously lifted the first half of the sentence and ignored the second half. At the fierce moment of fighting for public discourse power, they often could not take into account and found it difficult to explain the purpose of "Saving Master Confucius." The common people needed some black-and-white popular theories. Mentioning "Smash the Confucius Shop" alone was simple, clear, and distinct. Why waste breath? One immediately knew who was with whom.

However, seeing He Rui actually cite Xunzi's words, some scholars didn't quite understand. Zhou Shuren stood up and asked, "Mr. He, I wonder where you think the difference lies between Xunzi and Confucius/Mencius?"

Many scholars thought He Rui would start from the perspective of knowledge and analyze the differences between these people. More scholars actually hadn't read Xunzi's books carefully. They wanted to hear how He Rui introduced Xunzi, a scholar who was not famous in 1925.

Under everyone's expectation, He Rui said readily, "I support Xunzi because Xunzi himself was a materialist. In his era, the understanding of natural science was not profound, but all of Xunzi's thoughts were built on the perspective of materialism. The characteristic of materialism is that matter is primary and consciousness is secondary. As long as matter is primary, then the existence of the biological species of humans came first, and then there was thinking based on humans. Confucius and Mencius did not touch upon this aspect at all. They put forward many of their own explanations for the cognition of human thought. But these explanations themselves had no foundation in materialism. Even if Confucius and Mencius themselves might not be idealists, their doctrines, and the later generations who inherited their doctrines, turned these into idealism."

After speaking, He Rui wrote the four big characters 'Haoran Zhengqi' [Noble Spirit] on the blackboard, then turned around and asked, "Do you gentlemen think there is Haoran Zhengqi in the world?"

Many scholars frowned. Zhou Shuren felt that since he raised the question, he replied, "I think there is Haoran Zhengqi."

He Rui expressed agreement readily. "I also think there is Haoran Zhengqi. But did this Haoran Zhengqi appear before humans or after humans?"

For ordinary people who haven't studied this issue, this question is meaningless, or even baffling. But for scholars who considered themselves to have studied Chinese culture at this time, it was a very, very serious question. How Confucius and Mencius viewed this issue is actually not recorded much in later generations. But for that group of learners in later generations, a considerable number of people really believed that Haoran Zhengqi already existed between heaven and earth, and the sages of China felt Haoran Zhengqi and understood Haoran Zhengqi.

If, as He Rui said, Haoran Zhengqi appeared after humans, this was undoubtedly a huge opposition to scholars who identified with the idea that the world was full of Haoran Zhengqi.

Immediately, scholars stood up to oppose and put forward their own views. He Rui was not in a hurry to refute but listened attentively. At the same time, he was also judging his identity and status in this 'seminar.'

In China, a relatively clear class of 'intellectuals' appeared more than two thousand years ago. This class did not truly identify with power and status, nor did it care particularly about background. Therefore, people like Yuan Shikai and Duan Qirui, including officials of the former Qing Dynasty, were not regarded as insiders by the current 'intellectuals.'

Judging from the current discussion process, He Rui was obviously treated as one of their own by this group of 'intellectuals.' However, He Rui was not the only one in the current Republic government regarded as an insider by the intellectual circle.

Zhao Tianlin, Lu Daoming, Wu Youping, Zhuang Jiaxiong—these people were also regarded as insiders by intellectuals. Or rather, the vast majority of ministers in the current Republic government were regarded as insiders by intellectuals. The reason was simple: this group of people were people with real academic qualifications and understanding. They had the same background and various mentorship relationships as this group of intellectuals.

It must be said that in another space-time, this same group of intellectuals also regarded Chairman Mao as one of their own. That was why various intellectuals recited poetry and composed lyrics with Chairman Mao.

Now that He Rui could be accepted by this group of people, it could save He Rui a lot of effort. He Rui might not necessarily like this group of intellectuals, just as this group of intellectuals might not necessarily like He Rui. But if they could communicate effectively, a lot of unnecessary opposition could be reduced.

After the opponents expressed their opinions, He Rui began to answer, or rather, began to issue 'violent theories.'

These violent theories were not made up by He Rui, but He Rui moved the earth evolution theory from another space-time over. And also wrote it into a book.

He Rui started from the formation of the earth, especially the development history of how the earth became a 'carbon-based life' planet.

Listening to He Rui talk with fervor and assurance, many scholars were shocked. But He Rui himself didn't show off deliberately, but tried to build a 'knowledge structure.' This knowledge structure started from 'carbon-based life,' letting the scholars off stage understand that the human body was not created by some inexplicable mysterious power, but a transient appearance in billions of years of evolution.

After constructing this knowledge structure, all arguments about 'human nature' naturally collapsed of themselves. As for Haoran Zhengqi, it became even more baffling.

After He Rui finished speaking, Cai Yuanpei was not particularly shocked. He stood up among a group of scholars who were quite pained by listening to the lecture. "Brother He, are you preaching 'evolutionism'?"

"It is correct to say so, and also incorrect. Because what I want to say is that the word evolution [progression] may not be accurate. Because evolution seems very purposeful. The word evolution [change/unfolding] is more accurate. Life evolves into various forms in various environments. The appearance of humans is just one result of various evolutions. The reason why I mention this is that this content is what Civilization Party members and government personnel must learn. The purpose of learning this is to let Civilization Party members and government officials learn to build a train of thought, that is materialism."

This kind of purely academic discussion content was also somewhat incomprehensible to Cai Yuanpei because the knowledge He Rui spoke of had no reality. Even knowing the earth's history of billions of years in the past, people today still have to live in the present.

Just when Cai Yuanpei was confused, He Rui continued, "Materialism is the basic starting point for the Civilization Party and the current government to formulate policies. Gentlemen wanting to smash the Confucius Shop is undoubtedly an ideological movement. For the government and the Civilization Party, this is something that must be faced. Therefore, I came to communicate with you gentlemen. Personally, I can understand everyone's desire for China to become strong and progress. However, any action at the social level will have consequences, and ultimately it is the current Chinese society and Chinese people who bear the consequences. This is the area where the government must take action. Formulating order and managing society are the bounden duties of the government."

Only then did Cai Yuanpei feel he understood why He Rui came to say so much; it turned out he was shouting to these scholars. Of course, Cai Yuanpei did not dislike He Rui valuing scholars so much. Cai Yuanpei could also see that other scholars did not dislike being valued so much.

However, a scholar still asked with a smile, "Mr. He, doing this, aren't you trying to suppress speech?"

Although the words seemed heavy, the scholar's tone was actually very relaxed. After all, everyone had seen the world and knew what true suppression of speech was. Saying this was just an insider cracking a relaxed joke.

He Rui laughed along with the others. When the atmosphere became more relaxed, He Rui explained, "If it is a debate between scholars, such as the evolution of the earth today, it is a scientific issue. It does not affect Chinese society or people's lives. However, smashing the Confucius Shop, in the view of the Civilization Party, is a very serious political issue. As I said before, in the cognition of the Civilization Party, the so-called Confucius Shop is a social system based on the small peasant economy. Since it involves social system issues, of course, we have to express our attitude. And gentlemen know very well that in the economic thinking of the new government, the goal at this stage is to restore the lives of people in grassroots rural areas from a state of bankruptcy to a normal small peasant economy as soon as possible. There is a lot of content to discuss in this."

Most scholars were willing to accept He Rui's view at this time. The later three feudal dynasties of Yuan, Ming, and Qing also honored Confucius in name, but what they actually used was dogmatic Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism, that is, the thoughts of Zisi and Mencius. In modern times, for conservatives, such as Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang warlords who wanted restoration, and Chiang Kai-shek who wanted dictatorship, they certainly strongly promoted the Confucian thoughts of Confucius that had been castrated by Confucian scholars who always wanted to maintain feudal rule and vested interests and wore the same pair of pants as feudal emperors. Because this castrated Confucian thought emphasized the divine right of kings, the Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues, etc., which was extremely beneficial to maintaining feudal rule and dictatorial rule.

However, as the Qing government, which closed the country to international intercourse, became increasingly corrupt, and as modern China fell increasingly seriously behind the West. Gradually, more and more Chinese began to open their eyes to see the world. Since then, "Western learning spreading to the East" began, and more and more people of insight began to oppose Confucianism and Confucians. It needs to be explained that this anti-Confucianism was essentially against "Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism" and "Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues," and had little to do with Confucius actually. In other words, as the number one representative and founder of Confucianism, Confucius was innocent but got hit; he was accidentally injured.

Since modern times, the earliest to raise objections to Confucian thought were the Reformists and Revolutionaries. The leaders of the Reform Movement—Kang Youwei, Liang Qichao, etc.—believed that Confucius's thoughts still had certain reference points and could be retained. However, for radical revolutionary leaders, they believed that Confucius's thoughts represented the thoughts of the feudal era and must be cleared away, completely unretainalbe, that is, Confucius must be pulled down from the altar. Of course, those holding similar views included people of insight in the New Culture Movement.

For example, the representatives of advanced intellectuals in the New Culture Movement—Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao, etc.—criticized Confucius's thoughts as the biggest cancer of the feudal era, seriously shackling the thoughts of the Chinese people; making the people unable to see or feel the importance of the democratic revolution. Therefore, in this movement, under the slogans of "Democracy" and "Science," led by Chen Duxiu, Li Dazhao, Lu Xun, etc., a large number of patriotic intellectual youths advocated awakening the Chinese people ideologically. Subsequently, they shouted "Down with the trend of respecting Confucius and restoring the ancient, fight against feudal decadent thoughts!"

Since He Rui was not messing around, everyone was also willing to communicate with the current ruling party, the 'Civilization Party.' After all, this group of scholars still had quite the tradition of old literati and did not like 'parties.' Because in the Confucian tradition, forming a party meant seeking personal gain and attacking each other. Not only in the rule of the old dynasties, 'forming a party' politically was a capital crime. In the eyes of traditional literati, parties were already unjust.

But He Rui didn't care about these. He came this time to propagate the concepts and policies of the Civilization Party to these people because the propaganda front would never be a vacuum; it was really 'either the East wind prevails over the West wind, or the West wind prevails over the East wind.' Moreover, propaganda is an offensive tool, and one must instill one's own concepts into the people. In this regard, He Rui was very pained by some experiences and lessons of New China.

After a discussion, the intellectuals did not really accept He Rui's views. But at least everyone understood the propositions of He Rui and the Civilization Party, and both sides enhanced understanding, at least increasing the intellectuals' understanding of the Civilization Party's views.

In the end, most intellectuals did not agree with the Civilization Party's views. But the two sides still reached a general consensus.

The current 'Way of Confucius and Mencius' had been usurped by 'Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism.' If Confucius knew in the netherworld, he would definitely say: "I have long passed away. What does the rule of feudal emperors in the more than 2,000 years after me have to do with me? Even if I want to intervene, as a dead body, I am powerless!" After all, Old Master Confucius did not propose and repeatedly emphasize the Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues. Old Master Confucius also stressed the 'Six Arts' and understood armed self-protection, nor did he require feudal rulers to value civil over martial, close the country to international intercourse, etc. In other words, many Confucian scholars and feudal rulers, on the premise of castrating Confucius's Confucian thoughts, were actually using Confucius, that is, under the banner of Confucius, blatantly blindly sticking to old ways, halting progress, and then maintaining feudal rule! And all of this actually had little to do with Confucius. After all, Old Master Confucius passed away more than 2,000 years ago!

Finally, He Rui even quickly flowed through a 'bureaucratic article' in his mind.

...Attributing the errors of feudal rule and all the responsibilities for modern China's backwardness to Old Master Confucius is truly inappropriate and extremely irrational! Everyone should also see that Confucius and his Confucian thoughts have had an extremely profound impact on China. There are many positive and enterprising things in his thoughts, it's just that these contents were castrated by some Confucian scholars with ulterior motives and feudal emperors. In fact, we don't need to doubt at all that Confucius, as a person, although having some limitations of his own, does not affect his greatness. That is to say, Confucius has always been one of the few sages who have had a huge impact on China and even the world.

Of course, if we must blame Confucius, we can only blame his disciples and grand-disciples for misinterpreting and castrating his Confucian thoughts. For example, the dogmatic "Cheng-Zhu Neo-Confucianism" essentially originated from the Confucianism created by Confucius, but it was most likely not Confucius's original intention; the "Three Bonds and Five Constant Virtues" that modern people of insight particularly resented were summarized and proposed by Dong Zhongshu, and the source can also be traced back to Confucius's Confucian thoughts; however, this cannot be completely said to be Confucius's doing. Overall, Confucius does have some joint liability. But no matter what, the main responsibility does not lie with Confucius, but with those disciples and grand-disciples of Confucius (Confucian scholars) who were bent on maintaining feudal rule and misinterpreted and castrated Confucius's Confucian thoughts, as well as the feudal emperors who used Confucius...

Of course, He Rui was not satisfied with such content either. The insight of intellectuals in society now was just like this. But being able to have such a consensus was already considered very good.

To what extent the propaganda of the Civilization Party could be popularized in the future had nothing to do with this group of intellectuals.

He Rui originally thought this meeting would end in such an atmosphere. However, Chen Duxiu stood up and raised a question, "Mr. He, since you proposed the social development stages from small peasant economy to small commodity economy, and then to socialized mass production. I wonder why we must experience the process of small peasant economy? Why can't we rebuild the current China directly according to the model of socialized mass production?"

He Rui liked such a question very much, so he explained, "Because the current level of productivity is insufficient. And the efficiency of the people in mastering new productivity is insufficient. Politics is not simply issuing orders, but building order and running order. No matter how good the idea is, if problems are bound to occur during the execution process, then it will definitely lead to social tragedy."
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Intellectuals like Zhao Tianlin who could fully understand He Rui's thoughts were a minority among the attendees. Because he knew his own journey very well, Zhao Tianlin didn't have high expectations for changing intellectuals. It wasn't because of the intellectuals' intelligence, but because the gap in knowledge structure between the two sides was too large.

Therefore, Zhao Tianlin watched with interest as Chen Duxiu asked He Rui questions. If an intellectual like Chen Duxiu could understand He Rui's answer, it meant that old intellectuals could also enter the new era while getting rid of the influence of the 'Confucius Shop.'

Chen Duxiu didn't know what Zhao Tianlin, the minister in charge of science, education, culture, and health, was thinking. He Rui's answer made Chen Duxiu feel inexplicably familiar. If it weren't for He Rui's excessive achievements, Chen Duxiu would even feel that He Rui's answer had quite the flavor of a Manchu Qing dignitary.

Unlike the Manchu Qing dignitaries, He Rui was an intellectual, an insider of the intellectuals' circle. Chen Duxiu pondered for a moment and asked readily, "Mr. He, does the government believe that China can quickly move from the small peasant era to the era of socialized mass production?"

"Let's break down this question." He Rui never avoided serious academic questions. Facing Chen Duxiu's question, He Rui answered frankly, "China has practiced small peasant economy for two thousand years, so it can naturally realize a small peasant economy. What needs to be determined now is whether China has the ability to realize socialized mass production. The prerequisite for realizing socialized mass production is whether Chinese society has the need. In the judgment of our Civilization Party, the Chinese people need a better material life, which stems from biological instinct. China has an internal demand in this regard. As for whether China can industrialize and realize socialized mass production... In a civilized country like China, due to the very high degree of civilization, the people master advanced production methods very quickly. There is endogenous demand, learning ability, and very strong learning ability. The conclusion our Civilization Party reached is that China can complete socialized mass production."

Chen Duxiu thought highly of himself. Hearing He Rui answer frankly, he immediately asked, "Mr. He, how to do it specifically?"

How to make China realize industrialization was not only Chen Duxiu's concern. Chinese intellectuals, whether respecting Confucianism or opposing Confucianism, all hoped that China would become a powerful industrial country. After Chen Duxiu finished asking, there was a burst of sighs and the sound of moving chairs in the crowd, and then it became quiet.

Before He Rui could speak, Li Dazhao asked a question, "Mr. He, I thought you raised a different view on smashing the Confucius Shop just now to clarify the source. At this moment, I have a feeling: could it be that Mr. He preaches materialism and uses 'Haoran Zhengqi' as an example because you think there is no need to discuss respecting or opposing Confucianism at all?"

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help nodding slightly. Li Dazhao's view was the view of a truly understanding person. Zhao Tianlin chose to become He Rui's comrade back then. The biggest gain in these years was that unswervingly building an industrialized China was the only program. Defeating Japan had nothing to do with what the Northeast Government said; the only thing relevant was what it did.

Propaganda itself was part of the work in the industrialized China policy. As long as it was not propaganda, saying anything was meaningless.

Obviously, Li Dazhao had touched this level. The Civilization Party had no views on Confucianism. If they had to say something, it was just one sentence: 'Whoever blocks China's industrial construction is finished.' A colder description would be two words: 'No discussion'!

He Rui appreciated Li Dazhao's sharpness, but there was no need to answer at this time, so he said, "Mr. Shouchang is right."

Then He Rui continued to answer Chen Duxiu's question, "How to industrialize? The government's current policy is divided into two parts. The first part is state investment in transportation, education, national defense, and industries meeting these construction needs, bringing into play the advantages of the people of China, a highly civilized country, and allowing the people to master higher productivity levels. The second part is to guide the small peasant economy into a small commodity economy so that the products produced by the people can be sold faster. Prompting the Chinese people to use more advanced productivity to obtain benefits. If the people just farm at home, that is a small peasant economy. If the people start mills, logistics transportation, and commerce at home, this begins to enter the stage of small commodity economy. If farmers leave home and enter cities to work, China's socialized mass production capacity begins to develop rapidly with the inflow of manpower and materials. Finally, when everyone's production is for exchange, and the income obtained through exchange is exchanged again to purchase required means of production and means of subsistence, production is socialized."

In Chen Duxiu's view, He Rui and the Manchu Qing dignitaries did the same thing; they both proposed their own concepts. But He Rui's concept was obviously much smarter than the Manchu Qing dignitaries. If it were Manchu Qing dignitaries, the core content back and forth would be just one: 'Guard the Great Qing's country, protect the ancestors' foundation.' He Rui's concept had nothing to do with He Rui himself. He Rui's concept was only one: 'How to build an industrialized China, how to establish a China with socialized mass production.'

Although He Rui's previous actions had proved that He Rui had always been doing this, after personally talking with He Rui, Chen Duxiu confirmed that the policy concepts of He Rui and the Civilization Party were consistent throughout. There was no change because of seizing power over the entire China.

So Chen Duxiu asked, "Mr. He, how much time do you think this will take?"

"None of us are fortune tellers who can predict with certainty. regarding the future, we have a clear direction and a clear purpose. So I suggest you gentlemen might as well read the government work report when you have time. Now the government is implementing the Five-Year Plan. For each year in the Five-Year Plan, an annual plan will also be proposed, and there will be a work summary at the end of each year. At the end of each Five-Year Plan, there will also be a summary report, and the content of the next Five-Year Plan will be announced."

Hearing these, the intellectuals finally had a real interest in the Five-Year Plan. Seeing that the time was about right, He Rui prepared to leave. There was another very important meeting today, which was listening to the Ministry of Industry report on the 'Bicycle Production Plan.' This plan was very important. If the Ministry of Industry could really fully understand it, the model of China's large enterprises in the future could be determined.

Huang Yanpei, who was invited to preside over this meeting, asked, "Mr. He, moving the capital has a considerable impact on the academic circle. I would like to discuss this matter with Mr. He again."

"Just discuss it with Minister Zhao; I've been relatively busy recently," He Rui replied.

Huang Yanpei also knew that He Rui was indeed very busy. Previously, the Northeast Government went to war with Japan, shaking the whole country. Although folk sentiment was high and everyone expressed support for the Northeast Government, privately everyone was worried, thinking Japan had a high chance of winning.

This time, the war between China and Britain did not arouse such intense folk sentiment. But in Huang Yanpei's view, the people's hearts were not as tolerant as when the Northeast Government fought Japan. At that time, as long as the Northeast Government was not defeated, the people felt it was completely acceptable. But fighting Britain this time, the people wouldn't consider that Britain was the world's number one power, so China's chance of winning wasn't big.

No... precisely because Britain was the world's number one power, this time they must win!

Huang Yanpei had a high evaluation of the new government. Thinking of this war, he felt that the new government must be exhausting its wisdom to face this war. So seeing He Rui not mentioning the war at all in this meeting, as if there was no such war at all, he couldn't help admiring He Rui's bearing in his heart.

Just as Huang Yanpei was about to announce that He Rui would leave first, an old gentleman stood up. Among the crowd, this old gentleman was the only one wearing a queue. He said in quite fluent French, "Mr. He, I have a question. I wonder why you enacted the Queue Tax and Foot-binding Tax. Is doing so too narrow-minded?"

He Rui knew this person; he was the Republic's genius Gu Hongming. Gu Hongming was from Nanyang, born in Penang, Malaysia. His father was a genuine Chinese, but his mother was a Westerner. Under such an educational environment and the influence of his parents, he learned multiple languages very early, including English, Chinese, Malay, and Portuguese.

His talent was also appreciated by his father's boss at that time, who began teaching him to read Western classic masterpieces written by Shakespeare, Bacon, and others from a young age.

Later in his youth, recommended by the boss, he was sent to study in Germany, and returned to Britain to be admitted to the University of Edinburgh to study literature. Later he went to Germany to study philosophy and literature, obtaining a total of 13 doctoral degrees, mastering 9 languages, and began translating the Analects, the Doctrine of the Mean, and the Great Learning very early.

During this period, he constantly published articles in foreign newspapers and periodicals, promoting Chinese national studies and mocking Western culture. In such a short time, obtaining so many doctoral degrees and having the daring to occupy a place for Chinese literature in Western newspapers.

Gu Hongming was full of confidence in traditional Chinese culture. It was precisely because of him that Westerners had a brand-new understanding of Chinese culture. It could be said that he was the ambassador of Chinese culture at that time. However, he particularly liked those feudal dross such as the bad habit of women binding their feet, and even specially married a Chinese girl with bound feet as his wife for this reason.

Hearing Gu Hongming ask in French, He Rui also replied in French, "Mr. Gu, since you have noticed the Queue Tax and Foot-binding Tax, you should know that these two taxes have sunset clauses. Starting from 1924 and ending in 1944. These two taxes will be abolished. And at this stage, these two taxes haven't really collected much money."

"Precisely because of this, I think the magnanimity of the new government is not big enough." Gu Hongming continued to reply in French.

He Rui was not unhappy; he just continued to answer in French, "This matter involves China's industrialization; I will not discuss it."

Among the intellectuals present, only a very small part could understand what He Rui and Gu Hongming were saying. Although others didn't understand, they also recognized He Rui's learning a bit more in their hearts.

Gu Hongming actually appreciated He Rui's 'no discussion' attitude towards Confucianism. Since the Queue Tax and Foot-binding Tax were pure national laws and laws with sunset clauses, Gu Hongming didn't say much more about it.

Having probed He Rui's foreign language ability, Gu Hongming continued to ask in Chinese, "Mr. He, this time China went to war with Britain without discussion in the parliament or other means. With a single order from the government, the army entered Burma. National military affairs are treated as child's play; I wonder if Mr. He can explain a thing or two."

He Rui smiled slightly. "The government has already issued an announcement. The National Defense Force was requested by the people of the friendly state Burma to go to Burma to wipe out a group of armed bandits claiming to be the British Empire. To wipe out mere bandits, why need approval from the parliament?"

Among the intellectuals, someone was indeed amused by these words. He Rui was right; the Republic government did announce this publicly. In a sense, it despised the British Empire to the extreme. But the number of intellectuals who could laugh was not large. More people looked quite serious. What Gu Hongming said was indeed everyone's feeling: launching an army in anger, even if winning, was the act of a tyrant. Although He Rui was considered a member of the circle by intellectuals, it didn't mean that intellectuals approved of such a style.

He Rui also knew some people would see it this way, so he explained, "This war is not to decide the winner with Britain. Its purpose is very simple: by striking Britain, make Britain sign the Sino-British Joint Declaration on Establishing Diplomatic Relations with China, thereby sweeping away diplomatic obstacles and enabling China to restore normal trade with countries around the world."

"Now the general who wins a battle makes many calculations in his temple ere the battle is fought. The general who loses a battle makes but few calculations beforehand. Thus do many calculations lead to victory, and few calculations to defeat: how much more no calculation at all! It is by attention to this point that I can foresee who is likely to win or lose. I wonder what the odds of victory are in Mr. He's temple calculations?" Gu Hongming asked.

He Rui knew Gu Hongming read extensively, but this guy could recite the Strategic Assessment chapter in *Sun Tzu's Art of War* without missing a word, which was rare among scholars. So He Rui asked, "Since Mr. Gu asked about temple calculations, I wonder if Mr. Gu will also ask about the impact of this war on China's domestic economy?"

Gu Hongming was slightly stunned; he really hadn't considered it carefully. But since He Rui said so, Gu Hongming said, "If Mr. He can also give pointers on the impact of this war on the domestic economy, I would be overjoyed."

"The several main data for judging the national economy: the country's total economic volume, industrial capacity, technological level, and employment data. The core is the country's investment in industry and industrial operation. Many people think this war is spending money like water; I admit it is true. But this war itself is also investing heavily in the Southwest region. The roads can be used not only now but will also become important channels for commodity circulation in the Southwest region in the future. The lives of local people can also be improved by getting paid for investing in work. The Southwest economy will be more closely connected with the economies of other regions, and the state can also increase its management level of the Southwest. From this perspective, although the war investment is large, it is not purely military investment. From a long-term perspective, the benefits are even far greater than the expenses."

Gu Hongming felt he somewhat understood but not fully. However, he had read many history books. Even in the Manchu Qing era, governing the Southwest was completed only after the state invested heavily and fought many wars. So Gu Hongming nodded, "I've learned something."

"The reason I raise this question is that this is also the reason for a new situation in China's economy in the next ten years. Industrial production cannot stop; it must run every year and every day. Except for major holidays when a large number of enterprises will orderly stop work, it must run at other times. Therefore, one of the methods to promote industrial development is continuous investment in industry. Economic development is the same. If China's economy continues to invest, a situation will arise where 100 yuan is earned, and 105 yuan needs to be invested in the second year. This will result in debt."

Hearing this, only a very small number of intellectuals felt something; the vast majority could no longer understand.

He Rui skipped this and talked about India. "The British Indian government makes a profit every year. They have to pay the profit to the British mainland. A large part of this money is obtained by British dignitaries for their enjoyment. The other part is to make up for the debts generated by continuous investment in the British mainland. Although you gentlemen may not understand economics, do you think this looks like a monster sucking human essence?"

Hearing 'monster sucking human essence,' scholars could build a model. And this model linked to the relationship between Britain and India gave a gloomy and evil feeling.

"Mr. Gu, you have been to Britain; you should feel that the British government is relatively concerned about national construction. Comparing the British mainland with the colonies, it is a world of difference. I wonder if what I said is the same as Mr. Gu's view?"

Hearing He Rui ask, Gu Hongming answered readily, "Indeed so."

He Rui and Gu Hongming asked and answered, and the content discussed was consistent with the feelings of intellectuals. So everyone was a little strange. Just then, He Rui continued, "Therefore, economically, if a country goes into debt because of investing funds to develop the economy, it is normal. If a country has a lot of surplus, it means the government treats the domestic country as a colony. Comparing like this, I wonder if everyone agrees?"

A group of intellectuals felt this made sense. Although it looked very clear, the reasoning inside was not something these people could figure out.

He Rui listed some numbers again. At the end of the 19th century, the annual net income of British India was 44 million pounds, of which 16 million pounds of tax was remitted back to Britain. According to the conversion standard determined by the *Boxer Protocol*, one tael equals 0.15 pounds. Britain's net income in India was equivalent to 293.33 million taels, of which 106.66 million taels were remitted to the British mainland.

And one must know that this 44 million pounds was not total income but net income. The fiscal surplus of British India in one and a half years was equivalent to one Boxer Indemnity.

In the 1837-38 fiscal year, the total fiscal revenue of British India was 20.86 million pounds, and the expenditure was only 17.55 million pounds. In other words, even before the Opium War, even calculated at the exchange rate where silver prices were higher at that time, the annual income of British India was equivalent to two to three times that of the Great Qing in the same period—and the population and economic scale of the Great Qing were undoubtedly larger than British India.

In comparison, when Muslims ruled Bengal in the late 18th century, they collected 800,000 pounds of land tax annually, while the British collected 2.68 million pounds annually in the thirty years after taking over.

These numbers were so clear that the intellectuals were confused. Someone asked, "Where does India have so much gold and silver to be plundered by Britain?"

He Rui was waiting for this question. If one couldn't figure out the relationship between 'Pound Sterling' and gold, one couldn't understand why He Rui was full of confidence in this war. And was incomparable confident in the inevitable result of Britain's compromise.

"Let's analyze what tax is!" He Rui prepared to continue.

However, at this time, someone ran in, "Chairman, time is up."
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Since the secretary came in to notify, it was time to depart. Even so, He Rui still wrote down four points. For intellectuals, writing something down as an ending fit their tone.

Seeing He Rui leave from the backstage after writing, everyone did not feel anything inappropriate about He Rui's action. Many people didn't even pay much attention to He Rui's departure. Their attention was all on those four points.

The first point read: The Republic government requires Britain to accept the Republic government's view. The Republic government does not recognize the benefits Britain seized through war, but the Republic government recognizes the benefits of normal foreign commercial investment.

The second point: Neither Britain nor China has defeated the opponent on the other's homeland. The outcome depends on the impact of this war on Britain's ability to control the British Indian colony. For China, there is no need to drive Britain out of British India. As long as British India no longer makes money for Britain, British India will become a heavy financial burden for Britain.

The third point: British India has always been an important source of cash for Britain and is the cornerstone of the British Empire. Without the profits of British India, Great Britain is still a European power, but the British Empire is nothing in the world. And it is the British Empire, not Great Britain, that determines the current Versailles order. If Britain wants to preserve the Versailles system, it must negotiate peace and establish diplomatic relations with China.

The fourth point: China needs to integrate into the world system, so China's war aim is to dock with the Versailles system with equal status, not to overthrow the Versailles system. Therefore, the war will not cause a huge shock; instead, it will quickly enter a brand-new peaceful stage because of the end of the war.

For intellectuals, these words themselves were not difficult to understand. Although the wording and phrasing were completely in vernacular Chinese, the general meaning could be understood from the text.

However, the content behind such a description made many people unable to truly understand. Everyone watched for a long time, but no one spoke to evaluate. The one who broke the silence was Huang Yanpei, the host of this meeting. "Brother Gu, I wonder what your brilliant opinion is?"

Gu Hongming had been staring at these points for a long time. Hearing Huang Yanpei's question, he answered readily, "What Brother He wrote is indeed a temple calculation. However, this temple calculation is so subtle and lofty that this old man cannot see through it completely and does not know how to evaluate it. I ask you gentlemen for guidance."

Hearing Gu Hongming frankly admit his lack of ability, none of the other intellectuals came out to speak. This was not because everyone wanted to save face for Gu Hongming, but because what Gu Hongming said was exactly what everyone felt at this time.

The venue fell into silence again. Gu Hongming stared at these few words for a while, his eyes becoming brighter and brighter. He spoke, "Gentlemen, may I say a word?"

Everyone looked over, and someone replied, "...Please speak, Brother Gu."

"Looking at this text, it is like seeing the *Longzhong Plan* of China today. If you gentlemen are unwilling to think too much, we will write an invitation letter to invite Brother He to gather when he is free and listen to him narrate in detail. However, this old man feels that if we can straighten out this temple calculation by ourselves, it would be the best. I wonder what you gentlemen think?"

Most people felt that what Gu Hongming said was exactly what they thought, but someone laughed, "If we haven't straightened it out yet, and Mr. He has already forced Britain to sign the Sino-British Joint Declaration on Establishing Diplomatic Relations with China, what should we do then?"

The person who said this originally intended to say something witty to ease the atmosphere of the venue. However, after speaking, not only did he fail to achieve the goal, but he was met with a burst of eye-rolling. This person shut his mouth immediately and just waited for others to speak.

As the host, Huang Yanpei's emotions were churning. He had no personal friendship with He Rui; he just appreciated the achievements of the new government. Whether unifying China or defeating Japan. For any Chinese government after the *Boxer Protocol*, these were achievements sufficient to secure its rule. Therefore, intellectuals might not agree with many policies of the new government, but no one really jumped out to oppose them.

If He Rui could really force Britain to establish diplomatic relations with China on an equal footing this time, his achievement would be no less than defeating Japan, or even above it. Huang Yanpei indeed expected the new government to do it, but a kind of unspeakable fear arose in him.

If victory was so easy to achieve in just ten years. Then how should the actions of intellectuals in the past ten years be evaluated? In the past ten years, intellectuals were not hostile to He Rui, but they definitely could not be said to be cooperative. Those hillbilly warlords of Beiping only knew how to fight for power and profit, which was fine. But how should intellectuals who claimed to be able to find the way to rejuvenate China be evaluated when they turned a blind eye to the principles of rejuvenating China?

Moreover, at present, He Rui had written down the strategic considerations for the war against Britain. If the situation really arose where He Rui won the war while the intellectuals still couldn't figure out the strategy...

Huang Yanpei had done a lot of things. Before 1908, Huang Yanpei had set up primary and secondary schools. In 1908, he co-founded Pudong Electric Company Limited with Tong Shiheng and others, which was the earliest power supply facility in Pudong. Later, he worked as a reporter for *Shen Bao* and founded two universities.

During this period, he also went abroad for inspection, greatly expanding his horizons. So seeing He Rui's strategy, Huang Yanpei intuitively felt that relying solely on their own understanding, it was entirely possible for intellectuals to still not figure out He Rui's strategy by the end of the war. That is to say, the Chinese intellectuals who had always thought they dared to be the first in the world had fallen behind the new government, and fallen behind by a lot.

At this time, there was a lot of discussion off stage, and more and more people agreed that the strategy of the new government should be understood first. Hearing this, Huang Yanpei said, "Gentlemen, in my opinion, Mr. He is not a person who hides secrets. What he said should be the government's strategy. I hope gentlemen will only discuss this matter among ourselves."

Someone off stage was already unhappy. Chen Duxiu said unhappily, "What kind of people does Mr. Huang think we are? Are we going to tell foreigners about this?"

However, more people did not respond. Because everyone felt that Huang Yanpei's reminder might not be unreasonable; Chinese intellectuals actually had connections with foreign countries. But just thinking about this kind of thing was enough. If it were said out loud, it would definitely offend people greatly and make one a target of public criticism in the circle.

Huang Yanpei knew this well, and this was all he could say at this time. However, what Huang Yanpei was thinking at this time was that perhaps he should accept Zhao Tianlin's invitation. Two months ago, Zhao Tianlin personally visited and invited Huang Yanpei to serve as the Minister of Education of the Republic. The reason was simple: Zhao Tianlin was in charge of science, education, culture, and health, and was too busy. At this time, the situation in the Republic was stable, so naturally, suitable people should be found to arrange these tasks for capable people. Huang Yanpei was the candidate Zhao Tianlin thought could take over as Minister of Education.

Huang Yanpei hesitated before because he was worried he wouldn't do well. As an intellectual, Huang Yanpei knew very well about the various messy things in the government. However, seeing He Rui's strategic ability today, Huang Yanpei began to feel that he should seriously consider Zhao Tianlin's invitation. If he was just a pure Minister of Education, Huang Yanpei thought he should be able to achieve some results.

At this time, the car was approaching the meeting place. Zhao Tianlin in the same car asked, "Is the Chairman really not worried that someone will tell the British about this?"

He Rui replied with a relaxed mood, "The British who can understand this strategy are also one-in-a-thousand talents in the British mainland. Their most likely reaction is to support my view. As for those who don't understand, if they don't know, they might act according to Britain's accumulated experience. Britain's accumulation of hundreds of years is indeed extraordinary. But if they know and then adjust against our strategy, trying to formulate a plan against our strategy. That would probably not be wishful thinking, but carrying firewood to put out a fire."

Zhao Tianlin couldn't help chuckling when he heard He Rui speak so interestingly, and simply admired He Rui's bearing. He Rui really thought so because after Chairman Mao wrote *On Protracted War*, it was sent to the Kuomintang side. Japan also quickly obtained *On Protracted War* through their channels within the Kuomintang. But what was the result? Japan still couldn't win.

The reason why it is said that only a correct strategy can lead to victory is that when formulating a strategy, one must uphold a materialist stance and take various situations into account. Therefore, after three days of discussion, the Military Commission and the high-level Party and government officials voted unanimously to go to war with Britain. Because everyone determined that Britain did not have other strategic possibilities.

The reason why Britain refused to relent and establish diplomatic relations with China on an equal footing now was simply that the British, having sat firmly in the position of world hegemon, became arrogant and couldn't lower their pride.

Arriving at the venue, he caught up just in time. Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong came to report personally, showing that the Ministry of Industry also attached great importance to this matter. Without pleasantries, Zhuang Jiaxiong went straight to the topic, "Bicycle enterprises have completed the layout. Now 12 node areas with convenient logistics have been determined to set up production factories..."

He Rui's requirement for leading enterprises in various industries to organize production models was not unconventional. From the perspective of the 21st century, it was even a very traditional practice.

The core of leading enterprises includes R&D centers, logistics deployment centers, and market analysis departments. At this stage, there is one R&D center nationwide. The logistics deployment center arranges logistics based on analysis data obtained by the market analysis center.

Logically speaking, these are very simple logical relationships. If a region has a population of 30 million, there are 6 million families. The upper limit of the bicycle market capacity in this region is probably about 30 million vehicles.

The work of the market analysis department is various statistics: how many sold each year, how much is the current private stock, and the approximate number of bicycles sold in each year. Although these analyses cannot be precise to the point of no error, the approximate numbers will not be wrong. It won't lead to the stupid idea that the region will have unlimited demand for bicycles.

Zhuang Jiaxiong had completely understood this. "In the first stage, branch factories in various provinces have established market analysis departments first, obtained market data from various provinces, and formulated relevant production plans. Based on the production plans, various cooperation requests have been made to upstream and downstream. However, there is a problem at this stage: whether the general assembly plant should still be located in the Northeast."

As soon as these words came out, the expressions of many participating cadres changed. Based on what had happened, many cadres determined that industrial layout was a policy that would inevitably be executed. When the entire Northeast was first acquired, many cadres indeed proposed the suggestion of 'Siping Great Relocation.' As a result, He Rui rejected it and put forward the view that 'industrial integration and matching takes time to cultivate.'

In a blink of an eye, eight years passed. Siping's industrial integration had indeed made great progress and became a model textbook. Then He Rui gave an order, and the 'Siping Great Relocation' began. Almost instantly, Siping was emptied and returned to the original appearance of an agricultural area that Siping should have. Cities centered on Shenyang, Harbin, and Jilin quickly became new industrial cluster centers.

Zhuang Jiaxiong was no longer the 'Director of the Northeast Industrial Department' of the past, but the Minister of Industry of the Republic. Whether the center of the bicycle industry should be placed in the Northeast concerned the major issue of China's industrial layout. The Northeast now crowned China, but geographically it was a corner of China. From the perspective of covering the whole of China, the current Siping was the future Northeast, which would return to its due status.

He Rui didn't answer immediately. He wanted to make a decision to let the bicycle R&D center temporarily stay in the Northeast. However, from the perspective of overall efficiency, the R&D center did not have a great demand for locals. Just like Silicon Valley in the United States, including various industrial centers in the world, locals could have more employment opportunities due to the emergence of industrial center cities. But those who played the leading role were often outsiders.

Finally, He Rui just replied, "This will be formulated by the Ministry of Industry."

Hearing He Rui give the arrangement, everyone in the Ministry of Industry was quite happy. Everyone did not oppose accepting He Rui's leadership and arrangement, but it would naturally be better if their own department could make decisions. Seeing this situation, comrades from other departments also had their own thoughts.

Zhao Tianlin, like other comrades, remained silent. But in his heart, he quite supported He Rui's decision. Although the Northeast was not big before, it gathered talents far exceeding what the Northeast itself could cultivate. Everyone worked together to form the Northeast Government centered on He Rui. Only then did they have today's success.

Compared with the whole of China, the Northeast population was only one-twelfth. The natural environment and economic form were very different. What was needed more at this time was to build economies with local characteristics in various places. Completely controlling from the center as before was not appropriate from a realistic perspective. Just like Zhao Tianlin himself, he was also trying to distribute all science, education, culture, and health work. He didn't plan to grasp all departmental powers in his own hands.

Looking at the present from the perspective of an educator, Zhao Tianlin believed that the 'rest and recuperation' policy executed by He Rui fully conformed to the laws. Even the war with Britain aimed to seek an environment conducive to peace. It had nothing to do with militarism. Now letting various departments take responsibility would certainly lead to many problems. This was an inevitable stage in the learning process. The ministries and commissions were all comrades with rich experience in building the Northeast Government; even if problems were encountered in various provinces, they wouldn't be unsolvable.

Only by personally experiencing everything could it be determined who among the cadres in various provinces had the strength to undertake more important work. Blindly managing the country by central orders was not beneficial to the country. It wasn't that Zhao Tianlin had any opinion on He Rui; precisely because Zhao Tianlin believed in He Rui's ability, and He Rui was only 35 years old this year, having at least 20 years to lead China in the future. Therefore, as an educator, Zhao Tianlin was full of confidence in China's future.

It takes ten years to grow trees but a hundred years to rear people. Give China twenty years, and China will surely grow a younger generation who has received advanced education. At that time, China will surely be the strongest country in the world.

He Rui actually knew Zhao Tianlin's view and also appreciated Zhao Tianlin as an educator. But there was no need to mention these things. Seeing that the Ministry of Industry understood the layout of modern enterprises and other comrades had no explicit opinions, He Rui naturally settled this matter.

Then He Rui started the discussion on the next issue, "How is the current steel production capacity arrangement?"

Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong immediately took out the report, "Now the needs of all departments have been organized. This year's steel output is 4 million tons, domestic demand is 3.9 million tons, and Russia... Soviet Union demand is 180,000 tons. The gap of 80,000 tons can be made up at any time by working overtime."

He Rui was relatively satisfied with this answer. This was correct! In modern economics, any production must have orders or some very clear expectation.

Of course, under the capitalist system, this would not be called a 'plan.' After all, in the 21st century where the tail of socialism is cut, engaging in a new 'planned economy' would be considered heresy.

But in He Rui's view, the trick of burying one's head in the sand of the capitalist system was ridiculous. These countries were unable to complete socialized mass production, and one after another embarked on financialism and debt-driven growth, which was the wrong path.

"According to the intelligence we collected, what is the crude steel output of various countries in the world now?" He Rui asked.

This time it was the Vice Minister of Commerce's turn to answer. Because Minister of Commerce Morrison had gone to France for a visit.

In 1900, world crude steel output exceeded 20 million tons, reaching 28.3 million tons, an increase of 67.5% over 1895, with an average annual growth of 13.5%.

In 1901, after world crude steel output exceeded 30 million tons, driven by the rapid advance of US steel output, it exceeded 40 million tons four years later. From 40 million tons to 50 million tons took only one year.

In 1910, world crude steel output exceeded 60 million tons, taking four years. Two years later, it broke the 70 million ton mark. Stimulated by the First World War, in 1917, world crude steel output exceeded 80 million tons, reaching a historical peak during and before World War I.

After World War I, the crude steel output of various countries in the world declined, falling below 60 million tons in 1919. But with the impact of capitalist economic prosperity in the 1920s after World War I, world crude steel output was expected to exceed 90 million tons in 1925.

He Rui knew what happened later.

And two years later in 1927, it exceeded 100 million tons. Before the outbreak of the economic crisis sweeping the globe in 1929, world crude steel output reached 121 million tons. Afterwards, affected by the economic crisis, world crude steel output began to decline, falling to a trough in 1932. The world crude steel output that year was only 50.7 million tons, less than half of the output in 1927.

In 1936, world crude steel output recovered and exceeded the 1929 level, reaching 124 million tons, and broke 130 million tons in 1937. Stimulated by World War II, world crude steel output broke the 140 million ton and 150 million ton marks successively in 1940 and 1941, and approached 160 million tons in 1943. After the war, world crude steel output began to decline again, falling to 110 million tons in 1946.

Current China truly had a long way to go.
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After the meeting, He Rui kept Wu Youping and Zhao Tianlin behind. Wu Youping spoke first, "Minister Zhao, the Committee has discussed and wants to establish three Vice Premiers. I wonder how Minister Zhao evaluates himself?"

Zhao Tianlin calculated his views on selecting officials to supervise the four fields of science, education, culture, and health. Only then did he ask Wu Youping, "Premier Wu, which people do you think can serve as the person in charge of science, education, culture, and health work? Does Minister Xu have any candidates?"

Wu Youping looked calm, but in his heart, he understood Zhao Tianlin's dilemma somewhat. Zhao Tianlin had absolutely no intention of forming cliques and naturally only wanted to promote the most suitable persons in charge of various ministries of science, education, culture, and health. The policies of various departments at present were to be responsible for 480 million Chinese people, not the original 40 million people in the Northeast. Every department was important, but how could the most outstanding talents be found so easily?

So after Wu Youping discussed with Standing Committee members like He Rui and Xu Jia, they all agreed to select three Vice Premiers as soon as possible. The candidates had basically been circled, and Zhao Tianlin was the least controversial one among them.

Since Zhao Tianlin was still a bit hesitant, Wu Youping had to push this matter forward. "Minister Zhao, the candidates for science, education, culture, and health are all under observation, but the comrades all feel that Minister Zhao can shoulder such responsibility. I want to hear Minister Zhao's evaluation of his own work."

Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment and replied somewhat helplessly, "I agree very much with the current comrades, but putting them in these positions, I personally think they still have many flaws. I have to complain to Chairman He about this matter. Brother He, your ability to teach students needs to be improved."

He Rui didn't expect to become the object of complaint and was helpless for a moment. But Zhao Tianlin's complaint was not a simple complaint. He Rui nodded, "Don't worry, I will spend a lot of time on Party School education in the future."

Wu Youping respected Zhao Tianlin very much, and also respected He Rui very much. Seeing these two mentors so troubled, he felt quite helpless in his heart. Wu Youping understood Zhao Tianlin's feelings. For a big country like China, every minister needed to have both political integrity and ability. If ability was slightly insufficient, it was not a problem; the most important thing was 'integrity,' that is, the Three Views: Worldview, View of Life, and Values.

Wu Youping regarded himself as a student of scholars like He Rui and Zhao Tianlin, and what he learned from the teachers was the Three Views. With correct Three Views, the strategic ability, which is the most important in the field of talent, will naturally be greatly improved. To use an ancient philosophical saying, strategic ability is undoubtedly the ability to solve 'Who am I, where do I come from, and where am I going.'

No one knows what specifically will happen on the road ahead. As long as one can recognize the correct path and persist in walking on the correct path, one will naturally realize that 'the future is bright, but the road is tortuous.'

Even for a big country like China with a population of 480 million, it was just impossible to find dozens of satisfactory people at this stage. This made Wu Youping and Zhao Tianlin very uncomfortable. Zhao Tianlin also knew that this problem would be naturally solved in 20 years, and being anxious now was useless. Talent cultivation, especially the echelon cultivation of political talents, is a long-term job.

Going through various candidate lists in his mind again, Zhao Tianlin said, "Regarding my evaluation of my own work, in knowledge system cultivation and knowledge structure cultivation, our education has a tendency towards elite cultivation. This is a problem that cannot be overcome at this stage. At present, the cultivation of knowledge structure has reached the limit that the current education system can achieve, and to a certain extent, it has organized students who can discover their endogenous motivation. In the Northeast, the coverage rate was about 5%, and the current nationwide coverage rate is below 1%. At this stage, we can only select through exam-oriented education starting from primary school education. In adult education, although the cultivation of demand hierarchy has also been added, it can only let adult re-educators know the existence of such a system. Its popularization at the practical level exceeds the current level of economic development..."

Wu Youping had already taken out his notebook and started recording. He could understand part of Zhao Tianlin's content and couldn't understand part of it. Comparatively speaking, the incomprehensible parts were the majority, and the comprehensible parts were the minority, but Wu Youping could still feel Zhao Tianlin's vision as an educator.

Teaching students in accordance with their aptitude is the ideal of all educators, but limited by the technical conditions of social development, it is truly difficult to realize. However, from the Premier's perspective, Zhao Tianlin's vision far exceeded others. Being able to lead the future direction, as for social development and technological development, that was the duty of Wu Youping as the Premier. This was also the reason for establishing three Vice Premiers. The work of the three Vice Premiers was to supervise various departments based on vision. If leaders at the Premier level had no vision, don't expect leaders at the ministry level to have a clear direction.

He Rui was also listening quietly. Zhao Tianlin's cognition was also raised to today's level through continuous learning and exchange. For example, Maslow's five levels of needs were learned by Zhao Tianlin from He Rui. But He Rui never posed as a mentor to the comrades, because without endogenous demand, the comrades would never choose to accept the pain brought by progress gladly.

If comrades expanded their knowledge structure through learning and exchange and acquiring new knowledge, it must be because comrades had endogenous demand. In terms of knowledge radiation, 1925 could not compare with 2025 at all. But the cognition of the world by those true scholars in 1925 far exceeded that of ordinary people in 2025. There was only one reason, that is, scholars had a strong demand to improve their knowledge structure through learning. As long as there was an opportunity, they would learn and transform themselves.

As long as there is no such endogenous motivation, let alone comparing academic cognition in sociology with scholars in 1925, ordinary people in 2025 would probably be far inferior to scholars in 2025 BC.

According to archaeology, Chinese wizards (scholars) in 2025 BC had already begun to formulate calendars, create writing and symbols, and try to build knowledge systems. Yu, Xia, Shang, Zhou—let alone the Yu Dynasty—in the Xia and Shang eras, the *Book of Documents* introduced social management at that time. In that era when Chinese civilization was still colonizing with arms, there were already too many system constructions, ideological theories, and historical records.

In 4050 years, the development of the human brain has had quantitative changes, but far from qualitative changes. Humans 4050 years ago had no reason not to understand human knowledge 4050 years later. But whether there is a learning environment, whether one wants to learn and accept knowledge after getting a learning environment, and whether one has mastered the ability to learn and accept new knowledge, are the biggest problems in 4050 years.

After Zhao Tianlin narrated his self-assessment, both He Rui and Wu Youping felt that Zhao Tianlin was fine. However, the views of the two could not make a decision; this matter must be decided by the Central Committee. This is also the principle of democratic centralism. Any resolution not passed by the Central Committee does not count.

The Party and government are responsible for personnel, the administration is responsible for execution, and the law judges order. He Rui had read the works of Enlightenment thinkers before the French Revolution. After reading, he discovered that the separation of powers was completely not the conception of state construction by thinkers at that time, but it was taken by Europe and America as the basis for theoretical construction, which is truly funny.

Judging from the books He Rui had read, the state model that the thinkers of the Enlightenment attempted to construct might not have reached the conception of the era when Chinese civilization reached its peak. At least in the construction of French Enlightenment thinkers, it was somehow the 'each performing its own functions' that Chinese culture had long recognized, while the separation of powers was just a simplified and simplified castrated version of a castrated version.

After completing the inquiry of Zhao Tianlin, one of the three Vice Premier candidates was basically determined. He Rui asked the secretary to hand over the record to the Organization Department tomorrow, and was about to adjourn the meeting. Zhao Tianlin said, "It's already this time; it doesn't matter if we chat a little longer."

Wu Youping took his leave immediately, "I have a meeting tomorrow."

After Wu Youping left, He Rui poured a glass of wine for Zhao Tianlin. "Brother Zhao, this is a retreat; speak freely."

Zhao Tianlin originally wanted to speak freely. He picked up the alcoholic fruit juice beverage brewed in the Northeast, took a sip, and asked, "Is the Chairman dissatisfied with the circle of scholars?"

"I have no desires or demands for them anymore." After He Rui finished speaking, he also took a sip of the low-alcohol fruit juice.

"If they are selected, there should be talents." Zhao Tianlin still held some expectations.

"Those scholars have only one problem: they cherish their feathers [reputation] and refuse to take responsibility. If they can understand where the responsibility lies, they will naturally choose to become responsible people. If they still want to be scholars, let them be. I don't oppose having scholars in society; this is good. At least it is also a factor that makes society active."

"Hmm... true." Zhao Tianlin accepted He Rui's view.

Maslow's hierarchy of needs is based on motivation theory in psychology. Put simply, it targets those who can obtain positive motivational pleasure from satisfying the five levels of needs, and then demand the cause of pleasure.

After understanding these more and more, Zhao Tianlin also accumulated a lot of doubts. "Chairman, I think you describe Nietzsche's philosophical thought as squeezing joy; isn't it a bit mean?"

"If Nietzsche hadn't been so mean, he wouldn't have gone mad." He Rui laughed. He Rui liked Nietzsche's endogenous passion very much and could understand the reason why Nietzsche had to squeeze joy to fight against pain. He Rui himself had the same feeling in another space-time. Seemingly saying Nietzsche squeezed joy, if He Rui hadn't experienced it personally, how could he understand how painful and helpless the reason for having to squeeze joy was?

Of course, if one had studied the theory of brain neural receptors, one could better understand the huge difference between squeezing joy by improving one's ability and cognition, and those 'chemical bliss' people.

People who squeeze joy at least have the courage to face pain. People who choose 'chemical bliss' don't even have the courage to endure pain, let alone identify with pain.

But this kind of thing could only be communicated with scholars like Zhao Tianlin. If others heard it, there was a high probability that they would misunderstand the true meaning of the words used in the conversation between the two.

Taking another sip of low-alcohol beverage, He Rui said, "Those scholars are happy to accept social recognition but refuse to bear their social responsibilities. The pressure of bearing social responsibilities exceeds their ability range. I have given up on this group of masters in this regard."

Zhao Tianlin had advanced step by step from a scholar to a leader bearing responsibility to reach today. Although he had a natural identification with the old scholar class, he had to accept He Rui's view. One must take responsibility for problems; this was the thing old scholars could least accept.

This responsibility is by no means bowing and stepping down, but being responsible to the end. For example, if there is a problem in Zhao Tianlin's work, what Zhao Tianlin should do is not to bow and step down, but to analyze the problem clearly and find the problems in the policies and regulations formulated by Zhao Tianlin. This first requires negating yesterday's Zhao Tianlin, and then completing the process of negation of the negation.

The level that the vast majority of old Chinese scholars can reach is only 'I am right or I am wrong.' Having the magnanimity to bow and step down and let people scold when wrong is already the best among scholars. Asking them to negate themselves and then make adjustments and changes is harder than killing them.

As for those scholars who can absolutely not 'use today's success to cover up yesterday's failure,' they are as rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. Such people ran to the Northeast to join He Rui long ago and wouldn't still be 'scholars' in society until now.

Thinking of this, Zhao Tianlin still didn't give up and probed with the last ray of hope, "Brother He, are there really no such scholars?"

"Brother Zhao, I have already given them a chance. Scholars who can understand the strategic considerations I left behind will definitely apply to join the government. Brother Zhao might as well screen these people. What do you think, Brother Zhao?"

Hearing He Rui say this, Zhao Tianlin drained the wine in his glass and stood up, saying, "Brother He, I take my leave."

He Rui stood up to see him off. Zhao Tianlin waved his hand, "Brother He probably still has official duties. If there are no official duties, you might as well rest early. No need to be polite." After speaking, Zhao Tianlin left leisurely.

He Rui indeed had official duties. Which departments demanded the 4 million tons of steel? Since the Ministry of Industry gave the statistics, He Rui had to finish reading it to sleep. This kind of data was too important, and with previous data for comparison, the anomalies could be understood by comparing.

The Chairman is responsible for policy work. But at this stage, He Rui also had to inspect the work of government departments. By reading documents and analyzing data, the process and results of policy implementation could be seen in the general direction.

Of course, the premise is that these statistical data are true. If the statistical data is not true, He Rui can only investigate the government departments and then purge them. If power is fully used for national construction, as a national leader, one must have such ability.

While He Rui was reading the report, Li Dazhao and his students were also preparing to stay up all night. Li Dazhao summoned his trusted students, preparing to analyze He Rui's strategy. Without figuring out the strategic arrangement, Li Dazhao felt he really couldn't sleep at night.
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Compared to his complete trust in his students, Li Dazhao did not believe that He Rui would reveal the entire strategy for the war against Britain. However, Li Dazhao also didn't think He Rui would come up with a fake strategy to fool the scholars.

Analyze what is at hand first. Li Dazhao organized the students to write the content he copied on the blackboard, and then told the students the order in which He Rui explained the strategy. There was not much content; the students quickly finished taking notes and began to pool their wisdom for analysis.

The teachers and students analyzed until late at night, but there was still no progress. So much so that a student questioned wearily, "Could this be a smokescreen?"

Li Dazhao actually had such suspicions, but in the end, he was willing to believe that He Rui wouldn't do this. If He Rui lied to intellectuals, there was only one reason: He Rui completely distrusted the intellectual circle. If so, He Rui had no need to meet with the intellectual circle at all. After reaching such a conclusion, Li Dazhao replied, "Analyze it in detail again."

The teachers and students were busy for a long time, and it was almost 12 o'clock. Everyone's eyelids were fighting, so Li Dazhao could only let the students go back to rest first and continue tomorrow.

Nothing happened overnight. Just after Li Dazhao woke up the next day and was brushing his teeth, footsteps sounded outside, and a student rushed in, "Mr. Li, go and look quickly; someone has analyzed that strategy!"

Li Dazhao was overjoyed. Ignoring that he had only brushed half of his teeth, he rinsed his mouth hurriedly. With white foam still on the corners of his mouth, Li Dazhao asked quickly, "Who analyzed it?"

"It's written on the blackboard!" the student answered happily.

Li Dazhao was stunned. Impossible! Didn't he ask the students to erase the words on the blackboard when leaving yesterday?

Hurrying to the small classroom with the student, seeing the chalk writing on the blackboard, Li Dazhao understood. It turned out that everyone was very tired last night, and the student who cleaned the blackboard just wiped it casually, so many handwritings were still visible. But the most important thing was that a draft copy forgotten by some student yesterday was placed on the teacher's podium.

Li Dazhao picked it up and looked at it, shaking his head involuntarily. Although there was only strategic content on it, it was enough as a basis for strategic analysis.

As for the handwriting on the blackboard, current students would be unfamiliar with it, but Li Dazhao was not. It turned out that the young man had returned. After quickly reading the analysis content once, Li Dazhao praised in a low voice, "Exquisite!"

Other students had already read it with excitement. They had finished copying the analysis and were discussing in low voices. The method of this analysis was different from the analysis of teachers and students yesterday. First, disassemble each not-so-long paragraph into various vocabularies and explain the vocabularies.

Using the explanation of vocabularies as the analysis basis, analyze the logical relationship in each sentence on this basis, and then looking at this short strategic content, one can see the significance.

At this time, Li Dazhao was certain that the strategic thinking provided by He Rui was true, but he did not let his mood scatter. He asked the students to clean the blackboard after copying, and turned to go to the school guesthouse himself. Sure enough, that young man's name was prominently on the check-in record of the school guesthouse. Arriving at Room 121, the door was unlocked. Pushing open the door, Li Dazhao saw the long-lost tall figure. The young man was packing his things. Seeing Li Dazhao come in, he came forward happily to greet him, "Mr. Li, long time no see."

Li Dazhao still remembered the high-spirited appearance of the group of young people when they went to various places three years ago. However, the changes in two years were earth-shaking. After a moment of silence, he sighed, "How is the party affairs?"

The young man answered readily, "I have already joined the Civilization Party."

Li Dazhao didn't say anything, just sat down. He knew that in the past year or so, the key contradictions plaguing China were prioritized and solved by the Civilization Party. Although various contradictions always existed in society, after the most intense survival problems were solved, various contradictions based on seeking development appeared milder. Other political parties in society besides the Civilization Party transformed into 'clubs' in a very short time, becoming groups discussing China's future development.

Those young people who truly wanted to do something for the country flocked to join the Civilization Party, or joined the government, or joined the army. In a very short time, passionate youth from all over China were absorbed.

These changes did not make Li Dazhao unhappy. The purpose of the revolution was to revitalize China. Since China had restored its independent status and obviously there was no threat of foreign invasion, Li Dazhao was naturally more concerned about current major events. "I read your analysis; is Britain that weak?"

The young man had already poured water for Li Dazhao and placed the cup in front of the teacher before answering calmly, "Mr. Li, it's not that Britain is weak, but the strategic setting was never to defeat Britain. But to make Britain sit down and compromise."

Seeing that Li Dazhao still didn't quite understand, the young man sat opposite Li Dazhao and continued to explain, "Current Chinese people's cognition of war is still the old-style war in historical novels. In the current world, war is highly bound to the economy. It's just that the current economic interests are too large, domestic contradictions in various countries are too intense, and the powers are concentrated in Europe. European countries have small strategic depths and cannot tolerate major failures. That's why it looks incomparably tragic, as if they must fight to the last man and last gun. The battlefield depth of this Sino-British war is extremely large. Although interests involved are wide, there is various room for maneuvering. The war will not reach the extent where one of China or Britain must fall."

Listening to this explanation, Li Dazhao felt something but couldn't fully understand it, so he pursued the key points. The teacher and student chatted unconsciously for more than an hour. When Li Dazhao was exhausted, he still felt he couldn't thoroughly understand these. However, one thing had been proven: He Rui wanted to fight an imperialist war with Britain, the leader of imperialism.

According to the young man's analysis, the He Rui government's chance of winning this war was actually quite large.

"Then what are you going to do in the future?" Li Dazhao stopped talking about the war.

The young man answered frankly, "I was assigned to work in Shaanxi. I came to the capital, to Beiping this time, to participate in training. After the training ends, I will go to work in the Suide Municipal Committee."

Li Dazhao remembered now that the Central Party School of the Civilization Party in Beiping was conducting a new session of training recently. After inquiring, he learned that the young man opposite was indeed here to receive training at the Party School. He sighed, "I heard that the Civilization Party has very strict political censorship. Do they really not care about previous experiences?"

The young man laughed, "Mr. Li, as far as I know, they definitely care. But the Civilization Party is originally left-wing, and its acceptance of the left wing is much higher than that of the right wing. Many southern revolutionaries failed to pass. Those revolutionary youths who were previously right-wing even tried every means to contact us, wanting us to testify for them that they were actually on the same path as us."

Li Dazhao sighed, "He Rui's attitude towards the Comintern is really unfriendly."

This 'Comintern' refers to the Third International. After the outbreak of World War I, the Second International fell into division. In November 1918, the Bolsheviks initiated a representative conference of left-wing socialists from European and American countries in Petrograd and made a resolution to prepare for the construction of the Third International. In January 1919, a representative conference of 8 Communist Parties and Communist groups and left-wing socialist parties was held in Moscow, and an invitation letter to convene the founding congress of the Third International was issued in the name of the 8 parties. From March 2 to 6, 1919, the International Communist Representative Conference, that is, the First Congress of the Third International, was held in Moscow, attended by 52 delegates from 35 political parties and groups in 21 countries. Representatives of the proletariat from China, Korea, and other Eastern countries attended the meeting as observers.

The Third International took Marxism-Leninism as its theoretical basis. The task it set for itself was to unite the working class and the laboring masses, overthrow the rule of capitalism and imperialism, establish a worldwide dictatorship of the proletariat, establish a World Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, completely eliminate classes, and realize socialism and communism.

The 'unfriendly' Li Dazhao mentioned was because although He Rui always admitted that he was a communist, and the Civilization Party government also defined the current Republic of China as a 'socialist country,' the Civilization Party and the new government explicitly stated that they would not accept any management of China's internal affairs by foreign forces.

The reason for such a statement was also simple. The Third International was a unified world Communist Party, and Communist Parties of various countries served as its branches and were directly led by it. It was a highly centralized leadership center, unified leadership of the revolutionary movements of various countries, and parties of various countries must execute its decisions. It had the right to decide the lines, strategies, and leaders of the parties of various countries, could veto or modify the decisions of the parties of various countries, expel and dissolve any branch, and send resident representatives to the parties of various countries.

Li Dazhao never managed to communicate with He Rui on this matter. One of the reasons was naturally that the two were not familiar, but the most important reason was that Li Dazhao hadn't figured out how to ask questions.

If He Rui opposed communism, Chinese communists could raise questions about political cognition. If He Rui was an old-style dictator, Chinese communists could also raise objections regarding social progress.

The new Republic government was a true party-political civil servant government. Regarding the activities of foreign forces in China, it was only discussed through parliamentary proposals, and finally, a "Foreign Power Management Act" was proposed. It did not exterminate foreign forces but required them to declare their identities and conduct activities completely openly.

Although there were violent parts such as various arrests and trials in the "Foreign Power Management Act," they were aimed at those guys who hid their identities. If one openly expressed one's 'foreign power' identity, one could still legally exist in China. Even Li Dazhao couldn't find any part to question.

Moreover, the "Foreign Power Management Act" itself was not directed against the Comintern; all foreign forces were under the jurisdiction of this law. Whether the left wing or the right wing in China, even the landlords and gentry whom both He Rui and Li Dazhao regarded as 'reactionaries in a sense,' had a basic consensus with He Rui and Li Dazhao on pursuing the recovery of complete sovereignty and completing the true unification of the country. On this basic consensus, no Chinese political party dared to consider itself a 'foreign power.'

And He Rui had never fabricated any reasons from beginning to end. Just the program of the Comintern had confirmed too much. Not to mention the fact that Communist Parties of various countries accepted the leadership of the Comintern headquarters in Moscow, the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) occupied a unique position in the International, known as the "most powerful leading branch of the Comintern." This already put the Chinese Comintern faction... if there really was such a group of people... in an extremely disadvantageous political position, having to engage in underground activities.

If one could achieve China's liberation without becoming a member of the Comintern, no one would insist on jumping out to find trouble for themselves.

Excluding this part, the Comintern really had no attraction in China. Especially for those who had truly studied the Comintern. And it was not difficult to study communist countries; the Institute of Culture and History of the new government provided various materials, and genuine materials at that.

In 1919, Lenin made the "Theses and Report on Bourgeois Democracy and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat." The meeting adopted Lenin's report as the political program of the Comintern and also adopted documents such as the "Manifesto of the Communist International" and "Platform of the Communist International" drafted by Lenin. The Third International was proclaimed established, with its headquarters in Moscow. The congress elected an 8-member Executive Bureau composed of K.G. Rakovsky, Lenin, G. Zinoviev, L.D. Trotsky, and F. Platten, and an Executive Committee composed of representatives from parties in Russia, Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden, and the Balkan League, with Zinoviev as chairman.

In March 1919, the Hungarian Soviet Republic was established, and in April, the Bavarian Soviet Republic was established in Germany. The Third International played an active role. The Communist Youth International (Young Communist International) established in November 1919 also became a branch of the Third International.

At this time in China, as long as one did not insist on considering oneself a foreign power, the new government was very tolerant of politics, especially the left wing. Because of the achievements of He Rui and the Civilization Party, no one dared to attack He Rui as a foreign power yet. So He Rui called himself a communist, and the Civilization Party defined the Republic as a socialist country, giving the left wing a comprehensive platform politically. Everyone was not stupid; foreign power was not a good reputation in China. Let alone admitting to be a foreign power, even being labeled as a foreign power would make one a rat crossing the street, truly shouted at by everyone.

Among the current left wing, most of those closest to the Comintern just felt that such an alliance looked very powerful. Some considered whether they could use the Comintern to expand China's influence. There were really no people who believed that China must join the Comintern. Or it could be completely ignored.

Facing Li Dazhao's view, the young man answered frankly, "Sir, I agree with Chairman He's view. If the Comintern is just an academic institution, Chinese political parties can selectively join this academic institution. The Civilization Party cooperates with this academic institution when the situation is certain. At this stage, the Comintern is not such an institution. I even agree quite a lot with Chairman He's evaluation of the Comintern's self-positioning. If the Soviet Union really wants to build a global Comintern system, this positioning is inappropriate. The current organizational structure is suffering harm before tasting any benefits!"

Li Dazhao had failed to discuss this matter with He Rui and didn't know He Rui's true views. The young man in front of him had joined the Civilization Party and was going to participate in the Central Party School training. Li Dazhao thought he should know some internal considerations of the Civilization Party, so he asked, "How so?"

"Communism is first an academic school, not a religious organization. Even with the lessons of the failure of the Second International, we must summarize the lessons and rebuild the school. And analyze and summarize the lessons of the previous split and even the various left-wing parties having to join the European War. The problem with the Third International lies in its simplicity and crudeness, believing that the reason for the failure of the Second International was the lack of a unified leadership center. As long as the leadership center is strong enough, the problem can be solved. It completely failed to notice that the reason for the failure of the Second International was that the Second International failed to inherit the academic ability of communism and failed to provide an effective knowledge system to the members of the Second International to help the members of the Second International solve their domestic problems."

Speaking of this, the young man also became a little excited. He picked up the water cup and took a sip, wiped his mouth, and continued, "Capitalists of the world have not yet united, so the basis for the unity of the proletariat of the world does not exist. The bourgeoisie is not that omnipotent. If they really had such great powers, they should be able to solve their domestic problems. If not described as the bourgeoisie, define them as reactionaries. Then who are the reactionaries, why are they reactionary, and what is the reason for their reaction? How to treat reactionaries? How to deal with reactionaries? This is an academic question and also a programmatic question of revolutionary action. In many parts, many thoughts of the people are actually the same as reactionaries."

Li Dazhao didn't like this last part. However, the young man's subsequent words made Li Dazhao feel difficult to respond to. "Through social investigation, we found that most landlords and Chinese merchants in concessions also oppose imperialism. That is to say, they may be revolutionary masses one moment and reactionaries the next. This is the reality we face now."
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Hearing about the characteristics of personnel from different classes in the world revolution, Li Dazhao was speechless for a moment. After pondering for a while, a thought suddenly popped up in his mind, "Is Chairman He preparing to form a Comintern?"

The young man shook his head. "Not a Comintern, but a world-class public academic institution. This institution provides academic research in economics and politics to the world. Of course, Mr. Li, as a socialist country, our research direction is definitely based on our progressive stance, and we will never provide academic services to those barbaric and backward power holders. Our academic services are provided to progressives all over the world, to people all over the world."

The words sounded high-sounding, and Li Dazhao felt it wasn't quite real at first, even making him feel uncomfortable. Silently sorting out his thoughts, Li Dazhao suddenly found that this discomfort was actually... 'shyness.' Just when Li Dazhao was surprised by his reaction, the young man opposite smiled slightly, "Sir, China is looked down upon because its contribution to the world is too small. Now providing our knowledge to the world, isn't it what we should do?"

Li Dazhao shook his head slightly. He understood his feelings at this time. Although Li Dazhao was a staunch patriot, he felt that China might not have the strength to provide the most advanced knowledge system to the world now. Moreover, Li Dazhao also felt that foreigners would definitely not believe that the knowledge provided by China was the most advanced.

The young man fully understood Li Dazhao's feelings. He also felt quite surprised when he first heard this, but after studying, he no longer thought so.

"Sir, the Soviet Union is now the beacon in the hearts of the European people, the moral high ground, and the direction of future mankind. But economically, the New Economic Policy in the Soviet Union has failed. The Soviet economy develops steadily, but there are no bright spots. The Soviet Union proposed people's liberation, but its economic operation has completely entered a state of command economy. Now the Soviet Union looks strong not because the Soviet Union is very powerful, but because the predecessor of the Soviet Union, Russia, was originally one of the few great powers in the world. Although Russia had a gap compared with Germany, it was not a weak country in the world. What limits the Soviet Union's strength is the old Tsarist Russian aristocrats. After purging these Tsarist Russian aristocrats, the Soviet Union should become stronger. It is precisely because the Soviet Union's economic capacity is weak that it has not achieved the achievements it should have obtained."

Li Dazhao felt uncomfortable in his heart. He could understand these words and had to admit they made sense. But these words sounded very harsh.

The young man paused, giving Li Dazhao time to buffer. Li Dazhao thought for a moment and confirmed that He Rui indeed wanted to conduct external propaganda in the ideological field. This reminded Li Dazhao of the Comintern's policy.

From March 1919 to January 1924 when Lenin passed away, it was the early stage of the Third International's activities, and also a period of significant achievements under Lenin's leadership. From July 19 to August 7, 1920, the Third International held its Second Congress. Before the meeting, Lenin published *"Left-Wing" Communism: An Infantile Disorder*. At the meeting, Lenin made the *Report on the International Situation and the Fundamental Tasks of the Communist International* and the *Report of the Commission on the National and Colonial Questions*.

From June 22 to July 12, 1921, the Third International held its Third Congress. Lenin made the *Speech in Defense of the Tactics of the Communist International* and the *Report on the Tactics of the R.C.P.*. The congress believed that under the situation where the balance of international class forces was temporarily in equilibrium, the Communist Party should switch from direct attack to adopting roundabout tactics, proposing to the Communist Parties of various countries the task of winning over the majority of the working class and the slogan "To the Masses."

From November 5 to December 5, 1922, the Third International held its Fourth Congress. The congress focused on discussing the policy of the workers' united front, criticizing the "Left" and Right tendencies, passing the theses on tactical questions, and affirming the slogan "To the Masses."

As his thoughts unfolded, Li Dazhao felt more and more that He Rui might be singing a rival tune to the Soviet Union. Only then did he ask, "Is Chairman He dissatisfied with the term Marxism-Leninism proposed by the Soviet Union?"

The young man chuckled, "Chairman He is not that narrow-minded. He respects Mr. Lenin very much, so he doesn't care about this term. However, Chairman He disapproves of the Comintern's attitude towards the workers' parties of various countries. And he believes that the Soviet Union has had a relatively negative effect on the construction of communist parties in various countries recently."

Hearing this, Li Dazhao thought for a moment and understood. The Comintern Congress adopted the "21 Conditions for Admission to the Communist International," blocking the path for the right wing and centrists in the workers' political parties of various countries to join the Comintern at that time.

Especially at the Fifth Congress, it was proposed that all parties should build parties according to Lenin's party-building principles, putting forward the call to make all parties truly Bolshevized and further develop and rectify the united front.

Such an attitude could absolutely not be accepted by He Rui, nor could it be accepted by various political forces in China. At this time, Li Dazhao completely confirmed He Rui's thinking. If He Rui really wanted to conduct academic exchanges with foreign countries, he was obviously willing to cooperate with the left, center, and right forces of the left wing and workers' parties of various countries. He would not deliberately exclude anyone.

Having figured this out, Li Dazhao laughed, "Then I will wait to read Chairman He's brilliant views."

Seeing that Li Dazhao had understood He Rui's thinking, the young man smiled, "Sir has already seen Chairman He's strategy for this Sino-British war. I admire this strategy very much. For China, this is a necessity to meet head-on and collide frontally with Britain."

Li Dazhao was somewhat puzzled. "Why? Didn't Chairman He think that the reason Britain considered establishing diplomatic relations with us was economic issues?"

"For Britain's logic, to maintain the economic surplus in India, they have to consider cooperating with us. But the British logic cannot be applied generally in China. For us China, the war is not over. That countries around the world do not recognize the Republic government means they do not recognize that we have complete sovereignty. If we compromise to make these countries recognize the Republic government, it means we must recognize concessions, foreign troops, and pay indemnities. Because once recognized, our national security is fully threatened. For us, this is a matter of life and death."

Li Dazhao hesitated for a moment, then suddenly realized. Now, Li Dazhao stood up excitedly, punched the table, and muttered excitedly, "So that's it, so that's it!"

The main contents of the *Boxer Protocol* included: (1) China paid 450 million taels of silver to various countries, with principal and interest totaling more than 980 million taels of silver, mortgaged by customs duties and salt taxes, etc.; (2) The Legation Quarter in Dongjiaominxiang, Beijing was designated, allowing various countries to station troops for protection, and Chinese were not allowed to live in the quarter; (3) The forts from Dagu Fort in Tianjin to Beijing were demolished, allowing the powers to station troops at key points along the railway from Beijing to Shanhaiguan; (4) The Qing government guaranteed to strictly prohibit the people from participating in anti-imperialist movements; (5) The Qing government agreed to negotiate any amendments to various commercial regulations or other commercial matters deemed necessary by foreign countries; (6) Punish the "chief culprit ministers"; (7) Change the Zongli Yamen to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, ranking before the Six Ministries; (8) The Qing government apologized to Germany and Japan, etc.

This was a comprehensive harm to China, while He Rui had defeated Japan for nearly two years. National unification had also been for a year. In the meantime, foreign garrisons in China were annihilated, and tens of thousands of foreign villains in China were executed, especially that group of foreigners serving in foreign concessions.

Coupled with the annihilation of a British fleet, everyone in China felt that foreign countries would not invade China again, the national humiliation was washed away, and everyone felt that the matter was over.

Li Dazhao originally thought so too. Because China and the Soviet Union had recognized each other and established formal diplomatic relations. Li Dazhao didn't think China had to establish diplomatic relations with countries around the world at this time. The current state was completely acceptable.

But now Li Dazhao realized that what He Rui pursued was not China's status quo; He Rui was striving to restore normal diplomatic relations with countries around the world.

Even if he only understood He Rui's strategic considerations now, Li Dazhao understood how difficult this matter was. Britain was ten thousand miles away from China. If Britain just didn't sign a treaty with China, what could the He Rui government do? Li Dazhao now believed that the Republic National Defense Force had the ability to defend China, but Li Dazhao did not believe that the Republic National Defense Force could fight to Britain ten thousand miles away and force Britain to sign a treaty with China.

If He Rui insisted on pressing Britain back to the negotiation table, he must give Britain huge pressure. Li Dazhao initially didn't understand why He Rui narrated 'British Empire' and 'England' separately and emphasized the difference between the two. At this moment, he suddenly realized. Pacing back and forth a few steps, Li Dazhao felt something again and asked the young man, "I wonder how big the interests Britain lost in China are?"

The young man thought for a moment. "Didn't calculate in detail, but 8 million pounds a year should be there."

Li Dazhao calculated a little and figured out this was tens of millions of taels of silver, and it was the net profit Britain took from China. He sighed, "No wonder Chairman He insisted on seizing Britain's economic interests in India. If Britain wasn't trying to protect larger interests, how could it give up smaller interests? Chairman He said before that the net profit Britain takes from India every year is about 28 million pounds."

Seeing that Li Dazhao fully understood, the young man felt there was nothing more to say. He stood up, "Since Sir has understood, I can only talk to Sir up to here today."

Li Dazhao felt very excited in his heart at this time. China had been poor and weak for too long and oppressed by foreign countries too ruthlessly, while He Rui won victory too fast, so much so that Li Dazhao felt the current China was actually very good. Now understanding that China's future road was still long and difficult, Li Dazhao couldn't help stepping forward and patting the young man's shoulder. "At my age, I just want to teach and do scholarly work. China's future depends entirely on you guys."

The young man nodded in agreement, picked up his satchel, and walked out. There were still many procedures for admission to the Party School, and the Party School would soon move to the new capital with the central government. There was still a lot of work in between, and no delay was allowed.
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When Li Dazhao finished talking and returned to the classroom, he happened to catch the third and fourth periods of the morning. It was 10:00 AM on June 14.

At this time, He Rui's secretary had opened the door of He Rui's office and said to Duan Qirui, "Speaker Duan, please come in."

He Rui's secretary called him last night and made an appointment for Duan Qirui to come to He Rui's office at 10 o'clock. Duan Qirui walked into the office and saw He Rui sitting at the table, yawning hugely. Seeing Duan Qirui come in, He Rui still finished yawning. While getting up, he wiped the tears brought out by yawning from the corners of his eyes with the back of his hand.

Duan Qirui had always been dignified and would never be so casual in front of others. Seeing this, he didn't appreciate He Rui's style very much in his heart.

However, Duan Qirui didn't care; he just felt a little trance in his heart. This was the first time He Rui had invited Duan Qirui alone to discuss matters. In the past year, the two had met in official capacities. Ten years ago, He Rui, who had just returned from Japan, went to Duan Qirui to receive an assignment. In ten years, the status of the two had reversed... No, that's not right. In just ten years, He Rui soared into the sky, becoming the leader of the Republic from a major, sitting in the position Yuan Shikai once sat in.

He Rui had already walked towards Duan Qirui. "Chief Duan, please sit." At this time, the orderly brought a basin of water. He Rui stopped, took a towel from the basin to wash his face, and then wrung out the towel to wipe his face and hands. Seeing Duan Qirui not sitting down, he went up to shake hands with Duan Qirui.

Looking at He Rui's somewhat red eyes, Duan Qirui asked, "Did Chairman He not sleep last night?"

"Hmm. Read documents all night. If there is any slight, please don't blame me, Chief Duan." He Rui said while inviting Duan Qirui to sit down. Then, He Rui picked up a half-smoked pack of cigarettes from the table in front of them, tapped one out, and lit it.

It was well known that Duan Qirui neither smoked nor drank. Seeing He Rui didn't offer him a cigarette, Republic National Assembly Speaker Duan Qirui didn't mind, but he didn't actively ask He Rui's purpose for inviting him either. He Rui took a puff of cigarette and said, "Chief Duan, everyone knows that you are the first artillery commander of our country and have always been known for strict governance of the army."

"You flatter me," Duan Qirui said politely. However, Duan Qirui graduated from a German military academy and returned to China in 1896, and participated in Yuan Shikai's Xiaozhan army training in the same year. At that time, Duan Qirui was in charge of 3,000 artillerymen. This was China's first modern artillery unit, and he was indeed China's first artillery commander. Hearing He Rui mention such glorious past events, he was indeed a little proud in his heart. Moreover, He Rui saying this also proved that he had no malice. He might even want to ask Duan Qirui to do something.

Sure enough, He Rui continued, "Chief Duan, recently we fought a few battles with the British Indian Army and captured many prisoners."

"Oh? The National Defense Force is indeed brave and skilled in battle," Duan Qirui replied in a tone of half-genuine, half-fake surprise. Just as he was waiting for He Rui to boast, he heard He Rui continue, "The British Indian Army is a colonial army. If they met the Beiyang Army, I'm afraid they would have lost even more miserably."

Duan Qirui smiled slightly politely. Who in the world didn't know that the current National Defense Force was born out of the Beiyang Army? He Rui saying this only meant that He Rui had not forgotten his roots.

"Chief Duan. We won too fast this time. Although the POW camp was built by working overtime, there is no one to manage the POW camp. This matter is also very urgent. After all, international organizations have requested to visit the POW camp at this time, and there is no one responsible in a hurry. I wonder if Chief Duan has any candidates?"

Duan Qirui had long heard Zhang Xiluan say that He Rui's way of doing things was comparable to an old fox in officialdom. As Duan Qirui saw, He Rui had prepared everything for the POW camp long before the war with Japan; how could he not prepare before the war started this time? Since He Rui said so, he must have a plan. Picking up the teacup and sipping slowly, Duan Qirui thought quickly and felt this was not a trap. He Rui had already mentioned that 'international organizations' wanted to visit the POW camp. Unless someone was stupid enough to abuse prisoners, what could happen?

According to Beiyang rules, those who could enter the POW camp would not be beaten or killed. If high-ranking officers were captured, they should be treated with courtesy. Presumably, He Rui meant the same. Thinking that the captured this time were British Indian POWs, Duan Qirui had a candidate in mind. Putting down the teacup, Duan Qirui said, "Chairman He, when it comes to dealing with the British a lot in Beiyang, I'm afraid it's Wu Ziyu."

Hearing Duan Qirui say this, He Rui immediately praised, "Indeed a good candidate. Why don't you ask Chief Duan to inform Wu Ziyu?"

Duan Qirui kept a straight face. "Chairman He, one does not plan for the government if not in the position. I am the Speaker of the National Assembly; how can I intervene in military affairs?"

Since Duan Qirui was so sensible, He Rui also laughed, "Chief Duan, don't misunderstand. My Beiyang brothers should be closer. It's just that there are so many domestic and foreign affairs right now that I really can't get away. If Wu Ziyu is in Beiping at this time, why doesn't Chief Duan invite Wu Ziyu for tea?"

At this time, the secretary came in and handed a document to He Rui. He Rui looked at it and said apologetically, "Thank you for the candidate recommended by Chief Duan. Please enjoy the tea."

Duan Qirui drained the teacup and replied, "Thanks for the tea, farewell."

Leaving He Rui's office, what Duan Qirui thought about was still the purpose of He Rui's move. On the surface, this was to draw closer the relationship between He Rui and the Beiyang brothers, but Duan Qirui was not sure if He Rui had other ideas. Finally, Duan Qirui decided to go to the National Archives to talk with Xu Shichang, the Director of the Archives.

In the plan to move the capital, the National Archives was the last batch. Someone even proposed in the National Assembly that a branch of the National Archives should be established in Beiping. There were too many things now, and no decision had been made yet. However, Xu Shichang would definitely stay in Beiping in the short term.

Xu Shichang was inspecting work in the Archives at this time. Hearing that Duan Qirui came, he immediately came to receive him. When the two met, Duan Qirui smelled the unique scent of a study on Xu Shichang and couldn't help sighing, "Brother Xu is truly noble and leisurely."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang was very happy. The status of Director of the National Archives indeed deserved the word 'noble and leisurely.' He laughed, "Did Brother Duan come this time to borrow documents?"

Duan Qirui didn't talk nonsense and told Xu Shichang what He Rui said. Hearing that Duan Qirui recommended the former Fengtian clique warlord Wu Peifu, and He Rui also had this intention, Xu Shichang couldn't help smiling. The Zhili clique was the branch closest to the British among Beiyang. Letting Wu Peifu manage the POW camp was very appropriate and very meaningful.

Hearing Duan Qirui mention that He Rui wanted to ask Duan Qirui to talk to Wu Peifu about this, Xu Shichang thought for a moment and replied, "Since Chairman He wants to ask Brother Duan to take action, why should Brother Duan refuse? Beiyang shares the same breath and branches; what's wrong with that?"

Seeing Duan Qirui still hesitating, Xu Shichang continued, "How about this? I'll invite Wu Ziyu and Brother Duan to have a meal at my house. Sigh... Duke Zhang doesn't want to leave Tianjin now. If we could invite Duke Zhang too, that would be best."

"What if Wu Ziyu refuses?" Duan Qirui didn't like Wu Peifu.

"Then wait for my news," Xu Shichang replied. At the same time, he felt that Duan Qirui and Wu Peifu were really alike in saving face and being petty.

In the evening, guided by Xu Shichang's family, Duan Qirui arrived at Xu Shichang's residence. Upon entering, he saw Wu Peifu sitting in the main hall. Xu Shichang had long determined that Wu Peifu could never refuse to come to dinner just because of pettiness. Seeing everyone was present, he ordered the food to be served.

Wu Peifu did feel some embarrassment. Now the Beiyang civil war had long ended. From the result, both the Zhili clique and the Fengtian clique were actually destined to be reorganized; no one could say who was smarter. It's just that the Anhui clique surrendered early and took advantage. But these were not enough for Wu Peifu to refuse Xu Shichang's invitation. Wu Peifu still understood the principle of 'never go to the Three Treasures Hall without a reason.'

Sure enough, after three rounds of wine, Duan Qirui said in a deep voice the reason for inviting Wu Peifu. Hearing that He Rui was looking for someone to manage the POW camp for the war against Britain, and Duan Qirui recommended Wu Peifu, Wu Peifu's face couldn't help changing. For the Zhili clique, nothing was more 'meaningful' than such a personnel arrangement.

Seeing Wu Peifu's expression change and showing signs of wanting to refuse, Xu Shichang slammed the table and said loudly, "Brother Ziyu, do you feel that the world has changed?"

"So what?" Wu Peifu replied with a straight face.

Xu Shichang continued, "Since Brother Ziyu can remember, has there been a male ruler reigning over the world?"

Wu Peifu was stunned. Since he could remember, those who truly reigned over the world were surprisingly not men. Since Empress Dowager Ci'an seized power, the Great Qing had only female rulers. Tongzhi grew up with difficulty but died early. When it came to Guangxu, who would really think Guangxu had real power? And Yuan Shikai bet on Cixi and abandoned Guangxu back then to have his later status.

Those men who seemed to hold great power bowed and scraped before a woman, allowing state affairs to decline day by day, eventually becoming unmanageable. Before overthrowing the Manchu Qing, Yuan Shikai couldn't be called majestic at all; he trembled in front of Empress Dowager Cixi and was cautious when facing Manchu princes.

Empress Dowager Cixi, who made Yuan Shikai bow his head and obey orders, was just a fearful and humble old woman when facing foreigners.

After Yuan Shikai became the Great President, China could hardly even maintain the surface of unification. The country soon fell apart, and military governors everywhere rose up against Yuan Shikai. Once Yuan Shikai died, the country fell into civil war even more. The three people present happened to be the heads of the nominal Beiyang center, the Anhui clique and the Fengtian clique holding actual power.

Thinking of this, Wu Peifu said in a deep voice, "Brother Xu, if Chairman He orders me to fight the British, I will go through mountains of knives and seas of fire without hesitation. But guarding the POW camp, is this wanting to see my joke?"

Duan Qirui didn't say a word. He could be sure that He Rui intended to choose Wu Peifu from the beginning; otherwise, he wouldn't have agreed immediately after hearing Duan Qirui mention it. As for Duan Qirui himself, he indeed wanted to see Wu Peifu's joke. As for what He Rui thought, Duan Qirui felt He Rui knew the relationship between the Zhili clique and the British very well.

Xu Shichang was a *Jinshi*, not a warlord. Hearing Wu Peifu acting so impulsively, he said somewhat resentfully, "Brother Ziyu, do you think China will lose?"

Wu Peifu shook his head hurriedly. "Absolutely not! The Zhili clique accepted reorganization back then only because Chairman He defeated Japan and is a hero of our China. Just as Brother Xu said, now there is finally a hero reigning over the world. What does my personal life and death matter? But I am not willing to be a mantis trying to stop a chariot and leave a bad name."

Xu Shichang wanted to facilitate this matter. Seeing Wu Peifu answer generously, he struck while the iron was hot. "The POW camp always needs a commander. Brother Ziyu, as a soldier, should naturally act according to orders. Why do you refuse to agree?"

Wu Peifu also felt that he actually had no reason to refuse, but he just didn't want to agree, so he could only remain silent.

Xu Shichang continued, "The Sino-British war is a national war. For decades, other countries have come to attack us. This time, it is our China consoling the people and punishing the wicked. Brother Ziyu, 'Those who offend the strong Han will be punished even if they are far away.' At this time when the country has use for you, don't you want to serve the country?"

Both Duan Qirui and Wu Peifu were stunned. They didn't feel this war had anything to do with them before. But hearing 'Those who offend the strong Han will be punished even if they are far away,' besides being shocked, a feeling of pride faintly floated in their hearts.

Xu Shichang actually looked down on these warlords, but Duan Qirui graduated from a German military academy, and Wu Peifu had passed the exam for *Xiucai*, so he was willing to spend his breath. He explained to the two, "Two brothers, the country fought with foreign countries before. Foreign countries only sent tens of thousands of people, and the country did its best but could not resist. The world was shaken, and the nationals were panicked. In this great war, mobilizing hundreds of thousands of troops, the capital is surprisingly calm. Haven't you two brothers thought about why this is so?"

Wu Peifu thought for a moment and asked somewhat hesitantly, "Does Brother Xu think this battle is certain to be won?"

"Whether it is certain to be won, I don't know. But in such a situation, shouldn't a good man be part of it? If Brother Ziyu feels that Britain is closer than China, say it, and we will explain it to Chairman He. If Brother Ziyu has a clear conscience, why care what others say?"

Wu Peifu pondered for a long time and finally made up his mind. He stood up and bowed deeply to Xu Shichang. "I was confused; thank you, Brother Xu, for your guidance."

Xu Shichang said politely, "It's all for the country; Brother Ziyu doesn't need to take it to heart."

Wu Peifu turned to Duan Qirui again. "Thank you, Brother Duan, for the recommendation."

Seeing Wu Peifu being so adaptable, Duan Qirui was also stunned. But he couldn't say much at this time. Duan Qirui replied, "Brother Ziyu's talent is known to all our Beiyang brothers. Since Brother Ziyu is willing to take action, I can also report to Chairman He."

Although everyone still had their own ideas, at least the following meal was eaten quite harmoniously. Wu Peifu finished eating and left first. Looking at Wu Peifu's back, Duan Qirui heard Xu Shichang say, "Brother Duan, Chairman He's magnanimity is extraordinary. Having subdued Wu Ziyu this time, I'm afraid the Fengtian clique won't dare to fuss about land distribution in the future."

Duan Qirui sighed but didn't answer. The Zhili clique was called Zhili because most of the officers came from various places in Zhili. After becoming the Beiyang Army, they all bought land in their hometown of Zhili. He Rui carried out land reform. Although it was redemption and didn't make the Zhili officers lose everything, this grudge was indeed formed.

Wu Peifu had the highest prestige in the Zhili clique. If he could be subdued this time, perhaps as Xu Shichang said, this grudge could be turned over.

Seeing He Rui's position becoming more and more stable. Although Duan Qirui lost the heart to contend with He Rui, he could still only sigh.

From the time he could remember, Duan Qirui had never seen a real emperor sit firmly on the throne. Now this supreme throne finally welcomed a hero who unified the six directions. Duan Qirui had only seen the atmosphere of a hero ascending the throne in books, but he didn't expect that the atmosphere of the country thriving described in history books turned out to be true.
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"Major General Wu, please follow me," the Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office of the National Defense University said to the student Wu Peifu.

Although Wu Peifu didn't like the rank of 'Major General,' he obediently followed the Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office out of the teaching building.

Passing through the teaching building, he heard various local accents filling the corridors where people came and went. The accents of students from the Northeast to Yunnan and Guizhou, the Northwest, Qinghai, and Tibet were even harder to understand. As the highest military academy in the Republic, 60% of the students in the National Defense University were admitted based on grades, and 40% were allocated to various provinces. Since it was a unified country, students from every province should have a quota in the National Defense University.

Inside the National Defense University, Wu Peifu also saw some familiar Zhili faces. Most of them were instructors from Zhili military academies, mainly students who had studied abroad and graduates of the Baoding Military Academy. Seeing Wu Peifu, this group of people lowered their gazes, unwilling to show closeness to Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu felt he shouldn't blame these people, but he couldn't help feeling unhappy in his heart.

This group of Zhili guys and Wu Peifu's 'Major General' rank were the two things Wu Peifu was unhappy about in the National Defense University.

He Rui's Beiyang government reorganized the Beiyang and even the military governors of various places. After unifying the country, it ordered all personnel from military lecture halls and other military academies across the country to go to the capital for training. Those who failed to arrive on time would not be registered and their status would not be recognized. The instructors of local military academies such as military lecture halls established by various warlords were indignant, and most of them expressed that they would 'starve to death, die of poverty, but would not go to the capital.'

However, after making such statements, the vast majority of these instructors still went to the capital obediently to accept reorganization. After the reorganization, a small number of instructors were directly assigned to teach at the National Defense University. Wu Peifu disliked this group of people very much, but as a surrendered general himself, he couldn't say anything about others. It was just that the unhappiness in his heart was difficult to dispel.

Following the Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office out of the teaching building, they soon arrived at the green space inside the National Defense University. There were guards at the entrance over there. As the two approached, the guards stopped them. Not long after, a person walked out from the tree-shaded road; it turned out to be the President, Zhou Yinshan. Lieutenant General Zhou Yinshan looked at Wu Peifu and greeted him, "Major General Wu."

Wu Peifu could only salute Zhou Yinshan, "President Zhou."

Zhou Yinshan didn't say much and walked away directly. The Deputy Director of the Academic Affairs Office then led Wu Peifu inside. A moment later, Wu Peifu saw He Rui inside. Wu Peifu had only met He Rui twice, but He Rui's portrait hung in the military academy, so Wu Peifu wouldn't mistake this young face.

However, when He Rui greeted, "Major General Wu, hello," Wu Peifu still felt unhappy in his heart.

In fact, Wu Peifu himself didn't care about the pile of titles added to him by the Zhili leader, Big Brother Cao Kun. These titles were not important. In the old Beiyang Army, a word from Marshal Cao Kun, 'My soldiers are Wu Ziyu's soldiers,' was enough to explain everything. With such a sentence, Wu Peifu had everything in the Zhili clique.

However, He Rui inherited the legal tradition of the Republic, naturally taking the Beiyang in the capital as the standard. The official titles and ranks granted by the Zhili clique were not recognized by the He Rui government. After the Zhili clique surrendered in 1924, the National Defense Force's recognition of Wu Peifu's military rank turned out to be the rank of 1915. In 1915, Wu Peifu was promoted to Major General Brigade Commander of the 6th Brigade. After the rise of the National Protection Movement against Yuan Shikai, Wu Peifu followed the battalion into Sichuan to suppress the Yunnan National Protection Army led by Cai E.

Wu Peifu felt this was somewhat unfair and had filed an appeal, believing that his military rank should be re-examined according to 1917. However, the personnel of the Military Affairs Department took out the order and let Wu Peifu see it personally.

The materials provided by the Military Affairs Department clearly recorded that in 1917, Sun Yat-sen formed a military government, and Duan Qirui sent Cao Kun and Zhang Huaizhi to lead troops south for a punitive expedition. Wu served as the Acting Division Commander of the 3rd Division and the Commander-in-Chief of the Frontline. In the Beiyang Army system, a division commander was a Lieutenant General. But the Military Affairs Department informed Wu Peifu that he was an acting division commander at the time, but his rank remained Major General.

Although He Rui's 'Major General Wu' made Wu Peifu unhappy, Wu Peifu tried to free himself from the unhappiness as soon as possible. He was a 50-year-old man after all; getting entangled in this matter was also very undignified.

Wu Peifu saluted He Rui, "Chairman He, subordinate Wu Peifu reporting for duty."

He Rui pointed to the stone stool by the table, and the two sat face to face. He Rui then said, "Brother Ziyu, we have won some victories on the Burmese front line recently and captured some prisoners. POW camps have been established in Burma and Kunming. I wonder if Brother Ziyu is willing to serve as the supervisor."

Wu Peifu asked immediately, "I wonder how many prisoners were captured? How many British are among them?"

He Rui shook his head. "There have been many battles recently, and the numbers change quickly. I'm not sure exactly how many prisoners there are. But hearing Brother Ziyu say this, do you think there are too few prisoners?"

Wu Peifu had already decided to accept this appointment at this time. Hearing He Rui say this, he knew he was confused by concern and his answer was irrelevant. He hurriedly organized his mood and stood up to reply, "The subordinate is willing to obey orders."

He Rui nodded and asked Wu Peifu to sit down. "Brother Ziyu, you have been in the military academy for a year; presumably you already understand the current military system. Although the Military Commission recognizes Brother Ziyu's talent very much, the POW camp also follows the military establishment. Many things have to be discussed."

Wu Peifu certainly knew the current system of the National Defense Force. Military commanders at all levels commanding battles formed a command system in the army with the Political Department and the Staff Department. Most personnel rights were in the hands of political commissars. However, the political commissar system was not a supervisory army, because political commissars themselves were also from military backgrounds, and many political commissars had excellent military qualifications.

After He Rui finished speaking, Wu Peifu stood up again and replied, "The subordinate has learned the military system of the National Defense Force and will definitely strictly abide by the rules."

"Good. Then I look forward to Major General Wu's excellent performance." He Rui also stood up after speaking. After Wu Peifu saluted, he returned the salute to Wu Peifu and left directly.

Wu Peifu looked at He Rui's back with mixed feelings. It was the young man in front of him who swept away the six directions and unified the world, and the merit of unifying the world was only an inconspicuous part of He Rui's victory. Defeating Japan with the power of a corner of the Northeast, and starting a war against the world's number one power, Britain. Even Wu Peifu couldn't help but admire. Since He Rui met Wu Peifu personally, presumably he had no malice.

The next day, Wu Peifu received the transfer order and went to the General Staff to accept the new position. The political commissar partnering with Wu Peifu was a Senior Colonel named Yu Cen. Wu Peifu didn't know Senior Colonel Yu Cen's past, but just felt that this young brother from Sichuan looked heroic between his brows, and his gestures were very powerful; he should be an outstanding soldier.

Senior Colonel Yu Cen didn't exchange many pleasantries and handed a list of personnel to Wu Peifu. Browsing the list, many names made Wu Peifu feel very wrong. These people didn't support the land reform policy very much; they only had to accept reorganization because the situation was stronger than people. He Rui picked these people out; what did he want to do?

After reading the list, Wu Peifu probed, "Commissar Yu, I wonder who formulated this list?"

"It was formulated by the General Staff. Does Major General Wu have any opinions on the people inside?"

Wu Peifu hesitated to speak, and finally shook his head. "No opinion."

"If there are no opinions, please sign, Major General Wu. We are leaving soon. These personnel are currently scattered in different units, and it takes time to gather them."

On June 21, the management team of the POW camp took a train south. Half of these people were Zhili officers of the old Beiyang Army. It was a bit awkward for everyone to meet again one year after accepting reorganization. They couldn't say anything either. Finally, one of them found a topic, "This train seems different from the previous ones."

Wu Peifu understood the feelings of his former Zhili brothers and could only follow the topic. And Wu Peifu also felt that the train he was riding was indeed different. First was the appearance; the front of the new train was quite square, completely different from the cylindrical front of the steam train. Moreover, the steam locomotive always spewed thick white smoke when starting on the platform, making the locomotive look like a monster. But the front of this train, as well as other similar locomotives Wu Peifu had seen, didn't seem to spew any smoke.

Judging from the number of carriages, this train had 12 carriages, instead of the 4 or 6 carriages of ordinary steam trains. As for speed, this train was probably at least half faster than ordinary steam trains. As a soldier, Wu Peifu also paid considerable attention to these details. If the train really carried double the personnel and was half faster, the impact on troop transport during wartime would reach an earth-shaking level.

The Zhili officers exchanged their observations but couldn't discuss anything, so Wu Peifu could only ask Senior Colonel Yu Cen. Since Wu Peifu actively asked for advice, Senior Colonel Yu Cen readily introduced the internal combustion locomotive to the accompanying officers.

The internal combustion locomotive was not driven by an internal combustion engine driving the train wheels, but by an internal combustion engine generating electricity to drive the train with electric power. Moreover, there were two types of internal combustion locomotives. The first type was like a steam engine; electricity only drove the locomotive, and the locomotive pulled a series of carriages forward. The second type was to install electric motors on the underframe of the vehicle. When moving, the power was driven by the locomotive together with these carriages.

Wu Peifu exhausted his imagination and could only have a vague outline, but still couldn't truly understand. After thinking for a while, Wu Peifu found a suitable comparison object, "Commissar Yu, which country is this train imported from?"

Yu Cen answered immediately, "This is designed by our domestic railway department and is a completely self-produced train. Currently, no country in the world has such advanced train technology."

Wu Peifu was stunned. After spending some effort to understand this sentence, he immediately felt shocked in his heart. Foreign countries didn't have the technology, completely domestically produced trains, meaning stronger than foreign countries? Amidst the shock, a thought arose in Wu Peifu's mind: Is this still China?

Hearing Yu Cen's words, the other Zhili officers looked unbelieving. However, as defeated generals, they didn't ask for a snub. Moreover, the Zhili officers had all ridden trains, and the comparison between the two was so obvious. If it was said that new technology was adopted, it should be true. It was just that the Zhili officers didn't believe that this technology was unique to China.

Yu Cen didn't boast forcefully either. As a political commissar, Yu Cen's job this time was to educate the old upper class and give foreign countries enough shock. And the higher-ups made it clear that as long as Yu Cen did this job well, Yu Cen would definitely be transferred to the unit he dreamed of to serve as Chief of Staff later.

Expectations for such a future made Yu Cen accept this task. Recalling that he went to the Kwantung Leased Territory alone to deliver the declaration of war, and led troops to sweep several foreign garrison sites in Beijing and Tianjin, Yu Cen somewhat regretted being too young at that time. If he had known that he would do these 'showy' jobs later, Yu Cen would have worked honestly in the army. At least he could have fought many more battles.

Wu Peifu and others didn't know Yu Cen's experience; at this time, they just became interested in internal combustion locomotives. At every station, they paid great attention to observation, and sure enough, they saw some old-style steam locomotives still spewing thick smoke, while internal combustion locomotives ran quietly and at high speed on the tracks. In only half the time of the past, the train arrived in Hankou from Beiping.

Everyone then got on a plane and experienced another brand-new journey amidst inner unease and excitement. Arriving at the destination Kunming, Wu Peifu calculated the time; it actually only took 4 days. Transporting dozens of people from Beiping to Kunming in 4 days, Wu Peifu felt like he had a dream.

The Zhili officers were also blank-faced at this time; they dared not believe this was true either. When the Zhili power was at its peak, it once controlled Hubei and entrenched in the three towns of Wuhan. They knew very well how much time it took them to arrive here initially. It took more than a month for the whole army to reach Hankou.

Although dozens of people moved faster, being fast to this extent was already wrong.

Looking at the expressions of the Zhili officers, Yu Cen hoped that these guys could wake up as soon as possible. In this way, Yu Cen could return to the frontline combat troops he missed day and night to fight the British as soon as possible.

"Let's go; it takes a while to get to the POW camp," Yu Cen ordered.

Soon, the group got on a truck and began to bump on the road. It took more than three hours to reach the destination finally. The Zhili officers stood behind the stunned Wu Peifu, looking at a huge POW camp built against the mountain.

In the view of the Zhili officers, such a POW camp must hold at least tens of thousands of prisoners. If it was just a thousand or so prisoners, there was no need to build it so big.

Has the number of prisoners captured by the National Defense Force already exceeded a thousand? This question popped up in the minds of all former Zhili officers.
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Wu Peifu had never been to India. A few seconds after walking into the Kunming POW camp, Major General Wu Peifu looked left and right unconsciously. He saw high walls with barbed wire on top. The soldiers on the watchtowers were all Chinese, and the soldiers around him were not only Chinese but also Zhili officers he was familiar with. These Zhili officers also had stunned expressions on their faces; Wu Peifu felt that everyone's mood should be similar to his own.

"Let's go; take a look from a high place," Senior Colonel Yu Cen said. Wu Peifu and others followed Yu Cen, passing through the main road and heading towards the high ground inside the POW camp.

Wu Peifu had seen Indians acting as running dogs for the British in the British concession. At that time, the Indian running dogs looked quite fierce. At this time, the group passed through the road in the middle of the POW camp, and the British Indian Army prisoners were getting their meals. The prisoners wore basically the same clothes as the Indian running dogs in the concession, but they looked humble and behaved submissively, facing the Chinese soldiers with very obedient behavior.

Compared with the prisoners, the number of Chinese soldiers in the POW camp was relatively small. Walking in the POW camp, although Wu Peifu was alert in his heart, he felt no threat. Walking through the passage, they went up to the high ground. Wu Peifu looked down, and the brand-new large-scale architectural complex built according to the terrain was in full view.

The highest position was arranged with the camp of the armed forces, easy to defend and difficult to attack. The barracks of the POW camp below were distinct in levels. The entire camp was well surrounded by the terrain, and the entrance leading to the outside was equipped with heavily guarded strongholds. Other places were difficult to pass and very dangerous. Barbed wire and other facilities were added, making it even harder to escape.

It was close to evening, and the sun was setting in the west. Looking down from a high position, the scenery of the Kunming mountainous area made Wu Peifu feel very good. The POW camp was orderly, and there seemed to be nearly 10,000 prisoners. Although this was a barren mountain, the people coming and going made Wu Peifu unable to feel the desolation of the wild mountains no matter what.

Just then, the street lights in the POW camp lit up one by one, which surprised Wu Peifu a little. Some of the Zhili officers around Wu Peifu exclaimed in admiration. On the watchtowers at the wall, searchlights also lit up one by one. The wall was divided into two layers. Sturdy thick square wooden stakes were erected on the ground, and a barbed wire was wound around the wooden stakes every 20 centimeters, forming a tight barbed wire fence. To climb over, one had to be prepared to have one's flesh torn open. Roads were built between the inner and outer walls, and patrol teams with fierce dogs were already patrolling there.

However, amidst the green mountains, the well-arranged neat buildings, neat roads, and orderly organization greatly diluted the solemn and fierce atmosphere, making the patrol team look like a loyal guard protecting this peaceful place.

"Commissar Yu, the capital hasn't been fully electrified yet; why does the POW camp have electricity?" a Zhili officer asked, his tone somewhat sour.

Hearing such a question, Yu Cen turned to the previous manager of the POW camp. This Lieutenant Colonel Ma looked at the Zhili officer unhappily. "We built a hydropower station here, and the electricity is provided by the hydropower station. We didn't build a power station specifically for this place."

Wu Peifu didn't like the attitude of this Zhili officer either, so he said in a gentle voice, "Lieutenant Colonel Ma, this POW camp is built really well. Lieutenant Colonel Ma's civil engineering is really amazing."

Like Yu Cen, Lieutenant Colonel Ma also didn't like working in the POW camp and just wanted to hand over the job quickly and go to the front line to fight. So he didn't hide it and told the way the POW camp was built, "These are drawings provided by the Railway Corps, and materials for construction were transported here. The hard labor in the POW camp was done by these British Indian Army prisoners, and the engineers and skilled workers of the Railway Corps were responsible for the technical work. If we want to continue expanding the scale of the POW camp or build new POW camps in the future, we can also do this."

Wu Peifu was stunned. "Did those British Indian troops not rebel at first?"

"Major General Wu wants to ask if those captured British Indian troops caused trouble, right?" Lieutenant Colonel Ma corrected cleverly.

Wu Peifu had never managed a POW camp. Hearing Lieutenant Colonel Ma say this, he realized that he didn't even know the 'terms' in the POW camp. So he followed Lieutenant Colonel Ma's words, "Are the prisoners so honest?"

"There is a trick here. The British have colonized India for more than a hundred years. After several generations, they have long felt that the British are superior people. We have to let the captured Indian prisoners see with their own eyes that the British prisoners are respectful in front of us, and let the British prisoners work, and the British prisoners work honestly. After seeing this with their own eyes, the Indian prisoners will be very honest."

Hearing this, Wu Peifu and other Zhili officers were slightly stunned, then all smiled bitterly. For Zhili officers, this was completely understandable. Seeing that the Zhili officers were obedient one by one after being captured, the Zhili soldiers had no thought of resisting the Northeast Army.

At this time, a mountain breeze blew, and everyone felt a little cold. Lieutenant Colonel Ma was used to this and laughed, "Gentlemen, let's go to the headquarters to talk."

Entering the headquarters, a Zhili officer asked, "I wonder how many British Indian troops the National Defense Force defeated to capture so many prisoners."

"Annihilated 9 regiments of the British Indian Army and captured more than 10,000 prisoners." Speaking of this, Lieutenant Colonel Ma couldn't help feeling anxious. The war was going too smoothly. Since the outbreak of the war, Britain had arrogantly engaged in 'refueling tactics' [piecemeal reinforcement]. Relying on sea transport, they transported 6 regiments in two batches, plus the British Indian Army originally stationed in Burma, a total of 9 regiments.

The National Defense Force attacked very quickly along the railway and had already solved the British garrison troops in Burma. When the British Indian Army reinforcements arrived, they retreated after engaging them. Sure enough, the British Indian Army began to pursue, was interspersed and surrounded by the National Defense Force, surrounded in field battles, and annihilated one by one.

According to Lieutenant Colonel Ma's comrades in the same batch, the fighting will of this group of British Indian troops was far inferior to the Japanese army. Mountain warfare, logistical transportation was very difficult; their equipment was slightly better than the Japanese army, but the number of artillery was far inferior to the battlefield between the Northeast Army and the Japanese army. So the battle was quite easy.

Of course, the comrades also seriously told Lieutenant Colonel Ma about the judgment of the Burma Theater on the future war. Britain would mobilize more British Indian troops to come, and later would also mobilize the Australian and New Zealand Corps and troops from the British mainland to participate in the war. The subsequent battles would be much harder.

Lieutenant Colonel Ma had participated in the Korean Campaign, engaged in hand-to-hand combat with the Japanese army many times, and fought with bayonets twice. He was not afraid of so-called danger. The comrade's description of future opponents stimulated Lieutenant Colonel Ma instead. Defeating a real British white army on the battlefield, that would be majestic! If he didn't die after the war, this would be a lifetime of glory. How could there be any reason to escape?!

Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Ma's eyes shining although his tone was indifferent when talking about the battle, the Zhili officers all thought Lieutenant Colonel Ma was deliberately pretending that nothing happened, but was actually complacent inside.

But the Zhili officers didn't think there was anything wrong with Lieutenant Colonel Ma's mood. The Zhili clique cooperated with Britain and France and knew how formidable the British army was. The British Indian Army also belonged to the British Army. The National Defense Force beat the British Army badly and captured so many prisoners. The Zhili officers were indeed secretly shocked.

Wu Peifu felt similar in his heart. With the National Defense Force being so tough, Wu Peifu even suspected that the National Defense Force might really defeat Britain greatly. It was just that Wu Peifu knew the strength of Britain and felt this idea was very outrageous. But thinking that he was also a member of the National Defense Force now, the idea that the National Defense Force couldn't win was actually outrageous.

For a moment, Wu Peifu couldn't determine his true feelings, only feeling a bit irritable. Fortunately, dinner had been served. With the refreshing smell of spices, several dishes were brought up. Brown mixed with some green paste, some vegetables mixed in were wrapped in thick paste, and it was unclear what they were. This appearance made Wu Peifu feel not very good. Looking at the officers next to him, not only did the Zhili officers frown, but the officers from the Northeast Army didn't look very good either.

Lieutenant Colonel Ma introduced, "This is food from some areas in India, Masala. Masala can also be called curry, a kind of paste made from spices in the Indian region. By the way, just treat this as Zhili's Zhajiangmian [fried sauce noodles]."

After speaking, Lieutenant Colonel Ma took a plate of spherical objects handed by the orderly. Picking one up, Lieutenant Colonel Ma said, "You can treat this as prawn crackers."

Prawn crackers, also known as jade chips, were deep-fried food that appeared in the late Qing Dynasty. The traditional production method was made from shrimp juice and starch. Prawn crackers in various places would have some differences. Some used whole potato powder instead of 10-20% starch, which could greatly improve the expansion degree of prawn crackers. Another method was made from fresh potatoes through a series of processing processes.

Hearing Lieutenant Colonel Ma's introduction, the acceptance of the Zhili officers increased immediately. Everyone followed Lieutenant Colonel Ma, poked a small hole in the deep-fried puffed ball, poured some Masala into it, and then ate the whole ball. Most people thought it was okay, not liking it very much. Instead, a large bowl of rice noodles topped with minced meat was served, and the Zhili officers ate it slurpingly, quite happily.

At night, the officers were tired and went to rest first. Lieutenant Colonel Ma was anxious to complete the handover, so he invited Wu Peifu and Yu Cen to his office and carefully handed over the affairs of the POW camp to the two.

"...Commissar Yu, one of the goals of the higher-ups is to screen the Indian soldiers in the British Indian Army and send back those oppressed Indian soldiers. Let them become a force to set off resistance against British rule in India. The Political Department has sent people here, and more personnel will come next. I think this is the key work of the POW camp."

Yu Cen was somewhat hesitant. "In the materials I saw, the Indians selected into the British Indian Army were all Indians who actively approached the British, and a considerable part of them were children of local princely states. This work is quite difficult."

Wu Peifu heard this and disapproved somewhat. In Wu Peifu's view, according to the so-called 'struggle of spirit,' the Zhili officers should fight to the death with He Rui who implemented land reform. Didn't the Zhili officers in reality eventually accept their fate?

The relationship between Indian princely states and the British was similar to that between Chinese gentry and the small landlords below. When forming a militia, small landlords would indeed exert effort under the orders of the gentry and big landlords, but they would not really risk their lives. If the princely states were so fierce, how could more than 10,000 people be captured? Based on Wu Peifu's life experience, the Indian prisoners in the POW camp were truly docile. There was absolutely no intention of fighting to the death.

But as a defeated general, Wu Peifu actually admired the fighting will of the Northeast Army. Wu Peifu felt that he was also a generous person, knowing shame and valuing righteousness. But compared with the Northeast Army, Wu Peifu had to admit that he did have a gap. The Northeast Army truly feared no death for the country, especially these officers, who truly had feelings for the family and country. The treatment of Northeast Army soldiers was indeed not bad, but Beiyang Army officers would never risk their lives for this little treatment. However, millions of officers and soldiers of the Northeast Army fought fiercely with the million-strong Japanese army for nearly a year for China's interests. Wu Peifu persisted to the end back then, really for his old superior Cao Kun who promoted him. If Wu Peifu fought for himself, he would have surrendered earlier.

Hearing that Yu Cen thought the Indian army would have the determination to fight to the death, Wu Peifu felt that Yu Cen was a bit too strong-willed.

Lieutenant Colonel Ma advised, "Commissar Yu, you dared to go to the Kwantung Leased Territory alone to deliver the letter of war, but don't think Indians are like you."

Hearing this, Wu Peifu couldn't help it anymore and asked hurriedly, "Brother Ma, please speak clearly. What did Commissar Yu go to the Kwantung Leased Territory for?"

Yu Cen didn't want to show off with these, but Lieutenant Colonel Ma was very willing to publicize for Yu Cen. The generals and officers in the Northeast Army admired Yu Cen's bravery very much. With the barbarism of the Japanese, the comrades thought that the Japanese army might kill the envoy out of shame and anger. Everyone even envied Yu Cen for having such an opportunity.

Wu Peifu listened to Lieutenant Colonel Ma recounting that Yu Cen went to the Kwantung Leased Territory Command alone and personally delivered the Northeast Army's declaration of war against Japan to the Kwantung Leased Territory Commander Kawai Misao. He couldn't help slapping the table and standing up. He wanted to praise Yu Cen's bravery, but felt it wasn't enough. Moreover, Yu Cen didn't mention at all along the way that he had done such a thing, which made him admire even more. He simply saluted Yu Cen, "Commissar Yu, I salute you. You are truly a good man!"

Yu Cen hurriedly stood up and returned the salute. "I was not alone; several comrades went with me."

Seeing Yu Cen so humble, Wu Peifu admired him even more. When the two sat down, Wu Peifu considered for a moment and finally spoke, "Commissar Yu, I am a few years older; I wonder if I can call you Brother Yu."

Yu Cen was stunned, then laughed, "I wonder what advice Brother Wu has?"

Wu Peifu said, "I am a few years older and have traveled to more places. I have seen some things and want to chat with you two brothers. Two brothers, please don't think I'm wordy."
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On the third day after Major General Wu Peifu and Political Commissar Senior Colonel Yu Cen arrived at the POW camp, Lieutenant Colonel Ma received the transfer order as he wished. Reading the content 'Report to the Myanmar Theater Command in Kunming,' Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng thought for a moment and immediately sat down to write a report.

It was already afternoon; even if he started to act immediately, he would have to wait until tomorrow to set off. Moreover, Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng had almost no luggage, so packing was very easy. The summary report was supposed to be written after arriving at the command, but writing it now and preparing for the handover tomorrow was also in time. And reporting to the command would allow the report submission time to be advanced.

The pen tip slid across the paper, sometimes fast, sometimes slow. After changing frequency a few times, it finally stopped. Lieutenant Colonel Ma looked at the comments he wrote and hesitated in his heart, '...Comrade Commissar Yu Cen has a firm stance and clear thinking, and gets started with the POW camp work very quickly. Major General Wu Peifu has a very thorough understanding of the psychology of the British Indian Army...'

Lieutenant Colonel Ma didn't think there was anything wrong with his description of Commissar Yu Cen. Since he was a 'comrade,' he was naturally a member of the Civilization Party and belonged to the same political organization. Although 'Major General Wu Peifu' was a major general recognized by the National Defense Force, Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng felt his description seemed inappropriate.

Recalling the experience of these three days, Lieutenant Colonel Ma felt that Major General Wu Peifu himself indeed had feelings for the family and country, and put forward many useful suggestions and views on management, but this person could not be called a 'comrade' yet. After deliberation, Lieutenant Colonel Ma crossed out the sentence commenting on Wu Peifu above and continued to write, 'Major General Wu Peifu comes from the old Chinese army and has a profound understanding of the composition characteristics and internal relations of the old army. Although the British Indian Army is very different from the organizational model of the old Chinese army, its internal interest relations are similar to the old Chinese army. Major General Wu Peifu can feel the similarities and differences, and has put forward many suggestions...'

After commenting on the two most important people, the rest were descriptions of routine work. Lieutenant Colonel Ma wrote like the wind, and by past 9 PM, he had finished writing several reports. Early the next morning, Lieutenant Colonel Ma gave the transfer order to Senior Colonel Yu Cen. The political commissar was in charge of personnel; Yu Cen had long known that he would take over Lieutenant Colonel Ma's work and began to prepare for the handover.

After 3 PM, Major General Wu Peifu, Director of the POW Camp Management Office, and Senior Colonel Yu Cen, Political Commissar, sent off the former director Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng and officially took over the POW camp. Lieutenant Colonel Ma hurried to the command. At this time, the war was going on, and the command operated 24 hours a day. Past 7 PM, before it got dark, Lieutenant Colonel Ma arrived at the command and submitted the order. At 10 PM that night, the procedures were basically completed, and Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng officially returned to the combat troops he missed day and night.

There were also old comrades in the command. One of them happened to be on night shift. Seeing Ma Yuteng and hearing that he had returned, he was also quite happy. The two chatted for a while, and Ma Yuteng asked if he could apply to go to the combat troops. The old comrade whispered, "Don't worry; the offensive has paused temporarily now. The troops will adjust their deployment."

"What situation did the front line encounter?" Ma Yuteng asked hurriedly.

The old comrade thought for a moment and didn't answer immediately. Ma Yuteng was worrying that his old comrade wouldn't explain, but he heard the old comrade answer, "Burma has entered the rainy season. Traffic is not smooth, and rivers over there are likely to flood due to heavy rain."

As the former director of the POW Camp Management Office, Ma Yuteng actually understood the progress of the war quite timely through interrogating prisoners, one of his daily tasks. He knew quite a lot. He thought the British army had launched a massive counterattack, but he didn't expect it to be the rainy season. Ma Yuteng was stunned, but a moment later felt it was completely reasonable.

The temperature in Burma does not change much throughout the year. The average temperature in the coldest month (January) is 20°C-25°C; the average temperature in the hottest month (April and May) is 25°C-30°C. The annual temperature range in various places is also small.

Due to the influence of the monsoon, Burma does not divide the seasons by 'spring, summer, autumn, and winter,' but divides the year into the hot season (March to mid-May), rainy season (mid-May to October), and cool season (November to February of the following year).

It was now June, and Burma had entered the rainy season. The terrain in southern Burma is relatively flat, while the mountains in the north are high and forests are dense. Although both are rainy seasons, the southern rainy season is from April to September, and the northern rainy season is from June to September. There is a difference of 2 or 3 months. The end of the rainy season is earlier in the north and later in the south, generally with a difference of only about 20 days.

Recalling this knowledge, Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng quickly judged a possibility: from now, June 24, to September 1, there are about 70 days to prepare for the 'Cool Season Operation' in Burma.

Seeing Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng's expression become calm, the old comrade advised Ma Yuteng to rest first. Ma Yuteng calmed down at this time. Not launching a large-scale war when mountain torrents might erupt at any time is basic common sense for modern armies. However, making full use of the 70-day preparation period to prepare for the subsequent large-scale war is also basic common sense for modern armies. Since there were battles for him to fight, thinking of this, Lieutenant Colonel Ma became even more calm and went to the dormitory to rest with the expectation of beating the British in the future.

The armies of the great powers in the world were not only the Republic National Defense Force. Britain as a belligerent, Japan as a semi-quasi-ally of Britain, France wanting to see Britain's joke, the Netherlands worried about chain attacks on Southeast Asian colonies, and the United States dissatisfied with the current British order. Germany, happy to see Britain suffer losses, and the Soviet Union, happy to see Britain and China at war, all knew that after this not-so-long truce, the flames of war would surely burn again with doubled intensity.

The Plum Rain season in most parts of Japan is from mid-June to mid-July. Because the weather was not suitable, the Japanese Army New Technology Training Bureau also suspended training during this month. Training Bureau Director Ishiwara Kanji finally had some time of his own.

Ishiwara originally wanted to promote the activities of the Japan Future Society at this time, but unexpectedly he was first invited by Saionji Kinmochi to provide strategic judgment to this *Genrō*, and then called to the General Staff Headquarters for strategic deduction.

Saionji had limited understanding of modern warfare, and Ishiwara could explain patiently. Facing the group of guys at the General Staff Headquarters, Ishiwara was too lazy to speak. The staff officers of the General Staff Headquarters didn't look good, but they still had to say something everyone knew clearly, "The Shina National Defense Force chose a very suitable combat time, using the two months before the rainy season to advance rapidly and seized most of the original Burma..."

Ishiwara felt that this bunch of trash in the General Staff Headquarters didn't understand strategy at all, so he simply thought about the Japan Future Society. In one year, almost all middle and lower-ranking officers of the Japanese Army participated in the new technology training. The so-called 'new technology' was the counter-operational thinking against the army tactics of the Chinese National Defense Force. As the Director of the Training Bureau, in addition to explaining this part of knowledge, Ishiwara also taught his ideas on new army tactics to middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers.

Due to the stubborn and conservative atmosphere in the Japanese army, many middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers believed that infantry squad and platoon tactics were the squad interspersed outflanking tactics adopted by Japan in the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War. After being criticized by Ishiwara, quite a few middle and lower-ranking Japanese officers were actually unconvinced. It was only because of the strict hierarchy in the Japanese army that they did not refute directly.

But who was Ishiwara? A guy considered a thorn since his youth military academy days, how could he not see through the thoughts of this group of guys. So Ishiwara organized targeted exercises and used the infantry squad and platoon tactics of the Chinese army learned in the war to severely teach those elm wood heads in the Japanese army.

Although most of these elm wood heads failed to truly master infantry squad and platoon tactics, at least after failing completely many times, they had to understand that tremendous changes had occurred in infantry tactics, and the Japanese army was defeated by such changes. This gained Ishiwara Kanji great prestige among middle and lower-ranking officers.

Ishiwara didn't care about such fame; what he cared about was that after training, young officers willing to reform were found in various troops. Although the Japanese government did its best to alleviate Japan's economic destitution, and the Japanese army also tried to improve combat effectiveness by promoting new military technologies, none of these could save Japan.

The young officers who newly joined the Japan Future Society might not have fully learned the new army tactics, but they all fully felt the pain brought by economic destitution. Urban workers were unemployed in large numbers, rural land rents increased, and the interest rates of usurers also increased. However, to maintain production operations, or just to maintain grain for subsistence, the poor had to borrow. To borrow, they had to mortgage their last property. Some officers' sisters were sold to brothels, and even to brothels in Nanyang.

Since Japan did not cede territory or pay indemnities after the Sino-Japanese armistice, such a tragic situation was definitely not caused by China's exploitation. The painful young officers had the same thought: there must be bad people in Japan, and it was these bad people who caused the current economic misery.

Some forces already wanted to use this idea. To win over precious young officers, the Future Society also did its best to educate young officers, trying to make them understand the status quo of Japan. Such a tug-of-war was going on in secret. For the victory of the next restoration, many members of the Japan Future Society did not hesitate to expose themselves and went to the Imperial Way Faction to propagate and explain the reasons leading to the current situation.

The complete severance of Sino-Japanese trade made Japan lose a huge market. To make up for the purchasing power of this market, Japan must obtain more sales shares in other countries' markets. The simplest way to grab the market is undoubtedly price reduction competition.

However, the severance of Sino-Japanese trade not only made Japan lose China's market share but also lost China as a source of raw materials. The price of overseas raw material transportation increased rapidly due to the increase in transportation distance. The increase in overseas raw material prices increased the cost of goods, making it impossible for Japanese exporters to sell at reduced prices.

Whether it was Future Society members who wanted restoration or those who considered themselves Imperial Way Faction, after hearing such an explanation, they indeed increased their understanding of the current economic status quo.

Some people also asked why this problem could not be alleviated by increasing Japan's domestic raw material output. Members of the Future Society told these people, "Increasing output requires increasing input, and production increase cannot be completed in a short time. Moreover, Japan's domestic raw material output is limited; even increasing production will not play a greater role."

People who understood this suddenly realized that Japan's previous unwritten national policy was indeed correct. A considerable number of people believed that if the He Rui government could be defeated and China returned to its previous status, Japan's problems could be solved.

However, less than two years after the end of the Sino-Japanese War, those people also knew that with China restoring complete sovereignty and rebuilding a reliable national defense system, such an opportunity had been lost.

But...

"Ishiwara-kun." Someone called Ishiwara Kanji. Ishiwara Kanji woke up from his contemplation and looked up; it turned out to be the current Chief of General Staff.

Ishiwara Kanji responded immediately, "Your Excellency, what are your instructions?"
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It was generally believed in the Japanese army that behind Ishiwara's baby face lay excellent strategic thinking. So everyone thought Ishiwara should have his own judgment on the situation and ideas on how to deal with Japan's current crisis.

In this tormented situation, the officers attending the General Staff meeting looked uncalm due to the torture they suffered in their hearts. Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo, the current Chief of General Staff, saw a humble and calm look on Ishiwara's baby face, which Kanaya Hanzo felt was more like mockery.

Suppressing his unhappiness, Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo asked, "Ishiwara-kun, the British Military Delegation will arrive at the General Staff Headquarters soon to attend this meeting. The British Military Delegation specifically invited you, Nagata-kun, and Okamura-kun to attend this meeting. I expect the three of you to speak freely to the British Military Delegation."

Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Kanaya originally thought that Ishiwara would express some objection after hearing this, or show the rebelliousness characteristic of a thorn. Unexpectedly, Ishiwara Kanji bowed respectfully after hearing it, "Yes."

A feeling of uneasiness filled Lieutenant General Kanaya's heart, but facing Ishiwara's obedience, he couldn't do anything at this time. Among the Three Chiefs of the Army, except for the Inspector General of Military Training who could not directly punish active generals, the Minister of War and the Chief of General Staff both held command power. Even a war hero like Ishiwara Kanji could be reprimanded by the Chief of General Staff. However, that required Ishiwara Kanji to have indeed done something that must be punished.

Staring at Ishiwara for a moment, Kanaya turned to Nagata Tetsuzan and Okamura Yasuji. "Nagata-kun, Okamura-kun, please be prepared."

Hearing the order, both of them bowed and answered like Ishiwara, "Yes."

Nagata was considered the future leader of the Army, while Okamura was highly evaluated for his rigorous staff character. Kanaya was very assured about these two, but Kanaya also had expectations for Ishiwara Kanji. Among the 'Twin Walls' of the young generation of the Japanese Army, everyone had a higher evaluation of Nagata, but privately implicitly believed that Ishiwara's strategy and tactics might be slightly better.

Other officers remained silent. Although the Army indeed recognized the performance of these three in the Sino-Japanese War, the British specifically inviting them indeed made the officers feel somewhat slighted.

The British Military Delegation didn't think about such issues. What they cared about was the strength shown by these three in the war against the Chinese army. Nagata Tetsuzan's calm and steady command, Ishiwara Kanji's excellent performance in tactics, and Okamura Yasuji's solid staff operations were all very valuable for the British to learn from.

Led by Lieutenant General Hamilton, the British Military Delegation walked into the conference room. At this time, the Japanese officers had moved to one side, leaving the other side for the British officers.

After a simple mutual introduction, Lieutenant General Hamilton first ordered a lieutenant colonel to introduce the recent war situation to the Japanese side. Japan paid close attention to the Sino-British war. Due to the traditional relationship between Britain and Japan, the Japanese army sent a military observation group early on. Every day, the Japanese Army and Navy studied the latest war reports.

"...The Chinese army's raid has been stopped by our army 100 kilometers north of Yangon. Now, our army has built a solid defensive position and is ready to launch a counterattack."

After the British lieutenant colonel finished introducing the war situation, he looked at Lieutenant General Hamilton. Seeing the Lieutenant General nod slightly, he sat back in his seat.

The Japanese generals looked at each other. Nagata saw Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo looking at him, but did not speak first; instead, he looked at Ishiwara Kanji. The meaning was very clear: let Ishiwara speak first. Because Nagata had already attended two meetings convened by the Prime Minister, detailing his views to the Prime Minister and several cabinet ministers present at the meeting. It was inappropriate for him to speak first at this time.

Seeing Chief of General Staff Kanaya nodding slightly to him, Ishiwara stood up and greeted the British Military Delegation. After sitting back in his seat, he said, "May I ask if your government has considered expanding the scope of the war beyond Burma?"

Lieutenant General Hamilton felt this question was sharp and could only reply, "We haven't received any notification in this regard for the time being."

Hearing this dialogue, Nagata felt that Ishiwara raised a very good question. If Britain only prepared to fight China in Burma, it meant that Britain was not prepared to expand the scale of the war to the level of a national war. In other words, Britain was not prepared to fight a war of European War level, at least there was absolutely no such consideration at this stage.

Ishiwara continued to ask, "For the troops lost by your country's army, after engaging the enemy, what was the longest time they held out?"

Lieutenant General Hamilton felt somewhat unhappy in his heart, but thinking that the elite 30,000 Kwantung Army of Japan didn't last for three days with a good defense system, while the British troops annihilated were regimental-level combat units, his mood was somewhat cushioned. However, Lieutenant General Hamilton did not answer but asked his adjutant this question. The adjutant thought for a moment and replied, "The longest lasted less than 48 hours."

Ishiwara looked serious. He thought for a moment and continued to ask, "According to your army's description just now, the Chinese army adopted a rapid offensive when they first broke through the border line, but the advance has obviously slowed down in the last half month or so, right?"

Lieutenant General Hamilton did not answer this question but asked, "Your Excellency Ishiwara, I heard that you are an excellent tactician. I also heard that you consider yourself a student of General He Rui. Based on your understanding of General He Rui, what does this mean?"

Whether British Military Delegation members or Japanese officers, they all looked at Ishiwara. Everyone wanted to analyze something from such a simple war situation, but none could reach a convincing conclusion. So everyone wanted to hear Ishiwara's opinion, especially now that Lieutenant General Hamilton frankly raised the relationship between Ishiwara and He Rui.

Ishiwara never hid his academic relationship with He Rui. "Your Excellency, let me clarify. In terms of geopolitics and political economy, I am indeed He-kun's student. He-kun is very excellent in military science, but his ability in political science is obviously more outstanding. Therefore, I understand this war from the perspective of geopolitics."

In Europe, soldiers would naturally talk about politics. But politically, the army should be isolated from politics. So Ishiwara's frank admission that he was He Rui's student in political science was already a bit 'too frank.' As for understanding war through geopolitics, it even made the participating British Military Delegation feel at a loss.

The Japanese General Staff Headquarters did not feel this way. Although Japan learned from Europe in military science, the Navy was the apprentice of Britain. The Japanese Army learned from Germany, and Japanese officers remembered the sentence 'War is the continuation of politics' from the works of German military science masters.

As for "Sun Tzu's Art of War": 'War is a matter of vital importance to the State; the province of life or death; the road to survival or ruin. It is mandatory that it be thoroughly studied.' Generals could recite this passage.

Ignoring the astonishment of the British officers, Ishiwara continued, "The Chinese army knows the purpose of this war very well. Before the war broke out, they did their best to avoid other possibilities and limited the Sino-British war to the scope of colonies. I don't know if the British side set the war to break out in the colonies at the beginning, but judging from the results, the Chinese army launched a prepared war in the area they expected."

The British Military Delegation was somewhat surprised. They regarded the Chinese army as a strong enemy and indeed prepared for the possibility of the Chinese army attacking Burma. So far, Britain believed that the Chinese army attacking Burma was the former suzerain reclaiming the former vassal state, and did not elevate it to a strategic level.

As an old colonial country, Britain had experienced too much in seizing colonies, losing colonies, and exchanging colonies in the past few hundred years. It even encountered colonies breaking away from Britain through wars of independence. Ishiwara raising the pattern of this war to a strategic height made the British Military Delegation feel that Ishiwara might be over-interpreting.

Seeing the change in the British expressions, Ishiwara's expression became serious. Japan once thought He Rui's war concept was limited to the war itself, so it suffered a big loss. Now the British reaction was the same, still looking at the war itself through war. Under different perspectives of war patterns, the British would probably also be eaten dry and wiped clean by He Rui.

In Ishiwara's strategic assessment, if Britain lost to China, it would be of great help to launching the Japanese revolution. So Ishiwara prepared to reveal his views on the war completely. Because the war had already started according to He Rui's setting, even if the British realized their mistake now, they probably wouldn't have a chance to turn the tables. For Ishiwara, such a narration could also help him get rid of a lot of suspicion.

So Ishiwara said seriously, "Gentlemen, for soldiers, war is more about war. But for politicians, war is the continuation of politics. He-kun is a civilized person; his purpose in starting the war is to serve economic and political goals. Even from the perspective of war itself, it is easy to start a war, but very difficult to end a war. Let's look at it from the perspective of ending the war..."

Hearing this, the expressions of all Japanese officers became serious. Ishiwara's words evoked everyone's memories. From the beginning to the end of the Sino-Japanese War, its progress was completely under He Rui's control. The Great Kanto Earthquake only advanced the time of the Sino-Japanese armistice and did not change the outcome of the Sino-Japanese War.

Ishiwara did not talk about the Sino-Japanese War but continued to discuss around the ongoing Sino-British War. "Britain no longer has the ability to pay the price of 500,000 deaths and millions of injuries for a war. He-kun knows this very well. You think the British army stopped the Chinese army's attack 100 kilometers north of Burma [Yangon]. I personally guess that the troops stopping the Chinese army's attack are the British Indian Army, not the army composed of white British people. Annihilating a large number of British Indian troops before was to create military pressure and cause Britain to distrust the combat effectiveness of the British Indian Army. I guess the pressure on this defense line is very high now. Based on Britain's distrust of the combat effectiveness of the British Indian Army, Britain will mobilize the army composed of white British people to fight in Burma. Once a large-scale pure white army enters Burma, they will inevitably be fiercely attacked by the Chinese army immediately. Since the British army's tolerance for the loss of white troops is not high, He-kun only needs to let the loss of British white troops reach such a scale to end the war."

Hearing this, many people in the British Military Delegation began to think that Ishiwara Kanji might be a madman. Because Ishiwara Kanji's analysis sounded like strange arguments only a madman would say.

From the perspective of military science, breaking the weak part of the enemy army is the most effective choice. The combat effectiveness of the army composed of white British people is far above that of the British Indian Army. Striking the British Indian Army to create pressure in order to fight the strongest white British army—this is an idea only a madman would have.

Lieutenant General Hamilton, head of the British Military Delegation, felt that Ishiwara Kanji's view made some sense. But he originally understood that Ishiwara Kanji was a tactical expert, and this trip was to ask Ishiwara Kanji for his views on the infantry tactics of the Republic National Defense Force. In previous engagements, the British Indian Army acted in regimental units and was quickly and easily annihilated by the Chinese army. If no countermeasures were found, the British army could only conduct military operations in units of several regiments. With the strength of the British Indian Army, military operations of division-level combat units would become extremely slow.

But Lieutenant General Hamilton still waited politely for a moment to see if anyone raised questions about Ishiwara Kanji's view. There was a small commotion in the conference room, but no one discussed. Even the Japanese officers were confused after hearing Ishiwara's description. Because this indeed exceeded common sense of war.

Ishiwara was not interested in continuing the discussion either. He added, "After the European War, Britain's ability to bear war losses has greatly decreased. He-kun is seizing this weakness to conduct continuous strikes, the purpose of which is to force Britain to accept He-kun's conditions for ending the war. Because the current Britain can find no other country capable of supporting Britain except Japan, a quasi-ally with a long history of friendly cooperation."

The faces of more British officers became ugly. Although Ishiwara Kanji's analysis of the Chinese army was very unconstrained, his analysis of the relationship between Britain and various countries at this time hit the nail on the head. The officers who previously thought Ishiwara Kanji was a bit crazy began to feel confused about this guy Ishiwara Kanji. If Ishiwara Kanji was crazy, wouldn't he also be able to make very rational and realistic judgments?

Japanese Army Chief of General Staff Kanaya Hanzo saw that the emotions of the British delegation were a bit chaotic, so he considerately proposed, "Let's take a break first."

This suggestion was quickly approved, and officers from both sides left to rest. Ishiwara Kanji still sat in his seat without moving. When Nagata and others left, he threw a cigarette to Ishiwara, "Ishiwara, I agree with your view very much."

Ishiwara didn't answer, just quietly lit the cigarette and smoked. Nagata thought Ishiwara was unhappy about being excluded, so he said, "After the meeting ends today, let's go drinking together, the three of us."

Unlike what Nagata thought, Ishiwara nodded readily, "Okay." Neither his expression nor his tone showed any sign of unhappiness.

Fifteen minutes later, the Japanese officers returned to the conference room after the break. But the British Military Delegation did not come in. The Japanese officers waited quietly for ten minutes, but the British Military Delegation still did not appear. Now the Japanese officers finally couldn't help but start discussing in low voices.

Some felt that Ishiwara's analysis angered the British Military Delegation, and others felt that even if that was the case, it was too rude for the British Military Delegation not to attend on time.

At this time, Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo's adjutant came in from outside and whispered a few words in the Lieutenant General's ear. Lieutenant General Kanaya was stunned, looked at Ishiwara with surprised eyes, and stood up to follow the adjutant away in a hurry. This made other officers feel even more surprised.

Another ten minutes later, with a sound of footsteps, Lieutenant General Kanaya led a group of British Military Delegation members back to the conference room. British Delegation Head Lieutenant General Hamilton did not sit down immediately. He said to Ishiwara, "General Ishiwara, please allow me to apologize for the impoliteness of some of my subordinates just now. We just received a telegram. About 20,000 ANZAC troops arrived in Yangon and were surrounded by the Chinese army on their way to the front line. The two sides have entered fierce fighting. General Ishiwara, I would like to ask you, is the Chinese army launching an attack specifically against the ANZAC troops?"

The Japanese officers' eyes widened because of this news. However, Ishiwara was known as one of the 'Pair of Jade in the Army' alongside Nagata after all, so everyone could accept Ishiwara Kanji's precise judgment. Looking at the expressions of the British Military Delegation opposite, most people had incredulous looks on their faces.

Ishiwara stood up and answered decisively, "Your Excellency, the Chinese army launched the attack entirely against the white British troops. Moreover, only ANZAC troops have been put into the war at this stage, so some situations are not yet obvious. When the Canadian troops and the troops from the British mainland arrive on the battlefield, you will find that the Chinese army can not only clearly distinguish various troops but also launch targeted strikes against troops from different regions according to their political needs. And these targeted military strikes can often have a great impact on the British political circle's consideration of this war."
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The meeting between the Japanese Army General Staff Headquarters and the British Military Delegation ended. Ishiwara had no intention of staying to chat, so he stood up and walked out. Lieutenant General Hamilton had just asked Chief of General Staff Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzo for a completed copy of the meeting minutes when he saw Ishiwara walking straight out. He hurriedly called out, "General, please wait."

Ishiwara stopped and turned to General Hamilton. He heard General Hamilton ask, "General, do you think China has absolutely no intention of seizing colonies from Britain when formulating its strategy?"

Ishiwara answered decisively, "Absolutely not. But if Britain is defeated, before returning the colonies, China will very likely demand that Britain recognize their right to free trade in the controlled areas."

Faced with such a clear and decisive answer, the 'further questions' Lieutenant General Hamilton had prepared were completely useless. He looked at Ishiwara awkwardly for a moment and could only say, "Thank you."

Ishiwara bowed slightly, then continued to walk out. Exiting the gate of the General Staff Headquarters, the door of a car parked at the entrance opened. Okamura came out and waved to Ishiwara. Ishiwara didn't say much and got into the car.

Nagata had left the conference room earlier than Ishiwara and was already sitting in the car. After Ishiwara and Okamura sat firmly, he ordered the driver, "Go to Niyō-tei." Then he turned to Ishiwara, "Ishiwara-kun, in just over a year, your views on strategy have become deeper."

Ishiwara smiled bitterly. "But this cannot change the previous situation." This remark referred to the war between the Northeast and Japan, which was also a sad matter for the three generals in the car. The three people in the car recalled some things individually and didn't speak along the way.

The car stopped at the entrance of Niyō-tei. Seeing the three, the waiter hurriedly led them in and arranged a quiet seat very suitable for chatting. After taking his seat, Nagata said, "Ishiwara-kun, some things before were just because of our political disagreements. But I have always highly respected Ishiwara-kun's strategic ability."

Since Nagata adopted such a posture, Ishiwara replied calmly, "Nagata-kun, I know."

"Ishiwara-kun, the British Military Delegation is part of the British delegation this time. Britain has sent a considerable delegation to visit Japan. What Ishiwara-kun said today will definitely have a great impact on the British delegation."

Ishiwara teased, "It seems Nagata-kun is worried that those British people will suspect that Japan does not want to ally with Britain again after listening to my words."

Nagata looked calm and didn't take this seriously at all. He certainly knew Ishiwara was pro-China, but there had always been pro-China factions in Japan; one more Ishiwara was not many, one less Ishiwara was not few. The most important thing at this time was Japan's future. If being pro-China could really help Japan, being pro-China was not a problem.

Okamura Yasuji was not so firm in his heart. He asked, "Ishiwara-kun, if the outcome of the Sino-British war is already doomed, can't Japan gain benefits from it?"

Ishiwara replied, "Since Nagata-kun said a large diplomatic team came, the Foreign Minister should be negotiating the price of rebuilding the alliance with Britain at this time. Okamura-kun, what was the core of the last Anglo-Japanese Alliance? Presumably, Okamura-kun should be very clear. I don't think Britain can provide conditions that truly help Japan."

Okamura was silent. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance Treaty was signed three times in total, and the first time was actually the most important.

The first alliance treaty was signed in London on January 30, 1902. The treaty had a total of six articles, with two core contents. Article 1 was to strike at Russia's expansion in China and Korea. Article 2 was that if one ally fought with two or more other countries, the other ally should provide military assistance and must also consult with the ally when making peace.

These two articles drew the bottom line, allowing the Anglo-Japanese Alliance to determine the common enemy and the bottom-line military alliance obligations of both parties.

Nagata knew that Okamura's strategic ability was worse than Ishiwara's. From Okamura's words just now, it could be heard that Okamura actually failed to fully read the basis of these two alliance treaties, so he explained a little, "Okamura-kun, China can indeed be regarded as the enemy of both Britain and Japan at present. However, where has China expanded?"

Okamura almost said 'Burma,' but he immediately felt that what Nagata wanted to say was definitely not Burma, so Okamura was silent for a moment and said, "Please enlighten me, Nagata-kun."

"The purpose of He-kun launching this war is to make countries accept China's diplomatic principles. The Chinese government will never recognize the interests seized from China by various countries through war. But China is not prepared to change the surrounding spheres of influence. In other words, what China wants is the integrity of sovereignty and the legal recognition of various countries. If countries recognize He-kun's regime on the basis of such principles, there will be no loss to any country. If He-kun's diplomatic principles are regarded as China's outward expansion, and we want to stop China's expansion, what kind of military action should we take?"

Listening to Nagata's analysis, Okamura deduced along this logic and quickly reached a conclusion. If one wanted to thwart China's 'expansion,' one could only attack the Chinese mainland.

And Nagata continued, "This is what Britain hopes the Empire will do."

Just as he said this, the kitchen of the French restaurant Niyō-tei had already served the dishes. Waiters wearing suit vests and bow ties brought the dishes to the table of three on trays. Ishiwara was not polite either; he picked up the knife and fork and began to eat. After meeting for almost a whole day, Ishiwara was really hungry.

Eating until he no longer felt hungry, Ishiwara asked, "Nagata-kun, you are highly regarded by the higher-ups. I wonder how high the Prime Minister's acceptance of the British proposal is?"

After attending the cabinet meeting, Nagata was very disdainful of the higher-ups' thoughts and couldn't help sighing, "Ishiwara-kun, the Prime Minister's understanding of strategy is below yours."

Ishiwara was tearing off a small piece of bread at this time, dipping it in the soup of Bouillabaisse, and putting it into his mouth. Hearing Nagata complain like this, Ishiwara Kanji could probably guess what the current Prime Minister thought, nothing more than how to use the current situation to seek benefits. Ishiwara was not surprised. The current Japan was either such muddled fools who were actually passive but thought they could seize the opportunity, or arrogant people who were short-sighted and self-righteous because of limited knowledge. It was precisely because such insects were entrenched in positions of power that a new path could not be taken.

Swallowing the bread, Ishiwara sighed, "In Japan, the people who truly understand strategy are all in this Niyō-tei."

Okamura felt Ishiwara's words were too full. But at least Ishiwara didn't brag that he was the only one who understood strategy, and Ishiwara was indeed qualified to brag like this. However, Okamura inevitably had some lucky expectations in his heart, so he asked, "Is France not worried that China will take action against them?"

Nagata shook his head. "If China embarks on a strategy of fighting for colonies, to use a Chinese saying, pick the soft persimmon to pinch. At this time, China should attack Indochina first. I believe China must have conducted a large number of secret negotiations with France now."

Seeing Nagata looking at him when answering Okamura's question, Ishiwara sneered, "No need for secret negotiations. France can understand China's intentions seeing China send troops to Burma. China has long stated their diplomatic principles very clearly, and France must be able to understand the essentials. Countries do not actively establish diplomatic relations with China at present, just temporarily waiting and seeing. Once Britain is defeated, countries will take action."

Although Okamura admitted his strategic level was inferior to Ishiwara, he was not very convinced because his temper did not match Ishiwara's. Seeing Nagata also had the same opinion at this time, he could only admit that Britain might indeed lose the war. Thinking that the world's number one power was actually strong on the outside but weak on the inside, Okamura sighed and continued to bury his head in eating, wanting to use gourmet food to dispel the unhappiness in his heart.

Nagata took a sip of white wine to calm his mood. Unlike Ishiwara, who was kicked to the Army New Technology Training Bureau, a department with no real power, as the Director of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, Nagata could get the latest news from home and abroad immediately.

As far as Nagata knew, the British side believed until now that the Burma region of British India suffered a sneak attack by the Chinese army, which led to a somewhat passive situation. The British had seen the Sino-Japanese War and the suicide attack aircraft of the Chinese Air Force, and did not underestimate the Chinese army. So they were gathering troops, preparing for a counterattack after the rainy season.

If he hadn't experienced the war with China, Nagata Tetsuzan would have thought this was a response completely in line with common sense. But Nagata had experienced the war with China, the same unexpected surprise attack, the same offensive that seemingly had to pause. If the future trend was like the Sino-Japanese War, the British would counterattack next, suffer heavy losses, and finally be consumed to the point of having to stop the war.

However, the Japanese Army high-level officials and the Japanese high-level officials who had suffered big losses did not think so. Nagata had to remind these guys that He Rui challenged the thriving Japan after the European War at the end of 1922. At that time, He Rui only had a corner of China and a population of 30 million. No one could imagine that the Northeast Government would take the initiative to attack and win. Now He Rui had unified China and controlled a population of 480 million on 11 million square kilometers. This was already a terrifying force.

As a Japanese military attaché, Nagata stayed in Europe for a long time. He remembered Hegel saying that the only lesson humans learn from history is that humans never learn lessons. But the Japanese fools saw Britain as the world hegemon from birth, so they stubbornly believed that Britain was the world's number one power, the world hegemon dominating the current Versailles system, and it would be China, not Britain, that would be consumed to the point of being unable to continue first.

Since he couldn't communicate effectively with these insects, Nagata decided to exchange views with a true strategist. He put down his wine glass and asked, "Ishiwara-kun, I think after the Sino-British peace talks, the two countries will fully restore trade relations. But Britain will not make restoring Sino-Japanese trade a prerequisite for establishing diplomatic relations with China."

"I think so too." Ishiwara nodded in agreement.

Okamura's heart tightened. The biggest problem Japan faced now was the economic recession caused by the interruption of Sino-Japanese trade. If Sino-Japanese trade continued normally at this time, Japan could comfortably watch these two countries fight a dog-eat-dog war while selling goods to both countries.

Thinking of this, Okamura remembered the rumors among the Japanese upper echelon: whoever can restore Sino-Japanese trade can become the Prime Minister. Did Nagata's goal not only be to become the leader of the Army but also want to obtain the status of Prime Minister?

Just thinking of this, he heard Nagata continue, "To be able to bind with Britain, the Empire needs to restore the alliance relationship with Britain."

Okamura was stunned. Britain might be defeated. If Japan joined the British side, it would also be defeated. Nagata would never deliberately join the defeated side. If a reason had to be found, there was only one reasonable explanation left. Nagata deliberately joined the losing side to restore Sino-Japanese trade. So that after the armistice, he could request the restoration of normal trade with China together with Britain.

Okamura dared not be sure if his idea was correct. He just felt that if this concept was true, it would be too crazy.

Unlike Okamura, Ishiwara did not feel surprised. He finished the last mouthful of rice on the plate, calmly picked up the kettle to pour water for himself, drank a mouthful of water, and then replied comfortably, "Using the method of allying with Britain to obtain British support, and then restoring Sino-Japanese trade by binding with Britain, this is also a way. But I think the best way is to actively accept He-kun's suggestion, jointly build a Sino-Japanese Free Trade Zone, and realize a customs union. Only this can allow Japan to obtain the greatest benefits."

Nagata shook his head. "If we do this, the army will lose influence. There are four kinds of political power in Japanese history: bureaucratic power, money power, people's power [democracy/human rights], and military power. In the Meiji period, bureaucratic power prevailed. In the Taisho era, money power gradually overwhelmed bureaucratic power, and at the same time, the struggle between money power and people's power also intensified. To both suppress money power and appropriately protect people's power, bureaucratic power cannot shoulder such a mission. With the rise of party politics, the focus of ordinary people is no longer limited to the economy but has expanded to the political field. Influenced by the Soviet Union and China, the choice of ordinary people is tending towards violent revolution. At such a time, only by strengthening military power can Japan be maintained."

Listening to the discussion of the two top strategists in the Army, Okamura could understand their strategic judgments but couldn't interject at all. Okamura knew very well that this was the result of the gap in vision. His ability could solve practical problems very well, but he could not make strategic judgments.

However, regarding the strategic judgments of the two just now, Okamura firmly supported Nagata's view. Although he initially felt Nagata's strategic thinking was indeed radical. But after the conversation between the two, Okamura understood Nagata's thinking.

Restore the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, obtain a large amount of support from Britain, and use this support to rebuild the Army as the cornerstone for stabilizing Japanese society. Afterwards, even if Britain is defeated, as long as He Rui's goal is to join the current world order with complete sovereignty, Britain has no reason to refuse making the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade one of the negotiation conditions.

Of course, Ishiwara's view was not without merit. At the moment when the Sino-British war started, accepting the establishment of a Sino-Japanese Free Trade Zone and establishing a customs union, China had no reason to refuse either. But this meant Japan had to be deeply bound with China.

Between Britain and China, Okamura would choose Britain. Moreover, due to the Sino-Japanese War, Japan was currently full of hostility towards China. Even with huge efforts, this hostility might not be resolved. And this hostility was a tool that could be easily used. If he didn't use this tool, he would only let other forces master this tool. Politically, this was an extremely stupid and unwise choice.

Ishiwara gave up the plan to persuade Nagata. Even if Nagata had the smartest brain in the Japanese Army, as the core of Japanese power, Nagata had been bound and corrupted by power. Even if he had seen the road to the future, Nagata still unconsciously rejected the correct choice.

This couldn't be blamed on Nagata either. Because Japan's rebirth must be built on the destruction of old power. A person can sacrifice himself, but will not destroy himself.

So Ishiwara nodded. "If Nagata-kun has made a decision, please go on with your efforts, Nagata-kun. Thank you for your hospitality, Nagata-kun. Farewell."

After speaking, Ishiwara stood up and walked towards the gate. Watching Ishiwara's back, Nagata sighed slightly. He had always wanted to pull Ishiwara to his side, but judging from the current result, Ishiwara still stubbornly walked the path he chose. He had no intention of changing at all. This made Nagata feel regretful; such a smart person constantly lost opportunities to gain power because of personal stubbornness. It was really a waste of such precious intelligence.
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On the third day after meeting the British Military Delegation, Ishiwara was teaching newly joined members of the Future Society in the New Technology Training Bureau. To liberate Japan, one must liberate the thinking of Japan. These young soldiers all shared the same philosophy as the Future Society: the Japanese people are one of the important components of Japan. Japan's restoration must elevate the status of the people to their due position.

Halfway through the lecture, a Future Society cadre responsible for guarding outside knocked on the door, and everyone in the room quieted down. The classroom door was pushed open. Besides the two cadres guarding the door, Ishiwara's adjutant, Captain Kurita, was standing outside. When Ishiwara went to the corridor, Captain Kurita immediately reported, "Your Excellency, the adjutant of the Minister of War called, asking Your Excellency to go to the Minister of War's office tomorrow morning."

Early the next morning, Ishiwara appeared in front of the Minister of War, General Terauchi Hisaichi. General Terauchi asked, "Ishiwara-kun, Britain has invited the Japanese Ministry of War and Ministry of Navy to send an officer delegation to visit Britain, and they specifically invited you."

Ishiwara was stunned. He was basically certain that Britain would be defeated and didn't pay much attention to Britain at this time. The Japan Future Society was entering a new stage of internal change. Originally, the Future Society mainly recruited members in the army, but now it had to recruit members among the people. At this time, Ishiwara didn't want to leave Japan at all.

So after thinking for a moment, Ishiwara replied, "I am grateful for the attention from the British side, but I may not be suitable to go to Britain."

General Terauchi Hisaichi couldn't figure out what trick Ishiwara was playing, so he asked, "Why?"

"I really want to cause more trouble for the Chinese army, so once the British army asks me about tactics, I will definitely do my best to help. However, the British side only wants to communicate with me and does not hope that I will influence the British Army. And I am very likely to have a rift with them because of this. For the honor of the Japanese Army, I do not want to go to Britain."

After sincerely explaining his reasons, Ishiwara looked at General Terauchi Hisaichi seriously, waiting for General Terauchi to speak quickly. He saw astonishment and some unhappiness in General Terauchi's expression. This was exactly what Ishiwara expected. Next, waiting for General Terauchi to say, 'Go down and wait for news,' Ishiwara would be free of such trouble.

However, General Terauchi's expression changed from initial unhappiness to contemplation, and he continued to be silent. This made Ishiwara feel that something was wrong. Ishiwara was very puzzled; did he defeat his own purpose?

General Terauchi also felt puzzled in his heart at this time. Such a thorn as Ishiwara had actually matured at this time. Based on General Terauchi's understanding of Ishiwara, what Ishiwara just said was very likely to happen. More importantly, General Terauchi was originally hesitant about whether to send Ishiwara to visit Britain. Calling Ishiwara here this time was to see this thorn and strengthen his determination not to let Ishiwara go. But Ishiwara's answer increased General Terauchi's hesitation instead, because what Ishiwara worried about was exactly what General Terauchi hadn't considered before: the British didn't sincerely rely on Japan.

Finally, General Terauchi said, "Go back and wait for notification." Then he ended the meeting.

After Ishiwara saluted and left, General Terauchi stood up and began to pace in the office. The purpose of Britain sending a delegation was to hope that Japan and Britain would re-conclude the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and jointly deal with China. Some of the Japanese upper echelon did not want to be dragged into this war, especially dissatisfied with Britain's offer so far. Therefore, when the British delegation proposed that Japan send a delegation to visit Britain, the Japanese government agreed immediately.

This Japanese delegation visiting Britain included political, economic, military, and other teams. Its purpose was to let the British understand Japan's asking price. To persuade the British to accept such a price, the head of the military delegation was Nagata Tetsuzan. Regardless of whether the alliance could be successful in the end, letting Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan serve as the head was paving the way for him to serve as one of the Three Chiefs of the Japanese Army in the future.

After reading the list, the British side put forward their suggestion, 'Can we invite Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji to visit?' This put the Japanese Army in a very passive position. In terms of strength, the Army recognized Ishiwara very much. But Ishiwara was excluded from the core circle. If the Japanese side accepted the British request, it would be equivalent to recognizing the British attitude towards Ishiwara Kanji. Then there would be not one, but two candidates who were destined to become the Three Chiefs in the future. This was not the result the Army wanted to see.

However, Ishiwara's reason for refusal allowed Terauchi Hisaichi's thinking to jump out of internal personnel struggles and view the issues between Britain and Japan from a higher level. A considerable number of people in the Japanese high-level wanted to do their utmost to promote the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Their reason was very simple: Japan must stand with the West. Even if Japan didn't exert effort after reaching the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, it had to establish Japan's position through the alliance relationship.

From the perspective of these people, since the British side valued Ishiwara so much, there was no reason not to let Ishiwara go to Britain. Although the status of the Three Chiefs of the Army was important, compared with the future fate of Japan, it seemed insignificant.

Of course, there were those who advocated 'Leaving Asia and Entering Europe,' and naturally there were those who held different views. Japan had long had the 'Pan-Asianist faction' [Prosper Asia faction], advocating uniting Asia to resist Western invasion. With the continuous decline of China and Japan securing the throne of the number one power in the Far East, the proposition of this faction turned into the 'Invade Asia faction.'

But as China revived and unified under He Rui's hands, many people picked up the thoughts of the Pan-Asianist faction again. And Kawai Misao, He Rui's teacher when he studied at the Japanese Army War College, insisted on the idea of the Pan-Asianist faction. Another outstanding student of Kawai Misao was Ishiwara Kanji, who refused to go to Britain.

Thinking of this, Terauchi Hisaichi suddenly felt that he somewhat wanted to let Ishiwara Kanji go to Britain. Because Terauchi Hisaichi was both an 'Invade Asia faction' and a 'Leave Asia Enter Europe faction.' Unlike the pure Invade Asia faction, Terauchi Hisaichi believed that in the current situation, only with the support of the West could Japan become a 'power balancing China' and maintain Japan's current national polity. Otherwise, Japan would sooner or later have to cooperate comprehensively with China.

Given the political system currently adopted by China, even if China would not demand changes in Japan's domestic polity, the Japanese domestic public would sooner or later demand that the Japanese government adopt the same economic policies as the Chinese government. That is to say, a domestic revolution in Japan was only a matter of time.

Terauchi Hisaichi considered Ishiwara Kanji's matter, and Ishiwara Kanji also had a judgment on how Terauchi Hisaichi would choose at this time. So after Ishiwara left the Ministry of War, he immediately asked his adjutant to secretly contact Mitsui Yasuki for a meeting.

That night, in a private room of a restaurant, Ishiwara 'accidentally' met Mitsui Yasuki. At this time, Mitsui had just finished entertaining guests, and Ishiwara had already sat opposite him. Without pleasantries, Ishiwara said immediately, "Mitsui-kun, if you support the Control Faction, presumably you can get many arms orders soon."

For the conglomerate, getting orders was important, but not that important. The most important thing was whether they could cooperate with those in power. As long as they cooperated with those in power, temporary losses were negligible compared to the benefits of long-term cooperation.

Mitsui Yasuki trusted Ishiwara's strategic considerations very much, and he also knew the contradictions and differences between Ishiwara and the Control Faction as well as the ruling faction. After listening to Ishiwara, Mitsui asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what is the price of cooperation?"

"The price is that Japan becomes a pawn for Europe and America to contain China. China will not only not restore trade relations with Japan but will also take defeating Japan as the primary task. Most importantly, with the rejuvenation of China, once Europe and America are unable to blockade China's development and have to compromise with China, Japan will be abandoned by Europe and America."

Mitsui Yasuki could understand a large part of the future described by Ishiwara. So Mitsui replied calmly, "Ishiwara-kun, even if Japan is abandoned in the future, that will be a long time later. I am just a merchant; if I can make money now, I can continue to survive now. National affairs are not something I can intervene in."

Ishiwara could completely understand Mitsui's thoughts because Mitsui spoke the truth. Moreover, even if China completely defeated Japan, it was impossible to occupy it militarily for a long time and implement colonial rule. Japan still had to be managed by Japanese people. At that time, capable *zaibatsu* like Mitsui would still become China's collaborators. Maybe because of the personal relationship between Mitsui Yasuki and He Rui, if Japan was conquered by China, the Mitsui family might even gain higher status and master more power.

But no matter which situation, the ones suffering would inevitably be the Japanese nationals.

Ishiwara did not try to move him with emotion or reason. Instead, he asked a question, "Mitsui-kun, if Japanese popular politics rises, do you think the *zaibatsu* will be safer?"

Mitsui Yasuki gave a chuckle and didn't answer. Every year, many people claiming to be 'national politicians' or 'democratic politicians' would request support from the *zaibatsu* in various ways. Having seen many such people and things, Mitsui was completely immune to such words. So-called democratic politics also always has someone holding power. Since the *zaibatsu* need to cooperate with those in power, cooperating with the current power holders is the safest choice. At least the current power holders have built a power system, while those trying to seize power are a group of guys without bottom lines. At least, they don't know how power operates at all.

For a moment, both fell silent. Mitsui Yasuki considered whether to help Ishiwara, because Ishiwara was originally a member of the power holders, and a power holder with great vision.

Ishiwara broke the silence first, "Mitsui-kun, the Japanese upper echelon currently prepares to use nationalist sentiments to coerce the people to maintain power, making Japan and China hereditary enemies. The longer such a situation is maintained, the more destitute Japan will become internally. To maintain rule, these people must stabilize society by sacrificing others. Mitsui-kun, what status do you think the *zaibatsu* are in within Japan?"

Mitsui Yasuki's biggest worry was poked by Ishiwara; he only felt a tremble in his heart and couldn't help asking, "How long does Ishiwara-kun think the government can last?"

Ishiwara gave a decisive judgment, "If they don't actively attack China, they can last at most 15 years. If they actively attack China, they will be completely defeated within 10 years."

If the Japanese government could only last for 15 years, that would be too short. Mitsui Yasuki felt very helpless in his heart and had to ask, "Then what does Ishiwara-kun think I should do to help the current country?"

"It is time to let the people know about the 'Japan Land Restoration Plan'." Ishiwara replied.

Hearing Ishiwara's request, Mitsui Yasuki felt much more relaxed. If it was just doing this, Mitsui could still complete it easily. So Mitsui Yasuki nodded but didn't say anything.

Ishiwara bowed deeply to Mitsui Yasuki to express his gratitude, then stood up and left. Besides not letting people catch any leverage, Ishiwara had to quickly arrange the work of the Future Society. If the Ministry of War did not intend to let Ishiwara go to Britain, there should be news by now. However, Ishiwara hadn't received any news until now, which proved that the Ministry of War had begun to consider letting Ishiwara go to Britain. And as long as the Ministry of War started to consider this, given the pressure the British were under now, the trip would definitely happen.

Before being forced to leave Japan, Ishiwara had to at least explain the internal strategic thinking of this Anglo-Japanese Alliance to the comrades clearly. If he didn't explain it clearly, they would likely be easily blinded by other wrong strategic considerations.

A strategy that can truly guide people to victory is never afraid of being known. And those failed strategies all have one thing in common: they will never let the people understand the true content of these strategic considerations. Because these strategies are always at the expense of others, and in every sacrifice, the people are always the first batch to be sacrificed.
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Britain did not block the news of attempting to establish an Anglo-Japanese Alliance at all, and some people in China soon learned about it. The Republic did not block newspapers; southern newspapers published it first, and besides official newspapers like the *National Daily*, other newspapers reprinted it one after another. The news soon became known to the public.

However, Japanese intelligence personnel in China were disappointed. There were no fluctuations in China because of this news. Even in big cities with the most enthusiasm for politics, this matter was just a topic of daily conversation. Those who cared more about the accuracy of their newspaper news questioned whether the news was true. Those who wanted to make money from nationalist sentiments cursed Britain and Japan for 'never giving up their intention to destroy China.' Those who tried to look at the problem with a peaceful and impartial attitude analyzed the feasibility of re-establishing the alliance between Britain and Japan.

China was not panicked, nor was daily life affected by this matter. As for things like 'Southeast Mutual Protection,' there wasn't even a shadow of it. Japanese intelligence personnel wanted to know the views of the high-level officials of the Republic, but how could Japanese intelligence personnel contact the high-level officials of the Republic?

'Republic Premier Wu Youping interrupted his inspection in the south and southwest and returned to Beiping. It is possible that it is to urgently deal with the threat of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance to China.' Some Japanese intelligence personnel wrote such a report because they could only make wishful speculations based on the itinerary of the Republic's high-level officials published in the newspapers.

Wu Youping did return to Beiping, and he indeed wanted to hear He Rui's views on this matter. But Wu Youping first handed over two packages of snacks, gifts he brought back from the south. He Rui was not polite either; he opened them and ate two pieces of each, then greeted the secretary and others in the office, "Premier Wu brought them; everyone have a taste."

The office staff knew that He Rui had a straightforward personality and was never hypocritical in sharing with everyone. Facing such kindness, the young comrades naturally couldn't refuse to give face; they thanked him and took the snacks away.

Only then did Wu Youping ask, "Chairman, Britain's action to try to rebuild the alliance with Japan is so slow; what are they worrying about?"

"Probably because Britain calculated and felt they couldn't afford the price," He Rui said, taking out a cigarette.

Wu Youping had also considered such a possibility, so he asked, "Previously, the Chairman judged that Britain would only really invest capital when it was attacked by our army in India and the war situation was very unfavorable. I feel that our army is beating the British army like chopping melons and vegetables now, and recently annihilated nearly 20,000 ANZAC troops. No matter how arrogant the British are, they shouldn't be arrogant to this extent."

"I think the British upper echelon hasn't seen the situation clearly yet. They can confirm domestically that the war has broken out, the combat effectiveness of the British Indian Army is weak, and the combat effectiveness of the ANZAC troops is also inferior to our army. But the combat effectiveness of these two types of troops is inferior to the British native army in the first place. Now there is no evidence to prove that the authentic British native army is not our opponent."

Wu Youping still couldn't understand the thoughts of the British, so he asked, "The Boer War was fought into such a mess; where does the British confidence come from?"

Hearing Wu Youping evaluate the combat effectiveness of the British army so accurately, He Rui laughed, "Haha, the British defeated Germany after all."

Wu Youping knew He Rui was joking. He didn't come to chat casually with He Rui but had a task as the Premier of the country, so he asked, "It was the Allied Powers that defeated Germany! Not Britain alone that defeated Germany. Besides, the German army surrendered on foreign soil. Chairman, are the British pretending not to understand, or deceiving themselves?"

Since Wu Youping was so serious, He Rui also answered the question seriously, "The British upper echelon knows the status quo of Britain very well, but the British public does not know. The British public must obtain satisfaction by maintaining the image of the empire in their hearts. Therefore, even if the British House of Commons sees that the war situation is unfavorable, they cannot propose a proposal to end the war. The time has not yet come."

Wu Youping knew the foreign electoral political system and knew that politicians must get the support of voters to get votes, so politicians must be responsible for the expectations of voters. But the real world will never change because the people of a certain country have some unrealistic views. To give an extreme example, even if more than 40 million people in Britain believe that the sun is triangular, the sun will still appear round.

Although it felt ridiculous, Wu Youping had to face reality; Britain was indeed such a mess.

After asking this, Wu Youping asked again, "Chairman, during my inspection in local areas this time, comrades felt that are we too lenient towards Japan? I think Japan will eventually choose some kind of de facto Anglo-Japanese Alliance. At that time, why don't we march south and seize the entire Korea? Previously, our navy was inferior to Japan, and we worried about Japan landing. Now our army advantage has completely overwhelmed Japan, and the Japanese navy is very likely not to dare to use capital ships to cover the Japanese army landing."

This was not only said by comrades below; more people in the central government had said it. He Rui said calmly, "Youping, if our next work fails to achieve the goal and Japan completely turns into a fascist regime dominated by the army, then needless to say, we must liberate Korea, completely defeat Japan, and forcefully transform Japan. However, Japan is currently facing a choice of paths. There are still some people in Japan who share common values with us. I expect this group of people with common values to lead Japan onto the correct path."

"...Common values?" Wu Youping repeated He Rui's words.

The Civilization Party attached great importance to the 'Three Views,' that is, worldview, view of life, and values. Because this is the fundamental basis for determining a person. Although He Rui was very kind when with comrades, he would definitely not use vocabulary indiscriminately when it involved issues of the Three Views. Since He Rui emphasized 'values,' he must be talking about values.

Recalling the situation in Japan he knew, Wu Youping felt that there didn't seem to be many common values between China and Japan, not enough to establish a solid alliance relationship between Japan and China.

In front of He Rui, especially during such a conversation between the two, Wu Youping always asked if he didn't understand. "Chairman, I don't see what kind of values can build a solid ally relationship between China and Japan."

He Rui gave an answer immediately, "Aiming at economic development is our common value for external cooperation."

"...But many imperialists also say this."

"So we must distinguish these reactionaries from those who truly take economic development as their philosophy. Imperialists and colonialists, although they also say they want to develop the economy, the purpose of developing the economy is for external plunder. Just like Japan, if Japanese who share common values with us are in power, how could they engage in an Anglo-Japanese Alliance? I'm not saying these people are traitors to Japan; these Japanese are true patriots of Japan. From the perspective of economic development, the war between China and Japan is harmful to Japan."

"...Indeed so." Wu Youping replied with a somewhat heavy heart. He had joined He Rui's team for ten years. Initially, Wu Youping recognized He Rui's academic ability and believed that He Rui could lead China out of the tragic situation of being invaded and oppressed.

Seeing the Northeast flourishing day by day, Wu Youping had also fantasized that a revived China would take revenge and whip the world. Spreading national prestige globally, making the powers bow their heads.

But this inspection shook Wu Youping's feeling of wanting revenge. As He Rui said, if economic development was the core purpose, although it wouldn't make Wu Youping an anti-war activist, it forced Wu Youping to recognize that war was harmful to economic development.

So far, He Rui had been planning wars. But the purpose of every war was not war, let alone an imperialist war for plunder. The wars launched by He Rui broke the shackles, liberated the people, and achieved peace. After peace arrived, the people could live and work in peace and contentment, striving for a better life.

Therefore, while agreeing with He Rui's philosophy, Wu Youping also had a doubt, "Chairman, can Japan really reach such a level of civilization?"

He Rui answered decisively, "Relying on Japan itself, it definitely can't be done. So we have to help them."

Wu Youping nodded slightly; he could now understand why He Rui cared so much about Japan.

He Rui was afraid that Wu Youping couldn't fully understand these, so he explained the future a bit, "In the world, a country cannot develop alone; most of the world must be under common values. To liberate the world, we must first liberate Japan."

"...It's really hard." Wu Youping sighed sincerely.

Seeing that Wu Youping could already understand the difficulty of politics, He Rui was quite gratified. "Difficult is naturally difficult, but it is a passable path. Given the current direction of the world, even Marshal Pétain of France understands that the Treaty of Versailles is not a treaty that brings long-term peace, but just a 20-year armistice agreement. Six years have passed from 1919 to now. There are only 14 years left."

Wu Youping didn't answer. He recalled that He Rui had said when formulating the Five-Year Plan, "We only have the peace time of three Five-Year Plans." At that time, Wu Youping didn't care much about this sentence because before unifying the whole country, China had actually fallen into civil war for more than ten years. Even if there were only 15 years of peace, it was a good time for China.

Now, Wu Youping felt a strong sense of urgency. Before the war broke out, to what extent could China prepare?

With this sense of urgency, Wu Youping turned the topic back to his work. "Chairman, the development progress of the Southwest this time is faster than planned. Although the resistance of local old forces is fiercer than imagined, we have a large number of troops locally, which happens to give those old forces a devastating blow."

He Rui could completely imagine that situation and couldn't help sighing in his heart. Although China's unification looked very rapid, in fact, the civil war had not completely ended. The Central Committee of the Civilization Party decided to deploy a battalion of troops in every county, and the first stage was three years. The purpose was to deal with the civil war.

Now the whole country couldn't feel that civil war broke out every day, only because millions of troops were distributed in every county, and militias were established in towns, townships, and villages locally. All troops cooperated with each other and reacted quickly. Enemies rose and were destroyed instantly, without any chance to roll and develop. Since the late Qing Dynasty, soldiers and bandits ran rampant in China. Compared with that precarious chaos, the people didn't even feel surprised by such rebellions that were extinguished in a short time.

But from a political perspective, the new government was experiencing a civil war covering the whole country. Although the old forces were opposing the new order, as long as they were given a chance, they would counterattack. Such a situation would continue for a while.

Wu Youping couldn't see the compassion in He Rui's heart; he continued to narrate the recent developments at this time. With the construction of roads and railways in the Southwest region, logistics was vastly different from before. Originally, it was thought that not many materials could be purchased locally, but unexpectedly, in terms of 'labor' material, the supply in the Southwest region exceeded imagination.

At this time, various local tyrants in the Southwest region, who had been in a barbaric and simple social environment for hundreds of years, rose up one after another. They saw all changes as challenges to themselves, vainly attempting to continue controlling the people and 'taking a cut' from the people's income. With the progress of land reform and the vigorous strikes of the army, the Southwest region took on a new look. It was truly washing away the filth and clearing the stream.

Locals in the Southwest never earned much money, so they lacked the habit of saving money. Money earned by participating in government-contracted projects was immediately bought into commodities, so that local economic data showed abnormal prosperity. If Wu Youping hadn't inspected the local area personally, he couldn't have imagined the situation would be like that.

After finishing his optimistic view of the Southwest region, Wu Youping turned to the South again. "Chairman, the economic recovery in the South is faster than we thought, but this group of Jiangnan gentry in the South is quite insidious. I think it is very difficult to transform their thinking."

Seeing Wu Youping still revealing the impulsiveness of youth, He Rui laughed, "Transforming thinking is done by popularizing education and instilling new ideas into children and youth. This is a matter for schools. How could the thinking of old guys be changed so simply? Give up."

One of the reasons Wu Youping said this was that he encountered some things during the inspection that made a science and engineering man like Wu Youping, who considered himself rational, unable to hold back his killing intent.

But Wu Youping knew very well that He Rui would never accept such means, so he probed. Hearing He Rui express opposition as expected, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, those people are desperately maintaining the clan system to counter our policies."

He Rui didn't approve of tough policies, so he advised, "That's because you stand at a higher height than them that you think so. In the eyes of those people, they are just trying to maintain themselves under the new impact."

"Chairman, those people in Jiangnan have accumulated too much experience in countering the government over hundreds of years, not only in the Manchu Qing era but starting from the Ming Dynasty."

He Rui's expression became serious. "I still have that attitude: are they passive or active? If they are active, they naturally need to be knocked down. If they are passive, we can only struggle with them. After all, we are the active party, and we are latecomers."

Wu Youping knew he couldn't persuade He Rui, so he simply told He Rui what happened below. "In Suzhou, some people have already started trying to gain their power by helping government officials improve their political achievements."

Seeing Wu Youping annoyed by this matter, He Rui laughed, "Isn't this the tradition of Jiangnan gentry for hundreds of years? Where is this now? In the future, Jiangnan will also try hard to let their children become officials. Through influence on officials' political achievements, they consciously cultivate their power and finally can influence politics. It's an old tradition of hundreds of years; it's not rare, not rare."

Wu Youping knew He Rui was a northerner and hadn't been to the south. Moreover, He Rui never mentioned that he had studied the traditions of Jiangnan gentry, so he was a little surprised for a moment. He asked, "Chairman, did the comrades of the Organization Department give you a report?"

He Rui wanted to tell Wu Youping that he gave lessons to the comrades of the Organization Department. But it was inappropriate to say this, so he laughed, "If you have time, you can chat more with the comrades of the Organization Department. Or find time to learn about the history of Shaoxing Masters."

Wu Youping could only nod and made a summary, "Going out this time, I feel that economic development is very gratifying, and the war has little impact on the economy. It's just that the people's lives were too miserable before. I wonder if there are other ways to invest more."

He Rui immediately expressed his attitude, "At this stage, we must go through the process from small peasant economy to small commodity economy. We cannot force the people to join socialized mass production. If the economy has not developed to that stage, pulling up seedlings to help them grow does more harm than good."

Wu Youping knew He Rui was right, but seeing the people's lives still so difficult, Wu Youping felt uncomfortable and wished he could immediately let the people live a better life.

Suppressing his impulse, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, I will try my best to restrain myself and not let local areas invest indiscriminately."

After Wu Youping left, He Rui asked someone to call the Organization Department to see if the latest assessment was out. Since even Wu Youping was so unhappy, presumably the comrades of the Organization Department wouldn't be happy either. He Rui wanted to see what happened.

Just then, news came that the Japanese side increased troops on the Yalu River. After the Sino-Japanese Armistice Agreement was signed, the Chinese side of the Yalu River had completed the defense line. Even if several divisions of Japanese troops rushed up, it would be suicide. Japan only maintained a very small number of troops on the Yalu River. Now Japan suddenly increased troops. Although it did not pose a huge threat, it was a very realistic signal.

After reading this news, He Rui thought for a moment and ordered, "Call Wang Bin."

In less than an hour, Intelligence Bureau Director Wang Bin appeared in front of He Rui in a black uniform. He Rui ordered, "Have you heard the news of the Japanese army increasing troops on the Yalu River?"

"...Now I know," Wang Bin replied. He spoke the truth. Recently, the main force of the Intelligence Bureau was placed in India. Because too much force was drawn away, the reaction to Japan's actions was much slower.

"Let the Japanese country know about this," He Rui issued an order.

"What is the purpose?" Wang Bin raised a question. From various intelligence, Japan had made no war preparations at all. Increasing troops on the border was a demonstration action, a political action.

"We need to promote changes within Japan, especially now. We need to use the power of the Japanese people. With the level of political understanding of the Japanese people, they will see such mobilization as preparation for war. If the Japanese people feel that the time to make a final choice has come, they will make a choice."

Wang Bin thought for a moment and understood He Rui's idea. At this stage, the Japanese upper echelon had not made a final choice. If the Japanese people felt that the time to make a choice had come, public sentiment would naturally be agitated. This pressure from the people would in turn prompt some people in the Japanese upper echelon to think that the time to make a choice had come.

As long as some people in the upper echelon start to act, others have to act too. The so-called 'self-fulfilling prophecy' is exactly this.

Wang Bin saluted immediately, "Understood." Leaving He Rui's office, Wang Bin understood that He Rui was ready to start promoting changes in Japan. As for what the result would be, Wang Bin himself was not sure. However, based on his trust in He Rui, Wang Bin believed that things would develop towards the result He Rui expected.

Returning to the Security Bureau, Wang Bin immediately called the section responsible for Japanese intelligence and assigned the task.

On June 29, news appeared on the streets of Japan: 'The Japanese Korean Army began to move north and is assembling on the Yalu River border.'
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What is real cannot be fake, and what is fake cannot be real. In this era where radio has begun to popularize, although it indeed takes some time and money for ordinary Japanese to travel from the mainland to the banks of the Yalu River, it is not impossible to get news from the Yalu River.

The previous Sino-Japanese War, accompanied by the Great Kanto Earthquake, left unforgettable memories for the Japanese people. The rumor of rebuilding the Anglo-Japanese Alliance undoubtedly made those among the Japanese public who cared about politics believe that once the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was re-signed, Japan would be dragged into war again.

Soon, those who inquired about the news got a reply. Although the news sent back from the front through different channels all indicated that it was just an increase in troops, and only the Japanese Korean Army was mobilized. Neither the Japanese mainland army was mobilized, nor was there any order to start a war. Some news also emphasized that the Japanese Korean Army had issued a death order that no one was allowed to start a war without authorization. Anyone who violated this military order would be executed by military law.

But in the eyes of the Japanese in the rear, since a large number of troops had been sent to the border, they would fight sooner or later if not now. With the spread and repeated verification of the news, by early July, a panic had appeared in Japan.

Nagata received this news on the cruise ship to Britain. After reading the domestic report, although Nagata was angry, he did not show it. Because mobilizing a large number of Japanese Korean Army troops to the Yalu River was no longer something the Commander of the Korean Army could decide. It had to be ordered by the Three Chiefs of the Army.

As for the Three Chiefs of the Army, they also acted under orders. Expressing threats to China was a national-level decision, which had to be led by the Prime Minister and discussed through cabinet meetings. That is to say, at this time, Japan had a relatively clear attitude towards reaching an alliance or at least a quasi-alliance with Britain.

Nagata considered whether to share the news privately with Ishiwara at this time. Among the military delegation sent by the military this time, Nagata Tetsuzan was the head of the military delegation, and other members of the military delegation were the elite of the army. Ishiwara Kanji, a guy who was elite but unpopular, was also stuffed into the delegation after several discussions by the higher-ups, so Ishiwara did not have the authority to receive some news.

Finally, Nagata made a decision and invited Ishiwara over. After telling what happened, Nagata saw Ishiwara's indifferent look and couldn't help admiring Ishiwara's breadth of mind. Nagata also felt that this matter itself was meaningless; what was valuable was Japan's strategic thinking.

However, Ishiwara had no intention of discussing it at all, just listening quietly. Nagata knew Ishiwara felt these didn't matter at all. After waiting for a while, seeing Ishiwara remain silent, he could only continue to ask, "Ishiwara-kun. The Chief Chamberlain of the Imperial Palace invited the Prime Minister and several ministers to dinner before we set off. During the dinner, it was said that if China signs a treaty not to develop a navy and agrees to fully restore trade, China and Japan can negotiate."

"Is this to make He-kun laugh?" Ishiwara asked with a look of disgust.

Hearing this, Nagata felt expectant instead. "What do you mean?"

"If they really want to talk, why not propose that some industries must be invested by Japan in China within a certain period, with Japan providing technology and talents, China providing land and labor, and sales acting by Japan. If we talk like this, at least He-kun can still believe in the Empire's sincerity."

Hearing this, Nagata admired him very much in his heart. Because the condition Ishiwara just mentioned was the condition proposed by the Crown Prince after consulting veteran ministers like Saionji Kinmochi. After the Chief Chamberlain finished speaking, except for Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo, other ministers in the cabinet were actually a bit surprised, thinking that He Rui would not accept such conditions.

And Ishiwara, without attending the meeting, could make the same suggestion as a group of excellent upper-class members of the Japanese Empire by himself. Such insight was worthy of being recognized by the higher-ups as the person next to Nagata in the sequence.

Nagata wanted to praise him a few words but said nothing. With Ishiwara's intelligence, how could he not know the significance of this mission? There was a quite special relationship between Britain and Japan. Dispatching Ishiwara in a military delegation concerning such a major event as the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was equivalent to announcing to the British upper echelon that Ishiwara was the most valued talent in the Japanese army. The British side would also treat Ishiwara as a future member of the Three Chiefs of the Japanese Army.

If Ishiwara did not serve as one of the Three Chiefs of the Army in Japan afterwards, Britain would downgrade the reception of the main members of the military delegation sent by Japan in the future. After all, if Japan itself did not dispatch people worthy of pride in the Japanese army, why should the British value these Japanese soldiers?

Therefore, unless Ishiwara died himself after visiting Britain. As long as Ishiwara did not die, even if Ishiwara made a mistake, he had to be allowed to sit in the position of the Three Chiefs for a period of time. Anyway, it's never too late to settle accounts afterwards.

Thinking of this, Nagata asked, "Why did Ishiwara-kun make such a request? Do you think He-kun will agree?"

"If we cannot keep a few advantageous industries and let Japan obtain profits for continued industrial upgrading, Japan will be completely defeated in the competition with China. After all, China has a large population, and the types of exports at this stage highly overlap with Japan. A situation of price-cutting competition will inevitably occur. At that time, similar industries in Japan will inevitably be miserable. How could He-kun not know? Moreover, He-kun has no reason to refuse, unless Japan denies such conditions itself."

Nagata was slightly surprised. "Does Nagata-kun [Ishiwara-kun] think that domestic Japan will disagree?"

"Those people are short-sighted and only see immediate interests. They can never accept China's rise, so they naturally won't agree to any opportunity to cooperate with China. In their view, that is not cooperation with China, but recognizing that China has restored its status as the strongest country in Asia. And helping China become stronger. Hehe! Nagata-kun, you have to be careful of these people." Ishiwara sneered at the end.

Nagata didn't answer immediately. Ishiwara's words were sharp and saw through the current mood of the Japanese upper echelon. Twenty years ago, some people in Japan indeed proposed to do their best to make up for the Sino-Japanese contradictions caused by the First Sino-Japanese War and promote Sino-Japanese cooperation. But after the outbreak of the Russo-Japanese War, Japan won a great victory. People holding this view changed their minds one after another, and the contradictions between China and Japan deepened rapidly.

By now, some of the Japanese upper echelon accepted the changes in the situation and tried to restore Sino-Japanese relations. But this part was also very clear that if they wanted to resolve the resentment of 30 years, Japan must pay a huge price.

There was also a part of the high-level who did not consider resolving hatred at all. They believed that instead of paying a huge price and still being unable to resolve the conflict, it was better to stand directly on the opposite side of China and fight China to the end. Since Japan could defeat China once, it might not be unable to defeat it a second time.

More high-level officials were indecisive, unwilling to understand the true changes in the world, and even more unwilling to have their interests damaged. This was the most difficult thing Nagata felt at present. In Nagata's view, Japan must change. If a complete Japan could not be built, the current power holders would bring Japan to collapse.

Thinking of this, Nagata continued to ask, "If I guess correctly, Ishiwara-kun thinks Britain will lose!"

"Britain will fail militarily, but not necessarily in other parts. After all, He-kun doesn't want to fight Britain to mutual destruction. Since the purpose is peace, presumably Britain won't seek its own death either. However, after Britain accepts He-kun's request, it will find ways to limit China's development. At this time, Japan has a very great value to be used."

Having said this, Ishiwara sneered again, "Hmph, Japan does not lack people willing to be used. In their view, this is precisely using Britain."

Nagata felt he had nothing more to say. Since Ishiwara had seen through the entire situation and could firmly believe in his judgment of Britain, saying anything more was useless. But at this time, Nagata felt relieved about Ishiwara.

Ishiwara was five years younger than Nagata, and the two had fought side by side in Korea, earning the nickname 'Twin Walls of the Army.' Nagata was 42 years old this year, in the prime of his life. After visiting Britain, Nagata would go to the Army War College as the principal. After the term ended, he would serve as the Chief of the Army General Staff, and Ishiwara would succeed Nagata as the principal of the Japanese Army War College. That year Nagata would be 44, and Ishiwara 39.

As long as the political situation did not change drastically involving the two. Probably two or three years later, Nagata would serve as the Inspector General of Military Training, and Ishiwara would become the Chief of General Staff. Nagata believed that Ishiwara might be the most suitable candidate for the Chief of General Staff in the Japanese army now. As long as Ishiwara didn't cause trouble, he might become the longest-serving Chief of General Staff in Japan.

When Ishiwara no longer served as the Minister of War [Chief of Staff? Context implies rotation], Ishiwara would be supported to the position of Minister of War. It was estimated that Ishiwara would be 50 years old then. Even if his personality was still terrible, no one would really care about this. No one who became the Minister of War had a good personality. Moreover, in Nagata's view, although Ishiwara had a terrible personality, he was actually quite fair and did not focus on personal gain. He might not be a bad Minister of War.

Nagata knew very well that what Ishiwara wanted was an opportunity to display his talents. Now the door of opportunity had opened to Ishiwara. Nagata told Ishiwara his attitude, "Ishiwara-kun, no matter what, in a few years you will be the principal of the Army War College. Presumably, the instructors of the Army War College will also welcome you back to the school."

Ishiwara smiled slightly, "Thank you, Nagata-kun." Then he stood up and took his leave. Returning to his cabin, Ishiwara lay on the bunk, considering the many uprising plans he had deduced before in his mind.

The Japanese upper echelon was really hopeless. And Japan had reached the pass of choice. If the restoration failed, not only would Ishiwara and the comrades of the Future Society be executed as rebels, but Japan's future would also walk into darkness without a future.

During this period, the frequency of contact with Nagata increased greatly, and Ishiwara finally understood the morbid persistence of the power holders in their own interests. Even a smart person like Nagata was bound and corrupted by power, becoming one of that group of power holders. Even if he had seen the road to the future, Nagata still unconsciously rejected the correct choice.

This couldn't be blamed on Nagata. Because Japan's rebirth must be built on the destruction of old power. A person can sacrifice himself, but will not destroy himself.

So Ishiwara nodded. "If Nagata-kun has made a decision, please go on with your efforts, Nagata-kun. Thank you for your hospitality, Nagata-kun. Farewell."

After speaking, Ishiwara stood up and walked towards the gate. Watching Ishiwara's back, Nagata sighed slightly. He had always wanted to pull Ishiwara to his side, but judging from the current result, Ishiwara still stubbornly walked the path he chose. He had no intention of changing at all. This made Nagata feel regretful; such a smart person constantly lost opportunities to gain power because of personal stubbornness. It was really a waste of such precious intelligence.

Since those people were incurable, Ishiwara could only deal with them courteously but without sincerity first. However, this seemingly boring time was not completely uninteresting. At least Ishiwara could see the reaction of the British after continuous defeats in Britain. He could also see Britain's adjustment speed in the face of setbacks.

Ishiwara felt something from He Rui's doctrine, something He Rui never stated explicitly. That is, after China's rejuvenation, it would not adopt defense but would launch an attack. At least He Rui himself was full of the spirit of active attack.

This is a feeling hard to describe. If a reason must be found, it is like a tiger pouncing on its prey and tearing it apart when seeing it. When someone passes by a poisonous snake, the poisonous snake will launch an attack. Tigers and poisonous snakes do not do this out of malice or other emotions; they are just following their own instincts.

And the strong offensive spirit is not reckless, nor brave, but an instinct. He Rui is like this, and Ishiwara thinks he is also like this.
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Wearing a Japanese spring and autumn military uniform in London in July didn't feel hot. This was a country with an average temperature of 18 degrees in midsummer. Walking to the library with an umbrella, Ishiwara even felt very cool.

Military boots stepped on the wet gravel road, making a crisp and muddy sound. Together with the rain clouds in the sky and the fog around that seemed impossible to disperse, it constituted the unique feeling of this famous 'Foggy City.'

It rained today, but the hotel owner where he stayed actually said today was a sunny day because the sun came out briefly in the morning. After experiencing these, Ishiwara realized that the descriptions of London by classmates who had been to Britain were actually true. Japan's standard for a sunny day was indeed very different from London's.

The air was mixed with the smell emitted by factories, railways, and gas lamps. This was the smell that had permeated London for hundreds of years. Ishiwara didn't like this smell at all. It wasn't until he walked into the red brick library that he felt much better.

Handing over the temporary library card, the librarian adjusted his round glasses after reading it. The lenses reflected the light, giving the librarian some brilliance in this dim environment. Immediately, the librarian led Ishiwara into the reading room. In the reading room, there were rows of newspaper racks with newspapers from various countries. After thanking the librarian, Ishiwara wanted to sit down. He heard the librarian ask, "Sir, would you like a cup of coffee?"

Ishiwara asked naturally, "How much?"

The librarian was slightly stunned, then said in a friendly accent, "Sir, with your library card level, coffee is free."

Sighing that British club-style management was really considerate, Ishiwara ordered a cup of coffee and began today's reading. It had been four days since he arrived in Britain. Ishiwara participated in three sand table deductions. At the request of the British side, the Japanese side played the role of the Chinese army.

Nagata served as the commander, Ishiwara as the chief of staff, and Okamura and others as staff officers. In the three sand table deductions, the Chinese army played by the Japanese side defeated the British badly.

Ishiwara was too lazy to review the game with the British side. During the sand table deduction process, he completely saw that the British army did not understand what kind of opponent they were facing at all. During the exercise, although the British military's troop organization, troop combination, and tactical style seemed to understand that they were fighting in tropical forests, they completely failed to grasp the essentials of large corps operations in tropical forests.

So after the exercise ended, Ishiwara ran to the library to read newspapers from various European countries, wanting to understand the trend of European public opinion. As for Britain, Ishiwara didn't even have the idea of saving it.

Soon, an article in *The Times* attracted Ishiwara's attention.

'...After He Rui became the local leader of Manchuria and Mongolia, he first obtained the recognition of the Allied Powers by getting as close as possible to the Allied Powers and providing military equipment to them. Then he stabilized Soviet Russia and reached a treaty with Soviet Russia not to change the border line. After completing these preparations, he struck Japan, the only country capable of interfering in China's unification with force. After Manchuria and Mongolia signed an armistice treaty with Japan, no country could interfere in the process of He Rui unifying China with military force. The steps of his strategic arrangement force us to recall the trajectory of Bismarck's unification war.

Bismarck first fought against Denmark, stabilizing Denmark and Britain by handing over two places to Denmark. After defeating Austria, he adopted the method of no ceding territory and no indemnity, excluding Austria from Little Germany. Then in the decisive Franco-Prussian War, he completely defeated France, thereby unifying Little Germany.

The processes of the two are so consistent. If Prince Bismarck saw the strategy of this young "Elector" of the East, he might show a meaningful smile.

After China restored its sovereignty, it immediately began careful expansion probing, trying to rebuild its lost sphere of influence. This is not unique to China; any country that has experienced the same experience as China has the same experience. China's leader He Rui has made such a decision and begun to execute it cautiously and effectively.

If He Rui's actions can be effectively stopped, then for a period of time in the future, the frustrated young imperial consul will temporarily restrain himself and wait for the next opportunity. If the prevention fails, not only Burma, but Annam and Korea will be challenged one by one until He Rui, the young imperial consul, wins or fails...'

Reading this, Ishiwara put down the newspaper and sighed. There were sensible people in Britain. But even though the newspapers had explained it so clearly, the British official view completely failed to grasp the point. For example, the current British military still felt that they could defeat He Rui by 'mobilizing enough troops.' The British officials believed that the total number of He Rui's troops in Burma was between 50,000 and 100,000.

For the number of 50,000-100,000 people, Ishiwara really couldn't figure out how the British came up with it. Ishiwara believed that the number of He Rui's troops was between 150,000 and 200,000.

As for the combat effectiveness of both sides, after two previous failures, Britain had modified its combat effectiveness assessment. It was believed that the combat effectiveness of the British pure white army was about twice that of the Chinese army, and the combat effectiveness of troops like the British Indian Army was half that of the Chinese army. Britain believed that 100,000-200,000 pure white troops, including ANZAC and Canada, combined with 300,000-400,000 British Indian troops, could defeat the Chinese army.

Ishiwara couldn't hold back at the time and frankly expressed his view, 'It's useless no matter how many British Indian troops go; they can't even serve as cannon fodder to fill the front line. The combat effectiveness of the British army in Burma is probably less than half that of the Chinese army. If the British army wants to truly stop the advance of the Chinese army, it is best to send 500,000 white troops to guard those well-prepared defense lines. If the British army wants to defeat the Chinese army through offensive means, it is best to mobilize more than 1.5 million pure white troops and be prepared to face the tragic war in the European War.'

Except for Nagata, other members of the Japanese military delegation were scared by these words. Instead, the British accepted Ishiwara's sincere speech with considerable self-restraint. At least from their expressions, it couldn't be seen that the British officers had a fierce reaction. Ishiwara admired such calmness. At that time, Ishiwara felt that these British officers were worthy of being talents cultivated by the military academies of the British Empire, the world hegemon. However, after living for a few days in London's sky that seemed never sunny and air mixed with industrial waste gas, Ishiwara felt that living in such a place for a long time, people would either go crazy or become calm and self-reliant. In He Rui's *Elementary Understanding of Geopolitics*, it was said that human actions are deeply affected by their living environment.

Complaining a little about London's weather and air in his heart, Ishiwara continued to read the newspaper. The level of British newspapers was good, but there were few valuable parts. The French newspapers were full of French enthusiasm. *Le Figaro* was full of articles encouraging and supporting Britain to fight China to the end, especially the headline six days ago, "For the Honor of Europe, Britain Must Fight Gloriously to the Last Man".

Ishiwara felt that compared with the French articles, the writing style and passion of similar Japanese articles were much lower. Japanese propaganda articles of this kind, without exception, were about how to die and how not to fear death. In contrast, French newspapers started with 'Glory of the Church of England,' 'God and Queen are one,' born great, entering heaven after sacrifice. There was not a word about death in the whole article; it was all praise for how glorious and great it was. However, under these words full of magnificence and dignity, the gloating hope that the British would die out was not concealed at all. It seemed that the Anglo-French feud had not changed at all.

While Ishiwara was browsing European newspapers, some newspaper news appeared on the streets of Japan, mentioning the "Japan Land Restoration Outline" proposed by the two MPs who died quietly before their death.

The article's technique was very clever. It didn't mention the bizarre deaths of these two people at all, but simply recalled the names of the two MPs, went straight to the topic, and gave a simple and powerful introduction to the content of the "Japan Land Restoration Outline." Especially explaining the internal logic in the land plan.

This logic is not complicated. More than half of Japan's population is farmers. Farmers have no income without land, no consumption without income. Without consumption, goods produced by Japanese industry can only be sold to foreign countries. Selling industrial products to foreign countries means price-cutting competition, grabbing foreign markets with low prices. As a result, farmers have no money, and industrial profits are also very low.

If the "Land Restoration Outline" is adopted, farmers get land and their income increases. With money, there is consumption; with a consumer market, industrial products have sales outlets. Once the land outline is implemented, in addition to making the broad masses rich, it will directly create an internal market to increase the Japanese economy's resistance to shocks.

...

In the office of the Dean of the Law School of Tokyo Imperial University, Professor Taira Toyomori, Dean of the Law School and Vice President of Todai, put down the newspaper in his hand and couldn't help sighing slightly. In the eyes of a top Japanese scholar like him, this article explained profound things in simple terms, was clear and thorough, and easy to understand.

As an educator, Professor Taira Toyomori also knew very well that such an article was still a bit deep for ordinary people who had not received economics education.

In the view of Your Excellency Taira Toyomori, Special Advisor to the Ministry of Finance, Senior Advisor to the Imperial Government, and Advisor to the Japanese Imperial Family, if no one liberates the minds of the Japanese people and gives political explanations to all strata of Japan, the Japanese people will not believe that such a good thing will happen in Japan.

State forms have existed on the Japanese archipelago for about 2,000 years, and the Emperor system has appeared for more than 1,000 years. In this long time, only Chinese civilization gave Japan the light of civilization.

When the Meiji Restoration occurred and Japan accepted industry from the West, Professor Taira Toyomori thought China could no longer give Japan anything. Until Professor Taira Toyomori met He Rui, he realized how powerful the heritage and vitality of Chinese civilization were.

Now, He Rui dispelled the dark night hanging over China and brought opportunities to Japan. Perhaps this time, Japan has the opportunity to get rid of the darkness of the old era and let Japan move towards a brighter future. This is the lifelong wish of Taira Toyomori of Todai.

After sorting out his mood again, Professor Taira Toyomori picked up the curriculum schedule, increased his course from the original 10 public lectures on Geopolitics per semester to 20, and added two courses for himself: Principles of Economics and Political Economy.

With Professor Taira Toyomori's current status, he didn't need to teach so many classes at all. And just last year, the Royal Institution of Great Britain, Oxford University, and Cambridge University all invited Professor Taira Toyomori to Britain for academic exchanges. As long as Professor Taira Toyomori went on this trip, he would become a scholar at the pinnacle of law, economics, and geopolitics in the Japanese academic circle after returning to Japan. Becoming the President of Tokyo Imperial University would not be difficult.

But Professor Taira Toyomori decided not to go to Britain for the time being. If the Japanese people needed guidance for their thoughts to move towards the future, Professor Taira Toyomori was willing to give everything for Japan.

Calling his secretary, Professor Taira Toyomori handed him the curriculum schedule and asked the secretary to send the curriculum schedule to the Academic Affairs Office.

Seeing that the respected Mr. Taira Toyomori actually wanted to teach so many classes, the secretary was both happy and worried, and hurriedly reminded, "Sir, can you manage your time?"

Professor Taira Toyomori stood up. "Go ahead; don't worry about me."

The secretary wanted very much to listen to more of Professor Taira Toyomori's courses, so he didn't ask more and left the office quickly.

Professor Taira Toyomori pushed his black-rimmed glasses. If it were before, Professor Taira Toyomori would have chosen to go to Britain to gain more knowledge and higher status through exchange. This time he decided to stay in Japan. Because his academic partner He Rui had already walked ahead of Professor Taira Toyomori. This young man used himself as a torch to illuminate China's path. Emulating the virtuous, Professor Taira Toyomori felt he must do something for Japan.
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On July 4, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing convened the first formal working meeting after taking office. Yan Huiqing's gaze swept over the directors of various departments and finally landed on Liu Bozhen, the Party Secretary of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

At present, the framework of the new government had been basically established, so it was criticized by some domestic intellectuals. Yan Huiqing felt that these criticisms were baffling, especially since some obviously malicious intellectuals used 'Manchu system restoration' to describe the new government system, which made Yan Huiqing feel even more unhappy.

In the current political framework of the Republic, the two highest-ranking people in each department were the department head and the Party Secretary. The department head was responsible for departmental operations, while the Party Secretary was mainly in charge of personnel arrangements. Due to the adoption of the government operation concept of 'clear power and responsibility,' although the Party Committee was indeed nominally the highest decision-making mode, whoever made the decision was responsible. Therefore, powers and responsibilities were quite clear.

The Party Committee itself was more of a communication mechanism, and voting based on the principle of the minority subordinating to the majority would only be adopted in emergencies.

As a diplomat, Yan Huiqing saw that governments with party politics in foreign countries also distinguished between political appointees and civil servants. The current system where Party Secretaries and department heads coexisted was a very normal model for a country with party politics.

However, in the eyes of opponents, this was the Manchu system where Bannermen served as the actual heads of various ministries, and Han people served as executives. In the He Rui government, the Civilization Party always occupied the position of actual supervisor, while other civil servants joining the government played the role of 'workers.'

In Yan Huiqing's view, traditional scholar-bureaucrats did not identify with such a political situation. In their view, the Civilization Party was the Bannermen, an organization more arbitrary and powerful than the Eastern Depot. Therefore, after Yan Huiqing took the post of Foreign Minister, because Yan Huiqing was different from other ministers in that he was not a member of the Civilization Party, newspapers used this as an excuse to write some articles full of hidden barbs. This feeling of being used annoyed Yan Huiqing a bit.

Yan Huiqing used to think that newspapers were decent and the articles written were readable. Now his feeling towards newspapers was terrible, thinking those guys were just talking nonsense.

Therefore, Yan Huiqing initially wondered if he should exchange some pleasantries. But on second thought, he was considered a 'lucky advancement.' After he expressed 'I am willing to serve as Foreign Minister' in the Organization Department's inquiry, He Rui had an interview with Yan Huiqing. In the conversation, He Rui explicitly told Yan Huiqing, "I want to invite Brother Yan to serve as Minister this time naturally because Brother Yan has complete academic qualifications and rich diplomatic experience. However, Chinese diplomacy is bound to face a quite turbulent stage in the near future. In the eyes of various countries, Brother Yan is a moderate."

Yan Huiqing probed at that time, "Chairman, I wonder if I am moderate, or if foreign countries think the Manchu Qing and the previous Republic government were moderate?"

He Rui was amused and laughed out loud. Yan Huiqing observed carefully and couldn't see any sarcasm in He Rui. After laughing, He Rui chatted with Yan Huiqing readily again.

Now Yan Huiqing was unwilling to exchange pleasantries, so he told the content of his conversation with He Rui. This was not only the view of Yan Huiqing and He Rui, but also the view on China's diplomatic situation and diplomatic goals.

"Everyone, now China and foreign countries are in a situation of 'hitting a wolf with a hemp stalk - fear on both sides.' We have to admit that the Great Powers indeed control most of the land in the world, and our diplomacy is easily blockaded. However, in the eyes of the Great Powers, we have completely changed the situation in the Far East and are beginning to shape a brand-new world situation. Since the Far East is a secondary strategic direction for European and American powers, or even a secondary of secondary strategic directions, they will not use huge resources to shape the Far East strategic posture they expect. At this time, our diplomatic focus is to let the Great Powers understand this. After China obtains complete sovereignty and does not recognize the benefits seized by foreign diplomacy through war, we must establish diplomatic relations with the Great Powers on these two bases."

After speaking, Yan Huiqing looked at the comrades of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and saw that everyone had no confusion or surprise but listened attentively to the narration. In the next hour of the meeting, Yan Huiqing confirmed that the structure of launching diplomatic work with various departments as the backbone would not change during Yan Huiqing's tenure.

The work direction of each department was also different. At this stage, establishing diplomatic relations, not forming alliances after establishing diplomatic relations, but being happy to establish good diplomatic relations with various countries was the primary work direction.

After some exchange, Li Shiguang, Director of the Western European Department, raised a question, "Minister Yan, our current diplomacy should not be about making friends widely, right?"

As soon as these words came out, Yan Huiqing immediately expressed agreement. Li Shiguang was a comrade who graduated from a local university in the Northeast after He Rui arrived in the Northeast. This sentence proved that Li Shiguang's view on diplomatic strategy was very keen and precise.

Originally thought the first meeting would not be very pleasant, but the result was different from what Yan Huiqing expected. This made Yan Huiqing feel much more relaxed. When returning to his office for a temporary rest, Yan Huiqing remembered the nonsense of some newspapers.

Those newspapers believed that He Rui of the new government was indeed of the Beiyang lineage. Beiyang leader Yuan Shikai wanted to be a lifelong Great President, and He Rui was going to run a dictatorial government all the way. According to the evaluation of *Xinhua Daily*, this statement was 'either stupid or bad.'

Ministers of a dictatorial government served the head of government. The current Republic government was just the norm of party-style politics under the comprehensive governance of the Civilization Party. Moreover, the ministers had no personal relationship with He Rui. Now there was one Premier and thirteen ministers in the Republic. Except for Morrison and Yan Huiqing, the other twelve were all Civilization Party members. This was called 'political party background,' not that these people had any personal subordination relationship with He Rui.

Moreover, among these ministers, in terms of academic qualifications, ability, and talent, Yan Huiqing didn't think he was better than those people.

Among the fourteen people, all had university degrees. The lowest academic qualifications were Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong, graduates of the Beiyang Railway Official School. According to the school system in 1925, the Beiyang Railway Official School was a genuine undergraduate degree. Yan Huiqing himself only had an undergraduate degree from the University of Virginia in the United States.

Doctorates and master's degrees accounted for almost half of the ministers. Every minister except Yan Huiqing started from the grassroots level in the Northeast and walked step by step to today's position. Not only were their academic qualifications impeccable, but their political resumes were also very complete. Not only the ministers, but the secretaries of various ministries were also the same; their academic qualifications and political resumes were impeccable.

From the meeting just now, Yan Huiqing could judge that the strength of both Party and government personnel was unquestionable. Compared with peers all over the world, they were absolutely not inferior.

While thinking, the East Asian Department sent a report. Yan Huiqing picked it up and saw, 'Professor Taira Toyomori, Vice President of Tokyo University, applied to come to China for academic exchange and research. The research content is the impact of China's land reform on various aspects of Chinese society.'

Professor Taira Toyomori was He Rui's academic partner more than ten years ago and was a quite simple scholar. So Yan Huiqing wanted to approve it at that time. But on second thought, Yan Huiqing sent someone to invite Party Secretary Liu Bozhen, wanting to see Liu Bozhen's opinion.

After all, the content studied by Professor Taira Toyomori was relatively sensitive, and the land reform issue still had lingering effects. More importantly, land reform was only one policy in the ongoing Chinese revolution. The core of the Chinese revolution lay in 'central direct management to individuals,' completely smashing the tradition of 'imperial power does not extend below the county level' for thousands of years. In order to realize the new political system of 'central direct management to individuals,' land reform was implemented.

Such earth-shaking changes led to intense conflicts between traditions accumulated for thousands of years and the revolution. Anyone who accepted part of the old social form would conflict with the revolution in some aspects. Not only did counter-revolutionaries conflict with the revolution, and opponents conflict with the revolution, but even supporters of the revolution also had conflicts with the revolution in various fields.

So China was currently in a state of low-intensity, high-coverage, and high-frequency civil war. Professor Taira Toyomori was indeed an excellent scholar, but whether Professor Taira Toyomori himself could understand these entangled problems, Yan Huiqing could understand. But Yan Huiqing dared not be completely sure if Party Secretary Liu Bozhen could understand.

Liu Bozhen arrived at Yan Huiqing's place, read the report, and listened to Yan Huiqing's analysis, then asked, "I wonder what the process of academic exchange is?"

"The process depends on how we talk with Professor Taira Toyomori in advance. There can be many modes for the detailed process. The general process is that Professor Taira Toyomori will write a report, and we will ask Professor Taira Toyomori to give us a copy of the report. It will also serve as a basis for our research when formulating policies."

"What if he doesn't give it?" Liu Bozhen asked.

"At least in the future, the official side will not provide Professor Taira Toyomori with opportunities to investigate and research in China."

Liu Bozhen pondered for a moment and asked again, "What if we are not satisfied with the content written by Professor Taira Toyomori?"

"Find the reasons for dissatisfaction, communicate with Professor Taira Toyomori through channels, and ask him to give an explanation. Moreover, as long as we are dissatisfied, Taira Toyomori loses the possibility of coming to China again."

"I think it's okay." Liu Bozhen gave the answer readily.

Now Yan Huiqing was somewhat surprised. But a moment later, Yan Huiqing also felt much happier. Although the outside world thought that the Northeast Government led by He Rui was a military government, and in fact, because He Rui did implement policies to quickly obtain war capabilities when he was in the Northeast. But looking at it now, this group of cadres of the Northeast Government was an excellent government and did not lose normal administrative capabilities because of implementing wartime policies.

Just like Liu Bozhen's question just now, it completely revolved around the process that a 'visiting scholar' should have. He did not make thinking and judgment beyond this scope. If political propaganda and public opinion agitation were the primary considerations, Liu Bozhen would be a 'populist politician' that Yan Huiqing had seen in European and American countries.

Populist politicians use inciting emotions rather than solving problems as a means. Such people have great differences with true academics. If Liu Bozhen were such a person, he wouldn't just ask what the visiting scholar should do and how to solve it if the visiting scholar's academic achievements caused unhappiness. Asking this way should be because Liu Bozhen didn't know these things, so he asked if he didn't understand.

With such a happy mood, the Foreign Minister told the Director of the East Asian Department, "Approve Professor Taira Toyomori's application."

The news was sent to the Liaison Office of the Republic of China in Japan via telegram, and the Liaison Office also handled the procedures for Professor Taira Toyomori and his entourage. Five days later, Professor Taira Toyomori led 8 assistants to arrive at Tianjin Port, and welcoming them was Zhao Tianlin, the former President of Peiyang University.

After the introduction, Taira Toyomori was somewhat surprised. Zhao Tianlin was the current Minister of Culture. Although Taira Toyomori himself was already a famous scholar in Japan and a senior advisor to the Japanese government, meeting Japanese ministers daily. Such a welcome was still high-spec.

Zhao Tianlin stepped forward to shake hands with Professor Taira Toyomori. "Professor Taira, you are the Dean of the Law School, and I am a Doctor of Law. I have many academic questions to ask Professor Taira."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin, a minister of a major country, being so approachable, the assistants behind Taira Toyomori were quite surprised. The assistants all knew that Zhao Tianlin was a Doctor of Law from the United States. Hearing Zhao Tianlin speak about academic issues, they couldn't help but feel awe. Even in Japan, it was rare to see high-ranking officials who valued academics so much.

The person Professor Taira Toyomori wanted to see most was actually his academic partner He Rui. However, hearing Zhao Tianlin say this, he also smiled, "If Your Excellency Minister Zhao doesn't mind, I also want to conduct exchanges in law with Your Excellency and Chinese colleagues. Regarding the legal issues involved in land reform and the legal scope of application faced in the process of land reform, I am indeed very interested. Moreover, I have a strong desire to publicize these research contents publicly in Japan."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin felt that a scholar who could become an academic partner with He Rui was indeed outstanding. He pointed to the car waiting nearby, "Then I reiterate again, welcome Professor Taira Toyomori to China. Please get in the car."
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Yan Huiqing learned that Professor Taira Toyomori had arrived in China, so he completely put the matter aside. Academic exchange was the work of the Ministry of Culture and relevant academic departments; the Ministry of Foreign Affairs only provided 'entry and exit' services.

The next task of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was to explain China's diplomatic principles clearly to the powers, including Britain. As long as the people in charge of diplomacy in various countries and those who could formulate policies understood this clearly. Once this work was completed, the reaction of foreign countries was not something the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to manage.

Although Yan Huiqing didn't like 'a new broom sweeps clean,' he began to adjust the current diplomatic work. Seeing the puzzled expressions of most department directors after receiving the assignment, Yan Huiqing felt that he would soon be challenged.

In less than ten days, Party Secretary Liu Bozhen talked with Yan Huiqing once. "Our diplomacy was very proactive before. Will Minister Yan's adjustment make us change from active to passive?"

Seeing that he indeed encountered opposition, Yan Huiqing became more spirited. "The previous initiative was for diplomacy to serve the war of liberation, sending someone to notify before the troops started the war. This is issuing a challenge. At this stage, our foreign wars will become fewer and fewer. After achieving peace with Britain through this war, China needs diplomacy in the traditional sense. Diplomacy in the traditional sense emphasizes equal diplomacy."

Liu Bozhen carefully considered Yan Huiqing's words, feeling that this new Foreign Minister was indeed a person with his own views. However, Yan Huiqing's thinking was quite different from Liu Bozhen's imagination of diplomacy. Liu Bozhen asked, "What is the key point of equal diplomacy?"

"Game. It's the game [strategy] Chairman He talked about in class." Yan Huiqing answered immediately.

"...Game... That is indeed equality." Liu Bozhen nodded slightly.

Yan Huiqing was very happy to see the Secretary could understand this matter, so he told his views on diplomatic traditions to Liu Bozhen, a 'new school' youth. According to Yan Huiqing's observation, He Rui's subordinates were all too new school, so much so that they had a resistant emotion towards the old era itself.

After talking for a while, he heard Liu Bozhen ask, "If it is such a tradition, doesn't it mean that countries pursue equality among nations?"

"Indeed so. Big countries bullying small countries and weak countries is tradition. Now all countries realize that the previous diplomatic model is outdated. If there can be a more equal diplomatic model, at least many conflicts can be reduced. But international diplomacy speaks of strength, so a situation has appeared where there are various good expectations but they cannot be realized."

"...That means other countries don't know that equal diplomacy is good, but for their own interests, they just can't do it?"

Yan Huiqing thought for a moment before answering, "As far as I know, it is indeed so. Did Secretary Liu think before that foreign countries simply bullied the weak?"

Liu Bozhen didn't shy away and admitted frankly, "I thought foreign countries went for bullying the weak."

"Before the European War, it was indeed so. After the European War, European countries all reflected. Countries believe that if such a war breaks out in Europe again, the entire Europe will be burned to the ground by the flames of war, so countries began to accept the benefits of equal diplomacy."

"But Europe obviously hasn't adopted equal diplomacy towards China." Liu Bozhen stated his view.

"If it were before, China recovered the concessions and hanged tens of thousands of foreigners from various countries according to Chinese law. Britain should have already pulled up a European coalition army. At least it would have reached a consideration of a coalition army with various countries. This time European countries ignored Britain, and Britain knew this very well, so it only wooed Japan. This is enough to show that European countries, including Britain, have regarded China as a power. Europe no longer wants wars between powers."

After speaking, Yan Huiqing looked at Liu Bozhen's reaction. He saw Liu Bozhen's expression wavering, seeming to accept it, but not truly accepting it. This made Yan Huiqing sigh in his heart. These young 'new school figures' following He Rui were indeed new school. In their view, countries all over the world harbored the intention of invading China and did so, so young people naturally returned hostility.

Yan Huiqing didn't want to deny past facts. The world indeed hurt China too deeply and heavily, but this was because the cultural background of the powers was barbarism, so they did so naturally. It wasn't that these countries deliberately planned to be barbaric for the sake of barbarism. Yan Huiqing personally appreciated He Rui's cultural confidence and civilization confidence. Compared with Chinese civilization, the cultures of other countries were indeed very barbaric; calling them 'barbarians' was really appropriate.

Although the barbarians were barbaric, they were unwilling to die. But the new school youth didn't think so; they would think the barbarians would attack China regardless of life and death. Because the war was still going on, Yan Huiqing dared not mention these contents now.

If one really looked at the world with a cold perspective, both Japan and Britain were the attacked parties. Britain and Japan both felt that China was the barbaric party, thinking Britain and Japan were pitiful to suffer such an undeserved disaster inexplicably.

After explaining Yan Huiqing's understanding of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' work to Liu Bozhen clearly, after Liu Bozhen left, Yan Huiqing continued to start work. The country most likely to make a breakthrough at present was Austria. Austria had neither the ability to fight China nor the reason to obey Britain.

Precisely because of this, Austria now showed a wait-and-see attitude. Because after the strongest industrial area, the Czech region, became independent, Austria had no trade capacity with China at this stage. Germany, which truly had trade capacity, had issued an invitation to China's Minister of Commerce Morrison, who was visiting France. The Chinese government also stated that Minister Morrison would visit Germany after visiting France.

There were still some contradictions between France and China. After the European War, Germany was completely driven out of Asia, leaving only space for cooperation with China. This was the judgment of the diplomatic situation provided by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

At this time, in a hospital in Paris, France, Minister Morrison, who was visiting, and the Chinese doctor accompanying the team were both wearing doctors' white coats, examining a child on the hospital bed.

Before Morrison chose to join the Northeast Government, few people in Europe knew Morrison, and no one knew Morrison was a medical doctor from the University of Edinburgh. At this time, Morrison had long forgotten the treatment experience accumulated during his internship. However, through the propaganda of French newspapers, anyone who had seen the introduction of Morrison knew that this was a medical doctor.

After negotiating with Morrison, the worried French Minister of Commerce actually asked Dr. Morrison what he thought about bacterial infections that even sulfonamide could not treat. Sulfonamide was one of China's contributions to the world pharmaceutical industry in recent years. Although Chinese pharmaceutical factories did export sulfonamide to the world, He Rui, as the discoverer of the medicinal value of sulfonamide, announced the chemical composition of sulfonamide to the world.

Since sulfonamide had been discovered and published by German chemists, sulfonamide could not be considered a Chinese patent. Countries produced sulfonamide on their own one after another. With France's national strength, it could naturally produce sulfonamide easily. Sulfonamide was a specific drug against streptococcus and the first drug that could directly kill bacteria without harming the human body. Sulfonamide had almost become the only credible weapon against bacteria in the world today.

As for bacteria that even sulfonamide couldn't deal with, doctors could only frankly explain the situation to the family members. Family members who had received higher education like the French Minister of Commerce also understood what that meant.

So Morrison did not refuse the request of a desperate father, because Morrison himself was also a father. If his most loved child also fell into such a desperate situation, painfully dying slowly under the torture of bacteria, let alone asking a Chinese minister with a medical doctor degree for help, even asking the devil for help, Morrison would not hesitate.

After an examination, Morrison looked at the team doctor. The team doctor's originally nervous expression had dissipated a lot. It could be seen that the experienced team doctor already had a treatment idea. After the examination was completed, the two went to a room where they could talk alone. The team doctor said, "Penicillin should work."

Morrison nodded. What he thought in his heart was not that he could shock the French, but that there were more directions for cooperation when visiting Germany later. After becoming a prisoner of Versailles, the German government opened its mind and started cooperation with China in many fields. Especially in the high-tech field, many German experts worked in China.

Penicillin was the technology for penicillin extraction solved by German chemists helping Chinese colleagues. Morrison, a medical doctor graduated from the University of Edinburgh, knew very well how excellent this new drug, which had a good therapeutic effect on most bacterial infections in the world today, was. At this stage, China's penicillin output was not large enough. Morrison believed it was because China's chemical technology was not advanced enough and encountered other difficulties. Germany had the ability to provide technical support in this regard.

"Then let's do it," Morrison said.

The doctor immediately said, "Minister, even a skin test for penicillin has caused death."

Morrison felt the doctor was too conservative. Even if he forgot his medical experience, he still had medical knowledge. Leaving that child alone, he could only last for a day or two. At this time, the parents wouldn't really blame the doctor. Moreover, Morrison had seen the child's medical record; he didn't have a particularly allergic constitution, so his luck shouldn't be that bad.

"Let's go explain this to Mr. Minister," Morrison ordered.

As Morrison thought, Mr. Minister was not particularly surprised after hearing about 'death from allergy.' Especially hearing that the proportion of allergic people was less than 15%, the Minister hesitated slightly and expressed willingness to accept treatment.

So the treatment began. First was the skin test. The child's skin was bloodless at this time. After a small dose injection, the skin next to the injection site never showed red spots or swelling.

More than ten minutes later, the French nurse next to him reached out and touched the child's forehead in surprise, then said to the doctor next to her in French with surprise, "Sir, the patient's fever has started to subside!"

The doctor also saw the change in the patient's skin color, but he didn't believe that this drug with unknown ingredients had such potent efficacy. The purpose of the skin test was to see if the patient was allergic to the drug, so the dosage was very low, and theoretically, it shouldn't have any effect. The French doctor reached out and pressed the patient's forehead, only feeling the originally burning skin cooling down rapidly.

While surprised, he felt that the patient's body temperature stopped dropping after lowering to a temperature still within the fever range. This meant the patient was not cured. Even so, the French doctor was very surprised. He immediately began to examine the patient. Except for the body temperature starting to drop, the patient showed no signs of improvement, but no signs of deterioration appeared either.

The French Minister of Commerce knew nothing about medicine and could only stand by and watch anxiously. After the French doctor finished the examination, Mr. Minister asked hurriedly, "How is it?"

The doctor completely distrusted his Chinese colleagues and distrusted drugs with unknown ingredients even more. But before graduating from medical school, doctors had taken an oath to take treating patients as their primary goal. So after hesitating for a moment, the French doctor replied, "Sir, I agree to continue injection treatment."

The treatment principle of penicillin is that penicillin can destroy the cell wall of bacteria, while human cells have no cell wall. Perhaps because bacteria in this era had never encountered such a potent antibiotic as penicillin, they were defeated as soon as they engaged. In less than an hour, the Minister's son's body temperature returned to normal. After the abnormal high fever subsided, the child's skin color was as pale as paper. In the Minister's eyes, his son looked like a pale corpse at this time.

However, in the doctor's eyes, this child was out of danger. As long as treatment continued, he would recover soon. So facing the Minister's urgent inquiry, the doctor comforted the Minister.

At this time, the child groaned slightly and opened his eyes with difficulty. Now the Minister was sure that his son, who had fallen into intermittent coma due to high fever, finally woke up. Waking up meant there was hope.

By past 10 PM, the exhausted Minister finally left the ward. By the bedside, the Minister's wife, who was once mentally and physically exhausted, fell asleep lying on the bedside.

The Minister did not rest but invited Morrison into the car. The two arrived at a tavern next to the Champs-Élysées. This was obviously prepared for high-end customers. The interior decoration was very elegant, and the waiters and the drinks provided were of high grade.

"Minister Morrison, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. But precisely because of this matter, I think it is no longer appropriate for me to continue negotiating with you. Please understand."

Morrison nodded. If the French Minister of Commerce continued to negotiate with Morrison, even if there was no private transaction between the two, the Minister would be questioned.

The French Minister of Commerce raised his glass, toasted Morrison, and then said, "But I want to have a private conversation with Mr. Morrison to understand China's attitude."

Morrison immediately elaborated on China's attitude again. Having met with the French upper echelon before, Morrison fully explained China's diplomatic principles to the French side. At this time, the two sides had basic mutual trust, and the communication was very smooth. Both sides agreed on the basic view of Sino-French trade: 'Both China and France should grant each other Most Favored Nation treatment.'

But the subsequent communication began to be unsmooth. Morrison found that the French side wanted to sign Most Favored Nation treatment only between China and France, and hoped that China would not reach Most Favored Nation trade relations with other countries.

Morrison answered immediately, "China's ideal in trade is this: we hope to maintain Most Favored Nation treatment with all countries."

Hearing this, the French Minister of Commerce confirmed the meaning of Morrison's words. China wanted to take the 'Mercantilist route' in foreign trade. That is to say, trade is trade, and China does not intend to use trade as a weapon.

The mercantilist route is not strange for a small country like the Netherlands, but it is uncommon for a big country like China to adopt mercantilist policies. So the French Minister of Commerce talked with Morrison about this matter again, confirming that China indeed did not intend to use foreign trade as a policy weapon.

Since it was China's policy, the French Minister of Commerce didn't say much more. Not using trade as a weapon didn't mean China would be kneaded at will by others. If the other party didn't give China Most Favored Nation treatment, China wouldn't give that country Most Favored Nation treatment either.

After talking, the exhausted Minister stood up to take his leave. He was tired and ready to go home to rest first. The Minister left the car for Morrison and told Morrison that today's drink money would be charged to his account, so Morrison could continue to enjoy the fine wine.

Sipping the fine wine, Morrison recalled his previous conversation with He Rui on China's future international trade. He Rui not only had no idea of engaging in trade protectionism but also proposed the idea of a 'Global Trade System.' In He Rui's thinking, China hoped that countries in the future world would go one step further from Most Favored Nation and upgrade their trade system to full free trade.

Morrison marveled at He Rui's 'whimsical ideas' and corresponding boldness. After all, the gap between this idea and the current world situation was too big and too far. If he told this idea to the French Minister of Commerce, the other party would probably think He Rui was crazy.
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What does it feel like to promote Chinese-developed drugs in Europe? As a medical doctor, Morrison felt a little excited. Many patients would be saved because of this, and many families would rejoice because they did not lose their loved ones. As Minister of Commerce, Morrison knew that this was a very good promotion opportunity for China's technology and industry.

Reporters, no matter which country they are from, like big news. A French minister's son being saved from a certain death situation is undoubtedly big news. After Morrison introduced the basic principle of 'penicillin' at the press conference, reporters rushed to speak.

*Le Figaro* has been publishing news related to He Rui and directly publishing He Rui's articles for nearly ten years. The reporter from *Le Figaro* got the first opportunity to speak, "Mr. Minister, did you develop this drug?"

Morrison smiled, "I wish I had developed it. However, this is one of the many research and development ideas of the Northeast technical department, trying to find ways to fight bacteria from nature. As far as I know, the process was accidental. The research department studying the symbiosis of mold and bacteria found that when bacteria and a certain mold existed together in a petri dish, the bacteria were dissolved. This gave us a research direction, and finally, we found the substance secreted by the mold that eliminates bacteria..."

"Will this drug be marketed in France?"

Hearing this question, Morrison was in a very happy mood but answered cautiously, "It depends on the attitude of the French government. At this stage, we don't know what procedures are required for a drug to be marketed in France."

Those who really cared about these were personnel from medical journals, and their proportion in this press conference was not large. For them, there were actually not many questions to ask. Soon, other reporters asked, "Mr. Minister, will China march into Indochina?"

"The only thing I can reveal is that China believes France is different from Britain. France understands the value of peace and will do its best to maintain peace. Between two peace-loving countries, there are too many channels to communicate to resolve differences and eliminate contradictions. War is the worst tragic means. As a peace-loving country, war itself is not China's first choice. Although Britain launched an attack on China first, while fighting back against Britain, we still hope that Britain can restore rationality and solve the problem peacefully. Instead of expanding the war senselessly as it is now."

"Your Excellency, do you think Britain does not love peace?"

"There are quite a few people in Britain who love peace. But some people in the British government have a completely wrong understanding of peace. The peace they think of is surrender and submission. So the peace they expect is for other countries to surrender and submit to Britain. And when facing peace, those people will think that Britain must be surrendering and submitting. It is precisely such narrow-mindedness that leads to the continuous expansion of tragedies. This has happened too many times in history."

Hearing this, the French reporters let out a burst of empathetic laughter. At this time, a reporter asked loudly in a British accent, "Mr. Morrison, as a British person serving as an official in China, do you think this is treason?"

Such provocation did not hit Morrison at all. Before this war, the central government of the Republic gave a full explanation of the reasons for this war. The reason for triggering this war is the attitude of the powers towards China. If China cannot make the world accept the current reality, other conflicts will only continue endlessly. This is a passively launched active attack, the purpose of which is only to adjust the world back to its due reality.

But Morrison couldn't speak out the views of the central government like this, because there was also a French issue involved. When China's unification war advanced to Yunnan and Guizhou, China quickly eliminated France's power attempting to gain a sphere of influence in Guangxi, Yunnan, and Guizhou. It's just that both China and France tacitly did not report this matter, treating it as if nothing had happened. So discussing this aspect with British reporters at this time would be harmful.

France at this time did not really admit the reality, but just didn't want to waste France's power. France was still waiting and seeing; only when China truly proved itself through this war would France accept the status quo.

So Morrison replied, "As a British person, becoming a high-ranking official in China is China's recognition of the academic and political abilities of British scholars. And the essence of this conflict is not the mutual destruction of two countries, but the continuation of the debate on international status. If we can look at the problem rationally and face the realistic situation, war cannot break out. So I appeal again to the British government in my personal capacity to admit the reality and end the war on the basis of consultation. War is a tragedy; many people have died in this war. Don't continue to expand the war and let more British youth die senselessly on the battlefield. Admitting reality and achieving peace is true patriotism."

Hearing this, a French reporter immediately asked a question, "Mr. Minister, I heard that British intelligence agencies contacted you after you took office as Minister. Is there such a thing?"

This remark made the reporters laugh. Morrison admitted frankly, "Indeed there is such a thing; we met in a public occasion. And the high-level officials of the Chinese government all know about this. At that time, I clearly stated that I was willing to contribute to Sino-British friendship. But judging from the current situation, my suggestion was completely ignored."

"Mr. Morrison, why did you become a minister of China?"

"There have been many foreigners serving as officials in China in Chinese history. From the Han Dynasty 2000 years ago to the Tang Dynasty, Song Dynasty, Ming and Qing Dynasties, such things happened. China will not oppose foreigners holding positions in the Chinese government. The premise is that these people are excellent enough. In my opinion, my serving as China's Minister of Commerce is probably because my personal ability is better than other foreigners in China."

Hearing these self-boasting words, some French reporters made low unhappy sounds, while British reporters showed some proud expressions amidst their unhappiness.

The press conference went on for a long time. After the press conference ended, Morrison communicated with the French Foreign Minister regarding the contact person for the Vice Minister of Foreign Affairs of China visiting France, and then ended this trip to France. Preparing to go to Germany.

The British Foreign Office learned of Morrison's visit to Germany and immediately expressed dissatisfaction to the German government. But the German Weimar government didn't care. After experiencing hyperinflation, the relationship between the German government and Britain and France was already very cold. If Britain was willing to waive 10 million pounds of war reparations, the Weimar government would immediately refuse Morrison's visit. But the British government didn't pay money, only lip service. The Weimar government couldn't show weakness instead.

After arriving in Germany, Morrison immediately met with the German Ministry of Commerce and German business people, introducing China's investment environment experience, economic construction and development, etc., to these people.

Germany was crushed by war reparations at this time and needed to obtain more money. These business people knew very well that in international trade, unless they could dump goods, it was impossible to really make big money. However, the expansion of trade scale itself had a very big impact on economic activity. The problem Germany faced at this time was economic sluggishness, and most economic activities were forced to revolve around debt repayment. Sino-German trade could get rid of such shackles to a large extent, so they were quite interested.

In a blink of an eye, it was August. Morrison had left Germany and went to visit Austria. After visiting Austria, he would visit Italy next. At this time, Morrison also heard that the Japanese diplomatic delegation visiting Britain had ended its visit and set off for home. This Japanese diplomatic delegation visiting Britain was led by the Japanese Foreign Minister, with an extremely high level. Even though Morrison didn't need to care about real diplomatic issues, he could roughly guess that whether Britain and Japan would re-ally had entered the final stage. At this stage, Japan was likely to begin entering the actual asking price stage.

Just as Morrison thought, the Japanese diplomatic delegation began discussions on the ship returning home. Ishiwara did not participate in the core discussion. He clearly stated in the internal discussion of the military delegation, "With the current organizational capability of the British army, there is a high probability of failure. Even if the Empire agrees to Britain and sends troops to fight in Burma, it cannot truly affect the war situation. Because what Britain seeks now is the security of the India region, and there is only one possibility to completely solve China's threat to India, that is, Britain defeats China and destroys the He Rui regime. Gentlemen know very well that Britain will not make such a decision."

After saying these contents, Ishiwara no longer expressed any views. For Ishiwara, some things were destined, and he was really too lazy to say anything more, instead looking at the map of Burma and various materials.

Nagata and Okamura both wanted to discuss more content with Ishiwara [Note: Text says "Nagata and Okamura both wanted to discuss more content with Nagata", likely typo for "discuss with Ishiwara" or they wanted to discuss among themselves but didn't talk to Ishiwara again]. However, the two finally did not communicate with Ishiwara again. The situation had come to this; Ishiwara knew very well that these people were just doing their best.

In the war between Japan and the Northeast, those most radical officers suffered heavy casualties, verifying the cost of fighting China with their lives. Officers who thought Japan had a chance to annex the Manchu Qing calmed down and no longer clamored with the trend. Thoughts within the Japanese army were at least unified.

This wasn't a bad thing either; at least the Japanese Army was unified a lot internally. Once the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was re-established, the Japanese army would go to Burma to fight for the alliance treaty. Command would be much easier. Nagata was roughly certain that the core leadership of the Japanese Expeditionary Force this time might still be composed of Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura. Although Ishiwara was in a marginalized position in the Japanese army, when war really broke out, all parties would think of Ishiwara.

On August 11, the Japanese delegation returned to Japan. Nagata was called by the Prime Minister to attend the cabinet meeting that day. As the Director of the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, Nagata already had huge influence. The general mobilization plan he proposed was an important report that the cabinet must study before launching a war.

On August 13, in the second stage of discussion on the alliance between Britain and Japan, Japanese Minister of War Ugaki Kazushige submitted the basic data of Japan's mobilized troops to Britain. In order to dispatch an expeditionary force and strengthen Japan's homeland defense during the war, Japan needed to mobilize 20 divisions, about 500,000 troops. And mobilize 300,000 auxiliary troops in Korea.

The required equipment, logistical material supply, and related transportation equipment, road maintenance costs, etc., were all listed clearly. Ugaki Kazushige looked at the expression of the British representative, inevitably feeling a little nervous in his heart. This was not a small amount, and this was the first step of Japan's request. Only after the British agreed to such a basic request could the Japanese government make the second-stage request to Britain based on this premise.

The British personnel were obviously somewhat surprised. They were supposed to browse briefly, but they looked carefully at this time. This was not very common. Finally, the British side stated that they would study this report carefully and reply to the Japanese side.

After the meeting ended, Minister of War Ugaki Kazushige breathed a huge sigh of relief. This report was provided by the Japanese Mobilization Bureau. Judging from the current situation, Britain was very likely to accept it. It seemed that setting up the Mobilization Bureau and arranging for Nagata to serve as the Director was a success in personnel appointment.

So after the meeting, Ugaki invited Nagata to dinner together. Right in Ugaki's office, the two sat opposite each other, with exquisite Japanese food in the food boxes in front of them. Ugaki chatted while eating in a relaxed tone, "Nagata-kun, I read the report; Ishiwara-kun is very pessimistic about the war situation."

Nagata also put down the pressure in his heart at this time and answered readily, "Ishiwara-kun served as Chief of Staff in Korea; I have always agreed with Ishiwara-kun's judgment."

Ugaki clinked glasses with Nagata, drank the wine, and asked slowly, "I heard Ishiwara-kun has his own views on post-war negotiations."

"The possibility Ishiwara-kun thinks of exists. But the subordinate believes that if there is a 1% possibility, we should make 100% effort. Although He-kun is very tough, the request to restore Sino-Japanese trade is not excessive. Ishiwara-kun also believes that He-kun's view on trade is quite open-minded."

Ugaki nodded and did not continue to talk about this issue. The reason why Japan was willing to rebuild the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was largely because some people believed that Japan could take advantage of this war peace negotiation to demand China restore Sino-Japanese trade. If the Japanese side demanded the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade alone, it would inevitably make a lot of compromises and concessions to China. If the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was rebuilt, Japan would not only not pay this part of the price but also obtain British support from the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.

With this input and output, the gap was very large, and the Japanese government could also account to the nationals. If the Japanese government negotiated with China unilaterally, even if an agreement was reached, the emotions of the Japanese people would inevitably lead to the collapse of the current government.

The two sides chatted about other things. Speaking of which, Ugaki casually mentioned that Professor Taira Toyomori returned from an inspection in China. Since the Japanese government did not specifically ban Professor Taira Toyomori from publishing his research results, Professor Taira Toyomori explained the "Report on China's Land Reform" to the outside world as a topic in his course.

Contrary to the cabinet's expectations, this report, which frankly revealed the state of 'low-intensity, high-coverage civil war' after China's land reform, triggered quite intense repercussions in Japan.

Ugaki originally thought such a report would make the Japanese people feel fearful, fearing the chaos triggered after land reform. However, most people who could understand this report had very different views from the cabinet members. They believed that if it was only a 'civil war' of this degree, it was not unacceptable, or even completely acceptable.

Compared with Ugaki, Nagata's evaluation of Professor Taira Toyomori was very high. Nagata was puzzled by the cabinet's behavior of not temporarily sealing the "Report on China's Land Reform."

Nagata was quite disappointed with the current Japanese government; the old guys' understanding of the situation was too backward. The current Japanese people were not afraid of change at all. As long as there was no great chaos like the Bakumatsu, the Japanese people could accept it.

However, Nagata said nothing about this. Until taking his leave, Nagata immediately ordered his adjutant to arrange a meeting with Professor Taira Toyomori as soon as possible. And get a copy of Professor Taira Toyomori's report for Nagata as soon as possible.

The next morning, the report was delivered to Nagata. Professor Taira Toyomori himself was very busy, so the scheduled meeting time was about two days later, within four days.

Nagata asked everyone not to disturb him first, sitting at the table and opening the report himself. Soon, Nagata was completely absorbed. This was a very wonderful report. Just reading the report, it seemed as if he saw with his own eyes what happened in the vast territory of China. Seeing the Chinese people's indifference to the 'civil war,' Nagata [Note: Text says "Ishiwara" shivered, but context implies Nagata is reading. Likely typo in raw "石原在夏天打了个大大的寒颤" -> "永田...". I'll correct to Nagata based on context or keep as text if unsure. Wait, the text says "Ishiwara shivered". But the previous paragraph says Nagata is reading. This is a likely author error. I will use Nagata.]

Wait, let me double check the raw text: "看到中国民众对于‘内战’的无所谓，石原在夏天打了个大大的寒颤。" It says Ishiwara. But the previous sentence says "Nagata asked everyone not to disturb him... Nagata was absorbed...". It is extremely likely a typo for Nagata. I will use Nagata.

Nagata shivered greatly in the summer. Lifting his arm and rolling up his sleeve, Nagata saw goosebumps densely covered on his arm, which couldn't go down for a long time.
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Professor Taira Toyomori looked at Nagata and couldn't help comparing the 'Pair of Jade in the Army.' Ishiwara's baby face was so distinctive that all officers looked older than Ishiwara.

Looking at Nagata in front of him, Professor Taira Toyomori forgot Ishiwara's baby face. The person in front of the professor wore similar glasses and had almost the same scholarly temperament. Calm and self-controlled, because of a clear understanding of the world, he naturally revealed an attitude of neither humbleness nor arrogance. In this regard, Professor Taira Toyomori felt very familiar; that was another self in the mirror.

After greeting politely, Nagata asked his question, "Professor, the description of the Chinese nationals' attitude towards land reform in your report shocked me very much, but it also made me feel somewhat unreal."

"Your Excellency Nagata, based on my observation, the current Chinese populace cannot be called nationals yet. The current Chinese populace can only be regarded as the masses; they have not understood the rights and obligations they possess as nationals. If Nagata-kun feels unreal, perhaps the reason lies here. As for China's land reform policy, although from the results, it has very good achievements. But the land reform policy was a unilateral decision by the new government led by He-kun from the beginning, without soliciting any opinions from the Chinese populace at all. Therefore, the Chinese populace's feelings about land reform are also passive. From the beginning of land reform to now, the Chinese populace has been bystanders."

Listening to Professor Taira Toyomori's narration, Nagata's evaluation of this senior advisor to the Japanese government became higher and higher. This is the level a scholar should have. Neither exaggerating nor cutting. In Professor Taira Toyomori's description, he just told what happened.

"After reading the professor's report, I found that the professor's approval of this policy is mostly concentrated on the construction of the internal market. Do you think the same effect can be produced in Japan?"

"It will inevitably produce results, and the effect will be better than in China. The degree of industrialization of Japanese society is higher than that of China. Once the broad masses get land, they have more ways to obtain industrial products. The consumption capacity of the rural market will expand to industrial demand at an extremely fast speed. We visited many rural areas in China and found that He-kun's follow-up policy is very precise, aiming to promote the small commodity economy as the next goal. In this regard, Japan will do much better than China."

"Small commodity economy? Please explain more clearly, Professor." Nagata had an understanding of the economy, but he didn't know much about many specific terms in economics.

For those who admit they don't know, Professor Taira Toyomori never looked down on them, and immediately explained to Nagata.

Small commodity economy is also called simple commodity economy. Its characteristic is that commodity producers own the means of production, work by themselves, and own the products; they sell their products to purchase other products that satisfy their consumption needs. Therefore, the small commodity economy is a form of commodity economy based on individual private ownership of means of production and individual labor. It is a historical stage of the commodity economy.

Nagata suddenly realized after hearing this; isn't this the family workshops that exist in large numbers in Japan now? He continued to ask, "So, Japan is indeed ahead of China."

Professor Taira Toyomori felt that Nagata indeed had a broad vision and understood a lot immediately, so he continued, "Once farmers get land, they can buy goods from local small commodity economy producers. And small commodity producers need more parts and raw materials produced by industrial cities. They can even buy some new equipment, which has a very obvious pulling effect on the economy."

Nagata nodded slightly; at this time, he finally fully understood the logical relationship in Professor Taira Toyomori's report.

Professor Taira Toyomori continued, "According to the survey in China, at least in the first three years, the development speed of Japan's small commodity economy may increase by more than 15% annually. The economic pull of small commodity production for industrial zones may exceed 5%, probably between 4-7%. Most importantly, the government does not need any investment; this part of the domestic market will be generated naturally. Moreover, the unemployment situation in rural Japan will also change. More employment opportunities will be created than we imagine. When farmers are free from farming, the number of people going to factories to work will also be more stable. After all, after everyone has food to eat, everyone's enthusiasm for labor will not decrease. This is also a fact confirmed in the survey in China."

Hearing this, Nagata also understood why Minister of War Ugaki marveled at the description of the Japanese people's high acceptance of the civil war triggered by land reform. If it was such a civil war, indeed there was nothing unacceptable. And since it was a civil war, it was destined to end one day.

In Professor Taira Toyomori's report, the Chinese people were also quite frightened by the destruction of the old system at first. But the new order was established quickly, continuously providing security guarantees, employment opportunities, and commodity trading channels to rural areas. Although farmers were still uneasy, they accepted the new order with the mentality of 'try it out, and talk about it later if it doesn't work.' As China's land reform was about to be implemented for two years, and the second autumn harvest was about to be completed. Farmers understood that the old order wanted to destroy the new order, and if the new order was destroyed, the benefits farmers had already obtained would be lost. Therefore, although farmers still had sympathy for the old order, farmers no longer had any interest in helping the old order.

Now some farmers still say a few words for the old order, but only a few words. In another two years, farmers will be too lazy to say anything for the old order. At that time, the old order will be uprooted. The civil war covering the whole of China will end completely.

Feeling these, Nagata's heart churned a bit. To calm this discomfort, Nagata asked, "Professor, is your judgment on the implementation of land reform in Japan too optimistic?"

Professor Taira Toyomori did not hide anything and answered frankly, "If land reform is implemented, its impact on Japan has been written in the report. But in my opinion, the biggest difficulty lies in the fact that it is difficult for Japan to make a decision on land reform from the government level."

But having said this, Professor Taira Toyomori said no more. In this investigation, Professor Taira Toyomori confirmed that there was absolutely no possibility of bottom-up reform in China. All current policies were based on He Rui promoting his policies from top to bottom after seizing political power in China.

This requires a centralized government without internal privileged classes to execute. And this government must have a profound understanding of the economy and a unified analysis of 'bottom-up' at the economic level. Current Japan does not have such a government, nor does it have such a political system.

If Professor Taira Toyomori wrote a report on this, the result of the report would probably be that Japan needs an internal revolution.

Given Japan's current status quo, if Professor Taira Toyomori wrote this report and published it on the first day, he would be taken away or even executed on the second day.

Nagata could also think of similar words, so after asking a few details he didn't understand, he stood up to take his leave.

On the way back to the Japanese Mobilization Bureau, Nagata only felt the summer wind blowing, and a burst of anxiety in his heart. Now the influence of the Chinese revolution on Japan had grown to the extent that Nagata felt fear. Once a road is successfully walked, there will inevitably be imitators. Moreover, since the Chinese revolution and Chinese policies are based on rational analysis, more and more Japanese will accept this path.

Nagata unbuttoned his collar to let the wind blow into his chest, finally feeling a little cooler. But the anxiety in Nagata's heart was reinforced instead. In the future Japan, even those intellectuals whom Nagata thought should stand on the Emperor's side began to become unreliable. This was more dangerous than the rebellion of ordinary poor people.
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Professor Taira Toyomori studied the changes in rural areas after China's land reform very thoroughly, but Chinese farmers didn't care what intellectuals they had never met thought. For farmers, what was valuable was the grain collected into their own rice jars and flour jars.

Time entered September, and the autumn harvest began nationwide. With last year's experience, farmers were no longer afraid when facing tax collectors who came to the village. The 30% grain tax was not small, but compared to the land rent of more than 50% in the past, it appeared very mild. Moreover, in the past, after paying land rent to landlords, they had to pay taxes to the government. Now all taxes were only this 30%. Everyone felt they could finally catch their breath, and life was much easier.

If there was anything farmers were not used to, it was probably that primary schools were set up in every village. Children had to go to school, and adults also had to receive literacy education. This made the rhythm of traditional rural life much different from before.

At this time, in the fields, the content of farmers' chats also changed. Everyone talked about how the business of mills and oil mills was incredibly good.

Last year, only tax collectors and people from the army had bicycles to ride. This year, on the dirt roads built in the village, there were more bicycles and handcarts. Handcarts and horse-drawn carriages bought on installment plans all used new rubber tires. Even a very ordinary donkey could pull more things.

People in the village who also bought bicycles by installment had large bundles of things tied to the rear rack, or their family members sat on it, moving briskly between home and the fields. Things that originally took a while to walk and required several trips to transport could be done in one trip by riding a bicycle in half the time of walking.

With a bicycle, one could go back and forth between the village and the county seat in just one day. Young people talked enthusiastically about riding bicycles to the county seat, discussing various scenes they had never seen before.

Some people still didn't quite dare to believe the government. After all, these things cost a lot of money, and having money made one easily targeted. Based on the experience of common people, regarding the government, it was better to have as little contact as possible. Although those vehicles were indeed good, if the government turned hostile, it would be too late to cry.

Although maintaining considerable vigilance, seeing vehicles coming and going, some middle-aged farmers also talked about considering buying a bicycle through 'installment payment' if it could still be like this next year and the harvest was good.

For villages, the penetration rate of bicycles and handcarts was indeed not high. But what Premier Wu Youping saw here was different data. Wu Youping felt for the first time the power of 480 million Chinese people gathering sand into a tower and accumulating small amounts into a large one.

After the government provided installment loans, in the first nine months of 1925, national bicycle sales reached 7 million, far exceeding previous imaginations. The bicycle sales volume for the entire year of 1925 might exceed 10 million. For this reason, the Ministry of Industry sent a vice minister to report specifically to Wu Youping. The vice minister emphasized in particular that there were not only 10 million bicycles in the whole of China, but 10 million new sales in 1925 alone. The total number of bicycles in China might be over 17 million.

Wu Youping certainly knew this number, and what Wu Youping sighed about was this 'total stock.' The current development of the situation was highly consistent with He Rui's prediction. He Rui had also predicted that perhaps by 1929, when the First Five-Year Plan was completed, the total number of bicycles in China might be between 70 million and 100 million.

With '100 million' as the unit, anything would be shocking. Especially the premier of a major country could better understand the social changes this number could bring.

Wu Youping quickly calmed down his mood and did not comment on this matter. Instead, he turned to another topic, "Is the steel demand report for August out?"

Although the vice minister was slightly disappointed, he hurriedly took out the prepared report. The Premier didn't need to care about specific usage areas; that was the work responsible by professional fields. Wu Youping flipped through it quickly. What he needed to care about at this stage was the relationship between production and sales, that is, the execution of economic policies.

Current steel demand has been increasing, and steel production all has demand. Orders generated including current war needs are also demands, rather than organizing consumption while producing like in the Northeast.

From command production to economic development, there are too many things that look specious inside. But the most important core has not changed, that is, where is the consumer market? How did this consumer market appear?

After browsing the general production summary, Wu Youping closed the report and ended the meeting.

On the way back to the Ministry of Industry, the vice minister felt a bit uneasy in his heart because before setting off, he could see the importance Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong attached to the booming production and sales of bicycles. From an industrial perspective, this was indeed a major event. It was really worth paying attention to that such a situation appeared without the industrial department arranging consumption. What's more, this was a project promoted by the central government after unifying the country.

Now that Wu Youping behaved so calmly, when the vice minister returned to the ministry and told Zhuang Jiaxiong about this, he couldn't figure out if he had done something wrong to cause Premier Wu Youping to react like this.

Fortunately, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't mind either. Hearing that the report content was delivered and Wu Youping didn't say anything, he told the vice minister, "This matter is considered settled; we have completed the task."

Although the vice minister still felt a little uncomfortable in his heart, he accepted such a result. After all, everything now had become so simple; why should he look for trouble himself?

After the vice minister left, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt something was still missing, so he called Wu Youping. Soon, the two old classmates chatted on the phone, "Old Wu, our vice minister seems to feel he did something wrong."

Wu Youping answered very readily, "In the future, except for commendations, keep work conversations as concise as possible. Don't engage in observing expressions, making it like the imperial court."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was somewhat hesitant. "But for such a big success, isn't there anything to say?"

"There is only one thing to say: our economic development is very likely to be as the Chairman said. At least I think so, and I am prepared to accept it completely."

Hearing his old classmate say this, Zhuang Jiaxiong hesitated for a moment and asked, "The acceptance you mentioned means preparing to use the Chairman's thinking to require the State Council and various ministries?"

"Yes." Wu Youping answered very readily.

"But doing so, the comrades may not necessarily accept it. Even I don't quite accept it. After all, it's something never seen before. If something goes wrong, whose fault will it be?" After Zhuang Jiaxiong finished speaking, he felt somewhat inadequate. While thinking about how to accurately describe his thoughts, he heard Wu Youping on the other end of the phone say, "I feel now that we should bring out the mood when we went to war with Japan back then. At that time, we felt that since the direction was right, we should go forward bravely. Stretching the neck is a cut, shrinking the head is also a cut. What is there to be afraid of? Moreover, the current mood of the comrades is fearing this and that. I can understand; everyone doesn't know where the responsibility lies. But this state of mind is harmful."

Zhuang Jiaxiong felt that Wu Youping's description of everyone's mood was very precise. Precisely because of this, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he must make it clear, "Old Wu. How can everyone not be afraid? If the First Five-Year Plan set a sales volume of 100 million bicycles, of course we would be afraid. But without setting this plan, if it is really achieved, shouldn't we be afraid?"

Wu Youping replied, "I am worried about this. Everyone now holds the attitude of being responsible to someone, that is to say, the responsibility should be borne by others. Old Zhuang, when do you think the Chairman does things like this? If you are really afraid, why not ask the Chairman clearly? After all, this year is the first year of the First Five-Year Plan, and the second year of national unification. Let's ask clearly about the core theory."

Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't know how to answer. Wu Youping's words were very correct. He Rui had said many times that only under correct theory can correct policies be derived. The current results were undoubtedly produced under the guidance of correct theory. But Zhuang Jiaxiong also agreed with the criticism raised by Wu Youping, 'Who is responsible in the end?'

While thinking, he heard Wu Youping say, "How about this? Our Party Central Committee will hold a Life Meeting. A Democratic Life Meeting, only discussing principles/ideology [wuxu], not practical matters [wushi]. what do you think?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong wanted to agree immediately, but felt afraid. Exposing his inner thoughts in front of others, if it was someone like He Rui who went from one victory to another, it would be fine. Even if everyone had some thoughts, at least they couldn't really say anything.

If it were Zhuang Jiaxiong, there would be plenty of problems to pick on. At this time, leaving aside that such things would be used by people, even if no one used these, everyone was as open-minded as He Rui. But exposing such a mood... Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he needed at least basic dignity.

However, hearing that Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't answer, Wu Youping didn't continue to ask for Zhuang Jiaxiong's opinion, but said, "Then I will summon various ministries and commissions to hold such a meeting. Seeing that everyone has been busy for so long, it's time to take a break. Let's go to the seaside for a vacation collectively."

Such a suggestion made Zhuang Jiaxiong laugh and cry. Busy like this, vacation? Can we get away?

However, three days later, when Zhuang Jiaxiong received a confidential document from the central government asking him to prepare for a vacation, although Zhuang Jiaxiong felt some resistance in his heart, he was unexpectedly looking forward to it.

Moreover, there were vice ministers in the ministry, quite a few of them. Zhuang Jiaxiong informed the comrades according to the notice of the confidential document that the work would be handed over to everyone in the next two weeks. No one expressed that the work couldn't go on.

So, the next afternoon, Zhuang Jiaxiong packed simple equipment and went to the gathering place. A convoy was already waiting for everyone there. Ministers and Central Committee members got into the cars, and the mighty convoy set off.

Everyone didn't know where the destination was. Initially, they were all worried about the work of their departments and talked about work. However, as they chatted, everyone saw that others had similar reactions, all worried about accidents in the department during their absence. Instead, they were unwilling to say more.

If something happened, make up for it afterwards. Saying anything now was useless. So, the topic of discussion changed to where to go for vacation. Moreover, most of the people on the bus were cadres cultivated in the Northeast, basically all single dogs [bachelors]. On the contrary, those from the old Beiyang era who studied abroad brought their families. They didn't bring adult or teenage children, but young children. Some older ones, such as Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing, brought his granddaughter. This made the bus lively quickly.

And whether there were women in a team made a complete difference. The wives of married leading cadres were actually of good quality and had decent academic qualifications. But these women were still women; chatting with single dogs, they would ask about the family situation of this group of single dogs.

Initially, the single dogs didn't care. In these years, braving wind and rain, fighting for their ideals, how could they have the mood to care about the wife issue? Moreover, He Rui wasn't married yet, so everyone cared even less.

Especially in these years, their knowledge had grown, and their vision and pattern had greatly improved. They no longer looked up to the so-called 'ladies of noble families.' Those 'famous ladies' from Shanghai and Tianjin, in the eyes of these brothers, were all vulgar powder and glamorous sluts.

But seeing the little guys running around in the aisle of the bus at this time, and the older adult women beside them behaving elegantly and talking appropriately, it was truly respectful. Facing the question of whether they were married or had thoughts of marriage, they became shy one by one instead.

Fortunately, by evening, the convoy finally stopped. Everyone learned that the destination of this vacation was Qingdao District of Jimo City. The reason for taking such a long bus ride was the worry that everyone might not dare to take a plane. And the railway to Qingdao was not connected with the current railway lines.

After boarding the special train, the space immediately became ample. He Rui was originally in the same car with Wu Youping and a few others, and now he joined everyone. Seeing the leader appear, the single dogs' mood perked up again. As long as there was a leader, everyone felt that if the sky fell, the tall one would hold it up.

Sure enough, in the dining car, everyone chatted while eating. Yan Huiqing's wife belonged to the type who dared to speak because she was old enough. After talking about domestic trivia with everyone for a while, even facing He Rui, Mrs. Yan asked if He Rui had plans to get married.

Under the gaze of the single dogs, as the one with the highest status, widest knowledge, and considered the oldest among the single dogs, He Rui laughed, "If other comrades have thoughts of getting married, I still have to ask the sisters for help."

Mrs. Yan smiled slightly. She had long heard that He Rui had extraordinary bearing and outstanding insight. The only bad thing was being too new-school. chatting a bit at this time, she indeed felt that He Rui was extraordinary. So she asked, "Does Chairman He not want to get married himself?"

He Rui laughed, "Can't say I want to, nor can I say I don't want to. I just don't want to get married for the sake of getting married."

Hearing this, Mrs. Yan dared not say more. If she just asked casually, it would be fine. If she pursued further, it would become Mrs. Yan Huiqing proposing a marriage for He Rui, which was a very terrible thing politically, equivalent to the wife of a certain minister in ancient times asking the emperor to get married; that would be seeking death.

However, the single dogs in the revolutionary team didn't think so. Everyone was unmarried, so naturally there was a common topic. More importantly, being in the same team for so many years, everyone's friendship and feelings were naturally extraordinary. They were truly one of their own.

As a married person, Zhao Tianlin had always been a little curious why He Rui didn't get married, so he simply asked, "Chairman, shouldn't you get married?"

"It's not about should or shouldn't. I know marriage is a matter between families. But personally, although I really dislike squeezing joy from life, in matters like marriage, I always fantasize about pleasing myself. But I also know this is inappropriate, so I simply stopped thinking about it."

Everyone was a first-class talent. Such a highly condensed answer did not confuse everyone but was understood clearly. He Rui wanted to marry a woman who could bring him joy, but didn't want to be bound by other things. Everyone had to admit that He Rui was too willful in this regard.

Zhao Tianlin could fully understand, so he laughed, "Chairman, if you say so, you must have some views on marriage."

"In my feeling, if the marriage partner has no logical ability, and the Three Views are not upright enough... No, not not upright enough. But not noble enough. Marriage will undoubtedly end up as chicken feathers on the ground [a mess]."

Except for some single dogs, others dared not respond. The four words 'chicken feathers on the ground' indeed stimulated everyone. Everyone had to admit that He Rui's statement was really vicious. Describing various things after marriage very aptly.

But in this world, when talking about marriage, the most fearless of death are single dogs. Someone raised a question, "Finding someone with a good personality and reasonable, wouldn't life be very comfortable?"

He Rui shook his head and laughed, "Please note, I'm talking about being noble and decent. Or rather, the kind who doesn't want to get anything from marriage at all, but just wants to get married as a human being. To use Buddhist terms, it is the kind of person who can achieve 'I use this body to cross this sea of suffering.' Otherwise, anyone with expectations will inevitably be disappointed. Those with joy will definitely generate resentment. Finally have to compromise, and finally chicken feathers on the ground."

The expressions of married people were a bit strange. Regardless of whether they agreed with He Rui's view, they were all shocked. Most people felt that what He Rui said actually made sense. It's just that He Rui's statement was too willful and too cold; everyone didn't want to participate in such a heart-condemning discussion.

How could single dogs know the severity of marriage? Instead, they couldn't help communicating. He Rui knew this couldn't be explained clearly and had to be understood after experiencing it, so he said, "I never oppose comrades getting married. And my personal character is too proactive, so I inevitably have the impulse to arrange the best marriage for comrades. So I tell everyone, there is nothing to discuss about this matter. As long as everyone can achieve not harming themselves or others, and having a clear conscience. Anything is fine."

These words were too heavy, and the single dogs dared not say more.

He Rui didn't say anything more either. After all, he had discussed with core members like Wu Youping how to adjust the psychological state of comrades before. This trip should try to talk more about abstract fields [wuxu] as much as possible.

Because reality is too cruel. If they see the truth, most people actually can't accept it. Just like these comrades are all excellent talents, but how much responsibility everyone has is actually worth doubting.

Moreover, even people with broad minds, whether they know how to be officials, whether they know how to protect themselves, are all problems. Once He Rui narrated like a teacher, it would really be very inappropriate. It might very likely reach the point where everyone couldn't even talk in the future.
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The fourth day in the Qingdao resort was also the second day of outward bound training. In front of a 6-meter-high wooden wall, a group of senior cadres wearing training uniforms were discussing how to climb over it with bare hands. Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong and Minister of Water Resources Lu Daoming both came from engineering backgrounds and quickly determined that forming a human ladder was the only way.

Other ministers soon understood that this was indeed the case and agreed with the opinion. The strongest at the bottom, medium weight in the middle, and lightest at the top. However, Lu Daoming soon told everyone that if this order was followed, the people at the top couldn't pull up the heaviest person below. Only through permutation and combination, the heaviest person goes to the top of the wooden wall first.

Seeing that the logic was correct, everyone could only start doing it. After all, they were ministers; once a decision was made, they would not delay. Even if this plan was counter-intuitive to some extent.

Even so, with protective facilities, the comrades began to build a human ladder. However, things exceeded imagination again. The heaviest person had limited climbing ability and couldn't climb up to the high place by himself.

There was no choice but to let him stay at the bottom. Wait until everyone else went up, hugged each other's legs, formed a human chain upside down, and pulled the heaviest comrade over the wooden wall.

After completing this project, they just caught their breath. The comrades arrived at a 4-meter-high platform again. The edge of the platform extended outward. People had to turn their backs to the outside and fall straight backward. The whole person fell down from the platform as horizontally as possible.

Others grasped the elbows of the person opposite with their palms, forming a net with everyone's arms. Let the falling person fall into this net formed by everyone's bodies. The straighter the person falling backward kept their body, the less likely the human body would form a shape with the buttocks as the arrowhead, and the less impact the arms of the people below would receive, so they wouldn't be injured.

Among the crowd, the fattest one was Yan Huiqing. He could feel that although the comrades had absolutely no intention of abandoning him in the previous project of climbing over the wooden wall, there was unhappiness. This had nothing to do with self-cultivation but was a physical reaction.

At this time, Yan Huiqing heard the young team leader shouting loudly, "After the person above is ready, say loudly, I, XX (codename in training), am ready! The people below answer together, please trust us! Did everyone hear it?"

Hearing this, a feeling of emotion arose spontaneously in Yan Huiqing's heart. Falling back to the earth, Yan Huiqing could only trust everyone, and must trust everyone. In order not to injure the bodies of the whole team, Yan Huiqing had to overcome his instinctive fear.

On flat ground, everyone conducted training. Yan Huiqing could feel his fear, even on flat ground. In order to let the members participating in the training feel their physical condition, wooden frames were used to assist during training. Now, Yan Huiqing discovered that his feeling of whether his body was straight was different from what his brain thought. That had to be a state achieved only when the 'core muscle group of the chest and abdomen' fully exerted force. Not simply feeling that one was standing straight meant the body was really straight.

After completing the training, Yan Huiqing walked up to the 4-meter-high platform. His legs felt a bit wrong, and his heart instinctively accelerated beating. These were instincts, uncontrollable instincts.

When Yan Huiqing turned his back to the stage, his heart beat faster. 48-year-old Yan Huiqing knew very well that if his head landed first, he would probably be dead. If his legs landed first, they would probably break. Even if the body landed horizontally, he would at least lose half his life from the fall.

But as the Foreign Minister, Yan Huiqing didn't want to show timidity. When he climbed the 6-meter-high wooden wall with a big belly, he was extremely embarrassed. Before, his pot-bellied self had a very poor image. Yan Huiqing no longer considered these; he tried hard to leave everything behind and said loudly, "Cuckoo is ready!"

Before this outward bound training, everyone had to give themselves a codename. Yan Huiqing thought of his hometown and gave himself the codename 'Cuckoo.' At that time, he didn't think much of it, but afterwards, the codename 'Cuckoo' made Yan Huiqing feel quite ashamed several times. At this time, Yan Huiqing didn't care anymore; any shame was nothing compared to death.

After shouting his notification, he heard from below behind him, various local accents across the country answering in unison: "Please trust us."

Yan Huiqing closed his eyes and smiled bitterly in his heart: I can only trust you. Following the feeling derived from training, he tried hard to stick his fat belly forward, maintained this posture, and fell backward.

Even though it was only 4 meters high, Yan Huiqing felt the wind whistling in his ears, as if falling into an abyss. For a moment, Yan Huiqing even felt he might really die.

Then, his buttocks, back, legs, and head were caught by a solid yet elastic piece of something.

Yan Huiqing weighed more than 170 *jin*. He was very worried that these people's arms couldn't catch him. Unexpectedly, the arms of the crowd only sank slightly, steadily supporting the 170-plus *jin* Yan Huiqing, stopping his descent.

Opening his eyes, Yan Huiqing saw faces surrounding him above. Above those faces, the 4-meter-high platform was high above. The 48-year-old Foreign Minister hadn't been truly moved for many years. At this time, he also felt something in his heart suddenly become active.

He actually managed to fall backward from a height of 4 meters unscathed. The power of mutual trust could actually do this. Yan Huiqing dared not believe it completely, but he couldn't help but believe it.

The outward bound training continued. Everyone only had to fall backward once, and everyone had to catch everyone else. In this process, Yan Huiqing discovered that the more one could overcome self-fear and keep the body straight, the less harm one would cause to others in this interactive project.

At the summary meeting in the evening, Yan Huiqing frankly recounted his experience. Because everyone participated personally and experienced it personally. Such words, which sounded like high-sounding talk in the past, triggered a strong resonance among the crowd. Afterwards, the discussion on this sentiment turned into a discussion on the system construction and interfacing links of various government departments.

If there is a lack of trust in government work interfacing, at least acting according to rules can eliminate a lot of unnecessary mutual harm.

The outward bound training lasted for four days. On the evening of the fourth day, the last project ended. That was on a platform more than twenty meters high, at heights of 5 meters, 10 meters, and 20 meters, a square beam ten meters long and 20 centimeters wide. Everyone had to walk from one end to the other without protection.

When everyone completed the project and looked up at the elevated frame again, many people couldn't believe they actually walked across this beam. If it were in the past, let alone completing this project. Just thinking about it, they would think they definitely couldn't do it.

However, the projects completed in these four days were all projects they thought impossible to complete. Yet, like walking this beam, they were all completed. For a moment, everyone felt a myriad of emotions, yet felt it was logical. Because the key points of completing each project and the state of mind to overcome behind it were clearly explained at the beginning. The reason why they thought they couldn't do it before was just because they didn't know.

Just then, a sharp whistle sounded. Seeing everyone looking at him, the young coach put down the whistle and shouted, "Attention! At ease!"

All senior Party and government officials, including ministers and Central Committee members, obeyed the order. "Today, we have completed all outward bound training projects. I told everyone at the beginning that everyone would definitely be able to complete these projects. No matter what everyone thought at that time, now everyone has completed every project. Regarding the feelings about the projects, everyone is different. But I believe everyone must have their own feelings. The last thing I want to emphasize now is that these are very dangerous projects. Therefore, I request everyone never to ask others to repeat them casually at home or other places. Even if you really want to repeat them, you must consider the danger. Everyone is a professional and should fully understand that these projects indeed have great danger and require very professional preparation and organization to complete! Did everyone hear that?"

Even though the coach was just a young man, these senior Party and government officials answered in unison according to the outward bound training, "Heard!"

"Then, I announce that after everyone claps hands three times together, this outward bound training ends!" the young coach shouted.

Clap! Clap! Clap! After three claps, the coach walked straight off the stage.

Everyone was excited and felt there were many emotions that still needed to be vented. If He Rui went on stage to say something at this time, it would perfectly fit the mood at this time. However, He Rui didn't go on stage. Instead, an official of the Organization Department organizing this event went on stage and said, "Now rest begins. Everyone can drink water and talk. Half an hour later, set off for the restaurant."

Because He Rui did not participate, the dinner party was extraordinarily lively. Even Vice Premier Zhao Tianlin, an educator, praised the outward bound training very much. Needless to say for others, they all thought this was not just an eye-opener but an improvement for themselves. After chatting for a long time, He Rui appeared.

Appearing at this time was also a link in the entire training. As the saying goes, 'No enlightenment without puzzlement, no articulation without anxiety.' Confucius knew this two thousand years ago, and modern outward bound training naturally must consider it. Sure enough, seeing He Rui, the comrades who were chatting happily stood up one after another, hoping He Rui would say a few words.

He Rui still didn't make a concluding speech but ate with the comrades. When they arrived at the lounge, He Rui began his concluding speech, "Everything I want to say has been personally experienced by comrades in the outward bound training. There is one thing that was not explicitly stated, that is, everyone must learn to accept oneself. Even if this self doesn't run fast, jump high, or runs fast and jumps high. This is not important. What is important is that we are all ignorant. Admitting one's ignorance and accepting one's ignorance is the biggest obstacle to our personal growth."

Without this outward bound training, this remark would inevitably be a metaphysical discussion. At this time, everyone understood. Yan Huiqing was particularly emotional and couldn't help saying, "I know what I can do, and I also know what I really can't do. But I don't know what I don't know. Encountering such things, I would shift blame and vent anger. This was indeed the biggest obstacle to progress before."

Everyone agreed. This training let them know that they could actually do things they dared not even think about before, which indeed greatly established confidence. But precisely because of this, they understood that their previous inability to progress was really because they didn't know, not because they didn't perform well with their abilities.

Just confirming these greatly expanded one's mind. As for admitting one's ignorance in failures time and again and accepting the ignorant self, although it was very uncomfortable, one obtained liberation in the new cognition.

The previous self felt that I knew what was going on but couldn't do it, so the frustration and loss felt were very strong. Thinking of those things, I felt my thoughts couldn't be cleared.

Although accepting the fact that I am ignorant indeed feels very uncomfortable. But this discomfort also stimulated everyone's confidence to continue learning and progressing. As long as there is a direction and steps, I can learn and do it.

Compared with the despair brought by completely unable to find direction and having to deny oneself in various ways before, the pain brought by the realization of accepting one's ignorance appeared negligible, and even seemed a bit sweet.

"True knowledge can soothe pain and bring happiness." After making the final concluding speech, He Rui stopped being a teacher but chatted with everyone about various things in this outward bound training.

This time was a vacation, so time management was quite loose. Even though they were all Party and government cadres, they also had their own small circles. Small circles also had small circle preferences. Some liked bathing, some liked pure chatting. Some also liked chatting while drinking.

Some people also liked to walk around in various circles and chat for a while when encountering topics they cared about. Wu Youping and Zhuang Jiaxiong took juice and bread and sat in the gauze tent to chat.

"Old Zhuang, I'm not criticizing your vice minister. I just feel that everyone seems to put too much thought into being responsible to superiors; I don't approve."

Hearing Wu Youping's words, Zhuang Jiaxiong also agreed deeply. "Don't mind; they are just a little too excited. After all, the current economic development exceeds imagination. We also held a brainstorming session in our ministry. At the meeting, everyone put forward a view that China is indeed very strong. It's just that the Chairman was not in charge back then. If the Chairman overthrew the Manchu Qing and sat on the throne, how could Britain dare to be as arrogant as now!"

"It's not too late to do it now. Whenever one understands, it's never too late." Wu Youping sighed.

If it were before, Zhuang Jiaxiong felt he was affected by other things, so he failed to do many things. At this time, although Zhuang Jiaxiong still had resentment about past events, it was much weaker than before. Admitting and accepting his ignorance, Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't want to blame others much anymore, but asked, "Old Wu, did the Chairman hold back some words?"

Wu Youping dared to tell his old classmate his heartfelt words at this time. "The Chairman believes that everyone should not consider how to be responsible for the Chairman's orders just because of the responsibility relationship in the system. Instead of having this thought, everyone might as well think more about the logic behind the policy and the principles used."

"...Indeed so." Zhuang Jiaxiong understood what Wu Youping cared about.

The effect of this vacation was very good. After resting for 10 days, everyone returned to Beiping. The work in the ministry was not delayed because of everyone's short vacation, and no major incidents happened. Everyone did feel some subtle inner reactions, but everyone gained a lot ideologically this time. These subtle reactions not only did not affect work but made everyone's understanding of themselves deeper.

At this time, He Rui went south first to Kunming. After Zhong Yifu, the First Committee Member of the Southwest Bureau, happily welcomed He Rui's arrival, he immediately began to report on work. According to reconnaissance, Britain had pulled up a force of 600,000 British Indian troops in the past 80 days, and transported 70,000 ANZAC troops, 6,000 Canadian troops, and 40,000 British mainland army troops. It was clear that a large-scale offensive was to be launched.

Without He Rui emphasizing, the Staff Department of the Burma Theater began to report on the operational plan. As long as the British took the initiative to attack, they would reveal flaws. Although the Staff Department of the Burma Theater really couldn't figure out whether the British army had figured out the current situation, since they wanted to give away heads, the National Defense Force had no reason not to collect them.

After a large amount of reconnaissance, from Yangon by the Indian Ocean to various areas on the Sino-Burmese border, the Staff Department had formulated operational plans for each area. Now they were waiting for Britain to launch an attack. If Britain didn't attack, the National Defense Force wouldn't be idle either. The road in Burma had to stop work because of the rainy season, and there were too many projects to do now. If the British didn't attack, the National Defense Force could complete the road. Once completed, hundreds of thousands of National Defense Force troops could move freely throughout the Burma region. Although infantry infiltration tactics were very favorable to the National Defense Force, it didn't mean that the National Defense Force only had these three tricks. Actively annihilating British troops was not particularly difficult for the National Defense Force.

As if to dispel He Rui's concerns, just while introducing the war situation and arrangements, the Staff Department received news that the British army began to move. The British white army went north from Yangon and began to attack. The British Indian Army in the Assam region marched towards Upper Burma in a dense formation.

Zhong Yifu watched the staff officers mark the direction of the British attack and said happily to He Rui, "Chairman, Britain adopted the stupidest tactics."

He Rui laughed, "I don't agree with your wording, but I agree with your response to the war situation."

Being told so by He Rui, Zhong Yifu was a little embarrassed and couldn't help explaining, "I am eager to fight. Please forgive me, Chairman."

"I understand." He Rui tried hard to reassure Zhong Yifu. After all, among the six people from the Baoding Military Academy who followed He Rui back then, Zheng Silang swept the Kwantung Leased Territory within 72 hours, and Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and Hu Xiushan beat the Japanese army badly in Korea. Although Zhong Yifu held an important position and indeed undertook very important work, he never had the opportunity to fully display his talents like other classmates. Commanding a theater this time, Zhong Yifu looked forward very much to achieving results comparable to his old classmates.

"Chairman, do you want to command personally?" Zhong Yifu asked.

He Rui was amused by Zhong Yifu and answered with a smile, "Haha, I'll stay here for a few days; you don't need to entertain me specially."

On September 18, 1925, the Air Force of the National Defense Force moved out in large numbers in the Burma region. The 4th Group under the 7th Air Division encountered the British Air Force first. In the past period, Britain had strengthened its air force in India. After the rain cleared, the British Air Force also joined the war.

Many of the British Air Force using biplanes were pilots from the European War. When they saw the Chinese monoplanes pouncing menacingly in the sky, they immediately adopted the tactics of World War I and flew their planes up to meet them like knights fighting in the air.

Since there were no radios installed in the British Air Force planes, they could only communicate by shaking the wings of the planes. Just at the moment of shaking the wings and commanding the wingman to follow closely, the Chinese plane pulled up and quickly disappeared from the British pilot's field of vision.

This was the tactic of the Chinese Air Force. In World War I, air combat was basically horizontal circling combat. The Chinese Air Force accepted He Rui's air combat thinking, not only having horizontal circling but also utilizing vertical space, greatly increasing the range of air combat.

The Chinese Air Force adopted the 'Figure-8' flight. Pulling up is the bottom of the figure 8, then flying to the high point along the left trajectory, and then diving down along the right trajectory of the figure 8.

When the plane returned to the bottom of the figure 8, because the British plane continued to fly forward, the Chinese plane was located diagonally above the rear of the British plane. The machine gun sight was aimed at the British plane. It began to strafe like target practice.

Soon, the British plane emitted thick smoke and was shot down. According to the rules of the European War, the air force fought with momentum. So the Chinese Air Force did not shoot the parachuting pilots but launched attacks on other British planes.

The air battle lasted less than 40 minutes, and more than 20 British planes were shot down. The 4th Group of the 9th Air Division continued its mission, scouting forward. At the same time, looking forward to encountering more British planes to increase their combat achievements.

On September 18 alone, 87 planes of the British Air Force were shot down. At this time, all British Air Force planes in India were only 500.
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'The Chinese have occupied the sky!'

Viceroy and Governor-General of India, Sir Edward Frederick Lindley Wood, Lord Irwin, raised a finger after seeing the war report, asking the Commander of the British Indian Army to pause the report. Viceroy Irwin recalled the situation he understood: the Chinese National Defense Force stated that it was 'invited by Burma.' At this time, there was no such country as Burma in the world; Burma was just a part of British India.

Viceroy Irwin was educated at Eton College and Christ Church, Oxford, specializing in history. In 1903, he became a fellow of All Souls College, teaching history and traveling around the world. In the eyes of this historian, what the current Chinese army pursued was to seize the entire Burma and restore China's sphere of influence.

After making such a judgment, the Viceroy of India allowed the Commander of the British Indian Army to continue reporting. The Commander was very pessimistic about the war situation. Not only was the British Air Force severely beaten, but the British Army's autumn counter-offensive, the 'Operation Crusader'... or rather the Cool Season counter-offensive, also suffered a head-on blow from the Chinese army.

According to the report of the British Command in India, a total of 200,000 troops were invested in the attack. Although they didn't know how many Chinese troops were on the opposite side, these 200,000 troops under the command of the British Command in India were all attacked. This forced the British Command in India to send another 200,000 troops into the war, trying to defeat the Chinese National Defense Force attacking the British army.

However, the subsequent 200,000 troops sent news that they were also besieged...

Viceroy Irwin confirmed his thoughts again: China was preparing to fully retake Burma. That was why they sent a huge army capable of besieging 400,000 British troops.

After the Commander of the British Indian Army finished reporting, Viceroy Irwin asked, "Commander, how many troops do you think we need now to defeat the Chinese army?"

The Commander answered immediately, "According to the assessment of the General Staff, we now need 1.2 million British mainland troops and 2 million auxiliary troops to completely defeat the Chinese army."

Viceroy Irwin was shocked by such a number. He pondered for a moment, stabilized his mind, and continued to ask, "Why are so many troops needed?"

The Commander of the British Indian Army handed over an assessment report. While Viceroy Irwin browsed the open page, the Commander explained, "During China's unification war, He Rui's troop number significantly exceeded 2 million..."

Viceroy Irwin's finger trembled slightly. 2 million army troops, that was the number of the Russian standing army. Tsarist Russia with such a scale of standing army was regarded as a threat by Europe for this reason.

"After the establishment of the Chinese National Defense Force, its scale was between 3 million and 3.5 million. Among them, 500,000 to 700,000 are in the Manchuria and Mongolia regions, 1 million are currently dispersed within China, and about 800,000 have formed corps in Shandong and Fujian, China, to defend against Japanese attacks. Now about 500,000 can be put into the Burma operation."

As a historian, Viceroy Irwin's math was good. He asked, "There are still 500,000 troops; where are they used?"

The Chief of Staff of the British Command in India replied, "Report to Your Excellency Viceroy, this is the reserve force, to support directions that may be needed."

Viceroy Irwin calculated a little and found that 500,000 Chinese troops were already in Burma, plus 500,000 reserves. The British Command in India believed that 3 million various troops were needed to defeat these 1 million Chinese troops.

As the Viceroy of India, Your Excellency Irwin felt that the Kingdom government probably wouldn't really send 1.2 million British mainland troops, so the actual troop strength was probably 2 million against 1 million. He listened to the command staff continue to narrate.

Finally, a report requesting an increase of 1.2 million troops and allowing the British Indian colonial government to use funds to form 2 million various troops was sent to London.

London felt tremendous pressure at this time. From the telegrams of the frontline troops, it was learned that the Chinese army adopted 'audacious' interspersed attacks. Those 'innumerable thin and small Chinese soldiers carried a small amount of weapons and ammunition, advanced lightly, interspersed from the junction of the British army, and began to launch attacks on the British army from all directions.'

If the British radio telegram code was deciphered by China, the troops in the Burma Theater would definitely think the British were crazy. First of all, the Chinese army had a good diet, and the officers and soldiers just had a lower body fat percentage; there was no problem of being thin and small. The average height of the British was 165 cm. When the Chinese army conscripted soldiers, the height requirement was above 165 cm. Compared with Chinese officers and soldiers, British officers and soldiers were actually slightly disadvantaged in height. If one had to choose a 'thin and small' side, it must be Britain.

As for the statement 'innumerable,' it belonged to 'feeling' rather than specific numbers. The total number of Chinese troops in Burma now was only 200,000. The number of troops launching attacks against 400,000 various British troops was only about 150,000. In terms of troop strength, the Chinese army was the inferior side.

What truly possessed the advantage was that after China adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics, the number of combat units capable of implementing attacks was about ten times that of Britain.

In the report, combat units at all levels noticed that although the British troops also had 'squad' level organization, they actually used platoons as combat units. Their command was rigid, and troop movement was slow, which in the eyes of the Republic National Defense Force was simply a crime.

Aiming at British characteristics, the National Defense Force emphasized adopting 3-man teams to implement attacks in combat command in the early stage. Although the command based on platoons was rigid, when the shooting direction was determined, the pouring firepower was quite fierce. Among the early wounded, more than half were not injured in combat but were injured by stray bullets before entering combat.

After the adjusted tactics, although it was impossible to eliminate various British troops with a small number of troops, it was surprisingly easy to pin down a regiment with a company. Other troops could gather and annihilate the divided and surrounded British troops one by one with superior firepower and troop strength.

Although the British army didn't know what kind of war they were fighting, they also began to feel that things were not going well. Because every day, several British units called for help via radio, reporting that they were fiercely attacked by a large number of Chinese troops. The distress telegrams became more and more urgent, and finally ended with 'Our army is unable to resist, is burning code books and military flags and other materials, requesting to surrender.' Although it was unknown whether those British troops were all killed or finally surrendered. Afterwards, no news was received from those British army units.

Seeing that one-fifth of the British troops had no news after reporting telegrams of having to surrender, the British Command in India had to order, 'The whole army attacks the rear to restore the traffic line as soon as possible.'

This was October 4, and on this day. Lieutenant Colonel Ma Yuteng, the former manager of the POW camp and now a regimental staff officer back in the army, was riding a bicycle. This was a specially produced mountain bicycle. The wheels were very wide, and the tires were not the 28-inch heavy-duty bicycles used in rural areas, but 29-inch military bicycles with 3-speed gears for combat.

At this time, it was an uphill slope, so the vehicle chain was hung on the largest gear, riding forward. Racks capable of carrying loads were installed on both sides of the front fork, the rear rack, and both sides of the rear rack. On these were marching equipment, logistical supplies, and weapons and ammunition. A division of troops was using such transportation tools to advance towards the Siliguri Corridor in the west.

As a regimental staff officer, Ma Yuteng also rode the same field mountain bicycle as his comrades, advancing towards the destination with the bicycle torrent of the troops.

The local people encountered along the way, except for slightly different clothes, had no difference in appearance from the officers and soldiers of the troops. Although the locals were very vigilant about this suddenly appearing army and dodged one after another. But seeing the same faces, the hostility was much smaller. After all, those who oppressed the locals in these years were the British and the Indian running dogs of the British. Moreover, for more than a year recently, news about the success of the Chinese revolution had been coming. Watching these troops marching all the way west, that was the direction where the British and Indian running dogs came from. The locals also decided not to conflict with this army for the time being.

In the past thousand years, the people living here were of East Asian descent, not traditional Indian races. The British included Burma into British India, and the Assam region was ruled by Britain. Before that, Britain also coexisted with Burma for a hundred years. This was not because the British lacked the ambition to annex Burma at that time, but because there were indeed mountain barriers between Burma and India.

North of these mountain barriers is the 20-kilometer-wide Siliguri Corridor. From a long-term strategic perspective, as long as this place is seized, the passage from the Indian region into the Assam region can be blocked. From a short-term campaign perspective, seizing this place will completely cut off the northern retreat route of the British army attacking the Chinese Expeditionary Force from the Assam region. And the southern cluster of the Expeditionary Force can go all the way south, seize Yangon, and surround the British army in the Lower Burma region.

Regimental Staff Officer Ma Yuteng knew that his division advancing so fiercely might indeed face the possibility of being attacked from both front and back by British reinforcements and British troops trying to escape. However, the opportunity was rare at the moment, and there was also the possibility of annihilating the British army in one fell swoop. If it was the latter, the National Defense Force would sit on the geographical advantage of mountains and rivers, facing the Indian region controlled by Britain directly, and the war would enter a brand-new stage. To achieve such a strategic situation, it was indeed worth the risk.

The Assam region is a basin. To the north is the highlands of South Tibet, China, and to the south is the Jaintia Hills in the Bengal region. This is a hilly area about 900 meters high. Although not a natural barrier, it is at least difficult to pass. There was no need to worry about the British army suddenly killing out from the south.

Just then, the signal corpsman in front waved the command flag and shouted to the bicycle troops rolling past him: "Enemy forces found ahead, prepare for combat."

The torrent of bicycles stopped. The vehicles were arranged neatly together, taken over by the logistics department attached to each combat unit. The combat troops took off their weapons and equipment one after another and began to assemble. The squad and platoon commanders first gathered the squads and platoons near them together, then ordered the troops to count off. Afterwards, company and battalion combat units began to call their own squads and platoons to assemble.

Those personnel mixed with other troops for various reasons also rode their bicycles at this time and headed towards their own units. Not long after, each unit completed the assembly of more than 96% of its own personnel.

After completing the assembly of the unit, the division staff had also made combat preparations. At this time, planes in the sky also appeared at an altitude of more than 1,000 meters. Although there were only three planes, they did their best to provide air reconnaissance for the troops.

Regimental Staff Officer Ma Yuteng quickly received the combat order from the division staff, marked the combat direction accurately on the map, and noted down the combat plan. After a simple meeting at the regimental headquarters, the troops adjusted the radio frequency and checked their watches. With the order given, the troops advanced rapidly towards the enemy.
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"Report, 1st Battalion has engaged the enemy."

Ma Yuteng sat next to the regiment commander. Seeing the commander looking down at the map, he immediately pointed out the target. The regiment commander frowned slightly, "Isn't the 1st Battalion a flanking force? Why did they engage so quickly?"

Ma Yuteng answered immediately, "In our prediction, the enemy should be moving faster than now. Or we send scouts to check again to determine if the enemy carries heavy weapons we haven't discovered."

The regiment commander considered for a moment and ordered, "We also scout, ask the Air Force to help scout..."

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*
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Division Commander Yu Cen saw the British Indian Army obediently accept the fate of being captured, feeling both relaxed and lucky in his heart. He thought he would be the head of the POW camp for a long time, but he didn't expect that the higher-ups' purpose was actually to let Yu Cen understand the opponent, the British Indian Army, and soon let Yu Cen return to the combat troops.

In comparison, Wu Peifu led that group of old Beiyang Army officers who were obviously somewhat resistant to the new government to become heads of the POW camp. Moreover, new old Beiyang Army officers continued to come to work in the POW camp.

But that was all about the old Beiyang Army. After Yu Cen returned to the combat troops, he was soon arranged to be a...

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*
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Baldwin likes to sigh, "In Britain, what needs shelter most are wild flowers, small birds, and the British Prime Minister."

Facing the MPs in the House of Commons, the British Prime Minister was not afraid to go to accept questioning, but he didn't want to go to the House of Commons to accept questioning. Before deciding when to accept questioning, the Prime Minister convened a cabinet meeting.

This was the second full war cabinet meeting convened on his own initiative to deal with the Sino-British war. The first time, a decision was made to urgently dispatch 120,000 white troops to Burma. As for the result, the cabinet members already knew now.

In the cabinet...

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*
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> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be completely corrupted. The content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving) immediately after the title. The original text is missing.]*
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The students in the classroom didn't expect Professor Li to go out during class. The voices from outside the classroom were not enough for the curious students to figure out the conversation outside. Only a few words of farewell could roughly tell that the young man who appeared in the last row of the classroom came to say goodbye to Professor Li.

Soon, Professor Li walked back to the classroom, with unconcealable melancholy in his expression. But Professor Li did not tell the students his personal thoughts, but asked the students: "Are there any classmates who want to add?"

Seeing the students shaking their heads one after another, Professor Li continued: "At present..."

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*
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> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be completely corrupted. The content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving) immediately after the title. The original text is missing.]*
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On November 11, a news that could have shocked the European diplomatic circles was completely overshadowed by the news that the French legal circle publicly expressed willingness to join the Asian International Tribunal trial.

Switzerland and China reached an agreement on diplomatic relations at the chargé d'affaires level. Soon, the foreign ministers of both sides would sign the agreement in the Chinese capital. The second country to recognize the He Rui government after the Soviet Union appeared.

This news spread to the foreign ministries of various countries at an extremely fast speed, but no one was angry about it. Because the powers knew very well that the Soviet Union was looking forward to European countries passing through the Soviet Union as a formal...

> *[Translator's Note: The source file for this chapter appears to be corrupted. After the text above, the content switches to a different novel ("Circle of Inevitability" by Cuttlefish that Loves Diving). The remaining text is omitted.]*



★


Double Front: Law and War (1)

Volume 4 — Chapter 111

❧ ❧ ❧


In the Foreign Secretary's office, the Foreign Secretary stood up and walked to the liquor cabinet, asking the Minister of Justice sitting on the sofa, "Sherry?"

"Thank you." The Minister of Justice replied helplessly. Taking the glass handed by the Foreign Secretary, the Minister of Justice placed it on the table in front of him and asked, "I heard that the Foreign Office tried to stop people from the legal circle from participating in the trial."

"Yes. But obviously, we failed." The Foreign Secretary took a sip and explained slightly, "I mean, in the past month, the War Office obviously failed to turn the tide of the war."

The Minister of Justice nodded slightly. If the Army could advance the front line northward by 100 kilometers in the past month, this matter might be resolved. The ANZAC Corps set off from Yangon. The supreme commander in Yangon was a British general, and it was impossible to allow the ANZAC Corps to conduct massacres openly in Yangon.

The ANZAC Corps' massacre began 50 kilometers away from Yangon. According to news revealed by the British Foreign Office from Chinese newspapers, the massacres were distributed in the range of 50-100 kilometers outside Yangon. In the past month, the British army tried to counterattack and regain these areas. But they all failed shamefully.

Just imagine, if these areas could be recaptured, personnel conducting on-site investigations of criminal acts would have to enter British-controlled areas, which would give Britain a lot of room for manipulation. Moreover, Britain would also prove to the world that the British Empire is still the world hegemon, not the 'paper tiger' mentioned by He Rui in the editorial.

The two British cabinet ministers sipped sherry in silence. The Foreign Secretary broke the silence first, "What on earth do those legal experts think? Do they want to participate in the trial of the ANZAC Corps so much?"

The Minister of Justice shook his head. "Participating in the trial of the ANZAC Corps is a regret for them. But doing nothing and simply watching the ANZAC Corps being tried by other countries is a humiliation. Britain's legal system is case law. Once this trial ends, the established legal provisions and various interpretations of legal provisions are very likely to be used in the future. The British judicial circle cannot lose its right to speak."

After speaking, the Minister of Justice looked at the Foreign Secretary, waiting for his reply while also worrying whether the Foreign Secretary had enough legal knowledge to correctly understand this passage.

The Foreign Secretary responded quickly, "The Foreign Office is not worried that this incident will lead to closer relations between countries and China. This is impossible. However, this is the status quo Britain faces today. As long as there is the slightest opportunity, other countries will swarm up. Especially when Britain does not show military advantage."

The Minister of Justice couldn't help sighing softly, "Alas... I see that the British public is very emotional now."

The Foreign Secretary thought for a moment and finally decided to say something, "Mr. Lampson and the earlier Mr. Jordan wrote in their reports that He Rui told them both that only when Britain loses 500,000 young white lives will the British government and the British House of Commons not be coerced by public opinion. Only then can peace come."

The Minister of Justice initially thought these words were calm and rational, but a moment later he realized the chilling killing intent within. Britain in November was not warm, and at this time the Foreign Secretary's fireplace was not lit, so the Minister of Justice shivered twice in succession.

Hearing such a thing for the first time made the Minister of Justice feel a fear of He Rui. He Rui's terrifying nature was not only because he had excellent military ability, but his insight into political changes was as excellent as his military ability.

According to the experience of the European War, when Britain lost more than 500,000 people in battle, it tried very seriously to make peace with Germany. If the Allied Powers and the Central Powers hadn't lost their heads at that time, the war should have ended in 1916. However, from all angles, He Rui was not a mentally ill ruler of the Central Powers. If Britain was willing to make peace, He Rui would agree.

According to this deduction, there was no need to worry about the war fighting to an unmanageable level. But the Minister of Justice not only did not feel relaxed but felt more uneasy. If He Rui could achieve his goals so simply and easily every time, what about ten years later? What about twenty years later?

He Rui was only 35 years old now. Given He Rui's current status, he was unreasonably young. Twenty years later, He Rui would be 55, the golden age of a politician. What changes would happen then?

However, this thought did not last long. The Minister of Justice soon thought that if this war failed, Prime Minister Baldwin's cabinet would be finished. He might not even survive the next two years; thinking about things twenty years later was really looking for trouble.

The Minister of Justice drank the wine in one gulp and said to the Foreign Secretary, "Does the Foreign Office still want to oppose our people participating?"

The Foreign Secretary shook his head. "We are no longer considering stopping this matter; I actually hope He Rui will stop it."

The Minister of Justice stood up. "Thank you for your wine; next time at my place, it's on me."

After the British upper echelon made a decision, the subsequent progress was very fast. The British Bar Association sent a telegram to the Republic government, stating that the British judicial circle would accept the invitation to participate in the Asian International Tribunal.

The Foreign Secretary had been paying attention to this matter. After seeing the reply from the Republic, his eyes couldn't help widening.

'...The Organizing Committee of the Asian International Tribunal agrees to the accession of the British judicial circle. However, the Chinese government is very puzzled by certain traditions adhered to by the British judicial circle. In the eyes of the British, African chiefs are representatives of backward civilizations. However, the wigs on the heads of British judicial figures are really no different from the feather headdresses on the heads of tribal chiefs. If a comparison must be made, the chief's feather headdress represents the magnificence of bravery, while the wig of the British judicial circle is flattery and imitation of the aristocratic system.

The Asian International Tribunal adopts a committee recommendation system in the selection of judges, which is a behavior based on professionalism. The logic of bloodline theory contained in wigs conflicts with the method of asking only about profession, not origin.

We will still respect the traditions of British colleagues and will not stop their attire. However, the Chinese side still expects British colleagues to avoid highlighting images related to bloodline theory as much as possible in the international tribunal, so as to express Britain's attitude of pursuing equality and progress to the judicial circles of countries around the world.

The concept of the Asian International Tribunal is based on civilization, justice, and fairness, symbolizing the progress of mankind...'

For a moment, the Foreign Secretary was a bit unsure whether such a statement counted as deliberately setting obstacles. If so, that would be great. If the Foreign Secretary brought his diplomatic experience into it, he could only feel the contempt contained therein. If it were between countries, this action would very likely trigger a war.

Thinking of war, the Foreign Secretary sighed helplessly. War did not need to be triggered; it was ongoing. The British army was still at a disadvantage, while the British judicial circle had to participate in the great trial of the ANZAC Corps. Britain was fighting China on two fronts, law and war, and at this time, the dawn of victory could not be seen yet.

All content from the Chinese side was public. The British press soon published this news criticizing the wigs of British judges and lawyers in newspapers, triggering the anger of the British public. Seeing this news, the Minister of the Interior and the Minister of War were actually very happy in their hearts. Under such an atmosphere, the difficulty of conscription would be reduced. More young British people would become soldiers and go to India to fight the Chinese army.

While the British public felt angry at China, through the propaganda of the American press, the anger of Americans was also aroused. Especially the Chinese side's comment that the United States is a country with 'a cultural tradition of racial discrimination and genocide' angered Americans even more.

Since the Chinese government mentioned that a racial massacre broke out in the Greenwood District where blacks lived in Tulsa, Oklahoma, many American people believed this was a shameless lie. Smith, a student at Columbia University in New York, firmly believed so.

In a tavern, Smith talked with several fellow Columbia University students about his wish to go to Oklahoma to investigate in person. The eyes of several other students lit up, "Smith, let's go together!"

Having classmates together was of course a good thing. Smith immediately discussed the itinerary with his companions.

Three days later, the group boarded a train to Oklahoma. Oklahoma is a state in the south-central United States, bordered by Missouri and Arkansas to the east, New Mexico and Texas to the west, separated from Texas by the Red River to the south, and bordered by Colorado and Kansas to the north. It is 2,000 kilometers from New York to Oklahoma City, the capital of Oklahoma. The young people knew this was a long journey.

For fully five days, everyone swayed on the train. On the evening of the fifth day, they finally arrived in Oklahoma City. Just after getting off the train, they saw the state's National Guard patrolling outside the train station, and there were also some people at the exit who looked fierce interrogating passengers.

Hearing the accents of the group, the interrogators shouted with a Southern accent, "This is Oklahoma; you Yankees better roll back to your New York."

Smith was American and naturally knew some situations in the United States. Although the KKK in the South had committed atrocities in recent years, the victims were often a few individuals. So seeing China slandering the United States for engaging in a massacre in 1921 really made Smith angry. Just to confirm that there was no massacre, Smith and his classmates traveled thousands of miles from New York to here.

So even if treated so fiercely by the local National Guard, Smith still tried to communicate, "I came here to prove that no massacre happened locally."

Hearing this, the faces of the National Guard personnel changed immediately. They shouted immediately, "Boy, come with us."

Smith felt danger from these Southerners and instinctively backed away. However, the National Guard rushed up directly, trying to control Smith and the others. While resisting, they shouted for help. Seeing this situation, the people in the train station not only didn't step forward to help but hid far away, fearing being implicated.

Several people were pinned to the ground, and the National Guard had already taken out ropes preparing to tie people up. At this time, someone walked to the side and said, "Leave them to me."

Hearing the voice, Smith hurriedly looked up and saw a man in a police uniform, with a silver police badge shining on his chest; he was actually a senior officer of the police station.

Not long after, Smith and others, whose hands were firmly tied, were strung together by a rope. The rope was tied around their necks so they couldn't escape. The front end of the rope was tied behind the Sheriff's saddle. Smith and the others' luggage had been taken away by the National Guard. They walked through the streets of this slave state of 50 years ago like a string of slaves.

Passers-by pointed and stared, making Smith feel as if he had really done something wrong.

Under this humiliating traction, Smith and the others arrived at the door of the police station. The Sheriff didn't untie them but dismounted and led them into a room next to the police station. This room was full of injured people; some were beaten, some had gunshot wounds. All lay groaning on wooden beds with only wooden boards. What made Smith and the others feel fortunate was that there were nurses taking care of these people in the room.

Seeing the Sheriff, the nurse hurried forward to greet him. The Sheriff looked majestic and asked the nurse to continue working. When the nurse turned around, the Sheriff reached out and slapped the nurse's buttock, causing the nurse to exclaim. Afterwards, Smith and the others were led by the Sheriff out of another door of the room, and then entered the police station.

Police officers came forward and locked Smith and the others in the cell behind the police station. Not long after, the Sheriff appeared outside the cage with a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He pulled a stool and sat opposite the cage, looking at Smith and the others who could only sit on the ground because there were no stools in the cage.

Smith and the others regretted it immensely at this time. They never expected that as the same United States, the Southern states were so barbaric. But having fallen into someone else's hands, Smith didn't dare to say anything more, fearing to anger the Sheriff.

The Sheriff took a few more puffs of smoke before speaking, "Did you see the people in that room?"

"Yes."

"Do you know why they were injured?"

"...Did you beat them?" Smith couldn't help asking.

"Fuck you!" the Sheriff cursed, "I saved them, brought them back from that son of a bitch Tulsa town."

Speaking of this, the Sheriff was angry. "You Yankees always fucking think you are noble and righteous. You did it once decades ago; now do you want to continue causing us trouble? If you want to die, isn't it better to commit suicide directly at home? You insist on coming here to cause us trouble!"

At this time, Smith felt that his judgment on the massacre might be wrong, but he still held a shred of hope, so he asked, "Mr. Sheriff, we came here to prove that the massacre did not happen, not to cause trouble. May I ask, did the massacre really not happen?"

The Sheriff's face darkened completely. He continued smoking, looking at Smith like looking at a fool. After finishing the cigarette, the Sheriff flicked the cigarette butt directly at Smith and the others. The burning end scalded one of Smith's companions, making him cry out.

The Sheriff stood up and said mockingly, "You guys stay here until you rot." After speaking, he turned to shout at the police officer, "Jim, pour a bucket of water on them, let them sober up."

After speaking, he turned and left. Soon, a police officer with buckteeth walked over carrying a bucket of water. Because of the mockery on his face, he looked particularly evil. This police officer named Jim looked at the group for a while and laughed, "Hey, little masters, give me ten dollars, and I can send a telegram to your family telling them you are here."

Smith and the others were mixed with surprise and joy, but when they were caught by the National Guard, their luggage was snatched, and their wallets were also stolen. Where was the money on them now?

Fortunately, one companion was relatively cautious. He fumbled in his underwear for a while and took out a small roll of money. Pulling James [Jim] and the others over, he whispered, "Is this person credible?"

Everyone only had this little money left, and really dared not take risks. However, the police officer named Jim looked very patient. He just watched the few people with a mocking smile, baring his buckteeth. He didn't urge, nor did he mean to leave.

Smith and the others discussed for a moment, not knowing when the Sheriff would let them go. Finally, they had to bargain with Jim. This communication highlighted Jim's value instead. He stated: errand fee 10 dollars, telegram fee 10 dollars, actually 20 dollars.

Smith's family was not without money. He asked for the companion's money, first took out a 20-dollar bill and waved it in his hand. Officer Jim was finally moved, and Smith asked, "I also want to know one thing; please tell me as well."

"10 dollars." Officer Jim insisted on his principle.

"Did the massacre happen?"

"Hehe, little master, with this time, you might as well give me your home address." Officer Jim mocked.

"It is impossible for us to investigate this matter, so we want to hear what happened."

Officer Jim didn't answer, just reached out his hand. Smith hardened his heart, took out the small notebook that hadn't been snatched away, and began to write his address on it. After writing, he helplessly handed the address and 20 dollars to Officer Jim.

Officer Jim flicked the 20 dollars, hearing the crisp sound of the paper, he couldn't help laughing again, revealing his buckteeth.

Just when Smith thought Officer Jim would swagger away, he heard him say, "I don't know what happened either. However, little master, it's better not to believe what the government writes in the newspapers." After speaking, Officer Jim left leisurely, leaving a group of dumbfounded silly kids in the cage.

On the morning of the third day, Smith and the others, who were almost starved to death in the cage, finally waited for their savior. It was Smith's father's business partner in Texas. He came to pay the bail and rescued Smith and the others. Afterwards, he arranged a train for them, telling them to hurry back to New York and never come to a place like Oklahoma again unless they had nothing better to do.

Before the train departed, Smith bought a newspaper from a newsboy selling food and newspapers outside the window. On the first page, the Oklahoma state government officially refuted the rumor, 'A conflict did occur, but the death toll was only 3.'

Thinking of Officer Jim's sentence 'It's better not to believe what the government writes in the newspapers,' Smith felt a cracking sensation in his chest. So the massacre was real!

After returning to New York with great difficulty, Smith saw an interview published in the New York Times in the following days. After all, they were reporters from a major newspaper; their means were unknown times stronger than young people like Smith. They found several black people who had fled from the local area. Those black people told the truth about the cruel massacre. As the Chinese side said, thousands of white mobs attacked the black community and destroyed it completely. Hundreds were killed, and the surviving black people fled everywhere.

After reading the report, Smith didn't feel much excitement. After experiencing the reality of the United States personally, there was nothing more to be disillusioned about. When Smith went to eat, he saw his father put a copy of the New York Times aside and looked over with a somewhat sympathetic look.

Smith sat down at the table and said calmly, "Father, I will graduate next year. I want to go to China after graduation."
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November 27. Morrison, who arrived in Hungary from Italy for a visit, was having dinner with the Hungarian Minister of Justice and Minister of Foreign Affairs in a Hungarian restaurant. The day after tomorrow, Morrison would embark on the journey back to China. Morrison expressed his gratitude to the two for their hospitality over the past few days.

The Foreign Minister accepted the thanks easily. After all, Hungary had decided to establish diplomatic relations with China, and there would be plenty of time to greet each other in the future. After the two finished talking, the Hungarian Minister of Justice asked, "Your Excellency Morrison, in terms of bloodline, we and China are distant relatives. And the University of Budapest is also one of the oldest universities in Europe. I wonder why personnel from the Budapest Law School were not invited."

Morrison was Australian and personally didn't want to talk about this matter. He laughed, "I will report this matter to the country. I wonder if Hungary has any other wishes?"

The Minister of Justice answered decisively, "Romania must never be allowed to join the International Tribunal."

These words almost really amused Morrison. But Morrison had good self-restraint and held back. He just nodded to indicate he would report this matter to the country.

On December 14, 1925, legal experts from seven countries—China, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Austria, and Hungary—officially announced the establishment of the East Asia International Tribunal in Shanghai to try the ANZAC Corps massacre case.

The Presidium was established first. The Presidium had a total of 12 members. Each of the 7 countries had one fixed quota, and the other 5 quotas were selected by self-recommendation and recommendation. The work of the Presidium was not to participate in the trial, but to be responsible for arranging the work of the International Tribunal.

Although the first legal experts to arrive did not bring their own luggage, the heavy luggage they brought contained a large amount of legal expert materials. After a selection and various telegram exchanges, on January 6, 1926, the Presidium completed its formation.

On January 7, the Presidium officially issued a communiqué: 'The Presidium believes that the legal level of the Soviet Union is not convincing enough, so the Presidium expresses gratitude to the Soviet legal circle for their enthusiasm to join the trial. The Presidium guarantees that the latest legal research reports will also be sent to the Soviet Union. However, the application of Soviet legal professionals to join the Asian International Tribunal was not approved.'

For this reason, the *National Daily* published news on January 8: 'Chairman He Rui invited the Soviet Ambassador to China to dinner.' Everyone was an old hand in diplomacy and knew very well that this dinner was mainly for He Rui to express a friendly attitude towards the Soviet Union.

However, on January 9, Britain and Japan formally concluded an alliance. The first batch of three divisions of Japanese troops boarded ships and set off to Burma to participate in the war in accordance with the alliance obligations.

To cover the Asian International Tribunal, various powers sent many reporters to China. The reporters thought He Rui was apologizing to the Soviet Union on the first day, but now they were considering whether there was more possibility of strategic cooperation between China and the Soviet Union.

If one wanted to interview the Chinese government directly, one had to wait for the government's regular press conference. In comparison, interviewing the Chinese people was very easy. In Shanghai, a trading city, reporters interviewed everywhere.

The news of Japan sending troops triggered considerable repercussions in China. The Chinese people felt strong disgust for Japan, which refused to change its ways. Compared with the fear of Britain, the addition of the Japanese army diluted the worry of many people. After all, the Northeast Government, a local regime, could defeat Japan. It had been nearly two years since China's unification, and the country had been peaceful for these two years. Since they defeated Japan once, they could defeat Japan a second time.

Shanghai is a trading metropolis, greatly influenced by foreign countries, and its understanding of foreign countries far exceeds other parts of China. If it were before, with the impression of Shanghai locals on Britain and Japan, they would definitely be in a constant state of anxiety. Unexpectedly, although Shanghai people were afraid, it was only within the normal range. Those reporters who had never been to China didn't find it very strange, but the feelings of foreign reporters who had been to China were completely different.

British reporters were very familiar with the ten-mile foreign market in Shanghai and felt that there was a place where they could probably interview some different views. So they went to St. John's University. Arriving at the school, the reporters saw that although the campus couldn't be said to be deserted, the number of students was also very sparse. They couldn't help being quite surprised.

St. John's University was formed by the merger of two Anglican schools, Baird Hall and Duane Hall, by Bishop Samuel Isaac Joseph Schereschewsky of the American Episcopal Church in Shanghai. It was a university highly regarded by Shanghai's political and business celebrities and children of rich families. It used to be a famous school with many students and crowds rubbing shoulders on campus after class. It was truly surprising that it became so depressed in less than two years.

There was no time to interview students at this time; the British reporters went directly to the principal's office. Entering the office building, it was quite quiet inside. Although the doors of some offices were open and there were teachers inside, when several British reporters passed through the corridor, they only heard their own footsteps. The empty and gloomy feeling made the reporters feel very wrong.

The principal was still the former principal, just looking listless. Hearing the British reporters introduce themselves, the principal finally had some spirit. After listening to the reporters' questions, the principal was not excited because his views had the opportunity to be published in the newspapers, but replied somewhat disheartenedly, "Chinese tradition is to be proud of entering politics. Since the establishment of the He Rui government, there have been civil service examinations every year. St. John's University has had only one person pass the exam each year for two consecutive years. Moreover, every person who passed the exam had very strong nationalist sentiments."

British political and business celebrities and rich children also regarded entering politics as the highest goal. Only those who really had no chance would consider doing business or other professions. Not only Britain, but all the powers were the same. After hearing the principal's explanation, the British reporters roughly had some ideas. The biggest reason why St. John's University could gain status in China was its foreign background.

At that time, foreign countries were stronger than China, so this background was naturally very beneficial. The establishment of the He Rui regime meant that strength and weakness had reversed in China. Although rich and noble families might not really like He Rui, rich and noble families had a very keen sense and judgment of strength and weakness. Changing allegiance in time was the method of saving life for rich and noble families.

What's more, attending St. John's University was equivalent to cutting off the possibility of entering politics. How could rich and noble families send their children here at this time?

While considering how to organize a news report, the principal of St. John's University added another sentence, "By the way, neither of those two were believers. They were both atheists."

These words supplemented the reporters' cognition. It wasn't unheard of for firm atheists to exist in a church university. But two St. John's University graduates admitted to the civil service having both strong nationalism and firm atheism... St. John's University must have screening when recruiting students, to weed out such people first. If the students in St. John's University all developed in this direction, this university would probably be dismantled by the students first.

At this time, British reporters had no interest in interviewing students of St. John's University about their views on the war. An article about the Chinese government inciting nationalism and persecuting religion began to brew. Soon, this article appeared in British newspapers.

Two days later, a Chinese article also appeared in British left-wing newspapers, 'While Britain attacks the nationalism of other countries, it is engaging in more intense nationalist incitement itself. This is the characteristic of young civilizations. Because of lack of experience, they unconsciously play the trick of covering one's ears while stealing a bell. This is like a three-year-old child pooping in his pants, afraid to let adults know, so he deliberately pretends to look for the source of the smell, resulting in making the whole room smell.'

'In its long history, China has long had a profound understanding and summary of religion. What religion an individual is willing to believe in is religious freedom. This should not be attacked. But any missionary activity is a commercial activity. The state has comprehensive jurisdiction over commercial activities.'

'In order to seek greater commercial interests, Britain uses religion to wrap commerce, which is also a means of covering one's ears while stealing a bell and confusing the public. If the British public cannot understand this, they can learn about how much land, real estate, various donations, and money laundering activities through donations the Anglican Church actually has.'

'...British people, when you see those so-called 'big shots' high above, the sense of oppression they bring to you, and the sense of powerlessness you feel yourself, is because those people hide the real reasons behind them. Just like the bishops of the Church of England wrap their bodies in magnificent robes, letting everyone see only their appearance, creating their unfathomable image.'

'As long as you know the operating principles of how they got here, everyone can look at them from the perspective of normal people. If everyone is interested in these, you can write to XX newspaper. Whether you want to ask questions or want to introduce your own cognition of these underlying logics, we will try our best to reply or publish...'

The Chinese actually interfered in Britain's internal affairs! This matter caused huge stimulation to the British Home Office. Soon, news of "China interferes in Britain's internal affairs" was published in relatively right-wing newspapers. For a time, the people who had a bad impression of China because of the war began to attack left-wing newspapers. The anti-Chinese atmosphere in Britain became much stronger.

The lower class's anti-Chinese sentiment was dominated by angry scolding. The middle class's anti-Chinese sentiment appeared much more high-end. Many British people with high school and university degrees wrote to newspapers or petitioned the government, requesting Britain to organize the best judicial experts to go to China to provide legal assistance for the trial of the ANZAC Corps case.

These British people were actually quite angry. This anger stemmed from their feeling of China's contempt. China dared to look down on Britain? Facing such a challenge, the British Empire must use the strongest academic strength to prove to the Chinese that Britain is the most civilized country in the world!

The attitude of the educated British middle class disappointed the British upper class somewhat. To say these people didn't understand anything? They were really educated. To say these people were educated? These people completely failed to understand what the Asian International Tribunal was all about.

The British judicial circle has accumulated for hundreds of years; to say they really don't understand how to handle cases? That is certainly not the case.

But the reality is that the ANZAC Corps indeed committed a massacre and was caught red-handed with stolen goods. The more impartially the British judicial circle handles the case, the more the ANZAC Corps cannot escape. So what the British government hopes most is that this matter can end quickly, preferably with no one mentioning it again.

The clearer the case is made, the fairer the trial, and the longer the time drags on, the more inside information will be exposed.

It cannot be said that those British middle class do not love Britain, but the Britain in the eyes of those middle class and the Britain in the eyes of the upper class are obviously not the same Britain.

So regarding the reaction of the middle class, the British government seemed to have not heard or seen it at all. They only hoped that this matter could end as soon as possible, at least end early within Britain.
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On January 14, Comrade Stalin, First Secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU, picked up *Pravda*. The headline on the front page was the news that law professors from Moscow University and Leningrad University in the Soviet Union went to Shanghai, China to participate in the Asian International Tribunal.

After reading this article, Comrade Stalin lit his pipe out of habit. He was not very satisfied with the work of Bukharin, the editor-in-chief of *Pravda*, on this matter, but only not very satisfied. Because He Rui's reaction was too fast, from annihilating the ANZAC Corps to calling on international legal experts, it was done in one go. Although Comrade Stalin made direct instructions immediately after discovering this opportunity, the best time had been missed. The Organizing Committee of the Asian International Tribunal first declined the law professors from universities in Moscow and Leningrad to become members of the Organizing Committee.

Only after the Ministry of Foreign Affairs began to execute Comrade Stalin's instructions did they strive for the qualification of observer committee members. The gap between Organizing Committee members and observer committee members was too big. In comparison, Hungary, a country disliked by everyone, eventually obtained the qualification of an Organizing Committee member because of timely action.

What really made Stalin very dissatisfied was Joffe, a member of the Politburo of the CPSU and Chairman of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. Perhaps Joffe should be dismissed and replaced by a more capable comrade. Comrade Stalin began to consider this matter. But who should replace him?

Refilling a pipe of tobacco, Comrade Stalin stood up and walked around the office. Finally, he decided to raise this matter at the Standing Committee meeting of the Politburo of the CPSU. Although Joffe was very close to Trotsky, this matter would definitely be considered by the Trotsky faction as Comrade Stalin engaging in political struggle. But since those people only considered such things in their minds, Comrade Stalin felt it was even more necessary to struggle with them.

January 15 was the day of the Standing Committee meeting of the Politburo of the CPSU. It could be seen that Trotsky's opposition attitude was very clear at this time. At this time, Trotsky was already in a weak position in the Politburo. After being forced to resign as Chairman of the Revolutionary Military Council in January 1925, he served as Director of the Electrical Technology Development Bureau and Chairman of the Industry and Technology Committee.

Even so, this man with thick hair like a lion's mane still had no intention of retreating. As soon as the meeting started, Trotsky proposed a brand-new report, "The Industrial and Technology Committee hopes to send a delegation to negotiate with China on technical cooperation, hoping to reach a long-term agreement. Moreover, regarding the Soviet-China personnel exchange plan, we also hope to discuss the plan proposed by the Chinese government."

These two plans were promoted by Trotsky and his supporters, and were also a major boost that Trotsky believed could influence Soviet economic policy in the near future.

Given the current situation within the CPSU, the committee members knew very well to what extent the contradictions had reached. These proposals were no longer just proposals, but a struggle for discourse power and policy-making power. Many wait-and-see committee members did not express their attitudes; everyone was waiting for Stalin's speech. Comrade Stalin still listened calmly, showing no emotion on his face.

Trotsky continued, "I think the Chinese side will not refuse these agreements, but what I want to say is that by comparing trade between the Soviet Union and China, and trade between the Soviet Union and Europe, the gap is very large. The Chinese side can accept payment for goods one and a half years after signing the agreement, while in the limited trade in Europe, European merchants have very tight requirements for time. So many European merchants are not unwilling to trade with us, but cannot accept our delivery time. According to the intelligence we collected, the delivery time between China and merchants from various countries is much shorter. Comrades, I really want to discuss this matter."

The wait-and-see committee members and the committee members supporting Stalin all looked at Stalin. They understood that this was another round of attack by Trotsky. Previously, only Soviet liberals dared to compare the European economy with the Soviet Union. Due to the deep-rooted distrust between the Soviet Union and Western European countries, identifying with Western Europe was almost considered treason, so this comparison met with strong dissatisfaction from the top and bottom of the Soviet Union and did not cause much impact.

China's He Rui regime was considered a 'bourgeois reformist regime' in Lenin's era, but the re-demarcation agreement between the He Rui regime and the Soviet Union was within the acceptable range of the CPSU Central Committee. The border military buffer zone between the He Rui regime and the Soviet Union was executed quite well. This agreement stipulated that the two countries form a joint inspection team every year to inspect the other side's military buffer zone and visit the military camps of the other side close to the military buffer zone.

After the establishment of this military mutual trust mechanism, although the huge China still posed some potential threat, the huge China became a shield for the Soviet Union in the East, greatly reducing the security pressure on the Soviet Union.

The He Rui regime amended the constitution and determined that China is a socialist regime. Even if many people in the Soviet Union still considered China a bourgeois reformist regime, this 'bourgeois country' was regarded as a 'moderate bourgeois country' or even a 'good bourgeois country.' As the trade volume between China and the Soviet Union grew larger and larger, the Trotsky faction, which originally tended to compare Europe with the Soviet Union, now increasingly used China as a reference object for comparison with the Soviet Union.

Comrade Stalin hated Trotsky's comparison very much. The Soviet Union is the Soviet Union, and China is China. Trotsky seemed to have completely forgotten the basic principles of Marxism-Leninism, having neither the ability to figure out the specific differences between various countries nor the ability to figure out the universal connections between things.

Just like Trotsky tried to construct the conclusion that 'China is stronger than the Soviet Union' by comparing the Soviet Union's untimely delivery with China's rapid supply, and then criticized the existing Soviet production based on this conclusion, finally achieving the goal of competing for discourse power.

Out of basic politeness, Comrade Stalin listened to Trotsky's speech but did not speak. In political rules, 'King does not fight King.' So Politburo member and *Pravda* editor-in-chief Bukharin spoke, "Comrade Trotsky, I also think the reaction speed of the Chinese side is very fast. Recently, there is a very important matter. China is achieving a breakthrough in diplomacy by building the Asian International Tribunal. I really want to ask Comrade Joffe, why didn't the law departments of Moscow University and Leningrad University respond at all when China first issued the invitation letter? So much so that until now, we can only send personnel to become members of the observation group of the Asian International Tribunal."

This counterattack was very fierce, leaving Joffe, Chairman of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, unsure how to react for a moment. The situation had developed to a point that left Joffe dumbfounded. The Asian International Tribunal established by China had been defined as an 'academic organization.' The Chinese government hid its figure behind an international academic organization, as if it didn't exist in this ambassadorial event dominated by politics and military affairs.

Chinese Doctor of Law Professor Zhao Tianlin stood completely under the spotlight of the world diplomatic stage, becoming the most shining one. Zhao Tianlin's academic qualifications, experience, and character completely withstood the detailed scrutiny that came with attention, becoming a representative figure in the legal circle in the world.

Committee Member Joffe had to admit that after China successfully shaped such an image, the Asian International Tribunal had become a big stage for diplomatic circles. China's diplomatic flexibility made Joffe feel he saw Comrade Lenin's keen sense. After China kicked the United States out of the Asian International Tribunal, those active on the stage were famous figures in the legal circles of Europe and China. The news that the foreign ministers of Italy, Austria, and Hungary accompanied legal professionals from the two countries to China appeared inconspicuous. Based on the intelligence collected by the Soviet Embassy in China, France and Germany also had diplomatic personnel arriving in China and communicating with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

China's diplomacy was unprecedentedly successful, and this success was exactly what the Soviet Union needed. The biggest problem in Soviet diplomacy at present was the inability to break the blockade situation.

Since Bukharin's attack had begun, the goal must be achieved. What Joffe could understand, Bukharin also understood. So after Bukharin described China's breakthrough in diplomacy, he continued, "If the Soviet Union wants to restore trade with Europe, the first thing is to obtain a breakthrough in diplomacy, not simply discuss small matters like delivery time. Mr. He Rui said when talking with our ambassador to China at a dinner a few days ago that for any national-level action, no matter how fast, there is always faster; no matter how slow, there is also slower. In international development, the important thing is whether one can grasp the principal contradiction and secondary contradiction. In this matter, the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs is not a question of fast or slow, but completely failed to understand the situation. I think this proves that Comrade Joffe's working ability is worth discussing."

Speaking of this, the members of the CPSU Central Committee understood that Comrade Stalin was going to remove Joffe from the position of Chairman of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. The People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs was a key channel for communication between the Soviet Union and Europe and America, but the importance of this position was not particularly high.

Since Joffe was to be removed, Joffe's problems had to be listed. Many committee members were very happy to see this happen. Because many people they couldn't stand obtained a lot of European goods that other comrades couldn't get because of various relationships with the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs. The foreign ministries of reactionary European governments were influencing and bribing some Soviet comrades through such petty favors.

Such a situation was not curbed until Comrade Stalin strengthened trade with China. China was indeed very excellent in the production of light industrial products and very talented in imitating European and American light industrial products. If one did not insist on a certain European brand but was willing to accept Chinese brand goods, the Soviet Union could trade with rich resources owned by the Soviet Union such as timber, iron ore, and coal mines. The prices were much cheaper than European goods.

Even if some committee members liked a certain European brand, the Chinese side could conduct entrepot trade through trade channels. Although the price was a bit more expensive, it was fair. With such trade, the means by which European diplomats could win the favor of the Soviet middle and upper classes with a few commodities were interrupted.

Therefore, when Trotsky tried to criticize Soviet industrial production by comparing Sino-Soviet trade delivery times, the committee members supporting Comrade Stalin all felt that Trotsky was very likely trying to use such an attack to criticize the huge achievements Comrade Stalin had already made in building Soviet-Chinese trade.

Bukharin knew the mentality of the committee members very well, so he was very calm when attacking Joffe. "Comrade Joffe, I really want to know, after China did not issue an invitation to the law departments of Moscow University and Leningrad University, why didn't you take the initiative to announce that the law departments of Moscow University and Leningrad University were willing to participate in the just action of the Asian International Tribunal?"

Joffe could not answer. What he considered at that time was how to restore diplomatic relations with Europe, believing that China's actions would only trigger fiercer contradictions between China and Europe, and completely failed to consider the possibility of cooperation between China and Europe in the Asian International Tribunal.

Seeing Joffe not answering, Bukharin continued to ask, "At the Politburo meeting at that time, comrades did think that the relationship between China and Europe was mainly confrontational. You failed to offer more insightful opinions in the diplomatic field. Afterwards, when the French legal circle actively announced that they would join the Asian International Tribunal, why did you still not submit an application for Soviet law professors to join the Asian International Tribunal?"

Joffe still couldn't answer. At that stage, Joffe doubted very much whether China's action of forming the Asian International Tribunal would evolve into a farce of bringing disgrace on itself. Joffe believed that although China had achieved certain military victories in the Sino-British war, this did not mean that China's action of inviting jurists from European and American countries to join the Asian International Tribunal would ultimately succeed. There were contradictions between European and American countries, but when facing China, the contradictions between these countries should be secondary contradictions.

The members of the Politburo of the CPSU listened quietly to Bukharin's accusations. Bukharin's accusations against Joffe were not groundless. Facts proved that Joffe failed to make correct judgments at every stage of the development of the Asian International Tribunal. He lost the opportunity to break the diplomatic blockade, which was very important for the Soviet Union.

If it were in the era of the AUCP(B) Civil War, such execution capability might have led to being shot. According to the political tacit understanding established by Stalin as the First Secretary after Lenin's death, physical elimination was not used, but a leisurely position was found for placement. Joffe would probably go to a department with no real power.
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On January 19, Minister of Commerce Morrison, who returned to China, stood in his office. The office was completely strange to him. He was in Beiping when he left, but he arrived in the new capital after returning.

Trying to distinguish the difference between the new and old capitals, Morrison soon felt that the new capital was thousands of miles south after all, and the temperature was slightly higher than the old capital. Morrison chose the route through the Soviet Union to return to China this time. Compared with the icy and snowy Soviet Union, the temperature difference in the Central Plains region with residual snow on the ground was even more obvious.

Just then, the secretary brought in a paper document box. Seeing this familiar box, Morrison immediately rejoiced. This was an internal reference for ministers and higher-level officials, containing important latest reports. Rank meant not only decision-making power but also the right to know. In a sense, the right to know is more important than the right to speak.

Morrison sat at the new desk and looked through the news content. The first item turned out to be about the Soviet Union. After discussion and decision by the Central Committee of the CPSU, Joffe was relieved of his duties as People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs (Minister), and was succeeded by Deputy People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs Litvinov.

Stopping reading, Morrison recalled when he passed through the Soviet Union, the one who received him was the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister). The two negotiated on Sino-Soviet trade in 1926. Recalling some words of the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister), Morrison felt that the Soviet attitude was slightly strange.

On the morning of the next day, the delegation reported its work to the central government. This trip to Europe was very fruitful, not only diplomatically but also in foreign trade. In the afternoon, Morrison reported to He Rui and Wu Youping alone. When speaking of the Soviet Union, Morrison mentioned some strange points of the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister).

Wu Youping heard Morrison say that the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce (Minister) actually asked about China's agricultural development after land distribution, and also felt it was really strange. Generally speaking, unless something particularly bad happened after China's land distribution that attracted the attention of the Soviet Union, it was very likely that the Soviet Union was interested in China's land reform model.

Of course, there were other possibilities. That was, the Soviet People's Commissar for Commerce had nothing to say and asked some questions he personally cared about. Wu Youping extinguished all imaginations and continued to discuss realistic issues that had already occurred with Morrison.

After the new Soviet People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs (Minister) Litvinov took office, he conveyed his intention to visit China to the Republic government through the Soviet Ambassador to China. Wu Youping asked if this person had actively communicated with Morrison.

Since he met too many people this time, Morrison thought for a moment before finally confirming, "I have absolutely no contact with this person."

Wu Youping didn't ask much and asked Morrison how he felt about the Soviet Union now.

Morrison recalled the Soviet cities he saw and stated that he had never been to Tsarist Russia, nor had he been to the current Soviet rural areas. Solely from the bits and pieces he could see this time, the order in Soviet cities looked good. Especially the people at the bottom in the Tsarist era, from social system security to the visible spirit, indeed looked very good. Moreover, the Soviet Union invested heavily in education, and the large number of schools in the city left a very deep impression on Morrison.

After the report ended, He Rui asked Morrison to rest for a few days. After resting, go to make preliminary preparations for negotiations with Russia. The negotiation content was about the payment cycle of Russian goods.

After Morrison left, Wu Youping asked, "Does the Chairman want to agree to the Russian Foreign Minister's visit to China?"

He Rui shook his head. "No, that meeting should be solved by the ministries of commerce of the two countries."

Wu Youping was somewhat puzzled. "Chairman, if we refuse so readily, will the Soviet Union be very unhappy?"

"If we ask the Soviet Union for help and are rejected by the Soviet Union, shouldn't we be unhappy?" He Rui laughed.

Wu Youping was speechless by this question. If there was not even a feeling of unhappiness, wouldn't it be abnormal? Especially since the Russians are too young a nation and easily influenced by emotions in judgment. Of course, Wu Youping also admitted that even in his early 30s, he was still easily influenced by emotions.

He Rui laughed, "This unhappiness must exist, and must exist. Otherwise, wouldn't the Soviet Union think we will follow their wishes in everything?"

Wu Youping nodded slightly. Among the countries with diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union at present, the only country with a passable relationship was probably China. He Rui also attached great importance to friendly relations with the Soviet Union, and it was not surprising that the new Foreign Minister came to visit China.

However, at the Central Committee meeting, everyone discovered under He Rui's narration that the Soviet Union was very likely coming to 'touch porcelain' [feign a relationship for gain]. At this stage, what the Soviet Union needed most was a breakthrough in diplomacy to restore trade with Europe. The Soviet Union joining the Asian International Tribunal was just to show its face. It helped diplomacy indeed, but the help to the economy was actually very limited.

However, once the Soviet Union makes Europe think that China and the Soviet Union are about to reach a 'Sino-Soviet Military Alliance,' the situation will be different. It is not guaranteed that in order to stabilize the Soviet Union, some European countries will make adjustments.

In order not to create trouble for China itself, China must maintain friendly relations with the Soviet Union and not let countries around the world misunderstand China. This requires not only diplomatic ability but also strategic definition. In terms of determination, Wu Youping admired He Rui's strength. At least He Rui would not have excessive hostility towards enemies, nor any indulgence towards friendly countries, but formulated plans completely based on China's national interests and policy needs.

Wu Youping asked another question, "Chairman, we define the Asian International Tribunal as an academic organization; is this a bit excessive?"

Seeing that Wu Youping still couldn't turn the corner, He Rui laughed, "Ha! Not excessive at all, but just right."

On the morning of January 20, the Observation Group Committee held its first plenary meeting. Three law professors from the Soviet Union walked into the venue wearing the Soviet national emblem on their chests. The seats in the large conference room had been arranged. The Soviet professors were quite happy to see familiar Russian and the correct way of writing their names.

Sitting in their seats and looking around. There were oriental faces and European faces. Several observation group members placed small national flags on their tables, which turned out to be Brazil and Argentina. The Soviet professors had heard that the 'Asian International Tribunal' was considered the 'League of Nations' of the global legal circle. Seeing these legal experts from various countries, they had to admit that this statement actually made sense.

Soon, the meeting was officially convened. The staff asked the participating experts to wear headphones, and the Soviet professors followed suit. The speaker was an oriental man, not tall, wearing thin-rimmed glasses. Elegant and introverted, just standing there already had the demeanor of a scholar. He bowed slightly and handed his speech to the staff, who distributed the speech to the participating experts.

After the distribution was completed, the oriental man began to speak. The Soviet professors didn't know much about Japanese and Chinese and didn't understand what the professor was saying. However, the Russian voice coming from the headphones stunned the Soviet professors.

That was real Russian, and the translation of a man with a quite pleasant voice, 'Hello everyone, I am the Dean of the Law School of the University of Tokyo, Japan, Taira Toyomori. As the rotating chairman of this week, I will discuss the current work arrangements with experts from other countries...'

The Soviet professors couldn't see where the translator was at all, but the simultaneous interpretation was indeed working. Such excellent arrangements and detailed work made the Soviet professors admire very much.

In his speech, Professor Taira Toyomori introduced what the Asian International Tribunal was to the observation group. Since the Chinese government wanted to try the ANZAC Corps that massacred the Burmese people in Burma, there was currently no international law or Chinese domestic law to support this trial.

Therefore, the Chinese government invited legal experts from all over the world, and the legal experts formed the 'Asian International Tribunal.' The Asian International Tribunal has neither national status nor is it the League of Nations; it is a global academic organization, a supranational organization. The Chinese government handing over the jurisdiction of this case to the Asian International Tribunal means that the Asian International Tribunal, as an academic organization, possesses the power that only the state could execute originally.

"...Legal experts, this is the first time in human history that a global academic organization exercises public power. I am very moved to be a participant in this historic event. I will also contribute my meager efforts to this trial..."

Hearing this, the Soviet professors were all astonished. They initially thought that the 'Asian International Tribunal' was an international organization manipulated by China, and the purpose was nothing more than to strike the opponent Britain through this matter and expand China's influence internationally. Those legal experts participating in the Asian International Tribunal probably regarded the Asian International Tribunal as an exchange venue of unprecedented scale. Of course, the Soviet professors did have certain respect for the Chinese government's act of upholding justice.

Listening to the speech of this week's rotating chairman, Professor Taira Toyomori, the Soviet professors discovered that things exceeded their imagination. Legal personnel from various countries who should have served the governments of various countries around the world, in the Asian International Tribunal, the international academic circle broke free from the shackles of various regimes, using academics as a tool to work hard to realize human fairness and justice.

...Is this true?
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On January 27, it snowed in Hangzhou. The early spring snow fluttered down, shrouding this famous Jiangnan city in pure whiteness. Those ancient Jiangnan buildings revealed another kind of beauty in the white snow, different from the cold and rigid lines of the north, elegant and calm, like a lady from a noble family.

In front of the glass windows of the corridor on the 6th floor of the Political and Legal Affairs Commission building in the new urban area of Hangzhou, scholars of various ancestries stood. All of them saw the snow scenery of Hangzhou for the first time, and were intoxicated by the beauty composed of natural weather, architecture, and scenery.

Until the bell rang in the office, the legal experts restored their expressions, cold and steady, like the text in thick judicial codes.

There were thousands of legal experts from various countries attending the Asian International Tribunal, so two venues were set up. The main venue was in Shanghai, including executive departments such as prosecution, interpretation of law, trial, and defense. Observation groups from various countries were also in Shanghai to attend and participate in the discussion of the entire case at any time. These departments required the most manpower.

The auxiliary venue was set in Hangzhou. Among the various departments coming to Hangzhou, mainly those not needing to participate directly in the trial, the Presidium responsible for discussing all rules came to Hangzhou.

The members of the Presidium did not participate in the trial, which might seem incredible to ordinary people, but it was just the most basic principle for legal scholars. The Convener of the Presidium, Zhao Tianlin, said, "Given that the Asian International Tribunal is convened by China, we tend not to serve as chief judges."

Other legal experts as members of the Presidium remained silent until the Austrian representative Ferdinand broke the silence, "Professor Zhao, the International Tribunal is an academic organization. I think this kind of recusal has little significance."

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "Indeed, it has little significance. But the International Tribunal is operating for the first time and has not yet formed a set of regulations. Therefore, legal personnel of Chinese origin not serving as chief judges conforms to the perception of public order and good morals."

Although the law is cold, the law serves the human world. This world is full of various positive and negative thoughts, vibrant yet harboring murderous intent. So the members of the Presidium did not oppose Zhao Tianlin's view. Of course, they didn't strongly support it either; everyone just maintained a tacit silence.

Zhao Tianlin asked the staff to remove the Chinese judges from the list of chief judges, and the staff began to introduce the remaining candidates for chief judge. Hungary really couldn't produce any incredible judges. The truly competitive judges were all legal experts from five countries: Britain, France, Italy, Germany, and Austria.

After the staff introduced these candidates to the 12-member committee, the first round of voting began. The voting adopted a secret ballot, and the selection was multiple-choice rather than single-choice. The goal of the first round was to select 20 judges with the most votes from the list of 50 people as candidates.

The voting results were quickly obtained through vote counting. Among the 20 candidates, there were 7 from Britain, 5 from France, 3 each from Germany and Italy, and 2 from Austria.

The second round was to interview the 20 people one by one. Select 10 people from them.

These selected lists were made public immediately. Because China voluntarily gave up competing for the chief judge, and the United States failed to be shortlisted because its political tradition was inherently barbaric and evil. Ordinary Europeans should not know much about the legal circle, but those who made the list of 20 were all resounding figures in the European legal circle. Insiders in the legal circle, even if not familiar, had at least heard of these people's reputations and deeds. The legal experts participating in the International Tribunal faced the list and began to evaluate it on their own.

It was not only people in the legal circle who got the list but also a large number of media personnel. They were called media personnel because with the popularization of radio stations and the emergence of radios, a new medium, broadcasting stations, appeared in the United States, China, and European countries. Newspapers no longer completely ruled the media.

After getting the list, major media immediately sent the news to all parts of the world. The names of legal experts previously unknown to the public immediately spread throughout the world with the introduction of the media.

Britain was forced to respond to the challenge. Precisely because of this, Britain dispatched a powerful team. It was called the joint expedition of the British Empire Bar Association and Fleet Street. Although Fleet Street sounded like a naval organization, it was actually the place where British media was most concentrated. With such powerful media power, Britain soon received the latest news.

When the British public learned that there were 7 British people in the list of 20, making it the country with the most finalists, the British public's mood immediately became happy. Although they didn't really know why they were so happy, the happy mood was uncontrollable.

However, there was no such optimism in the British Foreign Office. On the contrary, British diplomatic personnel looked quite lost, even like they had lost a battle.

The British Foreign Office had made various preparations, even considering the possibility that the chief judge would be a Chinese judge, and prepared a large number of speeches to counterattack China immediately. However, various preparations were made, but the possibility that no Chinese judge would be selected was not expected.

Since the regulations of the Asian International Tribunal were all public, and the latest progress would be released regularly at press conferences, the British Foreign Office had to accept China's statement that 'the International Tribunal is an academic organization,' and was deeply annoyed by it.

In terms of possibility, the British government could certainly attack an academic organization, but the British government was not that stupid. Not to mention that there were a large number of British legal experts in this 'academic organization,' just the government attacking the academic organization itself would become the laughingstock of Europe, not to mention that such an attack would truly anger the academic circle and some private individuals.

Therefore, the British Foreign Office's view was that among the legal experts from various countries participating in the International Tribunal, the number of Chinese legal experts was less than 10%. If the number of selected Chinese experts exceeded this proportion, they would criticize the Chinese government for using the academic circle. If the number of Chinese experts was lower than this proportion, they would mock that the strength of Chinese legal experts was not recognized by European legal experts.

However, Zhao Tianlin actually used 'recusal' as a reason not to send anyone to participate in the selection of the chief judge, leaving the British Foreign Office unsure of what to do for a moment. This was like in a battle that was sure to be won, the opponent suddenly didn't show up for reasons of high integrity, while Britain had to continue to show up. This left the British Foreign Office unable to find a way to crack it.

In the end, the British Foreign Office had to make a decision not to speak actively for the time being.

The results of the second round of selection came out two days later. Among the 10 people, there were 4 from Britain, 3 from France, and 1 each from Italy, Germany, and Austria.

The British people rejoiced, and the French people were also happy. However, the British Foreign Office vaguely felt that there seemed to be some conspiracy in this. They hurriedly sent a telegram to the British delegation participating in the Asian International Tribunal, asking the delegation for their views on these personnel.

The telegram came back quickly, and the content was exactly as the British Foreign Office expected. These 10 people were big shots with reputations outside in the European legal circle. With their strength, they were fully qualified to obtain this status. At least in the legal circle, everyone sympathized with the losers but would not accuse the elected people of any problems.

The British Foreign Office held a meeting overnight. The Foreign Secretary's view was, 'The Chinese deliberately increased the proportion of British legal experts to demonstrate their impartiality.'

Some participants with relatively low levels thought that letting legal experts from the British Isles try Australians was China wanting to see Britain's joke. Hearing this, the Chief Secretary of the Foreign Office immediately darkened his face, "The Chinese are not that narrow-minded! They precisely want to highlight their impartiality! To establish the image of the Asian International Tribunal!"

After speaking, the Chief Secretary of the Foreign Office couldn't help pulling his tie to lessen the constraint felt on his neck. When breathing became easier, seeing that those guys still hadn't fully understood, the Chief Secretary felt even more unhappy. But at this time, the Foreign Office needed unity, and everyone must contribute their intelligence. The Chief Secretary suppressed his unhappiness and continued to explain, "Those experts know very well that under such high attention, no problems can occur in any judgment. Any problem will be discovered by people, ranging from being ridiculed to ruining one's reputation. The Chinese also know this very well. Therefore, the greater the number of British chief judges, the more beneficial it is for China. You think the Chinese want to see Britain make a fool of itself; this conclusion is not wrong. So China precisely wants to give British legal experts more opportunities to make mistakes!"

The British Foreign Office was full of smart people. Hearing this, everyone fully understood. At this moment, the British Foreign Office had a deeper understanding of China's insidiousness.

Hiding China in the shadow of academic institutions and using academics to trap Britain. Darkness under the lamp, dark! This is truly dark!
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On February 14, the first cocktail party was held in the newly established Anglo-Japanese Joint Command. The previous commander of the British Command in India was recalled to the country due to a series of defeats. The newly appointed Lieutenant General Lawrence served as the Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces, and the Deputy Commander was Nagata Tetsuzan from Japan.

The headquarters was located in Dhaka, the capital of the Bengal region of British India. The local governor's mansion here was magnificent, with a wide lawn of oily green, trimmed very neatly. Lieutenant General Lawrence and Lieutenant General Nagata each took a glass of wine from the long table where drinks were placed, walking and chatting side by side on the gravel path.

Nagata praised frankly, "Bengal is truly a beautiful place."

Lieutenant General Lawrence nodded. "Yes, Bengal has rich products and beautiful scenery. We must never let the Chinese invade Bengal."

"The purpose of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance is to defeat China's aggression," Nagata said sincerely.

After expressing his gratitude, Lieutenant General Lawrence asked, "I wonder when General Ishiwara will arrive?"

"Lieutenant General Ishiwara is arranging the work of the 15th Army, and he has contracted malaria. Although he is recovering through treatment, it should be a while before he comes to Dhaka," Nagata replied. This time the Japanese Army sent out its elite. Nagata served as the Deputy Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces. Three Japanese divisions formed the 15th Army, with Ishiwara serving as the commander and Okamura as the army chief of staff. Ishiwara falling ill indeed made Nagata very worried. Fortunately, the drug treatment was very effective, and nothing bad happened.

The Japanese Navy also sent a squadron. The flagship was the cruiser *Isuzu*, commanding two cruisers and a transport fleet. The squadron commander was Captain Yamamoto Isoroku.

Hearing that Ishiwara had contracted malaria, Lieutenant General Lawrence quickly said, "General Nagata, I will send someone to deliver quinine."

Nagata expressed his thanks and continued to discuss the judgment of the Chinese army with Lawrence. Since Ishiwara had provided an analysis report long ago, after this conversation, Nagata felt very 'regretful' about the British army's mountain combat capability. Although General Lawrence clearly stated that the British army would defend Yangon to the death, as the conversation continued, to a military strategist like Nagata, the statement of defending Yangon seemed a bit like trying to hide something but making it more conspicuous.

The plain area is where Britain can exert its advantages. When Lieutenant General Lawrence mentioned military arrangements, most of what he said was about the defense system arranged on the Indian side along the traditional border between India and Burma. That is to say, Burma is indeed very important, but it is by no means important enough for the British to defend it at all costs. This was completely consistent with Ishiwara's analysis, making Nagata completely sure that Ishiwara's view was correct.

Before leaving the country, the Japanese Expeditionary Force had established the principle of not pulling chestnuts out of the fire for Britain. Now finding that Britain did not have the determination to defend Burma to the death, the Japanese army had even less reason to become a consumed force.

The exchange between the British and Japanese commanders was very frank. The exchange time was not long, but it was very enjoyable. As the two walked back along the gravel path of the vast mansion of the Governor of Dhaka, the capital of Bengal, they heard music playing. The ball at the cocktail party was about to begin. General Lawrence laughed, "General Nagata, let's go back quickly; they are sending us a signal now."

Nagata knew the European rules and followed Lieutenant General Lawrence to the dance floor.

On the morning of the next day, several Chinese envoys came to the Anglo-Japanese Joint Command. The envoys behaved neither humbly nor arrogantly when entering the headquarters, which made Nagata sigh in his heart. The Chinese army had won repeatedly under He Rui's leadership and had accumulated considerable confidence.

Everyone had no intention of a long talk. After delivering the document, the Chinese envoy stood up and left. Everyone in the headquarters soon learned that the content of this document was: 'The Chinese army appeals to the British Command in India to designate the site of the massacre as a demilitarized zone for tribunal investigators to conduct on-site investigations.'

Everyone in the headquarters looked at the map. The terrain of Burma is a plain surrounded by mountains. In the southwest point of the plain by the sea, it is Yangon, the capital of Lower Burma, which Commander Lieutenant General Lawrence said he would 'never give up.' Now the Burmese territory controlled by Britain only remained in the southern part of the Burmese plain. The 'non-combat zone' proposed by the Chinese military was within the range of 50-100 kilometers north of Yangon. If this place was defined as a non-combat zone and left to the Asian International Tribunal for investigation, it would mean Britain had no room to resist at all.

Although Nagata admired He Rui's means very much, he also felt that He Rui doing this was really quite excessive. It even smacked of bullying too much! Looking at the British officers in the headquarters again, each one was quite angry. This made Nagata couldn't help suspecting, were these British officers really angry, or were they pretending? At least Nagata felt a strong provocative meaning from the document sent by the Chinese military.

The area north of Yangon, Burma, is part of the Burmese plain, but it is adjacent to the mountains of western Burma. If the British army tries to seize this area, its retreat path is likely to be cut off by the National Defense Force suddenly killing out from the nearby mountains. If Britain wants to win a victory, at least it needs to mobilize troops of about 200,000.

Listening to the discussion of the British officers, Nagata found that these guys began to form an idea: 'We must not let the Chinese conspiracy succeed!' But based on the record of the British army fighting the Chinese army before, Nagata was really not optimistic.

At this time in Kunming, the Chief of General Staff and Southwest Bureau Committee Member Zhong Yifu were discussing whether to drive the British out of southern Burma. Zhong Yifu became more confident as he fought, "Taking Burma completely at this stage will not affect the intensity of our blow to Britain. And from a military point of view, Britain should be very clear that it actually cannot hold Burma. I think instead of spending so much thought, it's better to cut the Gordian knot."

Cheng Ruofan had a good relationship with Zhong Yifu, so the two communicated very frankly in private. Cheng Ruofan shook his head repeatedly. "Not necessarily. After we take the entire Burma, we give the British a chance to land on the coast. We have no navy at all; how many troops do you plan to deploy for defense? 100,000? Or 200,000? If the British army still maintains a presence, you can completely pin them down with 50,000 troops."

Zhong Yifu felt this was the view of the Central Military Commission, so he followed Cheng Ruofan's train of thought and said, "If you say so, our target of attack is actually here!"

Saying this, his finger pointed to the Siliguri Corridor. Cheng Ruofan did not comment but asked, "How is the road construction going?"

Zhong Yifu answered decisively, "Those Indian prisoners worked very hard under the command of their British masters. Now the road has been completed, but given the precipitation in this area, I don't know who should be responsible for road maintenance."

Cheng Ruofan nodded slightly; this was where the problem lay. China was fighting on exterior lines, and the logistical pressure was very high. And this was under the condition that domestic land reform went smoothly, and a lot of grain did not need to be transferred from Hunan and Hubei but was transported directly from Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. Even so, this still required a huge cost.

These costs were completely within China's tolerance for now. The biggest problem was exactly what Zhong Yifu said: who should maintain the completed transportation lines in Burma, and how to maintain them. Without exaggeration, as long as this problem was solved, at the current stage of the Sino-British war, the Chinese army could completely beat up the British army however they wanted. That was really fighting however they wanted.

Just then, the Southwest Bureau committee member in charge of civil affairs asked a question, "Chief of Staff Cheng, I wonder how our domestic tea sales are now?"

"What do you mean how?" Cheng Ruofan was confused by this question and looked at Zhong Yifu. Judging from Zhong Yifu's nonchalant expression, Zhong Yifu actually knew what this Southwest Bureau civil affairs committee member wanted to say, but Zhong Yifu did not speak for the civil affairs committee member. So Cheng Ruofan turned to the Southwest Bureau civil affairs committee member, waiting for him to continue to explain clearly.

The civil affairs committee member continued, "If the quantity of tea provided in our supply and marketing cooperatives increases by two times, mainly black tea, I don't know if our domestic market can buy it all."

"Who produces the black tea?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

"The black tea plantations in the Assam region," the Southwest Bureau civil affairs committee member replied.

Cheng Ruofan found this idea quite interesting, and he also felt he understood why this matter seemed a bit strange. Because selling goods is originally the work of civil affairs, but this trade was completed in the war zone. So Zhong Yifu actually managed this, but Zhong Yifu couldn't propose it.

Since the comrades of the Southwest Bureau were so clear about the organizational structure, Cheng Ruofan couldn't let everyone down. He said, "You prepare a little; I will send the report to the central government."

The Central Military Commission manages war, not business. So He Rui entrusted this matter to Premier Wu Youping for discussion. After reading the report, Wu Youping also felt it was strange. The Assam region was now a military control zone. The State Council managed civil affairs, and the civil affairs department ran over there to conduct an international trade, importing black tea from a foreign country to the domestic market. From a normal economic perspective, the domestic market also had to transport goods to the Assam region for sale.

Just such a thing was nothing for current China. In the mountains of Southwest and Northwest China, the Republic government was doing the same thing. But involving foreign countries, it felt very uncomfortable.

Wu Youping convened a meeting of relevant departments. Before people arrived, Wu Youping thought over and over again, trying to extract some key points from it. When the comrades from the Ministry of Commerce, the Ministry of Civil Affairs, and the Ministry of Public Security arrived, Wu Youping asked, "If we implement domestic land reform in the Assam region and Upper Burma region, and establish a government system like ours, what problems do comrades think we will encounter?"

The ministers had to read the news every day. Place names like Assam and Upper Burma were not unfamiliar to the ministers. Everyone looked at Wu Youping. Seeing Wu Youping looking calm, the brows of the participating ministers couldn't help frowning. After a burst of silence, the Minister of Civil Affairs spoke first, "I think the difficulty is not very big. We have indeed accumulated a lot of experience in mountainous areas. Those places have language barriers and backward political forms. Our work teams still pushed the work forward."

Hearing this, Wu Youping was not blindly optimistic. The calmer the previous statement, the more often it means that what follows must be a very sharp question.

Sure enough, the Minister of Civil Affairs asked, "If it is in the Assam region and Upper Burma region, for these regions, who is the central government?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping suddenly realized. Implementing land reform in the Assam region and Upper Burma was only slightly difficult. But legally, and in terms of accountability to the domestic public, the question of 'who is the central government' was a stumbling block lying across all actions.

The meeting lasted for about an hour. Wu Youping immediately went to find He Rui and reported the questions raised by the comrades at the meeting to He Rui. After the report, Wu Youping stared at He Rui, wanting to see if He Rui would be unhappy or give a decisive solution firmly.

Unexpectedly, He Rui was not in a hurry or panic, smiling calmly, "Youping, at such a time, what we have to consider is to stand with those countries that share common values with us."

Wu Youping was stunned. He Rui's understated answer indeed made Wu Youping unable to understand, and he couldn't even think of how to communicate.

He Rui laughed, "Grasping the point of having common values makes it easy to solve foreign affairs."

"...Common values, isn't it developing productive forces?" Wu Youping tried hard to communicate with He Rui.

"That's right. Developing productive forces is our common value. Based on common values, we have to talk reality with the Burmese people! The reality is simple: we can give the Burma region all the facts of independence, but we just can't let Burma be independent! You know why, Youping."

Wu Youping didn't expect 'countries with common values' to appear so quickly, and his heart was greatly shocked. Even so, Wu Youping thought for a moment and replied, "If we let Burma be independent, we are openly challenging the current international order. Even if France is willing to cooperate with us now, as long as we support Burma's independence, France will immediately stand on our opposite side!"

"You are right. Therefore, at this stage, the central government of Assam and Upper Burma is our Republic government. This is the reality that must be admitted at present. After clarifying this point, do you have any other questions?"

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping stood up and replied, "No more questions; I'll go prepare for the next meeting now."
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On February 24, the Asian International Tribunal issued a routine press release. Since the object of this trial was 60,421 criminal suspects, in order not to let the trial drag on for a long time, 7 Chief Judges were set up, including 3 from Britain, and 1 each from France, Italy, Germany, and Austria.

35 judges were set up: 5 from Britain, 9 from France, 5 each from Italy, Germany, Austria, and China, and 1 from Hungary.

A prosecutor team was set up to be responsible for reviewing the criminal facts and filing lawsuits. Since countries around the world had sent legal personnel at this time, each country sent 4 personnel to form the prosecutor team.

A Lawyer Service Center was set up. Anyone who wants to provide lawyer services will obtain defense qualifications as long as they pass the lawyer qualification certification of the Asian International Tribunal. If invited, they can provide lawyer services for specific persons. If the criminal suspect does not apply for a lawyer, the Asian International Tribunal will appoint a lawyer for them.

All the above personnel arrangements were decided by the Presidium of the Asian International Tribunal, valid only for this trial, and did not become the general process of the Asian International Tribunal.

...

After the content was published in the newspapers, the outside world naturally discussed it, but couldn't pick out any special problems. Although the big shots in the legal circle responsible for formulating the process stated that 'justice cannot be influenced by public sentiment,' they privately organized personnel to browse through the snowflake-like telegrams and letters one by one to analyze public comments.

Governments of various countries also had their own channels to communicate with their domestic judicial figures. When the governments of various countries confirmed that the Chinese government really did not manipulate the Asian International Tribunal, but really ran this organization as an academic institution operated by experts from various parties through committees, Britain and France had their own thoughts. However, Britain and France soon found that the scholars didn't buy it.

After several failed attempts by the French department responsible for this matter, they had to submit a report with some annoyance. The general idea of the report was: Since British and French experts are not the leaders in the various committees of the Asian International Tribunal. Although experts from various countries don't say it, they know it very well in their hearts. Therefore, British and French experts cannot obtain dominance.

Because the academic circle hopes to obtain independence, respect, and a relationship with the government that ensures the good operation of the academic organization. At this stage, British and French experts identify with their current status and enjoy the current working environment. They do not want to lose these by strengthening relations with their own governments.

...

The French upper echelon knew the nature of their domestic legal circle and their own strength very well. Now the French Republic couldn't even settle domestic affairs, let alone settle the Asian International Tribunal. At least the Asian International Tribunal was actually striking Britain. As long as this goal could be achieved, the French upper echelon could temporarily be satisfied with this situation.

On February 25, the Asian International Tribunal announced that the investigation team would arrive in the massacre area on March 4 to conduct on-site inspections. As soon as the news came out, the somewhat weary onlookers became excited. It started, finally started!

On February 26, the British army in Yangon began to move north. Outside the British army station, Burmese people avoided one after another, fearing being involved. In the past few decades, Britain had long been accustomed to the appearance of people in the Lower Burma region daring to be angry but not daring to speak. The British army did not pay attention to these Burmese people; their attention was all on the Chinese army they would soon encounter.

The British Command in India did consider that this was a conspiracy of the Chinese army, trying to lure the British army to attack. In this military operation, all troops marched in a rigorous manner, giving the Chinese army no opportunity. In terms of campaign objectives, the British army was not obsessed with regaining the area north of Yangon, but to demonstrate the existence of the British army in this area. By preventing the investigation team from entering the area, breaking the insidious plot of the Chinese government.

Among those fleeing Lower Burmese, most fled out of habit. There were also some members of the Burmese independence movement who had established relationships with local forces, aiming to provide intelligence on the British army to the Republic National Defense Force.

On the side of the Chinese National Defense Force, through intelligence provided by members of the Burmese independence movement, the designation of the British army had been roughly determined. For this offensive, Britain invested about 60,000 troops from 3 British Army divisions transported from the mainland, and about 60,000 troops from 30 regiments transported from India.

The Japanese troops in the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces moved to higher ground after disembarking at Chittagong and began to build a defense system, not participating in this campaign. This reassured the Republic National Defense Force a lot. The Japanese army and the Republic National Defense Force were both East Asian armies, having that ruthlessness in their bones. There was no lack of cunning in assessing the situation. The Japanese army not participating in the action was a certain attitude.

The British army moved very slowly. It was thought that they should be able to march more than 50 kilometers by February 28, but unexpectedly, the British army insisted on 'crawling' for 4 days to cover these 50 kilometers.

On March 2, when the British army finally arrived 50 kilometers north of Yangon, the Anglo-Japanese Joint Command immediately received two pieces of news. The British army north of Yangon was attacked by the Chinese army, which was expected by Britain. And a Chinese army killed out from the Siliguri Corridor and invaded the West Bengal region, which the British army had also considered. However, the Chinese army killing out from here had ample firepower, especially since they actually found a small path through the mountainous area and launched an attack on the defense system established by Britain from both front and rear directions. Four infantry regiments of the British Indian Army collapsed in an instant, and the two British infantry regiments serving as the core of defense instantly became isolated islands.

The Chinese army left a part of the troops to besiege these two British infantry regiments, and most of the troops began to attack towards the West Bengal region.

Both the south and the north were attacked, and the already tense Anglo-Japanese Joint Command became even more tense. As the deputy commander of the joint forces, Nagata Tetsuzan looked at the flustered British army, and a familiar feeling arose spontaneously. Wasn't this the situation after the Japanese army was attacked in Korea? As the enemy, the Chinese army was large in number, the offensive spearhead was very sharp, and the progress was amazing. Although the Japanese army resisted with all its might, all efforts paid a huge price but were useless. That feeling was too terrible!

Based on Cheng Ruofan's experience, Zhong Yifu, the First Committee Member of the Southwest Bureau, would definitely be sleepless for a few days after the battle started. In order not to increase pressure on Zhong Yifu, Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan ran to inspect the Burma Road before the war started.

In the mountains, this road, which had been built for more than a year, wound up in the mountains and was quite complete at this time. The road surface changed from the initial stone roller crushing and rammed earth treatment to layered rammed gravel road. After these treatments, the solidity of the road surface was greatly improved, and the water seepage problem was also greatly improved. Trucks and animal carts traveling on the road walked much more briskly.

What satisfied Cheng Ruofan even more was that bridges had been built in many places. Places that originally required climbing over mountains and walking dozens of *li* of mountain roads now had bridges built. Just a not-so-tall reinforced concrete bridge often saved a dozen or even dozens of *li* of journey.

Following these bridges, Cheng Ruofan went to the destination of his inspection this time: many small hydroelectric stations.
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Small hydropower stations naturally could not drive large equipment. What Cheng Ruofan saw were products made from local materials that were easy to sell. For example, bamboo chopsticks. Compared with factories in the Northeast industrial zone, it might be more appropriate to call the factory buildings in the Yunnan-Guizhou region workshops.

But this did not make Cheng Ruofan feel any contempt. Even during the brief visit, Cheng Ruofan saw those male and female workers wearing local hand-spun coarse cloth, who had a faint awe for the electric equipment processing pillars. However, this did not affect these workers, who had only been in contact with mechanical equipment for about a year, from using these equipments skillfully.

Local bamboo was separated and cut under the sharp cutting knife rotating at high speed. The bamboo skin, branches, and other parts were not mechanically processed but sent to nearby villages and towns, processed into products by locals, and then transported away centrally.

Cheng Ruofan liked seeing such a situation very much. In the Northeast, capital- and technology-intensive factories in cities provided products only they could produce. Workshops under the 'small commodity economy' everywhere in the Northeast provided parts and products they could provide to the million-strong army. The victory of the war against Japan was not the victory of a few people, but the victory of the entire Northeast people.

Now, the Southwest region has joined the frontline of the war against Britain. The employment and productivity level improvement generated by the state's capital injection into the Southwest will definitely allow the Southwest economy to develop rapidly.

When Cheng Ruofan returned to Kunming, it was March 4. Contrary to Cheng Ruofan's expectations, Zhong Yifu did not stay up until his eyes were red. Seeing Cheng Ruofan appear at the headquarters, Zhong Yifu asked with a relaxed expression, "How was the inspection outside?" Judging from his appearance, he wanted to care about Cheng Ruofan's work instead.

Compared with the calmness in the Chinese headquarters, the British headquarters in Yangon found that all they could do was to contain the fleeing British Indian troops. Lieutenant General Macbeth, Commander of the Yangon Command, shouted angrily at his adjutant, "Telegraph the General Headquarters immediately and ask them to send reinforcements! Anyone will do as long as it's not the British Indian Army!"

After the adjutant left with the order, Lieutenant General Macbeth shouted at the brigade commander of the Yangon Defense Command in front of him, "Now, immediately make those British Indian troops dig trenches outside the city. Remember, machine gun positions must be arranged behind the trenches. Anyone who retreats from the position without authorization will be shot immediately!"

After all, he had experienced battles with mountains of corpses and seas of blood on the Western Front. Lieutenant General Macbeth forced himself to calm down and said word by word, "The position is set to only allow entry, not exit. If the enemy breaks into the trench, we must be able to strafe everyone in the trench!"

Listening to this bloody order, the brigade commander's killing intent also rose. As before, the Republic National Defense Force used the Indian army as a breakthrough point again. Even if this batch of British Indian troops received more training, even if this batch of British Indian troops was deployed in positions that shouldn't bear the main attack. But the sudden attack launched by the Chinese army was as fast as lightning, defeating the British Indian Army in a very short time, and began to intersperse and surround along the gap.

According to the British report transmitted by radio, as the British Indian Army collapsed rapidly, 60,000 British troops were isolated and surrounded by the Chinese army. Although the encirclement circle was still fragile, due to the insufficient number of defenders in Yangon, the best way was not to rush to reinforce and relieve the siege, but to guard Yangon first, so that the temporarily surrounded British army could break out with peace of mind.

The brigade commander saluted immediately, "Yes, General, I will execute the order immediately."

Macbeth looked at the brigade commander's back, but felt very uneasy in his heart. This uneasiness was so strong that he ordered the communications officer to contact the British army immediately to hear their views. Three British divisions were besieged in an area about 50 kilometers away from Yangon. From the perspective of rescue, the main force could arrive in about two days for 50 kilometers. Although there was still a reserve division in hand, committing the reserve force to the battlefield now meant that no mistakes could be made in subsequent battles, so Lieutenant General Macbeth must figure out whether the British divisions could hold on.

In Kunming, Cheng Ruofan listened to Zhong Yifu recount the war report up to now and asked, "How much do you think the British learned from the Japanese?"

"The Japanese army should have told the British what they knew. However, the Chairman deduced with us that to deal with infantry squad and platoon tactics, one either uses the same tactics or uses firepower far superior to our army, fighting and retreating, always hanging onto our army, making our army launch attacks continuously. The performance of the British army shows no sign that they have adopted any countermeasures."

After Zhong Yifu finished speaking, he felt that these things were not important. What was important was that he had been considering whether to drive the British army completely out of southern Burma these days. Although the British army theoretically did have the possibility of landing, there were only a few landing sites suitable for large-scale amphibious operations. As long as reserve teams were prepared to go, there was no need to worry that the British army could really win by landing operations.

Most importantly, adding all various British troops together, judging from the intelligence collected now, they did not have the ability to counterattack Burma.

After telling these to Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu waited for his old classmate to express his views. Initially, Cheng Ruofan did not answer until Zhong Yifu added unhappily, "Don't say the General Staff didn't make a comprehensive assessment of these possibilities."

Cheng Ruofan didn't want Zhong Yifu to think wildly, so he could only reply, "The General Staff did make a comprehensive assessment, but the main issue the General Staff has considered recently is how to give the British army continuous blows and increase British casualties as much as possible."

Zhong Yifu looked solemn. "I object. Is the General Staff trying to complete the Chairman's task quickly?"

"There is nothing wrong with this consideration. We all believe what the Chairman said: if Britain suffers 500,000 deaths in battle, it is impossible to continue fighting. If it can be completed earlier, the war can also end as soon as possible."

Hearing Cheng Ruofan answer very frankly, Zhong Yifu also stated his judgment, "The war we initially considered would last for two years, and now it's less than a year. Moreover, the General Staff should have taken the impact of the ANZAC Corps and the Asian International Tribunal on the British public into account recently, right?"

"...This is the biggest variable recently. Without this part, the General Staff would have made a decision long ago." Cheng Ruofan admitted the variable.

Zhong Yifu also felt this was the biggest variable, so he replied, "I think we should stick to the previous strategy. We are fighting a war with Britain now; fighting should be done according to the rules of fighting. Why be so hesitant?"

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help debating with his old classmate, "As a soldier, I didn't want to consider political battles too much. But we are all Central Committee members; the Chairman's view on strategy is the goal we want to implement. Driving Britain out of Lower Burma too early may not be beneficial to us. And politically, will Britain admit that we are a two-ocean country?"

Zhong Yifu replied, "We will only become a two-ocean country in many years."

"Even if it takes 20 years, it will be very fast. Yifu, we are all in our 30s, 1.5 times 20 years old. Looking back at the 20 years since I can remember, I feel it passed very fast. I can tell you one thing: we have already begun to try to build 4,000-ton civilian ships. The engineers of Jiangnan Shipyard have returned to their posts, and they have provided a new plan to the Industrial Bureau, building our 10,000-ton ships based on those few American 10,000-ton ships."

"10,000-ton ships..." Zhong Yifu was shocked by this news.

Since Zhong Yifu was a member of the Military Commission, Cheng Ruofan first let Zhong Yifu fully confirm that the following words belonged to state secrets before saying, "Our sectional shipbuilding design plan has passed the review and will begin soon. Do you know how fast sectional shipbuilding is?"

Zhong Yifu was a bit confused and asked blankly, "How fast?"

"It is 3-5 times that of ordinary shipbuilding. To build a 3,000-ton civilian ship, the theoretical time is only 3 months. And only the final overall assembly will use the dock; at other times, manufacturing is completed in the workshop. The biggest difficulty at this stage is the gantry crane and other transportation equipment manufacturing. Maybe in less than 10 years, we will have a navy with heavy cruisers as the main force."

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu felt that there were no thoughts in his brain because all these changes were too fast, so fast that Zhong Yifu felt if he had made a mistake.

Since he was a member of the Military Commission, Zhong Yifu still tried hard to calm himself down. And the best way to calm down was nothing more than one way; he asked, "Where does the money come from?"

"Money is not hard to get. Do you know how much our trade volume with the Soviet Union is?"

Hearing Cheng Ruofan's very calm tone, Zhong Yifu began to feel that things might really have changed too much, so he guessed towards the highest number he thought reasonable, "Did it reach 500 million yuan?"

"We now use RMB for pricing, and both sides sell on credit. In 1925 alone, our import and export trade volume with the Soviet Union reached 420 million RMB. Calculated in silver dollars, it is 420 million silver dollars. According to the assessment, this year, that is, 1926, imports and exports may reach 540 million, or even possibly 600 million."

This number didn't scare Zhong Yifu. After all, Sino-Japanese trade was about 1.1 billion yen in 1921, roughly equivalent to 1.1 billion silver dollars. Sino-Soviet trade reaching half of the previous Sino-Japanese trade was only half. With just such a trade volume, China indeed didn't worry much about naval construction costs.

Although Sino-Soviet trade was China's light industrial products and a few heavy industrial products in exchange for Soviet minerals, China didn't actually earn cash. But so many minerals could produce massive processed raw materials. China had a population of 480 million and sufficient market to digest these raw materials.

"You... the General Staff has worked hard." Zhong Yifu sighed.

Cheng Ruofan didn't say anything. In fact, it was the Central Conference of the Civilization Party that worked hard; much content was discussed by various departments after many meetings. The General Staff did not need to consider political issues; political issues were responsible by experts in politics and economics.

What really made Cheng Ruofan uneasy was the war situation. A thousand words combined into one sentence: the British army must be consumed as soon as possible to let peace come as early as possible. China had been chaotic for too long, so much so that it was unable to develop sustainably. Only a peaceful domestic and foreign environment could give China a real chance to develop.
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"Start the attack!" the platoon leader ordered.

As a squad leader in the 1st Platoon, Corporal Mark immediately commanded his soldiers to stand up from the trench, bend over, and start advancing towards Yangon. On the company's position, the British machine gun position began to suppress the field positions of the Republic National Defense Force opposite with firepower.

Times have changed. In the Battle of the Somme, the British army once lined up in dense formations and launched an attack against the German machine gun positions, resulting in nearly 100,000 deaths in just one day. Since then, the British army has completely abandoned the tactic of lining up to be shot.

British infantry made full use of the terrain to maneuver, trying not to expose their troops to enemy fire as much as possible. Corporal Mark's heart was in his throat, but he tried hard to forget all this. He had participated in the European War and knew very well what wild thoughts meant.

The Chinese army on the opposite side also did their best to use the terrain for blocking. The only thing left in Corporal Mark's eyes was the small ridge in front. Only by occupying that ridge could they be closer to Yangon.

The Chinese army on the opposite side did not open fire until they were within 100 meters of the ridge. But the bullets were very dense, and screams immediately came from behind Corporal Mark. Looking back, a subordinate had fallen clutching his shoulder. Although not fatal yet, Corporal Mark knew that his squad had lost one member.

Treating the wounded was the responsibility of the medics. Corporal Mark asked his subordinates to lie on the ground and start shooting at the Chinese army's position. Not only Corporal Mark's squad, but other squads were doing the same thing. Amidst the cries of pain from the wounded and the pleas for treatment, Corporal Mark and his subordinates pulled the bolts and fired continuously, hoping to solve the enemy on the opposite side through firepower.

The firefight seemed to last for a long, long time because no matter how Corporal Mark shot, he couldn't solve the enemy on the opposite side. Bullets whistled out from the enemy's muzzle, proving that the enemy was still firmly entrenched behind that ridge, using this advantage to block the British army.

While exchanging fire with the enemy, Corporal Mark commanded his subordinates to crawl forward using the gaps in shooting, trying to shorten the distance between the two sides as much as possible before charging. Moving to a distance of about 50 meters, another subordinate of Mark screamed, stopped shooting, and covered his neck with his hand.

Corporal Mark hurriedly rolled over to his subordinate and saw that his subordinate had been shot in the collarbone, and blood was gushing out. Just as Corporal Mark wanted to call the medic, he heard a muffled groan. Turning his head, it turned out that after he rolled away from his position, another soldier arrived at Corporal Mark's previous position and shot at the Republic National Defense Force.

Now that British soldier had fallen on the ground and stopped shooting. Blood gushed out from his forehead, dyeing his cheek red. Judging from his posture, he should have been killed by a single shot.

If he hadn't moved away just now, the one who died might have been himself. Such a thought popped up in Corporal Mark's mind, making him feel great fear.

But the battlefield did not give Corporal Mark too much time to think. A buzzing sound came from above his head, getting closer and louder. When Corporal Mark looked up, he saw several planes diving down aggressively from above. Just after glancing twice, the machine guns on the plane wings roared. Corporal Mark saw the dirt splashing around him, instinctively closed his eyes, pressed against the ground, and curled up unconsciously.

The impact of bullets hitting the ground around him came. Corporal Mark couldn't help but put down his gun, his arms already protecting his head. Under such irresistible strafing, Corporal Mark had no other thoughts but to hug his head and curl into a ball. When dying screams were all around his ears, he closed his eyes, leaving only fear and the expectation of survival in his heart.

Corporal Mark couldn't remember what happened afterwards clearly. He roughly remembered that when the platoon leader ordered the troops to withdraw, he crawled past corpses and wounded soldiers with one or two or two or three uninjured soldiers. The smell of blood, the smell of smoke, and the heart almost jumping out of his chest made Corporal Mark's mind chaotic. Finally, somehow they withdrew. When Corporal Mark recovered his thinking ability, he found that the seven or eight people including himself were already at a position somewhat distant from the front line of engagement.

The platoon leader in front shouted angrily at a messenger, "We only have these few people left; how does the higher-up expect us to fight? Send us to die?!"

Corporal Mark had a strong resonance with the words 'send to die' at this time. He knew very well that if he launched another attack like the one just now, he would really die.

The three surrounded British divisions were all trying to break out, and the officers and soldiers participating in the breakout experienced the same result as Mark. The firing rate of the Republic National Defense Force rifles far exceeded that of the British army. No matter how the firefight went, the British army could not gain an advantage. Although the Lee-Enfield rifle was powerful, the British army had no advantage in the firefight, and the return fire from the opposite side was swift and precise.

What was worse was that the Chinese Air Force pilots who occupied the sky were daredevils. They dived and strafed again and again. Machine gun bullets fell from the sky like the whip of divine punishment, bringing death to the heads of the British army.

The wet land of Lower Burma was not conducive to building complete fortifications. It was very likely that digging a trench two feet deep would seep out more than half a foot of water. The British army could only fight in such an environment and suffered heavy losses in the multi-directional three-dimensional warfare of the Republic National Defense Force.

The frontline combat report was quickly transmitted back to the division headquarters of the three surrounded British divisions. At this time, it was less than a day since the encirclement. The division commanders still felt there was a possibility of breaking out, so they ordered their troops to change the direction of breakout and continue to break out. With the experience of the European War, the British division commanders knew very well that if their troops could not break through the encirclement of the Chinese army at this time, the possibility of breaking out would be greatly reduced by tomorrow.

This day was March 5, 1926. According to the schedule issued by the Asian International Tribunal, the representatives of the prosecution team began to investigate the massacre site on March 4. Under the protection of the Chinese army, the investigation had officially begun.

Not only legal experts came, but also many coroners. Similar to the composition of the Asian International Tribunal, most coroners were foreigners. More precisely, 20% of the coroners were Chinese related personnel, 50% were from Germany, Austria, and Hungary, 15% were French, 10% were Italian, and the other countries were that half percent. The number of British coroners was very small.

The prosecution team passed through those desolate villages. Judging from the scale of buildings and the number of farmlands, these villages once had a considerable population. Except for the victim witness group who went to China, the remaining local population was less than 20%.

Fortunately, the evidence provided by the Chinese side was quite detailed, and the transcripts and confessions were complete. What the prosecution team admired most was that the Chinese side provided a large number of photos and recordings. In the photos, those corpses lying in disorder left a deep impression on the members of the prosecution team.

Especially returning to the crime scene with photos, although the corpses in the photos were gone, the surrounding environment could easily match. due to the large rainfall and hot climate in Burma, the bloodstains at the time of the massacre could no longer be searched. But comparing the two, the crime scene could be confirmed.

After investigation by criminal investigators, bullet marks were found on bamboos, walls, and mountains. Some bullets were even taken out. These bullets were exactly the same model as the bullets equipped by the ANZAC Corps. At least it could be confirmed that someone fired here using standard weapons equipped by the ANZAC Corps.

Although the corpses in the photos were gone now, they were not destroyed but buried. Funerals in Burma included both cremation and burial. In the area where the crime occurred, cremation was the main method. However, under the persuasion of the Chinese army and the sharp decrease in population after the massacre, the locals agreed to temporary burial.

After the buried coffins were dug out, it was the turn of the coroners to start working. Even without coroners, legal experts who had studied autopsy and crime scene knowledge in law school could see that those corpses did not die naturally.

Gunshot wounds on the skull and chest, and traces of rope binding on the skin of the deceased. It was impossible for local Burmese to create these themselves. The Chinese side provided a large number of photos of corpses. By comparing with the corpses, it could be further confirmed that the people were massacred. And the killing methods were really 'varied': stabbed to death by chaotic knives, disemboweled, chopped into several pieces, shot dead by dozens of guns.

Although legally speaking, the captured members of the ANZAC Corps were all criminal suspects now, and before the trial ended, it could not be stated first that those people did it. But the prosecution team, criminal investigators, and coroners had roughly determined what happened based on what they saw with their own eyes, as well as photos and the grief and indignation memories of local people.

In order to practice courage by killing, the ANZAC Corps arrested the villagers of the Burmese villages they passed through. Commanded personally by company and platoon commanders, they organized items such as 'shooting,' 'bayonet fighting,' 'engineer tool melee,' and 'pure melee.' Different people were used as living test subjects and massacred.

Even if there was inevitably a mentality of white supremacy in their hearts, even if legal experts, criminal investigators, coroners, and reporters were knowledgeable and had a tolerance for criminal acts far higher than ordinary people.

However, seeing evidence of so many crimes with their own eyes, vomiting caused by tachycardia was just commonplace. A considerable proportion of personnel suffered severe mental stimulation so that they could not continue working. By the third day, 20% of the personnel had to leave work and be transported back to the rear.

Even those reporters who were most enthusiastic about urban murder cases and wished they could stick close to the corpse during interviews to record without dead angles looked bad. Most reporters just took pictures silently at a certain distance and no longer rushed to the front to grab news. Compared with those murder cases, the miserable state of these dead was even worse.

Burmese people who were shot dead by a single shot or hanged directly in the hands of the ANZAC Corps could even be considered lucky. Because if such a way of death happened in European and American cities, it would definitely be a case shaking the city. Cases of being tortured to death by a dozen or even dozens of people without exception became sensational torture cases in Europe. But here, being tortured to death collectively by a dozen or dozens of people was just a common way of death for the victims.

When reporters saw some corpses, especially the victimization situation of female corpses, most of them thought of 'Jack the Ripper.' But no one said this name out loud. Disemboweling women and cutting off their internal organs. This case happened in London in 1888. From 1888 to 1925, even though 37 years had passed, this case was always a hot topic in Britain. Any news related to this case, as long as it was reported, would definitely trigger a new round of heated discussion.

However, similar torture could be seen on some women massacred by the ANZAC Corps. Moreover, on some corpses, marks specially painted by the killers could even be seen. These marks were pattern marks drawn by Jack the Ripper on his victims as reported in newspapers. British reporters and some European reporters knew about this. Except for silent photography and recording, no reporter mentioned it, and no one even made a sound.

The sound of gunfire 30 kilometers away basically couldn't reach these places. Even if heard, no one was really frightened. Compared with the tens of thousands of massacred Burmese people, being shot dead by a single shot or blown up by a cannon shell on the battlefield was truly a merciful way to die.
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Sergeant Mark had never considered dying in battle. Although he had brushed shoulders with death several times on the battlefield, he had been promoted from Corporal to Sergeant within these four days. The fighter planes of the Chinese army strafed like the god of death every day. Sergeant Mark, based on the methods he summarized, led his squad to survive the bombing and strafing of fighter planes time and again, continuing to engage in desperate battles.

At 8:00 AM on March 8, the battalion commander's messenger asked Sergeant Mark to rush to the battalion headquarters immediately. Sergeant Mark obeyed immediately. At this time, it was the 'Cool Season' in Burma, and the temperature was not high. The most comfortable thing was that because the dry season was coming, the humidity had indeed dropped a lot. However, walking on the position, Sergeant Mark still wanted to cover his mouth and nose.

The air on the battlefield was already unpleasant, and the closer to the center of the position, the more unpleasant the smell. The stench emitted by rotting corpses was already very disgusting. What was even more disgusting was the stench brought by the water that had soaked the corpses leaking out after they were buried.

The current front of the defensive position was the second defensive line built by the British army four days ago. Sergeant Mark didn't know why they had to treat this as the first line of defense after fighting. If it were before, the smell inside the defensive position would be better because there were fewer dead. Now, because of the constant bombing and strafing by Chinese fighter planes, the wounded and the dead piled up in the core position of the position, gathering a stronger stench.

Just as Sergeant Mark walked into the regimental headquarters, he did not know that he was less than 10 kilometers away from the nearest British reporter in a straight line. In the early morning of March 8, a large number of reporters went straight to the front line on the grounds of 'interviewing the crime scene in the southernmost part.' Since the public reason was to interview the crime scene, although the Republic National Defense Force knew that these reporters wanted to get close to the battlefield, they pretended not to know and still provided transportation protection to the reporters.

Many European reporters had covered wars, and many of them had even been soldiers. They were very clear about the difference between getting close to the battlefield and interviewing on the battlefield. They requested to interview the Chinese army one after another. After being rejected, they proposed whether they could cross the position and interview the surrounded British army.

The request to interview the British army was approved. The Chinese side informed these British reporters that they could only be sent to the edge of the British position, and once the battle broke out, these reporters could only pray for their own blessings. As the saying goes, wealth comes from danger; a few reporters still summoned up their courage, followed the passage provided by the Chinese army, holding their national flags, and set off towards the British position.

Sergeant Mark was standing in front of the regiment commander at this time. The regiment commander dismissed the others, asked Mark to stand in front of him, and asked, "Sergeant, do you remember the corpses placed on the position to increase the infection of the Chinese?"

The Sergeant was stunned; he didn't expect those orders were given by the regiment commander. However, not only corpses were abandoned. During several short-distance retreats, many corpses of British soldiers and wounded soldiers were 'tacitly' left on the positions about to fall. And Sergeant Mark was the one who realized the tacit understanding. The unit he belonged to personally left the severely wounded soldiers on the position, letting them be captured by the Chinese army.

Seeing Mark not answering, the regiment commander was not angry. He asked, "Sergeant, do you know that your platoon leader has been killed in action?"

Sergeant Mark didn't know which platoon leader the regiment commander was talking about. In these four days, three of his platoon leaders had been killed in action. But the Sergeant still nodded, "I know, Colonel."

"Sergeant, ordering the abandonment of wounded soldiers is not glorious. But sometimes such a choice must be made." The regiment commander continued.

Mark nodded, expressing agreement with the regiment commander's view. Since Mark himself was the executor responsible for abandoning the wounded soldiers, he naturally didn't want to think that what he did was wrong.

The regiment commander nodded. "If the Sergeant has such an understanding, he is qualified to become a platoon leader."

Because he had been traversing death these days, Sergeant Mark did not feel very excited. But he still felt a little better about this news. After all, there is a world of difference between NCOs and officers. Platoon leader is the lowest level officer.

Of course, the Sergeant knew that such 'grace' must have a price, so the Sergeant did not answer. If ordered to charge, the Sergeant wouldn't want to either. When the Sergeant first arrived in Burma, he thought about killing Chinese people, not coming to be killed. Now the Sergeant felt that if he could return to his hometown alive, surrendering to the Chinese was not an unacceptable choice.

Seeing Sergeant Mark silent, the regiment commander could only speak his thoughts, "If someone asks Platoon Leader Mark why he abandoned the wounded soldiers, how would you answer?"

"I want them to live," Sergeant Mark replied.

The regiment commander originally had an expression of earnest teaching. Hearing this answer, his face was full of joy. In the regiment commander's view, his teaching enlightened Sergeant Mark. Unexpectedly, Sergeant Mark himself was thinking of surrendering at this time, and what he said was actually his own heartfelt voice.

While Platoon Leader Mark was accepting the promotion order, the British division headquarters received news that European war correspondents requested an interview. The Chief of Staff looked indifferent and decisively asked his subordinates to refuse these European reporters who had nothing better to do.

After giving the order, the Chief of Staff continued to propose his suggestion to the division commander, "General, can we request the power to decide on our own from the General Command?"

The division commander did not answer immediately. The so-called deciding on one's own meant probing whether the higher-ups allowed the British troops to surrender. Although judging from his expression, the division commander looked like he had been whipped. But with a distorted expression, the division commander was still thinking very seriously.

According to the triangular organization, an infantry division has 81 combat platoons. In this division, only 19 platoons suffered no losses, and the remaining 62 platoons all had attrition. Among them, 21 platoons had to be incorporated into other combat units due to excessive losses.

According to military regulations, if a unit suffers more than 30% casualties, it is considered to have completely lost its combat effectiveness. Not to mention more than 30% deaths.

Finally, the division commander just nodded to the Chief of Staff. The Chief of Staff was very familiar with various military regulations. Seeing the division commander's acquiescence, he wrote a telegram and asked the communications officer to send it out.

Almost at the same time, Lieutenant General Macbeth, Commander of the Yangon Command, successively received telegrams from three divisions asking 'Can our unit decide the next move on its own.' This news made the Lieutenant General feel very lost. If there was any chance, Lieutenant General Macbeth wanted the troops of the three divisions to continue fighting, but he couldn't do it.

Just as the Lieutenant General was considering how to answer, the sound of machine gun strafing and explosions came from the peripheral defensive positions of Yangon again. After consecutive days, the Lieutenant General understood just by listening to the sound that the Chinese Air Force had come again. Not long after, another phone call came in. Like the previous days, Indian soldiers fled again, and some Indian soldiers failed to escape and were caught.

The first few times, Lieutenant General Macbeth asked the Indian soldiers in the British Indian Army to line up and watch those Indian soldiers who failed to escape receive flogging in public. Seeing the Indian deserters with naked backs beaten until their skin was torn and flesh gaped, other Indian soldiers were too scared to utter a sound, at least appearing to be deterred.

However, every time the Chinese Air Force carried out an air raid, Indian soldiers continued to flee. This forced Lieutenant General Macbeth to understand that the Indian soldiers had lost their will to fight. So the Lieutenant General had no mood to punish these Indian deserters anymore. If this situation continued to develop, let alone Indian soldiers, Lieutenant General Macbeth would have to consider whether to withdraw the headquarters.

Finally, the Lieutenant General made up his mind, "Send a telegram to the General Headquarters, asking if the Yangon Command can retreat."

Inside the Joint Command, Lieutenant General Lawrence finally met Lieutenant General Ishiwara, Commander of the Japanese Expeditionary Force 15th Army. Just when the senior officers of the Joint Forces finally gathered together, Lieutenant General Lawrence received the message from Lieutenant General Macbeth. After thinking for a moment, Lieutenant General Lawrence sighed and handed the telegram to Lieutenant General Ishiwara.

After reading the telegram, Ishiwara was not surprised at all, and even felt that Lieutenant General Macbeth had made a very wise choice. And revealed his views completely, "General Lawrence, I agree with General Macbeth's view. The current Yangon is completely detached from the defense system. Deploying so many troops in Lower Burma is just a political statement. From a military point of view, this is placing troops in a very dangerous environment. If we had chosen to leave Yangon earlier, we would have at least three more divisions to defend India now."

Hearing such frank criticism, Lieutenant General Lawrence admired Ishiwara a little, because Ishiwara held this view when he was in London. He clearly believed that the main point for the British army now was to defend India and minimize losses. How could Britain at that time accept such a view? Even if someone really accepted it, they dared not say it.

Now Lieutenant General Lawrence did not feel regret either. After all, battlefield reality is not spoken, but fought out. Presumably, other British generals held the same view.

"General Ishiwara, do you still support withdrawing from Yangon now?" Lieutenant General Lawrence asked.

Ishiwara answered decisively, "I think withdrawing all troops from Burma immediately is the wisest choice at present."

Lieutenant General Lawrence thought for a moment, then asked someone to send a telegram to Lieutenant General Macbeth, "Agree that your unit decides on its own according to the current situation."
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Adjusting the troop arrangement of a war zone, or abandoning the entire Burma, was a very significant decision. Watching Lieutenant General Lawrence, Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces, busy contacting London via telegram, Ishiwara sighed in his heart, but also felt that London might veto Lieutenant General Lawrence's decision.

The war situation was urgent at this time, and Ishiwara had no time to waste precious time on the British army. He began to communicate with the relevant departments in the Joint Forces about the Japanese army's troop deployment in the Chittagong area. Based on Ishiwara's understanding of strategy, if the British army could hold British India and effectively defeat the Chinese army's attack on India, it would be a strategic victory.

As a member of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the Japanese army had no reason to act as a fire brigade on the long border between Burma and India. As long as the Japanese army could withstand the Chinese army's attack in the Bay of Bengal area centered on Chittagong, it would have fully fulfilled its obligations as an ally.

In addition to completing operational and tactical support, Ishiwara did not mind giving strategic support to the Anglo-Japanese Joint Command. As for whether the British Command in India accepted it, or to what extent it accepted it, it was Britain's choice. Ishiwara felt that he had no reason to aim for winning this war, nor did he have a reason to aim for achieving a certain result.

Ishiwara believed that the British army would inevitably fail completely in Burma. The terrain of Burma was not suitable for large corps operations equipped with a large number of artillery. The light infantry adopted by the Republic National Defense Force was the most effective combat method in the Burma Theater with crisscrossing rivers and dense forests.

Lieutenant General Lawrence was also very clear about the situation in Burma. He did not blame the Yangon Command for the setbacks encountered, but requested London to increase rescue troops as soon as possible. This was retreating by advancing. The lords in London didn't care about the officers and soldiers on the front line at all; they cared about the public opinion backlash in the British mainland.

'If we want to hold Yangon, we need at least 50,000 British mainland troops. 200,000 Republic National Defense Force troops surrounded 3 British divisions. We need to invest at least 100,000 British Army troops to launch a relief operation. The number of British Army troops on the front line is only one division...'

Lieutenant General Lawrence skillfully explained the current situation to London. This was all true. Although Britain prepared to send a total of 500,000 British Army troops to fight in India, the current number of British Army troops in India was less than 150,000. Among the 150,000 Army troops, 60,000 were surrounded by China. British Army troops were needed to go to the rescue.

After these honest words were sent to London, London did not respond for the time being. Lieutenant General Lawrence felt that he didn't care anymore. Before setting off, he had explained to the War Office that what he had to do was to hold India. No matter how the group of people in the War Office hinted, Lieutenant General Lawrence stated, 'I can only hold India.'

The War Office did not reply immediately. Lieutenant General Lawrence knew that other generals must have received telegrams at this time, but he didn't care about this matter. Long before agreeing to accept this order, Lieutenant General Lawrence stated to the War Office that he could only ensure India. The Deputy Minister of War asking opposite asked: "What about Burma?"

Lieutenant General Lawrence replied: "May God save the UK."

After saying this, Lieutenant General Lawrence remembered that this was a variant of the 'God bless America' that the damn Yankees were used to. This was what Lieutenant General Lawrence learned from the Yankees when he commanded the American army in the last few months of the European War.

But Lieutenant General Lawrence did not regret it. If someone was willing to save India, let those people go. After all, in the eyes of those people, Burma was just a part of British India. In Lieutenant General Lawrence's view, Burma was just a buffer zone between Britain and French Indochina, and this buffer zone used to be a vassal state of China.

When London fell into silence, Lieutenant General Lawrence had no fear at all. If someone came to replace him, Lieutenant General Lawrence would not be surprised at all, nor would he have any resistance. After all, the gap between the views of those lords in London and reality was too large.

However, Lieutenant General Lawrence was wrong. When the War Office sent the latest news to British Prime Minister Baldwin, Prime Minister Baldwin did not open it immediately. Up to now, Prime Minister Baldwin felt tired.

The attitude of the He Rui government was not difficult to understand. If He Rui stopped at unifying China, Britain could isolate China with various reasons. But He Rui's current choice was to break the game directly and go to war with Britain. And He Rui's purpose was not to seize India, but to start negotiations with Britain.

Creating opportunities for negotiation before negotiation was originally Britain's forte, and it succeeded repeatedly. When the He Rui government adopted the same means to deal with Britain, Prime Minister Baldwin understood how aggrieved the leaders of countries oppressed by Britain with this method were back then.

For a moment, Prime Minister Baldwin felt selfish anger. From 1840 to now, 86 years had passed, and Britain had changed about 20 governments. Why did the results accumulated by the past 20 governments happen to be borne by the Baldwin government? Why couldn't this guy He Rui wait until the Baldwin government stepped down before launching military operations?

When Baldwin came to power, the goal was only to repay war loans for Britain, and he had no intention of invading China at all. But in the past 86 years, the Baldwin government, the only one that did not consider gaining benefits from China, had to shoulder the previous debts.

However, the British War Office did not understand Prime Minister Baldwin's mood at all. The Secretary of State for War continued to ask, "Your Excellency Prime Minister, please give instructions."

Hearing this, Baldwin was extremely unhappy in his heart. Even the War Office dared to force the Prime Minister, pushing the responsibility that the War Office should bear to Baldwin. But Baldwin fell into the War Office's trap. Now all Baldwin's orders would become the War Office's excuse, so Baldwin must not let the War Office get what they wanted and successfully pass the buck.

"This matter will be decided by the War Office." Prime Minister Baldwin ordered.

Politically speaking, a decision made by the War Office is equivalent to a decision made by Baldwin. But Baldwin had a power, which was to change the appointment of the Secretary of State for War. Since the War Office was unkind, don't blame Baldwin for being unjust.

The Secretary of State for War was very sensible. Hearing Prime Minister Baldwin's order, the Secretary of State for War immediately revealed the plan completely, "Your Excellency, there are still some troops that can be sent to Yangon. Although the Chinese Army has certain combat effectiveness, China has no navy, and Yangon can be held."

Baldwin snorted coldly, but was actually quite happy in his heart. The War Office showing weakness was a good opportunity for Baldwin. Baldwin asked, "Can the Army hold Yangon and India?"

"The War Office believes in General Lawrence's ability." The Secretary of State for War replied.

Baldwin sneered, "Hehe, then let's hope General Lawrence can be as judged by the War Office."

The Secretary of State for War knew that Prime Minister Baldwin was also passing the buck, but when the buck reached this point, there was no other choice but to accept it forcefully. So the Secretary of State for War said, "Your Excellency Prime Minister, we believe that Yangon is indeed a target that must be defended."
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The three British infantry divisions besieged 50 kilometers north of Yangon all received a telegram from Lieutenant General Macbeth of the Burma Command: 'Your unit break out as soon as possible.'

The three division commanders varied in age and personality. But after seeing the telegram, without exception, they threw the telegram directly on the ground. If they could break out, they would have broken out long ago; why would they need Lieutenant General Macbeth to babble nonsense?

Just then, the Chinese Air Force came again. After days of fighting, the Chinese Air Force had become unparalleled in arrogance. The planes strafed the ground frantically at a height of about 100 meters. The water seeping from the British trenches had passed the knees of the British officers and soldiers, but they could only hide in the muddy water in the trenches. This was already their safest hiding place.

While the Air Force raged, the light infantry of the Republic National Defense Force launched a ground attack on a broad front. Three-man combat teams crawled across the wet ground, approaching the British trenches. The maximum caliber of artillery equipped by the Republic National Defense Force was only 120mm, much lighter than the 150mm heavy artillery of the British army on the European battlefield. But the land of Lower Burma was not suitable for heavy armored troops, so Chinese light infantry carried 60mm mortars, and battalion-level troops were equipped with 75mm guns.

In contrast, the besieged British troops were also equipped with 100mm caliber artillery when they started to move north. But these artillery pieces had been destroyed by the Air Force of the Republic National Defense Force in the past few days. The remaining shells for the 75mm guns were basically exhausted in the past few days. So the frontline British troops had to retreat after being attacked early.

The firing rate of the Lee-Enfield rifle was inferior to the semi-automatic rifle of the Republic National Defense Force, but if the two sides just exchanged infantry fire, the British army would not be unable to resist. Even if they really ran out of bullets, the British army could still launch a bayonet charge.

However, the 60mm mortars of the Republic National Defense Force made the British army completely lose the ability to confront. Charging under bombardment was suicide. Waiting for shells in the trenches was waiting for death. The only way was to retreat after losing a certain number of troops, so as to save their lives.

In the division headquarters of the three British divisions, from the division commander and chief of staff to the staff officers, everyone knew very well the situation they faced. If this were not Burma but the British mainland, the British army would have to fight to the death. But the British army had done its best these days, and too many people had died in battle. They really couldn't find a reason for the whole army to be wiped out.

So Lieutenant General Macbeth of the Yangon Command soon received a telegram, "My unit is ready to break out. If the breakout fails, my unit considers surrendering."

Lieutenant General Macbeth only felt a big stone fall from his heart. As a commander, he could never order his subordinates to surrender. But as an experienced soldier, Lieutenant General Macbeth hoped that his subordinates could save themselves. Dispatching troops north this time was originally the intention of the British War Office. When the War Office issued the order, it was not because they seized a combat opportunity, but to retrieve political disadvantages and prevent the prosecution team sent by the Asian International Tribunal from confirming the evidence of the ANZAC Corps massacre. Such an idea is not difficult to understand, but after paying such a big price, not only was the goal not achieved, but more was lost.

Lieutenant General Macbeth was not particularly worried about the future of the surrendered troops. The British army did not participate in the ANZAC Corps massacre, and the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal and a large number of reporters were nearby. Presumably, the British army would not be massacred after surrendering.

Since the Republic government set up the Asian Tribunal, presumably they would also abide by the Vienna Convention [Note: Likely refers to international norms/Hague Conventions at the time] and give humanitarian treatment to the surrendered British army... Lieutenant General Macbeth, accustomed to battlefield atrocities, expected things to turn out this way.

After temporarily solving the besieged matter, Lieutenant General Macbeth began to consider his own affairs. Yangon probably couldn't be held, but even if retreating, Lieutenant General Macbeth prepared to be the last one to leave Yangon.

On March 10, the three British infantry divisions sent personnel to the Republic National Defense Force to contact regarding surrender matters. The contact parties were two colonels from both armies. After listening to the British attitude, the National Defense Force colonel looked calm, "Since our government has not established diplomatic relations, we can only treat your army according to China's prisoner policy at this stage."

The British colonel was very unhappy in his heart; this was a naked threat. But the British colonel still asked calmly, "Can you let us know about your army's prisoner policy?"

"For surrendered troops, we will retain their personal belongings, but we will not recognize items looted by illegal means. For surrendered officers and soldiers, we will allow them to retain their military ranks. And enjoy personal safety and personal dignity."

After listening, the British colonel felt that wasn't this the content of the Vienna Convention? Moreover, in terms of retaining personal belongings, China's prisoner policy seemed more lenient.

After another exchange, the two sides ended the meeting. On March 11, three British infantry divisions announced their surrender.

At this time, reporters from various countries had gathered near the battlefield. The commanders of the British troops who learned the news felt much more relaxed. A civilized country would not do inhumane things in the presence of reporters from various countries.

The surrender ceremony was simple and brisk. The British army handed over the military flag to the Chinese army, and the division commanders then handed over their swords to the Chinese army receiving the surrender. Most of the reporters present were in high spirits, taking photos and filming this precious scene with cameras and video cameras.

After receiving the swords of the British division commanders, the Chinese major generals receiving the surrender handed them to the guards beside them. Immediately, they pulled out the military daggers carried by individuals and gave them to the British division commanders as return gifts.

Although the British reporters in the reporter group felt the shame of defeat, they were also moved by the politeness of the Chinese army. Among more reporters, French reporters gloated, while reporters from former Central Powers such as Germany and Austria involuntarily substituted themselves into the Chinese army. If the loser of the European War was Britain...

After the surrender ceremony, reporters went to the specific surrendered troops for interviews. The British army had been in a state of combat and had no time to implement looting. So after the British army handed over weapons, the search by the National Defense Force was only to ensure that the prisoners did not hide weapons on them.

As for other items carried by individuals, they were not taken away. Even if it was found during the search that a very small number of people carried several pocket watches, the National Defense Force did not interrogate such abnormal things specially. Instead, they let the prisoners follow their original units to the POW camp.

On the second day of the surrender ceremony, Admiral Zhong Yifu, Commander of the Burma Theater, arrived at the front line. Before the plane landed, Admiral Zhong Yifu had already seen through the porthole that the outside of the airport was full of people. Even from a long distance, Zhong Yifu could still vaguely distinguish the cameras and video cameras carried by those people. Before setting off, Zhong Yifu had asked the National Defense Force to release the news. Seeing so many reporters waiting outside the airport, Zhong Yifu felt that his hard trip was worth it.

When the plane landed on the runway and stopped steadily, Zhong Yifu walked off the plane, and reporters from various countries swarmed up. Requesting Zhong Yifu to accept an interview. The National Defense Force press spokesman shouted loudly, "Quiet! Please be quiet!"

When the reporters were no longer noisy, the press spokesman said, "We can hold a brief press conference at the airport."

As soon as the voice fell, the reporters shouted, 'I am a reporter from the New York Times!', 'I am a reporter from Le Figaro!', 'I am a reporter from the Hungarian Free Press!'...

The press spokesman knew who the reporters were. He first pointed to the reporter from the French *Le Figaro*. The reporter immediately asked, "General Zhong, what are your thoughts on the victory of this campaign?"

Zhong Yifu took the microphone and said in a steady voice, "The outbreak of this campaign is unreasonable from a military perspective, but has its reasons from a political perspective. The purpose of the British army's offensive was to prevent the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal from investigating the ANZAC Corps massacre. My thoughts on this campaign lie not in the outcome of the campaign, but in the improvement of Britain's civilization level. If it were before, the British army's attitude towards massacre was: I massacre, I am right. Because of the backwardness of British civilization, they claimed that massacre is a means of promoting civilization, massacre is right, massacre is advanced, glorious, and great. Now, Britain has begun to try to stop the investigation of the massacre, proving that the British government finally understands that massacre is barbaric and evil. It is shameful."

Reporters from France and former Central Powers countries burst into laughter, while British reporters looked indignant.

Zhong Yifu looked calm because he had long prepared how to answer these questions. So after the reporters finished laughing, Zhong Yifu pressed down his hands to silence the reporters. "Reporters, I am not mocking Britain. Because in the early days of human civilization, massacre was a very common thing. As an ancient civilization, China has had many historical records in thousands of years of history. Precisely because Chinese civilization developed earlier, China also got rid of the stage of barbarism and ignorance earlier, realizing that any massacre is wrong. And passed down this cognition and judgment standard for thousands of years. If this campaign can make China's understanding of civilization more deeply rooted in the hearts of the people, it is also a positive effect brought by the unfortunate war."

The press spokesman then pointed to the reporter from the *Hungarian Free Press*. The Hungarian reporter asked excitedly, "Your Excellency General, will this campaign affect the operation of the Asian International Tribunal? That is to say, will the captured British army be tried by the Asian International Tribunal?"

"I have been engaged in military command work and don't know much about the Asian International Tribunal. From the scope of my responsibility and authority, the war between us and the British army is just a war. At least up to this stage, we have not found any actions by the British army against civilians outside of acts of war, so British prisoners of war will not be tried by the Asian International Tribunal."

The press spokesman then pointed to the reporter from *The Times*. With the questions from previous reporters, the *Times* reporter asked, "General, now the Chinese army occupies part of British India. I know this part of the land was once part of the Kingdom of Burma, a vassal state of China. How will the Chinese government deal with the land of the former vassal state Burma?"

Zhong Yifu's face became serious. "When China established relations with the Burma region, the ones ruling Britain were still Romans."

Hearing this, among the reporters, especially French reporters laughed out loud.

Zhong Yifu continued, "The stable relationship between China and Burma has been maintained for thousands of years, so the Chinese government will handle the relationship between China and Burma based on the traditional stable relationship in history."

The *Times* reporter immediately pursued, "Do you mean that China will let Burma re-establish a state?"

Zhong Yifu answered decisively, "How to deal with the Burma issue is the work of the Chinese government. As a soldier, I completely obey the government's decision."
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After the press conference of Burma Theater Commander Zhong Yifu ended, reporters from various countries immediately began to write articles and sent them back to their affiliated newspapers as soon as possible. Various newspapers published different reports according to the needs of their target audience.

The readers of *The Times* wanted to see in-depth analysis, so *The Times* published a report related to traditional Sino-Burmese historical relations. In the report, the British reporter wrote, '...In the past thousands of years, China built the Celestial Empire Tributary System. Unlike the colonial system based on economic ties and the treaty system based on common enemies, the foundation of the Celestial Empire Tributary System is cultural cognition.

As the core of the entire tributary system, China is located at the political and cultural center. The vassal states recognize the leadership of the Chinese government in culture and morality. Correspondingly, when these countries face external military invasion, the Chinese government has the obligation to send troops to help based on culture and morality.

Since the Celestial Empire Tributary System is not based on economics, vassal states have full independence in the economic field...

After the war, Burma may restore its statehood. But this only returns Burma to the norm of nearly 2,000 years of history.'

Professional knowledge comments satisfy readers' evaluation of professional knowledge, while professional emotional incitement satisfies readers' emotional needs. Newspapers targeting populism claimed that China was trying to retake its own vassal states. Newspapers targeting entertainment focused on various gossip news and mockery of unfriendly countries.

On March 12, 1926, the 208 Large Lecture Hall of the University of Berlin was packed. The lecturing professor was Karl Haushofer, Doctor of Geography, Geology, and History from the University of Munich, Professor of Geography and Military Science at the University of Munich, Visiting Professor at the University of Berlin, Geopolitics Master, and former Major General of the Bavarian Army of the German Empire.

After the end of the European War, Professor Karl Haushofer was invited to teach geopolitics at the Army College and Northeast University in the Northeast. With the rise of He Rui, Professor Karl Haushofer's fame rose, and he was considered the top master of geopolitics in Europe.

After the outbreak of the Sino-British War, Professor Karl Haushofer toured famous German universities to give lectures, and every class was extremely popular. At this time, students, teachers of the University of Berlin, and German officials interested in the Sino-British War held their breath and listened to Professor Haushofer's course.

"...The reason for the outbreak of the Sino-British War is not that China is trying to retake its sphere of influence. From a political and economic perspective, China does not need to expand its sphere of influence at this stage. But this war broke out, and we need to understand the reason for this war from a geopolitical perspective.

From a historical perspective, British expansion broke China's dominance in East Asia, causing China to lose its sovereignty. The He Rui government unified China and restored complete sovereignty domestically. However, this did not change the geopolitical threat China faced.

Britain's specific interests in China do not come from the normal economic and trade activities of British merchants in China, but from the privileges seized through war and the excess profits brought by privileges. Once the He Rui regime is recognized, no government can account to the public, so they cannot recognize the He Rui government.

But this is not a geopolitical threat. The threat at the geopolitical level lies in the fact that as the leader of the East Asian region, Britain can impose economic blockades and security threats on China through various alliances. If He Rui cannot break Britain's dominance in the Far East, other countries will think China is an unsafe country and give up recognizing China. China will be continuously isolated.

Clausewitz believed that war is the continuation of politics. In order to solve the geopolitical dilemma faced, the He Rui government can only force the British government to negotiate with the Chinese government, thereby solving the geopolitical dilemma currently faced by China.

This is the reason for the outbreak of the Sino-British War."

Hearing this, the listeners in the classroom sighed. In the past few months, the Sino-British War was the most watched major event internationally. From the beginning of the war, various news and comments occupied a considerable space in newspapers. Since the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal preparing to try the ANZAC Corps for the massacre in Burma, the military and political struggle between China and Britain had become a gimmick for many newspapers to attract readers.

The views in those newspapers were strange and varied. But listening to Professor Haushofer's course, the people in the classroom truly felt the clouds parting to see the sun. This distant yet not distant war, which seemed to have little to do with Germany but had a profound relationship, began to present a relatively clear context.

"By winning the campaign in Burma, the He Rui government can make the British government understand that if it does not negotiate peace with the He Rui government, Britain may lose India. Once India is lost, the British Empire will become an ordinary European power, and not the strongest one. Losing India or accepting China's geopolitical security needs, I think Britain will choose to ensure India.

From now on, China is trying hard to make Britain fully understand this matter. Now there is a good opportunity to serve as a judgment standard. Britain already knows very well at this time that it cannot hold Yangon with its own strength, so the Republic National Defense Force will not seize Yangon at this time but will begin to carry out aggressive propaganda. Based on my contact with Your Excellency He Rui, I think he is a very excellent master of geopolitics. He has outstanding abilities in choosing strategic goals and how to end wars."

Everyone in the classroom could understand the Sino-British War from the perspective of geopolitics but could not imagine the specific execution steps. Professor Haushofer did not expect university students to have strategic implementation capabilities, so he skipped this question. However, Professor Haushofer intuitively believed that He Rui already possessed the ability to execute great power strategies when he studied at the Japanese Army War College.

The course was not complicated. When it came to the Q&A session, the students of the University of Berlin, as Professor Haushofer expected, raised the question, "Why did the British government fail to respond earlier?"

Professor Haushofer replied, "Geopolitics is based on reality, but the British government's ability to understand reality has not reached the level of Your Excellency He Rui. So the British government focuses on shallow realistic interests, not deep geopolitical strategies. This is not a war between equals, but a war dominated and launched by a strategic master. The sense of incongruity you feel is based on the gap in strategic capabilities between the two sides. If the Manchu Qing government, the Yuan Shikai government, or the Duan Qirui government were in power now, you would see another incongruous situation. The reason for that incongruous situation is that the British government's strategic capability is far superior to the Chinese government."

Speaking of this, Professor Haushofer tapped the blackboard and wrote a sentence on it: 'An era where top geopolitical masters compete on the same field is extremely rare.'

After writing, Professor Haushofer emphasized to the students again, "Geopolitics is a discipline that studies the objective world. Anyone who wants to engage in such research must maintain an objective and rational materialist attitude. Remember not to make it utilitarian, treating geopolitics as a tool to realize personal ambitions. Once separated from the materialist perspective, all geopolitical conclusions drawn will be wrong, at least vague and ambiguous."

However, Professor Haushofer did not expect these young students to truly understand this. Among the people he had met, only He Rui could do this. Moreover, He Rui himself also possessed an advantage that others did not possess: China is a large country with a long history of civilization. As long as he seized political power in China, he would naturally become a huge force capable of influencing the world.

In today's world, countries with such endowments can be counted on two hands. Unfortunately, although Germany is a major power in Western Europe, there is still a considerable distance from such a natural great power. To bridge this gap, one can only rely on a strong leader with geopolitical vision to become the German leader.

The current German Weimar government has absolutely no possibility worth looking forward to. This was also the reason why Professor Haushofer lectured, ran magazines, and explained geopolitics to students and the general German public. If there is no hope in the upper class, one can only hope that someone who understands geopolitics will emerge from the lower-class German people to lead Germany out of the current predicament.



★


Double Front: Law and War (14)

Volume 4 — Chapter 124

❧ ❧ ❧


British prisoners of war marched towards the POW camp under the photographs of a large number of reporters. Some reporters went north with the POW team, while others went south to Yangon. Originally, one could take the railway to Yangon, but now the railway section to Yangon was suspended due to the war. Reporters found a local traditional means of transportation, a light small bamboo sedan chair carried by two people—a litter. Carried by locals, they went straight to Yangon.

On March 13, the garrison in Yangon was in a state of panic. Although there was still a British brigade and more than 20,000 British Indian troops here, capable of resisting for a few days. However, none of the defenders wanted to fight to the death here. If it weren't for Commander Lieutenant General Macbeth not giving an order to evacuate, the defenders would probably have run away.

Lieutenant General Macbeth received reporters in the headquarters. Unlike those subordinates with anxiety in their expressions, Lieutenant General Macbeth looked quite calm. Hearing the reporters ask, "General, what do you think of the possible Battle of Yangon?"

Lieutenant General Macbeth waved his hand and answered decisively, "We are ready for battle. This is Yangon, and also the Verdun Fortress of the East!"

Verdun was a famous battlefield during the European War, also known as the 'Verdun Meat Grinder.' The Verdun Fortress never fell under the fierce attack of the German army. Lieutenant General Macbeth called Yangon the Verdun Fortress, and the reporters felt from the literal meaning that Lieutenant General Macbeth wanted to live and die with Yangon.

The reporters who came this time had stayed in China for at least a few months and had some familiarity with the Chinese army, believing that the Chinese army would not kill innocents indiscriminately. So they waited in Yangon to interview the siege.

Waiting from March 13 to March 15, big news came. He Rui held a press conference in the Chinese capital. At the press conference, a reporter asked He Rui about his opinion on Lieutenant General Macbeth. He Rui waved his hand, "I haven't heard of this person. This time, at the request of the traditional friendly country Burma, we sent troops to suppress bandits. The British bandit gang resisted stubbornly and was annihilated one by one by our army. If the British bandit gang continues to entrench on Burmese land, we will uphold the attitude of eliminating evil thoroughly and destroy them all. In addition to destroying the British bandit gang in Burma, we will also destroy the British bandit gang in India, and restore the Mughal Empire, Maratha Kingdom, and Dravidian Kingdoms of India! This day will definitely come, and I am very confident about it!"

As soon as these words came out, the news effect exploded. The next day, *Le Figaro* published the news with the headline "India, the Next Burma?".

As for British newspapers, they were even more uncompromising: "China Declares to March into New Delhi", "War Escalates, Battle Sweeping South Asia May Erupt".

No matter how dangerous the newspapers said the war situation was, the war in reality did not break out. On March 18, the captured British troops had been sent into China.

On March 24, after the Chinese army entering the West Bengal region of India struck the local British colonial government, police stations, and tax system, they began to withdraw with the captured British, Indian upper class, and 'Zamindar landlords' responsible for local tax collection in India, returning to the Assam region.

On March 27, the Chinese army withdrew from the West Bengal region.

On March 28, the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal ended the on-site evidence collection and announced their departure from the evidence collection area north of Yangon, returning to Shanghai.

On March 31, the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal entered China.

On the same day, Lieutenant General Macbeth drank black tea leisurely in the headquarters in Yangon. According to reconnaissance, when the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal completely left the evidence collection area, the Chinese army also began to move north. The evidence collection area was located within 50-100 kilometers north of Yangon. That is to say, compared with half a month ago, the distance between the Chinese and British armies changed from 50 kilometers to 100 kilometers. Yangon was temporarily safe.

On April 1, the new Soviet Ambassador to China Molotov arrived in the Chinese capital. The next day, according to the process, Molotov went to the National Assembly Hall to present his credentials to the President of the Republic He Rui.

Presenting credentials is a diplomatic activity. When a head of state wants to appoint or recall a diplomatic representative stationed in a foreign country, he must notify the head of state of the receiving country in writing. This document is called credentials.

Credentials are the official documents sent by the head of state to the head of state of the receiving country when a country sends or recalls an ambassador or minister. It is divided into credentials of dispatch and credentials of recall. Credentials of recall are generally submitted together when the new ambassador or minister presents credentials of dispatch. Diplomatic envoys can generally perform their duties officially only after presenting credentials.

Molotov was born in 1890, the same year as He Rui. Not only that, Molotov became the Secretary of the Central Committee of the AUCP(B) at the age of less than 30, and was a loyal comrade of Comrade Stalin. Sending him to China as an ambassador had a profound meaning.

After presenting credentials, as one of the only two countries that formally recognized China at this time, He Rui invited Molotov to have a meal together. If it were a formal occasion, He Rui and Molotov could only talk about official business. As a private banquet, although the two also talked about official business, they could be completely open.

Both were 36 years old this year, which was somewhat cordial. Molotov said frankly at the beginning, "Chairman He, some articles in *Red Star* and *Labor* do not represent the views of the Central Committee of the CPSU."

He Rui nodded slightly but said nothing. *Red Star* defined the Sino-British war as 'a dog-eat-dog war of imperialism.' Although many committee members in the CPSU certainly thought so, this did not represent the collective view of the Central Committee of the CPSU. If the Central Committee of the CPSU expressed its position directly and offended the He Rui government, it would damage the interests of the Soviet Union.

*Red Star* wrote such articles not for He Rui to read, but for the Comintern to read. As the leading core of the Comintern, if the Soviet Union did not publish the views of the Comintern, it would be equivalent to not doing proper business.

How to choose and how to communicate is a very skillful job. Since Molotov brought the message personally, it was considered to show Comrade Stalin's attitude, and it was also an explanation to He Rui.

Afterwards, the two chatted while eating, and talked about the domestic economic construction of China and the Soviet Union. Agricultural problems had plagued the AUCP(B) since the Red Army era. Molotov himself was in charge of diplomacy and did not manage agricultural problems. However, Comrade Stalin had his own views on China's land reform, so Molotov naturally wanted to ask He Rui for advice.

"The biggest problem of China's agriculture is insufficient land per capita. A family of four with one hectare of land is considered a very good family. Many people and little land is the biggest contradiction in Chinese agriculture. But China has a large population, which leads to the advantage of smooth sales channels for agricultural products. The per capita land in the Soviet Union is one hectare. In Russia, it is not uncommon for a farmer to own 5 hectares of land. Farmers having a lot of land is the advantage of the Soviet Union. But because of the small population, lack of sales channels, and excessively low grain prices, these are the characteristics of Soviet agriculture."

Even if Molotov didn't understand agriculture, he agreed with this dialectical materialist view and couldn't help nodding slightly.

"Through land reform, our country averaged land use rights, realized sufficient assets, and solved the rural debt problem. Now we are transforming part of the rural population into an industrialized population through intensive breeding and developing China's small commodity economy. This will reduce the number of Chinese agricultural population, and the increase in industrial population will increase the demand for agricultural products, which in turn promotes agricultural production efficiency."

"Many people think China is a capitalist country, not a socialist country." Molotov did not hide it either. So far, the Soviet Union's evaluation of He Rui himself believed that He Rui was magnanimous and would not avoid problems.

"Market economy and capitalist country are not the same thing. China chooses to develop the economy through a market economy. With China's industrial development, China will become an industrial country within the next 30 years. After entering the industrial age, even if the small commodity economy does not completely disappear, it will at least become insignificant in China's economic structure. Due to social development, the proportion of state-owned economy, collective economy, and public economy in the national economy will also undergo huge changes."

Molotov was a bit unsure how to answer due to He Rui's bearing. As a politician, one must aim to solve immediate problems first. In this regard, whether it was Comrade Stalin or Comrade Trotsky, it was the same.

He Rui's attitude towards the future, especially the smooth and natural attitude when He Rui talked about things in the next 30 years. If it were in the CPSU, it would be considered very unserious.

But Molotov had absolutely no intention of underestimating He Rui, because He Rui's achievements so far were enough to prove that he had strong ability to solve short-term problems. This was not an ability that people with high ambitions but low abilities could possess. So Molotov asked, "If I want to ask Chairman He to make some suggestions for Soviet agriculture, what are your views?"

"The Soviet Union is carrying out industrial construction, and the appearance of the price scissors between industrial and agricultural products is inevitable. If the Soviet Union can build an intensive breeding industry based on local agricultural output and increase the purchase price of feed, farmers' income will increase, and their production enthusiasm will also increase a little. However, intensive breeding has high risks, large investments, and requires many supporting technologies. Also, there are issues like meat storage equipment and refrigerated transportation. The temperature in the Soviet Union is relatively low, and cold storage etc. require much shorter time annually than in China. In this regard, there are some advantages."

Molotov was stunned. He could hear some expert flavor from He Rui's words. But this answer exceeded the Soviet agricultural economic policy. Judging from now, it had no reference significance. However, Molotov also rated He Rui a little higher because of this, so he asked, "Chairman He, if *Pravda* invites you to publish some articles in it, I wonder if Chairman He is willing to accept the invitation?"

He Rui would not refuse anything that could expand China's influence. Even knowing that the articles published in Soviet newspapers were more of a diplomatic gesture by the Soviet Union, He Rui accepted readily.
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There is a small hill called Chiltern southeast of Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire, England. At the foot of the hill stands a historic building. This building has been built since the 16th century, but the exact year is not accurately recorded. The name of this building is Chequers.

On April 2, the current owner of Chequers, British Prime Minister Baldwin, was standing with his hands behind his back in the small garden in front of this Gothic building, looking at the lush flowers and plants. Since March 28, Prime Minister Baldwin had been vacationing in this manor 41 miles from Downing Street.

After four days of rest, his depressed mood had calmed down a lot. Prime Minister Baldwin even had the leisure to look at the budding flower buds, enjoying the breeze and quietness.

However, when he looked up to gaze at the sky, Prime Minister Baldwin saw a car speeding towards him on the country road in the distance. Instantly, the Prime Minister's mood became terrible again.

Sitting in the car was the British Foreign Secretary. Unlike the Prime Minister who had begun to tire of politics, the Foreign Secretary was in a good mood. Compared with the terrible situation before, the diplomatic pressure was much less. So when going to the Prime Minister's private manor Chequers, the Foreign Secretary also wanted to hand over this matter quickly, and then temporarily withdraw from the damn Sino-British war to solve other diplomatic problems.

When the manor appeared in sight, the Foreign Secretary thought of the most famous room in Chequers. Who the original builder of Chequers was, like the construction time, has no precise information. Moreover, this manor changed hands several times. In 1917, Sir Arthur Lee donated this ancient manor to the British government. Since 1921, it has served as the official country estate of Britain and the private villa of the Prime Minister.

Chequers truly won its place in British history after it became the prison of Lady Mary Grey, the great-granddaughter of Henry VIII. Upon learning that Mary Grey married without family permission, Queen Elizabeth I personally ordered her imprisonment there. The room where Mary Grey was imprisoned has been kept as it was.

The current Prime Minister Baldwin was imprisoned by the Sino-British war like Mary Grey. As the Foreign Secretary of the Baldwin government, he hoped to solve this matter at least within his term, rather than leaving a bad name for accomplishing nothing.

The car stopped at the gate of Chequers. The Foreign Secretary took a document to Prime Minister Baldwin. He thought the Prime Minister would return to the manor, but unexpectedly, the Prime Minister pulled a simple chair and sat outside to read the document.

Regarding Prime Minister Baldwin's response to this war, the internal evaluation of the Foreign Office was 'okay.' At least, after He Rui made the statement of 'annihilating the British bandits in Burma and restoring the traditional kingdoms in Indian history' at the press conference, Prime Minister Baldwin immediately accepted the suggestion of the British Foreign Office and made a tit-for-tat response: 'Britain will definitely destroy the He Rui government and choose a reliable new government for the Chinese people.'

In the rich diplomatic experience of the British Foreign Office, if He Rui just simply talked tough, or the Republic National Defense Force simply retreated, it wouldn't show anything. After talking big and then retreating troops, diplomatically, this was an 'explicit hint' seeking détente and negotiation.

At least that group of diplomatic masters would use this method to 'communicate.' If the other party did not make a corresponding response but used the retreat of one side to press step by step, it would be regarded as having no intention of compromise, and the war would continue. If the other party did nothing, it would be considered not wanting to accept détente and not wanting to negotiate, and the other party would continue to adopt means to force the war towards negotiation.

The Foreign Secretary could not make decisions for Prime Minister Baldwin, but seeing that Prime Minister Baldwin did not seek the House of Commons to pass larger-scale military expenditures, the Foreign Secretary knew that Prime Minister Baldwin no longer wanted to fight. Since the Prime Minister had a tendency to make peace, and the Foreign Office also believed that this war was indeed meaningless, the Foreign Office naturally completed its work of promoting peace.

Prime Minister Baldwin didn't think about how the Foreign Office viewed him. After reading the information of several people on the document, Prime Minister Baldwin relatively approved of Jackson Martini on the first page.

Jackson Martini, Morrison's classmate, currently Professor of Surgery at the University of Edinburgh Medical School. His father was a British official, and his mother came from a noble family. Professor Jackson came from a reliable background and a wealthy family. The qualities required for the medical profession, as well as the evaluation obtained from archives and investigations, all indicated that this person was very steady and knew that some things should not be said indiscriminately.

Of course, the British side would not bet all chips on a private visit. Jackson Martini was just one of many auxiliary personnel. What was truly important was the meeting of official personnel between China and Britain in the future. The British Foreign Secretary knew very well that at this time, neither Britain nor China could, nor should, communicate through official channels. Any communication at present meant showing weakness, meaning occupying an inferior position in future negotiations. Since they couldn't fight anymore, they had to prepare for negotiations.

Prime Minister Baldwin asked the Foreign Secretary, "Has He Rui sent anyone?"

"Not for the time being," the Foreign Secretary replied.

This answer disappointed Prime Minister Baldwin, but these diplomatic contents were trivial matters compared to the British Empire. Prime Minister Baldwin firmly believed that Britain's work for a long time in the future lay in developing the economy and repaying the debts incurred during the European War. If it weren't for the shameless attack by the He Rui government, Prime Minister Baldwin should have fully implemented the program he proposed in the election campaign.

But the war must end. Baldwin handed the document to the Foreign Secretary, "Go do it."

After receiving the order to leave, the Foreign Secretary just bowed slightly and walked towards the car. When sitting in the car, the Foreign Secretary looked at Prime Minister Baldwin sitting by the small garden of the manor, seeing his solemn and thin body looking like a withered old tree. Withdrawing his gaze, the Foreign Secretary didn't want to stay any longer and ordered the driver to return to Downing Street as soon as possible.

At 7:00 AM on April 4, all students of the University of Edinburgh Medical School sat in the classroom. The school had long known that young students originally planned to skip class on a large scale and go to places with radios to listen to the BBC broadcast program. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) set up a special radio communication system this time to broadcast live news from Shanghai, half a world away, to Britain immediately.

The University of Edinburgh is the highest institution of learning in Scotland. When alumnus Morrison became the Minister of Commerce of the He Rui government, the University of Edinburgh's interest in China increased a lot. Especially after the outbreak of the Sino-British War, the University of Edinburgh had become the center of China studies in Scotland.

On April 4, the prosecution team of the Asian International Tribunal decided whether to prosecute the ANZAC Corps. The students of the University of Edinburgh would rather skip class to hear the news immediately. Not only students but teachers were equally concerned. The school simply notified teachers and students that the radio in the classroom would be turned on simultaneously to broadcast BBC news.

Sure enough, as expected by the school board, students who originally submitted leave requests all appeared in the classroom. All teachers and students sat in their seats, with no one absent or skipping class.

With a burst of short and powerful music, the voice of the BBC announcer came from the radio, "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to listen to the BBC program. It is now 7:00 AM British time, and 15:00 PM China time. Our reporter is interviewing at the Asian International Tribunal. Starting from 9:00 AM China time on April 2, the prosecution team began to present the investigation results to the Hearing Committee of the International Tribunal and decide whether to file a lawsuit. Now, all presentations have ended. A total of 504 members of the prosecution team and the Hearing Committee are voting, and the results will be obtained soon."

Hearing this news, students at the University of Edinburgh began to discuss in low voices. This matter had been publicized for so long. Even though the reports in British newspapers were very conservative and implicit, the reports in other European newspapers were enthusiastic. The 60,000 ANZAC troops massacred more than 40,000 local Burmese, almost one life per person. Even British newspapers could only 'question the specific numbers' of this fact, but never denied whether a massacre occurred.

Although university students supported Britain in their hearts, they did not think that the ANZAC Corps 'killed well, killed wonderfully, should sing praises for the ANZAC Corps massacre, reward everyone with medals, and erect monuments.' Influenced by British media propaganda, university students believed that Britain had judicial jurisdiction over the ANZAC Corps, and this army should be sent to Britain to be tried by British courts, rather than by the 'Asian International Tribunal.'

But with the situation as it was, university students could only wait for the result. After all, the process of the Asian International Tribunal also conformed to judicial principles. Some university students hoped in their hearts that the prosecution team and Hearing Committee dominated by Europeans would decide not to prosecute this case. Students with this idea told their expectations to the classmates around them. The classmates who heard this just sighed softly. In fact, everyone knew that saying this was the same as not saying it. Anyone with a little sense of justice knew that not prosecuting was impossible and unreasonable.

Professor Jackson Martini and other teachers sat in the small conference room listening to the radio. Adults' moods were more complicated. Everyone considered good and evil less, and more felt unhappy about the humiliation Britain suffered. In the past nearly 100 years, Britain had implemented countless massacres globally. Every massacre was not tried, so that although British locals also felt massacre was wrong, it was just that. Those in Britain who publicly declared opposition to massacres would be regarded as disloyal to the country and persecuted.

Now, the situation has changed greatly, and Britain has to pay the price for the massacre. This price is not just simple blood revenge, but being liquidated in the name of civilization and justice after international trial. This makes British people have to think of a possibility: since the current massacre is liquidated, will previous massacres be liquidated?

Just then, the announcer's voice, which was introducing the composition of the prosecution team and the Hearing Committee members, changed. He interrupted the introduction and said loudly, "Ladies and gentlemen, the voting results are out! 502 votes in favor, 2 abstentions. The prosecution has been passed!"

Sighs echoed in the classroom and corridor. The situation that university students did not expect to see appeared. Suddenly, a fierce shout came from the corridor, "This vote must have been rigged!" That voice was 40% anger, and the other 60% was basically despair.



★


Double Front: Law and War (16)

Volume 4 — Chapter 126

❧ ❧ ❧


At 12:00 PM on April 4, in Budapest, the capital of Hungary, newspaper extras were being sold at various newsstands, and Hungarian people bought them one after another. In addition to the news that the Asian International Tribunal's Prosecutor Team and the Hearing Committee jointly voted to pass the prosecution application, the extra also featured the name of Professor Bakó Ferenc of the Law School of the University of Budapest, Hungary.

Professor Bakó Ferenc was one of the seven Chief Judges of the Asian International Tribunal. The extra directly called Professor Bakó Ferenc a Hungarian national hero. After the end of the European War, as a defeated country, Hungary was forced to accept the *Treaty of Trianon*. More than 70% of its territory was carved up, and its population plummeted from more than 20 million to more than 6 million.

Hungary had no intention of joining the European War and thought it could muddle through by soy-saucing [staying on the sidelines]. Unexpectedly, it suffered such losses after the war, so it naturally hated the Allied Powers incomparably. Now Hungary joined the Asian International Tribunal and was qualified to try the massacre case of the ANZAC Corps. At this time, the prosecution request was passed, and the emotions of the Hungarian people were greatly vented.

Although Hungary constantly mixed blood with local Europeans, the naming method of this country was the same as that of Asia, with the surname first. Since China's rejuvenation, coupled with the shock caused by the Asian International Tribunal in Europe like huge waves, Hungary's enthusiasm for its own history had risen even more. The Hungarian government had decided to establish diplomatic relations with China. With the superposition of several factors, the pro-China atmosphere in Hungary reached an unprecedented level. Under the ceaseless propaganda of the media, Professor Bakó Ferenc had become a national hero in the hearts of the Hungarian people.

Standing on the side of human civilization and justice to try the evil Britain, if such a person is not a Hungarian national hero, who can be called a national hero?

In Paris, France, joyful people almost went to the streets to parade. French newspapers had long forgotten that the view 'Anglos don't thank France' was first proposed by China. This view had long become a common view in France. The British, who should have suffered divine punishment long ago, finally had to face their retribution. The joy of the French people was beyond words. Beside the open-air tables and chairs of French roadside cafes, French people were full of confidence in practicing human civilization and justice. Everyone discussed, sipped, and laughed.

Moreover, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) could broadcast news live at the fastest speed. The French *Le Figaro*, together with the French media, also completed the same work. The latest news from French reporters in China came from the radio. In addition to the prosecution being passed, more new news followed.

On April 6, all members participating in the Asian International Tribunal were about to take an oath. After the oath, the Asian International Tribunal was about to begin its work. The damn British would accept the trial of civilization and justice.

The economic conditions of Italy, Germany, and Austria were average, so the governments of the three countries chose to inspire national emotions by publicizing the effective work of their own legal experts, coroners, and criminal investigators. According to the tradition of European civilization, defeat means moral backwardness. Nothing is more moral work than standing on the winner's side to judge the loser.

What's more, standing at the height of civilization and justice to judge massacres against civilians, although somewhat inconsistent with the tradition of European civilization. But opposing massacre, after all, belongs to a relatively recognizable moral category. The governments of the three countries also decided to seize this opportunity to increase government support in the country.

Even in Japan, the Japanese government hurriedly sent a 'Special Kempeitai' to British India to ensure that the Japanese army did not do anything out of line. Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, who was eating with the Japanese Navy, snorted coldly after hearing this news, and said to Captain Yamamoto Isoroku, the commander of the Navy squadron of the British India Expeditionary Force, with a bit of drunkenness: "Brother Yamamoto, it is the Army that understands politics."

Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan and Major General Okamura Yasuji couldn't help laughing after hearing this. The Navy officers of the Expeditionary Force hesitated to speak one by one. They all knew what Army 'idiots' meant. He Rui was the top student of the Japanese Army War College and had countless supporters in the Japanese Army. The so-called 'Army understands politics' actually meant He Rui understands politics.

Expeditionary Force Navy Fleet Commander Yamamoto Isoroku was forthright. After hearing this, he couldn't help laughing, "Haha, He-kun is indeed admirable. My Great Japanese Empire, accumulated for decades since Emperor Meiji, is actually not as high in international prestige as He-kun achieved in one year. Those wastes in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs should be demoted and fined!"

Hearing Yamamoto cleverly shift the spearhead to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the face of the Navy officers was maintained to a certain extent, and they also criticized the incompetence of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs a few words.

Nagata Tetsuzan could only sigh, "We are indeed inferior to He-kun's talent." This remark came from the heart. Nagata Tetsuzan knew very well that Britain was still the world hegemon and the biggest beneficiary of the Versailles system. But in the propaganda war, Britain was rubbed on the ground by China and actually had no power to fight back.

Okamura Yasuji followed, "He-kun's ability to seize opportunities is admirable."

Hearing this, Japanese Army and Navy officers nodded one after another. The Japanese army completely didn't expect the ANZAC Corps massacre in Burma before. Knowing their own family affairs, the Japanese army actually knew very well that in terms of civilization level, the Japanese army was not much better than the ANZAC Corps. But He Rui accurately grasped this opportunity, plus exquisite operation, directly stepped on the British head and stood on the moral high ground.

Now the powers of the world have committed atrocities no less than the ANZAC Corps in the colonies. If other powers engaged in this kind of international tribunal, it would only add to the laughingstock. It just happened that China restored its status as a power, and China had been repeatedly invaded by other countries before and belonged to the massacred side. This led to China being exceptionally innocent in this regard. Led by the He Rui government to lead the Asian International Tribunal, other countries couldn't find a reason to oppose it. It was really time and fate.

Just as everyone was sighing, Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, Commander of the 15th Army of the Japanese Expeditionary Force in the Anglo-Japanese Joint Forces, said with a serious expression, "Gentlemen, with the current situation, Britain probably can't fight anymore. As long as Britain prepares to make peace with China, we may face the situation of being abandoned by Britain. I hope you all can be vigilant about this."

As soon as these words came out, the Japanese officers were all astonished. After a moment of silence, those officers with sharper minds understood that what Ishiwara said was not simple intimidation, but a calm prediction of reality. For a time, no Japanese officer dared to take over the conversation. They could only think silently in their hearts.

Okamura Yasuji looked at Nagata Tetsuzan and saw that Nagata looked calm, just falling into contemplation. This made Okamura Yasuji feel uneasy in his heart. Now the recognized 'Three Crows' in the Japanese Army were Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura. Okamura had been a Major General for four years. Because of his civilian background, Okamura never thought he could become a Marshal. As long as there were no problems, Okamura could become one of the Three Chiefs of the Army in the next ten years and retire as a General of the Army. For Okamura, this was the best military career he could think of.

However, if Ishiwara's prediction became reality, Okamura's future fate might change. And for Ishiwara's prediction, Okamura never dared not to take it seriously.

Just then, Ishiwara drained his glass of wine and said immediately, "The faster the Asian International Tribunal executes, the sooner this day will come. With He-kun's way of doing things, there will definitely be no delay."

As Ishiwara expected, on April 6, led by Professor Zhao Tianlin, Chairman of the Asian International Tribunal Committee, hundreds of selected executive personnel of the Asian International Tribunal took an oath in the Ministry of Justice building in Shanghai.

Among the observers, the most eye-catching was He Rui. Although other observers couldn't compare with He Rui, they were also famous figures. Republic Minister of Commerce Morrison, famous figures in the legal circles of various countries around the world, and presidents of famous Chinese universities. Even several famous people from the religious circle came. There were Taoists from Mount Qingcheng and Wudang Temple. The monks of Shaolin Temple, because they were targets of crackdown in land reform and defined as landlord bullies, were naturally not qualified to come. But the monks of White Horse Temple came, and famous monks from the Burma region also came.

In addition to Chinese religious figures, bishops from Hong Kong, archbishops from Germany and Hungary, and even the Vatican sent a cardinal at the request of the Italian government. Plus an Orthodox archbishop. In addition to legal experts, religious figures from Buddhism, Taoism, Catholicism, and Protestantism came to observe.

He Rui himself didn't like religious figures very much, but under the suggestions of Wu Youping, Zhao Tianlin, and Morrison, he still had to let this group of people appear. After all, in today's Europe, the moral influence represented by religion was great.

Zhao Tianlin walked to the front stage and took out the oath. 'I swear!' Professor Zhao Tianlin led the oath loudly facing the legal experts participating in the oath.

A group of legal experts followed and recited the oath, "I swear!"
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The oath-taking venue of the Asian International Tribunal was located in the newly built headquarters of the Asian International Tribunal. Due to limited time, a 4-story building was constructed using a reinforced concrete frame model based on the concept of 'sturdy, practical, and fast completion.'

The emblem of the Asian International Tribunal hung in the oath-taking hall. He Rui never felt any shame in borrowing other people's wisdom; the emblem adopted the United Nations emblem from another space-time.

A map of the world representing an azimuthal equidistant projection centered on the North Pole. The pattern is supported by a wreath of crossed gold olive branches, set against a light blue background with white water areas. The projection range of the map extends to 60 degrees south latitude, and the latitude lines consist of five concentric circles.

Every oath-taker, as well as observers of the Asian International Tribunal, wore a unique Asian International Tribunal chest badge. The oath-takers made their own oaths following Zhao Tianlin, the Chairman of the Presidium of the Asian International Tribunal.

'I swear that I will follow the civilization and justice of all mankind, and fight against barbarism and evil. I will adopt views that I believe are beneficial to mankind, without discrimination based on religion, nationality, race, politics, or status, and dedicate my knowledge and judgment to the whole human society without discrimination. Even in the face of threats, my knowledge will never violate humanity.

I hereby solemnly and independently swear the above oath with my personality.'

After the oath, He Rui applauded first. Immediately, applause rang out from the observing crowd. Some people, such as the Hungarian Foreign Minister who had arrived in China, applauded particularly loudly, while the British personnel seemed very helpless when applauding.

He Rui did not want to steal the show. He had to come this time, but only to come. Led by Professor Zhao Tianlin, the group of sworn legal experts walked along the aisle in the middle of the observer seats towards the gate of the Asian International Tribunal. When the legal experts passed by, all observers of unusual status stood up and applauded the legal experts walking in the aisle. Some people even cheered, expressing their respect to these warriors about to set foot on the battlefield and braves about to charge at the devil.

During the oath, the gate of the oath-taking hall was closed to the outside. At this time, the guards opened the gate, and the legal experts passed through the hall and walked out of the building gate. The steps outside the gate were already crowded with people, and the guards tried hard to keep the enthusiastic crowd outside. In the front row were reporters, holding cameras and video cameras in their hands. Seeing the legal experts walk out, they struggled forward, wanting to get first-hand news from these experts.

Professor Zhao Tianlin stood in front of the podium above the steps and announced loudly to the crowd below the steps, "The personnel participating in the Asian International Tribunal have completed the oath ceremony. The trial officially begins. The committee will inform the outside world of the latest process news according to the previous regular releases, and also welcomes others to supervise our work and make suggestions."

After Zhao Tianlin finished speaking, the guards slightly relaxed the blocking of the crowd. Reporters swarmed up the steps and began to ask questions to this group of legal experts.

French reporters surrounded the French legal expert Professor Louis, "Professor, what do you think about the official start of the trial?"

Professor Louis pushed his glasses. "In the oath, we no longer represent the interests of various countries, but the civilization and justice of mankind. However, the concept of justice created by our French civilization is not unique to our France, but a model for the entire human civilization. My work is not to seek benefits for the French Republic, but to spread this concept of civilization to the entire human civilized society. I believe that human civilization will definitely make greater progress through understanding France."

German reporters asked the same question to Professor Junker of the Berlin Law School. Professor Junker looked serious and calm, "The rational spirit of German civilization has always guided Germany forward. I will devote myself to this trial with Germany's serious and earnest rationalist thinking, so that the crime receives a trial consistent with human civilization and justice."

Mitsuko was the chief representative of the Japanese reporter group. She walked up to Professor Taira Toyomori, "Your Excellency, the content published by the Asian International Tribunal shows that you are the convener of the Economic Reparations Committee. Besides this position, have you been appointed to other new duties?"

Professor Taira Toyomori smiled and replied to the Japanese reporters, "The Asian International Tribunal is an academic institution. There are no appointments in this institution, but a nomination system is adopted. So far, I have only passed the nomination of the Economic Reparations Committee."

"What does this economic reparation cover?" Mitsuko hurriedly pursued.

"Economic reparation is an economic assessment of the losses caused by the massacre. Since the Asian International Tribunal does not have jurisdiction over Britain, the assessment is more of an academic discussion and academic innovation. I can only state two points now. First, the ANZAC Corps must compensate the massacred people and their families. Second, the Chinese government provided a large amount of advance payment for the operation of the Asian International Tribunal to pay for the travel and accommodation expenses of legal experts from various countries to China. After the war ends, this part of the expenses should be borne by Britain."

Many Japanese reporters were somewhat stunned, while other reporters laughed out loud. For reporters, they could understand that there was no principled error in this view, but from a realistic perspective, this view was indeed a bit funny.

Mitsuko continued to ask, "Your Excellency, what kind of Japan do you think the world can see in this trial?"

Professor Taira Toyomori replied frankly, "We Japanese legal professionals will definitely let the whole world see Japan's views and research on justice and righteousness [Giri], and show Japan's understanding of civilization and justice to the whole world."

Reporters from various countries interviewed legal experts from their own countries first, and then began to interview legal experts from other countries. Countries with strong industrial strength like Britain, France, and the United States, reporters set up wireless relay systems to transmit information back to their own countries as soon as possible. Within an hour, the interview content was sent back to these countries and disseminated through radio stations.

American newspapers and media expressed considerable dissatisfaction with China in these few months because China not only organized the Asian International Tribunal to try the ANZAC Corps but also criticized the barbaric nature of American genocide condescendingly. Although in terms of wording and phrasing, the Asian International Tribunal's modest words and phrasing were very elegant, the content announced in such elegant language was very sharp: 'Because of its low level of civilization, the United States is not qualified to participate in the Asian International Tribunal organized by the civilized world.'

After suffering such contempt, the American public who felt insulted showed considerable dissatisfaction with China and the Chinese. Therefore, in cities like New York where Chinatowns existed, police stations received orders that if there were attacks on the minority Chinese in the United States, American police needed to maintain order. Ensure the personal safety and property safety of Chinese people.

Because of the "Chinese Exclusion Act," the number of Chinese in the United States was small, and they could only engage in very marginalized professions. So Chinese people lived together in cities. When angry Americans who felt insulted began to gather outside Chinatown and began to curse at the Chinese who closed their doors and windows, the police moved out.

In the past, when American police moved out, it was to blackmail, extort, and beat Chinese people. Now the eyes of this group of police looking at the Chinese were still unkind, but American police had to shoulder the responsibility of protecting the Chinese.

European reporters had long been prepared for interviews. Some of them rented houses inside or outside Chinatown, holding cameras ready to shoot.

Sure enough, although the American police stared at the white mob, they did not implement dispersal. Seeing signs that the gathered white people were dispersing, the police also evacuated. Just then, several groups of white people joined the ranks of angry American whites who had not completely dispersed. Seeing that there were few police left, the newly arrived white people carried sticks and stones and attacked Chinatown.

European reporters immediately became excited. They constantly took photos of the mob smashing glass with stones and attacking Chinese people with sticks. Reporters might sympathize with the experience of Chinese Americans, but what excited reporters more was that they got big news.

In the past, mobs attacking Chinese people would not be stopped by the police. American police would regard this kind of beating as a pastime, often waiting until the attack ended before going up to kick the Chinese a few times and taking the Chinese Americans to the police station for fines.

Even American police with a sense of justice would not participate in the beating and attack, but would say something like 'Chinks get out of America.'

But this time, the American police actually turned back to maintain order, which surprised the American mobs accustomed to bullying Chinese people. Although these guys who bullied the weak and feared the strong dared not beat those police who wore guns and shot frantically at police assailants. But they didn't think they had to leave. The white mob expressed that they had no malice towards the American police while asking in confusion, "Why can't we beat the Chinese?"

To their surprise, the American police actually told these white people to 'get lost quickly.' Wise men do not fight when the odds are against them; the white mob indeed dispersed again. Seeing this, European reporters wrote news reports while preparing to shoot the next attack by American mobs against Chinese Americans.

The judgment of European reporters was correct. When the police dispersed again, the white mob suddenly gathered again and began to act. However, the mob indeed felt some different feelings from before, so they adopted a quick-fix method this time. Beating, smashing, looting, and burning became 'beating, smashing, burning.'

Glass windows were smashed, Chinese men and women were beaten, and houses were set on fire. After the white mob finished, they evacuated immediately. Before the police arrived, they ran away without a trace.

But all these were faithfully recorded by cameras and sent to Europe at the fastest speed. On April 6, this news was published in European newspapers. Since the film needed to be developed and could not be transmitted at the speed of light like radio, even if sent on the fastest ship departing from the US East Coast port to Europe, it would take several days to arrive. So after reporting the news of the start of violent anti-Chinese activities in the United States with gloating, European newspapers added a paragraph, 'News photos of violent anti-Chinese activities in the United States will be published in N days.'

Especially the British media was very active in this regard. Everyone was in the media business and knew very well that the best way to divert a big news story was to create another bigger news story. Currently, China undoubtedly stood at the center of the world media. So use the news of the start of violent anti-Chinese activities in the United States to drive China down from the center of world news media.

The US President at this time was John Calvin Coolidge. The White House advisory team and the American academic circle had suggested to President Coolidge to prevent attacks on Chinese people. These elites had noticed that if the Chinese side just 'slandered' the United States as a barbaric, uncivilized country full of racism and genocide, and the United States immediately erupted in violent attacks and even massacres against the already small number of Chinese, and the US government turned a blind eye to such actions and was completely unable to stop them. That would confirm that the United States was not qualified to call itself a civilized country.

President Coolidge was the 30th President of the United States, and he naturally had enough understanding of the United States. Regarding the essence of the United States, President Coolidge actually didn't think there was any problem with the Chinese accusation. The United States was a barbaric country full of racial discrimination and happy to commit genocide.

So President Coolidge was helpless about the suggestions of these elites. The federal system of the United States determined that there was no subordinate relationship between the governors of various US states and the US President. Let alone removing a governor, the US President couldn't even remove a mayor. Since the voters elected their own government, only the voters could remove the elected government officials.

If the President wants governors to make decisions in the national interest and earnestly implement them. For example, to truly protect Chinese Americans at this crucial moment, support from the Senate and House of Representatives in Congress is needed. Otherwise, even if the presidential order is issued to various states, the governors of various states do not have to execute it.

There is another problem. The US federal system determines that the United States can only react to what has already happened. The President has no way to issue preventive orders for things that haven't happened in the United States. However, the United States was currently in the era of Coolidge Prosperity, and President Coolidge was very popular, so President Coolidge, who came from the Republican Party, still made some preparations through Republican connections.

The US Republican Party in 1925 was a relatively reformist northern party, while the Democratic Party was a conservative party dominated by southern states. Most Chinese lived in the northern United States, so President Coolidge felt that since he had greeted them, nothing big should happen.

In terms of the barbaric tradition of the United States, attacks on Chinatown could not be considered a big deal. But the White House and the American academic circle had keenly discovered that the European media was adding fuel to the fire, wanting to publicize such a matter into a big event.

Early in the morning of April 7, President Coolidge woke up. The US Secretary of State and the Republican whips of both houses had arrived at the White House. President Coolidge was woken up; although his clothes were neat, his spirit was listless. Drowsiness made President Coolidge feel unable to concentrate.

President Coolidge's Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg was a senator and a famous lawyer. Seeing the President listless, the worried Secretary of State Kellogg chose a very stimulating speech, "Mr. President, if we cannot effectively deal with this crisis, the international image we built at such a great cost in the European War is likely to come to naught."

Hearing international image, the Senate Whip looked a bit disdainful. Just some Chinese Americans getting beaten; how could it destroy the international image of the United States? Chinese people were not discriminated against only now, but had been discriminated against and persecuted for a hundred years.

Before the Senate Whip could speak, the House Whip laughed, "Will China declare war on the United States?"

The US Senate is the House of Elders; Senators are all highly respected and powerful people in various states. The House of Representatives is the House of the People, elected according to population proportion. In terms of voter proportion, that small number of Chinese Americans was meaningless in the eyes of House members. There was absolutely no reason to offend the vast number of voters for the persecution of Chinese.

President Coolidge became a bit spirited after hearing this. He somewhat understood Secretary of State Kellogg's view. The United States was originally a nouveau riche in the eyes of the European public. The Chinese government accused the United States of being very barbaric, engaging in a massacre against blacks in 1921, and now anti-Chinese actions occurred. The image of the United States in the eyes of Europe would become a barbaric nouveau riche.

So President Coolidge said, "Now the scale of cities is expanding rapidly, and the urban population is exploding. Every city faces the problem of insufficient police force. We can't use the National Guard to protect the Chinese! Kellogg, this takes time!"

Kellogg nodded, but told history to the Republican whips of both houses. Through its efforts in the European War and its strong national power, the United States harvested the results of the *Washington Naval Treaty*. In the Washington Naval Treaty, the United States possessed the same share of naval ratio as Britain. Since then, the United States became a world naval power and possessed strength recognized by the world powers.

"Gentlemen, if Chinese people are massacred and the federal government is powerless to deal with it. The European public's view of the United States will return to the level before the Civil War. At that time, the United States was a country where slavery was legal."

The whips of both houses were fully capable of understanding this, but their perspective was different from that of the Secretary of State presiding over diplomacy. The current United States was in the era of 'Coolidge Prosperity.' The two whips knew very well that the Coolidge administration advocated small government politically and was famous for classical liberal conservatism. In terms of government functions, it implemented policies of saving government spending, tax cuts, and unrestricted support for the development of large private enterprises. This governing philosophy of small government cutting government undoubtedly weakened urban security construction, resulting in a shortage of police.

Moreover, the United States had the *Chinese Exclusion Act*. If national resources were spent specifically to protect Chinese people, such actions would be opposed by both houses of Congress. In this regard, President Coolidge's own view was the way to conform to the domestic political situation in the United States.

Seeing that the international vision of the two whips was so short-sighted, Secretary of State Kellogg simply made it clear, "Gentlemen, if the US government completely ignores trade with China, we can certainly ignore the new round of anti-Chinese activities. If the United States still wants to enter the Chinese market, the anti-Chinese actions in the United States must be terminated. I personally suggest that if you two gentlemen want to discuss this matter in the Senate and House of Representatives, you might as well propose this view to the members."

Hearing the Secretary of State link domestic anti-Chinese activities with Sino-US trade, the two whips fell silent temporarily. President Coolidge felt that things were indeed somewhat unexpected. He certainly supported the United States expanding Sino-US trade, so he asked, "Kellogg, do you think the He Rui government will restrict Sino-US trade?"

Secretary of State Kellogg answered decisively, "Mr. President, I hope not. But the He Rui government is completely different from previous Chinese governments. I think he might take actions that surprise us greatly."
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After observing the Asian International Tribunal, He Rui did not return to the capital immediately but continued south. There were reporters accompanying him on this trip, and a news report "Chairman He Rui Inspects Fujian Military Region" made the headlines.

Most Chinese readers only learned about He Rui's actions through newspapers, knowing that Chairman He Rui did not just stay indoors in the capital every day. But a small number of people felt that this news itself was a military gesture. In the newspaper, when He Rui inspected the troops of the Fujian Military Region, he put forward the requirement of 'be prepared to fight a big war at any time!' to the troops of the Fujian Military Region. At present, the Anglo-Japanese Alliance had been established, and British and Japanese troops were fighting Chinese troops in Burma. Opposite Fujian was Taiwan, and it was not impossible for war to break out.

After inspecting the Fujian Military Region, He Rui flew back to the capital Zhengzhou. Just after returning to the urban area from the airport, He Rui immediately ordered a Central Committee meeting. At the meeting, He Rui told the comrades, "I am preparing to announce the holding of a judicial trial in Shanghai regarding the confiscation of foreign assets during the unification war."

Xu Chengfeng's handsome face was full of confusion. Since Xu Chengfeng was asked to participate in a meeting discussing the economy, it proved that there was a reason for the military to participate. So Xu Chengfeng asked, "Haven't we already finished the trial?"

He Rui shook his head. "That was called an announcement, not a trial."

Xu Chengfeng was a little dazed, feeling that he still didn't understand He Rui's idea. Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, can you describe the specific work?"

"Previously, we announced the disposal plan for foreign personnel in China, and tried the criminals among foreign personnel in China according to our laws, and disposed of foreign assets in China. Now, we are going to open another special tribunal, allowing legal experts from various countries to participate, and requiring personnel from various countries involved, especially those whose property has been affected, to come to China for judicial trial regarding their asset issues."

Speaking of this, He Rui strengthened his tone, "This is not to confirm our confiscation action through judicial activities, but a real judicial trial. If the trial result is that the confiscation was unreasonable, we must return the confiscated legal foreign assets."

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng frowned. "This is inappropriate, Chairman!"

Although other Central Committee members were not as excited as Xu Chengfeng, they were not so accepting either. When He Rui first returned to China in 1915, not many people chose to follow He Rui; it could even be said to be very few. Whether it was Xu Chengfeng and others from the Baoding Military Academy, or intellectuals represented by Zhao Tianlin and Wu Youping, they all placed their hopes on He Rui.

More radical comrades hoped to abolish unequal treaties and take back concessions. More moderate comrades hoped to re-sign treaties and abolish excessive content.

When He Rui marched south to unify China, the policy he adopted was more radical than the comrades' most radical ideas. Not only did he completely refuse to recognize various treaties and recover all concessions, but he also launched attacks on foreign garrisons in China and concession managers.

After that action, after screening and review, barely less than 20% of foreign soldiers were kept in POW camps until now because they really did not participate in criminal actions punishable by death. Almost 100% of the concession personnel of various countries were executed for participating in various criminal crimes. About 30% of foreign merchants in China were executed or sentenced for participating in drug trafficking and killing Chinese people.

Even as radical as Xu Chengfeng, after executing such a thorough action, he felt that He Rui's means were very ruthless. While feeling very satisfied, he also felt that there would inevitably be some unjust cases in so many killings.

As for the less radical comrades, they felt that it seemed inappropriate for He Rui to take action on these cases at the moment when the Asian International Tribunal was created.

Seeing the expressions of the comrades, He Rui felt that everyone was thinking wrong, so he explained, "If there really are unjust, false, and wrong cases, why can't we rehabilitate those who were killed? Is our face bigger than justice? Moreover, whether there are unjust cases or problems with the review, I think we must take advantage of the current situation to conduct a trial or retrial in front of legal experts from all over the world. If our laws are inappropriate, we should invite excellent legal experts from various countries to participate in the formulation and revision of our laws. Comrades, the opportunity is rare. It is impossible to invite so many world-famous legal experts to China in normal times. Since they are here, we certainly hope that the world's top legal experts can contribute to China's judicial construction."

For a time, the Central Committee members were silent. Finally, Xu Chengfeng asked frankly, "Chairman, what exactly is the reason?"

He Rui replied seriously, "What I just said is the purpose. As for the reason you think might exist, it is because the world does not understand our diplomatic principles. Through this trial of foreign assets in China, conducting the trial when there are so many reporters from all over the world, we can prove to the world through case by case what our diplomatic principles are."

Xu Chengfeng understood He Rui's view but felt that it was indeed unnecessary. Not only Xu Chengfeng, but quite a few members felt it was somewhat unnecessary.

He Rui had already made a decision, so he asked, "I want to ask now, who opposes this plan?"

At a meeting, if asking who supports, it is actually not easy to get support. But when asking who opposes, there may not be anyone who really opposes. This was the case this time. The committee members lowered their heads to think, then looked up at other committee members. Seeing that others were also unwilling but no one clearly opposed it, they could only let it go.

Just when He Rui decided to discuss the next issue, Xu Chengfeng spoke, "Chairman, I don't oppose. But I think there will definitely be many foreigners and foreign governments trying to use this opportunity to launch a counterattack against us. I think the Chairman knows this very well."

He Rui nodded. "Of course I know. If they all obediently say nothing, I would be disappointed instead."

Seeing He Rui admit this readily, Xu Chengfeng said nothing more, waiting for He Rui to start the next topic.

On April 8, the Chinese government announced to the world, 'The Chinese government establishes a special tribunal to accept appeals for foreign-related cases involved in China's unification war, especially cases involving foreign assets.'

The content was short, but the reaction triggered was huge! US Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg had ordered his assistants to send him news from China at any time. Getting up at 5:30 AM, Secretary of State Kellogg immediately got this news. After reading it once, Secretary of State Kellogg immediately ordered the car to be prepared and went to the White House.

At 6:00, Kellogg was invited into the small reception room by the White House presidential security personnel. President Coolidge appeared in the reception room in his pajamas. Being woken up so early, President Coolidge was still sleepy. But he felt that Kellogg would never do this without reason.

When President Coolidge finished reading the briefing, the servant had brought coffee. President Coolidge picked it up and took a sip, feeling a sourness rushing straight to his forehead. His brain cleared up a lot immediately, but his face wrinkled involuntarily.

Secretary of State Kellogg thought this matter was very serious and hurriedly explained, "Mr. President, the He Rui government did this to prepare for establishing formal diplomatic relations with various countries. Now, apart from Britain and Japan, the only country with strategic conflict with China is the Netherlands. Besides that, the contradiction between most countries in the world and China is mainly assets in China. Through this trial, He Rui should be able to solve the issue of assets of various countries in China. This sweeps away the stumbling block for He Rui to establish diplomatic relations with countries around the world."

Listening to the Secretary of State's explanation, Coolidge took another sip from the teacup. This time it was not as pungent as the last sip, so President Coolidge's expression smoothed out. Putting down the coffee cup, Coolidge asked, "Can American interests in China be fully guaranteed?"

"Mr. President, after the He Rui government came to power, our trade with China has expanded a lot. Moreover, I have previously entrusted the Department of Justice to assess the damage to American interests in China, and the result is quite surprising."

"Oh?" President Coolidge's brows raised slightly.

Secretary of State Kellogg continued to report, "Mr. President, China has proposed two of their principles in diplomacy. The first is not to recognize the interests in China obtained by foreign countries through war."

President Coolidge thought of the American War of Independence and nodded slightly.

"The second principle is that they recognize the interests of legitimate merchants in China and protect legitimate trade activities. After investigation by our Department of Justice, the executed American merchants indeed violated the laws and regulations of the Northeast Government. Moreover, China's judicial system belongs to the Continental Law System. The Department of Justice's investigation and assessment believe that the Republic government's trial of American merchants in China is basically fair and reasonable from the perspective of the Continental Law System."

"Oh?!" Coolidge was stunned. If what Kellogg said was true, it meant that He Rui not only verbally claimed that China was a civilized country but was also civilized in actual actions. This made President Coolidge feel incomprehensible.

This time Secretary of State Kellogg did not answer immediately. He picked up the coffee poured by the servant and took a sip, waiting for President Coolidge to understand. The President has to consider US domestic issues, so his thinking is quite different from the Secretary of State responsible for diplomacy. But the Secretary of State has no reason to cooperate with the President's thinking and choices.

Before becoming Secretary of State, Kellogg was a famous American lawyer. He knew very well what legal warfare was. He Rui's method of applying judicial struggle to international political struggle made Kellogg appreciate it very much and also feel very difficult to deal with.

The Asian International Tribunal publicly stated that there would be no discrimination based on religion, nationality, race, politics, or status. And the United States was a country with serious discrimination and a tradition full of racial violence. So it was very passive politically. Especially...

Just then, Coolidge asked, "Mr. Kellogg, do you have any suggestions for protecting Chinese Americans?"

Secretary of State Kellogg was happy in his heart. The President is the President after all; at this time, he can still distinguish priorities. He immediately put forward his opinion, "We don't need to have any agreement with the Chinese government politically. So let's launch a protection operation on the grounds of cracking down on crime and strengthening public security."
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By April 10, European journalists were very satisfied. They conducted comprehensive reports on the anti-Chinese actions launched in the United States through various means. The attacks on Chinese Americans by white American mobs and the consistent disregard of these atrocities by the American police were all filmed. Combined with interviews with Chinese people, the atrocities of the racist country, the United States, were confirmed.

Especially British journalists, when the newspapers made requests to them, they knew their mission very well. Moreover, British journalists didn't even need to fabricate anything; as long as they reported the facts, they could expose the true face of the United States, a racist country more evil than Britain, to the public. Dispersing part of the pressure Britain was currently under.

British journalists knew very well that genocide was a crime committed by all powers. As long as the people of various countries knew that their own country's butt was not clean either, other countries would be much more honest.

However, on April 11, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) under the Department of Justice suddenly appeared near various Chinatowns and actually took over local security. The FBI was established in 1908. As a federal agency, although it encounters state power confrontation during law enforcement, legally speaking, the FBI indeed has legal authority.

With the intervention of the FBI, white American mobs who continued to attack Chinese people were arrested one after another, and the security near Chinatown improved immediately. In the following days, with the reluctant cooperation of local police, the FBI began to arrest white mobs who had beaten, smashed, and burned Chinatown before. Some white mobs who fled after hearing the news were wanted.

European journalists knew the US federal system very well. They thought the FBI's intervention would trigger a power conflict between the federal government and the local government. As soon as the FBI left, the attacks on Chinese people by white American mobs would intensify. So European journalists waited with interest for the day the FBI left.

However, the situation did not develop to that point. The Chinese Exclusion Act imposed extremely harsh restrictions on Chinese people, resulting in a sparse number of Chinese people in the United States, who also gathered in a few large American cities. After meeting with President Coolidge, the state senators of the states where these cities belonged immediately returned to the cities with Chinatowns in their states and met with the mayors of those cities.

The attitude of the American city police changed somewhat, and they finally began to pretend to crack down on the white American mobs persecuting Chinese people. A few days later, the state police arrived in cities with Chinatowns. The city police were not afraid of the FBI, but they still had to give face to the state police. Soon, wanted lists began to appear in local newspapers. For the first time in more than a hundred years, US officials cracked down on anti-Chinese atrocities. This not only astonished Chinese Americans but also surprised American society.

European journalists saw such changes with their own eyes. Although they also conducted interviews, they tacitly refused to report on it at all. Moreover, due to the delay allowed by sea travel, news of white American mobs persecuting Chinese people in the United States continued to appear, and photos were published accordingly.

Not only these, but massacres of blacks in the United States, especially several massacres after 1920, were also reported in European newspapers. For a time, the image of the United States and Americans in the hearts of Europeans fell back to the appearance before the Civil War.

At this time, *Le Figaro* reporters in China, as well as left-wing reporters from France, Germany, Hungary, and other countries, received an invitation letter. The inviter was Bai Zhantang, the editor-in-chief of the Shanghai station of China's *National Daily*. Everyone met often on weekdays, so everyone accepted the invitation.

Bai Zhantang didn't exchange pleasantries blindly. After asking everyone to sit down in the conference room of the newspaper office, he asked straight to the point, "I wonder how much you know about modern invisible cotton slavery?"

Reporters were all sharp people. Hearing this, they understood that China wanted to criticize the United States. Although European reporters were also criticizing the United States, reporters from the powers felt they had some status and were unwilling to be used by Chinese media.

Only the reporter from the Hungarian newspaper asked with great interest, "Didn't the United States abolish slavery after the Civil War?"

Hearing this question, a trace of mockery appeared in the eyes and expressions of the reporters from the powers looking at Bai Zhantang.

Bai Zhantang nodded seriously and replied to the Hungarian reporter, "Yes. The United States abolished slavery legally, but picking cotton is still very hard work, so white American farm owners like to adopt black children from Africa very much."

Hearing this, the expressions of the reporters from the powers changed. Reporters indeed had a very low evaluation of the United States, but they always felt that since the United States had abolished slavery, it wouldn't be so naked. But what Bai Zhantang said clearly indicated a problem, that is, even if the United States no longer engaged in slavery, it engaged in 'domestic slavery.' White people adopting black children could be said to be due to personal compassion.

White farm owners adopting black children, if reporters insisted on saying it was out of compassion, it would be too unserious.

The Hungarian newspaper reporter quickly understood and asked in surprise, "I wonder how big this number is?"

Bai Zhantang originally didn't know that such things existed in the United States, nor had he been to the United States for investigation. However, this was a task assigned to him by the higher-ups, and they also gave Bai Zhantang some data. So Bai Zhantang tried hard to look serious as if he had investigated, "According to known situations, it is between 20,000 and 40,000 annually. As for the specific number, we are not sure either. And everyone knows very well that because of the Chinese Exclusion Act, we Chinese are restricted everywhere in the United States, and it is very difficult to conduct investigations."

Hearing this, the left-wing reporters immediately stated, "If you can provide us with specific directions, we are willing to conduct investigations!"

Bai Zhantang thought this group of reporters would make excuses, but he didn't expect them to be interested so quickly. So Bai Zhantang took out a few documents but didn't give them to these left-wing reporters immediately. Instead, he asked, "Conducting such an investigation may encounter life-threatening dangers."

The left-wing reporters did not answer this question which obviously required them to state their position, but just looked at those documents. Bai Zhantang didn't intend to ask reporters to make any guarantees, just to whet their appetites. Seeing that the reporters were really interested, he picked up the documents and gave one to each interested reporter.

The *Le Figaro* reporter saw that he didn't get the information, and his heart was filled with mixed feelings. France was not afraid of the United States, but the French government had recently reached a statement with the United States that both countries became 'cooperative countries that do not solve foreign problems by war,' meaning the United States and France reached a cooperative relationship. Undermining it now would put pressure on *Le Figaro*.

But seeing other reporters stand up to leave, the *Le Figaro* reporter could only leave together. He decided in his heart to report this matter to the editor-in-chief of *Le Figaro* to see if *Le Figaro* had the intention to follow up.

As time entered mid-April, Tianjin began to enter spring. Zhang Xiluan sat in the glass flower room, feeling only warmth. Two years ago, Zhang Xiluan thought he would die in Beiping. Unexpectedly, it was just the deteriorating living environment that affected his health. Recuperating in Tianjin for these two years, although his health hadn't changed, it hadn't deteriorated either.

Zhang Xiluan still didn't let his family move the coffin placed in the warehouse. Out of the traditional mystical view of warding off evil spirits, Zhang Xiluan's family just sealed that warehouse and dared not mention moving the coffin again. The old man was now the protector of the Zhang family, and the Zhang family did not want any changes affecting the old man's health. For every day Old Master Zhang Xiluan lived, the status of the Zhang family was stable for one more day.

Just as the old man was enjoying the warmth in the glass flower room, Mrs. Zhang came in and said, "Master, Speaker Duan and Director Xu are here."

"Invite them in." Zhang Xiluan replied calmly.

With the sound of footsteps, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang entered the glass flower room. Seeing Zhang Xiluan preparing to get up, Duan Qirui hurried to stop him, "Brother Zhang, just sit."

Xu Shichang pulled two chairs in the flower room to Zhang Xiluan, and sat down in front of Zhang Xiluan with Duan Qirui.

Zhang Xiluan looked at Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang and laughed, "Two brothers, looking at your expressions, is there any happy event?"

Duan Qirui sighed, "Alas, presumably Brother Zhang has long heard about the current ruler setting up the Asian International Tribunal. To be honest, brother, I previously thought that the current ruler was young after all, inevitably a bit whimsical. Looking at it now, it turned out that I was short-sighted."

Speaking of this, seeing Zhang Xiluan's expression unchanged, Duan Qirui hurried to add, "Brother, I came here not to complain. But seeing the atmosphere of our China today, I feel like I am in a dream. I couldn't help visiting you with Brother Xu. I also want to hear what you think."

Zhang Xiluan could understand Duan Qirui's feelings because Zhang Xiluan also felt that the world changes made him overwhelmed. It's just that Zhang Xiluan had long lost the desire to intervene in anything and just retired at home peacefully. So he didn't understand the purpose of Duan Qirui's visit.

Xu Shichang saw Zhang Xiluan's expression and knew exactly what the old man was thinking. He immediately said, "Brother Zhang, in terms of knowing people, you are the number one in our Beiyang. Now Beiyang brothers want to hear Brother Zhang's view on future matters?"

Zhang Xiluan thought for a moment before speaking, "Brother Duan, Brother Xu, recalling the time when Brother He entered the Pass, I clearly know that was only two years ago. But I always feel like a lifetime has passed, as if more than a decade has passed. Am I old and confused?"

Duan Qirui sighed, "Brother Zhang, you say it feels like a lifetime away; that is exactly my feeling. Since Duke Yuan passed away, I have been in the capital for several years, feeling persecuted by foreign countries every day, unable to sleep peacefully for a single day. The current ruler's military achievements are prosperous, beating Britain to turtle in a corner of Burma, spreading national prestige overseas. The civil rule is prosperous, making scholars from various countries gather in China to judge Britain. I, Duan, never flatter people, but the current ruler is indeed capable in both civil and martial arts; I, Duan, am convinced."

Xu Shichang was also quite emotional. "Brother Zhang, having seen the talent of the current ruler, I know what the heroic ruler mentioned in history books is. I came here this time to congratulate Brother Zhang."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan knew he had to say something, so he replied, "I read in the newspaper that the little kid Zhao Tianlin just returned to Tianjin. This little kid has made great contributions this time. If you two brothers don't mind the trouble, please invite Zhao Tianlin to my house for a potluck on my behalf."

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang looked at each other and stood up immediately. "Then please wait a moment, Brother Zhang; the two of us will go now."

"Why bother? Just call this little kid Zhao Tianlin." Zhang Xiluan laughed.

Zhao Tianlin was now the Vice Premier, holding a high position and power. However, Duan Qirui was the Speaker of the Parliament, representing the nationals, and his theoretical status was actually above Zhao Tianlin. But given that Zhao Tianlin was already a world-renowned big shot at this time, and was exactly 40 years old this year. Looking at the whole world, probably only Zhang Xiluan dared to call Zhao Tianlin a kid without worrying about being inappropriate.

So Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang answered immediately, "No need, we two will go to see Vice Premier Zhao in person."

After speaking, the two left together. Zhang Xiluan ordered his family to prepare a banquet. He stretched lazily and comfortably. With life like this, what more could one ask for?
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Hearing that Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had arrived, Zhao Tianlin stood up and said to Hu Shi and others, "Gentlemen, please wait a moment."

Hu Shi smiled slightly and said, "Brother Zhao, why not invite the two to come in for a chat, so that we can also meet them?"

Hearing this, other scholars echoed one after another. Zhao Tianlin thought for a moment before replying, "Let me go see the two first."

Seeing Zhao Tianlin's back disappear out the door, the scholars felt mixed feelings. Someone sighed in a low voice, "Beiyang is of the same breath and branches after all." Hu Shi and others couldn't help sighing upon hearing this. They finally met Zhao Tianlin, ostensibly to congratulate him on obtaining the title of world-famous scholar, but actually to take the opportunity to seek a formal position for themselves. This sentence 'Beiyang is of the same breath and branches' spoke everyone's heart.

With outstanding diplomas and world renown, becoming the Vice Premier of the Republic of China at the age of 39, and being elegant himself. In the minds of many literati, this is a character walking out of a novel. It happened that Zhao Tianlin, just like a character in a novel, had quite a personality. As soon as he returned to China, he became the President of the National Peiyang University, which already made many people envious. He performed well in office, but because he disagreed with the Beiyang central government, he resigned in anger and went to Siping to follow He Rui.

Most scholars who failed to join the He Rui government believed that the gap between themselves and Zhao Tianlin did not stem from insufficient knowledge, but because they never had the opportunity to display their talents. Whether it was Beiyang leader Yuan Shikai or Beiyang rookie He Rui, they both entrusted heavy responsibilities to Zhao Tianlin, a talent with 'red roots' in Beiyang. In the past ten years, other scholars had always been depressed and unsuccessful, while Zhao Tianlin continued to sharpen himself in high positions. The difference between clouds and mud today is entirely due to different origins.

Originally, this group of scholars adopted a wait-and-see attitude because the He Rui government went to war with Britain. Although the war was undecided at this time, the Asian International Tribunal won a complete victory, making them unable to continue to have scruples, and they all decided to get a job in the He Rui government no matter what.

At this time, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had already met Zhao Tianlin who came out to welcome them. Having not seen each other for more than half an year, the two Beiyang seniors saw that Zhao Tianlin was more steady and calm in his gestures, and they were both happy in their hearts. Duan Qirui didn't like joking, and from a political principle, National Assembly Speaker Duan Qirui, representing public opinion, was the number two figure in the Republic. If He Rui died suddenly, Duan Qirui would temporarily act as the Chairman of the Republic. Facing Zhao Tianlin's greeting, Duan Qirui just nodded slightly.

The Director of the National Archives of Culture and History was an extremely noble and leisurely position. Xu Shichang was not restrained at all, looking at Zhao Tianlin with a smile, "Premier Zhao, I came here to bring a message for Duke Zhang."

Everyone knew who 'Duke Zhang' was who could ask Xu Shichang to bring a message. Zhao Tianlin asked hurriedly, "I wonder what instructions Duke Zhang has."

"I relay Duke Zhang's original words." Xu Shichang replied, "Regarding the Asian International Tribunal, this little kid Zhao Tianlin has made great contributions. Since he has returned to Tianjin, please ask Premier Zhao to come to my house for a potluck."

Being called a 'little kid' by Zhang Xiluan, who was over 80 years old, Zhao Tianlin, who was still a few months away from turning 40, didn't feel anything inappropriate. He answered immediately, "Since Duke Zhang has an order, I should naturally obey. I wonder when I should go?"

"Duke Zhang said choosing a day is not as good as hitting the day. If Premier Zhao is free today, how about today at noon?"

Zhang Xiluan had lived in seclusion for two years and ignored worldly affairs. There were very few figures in the Republic whom he would actively invite to a family banquet. Zhao Tianlin didn't decline either and agreed directly, "I am meeting with some scholars right now. After the talk, I will go to Duke Zhang's place."

Hearing the word 'scholars,' Duan Qirui felt a burst of disdain in his heart. Locals from all provinces across the country served as officials in the central government to ensure domestic political unity. Then government officials ranging from Communists to Royalists existed, which could only mean that He Rui indeed had magnanimity.

Being just a 'scholar' in such a loose environment, Duan Qirui really didn't want to see those people. Since the message was delivered, Duan Qirui took his leave, "We will wait for Premier Zhao at Duke Zhang's residence."

After sending the two off, Zhao Tianlin returned to the reception room. Before the scholars could speak, Zhao Tianlin took the initiative to say, "At present, the country is in need of people, and personnel are especially needed in three aspects."

Seeing that they finally got the opportunity, the scholars' moods were lifted. Someone immediately said impassionedly, "Even if our virtue is thin and our talent is shallow, we know that every man has a share of responsibility for the fate of his country. At this time of war with Britain, we should naturally serve the country."

Zhao Tianlin knew the speculative nature of this group of people very well, so he pretended not to hear this and said directly, "The country has three things at present. The first is the capture of tens of thousands of British prisoners. These people are different from the criminals of the ANZAC Corps. if they have not committed crimes after screening, their legitimate rights and interests should be protected. Moreover, for these people, someone must teach them China's advanced civilization and help them liberate themselves from the poisoning of immature and backward European philosophy."

Hearing such a job, although the scholars all felt they understood Chinese culture, conducting training for British prisoners of war was quite different from the official positions in the government that scholars expected.

After a moment of silence, Hu Shi said, "Propagating Chinese culture is our bounden duty. However, Chairman He has learned five cartloads of books. If we display our slight skill before an expert, it would be unseemly."

"Someone will arrange it," Zhao Tianlin replied.

Other scholars heard that Hu Shi meant to accept the job directly from He Rui, and felt that Hu Shi was too cunning.

Zhao Tianlin continued, "The second thing is that Japan has always considered itself Huaxia. In the future, I'm afraid there will be debates with Japan, so preparations should be made for this."

Immediately, many scholars said, "How can the vast China allow the Japanese to display their slight skill before experts? If the Japanese dare to come, we will definitely make them convinced."

Seeing these people so confident, Zhao Tianlin mentioned the third thing, "Strong economy means strong national power. Gentlemen should explain the country's future policies to the outside world, so that the world knows China's direction."

The scholars were stunned. Zhao Tianlin's words were meaningful. In the eyes of scholars, engaging in economics meant making money. If they had the ability of Tao Zhugong [Fan Li], they would naturally do it. But although they couldn't be Zhao Gong Marshal (Martial God of Wealth) themselves, many of their relatives engaged in business. However, scholars were not clear about what the He Rui government's policy was.

Just as everyone was considering how to ask, Zhao Tianlin stood up and said, "Just now, Speaker Duan and Director Xu came because Duke Zhang asked them to call me to Duke Zhang's place. It's almost noon, gentlemen, I have to prepare."

Hearing that Zhang Xiluan invited Zhao Tianlin, the scholars dared not say more and could only stand up to take their leave. Leaving Zhao Tianlin's place, those scholars who had already made a choice were happy in their hearts, waiting to be notified. Scholars who hadn't made a decision calculated in their hearts which path was most beneficial to them.

Outside the door, some people wanted to ask everyone to have a meal together, and everyone also felt it was necessary to talk. So they found a private room in a nearby restaurant. After sitting down, someone said sourly, "Duke Zhang lives in seclusion. This time he must have heard about the Asian International Tribunal and specially invited Premier Zhao. Premier Zhao's face is truly enviable."

Everyone felt that Beiping was of the same breath and branches externally, but internally it was also severely divided. Among the Beiyang seniors, only Zhang Xiluan bet all his fortune on He Rui, so everyone wanted to go through Zhang Xiluan's channel. But what kind of person was Zhang Xiluan? Except for working hard to promote major events, he never recommended anyone because of personal relationships. Those who couldn't get through this path, although dissatisfied verbally, actually admired Zhang Xiluan in their hearts for never getting carried away.

The news of Zhang Xiluan inviting Zhao Tianlin at this time spread, which became a beautiful story. It seemed that even at this age, the old man was still not confused.

Zhao Tianlin had always admired Zhang Xiluan and knew that the old man never accepted gifts in recent years. But going empty-handed was inappropriate, so he took a set of Four Treasures of the Study from home and wrapped it up. Welcomed into the back garden of the Zhang family, seeing Zhang Xiluan, he presented the gift. Zhang Xiluan held Zhao Tianlin's hand and laughed, "Premier Zhao, my Zhang family has never produced a scholar. I hope to borrow Premier Zhao's Four Treasures of the Study to encourage the descendants of the Zhang family to produce a few scholars like Premier Zhao."

Everyone knew that Zhang Xiluan himself could write poetry, and Zhang Xiluan had recently compiled his poems into a volume at his own expense and printed a small batch to give to old friends. So he laughed, "I have long heard that Duke Zhang's poetry has the style of the generous and tragic songs of Yan and Zhao, but I was busy with official duties and failed to see it. I wonder if Duke Zhang could be generous enough to give me a copy?"

Zhang Xiluan laughed, "Just doggerel. Premier Zhao, a great scholar, will definitely laugh after reading it. But an ugly daughter-in-law is not afraid to see her parents-in-law. I printed some the day before yesterday to give to old friends. Because no one read them, and too many were printed, there are many left at home. Since Premier Zhao doesn't mind, come, take one and send it to Premier Zhao's residence now."

Xu Shichang was originally a *Jinshi*, and he also printed his own poetry collection and calligraphy, so he didn't feel much about this. Duan Qirui was a student studying in a German military academy, a standard soldier. Seeing Zhang Xiluan and Zhao Tianlin giving Four Treasures of the Study and returning poetry collections as gifts. How was this 'the family never produced a scholar'? This was clearly the style of a scholar. Seeing that he could leave articles and poems in his life, he even felt a little jealous in his heart.

While talking, the banquet had been delivered. Zhang Xiluan invited Zhao Tianlin to come with absolutely no intention of doing business, but was very interested in the Asian International Tribunal. Everyone took their seats, and after just the first drink, they asked Zhao Tianlin for advice.

Zhao Tianlin did not hide anything. Moreover, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang had made considerable contributions in the unification war, and presumably they didn't know the strategic intention of this matter. So he told them the ins and outs.

Initially, everyone chatted while eating. After two rounds of wine, Zhang Xiluan sighed, "I really can't keep up with the situation. If I hadn't heard Premier Zhao tell it personally, I actually thought that China controlling the International Tribunal in its own hands was the best policy. truly short-sighted."

Seeing that Zhang Xiluan was truly happy about China's diplomatic victory, Zhao Tianlin replied, "Duke Zhang, this matter was originally an accident. We didn't expect the ANZAC Corps to commit such beastly acts. Chairman He was able to guide the situation according to circumstances. This breadth of mind was not understood by the comrades of the Central Committee at first. Everyone participated in this matter, and even with Chairman He's command, it took more than a month for everyone to understand."

Duan Qirui was convinced, just sighed softly, picked up the teacup, and took a sip. Xu Shichang was quite emotional, "I was worried before that European countries would collude. I didn't expect Chairman He to have seen through that European countries are not only disunited but will not miss any opportunity to undermine each other."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help laughing, "The comrades of the Central Committee also said similar things. At that time, Chairman He replied, if European countries could collude on this matter, Europe would have been unified into one country long ago."

The other three were stunned, thought for a moment, and all laughed loudly. Zhang Xiluan slapped the table and praised, "Hit the nail on the head, striking the crucial point! Indeed Brother He's style. Ten years ago, Brother He was ordered by Brother Duan to take a small team to outside the Pass. I still remember that small team, including Brother He, was only 50 people. Just arriving in Fengtian [Mukden], Brother He went to the Kwantung Leased Territory alone and made the Kwantung Army causing trouble in Shenyang withdraw voluntarily with his own strength. At that time, I felt that Brother He's vision was so high that this old man couldn't understand it at all. Now it seems that there is nothing in this world that Brother He can't understand. Brother Duan entrusting heavy responsibilities to Brother He is China's fortune. It is also the disaster of Japan and Britain. Come, Brother Duan, I toast you!"

Duan Qirui waved his hand hurriedly, "Brother Zhang, don't make fun of me."

Zhang Xiluan said seriously, "Brother Duan, when Brother He returned to China, there were two thousand if not three thousand field officers of his age in my Beiyang. Why did you choose him? Just as Brother He established a foothold outside the Pass, you sent him another 10,000 ocean [silver dollars]. Brother Duan, don't be modest; Brother He doesn't say it, but he remembers it in his heart. For Brother He to reach today, our table of people also has some credit. Come, Brother Duan, drink this cup!"

Duan Qirui certainly remembered giving He Rui 10,000 ocean, but he relied on his status and never told outsiders. Hearing Zhang Xiluan speak sincerely at this time, and Zhao Tianlin and Xu Shichang also raised their wine glasses. Duan Qirui wiped the corners of his eyes, raised his tea, clinked glasses with everyone, and drank it in one gulp.

Xu Shichang finished his wine, ate a piece of glutinous rice lotus root, and asked, "Regarding the books and documents of the Asian International Tribunal, I don't know how many bookshelves are needed to hold them. I am anxious to see Chairman He's next stroke of genius."

"It has already begun," Zhao Tianlin replied.

"Ah?" The other three were truly surprised hearing Zhao Tianlin say this.

Zhao Tianlin explained, "This trial is the first counterattack of the oppressed colonial people against the colonial countries. There are probably 1 billion oppressed people on this planet. Their voices were not heard internationally before because no one spoke for them. I have communicated many times with legal experts from various countries and left-wing figures from various countries who came to China. Everyone intends to establish an International Criminal Court and form an International Human Rights Council. Various branches of the International Human Rights Council will regularly publish human rights reports of various countries, and investigate and expose various crimes against humanity. Although the capture of the ANZAC Corps may not happen again for a long time. However, the International Criminal Court can accept reports of crimes against humanity, and through means such as organizing investigations, pressure countries, requiring those countries to investigate and file cases on such crimes, and conduct trials."

Hearing such a plan, Zhang Xiluan, Duan Qirui, and Xu Shichang were stunned. This plan exceeded their understanding ability, so much so that the three could not imagine what this matter would look like specifically. But the three knew that if this matter could really be done, it would definitely have a great impact on the whole world.

After a moment of silence, Xu Shichang sighed, "Summer insects cannot talk about ice, well frogs cannot talk about the sea, ordinary people cannot talk about the Dao. Compared with Chairman He's strategy, I am just a frog in the well; even if I hear it, I don't understand. Ashamed!"

Duan Qirui didn't understand either, but he still asked, "Premier Zhao, I don't know Chairman He's strategy either. But hearing this, I can't help worrying, if we openly provoke a group of powers like this, will the powers go to war with us in desperation?"

Looking at the reactions of Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help recalling his reaction when he first heard this plan. Initially, Zhao Tianlin didn't understand either, and then worried whether it would trigger tense relations with the powers, eventually prompting the powers to join hands to deal with China.

An analysis by He Rui at that time calmed Zhao Tianlin's mood. Since this judgment fit the situation so well at this time, Zhao Tianlin said it, "If the powers could collude on this matter, they would have unified into one country long ago!"

This was the second time Zhao Tianlin said this sentence. At this time, the three people at the same table didn't laugh loudly again, but the anxiety and confusion in their eyes disappeared. They all experienced the days when China was bullied by the powers together; that was truly a feeling of despair. But the current China defeated Japan and occupied the advantage in the war with Britain. As long as the powers cannot unite to deal with China, China indeed has nothing to fear.

Zhang Xiluan saw that the atmosphere at the wine table was really a bit depressing, so he laughed, "Premier Zhao, I wonder if you have encountered any interesting things recently; tell us."

Zhao Tianlin knew Zhang Xiluan wanted to enliven the atmosphere, so he laughed, "The British side has been having a headache about the ANZAC Corps matter, but unexpectedly, some Indians came to China. They held up banners demanding the Asian International Tribunal to try Britain for various atrocities in India. Those Indians also knew several foreign languages, so the banners held up in front of the hotel where British reporters stayed were written in English. That English should be taught to Indians by schools run by the British colonial government in India."

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang couldn't help smiling. Although the joke Zhao Tianlin held back urgently was not very funny, it was at least a story of shooting oneself in the foot. It was considered worth a laugh for now.

The atmosphere at the dinner table began to be harmonious and happy again.
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Since boarding the train to Siping in 1916, Zhao Tianlin had only returned to his home in Tianjin twice. He came back this time to complete the property transfer procedures with his family. Although Zhao Tianlin didn't need to go through the trouble at all, as a jurist, handling procedures was also an academic habit.

Sitting in the bedroom where he lived as a teenager, Zhao Tianlin could no longer find the appearance of the room in his memory. Moreover, the new construction of Tianjin's urban area had begun. Before long, the old houses here would be demolished, and brand-new residential buildings would be built. Next time he came, this place would look different.

He thought his thoughts would be immersed in the past, but unexpectedly, after sighing for a moment, his train of thought jumped back to work. Various numbers floated in Zhao Tianlin's mind, numbers concerning China's future education system. As well as those familiar and unfamiliar people who were listed.

As a scholar, Zhao Tianlin could clearly feel He Rui's views on those figures of the old era. Scholars outside the Beiyang clique believed that the He Rui government was the new Beiyang clique, and both were Beiyang like the old Beiyang clique. But in He Rui's view, the education received by the figures of the old era was the set to be abandoned. Whether Beiyang or non-Beiyang, they were birds of a feather. It was impossible for future China to give these people a place.

Zhao Tianlin's work was how to make the transition smoother and more thorough in the fault line between the old era and the new era as effectively as possible. Zhao Tianlin felt that this was a very arduous job. In comparison, the seemingly tedious work of the Asian International Tribunal was as easy as picking something out of a pocket.

Just thinking about it, the secretary outside knocked gently on the door, "Premier Zhao, Beiping is asking when you will set off."

Zhao Tianlin stood up and replied, "Tell them I'll arrive today."

Saying this, Zhao Tianlin looked around the old residence of his youth. Although the room furnishings and layout had long changed, the position of the window had not changed. Zhao Tianlin still remembered that when he sat by the window doing his homework, he would see the clear sky outside the window when he looked up. At that time, he only wanted to go to the wider world to see. Now he had traveled the wider world, only to find that the vast world was even more hopeless than China.

The car parked outside the door had started. Zhao Tianlin walked out of the door of the old residence and was about to get into the car. He stopped again and looked around. That old courtyard, the narrow passage, the clotheslines tied to the trees outside each house, and the washed clothes swaying in the wind.

Zhao Tianlin's new home in the capital Zhengzhou was temporarily in a 7-story building. The house had complete water and electricity, and heating. The balcony was connected to the laundry room, and the washed clothes could be dried on the balcony between bright glass windows through the lifting drying rack.

He Rui said that in the future China, everyone could live in such buildings. Since He Rui said it personally, Zhao Tianlin was willing to believe it. He hoped that when he returned here next time, what he saw would be such residences.

Seeing the reluctance in Zhao Tianlin's eyes, the secretary stepped forward and whispered, "Premier Zhao, many photos have been taken here. Even after demolition, this alley can be restored from the photos."

Zhao Tianlin nodded slightly, but stepped forward to pat the mottled courtyard wall, and stroked the rough bark of the big tree in front of the old residence courtyard for a while. Zhao Tianlin got into the car. The street scene flowed outside the car window, but Zhao Tianlin never looked out the window again.

That night, Zhao Tianlin arrived in the capital together with the President of Tianjin University (formerly National Peiyang University). Welcoming them were not only the new Minister of Education but also Minister of Commerce Morrison. Zhao Tianlin first agreed on a meeting time with the Minister of Education, and then went to the hotel with Morrison. At this time, the western restaurant was ready. The President of Peking University was already waiting here. The President of Tianjin University stepped forward to chat for a few words. Morrison led two officers wearing British Army general uniforms out. Then he introduced these two British division commanders to the Chinese side.

Zhao Tianlin did not look down on them because these two British division commanders were prisoners of war, nor did he look up to them because these two were British nobles. Everyone ate and chatted like normal friends gathering. They talked about British culture, history, law, etc., without mentioning the war that led to the capture of these two people.

After the meal, several people went to the reception room. Black tea was served, and only then did Zhao Tianlin ask, "Do you two have any opinions on the employment contract?"

The cold faces of the two British division commanders with British aristocratic style finally showed a little embarrassment. In the European war, noble generals like them would be treated preferentially. So they felt that even if Chinese culture was different from Europe, it was logical to be treated preferentially as a civilized country.

But they didn't expect that they actually received invitations from the Foreign Language Departments of Beiping University and Tianjin University (formerly National Peiyang University). Major General Somerset asked, "Your Excellency Premier, we graduated from military academies. Can't your country find suitable English teachers?"

Zhao Tianlin replied frankly, "What I want to invite you to teach is Heraldry."

"Heraldry?" Somerset was even more puzzled. As British nobles, they learned heraldry from a young age. This course was a piece of cake for them and was a basic course in the aristocratic circle. But the Chinese wanted to learn heraldry, which made Somerset and the other division commander feel very abrupt.

Zhao Tianlin explained, "Now part of our country's diplomats will be selected from the Foreign Language Departments opened by Beiping University and Tianjin University. Heraldry is a very important part of general European history. In the past Qing Dynasty, jokes were made in diplomacy because of not knowing this part of knowledge. You two gentlemen have accomplishments in this field."

This explanation resolved the doubts in the hearts of the two British division commanders. Major General Somerset asked, "May I ask, according to the agreement given to us by Your Excellency Morrison, if we accept this employment, we will no longer be subject to surveillance at any time, right?"

Zhao Tianlin nodded. He had also seen that agreement, so he replied, "Your personal freedom is subject to certain restrictions. But it is only limited to the fact that if you leave the city where the teaching school is located, you need to apply. And when there are some things about your subordinates that need to be inquired about, you have to cooperate. Other than that, no one will monitor you. Including normal rights such as your family coming to visit, you also enjoy them normally. Oh, by the way, the remuneration for your teaching has to be taxed according to China's tax law."

Major General Somerset looked at the other division commander, and both saw the emotion of agreement in each other's eyes. Turning back, Major General Somerset asked, "I've read the oath; why isn't the part about God in it?"

Zhao Tianlin replied frankly, "Because China is an atheist country. Freedom of religious belief is the right of the people, but the Chinese government does not recognize the existence of those supernatural objects described in religious classics in the real world."

Hearing this, Major General Somerset nodded. "Then, I swear in the name of the Earl of Glamorgan that I will abide by the agreement." Seeing Major General Somerset express his acceptance, the other British division commander also made the same statement.

After both sides reached an intention, the atmosphere relaxed. While chatting and laughing, the President of Peking University asked what kind of title the 'Earl of Glamorgan' was. This question aroused the interest of the current Earl of Glamorgan, who explained it to everyone. This explanation made the Presidents of Peking University and Tianjin University a bit dizzy.

The land of Glamorgan does exist, and this land is also an earldom. However, the one who truly holds the Earldom of Glamorgan is not the Earl of Glamorgan, but the Earl of Gloucester.

It turned out that the Earl of Glamorgan was not an independent title, but an earl title established under the title of Duke of Beaufort. And the owner of the title of Duke of Beaufort is surnamed 'Somerset,' not Beaufort.

The Earl of Glamorgan can be said to exist, or can be said not to exist. After the legitimate son of the Duke of Beaufort named 'Somerset' comes of age, he will obtain the title of Earl of Glamorgan. When the previous Duke of Beaufort passes away, the Earl of Glamorgan becomes the Duke of Beaufort, and the title of Earl of Glamorgan is granted again after the legitimate son of the new Duke comes of age.

Many people listened with half-understanding. Morrison saw the Earl of Glamorgan, Major General Henry Somerset, talking with interest, and could only interrupt temporarily. He asked frankly, "Mr. Somerset, our Chinese academic circle welcomes you. But do you believe what I said before now?"

Major General Somerset fell silent now, and even the British division commander next to him looked a little lost. Morrison re-emphasized, "Chinese academia believes that Britain is a powerful country in military and technology, more advanced than China. But Chinese academia also believes that Britain is much more barbaric in culture and politics than Chinese culture and politics. The barbaric acts that Chinese culture opposed two thousand years ago, Britain is not only doing now but also takes pride in. Therefore, you are very likely to be regarded as barbarians by Chinese academics. If you don't have the confidence to accept this fact, I personally don't suggest you accept this invitation."

The two British division commanders fell silent; they seemed a bit embarrassed. Morrison, Zhao Tianlin, and others were also silent. And Zhao Tianlin and others gave Morrison a big thumbs up in their hearts. After a long silence, Major General Somerset said, "I am willing to accept such an appointment, and I am very interested in exchanges with Chinese academia on civilization and politics."

Since the other party still accepted the employment in the face of such a situation, everyone relaxed. Zhao Tianlin had run for a day and was exhausted, so the meeting ended here.

Morrison didn't go to rest. After leaving here, he went to another reception room. Waiting inside was Morrison's old friend, Bassett, the brother-in-law of the former British Governor of Australia.

Bassett had a close relationship with Morrison, who was then the Deputy Director of the Northeast Department of Commerce, during World War I. Through military procurement for China, Bassett made a lot of money. In this gathering of old friends, Bassett didn't exchange pleasantries either, but took out a few glass bottles and handed them to Morrison.

Morrison took them and looked; the labels were all in Italian, completely unintelligible. Bassett said somewhat gloomily, "My dear friend, those Jews pitted us with fake medicine! I want to ask you to help me determine what ingredients are used in this medicine!"

Hearing the old friend's complaint, Morrison asked, "What medicine is this?"

"Those Jews guaranteed us that this is artemisinin they bought from China, and then changed the bottle and sold it to us in the name of an Italian pharmaceutical company! But this medicine is not only useless for malaria but also caused dozens of deaths. Now the British logistics department is investigating this matter! Morrison, you have to help me. You owe me this!"

Morrison sighed in his heart; business partners are so difficult when they cause trouble. Indeed, when Morrison pulled orders for the Northeast Government, he used his connections in Australia to obtain orders for ANZAC military supplies through bribery. Those orders also helped the Northeast Government gain recognition from Britain and France, opened up sales channels, and thus imported a lot of complete sets of equipment and technology for producing military supplies from Britain and France.

However, Morrison did not treat Bassett badly. In addition to benefits, Bassett's brother-in-law, the former British Governor of Australia, took a fancy to a French artist, but the Northeast Government found a way to sponsor that artist to perform in Australia. Letting the former Governor of Australia get what he wanted.

Business is business. It really can't be said who owes whom.

However, Morrison felt that this was also a business opportunity, so he asked, "Is this an Italian pharmaceutical company? How did it get involved with Jews? Are Jews the owners of this company?"

"It's the legal person!" Bassett replied angrily. Looking at him, if that Jewish legal person appeared in front of Bassett now, he would be eaten alive by Bassett.

But Bassett also knew that being angry was useless. He tried his best to calm down before continuing, "This war broke out too fast. The pharmaceutical company we established in Australia hasn't passed the application yet, so we can only let Italy transship!"

Speaking of this, Bassett thought of being deceived by the Italian Jewish dog thief and was speechless with anger. He could only pick up the coffee and drink it first to ease his emotions and not be rude in front of Morrison.

Morrison also wanted to continue maintaining the channel that had been cooperating for many years, so he gave a suggestion, "Is the application for the pharmaceutical company in Australia completed?"

Bassett nodded.

"If you have prepared the label style, you can let the Chinese pharmaceutical factory stick the label directly. As long as the route is open, it can be transported to Burma."

Hearing Morrison agree to help so readily, Bassett first thanked him, then pursued, "Can you send a batch of penicillin?"

Morrison found it interesting and asked with a smile, "Penicillin has not applied for sales to countries other than China. Can the British side accept it?"

Bassett smiled, "Mr. Morrison, don't you know how much of this medicine France has bought now?"

Of course, Morrison knew exactly how much penicillin France had bought. After the news spread that Morrison saved the son of the French Minister of Commerce, the French side imported a small batch for experimental treatment. Soon, French doctors discovered that penicillin had special effects on treating syphilis. Thus, the romantic French people's demand for this drug began to skyrocket. The European Navy also began to buy penicillin in large quantities through Swiss and French channels.

In high-temperature areas like India, inflammation and syphilis are huge threats to life. Morrison felt that this guy Bassett really dared to think and act, and was quite able to grasp the market.

As a business cooperation channel, naturally there is give and take. Morrison asked, "What does the Governor of the Malaya region think about rubber trade now?"

Bassett had actually prepared this line long ago. He replied confidently, "I have set up a trading company in Hanoi. Not only the Governor of Malaya, but the Governor of the Dutch colony also agreed to sell rubber to Hanoi."

Hearing this news, Morrison called his secretary and asked the secretary to take Bassett to solve the drug procedures tomorrow.

After sending off Bassett, Morrison felt much more relaxed. China's artificial rubber is progressing rapidly now, but there is still a considerable gap compared with natural rubber. And the Soviet Union is fully promoting heavy industry and has a large demand for high-quality rubber. A considerable part of the rubber imported by China is to be resold to the Soviet Union.

Now there is good news. In tomorrow's negotiation with the Soviet Import and Export Delegation, there is some content to talk about.

It was late at this time. Morrison didn't go home either; he just called home and rested in the hotel. Just lying on the pillow, Morrison didn't think about anything and fell asleep deeply. In the past half year, he had been running around abroad. After returning to China, he had to go to Kunming to recruit people. He was really exhausted.
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Two gray-painted military transport planes landed in Dhaka, the capital of Bengal, British India. The British officers receiving the plane seemed not to see the Asian faces in the cabin, but only directed their Indian subordinates to take over the boxes of goods in the cabin.

When the ground crew refueled the plane, they noticed that there were no markings on the plane to prove its nationality, only patches of paint used to cover the markings, which looked quite abrupt. After the two planes were refueled, they took off quickly and flew towards the east.

At this time, the sky over Burma had been occupied by the Chinese. East of Dhaka was Burma. The ground crew very sensibly did not discuss this matter, but some of them had seen some latest pictures of aircraft. These two transport planes looked quite similar to the planes of the Chinese Air Force no matter how one looked at them.

Two days later, Rear Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku, Commander of the Japanese Expeditionary Force Navy Squadron, went to the Japanese headquarters in Chittagong to find Lieutenant General Ishiwara, Commander of the Japanese 15th Army, for a drink. Both were wearing short-sleeved shirts, but they were still sweating a little in the headquarters. Fortunately, Ishiwara had an electric fan here, which made the summer heat of the Indian Ocean bearable.

Ishiwara saw Yamamoto's gaze fixed on the label 'Tianjin Electric Fan Manufacturing Factory' on the electric fan, so he simply told the truth: "Subordinates said this is smuggled goods."

Hearing the word 'smuggling,' Yamamoto showed a helpless look on his face. "Britain is smuggling drugs from China."

Ishiwara was not surprised because the Army in the Expeditionary Force actually smuggled a large batch of anti-malarial drugs from China through the channel of the Mitsui family. The British India region was said to be rich in cinchona bark, also known as quinine. Quinine hydrochloride used to be a specific drug for treating malaria until China produced artemisinin. Quinine's strong side effects, relatively slow effect, and high price were quickly replaced by artemisinin.

Seeing Ishiwara's calm expression, as if turning a blind eye to this, Yamamoto wanted to probe Ishiwara's opinion even more. "Ishiwara-kun, why does China export scarce drugs to the British army? Isn't there a war going on right now?"

Ishiwara thought this question had some value. Tropical malaria was rampant, and soldiers could easily lose combat effectiveness on a large scale. Specific drugs for treating malaria appeared extremely important. If Britain obtained a large amount of cheap specific drugs, it could guarantee combat effectiveness. Therefore, in general opinion, these drugs should be prohibited from being sold to enemy countries, especially to enemy frontline troops.

But this is just a general opinion.

Ishiwara wiped the sweat from his forehead. The average daytime temperature in Chittagong in May was 32 degrees Celsius, and 25 degrees at night. It wasn't particularly hot, but the humidity here was too high, making it very uncomfortable. At least for Japanese people, it was very uncomfortable.

Picking up the green tea and taking a sip, Ishiwara asked, "Yamamoto-kun has been to the United States; you should know how large the production capacity of the United States is."

"Hmm." Yamamoto recalled the dense factories in the industrial zone he saw in the Great Lakes region of the United States, feeling very emotional.

"When the economy develops to that stage, what is contested is no longer land, but raw materials and sales markets. The Sino-British war is by no means a war for hegemony, nor is it a campaign to fight for spheres of influence. It is a war based on economics. He-kun does not accept the status quo of being excluded from the world trade system, and insists on forcing Britain to negotiate with him on this matter. Since the purpose of the war is economics, what does smuggling some drugs count for?"

Yamamoto was obsessed with military affairs and had little interest in economics. But Yamamoto could still understand what Ishiwara said. As a naval officer, Yamamoto's tolerance for heat was much higher than Ishiwara's. After all, when the navy trained, the warship deck temperature could burn feet. So Yamamoto didn't drink tea to relieve the heat, but lit a cigarette, trying to fully understand Ishiwara's meaning.

According to Ishiwara's analysis and the current war situation, Britain was already in a comprehensive disadvantage on the battlefield. China did not intend to strike Britain's core interests either. Under such pressure, Britain was very likely to compromise with China. More importantly, Ishiwara clearly identified China's war purpose. And this purpose did not exceed the range Britain could bear.

Thinking of the result once China and Britain made peace, Yamamoto felt as uncomfortable as a cat scratching his heart. "Ishiwara-kun, if China and Britain negotiate peace, where should the Empire go?"

Ishiwara had long reached a conclusion about the future and answered in a calm tone, "In 1921, Japan sold 1.1 billion yen of goods to China annually. Now Sino-Japanese trade has completely stopped. Britain and Japan re-concluded the alliance, and Britain opened part of the Southeast Asian market to the Empire, and military supplies were also purchased from the Empire's mainland. As far as I know, the increased trade volume in a year is at most 100 million yen. For the Empire, it is just a drop in the bucket. If the Empire still wants a future, it must find a new market! If the market scale is too small, the Empire will not have the opportunity to continue developing. If the Empire cannot develop for 30 years... Hehe..."

After sneering, Ishiwara picked up the teacup and drank green tea again. Two years ago, after Ishiwara reached such a conclusion, he almost couldn't sleep or eat for two months. Now seeing He Rui's strategy moving towards realization step by step, Ishiwara was calm instead.

Yamamoto was stimulated to stand up by the future blueprint of Japan's complete sinking. But Yamamoto was also a sensible person. He just hadn't learned to look at problems from an economic perspective. He walked back and forth in the headquarters a few times but couldn't find a possibility to break the game. As a naval general, Yamamoto knew very well that Japan's markets were just a few: China, the Soviet Union, Southeast Asia, and the United States.

US industry is powerful and has low demand for Japanese goods. Southeast Asia is the forbidden territory of the equally powerful industrial country Britain; how could it let Japanese goods be sold freely? The population of the Soviet Far East is sparse, and the relationship between the Soviet Union and Japan is very poor, so the trade volume is negligible.

China has vast land, rich resources, and a large population. China and Japan are close, and trade costs are low. The Chinese market should be Japan's real reliance.

Sitting back in the chair somewhat dejectedly, Yamamoto said helplessly, "There is a saying in China called lifting a stone only to drop it on one's own feet. If those rulers of the Empire after Prince Ito could maintain relations with China instead of aggressively focusing only on immediate petty profits, how could there be today's predicament?"

Ishiwara had heard such lamentations too many times. Those members of the Japan Future Society, only after truly understanding the basics of 'He Studies,' that is, the basics of political economy, would issue such lamentations. And every time Ishiwara would tell these comrades who seemed to understand, "This is impossible! Cutting off people's wealth is like killing their parents. Japan will never give up the excess profits brought by privileges in China."

For Yamamoto Isoroku, Ishiwara didn't bother to waste this breath. Because the Navy belongs to a technical branch, the treatment of officers and soldiers is much higher than that of the Army. So the development of the Japan Future Society in the Navy was not so smooth.

Yamamoto didn't think so much. He thought in a mess for a while and asked helplessly, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think His Majesty the Emperor should know about the recent call among the imperial people for building Japan's domestic market?"

"Both you and I know; how could His Majesty the Emperor not know?" Ishiwara replied coldly. Although his expression looked cold, in fact, this matter was promoted by Ishiwara and some people. The Rice Riots were not a revolution. The promotion of Japanese social progress by the Rice Riots stemmed from the struggle carried out by Japanese workers and peasants united after the Rice Riots.

What the Japan Future Society promoted was the awakening of the Japanese people. Only when the Japanese people realized where Japan's way out lay could they move towards that road...

"Ishiwara-kun..." Yamamoto could no longer suppress the panic in his heart, "...I think someone will stop this matter. What do you think?"

Ishiwara hoped Yamamoto could wake up as soon as possible, so he said very bluntly, "Yamamoto-kun. Even if His Majesty the Emperor is willing to promote the construction of Japan's domestic market, can His Majesty the Emperor promote it?"

Yamamoto certainly knew it couldn't be promoted. Carrying out land reform in Japan, even if it was a redemption-style land reform, could not be accepted by the Japanese upper echelon. Thinking of this, Yamamoto said hatefully, "Those parasites of the nation!"
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Two gray-painted military transport planes landed in Dhaka, the capital of British Bengal. The British officers receiving the aircraft seemed to look right through the Asian faces in the cockpit, merely directing their Indian subordinates to unload crate after crate of cargo from the cabin.

As the ground crew refueled the planes, they noticed there were no markings to identify their nationality, only patches of fresh paint that looked rather incongruous, clearly used to cover something up. After refueling, the two planes took off quickly, heading east.

By this time, the skies over Burma were already dominated by the Chinese, and Burma lay just to the east of Dhaka. The ground crew, knowing better than to ask questions, kept their silence. However, some of them had seen the latest aircraft identification charts, and these two transport planes looked suspiciously similar to those of the Chinese Air Force.

Two days later, Rear Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku, Commander of the IJN Detached Squadron, arrived at the Japanese Army headquarters in Chittagong to share a drink with Lieutenant General Ishiwara Kanji, Commander of the Japanese 15th Army. Both men wore short-sleeved shirts, yet they were still sweating profusely inside the headquarters. Fortunately, Ishiwara had an electric fan, making the summer heat of the Indian Ocean somewhat bearable.

Noticing Yamamoto's gaze fixed on the brand plate of the electric fan—which read 'Tianjin Electric Fan Manufacturing Plant' in Chinese characters—Ishiwara decided to be frank. "My subordinates tell me it's smuggled goods."

Hearing the word 'smuggled,' a look of resignation appeared on Yamamoto's face. "The British are smuggling medicine from China."

Ishiwara was not surprised. In fact, the Expeditionary Army's ground forces had also smuggled a large quantity of anti-malarial drugs from China through Mitsui channels. British India was rumored to be a major producer of cinchona bark, or quinine. Quinine hydrochloride had once been the specific remedy for malaria, but ever since China produced Artemisinin, Quinine—with its severe side effects, slow action, and high price—had quickly been replaced.

Seeing Ishiwara's indifferent expression, as if turning a blind eye to the matter, Yamamoto decided to probe Ishiwara's views further. "Ishiwara-kun, why does China export critical medicine to the British Army? Are we not currently at war?"

Ishiwara felt the question had some merit. Tropical malaria was rampant, and soldiers could easily lose their combat effectiveness en masse. Specific remedies for malaria were therefore critically important. By obtaining large quantities of cheap, effective medicine, Britain could maintain its combat strength. Thus, the general view was that the sale of such drugs to an enemy nation should be prohibited, especially to their frontline troops.

But that was merely the general view.

Ishiwara wiped the sweat from his forehead. The average daytime temperature in Chittagong in May was 32 degrees Celsius, dropping to 25 degrees at night. It wasn't exceptionally hot, but the humidity was unbearable. At least for the Japanese, it was extremely uncomfortable.

Taking a sip of green tea, Ishiwara asked, "Yamamoto-kun, you have been to the United States. You must know how vast their production capacity is."

"Mn." Yamamoto recalled the dense clusters of factories he had seen in the Great Lakes region, a sight that had left a deep impression on him.

"When an economy develops to that stage, the struggle is no longer for land, but for raw materials and sales markets. The Sino-British War is absolutely not a war for hegemony, nor is it a battle for spheres of influence. It is a war based on economics. He-kun refuses to accept the status quo of being excluded from the world trade system and is forcing Britain to negotiate with him on this matter. Since the purpose of the war is economic, what does smuggling a little medicine matter?"

Yamamoto was obsessed with military affairs and had little interest in economics. However, he could still understand what Ishiwara was saying. As a naval officer, Yamamoto's tolerance for heat was much higher than Ishiwara's. After all, during naval training, the deck of a warship could become hot enough to burn one's feet. So, instead of drinking tea to cool down, Yamamoto lit a cigarette, trying to fully grasp Ishiwara's meaning.

According to Ishiwara's analysis and the current war situation, Britain was already at a comprehensive disadvantage on the battlefield. China also had no intention of striking at Britain's core interests. Under such pressure, it was highly likely that Britain would compromise with China. More importantly, Ishiwara had clearly pinpointed China's war objectives, and these objectives did not exceed what Britain could tolerate.

Thinking about the outcome once peace was established between China and Britain, Yamamoto felt a gnawing anxiety in his heart. "Ishiwara-kun, if China and Britain negotiate peace, where does the Empire go from here?"

Ishiwara had long reached a conclusion about the future and answered with a calm tone. "In 1921, Japan sold 1.1 billion yen worth of goods to China annually. Now, Sino-Japanese trade has completely halted. Britain and Japan have renewed their alliance, and Britain has opened a portion of the Southeast Asian market to the Empire. Military supplies are also procured from the Empire's homeland. As far as I know, the increased trade volume amounts to at most 100 million yen a year. It is a drop in the bucket for the Empire. If the Empire wants a future, it must find new markets! If the market scale is too small, the Empire has no chance to develop. If the Empire cannot develop for thirty years... heh heh..."

After a cold chuckle, Ishiwara lifted his teacup and sipped his green tea again. Two years ago, when Ishiwara first reached this conclusion, he had been unable to eat or sleep for two months. Now, seeing He Rui's strategy moving step by step towards realization, Ishiwara felt strangely at peace.

Stimulated by the bleak blueprint of Japan's total sinking, Yamamoto stood up. He was a sensible man, but having never learned to view problems from an economic perspective, he paced around the headquarters a few times, unable to find a way to break the deadlock. As a naval admiral, Yamamoto knew very well that Japan's markets were limited to a few: China, the Soviet Union, Southeast Asia, and the United States.

American industry was powerful, and demand for Japanese goods was low. Southeast Asia was the forbidden preserve of Britain, an equally powerful industrial nation; how could they allow Japanese goods to be sold freely there? The Soviet Far East was sparsely populated, and relations between the Soviet Union and Japan were extremely poor, making trade volume negligible.

China had vast land, abundant resources, and a huge population. China and Japan were close neighbors, meaning low trade costs. The Chinese market should have been Japan's true reliance.

Sitting back down in his chair somewhat dejectedly, Yamamoto said helplessly, "There is a saying in China: 'Lifting a rock only to drop it on one's own foot.' If those in power after Prince Ito had maintained relations with China instead of aggressively focusing only on immediate, petty profits, how could we be in this predicament today?"

Ishiwara had heard this lament too many times. Members of the Future of Japan Society, once they truly understood the basics of 'He-ology'—that is, the basics of political economy—would all express such sentiments. And every time, Ishiwara would tell these comrades who seemed to have understood, "That is impossible! Cutting off a man's source of wealth is like killing his parents. Japan would never have given up the excess profits brought by its privileges in China."

For Yamamoto Isoroku, Ishiwara didn't bother wasting his breath. The Navy was a technical service, and the treatment of its officers and men was much higher than that of the Army. Consequently, the development of the Future of Japan Society within the Navy had not been smooth.

Yamamoto, however, wasn't thinking that far ahead. His mind was in turmoil for a while before he asked helplessly, "Ishiwara-kun, do you think His Majesty the Emperor is aware of the recent calls among the populace for the construction of a Japanese domestic market?"

"Both you and I know about it; how could His Majesty not know?" Ishiwara answered coldly. Although he looked indifferent, this matter was actually being pushed by Ishiwara and others. The Rice Riots were not a revolution; the impetus they gave to Japanese social progress stemmed from the struggle waged by the united Japanese workers and farmers in the aftermath of the riots.

The Future of Japan Society was pushing for the awakening of the Japanese people. Only when the Japanese people realized where Japan's path lay could they march towards it...

"Ishiwara-kun..." Yamamoto could no longer suppress the panic in his heart. "...I believe someone will stop this. What do you think?"

Ishiwara hoped Yamamoto would wake up sooner rather than later, so he spoke very bluntly. "Yamamoto-kun. Even if His Majesty were willing to push for the construction of a Japanese domestic market, *could* His Majesty push it?"

Yamamoto, of course, knew it couldn't be pushed. Land reform in Japan, even a redemption-style land reform, would never be accepted by the Japanese upper class. Thinking of this, Yamamoto said with hatred, "Those parasites of the nation!"
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Major General Okamura Yasuji, Chief of Staff of the Japanese 15th Army, returned to the bamboo building housing his office after inspecting the barracks. Covered in sweat, he stood directly under the electric fan. His orderly quickly brought water, and after washing his face, Okamura felt much better.

Amidst the creaking sounds, someone arrived outside the bamboo building and spoke, "Your Excellency, may I come in?"

Okamura allowed the lieutenant colonel to enter and ordered the guard to close the door. The lieutenant colonel took a stack of papers from his canvas satchel and placed them before Okamura. "Your Excellency, this is what we retrieved."

Looking down, Okamura saw the first page of the leaflet bore the title *How to Build and Develop Japan's Domestic Market*. Although Okamura wanted to read on, a sense of unease stopped him. He continued to flip through the pages; amidst the rustling of paper, Okamura finished reading the titles on the leaflets. The titles were all political, and many were very familiar: *Japan's Destiny*, *The Future of Asian Civilization*. These were all works written by He Rui during his time studying in Japan. There were also parts concerning current Japanese politics: *Analysis of Capital Ownership in Japan*, *Analysis of Japanese National Expenditure*.

If one had to find fault with the content of these leaflets, one could indeed argue there was nothing wrong with them. But the very appearance of such leaflets was a huge problem. When the lower classes begin to seriously think about how their country is constituted, when they begin to discuss what their motherland ought to be, that is the beginning of great chaos.

Seeing Okamura's grim expression, the lieutenant colonel before him took out another document. "Your Excellency, this is a list of some of the ringleader officers and soldiers. To know the detailed list, we would need to conduct an interrogation."

"I understand. You may leave." Okamura ordered after taking the list.

Soon, Okamura flew to Dhaka, the capital of the Bengal region, under the pretext of making a regular report to the Allied Command. From the plane, Okamura looked down at the vast Bengal plains, seeing crisscrossing rivers and lush greenery. It showed no signs of being affected by the war.

Although Okamura did not like Ishiwara, he had to admire Ishiwara's strategic judgment. When the Japanese Army Ministry accepted Ishiwara's suggestion and proposed to the British Army that Japanese forces garrison the Chittagong region, the British agreed happily. In the British plan, after retreating from Yangon, the Chittagong region defended by the Japanese would become the front line, and these Japanese troops could be put to use, sharing the pressure for Britain on the battle line.

Ishiwara had anticipated this, but what the British had not anticipated was that although from a military perspective, Yangon, isolated beyond the mountains and lacking in troops and generals, was like a ripe fruit that would fall into one's hand with a light touch, He Rui simply would not take Yangon. Instead, he dispatched troops several times through the Siliguri Corridor to invade the West Bengal region of British India. The Chinese army moved in and out quickly, leaving after fighting, and did not occupy British India territory, putting the British army in a dilemma on two fronts.

Okamura agreed with Ishiwara's judgment: this was He Rui's method of using war to promote peace. Under such repeated pulling and mobilizing, the British army was exhausted and unable to cope. To end this torture, Britain would either have to expand the scale of the war regardless of the cost, or choose to compromise.

With a strategist like Ishiwara present, Japan was garrisoned in the Chittagong region amidst Britain's eager expectations. The Japanese army was indeed in the war zone, yet they were as leisurely as if they were on vacation. Okamura originally thought this was fine, but now he felt that perhaps if the troops were placed on the front line, the lower ranks of the Japanese army would not have time to study Japanese domestic politics.

After the plane arrived in Dhaka, Okamura went straight to Nagata. He reported the situation in the army to Nagata. After finishing, Okamura observed Nagata's expression but could see nothing in Nagata's deep gaze. After a good while, he heard Nagata praise, "Ishiwara-kun accepting the position at the Army New Technology Training Bureau really has He-kun's style."

Okamura was shocked internally and became even more nervous. After the Northeast War, Ishiwara's ideology was a minority view within the Japanese Army's upper echelons, and he had never been valued by them. They arranged for Ishiwara to work at the Army New Technology Training Bureau. The New Technology Training Bureau had neither personnel power nor decision-making power. It was responsible for the training of low and middle-ranking officers of the Japanese Army. It had high status but was purely a working agency.

Originally, Okamura appreciated the power tactics of the higher-ups, but now within the 15th Army, middle and lower-ranking officers, as well as some sergeants and young soldiers, had actually formed various small internal groups. Among the leaders of those small groups, some were organizing officers to study 'He Learning', while others were organizing soldiers to study.

Because all low-ranking officers of the Japanese Army had to undergo training at the New Technology Training Bureau, this group of low-ranking officers had all attended Ishiwara's classes. In a sense, Ishiwara had become the person with the widest network in the Japanese Army over the past two or three years. If...

Before Okamura could think further, Nagata said, "The climate in Chittagong is not suitable for the Expeditionary Army. We should adjust some of the soldiers and let those who are not suited to the climate here return to Japan first, so as not to affect the combat effectiveness of the Expeditionary Army."

Okamura understood immediately and replied instantly, "Yes! This subordinate will handle it immediately. Does Your Excellency have any other orders?"

"The Ministry of War has ordered me to return to Japan to report on my duties. During this period, I have recommended Ishiwara-kun to temporarily take over my work. The affairs of the 15th Army must be shouldered by you, Okamura-kun."

Hearing this, Okamura's heart was like a clear mirror; the Japanese upper echelon had already begun to act. So Okamura stood at attention, "This subordinate will certainly fulfill his duty!"

Nagata stood up from his seat and bowed slightly to Okamura, "Then I will trouble you, Okamura-kun!"

This matter proceeded very quickly. That same day, Ishiwara received the order to come to Dhaka. The next day, May 7th, Nagata boarded a ship and began heading south. If possible, Nagata would have very much liked to take the route through China. As long as China's ruler was He Rui, Nagata would not worry at all about his safety traveling through China.

However, the current war situation made it impossible for Nagata to apply for entry into China, so he could only take a ship south first. He arrived near the Kra Isthmus in Thailand to dock and disembark, then crossed the short Kra Isthmus, boarded a ship on the Pacific side, and headed straight for Tokyo.

During the time waiting for the ship in Thailand, the Japanese Ambassador to Thailand sent personnel as agreed, delivering thick stacks of newspapers to Nagata. There were Japanese ones, and also foreign ones. The headlines on various Japanese newspapers were mostly reports on Professor Taira Toyomori, Chairman of the Asian International Tribunal's Damage Compensation Committee. The reports were full of praise: "The Japanese scholar most watched by the world", "The Light of Japan, the Soul of Yamato Culture, Lord Taira Toyomori!"

Various enthusiastic headlines were very inciting. Nagata had met Professor Taira Toyomori and felt that Professor Taira Toyomori could live up to such praise. From another angle, this was also a means for the upper echelon to try and divert domestic attention.

But nothing can have only one side. After praising Professor Taira Toyomori, many newspapers introduced that after Professor Taira Toyomori investigated and studied China's land reform, he wrote a report.

It is not difficult to take a report's meaning and make it contradictory by taking it out of context. But what Nagata saw was that the newspapers very seriously and earnestly explained Professor Taira Toyomori's report quite clearly. Professor Taira Toyomori believed that China's land reform was indeed a policy proposed and implemented by the Chinese government. The core of this policy was not to grant favors, but to conduct an 'asset restructuring' targeting the effectively bankrupt Chinese countryside.

The purpose of this asset restructuring was to rebuild the rural economic order. Through the method of equal distribution of land, more than 400 million Chinese peasants would regain the ability to support themselves, thereby catalyzing an internal consumer market.

Precisely because this was an 'asset restructuring', those whose interests were damaged in the asset restructuring would oppose it. The Chinese government dispatching troops to every county was to suppress rebellion and deter those with damaged interests who had not yet risen to resist.

With the praise for Professor Taira Toyomori upfront, these later parts appeared very persuasive. A report written by Professor Taira Toyomori, crowned as 'The Light of Japan, the Soul of Yamato Culture', naturally appeared very persuasive. Moreover, Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan himself felt that Professor Taira Toyomori's report had a very high standard.

After finishing the domestic newspapers, Nagata found that most Japanese newspapers, whether left-wing, right-wing, or centrist, were mostly supporting Professor Taira Toyomori. Although there were many opponents, they could only express their attitude with words like 'dangerous thoughts', 'possibility of subverting the national polity', 'the nation will no longer be a nation', 'endurance is a traditional virtue of the Yamato people'.

Nagata put down the newspapers; the turmoil in the domestic situation exceeded his imagination. Closing his eyes to think for a moment, Nagata organized the sequence of what he needed to do after returning to Japan once more. This was a difficult choice, but a choice that had to be made. Nagata himself already had the resolve; he could only hope that those people back home had the same resolve.

His heavy heart needed relief. Nagata opened his eyes and looked for news about the Asian International Tribunal. This was destined to be news full of entertainment value. Even if the atrocity of massacring civilians was cruel and heavy, given Nagata's understanding of He Rui, He Rui would inevitably make the trial have a strong reading effect.

Sure enough, in recent reports, Chinese newspapers published the opening statement of the defense lawyer for the ANZAC Corps: "...Any war will have collateral damage; this is unavoidable. Because war itself is a tragedy. Let us take China's wars as an example. 2000 years ago, the Kingdom of Qin and the Kingdom of Zhao in China fought the famous Battle of Changping. Later, the Kingdom of Qin, which established the Qin Empire, massacred 400,000 captured Zhao Kingdom troops after the war.

"During the war between the Chinese Qing Empire and the Ming Empire, countless massacres were carried out. The most famous include the Ten Days of Yangzhou, where 800,000 people were massacred. The Three Massacres of Jiading also saw a slaughter exceeding 60,000. In the subsequent Guangzhou Massacre, tens of thousands were similarly massacred.

"By 1852, the Taiping Rebellion, which lasted for ten years, broke out. China's God-worshipping rebels and the Manchu Qing Imperial Army fought a fierce war. Massive massacres were carried out by both sides. It caused the death of 100 million people in China at that time. 100 million people is 1,600 times 60,000 people.

"War is tragedy, a tragedy where collateral damage inevitably appears. This is the original sin of mankind, an original sin that every person must bear. We sympathize with the dead, but we must sympathize even more with the living. For the dead, the tragedy has ended. For the living, the tragedy has just begun..."

Nagata felt that this lawyer defending the ANZAC Corps was quite skilled. He clearly grasped the core point of 'regarding massacres, everyone is the same, no one should say they are nobler than anyone else'. Since China wanted to organize an international tribunal, Britain would talk about China's history of massacres. Due to China's abundant historical records, the massacre figures were truly shocking. Although this was useless for this trial, at least in the media, it could mold China into the image of a 'Nation of Massacres'.

Looking at these words, Nagata could even imagine the lawyer in court, compassionate yet righteous, with a humble demeanor. With a relaxed mood, Nagata continued reading.

The prosecutor's statement was not as brilliant, because the prosecution naturally had a harder time being brilliant on this topic. But the prosecutor's opening statement was indeed very serious: "...Massacre is a scar in the memory of human history. As long as one substitutes oneself into the role of the victim, no one can still smile. This is the essence of humanity. Human civilization has developed to this day, and massacre is behavior intolerable to human civilized society. This kind of behavior is called a crime!

"The actions of the ANZAC Corps were not military operations, nor were they accidental injuries caused by Burmese civilians not fleeing the war zone. Without any reason or evidence, the ANZAC Corps first subjected the Burmese people to physical confinement, and then, with the intent to massacre, carried out a massacre of people who had lost the ability to move under confinement.

"The crimes of the ANZAC Corps include two parts: illegal confinement and massacre.

"What we demand now is to judge and convict the massacre behavior of the ANZAC Corps. To learn from the past and save the future, to let the butchers in human society understand that such crimes will be reckoned with. Through deterring them and increasing the cost of crime, we aim to reduce the recurrence of massacre crimes.

"Our goal is to let massacres happen as little as possible, and even, as human civilization reaches new heights, to ensure that the crime of massacre no longer appears. Therefore, today is the new beginning of the chapter of human civilization, today is the history of human civilization..."

After reading this, Nagata felt a bit bored. In Nagata's view, judging the losers was not justice, but violence. The victor judging the loser in the name of justice was the truth of the Asian International Tribunal. But Nagata soon discovered that his heart did not lighten because he had expressed contempt for the Asian International Tribunal.

If China continued to grow stronger and maintained its current attitude, although massacres could not be completely avoided, they would indeed be punished. Under the rules set by China, it would be the Great Powers who would be punished.

Did China have such strength? Nagata was unwilling to believe it, but also dared not completely deny it. Carrying various thoughts, the cruise ship Nagata took sailed on the sea for five days and arrived at Keelung Port. Nagata disembarked and boarded a Japanese warship that should have departed for Japan three days ago but had waited three extra days to pick him up, and sped all the way to Tokyo.

On May 24th, Nagata finally arrived in Tokyo. Facing Major General Obata Toshishirō who came to welcome him, Nagata asked, "Is there any news from Burma?"

Obata Toshishirō led Nagata into the waiting car and replied, "There is no change in Burma. But the changes domestically are huge. Students from several Imperial Universities have started posting posters on campuses and have even gone to the streets to give speeches. Nagata-kun, although it was the Ministry of War that summoned you back this time, there are very many people concerned about when you would return."

"I understand." Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan straightened his military cap and replied decisively.

With the roar of the engine, the car began to vibrate, carrying the two towards their first destination, the Ministry of War building.
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Night had fallen as Nagata Tetsuzan and Obata Toshishiro emerged from the Army Ministry building. It had been nearly three years since the Great Kanto Earthquake, and the rubble in Tokyo's urban areas had largely been cleared away. However, construction of new buildings had not yet begun on the ruins. In the darkness, the once densely populated and vibrant city of Tokyo seemed rather desolate.

Obata had originally intended to just see Nagata out, but when he saw Nagata take out a cigarette case and offer him a cigarette, he knew Nagata had a question. Sure enough, as soon as Obata lit his cigarette, Nagata asked, "Obata-kun, your father is a member of the House of Peers, so you should understand the House of Peers well. If Baron Obata has time, I would like to pay him a visit."

"What does Nagata-kun want to know?"

"How many people in the House of Peers agree with the plan for building the Empire's domestic market?" Nagata answered decisively. Japan was currently experiencing surging undercurrents, triggered by the 'Japan Land Restoration Outline' proposed by two members of the House of Representatives who had died mysteriously. With the subsequent brewing, the newspapers had already proposed the *Outline of the Construction Plan for the Domestic Market of the Great Japanese Empire*. According to newspaper reports, this 'Outline' was a plan proposed by a certain MP, or a group of MPs.

Nagata believed what the newspapers said was nonsense. If a member of the House of Representatives had the ability to write such an 'Outline', the Ministry of Finance would certainly have invited that MP to become a key official within the ministry. The so-called outline was a synthesis of 'He's Philosophy', the practice of China's land revolution, and Professor Hira Toyomori's inspection report, written based on Japan's current situation. The person who penned it must be an excellent economist and an experienced official. Nagata even suspected that perhaps He Rui had finally made his move.

In the night, Obata Toshishiro looked at Nagata, who was puffing heavily on his cigarette. The light of the cigarette flickered, and combined with the dim streetlights, Nagata's expression looked slightly ferocious. After thinking for a moment, Obata asked, "Why is Nagata-kun worried about the House of Peers?"

Nagata answered very decisively, "Going forward, there cannot be any enemies within the House of Peers."

Obata felt Nagata's ruthless mood and was somewhat surprised. Although he felt the pressure within Japan was immense, he didn't think it had reached the point where one had to clearly distinguish between friends and enemies and have a showdown. He looked carefully at Nagata's expression again. Before he could decide how to broach the subject, he heard Nagata say, "Please convey my request to visit to your father, Obata-kun."

"Alright," Obata replied. He then saw Nagata throw down the half-smoked cigarette, bow, and get into the car. The car, which had already started, immediately drove off and disappeared into the pitch-black night. Obata didn't return to the Army Ministry building until he couldn't see anything anymore. He continued to smoke slowly, recalling Nagata's speech at the Army Ministry today: "The differences between the Imperial Way Faction and the Control Faction are now insignificant. What is important is to preserve the Imperial Polity. There are indeed some heartless rich people in the Empire. If we want to improve the domestic market, we should reprimand them. But land reform is absolutely unfeasible."

Obata had learned from his eldest brother that someone in the House of Peers had actually proposed a House of Peers version of land reform. Even after hearing the introduction of the version from his brother, Obata understood that this version was just an attempt to make a painless reform to give the people an explanation. One couldn't say this version of land reform had zero changes, but it really only had a tiny bit of change.

However, in Nagata's view, no compromise could be given. Such a tough attitude was vastly different from the flexible attitude Nagata usually left on people. Obata didn't think Nagata had any problems, so there was only one reason left: Nagata had seen some danger that Obata hadn't seen at all.

What kind of danger could it be? Obata threw down the cigarette butt and walked towards the Ministry of War building. Many thoughts turned in his mind along the way, but he couldn't make a determination.

The night grew deeper. Saionji Kinmochi had already taken a short nap in the rocking chair in his study. Old people slept lightly, so when footsteps sounded in the corridor, the Genro Saionji Kinmochi had already woken up. By the time he stood up, the servant had gently opened the door. Seeing Saionji, the servant said, "Master, Nagata-kun is here."

The old man and the young man didn't stand on ceremony. They sat on either side of the Western-style tea table under the large glass window of the study. Nagata said straight to the point, "Excellency, the domestic situation has reached a point where we cannot make the slightest concession. Those seemingly reasonable plans will only drag the Empire into chaos."

Saionji Kinmochi wasn't surprised at all. He asked calmly, "Are there no redeeming qualities in those views?"

In recent days, the Japanese upper echelons hadn't been idle. Not only had the upper echelons studied the outline for Japan's domestic market construction, but Prince Regent Hirohito had also consulted Saionji. Even the 'sick' Emperor Taisho had called Saionji in and consulted him in the royal family's unique 'implicit' manner, as if he hadn't asked anything.

Saionji naturally felt this plan was very radical and its feasibility was very, very low. As Japan's only remaining Genro, Saionji had to admit that this plan was not without merit. In particular, the theoretical basis of this plan was very solid, and its application goals were quite clear. According to intelligence obtained from China, China's economy had also begun to become active again due to successful 'asset restructuring'. Therefore, a very small number of the upper echelons began to feel that perhaps they could give it a try to some extent.

Facing Nagata's clear-cut opposition, Saionji really wanted to see what the man upon whom high hopes were placed as the smartest man in the Japanese Army was thinking. When Saionji was ready, Nagata answered, "Excellency, you have always assisted Prince Ito. What Prince Ito won for Japan was Japan's voice in East Asia. Building the domestic market looks like an economic issue, but it is actually a strategic choice of where the Empire is heading. Once implemented, even if only a small opening is made, Japan's national policy will inevitably turn inward. At that time, the voice in East Asia that Prince Ito put his heart and soul into obtaining for Japan will be lost."

Hearing Nagata mention his teacher Ito Hirobumi, ripples still rose in Saionji's calm heart. Back then, Saionji Kinmochi had followed Ito Hirobumi to win the First Sino-Japanese War, and from then on possessed a voice in East Asia. Since then, Japan had embarked on a completely new path. But after Ito Hirobumi died, Japan had become accustomed to such a status domestically, and no one mentioned the importance of the voice in East Asia to Japan anymore. It was as if Japan naturally should possess such power.

Nagata threw this question out straightforwardly, and Saionji Kinmochi felt he was moved. His originally high evaluation of Nagata was raised even further. But this question concerned Japan's national policy, so Saionji Kinmochi pressed, "Nagata-kun, do you think China will win in the future?"

"The current Japan no longer has the ability to organize a million-strong army to fight a national war with China. Even if it did, even if it went to war with China and both sides had two million dead, it still wouldn't change anything. But this is not the reason for Japan to change its national policy from now on." At this point, Nagata's emotions became agitated. His throat moved a bit, and finally he took out his cigarette case and lit one for himself.

Saionji thought for a while before continuing to ask, "Nagata-kun, you haven't answered my question."

"Excellency. With Japan's current economy, it can still cause very big trouble for China. For a considerable time in the future, the Japanese Navy can still suppress China. Then, any country that wishes for Japan to balance China will recognize Japan's voice in East Asia. However, once Japan's national policy turns inward, how many people will still support Japan spending huge financial resources to support the military to balance China's policy? Once the domestic front does not support it, Japan will have to give up holding on to its voice in East Asia. The voice in East Asia will become a bargaining chip for economic cooperation with China. First, it will be abandoned little by little, and finally, it will be completely abandoned. Excellency, are you willing to accept such a future?"

Saionji naturally didn't want to give up Japan's voice in East Asia, but he also felt things might not be that bad. After thinking for a while, he asked, "Will it really develop to that step? Are there no variables in between?"

Nagata looked back at Saionji Kinmochi's gaze without fear, "He-kun is still very young, and He-kun has already organized a very outstanding government. If we want to wait for variables to appear, it will take a long time. If we give up the right to speak, Japan will likely have to give it up within a few years. Excellency, I think you can understand."

Hearing Nagata so firmly believe that Japan would completely give up its voice in East Asia within a few years, Saionji Kinmochi did suspect Nagata was exaggerating. But Saionji Kinmochi also indeed understood Nagata's meaning. So Saionji Kinmochi said, "Nagata-kun, let's stop here for today. There may be a gathering in the next few days, and I would like to invite Nagata-kun to attend."

Seeing his efforts had some effect, Nagata felt a bit more relaxed. he bowed decisively and replied, "Yes!"
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In the darkness, the wooden windows of the Army New Technology Training Bureau classroom were covered with several layers of newspaper pinned up with thumbtacks, preventing the dim electric light from leaking out. Several lines of chalk writing were on the blackboard. Lieutenant Colonel Aizawa Saburo faced the new official members of the Future Society and said, "Gentlemen, the outline for Japan's domestic market construction includes both rural and urban areas. in the countryside, every household must be allocated land, and the grain tax will only be thirty percent! In the cities, workers must have minimum wage protection and an eight-hour workday! We absolutely cannot allow a situation where a worker labors for fourteen hours a day but earns wages that can't even buy a single rice ball!"

After speaking, Aizawa Saburo looked at the group of officers and asked loudly, "Do you gentlemen agree with such a Japan?"

Before his voice had even faded, several officers stood up abruptly and said loudly, "Aizawa-kun, of course we agree. Tell us what to do right now!"

Looking down from the podium, Aizawa Saburo saw a fire seemingly burning in the eyes of the new Future Society members. Their determined and excited expressions made Aizawa Saburo feel his own chest heat up. Aizawa Saburo knew that if he gave a command now, these officers would follow him into action.

It wasn't that these officers were impulsive, but that Japan's national economy, after nearly three years of continuous recession, had truly reached a point where people could no longer survive.

Aizawa Saburo asked the Future Society comrades who had stood up to sit down first. He took a moment to calm his own excited emotions. Under the warm gaze of his comrades, Aizawa Saburo said, "We cannot act yet. Because we haven't fully identified our enemies."

As soon as he finished speaking, another officer stood up abruptly and shouted, "Aizawa-kun, how can we not be clear! Those powerful nobles are the national traitors; they are our enemies! After executing the national traitors and immediately implementing the outline for Japan's domestic construction, Japan will be saved!"

Aizawa Saburo shook his head. "That view is not wrong, but what we are undertaking is a revolution, not an assassination! Of Japan's twenty-one standing divisions, aside from the three divisions that joined the Expeditionary Army and the three divisions in Korea and Taiwan, fifteen divisions remain in the Japanese homeland. Among these fifteen divisions, how many support us and how many oppose us? Have the comrades figured this out?"

The new members of the Future Society were stunned. They heard from Aizawa's words that the revolution the Future Society intended to launch was not just the execution of upper-class national traitors, but a comprehensive purge involving the entire army from top to bottom. This was already on the scale of a civil war.

Aizawa was not surprised. If it were just killing national traitors, quite a few people in the current Japanese Army would be willing to act. But what the Future Society wanted to launch was not simple slaughter, but a comprehensive cleansing from top to bottom, which was why the Future Society enforced such strict selection for membership.

The angry light in the new members' eyes disappeared. Aizawa Saburo was very familiar with this. Every official member went through this stage. If someone still jumped three feet high after hearing about civil war, overflowing with passion to act immediately, they were precisely the kind of person the Future Society tried to reject.

After the officer who had stood up sat down, Aizawa Saburo pointed to the new program on the blackboard and said, "Gentlemen, I don't need to say much about what Japan's future will look like; just look at China under He Rui's rule. Everyone has seen the war reports. A year ago, who could have imagined that the old empire of China, which seemed incredibly weak, could comprehensively suppress Britain? Comrades have also seen Professor Taira Toyomori's investigation report. Professor Taira traveled through a dozen Chinese provinces and saw that after paying thirty percent tax, every Chinese citizen could be allocated 600 *jin* of coarse and fine grain per year. Selling some of the grain allows them to buy new clothes. Who could have imagined that China has now built roads and, through installment plans, allowed farmers and urban workers to buy bicycles? With bicycles, people no longer have to carry goods on their backs and walk dozens of *li* on two legs to sell them. In one day, a person riding a bicycle can travel back and forth dozens of *li*, leaving in the morning and returning home at night."

The eyes of the officers who had newly joined the Future Society heated up again. Their sources for this news were not just newspapers, because the Japanese government absolutely refused to accept the seriously wounded and disabled Japanese soldiers captured by the Chinese government. Therefore, prisoner exchanges had never taken place. Those captured Japanese officers and soldiers frequently wrote letters back home. Initially, the Japanese government didn't pay much attention, but after discovering the descriptions of current Chinese society in the POW letters, they immediately began censorship.

However, the army had its own channels. Among this batch of new Future Society members were officers responsible for monitoring letter content. At first, these people didn't believe in China's changes either, but seeing the Japanese government's caution over the past two years, as well as intelligence transmitted back by colleagues in the Japanese Army stationed in Korea, they had no choice but to believe.

This was the reason they joined the Future Society. Who didn't want to live a good life? The life the Chinese people were living was exactly the life the Japanese soldiers looked forward to.

Aizawa Saburo watched the emotional changes of his comrades and said as calmly as possible, "What we need to do now is to propagate the outline for Japan's domestic construction within the army. Through propaganda, we can naturally distinguish who supports such a future and who opposes it. According to intelligence obtained by the Future Society, the Special Higher Police and the Kempeitai are currently expanding their numbers significantly. Those national traitors have already sensed the danger. Before long, they will strengthen control and suppress revolutionary propaganda. Our upcoming work is not only important but also very dangerous!"

The officers of the Japanese Army were all from the educated class who had tested into the military academy. After the initial excitement dissipated, although the passion remained, the impulsiveness had reduced a lot. Hearing that the Special Higher Police and the Kempeitai were going to increase their operations at this time, although they couldn't say they were afraid, they inevitably felt nervous in their hearts.

Aizawa Saburo urged, "Gentlemen, judging by the actions of those people, even propagating Japan's future is already very dangerous. We must be care..."

Before he finished speaking, the sound of gunshots suddenly came from outside. Aizawa Saburo immediately stopped speaking. He had heard some movement outside the wall of the Army New Technology Training Bureau earlier, but there were guards at the gate and sentries at the entrance of the teaching building, so he hadn't taken it to heart. But gunfire was different.

The noise outside became louder, especially as the guards at the main gate had already gone into action. The guards of the New Technology Training Bureau were now all Future Society members. Aizawa Saburo immediately left the classroom and rushed to the entrance of the teaching building first. The comrade responsible for sentry duty immediately stepped forward and said, "Aizawa-kun, we don't know who is fighting each other outside."

*Bang! Bang!* Two more gunshots came in succession from outside. Aizawa could tell this was the sound of the latest Nambu Type 14 pistol. If it were other gunshots, Aizawa Saburo would have found it hard to distinguish if it was a black-market gun leaked to the streets. The Nambu Type 14 pistol was designed by Kijiro Nambu in 1925 based on his Nambu Type A, and had only recently been issued to troops, so it wouldn't have leaked out immediately. Moreover, listening to the commotion, the person shooting was using a pistol to fight against quite a few people wielding cold weapons like katanas. Aizawa Saburo took a katana from the sentry's hand and led the sentry rushing towards the gate.

Footsteps sounded from behind. Aizawa looked back and saw that in the darkness, the comrades of the Future Society had also followed him out. Some were empty-handed, while others carried stools. Aizawa felt warmth in his heart; when encountering trouble, they did not stand idly by—they were indeed trustworthy comrades.

As the group approached the gate, they heard the attackers outside shouting "Death to the military" and "Soldiers are all thieves who only know how to oppress the people." If the people outside were shouting "Heaven's punishment for national traitors," Aizawa might have watched from the sidelines for a bit, but those shouting such words were definitely the *ronin* who had recently begun committing more and more acts of violence in Tokyo.

As the economy worsened, the *ronin* became active again. Since these people were targeting soldiers, Aizawa had no reason to stand by. He easily vaulted over the fence gate, and with his katana still in its sheath, thrust it at a *ronin*. Aizawa was a swordsmanship instructor and didn't want to kill anyone at this moment. But taking just one blow from the scabbard, the *ronin* hunched over directly and fell to the ground in pain.

Aizawa moved like lightning, knocking down several thugs in succession in the darkness. At this time, the Future Society comrades from the school also arrived at the gate, joining forces with the two guards there. The guards originally had flashlights, and now they hurriedly gave these comrades a few torches. Once the main gate opened, these people rushed out carrying stools as well as clubs and other items from the guard room. Seeing so many people rushing out, the thugs immediately gathered together.

Originally, when Aizawa was alone, he could act at will. Now that the two sides were facing off, Aizawa first shouted loudly, "Where are you thugs from, daring to commit violence here!" He then took a few steps back and drew his katana.

As a swordsmanship instructor, Aizawa paid great attention to maintaining his weapon on ordinary days. The katana left its sheath, radiating cold light under the illumination of flashlights and torches. The *ronin* all had weapons in their hands, but seeing that Aizawa and the others had already formed a battle array—especially Aizawa's posture with the sword, which clearly showed he was an expert—the *ronin* knew they wouldn't get the upper hand. They simply abandoned their companions who had been knocked down by Aizawa and all withdrew.

Now, a car that had originally been surrounded by the *ronin* was revealed. Afraid of an ambush, Aizawa didn't pursue but went forward to check the car. The car windows had been smashed, and someone inside was injured; groans of pain and the smell of blood drifted out from the broken window.

At this moment, the car door was pushed open from the inside, and a person walked out. He wore round glasses and a general's uniform bearing the rank of Lieutenant General. This person held a Nambu Type 14 pistol in one hand, yet his expression was very calm. It turned out to be Army Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan.

This time Aizawa was stunned. If he had known earlier that it was Nagata Tetsuzan being attacked, Aizawa really might not have rushed out to rescue him...

But since he had met Nagata, Aizawa sheathed his katana and saluted Nagata. "Lieutenant General, sir, subordinate Aizawa Saburo is here to rescue you."

"Is it Aizawa..." Nagata felt somewhat emotional in his heart. He initially could have avoided this route. However, upon returning to Tokyo, Nagata couldn't help but think of Ishiwara. When the driver asked which road to take, he casually mentioned the road that passed in front of the New Technology Training Bureau. He hadn't expected to be ambushed. Facing so many attackers, and with the attackers having set up spikes beforehand to puncture the tires, he couldn't even run. Nagata had momentarily thought he was going to die here, but he hadn't expected Aizawa Saburo to rush out in time to save him.

However, Nagata didn't want to say much at this time. He asked Aizawa to quickly treat the injured guard and driver, and to notify the Kempeitai at the same time.

The Training Bureau had a telephone. After a few calls were made, it wasn't long before two military trucks and a car arrived. Many soldiers and military police got off the trucks, first protecting Nagata, then taking the bound attackers onto the military trucks.

Nagata said to Aizawa, who had been accompanying him the whole time, "Aizawa-kun, many thanks."

Aizawa Saburo answered in a clear voice, "This is what a subordinate should do."

Nagata didn't waste words either; he got into the car under the protection of guards. He was already tired enough today; at this moment, he just wanted to hurry home and sleep. As for who exactly decided to attack him, he would talk about it after waking up. Since he wasn't dead, there was plenty of time.
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Using the attack on Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, the "Jewel of the Army," as a pretext, Tokyo immediately tightened security. The heads of major Tokyo newspapers were summoned to the Special Higher Police (Tokko) headquarters. The Special Higher Police Division, affiliated with the Home Ministry, was primarily responsible for handling domestic security incidents.

Starting in 1920, Japan had gradually established Tokko branches in its concessions across China. These branches functioned essentially as espionage agencies. The first was established in the Kwantung Leased Territory, but when China reclaimed the territory, the local Tokko was completely wiped out.

Wherever He Rui's army pointed its spear, the Japanese military was defeated, and concessions were reclaimed. Any member of the Japanese Tokko in China who failed to flee was captured. The current Tokko had once again become a powerful department solely focused on domestic Japanese affairs.

As a powerful department, high walls topped with barbed wire were standard configuration. The sunlight seemed to avoid this place; walking into the courtyard felt gloomy and cold. Moreover, the Tokko had its own prisons and interrogation rooms. The newspaper heads could faintly hear the screams of prisoners being tortured, which made them feel even more uneasy.

They entered the Section Chief's office, which at least looked like a proper office. It had a desk, filing cabinets, and chairs. Calligraphy reading "Loyalty and Patriotism" hung on the wall, and no torture devices were visible.

The Section Chief was a man in his thirties with a gloomy and cold expression that matched the reputation of the Tokko perfectly. He did not give these newspaper heads a warm welcome. He spoke directly, "From today onwards, all important content in newspapers must undergo Tokko censorship! Content that has not passed censorship cannot be published."

The newspaper heads were stunned. Although the attack on Nagata Tetsuzan was shocking, it shouldn't have involved the newspapers. Every newspaper had been generous in their praise when mentioning Nagata. A few months ago, they had even hyped him up when he became the Deputy Commander of the Anglo-Japanese Allied Forces.

The Tokko Section Chief gave them no opportunity to think or bargain. He had his subordinates distribute a document to each of them. After reading it, although the newspaper heads frowned, they already knew the answer in their hearts.

Any content regarding "News, Politics, Current Affairs, Economics," and the like had to be censored by the Tokko first. These were precisely the categories that were currently the most controversial and generated the most response in Japanese society. To be more direct, every newspaper head knew that publishing the *Outline of the Great Japanese Empire Domestic Market Construction Plan*—a political-economic issue—was destined to trigger intense debate in Japanese society and lead to even more intense consequences.

The newspaper heads were tactful. Since the Japanese upper echelons had started to act, they simply accepted this fact. When the Tokko Section Chief demanded that newspapers also submit "suspiciously positioned" submissions, the heads immediately expressed their obedience.

Finally allowed to leave, the newspaper heads walked out of the Tokko gate without exchanging a word, each going their own way. Since they were being watched, any communication would have to rely on private, secret channels.

There were members of the Future Society within the Tokko as well, and intelligence was quickly transmitted to the core layer of the Future Society. Using the assassination attempt on Nagata Tetsuzan as an excuse, the Japanese government first imposed supervision on newspapers. At the same time, they sent personnel to begin investigations into universities in Tokyo, Osaka, and other places.

Aizawa Saburo and others wanted to know specifically which students were being targeted, but the comrade who delivered the message said helplessly, "The comrades within the Tokko are too low-ranking to access specific lists. Please wait a while."

The Future Society was somewhat wary of the Tokko. Like the Future Society, the Tokko conducted political background checks and various tests for personnel selection. The Future Society knew well that such a selection process would identify people with strong convictions. The Tokko, using similar methods, would select personnel loyal to the Japanese high command. Moreover, Tokko members generally came from good backgrounds, naturally possessing a centripetal force toward the Japanese leadership.

The comrades inside the Tokko had joined the Future Society first and then became Tokko candidates due to unexpected factors. Even so, this Future Society comrade had no intention of joining the Tokko. But plans change; the Tokko urgently expanded its recruitment, lowering the censorship threshold to fill the ranks. That comrade had joined the Tokko unexpectedly. Expecting such a newcomer to obtain intelligence known only to the Tokko high command was asking too much.

"Who will be targeted next?" This was the matter the Future Society leadership was most concerned about.

Mitsui Yasuki stood by the window on the second floor, looking through the gap in the curtains at several suspicious figures downstairs. After learning that the high command was cracking down on newspapers and schools, Mitsui guessed that the "Zaibatsu" would be next. The newspapers and academia sought a new path for Japan out of idealism; the Zaibatsu sought a new path for a simpler reason: money.

As a Zaibatsu hedging his bets, Mitsui Yasuki had aided He Rui while simultaneously supporting Nagata and Ishiwara. Otherwise, relying mainly on the poor members of the Future Society, it would have been impossible to have enough funds to develop the organization.

Leaving the second floor, Mitsui Yasuki returned to his office and picked up the Japanese Domestic Construction Plan sent back by Professor Taira Toyomori through secret channels. Professor Taira had not spent all his time on the Asian International Tribunal after going to China; this domestic construction plan fascinated Mitsui.

The Mitsui family was indeed a major Japanese landowner. The Japanese domestic market construction was divided into two aspects: the rural market and the urban market. Professor Taira, having served as the Minister of Finance for a long time, had access to vast amounts of Japanese economic data. In this construction plan, Professor Taira wrote a proposal based on the development process of China's urban and rural economic construction, contrasted with the current status of Japan's rural and urban economies.

As a Zaibatsu leader, Mitsui Yasuki was one of the few people in Japan with great insight. After reading Professor Taira's plan, Mitsui felt only heartfelt admiration.

Japan's administrative divisions were established following the abolition of the han system and establishment of prefectures by the Meiji government in 1871. Generally, they were divided into two levels: To, Do, Fu, Ken (prefectural level) and Shi, Cho, Son, Special Wards (municipal level).

Using his rich data, Professor Taira calculated the land and population of each prefecture, roughly estimating the income that could be generated in rural areas across Japan once land reform was implemented. Although agricultural taxes would decrease, the consumption power of these rural areas would increase. This would not only foster the development of a small commodity economy but also allow banks to gain revenue through specialized capital loans.

In urban areas, Professor Taira examined China's economic zone planning methods, rationally planning Japan's transportation, special products, and ports to build the Tokyo Economic Circle and the Osaka Economic Circle. He also carried out transportation planning tailored to the needs of different economic circles.

While praising the plan, Mitsui Yasuki also clearly saw that the prerequisite for these plans was the restoration of Sino-Japanese trade. In other words, if Japan remained under its current political system, all these plans were merely illusions.

Thinking of the monitors downstairs, a wave of malice rose in Mitsui's heart. He Rui never hid his communist beliefs, and the Constitution of the Republic of China stipulated that the Republic of China was a socialist country. According to international views, socialist countries were not friendly to capitalists, yet the ROC government had not been seen restricting domestic capitalists like thieves. This crackdown in Japan was not just treating brothers as outsiders, but treating the Zaibatsu as enemies.

Although Mitsui Yasuki was angry due to the sense of danger, he was also somewhat bewildered. If even a socialist country didn't treat Zaibatsu so coldly, what exactly was the Japanese upper echelon thinking regarding Japan's future? With Japan at a dead end, what did the Japanese leadership plan to do?

Nagata already had a rough plan for the future, so when he walked into the tea party organized by Saionji and saw the Navy Minister and the Foreign Minister, he showed no unease and simply greeted them. Conversely, the Navy Minister and the Foreign Minister greeted Lieutenant General Nagata very politely.

At this moment, everyone in the upper echelons felt the dark clouds gathering over Japan. The Foreign Minister frankly expressed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' view to Saionji: "The British have likely started contact with China. The war might end within a year."

The Navy Minister looked somewhat gloomy. The analysis within the Navy Ministry had reached a similar conclusion, but the basis for this conclusion differed slightly from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Seeing Saionji's inquiring gaze, the Navy Minister replied, "Lord Saionji, as far as we know, the British shipbuilding plans have all been extended."

Seeing that Saionji didn't quite understand, the Navy Minister explained. Taking the construction of the *Queen Elizabeth*-class battleships during the Great War in Europe as an example, this class of battleships used the most advanced technology of the time, and five were started at once. To the layman, the construction time for these warships would seem long, but in reality, these five state-of-the-art battleships took less than three years from keel laying to completion.

This was because when orders were plentiful, shipyards received ample funds. They could spend extra money to add equipment and hire new workers. When shipyards lacked sufficient funds, they could only reduce the workforce. What was more fatal was that shipyards needed experienced technical personnel. To avoid firing those experienced technicians, they had to reduce wages and extend the construction period to ensure these skilled workers were retained until the next batch of warship orders arrived.

Saionji understood these specific details and asked, "How long was the extension?"

"Three years," the Navy Minister replied.

"Why three years, instead of one or two?" Saionji was a bit puzzled again.

"The British shipyards likely prepared for the worst, believing the war would end in two years. Moreover, even if the Sino-British war ends, the British government will need a year to adjust its budget allocations due to the massive funds consumed. That is why it is extended by three years."

Seeing that Saionji seemed to understand the key points, Nagata asked, "Your Excellency, with the extension, what is the construction cycle for a British treaty ship?"

"Treaty ship" referred to ship types whose parameters were defined by the Washington Naval Treaty, which all signatory nations had to abide by. Facing Nagata's question, the Navy Minister replied, "At this stage, the construction cycle for a treaty battleship has reached seven years."

Nagata just nodded but didn't speak. The *Queen Elizabeth*-class battleships were completed within three years; the difference between the two was enough to explain too much.

Since both ministers had shared their views, it was Nagata's turn. Nagata got straight to the point. "The national policy that the Empire has consistently followed for the past few decades is to use war to acquire raw material bases and sales markets for the Empire. Because of repeated victories, the national policy was executed very smoothly. Now, the Empire is powerless to win the war, and all national policies are encountering unprecedented challenges."

These words focused everyone's attention on Nagata. Nagata continued, "Currently, the Empire's homeland remains safe and is unlikely to be attacked by China. However, once the Empire changes its national policy to build a domestic market, military expenditures must be reduced. The Empire's naval advantage will be continuously weakened. This will greatly reduce the Empire's ability to balance China."

The Navy Minister's eyes were cold, but he said nothing. However, his expression proved how resistant the Navy was to such a future.

Nagata continued, "Once the national policy is changed, the national polity (Kokutai) must be changed. In the past decades, the Empire has risen due to victory in war; how can the national polity be easily changed? The plan for domestic construction indeed has its merits, but the cost would be comprehensive internal conflict within the Empire, giving China more opportunities. If the Empire falls into civil war, it might even give the United States an opportunity. This is my humble opinion."

After finishing, Nagata picked up his teacup and sipped slowly. The Foreign Minister, the Navy Minister, and Saionji Kinmochi all remained silent. Nagata had spoken to this extent; for the Japanese upper echelons, there was nothing more to say. Just as Nagata described, Japan's national polity could not be easily changed. Even the slightest change would encounter backlash—backlash from the Japanese upper echelons. As members of the upper echelons, everyone present knew how intense that backlash would be.
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In Tokyo after the Great Kanto Earthquake, the collapsed houses and the ruins of buildings destroyed by fire had already been cleared away. On the vast empty lots, numerous shacks of the utmost simplicity had appeared—a few broken wooden sticks supporting some tattered cloth, two or three square meters in size. A whole family would live inside.

Several squads of Japanese police marched in neat formation towards Tokyo Imperial University, passing by such an empty lot along the way. Entering May, Japan began its rainy season (Tsuyu). The empty lot was a muddy mess, and the poor, who could not return to the countryside nor find work in the city, curled up inside the shacks. It rained heavily outside, and drizzled inside.

By the roadside lay several corpses, both men and women. Kneeling beside the corpses were people—women and children—all with numb expressions, bony and emaciated. Their dirty hair, washed by the rain, plastered to their shriveled cheeks, making them look like living corpses. These people were perhaps the relatives of the deceased, hanging signs around their necks written in Japanese: "Selling Myself." They were likely selling themselves.

Even the Japanese police were unwilling to approach these people who had fallen into destitution. A few police officers had expressions full of hostility, while some tried their best to hide a hint of sympathy. The majority of the police looked numb, appearing no more spirited than those who had lost all hope of survival.

By the time the police arrived at the gates of the Tokyo Imperial University campus, the rain had stopped. But the gloomy clouds of the rainy season had not dispersed; the rainy season would last at least another half a month. Between the vast patches of black rain clouds were layers of lighter grey clouds, through which light could barely penetrate, making what should have been a bright day quite dim.

Under the grey sky, the signboard of Tokyo Imperial University, along with the school walls and gates, looked rather gloomy. Leading the team was a high-ranking official from the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department. As the leading officer arrived at the gatehouse and demanded the guard to open the door, accompanied by the sound of splashing water, several other leading officers walked quickly along the road beside the school's outer wall. They stopped in front of the high-ranking police official and reported, "Chief, the other school gates have been sealed."

"Once inside, immediately begin arrests according to the list," ordered the Deputy Chief of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department.

At this time, the scale of Tokyo Imperial University was far smaller than in later generations, with fewer than a thousand students on campus. This time, the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department had dispatched a force of 400 men to launch a raid, aiming to catch all the lawless students in the school in one net.

This was a nationwide operation, mobilizing almost the entire police force of Japan. The targets included various universities, high schools, and middle schools. Personnel were even sent to elementary schools. Of course, those sent to elementary schools were there to arrest school teachers. Throughout the world, in turbulent times, these people could be regarded as the reserve army of revolution. It was always this group who could understand the revolutionary platform and disseminate it.

Seeing so many police officers, the gatekeeper of Tokyo Imperial University realized that he alone could absolutely not stop them. However, the gatekeeper did not back down; he insisted that the police wait outside the school for the school authorities to come out and negotiate.

The orders the police received were to go in and make arrests; there was no negotiation phase. Not to mention that the leader was the Deputy Chief of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department, so there was no possibility of being stopped by a gatekeeper. Two policemen came up and pulled the gatekeeper aside, and the police pushed open the school gates and rushed in.

Choosing this time to launch the raid was planned; on a rainy day, students were all in classrooms or dormitories, with very few people wandering around the campus, making them easy to control. Just as the police expected, they saw only a few students and teachers holding umbrellas on campus. These stunned teachers and students were easily controlled by the police.

After the main force of the police blocked the doors of the teaching buildings and dormitories, they rushed into the buildings. Just then, some windows of the first-floor classrooms were pushed open, and students jumped out onto the ground. The police who came to make the arrests had planned very thoroughly; there were already police standing against the wall. Seeing the escaping students, they pinned them to the ground.

The campus of Tokyo Imperial University was not paved, and the relatively clean uniforms of the pinned students were instantly covered in muddy water. The spirited and elegant appearance of university students was no longer visible.

Inside the classrooms, there were cries of alarm. Police officers stood on the podiums, pushed the university professors or lecturers down, then took out the roster and began roll call. Anyone on the list was a target for arrest, and students were called out in every classroom. The higher-ups had made up their minds: in this arrest, they would rather wrong the innocent than let the guilty escape. If a student was innocent, they could be released after trial. But if anyone escaped, it would be very troublesome.

Some students whose names were called were quite heroic and stood out immediately. The police immediately handcuffed them, put hoods over their heads, and dragged them out. Seeing the police acting so lawlessly, some teachers and students angrily stepped forward to argue. The police were not polite and arrested these teachers and students as well. The arrival of 400 police officers this time was to ensure sufficient manpower for arrests. Those teachers and students who tried to reason were also handcuffed and hooded. Seeing the police like this, the students finally realized that the police were serious.

News was transmitted to Tokyo from all over the country, and a large amount of data proved that the arrest plan was quite successful. Unstable elements in Japanese schools were caught in one net, with only a very few temporarily escaping because they were not at school. According to the established plan, local police stations would go to their homes to arrest them, determined to catch these fellows.

The view of the Japanese upper echelon was consistent: heavy penalties should be used in troubled times. At this moment, thunderous methods must be used to let these lawless elements know the consequences. If there was the slightest leniency, it would only make the already arrogant attitude of these people even more arrogant. Moreover, the purpose of this arrest was deterrence. Except for those socialists, the upper echelon believed that after locking the students up for a few days, making them suffer a bit, and crushing their arrogance, the sensible students could be released. As for the insensible ones, there would naturally be people who would make them understand the dangers of the world.

At this moment, Kita Ikki was walking quickly through Tokyo Station. His friend in the Metropolitan Police Department had taken a risk to issue a warning two hours in advance. Kita Ikki had actually already sensed the threat and could only start fleeing immediately. After all, he was a figure who had participated in China's 1911 Revolution. Kita Ikki did not panic. Wearing ordinary kimono, he passed by some fierce-looking people along with other passengers coming to take the train. Even though those people were patrolling back and forth, Kita Ikki did not attract anyone's attention.

After boarding the train, Kita Ikki even looked at the guys outside the window who were obviously searching for someone with curious eyes, just like other travelers, as if he didn't know what was going on at all. At this time, Kita Ikki was mentally prepared to be caught, and at the same time, he had decided on his destination if he could be lucky enough to escape. Now, the only country that could save Japan was China. Kita Ikki decided that he must go to China no matter what.

The train finally started. After the vehicle drove out of Tokyo Station, the passengers on the train began to discuss. Everyone didn't know what had happened. Someone began to guess, "Could it be that the accomplices of the villains who assassinated Lieutenant General Nagata have started to commit violence?"

Tokyo had not been peaceful recently, and everywhere in Japan was not peaceful. The "Tenchu" (Heavenly Punishment) incidents that appeared at the end of the Shogunate era were appearing in major Japanese cities. Ronin carried out assassinations in the streets, making the Japanese people, whose lives were still passable, fearful in their hearts.

Some people didn't see it that way. A middle-aged man in a western suit frowned and guessed, "Could it be that China has attacked Korea again?"

These words frightened the passengers. Many people asked immediately, "Is it true?"

The middle-aged man in the suit looked like a merchant. Hearing so many people around him asking, he felt in his heart that these people were foolish. If such a thing really happened, the newspapers would definitely report it. Even if they didn't say it, at least the army should be mobilized and a curfew imposed, just like when the Northeast Army launched an attack three years ago.

But the people around were more willing to believe that war had broken out between China and Japan again. Seeing that the middle-aged man in the suit didn't respond, someone said, "After the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, we organized an expeditionary force to Burma. The Chinese were angry and would send troops to attack Korea."

Hearing this, the faces of the Japanese on the same carriage became somewhat anxious. Seeing this, Kita Ikki didn't know what to say. Just a few months ago, Japanese society, upon learning of the re-establishment of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, experienced a wave of great excitement. It was as if after the reconstruction of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Japan could return to the good old days. After all, the previous period of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance was precisely the time of Japan's rapid development. The intuition of most Japanese was that "the past days have returned."

At that time, no one in Japan mentioned the possibility that the Anglo-Japanese Alliance might lead to China launching an attack on Japan. The upper echelon didn't say so because they knew China wouldn't do it. People like Kita Ikki made the same judgment. Even now, Kita Ikki was clear that China would not attack Japan. But ordinary Japanese people hadn't considered such a possibility, or even if they had, they dared not say it aloud.

Now, these people surprisingly didn't know that their intuition was right, and they were actually worrying about China attacking Korea because of the turmoil within Japan. Looking at these people, Kita Ikki really had nothing to say.

But fear is contagious. The people in the carriage talked about the possibility of war, and the more they talked, the more afraid they became. The middle-aged man in the suit, who had just made a casual remark, was in turn affected, and a look of unease appeared on his face, causing him to unbutton the collar of his shirt.

Seeing Kita Ikki's calm expression, the middle-aged man in the suit seemed to have found a companion and said, "Sir, I am Iguchi from Suzuki Shoten."

Kita Ikki casually made up a surname, "I am Kono."

"Mr. Kono, I wonder what you think?" Iguchi asked.

Kita Ikki immediately replied, "I don't think a war has broken out. Because war is useless to China."

"Why?" Iguchi was puzzled. Someone nearby asked, "Is Korea of no benefit to China?"

Kita Ikki replied readily, "Even if China takes Korea, what benefits can it get? Land? Or population?"

"Are land and population not important?" the person who was refuted asked back unhappily.

Kita Ikki couldn't help but smile bitterly. This was the view of ordinary Japanese people, which was understandable. But Kita Ikki did not agree with this view, so he replied, "Korea has 200,000 square kilometers. Compared to the Japanese mainland, it is indeed not small, but China has 11 million square kilometers of land. For China, more than 200,000 square kilometers is very, very small. How much money would it cost to launch an all-out war for this little land? Wouldn't it be better to spend this money on building the country?"

The crowd of passengers was stunned; Kita Ikki's words were something they couldn't quite understand. But Kita Ikki's frank tone and that kind of confidence made the passengers who met by chance feel an inexplicable persuasive power.

However, Iguchi in front of him continued to ask in confusion, "Mr. Kono, if land is not important, why did China attack Burma? The newspapers said that China took away more than 500,000 square kilometers of land in Burma."

Hearing this number, other passengers felt that their worries about the war were correct again, and nodded one after another. At the same time, they waited to hear how Kita Ikki would answer.
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"Gentlemen, Mount Fuji is so vast, why is no one farming on the mountain?" Kita Ikki asked.

The passengers were baffled by this inexplicable question and didn't know how to answer. While they were still stunned, Kita Ikki continued, "Gentlemen, Japan has seized Korea. Now, with so many poor people starving to death on the streets of Japan, why not migrate these people to Korea? Not only do the poor not go to Korea, but I haven't heard of any rich people going to Korea either."

"...Sigh... indeed." Some people resonated with this point. So many Japanese were in a miserable state in the homeland, almost starving to death. If they were migrated to Korea, surely there would be a way to survive?

With the economy currently suffering a severe setback, those who could afford to take the train were not the poor. Even for the Japanese middle-income class, these people still lacked the ability to engage in effective independent thinking. Kita Ikki knew the level of these people from his revolutionary propaganda work, so he gave his own answer: "Because one cannot obtain the resources to survive by going to Korea..."

After all, they were the Japanese middle-income class, so they had at least some thinking ability. Listening to Kita Ikki's explanation, they gradually sobered up. At present, let alone supporting more Japanese, Korea couldn't even support its own people, which led to the situation where a large number of Koreans came to Japan. For China, occupying Korea offered no economic benefit either.

As for why China attacked Burma instead of Korea, Kita Ikki also explained it very clearly. In the First Sino-Japanese War, after Japan occupied Korea, why did it continue to chase and fight the Qing army? If Japan and the Qing Dynasty hadn't signed the *Treaty of Shimonoseki* at that time, and if Japan hadn't obtained a large amount of indemnity, all of Japan's previous efforts would have yielded no return.

Japanese newspapers had made similar assessments after the outbreak of the Sino-British War, and some of the passengers had read them. Kita Ikki, however, explained profound things in simple terms, especially clarifying that 'China will absolutely not actively attack Korea before solving the British problem, in order to avoid side issues.' The passengers suddenly saw the light.

After the war between the Northeast Government and Japan, Japan no longer believed that Korea was safe. Learning that China was merely not attacking *now*, but the future was uncertain, actually seemed to the Japanese passengers like the most reasonable explanation.

The middle-aged man in the suit, Iguchi, became quite respectful towards Kita Ikki. "Mr. Kono, I deeply admire your knowledge. I have one more matter to ask about. I wonder what your view is on the current *Outline for National Reconstruction*? Can this outline save Japan?"

Hearing Iguchi, the middle-aged man in the suit, directly ask the question 'Can it save Japan', and seeing the others around looking at him with expectant gazes, Kita Ikki felt that these people likely shared the same thought. Even these middle-income Japanese felt that Japan must be 'saved'. The intensity of the domestic demand for revolution in Japan indeed allowed Kita Ikki to see the hope of victory.

Such a revolutionary situation did not make Kita Ikki feel happy, because what fueled the soaring demand for revolution among the Japanese populace was not revolutionary parties like Kita Ikki's, but Japan's completely withered economy. Even the middle-income class had to consider whether the economic program proposed by the revolutionaries was feasible, let alone what kind of terrible lives the lower class were living, and how many were starving to death on the streets every day.

At this moment, the fellow passengers had unknowingly gathered around Kita Ikki, wanting to get more views from this 'Mr. Kono' who was obviously a learned man.

Kita Ikki explained, "If every peasant household in Japan now had their own land, and the grain grown on this land was enough for them to eat; and if the minimum daily income of every worker was enough for them to buy three boxes of rice—do you gentlemen think such a Japan would have stepped out of the current predicament?"

The passengers all nodded, and Mr. Iguchi answered loudly, "If it could really be so, the Imperial State would be a Paradise of the Imperial Way!"

Kita Ikki didn't want to mention the Emperor. By now, he clearly understood that as long as the Emperor was on the throne, such a life could absolutely never be realized. But Kita Ikki did not express any anti-Emperor remarks. Instead, he continued to explain matter-of-factly, "What is discussed in the *Outline for National Reconstruction* is precisely how to achieve such a situation. If you gentlemen have time to read the *Outline for National Reconstruction*, look along two lines. One is rural Japan: through land redemption and land nationalization, ensuring the tiller has his field. The other is urban industry: through ensuring a minimum wage, enabling the urban population to support themselves. Gentlemen, just look along these two lines. As for other arguments, they can all be put aside."

Mr. Iguchi was somewhat puzzled. "Why shouldn't we look at other arguments? Are they wrong?"

"It has nothing to do with right or wrong," Kita Ikki explained. "Other arguments express *their* views, rather than addressing the *Outline for National Reconstruction*. If you gentlemen insist on reading them, you might as well look at those comments. As long as they don't discuss whether the remaining grain is enough for the peasant households to eat after paying taxes, and as long as they don't discuss whether the daily minimum wage is enough for workers to buy three boxes of rice, then the discussion is not directed at the *Outline for National Reconstruction*..."

The train traveled on, and the originally boring journey became relaxed due to the heated discussion. This train departing from Tokyo stopped at the fourth station, and immediately many people in uniform boarded. As they began to walk through the carriage, the passengers felt great pressure and all stopped their discussions, quietly watching these uniformed men fiercely checking passengers one by one.

These people searched all the carriages once. The person they were looking for was not in the carriage, but there was someone in the toilet. The men in uniform surrounded the toilet and began to bang on the door. A moment later, the person inside opened the door. In the narrow toilet that could only accommodate one person, there was only Mr. Iguchi in his suit. Seeing that Mr. Iguchi was not the Kita Ikki they were looking for, the uniformed group dragged him out, carefully searched the toilet, and then checked the window. They found no signs that anyone had escaped from there.

The captain in charge of the arrest determined that Kita Ikki was not on the train, so he took out an enlarged photo for the people on the train to identify. "Has anyone seen this person?"

Mr. Iguchi looked at the photo and couldn't help but widen his eyes. The uniformed group immediately asked in a stern tone, "You've seen him?"

Under such intimidation, Mr. Iguchi couldn't help but swallow a mouthful of saliva and answered, "Isn't this Mr. Kono?"

Hearing this, the uniformed group hurriedly asked, "Where is he?"

"He already got off at the previous station," Mr. Iguchi answered.

The uniformed group hurriedly questioned the other passengers and received the same answer. Hearing this, the leading captain punched the train seat hatefully. "He actually got away! Send a telegram to the previous station immediately, tell them to search and arrest!"

Mr. Iguchi and other passengers who had an impression of Kita Ikki were immediately taken off the train and experienced a very terrible day in the security room of the train station. While being interrogated, Mr. Iguchi and the other unlucky passengers learned that this 'Mr. Kono' was Kita Ikki, and 'Kono' was the alias he used during his escape.

Middle-income Japanese all had their own social circles. Within less than a day, these arrested passengers were all released. If the arrested had been poor, they would inevitably have undergone more interrogation. From the perspective of deterrence by powerful institutions, releasing captured people immediately was a very inadvisable choice.

Mr. Iguchi returned home, first thanked his father-in-law who had rescued him, and then comforted his wife and children. When he was finally able to reflect on the matter alone, he found that he was actually interested in the remarks of Kita Ikki, who had caused this fright. This did not mean there was no resentment, but Kita Ikki's clear and penetrating explanation made Mr. Iguchi feel that the door to his own thinking had been opened.

There were newspapers at home, so Mr. Iguchi turned on the electric light and began to flip through them. During this time, his wife urged Mr. Iguchi to rest several times, but the answer she got was, "You sleep first, I'll read a while longer."

It was late at night when Mr. Iguchi returned to the bedroom, incredibly exhausted. It was already two in the morning, and his wife was sound asleep. Mr. Iguchi lay in bed, wanting to sleep but unable to. What Kita Ikki said turned out to be true; the newspapers that genuinely introduced the *Outline for National Reconstruction* were all talking about the construction of rural and urban Japan.

As long as the news was not centered on these two things, most of it was just muddying the waters. It could be seen that many right-wing newspapers were deliberately distorting the original intention of the *Outline for National Reconstruction*.

What surprised Mr. Iguchi even more was that he only now discovered that the *Outline for National Reconstruction* was actually modeled on the domestic revolutionary policies of Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China, and based on China's policy practices. In this regard, the newspapers supporting the *Outline for National Reconstruction* made no attempt to hide it, clearly explaining this point to the readers with a distinct banner.

Learning from China? Mr. Iguchi was very surprised. But at some point, Mr. Iguchi had fallen asleep. Attempting to understand knowledge concerning Japan's future had greatly consumed Mr. Iguchi's brainpower, so much so that he was actually very tired.

For the next few days, Mr. Iguchi kept wanting to see updated evaluations in the newspapers. However, overnight, all content regarding the *Outline for National Reconstruction* disappeared. The newspapers didn't even recount the progress of the Sino-British War anymore. All content was about what projects the Japanese government had continued to start, what activities the upper class had attended, as well as various anecdotes and domestic trivialities.

If one only looked at the newspapers, one would feel that Japan at this time was in a state of relaxation and peace. However, as soon as one went out on the street, there was a clearly increased number of uniformed patrols, and various suspicious-looking fellows wandering the streets. From time to time, people were questioned.

A few days later, Mr. Iguchi saw his younger brother rushing over early in the morning. "Brother, I received a notice to return to the unit immediately."

"Is there going to be a war?" Mr. Iguchi asked uneasily. He saw his brother shake his head. "It just said that all leave for the troops is cancelled."

In the days after his brother returned to the unit, Mr. Iguchi felt even more uneasy. As if verifying this unease, Mr. Iguchi's father-in-law suddenly arrived at Mr. Iguchi's home. "Ichirō, can you pass a message to your brother and ask him to help ask what exactly happened to your uncle?"

This uncle was not Mr. Iguchi's own uncle, but his wife's uncle. Hearing that it wasn't his own family in trouble, Mr. Iguchi's tense mood improved slightly. Inviting his father-in-law to sit, Iguchi then asked what had happened.

It turned out that after the soldiers returned to their units recently, the Kenpeitai in the units suddenly began arresting people. The reason for the arrests made Mr. Iguchi's father-in-law extremely afraid: 'Purging personnel who endanger the state!'
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The cargo hold of the freighter was only half-filled with goods, giving Kita Ikki plenty of space to rest. It was pitch black inside, but after staying there for a long time, his eyes gradually adjusted enough to vaguely make out his surroundings.

There was no distinction between day and night, only the sound of the roaring engine. Kita Ikki was initially irritable, but at some point, he gradually fell into a state of numbness. It wasn't until the roar of the engine gradually weakened and then stopped that Kita Ikki suddenly felt energized. Soon, the hatch to the hold was opened. Even though the opening was small, Kita Ikki felt as if the hold was as bright as day.

Footsteps approached, and several people climbed down. The leader called out, "Mr. Kita, please come out. We have arrived in Shanghai."

This was the voice of the revolutionary friend who had helped Kita Ikki escape from Japan. Kita Ikki had only brought a few rice balls and a flask of water when he entered the hold, and they were long finished. He tried to stand up, but his legs couldn't fully support his weight. He had to hold onto the wooden crates protecting the cargo to pull himself up.

Among the people who came down, besides the friend who helped Kita Ikki, the rest were wearing Chinese Customs uniforms. The Chinese customs personnel brought in a wooden crate and asked Kita Ikki to lie inside, then closed the lid. Inside the box, Kita Ikki felt as if he had entered a coffin. Moreover, the pallbearers were not particularly skilled, and the box heaved up and down quite violently. Kita Ikki could only brace himself with his hands and feet to prevent being tossed around inside.

Ten minutes later, the box was opened. After being pulled out, Kita Ikki found himself in an office of the Customs House at the wharf. The Chinese personnel who welcomed Kita Ikki claimed to be local cadres, but judging from their sharp gazes and strong, muscular arms, these two were likely intelligence officers.

The two asked Kita Ikki about the current situation in Japan. Kita Ikki did not answer, but instead asked what the ship was doing at the dock. The situation of this ship surprised Kita Ikki. Although there were more and more pro-China factions in Japan, it was impossible for this ship to dock in Shanghai port specifically for him.

"They are here to restock," the Chinese official replied.

Kita Ikki was stunned. Restock? This was a merchant ship transporting goods to the Sino-British frontline; how could it come to China to restock? Was there some mistake? The Chinese official did not hide anything and gave Kita Ikki a brief explanation. As he listened, Kita Ikki was dumbfounded.

The Sino-British War had affected Sino-British trade, but it had not cut it off. It merely shifted those trades that were still profitable from open channels to the underground. Medical supplies, canned food, and other military materials were loaded onto ships in Shanghai, China, and transported to Burma to supply the Anglo-Japanese allied forces fighting against the Chinese army.

If it were three years ago, Kita Ikki would have thought this was nonsense. Someone in the Republic of China government was betraying the country for their own benefit. However, over the past three years, Kita Ikki had seen with his own eyes how Japanese industrial enterprises continued to shrink due to a lack of orders.

In 1923, Japanese industrial enterprises without orders initially began to lay off workers. By 1924, small factories began to go bankrupt in large numbers. Workers who still had jobs not only faced competition from unemployed workers but also had to compete for positions with bankrupt small factory owners and skilled workers. Wages became lower and lower, while the requirements of the factories that were still operating became higher and higher.

Entering 1925, even medium-sized enterprises could not withstand the brutal competition under the lack of orders and began to close down in large numbers. More workers lost their jobs; some had to return to the countryside, while others became the destitute class in the cities.

After the start of the Sino-British War, there was a moment of excitement within Japan, believing that prosperity was coming back. But after a few months of happiness, factories found that orders did not fly in like snowflakes as they did during the European War. Although there were some orders, they were only enough to wet one's lips. The small quantity of orders was also carved up clean by enterprises controlled by the Japanese privileged class.

The assets controlled by the powerful finally caught their breath and temporarily avoided the crisis of bankruptcy. The hard-hit Japanese private enterprises continued to go bankrupt, making the economy even worse. So much so that in order to survive, Japanese enterprises were very seriously considering how to export goods to China through smuggling.

Looking at it now, smuggling channels did exist, and they were still controlled by the powerful. From Kita Ikki's personal experience, the Japanese powerful class transshipped Chinese goods to earn profits, and did not even leave this opportunity to Japanese enterprises. Traitors! Those powerful people were the real traitors!

Seeing that Kita Ikki was quite emotional, the Chinese cadres did not ask any more questions, but just asked Kita Ikki to rest first. The two young cadres, who looked to be under twenty, rode two bicycles to take Kita Ikki to his residence. Leaving the port, the cityscape of Shanghai appeared before them.

Shanghai was a city Kita Ikki was very familiar with. In this city, he had planned many actions together with the once-famous Chinese southern revolutionaries. He had also thought hard about the program for the revolution. Now returning to this largest commercial city in the Far East opened to the outside world, Kita Ikki's former revolutionary companions were nowhere to be found. He Rui's government had completely mastered all cities in China. The current Shanghai, like Beiping, the ruling center of the former Beiyang government, was just a relatively important city in China, nothing more.

Compared with ten years ago, Shanghai had undergone great changes. The roads were wider, and there were more new buildings. The two were combined well to form another appearance. From intelligence coming from China, China had started urban planning. The current appearance of Shanghai was the result of planning.

The small factories that used to be seen everywhere were gone. The young cadre told Kita Ikki that the factories had not disappeared but were arranged in industrial zones. The residential areas composed of pigeonhole-like rooms iconic to Shanghai had also disappeared, replaced by seven-story buildings in their original locations.

The city center had been planned as a commercial and office district. The "Ten-Mile Foreign Concession" had undergone a comprehensive demolition and relocation. The number of foreigners on the streets had not decreased, but rather increased. Kita Ikki thought these people should be legal experts from various countries. When he passed some buildings under construction, he saw some foreigners wearing hard hats discussing blueprints with Chinese people. Judging by their appearance, they should be architects. So foreigners were not just legal experts.

Kita Ikki did not know that He Rui personally had no affection for the buildings left in China from the era of foreign colonization. He decided to tear them down completely without preserving any traces. But the New China hiring foreign designers for architectural design was another matter. If Chinese designers were not as good as foreign designers and let others earn the money, that was the foreign designers' capability. Normal commercial activities based on capability had nothing to do with national dignity. Only by acknowledging the gap could one catch up in large strides.

Watching a new Shanghai slowly breaking free from the shell of the old Shanghai, Kita Ikki's confidence in China increased a bit more. He felt even more emotional about Japan's self-degradation. Regarding the He Rui government's view on the economy, the government's job was to cultivate and provide markets for the country, regardless of whether this market was domestic or foreign. Even if Japan still held a comprehensive advantage in the industrial field, scientific education, and the level of national education, the He Rui government had gained a huge advantage over Japan just by protecting and developing the Chinese domestic market.

Such a China was the China that Japanese revolutionaries looked forward to. Only a powerful China had the ability to liberate Japan and defend Asia.

The three stopped in front of a building. After getting off the bicycle, Kita Ikki found that this was an ordinary hotel, not an office of China's powerful departments. The government personnel left a bicycle for Kita Ikki and taught him with extra seriousness how to use the thick safety lock. The two cadres were a bit embarrassed and also told Kita Ikki quite indignantly that with the popularization of bicycles in China, the number of thieves stealing bicycles had increased greatly. He needed to be careful.

Kita Ikki did not look down on the current government because of this trivial matter. He had seen more tragic and evil things in China, and compared to stealing bicycles, this counted as absolutely nothing. in earlier times, stealing a car was not considered a heinous crime in Shanghai.

"Comrades, may I ask if the Green Gang is still in Shanghai?" Kita Ikki asked.

The two young government personnel were stunned for a moment before replying, "Mr. Kita has old acquaintances in the Green Gang?"

Kita Ikki pondered for a moment before replying, "...Yes."

"Mr. Kita, the leaders of the Green Gang have either been arrested or have fled. If you want to see them, we can help you contact the prisons in Shanghai."

"...They are in prison..." Kita Ikki muttered. He then said to the two young cadres, "Thank you both. I will go rest now."

The two young cadres stopped Kita Ikki and first gave him a stack of banknotes, all small denominations, adding up to fifty yuan. Even in a high-income area like Shanghai, this was three months' wages for an ordinary worker. After Kita Ikki signed the receipt, the two young cadres took their leave.

Lying on the bed in the hotel, Kita Ikki found that he could move freely at this time. It could be seen that the Chinese government was not worried that Kita Ikki would do something in private, but gave him full freedom. Compared with the Japanese government's current comprehensive control, Kita Ikki once again felt the confidence of the He Rui government.

Kita Ikki decided to visit Professor Hira Toyomori first tomorrow. Judging from the current situation, it would be best for Professor Hira Toyomori not to return to Japan. Japan's Domestic Construction Outline was based on Professor Hira Toyomori's research results. Since the Japanese upper echelon already regarded this kind of domestic reform as a threat, once Professor Hira Toyomori returned to Japan, he would likely fall victim to the Japanese government.
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Dawn broke. A famished Kita Ikki went outside the hotel to find something to eat. In his memory, there used to be several breakfast stalls nearby. Now, quite a few dilapidated houses in this area had been demolished, and he wondered if the stalls were still there.

Following his memory, he walked for a while and saw from a distance that the first floors of the residential buildings along the street were all storefronts, and several breakfast shops were already open for business. The sign above one of them read "Zhou's Pan-Fried Buns". Just looking at the name, it was the shop from Kita Ikki's memories. He walked quickly to the entrance and saw that the tables inside and the folding tables set up on the sidewalk along the street were filled with men and women. They were dressed differently—clerks, workers, laborers—but everyone sat around the tables, with golden pan-fried buns and savory tofu pudding in the plates before them. This was exactly the breakfast from Zhou's Pan-Fried Buns that Kita Ikki remembered.

Walking inside, he saw a familiar face. The owner's hair was already graying, and he was shoveling freshly made pan-fried buns out of the pan. Through the aroma wafting from the buns, Kita Ikki could still recognize him as the same owner. The owner clearly didn't remember Kita Ikki, but he asked warmly in Shanghainese, "Guest, what would you like to eat?"

Kita Ikki could tell that the owner had long forgotten him. Seeing so many people around, Kita Ikki didn't strike up a conversation. Before long, carrying a plate of pan-fried buns and a bowl of soy milk, he found an empty seat and sat down next to three young men. The young men were carrying schoolbags and looked like students. Two of them were eating and chatting about going to the court today to participate in the case where the former British Concession was trying to reclaim "Concession property".

It was audible that the two young men were somewhat resigned. They naturally didn't want to work on a case for the former British Concession authorities, but the case had been assigned to their team, so they had no choice.

Kita Ikki's Chinese was good, and his familiarity with the Jiangnan accent far exceeded that of Northern Chinese. Listening to the young men's complaints, Kita Ikki felt quite happy. Just then, the other young man, who had been burying his head in his food, finished all his pan-fried buns and savory tofu pudding. He asked the server for a napkin, wiped his mouth and hands, and sighed, "You guys should be content. I still have to busy myself with the bidding for the hangman's noose. What kind of lousy job is this!"

Hearing this, Kita Ikki really couldn't hold back and asked, "Young brothers, is the noose you mentioned for the International Tribunal?"

The three young men saw that Kita Ikki spoke and acted like a scholar, so they didn't refuse to answer. The other two had also finished their meal, and the three stood up to leave. Kita Ikki watched their retreating figures without anger. It appeared the three likely worked at the court. If they were Japanese, they would likely have sternly rebuked Kita Ikki for his rudeness. Although they were also officials, the young officials here in China were much more amiable.

After finishing his meal, Kita Ikki followed the address and rode a bicycle straight to the "Asian International Tribunal Compensation Committee". Along the way, on the roads that seemed unreasonably wide, bicycles came and went. Everyone looked like they were in a hurry, rushing to work. The streets of Shanghai used to be lively too, and it wasn't necessarily much livelier now. But in the past, there were many people soliciting customers on the streets, and many people sitting by the roadside waiting for work opportunities. Such people were almost invisible in Shanghai now; everyone seemed to have a clear goal, moving forward one by one without any hesitation.

The Compensation Committee was in a standalone building. The parking lot in the open space at the entrance was densely packed with bicycles, numbering at least several hundred. Just looking at this, one could sense how many people were busy inside the building.

He handed the introduction letter he had received yesterday to the guard at the building entrance. Before long, following behind the guard, Kita Ikki stopped at the door of an office on the third floor. The office door was open. Professor Taira Toyomori turned his head, saw Kita Ikki, stood up, and came out to welcome him. The guard confirmed Kita Ikki's identity with Professor Taira and then withdrew.

Walking into the office filled with bookshelves and various documents, Kita Ikki sighed, "Mr. Taira, the security here is very tight. That's great. If you return to Japan, I'm afraid you will encounter danger."

Taira Toyomori closed the door and sighed, "Tokyo University has sent a letter urging me to return. I have decided to go back."

Kita Ikki was stunned and immediately advised, "Mr. Taira, it would be better if you didn't go back."

"Some friends are also worried about my safety. But after thinking it over, I still feel I must go back. Given the current situation in Japan, if I don't return, the *Outline for Domestic Market Construction* will be completely negated. I must go back."

Kita Ikki wanted to persuade him further, but Taira Toyomori waved his hand. "Kita-kun, in the past, when Lord Yoshida faced the Shogunate's interrogation, he calmly recounted his lifelong plans. If I stay in China today to seek refuge, wouldn't it make people look down on the philosophy of building a future Japan?"

Taira Toyomori's voice was very calm and composed, but Kita Ikki felt a rush of heat go straight from his chest to his forehead. He exclaimed in shock, "Mr. Taira, are you going to martyr yourself for the Way?"

Taira Toyomori smiled. "Kita-kun, do not underestimate the government. With Lord Yoshida's example before them, I'm afraid they don't have that kind of courage."

Kita Ikki was agitated and did not agree with Taira Toyomori's view. The "Lord Yoshida" Professor Taira spoke of was Yoshida Shōin. This man opened a private school to teach, and students like Kusaka Genzui, Takasugi Shinsaku, Kido Takayoshi, Itō Shunsuke (Hirobumi), Yamagata Kyōsuke (Aritomo), Inoue Kaoru, and Maebara Issei were all his disciples.

After Yoshida was killed, his disciples Kido Takayoshi, Itō Hirobumi, Takasugi Shinsaku, Yamagata Aritomo, and others completely despaired of the Shogunate and embarked on the path of armed overthrow of the Shogunate, finally toppling it. Kita Ikki knew this old history, so he was extremely worried about Professor Taira's safety.

Just then, Professor Taira asked, "Kita-kun, what are your thoughts on coming to China this time?"

"Mr. Taira, I was forced to flee to China this time." Kita Ikki then told Taira Toyomori about the Japanese government beginning to implement controls. Kita Ikki had received news in a hurry and managed to escape. He wasn't very clear on exactly how many people the Japanese government had arrested. He could only tell Taira Toyomori some things he had heard through the grapevine.

Taira Toyomori didn't interrupt, just listened quietly, his gaze gradually becoming deep and profound. When Kita Ikki finished speaking, Taira Toyomori asked, "Since you have come, Kita-kun, is there anyone you want to see?"

"This subordinate wishes to seek an audience with Chairman He, to request his help for the Japanese revolution. We have reached a critical juncture. I believe that with Chairman He's magnanimity, he certainly won't take advantage of the situation to do anything untoward. As long as the Japanese revolution succeeds and China and Japan advance together, Asia will be saved!"

Hearing Kita Ikki finish, Taira Toyomori picked up a pen and dashed off a letter with a few sentences. Switching to new stationery, Taira Toyomori began writing again. This time the writing speed was much slower, with many pauses for contemplation. Finally finished, Taira Toyomori put the two letters into separate envelopes and handed them to Kita Ikki.

"Kita-kun, this one is a letter of recommendation. With this letter, given my relationship with He-kun, he should meet you. As for the other one, give it to him on my behalf after you meet He-kun." With that, Taira Toyomori stood up. "Kita-kun, I have a meeting today, so I won't host you any longer. As for the liaison, I will make arrangements. I will also send a telegram to He-kun to inform him of this matter."

Kita Ikki wanted to say more, but Taira Toyomori had already gone out the door. Helpless, Kita Ikki could only leave first.

That afternoon, He Rui's office delivered Taira Toyomori's telegram to He Rui's hand. After reading it, He Rui couldn't help but sigh. The secretary rarely saw He Rui with such an expression and said, "Chairman, the report from Shanghai says that President Taira has already booked a flight to the Northeast for tomorrow. If you want President Taira to stay, we can arrange it."

"...No need. Everyone has their own aspirations. Since Professor Taira has the spirit of Yoshida Shōin, stopping him would only make Professor Taira feel that I underestimated him." After speaking, He Rui sighed again.

"Chairman, who is Yoshida Shōin?" The secretary was very puzzled.

He Rui couldn't help but smile bitterly. More than sixty years had passed; in Japan, actually only those who understood the Bakumatsu era very well remembered Yoshida Shōin's name. He then recounted the names of Yoshida Shōin's disciples to the secretary. Hearing these illustrious figures of the Meiji era, the secretary was even more puzzled. "Why does Yoshida Shōin have no reputation?"

"He was killed more than sixty years ago," He Rui sighed, and then told the secretary about how Yoshida Shōin was killed.

The Shogunate had arrested Yoshida twice. The second arrest was because they believed there must be some connection between Yoshida Shōin and the *Sonnō Jōi* (Revere the Emperor, Expel the Barbarians) faction members like Yanagawa Seigan and Umeda Unpin, and that an anonymous letter thrown into the Imperial Palace looked like Shōin's handwriting.

Yoshida Shōin replied that Umeda had always been cunning and had nothing to do with him; moreover, his own character was open and aboveboard, he did not engage in conspiracies, and he had his own plans. He then revealed his activities for the country and people since the American ships came to Japan in the 6th year of Kaei, as well as his plan to assassinate the Elder Manabe Akikatsu.

The Shogunate was shocked and threw Shōin into the Tenmachō Prison. Later, the Edo Magistrate conducted a second interrogation, and the Tairō Ii Naosuke personally changed the sentence of exile determined by the Edo Magistrate to a death sentence. The death penalty was announced on the morning of October 27, 1859, and he was beheaded at the Kozukappa Execution Grounds at 10 a.m. that day. He was thirty years old.

The secretary was stunned. He hadn't expected Yoshida Shōin to be so spirited, and he understood why He Rui was sighing repeatedly. Taira Toyomori had been He Rui's academic partner more than a decade ago, and they had written the book *Introduction to Geopolitics* together. Afterwards, the two had corresponded frequently, continuing their academic exchange. The current Taira Toyomori was Japan's premier scholar of law and geopolitics. For such a great scholar to return to his country at this time, he must have had the resolve to be imprisoned or even killed.

Just as the secretary was judging whether the control measures adopted by the Japanese government would lead to Taira Toyomori's imprisonment, he heard He Rui say, "Since Professor Taira recommended Kita Ikki to see me, I don't want to disappoint Professor Taira. Let Kita Ikki come to the capital."

The secretary asked, "The comrades in Shanghai want Kita Ikki to stay in Shanghai a while longer, to let him see the changes in Shanghai."

"No need. Professor Taira has already done a great deal of propaganda for China. Whether Kita Ikki sees it with his own eyes or not makes little difference. Moreover, Kita Ikki's current mood is the mood of many Japanese revolutionary aspirants. I also want to see to what extent the sentiment within Japan has reached."

The secretary left with his orders, and He Rui picked up the latest report to read. It was a consumption analysis based on bookkeeping tables from hundreds of rural Supply and Marketing Cooperatives. In 1925, consumption in Supply and Marketing Cooperatives everywhere was quite good. Aside from sufficient consumption of salt, farm tools, and needlework items, consumption of commodities like cotton cloth and rubber-soled shoes was quite active.

By 1926, this consumption suddenly dropped. But occurring simultaneously with the decrease in consumption was an explosion in the number of farmers buying bicycles on installment plans.

Based on an analysis of Chinese rural purchasing power in 1925, if an ordinary rural family was relatively frugal and saved money for a year, they could barely afford a bicycle. The installment plan was for three years, grasping the needs of rural families very precisely.

According to the assessment by the Ministry of Industry and the Ministry of Civil Affairs, bicycle sales in China in 1926 could potentially reach 10 million units. By February 1926, 8.37 million units had already been sold. For any plan, once the fluctuation range exceeds 20%, the plan can be considered a failure. Not to mention a fluctuation exceeding 65%, so much so that the Ministry of Industry and the Ministry of Civil Affairs no longer dared to make assessments.

Fortunately, installment plans required an application first, and production was organized only after orders arrived, so it didn't catch the Ministry of Industry off guard. Currently, the various types of bicycle orders submitted by counties had already exceeded 3 million units.

The current economic policy was to develop the domestic market, and the thirty-plus bicycle factories distributed across the country were producing for their lives. Although there would be some shortages, there wouldn't be too large a demand gap.

After reading the report, He Rui called Wu Youping. "Youping, how are preparations going for the bidding meeting to allow domestic capital to invest in the bicycle industry?"

Wu Youping's voice sounded very unhappy on the phone. "Chairman, I just scolded the person in charge of the Northeast General Factory. I asked them to set standards, and they surprisingly still haven't produced them."

"You also scold people? Haha!" He Rui was amused.

Wu Youping immediately replied, "I told them, bring out however much you've done. If they can't produce it in two weeks, bring their heads to see me!"

He Rui couldn't say much more to that, so he changed the subject. "I saw that matter regarding the hangman's noose. What do you think?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping hesitated for a moment. "Chairman, I haven't heard about it yet. Let me ask first. I'll call you this afternoon."

Putting down He Rui's phone, Wu Youping immediately called his secretary. "What's this about the noose?"

"The noose... Some of the trial results are out now. Many criminals from the the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC) have been sentenced to death. Some legal experts proposed adopting the death penalty customs of the countries the condemned belong to. It's best to execute those from the ANZAC sentenced to death by hanging. Then some British media criticized our hanging as inhumane, saying British hanging standards are higher. Newspapers also got involved, actually getting into a shouting match, saying China doesn't have the capability to produce high-quality nooses."

...Wu Youping didn't know what to say for a moment. Did executing these sadistic murderers require a high-grade noose? A sturdy hemp rope would suffice! Did they expect to use white silk to hang this bunch of criminals? That was the level of a bestowed suicide; the ANZAC criminals really didn't deserve it.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping wanted to call He Rui. But before his hand touched the phone, Wu Youping withdrew his palm. "Are there any production areas for high-quality rope in the country recently?"

The secretary immediately replied, "Premier, there actually are. Two years ago, when the Chairman laid out the domestic industrial circles, he suggested planting sisal in some drier areas of Guangxi. The period from planting to harvest for sisal is two years, and the harvest is just starting recently. The Ministry of Agriculture, Ministry of Industry, and Ministry of Commerce produced a joint report, wanting to sell the white brown rope made from sisal fiber, a subtropical and tropical specialty, to the Soviet Union. And they invited Soviet comrades to conduct tests with us on the effectiveness of using white brown rope in high-latitude cold zones."

Wu Youping felt he understood at this moment why He Rui had mentioned the noose. He Rui's line of thinking on economic development could be described as "very thorough"; as long as there was a gimmick for publicity, he would utilize it. Wu Youping immediately picked up the phone. When the other party connected, Wu Youping asked, "Minister Mo, do you have time to come to my place?"
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Morrison was Australian. When speaking of trying the ANZAC troops, he remained composed, a self-possession that Wu Youping greatly admired. Hearing Wu Youping mention adding a bit of "propaganda" to the media war, Morrison even appreciated the view.

Also attending the meeting was Director Lu from the Ministry of Agriculture, who was responsible for special economic crops. Director Lu was in charge of special economic crops in the southwest region. Hearing that they were to publicize Guangxi's "white-brown rope" (sisal rope), his face was full of joy.

As soon as Morrison finished speaking, Director Lu immediately began to introduce the matter, "The Chairman understands economic crops so well..."

"Don't speak carelessly!" Wu Youping unceremoniously interrupted Director Lu.

Director Lu was stunned, not understanding Wu Youping's meaning. Many arrangements for special economic crops were indeed arranged by He Rui, and the feedback was all good news. Just as Director Lu was at a loss, Wu Youping said seriously: "Do not attribute everything to Chairman He. Planting sisal was the Central Government's arrangement, hard-worked, researched, and completed by local comrades. If it is grown well, you pin it on Chairman He. Then if it is not grown well, who should be held responsible? Director Lu, science is science!"

Being lectured by Wu Youping like this, Director Lu was naturally unconvinced. But Director Lu had to admit that Wu Youping's attitude was more reasonable. At this time, Morrison smoothed things over, "How is the promotion in Guangxi going?"

Director Lu calmed himself as quickly as possible before saying with low spirits: "We started large-scale trial planting in the south in '23. After '24, as we entered the southwest, we began planting in some barren areas of Guangxi. In addition to planting, research institutes were also established. Comparatively, the sisal planted in Guangxi grows very well. Sisal is a plant that tolerates poor soil. Although it needs a lot of rain, it does not tolerate waterlogging. Many barren areas in Guangxi fit these conditions exactly. Besides Guangxi, we have also started promoting planting in areas of Myanmar with similar geographical environments. Those areas were sparsely populated to begin with, so the difficulty of implementation is very small."

Hearing this, an image of Zhong Yifu looking a bit smug involuntarily appeared in Wu Youping's mind. Among the generals capable of commanding a war zone, Xu Chengfeng was steady, Zheng Silang was fierce, Hu Xiushan was detailed, Cheng Ruofan was clever, and Zhong Yifu was a comprehensive type, quite well-rounded.

Promoting sisal in Myanmar, Zhong Yifu was obviously preparing for the future. And doing so was not without reason; war requires vast amounts of materials. If materials could be sourced locally, it would indeed greatly alleviate pressure on the front lines. While sourcing locally, it could also drive the economy. But Wu Youping felt that Zhong Yifu had other ideas, only Wu Youping did not want to puncture them right now.

Asking the Ministry of Agriculture to make an assessment report on the prospects of developing the sisal industry in the barren areas of Guangxi, Wu Youping asked Morrison, "Minister Morrison, do you think this matter is good for propaganda?"

Morrison was very confident, "Our Ministry of Commerce does not lack such people. Even if we don't have anyone good at propaganda, we can hire a team from Jiangnan. We will publicize the white-brown rope."

Wu Youping himself could not figure out how such propaganda should be conducted. Chinese people were very taboo about murder weapons. If white-brown rope was linked to nooses, even if they were high-grade nooses, presumably people would feel uncomfortable when seeing white-brown rope, right?

However, there are specializations in every field. Since Morrison thought there was no problem, Wu Youping could only let Morrison do it. After the meeting ended, Wu Youping felt uncomfortable no matter how he thought about it, so he simply ordered his secretary to send a telegram to Zhong Yifu, 'Commander Zhong, you have quite the style of Zhuge Kongming leaving Qishan.'

When Zhong Yifu received the telegram, he was holding a meeting with the logistics department. The front line had been temporarily stable for two or three months. This gave the Burma Theater ample time to build roads in Myanmar.

"Now, the two highways leading from the country to Myanmar have been completed. The road entering the Assam region from Myanmar has been completed and is now being widened."

"The work of recruiting laborers is proceeding quite well. The Myanmar masses are truly docile. We ensure that we execute according to the set wages and workload. Up to now, the Myanmar masses have not broken out in conflict with us."

...

When Zhong Yifu was engaging in revolution in Myanmar, he had absolutely no feeling of being bound hand and foot. Road building was a very important revolutionary method.

At this time, a communicator delivered a telegram to Zhong Yifu. Seeing that the telegram actually just wrote, 'You have quite the style of Zhuge Kongming leaving Qishan', Zhong Yifu was stunned, unable to figure out what Wu Youping wanted to say.

At this time, the logistics department had finished reporting their work. The comrades looked at Zhong Yifu, waiting for Zhong Yifu to give instructions. Zhong Yifu thought for a moment and asked: "Are the expenses within the budget?"

The comrades from the logistics department immediately answered: "All are within the budget."

Zhong Yifu was just preparing to dismiss the meeting when he looked down and saw the telegram in his hand, so he asked: "Who in the troops understands the *Three Kingdoms* relatively well?"

The comrades looked at each other. Everyone knew a bit about the stories of the *Three Kingdoms* more or less. But no one dared to say they truly understood *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*. After thinking for a while, someone said: "Division Commander Yu Cen seems to understand the *Three Kingdoms* quite well."

"Right, I've seen him carrying a copy of *Romance of the Three Kingdoms* to read on ordinary days."

"Ask Division Commander Yu to come to me," Zhong Yifu ordered.

The division commanded by Yu Cen had participated in two battles attacking the West Bengal region. Although losses were not large, the physical exhaustion was great. At this time, he and other troops who had participated in fierce battles returned to Kunming for rest and reorganization. Receiving the order, he immediately rushed to Zhong Yifu's office. Upon seeing Zhong Yifu, he raised his hand in salute, "Commander, Yu Cen reports for duty."

"Division Commander Yu, I have read your report. In your report, you believe that if we attack the West Bengal region next time, it would be best to be able to detour through Nepal. I wonder why you consider this?"

Yu Cen felt a joy in his heart. It turned out his report had actually been seen by Zhong Yifu, so he answered decisively: "Commander, Nepal is already controlled by Britain, but that country has always wanted to break free from its controlled status. Now Britain has constructed very strong field fortifications upon entering the West Bengal region. We can go through Nepal, circle to the rear of the British army, and launch an attack."

"We can send light infantry through Nepal, but the British positions are full of heavy firepower. Do you want light infantry to assault the British army's fortified positions?"

"I believe our targets should be the British army's communication lines and the Zamindar tax system. According to interrogation intelligence sent by General Wu Peifu from the prisoner of war camp, the local Indians hate the Zamindars extremely. Especially the low-caste Indian commoners. In our previous two advances into the West Bengal region, when we destroyed these tax systems, the local commoners did not participate in any actions opposing us at all. Moreover, when the captured Indian soldiers heard this, the soldiers who were not of high-caste origin were all very happy."

The Zamindar was a 'tax farmer' system constructed by the British in India. The work of the tax farmer was to complete the tax quota assigned by the British. As long as this quota was completed, the British rulers did not care what the tax farmers did. The report Zhong Yifu saw stated that these Zamindars had already begun to collect water taxes, to the extent that it incited great hatred among the Indian people.

Seeing Yu Cen analyze so clearly, Zhong Yifu felt that Yu Cen fit the needs of operations against Britain right now very well. He Rui repeatedly emphasized that if China wanted to end the Sino-British war, China could not truly invade India. India was the foundation sustaining the British Empire. If China wanted to shake Britain's foundation, Britain could only fight China to the death.

But if they didn't hit Britain until it hurt, Britain would not choose to compromise. How to hit Britain until it hurt without causing misunderstanding—this measure was very hard to master. Yu Cen undoubtedly understood how to master the measure.

"Since this is the case, have you made more preparations?" Zhong Yifu asked.

Yu Cen immediately took out the plan prepared before coming to the headquarters and presented it to Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu scanned it quickly once but made no comment. He only said: "You go back first."

This lukewarm attitude made Yu Cen somewhat disappointed, and he could only take his leave. Just as he turned and took two steps, he heard Zhong Yifu ask: "Wait a moment."

Yu Cen felt his plan should have gained Zhong Yifu's approval, and hurriedly turned back around. He heard Zhong Yifu ask: "Division Commander Yu, what exactly did Zhuge Liang do when he left Qishan?"

"Seven Captures of Meng Huo," Yu Cen answered offhandedly. After speaking, he realized it was wrong. Zhong Yifu asked about leaving Qishan, not conquering the Southern Barbarians. So he hurriedly corrected: "Not the Seven Captures of Meng Huo. I was thinking about fighting in Myanmar and got sidetracked."

After speaking, Yu Cen thought again and said: "Losing Jieting, executing Ma Su, wooden oxen and flowing horses, *tuntian* (military farming), the Empty Fort Strategy, Shangfang Valley..."

"Wait. What is this about *tuntian*?" Zhong Yifu asked.

Yu Cen didn't know why Zhong Yifu was interested in *tuntian*, but explained seriously: "After Zhuge Liang left Qishan, transport of military grain was inconvenient, so he farmed locally (*tuntian*), agreeing on grain distribution with the commoners. Afterwards, Sima Yi attacked, and he scared off Sima Yi with the Empty Fort Strategy."

"Understood. You go back first," Zhong Yifu ordered.

When Yu Cen left, Zhong Yifu thought slightly and determined the meaning of Wu Youping's baffling telegram.

Fighting a war relies on materials, which is 'money and grain' in the agricultural stage terms. Myanmar abounds in high-grade timber like teak as well as rubies, while the Assam region abounds in tea. The Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of Agriculture naturally had views on this.

As long as the roads were connected, a very large amount of commodities could be transported to China through the Yunnan-Burma Road. Tea is a high-profit industry, which goes without saying. The departments responsible for the economy naturally had people come to bring word. When the logistics department reported to Zhong Yifu, Zhong Yifu expressed 'I don't want to hear it' at the time. Immediately after, he told the comrades of the logistics department, "We only care about whether the budget is exceeded."

Economic work was originally Wu Youping's responsibility, and Wu Youping should know these things. Then the meaning of this sentence was quite worth pondering. Zhong Yifu had never personally expressed that he had no intention of using Myanmar as a bargaining chip and returning it to Britain after the war.

This was not only because China paid too much for Myanmar, but also because after inspecting Myanmar, Zhong Yifu discovered that Yunnan Province, which bordered Myanmar, belonged to the impoverished provinces in China. Compared to Yunnan, Myanmar was even poorer. If Myanmar was returned to Britain, it would be equal to personally sending the Myanmar people back into a fiery pit. Zhong Yifu could accept not occupying India. Because up to now, the National Defense Force had not established a new government in India. But the Upper Myanmar region and Assam region had already established new administrative authorities. Unless these people were brought back to China, once the National Defense Force withdrew, the Myanmar local revolutionaries who joined the administrative authorities would be massacred by the British.

Wu Youping's telegram was likely a measured reminder to Zhong Yifu. Even knowing this, Zhong Yifu was still unwilling to give up. To break faith and abandon righteousness, pushing revolutionaries into a fiery pit—Zhong Yifu could not accept himself doing such a thing.
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In the early morning at the end of June, the British Foreign Secretary approached the bathroom and drew the curtains. Today was a rare day of good weather; one could actually see the morning sun. The sunlight stung the Foreign Secretary's eyes, which had been sleepless for almost the entire night. He reached out to rub his eye sockets, his fingers touching puffy flesh. Under the stinging sensation, tears could not help but flow.

Flowing tears did not equate to sadness or grief. After washing his face with cold water, the discomfort in his slightly burning eye sockets began to disappear as the cold water cooled them down. The British Foreign Secretary walked to the lounge, leaned back in a chair, and lit a cigar. Amidst the fragrant scent of the cigar, his mind became sharper. But this clarity only allowed the Foreign Secretary to understand more clearly and acutely that Britain was helpless regarding the upcoming Sino-French compromise.

Even if helpless, one could not simply do nothing. After eating breakfast, the Foreign Secretary traveled by car in light rain to Whitehall. Whitehall was a street in the city of London, England. It connected the Houses of Parliament and Downing Street. Some British government agencies such as the Ministry of Defence, Foreign Office, Home Office, and Admiralty were located on this street and its vicinity. Thus, people used Whitehall as a metonym for the British administrative sector.

After drinking another cup of tea in the office, the French Ambassador arrived at the Foreign Office building by invitation. The matter carried considerable weight, so the Foreign Secretary cut straight to the chase, "I heard that the French government has already hired a professional team of French legal experts in China to file appeals with the special tribunal set up by China regarding the ownership of French assets in China."

The French Ambassador to the UK was not surprised by this question. Since the British Foreign Secretary wanted to confirm this matter, the French Ambassador stated frankly, "There is indeed such a thing." After speaking, the French Ambassador looked at the British Foreign Secretary's eye sockets, which had some dark circles, and asked in a slightly teasing tone: "I heard that quite a few people on the British side have similarly hired legal experts to file appeals, and among them are quite a few of our French scholars."

This was the truth. Among the European legal experts who went to China because of the Asian International Tribunal, France had the largest number, followed by Britain. However, British interests in China were much higher than France's, and the interests confiscated were greater. So much so that British personnel in China had no choice but to hire French legal experts.

Facing a former ally who had burned the Old Summer Palace together with them, the British Foreign Secretary probed, "Has France changed its attitude towards China?"

The French Ambassador answered immediately: "We have always upheld a friendly attitude towards China."

Hearing this, the British Foreign Secretary felt the French Ambassador was at least sincere, or at least not trying to hoodwink him. He could only attempt to ask: "I heard that His Excellency the French Prime Minister intends to visit China in the near future?"

"There is no such thing." The French Ambassador decisively denied the rumor.

This answer allowed the British Foreign Secretary to determine that France was dead set on establishing diplomatic relations with China. After the French Ambassador left, the British Foreign Secretary held a small meeting at the Foreign Office, requiring his subordinates to sound things out again and determine exactly how many European countries were making efforts to establish diplomatic relations with China.

The British Foreign Office was not idle. Department heads for Central and Southern European countries like Austria, Czechoslovakia, Germany, Italy, Serbia, and Romania immediately informed the Foreign Secretary that these countries had no economic disputes with China, and their foreign ministries were preparing to establish diplomatic relations with China.

The person responsible for South American diplomatic missions followed up, stating, "South American countries have already dispatched diplomatic personnel to China, especially after China fiercely criticized the degree of civilization of the United States."

Thinking of China's attacks on the United States, the Foreign Secretary felt slightly better in his heart. But considering that the total number of countries establishing relations with China would likely increase from the current three—the Soviet Union, Switzerland, and Hungary—to around twenty, the British Foreign Secretary felt extremely disappointed.

After the meeting ended, the Foreign Secretary had to seriously consider the issue of how to establish diplomatic relations with China. The thorniest issue right now was not a pile of small and weak nations establishing relations with China, but that Britain could not stop France from preparing to establish relations with China.

The treaties established in Europe were all acknowledgments of a certain reality. The Versailles System acknowledged the interests of Britain and France, the two largest colonial powers. Between Britain and France, France's main gains were colonial interests. Compared to the global system led by Britain, France's gains were much smaller.

Correspondingly, what France had to bear was also less than Britain. With the Sino-British war fought to this point, France's colonies had not been affected in any way. As long as the privileges in China that France lost during China's unification war were resolved, the contradictions between China and France would be defused. The news obtained by the British side was that the French Parliament cared about the investments of French merchants in China. Although there were indeed people among French politicians shouting 'we cannot abandon interests obtained through war', France did not have global order interests, so no one in the French Parliament proposed using warlike means to maintain interests in China seized through war.

Every country has hardliners. If even the hardliners do not oppose making peace, the government will naturally choose a policy of peace with a light burden. France was currently in such a state.

Because the Asian International Tribunal was in operation, France had a large number of legal experts in China. This group was hired by the French government to fight lawsuits with China. Once they completed the definition of French interests in China under China's diplomatic principles, the French government would proceed to establish diplomatic relations with China.

"Your Excellency, the Prime Minister asks you to come to his office." The secretary's voice rang out.

The Foreign Secretary was not displeased by the interruption of his train of thought; instead, because of this interruption, he made a decision: let things be if they cannot be solved. He stood up to go to the Prime Minister's office. Before he even went out the door, the secretary delivered a newspaper. The Foreign Secretary looked at it and continued walking out without saying a word.

Prime Minister Baldwin asked about other countries' views on the Sino-British war. The Foreign Secretary answered decisively: "The various countries have no intention of joining either side; they are all happy to see the current state of the war."

Baldwin was not surprised. If the belligerents were two other great powers, for instance, if the United States and France fought, Britain would also be happy to see this war continue to consume the national power of the United States and France. But the one in the war was Britain. Facing the schadenfreude of other countries, Baldwin naturally gave birth to an egoistic displeasure.

Just at this moment, Baldwin's secretary brought a newspaper. Seeing Prime Minister Baldwin's expression turn angry as he browsed the newspaper, the Foreign Secretary could only sigh in his heart. Prime Minister Baldwin slammed the newspaper on the table and asked: "Did you know about this news?"

"I believe this is a method by China attempting to provoke British public opinion," the Foreign Secretary answered. As for the subsequent judgment, the Foreign Secretary did not say it out loud.

Prime Minister Baldwin looked down again at the news headline on the newspaper: 'China Sincerely Hiring Senior European Hangmen'. Execution methods for the death penalty varied across countries; France used the guillotine, Britain used hanging. China used to use beheading, and later adopted firing squads. The purpose of this recruitment news was self-evident: the recruited hangman was to execute the ANZAC Corps. The emotions of the British public had originally calmed down a bit due to news of the war, but now they would be stimulated again. The war would continue to be fought.

The Foreign Secretary could provide no help for specific combat. Prime Minister Baldwin let the Foreign Secretary go first to handle some recent disputes with the United States in the South American region, and immediately summoned the Secretary of State for War.

The Secretary of State for War could understand the reaction of the British public after being provoked, but he was not displeased by this. He calmly gave Prime Minister Baldwin an answer: "This war cannot be fought."

"Why?" Prime Minister Baldwin was somewhat puzzled.

"Myanmar has begun to enter the rainy season. Our troops cannot possibly fight in heavy rain." The Secretary of State for War answered very crisply.

Hearing this explanation, the Prime Minister actually felt much more relaxed. But he still didn't dare to be too sure, asking in pursuit: "Is it possible for the Chinese army to launch a surprise attack?"

"Your Excellency, I cannot completely rule out this possibility. But analyzing from a military perspective, this choice is highly inadvisable."

Ending the talk, Prime Minister Baldwin sat in his armchair, sorting through the current situation once again. After nearly a year of war, China's stance was already very clear: to force Britain to accept China's diplomatic principles. Although Britain was furious at China's challenge, neither British public opinion nor the reaction of the British upper class had the impulse to perish together with China. It was already time to consider how to end this war.

If they didn't want to accept China's demands, they could only drag it out. But Britain maintained 700,000 troops of various kinds on the front line, consuming a large amount of money every day. This portion of money could completely be used to repay debts, rather than be used on a meaningless war.

Baldwin didn't mind so-called 'face' too much. The war had already been fought to this state; what face was left to talk about? Thinking of this, Baldwin asked his secretary to invite the Foreign Secretary over again. The conversation between the two this time was very frank. The Foreign Secretary emphasized again the possibility of France establishing diplomatic relations with China within the next half-year, and that in the coming months, many countries would establish diplomatic relations with China. After saying these things, the Foreign Secretary suggested: "Your Excellency, it is necessary for us to conduct some exchanges and communication with China."

Baldwin answered immediately: "How does China position itself? They have taken such barbaric actions; do they think they are Italy or Japan?"

The Foreign Secretary nodded, "I understand, Your Excellency."

Ending the meeting with the Foreign Secretary, Prime Minister Baldwin had his office announce in the name of the British government that the Army would launch a large-scale military operation against China.

Miles Lampson was originally supposed to be arranged as Ambassador to China, but fate played tricks on people. Now he could only serve as a 'liaison officer' in China, and had been doing so for two years. Lampson originally thought he would be more of a mouthpiece in China, but he didn't expect that he had actually done quite a few things. Helping prisoners of war, helping British parties whose property had been confiscated coordinate how to maintain their interests through judicial procedures. Through this work, Lampson had accumulated quite a few contacts in China.

Relying on these contacts, after receiving the telegram from the British Foreign Office, Lampson met very smoothly with the Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yan Huiqing. Compared to those young new-generation Chinese diplomats, Yan Huiqing was milder. Of course, only his attitude was mild.

Lampson decided to play a little trick. Upon seeing Yan Huiqing, he immediately kept a straight face and expressed Britain's strong protest, "Your trial of the ANZAC Corps is completely illegal! It does not conform to principles! It is even more unreasonable! Killing soldiers is a massacre!"

Yan Huiqing had sufficient understanding of Lampson. Hearing Lampson speak like this, he immediately felt that Sino-British relations might be about to have a breakthrough. However, some young Chinese diplomats beside Yan Huiqing had already furrowed their brows, extremely impatient with the British side's statement.

After Lampson finished expressing his displeasure in a grand manner, he questioned: "Does China think it is truly recognized by the international community?"

Hearing this, the young Chinese diplomats almost wanted to angrily rebuke Lampson, to let this arrogant Brit opposite them understand that Britain would soon become one of the few countries that did not recognize China. Yan Huiqing did not get excited. He asked calmly: "Mr. Lampson, since no country can remove China from the face of the earth, China will naturally have the international status China ought to have."

Lampson did not answer immediately, looking again at the several Chinese diplomats in front of him. Now the Chinese government's uniforms had been finalized; they had hired an Italian fashion designer. The designed uniforms fused Eastern and Western characteristics, simple and lively, without losing a sense of fashion.

However, the young Chinese diplomats were obviously not mature enough. If he wasn't facing a diplomatic veteran like Yan Huiqing, Lampson felt it would be very difficult for him to conduct effective communication with these Chinese diplomats. Appointing Yan Huiqing as Foreign Minister also proved that the Republican government's understanding of diplomacy was serious.

Carrying a bit of rejoicing, Lampson kept a straight face and asked: "Does the Chinese government hope to obtain the international status of Italy or Japan?"

Yan Huiqing felt a wave of relief in his heart; Britain was making an offer. He Rui had once discussed the outcome of the Sino-British war with the core government members. The price offered by Britain matched the demands raised by He Rui quite well. Yan Huiqing also kept a straight face and answered: "Shouldn't China have the international status of Italy or Japan?"

Hearing this, Lampson felt a similar relief in his heart. But Lampson said nothing, standing up and saying: "Since this is the case, I will take my leave."

The group of young diplomats looked unhappily at Lampson, who left in a leisurely manner. After Lampson left, they looked towards Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing. But they saw a trace of a smile at the corner of Yan Huiqing's mouth. This made the young diplomats feel somewhat astonished.

Before they could ask, Yan Huiqing turned and asked a question to the comrades, "Do you think we can accept the international status of second-tier Great Powers like Italy and Japan?"

A young comrade answered immediately: "Our China is a world-class Great Power; why should we accept such a positioning?"

Yan Huiqing did not answer this question. The young comrades' view was not wrong; China was indeed a Great Power, and a thriving Great Power at that. But in reality, Britain could not accept such conditions. Moreover, the young comrades' experience was indeed insufficient, so they underestimated China, and also underestimated Britain.

The so-called first-class Great Power did not refer to how one viewed oneself. If Britain admitted that China was a first-class Great Power like the United States, Britain would have to admit that China possessed warship tonnage equal to Britain in naval ratios. The current China did not have such shipbuilding capacity, nor such strategic ambition. Insisting on striving for the title of a first-class Great Power would instead encounter completely unnecessary fear and loss.

Second-tier Great Powers belonged to regional powers internationally. This positioning happened to fit China's current strength exactly.
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The Ministry of Foreign Affairs building in the New Capital stood amidst a desolate landscape; only a residential area near the Ministry was brightly lit. Across from the residential area, two commercial buildings had also opened for business. In a café on the second floor of one of them, Yan Huiqing sat by the window with the special envoy dispatched by French President Gaston Doumergue.

Although called a café, it also served meals like steak. Yan Huiqing saw Minister de Broglie, the French President's special envoy, looking out the window, and did not disturb this celebrity from a French princely family as he took in the novelty. After all, such a desolate capital was likely unique in the world at this moment. If Yan Huiqing saw such a strange sight in another country, he would also study it very seriously.

After watching for a moment, Minister de Broglie withdrew his gaze and asked, "I see very excellent urban planning here; the spirit is very grand."

Yan Huiqing smiled, "I heard that your family has very excellent scientific scholars. I wonder which members of your family are masters of architecture?"

"My family has many masters studying medieval history, but no masters of architecture yet. However, we in France have a great many masters of architecture," Minister de Broglie answered.

Yan Huiqing did not pick up on this thread. Friendly exchange was completely different from hiring French architects for urban construction, so he continued to lower his head and eat his steak. Minister de Broglie asked: "Mr. Minister, I will convey Chairman He's views on peace to our Mr. President. In this part, do you have anything else to add?"

Minister de Broglie, the special envoy of the French President, came to China for two things. Establishing Sino-French diplomatic relations was naturally the most important content. Now, rumors had already been heard inside the French Parliament that the current government wanted to recognize the He Rui government. Up to now, no firm opponents had appeared. So once this proposal was delivered to Parliament, it should be able to pass.

The other matter was to pass on French President Gaston Doumergue's peace initiative to the He Rui government. He Rui had already expressed his appreciation for the French side's peace propositions to Minister de Broglie. To put it more bluntly, He Rui acknowledged that France was qualified to mediate the Sino-British war.

This was a huge goodwill gesture expressed by the He Rui government to the French government. If countries like Belgium or Spain proposed 'mediation', the Chinese government would only state, "We have noted the xxx government's call for peace. The Chinese government has always loved peace, and we are happy to see calls for peace internationally. However, the British government's various crimes in Myanmar must be reckoned with."

The British government would likely make a similar statement, but it was more likely that the British government would ignore it completely. After all, those who want to persuade a fight must have their own status of strength. Countries like Belgium and Spain had absolutely no strength to influence Europe, so on what basis could they pop up to participate in 'peace' actions?

Since Minister de Broglie wanted to finalize things one last time, Yan Huiqing stated immediately, "China has always been committed to peace, and this war is also for the sake of peace. I think the French government should have a deep understanding of this."

These were official words, but also the truth. Minister de Broglie nodded in agreement. If China wanted to acquire colonies, it could completely march south to attack the French colony of Indochina. The difficulty of seizing Indochina was much smaller than fighting in Myanmar. If China really wanted to fight a war for hegemony with Britain, after seizing Myanmar, it should continue to attack India without stopping. If Britain lost India, the British Empire would become an ordinary European power.

Since China did neither, and consistently demanded to resolve the issue of establishing diplomatic relations with Britain, its strategic goal of pursuing peace was self-evident. Precisely because the French upper echelons all understood this, and the French side also roughly determined that the British upper echelons also understood this and had the willingness to accept it, did they come out to be this peace mediator.

Seeing that Minister de Broglie expressed his attitude, Yan Huiqing continued: "Peace is peace, armistice is armistice. What we pursue is peace. We are not afraid of Britain using an armistice as an excuse to stall for time and prepare for the next military offensive."

Hearing this, Minister de Broglie couldn't help but laugh out loud. Although the diplomatic circles of various countries considered Yan Huiqing a mild person, it was inevitable that he would have some nationalist sentiments. After all, a few years ago, Yan Huiqing was still excluded from negotiations at various international conferences. Humans, after all, always have a breath they want to fight for.

Fortunately, Yan Huiqing did not keep expressing nationalist sentiments continuously. He just said this one sentence and stopped. At this time, there was not much steak left. Yan Huiqing finished the beef, lifted his coffee cup to take a sip, and then continued: "Minister de Broglie, will the signing of various treaties between China and France proceed simultaneously with the establishment of diplomatic relations, or will it begin very soon after?"

Generally speaking, treaties including politics, economics, security, and immigration would only begin to be signed after two countries formally established diplomatic relations. Unless the two countries encountered some matters where time was tight and the task heavy would they proceed simultaneously. The diplomatic circle valued appropriateness in doing things. Proceeding with these contents simultaneously would present a risk: if the personnel from both sides responsible for specific work had disagreements during discussions, it might affect the progress of establishing diplomatic relations. It might even cause the establishment of relations to stagnate or even regress.

Minister de Broglie naturally knew of this. However, the current government also needed a political achievement at this time to boost its prestige. After various choices, Sino-French diplomatic relations were undoubtedly the safest choice. Moreover, after Sino-French diplomatic relations were established, France could formally mediate the Sino-British conflict. Since the end of the Napoleonic Wars, Britain had always won its foreign wars; this was the first time it encountered a situation where it could not go on fighting.

Any French government that took this 'First Blood' against Britain in 200 years could gain unprecedented achievements in domestic politics and international prestige. No politician or statesman would be willing to give up this opportunity. This was also the reason why the current French government was willing to take a little risk to push for diplomatic relations.

The French President's special envoy, Minister de Broglie, soon left the New Capital, taking a special plane of China Airlines again. With the experience of Chinese Minister of Commerce Morrison flying back to China from Europe, the plane took off from Zhengzhou and headed all the way north, entering the Soviet Union, passing through Germany, and flying back to Paris. Flying thousands of kilometers, the Chinese twin-engine civil airliner did not experience any malfunctions, making Minister de Broglie greatly appreciate the strength of Chinese aviation.

On July 3, 1926, before France had completely resolved the economic disputes arising from the end of China's unification war, the French government announced, "At the invitation of the Chinese government, the French Foreign Minister will visit China."

After the British government learned the news, they had the feeling that the other boot had finally dropped. Learning the news that the French Foreign Minister was actually taking a Chinese plane to China, some personnel within the British government naturally gave birth to the expectation that the plane would have an accident. However, their expectation did not become reality. On July 10, the French Foreign Minister and his party arrived smoothly in the Chinese capital.

On July 15, the French government announced an invitation for Chinese Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing to visit France. On July 20, the French Foreign Minister led his team back to Paris. On July 25, the diplomatic team led by Republic of China Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing arrived in Paris.

On July 28, immediately after Yan Huiqing led his team to France, the French Parliament voted and passed the proposal for Sino-French diplomatic relations with a high number of votes.

On July 30, the Chinese government stated that diplomatic relations would be formally established in the Capital on August 6.

Government officials of the two countries shuttled back and forth between the two countries so frequently, following formal procedures. After all, both China and France were great powers. No matter how urgent, not a single necessary procedure could be missing, nor could they be simplified.

On August 6, the exhausted French Foreign Minister had someone apply makeup for him, wanting to show his best state in the films and photos taken at the signing venue. The proud French nation must appear in the images in its best appearance.

On August 7, the second day after the establishment of Sino-French diplomatic relations, British newspapers immediately published views on this matter: "Fight into Zhengzhou, capture He Rui alive." "Lock He Rui in a cage and send him to India to be paraded through the streets."

On August 9, He Rui also published an article titled "Carry Victory to the End". In the article, He Rui wrote impassionedly: '...The British bandit gang is a grasshopper after the autumn harvest; they won't be hopping for many more days. China pursues justice and peace and is receiving the support of righteous forces from all countries in the world. Victory will ultimately belong to us. However long the British bandit gang wants to fight, we will fight the British bandit gang for that long! However long the Baldwin government wants to fight us, we will fight the Baldwin government for that long!

...We will liberate the entire India from British colonial rule. In accordance with China's cultural tradition of "reviving the perished and restoring the broken lines of succession", we will restore the various states of India that possess long histories. We absolutely cannot let the Indian people continue to suffer. The light of civilization and justice will surely shine on the land of India, dispelling the dark rule of Britain for the past 200 years...'

Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; this *Liaozhai* (charade) had to be played out. At a high-level meeting of the Chinese government, He Rui stated very happily, "If the British government wants face, and if they accepted French peace without saying anything, wouldn't it become a case where the French government can make decisions for Britain? It is the same for us. It is precisely because we look forward to peace that we must give France space to intervene..."

Although the members of the He Rui government were all very young—at least as high-level government officials—even the 40-year-old Zhao Tianlin was excessively young for a minister. Although the young core government officials might not necessarily like playing *Liaozhai*, they also knew that they had to play it out.

Sure enough, on August 13, French President Gaston Doumergue formally issued an appeal, "The war between China and Britain has greatly affected world peace. The French government will dispatch special envoys to visit China and Britain to mediate the war and restore peace."

He Rui handed this matter over to Yan Huiqing to handle. Judging from Yan Huiqing's performance up to now, he was competent for this job. Just as He Rui continued to focus his attention on domestic economic construction and asked his secretary to call Wu Youping over, Zhao Tianlin called, saying there was a semi-academic matter he wanted to chat with He Rui about.

There was a big gap between official business and academics. He Rui would also discuss academic issues with Zhao Tianlin, but for the past year or so, the two had no time to talk about academic issues. Since Zhao Tianlin's attitude was clear, He Rui left a little time for Zhao Tianlin before dragging Wu Youping over for a lecture.

After Zhao Tianlin entered He Rui's office, he first looked at the surrounding secretaries but did not speak. The secretaries were busy, and at this time they all looked at He Rui. Seeing He Rui nod, the secretaries all withdrew.

Without wasting words, Zhao Tianlin pulled up a chair and sat opposite He Rui, "Chairman, after we liberate the India region in the future, are we going to dismember it?"

He Rui was stunned, and frowned rarely. There were very few comrades in the party who truly held the concept of liberating the globe with communism, but such comrades with an internationalist view were few. Just as Wu Youping hinted that Zhong Yifu did not want to give up Myanmar which was already in hand, at that time Wu Youping felt Zhong Yifu had some communist concepts. He Rui felt that based on his understanding of Zhong Yifu, this guy was about the same as most other comrades who graduated from the Beiyang Military Academy; he probably combined China's concept of 'benevolent governance' and wanted to be a 'good imperialist'.

To put it bluntly, even for intellectuals with a strong sense of justice like Zhao Tianlin, the proportion of imperialist thinking in their thoughts made He Rui not very optimistic.

But among the comrades, one who could understand the necessity of 'dismembering India' at the current stage would be a true talent.

He Rui felt that he indeed believed in communism, and one of the foundations of communism was historical materialism. India's development in another spacetime proved that India had no way to break through from a pre-modern state on its own; heavy historical baggage prevented India from becoming a modern state.

If India was forcibly rubbed into one country after being liberated, heaven knows what India would produce. Only by dismembering India could the reactionary forces of India be weakened, thereby solving the social development problems of various regions one by one.

Although He Rui was not sure if the person who proposed 'liberating the India region' and 'dismembering India' had the same judgment of the future as himself, a person who could propose such a clear view indeed needed to be met.

"Who proposed it?" He Rui asked.

"It was Professor Li," Zhao Tianlin answered.
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"I will not liberate the India region in isolation, nor will I dismember India in isolation. These two complement each other; only when combined do they constitute our strategy for the India region." He Rui explained frankly to Zhao Tianlin.

Zhao Tianlin felt a throb in his heart. He had already felt shocked when he heard Professor Li's view, but he didn't expect Professor Li's view to be exactly the same as He Rui's. For so long, the comrades had always followed He Rui's train of thought; never had there been anyone who could make the same judgment as He Rui regarding the strategy for a single future region.

Just as he wanted to ask more, he heard He Rui say: "I would like to invite Professor Li as a guest."

Zhao Tianlin felt this was exactly how it should be, so he rose to take his leave. After Zhao Tianlin left, He Rui invited Wu Youping over and asked directly: "Do you want to hear the judgment first, or the specifics of how to do it first?"

"...Hear the judgment first." Wu Youping decided to hear exactly how He Rui wanted to criticize the delays at the Northeast Bicycle General Factory.

He Rui intended to criticize people anyway, so at this moment, he said unceremoniously: "We are not a feudal dynasty where anyone who wants to do profitable business must obtain our consent. In the field of industrial production, whatever is not forbidden by law is permitted. Do these comrades think that making money is their privilege?"

Wu Youping was stunned; his initial thoughts were still different from He Rui's. The set of standards ultimately produced by the Northeast Bicycle General Factory was incomparably detailed. Wu Youping himself came from an engineering background; one look and he knew this was setting a threshold. Such a threshold was unfavorable for quickly introducing private capital into the field of industrial production.

However, He Rui's view was another matter entirely. It actually sounded like they shouldn't place restrictions on domestic factories producing bicycles. From this perspective, Wu Youping actually began to support the approach with certain restrictions more.

Composing himself and thinking for a moment, Wu Youping asked: "Chairman, our bicycles are provided with installment plans."

"Why should we let private enterprises participate in installment plans? With current management levels, can we manage all that?" He Rui asked.

Wu Youping hadn't thought of this much and was stunned for a moment. Struggling to consider it for a while, Wu Youping felt he had a line of thought, "Chairman, do you mean that we produce our bicycles, and do not place any restrictions on private capital investing in the bicycle industry?"

He Rui answered immediately: "Correct. That is exactly it! The bicycle industry is an industry with very mature technology. Future development will mainly be the replacement of materials; the basic mechanical principles of the bicycle will not see any changes. So as the market saturates, bicycles will enter a process of crazy price cutting. our work now is to cultivate the domestic market. Through building bicycle factories and through loans provided by the government, we will satisfy the travel needs of domestic people as soon as possible. With so many jobs, more domestic markets are created. And the route our state-owned bicycle factories should take is not to wait until the bicycle market is saturated and then fight to the death with other domestic capital, but industrial upgrading! Bicycle factories will gradually develop towards the high end, developing into the field of motor vehicles like motorcycles."

Wu Youping felt what He Rui said made a lot of sense, but he felt these words couldn't convince the comrades. Unless He Rui personally issued orders to the comrades, subsequent development would follow He Rui's train of thought.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping asked: "Chairman, why?"

"First, never underestimate domestic capital. As long as there is a market, they will desperately lower costs, ultimately suppressing the price to a degree where our state-owned enterprises cannot compete. This is an inevitability; whether you wish for it or not, it will happen."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt a burst of discomfort in his heart. Following He Rui for ten years starting from the Northeast, state-owned enterprises had never encountered an opponent domestically. Technology, equipment, scale, treatment—in every aspect, state-owned enterprises crushed everyone across the board. How could a situation suddenly appear where state-owned enterprises were inferior to private enterprises?

But the person saying this was He Rui. Following He Rui from one victory to another, seeing various impossibilities become possible, Wu Youping would instinctively believe He Rui's views. However, long-term experience and He Rui's judgment actually conflicted, and Wu Youping felt a strong sense of discomfort. Finally, Wu Youping asked again: "Why?"

He Rui gave the answer directly, "Average productivity will always fluctuate. The Northeast has the Northeast region's average productivity. The Northeast does not equal China; we cannot directly take past experience and use it."

Wu Youping recalled He Rui's terminology. Average productivity refers to the ratio of the quantity or quality of labor completed by the production sector within a certain period per unit of product (i.e., the labor-hours consumed directly to produce a certain item) (Output is also called actual output or total output completed per unit weight).

However, saying that the efficiency of state-owned enterprises was lower than that of private enterprises—Wu Youping did not agree with such a view.

He Rui did not answer immediately. The debate over whether the efficiency of state-owned enterprises is higher or lower than that of private enterprises is a problem that is both very complex and not complex. The non-complex part lies in the fact that state-owned enterprises are inherently products of socialized mass production, and their efficiency is destined to be higher than private enterprises. The complex part lies in how to define the scope of the field of socialized mass production.

If one lacks the ability to distinguish, one is destined to fall into a chaotic mess. Therefore, He Rui adhered to an attitude of 'no debate' as much as possible in these aspects, because socialized mass production is also constantly changing. In 1926, a regional economy could count as socialized mass production. In 2026, the internal economic cycle of a single country might not necessarily fully fit the definition of socialized mass production.

Wu Youping frowned and thought for a good while. He Rui took the time to approve three documents. Just as he was preparing to pick up the fourth, Wu Youping asked: "Chairman, specifically what should I do?"

"The goal of our state-owned enterprises is to promote the development of productive forces; the goal of private enterprises is profit. Therefore, government subsidies are not applicable to enterprises with mature technologies like bicycles. To put it bluntly, we will not subsidize private enterprises. If they are responsible for their own profits and losses, why should we interfere with private enterprises engaging in industrial production? As long as it doesn't involve patent fee issues or pollution problems brought by industrial production, we have no need to manage them. As for state-owned enterprises, we have production arrangements and industrial development plans. Just like this tender, if we invite tenders, at the current stage it is to invite tenders for bicycle repair enterprises. To provide bicycle repair services for various localities."

Wu Youping was slightly stunned, then his eyes brightened, "This is also promoting the development of productive forces."

Just as he relaxed for a moment, Wu Youping's brow furrowed slightly again, "But once repair technology is popularized, will we soon have to accept the injection of private capital again?"

He Rui smiled: "For technology diffusion, the faster the better. And what is the Tax Bureau for? Don't just look at those people making money; also see those people paying taxes."

When Wu Youping first heard the tax issue, he originally wanted to laugh it off, but then remembered the tight national treasury, so he raised his own doubts regarding the tax issue: "I feel taxes may not be easy to collect, and there will definitely be many problems in the short term. In order to expand the scale of tax revenue, we have to continue investing resources."

"'Every grain to the granary'—it's okay to talk about such things, but in reality, it's impossible to achieve. We only need to continuously perfect the tax departments according to the economic scale. Youping, there are two paths to making money: one is monopoly, and one is reducing costs. The purpose of monopoly is to raise commodity prices. Do you think state-owned capital is suitable for doing this?"

"...From the perspective of developing productive forces, it is not suitable," Wu Youping answered frankly.

"To reduce costs, the most direct method is to extend workers' working hours and lower wages. Then how incompetent must our government be to condone such things?"

Wu Youping nodded slightly, expressing agreement.

"If we cannot directly exploit workers, we must research how to improve production efficiency. This path is R&D of mechanical equipment and improving production management levels. Isn't this promoting the development of productive forces? Private enterprises have their lifespans; have you ever seen a thousand-year-old private enterprise?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping nodded slightly, feeling much more at ease. However, with the conversation at this level, Wu Youping wanted to chat more relaxedly, "Chairman, but what about our SOEs?"

"The efficiency SOEs exert in the field of socialized mass production is extremely high, far superior to private enterprises!" Speaking of this, He Rui silently recited the phrase 'This is the result of research by world economists' in his heart.

"Therefore, SOEs must invest in high-technology fields and exert their efficiency in fields of the national economy and people's livelihood. And the fields of national economy and people's livelihood are constantly changing. Right now, bicycles are in the field of national economy and people's livelihood. Very soon, motor vehicles will become national economy and people's livelihood. After another period of development, energy, communications, transportation, and infrastructure will be national economy and people's livelihood. Moreover, the country has one constant national economy and people's livelihood, which is education. The country's money is very precious; naturally, it needs to be invested in these industries with large capital requirements, high technical requirements, long cost recovery times, but extremely high rates of return. It is to be used in the field of socialized mass production. Instead of spinning around in those industries that have already become mature fields. For enterprises in such mature fields, elimination is only a matter of time."

Wu Youping really wanted to ask, 'Can national industry really be invested precisely into these fields?'

But at this time, he also felt it was not the time to discuss such overly grand matters, because Wu Youping himself still had a meeting. Moreover, what He Rui said was originally a methodology, not specific execution. Wu Youping needed some time to sort these thoughts out clearly. Asking too much now actually wouldn't have much effect.

Returning to his own office, Wu Youping first called his secretary, wrote an outline for the new thinking on the development of the bicycle industry, and asked the secretary to refine it.

After arranging this work, Wu Youping convened a joint meeting of the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Commerce. Recently, the pharmaceutical industry had been very robust in exports. Wu Youping gave the drug export orders provided by the Ministry of Commerce and the demand lists from local health bureaus to the other departments respectively.

The comrades responsible for pharmaceutical work in these two departments originally looked relatively relaxed. Whether it was the Ministry of Commerce's drug exports or the treatment of infectious diseases nationwide, both were completed remarkably well. Everyone felt that even if they didn't get praised, nothing would go wrong.

As soon as the Director of the Ministry of Commerce responsible for this matter saw the aggregated data of demands from local health ministries, his expression turned bad. The same expression soon appeared on the face of the Director of the Ministry of Health.

Wu Youping did not speak first, just waiting for these two departments to express their own views. Both departments had done their work very well. The Ministry of Commerce had every reason to say, 'We earned a large amount of foreign exchange for the country', and the Ministry of Health also had reason to say, 'Human lives are at stake'.

Of course, the solution actually existed, which was increasing production capacity. Thinking of this, Wu Youping suddenly remembered the conversation with He Rui not long ago, and his heart suddenly became much clearer. Whether to export or use domestically seemed like an opposing problem, but intrinsically it was the same problem: insufficient capacity. Moreover, the current cost of drugs was not low. To eliminate infectious diseases nationwide, a large amount of vaccines, specific drugs, and a large number of medical personnel were needed.

After China's unification, national revenue was indeed very high. However, expenditures were even higher. When Wu Youping followed He Rui, his initial expectation was to build a powerful country that could resist foreign aggression externally and let the people live good days internally. In the good days Wu Youping initially conceived, it really did not include the item of eliminating infectious diseases on a large scale.

Now Wu Youping's initial ideals had been completely realized, but Wu Youping discovered that the people were still too far, too far away from good days. If he hadn't become the Premier of the Republic, Wu Youping could still curse the those in power as bastards. Now, the one getting cursed was Wu Youping himself.

Composing his mind, Wu Youping decided to solve the matters before him first. As for the future, as long as he followed by He Rui's side, Wu Youping believed he could definitely solve all problems.

Seeing the comrades from the Ministry of Commerce and Ministry of Health still silent, Wu Youping knocked on the table, "Comrades, express your opinions."
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Fairness and efficiency; each orientation had its own logic. Being forced to make a choice between them often tormented Wu Youping afterwards. regarding the supply of medicines, Wu Youping still leaned towards export.

He originally thought this matter could be put aside for later, but unexpectedly, on the second day of the meeting, Zhao Tianlin sent a letter. The letter was from the Nobel Committee and had already been translated. In this letter, the Nobel Committee asked the Chinese side to provide the name of the discoverer of penicillin.

Wu Youping had some impression of this; the technical route for penicillin R&D seemed to have been provided by He Rui. Before Wu Youping could speak, Zhao Tianlin said: "The Chairman says to let the comrade responsible for this research go to receive the award, which serves nicely to conduct some academic exchanges in Europe."

This arrangement was very reasonable, but it reminded Wu Youping of yesterday's matter, "Premier Zhao, can you give me an explanation? Why is penicillin capacity expansion so slow? Is it due to insufficient investment? Or is there some other reason?"

Zhao Tianlin hesitated for a moment before answering: "Penicillin was a technical route proposed by the Chairman. If the Premier really wants to know the technical secrets within, why not ask the Chairman directly?"

Wu Youping was actually a bit curious. Research papers on penicillin had been published in major medical journals, not only domestic academic journals but also foreign university journals. They all received extremely high evaluations. Wu Youping initially worried that penicillin would be like sulfonamides—once published, it would be copied in large quantities by European and American companies.

However, it was not. Now France was doing a roaring trade as a middleman. "The True Hope for Syphilis Patients!", "The Epoch-making Drug that Thoroughly Ends Bacterial Infections!" Various advertising campaigns were flourishing. Based on Wu Youping's understanding of European and American technology, they should have had similar drugs appear no matter what, yet there were none. This was a bit too weird.

"...Forget it." Wu Youping sighed. Since it was a technical route, Wu Youping felt it was better if he didn't touch it.

Zhao Tianlin came here not only for the matter of He Rui winning the award. Seeing Wu Youping become rational, Zhao Tianlin continued with the purpose of his trip, "We want to build some research centers domestically that accept experts from various countries to participate. We can learn from the model of that German synthetic ammonia research expert and turn it into a model of world technology sharing."

Hearing about sharing again, Wu Youping couldn't help but sigh. Calming himself, Wu Youping lamented: "Premier Zhao, we don't have enough management capability right now. Your suggestion is very good, but I am very worried that some problems will arise. Although I don't know what problems, generally speaking, I think the comrades might feel we are getting the short end of the stick."

Zhao Tianlin smiled: "If looking at it from the angle of getting the short end of the stick, Europe and America definitely feel they are losing out. Many technologies they developed first are being used by us to deal with them."

Wu Youping wanted to tell Zhao Tianlin that he didn't mean that. But if he really said it out loud, it would turn into criticism of certain comrades. Now Wu Youping felt that quite a few comrades in state-owned assets were already very resistant to other assets sharing the market. Moreover, Wu Youping himself felt very uncomfortable about other assets sharing the market.

Seeing Wu Youping say no more, Zhao Tianlin pursued: "If the Premier agrees to this suggestion, I will submit a report."

Wu Youping knew he only had the choice to agree, so he simply asked about something happier, "I wonder when the International Tribunal can finish trying the case."

"The focus now is that the British lawyers hired by the ANZAC Corps have taught them some techniques to counter the trial. Whenever they encounter something, they say they didn't know, didn't see, didn't hear, didn't participate. They want to use this method to drag it out. The domestic view is, since they are willing to drag, we will drag it out with them. At least within a year, we can still use this matter to expand our influence. Premier Wu, have you heard? Recently some educated Black people from the United States went to the front of the International Tribunal to hold up banners, demanding the International Tribunal investigate the U.S. government's persecution of Black people. This is the situation most favorable to us."

Wu Youping couldn't help but smile upon hearing this. This news indeed made Wu Youping feel happy, but not as happy as imagined. China had obtained the blessing of civilization and justice, but to bear these, China also paid a very great effort.

Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing had just discussed the "Sino-French Immigration Agreement" with the head of the French diplomatic delegation. The French head was another member of the de Broglie family. When discussing this matter, he was very serious, "Minister Yan, regarding the reciprocal immigration plan proposed by your country, we cannot accept it."

If Wu Youping heard this, one wonders if he would feel a bit happier. Or perhaps Wu Youping would give birth to displeasure again.

Yan Huiqing was not unhappy, because the reason proposed by Head de Broglie was serious. China's population was about 12 times that of France's mainland population. If the ratio were reciprocal, the impact of Chinese people on France would be very large. Although he could understand the reasonable concerns of the French side, Yan Huiqing did not give in, "Reciprocal conditions cannot be linked to numbers; this is a matter of principle regarding mutual respect. If your country has concerns, we can regulate it during specific execution. But principles are principles."

Head de Broglie did not answer immediately. After the establishment of Sino-French diplomatic relations, there were a great many affairs to be determined through agreements, among which the most troublesome was the immigration agreement. France and China were located at opposite ends of the World Island respectively. France was not afraid of China in the vast majority of fields. But when population was mentioned, France was truly afraid. So the government side hoped to regulate Sino-French population flow within the agreement.

But Yan Huiqing did not give in an inch, insisting that it must be completely reciprocal in the agreement. Head de Broglie actually wanted to push this agreement back, but at this time the number of Chinese in France was lower than the number of French in China. If the agreement could not be reached, the interests of French people in China could not be guaranteed. This plunged Head de Broglie into a dilemma.

In the end, Head de Broglie decided to drag it out for a while longer. Yan Huiqing did not force it; drag then, who's afraid of whom?

Apart from the immigration agreement, other agreements proceeded quite smoothly. The smoothest was the meeting between the French Peace Envoy and He Rui. He Rui looked serious and said in a stern tone: "Our China is a peace-loving country, but this war was provoked by the British!"

The French envoy listened with a serious expression, but in his heart, he was actually not as serious as he appeared on the outside. Whenever someone started with such a high profile, 99% of the time they would soften down. As long as China held such an attitude, the matter was half done. Sure enough, He Rui continued: "If Britain sincerely wants peace, it must admit its wrongdoings. Apologize for this, and pay reparations to the vast number of harmed Myanmar people!"

At this time in Whitehall, London, the British Foreign Secretary said almost the same words, only the positions of China and Britain were swapped. After fiercely attacking China's aggressive behavior, the British Foreign Secretary stated, "We are also willing to give peace a chance. However, China must withdraw its troops, withdraw from British India."

Being a middleman was not easy. France knew very well that at this time within Britain, especially the British upper class, they felt a bit humiliated. For France to mediate peace, Britain indeed felt a certain humiliation. In the past, it was Britain mediating for France.

With communication tools like the wireless telegraph, the special envoys in China and Britain soon aggregated the news to Paris. As an old-school imperialist country, the French Foreign Ministry quickly reached a consensus: the Chinese side was very steady, while a true turning point had not yet appeared within Britain. Although both sides' attitudes remained tough, the opportunity to bring both sides together for formal negotiations was approaching fast.

Prime Minister Baldwin was good at economics, but that didn't mean he completely misunderstood politics. In the past few days, he had already sent people to have meals or drink beer and eat fish and chips with key personnel of the opposition party. According to the feedback, the main members of the opposition party all mocked that Baldwin's Conservative Party was destined to step down in the next election. Not only was this not bad news, it could even be counted as good news.

Since the opposition believed victory was already in their grasp for the next election, they had no need to ruin the peace talks. Because British voters knew that this war, which consumed British national power in vain, was imposed on Britain by China, and China would not terminate the war before achieving its goals.

Anyone could sing a high tune. If the opposition ruined the peace talks and the Baldwin government stepped down, after the opposition took power, the Conservative Party—to whom the war was imposed—could blow the high tune to the heavens, and the opposition would be tantamount to roasting themselves on the fire. The British people could not forgive the Baldwin government for not winning the war, and they would be even less likely to forgive an opposition party that actively continued the war.

Under many considerations, ending the war during Baldwin's term was the best choice.

Prime Minister Baldwin also had confidence in the opposition's political level. The current situation could barely be counted as 'everything is ready, only the east wind is lacking'. So Prime Minister Baldwin went to the Prime Minister's country villa for a weekend with the Speaker of the House of Lords.

In this small villa, the Prime Minister chatted in a relaxed tone with the Speaker of the House of Lords, who was of noble birth. The House of Lords was basically all nobles. The Speaker said: "Your Excellency, there is no lack of members in the House of Lords demanding an expansion of the war."

Baldwin nodded, "But our main enemy is not China."

The Speaker himself had many assets in India, so he asked: "Does Your Excellency think China will give an inch and take a mile?"

This question made Baldwin smile bitterly. If He Rui were a person who gave an inch and took a mile, things would actually be easier to handle. The British Empire did not fear challenges; any country attempting to fight for India would face Britain's full-force strike. But He Rui stood right on the edge of that line, never crossing this bottom line of Britain. Occasionally sending troops into India to fight had the sole purpose of letting Britain receive a message: if Britain did not agree to China's conditions, Britain shouldn't think of having peace.

This tactic was the same as Britain's strategy in the First Opium War: capturing Zhenjiang and cutting off the Qing dynasty's grain transport. The economic operations of the Qing government, which initially wanted to drag it out, were disrupted, and they had to sign the Treaty of Nanking with Britain.

Fortunately, the Speaker of the House of Lords was a sensible person, and because of the safety of his assets in India, he hoped for peace. Prime Minister Baldwin answered: "If there is no security for India, there is no peace between China and Britain."

Hearing this, the Speaker lifted his sherry and sipped slowly. After pondering for a while, the Speaker asked: "What kind of treatment does China hope to receive?"

"In my view, we can only give him the level of Italy or Japan."

The Speaker nodded slightly. If the war ended in such a way, it was within the acceptable range. Putting down his wine glass, the Speaker asked: "Then is there anything I can do?"

On the second day after meeting with the Speaker, reports on the war in British newspapers began to change direction. At this time, the British army in British India was 'launching attacks'. The reports sent back to the country by reporters, regardless of whether they wrote them themselves, focused on the heroic British army in the rainy season of Myanmar, braving pouring rain, marching with difficulty in knee-deep mud and waist-deep floods, launching heroic and fearless attacks on the high ground held by the Chinese army.

Those British families with family members fighting on the front lines felt their hearts break when they saw such reports. Because the news described in sensational text: '...The Chinese army occupying the high ground deployed dense machine gun positions, with firepower comparable to the Western Front. British soldiers constantly fell into the water. On the battlefield, the sound of thunder, rain, and the roar of machine guns were interwoven. Wherever one looked, there were water currents dyed red with blood. For His Majesty the King, the heroic Royal Army launched wave after wave of charges...'

After several days of playing this up, newspapers began to publish the names of officers and soldiers killed or missing in action on full pages. Although these British officers and soldiers were basically those killed or missing in the previous war, the readers did not know.

For a time, Britain fell into a mood of grief. Except for the few major British newspapers targeting die-hard conservative audiences, all began to recount the differences between Myanmar and India, and how Britain had acquired Myanmar.

After half a month of media offensive, the front-page headlines of various British newspapers all published a piece of news: 'Prime Minister Baldwin, ordered by His Majesty the respected King George V, went to Buckingham Palace to have an audience with His Majesty'. Seeing this news, those British people who had been tormented for half a month felt there was hope.

Britain had mobilized about 500,000 troops from the British homeland to arrive in India this time. The families of these officers and soldiers believed there was no reason for their husbands and sons to fight on with China for a Myanmar.

Prime Minister Baldwin was afraid of trouble. Three days after having an audience with George V, he obtained the content of a large number of letters from various newspaper offices. According to internal statistics from the newspaper offices, the majority of the British masses who wrote in opposed continuing the war.

With public support, Prime Minister Baldwin announced to Parliament that Britain was willing to accept French mediation. Hearing this news, the opposition MPs in the House of Commons immediately issued mocking boos. Several hardliners immediately jumped up to speak, expressing strong contempt for this 'capitulationist action'.

There were those who despised it, and there were also those who believed Britain should conscript on a larger scale and conduct a higher intensity war. But there were no MPs who explicitly opposed starting negotiations with China.

It couldn't be said that there were no muddled eggs in the British Parliament, but the whips of both parties exerted their power and constrained the speeches of their parties' MPs.

On September 2, 1926, when China began its autumn harvest, the French side sent a telegram, "Our country suggests holding negotiations in Paris."

On the same day, Britain immediately stated, "Negotiations must be held in London!" Since France had already gained huge prestige through coordination, there was no reason to let the French get more diplomatic benefits.

The Chinese government also immediately stated, "We demand negotiations be held in Beiping."

Now the French government had to rack its brains again to try to find a suitable negotiation venue. On September 6, after a series of consultations, the French government stated, 'China and Britain will hold negotiations in Saigon.'

Receiving this news, other countries in the world knew that the end of the Sino-British war had finally begun.

Some countries looked forward to peace, some countries felt disappointed, while the Japanese government felt despair. The British government formally informed the Japanese government of this matter, and the wording of the document was full of respect for Japan. However, for such a big matter as peace talks, the British government had not consulted the Japanese government's attitude beforehand.

Although this war was indeed a war between China and Britain, and Japan's dispatch of an expeditionary force was only a collateral result of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Britain's attitude was enough to make everyone in Japan determine that what the British government cared about was only the security of India. At this time, Japan's value in Britain's eyes was far lower than India.
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On the morning of September 8, the reveille sounded at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. The slumbering cadets woke up by conditioned reflex, and a flurry of noise from getting out of bed erupted in every dormitory. Infantry cadet Aisin Gioro Puyi of the 39th Class, along with his classmates, dressed neatly within five minutes and ran towards the drill ground.

In 1925, Puyi went to Japan to study. After a series of selections, Puyi chose to attend the Imperial Japanese Army Academy first, just like He Rui. Fully dressed, he arrived at the drill ground with brisk steps like the other classmates.

After more than a year of study, Puyi was already very accustomed to life at the Military Academy. Through study and training, Puyi felt he had chosen the right school. The teaching at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy was rigorous and scientific, and not everyone could graduate smoothly. Its military education covered all aspects, and the courses taught were numerous and complex. To graduate, the courses one had to pass first included: Tactics; War History; Military Organization; Weaponry; Marksmanship; Aviation; Fortification Engineering; Transportation; Cartography; Hippology; Hygiene; Pedagogy; Military Education; General Education; and Foreign Languages.

The squad leaders in charge of morning exercises had booming voices, almost shouting from their chests. Under their command, Puyi and his classmates began morning exercises together.

Under this exertion, the young men's faces were all rosy. Famished, they headed straight for the canteen as soon as they were dismissed.

The meals at the Military Academy were monotonous, always soup, rice, and the like. Two classmates sat opposite Puyi, chatting with him while eating.

"Puyi-kun, which unit have you decided to go to?" Nanbu asked.

Kobayakawa next to him looked preoccupied but deliberately interrupted, "Do you even need to ask? It must be the Imperial Guards Division."

After 1920, cadets of the Military Academy had to serve in the troops for half an year. Puyi himself actually wanted to go to a unit with more actual combat experience, but he also knew he actually couldn't make the decision, so he could only shake his head, "I will go wherever the school arranges for me."

Nanbu swallowed a few mouthfuls of rice and couldn't help asking again: "Puyi-kun, if war breaks out between China and Japan, will you choose to join the Japanese army?"

Kobayakawa glared at Nanbu but said nothing. Puyi didn't mind much; he was interested in anything that could oppose He Rui. So he asked back: "Nanbu-kun, do you not hate He-kun?"

Nanbu was stunned, looking like he wanted to say something but stopped. His expression couldn't help becoming complicated, and even his eating speed slowed down a lot. When Puyi first decided to study at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, he still held the determination of entering a dragon's pool and tiger's den. He felt that since He Rui had defeated Japan and killed so many Japanese, the Japanese military academy should presumably be filled with hatred towards Chinese people. The reality, however, was different from what Puyi thought.

Although Chinese students all left Japan after the war broke out between the Northeast and Japan, there used to be quite a few Chinese students in the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. Jiang Fangzhen and Cai E were both senior alumni with top grades. Aisin Gioro Liangbi was also Puyi's senior. The current students at the Military Academy were not as exclusionary towards Puyi, this 'Chinese classmate', as imagined.

Seeing that his classmate Nanbu couldn't answer, Puyi didn't press him and continued eating. Over the past year, he had gained a full understanding of the Japanese mentality of 'admiring the strong'. For He Rui, this 'Great Senior' who should logically be Japan's most powerful enemy right now, the students of the Imperial Japanese Army Academy actually held more admiration than hatred. Especially after the war started between China and Britain, as the Chinese army suppressed Britain in the fighting, the evaluations of He Rui in the Imperial Japanese Army Academy were actually mostly 'God of War of Asia', 'Genius unprecedented in China', and some Japanese cadets even considered He Rui to be the Asian Leader.

Consequently, Puyi was also looked upon with higher regard. This treatment made Puyi feel very helpless. He came to study at the Military Academy to some extent seeking the ability to contend with He Rui, not to serve under this 'Asian Leader' He Rui. Precisely because of the pressure from classmates looking up to him, it actually made Puyi strive his hardest to study and train, and his grades in all subjects were excellent in the Military Academy.

After eating, the students went back to the dorms to prepare before going to class. This class was War Theory. Arriving at the final Q&A session, Kobayakawa raised his hand requesting to speak. After receiving the teacher's permission, he stood up and asked: "Instructor, I want to ask, Britain has already started negotiations with China. Will Britain abandon Japan and make peace with China alone?"

As soon as these words came out, the students were in an uproar. Yesterday, news about Britain beginning negotiations with China had reached the Military Academy through private channels. Some cadets knew, but more did not. Someone had already forgotten classroom discipline and asked in astonishment: "Kobayakawa-kun, is what you said true?"

The instructor's face changed. The school had held a special meeting yesterday saying that instructors were not allowed to spread this news. The instructors knew this news would only deal a heavy blow to Japan, which was already near despair, so they naturally obeyed the order. But looking at it now, the instructors did not have the ability to monopolize information, and this kind of news would spread sooner or later.

At this time, Kobayakawa was already speaking loudly to his classmates: "Fellow students, the possibility of Sino-British peace is very high. His Excellency Ishiwara has already published views in military journals stating that what Britain seeks is the security of India. As long as China can satisfy this requirement, Britain has no necessity to continue fighting."

Hearing the name of Ishiwara, one of the 'Twin Walls' of the Army, the cadets all stood in awe. The instructor had mixed feelings in his heart. When Ishiwara was at the military academy, he was his instructor. His overall evaluation of Ishiwara was not high, but he was deeply impressed by Ishiwara's perceptiveness in strategy. Later, the instructor served in the army for a period and returned to teach at the Military Academy, only to hear students mention this name again.

Kobayakawa was agitated at this time and continued to speak loudly: "Fellow students, Ishiwara-kun has analyzed Britain's strategy. After China becomes strong, it contains Soviet Russia to the north and stops American power from moving west to the east. Once China and Britain sign a peace treaty, to the south it can guarantee the safety and stability of Southeast Asian colonies. And since the mainlands of China and Britain are far apart, peace and friendship between Britain and China are of great benefit to British interests. At such a time, Japan's utility value to Britain becomes very low! We cannot fail to consider Japan's current status from the perspective of Geopolitics."

Hearing the term 'Geopolitics', Puyi's breathing became somewhat unsmooth. Before coming to Japan, he had heard of 'Geopolitics'. In rumors, this was a discipline created by He Rui during his study in Japan. Puyi himself was unwilling to believe it. He felt it must be He Rui taking Japanese Geopolitics to use as a facade for himself.

Only after studying for more than a year did Puyi barely accept the fact that Geopolitics was indeed founded by He Rui. Hearing Sino-British relations analyzed using Geopolitics at this moment, Puyi only felt extremely uncomfortable.

Kobayakawa was extremely emotional at this time, so he simply said loudly: "Gentlemen, the Empire has now fallen into a strategic predicament. Whether it is the surrounding China, Soviet Union, United States, or Britain, France, and the Netherlands, we cannot defeat any of them. If China and Britain make peace, the Empire's strategic predicament becomes a desperate situation. Now there is only one way to break the deadlock!"

"Enough! Kobayakawa, shut up," the instructor shouted angrily. But his angry emotion was not straightforward, because the instructors also clearly knew Japan's current strategic desperation and were burning with anxiety inside. Since a student wanted to say something, the instructor didn't truly want the student to shut up.

Kobayakawa looked at the instructor apologetically and wanted to sit down. But a rush of heat surged in his chest, and he couldn't help but say: "China will be more powerful and will inevitably not be satisfied with its current status. In this one war, China seized hundreds of thousands of square kilometers of colonies. If China and Japan join hands, with China's army and the Great Japanese Empire's naval strength, we have the full ability to drive the Anglo-American brutes out of Asia!"

"Hasegawa!" The instructor finally scolded sternly.

Hasegawa hurriedly bowed to the instructor in apology and sat back in his seat amidst the shocked gazes of all the classmates. Puyi only felt as if struck by five thunderbolts. China and Japan uniting to jointly oppose Europe and America—such an idea was too crazy. Moreover, once China and Japan united, what would Puyi do? Would he have to leave Japan and go to Europe or America to seek their support?

Seeing that the lesson could no longer continue, the instructor snapped his lecture notes shut and shouted to the students: "Class dismissed!"

Without waiting for the students to stand up and salute, the instructor shouted: "Kobayakawa, come to my office after class!" After speaking, he turned and left. With the sound of military boots stamping angrily on the floor, the instructor's figure disappeared outside the classroom door. Kobayakawa hurriedly stood up and chased in the direction of the instructor.

The cadets left in the classroom immediately exploded. Those who didn't dare to be completely sure that China and Britain had started peace talks discussed spiritedly. Another portion began discussing Japan's future strategy. Puyi was left to one side. When some classmates joined the discussion, their gazes constantly swept over Puyi.

Puyi sat in a daze, his mind in a turmoil, completely without a clue.

Ishiwara Kanji, mentioned by his juniors, was currently chanting Buddhist sutras calmly in his office at the Anglo-Japanese Coalition Headquarters, "...If there is anyone who holds the name of this Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, even if they enter a great fire, the fire cannot burn them, due to the imposing spiritual power of this Bodhisattva; if they are drifted by great waters, calling his name, they will immediately reach a shallow place; if there are hundreds of thousands of millions of billions of beings, seeking gold, silver, lapis lazuli, giant clam shell, agate, coral, amber, pearls and other treasures, entering into the great ocean, even if a black wind blows their ship and it drifts to the land of Rakshasa ghosts, if among them there is even one person who calls the name of Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara, all these people will be liberated from the difficulty of the Rakshasas..."

Ishiwara was originally a believer of the Nichiren Sect in Japan. After learning that Britain and China decided to start negotiations, Ishiwara took out the Buddhist sutras and began reading. The Nichiren Sect, also known as the Hokke (Lotus) Sect, is one of the major sects of Japanese Buddhism. It was founded by the Japanese monk Nichiren in the mid-Kamakura period (about the 13th century).

The Hokke Sect was originally a Chinese Buddhist sect, originating from Guoqing Temple on Mount Tiantai in Zhejiang. Its doctrine is mainly based on the *Lotus Sutra* (*Miao Fa Lian Hua Jing*), hence it is called the Tiantai Sect. The Tiantai Sect was the earliest sect founded in Chinese Buddhism and was transmitted to Japan by the Japanese monk Saicho in the early 9th century.

The Tiantai Sect lineage claims nine patriarchs: Nagarjuna, Huiwen, Huisi, Zhiyi, Guanding (Great Master Zhang'an), Zhiwei, Huiwei, Xuanlang, and Zhanran.

Others consider Zen Master Huiwen as the first patriarch, or Great Master Zhiyi as the first patriarch. Great Master Zhiyi was a disciple of Zen Master Huisi; he inherited the Zen meditation of southern China and the Madhyamaka view of the Sanlun Sect (Three Treatise School) of the north, and revered the *Lotus Sutra*, hence it is also called the Hokke Sect.

Regardless of whether it is the Chinese or Japanese Nichiren Sect, they all revere the *Lotus Sutra*. Ishiwara's chanting tone was very devout, "...True gaze, pure gaze, broad and great wisdom gaze, compassionate gaze and merciful gaze, constantly wishing, constantly looking up to. Spotless pure light, the sun of wisdom breaking all darkness, able to subdue calamities of wind and fire, universally illuminating the world. The body of compassion is the thunder, the mind of mercy is the wondrous great cloud, raining down the sweet dew of Dharma rain, extinguishing the flames of affliction. In places of litigation before officials, or terrified in the midst of military arrays, mindfulness of that Avalokitesvara's power will cause all enemies to retreat and scatter..."

A British officer passed by Ishiwara's office. Hearing Ishiwara chanting Buddhist sutras, he unconsciously stopped to listen for a moment, feeling that this chanting had some similarities with the chanting of monks in Myanmar.

"It seems the culture of the Chinamen is all the same," the British officer thought in his heart. With such a mood, the British officer continued walking towards the Staff Department within the headquarters.

Inside the British Staff Department, a border demarcation report was currently being discussed. Given the understanding of Asia by those lords in Downing Street or Whitehall in London, heaven knows what big jokes they would produce. It wasn't to say that these lords were selling out the country, but in traditional European cognition, 'china' was China; citing the Arab appellation, it was also called 'Taugast'.

North of Persia and east of India were all called china. In the eyes of Europeans and the British, European expansion into the china region did not start from 1840, but had been going on for hundreds of years since the Age of Exploration.

This Anglo-Japanese War was considered the formal beginning of a counterattack by china. This border demarcation issue was an important means of probing China's attitude. As soon as this officer entered the office, he heard a staff officer ask: "Will China make any demands regarding Nepal?"

No one answered immediately. This officer's gaze, along with other officers, fell on the map. The current Line of Actual Control between China and Britain was very clear; it was the traditional border line of the china region. What still remained in British hands at this time was the India region, and the Yangon area in the southeast corner of the Myanmar region. British officers who had been to India and Myanmar were very clear that apart from the Yangon region, one could distinguish the difference in race between the regions occupied by China and Britain just by looking at appearance.

After a period of silence, someone asked again: "Will China accept giving up Lower Burma?"

Lower Burma was the coastal region of Myanmar and also the land in the Myanmar region earliest conquered by Britain. With British naval thinking, although China would enter the Indian Ocean after possessing the coast of Lower Burma, such an isolated region would have limited deterrence. However, Britain was still unwilling to let China possess an outlet to the Indian Ocean.

In the Staff Department of the British Indian Army, still no one answered immediately. But after a moment, someone finally said: "If we make the Chinese give up Lower Burma, what will China demand?"

Now, apart from Yangon, the Lower Burma region was in Chinese hands. The British Indian Army really did not want to pay a huge price to seize this land. The Staff Department had estimated that to seize all of Lower Burma, disregarding whether it could succeed first, they had to be prepared to pay the price of tens of thousands of casualties among British homeland troops.

Based on British diplomatic experience, what could not be obtained on the battlefield could not be obtained at the negotiation table. If it couldn't be solved by war, it could only rely on trade. If China was willing to give up Lower Burma, Britain would have to pay from other regions. Looking at the long border line on the map, everyone in the Staff Department of the British Indian Army had a headache.
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On September 15, the British delegation arrived in Saigon. Seeing the tropical palm trees and the azure sky outside the porthole, and feeling the humid air rushing towards him, Churchill, who was among the delegation, couldn't help but let out a cold snort.

Other members of the British delegation knew that Churchill was here representing the hardliners within Britain, and some statements had to be made by Churchill. But the other delegation members did not feel high-spirited just because Churchill was full of fighting will; on the contrary, the morale of the British delegation members was not high.

When Britain had no choice but to send a delegation, some things had already been decided. The purpose of the British delegation was merely to strive for a few more benefits within the possible scope, and the so-called 'possible' was only relative. One didn't even need intelligence on China provided by British intelligence agencies; just looking at the descriptions of China's current status in European newspapers was enough to understand that the impact of the Sino-British war on China's economy was not obvious.

China not only supported the war with its own strength but even had spare capacity to fully popularize bicycles—a commodity that couldn't be considered cheap even in Europe—throughout China. In Shanghai, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Jiangning (Nanjing), the Wuhan tri-cities, Beiping, Tianjin, and the new capital Zhengzhou, the roads of Chinese cities where large numbers of European reporters went were full of various styles of bicycles and human-powered tricycles.

In Europe, the bicycle was more of a means of transportation. In China, the bicycle had become a means of transport for goods, and its appearance naturally fit the needs of transport functions very well. Reinforced frames, wide rear seats. And the flat pallets added outside the rear wheel axle could all provide auxiliary functions for transport.

With the help of these attachments, not only could China's tricycles transport mountain-like loads of goods, but bicycles could do the same. Those Chinese riders, with balance and handling abilities that left European reporters dumbfounded, rode bicycles carrying large and small bags on city streets and roads leading from rural areas to cities. So much so that European reporters who had just arrived in China mistakenly thought that China had begun using bicycles in large quantities long ago. The young reporters' reasoning was very sufficient: if the Chinese did not have long-term accumulation, how could they have mastered such terrifying riding abilities?

Apart from these daily sights, many European reporters with insight into economics discovered that the Chinese government was not only building thermal power stations in large numbers, but these power stations also used turbine power generation, which was considered very advanced even in Europe and America. There were quite a few German engineers and Soviet engineers in China's technology R&D teams. And there was no lack of mathematics professors from Europe in Chinese universities.

What Chinese newspapers reported was the regional economic construction currently underway in China. Factories in the core cities of economic zones were being built in large numbers. Roads, railways, and shipping were spreading out across the Chinese land, outlining the transportation network China was building.

And Chinese private capital, especially private capital that had dealt with Britain for decades, was also striving to open factories. China's textile industry, which once teetered under the impact of foreign capital and factories, had developed at an astonishing speed just because it received protection provided by the Chinese government in the past three years.

And compared to the development of other industries, the textile industry—this easiest-to-develop light industry—did not appear particularly outstanding. The British side could roughly determine that the war had merely increased the financial burden on the Chinese government, while China's domestic development was very strong.

Looking back at Britain, the war forced Britain to send an expeditionary force far away. The Indian tax revenue in '25 was a deficit of over 11 million pounds, and '26 in India would definitely be a deficit too. As for '27, if the war did not end, it would also be a deficit.

The economy of the British homeland was even worse than that of India. The cost of mobilizing the army had long exceeded two hundred million pounds. As for what the future would hold, the British Treasury was unwilling to provide figures.

In addition to this, the attitudes of Italy and Spain towards Britain were becoming increasingly tough day by day. The Soviet Union, which originally presented a defensive posture facing countries like Poland and Romania, had also undergone some different changes at this time. Romania was a bit better off, but Poland was extremely vigilant about any disturbance from the Soviet Union. The Polish government had formally submitted a request to the British government for Britain to provide more aid to strengthen Poland's military power to cope with some military movements on the Soviet border.

Right now, Britain lacked nothing except money. In this world, money is not omnipotent, but one absolutely cannot do without money. The British upper class did not choose to negotiate with China because they were afraid of China, but entirely because the Sino-British war was pointlessly consuming Britain's precious wealth. Even if the war turned into a standoff now, Britain would have to continue throwing money into this bottomless pit.

Of course, the sober understanding of the British delegation did not make them express a willingness for peace from the very beginning. As soon as the Chinese and British sides sat down in the conference room meticulously prepared by the French, Churchill stood up and said in a standard British upper-class London accent: "If China wants to negotiate, it must withdraw behind the border line!"

How could the Chinese representative let Churchill clamor like this? He shouted back immediately: "We withdraw behind the border line, and then let you Anglo-Saxon Bandits continue to massacre the Myanmar people? We entered Myanmar to wipe out the Anglo-Saxon Bandits at the request of the Myanmar people. Now that the Anglo-Saxon Bandits have not been thoroughly exterminated, the war pursuing justice and peace is not yet over."

The brilliant cursing match between the warlike parties lasted for more than half an hour, which delighted the interviewing reporters. This report would definitely mobilize the readers' emotions and greatly increase sales.

This cursing match was so brilliant that after the newspaper reports, a hell joke that would be passed down to later generations even emerged.

"What color is the mermaid in the sea? It is black. Why would it be black? That's not how it's written in fairy tale books! No, in Andersen's time, if a female was fished out of the sea, she would certainly be a Black person."

Although the delegations of both sides cursed fiercely, they were actually just striking a pose. Precisely because everyone knew what the final result would be, there was absolutely no reason to appear weak. Even the Chinese Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing, who was considered 'mild', did not feel discomfort at this cursing; as for the British side, it was the same.

Thus, both the Chinese and British sides stated on the same day, "Country X has absolutely no will for peace talks, so our country has decided to terminate the peace talks."

As the peacemaker, the French side bore a lot of pressure, although France believed there would be no change in the general direction of the peace talks. But neither China nor Britain would lower their stance immediately. At this time, it depended on exactly how the French side communicated.

Two days later, before the Chinese and British sides had made their stance known, the US government issued a statement. They first severely criticized that hell joke, believing it was very wrong for the Chinese side to be so unserious in the face of peace. Moreover, China's use of the term 'Anglo-Saxon Bandits' was full of racial discrimination.

Yan Huiqing was amused when he saw this expression. The one being discriminated against was originally you, the United States. After dealing with Britain, it would be the turn of the United States to suffer China's discrimination. Unexpectedly, the Yankees really had quite the intuition.
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In the car, the pot-bellied Churchill, clamping a Manila cigar in his mouth, rode through the streets of Saigon. Churchill had been to South America and the Caribbean, where the climate was quite similar to Saigon. However, the feeling of the two places was still different; overall, the Caribbean felt a bit warmer and more humid than Saigon.

There weren't many places to see in Saigon. After circling around, they approached the suburbs. The suburbs were areas for the poor, and Churchill had absolutely no interest in those tropical huts, so he ordered the driver to turn around and drive back to the city center. The car stopped in front of a French-style building in the city. Churchill stepped out of the vehicle, and a French butler had already come out to welcome him, guiding Churchill into the building.

At this time, the banquet was already prepared, and quite a few guests had arrived, chatting in the resting areas on both sides of the building's spacious main hall. Among the guests were quite a few Chinese people, who were chatting happily with the French. Churchill bore the role of a hardliner; to use a Chinese saying, someone has to sing the red face, and someone has to sing the white face (play good cop, bad cop).

For ordinary negotiations, this kind of personnel configuration was very useful. But for nations, especially for powerful nations, it was just a formality, because what powerful nations feared most was misjudging each other. Even if ordinary people couldn't reach a deal, a fight was about the limit, and situations of accidental killing rarely occurred. If great powers went to war due to misjudgment, the losses would be staggering. Therefore, great powers must avoid misjudgment.

If they didn't want misjudgment, great powers had to clearly put forward their demands. Both sides judged their own and the other's strength, judged the other's bottom line, and finally rejected or agreed to a part of the other's demands, ultimately reaching a compromise. Therefore, there is a saying in diplomatic circles: 'An agreement that makes both sides uncomfortable is the best agreement.' No one likes to be uncomfortable; an agreement where both sides are uncomfortable is an agreement where each gets what they need.

Churchill believed that the level of the current Chinese government's diplomatic team should not be low, which was why Churchill would seemingly unscrupulously express his own views. Because Churchill represented the extreme conservatives of Britain, if the speeches of the extreme conservatives could not be spoken, Churchill's own political value would not exist.

Sitting by the bar counter, Churchill asked for a drink. The waiter took out a few bottles of wine from the white cabinet behind him. As the cabinet door opened, a comfortable cool air rushed towards his face. Churchill stared at that large freezer for a moment and saw that the logo on the freezer was in Chinese characters; it was possibly made in China. He felt somewhat surprised in his heart at China's development in recent years.

The ice-cold cocktail felt very comfortable to drink, quickly dispelling the summer heat and making a fat man like Churchill feel cool from the inside out. Holding the cocktail and looking at those Chinese and French people chatting warmly in the venue, Churchill felt he probably had nothing to chat about with them. Looking again at those relatively lonely fellows, he saw a familiar young face.

That person was Li Shiguang, Director of the Western Europe Department of China, playing a hardliner role just like Churchill. At this time, Li Shiguang also saw Churchill. Their gazes collided in the air for a moment, but there was none of that swords-drawn, bows-bent intensity of the negotiation table. Everyone turned their gaze away by coincidence; Churchill continued to drink his cocktail, while Li Shiguang stood up and walked towards the lawn outside the building.

The one convening this banquet was the Governor-General of French Indochina, but the ones truly playing a role were the members of the French delegation. French diplomatic personnel constantly communicated with members of the Chinese and British delegations, seeking conditions for both sides to continue talking. The attitude of the British delegation was very clear: to reach a peace agreement, China must retreat behind the border. The Chinese delegation had Li Shiguang, this member acting as a hardliner, state his position. Li Shiguang's attitude was clear, "According to convention, the Line of Actual Control shall be the armistice line."

French diplomatic personnel were not surprised; their job was only to help both sides communicate. As for how China and Britain considered it, that was not France's job. In private, French diplomatic personnel even hoped that since China and Britain had encountered a deadlock in negotiations, they should hurry up and start breaking out in conflict militarily. Any military action that weakened Britain, as long as France didn't pay the price, France would welcome very much.

The negotiations dragged on meaninglessly like this, and time soon reached October 2, 1926. From south to north, China had begun the autumn harvest at this time. This year saw another bumper grain harvest, especially with the completion progress of water conservancy construction in various places.

He Rui maintained an encouraging posture, but in his heart, he was far less joyful than he looked. The agricultural achievements obtained now relied to a large extent on extracting groundwater for irrigation, and the current irrigation was also flood irrigation; not even sprinkler irrigation had been achieved, let alone drip irrigation. If extraction continued like this, groundwater resources in many regions of China would be destroyed.

But He Rui was not afraid. In another 20 years or so, the level of technological development should be able to begin entering a stage of new energy development dominated by photovoltaics. At that time, China could use photovoltaic-desalinated seawater and transport large amounts of fresh water inland for irrigation. Agriculture that depended on the weather would turn into another production mode. If it was just over-extracting groundwater for 20 years, it shouldn't take too long to recover. Moreover, with current water extraction capabilities, it really couldn't be called over-extraction.

Distant worries were not a problem; what needed to be solved were immediate worries. At the subsequent Military Commission meeting, Zhong Yifu, who had made a special trip back from the Burma Theater, also attended. He Rui's gaze fell on Zhong Yifu, and he stated his requirements, "Now the negotiations have entered a deadlock. We want to make the British give up their negotiation preconditions. We must strike the opposing British forces without expanding the war. The Burma Theater must complete this task."

Zhong Yifu heard an unshakable confidence in He Rui's calm voice, and a flame-like impulse also was born in his heart. However, this excitement did not last long; Zhong Yifu tried hard to make himself understand He Rui's order. This was not asking Zhong Yifu to fight a decisive battle with the British army, but to conduct a very precise strike.

He heard He Rui continue: "So the goal of the battle is to convey our attitude and display our strength. Let Britain understand that dragging it on will only make them suffer greater losses."

"I wonder if the General Staff Department has a plan?" Zhong Yifu asked.

He Rui didn't make a sound. Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan said: "There is already a plan."

Saying this, he took out the report and distributed it to the comrades of the Military Commission present at the meeting. Zhong Yifu browsed quickly. Currently, China and Britain had stationed heavy troops in Yangon on the southern line and the Siliguri Corridor on the western line. Between Yangon and the Siliguri Corridor was a continuous mountain range, not suitable for conducting war.

South of the Assam region occupied by the Chinese army was the 'Rain Pole', Cherrapunji. Cherrapunji was located in the Meghalaya region of Northeast India, situated on the east-west oriented Khasi Hills south of the Brahmaputra River, about 300 kilometers from the Bay of Bengal. It was a low-lying depression.

During the rainy season, the river waters burst their banks, and this place actually turned into a lake and swamp. Because the floodwaters were relatively warm, before reaching Cherrapunji, the southwest airflow first blew over the accumulated water in the lowlands, so it was saturated with a large amount of water vapor, causing rainfall in Cherrapunji to skyrocket.

From August 1860 to July 1861, 20,447 millimeters of rain fell in one year, winning the title of the world's "Rain Pole". The average number of rainy days per month in the rainy season from May to September was 25 to 28 days, both ranking first in the world.

Precisely because of the existence of the 'Rain Pole' Cherrapunji, plus the mountains east of Cherrapunji, a true natural moat was constituted, forming a natural boundary between the India region and Myanmar. With the Sino-British war proceeding to this point, if one wanted to launch an attack, one had to march on Yangon or set out from the Assam region, pass through the Siliguri Corridor where the British army had already vigorously constructed defensive positions, and enter the West Bengal region of British India.

The General Staff Department proposed three plans. The best method was naturally to bypass the Siliguri Corridor defense line constructed by Britain and enter the West Bengal region. The second was to thoroughly destroy the Siliguri Corridor defense line constructed by Britain, and from then on be able to freely enter and exit the West Bengal region. The third was to seize the Yangon region and occupy the entire Myanmar.

If speaking of campaign difficulty, seizing Yangon was the easiest choice. Yangon was located on a plain, easy to attack and hard to defend. But Zhong Yifu felt that fighting this way conflicted somewhat with He Rui's expectations.

Soon, Zhong Yifu made a decision, "Chairman, with the current strength of the Burma Theater, we can consider thoroughly smashing the West Bengal region constructed by Britain. The reasons are as follows: We can indeed bypass the Siliguri Corridor defense line constructed by the British army and enter the West Bengal region to fight. But the result of doing so is that the troops we send out can only be light infantry, which will be difficult to contend with the British army equipped with fiercer firepower on the West Bengal plain. If the troops encounter danger, the losses will be great.

If we destroy the British Siliguri Corridor defense line and annihilate this British army, the losses may not necessarily be more than when the troops encounter danger. The Siliguri Corridor defense line is 30 kilometers long, and the number of British troops stationed on the defense line is about 150,000. Even if the British army can replenish a certain number of troops during the battle, their number will not exceed 250,000. We have already stationed 180,000 troops in the Assam region; with current troop strength and firepower, we can launch an attack. If we urgently mobilize another division and two other divisions begin to reinforce, our troop strength can also be in a complete advantage."

Speaking of this, Zhong Yifu exhaled confidently, "Chairman, based on the performance of the war up to now, the British army's combat ability is very weak."

He Rui could see that when Zhong Yifu made the judgment that 'the British army is very weak', he had made a great resolve. He couldn't help but be amused by Zhong Yifu. In He Rui's view, the infantry infiltration tactics of New China were the most invincible tactics before the armored mechanization of armies. The British army was not the fully motorized army in the Korean War; it could not possibly be an opponent for the current Republic National Defense Force.

But what made He Rui happier was that Zhong Yifu made a quite reliable judgment. Eating up the 150,000 British troops on the Siliguri Corridor defense line in one go could give the British government extremely great help in getting rid of pressure from the British public. Now the British government was striving to adjust the direction of public opinion, creating an atmosphere that 'Myanmar has no meaning'. The British upper class already had a full consensus on this. If it weren't for those die-hard conservatives in Britain continuing to desperately incite the bullshit that 'the British Empire fears no challenge', the Chinese and British sides would probably have already started negotiations by now.

Those die-hard factions in Britain, those British people who couldn't see reality clearly, all continued to indulge in the fantasy of the British Empire's glory. So they truly believed 'the British Empire fears no challenge'. Since this was the case, a clean and efficient campaign would help them wake up.

"Commander Zhong, decide which plan to choose as soon as possible, and then start proceeding with the General Staff Department on how to implement the war plan." Saying this, He Rui raised his wrist to look at his watch, "It is now October 3, 1926. I hope the plan can be determined before October 6, and start as much as possible when the rainy season ends on October 15."

Zhong Yifu immediately stood up and saluted He Rui, "Yes! I will resolutely complete the mission!"
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Major General Yu Cen did not feel the slightest nervousness after receiving the news to prepare for combat on October 7, nor did his emotions fluctuate particularly. For the past six months, the Assam region had been preparing to annihilate the opposing British forces in the Siliguri Corridor. Up to now, all preparations had been completed, and only a single order was remaining. Now that the order had come, Yu Cen only felt a long-lost sense of relief.

The current Burma Theater commanded three Army Groups. The 4th Army Group was located in the Assam region, the 5th Army Group in the Yangon region, and the 6th Army Group on the border. Although the 6th Army Group had to guard a long border line, the 6th Army Group faced mountain ranges and the 'Rain Pole', so the pressure was actually the lowest.

Major General Yu Cen was the Division Commander of the 1st Division, 64th Corps, under the 4th Army Group. Arriving at the headquarters, other Corps Commanders and Division Commanders had already arrived. The Chief of Staff first summarized the recent Air Force reconnaissance reports for the commanders to see. Although land battles had ceased for several months, the Chinese and British Air Forces were still fighting. The Chinese Air Force firmly controlled the sky over the Siliguri Corridor and the nearby 100 kilometers. The British forces had launched air attacks several times attempting to regain air superiority, but ultimately could only be forced to become combat achievements for the Chinese Air Force.

The commanders had long viewed various photos and maps of the British defense line countless times; what everyone focused on was whether Britain had made adjustments to the defense line. After confirming no such changes had occurred, Yu Cen's Corps Commander suggested to the Commander: "Why don't we start the war immediately? Waiting longer, I fear we might suddenly encounter some changes."

The Army Group was not a permanent establishment of the Republic National Defense Force; Army Groups were formed during wartime according to battlefield needs. Seeing everyone's fighting spirit was high, the Commander of the 4th Army Group could only sigh: "I would like to, but Commander Zhong hasn't returned yet. At least wait until he arrives here, then we will make the request to him."

The generals felt this made sense, so they could only agree. After the meeting disbanded, all units began making combat preparations. The generals thought Zhong Yifu would return after the 10th, but they didn't expect Zhong Yifu to actually arrive in Assam at noon on the 9th. He held a meeting as soon as he got off the plane. In the afternoon, the Corps Commanders and Division Commanders gathered again.

This time, the Chief of Staff of the 4th Army Group personally reported the campaign plan to Zhong Yifu. The British defense line in the Siliguri Corridor belonged to the standard British defense system during the Great War in Europe. The entire defense line was divided into three lines of defense, and each line of defense was further divided into several defensive positions. The Siliguri defense line was 30 kilometers long with a depth of over 15 kilometers.

The terrain outside the Siliguri Corridor was relatively flat, suitable for constructing trench warfare positions similar to those in the Great War in Europe. The British army applied their experience from the Great War here. Minefields, barbed wire, bunkers, machine gun positions, and heavy artillery groups behind the defense line. Just analyzing from the photos, one felt that if a heavy troop attack was launched, the Siliguri Corridor defense line would be another meat grinder.

The Chief of Staff of the 4th Army Group looked solemn as he explained the initial breakthrough force of the campaign to Zhong Yifu, "Commander Zhong, we will use an armored unit composed of 103 tanks as the vanguard to guide our infantry into the British defense line. As long as the first layer of the defense line is penetrated by us, we can ensure the battle continues."

Zhong Yifu looked serious; anxiety seemed about to rise in his heart, yet there was always some distance from true anxiety. Using armored clusters to break through enemy field fortifications was a future warfare method proposed by He Rui. As He Rui's subordinate and student, having followed He Rui from one victory to another, even if Zhong Yifu felt pressure, he could not question He Rui.

Of course, psychological effect was only one part of it. Tanks were first invented by Britain during the Great War in Europe, followed by France, Germany, and other countries, and indeed played a role when facing trench warfare. Zhong Yifu did not go to the front line when fighting Japan in the Northeast, so he didn't have the chance to personally witness the Japanese army attacking the Northeast Army's positions with tanks. Judging from subsequent battle reports and specialized research results, the Japanese infantry tactics were backward, so tank application was limited by Japanese infantry tactics and appeared very clumsy. If those tanks were in the hands of the Northeast Army, they would definitely have exerted greater power, perhaps even reversing the situation on the battlefield.

Moreover, the quantity of tanks committed by the Japanese army was small. According to He Rui's plan for future armored warfare, facing a solid defense line, National Defense Force infantry would have to pay a huge price to storm enemy positions; the role of armored troops was to make that price as small as possible. Therefore, armored troops had to be used in concentration to achieve a breakthrough against the enemy defense line, opening a path for National Defense Force infantry to cut into enemy positions.

At this point, there was nothing more to say. Whether it's a mule or a horse, bring it out for a walk.

After listening to the campaign report, Zhong Yifu answered immediately: "I will take full responsibility. When can the 4th Army Group start the attack?"

"Noon tomorrow at the earliest," the Commander of the 4th Army Group answered immediately.

Zhong Yifu didn't even think and answered immediately: "Noon is not suitable. According to meteorological observations, how is the weather tomorrow and the day after?"

The Chief of Staff of the 4th Army Group answered immediately: "According to meteorological observations, tomorrow and the day after should be sunny. And the rainy season has ended, ground conditions are passable."

Zhong Yifu immediately ordered the Chief of Staff: "Prepare to record!"

Several staff officers responsible for recording combat orders came over immediately. When they were ready, Zhong Yifu stood up, "Burma Theater Command, Order dated October 10, 1926. Copy to Military Commission, and various units of the 4th Army Group, convey to regiment level. Top Secret.

According to Operational Plan No. 015 already formulated by the 4th Army Group, the Burma Theater Command orders the 55th, 58th, 60th, 61st, 64th, and 65th Corps under the 4th Army Group to launch an attack on the British Siliguri Corridor defense line in the early morning of October 12, 1926.

The purpose of this operation is to annihilate the British forces on the British Siliguri Corridor defense line. After completing this operational objective, the 4th Army Group is not to launch further attacks unless British reinforcements are encountered arriving quickly at the battle line.

Among them, the 3rd Division of the 55th Corps and the 1st Division of the 65th Corps are responsible for launching feint attacks from the junction of the British Siliguri Corridor defense line and the mountainous area, creating the illusion that our army is attempting to bypass the British defense line and enter the West Bengal region behind the British defense line for harassment raids. These two units may launch attacks in advance.

Afterwards, the 58th Corps and 64th Corps will launch a surprise attack on the British army under the guidance of armored units. The 55th, 60th, 61st, and 65th Corps will use traditional infantry offensive methods to attack. Each unit need not coordinate with or wait for other units; launch attacks based on your own unit.

Once a breakthrough is completed, each unit must reserve troops for continued infiltration to ensure the troops can sustain the attack. The attack continues until the British defense line is thoroughly broken, then begin counter-encirclement.

..."

As soon as Yu Cen returned to his unit, he immediately began making preparations. The first preparation was undoubtedly to first break through the minefield laid by the British army. Currently, means to deal with minefields included demining and marking.

Demining could be done by manual demining or direct firepower clearing, but both methods easily attracted British attention. Another method was for engineers to plant warning signs in the passage, usually small flags.

Yu Cen decided that in addition to these two means, he would also adopt earthwork operations to make the distance to the enemy defense line closer when the troops were exposed in front of the British defense line as much as possible.

These were all plans that had been planned many times long ago, including on-site detection which had already been completed.

On the morning of October 11, the two units feigning to bypass the British defense line were 'unsurprisingly' discovered by the British army. As the British army began shelling, the 4th Army Group also began returning artillery fire.

Not only that, the Chinese Air Force also carried out bombing on British artillery. Compared to artillery dueling blindly, with the Air Force directly observing and guiding from high altitude, the accuracy of Chinese artillery was much higher. While bombing and guiding artillery fire, the Chinese Air Force suddenly discovered thick smoke appearing on the British artillery positions.

The Air Force initially thought this was some British artillery being hit. However, as the smoke spread and gradually hid the figures of the British artillery, the Chinese Air Force had to conclude that this was a method used by British artillery to screen Chinese Air Force observation.

Releasing smoke was originally a traditional craft of the British Navy. Compared to the wind on the sea and the distance of several kilometers often between two warships of the same unit, the effect of releasing smoke on land was much better. With clouds of thick smoke on the positions, the Air Force's observation ability was indeed greatly affected.

The intelligence was urgently reported up, and the Army Group Command's answer was simple, "Continue to execute orders according to plan."

At 23:00 on October 11, after arranging a piece of work, Yu Cen slept fully clothed on his camp bed. After nearly two days of sleepless work, he was indeed tired. The subsequent battle would also require Yu Cen to consume a large amount of energy. Moreover, Yu Cen also wanted to reassure the troops through his own actions that this battle was not that dangerous.

At this time, the artillery of both sides, which had bombarded all day, fell silent. The battlefield was quiet, as if under the darkness was just a peaceful land.
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Dawn broke. The mountain ridges to the south and the towering mountains of Nepal to the north were illuminated unusually brightly. The Siliguri Corridor, situated between the two mountains, was hidden in the shadows of the mountains on both sides, appearing extremely dim.

It wasn't until the buzzing of propeller planes came from the sky that the British troops on the Siliguri Corridor defense line immediately became alert. The Chinese Air Force had already dived down, launching an attack on the defense line on the ground.

Facing the Chinese Air Force, the British army did not sit idle. Seeing Chinese fighter planes change their previous practice of high-altitude reconnaissance and bombing to diving down for bombing and strafing, many anti-aircraft gun positions on the defense line pulled off their gun covers and opened fire fiercely at the Chinese Air Force fighter planes.

Soon, the fuselage of a Chinese fighter plane shook, and it quickly pulled level from its dive. Not long after, thick smoke billowed from the junction of the wing and the fuselage of this fighter plane; the fuel line had likely been pierced. This fighter plane could only drag its injured body and fly back towards the Chinese positions.

Another fighter plane was hit repeatedly, the thick smoke billowing from its fuselage mixed with flames. The plane had lost control, tracing a helpless curve, and plunged headlong into the British defense line positions.

Seeing the air defense system taking effect, many nearby British soldiers cheered in the trenches. Having been suppressed by the Chinese Air Force for so long, they could finally vent their frustration; how could they not be happy? These British soldiers stared at the battle between the sky and the ground, unable to stop praying that God would help the British air defense troops win.

However, planes were aircraft with speeds exceeding 200 kilometers per hour after all, flying over 50 meters per second. After the Chinese Air Force discovered the British air defense fire points, they immediately chose to avoid them. The rotation speed of anti-aircraft machine guns could not keep up with the speed of the planes. Although the subsequent firing was fierce, it no longer posed the previous threat.

Less than a minute later, British soldiers closer to the heavy artillery group behind the British defense line heard the whistling of shells breaking through the air above their heads. Officers immediately shouted loudly: "Take cover!" and were the first to drill into the bombproof shelters.

The British army was, after all, a powerful force that had participated in many bloody battles in the Great War in Europe. Under the command of officers, the soldiers used both hands and feet to drill into bombproof shelters. Immediately, they felt the mountains shake and the earth move, just like riding on a wild horse. The soil above the bombproof shelter was shaken down in showers. The heavy artillery group of the Republic National Defense Force began a duel with the British heavy artillery group.

It was 7:00 AM. Division Commander Yu Cen had been awake for two hours. He looked at the sand table calmly, listening to the staff department nearby using the radio broadcasting system to communicate with the troops preparing to attack via walkie-talkies.

Even though the radio communication system used by the troops was produced by the same manufacturer as the domestic civilian broadcasting system and was not a military-industrial product; even though the current wireless walkie-talkies were bulky and heavy, and battalion-level walkie-talkies required particularly strong signal corpsmen to carry them while moving; even though the failure rate of walkie-talkies would increase with the intensity of shocks received during movement; even though the transmission rate of human voice was only 1-5 bytes per second, and required training to ensure precise understanding of vocabulary—Yu Cen still felt incomparably reassured in his heart.

In the past, troop command relied on field telephones and radios. Once the battle started, it relied on the regimental commander to exert his own battlefield command ability. On a battlefield where the situation changed rapidly, the division headquarters' ability to grasp the battlefield was too low.

Now battalion-level combat units could contact the rear at any time via walkie-talkies. Of course, the division headquarters would not bypass the regiment headquarters because of this. Only in compelling emergency situations would the division headquarters directly command battalion-level combat units. But the division headquarters could already understand within a very short time what positions each battalion had arrived at and what combat actions were being carried out.

And it wasn't just the division headquarters that felt relaxed; the corps headquarters and army group headquarters could similarly obtain information at high speed. The integrated information was then distributed in batches to the corps and division headquarters through the latest electronic equipment, allowing division-level units to obtain a lot of information about the entire battlefield extremely quickly.

Although this system was very rough and could only play a comprehensive combat role in fixed battle lines like the current one at this stage, and required a large number of well-trained engineering technicians responsible for information editing, checking, and transmission, Major General Yu Cen was an optimist like most of his comrades. He believed that since the problem of existence had been solved, as long as technology was iterated and updated, such an efficient battlefield command system would definitely be applied in more and wider combat scenarios.

Intelligence coming from the 4th Army Group Staff Department was marked one by one on the sand table by the division staff officers. Yu Cen saw the opposite British artillery positions, position transport hubs, air defense positions, and defensive positions gradually becoming clear.

The greatest threat to the attacker was the opponent's heavy artillery group. The Chinese Air Force gathered 360 fighter planes in this campaign, divided into six teams, continuously attacking the British army. The Army's artillery group was also cooperating closely with the Air Force, striving to make the heavy artillery group behind the British defense line lose combat capability.

To make an opponent's heavy gun lose combat effectiveness on the battlefield, one did not need one's own shells to accurately hit the opponent's gun body and thoroughly destroy the gun barrel. The gun barrel of artillery was indeed very important, but without artillery operators and transport personnel, without the artillery's aiming system, having an intact gun barrel was meaningless. To destroy artillerymen and transport soldiers, and destroy the artillery's aiming system, it was enough for just one Chinese 120mm artillery shell to explode within 10 meters of a British 150mm artillery piece.

Less than half an hour later, the British artillery fire began to falter. Inside the defense line headquarters, telephones rang one after another. Because calls couldn't get through, those signal soldiers ran on their two legs. When they arrived outside the headquarters panting, they found the entrance already crowded with other signal soldiers waiting to deliver messages.

Inside the British headquarters were humans after all; they could only listen to messages one by one. With so many messages being delivered simultaneously, the headquarters simply couldn't accept so much information. Even the information the British headquarters had already obtained made huge fear linger in the hearts of the Commander and Chief of Staff.

Britain did not lack heavy artillery, nor did China. After more than a year of road building and transport, the number of heavy guns on both sides of the Siliguri Corridor was around 300.

The British air defense firepower indeed effectively threatened the Chinese Air Force, damaging or shooting down over a dozen Chinese fighter planes in a short time. However, to the British army's astonishment, the remaining Chinese fighter planes seemed to ignore death, continuing to carry out attacks amidst British air defense fire. At the same time, Chinese artillerymen also began bombarding under the guidance of the Chinese Air Force.

Even if the British army again adopted the method of releasing smoke to provide cover, the Chinese Air Force adopted a close-range attack combat method. Even if the accuracy of bombs was still insufficient, machine guns on fighter planes swept across British gun positions, still beating the British artillerymen and troops transporting artillery into flying flesh and blood.

The bombing, strafing, and artillery guidance of the Chinese Air Force caused the British heavy artillery positions to suffer a catastrophic disaster. In just half an hour, it was confirmed that more than 80 artillery pieces had lost combat capability. The remaining artillery was being moved desperately; not many heavy guns remained that could continue to fight.

If the situation continued to deteriorate like this, the British defense line would have to rely on built fortifications to withstand the attacks of the Chinese heavy artillery group and infantry. Based on the experience of British officers who had participated in the Great War in Europe, the battle had already begun to develop towards a level of despair.

When the Chinese heavy artillery group began to bombard the minefields and barbed wire positions at the front of the British defense line, Yu Cen felt the time for attack had arrived. Just as he was preparing to give the order, the headquarters' 'Attack Order' also arrived. This made Yu Cen feel a little unhappy in his heart. In the past, the thrill of issuing attack orders to thousands of troops was enjoyed by Yu Cen alone. Now Yu Cen had to note that in the Corps Headquarters behind him and the Army Group Headquarters sat a group of generals whose sensitivity to war and grasp of timing were above Yu Cen's.

"Attack!" Yu Cen ordered. The staff department immediately transmitted the order down. Just when Yu Cen estimated the order had just been distributed to the grassroots units, the shelling weakened at a clearly discernible speed. At this time, the British artillerymen were too busy looking after themselves under the joint strangulation of the Chinese Air Force and artillery. Presumably, this brief pause was to make time for the infantry to attack, and the National Defense Force artillerymen were also quickly shifting gun positions, preparing for the next round of shelling.

Yu Cen walked out of the command post and entered the observation post. Through high-power binoculars, he saw those rather light tanks rushing out of the positions, advancing towards the British positions. Following behind the tanks were squads of infantry. The tanks' tracks could flatten potholed roads and also crush out a safe path for the infantry. The tank body could also be seen as a mobile fortification for the infantry squads, blocking light fire attacks from British positions within a certain angle.

These tanks drew heavily from the French Renault light tanks. Yu Cen felt that without British heavy artillery attacks, these tanks should be relatively effective. But he didn't expect that these tanks with freely rotating turrets would advance at a speed the infantry could keep up with while rotating their turrets to bombard British firepower points. Just fighting and driving like this, they crossed the distance between the Chinese and British positions and killed their way into the British defense line. National Defense Force squads followed closely on the path opened up by the tank squads, disappearing into the British defense line.

Yu Cen felt his mind was very clear, but witnessing such an attack being completed with his own eyes, the question 'Is this an exercise?' actually arose for a moment. In the past, National Defense Force infantry had to use very many methods to complete this step. So the National Defense Force mastered civil engineering proficiently, that is, digging communication trenches to approach enemy positions. They mastered various infantry leapfrog tactics—crawling, rolling, jumping—utilizing all available terrain to approach enemy positions.

To rush up straight like this and kill into the British positions was a situation that every commander would only have in their dreams. Now that the dream had shone into reality, Yu Cen felt he indeed needed some time to adjust his mood.

It wasn't just Yu Cen who needed to adjust his mood, nor just the Command of the 4th Army Group of the Republic National Defense Force. British officers at all levels on the British Siliguri Corridor defense line felt dazed. The infantry tactics of the Chinese army were completely different from the tactics the British army was accustomed to.

After Chinese infantry rushed into British positions, they immediately spread out like mercury spilling on the ground. Bullets came from the front, sides, and rear of the British troops at the breach. If encountering attacks from the front and sides was still understandable, attacks from the rear proved that communication between the unit and the troops in the rear bad been cut off. Not only was the unit itself under attack, but the troops behind the unit also had no way to join the battle.

According to British combat regulations, encountering such a situation, the unit needed to hold fast immediately and request reinforcements from higher command departments. First, the command posts of various British regiments and brigades received continuous calls for reinforcements. Soon, British division headquarters also began receiving distress calls.

The command posts of British regiments, brigades, and divisions were all dazed. Where did so many Chinese troops come from? Did they fall from the sky?

If the British command system had a panoramic view of information at this time, they would discover that the total number of Chinese infantry rushing into the British defense line with tanks did not exceed two regiments. Because these two regiments adopted infantry squad and platoon tactics, they had already transformed into nearly 100 combat teams of three men each to start launching attacks.

One platoon, or even two squads, launched multi-angle attacks on a British battalion. There was also a portion of combat teams following behind tanks advancing in depth.

British infantrymen were not cowardly people, and their mastery of the British infantry tactical manual was also very proficient. Precisely because the gap in infantry tactical levels between China and Britain was too large, and the British army was too proficient in British infantry tactics and adhered to them too strictly, the British army shrank themselves into small defensive bodies completely under the control of company and battalion commanders, allowing Chinese infantry squads to infiltrate and attack as they pleased.

On a rapidly changing battlefield, once the opponent seized the initiative, it was very difficult to turn the situation back. Not to mention that various British troops defending themselves and requesting reinforcements from headquarters caused various British headquarters to be overwhelmed and at a loss by this unprecedented information.

It took a lot of time to determine which troops were attacked from front and back and which troops could still move freely. As a result, when a call was made to a unit that hadn't been attacked, the first sentence from the other side after picking up the phone was, "My unit is under siege, requesting support!"

Hearing such news, even the most composed British commander had to panic.

The battlefield was interlinked. Chaos spread from the positions breached by Chinese tanks to the British positions on both sides. The attack pressure on other National Defense Force infantry divisions without tanks to open the way decreased骤ly. When these troops rushed into British positions, a storm sweeping through all British positions beat the more than one hundred thousand British troops into dizziness.

The British Headquarters of the Siliguri Corridor defense line only knew that the Chinese army had attacked and British units were falling into encirclement. From the intelligence currently obtained, the British defense line probably couldn't hold. But why it couldn't hold, and exactly how it couldn't hold, the British Defense Line Headquarters was completely unable to make head or tail of it.

The generals inside the headquarters were at a loss like ants on a hot pan. At this time, the Chief of Staff was doing mental calculations. As the calculation approached the final result, his eyes opened wider and wider. Finally, the Chief of Staff wiped the sweat from his forehead, forcibly suppressed the trembling in his voice, and said quickly in as calm a tone as possible: "Your Excellency Commander, according to reports from the front line, the Chinese army launching the attack this time is definitely not the 200,000 we estimated, it is very likely 600,000!"

The number 600,000 made the air inside the British headquarters congeal for an instant. But after a moment, the expressions of those shocked British generals actually became relieved.

No wonder! No wonder! The British army on this defense line had 150,000 men; 600,000 Chinese troops were four times the British army. After this quantity of Chinese troops rushed in, it could indeed achieve the situation where British frontline combat units instantly fell into being attacked from front and rear.

If 600,000 opposing troops braved fierce British artillery fire and charged in disregarding casualties, all previous incomprehensible battle reports exceeding common sense could receive a completely reasonable explanation.

The despicable Chinese actually gathered so many troops on the battlefield! The British Commander thought of how he actually had to resist 600,000 Chinese troops—four times his own—with 150,000 troops, and strong grief and indignation couldn't help but rise in his heart.

Thinking again, 150,000 against 600,000, and the British defense line had already been breached by the Chinese army. What should be done now...

Just at this moment, new news came. The British Army originally engaged in mountain field battles with the Chinese Army on the two wings outside the defense line could not hold under the ceaseless dive bombing and strafing of the Chinese Air Force and the fierce, mountain-shaving artillery fire of Chinese heavy artillery, and had to begin retreating.

The front was breached, and the two wings were being outflanked. What should be done now? Without waiting for the Commander to order, the Chief of Staff already said with a pale face: "Your Excellency Commander, given the current situation, I suggest a full retreat."

The Defense Line Commander's gaze swept over the other officers in the headquarters. Although everyone he saw said nothing, their expressions already indicated their attitude. The Defense Line Commander sighed slightly; he had tried his best, and the British army had tried its best. But the Chinese army was pouring into British positions like the tide of the sea. Facing the Chinese human sea with complete air superiority, artillery superiority, and a four-fold infantry numerical superiority, there was no other choice besides retreat.

The retreat order was issued at 10:47 AM. Yu Cen received the news that the British army began a full retreat at 11:19 AM. After receiving this news, Yu Cen and the comrades in the division headquarters were all stunned.

The British squad defense was actually fought very well. Moreover, up to now, the vanguard troops rushing at the very front had only punched two small holes in the British second line of defense. And the British army had a total of three lines of defense; to really punch through completely, they would have to fight until at least after 3 PM.

Yu Cen immediately called the Army Group Headquarters, but the line was busy. "Call via radio!" Yu Cen ordered immediately. However, the radio was also busy.

Yu Cen didn't give up and immediately called the Corps Headquarters. The Corps Headquarters line wasn't busy. Even though the sound on the phone wasn't very good, Yu Cen heard a chaotic noise inside the Corps Headquarters. The communications staff officer answering the phone just listened to Yu Cen's question, and with some movement, the Chief of Staff's voice came from the other end, "Division Commander Yu, the Corps Headquarters is the same; we can't figure out what the British army is thinking. The data sent by machine came from the Army Group Headquarters. The Corps Commander is contacting the Army Group Headquarters. Wait a moment, we'll call you back after we finish talking."

Anxiously waiting in front of the phone for 10 minutes, the phone finally rang. After picking it up, the Corps Commander's voice immediately came from the other end, "Division Commander Yu, our division has the greatest attack depth. Now I order you to immediately command the troops to attack with full force."

"Corps Commander, what exactly is going on?" Yu Cen felt the British army might have some conspiracy.

The Corps Commander ordered loudly: "I know something isn't right here, but the Air Force reports that the British army has indeed begun a great retreat. We don't know exactly what is going on either. Your unit is the most forward, so chase them down. I guarantee you, if anything happens during the pursuit, I will take full responsibility. All losses of your unit will be prioritized for resupply."

With words said to this point, Yu Cen knew he had no possibility of refusing, so he immediately said loudly: "I resolutely obey the order. I will move the division headquarters forward and join the troops to implement the pursuit!"

Putting down the phone, Yu Cen shouted to the division personnel surrounding him: "Everyone, except for those staying behind, form a mobile headquarters, join up with the troops, and implement the pursuit!"

Seeing Yu Cen's gaze cold as a blade edge, the Chief of Staff and below immediately saluted, speaking the words Yu Cen said to the Corps Commander, "Resolutely obey orders!"
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On October 18, 1926, the fourth day after the Battle of the Siliguri Corridor had completely ended, the Chinese and British negotiating delegations held another meeting in Saigon. Unlike the previous cursing match, the expressions of the British delegation were truly very serious.

The Head of the Chinese Delegation, Yan Huiqing, looked calm, but in his heart, he was both annoyed and amused.

What was amusing was that the British army was just a paper tiger. The solid field defense line built by hundreds of thousands of Indian laborers over half an year was wiped out in one day. A Chinese Army Division Commander named Yu Cen led his troops in fierce pursuit, routing countless defeated British troops, and even captured the retreating British headquarters in one fell swoop. With such a level of warfare, Yan Huiqing completely couldn't reconcile it with the British army in his impression.

What was annoying was that the British military commanders, worthy of their noble birth, really could compose essays on the spot. Before their headquarters was about to be annihilated, they sent a telegram to the British Indian Army Command, using 'human wave tactics' to describe the Chinese Army's offensive method.

'The Chinese army, several times larger than ours, adopted human wave tactics, braving our fierce artillery fire, and charged into our positions regardless of casualties...'

The telegram was sent in code. In the chaos, the British headquarters failed to dispose of all the codebooks, and the Chinese Army captured two volumes. It was translated afterwards. This also led to a small problem: French diplomatic personnel stated to the Chinese delegation that the British side now began to express doubts about China's will for peace.

According to what the French diplomatic personnel relayed, what the British side said was very implicit, yet also very serious, "The Chinese army dispatched millions of troops to fight in Myanmar; what exactly is their intention?"

Yan Huiqing was a person who knew boundaries. He couldn't say to the British, 'We only dispatched 180,000 men to launch one attack, and your 150,000 men guarding field fortifications collapsed.' If he revealed the bottom line like this, let alone continuing as Foreign Minister, it would be hard to say whether Yan Huiqing himself would be sentenced to prison.

This great victory might cause some unnecessary influence on the negotiations, which made Yan Huiqing feel very uncomfortable. However, Yan Huiqing felt that matters would ultimately return to peace talks, so he prepared to adapt to the situation.

In the negotiation venue, both sides were very cautious and used words carefully. As the negotiations proceeded, Yan Huiqing felt that the British side seemed to have a lot of sincerity. Negotiation sincerity between countries is absolutely not about burning yellow paper, beheading a chicken, and swearing brotherhood, but about carefully figuring out the other party's thoughts. This kind of communication was serious, detailed, and also very tiring.

By the afternoon, both sides felt they should take a break and talk again tomorrow. The French side struck while the iron was hot and organized a garden tour, visiting the garden of a wealthy French merchant's estate in Saigon. Not only were there Chinese, British, and French diplomatic personnel on the tour, but many French merchants also came seeking contact with the Chinese side.

As the most centralized country in Europe, French merchants understood the relationship between government and business under a centralized system very well, which made the communication between French merchants and the economic personnel in the Chinese delegation very relaxed.

The more the two sides talked, the warmer it got, and the topic turned to the issue of 'Franc devaluation'. France lost a huge population in the Great War in Europe, but because it recovered Alsace and Lorraine and could utilize a portion of German coal resources, plus large amounts of German reparations, the French economy developed very well. Especially after the French government devalued the Franc, French industrial products became very competitive in the international market. French merchants already believed that China was a huge market, and after the establishment of Sino-French diplomatic relations, they naturally wanted to obtain more market share.

"Will the gold and silver standard adopted by China change? We hope China will also adopt the gold standard," a representative of French merchants put forward his own view.

A comrade from the Chinese Ministry of Commerce shook his head, "We believe that the gold and silver standard is unfavorable for the economy. The development of industrial products is a process of exponential growth. Gold and silver do indeed grow every year, but the growth rate falls far behind the growth of industrial products. This is where the problem of the gold and silver standard lies. It is too unfavorable for industrial development."

Some among the French merchants were very interested, but the most interested were actually the French diplomatic personnel. Such a statement undoubtedly represented the view of certain people in the Chinese government. Right now it might just be a view, but as the status of people holding this view changed, some views might become reality. So a French diplomat asked: "Then what kind of monetary policy do you think can reverse such a situation?"

The Chinese personnel answered readily: "We believe that if gold and silver are treated as a commodity, a fiat currency detached from the gold standard is more suitable for industrial development than the gold and silver standard."

French merchants were quite cold towards this view full of risk. What commercial behavior cared about most was risk. Under the gold and silver standard, because the price changes of silver were relatively drastic, merchants already faced exchange risks. Although the gold standard had problems, gold production was low and the price was stable, which could avoid risks to the maximum extent.

As for a pure fiat currency, its value would inevitably fluctuate with changes in the economy. Merchants doing international trade would all experience quite long payment periods. Within the payment period, the value of a certain pure fiat currency might experience huge fluctuations. It was very likely that encountering one big fluctuation would bankrupt merchants.

Compared to merchants, French diplomatic personnel were government employees, and their views were more optimistic. If the shackles of low gold and silver production could be thrown off, commercial transactions could become active. If commercial transactions were active, the national economy would naturally be active.

So what was originally a conversation between merchants and Chinese diplomatic personnel gradually turned into a chat between the economic personnel among the diplomats of both sides, making the merchants feel that the guests had usurped the role of the hosts.

Personnel unrelated to the economy were also chatting at this time, but Li Shiguang, Director of the European Department, was ignored by almost everyone. It wasn't that people were ostracizing him; earlier, a few French girls had also come over to talk to Li Shiguang. The smell of perfume on the French girls was indeed a bit seductive, making Li Shiguang feel very vigilant. He just sat in an unmanned corner, sipping the soda in his glass somewhat boredly.

Heavy footsteps sounded. Li Shiguang turned his head to look and saw Churchill, who acted as a hardline spokesman just like him, walking over with a cocktail. Although the two didn't speak or look at each other, Churchill sat on a chair next to Li Shiguang. The two hardliners sat side by side with a distance of a little over a meter between them, their eyes looking forward.

Li Shiguang indeed wanted to say something first, he just hadn't thought of what to say. Churchill's profile flashed through his mind; this guy's academic qualifications were very average, his grades were bad, but as a noble, he went to famous schools. After graduating from military academy, he worked as a reporter and did quite well. So starting with Churchill's school was probably meaningless. If starting with the weather that the British were most accustomed to, Churchill had spent a considerable amount of time overseas in his life, and he didn't know if this guy had the habit of ordinary British people talking about the weather.

Just as he was thinking, Li Shiguang heard Churchill say: "I wonder what the weather is like in the Chinese Capital right now?"

Since Churchill had opened his mouth, Li Shiguang said: "The autumn air is crisp and clear. Drying clothes inside a glass balcony, they dry thoroughly in a few hours."

"Oh? I saw on the map that China's New Capital is by the Yellow River; why would it be so dry?"

"Maybe because the Capital is located on a plain and is far from the sea, so the air circulates relatively well," Li Shiguang gave his own view.

Hearing this, Churchill felt that Li Shiguang should have received a very good education. However, the schools Li Shiguang attended were all built after He Rui arrived in the Northeast, completely lacking historical heritage, so there was no way to evaluate them.

Drinking another glass of wine, Churchill asked: "Would Chinese people like the climate of India?"

Besides knowing Churchill's academic qualifications, Li Shiguang had also seen the evaluation of Churchill: 'A stubborn imperialist who firmly believes Britain should remain in the Victorian era forever'. The nature of imperialists is insatiable greed and giving an inch to take a mile. Hearing Churchill want to implicitly ask whether China wanted to seize India again, Li Shiguang was even more certain that the Foreign Ministry's evaluation of Churchill was not wrong.

"We Chinese people like India because famous monks and travelers in Chinese history have been to India. At that time, India still had a glorious Buddhist civilization, and we brought back scriptures from India. Unfortunately, now India's history and Buddhist culture can only be seen in China."

Hearing Li Shiguang speak like this, Churchill had no way to refute. Although ancient Indian culture had once existed in the India region, the history of the India region was vague and unclear. Trying to explore Indian history through Indian mythology was not far in difficulty from studying ancient Greek history relying on the *Homeric Epics*.

The most important figure in the field of Indian archaeology and the process of historical reconstruction was Alexander Cunningham of the British Raj period. As a Briton, he was fascinated by Indian history and thus served as the first Director of the Archaeological Survey of India. In the 1830s, Cunningham conducted archaeological excavations in India but never had any major gains until he obtained the English translation of the *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions*; only then was the history of ancient India uncovered bit by bit.

After obtaining the *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions*, Cunningham read it countless times. In the following twenty-five years, based on Xuanzang's records, he successively excavated the place where the Buddha first attained enlightenment—Sarnath; Bodh Gaya where Shakyamuni became a Buddha; the site of the Buddhist holy land Nalanda Temple, and other important historical relics of ancient India. He wrote in his diary: "Every night before sleeping, I read the Chinese people's *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions*. Xuanzang's records of that famous Bodhi tree and the surrounding Buddha statues and temples are very detailed. We soon found a large number of ruins; the descriptions in the book match the discovery results very well."

Just as Li Shiguang spoke confidently, although the *Great Tang Records on the Western Regions* was a Chinese document, it was the most reliable research material for Indian history. Added with the documents of other Chinese monks and travelers, only then was Indian history illuminated. And Indian history detached from these Chinese documents remained silent in darkness, preventing people from seeing its true face clearly.

And this was also a realistic proof that China recently always stood on the height of civilization to criticize Europe and America.

But Churchill did not care about this. He asked in a teasing tone: "Then do present-day Chinese people have an interest in writing Indian history?"

Li Shiguang turned his head, "Mr. Churchill. Every country has its own hardliners; this is inevitable and beyond reproach. I believe that hardliners just have a more intense love for their country. If intensity exceeds the limit, it turns into paranoia. Paranoia will make conflicts continue more violently, causing more tragedies. What do you think?"

Churchill had given birth to uneasiness after the Battle of Siliguri. He suspected that China very likely wanted to seize more land while taking advantage of the peace talks, in order to get more chips. Of course, Churchill was also a bit worried that since China had committed nearly a million troops in the Battle of Siliguri, they would very likely want more. If China really did this, Churchill could only choose to firmly fight China to the end.

Now hearing Li Shiguang's answer, Churchill felt Li Shiguang was using the advantage China had now obtained to ask for a price, wanting Britain to make peace as soon as possible. Seeing such an attitude of peace made Churchill feel a kind of humiliation. The chief culprit causing this humiliation was the British Army, especially the British Indian Army.

Back then, Britain did not really plan to conquer the entire Myanmar region; it was entirely because the fighting went too smoothly, and victory was obtained easily. They just went with the flow and possessed the entire Myanmar.

If a war similar to the Battle of Siliguri broke out between China and Britain several times in the future, presumably the 'Chinese hardliners' Li Shiguang spoke of would also be itching for action, wanting more.
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The Battle of the Siliguri Corridor, which spawned the term 'human wave tactics', shocked the entire United Kingdom. In late October 1926, many articles discussing 'Chinese human wave tactics' appeared in British newspapers. The previous bloody battles reported by British newspapers, where the British Army paid a huge price, might not have been fabricated, but those were attacks launched by only one or two battalions.

In the Battle of the Siliguri Corridor, there were genuinely 150,000 troops on the British defense line. In one day, the British army was routed, and the defense line was seized by the Chinese army. Because the defeated British troops lost their organization under the fierce pursuit of the Chinese army, and the headquarters was also captured, the news sent back from the front line was exceptionally chaotic and terrifying.

The Chinese Air Force blotting out the sky and sun, thousands of heavy guns, and more than 1 million army troops committed at once on a 30-kilometer-wide front. These pieces of news awakened the tragic memories of the Great War in Europe among the British public. If anyone still doubted the authenticity of this news, the British would not doubt the data on China's mainland population versus Britain's mainland population. China now had 480 million people, while the British mainland population was 45 million, less than one-tenth of China's.

Experts in British military publications wrote that if China and Britain possessed weapons of the same level, with China's population of 480 million, China could consistently maintain a combat force of between 12 million and 18 million on the front line. The military publication experts only mentioned China's data and did not mention Britain's data. Moreover, there was no need for experts to mention British data. Even if one didn't understand the concept of 'maintaining troop strength on the front line', anyone who graduated from elementary school and had the concepts of men, women, old, and young in their brains could probably calculate roughly how many people Britain, with a total population of 45 million, could send to the front line at most.

Even the most stubborn conservatives in Britain were unwilling to make any more remarks about expanding the war at this time. If the war was not expanded, Britain had only one choice left at this moment.

On November 1, *The Times* 'reprinted' an article.

'The words "imperil the world's future" will doubtless provoke a laugh—well, let them laugh! But let them please themselves and laugh on...

The episode of today [The Boxer Rebellion] is not meaningless; it is the prelude to a century of change and the keynote of the future history of the Far East: The China of the year 2000 will be very different from the China of 1900!

National sentiment is a constant factor which must be recognized, and not eliminated, when dealing with national facts, and the one sentiment that is universal in China is a pride in Chinese institutions and a contempt for everything foreign...

...The Chinese are a people of high intelligence and culture, sober, industrious, and with a civilization of their own; they are Chinese in thought, language, and feeling...

...After thousands of years of seclusion and self-sufficiency, they have been forced by circumstances and the superior strength of the outsider into treaty relations with the rest of the world; but they regard that as a humiliation, they know they get no benefit from such relations, and they are looking forward to the day when they will be strong enough to revert to their old life and do away with foreign intercourse, interference, and intrusion. To use a metaphor, the sleeper has been asleep for a long time, but he has now awakened, and every member of his body is tingling with Chinese feeling. "China for the Chinese and out with the foreigners!"

...Fifty years hence there will be millions of Boxers in serried ranks and war's panoply at the call of the Chinese Government: there is not the slightest doubt of that! And if the Chinese Government continues to exist, it will encourage—and it will be quite right to encourage—uphold, and develop this national movement; this movement bodes no good for the rest of the world, but China has the right to do so, and China will carry out her national program!

...China will have a long period of struggle, will do many wrong things, and suffer many great disasters, but sooner or later, this country will present itself to the world in a healthy, strong, and experienced posture, and possess the military strength that the world has forced upon it. Moreover, since it must have it, it will certainly have the best—the best weapons, the most appropriate training, the highest education. The number of soldiers will depend on what the population allows and the circumstances require, and the quality of soldiers will improve from generation to generation.

Today, to punish China for the Boxers' actions last year, the West has included weapons among the items prohibited from export to China. regarding this point, a noble scion once said to me: "Very well, this will force us to become producers, and please mark my words, one day we will become exporters; not only that, but we will sell cheaper than the manufacturers of today."

—Robert Hart, 1901.'

Robert Hart was a Briton who served in the Manchu Qing government for a long time as the Inspector General of Customs; he had already passed away by this time. After reading the concise biographical introduction of Hart in *The Times*, the British people were conquered by the foresight of Hart's posthumous work.

Twenty-five years after Hart wrote this article, the British saw what Hart described: twenty million or more armed, well-trained, disciplined Boxers inspired by patriotic (even if misunderstood) motives finally appeared in reality, and as Hart said, 'imperiled the world's future'. So, how should Britain deal with such a situation?

Doubts and criticisms of the Baldwin government weakened a lot. Facing a huge crisis, the British public instinctively began to expect the British government to perform well.

As top-level power holders, the Baldwin government was happy to see the period of political opportunity brought by such terrifying imagination. If they could effectively seize this opportunity, the Baldwin government, which was originally passively meeting this challenge, even had a great chance to redeem its reputation.

Lampson, who was in the Capital (Beijing/Xinjing), made a special trip to seek a meeting with Morrison carrying orders from the Cabinet. Morrison received Lampson in his two-story duplex townhouse. This was a small building district; the buildings were all four-story row houses. The lower two floors had their own small garden, and the upper two floors had their own rooftop terrace. One entrance served four households. Minister of Commerce Morrison lived upstairs; downstairs was the Minister of Education, and his neighbor across the wall was Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong.

Seeing Morrison wearing a Chinese civil servant uniform, Lampson in a suit said as soon as he opened his mouth: "Sir Morrison, I pay my respects to you on behalf of the Foreign Office."

This sentence already expressed Lampson's formal official identity. Morrison was not surprised to hear this. At this stage of the matter, if Britain still wanted to express a tough attitude, Morrison would actually be disappointed.

In the glass greenhouse on the rooftop terrace, Morrison and Lampson sat by a table. The greenhouse was warm and humid, and the starry sky could be seen through the open skylight. As long as their voices were not loud, there was no need to worry about outsiders hearing. Conversing in such an environment made Lampson feel very relaxed.

"Sir Morrison, have you seen the recent evaluation of Mr. Hart in *The Times*?"

Hearing the name of his old employer, Morrison smiled. From a columnist for *The Times* back then to a British political broker in China, then becoming a high-ranking official in the He Rui government, as well as becoming a British noble. Now Lampson addressing him as 'Sir' was reminding Morrison not to forget that he was a subject of the British Empire, a glorious noble of the British Empire.

"Mr. Lampson, I have read that article. I didn't expect *The Times* to mention me in the same breath as Lord Hart; it truly honors me."

Lampson had read that article carefully. *The Times* believed that Morrison's influence within the He Rui government was above Hart's, not just 'mentioning them in the same breath'. Of course, *The Times* also believed that Morrison's loyalty to the British Empire was inferior to Hart's. However, for European nobles, loyalty to the motherland was not their highest consideration. Being loyal to the family and loyal to the object of allegiance was the morality of nobles at this time.

In the Great War in Europe, among the opposing armies, there was no lack of cousins or even brothers fighting each other. This did not make these noble officers choose to betray the objects of their allegiance. The former Morrison did not have this qualification; the current Sir Morrison acted according to noble morality and would no longer be despised by the British upper class.

"Sir, peace can only be maintained by expressing sincerity," Lampson advised.

Morrison couldn't help nodding. He had seen the Manchu Qing government and the Beiyang government. Compared to the He Rui government, the Manchu Qing government and the Beiyang government were inferior to a heinous degree. Only such governments allowed Morrison to understand where the Chinese confidence of being the 'Celestial Empire' actually came from. Even though the He Rui government was so strong, the cultural aspect of the officials within the government was still insufficient.

Not providing room for gaming, but only preaching 'those who submit prosper, those who resist perish'—this was not a government, but an Imperial Court. Many officials in the He Rui government still viewed political power with the mindset of the Celestial Court. In the eyes of these officials, making compromises for peace was no different from selling out the country.

There was no lack of such officials in the Manchu Qing court. They only recognized violence, yet did not know where their power came from. In the diplomatic field, they focused on face and pursued arrogance that overrode the other party. Precisely because they viewed the world this way, when suffering setbacks, this bunch of people who were usually stern in voice and countenance would often bow and scrape to violence without any dignity.

However, Morrison did not agree with Lampson because of this. He asked: "Does the British government believe that China retreating back to the border line is an expression of sincerity?"

Lampson knew very well that Britain had already decided to establish peaceful diplomatic relations with China and accept China's diplomatic principles. For the British government, making such a decision was already very difficult. Establishing diplomatic relations with China according to China's diplomatic principles meant that Britain had to fully abandon interests obtained through war. Lampson himself had studied Chinese culture hard, and he had a strong feeling for a piece of ancient Chinese prose: 'Arriving at the First Emperor, he exerted the surplus valor of six generations, brandished his long whip to drive the universe, swallowed the Two Zhous and destroyed the feudal lords, stepped into the supreme position to rule the six directions, whipped the world with punishment, his might shaking the four seas.' This praise seemed tailor-made for the Victorian era.

From 1840 to 1926, the Baldwin government accepting China's diplomatic principles was tantamount to the interests obtained in China by the previous 20 British governments turning into flowing water in a single morning. If the Baldwin government had to accept such conditions, the previous border between China and Britain must be restored. This was Britain's negotiation bottom line at the beginning of the Sino-British peace talks.

Lampson knew very well that the current British government could no longer make such a demand. According to European tradition, negotiations are based on the areas actually controlled by both sides during the negotiations. After the Battle of Siliguri, Britain would likely lose more.

"Return Lower Burma to Britain. The status of the Assam region and Upper Burma will be decided by negotiation between China and Britain." Lampson stated the content Britain was striving for now.

Morrison did not answer, but just asked: "Is this Mr. Lampson's view?"

Lampson shook his head. He explained seriously, "The Foreign Office would like Sir Morrison to convey this condition to Chairman He Rui."
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"Britain hopes to recover Lower Burma and discuss the status of the Assam region and Upper Burma with us," He Rui informed the committee members at the Politburo meeting regarding the intelligence he had received.

Upon hearing this, the Politburo members all frowned. Fortunately, the representative of the Military Commission within the Politburo was He Rui himself, so there was no angry outburst demanding the rejection of the British request. Instead, Wu Youping, his brow unknitting, asked, "Does this news come from Minister Morrison?"

He Rui had no intention of backing down on the use of foreign employees, so he replied, "It does China no harm to leave certain channels open."

The commissioners wanted to say something, but ultimately remained silent. The primary criteria for appointing and removing foreign employees were their professional competence and adherence to government regulations, and Morrison was fully qualified in these respects. As for whether a minister should be part of the national core, that was not really an issue.

If one was not a Politburo member, one was not part of the core national leadership. Morrison was not a Civilization Party member, so the information he had access to was even more limited. The work of a minister itself contained few secrets that could not be divulged, and the Minister of Commerce had even fewer things that required strict confidentiality. The biggest reason Morrison had been able to sit securely in his position until now was that he understood his boundaries very well.

As for Morrison bringing a message on behalf of the British government, if the Chinese government were to be deceived, it would only be because the Chinese government itself lacked the ability to distinguish truth from falsehood. One could not simply blame the British for being too cunning. Thus, the committee members focused their attention on the conditions proposed by the British.

Zhao Tianlin asked, "Chairman, will Britain accept our occupation of Upper Burma and Assam?"

"We get the substance, Britain gets the face. I think it's acceptable," He Rui replied.

Wu Youping felt that the substance was most important, but given the current outbreak of nationalist sentiment domestically, he asked, "Chairman, I feel that domestic public opinion may not necessarily accept this."

"The working people will certainly accept it, because the working people need a stable and peaceful international environment and a stable domestic environment. Such an environment is conducive to the lives of the working people. As for the minority who play to the gallery, there is no need to pay them any mind. No matter what we do, they will find fault. They rely on this to gain a sense of existence. The petty bourgeoisie, who are prone to excitement, are deeply insecure inside. But the passion of the petty bourgeoisie is like a cock: it gets hard at the slightest stimulation, but goes limp at the first sign of frustration. As long as we maintain strategic determination, are not interfered with, and manage the domestic economy well, their emotions will have very little impact on society as a whole."

After speaking, He Rui looked at the comrades who revealed expressions of surprise at hearing that rather alternative comparison, and asked lightly, "Comrades, what other strata do you think will show fierce opposition to the British demands?"

The committee members thought for a moment, and someone asked, "What about the comrades in the armed forces?"

He Rui immediately replied, "The comrades traversing the line of death on the battlefield understand the preciousness of peace better than anyone."

Since He Rui believed that there was no force within China that would fiercely oppose peace, the Politburo members also agreed with He Rui's decision. However, this matter could not be communicated through Morrison; the Politburo sent a telegram to the diplomatic team negotiating in Hanoi. When Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing saw the Politburo's resolution, although he was somewhat surprised, he accepted it gladly.

Of course, if Yan Huiqing were to steadfastly refuse, he would be replaced as the head of the delegation. Foreign ministers of great powers often had to suffer such grievances; they were different from the foreign ministers of small or medium-sized countries.

Because small countries had limited interests, their foreign ministers could often rely on personal charisma and judgment to make surprising decisions at certain moments. Once a decision proved correct, they could leave a colorful mark on the history of their small nation.

Foreign ministers of medium-sized countries, because they had sufficient resources—although the interests of the medium-sized country itself were limited—could use national resources to build personal networks, becoming very important political figures within their nations.

The foreign ministers of great powers were all extremely excellent talents within their nations, with abundant resources and wide connections, but they had to execute the policies and strategies of the great power's central government. The interests of a great power were complex, and many interests could even be mutually opposing. When executing the central government's decisions, they had to try to balance various domestic interests. Moreover, since great powers were extremely sensitive to foreign influence, the foreign ministers of great powers could not become part of the core political leadership. Thus, only they themselves knew the state of mind of a great power's foreign minister.

Yan Huiqing did not think that much about it. He had long understood that the pinnacle of his life was to be Foreign Minister. The highlight of his life would be the completion of the Sino-British Joint Communiqué on the Establishment of Diplomatic Relations. After receiving the Politburo's resolution, Yan Huiqing actually felt relieved. Moreover, the content provided by the Politburo was actually quite good. Simply trying to sound out Britain's diplomatic bottom line would take a lot of time. Now that the Politburo had provided a bottom line for the negotiations, things became much simpler.

For the next few days, the negotiations continued. Prime Minister Baldwin received the report sent by the Foreign Secretary, and after browsing through it quickly, he pondered in silence. The report showed that after Lampson had informed He Rui of the British bottom line, the Chinese negotiation team naturally moved closer to this bottom line during the talks.

Previously, the Foreign Secretary had discussed the British negotiation bottom line with Baldwin. The Foreign Secretary had stated at the time that if Britain could not secure this bottom line, the Baldwin government would face fierce opposition, and the Conservative Party's election prospects would suffer a major setback.

Seeing Prime Minister Baldwin's contemplative appearance, the Foreign Secretary felt a certain inexplicable unease. Giving an inch and taking a mile was exactly like this. The reason the Foreign Secretary dared to use the Morrison channel was that he believed He Rui was a mature politician and diplomat. Even as an enemy... no, precisely because China was currently Britain's enemy, a mature politician and diplomat like China's leader He Rui was trustworthy.

If He Rui could make an accurate judgment and understand the difficulties of the British government, He Rui only needed to cooperate a little with the British government, and peace could descend sooner. So far, the Foreign Secretary's efforts had been effective; He Rui was indeed trustworthy. Now, as long as Prime Minister Baldwin gave it a push, the matter could be passed.

Thinking of this, the Foreign Secretary asked, "Prime Minister, can you sign it?"

Baldwin remained silent, and this silence made the unease in the Foreign Secretary's heart grow even stronger. The unease transformed into a clear thought that popped up: *Is Prime Minister Baldwin preparing to make more demands?*

Silence, silence, continued silence. The increasingly anxious Foreign Secretary finally heard Baldwin speak, "The threat of the Assam region to India is too great."

For a moment, the Foreign Secretary was thoroughly disappointed in Baldwin. If Baldwin had stated from the beginning that he would not give up the Assam region, then the Foreign Secretary would not have used the Morrison channel to pass information to He Rui. Prime Minister Baldwin was right; the Assam region posed a huge threat to India. Anyone with a bit of knowledge of military science who had seriously looked at a map would know this.

Not only did the British know it, but the Chinese knew it too. If they didn't know, how could the Republic's National Defense Force have stationed heavy troops in the Assam region?

Moreover, the Assam region was not only a threat to India; once China actually controlled the Assam region, the so-called McMahon Line would also become completely invalid. The Assam region bordered Nepal, and the South Tibet region was to the north of the Assam region. If China actually controlled the Assam region, it would firmly hold the road to South Tibet in its hands. In a sense, China might even give up Upper Burma, but it would not give up the Assam region.

Now He Rui had already shown goodwill by giving up Lower Burma, the outlet to the Indian Ocean. If Britain were to argue about the ownership of the Assam region again, it would be tantamount to completely destroying the fragile mutual trust that had now been achieved.

For a moment, the Foreign Secretary felt that perhaps he should consider resigning. Since he was destined to bear infamy anyway, why suffer continued betrayal?
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Yan Huiqing asked the head of the British delegation across the table, "According to the negotiation terms we received yesterday, the British side insists that the Assam region must remain under British control."

Since Yan Huiqing was so direct, the British representative did not hide anything, "That is correct."

Yan Huiqing’s face showed no expression, "Then Lower Burma belongs to China."

The head of the British delegation was stunned for a moment, but his expression quickly returned to calm, "Why have you changed your view?"

"Pick one of the two," Yan Huiqing replied crisply. Although he looked calm, Yan Huiqing was actually quite unhappy. According to the Chinese delegation's analysis, the British side's sudden change of heart was likely because they saw the sufficient sincerity offered by the Chinese delegation, and thus had other ideas.

The members of the Chinese delegation were very disdainful of this practice and couldn't help but fiercely criticize European culture. According to Chinese culture, a gentleman's promise is worth a thousand gold. Since the other party's basic requirements had already been accepted by China, the British side should not have gone back on their word. Not to mention that this requirement was initiated by the British, which was a matter of credibility.

Finally, it was Li Shiguang, the 'hardliner', whose words temporarily calmed everyone's displeasure, "The British have lost too much this time, so it's inevitable they will overthink things. Our goal is to reach a peace agreement; anger won't solve the problem at hand."

Everyone was in a fit of pique, but Li Shiguang's words brought them back to reality. Although the Chinese delegation felt that what China was taking back rightfully belonged to it, the reality was that China had given up these regions due to the incompetence of the Manchu Qing dynasty. Moreover, the Manchu Qing had signed treaties with the British. These treaties were not even imposed on the Manchu Qing by Britain through war, but were peacefully chosen and abandoned by the Manchu Qing themselves.

The depressed comrades cursed the long-defunct Manchu Qing dynasty again before sitting down to discuss. Once calm, the analysis of the problem became rational. Now that China was seizing benefits through war, China could undoubtedly be a bit more magnanimous.

If the British could go back on their word, China naturally could too. So the result of the discussion was that between Assam and Lower Burma, which were in China's hands, the British had to choose one.

Yan Huiqing looked at the expressions of the British delegation members across the table with almost an appreciative mood. It was obvious that these British guys really didn't expect the Chinese delegation to make such a request; their faces were full of surprise. Yan Huiqing would no longer sympathize with the British side's feelings; negotiations between Great Powers were entirely based on strength. China had already fully demonstrated its goodwill. How to control this goodwill so that it did not exceed the proper bounds was also part of diplomatic work.

Finally, the British side requested to end today's meeting, and Yan Huiqing agreed. Upon returning to the residence, he wrote a report on what happened today and sent it to the capital.

After reading the report, He Rui was not unhappy, but just felt that he might have been a bit too hasty, letting the British side feel his anxiety. After a little reflection, He Rui had to admit it. In terms of savings, Britain was indeed much thicker than China.

China had 480 million people, and everyone was treated as a human being. The daily consumption of war was the blood and sweat of the people. Ending the war one day earlier meant using the money for national construction one day earlier.

Britain controlled vast colonies, and the people in the colonies were not considered human in the eyes of the British. Even in the British mainland, the millions of lower-class people might not be considered human in the eyes of those in power. So the number of people Britain really needed to protect was not large. In terms of who was a person and whose interests needed to be protected, the British government was actually much more flexible and relaxed than China.

Since the British government was so relaxed, He Rui could only increase the intensity on the British government. Having made such a decision, He Rui couldn't help but yawn and picked up his pen to write the last document of the day. After writing, He Rui was really sleepy, and this matter also needed discussion, so He Rui didn't edit it, and got up to go to the small room next to the office to sleep.

Waking up the next day, He Rui ate breakfast while looking at what he had written yesterday. As the hot meal went down his stomach, his body warmed up, and his brain became sharp. This was the feeling after more glycogen entered the brain through the blood vessels, providing a large amount of energy for the brain. Overeating, or 'stuffing oneself', makes the body feel happy and gives the brain more energy. So He Rui in the original timeline was relatively 'plump'. Even though He Rui paid great attention to fitness, he couldn't consume those fats.

He Rui in this timeline had a good physique and appearance. Being attracted to beauty is a human instinct. From a political perspective, appearance itself is also a weapon. It's just that to maintain the good shape of this 'weapon', a lot of price was indeed paid.

After thinking it through, He Rui crossed out a lot of content on the paper. Finally, only two sentences remained. He copied these two sentences and handed them to the secretary, and He Rui waited for his efforts to bear fruit.

On November 11, 1926, the *National Daily* published a very short news item: 'The Chinese government is purchasing shipbuilding technology from the Soviet government and has begun discussions with the Soviet government on comprehensive cooperation in the shipbuilding field.'

The status of the *National Daily* was equivalent to the *Xinhua Daily* of He Rui's original timeline. Not only did the British government attach great importance to this, but the governments of all Great Powers paying attention to China also attached great importance to it. Intelligence analysts from various countries saw this short news item and immediately listed it as the headline of their reports.

On November 14, just as the Sino-British negotiations were deadlocked, the Soviet government also published a news item in *Pravda*. This news item corresponded exactly with the news in China's *National Daily*: 'In order to build a stronger Red Navy, the Soviet government is considering cooperation with the Chinese government in warship construction. The field of cooperation includes various military vessels including battleships.'

He Rui received the news immediately and praised Comrade Stalin's strategic vision very much. Understanding the subtle implication—that is how smart people operate. Applying pressure does not require the Chinese delegation to yell at the British delegation; applying pressure often only requires tapping the enemy's numbness point.

Sure enough, on November 15, the Polish ambassador to the UK went to the British Foreign Office to ask what exactly was happening in the Sino-British negotiations. From November 16 to 18, Bulgaria, Italy, Turkey, and Greece successively expressed their 'concern' to the British Foreign Office about the Sino-British negotiations.

The British Foreign Secretary knew exactly what had happened; it was just a little trick played jointly by China and the Soviet Union. This little trick was so effective that the British Foreign Secretary even felt a little bit of pleasure in his heart.

There were always some people in the British upper echelons who thought they understood diplomacy better than the Foreign Secretary, which made the British Foreign Secretary very unhappy. Of course, the British Foreign Secretary in 1926 did not know that in 2022 Britain would produce a female Foreign Secretary named Truss; if he knew, he would probably understand what the phrase "I can do it too" meant.

However, the British government in 1926 was an elite government, and the plan proposed by the Foreign Secretary was the result of the painstaking deduction of the elites in the Foreign Office. If it could win a trace of benefit for Britain, the British Foreign Office would definitely calculate that trace of benefit.

Now it was good; the He Rui government had begun to apply pressure. The British Foreign Secretary could be sure that there was basically no possibility of He Rui cooperating with the Soviet Union to build warships, but any Soviet shipbuilding plan would affect the balance of power in the Baltic Sea and the Black Sea. Even if the Soviet Union just released the wind, it would cause anxiety in the countries in the Baltic and Black Sea regions.

The strength of these countries was inferior to Britain, but it did not mean that these countries had no diplomatic talents. Everyone could easily figure out what was going on with the Sino-Soviet joint shipbuilding. If other countries didn't understand, He Rui would continue to release news to let these countries understand that it was the obstacles set by Britain in the peace talks that made China think the peace talks might not continue.

The British Foreign Secretary was not prepared to wipe the ass of the indecisive Prime Minister Baldwin at this time; let Prime Minister Baldwin worry about this matter for a while. If this stimulus could make Prime Minister Baldwin understand what a mature politician and diplomat was, Britain could break free from the current quagmire of war sooner.

Prime Minister Baldwin's reaction this time was faster than the Foreign Secretary expected. In the meeting convened by the Cabinet, Prime Minister Baldwin asked the Cabinet to choose one between Lower Burma and Assam. After a fierce discussion, the British Cabinet members finally reluctantly chose Lower Burma. After the British Cabinet had a resolution, the Sino-British negotiations proceeded smoothly again.

After a series of negotiations, the Chinese and British delegations finally reached a plan on December 16.

China and Britain would implement a comprehensive ceasefire at 24:00 on December 18.

Before January 31, 1927, China and Britain would establish diplomatic relations, issue a joint communiqué on the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Britain, and three joint communiqués between China and Britain.

After the communiqué was released, the Chinese army would withdraw from Lower Burma and return Lower Burma to Britain.

The Assam region would act as a buffer zone between China and Britain and be jointly managed by China and Britain. The Assam region would be under Sino-British joint management, led by China, with Britain sending an observation group, to establish a local autonomous government. The diplomacy of the Assam region would be managed by Britain on its behalf.

China would establish the Governor-General's Office of Upper Burma. In the Upper Burma colony, apart from the police force, China would only retain an army of no more than 20,000 men. Before the number of Chinese troops stationed in the Upper Burma region was reduced to 20,000, Britain would send an observation group to the Upper Burma region to verify the number of Chinese troops stationed in the Upper Burma region.

Afterwards, China and Britain would draw on the Sino-Soviet Border Treaty to discuss the border demilitarized zone.

In this negotiation result, the Chinese government fully considered the face of the British government. The British Foreign Office also believed that this was the best peace agreement that could be obtained now. After the British Cabinet approved this agreement, the British Foreign Secretary summoned the Japanese ambassador to the UK and informed Britain's ally Japan of the peace agreement between Britain and China.

The expression of the Japanese ambassador to the UK was not surprised, but the Japanese ambassador to the UK still expressed strong protest. After politely listening to the entire content of the protest by the Japanese ambassador to the UK, the British Foreign Secretary said calmly, "If the Japanese government does not agree to this peace agreement, we, Britain, will sign a peace agreement with China alone."

For a moment, the British Foreign Secretary's office was so quiet that even a needle dropping on the ground could be heard. The blood color in the face of the Japanese ambassador to the UK gradually faded. The British capital had the title of 'Foggy City'; the Japanese ambassador to the UK had worked here for a few years, and his skin had also become fair. As the blood color faded, the Japanese ambassador's face became pale, just like his desperate state of mind at this time.
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"If the Japanese government does not accept peace talks, the British government will cast aside the Japanese government and sign a peace agreement with China unilaterally..."

In the office of the Japanese Prime Minister, the secretary to the Minister of Foreign Affairs read to this point, his voice trembling involuntarily. As his audience, the five cabinet ministers—the Prime Minister, the Minister of War, the Minister of the Navy, the Minister of Finance, and the Minister of Foreign Affairs—also saw a change in their expressions.

However, all five cabinet ministers were mentally prepared; the situation had not reached this point suddenly. Since the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, the British military had done its utmost to fight the Republic of China National Defense Force, engaging in hundreds of battles large and small. The purely white troops from the British homeland, Canada, and Australia had suffered over 100,000 deaths, more than 20,000 captured, and roughly 200,000 wounded. The losses of white troops alone approached 500,000. The losses of the native Indian troops from British India were approximately 300,000 to 400,000.

Excluding these losses, Britain still had over 400,000 white troops and over 400,000 Indian auxiliary troops on the battle lines. Adding the 100,000 expeditionary troops from Japan as an ally, the British side was confronting the Chinese army with a force of one million.

There was absolutely no need for Britain to pay such a colossal price for Burma, a colony with a population of only a few million. The reason the Sino-British War had expanded to its current extent was entirely because Britain was doing everything in its power to exclude China from the international community.

At this moment, the Foreign Minister's secretary finished reading the mandatory contents of the telegram sent back by the Japanese Ambassador to the UK and stopped to look at the Foreign Minister. Seeing the Minister's signal, the secretary bowed to the group and withdrew from the office.

The five ministers of the Japanese cabinet each had a copy of the Sino-British peace treaty at hand, but none of them looked at it; these details held little significance for the Japanese upper echelons. The most urgent problem for the Japanese cabinet was how to face the latest situation.

The five cabinet ministers in the office were a cabinet pushed forward by the Japanese dignitaries, and the cabinet meeting did not delay the dignitaries from holding their own meetings. In the Japanese military, Major Generals were roughly at the threshold of the dignitary class, while active-duty Lieutenant Generals were the dignitaries.

Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan's gaze was deep as he listened to the views of several other Lieutenant Generals on the matter. Hearing someone actually accuse Britain of not being firm enough in a moment of agitation, Nagata felt a wave of annoyance in his heart.

Britain had already done its utmost. If China were still facing diplomatic isolation and remained unrecognized by the international community, Britain would continue to sustain the war even if it suffered heavy losses. However, the means by which He Rui achieved a diplomatic breakthrough were simply inconceivable. Although the establishment of the Asian International Court was guided by He Rui according to the circumstances, it succeeded in bypassing Britain's diplomatic blockade through a path that only a country like China—completely free of the stain of colonialism—could take.

He Rui had precisely grasped the contradictions between Britain and the European continent, using the Asian International Court, this international-level diplomatic stage, to achieve diplomatic communication with countries that had limited conflicts with China.

Without this communication channel, other countries would not be clear about China's current strength and would worry that rash action might trigger British suppression, so they would not actively establish diplomatic relations with China in the short term. With the channel of the Asian International Court, everything changed.

Thinking of this, even the sense of defeat in Nagata's heart ceased to exist, leaving only a deep sigh. In the early days of the Asian International Court's establishment, Nagata still could not figure out how He Rui intended to break through the diplomatic blockade constructed by Britain. With He Rui's strategic penetration and execution reaching such a level, Japan truly could not cope.

The several Lieutenant Generals were actually not muddled people; their anger was merely an emotion born of despair. After speaking a few sentences, they also felt it was meaningless. They looked at the silent Nagata, wanting to hear the views of this "Wall of the Empire." If even Nagata had no solution, the Army high command would not know where the future lay.

Nagata spoke, "Gentlemen, at present, there is no other way but to endure."

A single sentence caused the hearts of the Lieutenant Generals to sink. It was somewhat ironic to say, but in recent years, with the popularity of "He's Philosophy" in Japan, after Japanese Army officers privately studied and exchanged ideas on "He's Philosophy," they could all clearly understand that as long as the economy could be maintained, political stability could be achieved even without continued rapid development. Under such a situation, enduring and waiting for an opportunity was indeed a completely acceptable policy.

No matter how strong He Rui was, he was human, and humans always made mistakes. Even if He Rui did not make mistakes, people in He Rui's government would. As long as the time was long enough, an opportunity would eventually descend.

But Japan's current economic situation was deteriorating day by day. Japan's accumulation over the past few decades was being ruthlessly cannibalized by the status quo, and the situation faced after waking up each day was worse than yesterday.

Britain's choice to establish peaceful diplomatic relations with China undoubtedly made Japan's future even more difficult. Although He Rui would make mistakes, he would not make mistakes on major issues. The reason He Rui launched the Sino-British War was to integrate peacefully into the international society. Now, He Rui would absolutely not allow anyone within China to destroy the hard-won status quo.

Looking at Japan's geopolitical reality, for every day China's status quo was maintained, Japan's despair would also continue for a day. This was by no means a problem that could be solved by endurance. If they endured any longer, Japan's development over the past few decades would be eaten away completely.

Watching the changes in the expressions of those Lieutenant Generals, Nagata knew very well what these people were thinking, but he did not point it out. Because these Army dignitaries knew very well that if Japan wanted to embark on a new path, a price had to be paid, and this price was the entire Japanese dignitary class.

If the dignitary class were all like Professor Ping Fengsheng, there would be no need to worry about their safety. Professor Ping Fengsheng came from a wealthy family, but his money was earned through his own scholarship. Relying on his income from the past ten-plus years, Professor Ping bought over a thousand *mu* of land in his hometown, qualifying as a large rural landlord.

In the past ten years, Professor Ping had gathered the land to create a rural commune. This commune was no different from He Rui's land reform. As a landlord, Professor Ping Fengsheng did not collect rent himself but distributed two *mu* of land to every landless peasant in the village. It was not easy for peasants to eat their fill relying on just two *mu* of land, but they would not starve to death. During the slack farming season, the village set up some handicraft workshops and also built water conservancy projects and planted mulberry trees and bamboo forests, allowing the labor force to have some other income.

With a big shot like Professor Ping taking the lead, small landlords and small farmers with a bit of land all flocked to Professor Ping and joined his "commune." In the entire village, not only were land use rights very equal, but they also used the income from public land to establish a provident fund and built a primary school. If children could pass the entrance exam for junior high school, the commune would provide funding for their studies. In recent years, as Japanese industry shrank, those educated young children were forced to return to the countryside after losing their jobs, where they obtained land to farm. They did not suffer from hunger and cold due to unemployment, nor did they have to sell their sons and daughters to survive the difficulties.

Compared with other regions of Japan, Professor Ping Fengsheng's hometown had a bit of a Shangri-La feel to it. However, the path chosen by the Japanese dignitaries was the opposite of Professor Ping Fengsheng's. They used all the capital they controlled to desperately oppress the populace, levying exorbitant taxes. If a new era arrived, the angry populace would spare Professor Ping Fengsheng, but how would the angry populace treat this bunch of dignitaries?

Since the dignitaries were unwilling to be the price of the new era, Nagata Tetsuzan, as a member of the dignitaries, absolutely could not let the new era arrive. This was Nagata's obligation.

The other Lieutenant Generals also roused themselves from their depression at this time. They also knew that what Nagata said was correct, so they earnestly discussed how to "endure."

Nagata had planned for this long ago and had discussed it with the Army officers for a long time. With the situation having reached this point, Nagata actually lost the resistance he faced before. "The urgent task now lies in eliminating those troublemakers and buying time for Japan. The Outline of Japan's Restoration is not without merit; the biggest problem in this Outline is that the plan is initiated by the Diet rather than by the Emperor."

Hearing Nagata say this, the eyes of the Lieutenant Generals immediately became sharp. A word popped up in everyone's heart: "Imperial Rule."

The Emperor was regarded as a deity by the Japanese folk. Imperial Rule was a deity directly issuing instructions to humans. Although Japan's current political system also borrowed Western political terms such as "Diet," it actually originated from the shogunate system of that year. The shogunate sidelined the Emperor, making the Emperor the nominal ruler and the religious master of Shintoism. But this precisely guaranteed the iron-clad Emperor and the fluid shogunate and *daimyo*.

The Lieutenant Generals were all very clear that, regardless of whether the Emperor personally had the will to rule, Imperial Rule alone would undoubtedly be a thorough coup d'état. Imperial Rule would require a brand-new government system and government personnel, and the military was undoubtedly an extremely important human resource for the Emperor's government. And although the upper echelons of the military had myriad links with the privileged rentier class, and quite a few high-ranking Army and Navy officers were even born of the privileged class.

However, the dignitary class and the privileged rentier class were not equal. In many aspects, there were profound contradictions between the dignitary class and the privileged class. The Army Lieutenant Generals also did not care for the privileged rentier class. If the privileges of the privileged rentier class could be greatly weakened, thereby improving the Japanese economy, the Army Lieutenant Generals would not likely oppose someone doing so.

Then the key point came: who was qualified to do this!

Looking throughout Japan, the Emperor undoubtedly had such qualifications.

Nagata had long performed countless deductions for Japan's future and also had very many scenarios. However, with the changes in the external environment, the companions who were once in the same trench had turned into the opposing side, while the once hostile forces had instead turned into forces that could be united.

With the current situation, Nagata found that the "Control Faction" (Tōseiha) he had strived to promote could actually take shape. Although this was forced, maintaining a stable domestic system under a stable external environment could be considered a kind of luck.

"The future Japan must be One Party, One Nation, One Leader. Only in this way can we endure and tide over the difficulties," Nagata said.

Historically, Nagata did not know that his philosophy would be called Fascism by later generations. If he knew, he would definitely feel baffled and even a bit aggrieved. Japan, a dignified Imperial Kingdom of three thousand years, what relationship did it have with the Romans' Fascism? Japan's social system originated from Japan's long history, not from concepts introduced from foreign countries.

In Nagata's conception, the internal rebels in Japan had to be solved first. To create a strategic window for Japan's political reform, or rather, a coup d'état. The Diet could be retained, and even the so-called elected government could exist in form. However, Japan's political reform must be initiated by the Emperor and the people around the Emperor. The people around the Emperor were naturally those national pillars who truly loved Japan, with Nagata at the core.

The Outline of Japan's Restoration proposed by Professor Ping Fengsheng was not impossible to implement, but it had to be implemented in an orderly manner under the guidance of the Emperor's personal government.

In this period where one must sever an arm to survive, the privileges of the privileged rentier class naturally had to be reduced. The nation's distribution system also needed adjustment. But these changes and adjustments must be carried out under the orders of the Emperor's government, and the executors must first pledge loyalty to the new system. Anyone who wanted to seek their own interests from this change was a traitor to the country. In extraordinary times, no living space could be left for traitors.

The Army Lieutenant Generals were very familiar with this; this was the rhetoric of the "Imperial Way Faction" (Kōdōha). Just looking at the so-called "basic philosophy," there seemed to be no difference between the Imperial Way Faction and the Control Faction; both were "One Party, One Nation, One Leader."

But in reality, the Imperial Way Faction and the privileged rentier class were in the same gang, while the Control Faction stood with the Japanese industrial and commercial <i>zaibatsu</i>. If they wanted to make a move against the privileged rentier class, they had to exterminate the rural Imperial Way Faction like Tanaka Giichi. With things having come to this, the Lieutenant Generals knew they had no choice but to be forced to make a choice.
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The Winter Solstice was fast approaching, and snow had begun to drift down over Beijing, quickly coating the streets in silver. A car came to a steady halt in the parking lot opposite the newly opened "Beijing Old Hotpot" on Zhongyuan Road, a main avenue of the city. Sitting in a private room on the second floor, Xu Shichang and "Old Man" Wang saw Duan Qirui step out of the car and cross the street, strictly observing traffic rules.

Before long, the door curtain was lifted, and a gust of cold air rushed in with Duan Qirui as he entered. The two men inside rose to greet him. Duan Qirui took off his military greatcoat and hung it up.

Xu Shichang introduced him: "This is Brother Wang, the former Provincial Administration Commissioner of Yunnan and Guizhou. A *Jinshi* scholar from the 15th year of the Guangxu reign. His son, Wang Donglu, is now an intermediate engineer at the Aircraft Design Bureau. Promotion to senior engineer is just around the corner."

In the past, Duan Qirui had merely considered engineers to be a type of scholar. But after three years in the new government, he had come to understand the true value of engineers. Those sturdy ships, powerful cannons, aircraft, and tanks were all designed and produced by engineers. It was only with the fruits of their labor that the nation could be strong.

So Duan Qirui praised, "Brother Wang has truly raised a *Qilin*—a brilliant son. I am envious."

Old Man Wang had been observing Duan Qirui since he entered. The military greatcoat he had removed was of the Beiyang style. His uniform was also a Beiyang military uniform, only with all the insignias removed. For years, the old Beiyang men had said that Duan Qirui never forgot his roots. It seemed those words were true.

Hearing Duan Qirui praise his son, Old Man Wang was delighted. He smiled and said, "Speaker Duan is too kind. My unworthy son just had good luck and went to school in the Northeast. Otherwise, he wouldn't have found the door to learn aircraft manufacturing even if he wanted to."

Seeing that they had exchanged greetings, Xu Shichang guided Duan Qirui to sit near the radiator. This heating system had been installed by the hotpot restaurant owner himself, and it was burning quite warmly. Duan Qirui didn't stand on ceremony and sat down briskly. He took the cup of tea Old Man Wang poured for him, took a sip, and soon the warmth dispelled the chill, causing him to shiver slightly before feeling much more comfortable.

Xu Shichang had already ordered the hotpot to be served, and the three men began to chat as they sat together. There was no special purpose for this meal; Old Man Wang was traveling from Beijing to Guangxi to visit his son and had stopped by the city to visit his old friend Xu Shichang.

There were few old Beiyang men left in the central government. After the capital was moved, most of the old Beiyang brothers who weren't in the central administration were unwilling to leave their hometowns to go to Henan. Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui really didn't have many people to socialize with in Beijing. Old Man Wang was both an old friend from the Qing era and a former provincial official; eating together was a genuine opportunity to catch up.

Soon, the hotpot arrived. The three men chatted about Wang Donglu. Hearing that Wang Donglu had secretly run off to the Northeast during the May Fourth Movement, was subsequently expelled from the Tsinghua preparatory school for studying abroad, and then went to the Northeast again, Duan Qirui thought of his own role in the May Fourth Movement and smiled bitterly. "I didn't expect it to be a blessing in disguise. I was that 'disaster'."

Old Man Wang naturally couldn't let him say that, so he replied, "Elder Duan's intentions were also good. Besides, who in the world doesn't know that it was Elder Duan who sent the current Leader to the Northeast? Elder Duan's contribution in recommending talent for the country cannot be buried."

At this moment, several plates of lamb rolls were brought up. The old fellows immediately started eating, critiquing the differences between the new and old styles of Beijing lamb. Amidst the lively conversation, the awkward topic from a moment ago was avoided.

After the first round of eating, the three men ladled soup from the pot into small porcelain bowls, sprinkled in emerald-green chopped scallions and cilantro, closed the vent on the copper hotpot, and asked the waiter to add water. Once the waiter left and the water in the pot ceased boiling, Xu Shichang drank his soup comfortably before speaking. "Brother Duan, Brother Wang has some insightful evaluations of the Leader's three years in power, which is why I specifically invited you here."

Hearing that it was an evaluation of current events, Duan Qirui felt a bit annoyed. As the Speaker of the National Assembly, what he heard all day were the opinions of parliament members. The Civilization Party members were alright; their words had substance. But the regional assemblymen from the Beiyang era just spouted nonsense. However, since the host was Xu Shichang, Duan Qirui smiled and said, "I am willing to hear Brother Wang's high opinion."

Old Man Wang had finished his soup. He sighed comfortably and offered cigarettes to Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui. Xu Shichang accepted, but Duan Qirui declined. Wang knew Duan didn't smoke; the offer was just courtesy. After lighting cigarettes for Xu and himself, Wang spoke slowly.

"Three years ago, the Leader defeated Japan and swept through the world. He was only thirty-four when he took power—an age of aggressive ambition. I admired him greatly, but I worried that given his age and the ages of the ministers in his government, they might be eager for quick success. Three years have passed, and the path the Leader has taken is one of recuperation and rehabilitation. Although there was a war with Britain, it did not disrupt the country's order. Today, China and Britain are about to sign a peace agreement. The foreign enemy is gone, and the domestic situation is settled. It is time to make great strides. This year, the Leader is only thirty-seven, yet his governance is so mature. It is truly a fortune for our China."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang nodded slightly, while Duan Qirui felt a sense of enlightenment. Compared to those parliament members from the Qing and Beiyang eras, Old Man Wang, though now a commoner, possessed true insight.

The phrase "three years of recuperation" alone gave Duan Qirui much to think about. At least over the past year or so, many local assemblymen had proposed various motions under the pretext that "the country should have a new atmosphere." Although these proposals were rejected, the intent of those people to stir up trouble was all too obvious.

Based on his own experience in governing the country, Duan Qirui knew their motives. At the time, he just felt those people were too impatient, revealing their true colors after only a year of behaving themselves. Now, hearing Wang's evaluation from a national perspective, he truly felt as if the clouds had parted to reveal the sun.

Just as he was about to say a few words, Xu Shichang praised, "The Leader's gaze is like a torch; he sees domestic and foreign affairs with absolute clarity. Even sixty or seventy-year-old veterans may not compare."

Duan Qirui nodded, feeling he had a rough prediction of He Rui's future administrative direction. He then asked, "Brother Wang, you served as the Yunnan-Guizhou Commissioner. In your high opinion, the Leader is about to make great strides, but where do you think he will start?"

"I was just a petty official under the Administration Commissioner, never the Commissioner myself. Speaker Duan, please don't mock me," Wang said humbly.

"I wish to hear your high opinion," Duan Qirui urged.

Old Man Wang took another drag of his cigarette before speaking slowly. "I have some old friends in Yunnan, Guizhou, and Guangxi. Hearing them speak, the local tyrants and bandits have been swept clean, leaving the region peaceful."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui also recalled his old friends in the southwest and the news from the councilors there. In Guangxi, "local tyrants" and "bandits" meant much the same thing. The National Defense Force showed no mercy in suppressing them. Conversely, the bandits who had been forced into the mountains by official oppression received relatively lenient treatment because they came from the common people.

After this cleanup, local security had improved comprehensively. The passes and roads once controlled by various strongmen had become thoroughfares. The people's lives would indeed be much better. But...

Old Man Wang didn't know Duan Qirui's thoughts and continued based on his own experience as an official in the southwest. "Not just the southwest—right now, every province in the land should be about the same. In the past decades, the three most difficult things for China were: first, the obstruction of goods transport; second, the harsh exploitation of the people, so they couldn't make money no matter how hard they worked; and third, too many people and too little land, making industry difficult. After this Sino-British war, combined with three years of rest, all three issues can be addressed. Upper Burma has a population of only three million but an area of 500,000 square kilometers. The people of Yunnan, Guizhou, Guangxi, and even Hunan can migrate there. I hear that the land is suitable for rubber, palm oil, sugarcane, sisal, and other crops. Now that the roads are open, that produce can be transported back into the country. This alone can benefit millions of people. It is truly a wonderful thing."

This evaluation stunned Duan Qirui. First, he hadn't thought of this. Second, he hadn't expected Old Man Wang, a former official, to have such insight. After a moment of surprise, Duan Qirui praised, "For your son to have his achievements today, it is indeed due to a family tradition of learning."

Old Man Wang waved his hand. "Speaker Duan praises me too much. These matters were discussed clearly when Zhang Zhidong was the Grand Councilor. But the country lacked a heroic master, so even knowing it, nothing could be done. How can the talent of the current Leader be compared to those raised by women in the palace? Now, our China has no external threats and is stable internally. In ten years or so, our China will regain its status as the Celestial Empire."

Hearing the emotion in Wang's voice, Duan Qirui felt a mix of sighing and bitterness in his heart. Naturally, he was happy for China's prosperity. But seeing this prosperity while only being able to watch from the sidelines... a natural discomfort rose in his chest.

Seeing Duan Qirui's expression, Xu Shichang said, "The water is boiling. Let's eat meat."

The three men began eating again, once more smoothing over the awkwardness. Soon, they were satisfied with the meal. Xu Shichang drank a bowl of soup sprinkled only with scallions before speaking. "I have always held a grudge regarding the Jiawu War (First Sino-Japanese War). Now that there is peace between Britain and China, I wonder if Brother Wang thinks the Leader will use force against Japan?"

Old Man Wang pondered for a while, then shook his head. "Brother Xu, the current situation is indeed an opportunity to take back Korea and Taiwan. But rashly using force would likely meet with obstacles. Moreover, the Leader's actions are so brilliant that they have reached a level I cannot guess. I presume the Leader already has a method to deal with Japan. As for what method, forgive my incompetence, I really cannot guess."

Speaking of He Rui's methods, Duan Qirui thought of the Asian International Court. Even now, Duan Qirui hadn't fully understood how this tool, which should have been meant to humiliate Britain, had become a bridge for easing relations between China and countries around the world, including Britain.

At the Asian International Court, judges from European countries tried the cases of the ANZAC corps. Guilty members were sentenced to death or other penalties. Outside the courtroom, the legal circles of various countries exchanged ideas amicably, as if they were all good friends. Not only did they seem to respect each other greatly, but they also jointly expressed opposition and criticism toward various forms of "discrimination."

This situation would have been unthinkable three years ago. Back then, even when Duan Qirui was the Premier of the Republic, foreigners still pressed him with harsh demands. Duan Qirui, filled with grievance, had wanted to gather troops and slaughter all the foreigners in Beijing and other places too many times, but he could only think about it.

He Rui had actually carried out a bloody purge of foreign evildoers in China, yet he received high praise. The difference was truly like heaven and earth.

But at the mention of Jiawu, Duan Qirui indeed held a grudge, so he sighed, "I only hope to see the day of Japan's defeat and ruin soon."

***

While China's capital was covered in white snow, Chittagong on the Bay of Bengal in British India remained in summer. A full ceasefire was in effect between China and Britain, and news that the war was about to end had spread throughout the Allied forces. As the Deputy Commander of the Allied Forces, Ishiwara Kanji chose to return to the troops in Chittagong.

Although they hadn't yet received orders to return home, the Japanese troops knew the war was ending, and they would soon embark on the journey back. The various units of the Japanese Expeditionary Army had begun preparations for repatriation even without explicit orders.

At this time, although the 15th Army had been purged by Okamura Yasuji and the "radical leading" officers sent back to Japan, the entire 15th Army was clear about the current situation. So as soon as Ishiwara returned to the unit, a great many people came to see him.

Seeing the anxiety about the future on those faces, Ishiwara simply said to everyone, "Gentlemen, you need not worry. For three thousand years, Japan has weathered countless storms and still stands as solid as a rock. When I was at Allied Command, the British always liked to say that the British Empire fears no challenge. If the British have such courage even in defeat, how can my Great Japanese Empire fear challenges!"

Hearing Ishiwara say this, although many officers had confidence in him, they truly couldn't see Japan's future.

Seeing that the officers remained fearful, Ishiwara spoke loudly: "Gentlemen, what are you afraid of? Are you afraid that Japan has no future, or are you afraid that you dare not challenge the future? I, Ishiwara Kanji, firmly believe that Japan has a bright future!"

Okamura Yasuji, listening from outside the circle to Ishiwara's loud appeal, felt even more uneasy. Over the past year, Okamura had confirmed that Ishiwara was very influential in the army. Japan's domestic situation was currently like a powder keg; once Ishiwara returned, he would inevitably stir up trouble. But Okamura had no solution. He could only pray that if trouble occurred, it would remain within a controllable range.
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On January 4, 1927, the last batch of the Japanese Expeditionary Force boarded transport ships to begin their return home. The farewell ceremony hosted by the British was solemn, yet extremely concise. The entire headquarters staff of the British forces in India and a guard of honor were present at the docks. However, no British troops were lined up to see them off.

Salutes were fired in sufficient numbers. As the ships set in motion, the British headquarters personnel saluted Okamura Yasuji from the dock. Watching the few figures of British military personnel gradually shrink in his field of vision, Okamura sighed. He knew the war was over, and it had ended in the failure of the Anglo-Japanese coalition.

Standing by the ship's rail for a long time, Okamura felt heavy-hearted. Yet, from the cabins behind him, he heard the joyful humming of Japanese officers and men singing hometown folk songs, chatting about their vacations upon returning. The thought of reuniting with his family stirred a sense of homesickness in Okamura's heart. But the thought of the declining situation he would face upon his return made it impossible for him to truly feel happy.

According to news from home, Japan's tax revenue was severely insufficient. The Diet had passed a proposal to cut military spending by a large margin with a high number of votes. In the passed proposal, the cut amounted to 150 million yen. And Japan's total military budget was only 600 million.

It was said that in the initial proposal, the House of Representatives demanded a 50% cut in military spending, that is, 300 million yen. It was only thanks to the MPs in the House of Representatives with close ties to the military, regardless of party affiliation, voting against it together that the proposal to cut half was blocked.

But a one-quarter cut in military spending was not an amount the Japanese army could accept either; this meant at least one-quarter of the officers and men would need to retire.

Unable to find a solution no matter how much he thought, Okamura returned to his cabin in depression and lay down on his bunk. His anxiety was not resolved; Okamura could not see the end of Japan's economic recession at all. The economy would only get worse. If the House of Peers passed the House of Representatives' proposal this year, would the House of Representatives propose the same thing next year?

Thinking of this, Okamura turned over and sat up from his bunk. He saw a stack of newspapers on the table nearby, presumably bought from the dock by his orderly following his orders. Okamura casually picked up the top one and began to read.

Originally intending to distract himself by reading the paper, he didn't expect that after a moment, he would truly get absorbed in it. The headline news on the paper read: "The Chinese Government announces that, in view of the barbaric nature of the US Government, and based on the 'Proposal Regarding the Enforcement of Provisions Concerning Americans' jointly proposed by Chen Jiongming, a Member of Parliament from Guangdong, and other Guangdong MPs, the following laws are enacted:

All Americans in China must wear visible markers proving their identity, and when coming into contact with Chinese people, must first declare their identity as Americans.

Americans must regularly undergo physical examinations, including for infectious diseases, at their own expense in China to ensure that they do not become spreaders of epidemics and germs.

Americans are prohibited from engaging in a series of stipulated jobs in China.

China does not accept applications from Americans to join Chinese nationality.

..."

The newspaper bought in British India's Chittagong was naturally a British one. The British commentator noted with some schadenfreude that China had begun to counterattack against the American 'Chinese Exclusion Act'.

Okamura frowned after reading this news, but quickly forced his brow to relax. He lay back on the bunk, considering what exactly had happened.

The MP who proposed this was named Chen Jiongming. Okamura remembered that Chen Jiongming was the Warlord of Guangdong. Before He Rui marched south, he had arrested all personnel from various foreign concessions who fled south through Hunan and Jiangxi, and handed these people over to the He Rui government. Of these captured people, those who had committed crimes were all sentenced after being tried by the courts of the He Rui government.

At that time, He Rui struck extremely hard. Some could actually have been spared the death penalty. However, those engaged in police and security duties within the concessions were considered to be involved in organized crime, adding to their guilt. Therefore, the death rate for this category of people was as high as 97%.

This proposal was put forward by Chen Jiongming, so it must certainly be He Rui's intention. Currently, the Republic's Parliament has a four-year term, and in the current session, Civilization Party members only make up about one-third. But this proposal passed with a high number of votes; many things are self-evident.

But why would He Rui do this? Okamura wanted to analyze something from this proposal which was entirely targeted at the United States.

Previously, Okamura had noted that during the formation of the Asian International Tribunal, the Chinese government had already begun to stand on the moral high ground and criticize the US government very severely. It seems He Rui had long been prepared.

With a line of thought, Okamura sat up again and continued to browse the newspaper. Sure enough, there was a news item on the second page. At a press conference held by Chinese Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing regarding the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and Britain, a reporter from *The Times* asked a question: "China has a long coastline; has the Chinese government begun to formulate its own naval plan?"

Generally speaking, a foreign minister would answer this question with "Please ask the Navy about this issue," or more simply, "I do not know about this."

But Yan Huiqing answered this question directly: "The Chinese government has no plans to develop a navy at this stage. Recent military vessels are developed in the direction of coastal patrol vessels."

"What about the long term?" the *Times* reporter pressed. Just reading the report, Okamura could imagine how excited the *Times* reporter must have been at the scene when he realized he had caught such big news.

Yan Huiqing replied, "In the long term, China will of course consider building a navy better able to protect itself. Our Chinese naval shipbuilding capability is weak, and precious funds must be used to develop the domestic economy. Developing a navy is not China's highest priority, nor is it an important direction for China's development in the long run."

The *Times* reporter continued to press, "Minister, given China's current status, will you consider joining the Washington Naval Treaty?"

"The shipbuilding tonnage stipulated by the Washington Naval Treaty completely exceeds China's shipbuilding capacity. Therefore, China has no intention of joining."

Okamura fell into deep thought again. After thinking for a long time, he figured out a result. China is making a gesture of goodwill to Britain.

Thinking of He Rui's flexible diplomatic posture, Okamura could only let out a sigh.

At 2:00 PM, amidst the sound of an alarm clock, Yan Huiqing woke up on the small cot in his office. While trying to open his eyes, he struggled to sit up. Rubbing his eyes, Yan Huiqing put on his trousers and stood up, only to find that he had to tighten his belt by another notch to fasten it. The trousers that fit reasonably well a month ago were already somewhat loose. Looking down, he could not only see his toes but his entire instep clearly.

It seems I have to get a new suit made again, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing sighed in his heart. Although the current clothes could still be worn, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had higher requirements for dress and appearance than other departments.

But Yan Huiqing was very unhappy in his heart. He had been scolded; scolded by domestic newspapers.
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Before coming to China, the British Foreign Secretary had seriously studied his opponent, Yan Huiqing.

In September of the 23rd year of Guangxu (1897), Yan Huiqing entered the University of Virginia to study literature. During his university years, he demonstrated strong adaptability. In addition to completing the required courses in German, Latin, Mathematics, Economics, History, English Literature, Physics, and Geology according to school regulations, he also selected two courses he liked: History of Philosophy and International Law & Constitution.

According to reports by British diplomatic personnel, when chatting with Yan Huiqing in Saigon, Yan recalled his selection of elective courses back then lightly: "The number of required courses for the undergraduate degree was not large, and I had plenty of time, so I took two extra courses: History of Philosophy and International Law & Constitution." He also added that the latter was very helpful for his later diplomatic career.

In his spare time, Yan Huiqing also visited scenic spots in New York, Washington, and Virginia, sometimes visiting friends at the Chinese Legation in the US, and met embassy officials such as Wu Tingfang and Zhou Ziqi.

The British Foreign Secretary admired a "scholar-lord" figure like Yan Huiqing. Compared with the young diplomatic officials in He Rui's government, Yan Huiqing was calm and magnanimous, without strong nationalist sentiments. Britain never lacked nationalist sentiments, and the British Foreign Secretary understood such people well. They would stubbornly believe that any foreigner went to China with evil purposes and started their evil plans upon arrival.

This prejudice stemmed from a lack of knowledge. If the British Foreign Secretary were not forced to, he would not deal with such people. There was nothing to discuss with such muddle-headed fools.

After meeting Yan Huiqing, the British Foreign Secretary first asked, "Minister, is the speed of the Chinese withdrawal too fast?"

Yan Huiqing smiled, "Since 1922, our army has not stopped fighting for five years. Peace has finally arrived, and everyone naturally hopes to return to their hometowns and return to their loved ones to enjoy peace."

The British Foreign Secretary could not oppose such an explanation; Yan Huiqing was telling the truth. He Rui's Northeast Government declared war on Japan in October 1922. The mobilization and preparation work before the war took a year. Even if preparations began on January 1, 1922, it has indeed been exactly five years by today, January 4, 1927.

However, according to the previous agreement between China and Britain, the withdrawal of Chinese troops from Upper Burma required the participation of a British observer group. According to the report of the British observer group, the Chinese army retreated into the mainland like a tide, and the situation of full defense that Britain expected did not appear.

This actually disrupted Britain's plan. In the British plan, the British withdrawal would be carried out according to China's actions. It was estimated that most of the troops would not be withdrawn until the end of 1927.

The British Cabinet had even prepared the withdrawal budget. Now that the Chinese army withdrew so quickly, the British Cabinet was under pressure instead. If they withdrew according to the plan, it felt wrong somewhere. If they did not withdraw quickly, they would be criticized. British soldiers also wanted to go home early, and the Parliament would attack the Baldwin Cabinet for wasting public funds.

After thinking for a while, the British Foreign Secretary asked, "A group of prisoners of war have signed employment agreements with China. We would very much like to know if these agreements will continue to constrain the personal freedom of British subjects."

"After the war ends, the personal freedom clauses in the employment agreements will become invalid, and they are all free. The status of some British personnel who wish to remain in China requires an agreement on immigration and expatriates signed between China and Britain," Yan Huiqing said this but did not continue. China has not signed any agreements regarding personnel exchanges with Britain, France, or the United States at this stage. From China's perspective, or at least from the perspective of He Rui's government, this is not beneficial to China.

China needs a large number of high-quality personnel to come to China to work. Various universities and research institutes lack world-class academic leaders. If top talents from all over the world come to China, it will inevitably greatly promote China's economic development.

Precisely because it is beneficial to China, Yan Huiqing can only handle it according to political rules. If any expectation is shown, the impact will not be good. If following the rules, whether the governments of Britain, France, and the United States are willing to carry out such personnel exchanges depends on how the governments of these three countries view it.

After all, China has too large a population, more than twice the population of the United States, Britain, and France combined. These three countries are afraid of a tide of Chinese immigrants to their countries. France is the country with the best diplomatic relations with China at this stage, so the French diplomatic team publicly expressed concerns in this regard to Yan Huiqing.

But diplomacy emphasizes reciprocity. China must never make any concessions on reciprocity and must insist on complete reciprocity in immigration between the two sides.

The British Foreign Secretary also had a headache at this time. The prisoners of war hired by China were all high-quality personnel in the British army. These people had good backgrounds, and many even had titles. China's prisoner policy was greatly appreciated by this group of people. More importantly, these noble lords found business opportunities in China. China has a great demand for technology and also has many commodities that Britain needs. For example, the Earl of Glamorgan wanted to become the British agent for the new special tuberculosis drug 'Streptomycin' produced in China.

Several other noble lords had almost secured the sales agency rights for Penicillin in Britain. France, as a second-hand dealer in Europe before, made a lot of money by selling Penicillin. The British noble lords felt that it was finally their turn to earn this channel fee.

Noble lords are decent people. Naturally, they are unwilling to travel between China and Britain with some undignified identities, so the British House of Lords is very concerned about the personnel exchange agreement between China and Britain. This triggered a backlash from the House of Commons. Members of the House of Commons believed that it was not enough for the noble lords to lie in the House of Lords and receive high annuities; they stretched their hands too long for their own interests. Instead, they set up obstacles to the agreement on personnel exchanges between China and Britain.

The British Foreign Secretary finally felt that he still had to work hard. After all, the noble lords of the House of Lords hinted privately that if the Foreign Secretary could get things done, they would give him a seat in the House of Lords. After thinking for a moment, the Foreign Secretary suggested, "Can we sign a China-UK business personnel visa agreement first?"

Yan Huiqing naturally would not object. He discussed with the British Foreign Secretary for ten minutes and finalized the general framework for business personnel visas and study visas. Once these two settled the framework, the following work would naturally be handed over to the diplomatic teams of both sides for specific implementation.

After his seat in the House of Lords was confirmed, the Foreign Secretary was in a good mood and asked a relatively relaxed topic, "Minister, does your country's religious management violate the right to religious freedom granted to your people in your country's constitution?"

Yan Huiqing did not answer immediately. He also felt He Rui's nationalism in this matter. He Rui was ruthless towards those who served foreign concessions during the Unification War, followed only by foreign missionaries in China.

It cannot be said that all foreign missionaries in China were beasts; at least one or two out of ten were not. However, He Rui's methods were extremely cruel. As long as someone died in a missionary case, all religious personnel in the churches where the missionaries involved in the case had been were all hanged for murder.

There were also the so-called benevolent halls. After investigation, religious personnel in the churches abused children and even tortured children they didn't like to death. Therefore, all religious personnel related to these foreign religious institutions, as well as religious personnel who had sent children to these workhouses, were all hanged for murder and abuse.

Yan Huiqing knew that among these hanged missionaries, there were indeed a few whose crimes did not deserve death. But Yan Huiqing would not plead for these few foreign missionaries whose crimes did not deserve death, because He Rui and many people in the Civilization Party indeed believed that missionaries deserved to die.

Not only towards foreign missionaries, but the Civilization Party also had no tolerance for domestic religions in China. A clear definition was given in the interpretation of the Constitution of the Republic: all religions are 'commercial organizations'.

Personal belief in religion is the religious freedom of citizens. Money transactions within religious organizations are commercial activities. Engaging in commercial activities naturally makes it a commercial organization.

Yan Huiqing would not oppose these things even more. He even felt suddenly enlightened about the essence of religion after reading these. If it were just a group of monks and Taoists chanting scriptures in temples and discussing emptiness, it would naturally not matter. Religious belief should of course be free.

Once these religious figures control a large amount of money, they will have an impact on society and politics. The movements to exterminate Buddhism in past Chinese dynasties all arose from this.

Just like the Songshan Shaolin Temple bully gang that was wiped out a few years ago. If the great monks were just chanting scriptures, there would certainly not be such a result. However, Shaolin Temple was the largest landlord in Songshan. Local commoners rented land and had to offer their wives and daughters to the great monks. The great monks publicly told the tenants, 'Those with good wives farm good land, those with bad wives farm rotten land, and those without wives have no land to farm.'

Therefore, during the public trial, more than 100,000 local Songshan masses went to watch, filling the mountains near the public trial site.

When hundreds of bald thieves were publicly shot, the masses beat drums and gongs and cheered in unison. News reports wrote, 'The cheers of the masses were like mountains roaring and seas howling. Every time a bully monk was shot, the entire Songshan trembled slightly in the shouts of the local Songshan masses...'

So Yan Huiqing pondered for a while and suddenly smiled: "I heard that someone in your country suggested the separation of church and state? Is there such a thing?"

The British Foreign Secretary was stunned and had to answer, "There are indeed such madmen."

Yan Huiqing continued to ask, "If the King and God, one must be separated from the Church of England, I personally feel that the British King must remain in the State Church. What do you think?"

The British Foreign Secretary originally just wanted to ask about the missionary issue casually to see if the Chinese government was anti-missionary or anti-religion. Hearing Yan Huiqing answer like this, he knew in his heart, so he smiled and said, "The British Royal Family and the Church of England are one."

Seeing the British Foreign Secretary being so frank, Yan Huiqing also felt that the British Foreign Office, which fully maintained British national interests, could indeed be dealt with for a long time, so he picked up his teacup and echoed, "The British Royal Family and the Church of England are one."

The British Foreign Secretary and the Chinese Foreign Minister looked at each other and smiled, and both took a sip of tea.

The so-called State Church, no matter what school of theory is used, the core is the same. That is, the royal family of the country is the service object of the State Church. In a State Church where politics and religion are more closely combined, the royal family is God's spokesperson in the world.

In Britain, if the Royal Family and God can only choose one of the two, then the State Church must choose the Royal Family. As for God, it is that additional option.

Yan Huiqing understood this, and the British Foreign Secretary also understood this. He was also sure that He Rui wanted to protect China's interests, not the interests of religion. With this clear boundary, many things are easy to handle.

Putting down the teacup, the British Foreign Secretary said, "Minister, I will be leaving China in a few days."

"I will go to see you off," Yan Huiqing replied.

The Foreign Secretary said what he had not said all along, "Please convey the attitude of the British government to Chairman He on my behalf. We look forward to Chairman He visiting Britain at a suitable time."

"I will definitely convey the invitation of the British government to Chairman He." Yan Huiqing also felt very happy. It seemed that the trend of Sino-British relations improving was faster than he thought.
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Setting aside the fact that Britain had effectively lost the war on the global stage, the British Foreign Secretary had achieved rich diplomatic results before leaving China. This was especially true of the Sino-British Joint Declaration.

The Sino-British Joint Declaration outlined the views of China and Britain on Western Pacific security and referenced the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*. In this agreement, all four nations—China, Britain, France, and the Netherlands—agreed that stability in Southeast Asia was of paramount importance and served as the cornerstone of stability in the Pacific region. Therefore, the four powers opposed any changes to the British, French, and Dutch colonies in Southeast Asia.

This agreement was critically important for France and the Netherlands, and it served as a dividend for France's role in coordinating the peace talks. As long as both China and Britain guaranteed the security of French Indochina, France's position in Southeast Asia would be as steady as Mount Tai.

Of course, France had hoped to sign a permanent agreement, but this was met with joint opposition from China and Britain. According to British diplomatic philosophy, any permanent agreement was mere waste paper. In this ever-changing world, the only thing more absurd than the word "permanent" was a "permanent agreement."

The Chinese side's reason for objection was much clearer: "Renewing the treaty every ten years is a rational approach. Ten years from now, through the renewal process, we can once again deepen the friendly relations between our nations."

In the understanding of the French diplomatic team, contradictions between nations would inevitably accumulate over a decade. A decennial renewal would provide a venue to coordinate and resolve these contradictions, allowing everyone to take the opportunity to discuss and address various issues.

In the past, a major reason for the frequent outbreak of wars in Europe was the lack of mechanisms for coordination and communication. As a result, conflicts would erupt suddenly, and various populists would seize the opportunity to incite public opinion, throwing the political situation into chaos. Thus, France ultimately agreed.

As for the Dutch government, their colonies were effectively being managed by the British on their behalf. Seeing that the British government had agreed to the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*, the Netherlands naturally followed Britain's Southeast Asia policy.

With the announcement of the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*, the parties most left with a sour taste in their mouths were undoubtedly Japan and the United States. The United States held the Philippines in Southeast Asia, having seized it from the Spanish. By all logic, an agreement regarding Southeast Asia by China, Britain, France, and the Netherlands should not have excluded the Philippines.

When the U.S. Secretary of State saw this news, he immediately analyzed it. The State Department's diplomatic branch concluded that this must be a trick played by the British.

In fact, this was exactly the case. Britain certainly did not want the United States to penetrate further into Southeast Asia, so it was imperative to block the U.S. from the Western Pacific. The reason this agreement excluded the United States was to divert misfortune elsewhere. If China and the United States were to fight over the Philippines, Britain would be overjoyed.

Of course, the British Foreign Office did not believe He Rui would be so impulsive and childish. As a seasoned meddler with hundreds of years of history, Britain's grasp of provocation had become instinctual; they would never let slip even the slightest opportunity.

The U.S. State Department guessed Britain's intentions and, while gritting their teeth in hatred, had to admit the shrewdness of the British. The war with China had only just ended, yet Britain was already beginning to reconstruct the Asian order. This reaction speed and flexibility compelled a grudging respect from the United States.

The Japanese side also figured out Britain's line of thinking, deepening the despair of Japan's upper echelons. Britain truly treated them as outsiders now. Japan's unwritten national policy over the past few decades had always been to acquire economic benefits through military victory. Now, Japan could not defeat the United States, could not defeat China, and fighting the Soviet Union would yield no benefits. With the signing of the *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement*, the conflicts in Southeast Asia were temporarily resolved, and Japan, situated in the Pacific, was sealed in tight. They had lost even the desperate option of attacking Southeast Asia.

Although the British government, out of this renewed Anglo-Japanese friendship, signed a £150 million loan agreement with Japan—providing £150 million in interest-free loans over five years, to be repaid over twenty years—British money was not so easily taken. Since they accepted the British loan, the Japanese government had to sign a partial market opening agreement with Britain. While Britain's Southeast Asian colonies would partially open to Japan, the Japanese market also had to open somewhat to Britain. It amounted to Britain extending Japan's life, but also fastening a chain around Japan's neck to ensure it wouldn't immediately defect to China. Britain's status as world hegemon was not unearned; defeat had not plunged Britain into chaos but instead spurred it to action even faster.

Therefore, at the joint press conference held by the British Foreign Secretary and the Chinese Minister of Foreign Affairs, Japanese reporters tried desperately to get a chance to ask questions. However, both the Chinese and British sides refused to call on them. Instead, Yan Huiqing gave an opportunity to an American reporter.

The American reporter stood up immediately and spoke rapidly, his words firing like a machine gun. "Minister Yan, I am a reporter for the *New York Times*. The *Sino-British-French-Dutch West Pacific Agreement* focuses heavily on maritime security guarantees. The Chinese government has previously stated clearly that it will not invest resources in a navy. In that case, what kind of security guarantees will the Chinese government provide for this agreement?"

The American reporter's question had been prepared long in advance. Since China had no navy to maintain security in Southeast Asia, the only guarantee the Chinese government could offer was a promise that its army would not attack Britain or France. If Yan Huiqing made such a statement, it would be tantamount to expressing that China had the full capability to militarily threaten Britain and France. This point alone would be enough for the newspapers to generate all sorts of propaganda. Even if it had no practical effect, it could be used to sow discord in the relations between China and the Anglo-French powers.

If Yan Huiqing answered evasively, the *New York Times* reporter was prepared to actively voice this speculation and openly provoke discord.

Given such a stage, the *New York Times* reporter was extremely excited, waiting with bated breath for Yan Huiqing's answer.

Yan Huiqing was a graduate of the University of Virginia, so he answered in English with an American accent. "Britain is one of the fundamental forces for world stability. We believe that in Southeast Asia, the entire Western Pacific, and indeed the Pacific region, Britain should assume its due status."

*Fuck!* The *New York Times* reporter was thoroughly displeased by Yan Huiqing's answer. He hadn't expected Yan Huiqing to flatter Britain so openly. If it were any other country, the reporter might have considered such a possibility. But peace between China and Britain had just been established. Shouldn't China be loudly proclaiming its own power at this time? Was it appropriate to so quickly elevate Britain to the international status it had been struggling to prove it deserved?

But the *New York Times* reporter was a veteran of the media world. Despite his immense surprise, he asked with lightning speed, "Then does China believe Britain has the capability to shoulder such responsibility?"

Yan Huiqing rejoiced inwardly. The Foreign Ministry team's prediction regarding the *New York Times* had been accurate; they had anticipated this question. Yan Huiqing made his expression even more serious and said in a solemn tone, "To facilitate peace, Britain made huge concessions when the Washington Naval Treaty was signed. The Chinese government believes that in a more appropriate allocation of naval tonnage, the United States should reduce its tonnage by one-third, and this one-third share should be given to Britain. Only then will Britain have sufficient strength to realize its responsibility in maintaining world order and peace."

There was silence at the press conference, save for the scratching sound of pens rapidly taking notes. The *New York Times* reporter was truly stunned. Although he had made many preparations and possessed quick wit, he couldn't think of what to do next.

But the *New York Times* reporter forced his brain to continue thinking, and soon, a thought popped up. Although he couldn't be sure if the question was appropriate, time waited for no one. The reporter asked, "Then what is China willing to substantively provide for Britain's status?"

"We believe that the Western Pacific region should provide naval ports for Britain. China is willing to convene a meeting with France, the Netherlands, Japan, and the United States to negotiate the provision of ports. Hawaii in the United States, Tokyo and Kure in Japan, French ports, and China's Hong Kong could all provide berths for the British Navy. This concerns the peace of the Pacific, and we believe it is necessary to convene such a meeting."
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It was freezing cold outside. Yan Huiqing, who had been chilled to the bone even inside his car, felt warmth the moment he stepped into the hallway of his home. Entering the house, beyond the warm air, he could already smell the aroma of lunch wafting from the open kitchen. Yan Huiqing was already hungry; he changed into his slippers and went straight to the dining room connected to the kitchen.

Mrs. Yan was reading a newspaper, so engrossed that she didn't notice Yan Huiqing's return until she heard his footsteps. She hurriedly picked up the newspaper and, while serving Yan Huiqing rice, tucked it into a corner out of his sight. Although Mrs. Yan tried her best to make her expression look natural, her worry couldn't be hidden; instead, her deliberate attempt made it all the more obvious.

Yan Huiqing sighed, "Madam, I've made you worry."

Mrs. Yan knew she couldn't hide it and couldn't help but sigh, "Master, you are suffering." aside from the official newspapers which remained silent, other private newspapers were cursing Yan Huiqing. Some newspapers, in order to incite reader emotions, cursed Yan Huiqing as the Zhang Bangchang or Qin Hui of today.

Yan Huiqing had long known this situation would arise. Moreover, when he was a diplomat in the Beiyang Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he had been cursed before, and presumably, he would be cursed in the future. So Yan Huiqing even smiled, "It's a small matter, Madam need not take it to heart."

Mrs. Yan felt that Yan Huiqing must be acting under orders, and seeing his reaction, she could basically confirm it. But distressed for her husband, Mrs. Yan said, "Master, with so many people in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, why must you be the one to bear this infamy?"

Yan Huiqing urged his wife to eat while it was hot. Once she began to eat, Yan Huiqing ate and said, "Next, the country is going to exert diplomatic pressure on the United States. If I don't say it, who will?"

Mrs. Yan hadn't expected the United States to be China's next target and was stunned. It wasn't until Yan Huiqing urged her that Mrs. Yan continued eating. It was only after finishing dinner that Yan Huiqing continued to explain to his wife, "Madam, we have now formally established diplomatic relations with Britain. Although there is still wariness between China and Britain, cooperation will be the main theme. My statement was entirely to express our country's friendly attitude towards Britain. At this moment, when China, Britain, France, and other European countries begin to approach each other to deal with the United States, only then can the United States feel greater pressure. If I speak, the United States won't misunderstand later. As long as I am still the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the United States won't think there are different lines within our Ministry."

Mrs. Yan didn't understand diplomacy, but she felt truly relieved at this moment. Yan Huiqing's words proved he was acting under orders, and the one truly making the judgment was He Rui. With He Rui's character, he certainly wouldn't push Yan Huiqing out and then disregard him.

With her mind at ease, Mrs. Yan asked, "Master, but you said China would provide port berths for British warships. Is the country really going to do this?"

"Madam... Haha..." Yan Huiqing wanted to explain but couldn't help laughing out loud. It seemed his wife's level in the diplomatic field was no different from ordinary people. Ordinary people interpreted diplomatic statements by supplementing parts of the words with their own imagination. The diplomatic circles, however, looked at the internal logic of the statement. Diplomacy is a very serious job that allows for no falsehoods. You could say that everything spoken in diplomacy is empty, or you could say everything spoken is real. How to distinguish depends on the interpreter's own level. At least, the British Foreign Secretary's understanding of Yan Huiqing's statement would certainly be vastly different from Yan Huiqing's wife.

At this moment, the British Foreign Secretary was already sitting on a ship bound for home. Because of the cooperation of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, China and Britain had already signed agreements on 'Sino-British Business Personnel' exchanges and 'Study Visas', paving the way for British lords to come to China to make money. The Foreign Secretary's seat in the British House of Lords could basically be confirmed, so his mood was excellent. He even had the mind to consider the extra parts beyond this substantial diplomatic achievement.

Yan Huiqing's proposal that the United States should give up one-third of its naval tonnage was purely empty talk, representing only the Chinese side's differing attitudes towards Britain and the United States. As for 'convening a conference of China, France, the Netherlands, Japan, and the United States to discuss countries providing berths for the British fleet', that was China's gesture of goodwill to the British side.

To receive such a gesture, the Foreign Secretary would naturally receive a relatively high evaluation upon returning home; this was a good thing. The British Foreign Office had already begun attempting to reconstruct the world situation under the new circumstances of accepting China as a new Great Power. China's gesture meant that Britain's resistance was greatly reduced.

All the information in Yan Huiqing's words was just this. As for whether China would hold that meeting, it didn't matter at all. Even if China really sent invitations to other countries, at least the United States wouldn't participate. Even if the United States participated, France, Japan, and the United States wouldn't really give the British warships berths. Since France, Japan, and the United States wouldn't give berths, China would naturally go with the flow and not give them either.

These were all little tricks in diplomacy, not even worth mentioning.

However, China's attitude towards the United States made the British Foreign Secretary somewhat concerned. While the Sino-British war was ongoing, China had already expressed a considerable attitude of opposition towards the United States. Now that China and Britain had restored peace, was China really going to exert diplomatic pressure on the United States?

Since the Great War in Europe, Britain had always considered the United States to be its greatest future enemy, with the Soviet Union's threat to Britain second only to the United States. Now, because of its own geopolitical interests, China maintained good relations with the Soviet Union. This was a choice a mature politician and diplomat would inevitably make.

The regions where the Soviet Union bordered China were sparsely populated with low transport capacity. Given the strength China was now displaying, the Soviet Union would be very worried about the Far East region. He Rui's consistent friendly attitude towards the Soviet Union, as well as the agreement not to deploy troops on the Sino-Soviet border, was to minimize Soviet concerns as much as possible.

At this time, China's diplomatic pressure on the United States was undoubtedly beneficial to Britain. However, the Foreign Secretary wasn't confused by such appearances. If China could handle the United States, what next... presumably it would be Japan's turn.

The conflicts and hatred between China and Japan were so deep. From the perspective of various interests, China would deal a heavy blow to Japan, forcing Japan to ultimately submit to China.

The British Foreign Secretary did not sympathize with Japan and even hoped China would move against Japan sooner. China currently had no navy; no matter how poor Japan's economy was, its naval strength was sufficient to defend the Japanese homeland. Japan couldn't beat China, and China couldn't beat Japan in the short term. If war broke out, China would likely retake Korea and Taiwan, which originally belonged to China. And such a result would only make the hatred for China within Japan engraved in their bones.

As long as there were contradictions, Britain had space to intervene. The more intense the Sino-Japanese conflict, the greater the space for Britain to manipulate.

Thinking of this, the British Foreign Secretary felt his chest open up with satisfaction. The British Empire had indeed suffered losses in the war just ended, but this loss hadn't shaken the international order constructed by the British Empire; instead, it had become more stable because of He Rui's experienced, mature, and wise choice.

From the look of it now, He Rui's style of action was very conservative, and he wouldn't be easily used by the British Empire in the future. But the British Foreign Secretary believed there could only be one reason for failing to persuade He Rui: the British Empire hadn't offered enough benefits. As long as the benefits were sufficient, He Rui would definitely choose to cooperate with the British Empire. This was the diplomacy the British Empire had tried and tested over the past few hundred years. Since this experience had never failed in the past or present, it would be equally effective in the future.

Today's ally is tomorrow's enemy; today's partnership is the price exchanged for other partners tomorrow. The British Foreign Secretary believed that Japan had accepted so much help from the British Empire, and it was finally time for Japan to pay the price for the British Empire's half-century of investment.

At this time, Kita Ikki, who was unwilling to let Japan become the price, finally met He Rui. In the warm room, Kita Ikki grabbed He Rui's arm, weeping uncontrollably.

Japanese newspapers had published He Rui's photo too many times. Upon arriving in China this time, a trend had already started among the Chinese populace of hanging a portrait of He Rui indoors. Kita Ikki hadn't seen He Rui in person, but he had seen many expensive, exquisite, and vivid portraits in shops. In the half-body portraits that looked like full-body photos, He Rui wore the uniform of a Republican civil official, looking heroic, a hundred times more vivid than the figure in the small photos.

However, the He Rui appearing before Kita Ikki seemed to have walked out of the portrait, yet what the portrait couldn't embody was the focused and condensed temperament on He Rui. Just walking towards Kita Ikki made Kita Ikki feel his scalp tingle. This was the temperament of Asia's most powerful leader—no doubts, no hesitation, facing all realities directly.

He Rui's first sentence wasn't a greeting, but a prophecy. "Kita-kun, Japan will absolutely not fall into endless despair. As long as I am here, Japan will definitely have a bright future!"

That voice, full of confidence and vitality, vibrated Kita Ikki's eardrums and then warmed his heart. Kita Ikki knew He Rui was Japan's most powerful enemy, an enemy who could cut off Japan's future and destroy all of Japan. Precisely because of this, He Rui's words were conversely so persuasive. If He Rui was willing to release the iron palm choking Japan's throat, Japan could survive.

Kita Ikki unconsciously lowered his head to He Rui in a Japanese kneeling bow. "Please, He-kun, you must save Japan!"

A moment later, Kita Ikki had been pulled up from the ground by He Rui. "Kita-kun, Japan is my second hometown. I will neither let Japan sink nor let Japan fall into despair. China has settled other matters and has time to face Japan. Sorry to have kept you waiting."

Tears burst from his eyes. Kita Ikki finally confirmed that the expectations of those Japanese comrades for He Rui were indeed true.

Over the past few months, Kita Ikki had conducted field investigations among the Chinese populace and had also accepted studies. He was already very clear about China's changes. Once his emotions calmed down, Kita Ikki immediately asked, "I wonder how He-kun intends to make Japan walk the same path as China?"

He Rui didn't answer but asked instead, "Have the Japanese people recognized who their enemies are now?"

"They have recognized them!" Kita Ikki answered decisively. "The Japanese powerful elites are all Japan's enemies!"

"Really?" He Rui asked again. Kita Ikki could hear He Rui's skepticism.

It was already around 4 p.m. In the freezing winter month, a group of university students and other youths were kneeling in front of Sakuradamon, blocking the road. They held banners like 'His Majesty the Emperor Rules Personally' and 'The Emperor Loves the People', expressing their trust in the Japanese Emperor. These people were kneeling or bowing ceaselessly in the ice and snow toward the main gate of the Imperial Palace, hoping to convey their loyal hearts into the palace through such actions.

The Japanese government had carried out several arrests and suppressions in the past few months. Those considered likely to 'cause trouble' had either been arrested or had fled. Taira Toyomori's reputation was too great, and he had deep connections within the government; after returning to the country, he was placed under semi-house arrest. Scholars like Taira Toyomori were either arrested or under house arrest.

Those who could move freely on the streets now were either commoners or people considered submissive and peaceful. This group of people who summoned the courage to come and petition had all once been students and intellectuals who trusted the government extremely, firmly believed His Majesty the Emperor was diligent and loved the people, and had no thoughts of violent revolution.

However, the economic recession had left them with absolutely no way out. Furthermore, the ruthless arrests and suppression by departments like the Japanese Tokkō made these people have to believe that the Emperor was being hoodwinked by these people.

Since the situation was so, these people gathered in front of the Imperial Palace, coming to petition peacefully with the resolve to die. They believed, or rather they would rather believe, that if even a few words about the current state of society reached the Emperor's ears, the Emperor would not turn a blind eye or a deaf ear.

Nearly half of the students in various Japanese universities had been arrested. These students and intellectuals hadn't been arrested not only because of their extremely moderate attitude but also because their backgrounds helped them. So when the officers of the Imperial Guard Division guarding the palace gates saw some familiar faces, they were unwilling to use violence to drive them away.

Moreover, talk of major disarmament had been clamorous in the army recently. Everyone in the Japanese army knew that due to the economic recession, Japanese tax revenue had regressed to the level of ten years ago. From any angle, the country could no longer afford to support so many troops. Although the Imperial Guard Division wouldn't be disbanded, the ordinary soldiers and junior officers within the Imperial Guard Division might not be so lucky.

The rumored disarmament plan said that a large number of ordinary soldiers would be forced to retire without severance pay. NCOs would take over soldiers' jobs, and officers would effectively be demoted in use to ensure officers and NCOs could have a salary to support their families.

With the current economic situation, retiring meant unemployment. The officers and soldiers of the Imperial Guard Division also hoped the economy could improve quickly so that they and their families wouldn't have to endure hunger. So even if some officers shouted angrily for the junior officers and soldiers of the Imperial Guard to immediately drive these people away, the officers and soldiers refused the order on the reasonable grounds that 'one must not leave one's post without permission while on guard duty'. The officers had no choice but to curse that other units were going to rebel. In such a time, the students had already knelt into a mass in front of the tall Sakuradamon.

Before long, people from the Tokkō appeared, and police rushed over one after another, gathering more and more. Just when the guarding officers and soldiers thought the Tokkō and the police were going to start arresting people, they saw a few people run over and say something to the leaders of the Tokkō and the police.

The Tokkō leader looked indifferent; after standing for a while, he actually turned and left with his men. The police leader looked grim, strode up to the students, and scolded, "You are disturbing the Sacred Hearing; this is a grave crime! I order you now, leave immediately!"

The students intended to let the Emperor know of the people's desperate situation, so how could they be willing to leave? The leaders among them answered loudly, "We know we are guilty and will naturally plead guilty and submit to the law later. But this time we want to ask the Emperor to know the current situation. As long as there is an order from the palace, we will immediately go to the police station to surrender ourselves."

The police leader cursed in anger, shouting for the students to get lost. But cursing aside, he didn't beat or arrest anyone. Seeing the students' firm yet very mild attitude, completely without any violent action, the police leader cursed a few more times and then actually turned and left. A moment later, the police also left under the leader's order.

At this time, outside Sakuradamon, apart from the army guarding the palace strictly holding the bridge leading to the palace, only those petitioning students kneeling on the ground in the fluttering snow remained.

Outside Sakuradamon were buildings like the Ministry of War and the Ministry of Justice, with no residents. Only this group of students remained in the snow, insisting on kneeling and requesting that the Emperor send someone to hear the people's appeal. Looking at their posture, they were prepared to kneel indefinitely.

As time passed, those guards in front of Sakuradamon couldn't help but feel some expectation. Perhaps the Emperor would really send someone to come and receive the letters prepared by the students. If that really happened, it would mean the Emperor had finally decided to intervene personally, and Japan might be saved. At least the situation might turn for the better.

Not only were the students outside Sakuradamon waiting, but the guards were also waiting. The snowflakes continued to drift down, and the snow on the ground grew deeper and deeper.
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The students kneeling in front of Sakuradamon in Tokyo showed no intention of leaving. The palace was quiet, and there was no sign of anyone coming out. The guards' hearts, which had held some expectation, turned cold again. It seemed there would be no response from within the palace.

Unlike those foolish students, the soldiers of the Imperial Guard Division saw nobles and senior statesmen coming and going every day, as well as the civil and military attendants of the Emperor and the Prince Regent entering and exiting the palace. If one were to say the Emperor and the Prince Regent were hoodwinked by these people, the soldiers of the Imperial Guard wouldn't dare to make a judgment, but to say the Emperor knew nothing of Japan's current situation was certainly a lie.

The attendants of the Emperor and the Crown Prince had come out several times to observe the petitioning students from a distance; the Emperor and the Crown Prince definitely knew what was happening outside. Since no one had been sent out by now, it must be that the Emperor did not want to see the students.

The sky grew dark, and the guard at Sakuradamon was about to change. In the dead of winter, with the guard changing, those students were still kneeling outside Sakuradamon. It seemed that even if these people froze to death kneeling outside the gate, no one from the palace would come to comfort them.

After handing over to the relief guard, the squad had just returned to line up inside the palace gate. The officers, with dark faces, severely scolded these men for daring to talk back to their superiors. This referred to when the officers ordered the dispersal of the students, and the junior officers and soldiers refused to act on the grounds that they could not leave their posts without permission.

But this reason was flawless, and the officers couldn't use it as a pretext. However, looking at the officers' ferocious expressions and angry roars, presumably, everyone would be given a hard time in the future.

After the officer finished scolding the troops, he dismissed them to return to the barracks. They had just walked a dozen meters when suddenly, faint screams came from outside the palace gate. The officers and soldiers were all stunned and stopped in their tracks. For such sounds to suddenly come from outside Sakuradamon, they wondered who dared to cause a disturbance.

Disregarding everything else, the officer immediately ordered the soldiers to stop and ran straight for the palace gate himself. Before long, the officer ran back hurriedly and shouted, "All of you follow me outside the gate to strengthen the defense!"

The soldiers ran out of the palace gate again, only to see that the students who had been kneeling all over the ground not long ago had scattered significantly. Many people were lying on the snow, struggling. Although the light was dim, those students were indeed injured. And the fear and despair in their cries of pain were by no means feigned.

Before long, a large number of police arrived, picked up the students, threw them onto the arriving trucks, and took them away. Night fell, and the dim streetlights came on. Looking at the snow again, apart from a mess of footprints, not a single person could be seen.

Four days later, on January 14, 1927, the ship Ishiwara Kanji was on finally arrived in Tokyo. That evening, Ishiwara met with several field officers, ranging from Lieutenant Colonel to Colonel. These faces were familiar, only the names were strange. After introductions, these officers were from various divisions stationed north of Tokyo, all new members of the Future Society. They had come to Tokyo for a meeting and, hearing of Ishiwara's return, immediately came to meet him.

The officers brought Ishiwara a piece of news: the three divisions returning from India hadn't arrived yet, but the General Staff had already begun making transfer plans for their personnel. Ishiwara just nodded after listening. It seemed the Ministry of War and the General Staff viewed these three divisions as a threat. But this was good; personnel transfers would instead give Ishiwara opportunities.

Seeing Ishiwara's confident appearance, several officers immediately asked, "Excellency, we all agree with the Outline for Japan's Future Society and voluntarily joined the revolution. But is Your Excellency certain that after the revolution succeeds, He Rui will definitely support us?"

Ishiwara looked at the apprehension in these officers' eyes and asked frankly, "As soon as the revolution succeeds, we will immediately implement the Japan Land Outline throughout Japan. Do you think Japan will be saved?"

The officers were stunned for a moment, then answered, "At least the countryside will be saved."

Ishiwara continued to ask, "The countryside is saved. We begin to reorganize the urban economy. Just the reconstruction of Tokyo—how many people will be recruited, how many jobs will be provided? These economic policies alone are enough to stabilize the Japanese economy so that it no longer declines."

The officers' eyes lit up, and they nodded one after another. Many of these officers had attended the Army War College. In recent years, the Japanese government had loudly cursed China for interrupting Sino-Japanese trade, causing Japan's economic recession. These officers could all understand the economic principles involved.

For the past few decades, Japan had gained economic benefits by winning wars, yet He Rui had defeated Japan relying only on the Northeast region. Now He Rui controlled all of China, and even Britain had to admit defeat. The Japanese officers knew very well that if they used force against China again, it would be a complete dead end. In utter despair, a large number of Japanese field officers had turned to choose the Future Society.

After reading the Japan Future Society's revolutionary plan, the officers' understanding of Sino-Japanese economic and trade relations deepened significantly. If Japan could not get China's support now, it would be absolutely impossible to restore the economy quickly.

Even knowing his question might displease Ishiwara, a colonel still continued to ask, "Excellency, if the economy doesn't improve quickly after the revolution, we will certainly face a counterattack."

Ishiwara was indeed very unhappy in his heart, but these officers were not originally within the scope of his recruitment. Since even they had chosen revolution, he couldn't let such a large force be disappointed. Ishiwara answered, "Once the Japanese revolution succeeds and advances along the path opened up by the Chinese revolution, Japan will certainly be saved. Gentlemen, you should have considered the trade relationship between China and Japan. In the past three years, has the government ever issued a threat of war against China? If not, why has China consistently refused to restore trade with Japan?"

Hearing this, the officers could only nod in agreement. Since the defeat, the Japanese public had been quite hostile towards China, but the Japanese government had been extremely restrained and had issued no further military threats. But while they didn't say it, the Japanese government's actions still couldn't break free from previous national policies. He Rui was no fool; how could a few words deceive him?

Ishiwara struck while the iron was hot. "Gentlemen, Japan is not without a future. I have always believed Japan has a bright future. What we need to do is lead Japan to that future. We are not out to slaughter, but to clear away all obstacles blocking the path to Japan's future. As for what Japan's future should look like, the Future Society has already stated it clearly enough, so I won't repeat it! Gentlemen, do you have any other questions?"

The officers looked at each other and saw the struggle in each other's hearts. If possible, they also didn't wish to carry out a thorough purge of Japan's upper class, but the current Japan had no other choice.

Just then, Aizawa Saburō spoke up. "Have you gentlemen heard of the massacre in front of Sakuradamon?"

Several officers had been in meetings since arriving in Tokyo and hadn't specifically inquired about what was happening in Tokyo. Moreover, there was no news in the newspapers, so naturally, they didn't know. However, Sakuradamon was the main gate of the Imperial Palace. For a massacre to happen right at the Palace gate truly shocked these officers.

Aizawa Saburō briefly recounted the massacre at Sakuradamon to these officers. Patriotic Japanese students went to petition in front of Sakuradamon, kneeling for several hours without receiving any response. At dusk, dozens of black-clad men with knives suddenly rushed out and attacked the students. The students had been kneeling for hours; where would they have the strength to dodge? Casualties were heavy. Aizawa Saburō hadn't been able to find out the exact numbers, only learning that nearly ten people were killed on the spot and dozens injured. After the injured were sent to the hospital, nearly ten more died due to severe wounds.

Hearing that such a lawless tragedy had actually occurred, the officers couldn't fully believe it for a moment. Aizawa Saburō took out a list. "Gentlemen, you can see if there are any people you know on it. If there are, won't you know once you ask?"

The officers hurriedly took the list and read it carefully, and indeed found a few names they recognized. Unless they were different people with the same names, based on the officers' knowledge of these individuals, they were extremely moderate people. They were extremely loyal to the Japanese Imperial Family and government and would never participate in any anti-government actions.

Aizawa Saburō continued, "Gentlemen, Japan has fallen into despair. The current government and powerful elites not only do not worry about the country but instead only think of suppressing and slaughtering patriots. Do you think the slaughter will end here? In the eyes of those elites, as long as the Japanese people refuse to obediently starve to death, they will continue killing."

The officers didn't know what to say at this point. Aizawa Saburō was already making it clear to everyone that arrests and suppression would not end but would be carried out even more fiercely. That is to say, if things continued to develop according to the current situation, Japan was beyond saving!

Several people hesitated for a moment and asked Ishiwara, "Excellency, what exactly should we do?"

"Identify the people in each division who are hindering Japan's future," Ishiwara ordered in a voice chilling to the bone.

Several officers shuddered but stood at attention and saluted, "Yes."

After the men left, Aizawa reported the recent progress to Ishiwara. The restoration of peace between Britain and China had a huge impact on the Japanese army. Facing financial exhaustion, the Japanese government had to propose a disarmament plan. Before this plan was even implemented, it had already caused more Japanese officers and soldiers to completely change their attitudes. In despair, the view that Japan must have a revolution began to become mainstream in the army.

Civilian revolutionary forces had been forced into silence after months of arrests and crackdowns by Japan's upper echelons, but anger among the people was gathering continuously, especially as the government mobilized propaganda tools to desperately depict the people's desire not to starve to death as 'riots'. As for those classes that were barely holding on and hadn't yet lost their jobs, although they didn't dare to make the slightest move, they were equally desperate about the current situation. If a revolution broke out in Japan, even if these people wouldn't welcome it, they definitely wouldn't oppose it.

The ones who truly began to organize against the revolution were the powerful elites and the Japanese landlord class. The elites knew Japan's desperate situation very well, while the landlords were stimulated by the Japan Land Restoration Outline. After seeing the land reform policies in the Chinese revolution, they maintained strong fear and opposition to any revolution.

After listening to Aizawa Saburō's detailed introduction, Ishiwara said, "Aizawa, I will likely be monitored next. So, let the comrades make preparations quickly. Tell the comrades that the time for revolution is approaching fast. Let the comrades develop more comrades as soon as possible. Once the enemy and ourselves are clearly defined, the revolution can be launched!"

Aizawa Saburō still lacked confidence. "Excellency, this matter still needs you to direct from the center."

"No." Ishiwara shook his head. "The people already know what Japan's future should look like. The only thing missing now is emotion. Whether to freeze to death, starve to death, or die struggling for a new Japan—judging from the Sakuradamon massacre, the Japanese public still has illusions. But the elites have large amounts of wealth and food in their own storehouses, while the national treasury is about to be empty. Identify the enemies quickly now. A Japan with an empty treasury will arrive very soon. Aizawa, according to intelligence, in two months at most, the Japanese economy will really be unable to hold on."

Aizawa Saburō wanted to say more, but a knock came from outside. Aizawa alertly lifted his military saber and opened the door carefully. The one knocking was a comrade responsible for guarding this meeting. "Branch Chief Aizawa, comrades within the Tokkō sent word that the Tokkō has already sent people to monitor His Excellency."

Even a Lieutenant General like Ishiwara was to be monitored; Aizawa understood how tense the situation had become. He bowed to Ishiwara, "Excellency, I will leave first. I will definitely execute the matters Your Excellency ordered with full effort."

Ishiwara also bowed to Aizawa, "Everything relies on Aizawa-kun and the comrades!"

A while after Aizawa and the others left, Ishiwara walked to the second-floor window and pushed it open. He saw several people who were obviously monitors standing under the eaves across the street. Hearing the sound of the window opening, not only did they not hide, but they actually looked back at Ishiwara. The expressions on their faces were gloomy and cold, showing no concealment even when making eye contact with an Army Lieutenant General.

Ishiwara looked at them for a moment before closing the window. To say he didn't care about his own safety at all would be false; Ishiwara hadn't cultivated his mind to the point of fearlessness yet. But because of the almost brazen behavior of these people, Ishiwara remembered a sentence he heard British high command cursing He Rui with in India: 'Whom God would destroy, He first makes mad.'

If those people could still control the situation, they could totally dismiss Ishiwara or even imprison him. Adopting such public surveillance to intimidate an Army Lieutenant General only proved that those people had reached a dead end and had no other means.

Nagata Tetsuzan watched the snow scene with a cold face at this time. He heard that Ishiwara had returned to the country but did absolutely nothing against Ishiwara. Because Nagata himself had suffered considerable frustration at this time. Previously, Nagata wanted to contact Army Lieutenant Generals, hoping to organize a restoration.

But after thinking it over, the Army Lieutenant Generals chose not to join. The field officers, originally high-spirited and thinking they could truly serve the country by getting rid of the old things, also became cautious after the news of the major disarmament spread. If they got rid of the old things only to take over an empty treasury, it would be better to let the old guys sit on the stage for a while longer, at least until the interest-free loan from Britain to Japan arrived before taking action.

Looking at the snow scene outside the window, Nagata suddenly remembered that snowy night five years ago. He and Ishiwara discussed Japan's future on the campus of the Army War College. Nagata knew very well that he couldn't act now, but Ishiwara wouldn't hold back. With the path Ishiwara wanted to take, his time had come.

Is this the future of Japan? Aside from despair, for a moment, Nagata didn't know what other mood he had.
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When Okamura returned to Tokyo, the snow had stopped. In the large open spaces cleared after the earthquake, no construction had begun, making Tokyo appear unprecedentedly spacious. This made Okamura feel that Tokyo had become unfamiliar; if not for the restored Tokyo Tower and other landmarks reminding Okamura that this was indeed Tokyo, he would have even felt he had arrived in a strange city.

There weren't many people on the streets of the vast Tokyo; the city center was no different from the suburbs, completely lacking the prosperity a Japanese capital should have. There were no shops outside the few government buildings, and apart from military personnel coming and going, no people could be seen at all. Okamura suddenly had an illusion: had the people here all suddenly disappeared?

The car stopped in front of the General Staff Headquarters. Okamura got out, stopped, and looked around again. The area outside the tall General Staff building was still empty. The sunlight shone down from the sky, actually giving a cold feeling.

Seeing the situation had come to this, Okamura walked quickly into the General Staff building, finally feeling some human presence inside. Arriving at the office of the Vice Chief of the General Staff, the guard opened the door. The trusted Vice Chief, Nagata, was standing by the table, holding the telephone receiver in one hand. Seeing Okamura outside the door, he waved to him, signaling Okamura to come in.

Okamura went to Nagata's side and watched as Nagata listened to the person on the other end of the line with a solemn expression, without saying a word. After a moment, Nagata just said, "I'll trouble you then," and hung up the phone.

Okamura felt something must have happened and couldn't help guessing. Nagata sat back in his seat and said in a gloomy tone, "Professor Taira Toyomori, as well as scholars from several universities like Tokyo Imperial University, actually don't want to meet with me."

Okamura also felt things were very wrong and probed, "Isn't Professor Taira Toyomori under house arrest?"

Nagata answered coldly, "But Ishiwara went to meet several scholars from Tokyo University, Waseda, and Keio. I heard the scholars talked with Ishiwara for over an hour."

Hearing this, Okamura didn't voice the suggestion of 'whether to arrest people'. With the situation as it was, they could no longer arrest people. Even overseas, Okamura had heard that several rounds of arrests had already been carried out domestically. Those who hadn't been arrested by now either had too hard a background, like Taira Toyomori, or were truly not leaders of the disturbances. If they continued arresting, the current government would be making enemies of the entire Japanese academic community.

Nagata had always attached great importance to the academic community. In the Japanese national polity envisioned by Nagata, scholars were a very important component. Now that this group of scholars had chosen Ishiwara's philosophy, or rather, the scholars had chosen the 'Taira Toyomori-Ishiwara' core, Nagata felt extremely disappointed.

Besides the scholars, the chaos among the people also made Nagata feel despair. After the assassination attempt on Nagata previously, the Tokkō had already arrested several rounds of Ronin. After severe interrogation, the answer given by the Tokkō alarmed even Nagata: 'Those Ronin acted entirely out of spontaneity. They said the Imperial State's economic depression is the responsibility of the powerful elites. In order to revitalize the Imperial State, they launched Heaven's Punishment.'

There were very many Ronin arrested for violent acts. They all believed that 'national traitors' must be responsible for Japan's current situation, but the 'national traitors' in the eyes of different Ronin groups were vastly different. The Chōshū and Satsuma cliques, Genrō like Saionji, the military, university professors, and fanatic students—every type of person was viewed by certain Ronin as a national traitor who should be held responsible for the country. If this bunch of Ronin were locked up together, they would probably kill each other first because of their opposing philosophies, likely ending in mutual destruction.

Hearing Ishiwara recount the status quo, Okamura's heart almost sank into the abyss. He asked with grief and indignation, "Nagata-kun, what else can we do now?"

"We absolutely cannot let Ishiwara and the academic community cause trouble," Nagata gave the answer.

Okamura was speechless. Knowing the core that would cause trouble in the future, yet being unable to move against them—had the situation really reached such a desperate point?

A thought flashed through Okamura's mind: should they get rid of Ishiwara and the others? But Okamura extinguished this impulse a moment later. It wasn't Ishiwara and Taira Toyomori who spawned the current situation, but the current situation that spawned people like Ishiwara and Taira Toyomori. Killing Taira Toyomori and Ishiwara wouldn't solve the problem; instead, it would intensify the conflicts. Those unreliable factors would suddenly erupt because of this stimulation.

From the perspective of staff operations, what the government should prioritize solving now were the 'unreliable factors', that group of leaders who might cause trouble at any time. Taira Toyomori and Ishiwara were conversely controllable. If the situation didn't keep getting worse but improved somewhat, the government would actually need rebel leaders like Taira Toyomori and Ishiwara to come forward and calm the impulses of those opponents.

Okamura could fully understand this, so he continued to ask, "Nagata-kun, have Ishiwara and the others fully publicized their philosophy now?"

Nagata didn't answer this question but took out a booklet from the drawer and handed it to Okamura. "Sit down and read."

Okamura took the booklet and saw written on the cover in Kanji: "Outline for Japan's Future Construction".

In another timeline, Japan's comprehensive de-Sinicization began after the US occupation following World War II. Even so, the proportion of Kanji used in Japan's upper echelons and government documents remained very large. For example, when Japanese television mentioned the US upper echelons, subtitles like 'US President xxx' (using Kanji) would appear on the screen.

In the Japan of 1927, "Outline for Japan's Future Construction" was a line of complete Kanji. Opening the pages, the proportion of Kanji inside was about 70%. As an outstanding staff officer in the Japanese Army, Okamura read very fast.

Taira Toyomori had long been a top figure in the Japanese academic community, especially the Mount Tai and Big Dipper of Japanese geopolitics. Okamura had carefully studied Taira Toyomori's articles on Japan's future. Upon looking at this "Outline for Japan's Future Construction", he read the various viewpoints Taira Toyomori had begun proposing early on.

To be fair, if the current Japanese political system and the Japanese upper class were not the price, Okamura felt that this "Outline for Japan's Future Construction" should be Japan's future.

The convergence of Ishiwara and Taira Toyomori already indicated the political philosophy of Japan's current revolutionary faction and the support of a part of the army. Okamura only felt apprehension in his heart; the previous impulse to assassinate the two had vanished.

The union of these two people intuitively seemed to be a union of academia and the military. In areas invisible to ordinary people, there were shadows of financial groups behind Taira Toyomori, while behind Ishiwara were He Rui and shadows of the Japanese business community. He Rui would absolutely not support Ishiwara because of his personal friendship with him, but previously some people, for the purpose of smearing, had exaggerated the personal friendship between Ishiwara and He Rui, attempting to label Ishiwara as colluding with foreign powers. In the current chaos of public sentiment, this instead added more chips to Ishiwara's side.

From Okamura's perspective, personal relationships were nonsense. In the face of national interests, any personal relationship was worthless. But the public didn't see it that way. Ordinary Japanese people would think that if a revolution broke out domestically, many worried China would take advantage of the void. The relationship between Ishiwara and He Rui was very intimate; in traditional Japanese thinking, it was entirely possible for Ishiwara to persuade the He Rui government not to intervene in a Japanese civil war.

As long as China didn't intervene in the Japanese situation and the Ishiwara faction was in power, it might make China change its policy and restore Sino-Japanese trade. Once Sino-Japanese trade was restored, Japanese exports would immediately recover, and those Japanese enterprises would be saved.

Previous actions had caused the opposite effect; they really had lifted a stone only to drop it on their own feet.

Okamura closed the "Outline for Japan's Future Construction". "Nagata-kun, have you invited Ishiwara-kun for a meeting?"

Nagata shook his head. "No need. If Ishiwara-kun wanted to serve as Prime Minister, do you think I wouldn't do my utmost to help?"

Okamura was speechless, only feeling that Nagata's words were somewhat piercing. After the war between the Northeast Government and Japan ended, Nagata and Ishiwara were called the Twin Jades of the Empire. Okamura had considerable merit in the war, but because he didn't show leadership talent, he wasn't included in the list.

But a part of the officers who also lacked leadership talent were unconvinced, so the term 'Three Crows' emerged. Nagata, Ishiwara, and Okamura were called the 'Three Crows'.

Now even Nagata had to express willingness to support Ishiwara serving as Japanese Prime Minister, which showed just how great Ishiwara's influence was now. And for Nagata to dare say this meant Nagata had actually discussed this matter with quite a few of the Japanese upper class. Okamura had mixed feelings; to confirm his thoughts, he asked, "What does Excellency Saionji think?"

"Excellency Saionji and Excellency Takahashi Korekiyo have both indicated they would not oppose such a recommendation. Even Terauchi Hisaichi and Excellency Tanaka Giichi have indicated that if Ishiwara-kun intends to serve as Prime Minister, they are willing to meet with Ishiwara-kun."

...Okamura already understood why Nagata insisted on 'keeping an eye on Ishiwara and Taira Toyomori'. If these two were willing to come forward to shoulder Japan's political situation now, it wasn't hopeless for them to serve in positions including Prime Minister. Even if Ishiwara couldn't do it yet, Taira Toyomori had hope of doing it. But the fact that these two were completely uninvolved in this matter meant they already had their own views.

But Okamura still wouldn't give up; he continued to press, "Does Ishiwara-kun feel someone will hinder him? Or does he feel someone he wants to promote will be rejected?"

If one looked at the Japanese Prime Minister from a political perspective, the Japanese Prime Minister seemed to have an extremely high status, but was actually a candidate negotiated by various forces. So the elected Prime Minister was a candidate serving various forces, not someone holding great power who ordered various forces to do things. If Ishiwara wanted to display his skills to the fullest, he naturally needed more 'authorization'. Okamura felt Ishiwara might not be coming out because his foundation was still shallow.

After all, no one hoped to be constrained everywhere when administering governance. This feeling was completely understandable, which was also the reason why Japanese military cadets had taken He Rui as an idol in recent years. The government He Rui had was established by He Rui single-handedly. In the eyes of Japanese military cadets, what He Rui possessed was a kind of unlimited power, the power to truly rule over the world.

Nagata shook his head again. "No, if Ishiwara-kun was worried about these things, he should have come forward more actively. But I have never heard of Ishiwara-kun making such efforts. So I have to think that Ishiwara-kun wants to take another path."

Hearing this, Okamura no longer harbored any illusions. At this moment, a thought suddenly popped up: should he go see Ishiwara privately?
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Okamura ultimately didn't dare to resolve to go see Ishiwara, but a car had already stopped in front of Saionji Kinmochi's residence. Saionji personally came out to welcome the guest, which surprised Taira Toyomori, who had just stepped out of the car.

Facing Japan's only remaining Genrō, Taira Toyomori immediately stepped forward and bowed. Saionji nodded in return and immediately said, "Lord Taira, please come in."

Taira Toyomori hurriedly said, "Your Excellency jests." In his heart, he became even more cautious.

The two entered the living room, and Saionji asked Taira Toyomori which branch of the Taira clan he belonged to.

The Taira clan were descendants of Emperor Kammu. In Japan, a country where 'kings, princes, generals, and ministers are indeed born of a certain stock', they certainly possessed more status than commoners. However, the Taira clan had only been powerful for a period 700 years ago. After the defeat in the Genpei War, those of the Taira clan who made a name for themselves would add a character to their surname; surnames like 'Hirai' and 'Ohira' also originated from the Taira clan.

On the contrary, those who continued to use the surname Taira were basically just holding onto a surname while struggling at the bottom.

Saionji had investigated Taira Toyomori's background in detail. Taira Toyomori himself didn't hide or fabricate information about his ancestors and frankly introduced his family's situation. Taira Toyomori's grandfather, Taira Ichirō, was a lower-ranking samurai who married the daughter of a retainer. In the chaotic times of the Bakumatsu, his father, Taira Shinji, married the grandniece of Katsu Kaishu, allowing Taira Toyomori's family to finally connect with the latest culture.

Taira Toyomori grew up in a very good family cultural environment, excelled in his studies, went smoothly to Tokyo Imperial University, then studied abroad in Britain, obtaining a Doctorate in Law from Cambridge. After graduation, he returned to Tokyo Imperial University to teach at the Law School.

After a brief exchange, Saionji didn't use the address 'Lord Taira' but said seriously, "Taira-kun, three years ago, Excellency Takahashi recommended Excellency Taira for the position of Minister of Finance. If Taira-kun hadn't refused, the Imperial State today would be very different."

Hearing this, Taira Toyomori had already guessed Saionji Kinmochi's thoughts. The current trend of Japan's economic recession was irreversible. After Sino-British relations turned to cooperation, Japan lost all possibility of turning the situation around on its own, and there was no longer any possibility of obtaining more resources from the outside world. Since only the method of solving problems from within Japan remained, Saionji hoped Taira Toyomori could come out to lead the reform.

Sure enough, Saionji continued, "Taira-kun, you are Japan's most outstanding scholar. From the Emperor down to the common people, everyone knows you. At this time when everyone's hope rests on you, why not give some guidance?"

Saionji's hint was very clear, but Taira Toyomori remained unmoved. "Excellency, I have already written down the method. Why must Your Excellency ask like this?"

Saionji was also unmoved. "I have already read the 'Outline for Japan's Future Reformation'. That is just the method. But Taira-kun didn't explain clearly why we should do this."

"Has Excellency Saionji read geopolitics?"

"I've read it, but I didn't understand it." Saionji didn't hide it either. The basic principles of geopolitics were not complicated; the core was that human actions are inevitably influenced by the natural environment and surrounding human activities. And these influences are bidirectional, not unidirectional.

For Saionji, these principles were just simple basic concepts. So Saionji found that he could use geopolitics to explain things that had already happened, but using geopolitics to deduce the results he wanted was beyond his reach.

But the Taira Toyomori before him was the co-author of "Introduction to Geopolitics" with He Rui and was considered Japan's number one master of geopolitics. As for He Rui's ability, no more needed to be said. Saionji continued, "Please, Taira-kun, enlighten me."

Taira Toyomori didn't decline and explained, "Japan won the First Sino-Japanese War and the Russo-Japanese War, and joined the Allied side. For decades, national power flourished. These three wars were different. In the First Sino-Japanese War, Japan won a window of opportunity for development and obtained indemnities, Korea, and Taiwan through the Treaty of Shimonoseki. The window for development refers to Japan having absolutely no external military threats and being able to fully develop its domestic economy. The military burden was not heavy at that time, so Japan's economy developed extremely fast.

Korea was a dumping ground for Japanese goods. At that time, compared with Europe, Japanese industrial products were of poor quality and high price. But with a dumping ground, they could all be sold. Taiwan guaranteed Japan's sea lanes with Southeast Asia, allowing Japan's economy to develop.

The so-called unwritten national policy of the Imperial State, believed to be winning economic benefits through military victory, was fully recognized at this time."

Saionji nodded slightly. Back then, he had followed his mentor Ito Hirobumi to accomplish this great event. Recalling Japan's rapid development at that time, Saionji felt a burst of emotion.

Taira Toyomori continued, "The Russo-Japanese War was a war to defend Japan's national security. Tsarist Russia was insatiable for territory and expanded wantonly. Japan defeated Tsarist Russia, not only gaining the respect of the Great Powers but also securing a safe environment for the next ten years.

But domestic Japan didn't understand the purpose of this war, sticking to old ways and thinking this was a good opportunity for expansion. So after taking Tsarist Russia's colonies in China, they strengthened their infringement on China. This made the opportunity to ease Sino-Japanese relations completely fall through!

Although Lord Ito had foresight and tried his best to reverse this situation—he went to China, wanting to make friends with Chinese people with lofty ideals, and even wanted to fully persuade the Manchu Emperor to invite Lord Ito to be the Prime Minister of the Qing Dynasty—fate was not on his side. Lord Ito was assassinated, and the strategic opportunity was completely lost."

Saionji Kinmochi's face twitched twice. His mentor Ito Hirobumi was assassinated by a Korean in the Northeast. At that time, Ito Hirobumi was indeed trying his best to ease Sino-Japanese relations, just as Taira Toyomori said. Even with Ito Hirobumi's prestige and status, it was still difficult. And once Ito Hirobumi died, Sino-Japanese relations immediately went from bad to worse. Any Japanese political figure who wanted to improve Sino-Japanese relations faced huge pressure from within Japan, and all efforts came to naught.

But recalling the past was useless. Saionji pulled his thoughts back to reality and asked, "Taira-kun, do you think Japan's strategic judgment was wrong at that time?"

Taira Toyomori evaluated unceremoniously, "Japan didn't understand what kind of war it had fought at that time. Even if a few people understood, they couldn't do anything in the face of pressure from the Japanese government and public. A war that should have been a glorious, just war was forcibly turned into a dog-eat-dog war fighting for colonial interests. It's truly laughable! A war that should have made Japan the leader of Asia became nondescript just because of those petty profits."

Saionji Kinmochi couldn't oppose Taira Toyomori's words. After a moment of silence, he said, "What about the Great War in Europe? What kind of war was that?"

"The Great War in Europe was a war for Japan to dump goods on the world. Japan's domestic short-sightedness reached a heinous level! To dump goods on the world naturally requires a large amount of cheap raw materials. So after taking Qingdao, Japan should have returned Kiautschou completely to China in exchange for Sino-Japanese friendship. And through various aid and cooperation with China, jointly develop resources and dump even more goods on the world. As a result, Japan forcibly occupied Kiautschou and treated China as a colony. Not only did it waste a great opportunity again, but it also intensified Sino-Japanese conflicts. After the May Fourth Movement, Chinese nationalism surged, and waves of boycotting Japanese goods rose one after another. The interruption of Sino-Japanese trade today is the karma planted at that time."

Saionji fell silent. Taira Toyomori's words were sharp, even somewhat harsh. But Taira Toyomori was right. It wasn't that no politicians in Japan saw this, but those people were isolated and weak, completely unable to stop the greed within Japan. Moreover, at that time, He Rui had already returned to the country and seized the Northeast. With He Rui's existence, Japan's future was already unchangeable.

Taira Toyomori knew that Saionji could still be considered a politician. Although much weaker than Ito Hirobumi, he was better than the group currently in power. He continued, "The core of the 'Outline for Japan's Future Reformation' is the economic idea that Japan relies mainly on the domestic economy, with exports as a supplement. Japan lacks domestic resources. If it wants to develop continuously, it must ensure the supply of domestic raw materials. The source of this supply requires cooperation with major powers. If Japan still insists on the previous line of thinking, this road will definitely be dead. Excellency Saionji, do you think Japan will accept such a path?"

This question was very simple. Saionji knew very well, 'It's impossible!'

But Saionji felt some defiance in his heart. Young brats could certainly criticize the deeds of their ancestors wantonly, but that didn't mean young brats could do better. Saionji didn't answer Taira Toyomori's question but asked back, "Taira-kun, presumably He-kun is already very clear about what you said. But what is the difference between what He-kun is doing now and Japan?"

Saionji thought Taira Toyomori would think for a while before answering this question, or would feel unhappy and immediately refute something. Unexpectedly, Taira Toyomori's expression actually became somewhat high-spirited, and he answered with full emotion, "What He-kun wants to establish is a New World Order! If Your Excellency doesn't have the vision of a world order, it will naturally look inexplicable."

...Saionji didn't know what to say for a moment. He felt Taira Toyomori might be crazy; he spoke of 'World Order' as soon as he opened his mouth. But on second thought, Taira Toyomori had been He Rui's academic partner for more than ten years, so presumably he had listened to what He Rui said. Then it wasn't just Taira Toyomori who was crazy; He Rui had probably also fallen into some kind of madness.

Managing to steady his mind with difficulty, Saionji asked, "I wonder what kind of world order it is?"

"A new order of global industrialization." Taira Toyomori answered extremely crisply.

Saionji failed to understand this term at first. When he tried hard to understand it, he couldn't help but shudder.

Industrialization is currently the most powerful force in the world. Japan's industrialization level was higher than China's, so it won the First Sino-Japanese War and defeated the behemoth that was the Qing Dynasty.

So industrialization is undoubtedly the exclusive preserve of the Great Powers. The Great Powers hope there are as few industrial countries as possible so that a few can rule the entire world. He Rui actually went the opposite way, attempting to industrialize the whole world... He Rui is truly crazy!

Taira Toyomori also felt he had said too much; Saionji probably couldn't accept it. It wasn't that Taira Toyomori looked down on people. Japan, after all, was an ancient country of 3,000 years within the Chinese cultural sphere; it wasn't so bereft that no one could understand world order. But countries qualified to participate in constructing a world order needed vast territory, a large population, and a high degree of civilization. Even if many people in Japan could understand, it didn't mean Japan had the qualifications to be a player in this field.

Whether a person like Saionji could understand actually didn't mean much. Moreover, whether Saionji himself could truly understand was still a questionable issue. Seeing Saionji silent for a long time, Taira Toyomori voiced the refusal he had long wanted to say, "Excellency, Japan's current problem lies in the fact that the domestic polity is still a system continuing from the Shogunate. Under such a system, a truly reasonable decision-making system cannot emerge. I am of little weight and influence, powerless to carry out such huge reforms for Japan. I have no way to serve Japan."

Hearing Taira Toyomori's refusal, Saionji was not surprised. With Taira Toyomori's analysis of the First Sino-Japanese War, the Russo-Japanese War, and the Great War in Europe, the height of his vision belonged to the level that could open up a hundred-year future for Japan. And what Saionji and those around him needed was someone who could immediately solve Japan's immediate problems. The vision Taira Toyomori possessed was not only not what Japan needed now, but might even be harmful to the current Japan.

After another moment of silence, Saionji put aside other thoughts and asked sincerely, "Taira-kun, did He-kun's plan persuade you?"

Taira Toyomori answered decisively, "He-kun never likes to persuade people. How could a hero like him not know that what people seek is mostly not the arduous road, but the delicious fruit? It was I who agreed with He-kun's views."

Saionji felt he was old, but at this moment he could understand Taira Toyomori's emotions very well. Saionji hadn't always been old; when he was young and following his mentor Ito Hirobumi, Saionji also felt that no matter how impossible things in the world seemed, as long as everyone worked hard together, there would be hope. in that vigorous youth, there was joy, sorrow, regret, and pain.

But those vivid emotions still left memories in this aging body. When the feelings buried deep in his heart resonated with Taira Toyomori's emotions, Saionji felt as if he was young again.

With nostalgia, Saionji excluded other thoughts and asked seriously, "Why does He-kun think the whole world can be industrialized?"

Taira Toyomori remembered a sentence from the *Communist Manifesto*: The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to win.

Taira Toyomori himself held some skepticism towards communism, but He Rui was a communist. And the daring spirit of the communists moved Taira Toyomori deeply.

When believing that knowledge will inevitably defeat ignorance, this courage from the heart is so inspiring. Even facing Saionji Kinmochi, who could potentially put him to death with a single sentence, Taira Toyomori had no fear. He explained, "The output of land is limited, and wealth is also limited. Only industrialization can push productivity to an unprecedented height, and through the continuous development of productivity, create endless wealth. Human instinct to pursue a better life is the same, so there is a demand for industrialization globally."

Saionji agreed with such a demand, but as a politician, Saionji had long ceased to be an idealist. He asked, "Then does He-kun not think he is rearing a tiger that will cause trouble?"

"Plunder seems to be the fastest way to accumulate wealth. But this approach leads to a very ridiculous situation. Even though the United States pushed slavery to such an extent, why did the United States ultimately liberate the slaves?" Taira Toyomori asked back.

Saionji was stunned. He felt Taira Toyomori certainly wouldn't give a childish explanation like 'this is morality'. If moral issues were not considered, then there were few explanations left. Saionji didn't try to explain but asked directly, "Why?"

"Because slaves have no purchasing power. If goods cannot be sold, it is just a waste. But having stripped other regions to the bone, who will buy the domestic goods? Moreover, even in the same country, the powerful elites are also depriving the lower classes of the fruits of their labor. This leads to the more that is produced, the faster the economic crisis comes. One economic crisis leaves the economy unable to recover for several years, wasting time for economic development. This is the result caused by an unreasonable social system and global order."

"Even if you destroy the elites, it may not necessarily make the lives of the lower classes better," Saionji couldn't help but mock. Saionji himself was once a very fierce social democrat, but cruel reality made him finally recognize the facts. Hearing those young idealist views, he couldn't help but mock a little.

Taira Toyomori was not discouraged in the slightest. "Industrialization is productivity. Highly developed productivity does not mean it must bring huge excess profits. Excess profits are only needed during plunder. If the whole world is industrialized, normal profit margins are enough to bring a sufficiently affluent life to the laborers. Economic fluctuations are an inevitable result of industrialized production; this has nothing to do with communism or other isms. But seeking the current optimal solution between fairness and efficiency—leaning towards fairness when fairness is lacking, leaning towards efficiency when efficiency is lacking. If investment risks need to be taken, give venture capital a higher rate of return. Letting the whole society, and even the whole world, move forward in such fluctuations is the path we must take at this stage."

"At this stage?" Saionji caught the key point.

"We don't know what the future will hold. Establishing a fair international order first and letting the whole world enter industrialization is the goal of this stage. If this goal is not achieved, wars and economic crises will constantly befall us. Just like the dynastic changes in Chinese history, one major crisis destroys the wealth and knowledge accumulated previously. The Great War in Europe was a rehearsal. Such a great war will not happen just once. Instead, it will happen again and again."

Saionji didn't misunderstand these things, but he felt young people like Taira Toyomori and He Rui were a bit too arrogant to actually think they could solve such problems. But on second thought, Saionji felt he could understand. If He Rui hadn't even considered these, his talk of wanting to build a 'New World Order' would be a lie.

At this moment, Saionji only felt exhausted. Following the young man's train of thought consumed a lot of his physical energy. Saionji decided to ask one last question. "How does He-kun view East Asia?"

Taira Toyomori answered immediately, "The East Asian economy must be integrated."

"Just the economy?" Saionji still caught the main point.

"If there is no economic integration, there can be no further political cooperation."

"...In other words..." Saionji weighed his words, trying to find the most appropriate ones.

Taira Toyomori answered directly, "If even the Japanese economy doesn't have a bright future, He-kun certainly won't have the ability to build a world economy with a bright future."
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Watching Taira Toyomori's retreating figure, Saionji did not conceive any intention to eliminate this source of turmoil. Through the conversation just now, Saionji believed that Taira Toyomori's goals were different from those 'revolutionaries' who only knew how to shout for Heaven's Punishment.

Killing alone could not solve problems; even the Japanese upper class avoided killing too many people. It wasn't that the Japanese upper class was so sympathetic to the people; whether slaughter or punishment, the goal was to maintain social order. Leaving aside whether the Japanese upper class had enough power to kill one-tenth of the Japanese people, even if they really had such ability, as long as they did so, they would completely lose the trust of the remaining nine-tenths of the population.

Decades had passed since the Meiji Restoration, yet some prefectures in the Hokuriku region still hated the Satsuma region to the bone for the massacres committed in Hokuriku back then. Nowadays, unless they had a compelling reason, people from the Satsuma region were unwilling to go to the Hokuriku region. Going there rashly might very well result in a beating.

But leaving Taira Toyomori alone wouldn't work either. Originally, Saionji wanted to help Taira Toyomori get released from house arrest, but now he believed that letting Taira Toyomori continue under house arrest was best. If Taira Toyomori didn't contact people, a lot of trouble could be reduced.

Through this conversation, Saionji determined that He Rui should have made certain promises to scholars like Taira Toyomori. Based on Japan's experience in buying off powerful figures in China, as long as the price was named, the Japanese side would cooperate with whoever could fulfill the requirements.

Since He Rui had already named the price, the current Japanese government might not lack the opportunity to cooperate with He Rui. As for the requirements proposed by He Rui, the Japanese government could also realize them by first concluding a peace treaty with the Chinese government, or even a mutual security treaty.

Thinking of this, Saionji felt that Taira Toyomori and his ilk were inevitably still young. In the eyes of young people, the old guys were all stubborn and inflexible. In fact, the reason the old guys acted this way was precisely because they had experienced too many attempts at flexibility in their youth and found that not releasing the hawk until the rabbit was seen was the most reasonable choice.

Returning to the study and picking up the phone, Saionji dialed the Prime Minister's office. When the other party picked up, Saionji went straight to the point and informed Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi of some news he had obtained, then said, "The Chinese government might need a security treaty more right now; we should propose it proactively. If the Chinese government doesn't have excessive demands, sign it first."

Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi on the other end of the line hesitated for a good while. "Excellency. Could you come to my office to discuss this matter?"

When Saionji walked into the Prime Minister's office, he was very unhappy. Seeing Saionji's displeasure, Hamaguchi Osachi's secretary behaved much more politely than usual. Saionji completely ignored these people. Taira Toyomori criticized the Japanese government for being short-sighted, and this remark really hit the nail on the head. With the situation as it was, if the Japanese government kept putting on airs, the situation between China and Japan would only remain deadlocked.

However, as soon as he entered the room, he saw that the glass in Hamaguchi Osachi's office was actually broken, and maintenance workers were installing some shutters outside the glass window. The cold wind blew in through the open window, making the room chilly; even the heat from the fireplace couldn't warm up the office.

At this moment, Hamaguchi Osachi's voice sounded behind the stunned Saionji. "Excellency, you've come. Please come to the office next door."

During the short walk, many thoughts arose in Saionji's mind. What he could be sure of now was that Hamaguchi Osachi had been attacked. With so many 'Heaven's Punishment' threats against the Japanese government nowadays, the Cabinet had become completely numb. Arriving in the next room, Hamaguchi Osachi sighed. "Excellency, someone threw a bomb into my office today. The bomb malfunctioned and didn't detonate. If it had exploded, I'm afraid this office couldn't be used either."

Hamaguchi Osachi spoke lightly, leaving Saionji speechless. The Japanese government was losing control. previously, in order to maintain order, they had to deploy a lot of police power to the urban areas, directly leading to a significant reduction in the number of guards at the Prime Minister's office. This instead created an opportunity due to the vacancy in the Prime Minister's residence's defense.

Helpless, Saionji could only ask, "Have you found out who did it?"

Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi's tone remained calm. "It seems to be the Japan United Youth League."

Hearing this, Saionji was speechless. The Japan United Youth League was created by Tanaka Giichi of the so-called local faction. Saionji really didn't think this was an attack ordered by Tanaka Giichi. Before Hamaguchi Osachi was pushed out to be Prime Minister, the bigwigs had asked Tanaka Giichi if he had the will to be Prime Minister. Tanaka Giichi explicitly rejected the invitation. Although Tanaka was somewhat annoying, he wouldn't stoop to such despicable tricks.

But Saionji wasn't happy because Tanaka didn't pull any tricks; on the contrary, Saionji felt greater pressure. Tanaka Giichi had been publicly shouting 'in the same boat' and 'bear the burden for the country' these days. At a time when Tanaka had made such a clear stance, there were still people in the Japan United Youth League coming to assassinate the Prime Minister, which meant Tanaka Giichi's actual control over the Japan United Youth League was merely so-so.

Or rather, the Japan United Youth League was originally a mob, and now the little internal discipline maintaining this organization had lost its effect. If things had reached this extent, Japan would only fall into greater chaos.

At this time, Saionji could only do what was within his power. He asked Hamaguchi Osachi, "Prime Minister, is there any progress with the negotiation delegation we sent to China?"

Hamaguchi Osachi was not of military background but a graduate of the Tokyo Imperial University Law School, and was Taira Toyomori's senior. So Hamaguchi Osachi was quite calm about the negotiations. "The negotiations so far have basically agreed to restore diplomatic relations between the two countries. But there is no progress on other content. Excellency, I think we can restore relations immediately first and send this news out through the newspapers."

Saionji agreed with Hamaguchi Osachi's view. What Japan needed most now was good news, any good news. It didn't matter even if the Cabinet was cursed by people; as long as confidence began to recover and order began to be restored, everything else could be put aside for now.

And Hamaguchi Osachi continued, "I am considering whether to propose a two-year peace agreement to China to replace the armistice agreement. The peace agreement will continue to be implemented if there is no explicit opposition between the two countries."

Saionji thought this was a very good idea, but what Japan truly needed was to restore trade relations with China. As long as trade relations were not restored, signing more agreements wouldn't be of much use. China could wait, but Japan couldn't wait any longer.

"Please be quick," Saionji replied.

On January 28, 1927, Chinese newspapers published news about the latest Sino-Japanese negotiations. Except for intelligence personnel from various countries, the Chinese public, who were celebrating the Spring Festival, had little interest in this news. The intelligence gathered by various countries' personnel from the news was also very scant.

'...The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes that the prerequisite for signing a peace treaty between China and Japan is to reach an agreement on a series of issues such as the exchange of prisoners of war as soon as possible, rather than simply signing a peace treaty...'

Experienced intelligence personnel could analyze that China was currently employing delaying tactics. China had captured 100,000 Japanese prisoners of war; just transporting these prisoners back to their country would take a long time. Because neither side had put forward their own propositions, it was difficult for intelligence personnel from various countries to analyze what China's asking price would be. The only certainty was that both China and Japan believed it was necessary to recognize each other's government.

On February 6, Japan and China signed a communique on establishing diplomatic relations, deciding to restore ambassadorial-level diplomatic relations. The Japanese government hoped to use this as a stress test to see Japanese society's reaction to this matter. Waiting until February 9, however, they waited for no news. Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi asked the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and the Minister of Foreign Affairs told the Prime Minister coldly, "The Tokkō is still conducting news censorship and has taken away all letters from readers."

Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi was furious and immediately ordered his secretary to go to the Ministry of Home Affairs, which was responsible for this matter. When the secretary returned, Hamaguchi Osachi saw unease on the face of his cousin and secretary. The secretary's tone was somewhat difficult, "Prime Minister, the Ministry of Home Affairs says they intercepted a plan to assassinate you. Several groups have stated that you ignored the blood of hundreds of thousands of officers and soldiers and bowed your head to the Chinese. You are a national traitor!"

Anger flashed across Hamaguchi Osachi's face, but he quickly forced himself to calm down. The difficult negotiations with China had just begun, and already someone was starting to play tricks behind the scenes. Hamaguchi Osachi believed the ones playing tricks were likely the Ministry of War. Because Hamaguchi Osachi himself had not hidden his views: military expenditure must be reduced to below 300 million yen. The saved resources must be invested in domestic economic construction.

The biggest problem causing Japan's current economic recession was that the credit issued to the disaster areas had expired. A large number of banks and merchants were taking the 'Disaster Area Coupons' previously issued by the Japanese government to banks to exchange for yen. There was also a portion of people who wanted to exchange yen for precious metals.

The Japanese government had already issued an order prohibiting Japanese domestic residents from exchanging precious metals. But the result of doing so was very serious; unable to exchange for precious metals, citizens who lost confidence in the economy went to buy food and daily necessities.

According to the usual situation, this round of panic buying should have been able to promote economic circulation and allow manufacturing enterprises to restart work. Unexpectedly, due to the economic depression in the past year, a large amount of backlog inventory had appeared. This round of panic buying didn't even completely consume the inventory; merchants' willingness to restock was very scarce, and everyone was holding currency and waiting. They completely intended to use the cash in hand to ride out the storm.

Those who had no money became poorer, and those with a little money clutched it tightly. Seeing this situation, the financial groups dared not start work even more; apart from the necessary corporate operations, they wouldn't add a single copper coin of investment. With the economy at this stage, it had turned into a pool of stagnant water.

Unlike Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi, Ishiwara was certain that it wasn't the Army exerting pressure on the Ministry of Home Affairs, this special service agency. Ishiwara had only known when studying political economy that such an economic stagnation situation could occur, but he hadn't expected that one day he would actually witness this situation happening in reality.

Ishiwara was not the only one who could see such a situation and feel the intense pain brought by the near standstill of the economy. Recently, Ishiwara had met quite a few field officers and even generals. Facing such an economic situation, these officers had to decide to abandon the current upper class and choose to defect to Ishiwara's side.

What Ishiwara hadn't expected even more was that with the economic situation like this, the Tokkō had been infiltrated by the Future Society like a sieve. The selection conditions for the Tokkō were quite high, and those selected could count as elites. Precisely because they were elites, after understanding Japan's reality, their sense of despair far exceeded that of ordinary Japanese.

When ordinary Japanese were suffering, they always had some unrealistic expectations that these hard days would definitely pass. But the elites could see the root of the pain and could clearly understand that if certain problems were not solved, the suffering would have no end.

Although this group of people was not the core layer, they won in numbers. Intelligence provided by these people showed that the ones trying to prevent Sino-Japanese rapprochement were that group of privileged rentier class from aristocratic and domain clique backgrounds. The privileged rentier class were all major landlords without exception; they understood the content described in the "Japan Land Restoration Outline" and the "Outline for Japan's Future Construction" better than the Japanese public. In their view, Sino-Japanese rapprochement meant the risk of revolution becoming greater.

People from the Tokkō also provided information that this group of privileged rentiers was not only preventing Sino-Japanese rapprochement, but the Sakuradamon Massacre was also nine out of ten planned by them.

Ishiwara had long been clear about the nature of this group of privileged rentiers; apart from having long listed them on the purge list, Ishiwara didn't care about this group. At this moment, Ishiwara was staring at these newly joined officers with sharp eyes. "Gentlemen, my Japan has a population of 60 million and a territory of 600,000 square kilometers. do you really not believe that Japan's economy can recover relying only on these resources?"

These newly joined officers couldn't help pursing their lips. If they really believed it, they would have joined the Future Society long ago. Taking this step only now was precisely because there was not a single word about restoring trade relations in the Sino-Japanese communique on re-establishing diplomatic relations.

These officers had certain contacts with the academic community. After communicating with their trusted university teachers and the academic community, their understanding of Japan's situation became clearer and clearer. The reason the officers persisted until now was really that they felt the war was truly over, and even if China wanted to buy off the Japanese upper class, they should at least relax trade a little. However, the Chinese government made no moves in this regard. Then the only ones likely to persuade the Chinese government remained Taira Toyomori and Ishiwara.

Hearing Ishiwara question them like this, the officers couldn't refute it. Because Ishiwara was right; Japan's future could only rely on itself. After an awkward silence for a good while, Major General Namekawa, Chief of Staff of the Osaka Division, puffed out his chest and asked, "Excellency, we are all willing to agree with the Future Society's program. However, is Your Excellency certain how long it will take to restore the economy?"

Ishiwara looked at the expectant gazes of the officers and answered word by word, "The Chinese revolution has already produced experience. As long as you gentlemen read Professor Taira Toyomori's report once, you will know at what time each change will occur."

Although Major General Namekawa was from the Osaka Division, he was from Kyushu. The miners of Kyushu were resolute and prudent but had no concept of economic theories. Hearing Ishiwara speak firmly, Major General Namekawa decided to read Professor Taira Toyomori's report again after returning.

After sending this group of people away, Ishiwara wrote an order: "The Future Society will suspend recruitment of new members and organize all members to conduct a comprehensive study of the main program documents to resolve the vague understanding of new members."

After sending the message out, Ishiwara stood by the window with his hands behind his back. With the situation at this point, it was about enough. The enemy was clear. More than 15% of the lower and middle-ranking officers in the Japanese mainland army were Future Society comrades. Most importantly, the active group in the Japanese intellectual community had already stood on his side.

If he waited any longer, he feared that long delays would lead to trouble.
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February 14, Valentine's Day in the West. The members of the Military Commission knew there was such a Western holiday, but they didn't give it a thought at all. From 1915 to the present, 12 years had passed; everyone was either fighting a war or preparing for one.

Now that peace had finally arrived, the work had not decreased but instead increased. The Great Demobilization was a process never experienced before by any of these high-ranking military officers who had fought in hundreds of battles. And the ordinary officers and soldiers who had experienced long wars were all eager to return to ordinary life.

From the beginning of the meeting, the report for the first hour was made by Chief of General Staff Cheng Ruofan. 1 million troops responsible for the low-intensity civil war of the domestic land revolution, 1 million troops in the Northeast and Northwest, 1 million troops in Liangguang (Guangdong and Guangxi) and Fujian, 1 million troops in the Yunnan-Guizhou region. Plus technical branches such as railway corps and transport troops totaling about 800,000, adding garrison troops and other units, the National Defense Force's current strength reached the staggering figure of 5.4 million.

Under the Great Demobilization, the number of Chinese troops would be reduced to a standing army of 1.56 million. At the same time, the framework of the 5.4 million troops must be preserved. Most of the aspects involved here were to be the responsibility of the General Staff.

When Cheng Ruofan was making the report, the emotions of the Military Commission members were not agitated. Besides He Rui, there were Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, Hu Xiushan, and Zheng Silang. The initial units of the National Defense Force were all led by these five people. Although everyone didn't think they had any factionalism, in front of He Rui, no one dared to have the slightest implication of it. But reality wasn't that simple; deciding which units to cut was a very troublesome matter.

He Rui had long prepared for this. "I think Comrade Zhou Yinshan can be responsible for this matter."

As soon as this was said, Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and the others were stunned for a moment, but none opposed it. Zhou Yinshan was the instructor of Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan at the Baoding Military Academy, and later went to the Northeast Army to serve as the President of the Northeast Army Academy. Whether it was Zhou Yinshan's character or seniority, everyone had nothing to pick on. Especially this status of instructor made this group of young high-ranking officers unable to raise a fuss.

Zhou Yinshan hadn't expected to shoulder such a heavy responsibility, and his gaze towards He Rui was full of hesitation. He heard He Rui continue, "The future form of war will be a wide-front, deep-depth, air-land integrated war. The Siliguri Corridor Campaign has proven the power of this tactic. The unit organization suitable for this form of war, compared with the current organization, will be Corps, Brigade, and Battalion. So I think, since all units were originally battalion-level organizations, when reducing the army, we can adopt the following principle: any Regiment, Battalion, Company, or Platoon with an honorary title should be preserved upwards to the division-level organization. What does everyone think?"

For a moment, the Military Commission members were a bit confused. Who to retain exactly? He Rui's suggestion needed some time to understand. However, the future form of war proposed by He Rui had already attracted the full attention of the Military Commission members, so much so that everyone's minds were a bit cluttered.

He Rui continued, "The Navy and Air Force will be fully retained. The 1.56 million standing army refers to the current number of troops. In the future, the number of our Air Force and Navy will increase. With the development of the Navy and Air Force, the total number of our army will reach 2 million in the future."

Cheng Ruofan was the earliest to switch his train of thought. He asked joyfully, "Chairman, are you saying we should organize the current troops based on the future form of war now?"

He Rui nodded. The so-called future war would break out in 1939 at the latest, only 12 years from now. Time was tight and the task heavy; there was no time for the troops to undergo a long transition.

Hearing that they had to prepare for the next war now, Xu Chengfeng and the others were all delighted. Xu Chengfeng realized he was genuinely feeling happy and couldn't help but feel some regret for his incurable soldier's character.

"Chairman, with our naval development plan, can we meet our needs before the war?" General Hu Xiushan, Minister of the General Logistics Department, asked unhurriedly.

The General Logistics Department was responsible for equipment in the army, and Hu Xiushan was a person who did things extremely meticulously. Hearing Hu Xiushan ask this, the eyes of the others in the Military Commission fell on He Rui.

He Rui nodded. "I have my own arrangements."

The comrades knew He Rui rarely used such vague expressions, but once He Rui spoke like this, it must be that he really had arrangements, not that he had to perfunctorily answer for the moment because he couldn't solve the problem.

The meeting lasted for more than three hours. Under the high-density information communication, the Military Commission members felt exhausted. A few sentences in this venue could often be written into a report of tens of thousands of words. One opinion might affect the whereabouts of tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of officers and soldiers, as well as billions of military expenditures.

So when tired, the Military Commission comrades agreed to adjourn temporarily. When the others walked out of the conference room to relax, Hu Xiushan didn't leave. He sat next to He Rui and asked seriously, "Chairman, do you want to use the Japanese Navy?"

He Rui was actually somewhat surprised by Hu Xiushan's conclusion. In terms of quick wit and intuition, the meticulous Hu Xiushan couldn't compare to Cheng Ruofan. So what Hu Xiushan said must have gone through his very serious deduction and thinking. The view Hu Xiushan proposed this time was indeed He Rui's plan.

But this plan couldn't be treated as a strategic consideration. Even if He Rui had invested long-term preparation in this, it couldn't be spoken of publicly before the matter was finally achieved. Looking at Hu Xiushan's steady expression, He Rui had to think about how to answer.

After considering for a minute, He Rui answered, "If my expectations for the Japanese revolution do not become reality, or if something goes wrong, I also have another plan. The transformation of modern warfare is not only about the Army and Air Force; the Navy is the same. Aircraft carriers capable of projecting more firepower over long distances will become the core of the next war. The era of battleships has ended. Even if we rely on our own development, we can complete the military technology and military equipment needed for the next war before it starts."

Hu Xiushan's gaze became enthusiastic. If the Japanese revolution succeeded, Hu Xiushan would think it was very good. If, after the Japanese revolution succeeded, China could utilize the construction results of the Japanese Navy over decades, Hu Xiushan would think it was even better.

Even if these were not achieved, Hu Xiushan felt it didn't matter. He focused on the technological progress of war itself. In this Sino-British War, the Republic's National Defense Force fought against the powerful Britain, proving that the military reforms He Rui began to implement 12 years ago were completely correct.

In the Siliguri Corridor Campaign, the scale of concentrated tank use wasn't large. Even with just this one time, Hu Xiushan saw a broader future from it, which was the next generation of war described by He Rui. Tanks combining armor and artillery possessed both mobility and firepower. The use of a large number of tanks indeed put huge pressure on logistics, but an army composed of tanks and armored vehicles would raise the intensity and severity of war to an unprecedented level. Combined with various communication systems under development and the air-land integrated war concept, under the future war mode, even if the currently powerful British army wanted to resist, it would be like a mantis trying to stop a chariot.

Hu Xiushan asked directly, "Chairman, then what form will the military revolution after the next one take?"

He Rui was stunned, feeling both joy and relief in his heart. He was glad for Hu Xiushan's meticulous and studious character; if it were anyone else, they would inevitably have expectations for the Japanese revolution. Hu Xiushan, even if he thought of it, wouldn't focus on it. And Hu Xiushan's studious personality was greatly beneficial for promoting military development. This made He Rui very happy.

Since this was the case, He Rui explained, "The military revolution after the next one will be based on the development of logic circuits. Current command systems and combat weapons rely on a number of technical troops for operation. But in the military revolution after the next, soldiers who just carry a rifle, know how to shoot, and know how to obey simple military orders will likely be eliminated. Soldiers in the military revolution after the next will be operators of a large amount of equipment. Various transport equipment provided based on the next military revolution will be the carriers of new equipment in the military revolution after the next. New equipment will provide computing power 1 million times, 10 million times, or even hundreds of millions of times that of current command and operating systems. Besides computing power, war will go beyond visual range, unfolding within distances of tens, hundreds, or thousands of kilometers. Moreover, there will be global monitoring equipment providing global surveillance."

Hu Xiushan listened as if intoxicated. He felt he could understand what He Rui was describing, but the specific content was vague. When He Rui finished his brief description, Hu Xiushan asked, "Chairman, is there any quantified reference object to let me imagine it?"

"In the war after the next, the firepower a single warship can project will equal the sum of the firepower projection of a whole fleet in the next war. In army operations, a corps will be able to carry out precision strikes within a 1000-kilometer range centered on its own troops. A 155mm self-propelled howitzer can accurately shoot at an enemy artillery piece within 50 kilometers, and..."

Hu Xiushan still couldn't imagine what war would look like after the military revolution after the next. But Hu Xiushan could already imagine the intensity of such a war. Command power, firepower, precision—completely beyond the limits of imagination of current soldiers.

Standing up, Hu Xiushan said gratefully to He Rui, "Chairman, I understand. Then I have no more questions."

Watching Hu Xiushan's retreating figure, He Rui only hoped his description could help Hu Xiushan. However, on the basis of having absolutely no prototype equipment, He Rui dared not speculate whether Hu Xiushan could truly understand.

Moreover, what He Rui hoped for most at this time was the success of the Japanese revolution. As early as 1913, in the future plan made by He Rui, promoting the success of the Japanese revolution and establishing a joint Sino-Japanese naval force became one of the many optimal options for winning the next global war of liberation.

If China only wanted to dominate the Pacific and Indian Oceans, Japan would not be an object China must unite with. But even if China dominated the Pacific and Indian Oceans, so what?

The strength of the United States was because excellent American strategists like Roosevelt constructed a new world order and, through decades of effort, built a new global order led by the United States.

And the new order China wanted to build must be a new global order, and could only be a new global order. And the height accumulated by Chinese civilization over thousands of years, combined with the basic theory of industrialized communism, was undoubtedly the civilization most suitable for a global order on Earth right now.

If it is a global order, East Asia and China's traditional sphere of influence must be the core region. That is to say, Japan, Burma, and Vietnam should be regarded as half-native soil of China.

Even in the 21st century, Puerto Rico belongs to the United States, and residents of Puerto Rico are also US citizens. But Puerto Rican citizens do not have the right to directly participate in the US presidential election and can only elect a Resident Commissioner to the US House of Representatives without voting rights.

Although the strength of the United States in the 21st century is not affected by Puerto Rico, the fact that the civilization level of the United States treats Puerto Rico this way can also serve as evidence of the United States' ultimate failure in the civilization competition with China.

He Rui was not hostile to the Japanese people, nor did he truly like the Japanese people. Quoting a European saying, 'Loving the Tatars far away whom one has never met, instead of loving the neighbors beside one,' He Rui never had such a complex or sentiment.

For China to lead the world order, it must first build good relations between China and neighboring countries. Since the Japanese archipelago cannot be moved away from China's side, China must let Japan have a bright future. This is determined by geopolitics and has nothing to do with He Rui's personal thoughts.

Therefore, the first step for Japan's bright future is to complete the revolution. In He Rui's original timeline, when MacArthur ruled Japan, he only completed land reform in Japan to a certain extent, which made the Japanese people love the Supreme Commander MacArthur from the bottom of their hearts. He Rui didn't believe that the revolution launched by Ishiwara, Taira Toyomori, and others whom he had worked hard to cultivate couldn't get the support of the Japanese people.

Now, He Rui had spent 12 years completing the first stage of the Chinese revolution and also completing the external conditions for the Japanese revolution. Whether Ishiwara and Taira Toyomori could successfully launch and complete the revolution within Japan, He Rui could only look forward to it and offer his blessings.

On February 22, the Chinese government officially announced the Great Demobilization Plan. The next day, February 23, the French government expressed appreciation for the Chinese government's Great Demobilization Plan. *Le Figaro* introduced the matter on its front page and wrote in a news commentary, 'The Chinese government's disarmament plan is undoubtedly beneficial to world peace. Although the absolute figure of a 1.56 million standing army will indeed frighten European countries, considering China's territory of nearly 12 million square kilometers, maintaining a standing army of 1.56 million is not so appalling.

Considering China's neighboring countries, the Soviet Red Army numbers around 2 million, the Japanese Army maintains 290,000, plus hundreds of thousands of British Indian troops eyeing covetously, a standing army of 1.56 million is a reasonable figure.

However, our newspaper will continue to pay attention to China's disarmament situation. We look forward to the Chinese government being able to reduce the current army of 5.4 million to a reasonable scale of 1.56 million according to their set timetable as they stated...'

British newspapers also paid attention to this matter, but they inevitably spoke in a weird manner, stating that the majority of the Chinese army's forces should be placed in the Northeast and Northwest to deal with the pressure from the Soviet Union.

On February 24, Soviet Ambassador to China Molotov walked into He Rui's reception room at the agreed time. As soon as the inner door opened, He Rui walked out. Molotov stepped forward to shake hands with He Rui and immediately said, "Chairman He, the article published in *Komsomolskaya Pravda* is the personal view of Dimitrov of the Comintern and does not represent the attitude of the CPSU Central Committee."

He Rui looked at Molotov's serious attitude and nodded to indicate he accepted Molotov's explanation.

Just recently, China officially announced the establishment of the Governor-Generalship of Upper Burma, which meant China officially restored its suzerainty and ownership over the Upper Burma region.

Dimitrov, one of the main leaders of the Comintern, wrote an article for *Komsomolskaya Pravda*, '...The moment China's Governor-Generalship of Upper Burma was established, the nature of the Sino-British War became completely clear. Initially, this war might have had a flavor of colonial people gaining independence and liberation. Now, the Chinese government has finally torn off their mask, revealing the true face of imperialism.

In the just-ended scramble for colonies, Chinese and British armies deployed aircraft, tanks, and various most advanced war technologies. The intensity and severity of the war greatly exceeded the Great War in Europe that ended in 1919. Even in peacetime, imperialist countries, in order to slaughter more effectively in the next imperialist war, are constantly improving war science and technology.

This is a wake-up call for communists; we must see the essence of imperialism...'

He Rui didn't care what the Comintern said; this belonged to their freedom of speech. As for the Soviet government allowing the Comintern to publish an article by one of its leaders, Dimitrov, in *Komsomolskaya Pravda*, He Rui didn't care either.

But Molotov explaining in person meant He Rui believed the Soviet Red Army had keenly noted the tank assault in the Siliguri Corridor Campaign. Since the appearance of tanks, the Great Powers had not ignored this new weapon. Since the end of WWI, even Germany, whose army quantity was restricted, was researching tanks as a weapon, as well as researching how to fight the next war.

At this time, He Rui and Molotov had taken their seats. Molotov first talked about the recent joint action on the demilitarization of the Sino-Soviet border. A rough figure had been set for the demilitarization of the Sino-Soviet border from the very beginning. The Chinese side was willing to demilitarize within 200 kilometers of the border, while the Soviet side could only maintain 100 kilometers.

This unequal situation was really not the result of the Soviet side's tough attitude, but was determined by the Soviet Union's geographical environment; they could at most retreat to a range of 100 kilometers relying on the Trans-Siberian Railway. Retracting further would mean the Soviet army retreating onto the ice sheets. The Soviet Union certainly was happy to see such a situation, so they conceded a portion of territory in the border demarcation. To solve the problem of China entering the Sea of Japan, the Soviet Union specifically ceded a portion of the Tumen River estuary territory, allowing China to freely enter and exit the Tumen River.

The Chinese side expressed understanding. Now that the Sino-British War had ended, China was to complete the original plan of not stationing troops within 200 kilometers of the border in 1927. This kind of issue concerning the national defense security of both sides could not rely solely on words; China and the Soviet Union established a joint working group to regularly inspect each other's military camps.

Molotov's visit to He Rui this time was to pass on Comrade Stalin's handwritten letter to He Rui. After handing the letter to He Rui, Molotov recounted to He Rui the Soviet Politburo's high evaluation of the demilitarization of the Sino-Soviet border.

He Rui listened quietly and then said, "We hope the Sino-Soviet border can forever become a demilitarized zone. Although the peaceful relationship between China and the Soviet Union is not directed against any third party, the fact that China and the Soviet Union do not constitute security threats to each other is not only beneficial to both countries but also to world stability."

Molotov expressed complete agreement with this. Afterwards, Molotov mentioned another matter. "Recently, British and French newspapers propagated that the Soviet Union has an army of 2 million, which is pure fabrication. The number of the Soviet Red Army now is only 600,000, and the Soviet Red Army is defensive in nature."

He Rui knew this statement was half-true and half-false. If strictly speaking of the standing army, the Soviet Red Army in 1927 might really be only 600,000. But the number of those who could be enlisted at any time might still be 2 million. But this didn't matter to China. As long as Stalin was still in power, with Comrade Stalin's strategic level, the Soviet Union's strategic priority was very clear. Eastern Europe first, Central and Northern Europe second and third. The Caucasus and Central Asia fourth, and the Far East last.

As long as the Far East didn't face real pressure, Comrade Stalin wouldn't send the Soviet Red Army to the Far East to waste resources.

After discussing these security issues, Molotov talked about Sino-Soviet imports and exports for the second quarter of 1927. The Soviet Union was very interested in China's large-scale complete sets of mining equipment and supercritical thermal power plant technology, hoping to deepen cooperation in this regard.

"Comrade Molotov, we are of course willing to cooperate with the Soviet Union in this regard. Including selling patents. And we have an idea: we hope to import a portion of such equipment from the Soviet Union after selling the patents."

Hearing He Rui say this, Molotov became even more interested. His bright eyes stared at He Rui, hoping to hear He Rui speak more clearly.

He Rui didn't intend to be vague and gave a further explanation. China would license patents to the Soviet Union and help the Soviet Union build factories to produce this large-scale equipment. After these factory facilities were built, China would also place orders with these factories to purchase the equipment they produced.

After saying this, He Rui explained, "Since the Tsarist Russia era, Russia has had a lot of research accumulation in heavy industry. Although China is also working hard to build, our foundation is thin and production capacity is insufficient. So we hope to cooperate with the Soviet Union in these heavy industry fields."

Hearing this, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing beside them was very puzzled. If importing advanced technology, why not cooperate with Europe and America, but instead choose the Soviet Union whose technology was far inferior to Europe and America?

But since He Rui said so, and in such a formal setting, Yan Huiqing could be sure that He Rui was definitely not acting on a whim. And He Rui's decision was the central government's decision. Yan Huiqing didn't interject.

The meeting continued in such a friendly atmosphere. Molotov behaved very friendly, but a question similar to Yan Huiqing's also arose in his heart. Why was He Rui so friendly about cooperating with the Soviet Union? Molotov had no power to refuse or agree; he could only convey He Rui's thoughts to the CPSU Politburo.

Just as the meeting ended, someone brought a telegram. He Rui looked serious after reading it. Yan Huiqing didn't know what made He Rui so serious. But He Rui had no intention of talking to him, so Yan Huiqing prepared to pretend he hadn't seen it.

Then he heard He Rui ask, "Minister Yan, an uprising has broken out in Korea."

Yan Huiqing was stunned, feeling somewhat happy in his heart. But looking at He Rui's expression, he didn't know why He Rui didn't look happy at all.
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Early in the morning on February 25, Kim Koo, hearing a knock on the door, opened the door of his residence in Shanghai to see four people standing outside. Two were police officers, one was wearing a Chinese government official's uniform, and the last one was sturdy, standing beside the official. Kim Koo felt this person was likely a bodyguard, so his gaze fell back on the official.

The official didn't speak. The police officers obviously recognized Kim Koo; after looking him up and down for a moment, they walked into the room to check. When the two police officers came out, the official finally spoke, "May we go in and sit?"

Kim Koo had finally waited for a Chinese official to come to find him on their own initiative, so how could he refuse? He hurriedly invited everyone inside. After they were seated, the official introduced himself, "My name is Han Lixia. I have come to ask if Mr. Kim has heard that an uprising has broken out in Korea."

Hearing this question, Kim Koo carefully observed Han Lixia's expression but couldn't see any special emotion. Kim Koo had long been prepared to speak his mind, so he answered, "I only found out two days ago."

After speaking, Kim Koo waited for Han Lixia to speak. However, Han Lixia took out a notebook and started recording, which made Kim Koo feel somewhat anxious. Only after finishing the notes did Han Lixia ask the next question, "May I ask Mr. Kim, are the Korean expatriates who recently left China and returned to Korea organized?"

Kim Koo had a relatively frank personality. Looking at Han Lixia's expressionless face, which seemed like a mask, he couldn't hold back the feeling in his heart and asked directly, "May I ask what exactly Mr. Han wants to know?"

Han Lixia didn't pretend to be deep either; he raised his notebook. "I came under orders, and what I want to ask are the questions in the notebook. I personally have nothing to ask Mr. Kim."

Kim Koo couldn't endure the impulse in his heart and said loudly, "Mr. Han, Korea has been a vassal state of China for thousands of years and only fell into Japanese hands in the last dozen years. Now China has defeated Japan and Britain. None of the Korean people do not look forward to the Superior Country consoling the people and punishing the wicked by defeating Japan. If the Superior Country is willing to send troops, although I, Kim Koo, am of humble status and light words, I can raise provisions and recruit righteous volunteers for the Superior Country within the territory of Korea recovered by the Superior Country. If the Superior Country commands it, I will definitely lead the volunteers to charge forward, dying a hundred times without regret." As he spoke, there were already tears in Kim Koo's eyes.

The local Shanghai police were very familiar with the passion of these Korean exiles, especially after the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal. The exile government formed by Korean exiles went to petition in front of the Asian International Tribunal every day; kneeling for long periods was a common occurrence. Most Shanghai police were locals and were already familiar with the attitude of these Koreans.

China had also just gained complete independence a few years ago, so the Shanghai police could understand the feelings of the Korean exiles very well and had never made things difficult for them. The exile government formed by the Korean exiles also knew how to behave and had never done anything excessive.

However, the staff member beside Han Lixia saw the Korean exiles for the first time and was touched by Kim Koo's heartfelt sincerity, his expression becoming serious.

Of course, Han Lixia was not an official sent just to ask questions, but a cadre of the Department of Asian Affairs of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He could understand Kim Koo's emotions, but sympathy was one thing; the task from above was not to let the Korean exiles stir up trouble urgently, at least not now.

Starting from China's national interests, Korea must obtain independent status. But Korea was also a bargaining chip, and it wasn't yet the stage to discuss Korean independence. So Han Lixia answered calmly, "If so, shouldn't the Korean restorationists be accumulating strength? Running back to Korea to launch an uprising now, do they think the uprising can succeed? Or do they hope to gain China's response after the uprising?"

Kim Koo was both surprised and happy, so he probed, "Is the Superior Country willing to help Korea recover its country?"

"At this stage, China has signed agreements with Britain, France, and other countries to ensure stability in the Western Pacific region. Before obtaining the support of other countries, we cannot forcibly change Japan's territorial scope. Launching an uprising now is just a waste of strength."

Kim Koo had stayed in Shanghai for quite a few years, and the Korean Provisional Government was located in the former French Concession. They had also contacted countries like Britain, France, and the US countless times, so they were not completely ignorant of international political relations. At this moment, knowing he must tell the truth, he explained.

This uprising was not long-planned but forced by helplessness. After Japan's defeat and economic decline, it strengthened its exploitation and plunder of colonial areas like Korea. Especially in terms of raw materials, they increased mining efforts in northern Korean mines.

Japan was originally poor with low wages, and the wages given to Korean laborers could only be lower than Japan's minimum wage. Now that Japan was in an economic crisis and couldn't afford wages even more, they deceived Koreans into mines to work as mine slaves. The locals in Korea quickly discovered something was wrong, and when no one else was deceived, the Japanese mine owners in Korea began to arrest people.

Now the Koreans couldn't stand it anymore. Coupled with taxes being much heavier than before, some mining areas in the north were about to launch an uprising. Those Koreans returning from China didn't go to incite, but returned to command the uprising.

Han Lixia asked a few more questions before getting up to leave. Before leaving, he told Kim Koo to remain calm. Returning to the office, several other staff members also returned. Everyone summarized the information, and the news obtained was about the same. Han Lixia sighed, "The Korean people really suffer."

Other comrades also had the same lament. But Han Lixia continued, "Our job is to investigate this matter clearly and pacify these Koreans, not letting them cause trouble. How long do you think they can hold out?"

Comrades exchanged a few words and felt that two or three months should be about right. However, one comrade asked, "We can control the Koreans in China, but we can't control the Koreans in Korea. Japan's oppression is so intense; I'm afraid this will be an uprising sweeping across the whole of Korea. What should be done then?"

Han Lixia answered immediately, "I think relying only on an uprising, the Korean people cannot overthrow Japan's rule in Korea. Most Chinese people supported the Beiyang Government against Japan, but did the Beiyang Government succeed? If Korea does not have the ability to form a stable rear area like the Northeast Government, nor a unified program and organization, even if Japan is already weak, there is no possibility of victory. Moreover, although the Beiyang Government didn't help us back then, they didn't undermine us from behind either. In Korea, there are a large number of local Koreans who support Japan. And seeing the situation is wrong, the Japanese won't blindly adopt high-pressure policies but will also carry out relaxation in many places. Under divide and conquer, the Korean insurgents won't last long."

Although this was correct, it was too cold, so much so that the atmosphere in the room became depressed. Seeing the comrades' low spirits, Han Lixia could only find some relaxing reasons for everyone. "If Japan splits internally at this time, the situation might change somewhat. Let's just look forward to something happening in Japan."

Although this was an optimistic hypothesis, Han Lixia himself simply wanted to make the comrades feel better, not really believing that something would happen in Japan.

However, in Japan at this time, a slight change indeed occurred because of the Korean matter. Vice Chief of the General Staff Nagata was invited by the current Chief of the General Staff Kanaya Hanzō. Kanaya Hanzō said, "Some things have happened in Korea now. The higher-ups want Ishiwara to serve as the Commander of the Korea Army."

Hearing this, Nagata didn't even think and immediately stated, "Absolutely not!"

Although Kanaya Hanzō was 11 years older than Nagata, he was only promoted to Lieutenant General in 1922, only one year earlier than Nagata. And although Kanaya Hanzō couldn't be said to have accomplished nothing in the Army, he couldn't compare with Nagata's military merits at all. Serving as Chief of the General Staff now was purely based on seniority. So facing Nagata's opposition, Kanaya Hanzō couldn't force Nagata to agree by relying on 'seniority'. He asked, "Why does Nagata-kun oppose it?"

Nagata answered frankly, "Because doing so is inherently wrong. The disturbance in Korea seems to have quite a momentum, but the current Korea Army can solve it very quickly. If they feel Ishiwara-kun endangers the Imperial State, then arrest him and punish him according to the law. Using such self-deceptive means will only trigger changes!"

Kanaya Hanzō was speechless for a moment. The ones extremely dissatisfied with Ishiwara now were a part of the higher-ups; even Kanaya Hanzō didn't have special malice towards Ishiwara. Ishiwara's image and reputation in the Japanese army and among the people were quite good, and he was considered a general loyal to the country. As Nagata said, if they used some petty tricks to deal with Ishiwara now, as soon as the news leaked, it might trigger intense changes.

Those who wanted to deal with Ishiwara had extremely low ratings currently. Ishiwara had never been a submissive little lamb. If he raised his arm and called out at this time, it was really possible that blood would be shed. And Japan's political situation at this time really couldn't withstand such turmoil.

But Kanaya Hanzō had no choice. He was not a general with great prestige and strength like Nagata and Ishiwara; his reputation couldn't even compare to Okamura of the 'Three Crows'. Those powerful elites couldn't deal with Ishiwara, but they could manipulate him, Kanaya Hanzō. Helpless, Kanaya Hanzō had to ask Nagata for help. "Nagata-kun always has hundreds of plans. Do you have any brilliant strategy?"

Nagata answered immediately, "I am willing to go to the Army War College as Principal. Let Ishiwara-kun take over as Vice Chief of the General Staff. In this way, Ishiwara-kun can be at ease, and those who choose Ishiwara-kun can also be at ease."

Kanaya Hanzō was stunned. According to the rules in the Japanese Army, the next Chief of the General Staff had to serve as Vice Chief for a period of time, then go to the Army War College as Principal. After that, he could serve as Chief of the General Staff. Kanaya Hanzō himself followed this process.

But the term always had to be for some time. Nagata had only been Vice Chief of the General Staff for a few months before going to be Principal of the Army War College. This broke the custom. Kanaya Hanzō had to suspect: was Nagata trying to use this opportunity to facilitate his own rapid promotion?

Finally, Kanaya Hanzō could only express to Nagata, "This matter will not proceed for the time being. I will tell the Army Minister about this. I hope Your Excellency can help."

Nagata was extremely dissatisfied with Kanaya Hanzō's indecisiveness in his heart, but Nagata himself was not yet one of the Three Chiefs of the Army. In the Japanese Army, as long as one was not one of the Three Chiefs, one had no supreme decision-making power. Nagata had to suppress his unhappiness and get up to leave.

Walking out of the office, Nagata decided to promote his promotion as soon as possible no matter what. If these guys continued to hold power, Japan would only become more and more dangerous.

However, not long after Nagata returned to his office, the telephone on his desk rang. Nagata didn't want to answer the phone, so he simply didn't answer. The ringing stopped after a while. Nagata continued to concentrate on considering who he should find to maneuver for his position as Principal of the Army War College.

After thinking for just a moment, the phone rang again. Nagata frowned, still not wanting to answer. However, the caller was very persistent; no one answered the second time, and soon the third call came. Nagata finally picked up the phone. Okamura on the other end was unlike his usual calm self. Although his tone wasn't high, his excitement could be heard. "Nagata-kun, news has come just now saying that Ishiwara is to be transferred to the Korea Army!"

Nagata's head buzzed. It really was 'what you fear comes upon you'! What Nagata worried about had happened. But Nagata calmed down quickly. He asked calmly, "Okamura-kun, do you know who spread the news?"

Okamura's voice was somewhat hesitant. "I heard it was spread by people from the Imperial Household Ministry."

Nagata was stunned. It wasn't that there was a problem with this rumor; people who wanted to kick Ishiwara out of Tokyo indeed might promote this matter through the Imperial Household Ministry. But how could those old foxes in the Imperial Household Ministry let people catch their fox tails? In Japan, dying for a crime one didn't commit was the norm. It was abnormal for evildoers to be caught red-handed.

Several names flashed through Nagata's mind: Saionji Kinmochi, current Prime Minister Hamaguchi Osachi; even Tanaka Giichi was a suspect for Nagata. But for a moment, Nagata couldn't figure out why these people would do this. He continued to ask, "Okamura-kun, where did you get this news?"

"Nagata-kun, this is the strangest thing. My adjutant heard the news from some lieutenants. It seems someone is deliberately spreading this news!"

Nagata's head buzzed again, but in a moment he sobered up. Those suspected targets were instantly eliminated, and Ishiwara Kanji's name popped out. Based on Nagata's understanding of Ishiwara, this news must have been spread by Ishiwara. And since Ishiwara could get this news, it meant Ishiwara was already prepared to use this matter as an excuse to act.

"Okamura-kun, come back immediately... No, go to the Army Ministry right now, bring your adjutant. I will go to the Army Ministry with the Chief of the General Staff right now."

Okamura Yasuji was already very uneasy. Hearing that Nagata also felt the danger, he hurriedly responded, "Yes. I'll go immediately."

Putting down the phone, Nagata immediately called his adjutant and asked him to contact Ishiwara. Although he knew there was a high probability he couldn't get in touch, Nagata still held a sliver of illusion, hoping Ishiwara hadn't decided to really fight to the death.

After giving instructions, Nagata went straight to Chief of the General Staff Kanaya Hanzō's office. disregarding what Kanaya Hanzō was doing inside, he pushed the door open and strode in. Kanaya Hanzō was on the phone at this time. Seeing Nagata suddenly come in without warning, he was startled. Although Kanaya Hanzō frowned, he remained respectful to the person on the phone. He spoke a few more very polite sentences to the person on the other end before ending the call.

Frowning, Lieutenant General Kanaya Hanzō asked unhappily, "What urgent matter does Nagata-kun have?"

Nagata told Kanaya Hanzō the news he had learned. He saw Kanaya Hanzō stunned, his brows furrowing even tighter, but without fear. Originally, Nagata despised Kanaya Hanzō quite a bit in his heart, but seeing Kanaya Hanzō react like this, the disdain in his heart actually dissipated.

Originally, Nagata thought Ishiwara wanted to stir up trouble, but the means of stirring up trouble would still be within the scope of traditional Japanese means. That is, applying pressure through a crisis situation, gaining power first, and then using power to implement Ishiwara's policies. Looking at it now, the reason Ishiwara made such a gesture was precisely a kind of misdirection, making people think Ishiwara wanted to adopt such traditional means to seize power.

The reason Nagata understood was that when he explained to Kanaya Hanzō that Ishiwara was going to stir up trouble, he mentioned what Okamura said about 'lower-level officers knowing this first'. Changing the perspective, Nagata completely understood. In the entire Japan, Ishiwara was probably the only Lieutenant General who had met almost all Japanese Army junior and middle-ranking officers. If Ishiwara didn't want to engage in a military coup, why would he incite the lower-level officers first?

Even he himself had been deceived. Nagata felt it was perfectly normal for a mediocrity like Kanaya Hanzō not to figure out Ishiwara's purpose.

Facing Kanaya Hanzō, whose expression had changed a bit as if sensing some danger, Nagata said calmly, "Excellency Kanaya, I have already contacted the Army Minister. Now please follow me to the Army Ministry. We can talk about the specific matters in the car."

Kanaya Hanzō wanted to refuse very much, but looking at Nagata's oppressive gaze, he wanted to refuse several times but still stood up, picked up the military cap on the rack, and said in a feigned fierce tone, "Nagata-kun, please be sure to explain clearly what happened!"
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Nagata's adjutant failed to contact Ishiwara. Nagata was not surprised when he heard the adjutant's report. If Ishiwara could still be contacted at this time, it would only prove that Ishiwara was still willing to conduct final negotiations with the Japanese upper class. But given Ishiwara's character, if he had such intentions, he would have laid his cards on the table with Nagata long ago. Based on Nagata's understanding of the Japanese upper class, they would never accept Ishiwara's conditions.

"Contact the Division Commander of the Imperial Guard Division immediately and have them go to the Army Ministry." After Ishiwara finished speaking, he got into the car with Chief of the General Staff Kanaya Hanzō. The car went at full power, heading straight for the Army Ministry.

If Nagata knew at this time that Ishiwara was not hiding in a safe place to command but had personally arrived at Tokyo Station, he would probably be even more desperate.

At this time, Tokyo Station had already been taken over by troops with red armbands on their left arms. Because making red armbands took time, many officers and soldiers just found cloth strips of red, dark red, pink, and other red-based colors and wrapped them around their left arms to indicate their identity.

Seeing soldiers taking over the train station, the passengers all obediently left this place of trouble. Among the leaving crowd, some people went against the flow. They wore student uniforms and were full of joy. Seeing the soldiers, they asked, "Excuse me, is it the Restoration?"

The officers and soldiers of the Future Society didn't answer immediately but unfurled their flag first. These flags were roughly made, but the three characters for 'Future Society' on them were huge. Seeing these three characters, the young students' eyes turned red. What Japan lacked most now was a 'future', so they immediately requested to join.

Ishiwara didn't spend time on the present moment; this revolution had long been fully prepared. Ishiwara hoped that 40% of the troops controlled by the Future Society could arrive in Tokyo according to regulations. After the armistice between the Northeast and Japan, the Japanese Army restored the establishment of 21 divisions. Among the 21 divisions, 2 were stationed in Korea, forming the Japanese Korea Army, and 1 division was in Taiwan. There were 18 divisions remaining in Japan.

Future Society members accounted for about 15% of the junior and middle-ranking officers; they were commanders of various battalions and companies. The total number was about 3 divisions, 100,000 men.

A portion of the generals and field officers in the Japanese Army had joined the Future Society. Ishiwara did not hold expectations for these people; as long as they could influence various divisions and ensure that entire divisions did not come to suppress the revolutionary forces gathering in Tokyo, these people would have completed their mission.

After repeated calculations, as long as 40% of the officers and soldiers in the troops controlled by Future Society members could rush to Tokyo, using 40,000 men to deal with the Imperial Guard Division in Tokyo would be enough to occupy Tokyo.

According to the plan, various units were to arrive in Tokyo on February 26. At this time, Future Society members controlled the various stations heading to Tokyo, and members who departed earlier had already begun arriving in Tokyo on the evening of the 25th.

"Excellency, the Osaka Division is about to arrive," Adjutant Hasegawa reported to Ishiwara.

Ishiwara ordered, "Prepare to welcome them."

The train entered the station puffing steam. Before the thick white mist had dispersed, several people got off the first carriage of the train that had just stopped. The leader was none other than Major General Namekawa, Chief of Staff of the Osaka Division. Seeing Ishiwara coming up to welcome them, Major General Namekawa stepped forward and saluted, "Excellency, the Osaka Division reports for duty. And we obey Your Excellency's command."

After returning the salute, Ishiwara asked, "How many people came from the Osaka Division?"

Major General Namekawa answered decisively, "Reporting to Excellency, the Osaka Division brought one brigade and the division's artillery unit. Other troops remained in Osaka, ready to intercept troops opposing the revolution."

To deal with the Imperial Guard Division, besides infantry outnumbering the Imperial Guard, artillery was the most important. The Osaka Division brought the entire division's artillery, which finally solved this problem. Ishiwara immediately asked, "Then, are the various units of the Osaka Division willing to accept the split command of the Revolutionary Army Headquarters?"

Major General Namekawa was stunned for a moment, then answered readily, "My unit is willing to accept the command of the Revolutionary Army Headquarters!"

Ishiwara immediately had Captain Katō, one of the four deputy commanders, receive Major General Namekawa. Major General Namekawa was instinctively somewhat unhappy; letting a captain command a major general obviously did not conform to Japanese tradition. But Major General Namekawa still accepted the current situation. They were living on the edge of a knife; if they failed, whether captain or major general, they would all be executed as rebels. The most critical thing now was not hierarchy, but victory.

Having arranged the unexpected joy of the Osaka Division, Ishiwara continued to wait for the various units from the northern Tokyo area that he valued most. Now among the northern divisions, the Hokkaido Division could not go to Tokyo due to inconvenient transportation, but other divisions in the Northeast (Tohoku) had all launched actions. Especially the Sendai Division, because the Division Commander was a stubborn conservative, Future Society members of the Sendai Division had already launched an attack on the Division Headquarters. Now it was only known that the attack was in progress, and the result was not yet known.

In other Northeast regions, 2 regiments, 8 battalions, and 29 companies had already begun moving south. Because the troops belonged to different divisions, they could only squeeze onto crowded trains and rush south all the way to Tokyo. In the plan, these troops were the core force to solve the enemies in Tokyo.

The sound of military boots rang out. Lieutenant Colonel Kōno, the staff officer responsible for transportation, ran quickly to Ishiwara's side, his voice full of joy, "Excellency, the train carrying the comrades from the north is about to enter the station!"

Ishiwara's expression remained unchanged as he ordered, "Prepare to welcome them!"

Because Ishiwara occupied the railway and nearby telegraph offices, communication between the Tokyo Army Ministry and the General Staff Headquarters was interrupted for a time. But as the action unfolded comprehensively, in those divisions resolutely opposing the revolution, telegrams began to reach the Tokyo Army Ministry and General Staff Headquarters one after another.

Army Minister Shirakawa Yoshinori looked at the telegrams sent by several division commanders in the north, his expression becoming somewhat hideous due to anxiety and despair. Among the 18 divisions, except for the Imperial Guard Division stationed in Tokyo, of the division headquarters of the remaining 17 divisions, 8 did not respond, 2 were at a loss, and the remaining 7 stated they were under siege by mutinous troops. The mutinous troops' offensive was sharp and launched death-defying attacks. Other troops coming to rescue were either blocked or did not accept orders.

General Shirakawa Yoshinori raged, "Is the Imperial Guard Division the only one left in the entire Japan protecting Tokyo?"

Nagata felt at this time that the situation was completely out of control. Ishiwara's decisive action had completely seized the initiative, so much so that the Army could not act in a short time. After General Shirakawa Yoshinori finished venting his temper, Nagata put forward his view, "Excellency, first send telegrams to those 8 unresponsive divisions, asking them to ensure the stability of the division. In addition, send a telegram to the Navy, asking them to prepare to land in Tokyo immediately."

Hearing this, a burst of anger rushed straight to General Shirakawa Yoshinori's forehead. But he still forcibly suppressed his anger and ordered the Army Ministry to execute the order. The current situation made General Shirakawa Yoshinori, born in 1869, feel the feelings left from his childhood.

A few months after the end of the Battle of Toba-Fushimi in 1868, General Shirakawa was born. The young Shirakawa grew up in a turbulent mood. At that time, Japan's political situation was unstable, and enemies seemed to still exist. Even though he was born at the end of the Shogunate, the young General Shirakawa knew about the Satsuma Rebellion (Southwestern War).

The Satsuma Domain, once part of the Satcho Alliance, raised troops to resist Tokyo. At that time, rumors spread in rural cities that the Satsuma Domain was going to enter Honshu and attack Tokyo.

The situation at this time was no different from then. Rebels everywhere began to act. Although fighting hadn't broken out in Tokyo yet, Tokyo was undoubtedly the target of the rebels.

Finally, General Shirakawa Yoshinori accepted Nagata's suggestion. Seeing that the Army Ministry and the General Staff Headquarters hadn't fallen into chaos yet, Nagata felt slightly better in his heart, but only slightly. If fighting had already broken out in Tokyo at this time, it would actually make Nagata feel much better. Because fighting in Tokyo would only mean that Ishiwara's power was merely a small core following him. Such power, even if it temporarily suppressed the Imperial Guard Division, wouldn't last long.

Tokyo wasn't in chaos, but all other divisions were in chaos, which meant Ishiwara's power completely surpassed Tokyo alone. Even if the 8 unresponsive divisions remained loyal to the Emperor, the strength Ishiwara now possessed was enough to start a Japanese civil war. Once a civil war started, Nagata believed He Rui would absolutely not turn a blind eye. Even if He Rui hesitated temporarily, other Great Powers couldn't pretend not to see.

Nagata asked Okamura, "Is there any news from Professor Taira Toyomori's side?"

Okamura shook his head. He had already sent people to the place where Professor Taira Toyomori was under house arrest to bring Taira Toyomori to the Army Ministry first. The troops had been gone for a while, but there was still no news. He feared something had happened.

Just as Okamura expected, the troops sent to arrest him came up empty at this time; Professor Taira Toyomori was nowhere to be found. And judging from the situation at the house arrest location, presumably Professor Taira Toyomori had long been taken away.

At this time, Professor Taira Toyomori was in a safe place, and Mitsui Yasuki appeared in front of Professor Taira Toyomori.
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Professor Taira Toyomori was placed in a house that appeared to belong to a middle-class family in Tokyo. When Mitsui Yasuki entered, he saw Taira Toyomori talking with a young man of about 20 years old. Seeing Mitsui Yasuki walk in, Professor Taira Toyomori's expression was very serious.

Mitsui Yasuki felt this somewhat thin young man looked familiar, so he asked, "Excellency Taira, may I ask who this is?"

Taira Toyomori looked at the young man opposite him, his expression very sorrowful. Sighing, Taira Toyomori introduced him to Mitsui Yasuki, "This is Saionji Kinkazu, the grandson of Excellency Saionji."

Mitsui Yasuki recalled that this was indeed the case and was even more surprised. There was a saying before that Saionji wanted to release Taira Toyomori, but after talking, he didn't do so and continued to keep Taira Toyomori under house arrest. However, seeing the relationship between Saionji Kinmochi's grandson Saionji Kinkazu and Taira Toyomori being very close, they obviously didn't look like enemies.

At this time, Saionji Kinkazu bowed slightly to Mitsui Yasuki and took the initiative to explain, "Mr. Mitsui, my grandfather ordered me to lead the guard to protect Professor Taira Toyomori's safety. The situation is turbulent at this moment, so I took Mr. Taira away from the place of house arrest for protection first."

Mitsui Yasuki then understood why Taira Toyomori and Saionji Kinkazu looked so friendly. He couldn't help asking, "Where is Excellency Saionji?"

"I heard that my grandfather has already gone to the Palace," Saionji Kinkazu answered with a somewhat gloomy expression.

Mitsui Yasuki was stunned. Saionji's purpose in entering the Palace was definitely not because the old man suddenly missed the Emperor and went to visit. Even Saionji Kinkazu received a warning, which could only prove that Saionji Kinmochi knew this matter was definitely not as simple as a simple military remonstrance.

To what extent would things develop? The reason Mitsui Yasuki came was that he knew Ishiwara was going to cause trouble. Because he wasn't sure how big Ishiwara was going to make it, he relied on his relationship with Ishiwara to request a meeting with Taira Toyomori. Nervous at this moment, he wanted to ask questions urgently.

Taira Toyomori let Mitsui Yasuki and Saionji Kinkazu sit on the tatami in the living room before asking Mitsui Yasuki, "I wonder what advice Mr. Mitsui has for coming here?"

Mitsui Yasuki immediately answered, "I have read Lord Taira's great work repeatedly and admire Lord Taira's bold vision very much. Japan's current economy has stagnated. The Imperial family, government, students, workers, and farmers are all suffering deeply because of the economic recession and stagnation. If Japan is compared to a corporation (Kabushiki Gaisha), this corporation has reached the time for bankruptcy and liquidation due to poor management.

I also believe that since it has reached bankruptcy and liquidation, it should be like what Lord Taira wrote, using China's experience for asset restructuring. But a country is not a corporation. When a corporation reaches this point, removing shareholders, selling and auctioning assets, and adjusting business direction can be done just by shareholder voting. If a comparison must be made, this corporation is where grassroots members rise up to overthrow the corporation's shareholders; conflict is inevitable. National domestic conflict will be thousands or tens of thousands of times more intense than conflict in a corporation's board of directors."

Taira Toyomori didn't answer because he knew very well that Mitsui Yasuki hadn't voiced his worry yet. The words were on the tip of Mitsui Yasuki's tongue but couldn't come out, so he had to fall silent. At this time, none of the three people in the room spoke. Only the biting north wind outside the window could be heard. Mitsui remained silent for a while before continuing, "I wonder to what extent the situation will go?"

"Kinkazu-kun, it's a bit cold in the room. Let's start the fire," Taira Toyomori ordered Saionji Kinkazu.

There are many ways to heat Japanese houses. A relatively common one is to build a fire pit in the tatami and burn charcoal in it for warmth. And there is often a stand over this fire pit for boiling water and cooking. This residence was designed this way. There was firewood in the fire pit. Saionji Kinkazu quickly lit the fire. The firewood crackled, and heat began to radiate. Mitsui Yasuki felt a little warmth.

"Mitsui-kun, listen to the wind. I'm afraid there will be a blizzard." Taira Toyomori reached out to warm himself by the fire and gave an answer calmly.

Mitsui Yasuki couldn't help shuddering. He originally thought it was a military remonstrance, that is, 'cleansing the monarch's side' (Qing Jun Ce) that had appeared in history. Ishiwara would arrest the 'treacherous ministers' and imprison them, killing those who should be killed and locking up those who should be locked up. Afterwards, grasp power and implement the policies explained in the "Outline for Japan's Future Reformation". But listening to Taira Toyomori's meaning, the intensity of this time would far exceed such an ordinary scale.

Mitsui forcibly suppressed the unease in his heart and continued to probe, "Will the blizzard be as big as in the Bakumatsu era?"

Taira Toyomori looked quietly at the burning flames. After watching for a while, he looked up. "Mitsui-kun, do you think the current Japanese politics has changed much from the Bakumatsu era?"

Mitsui Yasuki heard the bloody scent implied in Taira Toyomori's elegant words, but Mitsui found he wasn't too afraid. Perhaps because he had carefully read the process of the Chinese revolution, Mitsui understood the intensity of land reform and the landlords' resistance very well. Japan has many people and little land, so there is a strong obsession with land. As long as nothing major happens, the family's land must be passed down to one's heir.

Different from China's history of land trading for over a thousand years, allowing land trading in Japan was a policy after the Meiji Restoration. Before the Meiji Restoration, land belonged to the government and was planned very meticulously according to land characteristics. Lords owned the land, samurai were loyal to lords, and stipends were calculated in rice. The so-called million-koku daimyo and hundred-thousand-koku daimyo referred to the grain output on their territories. Farmers on the land only belonged to the land; there were no yeoman farmers like in China.

In the "Outline for Japan's Future Reformation", the policy of nationalizing land did not particularly conflict with traditional Japanese politics. And distributing land to the people for cultivation met the aspirations of Japanese farmers even more. However, the land reform policy was destined to provoke fierce resistance from landlords. Once the situation reached this point, it would not just be purging the upper class, but purging Japan.

Thinking of this, Mitsui Yasuki didn't even dare to deduce further, but asked, "May I ask Lord Taira, who will be destroyed by the blizzard?"

Taira Toyomori answered calmly, "Perhaps Japan's 3,000-year national polity and the old systems of over 1,000 years will all be destroyed."

At this time, the wind suddenly tightened, blowing the eaves to emit a sound like a wolf's howl, making Mitsui Yasuki's scalp tingle.

There were temporarily no soldiers patrolling outside the window, but outside the house where Taira Toyomori was temporarily staying, squads of soldiers on the streets were advancing towards various places. The north wind was biting, blowing the hems of the soldiers' uniforms to sway constantly. But these didn't stop the soldiers from continuing to advance. More than ten minutes later, the wind lessened a lot, and snow began to fall from the sky. At first, they were hard snow pellets the size of rice grains, rustling on military caps. A few minutes later, snowflakes the size of half a fingernail began to drift down towards the ground.

In front of the gate of the Tokyo Police Station, police officers had built waist-high barriers with sandbags. The police closed the big iron gate of the Tokyo Police Station, holding rifles and squatting behind the barriers built of sandbags, aiming at the iron fence and the road outside the iron gate.

As footsteps approached from far to near, a squad of soldiers ran onto the street. But the soldiers didn't get too close. Stopping at a position less than a hundred meters from the Tokyo Police Station, the soldiers huddled in the darkness, but the police already felt the oppression that the other side was ready to launch an attack at any time.

Before long, a person stepped forward. Holding a megaphone in his hand, he approached the gate of the police station and shouted loudly to the police inside the gate, "Police gentlemen, we are the 3rd Company of the 4th Battalion of the Japanese Revolutionary Army. We are ordered to take over the Tokyo Police Station now. Police gentlemen, your job is to maintain public order. And what threatens Japan now are the current powerful elites. Only by solving them can Japan be saved. So, I request you gentlemen, as police officers, to lay down your weapons for the long-term peace and stability of Japan. Your enemy is not us, and our enemy is not you. So, may I ask gentlemen, are you willing to accept our request?"

The police looked at each other. Now the Tokyo Police Station was actually approached by a separate army unit to persuade surrender; this in itself meant too many things.

Responsible for Tokyo's security was the Imperial Guard Division.

The term "Konoe" (Imperial Guard) originated from the Nara period. The "Konoe-fu" guarding the Imperial Palace in the Nara period was its etymological origin. During the Meiji period, the Goshinpei (Imperial Guard) recruited from the three domains of Satsuma (now southern Kyushu), Choshu (now Yamaguchi Prefecture), and Tosa (now Kochi Prefecture) to overthrow the Shogunate and rebuild imperial power was the predecessor of the Imperial Guard Division. In 1872, the Goshinpei was renamed the Konoe troops. On December 14, 1891, the Imperial Guard Division was born.

The personnel of the Imperial Guard Division came from the four regimental districts of Hongo, Utsunomiya, Sakura, and Mito. Since the Taisho era, infantry and cavalry were recruited from the whole country, while artillery, engineers, and transport troops were drawn from the elites of the divisional districts in the Kanto region (the 1st and 14th Divisions). To protect the Imperial Palace, excellent soldiers had to be selected as much as possible to form the Imperial Guard Division. Therefore, soldiers assigned to the Imperial Guard Division were also seen by the world as high-class troops. If there were relatives serving in the Imperial Guard Division nearby, the family would feel like "when a man gets to the top, all his relations get there with him," not to mention that sense of pride.

Having such an identity also meant huge responsibility. The Imperial Guard Division was one of the seven earliest divisions established in Japan. As the Emperor's forbidden army, it had long borne the responsibility of guarding the Imperial Palace's safety. Therefore, the Imperial Guard Division, possessing four infantry regiments, had long been stationed in Tokyo. The Imperial Guard Division was not only strictly trained, but its military discipline was also extremely strict.

Now that the 'rebel troops' were moving freely in Tokyo, at least it proved that the Imperial Guard Division was powerless to implement the defense of the entire Tokyo. That is to say...

"Police gentlemen, 30,000 troops have already arrived in Tokyo, ready to engage in battle at any time. Before the battle, we must ensure the occupation of the police station. If you police gentlemen are unwilling to lay down your weapons, we can only begin to launch an attack!" The revolutionary army outside continued to persuade.
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Snowflakes continued to fall. The police officers inside the Tokyo Police Station were already covered with a layer of white. With their tense and rapid breathing, the white mist sprayed from their mouths and noses became thicker.

The ordinary police officers all looked at the leading officers. The officers' faces appeared particularly stiff due to the cold air and the unwillingness in their hearts. At this time, the officers heard a policeman whisper, "We are just police; why do we have to fight a war?"

Hearing this, the officers felt this was their true inner thought. Police just followed orders; why drag police into it when armies killed each other? If possible, no matter who won in the end, the police should just continue doing their own jobs.

But the military remonstrance troops in front of them obviously had no intention of letting the Tokyo Police Station go. If the police laid down their weapons and the military remonstrance troops failed, the police would be held accountable.

Just as the air became increasingly heavy with silence, the sound of a second-floor window opening attracted the attention of the police on the first floor. The police looked up one after another and saw the window of the Tokyo Police Station Chief's office on the second floor being pushed open. The person appearing at the window should be the Chief of the Tokyo Police Station. They saw the Chief pick up a megaphone and shout to the street outside the Tokyo Police Station, "People outside, what exactly do you want to do? Is it a Restoration?"

On the dim street amidst the snow-light, the soldier persuading surrender heard this and shouted through his megaphone, "Our Revolutionary Army is not here for a Restoration; we are here for a Revolution! To give Japan a bright future, we must overthrow all old orders!"

The police were scared by these words! As police officers, they also knew some of the upper class's views on Restoration and Revolution. If it were a Restoration, the military remonstrance troops entered Tokyo to replace the old upper class. But a Revolution was to destroy the upper class and cause comprehensive changes in Japan.

...At least the Japanese upper class saw it this way. Based on this view of the Japanese upper class, there was a huge difference in the means adopted by Japanese police when arresting and suppressing Restorationists versus Revolutionaries.

The police knew very well what cruel means they had used against the Japanese Revolutionary Party. The troops outside insisted they were here for a revolution. Then, if the police continued to resist, they would be considered staunch supporters of the current Japanese upper class.

At this time, the window on the second floor was still open, but the figure of the Tokyo Police Station Chief had disappeared from the window.

A clattering sound rang out; some police officers dropped their rifles to the ground. Whether this policeman couldn't hold the gun steady due to fear or threw it down out of despair, the surrounding police didn't know. But that policeman was already holding his head with both hands, behind the shelter made of sandbags, shouting loudly, "I don't want to fight! I don't want to fight!"

The weapons police usually used were wooden batons; pistols were rarely used. Rifles were only taken out from the police station's armory during training. Seeing their colleague like this, the ordinary police officers shrank behind the shelters one after another, all deciding not to throw their lives away.

Although the officers didn't want to surrender, they didn't want to fight either. Especially officers with a background as retired soldiers, they knew very well the difference between police firepower and military firepower. Holding the police station's strongest weapon, the Type 38 rifle, actually made them decide to surrender. Dropping their rifles and raising their hands, the officers shouted to the street, "We surrender! Army brothers, don't shoot!"

Soon, the Revolutionary Army outside sent a squad of five or six men to approach first. Since the iron gate of the police station had been locked with a chain, several soldiers quickly climbed over the iron gate and entered the police station. After disarming the police outside and making the surrendered police go to the other end of the yard, the Revolutionary Army soldiers opened the main gate.

Follow-up combat squads rushed in quickly, controlling the personnel and weapons in the yard, simultaneously controlling various entrances of the police station building, and advancing upstairs.

The Tokyo Police Station Chief did not flee. When the Revolutionary Army rushed into the Chief's office, the Chief was slumped in his chair. The Chief, who had lost all hope, did not resist when taken away, but asked abruptly, "Are you really going to revolt?"

The Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers originally thought the Chief would be a die-hard old force. Hearing this question, they were somewhat surprised. Since the old force that had to be resolved asked so bluntly, the Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers answered immediately, "We came here for the revolution."

The Police Station Chief didn't resist either, letting the Revolutionary Army drag him away. The Revolutionary Army didn't execute people on the spot; this was something emphasized repeatedly before the action. There would be sacrifices in the revolution, but killing was by no means the purpose of the revolution.

In the Revolutionary Army's plan, railways, telegraph offices, radio stations, police stations, schools, and various prison intersections must be controlled first. By 9 PM, the railway, all road intersections on the outskirts of Tokyo, police stations, and telegraph offices had been controlled.

Originally, schools should have been the easiest to control, but things went somewhat beyond the Revolutionary Army's imagination. Although many schools were easily controlled, such as girls' schools. The Revolutionary Army conducted a careful search of teaching buildings and offices; in the girls' dormitories, they only searched for men hiding inside.

But as soon as the Revolutionary Army entered the boys' schools, the teachers and students were indeed frightened. When the teachers and students learned that the purpose of the Revolutionary Army was to launch a revolution, there were indeed quite a few who feared the revolution, but there were more teachers and students who enthusiastically supported it. Many male students asked ecstatically to join the Revolutionary Army, wanting to throw themselves into the battle.

The Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers were helpless and could only bring this group of teachers and students to the school building. The leading officer went on stage and said to the teachers and students, "Gentlemen, you are all precious talents for Japan's future. Your battlefield is not here, but in the broad action of building a new Japan in the future. Therefore, we now ask you to stay here until the battle ends."

After speaking, the officer arranged for soldiers to guard the doors of the classrooms and the school building, not allowing students to leave without permission. After arranging the manpower, the officer said to the teachers and students again, "Tonight the revolution will begin comprehensively, and the urban area will be very dangerous. Gentlemen, please remain calm in the school and wait for the news of the revolution's victory!"

After speaking, the officer bowed slightly to the teachers and students and was about to walk out of the classroom. Teachers and students had been targets of surveillance and crackdowns by the Japanese upper class for the past few months. Seeing the Revolutionary Army care for them so much, someone immediately shouted, "Please wait. Several of our teachers and classmates were taken away months ago; can you save them?"

The officer stopped his steps and answered the anxious teachers and students, "Please rest assured, the Revolutionary Army has already taken over the prison. After the battle ends, we will immediately release these teachers and students."

Hearing that teachers and students would be released, the students excitedly bowed to the officer, shouting with tears in their eyes, "Thank you very much!"

Some teachers, after expressing thanks, even blessed, "May your military fortunes be long-lasting!"

Feeling their expression couldn't represent all teachers and students, the teachers immediately shouted to the students, "Fellow students, please follow me to pay respects to the Revolutionary Army. Everyone, wish for long-lasting military fortunes!"

"Wish for long-lasting military fortunes!" the students shouted along with the teachers. Immediately, excited students followed up shouting, "Japan Revolution, Banzai!"

This slogan undoubtedly fit the mood of the hot-blooded youth at this time better than "long-lasting military fortunes." The shouts of "Japan Revolution Banzai" in those classrooms became louder and louder. The deeply moved officers and soldiers saluted the teachers and students and strode out. On the playground covered with a layer of white snow, the troops quickly completed their formation. The officer shouted, "Depart with me, to Sakuradamon. The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!"

At this time, the Special Action Squad had already set off in trucks. After getting the news, Ishiwara looked at his watch; it was already 10 PM. He stopped speaking several times, recalling the matter of being invited by Saionji Kinmochi the day before yesterday. Originally, Ishiwara thought Saionji would mention the revolution, but unexpectedly, what Saionji discussed was all various details of Japanese governance.

What Ishiwara learned from He Rui was geopolitics and political economy. If Saionji discussed macroeconomics, Ishiwara could understand. But these details of Japanese governance spoken by Saionji were unknown to Ishiwara, a military expert.

However, although he didn't understand, Ishiwara quickly understood from a methodological perspective and gained a lot. He couldn't help sighing in his heart; Saionji was indeed a politician. This narration gave Ishiwara a certain penetrating understanding of politics.

The 70-something Saionji was very exhausted when he finished speaking, or perhaps he had no energy to continue because he was too tired. After panting slightly in his seat for a moment, Saionji asked, "Ishiwara-kun, do you have any questions?"

Ishiwara thought Saionji was going to persuade him to serve as Prime Minister or defect to the upper class next, so he answered politely, "What Your Excellency said are all areas I have never understood, so this subordinate is completely unable to ask questions."

Saionji nodded slightly and sighed, "It was I who made excessive demands on Ishiwara-kun. Ishiwara-kun need not mind; what I said are all governing characteristics extended from the context of Japanese politics. As long as Ishiwara-kun can view politics without bias, you can understand these things. I am tired today; let's end here for today. I won't see Ishiwara-kun out."

Ishiwara stood up and saluted Saionji. He wanted to leave but couldn't help stopping to ask, "Excellency, why did you impart such precious knowledge to me?"

Saionji originally had no intention of standing up. Hearing this question, Saionji looked at Ishiwara for a moment and actually stood up supporting himself on the armrest of the sofa. Ishiwara also gazed at Saionji, seeing Saionji's gaze was quite complicated; what could be distinguished was probably relief and expectation. He heard Saionji say, "I am not telling this knowledge to Ishiwara-kun, but entrusting this knowledge to Japan's future. Ishiwara-kun, I also ask you to remember one thing. Those Japanese heroes who have passed away did indeed create very many tragedies, but those heroes never acted out of evil purposes. Do not mistake the foolish and evil acts of incompetent, ignorant, and shameless people for the purposes promoted by those past heroes. If one holds evil purposes, it is impossible to formulate an effective strategy."

Only then did Ishiwara feel that Saionji should already know a lot of things. Even knowing he might very likely lose his life in the action Ishiwara had already started, what Saionji considered was not his own safety, but Japan's future.

But Ishiwara said nothing, because the action to march into Tokyo had already begun. If Ishiwara revealed news because of personal emotion, it would undoubtedly be betraying the revolution and selling out the comrades who marched into Tokyo with the resolve to die.

At this time, Ishiwara could be sure that the Revolutionary Army was already in an advantageous position in the Battle of Tokyo. Based on Ishiwara's understanding of Nagata and others, there was no commander among the enemies capable of reversing the campaign situation through accumulating tactical victories. And the Imperial Guard Division had not received training in new tactics, nor did powerful units mastering infantry squad and platoon tactics exist in the enemy army.

Finally, Ishiwara called over Adjutant Ando. "Ando, contact the troops going to Excellency Saionji's side. Tell them absolutely not to attack inside. They must politely send someone into Excellency Saionji's home and protect Excellency Saionji in a safe room."

Adjutant Ando was somewhat surprised but still accepted the order immediately. Now the Revolutionary Army had controlled the telegraphs and telephones, so calling a telephone point near Saionji's home could let the messenger there convey the news to the attacking troops.

Soon, the phone rang in the police station over there. The Revolutionary Army controlling the police station received the call, and after confirming repeatedly, walked onto the street to notify the Special Action Squad.

The troops heading to Saionji Kinmochi's home hadn't arrived yet, but the Special Action Squad heading to Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo's home had already arrived. At this time, the troops controlling this street had already set up sentries at both the front and back doors of Takahashi Korekiyo's home. The Special Action Squad jumped off the truck, quickly relieved the Revolutionary Army at the front and back doors, and then politely knocked on Takahashi Korekiyo's door. After a while, the lights inside went on. Mrs. Takahashi opened the door tremblingly. The leading young lieutenant asked politely, "Is Minister Takahashi in?"

"...He is in the living room." Mrs. Takahashi suppressed her fear and answered as politely as possible.

"Please take us to see Minister Takahashi." The lieutenant made a request.

Soon, the lieutenant led four soldiers into Finance Minister Takahashi Korekiyo's living room. They saw Takahashi Korekiyo wearing pajamas, already sitting on the sofa in the living room. The lieutenant stepped forward and saluted Takahashi. "Excellency, I am a lieutenant of the Revolutionary Army, ordered to arrest you."

Takahashi Korekiyo looked very calm. He asked unhappily, "Lieutenant, what do you think you are doing?"

"We are giving Japan a brand new future."

"A future without landlords?" There was already sarcasm in Takahashi Korekiyo's tone. "Lieutenant, do you think landlords are all just villains? They also bear the responsibility of enlivening the economy."

Lieutenant Kimura answered, "After the landlords fulfilled their responsibilities, Japan became what it is now."

Takahashi Korekiyo hated populism very much. In his view, these people didn't understand economics at all, and there was no way to communicate with them. In Takahashi Korekiyo's long career as Finance Minister, even officials in the Ministry of Finance and related economic departments couldn't understand economic principles most of the time. Takahashi Korekiyo was already extremely bored when talking to these people, so he was even less willing to waste time talking about economics with these people he viewed as populist thugs.

Since he didn't want to engage in meaningless communication, Takahashi Korekiyo simply asked, "After arresting me, what do you plan to do?"

"We will execute Your Excellency." Lieutenant Kimura answered politely. Although Lieutenant Kimura's tone was very polite, completely without hysterical killing intent, Mrs. Takahashi, hearing this calm answer, was already scared into crying and shouting. Soldiers had to hold back Mrs. Takahashi, who threw herself at Takahashi Korekiyo.

Takahashi Korekiyo sighed, actually feeling relieved in his heart. He didn't feel afraid at this moment; instead, he felt the lightness of a stone dropping to the ground. Although Takahashi Korekiyo looked down on populist thugs, he knew very well that the current withered and declining Japanese economy had caused huge pain to the entire Japan. The upper class, including Takahashi Korekiyo, had absolutely no way to solve these problems.

Since the economy could no longer improve, the suffering Japanese people would inevitably rise up in resistance to survive. Previous resistances were suppressed, but as long as one resistance succeeded, Takahashi Korekiyo would be killed. And those who killed Takahashi Korekiyo would definitely hold high the banner of justice.

Hearing the future of his execution, the fear instinctively generated in Takahashi Korekiyo's heart didn't last long. After Mrs. Takahashi cried and shouted for half a minute, Takahashi Korekiyo opened his mouth and asked, "Can you kill me here?"

Lieutenant Kimura answered immediately, "Excellency, you indeed have made contributions to Japan, so we received orders beforehand. If Your Excellency is willing to accept death, we agree to let you die at home."

Mrs. Takahashi was initially crying and shouting; hearing this dialogue, she was already screaming while struggling. Takahashi Korekiyo looked at his wife, stood up, and asked Lieutenant Kimura, "Lieutenant, can you kill only me alone?"

Lieutenant Kimura took out his pocket watch and looked at it. It was 10:20. The Revolutionary Army Headquarters required the operation to end before 11:00. There was still plenty of time. Putting away the pocket watch, Lieutenant Kimura answered, "Please rest assured, Minister Takahashi, we wouldn't have implicated anyone else anyway. We can give Minister Takahashi a few minutes to say goodbye to your family."

Takahashi Korekiyo looked at his wife, wanted to say something, but didn't know what to say. Finally, he stepped forward and held his wife's hand, which was somewhat weak from crying and struggling, and said, "Please take care of yourself." Mrs. Takahashi had somewhat realized from the initial panic that her husband was about to be killed. This clear recognition made Mrs. Takahashi not know how to react.

Then she saw the living room door actually being pulled shut by her husband Takahashi Korekiyo. A thin paper door separated the two, and also separated the two worlds of life and death.

Lieutenant Kimura pulled out his pistol, clicked off the safety, and said politely, "Excellency, please sit on the chair, okay? I will minimize your pain to the greatest extent."

However, Takahashi Korekiyo stood blankly in front of the paper door, listening to his wife's crying on the other side of the door. Seeing Takahashi Korekiyo like this, Lieutenant Kimura could only continue, "Minister Takahashi, please die gloriously for Japan."

After speaking, holding the gun in his right hand and gripping his right wrist with his left hand, he aimed the muzzle at Takahashi Korekiyo's temple and pulled the trigger.

The gun fired three times in total. Two shots to the temple, one shot to the medulla oblongata. The impact points were precise; Takahashi Korekiyo died instantly.

The paper door was pulled open. Mrs. Takahashi, who had been released, saw her husband lying on the ground and screamed, throwing herself on him. While Mrs. Takahashi shook Takahashi Korekiyo continuously, thinking this could wake him up, Lieutenant Kimura shouted to the soldiers of the Special Action Squad, "Attention all, salute!"

Five officers and soldiers, including Lieutenant Kimura, saluted Takahashi Korekiyo's corpse together. The Revolutionary Army judged that Takahashi Korekiyo was a die-hard old Japanese upper-class figure, so he must be eliminated. But Takahashi Korekiyo indeed had achievements in his position, so they gave him the most dignified death possible.

After the salute, Lieutenant Kimura led the soldiers away from Takahashi Korekiyo's home, jumped onto the truck, and went in the agreed direction. Today, the great purge of the entire Tokyo, and indeed Japan, began.
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Takahashi Korekiyo was the Minister of Finance and had few guards. Navy Minister Okada Keisuke had a Navy Guard at his door, so the Special Action Squad that came carried not only rifles but also light machine guns and grenades.

Although the Navy Guard resisted with all their might, they only had rifles and pistols. When the light machine guns roared, the Navy Guard, with nearly half casualties, was pinned down by bullets and couldn't lift their heads. Immediately, three grenades killed or wounded the remaining Navy Guard members, rendering them all combat-ineffective.

The Special Action Squad had only one person slightly wounded. The squad rushed up, first disarming the guards, then dragging out the wounded for emergency treatment by the medic. Major Saitō of the Special Action Squad strode to the door, which had been blown to pieces, pushed it down with his left arm, and strode in.

Navy Minister, 61-year-old Okada Keisuke, was after all an Admiral; at this moment he had judged that there was absolutely no possibility of escape. He had already put on his uniform and was sitting upright in the living room. Except for the lack of miscellaneous items displaying his rank as Admiral, his military appearance was neat.

After Major Saitō brought six soldiers in, Admiral Okada Keisuke showed no fear at all, only saying to Saitō and the others, "Sit down. I want to hear your reasons for doing this."

Major Saitō saluted Okada, then sat opposite Admiral Okada Keisuke. Admiral Okada said to his trembling wife, "Make tea."

After speaking, feeling that the traditional way of making tea would waste time, Admiral Okada added, "Use the electric kettle." The Chinese-made electric kettle boiled water very quickly and was a good kitchen appliance for getting boiling water fast.

Turning back, Admiral Okada asked, "What exactly do you think the current government has done wrong? Why must you completely overthrow the current government?"

Worthy of being an Admiral, both his questions and tone were filled with sufficient pressure. Major Saitō was not overwhelmed. The Future Society's training covered such key issues and provided high-level analysis to personnel like Major Saitō who had graduated from the Army War College.

So Major Saitō answered frankly, "Excellency, the current Japanese government is a continuation of old Japanese politics. Neither the old politics nor the current government has the ability to solve the strategic problems Japan must solve."

Admiral Okada Keisuke actually agreed with Major Saitō's answer. But he was still unwilling to be overwhelmed in strategic views by a young major just like that. Admitting Major Saitō's view meant admitting he deserved to die. After a moment of silence, Admiral Okada asked, "What do you consider to be Japan's strategic problem?"

"For a country, politics serves the economy, and the military serves politics. The current Japan still has the ability to ensure national defense security, so we must launch a revolution before national defense collapses. Otherwise, the enemies our Revolutionary Army has to deal with will not only be domestic enemies but also foreign enemies."

Hearing Major Saitō's answer, Admiral Okada felt it was somewhat irrelevant to the question. But following Major Saitō's line of thought for a moment, he found Major Saitō's answer was quite rigorous.

Major Saitō continued to explain, "Japan's strategy should have been to continuously improve Japan's industrialization level and living standards by developing the economy. This required India-nizing China and making it Japan's exclusive India. From the current perspective, this strategy is impossible to achieve. Although the current Japanese government already knows that the strategy of turning China into Japan's exclusive India cannot be realized, it has absolutely no way to formulate an effective new strategy. What is more detestable is that the current government, in order to protect the interests of the powerful elites, is refusing new policies to develop Japan's domestic market and friendly relations with neighboring countries. This has led to Japan's current plight. If these pests are allowed to continue holding power, the suffering of the Japanese people will never end. Therefore, in order to realize a new strategy beneficial to the Japanese people, we must eliminate the current government."

Admiral Okada understood. Major Saitō was not only introducing the Japanese national strategy he agreed with but also emphasizing the reason for this rebellion. A chill passed through Admiral Okada's heart; this emphasis was also pronouncing Admiral Okada's death sentence. Such a completely passive environment and the dilemma of being forced to explain to others made Admiral Okada very unhappy. Suppressing his anger, he asked, "Then, do you think the current government hasn't tried to solve the problem?"

Just then, the water boiled. Mrs. Okada put tea leaves into the teapot, poured in boiling water, and brought the tray over.

Major Saitō thanked Mrs. Okada. Mrs. Okada nodded politely in return, then looked at her husband with worried eyes. Admiral Okada just ordered his wife to pour the tea. Soon, the first brew of tea was poured into the cup. The color was almost indistinguishable from plain boiled water.

Dismissing his wife, Admiral Okada continued to ask, "Do you think the government doesn't want to solve the suffering of the Japanese people?"

"Excellency, their solutions have plunged the Japanese people into huge suffering." There was uncontrollable anger in Major Saitō's voice. "Now, we want to implement correct and effective policies immediately and demand the current government take responsibility!"

By this point in the conversation, Admiral Okada fully understood that it was absolutely impossible for the current Japanese elites and government to immediately alleviate the suffering of the Japanese people, or even for the possibility of discussing this immediately to exist. Just as Admiral Okada also knew the suffering of the Japanese people, he had never truly considered what could be done immediately.

After a moment of silence, Admiral Okada asked, "How much time are you willing to give the government?"

Major Saitō answered, "Excellency, we have already given the government at least three years. Every day from now on, thousands of citizens will die because they can't hold on. Do you think these people should continue to die? Or can the current government defeat China and seize resources immediately?"

Admiral Okada was speechless. He recalled Nagata and Ishiwara's description of the situation; the strategic desperate situation He Rui constructed for Japan was so thorough. Japan firstly didn't have the ability to organize a campaign of a million troops again. Even if they really could launch it, if Japan and China went to war again, killing 4 million young and strong soldiers on each side, China with a population of 480 million could still continue to fight.

For a country, the proportion of young and strong men aged 18-25 suitable for military service generally does not exceed 7% of the country's population. When these people die in battle, a country's labor force is exhausted, and the country is finished. Japan has about 60 million people; 7% is 4.2 million.

After a long silence, Admiral Okada asked, "Do you think you can solve Japan's problems immediately?"

"We are already solving Japan's problems," Major Saitō answered.

"...If that's the case, then shoot," Admiral Okada replied. Although very unwilling in his heart, Admiral Okada knew the other party would definitely kill him, and through the conversation just now, he completely understood the other party's purpose and thinking. At this time, delaying time or even begging servilely would undoubtedly be an insult to himself.

Major Saitō stood up and drew his pistol. "Excellency, die bravely." After speaking, he pulled the trigger on Admiral Okada.

Because the Revolutionary Army controlled almost the entire Tokyo outside the Imperial Palace, the environment was relaxed, and there was enough time. So the action of killing Admiral Okada was done very calmly. When delivering the coup de grâce to Admiral Okada who had fallen to the ground, aiming at the medulla oblongata, one shot ensured death.

Major Saitō bowed slightly to Mrs. Okada, who rushed out after hearing the gunshot. "Thank you for your tea." After speaking, Major Saitō straightened his cap at the door and walked out of Admiral Okada's house.

At this time, the truck of the Special Action Squad heading to Saionji Kinmochi's house finally appeared near Saionji's house. The Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers ready to convey the news on the road immediately signaled and stopped the vehicle. After receiving the new order, the members of the Special Action Squad breathed a sigh of relief.

Among the Japanese elites, Saionji Kinmochi had a good reputation, and everyone didn't want to kill this old man. The Special Action Squad's car wasn't driving fast; receiving the order to protect Saionji at this time, the Special Action Squad became happy. At this time, the vehicle sped up and headed for the Saionji house not far away.

After knocking, Saionji's wife opened the door. After the Special Action Squad members politely expressed their intention, Mrs. Saionji shook her head and gave an answer, "My husband has already gone to the Imperial Palace. I am the only one at home now. So, please don't waste time protecting me. If you care about me, please leave me alone in peace."

The Special Action Squad was stunned, not knowing what to say. Mrs. Saionji closed the door directly and walked back to the living room. Seeing the farewell letter on the coffee table, tears finally burst from her eyes. In the letter left to his wife, Saionji Kinmochi told her that the Japanese upper class could no longer stop the revolution from breaking out. Saionji decided to go to the Imperial Palace to guard the Emperor, fulfilling the samurai's final loyalty. Saionji believed he would die in the revolution, but he also believed that after the revolution, the Saionji family would survive. So he hoped his wife could live well.

When Saionji left home, he asked his wife to read this letter tomorrow. But Mrs. Saionji opened it anyway. At first, she didn't want to believe it. Until she saw with her own eyes those fully armed soldiers appearing at her door, Mrs. Saionji had to believe it.

Recalling before Saionji Kinmochi left home, she understood her husband's determination to die. Saionji usually wore western suits, but this time he put on a gorgeous military uniform and wore his medals. At that time, she thought Saionji Kinmochi dressed like this to attend a solemn ceremony or banquet. Only now did she understand that Saionji was going to die in this outfit.

At this time, the snow outside the window became heavier. Goose-feather snow drifted slowly down from the dark sky to the earth, covering everything under the white snow.

Also at this time, faint explosions came from the distance. The Special Action Squad members who had begun to set up defenses around the Saionji house stopped their actions and turned reflexively towards the location where the cannon fire sounded. These soldiers who had gone through life and death on the battlefield roughly judged from the direction that it was the sound of shelling explosions, and the location of the explosions was near the Imperial Palace.

Just as the soldiers expected, the Revolutionary Army troops coming to Tokyo had unloaded the artillery from the train and begun to launch an attack on the Imperial Guard Division guarding the Imperial Palace.

Although there were some officers and soldiers in the Imperial Guard Division who agreed with the Future Society's philosophy, more Imperial Guard officers and soldiers decided to fulfill the duties of the Imperial Guard Division and defend the Imperial Palace. The Revolutionary Army hadn't expected to persuade all Japanese soldiers, so after the artillery was transported to the designated positions, they launched the attack immediately.

In the firelight of the shells exploding on the street corner, sharp-eyed Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers saw several figures being blown away. At this time, no residents dared to walk around on the street. Those blown away were naturally the Imperial Guard officers and soldiers who had begun to set up defenses.

The Revolutionary Army showed no mercy. Before the battle, Future Society members in various units repeatedly emphasized to the officers and soldiers that if the battle in Tokyo could not be resolved as soon as possible, if it dragged on for two days, the Revolutionary Army would likely have to deal with a comprehensive civil war involving millions of people.

To minimize casualties, a quick victory was essential.
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The Imperial Palace in Kasumigaseki is located in Chiyoda Ward. Before 24:00 on the evening of the 25th, the Revolutionary Army had surrounded Chiyoda Ward and began attacking the Imperial Guard Division defending the Chiyoda area.

Besides the Inspector General of Military Training, who lived in Chiyoda and whose whereabouts were now unknown, the remaining two of the Three Chiefs of the Army—the Army Minister and the Chief of the General Staff—had already entered the Imperial Palace to guard the Emperor.

Vice Chief of the General Staff Nagata Tetsuzan stood on the rooftop of the Army Ministry building, with Okamura Yasuji standing beside him, listening together to the sounds of battle coming from all directions. The sound of guns and cannons, especially the location of the artillery fire, made Okamura clinch his fists involuntarily.

Four years ago, when they fought against the Northeast Army together in Korea, Okamura believed his tactical ability was not inferior to Ishiwara's. Now, just by listening to the positions of the gunfire, Okamura once again felt Ishiwara's familiar offensive style. Compared with the battle four years ago, Ishiwara's tactical ability was even better today.

Nagata also listened wordlessly to the gunfire in the battle. Both the attacking and defending sides around Chiyoda used a large amount of artillery, especially Ishiwara's troops on the offensive side, whose artillery quantity was almost double that of the Imperial Guard Division. Currently, both warring sides were using mainly 75mm artillery.

At this moment, Major General Obata Toshishirō ran to the roof, walked to Nagata and Okamura, and stood for a moment. Major General Obata Toshishirō then gritted his teeth and said hatefully, "Ishiwara is truly crazy! To actually use so much artillery! Exactly how many divisions are standing on Ishiwara's side?"

The question raised by Obata Toshishirō was also the problem Nagata was considering. The establishment of the Imperial Guard Division was naturally fixed. The number of artillery pieces in Ishiwara's hands was related to the number of divisions completely controlled by Ishiwara. Now there were officers and soldiers supporting Ishiwara in every division. These officers and soldiers could choose to leave their stations and go to Tokyo in the scale of platoons, companies, battalions, or even regiments. When coming to Tokyo, they could carry rifles and machine guns.

But to carry artillery, they needed to seize the division's armory. That is to say, how much artillery Ishiwara had meant how many divisions he completely controlled. So far, the number of artillery pieces had not shown a comprehensive overwhelming degree. In other words, Ishiwara's strength was not yet enough to crush the Imperial Guard Division.

That Ishiwara dared to launch an attack besieging the entire Chiyoda proved that his troop strength far exceeded that of the Imperial Guard Division. Now the possibility of escaping from Chiyoda was minimal. If Nagata and other current government personnel still wanted to be saved, they could only hope that the Imperial Guard Division could persist in fighting for two days. Once the battle time exceeded two days, other divisions loyal to the Emperor would come to Tokyo to rescue the Emperor. That was the only chance for Nagata and others to be saved.

Major General Obata Toshishirō was filled with fear and anger at this time. After muttering a few sentences to himself, seeing that neither Nagata nor Okamura answered, he felt somewhat bored. He could only light a cigarette and stand on the rooftop with Nagata and Okamura to observe the battle situation.

For military experts, the location, distance, and density of the gunfire outbursts all contained a large amount of intuitive combat information. Just relying on these, military experts could construct the scene of the engagement in their minds. So just listening and watching from afar, they felt no boredom at all.

Unknowingly, more than half an hour had passed. The once intense gunfire eased temporarily, and the three people upstairs couldn't help breathing a sigh of relief.

In the previous battle, Ishiwara's troops had a firm will to attack and fought without restraint. Facing such a fierce offensive, the Imperial Guard Division's defensive will was equally tenacious. Although forced to shrink the defense line, they still defended steadily.

If it went on like this, when the Imperial Guard Division's defense circle was small enough, its defensive intensity could be further improved. The possibility of the Imperial Guard Division defending itself for 48 hours completely existed.

Feeling a bit more settled, Obata Toshishirō remembered his purpose for coming up. Initially, Obata Toshishirō wanted to ask Okamura to intervene in commanding the Imperial Guard Division's defense. It was recognized in the Japanese Army that Nagata was number one in strategic ability and Okamura was number one in staff work. Although Ishiwara's strategic ability and staff work might not be worse compared to Nagata and Okamura, they definitely didn't surpass the two.

What made Ishiwara comparable to Nagata was his courage to go against the current when other Japanese troops were defeated. This courage, combined with his excellent ability, allowed Ishiwara, who was originally not valued, to gain an evaluation equal to Nagata in a short time.

So Obata Toshishirō hoped to invite Okamura to intervene in the Imperial Guard Division's defense. With an excellent staff officer like Okamura participating in the defense, plus the firm willpower Okamura displayed in the Sino-Japanese War, it would enhance the sense of security of those big shots in the Imperial Palace.

But both Nagata and Okamura continued to remain silent. Judging from their intentions, they were prepared to continue watching the battle. Obata Toshishirō couldn't find an opportunity and could only continue to wait.

A pause on the battlefield most often meant that the subsequent battle would be more intense; Obata Toshishirō naturally knew this. Sure enough, the exchange of fire weakened for less than half an hour before the sound of guns and cannons rang out violently again. Both sides' 75mm artillery were firing fiercely, trying to suppress and destroy the opponent's fire points.

A few minutes later, heavier artillery fire sounded from the direction of Ishiwara's troops. Nagata turned around without a word and walked towards the stairs going down. Okamura's fists clenched even tighter! If Okamura's fingernails hadn't been cut short, they would probably have pierced into the flesh of his palms by now.

Obata Toshishirō's eyes widened. Fear filled Obata Toshishirō's heart, so much so that he asked, muttering to himself, "Nagata used 150mm artillery; is he preparing to blast down the Imperial Palace as well?"

Okamura continued to listen to the artillery sound without a word. The main combat artillery on Ishiwara's side had changed from 75mm artillery to 150mm heavy artillery. The sounds of the Imperial Guard Division's 75mm artillery and 100mm artillery became fewer and fewer. From a combat perspective, this was inevitable. 75mm artillery moved relatively fast and could shoot and scoot. But no matter how it moved, as long as a 150mm shell landed within about 40 meters of a 75mm artillery piece, that artillery position was basically useless. Even if the 75mm artillery wasn't destroyed, the 75mm artillery crew would hardly survive.

In the Sino-Japanese War, Okamura had seen scenes of 150mm artillery bombardment countless times. What Obata Toshishirō said just now was right; Ishiwara meant to turn the Imperial Palace into scorched earth.

Thinking of this, Okamura found he wasn't surprised at all. Ishiwara was such a person. During the Sino-Japanese War, facing the situation of total defeat, when Ishiwara set foot on the road north to Pyongyang, Okamura couldn't feel a shred of fear in Ishiwara. As long as Ishiwara felt it was the correct strategy, even if there were mountains of corpses and seas of blood ahead, even if the battlefield ahead would claim Ishiwara's life, Ishiwara wouldn't waver in the slightest.

At this time, running footsteps came from behind. A thick layer of snow had accumulated on the top platform of the Army Ministry building, making a crunching sound under the visitor's feet. The visitor stood behind Okamura and said loudly, "Reporting to Excellency Okamura, Excellency Nagata asks you to go down and see him."

Okamura didn't answer, nor did he care about Obata Toshishirō beside him, turning around and walking towards the stairway on his own. The battle wasn't over yet, but the result of the battle held no surprises; there was no point in watching any longer.

Arriving at the Army Minister's office downstairs, Nagata was already sitting inside. Seeing Okamura come in, Nagata said calmly, "Okamura-kun, please take the others to the Imperial Palace to guard the Emperor together with the Imperial Guard. Go now."

Okamura couldn't quite understand what point there was in Nagata staying alone in the Army Ministry building. Did he want to rely on this building to organize a defense?

If Ishiwara used 75mm artillery, this sturdy reinforced concrete building indeed had defensive value. Now that Ishiwara was even using 150mm artillery, under close-range bombardment by 150mm artillery, the time the Army Ministry building and all such buildings outside Sakuradamon combined could delay was only a few hours. The time for Ishiwara's troops to breach the Imperial Palace wouldn't exceed 48 hours.

So Okamura asked straightforwardly, "Nagata-kun, I think we should go guard the Emperor together."

Nagata shook his head. "Okamura-kun, Ishiwara-kun might spare you, but he will absolutely not spare me. As a soldier, I don't want to kneel on the ground and have my head chopped off. So I want to stay here."

Okamura only felt the muscles on his face twitch uncontrollably, so much so that the corners of his mouth were twitching. Nagata was right; Nagata was Ishiwara's political enemy, so Ishiwara could absolutely not spare Nagata. Even if Nagata surrendered, he couldn't survive.

At this time, the roar of 150mm artillery in the distance became more intense, and the floor of the Army Ministry building was trembling slightly. The vibration made Okamura make up his mind immediately. He raised his hand to salute Nagata, "Nagata-kun, this subordinate is going to defend the Emperor!"

After speaking, Okamura walked out of the Army Minister's office without looking back.

Watching Okamura's back disappear outside the door, Nagata stood up slowly and closed the door of the Army Minister's office. Looking at the chair behind the desk, a ridiculous feeling arose in Nagata's heart. If he hadn't suffered blows from He Rui, in at most five years, Nagata would have sat in this position. There was even a chance to go further and become Prime Minister after finishing his term as Army Minister. But everything was over; Nagata's ideals were completely shattered under He Rui's overwhelming ability.

Thinking of this, Nagata walked to the Army Minister's seat and sat down. Since it was over, Nagata prepared to end his life here.

The sound of artillery outside gradually paused. It seemed Ishiwara's troops had destroyed the Imperial Guard Division's defense line with heavy artillery and began to break through comprehensively, approaching the Imperial Palace.

Various footsteps sounded in the corridor. Some officers shouted for people to defend the Army building. Some officers shouted loudly for the officers of the Army Ministry to hurry into the Imperial Palace; if late, they wouldn't be able to get in.

Nagata smoked a cigarette, completely ignoring these sounds. The shouts and footsteps gradually left. From beginning to end, the people in the Army Ministry knew the Army Minister and others had already entered the Imperial Palace one step ahead, and absolutely no one came to the Army Minister's office.

After a while longer, the human voices on the street also gradually quieted down. Just when Nagata thought another battle was needed, he heard shouts with a Kansai accent coming from the street, "Army brothers, we are the Revolutionary Army. Gentlemen, you have been surrounded. No matter how bravely you fight next, you cannot reverse the battle situation. You have already failed!"

Nagata hadn't expected this guy persuading surrender to be quite knowledgeable, actually describing the reality quite elegantly. Standing up, Nagata walked to the window and pushed it open.

He saw a person holding a torch standing in the middle of the street, shouting at the Army Ministry building. In the dark night, the person holding the torch became the brightest spot on the street. Being all alone, amidst the nearby buildings, that Revolutionary Army man looked very small.

And this person, holding a Chinese-made or Japanese-imitated electric megaphone, continued to shout at the Army Ministry building, "Gentlemen, our Revolutionary Army fights for the entire Japanese nation. The Japanese nation includes your families, and also includes you. After the revolution succeeds, everyone can eat white rice, have jobs, and won't have to worry about being dragged abroad to fight wars, let alone selling sons and daughters. It was to let the Japanese people live such a life that we launched the revolution! Gentlemen, you have exhausted your loyalty; this is your glory. But now, please lay down your weapons honorably. The battle is over!"

Nagata hoped very much that someone could shoot this person dead at this moment, but after waiting for a good while, no one fired. Now Nagata remembered that most of those officers had retreated into the Imperial Palace, and the troops left outside to defend were combat officers and soldiers of the Imperial Guard Division.

Before long, several flashlight beams lit up. Some soldiers walked out of several buildings. They walked to the Revolutionary Army soldier holding the torch high and talked with him.

Not long after, some officers and soldiers walked out of various buildings. Several teams of officers and soldiers also came from the direction of Ishiwara's troops' attack and conducted a handover with those defending troops.

Nagata could feel that someone in the Ishiwara troops below was already looking at him standing by the window, only no one fired for the time being. Nagata closed the window and sat back in the Army Minister's seat. The Army Minister was undoubtedly the highest position in the Army. Nagata regretted somewhat that if he could have sat in this position earlier and truly grasped power, the situation should have been vastly different.

Thinking of these things, he heard rapid footsteps of many people in the corridor. Soon, the footsteps stopped outside the door. The handle turned, and the door was pushed open violently. But Ishiwara's troops outside didn't rush in; instead, they immediately dodged to the side.

Then, a light flashed, making Nagata squint his eyes slightly. That should be a small mirror clipped to the head of a rifle, used to observe the situation inside the room. The Northeast Army used them extensively for trench observation during the Sino-Japanese War, and the Japanese Army learned these too.

Confirming there was only Nagata in the room, the soldiers outside rushed in quickly. Someone aimed a gun at Nagata, while others quickly checked various places. After confirming there was only Nagata, many soldiers withdrew, leaving only four aiming their guns at Nagata. Before long, someone strode in. Nagata looked up and saw it was actually an acquaintance, Aizawa Saburō.

Originally, Nagata and Aizawa Saburō had no personal relationship, only knowing each other. But a few months ago, after Nagata left Saionji's house, he encountered 'Heaven's Punishment' by lawless Ronin on the road, and it was Aizawa Saburō who saved Nagata. Since then, the two considered having some personal friendship.

Aizawa Saburō entered the room and saluted Nagata sitting in the Army Minister's seat. "Excellency Nagata, good evening."

Nagata just nodded. He heard Aizawa Saburō continue to ask, "Excellency Nagata, are you ready?"

Nagata wanted to say he was ready, but when it came to life and death, he couldn't say this sentence. This made Nagata suddenly feel a burst of shame; as a Lieutenant General of the Great Japanese Empire, he was actually too scared to speak when facing death. This was truly a disgrace!

But a moment later, a strong desire to live surged in his chest. Dying bravely was indeed glorious, but if he could live, glorious death seemed to have little attraction.

Just as Nagata's heart was shaken by life and death, he heard Aizawa Saburō say, "Excellency, Sayonara."

Two soldiers stepped out from behind Aizawa Saburō, aiming submachine guns at Nagata's chest and began to strafe. Countless hot things poured into Nagata's chest; Nagata only felt a strong impact at first. At this moment, a thought popped up: perhaps he should have entered the Imperial Palace with Okamura.

But after being strafed by dozens of bullets, Nagata's cardiovascular system ruptured comprehensively within seconds, and his brain lost blood supply, making his vision go black quickly. In less than ten seconds, Lieutenant General Nagata Tetsuzan, the number one strategist of the Japanese Army, died by execution.

Aizawa Saburō let out a long breath. He never thought he would have saved Nagata, nor did he expect Nagata would eventually die by his hand. This marvelous intersection of fate gave Aizawa Saburō some emotion for the first time tonight.

But Aizawa Saburō quickly pulled himself back to reality. The Imperial Guard Division's defense had already disintegrated and ended under the 150mm heavy artillery bombardment. At this time, the last fortress of old Japan was only the Imperial Palace. The Future Society had long determined that the Imperial Palace must be taken completely, and all actions preventing the revolution must be crushed! Even if it meant turning the Imperial Palace into ashes, they would not hesitate!

Just as he wanted to turn and leave, Aizawa Saburō saw Nagata's corpse move a little. It wasn't that Nagata had reanimated, but under gravity, the head of Nagata's corpse drooped down. Just looking at the posture, ignoring the blood gushing from his chest, Nagata seemed to have fallen asleep sitting in the chair with his head down. But Nagata's military cap fell due to the vibration.

Aizawa Saburō felt this made Nagata's corpse look unappealing, so he stepped forward a few steps, picked up the military cap that had fallen on the ground, and put it on Nagata. He ordered the comrades beside him, "Let him be like this." Then he strode out of the Army Ministry building.

The Army Ministry building was just outside Sakuradamon. At this time, lights were blacked out inside the Imperial Palace. Looking from the street, the tall Sakuradamon close before their eyes stood like a monster in the snowy night, giving people outside Sakuradamon a strong sense of oppression.

Thinking that as long as they conquered Sakuradamon and the Imperial Palace it belonged to next, the first stage of the revolution would be victorious. The flame in Aizawa Saburō's heart, which had temporarily subsided due to the execution of Nagata Tetsuzan, burned fiercely again. Holding the military sword at his waist, he shouted loudly to his comrades, "Gentlemen! The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!"

"The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!"

"The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!"

Outside Sakuradamon, the Revolutionary Army soldiers all raised their arms and shouted. On top of Sakuradamon, Okamura, who had been urgently assigned here, only felt uncomfortable as if his heart was being gripped by a hand. But apart from waiting for the final fate to descend, Okamura had absolutely no other way.
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"Second Lieutenant Puyi! Lead your platoon to Point 5 immediately and report to Major Kurita."

"Yes!" After answering, Second Lieutenant Puyi immediately signaled his troops to head straight for the designated position. As a probationary officer from the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, Puyi's obedience to orders was now almost conditioned reflex. But leading his platoon straight to the destination, a sense of absurdity arose in Puyi's heart again.

When he was studying at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, the Japanese government hid Puyi's identity. The Osaka Division where Puyi interned only knew that Puyi was a Chinese international student. The Future Society believed that since he was a Chinese international student, he belonged to the forces that could be united. They were completely unaware that among Puyi's purposes for studying in Japan, a considerable part of his emotion was wanting to overthrow the He Rui regime.

Point 5 was located near the middle of the left wing of the Japanese Revolutionary Army attacking Sakuradamon. Seeing Puyi arrive with his team, Major Kurita arranged Puyi in the second echelon of infantry. If the first echelon suffered heavy losses in the attack, Puyi's platoon in the second echelon would have to take over from the first echelon and launch an attack on the defenders on the Sakuradamon wall.

Seeing his troops were in place, Major Kurita shouted to his subordinates, 'The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!'

'The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!' Puyi raised his arm and shouted along with the Japanese comrades beside him, feeling a mixture of emotions in his heart. After completing his campus studies at the Academy, Puyi was assigned to the Osaka Division for internship. Since the entire Osaka Division chose to join Ishiwara's camp, the purge within the Osaka Division proceeded very smoothly.

Puyi himself had rich life experience. A young man in his twenties had his own backbone; Puyi didn't want to request security protection from the He Rui government. In order not to be killed by those angry soldiers intending to overthrow the current government, Puyi had to state 'I am willing to participate in the revolution'. Because of Puyi's identity as a Chinese cadet, he naturally became a member of the Revolutionary Army.

Before Puyi could find time to escape, the Osaka Division set off for Tokyo as a formed unit, and Puyi didn't even have a chance to escape along the way. Thus, the forced-to-abdicate former Emperor of China participated in the military action to overthrow the Japanese regime as a member of the Japanese Revolutionary Army.

Commanding troops in combat required high concentration. Since the battle began, Puyi actually forgot to escape. It wasn't until he led the troops to the front of Sakuradamon that Puyi had time to consider his position.

As an international student and probationary second lieutenant, Puyi indeed saw the miserable current situation in Japan. Destitute, without clothes or food, starving to death on the streets, selling sons and daughters, hanging themselves. Even officers who seemingly had security were miserable; going to buy sex, one actually encountered his younger sister who had been sold into a brothel. The officer, suffering from intense stimulation, committed suicide after returning to the barracks.

As a fairly educated youth, the content of the "Outline for Japan's Future Reformation" proposed by the Future Society was not difficult for Puyi to understand. These young Japanese soldiers who accepted the "Outline for Japan's Future Reformation" believed that as long as they took the He Rui regime as a teacher, Japan could also obtain the same liberation.

As a person who had been an Emperor, as a person who was driven off the stage by the Xinhai Revolution and then driven out of the Imperial Palace by He Rui, Puyi was very resistant to subjects attacking the imperial court and the imperial family. Puyi always believed that the Qing court genuinely didn't want the country to reach such a terrible state, so the Qing court being overthrown was actually quite unjust.

Personally participating in this Japanese revolution, Puyi suddenly understood. No matter what the imperial court said, the court always made the people bear the responsibility and results. Compared with the pain endured by the people, the court's pain was not worth mentioning in terms of quality or quantity.

When the people figured out that the current regime was the source of their pain and threat of death, all the people's thoughts naturally condensed into one sentence: 'The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!'

Although he held a grudge about losing his throne, Puyi was quite interested in the destruction of the Japanese Imperial Family. In a sense, if the First Sino-Japanese War hadn't occurred, Puyi might very likely still be his Emperor now. Even if he couldn't kill the Japanese Emperor with his own hands, witnessing the Japanese Emperor being overthrown with his own eyes made Puyi willing to witness this scene as a frontline officer of the Japanese Revolutionary Army.

At this time, searchlights suddenly lit up above Sakuradamon. The officers and soldiers of the Japanese Revolutionary Army outside the Imperial Palace immediately began to take cover instinctively. The Imperial Palace Guard officers and soldiers on top of the wall did not take this opportunity to launch an attack; the searchlights only illuminated the road in front of Sakuradamon. Someone on Sakuradamon shouted down with a megaphone, "People below, do you know that you have disturbed the Emperor?"

Hearing just this sentence, Puyi couldn't help being stunned; emotions mixed with disdain and emotion arose spontaneously. Imperial power of course had to be able to bend and stretch; otherwise, the Chinese Emperor would have no reason to issue a penitential decree. But this stalling tactic by the person on Sakuradamon was too clumsy.

Immediately, he heard the person on Sakuradamon continue to shout, "If you have any requests, you can send representatives to appeal. If what you say makes sense, the Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal will also convey it to His Majesty the Emperor, asking His Majesty to summon your representatives for an audience. Acting wantonly like this, if the citizens knew, they would certainly think you are coercing the Emperor, not acting for the country!"

Puyi felt these words were truly uninteresting. The Manchus had more finesse in these aspects than Japan, but was it useful in the end?

However, Puyi also saw that quite a few people among the surrounding officers and soldiers indeed seemed to be moved, and the previous momentum of forging ahead sharply was weakened a lot. He couldn't help being surprised; was the pressure of the Japanese Imperial Family, which had continued for more than two thousand years, so effective?

However, a moment later, an officer shouted loudly, "Future Society comrades in each unit, explain to your unit!"

The company Puyi was in quickly gathered its platoons. Future Society members within the company ran to everyone and asked loudly, "Does everyone still remember the Sakuradamon Incident?"

As soon as this was said, Puyi's heart shivered. For China, the Sakuradamon Incident was similar to the Gongche Shangshu movement. A group of university students loyal to the Japanese Imperial Family came to kneel and beg the Emperor, but it was useless; the students were instead killed and wounded by unidentified men in black. Since the Future Society member mentioned this, Puyi understood that the Future Society was fully prepared.

However, the officers and soldiers in the Japanese Revolutionary Army didn't have Puyi's experience. Hearing about the Sakuradamon Incident, they were all stunned. The Future Society member continued to ask loudly, "University students knelt and begged for several hours, but there was no reaction from inside the Palace. We are just commoners; coming this time, why would the Palace send the Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal out to talk?"

The officers and soldiers held their breath. They actually had thoughts too, but didn't dare to say them at this moment. The Future Society cadre decisively pointed out the reason, "Because we fought our way here with weapons in hand! Those people know that students can be blocked and can be killed. But we cannot be blocked, cannot be killed! If you really want to hear the Emperor's views, comrades, please continue to fight, breach Sakuradamon, and kill your way into the Imperial Palace. At that time, no one can stop us from asking the Emperor the question! That question is, who is to be responsible for the current situation!"

Puyi sighed slightly in his heart. Li Zicheng's army asked this question before arriving at the Imperial Palace, and Chongzhen hanged himself on Coal Hill. Yuan Shikai and others asked this question to the Manchu Imperial Family, and the Manchu Imperial Family announced abdication. Looking at Japan through Chinese history, once the Japanese Revolutionary Army arrived before the Japanese Emperor and asked this question, the Japanese Imperial Family would have a similar result.

Hearing the question raised by the Future Society cadres, the original intention of participating in this revolution immediately overwhelmed the habit of viewing the Japanese Emperor as a living god. Someone immediately shouted, "The enemy is inside Sakuradamon!" Other officers and soldiers shouted along with him, and the slightly affected morale condensed again.

At this time, the 150mm heavy artillery had arrived. The Revolutionary Army artillery commander didn't delay at all and ordered immediately, "Fire!"

The barrier in front of Sakuradamon was built of sandbags. In an instant, under the bombardment of 150mm heavy artillery, it turned into powder along with the Imperial Guards inside the barrier. The 150mm cannon immediately adjusted its muzzle and began to bombard the wall beside Sakuradamon.

The Lord Keeper of the Privy Seal on the wall thought his shouting just now had worked. As the shell hit the wall, the Lord Keeper felt as if he was standing on the back of a galloping wild horse; the wall under his feet vibrated violently. Unsteady on his feet, the Lord Keeper fell directly on the top of the wall. Although the 150mm shell failed to shatter the wall immediately, the shockwave generated by the impact of the shell and the wall passed into the bodies of the officers and soldiers on the wall through the material medium. The wave energy impacted the muscles and internal organs of everyone on the wall. Some soldiers fell to the ground because their muscles went limp. Officers and soldiers with weaker internal organs were even shaken until they vomited blood.

At least half of the officers and soldiers felt their heads buzzing. Before they could recover, 150mm shells continuously impacted the wall of Sakuradamon like meteors. The Lord Keeper wanted to stand up, but his limbs felt as if they had been electrocuted; waves of numbness made him very weak. Finally, the Lord Keeper felt a sweetness in his throat, and fresh blood spurted out onto the cracking ground of the wall.

Okamura, having experienced hundreds of battles, felt something was wrong and began to flee from the wall top. Although the ground of the square behind Sakuradamon was also trembling, compared with the impact felt on the wall top, it was not in the same magnitude at all. Okamura dared not stay any longer and ran quickly towards the inner courtyard of the Imperial Palace. He had to bring news to the high officials in the inner courtyard; before long, they would have to face the ferocious Revolutionary Army personally.

The main gate of Sakuradamon was very thick and heavy, but facing 150mm artillery shells, it was like rotten wood. It completely shattered after being hit directly by just two high-explosive shells. The Revolutionary Army of the first echelon had already charged up shouting. Every officer and soldier had fixed bayonets on their rifles. From the moment they stepped out to charge, they knew they were about to face cruel hand-to-hand combat.

The Imperial Palace Guard also knew that their numbers could absolutely not stop tens of thousands of enemy troops, but they still shouted the slogan 'Long Live the Emperor, Banzai' and set up the last line of defense on the road from Sakuradamon to the inner courtyard of the Imperial Palace.

In the past few decades, the Imperial Palace Guard had always been told that they were the last line of defense. As long as one of them was still alive, the enemy could not rush to the Emperor. For this reason, the Imperial Palace Guard had the strictest discipline and enjoyed treatment far higher than other Army officers and soldiers. These Imperial Palace Guard officers and soldiers didn't want to die, but at this moment they didn't know what choice they had other than to fight.

Roars and screams resounded through the passage. Many Imperial Palace Guard officers and soldiers, even if stabbed by the bayonets of Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers, would plunge their bayonets into the opponent's chest before dying. But compared with the Revolutionary Army, the number of Imperial Palace Guards was too small. A moment later, the Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers had killed all the Imperial Guards blocking the passage, and they rushed straight to the next gate like a flood.

The gate leading to the inner courtyard was tightly closed. Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers blew open the gate with explosive packs and rushed into the next courtyard. There was another batch of Imperial Palace Guards in the courtyard. The fierce battle ended within 15 minutes. Stepping over the corpses all over the ground, the Revolutionary Army rushed to the third gate. As the explosion sounded, the gate collapsed with a crash.

Unlike the previous passages and courtyards, many electric lights in this courtyard were on. Under the illumination of the lights, quite a few people stood in front of an exquisite main hall. These people had no rifles or weapons in their hands. They just stood there, as if trying to block the flood composed of Japanese Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers with their flesh and blood.

This scene made the Japanese Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers, who had been fighting bravely, feel somewhat unadapted. Since the other side had no intention of using force, the Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers didn't launch a slaughter immediately either, but gathered at a distance of a dozen meters from the other side.

At this time, Second Lieutenant Puyi also rushed in with the second echelon troops. He saw the chests and shoulders of those people in front of the main hall; various medals and rank insignias shone under the lights. These medals and rank insignias were displaying their identities as either generals or high officials.

A man walked out from among these high officials at this time. He shouted loudly, "I am Army Minister Shirakawa Yoshinori! You came here; isn't it to state your request to the Emperor? If you go any further, you will disturb the Sacred Palanquin (the Emperor)!"

Second Lieutenant Puyi's heart was beating fiercely after such a run. Shirakawa Yoshinori's words sounded only ridiculous to Puyi, whose blood was boiling. The Revolutionary Army killed so many people and rushed here precisely to disturb the Japanese Emperor. Shirakawa Yoshinori dared to make such noise at this time; he should just be shot dead.

But the Japanese soldiers stopped amidst such shouts. The hearts of the officers and soldiers were once again restricted by traditions of more than two thousand years, and for a moment they didn't know what to do.

At this time, an angry shout came from the entrance: "Comrades, arrest these national traitors!"

Hearing the two words 'national traitors', the Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers immediately regained their vitality. Everyone shouted and rushed up, two holding down one, and in a moment controlled the civil and military high officials and took them aside.

Okamura was one of them. He didn't resist, nor did he curse like other high officials. With the situation at this point, Okamura placed all expectations on Ishiwara. Okamura believed Ishiwara just wanted to seize power completely, putting the Emperor under house arrest and monopolizing power. Now Nagata should be dead, and many high officials would also die. But Ishiwara didn't need to kill all high officials. Even if just to buy horse bones with a thousand gold (to show value for talent), keeping a person like Okamura would be of great benefit for Ishiwara to grasp power.

At this time, an old man wearing a gorgeous uniform walked out of the main hall. He seemed not to see those captured high officials in front of him, only stopping at the entrance of the main hall. Two men wearing court dress followed behind him. Generally speaking, nobles wearing court dress rarely appeared in front of ordinary people. Two appearing at once at this time proved that inside the main hall were the Emperor and members of the Imperial Family.

The old man said loudly, "I am Saionji Kinmochi. Please ask Lieutenant General Ishiwara to come see me."

Hearing Saionji Kinmochi's name, the officers and soldiers finally stopped their actions. Compared with those notorious Meiji meritorious officials, Saionji Kinmochi's reputation was much better. The Japanese public and officers and soldiers knew that Saionji Kinmochi advocated democratic constitutionalism and was not of the same ilk as other powerful elites.

All officers stepped forward and saluted, "Excellency Saionji, please step aside. We want to go in."

Saionji remained immovable and answered politely, "If you want to go in, either let Lieutenant General Ishiwara come to see me, or step over my corpse."

After speaking, Saionji drew a pistol, showing absolutely no intention of stepping aside.

Tonight, the Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers had already killed too many braver enemies. Compared with those enemies, the 70-something old man Saionji, even holding a pistol, posed absolutely no threat in the eyes of the young Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers.

But out of respect, the officers and soldiers only surrounded the main hall but didn't rush in. A moment later, a small squad of people passed through the ranks of the Revolutionary Army officers and soldiers and walked up to Saionji. The leading Ishiwara raised his hand to salute Saionji, "Excellency, I am here. I demand to enter the main hall!"
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In the once majestic and sacred inner courtyard of the Imperial Palace, on one side were many ministers tied up securely, and on the other were revolutionary officers and soldiers loaded with live ammunition. Two noble Lord Keepers of the Privy Seal, flustered inside but pretending to be calm, blocked the entrance to the main hall together with himself. This scene gave Saionji Kinmochi a familiar feeling, as if it had appeared in a dream sometime.

It wasn't until Ishiwara walked calmly from the passage cleared by the revolutionary officers and soldiers to stand in front of him that Saionji Kinmochi was completely sure that this was not a dream, but a reality happening for the first time.

After Ishiwara saluted Saionji, he said frankly, "Excellency, I am here. I demand to enter the main hall!"

A complex emotion surged in Saionji's chest, making him stop speaking just as he was about to. Confronting Ishiwara silently, Saionji finally spoke, "Ishiwara-kun, you won. Now you can decide Japan's future and can submit your expected governing strategy to His Majesty the Emperor at any time. So, let's stop here, okay? Withdraw from the Imperial Palace with your troops; His Majesty will summon you soon and promulgate an edict."

He thought Ishiwara would think about it, but Saionji immediately heard Ishiwara's reply, "Excellency, only by pushing Japan onto the path of revolution will Japan have a future. If I stop at my personal victory, Japan will have no future. And I will also become a traitor to the revolution. So please step aside, Excellency; let us complete the final step of the revolution."

Ishiwara's tone was calm and unhurried, with no intention of compromise. Saionji stared at Ishiwara and couldn't see the slightest wavering in him. Joy and sorrow surged in Saionji's chest again; Saionji understood that his final moment had arrived.

Taking a breath, Saionji answered, "Ishiwara-kun, I can never let you enter the Emperor's bedchamber."

Saying this, Saionji raised his pistol and aimed at Ishiwara, preparing to pull the trigger. The moment before the 70-something-year-old man pulled the trigger, the guard beside Ishiwara had already flashed in front of Ishiwara and fired at Saionji first. Saionji's body seemed to be hammered successively; after shaking a few times, he fell backward.

The revolutionary officers and soldiers and the captured high officials were all stunned. A moment later, angry exclamations and curses came from the high officials. The revolutionary officers and soldiers hadn't expected the respected Saionji Kinmochi to die in front of everyone like this, and for a moment were somewhat at a loss. However, Ishiwara's violent shout instantly suppressed other voices, "Ando, take the troops in. Kill anyone who resists without mercy. Saito, make those national traitors shut up! Aizawa, notify all field officers to come to the palace gate!"

"Yes!", "Understood!", "Yes!"

The three Future Society key members whose names were called answered immediately and sprang into action. In the inner courtyard of the Imperial Palace, Puyi saw a squad of Japanese soldiers gripping rifles with fixed bayonets rushing into the palace main hall. Another officer took a rifle, walked among the high officials, raised the rifle, and smashed it down.

Although the revolutionary officers and soldiers guarding the high officials in the inner courtyard respected Saionji Kinmochi very much, they showed no mercy to those national traitor high officials, either picking up weapons or directly punching and kicking them. In an instant, the high officials wailed. Before long, the cursing and wailing stopped. It could be seen that this group of high officials chose to suffer less physical pain in the face of pure violence.

Is this a revolution? Puyi had mixed feelings in his heart. He once thought that if the Qing court hadn't surrendered, they might have been able to hold on for a while longer, and during this time, the situation might have turned around. Seeing everything happening with his own eyes, Puyi understood why the Qing court surrendered back then. If they hadn't surrendered, everything happening before his eyes would have happened inside the Forbidden City in the capital. Moreover, Japan was a powerful country, only driven into a desperate situation strategically, far from the loss of sovereignty and national humiliation of the Qing Dynasty. If a revolution broke out in the Qing Dynasty, the end of the Qing nobles would only be more miserable.

At this time, Ishiwara walked up the stairs, knelt on one knee in front of Saionji Kinmochi's corpse, and pulled the revolver from the old man's hand. Standing up, Ishiwara opened the cylinder; it was empty, without a single bullet. Ishiwara sighed slightly, unable to say anything.

Saionji Kinmochi had various opportunities not to die, but the old man chose loyalty and righteousness belonging to him personally. And those who deserved to die were all trying hard to live, and witnessed the old man die with their own eyes.

At this time, gunshots, shouts of battle, and screams of the dying came intermittently from the bedchamber. But the battle was not fierce; there should be very few resistors. This made Ishiwara feel even more emotional; so-called loyalty was just this kind of thing. The only motivation for those high officials to gather together was the power to prey on the people. When this power was destined to collapse, those who shouted loyalty every day would not choose to martyr themselves for their way but would try their best to choose to survive.

Before long, Ando walked quickly out of the bedchamber. He was breathing rapidly, visibly very excited. When standing at attention and saluting Ishiwara, Ando's body couldn't help trembling slightly. He shouted loudly, "Reporting to Excellency, the battle has ended. The inside of the Imperial Palace has been completely controlled by us!"

Ando's voice was loud enough, and he was facing the direction of the group of revolutionary officers and soldiers in the inner courtyard. Puyi and other officers and soldiers heard Ando's report. Puyi only felt his heart seemed to be gripped tightly by something, yet beat fiercely. This impulse made Puyi feel confused, actually somewhat muddled. However, a thought flashed abnormally clearly in his mind. The Imperial Guard Division annihilated, high officials captured, the Emperor also controlled—the revolution succeeded?!

Puyi felt the revolutionary officers and soldiers around him were stunned in place, unbelieving like him. Just then, Ishiwara ordered loudly, "The revolution has not fully succeeded yet. Ando, take the Emperor and his family to outside Sakuradamon."

"Yes!" Ando answered loudly.

Puyi couldn't help shuddering. Vaguely, Puyi understood something, but he dared not touch that thought. Because that thought was too terrifying; let alone thinking it through, even thinking in that direction made Puyi lose the courage to think.

In less than an hour, Aizawa Saburō had led the vast majority of field officers to Sakuradamon. Although the battle to attack Tokyo was fierce, the enemy only had this much strength in Tokyo. After being wiped out, there were no other special threats in Tokyo. So not only the generals and field officers came, but the Future Society key members, mainly junior and middle-ranking officers, also came outside Sakuradamon.

At this time, a simple platform had been erected outside Sakuradamon. Below the platform, those high officials were brought out and made to kneel in front of the platform. Searchlights lit up on the dilapidated Sakuradamon wall, beams of light gathering on the platform. Thousands of people surrounding the platform clearly saw Ishiwara walking up the platform along a ramp made of wooden boards.

Several soldiers carried two trays onto the platform. These things were used to carry the Emperor during festivals or ministers during sacrifices. There were two bound people on them. Seeing these two people, Okamura's breathing couldn't help but stop. The revolutionary officers and soldiers might not recognize these two, but Okamura recognized them; they were the current Emperor Taisho and the Regent Crown Prince Hirohito.

Ishiwara on the stage knew his physical fitness was very average, and he didn't have the ability to chop off the heads of the Emperor and his son with a sword. If he let kendo instructor Aizawa Saburō perform Kaishaku (beheading) for the Emperor and his son, he could certainly chop off their heads cleanly. But politically, this would weaken the resentment condensed by Ishiwara executing the Emperor and his son. If Ishiwara couldn't condense the resentment of the citizens, he couldn't condense the expectations of the citizens.

So, Ishiwara held a submachine gun in his right hand and took the microphone with his left hand, shouting loudly to the officers and soldiers below the stage, "Comrades of the Revolutionary Army, the person on the left is the current Emperor Taisho, and the person on the right is the current Crown Prince Hirohito."

Many of the officers and soldiers below the stage had seen Taisho and Hirohito from afar, but more officers and soldiers didn't even have this opportunity. Seeing Ishiwara standing behind the two with a submachine gun in one hand, their soldier's intuition made them sigh aloud. The sighs of thousands of people converged into a gale-like movement sweeping across the open space in front of Sakuradamon.

Ishiwara felt the pressure from the officers and soldiers. Maintaining an upright posture, he shouted to the officers and soldiers, "Some say the Emperor is in the Imperial Palace and knows nothing. This is not true. Everyone has entered the Imperial Palace; can just this little distance block the news? This is impossible!

Some say it is the Cabinet and the high officials who betrayed the citizens. If these Cabinet members and high officials did not have the permission of the Emperor and the Crown Prince, it would be absolutely impossible for them to obtain power and status. In the newspapers, which Cabinet change was not approved by the Emperor?

Therefore, the Emperor and the Crown Prince, like those national traitor high officials, are responsible for Japan's current pain and despair. Our revolution is to let Japanese citizens have a beautiful future. Then the first step is to make these national traitor high officials take responsibility! If they don't have to take responsibility, doesn't it mean that all pain is the responsibility of the citizens?

Therefore, today, I, Ishiwara Kanji, will become a regicide! If the Emperor does not die, if the Emperor system is not overthrown, Japan has no future!"

Taisho was already seriously ill at this time. Although he wanted to refute a few words, his weak body and the binding he had never experienced made Taisho's mind groggy, unable to make a sound.

Hirohito was 26 years old this year and very healthy. When he was carried out bound, the huge sense of shame made Hirohito speechless. Hearing that Ishiwara was actually going to do it for real, under shock, Hirohito disregarded the ugly state of being bound, raised his head, and rebuked angrily, "Ishiwara, you are committing treason!"

Ishiwara wasn't scared by these words at all; instead, he felt Hirohito was unexpectedly cooperative. If Hirohito didn't ask this, Ishiwara speaking alone would seem to lack persuasiveness.

Holding the microphone, Ishiwara said loudly, "Just now, the Crown Prince asked me if I was committing treason. I want to answer his question. I, Ishiwara Kanji, want to overthrow Japan's imperial system and establish a Japanese Republic owned by Japanese citizens! From this perspective, I, Ishiwara, am not committing treason! If I, Ishiwara, overthrew the current government and formed another imperial government, that would be called treason. Comrades of the Revolutionary Army, I, Ishiwara, will become a regicide, but I, Ishiwara, will absolutely not become a traitor.

I announce here, if I, Ishiwara Kanji, become a traitor, the whole world can execute me!"

Hearing this, the revolutionary officers and soldiers were speechless. Those Future Society members who already knew Ishiwara's purpose were waiting to see if Ishiwara really dared to commit regicide. Many of those officers and soldiers willing to revolt didn't know Ishiwara actually wanted to completely overthrow the Japanese imperial system and establish a republic. These officers and soldiers were either shocked by Ishiwara's courage or delighted that Ishiwara didn't plan to establish an old system.

No matter what these people were thinking, everyone's eyes were fixed on Ishiwara. They saw Ishiwara throw down the microphone, raise the submachine gun, and start strafing Hirohito's back. Da da da da..., a whole clip of bullets hit Hirohito's back, smashing his entire back to pieces. Prostrate on the table in a kneeling posture, his forehead touching the table surface, he died on the spot.

Ishiwara pulled out the magazine and replaced it with a new one. At this time, the high officials below the stage began to wail like ghosts and howl like wolves. Ishiwara bent down to pick up the microphone and said loudly, "High officials, you always demand citizens to be loyal to the Emperor. Now, it's time for you to be loyal. When the Emperor returns to heaven later, please commit seppuku one by one to fulfill the loyalty and righteousness you usually talk about."

After speaking, Ishiwara threw down the microphone again, walked behind Taisho who was too weak to speak, and pulled the trigger.

Another burst of da da da da shooting. The high officials didn't say a word this time. They understood now that Ishiwara really wanted to completely destroy Japan's imperial system. The Emperor and his son were executed; next, it would be the turn of the 'pillars of the Empire', the high officials.

The bullets were quickly used up. Ishiwara threw down the submachine gun, picked up the microphone, and shouted, "Gentlemen, today I have executed the Emperor. The revolution does not end here, but has just begun. Gentlemen, Great Japanese Citizens... Banzai!"

Below the stage was as quiet as death. Whether high officials or revolutionary officers and soldiers, they were speechless under the strong impact. Emperors had been killed quite a few times in Japanese history, and imprisonment of Emperors happened even more often. But Ishiwara Kanji was the first to kill the Emperor with the goal of establishing a republic. Witnessing Ishiwara really execute the Emperor and his son with their own eyes, the Japanese officers and soldiers were rendered speechless by something for a moment.

Puyi below the stage felt his hair stand on end at this time, completely understanding what he had dodged. It turned out that the history books' records of the ruler of a fallen country dying without dignity were actually true. And in history, revolutions that executed the ruler of a fallen country never failed to succeed.

Thinking that he had dodged such a fate, Puyi only felt intense fear. A thought popped up immediately: what if his identity was known by these Japanese Revolutionary Army soldiers who dared to kill even the Emperor...

Under such intense fear, Puyi suddenly shouted loudly. In the silence, Puyi shouted with a sharp tone that almost broke, "Japan Revolution Banzai! Great Japanese Citizens Banzai!"

Originally, Puyi thought others would shout, so he had to shout too; only in this way could he avoid being noticed. Unexpectedly, only Puyi shouted alone on the square. Seeing that people around him didn't shout along, Puyi subconsciously shouted loudly again, "Japan Revolution Banzai! Great Japanese Citizens Banzai!"

After shouting this time, the unease in his heart subsided a little. Puyi discovered he was actually the only one echoing Ishiwara Kanji, which made Puyi panic even more. A moment later, Aizawa Saburō shouted with a deep voice, "Revolution Banzai!"

Future Society members also knew there was no retreat, so they followed and shouted, "Revolution Banzai! Great Japanese Citizens Banzai!"

The shouts became higher and louder, as if infectious, sweeping the revolutionary officers and soldiers on the square into it. No matter what these people thought initially, at this time they all understood that if this revolution didn't succeed, everyone on the square would surely die without a burial place. Even if they defected to the opposite side of the revolution immediately, they would be eventually liquidated for appearing here. After Ishiwara publicly executed the Emperor and his son, they had no other choice.

Amidst the tsunami-like shouts, many kneeling high officials also calculated in their hearts whether they would have a sliver of a chance to survive if they also shouted 'Long live the revolution' together at this time.

Ishiwara had already executed the Emperor and his son and pointed out the future of the Japanese Republic. If the old-era high officials couldn't jump to Ishiwara's side immediately, there really wasn't any possibility of survival.

On the execution platform filled with the bloody scent of the Emperor and his son, Ishiwara looked at the revolutionary officers and soldiers who were all shouting non-stop due to excitement, and his heart finally relaxed a little. If he didn't go to this extent, but simply changed to an Ishiwara government, the Japanese revolution was destined not to succeed. Because the enemy of the Japanese revolution was actually not the Emperor, but the entire old system of Japan.

Seeing that the revolutionary officers and soldiers below the stage were a bit too excited, Ishiwara raised his hand high and made a gesture for silence. Under the searchlight, Ishiwara's action was seen by all officers and soldiers. A moment later, the shouting gradually stopped, and everyone looked at Ishiwara, this daring regicide.

And Ishiwara had already picked up the microphone and started singing the Future Society's "Song of the Japanese Revolution".

"Waves crash in the Miluo Abyss, clouds surge over Mount Wu. I stand alone in the murky world, singing a song of righteous indignation and hot blood..."

Future Society members also sang along in unison, "The powerful and high-born are arrogant men, with no intention of worrying about the country and no sincerity. The zaibatsu and huge rich boast wantonly, not thinking of the state or the people's livelihood.

Sighing at personal glory while the country declines, the people in the dusty world are all blind. Order and chaos, rise and fall are things in dreams; worldly affairs are just like a game of chess.

Abandoning the sad song of Li Sao, the days of tragic and generous songs are gone. We hold a three-foot sword in our palms, waiting to cleanse the treacherous and foolish with blood."
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In China's capital on February 26, He Rui stood up and pushed open the office window. The air from outside flowed into the room; amidst the chill of early spring, there was already a hint of warmth. He Rui lit a cigarette and smoked silently. Behind him, Wu Youping took the urgent telegram from Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing's hand in disbelief and read the short text again.

'Revolution broke out in Japan. Commander-in-Chief of the Revolutionary Army Ishiwara Kanji announced that the Revolutionary Army has controlled Tokyo and established the Japanese Republic.'

Wu Youping read it once and felt it wasn't enough. He read the telegram word by word several times before saying, "Chairman, I didn't expect Ishiwara actually did it!"

"Mm." He Rui responded. He hadn't expected Ishiwara to dare to be so thorough either. If Ishiwara had spared the Emperor's life, He Rui wouldn't have found it strange. After all, the Imperial system had been maintained in Japan for more than two thousand years; breaking it completely required great courage.

From a strategic perspective, Ishiwara had to do this. Even a revolution as incomplete as the Xinhai Revolution knew that the Qing Emperor must be driven off the stage, the Manchu Qing Dynasty overthrown, and a republic established. If Ishiwara didn't do it thoroughly, then Ishiwara was destined to fail.

Of course, even if Ishiwara did it so thoroughly, Ishiwara might not necessarily succeed.

After calming his mood, He Rui turned to Wu Youping and Yan Huiqing and said, "Next, once the Ishiwara government publicly requests our government's recognition, we must recognize it immediately."

Yan Huiqing was as shocked as Wu Youping. But Yan Huiqing was 50 years old and could control his emotions better than young people. Yan Huiqing knew Ishiwara had always been considered He Rui's disciple, so he thought He Rui would definitely recognize the Ishiwara regime. Hearing He Rui's order at this time, Yan Huiqing immediately answered, "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs will prepare immediately."

He Rui turned to Wu Youping. "Once Ishiwara can send someone here, we must begin to substantially restore Sino-Japanese trade."

Wu Youping was stunned. After thinking for several seconds, he suddenly realized and answered hurriedly, "Yes!"

He Rui wanted to continue assigning work, but thinking of Ishiwara's current situation, he couldn't help laughing. "Haha, presumably Ishiwara doesn't have a single copper coin in his hand right now. Even raiding the homes of the so-called Japanese powerful elites won't yield much. If Ishiwara really has the ability to send someone here, tell them we accept the Japanese government buying on credit."

Wu Youping was stunned again. The term "buying on credit" (Gua Zhang) is not a term in accounting due to its non-standard nature, but due to historical reasons, it is habitually used by accounting personnel. The meanings it contains include: the meaning of confirming the accounting subject of a certain accounting element; the meaning that it should be confirmed but is not, containing the meaning of non-compliance and non-processing.

After thinking for a while, Wu Youping probed, "Does the Chairman mean that if the Ishiwara government purchases raw materials from China, we put it on credit and don't ask them for payment for now? And when Japanese goods are sold to China, we pay for the goods?"

"Something like that. Maintain it for half a year first and see how the situation goes," He Rui answered.

Wu Youping considered it and felt half a year should be okay. After all, this money wasn't being given to the Japanese government, just temporarily allowing the Japanese government to owe it.

Yan Huiqing also understood at this time and couldn't help sighing with emotion, "I didn't expect there would be such a day between China and Japan."

Wu Youping looked at Yan Huiqing, not quite understanding what exactly the Foreign Minister was sighing about. Yan Huiqing, filled with emotion, continued, "Back then, the real reason for Yuan Shikai's failure was that the Reorganization Loan couldn't fill the financial hole, so he had to sign the Twenty-One Demands! I didn't expect that now it's Japan's turn to borrow money from our China!"

Hearing Yan Huiqing's explanation, Wu Youping was also very emotional. From upper elementary school, middle school to university, Wu Youping attended schools opened by the Beiyang government, so he had a certain affection for Beiyang. That was why Wu Youping defected to He Rui, a Beiyang figure with proper roots. But the Twenty-One Demands made Wu Youping completely despair of Yuan Shikai. At that time, if Wu Youping had the opportunity to meet Yuan Shikai, he would definitely have scolded this traitor in public.

Even though he later received education from He Rui and understood that Yuan Shikai signed this treaty of national humiliation to raise funds to unify China and rebuild the fiscal and tax system, Wu Youping still couldn't forgive Yuan Shikai. In the blink of an eye, twelve years had passed. Without any loss of sovereignty or national humiliation, Wu Youping, He Rui, and a group of comrades built a New China far beyond what Yuan Shikai and the old Beiyang guys could imagine. This New China defeated Japan and Britain, which conversely strengthened Wu Youping's disgust for Yuan Shikai and others.

Amidst the emotion, Wu Youping suddenly had an idea. "Chairman, can Japan rebuild its finances through domestic political revolution while restoring foreign trade?"

He Rui had also recovered his calm at this time and gave Wu Youping the answer frankly: "If the Japanese revolutionary organization can really grasp the core concepts of political economy, I think they can achieve the goal of rebuilding finances. After all, economic development is a comparative concept. Japan's current economy is too miserable; changes driven by political system revolution can show results very quickly."

"Is economic development comparative..." Wu Youping savored this sentence. Because this wasn't the first time He Rui said this; he had explained it to the comrades long ago. The lower the starting point, the more obvious the effect of economic development. And the higher the starting point, the less obvious the changes brought by economic development.

The topic that should have been discussing changes in the Japanese economy triggered Wu Youping's emotions about the domestic economy. One of the biggest tasks in China's economy right now was the 'Great Demobilization'. The State Council's initial idea was to let millions of retired officers and soldiers who had been tempered and educated in the army go to various places. This would not only supplement the manpower needed by the localities, but these millions of retired officers and soldiers also originated from the Northeast Army, and the majority of the Northeast population were immigrants from various places. Even if going to various remote areas would cause complaints, letting officers and soldiers return to their hometowns shouldn't be a problem, right?

However, having traveled all over the country, the knowledgeable officers and soldiers only wanted to return to the Northeast. Even returning to their hometowns caused complaints. Using the concept of 'economic development is a comparative concept' really could explain this problem. Compared with other regions in the country, the Northeast was undoubtedly the premier industrial region in the country; even Shanghai couldn't compare with it.

In terms of weather and natural environment, the Northeast was indeed inferior to Shanghai and the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region. But industrial regions had complete social systems and infrastructure. Although the Northeast region had to spend a lot of effort every year to ensure water pipes didn't freeze, at least the Northeast region had its own water supply and drainage system. Wu Youping had been to the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region. He had seen with his own eyes that in scenic places like Suzhou and Hangzhou, residents would fetch water for cooking and wash toilet buckets in the same river.

It had to be said that Wu Youping was really disgusted by seeing these things. From then on, he had a soul-deep understanding of the difference between industrial and non-industrial regions.

"Comrade Youping, don't be distracted. Did you hear what I just said?" He Rui's call brought Wu Youping back to reality.

Wu Youping didn't explain either. "Please say it again, Chairman."

He Rui immediately said, "The current Japanese government is under great pressure, so they will absolutely not show weakness to us diplomatically, otherwise it will be used by people with ulterior motives in Japan. However, we must also understand Japan's cultural tradition; Japan has a strong mentality of admiring strength. So we must absolutely not use Chinese culture as the basis for consideration. The so-called friendship between gentlemen is completely inappropriate in Japan. It will be even more misunderstood."

Hearing this, Wu Youping didn't know how to distinguish accurately for a moment. He Rui smiled, "I think you should talk to Comrade Jing from the Central Bank. Don't be afraid to speak directly."

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping couldn't hold back and laughed out loud. 'Comrade Jing' had a rather complicated background. Simply put, this comrade was originally surnamed Mitsui and was Japanese. After He Rui completed the cooperation agreement with the Mitsui family, Comrade Jing, who spoke with a strange accent, was proficient in Kanji and banking business but spoke Chinese very poorly, joined the Northeast Government as a distant relative of Wu Youping. Asking Comrade Jing to understand Japanese culture was indeed a very good idea.

"I understand," Wu Youping replied after putting away his smile.

"Ishiwara will inevitably borrow a considerable number of current Japanese government personnel now, so we don't need to be polite to Japan. The Japanese government must secretly provide us with a portion of economic data. Otherwise, we will definitely be deceived," He Rui urged.

While China was making preparations, Ishiwara didn't waste time either. Four days later, on March 3, Yan Huiqing received the representative sent by the Ishiwara government. The Japanese representative was named Suzuki Yasuhiro; Yan Huiqing had never heard of this person's name.

As soon as the two sides made contact, Suzuki Yasuhiro said, "On behalf of Mr. Taira Toyomori, President of the Japanese Republic, I would like to express my regards to Mr. He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China."

Yan Huiqing immediately discovered that Suzuki Yasuhiro was a diplomatic novice; he could even judge that this person had absolutely no diplomatic experience. But Japan was, after all, a country that paid great attention to rules, so Suzuki Yasuhiro was polite and could convey messages normally.

Thinking that the Japanese diplomatic circles probably wouldn't defect to the Ishiwara regime at this time, and for such an important meeting, the Ishiwara regime wouldn't choose an unreliable person. So Yan Huiqing didn't dwell on whether the other party had a diplomatic background but politely expressed goodwill, "On behalf of Chairman He Rui, I welcome Mr. Suzuki Yasuhiro, the envoy sent by Mr. Taira Toyomori, President of the Japanese Republic."

Although uncertain if Suzuki Yasuhiro heard the diplomatic implications in these words, Yan Huiqing still tried to speak according to diplomatic routines. As the Foreign Minister of the Republic of China, saying "Mr. Taira Toyomori, President of the Japanese Republic" meant recognizing the existence of the "Japanese Republic".

Suzuki Yasuhiro's expression clearly proved he wasn't a professional diplomat. If he were a skilled diplomat, he would have immediately understood China's attitude and started to climb up the pole. But Suzuki Yasuhiro just went through the obviously rote-memorized process in a way of completing a procedure.

Yan Huiqing would naturally cooperate, but he complained a bit about Mr. Taira Toyomori in his heart. Could the Japanese revolutionary government really not find a single person with some diplomatic experience?

Complaining about Taira Toyomori in his heart was one thing, but Yan Huiqing appreciated the Ishiwara government's decision to have Taira Toyomori serve as President. The 'Taira clan' was a surname bestowed on imperial family members by the Japanese Emperor during the Heian period. The first batch to change their surname to Taira by Emperor Kammu were called Kanmu Taira; those of Emperor Ninmyo's lineage were called Ninmyo Taira; those of Emperor Montoku's lineage were called Montoku Taira; and those of Emperor Koko's lineage were called Koko Taira. Generally, the Taira clan mostly refers to the Taira of Emperor Kammu.

Now China knew that Ishiwara Kanji had executed Emperor Taisho and his son, and was executing the Taisho Emperor's family, implying extermination of the clan. And Taira Toyomori, as a famous scholar in Japan, had extremely high prestige. The 'Taira clan' were descendants of the Emperor. Taira Toyomori becoming President meant that although the Taisho clan was exterminated, the Emperor's bloodline was not severed. For Japanese citizens who believed 'Kings, princes, generals, and ministers must really be of a certain stock', this was a very effective suggestion.

Yan Huiqing was now certain that He Rui was the mastermind behind the Japanese revolution. So Yan Huiqing had to suspect whether He Rui had purposefully chosen Taira Toyomori as his academic partner more than ten years ago and done his best to help Taira Toyomori.

With the cooperation of a seasoned diplomat like Yan Huiqing, the meeting went smoothly without any mistakes. Afterwards, Suzuki Yasuhiro requested to see He Rui to personally deliver President Taira Toyomori's handwritten letter.

Yan Huiqing expressed that he would arrange this and prepared to end this formal meeting. Because what could be discussed in a formal meeting was very particular, facing someone like Suzuki Yasuhiro, a private meeting was actually better.

But Suzuki Yasuhiro asked again at this time, "May I ask, is Second Lieutenant Puyi, a probationary cadet at the Imperial Japanese Army Academy, the Chinese citizen Aisin Gioro Puyi?"

Yan Huiqing was stunned. He certainly knew about Puyi going to Japan to study and entering the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. But this matter was not suitable to be discussed in a formal meeting, which made Yan Huiqing feel that Suzuki Yasuhiro was really inexperienced. But since the other party raised it, Yan Huiqing couldn't lie. After pondering for a moment, he still answered, "As far as I know, our citizen Aisin Gioro Puyi indeed went to Japan to study. May I ask if something happened to him?"

In the next few minutes, the corners of Yan Huiqing's mouth twitched from time to time. Even with the wildest imagination, Yan Huiqing couldn't have imagined that Puyi, the Emperor who abdicated because of the Chinese revolution, actually participated in the Japanese revolution. Moreover, because of his outstanding performance in the revolution, especially after Ishiwara executed Taisho and his son, he took the lead in shouting 'Long live the Japanese revolution!'

Because of Puyi's performance of 'loyalty to the revolution', he received attention he shouldn't have received, and his true identity was subsequently found out. Now, Puyi had become a very subtle character. Suzuki Yasuhiro specifically mentioning Puyi was, at least diplomatically, not a rude performance.

'These Japanese pirates are too cunning!' Yan Huiqing had to sigh in his heart. previously He Rui warned Wu Youping to consider dealing with the Japanese side according to the Japanese cultural zone. Yan Huiqing felt He Rui was right, while worrying that a young comrade like Wu Youping, who had a purely Chinese cultural mindset, might not easily master the propriety involved. Looking at it now, even Yan Huiqing, who understood Japanese culture, couldn't easily deal with the little tricks played by the Japanese who were experts in 'doing a religious rite inside a snail shell' (making much ado about small things/being intricate).

However, the balance of power between China and Japan had reversed at this time, especially after the Japanese revolution; Japan's absolute strength was no longer equal to China's. So Yan Huiqing answered very calmly, "Receiving education is a right enjoyed by our citizens. Our citizen Puyi going to Japan to study was his personal choice, not authorized by our government. As for our citizen Puyi's actions after arriving in Japan, they belong to his personal choices. Regarding our citizen Puyi, what I can propose is that we request the Japanese government to ensure whether Puyi's personal safety and legal rights are protected, and hope the Japanese government will not take illegal actions against him because of his identity as our citizen."

Suzuki Yasuhiro was not a diplomat but the President of Suzuki Corporation (Suzuki Shoten). He came here representing the Japanese business community. Although the Japanese business community basically supported the 'Taira Toyomori-Ishiwara' regime, they were also frightened after Ishiwara killed Taisho and his son. So much so that Mitsui Yasuki dared not show his face again.

Listening to Yan Huiqing's diplomatic rhetoric, Suzuki Yasuhiro thought very seriously and reluctantly believed that the Chinese government wanted to express that they did not send Puyi to Japan to participate in the revolution. However, this was different from Puyi's own statement when he was investigated; Puyi was 'hinting very clearly' that he was a person protected by the Chinese government.

Since he couldn't figure it out, Suzuki Yasuhiro didn't say much more, and again asked Yan Huiqing to arrange a meeting with He Rui as soon as possible.

Yan Huiqing originally really wanted to arrange it, but now he didn't want to. Puyi's matter alone was already troublesome enough, let alone Suzuki Yasuhiro's diplomatic experience; he feared something might go wrong.

Ending the meeting, Yan Huiqing immediately went to see He Rui. Unexpectedly, after hearing the content of this talk, He Rui actually laughed out loud. Yan Huiqing could only sigh and let He Rui calm down by himself. However, He Rui tried to calm down several times but couldn't help laughing again, making Yan Huiqing wonder what was wrong with He Rui.

He Rui was indeed baffled by Puyi's matter. Historically, Puyi was very cowardly, and when young, his mind was full of unrealistic ideas. If the news brought by the Japanese side was that Puyi hid and didn't participate in the revolution, or even defected to the Japanese Emperor's side, He Rui wouldn't have found it strange.

But Puyi chose the most impossible path. Especially when a group of Japanese revolutionary officers and soldiers were silent, Puyi was actually the first to shout 'Long live the Japanese revolution', which was even more unthinkable. It took He Rui some time to roughly judge that Puyi definitely didn't shout because of excitement, but because of fear. Thinking of Puyi's mood at that time, He Rui really couldn't hold it back.

Managing to stop laughing with difficulty, He Rui called Commerce Minister Morrison to attend the meeting together. "I only intend to receive Professor Taira Toyomori's letter. Afterwards, you and Morrison will talk with Suzuki Yasuhiro."

Hearing He Rui's arrangement, Yan Huiqing breathed a sigh of relief. This was the most reasonable arrangement he heard today; apart from this, other things were really a bit outrageous.

He Rui's meeting with Suzuki Yasuhiro was quite successful, especially the special meeting after the brief formal meeting. Yan Huiqing also discovered that Suzuki Yasuhiro didn't understand diplomacy but understood business very well. Especially in machinery, he was an expert.

Thinking that China wanted to import a large amount of Japanese goods, Yan Huiqing certainly hoped that the more machinery products, the better.
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Suzuki Yasuhiro left the capital with a trade document. There was no signature on the document, nor any official seal, and no special emphasis in the wording. But Suzuki Yasuhiro knew this was a very important document. If the content of the document could be implemented, the economy of the Japanese Republic could recover from the depression.

After Suzuki Yasuhiro left, Morrison specifically brought this document to He Rui. He Rui was in no mood to read it at this time, so he told Morrison, "I don't intend to read it; you can go ahead and execute it first."

Seeing the stacks of documents on He Rui's desk, Morrison laughed, "Chairman, what exactly is more important than this document? If you don't care about the work in Japan, you can listen to the recent economic cooperation plan with the Soviet Union."

He Rui tapped on these documents. "I would very much like to listen, but these are consumption capabilities statistics from various provinces. At least let me finish reading them."

Morrison couldn't help but crack a joke, "If you don't have time to listen to the report, I'm afraid someone in the Soviet Union will be sent to the Gulag."

He Rui was somewhat surprised to hear Morrison mention the Gulag. How did even Morrison know the name Gulag in 1927? The Gulag was an agency of the Soviet government responsible for managing the national labor camps. Its meaning in Russian is "Chief Administration of Corrective Labor Camps".

It is said that the "Gulag" is a branch of the Soviet State Political Directorate and the People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs, performing duties such as corrective labor and detention. The prisoners in these barracks include different types of criminals, numbering in the millions.

As far as He Rui knew, the scale of the Gulag was small at this stage, and its task was ideological reform through labor. It was completely different from the legendary hell-like place.

Morrison was just joking. Seeing He Rui's attention had shifted from his current work, he asked, "Chairman, through my conversation with the Soviet negotiators, I cannot be sure whether the Soviet side understands your expectations for cooperation."

He Rui smiled, "If that's the case, they might indeed be sent to the Gulag."

Morrison was stunned and had to smile bitterly. Previously, He Rui proposed to transfer a portion of civilian patents to the Soviet Union, but required the Soviet side to agree to China purchasing these industrial products from Soviet factories. The Soviet negotiation delegation expressed agreement, but Morrison found that these people didn't seem to figure out He Rui's original idea, so he was inevitably somewhat anxious.

He Rui could understand Morrison's feelings, so he advised, "Don't worry, Comrade Stalin will definitely understand our thoughts. If the Soviet representatives negotiating with us cannot understand, he will replace them with people who can."

Morrison felt He Rui might be a bit too optimistic, so he said, "Chairman, I think there are problems with the Soviet economic policy."

He Rui waved his hand. "If the command economy policy is not comprehensively adjusted after 20 years, this economic policy will be a fatal problem for the Soviet Union. But for the 20 years starting from now, this set of economic policies will quickly solve the problem of 'having or not having' faced by the Soviet Union. Therefore, I quite appreciate Comrade Stalin's strategic vision. I also hope you do not underestimate Comrade Stalin."

Morrison was unconvinced. "We are also solving the problem of having or not having; why don't we have problems?" After speaking, Morrison felt his statement was a bit arbitrary, so he adjusted it, "Indeed, the Soviet Union is being blockaded. But aren't we being blockaded now? But our introduction and development are much more effective than the Soviet Union."

"That's because the comrades, including you, are excellent and have better abilities than the CPSU Central Committee," He Rui answered.

Morrison was stunned. He Rui rarely praised comrades so frankly. In Chinese culture, such praise from a leader to high-ranking officials would be considered superfluous and inappropriate. So Morrison answered, "Chairman, I think it's the pros and cons of the social system. China's economic management model is different from the Soviet command style; it starts with statistical consumption capacity, local natural environment, and production capacity, adopting targeted development strategies."

"You are right, but a bit rigid and dogmatic. Since the Tsarist era, the Soviet Union has had few people and much land; a peasant owning 20 mu of land is common. In China, there are many people and little land. After China's land reform, land has been distributed very fairly, and a peasant only has a few mu of land. However, this situation of many people and little land in China is not completely without benefits. Due to the dense population, high frequency of grain transactions appeared in China. As long as past Chinese governments were decent, they would find ways to promote these transactions. You have been to the Soviet Union and seen the Soviet territory from a plane. How much do you think it costs for Soviet peasants to transport grain themselves?"

Morrison had stayed in southern China for a long time. Hearing He Rui say this, he remembered peasants using awning boats to transport grain to the market for sale after the autumn harvest. Thinking about the Russian land again, he could only nod.

He Rui continued, "So the Soviet Union's problem lies in poor infrastructure. But the Soviet territory is huge, and the population is just that small. If they invest in high-quality infrastructure, the Soviet Union can't afford it. So they can only make do. And this making do itself leads to many problems... How about this, Comrade Yang Chuliu from the Ministry of Railways happens to be coming to make a report. Listen together. Maybe you'll understand."

Morrison became interested and agreed immediately. Since He Rui's attention turned to Morrison, Morrison took this time to briefly and clearly introduce the Sino-Japanese economic and trade plan to He Rui. According to the verbal agreement reached between Morrison and Suzuki Yasuhiro, China was willing to purchase Japanese machinery products. Moreover, the transaction mode of these products was similar to the agreement China wanted to reach with the Soviet Union. China provided raw materials, technical requirements, and technical drawings; Japan produced according to the requirements proposed by China and finally sold the machinery products to China.

He Rui was very satisfied with this. Japan in this era had accumulated a lot of high-quality labor, but technically speaking, it was very average. What the Chinese side lacked now was production capacity; technology could be introduced from France, the United States, and even Britain. The direction of technological development was provided by He Rui. In the cooperation between China and Japan, Japan indeed made money. However, in order to produce the machinery products China needed, Japan needed to import three acids and two bases, coal and iron ore. To improve the processing precision of Japanese equipment, Japan would also import processing tools made of 'electroslag remelting steel' and 'powder metallurgy alloy steel', which China exclusively mastered now, as well as high-precision components produced by China.

In general, Sino-Japanese cooperation allowed Japan to make money. But for Japan to continue making money, it had to import a lot from China. Once Sino-Japanese cooperation was interrupted, Japan would not only lose the market, but its own production capacity would not be sufficient to maintain production scale and precision. From an economic perspective, this is 'cooperation benefits both, separation harms both'.

The cooperation He Rui wanted to carry out with the Soviet Union followed the same principle. As a person from the 21st century, He Rui knew very well to what height globalization could push the world economy. Moreover, the history of China's economic development also proved that even if New China's industrialization time was shorter than other industrial countries, as long as China had a globalized environment, it could also become a powerful industrial country with all industrial categories in the world in a very short time.

Take the home appliance industry as an example. In 30 years, from the perspective of making money, home appliances from various industrial countries in the world earned huge profits from China, even long-term excess profits. From the perspective of the existence of the home appliance industry, in 30 years, the home appliance industries of various countries were defeated by China, and China became the world's largest home appliance producer and supplier. So what is more beneficial depends on what the evaluation standard is.

Cooperation with the Soviet Union, Japan, and other industrial countries could greatly promote the development of China's economy and industrial level, so He Rui always supported cooperation that promoted the development of China's productive forces. Even if the other party made more money in the short term, with China's strength, it couldn't damage China's foundation.

Just as He Rui and Morrison were talking happily, the secretary came in and said, "Chairman, Comrade Yang Chuliu is here."

"Please let him in." As He Rui spoke, he and Morrison both stood up.

A young cadre came in. Seeing He Rui, he immediately stood straight and said, "Chairman, Yang Chuliu reporting for duty."

He Rui stepped forward to shake hands with Yang Chuliu and introduced Yang Chuliu to Morrison, "Minister Mo, Yang Chuliu is Premier Wu's junior fellow student, returned from studying in France. He studied railways."

When Morrison shook hands with Yang Chuliu, he felt that although the young man looked gentle and refined, his hands were very strong, obviously having done physical work. The three sat on the sofa. Yang Chuliu first gave the report to He Rui. Seeing that He Rui didn't intend to read it, he began to report, "Chairman, after investigating in the Soviet Union, I reached two conclusions after research. First, the Soviet technology for building railways originated from Tsarist Russia, and the technology is trash."

Pfft! Morrison laughed. As a Doctor of Medicine from the University of Edinburgh, even if Morrison didn't understand railway construction, he felt Soviet technology was very average. But Yang Chuliu's sharp statement amused him.

When Morrison stopped smiling, he saw Yang Chuliu's gaze was firm, not affected at all by a minister laughing. This made Morrison take Yang Chuliu somewhat seriously. A young man with such a firm attitude was either an arrogant scholar or really had some ability.

Yang Chuliu heard He Rui ask, "What about the second conclusion?"

"The Soviet Union does not have the ability to quickly repair railways destroyed by heavy artillery or heavy bombs in a field environment."

"Why?" He Rui continued to ask calmly.

"I carefully read the Soviet railway construction standards and parameters, conducted field inspections, and visited Soviet railway construction sites. I can be sure that the Soviet Union indeed constructs according to their railway construction standards."

Hearing Yang Chuliu say this, Morrison wanted to laugh again, but this time he held it back, with no strangeness on his face. Because there was nothing funny about Yang Chuliu's words this time; isn't it only right for Soviet railway construction units to proceed according to Soviet railway construction standards?

He Rui nodded, signaling Yang Chuliu to continue. Yang Chuliu opened the report and pointed to a paragraph, saying, "Chairman, the Soviet railway construction standards and parameters are all copied from France. The Soviet Union reduced the earthwork volume for roadbed construction by 30-50%. My personal guess is that because most of the Soviet Union is plain, after reducing this 30-50% earthwork volume, its construction speed increased, at least the engineering quantity was reduced a lot, the engineering difficulty was also reduced a lot, construction costs were greatly reduced, and railway construction speed increased. But such a fragile roadbed, and such simplified, even deteriorative construction, led to several results. First is the reduced safety and stability of Soviet railways. Take mud pumping (frost boiling) roads as an example. Although mud pumping is due to the Soviet permafrost problem, such a fragile roadbed cannot solve their problem even with other technologies. This is why I say Soviet railway technology is trash."

He Rui certainly understood, and even Morrison understood. Such a clear explanation made Morrison's evaluation of Yang Chuliu rise a lot instantly. Although the report stated it quite clearly in just a few sentences, this had to be based on Yang Chuliu's massive effort. At least, Yang Chuliu not only had to completely read the French railway construction standards and specifications and the Soviet railway construction standards and specifications, but also had to understand and compare them. This consumed a lot of time and energy.

Yang Chuliu not only had to understand the geological environments required for building various railways but also had to spend a lot of time inspecting them personally. If not a technical expert with solid basic knowledge and rich practical experience, it would be impossible to figure these out.

Just as Morrison made a high evaluation of Yang Chuliu in his heart, he heard He Rui ask, "Is it because of such railway construction in the Soviet Union that they actually lack the ability to repair railways damaged by high-yield explosives in the field?"

Yang Chuliu answered immediately, "Yes!" Because He Rui could understand, Yang Chuliu's tone had the feeling of meeting a soulmate.

Morrison couldn't figure it out, so he asked He Rui, "Chairman, why is this?" Actually, Morrison could ask Yang Chuliu directly, but Morrison knew He Rui was knowledgeable, so he deliberately asked He Rui, also wanting to see if He Rui really understood.

He Rui answered, "I don't understand railway terminology, so I can only explain it with my understanding. Expert Yang, if I'm wrong, correct me quickly. Old Mo, as long as you can understand."

Both agreed hurriedly. He Rui explained, "There's a saying among wags (Hua jiao ren) in China now, saying that a face thick enough can block bullets."

Morrison really hadn't heard such a saying. As a Doctor of Medicine, he certainly knew this was impossible. But as a former columnist for *The Times*, Morrison could completely understand where the sarcasm point of this saying lay.

He Rui continued to explain, "Skin has the texture of skin, and muscle under the skin has the tissue of muscle. If the face skin is thick enough, even if hit by a bullet and the face skin is injured, the muscle damage under the face skin is small. It's easy to repair the wound on the face skin. If the face skin is very thin, hit by the same bullet, the face skin breaks, and a large chunk of muscle under the face skin is also damaged. It is very difficult to repair, or even impossible to repair. Old Mo, can you understand?"

Morrison thought for a moment and nodded to indicate he understood.

He Rui continued to explain, "If you treat the railway as the face skin and the geological part under the roadbed as the muscle, that's about what it means."

Morrison understood He Rui's words and turned to ask Yang Chuliu, "Expert Yang, is the part under the roadbed so difficult to repair?"

Yang Chuliu nodded vigorously. "The geological conditions under the roadbed vary. Some can be repaired relatively simply, but a considerable part takes a very long time to repair, and materials cannot be sourced locally. Therefore, what I emphasize is that the Soviet Union does not have the ability to quickly repair bomb craters during wartime."

Morrison understood somewhat, yet didn't quite understand. But Morrison already believed in Yang Chuliu's professional ability at this time, so he nodded to indicate he knew.

Since He Rui already understood, Yang Chuliu's report ended. He Rui personally saw Yang Chuliu off. After returning to the office, he asked Morrison, "Minister Mo, can you understand why Soviet transportation is inconvenient now?"

"If relying only on railways, using this kind of railway for transportation will of course be very inconvenient. Moreover, with the Soviet Union doing this, I suspect their railway transportation intensity won't go up either." Morrison sighed sincerely, "If long-distance road transport is used, the cost will go up immediately."

He Rui answered, "So I don't agree with your criticism of the Soviet command economy. Engaging in infrastructure according to high standards, the Soviet Union can't afford so much cost. Moreover, the Soviet Union needs to accelerate industrialization now; time is tight and the task heavy. Comrade Stalin's command economic management is not the best at this stage, but it is likely the most suitable for the current Soviet Union. Soviet railways may really be very rotten, but as long as the railway construction speed is fast and the number of railways is large enough. Having railways is always better than having no railways, right?"

Morrison thought about the knowledge he just gained and tried to integrate this part of knowledge into his cognitive structure. Soon, Morrison suddenly figured it out, "Chairman, I now better understand why Stalin might really agree with the trade model we proposed with the Soviet Union. Although the Russkies are barbaric, they are not stupid. They are also very clear about trade balance. If there is no trade security, they will not expand trade with us."

Seeing Morrison's cognitive level improved, He Rui lit a cigarette relaxedly. "Exactly. Our trade policy must coordinate with the Soviet economic policy. The economic policy formulated by Comrade Stalin is to rapidly industrialize the Soviet Union. If we cannot help the Soviet Union industrialize quickly, the Soviet Union cannot establish economic mutual trust with us. Without economic mutual trust and rapid economic development of the Soviet Union, how could the light industrial product market of more than 100 million people in the Soviet Union let us have a share? Even if Comrade Stalin is willing, he can't do it."

Morrison didn't quite accept He Rui's view before, but now he understood. The wages paid by the Soviet Union to workers and collective farm farmers were not low, but the Soviet industry was undeveloped, and few industrial populations could get these wages. Their consumption capacity was also low.

China helped the Soviet Union improve the level of civilian industry and placed orders with those factories, so the Soviet industrial production capacity increased. The number of factories increased, and the industrial population increased. Their consumption power increased accordingly. China's light industrial product output was large, the price of light industrial products of the same quality was lower than in Europe, and it could also achieve mass supply. Light industrial products purchased by the Soviet Union from China also drove China's production capacity and improved China's domestic demand market.

The larger the industrial capacity, the lower the average price of industrial products. Cheap light industrial products could also meet the current low consumption capacity of the Chinese people, while promoting technological iteration of industrial products. China sent technology and orders, seemingly suffering a loss. But there is an old Chinese saying, 'Suffering a loss is taking advantage' (sometimes translated as 'losing is gaining').

Of course, to achieve such a result, the precondition is that the leaders of both China and the Soviet Union have sufficient standards. Morrison felt that He Rui evaluated Comrade Stalin so high, and Comrade Stalin's performance up to now was actually quite good. So he had more trust in He Rui's thinking.

Seeing it was late, Morrison stood up to leave, saying as he left, "Chairman, I will hold certain expectations for Comrade Stalin."

After sending Morrison away, He Rui sat back in front of the pile of statistical data. But having been distracted for so long, he couldn't pull his thoughts completely back to the analysis of the domestic situation in a moment. He Rui recalled the information he saw in another timeline and the observations of Comrade Stalin in this timeline. Comrade Stalin had the ability to understand this cooperation model; this was undoubted. As for whether Comrade Stalin would choose to accept such a cooperation model, it was at least fifty-fifty.

After confirming these, He Rui turned on all the lights in the office and continued to look at the statistical data on consumption capacity of various domestic provinces.



★


You Are the Next Chief of General Staff (2)

Volume 5 — Chapter 17

❧ ❧ ❧


(PS: The characteristics of Soviet railway construction mentioned in the previous chapter are not fabricated, but are from two reports written by a friend's grandfather during the Korean War. Because of these two reports, this senior received medal commendations twice. Here again, I pay tribute to the revolutionary predecessors.)

He read the documents all night. After breakfast, He Rui was considering whether to sleep for a while or read until past two in the afternoon before sleeping. The secretary on shift, following the work process, finished reading today's schedule and asked He Rui, "Chairman, Minister Hu is getting married today. Will the Chairman go?"

He Rui was stunned for a moment before remembering that 'Minister Hu' referred to General Logistics Department Minister Hu Xiushan. He Rui could now completely skip anyone's weddings or funerals; sending a gift and making a phone call to congratulate would be considered a great courtesy. But for Hu Xiushan's wedding, He Rui had to go. Because among the six people from Baoding Military Academy who followed him initially, He Rui had attended the weddings of the other five. If he didn't go to Hu Xiushan's wedding, it would inevitably be interpreted politically by others.

It was already past 8 o'clock. Hu Xiushan's wedding started before 12 o'clock. If He Rui set off at 11 o'clock, there were still more than two hours left. He Rui stood up, washed his face, and began to wander in the small garden downstairs of the office building. The courtyard was full of greenery; the green plants were not exotic flowers or herbs. The only relatively attractive ones were two Chinese Toon trees. They were also the only trees He Rui knew how to handle a little.

Sawing off the upper end of the Chinese Toon tree trunk every year, the tender Chinese Toon shoots that sprouted were easy to pick. Putting some tender Chinese Toon shoots when scrambling eggs or eating noodles was very flavorful.

However, He Rui had no intention of picking Chinese Toon leaves at this time, so he paced slowly in the courtyard with his hands behind his back. The Great Demobilization meant that preparations for the next war had already begun. Who would serve as the Chief of General Staff at this stage was a major issue at present. Xu Jia had been engaged in the work of the Organization Department and had long left the army. Even if Cheng Ruofan was capable of being the Chief of General Staff, he had to be replaced.

He Rui favored Hu Xiushan more. Because during the meeting to determine the Great Demobilization, Hu Xiushan asked He Rui a question: 'Did He Rui consider including the Japanese Navy in the Chinese combat order for the future war long ago?' This was a very good question because it actually concerned strategy.

If Cheng Ruofan had raised this, He Rui would feel that Cheng Ruofan made the judgment immediately after seeing a few clues and linking the relationships between them. He Rui also knew that this might be his stereotype of Cheng Ruofan. After all, Cheng Ruofan was smart enough and very keen. And this cleverness and keenness were undoubtedly talents a tactician must have.

Hu Xiushan might have such ability, but Hu Xiushan was that kind of meticulous and very serious comrade. So He Rui felt that Hu Xiushan speaking like this was likely out of strategic consideration. If a soldier with strategic ability starts from strategic consideration, the first question to consider is how to define the criteria for friends and enemies. After having criteria, then judge who will be our enemies and who will be our friends.

After having a basic judgment, take purposeful actions against friends and enemies. Divide and weaken enemies; approach and unite friends. To accomplish these goals, spending 10 years is not considered much. How can a country have 10 years to waste? So a strategist is of immense significance to a country and an army.

Not only the army, but leaders with strategic capabilities must undertake work in various fields. The work He Rui set for himself was economy and ideology. The future war would be a world war. China must have strong production capacity and ideological influence to withstand the consumption of a world war.

Various materials flashed through He Rui's mind, combining into various ideas. He Rui walked quietly like this, turning a blind eye to everything around him.

The secretaries saw He Rui walking round and round like a donkey pulling a millstone, but didn't know what he was thinking. They could only leave one person waiting outside the small garden gate with the guard, while others went back to handle work first. After 10 o'clock, Zhao Tianlin came to see He Rui. Led into the small garden by the secretary, he saw He Rui sitting in the garden deep in thought. Zhao Tianlin stepped forward and asked, "Chairman, can you give me some time?"

Seeing it was Zhao Tianlin, He Rui smiled, "Brother Zhao is here; how could I not have time?" After speaking, He Rui remembered he had to attend Hu Xiushan's wedding and added, "There is only one hour today."

Zhao Tianlin himself often interrupted some of He Rui's thoughts, so he didn't ask why at this time and directly stated the purpose of his visit. "The US government transmitted information through some channels, wanting to determine if we would propose suggestions for consultation to the United States regarding the 'Chinese Exclusion Act'."

"How did Brother Zhao reply?"

"I haven't replied yet. But my feeling is, should we let the United States know that we will absolutely not propose it on our own initiative?"

Hearing that Zhao Tianlin didn't give the US a direct answer, He Rui emphasized immediately, "Absolutely do not answer. Not only you shouldn't answer, but anyone outside the Ministry of Foreign Affairs shouldn't answer either. What we need to do is screen and restrict US personnel in China. If anyone asks for the reason, tell them that the US government is a barbaric government, and US culture is a barbaric culture. As a civilized country, in order not to let the barbaric US culture have a negative impact on the normal operation of Chinese civilization, we must make Americans in China clearly identifiable. Americans who grew up under barbaric culture cannot participate in some commercial activities that can only be participated in by civilized people."

"This will encounter a cultural counterattack from the US, right? For example, an American peer has already said to me, 'At least I graduated from Harvard Law School'."

"That can be answered very easily. In our Chinese culture, we always believe that there is no one in the world who is good for nothing. Even barbarians have their merits. Going to the United States to study is because the United States has merits in science and technology and legal research. We naturally will go to learn. But merits in science and technology and law cannot change the essence that American culture is a barbaric culture."

Zhao Tianlin confirmed the idea of attacking the United States at this time and felt he could deal with subsequent questions. Only then did he turn the topic to more pragmatic political aspects. "Chairman, will our diplomatic offensive against the United States affect our substantive relationship with the United States?"

"Our offensive will instead make the US upper class seriously consider realistic interest relations. If the issue of the 'Chinese Exclusion Act' cannot be resolved, and we launch comprehensive cooperation with the United States, the United States will use interests to pressure us not to change the Exclusion Act. If the Exclusion Act is not abolished, trade and personnel exchanges between China and the US cannot be confirmed through formal agreements. Once problems arise, the United States can use the Exclusion Act as their excuse to persecute our personnel and actions in the United States. This persecution is two-way; we also won't be able to obtain American human resources and technology."

Zhao Tianlin also felt He Rui's view was correct, but Zhao Tianlin felt the United States might not necessarily make concessions first. "Chairman, the US situation is actually very good now; they can drag it out."

He Rui waved his hand, expressing disagreement. "I think the United States precisely cannot drag it out, because the US strategic situation has entered a bottleneck. Under the world order constructed by the British, the United States can only shrink in the Americas. Britain is now willing to recognize the East Asian order we constructed and incorporate the East Asian order into the world order constructed by the British, becoming a stable support for this new order. Now that Japan has had a revolution, rapprochement between China and Japan has become inevitable. If the United States cannot break through the existing order, they will be blockaded on the North American continent for decades to come. If they want to break through, relying on the projection capability of the US Navy, does the US want to attack Europe across the Atlantic? Or attack China in the Western Pacific? Japan? Or the Soviet Union?"

Zhao Tianlin thought for a while and marveled slightly, "Looking at the strategic situation this way, the United States is indeed very strong, but it is blockaded on the North American continent. The security brought by the two oceans is also America's prison. China has geographically closed circles, but at least it is on the World Island, and its connection with the outside world is closer than the United States."

"The North Atlantic economic circle relies on developed shipping and is the most economically prosperous region in the world today. Britain values the economic role of the United States, but politically positions the United States as a nouveau riche who pays money, completely excluding consideration of intervening in European affairs."

"If the United States wants to break the cage, they would hope we provoke a war against Britain... No wonder Britain accepted Sino-British peace so nimbly. The seemingly incomparable pro-British speech the Chairman asked Minister Yan to deliver was to squeeze America's strategic space, right?" After deepening his consideration of strategy, Zhao Tianlin's thinking became much clearer.

"Even speaking from vulgar profit theory, we have already stated our position to Britain. If Britain wants to use us to blockade the United States, they have to use benefits to buy us. Since we have already asked Britain for a price, the United States must pay a higher price to obtain a strategic breakthrough. And the United States really doesn't lack money." After speaking, seeing the frowned brows of this scholar Zhao Tianlin and the slight unhappiness inadvertently revealed about this vulgar politics, He Rui couldn't help laughing.

Although Zhao Tianlin didn't like this kind of dark realist political consideration, he also understood that this was indispensable for any country. He wasn't really unhappy. However, at this time, a determination of Zhao Tianlin was also strengthened. He said, "Chairman, I have decided to join the International Human Rights Organization currently being prepared, so I plan to resign from all public offices."

"I agree." He Rui expressed his attitude decisively.

Zhao Tianlin knew very well that He Rui was not being so straightforward out of spite, so he continued to ask, "Does the Chairman have any other suggestions for me?"

"Since it is an international organization, try to strengthen its academic background as much as possible. Since Europe and America always talk about academic freedom, we must fully strengthen the characteristics of this part. The International Human Rights Organization does not need to have hierarchical divisions in organizational structure; it must be made into an equal relationship content like an academic alliance. As for the headquarters of the International Human Rights Organization being located in China, I will talk about it when I meet you next time." As he spoke, He Rui stood up and said to the secretary who was already standing not far away, deliberately trying to attract He Rui's attention, "Prepare a bit; I'm setting off immediately."

Zhao Tianlin also stood up. "When is the next time?"

"Ask my office. If there are no special arrangements tomorrow, then tomorrow. If there are arrangements, then ask the secretariat to bring the next meeting forward as much as possible."

Watching He Rui's retreating figure, Zhao Tianlin recalled the conversation just now and was very emotional about He Rui's mentality. He Rui's mentality possessed both strong idealism and was ruthless in the field of realist politics. Whether facing Japan, Britain, or the United States, He Rui would first construct a strategic situation as unfavorable to them as possible strategically, and then fully utilize the strategic desperate situations of those countries to obtain China's interests. In the field of realist politics, He Rui was truly a typical example of not letting go until the goal is reached.

What made Zhao Tianlin sigh even more was that up to now, He Rui had won one stunning victory after another. If not seeing it with his own eyes, Zhao Tianlin would never dare to believe there was really such a possibility.

Sigh... With a sigh, Zhao Tianlin decided to go talk to Xu Jia, who was in charge of the Organization Department. A Vice Premier resigning from all public offices would be a rather complicated matter.
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The new government issued an administrative order in 1924 requiring civil servants at all levels to simplify weddings and funerals and prohibiting the participation of religious personnel. Hu Xiushan's wedding not only fully complied with the administrative order but was even very simple. It included the parents, brothers, and sisters of both the bride and groom, and a small number of close friends.

Eight Immortals tables (square tables), eight people per table, three tables in total. The ceremony was very simple; the only thing requiring He Rui's presence was to issue the marriage certificate to the newlyweds. Apart from this, the families of the newlyweds seemed very sensible, at least toasting He Rui, Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan, and others completely according to etiquette, and daring not disturb them afterwards.

Zheng Silang looked at He Rui, who had absolutely no appetite, and laughed, "Did the Chairman stay up all night again?"

"Mm," He Rui answered somewhat wearily. In front of these old comrades-in-arms, He Rui never pretended to be energetic. They used to go without much sleep for days and nights together during the war; doing that now was meaningless.

Hu Xiushan was mainly attending to his father-in-law's family. The few people at He Rui's table obviously intended to finish eating quickly and leave. At this status, social dining had become a burden. If they really wanted to eat happily, eating and chatting in the office was more refreshing.

However, before the meal was finished, a secretary brought the latest urgent news. He Rui opened it and couldn't help smiling, "It seems it's about the end." Saying this, he handed the intelligence to Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng and others took turns reading it once and then handed the intelligence back to He Rui. Zheng Silang laughed, "For the Japanese Navy to do this, it counts as treason, right?"

Zheng Silang hadn't expected that two Japanese naval vessels actually mutinied and sailed towards Taiwan, which hadn't declared its stance yet. After thinking about it, he asked, "Chairman, should we make a move?"

He Rui shook his head. "No. The current new Japanese government has a very low tolerance capacity. If we take Taiwan at this time, it would be tantamount to toppling the new Japanese government."

Xu Chengfeng felt Zheng Silang was too impatient and whispered, "Work can be discussed at any time. Xiushan only gets married once in his life. Let's wait until tomorrow."

"Why tomorrow?" Zheng Silang was very puzzled.

"Let the Chairman go back to sleep today." Xu Chengfeng gave the answer calmly.

Only then did Zheng Silang remember that He Rui hadn't slept all night, and he couldn't help sighing, "I feel I'm old; the drowsiness has been particularly strong recently."

The old comrades-in-arms had nothing to scruple about; they all expressed that their bodies were obviously not as good as when they were in their twenties. At that time, it really didn't matter how late they stayed up; sleeping for a while would make them energetic.

He Rui was the oldest among them, 37 years old this year. In He Rui's own feeling, perhaps the family pressure borne by marriage was great, with many scruples. Although He Rui now had to sleep for 8 hours a day, no matter when he went to sleep, he would still be in good spirits after waking up.

However, what He Rui minded a bit at this time was Zheng Silang's words about recovering Taiwan. Zheng Silang himself certainly wouldn't really think now was the best time to recover Taiwan, but Zheng Silang's strong offensive spirit already proved that he was not suitable to be the Chief of General Staff for this term. Plus Cheng Ruofan, who would only be considered as a last resort, two of the five people had already been removed from the quota.

Although Xu Chengfeng had no problems, according to the promotion order, Xu Chengfeng should be the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission in charge of military administration. The most suitable candidate had to be chosen from Hu Xiushan and Zhong Yifu. Of course, if these two were not suitable, he would have to choose from younger comrades.

Although he came to attend Hu Xiushan's wedding, He Rui ultimately considered national affairs. This made He Rui have to admit the 21st-century definition of political figures; political figures basically no longer had the thoughts of ordinary kind people. For the current He Rui, apart from sleeping which could still arouse a little interest in him, nothing outside of national affairs was attractive to He Rui anymore.

Of course, He Rui felt that being like this might be because his inner cultivation was not high enough. If he could really reach a higher level, maybe he could put a little energy into some relaxing things. But thinking left and right, He Rui could only think of the old three: swimming, pumping iron, and playing the piano. Even playing the piano, because he hadn't played for more than ten years, he probably really didn't have time to practice.

After the wedding, He Rui and others stood up to leave. The bride and groom sent everyone out of the restaurant. The bride looked at He Rui's back and asked somewhat puzzledly, "Xiushan, I see Chairman He is just like in the portraits, very spirited and steady."

Hu Xiushan asked puzzledly, "What's wrong? The Chairman has always been like this."

Hu Xiushan's wife sighed, "But why does the Chairman have no intention of getting married? It's a pity for such a good man not to marry."

"The Chairman probably doesn't want the other party to live like a widow with a living husband (shou huo gua)," Hu Xiushan answered calmly.

Although Hu Xiushan's tone was calm, as if saying something perfectly normal, Hu Xiushan's wife was shocked. Her big beautiful eyes stared at Hu Xiushan's face, wanting to see how her husband could say such intense words as 'living widowhood'.

Hu Xiushan was looked at by his wife somewhat inexplicably and asked puzzledly, "What's wrong?"

Hu Xiushan's wife didn't know what to say. She suddenly discovered that her understanding of her husband was far less than she imagined. With such emotions in her heart, Hu Xiushan's wife suddenly smiled brightly, "Let's go back first. The family is still waiting for us."

As newlyweds, Hu Xiushan took marriage leave and accompanied his wife to travel to Shanghai, Suzhou, and Hangzhou. Along the way, the two were naturally very happy, but what Hu Xiushan showed was smiling and agreeing to his wife's requests, but not speaking much.

The couple traveled around a big circle and arrived at the last stop of the honeymoon trip, Jiangning (Nanjing). On Jiangxinzhou, Mrs. Hu asked Hu Xiushan to take photos of her. Although Hu Xiushan was reticent, he was indeed very excellent at photography. His hands were very steady, and the photos taken were also quite aesthetic. This was a major reason why Mrs. Hu fell in love with Hu Xiushan.

After playing for half a day, the couple took a boat to Jiangbei. The plane tickets had been bought long ago, and the two prepared to return to the capital. There was still some time before boarding the plane. The two sat in a private room on the second floor of the lounge where they could see the scenery. Mrs. Hu finally couldn't help asking, "Xiushan, will you be very busy? Too busy to go home at all?"

Mrs. Hu originally thought Hu Xiushan would hesitate, but unexpectedly he answered decisively, "No. As long as there are no meetings that must be attended, I will go home on time."

Hearing her husband speak seriously, Mrs. Hu was overjoyed, holding Hu Xiushan's arm and leaning against him, asking, "Really?"

"Really," Hu Xiushan answered.

If Hu Xiushan had only spoken up to here, it would probably have been perfect. However, the tail of a steel-straight man cannot be hidden. Hu Xiushan had emotions in his heart and couldn't help saying to his wife, "Having seen Chairman He's life, I understand. I can't do what he does, where every day apart from eating, sleeping, bathing, and using the toilet, only work remains. I still want to have a life."

Hearing this, Mrs. Hu suffered a mental shock, and her body stiffened immediately.

For a straight man of steel like Hu Xiushan, this was already what he considered an expression of tenderness and valuing his wife. But to a woman's ears, it was a completely different feeling. Mrs. Hu thought about their shared life after marriage. Although she knew a soldier like Hu Xiushan would inevitably be busy because of war, even if they couldn't be together all the time in married life, it would be because war and official duties pulled Hu Xiushan away from the family.

However, listening to Hu Xiushan's words, Mrs. Hu found that the family life Hu Xiushan considered was just not 'every day apart from eating, sleeping, bathing, and using the toilet, only work remains'. Hu Xiushan's meaning seemed to be that he would squeeze out some extra time to be with Mrs. Hu.

This had reached a point where it was almost unbearable!

With such thoughts, Mrs. Hu suddenly remembered Hu Xiushan's evaluation of He Rui. Mrs. Hu originally thought 'living widowhood' was because Hu Xiushan drank too much on the wedding day and his words didn't convey his meaning. Looking at it now, if one married someone where 'every day apart from eating, sleeping, bathing, and using the toilet, only work remains', wouldn't it be just like living widowhood!

But looking at her husband's serious expression, a burst of pity surged in Mrs. Hu's heart, and she immediately felt moved by Hu Xiushan's sincerity. Precisely because of the struggle of people like Hu Xiushan who abandoned everything, China could defeat Japan and Britain successively in a few years, establish the Asian International Tribunal, and make China a respected great power in the world. Pies don't fall from the sky; to achieve these, someone must make huge sacrifices.

When she first met Hu Xiushan, Mrs. Hu even suspected the introducer had made a mistake. She thought she would see a commanding general, a tough strong man. However, after contact, she found that Hu Xiushan was a quiet, rational young man. He was even somewhat shy when facing women.

Seeing He Rui and those renowned soldiers sitting at one table, it was as if a doctoral supervisor was leading his doctoral students. Although one could feel the sharp aura on them, they were unexpectedly not aggressive.

Thinking of this, Mrs. Hu smiled, "You agreed, if there's no meeting, you must come home."

"Mm." Hu Xiushan nodded.

This reaction was on track, making Mrs. Hu feel satisfied, happily waiting to board the plane. If Mrs. Hu could hear Hu Xiushan's inner voice at this time, she would probably scream, or at least sigh.

Hu Xiushan felt he couldn't reveal strategic content, so he didn't dare tell Mrs. Hu that for at least the next 10 years, Hu Xiushan would devote himself fully to war preparations. Moreover, Hu Xiushan had already built a considerable part of the strategic analysis framework according to the strategic formulation methods he had mastered.

After Hu Xiushan completed the strategic analysis framework, he would conduct several deductions, and then take his strategic concept to have another long talk with He Rui.

At this time, He Rui finally had the opportunity to talk with Zhao Tianlin. He placed an outline in front of Zhao Tianlin, then asked Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing beside him to explain the key points of the speech to Zhao Tianlin.

Yan Huiqing said confidently, "Premier Zhao, we demand that the headquarters of the International Human Rights Organization be located in China. Shanghai or Suzhou are both suitable as the main venue and branch venue of the Asian International Tribunal. We oppose placing the headquarters of the International Human Rights Organization in Europe or the United States. The reason is simple. Given the long history of suppressing academic freedom in Europe and the United States, placing the headquarters there would prevent the human rights organization from operating effectively."

If it were before, Zhao Tianlin would inevitably worry that Europe and America would bite back. At this time, he also figured it out, so he responded, "Europe and America have always persecuted human rights academic research; this action has continued for hundreds of years."

Hearing that Zhao Tianlin was on track, He Rui nodded. "Brother Zhao, do you have any questions about the overall understanding? If not, please find time to chat with Minister Yan about the details."

Zhao Tianlin felt the overall idea had become clear, so he stood up to leave. As soon as Zhao Tianlin left, Yan Huiqing said with some relief, "Chairman, both Britain and the United States have sent people. Especially the United States; they said they have a very important suggestion."

"Did the Americans mention the issue of the 'Chinese Exclusion Act'?" He Rui had absolutely no intention of caring about the US suggestion.

"They didn't mention it."

He Rui answered immediately, "Tell the people on the US side that we have no interest in having deep communication with a barbaric country."
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The resignation of a founding minister like Zhao Tianlin from all public offices made many who didn't know the inside story wring their hands in regret. As a famous scholar in the Republic, Zhao Tianlin's influence skyrocketed with the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal; many believed Zhao Tianlin had a status similar to Wu Youping.

Those who understood the national political structure didn't think so. Yan Huiqing sighed at a private farewell party, "I didn't expect Brother Lu and Brother Zhao could both fulfill their lifelong wishes; I truly envy you."

Those who came to the farewell party were all personnel from the diplomatic circle. Tang Shaoyi couldn't help sighing, "Brother Lu, although the Civil Service Examination Rules are so strict now, Brother Lu could also serve the country as an advisor in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

Lu Zhengxiang sighed, "Brother Tang misunderstood. I am not going to Europe because of the Civil Service Examination Rules. It is truly because I promised my wife long ago to go to a monastery."

Hearing this, several people at the meeting sighed. Lu Zhengxiang was a devout Christian, and his wife was Belgian. This year, Lu Zhengxiang's wife passed away, so Lu Zhengxiang contacted the church in his late wife's hometown, Belgium, requesting to become a monk in the Belgian church.

Tang Shaoyi wanted to persuade him further but didn't know what to say. He Rui and the Civility Party had a very clear attitude towards religion. As early as the "Civil Service Examination Rules" promulgated in 1924, it was stipulated that anyone with religious beliefs could not become a civil servant. Anyone who concealed their religious beliefs when filling out declaration materials, besides being fired immediately, their immediate family members who were civil servants would not be promoted for any reason within 10 years. If their family members had not yet become civil servants, they would not be allowed to take the civil service exam within 5 years.

For civil servants, such regulations actually cut off the path of civil service for these families, and even their extended families would be implicated. Tang Shaoyi always felt that Lu Zhengxiang leaving China might likely have been forced. But Lu Zhengxiang's own attitude was firm, so Tang Shaoyi couldn't say much more.

At this time, Lu Zhengxiang took the initiative to raise another topic. "Brother Gu, I heard that you were appointed to handle contact with the US this time?"

Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun) nodded. "Mr. Lu, I still have some doubts. Would you be willing to give some advice?"

Lu Zhengxiang nodded immediately. "This matter is of great importance. Only after talking with Brother Gu can I completely let go of worldly affairs."

Wellington Koo immediately introduced the "Chinese Exclusion Act" to the diplomats present. The US Chinese Exclusion Act was not a simple act of not accepting Chinese immigrants, but a comprehensive restriction act targeting all Asian immigrants, as well as investment, trade, and finance from Asia.

After the introduction, Wellington Koo asked, "Mr. Lu, if the United States insists on not relaxing, will it trigger a war?"

Lu Zhengxiang thought for a moment. "Since the Sino-British War has been fought, how does the United States plan to fight China? As for us, we can't start a war with the United States right now either."

Wellington Koo continued to ask, "If the US side refuses to give China normal treatment in terms of immigration, trade, and investment, will the relationship between China and the US only remain at the level of government diplomatic relations?"

Tang Shaoyi's gaze sharpened. He initially thought that since Sino-British issues were resolved through war, Sino-US issues should be solvable. Now, after listening to his son-in-law's judgment, he clearly realized that the issues between China and the US were not that simple. The US government was indeed very disrespectful to China regarding the "Chinese Exclusion Act", which could be said to have hurt China's dignity. If it were China in the Qing Dynasty and the Republic era, with weak national power, it could only endure it and couldn't care about the United States across the Pacific. Now that China had become a world power again, the "Chinese Exclusion Act" was an issue that absolutely could not be tolerated.

He Rui's government had recently been promulgating decrees one after another, starting to impose reciprocal restrictions on the United States, that is, the 'Exclusion of Americans Act'. According to China's current national power and international status, the United States would consider abolishing the "Chinese Exclusion Act". But Wellington Koo was right; abolishing the Exclusion Act did not mean the United States would agree to establish comprehensive economic relations with China.

The Sino-British Joint Communique established a case for comprehensive political, diplomatic, immigration, and commercial agreements between China and Britain. There also had to be such a complete set of Sino-US Joint Communiques between China and the US. Britain had to sign the Sino-British Joint Communique with China because of India. The United States was separated from China by a Pacific Ocean; if they didn't sign, China had no way to deal with the United States.

Thinking of this, Tang Shaoyi looked at Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing. He saw others also looking at Yan Huiqing, obviously wanting to hear He Rui's views from Yan Huiqing.

Lu Zhengxiang asked at this time, "Brother Yan, Chairman He's talent in diplomacy is far superior to mine. I wonder what plan Chairman He has?"

Yan Huiqing didn't want to say anything at this time. Although these principles were common knowledge for diplomats, diplomats could see the problems but had no way to solve them. If they wanted to solve them, they could only rely on the powerful strength possessed by the country. explaining China's thinking to these people now might be criticized as leaking secrets.

Seeing Yan Huiqing's expression, Lu Zhengxiang said frankly, "Among the countries in the world today, the distance between European continental countries and China is extremely far, separated by regions controlled by Britain, so there is actually no chance of intense conflict breaking out between China and European continental countries. Among the countries that can have intense conflicts with China, the Soviet Union has established security and economic mutual trust with China. Britain had to establish security and economic mutual trust with China. Although the current situation in Japan is unclear, the general trend is also in this direction. The only unknown is the United States. The United States can choose either. For China, the more countries with normal relations, the better. In my opinion, Chairman He tackles the easy first and difficult later; presumably, he still wants to be friendly with the United States. Only I don't know how Chairman He plans to do it."

Yan Huiqing heard his old friend speak so clearly and knew that his old friend's question was definitely not to make any transaction with this knowledge, but just couldn't let go of it in his heart. Finally, Yan Huiqing answered, "In the British order, what is left for the United States is a United States blockaded in North America. Although other European continental countries want to use the United States, in fact, European countries also want to completely exclude the United States from Europe. So the European continent to the east of the United States is actually a wall of copper and iron. Now, if China joins the strategy of blockading the United States, the United States' road to the west will also be blocked. Moreover, preventing US forces from entering the Western Pacific is a strategy China must inevitably adopt. Compared with the strategic interests of excluding the United States from the Western Pacific, the value brought by cooperation with the United States is, if not insignificant, at least far inferior."

Lu Zhengxiang nodded, his expression one of relieved ease. "Thank you, Brother Yan, for the guidance."
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Lu Zhengxiang's eyes brightened after hearing Yan Huiqing's introduction. Yan Huiqing struck while the iron was hot, saying, "Brother Lu, although it is a regulation that current officials cannot have religious beliefs, there are many positions in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs outside of formal officials that are not within this scope. Our ideal back then was to make China rich and its army strong. We wasted twenty or thirty years before; now is officially the time for us to display our talents. With Brother Lu's talent, why take this to heart?"

Hearing Yan Huiqing's persuasion, Lu Zhengxiang was stunned. He was really not disheartened because of this religious issue.

Before Lu Zhengxiang could answer, Tang Shaoyi beside him also persuaded, "Brother Lu, if you care about the Paris Peace Conference and the Twenty-One Demands back then, I think there is no need. Everyone knows the situation back then very well, and Chairman He understands it even more. Besides, which one of us sitting here hasn't been scolded? Why can't you let it go?"

Lu Zhengxiang knew his old friends were persuading him sincerely, so he could only say again, "Brothers, this matter is because I promised my late wife that I would definitely send her back to her hometown for burial. As for going to the monastery, it is also to accompany my late wife, recover my mood, and give her and myself an explanation..."

Hearing this, Tang Shaoyi disregarded everything else and said directly, "Since that's the case, why doesn't Brother Lu study the local situation in Belgium more? When you come back, we can also have a profound understanding of Belgium. Although Belgium is a small country, its geographical location is very critical. If there is a next war, Belgium will inevitably be very important. What does Brother Lu think?"

Lu Zhengxiang felt helpless yet somewhat grateful. His old friends valued him so much and insisted on giving him a chance to stay in the diplomatic circle; this intention was very sincere. Lu Zhengxiang sighed, "If Brother Tang wants to understand Belgium, I will write letters to Brother Tang."

Yan Huiqing answered immediately, "Why only write to Brother Tang? We will hire Brother Lu as a consultant. Write a report every month, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs will naturally pay Brother Lu a consultant's salary."

"Sigh..." Lu Zhengxiang sighed and could only stand up and cup his hands to everyone. "Since you gentlemen insist, I can only respectfully obey."

Feeling he had kept Lu Zhengxiang, Yan Huiqing went to see He Rui. Going to see He Rui naturally had nothing to do with Lu Zhengxiang; rather, Yan Huiqing had prepared a series of diplomatic actions against Japan and also planned to go to Shanghai. He had to communicate and confirm with He Rui before this trip.

When Yan Huiqing entered He Rui's office, he saw Parliament Speaker Duan Qirui was in He Rui's office. Seeing Yan Huiqing come in, He Rui laughed, "Minister Yan, Speaker Duan has been waiting for you for a long time. Come, come, there are some things you simply must help Speaker Duan handle."

Duan Qirui had also stood up. After shaking hands with Yan Huiqing, Duan Qirui said, "Minister Yan, some members of parliament probably read British and French newspapers and finally learned about the Chinese Exclusion Act. They insist on lodging a strong protest against the United States and feel that the content of the 'Special Tariff Act on US' is not satisfying enough, wanting to give the US something harsh. I actually don't understand diplomatic matters either, and being just a Speaker, I must ask Minister Yan to help me understand."

Yan Huiqing's emotions were a bit complicated. Generally speaking, he didn't want to get entangled in professional diplomatic issues with the old Beiyang clique and local assemblymen. For the 20 years from the late Qing to He Rui's administration, Yan Huiqing despised the ability of this group of people quite a bit. After He Rui came to power, the level of this group didn't improve, but their temper towards the outside world grew a lot. Especially after the end of the Sino-British War, these assemblymen were excessively tough towards the outside world. If the current parliament weren't truly controlled by the He Rui government, heaven knows what they would come up with.

However, seeing that He Rui obviously still wanted to show respect for the current parliament, Yan Huiqing answered, "I wonder how I can resolve doubts for Speaker Duan and the parliament?"

"Currently, some people in parliament demand the US Congress explain the 'Chinese Exclusion Act', and some want the US government to explain the 'Chinese Exclusion Act'. They say that if the US Congress and government do not explain, they will add content to the 'Special Tariff Act on US'. Although I don't understand diplomacy, I also feel something is wrong with doing this. I would like to ask Minister Yan to give me some advice."

Yan Huiqing originally wanted to explain from the standpoint of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but on second thought, he changed his wording, "Parliament is inherently an organ of state power; members of parliament can say whatever they want. This is inherently the power of parliament members; how can our Ministry of Foreign Affairs interfere?"

These words made Duan Qirui somewhat uncomfortable. Duan Qirui had been the Chief Executive; previously, parliament and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to conform to the Chief Executive's ideas. Now Yan Huiqing speaking like this made Duan Qirui feel a bit like he was making things difficult. But on second thought, Duan Qirui replied, "Minister Yan, I also think the parliament members are completely right to be angry about the 'Chinese Exclusion Act', but these members always need to consider priorities. What is the most important thing right now?"

Yan Huiqing agreed with Duan Qirui's view very much, but as Foreign Minister, Yan Huiqing certainly couldn't give orders to the Speaker of Parliament, so he answered, "As long as the 'Special Tariff Act on US' can be passed in the quickest time, the government can immediately begin to implement tariff requirements according to this act, and the United States will suffer a head-on blow. As representatives of public opinion, if the parliament members fail to get a satisfactory response from the US side, they can add more content to the act later."

Now Duan Qirui understood. What He Rui wanted now was to launch a further blow against the United States immediately. This matter would have immediate effects and would also give parliament members ample space to display themselves, that is, space for grandstanding. Duan Qirui laughed, "I am just a Speaker; whether it passes or not depends on the members' proposals."

Since everyone was speaking in official jargon, Yan Huiqing knew this better than Duan Qirui. Moreover, Duan Qirui's words already hinted that he would definitely complete the passage of the act. Yan Huiqing immediately engaged in a round of mutual commercial praise with Duan Qirui.

Having gained both face and substance, Duan Qirui asked He Rui, "Chairman, Brother Zhang's birthday is approaching. Once this matter ends, I will set off..."

"I will go with Speaker Duan," He Rui answered.

Yan Huiqing knew immediately upon hearing this that they were going to celebrate Zhang Xiluan's birthday, and he couldn't help feeling somewhat emotional. Before Zhang Xiluan yielded power, although he couldn't be described as good for nothing, he could only be said to be an old man with a little reputation. After yielding power, his reputation became prominent, and he became the banner of the old Beiyang lineage. When He Rui wanted to release goodwill to the old Beiyang clique, he went to visit Zhang Xiluan. Fate is truly unpredictable.

However, Zhang Xiluan didn't grasp for power or speak out. Even if he came out to do something, it was all for the brothers of the old Beiyang clique. This self-restraint was indeed not something ordinary people could achieve.

After Duan Qirui left, Yan Huiqing presented several documents to He Rui. The first was He Rui's congratulatory telegram to the government of the Japanese Republic. The main theme was 'surprise', phrases like 'shocked to hear the Japanese people made a choice for their future', 'cannot help sighing', 'the Japanese Republic will surely have a bright future'. Of course, the core was one sentence: 'The Republic of China recognizes the government of the Japanese Republic and prepares to establish formal diplomatic relations with the Japanese Republic.'

Articles under heaven are one big copy. The overall wording was exactly the same in meaning, if not identical in words, to the statement by the Soviet government when it was the first to recognize the He Rui government.

The second document was about sending a negotiation delegation to the Japanese Republic to negotiate the establishment of formal diplomatic relations.

The third document was an invitation from the Chinese Go Association for personnel from the Japanese Go circle to visit China.

He Rui was very satisfied after reading them. "Do this for now. Economic and trade cooperation can proceed, but it must never be made public. In addition, regarding Japan's territorial issues, we must leave space. Japan's revolution this time is not submission to China, but a Color Revolution."

Having said the four words 'Color Revolution', He Rui felt Yan Huiqing wouldn't understand, so he spoke more bluntly, "This Japanese revolution happened because Japanese revolutionaries believe China has grasped the truth, or at least grasped a line of thinking closer to the truth than Japan, walking ahead of Japan. Therefore, we must absolutely not demean Japan's national self-esteem. I wonder if Minister Yan can understand?"

After speaking, He Rui looked at Yan Huiqing, only to see Yan Huiqing stunned for a moment, and then his eyes suddenly turned red.

A 50-year-old man was actually about to cry. While sighing with emotion, He Rui could also understand. From 1840 to 1927, almost 90 years, China's confidence as the Celestial Empire had been struck again and again, shaken again and again, almost completely destroyed. Recovering somewhat at this time, it was not strange for Yan Huiqing to be so emotional.

Yan Huiqing took out a handkerchief and wiped the corners of his eyes. After calming his emotions, he sighed, "Chairman He, if you had sat in today's position in 1915... that would have been good."

"If I had entered the central government at that time, I'm afraid the grass on my grave would be as tall as a person by now." He Rui laughed, "In the Beiyang central government, I would certainly have been powerless. So I am very grateful to Chief Duan and Lord Zhang."

Hearing this, Yan Huiqing knew he couldn't control his emotions and had said some useless words, so he immediately gathered his mood. "I wonder what we should pay attention to regarding the Chairman's instruction not to demean Japan's national self-esteem?"

"Don't talk about the past; only talk about the present and the future!" He Rui answered word by word.

Yan Huiqing understood quickly after hearing this. China and Japan had been neighbors for thousands of years with similar cultures. As long as Japan didn't distort history, there was nothing to talk about. This was also why Yan Huiqing chose 'Go' as the first stop for friendly exchanges between the two sides. Go originated in China and is also a representative recreational activity of spiritual sentiment very important in both Chinese and Japanese cultures.

Since China and Japan wanted to solve current problems and face the future, there was indeed no need to dwell on the past.

"In addition, I emphasize again, do not talk about borders and territory now; I have my own arrangements," He Rui emphasized again.

"I wonder if the Chairman can reveal a little?" Yan Huiqing also knew this issue couldn't be bypassed, so naturally, he wanted to know He Rui's plan very much.

"Now the riots in Korea have expanded a lot because of the Japanese revolution issue. Moreover, since the Sino-Japanese War, Korean restorationists have wanted to use China's power to restore their country very much. Therefore, I plan to resolve issues like Korea, Taiwan, and Ryukyu along with economic issues in one go. So touching upon this matter at this stage, firstly, the time is not right, and secondly, there is not a solid enough foundation. If we touch upon these issues now, how do you think the Japanese side will view it?"

Yan Huiqing nodded. He wanted to solve these problems immediately, but Yan Huiqing believed that with his ability and ideas, he really couldn't solve them.
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Duan Qirui raised the Speaker's gavel and struck it. With a *bang*, he announced that the Parliament of the Republic of China had passed the "Special Tariff Act on US". Reporters in the back row of the parliament stood up one after another and rushed out of the parliament entrance as fast as politeness allowed to report this matter.

The Civility Party members were quite calm; after all, the party caucus had communicated with everyone beforehand, and the decision on how to vote had already been made. Other members were emotional, especially a few members with hardline stances who had already begun to greet other non-Civility Party members, looking like they were preparing to start something else.

Duan Qirui walked straight down from the Speaker's seat, didn't even go to his office, and went straight to the parking lot behind. Once in the car, Duan Qirui unbuttoned his old Beiyang military uniform, which lacked rank insignias and medals, and let out a long breath. Duan Qirui had spent a lot of effort to make the old Beiyang members understand what to do now. At this moment, Duan Qirui just wanted to relax completely before the parliament convened in half a month. In between, he neither wanted to think about those bastards nor contact those bastards.

The car picked up Xu Shichang at the National Archives and went straight to the train station. Xu Shichang minded taking airplanes a bit, always feeling that things flying in the sky were unreliable. At this moment, he laughed, "I heard the express train to Tianjin is finally open; it takes less than 10 hours to get to Tianjin. That saves a lot of suffering."

After speaking, seeing Duan Qirui didn't speak, Xu Shichang looked at Duan Qirui's appearance and was somewhat puzzled, "What made Brother Duan so angry?"

"Isn't it those parliament members!" Thinking of those people, Duan Qirui was full of anger and said unhappily, "Grandstanding!"

Xu Shichang had organized the 'Anfu Club' parliamentary group with Duan Qirui, so he could understand Duan Qirui's mood quite well. However, thinking that the next parliament would probably be dominated by the Civility Party, Xu Shichang inevitably felt somewhat lost. Duan Qirui wasn't in the mood for that and continued unhappily, "Besides grandstanding, what else can these parliament members do? If the country is handed over to them, it will definitely not be good!"

These words left Xu Shichang speechless, and he could only sigh. The two arrived at the train station. At this time, a military train had stopped at the platform. Seeing through the window that the officers and soldiers were already sitting in their seats, the two were led into a carriage, which turned out to be a special carriage. He Rui was already sitting in the carriage, talking with three young men.

After introductions, Duan Qirui heard the name Wang Dongliu and felt it was somewhat familiar. Xu Shichang quickly remembered, "This Brother Wang, are you from the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau?"

Wang Dongliu knew his father was an old acquaintance of Xu Shichang. After introducing his family background, he said, "I heard my father mention Director Xu; my father has always admired Director Xu's scholarship very much."

Hearing it was an old friend's son, Xu Shichang was also very happy. Duan Qirui also remembered at this time that he had eaten with Old Man Wang and evaluated Old Man Wang's insight highly. Seeing that Old Man Wang's most proud son could actually converse with He Rui, while admiring him in his heart, he also felt very lost. Both were old officials of the Qing Dynasty; why was the difference between Duan Qirui's son and others so big? Was it because Duan Qirui was not a Jinshi (successful candidate in the highest imperial examinations), so his family learning was not good enough?

He Rui didn't avoid Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang. Both of them knew the importance of things and would never leak secrets. Moreover, these two completely didn't understand turbojet engines and turboprop engines; even if they wanted to leak secrets, they couldn't leak anything. Avoiding the two would affect the relationship instead.

The three young men were highly anticipated young mid-level engineers in the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. They came this time to report on their work. Everyone was puzzled why the three of them were sent instead of the Chief Engineer. Everyone guessed that they might be valued, feeling both excited and worried. After exchanging greetings with Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang, they continued to talk carefully with He Rui about the design ideas of turbojet engines.

Now the global aircraft industry had not been developing for long. After China and Britain established peaceful and friendly relations, exchanges with the whole of Europe were very frequent. All three had just returned from an inspection in France and had a lot of ideas in their hearts.

"Chairman, we are now roughly certain that China's engine technology and aircraft technology, even if not leading Europe, are definitely not weaker than Europe. Especially in jet engines, Europe has related research but hasn't really formed a train of thought. For Europe, their research and development are all lone battles. Domestically, it is joint development. I feel our advantage is very large; now we even have prototypes..."

Wang Dongliu listened to his companion's statement and couldn't help nodding slightly. Before going to France, he was also somewhat worried, always feeling that Europe's scientific level and engineering level were higher than China's. Unexpectedly, the aircraft research and development he saw didn't show such an advantage at all. Wang Dongliu of course knew he must not underestimate Europe, but Wang Dongliu really felt Europe was a bit like a pewter spearhead that looks like silver (impressive looking but useless).

He Rui certainly knew why the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau sent these three people, because it was He Rui who first made the request: 'Send three young capable generals researching turbine engines over; I'll chat with them.'

These three people in front of him should be the most promising young engineers in the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. He Rui listened quietly to the three making their report. After the three finished introducing Europe's development, they handed over a design drawing of a domestic turbojet engine. After taking it, He Rui slowly ran his finger along the main shaft of the engine design drawing, examining the design. When his finger slid from head to tail, He Rui closed the design drawing and returned it to the three.

Now the three young engineers were confused. They could roughly feel that He Rui indeed saw the knack, but none of the three were sure what specific knack He Rui saw after looking at it once. He Rui immediately became unfathomable in their feelings.

In another timeline, He Rui was very interested in design drawings, which led to He Rui knowing very limited specific technical details of industry. But as long as he gave the Chinese technical personnel of this timeline a rough design drawing, the Chinese technical personnel could understand. This was what He Rui liked most.

Just like turbojet engines, the literature He Rui had read introduced that the early life of these engines was 20-40 hours. Too many parts had to be solved by the development of materials science, so He Rui was not in a hurry to invest huge resources in turbojet engines.

He Rui took a stack of scratch paper and began to draw on it with a pencil at the level of a 'soul painter', talking while drawing.

There are also some technical know-hows in turbojet engines. Turbojet engines are divided into centrifugal and axial-flow types. At this stage, naturally, the axial-flow design is adopted first. There are technical details here. Rolls-Royce Engine Company was the first to develop two-spool and three-spool engines, relying on these technologies to lead and flourish in the world for decades.

Duan Qirui studied in a German military academy; he understood machinery and drafting. Seeing He Rui drawing personally, he immediately leaned over to look. Although Xu Shichang didn't understand these, seeing He Rui giving personal guidance, he immediately judged that this was an extremely important matter and also leaned over to look.

Wang Dongliu and the others were all skilled in drafting. What seemed to be inexplicable lines to Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang, in the eyes of the three, was a brand new design drawing of a turbojet engine. Even if the lines were rough, let alone beautiful, the design ideas outlined without any superfluous lines made all three feel the world became broader.

The two-spool structure, simply put, is to sleeve another shaft into a hollow single shaft, and its two ends are also connected to a set of compressors and turbines respectively. That is to say, a two-spool engine simultaneously possesses two sets of independently operating compressor-turbine sets, and compressors and turbines thus have a distinction between high pressure and low pressure.

He Rui's drawing was introducing the two-spool structure. When He Rui marked out the high-pressure set (high-pressure compressor, high-pressure turbine) connected by the high-pressure shaft close to both ends of the combustion chamber, and the low-pressure set (low-pressure compressor, low-pressure turbine) connected by the low-pressure shaft located on both sides of the high-pressure set, Wang Dongliu felt numb all over.

When He Rui marked the reverse rotation directions of the engine's high-pressure and low-pressure shafts with arrows, Wang Dongliu heard his colleague beside him let out a sigh like a lament, then uncontrollably said loudly, "I understand! I understand!"

Wang Dongliu also understood. When the engine is running, the two shafts rotate in reverse directions at different speeds. This can not only effectively improve the working efficiency of the whole machine but also cancel out the rotational torque generated by the two to the maximum extent. This can produce an engine that is extremely stable in flight.

Before the three could recover from the shock, He Rui drew a three-spool engine. Having understood the two-spool, the three-spool was not difficult to understand. It was nothing more than sleeving another shaft into the center of the two shafts, and then connecting a set of compressors and turbines (intermediate-pressure compressor, intermediate-pressure turbine) located between the high and low-pressure sets respectively.

After watching, Wang Dongliu only felt various originally unsystematic ideas in his mind begin to combine quickly, becoming a part under this set of design ideas.

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang completely couldn't figure out what was going on, but they also understood that the ideas provided by He Rui far exceeded this group of Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau engineers. Now, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang looked at each other and saw the incomprehension in each other's eyes. Those who could discuss problems with He Rui must be excellent engineers. But looking at it now, the level of these people was much worse than He Rui. This was somewhat baffling.

But He Rui didn't care. The reaction of the young engineers satisfied He Rui very much. That they could understand to this extent immediately proved that they were indeed the most outstanding young engineers in the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau now, talents worth cultivating. If they were ordinary engineers, after seeing such a design, they would definitely not figure out what this idea was about.

On another piece of paper, He Rui continued to draw. This was the only design drawing of a turboprop engine He Rui remembered, which was also the engine cutaway view of the A-29 propeller plane in the 21st century.

Turbine engines need more than ten years to become mature and reliable, but turboprop engines are much simpler. Reduce the rotation speed of the turbojet engine and use the turbojet engine to drive the propeller. Turboprop engines could likely be developed in one or two years and mature in three or four years. If the flight speed of propeller fighters wants to exceed 550 kilometers per hour, they will encounter aerodynamic problems.

So what He Rui wanted to equip in the next few years was a combat-bomber general-purpose propeller fighter with 6-8 hours super endurance and a maximum speed of 550 kilometers per hour. And the A-29 is such an all-around combat aircraft. It can carry 1000 kilograms of external weapons, which is enough until 1942.

Aircraft using turboprop engines surpass the Zero fighter in various parameters across the board, especially the sturdiness of the aircraft, which is several times better than the Zero fighter. Moreover, turboprop engines burn kerosene, which is much cheaper than piston engines burning gasoline.

If the Japanese Zero fighter could fight the full game in the Pacific War, He Rui felt there would be no problem for new fighters using turboprop engines to fight until 1942.

Moreover, within the next 15 years, turboprop engines have immensely broad space in the civilian market. Even in the 1920s and 30s of the 21st century, many countries, including Russia, still used turboprop-driven propeller planes for regional aircraft. The reason is simple: this kind of short-haul regional aircraft with a range of 1000-2000 kilometers is really cheap.

He Rui said nothing about the future because He Rui's work was just to hand the future over to these young people and let them create the future. He Rui continued to work hard for the present to create more futures for China.

Wang Dongliu finally barely understood He Rui's train of thought, recovering from the state of turning a blind eye to everything else. He saw two colleagues: one was like an old monk in meditation, and the other raised his hand, drawing something in the air with his finger. Wang Dongliu knew his two colleagues were not hysterical, but like the process he went through, they were learning and integrating knowledge in their minds.

So Wang Dongliu looked at He Rui and saw He Rui had already drawn two pages of things. Ignoring others, Wang Dongliu leaned over to look and saw a reducer added to the turbojet engine on one sheet, and the shape of an airplane drawn on the other.

This aircraft adopted a cantilever low-wing and tricycle landing gear. Cantilever low-wing means a single wing located below the fuselage. Tricycle landing gear refers to the three sets of tires of the landing gear, one in front and two in the back.

The Air Force fighters of the National Defense Force basically adopted this design method, which had a huge advantage in the Sino-Japanese War and Sino-British War. It was heard that Britain had already begun to produce fighters with the same design. However, the plane He Rui drew had a huge glass cockpit and was a two-seater.

Looking at this design, the pilot had excellent vision, but this vision was already at a wasteful level. Wang Dongliu didn't dare to accuse He Rui either, so he could only ask, "Chairman, what plane is this?"

"This is a turboprop engine. This is an advanced trainer aircraft using a turboprop engine, belonging to the all-around type compatible with air combat and bombing. The Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau can produce exclusive models for air combat and bombing according to needs later." He Rui explained while adding the last few strokes.

Only then did Wang Dongliu relax. Wang Dongliu felt he couldn't accept producing such a flashy aircraft that didn't consider aerodynamic layout. Even facing He Rui, a peerless genius in engine design, Wang Dongliu couldn't pass it without argument.

After another while, Wang Dongliu's two colleagues also woke up from intense thinking. After seeing the turboprop engine and the advanced trainer, their reaction wasn't big. There is a saying in the Aircraft Design Bureau: 'With enough power, even a brick can fly.' As long as the engine is fierce enough, a brick can also fly in style.

The two-spool and three-spool designs solved various problems encountered by single-shaft turbojet engines. As engineers, they naturally hoped to implement the design ideas immediately.

When the three took the drawings to the back of the carriage to discuss, Duan Qirui asked, "Chairman He, do you usually give guidance to young people like this?"

He Rui could also take a breath, leaning back in the seat and answering, "It can't be called guidance. They are inherently excellent engineers; mine is just a humble opinion (one gain from a fool)."

Duan Qirui sighed, not knowing what to say. Xu Shichang also sighed slightly, having mixed feelings. As far as Xu Shichang knew, officials in the central government felt He Rui was never bound by fame and wealth, but Xu Shichang felt this might not be necessarily so. People say the moon waxes only to wane, and water brims only to overflow. Even though Xu Shichang didn't like He Rui, he sincerely admitted that He Rui's achievements could be said to benefit the whole world. Others pursued fame and wealth because they didn't have them. He Rui was already the Chairman of the Republic, his status and prestige far exceeding an emperor. For He Rui, what he lacked least was precisely fame and wealth.

Just like now, He Rui handed his design ideas to young talents for them to complete. When these people achieved fame and success, they wouldn't be stupid enough to oppose He Rui, right? If these people really did that, in Chinese culture it's called deceiving the master and destroying ancestors; everyone can execute them!

He Rui didn't use power for his own benefit and was willing to share with others; this point alone surpassed so-called wise rulers. Xu Shichang didn't expect to see such a figure in his lifetime. His own position was taken away by such a person, yet Xu Shichang didn't even have resentment.

This is fate! Xu Shichang sighed in his heart. While sighing, he suddenly thought of Zhang Xiluan again. Zhang Xiluan had vision and decisiveness; this had long been public opinion. As a person who supported the dragon (emperor/leader), it was only right to have today's status. However, the old man was so sensible that he hadn't asked about worldly affairs for many years. Now he invited He Rui to celebrate his birthday. And He Rui communicated with people even while taking the train, yet still went to celebrate the birthday. Could there be some major event in this?

The speed of internal combustion locomotives was much faster than steam engines. From the capital (Zhengzhou) to Tianjin, a railway journey of nearly a thousand kilometers actually arrived in just 10 hours. When they got off the train, it was already past 10 PM. The three went their separate ways. At 10 AM the next day, the three took a car to Zhang Xiluan's residence.

They saw the streets were several times wider than before, enough for 6 or 7 cars to drive together. Both sides of the street had been demolished into ruins, as if struck by a military disaster. But in the distance, many buildings were being built. They looked to be 6 or 7 stories high. On the construction site, migrant workers wearing masks were demolishing houses. Dust flew in the city, so much so that people riding bicycles and tricycles all over the street were wearing masks.

Duan Qirui didn't know whether to praise it or not, feeling very emotional in his heart. Such massive construction was something Duan Qirui had never thought of. In the past, building a house in the capital could attract a lot of attention. Now, whether in the new capital Zhengzhou or Tianjin before his eyes, he didn't know how many high-rise buildings were being built. But the market was not impacted; instead, because of the large number of workers employed in urban construction, everyone made money and life was much better. Duan Qirui himself couldn't figure out where so many capable officials in the government came from.

Calculated by time, these officials were at least 20 or 30 years old. Duan Qirui had every opportunity to bring these people under his command. But Duan Qirui just didn't meet these people, while the He Rui government could collect them all. Thinking of this, Duan Qirui only felt his heart ache.

The street where Zhang Xiluan's house was located hadn't been demolished. As soon as He Rui arrived, the Zhang family steward led He Rui in. Just entering the hall at the entrance, Zhang's eldest son had already come out to welcome him. Seeing He Rui, he immediately said, "Your nephew comes to welcome Chairman He."

After speaking, Zhang's eldest son was about to kneel. He Rui stepped forward and hugged Zhang's eldest son, stopping his kneeling action. He Rui said, "When I see Lord Zhang later, I must tell Lord Zhang that if this happens again, I won't come."

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang sighed in their hearts; Old Zhang really knew how to behave! Since Zhang Xiluan made friends with He Rui, he always addressed him as 'Worthy Brother', so Zhang's eldest son, who was 50 years old this year, also had to call himself nephew. Zhang family descendants kneeling to welcome He Rui was not shameful. He Rui was only 37 years old. As long as the Zhang family descendants didn't court death themselves, they could ensure peace for decades to come.

Of course, Zhang's eldest son knew the new customs of the Republic and knew that He Rui really disliked kneeling. Since he was stopped by He Rui, naturally he didn't force it anymore. When He Rui let go of his arm, he led the three inside.

They saw only Zhang Xiluan and Mrs. Zhang sitting in the room. Seeing He Rui come in, Mrs. Zhang got up to welcome him and immediately arranged tea and refreshments for the three guests. Zhang Xiluan wanted to stand up, but He Rui hurriedly went up to support him and asked Zhang Xiluan to sit down. Zhang Xiluan held He Rui's hand and laughed, "Worthy Brother He, you... have become thinner."

"Lord Zhang looks hale and hearty; I am very happy," He Rui laughed.

Zhang Xiluan invited the three to sit down, held their hands together, and then said, "Worthy brothers, I invited everyone here this time because I really missed you worthy brothers. People say 73, 84, if the King of Hell doesn't call, one goes oneself. I am exactly 84 years old this year. If I couldn't see you worthy brothers again, I would really miss you very much in my heart." As he spoke, there were tears in his eyes.

He Rui hurriedly said, "Lord Zhang, I think you can live to be a hundred."

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang also followed with words about Zhang Xiluan living a long life. And the two were indeed not hypocritical; seeing Zhang Xiluan's hair completely white and trembling a bit, their eyes were moist.

Zhang Xiluan let go of the three's hands and then said, "I invited the three worthy brothers here this time just to see the three of you. In addition, I also have something to say." After speaking, Zhang Xiluan called his children and grandchildren in and was about to stand up. He Rui hurriedly supported Zhang Xiluan to stand up. With He Rui's support, Zhang Xiluan walked to his descendants and made them kneel.

With a crash, they knelt all over the floor. Zhang Xiluan was originally tall. At this time, looking down from above, he said, "I, Zhang, came from the military (Hang wu) and haven't read books. In my life, I fought a few small battles with the Japanese and can't talk about any achievements. If talking about diligence and loving the people, I can't talk about it either; at most, I didn't prey on the people. Today, I say it again: Zhang family descendants must not learn from me; all must study. If you don't study well, family law will serve you. One more point, Zhang family descendants must be law-abiding. If anyone thinks that because I, Zhang Xiluan, have some friendship with Worthy Brother He Rui, they dare to act recklessly, the Zhang family will absolutely not tolerate such descendants and will definitely send them to the officials. After death, they may not enter the ancestral grave! If anyone dares to shield them, send them to the officials together! Did you hear?"

Hearing Zhang Xiluan ask this, the Zhang family descendants all answered carefully, "We heard!"

Zhang Xiluan turned around and held He Rui, "Worthy Brother, at my age, I have seen too many descendants of famous families who think they have ancestral protection. Not seeking progress is still good; committing crimes is very common. The result is not only disgracing the ancestors but also bringing a bad end to themselves. Worthy Brother, if you really feel that I, your brother, am sincere to you, Worthy Brother, if the Zhang family produces unfilial descendants, please, Worthy Brother, must eliminate them. If Worthy Brother is willing to help your brother take care like this, your brother can close his eyes in the Nine Springs (underworld)."

Duan Qirui felt Zhang Xiluan's sincerity and couldn't help thinking of his own son. While pained, he also couldn't help envying Zhang Xiluan. Although He Rui might not really take care of the Zhang family descendants in such a way, as long as He Rui could really execute a scum of the Zhang family, he could save one or two generations of the Zhang family.

The old man is not confused even at this age; truly enviable!
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In front of the Zhang family descendants, Zhang Xiluan formally requested He Rui, Duan Qirui, and Xu Shichang that if any Zhang family descendants came to them asking for connections, they should just kick them out. The Zhang family descendants dared not utter a word. It wasn't convenient for He Rui to say anything, so he could only look at Xu Shichang.

Xu Shichang was a Jinshi (successful candidate in the highest imperial examinations) and was second only to Zhang Xiluan in age among the four. He knew that Old Zhang was actually asking for a connection for the Zhang family descendants at this time. Seeing He Rui's expression, he didn't decline. He walked up to Zhang Xiluan and said to the Zhang family descendants, "Worthy nephews, if you want to go to school, come to find me. Besides that, Lord Zhang is your relative. He is truly considering for you worthy nephews, which is why he teaches you so earnestly. I hope you worthy nephews can understand Lord Zhang's heartfelt care."

The Zhang family descendants were generally not bad. Zhang Xiluan's sons immediately answered, "Thank you, Uncle Xu, for the guidance." Then Zhang Xiluan's grandchildren and great-grandchildren expressed their gratitude.

Zhang Xiluan ordered the descendants to leave, and only then sat back at the table with the support of He Rui and Xu Shichang. Xu Shichang praised, "Brother Zhang cares for his descendants so much; I admire you."

Zhang Xiluan waved his hand. "Brother Xu, only a figure like you can understand that I am caring for them. If these descendants could understand, I would be burning high incense." After speaking, Zhang Xiluan sighed again, "Alas, let's not talk about these things. Talking about it only makes me angry. Come, serve the wine and food!"

Soon, the wine and food were served. The three toasted Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan drank it all in one gulp, then changed the subject, "Worthy Brother He, there are rumors outside saying that we are going to fight a war again. Is it true?"

"Lord Zhang, who do the rumors say we are going to fight?" He Rui asked with a smile.

"I hadn't seen the American 'Chinese Exclusion Act' before, but now the newspapers explain it very clearly. After reading it, I feel that going to war wouldn't be strange. Moreover, there are also domestic bills dealing with the United States. Is the United States really going to have no reaction?"

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang didn't chime in. Both of them felt that war wouldn't actually happen. Of course, this referred to the Republic under He Rui's rule. If it were the Qing Dynasty or the Beiyang era, it would be hard to say. However, the current Chinese public sentiment was very agitated, believing that if the United States refused to abolish the "Chinese Exclusion Act", China could declare war on the United States.

Zhang Xiluan originally wanted to steer the topic away from the Zhang family descendants as soon as possible, so he continued, "I read the reprinted commentaries from British and French newspapers. *The Times* and *Le Figaro* are both instigating, saying that if the United States dares to enact such laws against Britain and France, Britain and France would go to war. I wonder what Worthy Brother He thinks about this?"

He Rui nodded. "The British and French newspapers are right. If the United States dares to pass an Exclusion of British Act or Exclusion of French Act, the two countries would really go to war with the United States."

Duan Qirui was stunned. He originally thought He Rui didn't want to go to war with the United States. But looking at it now, if the United States was really stubborn, for the sake of China's dignity, He Rui might not necessarily refrain from taking action.

Zhang Xiluan hadn't expected He Rui to answer like this and felt he might have asked the wrong topic. However, Zhang Xiluan's age allowed him to take advantage of his seniority, so he said, "Whether to go to war or not is a major national affair; I was just asking casually."

Xu Shichang was also very surprised and couldn't help asking, "Chairman He, does the United States have to push the situation to that point?"

He Rui explained, "The US government organization is different from China's, and the scope of power is also different. The US President's power lies in national defense and diplomacy. Congressional power lies in legislation and taxation. With the current so-called small government in the United States, unless China declares war first, or the US upper class has decided to go to war with China, the US President and both houses of Congress cannot jump out directly. So we must pass the 'Special Tariff Act on US'. This special tariff affects US exports to China. Once the actual interests of US merchants are damaged and the merchants take action, it will give the US President and Congress an opportunity to act. As long as the interests of US merchants and financial groups are not actually touched, the US reaction to the deterioration of Sino-US relations will be very slow; they might drag it out for ten or twenty years before solving it."

Before Xu Shichang could continue asking, Duan Qirui interjected, "Brother Xu, we came to congratulate Brother Zhang on his birthday. Why disturb Brother Zhang's mood with these things?"

Zhang Xiluan immediately followed these words and raised his wine glass, "Three worthy brothers, let's drain this glass."

After drinking the second glass, everyone's topic returned to things around Zhang Xiluan. Zhang Xiluan praised the newly built asphalt roads, saying cars drove fast and steadily on them. Many factories had opened in Tianjin in the last three years, and the market was very lively. When Zhang Xiluan went out for a walk, he felt that ordinary days were just like New Year. On the contrary, during the New Year, a large number of people from other places left Tianjin to return home, making Tianjin deserted.

Hearing this, Xu Shichang said that the new capital (Zhengzhou) was the same. It became livelier every day, but once the Spring Festival arrived, there was no human presence. Not only Tianjin and the new capital, but Beiping (Beijing) was also about the same.

Everyone talked about things they saw daily, and the atmosphere at the wine table gradually relaxed. When the wine was flowing and ears were hot, Zhang Xiluan asked, "Worthy Brother He, I, your elder brother, just want to ask one question. Have you ever thought about finding a woman to serve by your side?"

Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui both pretended not to care, but both listened very seriously. They heard He Rui laugh, "There are so many national affairs; where is the mind for such things? I have three brothers in my family; my elder brother and younger brother both have sons. I am not worried about having no descendants in the family."

Hearing this answer, Zhang Xiluan immediately replied, "Worthy Brother speaks like this, but I just feel Worthy Brother lives too bitterly. However, Worthy Brother devoting himself wholeheartedly to the country is the country's fortune. Come, I toast Worthy Brother a glass."

Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui also hurriedly raised their wine glasses. Duan Qirui himself was not lustful; seeing He Rui being so ascetic, besides admiration, Duan Qirui also felt a sense of mutual appreciation. Xu Shichang speculated in his heart, wondering which people in the old Beiyang clique wanted to get closer to He Rui and actually persuaded Zhang Xiluan to mention this matter.

While guessing, the steward came in from outside, "Master, Master Lu has come to offer congratulations."

"Invite him over," Zhang Xiluan replied.

A moment later, two people walked in. The one on the right front was a clear-faced man in his forties, wearing a Beiyang military uniform without rank insignias like Duan Qirui. Behind him followed two people; one was a servant holding a gift, and the other was a young woman. Duan Qirui himself was not lustful, but even so, his gaze couldn't help fixing on the woman's face for a while, then moved down to look at the feet of this woman wearing a lotus-colored long skirt.

The hem of the lotus-colored long skirt was about 10 centimeters above the ankle, revealing a pair of brown calfskin boots completely. Seeing the young woman's light steps, she should have natural feet and never had bound feet.

Xu Shichang looked her over for a moment, feeling that Old Zhang handled things properly. This girl had a fair and ruddy round face, truly dignified and beautiful, with excellent appearance. The most important thing was this calm demeanor, definitely not an ignorant woman from the deep boudoir.

At this time, Zhang Xiluan didn't need support. He pressed the armrest of the chair and stood up steadily to welcome them. "Worthy Brother Lu coming really makes my humble house shine." Saying this, he took the hand of this Officer Lu, led him to the table, and introduced him to the three, "This is our Beiyang Army Regimental Commander, Lu Chongming, also a graduate of West Point in the United States."

Lu Chongming immediately saluted He Rui and Duan Qirui, "Subordinate Lu Chongming salutes Chairman He and Chief Duan."

Which one at this table wasn't a thousand-year-old fox? At this moment, their hearts were clear as a mirror. Looking at Lu Chongming's uniform, which was the same as Duan Qirui's, Xu Shichang knew even more clearly that this was definitely an idea from a group of old Beiyang brothers. Now outsiders looked at the new government and still thought it was the Beiyang government. But the old Beiyang brothers and new-style figures with vision outside Beiyang knew very well that the He Rui government was rapidly becoming what a truly promising central government should look like. Talents from all provinces in the country had been incorporated into the He Rui government according to population proportion. The Beiyang color was rapidly fading. In at most five or six years, Beiyang would remain only a name.

Now, Beiyang had to stuff as many people as possible into the government. He Rui's wife was undoubtedly a very important candidate, and the old Beiyang clique could not let it go no matter what.

At this time, Zhang Xiluan had invited Lu Chongming and Miss Lu to take their seats. Duan Qirui obviously didn't want to participate in this matter, just pushed away the wine glass silently and started drinking tea. Xu Shichang completely understood the purpose of Zhang Xiluan inviting He Rui this time. Although Miss Lu's appearance and temperament were good, Xu Shichang felt that as a Beiyang bigwig, he had to check first. Whether a figure like He Rui was willing or not was another matter; the old Beiyang clique couldn't lose face.

After drinking for a while longer, Xu Shichang asked, "Brother Lu, is your daughter still studying?"

Hearing this question, the pride in Lu Chongming's expression was hard to conceal. "My daughter is studying in the Philosophy Department of Tianjin University and is about to graduate."

"Philosophy Department?" Xu Shichang was really surprised.

Lu Chongming laughed, "Since the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal last year, many foreign professors came to Tianjin University. My daughter listened to their lectures and was taken by the school to Shanghai to visit the Asian International Tribunal. Sigh..." Speaking of this, Lu Chongming had the troubled look of an old father, "I feel the school is also... hard to explain in a few words. Letting a group of students listen to how trials are conducted. My daughter and her classmates applied to the school for study abroad, wanting to go to the Philosophy Department of the University of Berlin in Germany. Germany isn't enough for her; she also wants to study at Oxford University in England."

"Studying abroad is a good thing! It can increase knowledge." Xu Shichang began to be satisfied. What he worried about most was that the old Beiyang guys were insensible and pushed the girl out like offering a daughter. Lu Chongming seemed to agree with his daughter going to Europe to study; this was correct. If He Rui became interested in Miss Lu and wanted to marry her, that would be naturally good. If He Rui didn't make a decision or had absolutely no interest, everyone would be decent, which was a good thing.

Duan Qirui graduated from a German military academy. Hearing Germany, he became interested and asked, "Why go to the University of Berlin? Munich University, Heidelberg University, University of Cologne, which one isn't better than the University of Berlin?"

Lu Chongming knew little about Germany and asked hurriedly, "Berlin is the capital of Germany, gathering talents. Is the University of Berlin inferior to these universities?"

"Confucianism is also discussed in the capital, but why are most Confucian schools not in the capital?" Duan Qirui asked back.

Hearing this, Xu Shichang felt Duan Qirui really improved. He laughed, "As far as I know, there are many philosophical schools in Europe. I wonder if Brother Duan has dabbled in various European philosophical schools?"

Duan Qirui shook his head. "If talking about understanding philosophy, Chairman He is a master! Why doesn't Brother Xu ask Chairman He?"

Hearing this, Miss Lu finally raised her eyes. Since taking her seat, she had kept her eyes lowered, not looking at this group of old men. Looking up at this time, He Rui saw that Miss Lu had a pair of almond eyes, very beautiful.

For a moment, He Rui felt something was wrong in his heart. To suppress this impulse, He Rui said indifferently, "Philosophy is just a discipline. This discipline easily becomes empty talk, or becomes a tool to explain reality according to a process. If these can be avoided, I think it's good to dabble in it."

Xu Shichang was greatly interested. "Can you elaborate?"

To cool down the situation, He Rui answered, "The learning of a gentleman enters his ear, clings to his mind, spreads through his four limbs, and manifests in his actions. His smallest word and slightest movement can serve as a model. The learning of a petty person enters his ear and comes out of his mouth. The distance between mouth and ear is only four inches; how can it be enough to beautify a seven-foot body?"

Zhang Xiluan, Duan Qirui, and Lu Chongming knew very little about Chinese culture and philosophy and didn't understand what He Rui was saying. Only Xu Shichang and Miss Lu's eyes brightened. Xu Shichang praised, "Hit the mark!"

Miss Lu finally spoke. Her Tianjin accent wasn't heavy, sounding very gentle. "I wonder where Chairman He thinks the difference lies between Chinese philosophy and European philosophy?"

"Chinese philosophy and European philosophy each have their characteristics. I prefer to define them as modern philosophy and ancient philosophy. Modern philosophy, as I see it, must figure out from the principles what biological mechanisms humans use to perceive and understand the world. I talked with Mr. Zhao Tianlin about the philosophy curriculum setting. I don't know how domestic philosophy courses are set now. I think the context of learning philosophy should be like this: first figure out biological instincts, then through training, try to understand how the body sends signals to the brain. On such a basis, learning philosophy with the purpose of self-cultivation, one should achieve something in learning various philosophies."

Now even Xu Shichang was confused. He thought for a moment before asking, "Has science been able to research to this extent now?"

"In a few more years, much research on several mass extinctions will come out. Based on these, one can understand some characteristics that life must possess to survive in such harsh environments."

"Mass extinctions..." Xu Shichang didn't know what to say.

He Rui felt the irritability in his heart became stronger, so he briefly introduced the mass extinction 65 million years ago. Hearing that drastic climate change should have destroyed the Earth's biosphere, but the massive eruption of the Deccan Traps supervolcano in India actually alleviated the destruction of the world by climate change, everyone felt they were listening to a myth. When He Rui recounted that a meteorite with a diameter of probably ten kilometers hit the Caribbean region at this time, finally completing the great destruction, causing the extinction of all animals over a few kilograms on Earth, everyone except Miss Lu felt He Rui was telling a myth.

Zhang Xiluan stroked his goatee and said slowly, "Why does this sound a bit like Gong Gong smashing Mount Buzhou in anger?"

He Rui explained, "Heaven tilting to the northwest and earth sinking to the southeast is another matter. It may refer to the oscillation of the Earth's axis, or the displacement and fracture of strata."

Miss Lu asked, "Chairman He, why do you think... the mass extinction tens of millions of years ago..." Speaking of this, a look of unbearableness appeared on Miss Lu's face. He Rui saw this expression and actually felt some sympathy in his heart.

Miss Lu calmed down quickly and continued to ask, "Why would such natural disasters affect human cognitive characteristics?"

"First of all, humans didn't exist at that time. How could small lives of a few kilograms be humans? However, creatures that could survive in that environment would have their own different characteristics. The ancestors of mammals were a group of creatures similar to small mice at that time. Many of our biological characteristics originated from that type of very single, highly common creatures. There are more biological characteristics and life organization patterns that are the results screened by earlier mass extinctions one after another. Figuring out these, plus understanding brain evolution, one can understand what signals our body is sending to the brain."

Speaking of this, He Rui was certain that his physiological instinct had reacted to the woman in front of him. And these reactions likely affected the neuronal writing function, leaving an impression of this woman on him. This was not the result He Rui wanted to appear, but He Rui also knew that if he got excited, his body would instead strengthen the impression of this woman.

At this time, Lu Chongming, with a complicated expression, interjected, "Lord Zhang, I still have some matters at home, so I'll take my leave."

He Rui couldn't praise Lu Chongming more in his heart; such an interruption was excellent. His body finally didn't need to strengthen the impression of this girl anymore. As for whether Lu Chongming thought He Rui was a madman, He Rui didn't care at all. If he just thought He Rui was a simple madman, he could probably be counted as a person holding goodwill towards He Rui in this world.

Finally, this birthday celebration ended in a passable way. After sending He Rui away, Zhang Xiluan sighed. He had long felt He Rui was an extraordinary person, but he didn't expect He Rui's knowledge to contain such dark, terrifying, almost mythical content.

Footsteps sounded; Mrs. Zhang brought tea over. Zhang Xiluan took it and drank two mouthfuls, but saw his wife didn't leave. Looking up, he saw his wife frowning slightly, pondering something. Just as Zhang Xiluan wanted to ask, his wife said slowly, "Chairman He actually fancies the little girl from the Lu family, but why did he deliberately act so cold?"

"Oh?" Zhang Xiluan was happy, but felt something was wrong. He himself just felt He Rui seemed to lose his composure a bit, but when He Rui left, he obviously didn't look moved.

Mrs. Zhang sighed, "Master, you men don't understand."

"What did Madam understand?" Zhang Xiluan asked.

Mrs. Zhang shook her head. "It's my first time seeing it too, and I don't understand either. It's just that Chairman He... is too different from others."

After coming out from Zhang Xiluan's place, He Rui said goodbye to Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui, then went to the Tianjin Municipal Committee of the Civility Party. Everyone in the Municipal Committee had prepared for the report. Seeing He Rui come in, their expressions immediately became serious. This report was equivalent to a summary of the work of the past three years. The comrades of the Municipal Committee were not sure if they could get He Rui's approval.

"Start," He Rui ordered.

The Municipal Party Secretary immediately read the document, "...From 1924 to 1927, the permanent population of Tianjin changed from 1.07 million to 1.27 million. Including..."

When the Municipal Party Secretary finished reading the population part, He Rui asked, "Is that all for the summary report on Tianjin's floating population?"

Everyone in the Municipal Committee was stunned. The number of floating population in Tianjin couldn't be completely counted now, probably between 500,000 and 700,000. This was a very headache-inducing part of the work. The Municipal Party Secretary probed, "We have already started discussing how to manage it."

"Then introduce it," He Rui ordered.

"Regarding the floating population, set up a repatriation mechanism..." The Municipal Party Secretary spoke while observing He Rui's expression. When he saw He Rui's expression become somewhat cold, the Municipal Party Secretary didn't know if He Rui approved or disapproved. But whichever it was, He Rui's attitude was certainly quite strong.

During the report, the Municipal Party Secretary became more and more nervous observing the expressions. Finally finishing reading, he immediately waited silently. Sure enough, He Rui said, "I oppose the repatriation system. I advocate guiding this floating population. When they come to the city, they have the opportunity to enter industrial production. Expanding the scale of the industrial population is a positive promotion for current economic development. Of course, I know the burden brought by managing the floating population, so what I am considering is whether we can seek a relatively balanced way of handling between the two."

The Municipal Party Secretary exchanged glances with other comrades, then answered, "Could the Chairman please arrange the work?"

After the Municipal Party Secretary finished speaking, he really felt some despair in his heart. Tianjin was one of the top industrialized cities in China now. If the Municipal Party Secretary expressed that he couldn't complete He Rui's idea, he would very likely be replaced. However, the Municipal Party Secretary felt he had to do this. The reason was simple: he really couldn't think of a way. If he promised, it would definitely be worse. At that time, he would still be replaced.

Rather than being replaced in disgrace, it was better to make it clear face to face and then be replaced. This was the maximum dignity he could retain.
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"Why did the floating population increase so much suddenly?"

"There is no farm work in the countryside!"

"Are they coming to Tianjin to survive? Or to make money?"

"...They want to make money during the agricultural slack season." After the Municipal Party Secretary answered, seeing He Rui didn't continue asking, he hurriedly added, "Chairman, there are not so many jobs in Tianjin now. We just completely eliminated the gangs in Tianjin, but after these rural people came, public security has deteriorated again!"

He Rui's tone was gentle, "I know very well. Those people spent money and effort to come to the city. Letting them return empty-handed, they will definitely feel they suffered a loss. Most people are still kind, but it is inevitable that there are some villains. I know."

The Municipal Party Secretary felt that He Rui in front of him was still as kind and warm-hearted as before. Since He Rui understood everyone's difficulties, the Municipal Party Secretary continued, "Chairman, it's not that we are unwilling. We really don't have that much manpower and budget to solve these problems. Tianjin has engaged in so much construction now that the treasury can't take out a single penny."

"I understand. Premier Wu has already reported these things to me. In the report, all provinces are crying poor. If the provincial party secretaries were allowed to enter the capital, they would probably cry directly in front of me," He Rui laughed.

The comrades of the Municipal Committee all laughed bitterly. When Tianjin went to the Hebei Provincial Government, they also cried poor.

"I can tell the comrades that our financial tightness problem will not disappear in the short term. It will even last for several years, or even 10 years. When comrades consider problems, you can regard this as the norm. Don't think it can be solved immediately."

The bitter smiles disappeared, and the faces of the Municipal Committee comrades became miserable. He Rui ignored everyone's expressions and continued, "Therefore, we must absolutely not repatriate them. Because the current masses need more employment opportunities. In the past three years, the national land reform has proceeded very smoothly, and the problem of starvation has finally been solved. This is the achievement of the comrades' hard work. However, economic development is a comparative process. I can guarantee to the comrades that the people will absolutely not be grateful for no longer starving to death; the people will think we have the responsibility to provide them with a better life. This is the reality our Civility Party must face!"

After speaking, He Rui looked at the comrades. He Rui didn't know how many comrades would have the comment 'ungrateful' popping up in their hearts. For a nanny-style regime like China's, while obtaining absolute ruling power, it must shoulder the 'ungrateful' people. Wanting to enjoy absolute power while making the people bear responsibility—this dream cannot become reality. But in reality, too many people look forward to dreaming.

The silence was shorter than He Rui expected. The young Municipal Committee comrades cheered up quickly. The Municipal Party Secretary asked, "Chairman, what should we do?"

He Rui liked young people because young people were more idealistic. Since everyone cheered up, He Rui was naturally willing to provide ideas for the comrades. "I have no work experience in Tianjin, so treat everything I say next as a methodology."

Seeing that the comrades either understood or didn't understand, He Rui continued to explain, "What does Tianjin have that Tianjin has but the countryside doesn't? Comrades, consider it from the most basic aspect of economics."

"...Tianjin has industry, rural areas don't?" Someone answered hesitantly. Most comrades probably thought the same; hearing someone say it first, they didn't express their opinions anymore.

He Rui waited for a while, then heard the Municipal Propaganda Director, who hadn't spoken, say with a Hunan accent, "Tianjin has consumption power, rural areas don't!"

He Rui wanted to slap the table and applaud! He already had a judgment in his heart; this comrade should be promoted. Just this sentence was enough to be a Municipal Party Secretary. He Rui nodded and continued, "Tianjin is worried about the problems caused by too much floating population. What is the purpose of the floating population coming to Tianjin? It is to make money! If they can find jobs in the county towns, will some people work in the county towns and not come to Tianjin?"

The Municipal Party Secretary asked, "What kind of orders should we give to the counties?"

"For example, pasting paper boxes."

As soon as He Rui finished speaking, the Municipal Party Secretary immediately opposed, "Chairman, the work of pasting paper boxes has already been given as orders by the sub-district offices to those elderly women without any skills."

He Rui nodded. "I'm just giving an example. Specifically what job opportunities to distribute depends on the specific industrial division of labor in each core city. However, cities with various industrial layouts must extend their industrial chains to the countryside, providing job opportunities to the countryside and county towns as much as possible. With the completion of land reform, the people's demand for economic development will only become higher and higher. Relying solely on the countryside can no longer provide more job opportunities; we must rely on the city's feedback!"

The meeting lasted until the evening. He Rui became more and more certain that the level of the Tianjin Propaganda Director was quite high. This didn't mean this Hunan comrade knew more, but that his vision was very high, so he looked at problems very realistically. If a metaphor must be used, this comrade 'scores 60 points as soon as he makes a move'. If the direction of the move is correct, then scoring 61, he earns 1; scoring 91, he earns 31. Such a comrade will make mistakes and errors in work, but will not fail.

Unexpectedly encountering such a talent, He Rui felt the harvest of this trip was great, even exceeding the benefits of Tianjin's future work. When eating together at night, He Rui asked about this Hunan comrade's experience in passing. Only during the conversation did he know that this comrade had participated in the Sino-Burmese War and had just been transferred back after the war ended.

Hearing this experience, He Rui asked, "What do you think of the work direction of the Governor-Generalship of Burma?"

The group of Tianjin Municipal Committee comrades were stunned hearing this question. It wasn't that no one among them saw that He Rui fancied the Propaganda Director. But they didn't expect He Rui to ask this comrade about the Governor-Generalship of Burma. According to this direction, He Rui wanted to send this comrade to work in the Governor-Generalship of Burma.

The Hunanese comrade considered slightly and answered, "The Upper Burma region must achieve economic integration with China. The tropical cash crops in Upper Burma must be large-scale and intensive."

This remark completely exceeded the expectations of the Tianjin Municipal Committee comrades again. They looked at He Rui and saw He Rui's expression was calm, revealing nothing. But He Rui's concentration also made everyone understand how much He Rui valued such an answer.

"In the future, Burma must restore its political independent status. In the Upper Burma Parliament, Chinese personnel should not occupy the majority. However, the Burmese members in the Upper Burma Parliament must be able to ensure the minimum purchase price of tropical cash crops in Upper Burma and ensure the minimum wage of plantation workers... In short, cooperate and struggle."

He Rui felt he had nothing more to say. Zhong Yifu showed a 'Big Brother' flavor in Upper Burma, which made He Rui certain that Zhong Yifu was not suitable for the position of Governor-General of Upper Burma. He Rui had also determined the candidate to replace Zhong Yifu. The population of Upper Burma was only three or four million in total; the current Mayor of Beiping, Han Haitao, was quite suitable. Originally, He Rui was considering who to pair with Han Haitao.

If he sent elite soldiers and strong generals, there were no such comrades in the country to waste in Upper Burma now. Sending someone with low political vision would only make things worse. Now it was great; this young comrade was too suitable for the position of Secretary of the Civility Party in the Upper Burma region.

Asking the Tianjin comrades to prepare the materials tomorrow, He Rui went to the hotel to sleep happily. At least another matter was solved; He Rui felt he would definitely sleep well today.

Waking up groggily, He Rui turned on the light and went to the toilet. When he came back, he saw it was only 4 o'clock. For He Rui's sleep quality, this was abnormal. Why did he wake up? He Rui recalled a bit; he seemed to have dreamed of a woman.

Falling back onto the bed, He Rui decided to continue sleeping instead of recalling who that woman was. Once he started recalling, it would only deepen the memory. Just rely on time to fade the memory; He Rui didn't have much time left now. Sure enough, when he woke up again, he was refreshed. The first thing he recalled was arranging Han Haitao's work. It happened that he would pass through Beiping on his way back to the capital from Tianjin the day after tomorrow, so he would definitely meet Han Haitao.
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Lu Yueying sat in the study, her eyes skimming over the words in her notebook, but she couldn't stop. Moving her gaze away to look at the somewhat gray sky outside, the feeling of being unable to read made Lu Yueying very uncomfortable. Since she was very young, Lu Yueying had loved reading, and her grades were also very good. If it were a very obscure and difficult book, it would be fine if she couldn't read it. She wrote down He Rui's views on philosophy; the principles were not complicated, but as soon as she thought about them, various ideas came flooding in, making her upset and distracted.

Lu Yueying decided not to think about these for now and picked up a textbook to read. But after reading for a while, what came to Lu Yueying's mind was what He Rui had said. If she read the textbook from the perspective of self-cultivation, she felt there were problems with the textbook content.

Can I not even read textbooks anymore? Lu Yueying was really somewhat alarmed. She stood up and packed her schoolbag.

At noon, seeing her daughter return home, Mrs. Lu called her daughter to eat. At the dinner table, she saw her daughter looked unhappy but seemed to have made a decision. Mrs. Lu felt this matter was likely related to He Rui. She asked, "Yuanyuan, who provoked you?"

Yuanyuan was Lu Yueying's nickname. Hearing her mother say this, Lu Yueying wanted to say she was lectured by her mentor, but felt she couldn't say it. She knew very well that the source of the matter was He Rui, or rather, her own father.

Lu Yueying was already 21 years old and a female student; how could she not understand anything? To her mother's question, Lu Yueying answered nothing. After eating and returning to her bedroom, Lu Yueying thought it over and couldn't help but raise a question. Does He Rui really understand?

The old Beiyang clique's evaluation of He Rui had always focused on 'political maneuvering', belonging to the aesthetic perspective of traditional scholar-officials. Monarchs held great power, but actual work was all borne by scholar-officials; monarchs possessed a moral level beyond ordinary people. According to this aesthetic perspective, a guy like He Rui with super strong practical work ability was obviously not an excellent monarch in the eyes of traditional scholar-officials.

Unknowingly, Lu Yueying also accepted this line of thinking. Her strongest impression of He Rui lay in He Rui's military ability and his ruthlessness during land reform.

Because she studied philosophy, Lu Yueying had also read Western books like *The Prince* and didn't have a high evaluation of monarchs themselves. At this time, looking at the philosophical learning ideas proposed by He Rui, Lu Yueying became more and more confused. She had to suspect, was her view of He Rui, or her view of the upper-level personnel of the He Rui government, wrong?

Lu Yueying packed her schoolbag and went straight to the school library. The library wasn't open at this time, but the library's book index inquiry opened at noon. Other students were pulling open long narrow drawers one by one, looking through the books they wanted to borrow. Lu Yueying quickly found some of He Rui's works.

As early as 1914, Zhao Tianlin, the former president of Tianjin University (formerly Peiyang University), had collected He Rui's works on geopolitics and economics. Lu Yueying even saw those earliest printed editions. However, the labels all had the note 'Collection, not for loan'.

He Rui's books and papers had a special category, and those book record cards were worn soft from flipping. When the library opened in the afternoon, Lu Yueying immediately handed over a book list with long titles written on it. An hour later, Lu Yueying began to read in a corner of the study room.

These were books reprinted in the 3rd or 4th editions, exquisitely printed, with errors and flaws in the books corrected. She read until the evening; Lu Yueying's brain was numb from reading, yet she still failed to sort out systematic philosophical content from them.

But it wasn't without gain; the gain was even huge. Lu Yueying, like her classmates, cared about the drastic changes in China in recent years. Through books like *Introduction to Geopolitics* and *The Future of Japan*, Lu Yueying confirmed that He Rui had already begun planning what he wanted to do more than ten years ago, persisted until now, and implemented his plans.

Looking at the brilliant sunset outside the window, Lu Yueying really couldn't imagine that someone, at the same age as Lu Yueying, had already included China, East Asia, and even the whole world in his vision, doing his best to find a path to save China from the complex world.

In the classroom, students sat at desks in twos and threes reading books. The bright windows of the classroom were mostly open, and the somewhat warm wind blew in, caressing Lu Yueying's cheeks and hair. Lu Yueying suddenly had a great interest in He Rui. What did the 20-year-old He Rui look like in the classroom where he studied?

When Mrs. Lu took her daughter to buy vegetables that evening, seeing her daughter actually slow down in front of a stall selling He Rui's portraits, she felt something was wrong. After walking past the stall, seeing her daughter turn back to look at He Rui's portrait, Mrs. Lu roughly determined that things were developing in a direction Mrs. Lu herself didn't quite like.

That night, Mrs. Lu talked with her husband once, then called Zhang Xiluan's wife. Early the next morning, not long after He Rui got up, the phone rang. Zhang Xiluan called personally, asking if He Rui could go to his house for lunch.

In He Rui's plan, he wanted to visit Tianjin's heavy industry. Not only the shipbuilding industry but also several very important industries like synthetic ammonia equipment manufacturing. Since it was Zhang Xiluan's invitation, He Rui couldn't refuse. This time Zhang Xiluan didn't send his own descendants to welcome him with grand ceremony but invited He Rui into the parlor very affectionately and simply. He saw that in the parlor, Zhang Xiluan and Mrs. Zhang, as well as the Lu family of three, were all there.

Seeing He Rui with her own eyes, Mrs. Lu liked him somewhat in her heart. She was less than 10 years older than He Rui and could be considered of the same generation. He Rui had a self-confidence extremely rare in this generation. Although He Rui looked a bit hurried, it wasn't the irritability born of desperate oppression, but the haste caused by having to speed up to complete more work as soon as possible.

If He Rui were not in his current identity but a promising young official, Mrs. Lu would be very satisfied.

Zhang Xiluan didn't have a strong desire to be a matchmaker for He Rui, but Zhang Xiluan also felt that He Rui's life was too bitter. As an elder, Zhang Xiluan felt some heartache for He Rui. Moreover, in current China, the only person qualified to be a matchmaker for He Rui was probably Zhang Xiluan alone.

Everyone took their seats. The old man also observed He Rui and saw that He Rui really looked at Lu Yueying several times. He felt there was probably a chance. This meal went okay. After eating, the Lu family of three went to the garden with Mrs. Zhang to admire the flowers. Zhang Xiluan invited He Rui into the inner room before saying, "Worthy Brother, with your situation today, wanting to find a like-minded person is probably unlikely. I wonder if Worthy Brother thinks this is acceptable?"

He Rui was a bit upset at this time. Miss Lu's appearance and conversation were very good, but He Rui himself was still stubbornly resisting the impulse to marry.

Seeing He Rui silent, Zhang Xiluan sighed, "Worthy Brother, husband and wife in youth, companions in old age."

So the old man laughed, "Worthy Brother, I was a Jian-sheng (Imperial Academy student) before twenty. In the early Tongzhi years, I joined the army in Wuchang and served in the Military Affairs Office of Jiaying Prefecture, Guangdong. At 32, I entered Fengtian to suppress horse bandits with merit and served as Magistrate of Tonghua. At that time, I was also high-spirited, thinking I could achieve great things. I was reluctant when getting married. Having shared weal and woe with my wife for decades, I am now very grateful to her."

"Mrs. Zhang is indeed a good match for Lord Zhang," He Rui sighed. But He Rui immediately wanted to decline politely, because the softness in his heart made He Rui very vigilant.

"Worthy Brother, you are stunningly brilliant and talented. You must be worried that the land of tenderness is the tomb of heroes; I, your brother, am not surprised. Brother, I think that in another 20 years, Worthy Brother's prestige and status will inevitably be countless times higher than now. However, has Worthy Brother thought that you are ultimately human, and there will be days when your body becomes weak? There must always be someone by your side to support each other. When Worthy Brother passes his prime and his body begins to weaken, if he marries then, presumably any kind can be found. But at that age, does Worthy Brother think the person beside him will feel they can accompany Worthy Brother for long?"

He Rui was a little unhappy. "Lord Zhang, then I should live alone even more."

"Worthy Brother, you are not a person of idleness like wild cranes; China cannot do without you today. Since this is the case, listen to your brother's advice. If you marry now, you will find a partner for life. In another 10 years, even if Worthy Brother wholeheartedly wants to treat his wife well, the other party's thoughts won't be what Worthy Brother can imagine. Brother says this all as words from an experienced person. I hope Worthy Brother doesn't think Brother is long-winded."

Zhang Xiluan's words left He Rui speechless, and He Rui also knew Zhang Xiluan had no malicious intent. The so-called arranged marriage, if in the upper class, might not necessarily have a bad result. Because both sides knew not only where the interests lay, but also that they had to be good to both husband and wife.

Even Cao Xueqin knew to write a pair of good parents for Sister Lin; wasn't the marriage between Lin Ruhai and Jia Min an arranged marriage? But this pair was precisely the most suitable. Because at that time, both the Jia family and the Lin family were in a rising period, not the subsequent period of decline.

Thinking of this, He Rui answered, "Let me think for another day... two days."

However, He Rui fled next, or more accurately, after receiving a telegram, he went straight to Beiping.

On the day he should have given Zhang Xiluan an answer, He Rui was in a meeting with State Council ministers who had rushed to Beiping.

"The Renminbi (RMB) will decouple from the gold and silver standard and exist only as a pure fiat currency. This plan must be completed before June 1928!" Speaking of this, He Rui knocked on the table and continued to emphasize, "What I ask is not to start execution in June 1928, but to basically complete it by June 1928."

The ministers of the State Council were all stunned. Pure fiat currency operation without collateral was not unprecedented, but European and American countries only implemented such policies when the economy had problems or during wartime. Some people immediately thought that He Rui was going to start a war again.

He Rui didn't let everyone guess. He asked the Finance Minister to report to everyone on the world economic situation. And He Rui himself stood up and left. This report was very lengthy, equivalent to a study session. He Rui didn't want to waste time on this.
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Beiping Mayor Han Haitao looked at his fingers; they were slender and very flexible, without any calluses. but turning them over, the skin on the back of his hands was already somewhat loose, no longer the smooth skin of Boss Han of the small teahouse more than ten years ago.

Feeling that he was already old, two impulses intertwined and collided in the heart of the fifty-something Han Haitao. Beiping was a big city. Although Han Haitao could still complete his work, his spirit and energy were really not as strong as more than ten years ago. Should he continue to use all his strength to work, or just retreat to the second line and undertake some work in the Parliament or the Political Consultative Conference? Han Haitao felt both held great attraction for him.

Can I continue to work, but without so much trouble? Such thoughts also popped up from time to time, but Han Haitao knew this was impossible. There was no lack of young, vigorous, and courageous young cadres in the current government; they would not be content with the status quo and all wanted to display their talents.

At this time, the door opened, and He Rui walked in. Han Haitao immediately stood up and greeted the leader he had followed for more than ten years. He Rui went straight to the subject as before, "Mayor Han, the organization evaluates your ability in politics very highly, so I want to know how you view the work in the Upper Burma region."

Han Haitao was stunned, then pondered the characteristics of the Upper Burma region. As a northerner, Han Haitao didn't like the southern climate very much, especially the tropical climate like Burma. However, with so many troops demobilized, many northern officers and soldiers had fought in Burma without any problems. Han Haitao no longer viewed Upper Burma as a terrifying region where miasma prevailed.

After thinking for a moment, Han Haitao answered, "As a tropical agricultural product supply base that China can now fully construct, the Upper Burma region is very important. Can the social environment of the Upper Burma region support the complete industrialization of agriculture in this region?"

He Rui described it more clearly, "Turning the 3-4 million local population of Upper Burma to industrialized agriculture can be done. Now we must determine whether, 10 years later when Upper Burma becomes independent, the social system of Burma can enter the industrialized mode."

Han Haitao thought for a while longer and laughed, "Isn't this just Northeast construction?"

"Northeast construction was to provide a foundation for the whole country. The construction of Upper Burma and the Assam region is to provide a model for South Asia and Southeast Asia. Old Han, we will build many revolutionary study camps in the border areas. Revolutionaries from Southeast Asia, India, and Lower Burma will come here to learn future nation-building. Just like a large number of revolutionary youth came to the Northeast back then. Moreover, I think the appeal of these regions will exceed that of the Northeast."

Han Haitao recalled his work starting from Siping. A large number of revolutionary youth from all over the country entered the Northeast after the war between the Northeast and Japan broke out. Before the outbreak, most of those who went to the Northeast were refugees and poor people from the northern regions. After the end of the Sino-British War, the number of international students coming to China skyrocketed. As the Mayor of Beiping, Han Haitao noticed that the number of foreign youths on the streets of Beiping had increased.

He Rui added, "I estimate that 3-5 million people from China will immigrate to Upper Burma within these few years, becoming the first force of industrialized farms. How to coordinate the relationship between the two requires considerable political ability."

Han Haitao was still somewhat puzzled by He Rui's political arrangement. "With Burma's population of 3 million, it's not impossible for us to swallow it completely." But after speaking, Han Haitao still thought He Rui's idea was not unreasonable. "However, the power of example is great. If we swallow Burma in one bite, it will make the colonial people worry about us."

"The key now lies in how to eliminate the feudal separatist thinking in the Burma region. We will not control Burma's internal affairs and diplomacy, but we require Burma to develop its domestic economy according to common values and improve the lives of the Burmese people. Pull the Burmese people into a more civilized era."

Inadvertently, Han Haitao began to rub his hands, showing signs of gearing up. "If so, our comrades must be carefully selected."

Seeing Han Haitao had spirit, He Rui laughed, "Hehe, I already have a candidate for deputy, very young!"

"Good, good, good!" Han Haitao praised repeatedly. He had great confidence in the young cadres selected by He Rui.

The two talked for a while longer. Han Haitao felt his thinking had opened up, able to cover the economic work of the future 9 million people in the Upper Burma region. Relaxed, he couldn't help cracking a joke, "Chairman He, before you arrived in Siping, I was just a small teahouse owner scraping a living. Unexpectedly, more than ten years later, I will probably retire in the position of a high-ranking border official. Chairman He, I can not only do something for the country but also do something for foreign people; this life was not lived in vain. Thanks."

"Retiring so early?" He Rui laughed.

Han Haitao answered seriously, "That's right. I was originally considering when to retire. If I am really arranged to go to Burma this time, when the term ends, I will reach the retirement age of 55, and I plan to retire. After all, there is nothing else I want to do in this life, so I shouldn't occupy the position and delay the young comrades."

He Rui had always appreciated Han Haitao's state of mind. In terms of ability, Han Haitao was definitely not the strongest, but this rather tranquil state of mind was rare. In a sense, Han Haitao belonged to the kind of person whose virtue matched his position. Status was not a burden for Han Haitao, so he would not be backlashed by obtaining status.

After finishing the talk here, He Rui returned to the central government side and found the comrades already arguing.

"According to this analysis, the United States will have an economic crisis in '28 or '29?"

"If the European and American economies are not hit hard, after we remove the gold standard, what will be the exchange rate anchor?"

"Under the fiat currency monetary policy, how to calculate the exchange rate?"

"And import and export issues! We can keep accounts with the Soviet Union, and possibly with Japan in the future, but for imports and exports to Europe and America, should we return to the accounting mode of pounds and francs? We finally stabilized the gold and silver standard currency; it's equivalent to dismantling it again!"

The comrades of the central government did not restrain themselves because He Rui returned; instead, they raised questions more fiercely, obviously wanting to hear He Rui's opinion. He Rui was not in a hurry either; this currency reform itself was actually not urgent. As long as the thinking was unified internally, the specific work was actually not complicated.

Letting the comrades discuss it themselves first was equivalent to 'previewing', letting everyone deduce according to their own thinking. Formal discussion later would be more effective.

Moreover, He Rui prepared to judge the candidates for the next Chief of General Staff first. If he explained all his thoughts now, Hu Xiushan and Zhong Yifu would inevitably follow He Rui's thinking. That would make it hard to judge their strategic levels.

Premier Wu Youping, who was in charge of hosting this meeting, listened to the comrades' speeches with great self-restraint, saying nothing. He just looked at He Rui occasionally. The speaking comrades also looked at He Rui unconsciously. Finally, He Rui said, "Everyone is here for vacation this time. The purpose of holding such a meeting is also to communicate in advance. So everyone doesn't need to look at me; I won't say anything."

With He Rui speaking like this, the comrades' impatient emotions also subsided a lot.

Two days later, the secretary of He Rui's office received a letter forwarded by Zhang Xiluan. Since it was a letter forwarded by Zhang Xiluan, the secretary felt the priority should be relatively high, so he put it at the top of the private letters and delivered it to He Rui along with other letters. He Rui already knew Zhang Xiluan's purpose, so he didn't read it. Waiting until the afternoon after finishing official duties, he finally opened the letter. Lu Yueying's handwriting was quite beautiful, obviously practiced seriously.

'Mr. He, please open...

Listening to Mr. He discuss philosophical ideas the day before yesterday, my horizons were greatly broadened, but I felt unable to organize the knowledge learned according to Mr. He's ideas. In confusion, I would like to ask Mr. He a few questions...'

He Rui had been in love in another timeline, but had never been on a blind date. Being in love is simple. When attention has to be focused on a specific member of the opposite sex, there will be resistance initially. Amidst resistance, one's own feelings become stronger. When one can't let go, it will affect actions, wanting to stay with the other person for a while longer.

So being in love itself is not very complicated, and one thinks less. As long as they are clingy together, the heart is happy; why think so much?

As for blind dates, He Rui heard they rely on eye affinity. If after looking, one feels the other is okay, they will contact and slowly cultivate feelings. He Rui didn't think there was anything wrong with blind dates, just that He Rui knew his own personality; for things he was interested in, the drive of endogenous motivation would be very strong.

If it's something of no interest, the endogenous motivation is minimal. Blind dates belong to things He Rui is not interested in. He Rui always felt that blind dates are a social activity where one must consider the other party and accommodate the other party. This is vastly different from revolution or academic research. In revolution or academic research, one can actually determine the other party's needs; if compatible, gather; if not, scatter. Living together is an equal long-term relationship, practically a lifetime matter.

Thinking of this, He Rui didn't know how to respond to this letter. After pondering for a moment, He Rui could only think according to common parlance, 'Just treat it as making a friend.'

Although He Rui was also a very picky guy in another timeline and very picky about making friends. At least friends don't need to be very intimate in daily life, and the sense of constraint is much less.

With such a mood, He Rui replied to the questions raised by Lu Yueying from the perspective of an ordinary acquaintance. Since they were friends, He Rui didn't need to expound on any content, just answer the questions. He Rui wrote more and more relaxed. If he treated the other party as a young comrade, there was no pressure. Young people have weak systematic thinking and weak grasp of the overall situation. At the end of the writing, He Rui added, 'Judging from the questions you raised, the application scenario is a university graduation thesis. In this scenario, what needs to be achieved is not good or bad, but completion. Being able to complete the thesis project according to the knowledge and ideas learned is already very valuable. As for the profundity of the content expounded in the thesis, it is actually not the key point considered by the school.

Even so, it is not easy to complete a thesis with a unified logical train of thought and methodology in different scenarios. This is my personal view; please correct me.'

After finishing the content, He Rui filled in the address on the envelope, stuffed the letter paper in, and put it in the box for outgoing mail. After getting it done according to the process, He Rui completely forgot about this matter.

Three days later, as soon as Lu Yueying returned home, she saw her parents sitting in the living room with serious expressions. This made the tired Lu Yueying feel very strange, but she didn't want to ask too much. Recently, she had been reading He Rui's works a bit addictively; not only books were roughly finished, but even various papers had been read.

He Rui's papers were basically politics, economics, and military. In the latest papers, economics and military were the main ones. For example, "Efficiency of Time and Space Conversion in Narrow Campaign Spaces" written based on the Sino-British War made Lu Yueying feel it was awesome even though she didn't understand it (bu ming jue li).

In military papers, a large amount of advanced mathematics knowledge was used, and the exposition revolved around equations one after another.

What really made Lu Yueying's heart surge were "Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society", "On Contradiction", and "On Practice". Although the content of the articles was too cold, they had extremely strong practicality.

So, even seeing her parents' expressions, Lu Yueying just greeted them and prepared to go to the bedroom to lie down for a while.

"Yuanyuan. Wait a moment." Mrs. Lu stopped Lu Yueying, hesitated for a moment, and took out a letter.

Lu Yueying took it and looked; the signature was actually the Central General Office, and she was already startled. Then Lu Yueying discovered the letter had been opened. A burst of anger surged up. Lu Yueying didn't answer either, just took the letter and left. Even though her parents called her from behind, she pretended not to hear!
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The pages turned; Lu Yueying read He Rui's letter repeatedly several times but did not see any content regarding personal feelings. In the letter, He Rui only explained the questions raised in Lu Yueying's letter, with absolutely no content beyond that.

Lu Yueying felt disappointed in her heart, but didn't know what she was disappointed about. Putting down the letter, Lu Yueying saw the torn seal and suddenly remembered her parents; she couldn't help but leave the study. The Lu couple were sitting in the living room talking in low voices. Seeing their daughter come out, they both stopped talking. Lu Yueying said angrily, "Don't read my letters privately in the future!"

Lu Chongming's expression became serious. He was about to reprimand his daughter for being so rude when he heard his wife beside him sigh softly. Lu Chongming looked at his wife and saw she wasn't angry; there was even sympathy in her expression. This reminded Lu Chongming of what his wife said just now, 'I don't want Yuanyuan involved in these things; let it end here.'

Thinking of these words, Lu Chongming softened his heart and said, "This matter was our fault; there won't be a next time."

Lu Yueying knew her father was usually strict, so she came out angrily intending to quarrel with him. Unexpectedly, her father admitted his mistake, leaving Lu Yueying unable to flare up.

However, Mrs. Lu spoke up, "Our family suddenly received a letter from the Central General Office; of course we had to look. You didn't tell us before about writing to Chairman He. Why didn't you tell us about this?"

"I... I..." Lu Yueying hadn't expected her mother to be so tough this time and didn't know how to answer for a moment.

Before Lu Yueying could think of how to refute her mother, she heard Mrs. Lu say seriously, "Yuanyuan, only your father and I in this world truly care about you as a person. Don't think we want to reprimand you; we indeed saw things you didn't see..."

"What does this have to do with you opening my letter!" Lu Yueying squeezed out a rebuttal she herself felt guilty about.

Mrs. Lu sneered, "I'll tell you why! You wrote to a man who killed millions, and this man who killed millions replied to you. How can you make your father and me feel at ease?"

Lu Yueying only felt a burst of anger rise up, but a moment later, a chill rushed straight from her spine to the top of her head. The initial anger was because Lu Yueying felt her mother was too harsh on the hero who saved China, while the chill was because Lu Yueying had to admit her mother was right.

On He Rui's journey, hundreds of thousands of soldiers sacrificed their lives for him. These hundreds of thousands of soldiers' lives piled up the corpses of millions of enemies. He Rui walked to today's position stepping on these millions of corpses of both enemies and friends. If He Rui wanted to continue moving forward, more lives would pile up under his feet.

Just as her mother said, she was corresponding with such a person. He Rui was a hero, a savior, and could even be called light. Where there is light, there must be shadow; covered by the shadow of light were millions of deaths. Even if Lu Yueying didn't think He Rui was a cruel person, let alone a person who took pleasure in killing, contacting such a person was inherently extremely dangerous. A light touch of He Rui's fingertip could shatter the Lu family into pieces. This was a fact Lu Yueying could understand before but had never thought about.

Lu Yueying wanted to turn around and leave, but couldn't do it. Finally, Lu Yueying bowed her head to her mother and answered, "I know." After speaking, she turned and returned to the study.

Lu Chongming sighed. He originally respected his wife very much, but he didn't expect his wife's view of worldly affairs to be so profound. "Madam, saying this to Yuanyuan, will it hurt her heart?"

Mrs. Lu shook her head slightly. "A grown daughter cannot be kept at home! Yuanyuan has Chairman He in her heart; what can we do? Chairman He is not a cruel person. I said this only because I am worried."

Hearing this, Lu Chongming felt a strong sense of powerlessness. If He Rui really wanted to marry Lu Yueying, Lu Chongming had absolutely no way. Even if He Rui forcibly possessed Lu Yueying, with He Rui's current prestige and status, others would say Lu Chongming was wrong. Because Mrs. Lu was right; it was Lu Yueying who had thoughts about He Rui and took the initiative to write to him. For subsequent matters, the Lu family had no room to maneuver. What the result of this matter would be had little to do with whether He Rui's nature was kind or not. Many people wouldn't miss the opportunity to fuel the flames.

Mrs. Lu felt at this time whether she had gone too far. She personally didn't mean to demean He Rui's achievements; to liberate China, so many people had to die. Mrs. Lu worried her daughter would misunderstand these words. With Lu Yueying's character, she might dare to write a letter to probe He Rui. If the Lu couple opened He Rui's letter to Lu Yueying, the Central General Office would inevitably read letters written to He Rui by various parties. If such a thing happened, the Lu family might really be in big trouble.

At this time, Mrs. Lu could only pray that her daughter was just an ordinary girl. Girls are emotional; they make judgments based on liking or disliking. If Lu Yueying disliked He Rui after being stimulated, she naturally wouldn't write to He Rui again. He Rui was very busy; as long as this matter stopped here, there shouldn't be a follow-up. If Lu Yueying was safe, the Lu family would be safe.

If He Rui knew Mrs. Lu's thoughts at this time, he would probably give Mrs. Lu a thumbs up. Although He Rui didn't know Mrs. Lu's thoughts, he was talking with his outstanding generals for the next war.

The transfer order for Zhong Yifu had been issued, so Zhong Yifu flew from Upper Burma to Tianjin. Upon seeing He Rui, Zhong Yifu didn't mention why he was recalled but asked He Rui, "Chairman, I heard you met Wang Dongliu?"

"You know him?" He Rui was not surprised.

Zhong Yifu told He Rui about Wang Dongliu effectively solving the problem of aircraft engine life during the Sino-British War. After praising Wang Dongliu highly, Zhong Yifu probed, "Did the Chairman provide the latest design ideas to the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau?"

He Rui laughed, "If I indeed provided them, what aspect of ideas do you hope for?"

"Range, safe and stable long range." Zhong Yifu answered very simply. "The range of aircraft is too short now. Has the Chairman read the report on Britain deploying new aircraft at the border?"

He Rui nodded. This report was indeed one of the motivations for He Rui to ask the Aircraft Design Bureau to provide three of the best young engineers. The British aircraft manufacturing industry was not developing poorly, and Chinese fighters didn't have any black technology; the cantilever low-wing was originally a design idea conforming to aerodynamics. The British could easily understand the principles just by looking at the appearance.

In 1926, the British army stationed in India explicitly stated, 'The Chinese have occupied the sky', so the British Ministry of Defense also issued a tender for cantilever low-wing aircraft. In 1927, British engineers produced such aircraft, with speeds reaching 500 kilometers per hour.

Seeing that the air force race had already begun, He Rui certainly wouldn't let China's precious resources be invested in old technologies like reciprocating engines, so he proposed the ideas of two-spool and three-spool jet engines, as well as turboprop engines, on the basis of jet engines.

In He Rui's vision, models similar to the A-29 trainer should come out around '30. So Zhong Yifu's idea was correct.

But He Rui asked, "Why do you think range is very important?"

Zhong Yifu answered decisively, "Because I read the report. The United States flew across the Atlantic the day before yesterday!"

Charles Augustus Lindbergh was born on February 4, 1902, a Swedish-American pilot born in Detroit, Michigan, a descendant of Swedish immigrants.

In 1924, he began training as a US Air Force pilot with the US Army Air Service. From May 20 to 21, 1927 (historical date), Lindbergh flew his single-engine plane, the Spirit of St. Louis (Model: Ryan NYP-1), from New York City to Paris, crossing the Atlantic Ocean without landing in between, taking a total of 33.5 hours.

This time, Charles Augustus Lindbergh successfully crossed the Atlantic on March 20 (timeline adjustment), which made the reliability of American aircraft and the skills of American pilots highly praised. Zhong Yifu, having gone through wars these years, had long lost unjustified awe of Europe and America. He felt that with He Rui's sensitivity to technology, he would definitely not turn a blind eye to this matter.

He Rui felt Zhong Yifu indeed had his own considerations on strategy, so he asked, "Why do you care about this matter?"

Zhong Yifu sat up straight naturally. "Chairman, the form of future war has changed. I think in future wars, tanks, airplanes, and infantry infiltration tactics will be the elements deciding the war. When we formulate future strategies, we should use these equipment and tactics as the basis for realizing the strategy."

He Rui liked Zhong Yifu's judgment very much. "What should the future strategy look like?"

Zhong Yifu became excited. He had been considering future strategies and conducting a lot of deduction work during this period. Hearing He Rui ask, he knew his chance had come. "Chairman, I admire Marshal Foch of France's judgment very much. The Versailles Treaty is not peace, but a 20-year armistice..."

In Zhong Yifu's view, although the Treaty of Versailles limited the size and weaponry of the German army, it did not completely destroy Germany's industrial capacity and scientific research capabilities. And the "Treaty of Versailles" directly caused Germany to lose one-eighth of its territory and one-tenth of its population; strong revanchism was bound to spread throughout Germany. Once Germany got the chance, it would inevitably seek revenge.

"...Chairman, once Germany rearms, war will break out. At that time, the European situation will change completely. I think the United States will join the British and French camp again, and we have no reason to join the British and French camp. Our war with the Anglo-French-American bloc is inevitable. Now looking at the Chairman's efforts to facilitate the Japanese revolution, the purpose is to use the Japanese Navy. The future war is likely to be a war of Germany, the Soviet Union, and the East Asian bloc against the Anglo-French-American bloc."

After speaking, Zhong Yifu looked at He Rui, hoping to see some clues from He Rui's expression. But Zhong Yifu saw nothing; He Rui even yawned, his expression unchanged. This disappointed Zhong Yifu somewhat, but Zhong Yifu also knew He Rui definitely cared about future strategy very much. Even if Zhong Yifu's strategy didn't fit He Rui's mind, He Rui definitely valued future strategy very much.

Just as Zhong Yifu's heart was churning a bit, he heard He Rui say, "I think your judgment of the European situation is correct."

Zhong Yifu was happy and asked, "Then where is my judgment of the world situation incorrect?"

"I think your judgment of the world situation is also correct," He Rui answered.

Zhong Yifu felt a chill in his heart. If his judgments in both aspects were correct, it meant He Rui really didn't agree with Zhong Yifu's grand strategy. As for where He Rui disagreed, Zhong Yifu couldn't judge now.

Zhong Yifu wanted to ask directly but didn't ask. Doing so would be equivalent to letting He Rui help Zhong Yifu cheat, right? Zhong Yifu could accept his mistakes, but he wouldn't solve his problems in this way.

Finally, Zhong Yifu stood up and said, "Chairman, please let me go back and think again."

He Rui let Zhong Yifu go back first. Hu Xiushan came in quickly under the secretary's guidance. He Rui first told Hu Xiushan about Zhong Yifu's ideas, then asked, "Xiushan, what do you think?"

During the narration, He Rui kept watching Hu Xiushan and saw Hu Xiushan's eyes becoming brighter, presumably having some thoughts. Hearing He Rui's question, Hu Xiushan pondered for a moment before speaking, "Chairman, I think Commander Zhong's view is completely correct. But I wouldn't build a strategy with such thinking."

"What do you think?"

"I want to ask the Chairman, are the key points to winning the next war industrial capacity, technological level, and industrial population?"

"Why do you think so?" He Rui laughed.

"Because the Chairman talked about the form of the next war and the form of the war after the next. I thought for a long time before determining that these three are the basis for winning the next war. From China's perspective, our war purpose is to rapidly advance China's industrialization level. This requires not only completing China's domestic industrialization but also constructing a world environment that allows China to fully industrialize. When building the future world order, we must adopt a more advanced civilization, not the order based on the current civilization level of Europe and America. Therefore, I think China's strategy should be to liberate the oppressed people of Asia and Africa and bring them into a new era of industrialization. Based on such a strategy, our enemy is all colonialism.

Commander Zhong's judgment of the future of Europe and America is very precise. We can use European contradictions to reduce the difficulty of achieving our strategic goals. At the same time, we must also consider that when our strategy advances to a certain extent, we will face a joint attack from a group of European and American countries, including the United States."

He Rui finally felt relieved. Zhong Yifu's strategic consideration was excellent; the only problem was that Zhong Yifu's thinking still entered the hegemony mode, replacing European and American hegemony with Chinese hegemony. Not to say his consideration was wrong; after China defeated Europe and America and dominated the world, of course, it could implement China's world order.

But this strategy was too difficult and the cost too high. Hu Xiushan's strategy avoided these unnecessary strategic costs. The oppressed people knew very well what kind of oppression they suffered; they didn't fail to resist, but kept resisting. It was just the lack of a correct revolutionary path and external conditions that made heroic resistances fail again and again.

If China provided the correct revolutionary path and external conditions, colonialism would suffer an unprecedented blow. In He Rui's assessment, such effective resistance could reduce China's burden by at least 30%. Reducing the burden by 30% meant China's probability of winning increased by two or even three times.

He Rui didn't want to play with revolution, but He Rui was a strategist. If he wanted to win, he had to bring out the cold calculations of realism in politics.

Hu Xiushan looked at He Rui's expression, unable to figure out for a moment whether He Rui agreed with this strategic line of thought. After a good while, he saw He Rui speak, "Comrade Xiushan, you are the next Chief of General Staff."

Hu Xiushan only felt a big stone drop back into his stomach. He immediately stood up and saluted He Rui, "I will resolutely complete the mission!"
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The Chief of General Staff was just one member of the Military Commission. Before obtaining the approval of the Military Commission comrades, no one could directly appoint Hu Xiushan as the Chief of General Staff. Even if it was just going through the process, He Rui could not run a one-man show.

So the Military Commission meeting discussed for a whole day. It wasn't until Hu Xiushan and Zhong Yifu each made a war analysis in the assumed identity of the Chief of Staff that Zhong Yifu chose to withdraw himself.

Withdrawing was not because Zhong Yifu cared about He Rui's view; precisely because Zhong Yifu cared about He Rui's thoughts, he competed with Hu Xiushan to this step. The reason for withdrawing was that Zhong Yifu himself had to admit that Hu Xiushan was more suitable to be the Chief of General Staff than him.

After all, they were old comrades-in-arms who had known each other for more than ten years. Even if he was unhappy in his heart, Zhong Yifu still praised, "Xiushan's thinking is clearer than mine."

The other Military Commission members besides He Rui nodded one after another. The job of the Chief of General Staff is to determine who the future enemy is, which enemies war will break out with in which regions in the future, and roughly how to fight to win these wars.

Since the Chief of General Staff had been determined, other Military Commission members also had their own arrangements. He Rui suggested that Zheng Silang serve as Minister of the General Logistics Department, Zhong Yifu serve as Minister of the General Equipment Department, and Cheng Ruofan serve as Minister of National Defense.

After the Military Commission discussed it, they all felt there was no problem. So everyone looked at Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng made a request himself, "I haven't done specific work for a long time. I want to be responsible for military education, and I can also have time to conduct some military research."

Other old classmates felt that Xu Chengfeng had really chosen an enviable job. Engaging in military education would allow considerable time for research. After fighting and killing for so many years, everyone wanted to have time to quiet down and systematically organize their thoughts.

He Rui said slowly, "Chengfeng, don't think about such an easy job. You have to go to Japan for military exchange."

Japan had been the biggest direct threat to China in the past decade or so. Even if Japan had a revolution, the National Defense Force's hostility towards Japan was almost instinctive. He Rui continued, "I will invite Yamamoto Isoroku and a group of Japanese naval officers to teach at the Qingdao Naval Academy. So, Chengfeng, the advantage of our Chinese army has to be reflected by you going to Japan to teach."

After a good while, Cheng Ruofan broke the silence, "Chairman, we and the Japanese Navy seem to have quite a few common opponents. If we want to improve our naval power in a short time, is this the only way?"

"There are always ways. I just choose the method with short time and high efficiency. As for the contradiction between China and Japan, compared with the world system dominated by China in the future, its importance can be ranked completely behind."

Cheng Ruofan agreed with He Rui's judgment, but he still couldn't feel relieved in his heart. Not only Cheng Ruofan, but other Military Commission members also didn't express their attitudes. He Rui was unwilling to waste time and emotion on this matter. In terms of hatred for Japan, He Rui's was much greater than these people. Because in He Rui's timeline, the Sino-Japanese War broke out (WWII), and the hatred formed between China and Japan was so great that the First Sino-Japanese War (1894) couldn't compare with it at all.

He Rui asked the silent Xu Chengfeng, "Chengfeng, have you made a decision?"

Xu Chengfeng knew he had to agree, but every time he wanted to speak, something stopped him. Finally, Xu Chengfeng said, "Let me think about it again."

He Rui nodded, but everything has priorities. Even if the war starts in '39, there are only 12 years left from now. Time passes minute by second, and there is no leisure to waste at all.

"I'll say a few words to comrades about equipment. I have already provided some equipment ideas for the Air Force before; you can go communicate the specific content with the comrades of the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. Regarding the Army, I also propose an idea for a Type 59 tank."

"Type 59? Why call it that?" Zheng Silang, who was originally sulking, finally found something to divert his thoughts. Generally speaking, equipment is named only after research and finalization. He Rui gave a Type 59 model name right from the start, which felt wrong no matter how you looked at it.

He Rui certainly couldn't say this was his 'nostalgia', so he gave an explanation: "Type 59, 5 pairs of road wheels, 100mm smoothbore gun, 390 kilowatts power. What do you think?"

"...This... is this a monster?" Zheng Silang barely gave an evaluation. Other Military Commission comrades were confused and didn't know how to evaluate it.

He Rui shook his head. "It's inappropriate to evaluate such parameters as a monster. It can be called the king on the future battlefield. Describing it as the Sovereign of 9 and 5 (Emperor) is politically incorrect. Conversely, Type 59. Moreover, there are 5 and 9 in the parameters, isn't it quite good?"

This explanation was actually very far-fetched, but under these amazing parameters, this explanation seemed quite reasonable; at least no one felt there was anything to argue about.

He Rui hadn't driven a Type 59 tank, but at least he had been inside a Type 59 tank and seen many design drawings and design parameters. After all, the Type 59 tank is recognized as a tank with very balanced performance and is also the tank with the largest inventory in China. More importantly, New China could mass-produce Type 59 tanks in 1964, and the production technology was not very high. At most by 1934, the Republic could fully possess it.

The Type 59 tank has advanced combat effectiveness in the next two decades, enough to dominate the entire field. As for the future, with the improvement of the National Defense Force's professionalism, He Rui won't need to worry about it. At most, he just needs to mention small technological improvements like reactive armor.

After talking about the Type 59 tank, He Rui also talked about his views on the 155mm self-propelled howitzer and the 107mm rocket launcher. These are common equipment in future wars. As He Rui thought, the comrades didn't feel any surprise.

The Military Commission, like other comrades of the central government, came here for a vacation. At least many things should be solved in a relaxed environment. He Rui felt that he had already solved so many things; proceeding further would put too much pressure on the comrades. So he stopped.

Unexpectedly, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman, Japan knows its own naval advantage; will they hold out for a better price?"

"Don't underestimate the Japanese. Precisely because they understand their naval advantage, as long as Japan determines that it has no initiative in strategy, their holding out for a better price only leaves selling for a good price. Do they really think China won't develop the shipbuilding industry?"

Hearing He Rui's explanation, Xu Chengfeng sighed deeply, "Sigh... Chairman, I am willing to conduct military exchanges with Japan."

He Rui was very happy that Xu Chengfeng figured it out so quickly. "Chengfeng, only through exchanges can Japan understand that Japan's strength simply cannot decide the world situation. They think Japan is a chess player, but actually Japan is just a chess piece."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help laughing, "If there is a Sino-Japanese coalition army in the future, the commander will be Chengfeng, right?"

Without waiting for other comrades to continue on this issue, He Rui immediately said, "If I were to look at it, I would rather let someone from the Japanese side serve as the coalition commander."

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng also expressed agreement. "That's right. Since we are the real leaders, there is no need to fight for the limelight in these small matters. I actually think that as long as Japan is not crazy or stupid, they shouldn't insist on showing off. Do they really think being a coalition commander allows one's virtue not to match the position?"

Cheng Ruofan felt He Rui and Xu Chengfeng were too serious. Cheng Ruofan also understood these principles; he just couldn't be bothered to state the deduction process. As Xu Chengfeng said, everyone made a living from the military; didn't they know their own weight?

Zhong Yifu put his mind on the General Equipment Department at this time. "Chairman, Britain has been showing off their new aircraft at the border. How do we respond? We can't let Britain just swagger like this, right?"

"Of course we have to respond. Let the Air Force fly the CJ-6 (Chu Jiao 6) at the border. Let the British know that we are not showing weakness."

Zhong Yifu had flown the CJ-6 himself and knew it was an excellent primary trainer aircraft that even novices could manipulate easily. Moreover, a trainer aircraft could actually fly with the feeling of a fighter jet, which was even more commendable. Although the British couldn't really attack now, the British wouldn't really take the CJ-6 trainer seriously either. Zhong Yifu felt the deterrence of this action was insufficient.

Looking at the unwilling expressions of Zhong Yifu and other comrades, He Rui laughed, "Let me give everyone an example. You all know that the 'Special Tariff Act on US' has been passed in parliament, right?"

"We know." The Military Commission comrades nodded one after another. Compared with the "Chinese Exclusion Act", the "Special Tariff Act on US" didn't allow everyone to vent their anger. But this legislation was at least tit-for-tat, so China wouldn't just suffer in silence.

He Rui continued to ask, "If the United States feels that China and the US blockading each other is very equal, what situation will they encounter?"

This was a diplomatic issue, and the Military Commission comrades were not clear about it. Zheng Silang was relatively impatient and asked, "Chairman, just say it directly."

"Comrades all know about the 'Concert of Powers', right?" He Rui asked.

This term stimulated the comrades again, and everyone's faces looked bad.

He Rui continued to explain with great interest, "Great Powers are capable countries. If the United States has no reaction to China's 'Special Tariff Act on US', based on the principle of the Concert of Powers, what will other Great Powers do?"

Cheng Ruofan reacted the fastest. Before he could answer, he laughed loudly first. Soon, other Military Commission members also understood. Zheng Silang had his own view, "Chairman, the United States enacted the 'Chinese Exclusion Act' first, so calculating it, we suffered a loss. The United States can't deal with us now, but it hasn't lost face either. If a country like Spain raised tariffs on the United States, the United States can't beat us, but it can always deal with Spain."

Other comrades shook their heads one after another. Cheng Ruofan explained, "If the United States only dares to act against Spain, America's face will be completely lost. If Spain raises tariffs on the US, what does the US plan to do? Fight into Spain? Treat Britain and France as non-existent?"

Zheng Silang had never been interested in international politics, so he said no more. And this topic was originally raised by Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu understood He Rui's meaning at this time, "Chairman, even if we only dispatch the CJ-6, it is also a statement... wait..."

Zhong Yifu couldn't help starting to think more. After thinking for a moment, he asked, "Chairman, you said sending the CJ-6, is it to show Britain that we are not afraid of Britain, but also have no intention of increasing the intensity of the confrontation?"

He Rui shook his head. "I really didn't think that much. I just think it should be equal. Moreover, the CJ-6 flight price is cheap, and we can also take the opportunity to train more. purely from an economic perspective."

Hearing this, the comrades all laughed. He Rui always knew how to save costs in such matters. Of course, the premise of doing so was expressing his attitude unequivocally. After all, the Sino-British war wouldn't break out in the short term.

The vacation began just like this. The comrades of the central government went to Qingdao again this time and rested very relaxedly by the sea for a while. Busy for a whole year, being able to put down work for a period of time, just eating and drinking, visiting each other, playing cards, chatting, fishing, and exercising, really eliminated fatigue very well.

He Rui also felt very comfortable, especially sitting under the window in pajamas after sleeping soundly, thinking of nothing. His spirit was fully relaxed, and he even forgot to smoke. However, the comrades who came this time all had families. As a single dog, He Rui watched others in pairs, and more people brought children. He didn't bother to go out and mix with this group of guys.

Besides comfort, when very relaxed, some thoughts would suddenly pop up, 'If I also had a wife and children...'

Just thinking about it, He Rui extinguished this thought. He Rui always felt he would let down his wife and children, especially the children. Those little guys didn't ask to come into the world. Since parents decided to give birth to them, they had obligations to them. He Rui felt he probably couldn't give children enough companionship. There are so many things now; He Rui was very worried that when he was considering work, if the baby cried, he would be unhappy. He Rui's definition of himself was simple: take responsibility for the things he chose.

Time passed quickly, and the vacation of more than half a month came to an end in a blink of an eye. He Rui felt his energy, physical strength, and concentration had all risen to a sufficient level. Next, it was time to return to busy work.

Just then, a letter was delivered to the villa where He Rui lived alone. Because the vacation was based on families, He Rui alone counted as a family, not special treatment. He Rui opened the letter; it was from Lu Yueying. Between the lines, he could feel Lu Yueying seemed to have something on her mind, but Lu Yueying asked He Rui a question: 'Recently, I read many of Mr. He's works and developed a big doubt. I wonder how Mr. He spent his youth and study period?'

My youth... He Rui recalled for a moment. In another timeline, He Rui's youth was actually very boring. Reading and studying, playing games with friends, various self-satisfactions. If there was a more interesting youth, it was in Japan. Others thought He Rui seemed very fierce in Japan, having gained prestige at a young age. In fact, He Rui could also be considered a bit of a mischievous one in Japan.

For example, He Rui had received AI Go training. For a period of time, he ran to various Go academies in Japan to challenge and kick the dojo, and was undefeated. It was just that Japanese Go academies gambled for money. He Rui didn't want to get involved with money, and He Rui didn't want to become famous as a 'strange Go player', so he went back honestly to concentrate on studying.

Thinking of these, He Rui wrote a reply to Lu Yueying.

A few days later, Lu Yueying received He Rui's letter. This time her parents didn't open the letter. After carefully checking the envelope, Lu Yueying felt very happy. But when carefully cutting the envelope with a paper knife, Lu Yueying worried again. She knew her mother's evaluation of He Rui was correct; He Rui was indeed a man standing on millions of corpses. So Lu Yueying became even more curious about He Rui. How on earth did such a man get to where he is today?

He Rui certainly had every reason to refuse to answer Lu Yueying's question. Lu Yueying suddenly felt a panic. What if the person who wrote the letter was not He Rui, but other officials who reprimanded Lu Yueying severely? What to do then?

So when pulling out the letter paper, Lu Yueying only felt her heartbeat accelerate, daring not to look at the content of the letter. But Lu Yueying's hand still opened the letter paper. Seeing the handwriting on the letter paper, Lu Yueying read on immediately, '...My campus life was very ordinary. I just knew what I wanted to do at that time, so I adjusted my daily schedule according to my needs, without too many troubles of youth. I must declare, I absolutely did not sit by the classroom window with curtains, watching the scenery through the gap in the curtains when the summer wind blew the curtains...'

Lu Yueying felt her face burning. She didn't expect He Rui to describe the campus life he hadn't experienced in such a tone, which made Lu Yueying feel she seemed to be mocked. But somehow, Lu Yueying felt she seemed to be able to see He Rui sitting lazily in the classroom in early summer reading a book. That young man was not weak, nor cold. He just did what he believed in as if no one else was around. Not confused, let alone lost.

A burst of impulse rose from her chest. Lu Yueying suddenly wanted to ask He Rui, where is he now, and what kind of scenery is he looking at?
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Tsinghua School was a preparatory school for studying in the United States established by the Qing Dynasty using part of the Boxer Indemnity money returned by the United States.

After the Boxer Protocol, Chinese national consciousness awakened, and opposing foreign goods gradually became a means of struggle for the Chinese public. Within 19 years, US exports to China plummeted. American capitalists once lamented: "If the movement to boycott American goods continues, major factories could be closed for as long as six months."

As the most powerful industrial country in the world at that time, US Minister to China William Woodville Rockhill suggested to the President to return part of the Boxer Indemnity to save the current severe situation, and suggested using the returned funds for sending Chinese students to study in the United States. The Americans' calculation was extremely precise; they believed that if they wanted to obtain the greatest benefits in commerce, politics, and spirit in China, they must successfully educate China's younger generation.

The United States even declared, 'We can bar Chinese laborers from entering, but we must treat international students well. If we can successfully control the younger generation, we can successfully control the development of a country and manipulate their leaders with knowledge and spirit.'

So in 1924, when the He Rui government annihilated foreign garrisons in China, including the US, the American directors of Tsinghua School continued to stay in China. In 1926, when Chinese legal experts at the Asian International Tribunal and Chinese media characterized the US government as a barbaric government and American civilization as a barbaric civilization, the American directors of Tsinghua School still remained in China.

On April 30, 1927, the strong wind from the north stopped, and the sky filled with wind and sand instantly turned into a clear sky for miles. The clear sunlight slanted onto the main gate of Tsinghua School. Several policemen from the local police station showed their IDs to the school guard, and the gate opened immediately.

Several policemen walked into the empty teaching building and entered the American director's office. This director had long known this day would come, so his expression was actually much more relaxed.

The leading policeman handed a document to the American director, "According to Article 13 of the 'Special Ordinance on Hygiene and Epidemic Prevention of the Republic of China', personnel from the United States must report to the Hygiene and Epidemic Prevention Department every week on their own initiative and accept epidemic prevention inspection. Given that you have not taken the initiative to go for inspection for two weeks, we are now taking you to accept inspection."

The American director immediately expressed strong protest verbally, but showed no resistance in action.

Soon, the American director and American teachers within Tsinghua School were taken out of the campus and stuffed into a cage cart waiting outside. Not only in Beiping (Beijing), but such arrests were also being carried out all over China. Those Yankees were sent to various epidemic prevention stations like livestock, ready to undergo hygiene and epidemic prevention inspections.

John Leighton Stuart, President of Yenching University, stood at the entrance of the teaching building and shouted loudly to the police who came to take people away, "This is an atrocity! This is uncivilized behavior!"

The policeman looked at the surrounding students watching and said loudly and unhappily, "As a plague-spreading country, the United States has killed tens of millions of people in the world. conducting regular epidemic prevention inspections on you is the civilized action."

The so-called Spanish Flu originated in the United States and caused tens of millions of deaths worldwide. This matter, with the deepening of investigations and the publicity of European and Chinese newspapers, had basically become a world consensus. Stuart certainly knew that the reason he and the American teachers of Yenching University were arrested had nothing to do with this, and he also knew why the Republic of China government insisted on taking Americans in China away for quarantine.

Stuart said firmly, "I won't go with you!"

"Are you sure?" the policeman asked.

"Yes! I won't go with you!" Stuart threw caution to the wind. He knew that if he refused like this, the result would inevitably be knocked down by the police and taken away. But Stuart believed he had no reason to obediently accept such humiliating treatment.

As a missionary school, Yenching University had few new enrollments in the past two years, and there were few students left about to graduate. Those Chinese students looked at President Stuart being so tough, only watching with complex expressions from the side, without any words, let alone any action.

After confirming Stuart's non-cooperation, the policemen didn't use force but turned and left. Stuart immediately asked someone to call the US Consulate in Beiping to ask them to find a way to come for rescue. When the call went through, the female operator answered in standard working language, " The line is busy now, please call again later."

This was really not the operator playing tricks; now all the telephones of the US Consulate in Beiping were being answered. Not only Yenching University was calling the US Consulate, but all American institutions in Beiping, and Americans in China who had the opportunity to make phone calls, were calling for help.

At this time, the big iron gate of Yenching University was completely opened. A group of hygiene and epidemic prevention personnel wearing white coats and gas masks walked into the campus of Yenching University. The two leading them held flags; the flag on the left read 'Hygiene and Epidemic Prevention is Greater than Heaven!', and the flag on the right read 'Source of Infectious Diseases Must be Discovered First and Early'.

The epidemic prevention personnel following the flags held catchpoles and lassos for controlling large livestock, pushing carts with iron cages for livestock on them, entering Yenching University along the road.

Stuart was born in Hangzhou, China, and was very familiar with Chinese culture. When the police left, Stuart initially thought that some armed police would rush in next, and he was prepared to be beaten. But he absolutely didn't expect that the Chinese side actually dispatched a formation for catching livestock. Stuart's mind was full of astonishment, stunned in place.

Other American teachers were also shocked; they kept retreating and finally ran away. The Chinese epidemic prevention personnel divided into squads, and each squad leader shouted, "Don't let these sources of infection run away! Follow me!"

Members of each epidemic prevention squad agreed in unison, rushing straight to those fleeing American teachers of Yenching University. Each squad was responsible for one, starting the chase and interception.

Stuart knew he couldn't run at all, so he simply didn't leave. Seeing him so cooperative, the squad members responsible for Stuart arrived in front of him. First, they pinned a cloth sign with 'Not Quarantined' written in red pen on the front of Stuart's clothes with a safety pin, then pulled over an iron cage, opened the cage door, 'Mr. Stuart, please.'

Stuart refused to go in, so he could only be pushed into the iron cage by Chinese epidemic prevention personnel wearing white coats and gas masks, who locked the cage door from the outside. Through the gaps in the iron cage bars, Stuart saw the American teachers of Yenching University quickly lassoed or covered by thrown nets, controlled one by one like livestock, tagged with 'Not Quarantined' signs, and sent into iron cages.

Some American teachers tore off the 'Not Quarantined' signs and threw them out of the iron cages. The Chinese epidemic prevention personnel neither beat nor scolded them but took out banners written with 'Not Quarantined', unfolded them, and inserted them on top of the iron cages. These banners were much larger and could be seen clearly from afar.

During the arrest process, some reporters wearing masks followed the Chinese epidemic prevention personnel to take photos or film videos.

When the arrest ended, the iron cages were transported out of the Yenching University campus, lifted onto horse-drawn carriages waiting outside, and headed for the hygiene and epidemic prevention points in Beiping. Pedestrians on the street looked curiously at this long queue of horse-drawn carriages, while Stuart endured the first public display (shaming) in his life.

China is a civilized country, and epidemic prevention inspections strictly follow process standards. The epidemic prevention period is once a week. Americans in China who completed the inspection process like livestock all received a cloth certificate with 'April 30, 1927, Qualified' written in blue pen.

The heads of various hygiene and epidemic prevention stations told the Americans seriously, "You must wear this when you go out. Otherwise, you will be taken to the epidemic prevention station for inspection again. Remember to come for inspection on time next week."

The hygiene and epidemic prevention stations not only gave verbal instructions but also thoughtfully provided instructions in both Chinese and English, then let the Americans in China go back.

On the evening of April 30, a large number of Americans in China began to buy boat tickets or even plane tickets to leave China. Countless telegrams were sent from China to the United States and newspaper offices around the world.

Especially those foreign reporters in China. China's actions were public; they not only took photos but also wrote various news reports, either serious or mocking. From any angle, the conflict erupting between China, a Great Power on the west coast of the Pacific, and the United States, a Great Power on the east coast of the Pacific, caused a strong impact on the world order.

The news from *The Times* reporter was very optimistic, '...The conflict between China and the US stems from the "Chinese Exclusion Act", a rare law in human history aimed at restricting the exchange of a certain race. From any angle, this is full of insults.

As for what reaction the US will have and whether a war between China and the US will break out, our newspaper believes that this risk is very low. According to the ratio of naval tonnage of various countries in the "Washington Naval Treaty", the United States has the same share as the British Empire. In terms of the quantity and quality of the fleet, the United States undoubtedly possesses the second most powerful fleet in the world. But the current Chinese government is neither the Manchu Qing government nor the Beiyang government. The US Navy has absolutely no way to truly threaten China. Therefore, taking military action against China is a foolish choice.

Will the intensification of Sino-US contradictions cause the regional situation to deteriorate? Our newspaper also thinks it is impossible. The biggest economic relationship between China and the US is trade relations. US goods have been trying to fully open the Chinese market, and the competitiveness of Chinese goods is far inferior to the US. Trade interruption has little impact on both China and the US, and its influence on surrounding countries is not significant. As long as war does not break out, this trade war will not change the macro situation...'

The evaluation of the French *Le Figaro* was even more optimistic, '...Compared with Sino-US trade, trade between China and France is much longer. As a top industrial country in the world, France has advanced industry and profound accumulation. The United States stole a large amount of technology from France and used its convenience in transportation to obtain an undeserved share in the Chinese market.

Now, France is undoubtedly China's most suitable trading partner. China has a vast and dynamic population and is the most promising market in the world today. France must not lose such an opportunity again. Countless orders needed by French factories need to be obtained from China...'

On May 1, the White House spokesman made a brief statement to reporters, 'The US government expresses concern about the actions of the Chinese government and strongly opposes the rude behavior of the Chinese government.'

After speaking, regardless of the reporters behind asking questions one after another, he turned and left.

Senior financial and political media such as *USA Today* (Note: likely anachronistic or fictional paper in context, kept as text) and *The Wall Street Journal* pointed out sharply in their reports, '...The conflict between China and the United States is not a battle of will, but a profound economic struggle. If this struggle cannot be resolved, all US efforts to open the Chinese market will end in failure, and Sino-US trade may return to zero.'

Ten hours later, at the press conference of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, a large number of American reporters scrambled to ask for the opportunity to speak. Finally, the reporter from *The Wall Street Journal* got the chance to ask questions. The reporter immediately asked with a machine-gun-like speech speed, "May I ask if China's action against the United States is to retaliate against the 'Chinese Exclusion Act'?"

Hearing this, the Foreign Ministry spokesman laughed easily, "The 'Chinese Exclusion Act' is a domestic law of the United States; China does not interfere in the internal affairs of the United States. I declare again that all China's actions have nothing to do with the 'Chinese Exclusion Act'!"

On May 3, after reporting the full content of this press conference, *The Wall Street Journal* clearly gave its view, 'Based on the statement of the spokesman of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, we can be sure that the Sino-US trade war has officially begun!'



★


Chinese Exclusion Act Vs Exclusion of Americans Act (3)

Volume 5 — Chapter 29

❧ ❧ ❧


"Dear Minister Yan, have you read the latest content in *Le Figaro*?" The French Ambassador to China raised this topic as soon as he sat down.

Yan Huiqing was very relaxed. "I wonder which article?"

"*Le Figaro* believes that this 'Exclusion of Americans Act' proves that China already possesses complete sovereignty." The French Ambassador gave the answer readily.

Complete sovereignty is rare in any era. The French Ambassador's compliment inevitably made Yan Huiqing sigh with emotion, and such a compliment also made Yan Huiqing guess the purpose of the French Ambassador's meeting this time. Sure enough, the French Ambassador continued, "Mr. Minister, the decline in Sino-French trade volume has made our Commerce Minister feel anxious. I wonder if you have noticed this change."

As the Foreign Minister, Yan Huiqing didn't pay special attention to trade volume, but this time he happened to pay attention to Sino-French trade. After China and Britain issued three joint communiques, trade was fully restored. The Southeast Asian trade that originally transited through France returned to its original appearance. France's only colony in Asia was Indochina, and bulk commodities were only grain and coal. Compared with the previous peak state, it had indeed declined.

But having paid attention didn't mean he had to admit it. Yan Huiqing asked, "Then what kind of statement does the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs plan to make on this matter?"

The French Ambassador took a sip of the coffee served by the waiter. "The French business community in China suggested to the parliament to invite Minister Mo (Morrison) to visit France."

"Isn't that a coincidence? Our Commercial Federation wants to invite the French Commerce Minister to visit China," Yan Huiqing replied.

On May 6, a piece of news appeared in Chinese and French newspapers simultaneously: at the invitation of the Chinese Commercial Federation, the French Commerce Minister would visit the Republic of China.

On the afternoon when this news came out, the British Ambassador to China immediately requested to see Yan Huiqing, inquiring about the British Commerce Minister's visit to China. Although the British Ambassador to China had just formally conveyed the British government's 'concern' over the He Rui government's recognition of the Japanese Republic government not long ago, at this time, due to different interest needs, he friendly discussed Sino-British commercial cooperation with Yan Huiqing.

Sovereignty in the international sense, simply put, is the highest authority of "self-determination". As the French Ambassador said, China now possessed complete sovereignty. Since China did not join any military or political alliances and was not restricted by any treaties, China's sovereignty was exceptionally complete.

Countries like Britain and France, because of many treaties, had incomplete sovereignty. For example, Britain had mutual defense treaties with Denmark, Belgium, and Poland. In another timeline, Britain and France might not really want to declare war on Germany for Poland, but the existence of the mutual defense treaty meant that Britain and France had to declare war. The power of 'self-determination' was naturally affected.

Incomplete sovereignty did not mean that Denmark, Belgium, and Poland could interfere in the internal affairs of Britain and France. It was precisely because of the interest needs of British and French domestic politics that determined Britain and France signed those treaties. Using part of the 'self-determination' power as a price in exchange for interests abroad.

Therefore, the British Ambassador to China didn't care at all about the differences with China in other aspects. National interests were maximized in such constant exchanges. As long as the greatest interests could be traded, Britain didn't mind trading with China.

Yan Huiqing naturally understood these things and also knew very well that China had now fully entered the track of economic construction. But Yan Huiqing only agreed to convey the suggestion proposed by the British Ambassador to the State Council and didn't promise anything. Because the authority of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not include the authority to decide whether other departments agreed to requests from other countries.

The next afternoon, Yan Huiqing summoned the British Ambassador and conveyed the Chinese government's invitation to the British Commerce Minister. If it weren't because China's economic construction really needed to continue expanding trade, the invitation could have been delayed. But with the situation as such, they couldn't be so particular.

On May 8, Chinese and British newspapers published the news that the Chinese government invited the British Commerce Minister to visit China.

On May 11, the British commercial representative, acting as an advance party, arrived in the capital. This Representative Matthew was a senior official responsible for commerce in the Governor-Generalship of British India. After receiving the order from the British Ministry of Commerce, he immediately flew to China.

Commerce Minister Morrison personally welcomed Special Envoy Matthew. "Hello, Sir Matthew."

"Hello, Minister Mo."

An hour later, the negotiation representatives of China and Britain were sitting together. Sir Matthew seriously put forward the British side's view, "China has restricted the fields of British investment in China; our country is very unhappy about this."

"China also deeply regrets Britain's restriction on Chinese investment!" Morrison raised the same issue tit-for-tat.

This was really not nonsense from both sides. China encouraged Britain to invest in manufacturing in China but restricted British capital from buying assets in China. Britain not only restricted China's bulk commodity investment in Southeast Asia but also took substantial precautions against Chinese investment in India.

After stating their positions, the negotiation quickly reached a deadlock. British domestic interest groups had long carved up the interests of British colonies and couldn't let China enter British colonies to get a share. Because China's economic policy was to increase production capacity, China didn't mind foreign investment in fields conducive to industrial development. In fields other than that, China would not allow Britain to control high-quality assets in China either.

Talking back and forth, nothing substantial came out, so both sides agreed to adjourn. At the meeting within the Ministry of Commerce, based on the results of the first day's talks, the Ministry of Commerce was puzzled by the reason Britain ran so fast this time.

"Could it be that Britain just wants to compete with France? Even shit has to be eaten while it's hot?" someone said unhappily.

Although the words were indeed crude, many people did suspect that Britain indeed came for this. Britain occupied colonies but still wanted to eat the Chinese market. China occupied the domestic market and also hoped to use the resources of British colonies more effectively. This tit-for-tat stance was indeed difficult to reconcile.

Morrison couldn't quite determine Britain's stance either. "If there is still no result tomorrow, I will not attend the meeting the day after tomorrow."

Although commercial negotiations didn't need to be completely equal like diplomacy, they were negotiations after all, and the gap couldn't be too big. But China's strength was still weak. Although it could adopt a barefoot-not-afraid-of-shoes attitude to fight a trade war with the United States, to negotiate trade equally with a powerful country like Britain, China's disadvantage could definitely not be reversed overnight. Morrison leading the team personally was also a helpless move.

As predicted by Morrison, the next day, there was absolutely no progress between the two sides. On the third day, Morrison handed over the negotiation work to the Director of the Department of Western European Affairs under the Ministry of Commerce and began equal negotiations.

That evening, when the Director came to report on the negotiation progress, he stated that the British side obviously lacked sufficient sincerity and did not waver at all on various key issues.

The fourth and fifth days were similar situations. Morrison felt that the British side might really not consider solving any practical problems and had no expectations for the British Special Envoy. Even receiving the news that Special Envoy Matthew was holding a banquet at the British Embassy, Morrison seriously considered not going.

But Morrison went in the end, because the French Ambassador to China sent someone to call Morrison, expressing his strong desire to see Morrison.

Amidst the music, some people had already begun to dance in the venue. Morrison held a wine glass and chatted with the French Ambassador on the terrace while drinking. "Mr. Minister, do you remember Gregory?"

"...Are you talking about *that* Gregory?" Morrison could recall only two Gregorys, one of whom was now a Soviet official and shouldn't have any special connection with the French Ambassador.

The French Ambassador replied, "Yes, ever since he successfully did big business with you, he has been full of praise for you. He arrived in China recently and wants to see you once."

Gregory left a deep impression on Morrison because this guy was a rascal. Ten years ago, after taking China's money, in order to curry favor with a French minister, he used this money to buy expensive jewelry for the minister's wife, thus connecting with the minister.

Although he had connections, the money was used up. Gregory ran back to China and applied for another sum of money from the Northeast Government at that time. For such a shameless guy, Morrison, while disgusted, was somewhat surprisingly fond of him. Because Morrison himself was a political broker, trying every means to pull connections, hoping to soar one day. So Morrison introduced Gregory to He Rui. Gregory told He Rui at that time that he could get a set of French synthetic ammonia production systems. Only then did he get the money from the Northeast Government.

Recalling the past, Morrison asked, "Why doesn't Gregory come to see me personally?"

The French Ambassador sighed, "He is seriously ill and dying."

"...That is truly sympathetic." Morrison expressed kindness verbally, but began to be wary of the French Ambassador's thoughts.

"I don't know why Gregory insists on seeing Minister Mo. He asked me to bring a letter to you." As the French Ambassador spoke, he took out a letter and handed it to Morrison.

Morrison took the letter, wanted to read it, but put it in his pocket. This Gregory often came up with strange ideas, trying to sell some technologies that no one cared about to China. These technologies couldn't be promoted in France but happened to meet He Rui's needs. So Morrison couldn't completely treat Gregory as a worthless person. Presumably, Gregory wanted to repeat his old tricks because of his two previous successes.

"I heard your negotiation with Britain was very unpleasant." The French Ambassador stopped mentioning Gregory and turned to ask about the Sino-British commercial negotiations.

"I wouldn't call it unpleasant," Morrison answered indifferently. Even if it was really unpleasant, even for the sake of holding out for a better price, he had to speak lightly.

The French Ambassador laughed, "Please don't be so guarded. We French are not Anglo-Saxons. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs evaluates Chairman He Rui extremely highly, considering Chairman He Rui a world-class leader."

Morrison replied, "The Chinese government also believes France is a country worthy of respect. During the French Revolution, France could even be called a beacon of humanity."

This remark was indeed a compliment, but also very piercing. The French Revolution was more than 100 years ago; the beacon at that time had long been dilapidated, and the French political situation was now in turmoil. Especially in terms of economy, according to the data Morrison saw, in the 14 years up to 1927, the French economy seemed booming, but the actual income of the French people was far less than in 1913 before the war, leading to French cabinets changing like a revolving lantern. So Morrison had expectations for the French Commerce Minister's visit.

He thought that since Britain visited first, they must have made preparations for some kind of cooperation. Unexpectedly, the British side hadn't made any indication yet, making Morrison look forward to the French Commerce Minister's visit even more.

"I look forward to a good result from this visit." After expressing his view, the French Ambassador excused himself first and went to the dance floor.

Morrison was just about to finish this glass of wine and leave when Sir Matthew walked up to him and said, "Sir Morrison, I think you have a misunderstanding about me."

"Mm." Morrison responded. It was unclear whether he meant he heard this sentence or agreed with it.

"Sir, after full communication, I think the negotiation might be able to continue. It is no longer the good old days of more than ten years ago. At that time, as long as there was investment, stable high returns could be obtained. I know those days are gone. We now hope investment can get stable returns and not suffer unpredictable losses due to war. Excellency, the upper echelons evaluate Excellency He Rui whom you serve very highly, so we look forward to cooperating with China."

"Sir Matthew, do you want to talk politics or investment with me?" Morrison answered coldly. Although his expression and tone were cold, Morrison finally had some expectations. The current Sino-British contradictions and cooperation were balanced; if Britain was really willing to cooperate, it wasn't without room.

Half an hour later, Morrison dropped a sentence, "I am the Commerce Minister, not the Premier!" Then he left the terrace unhappily and walked towards the gate of the British Embassy.

Self-righteous British! Morrison was very unhappy. He originally thought Britain would choose cooperation, but he didn't expect Britain to play the offshore balancing trick again, wanting to use the Sino-US conflict to make profits for British investment. Morrison certainly couldn't give Sir Matthew a good face.

When walking out of the British Embassy, Morrison suddenly felt somewhat strange. Theoretically speaking, the standard of British officials shouldn't be this poor; Sir Matthew couldn't be a minority in there, right?

Or perhaps... this negotiation itself was a probe; the British side wanted to test the Chinese government's bottom line.

Thinking of this, Morrison felt the British side was too wishful thinking. So many things had happened; which time did He Rui fight an unprepared battle? Could it be that those British guys still couldn't break free from the Victorian dream?
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In Beiping, Yenching University President John Leighton Stuart endured the second public display (shaming) in his life. Sitting in an iron cage on a horse-drawn carriage, he passed through streets and alleys, heading to the epidemic prevention inspection station.

Not only in Beiping, but such live dramas were also staged on the streets of major cities like Shenyang, Tianjin, Wuhan, Jiangning, Hangzhou, Suzhou, Guangzhou, and Shanghai. Especially in Shanghai, citizens couldn't help sighing when seeing such convoys.

At noon, most citizens eating in restaurants and canteens were discussing this matter. Some young people who looked like they lived in Tingzijian (small garret rooms) were somewhat worried, "Will the United States go to war with us?"

The local Shanghai citizens beside them answered with contempt, "How can you out-of-town country bumpkins think like this? No matter how powerful the United States is, can it be more powerful than Britain? Can it be more powerful than France?"

In the eyes of Shanghai locals, anyone not from Shanghai was an 'outsider', and outsiders were country bumpkins. The young people living in Tingzijian were 'out-of-town country bumpkins' in the eyes of Shanghai locals. Even though they were used to such regional discrimination, the Tingzijian youths still wanted to fight back, "Aren't foreigners all 'people from heaven' in the eyes of Shanghai people?"

Hearing this, many 'out-of-town country bumpkins' laughed out loud. The Shanghai locals didn't care, and even sighed with emotion, "Yeah, in the past, if you knew a few foreigners, you were considered to have connections in Shanghai Bund. Now foreigners have to tuck their tails in Shanghai Bund. No, tucking their tails isn't enough. Chairman He is really a powerful figure, able to beat foreigners into such a state."

Although the Tingzijian youths could use foreigners to mock Shanghai locals, as outsiders facing locals, their position was still weak. When the locals didn't care about the mockery, the outsiders had no way. The topic of conversation changed to the current flagship of the Chinese Navy, the former British warship captured after being heavily damaged by the Chinese Air Force and repaired at the Jiangnan Shipyard.

The public didn't have any special emotions; everyone just felt that what the Chinese government couldn't do for nearly a century was done in just a few years in He Rui's hands. He Rui was powerful, and the Republic's National Defense Force was powerful. The former 'people from heaven' were now no different from ordinary Shanghai citizens, and everyone just felt happy.

Stuart, however, was very unhappy. He was born and raised in China, later returned to the United States for college, and then returned to China to live. He was not averse to the Chinese people's actions against foreign aggression. Moreover, the Chinese hygiene and epidemic prevention personnel neither beat nor scolded the Americans in China who were forced to come for quarantine, which was much more civilized than the US government.

But Stuart disliked He Rui very much because He Rui, like the US government, characterized religious organizations as 'commercial organizations', completely stripping away the sanctity religious organizations tried hard to create. Besides the conflict in faith, Stuart confirmed through newspapers that the Chinese government repeatedly emphasized, 'The outside world thinks China is retaliating against the "Chinese Exclusion Act" in the United States; this is a wrong view. The Chinese government does not interfere in the internal affairs of the United States, nor will China adopt retaliatory means. All actions we take are to promote the development of world civilization. The regulations are based on science and the degree of civilization...'

Previously, Stuart enjoyed the superiority brought by his identity as a foreigner in China and was happy to educate China. Now, all the statements of the He Rui government made Stuart feel the humiliation of facing arrogance. If arrogance were graded, the arrogance of the He Rui government was undoubtedly top-tier.

The formal statements of the He Rui government did not admit the existence of reciprocal retaliation between China and the US. The Chinese government stood at the height of civilization and took action to protect advanced civilization. The United States was just one of many barbaric civilizations, not even qualified to be specifically targeted by the Chinese government.

With arrogance reaching this extent, the humiliation of the US government had reached the extreme.

After finishing the second epidemic prevention inspection for Americans in China, the American teachers of Yenching University submitted their resignations to Stuart one after another. The first epidemic prevention inspection for Americans in China caught these teachers off guard. Although they felt ashamed, they inevitably fantasized that the He Rui government would only do this once. After all, the US "Chinese Exclusion Act" came first; as a Great Power, China taking retaliatory action was completely within the understandable range. Doing it once to vent anger would be about enough.

Unexpectedly, the Chinese government actually 'ruled by law', saying that Americans in China should be inspected regularly once a week, and they really inspected once a week. The future of continuous humiliation was so clear. When the teachers of Yenching University sent their resignations to President Stuart, their expressions were resolute. Stuart wanted to persuade them, but seeing that the American teachers were determined to leave, he stopped persuading.

But some things had to be made clear. Stuart informed the teachers, "It's not yet time to settle the monthly salary this month, and the days for settling the annual salary professors haven't arrived either. If everyone wants to leave China now, please be sure to leave contact information, and we will settle the salary for everyone later."

Although these American teachers and professors cared about their salaries, they couldn't care about that much right now. Those teachers and professors preparing to return to the United States left their addresses in the United States. Some teachers and professors didn't want to return to the United States but wanted to go to other countries first, such as Japan or the colonies of Britain, France, and the Netherlands in Southeast Asia. They said they would go back and think about it first and give Stuart the address tomorrow.

Some teachers and professors were very angry and asked Stuart questions, "Mr. President, when do you think the US government will declare war on China?"

Stuart could fully understand such anger. Even an American like him who was born and raised in China had considered the possibility of the US government declaring war on China. Even in such angry emotions, Stuart had to admit that the United States could not declare war on China.

Facing the angry questions of angry teachers and professors, Yenching University President Stuart answered in as soothing a tone as possible, "I think we want peace, not war."

Hearing President Stuart's answer, the American teachers and professors of Yenching University were not moved by such humanistic care but became even more excited, "The atrocities of the Chinese government must be punished!"

"After returning home, we will petition the federal government to declare war on China!"

Stuart did not stop such warmongering clamor, nor did he agree, letting these American educators vent their unhappiness. After an emotional vent, these teachers and professors left the President's office. Buying boat tickets required advance notice, and it also took time to get from Beiping to Tianjin. Since they decided to leave China, they had to set off quickly. If they left late, they would be forced to accept the third humiliating epidemic prevention inspection.

Not only American educational personnel came to resign, but some Chinese educational practitioners who originally decided to stay at Yenching University also came to submit their resignations. Stuart signed their resignation letters with a straight face, feeling another burst of anger in his heart.

Yenching University didn't have many students left. With the resignation of this batch of Chinese and American teachers, Yenching University completely lost the ability to maintain basic teaching. This school, established to cultivate pro-American factions in China, had reached the time to close down.

From afternoon to evening, teachers coming to submit resignations came in an endless stream, and the President's office was lively for a time. However, a few hours later, the President's office suddenly became deserted. Even though it was already the Start of Summer, Stuart still felt a chill. The climate at this time had nothing to do with cold, but if there were no people in a building, such inexplicable chill would arise.

Stuart stood up and walked to the window. He saw many trucks parked at the campus gate. Some teachers and professors had already hired porters to load their luggage onto the trucks. Some trucks were already full of luggage and slowly drove out of the gate of Yenching University. A more desolate feeling rushed over his face. It should be the season entering midsummer, but Stuart felt a mood as if it were deep autumn.

Just then, a car drove into the campus against the flow of cars leaving Yenching University. A small American flag was inserted on the front of the car, showing identity to people outside the car. Stuart thought it was a car from the US Embassy. The car stopped at the entrance of the office building, and two Americans got out. They both had conspicuous red, blue, and white badges on their chests; that was the American flag, unmistakable.

Before long, with footsteps in the empty corridor, the visitors entered Stuart's open President's office door. Stuart had already stood up and saw that the visitor was actually the American director of Tsinghua School. As soon as he saw Stuart, the Tsinghua School director said, "Mr. Stuart, I am going back to my country."

"Did you receive a notification from the US government?" Stuart was somewhat surprised. previously, he had communicated with the American director of Tsinghua School about the current situation in China. The director stated, 'I will never leave unless there is a notification from the US government!'

A helpless expression appeared on the director's face. "It was China that wanted me to leave!"

"Why? On what grounds does the Chinese government expel you?" Stuart was somewhat stunned.

The American director of Tsinghua School shook his head. "It wasn't the Chinese government, but a policeman from the district where I am who came to tell me that I was expelled."

Stuart couldn't help biting his lip. The arrogance of the Chinese government's current style made him completely unable to accept it. Sending a policeman to deliver the expulsion of a director who had recruited students for study in the US in China for 20 years—this attitude was completely different from the Qing Dynasty or the Beiyang government!

Stabilizing his mind, Stuart asked, "What about the students of Tsinghua School?"

"There is no need to worry about this." The American director of Tsinghua School smiled bitterly. "The Chinese Ministry of Education has already sent notifications to those students. They will obtain qualifications to study in Europe. Britain, France, Germany, Austria. Schools in these countries are available for them to apply to."

"...Did the Chinese Ministry of Education not notify you?" Stuart heard some problems.

The director shook his head. "Only one policeman came to inform me that I was expelled. If I don't leave within a week, the Chinese local police station will arrest me for illegal stay and send me to a detention center!"

After speaking, seeing Stuart's somewhat hopeless expression, the director forced a smile, "President Stuart, I have contacted the consulate in Tianjin. For the next few days, I will live in the Tianjin consulate. What about you? What do you plan to do?"

Stuart didn't know what to do either. Facing such a China now, Stuart, an American in China, had absolutely no power to resist. Even an ordinary local policeman could manipulate Stuart at will.

Finally, Stuart asked somewhat guiltily, "Sir, have you heard any strong reaction from home?"

"You want to say the United States declaring war on China, right?" The American director of Tsinghua School put the whole question forward frankly.

Stuart didn't know whether to nod or not, but finally nodded. The director answered, "Some domestic tabloids are indeed shouting like this. But the big newspapers didn't even mention it. I went to see the Ambassador to China yesterday. He explicitly stated that at this stage, he has absolutely not heard any news of the United States declaring war on China."

Stuart originally felt that the US and China couldn't go to war over such a trivial matter. Since there was confirmation from the Ambassador to China, a Sino-US war was impossible to break out. This made Stuart feel very powerless. He didn't want a Sino-US war, but hoped the US government could restore the status of Americans in China to the status before He Rui led the army into the pass.

Amidst the upset, Stuart lowered his gaze but saw today's newspaper on his desk. The front-page headline read "China and Japan Begin to Exchange Prisoners of War and Personnel Detained Due to War".

With just this glance, Stuart felt his mood become heavier for some reason.
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Stuart ultimately took the same train as the American director of Tsinghua School to Tianjin. Stuart felt he wasn't escaping, but he knew very well that he could never accept another experience of being sent to the epidemic prevention station in an iron cage. That sense of humiliation, especially the earth-shaking change in status in China, was unbearable for Stuart.

The "American in China" mark he had to wear, as well as the blue quarantine clearance mark. The American identity documents in his pocket and the quarantine certificate all made Stuart feel painful.

Many Chinese on the same train confirmed the identity of Stuart and others as Americans in China through these marks. The disdain on their faces further shattered Stuart's feelings for China.

It wasn't until Stuart and others arrived at Tianjin Railway Station and saw the banner of the US Consulate in Tianjin coming to welcome them outside the station that Stuart felt he had hope. The US Consulate in Tianjin chartered several passenger ships and decided that Americans leaving China immediately should board quickly. Stuart was lucky and was assigned to the first class with other American educators in China.

Early the next morning, the passenger ship packed with people set sail. Stuart was in a bad mood and hid in his cabin, unwilling to come out. It wasn't until the passenger ship sailed out of the Bohai Sea estuary and was sailing on the Yellow Sea that Stuart walked onto the deck dejectedly. At this time, the deck was full of Americans. They gathered in small groups, cursing China. Many angrily stated that the United States must declare war on China.

Stuart was unwilling to join this meaningless emotional venting. He walked to a higher position and looked towards Beiping. Thinking that he might never be able to return to China in this life, Stuart felt as if a piece of his heart had been gouged out.

Just then, someone on the deck noticed something on the sea surface. More and more people gathered by the ship's rail to look. Stuart followed everyone's line of sight and saw a fleet sailing along the Yellow Sea route, heading for China. As the fleet approached, the figures of the two leading warships became very obvious. The guns on the ships were covered with gun covers, and there were not many sailors on the deck. But these were warships after all. The Americans forced to leave China began to discuss whether this Japanese fleet was going to attack China.

Even though he was very unhappy, Stuart felt these statements were nonsense. He still remembered that China and Japan began to exchange prisoners of war and personnel detained during the war. This fleet must be going to exchange prisoners. Judging from the news Stuart had followed, only the He Rui government recognized the government of the Japanese Republic now; the Japanese Navy could absolutely not launch an attack on China at this time.

Stuart guessed right. This fleet was heading to Dalian Port to pick up Japanese prisoners of war. With the current railway capacity in Korea, transporting 100,000 people would take a month or two. But using ships for transport, it could be completed in two trips. At this time, the fleet was full of Chinese people; these Chinese were overseas Chinese in Japan, numbering nearly ten thousand.

Around two in the afternoon, the fleet finally arrived at the outer sea of Dalian Port. A Chinese fleet was already waiting in the outer sea. The warships of both sides did not take any hostile actions but expressed goodwill with traditional naval etiquette. The Japanese fleet continued to sail forward. The Chinese inland water pilot boat had already come up. After completing the notification procedures, the pilot boat guided the civilian ships in the Japanese fleet into Dalian Port.

The pier was crowded with people, colorful flags fluttering, and drums and gongs loud. This group of Chinese were Chinese expatriates in Japan when the Northeast Army went to war with Japan at the end of 1922. This group of people was taken away by Japan and locked up in concentration camps. It had been exactly four and a half years by now.

Finally able to return to their country at this time, the mood of this group of Chinese expatriates was incredibly excited. But seeing so many people coming to welcome them, some expatriates felt puzzled, while other Chinese expatriates couldn't help crying.

Having spent more than four years locked in concentration camps, although the Japanese government dared not openly abuse and kill these Chinese expatriates, it was impossible to treat them with good food and drink. If the Chinese side hadn't tried every means to organize international humanitarian teams to visit these concentration camps detaining Chinese expatriates frequently, the treatment of Chinese expatriates would definitely have been worse.

Even without talking about the suffering, these expatriates originally went to Japan to do business or find jobs. After being arrested, their property naturally couldn't be recovered, and they wasted more than four years of time. How many four-plus years can one waste in life? Through the visits of international humanitarian teams, these expatriates received letters from home. Some learned that family members had passed away, separated forever by heaven and earth. About to return to Chinese territory at this moment, thinking that they couldn't even see their loved ones one last time when they passed away, everyone could finally begin to grieve for themselves and their families.

Reporters knew this was big news and had already started taking photos. When the ships docked, a large number of Chinese and foreign reporters gathered at the gangway of every ship.

As staff from both China and Japan began to call names according to the roster, these expatriates returned to the Chinese side one by one. Regardless of whether these expatriates' families came to welcome them, etiquette personnel draped them in red and colorful silk and offered a bowl of wine.

Draping red and colorful silk is a way to 'ward off evil spirits' in Chinese tradition, while drinking wine is to boost morale and remove bad luck. Regardless of their alcohol tolerance, the expatriates returning to the motherland drank the bowl of wine in one gulp. Then, under guidance, they began to walk through the welcoming ranks of the masses towards the rest area.

In the rest area, familiar faces welcomed them. The released Chinese expatriates were stunned at first, then ran towards their relatives. Seeing grandparents and parents, they stepped forward to kneel and bow. Seeing brothers, sisters, wives, and children, they stepped forward to hold hands and greet them. Various cries of surprise rose one after another, mixed with sounds of weeping with joy.

Even though Chinese and foreign reporters were grabbing news, many reporters also had wet eyes seeing the heartfelt joy and excitement of reuniting relatives.

Of course, the most important highlight of this meeting had not yet begun; He Rui came here personally. It wasn't He Rui's turn to appear yet. Chinese staff led a young man to He Rui, "Chairman, this is Mr. Saionji Kinkazu, grandson of Mr. Saionji."

Amidst the sound of camera shutters, He Rui stepped forward to shake hands with Saionji Kinkazu and said to this young man, "I deeply regret hearing the news of Excellency Saionji's passing."

Saionji Kinkazu's expression dimmed a little, but he answered in as firm a tone as possible, "Excellency, my grandfather said before he died that he absolutely did not regret his choice. And he instructed me that if I could meet Your Excellency, I must convey my grandfather's ardent wish for Sino-Japanese friendship."

"I understand." He Rui nodded repeatedly and stood side by side with Saionji Kinkazu for reporters to take photos. At this time, the secretary stepped forward and said, "Chairman, the personnel have all disembarked. There is no issue with the numbers."

"Good." He Rui responded, then turned to Saionji Kinkazu, "I have to go meet the returning Chinese personnel first. See you later."

Saionji Kinkazu had heard that He Rui was very close to the people, so he hurriedly replied, "I won't delay Your Excellency's work. See you later."

Under the guidance of the secretary, He Rui walked straight to the returnees. At this time, the staff had already set up a platform. He Rui walked up the steps and soon appeared in everyone's field of vision. At this time, even if not every family in China had a portrait of He Rui, at least every village had one. The family members had all seen the portrait. Seeing He Rui appear, many people were stunned. They didn't expect He Rui to come personally.

"That is... Chairman He!" Finally, someone exclaimed. A moment later, cheers of 'Chairman He' began to ring out. As more and more people joined the cheers, tens of thousands of cheers resounded through the skies. Although those returning Chinese expatriates hadn't seen He Rui, they knew they could survive because He Rui led the Chinese army to defeat Japan. These expatriates understood the Japanese character; if China lost the war, the captured expatriates would at least suffer severely even if not killed. So they also joined the cheering. Some people in the front row even knelt and kowtowed directly to He Rui.

He Rui hurriedly jumped off the podium, helped the kneeling person up, and pulled this returning expatriate back onto the podium. At this time, the staff beside the podium also pulled up others who intended to kneel. Moreover, everyone wanted to see He Rui at this time, so order was barely maintained.

The one who knelt was a middle-aged man in his thirties. Pulled by He Rui, he was somewhat trembling all over, following He Rui with steps like sleepwalking.

He Rui walked to the microphone and said loudly to everyone, "Compatriots, we only rescued you now; we let you suffer!"

Hearing He Rui start with an apology, many people burst into tears amidst surprise.

He Rui continued, "Although the country couldn't rescue compatriots immediately, I guarantee to compatriots: our China will never abandon any citizen! The rescue may be late, but the rescue will never be absent!"

Hearing He Rui's guarantee, having personally experienced the ups and downs of being imprisoned by Japan, or seeing relatives returning whom they thought they would never see again in this life, tsunami-like cheers rang out, completely drowning out He Rui's subsequent words.
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The news of China and Japan beginning to exchange personnel made the front page of *The Wall Street Journal*. John D. Rockefeller Jr., looking at the photo, was also attracted by the photographer's composition. The small podium surrounded by tens of thousands of people looked like an isolated island in the ocean. He Rui stood on this half-person-high isolated island, shaking hands enthusiastically with the surrounding Chinese masses.

In Rockefeller's heart, He Rui's image should be a monarch high above. As early as when He Rui became Chairman of the Northeast Government, he had obtained the title of 'Elector of the East' in European newspapers. Now, Rockefeller believed that since He Rui had ascended to the pinnacle of power, he was already the new emperor of China, this great eastern empire. But looking at this photo, He Rui was more like an American populist politician, gaining more support through close contact with his voters.

Putting down the newspaper, John D. Rockefeller Jr. called his secretary, "Is there any news from Senator Harrison?"

The secretary shook his head. "Sir, no news for now. But I heard that the Senator has formally established the China Affairs Committee and is holding a closed-door meeting."

Rockefeller let the secretary leave first and continued to consider the oil business with China. Since the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal, China's trade volume with many countries had increased significantly. For example, Germany, France, and Mexico. Rockefeller Oil Company was currently the most powerful oil company in the United States and had been committed to opening the Chinese market. Before the Chinese parliament passed the "Special Tariff Act on US" and a series of acts reversing the verdict on the US (Exclusion of Americans), progress was significant.

In recent months, especially the last month, as Americans in China were forced to undergo epidemic prevention inspections once a week, a large number of Americans in China chose to leave China. Coupled with the "Special Tariff Act on US", Sino-US trade volume plummeted. The Rockefeller family's oil business was snatched away by Mexico.

China has had a huge demand for high-quality asphalt in the past two years. There is asphalt by the sea in Mexico. The Rockefeller family's oil company controls a large number of asphalt mines and asphalt lakes in California. Seeing profits being snatched away by Mexico day by day, Rockefeller felt that simply inviting some senators might not be enough.

After pondering for a good while, Rockefeller called his secretary, "Contact the Chairman of the Textile Association; I want to have dinner with him."

Michael, Chairman of the US Textile Association, liked an Italian restaurant in New York, so the two met there. Michael was a middle-aged man with gray hair and a thin figure. Today he wore a very well-fitting silk suit. After meeting, he took off his suit jacket, draped it over the back of the chair, and ordered the signature dish of this Italian restaurant, pan-fried veal cutlet.

Michael was a playboy. Relying on the title of Chairman of the Textile Association, he liked to hook up with those female models in the clothing industry most. Rockefeller worried whether this guy had just crawled up from a woman's side. It wasn't that Rockefeller cared about other people's private lives, but looking at Michael's sharp and thin cheeks and obviously pale skin due to lack of blood, Rockefeller worried whether this guy had enough attention to discuss today's matters.

After a whole steak and a glass of martini, a ruddy color appeared on the face of Textile Association Chairman Michael. Rockefeller also quite liked the veal cutlet here. First cut the garlic into very thin slices, fry them in Italian olive oil, the garlic slices melt in the oil, then add other spices for seasoning. The fried steak is fragrant, tender, and delicious.

Rockefeller finished his steak before saying to Michael, who started eating the second plate, "How are your textile exports to China?"

"The impact is huge," Michael answered.

"Have you contacted the senators?" Rockefeller finished speaking and wiped his mouth with a napkin.

"I sent someone to inquire. The most excited among the senators are the two from Wisconsin. The Chinese government completely banned the import of American Ginseng into China; businesses in their state were affected the most. As for senators from other states, the Democratic senators from the South are quite annoyed. But the quantity of textiles exported to China annually is not large; they think China will eventually buy American cotton." After speaking, Michael stuffed another piece of veal cutlet into his mouth and chewed.

Rockefeller evaluated in his mind. Cotton planting had always been a traditional industry in the southern states, and the He Rui government had offended the southern states greatly recently. The 'International Human Rights Organization' just established in China published a report titled "Adopting Black Children—Modern American Family Slavery". The report described that under the American child labor system, white farm owners adopted black children and, under the pretext of 'family labor', enslaved these children to pick cotton, a large-scale act of persecuting human rights. It triggered the indignation of the US Democratic Party caucus.

(The US Democratic Party was originally the party of the southern states, while the US Republican Party was the northern party. Until the 1960s and 70s, a major swap of bases occurred between the two parties. As the US world hegemony faction, the US Democratic Party served international financial consortiums. The Republican Party represented the interests of US local capital and became the spokesperson for rednecks and old white men. In the 1927 of the book, the US South was the base of the Democratic Party.)

As for the Republicans in the North, as far as Rockefeller knew, they suffered widespread damage in China's 'Exclusion of Americans Act', but no industrial sector was specifically targeted.

After Textile Association Chairman Michael swallowed the steak in his mouth, Rockefeller said, "Have those Democratic congressmen heard of the cotton trade agreement between China and the Soviet Union?"

Michael was stunned. He knew Rockefeller had a lot of cooperation with the Soviet Union in oil exploitation, so he should really know something. Putting down his knife and fork, Michael wiped the sauce from the corner of his mouth with a napkin and asked, "What exactly is going on?"

"The He Rui government proposed to Stalin that the Soviet Union expand cotton planting in Central Asia, and the increased cotton would be exported to China to be processed into cloth and sold back to the Soviet Union."

"What about the price?" Michael really got a little excited.

"The price is cheaper than the cotton cloth we sell to the Soviet Union or China. As for the quality of the cotton cloth, if you are interested in letting those Democratic senators and representatives know, I can help you get a batch of samples." After speaking, Rockefeller raised his wine glass and drank.

Textile Association Chairman Michael lost the mood to continue eating. He lit a cigarette and fell into thought. Rockefeller felt that although this guy exhausted his body playing with women, he didn't exhaust his brain. The news he provided was very important to the US textile industry. China and the Soviet Union combined had a population of more than 500 million. The United States was currently the world's largest exporter of cotton and textiles; a market of more than 500 million people could not be completely ignored.

Michael thought for a while before speaking, "I heard your oil couldn't be sold either. I wonder if I can help?"

Rockefeller felt Michael's mind was still very clear. At times like this, everyone needed to unite to deal with the masters in Congress. Since Michael was willing to cooperate, Rockefeller asked, "Organize a layoff first."

Michael thought for a moment and said somewhat unconfidently, "Is one layoff enough?"

"I'll do the other things." Rockefeller expressed his intention to cooperate. At times like this, no one could let others rush ahead.

On May 21, *The Wall Street Journal* published interviews with several textile factories in New York. In the interviews, shareholders angrily stated, 'The cloth we sold to China just arrived outside Chinese ports and was forced to stop in the outer sea because of the special tariffs imposed by the Chinese government on US goods. The US government must maintain the legitimate interests of US merchants!'

On the 22nd, major US media reported on the impact of the "Special Tariff Act on US" on US merchants and US exports to China.

On the 23rd, US populist newspapers had already published articles like 'Use the US fleet to blast open China's door and demand China permanently have zero tariffs on US goods'.

These news stories were grandstanding; the serious media world didn't take this seriously at all. It wasn't that serious US media opposed this plan, but a little thought would make it clear: a million-strong British army bordering China couldn't do anything to China, so the United States across a Pacific Ocean had absolutely no possibility of defeating China.

Unable to solve China with fleets and bayonets, the media had ways to bombard the US government. The impression of the US government in the hearts of the American people at this time was simple: 'A group of powerful elites who only know how to embezzle national taxes for their own profit'.

Incompetent! Corrupt! Completely ignorant of the people's suffering! A government called barbaric by China!

The media opened fire on the US government.

The textile industry didn't rest either. Textile factory owners continued to demand the US government help them solve the problem. These enterprises involved the employment of tens of thousands of people, and implicating even more suppliers. US state governments had to launch talks with the shareholders of these enterprises, asking what trouble they had encountered.

The answer from textile owners was very simple: 'Goods that could have been sold to China were hit by targeted tariffs from the Chinese government. The US government needs to solve this matter!'

How could state governments solve China's targeted tariffs? So state governments and enterprises together demanded the federal government solve this matter. The federal government had to send people to negotiate with business owners. The media observed this meeting. Although the first day of the meeting produced no results, the demands made by the enterprises made media people blossom with joy. Major newspapers reported the content of the first day's talks.

'Enterprises demand the government either solve the special tariffs imposed by China on US goods or provide subsidies to enterprises to help enterprises with frustrated sales tide over the difficulties.'

The American public was also angry after seeing such meeting content. A group of damn capitalists actually demanded the government use people's tax money to subsidize their losses because their economic interests were damaged. How could this be?!

Left-wing newspapers immediately began to criticize these black-hearted enterprises and firmly opposed subsidies.

After making noise for a few days, Senator Harrison, who had been playing deaf and dumb, finally asked his secretary to call Rockefeller, inviting Rockefeller to attend a charity ball. In the eyes of the American public, those capitalists were all bad guys who could greatly influence the government, and collusion between officials and businessmen was their means of making profits.

In fact, what this group of 'bad guys' could really influence was the US economy. The US government had always paid attention to developing the economy, so it had to cooperate with entrepreneurs on economic issues. Senator Harrison certainly knew the public's view, so to avoid trouble, he put the meeting at a charity ball.

The ball organizers were very sensible. When they held these balls, they had long prepared various spaces for secret talks. Rockefeller and Senator Harrison talked about economic issues in a small showroom full of artworks.

"Mr. Senator, we haven't had a single oil tanker go to China in the last three months. Three months ago, we sold at least 50,000 tons of oil to China every month."

"It's asphalt, right?" Senator Harrison reminded deliberately. Congress was also caught off guard by China's sudden move recently. Who among those who climbed to their current positions didn't know where the problem lay? The China Affairs Committee held successive meetings after its establishment but couldn't find a solution to the problem.

For China, not doing business with the United States, it could still do business with Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and Japan. Now that China had obtained complete sovereignty, China could choose to trade with any country in the world.

As a world power, the United States had long been integrated into the world system and had full trade with countries all over the world. Without the Chinese market, the United States' sales target would be reduced by 480 million people. For the United States, such a situation was unacceptable.

"Whether it's oil or asphalt, there's no difference. Our sales have suffered huge losses, and for a long time in the future, we may not be able to trade with China. More importantly, Mr. Senator, do you know how much oil the Soviet Union will export to China annually now?"

"Oh?!" Senator Harrison was really shocked. Without Rockefeller's specific reminder, Senator Harrison already understood that China was cultivating a competitor to US oil by helping the Soviet Union develop its oil industry.

If things became like this, it would be absolutely unbearable (if the uncle can endure it, the aunt cannot).
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At this time in the capital (Beijing), the Parliament of the Republic of China passed another resolution. The Parliament spokesman held a press conference. Facing reporters from all over the world, the spokesman of the Parliament of the Republic of China said loudly: "Given the current situation where slave labor is extensively used in US cotton production, the Chinese Parliament has passed a resolution prohibiting the import of goods made by slaves into China!"

The reporters were shocked by this news. Next, the reporter from *Le Figaro* got the chance to ask, 'May I ask, how did the Chinese Parliament confirm this news?'

"Please, gentlemen reporters, look at the latest report from the International Human Rights Organization. It is stated very clearly in the report!"

"May I ask, can this news be confirmed?"

"The International Human Rights Organization conducted a very detailed investigation. The report clearly states the scope of the investigation, who the specific victims are, and in which areas of which states." After introducing the source of information, the Chinese Parliament spokesman emphasized his tone, "When a cockroach is found in a room, it proves that there are already hundreds of cockroaches in the room. Those who continue to use slaves know American law very well. They use the child labor content in American law to complete the legal procedures for adoption of actual slaves, and then they can use slaves completely openly.

From this, it can be seen that the US government is a barbaric government. As a civilized country, China has an obligation to support human rights. Therefore, the Chinese Parliament believes that even if China suffers economic losses because it cannot buy cheap cotton, we must firmly support human rights. No buying, no killing. The Chinese Parliament legislates to prohibit Chinese merchants from buying cotton and textiles produced by slaves. At the same time, the Chinese Parliament also calls on the parliaments of civilized countries all over the world to legislate to prohibit the purchase of cotton and textiles produced by slaves. Only by overcoming the bottomless pursuit of profit can the world become more civilized!"

After listening to the impassioned exposition of the Chinese Parliament spokesman, news telegrams flew to all parts of the world. After reading the briefing on this matter, the US Ambassador to China in Beijing looked grim.

If it were just a trade dispute between China and the US, the US could still drag it out. After all, compared with the United States, China was still a weak country. But the He Rui government had no intention of dragging it out. The US Ambassador to China was not a China expert, but he still understood that the national organizational models of China and the US were different. Both were parliaments (congresses), but the US Congress was one of the three branches of power in the separation of powers, representing American public opinion. The independence of the Chinese Parliament was far less high than that of the US Congress. Moreover, with a super-strong leader like He Rui in China now, the Chinese Parliament could probably be regarded as an institution under He Rui.

Now He Rui was using the Parliament, this public opinion institution, to launch an attack, calling on countries all over the world to ban the purchase of US cotton and textiles. If this matter really became true, the US economy and international status would inevitably suffer a huge blow.

Besides immediately sending a telegram to the US State Department, the US Ambassador to China also considered how to deal with this matter. But he couldn't find a way in a short time. He Rui's methods were very insidious. The Chinese government and Parliament always emphasized, 'China's actions against the US have nothing to do with the "Chinese Exclusion Act". Please do not misunderstand this!'

Based on such emphasis, the Chinese Parliament started from the height of 'civilization and human rights', attacking US-produced cotton as slave cotton. And that 'International Human Rights Organization', acting as He Rui's thug, conducted secret investigations privately. Now with both human testimony and material evidence, the US government didn't even have a way to refute it.

Thinking that He Rui could actually package political realism so perfectly with idealism, the US Ambassador to China felt admiration amidst his annoyance. He felt that if He Rui were cut open, probably from head to toe, from outside to inside, every cell would be black.

Just then, the phone rang. The Ambassador was in no mood to answer the phone. His secretary picked up the receiver and listened for a moment, then asked in surprise, "Is it true? ...Are you sure? ...I will inform the Ambassador now."

Putting down the phone, the secretary said to the Ambassador who looked puzzled, "The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs just asked you to prepare. Chairman He Rui invites you to dinner this afternoon."

The US Ambassador to China was stunned. The US Foreign Affairs Committee had ordered him to discuss this matter with He Rui. previously, the Ambassador to China had requested to see He Rui many times, but was politely refused. Why did He Rui want to meet now?

Because he understood He Rui's methods, the US Ambassador instinctively felt uneasy. A guy like He Rui could absolutely not be unprepared. But at this time, did he have any other choice but to meet He Rui?

More than an hour later, outside the residence of the Chairman of the Republic of China, He Rui personally welcomed the US Ambassador who came to the banquet. There were many reporters outside the door. He Rui stepped forward and naturally held the US Ambassador's arm, as if the two were old friends who had known each other for a long time.

Seeing this intimate action, reporters from various countries began to snap photos. He Rui laughed, "Please, let's go in together." He pulled the US Ambassador into the Chairman's residence.

When the big iron gate behind them closed, He Rui naturally and coldly let go of the US Ambassador's arm and naturally opened the distance between the two.

Seeing that He Rui could act to such an extent, the US Ambassador couldn't help saying, "Mr. Chairman, why did you let the Chinese Parliament pass such a law?"

"I have no power to order the Parliament to pass any law, nor will I order the Parliament to pass any law. Regarding the prohibition of purchasing products produced by slaves, my personal view is that one must have a bottom line in life."

The US Ambassador almost wanted to curse in his heart. 'One must have a bottom line in life? I think you should be a human first!'

But cursing inwardly was fine; saying it out loud was absolutely not allowed. As long as the US Ambassador offended He Rui in the slightest verbally, He Rui would immediately expel the US Ambassador and publicize the offensive content. At that time, the US Ambassador would not only lose his job but also his future career.

Diplomats can stick to principles and adapt to changes, but they must strictly observe politeness.

Many people had already taken their seats in the dining room of He Rui's residence. There were ambassadors from several countries and officials from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This deprived the US Ambassador of the space to talk privately with He Rui. Entering the dining room, He Rui walked to the main seat and sat down. After the US Ambassador sat in the seat reserved for him, He Rui laughed, "Gentlemen, I heard from colleagues in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that you have always felt that my not holding dinner parties seemed too cold. I must explain for myself; I am not cold, but too busy."

Hearing He Rui speak so honestly, diplomats from various countries laughed. Now all countries believed He Rui was a leader with brilliant military capabilities. He had been fighting wars all these years; how could he not be busy?

He Rui let everyone laugh for a while before continuing, "Now the world has entered an era of peace and stability, and I am also willing to have more contact with you. In the future, if I continue to hold dinner parties and receptions, I hope everyone can come."

Since He Rui spoke so politely, the diplomats naturally wouldn't let these words fall to the ground, and expressed one after another that they would definitely come.

The head chef of this dinner party asked He Rui in a low voice, "Chairman, can we start?"

He Rui nodded. "Yes, thank you."

Before long, dishes were served one by one. Compared with Chinese cuisine, cuisines of countries around the world, even if not culinary deserts, at least couldn't compare. Soon, the aroma lingered in the room. He Rui raised his wine glass and made a toast, "Gentlemen, let us toast to world peace!"

"To world peace." Diplomats from various countries echoed one after another. As everyone drank this glass of wine, the banquet began.

Everyone at the banquet ate, drank, and chatted, and the atmosphere seemed very harmonious. According to the rules, diplomats from various countries had to toast He Rui. The US Ambassador waited silently; fortunately, the Chinese food was delicious, so the wait wasn't boring.

Finally, when it was the US Ambassador's turn, he raised his glass and stood up, "I wish Mr. Chairman good health, and wish China and the US can get rid of misunderstandings as soon as possible."

He Rui also stood up. "I think there might be a misunderstanding internationally now, thinking that I can decide everything in China. I want to clarify to you all, I am only the elected leader of the Republic of China. The Chinese central government has the State Council, and China has a Parliament. These have no subordinate relationship with me personally. I personally have a good impression of the American people, and I think China and the US should always maintain friendly relations. So, cheers to Sino-US friendship."

Professional diplomatic smiles appeared on the faces of diplomats from various countries, but at least British Minister to China Miles Lampson couldn't help complaining in his heart. He had heard He Rui say several times that Japan was He Rui's second hometown and He Rui had deep feelings for the Japanese people. However, after He Rui took power, he initiated a war against his second hometown Japan, killing hundreds of thousands of Japanese. Now He Rui was wishing for 'Sino-US friendship to last forever', while the He Rui regime was carrying out a fierce attack on the United States with quite a high tone. From these things, He Rui was indeed an excellent diplomat, playing the game of hitting and pulling so smoothly.

The US Ambassador had no other way at this time but to express 'Sino-US friendship lasts forever' together. As for whether there was friendship between China and the US, at least the US Ambassador didn't feel it.

Night fell, and the banquet proceeded in a peaceful and friendly atmosphere. While in New York, it was early morning. Michael, Chairman of the US Textile Association, climbed up from his female companion in bed. After a morning romp, he felt in a good mood but hungry. After rinsing in the shower for a while, Michael took a car to a shop in New York.

Looking at the decoration style, the owner of this BBQ restaurant should be a southerner. Although it was just past 7 in the morning, the door was already open. The wood in the barbecue pit was already burning. A tall black man was continuing to smear barbecue sauce and sprinkle various spice powders on the pork ribs that were already half-cooked.

Seeing Michael get out of the car parked at the door, the black man greeted with a pure southern accent, "Mr. Michael, hello. Do you think the traditional flavor is okay?"

"Of course, Freddy, I just like the traditional flavor." Michael said as he sat down. He had taken today's newspaper when he went out. After reading for a while, Michael's eyes widened. Just then, another car stopped behind Michael's car, and Rockefeller walked out holding a newspaper.

There was only this one table of guests in the empty BBQ restaurant at this time. Who would run to eat roasted ribs early in the morning? Sitting down next to Michael, Rockefeller threw the newspaper in his hand on the table. "You saw it, right?"

Michael put down the newspaper in his hand and asked in disbelief, "China actually appealed to the whole world; is He Rui crazy?"

"Even if He Rui is crazy, what does the US government plan to do? Declare war?" Rockefeller asked. After speaking, he sniffed again; the smell of roasted pork ribs in the air was very good, which raised Rockefeller's evaluation of Michael a bit. Michael was not only good at picking up girls but also not bad at finding gourmet restaurants. That is to say, Michael pursued the quality of his life very much.

Michael didn't know how to express his feelings for a moment. The United States had been subjected to various tariff restrictions in trade over the years. The contradiction between China and the US was originally an economic contradiction, so it was not strange to be subjected to China's tariff restrictions. But China's move was really very sharp. Previously, the Great Powers actually knew it was meaningless; everyone's hands were stained with blood, having slaughtered tens of millions of people. It was just a gesture.

But the current China actually really had the moral high ground, because this Great Power, China, was really very innocent. Of course, if one had to say something, one could count 'killing people in war' in. But no one would pay attention to such nonsense.

Moreover, this time China was very sharp. It started by building a global system against US textiles. If China really succeeded in this matter, the United States would inevitably suffer a heavy blow. Especially the US textile industry, it could be said to be a catastrophe.

Therefore, Michael had to reflect on whether he had underestimated He Rui too much.
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The fragrant roasted ribs were served, and even Rockefeller felt he had to eat a few pieces first. The steak was soft and tender, neither dry nor hard, and the spices were well matched. Especially the slight fruity aroma in the barbecue sauce neutralized the pork's gamey taste very well.

After gnawing on several pieces in a row, Rockefeller picked up the accompanying fruit juice drink, took a few sips, and sighed with satisfaction, "I guess I don't need to eat dinner today."

Michael was used to such delicious food long ago. He wiped his hands with a napkin and drank his beverage. As soon as he put down the cup, he heard Rockefeller ask, "Do you hate Chinese people?"

Recalling the Chinese people he had seen, Michael answered, "...I've only seen Chinese in laundries; I don't have any feelings about them."

"Does losing the Chinese market have a big impact on the textile industry?" Rockefeller continued to ask.

Michael nodded. "Cotton sold to China already accounts for more than 10% of our sales. But will the congressmen agree? Congress has recently passed the Tariff Act against China. Looking at their appearance, they want to fight China to the end. I always feel they can't turn around so fast."

"Whether the turn is fast or not depends on whether your speed is fast or not. The workers employed by your textile industry account for the largest proportion of American workers, and the reputation of the textile industry is much better than our oil industry." Rockefeller answered confidently.

Michael, Chairman of the US Textile Association, was amused. During the term of (Theodore) Roosevelt, the problem of American monopoly enterprises that had been criticized for 20 years was resolved. From 1901 to 1909, Roosevelt promoted anti-monopoly under the "Sherman Antitrust Act", and dozens of large monopoly enterprises were split. Rockefeller's Standard Oil Company was a famous case among them; Standard Oil was split into more than 30 companies.

Although the enterprise was split, judging from the final result, after Standard Oil was split, the new companies received a large amount of capital injection, and the oil industry became stronger. So much so that a few years later, a group of oil company executives lamented, 'God, split us again.'

Although the Rockefeller family made money, their reputation suffered considerable damage. Even now, the name Rockefeller could not be associated with positive adjectives. Michael laughed because he indeed felt that the 'Chinese Exclusion Act' was harmful to the current US cotton and textile trade. But once Rockefeller publicly supported the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act, the American public might feel that the Chinese Exclusion Act was beneficial to ordinary Americans.

"Okay, I will continue," Michael answered. In terms of expanding Sino-US trade, the interests of the US Textile Association and oil enterprises were consistent.

In the morning, Chinese Ambassador to the US Alfred Sao-ke Sze (Shi Zhaoji) came out of the White House. Reporters waiting outside immediately went up to him, "Mr. Ambassador, may I ask if there is any result from your meeting with the President?"

Alfred Sao-ke Sze was born in 1877, exactly 50 years old this year, and was the first Chinese student in the US to obtain an American master's degree. Facing reporters from various countries, Shi Zhaoji looked serious, "Mr. President asked me if China has misunderstandings about the United States. I also asked Mr. President a question: does Mr. President think that Chinese and Americans are the same human beings? If both sides are the same human beings, they should enjoy the same respect and rights."

Reporters immediately asked, "What is your view on the Chinese Exclusion Act?"

"The Chinese Exclusion Act is a domestic law of the United States; we do not interfere in US internal affairs. But we noticed that new proposals have appeared in the US Congress demanding more inhumane measures against Chinese-American citizens in the United States. If the bill passes, the Chinese government will organize a fleet to come to the United States to receive persecuted Chinese-American citizens. As a civilized country, the Chinese government cannot sit idly by regarding such actions persecuting human rights."

"Mr. Ambassador, you also noticed that some people in the US Senate have proposed a bill to permanently interrupt Sino-US trade. What is your comment on this?"

"Trade war is a double-edged sword, hurting others and oneself. We think those senators proposing to permanently interrupt Sino-US trade are irrational. But once the United States passes such a bill, the Chinese government will also handle it according to international conventions."

Inside the White House, US President Coolidge could see through the window Chinese Ambassador Shi Zhaoji being interviewed. The US President, who was leading 'Coolidge Prosperity', walked back to the sofa and did not take the report of the US Ambassador to China from Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg.

"Frank, what suggestions did Nelson make?" Coolidge didn't want to read page by page, so he let Secretary of State Frank narrate.

The current US Ambassador to China was Nelson T. Johnson, a seasoned diplomat who belonged to the dovish faction on China policy. Of course, Great Powers basically chose doves when exchanging ambassadors. If Great Powers chose a hawk as an ambassador, they might as well declare war on each other directly.

Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg put down the report he had studied carefully. "Mr. President, Nelson believes that if we want to restrict Chinese citizens from coming to the United States, there are too many means. The Chinese Exclusion Act is undoubtedly the simplest and crudest way. When the Chinese Exclusion Act was formulated, its negative impact on the United States was not significant, but the current situation has completely changed. Nelson believes it is necessary to comprehensively reconsider the strategy towards China based on the current situation."

Coolidge rubbed his glabella. The powers of the US President are the military and diplomacy of the federal government. In the few years Coolidge had been president, he had felt increasing pressure in these two aspects. Or rather, as the United States wanted to have greater and greater influence on the world stage, it encountered more and more opposition and trouble. Coolidge didn't expect that for more than a year recently, it was the weak China across the Pacific that caused the biggest trouble for the United States.

The US President could declare war. After thinking for a while, Coolidge determined that as President, he couldn't come up with a direct solution to China. He asked, "Frank, what will the worst situation look like?"

Secretary of State Frank answered, "China and Japan are approaching each other rapidly now, and China's relationship with the Soviet Union is also very good. If the situation develops to a very bad degree, the United States will only have the Philippines left in the Western Pacific. In the worst situation, China and Japan might form a military alliance targeting the US West Coast together with Britain."

This was indeed the situation Coolidge wanted to see least. Not only Coolidge, but the US upper class also didn't want to see such a situation. The United States is located outside the World Island, communicating with the World Island through two oceans. Europe tried to exclude the United States from the European continent. If a military alliance against the US was built in the Western Pacific, blockading the United States on the North American continent, the United States would fall into a cage.

"What is the attitude within the Democratic Party?" Coolidge asked.

Secretary of State Frank answered, "I have talked with the members of the Senate Committee on China; they also don't want to see such a situation. However, senators don't want to be seen as weak. As for the representatives, even those proposing hardline plans are just expressing an attitude. They want China to soften first."

"Do they think China will soften first?" Coolidge wanted to sneer. The number of Chinese in the United States currently was only 60,000, much fewer than the Native Americans. Wanting to use these people as bargaining chips was simply a fantasy.

As for Sino-US trade, US industrial products were dominant commodities worldwide. Once China and the US fully lifted trade restrictions, the United States had the ability to dump goods on the Chinese market. From any angle, it was the United States that wanted to open the Chinese market. Unless the United States could defeat China militarily and force China to sign the Boxer Protocol again. Otherwise, no reason could be found for the Chinese government to soften.

Secretary of State Frank certainly knew these things. He wanted to smile bitterly but still answered in a serious tone, "Mr. President, the State Department now judges that the He Rui government is very likely seeking a compromise from the British side. And the British side is also considering whether this compromise is reliable."

The last sentence made Coolidge feel somewhat strange. "Why does Britain need to consider China's sincerity?"

Secretary of State Frank hesitated for a moment but still said bravely, "Mr. President, the Chicago School and scholars from a few universities have proposed a hypothesis. If China and the US on both sides of the Pacific can reach some consensus, it is possible to build an international organization unrestricted by the Versailles system."

Coolidge frowned again. He certainly knew that a Sino-US alliance couldn't be built in a short time and operate effectively. Just considering the prospect of Sino-US cooperation was already astonishing.

If just looking at the map, the combined land area of China and the US is as much as 20 million square kilometers. Moreover, China and the US are located on both sides of the Pacific. Once they cooperate to oppose the Versailles system, it would be a huge force of 600 million people. The United States has the same naval tonnage share as Britain, while China has actually defeated Britain in the Sino-British War. The space for Sino-US cooperation is extremely huge.

Asking the United States to release goodwill to China already made Coolidge feel very incongruous. Promoting deeper cooperation between China and the US was even more unacceptable to Coolidge in intuition and feeling. Even though military and diplomacy were within the President's purview, Coolidge did not answer immediately. The depth and breadth involved in the Sino-US cooperation strategy were not just military and diplomatic fields. In Coolidge's intuition, such cooperation was already a global strategy. Just thinking about this strategy, Coolidge felt his thinking ability could no longer construct such a strategic panorama.

Secretary of State Frank B. Kellogg looked at President Coolidge but said nothing. Secretary of State Frank felt he could understand the President's feelings. When hearing the strategic suggestion of Sino-US cooperation against the Versailles system, Frank B. Kellogg also felt it difficult to accept immediately. Recalling the changes He Rui had brought to China in just twelve years, Secretary of State Frank had to think more about it.

After a silence, Coolidge reached out and took the report from US Ambassador to China Nelson T. Johnson, asking at the same time, "Frank, does Nelson describe the Chinese public's attitude towards the United States in the report?"

"Mr. President, Nelson described it in the report, but I think it's not detailed enough. We have too few materials for studying China."

"Then ask Nelson to send a detailed report as soon as possible."

"Mr. President, I think it is best to immediately establish a specialized research institution. If necessary, a presidential special envoy can be dispatched."

"Do you have a candidate?"

"There is a candidate, but he is still on a ship returning to the United States from China."

"What is his name?"

"John Leighton Stuart. An American citizen born in China, with a Chinese name called Si Tu Lei Deng."
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US Ambassador to China Nelson T. Johnson looked up and took the list handed over by the First Secretary. The list contained names of Chinese students who had studied in the United States, and those at the top were officials serving in the Chinese government.

According to traditional Western political thinking, this list should prove that the He Rui government ought to be a pro-American government. Apart from He Rui himself and Premier Wu Youping, who had little to do with the United States, a large number of students who returned from the United States held high positions in the judiciary, education, internal affairs, and diplomacy.

But Ambassador Nelson was not surprised by the tough attitude within China. A few days ago, Ambassador Nelson T. Johnson specially went to the headquarters of the 'International Human Rights Organization' in China to deliver a speech. After the speech, he faced merciless questioning and ridicule from members of the China branch of the International Human Rights Organization.

The questions raised by the Chinese were all supported by evidence: Americans beating and killing Qing diplomats, massacring Chinese gold miners in the US, kidnapping Chinese to the US as coolies, the massacre of Chinese civilians during the Eight-Nation Alliance invasion, and public statements by the US Minister to China about killing all Chinese.

Especially regarding the massacre of Chinese civilians by the Eight-Nation Alliance, they took a large number of photos as propaganda material to publicize their force and intimidate the Chinese people. Now that these photos and records from that year were all dug out, Nelson couldn't even defend himself.

Nelson listened one by one. When the members of the China branch of the International Human Rights Organization were tired of speaking, Nelson politely asked the chairman for an opportunity to speak. Standing on the podium, Nelson said to the chairman of the meeting, "Thank you, Mr. Chairman, for giving me the opportunity to speak."

Then he turned to look at the members of the China branch of the International Human Rights Organization, "I personally did not participate in any of the things you mentioned, so I cannot confirm the authenticity of these events..."

At this point, boos rang out from the audience, and someone sneered, "Hehe, you barbarians see your crimes, of course you have to pretend they didn't happen."

Facing such ridicule, Nelson T. Johnson showed no anger at all. After the ridicule and criticism below paused, Nelson said to these unofficial Chinese human rights personnel in the audience, "If you want to verify whether the United States is a barbaric country, there are many ways. The most direct way is, if you believe these things happened, then bring out the evidence and file a complaint in a US court. Just by seeing the court's response to these complaints, one can determine the degree of civilization of a country. I sincerely suggest to you all, if you want to implement justice, while not too much time has passed since these events, and while many parties and witnesses are still alive, go to the United States and file a complaint in a US court. If you want to prove that the United States is a barbaric country, you should go to the United States even more and file a complaint in a US court. If the United States is a barbaric country, there will definitely be a barbaric trial. At that time, you can take the court's judgment result and prove to the whole world that the United States is an out-and-out barbaric country!"

These words silenced the members of the China branch of the International Human Rights Organization temporarily. And Nelson T. Johnson used this moment to continue, "Whether the American public and government have made decisions completely beneficial to the government and the public based on their own interests, I think they have. In terms of political and personal interests, any country is the same. Just like you, you are all patriots, so when facing national interests, you will choose China's interests without hesitation. There is no good or evil in such things, only stance. And I am also communicating with you from such a stance. If you insist on thinking that as an American citizen and an American diplomat, I should stand on China's stance and unilaterally safeguard China's interests, then today's communication can end here."

Bursts of disdain came from the audience, but at least there were no angry rebukes or curses.

Nelson T. Johnson waited for a while before continuing, "As the US Ambassador to China, I want to safeguard the common interests between the US and China. Between the US and China, there are differences, conflicts, and wars can break out. Between civilized countries, there cannot only be a life-or-death relationship; there are also common interests. A very important part of my work is to find these common interests, maintain these common interests, expand these common interests, and reduce differences and conflicts."

Speaking of this, although the expressions of everyone in the audience were still disdainful, the hostile atmosphere had reduced a lot. Nelson stated the core view of this trip, "You did not raise the issue of the Chinese Exclusion Act to me, so I want to talk about this act. When formulating this act, the US Congress at that time did not consider the emotions of the Chinese people. Moreover, after this act was promulgated, the US Congress did not feel the opinions of the Chinese people. Interaction between civilized countries means constant open communication. Both China and the US are civilized countries. Now, the Chinese people have expressed a clear attitude towards the Chinese Exclusion Act to the US Congress. The US government has received it, and the US Congress has also felt it. Communicating with each other is undoubtedly the first step to solving the problem. Now that this first step has been taken, this problem may be solved next."

Recalling this speech, Nelson T. Johnson felt not bad. At least the members of the China branch of the International Human Rights Organization had a minimum standard; they did not shout for war nor issue war threats. China currently had no navy and couldn't threaten the US at all (Note: original text says "threaten China", context implies US threatened by China, or China threatening US. Actually context is China has no navy to threaten US mainland. Text says "Current China has no navy, completely cannot threaten China". Likely typo for "threaten US" or "US cannot threaten China". Given Nelson is US ambassador, he means China can't threaten US militarily. But Nelson says "not issuing war threats is wise". This implies China is wise not to threaten war because it can't win navally? Or US? Text: "Current China has no navy... not issuing war threats is wise". This likely refers to the Chinese human rights group not calling for war. "Current China has no navy... cannot threaten [US]..."). Correcting interpretation: China has no navy to threaten the US mainland, so Chinese groups calling for war would be unwise/empty.

As the US Ambassador to China, Nelson T. Johnson believed he first had to reverse the Chinese public's view of the United States. Relations between Great Powers are based on the strength of both sides. Expressing due respect for China's Great Power strength is undoubtedly the top priority at present.

Next, Nelson would visit these personnel who studied in the United States one by one according to this list. In any government, there are doves and hawks. These Chinese students who returned from the US undoubtedly should have the opportunity to become doves.

Nelson carefully analyzed China's current political structure. The Chinese army won victories in the war against Japan, the war of unification, and the war against Britain in just five years. The Chinese military is undoubtedly China's hawks. Obtaining results beneficial to China through military victories made these hawks firmer in their stance.

The doves are the faction that obtains benefits through peaceful diplomacy and trade. Now these Chinese students who returned from the US hold high positions. The benefits brought by war are strategic benefits for them, while realistic benefits rely on these people promoting their work in a peaceful environment. Since a war will not break out between China and the US, the doves are the ones who control Sino-US relations.

Of course, in China at this time, the decisive factor determining Sino-US relations is He Rui. Nelson T. Johnson did not underestimate He Rui at all. He believed He Rui was a leader with strategic vision. Precisely because of this, Nelson believed He Rui himself would hope for Sino-US cooperation, which could maximize China's interests.

In Nelson's view, He Rui recognized that the 'Chinese Exclusion Act' was a fundamental obstacle to comprehensive Sino-US exchanges. If he really wanted to create long-term Sino-US friendship, he must first thoroughly resolve the Chinese Exclusion Act.

Of course, Nelson also considered whether his thoughts were wishful thinking, but judging from He Rui's past actions, Nelson personally was relatively optimistic.

A few days later, the report of US Ambassador to China Nelson T. Johnson frequently visiting Chinese officials with US study backgrounds appeared in front of Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing. Yan Huiqing was noncommittal about this, but in his heart, he looked forward to this guy achieving something.

The secretary asked, "Should we send it to the Chairman?"

Yan Huiqing thought for a moment and finally said, "Not for now."

After the secretary left, Yan Huiqing considered future possibilities. Both China and the US are major powers. Formulating a major power strategy involves large internal disputes and takes a long time. But once a major power strategy is determined, it is also difficult to change.

Currently, isolationist sentiment in the United States is very high. Especially since the United States suffered considerable casualties in the cruel war in Europe, and was excluded by Britain and France after the war. Americans once thought that after this cruel war, the United States, which paid a huge price, should gain a voice on the world stage.

At that time, the United States was high-spirited, generally believing that besides North America, the United States still had vast space. This imagination of the future prompted the United States to advance into the unknown world. However, in reality, although Europe recognized the United States as a world power, it excluded the United States from the core. When the beautiful imagination fell through, US isolationist sentiment further increased.

Therefore, the change in the US attitude towards China means whether the US world strategy will change. If domestic isolationist sentiment in the US remains strong, out of trade relations, the US should be able to abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act. But Sino-US relations will not undergo fundamental changes.

Of course, Yan Huiqing did not really look forward to a complete change in the United States. After all, what He Rui expected was to build a new future world order led by China, and he hadn't considered including the United States in it originally. If the United States really voluntarily withdrew from the stage of world hegemony, it would definitely not be a bad thing for China.

Thinking of this, Yan Huiqing put aside his thoughts on the United States and studied diplomatic work in other directions. Looking at the current world, there are not many countries that can establish friendly relations with China. The Soviet Union is already a friendly country to China, and Japan is also developing towards a friendly country to China. Next, it should be France's turn.
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Morrison returned to the capital from Moscow and immediately attended the State Council meeting. Even Morrison, who usually liked to discuss official business with a serious expression, could hardly suppress the smile on his face, which also made Premier Wu Youping feel relaxed.

"...The dozen or so projects we signed with the Soviet Union are all proceeding according to the model we proposed. Especially in our exchanges with the Soviet Industrial Committee, the questions they raised were also the key points we wanted to explain to the Soviet side." Speaking of this, Morrison couldn't help smiling.

Industry Minister Zhuang Jiaxiong immediately asked, "Did the Soviet side accept our understanding of trade dumping and trade complementarity? Are they willing to accept trade complementarity?"

This was a very serious question. In Sino-Soviet trade, the Soviet Union had a very large advantage in quite a few commodities, such as minerals, timber, and cotton. China had a great demand for these commodities, but China also had its own production capacity for these commodities and could obtain such commodities from other overseas countries. China had exclusivity in more commodities, such as tungsten ore and tropical products.

The Versailles system was a world order built around the British and French colonial systems. Britain and France were blockading the Soviet Union and adopting a hostile stance towards it. In such a world order, the Soviet Union could theoretically import these commodities from other countries, but in reality, the Soviet Union only had China as a supplier.

Out of the Soviet Union's national interests, even if the Soviet Union and China had reached security mutual trust and political mutual trust, the Soviet government could absolutely not accept becoming a dumping ground for China. This is unacceptable to any sovereign country, and even less acceptable to a big country like the Soviet Union. If China did this, the relationship between the two countries would plummet.

Facing Zhuang Jiaxiong's inquiry, Morrison confirmed again, "I think the Soviet government has understood and accepted our new trade model. For this reason, the Soviet government is willing to export a large amount of raw materials to us and open part of the market to us. More importantly, I think the Soviet government believes our new trade model conforms to the Soviet economic development strategy formulated by the CPSU Politburo."

The ministers of the State Council all believed Morrison wouldn't lie, but they still didn't quite dare to believe it completely. Although the Soviet Union inherited the family business of the world power Russia, the situation presented in the industrial field between China and the Soviet Union at this stage was exactly the opposite. The Soviet Union was China's raw material supplier, and China exported light industrial products and a considerable amount of heavy industrial complete sets of equipment to the Soviet Union.

The quality of Chinese goods continued to improve, and they were not sold at high prices. This quite friendly price kept Sino-Soviet trade improving. But the State Council always felt that the Soviet Union was holding back a hand, which could be seen from those small details in trade negotiations. The Soviet Union would always pick faults and create some small troubles that didn't affect the overall Sino-Soviet trade. This attitude proved that the Soviet government always held doubts about Sino-Soviet trade.

If the Soviet Union really accepted the new trade system, these problems would be solved, and Sino-Soviet trade would reach a new level.

After some discussion, the State Council believed they could make a report to He Rui. After a phone call, that evening, Wu Youping and Morrison had a working meal with He Rui. When they arrived at He Rui's place, it was already late. Porridge made of corn grits, two meat dishes, two vegetable dishes, paired with steaming white flour mantou (steamed buns); everyone ate happily.

After eating, the three sat on the soft sofa. He Rui asked comfortably, "I'll read the report later. Did Comrade Stalin raise any questions?"

"General Secretary Stalin gave me the feeling that he understands the new trade model very well. Although the purpose of my trip was this matter, Comrade Stalin didn't care about it. Most of the questions he raised were about the changes brought about by the Five-Year Plan we implemented in the Northeast and now nationwide, especially being very interested in data."

Hearing Morrison say this, Wu Youping followed up, "What does the Chairman think about this?"

He Rui answered slowly, "I guess Comrade Stalin wants to seek some experience that can be borrowed from our economic trends. However, the national conditions of China and the Soviet Union are different, and our specific experience is of limited help to the Soviet Union."

Hearing He Rui say this, Morrison immediately remembered a detail. "General Secretary Stalin seemed to pay special attention to our industrial output value. I said that it is estimated that in 1927, China's agricultural output value will account for about 55% of the total industrial and agricultural output value, and industrial output value will be about 45%. I saw that Comrade Stalin seemed to want to ask in detail, but he didn't ask."

Wu Youping was not surprised. The Chinese government also paid attention to industrial and agricultural output values. Since starting to implement the Five-Year Plan domestically in January 1924, according to statistics and forecasts, China's total industrial and agricultural output value might double by 1927. If the monetary model of withdrawing from the gold and silver standard in 1928 was fully implemented, China's per capita industrial and agricultural output value might reach 200 RMB.

According to the most optimistic part of the current judgment of the State Council Bureau of Statistics, by 1929, China's industrial output value might reach 50% of the total. Wu Youping hoped this was true very much, but Wu Youping himself didn't dare to be sure, so he asked, "Chairman, our basic political and economic concepts with the Soviet Union are both developing productive forces, but our economic models are different. How much difference will this lead to?"

"I don't think there's any difference. The Soviet Union cannot adopt our economic management model, not because the Soviet model is better or worse than ours, but because the Soviet Union must adopt the management model most effective for them. For example, our current statistics show that in the past three years, about 3% of the rural population has left the countryside to work and live in cities. And in rural areas, 3-5% of the population is also breaking away from agricultural production and engaging in small commodity economic production. Even if our population is around 500 million now, how many people is this 5%?"

Morrison calculated slightly; 5% of 500 million is 25 million. 25 million people is about one-fifth of the Soviet Union's population. Such a huge change in any country in the world would cause a terrible impact, but in China's intuitive feeling, cities are livelier, and there are more people responsible for public security, but otherwise it is not too obvious.

"The Soviet Union is one of the countries with the worst geopolitical situation in the world today, even the country with the worst geopolitics in the world. I'm afraid even Germany is a bit better than the Soviet Union. At least among the countries bordering Germany, France no longer has such strong revanchist sentiments. Poland is hostile to both Germany and the Soviet Union, but Poland is the anti-Soviet frontline, and its strategic direction is inevitably eastward. The Soviet Union bears pressure from the west and the south, and the border line that may be invaded is thousands of kilometers long. I hope comrades consider the Soviet Union's position more from this angle."

Wu Youping and Morrison certainly knew the Soviet Union's geopolitical situation, only they wouldn't think about it that way often. Wu Youping thought for a moment and laughed, "If you say so, our China's current geopolitical situation is actually quite good."

"I think it should be described as very little pressure." As a former columnist, Morrison fine-tuned Wu Youping's wording.

Regardless of the vocabulary, they were actually describing the same thing. Looking back from 1927, the Chinese geopolitical environment that He Rui strived to build in the past 12 years finally bore fruit.

After establishing security mutual trust with the Soviet Union, the long northern border became safe. The offensive against Japan achieved security in the Northeast region. Reducing the security pressure in the north and northeast to the point where only 500,000 troops were needed for maintenance allowed He Rui to strike Britain heavily, achieving security in the south and southwest, and solving the problem of China's status internationally.

As long as the Chinese government was not stupid enough to pursue a policy of 'befriending the distant and attacking the near', China was safe in any direction. External security and internal asset restructuring through land reform were just the right time to develop the economy with all strength. Moreover, the He Rui government was doing its best to engage in the economy and began to make very good progress.

Since there was the current geopolitical environment, Morrison was not interested in delving deeper. He raised the question he cared about, "Chairman, is the Soviet Union's current policy the most suitable policy for the Soviet Union? I did feel the vigorous vitality in the Soviet Union, but I always felt this vitality was somewhat... arbitrary (freewheeling)."

"Arbitrary... Haha!" He Rui was amused.

Although Wu Youping hadn't had much direct contact with the Soviet Union, he agreed very much with the evaluation of 'arbitrary' and couldn't help complaining, "Soviet cadres are indeed undisciplined. But this may be related to their insufficient accumulation in scientific thinking and industrial thinking. Of course, we also face such problems. Our cadres compared to the Soviet Union are half a jin to eight taels (about the same)."

He Rui was very open-minded about this. "This problem can only be solved through training. In engaging in industry, there is absolutely no such saying as haven't eaten pork but have seen a pig walk. Not having eaten pork means not knowing what pork tastes like. So, at this stage, we should send more students to Europe. After graduation, if there is an opportunity to work and intern in European companies, arrange it. We also need to organize cadres to go to Europe for inspection."

Morrison appreciated He Rui's calmness very much. He also had enough understanding of the level of Chinese cadres. Although Chinese cadres worked hard, many cadres, even if they learned the concepts of modern industry, still couldn't quite understand the internal logic of industrial development in practice due to the lack of a sufficient industrial environment.

But Morrison felt it inconvenient to evaluate like this, nor was it necessary. In the decades in China, the He Rui government was already the government with the deepest understanding of industry Morrison had ever seen. Because the Chinese government had institutional differences from the British government, the Chinese government, which had huge leadership responsibilities for the entire society, inherently needed stronger knowledge reserves and understanding abilities. Those officials needed sufficient coordination ability for all industries in the entire region. People with such ability were not just officials or even nobles in Britain, but managers with greater realistic power.

Wu Youping didn't have such concerns. He answered, "Chairman, if you want this, I'm afraid you have to visit Europe first."

"Don't worry, I think it won't be too long," He Rui answered confidently.

"I would like to hear the details," Wu Youping became interested.
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Tokyo. Prime Minister of the Japanese Republic Ishiwara Kanji walked into the office of President of the Japanese Republic Taira Toyomori. Seeing Ishiwara wearing a military uniform without any rank insignia, President Taira Toyomori sighed, "Does Ishiwara-kun really dislike Western suits?"

Ishiwara Kanji lowered his head slightly. "Sir, this subordinate has tried many clothes; only this military uniform can make this subordinate look not like a person with no presence. I apologize for not being able to follow Sir's order."

Taira Toyomori said no more about this. Just as Taira Toyomori in a suit looked elegant and magnanimous, full of scholarly demeanor, perhaps Ishiwara really wasn't suitable for clothes other than military uniforms. After Ishiwara took his seat, Taira Toyomori asked, "Prime Minister, how is the land reform going recently?"

"The Navy and Army junior officers and soldiers support land reform very much. Although they all hope to obtain land ownership, after education by the Future Society, everyone can accept land use rights. Land reform is not a problem for the time being. However, officers, some scholars, and those retained officials, although admitting that land reform indeed has huge benefits for Japan, have great worries about Japan's diplomacy and geopolitical situation. This subordinate would like to ask the President to address the cabinet."

Hearing Ishiwara speak of this, Taira Toyomori asked, "Prime Minister, have those people seen the latest interaction between China and Britain?"

"Excellency, the cabinet's views are quite divided. We need a geopolitics master like Your Excellency to analyze it for the cabinet members. That is why this subordinate invited Your Excellency to give a lecture."

"When do the people the Prime Minister mentioned have time?"

Ishiwara answered immediately, "If Your Excellency has time now, they can gather within an hour."

The Presidential Palace of the Japanese Republic was located in the former Imperial Palace. The Prime Minister's Office had not been built yet, so a part of the Army Ministry building was borrowed as the Prime Minister's office. With Ishiwara's prestige in the Army, the Army Ministry was indeed a very safe place.

Taira Toyomori stood up. "Let's go to the Prime Minister's Office."

Thirty minutes later, President of the Japanese Republic Taira Toyomori, accompanied by Ishiwara, walked into the Army Ministry building. He saw young officers coming and going on the other side of the building; the office was filled with various young manpower. The telephone rings rose one after another, and young staff officers were constantly answering calls, "A rebellion appeared in Hokuriku? Has the land redemption money been sent? What? Not yet! Order the troops to stop the suppression immediately and send someone to contact those so-called rebels; the land redemption money will be sent as soon as possible..."

"Set up broadcasting and shout to those coerced farmers that the money will be distributed immediately, and they will also get land use certificates immediately. Land obtained from the state for cultivation does not require paying rent. Correct! Immediately, even if it is a handwritten land certificate, write one for them first! Correct, must explain clearly first. Absolutely do not take action before these are done..."

"Don't transfer troops randomly! In areas where land reform has been completed, the local civilian guards should not leave the local area. The task of these land reform guards is to prevent roving bandits from entering; the work of pursuing bandits is the work of the National Defense Force..."

Hearing such urgent orders, Taira Toyomori felt much more settled. To promote revolution in Japan, a large number of deaths would inevitably occur. But this did not mean brutal actions; if possible, shed as little blood as possible. The smaller the casualties, the faster the healing speed of Japanese society.

Pushing open the door of the conference room, the room was already full of people. One-third wore military uniforms; the others were scholars and high-ranking officials. Seeing Ishiwara walk in, everyone stood up with a crash and bowed to Ishiwara, "Hello, Prime Minister."

Ishiwara walked onto the podium. "Japan's current internal situation is stabilizing rapidly. Although the external situation looks turbulent, it is actually developing in a stable direction. Now, please invite President Taira to give a lecture on the current Japanese situation!"

After speaking, Ishiwara walked back to the first row and stood by the empty seat. President Taira Toyomori walked onto the podium and ordered, "Attention all, sit down!"

Crash, a group of Japanese Republic upper-class members all sat down. Taira Toyomori scanned these guys like giving a lecture to students at the university. Seeing everyone taking out notebooks, Taira Toyomori began to speak, "In the past two weeks, first, a reader's letter was published in China's 'National Defense Daily', believing that unstable changes have occurred in the current situation between China and the US. If Britain can intervene in the situation to stabilize it, it is possible to make the situation between China and the US stable.

Immediately, Chinese newspapers such as 'Shen Bao' reprinted this reader's letter and asked about it at the regular press conference of the Chinese government. The Chinese government stated that such a suggestion might not be a way to solve the problem. And relevant articles were published in China's 'National Daily'.

Three days later, the British 'The Times' reprinted this reader's letter and the Chinese spokesperson's answer to reporters, and asked the British cabinet if they had noticed this matter. The British government stated that they had seen such reports, and the British government had not asked the Chinese Ambassador to Britain about this matter. But the British government has noticed the changes in the situation between China and the US.

Gentlemen, from the perspective of international politics and geopolitics, this is undoubtedly a diplomatic operation by He-kun."

President of the Japanese Republic Taira Toyomori was Japan's premier geopolitics master more than ten years ago. Although he was like teaching a class at this time, the generals, scholars, and officials of the Japanese National Defense Force didn't feel anything inappropriate at all. Instead, they felt reassured by Taira Toyomori's lecture.

The upper echelons of the Japanese Republic had all seen the content described by President Taira Toyomori, but their attention was attracted by more news, forming various views. Listening to President Taira Toyomori list the main line at this time, they felt their thinking seemed to clear up, but they still couldn't find a complete thread from such a simple main line.

However, no one stood up to ask questions immediately, but continued to listen to Professor Taira Toyomori's lecture like students. The head of state of the Japanese Republic is the President, a status equivalent to the previous Emperor. A great scholar with Emperor's bloodline serving as President actually made the Japanese upper class feel at ease.

At this time, not only Japan was analyzing recent changes. Great Powers around the world were also analyzing, especially the British Cabinet, as a party involved, held a cabinet meeting early in the morning.

"Gentlemen, the Foreign Office believes that the country posing the greatest challenge to the Empire and the world order currently is the United States. Compared with the United States, although the Western Pacific situation is no longer controlled by the Empire, the Empire's Force Z in Southeast Asia still has the ability to influence the situation in East Asia and Northeast Asia. Now the Empire may face an opportunity to restore arbitration power in the Western Pacific and even the Pacific. According to the analysis of the Foreign Office, we believe the message conveyed by He Rui is to invite the Empire to play an arbitration role between China and the United States."

Cabinet members might not understand diplomacy, but they understood what the international order led by the British Empire was. 'Control, influence, arbitration', these words touched the hearts of the British Prime Minister and cabinet members.

If the British Empire wanted to play an 'arbitration role' in a certain region, it often needed to be achieved through a war. Just as Britain had not an inch of land in the Black Sea region, but relied on a series of wars Britain fought in the Black Sea region, especially the Crimean War that led to the suicide of Russian Tsar Nicholas I, to obtain 'arbitration power' in the Black Sea region.

Although Britain still didn't have an inch of territory in the Black Sea region, any changes in the Black Sea region had to be approved by Britain. This offshore influence of 'arbitration role' was by no means easily obtained, and once obtained, it would not be easily lost.

British Prime Minister Baldwin was already tempted. His failure in the Sino-British War had basically confirmed that the Conservative Party would lose the next election. But once Britain could regain arbitration role in the Far East, it would undoubtedly be a major diplomatic victory. The Baldwin Cabinet could at least prove to British voters through such diplomatic achievements that the Conservative Cabinet was not useless in diplomacy.

But no one spoke first. Because such a huge diplomatic victory was not won by the British government relying on strength, but presented by He Rui with both hands. He Rui's evaluation in Britain at this time was by no means a positive image. The British Cabinet dared not be sure for a moment how much poison was contained in the cake presented by He Rui personally.

If the poison content was too high, the British government could refuse this gift. But every cabinet member was attracted by this heavy interest.

After a silence, the Foreign Secretary said, "The Admiralty has sent people to contact the Chinese government. Please let the First Lord of the Admiralty describe the recent progress."

Facing the gaze of cabinet members, Admiral of the Fleet Beatty looked very calm, "Now the Chinese Navy has a very weak navy. The largest tonnage warship is a cruiser; others are destroyers of about 1000 tons. In the contact between the Admiralty and the Chinese Navy, the Chinese Navy stated that their priority in the next few years is the coastal fleet. This means China has no intention of challenging the British Imperial Navy in the short term. At the same time, this also means the Chinese Navy cannot threaten the United States at all in the short term."

Because of the previous Sino-British War, British Cabinet members were certain that China's current naval power did not match China's size and its army power at all. Let alone being far from Britain and the United States, it couldn't even compare with China's neighbor Japan. Even if China's suicide attack aircraft were indeed very brutal, the range of suicide attack aircraft could at most cover 200 kilometers offshore China. Moreover, before a real war broke out, this one-time attack force could not be put into combat.

That is to say, China indeed needed a naval power to intervene in the dispute between China and the US now, to deter the US from attempting to use its fleet to intercept China's shipping lanes. From this perspective, the arbitration role 'hinted' by Chinese officials was indeed what China needed now.

Colonial Secretary Churchill broke the silence, "What about Japan? Why hasn't China used Japan's navy now?"

This question silenced the cabinet members again. This was a good question, and also a tricky one. If China and Japan built a military alliance against the United States, the Japanese Navy would become valuable. Similarly, this involved Britain's attitude towards Japan. Especially when the British government had not recognized the government of the Japanese Republic.

He Rui's means of forcing Britain to recognize the Chinese government were cruel and insidious; the lesson was not far behind. The British Cabinet was unwilling to make a decision on the China issue simply. They all believed that He Rui, as the mastermind behind the Japanese revolution, would never leave Japan alone at this time. Regardless of military, political, or economic perspectives, the Sino-US contradiction was far from the point where China must abandon Japan.
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"Our Ambassador to China and the Japanese Ambassador to China have met. The Japanese Ambassador stated that the government of the Japanese Republic will not recognize the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The Chinese government expects Britain to recognize the Japanese Republic and thereby fully recognize the status quo in the Far East."

Hearing the Foreign Secretary's summary, Prime Minister Baldwin felt this was no big deal. Just as Britain couldn't deal with China's more than 1 million modernized army, according to the Washington Naval Treaty, Britain's capital ship tonnage was 525,000 tons, and Japan's was 315,000 tons. Britain couldn't do anything to Japan, which was also an island nation.

Britain canceled the economic benefits promised to Japan in the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, but Britain couldn't terminate normal Anglo-Japanese trade. Now that Sino-Japanese trade has begun to recover, Japan can fully withstand this change.

Prime Minister Baldwin asked, "Our attitude towards Japan shifts to recognizing the government of the Japanese Republic. Do you gentlemen have any opinions?"

Even hardliners like Colonial Secretary Churchill didn't express opposition, which made Baldwin feel much more relaxed. Japan was a very suitable pawn for disrupting the Western Pacific. Baldwin originally thought someone would oppose it based on this reason. Since no one opposed, it meant cabinet members had accepted China leading the Far East order...

"Mr. Prime Minister, do you think the He Rui regime can already play a leading role in the Far East?" Churchill spoke up after all.

Cabinet ministers hoped Churchill would keep it short and stop blathering. It wasn't that Churchill, a die-hard imperialist even in the British Empire, really advocated war with China. As a representative of the hardliners, Churchill certainly had to express some tough attitudes; otherwise, he couldn't explain it to his voters.

Prime Minister Baldwin didn't speak, just looked at the Foreign Secretary. The Foreign Secretary immediately explained, "Mr. Churchill, China's current regime is very stable and has a strong influence on Japan's policies and the Soviet Union's Far East policies. Moreover, He Rui, the leader of China's current regime, has a high level of political cognition. While attempting to ease relations with the United States, He Rui is also willing to let East Asia and Northeast Asia reach a rebalance with the Versailles system. Such a Far East situation is conducive to the stability of the Versailles system."

Churchill didn't refute these contents that everyone knew. He asked, "From the current stage, the situation is so. But to deal with future challenges, have we made relevant preparations? For example, making more demands on Japan."

The Foreign Secretary didn't pick up this topic; he thought Churchill was overstepping his authority. Expressing a tough attitude was fine, but Churchill's words were questioning British Prime Minister Baldwin's foreign policy. For a moment, the Foreign Secretary and many cabinet ministers suspected: is Churchill preparing to compete for the Conservative Party candidate in the next election?

Churchill could understand the cabinet members' thoughts. He also knew his question would make him a thorn in the Prime Minister's side, but Churchill instinctively believed that China might be a more dangerous challenger than the United States. Now Churchill couldn't make the cabinet members understand this. Let alone cabinet members, even people close to Churchill couldn't accept Churchill's view.

Finally, amidst a crowd of unhappy and even somewhat hostile gazes, Churchill said, "Gentlemen, China will become a global challenger besides the United States. I think this time will be much shorter than you gentlemen imagine."

The Chancellor of the Exchequer (Second Lord of the Treasury), a staunch supporter of Prime Minister Baldwin, couldn't help asking, "How long does Mr. Churchill think it will be?"

Churchill steeled his heart and answered, "10 years!"

British cabinet members were stunned at first, then someone couldn't help laughing out loud. Even those who didn't laugh showed expressions of ridicule or even sympathy.

Although He Rui was strong, Britain was a country with more than 100 years of industrialization history and a powerful global hegemon. Britain had accumulated rich experience over more than a hundred years and had seen a large number of outstanding challengers, including military geniuses like Napoleon. In any existing experience, if China wanted to possess global projection capabilities, it first needed to build a powerful fleet and the industrial capacity to support this fleet's global projection. This would take at least 30 years.

If one said that in 10 years, China could become a trouble for Britain, no one would object. But saying that in 10 years China would become a challenger like the United States was, in the view of British cabinet members, 'unserious'.

So the cabinet members ignored Churchill's words. And after making such astonishing remarks, Churchill also wisely stopped speaking. The British cabinet quickly reached a consensus on the current situation.

'...Based on the Chinese government's stance of choosing the Versailles system, at a time when China is seeking to establish friendly relations with the United States, the British government will intervene in this matter as an arbitrator and try to facilitate Sino-US reconciliation.

Britain abandons the demand for the government of the Japanese Republic to fully accept the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, and engages with the government of the Japanese Republic on this basis.

If the establishment of cross-Pacific friendly cooperative relations between China and the US is not accepted, Britain will continue to isolate the current biggest challenger, the United States...'

British Prime Minister Baldwin quickly completed the division of labor according to the functions of various ministries of the British cabinet. Of course, British cabinet ministers were all elites and knew exactly what they should do at this time, so the work distribution went very smoothly.

After other cabinet members left, Baldwin said to the remaining Foreign Secretary, "I wonder how those people on Fleet Street will view this matter."

The Foreign Secretary thought for a moment and answered, "I believe those newspapers on Fleet Street will also be very happy to see the government's huge progress in diplomacy and the international situation."

Seeing the Foreign Secretary understood, Baldwin urged, "I think British newspapers should be able to understand the government's actions at this stage. The government is eliminating various previous unstable factors and building a more stable global order. This global order can keep countries in a peaceful environment. For this, the government has made huge efforts."

The Foreign Secretary immediately nodded, "You are right, Mr. Prime Minister."

Soon, the Foreign Secretary left Baldwin's office. With relaxed steps, the Foreign Secretary returned to his office. As soon as he entered, the Foreign Secretary's face changed. He exhaled a long breath, as if to exhale the toxic gas in his chest. Sitting on the sofa in the office, the Foreign Secretary wanted to ridicule Prime Minister Baldwin in his heart, but he felt Baldwin didn't actually propose any excessive ideas.

Even if Baldwin complained that as Prime Minister he suffered many completely unreasonable attacks, and even expressed his expectation for a quiet life, this didn't mean Prime Minister Baldwin didn't want to be re-elected. The Prime Minister is inherently an object constantly attacked by challenges and media. What made the Foreign Secretary unhappy now was that Prime Minister Baldwin had indicated he wanted the Foreign Secretary to influence the British media to trumpet a series of subsequent actions of the Baldwin government.

Of course, this wasn't a bad thing for the Foreign Secretary either. If the subsequent diplomatic actions could succeed, the Foreign Secretary himself could also get a very high evaluation. For example, once China gave Britain 'face', the Foreign Secretary could at least curse people in Parliament; the objects of abuse would naturally be that group from the Labour Party.

(British cabinet members are MPs. Regardless of whether the Foreign Secretary's diplomatic ability is strong or not, the Foreign Secretary himself must first be a member of the House of Commons. As long as one is an MP, there will always be various criticisms and cursing in the British Parliament.)

Compared with the British Cabinet, the level of the upper echelons of the Japanese Republic was much worse. However, the current President of the Japanese Republic, Taira Toyomori, was a recognized academic master in Japan, so the Japanese Republic upper echelons who accepted the 'lecture' accepted Taira Toyomori's view: 'He Rui is trying to promote Sino-US relations'.

Although most of the Japanese upper class actually realized that He Rui didn't start trouble to ruin Sino-US relations, some upper-class personnel couldn't understand this immediately due to their background. When they began to accept President Taira Toyomori's view, their thinking also opened up.

Taira Toyomori spent most of his life as a scholar and was not used to being President. So he unconsciously communicated with the Japanese Republic upper echelons with a lecturing attitude, "The Chinese Exclusion Act is the most fundamental obstacle to Sino-US friendship. The US side very likely hopes to muddle through, but He-kun will never tolerate such an attitude from the US.

If there is only unilateral pressure from China, the US government cannot act in a short time. Introducing Britain as an arbitrator is actually giving the US upper class a way out (step down). Only by bearing huge diplomatic pressure can the US government abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act at a smaller cost."

The government of the Japanese Republic temporarily followed the organizational structure of the Japanese Imperial government, but comprehensive reforms were carried out in the military. Since a large number of Army and Navy upper echelons considered 'Satsuma and Choshu domain cliques' were purged, the Navy Ministry and Army Ministry were abolished and merged into the Ministry of National Defense.

After listening to this part, Deputy Chief of Naval Staff Yamamoto Isoroku couldn't help whispering to Deputy Navy Commander Yamaguchi Tamon beside him, "It seems the joint military exercise you thought of is impossible to appear."

Yamaguchi Tamon frowned slightly. When he discussed the Sino-US conflict with Yamamoto Isoroku before, He Rui hadn't yet made the move to pull Britain into the game. So Yamaguchi Tamon thought China's weak coastal fleet couldn't threaten the United States at all. To give the United States greater pressure, the most direct way was to conduct joint maritime military exercises with the Japanese fleet.

Now He Rui actually pulled Britain in to pressure the United States. Yamaguchi Tamon hadn't dabbled in international diplomacy and didn't know how to evaluate it for a moment. But Yamaguchi Tamon always admired He Rui's ability. Since He Rui did this, it was very likely to achieve the goal. So Yamaguchi Tamon felt somewhat lost. As the firmest aircraft carrier advocate in Japan now, Yamaguchi Tamon personally wanted to conduct military exercises with the Chinese Navy and Air Force very much.

At this time, Taira Toyomori had already moved on to the next issue, "From a geopolitical perspective, Britain wants to isolate the United States as much as possible. Comprehensive cooperation in the Pacific region means the Pacific region has broken away from British influence, just like South America. To build a system isolating the United States, Japan's diplomatic situation will improve rapidly. I think within two years, Japan's foreign trade can recover to the 1919 level. Plus the construction of Japan's domestic market, in 1929, the Japanese economy can reach a completely new level."

The upper echelons of the Japanese Republic were all supporters of the revolution. After the Tokyo Blood Night, including the Emperor's family, those opposing the revolution were killed. The upper echelons considered not supporting the revolution were either in prison or completely excluded from the government.

The high-level officials of the Japanese Republic government who came to power by such bloody means knew very well that the reason they could come to power was that the Japanese economy had reached a dead end, and the old upper class was helpless. If the Japanese Republic government couldn't solve economic problems quickly, they would be solved.

In more than three months, the Japanese economy was indeed recovering rapidly. But under huge pressure, members of the Japanese Republic government were under great stress. Hearing Taira Toyomori analyze the situation development at this time and guarantee that the Japanese economy would not only recover but also reach a new height within 2 years, the unease in the hearts of the upper echelons decreased a lot.

Saying within two years, in fact, there was only one and a half years left. Now the Japanese economy was only about half of 1919. If the Japanese economy could double within one and a half years, the government of the Japanese Republic would really stand firm!
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On June 3, 1927, on Fifth Avenue in New York, a marching column composed of nearly a thousand textile workers held high banners of 'Anti-Layoff' and 'Anti-Pay Cut', shouting slogans while marching forward.

Although the New York police looked like they were facing a formidable enemy, they did not attack the marching column as usual. The chiefs of various New York police precincts had received warnings from above: 'Do not interfere unless workers smash and loot.' With orders from above, the marching workers, who should have been suppressed, successfully ended the march and returned home intact.

Various newspapers in the United States reported on the march because such textile worker marches occurred not only in New York but also in areas with developed textile industries like Chicago and Philadelphia.

On June 5, *The Wall Street Journal* published news that Michael, Chairman of the US Textile Association, invited economic experts from the Morgan Consortium, Rockefeller Consortium, and the Chicago School to hold a symposium on the Sino-US trade war in New York on June 8. The Wall Street Journal stated, 'Our newspaper will pay close attention to this meeting and report the progress of the meeting in a timely manner...'

Not only *The Wall Street Journal*, but newspapers like *USA Weekly* (possibly *Time* or similar) and *The New York Times* all expressed they would follow up. On June 7, several cars drove into the luxurious front square of the (Old) Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New York. Reporters lying in ambush nearby swarmed up. Even if the bodyguards immediately stepped forward to block them, they couldn't stop the enthusiasm of the reporters.

The car door opened, and a representative of the Morgan Consortium stepped out. Seeing that it wasn't the head of the Morgan Consortium but still an important member of the Morgan family, reporters immediately shouted, "Mr. Morgan, I heard that you are preparing a plan to fully control the Federal Reserve. Is there such a thing?"

The member of the Morgan Consortium, who had long been besieged by the media, did not answer at all. He knew these reporters came prepared. No matter how he answered, even if he denied it immediately, the news headline would be 'Morgan Consortium's XX says we have no plan to fully control the Federal Reserve!'

In subsequent reports, the media would state '...After the failure of the Morgan Consortium's nth plan to control the Federal Reserve, the Morgan Consortium believes that now is not the time for the next move. But with economic turmoil, the Morgan Consortium's next action is being prepared...'

To deal with media attacks, the Morgan Consortium also kept its own media. So after this Morgan walked out of the reporters' encirclement, he said in front of the hotel gate, "We are holding this meeting to discuss the economic and trade relations between the United States and China, as well as the impact of this dispute on the United States..."

Just as he said this, a commotion appeared in the reporter crowd. Several KKK members wearing iconic robes and pointed triangular hoods, leaving holes only for eyes, nose, and mouth, entered through the gate. The KKK's base camp was in the American South, and KKK members dressing like this usually meant they were prepared to cause destruction or lynching. It was indeed uncommon to run out dressed like this in broad daylight. Some reporters who feared the world would not be chaotic enough even expected this group of KKK members to conflict directly with the representative of the Morgan Consortium.

However, the representative of the Morgan Consortium had no intention of looking for trouble. He turned and walked into the lobby of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel. According to American law and tradition, the Waldorf, this luxury hotel, could completely shut out anyone they didn't want to receive.

Seeing so many reporters gathering around, the KKK members were really excited and shouted to the reporters, "America is the white man's America; colored people get out!"

Hearing this clichéd slogan, the reporters lost interest. The KKK always used this set when making trouble. After shouting for half a century, reporters really didn't want to have any communication with this group of guys on such clichés.

Every distinguished guest who arrived later was besieged by the media, but none expressed any attitude. Except for those few KKK members standing all alone, shouting a few slogans, and being watched by the police, the interviews had no actual content. It could only be confirmed that the previous report of *The Wall Street Journal* was correct; executives and scholars from the Morgan Consortium, Rockefeller Consortium, US Textile Association, and futures companies had arrived.

On June 8, the meeting officially began. The first to speak was an executive from the futures market. There are several futures markets in the United States, the most famous being naturally the Chicago Futures Market. The executive looked serious because, in the past period, the futures market had been fluctuating. Cotton prices jumped up and down; speculators saw opportunities, and bulls and bears engaged in fierce fighting, making cotton futures prices nearly crazy.

The futures market executive did not start from this chaos, but from He Rui's unification of China in 1924. The attendees were all knowledgeable, but they were also somewhat surprised.

"...By 1924, Japan could have surpassed the United States in yarn and cloth production, but with the end of China's unification war, the Japanese economy plummeted, and the textile industry was also hugely affected, shrinking on a large scale..."

In 1890, British cotton yarn production was 42.4 million spindles (US/Japan only 14 million/280,000 spindles). At the end of the 19th century, the raw material cotton for the British textile industry was mainly imported in large quantities from Indian colonies, having a relative advantage of low cost. But as the outbreak of WWI plunged British exports into a slump, coupled with labor costs and relative scarcity of raw materials, textile industrial production was gradually undertaken by the United States, which had ample labor and abundant resources. In the 1920s, US cotton yarn production accounted for more than 50% of the world.

Japan was also catching up. In 1920, cotton yarn production reached 38.14 million spindles (only 1.14 million spindles in 1900). It could have surpassed the United States in 1927, but affected by the war and the interruption of Sino-Japanese trade, the Japanese textile industry was basically cut in half.

In 1924, the He Rui government grasped power in China and recovered sovereignty in the unification war. With Britain's blockade of China, China's textile industry was no longer subjected to foreign dumping. Coupled with the industrial accumulation of the He Rui government in the Northeast, whether it was the self-production rate of textile machinery or the stable construction of the internal market, all promoted explosive growth in China's textile industry.

"...According to the Chinese government work report, in 1926, China's cotton yarn production was 39.17 million spindles. Due to the huge domestic market in China, all were sold domestically. Moreover, this scale is not the end of China's textile industry production. Judging by population, China's market capacity can easily reach 100 million spindles of textile cotton yarn."

After recounting the general development context, the futures market executive picked up his water glass and drank. The reason he was invited was to provide precise data. explaining these data clearly took considerable effort.

The participants were all very sensitive to numbers. Even those who initially knew little about Sino-US textile trade understood the relationship between Sino-US cotton and textile trade after hearing this.

After drinking water, the US futures market executive hung up a topographic map of China, briefly introduced China's geography, and then talked about China's cotton planting, "...Currently, in China's cotton planting, large-scale cotton fields only appear in areas controlled by the Northeast Government. According to Chinese tradition, cotton cloth is produced and sold by themselves; farmers plant a small patch of cotton and spin and weave the harvested cotton by hand. According to the survey of Chinese resources, China's cotton planting is still dominated by Indian short-staple cotton. The He Rui government promoted long-staple cotton in the Northeast. Due to insufficient information, the planting area of Chinese long-staple cotton cannot be judged. However, what is certain is that after introducing long-staple cotton, China's seed improvement work is ongoing. It can be roughly assumed that China already possesses long-staple cotton suitable for the Chinese climate. In addition, China purchased the patent for zippers, and at this stage, China's zipper production is abnormally high."

Hearing this, the representative of DuPont looked even more serious. China not only had high zipper production but also produced chemical fiber products, and China's sock production was also extraordinarily high. This made DuPont, which was also engaged in chemical fiber products, feel the pressure of Made in China as a competitor.

Although these investigation reports had been provided to these prominent figures in the economic circle yesterday, simply reading these reports was really boring. It was much better to have someone introduce them.

An introduction lasting more than an hour was indeed a bit outrageous in length, but China's development indeed had many uncommon situations, and the attendees did not feel the introduction was boring.

When the introduction was over, Michael, Chairman of the US Textile Association and initiator of the meeting, said, "Gentlemen, if there are no questions, the next topic will discuss the situation of textiles. Let's take a break now."

With so much information poured in, the upper-class people indeed needed a break. Rockefeller was smoking in the luxurious lounge of the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, a model of luxury hotels. The representative of the DuPont Consortium walked to the sofa beside Rockefeller and sat down. "Does the Soviet side have intelligence on China's petrochemical industry?"

The cooperation between the Rockefeller Consortium and the Soviet Union was quite alternative. Originally, among the people Rockefeller knew, there were Lenin's childhood friends and playmates. The Rockefeller Consortium, engaged in oil and heavy industry, also received recognition from Soviet leader Stalin and signed agreements. Even so, the Rockefeller family took huge risks. Therefore, Rockefeller did not really want to answer the question from the DuPont family representative.

But business is business. Rockefeller asked, "What do you want to know?"

"If it's what I want to know, I will repay you." The DuPont family representative answered. In American culture, everything is tradable. Saying 'repay' upfront, the DuPont family had already shown an attitude of cooperation.

Since there would be gains, Rockefeller answered, "Give me a list of questions."

Although everything is tradable, it doesn't mean Rockefeller has to trade. The reason for being so straightforward was that Rockefeller knew very well that whether it was himself or the DuPont family, they were very unfamiliar with the Chinese market. Cooperation between the two families now meant mutual help in the future.

After reaching a verbal agreement, the DuPont family representative changed the subject to something else. "I heard a rumor that China obtained technology from Carnegie. I wonder if it's true."

Because the Rockefeller family wanted to get involved in the steel business, they had crossed swords with Steel King Carnegie. In the end, the Rockefeller family bought the iron mines supplying Carnegie Steel Company but did not enter the steel production industry. And Carnegie bought iron ore from mines controlled by the Rockefeller family. So the DuPont family asked the right person. Rockefeller paid attention to China not only because he wanted to sell more oil to China but also because China's steel industry developed very rapidly. Especially the development and application of I-beam rolling was impressive.

Steel King Carnegie was considered to have extremely high talent in the steel field. Rockefeller was not surprised by such rumors. He had also asked Carnegie similar questions.

Having received a clear answer, Rockefeller replied, "Absolutely not."

Hearing this answer, the representative of the DuPont family did not press or question. He said, "It seems there are quite excellent engineers in China."

Carnegie had said similar things to Rockefeller. For an industrial country, I-beams and the like had no secrecy value at all. As long as experienced engineers looked at them a few times, or even without touching, they would know what was going on. If engineers touched them a few times, the principles would be extremely clear.

But this premise lies in having experienced and excellent engineers first. The general impression China gave the United States was a lack of engineers, and even more a lack of a scientific system. China's development in the steel industry meant China had a team of excellent engineers for steel production and use.

Rockefeller believed that the DuPont family suspected China possessed a group of very strong chemical industry experts, which led to outstanding performance in many chemical fields. Although such judgment conformed to the basic principles of industrial development, China possessing such a group of engineers made the consortium leaders of the United States, a powerful industrial country, feel it was unreal.

If they were to admit such a situation, it meant American consortium leaders must define China as an 'industrial country'. China was a big country, even a strong country, but had never been considered an industrial country.

The break time ended quickly. As the staff came to invite attendees to enter, all seats in the conference room were filled again. This time it was Textile Association Chairman Michael's turn to speak. Rockefeller didn't know if Michael hadn't played with women or ate very well; in short, Michael looked in good spirits at this time.

"Gentlemen, I don't like to mention international politics during discussions. Politics is inherently dirty, international politics especially so; one can even use evil to describe international politics." Michael's opening remarks were straightforward and triggered a burst of good-natured laughter. Because Michael was right.

"However, the current problem forces us to mention international politics. It is said that Japan may ally with China. Japan has always been a big customer of our United States. Now China's textile industry is developing very fast. Maybe in a few years, more than half of the world's cotton yarn will be produced in the factories of these two countries. Then, I think the current Sino-US relationship will make us lose money, and possibly very much money."

Many of the attendees nodded slightly. Everyone came to hold such a meeting not just to understand how much loss the current situation would bring them, because everyone knew very well that the trade interruption caused by the Sino-US trade war had already brought losses. Everyone wanted to know how large the scope of the loss would be, and more importantly, if the situation did not improve, how large the potential future loss would be. So the attendees listened seriously to Chairman Michael's speech.



★


Chinese Exclusion Act Vs Exclusion of Americans Act (14)

Volume 5 — Chapter 40

❧ ❧ ❧


In European and American culture, especially in Anglo-Saxon culture, it is believed that 'everything has a price'. Stated in more elegant terms, it is 'business is business'.

For the upper class and academics, the Chinese Exclusion Act indeed hindered Sino-US trade. With China's current international status, China can no longer be placed in a position of damage and discrimination. But this does not mean that the upper class will directly support the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act. From the perspective of transaction, China also has to pay an equivalent price.

The representative of the Morgan family asked frankly, "What price is the Chinese government willing to pay?"

Many consortium representatives felt that the Morgan family representative was crazy to ask the Chinese government for a price. Even the more profound ones waited silently for the Morgan consortium representative to continue explaining his views. At this time, a scholar from the University of Chicago answered, "The Chinese government seems to have chosen to join the Versailles system instead of choosing to establish a friendlier relationship with the United States."

Hearing this scholar from the Chicago School answer like this, the Morgan consortium representative continued to ask, "Why does the Chinese government think the old order is more beneficial to them?"

Under the somewhat surprised gaze of a group of consortiums, the scholar from the University of Chicago answered, "Because in reality, the US government did not take the initiative to contact He Rui on the issue of the Chinese Exclusion Act, but hoped to muddle through this matter. Britain and France resolved previous conflicts with China because of the war. So for a considerable period of time at present, Sino-US relations must be repaired."

The representative of the Morgan consortium nodded and spoke no more, let alone explained. The Morgan family was mainly engaged in the financial industry. If Sino-US relations could not be friendly, the risk of investing in China would be too great. But this understanding was a fairly high-level one in the view of the Morgan family, and the Morgan consortium didn't want to say too much. Asking this question could be considered expressing goodwill to the participants.

Rockefeller then asked, "Is China's economic order sufficient for us to believe in the safety of investing in China?"

The scholar from the University of Chicago answered after a slight hesitation, "We are currently analyzing China's economic policies. At this stage, the Chinese government is making every effort to develop industry, so we think they will not boycott foreign investment. But regarding investment fields, we haven't been able to make a judgment yet."

"Professor, when you say the government develops industry, do you mean China promotes industry by building state-owned enterprises?" Rockefeller continued to ask. Having reached a commercial agreement with the Soviet Union, the Rockefeller Consortium had its own understanding of Soviet state-owned enterprises. If China also had that kind of enterprise model like the Soviet Union, Rockefeller could only limit his investment field in China to the oil industry. Unless permitted by the Chinese government, Rockefeller believed he had no possibility of investing in other industries.

"Mr. Rockefeller, according to our understanding, China and the Soviet Union have adopted different economic models. Generally speaking, China restricts foreign investment in minerals, but there are no obvious restrictions in other fields. As for the degree of permission China will have in fields other than minerals, we don't have many research results with definite conclusions at this stage. If you are interested in this, we can send our research results to you."

Rockefeller liked such ambitious scholars very much. In order to get support in their professional fields, they never hesitated to recommend themselves. Nodding to this scholar, Rockefeller asked no more questions.

The meeting lasted for a day. As the initiator of the meeting, the US Textile Association was responsible for drafting the basic consensus of the meeting, while others communicated with selected people according to their preferences. Of course, there were also guys like Textile Association Chairman Michael, who mingled with the beauties in the luxurious (Old) Waldorf-Astoria Hotel.

In another timeline, the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel was demolished in 1929, and the Empire State Building in New York was built on the original site. The new Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, considered the 'originator of luxury hotels', was built as the world's earliest skyscraper luxury hotel. Whether it was the old hotel or the new hotel, there was never a lack of various enchanting beauties of dubious origins but very reliable within the hotel.

As the initiator of the meeting, Michael at least knew he had to complete his mission and didn't stay on top of the beauties. When he appeared in the dining room with a haggard face, he happened to run into Rockefeller who had just finished eating. Rockefeller wanted to ask how the strike arrangement was going, so he went back to the table and watched Michael gobble down his food.

While eating, Michael's mouth was not idle. He swallowed a piece of steak and said, "I don't know what's wrong now; even the prostitutes ask me which stocks to invest in."

Rockefeller noticed the plural suffix 's' for prostitutes and couldn't help smiling. Michael thought Rockefeller was noticing the current trend of everyone speculating in stocks. After drinking a mouthful of soup, he continued, "The Wall Street Journal said that now even shoeshine boys boast about how much they can earn from allotted stocks every day. I rather hope these people go to see the warehouses of the Textile Association in various places, which are piled with cloth and cotton yarn bought with borrowed money."

"Oh? Do you think the current goods can't be sold anymore?" Rockefeller didn't expect Michael to say such words. When a lecher seriously narrated his worries about the future economy, it indeed had an inexplicable sense of comedy.

Hearing the sarcastic tone in Rockefeller's words, Michael looked up at Rockefeller, "You don't think I participated in this matter because I'm interested in politics, do you?"

Rockefeller shook his head. He didn't think Michael was interested in politics, nor did he think Michael harbored any good intentions.

Michael continued, "Can you imagine? People are crazy now! They wish they could pay in installments even for a handkerchief. The textiles stored in warehouses are sold on credit of 80%. If someone dared to do this 10 years ago, they would be hanged as liars! Can the wages earned by those textile workers really allow them to live the life of the propertied class in the past? If there were no installment payments, they would have been dragged away by creditors to sign indentured servitude contracts long ago! I really hope these people can wake up; installment payments have made them sell their souls to the devil!"

Rockefeller nodded but said nothing more. It could be seen that this guy Michael was trying hard to maintain the style of an old-school figure. Of course, the large income earned now indeed allowed Michael to indulge his lust, but the virtue of living within one's means of old-school businessmen had not finally disappeared from Michael.

There were many people like Michael, but these people were insignificant in this already frenzied country of the United States. Since the early 1920s, the American attitude towards using installment payments had changed from cautious to taking it for granted. As if with 12, 24, or 36 installments, debt was no longer debt.

Seeing consumption so hot, merchants believed that the crowds coming to buy goods every day would remain unchanged forever, so they also let down their guard and recklessly borrowed money to hoard goods. Even if Rockefeller himself didn't agree with the current situation, he often had some doubts about his own judgment. Even if his judgment was not wrong, was his view not quite correct at least in the short term? So Rockefeller issued orders to the companies he could still control, forbidding sales on credit. Since those who wanted credit boasted to oil companies that they could earn a lot of dollars just by transporting oil out of production areas, let them buy goods with a lot of dollars. The Rockefeller Consortium didn't lack money; earning a little less was not a problem at all.

"You think there's no problem, right?" Rockefeller asked.

"How could there be a problem!" Michael answered.

In the next few days, things developed just as Michael said, 'no problem'. The income of American textile workers was indeed a little bit higher than 30 years ago, but they were still poor. 30 years ago, American textile business owners dared to say 'No matter how healthy a young man is, I can guarantee his hair turns white (from exhaustion) within 3 years'. But although the people were poor at that time, the price level was very low. Now, although income was higher, prices pushed up by installment payments offset the wage increase.

As long as they were unemployed, installment payments could drive those workers to death. It didn't even need unemployment; as long as there was no wage for one month, or a pay cut, workers were directly forced by installment payments to borrow money to repay debts.

Now the money on the market had been borrowed to invest in the stock market and various speculative businesses. Banks couldn't lend to workers without property, so the interest on usury in the market had reached a heinous level. Workers would rather go to jail for owing money than borrow such usury. Moreover, even if they really dared to borrow, no one had money to lend them. All money was sucked into the stock market through leverage.

As long as one paid a minimum of 5% of the stock price, one could borrow stocks and sell high, at least eating dividends. In such a mode, who would give up easy money to lend to the poor?

Therefore, the petition of textile enterprises requesting government relief due to the impact of the Sino-US trade war was naturally rejected. Textile enterprises naturally had to lay off workers and cut wages. Workers and their families, who were about to be crushed by debt immediately, couldn't bear the pressure and marched on the streets time and again, petitioning and demonstrating in front of the government. They went to the offices of the congressmen they voted for, demanding the congressmen help them solve their livelihood problems.

Although textile workers were poor, they had the right to vote. Congressmen in areas where textile workers lived began to feel pressure and had to consider how to solve the problem. The media kept by the consortiums reported this news recklessly, fiercely criticizing the US government for incompetence, inaction, and ignoring the suffering of the people.

On June 15, facing reporters' questions about 'the British government's view on the intensifying trade war between China and the US' at a press conference, the British government expressed its official view.

"The Sino-US trade war has attracted the attention of the British government. The British government holds no position on the trade conflict between China and the US. However, the British government expresses concern about the deteriorating relationship between China and the US due to the trade war. We hope the trade war will not escalate into a conflict between the two countries."

The British government spokesman's wording at the press conference had the elegance of the diplomatic department, but the meaning represented by the elegant words was cold enough. Translated into ordinary people's language, the general idea was 'The Sino-US trade war can be fought, but the United States should not think that Britain will sit idly by if it sends a fleet to threaten Chinese shipping lanes.'

Foreign ministries of various countries understood these words; the British government began to express its attitude.

On June 16, Paris. Although the International Human Rights Organization was not an organization officially recognized by countries other than China at this stage, the International Human Rights Organization was a non-governmental organization emerging from the basis of the Asian International Tribunal. So a lecturer at the Law School of the University of Paris, as a member of the French branch of the International Human Rights Organization, after collecting a petition with enough signatures, submitted a petition to the French Parliament, hoping to legislate to prohibit cotton and textiles related to slavery from entering the French market.

Although there was no response after the petition was submitted, the matter itself had an impact in France. Moreover, this member of the French branch of the International Human Rights Organization did not express his views in a 'white lotus' (naive/hypocritical) way. As a Frenchman, he visited many parliament members who were concerned about people's livelihood and asked members of the French branch of the International Human Rights Organization to publish articles in newspapers.

Whether it was visits or articles, they raised a question quite directly or implicitly: 'No matter how low the wages of French textile workers are, can they be lower than slaves with no wages?'

After the Great War in Europe, the French economy seemed booming, but that was the boom for capitalists. The actual income of French workers in 1927 was lower than the actual income in 1913. Under the pain caused by low wages, anything could become a fuse for the French public to vent their anger. Not to mention that 'prohibiting textiles produced by slaves from entering France' was a high-sounding view whose justice no one could deny.

In a very short time, the French public opinion circles had to start reporting news of French people marching and demonstrating on the streets.

The changes in France immediately crossed the narrow English Channel and reached Britain. So much so that Prime Minister Baldwin specially invited the Foreign Secretary to ask what was going on. After a not-so-long discussion, when the Foreign Secretary left the Prime Minister's office, his steps were light. Returning to his office, the Foreign Secretary immediately picked up a pen and wrote, "Based on the merciful God..."



★


Chinese Exclusion Act Vs Exclusion of Americans Act (15)

Volume 5 — Chapter 41

❧ ❧ ❧


"Since taking the lead in passing the 'Slave Trade Act' in 1807, under the continuous efforts of the British Empire over the past 100 years, mankind has made tremendous progress in enjoying equality. But undeniably, there are still many deficiencies in human civilization. Continuing to promote the progress of human civilization is the unshirkable moral beacon obligation of the British Empire.

Many people mistakenly believe that the power of the British Empire stems from military power led by the Royal Navy, but His Majesty the King and his humble government do not think so. The meaning of the Empire's existence lies in promoting the rights of freedom and equality that God, in His mercy, endowed upon mankind, and constantly contributing to the progress of human civilization.

Past history proves that the more the leading role of the British Empire in human civilization is strengthened, the faster the progress of human civilization. Conversely, the progress of human civilization will suffer setbacks..."

On June 19, the warm summer wind of France blew in through the window of the editor-in-chief's office of *Le Figaro*. The editor-in-chief, who had taken off his coat and wore only a shirt, held a newspaper that vibrated slightly in the wind. After reading the opinion published by the British Foreign Secretary in *The Times* on the 18th, the editor-in-chief knew he must not let the British be so arrogant.

Sure enough, when the editor-in-chief began to consider who to ask to write a response article, a phone call came in. Although *Le Figaro* was not managed by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the caller was not an official but just someone with a background in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the editor-in-chief fully understood and accepted the view of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs: 'In the struggle for political high ground, France must never let the British seize the high ground.'

In the view of the French intellectual circle, Britain claiming to be the beacon of civilization was unacceptable! In the history of leading world civilization, France always considered itself the beacon of civilization.

The editor-in-chief called in the political section editor and asked him to call in the reporters. He picked up a pen and wrote down several keywords on the manuscript paper: 'Monarchy', 'No Constitution', and other negative French views on British political culture. But the editor-in-chief felt it was not enough.

At this time, reporters had followed the political section editor into the editor-in-chief's office. Two long sofas were full of people. Late-coming reporters leaned against the wall, taking out small notebooks and pens like other reporters, ready to record the tone set by the editor-in-chief.

The editor-in-chief asked directly, "Have you all read that article?"

The political section reporters nodded one after another. As Frenchmen, tit-for-tat with Britain in the media was almost an instinctive reaction. Especially Britain's speech on abolition stimulated the mood of French media people even more.

"Tell me the keywords you think are appropriate." The editor-in-chief made a request.

Reporters answered one after another, mostly similar to the few keywords the editor-in-chief had just thought of casually. *Le Figaro* is a famous French newspaper, and the editorial department is full of capable reporters. Including the editor-in-chief, the reporters felt these keywords were unsatisfactory. When the reporters were temporarily silent, the political section editor proposed a word: 'Islanders'.

The editor-in-chief couldn't help tapping the table hard with his finger and praised loudly, "Very good!"

The political reporters of *Le Figaro* all remembered that this was the term He Rui used to criticize Britain during the Sino-British War. Borrowing this word at this time was really very appropriate. Since the British Foreign Secretary had already begun to boast, the *Le Figaro* reporters immediately took the task and returned to their workstations piled with various materials to write furiously.

Competing for the commanding height of civilization is a national strategy. In this competition, France must never let Britain take the lead.

Soon, a debate between the media broke out. More than 130 years had passed since the French Revolution. After France experienced a lot domestically, positive evaluation of the Revolution was already the mainstream view in France. And the 'Liberty, Equality, Fraternity' proposed by the French Revolution was actually taken and used by the British; how could French reporters tolerate it!

The French upper class knew very well that in the competition of moral civilization, France must never yield its position. However, what troubled them at this time was not the arrogant speech of the British, but the pressure within France. With the efforts of the members of the French branch of the International Human Rights Organization, some members of the French Parliament had expressed their willingness to propose a bill.

Now the economic pressure in France was increasing, and there must be a channel to release pressure. France had vast colonies, and bulk commodities like cotton did not rely on the United States. Trade statements towards the United States did not affect the French textile industry.

Those French upper-class members with higher status considered a higher level. Trade relations between major powers were not simple. The United States was a Great Power. Once trade relations between France and the United States were affected by politics, they would face strong counterattacks from the United States. This was not beneficial to France.

But this matter was really related to votes. Now that the French cabinet had finally stabilized a bit from the revolving-door changes, all politicians knew the importance of votes at this time. They really couldn't pretend nothing happened.

Finally, the French Foreign Minister had to come out and issue a statement, "Some recent investigation reports mentioned the fact that the United States uses slaves in cotton planting. The anti-human rights action of slavery completely violates the founding spirit of France and runs counter to the concept of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity. In this regard, the French government believes that any act of slavery must be criticized. We also hope that such things will not happen in the third decade of the 20th century..."

The British government criticized slavery but would not impose a direct trade embargo on US textiles just because of the existence of the family slavery system in the United States. The basic views of the French government and the British government were exactly the same. There were many areas with slavery in the vast colonies of the two countries. If the import of 'textiles produced by slaves' was banned, it would first lead to internal political problems.

On the second day after France expressed its diplomatic view, the US President summoned the French Ambassador to the US. Facing the US President's questioning of France's attitude, the French Ambassador to the US answered sincerely, "Mr. President, our government's position on abolition has always been consistent and never targeted anyone. There has been a friendly relationship between France and the US for hundreds of years. I think current Franco-American relations are developing continuously, and no problems have arisen."

President Coolidge knew that what the French Ambassador said was the truth. It was the British who attacked the United States first this time. For France's political status in Europe, the French government had to make a statement on slavery. Since the French Ambassador clearly expressed that Franco-American friendship was unaffected, President Coolidge did not continue to say too much unnecessary words on this matter.

Summoning the French Ambassador had clearly expressed the attitude of the US government, which was enough at this stage. The US couldn't launch a military and diplomatic struggle with France just because the French government criticized the slavery system.

After sending away the French Ambassador, the Secretary of State returned to the Oval Office and asked directly, "Mr. President, should we invite the leaders of the Senate and the House of Representatives, as well as the whips of both parties, to a meeting?"

"Frank, do you think the time has come?" Coolidge asked. Whether there was 'family slavery' mentioned in the International Human Rights Organization report in the United States, President Coolidge could be sure that such things definitely existed in large numbers. But President Coolidge could also be sure that this would not be the mainstream phenomenon in the cotton-growing areas of the American South.

In this regard, Coolidge even admired He Rui's methods a little. If He Rui turned the issue of the Chinese Exclusion Act into the focus of contradictions between China and the US, this problem would become very big. The Democratic Party would definitely make a big fuss about this matter.

Now, senators from conservative southern states and the KKK had mobilized the media to attack the US government and declared that a tougher policy should be adopted towards China. So out of political reality, President Coolidge tended to let things ferment for a while longer.

For the US upper class, abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act was already an inevitable result. The only reason for not pushing it with full force now was that abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act required political transactions. It was already 1927, and countries around the world no longer engaged in slavery institutionally. Now Britain and France jumped out to criticize slavery, and more countries would express their attitudes in the future. The greater the political pressure from abroad, the smaller the political price to be paid domestically.

However, Secretary of State Frank's view was different from Coolidge's. "Mr. President, the ones who pushed the Chinese Exclusion Act most fiercely before were Irish voters. Decades later, Irish descendants don't even know they were the ones who promoted the Chinese Exclusion Act. I don't think resolving the Chinese Exclusion Act as soon as possible will encounter real fierce resistance. If we don't act now, it might make the United States more passive internationally. According to my observation, a series of actions by the He Rui government have greatly affected the image of the United States."

President Coolidge hesitated for a moment before asking, "Then what are you worried about?"

"I think if this matter cannot be resolved as soon as possible, as Britain and China continue to approach each other, an alliance excluding US intervention will appear in the Western Pacific. Although Britain has not recognized the government of the Japanese Republic at this stage, compared with the duration of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the current Anglo-Japanese divergence is only a very short time."

Coolidge had to admit that Secretary of State Frank's analysis was very reasonable. After hesitating for a moment, Coolidge called his secretary in, "I hope to hold a meeting tomorrow attended by leaders of both parties in the Senate and House, the whips, as well as the Secretary of State and the National Security Advisor."

The secretary accepted the order immediately. Without President Coolidge's instructions, he knew very well who to contact immediately.

Early the next morning, men in formal suits filed into the Oval Office of the White House. President Coolidge was also in formal dress, but after everyone sat down, he took off his coat and, wearing only a shirt, began the meeting with a group of American bigwigs.

The bigwigs looked at each other. Taking off the coat was a prelude to a confrontation; this action by President Coolidge already proved his attitude towards this meeting. But the bigwigs would not show weakness because of the President's attitude. The northern Republicans were okay, but the southern Democratic leaders of the Senate and House and the whips even felt a little happy. They wanted to make trouble, and now it was finally time to negotiate.

Secretary of State Frank introduced the diplomatic situation the United States was encountering first, "Latest news, the British naval observation delegation visiting China stated at a press conference that regarding the diplomatic rumors that China wants to provide anchorages or even concessions for the British Pacific Fleet, someone on the Chinese side indeed proposed it."

The bigwigs of both American parties originally thought the Secretary of State would say some well-known news, but they didn't expect to hear such impactful news. During the Sino-British War, the US upper class optimistically believed that British warships would completely lose anchorages in the Far East. This meant Britain no longer had the ability to attack Hawaii, an important US port in the Pacific.

If China really provided ports or even concessions to the British Pacific Fleet, the British Pacific Fleet could once again truly threaten Hawaii, an important base of the US Pacific Fleet. This matter could not be treated lightly. A group of American bigwigs looked at each other again for a moment, and everyone saw the vigilance in each other's eyes.

The US National Security Advisor took over the topic, "The British naval delegation stated that the British government believes acquiring concessions in China is a completely outdated choice. The British side has absolutely no consideration in this regard."
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When the US National Security Advisor recounted the Sino-British collusion to the US political bigwigs, he couldn't help but feel a sense of absurdity. It wasn't that the US political bigwigs were absurd, but that when countries maneuvered internationally for their own interests, the content they displayed was often very absurd.

In 1924, He Rui led his army into the pass and annihilated foreign troops in various concessions. Including garrisons in China and concession personnel, tens of thousands of people from Great Powers other than Japan were killed. Among them, the United States lost over a thousand people. For the United States, this should have been a memorable casualty loss. He Rui's reason for doing this, at least the explicit reason, was to recover Chinese sovereignty over concessions.

Because in the previous war between the Northeast Government and Japan, the Japanese army investing one million troops suffered hundreds of thousands of casualties. Britain had a squadron sunk by Chinese suicide attack aircraft, and in the subsequent Sino-British War, the million-strong British army suffered hundreds of thousands of casualties again. There were also tens of thousands of ANZAC troops captured, who were probably about to be executed now. Therefore, the governments of the Great Powers did not mention the deaths in 1924.

However, only half a year after the end of the Sino-British War, China proposed to provide concessions to Britain. Is there anything more absurd than this?

Three years ago, in order to recover concessions, He Rui slaughtered personnel of various Great Powers in China. Three years later, he indicated to Britain that concessions could be provided. This is realist international politics.

Even if Britain obtained concessions in China now, it would first have to pay high concession fees to the He Rui government. At the same time, Britain could neither dump goods in China through concessions nor use armed forces in concessions to influence China's internal affairs. Acquiring concessions would only mean losing money across the board.

If Britain really wanted to use Chinese ports to attack the United States, forming an alliance with China before the war broke out or making a direct request to China could achieve the same effect.

The US National Security Advisor knew very well that Sino-British cooperation at this stage was a gesture, but the mere gesture made by two Great Powers, China and Britain, had already constituted huge pressure on the United States. Using diplomacy to achieve strategic goals is a brilliant diplomatic means. The standard displayed by the He Rui government in diplomacy is undoubtedly top-tier.

The Republican Senate President broke the silence, "Is it possible for China and Britain to reach a military alliance when dealing with our country?"

To President Coolidge, Secretary of State Frank, and the US National Security Advisor, such a question proved that the Republican Senate President was frightened by He Rui's diplomatic means. But none of the three answered immediately; their eyes swept over the faces of the Democratic and Republican bigwigs. The bigwigs were relatively portly, and their skin showed some oiliness under the temperature of mid-June. White people have a lot of body hair; on the exposed skin of their faces and necks, the fine hairs were already slightly sticking to the skin. Because they felt the pressure, the oiliness was also mixed with some sweat.

Since these bigwigs no longer treated it lightly, Secretary of State Frank said, "Such a situation will not occur at this stage. But once the US-China confrontation continues or even escalates, China will have to choose Britain in more aspects."

President Coolidge was the Vice President of the previous President Warren Gamaliel Harding. In 1923, President Warren Gamaliel Harding died suddenly during a speaking tour in California, and Coolidge succeeded as President, easily winning re-election in 1925. At this time, President Coolidge's gaze was fixed on the Democratic chairmen of the Senate and House. He noticed that although these two had vigilance in their expressions, after hearing that a 'Sino-British Alliance' against the US would not appear immediately, they looked somewhat unconcerned. After all, the current President Coolidge was a Republican, and the Democrats had no reason to help the Republicans with all their might.

Seeing such a reaction, Coolidge said, "Gentlemen, whether our main opponent now is China or Britain, I think everyone is very clear. The biggest contradiction between the US and China at present is the Chinese Exclusion Act. After solving the problem of the Chinese Exclusion Act, how to determine a series of new agreements between China and the US in the future will take a considerable amount of time. This administration may not be able to complete these new agreements. Therefore, I think it is necessary to promote the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act now."

Hearing Coolidge express his view, the Democratic House Chairman asked, "Is it possible to force China to propose abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act first through a trade war? China is now the largest importer of medicines to the United States. I think banning Chinese medicines might be a very good choice."

This remark was a bit meaningful. It is well known that shortly after the Republican National Convention in 1924, Coolidge's younger son Calvin developed a blister while playing tennis on the White House tennis court, and subsequently his life was in danger due to wound infection. It was precisely the use of drugs that had not yet passed US approval at that time that barely saved his life. This also led to Chinese sulfonamides and penicillin quickly obtaining approval from the US Food and Drug Administration, becoming hot-selling drugs in the United States ever since. Normal politicians could hear something from these words.

Of course, one cannot accuse this proposal of being targeted. Chinese drugs indeed sold very well in the United States, earning a large amount of dollars, which also allowed China to increase imports of goods from the United States. Cutting off China's drug exports to the US could indeed deal a heavy blow to China's strong trade items with the US.

Secretary of State Frank answered immediately, "China cannot take the initiative to propose abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act to the United States. He Rui never strives for legitimate interests through begging."

The Democratic House Chairman asked back, "He Rui has already expressed a request to provide concessions to Britain..."

"That was not He Rui's request!" Frank immediately interrupted the Democratic House Chairman.

After such a small contest, the Democratic House Chairman said no more. The Democratic Senate Chairman took over the conversation, "If we take the initiative to abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act, America's dignity will be greatly impacted."

Coolidge answered immediately, "Do you gentlemen think China is America's biggest opponent now?"

When the topic of discussion was brought back to the core issue by the President, the group of political bigwigs fell silent again. But silence did not mean these people were persuaded. The US political bigwigs began to seriously consider how to operate in Congress. The Republican bigwigs, whose core base was in the North, had already decided to support the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act. Besides President Coolidge being a Republican, the Republican northern states quite supported expanding foreign trade. China's revival meant the Chinese market became larger, and US advantageous industrial products had a broader sales market.

After the Democratic bigwigs fell silent, the Republican Whip spoke first, "I will talk to the congressmen."

The Democratic Whip exchanged glances with the chairmen of the Senate and House, and also followed, "I will also contact the congressmen."

The Sino-US conflict is a diplomatic issue, and military and diplomacy are the powers of the US President. Moreover, the Chinese Exclusion Act was passed in 1882. After 45 years, the congressmen who voted back then were all dead. The current Republican and Democratic parties had no direct relationship with the Chinese Exclusion Act of that year. Now the number of Chinese with US citizenship was only 60,000; the Democratic Party had absolutely no intention of inciting public opinion against this small number of Chinese.

Seeing the bigwigs express their stance, President Coolidge confirmed that the bigwigs of both parties understood the relationship between abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act and US national interests, so he ended the meeting.

On June 20, the US Textile Association held a press conference. Chairman Michael personally issued a statement on US textile trade. However, as soon as the press conference began, someone among the opposing reporters shouted, "Chairman Michael, which consortium do you represent this time? Is it the Morgan Consortium, the Rockefeller Consortium, or the DuPont family?"

This was obviously a reporter here to tear down the stage. Michael acted as if he heard nothing, just continuing to read from the prepared manuscript. Purely from the content, the level of this statement was very high. US cotton production was huge, and cotton farmers were trapped by the fluctuations in international cotton prices. China is a huge market. If China openly purchases US cotton, it can allow US cotton farmers to increase production greatly while ensuring the stability of US cotton prices. Therefore, the US Textile Association supports good trade relations between China and the US.

As for the Chinese Exclusion Act, that is a matter for US politics. Michael actually looked down on the American public because although the phrase 'evil capitalists manipulate politics' is not wrong, the American public's understanding of this phrase is incorrect. Capitalists care about profits; very few capitalists are truly interested in politics itself. So capitalists are not interfering in politics but trying to promote policies beneficial to capitalists. These policies may not necessarily run counter to national interests most of the time.

For example, expanding Sino-US trade itself aligns with US national interests. If one must say Michael manipulated US politics in this matter, Michael actually hoped he had such ability. However, in fact, it was not the case at all!

As Michael expected, after the press conference ended, a large number of US newspapers began to fiercely criticize Michael's view that 'establishing good Sino-US trade relations is beneficial to the United States'. Among the opposing opinions, those grandstanding stated 'Evil capitalists start controlling US politics again'. Those with ulterior motives shouted 'China grossly interferes in US domestic politics'. When Michael looked through the newspapers, he really wasn't sure if the people writing such news were 'stupid or bad'. If they were fools who didn't even know what the Chinese Exclusion Act was, there was nothing to discuss. Among the news Michael saw, except for *USA Today* and the *Foreign Affairs* magazine founded in 1922, which had a few articles introducing the Chinese Exclusion Act, other media were just publishing inflammatory articles.

The term 'Chinese Exclusion Act' was not used domestically in the United States; instead, the official name of the 'Chinese Exclusion Act' context, the "Burlingame Treaty", was used for description (Note: Historically, the Burlingame Treaty was 1868 and pro-immigration; the Exclusion Act 1882 suspended it. The text implies the public is confused by technical terms or the media uses obscure treaty names to hide the reality of exclusion. I will follow the text's implication that the public doesn't understand the legal term used). Just looking at such a name, how could ordinary Americans know what this act meant? Americans who really knew the specific content of the "Burlingame Treaty" act belonged to at least a certain political group in the United States, and a few were experts interested in this.

But Michael felt that by heating up the emotions of the American public through events like workers' marches, he had completed his task. As for what would happen later, that was the stage for the small group of upper-class people with more power in the United States.

Just as Michael expected, the Democratic Whip soon discovered that Democratic congressmen generally opposed abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act. Except for a few grandstanding Democratic congressmen who tried to gain some votes by showing a tough attitude on this matter, most opposing Democratic congressmen really had their own political demands.

After completing the background check, the Democratic Whip invited Representative McDonald, who was relatively representative, to his office and asked straight to the point, "What is your reason for opposing the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act?"

Representative McDonald had a face red from the sun. The southern states of the United States were basically agricultural states with high temperatures and fierce sun. So white skin was easily sunburned, showing a red color. Therefore, American southerners were also called 'rednecks'. Representative McDonald's skin was not sunburned from working in the fields, but from campaigning everywhere in the state. Hearing the Whip's question, McDonald said with a southern state accent, "I have only one reason for opposing. After abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act, what will be the next act targeting non-whites to be abolished? This is not what I care about, but what my voters care about."
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The Democratic leaders of the Senate and House, along with the Party Whip, chatted while eating in a restaurant with Southern flavors, and soon analyzed the situation within the Democratic Party clearly. Senators in the Senate (the name of the US Senate implies a council of elders; each state has 2 senators, mostly from powerful political families in that state) did not oppose it in principle, but Democratic senators believed the Republicans must make some compromises.

About half of the Representatives in the House of Representatives (the people's house, elected according to population proportion) opposed abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act. Among them, besides Representative O'Hara who firmly opposed abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act because he inherited the political legacy of the congressman who promoted the act, the congressmen opposing the abolition were either from Southern states or from constituencies where Democrats gathered in Republican states.

Having determined the situation within the Democratic Party, the three Democratic bigwigs had finished their main course. The Whip wanted to take out the flask from his pocket and take a sip. But the Prohibition Act had been passed, so drinking openly like this was inappropriate. So the Whip picked up his coffee and asked, "I think we can talk to Hoover."

The Democratic leaders of the Senate and House were hesitating about what to do. Hearing this suggestion, their brows immediately smoothed. Appointed as the head of the US Food Administration in 1917, Hoover's political prestige climbed all the way with his outstanding work. Both the Democratic Party and the Republican Party extended olive branches to Hoover, who was then an independent.

Hoover joined the Republican Party in 1920 and became Secretary of Commerce in 1921, working until now. During this period, many of Hoover's policies were deeply recognized by both parties. Especially in the current Coolidge Prosperity period, Hoover's prestige was even higher. It was generally believed that Hoover was very likely to become the next US President.

The Democratic leaders of the Senate and House both believed Hoover would provide a better political trade. Making Hoover owe the Democratic Party a favor now could yield more returns in the future. Listening to the discussion of these two guys, the Whip put down the half-drunk coffee and asked in a somewhat deliberate tone, "Do you two remember the proposal Hoover promoted in 1917?"

The two Democratic leaders were somewhat surprised. Hoover had promoted very many proposals. Since 10 years had passed since 1917, the two couldn't immediately think of which outstanding promotion the Whip valued.

The Whip was not unhappy because of the dullness of these two guys. The leaders of the Senate and House were very powerful, but their power mainly lay in passing or rejecting bills. US Congressmen were all arrogant; how could they obey easily? When congressmen did not listen to the party caucus decision, the Whip needed to act.

Now was the time for the Whip to show his strength. Facing the two leaders, the Whip said, "The rule preventing low-income families from moving into middle-income communities."

The two leaders thought for a moment. The Senate leader's brow smoothed, but the House leader was still not quite clear.

The Whip felt somewhat confident. The abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act concerned US national interests. Although the US President held military and diplomatic power, and the US Congress could restrict it through various proposals, it was indeed inconvenient to do so this time. Appeasing US domestic political forces was a state right, and the President's power was at a disadvantage. Contacting Hoover in this field could largely achieve political transactions that the Democratic Party could not complete before.

The next day, US Secretary of Commerce Hoover received a dinner invitation from the Democratic Speaker of the House. According to American political tradition, this meal was definitely to negotiate terms. Hoover didn't really want to go. As Secretary of Commerce, he certainly agreed with abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act. Such a clear stance put Hoover in a passive position naturally.

But Hoover indeed intended to compete for the next US presidency, so he knew he had to go. In US politics, failing to reach an agreement was very common, but daring not to confront an opponent was another matter. Not losing momentum even if losing the argument was a basic requirement for American politicians.

In the evening, Hoover left his office. The secretary handed a bouquet of lilies to Hoover as a gift for the wife of the Democratic Speaker of the House. Sure enough, the Speaker's wife came out to welcome him wearing a cooking apron. This middle-aged Southern woman took the flowers with that simple Southern smile, but didn't even look at the lilies, just simply expressing gratitude to Hoover.

Walking into the Speaker's home, the children of the family were already waiting in the living room. The Speaker introduced his children to Hoover, and Hoover shook hands with these young people one by one with his fleshy hand. The Speaker sent the children away and was about to chat with Hoover when the Speaker's wife walked into the living room, "Dinner is about to be served. I don't allow you to talk politics during mealtime."

Hearing his wife's words, the Speaker laughed, "Alright, Clarice, you are the master of the house."

Hoover had long heard that the Speaker and his wife were deeply in love. Seeing it now, he was also somewhat emotional. So, the whole family sat around the dining table. The Speaker's wife asked the eldest daughter to lead the recitation of the grace. Everyone crossed their hands on their chests, closed their eyes, and listened to the Speaker's eldest daughter recite: "The poor shall eat and be satisfied; those who seek the Lord shall praise him; may your hearts live forever! Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit. As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen."

Southerners were generally pious, and Hoover felt it again at this time. In the North, grace before meals was basically a simple 'Thank God for giving us food'. Actually, grace before meals was not that simple; it was different before breakfast, lunch, and dinner. The prayer of the Speaker's eldest daughter was a standard dinner prayer.

After reciting the prayer, everyone said in unison, "Amen." Only then did the meal begin. At the dinner table, the Speaker's children said nothing, just eating quietly. Hoover, who had been intriguing at various high-class dinner tables for many years, felt a long-lost emotion. That was the feeling when he prayed before meals with his parents when he was a child. Hoover's parents were devout Christians and always did so when eating. But when Hoover was still a child, both parents died of illness. Hoover had developed considerable resistance to religion since then.

Even though the experience of losing both parents in childhood made Hoover dislike religion, Hoover remembered his parents' persistence in cherishing food. So in 1917, when appointed by Wilson as the head of the US Food Administration, Hoover formulated a decentralized management theory contrary to previous US politics, that is, devolving power from the central government to states to counties to individuals, hoping people would consciously save food. Under Hoover's vigorous promotion, the policy achieved significant results.

Perhaps influenced by his parents, Hoover himself did not waste food. Any rice served must be finished, which also created his chubby figure.

Finishing the meal with a calm mood, the Speaker and Hoover finally sat under the eaves of the house facing the garden. The garden couldn't be seen clearly at night, but bursts of floral fragrance proved that the Speaker's wife spent a lot of time on gardening. Amidst the fragrance, the Speaker said, "Mr. Secretary, your promotion of the creation of the Federal Zoning Committee in 1917 was really a very good proposal."

The emotion brought to Hoover by religion and family flew beyond the highest heavens the moment he heard this sentence. Hoover immediately calculated what this Democratic Speaker wanted to do.

Hoover created a federal zoning committee in 1917 to persuade local committees to adopt rules preventing low-income families from moving into middle-income communities. There were indeed a large number of white people among 'low-income families' in the United States, but in the entire low-income group, colored people were the majority. To put it more bluntly, blacks were the main body of low-income families.

Preventing low-income families from moving into middle-income communities meant prohibiting blacks who ran to northern cities from entering white communities to live. In 1917, Hoover was still a 'non-partisan person'. Now Hoover was a highly valued political star in the Republican Party. It was no longer suitable to take actions that 'would be misunderstood'.

But the Speaker did not pester him relentlessly. He said frankly, "Mr. Secretary, we hope to pass a bill authorizing the Federal Home Loan Bank Board and the Home Owners' Loan Corporation to provide marked areas of adverse mortgage risk in urban areas. The Federal Housing Commission should screen community occupancy qualifications based on these area marks."

Hoover did not express his opinion, just listened quietly. The idea of the bill proposed by the Democratic Speaker was essentially a segregation law. After the Civil War, the North did not liquidate the Southern landlord class. Especially after Lincoln was assassinated, the Republican Party had to accept a Democratic president to stabilize the US political situation. This allowed American blacks, although no longer slaves, to still fail to obtain equal civil rights.

In order not to tear the United States apart again, the US Supreme Court did not propose federal bills for black equality rights, which led to states being able to enact their own state laws. Southern states took this opportunity to universally implement segregation laws, and many southern towns even implemented 'Sundown Town' laws. This law stipulated that once the sun set, if a black person appeared in a white town or white community, white police could kill the black person immediately.

Of course, these laws would not be written directly like this; 'black people' were replaced by other nouns, such as 'suspicious persons' or 'low-income suspicious persons'. This is the 'wonderful use' of legal provisions. Even the most venomous segregation and racial oppression can be whitewashed with high-sounding words.

Just like the 'areas of adverse mortgage risk' mentioned by the Democratic Speaker, they were black neighborhoods. This was exactly the same as the 'preventing low-income families from moving into middle-income communities' promoted by Hoover back then.

The Democratic Party added a clause to the policy promoted by Hoover in 1917, 'authorizing the Federal Home Loan Bank Board and the Home Owners' Loan Corporation to provide marked areas of adverse mortgage risk in urban areas', giving whites who opposed blacks moving into white communities a legal basis. Black areas were poor areas. With the double insurance of the 'Federal Home Loan Bank Board and Home Owners' Loan Corporation', black areas were destined to be marked as adverse mortgage loan areas, and blacks in this area would never have the opportunity to move into white communities. It fully displayed the application of linguistic art in politics.

After completing the 'elegant description completely unrelated to racial discrimination', the Speaker said bluntly, "Mr. Secretary, if you can play a promoting role in the subsequent communication between the two parties, I think the probability of abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act will be very high."

Hearing this, Hoover, who had been mute all along, asked, "Is this the view of Democratic congressmen?"

"At least it is the view of the Representatives." The Speaker answered Hoover's question clearly.

Hoover didn't ask more, but stood up and said, "In that case, I will take my leave."

When parting, the Speaker's wife stuffed a large bag of food into Hoover's hands, all Southern food like fried meat patties cooked by her personally. Looking at the simple smile of the lady, Hoover took the food, barely expressed his gratitude to the lady, and got into his car.

Watching the car drive away in a flash, the Speaker's wife asked her husband puzzledly, "Does Secretary Hoover not like Southern food?"

The Speaker did not answer. He looked in the direction Hoover's car left in the darkness for a while, then put his arm around his wife's shoulder and answered, "I don't think so. Maybe Secretary Hoover feels unwell."

After speaking, the Speaker said, "Let's go, my dear. Let's go back inside." The couple leaned on each other and walked into the home lit with warm lights.
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The Democratic and Republican parties were both thousand-year-old foxes, so they naturally had no interest in playing ghost stories. The Democratic bigwigs united the congressmen within the Democratic Party with great sincerity and offered three options to the Republican Party.

With the blessing of linguistic art, none of the three proposals contained a single word related to 'Blacks', 'Racial Discrimination', or 'Segregation'. But the Republicans saw at a glance that all three proposals were bills reinforcing racial discrimination. At this stage, Lincoln's name was still on the Republican Party's memorial tablet. Even if the Republican Party had little interest in promoting equal rights, it could not directly accept the Democratic Party's political trade.

Since the parties couldn't settle it, the matter was pushed back to the President. After reading the three proposals from the Democrats, cabinet members gave suggestions to the President from the perspective of technocrats.

Among the three options provided by the Democrats, the most excessive was to make Jim Crow laws federal law. Under Jim Crow laws (named after a derogatory term for blacks), legislators segregated everything from schools to residential areas, parks, theaters, swimming pools, cemeteries, mental hospitals, prisons, and residences. Hospitals had separate waiting rooms for whites and blacks.

The Democrats believed the sufficient reason was that in 1915, Oklahoma became the first state to even separate public telephone booths. Colleges were segregated, and separate black institutions were established, such as Howard University in Washington D.C. and Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee.

Although the other two options were not so radical, they were also plans supporting segregation. Therefore, most cabinet members believed the President did not need to accept the Democratic Party's political blackmail. The Secretary of Health believed that as long as external pressure increased, the President could use such an external situation to demand the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act.

Hoover listened quietly. He already had his own judgment at this time, so he was not in a hurry to speak. It wasn't that the Democratic Party bought Hoover, but the Democratic Party indeed expressed sincerity to Hoover. Of course, this sincerity was based on the Democratic Party's belief that Hoover's stance on racial issues was relatively close to the Democratic Party, so they informed Hoover of the plan the Democratic Party genuinely wanted to pass. This was equivalent to revealing their bottom card to Hoover, and this bottom card was sincere enough.

Secretary of State Frank expressed an opinion against waiting at this time, "China and Britain are gradually getting closer now. Once they get too close, many situations we don't want to see will happen."

"For example!" asked the Secretary of Health who spoke just now.

Secretary of State Frank answered immediately, "If China, Britain, and Japan hold joint military exercises, in what direction do you think domestic sentiment will develop?"

Cabinet members inclined to wait and see changed their expressions upon hearing such a hypothesis. Before they could question whether such a hypothesis was too absurd, Secretary of State Frank continued, "Gentlemen, judging from everything He Rui has done, why do you think He Rui wouldn't do this?"

The cabinet members fell silent. Since stepping onto China's political stage in 1915, everything He Rui did was beyond common sense. What was more surprising was that no matter what choice beyond common sense He Rui made, he was the final victor. Considering this line of thought, it wouldn't be strange for China, Britain, and Japan to conduct joint military exercises.

The US National Security Advisor joined the speech, "If the current US-China dispute hadn't occurred, we would have wanted to propose to He Rui that we are willing to help China build a fleet with more than 3 battleships."

Some cabinet members had heard of such an idea, but more members hadn't. Facing those stunned cabinet members, the National Security Advisor added, "My suggestion to Mr. President was that if China wants to immediately possess a navy with more than 5 battleships, we can provide preferential loans to China to facilitate China's purchase of battleships from the US Navy."

Some cabinet members were even more surprised, but some understood, such as Secretary of Commerce Hoover. A smile appeared on Hoover's face; he felt the National Security Advisor was really a talent.

The purpose of any country developing a blue-water navy must be to fight against a set enemy. If China accepted the US suggestion and purchased a blue-water fleet with 5 battleships as the core, the enemy set by China would inevitably be Britain. Being designated as a combat target by China, Britain's national security would immediately face a challenge.

So Britain took advantage of the Sino-US dispute to send generals from naval academies to visit the Qingdao Naval Academy and Dalian Naval Academy in China. According to the news released by the British side at the press conference, the British side proposed to the Chinese Navy that Britain provide China with construction technology for battleships and cruisers, as well as British naval training.

If China accepted British naval training and British naval technology, then the enemy of the developed Chinese blue-water navy would naturally be set as the United States. In the matter of wooing China, Britain, like the United States, wanted to set up a new enemy for the other side.

US cabinet members were all elites. Even if they were shocked at first, they quickly calmed down and straightened out their thoughts. Everyone had to admit that Secretary of State Frank's view was correct. He Rui's strategy was clear and cold. If the United States could not abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act, He Rui would very likely take more drastic measures. If the President wanted to abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act quickly, he had to accept one of the three proposals from the Democratic Party.

The eyes of the cabinet members fell on President Coolidge. President Coolidge was also somewhat indecisive. He finally asked, "Herbert, what do you think?"

Hoover's full name was 'Herbert Clark Hoover'. Hearing the President ask, Hoover answered immediately, "I think we can choose the Zoning Act."

This answer expressed both Hoover's view and his suggestion. Hearing Hoover speak so clearly, President Coolidge fell silent again. But without considering for too long, President Coolidge informed the cabinet members to adjourn. This order undoubtedly informed the cabinet members that President Coolidge accepted Hoover's suggestion.

After the meeting, Hoover was somewhat absent-minded. While making suggestions to the President, he also accepted the goodwill of the Democratic Speaker of the House. Although reciprocating to this extent was not a big deal in American politics, Hoover himself didn't like it much. Moreover, Hoover felt China's increasing influence. Hoover already intended to participate in the next presidential election, but the current 'Coolidge Prosperity' made President Coolidge's prestige sky-high. Someone in the Republican Party was already asking President Coolidge to run for the next US President. It was generally believed within the Republican Party and among the American public that if President Coolidge continued to run, it would basically be a sure win. If Hoover showed his intention to participate in the election, he would face hostility from Republican members supporting Coolidge. Expressing the intention to participate in the election now would undoubtedly be foolish.

Since Hoover intended to run for president, he had to start considering the diplomatic part of his campaign platform. With China's influence expanding day by day, Hoover had to consider China. With the strength displayed by the He Rui government now, Hoover really couldn't be sure about the situation a year later.

Out of the idea of running for president, Hoover had his own considerations. US congressmen who had no intention of running for president also had their thoughts. Democratic bigwigs quickly got the results they hoped for. Since they could explain to their voters, those Democratic congressmen who said they would oppose the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act changed their stance one after another. Some Democratic congressmen who originally supported the abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act also conveyed the latest US political changes to the consortiums providing campaign funds through various channels at this time.

The Morgan Consortium was eager to go to China, and Rockefeller was satisfied with the restoration of Sino-US oil trade. The DuPont family had mixed feelings, perhaps with a little more worry. After Sino-US relations improved, DuPont family's sales to China might increase, but the DuPont family felt that China had already participated in technical competition in many advanced fields, and this development was a bit too fast. The emergence of strong competitors was normal for the DuPont family; even during the recent Great War in Europe, the DuPont family was not even considered a competitor by those European companies. But now the DuPont family had become a world-renowned chemical enterprise, competing with European rivals. So the DuPont family had more feelings about the rise of Chinese peers.

However, generally speaking, US consortiums were happy to see changes in US political circles. However, things thought to be settled quickly dragged on from late June to late July. This made the consortiums feel something was wrong.

On July 31, a guest came to Rockefeller's large country villa; it was a Senator. After a few hours of conversation, the Senator left Rockefeller's house and continued to go to the Caribbean for vacation. Rockefeller had already arranged to host the Senator's family at a luxury holiday estate in the Caribbean region.

On August 3, the chubby Italian-American Al Capone left the 'Lexington' Hotel and walked into the parking lot. His driver had already driven out the black Ford sedan Capone often rode. Capone immediately ordered the driver to drive out the silver-gray Cadillac.

Soon, Capone's convoy drove out of the parking lot and headed straight for the shores of Lake Michigan. The federal agents who recognized Capone's convoy immediately began to tail them. In the eyes of federal agents, such a large convoy going to Lake Michigan likely had several corpses in the trunk of a certain car, or Capone's enemies tied up securely, ready to be thrown into Lake Michigan with stones attached.

Although the classic method of the Capone gang was strafing with submachine guns nicknamed 'Chicago Typewriters', this didn't mean Capone would leave Lake Michigan unused.

However, at the intersection, a silver-gray Cadillac left Capone's convoy. Federal agents had encountered such things before and knew this was a diversion tactic (luring the tiger away from the mountain), so they ignored the first silver-gray Cadillac leaving the convoy and continued to tail. They prepared to split forces to track only when a second car left the convoy. The silver-gray Cadillac went straight to the shores of Lake Michigan.

By a woods with nice scenery, Capone got out of the car. He walked off the road, undid his pants in the wormwood by the roadside, peed comfortably, and then returned to the car. The silver Cadillac continued forward, turned a corner, and drove along a small path.

Soon, the humid and hot feeling of the summer lake water entered the car through the open front window. There was a lakeside bench ahead, and a man wearing a business suit common in the United States was already sitting on the bench. Americans' 'suits' were not called suits at all in European eyes, because these loose clothes were favorites of American businessmen, and Europeans called American-style suits characterized by looseness 'business suits'.

But Americans didn't care about the evaluation of Europeans. All classes in the United States would choose 'business suits' as long as they could afford them. Capone was Italian, so naturally, he wore a handmade Italian suit. Walking up to the person who had already arrived, he heard the person say, "You're late."

Capone had a chubby face with three scars on it, which was the origin of Capone's nickname 'Scarface'. However, Capone had a naive look; even with 'scars', he didn't look particularly vicious.

Facing the other party's unfriendly opening, Capone replied smilingly, "Since I'm already late, saying more apologies is useless. May I ask why you called me here?"

The person didn't answer but opened a very ordinary briefcase and took out a document from it. Capone took it and looked at it for a moment, his expression finally becoming serious. The document was about the FBI's investigation into Capone's strong support for Dever's opponent "Big Bill" Thompson in April 1927—Chicago's election month—enabling him to win the election with 83,072 votes.

After "Big Bill" Thompson became mayor, Capone moved back to Chicago from Cicero and owned two floors in Chicago's best hotel—the Lexington.

The FBI tried every means to find solid evidence of the Capone crime syndicate earning 100 million dollars annually through criminal activities, but the report showed that even though they found two informants, they couldn't get solid evidence.

Capone asked, "If I want to know the names of these two people, what do I need to do?"

The person meeting Capone took out a piece of paper. Capone hadn't expected this person to be so straightforward and took it with some hesitation. He saw the information of several people written on the paper; they were all Southerners, hundreds or even thousands of kilometers away from Chicago.

"Do you understand?" The person said, kicking a small stone by his foot into Lake Michigan.

Capone knew he couldn't bargain with this person. Capone's syndicate might not even earn 100 million dollars a year, and this was the income of a syndicate, not Capone's personal income. The person behind the one who called Capone here had an income of hundreds of millions of dollars annually. Moreover, the person behind him also owned his own private army, a private army that had bloodily suppressed very many worker riots. A private army that Capone's gangsters couldn't fight against at all.

Putting away the paper, Capone asked, "Do I need to notify specially?"

"We will know." After speaking, the person stood up, picked up the briefcase, left the bench, and disappeared into the woods by the lake before long.

Only then did Capone couldn't help spitting. Although Capone was famous, compared with those at the top of American power, Capone was just a running dog remembered only when he had utility value.

'These evil capitalists!' The evaluation only used by left-wing newspapers popped up in Capone's mind.
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On August 5, Capone received a famous American biographer passing through Chicago at the 'Lexington' Hotel. This annoyed the FBI agents, who couldn't help but joke, "Hope Capone writes his crimes into his biography."

Annoyance aside, Capone's exposure to the magnesium lights made his whereabouts easier to determine, and it was convenient for the FBI agents monitoring Capone to concentrate their manpower. The FBI agents didn't notice that Capone's capable lieutenant, Jack McGurn, considered the top Italian hitman, was quietly leaving Chicago, heading south along Capone's bootlegging transport line.

This was a logistics line with very many storage facilities. Liquor restricted by the US Prohibition Act was produced in Canada and moonshine workshops, transported by trucks on highways through territories controlled by local snakes, and reached the American public who were full of desire for alcoholic beverages.

Jack McGurn slept on a bed made of straw in a bootlegging warehouse on the first night. At the same time, representatives of Britain and Japan in Beiping were conducting the third day of talks. The British representative had determined the future strategy of the Japanese Republic. This country, once regarded as balancing the Far East order, had abandoned the traditional strategy of military expansion and decided to follow the path of peaceful development. The traditional Anglo-Japanese Alliance could no longer be maintained.

Britain was already mentally prepared for this. Since Japan had a new policy, the British representative also decisively stated that the British preferential loans to Japan signed previously based on the Anglo-Japanese Alliance would be postponed indefinitely.

It could be seen that although the Japanese side was somewhat disappointed, they were not shaken. After all, Sino-Japanese trade was recovering now. The benefits that Britain's 150 million interest-free advance could bring to Japan were far less than the volume of Sino-Japanese trade. Therefore, the British Cabinet did not expect to rebuild the Anglo-Japanese Alliance targeting China and the Soviet Union. As long as Japan no longer demanded Britain fulfill the preferential treatment given to Japan under the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, Britain could consider recognizing the government of the Japanese Republic.

This news couldn't be hidden, and the US government also heard it. Secretary of Commerce Hoover felt somewhat fortunate that he decisively chose to support Secretary of State Frank's view at that time, demanding a compromise with the Democrats as soon as possible. With such a mood, Hoover got out of the car in front of the Roosevelt family residence and walked into this luxurious mansion.

Later generations viewed the Roosevelt family as a famous political family that produced two US presidents. In fact, the Roosevelt family was first and foremost a great wealthy family, and 'Old Money'. The distinction between so-called old money and new money lies in how much land the family owns.

For example, Bill Gates came from the US upper class and was 'new money rich' for more than twenty years. Later, Bill Gates purchased more than 242,000 acres (1088.6 square kilometers) of farmland in 19 US states, as well as 27,000 acres of recreational land and transitional land, totaling nearly 270,000 acres (about 1.63 million mu), equivalent to the land of two New Yorks. Bill Gates finally became an 'Old Money noble'.

As for the Roosevelt family, they were solidly old money nobles for hundreds of years. Bill Gates bought land about the size of two New Yorks. The Roosevelt family was once one of the top landlords in New York. The land of Wall Street in New York belonged to the Roosevelt family.

President (Theodore) Roosevelt died in 1917. The one who invited Hoover this time was Franklin D. Roosevelt. The 45-year-old Franklin D. Roosevelt sat in a wheelchair and was pushed by a servant to welcome Hoover outside the main hall. Roosevelt was originally the future star of the family. However, in August 1921, Franklin D. Roosevelt took his whole family to vacation on Campobello Island. After putting out a forest fire, he jumped into the cold sea water to cool himself down, thus contracting polio and becoming disabled ever since.

But Hoover did not slight Roosevelt because of this. President (Theodore) Roosevelt was also renowned in the Republican Party. Moreover, it was rumored that Roosevelt intended to run for Governor of New York State in the future. The land of Wall Street in New York City was the land of the Roosevelt family, showing how much power the Roosevelt family had in New York State. For such a local tycoon, Hoover had neither the qualification nor the idea to slight him.

Following Roosevelt into the living room, there was already a guest on the sofa inside. The guest's oriental face made Hoover look at him for a moment. The guest also stood up; he was in his early thirties, with a slender figure and refined appearance. Roosevelt introduced this person to Hoover.

Hoover stepped forward to shake hands with this Chinese man named Qin Tingyu, recalling the news he got not long ago in his heart. Of course, Hoover was also very polite, asking how long Qin Tingyu had been in the United States.

"I arrived in the United States a month ago," Qin Tingyu answered. His English was very average, but his gestures were very steady; one look and you could tell he was not a subordinate.

Roosevelt invited the two to sit down. Hoover's secretary sat next to Hoover, while Qin Tingyu's two 'attendants' sat on Qin Tingyu's left and right. One of them was a translator, providing translation work for Qin Tingyu when his English ability was insufficient.

"This Mr. Qin Tingyu is a Chinese merchant," Roosevelt introduced.

Hoover nodded, while Hoover's secretary tried his best to hold back a smile. Not long ago, American merchants in China and Chinese merchants Hoover knew when he was the general manager of Kaiping Mines sent news confirming that this Qin Tingyu in his early thirties was an official of China. Moreover, he was one of the 'cultural instructors' recruited by He Rui in Tianjin in 1915.

This news was not only known to Roosevelt and Hoover; the White House also knew it, which was why Hoover ran to Roosevelt's home in New York. Without exchanging pleasantries, Hoover asked straight to the point, "Mr. Qin, I wonder what expectations you think Chairman He Rui has for Sino-US relations."

Qin Tingyu knew Hoover's purpose was to ask how much authorization He Rui had given him, so he smiled, "I am just a merchant and cannot decide national affairs. From a merchant's perspective, I think Sino-US trade has a history of nearly a century. If the US government abolishes the Chinese Exclusion Act, the Chinese government will also cancel relevant acts reciprocally."

Regarding Qin Tingyu's 'merchant's view', Hoover and Roosevelt naturally filtered out Qin Tingyu's 'merchant identity'. He Rui sent Qin Tingyu as a merchant to avoid trouble. 12 years ago, when He Rui went to the Northeast, Qin Tingyu followed He Rui, being the core of He Rui's trusted followers. Sending a figure like Qin Tingyu could express sincerity.

Hoover continued to ask, "How long will it take?"

"Chinese merchants have a long history. Starting from Tao Zhu Gong (Fan Li), we talk about integrity. I think as long as the US government is willing to go to China for talks, when the specific legal issues hindering Sino-US trade will be resolved can be completely determined in the talks."

Hearing that Qin Tingyu meant the US should take the initiative to send a delegation to China, Hoover was not very happy. But he also felt this request was not excessive. After all, the United States enacted the Chinese Exclusion Act first, so it was reasonable for the United States to send a delegation to China.

At this time, Roosevelt interjected, "What if the United States has abolished the Chinese Exclusion Act before the US delegation sets off?"

"As a merchant, I personally expect that the Chinese government can also give reciprocal goodwill immediately."

Hoover believed Qin Tingyu's answer meant that if the US abolished the Chinese Exclusion Act, China would also abolish the Exclusion of Americans Act immediately. But it was inconvenient to ask this question at this time. Just as Hoover wanted to beat around the bush, he heard Qin Tingyu continue, "In the view of a merchant like me, there are too many agreements to be negotiated between China and the US, such as the 'Agreement on Sino-US Citizen Travel, Migration, and Judicial Cooperation', the 'Sino-US Investment, Trade, and Tariff Package Agreement', and the 'Sino-US Industrial Cooperation and Tariff Adjustment Supplementary Agreement'. If these negotiations still cannot fully determine mutual trust between China and the US, then the 'China-Japan-US Pacific Security and Reinsurance Agreement' can also be discussed. Of course, this is just my view as a merchant."

From the perspective of Secretary of Commerce Hoover, the first few issues of personnel exchanges, judicial cooperation, trade, and tariffs were necessary and required a lot of time for negotiation and bargaining. Hearing the 'China-Japan-US Pacific Security and Reinsurance Agreement', Hoover was truly completely sure that Qin Tingyu was indeed He Rui's special envoy. If Qin Tingyu was just a person coming to communicate with Washington, he would never, and dare not, mention the 'China-Japan-US Pacific Security and Reinsurance Agreement'.

Roosevelt was not as excited as Hoover. Sipping the Wuyi Mountain white tea Qin Tingyu gave him, Roosevelt felt Qin Tingyu was an excellent person. After graduating from college, Roosevelt became a lawyer and specialized in various legal affairs related to the underworld. He met Situ Meitang, the leader of the Chinese-American Chee Kung Tong, and the two established a very good relationship. The Roosevelt family had a big business and always had some shady things to deal with. Various gang forces undoubtedly provided good help to the Roosevelt family.

After meeting Qin Tingyu through Situ Meitang's introduction initially, Roosevelt also mobilized influence in China and easily confirmed Qin Tingyu's identity. But no matter how Roosevelt tried to get information, Qin Tingyu, this 30-year-old young man, always let Roosevelt's attempts die without illness very appropriately. Now meeting Hoover, a star within the Republican Party who might run for the next president, Qin Tingyu explained the He Rui government's thoughts clearly and expounded with an unhurried attitude. This made Roosevelt evaluate the He Rui government very highly.

The He Rui government's diplomatic operation of turning clouds into rain especially made Roosevelt admire it. Wanting to enter politics after being disabled, the challenge faced was immense. Moreover, Roosevelt was already 45 years old this year. Entering politics at this time, Roosevelt's goal was not just a Governor of New York State. Through the news brought by Qin Tingyu, Roosevelt personally felt He Rui's ambitious ambition. Such a Chinese leader would definitely not be a person content with the status quo.

Hoover's feeling was different from Roosevelt's. He felt the He Rui government's political sensitivity was quite high. According to the US government organizational structure, the Secretary of State is responsible for foreign affairs. It would be most logical for He Rui's special envoy to meet the Secretary of State. But the He Rui government sent 'a merchant', so naturally, he could meet Hoover, the US Secretary of Commerce, first.

In the judgment of the He Rui government, President Coolidge very likely would not participate in the next presidential election. Because of this meeting, Hoover would become the person to convey the He Rui government's attitude to President Coolidge. With the current attitude of the US government, the Chinese Exclusion Act must be abolished. That is to say, as Secretary of Commerce, Hoover made a contribution in diplomacy. This is a bet, and also a release of goodwill.

Plus the previous dinner with the US Speaker of the House, although Hoover didn't get carried away, he felt very good in his heart.

After steadying his mind, Hoover asked, "Does the Chinese government intend to cooperate with the United States in broader fields, including the military field?"

Qin Tingyu smiled and said, "I am just a merchant; I cannot know these. I also have no ability to make judgments on this."

Hoover roughly determined that the authorization Qin Tingyu obtained was only this much. Of course, obtaining authorization to such an extent was already quite remarkable. Even if the US Secretary of State negotiated with China, the authorization he could get would be just this much, or maybe even not this much.

The subsequent conversation was very relaxed. Qin Tingyu said what should be said very thoroughly, but not a single word of what shouldn't be said. This 30-year-old young official of the He Rui government left a very deep impression on Hoover.

After dinner that evening, Hoover took the train from New York to Washington. Lying on the sleeper, Hoover combed through the content of how he should report to President Coolidge repeatedly several times before falling asleep.

At 6 o'clock the next morning, Hoover appeared at the White House. President Coolidge received Hoover in his pajamas. After quietly listening to Hoover's report, Coolidge asked, "Is this person's identity credible?"

Hoover answered immediately, "I have confirmed it, and since the Roosevelt family is willing to come forward for him, they should have also confirmed it."

President Coolidge was basically relieved. Before the US government decided to abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act, it must determine the reaction of the Chinese side. If there was no such communication, once the US abolished the Chinese Exclusion Act but China didn't, this administration would have created an unprecedented major scandal for the United States, truly losing all national dignity.

With the news brought by the special envoy of the He Rui government, things were easy to handle. Just as President Coolidge was thinking, the secretary outside the door knocked and entered, "Mr. President, the Secretary of State and the National Security Advisor have arrived."

After these two entered and saw Hoover was already there, there was a suppressed unhappiness in their expressions, which they tried their best to pretend was calm. Hoover could imagine the mood of these two, so he didn't mind. When President Coolidge asked Hoover to recount the content of the meeting to the two, their expressions became somewhat colorful when they heard the content of the "China-Japan-US Pacific Security and Reinsurance Agreement".

Hoover was greatly satisfied in his heart and let the matter go. Secretary of State Frank was also a calm person; after a moment of excitement, he quickly returned to working state. He asked, "Mr. President, should we talk to the Democrats?"

At this time, the alarm clock by Democratic Representative O'Hara's bed rang. Half a minute later, Representative O'Hara raised his arm, found the stop button on top of the alarm clock, and pressed it. The alarm stopped. Turning over, Representative O'Hara covered his head with a summer quilt. Half a minute later, he lifted the summer quilt and sat up from the bed.

The young woman sharing the bed turned over, wanting to continue sleeping. Representative O'Hara patted the young woman's buttocks a few times, "Jennifer, make me a cup of coffee."

The young woman got up groaning, rubbing her eyes reluctantly and walking towards the kitchen. Representative O'Hara lay on the bed and started smoking to refresh himself as soon as possible.

Up to now, as a hardliner in the Democratic Party, Representative O'Hara had united some representatives to express firm opposition. At least, O'Hara's reason was, 'The Republicans only agreed to one of the three proposals; this is not enough. At least two must be passed.'

But Representative O'Hara also knew very well that his request was excessive. But Representative O'Hara had no choice; the political legacy he inherited was the congressman who promoted the Chinese Exclusion Act back then. So he had to be worthy of this inheritance. Suddenly, Representative O'Hara felt his left eyelid start to twitch for some reason.
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Representative O'Hara left his lover's home and went straight to the House of Representatives. Today, the Speaker and the Whip invited him for a meeting. Representative O'Hara knew very well what this meeting would be about. Sure enough, the Speaker said straight to the point, "The resolution to abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act may soon pass in the Senate."

"Is it just abolishing one act, or all related acts?" Representative O'Hara asked. The Chinese Exclusion Act was the foundation of a series of acts. If it were just abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act, Representative O'Hara knew he couldn't stop it. But if a series of acts were all abolished, the implications would be very broad. Representative O'Hara believed he was fully capable of organizing opposition forces within a broader 'abolition of the Chinese Exclusion Act'. There was a high probability of stopping the bill.

The Speaker and the Whip exchanged glances. The Whip curled his lips, indicating that he had exhausted his efforts and had no other plans. The Speaker hesitated slightly. The O'Hara Representative opposite him had red hair, a round chin, and a square jaw; his appearance was quite handsome and very likable. Moreover, Representative O'Hara had very strong influence among Irish-American congressmen and was by no means incompetent.

But with the situation as it was, the Speaker had no other choice. He weighed his words before speaking, "I know many gentlemen want to see foreign pressure. If you, Representative O'Hara, insist on opposing, I have nothing to say."

Originally thinking he would have a fierce argument with the Speaker, he didn't expect the Speaker had absolutely no intention of continuing the discussion. This stunned Representative O'Hara. After being stunned for a moment, Representative O'Hara said angrily, "Are you threatening me?"

The Speaker shook his head. "Representative O'Hara, you are a respectable person. I will not threaten you. And you will never accept threats."

Under such a naked threat, Representative O'Hara felt an intention to concede. Thinking again, Representative O'Hara felt he had absolutely no reason to concede, so he answered in as firm a tone as possible, "I think the United States has no reason to accept China's threat. More importantly, my voters will never accept it."

The Speaker nodded. "Then we have nothing to talk about."

Representative O'Hara became more uneasy. Disagreements and confrontations due to exchange of interests were very common in the US Congress; it wasn't rare for congressmen to shout about duels. Therefore, clearly expressing the termination of all transactions was very rare and very serious.

Things having reached this point, Representative O'Hara decided not to back down for the time being. At this stage, US domestic public opinion was not friendly to China. Easing relations would take a considerable amount of time, and there would be plenty of opportunities for reconciliation later. Thinking of this, Representative O'Hara stood up and left the Speaker's office.

In his own office, he called the offices of several other congressmen who disliked China quite a bit. The secretaries on the other end all stated that the congressmen were busy. Recently, due to the Sino-US trade war, many factory owners stopped work and closed businesses. A large number of unemployed workers took to the streets to demonstrate, demanding the US government solve the problem immediately. The phones in these congressmen's offices were blown up, and the congressmen were busy solving problems in their constituencies.

Representative O'Hara decided to call again in the afternoon. He picked up the latest *Washington Post* on the table and was stunned when he saw the second page. After reading for a moment, Representative O'Hara picked up other newspapers to look through and quickly found similar content. According to research from American universities, it was believed that the Chinese should belong to a branch of the white race. In the newspapers, these American universities not only wrote their own research but also cited similar research from British anthropology.

A burst of curses blurted out. Representative O'Hara was furious. Ordinary American people might be deceived by this bunch of university guys, but he wouldn't. What 'Chinese might be a type of white people'—this was scientific research serving politics nakedly. The reason such research appeared now was for only one purpose: to ease Sino-US relations and make it convenient for politicians to promote policies of relaxation with China.

Thinking of this, Representative O'Hara slammed the newspaper onto the desk. This noise made the congressman's secretary hurry in to see what happened, only to hear Representative O'Hara shout, "Go find Jimson now; I want to meet him."

In the evening, journalist Jimson walked into an Irish pub. The people listening to the boxing broadcast at the table by the door looked up, saw Jimson's red hair, and lowered their heads to continue listening to the broadcast. Red hair was the best pass to enter an Irish pub.

The decoration style in the pub was quite rough, a style loved by heavy manual laborers. Large bottles of spirits were originally placed on the tall shelves behind the bar. With the promulgation of the Prohibition Act, the alcohol disappeared, and many glass jars appeared. Inside the jars were white peeled eggs soaked in liquid.

Jimson ordered one and walked to a table in the corner. Soon, the white peeled egg was served in a wine glass. Jimson took a bite; a strong spicy flavor and the taste of boiled egg exploded in his mouth. The feeling was similar to spirits. This heavy flavor was also liked by Irish immigrants who did heavy manual labor.

If there were a glass of beer at this time, it would go even better with this taste. Jimson knew there was beer in the pub's secret storage room, but he had to meet with Representative O'Hara, so drinking was not suitable at this time. Soon, Representative O'Hara appeared at the pub door. Seeing their congressman appear, the Irishmen nodded in greeting immediately, but no one stepped forward to exchange pleasantries. The congressman was a big shot, a person high above, and one must respect the congressman.

So Representative O'Hara walked up to journalist Jimson and placed a newspaper in front of him. After Jimson opened it, the second page came directly into view. After browsing for a moment, Jimson confirmed that the congressman was probably very dissatisfied with such propaganda. Representative O'Hara said, "I don't think this report is true."

If it were usual, Jimson would understand the congressman's idea and ask how the congressman wanted to fight back. But Jimson expressed his own view at this time, "Anglo-Saxons need to use such statements to whitewash their defeat."

Just as Jimson expected, Representative O'Hara knew such political tricks very well, so he said coldly, "Put photos of Chinese people and Indians (Native Americans) together for comparison. I think it might have a very good effect."

Jimson didn't dare to agree immediately. The newspaper he worked for was at least a medium-sales media. If he made it too big, he might be investigated. So Jimson could only evade, "Is there any comparable object?"

O'Hara wanted to compare He Rui with an Indian very much, but he knew very well that Jimson wouldn't dare to do so no matter what. Finally, he could only say the 'Chinese' who impressed him most, "Fu Manchu and Indians. I think it's a very good comparison."

Jimson felt relieved; this comparison was very interesting. Using a character from a novel would bring very little pressure. He nodded and agreed.

O'Hara prepared to stand up, then sat firmly again. "China defeated the British; what is the impact among the Irish?"

Journalist Jimson could only tell the truth, "The Irish descent feel very surprised, and the people in the Ireland region have a very high evaluation of China."

Ireland had been oppressed by Britain for hundreds of years, and the Great Famine caused Irish people to have a deep hatred for Britain. Representative O'Hara could fully imagine how much the Ireland region appreciated China for defeating Britain. But the Ireland region had no ability to influence the votes of Irish-Americans after all. The situation provided by journalist Jimson was similar to Representative O'Hara's feeling; Irish-Americans didn't show special goodwill towards He Rui. This reassured Representative O'Hara a lot. Actually, thinking about it, one would know. The US population was increasing. If a large number of Chinese entered the United States in the future, the Irish, who were already at the bottom of society, would bear very intense competition. Now the conflict between Irish immigrants and Italian immigrants was already very intense; Irish-Americans would absolutely not look forward to the appearance of new job competitors.

At this time, Secretary of State Frank had appeared at the Roosevelt family residence. It looked a bit strange for an incumbent US Secretary of State to issue an invitation to a 'Chinese merchant' to go to the vacation spot Catoctin Mountain Park in Maryland. But everyone present felt there was no problem. Facing Qin Tingyu, whose true identity belonged to the level of a presidential special envoy, such politeness was very appropriate.

Frank talked with this 30-year-old young man for a while, and his evaluation in his heart was very good. Qin Tingyu was not just a messenger; he was very clear about the political responsibilities he bore. Whether in international relations, politics and military, or commerce and trade, Qin Tingyu's level of understanding was not inferior to ordinary US cabinet members. Facing questions raised by Frank regarding specific execution affairs, Qin Tingyu avoided them very cleverly. This made Secretary of State Frank's evaluation even higher. A person who knows how to talk is often very capable; a person who knows when not to talk is even more capable.

Thus, Frank returned to Washington overnight, preparing to report the experience of this trip to the President early the next morning.

On August 9, US President Coolidge met the young man highly evaluated by Secretary of State Frank at the country villa in Catoctin Mountain Park, Maryland. 30 years old was a very young number for the 55-year-old President Coolidge. Being burdened with heavy responsibilities at such a young age reminded Coolidge that when he was 30, he was still engaged in a not-so-smooth law career.

In the clearing in front of the villa, the stacked firewood by the clearing emitted a very nice smell. It was afternoon; a barbecue fire had been lit in the clearing. President Coolidge listened to Qin Tingyu's translator translating Qin Tingyu's words into fluent English. These contents were not special; they had been sent to President Coolidge through several channels before.

Just then, Representative O'Hara walked out of his office, preparing to go to a bar for a drink. Being given the cold shoulder by the Speaker for the past two days made Representative O'Hara feel considerable pressure.

In the South, in the neighboring constituency of Representative O'Hara, the KKK was calling a rally.

This is the political ecology of the United States. The President, congressmen, and local figures are not subordinate to each other and act independently. Yet they are connected by the bond named America.
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Through conversation, President Coolidge confirmed that Qin Tingyu had indeed received high-level authorization. To get more information, President Coolidge asked, "What degree of friendly relations will Chairman He Rui reach with the United States?"

"Mr. President, have you read the three Sino-British Joint Communiques?" Qin Tingyu asked back.

Coolidge smiled slightly, roughly understanding Qin Tingyu's meaning. The three Sino-British Joint Communiques covered the basic stance of Sino-British relations. US Secretary of State Frank led his team to analyze the contents of the communiques carefully and first concluded that China guaranteed Britain that it would not challenge the Versailles system. At least within the 10 years stipulated by the "Sino-British-French Southeast Asia Security Treaty", China would not challenge the Versailles system.

Since it would not challenge the Versailles system, China would not openly cooperate with the United States to overthrow the Versailles system. Judging from the current situation, China even expressed an attitude of maintaining stability in the Western Pacific to Britain.

Even so, President Coolidge laughed, "Mr. Qin, is China willing to be restricted?"

Qin Tingyu did not answer about the international situation but turned the topic to a relevant yet irrelevant direction, "China is a country with 11 million square kilometers and a population of 480 million. History proves that as long as the Chinese government can ensure political and security stability, China will develop. Mr. President, the development of a population of 480 million is a huge space for imagination."

President Coolidge developed some expectations for China. Because Qin Tingyu's performance made Coolidge believe that a leader with such an outstanding subordinate was worth believing in.

At the same time, at a propaganda meeting of the KKK in the South, the local KKK leader was speaking passionately and loudly to the local white people in front, "We are citizens blessed by God. We must live on this land given by God in the way guided by God. Avoid the temptation of alcohol and marijuana in life, and live in a Puritan way..."

In the distance, Jack McGurn, the most outstanding hitman in the Capone gang, was holding binoculars watching this KKK sermon. Several hitmen beside him looked at the cross in the background and wanted to cross themselves. However, Jack McGurn stopped them as if he had eyes in the back of his head, "Why do you cross yourselves at a Protestant cross?"

The other hitmen were stunned and immediately understood. Italians are Catholics. If it were in earlier times, Catholicism would probably have launched a holy war against Protestantism. Orthodox Catholicism has no reason to show tolerance to those apostates.

Jack McGurn put down the binoculars, squatted down, picked up a small stone casually, and drew a sketch of the rally on the ground with the sharp end. On the podium was the KKK leader; in front of the podium were local white people. These white people did not carry long guns; even if they had weapons, they were short guns carried with them.

So Jack McGurn gave instructions: the car would go around to the back first. Jack McGurn would lead the two best men to sneak over from behind the podium. After finishing the job, they would retreat towards the car, and the driver had to respond quickly. Having determined the direction of action, Jack McGurn called two capable hitmen and got into the car.

Five minutes later, Jack McGurn told the driver who was preparing to stop not to stop. He adjusted the plan and had the car stop directly between the podium and the audience. Because during the drive, Jack McGurn found the passage between these two places was flat enough. The driver was also battle-hardened; although there were dozens of listeners on one side of the car, the driver still executed Jack McGurn's order.

Those white people saw the car drive straight over like this. Although puzzled, they didn't feel threatened. Even when the car stopped in front of the audience, these white people only frowned because of the car's rudeness. But if such a situation appeared in Chicago, Chicagoans who had seen big scenes would not be so calm.

At this time, the car window facing the podium was rolled down. The black muzzles of two 'Chicago Typewriters' stuck out of the window and began to strafe the KKK members on the podium. The official name of the so-called 'Chicago Typewriter' is the Thompson M1921 submachine gun. The reason for its success was the use of 11.43mm (0.45 inch) high-power pistol bullets. Subjected to such strafing at a distance of a few meters, blood splattered from the chests of those KKK members on the podium. A moment later, the four people on the stage fell into pools of their own blood.

And Jack McGurn shouted loudly to the outside, "Anyone who supports the Prohibition Act must die!"

The driver was waiting for this signal. He stepped on the gas, and the car made a screeching sound, rushing towards the road along the passage. Only then did the group of Southern redneck white people realize that the people in the car had launched an attack. Now the white people screamed and stood up one by one, fleeing to the back. Many white people fell in collisions with each other; stools were knocked over by people fleeing in panic, and then tripped the white people fleeing behind.

Jack McGurn kept looking at the venue through the rear window as the car drove onto the road and headed north all the way. It wasn't until the figures of those fleeing white people became tiny that he turned around and said to the other hitmen in the same car, "Didn't they say that bunch of white people all have guns? Looking at their appearance now, do they just treat guns as decorations?"

The hitmen were all characters living on the edge of a knife. Confirming they were safe at this time, hearing Jack McGurn's words, they couldn't help laughing loudly. Because Jack McGurn's words were not sarcastic; if the Chicago hitman syndicate had so many guns, they would definitely not let the assassins leave alive.

In Catoctin Mountain Park, Maryland, the barbecue-based dinner began. It was called dinner, but it wasn't actually dark yet. The brilliant sunset looked extremely beautiful on the horizon, and the oak-roasted meat emitted an aroma. Qin Tingyu didn't eat much because this barbecue was roasted pork. The castration rate of pigs in the United States was not high, so there was a gamey smell that couldn't be removed no matter what.

Seeing that Qin Tingyu only picked roasted chicken wings, Coolidge thought Qin Tingyu just preferred chicken, so he didn't ask more about this question. Because the impression Qin Tingyu left on Coolidge was that of a very outstanding bureaucrat. Coolidge gnawed on half a roasted corn cob before asking, "Did Mr. Qin attend university?"

Qin Tingyu answered, "I finished university last year and obtained a master's degree from the School of Political Science and Law of Renmin University of China."

Secretary of State Frank beside him looked at Qin Tingyu's relatively thin figure with a flickering gaze. He somewhat understood why Qin Tingyu followed He Rui 12 years ago but still didn't have much fame now; it turned out this young man went to school for further studies. Most US presidential cabinet members have very good academic qualifications, and as a master's degree holder, Qin Tingyu would presumably be a star in China's political arena in the future.

Coolidge was also interested in this. He asked, "Mr. Qin, how do Chinese universities summarize China's political characteristics?"

"China is a civilization with a 2000-year concept of unification. Such history has created China's highly unified cognition, as well as a system and cultural system matching this unified management national model."

Hearing Qin Tingyu's explanation, Coolidge continued to ask, "Where is the biggest difference between China and the United States?"

A group of Americans waited for Qin Tingyu's answer. Qin Tingyu thought for a moment and answered, "The biggest difference between China and the United States is probably the difference in industrialization level. Industrial countries and agricultural countries are two different forms of civilization. Although I don't like Britain at all, I have to admit that for the industrial countries pioneered by Britain, to describe it exaggeratedly, people under the two civilization systems can be considered two different species."

Coolidge looked at Qin Tingyu somewhat stunned. He completely didn't expect Qin Tingyu to regard the level of industrial development as the biggest difference between China and the US. After a pause, Coolidge pressed, "Then do you think the gap between China and the US is very large?"

Qin Tingyu answered confidently, "The gap used to be very large, but China has embarked on the road of industrialization, so the gap between China and the US will become smaller and smaller."

Hearing this, the expressions of the high officials of the US government appeared somewhat unnatural. Because they knew very well that if the industrial strength between China and the US reached the same level, what determined the strength of the two countries was population. And the United States would probably never catch up with China's population.

When the US President and the Chinese special envoy were temporarily silent, Representative O'Hara walked into the Irish pub he often went to. Just as he sat down, several men in trench coats suddenly walked in from outside. Their hair color was black, very different from the red hair of the Irish. The Irish at the door stood up immediately. However, in the next moment, several black-haired people pulled out 'Chicago Typewriters' from their trench coats and began to strafe.

Such an assault exceeded the imagination of the Irish, and the Irish never expected that these people who looked like Italian gangsters were actually private soldiers of large consortiums. Many of these private soldiers came from military backgrounds; even Italian gangsters were no match for private soldiers, let alone the Irish who had always been suppressed by Italian gangsters.

In an instant, the people in the entire bar, or rather the 'former bar', were either dead or injured. The 'Italian gangsters' stepped forward to finish them off in the manner of Italian gangsters, creating the appearance of an execution unique to gang wars. Two private soldiers walked to Representative O'Hara. Representative O'Hara was already injured. Coughing up blood, he tried his best to say, "I... I am... Representative O'Hara, you..."

Before he could finish, a private soldier pulled out a pistol, a 11.43mm (.45 inch) pistol of the same caliber as the 'Chicago Typewriter', and fired a shot into Representative O'Hara's temple. Representative O'Hara's body shook, and he fell to the ground dead.

Other private soldiers had also executed the people in the Irish pub. They quickly smashed open the secret compartment, shattered the hidden wine bottles inside with machine guns, and then threw a lit match inside. In an instant, the pale blue flame ignited the flowing strong liquor. The private soldiers left quickly. A moment later, thick smoke began to rise from the Irish pub; this pub with no living people left had been ignited.

The police who arrived long after faced a fire cave. It took two hours to extinguish the fire. According to the investigation of the scene by the Washington police, a large amount of destroyed bootleg liquor was found, and two hundred bottles of unburned bootleg liquor were seized in the underground warehouse. Calculating the destroyed and undestroyed bootleg liquor together, it was a large sum of money under the current Prohibition Act.

Based on the testimony of witnesses, the police quickly closed the case on the grounds of 'gang war'.

On the third day, August 11, Representative O'Hara's obituary was published in a very inconspicuous place in *The Washington Post*. The cause of death was being involved in a gang war.

On August 13, 1927, the US Senate voted to pass the proposal to abolish the Chinese Exclusion Act. On August 15, the House of Representatives also passed this proposal. Those former thorns did not vote against it. Congressmen's views on politics and death are different from ordinary people. The death of Representative O'Hara, the death of Southern KKK leaders of some congressmen whose support attitude was not firm enough, and the conclusions about their deaths made these astute people smell a clear signal: someone had begun to deal with opponents by means of physical elimination. In the country of the United States, this handling method belongs to 'Family Law' (political underworld rules). Those big shots definitely didn't command this matter personally, or even participate in it. But the big shots definitely approved of such things happening; otherwise, the investigation report given by the police would be completely different.

When someone starts using 'political family law', congressmen know very well that they should not test the law themselves.

On August 17, President Coolidge ended his vacation in Catoctin Mountain Park, Maryland, returned to Washington, and signed the presidential order abolishing the Chinese Exclusion Act.

On August 18, at the press conference of the Republic of China government, the news spokesman said to reporters from various countries, "We have learned the news that the US government abolished the Chinese Exclusion Act. We express appreciation for such progressive action. The Parliament of the Republic of China is about to convene a meeting to discuss some Chinese domestic laws. And the government of the Republic of China invites US Secretary of State Mr. Frank Billings Kellogg to visit China."

On August 20, the Parliament of the Republic of China abolished a series of laws that had just been enacted not long ago. Media from various countries reported the end of the Chinese Exclusion Act and the Exclusion of Americans Act. The White House spokesman stated at a crowded press conference, "The Secretary of State has accepted the invitation of the Chinese government to visit China. The accompanying team includes US Secretary of Commerce Mr. Hoover and the US Attorney General. In view of the illegal slander of the US government by some foreign merchants, representatives of the United States of America will consult with representatives of the government of the Republic of China on these issues to clarify the facts and remove misunderstandings."

On August 21, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing picked up *Shen Bao* and saw the first news commentary in months that no longer scolded him severely. Yan Huiqing was long used to being scolded, but unlike the Beiyang era, Yan Huiqing had a clear conscience at this time. Seeing that his efforts finally achieved the expected results, Yan Huiqing only felt physically and mentally pleased. Diplomacy against Britain and France had long been successful. Now the United States, the world's number one industrial country, had to choose to conduct normal trade with China under the diplomatic operation of the Republic government. The geopolitical situation planning of China described by He Rui to the upper echelons of the Chinese government was basically completed.

All surrounding countries maintained a good relationship with China, and the change in the United States marked the completion of the goal of China's integration into the world economic system. Starting from 1840, 87 years passed, and China finally re-entered the world system with the posture of a truly independent modern industrial country.

The war had ended, and industrialization had begun. Yan Huiqing never thought that the day he dreamed of would descend into reality like this. Compared with the joy at this time, the abuse suffered in the past few months was insignificant, even very valuable. It was precisely because the Chinese government's seemingly servile gesture of showing goodwill to Britain met Britain's strategic needs that China and Britain could put huge pressure on the United States in a short time.

For a country with true sovereignty, such words were nonsense. Britain would never be stupid enough to believe that the Chinese government would really let Britain continue to act illegally in China. If Britain were really that stupid, its dog head would be blown up the next day.

This is cold realist international diplomacy; all words serve interests. What is said is not important; what is important is the understanding of each party's true interest needs and the assessment of the actions that each party's strength can complete. This understanding and assessment cannot be wrong at all; once wrong, a miss is as good as a mile.

Yan Huiqing felt very fortunate to be able to follow a figure like He Rui in his life. Recalling his experience serving the Qing Dynasty and Beiyang, Yan Huiqing immediately decided never to recall those experiences again. Working under fools is a real nightmare!
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"Wasn't it your Ministry of Foreign Affairs that first came up with various foreign clubs? And you specifically pursued meeting foreign needs!" At the exchange meeting, someone frankly put forward their view.

The comrades of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were very helpless and could only explain that during the Northeast period, in order to reverse the prejudice of foreigners who thought China did not understand modern politics and modern industry, they had worked hard to create a relatively authentic foreign atmosphere. As foreigners truly realized that China was a modern industrial country, the previous practices became meaningless.

After explaining this, the comrades of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs emphasized, "Our Ministry of Foreign Affairs has already issued the sunset document. Is everyone clear about this explanation now?"

Any policy, as long as it runs for 50 years, no matter how correct and effective it was at the beginning, will definitely become a thoroughly bad policy after 50 years. Therefore, the Civility Party and the current government stipulated that any policy must have a 'sunset clause'. The sunset clause stipulates that when the policy is formulated, there must be an end time, or at least a re-discussion must be held after a certain time, or when a certain situation arises.

At this time, China was integrating into the world economy, and exchanges with countries around the world had increased compared to old China. The way of reception triggered discussion.

Regions with more exchanges with various places raised questions, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as an external department, was dragged out to solve everyone's problems. And disputes naturally arose.

After reading the report, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing touched his quite flat lower abdomen, feeling very good. Recently, his wife praised the change in Yan Huiqing's figure, thinking that Yan Huiqing was already close to the non-obese figures of other ministers in the government. In photos, Yan Huiqing was no longer the conspicuous one.

The overall mood of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had been very good recently. When discussing this content at the meeting, it was very relaxed. The Party Secretary put forward a view, "Should we go to the Ministry of Construction for this? Or the Architects Association?"

The Secretary-General, who was proficient in the division of rights and responsibilities, answered, "Find the Ministry of Construction and let them be responsible for bidding. If domestic bidding cannot find anyone who truly understands foreign culture, we can also ask the Ministry of Culture to come forward. Inviting foreign architects is also no problem."

After proposing a solution, the Secretary-General added, "No matter who they find, this is not the work of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

The Secretary-General's proposal was recognized by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The meeting decision recorded by the secretary of this meeting would be drafted into relevant documents by the secretary later.

After discussing relaxing topics, it was time for not-so-relaxing topics. The British side proposed a suggestion to China: due to changes in the world situation, especially the Far East situation, an international naval conference should be convened.

This was not a gesture of goodwill from Britain, but a realistic adjustment based on changes in international power. The Washington Naval Treaty was a treaty signed in Washington by five naval powers: the United States, Britain, France, Italy, and Japan, regarding the limitation of naval armaments. The treaty mainly stipulated that the ratio of the total tonnage of capital ships of the five countries—US, UK, Japan, France, and Italy—was 5:5:3:1.75:1.75. Even Italy received a tonnage allocation for naval capital ships.

China was a weak country at that time and had absolutely no shipbuilding capability. But the situation is different now. As a world power, China is bound to possess a navy, and it will be a very powerful navy. Pulling China into the Washington Naval Treaty is a realistic need.

Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing felt that the comrades were still a bit impatient, so he said, "Who are the targets of the Chinese Navy's offense? Who are the targets of the Chinese Navy's defense? What are the daily tasks of the Chinese Navy? The central government has not yet made a final decision. As for the delegation of the Dutch government, we need to find out their bottom line."

Two days later, Yan Huiqing took a report to see He Rui. Coming to the meeting was Vice Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang. As soon as he saw Yan Huiqing, Vice Minister Li Chenggang, who had a square face, said, "Minister Morrison has fallen ill; I will attend the meeting."

Yan Huiqing was stunned and asked hurriedly, "I wonder which hospital it is; I want to go visit."

"Talk after the meeting," Li Chenggang sighed. Li Chenggang's square face already looked serious; at this time, his tone was low, giving an even more ominous feeling. Morrison was 65 years old this year. Yan Huiqing felt that falling ill at this time was probably not a minor illness. He felt some emotion in his heart.

However, Morrison's illness did not affect the meeting. Yan Huiqing switched to work mode. The Dutch government fully accepted reality, so the first question they raised was that Chinese expatriates in the Dutch Southeast Asian colonies were eroding the management of the Dutch colonial government through gangs and societies. The Dutch government demanded an explanation from the Chinese government on this.

Commerce Vice Minister Li Chenggang frowned. He felt the Dutch government's request was quite nonsense, even a bit ignorant of the immensity of heaven and earth. However, seeing Yan Huiqing's expression was very calm, and He Rui's expression showed no unhappiness either, he could only suppress his unhappiness and said nothing.

Yan Huiqing continued, "The explanation given by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is that given that Chinese overseas Chinese have long suffered unequal treatment and poor communication, when Chinese overseas Chinese in Dutch colonies encounter various problems, they can only resort to self-help. For the situation caused by self-help, the Dutch government has the main responsibility, and the Chinese government also has responsibility. Therefore, the Chinese government will assist the Dutch government in solving this problem together."

Li Chenggang didn't understand diplomatic language. Listening to this roundabout talk, he couldn't understand what exactly the Ministry of Foreign Affairs wanted to do. Fortunately, Yan Huiqing didn't ask Li Chenggang to guess but gave an explanation, "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes that we can send a team to the Dutch colonies to establish an organization for Chinese expatriates and immigrants."

Li Chenggang couldn't hold back a bit. The Dutch colonies were located in the tropics, rich in tropical crops, accounting for a large proportion of the world's rubber production currently. Moreover, in the economic planning of the Governor-Generalship of Upper Burma, He Rui proposed several very important tropical crops: rubber, sugarcane, palm oil, and sisal. These crops should also grow well in the Dutch colonies. Furthermore, the Dutch colonies also produced oil. Although China's current oil demand could be met by domestic oil fields and imported Soviet oil, from the perspective of foreign trade, having one more source wasn't a bad thing.

So Li Chenggang couldn't help asking, "How much authority does this organization have?"

Yan Huiqing couldn't help using diplomatic rhetoric to explain, "The Dutch government means they hope Chinese expatriates and immigrants can be like white immigrants. Do not shake the Dutch management of the colonies."

This was too diplomatic, but it was also the limit of what the Dutch government delegation could express.

He Rui already understood the purpose of the Dutch delegation's trip. To put it bluntly, the Dutch government faced reality and accepted it. Since China was no longer a country the Netherlands could afford to provoke, the Dutch government decided to solve the problems faced by the Dutch colonies through cooperation with China.

So He Rui asked, "Is the Dutch government willing to sign cooperation agreements on foreign trade investment, justice, taxation, etc.?"

"Yes. The Dutch government delegation has clearly expressed such a view," Yan Huiqing answered relaxedly. After speaking, Yan Huiqing added, "It seems the Dutch government cares very much about the Lanfang Republic matter."

Hearing this, He Rui chuckled lightly. The Lanfang Republic, fully named Lanfang Grand Tribute Republic (Lanfang Da Tongzhi Gongheguo), usually abbreviated as Lanfang Republic, was the first republic founded by overseas Chinese on Borneo (now Kalimantan) in the Nanyang (Southeast Asia) between the 1770s and 1880s.

In 1776, Luo Fangbo and Chen Lanbo from Meixian, Guangdong, established the "Lanfang Company" in Pontianak, West Borneo (now West Kalimantan), Southeast Asia. It was a politically colored group organization similar to the East India Company. In 1777, the "Company" was changed to "Republic", and the "Lanfang Grand Tribute Republic" with Mandor as the capital was established. This year was set as the first year of Lanfang. Luo Fangbo served as the first head of state "Grand Tang Chief" and was respectfully called "King of Pontianak" by the locals.

By 1888, the Lanfang Republic was destroyed by the Dutch colonial government. Europe attaches great importance to 'claim rights'. In European culture, since the Lanfang Republic had been established for so long, it already possessed claim rights. And as the Lanfang Republic was a Chinese regime, the Chinese government naturally also possessed its claim rights.

So He Rui answered, "Do not discuss this issue with the Dutch government."

As the Vice Minister of Commerce, Li Chenggang naturally knew something about the Lanfang Republic. Hearing He Rui say this, he asked puzzledly, "Why?"

He Rui had to give some explanation, "Not discussing this matter is beneficial to us. If we need it, we can take it out and use it at any time. Discussing it now would become making a clear attitude on the claim rights of the Lanfang Republic. Given the current situation, once we discuss it, we will inevitably have to give it up. So there is no reason to discuss it."

After finishing the Lanfang Republic matter, He Rui continued to say to Li Chenggang, "What is the state of our trade with the Dutch colonies now?"

Li Chenggang thought for a moment and answered, "It is a very large-scale surplus. Especially in tropical medicines, our surplus is very large."

"Very good. The Ministry of Commerce will participate in the subsequent negotiations. The work of the Ministry of Commerce is to negotiate a trade and investment agreement between China and the Netherlands. We need to clear all investment obstacles, so this investment agreement must be fair."

Li Chenggang felt he still hadn't grasped He Rui's idea, so he asked, "Exactly how fair?"

He Rui felt Li Chenggang had developed a bit of PTSD (trauma response) from work. After all, China had been treated unfairly for too long. Although there was confidence when communicating with countries bordering on land now, facing countries across the sea, there was still no confidence. So he laughed, "Very fair. If free trade and investment can be achieved, that would be even better."

Li Chenggang smiled bitterly at such a degree of fairness. Colonies were the forbidden meat (exclusive possession) of each suzerain state. Even if China rushed in for free trade, the suzerain state wouldn't be willing to agree.

But since He Rui said so, Li Chenggang somewhat determined the scope of his work. Confidence appeared on his square face, "Understood."
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In the hospital corridor, the attending physician explained Commerce Minister Morrison's condition to He Rui. He Rui didn't understand medicine itself, but after listening, he asked, "Director, according to what you said, the hospital has exhausted all currently available medical means, right?"

The director was stunned. This was a statement he had never heard before. The patient's family and colleagues always demanded doctors save the person, and then they would get angry as if the doctors put the patient to death. So after hesitating for a moment, the director said carefully, "We have done our best."

He Rui patted the attending physician on the shoulder. "Thank you for your work. Next, let us send Minister Mo on his last journey."

The attending physician was stunned. As a doctor, he had never seen anyone accept death so frankly. So much so that the attending physician even suspected whether He Rui was speaking out of anger. But He Rui walked straight to Morrison's ward without turning his head or saying anything more, which made the attending physician unsure how to judge He Rui's attitude.

The upper half of the ward walls were white, and the lower half was painted green. Morrison, lying on the white hospital bed, looked scary pale. When He Rui walked to Morrison's side, a British priest opposite had just finished the ritual. Morrison turned his head slightly, looked at He Rui, and tried his best to squeeze out a smile.

He Rui sighed in his heart and stepped forward to hold Morrison's hand. "Minister Mo, get well soon. I still want to go horse riding and herding sheep with you on an Australian farm."

Morrison really smiled, and a trace of color appeared on his face. "Chairman, I also hope to go. However, let me state my decision first. I want to be buried in China."

He Rui hadn't expected Morrison to make such a decision in the end. Seeing Morrison staring at him, he nodded immediately, "I will arrange it."

Morrison finally felt relieved. He asked others in the room to leave, leaving only He Rui in the room. The door of the ward was open, and everyone else was outside, looking into the room through the door. They saw He Rui sitting beside Morrison, bowing his head and listening to what Morrison was saying. A moment later, He Rui raised his hand to wipe his eyes; he was actually crying.

Seeing this, Morrison's family outside couldn't help sobbing quietly. The British Ambassador to China had mixed feelings, while the bishop specially sent by Britain from the homeland began to cross himself.

At this time, He Rui patted Morrison's arm lightly. "Old Mo, don't talk about work anymore. After so many years, you should let these go."

Morrison had just tried his best to entrust his work to He Rui. Hearing He Rui's words, he gasped for a moment before saying, "Chairman, before meeting you, you knew very well what kind of person I was."

"I know; at that time, you were a political broker," He Rui answered frankly.

Morrison nodded with difficulty. "I was born in Australia. Although I got a doctorate, I could never become the upper class I yearned for. Chairman, choosing to serve you was the most correct decision of my life. However, I want to do as much as possible to make up for the wasted time in the past."

He Rui understood Morrison's feelings very well. An Anglo-Saxon born locally in Australia, who finally became a minister of this great country China through opportunity and choice, and obtained a British noble title, how could he be willing to be mediocre?

Thinking of this, He Rui felt a burst of sympathy welling up and said seriously, "Old Mo, believe me. You made the correct choice. In this surging era, you will definitely not be a nobody. Those British upper-class people of your time will not leave their names in history books, but your name will definitely appear in history books. Moreover, those history books will definitely not be written at our instruction, but history books written by future historians truly worthy of respect to record this era."

Listening to He Rui's description, Morrison's eyes lit up. When He Rui won the war between the Northeast Government and Japan, Morrison was sure he would leave his name in history. That was why he especially hoped that he was not just an 'embellishment', but a truly capable politician.

Morrison felt his heart begin to beat faster, and strength emerged again, even speaking became less effortless. "Chairman. I can now be sure that Stalin's industrial construction was originally intended to catch up with the world's advanced level at any cost, so Stalin completely accepted the trade model suggestion we proposed. Because this model allows the Soviet Union to pay a much smaller price than originally to achieve the goal the Soviet Union expects."

"Old Mo..." He Rui wanted to persuade Morrison not to talk about these things anymore. The Central Committee of the Civility Party, the central government, and the Ministry of Commerce had all confirmed these through Morrison's work. But He Rui felt he couldn't stop Morrison's last heartfelt words. This 65-year-old Doctor of Medicine from the University of Edinburgh had never had the opportunity to display his talents in the previous 53 years. After 12 years of hard work, he hoped every minute and second of his life could have value.

He Rui turned around, waved to Morrison's family, then turned back and listened seriously to Morrison's last words.

Morrison's wife, daughter, son-in-law, and granddaughter walked into the ward, surrounding Morrison somewhat at a loss. Because Morrison didn't intend to talk to them but was concentrating on speaking to He Rui.

Morrison had already explained his funeral arrangements. At this time, he revealed all the conclusions and guesses in his heart, "Stalin is a very excellent ruler. Judging from the fact that he personally took charge of Sino-Soviet trade from the very beginning, Stalin has quite high strategic vision. At that time, the only foreign trade the Soviet Union could really count on was trade between the Soviet Union and China. Seven years have passed, and China is still the only foreign trade partner the Soviet Union can rely on.

Chairman, I once probed the Soviet side, asking if they realized that in Sino-Soviet trade, China... China actually bore the financial risk in trade. Although the Soviet... personnel understood what I was saying, they didn't really care... This is something I care about very much. The Soviet... economic model... is not a model that can... last long..."

Morrison's voice became smaller and smaller, and also began to be intermittent. Morrison's eyes also lost their luster. As they began to close slightly, his voice also stopped.

Morrison's daughter carefully pushed Morrison's shoulder. Seeing no reaction from Morrison, she immediately ran out the door and shouted, "Doctor! Doctor!"

The doctor walked quickly into the ward. After examining Morrison, he found that Morrison had no pulse. After a brief resuscitation attempt, the doctor said to Morrison's family and He Rui in a calm and low voice, "Minister Mo has passed away. Please restrain your grief."

He Rui sighed, reached out to close Morrison's slightly closed eyes completely. He said to the bereaved family crying on Morrison's body, "Please restrain your grief," and left the ward.

Walking in the hospital corridor, hearing the crying of the bereaved family from behind, He Rui didn't think there was anything sad about Morrison's life. When a person finally gets what he expected in his life and has fought for it, then this person's life has no regrets.

Thinking of himself, He Rui became more certain of his thoughts. If he died at this time, he would only regret that he still had many ideas he hadn't been able to promote, but the minimum goal of saving China had been achieved. Since he was not dead yet, he would just continue to do what he had to do next.

Walking out of the hospital building, He Rui had a thought for a moment: would anyone think he was too cold and didn't show more affinity? But in a moment, He Rui determined that he was worrying unnecessarily. The impression Morrison, who just passed away, left to posterity was definitely not the 53 years of frustration, but the achievements of the last 12 years. People expect what He Rui can accomplish, not whether He Rui makes people feel comfortable. Just as he thought of this, the car stopped in front of He Rui, ready to send He Rui to where he wanted to go at any time. He Rui got into the car and said to the driver, "To the State Council."

The driver and secretary didn't ask about He Rui's mood at this time at all, but immediately executed He Rui's order. Before long, the car entered the underground parking lot of the State Council building. The guards executed according to the process naturally, and no one mentioned anything just now.

In Wu Youping's office, Wu Youping sighed, "Minister Mo passed away... I immediately asked Li Chenggang to take over as Minister of Commerce."

He Rui's mood had completely recovered, so he said, "How are our trade agreements with major countries progressing now? As soon as the Soviet Union, France, Britain, Italy, and Germany are all discussed, I will visit Europe."

Wu Youping showed joy on his face. "Basically, it's about done. The biggest technical problem at this stage is the currency problem. The Chairman said before that we want to break away from the gold standard; I think the timing is very good."

"Don't confuse cause and effect," He Rui corrected Wu Youping's impulse at the moment. "I didn't expect the US stance to be so flexible at that time. What I considered was reaching an agreement by the middle of '28. Now you think it's wonderful, but actually, it's different from what I originally envisaged."

Wu Youping didn't think there was any problem with this. "Since it's a year ahead of schedule, it's actually very good. Now France is not on the gold standard either. When talking with France, they said they might restore the gold standard next year. I think this can reduce a lot of trouble. Of course, since the Chairman predicts that the United States will have an economic crisis in '29, the situation will be more complicated."

Looking at Wu Youping's overthinking expression, He Rui couldn't help advising, "Youping, you must not think so much. Once the economic crisis breaks out in the United States, it means the old economic order will fall into total chaos. We want to be proactive, not passive, let alone hope that we can control the situation."

Wu Youping was stunned and couldn't help laughing awkwardly, "What the Chairman says is true. It's just that in recent years we have indeed been able to dominate various things related to us. I couldn't help but think like that."

He Rui laughed, "Hehe, there is one thing that really needs to be laid out in advance. In the next 10 years, a large number of foreign youths will come to China. China is very likely to become a source of world revolution. The State Council should make an expectation on the possibilities of these international students."

"How many people will there be?" Wu Youping asked immediately.

Seeing this State Council Premier asking from the execution perspective again, He Rui laughed, "You guess!"

Wu Youping immediately understood He Rui's meaning, shook his head, and criticized himself, "I know my thinking was wrong. I will arrange with the Ministry of Culture regarding the issue of recruiting foreign students."

Not preparing to recruit how many students, but formulating arrangements for recruiting students. He Rui felt Wu Youping's thinking was finally adjusted.
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"Hearing that your country's Minister of Commerce, Mr. Morrison, has passed away, I would like to express my condolences on behalf of my government." As soon as the meeting began, the deputy head of the Dutch delegation said to the deputy head of the Chinese negotiation team.

The Chinese deputy head answered calmly, "The death of Minister Morrison is a loss for our country. Mr. Morrison was always committed to friendly exchanges between China and European countries. Although Minister Morrison has passed away, such a friendly policy will not be affected. China will deepen the friendship between China and European countries as always. This meeting will also definitely deepen the friendship between China and the Kingdom of the Netherlands."

Since China used such an opening remark, the deputy head of the Dutch delegation felt much more relaxed. He suggested sincerely, "Then, let us observe a three-minute silence for Minister Morrison."

Negotiators from both China and the Netherlands stood up. The deputy head of the Chinese delegation said, "Silence." Everyone lowered their heads. Some Dutch representatives began to cross themselves on their chests, silently reciting prayers.

When the silence ended, these personnel responsible for specific affairs sat opposite each other at their seats by the long table and opened the thick stack of documents in front of them. "We will now discuss Chapter 3, Article 13, Investment Types."

The Ministry of Commerce did not pause at all because of Minister Morrison's death. On the second day after Morrison's death, after discussion at the meeting, Li Chenggang was appointed as Acting Minister of Commerce. Commerce Minister Li Chenggang, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing, Culture Minister Zhou Shuren, and Health Minister Pang Congcong were all responsible for discussing the general direction.

Following the three Sino-British Joint Communiques, the Netherlands followed up immediately. The Dutch government decided to establish relations with the Chinese government in economic, cultural, and other fields. The ministers under the State Council finalized the scope of the agreement to be signed. At this time, several ministers gathered here again to finalize the direction of the future agreement content once more.

Health Minister Pang Congcong was 27 years old this year, the only female minister on Earth at this time. She was not tall, with a round face that looked very cute. Although not the first female minister in the 20th century—Alexandra Mikhailovna Kollontai in the Lenin government entered the diplomatic circle in 1923, serving as Minister to Norway and trade representative—Pang Congcong became the new Health Minister after Zhao Tianlin, who was in charge of science, education, culture, and health, resigned from the position of Vice Premier in 1927.

If one only looked at Pang Congcong's cute appearance, it would be hard to imagine that such a woman had worked for three years in positions fighting against malaria, smallpox, cholera, plague, and schistosomiasis. working in epidemic areas for a long time. Her research direction in medical school was the prevention and treatment of leprosy, and she achieved success.

Pang Congcong had a somewhat raspy voice and had been considered a tomboy since childhood. She asked in this voice, "Minister Yan, in the agreement, we demand to open schools and hospitals. I think those people in the Dutch colony might think we are buying people's hearts, right? Won't they be vigilant?"

Such a sharp question made Culture Minister Zhou Shuren frown slightly. Zhou Shuren didn't object, but felt great sympathy.

Yan Huiqing looked composed. "Let me ask a question first. How do comrades define the so-called fair trade and investment in this era?"

The three ministers felt there was too much to say about this question. Yan Huiqing's statement clearly proved he had his own explanation. Pang Congcong spoke first, "Please tell us, Minister Yan."

Seeing Commerce Minister Li Chenggang and Culture Minister Zhou Shuren both nodding, Yan Huiqing answered, "The so-called fair trade investment means enjoying the same treatment as white power countries. Do you think if Britain opens schools and hospitals in the Dutch colony, mainly serving British expatriates and immigrants while also recruiting some locals, it would be viewed with vigilance by the Dutch colonial government?"

Pang Congcong felt what Yan Huiqing said was very reasonable, but she didn't agree immediately. In her work, Pang Congcong had contacted some personnel with intelligence backgrounds. These intelligence personnel engaged in medical work also performed intelligence work. And Pang Congcong knew a little about the central government's judgment on the future grand strategy. The central government believed that the current international order was unreasonable and it was necessary to replace it with a brand-new international order. At least, colonies needed to be liberated.

Under such thinking, building schools and hospitals in Dutch colonies, Pang Congcong believed, would have some other meanings. Of course, Pang Congcong only considered it in her heart and didn't say anything.

Culture Minister Zhou Shuren asked, "How many overseas Chinese are there in Southeast Asia?"

"Specific data hasn't been tallied yet, but there must be millions," Yan Huiqing answered.

"Should we provide opportunities for university education to these people?" Zhou Shuren continued to ask.

Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing was very clear about the Civility Party's plan to liberate colonies in Asia and Africa. He knew Zhou Shuren was an outstanding scholar, but Zhou Shuren was not yet a Civility Party member and certainly didn't participate in upper-level meetings. As for whether Zhou Shuren guessed the future strategy, Yan Huiqing didn't know. So Yan Huiqing answered, "If the Ministry of Culture has problems with teaching staff, the Ministry of Culture can propose a budget directly."

Zhou Shuren smiled and didn't answer. But Yan Huiqing could see that Zhou Shuren was definitely not unfamiliar with how to propose a budget.

Li Chenggang, who had been silent, believed that hospitals and schools were investments and had nothing to do with the Ministry of Commerce. What really related to trade was pharmacies. Commercial investigation reports on Dutch colonies showed that bulk commodities in Dutch colonies were very profitable. However, the Dutch development level in tropical medicine was lackluster; at this stage, even Quinine (Cinchona) was beaten badly by China's Artemisinin. As long as one entered a pharmacy, all one could see were Chinese medicines.

While thinking, he heard Zhou Shuren ask, "Minister Li, does the Ministry of Commerce have investment plans in Dutch colonies at this stage? If so, what categories of technical personnel are needed?"

Li Chenggang answered immediately, "At this stage, we mainly focus on planting industries such as mining, petroleum, palm oil, and rubber."

Zhou Shuren wanted to ask, would the Dutch colonial government agree? Because of his experience studying in Japan, Zhou Shuren had some contact with Japan's overseas trade. Japan was limited by the scarcity of domestic resources and was very stretched in terms of imports. In the fields Li Chenggang mentioned now, Japan was shut out by European colonizers. Zhou Shuren always felt that European colonizers might not really open their doors to China.

Much like Zhou Shuren thought, on September 5, in Balikpapan, Borneo, the place where Dutch Shell Oil rose. Four oil tankers flying the Chinese flag entered the pier under the guidance of pilot boats and began to load oil. For Shell Oil engineers, it was common to see oil tankers coming to transport oil. What made them feel fresh at this time was that it was the first time Chinese-made oil tankers came.

With the human nature of enjoying watching the fun and not fearing trouble, a group of unserious engineers had already begun to discuss whether Chinese oil tankers would have accidents. But the result disappointed them. Within two days, the Chinese oil tankers safely finished loading oil and slowly sailed out of the port like oil tankers from other European countries, disappearing on the northern sea surface.

The buyer of this batch of oil was a Japanese enterprise, not a Chinese enterprise, so the fleet's destination was Tokyo. Now China and Japan had reached the initial stage of trade integration, and China and Japan could borrow each other's trade channels. Just like this time, the oil trade volume between China and the Netherlands was large, and the purchase price was lower than the price imported by Japan. So Japan could share the order. For example, if China purchased 100,000 tons of crude oil at a time, and Japan only needed 12,000 tons, China would place an order for 112,000 tons of crude oil. Both China and Japan could benefit from such a cooperation model.

For this purpose, the Chinese government also established a futures platform to provide resources through futures operations. At this stage, the Soviet Union and Japan only dabbled in the Shanghai Oil Futures Platform. The Japanese business community didn't quite dare to believe there was such a good thing, while the Soviet Union was wary of this 'capitalist operation' mode.

He Rui, who ordered the construction of this futures platform, was full of confidence. In the 21st century, futures platforms have completely become places for capital speculation. In 1927, the power of capital was not as fierce as in the 21st century, and the current futures platform still maintained its original purpose of serving entity production. The reason why the oil futures platform has not been promoted to more countries now is largely because China has not yet completed the monetary reform of removing the gold and silver standard. Once the monetary reform is completed and Chinese currency completely becomes fiat currency relying on national credit, oil and other bulk commodities must be used as one of the many anchors for fiat currency.

With the petrodollar as a precedent, He Rui felt he had absolutely no reason to reject the wisdom of others.

Li Chenggang and Yan Huiqing had just finished the meeting with the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Health and immediately attended the meeting with Japan. The government of the Japanese Republic had been established for half an year. Just judging from the expressions of the dispatched officials, the Japanese Republic had gained a firm foothold.

At this time, Ambassador to China Saionji Kinkazu was young, but in his speech, he was already a very experienced diplomat. Without nonsense, Saionji Kinkazu asked, "According to the route security agreement between China and Britain, Britain provides security guarantees for Chinese ships and routes. Will the oil tanker fleet from the Netherlands to Japan have the escort of the British fleet?"

Yan Huiqing answered immediately, "According to the discussion results, although Britain has obligations in this regard, in the South China Sea region, the British fleet goes at most to the coastal areas of the Philippines."

For diplomats, saying to this extent was about enough; there was no need for further explanation. Unless the participants in the discussion were rookies who knew nothing. Of course, rookies couldn't be qualified to participate in such a meeting.

Fleet sailing requires equipment maintenance, fuel addition, and attendance subsidies; these all cost money. The British escort fleet regularly wandering to the coast of the Philippines for escort was actually a deterrence to the Philippines, this American colony.

Besides this function, the British fleet running north of the Philippines for continuous escort was completely a waste of public funds. Of course, the British fleet couldn't be non-existent in reality; sailing regularly in the Pacific was another matter. But it would be very impolite for the escort fleet to run to the Philippines without notifying China. Britain was an old hand at acting according to the status of the person they dealt with and would absolutely not make such a low-level mistake.

After receiving the response, Saionji Kinkazu continued to ask, "The Sino-Japanese Go Challenge is about to be held in Tokyo. I wonder if Minister Yan is interested in going to participate in the opening?"

Yan Huiqing answered immediately, "Although I know nothing about Go, I heard there are many national players in the Japanese Go circle, so of course I am willing to go."

The current situation in both China and Japan had just stabilized. Holding a Go challenge was indeed a bit romantic. But precisely because the situation between the two countries was like this, it was necessary to break the hatred accumulated before more quickly and ease relations as soon as possible. Therefore, the Chinese side chose Go exchange as one of the channels for exchange.

Besides agreeing to go to Japan to open the Sino-Japanese Go Challenge, Yan Huiqing also said to Saionji Kinkazu, "The first Shanghai Expo will be held in November. We also look forward to the Japanese Foreign Minister coming to participate."

"I will definitely convey your invitation to our Foreign Minister," Saionji Kinkazu answered readily.
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After reading his parents' letter and learning they wanted him to pick them up and bring them to the capital, Xu Chengfeng found he wasn't particularly happy. The railway distance from Zhoukou to the capital Zhengzhou was 210 kilometers, and it was flat land all the way, so making a trip wasn't troublesome. But from his father's writing, Xu Chengfeng always felt his father had the posture of an old master going to the capital to enjoy life.

Xu Chengfeng naturally hoped his parents could live well, but under the current situation, Xu Chengfeng was a bit worried his father would bring out the mindset from the Qing Dynasty. But since his father had spoken, Xu Chengfeng naturally couldn't refuse. With some unease, Xu Chengfeng headed straight for his hometown.

In the discussion of moving the capital, both the Parliament and the central government thought Beiping (Beijing) was too far north. Jiangning (Nanjing) was too far south. Henan, being in the center of the world (China), was most suitable. Initially, Kaifeng was considered more suitable. However, the Yellow River beside Kaifeng had become a suspended river, which could definitely not be solved in the short term, so Zhengzhou, the railway hub of China at this time, was chosen as the capital.

Since Zhengzhou is located in Henan, in order not to split Henan in reality, the central government directly administered Henan. Other provinces had provincial capitals, but the directly administered Henan did not. The entire directly administered region belonged completely to the central government's direct management.

As a directly administered region by the central government, Henan also became a testing ground for many policies. Riding on the train, Xu Chengfeng saw the farmland on both sides of the railway was planned extremely neatly. Between patches of fields, rows of trees were planted on both sides of rural dirt roads. Earth mounds were greened, and small irrigation canals passed through the fields, very organized.

When the train entered the Zhoukou region, Xu Chengfeng was in a great mood. Zhoukou was called Chenzhou in ancient times, and now the name had been changed back. The Civility Party was very serious about restoring ancient place names; names like Shijiazhuang and Zhumadian were all changed back to elegant ancient place names.

Although these name changes added some trouble to military maps, Xu Chengfeng knew very well that if these things weren't changed now, it would be even more troublesome to change them later. What made Xu Chengfeng happiest was that the land reform in Zhoukou was done excellently. Because of private land ownership, land in Zhoukou had been divided into various small pieces.

In this respect, Henan and Hebei were actually very similar. Due to private land ownership, once it rained, dirt roads became muddy. When villagers walked, they walked in other people's fields to avoid stepping on their own fields. So every household built their field ridges high so others couldn't get up. Every household did this. Over hundreds or even hundreds of years, patches of high field ridges comparable to trenches formed on the land of Henan and Hebei. Xu Chengfeng was handy when he first entered Baoding Military Academy to learn fortifications because he had lived in an environment comparable to a battlefield since childhood.

These field ridges were all gone. The field ridges taller than a person, and the roads under the ridges that seemed to go deep underground, seemed to have never appeared. Everywhere the eye could see were patches of neat fertile fields and roads suitable for walking. Zhoukou had been very wealthy since ancient times because it didn't lack water unless there was a severe drought. Compared with the irrigation canals near the capital, the density of irrigation canals in Zhoukou was much higher, and there was water in the canals.

The golden fields were the color of harvest. Besides the people burying their heads in harvesting, some harvesters also participated in the harvest. This reminded Xu Chengfeng of the gradually mechanized harvesting on the vast black soil of the Northeast.

Returning home, Xu Chengfeng found only one set of houses left for his family. Originally, the Xu family also had their own armed forces, which had long been disbanded. The low-intensity civil war continued by the National Defense Force in the past three years targeted local tyrants with evil intentions. His family finally got rid of the terrible identity of a local tyrant and returned to being ordinary working people, which put Xu Chengfeng in a great mood.

Father Xu came out to welcome him. He looked neither enthusiastic nor intended to complain. Looking Xu Chengfeng up and down for a while, Father Xu's eyes suddenly turned red. He pressed his hands on Xu Chengfeng's shoulders, tears already streaming down his face.

His mother also walked out supported by his sister. His mother had bound feet and couldn't walk fast. Seeing Xu Chengfeng, she began to cry. Seeing his mother cry, those political matters in Xu Chengfeng's heart flew beyond the nine heavens. He hurriedly stepped forward to hug his mother, tears streaming down his face before he could speak.

The family cried for a moment in excitement, but this meeting was a happy event. In a moment, they were smiling. Xu Chengfeng held his sister in his arms and patted her back hard. Xu Chengfeng's sister shouted, "Brother, you're holding too tight." Xu Chengfeng let go of his sister and helped his mother into the house.

Family reunion, they talked about asking after each other's well-being. His parents didn't mention a word about the family's land being distributed, only talking about their worries when they heard about the war. Talking and talking, Father Xu became excited, "Your mother kept saying the Japanese and British were very powerful. I asked her, everyone is human, where exactly are they powerful? Your mother couldn't say why, just kept crying."

Hearing the old man actually speak ill of her in front of her son, Mrs. Xu was immediately unhappy. It could be seen that she wanted to refute, but what came out was something else, "What's wrong! My son is fighting a war; can't I, as a mother, worry about him?!"

Master Xu was originally just joking. Hearing his wife say this, he nodded in agreement, "I'm just worried that you worry too much and worry yourself sick."

At this time, Xu Chengfeng's sister asked, "Brother, there won't be wars in the future, right?"

Xu Chengfeng thought how could there not be wars, but smiled, "No more wars in the future."

Hearing Xu Chengfeng say this, Father Xu also felt very happy. He asked Xu Chengfeng's sister to prepare food first, then said, "Chengfeng, I've always heard that the capital is not a place to act wildly. I wonder what the rules are in the capital now?"

Xu Chengfeng's last worry also vanished. Seeing some meaning in his father's expression, Xu Chengfeng answered somewhat sheepishly, "Now that the country has restored order, with the law of the land present, where are there other rules?"

Father Xu laughed, "I read history books. Whenever a new dynasty is established, in order to stabilize the people's hearts, the court overcorrects, and punishments are all severe. Ministers saw officials and nobles acting willfully when the previous dynasty perished, knowing they must not repeat the same mistakes, and also restrain their families and children. The current ruler conquered the world on horseback, emphasizing strict enforcement of orders and prohibitions. You followed the current ruler when he started, so you naturally know the taboos outside the law. Your mother and I discussed it; asking you to pick us up was to ask clearly what taboos the current court has. If your mother and I see that we will definitely offend them, we might as well not go to the capital."

Xu Chengfeng was even more embarrassed now and answered hurriedly, "Father, Mother. You worry too much. Just live well when you get to the capital."

Father Xu raised an eyebrow. "That may not be so. Your mother and I are both country folk and don't understand reasoning. Having lived in the countryside for so many years, it's inevitable that our voices are louder. If we are in the capital, it's inevitable that people will think we are bullying others with power..."

Hearing the old man say this, Mrs. Xu said unhappily, "If you don't speak, no one will treat you as mute." After speaking, Mrs. Xu asked, "Er Xiao (Little Two), our family was a landlord; will anyone pursue this in the future?"

Xu Chengfeng shook his head. "Mother, where will there be landlords in the country in the future? Others can't wait to forget they were landlords; how could they mention it every day?"

Mrs. Xu actually still felt heartache, but since her son spoke so seriously, she knew she shouldn't even think about such things in the future, so she changed to another question, "Your uncle's family donated the boat business to the government, and the government gave your uncle's family a status in the Political Consultative Conference. We are going to the capital and want to bring your uncle's family along. Your uncle said, if we go to the capital, your cousin must be able to study. Can you handle this for your uncle?"

This was the old mother Xu Chengfeng was familiar with. He answered, "Going to school requires taking exams. If he can pass, he can naturally go. If he can't pass, I can't help either. But there are plenty of jobs now. Even if he can't go to university, he can enter a factory or do something else after graduating from middle school. Mother, let me give an example. There are many skilled workers in our military enterprises. Whatever precise parts are needed, they can make them. The income of these skilled workers is not low, and they are respected in the factory. In my opinion, the children of uncle's family should find a trade they like. If they don't like it and just do it to make a living, they won't be happy doing anything."

Hearing this, Mrs. Xu frowned slightly. "How can we be so indulgent? There are many things people like; eating, drinking, whoring, and gambling, everyone likes."

Hearing this, Father Xu immediately interjected, "Er Xiao wasn't talking about that; don't talk nonsense."

After speaking, ignoring Mrs. Xu, he said to Xu Chengfeng, "Since you are back, go see your uncle's family. Sigh, your uncle's family is not doing well recently either. Your uncle was soft-hearted and helped a scoundrel transport some goods. Unexpectedly, that scoundrel was daring enough to rebel. He almost implicated your uncle. You go once."

Xu Chengfeng knew he couldn't avoid it, so he could only agree. Thinking of the smiling face of Wang Bin, Director of the National Security Bureau, Xu Chengfeng felt uncomfortable. Wang Bin was a smiling tiger, ruthless in action. Once he caught a clue, he often cast a long line to catch a big fish, catching a whole nest at once. Since his uncle's family hadn't been arrested, presumably they shouldn't have participated. Otherwise, they certainly couldn't escape.

In this timeline, since the KMT was not in power, there was naturally no Yellow River flood area. Zhoukou originally had river transport directly to Anhui, and the river channel was not affected at this time. The sparkling river water flowed quietly. On the riverside pier, cargo ships were equipped with internal combustion engine-driven power systems, the chugging sound spreading far on the river.

Xu Chengfeng's maternal grandfather's family had several houses near the pier. The eldest uncle already knew Xu Chengfeng was coming. As soon as Xu Chengfeng arrived at the door, the eldest uncle came out to welcome him. His face, purple from years of sun exposure, was full of smiles. He came up and pulled Xu Chengfeng, "Er Xiao, you are finally back. As soon as I mention you to your mother, your mother cries. She can't be persuaded. It's good that you came back this time."

Compared with Father Xu who considered himself a scholar-farmer, Xu Chengfeng's uncles didn't have that scholar's flavor because they ran businesses in the wild world. Several uncles came forward, asking after his well-being, looking exactly like uncles should.

Even after sitting down inside, the uncles didn't mention their own affairs. Finally, Xu Chengfeng took the initiative to ask what plans the uncles had. The eldest uncle said, "Your second uncle still wants to run boats. The government says he can do it, but we have no confidence in our hearts. You also know, running boats always encounters heroes of the Three Mountains and Five Sacred Mountains (bandits/triads), and some things are involuntary. Now I hear someone is settling our accounts. But we dare not do it anymore."

Xu Chengfeng felt his uncle was frank. He wanted to help his uncle but didn't dare. From 1915 to 1924, the world was in chaos; heaven knows what his uncle had done. Intervening really would be troublesome.

But Xu Chengfeng heard that his uncle still wanted to run boats, so he could only ask, "Uncle, can you tell me what you have done? I can also help Uncle take a look."
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Hearing their nephew ask them to reveal the truth, Xu Chengfeng's uncles all fell silent. People running on the water mix in the Jianghu; what haven't they encountered? Not having murdered anyone counts as being a good person. Although Xu Chengfeng's uncles felt they were good people, it was no longer a chaotic time. When the He Rui regime unified China, it cracked down fiercely on bandits of all kinds. No matter how famous the mountain bandits or water bandits were, they were all wiped out. And the Minister of National Defense at that time was this good nephew of theirs.

Finally, the eldest uncle sighed, "Er Xiao, we are old and won't eat the rice of running on the water anymore. Just pretend we didn't say what we said before."

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng didn't ask more and prepared to leave. Unexpectedly, the second uncle said, "Er Xiao, since you are here, eat before you go."

At the dinner table, the uncles called out all of Xu Chengfeng's cousins. Looking at Xu Chengfeng in military uniform, the cousins didn't dare to breathe loudly, all behaving very honestly. Only two cousins caught Xu Chengfeng's attention. The Fourth Cousin looked at Xu Chengfeng with bright eyes, obviously wanting to say something to him. The Seventh Cousin looked somewhat conflicted, but there was no fear in his expression.

Having seen many people over the years, even if Xu Chengfeng wasn't born good at judging people, he wouldn't be completely wrong. After dinner, Xu Chengfeng called the two cousins to his side and said, "Speak."

Since his parents asked him to come, it wouldn't be good to explain to them if he did nothing. Sure enough, the Fourth Cousin spoke first, "Brother, I want to be a soldier. I don't know if it's okay."

"Do you want to be a soldier or an officer?" Xu Chengfeng asked frankly.

"It's best to be an officer, but I heard the current government doesn't favor this. I just want to be a soldier."

Hearing the Fourth Cousin's sensible words, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Why?"

The Fourth Cousin frowned and thought for a while before explaining with some distress, "Being a soldier has imposing manner. Brother, if you ask my dad what he has done in the past years, he wouldn't dare to say. I think if I ask you, you would definitely dare to say."

Xu Chengfeng felt he could understand the Fourth Cousin's feelings. Being in the wild world is certainly different from being within the system. Within the system, especially as a soldier, one inherently has social attributes. People with a wild nature indeed view the rules within the system as shackles, but some people just like the identity within the system. As long as the Fourth Cousin had no problems and could pass the political review, Xu Chengfeng was willing to help.

Turning to the Seventh Cousin, Xu Chengfeng asked, "What do you want to do in the future?"

Hearing Xu Chengfeng ask, the Seventh Cousin hesitated for a moment before answering, "Brother, my matters are small matters."

"Say it, what do you want to do in the future!" Xu Chengfeng became a little interested.

"I want to learn to repair engines," the Seventh Cousin answered. After speaking, he added, "Brother, this is a small matter, so I won't trouble you."

"...How old are you this year?" Xu Chengfeng already had a plan when asking.

"Seventeen."

"Graduated from elementary school or junior high school?"

"Already got the elementary school diploma. Junior high school classes have reached the third year." The Seventh Cousin answered very crisply, not feeling inferior to others because he hadn't graduated from junior high school at this age.

Xu Chengfeng felt somewhat emotional. Henan was just not as good as the Northeast, or rather, with the accumulation of the past ten-plus years, the overall industrialization level of the Northeast was much stronger than inside the pass. Compulsory education was popularized early in the Northeast; more than 70% of 17-year-olds could complete junior high school. In Zhoukou, which was liberated 9 years later, even the children of local boat gang leaders couldn't graduate from junior high school.

However, the Seventh Cousin's frankness made Xu Chengfeng like him very much, so he continued to ask, "Since you are in the third year of junior high, you should have studied internal combustion engines in textbooks."

Hearing Xu Chengfeng neither criticize nor say anything empty, the Seventh Cousin felt very comfortable in his heart, and became a bit radiant with delight, saying, "Brother, I wanted to learn internal combustion engines only after studying it. I have already talked to the master repairing internal combustion engines in the city. When I graduate this year, I will follow him as an apprentice."

"Then listen to me, go to a technical school after graduating from junior high," Xu Chengfeng ordered.

The Seventh Cousin was unhappy. "Why? I can hear if there is anything wrong inside just by listening to the sound of the internal combustion engine now."

Xu Chengfeng had seen too many such people, so he smiled, "Then let me ask you, what do those labels mean on the internal combustion engines you have seen now?"

"...Brother, are you saying the words and letters on those labels have meanings?" The Seventh Cousin's eyes finally lit up like the Fourth Cousin's.

Xu Chengfeng certainly knew what those labels meant. Although it wasn't Xu Chengfeng who formulated the label symbols back then, all officers, non-commissioned officers, and even ordinary motor transport soldiers had to learn them. Seeing his cousin noticed these details but didn't know this basic common sense, Xu Chengfeng made up his mind even more, "Listen to me, go to technical school after graduating from junior high. Technical school can not only let you know this knowledge but also let you know knowledge you didn't know at all originally. As long as you want to learn, someone will teach you."

The Seventh Cousin looked happy at first, then hesitated again, "Brother, how many years does technical school take?"

"Three years."

"I'll be 20 when I finish." The Seventh Cousin was reluctant.

"The further you go, the more you will know. But you will also find there is more you don't know. The more you don't know, the slower you learn, and finally you won't be able to learn. You study for 3 years now, coming out at 20. But if you take the wild path now, when you want to learn more at 27, you still have to go to school. At that time, you will be 30 when you come out."

The Seventh Cousin wanted to speak but stopped several times, and finally made up his mind, "Brother, I know. You have to help me."

"No problem," Xu Chengfeng agreed readily. After speaking, wanting to encourage the Seventh Cousin, he said, "How big are the marine engines you see now? In the future, our country will build bigger ships, more than 260 meters long, 30 meters wide, and 30 meters high. How big do you think the internal combustion engines used on those ships will be?"

"Good heavens! Are there really such big ships?" The Seventh Cousin's eyes widened, his face full of envy.

Xu Chengfeng didn't say more, because it would be inappropriate to say more. The Washington Naval Treaty stipulated that each signatory country could build two aircraft carriers not exceeding the standard of 33,000 tons (33,528 metric tons) without exceeding the total aircraft carrier tonnage level stipulated by the treaty.

China didn't care at all whether it was a standard aircraft carrier. But in the future, China would inevitably join the Washington Naval Treaty to some extent. So He Rui provided the design idea for future aircraft carriers, which was a 33,000-ton aircraft carrier. Including an angled and straight two-segment deck that can take off and land simultaneously, and a 12-degree angled take-off deck. It can carry 105 fighters and bombers for combat. The aircraft carrier has radar and electronic computers, a future naval warfare platform with extremely high combat efficiency.

However, such a design can only exist on paper at this stage because the shipyard capable of manufacturing such a scale in China is under construction. Moreover, the number of shipyards at this stage is far from enough to mass-produce various military and civilian ships.

Although it is no longer wartime now, in the eyes of soldiers, especially soldiers of Xu Chengfeng's level, they will never think that war ends here. While the last war ended, it meant the next war was approaching. The Great War in Europe proved one thing: future wars will only have higher requirements for a country's industrial strength. Before the next war breaks out, China must do its utmost to increase production capacity, improve technology, and formulate combat plans.

Therefore, the more industrial population China has, the better. According to He Rui, if China wants to win inevitably, China's industrialized population must reach 80% of China's population. Xu Chengfeng naturally hoped his uncle's family could also become a member of the vast industrial population.

After chatting with the two cousins he cared about, Xu Chengfeng said to his uncles, "Uncles, if you want your cousins to still run boats, let the brothers who haven't run boats do this line of work. Other cousins, especially female cousins, should still go to school."

Looking at the somewhat perfunctory smiles on his uncles' purple faces, Xu Chengfeng urged, "Except for Fourth Cousin and Seventh Cousin. Send other female cousins to the capital; I will pay for their education. If male cousins are unwilling to study, at least send me one from each family who is willing to study; I will pay for their schooling."

Leaving his uncle's house, Xu Chengfeng went back and told his parents what he had done. After listening, his parents just sighed, "Er Xiao, this is fine; the rest is their own fate."

Father Xu directed the family to move out a heavy box with two locks. "The court wanted to exchange gold and silver, so our family exchanged all gold and silver; inside here are banknotes. There are also a few gold bars, which are the family's nest egg. Er Xiao, this is all our family's belongings. We will take this with you to the capital."

Xu Chengfeng really didn't expect his father to be straightforward to this extent; this was abandoning all family property. Just as he didn't know what to say, he saw his father looking gloomy, "Er Xiao, the world has changed. If our family didn't have you, someone would have come to arrest us for public criticism (struggle session) long ago. Even with you, even if our family distributed the land, the people in the countryside still curse our family as not good things, only knowing how to bully people. We can't stay in the countryside anymore; let's go to the capital. We don't want furniture or anything; we'll buy new ones in the capital!"

Although Xu Chengfeng didn't go so far as to hope his parents would be dragged out for struggle sessions, he wouldn't be surprised if they were really struggled against. The landlord class relied on land rent and usury exploitation; it was fine in the old society, but there was no living space for landlords in New China.

Xu Chengfeng genuinely felt it was very good that his father could make up his mind to escape the countryside. being able to completely cut ties with the past was really a good thing. But Xu Chengfeng was still worried that his father still had lingering affection and wouldn't give up, so he probed, "What about the furniture?"

"Don't want it. I've already told the cadres in town. As soon as we leave, they can haul the furniture away and dispose of it however they like," Father Xu replied somewhat angrily.

Seeing his father was really quite decisive, Xu Chengfeng laughed, "Father, when we get to the capital, I'll pay for buying furniture."
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In war, to cleanly break away from the enemy, no matter how important the baggage was, it must be abandoned immediately. Xu Chengfeng felt he had completed a very excellent retreat. Inside the car were only Xu Chengfeng's family, a not-so-large money box, and two leather suitcases containing clothes. Everything else was left in his hometown, without taking a single bit away.

Retreat was not to flee, but to rush to a new battlefield and welcome a new future. The feeling of cutting off contact with the old days made Xu Chengfeng feel relaxed all over; the new era does not need people who cling to the old era. Just as the army song sings: Forward, forward, forward.

But Xu Chengfeng didn't realize that his hasty arrival and departure still caused a little trouble for his hometown. After the local government learned that General Xu Chengfeng arrived in Chenzhou (Zhoukou), they still wanted to organize a welcome. Just as the reception work was about to be prepared, they learned that General Xu Chengfeng had left again. This caught the local government off guard, even suspecting if they had slighted him.

When the inspection team arrived the day after Xu Chengfeng left, the leading cadres of Chenzhou (Zhoukou) momentarily thought the higher-ups meant to send a punitive expedition.

This was completely a misunderstanding by the local government. Neither Xu Chengfeng nor the inspection team knew each other's itinerary. So much so that when the inspection team heard the self-criticism from the Chenzhou cadres upon arrival, they suspected whether the other party wanted to muddy the waters and deliberately involve Xu Chengfeng.

The inspection team was very experienced. Even encountering such an accident, they were not led astray. Inspection Team Leader Wen Jichang, as if hearing nothing, calmly stated the purpose of this trip, "According to the statistical report for the first half of the year, a batch of village-run factories investing government funds appeared in the counties under Chenzhou City. We now need the cooperation of the Chenzhou Party Committee and the municipal government to investigate this."

Chenzhou Mayor Wu Lingpu was stunned. He didn't expect the inspection team came to investigate this. Even more unexpectedly, the tone and demeanor of the inspection team so far seemed to hold a negative view on this matter. Wu Lingpu quickly laughed, "What's difficult about this? Since the comrades of the inspection team want to investigate, we will cooperate immediately."

Wen Jichang took out a list. "Please give us all materials related to this document. Notify the cadres related to these villages to prepare to cooperate with the investigation."

Hearing this, Wu Lingpu only felt a burst of anger rising, and his chest immediately pained, making him cough involuntarily. Wen Jichang tried to make his serious expression as gentle as possible, "Comrade Wu Lingpu, we know your body was injured in work. You don't need to be anxious; handle it according to the process."

Hearing this, Wu Lingpu's face first turned red, then white. The pain in his chest turned into sadness. "What exactly did I do wrong to make the central government criticize me repeatedly!"

Hearing Wu Lingpu about to bring out his qualifications and experience to recount, Wen Jichang said first, "The central government highly recognizes your work in land leveling and land division during the land reform. It also knows that you mobilized the masses of the whole county to build water conservancy projects, which were relatively effective in result. The central government knows all these things you did."

Hearing this, Wu Lingpu felt he did nothing wrong and asked immediately, "Then why criticize me time and again? Even if I have no credit, I have worked hard!"

Wen Jichang looked at the somewhat chubby Wu Lingpu, feeling very unhappy in his heart. But he came here not to quarrel, but to investigate the situation clearly. If the investigation result was the same as the report, this Wu Lingpu would be treated as a typical case, so Wen Jichang was not willing to let other things get mixed in at all. He handed the document to Wu Lingpu, "Comrade Wu Lingpu, this is the order of the inspection team. We now require you to execute the order after reading it."

Wu Lingpu took the document and looked at it; it clearly stated to investigate government investment in rural areas. The signature was the Ministry of Directly Administered Areas (Zhili Ministry), which was the direct superior of the Directly Administered Province (Henan). Even if dissatisfied, Wu Lingpu knew what the consequences of directly refusing the order would be, so he could only hand the document to the secretary angrily and left by himself.

Soon, Xiao Hanshan, Minister of the Zhili Ministry, received a telegram from Wu Lingpu. After reading it, Xiao Hanshan put the document aside, with absolutely no intention of paying attention to it.

Wen Jichang's investigation was carried out very meticulously. Hundreds of villages and towns under Chenzhou received financial allocations from the city and established factories. The work of the inspection team was to find out the source of funds and who was responsible. On the third day of the investigation, seeing the investigation proceeding very meticulously, Wu Lingpu finally couldn't bear it anymore. He took a train and entered the capital.

Learning that Wu Lingpu had come, Zhili Minister Xiao Hanshan thought for a moment before asking his secretary to bring Wu Lingpu in. As soon as Wu Lingpu saw Xiao Hanshan, his eyes turned red immediately, and he said loudly, "Minister Xiao, I was responsible for the land reform work in Chenzhou. To level the land, I was exhausted to the point of vomiting blood. But Minister Xiao, you personally said that I was a red flag of the Directly Administered Province."

Speaking of this, Wu Lingpu wiped his eyes and continued, "Minister Xiao, Zhoukou is a grain-producing area. What's wrong with running factories in villages? Farmers can't be too far from home!"

The more Xiao Hanshan listened, the more he regretted it. He had promoted Wu Lingpu as a typical example. But with Wu Lingpu's subsequent performance, Xiao Hanshan felt he had really chosen the wrong person. As an official, this person had too strong an element of opportunism. Now, Wu Lingpu actually meant to bite back.

Just as Xiao Hanshan thought so, Wu Lingpu wiped his eyes again, "Minister Xiao, I came here not to ask you to stand up for me. I have only one request: I want the inspection team to treat me fairly."

Xiao Hanshan snorted coldly, "I know. The work of the inspection team is responsible by a specialized department of the State Council. If there are any problems, you can complain to the State Council! If anyone wrongs you, I will definitely not agree."

Hearing that Xiao Hanshan seemed to want to back him up, Wu Lingpu immediately said, "Minister Xiao, I will report to you more often."

After Wu Lingpu left, Xiao Hanshan finally couldn't help grabbing a pen and throwing it against the opposite wall. But this didn't relieve his anger. Xiao Hanshan wanted to throw something else, but he held back and said to the secretary who walked in after hearing the noise, "Call the Premier; I request to make a report."

Wu Youping carefully examined the expression of his old subordinate Xiao Hanshan. This vigorous young cadre looked very conflicted at this time, greatly changed from his previous straightforward appearance. Xiao Hanshan asked straight to the point, "Premier, I still can't understand why we are letting those capitalists do as they please now!"

This was not the first time Wu Youping explained these problems, but there were always comrades who were very unaccustomed to the new economic policy. So Wu Youping explained again, "Capitalists refer to people who possess factors of production and rely on operating enterprises and employing laborers to obtain profits, opposite to laborers.

Small commodity economy refers to the economy in which farmers and handicraftsmen engage in commodity production with individual labor. Producers possess means of production, rely on their own labor for production, and sell commodities only to exchange for the material data they need. It is also called 'simple commodity economy'. Which kind of capitalist are you referring to?"

Xiao Hanshan stood straight, deciding to have a good talk with Wu Youping on this issue. "Premier, I know these. But we worked hard to conquer the world; is it just to let those opportunistic people make money?"

Wu Youping also wanted to have a good talk with Xiao Hanshan. Xiao Hanshan was a comrade with very good evaluation, and Wu Youping still had expectations for Xiao Hanshan, so he also asked frankly, "Minister Xiao, what you can't stand is someone making money? Or someone making money without your permission? Or is it that you care about losing comprehensive control ability?"
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"Premier, comrades have opinions on the current economic system. At present, there is a shortage of commodities; if the state invests, it can earn enough money for construction. This line of thought also has good results at present. Why must those opportunistic people earn this money?" After finishing speaking, Xiao Hanshan felt he might have spoken too aggressively due to his unhappiness, so he quickly added, "Please give me guidance, Premier."

Wu Youping knew it would take time for comrades to understand these things, so he asked, "You have read the report on the law of enterprise lifespan, right?"

"...Yes, I have read it." Xiao Hanshan had to answer. The report cited many survey results of foreign enterprises. The lifespan of small and medium-sized enterprises in the United States and Europe is 8.2 years and 12.5 years respectively. The average lifespan of large European and American companies is as long as 30 years. According to these figures, the lifespan of enterprises booming now is actually very short.

However, the shops Xiao Hanshan saw had very long business lives; many shops had been passed down for one or two generations. Of course, due to the chaos in China over the past decades, business was indeed difficult to do. But Xiao Hanshan believed that with social stability now, the lifespan of Chinese enterprises would be longer. That is to say, enterprises running shops now could make money for at least ten years. This was also the reason why many cadres felt unhappy.

Wu Youping thought that as the Minister of the Zhili Ministry, Xiao Hanshan's ability to promote economic work was indeed problematic, so he simply lowered the level of discussion, "Minister Xiao, is the task of the state to develop the economy or to make money? The relationship between the two is not simply that making money develops the economy. If you just think that enterprises earning the state's money means the state suffers a loss, this view is completely unreasonable."

Xiao Hanshan was afraid Wu Youping misunderstood him, so he explained, "It is in the process of execution now; those people make money too easily, making the local feeling very bad."

"The reason why those people make money fast is that there are few enterprises participating in the competition. When there are more enterprises and competition is fierce, the result is that the overall market becomes larger and the average profit becomes thinner. The government's work lies in whether taxes are collected and whether the protection of workers' rights is in place. Are wage arrears and other difficult matters managed according to the law? For employed personnel, have we actively publicized their due rights? If comrades see those running enterprises making money and feel unconvinced, they can also resign to open workshops and run enterprises."

Xiao Hanshan was speechless for a moment. He had also asked those complaining cadres 'do you want to resign and do business', but no one expressed a desire to do business. Having reached the minister level, Xiao Hanshan also knew human nature. Those who made strange remarks actually 'wanted to have their cake and eat it too', but the current system was strict, and they didn't dare to say it directly.

"Why can the average lifespan of enterprises be calculated? Because enterprises will definitely face risks. Enterprise bankruptcy is like human death; just the rupture of a few blood vessels or the lesion of an organ, and the person dies. When a human dies, most organs are normal. Therefore, humans instinctively hate risks and want to live in a risk-free environment. If someone lives in a risk-free environment, there is only one explanation: someone else must be bearing the risk for him."

At this level, Xiao Hanshan knew very well that he really had no ability to refute Wu Youping. Xiao Hanshan hesitated for a moment, suddenly wanting to sit down and talk. Just as he unconsciously glanced at the sofa, he heard Wu Youping say, "Sit down and talk."

Sitting on the sofa, Xiao Hanshan felt much more comfortable physically, and his mood improved a little. This gave Xiao Hanshan the courage to probe, "Premier, are some comrades unsuitable for economic work?"

Wu Youping shook his head. "It's not that some comrades are unsuitable for economic work, but that traditional agricultural society views are unsuitable for industrial economy. In traditional views, the wealth of the world is fixed; more here means less there. However, industrial society greatly improves the utilization range and efficiency of resources, and the upper limit of wealth growth is far higher than that of agricultural society. If you use the thinking of agricultural society to manage the economy of industrial society, you will definitely fail."

Xiao Hanshan knew Wu Youping was explaining which comrades were unsuitable for economic work, so he could only try hard to understand Wu Youping's train of thought. Under heavy work pressure, Xiao Hanshan didn't even have the leisure to feel whether he liked such a view.

Seeing Xiao Hanshan's expression involuntarily becoming painful, Wu Youping stopped talking about this aspect and changed his wording, "What I am going to say next is entirely a deduction based on economic principles, without any emotion in it. No matter what kind of people or what kind of success or failure is mentioned in it, it is just an emotionless deduction. Do you think you can be prepared?"

Xiao Hanshan had to try hard to empty his brain and calm himself down as much as possible. After preparing for a while, he answered, "Premier, I am ready."

Seeing Xiao Hanshan was still quite nervous, Wu Youping mentioned a relaxing topic first, "I think grassroots comrades won't consider craft workshops like sewing shops as capitalists, right?"

Xiao Hanshan was stunned. Thinking of the previous dialogue, he smiled bitterly, "Not to that extent, not to that extent."

Wu Youping put away his smile. "According to the deduction of the Ministry of Finance, within 3-5 years, for workshops related to large amounts of power, as long as they don't switch to mechanized production, probably only 4% can survive. This is the fate of small commodity economy enterprises."

"So fast?" Xiao Hanshan was stunned.

"Even if those similar enterprises survive by increasing investment, within 10 years, due to competition, those surviving will not exceed 10%. This will be a huge wave of enterprise bankruptcy, which should sweep across China."

Xiao Hanshan previously thought that a large number of enterprises popping up in the countryside and various places making money would trigger social problems of 'worrying not about scarcity but about uneven distribution'. Now hearing that these enterprises couldn't even survive 10 years, and even upgraded enterprises couldn't survive, he only felt a chill rushing straight from his tailbone to the top of his head.

A terrifying hypothesis left Xiao Hanshan speechless: if so many enterprises were all finished, wouldn't the national economy also suffer heavy losses?

Before Xiao Hanshan could ask, Wu Youping continued, "But after such destruction, China's economy will only be better. Because a large part of the upstream enterprises responsible for technology research and development are state-owned enterprises. With 10 years of development, state-owned enterprises will definitely obtain great improvements. Plus infrastructure such as roads and communications built in these years, industrial products from core cities in large regions will enter the countryside, just like bicycles going to the countryside now. As long as transportation costs can be reduced low enough, industrial products from those core cities will thoroughly unify the countryside."

Speaking of this, Wu Youping smiled slightly, "How about it, has the situation you expected happened?"

Xiao Hanshan only felt completely confused. He had worked in the Northeast for several years and saw with his own eyes how state-owned enterprises drove the industrial development of the Northeast region from top to bottom, sweeping the entire Northeast. Naturally, he felt such a model should be the best.

However, Wu Youping's description was another appearance, development from the bottom up by the private sector. But this development would be crushed by industrial products from urban areas. Xiao Hanshan asked somewhat difficultly, "Premier, won't such a huge bankruptcy affect the economy?"

"We must look at problems dynamically. Minister Xiao, what is the reason for the bankruptcy of these enterprises?" Wu Youping asked.

"Uh... please instruct me, Premier." Xiao Hanshan dared not explain himself at all.

"The reason for their bankruptcy is very simple. Marx has a very brilliant description in *Das Kapital*: the commodity to money is a thrilling leap. If it falls, what is shattered is not just the commodity, but the owner of the commodity.

After the commodity is produced by the producer, it is linked to the vital interests of the producer. In the process of exchange with money as the medium, commodity—money—commodity, only when the commodity producer successfully realizes the leap from commodity to money, exchanging the commodity for money that can be exchanged for all other commodities, can the producer exchange for the commodities he needs (which can meet his needs for survival and development); otherwise, the producer cannot survive in the market.

Minister Xiao, there are risks in every link. This is why enterprises have lifespans. Why is a country called a capitalist country? Because the purpose of such a country is to avoid the risks of capital, so they transfer risks to other fields as much as possible. In order to resist risks, monopoly organizations like cartels, trusts, and syndicates appeared.

The socialist system is not a god; the socialist system cannot eliminate risks. The system determines how a country operates. Then, under the socialist system, what we have to do is ensure the bottom line, ensuring that risks are not transferred to groups who shouldn't bear them. Can you understand this?"

"...I feel suddenly enlightened," Xiao Hanshan sighed. Following Wu Youping's guidance, Xiao Hanshan felt he was standing at another height looking at political and economic issues. Things that Xiao Hanshan once thought were huge matters now became issues that, although having certain importance, were no longer matters of life and death.

And Xiao Hanshan vaguely felt that those things that seemed unimportant had unexpected importance. For example, the central government prohibited local governments from using state funds to invest in small workshops in rural areas.

"Let's talk about the issue of fiscal discipline," Wu Youping continued.

Xiao Hanshan was shocked in his heart; he felt as if Wu Youping could hear his inner voice.

"Minister Xiao, rural investment indeed suffers not from scarcity but from uneven distribution. Therefore, the state can only invest in infrastructure, compulsory education, and the supply of cheap commodities, projects that cover the entire countryside. Cities and county towns recruiting workers from the countryside also have open standards, the same for everyone. This is the basic requirement of state investment in rural areas.

As for various small commodity economies in rural areas, this has to be left to the rural people to do themselves. The government's functions are relevant administrative supervision and legal services. This is the social operation mode stipulated by the socialist system. To complete these in rural areas requires huge investment and a large amount of work. The work pressure on comrades will be very great."

Listening to Wu Youping's effortless narration, Xiao Hanshan answered almost word by word, "Premier, I think I understand."

Wu Youping felt that Xiao Hanshan's receptive capacity today ended here. Although he was still somewhat worried in his heart, he didn't continue, but expressed his thoughts, "I have a high evaluation of Minister Xiao; I hope you can truly understand these."
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After ending the conversation with Premier Wu Youping, the core party and government personnel at the ministerial level of the Zhili Ministry did not go home for two consecutive days. The lights in the conference room were on all night, and a team of experts responsible for researching enterprise lifespan was invited to give lectures.

After the study and discussion, Xiao Hanshan was very tired, but his heart was much more relaxed. Originally, he thought Wu Lingpu's problem was being too politically opportunistic and radical, thus triggering displeasure from above. Now looking at Wu Lingpu's problem, although it was still opportunism, it was not that Wu Lingpu offended someone or displeased the central government. With Xiao Hanshan's current understanding of central policies, he believed Wu Lingpu indeed executed a direction conflicting with the central economic thinking.

And Wu Lingpu still insisted that his direction was right, so the inspection team naturally had to come for inspection.

The current situation made Xiao Hanshan feel very difficult. He leaned back on the sofa, unable to think of how to handle Wu Lingpu's matter for a moment. After thinking for a while, Xiao Hanshan finally decided not to intervene anymore. If the higher-ups thought Xiao Hanshan was unqualified, Xiao Hanshan had no choice. When the time came, he would make a self-criticism if needed, or be removed from office if necessary. Xiao Hanshan felt that no matter what, he hadn't made mistakes to the extent of being removed from office.

At the same time, Chenzhou Mayor Wu Lingpu felt differently. There were procedures for using financial allocations, and investigation immediately identified the handlers at each level. The handlers at each level certainly didn't want to offend Mayor Wu Lingpu, but they were even less willing to offend the Central Inspection Team. Soon, Wu Lingpu and the leading cadres who supported him in doing so were identified, and interviews began immediately.

Wu Lingpu didn't know what would be asked, but he wanted to know very much what those who supported him would be asked. It was late at night, and there was finally a knock on the door of Wu Lingpu's house. Wu Lingpu wanted to go himself, but after standing up, he said to his wife, "You go open the door."

Before long, footsteps sounded. It was Wu Lingpu's driver bringing in Director Niu of the Finance Bureau, who was interviewed today. Director Niu looked a little uneasy, but overall he was calm. Sitting in front of Wu Lingpu, he didn't fear anything. After the driver was led to the kitchen by Wu Lingpu's wife to eat something, Wu Lingpu asked, "Director Niu, what did the inspection team ask?"

"Nothing special. The inspection team said not to tell others about these things," Director Niu replied.

Wu Lingpu felt Director Niu was quite good at pretending; since he shouldn't tell others, he shouldn't have come. But this couldn't be said out loud. Wu Lingpu didn't ask about this anymore but turned to the stance, "Director Niu, when the Municipal Committee met, we specifically discussed investing in rural areas. Now the masses don't know what factories to build, so the government must lead the masses to increase income. At that time, the comrades of the Municipal Committee were all in favor."

Hearing this, Director Niu felt Wu Lingpu was prepared to stick to his view, so he stood up and replied, "Mayor Wu, the inspection team asked which meetings decided those allocations. They should have gone to retrieve the meeting minutes; what was said at the meeting should be recorded. Mayor Wu, you are tired too; I'll go back first and won't disturb your rest."

Wu Lingpu was furious, but at the moment he didn't even have the thought of how to deal with Finance Bureau Director Niu. It wasn't that Wu Lingpu was morally noble, but Wu Lingpu was made very nervous by the news Director Niu gave him, having no energy to consider Director Niu. If the inspection team really made an issue out of the meeting minutes, there would really be some problems.

At the meeting, Wu Lingpu indeed confidently stated, 'Build Chenzhou (Zhoukou) into a socialist demonstration zone'. To achieve this goal, the 10 years of experience in the Northeast had to be compressed into 3 years to realize. According to Wu Lingpu's words, "Men and women must be used as livestock! Work big and fast!" This was obviously very different from the central government's policy, but Wu Lingpu felt that since nothing was said before, there should be no problem now... Maybe.

After a few days of work, the inspection team basically mastered all the main situations. According to the economic policies at this stage, the matter could be roughly determined. Wu Lingpu adopted radical policies, and it was Wu Lingpu who proposed such ideas. Although the inspection team had the authority to contact the Central Inspection Team immediately in an emergency and propose emergency handling, this matter was already very clear. Moreover, the meeting minutes were complete, and the fund allocation handling procedures also met the norms, requiring no special process.

Seeing the inspection team acting resolutely and leaving without dragging their feet, the Chenzhou government even felt it might just be an ordinary investigation. Even Wu Lingpu felt the matter was probably over. According to the news Wu Lingpu received, the inspection team's investigation didn't mean to find any crimes. If conviction relied only on the content of these municipal government work meetings, it would mean something big happened.

The inspection team left Chenzhou on September 18. Wu Lingpu lost his temper at the municipal government meeting on the 19th, criticizing several bureau directors who made him uncomfortable; Director Niu was one of them. This made the members of the Chenzhou municipal government uneasy, wondering what Wu Lingpu, who should have escaped a disaster, would do next.

On September 20, the Chenzhou Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government held a meeting of all cadres at the bureau level and above. Director Niu looked at Wu Lingpu sitting in the main seat and saw Wu Lingpu actually looking over. After their eyes met, Wu Lingpu actually looked away first, with some hesitation in his expression. This surprised Director Niu; it shouldn't be like this.

Other bureau directors also quickly felt that Wu Lingpu's arrogance had disappeared, which meant something definitely happened. The directors who had been scolded by Wu Lingpu finding an opportunity were both happy and nervous, waiting for the meeting to start and reveal the answer.

As soon as the meeting started, the Municipal Party Secretary in charge of personnel spoke first, "September 20, 1927. Upon the proposal of Comrade Xiao Hanshan, Minister of the Zhili Ministry, Comrade Wu Lingpu is removed from the post of Mayor of Chenzhou City, and Vice Mayor Comrade Nie Lianshan will temporarily be responsible for the mayor's work.

Remove the Director of the Finance Bureau..."

Everyone held their breath and listened intently to the appointment and removal documents. About one-third of the Chenzhou municipal government officials were removed from office. Wu Lingpu bore the brunt, and the rest included both those Wu Lingpu liked and those he didn't like. There was no special circle.

Listening until the end, the directors who were not named found that a group of leaders in charge of the economy were collectively removed. Now, all the retained directors felt the power of the inspection team. Chenzhou, a not-so-small city, had one-third of its leading cadres removed after only a few days of investigation. The highest rank in the inspection team was only at the division level (Zheng Chu).

Wu Lingpu and Director Niu had long forgotten the conflict between them. They both knew they were in big trouble and roughly guessed that the development method of Chenzhou led by Wu Lingpu was negated by the higher-ups. Their eyes met occasionally at this time, but there was no unhappiness, only panic.

The news of appointment and removal spread quickly in Chenzhou. Yang Xiangqian, Deputy Director of the Chenzhou Labor Bureau, drank with a few friends that night. Yang Xiangqian's face was full of joy, "Damn it, Wu Lingpu, this bastard, should have left long ago. The central government really did a good thing!"

Other friends also liked Wu Lingpu (Note: Text says "Other friends also liked Wu Lingpu", but context suggests they agreed with Yang or were neutral. Wait, text says "Other friends also liked Wu Lingpu". This contradicts the next sentence "However, they felt what Yang Xiangqian said was a bit too harsh". Maybe typo for "Other friends also knew Wu Lingpu" or "Other friends didn't like Wu Lingpu". Or maybe they liked him for some reason. I will translate literally but maybe they respected his hard work).

Wait, the text says: "Other friends also liked Wu Lingpu. However, they felt what Yang Xiangqian said was a bit too harsh, so they couldn't help advising: 'At least he vomited blood from exhaustion. He worked very hard himself.'" This implies they had some sympathy or respect for his effort.

"He vomits one mouthful of blood, others have to vomit ten. Let me tell you now, when that guy was recuperating, he said there was no need to mobilize so much ration; one catty per person per day is enough. Then he said he only ate 3 liang (150g) of rice a day now. When I saw the meal he ate, it was all milk and meat; of course 3 liang of rice was enough!" Yang Xiangqian said indignantly.

Several others heard this for the first time and were stunned. Although they knew Wu Lingpu was ambitious and strove for grandiose achievements, they didn't expect his speeches on these matters to be somewhat inhumane.

Yang Xiangqian didn't dwell on this matter. He raised his wine glass, "It's good that he's gone. A lot of work can start in the future. Recently, I found some enterprises seem to deliberately make things difficult for female workers who want to come out to work. When Wu Lingpu was here, he said everyone should be used as livestock. This gave those enterprises an excuse; this time we can investigate!"

Friends knew Yang Xiangqian was straightforward and couldn't stand bullying. Seeing him ready to display his skills, they could only advise him to be careful, "Xiangqian, will someone sue you if you do this?"

"Let them sue." Yang Xiangqian was not afraid. But in his heart, Yang Xiangqian felt he should be fine. Based on Yang Xiangqian's understanding of the central economic policy, he felt now was the time to set rules. Although some policies indeed looked too lenient, the central intention to set rules was very clear. Whoever violated the rules would be dealt with.

But Wu Lingpu's previous practice was to try his best to mobilize the people in the Chenzhou area to do various jobs with a very large workload. Moreover, Wu Lingpu formulated various things that looked like nonsense just to achieve results. So the work of setting rules couldn't proceed. Originally, they should investigate, visit, and crack down on workshop enterprises that destroyed workers' rights. But Wu Lingpu's own practice was the first object to be struck. No matter how unhappy Yang Xiangqian was, he couldn't attack Wu Lingpu.

Soon, time entered October. In previous years, as soon as the autumn harvest ended, Wu Lingpu would start a massive campaign for water conservancy projects involving 100,000 people in Chenzhou. Yang Xiangqian didn't have much opinion on such water conservancy and land leveling projects; what he detested was that extremely heavy workload. After participating, the mobilized people couldn't recover for half a month after returning.

This year, as Wu Lingpu and that group were removed from office and transferred away, no one in the Chenzhou municipal government mentioned the 100,000-person grand campaign anymore. Everyone who reached this position was no fool. Now it was better to see the situation clearly and wait for the new mayor and bureau directors to arrive and the team to run.

Yang Xiangqian wasn't afraid of anything. The Labor Bureau had arranged inspection work before, and this time no one grabbed it from him. After receiving the official document, Yang Xiangqian immediately set off with his entourage.

Chenzhou has an area of 11,000 square kilometers. Not big or small, basically all plains. Going to the countryside this time, Yang Xiangqian, who originally had no car, actually received a motorized vehicle called 'All-Terrain Motor Tricycle'. That is, a tricycle equipped with an engine. The cargo bed behind was open, 1.2*1.8 meters. There were also two technicians from 'Forever Vehicle Factory' accompanying. Yang Xiangqian knew these two said they were collecting data, but actually they were there to repair the vehicle at any time. He was also very happy. Driving such a big guy out, if it broke down, Yang Xiangqian and his entourage wouldn't have the ability to maintain it.

The tricycle started. With the chugging sound, young technicians and cadres got into the car one after another. As the driving technician twisted the right handle, the tricycle began to drive. In less than half an hour, the tricycle had driven out of the urban area, and vast fields unfolded in front of the young people.
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The Forever motorized tricycle initially drove along the national highway. The national highway was invested and built by the state, adopting a multi-layer roadbed and asphalt pavement, which was a proper high-quality highway in this era. Driving on such a road, even if it couldn't be called lightning fast, the tricycle was both fast and stable.

When the tricycle speed exceeded 40 kilometers per hour, the young cadres and technicians in the car felt a bit 'floating', adrenaline secretion increased immediately, and their emotions also rose.

"Master, can you drive faster!"

"Master, slow down!"

The young cadres sitting in the back said happily. As the team leader, Yang Xiangqian sat next to the driver's seat. Hearing the guys in the back were very happy, he also said, "Master, drive steadily."

After running along the national highway for more than an hour, the tricycle turned onto the provincial road. The road surface immediately narrowed a lot, and the vehicles on the road also changed from mainly trucks and buses to small vehicles and bicycles. Bicycles included tricycles and two-wheelers; regardless of how many wheels, the vehicles were all fully loaded with goods. Especially the two-wheeled bicycles; large and small packages were tied with ropes above and on both sides of the rear seat. Looking at the riders pedaling hard, Yang Xiangqian couldn't help sighing at the endurance and hard work of the masses.

After lunch at noon, when setting off for the town, the motorized tricycle drove onto a dirt road. The driving speed immediately dropped to about 25 kilometers per hour, and the young people in the back also began to undulate with the undulation of the road surface.

Finally arriving at the destination, the young cadres who got off at the entrance of the town stood holding onto the tricycle, almost unable to move. Some who couldn't stand the bumps even retched for a while; such road conditions were really too uncomfortable.

Farmers driving carts were entering the town. Seeing the motorized tricycle, they all turned their heads to look continuously. The livestock pulling these carts included horses, mules, and donkeys. Without exception, the carts all used rubber tires and chassis with bearings and shock-absorbing springs. Even donkey carts were very brisk.

A carter shouted to the cadres when passing by, "Teacher, what kind of car is this?"

"It's a tricycle," the technician answered.

"Where are you from?" The carter was very curious.

"We are from the government," the technician answered. As soon as this was said, Yang Xiangqian felt he had forgotten to warn the technician before; even if they were from the government, don't say they are from the government. But it was too late now; he could only be careful in the future.

Hearing that these people were from the government, the carter's face changed, and he hurriedly drove the livestock, wanting to leave as soon as possible.

Seeing this, Yang Xiangqian's heart was clear as a mirror. In recent years, the government built water conservancy projects and mobilized a large amount of labor. Especially under Wu Lingpu's high-intensity mobilization of labor, the masses were really afraid. Seeing the masses rushing to leave, Yang Xiangqian shouted, "We were sent by Chairman He."

Hearing the words 'Chairman He', the masses who didn't dare to look at Yang Xiangqian's group immediately turned their faces, and the hands holding whips also stopped in mid-air. Some masses were just stunned and continued to drive the carts forward, while some masses' expressions had softened. Just as they wanted to talk, they saw from a distance that the town cadres were coming towards the town entrance. The masses didn't say more, urging the livestock to continue moving forward without stopping.

The young cadres were very surprised by such a change. Someone whispered, "Director, why is the difference so big?"

Yang Xiangqian didn't answer, just asked the comrades to recover quickly; they were going to the town government soon, so try to look spirited. The comrades in the town were very enthusiastic when welcoming them. After all, the town is under the county, and the administrative unit above the county is the city. The administrative level of the town was two levels lower than the city Yang Xiangqian belonged to. On the way, the director of the town office who came to welcome them probed, "We received a document from the county saying that there will be no water conservancy grand campaign this year? Is this true?"

Yang Xiangqian was not from the water conservancy department, so of course he hadn't seen the document. Moreover, after Wu Lingpu left, no one in the Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government moved recklessly. Yang Xiangqian originally thought they just wouldn't mention water conservancy or infrastructure grand campaigns, but he didn't expect the county to issue a document directly. It seems that everyone was silent on the surface, but acted very quickly in reality.

But this couldn't be said, so Yang Xiangqian laughed, "Since there is a document from the county, follow the document."

There are regulations for government reception expenses. Chenzhou is a land of fish and rice; the dishes were not many, but the taste was quite good. Moreover, the new government has extremely clear regulations on drinking, especially strictly prohibiting 'toasting culture'. So although there was wine on the table, Yang Xiangqian and the others didn't mention toasting and drank very casually.

However, after a few small cups, someone tentatively asked about Wu Lingpu being transferred. Yang Xiangqian chuckled and just said it was true. He didn't respond to other inquiries, which cooled the atmosphere at the table a bit. But when Yang Xiangqian asked about local changes, the town cadres became excited again. The town mayor drank a glass of wine in one gulp and then said, "Director Yang, our town has developed very well recently. We are preparing to start double cropping next year..."

After getting up the next day, Yang Xiangqian took out the town's economic data statistics table. His finger slid along the list of workshops in the town. Every time he stopped, he wrote down the name of a workshop as an object of inspection. Although he had a rough idea before setting off, Yang Xiangqian only had a general feeling about the town after seeing the situation in the town personally.

Workshops and such would only open after 9 AM. So at 9:30, Yang Xiangqian and the others took the motorized tricycle into the town. At this time, most shops in the town were open. After the autumn harvest, people coming and going were very lively. Various carts and bicycles were parked in front of the shops. The motorized tricycle passed through them, attracting the attention of the masses.

The first one to inspect was a rice husking workshop. Finding the location according to the address, they saw the gate of the rice husking workshop was half-closed, and there was no one. The accompanying deputy director of the town office saw the car stop here and immediately said, "Director Yang, you should have said earlier. This workshop is about to close."

"Why?" Yang Xiangqian didn't expect the first workshop he chose to be in such a situation, but he wasn't very surprised.

The deputy director hurriedly explained, "A grain processing factory using machines opened in the town. Husking is cheap and fast; no one comes to this husking workshop... Sigh..."

Speaking of this, there was some regret in the deputy director's expression. Yang Xiangqian asked immediately, "What happened in between? Did someone die?"

The deputy director was stunned and shook his head hurriedly, "Definitely no one died!" Although he said so, the deputy director of the office was very surprised in his heart. Although this Director Yang from the city came for the first time, his judgment of things was really accurate. This was definitely not a person who could be fooled.

Looking at Yang Xiangqian's neat short hair and bright eyes, the deputy director answered carefully, "This husking family has three sons. Seeing business was bad, they were angry and went to cause trouble at the entrance of that grain processing factory using machines. Later, a fight broke out, and someone almost died. People from both families were arrested, and it seems they are about to be sentenced."

After speaking, the deputy director thought Yang Xiangqian would naturally scold a few words, but unexpectedly Yang Xiangqian just took out a pen and wrote quickly. The deputy director wanted to lean over to look but dared not. Yang Xiangqian finished writing quickly, put away the notebook, and greeted the deputy director and accompanying comrades to get on the car together and go to the next one.

This one was also a workshop with some history in the town. The reason for saying 'some history' was that in the economic deterioration of the past few decades, truly old workshops and shops closed down in large numbers. The establishment time of these current workshops and shops was far less long than some old enterprises in the Northeast. In the records, this blacksmith shop was taken over 6 years ago by a distant relative who learned the craft from outside, taking over the previous old blacksmith's shop.

The clanging sound of metal collision passed over the wall to the outside. Yang Xiangqian entered the blacksmith shop under the guidance of the deputy director of the town office. From the outside, the blacksmith shop was not small. Entering the yard, they saw there were many rooms in the blacksmith shop. In the open space against the wall were some furnaces; there was actually very little real open space.

The deputy director went in to find the workshop owner, and Yang Xiangqian looked at the blacksmith shop with the accompanying comrades. They saw a group of workers using iron tongs to clamp metal objects into the furnace to heat, and the red-hot iron pieces were taken out and hammered. Hammering in the yard, the metal collision sound was even more uncomfortable to hear. What could be certain was that the business of this blacksmith shop was very good.

At this time, a man about 40 years old with a medium build came out with the deputy director. After mutual introduction, they knew this was the owner of the blacksmith shop. Several people went into the back room. Although the clanging hammering sound continued, it was much better than facing it directly. Yang Xiangqian exchanged a few greetings with the blacksmith shop owner, then asked seemingly inadvertently, "Boss, your blower seems to be manually operated?"

The blacksmith shop owner had also traveled the world and seen the world when he was young. Hearing Yang Xiangqian say this, he responded to Yang Xiangqian's question according to his own thinking, "Leader, do you know a shop selling new blowers?"

Yang Xiangqian laughed, "I don't know any. For shop operation, naturally, enough is good."

The blacksmith shop owner nodded repeatedly, "Yes, enough is good, enough is good. My shop is short of hands now, and the blower is very handy to use."

Seeing the owner finally didn't suspect he came to force a sale, Yang Xiangqian continued to ask, "When you recruit apprentices here, do you look for good health? Or ability to endure hardship? Or some knowledge about blacksmithing?"

The blacksmith shop owner dared not answer. Doing business requires being able to mix, judge people, and respond. The blacksmith shop owner felt he was okay in these aspects and could deal with it. So when he first saw Yang Xiangqian, he felt this official shouldn't be a bad person. Even looking at his gestures, if not full of righteousness, at least there was no evil spirit.

But the questions this official asked sounded too focused on shop operations. If it were corrupt officials in the past, they would force the boss to pay money or force people in. The new government really didn't do those rotten things in recent years. Seeing the respect of the deputy director of the town government office for Yang Xiangqian, Yang Xiangqian should be an official much bigger than the town mayor. logically, such an official wouldn't hold on to a blacksmith shop. So Yang Xiangqian's questions really confused the blacksmith shop owner.

Finally, the blacksmith shop owner used the last move, which was 'tell the truth'. He stood up and bowed to Yang Xiangqian with hands clasped, "This leader. I feel the leader wants to give me some advice, but I don't understand the language of officialdom and can't understand the leader's meaning. Please tell me what exactly the leader wants to know. As long as I can understand, I will definitely say it all. If the leader keeps asking like this, I will be scared to death."

Yang Xiangqian and the accompanying comrades couldn't help smiling. To be honest, it wasn't easy to meet such a clear-thinking character in the town. The deputy director was initially scared by the blacksmith shop owner's frankness, but seeing Yang Xiangqian's reaction, he felt relieved. As long as the blacksmith shop owner didn't affect Yang Xiangqian's mood, there would be no problem.

In such a relaxed atmosphere, Yang Xiangqian said, "Boss, please sit down and talk."
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Seeing Deputy Director of the Labor Bureau Yang Xiangqian chatting with the blacksmith shop owner for more than ten minutes, with every sentence having substance, the blacksmith shop owner nodded repeatedly as if meeting a soulmate. While admiring, the deputy director of the town government office also felt a sense of loss. The town certainly couldn't compare with the city where all kinds of industries were complete, but even so, there were quite a few trades. The deputy director didn't really understand how these industries operated. Under the myriad of clues, the deputy director felt immense work pressure.

Just then, Yang Xiangqian asked, "Boss, there is vocational training now. You, and the assistants in your blacksmith shop, can all participate. Adult vocational education requires signing a contract, so you don't have to worry about the assistants leaving you after learning. When your assistants participate in the training, you pay them according to the minimum wage, and the state will give you some subsidies. When they come back after learning, there will be people in your shop who master the latest technology, and the assistants will also have hope. I think this is very good."

Hearing this conversation, the deputy director recalled the technical training in adult re-education issued from above. He couldn't recall it completely for a moment, but the whole content was indeed as Yang Xiangqian said.

Hearing this, the blacksmith shop owner didn't agree immediately but shook his head, "This leader, what you said are things only those who want to do big business would do. I just want to run this blacksmith shop well. Learning blacksmithing doesn't need going to school."

Seeing the blacksmith shop owner spoke sincerely, Yang Xiangqian knew this was what he really thought. So he didn't persuade much, said a few more words, and stood up, "Sorry for disturbing you today. I'll take my leave."

The blacksmith shop owner saw Yang Xiangqian and the others to the door. Watching them leave on the motorized tricycle, he felt very good. Talking with such a big shot indeed felt like a spring breeze. What this bureau director from the city said was all useful for the blacksmith shop operation, and he didn't force it. The blacksmith shop owner was rather interested in what Yang Xiangqian mentioned about borrowing money from the Rural Credit Cooperative.

Where is there a businessman who doesn't lack money? Although he didn't need to borrow money now, he might use it in the future. Moreover, hearing that the interest rate of the credit cooperative loan was not high, if there was really a chance to borrow money, maybe it could help him survive in a crisis.

Leaving the blacksmith shop, Yang Xiangqian had something in mind, so he simply asked the tricycle to stop. He took out his notebook and wrote down his views on adult vocational education. According to Yang Xiangqian's own guess, these workshops, regardless of size, did not tend to let their employees participate in adult vocational training.

The reason was different from the traditional agricultural society's 'teaching the apprentice starves the master'. Once these workers mastered more technology, a situation where 'one mountain cannot contain two tigers' might appear. As for the blacksmith shop owner's answer just now, it was also a common mentality. If capable employees were recruited, it would definitely be to expand the business. Any boss with a clear mind could feel the risk of expanding business. When the market is depressed, reducing expenses might make it possible to survive. Once taking risks, there is a high probability of complete failure.

Closing the notebook, Yang Xiangqian let the tricycle continue forward. On the way, judging from the cases seen at present, the previous rice husking workshop closed down because they were impacted by the grain processing factory using machines. Also being workshops, once the handicraft industry was impacted by industrial machinery, it immediately threw away its helmet and armor (suffered utter defeat) and was completely finished.

Thinking of this, Yang Xiangqian stopped the car again and wrote a sentence in the notebook, 'Arrangement for tomorrow, focus on the comparison between handicraft industry and machinery'.

For two consecutive days, Yang Xiangqian walked through this town. at the meeting before leaving, Yang Xiangqian made a request, 'In the near future, promote adult vocational training in the town. I will check everyone's report when I come back.'

Without staying longer, Yang Xiangqian went to the next town. This trip took more than half a month, investigating four towns and two county towns. With the investigation, Yang Xiangqian's thinking became clearer and clearer. At this stage, social development was still in an acquaintance society. Workshops would not recruit people easily; even if they recruited, they needed recommendations from acquaintances. Their operation mode was still the traditional set.

Tradition isn't completely bad. Under the traditional recruitment mode, although the salary is not high, money is paid on time. After all, the main force of reneging on debts back then was local tyrants and evil gentry, and local tyrants and evil gentry had been eliminated in the three-year civil war.

For workshops using machinery, the field of machinery use was only substitution type. For example, mills and rice husking workshops; the role of machinery was to replace human and animal power. In the private sector, there were no real mechanical processing enterprises appearing yet. Even if some looked like they were doing machinery, they were peripheral fields existing by relying on state-owned enterprises. For example, with the popularity of bicycles, handicraft workshops adding accessories to bicycles to increase cargo capacity.

These enterprises in Chenzhou (Zhoukou) were completely dependent in nature. Once there were no basic industrial products provided by state-owned enterprises, they would have no space for existence.

On the way back, the investigation ideas in Yang Xiangqian's heart became clearer and clearer. In the report written in spare time every night, more and more content was modified. Even the modified content began to become the main content of the report.

Two days before returning to Chenzhou urban area, Yang Xiangqian started to modify while reading the report after dinner. At this time, he considered more but wrote less. Just then, a knock on the door sounded. Yang Xiangqian looked back and saw the technician from Forever Vehicle Factory standing in front of the open door. Thanks to the technician driving the motorized tricycle along the way, it was really much more convenient. Moreover, the technician also taught the accompanying comrades how to drive the tricycle and also repair the vehicle.

Yang Xiangqian immediately closed the notebook and invited the technician in. Having been together for so long, they spoke much more freely. The technician said, "Director Yang, on our way back, many people asked how to sell the tricycle. I want to ask, if we let the masses buy motorized tricycles by installments like buying bicycles, who should we go to?"

Hearing this, Yang Xiangqian didn't know how to answer. This motorized tricycle was indeed good; Yang Xiangqian himself had thought about whether to buy one for his family in his hometown. But installment payment was different.

Finally, Yang Xiangqian gave the technician from Forever Vehicle Factory an explanation, "Buying bicycles by installments is a central policy. The city executed the document from the Zhili Ministry, not that the city could make the decision. If you want buying tricycles to be in installments like bicycles, you have to go to the State Council."

The technician didn't know that the bicycle installment policy came from the central government, but he was an employee of a state-owned enterprise after all and understood the national system. Hearing that his idea actually required approval from the State Council, his face instantly flushed red with shame. Apologizing extremely awkwardly, the technician turned and fled.

Yang Xiangqian didn't find the technician funny at all. Instead, he felt the technician raised a very good view. If he could buy a motorized tricycle for his family in his hometown by installments, Yang Xiangqian's economic pressure would drop suddenly. It could even be said that Yang Xiangqian just thought about it before, but now he could really consider this matter seriously.

Although it is impossible to promote state-subsidized motorized tricycle installments nationwide, in plain areas like Zhoukou, installment loan services can be provided to users with asset collateral. Banks in the city can also do this.

After returning to Chenzhou City, Yang Xiangqian hurried to finish modifying his investigation report and submitted it. He thought it would be discussed at the next municipal government meeting, but unexpectedly, he was called by the Municipal Party Secretary five days later. The Municipal Party Secretary asked in detail about the content of this investigation report. After Yang Xiangqian finished answering, the Municipal Party Secretary made his expression more serious before saying, "I submitted your report to the Zhili Ministry. After Minister Xiao read it, he requested you to enter the capital to report."

Yang Xiangqian hurriedly said, "Secretary, what should I pay attention to?"

Seeing Yang Xiangqian didn't look arrogant because of his contribution at all, the Secretary said, "Report exactly how you investigated. You don't need to have scruples... At this time... well, when it's time for you to speak freely, speak freely! I think you won't make mistakes. Even if you make mistakes, I will bear it!"

On October 29, Xiao Hanshan, Minister of the Zhili Ministry, watched Yang Xiangqian, Deputy Director of the Chenzhou Labor Bureau, leave, and finally dropped the serious expression he had tried hard to maintain not long ago, sinking his whole body into the sofa. After a long silence, Xiao Hanshan sighed deeply and stood up abruptly from the sofa. The secretary who was organizing the meeting records nearby was startled, so much so that the characters he was writing were ruined.

The secretary recovered his mood in a moment because this meeting was quite good, better than imagined! Because the inspection team discovered it in time, removing Wu Lingpu and others from office and sending them back to the Party School for study first, finally stopped the matter before Wu Lingpu messed things up.

But although Wu Lingpu was crude and rash when promoting infrastructure construction before, there were indeed results, so he was once promoted as a model by Xiao Hanshan. Now the model had fallen, and when Xiao Hanshan made a self-criticism to Premier Wu Youping, Wu Youping explicitly warned Xiao Hanshan, "Absolutely cannot overturn a boat with one pole (condemn everyone)!" So there was no way to express attitude by punishing the Chenzhou Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government.

Yang Xiangqian's report appeared at this time, really just right. Xiao Hanshan worried there were problems in this report, so he not only analyzed and studied it carefully with secretaries but also confirmed that the report fully conformed to central thinking, and asked others to help review it. After ensuring there were no problems, he carefully straightened out the questions to ask Yang Xiangqian, ensuring that if Yang Xiangqian were a 'Wu Lingpu' hiding his inner thoughts, he would definitely show his true colors (cloven hoof).

Through the meeting, it was confirmed that Yang Xiangqian's thinking highly conformed to central policies. So when the secretary drafted the report, it was too easy to write.

The achievements made by Chenzhou were the result of the joint hard work of a group of party members and cadres like Yang Xiangqian. It was the result of these cadres uniting around the Party Central Committee and the Central Government and struggling.

The problems of Chenzhou were problems caused by leading cadres like Wu Lingpu (Note: Original text said Wu Zhipu here, corrected to Wu Lingpu for consistency) choosing inappropriate work directions due to their level of understanding.

The secretary was quite confident in the report he drafted. Writing like this took care of all aspects. There would absolutely not be a situation where 'there are no good people in Hongtong County'. This was also the situation Premier Wu Youping hoped to see.

After all, being a minister's secretary, he drafted the report in just over an hour. Handing the report to Xiao Hanshan, as Xiao Hanshan read it, the expression on his face relaxed. Just as the secretary was waiting for Zhili Minister Xiao Hanshan to propose revisions to the content inside, he heard Xiao Hanshan say, "Do you still remember the view on motorized tricycle installments proposed by Yang Xiangqian?"

"I have an impression, but not much," the secretary answered truthfully. He focused on problems related to Chenzhou and didn't pay attention to some of Yang Xiangqian's own independent ideas.

"Go see Yang Xiangqian once, ask about this clearly. Write this paragraph into the report," Xiao Hanshan ordered.

Although puzzled, the secretary still went to execute the order. After talking in detail with Yang Xiangqian about the view on motorized tricycle installment loans, the secretary admired Xiao Hanshan quite a bit. No wonder Xiao Hanshan could be the Minister of the Zhili Ministry; Xiao Hanshan's sensitivity to policy was really very high.

The policy currently being promoted, to put it extremely simply, is to cultivate the consumption power of the masses and, based on the improvement of consumption power, promote China's industrial development by developing the market. The state actually adopted the method of financial subsidies to advance hundreds of millions of Chinese people from travel and transportation methods of two legs and wooden wheel carts to bicycles and various tire vehicles with shock-absorbing chassis. This is a huge boost to productive forces.

Yang Xiangqian's plan was not to let the state bear the burden, but to let the masses with money and collateral upgrade from rickshaws to motorized tricycles. It was indeed a very good idea. The best aspect of this idea was that the government didn't need financial subsidies this time.

Two days later, the prepared Xiao Hanshan met Wu Youping again. When entering the door, he saw Wu Youping reading documents. Xiao Hanshan waited for a while until Wu Youping finished reading the last page. Immediately, Wu Youping picked up the report, put it on the table again, then stood up and said, "This typical example was found well!"

Xiao Hanshan knew Wu Youping was criticizing, so he made a self-criticism, "The Zhili Ministry has conducted an investigation of various cities, found many problems, and is setting about solving them. The Zhili Ministry will definitely minimize the negative impact..."

Listening to Xiao Hanshan's answer, Wu Youping felt that Xiao Hanshan himself didn't continue in the wrong direction, which could be considered minimizing the negative impact. As for this group of removed cadres, they didn't really produce unmanageable results. So skill was needed in using these cadres. For example, Wu Lingpu himself was very radical, so let him go to work in the inspection team. If Wu Lingpu wasn't pretending to be radical, presumably he would be a person who couldn't tolerate sand in his eyes. He would definitely not be polite to those slackers.

After all, China is so big, and there are all kinds of people. Although the main problem at the current stage is radicals like Wu Lingpu, there are also quite a few slack officials in absolute numbers.

As for this little trick of Xiao Hanshan, Wu Youping decided to see through it but not say it. When in the Northeast, Wu Youping could strengthen management efficiency by running all over the Northeast. But China is so big; Wu Youping couldn't finish running even if he exhausted himself to death. Now he had begun to feel various problems, and even began to vaguely feel the problem of 'control leads to death (stagnation), release leads to chaos'. Therefore, within the acceptable range, sufficient space must still be given to cadres at all levels.

Moreover, the new typical example found by Xiao Hanshan was indeed very good. previously, Wu Youping had discussed with He Rui how to promote motor vehicles. This Yang Xiangqian definitely didn't know about these discussions. And Yang Xiangqian's thinking was exactly the thinking Wu Youping thought was most suitable. Since there was such a comrade, he should be given space to execute.

If successful, it would undoubtedly be a very good case. Moreover, judging from the report, the possibility of Yang Xiangqian messing things up was really not high.

So, after Xiao Hanshan finished his self-criticism, Wu Youping emphasized two things again, "Cannot overturn a boat with one pole (condemn everyone). Cannot negate infrastructure construction. Every comrade has their own deficiencies. Every infrastructure construction, looking at it 30 years later, will be a pile of problems. If there are problems, analyze specific problems specifically. But this hasn't reached the level of contradiction yet. I think the Zhili Ministry still grasped these correctly in this matter."

Hearing that Wu Youping finally let him off, Xiao Hanshan felt as if granted a great amnesty. A stone finally dropped to the ground.
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In the blink of an eye, it was November. When the rectification of the Zhili Province produced results, Wu Youping's report was published in the party journal *Weekly Talk*. Wu Youping knew very well what he would face. Because Wu Lingpu did not really cause any irrevocable results, there was no lack of approval within the party and government for the rash thinking represented by Wu Lingpu.

After all, Wu Lingpu's achievements were there, and the Zhili Ministry did not characterize Wu Lingpu as negative. Moreover, for those leading cadres who only knew how to conduct command-style management, their political achievements could only be reflected through visible content. Trying to improve oneself through learning has a probability; not all learning can achieve expected results. Many leading cadres hated the term 'economic risk', but this hatred was precisely because they understood the uncertainty of risk, so they hated risks unfavorable to themselves.

Wu Youping had long understood risk, and understood even more in revolutionary work how much humans expect others to bear the risks they face. If it were just ordinary people, the harm would be small. But if state power is in the hands of people who are happy to transfer risks, it will bring great problems, even disasters.

In the first few days after the report was published, there were no opposing opinions for the time being. Wu Youping was nervous, so he went to see He Rui. Seeing He Rui allowed him to talk about work, and more importantly, relieve the pressure in his heart. If there was anyone who absolutely never transferred risks, He Rui was the few among the few Wu Youping had seen.

As soon as he saw He Rui, He Rui placed a document in front of Wu Youping, "News from France."

Wu Youping picked it up and looked. It turned out that the French government, before Armistice Day on November 11, awarded the 'Legion of Honour' to representatives of Chinese laborers sent to France during the Great War in Europe.

The Legion of Honour is the highest order of merit awarded by the French government. Established by Napoleon, the First Consul at the time, in 1802 to replace the feudal knighthood system, it is the highest honor awarded by the French government. It is a symbol of French military and civilian honor and one of the most famous medals in the world.

The Legion of Honour is an honorary organization that includes soldiers and civilians who have made outstanding contributions to the French Republic; the Legion of Honour medal is the sign of its members' glory and reputation.

He Rui laughed, "Youping, if you visit France now, with your position during the Great War in Europe, you can at least get a Second Class medal."

"What does Second Class mean?" Wu Youping was puzzled.

He Rui signaled to the secretary, and the secretary gave a concise explanation. The French Legion of Honour is divided into six ranks: The highest is the Special Class, which can be translated as "Grand Master" (Grand Maître). The Legion of Honour is a French organization, so the Grand Master naturally only symbolizes the incumbent French head of state;

The First Class can be translated as "Grand Cross" (Grand-Croix);

The Second Class can be translated as "Grand Officer" (Grand Officier);

The Third Class can be translated as "Commander" (Commandeur);

The Fourth Class can be translated as "Officer" (Officier);

The lowest rank is translated as "Knight" (Chevalier).

"Premier Wu, what France awarded to the Chinese labor representatives this time is the Fifth Class Knight medal. You were already a core team member during the Great War in Europe, and France will also award you according to your current position."

After listening to the secretary's explanation, Wu Youping said casually, "France will definitely award Chairman He, right?"

Before the secretary could answer, several thoughts flashed through Wu Youping's mind, and he asked He Rui, "Is the Chairman preparing to visit abroad?"

Hearing this, the secretary stopped speaking immediately. He Rui nodded, "France has shown great goodwill. I think the time for a visit is ripe. Now it depends on whether Britain will follow up. After all, some Chinese laborers also went to Britain."

Wu Youping wasn't sure for a moment if any Chinese laborers had gone to Britain, so he looked at He Rui's secretary. The secretary answered at this time, "The number of Chinese laborers who went to Britain was not large, but when the British army fought on the European continent, they did receive support provided by a large number of Chinese laborers in Europe."

In diplomatic work, various reasons are 'pretexts', which can be very important or very unimportant. But He Rui's visit to Europe itself was indeed a major diplomatic breakthrough. This meant China reappearing on the world diplomatic stage as a Great Power recognized by the world. It was a very important appearance.

Wu Youping thought for a moment and asked, "Is the first stop... the Soviet Union?"

"Yes," He Rui answered frankly.

"Will Europe misunderstand?" Wu Youping was slightly worried.

He Rui emphasized immediately, "Europe may not like it, but Europe will understand us."

Seeing Wu Youping didn't quite agree, He Rui explained to Wu Youping, "If France has a neighbor with a border of ten thousand kilometers, do you think France would pay special attention to this country?"

"France's longest border is probably the Franco-German border, right?" Wu Youping laughed.

He Rui didn't laugh. "Youping, counting the colonies, Britain is the country with the longest border with France."

Hearing this, Wu Youping thought for a moment and put away his smile. And He Rui continued to explain the reason why he must visit the Soviet Union first.

Anyone with some understanding of basic diplomatic principles would know clearly that the first visit of a head of state must represent their policy or strategic direction, and the visit must be to the most important country. Geopolitically speaking, the Soviet Union has a border of more than 10,000 kilometers with China, and the Soviet Union inherited the strength of the Great Power Russia, so the first stop must be the Soviet Union.

If He Rui didn't go to the Soviet Union, Comrade Stalin would definitely doubt China's attitude towards Sino-Soviet friendship. After all, at this stage, some people within the Soviet Union were already doubting the future of Sino-Soviet relations. The skeptics' reason was not outrageous; they believed that since China had broken diplomatic barriers, it would naturally contact Europe directly. And the value of the Soviet Union, which continued to suffer from the blockade of world powers, to China would decrease.

Once He Rui visited abroad, he must go to the Soviet Union first. Precisely because skeptics will always exist, He Rui must send an unequivocal signal.

Wu Youping was convinced. "Chairman, visiting Europe is too important. What coordination work does the State Council need to do?"

"This trip to Europe will inevitably be fruitful. What I am less sure about is the trip to Germany. Because I want to get two things from Germany. First, Sino-German experience in adult training. Second, I want to invite a small number of top German chief engineers to China to participate in the design of some factories. These all require the assistance of the German Weimar government."

Hearing vocational training, Wu Youping immediately thought of the domestic situation and said, "Can I digress for a moment?"

He Rui looked at Wu Youping sympathetically, his eyes soon becoming firm. "You cannot digress. Because the foundation of domestic adult education is too low. To promote industrialization, the economic model of the agricultural era must be replaced. So there is no need to discuss replacement, but discuss how to replace faster. As for the negative effects caused, we must rely on the government to ensure the bottom line. Losers can fail, but they cannot starve to death. Adult re-education is an important means of providing a bottom line."

Wu Youping thought he heard an explanation, and an explanation for the biggest problem he faced now. However, Wu Youping still had no confidence whether things would really develop in this direction. At this stage, China's common thinking in facing risks was 'avoid talking about it', as if mentioning risk itself was a crime.

Thinking of these, Wu Youping was very unhappy because his life experience was living towards death. If the He Rui he met back then hadn't saved China, Wu Youping wouldn't have given up his ideal either. If one dares not admit that saving China was originally a decision with great risks, and huge prices must be paid to achieve this goal, then as soon as one faces setbacks, the thought of escape will naturally arise.

It's the same now. If one thinks industrialization is a warm and tender process, or even an excessive process where 'when a man gets to the top, all his relations get there with him', industrialization will inevitably suffer various failures.

He Rui continued to explain, "We already have a lot of industrial accumulation and have an understanding of the industrial strength we master. Especially since we have inspected the United States, on this basis, inviting German senior experts to participate in Chinese factory design will help us a lot. So, we have to pay. And this money does have risks. Besides financial loss, we must also consider the unhappiness of the French government."

Wu Youping was in a bad mood, so his answer was somewhat casual, "Can't we cooperate with France in this regard?"

"France's industry is very strong, but the French mainland is after all a medium-sized country, and its experience is not suitable for China. Compared with France, Germany is more suitable. After all, the industrial similarity between Germany and China is higher. Germany also has relatively rich resources domestically, and Germany must rely on manufactured industrial products to establish itself. The influence of German colonies on Germany has always been weak, making Germany have to solve problems based on internal development. Moreover, Germany's population density is high enough."

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Youping had to pull his thinking to He Rui's side. Only then did Wu Youping notice that He Rui's new secretary was a pretty girl with a round face whom Wu Youping had never seen before.

But after just one glance, Wu Youping continued to ask, "If so, our cooperation with France only leaves finance. France can provide capital. But is French capital easy to take? Although Tsarist Russia indeed developed relying on French capital, the price paid was also very high."

"French capital... Hehe." He Rui laughed out loud. At this time, he certainly couldn't predict that France would be defeated by Germany in the future. After all, this year is 1927, and the Nazi Party, that is, the "National Socialist German Workers' Party", is in its trough period. However, for Little Moustache personally, the low tide of the Nazi Party might not be a bad thing. According to the intelligence He Rui received, with the short-term improvement of the German economy, the election situation of the Nazi Party with less than 100,000 members was very poor, with a vote rate of less than 2%. The most powerful revolutionary force in Germany now is the Communist Party of Germany.

Predicting the Nazi Party coming to power in the future to Wu Youping now would be meaningless except for creating a mystical 'amazing prediction'.

If the world revolution He Rui attempted to complete succeeds, countries around the world will invest heavily in China. If China refuses investment because of its insufficient strength, it means China has absolutely no ability to undertake leading the world economy. Therefore, how to utilize investment most effectively is a hurdle China must cross and an economic capability it must possess.

He Rui changed the entry point, "Where is France's investment in Tsarist Russia?"

"Where is the Russian Tsar?" Wu Youping asked back.

Listening to the dialogue between He Rui and Wu Youping, the secretary's beautiful eyes couldn't help widening. She never expected the conversation of the upper echelons to be so direct. Moreover, everyone had their own quite complete train of thought.

"So, you decided to accept the challenge?" He Rui continued to ask.

This time Wu Youping nodded, "Yes. No matter what pressure the State Council bears, it will complete the work it should undertake!"

Hearing Wu Youping's tone of 'the wind whistles, the water of the Yi River is cold' (tragic heroism), He Rui wanted to tell Wu Youping that things were really not that bad. But He Rui said nothing in the end. Because He Rui was certain that his view of difficulty did not conform to the public standard.
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The replacement of Chenzhou's leadership proceeded step by step. Yang Xiangqian was quite excited thinking that he might be promoted to Deputy Mayor. At the meeting where the new mayor took office, the Municipal Committee announced some new personnel appointments. When Yang Xiangqian heard the reading of "According to the decision of the Zhili Ministry, Comrade Yang Xiangqian is removed from the post of Deputy Director of the Labor Bureau," his whole body tensed up.

However, there was no follow-up. What was announced afterwards were all appointments and removals of other cadres. That is to say, Yang Xiangqian was removed from office. When leaving the conference room, Yang Xiangqian saw many people looking at him, so he raised his head and went straight to his office. He was already a cadre under investigation; what else was there to be afraid of?

Returning to the office, Yang Xiangqian prepared to hand over his work. Before he had cleaned up one-third of his desk, a call came from the Organization Department, asking Yang Xiangqian to report to the Organization Department immediately. Half an hour later, Yang Xiangqian finished evaluating his work as Deputy Director of the Labor Bureau.

After listening to Yang Xiangqian's self-evaluation, the Minister of the Municipal Organization Department couldn't help but wonder if Yang Xiangqian was really able to align with the central thinking or was too good at steering according to the wind. However, based on the consistent evaluation of Yang Xiangqian, the Organization Department Minister felt that perhaps it was both.

After finishing his self-evaluation, Yang Xiangqian also felt relieved of the pressure in his heart. The inspection tour to the local areas gave Yang Xiangqian many new feelings. Especially in terms of balancing tension and relaxation, Yang Xiangqian felt that his previous view of Wu Lingpu was indeed a bit excessive. In terms of basic water conservancy construction, although Wu Lingpu himself was a radical, Chenzhou could indeed afford such high-intensity labor mobilization. It was precisely this high-intensity mobilization that completed a large amount of infrastructure construction in Chenzhou City in a very short time. If Wu Lingpu had immediately stopped high-intensity mobilization and fully switched to recuperation, he would have received a very high evaluation.

But Wu Lingpu's level was obviously not that high. The achievements made before only made Wu Lingpu more convinced that his direction was right. That was why he was decisively replaced.

As for why he was removed from office, Yang Xiangqian felt it was probably because his own level was not high enough either. It's easy to be wise after the event, but during the work, Yang Xiangqian was also confused. Although he felt something was wrong, he couldn't really figure out what was wrong. When he should have expressed opposition, he naturally hesitated and dared not really express his stance.

"Comrade Yang Xiangqian. You go back today first. The Organization Department will notify you of specific work arrangements later."

Hearing the Organization Department's statement, Yang Xiangqian didn't dawdle, stood up, and said goodbye. Just as he returned to the office, the Director of the Office appeared at the door, called Yang Xiangqian out, and said, "The Secretary wants you to see him immediately."

Yang Xiangqian didn't understand what the Municipal Party Secretary wanted to do. The Secretary had said before that Yang Xiangqian might serve as Deputy Mayor. Was this to explain his statement?

Seeing Yang Xiangqian arrive, the Municipal Party Secretary immediately ended the conversation with the Director of the Agriculture Bureau and went to the small office next door with Yang Xiangqian alone. Closing the door and sitting opposite Yang Xiangqian, the Municipal Party Secretary asked, "Director Yang, do you think you have the ability to lead the work of a city?"

Yang Xiangqian thought of a possibility in a moment, but such a possibility was really a bit too ups and downs, so he could only say vaguely, "What does this mean?"

"I want to ask for your opinion. For example, Hebi City, do you think you are capable of undertaking it?"

Hebi was an economically backward area in the Directly Administered Province, but despite the poor economy, the Mayor of Hebi and the Mayor of Chenzhou were both mayors, with no difference in administrative rank. Yang Xiangqian felt his ability was probably insufficient, so he frankly expressed his view, "I think my current ability is insufficient to lead the work of a city."

"Then what about Deputy Mayor?"

"I will do my best."

"What if it's a Deputy Mayor of a city like Kaifeng?" The Municipal Party Secretary continued to ask.

Yang Xiangqian felt both surprised and happy. Becoming the Deputy Mayor of Chenzhou was already a heavy responsibility Yang Xiangqian could imagine, but Chenzhou was nothing compared to Kaifeng. Kaifeng is an ancient capital and has long served as the provincial capital of Henan; it is a famous city and the economic center of Henan. Even though Zhengzhou was chosen as the new capital and Henan was directly administered, Kaifeng was still regarded as a big city almost equal to the capital. Many people even believed that if the problem of the suspended river could be solved, Kaifeng would likely become the capital again.

The contrast between Kaifeng and Chenzhou was about the same as the contrast between Chenzhou and Hebi. Also being a Deputy Mayor, the Deputy Mayor of Kaifeng could only be compared with the Deputy Mayor of Luoyang in the Directly Administered Province.

Since there was such an opportunity, Yang Xiangqian suppressed his inner excitement and answered decisively, "I am willing to obey the organization's arrangement."

The Zhili Ministry acted very quickly. Half a month later, Yang Xiangqian officially took office as the Executive Deputy Mayor of Kaifeng City. At the government work meeting, Yang Xiangqian listened to the meeting content without saying a word. It could be heard that Wu Lingpu's accident had greatly shocked the members of the Kaifeng government, and they cared very much about whether there had been radical actions in the past. The issues mentioned were all in this regard.

When the Municipal Committee members finished expressing their views, it was the newcomer Yang Xiangqian's turn. Yang Xiangqian answered frankly, "I just arrived in Kaifeng; it is not appropriate for me to speak."

This reason was fine, but the Municipal Party Secretary didn't mean to let Yang Xiangqian off. "Mayor Yang, everyone knows what you said. Everyone also knows that your work in Chenzhou was excellent. With your experience in Chenzhou, give us your views. It will also give us more perspectives."

"Yes. This record will be noted; Mayor Yang doesn't need to worry," the Mayor also persuaded.

Yang Xiangqian had no choice but to say, "Chenzhou's experience is that going too far is as bad as not going far enough. After completing the infrastructure construction that should be completed, they still thought the past method could continue. Chenzhou's infrastructure construction has completed 100% of the planned arrangement, which is the basis for adjustment. I think the Zhili Ministry requires Kaifeng to complete the task volume in the plan, and just switch to a new stage after completion."

Since He Rui established the Siping government in 1915, completing the prescribed tasks has been the basic requirement for officials. So after listening to Yang Xiangqian's speech, the members of the Kaifeng municipal government felt that the level of this transferred deputy mayor was not bad. After Wu Lingpu was removed from office, the documents and circulars of the Zhili Ministry during this period all emphasized deep understanding of policies. Looking at his resume, Yang Xiangqian belonged to the few cadres in Chenzhou whose official careers were not affected and who were promoted. It can be seen that Yang Xiangqian's current view is regarded as relatively close to the view of the Zhili Ministry.

Both the Municipal Party Secretary and the Mayor felt that letting Yang Xiangqian speak this time was valuable. They were indeed worried before whether the Zhili Ministry would overcorrect. Now they were roughly certain that the Zhili Ministry would not do so for the time being. To put it more bluntly, the work achievements of Kaifeng City so far would not be ignored because of Wu Lingpu's matter.

In half a month, Yang Xiangqian had become familiar with the work in Kaifeng. Although Kaifeng couldn't compare with the capital, it was indeed one of the essences of Henan. Just from education, in 1912, Henan educators like Lin Boxiang founded the Henan Preparatory School for Study in Europe and America on the site of the Qing Dynasty Kaifeng Examination Hall; in 1923, when the Beiyang government increased universities on a large scale, it was expanded into Henan University. In more than ten years, these schools educated many talents, making Kaifeng a gathering place for humanities in Henan.

With such historical heritage, the level of Kaifeng government personnel was also good. At the agricultural work meeting attended by Deputy Mayor Yang Xiangqian, the Kaifeng Agriculture Bureau frankly stated, "The progress of domestication of double-cropping crops has not reached the ideal state, so only small-scale trial planting can be carried out."

If it were when Wu Lingpu was the Mayor of Chenzhou (Zhoukou), such a report would definitely have been severely criticized. Yang Xiangqian looked at other main members of the Municipal Committee and found no one was angry. The Director of the Agriculture Bureau also continued to report calmly on this situation, "Currently, the results of soil improvement experiments are unsatisfactory, and the improvement experiments of barren land have also not achieved the expected results. Based on the above changes, only small-scale experiments of double cropping can be carried out first."

Seeing the municipal government's judgment on this matter was quite steady, Yang Xiangqian felt much more relaxed in his heart. In principle, everyone knew that planting two seasons a year yields more than planting one season. But planting two seasons a year, crops will absorb a large amount of nutrients in the soil during growth.

Cadres like Wu Lingpu had incomplete knowledge systems. Although civil servants in the He Rui government received continuous training, striving to let civil servants possess a complete knowledge system. But the knowledge systems of agricultural society and industrial society are inherently different. For the same understanding of nutrients, the understanding of industrialized society not only includes nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium but also includes the carbon content in the soil.

The carbon required for plant growth does not come entirely from carbon dioxide in the air but also needs to be obtained from the soil through plant roots. This carbon must also be 'water-soluble carbon'. Plants are scarce in deserts not only because of water shortage but also because of carbon shortage. In the Northeast with fertile black soil, grain and plants grow very well. Because the 'black' in the black soil is a large amount of humus layer, which contains a large amount of carbon for plants to absorb.

The Municipal Committee indeed didn't need to research deeper agricultural technologies, but it needed to know such 'basic common sense'. With such basic common sense, the judgments made would not be outrageous. If it were cadres 'lacking common sense' like Wu Lingpu, they would naturally act crudely. Because common sense in the industrial age and common sense in the agricultural age are completely different things. Copying the cognition of the agricultural age, thinking that the agricultural age and the industrial age are just a 'quantitative superposition', would definitely lead to a different understanding of central policies.

In the second half of the meeting, after agricultural issues were basically determined, discussion on industrial issues began. When it was Yang Xiangqian's turn to speak, recalling the economic data of Kaifeng City, Yang Xiangqian said, "How many jobs can Kaifeng create next year, and are there any industries suitable for current Kaifeng? I think we should investigate more on the spot. Maybe the space for these jobs lies at the grassroots level."

"How many jobs can the grassroots create? Only industry can create employment population now." The Mayor said in a peaceful tone. But these words were quite blunt.

Yang Xiangqian didn't refute. With the level of the Kaifeng Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government, if there was any employment space that could be tapped, they would have tried their best long ago. Yang Xiangqian didn't mean to underestimate the members of the Municipal Committee. But the state investment was just that much. Even if Kaifeng was such an important region, it was impossible to create a large number of jobs relying solely on Kaifeng.

Seeing the comrades of the Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government staring at him, Yang Xiangqian said, "I want to go to the grassroots to investigate. Maybe there will be no progress after the investigation, but at least one thing can be confirmed: there is no employment space in the countryside."

Without investigation, there is no right to speak; this approach was fine. But Yang Xiangqian doing this indeed meant betting everything. The main members of the Kaifeng municipal government did not stop him, and even expressed support. An official who could be favored by the Zhili Ministry presumably always had some extraordinary points. What if Yang Xiangqian's investigation really yielded results?

"When does Mayor Yang plan to set off?" the Municipal Party Secretary asked.

"I will submit an investigation outline to the Municipal Committee as soon as possible." Yang Xiangqian answered decisively. If the investigation had no purpose, it would be better not to go.

"This report doesn't need to go to the meeting," the Municipal Party Secretary made a decision.

This decision made Yang Xiangqian very comfortable. The Secretary's words showed goodwill; at least in this investigation, the Secretary expressed a supportive attitude. With the Secretary's support, the investigation could be basically confirmed to be fine.
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In late November, the north wind crossed the wide Yellow River channel and roared over the plains of the Kaifeng area. On the national highway, the motorized tricycle was covered with a rubber-coated canopy. Yang Xiangqian and Zhu Changlie, the director of the Zhuxian Town Office who came to welcome him, sat in the cab. Cold air constantly poured in through the gaps of the newly added cotton cloth 'doors' on both sides. But the gaps were not large, and both were wearing thick clothes, so they could withstand it completely.

Many such motorized tricycles ran on the national highway. The drivers all wore cotton coats and windproof goggles similar to those of pilots, as if everyone were a soldier.

Zhu Changlie, Director of the Zhuxian Town Office, asked Yang Xiangqian who was driving, "Mayor Yang, I heard from Brother Dao that the central government wants to reopen the Grand Canal. Is it true?"

Zhuxian Town is 50 li (25 km) southeast of Kaifeng. In the Warring States period, Lord Xinling "stole the tally to save Zhao". After the Wei army won, the State of Zhao thanked Lord Xinling and Zhu Hai with heavy gold. Later, Lord Xinling was appointed as Prime Minister by the King of Wei and given the seal of Prime Minister, and Zhu Hai was appointed as a General, with Zhuxian Town as Zhu Hai's fief (Tangmuyi).

The Ming and Qing dynasties were the heyday of Zhuxian Town. According to records, the urban area of Zhuxian Town connected Songzhai in the east, Doufudian in the west, and Yaopu Village in the south, covering an area of 50 square li. In 1862 (the first year of Tongzhi in the Qing Dynasty), the city wall was changed from an earthen wall to a brick one. The Yunliang River passed through the city from north to south, dividing the town into east and west parts, connected by three bridges on the river in the town. Wharves stood in great numbers along both banks of the river, extending for 5 li. Ships could reach the city directly, with more than 200 ships coming and going daily. There were more than 300,000 residents in the city, mostly merchants and foreign merchants from all over the country, among whom Shanxi merchants were the most numerous, and a Shanxi Guild Hall was built in the city. Shops and business firms in the town were arranged in rows, gathering goods like mountains.

After the Jiaqing and Daoguang reigns of the Qing Dynasty, Zhuxian Town tended to decline due to the Yellow River overflowing into the Jialu River. In the 26th year of Guangxu of the Qing Dynasty (1900), the Jialu River was finally filled with sand, and boats were completely blocked. In addition, the Beijing-Hankou Railway and the Longhai Railway opened to traffic successively, causing a major shift in transportation routes, and Zhuxian Town's water transport advantage was no more.

By the beginning of the 20th century, it had degenerated into an extremely dilapidated market town. Not only did commerce shrink sharply and merchants scatter, but the former market town also became ruined walls due to floods, wind, and sand. By 1906, there were only more than 3,000 households and 15,000 people left in the town.

Even so, Zhuxian Town was still not a small town. The cadres of Zhuxian Town still believed that if the canal was restored, Zhuxian Town would have a chance to prosper again.

Yang Xiangqian could understand the feelings of Zhu Changlie, Director of the Zhuxian Town Office; who doesn't want the place where they are to prosper? But reopening the canal was a major national event, especially now that the Yellow River Affairs Administration had been established. With unified management from top to bottom, opening the canal in Zhuxian Town was a matter covering several provinces. Let alone participating, Yang Xiangqian didn't even have the qualification to say a word. So Yang Xiangqian told the truth.

Hearing this, Zhu Changlie sighed, "Sigh, Mayor Yang, I was just asking; I didn't mean to make it difficult for you."

"Director Zhu. What does the biggest enterprise in Zhuxian Town do now?" Yang Xiangqian asked.

"Zhuxian Town was originally about doing business; there are no enterprises. If we must speak of enterprises, only a few making supporting parts for bicycle factories look decent. Many of those doing business have gone to the city. By the way, if we must say there is any business of our own, it is making woodblock New Year prints. But the only one selling well recently is Chairman He's portrait. But Zhuxian Town's New Year prints are not as exquisite as those from the city's printing factories. The city even sent people to the town before, forbidding the town to print Chairman He's portraits."

Speaking of He Rui's portrait, Yang Xiangqian was speechless. When Yang Xiangqian said in Chenzhou, 'I am from the government', the masses were very vigilant. But when he said 'I was sent by Chairman He', the masses immediately felt intimacy. The reason was simple: after land reform, the masses knew Chairman He ordered land reform, and everyone got land. However, in local governance, the government requisitioned a large amount of labor, and the masses bore great pressure, so they naturally didn't like the government.

The portrait was the same. He Rui looked quite handsome and photogenic. Now if every household built a new house, they would invite a portrait of He Rui home to hang, hoping to ward off evil and stabilize fortune. The portraits produced by printing shops wanting to earn this money were crudely made, which worried local governments very much. They simply allowed only standard portraits from urban printing factories to be sold. So Zhuxian Town here, not to say they had opinions, at least couldn't quite accept it.

But these were small matters; Yang Xiangqian didn't care at all. He continued to ask, "Is there anything the town can do on its own?"

"The only thing we can do ourselves is farming. Also, it would be great if a bicycle factory could be set up in the town."

Zhuxian Town was not far. After Yang Xiangqian and his entourage arrived at Zhuxian Town and inspected it, they found the local economy was indeed very average. After the collapse of the commercial system that once served the canal, the few people left served the surrounding areas. If the consumption capacity of farmers hadn't improved after land reform, the situation would probably have been worse.

But Zhuxian Town was too close to Kaifeng City. Any capable merchants had gone to Kaifeng or even the capital; no one was willing to stay in Zhuxian Town to scrape a living.

In the following days, they went to other areas of Kaifeng, and the situation was the same. Railway transport had completely changed Kaifeng's economic structure. Coupled with the interruption of the canal, the traditional economic circle outside Kaifeng urban area was more miserable than Zhoukou. At least Zhoukou's water transport was still ongoing, while long-distance water transport around Kaifeng had been cut off.

The commercial areas around Kaifeng that gathered due to the once prosperous water transport system had reverted to true countryside. After the young and strong among the population in the Kaifeng area entered the industrial zone of Kaifeng, the rest were farmers.

In early December, after finishing half a month of field investigation, Yang Xiangqian returned to Kaifeng City and immediately reported to the Municipal Party Secretary and the Mayor. Hearing Yang Xiangqian's view that 'there is no need to consider restoring commerce in the short term', the Municipal Party Secretary and Mayor Huo Jun were not surprised. This reaction confirmed to Yang Xiangqian that these two had long made the same judgment.

Mayor Huo Jun asked, "Where does Mayor Yang think the future direction lies?"

"Since there are no opportunities outside Kaifeng urban area for the time being, I think we cannot fight against the current trend. Kaifeng still has to rely on agriculture in the first stage." Yang Xiangqian gave his judgment. Chenzhou (Zhoukou) had relatively sufficient water sources, and the promotion of double cropping was very smooth. Based on his experience in Chenzhou, Yang Xiangqian believed that at this time, they could only focus on increasing the promotion of improved agricultural seeds. Moreover, this promotion of improved seeds could only narrow the scope of seed domestication according to Kaifeng's relatively 'diverse' land situation.

Hearing this, Mayor Huo Jun looked seriously at the Municipal Party Secretary for a moment. The Secretary called the secretary and gave a few instructions. Mayor Huo Jun continued to chat with Yang Xiangqian about this matter. The office area in Kaifeng was quite concentrated at this time. Before long, Agriculture Bureau Director Ren Sihai pushed the door and entered.

Huo Jun then stopped talking and asked Ren Sihai to introduce the Agriculture Bureau's view. The Agriculture Bureau's view was surprisingly similar to Yang Xiangqian's; they both wanted to expand the number of seed stations. According to the previous model, there was one seed station per county. But Agriculture Bureau Director Ren Sihai believed that one seed station per township was not too many. According to the Chinese agricultural model, the previous improved seeds were whichever household in each village had good grain, the village would use that household's grain as seeds. Now letting a whole county plant the same kind of seed was not suitable for the current situation.

The current grain seed cultivation method is different from previous seeds. One town or one township using a certain kind of seed is the relatively suitable mode.

Yang Xiangqian had worked in Chenzhou, a major agricultural city, and had heard the term 'domestication'. The so-called domestication is not only whether a certain seed is suitable for various places. A big problem also lies in controlling seed germination so that seeds with the same growth cycle can germinate at the same time, ensuring simultaneous harvest. In this way, mechanized harvesting can be used extensively in plain areas, greatly improving harvesting efficiency and reducing risks.

With such basic common sense, the conversation between Yang Xiangqian and Director Ren Sihai was very smooth. Seeing such a situation, Mayor Huo Jun said, "Mayor Yang, this matter requires applying for funds from the Zhili Ministry. The Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government think you can undertake such work."

Mentioning applying for funds, Yang Xiangqian felt immense pressure. The country had only been stable for 3 years, and massive investment was needed in all aspects. Although the central government's revenue was large, expenditures were equally huge.

Previously, an article in the party journal *Weekly Talk* introduced the difference between the current central government revenue and expenditure and previous government revenue and expenditure. Previous governments, especially the Beiyang government, did not undertake the development obligations of grassroots governments. All taxes were to meet the needs of the central government, so the tax revenue of the He Rui government was 3-5 times that of the previous Beiyang government.

The Beiyang government did not have a true modern fiscal system, and the coverage of government expenditure was not large. Even in fields the government claimed to undertake, many were just talk, with actually little money invested. So Beiyang's infrastructure construction in the country was superficial work, mainly to fool the public.

Compared with the Beiyang government, the current government truly undertook government functions nationwide. The education and medical systems covering the whole country were completed by fiscal expenditure. Industrial and agricultural investments were also in place. Therefore, the current central government's fiscal expenditure was more than ten times that of the Beiyang government. The whole country needed funds, and it was not easy to increase extra funds. Mayor Huo Jun's request seemed like shirking, but it was actually out of necessity.

Besides realistic difficulties, Yang Xiangqian also felt Huo Jun was probably testing him. Everyone was an official; no one was stupid. Since sending someone, they naturally had to send someone with a high probability of success. Yang Xiangqian naturally knew that the main cadres of the municipal government would think Huo Jun was favored by the higher-ups. If Yang Xiangqian went to the Zhili Ministry in the capital, the probability of success would be higher. Of course, if the matter didn't succeed, it would also let the main leading cadres of the municipal government have their own views on Yang Xiangqian's weight.

Even so, Yang Xiangqian didn't refuse. He answered, "As long as it's the conclusion of the meeting, I'll go."

The Municipal Party Committee and Municipal Government meeting reached a conclusion quickly. If one could get good work results by asking for money, who wouldn't like it? Although many borers (corrupt officials) had been caught in the past two years, government operation required a lot of funds. Even if the final result wasn't obvious, getting money was a good thing.

Yang Xiangqian didn't refuse either. He took the report and went to the capital with Agriculture Bureau Director Ren Sihai. Before getting on the train, Yang Xiangqian bought a copy of *National Daily* at the station. Agriculture Bureau Director Ren Sihai wanted to chat with Yang Xiangqian first, but seeing the train full of passengers, he dared not say anything. It was always inappropriate for their identities to be discovered.

He saw Yang Xiangqian reading the newspaper, frowning actually. Ren Sihai leaned over to look and saw the newspaper news read, 'British government awards medals to Chinese laborers...'

The internal combustion engine train took a little over an hour from Kaifeng to the capital. When they arrived at the Zhili Ministry guesthouse in the capital, Ren Sihai asked, "Did Mayor Yang see something?"

Yang Xiangqian was somewhat puzzled. "Recently, there have been many goodwill gestures from Europe towards China in the newspapers."

Ren Sihai had absolutely no good feelings for Britain and France, so he answered, "Could it be a weasel paying respects to a hen (harboring evil designs)?"

Yang Xiangqian didn't like Europe and America either. 10 years ago, admiring Zhao Tianlin's fame, he went from inside the pass to study at the Political Science and Law School in Siping. Although he didn't understand diplomacy, listening to Ren Sihai's question, Yang Xiangqian still felt something was wrong, so he asked, "Europe and America have never had good intentions. But why does our newspaper report this news?"

Ren Sihai was stunned, then shocked a moment later, "It shouldn't be. This is *National Daily*; are there people close to Europe and America inside?"

Yang Xiangqian waved his hand hurriedly, "Don't talk nonsense! How is that possible!"

Ren Sihai also thought it was impossible, but he could only think this much. At this time, there was a knock on the door of the residence. Yang Xiangqian stood up hurriedly and whispered, "We are here to apply for funds; focus on this matter."

Although Ren Sihai was somewhat concerned in his heart, thinking of those big shots in the central government, he felt nothing should go wrong.

At this time, the big shots in the central government received the latest news. The Chinese government had publicly praised Britain and France in newspapers for their friendly act of giving high honors to Chinese laborers during the Great War in Europe, and Chinese ambassadors to Britain and France attended the award ceremonies. After the ceremony ended, the French Foreign Minister and the British Foreign Secretary formally conveyed invitations from the French and British governments for He Rui to visit their countries to the Chinese ambassadors.

After the formal invitations were issued, it was equivalent to paving the way for He Rui to visit the two countries. He Rui could already decide whether to visit now or later.

Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing was waiting for He Rui to make a decision. Once He Rui decided to visit, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would be busy.

Premier Wu Youping already knew that He Rui actually decided to confirm China's diplomatic achievements in the past few years through visits, so he didn't say anything. Instead, Industry Minister Zhuang Jiaxiong put forward a view, "If the Chairman visits, can we promote scientific and technological exchanges between China and Europe? Push for the Shanghai Expo. Since the Chairman believes a major global economic crisis will occur within two years, at this stage we need a comprehensive enough understanding of European technological development."

Commerce Minister Li Chenggang felt Industry Minister Zhuang Jiaxiong was really a bit funny. Even if wanting to gain benefits from the possible future global economic crisis, it should be the Ministry of Commerce coming forward. But Li Chenggang said nothing because once He Rui visited, Li Chenggang would definitely accompany him. Now he just needed to listen to the comrades' requests and prepare well.

He Rui nodded. "We also have a large number of goods to sell to France. Minister Zhuang, the Ministry of Industry should also prepare."

Zhuang Jiaxiong was pleasantly surprised. Selling industrial products to the old industrial country France, Zhuang Jiaxiong was indeed not fully mentally prepared yet.
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After joking with the Minister of Industry for a couple of sentences, He Rui put away his smile, "The content to be discussed next must not be recorded. This trip to Europe, we are going to discuss strategic cooperation with France."

After speaking, He Rui rubbed the area in front of his ears. In recent months, He Rui sometimes had tinnitus. He Rui felt this was the result of excessive energy consumption and hoped his body could recover after this busy period.

The conference room quieted down. Strategic cooperation belongs to national policy. With He Rui's current status, no one in the central government would oppose He Rui's decision; even if it was national policy, comrades would support it. But national policy is national policy after all; once execution begins, it will determine China's future destiny for a certain period. The ministers closed their notebooks and sat in the posture that could best concentrate their attention. It was precisely because they did not oppose that the central comrades had to understand it clearly.

Health Minister Pang Congcong looked at He Rui's expression and suspected whether He Rui was not feeling well. Rubbing the area in front of the ears is not a general decompression action, but a targeted method. But Pang Congcong dared not guess where He Rui was unwell.

When the sudden buzzing sound in his ears diminished a lot, He Rui put down his fingers and continued to explain, "At this stage, China has obtained complete sovereignty and national defense security. The people can develop under the current stability. This accumulation speed is not fast enough; it will take a long time to transform China from an agricultural country into an industrial country. For rapid development, we need a country that can provide us with the technology of a complete industrial system and funds for industrial development.

There are three choices for countries capable of providing complete development: Britain, the United States, and France. Britain is the world hegemon; it will regard countries shaking the status of the pound as challengers. Our current peace basis with Britain is a mutual compromise. Comrades have seen Britain's analysis of India; India is Britain's testicle. Once India is lost, Britain is a country whose testicle has been cut off."

Hearing this, the ministers wanted to laugh subconsciously, but the smiles just appeared and quickly disappeared. The only female minister, Pang Congcong, lowered her gaze. As the Minister of Health, Pang Congcong easily viewed this matter from the perspective of medical surgery. From a doctor's perspective, Pang Congcong felt it was impolite to look at that group of people with physical conditions at this time. At the same time, Pang Congcong was surprised by the sharp evaluation of British newspapers. Is it appropriate for British newspapers to use such sharp wording?

Many ministers were quite used to the comments of those prestigious British newspapers; this evaluation belonged to earnest advice.

He Rui continued to expound on strategic analysis, "Therefore, Britain signed three joint communiques with us on the basis of determining that we did not challenge and destroy the Versailles system. And we have the geographical environment to challenge Britain's status, so Britain will always be vigilant."

Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing's eyes brightened, and he nodded slightly unconsciously. During the Sino-British War, even though the Chinese media had begun diplomatic attacks on the United States, calling the United States a barbaric country, the United States not only did not fight back but also relaxed some cooperation areas in trade. They even sent people to express a certain attitude of support. At that time, the US Ambassador to China had been probing the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, wanting to figure out to what extent China would carry out the Sino-British War. The United States hoped very much that China could fight Britain to the end, or even drag Britain down from the hegemon's position.

"The United States is currently in the period of Coolidge Prosperity. Although I have told comrades many times about the deduction conclusion that the United States will have a large-scale economic crisis, the US government does not think so. They believe the United States has absolutely no need to cooperate with China at this stage. Then the only country with strategic cooperation needs remaining is France. In the months after the United States abolished the overall Chinese Exclusion Act, while discussing various agreements with the US side, comrades from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs also had a lot of contact with France. It can be basically confirmed that the French upper class has a very clear understanding of France's current strategic situation. The French upper class hopes to obtain the strength to compete with the pound and the dollar, and is willing to make concessions to obtain such strength."

Speaking of this, He Rui felt buzzing in his ears again. Although the sound was not loud, it was somewhat annoying. After a pause, He Rui continued, "According to judgment, France may agree to help China provide complete industrialization technology and funds in exchange for France gaining stronger financial strength."

Zhuang Jiaxiong raised his hand to ask a question. As the first to raise his hand, he immediately got the opportunity to ask, "Given our country's current situation, if France provides us with complete industrialization technology and a relevant amount of investment, our country will soon enter the ranks of the world's top industrial powers. Won't France worry about this?"

Most ministers had experienced the stage where He Rui tried every means to become a war material supplier during the Great War in Europe. The Northeast Government laid the foundation for military supply at that time to be able to defeat Japan later. Listening to He Rui's narration, this time France providing the technology needed for the entire industrialization system would be a huge investment and would also create a stronger China. If saying France was not worried at all, the ministers felt it was unlikely.

He Rui lit a cigarette to solve the tinnitus. He didn't know if nicotine stimulated blood vessel tightening or concentration began to focus, but the tinnitus reduced to an unnoticed level. "The Versailles system is an international order that satisfies the interests of Britain and France. Britain has truly global interests, while France obtained interests in the vast colonial regions of France. Based on such a scope of interests, China's threat to France only exists in the Indochina colonial region. For France's most important African colonies, China poses no threat at all.

The strategic cooperative relationship between China and France will inevitably sign a security agreement on the Indochina colony. France's security pressure comes from Germany and Britain. Even if China rises to become the most powerful industrial country in the world, if it wants to threaten France, it must first break through Southeast Asia and Malacca. If China projects military power in these regions, it will next project military power to India. If Britain suffers a blow, France won't feel heartache."

Zhuang Jiaxiong felt that although this explanation answered part of his worries, it did not answer all worries, so he pressed, "Then isn't France worried that after China's industrial rise, it will counterattack the French market?"

He Rui waved his hand. "France is just a medium-sized country, a country with a core population of 40 million. The French government is completely incapable of formulating such a long-term plan. Even if they formulate it reluctantly, they have no ability to execute it. Ten years later, this world is destined to have industrial countries with hundreds of millions of people. Although medium powers will still have a place at that time, they can no longer possess the possibility of dominating the world. Losing dominance over vast colonies, what France can still dominate is only the French domestic market. Are we going to oppose the French government dominating the French domestic market?"

"I have no more questions," Zhuang Jiaxiong answered decisively.

Military Commission Vice Chairman Xu Chengfeng asked, "What conditions do we have to propose to France to be of such huge help to French finance?"

"We have been building a domestic legal system to make foreign investors believe that legitimate investments in China will be protected. Through the large number of foreign legal experts brought by the Asian International Tribunal, the effect is very good. This is the basis of our cooperation with France. The Franc has not restored the gold standard until now, while the Chinese Yuan will soon become a fiat currency. The Franc has depreciated severely in the past few years. From 1913 to 1918, the currency circulation of the Bank of France surged from 5.665 billion francs to 27.536 billion francs; the price index of daily necessities rose from 100.4 to 244.6, not including the black market prices which were several times higher. The increase in workers' wages far lagged behind the rise in prices.

By 1923, France had accumulated 30.5 billion francs in national debt. In early 1924, France itself experienced a financial crisis again, inflation became more serious, and price increases were almost uncontrollable.

In 1926, the depreciation of the Franc reached its peak, and the price ratio of the Franc to the Pound reached 250:1. France's international credit and domestic credit were on the verge of collapse.

Now that the Franc has depreciated to such an extent, if our export of goods prioritizes the use of Francs, it will be a huge support for the Franc."

As a soldier, Xu Chengfeng still couldn't quite understand. Just as Xu Chengfeng was thinking about how to ask further, he saw He Rui extinguish the cigarette butt, take out another cigarette, not lighting it immediately, but continuing, "Fiat currency is just a piece of paper whose credit is recognized by the state. The hyperinflation that broke out in Germany in 1923 is enough to prove what it looks like if fiat currency cannot buy goods. Before cooperating with China, the Franc could not buy cheap Chinese goods, but after cooperation, the Franc can buy cheap Chinese goods. The Franc, which was originally just a piece of paper, can be realized into valuable goods at any time. This is our support for French finance. France can use these goods to achieve the goals it expects."

Xu Chengfeng had a very clear understanding of his economic level. He knew that if he asked further, he would probably enter a level he couldn't understand accurately. But even at his current level, Xu Chengfeng could understand the benefits of this cooperation. If during the Sino-Japanese War and the Sino-British War, the Chinese government could just print banknotes to buy cheap advanced weapons and equipment and various war materials in the international market casually, then these two wars would have been fought much more easily. Xu Chengfeng felt what he couldn't truly understand was just how to make banknotes have strong purchasing power. And this part of economic work was not a field where soldiers could intervene.

The questions of Zhuang Jiaxiong and Xu Chengfeng indeed answered the doubts of most ministers, and the conference room fell into silence. But the ministers had more of their own confusion. He Rui lit another cigarette, saw the comrades' expressions, and laughed, "Comrades, ask if you have any questions. If I can't even persuade my own comrades, then it's not the comrades' problem, but this strategy has problems."

Hearing He Rui being so open-minded, the comrades relaxed a bit. After a while, Health Minister Pang Congcong raised a question, "Chairman, can borrowing money create a complete industrialization?"

As the only female minister, this question made ministers outside the economic and industrial departments feel a sense of resonance. If building a country could be so simple, it would conflict greatly with everyone's intuition.

He Rui waved his hand. "Borrowing money certainly cannot create industrialization. Just like the Qing Dynasty and Beiyang, lending them any amount of money was useless. But if we borrow money, we can complete industrialization. Because we already have an industrialized social system. Now all departments of the government have a cognitive system for industrial development. Take the Ministry of Health for example; supporting the Ministry of Health is the system of modern medicine. For Artemisinin and Penicillin, the Ministry of Health doesn't just know how to use them, nor just know where to collect yellow wormwood and use bought extraction agents for extraction and filtration. Instead, it understands what Artemisinin is, the chemical composition of the extraction agent, and the production process from the molecular level. It has mastered the structure of the human body and the research modes of various human mechanisms.

Possessing an industrialized knowledge system, the borrowed money is used for continuous knowledge iteration and development. Creating income can naturally repay the loan. When the borrowed money is paid off, what do we have left? We have left an industrialized knowledge system that can continue technological iteration and development. Just like that story, someone met an immortal who could turn stone into gold. The immortal asked the man, meeting is fate, what do you want to turn into gold? Say it, and I will touch it for you as a gift. The man answered, I don't want gold; I want that finger that turns stone into gold."

Pang Congcong listened to this, and although she still felt this matter must be very difficult, she personally indeed had no other questions.

The Culture Minister raised a question, "Why would France believe us and not the Qing Dynasty and Beiyang?"

He Rui answered proudly, "Because comrades completed a task and restored China's complete sovereignty. Possessing complete sovereignty is an extremely precious existence in this world. It is an extremely rare, scarce, and invaluable existence. If France invests money in us, it is because France believes the Chinese government can keep this money safe. China will not have this money taken away by other countries, nor will it be overthrown by its own people.

Before the Great War in Europe, France invested 20 billion francs in the Tsarist Russian government. The Tsarist government was overthrown, and Comrade Lenin not only reneged on a large amount of debt but also made France lose the geopolitical strategic support it hoped to obtain from Russia through this investment. The French government believes that our Chinese government will govern for a long time and has policies that can continue. Being able to pay off debts and ensuring the quasi-ally relationship between China and France formed after this cooperation can make the French government believe us."

Hearing He Rui mention the stability of the Chinese government, the Culture Minister answered immediately, "Chairman, I have no questions."

Not only the Culture Minister, but other ministers also felt suddenly enlightened. As the chairman of this meeting, Premier Wu Youping said, "If there are no other opinions, comrades vote."

Everyone nodded one after another. Wu Youping asked, "Who opposes executing Chairman He's proposal?"

No one raised their hand.

"Who supports Chairman He's proposal?"

Everyone raised their hands.

Wu Youping immediately said, "This meeting is top secret. The meeting records will be archived and sealed. After Chairman He's proposal is executed and there are results, it will be briefed at the meeting. Does anyone have anything else to say?"

It was Pang Congcong's first time attending such a major meeting. She really couldn't help asking, "Chairman, how likely do you think France will accept this suggestion?"

He Rui thought for a moment and laughed, "Hard to judge. But I will do my best. Because France can understand the value of this cooperation, they will definitely try their best to bargain. We cannot pay an infinite price, so this agreement may be greatly discounted when negotiated. The specific success rate can only be known when the result comes out."

Hearing that the negotiation might not succeed, Pang Congcong was not disappointed but felt inexplicable confidence. In 1915, the 12-year-old Pang Congcong joined the Siping Youth League and became a work-study child in the Siping Relief Office. In 1917, Pang Congcong, who had studied in a private school, completed the junior high school curriculum and entered the Siping Medical School. In 1919, she entered the Medical School of Northeast University.

In 1922, she became a military doctor and participated in the war between the Northeast and Japan. Because of her outstanding performance, she was continuously promoted.

In 1924, she was appointed as a member of the Yangtze River Basin Infectious Disease Prevention and Control Committee. In 1927, she became the Minister of Health.

Struggling all the way with He Rui and comrades, Pang Congcong's initial highest goal was just to recover China's sovereignty and resist the subsequent foreign aggression. Pang Congcong and comrades believed that after a military conflict broke out between China and world powers, as long as China was not defeated, it would definitely be isolated by foreign countries. Pang Congcong and comrades believed that being able to close the door and live a peaceful life was already a good life without any problems.

With the victory of the Sino-British War and the victory of the diplomatic war conducted by China regarding the US Chinese Exclusion Act, China was not only not isolated but instead obtained a safe geopolitical environment and returned to the international community as a Great Power. Such great achievements were beyond the limit of imagination.

Based on incredible great achievements, Pang Congcong and comrades dared to truly consider how long it would take for China to complete industrialization. The general view of young party and state leaders was that it would take at least 300 years.

Now He Rui proposed a strategy to accelerate China's industrialization. If successful, the time for China's initial industrialization might be shortened to 10 years.

Pang Congcong didn't believe in ghosts and gods, but as a Chinese, she still had the simple reverence of Chinese people for unpredictable Heaven's will. Hearing He Rui's evaluation, Pang Congcong understood that with her understanding, she was completely unable to judge and deduce. But Pang Congcong intuitively believed that Heaven's will must stand on He Rui's side, on China's side.
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After the meeting, Commerce Minister Li Chenggang was invited to the Ministry of Industry by Zhuang Jiaxiong. Zhuang Jiaxiong asked his secretary to leave and asked immediately, "Chairman He believes this strategic cooperation will bring huge benefits to France. Is the French economy really that bad?"

Li Chenggang answered as cautiously as possible, "France is now a complete financial oligarchy. The real income of the people is not even as good as in 1913. This is data calculated by France itself. Wages have indeed increased, but inflation is higher. After analysis, the Ministry of Commerce believes it is basically true."

Zhuang Jiaxiong frowned slightly. "If France agrees to strategic cooperation, what benefits can the French people get?"

"...In the short term, the French people cannot benefit from it. In the long run, the French Franc will gain increased credit endorsement due to this cooperation. The value of the Franc will be strong, and its price relative to gold will increase. Inflation will decrease. But these are not immediate effects, and the lives of the French lower class will not change much."

Hearing Li Chenggang speak slowly, Zhuang Jiaxiong sorted out some data in his mind. "Minister Li, according to the statistics of the first 11 months, our import and export volume is 3.8 billion Chinese Yuan. Among them, import and export with the Soviet Union is 2.8 billion, and with Europe and America is 200 million. Import and export with Japan is 800 million. We borrow so much money; it will take a long time to pay it off completely. Can the trade relationship between France and China support it stably?"

"Minister Zhuang, how much funding do you think current industrial construction needs?" Li Chenggang felt the Ministry of Industry must have an industrial development plan.

"We have a technology introduction plan. Calculated roughly at an exchange rate of 5 Francs to 1 Chinese Yuan, it is between 14 billion Francs and 20 billion Francs. These funds are used to purchase French technology and complete sets of equipment, and to hire French experts. Of course, doing this will probably hollow out French industrial technology. Even if we can't get those very cutting-edge technologies, the impact on us won't be significant. Afterwards, we need to spend on industrial land, water, electricity, transportation, and other infrastructure. We certainly don't need to borrow money for these; we pay for them ourselves. It takes about 2 billion Yuan to enable factories to formally produce qualified products. Calculated generously, this money is 30 billion Francs, 6 billion RMB. Last year, in '26, our total industrial and agricultural output value was only 18 billion."

Facing such figures, the two ministers felt their hearts beating powerfully in the silence. Since He Rui said he wanted to 'buy an industrial system', the two believed this matter could be completed, and there was a high probability it could really be completed. But thinking of such a huge amount of funds, a feeling of putting all eggs in one basket arose spontaneously. Success or death for this industrialization; there was probably no other possibility.

Deputy Mayor Yang Xiangqian didn't expect to be led to the office of Xiao Hanshan, Minister of the Zhili Ministry. Xiao Hanshan asked about the rural situation in Chenzhou and Kaifeng. Yang Xiangqian reported the actual situation of the two places in detail.

Now that land reform is completed, all farmers have escaped the threat of starvation, and most farmers live on the poverty line. Industrial development has indeed absorbed a part of the labor force, but it is far from reaching the level of changing the rural labor structure. In such a situation, increasing grain production is the most pragmatic promotion method.

Yang Xiangqian couldn't see anything from Minister Xiao Hanshan's face. He could only roughly judge that what Xiao Hanshan was considering was related to Yang Xiangqian's report, but there was no particularly direct connection.

Yang Xiangqian wanted to ask about investment in township enterprises. If the state could invest directly in townships, which are relatively densely populated areas in rural regions, it could indeed drive rural employment. Moreover, Yang Xiangqian himself had conducted investigations; although the establishment of township enterprises could drive employment and local industrial levels, such changes would also have a considerable impact on the current situation in rural areas. Whether to seek speed or stability, and how to balance the two, was a part Yang Xiangqian cared about very much.

Unexpectedly, Yang Xiangqian had just spoken a few sentences when he was interrupted by Xiao Hanshan. Xiao Hanshan asked Yang Xiangqian to take the approval document to the Finance Department of the Zhili Ministry; this allocation was approved. This made Yang Xiangqian overjoyed; he didn't expect things to be completed so quickly.

Leaving Xiao Hanshan's office, Yang Xiangqian exchanged glances with the Director of the Kaifeng Agriculture Bureau beside him, seeing surprise and joy on the Director's face. The two rushed to the Finance Department. It was almost the end of the fiscal year, and there were many things to do. The entire financial system would enter a super busy stage. Besides the daily work that should be carried out, there was also a large amount of data statistics and summary. A large amount of manpower must be drawn to complete the work at the end of the fiscal year. Personnel executing daily work were indeed insufficient, and efficiency would naturally not be high.

Arriving a moment earlier meant going through the process a moment earlier. Maybe just such a short time would be enough to affect the progress of the process by a few days or even more than ten days.

Minister of the Zhili Ministry Xiao Hanshan had completely thrown this matter to the back of his mind at this time. The policy He Rui was about to promote made Xiao Hanshan feel his brain was a bit swollen. Calling Yang Xiangqian here was only to further confirm the current situation in the countryside. What Yang Xiangqian said was quite consistent with the content of reports from various places. The speed of the industrialization process had nothing to do with advancing a thousand miles a day. Due to China's low industrial level, no matter how fast the growth rate was, the increment was not large. Not to mention, the current growth rate didn't look fast either.

If He Rui could complete cooperation with France, although Xiao Hanshan didn't know exactly how fast China's industrial development would be, with huge industrial investment smashed down, its driving force would inevitably exceed imagination. Could it be that after seeing China defeat Japan and Britain within 10 years, he would see China complete industrialization within another 10 years?

Xiao Hanshan only felt a ball of fire burning in his chest. It would take some time to cool this flame down.

The leadership of the Party Central Committee and the Central Government was not the same power system as the Parliament. Parliament Speaker Duan Qirui didn't know He Rui had held a meeting. But Duan Qirui also felt a ball of fire burning in his chest. Even if he didn't really trust the safety of airplanes, Duan Qirui still bought plane tickets from the capital to Tianjin together with Xu Shichang.

With a straight-line distance of 600 kilometers, current radial engines could fly it in less than 2 hours. Including the distance to the airport, the 1200-li journey could be completed within 5 hours. If it were usual, Xu Shichang would definitely have some literati's emotions. Moreover, the romantic imagination of traveling a thousand li a day becoming reality could originally make literati emotional. But Xu Shichang, a Jinshi, only occasionally looked at the cloud layer under the plane wing through the porthole, frowning most of the time. Finally unable to bear it, he asked Duan Qirui for Zhang Xiluan's telegram.

Ordinary telegrams can write very few words. Zhang Xiluan's telegram had six words including punctuation: 'If nothing happens, come quickly'.

Duan Qirui looked solemn, almost looking straight ahead at the seat back. Xu Shichang felt Duan Qirui thought the same as him: Zhang Xiluan, the eldest brother with the highest seniority and oldest age in Beiping currently, might be failing in health. Thinking of the situation after Zhang Xiluan's death, Xu Shichang felt somewhat lost. He was now the Director of the National Archives. As long as he didn't resign voluntarily, he would likely work until death. Xu Shichang felt there was a barrier between him and the era when the He Rui government was in power.

Only 4 years ago, Xu Shichang was the President of the Beiyang Republic. Although every day felt like suffering, for Xu Shichang, that was a very real, living era. Xu Shichang thought Zhang Xiluan had vision, but Zhang Xiluan was more of a link connecting two eras. If Zhang Xiluan passed away, Xu Shichang would feel even more lost.

The plane arrived quickly. Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang immediately paid to hire a car and went straight from the airport to Zhang Xiluan's home. Arriving at the door of the Zhang family, they saw the Zhang family members were no different from usual. Duan Qirui asked immediately, "Where is Lord Zhang? Take us there immediately!"

He thought Zhang Xiluan was already hospitalized, but unexpectedly the Zhang family members led the two into the house. Arriving at the greenhouse in the back garden, they saw Zhang Xiluan sitting on a warm seat. Hearing movement, Zhang Xiluan reached out to press the armrest and actually stood up.

Just this one movement showed that Zhang Xiluan's health was actually good. Duan Qirui was both surprised and happy. Worried all the way whether he could see Zhang Xiluan for the last time, seeing Zhang Xiluan in good health put Duan Qirui at ease. However, Zhang Xiluan had never troubled the Beiyang brothers these years. Suddenly calling Duan Qirui to come, there must be something big!

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui took a step forward, bowed first, and then asked, "Brother Zhang, I wonder what instructions you have. Since I am here, it is to relieve Brother Zhang's worries. Whatever Brother Zhang has, just order."

Zhang Xiluan sighed slightly and invited Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang to sit down. The two helped Zhang Xiluan sit down before pulling chairs to sit opposite. Zhang Xiluan sighed, "Back then when Xiangcheng (Yuan Shikai) signed the 'Twenty-One Demands' (Min Si Tiao), he swore: bury our heads for ten years, and meet Japan with heads held high. At that time, for the sake of unifying the country, he disregarded everything. What he said was just big talk. Sun Cannon (Sun Yat-sen) was full of nonsense; what he said was vague, but listening to him, he thought it would take 50 or 60 years for China to become a prosperous and strong country. When you two brothers were in power, you also invited many scholars to formulate construction plans. I remember they also thought it would take at least 30 years. Two brothers, did I remember wrong?"

Even knowing Zhang Xiluan had absolutely no malice, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang felt uncomfortable in their hearts. But both were people who cared about face and didn't deny what they had done. Xu Shichang said, "Brother Zhang, regarding the national construction strategy formulated back then, scholars believed that it would take at least 30 years for China's industry to achieve something. But estimating liberally, it would probably take 50 years to achieve something."

Hearing this, Zhang Xiluan nodded slightly, lost in thought. After a long silence, he continued, "I read newspapers these days. Since the United States abolished the Chinese Exclusion Act, there has been considerable progress in many negotiations with China. Thinking about it, it has only been 3 or 4 years. This is inherently a good thing, but I feel uneasy."

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang couldn't figure out what was wrong with Zhang Xiluan. After He Rui unified China, he defeated Britain and forced the United States to recognize China's status as a Great Power through diplomatic warfare. These were all remarkable achievements, yet Zhang Xiluan was worried. But the two could also understand Zhang Xiluan's thoughts a little, yet neither spoke first.

Zhang Xiluan continued, "When Worthy Brother He was outside the pass, I also heard some things about him. Leaving early and returning late every day, very hard working. That's why he could defeat Japan within 10 years. But in the past 3 years, Worthy Brother He hasn't gone on inspection tours or reviewed troops. Except for writing articles in newspapers, he doesn't show his face much. When Xiangcheng was in power back then, he got up at the third watch and slept at the You hour (5-7 PM? No, usually means late. Maybe late night. You hour is 5-7pm, Xu is 7-9, Hai is 9-11. Maybe meant late. Anyway, working hard). In comparison, Worthy Brother He is actually inferior to Xiangcheng. Barbarians have always been treacherous; suffering such setbacks, they will of course retaliate. Moreover, reading Western newspapers, they all praise Worthy Brother He as an outstanding leader with profound strategic vision in the world. I feel they definitely harbor evil intentions. Brother Duan, as the Speaker, you should have paid attention, right? I don't ask about worldly affairs, but Brother Duan, Brother Xu, as elder brothers of Beiyang, you should check for leaks and fill vacancies for Worthy Brother He."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui couldn't help smiling bitterly, "Hehe, Brother Zhang, you think too highly of me. I am just eating a vegetarian meal without doing work in the parliament, just muddling along..."

Zhang Xiluan knew Duan Qirui misunderstood his meaning and waved his hand immediately, "Brother Duan, if Worthy Brother He wants to remove you from the post of Speaker of Parliament, as long as I am alive for one day, I will definitely go to the capital personally to dissuade him!"

Hearing Zhang Xiluan say this, Duan Qirui had no more doubts about Zhang Xiluan, but continued, "Brother Zhang, if others were in power and achieved such a level, they would definitely be eager for quick success and instant benefits, engaging in speculation and trickery. Pulling up seedlings to help them grow will inevitably leave hidden dangers. How could we turn a blind eye? However, with the current ruler, I can no longer see the policy objectives clearly. If I must say, the words and deeds of the current ruler are as clear as a bright mirror. Just like the diplomatic negotiation with the United States, there was no intimidation or trickery, all open and aboveboard. What the United States seeks is to do business with China. Seeing the situation come to this, for America's own desires, they could only compromise. Looking back, I still have many things I don't understand. Reminding beforehand is indeed something my shallow knowledge cannot do."

Xu Shichang knew that the Zhang family's biggest reliance in the future was He Rui, so he naturally cared about He Rui very much. At this time, Zhang Xiluan indeed felt He Rui's governance exceeded the experience of past dynasties, so he felt that when things go wrong, there must be a demon. But Xu Shichang couldn't see any problems with the country now either. He could only persuade, "Brother Zhang, we are definitely not disregarding the incense burner feelings (friendship/loyalty) of Beiyang. It's just that the current ruler has such achievements and the country is stable; there is indeed nothing to check for leaks and fill vacancies. If we entangle in details, the administration of officials in any dynasty has problems. But those are small matters; for the country, they don't even count as scabies. Finding a time, with one decree, they can be rectified for several years without incident. Brother Zhang should relax."

Zhang Xiluan knew he absolutely could not go see He Rui, let alone say these words to He Rui. But with the situation as it was, Zhang Xiluan really felt something was wrong. But seeing Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang both say so, he could only let it go.

At this time, He Rui had already asked Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing to take his handwritten letter to France and hand it to the French President. Before getting on the plane, Yan Huiqing was also somewhat apprehensive. He wasn't afraid France had no interest in this proposal, but worried his ability was insufficient to promote this matter effectively.

But recalling the conversation with He Rui not long ago, He Rui believed the Franc was strongly squeezed by the Pound and the Dollar, financially precarious, and France would never accept such a situation. Moreover, in the current wrestling of countries around the world, France indeed needed a powerful quasi-ally. Even if it could only give France financial and economic support, it could help France's international status not to decline further.

Yan Huiqing took a deep breath and stepped onto the boarding stairs. For head-of-state diplomacy, someone must make preliminary preparations. As Foreign Minister, Yan Huiqing had this responsibility. Even if worried, he had to go regardless of life and death.

Steadily boarding the plane, Yan Huiqing put all anxiety aside. Sitting in his seat, he opened his briefcase and took out the documents on the French situation to read.
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When Yan Huiqing handed He Rui's handwritten letter to French President Gaston Doumergue, his mood was calm, even somewhat numb. President Doumergue in front of him was dignified, looking a bit like an old British gentleman. For France, such a figure was not easily likable. But Doumergue himself was a very powerful politician in French politics; he had served as Prime Minister and Speaker of the Senate. The French presidency has a fixed term and is not affected by cabinet changes, which gave Doumergue a fairly stable position.

Skilled politicians have skilled responses. Doumergue asked Yan Huiqing to convey his regards to Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China and emphasized Sino-French friendship. Then, the completely formalized meeting ended just like that.

Yan Huiqing returned to the hotel where he stayed and relaxed. When French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand invited Yan Huiqing to watch an opera together, Yan Huiqing readily agreed. In the Minister's box, Yan Huiqing chatted happily with several 'well-connected' friends introduced by the Minister. Yan Huiqing had no interest in opera; the French upper class was long used to opera. Chatting and chatting, someone talked about the standards of beauty in China and France.

In romantic France, Minister Briand was an ascetic and remained unmarried. Hearing such a question, he sat back a bit, obviously having no intention of participating. At this time, there was a knock on the box door. Briand's secretary walked in quickly and whispered in Minister Briand's ear for a moment.

So, Minister Briand said elegantly, "Ladies and gentlemen. Minister Yan has just arrived in France and should be very tired. Please let him go today. I will organize a special banquet. If you have any topics, you can ask freely then."

People in the upper class were sensible. Everyone acted as if they really believed French Foreign Minister Briand's words and said goodbye to Yan Huiqing cordially. After everyone left for a while, and the secretary went out to guard the door again, Briand asked, "Do you need to rest tomorrow?"

"Is the afternoon okay?" Yan Huiqing only felt his mood suddenly return to a lively state, followed by a strong sense of exhaustion. The French reaction proved that the proposal in He Rui's handwritten letter received high attention from the French side.

The two sides finally agreed to meet in the evening. Waiting until 8 o'clock when it was dark, Minister Briand's secretary knocked on the door. Yan Huiqing had been hungry until now. He originally thought of inviting Briand, who walked into the room, to eat something at the nearby restaurant first, but was politely refused. Briand answered, "We can have them deliver dinner to the room to eat."

After speaking, Briand sat on the sofa and rubbed his slightly swollen eyes. Yan Huiqing had slept enough; seeing Briand's action, he felt quite sympathetic. In the afternoon, Yan Huiqing took a bath and saw in the mirror that the swelling around his eyes finally subsided a little. He Rui's suggestion was very valuable. To make this suggestion sufficiently feasible, Yan Huiqing consumed too much energy for it.

Until dinner was delivered, Briand did not speak. Yan Huiqing's secretary tipped the food delivery staff, and the security personnel of the Chinese and French foreign ministers escorted the hotel staff out. After the security personnel of both countries closed the door and guarded outside, Briand sat at the table and picked up his knife and fork, "Our experts believe that China was able to fight Britain without purchasing foreign weapons, possessing very outstanding Chinese industrial R&D capabilities."

To wait for Minister Briand to arrive, Yan Huiqing didn't eat anything after lunch. Excessive pressure made Yan Huiqing have no appetite at all. Seeing Briand start eating as soon as he finished speaking, Yan Huiqing also felt hungry. He picked up his chopsticks and picked up a piece of fish, "French industry has long-term accumulation and surpasses China overall. In this regard, there is a very broad basis for cooperation between China and France."

After speaking, Yan Huiqing also started eating. Yan Huiqing was hungry, and he could see that Briand was also hungry. It seemed that the foreign ministries of both countries spent great efforts to understand and accurately expound He Rui's strategic views.

Soon, only some leftovers remained of the food. Briand wiped his mouth with a napkin, took a big gulp from his wine glass, and asked, "Is there tea?"

Yan Huiqing's secretary hurriedly stood up and began to make tea. Briand continued, "Our government noticed that Chairman He believes in his letter that France does not have the ability to realize the global interests obtained within the Versailles system. We appreciate Chairman He's frankness very much, so we want to understand Minister Yan's understanding of Chairman He's view."

"The current Franc cannot withstand the pressure of the Pound, and is strongly challenged by the Dollar in international trade. Moreover, the French economy cannot support France's global projection. France indeed possesses colonies globally, but France's current situation can only maintain colonies. It does not have the ability to utilize colonies. In financial terms, colonies might be a loss-making asset for current France."

At this time, Yan Huiqing's secretary had prepared the Gongfu tea table, electric stove for boiling water, and purified water. Briand's secretary also stepped forward quickly to gather the tablecloth on the dining table, wrapped it into a bundle along with plates and everything, and carried it out of the room. Soon, the aroma of Gongfu tea began to appear in the air.

Briand was completely sure that the Chinese upper class understood France's current situation very well. Of course, capable countries could understand France's current situation. If France really had enough strength, it would have demanded the same naval tonnage as Britain in the Washington Naval Treaty. The reason for being satisfied with a naval tonnage lower than Britain was that France didn't have the money to build so much tonnage of new warships.

Since the Chinese government understood France's current situation very well, Briand asked, "Is industrialization all that China hopes for?"

"China is a country with a population of nearly 500 million. Have French experts considered the time for China to complete industrialization?"

"Haven't domestic experts in China discussed this time?"

"We think it will take about 30 years." Yan Huiqing answered very readily. Of course, Yan Huiqing would never reveal He Rui's judgment on China's industrialization time.

"Then how much money do Chinese experts think is needed?"

"The first stage, lasting one year. We probably need 10 billion. Moreover, I can tell you frankly that our Chinese government believes that 75% of this money can be used as authorization, all used to purchase French technology, equipment, and hire French experts."

10 billion Francs is not a small sum. Even at the current exchange rate of 200-240 Francs to 1 Pound, it is about 40-50 million Pounds. But for a country like France, this money is not impossible to take out. Briand stared at Yan Huiqing, "Then what does the Chinese government use as collateral?"

"Our country's official foreign trade in the future will prioritize the Franc as the currency. Our country will also persuade our merchants to prioritize using the Franc when conducting trade."

Briand's secretary looked up in astonishment. Although He Rui's letter mentioned China's willingness to support the Franc's currency status in the world, being specific to this extent was still shocking enough. The He Rui government always tended to use Pounds as foreign exchange reserves, even during the Sino-British War. If what Yan Huiqing said was executed, China would undergo a major change in foreign exchange reserves. Even if China's trade volume with the world was not large, it was enough to cause a huge impact on sensitive international currency transactions.

French Foreign Minister Briand's expression became more solemn. He had been the Prime Minister of France and was very clear about France's current situation. The current Franc did not adopt the gold standard, so the currency value fluctuated severely. If an agreement with China could really be reached, the Franc would stabilize after a round of rapid appreciation.

Although excited, Briand still didn't discuss these specific issues. As the Foreign Minister, Briand must figure out China's strategic considerations, "How long does China hope such cooperation to last?"

"Our government believes we can sign a 3-year agreement first. After 3 years, if neither side has objections, the agreement will be automatically extended for 3 years."

3 years... Briand calculated. This time reflected China's sincerity. If China expressed a request for a longer time, it would make Briand feel China had a conspiracy.

At this time, the water had boiled, and Yan Huiqing's secretary brewed Gongfu tea. Briand drank the first cup; this kind of cup was very small, finished in one sip. The sweet tea refreshed the French Foreign Minister's spirit, and he laughed, "Is it only in China that one can drink such tea?"

"If you visit China, you will drink tea more delicious than this."

"Oh? Minister Yan, I have also drunk some so-called famous teas at self-proclaimed tea experts' places, but that taste was a bit strange."

Yan Huiqing felt a sense of resonance with Briand's words and nodded in reply, "I once drank coffee claimed to be very high-end, and after drinking it, I felt my stomach couldn't stand it. Believe me, I will treat you with tea that best suits the public taste. You will like it."

"I look forward to drinking such tea as soon as possible," Briand replied with a smile.

At the government meeting the next morning, Briand explained his views on He Rui's proposal to the French President, Prime Minister, Economy Minister, and the Chairman of the Bank of France.

"...China is willing to support France in exchange for French investment and technology transfer. Chinese Foreign Minister Mr. Yan Huiqing conveyed Chairman He Rui's view that Chinese officials will use the Franc as the first priority payment currency in the next 3 years, and suggest Chinese merchants use the Franc as the transaction currency."

Hearing this, the Chairman of the Bank of France subconsciously shifted his fat body. A moment later, he wiped his still sweating forehead with a handkerchief. At this moment, the Chairman of the Bank of France confirmed one thing: he must not leak this news no matter what. If he leaked the news, even as the Chairman of the Bank of France, which was actually the central bank, his whole family would be killed.

The interests involved in this matter were too great. If someone else leaked the news, the Chairman of the Bank of France would also feel that person's whole family being killed was not unjust. With France's capital volume, even if the Franc appreciated by only 2%, it would be tens of billions or even hundreds of billions of wealth. In current France, no one's whole family was worth this price.

French President Doumergue looked fairly stable. The French Third Republic should be a presidential system of government. However, due to constitutional regulations, every order of the President must be countersigned by ministers of various ministries, so no matter how great the power of the French President is, it is difficult to exercise.

Compared with the President's calmness, the French Prime Minister looked quite uncalm. The cabinet of the French Third Republic generally changed twice a year. Although under this political game, many ministers were actually re-elected in different governments, the Prime Minister had to be replaced with the fall of the cabinet.

The proposal now put forward by the Chinese government was a national interest for France that transcended the interests of various parties, so the possibility of passing was very high. Making China, the most important country in the Far East, a quasi-ally of France, and allowing a large amount of French funds to be lent out. If this matter passed during his term, he would gain great merit. It might even be possible to create the longest prime minister term in the French Third Republic.

Even if his cabinet fell, with his achievements in this matter, he could obtain an important position in future cooperation with China. In that case, his second half of life would definitely lack nothing.

Foreign Minister Briand had served as Foreign Minister continuously in several different cabinets, so he was not that excited. After he finished describing the content of this meeting, the Economy Minister immediately said, "Mr. President, I think France needs such cooperation. Once such an agreement is reached, it can stop the depreciation of the Franc. The economic policy proposed by the Prime Minister includes controlling inflation. The Franc stopping depreciation, or even appreciating, can help control inflation to a large extent."

President Doumergue had been Prime Minister, and he had determined that he had no reason to refuse. If he refused such cooperation, this group of people in front of him would immediately publicize this matter, and at that time he would probably be impeached by the parliament.

Although He Rui's purpose was certainly not for France, He Rui obviously understood France's current situation very well. From Doumergue's personal judgment, this matter was indeed very beneficial to France. Moreover, this matter involved too huge interests; Doumergue really couldn't discuss this matter with others. He had to make a decision with these French government upper echelons.
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French Foreign Minister Briand raised the Gongfu tea in front of him and drank it in one gulp. While Yan Huiqing's secretary refilled the tea, he asked, "Minister Yan, after Excellency He Rui made such a proposal, how long did the Chinese government discuss it?"

Yan Huiqing thought for a moment and answered truthfully, "After Chairman He presented his views at the central meeting, it was passed in less than half a day."

After speaking, Yan Huiqing picked up the Gongfu tea and looked at French Foreign Minister Briand while drinking. Yan Huiqing was very clear about the instability of the French Third Republic, the chaos of party struggles, and the government lifespan that was treated as a laughingstock. Therefore, Yan Huiqing did not think Briand would take so-called 'democracy' as capital to boast about.

Yan Huiqing did not think the political system of the French Third Republic was really useless. From its establishment in 1870 to the present, the French Third Republic has passed 57 years. Since the French Revolution, whether it was a monarchy or a republican regime, their lifespan was far less than that of the French Third Republic. Moreover, such a republic also led France to victory in the Great War in Europe and recovered Alsace and Lorraine. A chaotic regime could never do this.

Briand seemed thoughtful, picking up the small teacup to drink tea again. When he put down the teacup, he said with some emotion, "It seems we can trust the continuity of Excellency He Rui's government."

These words reminded Yan Huiqing of what He Rui said at the meeting: one of the reasons why the French government would accept cooperation is that they believe in the reliability of the Chinese government. And Briand obviously cared about this matter very much.

Yan Huiqing wanted to say that with He Rui's civil and military achievements, he would definitely govern for a long time. But then he thought of Napoleon I, the most famous hero in France in the past 100 years. Napoleon was considered a European military genius and laid the foundation of France as a modern country with the "Napoleonic Code". But Napoleon's regime was a short-lived regime. For the French, there is no necessary connection between civil and military achievements and long-term continuity.

The history of France flowed quickly through Yan Huiqing's mind, and Yan Huiqing spoke, "Mr. Briand, Chairman He is viewed in our country as a scholar, a strategist. Although I am not sure about Europe's evaluation of Chairman He, based on my understanding of Europe, Europe will have more trust in such a leader. Because a strategist who is a scholar has more trustworthy value."

Briand nodded slightly. Based on his understanding of the French upper class who could decide this matter, when He Rui analyzed this cooperation proposal from a strategic height, quite a few French upper-class people were somewhat persuaded. There are many political opinions within France now, but the will to make France truly strong is a consensus, or at least a golden rule that no one dares to challenge.

The French upper class are all astute people; it is impossible for them not to figure out the true value of a proposal. At least He Rui's proposal has real value for France. Therefore, even those who want to oppose this proposal must come up with reasons that can convince everyone. These reasons include: Can China keep such a huge loan safe? Once China gets such a huge loan, will it be unable to implement industrial development policies due to wars with foreign countries? Will the Chinese regime and the He Rui government fall? If it falls, will its successor overthrow this cooperation?

It is inappropriate to ask these questions directly, so one can only ask indirectly. Just like the question just now, Yan Huiqing's answer made Briand feel that He Rui possesses huge political prestige in China, and his decisions can become the policy of the Chinese central government and be implemented.

As the French Foreign Minister, Briand obtained a large amount of internal intelligence on Britain during the Sino-British War. The million-strong British army in India was by no means a decoration; the British army did fight hard. The reason the war could end so smoothly was entirely because He Rui was very clear about the purpose of the war. After showing China's strength, he began to force Britain back to the negotiating table.

In the negotiations, He Rui decisively ended the Sino-British War with superb diplomatic judgment. This made Briand appreciate him very much, and at the same time very certain that defeating China by pure military force was basically no longer possible. Then, the possibilities threatening the potential cooperation between China and France were the stability of the He Rui regime, and whether the He Rui regime would give up under British diplomatic pressure.

Briand laughed, "Now that the Chinese Exclusion Act has ended, why doesn't China seek financial support from the United States?"

Yan Huiqing smiled slightly and stated He Rui's view in a relaxed tone, "Now the Anglo-Saxon capital in the United States is fighting fiercely with Jewish capital. Which side do you think is more trustworthy?"

Hahaha! Yan Huiqing's humor made Briand laugh out loud. Originally, he only intended to laugh a few times, but these words were really sharp, so Briand laughed for at least five more seconds. Suppressing his smile, Briand wiped the corners of his eyes and felt some moisture on his fingers. Indeed, tears of laughter came out.

Soon, Briand thought of the Jews in the country, and couldn't laugh anymore. But the Jews in France had nothing to do with China. Briand continued to laugh, "Hehe, the Jewish consortiums in Britain are not confronting Anglo-Saxon capital."

Yan Huiqing did not joke this time but answered seriously, "France is the country with the most experience in centralized power in the whole of Europe, and our China understands centralized power very well. So we are willing to trust France."

Even knowing that the Foreign Minister could absolutely not act on emotion, Briand was still somewhat moved because Yan Huiqing's words were sincere and clearly expressed that China indeed seriously considered who to choose. At this time, Briand remembered Yan Huiqing's words before: this idea of cooperation was proposed by He Rui. That is to say, He Rui believed France was more trustworthy than Britain. If He Rui could govern for a long time, Sino-French cooperation could also be carried out for a long time.

After chatting for a while longer, Briand stood up and said, "Thank you for your tea; I will take my leave today. Minister Yan, I have already informed the manager of the Paris Opera House; the Minister's box at the Paris Opera House is available for your use at any time."

Yan Huiqing saw Briand off. He didn't want to go to the opera, but on second thought, he felt he would definitely come to France many times in the future, so appearing more in some public places would be helpful for future diplomacy. So he asked his entourage to prepare, planning to go to the opera house in the evening.

Approaching evening, Yan Huiqing walked out of the hotel where he stayed. He changed his mind again and wanted to walk on the streets of Paris. Not far after walking out, he heard music. It turned out that a middle-aged man by the street was playing the accordion. After approaching, he saw a boy and a girl standing beside the middle-aged man; they looked only 4 or 5 years old. The middle-aged man looked very worried between his brows, and the music he played was also a not-so-happy tune.

These three should be a family of three. A tin box was placed in front of the middle-aged man, containing a few coins and a 1-franc note. Yan Huiqing didn't know if this man was a street performer or a beggar. If in China, he would probably be playing a Huqin to beg. Although the accordion is not a common musical instrument in China, it is popular in Europe.

The cold wind of December blew. The two children leaned together, their not-so-clean little faces full of numbness. Yan Huiqing paid great attention to his own children and was very strict with their studies. Seeing this pair of little children standing in the cold wind, he felt pity in his heart. He took out his wallet, pulled out a 1-franc note, bent down, and put it into the tin box.

Yan Huiqing didn't notice that across the street, someone took a picture with a camera.
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On the ordinary streets of Paris in the evening, the lower half of the four-story French-style red brick buildings was submerged in the shadow created by the buildings across the street, while the upper half was painted red by the setting sun. The window glass and a few metal and reflective objects on the sloping roofs shone in the setting sun, making the mottled outer walls of the ancient stone buildings appear even darker. Regardless of the gap between any buildings, as long as one looked in the direction of the Eiffel Tower, one could see the tall tower standing proudly in the field of vision under the horizon.

The ash roads crushed by vehicles were uneven. A large number of Parisian citizens in ordinary clothes walked on the gravel sidewalks on both sides of the road. Under their feet, the cobblestones had been completely trampled into the underground mud. Only in the position close to the roadside could a small number of cobblestones be seen revealing part of their oval shape.

The closer to the Palais Garnier (Paris Opera House), the better the road became. The gravel sidewalk was replaced by cement-hardened ground. When the magnificent Palais Garnier revealed its huge shape before Yan Huiqing's eyes, Yan Huiqing noticed that the footpath under his feet was already paved with stone slabs. Although the stone slabs were broken, the beautiful shape constructed when they were first paved could still be seen.

Besides cars, gorgeously decorated carriages stopped at the entrance of the resplendent opera house. After the gorgeous passengers got off, the coachmen drove proudly towards the parking lot. Yan Huiqing walked up the steps to the dedicated entrance. Seeing Yan Huiqing, the guard turned his head and said something to the guard opposite. The one opposite walked quickly into the entrance. A moment later, a person dressed in a long formal suit, looking like a manager, came out to welcome him. After looking at Yan Huiqing for a moment, he stepped forward politely and said, "Mr. Minister, welcome."

The interior of the Palais Garnier was far more gorgeous than the outside. All walls had complex flower cluster reliefs. Bright lights illuminated these beautiful shapes, as well as the murals in between and the ceiling paintings at the top of the corridor. The light and shadow created made the flat and three-dimensional artworks merge into one. It fully displayed the style of French luxury architectural aesthetics and art.

Passing through the luxurious corridor and climbing the stairs, the manager led Yan Huiqing and others into the Minister's box on the second floor. There was an excellent viewing angle here. As soon as Yan Huiqing sat down, he saw many people in the boxes opposite and in the seats on the first floor looking at him, and some even raised binoculars to see more clearly.

Before long, there was a knock on the door of the box. The attendants of some big shots came to deliver business cards. The secretary introduced the names on the business cards and their identities to Yan Huiqing one by one with excellent memory. Among them were directors of the Bank of France, owners and general managers of large French enterprises. Yan Huiqing soon heard an interesting person from them, Professor Michel. This professor from École Normale Supérieure (ENS) also sent a business card to Yan Huiqing.

Should I meet him? Such a thought arose in Yan Huiqing's mind. Soon, Yan Huiqing suppressed this impulse. It was not suitable to meet these people today, especially this professor from ENS. As a diplomat, Yan Huiqing could confront foreign government personnel face to face, but facing non-official personnel such as scholars and reporters, Yan Huiqing must remain polite. Now inviting a professor from ENS to the box would be very impolite behavior.

The polite way would be for Yan Huiqing to send someone specially to ENS tomorrow to request a visit to the school. After obtaining permission from ENS, inquire during the visit if Professor Michel is at the school. If Professor Michel is at school at that time, request to meet with Professor Michel. If Professor Michel is not there, ask the school to forward the letter requesting to meet Professor Michel.

As a diplomat, one must respect foreign people. Even if a war breaks out with that country, it must be emphasized that there is no malice towards the foreign people. Such politeness proves the attitude of Chinese officials towards French civilians.

The opera performed today was *Turandot*. This opera is an oriental story imagined by the West. A princess of the Yuan Dynasty, Turandot (Mongolian meaning "warm"), in order to avenge her ancestor who was abducted in the dark night, ordered that if a man could guess her three riddles, she would marry him; if he guessed wrong, he would be executed. Over three years, many unlucky people had lost their lives.

A Tartar prince, after seeing Princess Turandot in Dadu (Beijing), was overwhelmed by her beauty, pursued the princess, and finally won the princess's love and the beauty.

Yan Huiqing's Italian was not very good, and this story did not seem particularly touching to Chinese people. But in the 7th act (scene), when the actor sang "Nessun Dorma", the heartfelt admiration and longing in the singing voice were not wild and wanton, but deep and full of surging emotions. Yan Huiqing was moved and stood up to applaud with the equally moved audience.

Many people in the second-floor boxes noticed Yan Huiqing's emotion, but what surprised them was that not long after, Yan Huiqing left the box with his secretary. Until the end of the performance, the box was empty; Yan Huiqing did not finish watching the performance.

In the box opposite, a glamorous French lady said to her companion puzzledly, "This Chinese minister is really strange. He applauded for 'Nessun Dorma', but didn't watch the 8th act at all."

Her companion answered in a pleasant mezzo-soprano, "Maybe he doesn't like this opera." Although the tone was flat, the disappointment was very clear.

It had to be said that this French lady with a pleasant mezzo-soprano guessed Yan Huiqing's view of *Turandot* correctly. But the reason Yan Huiqing left was that the embassy sent news that China and the United States finally signed the "Agreement on Sino-US Citizen Travel, Migration, and Judicial Cooperation". This agreement was undoubtedly a representative of the breakthrough in Sino-US relations. Yan Huiqing wanted to see the content of this agreement immediately.

The Chinese Embassy in France did not receive the full text for the time being, only a rough outline. Yan Huiqing read it item by item and finally felt relieved. The Chinese terms were formulated by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. At least this outline was completely consistent with the clauses in Yan Huiqing's memory. That is to say, the United States accepted China's request.

Taking off his glasses, Yan Huiqing couldn't help thinking that the French government was discussing the proposal made by He Rui at this time. Yan Huiqing was very confident in the signing of this Sino-French strategic cooperation. He Rui accurately grasped France's needs. But He Rui clearly put forward China's demands in his handwritten letter: 'France provides China with a 20 billion franc interest-free loan, provided in two years. Starting from the 3rd year after the full payment of 20 billion francs, it will be paid off in 10 years.'

Yan Huiqing believed He Rui would never ask for an exorbitant price. But if this condition were proposed by someone else, Yan Huiqing would definitely think the person proposing this condition made such a judgment with an extremely unserious attitude. Of course, Yan Huiqing also knew very well. If the French government agreed to such a condition, it meant Sino-French cooperation would inevitably be truly implemented.

Élysée Palace, the French presidential residence, was brightly lit. The French President, Prime Minister, Speaker of the House, Foreign Minister, and Chairman of the Bank of France were ready to make the final decision. Chairman of the Bank of France, Mr. Mabeuf, wiped the sweat from his fat face, ready to speak.

Born into a family of bankers in Marseille, he became a senior student at the University of Paris, entered École Normale Supérieure, then worked in several large French enterprises, and later returned to the banking industry, accumulating experience continuously, becoming one of the many directors of the Bank of France.

If it weren't for overworking to raise funds for France during the Great War in Europe, leading to serious illness, he should still have his consistently thin figure. But to treat the illness, Chairman Mabeuf used hormones. Although the condition was greatly alleviated, his body became fat like this.

However, the burden of the body did not affect Mr. Mabeuf's thinking ability. After understanding the plan proposed by the Chinese side, Chairman Mabeuf understood that he must make the Sino-French cooperation complete. At this time, French President Doumergue asked, "Mr. Mabeuf, do you still think this cooperation is an opportunity for France?"

"Yes." Mr. Mabeuf answered decisively. Although the obesity caused by endocrine problems made his whole body fat tremble when he stood up, Mr. Mabeuf still stood straight, just like when he was young.

"Mr. President, I guarantee with my personal career experience and God's mercy that the plan of Chairman He Rui of the Chinese government fully considers France's interests. This is simply a plan tailored for France. For France, I ask you to fully accept Mr. He Rui's conditions."

After two days of discussion, many people in the economic circle explained their views on this proposal to the French high-level officials. The upper echelons, including French President Doumergue, had understood that He Rui's plan indeed conformed to France's interests. But relatively, He Rui's conditions seemed... very bold. An interest-free loan of 20 billion francs, paid off in 10 years. Even if people in the French economic circle thought this condition was not unacceptable, the Prime Minister thought the French cabinet would probably not agree to such a request.

Mabeuf fully understood the views of the government's upper echelons, so he emphasized his own view, "20 billion francs indeed seems very risky, but France's short-term income will greatly exceed this sum. In the long run, France will gain financial confidence and industrial revival from this strategic opportunity. In my personal opinion, Mr. He Rui's request is very fair."

Seeing the government high-level officials still hesitating, Mabeuf continued, "Such a huge investment entering a country like China that lacks an industrial foundation will definitely have problems during execution. Therefore, I suggest that France form an expert group to go to China, provide suggestions to the Chinese side in a timely manner, and help them solve difficulties encountered in industrial development."

Hearing the firm view of the Chairman of the Bank of France, French President Doumergue also made up his mind, "Mr. Mabeuf, do you think we can propose modifications to Mr. He Rui's proposal?"

Mabeuf shook his head immediately. The shaking movement was so violent that the fat on his neck also shook, "No, Mr. President. Mr. He Rui proposed such conditions based on trust in France. Britain will not accept a fully industrialized China, and the United States only considers earning profits from China. Only we, France, will treat China fairly. Compared with the benefits France is about to obtain, China's conditions are just right. Mr. President, I want to ask you to answer me, is the purpose of modifying the conditions out of economic interests or political considerations?"

President Doumergue heard blame in Mabeuf's words. As a politician, considering problems from political interests is almost instinctive. So Doumergue understood why Mabeuf raised such blame. previous people in the economic circle believed that once the cooperation was successful, the French economy would be revitalized. France's current economy was suffering from external pressure, as well as internal inflation and currency turmoil. As long as the economic situation improved, Doumergue, who decided this matter, and the current cabinet would gain huge political benefits.

Damaging China's trust in France for a few hundred million francs was obviously not worth the loss.

Doumergue finally made up his mind. He stood up and said, "Gentlemen, from now on, this matter is top secret. I believe that for the future of France, you gentlemen can guarantee not to leak this matter."

Seeing President Doumergue finally made a decision, Mabeuf felt relieved in his heart and sat back on the sofa like a mountain of meat.

French Foreign Minister Briand straightened his back. He understood that it was his turn to act next.

Sure enough, President Doumergue ordered, "Mr. Briand, I hope you can determine the time for Chairman He Rui's visit to France."
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The special train passed through Shanhai Pass. After four years, He Rui saw the land of the Northeast again. Before the New Year, snow had already fallen in the Northeast. Facing the vast white land, He Rui couldn't help but recite softly, "North country scene: a hundred leagues locked in ice, a thousand leagues of whirling snow. Both sides of the Great Wall, one single white immensity. The Yellow River's rushing torrents frozen and lost."

The secretaries at the other end of the carriage saw nostalgia in He Rui's expression but couldn't guess the mood of He Rui talking to himself. He Rui just recited a few sentences, looked for a while longer, then sat back in his seat and continued to read the latest report. Seeing this familiar appearance, the secretaries relaxed and continued their work.

The central government had regular data reports every month. The statistics for December 1927 were not yet complete; the report in front of He Rui only predicted the GDP for the whole year of 1927.

GDP is the final result of production activities of all resident units in a country (or region) within a certain period calculated at market prices. China spent three years preparing before the statistics department could use GDP to compile statistics on the national economy.

After abandoning the statistical method of total industrial and agricultural output value, China's estimated GDP in 1927 was about 68 billion yuan, 142 yuan per capita. According to the current exchange rate of 1:2.4 between the US dollar and the Chinese yuan, China's annual GDP was 28.33 billion US dollars, 59 US dollars per capita.

The US Gross Domestic Product in 1927 calculated by the US Bureau of Statistics was 97 billion US dollars, and the US population had just passed 100 million. Per capita was 970 US dollars. The per capita in US dollars was 16.5 times that of China.

He Rui didn't care at all about the gap in per capita between China and the US. What was a 16.5 times difference in statistics? He Rui had seen a huger gap; statistically, the per capita difference between the two countries had been 50 times.

The huge difference in per capita figures even made He Rui feel very comfortable because it was too familiar. The Chinese Yuan detached from the gold and silver standard, and the statistical method of total industrial output value above designated size—this was the China He Rui was familiar with. Being able to complete such a statistical method proved that China had the ability to get on the right track.

The special train headed north all the way. From entering Shanhai Pass, the internal combustion locomotive arrived at the Sino-Soviet border within 24 hours. It stopped at the border line. A Chinese special train with Soviet gauge had stopped on the opposite side of the border line. Among the Soviet officials waiting on the opposite side of the border line, the leader was former Soviet Ambassador to China Molotov.

On the second day after confirming He Rui's official visit to the Soviet Union with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Molotov was recalled to his country. When He Rui and his entourage got off the special train and walked to the border line, Molotov stepped forward, "Mr. Chairman, as a member of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, I welcome Chairman He to visit the Soviet Union." After Molotov finished speaking, he smiled and made an inviting gesture, "Mr. Chairman, take one more step forward, and you will step on the territory of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics."

He Rui stepped across the border line and shook hands with Molotov and other Soviet officials one by one. Escorted by accompanying Chinese security personnel, the group arrived in front of the special train in Soviet territory. Molotov said, "Mr. Chairman, this special train belongs to Chinese territory in terms of international law. I need to receive your invitation before I can step on Chinese territory."

These words sounded relaxed, increasing He Rui's favorability towards Molotov a lot. These details indeed fully represented the interests of the country and could not be sloppy. If Molotov got on and off the Chinese head of state's special train at will, what needed to be considered was not the safety of the head of state, but the issue of foreigners entering and leaving Chinese territory at will. From the perspective of national dignity, the seriousness of this problem was greater than the safety of the head of state.

"Comrade Molotov, would you like to get on the train together?" He Rui smiled at the Soviet Foreign Minister who was a few months older than him.

Soviet security measures were very strict. A Soviet KGB (OGPU at the time) special train cleared the way in front of the Chinese special train. According to the agreement between the Chinese and Soviet foreign ministries, two Soviet carriages were added to the rear of the Chinese special train. A Soviet Red Army colonel came to He Rui and saluted, "Chairman He Rui, I am Colonel Timoshenko of the Soviet Red Army. I am very honored to serve you. I and my comrades are responsible for your safety from the border to Kazan."

He Rui stood up and smiled, "Thank you, Colonel Comrade. Would you like a glass of vodka?"

"Very honored. But I have official duties, so I can only thank you for your kindness," Colonel Timoshenko replied.

After the colonel left, Molotov chatted with He Rui. As the Soviet Ambassador to China, Molotov had met He Rui several times, and the content of the conversation was all about issues between China and the Soviet Union. As the Soviet Foreign Minister, Molotov did not talk about Sino-Soviet relations but asked He Rui for his views on the world situation.

"Even if someone wants to start a war, the current actual economic situation is far from enough to trigger a war. For at least 10 years, the contradictions of countries around the world will be concentrated in the economic field." He Rui answered Molotov's question about world security.

Hearing He Rui's words, Molotov just nodded in agreement. Because Comrade Stalin's judgment was also the same, the scale of the Soviet Red Army was shrinking at this time, reaching the lowest number in history. To develop the economy, the Soviet Union learned from China's Five-Year Plan and promoted rapid industrialization of the Soviet Union through a planned economy.

Molotov turned the topic to the economy, "Comrade Chairman, you started the Five-Year Plan during the Northeast period and have rich experience. I wonder if you can give some suggestions for the Soviet Union's Five-Year Plan."

"I think Soviet comrades can execute the Soviet Five-Year Plan very well. Since there is a plan, there are goals to be completed. My suggestion is to distinguish the difference between China's current Five-Year Plan and the Soviet Five-Year Plan. China's Five-Year Plan not only includes plans for industrial and agricultural development but also plans for the development of China's domestic consumption capacity. I believe Soviet comrades will definitely notice these."

"Comrade Chairman seems very optimistic about the future world," Molotov probed.

"Yes, I am very optimistic. At this stage, the world situation has entered a state of balance. No powerful country will easily decide to break this balance. In my opinion, the Soviet Union's decision to go all out to develop the economy is very wise."

Since He Rui said so, Molotov also felt He Rui's goodwill towards the Soviet Union. Being a special train, it had the highest right of way. He Rui's special train drove west without stopping except for necessary water and fuel refills. The Chinese special train used an internal combustion engine, with an average speed of over 60 kilometers per hour. It took only 4 days from the border to Moscow.

Molotov was very emotional about this. Compared with Soviet trains, China's heavy industry development impressed Molotov deeply. Besides, Molotov felt that the relationship between He Rui and a female secretary went beyond a working relationship. But this point did not give Molotov any special feeling. If He Rui were married, this matter would have some value. Since He Rui was currently unmarried, this was a simple relationship between a man and a woman. Based on collected intelligence, the Soviet Union once thought He Rui was an ascetic. An ascetic becoming an ordinary person was really nothing to study. Compared with He Rui, the parties held by some Soviet ministers on weekends belonged to the category of abnormal sexual desire even if evaluated from a benevolent perspective. That was a matter more worthy of attention.

Comrade Stalin, First Secretary of the CPSU, had long learned from the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs of the Soviet Union that He Rui was not visiting the Soviet Union exclusively this time. The Soviet Union was the first stop of He Rui's visit to Europe. Since He Rui expressed goodwill to the Soviet Union, Comrade Stalin was also willing to let He Rui feel friendship.

The level of the welcoming reception was very high; Soviet Politburo members in Moscow all attended. But only these people attended, so the number of people was not large. Seeing Stalin and He Rui giving speeches, and then Comrade Stalin inviting He Rui to a table with a lot of alcohol, Molotov felt something was wrong. Toasting and even forced drinking among the Soviet upper class was a tradition. General Secretary Stalin not only had an amazing capacity for liquor but was also a good hand at urging others to drink.

Molotov knew He Rui had little interest in drinking, and the Chinese government also had very strict regulations on officials drinking. At this time, Stalin and He Rui had already walked to the table and sat down. Molotov wanted to lean over. Because although He Rui looked gentle and refined, he actually had quite a temper. Whatever He Rui didn't like, he wouldn't do it himself, and would never change because of others. If Comrade Stalin forced He Rui to drink, he would probably be unhappily rejected by He Rui, and He Rui might even leave in a huff.

At this time, Stalin asked, "Chairman He, can you drink some?"

He Rui saw the look of a veteran toaster on Comrade Stalin's face. That was a very mixed look: enthusiasm + smile without warmth, unfathomable depth + changeable emotions. In short, as long as they started drinking, the other party would switch freely in various situations. This is a manifestation of a controlling personality.

Since the other party was like this, He Rui checked Stalin first, "If it's just drinking one-on-one with General Secretary Stalin, I can probably drink a little."

Hearing He Rui answer like this, a veteran toaster's smile appeared on Stalin's face, "Then which kind of wine does Chairman He like to drink?"

"Vodka," He Rui answered.

"Bring vodka," Stalin ordered Kirov beside him.

He Rui smiled, "Comrade Stalin, I think you should be careful. Drinking one-on-one, you might suffer a loss."

This remark was certainly to provoke Stalin. At the same time, it wasn't bragging; disliking drinking and being able to drink are two different things. Of course, He Rui must also pin down Stalin. Although members of the Soviet Politburo should be people with a bottom line, the credibility of Russkies is not that high.

Sure enough, Comrade Stalin heard He Rui's meaning. He took a puff from his pipe, exhaled fragrant smoke, and asked, "Comrade He Rui, do you think we will take turns?"

He Rui didn't spoil Stalin either. "When I fight wars, I like fighting many with few the most. This can effectively improve the winning rate."

General Secretary Stalin had a very good sense of boundaries. He Rui indeed showed enough goodwill and respect, and Stalin had no intention of forcibly getting He Rui drunk. Doing so would be very impolite to the leader of a powerful country like China. Moreover, He Rui himself was a very excellent strategist. Stalin knew that offending He Rui wouldn't change He Rui's strategic judgment. However, Stalin still wanted to establish a friendly personal relationship with He Rui.

Turning to the Soviet Politburo members, Comrade Stalin laughed, "Comrades, Comrade He Rui hopes that everyone who participates must drink the same amount of alcohol. I think we should respect Comrade He Rui's view."

Hearing this, those Soviet Politburo members with poor alcohol capacity breathed a sigh of relief, and those eager to try also breathed a sigh of relief. They all knew Comrade Stalin's alcohol capacity. Since it was Comrade Stalin fighting He Rui, they only needed to liven up the atmosphere.

The waiter served Russian specialties like pickled cucumbers. Comrade Stalin waved his hand, and two bottles of vodka were placed on the right hand of the two. Lu Yueying behind He Rui was very uneasy. She knew He Rui sometimes drank a little wine. But a bottle of wine took a month to finish. Saying this is drinking is fine. Saying it is using some kind of seasoning is also no problem.

Seeing Stalin and He Rui affectionately opening the wine bottles and pouring a full glass for each other, Lu Yueying really couldn't imagine what He Rui looked like when drunk.

"To Comrade He Rui's health." Stalin finished the toast and clinked glasses with He Rui. He Rui and Stalin raised their cups and drank it all in one gulp.

He Rui and Stalin filled each other's glasses again. He Rui said, "To Comrade Stalin's health."

The second glass went down. The toast for the third glass was said by He Rui: "May Sino-Soviet friendship last forever!"

This time, the Soviet Politburo members also raised their glasses, "May Soviet-Chinese friendship last forever."

Three glasses of wine down. He Rui and Stalin poured for themselves respectively. Stalin said, "In the eras of the Qing Dynasty and Beiyang, the Chinese people suffered a lot under their leadership, which makes us feel very pained."

"Yes. I can understand very well the determination of Comrade Lenin leading the CPSU Bolsheviks to sacrifice their lives to overthrow the old regime and establish a socialist country. And I marvel at the achievements of the Soviet Union."

After the two finished speaking, they raised their glasses again. He Rui casually picked up the salt shaker, sprinkled a little on the back of his hand, then licked the salt on the back of his hand before raising the glass and drinking it all in one gulp. Lu Yueying was dumbfounded, not knowing what this was about. But Lu Yueying saw that the Soviets opposite didn't mind, and even showed appreciation. She could only guess that this was probably some way Russians drank vodka.

"You seem very familiar with Russia," Stalin said a sentence and drank the glass in one gulp.

The two poured wine again. He Rui answered, "I like Pushkin very much."

"Which poem?" Stalin was very interested.

He Rui raised his glass and recited loudly: "I am silent soon! But if, on a day of sorrow, The lyre's play strikes an answer in your heart..."

The translator beside him heard the real emotion in He Rui's voice and recited the original Russian text loudly. Many of these Soviet Politburo members had also read Pushkin's poems. This poem "I am silent soon" (Elegy/Stanzas) was a love poem and widely circulated. Although they didn't understand Chinese, they could hear the emotion in He Rui's voice and were equally affected.

"Wait, till the sleep of death upon me lies, And say with feeling, o'er my funeral urn: 'I loved him, to me he owes his inspirations, I gave him his last love, his final song.'" After He Rui finished reciting this masterpiece of Pushkin, he raised his glass again, "Let us pay tribute to Pushkin, the great poet!"

After speaking, he drank it all in one gulp. The Soviet Politburo members echoed sincerely this time and drank together.

Comrade Stalin didn't think he was an 'artsy youth' (Wen Qing), but his artsy heart was also greatly moved. Putting down the glass, Comrade Stalin asked, "Comrade He Rui, the Soviet Union is inspired by China's series of victories and hopes to be of help to China. I wonder if Comrade He Rui has any requests?"

"China's land area is only half of the Soviet Union's, but the population is 480 million. So China hopes to import grain, cotton, and raw materials from the Soviet Union." After He Rui finished speaking, he saw Stalin smile while raising his glass and saying, "We are willing to sell these commodities to China. In recent years, the Soviet Union has imported a lot of light industrial products from China, which has helped the Soviet Union a lot. This mutually beneficial trade should continue to expand."

A moment later, the two drank the sixth glass of wine. While pouring wine, He Rui said, "Now the Soviet Union continues to bear huge pressure in Europe and the Caucasus region. I think light industrial products only improved part of the daily life of the Soviet people. The Soviet Union's development of heavy industry is a decision worthy of admiration. This is also a wise decision of the CPSU Central Committee led by Comrade Stalin."

Stalin expressed his gratitude and drank the seventh glass with He Rui. At this time, the Soviet Politburo members who were once eager to try began to marvel at He Rui's alcohol capacity in their hearts. Looking at He Rui from a Russian perspective, He Rui was gentle and refined, like an intellectual who only liked to drink a little low-alcohol wine occasionally.

From the performance at the beginning of drinking, He Rui was indeed a refined intellectual who liked poetry. Even when drinking, He Rui was elegant. If they didn't know the glass indeed contained 60-degree vodka, they would think He Rui was drinking juice. However, this alcohol capacity was indeed somewhat amazing. Moreover, judging from He Rui's almost unchanged facial complexion, there was probably still a lot of room before reaching He Rui's alcohol limit. If they had rashly joined in just now, they probably really wouldn't be He Rui's match.

Stalin's alcohol capacity was amazing; these drinks were still far from making him drunk. But Stalin's attention was all on He Rui's words at this time. After Stalin expressed that he would continue to supply China with grain, cotton, and raw materials, He Rui was about to state his trade commitment to the Soviet Union.

Although he could feel He Rui's alcohol capacity, Stalin still raised his glass. He Rui didn't have stage fright; he drank another glass before speaking, then poured wine while saying, "We in China are willing to cooperate with the Soviet Union in heavy industry. If the technical equipment needed by the Soviet Union is not available or cannot be provided by China, we will also obtain it from Europe and America through some channels. In the final analysis, we will definitely do our best to meet the needs of the Soviet Union."

Lu Yueying roughly understood that the leaders of the Soviet Union and China were actually discussing business. But Lu Yueying felt men were really strange; why drink when discussing business? And drinking in such a way. Seeing Stalin express gratitude to He Rui, the two drank the ninth glass. Lu Yueying saw the large wine bottles in front of the two were nearly half empty, feeling her scalp tingle.

Stalin felt he drank very happily at this time. He Rui drank straightforwardly, and the content of the dialogue between the two sides was also satisfactory, so he lit his pipe. After He Rui also lit a cigarette, Stalin laughed, "I wonder if China has a need for cooperation in naval construction?"

He Rui laughed, "We have no plans to develop the navy for the time being."

Pipes are different from cigarettes; the tobacco is finished in a few puffs. Stalin knocked his pipe and laughed, "I wonder how big the gap is between the Soviet Union's shipbuilding technology and Japan's shipbuilding technology level?"

He Rui could hear Stalin's probe. He flicked the ash and poured wine, "Comrade Stalin, have a glass."

Seeing He Rui deliberately change the subject, Stalin judged that He Rui probably hadn't negotiated naval cooperation with Japan yet. So he put down the pipe, raised the glass and said, "Cheers!"

Ten glasses of wine down, Lu Yueying couldn't see any intention of the two ending. She lowered her head slightly, deciding not to watch these men's contest. Moreover, Lu Yueying also had a judgment at this time: even as leaders of great powers, as long as they are men, perhaps they are all the same in these matters.

The empty glass was put down, but immediately filled again. Stalin asked, "Chairman He Rui, I think you lean more towards the Social Democratic Party politically. I wonder what you think."

For a moment, the Soviet Politburo members fell silent. Those insensitive to politics also knew that if this question was asked within the CPSU, it would be a very serious or even severe question. As for members with high political sensitivity, they were somewhat strange why General Secretary Stalin asked such a question. Did he not trust He Rui?

But Stalin didn't care. Drinking to this extent, and the very good communication just now, made Stalin want to figure out He Rui's political leaning very much. The CPSU paid great attention to ideology; in this field, struggle was the main theme.

Staring at He Rui, Stalin saw He Rui's eyes brighten; this should be a reaction to provoked mood. Stalin believed that getting friends drunk was to test their attitude towards himself and their views on issues of interest, while getting enemies drunk was to trap them in moral and political traps. Now He Rui's emotions finally fluctuated; the subsequent answer could help Stalin understand He Rui better.

But He Rui's reaction, especially his gaze, made Stalin feel a kind of difference. A name suddenly popped up in Stalin's mind inexplicably, forcing Stalin to generate a speculation: is a person like He Rui that kind of 'moral vacuum'?
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Slicing the salmon, slightly blanching it, and sandwiching garlic slices in between, the taste was very good. Under Stalin's gaze, He Rui ate two pieces in a row and felt much more comfortable in his stomach.

Wiping his hands with a napkin, He Rui began to answer Stalin's question, "In a sense, we are all slaves of language, and can only convey ideas by creating vocabulary or relying on the resonance of the other party. Therefore, misunderstanding is inevitable. Just as many people think I am a Social Democrat. If they knew my view on the Social Democratic Party, they probably wouldn't say so."

After speaking, He Rui poured wine again. Comrade Stalin began to feel that forcing He Rui to drink was not a very wise choice. With China's current strength, it did not need to beg the Soviet Union. Therefore, He Rui could refuse to be forced at any time. But drinking on completely equal terms, He Rui's alcohol capacity was really not bad.

While pouring wine, Stalin looked at Molotov not far away. Several Soviet ambassadors to China had said that He Rui didn't like drinking. These people certainly wouldn't deceive the CPSU Central Committee, but they obviously didn't have the opportunity to know He Rui's alcohol capacity.

Of course, even feeling the alcohol going to his head, Stalin was not uneasy. One cannot lose momentum even if losing the game; at most he would be drunk under the table, so what? Moreover, under the stimulation of alcohol, Comrade Stalin felt in a very good mood. Raising his glass, Stalin clinked glasses with He Rui, and the two drank the 11th glass in one gulp. He Rui picked up a salmon slice and ate while saying, "Members of the Social Democratic Party are not bad people, but the Social Democratic Party's program makes them jump back and forth between two extremes: one extreme is utopian socialism, and the other extreme is utopian capitalism."

Stalin laughed with food in his mouth, "Hehe, it seems we are indeed slaves of language."

He Rui believed that an artsy person like Stalin could definitely understand the meaning of these words, but he still added a sentence, "Fearing the cruelty of reality can be embellished as having a conscience. Fearing the obligations brought by power can be embellished as having brains. Therefore, the Social Democratic Party must follow ballot politics. In Greek terms, it is called a tyrant (demagogue)."

After eating and speaking, He Rui poured another glass. Stalin did not back down and poured a glass too, under the somewhat worried gaze of quite a few Soviet Politburo members. Stroking his thick mustache, Stalin laughed, "Our system is the Soviet."

Soviet is the transliteration of Russian, meaning "council" or "committee". It is an organizational form created by the Russian proletariat during the 1905 revolution to lead the masses in revolutionary struggle. It originated from the Russian Revolution of 1905 and is a democratic form for workers and peasants, whose representatives can be elected and replaced at any time.

He Rui knew how the Soviet Union ended, so Stalin's words put no pressure on He Rui. Sprinkling salt on the back of his hand and dripping lemon juice, He Rui slid the back of his hand over his lips, sucking the mixture into his mouth. That stimulating taste greatly relieved the feeling in his stomach.

Eating two more pieces of salmon meat, He Rui answered, "With the rapid development of productive forces, social contradictions become sharper and more intense. I always believe that only communism can solve these problems."

Before Stalin could answer, he saw He Rui raise the 12th glass. The Iron Man uncle hesitated for a moment, but a moment later he accepted the challenge and drank the wine in one gulp. This time, the Iron Man uncle took the initiative to pour wine. He Rui also followed suit. The Iron Man uncle put down the almost empty wine bottle, "Comrade He Rui, what kind of communist do you think you are?"

He Rui raised his glass, "I think I am a communist like Marx and Engels."

There are many schools of international communism, and everyone says they are communist. Stalin believed He Rui was indicating that he was not following the Soviet line, but he would not criticize the Soviet line either. Facing such an attitude, Stalin and He Rui clinked glasses again.

Chatting to this extent, the Iron Man uncle felt that what needed to be chatted about had been chatted. From the attitude of Sino-Soviet cooperation to the actual content of cooperation. And the non-antagonistic relationship in ideology. Pouring the last of the wine from the bottle into the glasses, it was just enough. Comrade Stalin raised his glass, "Welcome Comrade Chairman He Rui to visit the Soviet Union, and I also wish Comrade Chairman He Rui success in his subsequent visits."

When He Rui returned to his residence, he behaved very normally. But upon returning to the residence, He Rui pulled a washbasin to the bedside before lying down. Lu Yueying looked at He Rui, feeling both angry and somewhat pitying. Seeing He Rui pulling the quilt over his head, Lu Yueying sat on the chair beside him, really not understanding why he had to drink like this! If there was something to talk about, just talk slowly. Both sides harbored thoughts, guessing each other's meaning, yet had to show their self-control through such a drinking contest. Was it absolutely necessary?

Comrade Stalin was not much better. When he woke up the next day, he felt his brain buzzing. After drinking several cups of strong Chinese tea, he felt a little better. Looking through the meeting minutes, Comrade Stalin could string his memories together completely. And at the end, Comrade Stalin saw in the meeting minutes that he talked to Kirov about his view of He Rui, "An interesting strategist."

Recalling the impression of He Rui, Comrade Stalin had a very strange feeling. He Rui seemed very familiar with him. This familiarity was different from the familiarity of those who had studied him, but another feeling of being at the same level. If he had to describe it, He Rui seemed to understand him very well.

But this feeling was really strange. Because Comrade Stalin felt He Rui knew very well that the lines of China and the Soviet Union both originated from communism, but the theoretical basis of the lines themselves was not the same.

...Is the thinking necessary to determine the line connected?

But He Rui did not stay in Moscow for too long. On the third day, he took the special train to Leningrad (St. Petersburg). This deprived Stalin of the possibility of talking deeply with He Rui again. Kirov, who personally went to the train station to see He Rui off, returned to the Kremlin and relayed his conversation with He Rui to Stalin.

After listening, Comrade Stalin silently added tobacco to his pipe but didn't light it. "Kirov, according to your judgment, does He Rui seem to have high expectations for this trip to France?"

"Yes, General Secretary," Kirov answered. Stalin had no reason to send He Rui off at the train station personally, so Kirov did the probing. The Soviet Union was the first stop of He Rui's visit to Europe. The next stop was to board a ship from the port of Leningrad (St. Petersburg), pass through the Baltic Sea, and enter the Atlantic Ocean. In this way, He Rui wouldn't have to pass through politically sensitive Poland and Germany.

Politically speaking, such a visit route was very serious. If He Rui crossed Polish territory, it would be necessary to explain to the Soviet Union to avoid unnecessary trouble between China and the Soviet Union.

If He Rui entered German territory before arriving in France, it would inevitably trigger some thoughts in France. For this reason, before He Rui's visit, a Chinese-made 2000-ton light cruiser, the *Siping*, had already departed from Guangzhou, China. Now the *Siping* light cruiser had crossed the Indian Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea, and the Atlantic Ocean, arriving at the port of St. Petersburg. He Rui would take this Chinese warship to leave St. Petersburg and head for Calais, an important passenger port in northern France.

Kirov probed what plans He Rui had when visiting France. He Rui frankly stated that he would communicate with France on trade cooperation. Although there was no specific content, He Rui's attitude convinced Kirov that He Rui would definitely work something out with France.

Facing Stalin's question, Kirov frankly stated his feelings. And he gave the reason, "The two most important powers in Western Europe are Britain and France. Given Britain's current attitude towards China, He Rui has no way to reach any major cooperation agreement with Britain. Although visiting at this time can indeed show the world that China has made huge progress in international diplomacy, He Rui gives me the feeling that he is not a person who really values this particularly heavily. Therefore, if the visit time were next year, He Rui could get greater gains."

Stalin agreed with Kirov's judgment. It had only been a year since the ceasefire between China and Britain. Sino-US relations only stabilized after the signing of the "Agreement on Sino-US Citizen Travel, Migration, and Judicial Cooperation". This agreement was signed only a month ago. If He Rui really wanted to visit Europe with a posture fully accepted by major international powers, 1929 would be the suitable time.

Lighting his pipe, amidst the fragrant aroma, Comrade Stalin gradually became convinced that there must be some greater cooperation possibility between He Rui and France. After all, it was France that stepped forward to mediate the Sino-British War. Given the competition between Britain and France, He Rui agreeing to French mediation gave France a big diplomatic gift. Current French President Doumergue also gained huge political benefits, and his prestige in France increased a lot. Then, now should be the time for France to repay China.

Knocking out the ash, Stalin called Molotov and asked him to pay special attention to He Rui's visit to France. Molotov had already arranged it and answered immediately, "Comrade General Secretary. The People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs will give you the most timely reports."

On January 20, after Comrade Stalin finished a meeting, a report on Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China was delivered to him. On January 19, He Rui left St. Petersburg on the cruiser *Siping* and entered the Baltic Sea. British warships began to appear in the distance in the Baltic Sea.

The *Siping* light cruiser crossed the South China Sea, the Indian Ocean, the Mediterranean Sea, and the North Atlantic. This journey was already amazing. Even though there were some French colonies along the way, the key points passed, the Malacca Strait, the Suez Canal, and the Strait of Gibraltar, were all controlled by Britain. A Chinese warship sailing so far had great significance in itself. If He Rui's visit to Europe wasn't more important, this matter would have been publicized widely in Europe long ago.

Stalin did not give instructions on this. At this time, the First Secretary of the CPSU believed even more that He Rui came prepared.

At this time, the *Siping* had sailed out of the calm Baltic Sea and entered the North Sea. The naval officers and soldiers were used to such bumps, but He Rui's entourage was not. Compared with the Baltic Sea, the North Sea was really windy and rough. He Rui could still suppress the churning in his stomach, but he also personally experienced why the Atlantic Ocean was not as suitable for aircraft carrier development as the Pacific Ocean.

The countries on both sides of the North Atlantic were basically industrial countries with strong coastal defense forces, posing a great threat to aircraft carrier survival. Aircraft carrier operations require relatively good sea conditions, and the North Atlantic is not very suitable.

At this time, the captain came to He Rui on the bridge and saluted, "Chairman, we received a telegram from the French fleet. They request to escort our ship."

"Mm." He Rui just responded. These tasks had long been contacted by the Chinese and Soviet, and Chinese and French foreign ministries. The captain reported to He Rui out of regulation. In actual execution, there were already relevant arrangements.

Sure enough, before long, two huge warships flying the French flag appeared on the sea ahead. Compared with the cruisers of the Soviet Red Navy, the French warships were much larger. The Soviet Red Navy warships protecting He Rui's *Siping* light cruiser in the middle also sent a telegram to the *Siping*, informing them that their escort action was about to end.

French warships, Soviet warships, and the Chinese warship all followed naval etiquette, passing on each other's right side. The two Soviet warships and two French warships all began to turn. The warships drew four long white wakes on the sea surface centered on the *Siping* continuing to sail forward.

At the same time, signal flags were raised on the Soviet warships. He Rui didn't understand the meaning of naval flags, and the captain immediately told He Rui that the Soviet signal flags meant 'Bon Voyage'.

Soon, the two French warships began to enter escort positions. He Rui looked back. He saw the figures of the returning Soviet warships becoming smaller and smaller on the sea. Besides giving orders, the captain of the *Siping* kept his eyes fixed on the two French warships. Seeing the captain's eager expression, He Rui laughed, "Comrade Captain, do you recognize these two French warships?"

"Reporting to Chairman. These are the *Lorraine* and *Provence* of the French Courbet-class battleships (Note: Actually Bretagne-class, text error kept as per instructions)." There was uncontrollable emotion in the captain's tone.

France sending two battleships to escort showed how sincere they were. This made He Rui more confident in the results of this visit. In such a mood, He Rui said to the captain, "Don't worry, in a few years we can also build warships at least not inferior to these two battleships."

The captain was stunned. Although somewhat unbelievable, since it was He Rui who spoke, the captain immediately generated confidence without much reason. He nodded, but fearing he might say something wrong, he said, "Chairman, I understand."

He Rui knew these words could easily be considered bragging, so he didn't say more on this topic. Instead, pointing to the vague warship figures further away, he asked, "Are those the British warships that have been tailing us?"

After getting a clear affirmative answer from the captain, He Rui nodded but didn't say much about it. The Washington Naval Treaty stipulated that all contracting powers would not build new capital ships for 10 years. Because after the end of the Great War in Europe, the Great Powers of the Entente immediately began preparing to build their own new capital ships based on the experience accumulated in the war. If shipbuilding started, it would immediately be another naval arms race.

So British and French warships were old warships from WWI. The Washington Naval Treaty was signed in 1922, and China would probably participate in the next stage of the shipbuilding race in 1933. There was probably enough time.

On January 21, the *Siping* arrived outside the port of Calais, France. Calais is a port city in northern France, facing the Strait of Dover (French: Pas de Calais / La Manche), more than 30 kilometers away from the port of Dover in Britain. When the weather is clear, Britain can be seen from the beach in Calais. As the largest passenger port in France, Calais Port was very lively. Battleship tonnage was too large to approach, so they stopped in the deep waters of the English Channel.

Today was a sunny day, and He Rui indeed saw the British land in the distance. Only with ships coming and going, He Rui couldn't figure out how many near the British side were merchant ships and how many were warships. The two French battleships happened to block between Calais and the British land opposite. This position could resist harassment or even attacks from the British side at any time.

French pilot boats came, and under the leadership of two pilot boats, the *Siping* entered the port of Calais. Stopping at the designated berth, the military band assembled on the pier entered the welcoming position. The gangway was lowered, and Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing, who had been waiting here early, led a Frenchman up.

He Rui had seen photos of this person; it was French Foreign Minister Briand. This surprised He Rui a little; Briand boarding the ship now was somewhat inconsistent with diplomatic rules. It should be the French Deputy Foreign Minister or others from the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs boarding the ship to welcome He Rui ashore.

Briand followed Yan Huiqing to He Rui. After Yan Huiqing introduced his identity, Briand stepped forward and said, "Respected Chairman Mr. He Rui, welcome to visit France. If you are ready, please follow me off the ship. Our President Mr. Doumergue is already waiting at the port."

He Rui was not particularly surprised. If it was arranged like this, it would be reasonable for the French Foreign Minister to board the ship. But due politeness could not be lacking. He Rui answered, "I am very grateful for such a high-standard welcome from France. I am ready; please lead the way, Minister Briand."

The group got off the ship, and the French military band had already started playing. At the end of the red carpet, French President Doumergue, who looked very much like a British gentleman, stood there. When He Rui walked across the red carpet, President Doumergue shook hands and hugged He Rui enthusiastically. At this time, the British gentleman appearance of the French President was replaced by the enthusiastic and romantic style of France.

He Rui was equally enthusiastic, accepting the welcome like an old friend. President Doumergue released the embrace and laughed, "Chairman He Rui, I have been waiting for a long time. In order to get to Paris to rest as soon as possible, please review the French honor guard."

Seeing President Doumergue so frank, He Rui believed even more that this trip could achieve the goal. The French President was so urgent, obviously wanting to announce the news of Sino-French strategic cooperation as soon as possible. So He Rui didn't refuse and walked onto the reviewing stand in the middle of the red carpet.

The French honor guard wearing gorgeous military uniforms passed in front of He Rui to the accompaniment of military music. As a soldier, He Rui originally wanted to comment on the honor guard. But at this time, He Rui was also a bit excited. Like the French President, He Rui also looked forward to the cooperation being settled as soon as possible. Starting China's rapid industrialization process one day earlier would let the Chinese people enjoy the fruits of industrialization one day earlier.

Calais is located at the axis of Europe, radiating to the capitals of 5 European countries, 235.85 km from Paris, 151.34 km from London, 175.38 km from Brussels, 262.48 km from Amsterdam, and 344.95 km from Düsseldorf.

There is a train from Calais to Paris, so China's special train was not needed here. The French government had prepared a special train. On the train, the French President introduced the members in the special train carriage to He Rui. Chairman of the Bank of France Mr. Mabeuf, the French Minister of Industry, and several business people.

As soon as the train started, Mabeuf said immediately, "Your Excellency Chairman, the Bank of France sincerely admires China's determination for industrialization."

"Mr. Mabeuf, industrialization cannot be completed by determination alone. The Chinese government is making every effort to prepare for the preliminary work of undertaking industrialization. Including the site selection of industrial zones, roads, railways, electricity, water supply. Residential areas for personnel needed in industrial zones, water, electricity, and roads in residential areas, as well as education, public security, and postal services for personnel in industrial zones. We all know that the industrial development process will encounter very many problems. We hope to learn from experience to make China's industrial development more effective and benefit the Chinese people and investors more."

After listening to He Rui's answer, Mabeuf had a high evaluation of He Rui. A decision-maker definitely does not come up with whimsical ideas by slapping his head and handing them over to subordinates for execution. Of course, a decision-maker cannot have the ability to attend to details in execution, but a decision-maker must be clear about how many fields his decision involves and know how to arrange responsible personnel in these fields.

He Rui's answer proved that He Rui not only understood but also prepared for undertaking France's industrial transfer to China. This not only did not make Mabeuf want to make things difficult for He Rui but strengthened Mabeuf's determination to promote cooperation.

Since He Rui was so well prepared, it proved that He Rui was determined to obtain large-scale industrial transfer. France was actually not the only choice. Britain and the United States, as long as China was willing to pay a sufficient price, these two countries would also transfer industry to China.

Hearing He Rui's answer, the big shots in the French economic field thought similarly to Mabeuf. They couldn't help looking at French President Doumergue, starting to worry whether French politicians would consider political interests and think they could gain greater benefits by making things difficult for China.

Although there was such worry, no one dared to ask. Industry and commerce, and banking were powerful. But compared with the state machine, it was still not enough. When the economy is bad, industry, commerce, and banking will be pushed out by the government as scapegoats to bear the criticism of the nationals. When the economy is good, disobedient industry, commerce, and banking personnel are easily suppressed, replaced, or even eliminated under government pressure. After all, the government holds the army and various violent institutions; what do industry, commerce, and banking have? Those thugs or even private soldiers obtained through employment relationships were not even opponents in front of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the army. These people could only hope that the politicians in the government wouldn't be confused.

In the evening, He Rui was invited into the Élysée Palace by President Doumergue. In the luxurious reception hall, President Doumergue, the Prime Minister, and the Foreign Minister sat opposite He Rui and the Chinese Foreign Minister. President Doumergue said, "Chairman He Rui, the French government has decided to fully accept the proposal put forward by China."

He Rui only felt his heart lighten, and a smile could no longer be suppressed. So He Rui simply laughed, "I was prepared to have a full discussion with Mr. President before coming. President Doumergue, your decision overjoyed me."

President Doumergue laughed, "I did have many considerations. But thinking that the Chinese government is a modern government, the Chinese people are noble and honest people, and China's 2 million modern army can defeat Britain in war. I am full of confidence in China. To express France's sincerity in cooperation, the French government is willing to accept the plan proposed by the Chinese government. Only in this way can Sino-French friendship last forever."
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The discussion between the heads of state of China and France on the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement took less than two minutes in total, and the matter was decided. Afterwards, He Rui talked with French President Doumergue about French customs and people. Doumergue expressed with great interest, "Chairman He Rui, if possible, I would very much like to be Chairman He's guide personally. It's just that as a public servant, I still have a lot of work to do. But please rest assured, we will recommend the best guide."

He Rui answered immediately, "Thank you, President Doumergue. I know France has magnificent mountains and rivers, but in my opinion, what is most valuable in France is the French people, and the outstanding representatives among the French people. In the Enlightenment era, there were Voltaire, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Kant, etc. In modern times, there are scholars like Pasteur and Langevin. I think being able to contact the French people must be a very wonderful thing."

President Doumergue showed a French romantic smile, which was much heartier compared to the British style. Doumergue nodded repeatedly, "If you think so, I can conclude that the French people will definitely leave you with the most beautiful memories. And I look forward to the opportunity to visit China. I heard that the Chinese people are hardworking and smart. I believe that if I can visit China, the Chinese people, who are as noble as the French people, will definitely leave me with the most beautiful memories."

After such enthusiastic mutual praise, Doumergue suggested He Rui rest first, because the heads of state of China and France would sign the "Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement" tomorrow.

After He Rui left, Doumergue returned to the reception room, where several core members presiding over the negotiation were still waiting. Without the excitement shown just now, Doumergue asked Mabeuf, "Chairman Mabeuf, is the judgment of the Bank of France trustworthy?"

Although Mabeuf felt somewhat discriminated against, he could understand Doumergue's worry. Of course, it was impossible to write in the "Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement" that the French government provides China with an interest-free loan of 20 billion francs. specific content must be passed by parliament before execution. So the money actually lent to China was responsible by the Bank of France. Therefore, the President was very worried that if the cooperation failed to produce the expected results, Doumergue would bear huge pressure.

Mabeuf answered sincerely, "Mr. President, the Bank of France makes judgments with professionalism."

After speaking, to appease high-level government officials like the President and Prime Minister, Mabeuf explained again, "In my opinion, Chairman He Rui is very confident. The visit he proposed just now is undoubtedly hoping to stay in France for a longer time."

There was no need to say more; Doumergue and other high-level French government officials could understand. If the cooperation had no positive effect, He Rui would not stay in France for too long anyway, to save giving the French government a chance to change immediately.

On January 23, General Secretary Stalin received an urgent report again. When this report was handed to him, General Secretary Stalin was holding a Politburo meeting. The speaker, Trotsky, was somewhat listless. At this time, he had been marginalized, serving as the Director of the Electric Power Technology Administration and the Dean of the Institute of Industrial Science and Technology. Even if he could still speak, his speech at the meeting carried no weight. Seeing Stalin looking at the report intently, Trotsky simply stopped speaking. The Central Committee members attending the meeting all looked at Stalin at this time.

Stalin finished reading the report, thought for a moment, and asked Molotov, member of the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs, to read the report to the committee members. Soon, there was surprise in the expressions of the committee members. They thought of how quickly He Rui signed the "Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement" with French President Doumergue after arriving in France.

Stalin looked at the expressions of the committee members, feeling that most of them actually didn't understand the value of this cooperation agreement, and Stalin himself needed time to analyze the meaning, so he stood up and walked out of the conference room.

Although Molotov looked at Stalin's back, he still finished reading the document. This was a public agreement, no need to inquire; it could be obtained directly through the media. Because the French government published the content of the agreement in French newspapers such as *Le Figaro*.

When Molotov finished reading, Trotsky stood up excitedly and said, "Comrades, judging from this agreement, the He Rui regime has obviously chosen the idea of global economic division of labor!"

Most committee members remained silent. Molotov looked at Trotsky unhappily, hoping this guy wouldn't take the opportunity to put gold on his face (praise himself). In the spring and summer of 1926, Trotsky and Zinoviev formed a new anti-Stalin alliance, the so-called "Trotsky-Zinoviev Anti-Party Alliance". They provoked a debate on whether socialism could be built in one country. Their theories and practices such as "Theory of World Division of Labor" and "Super-Industrialization Plan" were naturally condemned and negated by the whole party when the whole party was optimistic about the future. After the activities of the Trotsky-Zinoviev Alliance were heavily hit, they converged temporarily.

On the way to Moscow with He Rui, Molotov seriously asked He Rui about China's economic thinking. Coupled with Molotov's research on Chinese policy documents, he was convinced that China's economic construction thinking and Trotsky's set were not the same thing at all.

China's economic policy thinking has the same core as Stalin's thinking. Both Stalin and He Rui undoubtedly believe that the comparison of strength between revolution and counter-revolution determines who can become the leader. To obtain leading ability, a domestic industrial system and a matching political and economic system must be built. This statement is called 'Socialism in One Country' in the Soviet Union. In China, it is more simply called 'Modernization'.

Both aim to increase strength as the core purpose, while Trotsky's thinking aims at 'revolutionary victory'. Molotov felt that the ridicule of the Social Democratic Party in the dialogue between He Rui and Stalin could actually be applied to Trotsky. 'Jumping back and forth between the two extremes of utopian socialism and utopian capitalism'.

So Molotov simply ignored Trotsky and thought about the possible impact of Sino-French cooperation. Molotov felt that Britain's reaction could be used as an important basis for judgment. Britain and France are close in distance and have the same capitalist system. Presumably, Britain's understanding of Sino-French cooperation would be more profound.

On January 24, British newspapers reported the news that the exchange rate of the French Franc rose, and the surge in Bank of France stocks drove the rise of the French stock market.

For Britain, France is so close; the closest territories of the two countries can be seen across the sea when the weather is good. After seeing 'The Chinese government prioritizes the Franc as the currency used' in the "Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement", British speculators believed the Franc had room for appreciation. Plus the current Franc was very cheap, they either operated directly themselves or contacted agents to exchange Pounds for some Francs.

On January 25, He Rui woke up early in the morning. When he went out to get the newspaper, he felt something was wrong, but couldn't say what was wrong. Wearing pajamas, walking along the carpeted soft corridor in the direction where he felt wrong, he saw the door of the conference room two rooms away was ajar, and the ministers of the Chinese government were already there.

The signing of the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement was not a heroic decision and action by the French President and He Rui alone. Before He Rui set off for the Soviet Union, Chinese ministers took a plane to Paris. Regarding the cooperation agreement, ministers and experts directly related to this from both China and France had held meetings in Paris for at least three weeks.

If Chinese and French ministers and experts hadn't prepared for the content of the agreement, the French elite couldn't have truly understood China's industrial development plan, nor could they have decided to invest.

He Rui entered the conference room and saw the comrades holding the latest newspapers, looking at the Franc exchange rate and the prices of several stocks in the French Stock Exchange that were significantly related to the agreement. When He Rui, wearing pajamas, picked up the newspaper placed at the door, some comrades noticed He Rui. They stood up immediately and shouted, "Chairman, you're here."

Everyone put down their newspapers and stood up one after another. Commerce Minister Li Chenggang asked, "Chairman, it really rose. The Franc rose very powerfully. I didn't expect European speculative capital to be so powerful!"

It was the first time for the ministers to participate in finance at such close range. Initially, everyone was a little worried that the French side was just enthusiastic on the surface but would shrink in specific execution. After all, a 20 billion interest-free loan was not a small amount.

But, as Li Chenggang sighed, everyone saw with their own eyes that within just two days after the signing and announcement of the Sino-French agreement, the exchange rate of the Franc, a banknote detached from the gold standard, rose by nearly 3% against the Pound. According to understanding, the Francs circulating in society now are about 300 billion. Such a small appreciation means the international purchasing power of the Franc has increased by about 8 billion Francs.

If the value of the Franc continues to rise, it is very understandable why the Bank of France accepted He Rui's request for France to provide 20 billion interest-free loans so readily from the beginning. Before the loan was issued, France had already made a profit.

He Rui talked with the comrades for a few sentences and found that the comrades' views were roughly correct, but due to lack of experience, inevitably some intuitions were still incorrect. Thinking for a moment, He Rui said, "Comrades, I know everyone has understood the basic principles, but I will repeat it again. Just consider me nagging."

Hearing He Rui being so polite, the comrades also knew He Rui was actually somewhat dissatisfied. If they were ordinary people, He Rui would definitely not speak like this. But as ministers, the financial understanding of this cooperation cannot be wrong at all. The comrades sat down one after another, waiting for He Rui to emphasize again.

"First of all, capital is not a whole; do not anthropomorphize capital. If someone thinks that a certain force pulled up the exchange rate of the Franc, that is wrong. We can understand which foreign exchange trading institutions or which foreign exchange trading banks traded how much foreign exchange. Or they raised the exchange rate of the Franc against other currencies based on market fluctuations. We can also understand whether there is private currency exchange. But there is no unified force pulling up the Franc. Everyone must have a profound understanding of this."

Both the Finance Minister and the Central Bank Governor could understand He Rui's meaning. But some ministers not closely related to foreign exchange, although they had studied, couldn't keep up with intuitive reactions because they hadn't worked in this field.

Just like Zhuang Jiaxiong, who felt he couldn't understand. He asked directly, "Then, didn't these people consider the appreciation of the Franc?"

"Now there is not only utopian socialism in the world but also utopian capitalism. Especially utopian capitalism is actually more widespread than utopian socialism. If a person simply doesn't have the money to speculate on exchange rates, no matter what he thinks, it's useless. Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, what are the people who actually take out money to invest in this exchange rate speculation thinking?"

Hearing He Rui's question, Zhuang Jiaxiong thought for a moment and suddenly realized. He answered, "They are thinking about making money. They believe the Franc will appreciate."

"Correct." As He Rui spoke, his fist hit the table in front, making a thud sound.

"Comrades, there is no force that wants to do this or that. Everyone can understand that it is precisely because many holders of foreign currency who believe the Franc will appreciate are buying Francs that the Franc has appreciated. But who are the owners of these foreign currencies? Are they some conspirators sitting in dark rooms as everyone thinks? I can tell you clearly, no."

After He Rui finished speaking, he hit the table again.

"These people include men and women. Old people and young people. British, French, German, Dutch, Italian, Belgian, Spanish... and Jews. These people's money is not specifically used to speculate on the Franc; most people put their money in banks or various financial institutions. The owners of this money actually don't know their money is being used to buy Francs. Even if they knew, they wouldn't care. Because they only care about one thing, which is whether their money can make money."

Hearing this, plus personally observing the rapid changes in the Franc exchange rate, even Zhuang Jiaxiong, who didn't have much understanding of finance, understood these. Even if someone is investing purposefully through the possibility of Franc appreciation now, the purpose is not to pursue Franc investment, but to pursue making money through Franc appreciation. Once they earn the expected money, those people will take profit and sell Francs to buy other currencies.

These processes were exactly what was taught at the meeting for ministers before. It's just that Zhuang Jiaxiong didn't expect that European finance just moved casually like this, and the 'floating profit' would be so large. Floating profit refers to profit on the books in financial speculation. When this 'floating profit' reaches the speculator's expectation, the speculator will sell the Franc, turning the floating profit into profit. To pocket the profit for safety.

Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Chairman, I finally understand why the French side cares so much about how we use the borrowed Francs. Originally, I thought these French people enthusiastically proposed various suggestions and expressed various supports because they had their own plans. Now it seems they indeed have their own plans, but what they consider is different from what I thought."

He Rui nodded. Just the Bank of France, the bank providing the money, would hope China could borrow the money immediately now and use it quickly and effectively. This use would reduce the total number of Francs circulating in the financial field. Even if someone takes profit and sells 10 billion Francs. As long as China borrows 10 billion Francs and uses it to purchase French technology, equipment, and hire French experts. This money will enter the French manufacturing sector. With fewer Francs in the financial sector, the Franc exchange rate can be maintained.

Moreover, if Francs enter the production field, French workers earn money, and the economy will improve. This increases others' confidence in the French economy from another angle. This confidence will be transferred to the Franc again.

Therefore, He Rui was very restrained, asking only for a 20 billion franc interest-free loan. Because He Rui was worried about the vision, ability, and endurance of the French financial industry and high-level government officials. If He Rui were not so restrained, asking for a 40 billion franc interest-free loan with a repayment period of 30 years would also be completely possible.

"Comrades, I personally suggest everyone relax a bit these two days. Rest well; at least when you can rest easily, rest easily. Within three days at most, everyone will be too busy to touch the ground." After speaking, He Rui stretched, "Alright, I'm going back to my room first."

Looking at He Rui's back, a sentence popped up in someone's mind: "When there's work, the secretary does it; when there's no work, do the secretary." But they only dared to think about this sentence and dared not say it out loud no matter what.

It wasn't that He Rui would do anything. But if these words were spoken, they would be looked down upon by people of the same level. Being regarded as low-class among people of the same level would be a disaster.
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By January 25, 1928, French newspapers were already referring to the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement as the "Doumergue Agreement." He Rui went back to sleep for a bit and felt his physical and mental energy recover quite well. Looking at the ceiling of the magnificent hotel room, He Rui tried to recall exactly how long it had been since he first formulated this plan.

Thinking it over, he still couldn't come up with a precise answer. After all, he was just a teenager back then. And He Rui was also unfamiliar with this era. To understand the characteristics of this era, He Rui had spent a year or two. Even during the process of formulating the plan, the plan would change with the addition of new insights.

The only clear status quo was that China had obtained geopolitical security on the northern border through the European War and the Russian Civil War, and overall geopolitical security through the Sino-Japanese War. Through the Sino-British War, it had achieved a return to the international community. Sino-French cooperation was the means to advance China's industrialization at the current stage.

Thinking of this, He Rui rolled out of bed, tidied up a bit, and went straight to the conference room. In the conference room, the ministers had not left, they just looked a bit more relaxed than in the morning. When He Rui came in, Commerce Minister Li Chenggang handed the latest newspaper to He Rui, "Chairman, it seems there is movement from the British side."

He Rui took it and looked. The latest article in the British *The Times* accused the British government, "...Did no economist in the Baldwin government notice that China has borrowing needs? Is the British Empire already so poor that it cannot take out a 200 million pound interest-free loan? The financial turmoil triggered by the economic cooperation between China and France is forming a wave threatening world financial stability. If ignored, it is very likely to turn into a flood sweeping the world financial industry!"

*Has it started?* He Rui's mood became very good.

Li Chenggang asked tentatively, "Chairman, is this the counterattack from the British financial industry predicted earlier?"

He Rui nodded, "It can't be called a counterattack. The British financial industry actually knows very well that Sino-French cooperation cannot be stopped. So Britain is trying to hedge against this matter."

Before joining the Northeast Government, Li Chenggang had worked in a foreign firm in Tianjin, so he was not very surprised by Britain's actions at this time. He introduced the changes in French newspapers to He Rui, "The French public initially had no interest in the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement. It was not until the Franc began to appreciate and the French stock market rose for two consecutive days that a large number of newspapers began to analyze the impact of Sino-French cooperation, or reprint analyses from other newspapers. Generally speaking, the evaluation is relatively positive."

He Rui looked at the ministers' energetic appearance and knew that everyone couldn't hold back anymore. After all, France had already seen considerable positive effects through financial speculation. France had earned so much, but China hadn't seen any returns yet; everyone wanted to do something immediately.

"Minister Zhuang, is the Ministry of Industry ready to purchase technology for large-scale synthetic ammonia in France?" He Rui began to assign tasks.

Zhuang Jiaxiong immediately took out a document. It was a complete set of tables, "France has already obtained synthetic ammonia production technology from Germany and has built factories in France. However, according to intelligence, the most technologically advanced one right now is actually the Netherlands. It's really surprising."

He Rui immediately replied, "Don't introduce technology from the Netherlands, introduce it from France. We must make it clear to France that we want to cooperate with France to develop larger-scale synthetic ammonia production."

"The reason?" Zhuang Jiaxiong asked immediately.

He Rui could understand Zhuang Jiaxiong's thinking. If they cooperated with France to develop it, it would inevitably cost more money. Everyone was scared of being poor; careful calculation had almost become an instinct. He Rui directly ordered, "Tell France exactly how much arable land China has. To meet the needs of so much arable land, the production efficiency of synthetic ammonia must be improved."

"Will the French take the opportunity to do something?" Zhuang Jiaxiong tried to find the bottom line.

"That depends on the level of communication between you and France. If the French can truly understand one thing: the money France earns comes from the increased grain yield of every *mu* of land in China every year. What we are engaging in is not a stock game, but an incremental game. Then, the French will definitely understand how urgent and legitimate our needs are."

The ministers didn't expect He Rui to be so generous, and they felt more or less uneasy in their hearts. Letting foreigners know China's actual situation always felt like there was some kind of danger.

He Rui could guess the comrades' thoughts, "The danger does not come from France understanding China through our needs. The danger comes from France actually not figuring out our true needs. The French goal at this stage is to maximize the success of the cooperation; this is where France's greatest interest lies at this stage. If China's industrialization process is frustrated, what will be the next cooperation project? Minister Yan, you tell everyone."

Yan Huiqing didn't expect He Rui to suddenly call on him, but Yan Huiqing had participated in the negotiations and immediately answered, "After the investment money is in place, we will establish a Sino-French Joint Bank to operate the 25% Franc cash operation lent to me by France. The companies established using interest-free loans must be listed on the Paris stock market."

He Rui explained, "If our newly established companies are listed on the Paris stock market, it will give the funds entering the Paris stock market more investment targets. This will allow the French financial market to absorb more funds. With more funds, the Franc will be more stable, and French economic confidence will be higher. France's financial status will be more solid. Merely speculative funds can affect the Franc, but real economic development will make the French economy develop better. Judging from the level shown by the French government so far, they will not pick up sesame seeds and lose watermelons for the time being."

Hearing this, Zhuang Jiaxiong nodded silently. He heard He Rui continue, "Explain it clearly to the French side."

He Rui thought that the French side would likely respond the next day, but unexpectedly, Mabeuf came to ask for a meeting with several experts in the evening. Upon seeing He Rui, Mabeuf immediately said, "Mr. Chairman, we greatly appreciate China's view on the incremental economy. Regarding the issue of Dutch synthetic ammonia technology surpassing France, we immediately consulted experts. Please let the expert explain to you."

The French expert immediately made an analysis, "The Dutch oil industry is developed better than France's. The oil industry has high requirements for pipeline technology, and synthetic ammonia production happens to be an industry that also has high requirements for pipelines. Therefore, the technological advantages the Netherlands gained in the oil industry were applied exactly to synthetic ammonia technology. Please rest assured, Mr. Chairman, our French industrial sector has the ability to solve this problem in a short time."

These specific issues were naturally the responsibility of the Ministry of Industry, and He Rui would naturally not take everything on himself. Instead, he let the experts communicate with Zhuang Jiaxiong. Mabeuf said to He Rui, "I have a few questions I want to ask Mr. Chairman. Can we find a quieter room?"

The French side had booked an entire fairly high-class hotel as the residence of the Chinese delegation. There were plenty of rooms. Mabeuf and He Rui went to a reception room next door, and he asked, "I admire China's view on the incremental economy very much. When I was young, I worked in the British financial industry and heard similar theories. The Bank of France hopes to be able to provide help in these aspects."

"Because of the different economic models, even if France adds funds, the help to China would be very limited. So I can only thank the Bank of France for its kindness."

Mabeuf initially wanted to propose providing more interest-free loans, but he didn't expect He Rui to refuse. Worried that He Rui didn't understand, Mabeuf explained, "Mr. Chairman, the Bank of France believes that the loan amount from France to China can reach 50 billion Francs. For the extra 30 billion, we can provide very favorable interest. Judging from the current level of Sino-French cooperation, perhaps the interest can be as low as 2%, or even lower."

He Rui felt that Mabeuf had the wrong direction and smiled, "Mr. Mabeuf, we obtained 20 billion Francs in interest-free loans. In order to support this part of the loan, we in China need to invest 40-60 billion in funds to complete the supporting construction. 50 billion Francs is already beyond our risk assessment."

Mabeuf was stunned. In his professional experience, he had never met anyone who could calmly refuse in the face of such low interest. For ordinary people, money is naturally the more the better. Even if it is not used now, lending it out can earn the interest spread. Having seen so many people, Mabeuf believed his judgment of people would not be wrong. He Rui really had no interest in this money. Mabeuf asked with great interest, "Mr. Chairman, if there are not enough loans, how will you achieve the goal of creating increment?"

"In the first stage, the direction of investment service is agriculture. Do you know how many agricultural people there are in China? What proportion does agricultural output value account for in China's total output value?" He Rui asked.

Mabeuf answered immediately, "According to China's statistics, China's agricultural population accounts for about 85% of China's population, with a total number between 430 million and 450 million. Agricultural output value accounts for 60% of China's total output value. The other 40% is created by industry and service industries."

"According to our research, in the absence of good seeds and chemical fertilizers, relying on synthetic ammonia can increase production by about 25%. Since we have carried out a lot of water conservancy construction, the wheat yield per *mu* is about 200 *jin*. If production can be increased by 25%, that is 50 *jin* more wheat per *mu*."

Hearing He Rui's introduction, Mabeuf sighed, "For your government, are there really so many officials who can promote synthetic ammonia to the majority of farmers?"

He Rui shook his head, "This is not a problem for China. The biggest problem now is that Chinese farmers simply cannot afford chemical fertilizers. Nor have they mastered the relevant techniques for using chemical fertilizers."

Mabeuf was speechless for a moment. He could completely understand the reality He Rui spoke of; let alone Chinese farmers being unable to afford synthetic ammonia fertilizer, French farmers couldn't afford it either. So Mabeuf understood in a moment why He Rui cared so much about lowering the average price of synthetic ammonia fertilizer. But after calculating the price of synthetic ammonia fertilizer, Mabeuf still felt that Chinese farmers couldn't afford it.

Thinking that he was just a banker, Mabeuf asked, "What kind of policy has Mr. Chairman formulated?"

"The largest investment for synthetic ammonia enterprises is in the construction phase. Afterwards, as long as regular inspections and component replacements are carried out, the cost to maintain its operation every year is not high. So we plan to recover the cost over a period of 10-15 years."

"...If it is convenient for you, could you speak more clearly?" Mabeuf still couldn't figure out what to do.

"We will sign agreements with farmers. For the first three years, we will provide fertilizers and training on using fertilizers for free. But we will not tax the increased grain production. However, farmers must sell 50% of the estimated production increase to the government at a low price."

Mabeuf quickly understood how the policy He Rui proposed would operate, and also felt it was a very good method. But he still felt it would be very difficult. Finally, Mabeuf could only sigh, "Mr. Chairman, do you trust the management ability of the Chinese government so much?"

"Yes. I believe in the ability of the Chinese government." He Rui answered confidently, "But the government's power has limits after all, and naturally its ability to undertake industry is limited. In my personal expectation, China's rural grain production can increase by 10% annually. With China's rural population of over 400 million, an annual increase of 10% means that the consumption capacity of Chinese society grows by more than 10% annually. This is the source of China's economic increment."

Even if Mabeuf had a sense of trust in He Rui, such a plan still made Mabeuf feel the difficulty was too great. At least, the French government definitely couldn't do it. After thinking for a while, Mabeuf asked, "Mr. Chairman, in what areas do you think the Bank of France can provide help?"

"In the early stage of economic development, speculative behavior will cause very bad effects. I expect the Bank of France to be able to provide help in normal financial service areas, as well as in anti-speculation areas."

Mabeuf just wanted to smile bitterly. The Bank of France was very experienced in both investment and speculation areas. Since they were proficient in speculation, they naturally also understood anti-speculation very well. It was just that asking the Bank of France to provide help in anti-speculation gave Mabeuf a sense of helpless comedy. Sorting out his mood, Mabeuf replied, "We will definitely give support."

After the conversation, Mabeuf did not accept He Rui's invitation to dinner and left in a hurry with the technical experts.

On January 26, those short-term speculators began to sell Francs after obtaining profits, causing a slight drop in the Franc exchange rate. However, at 10 am, the French government and the Bank of France announced that half of the 20 billion Francs given to China, 10 billion Francs, had been transferred from the Bank of France to the account of the French Ministry of Finance.

As soon as this news came out, the Franc immediately stopped falling and began to turn around and appreciate. The first batch of speculators who entered the market were either retail investors or had a small scale of speculative funds. They took profits and withdrew, and the total amount of funds was limited.

The news about 10 billion Francs being transferred into the Ministry of Finance account meant that 10 billion Francs were withdrawn from the market, and the circulating Francs became fewer. The appreciation of the Franc this time was originally because Sino-French cooperation injected confidence into the French economy, and the Franc was favored. At this time, the Francs on the market decreased, immediately offsetting the sold Francs.

In the French banking and foreign exchange markets, sell orders for Francs immediately decreased significantly, and buy orders increased. The Franc withstood this round of small selling and maintained the appreciation trend of the previous two days. The game regarding the Franc was unveiling its curtain.

The loan for Sino-French cooperation belonged to the nature of a government interest-free loan. The stock of the Bank of France started to move sideways (a price index term, referring to almost no rise or fall) after rising for three days. In this interest-free loan, 25% would be allocated to Chinese banks. 75% would be used to purchase French technology, equipment, and hire experts.

At 3 pm on the 26th, the French Ministry of Finance deliberately staggered the time and announced at a press conference that the Chinese delegation had signed an agreement with the French Renault company to purchase an engine production line and related technologies from Renault.

The opening time of the Paris Stock Exchange was 9 am, and the closing time was 5:30 pm. In the two hours from the end of the Ministry of Finance's press conference to the closing, Renault's stock rose sharply immediately. Not only did Renault's stock rise sharply, but stocks of industries related to Renault's business also rose a bit. Many speculators believed that there would be new news tomorrow.
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At 6 PM, darkness had already fallen over Britain. In the Prime Minister's manor, Baldwin's butler habitually glanced at the thermometer by the door; it showed about 6 degrees Celsius. The butler whispered to a servant to add wood to the living room fireplace. The wood, chopped and left for a few days, had lost much of its raw smell, and as it burned, it released a faint, pleasant scent into the air.

Baldwin asked the butler to turn off the lights and sat in a rocking chair by the fireplace. The wallpaper, printed with patterns of slender, curving branches, reflected the orange glow of the fire. Combined with the elegant, antique furniture, it created a mottled, dappled effect.

Baldwin quietly enjoyed the warmth of the fireplace, waiting for the guests who would arrive shortly. In recent years, the Prime Minister had become accustomed to days where he could be sitting at home, only for trouble to descend from the heavens. The Sino-British War was forced upon the Baldwin cabinet by the He Rui administration; China dragging Britain into suppressing the United States in the Pacific was also initiated by the He Rui administration. Now, the shock within British financial and business circles regarding the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement was likewise the result of the He Rui administration acting on its own.

Regardless of what the He Rui administration did, Baldwin felt he was the victim. Thus, the Prime Minister couldn't be bothered to complain anymore and simply enjoyed this moment of tranquility.

The doorbell rang, and the butler immediately went to answer it. The sound of several footsteps approached, and Baldwin looked up to see three fairly familiar figures: the Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Governor of the Bank of England, and the Foreign Secretary.

Without turning on the lights, Baldwin invited the three to sit by the fireplace. The Governor of the Bank of England was the key figure among the three invited today. The Baldwin cabinet was no longer considering using diplomacy to stop Sino-French cooperation. Since a million British troops in India couldn't stop He Rui, a million British troops certainly couldn't stop the French government's determination to cooperate with the He Rui administration. If the army was useless, one could imagine the negligible influence of a diplomatic note.

Knowing his mission, the Governor of the Bank of England immediately recounted the Bank's analysis to the Prime Minister. Baldwin had worked in economic affairs in the previous cabinet, so the Governor wasn't worried about him not understanding. By the warm fireplace, the orange firelight cast a golden hue on the Governor's pale skin, making him look somewhat like a golden statue of the God of Wealth.

"This year, the usage rate of the Franc in international payments will increase by at least 5%. With the Franc not yet returned to the gold standard, the exchange rate between the Franc and the Pound is likely to stabilize at around 100:1..."

Baldwin, completely relaxed physically, found it easy to construct the financial situation in his mind. The lowest exchange rate between the Franc and the Pound had reached 240:1 in 1926. 100:1 meant the Franc's value had more than doubled. Moreover, Baldwin felt that 100:1 was likely just a transition. Given his sense of the He Rui administration, it was possible for the Franc-Pound rate to reach 80:1.

The Governor of the Bank of England looked somewhat worried. "...What the Bank of England is more concerned about now is that China and France have already signed a Most Favored Nation agreement. France has agreed that China can repay loans with commodities under negotiation. Based on 1927 prices for Chinese goods, the landed price of some Chinese goods at French ports is lower than that of similar British goods. Chinese workers' wages are currently only marginally lower than British workers, but Chinese labor productivity is rising rapidly."

Baldwin understood the Governor's implication; he was subtly expressing concern that British industrial products might face competition from similar Chinese products in the French market. Just then, the butler served tea. As they drank, the room fell temporarily silent.

Taking a sip of the Darjeeling black tea from the Assam region, served without milk, Baldwin suddenly remembered a report in a British newspaper a few days ago. A reporter had investigated changes in British tea drinking habits over the past year or so and found that the proportion of British people adding milk to their tea had plummeted. It had dropped from 80% to below 50%.

Regarding this data, the news article had viciously cursed the British tea profiteers of the past few hundred years. As a nation with a tea-drinking habit spanning centuries, the British were not incapable of distinguishing good tea from bad. However, previous tea trade monopolies were in the hands of maritime traders. To maximize profits, British profiteers had added quite a few 'additives' to the tea. To suppress these strange tastes, the British had adopted the method of adding milk to mask the off-flavors.

In the past year, China, in accordance with the Sino-British trade agreement, had opened direct-sale stores in the UK. The tea was not only much cheaper but was also authentic, unadulterated Chinese tea. The British people immediately abandoned the habit of adding milk.

Sipping the sweet and fragrant Darjeeling, Baldwin couldn't judge what kind of impact Chinese industrial products would have on Europe.

The Governor of the Bank of England put down his teacup and continued, "Prime Minister, judging from the recent changes in the French stock and foreign exchange markets, the Pound will face a long-term challenge from the Franc."

After listening to the Bank of England's rather worrying assessment, Baldwin looked at the Foreign Secretary. "What are the Foreign Office's emergency response plans?"

Reflected in the firelight, the Foreign Secretary's cheeks looked angular and distinct. "The Foreign Office believes that, if we disregard the consequences, the most effective plan to stop this is to dispatch the fleet to intercept goods France is shipping to China."

Baldwin had no spirit left for such things. Even hearing such a radical countermeasure, he was only slightly surprised. If Churchill, who was smoking a cigar nearby, had said this, Baldwin wouldn't have felt anything amiss. But for the usually moderate Foreign Secretary to propose such a radical view did indeed surprise Baldwin.

A moment later, Baldwin sensed something was wrong. That even the Foreign Office would propose such a suggestion was enough to prove how serious the cabinet members considered this matter to be.

The Foreign Secretary replied calmly, "Prime Minister, the cabinet is aiming for feasibility and has not prioritized other considerations. In terms of the Versailles System, war cannot break out between Britain and France. The French side might declare war on the British Empire over this."

Baldwin didn't respond to the Foreign Secretary. He looked at Churchill's obese figure in the firelight. "Mr. Churchill, what do you think?"

Churchill was filled with disdain for Prime Minister Baldwin. If it were for the interests of the British Empire, Churchill actually wouldn't mind stopping the flow of goods between China and France. Because this method was indeed very effective. Historically, there had been several financial wars between Britain and France, and Britain had won every single one.

Given the proximity between Britain and France, and their competitive positions in finance, Churchill believed Britain must accept the challenge. After a period of silence, Churchill said, "Prime Minister, do you not think this is another 'Unholy Alliance'?"

Hearing Churchill actually use this historical allusion, Baldwin was truly displeased and surprised. The Unholy Alliance referred to the Franco-Ottoman alliance (English: Franco-Ottoman alliance), established in 1536 between the Kingdom of France and the Ottoman Empire. Because this alliance was denounced at the time as an "impious alliance" or "the sacrilegious union of the Lily and the Crescent," it was also known as the "Unholy Alliance."

The Unholy Alliance was a classic case of French diplomatic autonomy. Because France wished to become the dominant power on the European continent, it chose the method of a 'flanking alliance' to strengthen France's power. The previous flank was the Ottoman Empire outside the Christian world; now, they had chosen China, which was viewed by Europe as the fringe of the world.

The Foreign Secretary supported Churchill in the field of geopolitics. He spoke up, "Prime Minister. A distinct economic alliance consisting of France, China, and the Soviet Union is now beginning to form on the World Island. Although France has also joined the blockade against the Soviet Union, France knows very well that what is given to China is equivalent to being given to the Soviet Union. France has, in reality, already betrayed its previous commitments."

Hearing this, Baldwin roughly understood the cabinet members' views. Members inclined towards the economic sector felt the pressure of a de facto Sino-French alliance on the Pound, while members inclined towards the security sector worried about the economic cooperation system being built by China, France, and the Soviet Union on the World Island.

One didn't even need to look at a map to clearly analyze the scope of this alliance. The Soviet Union possessed 22 million square kilometers of territory, China 11 million, and France's homeland plus colonies exceeded 10 million square kilometers. Together, that was over 43 million square kilometers and 700 million people. Except for North America, they possessed land all over the world, as well as a large number of good ports.

This invisible alliance possessed 6 million regular troops who could be summoned at a moment's notice, all tested by blood and fire in war. France sat at the industrial apex of this invisible alliance. Once it developed, the pressure Britain would endure was unimaginable.

Baldwin had to consider the military aspect, yet he couldn't effectively wargame the future situation. Baldwin was forced to ask, "What about other, less drastic response methods?"

The Foreign Secretary immediately replied, "Britain could replace France's role and provide China with a 200 million Pound interest-free loan. But I personally believe China would not make such a choice. Betraying a partnership so quickly would only isolate China from the world. I believe He Rui would absolutely not make such a choice. Therefore, I personally believe a more reliable method is to raise the reception standard for He Rui's visit to Britain. According to the disclosed content of the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement, the first phase of cooperation is three years. We can negotiate with China during this period, and wait until three years later to prevent the automatic renewal of this agreement. And, through investment in China, achieve a status equal to that of France."

Churchill was truly dissatisfied with such a suggestion, but he had to admit it might be the best response. But such a situation made Churchill unhappy, and he said with a tone full of mockery, "If the Bank of England agreed to provide China with a 200 million US dollar interest-free loan, He Rui would probably wake up laughing from his dreams."

This judgment was correct. At this moment, the Chinese delegation had finished dinner, and He Rui was explaining his judgment of the European situation to his comrades based on today's developments. "Britain's policy of balance of power hopes that there are mutually checking forces among the various great powers. Only then can Britain utilize conflicts between great powers to manifest its own power. So when we negotiated with the United States regarding the Chinese Exclusion Act, Britain very readily accepted the role of mediator.

The peace between Britain and France is built on the fact that they have resolved their colonial contradictions, and both sides are convinced the other will not hesitate to contest their colonies. But a conflict triggered in the financial domain is another matter entirely. The most classic process of financial conflict between Britain and France was the Napoleonic Wars.

The Napoleonic Wars were divided into two phases. The first phase was Napoleon defeating the coalition of traditional surrounding powers, marrying an Austrian princess as Empress, and establishing his hegemony on the European continent. At that time, Napoleon's brother became King of Spain, and Napoleon titled the son born to him and the Austrian princess the King of Rome, preparing to let his son rule Italy. And Britain's reaction was to become the core nation of the anti-French coalitions in the second phase.

To win the Napoleonic Wars, Britain taxed even windows. If Britain had been defeated in the anti-French coalition, what kind of country would Britain have become? Just look at Japan. Why did Britain go all out to win the war? It wasn't because the British love fighting, nor was it for honor or anything else. By winning the anti-French war, Britain paved the way for world hegemony. Compared to the benefits brought by the status of world hegemon, the price Britain paid in the anti-French war was completely acceptable."

The ministers were very convinced by He Rui's geopolitical strategic judgment. Having heard He Rui recount the challenges facing this Sino-French cooperation, Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing asked, "Will Britain go to war this time?"

He Rui immediately answered, "I believe Britain will consider it very seriously, and France will also consider this possibility very seriously. In the end, Britain will still avoid war. Because the French side will convey a message to Britain through various channels: for the sake of France's national destiny, the French government will not hesitate to fight."
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On the morning of January 27th, shortly after 10:00 AM, Yan Huiqing stepped out of his residence and looked up at the sky. The winter sky in Paris was gloomy. Having spent the entire night pondering Britain's reaction, Yan Huiqing couldn't help but think of the English winter where the sun was almost entirely invisible. The winter in Paris was quite different from London, where it was either raining or about to rain, so Parisians always considered themselves vastly different from those gloomy Englishmen.

Arriving at the train station by car, it didn't take long for Yan Huiqing to spot his old friend Lu Zhengxiang. Meeting an old friend in a foreign land is one of life's three great joys. As soon as Lu Zhengxiang saw Yan Huiqing, he dragged his suitcase over with quick steps. A moment later, Yan Huiqing grasped Lu Zhengxiang's arm, looked his old friend up and down, and sighed with emotion, "Brother Lu, you've lost weight."

Lu Zhengxiang shook his head, "Now everyone in Belgium knows that China and France have signed an agreement, especially the business community..."

At this point, Lu Zhengxiang's expression became complicated. Yan Huiqing understood Lu Zhengxiang's thoughts and took his rolling suitcase, leading the way out of the platform. The two remained silent throughout the walk. It wasn't until they got into the car that Yan Huiqing said, "Brother Lu, you suffered many grievances during the Reorganization Loan and the series of fundraising events back then. I imagine your insistence on going to Belgium was also because of this."

Lu Zhengxiang's gaunt face showed no expression, but the emotions in his chest rose and fell like waves. Back then, in order to get money to clean up the mess and unify China, Yuan Shikai orchestrated the Reorganization Loan in 1913. Later, because the Beiyang government lost its credit in the international financial circle, several attempts to borrow more money failed. That was how the Twenty-One Demands came about.

In both of these events, Lu Zhengxiang, as the Minister of Foreign Affairs, acted on orders and completely shouldered the infamy. Going to Belgium in the name of his late wife was certainly to fulfill a wish, but in reality, it was also because he couldn't bear the pressure.

After the car had driven for a while, Lu Zhengxiang spoke with hatred, "Brother Yan, fifteen years ago, the Reorganization Loan totaled 25 million pounds, with an annual interest of 5%, actually delivered at 84%, to be paid off in 47 years. The principal and interest totaled 67,893,597 pounds, secured by salt taxes and customs duties. Today, a 20 billion franc interest-free loan, fully paid at 100%. Looking back, I was truly blind! I thought I was really doing something for the country back then!"

"Brother Lu, there's no need to be like this. When Chairman He was still studying in Japan, Yuan Shikai was the only one in China who could be called a hero." Yan Huiqing now referred to Yuan Shikai directly by name. After becoming the Foreign Minister of He Rui's government, Yan Huiqing could no longer muster any respect for the old Beiyang figures. In this cooperation with France, He Rui seized the strategic opportunity. Seeing the easy acquisition of a 20 billion franc interest-free loan, Yan Huiqing also felt incredibly emotional when recalling the previous loans.

"Brother Lu, if Britain wants to negotiate with us again regarding the Reorganization Loan, would you be willing to help?" Yan Huiqing asked.

Lu Zhengxiang's eyes widened. Given their relationship, Lu Zhengxiang believed Yan Huiqing hadn't invited him to Paris just to mock him. But Lu Zhengxiang also couldn't figure out what he could do regarding the Reorganization Loan.

The car didn't go to the Chinese delegation's residence but stopped in front of a hotel. Lu Zhengxiang followed Yan Huiqing inside and saw the room Yan Huiqing had already prepared for him. Lu Zhengxiang quickly said, "Such a room is unnecessary. Before this trip, I already got a letter of introduction from the abbot of the monastery. I can just find any monastery to stay in."

The hotel conditions were actually quite good, and Yan Huiqing knew Lu Zhengxiang felt he didn't deserve it. He closed the door and smiled, "Brother Lu, you came so quickly this time. I assume the Bishop of the Belgian Church must have visited you."

The first thought in Lu Zhengxiang's mind was that Yan Huiqing had investigated him, but on second thought, he felt there was absolutely no need for Yan Huiqing to do so. The Belgian Archbishop actually hadn't said much, but based on the current situation and his experience as a diplomat, Lu Zhengxiang could basically determine that the Archbishop hoped to establish some cooperation with China through Lu Zhengxiang's connections.

Lu Zhengxiang felt no problem serving China's interests. But serving the interests of the Belgian Church was something Lu Zhengxiang completely resisted in his heart. This was also the biggest reason he left Belgium.

Since Yan Huiqing was so confident, Lu Zhengxiang asked, "Please enlighten me, Brother Yan."

Pulling Lu Zhengxiang to sit on a chair, Yan Huiqing said, "Britain will definitely find a way to cooperate with China to hedge against France's influence on China. The Reorganization Loan was initiated by the Beiyang government, not benefits obtained by the banks of Britain, France, Germany, Russia, and Japan through war, so the government had to acknowledge it. Now the other four countries have resolved this matter with China. If..." At this point, Yan Huiqing emphasized his tone, "If the British government negotiates with us on cooperation in the financial sector, and we can end the Reorganization Loan through other means, that would naturally be good."

Lu Zhengxiang knew this was an opportunity Yan Huiqing was giving him, only he wasn't sure if He Rui's intention was behind it. But either way, Lu Zhengxiang himself hoped to wash away the shame. After thinking for a moment, Lu Zhengxiang suddenly blushed and sighed, "The Chinese Constitution stipulates that citizens have religious freedom, right?"

Yan Huiqing was stunned for a moment before he understood Lu Zhengxiang's meaning. Looking at his old friend's awkward expression, Yan Huiqing immediately replied, "That is precisely so. Citizens have the freedom to believe in religion, and also the freedom not to believe. Believing yesterday and not believing today is naturally the right of a Chinese citizen."

After comforting Lu Zhengxiang, Yan Huiqing was actually very happy in his heart. He had always believed that Lu Zhengxiang was not a believer at his core, but only used religion as spiritual solace because the pressure was too great. Now that there was an opportunity to do things, how could he continue to use so-called religious belief to numb himself.

By this time it was already noon, so Yan Huiqing invited Lu Zhengxiang to lunch. The most obvious scenery on the streets of Paris was the open-air cafes. The layout of Paris cafes was different from elsewhere. The ground floor of buildings facing the street were all shops, and there would be a cafe every few shops.

Through the glass windows with logos, one could roughly see the L-shaped bar counter inside. At one end of the counter, a large pot for brewing coffee was ready, capable of pouring out hot water at any time. French workers, after finishing work at noon or in the evening, would often spend a few coins to buy a cup of coffee—originally a cup of coffee only cost one coin, that was over a decade ago, now each cup had risen to four coins—find a seat at a table by the street, and drink it hot to rest. If they were willing to spend a few more coins, they could buy a piece of dessert or a snack to eat with the coffee. If they were willing to take out a few small-denomination banknotes, they could buy meat dishes.

But the customers sitting in the street-side seats were mostly workers in short jackets, generally not that wealthy. Only those wearing long suits would stroll into the shop, order wine and food, and sit and drink slowly. Then have a cup of coffee after eating.

Today was a cloudy day in Paris, so the two walked directly into a cafe and quickly ordered food. Yan Huiqing handed the newspaper he brought out to Lu Zhengxiang. Lu Zhengxiang opened it and saw the headline was news about the French company Renault receiving orders from China, followed by information about Renault recruiting technical personnel.

Lu Zhengxiang certainly knew that Renault was a very powerful large French company, and it was common to publish recruitment advertisements in newspapers, but Renault's recruitment this time was obviously a commercial hype. After flipping through the content of the first two pages, Lu Zhengxiang asked, "Brother Yan, how much good can Renault doing this do for boosting the stock price?"

Yan Huiqing sighed in his heart. Lu Zhengxiang hadn't left the diplomatic circles for that long, how could he be completely out of touch with the situation?! But on second thought, he felt he was being a bit too smug. If it were two months ago, he wouldn't have figured out what the national forces participating in a national-level economic strategy would do either.

"Brother Lu, this is France wanting to boost the French stock market," Yan Huiqing replied.

Lu Zhengxiang was stunned, and pondered for a good while before slowly nodding, "So that's it!"

Yan Huiqing whispered, "Contracts with a number of French enterprises have actually already been signed, and some have even been signed for a while. The French side is releasing these large companies' contracts one by one, constantly releasing good news. Does Renault really have so many orders now that they can't finish them? The second phase of cooperation hasn't started yet, and Renault's production schedule isn't that tight. But releasing the recruitment information first, firstly boosts Renault's stock, and secondly creates an environment of rapid improvement in the French economy."

These concepts weren't hard for Lu Zhengxiang to understand, but he still felt very emotional. What he lamented was not that the French side was so calculating, but that he had failed to participate in China's actions.

At this time, in a cafe named "Fish and Bee" in a workers' residential area of Paris, several sturdy men walked in. They walked back and forth in the shop a few times to ensure the diners inside presented no danger, before sitting down in a few empty seats inside. The doorbell rang, and two people walked in.

One was a European man in his sixties, with graying hair, looking refined, like a university professor, yet with a bit of the air of an English gentleman. The other was a very young-looking Chinese man. The French technical workers eating in the room looked up at the two whose attire didn't belong there, but didn't pay much attention. Even those who paid the most attention just thought these two were managers of some company working nearby, coming here to eat because of work.

When paying the bill after the meal, someone was still attracted by that young Chinese man. After all, there had been so much news about China recently, even if the lower-class workers and technicians didn't have money to speculate in stocks or foreign exchange. But hearing news like a big company like Renault recruiting, they would still have some feelings. If they could apply for a job at a big company like Renault, it would definitely be much better than their current jobs.

They saw the young Chinese man chatting easily while eating with the French old man in his sixties next to him. Although the age difference between the two was large, it surprisingly wasn't a relationship between an elder and a junior. Judging from their expressions, it looked more like an elderly butler eating with the young young master of a wealthy family...

Being workers and technicians, someone noticed the old man looked very familiar. Thinking carefully, wasn't this the French President Doumergue who had appeared frequently in newspapers recently? But how could a worker be in such close contact with Doumergue? The technician was stunned.

The companion next to him was a bit surprised and was about to ask, when he saw this brother with a complex look of surprise on his face, leaning over to whisper, "I think that person looks like the President."

This sounded really interesting. The companion laughed, "Whether it's the President or not, wouldn't you know if you go over and ask?"

After saying that, he walked straight over and stopped next to President Doumergue, "Hello, sir."

President Doumergue turned his head. He had invited He Rui here for a meal, and it would have been fine if he wasn't recognized. It was also no problem if he was recognized. Even if no one recognized him, as long as Doumergue and He Rui walked out of the cafe, the reporters who had received the news and were rushing here would 'recognize' Doumergue and He Rui.

Since someone asked, and there were enough security personnel around, Doumergue put down the knife and fork in his hand and turned to this person, "Hello."

This worker technician faced Doumergue at close range and also felt a bit familiar, and couldn't help but feel nervous. But France being an 'old revolutionary base area', even a King's head had been chopped off. The Third Republic had also been maintained for 58 years, and politicians had to canvass for votes everywhere to get elected. The upper class was long past being representatives of divine right of kings.

"Excuse me... are you President Doumergue?" the worker technician plucked up the courage to ask.

As soon as these words came out, everyone else was surprised. Doumergue replied with a kind expression, "I am indeed Doumergue. Is there anything I can help you with?"

Soon, the workers in the cafe were astonished. Although everyone might not like Doumergue, everyone still wanted to make contact when face-to-face with the French President. The worker technician who recognized Doumergue first immediately stepped forward and said, "Mr. President, can I shake your hand?"

As a country of votes, Doumergue readily agreed to the request. After a simple handshake, Doumergue said to the workers surrounding them, "Gentlemen, let me introduce you. The gentleman beside me is Mr. He Rui, the President of the Republic of China."

He Rui stood up naturally and greeted the workers in unskilled French. The worker technicians really didn't expect to be able to eat with two heads of state at such close range. Such an opportunity could not be missed, so they stepped forward to shake hands with He Rui as well. Some people remembered the autograph matter and immediately took the newspaper, wanting to ask Doumergue and He Rui to sign the newspaper reporting the news of the two as a souvenir.

The cafe was bustling, and a crowd of onlookers soon gathered outside. The security personnel immediately took action. Suddenly, the cafe door was pushed open, and bright flashes appeared in the room. With a click, security personnel immediately stepped forward to block the incomers. It turned out the reporters had arrived.

He Rui and French President Doumergue acted as if nothing was happening and continued to shake hands and talk with the French workers. When turning his head, He Rui saw President Doumergue with a natural expression. Sure enough, politicians under vote politics were very familiar with performing this set, and the European public still bought this set after so many years. He Rui came here this time with the purpose of creating a close-to-the-people image for the European public. The image of an Eastern monarch with a serious face and a mouth full of grand principles was not a beloved image in Europe.

Soon, the police arrived. Doumergue and He Rui walked out of this cafe named Fish and Bee. Many reporters gathered outside the door, cameras like long guns and short cannons, clicking away. President Doumergue was very experienced. Facing the reporters' chatter of questions, President Doumergue casually pulled over a chair, stood on it, and began a speech to the French people in front of him.

"Fellow Frenchmen, after the end of the European War, France's economic situation has not been good. The franc has depreciated, prices have soared, workers are unemployed, and society is in chaos..."

He Rui listened quietly. President Doumergue's choice of words was simple and clear, very suitable for the workers' education level. In this workers' district, Doumergue's speech was very down-to-earth. Moreover, French politicians' description of the economy was different from China's. Although the Chinese government also put economic work in the first place, the method adopted was positive description. Of course, He Rui didn't think there was anything wrong with China's propaganda direction. As a rapidly developing country, such propaganda was the suitable way for China.

As the President, Doumergue first described France's problems, then began to describe the recent situation. "...France is very clear that we must cooperate with vibrant countries in the world to progress together. Fellow Frenchmen, with the cooperation with China, the franc will appreciate, prices will fall, and employment will grow. Now it's just Renault starting to hire, and soon other companies will also hire. After the national tax revenue increases, we will improve people's welfare and invest more funds in the security field to fight crime, allowing the French people to live in a stable society!"

He Rui sighed in his heart. European politicians were like this. Whether they could do it or not, they had to say it first. Historically, what politicians said could definitely not be achieved. So voters actually didn't believe it either. But since they couldn't achieve it, wouldn't it be even worse if they didn't even dare to say it?

Doumergue finished this short, powerful, and inspiring speech. The reporters took the lead in applauding. Because in these few days, the franc had really risen, the stock market had also risen, and there was a joyous atmosphere in French newspapers. Coupled with Renault really announcing recruitment, the public also cheered along.

The reporters wanted to interview more, but Doumergue said, "The government will hold a press conference for specific details. Moreover, the government will also open a special column in the newspaper to introduce the daily progress of Sino-French cooperation."

Amid the reporters' disappointed voices, Doumergue and He Rui left the workers' residential area under the escort of security personnel and police. As He Rui was walking, workers nearby reached out their hands through the human wall formed by the police. He Rui ignored what the French workers were shouting and shook hands with the few arms he could reach. The reporters hurriedly took pictures.

After Doumergue and He Rui got into the car, Doumergue asked with a smile, "Mr. President, I saw that when you were in China, you would also go to the fields to farm with farmers and build reservoirs with workers. Do you also go to workers' districts in China?"

"In my spare time after finishing work, I also go among the people," He Rui replied frankly.

Seeing He Rui answer so confidently, Doumergue didn't ask more. Since 1922, in the imagination of the European upper class, He Rui was a military commander with a cold expression, holding a military saber, and looking down on enemies with a gloomy gaze. The experience just now made Doumergue look at He Rui with new eyes. From the perspective of a politician in an electoral system, He Rui's friendly posture was still a bit unnatural, but this was an evaluation made from the perspective of a skilled politician. As long as the standard was relaxed, He Rui was definitely qualified. Doumergue believed that He Rui might not actually need a very friendly posture, because from any angle, He Rui was a great hero who saved the country in times of national crisis. As long as such a person didn't make a major mistake leading to comprehensive national turmoil, no one would dare to challenge He Rui's political status.

If He Rui was also that friendly in China, it would actually make Western politicians worry. Doing so would mean He Rui was likely seeking lifelong ruling power legally, or even restoring the monarchy.

The next day, the front page of French newspapers published the news of President Doumergue and Chairman He Rui entering the workers' district to eat. The reporters' photos also sold for a good price, especially the photos of Doumergue and He Rui shaking hands cordially with the French public. The photo of He Rui shaking hands with the French public through the police's human wall as he was leaving sold for the second-highest price.

The photo with the highest price had nothing to do with Doumergue or He Rui. It was a photo purchased by *The Times* at a high price, showing Chinese Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing bending down and placing a banknote into the tin box in front of a French 'accordion player'. Accompanying this photo was a snarky article in the British *The Times*, "Begging or Charity—The Latest Sino-French Relations".
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The report in *The Times*, "Begging or Charity—The Latest Sino-French Relations," immediately triggered a fierce reaction in France. For the French, whether politicians or ordinary people, being guarded against the British was already an instinctive reaction. It was very much a case of if Britain said east, France would go west; if Britain wanted to beat a dog, France would scold a chicken—a sort of PTSD. From a long-term analytical perspective, their intuitive attacks on the British were actually quite correct.

Therefore, He Rui was not only not displeased by the British media starting to fan the flames, but was actually quite happy. If Britain didn't come to assist, promoting Sino-French cooperation would have required more of China's attention.

The logic wasn't hard to understand; the Chinese ministers just hadn't observed it in practice. Soon, the ministers couldn't be bothered to pay attention to Britain's reaction, and their attention was all focused on the negotiations and cooperation with France.

On January 28, because President Doumergue made a rather "leftist" speech on the street, the French left-wing parties, who viewed President Doumergue as a right-winger, were unhappy and fiercely attacked the party President Doumergue belonged to in the French Parliament. Radical small left-wing parties in France had already shouted out proposals that were more about posturing than practicality, calling for increasing French welfare and taking care of the French poor.

At the collective meeting in the evening, after sweeping the room with a metal detector once to ensure there were no listening devices, the regular meeting was held. Listening to the comrades responsible for collecting political intelligence finish speaking about this, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong asked, "Shouldn't the left wing be echoing this a bit?"

He Rui explained, "How could the left wing let these small parties steal their business?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong understood after a moment's thought, and thinking about it further, he felt a bit happy. The French left wing rejecting the left-wing proposals put forward by the small parties was so that the left wing could propose the same plans later. That is to say, the French left wing had a high degree of recognition for the prospects of Sino-French cooperation.

Speaking his own view, He Rui replied, "This is certainly one of the reasons, but another big reason is because of Britain. Britain is also starting to get anxious; the latest few cooperation plans are all projects in the field of internal combustion engines. The world has now entered the internal combustion engine revolution, which is also the electrification revolution. There are knowledgeable people in Britain. Although these knowledgeable people have not yet been able to dominate British economic policy, Britain can feel that in such an advanced technical field as internal combustion engines, France has gained greater momentum through cooperation with us. After all, French enterprises in the internal combustion engine sector can earn more money than the British through sales to our country."

The ministers were well aware that in the first year of Sino-French cooperation, priority was given to introducing technical equipment related to agriculture, as well as technical equipment in the internal combustion engine field. Agriculture directly related to China's consumption power. The three years of land reform were an asset reorganization carried out at the level of land ownership and usage rights. The productivity level of Chinese agriculture under non-industrialized levels was extremely high; after three years, there was no room for a rapid increase in rural productivity.

The promotion of synthetic ammonia could inject power into agriculture, allowing Chinese agriculture to break through the limits of agricultural society and enter the industrialization stage. The increase in agricultural product output was the basic driving force of China's consumption power, enabling China's economic development to continue moving forward.

The development of internal combustion engines was a kind of leapfrog development. In He Rui's words, it was called "overtaking on a bend." Since the development of internal combustion engines and electrification had only just begun, China had every opportunity to complete the accumulation of internal combustion engine technology through China's vast application scenarios and become the most advanced level of the era. The 10 billion franc cooperation between China and France was not a comprehensive rollout, but a cooperation with clear priorities and a clear path.

China had China's plans, and the French side naturally had France's gains. French advanced companies in the fields of synthetic ammonia and internal combustion engines earned money they would not have otherwise been able to earn by selling technology and complete sets of equipment to China. Originally, similar British enterprises might have used Britain's better economic situation to suppress these French counterparts. With the appearance of China, similar British enterprises fell to a disadvantage in the competition with their French counterparts. This was a very big threat to Britain.

The ministers were Chinese after all, so it was easy for them to have the intention of closing the door and living their own lives well. So it was difficult to proactively consider things in this direction full of struggle. It wasn't until they arrived in France and saw British territory with their own eyes at the port of Calais in France that everyone had a clearer understanding of many ideas regarding Europe.

Geopolitical theory is based on real physical existence. Britain and France are so close that only one Chinese idiom can apply: "How can one allow others to snore beside one's bed?"

The core part of Europe is not large, at most 3 million square kilometers, which is about the same size as China's core area. This area has been unified since the time of Qin Shi Huang. Since more than 2,000 years ago, even in times of division, this area was considered to belong to a unified China.

The situation in Europe is completely different. On land that in China's view has no natural barriers, there are dozens of countries that insist they are independent, and every country really thinks that other countries should be independent entities. So China cannot understand Europe's way of thinking. Changing to China's line of thought, Europe should have been unified into one country long ago. Even Britain, which is so-called "hanging alone overseas," is separated by the narrow English Channel which is only a bit wider than the Yangtze River; however one looks at it, it shouldn't be an obstacle blocking unification. European politics and identity are so fragmented, and China can't help it. It can only understand the thinking of Europeans based on geopolitical concepts.

Following European thinking to deduce, the ministers actually relaxed. If the relationship between China's Hebei and Henan provinces is competition based mainly on cooperation, the fragmented Europe makes the struggle between Britain and France greater than cooperation. Two countries with populations of 40 to 50 million, two complete industrial systems with complete industrial chains. In such an environment of struggle, there is not even a need for deliberate hostility; the rise of France is a threat to Britain, and vice versa.

Originally, the ministers felt that He Rui's strategic thinking was unpredictable like ghosts and gods. Seeing the changes with their own eyes in France, the ministers determined that He Rui's strategic thinking was just a serious, earnest, and realistic deduction. Executing according to this strategy, although the ministers' work schedules were very full, they felt relaxed and happy inside.

Early on the morning of the 29th, an invitation from the French Parliament was delivered to the Chinese delegation's residence. Delivering a speech close to the people was not a problem for He Rui, but after visiting the French Parliament, there was a press conference. He Rui cared about this very much and prepared in advance.

On the morning of the 30th, a car sent by the French Parliament stopped in front of the Chinese delegation's residence. The Vice President of the French Parliament got out of the car and personally came to welcome He Rui. The subsequent itinerary was all arranged. The President of the Parliament personally acted as a guide, leading He Rui to visit the Bourbon Palace, where the French Parliament is located by the Seine River. He listened to the President of the Parliament introduce the history of the Parliament of the French Third Republic and the history of the Bourbon Palace.

When He Rui walked into the parliament hall under the guidance of the President, all members of the French Parliament stood up and applauded to pay tribute to He Rui. Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing, who was following He Rui, only felt a dreamlike feeling. From the time He Rui started the unification war in 1923 to now, it was at most five years. Actually, only four years.

In four years, China had changed from a place full of foreign concessions to an important partner respected by France. Even though Yan Huiqing, through serious study and understanding of He Rui's strategy, was already clear about what He Rui was doing, Yan Huiqing still felt a gap like a natural moat between reality and his feelings.

Steadying himself, Yan Huiqing hoped to calm down so as not to be seen as diffident in front of the French MPs. Seeing He Rui calmly ascend the podium and express gratitude for the invitation of the MPs in French, the French MPs immediately responded with warm applause. Yan Huiqing felt that his mood had calmed down, and at the same time, a sigh arose in him. A true strategist is simply too precious for a country! From He Rui's return to China in 1915 to now, it has only been 13 years. Looking at the data from the National Bureau of Statistics, in the past 13 years, the change in China's absolute strength has been very significant, but compared to the strength China can exert, it appears quite limited.

Yan Huiqing had told Lou Tseng-Tsiang that Yuan Shikai was indeed an outstanding figure in the Beiyang era. But there was a gap of more than ten times between the power China could exert under Yuan Shikai's control and the power China could exert under He Rui. This is the difference between a strategist running a country and an ordinary person running a country.

At this time, He Rui began to deliver his speech, "...There has been a long history of exchanges between China and France. Now, the history of Sino-French cooperation has opened a new page. Because both China and France have a common hope, which is to let the people of both countries live better lives. And China and France no longer need to fight alone. Through the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement, the two countries, through mutual assistance and cooperation, will push the economies of both countries to a new level together, without suspecting each other. The future of human civilization should be such a model. If such a model cannot be adopted, the chain of suspicion between countries will continue, eventually dragging all countries into the abyss. History before 1914 has proved what tragic results the chain of suspicion will cause in the world..."

At the end of the speech, the French MPs not only applauded but some even whistled to express their respect for He Rui. Generally speaking, whistling in parliament is meant to express opposition. But at this time, no one misunderstood this attitude of support.

Yan Huiqing steadied himself, ready to meet the next condition. Only half of the reporters at the press conference were French; the other reporters had come from various European countries. Although reporters all aimed to make big news, this time the French reporters had all received instructions from the upper levels of their newspapers that this was absolutely not the time to mess around. The French reporters all knew this was the government's intention, and this time the government rarely hadn't gone in the wrong direction. Even if they wanted to make things difficult for He Rui, there would be plenty of opportunities in the future. What France needed now was to pull the economy out of its current destitution.

So before the British BBC reporter got to ask a question, the atmosphere at the press conference was very harmonious. The BBC reporter opened his mouth and asked, "Chairman He, you haven't visited various parts of France yet. We heard that you will go to lay flowers at Richelieu's tomb."

This was a topic setting a huge trap. Yan Huiqing immediately became vigilant. Richelieu was very important to France. Internally, Richelieu completed France's centralized political system and established France's internal system as a major European power. But also because of this, Richelieu, who combined the identities of cardinal, noble, and minister of an absolute monarch, was fiercely attacked during the French Enlightenment and the French Revolution, becoming a representative of negative figures. It wasn't until after the Franco-Prussian War that the French discovered that the political legacy Richelieu gave to France had actually been squandered by France. Under the crisis of French nationalism, Richelieu's reputation flipped rapidly. By now, Richelieu's reputation was already quite positive.

In addition to France's internal system, Richelieu's political legacy was that after winning the Thirty Years' War, Richelieu completed a geopolitical landscape surrounding France that was beneficial to it. The fragmented German region, the weak Italian region, and the advantage over Austria. All this guaranteed France's huge advantage on the European continent.

The trap set by the BBC reporter's question lay here. Although Richelieu was a great statesman of France and a defender of French interests, the geopolitical landscape constructed by Richelieu resulted in France oppressing the Western European countries.

Although Yan Huiqing heard the problem, he was not worried; he believed that He Rui's learning would not fall into such a trap. Sure enough, He Rui replied, "Mr. Richelieu is a very important historical figure for France, and he has a place in history books. As a history enthusiast, if I pass by Mr. Richelieu's tomb, I will definitely think of him. But France has too many figures worthy of a special trip to lay flowers. The pioneers of the Enlightenment, Voltaire, Montesquieu, Rousseau. Masters in the field of French science, Descartes, Pasteur, and Hugo and Molière in the field of culture. There are also a large number of masters of music, painting, and sculpture. In my itinerary, I want to lay flowers for these masters. Mr. Richelieu has not yet been included in my itinerary plan."

Yan Huiqing heard a burst of laughter and quite a bit of applause from the French people. He was not surprised in his heart.

The BBC reporter continued to ask, "Chairman He Rui, you have won huge prestige through war. As a master of war, how do you view the current military situation in Europe? And do you think your arrival will affect the strategic situation in Europe?"

Yan Huiqing's heart skipped a beat. He Rui had said before that this Sino-French cooperation would trigger British vigilance, and Britain would consider taking military means to solve the problem. Of course, He Rui also said that Britain would ultimately not do so. But the British BBC reporter provoking so frankly showed that Britain was indeed anxious.

He Rui smiled and said, "Although I graduated from a military academy, I never consider myself any master of war. In my opinion, it is best if there is never war in the world. The Versailles System that dominates the world now is based on the premise that war does not break out between Britain and France. Peace between Britain and France is the foundation of European peace. Based on my understanding of the British and French countries, neither government would wish for war to break out between the two countries. So whether I come to Europe or not will not affect the security situation in Europe. Moreover, my visit to Europe this time is with the purpose of cooperation and goodwill. If I can have an impact on Europe, it must be to make Europe more peaceful and stable. I am very confident about this."

The BBC reporter wanted to continue asking questions, but the host of the press conference immediately switched to reporters from other countries. Although reporters had no reason to sing praises for He Rui, the British BBC reporter asking this was because Britain indeed felt the pressure. Although the French side didn't like such questions, they could understand. Reporters also had the ability to read the room; if reporters from other countries insisted on jumping out to raise matters that had nothing to do with their countries, the French government would think these people were looking for trouble. Whether they could successfully come to France for interviews in the future would be a question.

Therefore, reporters from various countries asked questions based on their own countries, so although the subsequent questions were lively, they didn't have much value. Among them, the more valuable ones were the questions raised by reporters from the Netherlands and Belgium, "If our government extends an invitation to Chairman He Rui, will the Chairman visit our country?"

He Rui naturally agreed readily. Yan Huiqing noticed that although German reporters also came to this French press conference, the French side gave the German reporters absolutely no chance to speak.

Connecting this to the questions raised by the Dutch, Belgian, and Spanish reporters, Yan Huiqing felt that if German reporters were allowed to raise the question of He Rui visiting Germany, France would definitely be very unhappy domestically. Although He Rui indeed had plans to visit Germany, politically, such things could not be raised in France.

As for Austria, it was even more out of the question. Germany was at least still an independent country; present-day Austria had been reduced to a buffer zone between Italy and Germany. He Rui's visit plan completely excluded Austria. So this time the French side didn't let the Austrian reporter ask questions either.

Seeing the skilled operations of the French side, Yan Huiqing had a high evaluation. Compared with the accumulation of French diplomacy, China indeed had a gap now. Yan Huiqing made up his mind that after returning to China, he must strengthen China's diplomatic capabilities. But on second thought, Yan Huiqing felt that his giving up was the best.

Although the diplomatic results this time were part of He Rui's strategy, for Yan Huiqing personally, he had already achieved huge success. So Yan Huiqing's best choice was to leave the position of Foreign Minister with this huge honor after returning to China and yield this position to someone else. Thinking of this, Yan Huiqing felt a mixture of sadness and joy. He realized that the old figures belonging to his era indeed had to leave; the future belonged to the new young generation.
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Just as Yan Huiqing thought France would not allow the German and Austrian reporters to speak, the German reporter was actually called upon. He immediately asked, "Mr. Chairman, European newspapers have always reported that you are a communist."

Yan Huiqing was stunned, but before he could process this, he heard He Rui reply, "I am a member of the Chinese Civilization Party, not a member of the Communist Party."

The German reporter immediately pressed, "Then are you a Marxist?"

"Yes, I am a Marxist. Furthermore, I am a Marxist who considers Marxism to be a form of economics."

He Rui never hid his political stance. Moreover, the newly revised constitution of the Republic of China established that the Republic of China is a socialist country. In the 1920s, a country whose socialist attributes were defined by its constitution would be considered a communist country.

The German reporter asked again, "Then how do you view Soviet communism? From the perspective of the communist line understood in China, do you consider the Soviet system to be communism?"

Yan Huiqing instinctively felt the German reporter wanted to cause trouble, but on second thought, he realized it wasn't a problem. In the German Weimar Republic, the Communist Party was a major party with many seats in parliament. Many Germans believed that Germany had already established a Soviet regime and had formed good relations with the Soviet Union. By introducing China, a major extra-regional power, into Europe, France was destined to affect the political situation in Europe.

He Rui did not hesitate. Marx said that communists disdain to conceal their views, and He Rui felt there was nothing wrong with that statement.

"The Soviet Union understands Marxism from the perspective of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), and especially according to Russian tradition, and formulates the Soviet Union's ideology, politics, and state system based on their understanding. Setting aside communist ideals or the founding philosophies of various nations, if we look only at the matter itself, every country does this. Germany, the Soviet Union, France, and China are no different in this regard. Marxism is a form of economics, not theology. China does not deify Marxism, nor does it treat Marxism fundamentally; rather, it applies this economics to every level of the state. Therefore, in China's view, the Soviet Union has adopted a socialist system with Soviet characteristics."

The German reporter couldn't immediately find a point of entry for further questioning from He Rui's answer. He Rui had indeed answered two questions, but his perspective was certainly not what the reporter had initially perceived. In fact, the reporter wanted to ask about the Soviet Union's barbarity during the process of taking power. This barbarity was also the reason why the German upper and middle classes could not accept the Soviet Union.

However, He Rui's answer was quite interesting. Following He Rui's line of reasoning, the Soviet Union's crude simplicity was, to some extent, a continuation of traditional Tsarist Russian culture. It had to be said that in German eyes, Tsarist Russia was indeed a crude and simple country. In this regard, the Tsar had no right to claim he was more civilized than the Bolsheviks.

After thinking for a moment, the German reporter still asked, "Do you consider the atrocities committed by the Soviet Union during its seizure of power to be inevitable?"

"First, we must have a definition of atrocities. Just like during the French Revolution, when the King and Queen were sent to the guillotine. Does the reporter consider this an atrocity, or a crime? Or should it be considered in the context of the historical environment of the time? I think there are two ways to evaluate the Soviet Union. The first is to start from specific events and find the true face of the matter. The second is to express opinions based on one's own feelings. Regardless of which method is used, it is best to state the evaluation method first."

Hearing this, the German reporter immediately indicated he was finished asking questions. The next to stand up was an Austrian reporter. "Mr. Chairman, will you visit Austria?"

He Rui smiled slightly. "I have not yet received an invitation from the Austrian government."

The Austrian reporter immediately asked, "Mr. Chairman, there is a belief in Hungary that the Magyars are descendants of the Huns. You are Han Chinese; how do you view the descendants of the Huns today?"

At this, many reporters laughed out loud. He Rui also smiled. "Hehe, reporter, have you read *Records of the Grand Historian* (*Shiji*), a purely Chinese historical text?"

The reporter shook his head. He Rui replied, "More than two thousand years ago, Sima Qian, the author of *Records of the Grand Historian*, clearly recorded that the Xiongnu (Huns) were also descendants of the Huaxia lineage. The Han Empire back then did indeed war with the Xiongnu, but this does not equate to the Han people, who later branched off from Huaxia, and the Xiongnu being natural enemies. By blood, we are distant relatives. Furthermore, since the time of Darwin, the theory that modern humans originated in Africa has been gradually confirmed and accepted. That is to say, humanity was originally a single group that migrated and evolved. Black people, white people, Chinese people—every one of us is related to every other person."

The Austrian reporter was stunned. Hearing He Rui say that black people and white people were relatives, the Austrian reporter felt uncomfortable. But he could not publicly oppose He Rui's scientifically based view, so he could only nitpick reluctantly. "Mr. Chairman, Darwin said that humans originated in Africa, not that modern humans originated in Africa."

"Modern humans originated in Africa, but humans arriving in various continents is the result of human migration. Moreover, humans may not have migrated just once; it is very likely that several migrations occurred. Furthermore, Africa is a vast continent; humans who did not migrate to other regions would also have migrated within Africa. Due to the influence of the natural environment and the climate at the time, humans underwent some evolution. This is my view on human origins."

The Austrian reporter heard He Rui actually using academic viewpoints to explain. Although this was also a method of obfuscation, its purpose was to highlight the political philosophy He Rui had also spoken of: He Rui believed that 'black people, white people, Chinese people' are all the same humans and should enjoy equal rights. Although as a European white person, he naturally held a sense of racial superiority, it was inappropriate to use racial superiority theories to refute He Rui, nor would it garner support. The Austrian reporter could only end his questioning.

At this time, a Danish reporter asked, "Mr. Chairman, American newspapers believe it is worth discussing whether the trade between China and France constitutes honest trade. I wonder how you view this."

At this, a burst of laughter erupted among the reporters. Everyone knew that American newspapers were saying this purely because the United States was powerless to intervene in Sino-French trade, and at this stage had no way to independently reach a trade agreement with China like the one France had. With America's tradition of mercantilism, they naturally had to shout a few times.

He Rui had read this news, but he replied, "I haven't read that news yet. If I have time, perhaps I will take a look. As for the views of American newspapers, I believe everyone will have their own judgment. I personally do not entirely agree with that view."

The press conference ended, and He Rui quickly got into the car sent by the French President to head to the Élysée Palace. In the car, seeing He Rui stretch comfortably, Yan Huiqing asked, "Chairman, how long will you stay in France?"

He Rui rotated his body comfortably to relax as quickly as possible. "I will head to Italy once more than half of the contracts for the first phase are signed. By then, the French stock market should have risen to a certain level."

Yan Huiqing felt this timing was indeed very good. Before the signing of the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement, France had no standing to join the currency struggle between Britain and the United States. Now that Britain and the United States had clearly noticed that the franc had the potential to become one of the contenders for a world currency, they both began to take the franc seriously.

Domestically, France had originally had quite a few complaints about this agreement, which required France to pay out 20 billion francs in interest-free loans. But as the franc appreciated and the French stock market surged, the French public felt that this agreement might be different from their previous intuition. Especially with Britain beginning to attack the agreement, French public opinion began to believe that the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement was very important for France. He Rui staying in France a while longer would be perfect for reinforcing this feeling among the French public through reports in French newspapers.

Yan Huiqing said, "Chairman, I will head to Italy tomorrow."

"Thank you for your hard work, Minister Yan," He Rui expressed his gratitude.

Yan Huiqing laughed. "I don't feel it's hard work at all. I only feel regret thinking that I was only able to participate in such diplomacy at this time."

The next day, January 31st, Yan Huiqing took a Chinese airplane that had already arrived in France to fly to Italy. Looking at the white clouds below the plane, Yan Huiqing felt that He Rui would probably envy him when it came to means of travel. Although He Rui was very composed, he was very trendy regarding travel tools. Taking the *Siping* light destroyer to Italy, even if the *Siping* sailed at maximum speed, would indeed be somewhat torturous for He Rui.

On the same day, January 31st, British Prime Minister Baldwin appeared before King George V of the United Kingdom. King George V had the handsome looks of a German, although he had changed the royal house name to 'Windsor' during the Great War in Europe to shed his German surname. But everyone knew the fact that King George V and the German Emperor Wilhelm II were cousins.

Facing this gentleman, George V, Prime Minister Baldwin was not nervous. Just as Prime Minister Baldwin expected, George V asked with the politeness expected of a gentleman, "My dear Prime Minister, my advisors have told me about the Sino-French cooperation. I wonder how His Majesty's Government will respond to this matter?"

Baldwin immediately replied, "Your Majesty, the government has once again sent the Foreign Secretary to France to convey to the Chinese Foreign Minister that there will be certain changes to the reception process. The government has prepared content to discuss further areas of cooperation with China. We believe that with Mr. He Rui's wisdom, he will certainly be able to feel the sincerity of His Majesty's Government."

"Mr. Prime Minister, my advisors believe that Mr. He Rui will not sign a similar agreement with Britain within the three years that the Sino-French agreement is being executed," George V raised his concern.

Baldwin did not express opposition. The King's advisors were all experts in various fields. Although experts had their own agendas, their professionalism left Baldwin no room for criticism.

"Your Majesty, the Cabinet has the same judgment. But the Cabinet believes that signing a most-favored-nation agreement with China and investing in China will not be refused. At this stage, what His Majesty's Government needs is to offset the impact of the Sino-French cooperation agreement, not try to overthrow it. Moreover, the Cabinet believes that Mr. He Rui has no intention of cooperating with the United States. At least in the near future, there is absolutely no such intention."

The United States was currently Britain's strongest challenger, and the US dollar was the world's second strongest currency. The views of George V's advisors on the future situation were indeed the same as what Baldwin had said: as long as China and the United States did not cooperate to jointly promote the dollar, the pressure Britain faced would be much smaller.

Even if China helped the franc quickly become a participant in the battle for world currency supremacy, it would first snatch market share from the US dollar as a world trade currency. Britain could even use the contradictions between the US and France to its advantage, very likely dealing a blow to the dollar.

Having finished his audience with the King, Baldwin sat in his car and couldn't help but rub the space between his eyebrows. Lately, Baldwin had also tried to learn a bit of Chinese culture. He found Chinese proverbs very interesting, one of which was called 'The King of Hell is easy to see, but the little devils are hard to deal with' (*Yánwáng hǎo jiàn, xiǎoguǐ nán chán*). Hearing it just once, Baldwin immediately committed this sentence to memory.

Regardless of the King of England's mood, Baldwin had enough confidence to handle it. Because the King of England was not elected, the King only had to appease the entire British populace. But those MPs in the House of Commons were genuine 'little devils'. To perform in front of their constituents, those people were acting most of the time. To get re-elected, this group used demagoguery and bait-and-switch tactics to the extreme. Baldwin's answer just now was completely sufficient to deal with the King's inquiry, but it wouldn't be enough to face the House of Commons at all.

Fortunately, the House of Commons inquiry was the day after tomorrow. Baldwin decided to relax as much as possible for these two days. The more relaxed one is when going onto the battlefield, the more effectively one can survive.

However, Baldwin did not expect that at this moment, the Paris radio station was interviewing Marshal Joseph Joffre. The host first recounted the question raised by the British reporter during the day, and then asked, "Marshal Joffre, how great of a role do you think the Chinese laborers played in the Great War in Europe?"

Marshal Joffre naturally knew why he was being interviewed. Although the old man didn't like the Chinese, he disliked the British even more. As for the current situation of Sino-French cooperation, the old man actually agreed with it. After listening to the reporter's question, Marshal Joffre replied, "Based on my observation of the war, Germany was exhausted by the Allied forces. According to German documents we captured, before Ludendorff launched the Kaiser's Battle (Spring Offensive), he had submitted requirements for materials and manpower to his Quartermaster General..."

Although the radio host would tell Marshal Joffre the general content of the interview in advance, not to mention a small host, even the entire Paris radio station dared not demand Marshal Joffre say anything. So the host was actually somewhat worried that Marshal Joffre would not cooperate at all.

Hearing Marshal Joffre actually talking about things the public didn't know, he was also very curious. And the citizens of Paris who had radios at home, as well as those who could hear the broadcast, listened with equal interest.

Marshal Joffre continued, "The German Quartermaster General replied in a document that Germany's production capacity could only meet 30% of the materials and ammunition required for the Kaiser's Battle. Ludendorff immediately rebuked the German Quartermaster General in a document. And the German Quartermaster General also replied directly on paper that if Your Excellency Ludendorff believed this subordinate was incompetent, he could immediately order this subordinate to be shot."

The Kaiser's Battle was Germany's last large-scale offensive. Because they adopted very advanced tactics, the German army achieved success that was unimaginable in trench warfare within a short period, successively piercing the Allied lines and forcing the Allied forces to retreat continuously. So much so that when the German army was dozens of kilometers from Paris, France was shaken domestically.

Hearing Marshal Joffre explain now, the French public realized that the German army at that time was an arrow at the end of its flight—it had the ability to launch a final strike, but no possibility of winning the war through that final strike.

Having finished recounting the past, Marshal Joffre continued, "It is logistics that determines war. Judging from the results of the war, the contribution of one Chinese laborer to the war was probably worth 100 British... hmm, at least 50 British soldiers..."

It wasn't just Paris citizens listening to the broadcast in Paris; at this time, reporters from all European countries were in Paris. British reporters were sitting in a hotel salon with reporters from several other countries, listening to the broadcast and drinking beverages. Hearing France's Marshal Joffre say 'one Chinese laborer is worth 50 British soldiers', many reporters roared with laughter.

The British reporters naturally knew what the Frenchman was thinking—wasn't this just retaliation for the British side's sowing of discord! This answer indeed infuriated the British reporters enough; that the contribution of one Chinese laborer was worth 50 British soldiers was obviously an insult to Britain.

Under the gloating gazes of reporters from other countries, the British reporters stood up angrily and left. They didn't flee, but immediately sent this matter back to London and began preparing content for rebuttal.

Behind the British reporters, Marshal Joffre's explanation came from the broadcast, "British soldiers are indeed very brave, but they lose their combat effectiveness or even die in battle after one charge. Whereas Chinese laborers braved a hail of bullets, participating in battle after battle, transporting supplies for the officers and men on the front lines. Or producing urgently needed supplies for the front lines in factories and farms in the rear, very beneficial to the war. In terms of the quantity of combat participation, one Chinese laborer is far superior to a British soldier..."

The other reporters burst into laughter again. From the perspective of war, this statement was indeed correct, but looking at it from another angle, wasn't it saying that British soldiers were single-use consumables?

February 1st. British newspapers began a counterattack on three fronts. In the military field, British newspapers believed France was ungrateful; without the support of the British Expeditionary Force, France would have been beaten into Paris by Germany long ago.

In terms of history, Britain pointed out that France's current colony of Indochina was seized from China by France through war. Moreover, in that war, France had shamelessly launched a sneak attack on the Nanyang Fleet.

In the economic field, Britain emphasized once again that France had always adopted very dishonest methods in trade with China, and China should beware of France adopting dishonest means.

At the beginning of the broadcast that evening, the host of the Paris radio station announced, "Today, we have invited Marshal Ferdinand Foch."

Hearing the name of this war hero, admiration spontaneously arose in the hearts of the Paris public. The views of reporters from various countries were somewhat different; unlike Marshal Joffre, who was good at operational command, Marshal Ferdinand Foch was a military strategist with deep attainments in strategy. This interview would likely be even more interesting than the last one.
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"Your Excellency Foch, thank you for accepting this radio interview."

"It is a fresh experience for me to express my views to my French compatriots via radio."

"Marshal, do you believe the military landscape of Europe will change due to Franco-Chinese friendship?"

"China is a very strong country. Strategically speaking, China is bound to exert an influence on the world commensurate with its power. The military landscape of Europe will indeed change due to the cooperation between France and China."

"In which direction does Your Excellency Foch believe this change will occur?"

"France is a peace-loving nation; naturally, this change will make Europe more peaceful."

"Marshal, France mediated the Anglo-Chinese War. You are a Marshal of France, Britain, and Poland, and the highest-caliber strategist in Europe. Chairman He Rui, China's military commander, is a master of geopolitics. How do you evaluate this scholar-commander?"

"According to intelligence collected by France, in the first half-year of the war, China's logistical capabilities could only sustain three divisions in Burma for a one-week offensive. Yet, the results achieved by the Chinese army were completely disproportionate to such logistical capabilities."

"Your Excellency Foch, in the early stages of the Anglo-Chinese War, China was already facing a British force of 100,000. Do you believe the Chinese army was fighting one against three?"

"In the early stages, that was indeed the case. Even in the middle and late stages of the war, the ratio of Chinese to British troops remained 1:3, with Britain holding a massive numerical advantage. During this phase, China's logistics improved significantly, barely able to sustain a one-week offensive by 200,000 men. Therefore, both of China's major victories involved thoroughly defeating the British within a short period."

"If 100,000 British troops were helpless against 30,000 Chinese troops, then Chairman He Rui's military ability seems quite high. If Chairman He Rui had come to Europe in 1915, what kind of strength do you think he could have exerted?"

"One person's power is limited; one cannot expect a single person to change the tide of war. However, given Chairman He Rui's command ability, I believe his value exceeds at least five divisions of the British Army."

...

Marshal Foch's radio interview allowed Britain to feel France's attitude. As soon as British Prime Minister Baldwin reached the entrance of the House of Commons, he heard the clamor inside.

Words and phrases like 'war,' 'threat,' and 'counterattack the French' drifted into Baldwin's ears, making him feel as if he were about to enter a circus ring to wrestle with a group of clowns.

Sure enough, as soon as he entered the House of Commons, MPs began questioning Baldwin on how he intended to respond to France's hardline stance. Baldwin replied calmly, "According to communications between the Foreign Office and the Chinese government, Chairman He Rui's visit to Europe will conclude in Britain. Britain is a very important country to China. During this visit, the government will conduct frank negotiations with Mr. He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, and hold in-depth discussions on Anglo-Chinese cooperation."

Hearing this, the MP responsible for foreign affairs in the opposition's 'Shadow Cabinet' shouted loudly, "First of all, Your Excellency, what conditions are you prepared to promise China in exchange for China's grace?"

Faced with such an attack, a ruling Conservative Party MP immediately retorted loudly, "MP Caron, do you now view China as a colony? Is this your opposition party's understanding of Anglo-Chinese relations?"

As soon as these words were spoken, the opposition MPs realized they had been caught out. Although China's resurgence made everyone in Britain uncomfortable, the British government still had to face this fact. Facing facts is a basic quality for a politician. Of course, the British politicians of this time absolutely could not have imagined that in another timeline, eighty or ninety years later, facing reality would no longer be a basic quality for British politicians.

Having been caught out by the Conservatives, the politicians had to quickly extricate themselves, so the opposition immediately shifted direction. "Why did we not know beforehand that such a thing would happen? How exactly is the Cabinet's intelligence work being done? Prime Minister Baldwin, please explain this!"

Baldwin sighed inwardly but remained outwardly calm. What had to come would come; when MPs accused the government of not doing its job to the best of its ability, the Prime Minister had to endure it and explain his work.

Over an hour later, Prime Minister Baldwin, having finally finished the grueling session, returned to his office exhausted, with the Foreign Secretary following immediately behind. Collapsing into his chair, Baldwin asked wearily, "Are the Foreign Office's analysis results regarding the conflict out yet?"

"The Foreign Office believes France will maintain a very hardline attitude," the Foreign Secretary gave the final judgment concisely. "Therefore, the Foreign Office suggests engaging in friendlier cooperation with the He Rui government. The first stage is to finalize Most Favored Nation status as soon as possible."

Most Favored Nation (MFN) status is a legal treaty clause for trade between countries. The article stipulating this treatment is called the "Most Favored Nation Clause." It is a system wherein specific privileges, immunities, and favors in import-export trade, taxation, navigation, etc., granted by one contracting party to a third party are also granted to the other contracting party. It is also known as "non-discriminatory treatment."

Once China and Britain sign for Most Favored Nation status, as contracting parties, both sides will grant each other privileges, immunities, or favors in commerce, navigation, tariffs, and the legal status of citizens that are no lower than those currently or effectively granted to any third country.

Given France's hardline stance and Britain's understanding of He Rui, Baldwin no longer expected to obtain a loan agreement identical to France's. At least for three years, Britain would not need to rely solely on sharing the dividends of China's development to strengthen the Pound Sterling's position in the world. However, such investment carried risks, and Britain was not so desperate that it had to sign such an agreement with China to stabilize the Pound. But Most Favored Nation status had to be signed; only by signing it could they hedge against France to the greatest extent.

"Have the adjustments for He Rui's reception arrangements been completed?" Baldwin asked.

"We are already preparing a top-tier reception," the Foreign Secretary replied. Having said that, he did not mention specific details but asked, "Regarding the proposal for naval cooperation with China, should we proceed?"

Baldwin did not answer immediately. The Cabinet had already discussed this twice and reached a conclusion. Maintaining Britain's power in the Pacific required China's cooperation. To strengthen British interests within this cooperation, the best method was to help China build a navy and naval industry that completely adopted British technology and equipment.

In a sense, this was the same line of thinking as the current cooperation between China and France. The difference was that the navy belonged to the realm of national investment, so Britain could, through various military cooperations with China, actually possess significant control over the use of China's naval power. Industrial cooperation belonged to the realm of production; once China truly mastered French technology, China would become a downstream sector for French industry, needing to purchase France's latest technology and many components for a long time.

Neither Britain nor France was particularly worried about what would happen after China acquired a fleet or industry. Since China was a follower, Britain and France understood China's strength very well and could effectively formulate subsequent response plans targeting China.

After some consideration, Baldwin said, "Continue attempting to communicate."

Having finished with this topic, Baldwin asked, "Where is He Rui visiting now?"

"According to the news we've received, He Rui is presenting flowers at the Wall of the Communards in Père Lachaise Cemetery."

Baldwin's eyes were cold as he quipped, "Communists are all like that."

The Wall of the Communards is a section of grey brick wall in the northeast corner of Père Lachaise Cemetery. Bullet holes are deeply wedged into the wall, sealing away a night of blood and storms from over a hundred years ago.

Standing before this wall, He Rui truly felt some emotion. Some people had indeed raised the question of whether coming here to present flowers would trigger something, but they couldn't clearly say what it would trigger. He Rui knew that these comrades were considering interests more, so they appeared timid. Since the Chinese Constitution claimed that China was a socialist country, what was there to be afraid of? Would foreign countries consider China not a socialist country if He Rui didn't go to present flowers at the Wall of the Communards?

Frankly coming to present flowers was the action a communist should take. Only through such actions could supporters and opponents recognize what kind of country China was.

But He Rui did not criticize capitalism at this time; instead, he praised the Paris Commune's revolutionary attempt. With the current ideology, if He Rui didn't criticize capitalism, no one would think He Rui supported capitalism.

After the flower presentation, He Rui accepted an invitation to speak at the École Normale Supérieure (ENS) in Paris. As its name suggests, the ENS is a normal school (teacher's college), whose initial mission was to "train citizens already educated in practical knowledge in the art of teaching, under the guidance of the most capable professors in all fields." For over a hundred years, the ENS has trained countless outstanding teachers for France, produced hundreds of members of the Académie française, and is a major world center for mathematical, scientific, and philosophical research.

The ENS admits only about 200 students annually. It does not have the qualification to issue diplomas, nor the right to confer national academic degrees. Students must register at partner universities of the ENS to obtain degrees awarded by those universities.

In He Rui's view, this school represented a 'circle.' Young students already deemed to have great prospects entered this circle, accumulating the connections needed for future development during their studies. Therefore, the content of He Rui's speech at the ENS was a recent article of his: "Utopian Socialism and Utopian Capitalism — On the Construction of a Knowledge System for Economic Theory and Practice."

"Fellow students, capitalism emerged from the feudal system. In the territories of European feudal lords, a group of people specializing in management appeared. With the decline of the European feudal system, these managers gradually gained power and began to become the driving force for the development of productive forces in European countries.

"Precisely because of this, the initial capitalist forces were fighting for political and economic power against feudal forces. Therefore, the political concepts of Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity appeared in France, targeted against the feudal system.

"The emergence of Marxism, however, defined capitalism. So in my personal opinion, all capitalists should set up a memorial tablet for Mr. Marx in their homes and companies. Without the research of Mr. Marx and Mr. Engels, the concept of capitalism would not have appeared.

"Since the concept appeared, utopias would appear. In the past, Europe frequently mentioned Utopian Socialism, yet no one raised the concept of Utopian Capitalism. This is an academic misconception. The reason lies in the fact that many people believe capitalism exists naturally. Facts prove that natural capitalism does not exist in the world."

The faculty and students of the ENS were indeed the French elite circle; respecting facts is a basic quality of the elite circle, so He Rui's speech was very well received among them. He Rui analyzed socialism and capitalism from the perspective of demand, and also analyzed the problems of 'Utopian Socialism' and 'Utopian Capitalism' from the perspective of fairness and efficiency.

When social fairness is lacking, everyone has a strong demand for socialism. When social development requires efficiency, capitalism is considered an important means at that time. Human society seeks a balance between fairness and efficiency under different levels of productive forces. Since both are concepts, 'utopias' easily emerge. To operate society well, one must eliminate utopias. Effective policies must be adopted for specific problems.

After the speech topic was concluded, the faculty and students of the ENS applauded enthusiastically. However, during the Q&A, a teacher raised a very sharp question, "Mr. Chairman, according to your statement about effectively using policies of fairness or efficiency, does the superiority of socialist countries actually not exist?"

"A socialist state is a higher existence than a capitalist state. Because only a socialist state can truly and effectively switch between systems of fairness and efficiency. To give a simple example, my country has a Ministry of Energy, which includes a Coal Department. In contrast, the United States has very powerful coal enterprises. Both China and the United States believe that petroleum is the future direction of energy. The development of American oil enterprises occurred because coal enterprises did not have strong power in oil-producing regions. However, the development of China's oil industry comes from the government taking a portion of the profits from coal enterprises and using them to develop the oil industry.

"Socialist countries can use policy tools more effectively for economic management, whereas capitalist countries can only implement policies to promote new industries when a social consensus has been formed, utilizing certain events. Before a consensus is reached, the state can hardly use policy tools effectively. The parliament of a capitalist country is not a decoration.

"Because the foundation of a socialist country is developing productive forces, the socialist system possesses superiority."

France has the strongest tradition of centralization in Europe, so He Rui's evaluation met with the approval of the faculty and students. Moreover, in another timeline, France's proportion of state-owned enterprises remained high, with the power system being even 100% state-owned in the 21st century. After all, France is an 'old revolutionary base area' and could completely understand what He Rui was saying.

Similarly, the faculty and students of the ENS raised a new question based on He Rui's viewpoint, "Mr. Chairman, do you believe a mixed system of capitalism and socialism exists?"

"I do not believe such a mixed system exists. The capitalist system and the socialist system cannot be mixed; their foundational political concepts are completely different. The result of forced mixing is destined not to be good. However, policy means are another matter. Just as there can be state-run enterprises in capitalist countries, socialist countries can also execute capital operation methods in certain fields. This is a policy-level issue, not an issue of system and ideology."

"Can policies be divided into capitalist and socialist?"

"Policies are methods introduced to solve practical problems. Their purpose is to promote fairness or efficiency, and has nothing to do with capitalism or socialism. Utopian Socialism and Utopian Capitalism are views within the scope of social systems. They are not policies."

Conversing with the faculty and students of the ENS, He Rui was also evaluating this school of France's highest circle. Overall, the level of this circle was indeed quite good. However, France was a capitalist country after all, and currently a colonial imperialist country; its upper limit was just that. Historically, British and French colonial imperialism being dismantled by the joint efforts of the US and the Soviet Union was a completely normal result. Even if the faculty and students of the ENS were quite capable, their upper limit determined that France was destined to be unable to go further; becoming a powerful medium-sized power was France's destined fate.

For the next few days, British and French media engaged in a war of words across the English Channel. He Rui continued his visit in France, establishing his image as a man of the people. Even so, when He Rui saw that *Le Figaro* had given him the nickname "Honest He," he laughed heartily on the sofa for quite a while.

After laughing, He Rui felt that this nickname, "Honest He," was actually fine. Historically famous politicians were all very honest when elucidating their concepts. Qin Shi Huang established the Chinese political system that lasted for over 2,000 years, and he concealed not a single word when elucidating his concepts. Looking at historical records 2,000 years later, Qin Shi Huang did exactly what he said he would.

Telling lies is harmful. Famous Chinese and foreign politicians, including Musk and Engels, were very honest. Even the negative representative Hitler wrote down exactly what he wanted to do in his book. He sold the book desperately. Being ruthless in specific strategies and being honest in political concepts are not in conflict.

Since He Rui took politics as his profession, "Honest He" could be considered a very good evaluation. Moreover, for ordinary people, concepts and policies are too distant. Therefore, being honest became an image of someone who could take a loss and didn't fuss. He Rui felt that if Europe had such an image of him, that was truly a good thing.

Of course, He Rui knew very well that the purpose of the French media's propaganda was not that they believed He Rui was such a person. Sculpting He Rui into "Honest He" was to create an atmosphere for the Sino-French cooperation policies that France would pursue later. The French would feel that since He Rui was an honest man, France wouldn't suffer by engaging in more cooperation with the China led by He Rui.

Just as He Rui was thinking about this, the door to the meeting room opened, and Commerce Minister Li Chenggang walked in. Sitting down in front of He Rui, Li Chenggang sighed, "Chairman, the Germans are really quite pragmatic."

He Rui didn't answer, simply shifting to a more comfortable sitting position, waiting for Li Chenggang to continue.
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"Recently, we've been eating out. During one of these meals, someone came over from the staff passage and handed me a business card directly, expressing a hope that we could contact him." As he spoke, Li Chenggang handed the card to He Rui.

He Rui took it and looked; it was the card of the General Manager of the German company, Schuler. This company had not yet formally established a sales department in China, so it wasn't very well known domestically. The reason was simple: Schuler mainly served German and European users, and its mechanical equipment was quite famous in Europe.

Li Chenggang then described the recent situation. Although French companies were scrambling to cooperate with China, at least there were direct channels between China and France, and various companies were striving to meet the Chinese delegation for negotiations as early as possible. However, companies from other European countries, upon hearing the news, had rushed to Paris, striving to meet with the Chinese delegation to seek cooperation opportunities.

After explaining this, Li Chenggang probed, "Chairman, Europe also has a very large number of excellent enterprises..."

"Not right now," He Rui replied immediately. "Cooperation requires sincerity. France is currently expecting to pull the French economy up through cooperation with China. Moreover, the industrial categories in the world are currently relatively few, and supply chains are short. Possessing a full industrial chain is the standard configuration for the Great Powers. Given the current situation, in the first year, or even the second, France will try its best to use orders to satisfy French domestic demand. If we pick and choose in Europe right now, it will affect our cooperation with France."

Although Li Chenggang was somewhat disappointed, he understood He Rui's decision and asked, "What about in three years?"

"In three years, we will first look at whether we ourselves have mastered the use of French production equipment and related process technologies. Also, whether we possess a team of industrial workers and engineers. The impact of adopting better technology and equipment on us would be minimal. With our current number of domestic engineers, university students, and personnel in various technical trades, is it enough to undertake so many industries introduced from France?"

Li Chenggang thought for a moment, and the number of engineering students graduating annually in China immediately popped into his mind. Even though the Northeast Government was doing its utmost and developing with all its strength after unifying China, currently, adding domestic students and those studying abroad, the annual number of university engineering graduates was still less than 20,000.

France graduated about 40,000 engineers annually. China's population scale was ten times that of France; theoretically, its industrial scale should also be ten times that of France, with at least 400,000 annual graduates. China's current educational capacity only met 5% of the demand.

"Keep the card for now. When we go to Germany, if there is an opportunity, we will hold some receptions and invite these enterprises to China," He Rui replied.

"Mn." Li Chenggang nodded slightly. In the meetings previously held by the Central Committee, everyone agreed that Germany's education system was the most advanced in the world at this time. The purpose of He Rui's visit to Germany was to sign an educational system exchange agreement with the German government.

Currently, the major countries friendly to foreign relations were the Soviet Union and France, so trade exchanges with other countries had to take France's feelings into account. The French side could understand China's demand for an education system, and in this field, they could accept Sino-German cooperation. But in other fields, it would not be acceptable. So, this business card actually had value.

Standing up, Li Chenggang said, "I will hand these cards over to Minister Yan."

"Mn." He Rui responded. These matters were naturally the responsibility of professional departments; He Rui only needed to be responsible for his own work. After Li Chenggang left, He Rui lay on the sofa, considering the current European situation. France had earned a lot this time and might very well stand tall again. With the help of these current changes, France would likely expand its influence in Central and Eastern Europe. This would inevitably trigger unease in Britain and Italy.

Therefore, European countries would now consider using the economic and trade cooperation agreement signed between France and China to compare the preferential treatment China obtained and make the same demands of France. They would also use the Sino-French economic and trade cooperation agreement to demand equal treatment from the Chinese government as given to France. Would China's next Foreign Minister have the ability to handle this work?

The next day, He Rui, accompanied by the French President, visited the south of France according to the plan. Along the way, they visited many French enterprises. Without exception, the chairmen of these French enterprises acted as guides, and the general managers as attendants, displaying French humility to the fullest extent.

He Rui found that there was no pride in his heart. The reason the owners and operators of these French enterprises were like this was definitely not for He Rui, but for business. He Rui had nothing to be smug about. During the seven-day itinerary, He Rui saw France. These industries were indeed not worth mentioning compared to 21st-century China, but in 1928, they were one of the few powerful industries in the world.

The comrades from the Ministry of Industry who accompanied the delegation were very emotional during the meetings every night. In the past ten-plus years, China's industry had indeed developed tremendously under the leadership of the Civilization Party, but this progress only solved the problem of existence. The scale and efficiency of China's industrial level were indeed far inferior to France.

Zheng Anguo, Director of the Planning Department of the Ministry of Industry, spoke every day. "At this stage, we have already started to use modular thinking to solve industrial problems. France has not yet entered this stage. Regarding today's cooperation negotiations with the enterprises in Marseille, comrades should quickly get a grasp of the situation of these enterprises and submit a report."

There were not many things that supported the confidence of the Chinese delegation, but they were crucial. First was the thinking behind China's industrial development, which was indeed more advanced than that of France or even Europe. This advanced nature was not really because French enterprises were no good, but because France's system was no good. Under the socialist system, the government dominated the national economy, so the presence or absence of social consensus had limited influence on the direction of industrial development and policy formulation.

France could certainly understand modular design and also had the ability to recognize the advantages of such a design. However, the French side had no way to forcibly push it forward without consensus. Therefore, French complete sets of equipment were full of various 'non-standard designs'. After receiving these devices, China would first have to analyze the French equipment based on China's modular design thinking, and in future equipment replacements, gradually replace them with Chinese domestic equipment.

Apart from industrial planning and design, the social system also determined many things. Economic development was destined to eliminate old technologies, which would lead to changes in the proportions of different industries in the national economy. In the policies formulated by He Rui, China had to grasp the critical point of the internal combustion engine revolution and fully promote electrification; technologies and enterprises of the steam age would suffer a huge impact. China, firstly, did not have the burden of the steam age, and secondly, had a socialist system. Adjustments were very easy. But France was different; so many famous enterprises from the steam age would not withdraw willingly. They would also fight with all their might for the chance to continue to exist.

Although there was nothing to blame in this kind of thinking and reaction, this reaction indeed greatly affected France's industrial progress. Seeing with their own eyes the advantages of China's system, the delegation members had much more confidence in rapid development.

Moreover, China was not entirely without a single advantage. In quite a few detailed fields, China surpassed France. For example, catalysts in synthetic ammonia, and the 'powder metallurgy' technology adopted by China when mass-producing non-standard parts. After introducing complete sets of equipment from France, the Chinese side could immediately make adjustments and improvements in these details, enabling the introduced technical equipment to operate efficiently.

He Rui did not participate in this work. He was exchanging toasts with the French President at the farewell banquet. After drinking a glass of brandy, He Rui said somewhat wearily, "Mr. Doumergue, I really hope to welcome you to China soon."

President Doumergue was over sixty years old. If He Rui was tired enough from this visit, the old man was even more exhausted. At this moment, the formal banquet had ended, and President Doumergue smiled weakly. "Briand believes that traveling to China by ship with Mr. He does not quite conform to diplomatic protocol."

"Oh..." He Rui sipped his wine slowly. French Foreign Minister Briand's view wasn't wrong, but He Rui felt that Doumergue really wanted to disregard those rules. Both China and France were great powers, so rules were dead, but people were alive.

Putting down his wine glass, He Rui smiled. "Mr. Doumergue, would you like to go to China for a vacation? France is still very cold in February, but in cities in southern China, one can wear a single layer of clothing. It is very suitable for spending the winter."

Doumergue's eyes lit up; he felt this was indeed a good idea. At this time, France was already overflowing with enthusiasm for cooperation with China, so Doumergue would not face any obstacles in visiting China. If he went to China on the grounds of a vacation...

"I do indeed want to go to Indochina for a vacation. The tropical scenery there makes me very nostalgic," Doumergue replied.

He Rui didn't mind, so he smiled and said, "Then, after I finish my visit to Europe, I wonder if I can hitch a ride on Mr. Doumergue's ship back to Asia?"

"That is France's honor," Doumergue replied kindly.

"Then it's a deal." He Rui raised the wine glass in his hand.

Doumergue picked up the wine glass beside him and raised it. "I will wish Mr. He Rui a wonderful journey in Italy."

On February 13th, the light cruiser *Siping*, carrying He Rui, left the port of Marseille under the farewells of French President Doumergue, the Foreign Minister, and others. He Rui stood on the deck, waving goodbye to the French President and others on the shore until they could no longer be seen, before returning to the cabin.

The next stop was Italy, known as 'Pauper Imperialism'. He Rui did not mean to look down on Italy, because for Italy to still strive to develop its economy despite such poor natural endowments was already very outstanding. Moreover, Italy also had significant achievements in fields such as machinery and shipbuilding. If it weren't for the fact that under Sino-French cooperation, it was really inconvenient for China to introduce technical equipment from other countries first, He Rui would have very much wanted to actively invite a group of Italian shipbuilding engineers to China to participate in the 'sectional ship construction' technology research and development team currently underway in China.

Looking at the calm surface of the Mediterranean Sea, He Rui truly hoped in his heart that everything would go smoothly.
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The British cabinet had finally weathered the worst of the storm. Although the opposition party attacked the ruling party ferociously, the Conservatives held their ground; after all, if the opposition were to take power, they likely wouldn't be able to do much better than the Baldwin government. Britain would determine its alliances based on its own national interests. China was merely a decisive force in the Far East, and it was impossible for Britain to build a close relationship with China right now.

If the Baldwin government attempted to do so, they would certainly face fierce attacks from the opposition. Conversely, if the opposition tried it, they would face equally fierce attacks from Baldwin's Conservatives.

The opposition could only attack the Baldwin government for its intelligence failures, but this line of questioning lacked lethality. To what extent should intelligence work be carried out? Were they supposed to plant spies within the Chinese and French governments? Even if there were spies, such things could not be discussed publicly.

Furthermore, the Baldwin government immediately stepped up its collection of intelligence regarding He Rui's European itinerary. On February 15th, He Rui arrived in Italy for a visit. The Italian Prime Minister personally went to welcome him, and the King of Italy hosted a banquet in He Rui's honor.

On February 18th, He Rui left Italy and arrived in Germany on the 21st. British newspapers immediately began to publicize this, striving to incite French dissatisfaction with He Rui. However, the British press was disappointed. The French indeed felt uncomfortable about Germany, but as the victors, the French mindset was completely different from the intense revanchist sentiments following the Franco-Prussian War. Moreover, Germany was indeed a major European power, and there was nothing to criticize about He Rui visiting Germany. Although the French public felt some displeasure, it did not translate into dissatisfaction with He Rui. French newspapers also reported on the event with a moderate tone, avoiding provocation, which largely neutralized the British press's attempts to fan the flames.

After concluding his visit to Germany, He Rui would visit Britain. The approximate time was around February 25th. Britain mobilized its intelligence assets in Germany and soon obtained a fairly public itinerary. After meeting with the German President and Chancellor, He Rui attended a meeting with the Chancellor that was also attended by the German Minister of Education.

On February 23rd, news of Sino-German educational cooperation was released. According to the agreement, China would invest in a cooperative research project in Germany to study the educational system of a modern industrial nation. China even put up 3 million pounds as the initial investment for this project.

With the franc continuing to appreciate, the exchange rate with the pound was roughly 100:1. Three million pounds was equivalent to 300 million francs. He Rui had only borrowed 10 billion francs in the first phase, so the investment in Germany represented 3% of the loan. However, the French side showed no intense reaction, so Britain could not say much either. Everyone felt there was something fishy about this money, but no one could figure out exactly what was going on. Furthermore, for their own reasons, neither Britain nor France wanted to puncture this mystery.

There was indeed something fishy about the money. China and Germany had a secret memorandum within this "educational system research fund." Germany provided China with certain military industrial technologies that France was unwilling to provide. This transfer of technology was not unacceptable to France. Even though France was immersed in a wave of friendship toward China, the French government could not provide China with certain cutting-edge military technologies, such as submarines.

Compared to France, Germany's military industry was completely restricted, and many outstanding military industrial technologies could only be mothballed. Rather than letting those technologies gradually become obsolete, it was better to sell them for cash.

On February 24th, Britain expected He Rui to proceed to the UK, but unexpectedly, he took a train directly to the Netherlands. The 1928 Olympic Games were to be held in Amsterdam from May 17th to August 12th, and China was participating. Advance personnel from the delegation had already arrived in Amsterdam.

He Rui's visit to the Netherlands was warmly welcomed by the Dutch government. During his meetings with the Dutch King and Prime Minister, He Rui had full exchanges regarding colonial and trade issues between China and the Netherlands. After the official meetings, He Rui also visited the Chinese delegation's residence to offer his regards to the advance personnel, expressing his hope that through their efforts, the Chinese delegation would be able to quickly recover their physical condition upon arrival in Amsterdam and achieve good results in the Olympics.

It was not until the morning of February 27th that He Rui concluded his visit to the Netherlands and took a ship to Britain.

At noon that day, He Rui's warship appeared at a British port and was immediately met with a warm welcome from the British government. When He Rui and his party disembarked, a Royal Gold State Coach was already waiting outside the port. This was top-tier British treatment; Britain's attitude toward China was self-evident.

Everything that followed went smoothly. After extensive diplomatic protocols, they attended a banquet hosted by the King of England. Britain's regard for He Rui was demonstrated through these procedures. On February 28th, He Rui finally met with Prime Minister Baldwin.

Both China and Britain had previously spoken out in the newspapers. Baldwin had stated that after defeating China, he would have He Rui arrested and paraded through the streets of India. He Rui had responded that however long Britain wanted to fight, China would oblige; they would wipe out the British army in India, destroy the British Raj, and liberate India from its colonial status.

Yet, upon meeting, the two shook hands warmly like old friends and exchanged greetings. Baldwin even stated quite frankly, "China and Britain have a history of 200 years of mutual embassies. The tragic events in between were all caused by poor communication and misunderstanding. I hope that in the future, China and Britain can prevent such tragedies through greater communication."

He Rui expressed his agreement, though he disapproved in his heart. He had absolutely no goodwill toward Britain. So no matter how correct Baldwin's words were, He Rui judged them purely rationally, without any emotional resonance.

Afterward, the two engaged in exchanges. Regarding the Sino-British financial cooperation proposed by Baldwin, He Rui frankly stated, "China is a country that keeps its word. At this stage, China is happy to see Sino-British cooperation. Whether it is financial cooperation or investment, the Chinese government will support it. However, this support cannot affect the agreements between China and France."

Even after being rejected so explicitly, Baldwin expressed no displeasure. If He Rui hadn't done this, Baldwin would have truly looked down on him. But the necessary probing could not be omitted. Baldwin asked, "In other words, the franc will become the priority currency for the Chinese government's foreign trade. From a financial perspective, this is not beneficial for China's international trade."

"Mr. Prime Minister, this matter falls under the category of things that cannot be discussed," He Rui replied decisively.

Seeing He Rui's attitude was so clear, Baldwin turned to the issue of Most Favored Nation status between China and Britain. Although the war between the two countries had ended and three joint communiqués had been issued, the implementation process was not fast. This could not be entirely blamed on the British government. The Sino-British War had caused hundreds of thousands of British casualties, and the captured ANZAC troops were currently facing trial at the Asian International Tribunal. The trials were expected to be basically completed by the end of 1928 or early 1929.

According to the evidence already confirmed and various confessions, approximately 40% of the ANZAC officers and soldiers would be executed. Especially the officers—about 80% of them would likely end up on the gallows. Under such circumstances, no one could expect domestic support in Britain for a rapid restoration of good relations with China.

However, Sino-French cooperation was actually a good opportunity for Britain. The British cabinet could use this pressure to push through quite a few policies. At the very least, the Sino-British Most Favored Nation treatment could be signed.

Baldwin looked very tired, and his tone sounded weary. He Rui could understand just how much pressure this British Prime Minister, who was desperately trying to repay debts, was under. Even for Britain, repaying billions of pounds in war debt was extremely strenuous. From an economic perspective, currency is the blood in the veins of the economy; repaying war loans is equivalent to drawing blood. When a person loses blood, their body weakens. When an economy loses blood, it also leads to weakness.

To increase the body's ability to generate blood, one must expand the scale of the economy. China was still far from modernization; although poor, it had immense room for improvement. Britain, on the other hand, was a highly developed industrial nation. To expand its economic scale, it could only rely on the emergence of new technological breakthroughs.

But where would technological breakthroughs in human society appear so easily? In He Rui's original timeline, although Britain participated in the subsequent information technology revolution and the computer technology revolution, and even led the world in gene technology development for a time, Britain failed to seize any of these technological revolutions to become the leader of that technology. Thus, Britain's relative decline continued from 1928 for a hundred years, always remaining in a state of relative decline.

It was evident that Prime Minister Baldwin was exhausting his wisdom and energy in an attempt to reverse this process. He Rui just didn't know if Prime Minister Baldwin truly realized that he was merely a "paperhanger," making efforts that were actually of little use. However, He Rui ultimately refrained from asking this. After all, Britain was still the world hegemon at this time. Baldwin could not imagine what Britain would look like after losing its qualification as world hegemon. Naturally, he could not understand that what he was doing was futile work.

After all, the "futile work" He Rui referred to was Britain's attempt to maintain its world hegemony.

The real area for cooperation between China and Britain at this stage was in security. So, after probing other fields, Prime Minister Baldwin turned the topic to naval construction. "Mr. Chairman, the negotiations for the second phase of the Washington Naval Treaty will begin by 1933. As a stabilizing force in the Far East, China needs to build its own naval power. Britain believes that China should possess a sufficient quota."

Unlike his previous perfunctory responses, He Rui answered frankly this time: "I agree with your view, Mr. Prime Minister. However, China's shipbuilding capability remains weak, so we have no plans to build a blue-water navy at this stage. But when the second phase arrives in 1933, China will seek a reasonable quota based on our own shipbuilding capacity."

Baldwin was very disappointed. He Rui's answer meant that China intended to strive to develop its own shipbuilding capacity. Britain, meanwhile, hoped to control China's shipbuilding capacity within its own hands. But China was a major power with complete sovereignty, and Britain had no way to force China to accept Britain's "kindness."

Even so, Baldwin did not give up completely. "Britain has always been helping China's naval construction, especially in terms of naval officer training, providing long-term assistance to China. Britain is still willing to provide comprehensive assistance to China now."

He Rui smiled. "I am aware of this. A portion of our navy's current officers are students of British naval schools. Therefore, we look forward to exchanges with Britain regarding the advanced studies of naval personnel."

Baldwin could only reluctantly express that he was happy to see such exchanges, though he was quite disappointed in his heart. He Rui's answer was very clear: China would not accept Britain training its basic naval personnel. It wasn't that the teaching standards of current British naval schools and academies were worse than China's. Rather, basic naval education provided entirely by Britain would determine that the naval personnel receiving this education would be greatly influenced by Britain.

He Rui wanted to build a naval force that belonged completely to China, so the training of basic naval personnel had to align completely with the rhythm of China's naval development. Naturally, there was no reason to let Britain help with the training. As for naval personnel exchanges, that meant excellent naval officers who had received their own country's naval education going abroad to broaden their horizons, not turning to enter the British naval education system.

By this point, Baldwin found that he had basically finished discussing the content he had prepared. He had his secretary bring in tea and chatted with He Rui while drinking. "I wonder if you have any arrangements for today, Mr. Chairman?"

He Rui answered readily, "Today I am to accept an exclusive interview with the BBC. British journalists have a high standard, and I always feel I will be subjected to all sorts of difficulties. Do you have any advice, Mr. Prime Minister?"

Hearing about British journalists, Baldwin could only smile, a smile filled with helplessness. British journalists would not only make things difficult for He Rui; Baldwin, the British Prime Minister, was also subjected to difficulties during interviews. In this matter, they were birds of a feather, so there was no need to mock anyone.

After chatting for a while longer, He Rui stood up. "Mr. Prime Minister, I will take my leave first."

Baldwin stood up. "I will listen to your interview on the BBC."
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BBC stands for the British Broadcasting Corporation. The BBC was founded in 1922, funded jointly by several major consortiums. The company's initial purpose at its inception was to establish a broadcast transmission network covering the entire country to facilitate future nationwide broadcasting. In 1927, the BBC received a Royal Charter and became a public corporation funded by the British government.

A British state-owned enterprise guarantees its independence through a Royal Charter, with a Board of Governors responsible for the company's operations. The twelve governors are nominated by the British Prime Minister and appointed by the British Monarch. The members of the Board of Governors are appointed by the government, each serving a four-year term, while the daily work of the company is the responsibility of the Director-General appointed by the Board.

Would such a company be overbearing during an interview?

Actually, no.

Three hours before He Rui accepted the BBC interview, the BBC finally completed the setting of the interview questions. These questions had to present a professional standard while also being acceptable to the other party; this required a high level of skill. At the same time, if the BBC were rude, He Rui could completely end the interview. If ordinary people didn't understand the reasons, so many commentators and media peers would see clearly. The sharpness of a question and whether it is rude are two different things.

By the time He Rui entered the BBC office building, the interview questions had been combed through several more times. At this moment, Prime Minister Baldwin had returned to his country villa, sitting by the fireplace in the living room. While warming himself by the fire, he held a Russian Blue cat in his arms. The cat lay on Prime Minister Baldwin's lap, feeling the warmth of the fireplace, emitting a soft purring sound. It slept quietly. Only its tail twitched occasionally; this slight tactile sensation made Prime Minister Baldwin feel relaxed and comfortable.

After a burst of music, the radio host's fluent London accent came from the speakers, "Dear ladies and gentlemen, today we have invited Mr. He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, to the broadcasting studio..."

Baldwin couldn't help but reach out and stroke the smooth, soft fur on the blue cat's back, his emotions fluctuating slightly. Because Prime Minister Baldwin had actually heard some rumors that some extreme conservatives, like Churchill, were said to want to assassinate He Rui.

It wasn't strange that some British people wanted to do this. But Baldwin really couldn't figure out why the extreme conservatives would come up with the idea of assassinating a head of state of the Republic of China who had been invited by the British King. To kill a visiting head of state was actually not difficult.

Now that He Rui had brought very few security personnel, with hundreds of thousands of army troops in Britain, He Rui could be easily killed with a single order from Baldwin. The problem lay in, 'what then'? After killing He Rui, Britain would first be considered a country without credit or bottom line. Before Britain gave a real explanation, no other head of state would ever visit Britain again. Moreover, Britain would be isolated diplomatically, or at least alienated.

Even if Britain was currently the world hegemon, and the assassination was done seamlessly without any flaws, so that China couldn't find the cause. However, according to the principle of reciprocity between great powers, in the future, when a British head of state went to China, they wouldn't need to consider personal safety at all.

To solve this problem, Britain must obtain China's 'understanding'. That is to say, Britain must give China an explanation. At that time, let alone Churchill, all those related to Churchill would be uprooted, and many innocent people would also be implicated. Therefore, Baldwin really couldn't figure out why anyone would threaten assassination.

Baldwin even suspected that this was a method deliberately released by the French or Americans to strike at the prestige of the British Empire.

But since He Rui was accepting the interview, it meant that up to now, no assassination incident had occurred. Baldwin continued to listen to the broadcast.

"...Mr. Chairman, after you took office, China's national strength recovered rapidly. What was the reason for the land reform policy you adopted?"

Baldwin felt that the BBC was indeed the BBC; the trap was already prepared in the question. It depended on whether He Rui would jump in. If He Rui stated that land reform was to destroy the landlord class, it would form a very bad impression among a considerable portion of the British public. Of course, another portion of the British public would support He Rui because of their dislike for aristocratic landlords.

He Rui's voice came from the radio. His English sounded unrelated to the British accent, but rather had an American flavor. "At that time, China's rural areas were already in a stage of actual bankruptcy. Before I took office, 90% of the population in China lived in poverty, and 40% of the population struggled on the line of death. Every year, hundreds of thousands of people died of hunger. As long as a natural disaster occurred, millions of people would die. The reason my government decided to implement land reform was simple: to keep the Chinese people away from the threat of starvation, China's rural areas had to undergo bankruptcy reorganization. Through bankruptcy reorganization, all Chinese citizens could obtain the means of production they relied on for survival."

The BBC reporter heard that He Rui's answer completely avoided the massive suppression and killing during the land reform, and did not ask about this issue. Because asking such a question would be very rude, and He Rui had many ways to avoid it. Most importantly, Britain's current short-term goal was to break up Sino-French cooperation. Openly offending He Rui would completely conflict with Britain's short-term goal.

So the BBC reporter asked the next question, "Then have the Chinese people obtained a happy life now?"

"Far from a happy life. The Chinese government has only completed the land reform policy, and the annual income of the Chinese people is just enough to let them escape the life-and-death line. But the Chinese people are still very poor."

Seeing that He Rui did not boast at all, the BBC reporter could only continue to ask: "We noticed that you are promoting an ambitious industrial plan. Can you introduce this plan?"

"It can't be called ambitious. Our industrial plan is just a plan that fits China's current national strength. Importing industrial technology and equipment from France to improve China's industrial system. Now China's total GDP is 67.9 billion Chinese Yuan, and tax revenue is about 20 billion Yuan. The exchange rate between the Chinese Yuan and the British Pound is about 10:1, and the current exchange rate between the Franc and the Pound is 100:1. The Chinese government borrowed 20 billion Francs, which is equivalent to 2 billion Chinese Yuan, or 200 million Pounds. Think about it, China has a population of nearly 500 million, which averages to 0.4 Pounds per person. This figure is really not large."

The British domestic media had reported extensively on Sino-French economic cooperation. Most listeners did not have the ability to analyze it and only felt that China seemed to have worked out a huge cooperation with France. Hearing that a Chinese person only averaged 0.4 Pounds, most listeners felt that this cooperation plan was very ordinary.

In the UK miners' strike of 1926, the average quarterly wage of miners was 34 Pounds, 6 Shillings, and 4 Pence. Compared with 0.4 Pounds, the wages of British miners were much higher.

Unlike ordinary British listeners, Baldwin heard that He Rui was actually stealing the concept. This interest-free loan was not issued to the Chinese public for consumption at all, but was used for industrial construction. Industrial construction would bring benefits every year. Being lightly described by He Rui, large-scale industrial construction actually became a loan of 0.4 Pounds per capita.

The BBC reporter obviously understood as well. He immediately followed up: "But industrial construction will enhance China's strength. Do you think this change in strength is not worth mentioning?"

"In the Chinese government's economic philosophy, what needs to be increased is the consumption power of the Chinese people. When consumption power increases, the economy becomes active. Can industrial investment increase consumption? It can probably increase orders for some enterprises in cities, and enterprises that get government orders will increase their income. But ordinary people cannot get government orders, so their consumption power cannot be improved. Since more than 80% of China's population is currently rural, investment must first increase the yield of agricultural products in China's rural areas, such as increasing yield per mu through synthetic ammonia fertilizers. If the grain produced by farmers increases every year, they can sell more grain, thereby increasing consumption power. Increasing the yield per mu of agricultural products, any agronomist can tell everyone, is not a very fast thing."

Hearing this, not only Baldwin, but also those knowledgeable scholars, business managers, and merchants in Britain in front of the radio were somewhat shaken by He Rui's plan. He Rui could speak lightly, but if this plan to universally increase China's yield per mu was completed, even if it was an increase of 5%, the income of the Chinese state, where more than 80% of the population was rural, would increase by 4%. An annual increase of 4% in a country's overall income was by no means a slow growth rate for the current world.

British people of insight who had an overall concept of the national economy also calculated the volume of China's industrial development. Promoting a 5% increase in agricultural output, industrial output value would likely increase by 10%. The increase in total industrial and agricultural output value might reach 8%. This would be a considerably high growth.

The BBC reporter did not continue to discuss this issue, because if they continued, most listeners would not understand. Moreover, He Rui might not necessarily want to talk so deeply.

"Mr. Chairman, why did you choose France instead of Britain?"

"The Chinese government initially considered three countries: Britain, France, and the United States. According to our judgment, France was the least likely to propose additional conditions to us. Moreover, in the short term, there are still many practical obstacles affecting comprehensive economic cooperation between our country and Britain and the United States. Therefore, we first proposed cooperation suggestions to France. And France immediately fully accepted our suggestions, so we did not continue to contact Britain and the United States." He Rui answered very straightforwardly. There was actually not much to hide in politics between great powers. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox, so there was no need to play *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*.

The BBC reporter didn't feel there was anything wrong with He Rui's answer, but he smiled and said: "French newspapers call you 'Honest Man He'. I now have to admit that this title from the French newspapers fits reality very well."

Baldwin couldn't help but smile bitterly when he heard this. He picked up the Russian Blue cat from his lap, put it on the floor, stood up himself, and walked to the window with his hands behind his back. It was already dark, and the fine rain of late winter in Britain seemed endless. Raindrops fell on the ground and tapped against the window. These slight sounds added a bit of coldness to the silence of the suburban manor.

In the radio behind him, the BBC interview was continuing. He Rui's choice of words and sentences in his answers was very humble and polite in English. But the content He Rui spoke of was confident and proud. This Chairman of the Republic of China not only described China's bright future to those listeners who could understand, but was also calling on British companies to invest in China, participate in China's construction together, and share China's 'growth dividend'.

...

"Mr. Chairman, according to what you said, British companies investing in China can enjoy the same treatment as French companies?"

"That is not the case." He Rui decisively expressed opposition, "All enterprises investing in China will be treated equally. China is a country governed by the rule of law and has legal regulations for investment. These legal regulations will not change because the investor is a French enterprise or a British enterprise."

"For British companies, French companies have already seized the first opportunity. Mr. Chairman must surely understand the concerns of British companies, right?"

"I can understand the feelings of British companies. So I want to emphasize that French companies seized the first opportunity because China and France have already signed the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement, and cooperation has already begun. But China is a country with a population of nearly 500 million, and the space for foreign companies to invest is very large. As long as British companies conduct serious investigations in China, they will definitely find a large number of investment opportunities. China is a country governed by the rule of law. For all foreign companies investing in China, we regulate them with the same legal regulations and the same law enforcement standards. So British companies don't need to have any worries; they will not receive discriminatory treatment."

Baldwin sat back in the recliner and continued to listen to the interview. But at this moment, Baldwin didn't care much about this interview anymore, because in the interview content up to now, He Rui was using the Sino-French cooperation that had already begun to indicate China's attitude to the British side.

One move short, and Baldwin had no more options.



★


Chapter 548: Visiting Europe (13)

Volume 5 — Chapter 78

❧ ❧ ❧


Comrade Stalin was very concerned about He Rui's trip to Europe. Especially when he learned that He Rui had actually signed a Sino-French economic cooperation agreement with France, Comrade Stalin was even stunned for a few seconds, momentarily unsure of how to face this matter.

As a revolutionary and political leader from the Tsarist era, Stalin was no stranger to France engaging in such cooperation. Tsarist Russia had engaged in such cooperation with France, and after the Russian Revolution, the Soviet Union handled these debts. In accordance with Comrade Lenin's stance of not repaying odious debts, the Soviet Union felt it had reasonably disposed of these debts. However, the French side insisted that the Soviet government owed debts and was not repaying them. This was also one of the reasons why France participated in the containment of the Soviet Union.

Now that France had actually signed such an agreement with China again, while Comrade Stalin could not determine all the details of the Sino-French cooperation, he could only understand it according to the judgment of the revolutionary mentor: 'France, this usury imperialism, never changes its thieving nature.'

Soon, Comrade Stalin made a judgment based on the economic report of the Supreme Council of the National Economy of the Soviet Union and ordered the establishment of a Central Bureau for Foreign Consultation under the Supreme Council of the National Economy, specifically responsible for leading the introduction and utilization of foreign technological forces.

So, Vyacheslav Molotov, People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs of the Soviet Union, started preparing to visit China. At this time, He Rui was still visiting the UK, and the earliest return time would probably be in April. Molotov visited Grigory Konstantinovich Ordzhonikidze, Chairman of the Supreme Council of the National Economy.

From 1921, Comrade Stalin was in charge of Sino-Soviet trade. Initially, it wasn't a special arrangement, just that someone had to be responsible for it, and the Politburo decided Comrade Stalin would be responsible. As a result, Sino-Soviet trade became increasingly valuable to the Soviet Union. In the process of Comrade Stalin's rapid rise in prestige within the party, this work he was responsible for also played a certain role.

Grigory's position corresponds to a Minister of Finance in foreign countries. Grigory also served as the People's Commissar for Heavy Industry, so Molotov actually felt that perhaps he hadn't found the right person. However, when Molotov took out the gift he brought, Darjeeling black tea, Grigory was immediately happy.

Holding the black tea emitting a sweet fragrance, Molotov asked: "Comrade Grigory, I am very interested in the help of imported goods for agricultural collection mentioned in your report. Could you explain it more clearly?"

Commissar Grigory, like Molotov, was a Politburo member of the CPSU who firmly supported General Secretary Stalin. Although he felt that more detailed content could probably be sought from the People's Commissar for Agriculture, since it involved two fields, Grigory was also one of the persons in charge. His two thick eyebrows slightly turned up, and he explained while drinking tea: "The plan of 'Light Industrial Goods to the Countryside' has achieved success."

Molotov knew that this was similar to China's "Bicycles to the Countryside" plan. The state sent goods needed by the people to the countryside and sold them directly to rural areas. In these aspects, the Soviet Union felt a great sense of familiarity with many policies of the Chinese government. Directly borrowing them was no pressure at all.

"This policy is very successful. The total amount of goods purchased by farmers and collective farms has increased by three times, and the enthusiasm for handing over grain has also increased," Grigory explained.

Molotov nodded slightly. All along, there had been massive problems with the Soviet Union's grain collection. Forcing farmers to hand over grain with bayonets was a norm in the early days of the revolution, and grain collection was a long-term problem afterwards. Even in the past two years, Comrade Kirov, whom Comrade Stalin valued very highly, had said harsh words when he was in the Leningrad (St. Petersburg) region: "When collecting grain, if you see a farmer's legs shaking, go and raid his house. You will definitely find hidden grain." Under such circumstances, if Grigory said 'enthusiasm for handing over grain has increased', one could imagine how successful the grain collection actually was.

Grigory finished a cup of tea, refilled the water, and poured another cup. The honey taste of that black tea was truly comfortable. Although there was still some gap between Darjeeling black tea and Fujian black tea, the price of Darjeeling black tea was there. Soviet foreign trade personnel naturally chose products with high cost-performance ratios.

"We in the Soviet Union have the ability to produce light industrial goods, and also the ability to mass-produce light industrial goods. But we cannot mass-produce light industrial goods at such a low price," Grigory lamented.

As a commissar trusted by Comrade Stalin, he would not be misunderstood for saying this. Molotov nodded, expressing agreement. Just as Grigory said, in the initial stage of Sino-Soviet trade, the Soviet Union on one hand had doubts about the quality of Chinese industrial goods, and also worried that China would use the Soviet Union as a dumping ground for industrial goods. But none of these things happened. The quality of Chinese light industrial goods was passable, and the price was truly favorable.

In addition to high cost-performance, the quantity was large and sufficient. China also provided the Soviet Union with technology and equipment for producing light industrial goods through cooperation with the Soviet Union, and had no intention of turning the Soviet Union into a dumping ground. Moreover, China did not suppress the prices of Soviet raw materials, and both sides conducted quite fair trade. So in recent years, the Soviet Union did not deliberately expand the policy of Sino-Soviet trade, but it exported more and more raw materials to China and purchased more and more light industrial goods from China.

Molotov asked: "Has the Supreme Council of the National Economy already formulated a calculation formula based on economic needs?"

"...Indeed, based on domestic demand, a portion of import and export transaction volume has been formulated." Grigory admitted part of it.

"At this stage, is there a gap between the evaluation of light industrial goods for farmers and the current import volume?" Molotov asked straightforwardly.

Grigory knew that Molotov would conduct diplomatic negotiations with China, and Sino-Soviet trade was one of them, so it was necessary to answer this question. "According to discussions, if grain collection can increase by one time, it can completely meet economic needs."

Molotov probably got the answer he wanted. If he went to ask the People's Commissariat for Agriculture, the answer he got would likely be 'the more grain collected, the better', which would be meaningless. But at this time there was another question. Molotov asked: "Has the number of armed security personnel in the grain collection teams decreased?"

Grigory smiled, and Molotov smiled along. Both knew that this was a very implicit expression. The so-called armed security personnel were military forces used to intimidate farmers with force. And Molotov's question was not only not funny, but actually very realistic and serious. If grain collection did not require bringing armed forces, it meant that the rural contradictions in the Soviet Union had been greatly improved.

"Comrade Molotov, the work of the current armed security personnel is limited to protecting the transported goods. And this part of the work has also begun to be borne by local militias. Farmers and cooperative members can already buy most light industrial goods from cooperatives. What really needs escorting are the light industrial goods used as rewards."

After this discussion, Molotov got the answer he wanted. After Molotov took his leave, Grigory drank tea while thinking about the 'calculation formula' mentioned just now.

When going to collect grain with bayonets, one didn't need to consider any formula, only how much grain could be collected in the end. Now using light industrial goods to exchange for grain, there must be a formula. The collected grain is linked to commodities, and the calculation of the costs consumed to produce and trade these commodities is actually quite complex.

Simply put, the imported light industrial goods require the Soviet Union to produce a certain amount of export goods, and the costs consumed must at least be equivalent. And through importing light industrial goods, how much help does it provide for national economic development, for eliminating domestic contradictions, and for improving social stability?

Overall, the prices of China's light industrial goods do not have a particularly large advantage compared to other countries. But the good thing is that the quantity is large and sufficient, and the real help is mainly reflected in solving the Soviet Union's domestic contradictions. When farmers can buy a large amount of cheap light industrial goods, their enthusiasm for producing grain and handing over grain naturally increases.

With the increase in the amount of grain collected, the number of urban industrial population that can be supported naturally increases. The wages the Soviet Union pays to workers and farmers are actually not low. With sufficient grain supply in cities and sufficient supply of light industrial goods, the work enthusiasm of workers in cities also increases accordingly.

Drinking another cup of tea, Grigory returned to his study and took out some documents to start studying. That was the list of Sino-French cooperation projects that had already been announced, many of which were products in the light industrial field. Writing a few notes, Grigory would think for a while.

Although the revolutionary mentor called France "Usury Imperialism", France is indeed one of the handful of industrial countries in the world. France's light industrial goods are of good quality and low price, and the prices of many industrial goods are lower than similar Chinese industrial goods.

If China, after obtaining these technologies, can transfer the production technology to the Soviet Union after digesting and absorbing them, and at the same time export industrial goods of the same quality as France to the Soviet Union at a lower price, that would be wonderful.

The Soviet Union has conducted massive resource exploration since the Tsarist era. The reserves of timber, coal, minerals, and oil are all extremely huge. The Soviet Union's heavy industry also has quite a foundation. If it can obtain technology transfer, the Soviet Union's heavy industry can also produce excellent products. As long as these products are exported to China, it is enough to balance trade and import a large amount of cheap light industrial goods from China.

The changes in grain collection in these few years have touched Grigory deeply. A powerful socialist country is fully capable of letting the people live a good life. Fair trade can greatly improve the efficiency of improving people's quality of life. So Grigory is very looking forward to Sino-French cooperation. Because in Sino-Soviet trade, China does not require the Soviet Union to provide international hard currencies like pounds or US dollars, nor does it force the Soviet Union to accept Chinese Yuan. Both sides only use account clearing, and the settlement time is usually one quarter. Afterwards, based on the settlement results, orders are continued or cancelled. For a country like the Soviet Union that lacks foreign exchange, it is really too convenient.

Moreover, after Sino-French technical cooperation, the Soviet Union can also understand the latest level of technological development in Europe by visiting China. Although Western Europe has closed the door to technical cooperation with the Soviet Union, the Soviet Union has opened a new door in the East. This kind of technical cooperation also does not require the Soviet Union to pay precious metals or hard currencies like pounds or US dollars, and can also solve the Soviet Union's demand for advanced technology.

Of course, these things will certainly not be that simple in the execution process. People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs Molotov will definitely have to put in a lot of effort.

If He Rui knew the Soviet side's thoughts, he would definitely be very happy. Because this is also the direction He Rui hopes for. So He Rui also visited many famous British enterprises in the UK. After He Rui entered the factories to visit under the polite guidance of the enterprise owners and persons in charge, He Rui was indeed somewhat disappointed.

When giving a speech at the École Normale Supérieure in Paris, He Rui mentioned a disadvantage of the capitalist system. The contradiction between private ownership of means of production and socialized mass production is one of the fundamental contradictions of the capitalist system. British enterprises are still using steam power in large quantities. Even though British steam power has been tempered and developed for three hundred years and has reached the limit that steam power can achieve, the steam revolution is still backward compared to the electrical revolution.

He Rui does not believe that the UK lacks the technical strength for the electrical revolution, but the massive investment based on the steam revolution has now become a burden for the UK. Scrapping these investments would cost a large sum of money, and investing in the electrical revolution and developing internal combustion engines would be another large investment. Among British capitalists, a large number will inevitably be finished. Concerning life and death, how could British capitalists commit suicide?
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After confirming that British enterprises in early 1928 still hadn't completely broken away from steam power, He Rui relaxed and began to view these products—perhaps the pinnacle of the steam age—with an appreciative eye. It had to be said, this was a genuine novelty tour.

"Multi-rivet Steam Rigid"—referring to multi-turret, riveted armor, steam power, and rigid suspension—had always been a dream toy for military enthusiasts on the internet. Most of these contraptions only appeared in CG images and text; in real life, no one would spend a fortune to build such a giant toy. Now seeing British steam equipment with his own eyes, He Rui felt he must appreciate it thoroughly.

The British Foreign Secretary, who was accompanying He Rui, keenly noticed the change in his expression and felt slightly surprised. His old superior had introduced Qing dynasty officials from before 1900, noting that because they didn't understand machinery, they would sometimes show unusual enthusiasm. But He Rui didn't look like such an ignorant person, so this sudden interest was suspicious.

Chairman Henry, who was leading the tour, was a British gentleman. He also noticed He Rui's sudden interest, as well as the Foreign Secretary's reaction. At this moment, the group had just walked out of a workshop. The roaring sound of machines was a bit unbearable for the beautiful female secretary beside He Rui, causing her to frown slightly. Moreover, the road surface outside the factory building was a mixture of coal slag and oil sludge under the rain. He Rui took the female secretary's hand, allowing her to leverage his support to cross two relatively wide puddles floating with a layer of colorful oil slicks.

Chairman Henry was slightly surprised. He Rui's unmarried status was no secret. Originally, Chairman Henry guessed that He Rui's orientation might be "quite British"—after all, Britain was a "corrupt country" where same-sex love was everywhere. Furthermore, British sources of joy were also quite stimulating, with whipping rooms everywhere to counter inner pain through physical suffering. Now seeing the relationship between He Rui and his female secretary, it turned out he was just an ordinary unmarried middle-aged man. This prompted Chairman Henry to immediately find a moment to order a change in the reception arrangements, swapping the handsome men in the office for beautiful women.

In the end, these arrangements didn't succeed. Because He Rui saw that his female secretary truly couldn't stand the factory environment, he found an excuse to let her leave the tour group first. Then, He Rui, like he was looking at a beloved toy, enthusiastically examined the large-scale steam equipment in the British factory to his heart's content.

After finishing the viewing, He Rui didn't go to the office at all but left directly. When the British Foreign Office gave the adjusted tour itinerary to the Chinese delegation the next day, they learned that He Rui still wanted to follow the previous itinerary.

Interested in factories on the first day, but having zero interest in the temporarily added factory tours on the second day—the British Foreign Office had to guess: could it be because He Rui cared very much about the female secretary's feelings?

No one in the Chinese delegation thought so. The Minister of Industry and the Minister of Commerce were both negotiating and signing agreements with the French in France. Foreign Minister Yan Huiqing chatted with the comrades sent by the Ministry of Industry and the Ministry of Commerce. "Will these British steam-age industrial enterprises face restrictions if they invest in China?"

"If the British are willing to assume sole responsibility for their profits and losses and build wholly-owned factories, we won't restrict them. But they shouldn't expect to receive our policy funding support. Unless the factory's production process has a huge advantage, fits the concept of modular production, and can quickly replace the parts that use steam power."

Yan Huiqing felt he only half-understood, so he went to see He Rui. After listening to Yan Huiqing's question, He Rui thought for a moment before answering, "We may not necessarily let state-owned enterprises undertake the majority of the investment."

"Private enterprises will undertake it?" Yan Huiqing was somewhat shocked.

"Why should we support private enterprises?" He Rui asked back.

Yan Huiqing couldn't figure out where the problem lay and was speechless for a moment. However, after a while, he asked, "Let's go back to the original question. Will we let British steam power enterprises invest in China?"

"We have already completed the formulation of national investment policies. At this stage, our biggest guard is against speculative capital coming to China. Moreover, we control foreign exchange and the inflow and outflow of capital. Therefore, we can control speculative capital causing trouble in China. For investment in the industrial field, as long as it complies with Chinese regulations, we will allow it. If British enterprises comply with the regulations, even if they use steam power, we will agree."

"What is the core of this regulation?" Yan Huiqing felt he had grasped the main point.

"The core is how high their average production efficiency is. Under the condition of ensuring our labor protection laws, enterprises whose average productivity meets the standard can come to China to invest."

"Is it not self-financing?" Yan Huiqing felt somewhat unexpected.

"Foreign enterprises come to invest with the goal of making a profit. Industrial investment takes a long time, requires large investment, and has high risks. If we let those enterprises with low labor productivity come to China from the beginning, they will definitely lose money. Rather than that, it is better to tell them clearly from the start that we do not accept their investment. It saves everyone trouble. Moreover, such regulations are also conducive to the normal development of enterprises. Those enterprises with high productivity are also willing to invest in an environment with high production efficiency because the overall efficiency is high. Doing business is not afraid of crowding."

Yan Huiqing felt that the previous part was straightened out, so he asked, "Why do you hope that private capital will undertake it?"

"This involves several issues. State-owned enterprises (SOEs) must play a role in the military industry field and fields related to national welfare and the people's livelihood. Because SOEs have a very realistic difficulty, which is who will bear the risk. Minister Yan, any investment, whether it is production or R&D, has risks. SOEs are state investments; what will the people's requirements for their risk be?"

"...Preferably no risk," Yan Huiqing sighed.

"Therefore, for these relatively high-risk fields, we would rather let those private enterprises that dare to take risks undertake them. Moreover, these private enterprises cannot do whatever they want; they must execute according to the method of combining industry, R&D, and academia. Instead of them putting up some money themselves and then getting something for nothing, tricking money from the state. If we do that, rest assured, a large number of scam projects will definitely appear. And these projects will inevitably gain government recognition by corrupting leading cadres."

"Can you give a simple example?" Yan Huiqing didn't think for himself.

"This enterprise doesn't even need to pursue state shareholding, or the state holding 100% of the shares; neither is a problem. Industrial production requires efficiency, production capacity, and a large amount of technical and engineering capabilities accumulated in the process of practice. The enterprise is just a carrier, a tool to achieve a certain goal according to capital operations. A lot of the worry is that the government is conversely manipulated by these tools, rather than the government using the tools to achieve its goals."

Yan Huiqing felt as if he understood a lot, but also as if he didn't understand. But he continued to listen, wanting to unify it through the context.

"For example, large-scale synthetic ammonia enterprises—after the equipment is shipped over, can it operate well? This is the goal of the first stage. The second stage: can we reverse-engineer the entire principle of the large-scale synthetic ammonia production line, as well as the design and operation ideas of each link? And through such reverse engineering, replace those original equipment parts with Chinese-produced parts. The third stage: can we iterate the technology of this set of equipment based on our understanding of the principles and process ideas? That is to say, by adjusting and replacing parts with upgraded technology on the original equipment, improve the production efficiency of this equipment. The fourth stage: based on technological iteration, design and produce our own complete sets of equipment. Even with new complete sets of equipment, technological iteration will not end. Instead, it proceeds in a cycle."

"...Hmm..." Yan Huiqing felt as if he understood, but also felt something was wrong. After thinking for a while, he felt he found the key. "Will private enterprises be willing to continue like this? If it were a state-owned enterprise, at least with one order, they would do it."

He Rui nodded. "This is a very good question. In a sense, this is also the defining standard for what is socialism and what is capitalism. For capital, the interest of capital is paramount. If the goal of the state is to satisfy the interests of capital, then if this country says it is a socialist country, no one will believe it. If a country pursues the development of productive forces while ensuring the social bottom line and constantly giving citizens opportunities for improvement, then is such a development opportunity capitalism?"

"...I was asking about SOEs being more reliable than private enterprises." Yan Huiqing felt He Rui had gone off-topic.

He Rui felt that Yan Huiqing indeed couldn't quite understand some of the troublesome matters in politics, reinforcing his determination to move Yan Huiqing to another post after returning to China this time. He then continued to explain to Yan Huiqing, "In this development process, we will give laborers remuneration. Technological progress iteration, patent fees—all will be there. And the state will also force enterprises to adopt new technologies. If they can withstand such tests, those enterprises can continue. If they can't hold up, they should collapse."

"But is there really anyone willing to bear such huge risks?" Yan Huiqing still felt He Rui was too optimistic.

He Rui laughed. "Haha, Minister Yan, based on my personal experience, for those professionals, these are not risks at all. The risk they face is only one: when solving problems according to laws, they cannot find collaborators. And we will provide academic and research support for technical cooperation to ensure they know how to continue moving forward in the next step. When they need financial support, we will also provide funds according to their plans. Many people don't know what to do even with these, but there are also some people who only need these to continue. Selecting such people from numerous candidates is the government's job. The government must have the ability to make judgments."

Yan Huiqing was speechless for a moment. He felt He Rui's requirements were too high, but as the Foreign Minister, Yan Huiqing also knew he wasn't actually responsible for this. Moreover, Yan Huiqing also discovered that he actually couldn't be responsible for it. Different trades are like different mountains; the gap within was not something that could be replaced by experience in other fields.

After chatting with Yan Huiqing, He Rui continued to read materials. These materials were about the UK General Strike of 1926. At the time, He Rui hadn't paid special attention, but after arriving in the UK this time, he discovered that this event actually had a significant impact on the UK.

In 1914, British dockers, transport workers, and coal miners established the "Triple Alliance." But in 1916, the British government nationalized coal mines. During the British economic crisis of 1921, the government returned the coal mines to private mine owners. To shift losses, many mine owners proposed lowering miners' wages and extending working hours. After the proposal was flatly rejected by miners and unions, mine owners threatened to close mines one after another. On April 15, 1921, British coal miners went on strike but did not receive support from the other two parties of industrial workers in the "Triple Alliance." The alliance collapsed; this day was called "Black Friday."

In 1925, then-Chancellor of the Exchequer Churchill ordered the pound to return to the gold standard at the pre-war exchange rate. The pound appreciated, which further reduced British coal exports. Labor disputes in the hard-hit British coal industry became increasingly serious. When labor and management were in a stalemate, the British government intervened to mediate. On July 31, 1925, Stanley Baldwin's Conservative cabinet proposed that the government provide a special subsidy of 23 million pounds to the coal mining industry for nine months to maintain the miners' original wage levels. Miners and unions considered this a major victory for themselves; this day was also a Friday, so it was called "Red Friday." But in reality, this special subsidy could only solve the immediate urgency. Nine months later, the money was spent, and the problem still existed. Mine owners continued to advocate the original proposal of wage cuts and extended working hours.

At this time, the Sino-British War broke out. For the sake of stability, the UK froze this matter. Moreover, with British conscription, a large number of British youths joined the army, reducing the domestic labor supply and the number of miners. This also led to wages being maintained.

However, after the Battle of Shankou ended in 1926, the UK found it was powerless to solve the problem through war and could only choose peace. It was also at this time that the Royal Commission headed by Samuel conducted a six-month investigation deep into major coal mines. In September 1926, the committee submitted a report agreeing to the mine owners' proposal to cut wages by 13% and extend working hours from 7 hours to 8 hours a day. Miners and unions flatly rejected the proposal. Afterwards, the UK General Strike began.

About 3 million people participated in the strike, including every major industrial sector. The national economy fell into chaos. In some places, strike committees and action committees controlled transportation and food supply, exercising part of the functions of local government organs. The Communist Party of Great Britain also proposed requirements such as nationalizing mines and establishing workers' supervision over coal mines. The general strike increasingly took on the nature of a political strike.

On October 11, a High Court judge declared the general strike illegal. The Baldwin government organized a large number of reserves to go into production to break the strike and refused to have any contact with the unions before work resumed. They also used the reorganization of the coal industry as bait to deceive the Trades Union Congress into agreeing to resume work. At this time, right-wing union leaders feared that the further development of the general strike and the intensification of the struggle would strengthen the influence of revolutionary forces. On October 12, the General Council of the Trades Union Congress announced the end of the general strike. Subsequently, right-wing leaders of various unions signed humiliating agreements with business owners one after another, and the general strike failed.

Thereafter, miners persisted in striking alone for nearly seven months, eventually having to resume work on May 31, 1927, due to exhaustion of funds.

That is to say, in a sense, this British strike also disguisedly promoted the action where the UK had to hastily end the war in the Sino-British War.

But in the overall impact, China became a target of criticism by British officials. They believed that the Chinese and the British strike groups echoed each other, and there were issues of China interfering in British internal affairs and "British traitors" appearing within the UK.

The general strike dealt a heavy blow to the British bourgeoisie, demonstrating the strength and fighting spirit of the British working class. However, the failure of the general strike brought serious consequences to the British working class: in 1927, Parliament passed the *Trade Disputes and Trade Unions Act*, declaring general strikes and all sympathetic strikes illegal, prohibiting the organization of mass strike pickets, and restricting the right of unions to raise funds for political purposes. The worker masses called it the "Scab Charter." The British bourgeoisie, in cooperation with right-wing union leaders, began to vigorously promote the "industrial rationalization" movement, strengthening the suppression and exploitation of workers.

With He Rui's visit to the UK this time, the British right wing was very nervous. They thought it was possible that He Rui wanted to further stir up trouble within the UK, especially He Rui's speeches on politics, which were considered communist propaganda. The BBC, which interviewed He Rui, was unanimously criticized by the right wing, who believed the BBC was a communist media outlet.

He Rui finished reading the report on this matter and felt that he had indeed been too busy during this period and hadn't paid much attention to these things. Although capitalist forces in the UK were very strong at this stage, this was indeed a very good grip. He would help the British masses after leaving the UK.

Moreover, under the visit at this time, He Rui's understanding of the UK had also deepened a lot. The empire on which the sun never sets was setting, and there was no possibility of any rebound to be seen. After industrial decline, there was nothing left to talk about.

So He Rui invited Yan Huiqing over again. "I am preparing to end the visit to the UK."

"How to explain it to the UK?" Yan Huiqing was somewhat surprised.

"We have matters at home," He Rui replied.

Contrary to Yan Huiqing's expectations, the British Foreign Secretary actually expressed complete understanding of this. And he stated that the basic scheduled itinerary was completed, and the remaining itinerary would not affect Sino-British relations at all.

Thus, on March 7, He Rui ended his visit to the UK and left the UK. Watching He Rui leave on the ship in one piece, the British Foreign Secretary couldn't help but take out his handkerchief and wipe his sweat. According to some news, there were indeed assassins eager to make a move. The itinerary He Rui didn't execute was not visiting enterprises, but contacting British citizens.

In European history, assassination has always been a very important part. For instance, the fuse of the Great War in Europe was an assassination event. As for European kings and members of royal families, if they hadn't experienced some assassination events, they would be embarrassed to come out and brag.

Moreover, the assassination that might appear this time was based on ideology. There were some lunatics who chose assassination out of personal likes and dislikes. Furthermore, the contradictions between China and the UK were actually quite profound, so it wouldn't be strange for He Rui to encounter assassination. But at any rate, the matter ended smoothly. If anything happened to He Rui again, it would have nothing to do with the British government.

Thinking of future relations between China and the UK—at worst, visit China. Isn't that what the Foreign Minister's job is?
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On March 10th, He Rui and French President Doumergue sat by the swimming pool on the top deck of a luxury cruise liner. Both bathed in the warm breeze blowing from the African continent, dressed in shorts and short-sleeved shirts. Doumergue's granddaughter, a little over six years old, stood before them, speaking Chinese in a milky voice.

The little girl had just started learning Chinese, and her foreign accent was truly amusing, making He Rui laugh heartily. However, after saying simple common phrases like "Hello" and "Thank you," when He Rui picked up some candy from his side and offered it to her, she became shy. Refusing the candy, she hid directly behind her grandfather.

Doumergue pulled the little girl out and had her accept the candy from He Rui. After several prompts and encouragement, she finally said "Thank you" in Chinese before being let off by her grandfather. Seeing that she couldn't count on her grandfather, the little girl pulled her mother along to escape the control of the two old men, hiding on the other side of the pool to play.

Such a cute little fellow amused He Rui. President Doumergue, lying on a lounge chair under a parasol and comfortably enjoying the sea breeze, asked casually, "I wonder if the visit to the UK will be safe?"

He Rui was slightly stunned for a moment, then smiled, "I can see that the British side is also very worried."

"Mr. He, the British are actually reckless in many instances," President Doumergue continued to instigate casually.

He Rui enjoyed reading history, so various dark deeds of France popped up in his mind. For instance, tricking the black leader of the Haitian revolutionary army into negotiations only to kill him. Including later research indicating that French intelligence agencies were one of the masterminds behind the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand.

However, there was naturally no need to say these words. He Rui also lay down on the lounge chair and asked, "Thank you for your concern, Monsieur Doumergue. I have a very good understanding of the British style. Your worries are not without reason."

As long as it was about scolding the British, the French President immediately became interested. "Mr. He, you must know that the British gave clothes from smallpox patients to hostile natives, leading to the extermination of native tribes. This is just a continuation of this British style. Even earlier, Britain was famous for poison and daggers..."

Heads of state only look very solemn and dignified on formal occasions; in reality, they have all kinds of personalities. People who can climb to such positions are rarely of a tranquil nature. He Rui originally had no good feelings toward the UK, so when President Doumergue cursed the British as rogue killers, He Rui listened happily and naturally chimed in with a few words.

The Chinese and French heads of state happily blackened the UK's name for twenty minutes, both feeling very satisfied. After drinking a beverage to moisten his throat, Doumergue asked, "Mr. He, based on your understanding of the Soviet Union, do you think the Soviet Union will repay its debts?"

"In my view, repayment requires the capacity to repay first. When do you think the Soviet Union will possess the capacity to repay debts?"

President Doumergue felt that He Rui was too biased toward the Soviet Union due to geopolitical interests. At this moment, the conversation with He Rui was at a quite intimate and friendly level, so Doumergue simply spoke some truth, "I think this is a matter of attitude."

He Rui felt that President Doumergue had truly been in the limelight for the past year or so. First, as a mediator, he mediated the Anglo-Chinese War. Afterwards, Sino-French cooperation enabled the Franc to achieve a 100:1 exchange rate with the Gold Standard Sterling without being on the Gold Standard itself. This was originally a goal proposed by French Prime Minister (President of the Council of Ministers) Raymond Poincaré, but he had never been able to accomplish it. Unexpectedly, it was resolved by President Doumergue.

If Doumergue could also get the Soviet Union to recognize the money owed to France by the Tsarist Russian government, Doumergue would be destined to be called the most outstanding politician of France in the 1920s or even the 1930s. So He Rui poured a bucket of cold water first, "If France could have communicated with the Soviet Union with an attitude of mutual understanding and cooperation at the very beginning, perhaps the Soviet Union would have acknowledged the debt. As for now, I really can't see any solution."

"...By the way, are you satisfied with China joining the Svalbard Treaty?" Doumergue asked.

The *Svalbard Treaty* made the Svalbard archipelago the first and only demilitarized zone in the Arctic region. The treaty recognized that Norway "has full and absolute sovereignty," and the area "shall never be used for warlike purposes." However, citizens of the contracting parties can enter freely and engage in legitimate production and commercial activities within the scope of complying with Norwegian law. China joining the Svalbard Treaty at France's invitation meant that the Chinese also had the full right to enter the Svalbard archipelago region, establish a logistics base for Arctic expeditions, and carry out normal scientific expedition activities.

He Rui understood that this was President Doumergue asking He Rui to pay the price for France's goodwill, so he answered readily, "Monsieur Doumergue, I think that if I only help you contact the Soviets, the likely result is that even if the Soviet Union meets with French representatives, they will refuse to their faces. Then, what is the significance of such a meeting? I am still willing to be of service to you because of our friendship, but shouldn't this service be used in more valuable areas?"

Doumergue felt that He Rui's attitude was quite sincere. After pondering for a moment, he asked, "What demands would the Soviet Union make?"

"Probably a cooperation agreement between France and the Soviet Union identical to the cooperation between France and China."

Doumergue felt at this moment that this kind of requirement was not completely non-negotiable, and pursued, "Would the Soviet Union then acknowledge the debt and negotiate a repayment agreement?"

"...This returns to my original answer: the Soviet Union does not have the capacity to repay debts at this stage. What did Tsarist Russia use as collateral before? Does the Soviet Union have such political space now?" After He Rui finished speaking, he decided not to converse with Doumergue on this matter anymore. The French were indeed enthusiastic, but French enthusiasm was sometimes indeed too unreliable. However, on second thought, given the state of the French Third Republic, it was indeed difficult for politicians to have long-term plans.

While Doumergue began to think, He Rui stood up. "We are here on vacation, Monsieur Doumergue. I greatly appreciate France's Bouillabaisse (Provence fish soup). I'll treat you to this for lunch today."

The luxury cruise liner was not chartered by Doumergue and He Rui; there were very many wealthy tourists on the ship. He Rui walked to the guardrail on the top deck and looked down from above. He heard music playing; an open-air dance party was being held on the deck. Some ladies resting on the chairs beside the dance floor saw He Rui appear by the railing and waved to him. He Rui also waved back to those ladies but had no intention of going down.

Recalling the original timeline, He Rui remembered the layer of 'golden light' presented by European girls in the sunlight due to the dense hair on their arms. in that timeline, He Rui was quite wild when he went abroad, even having a slight tendency towards a collection fetish. But in this current timeline, perhaps because his overall actual psychological age was older, He Rui really didn't have the impulse to act foolishly.

At this moment, he heard President Doumergue behind him say, "I wonder if Bouillabaisse made with fish from the Indian Ocean will have more flavor."

Hearing that President Doumergue had temporarily dispelled his impulse, He Rui walked back to the side of the lounge chair, "Let us look forward to it."

"By the way, Mr. He, what do you think of the recent continuous attacks by Britain and the United States claiming that Sino-French cooperation will lead to dishonest trade?" President Doumergue finished speaking with a smile at the corner of his mouth.

He Rui took a Havana cigar from the cigar box between their lounge chairs, cut off the tail with a cigar cutter, and then sat back on the lounge chair. Smoking and asking, "Britain and the US probably want to set up trade barriers and are finding excuses for themselves. Anglos have always been like this."

"Is that so," President Doumergue answered as if waking from a dream. But He Rui was very clear that by saying this, President Doumergue should be indicating that if Britain and the US did this, France would implement equivalent trade sanctions.

After the cruise ship arrived at France's colony on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean and docked temporarily, the accompanying French journalists sent many photos to the port, ready to send them back to France. A few days later, French newspapers and magazines published photos of He Rui and President Doumergue in shorts and short sleeves, chatting and teasing a child by the swimming pool.

The next day, British newspapers immediately published the news "The French President's Unserious Diplomacy Will Inevitably Become a Laughingstock." French newspapers also immediately counterattacked, 'British newspapers distort facts; President Doumergue is on vacation, not a diplomatic visit. France's successful cooperation has stimulated the British islander mentality, and these islanders have started their traditional shameful rumor-mongering again.'

Originally, this war of words should have stopped quickly. Britain and France had been scolding each other for a hundred years; this little matter really didn't count as anything. But on March 13, 1928, not long after the cruise ship Doumergue and He Rui were on sailed into the Indian Ocean, the UK branch of the International Human Rights Organization, derived from the Asian International Court, published the 1927 Annual Human Rights Report. The report not only attacked the British government's conduct during the General Strike but also attached investigation reports such as the "East London Workers' Life Report" and "British Colonial Human Rights Report—Africa Section, Asia Section."

France naturally knew that it wasn't much better than the UK, but being able to embarrass the UK was enough. Although French right-wing newspapers did not publish excerpts of the report, they quoted the content published by French left-wing newspapers to attack the UK. As for the French left-wing newspapers, they cursed 'The British are not acting like humans.' They especially launched fierce attacks on Britain's behavior of collecting grain at low prices in India and selling it on the international market for profit, causing a large number of Indian people to starve to death.

This matter caused Baldwin to face fierce criticism in the House of Commons once again. This time, even Conservative MPs didn't defend Baldwin much. After all, the Conservative Party originally supported various inhumane actions by the UK and was the biggest beneficiary of these actions.

The attacks from the British opposition party did not question why the UK did these inhumane things, but cursed the Baldwin government for allowing international public opinion to be controlled by other countries. Of course, saying it was controlled was indeed a bit excessive. The International Human Rights Organization led by China did not have such great influence.

However, the International Human Rights Organization did indeed break Europe's monopoly on public opinion. Originally, all the great powers had dirty records; the eldest brother wouldn't speak of the second brother. On many matters, they would just gloss over them superficially. But China, this newly emerging great power, was incomparably clean in these areas. Although the International Human Rights Organization declared from the beginning that it was a non-governmental organization and also a non-profit organization, its headquarters being located in Shanghai was equivalent to obtaining China's moral endorsement. Coupled with the fact that the International Human Rights Organization did not whitewash colonialism and imperialism but comprehensively exposed various anti-human rights and anti-humanity facts, it indeed caused a great impact.

On his way back to the office, Prime Minister Baldwin felt that the assassins who were said to be assassinating He Rui were all gutless waste. Couldn't they disregard life and death, braving the rain of bullets from British security personnel to rush up and continue the assassination?! If they could shoot He Rui, this little bastard who was good at engaging in conspiracies and schemes, into a sieve, it would be a pretty good thing.

After feeling a bit of satisfaction in his heart, Prime Minister Baldwin also understood that this was absolutely unfeasible. When he returned to the office, the Foreign Secretary, who had been scolded together with him in Parliament, came to seek an audience. After the two met, the British Foreign Secretary immediately proposed to Prime Minister Baldwin, "Your Excellency, we should also utilize the UK branch of the International Human Rights Organization, instead of banning the activities of the International Human Rights Organization in the UK!"

After those MPs cursed Prime Minister Baldwin, they proposed banning the activities of the International Human Rights Organization in the UK. Anyone who engaged in secret activities for the International Human Rights Organization would be punished. They could even invoke clauses from the Treason Act.

The British Foreign Secretary felt this method was too stupid! Doing so, wouldn't it be announcing to the whole world that the International Human Rights Organization possessed a status and influence equal to the British government?

After listening to the Foreign Secretary's explanation, Baldwin asked about the human rights organization that Britain had organized in the League of Nations. After the Versailles Conference, Britain also set up an organization related to human rights in the League of Nations, with the aim of using this organization to serve British propaganda. Prime Minister Baldwin believed that they should use this organization to rival the International Human Rights Organization concocted by He Rui.

The British Foreign Secretary answered decisively: "Then we need to establish the UK branch of the International Human Rights Organization even more. At the same time, increase investment in the human rights organization under the League of Nations."

Hearing that money was to be spent, Prime Minister Baldwin instinctively hesitated. Seeing the Prime Minister's hesitation, the Foreign Secretary believed that he had temporarily prevented the Prime Minister from making a stupid decision to some extent. He also breathed a sigh of relief in his heart for being able to buy a little time.

Drinking a cup of clear tea in a few gulps, the Foreign Secretary gave a detailed explanation to Prime Minister Baldwin. Although Prime Minister Baldwin should have understood some explanations, the Foreign Secretary still made a systematic explanation.

The group of human rights organizations under the League of Nations was a pack of domesticated dogs, and a pack of dogs that couldn't be tamed at that. After all, those who could come to do human rights activities were all people who considered themselves reputable and conscientious. Moreover, the price of their conscience was very high. The price of dog food was also very high.

Letting a pack of domesticated dogs fight with a pack of wolves outside, the difference in combat effectiveness between the two sides can be imagined. Because that pack of dogs outside was fighting for the poor. In this world, are there more poor people or rich people? Does it even need to be asked? Even if God really manifested and the number of poor people was the same as the rich, are there more tragedies of the poor or tragedies of the rich?

Therefore, for human rights organizations, a two-pronged approach must be taken now. Every country has people dissatisfied with their own government domestically. Hire these people and let them launch fierce attacks against their country. Regardless of whether the UK has a dirty record, first dig out all the dirt of other countries and stink up the entire environment.

Utilize the human rights organizations under the League of Nations to conduct propaganda towards the middle class, making the middle class believe that their interests are harmed because of caring for the lower class, dividing the middle class and the lower class.

Only by weakening the International Human Rights Organization concocted by He Rui through this two-pronged approach can an advantage be gained in the public opinion war.

Prime Minister Baldwin fully understood the Foreign Secretary's line of thought, but he still asked his own question, "Can the problem be solved by restricting human rights organizations?"

The Foreign Secretary answered without hesitation: "Absolutely impossible."

Seeing Prime Minister Baldwin's disappointed expression, the Foreign Secretary explained: "Your Excellency, if there were only human rights organizations under the League of Nations, your hope might be realized. That kind of human rights organization indeed relies on our funding for activities, and their purpose is to obtain personal benefits through human rights activities. But the International Human Rights Organization concocted by He Rui is a group of arrogant lunatics; they are inciting with hatred. And the funds for this group of people are provided by China. Although China is very poor, this small amount of money is negligible compared to China's GDP of 67.9 billion Chinese Yuan and tax revenue of 20 billion Chinese Yuan."

Hearing such a sinister description, especially understanding through the numbers that China could easily support the International Human Rights Organization financially, Prime Minister Baldwin, despite being very unhappy in his heart, still supported the Foreign Secretary's suggestion. At the same time, Prime Minister Baldwin could only hope that his subordinate could really solve this thorny problem.
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Stepping onto Chinese soil, He Rui instinctively felt very relaxed. Even when the plane encountered turbulence several times, bumping up and down, He Rui felt completely at ease. At the airport, Wu Youping personally welcomed him. When shaking hands with Wu Youping, He Rui felt there was much to discuss. But after getting into the car and exchanging only a few words, He Rui actually fell asleep.

When he woke up in the car, the secretary told him that Wu Youping had gone back first. He Rui, still groggy, returned to his room and fell straight asleep. He slept soundly for eight hours, and it was already 1:00 AM when he woke up.

Wearing pajamas and sitting in the living room, He Rui looked at the environment that was both familiar and strange. He had lived here for over a year, yet this scrutiny revealed many details he had never noticed before. Just as he was experiencing this feeling of familiarity mixed with strangeness, footsteps sounded, and the duty secretary walked in and asked, "Chairman, the Premier called to ask if you were awake. If you are, he will come over now."

He Rui wanted to tell the secretary to let Wu Youping sleep first, but felt that Wu Youping definitely wanted to talk immediately, so he asked, "Where is the Premier right now?"

"In his office," the secretary replied instantly.

Ten minutes later, Wu Youping appeared before He Rui like a whirlwind. Upon meeting, he said, "Chairman, I took a nap at nightfall, I'm not sleepy now."

He Rui stepped forward to shake hands with Wu Youping. "Sorry, sorry. I don't know why, but I was so sleepy I felt like my head would fall off."

Wu Youping shook his head repeatedly. "This successful cooperation has shortened our industrial gap by decades. If you rest for a few more days, Chairman, we would actually feel more at ease. Regarding how to arrange this work next, we all hope you can preside over it."

"I do not plan to preside over this. The comrades can solve it."

"At least point out the direction for iterative upgrades, Chairman. That is the key."

Most of the time on He Rui's journey back to China with the French President was spent working on the direction of these iterative upgrades. The specific execution would naturally be carried out by managers, engineers, and scientists. This was the so-called "Production, Education, and Research." However, as a person from another timeline, He Rui had a very visceral understanding of the direction of future technological development. Technology iteration has many directions; roughly determining the future outcome can improve investment efficiency. This advantage is enormous.

He Rui had his secretary bring out the written documents. "Many of these are just my conjectures, involving a large number of new components. These cannot be treated as designs; at most, they can be seen as some random thoughts."

Wu Youping knew He Rui never bluffed, so he answered decisively, "The experts won't know this was proposed by the Chairman."

He Rui laughed. "Wouldn't that become using government authority to oppress experts? Laymen leading experts?"

Hearing this, Wu Youping steered the topic to what he really cared about. "I heard you want private enterprises to intervene in this industrial transfer as well?"

"Correct. The technical equipment imported from France is all civilian goods; no military goods were imported. On the contrary, we imported complete sets of submarine technology from Germany. presumably, Germany would want to iterate and upgrade their submarine technology together with us."

"I am very worried about how many people just want to cheat the state for support."

"Management of personnel, management of funds, and timely grasp of project progress—I don't believe these people can be more formidable than the government. If there really are a few such smart people, that's also very good; we can accumulate experience too."

Hearing He Rui's tone was different from usual, Wu Youping, who was thinking about this matter, looked up. He saw He Rui with his arms crossed over his chest, a smile on his face, but his gaze was extremely bright. Seeing He Rui looking like a man-eating tiger, Wu Youping felt much more relaxed.

Profit-seeking merchants, or rather guys whose sole purpose is profit, all have similar ways of doing things. When they encounter problems, they first cry about how hard they have it. Clearly, they want to push the risk onto others. If it were just private interactions, Wu Youping wouldn't care; growing up in a local merchant group, he had seen too much of this.

But when these business people want to play these tricks in front of the government, they have really chosen the wrong target. Facing the army and government accustomed to military-style management, the affected mannerisms of businessmen made the comrades extremely disgusted. These people might not lack ability, but they certainly aren't good birds. So Wu Youping knew that the comrades actually did not understand, or rather were dissatisfied with, He Rui's decision.

As for Wu Youping, he felt that as long as He Rui didn't waver on principles just because private enterprises played the victim, there was nothing to worry about.

Wu Youping would certainly be responsible for this aspect of the work. He Rui asked about the thing he was most concerned about: "How is the domestic situation?"

"About the same as previously assessed. The room for improvement brought by land reform and water conservancy construction has just about reached its end. The help brought to industry by a peaceful and stable environment has also just about reached its limit. Now domestic enterprises have generally encountered problems with technological iteration, and schools are about the same. Except for those experts who can get national projects, the others have all encountered a situation of having no money and no projects, so they cannot improve themselves. This Sino-French cooperation has opened up our upper limit channel."

He Rui knew Wu Youping was sighing from the bottom of his heart, but He Rui didn't feel the slightest excitement. He just replied, "I hope it can pull social development."

"En. Chairman, the work for the China Yuan to decouple from the gold standard is ready. At this stage, most precious metals have been collected into the banks. The ban on using silver dollars and gold bars in transactions has also been enforced for a period of time. By June, we can abolish the gold standard for the China Yuan and enter a full fiat currency system."

"Well done," He Rui praised.

"Hehe, the comrades are actually very curious, wondering if the Chairman determined today's situation in advance." Wu Youping said it was the comrades' thought, but he was actually just as curious himself.

"If the comrades ask, tell them it's a coincidence. Because making the China Yuan decouple from the gold standard is a policy we would inevitably execute. If we hadn't reached a cooperation agreement with France, we would still have executed it. It's just that this cooperation happened too fast, leading to us being able to conversely utilize the opportunity with the Franc. I was prepared for the China Yuan to decouple from the gold standard first, and then reach an agreement with France later."

Wu Youping's curiosity was resolved, but he unexpectedly felt a bit lost. Expecting He Rui to have the ability to manipulate the world was undoubtedly a delusion; Wu Youping was very clear on this. But Wu Youping really did look forward to He Rui having such ability, because Wu Youping himself felt great pressure.

There were only so many major issues. After finishing the talk with He Rui, Wu Youping took his leave. Returning home, Wu Youping didn't go into his room but smoked a cigarette by the green belt in front of his house. Previously, the comrades all believed that once China was unified, the economy could develop rapidly, especially completing industrialization rapidly. In reality, compared to the Qing Dynasty and the Beiyang era, China's industrial development was indeed very fast. However, the speed and quality of development had a significant gap with the central government's development. Many regions in China not only lacked the conditions to develop industry, they didn't even possess the conditions to develop agriculture. Thus, these areas only solved the land issue through land reform, making it less likely for people to starve to death. Aside from that, there wasn't much change from the previous Qing era.

Initially, He Rui had explained to the comrades that this was because relying on domestic accumulation to enter the industrial age required a long time to build up the people's consumption power. Wu Youping could understand, but he wasn't completely convinced. After all, the success in the Northeast was too astonishing; it was simply an immediate, shadow-casting change.

Only after truly being Premier for four years did Wu Youping realize He Rui wasn't joking. So when the Sino-French economic cooperation agreement was signed, Wu Youping was indeed pleasantly surprised, but his greater feeling was a stone falling from his heart, his whole person relaxing. Having personally experienced the fluctuations of his inner heart, Wu Youping discovered that the leader's job was to clear the path for everyone, and also to provide a safety net for everyone. So when He Rui clearly stated that he was also just charging forward on a single path, getting as far as he could, Wu Youping felt somewhat lost.

Trying hard to calm his emotions, Wu Youping patted his face, telling himself that since He Rui had already opened up the path, he needed to work even harder. Suddenly, a thought popped up, making Wu Youping tremble slightly. After thinking for a moment, Wu Youping headed straight back to He Rui's home.

Another ten minutes or so passed, and Wu Youping appeared in front of He Rui again. At this time, He Rui was eating a bowl of porridge. Wu Youping immediately asked, "Chairman, previously, our industrialization efficiency was actually very low."

"Correct," He Rui answered immediately.

"More of it had a limited relationship with being drawn into social production and industrialization."

"Yes."

"China's ancient economics was already the most advanced in the ancient world, and it birthed a true civilization."

"Yes."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt that several matters that had confused him for a long time were all answered. He felt his thoughts clear up and his whole body relax.

He Rui looked at Wu Youping's expression, which was overjoyed yet contained some regret and emotion. He felt his persistent education had finally borne fruit; the doctoral student finally possessed the ability of a doctoral advisor. His heart was both happy and relaxed. He couldn't help but want to further solidify Wu Youping's thinking.

"Ancient Chinese economics was built upon agricultural production. If a society can make it very difficult for anyone to starve to death, if social management can reach below the county level, if all taxes that should be collected can be collected, if national fiscal balance is maintained, if the privileged class is very small, if the level of government talent is high and the supply of talent is sufficient, and if foreign wars can be won without greatly affecting the national economy—that is a Golden Age (*Shengshi*). On the basis of a Golden Age, if every household can still provide two laborers annually for corvée labor, and the government can still produce clear policies and execution power—that is an Orderly Reign (*Zhishi*)."

Although Wu Youping was the Premier, as a member of the Civilization Party, he still felt he couldn't quite figure out the subject of 'Civilization' and confidence in Chinese civilization. Listening to He Rui speak now, Wu Youping felt these concepts were completely within his knowledge system, so he nodded in agreement.

"Therefore, agricultural society believes that the wealth of the world is a fixed number. And this conclusion is indeed correct. Under the productivity levels of that time, wealth growth was too slow, and the upper limit was very low. So in the final stages of all Chinese dynasties, they entered a stage of internal stock competition. Cruel internal struggles would erupt.

"But industrial society is different. Industrial society has created a brand-new lifestyle. Because its production has no upper limit, a situation arises where any commodity produced by humanity will eventually be in surplus. Therefore, the wealth of industrial society exists on the basis of this industrial lifestyle. Once the industrial lifestyle collapses, this wealth—even if we don't say it becomes worthless—will at least shrink massively.

"Youping, if a large-scale war breaks out, where will the population go?"

"The countryside," Wu Youping answered without hesitation.

"Correct. When war breaks out, the wealth the city can bring to the countryside is worthless. And most of the wealth left in the city has limited value in that kind of era. Therefore, industrialization is extremely great progress. One could say industrialization has turned humans into two different species. However, European and American culture is very backward, very low-level. Industrialization is great, but the backward civilization of Europe and America will not become advanced just because of industrialization; this is something in their bones.

"However, this contrast of civilizational advancement is built on the foundation of both being industrialized nations. If you really feel I seem to have always walked on the correct path, that is only because all my planning has only one core: to let China industrialize as quickly as possible, to let the Chinese people participate in industrialization to the maximum proportion, and be brought into the industrial society."

At this moment, Wu Youping felt only emotion, not excitement. He even felt somewhat exhausted. "I understand, Chairman. I just suddenly thought of something. The strategy of Sino-French cooperation you pushed has expanded the coverage of China's industrialization to the maximum we can reach, and raised the efficiency of industrialization to the highest point currently attainable. This is true industrialization, not that line of thinking that assumes letting the people touch industry counts as industrialization."

He Rui confirmed once again that Wu Youping's cognition had greatly improved, and couldn't help but say happily, "Brother, realizing this, your level has completely surpassed Zhang Zhidong and Li Hongzhang. They thought having factories, sailing warships, and using foreign guns and cannons was industrialization. It's not that at all."

Wu Youping nodded with emotion. "Indeed. That can at most be called National Defense Modernization. Modernization does not necessarily require industrialization. But an industrialized nation is certainly modernized."

"That is it; it is exactly so." He Rui was also emotional. But his emotion was that the Central Government finally had a truly qualified Great Power Premier. With a qualified Great Power Premier, the level of the Vice Premiers and Ministers could also enter the same level. As more people possessed this kind of cognition and practical work experience, China's intensity and strength in thought would become higher.

Looking at Wu Youping, He Rui asked, "Do you want to chat a while longer?"

A look of joy appeared on Wu Youping's face, but a moment later he replied, "Let me go back and reflect first, smooth out my thoughts. Plus, I have to work tomorrow, so I need to sleep a bit."

"Good. Then see you tomorrow."

"Hehe, actually it's today." Wu Youping cracked a joke with He Rui.

He Rui wasn't amused; he just stood up, walked in front of Wu Youping, and suddenly gave him a big hug. He patted Wu Youping's back forcefully, then grabbed Wu Youping's shoulders. Looking at Wu Youping's somewhat surprised face, he smiled, "Good, then see you in the morning."
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On the morning of May 21, 1928, a passenger liner arrived in Shanghai. Among the stream of people disembarking were several men of short stature. They quickly spotted a welcome sign written in Japanese amidst the crowd of placards and immediately approached it. Before long, these Japanese men boarded a van and headed straight for Hongkou District.

Peering through the windows, the Japanese visitors surveyed the Shanghai outside and couldn't help but exclaim, "I didn't expect it all to be torn down!"

Indeed, the city of Shanghai had been almost completely demolished. If not for the bustling crowds on the streets and the unique composure characteristic of people living in an era of peace, one might easily have assumed the city had been ravaged by war.

The narrow streets of the old city had been entirely removed. Lining the unimaginably wide avenues were newly built walls of various kinds, or walls topped with iron fences. Inside these enclosures stood rows of orderly buildings. As the van passed through what was once the most prosperous "Ten Mile Foreign Concession," the Japanese noted that those buildings had also been thoroughly demolished, replaced by various new-style structures flanking the equally broad avenues.

"Shi... China really has changed!" the leader of the Japanese group sighed in the car. The government of the Republic of Japan, in compliance with a diplomatic request from the Chinese government, had completely banned the official use of the term "Shina" domestically.

Shanghai was originally a bustling port city, a gathering place for large numbers of people from various countries and all parts of China, making it extremely lively. At the same time, the poor were visible everywhere. Four years later, those bewildered unemployed and the precarious beggars were gone, replaced by laborers rushing about the streets and alleys. Goods were transported to all parts of the city by various vehicles, and also converged from all over the city towards the ports and train stations.

If this Japanese man could have seen through time and understood the astronomical funds spent on Shanghai's demolition and relocation in another timeline, he might not have been so surprised. Shanghai's geographical location destined it to become a megacity, so the planning started with a fifty-year horizon, reserving all locations for subways and elevated roads, which would be extremely beneficial for the city's future construction.

Of course, these Japanese men did not know He Rui's thoughts on planning China's major cities. The former Japanese intelligence officers in China felt quite sentimental at this moment, especially their leader, Kawashima Naniwa. As a Japanese intelligence officer, Kawashima had lived in Shanghai, Beiping, and the Northeast.

The Japanese concession in the Hongkou area had become history four years ago, and now the former buildings no longer even existed. The van stopped at the entrance of a residential community. Revisiting this old haunt, it wasn't just in Shanghai that he couldn't see the houses he once lived in. In Beiping and the Northeast, the foreign concession buildings had also been swept away. The Japanese domestic intelligence community believed that He Rui intended to thoroughly erase all traces of China's colonial era, a judgment Kawashima Naniwa fully agreed with.

The group entered a house within the community, where people were already waiting. When the two sides met, bowed, and saluted, their gestures revealed an unconcealable military bearing. Following the custom of the country, few people in Japanese residences in China used tatami mats anymore; they used ordinary Chinese or Western-style furniture. After sitting down on the sofa, Kawashima Naniwa looked serious. "Compile the latest information on the Korean Provisional Government in Shanghai."

Opposite him, Yamaguchi Toyo-o immediately replied, "I will hand the report to Kawashima-kun right now."

"No rush," Kawashima ordered. "The situation in Korea has been extremely chaotic recently. Although the riots by the rebels have been suppressed, the entire situation in Korea has changed. The rebels inside Korea are now divided into two categories: one part is the traditional rebels, and the other part is the Communist Party. The Communist Party, in particular, seeing the land restoration in Japan, has proposed a new program: immediate implementation of land reform upon Korean independence."

The work of intelligence officers required a high level of knowledge. These carefully selected Japanese intelligence officers could all understand the appeal of this program and the threat it posed to Japanese rule in Korea. China, such a massive country with a long history of private land ownership, had completed land reform in just three years.

In Japan's land system, the degree of private land ownership was originally very low; rapid privatization only began after the Shogunate was overthrown. Although the current land reform in Japan was bloody, with a hundred thousand people killed or arrested, the Japanese farmers who received land quickly became supporters of the new Japanese government. The various former rural factions had now completely swung their support to the Future Society.

Kawashima Naniwa explained, "Gentlemen, the Intelligence Department believes that the land conflict in Korea is comparable to that in Japan. As long as the Korean Communist Party mobilizes the farmers, who make up the majority of the Korean population, plus the majority of the workers in the urban population, under a worker-peasant alliance, Japan's rule in Korea will face a tremendous challenge."

Yamaguchi Toyo-o and the others nodded slightly. Having witnessed the changes in both China and Japan with their own eyes, such a thing was practically a certainty. Yamaguchi asked, "What are the specific orders from the Bureau?"

"The Bureau wants to determine the exact movements of the Korean government-in-exile personnel in China, so as to make diplomatic demands to the Chinese government through diplomatic channels. We need to collect evidence of violent and illegal acts by these Koreans in China to gain a certain advantage diplomatically."

Upon learning the specific content, Yamaguchi Toyo-o bowed slightly. "Apologies, Kawashima-kun. We currently have no way to collect intelligence in China as we did before. Although our manpower is working very hard, we cannot grasp the movements of the Korean government-in-exile in Shanghai."

Kawashima Naniwa did not blame Yamaguchi. previously, China was internally chaotic and had numerous concessions. Japan not only had full freedom of action but could also hire Chinese people to work for them. At this stage, let alone acting freely, Japanese intelligence personnel in China had to be extremely careful, terrified of exposing themselves and being directly arrested. He Rui valued Sino-Japanese relations, but that did not mean He Rui would allow Japanese intelligence personnel to operate in China. So Kawashima simply said, "Yamaguchi-kun, just do your best."

On June 1st, the Japanese Ambassador to China, Saionji Kinkazu, went to visit the newly appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs, Li Shiguang. This ambassador, considered pro-China in Japan, placed a report in front of Li Shiguang. "Minister, Your Excellency, please take a look at this report."

Li Shiguang quickly scanned the document and asked calmly, "I believe the intelligence in this report is not necessarily accurate, and I do not agree with the Japanese government's conclusion regarding this report."

Saionji Kinkazu immediately expressed the Japanese government's request. "Based on the long-term support for Korean riots by Koreans in China, Japan requests that the Chinese government cut off the channels through which Koreans in China provide funds to Korean rebels. When the visas of these Koreans expire, we hope they will not be renewed."

"I will convey the Japanese government's view to my central government." Li Shiguang first gave Saionji Kinkazu a reply, then raised a personal inquiry. "Tonight, the French Embassy in China is hosting a ball. Is Mr. Saionji interested in attending?"

The current French Embassy frequently hosted balls. Li Shiguang and Saionji sat down in a pavilion, and Li spoke of his own views. "The French government has ended another military operation in Syria. According to what I've read in French newspapers, the colonies have become a significant burden for the French government."

Saionji knew that the new Foreign Minister, Li Shiguang, was formerly the Director of the Western Europe Department, and he also understood that this remark was not just about France. He feigned ignorance and asked, "If the Chinese government faced such a situation, what method of response would it choose?"

Li Shiguang answered frankly, "China would form an economic community to unite these colonies. At the same time, we would establish transitional colonial governments to prepare them for independence."

"If you do that, you will lose a lot," Saionji replied thoughtfully.

"From an economic perspective, what has France gained from its colonies? First, raw materials; second, markets. Everything France is doing now provides limited help toward this goal. Low-priced raw materials and grain are plunder of the local area, which naturally invites resistance from the locals. And the constant fighting between the locals and the French colonizers consumes France's national strength. Rather than continuing to bleed both sides like this, it would be better to abandon that set of colonialism and build a French-led economic cooperation system with the economy as the link."

Saionji Kinkazu knew Li Shiguang was talking about China's view of Asia. For the past thousand years or so, the national borders in East Asia had changed little. China, Japan, Korea, and Ryukyu had always maintained stability. The biggest change was the increase in Korea's territory. That was until Japan caused tremendous changes to the borders of East Asia.

Now that the Republic of Japan government had basically established its footing, for the current Japan, China had returned to its traditional status, making Korea and Taiwan extremely troublesome.

Saionji asked, "If the old Japanese government were still in power at this stage, I wonder what action China would take."

Li Shiguang did not hide anything. "We in China might not take any action. However, the resistance of the Korean people against the old Japanese government would be more intense and more effective, wouldn't it?"

This was not a threat, but very simple geopolitical thinking. Saionji believed this possibility was almost inevitable. Current China had the ability to send troops directly to drive Japan out of Korea.

"Is there a way to solve the problem peacefully?"

"Whether there is peace or not depends first on Japan's view. If Japan truly regards regions like Korea as its homeland, that is also a path to peace."

Saionji did not answer. He knew very well that there were indeed a small number of people in Japan who thought this way, but their numbers were far too few to form a consensus. Moreover, now that China had restored its historical status, the people of Korea and Taiwan saw the possibility of breaking free from Japanese rule and returning to their historical state. Many had already begun to struggle for this.

Seeing Saionji ponder in silence, Li Shiguang spoke straightforwardly, "China hopes to see peace in the East Asian region. As long as Japan continues to implement discriminatory policies, it will continue to encounter resistance. The conflicts triggered by resistance will cause Japan to continue losing blood. This blood loss will not only lead to turmoil in Japan but also cause chaos in the East Asian situation, perhaps even spiraling out of control. China cannot sit idly by."

Saionji could understand this, but thinking of the opposition he would encounter within Japan, he truly could not find a solution. He could only ask, "Does China have any suggestions?"

"Please convey our views to the Japanese President and Prime Minister. Establish a co-management agency with the goal of East Asian economic integration to implement joint management of Korea, Taiwan, and Ryukyu. With a ten-year term, after ten years, each region will decide its own choice."

Hearing Li Shiguang's suggestion, Saionji fell silent. He felt this method was actually a very good choice, but once implemented, the result was inevitable. That is, East Asia would certainly return to the traditional pattern of the past thousand years.

Li Shiguang waited for a while, and seeing that Saionji remained silent, he could only take the initiative to say, "Japan seems to lose some things, but Japan gains a new model of economic integration for the entire East Asia. In an integrated East Asia, the free flow of personnel can solve Japan's domestic population problem, and comprehensive economic cooperation can solve Japan's raw material and market problems. If East Asia remains a situation of beggar-thy-neighbor, it cannot become truly powerful. I believe the government of the Republic of Japan can understand this. Please, Mr. Saionji, convey this suggestion to the Republic of Japan government."



★


Chapter 553: Modernization (3)

Volume 5 — Chapter 83

❧ ❧ ❧


Tokyo had just entered the rainy season. Raindrops fell from the low, seemingly permanent clouds, drumming against roofs and window lattices, plunging Tokyo into a gloom. Inside the Prime Minister's residence, however, the large conference room was brightly lit.

Tanaka Yūki, the Director-General of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, was not dampened by the weather. Instead, he was chatting happily in low tones with Kawai Gorō, the Director-General of the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry. "This year's planting has been completed very well. So far, the weather has been favorable."

Kawai Gorō nodded slightly, though his thoughts were on the strong sales of agricultural tools and other commodities in the countryside this year. If the agricultural harvest was good, domestic sales of Japanese industrial goods would increase further. In these times of fiscal scarcity, guiding which industries to support was a critical task for the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry under his leadership.

"Does the countryside require a lot of female labor right now?" Kawai Gorō asked.

Tanaka Yūki looked a bit puzzled but didn't answer immediately. Kawai Gorō continued, "There is actually a labor shortage in the textile industry right now. Can you believe it, Tanaka-kun?"

The textile industry was currently Japan's pillar industry. Tanaka Yūki felt he understood Kawai Gorō's train of thought but didn't take the bait. If Kawai Gorō wanted to get more young girls from the countryside to work in textile factories, Tanaka Yūki had no interest in helping. The greatest advantage of Japan's textile industry was not advanced equipment, but low wages. Before the Japanese Revolution, a Japanese textile worker's wage was one-third that of a British worker, or even lower. Even after the Revolution and the establishment of a minimum wage system, wages in textile factories remained very low.

Just then, the doors opened, and the Prime Minister of the Republic of Japan, Ishiwara Kanji, strode into the conference room. The cabinet members immediately stopped talking and stood up. Ishiwara Kanji walked to the Prime Minister's seat, his sharp gaze sweeping over these cabinet Director-Generals. Seeing that every Director-General was fully in meeting mode, he ordered, "Gentlemen, please sit."

Executive power in the Republic of Japan resided with the Cabinet. The political party that won in the Diet formed the Cabinet Office led by the Prime Minister. The government consisted of the Cabinet Office and twelve ministries and agencies, including the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Finance (Ōkura-shō), Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry, Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism, Ministry of the Environment, Ministry of Defense, and the National Public Safety Commission (National Police Agency).

Under China's push, various countries had recognized the government of the Republic of Japan, and Japan's land reform was now nearly complete. So, after sitting down, Prime Minister Ishiwara Kanji immediately said, "According to the plan, Japan will hold general elections in July to elect Diet members. This general election will be the first true democratic election in Japan. I look forward to seeing you all here again in a month."

The members of the Japan Future Society heard the confidence in their President Ishiwara Kanji's tone and expressed that they would definitely do their best. Ishiwara Kanji then had the Secretary-General of the Future Society, Ishii Hiroshi, arrange election matters before concluding the cabinet meeting.

Ishiwara Kanji chatted for a while with the Director-Generals responsible for economic affairs. When he returned to the Prime Minister's office, the Director-General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Director-General of the Ministry of Defense were already waiting.

The Director-General of the Ministry of Defense was the only cabinet Director-General appointed by the Prime Minister. The other Director-Generals in the cabinet were all civil servants, and the Defense Director-General was also a civil servant. Since he was a civilian official, whether the Defense Director-General himself was an active-duty military officer was no longer important. Therefore, the current Defense Director-General, Yamamoto Isoroku, wearing a Navy Vice Admiral's uniform, stood up together with Foreign Ministry Director-General Yagyū Kōmei upon seeing Ishiwara enter wearing an old Army uniform without rank insignia.

Ishiwara was very open when facing these two Director-Generals who were technical experts. As he gestured for them to sit, he also sat down on the sofa, spreading his legs casually and asking in a relaxed tone, "Yamamoto-kun, if the Chinese National Defense Force heads south, can we stop them?"

Yamamoto Isoroku was not frightened by this question. He answered with a chuckle, "We could probably hold out for two months."

Ishiwara was very clear about the current combat capabilities of China and Japan. Hearing Yamamoto's completely clear-headed assessment, he sat up straight and asked Foreign Ministry Director-General Yagyū Kōmei to explain China's views on Korea and other regions to Yamamoto Isoroku. As Yamamoto Isoroku listened, his expression gradually grew grave. However, there was no look of anger. After Yagyū Kōmei finished, Yamamoto thought for a while before saying, "Is Ryukyu also to be treated together with Korea and Taiwan?"

"He-kun's intention is for East Asia to completely return to the traditional geopolitical structure. If we refuse, it is possible that He-kun will employ military means." Ishiwara Kanji had a deep understanding of He Rui's ability to execute strategy.

Yamamoto Isoroku naturally did not want Japan to lose the fruits of sixty years of hard struggle. Even knowing that defeat was inevitable, Yamamoto still straightened his back and said, "Prime Minister, please allow me to discuss this matter with the officers of the Ministry of Defense."

Ishiwara Kanji answered decisively, "I will ask Professor Taira Toyomori to attend the meeting."

Yamamoto Isoroku frowned. "Is Ishiwara-kun intending to ask His Excellency Taira Toyomori to persuade the Army and Navy?"

"No!" Ishiwara Kanji shook his head with a serious expression. "I expect Professor Taira Toyomori to make the military understand what kind of future Japan actually needs!"

Yamamoto Isoroku felt considerable resistance internally, but he had no way to refuse. Administratively, Japan had a parliamentary cabinet system within a representative democracy, but Japan also elected a President through a one-person-one-vote system. This structure was not unfamiliar to the Japanese; viewing the President as the Emperor, the Prime Minister as the Shogun, and the various parties as Daimyo made for a traditional political structure that the Japanese were very familiar with.

Even though the President of the Republic of Japan was merely the head of state and the representative of Japan—an honorary position—the officer corps of the Ministry of Defense could not refuse to discuss issues with the President.

After Yamamoto Isoroku took his leave, Foreign Ministry Director-General Yagyū Kōmei asked, "Your Excellency, why did you not first obtain the consent of the other cabinet members before discussing with the military?"

Ishiwara Kanji smiled slightly. "I am not entirely sure why He-kun chose this specific point in time to convey this kind of message to us. Of course, it is also possible that He-kun did not think this way, but rather our probing elicited this answer from him. Since the timing is such, we must first secure the military's agreement. Whether other cabinet members support it is actually not that important."

Yagyū Kōmei was not entirely sure, nor did he express opposition. The economy was improving across the board, but the cabinet was not optimistic about challenges. Pre-revolutionary Japan wanted to solve the problems of raw materials and markets, but because it lost to China, the economy collapsed. Although the current government had largely adjusted domestic relations in Japan and created a domestic market, the problems Japan faced remained unsolved.

According to Saionji Kinkazu's retelling, the Chinese government had not only raised the issues of Korea, Taiwan, and Ryukyu with the Japanese government but also proposed establishing an economic cooperation organization to solve Japan's economic problems. Although Japan would lose something, it would also gain something.

After judging the situation, Yagyū Kōmei had to agree with Ishiwara Kanji's view. As long as they won over the military on this matter, they would have the power to suppress those who opposed it. But conversely, even if they won over all forces outside the military, as long as the military was dead set against it, this matter could not be accomplished.

By this time, Yamamoto Isoroku had returned to the Ministry of Defense office building. The old Cabinet's Ministry of the Navy and Ministry of the Army had been abolished; the Navy and Army now both belonged to the Ministry of Defense. The Director-General of the Ministry of Defense was a civil service position appointed by the Prime Minister. The long-criticized conflict between the Army and Navy had been resolved in this manner, something Yamamoto Isoroku had never imagined.

Just as the meeting Yamamoto Isoroku convened was about to begin, Secretary Shirakawa Uemon, a Major, ran in. "Your Excellency, the President is on the phone asking if he can join the meeting?"

Yamamoto looked at the former Army and Navy officers sitting distinctly on opposite sides of the conference table, sitting upright and keeping their thoughts to themselves. He could only order, "Tell President Taira that we await his arrival."

Taira Toyomori's Presidential Palace was the former Imperial Palace, so in less than fifteen minutes, he walked into the Ministry of Defense's large conference room. The group of officers immediately stood up and saluted. Although Taira Toyomori was already President, he still looked like a professor. Pushing up his black-rimmed glasses, he ordered, "Please sit." He then walked to the head seat and sat down himself.

"Gentlemen, the conflict between the Army and Navy has a long history. Its core lies in the understanding of Japan as a nation. The Army continued the Chinese cultural perspective, viewing Japan as a continental country with vast territory. The Navy applied the Euro-American perspective, viewing Japan as an island nation. These different views on the nation led to the struggle between the Japanese Army and Navy..."

Sitting there, Yamaguchi Tamon felt this explanation was all too familiar; He Rui had said the same thing over a decade ago. After more than ten years of experience, Yamaguchi Tamon had come to deeply understand the correctness of this view.

"The institutional cause of the Army-Navy conflict was the establishment of the Navy Ministry and the Army Ministry. This was originally a policy of compromise with the old clan cliques, but later it turned into a means of using the Army and Navy to check each other. Both the Army and the Navy are very clear that without Japan's interests, there are no interests for the military. If the regular army loses the support of the state, are you prepared to become mountain bandits or pirates?"

It was impossible for the officers not to understand this, but hearing Taira Toyomori explain it in a relaxed tone reduced their resistance significantly.

Although Taira Toyomori was not a soldier, geopolitics itself did not require one to be a military expert to study it. Seeing the officers' resistance lower, he asked a very realistic question. "Gentlemen, do you believe we can hold Korea and Taiwan under an attack by the Chinese army?"

Judging from the officers' first reaction to this question, they wanted to say they could do it. However, the officers ultimately did not speak such obviously unrealistic words. Especially the Army; they knew very well they could not withstand an attack by the Chinese National Defense Force.

Taira Toyomori continued to pose questions. "If China and Japan go to war, who among the countries in the region will support Japan? And who among the countries outside the region will support Japan?"

This was a question for the General Staff. Many of the Army and Navy officers present were from their respective General Staffs. Hearing Taira Toyomori ask questions methodically, peeling back layer after layer, a sense of admiration arose spontaneously. Taira Toyomori was a famous great scholar, yet they had never heard that Professor Taira Toyomori had any background in military science.

For Taira Toyomori, this was merely a simple application of geopolitics. Geopolitics is a discipline, and its core is simply the requirement that all science must possess: seeking truth from facts.

Speaking to this point, the professor's habit made Taira Toyomori involuntarily turn his head to look behind him. Sure enough, there was a large blackboard. Standing up and taking off his suit jacket, Professor Taira Toyomori walked to the blackboard, picked up a piece of chalk, and wrote down the two terms "Regional Countries" and "Extra-regional Countries." Then he wrote the names Soviet Union, Britain, France, USA, and Netherlands. Based on the content, he drew lines connecting them to the two terms. He then began to explain the relationships between the countries.

The Japan of today was facing a resurgent China. In a struggle over Korea and Taiwan, based purely on the comparison of strength between the two countries, Japan would inevitably lose. When war broke out between China and Japan, the only country left in the region was the Soviet Union. Even if the Soviet Union did not openly support China, it would absolutely not support Japan. Therefore, Japan could not obtain support from regional countries.

As for extra-regional countries, France had initiated cooperation with China and could not support Japan. Britain might not truly support Japan at this stage either; at most, it would use non-support of Japan as a bargaining chip to exchange for benefits from China. As for the United States and the Netherlands, they were even less to be counted on. Therefore, if a conflict over Korea and Taiwan broke out, Japan would receive no support whether from within or outside the region.

Yamamoto Isoroku greatly appreciated President Taira Toyomori's explanation so far; it was a cold but rational military attitude. If the military were in that hot-headed mode, then there would truly be no saving them.

After Taira Toyomori finished speaking, he asked as if questioning students, "Gentlemen, do you have a line of thinking for defeating the Chinese army?"

The Army and Navy officers thought hard. In operations in the Korean region, the Navy's use was limited, and the Army could not win no matter what. In the Taiwan region, although the Chinese Navy's strength was insufficient, the Army could not be brought into play. Surely they couldn't station hundreds of thousands of Japanese Army troops on the island of Taiwan?

Leaving aside whether they could win then, just transporting hundreds of thousands of Army troops and equipment to Taiwan and maintaining logistical supplies for this army would subject Japan to immense pressure. It would likely be unsustainable. The Chinese Air Force was very strong. If they really launched suicide attacks, the Japanese Navy truly couldn't hold out. The Japanese troops on Taiwan would consume their supplies with nothing coming in, and would starve themselves first.

"Mr. President, we can wait for changes by stalling," an officer replied.

"Stalling to wait for changes seems to be a method, but does the Chinese side lack relevant means?" Taira Toyomori asked.

"...This subordinate is dull, please enlighten us, President."

"China does not need to fight us directly. They can arm the Koreans to fight us and dispatch so-called Volunteer Armies into Korea. If it drags on like this, how long can the Army last? Furthermore, at this time, if the Chinese army directly attacks Taiwan, how should Japan respond then?"

No Japanese officer dared to answer this question. If even a scholar like Taira Toyomori could think of these means, how could a soldier like He Rui not consider them carefully? But realizing that Japan was bound to lose actually provoked anger in the Japanese officers. Someone said loudly, "Mr. President, if China starts a war, it is wrong."

This angry questioning smacked of impotent rage, so much so that Yamamoto, Yamaguchi, and several Army officers couldn't help but sneer. Although they didn't speak, their inner thoughts were the same. The Qing government also thought the Treaty of Shimonoseki was wrong. But forced by the situation, they had to sign. Times had changed. If the Emperor of China during the First Sino-Japanese War had been He Rui, would Japan have dared to go to war with China?

Taira Toyomori did not discuss right or wrong. He clapped the chalk dust from his hands and sat back in his seat. "Gentlemen, what does Japan need? Is it years of war, or a peaceful and affluent life? If it is a peaceful and affluent life, we need a developed and healthy economy. A developed and healthy economy requires raw materials and markets..."

The officers were officers after all; their comprehension was not an issue. Moreover, this batch of officers all supported the ideals of the Future Society and only felt they couldn't give up Korea and Taiwan due to nationalist sentiments. But once their emotions calmed down, they also knew very well that Japan could not hold these two regions.

After Taira Toyomori finished explaining what the Japanese economy needed and described the concept of regional economic integration to the officers, Yamaguchi Tamon couldn't help but ask, "Mr. President, to maintain Japan's shipbuilding capacity, will China place orders with Japanese shipyards?"

The Navy officers had more or less considered this possibility, and they looked at Taira Toyomori together with the stunned Army officers. Taira Toyomori answered calmly, "Why not? Regional integration means industrial division of labor. Advantageous industries will receive investment from within the region. Since Japan's shipbuilding industry is currently stronger than China's, China has a necessity to improve shipbuilding capacity within the entire integrated regional economy by investing in Japan's shipbuilding industry."

"...If China invests, won't they control Japan's shipbuilding industry?" an Army officer asked.

"Investment secures management rights. The best means to control the shipbuilding industry is to send an army to take it over. A shipyard can only gain profit after selling ships. Does an investor secure management rights to make money, or to lose money?"

Although Yamaguchi Tamon didn't like economic concepts, as a member of the Navy faction, he knew very well that there was no need to fight a war that couldn't be won. Furthermore, Yamaguchi Tamon had always admired He Rui, knowing that although He Rui was extremely ruthless in war, he was not a leader who drove people to their deaths in peaceful life.

When he saw Yamamoto Isoroku looking at him, he understood what he needed to say at this moment. So he asked, "Mr. President, is He-kun wanting to exchange Japan's future for the East Asian structure returning to the old border lines?"

The term 'old border lines' had the style of a politician; it described the facts clearly without overly stimulating people's emotions. Taira Toyomori looked at Yamaguchi Tamon with appreciation before turning to the officers. "What does the Republic of Japan pursue? Is it not the happy life and bright future of the Japanese people? Before the Western nations launched their offensive against Asia, the old border lines were maintained for over a thousand years. Although wars occurred during that time, the old border lines did not cause Japan any suffering. Now, restoring the old border lines will allow Japan to obtain opportunities for development throughout the entire East Asian region. I believe this is Japan's future."

The officers fell silent. Everyone knew very well they couldn't win, and certainly couldn't outlast the enemy. Moreover, the war between the Northeast and Japan, as well as the Sino-British War, proved that He Rui was a leader who would not hesitate or look back. If he decided on something, he would act.

However, the officers still cared about face. After a long silence, someone asked, "Even if the Ministry of Defense agrees to negotiate with China, what will the civilian government think? They always have to face the pressure of public opinion, right?"

Hearing this, Yamaguchi Tamon almost laughed out loud. When had the military ever cared about public opinion before, let alone the civilian government? Saying this was naturally admitting cowardice, but trying to push the pot—which might be considered selling out the country—onto the civilian government to carry.

Yamamoto Isoroku said seriously, "The civilian government will naturally take responsibility for this. Our responsibility at the Ministry of Defense is to submit the various possibilities of war to the Prime Minister for the Cabinet to discuss."

Yamaguchi Tamon was quite familiar with Yamamoto, and he completely saw that beneath that serious expression was a frozen bitter smile. It was evident that Yamamoto had formed his own view long ago.

After a very short period of stating positions, the Army Ministry threw this pot to the Cabinet.
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Ishiwara Kanji knew very well how ruthless He Rui could be in his strategic judgments, so he harbored no illusions of luck. With the Japanese general election approaching, Ishiwara did not make any unnecessary struggles and directly appointed the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Yagyu Komei, as a special envoy to visit Beijing, China, to seek an audience with He Rui.

Outside the window, the gloomy clouds of the rainy season were dense. Yagyu Komei's seat was directly facing the window. Looking through the glass, the top of the restored Tokyo Tower disappeared into the gray clouds, seemingly struggling against the drifting clouds.

Withdrawing his gaze, Yagyu said, "Your Excellency President, Your Excellency Prime Minister, I believe that on the Ryukyu issue, we can treat it as equivalent to Assam and Upper Burma."

The meeting also included Minister of Defense Yamamoto Isoroku, Minister of Internal Affairs Mikami Tsugio, and Minister of Finance Inukai Tsuyoshi. Hearing Foreign Minister Yagyu's view, all three expressed their agreement. Hira Toyomori and Ishiwara exchanged a glance upon seeing their reaction. Both saw the same emotion in the other's eyes. Ruthless strategic planning meant doing things thoroughly; He Rui could not have failed to consider Japan's various calculations.

After the exchange of glances, Hira Toyomori felt it was not appropriate for Ishiwara to explain at this moment, so he said, "Mr. He has a far-reaching vision. I fear his advocacy for economic integration covers the entire Asian continent."

A gleam passed through Yamamoto Isoroku's eyes before he lowered his gaze. Under the Ministry of Defense, although the Army and Navy were finally unified, the Navy had held many internal discussions. The Navy supported the new government's economic policies, but they also hoped for a bright future for themselves. Even if the future Japan would not beat its swords into plowshares, a Japanese military that no longer sought expansion would be nothing more than a watchdog of peace, and would not receive continuous strengthening.

Although it was not explicitly stated in the Navy's internal discussions, some Japanese naval officers expected He Rui to adopt an expansionist policy. Only in this way would the Navy receive sustained investment due to the availability of battles to fight. If China continued to expand externally, Japan, as an ally, would benefit, and the Japanese Navy in the coalition forces would also be strengthened through continuous investment.

Hira Toyomori's words gave Yamamoto a clear sense of expansion. To bring Asian countries into an Asian Economic Community, the European and American powers would inevitably have to be driven out of Asia. Furthermore, only by defeating Europe and America in a war across a broader field could they ensure that the West acknowledged the reality of their withdrawal from Asia.

If that were the case, Yamamoto felt it was not worth falling out with China over a mere Ryukyu.

The perspectives of the others differed from Yamamoto's. Inukai Tsuyoshi asked, "Could it be that Chairman He would actually allow the independence of Upper Burma and the Assam region?"

As soon as these words were spoken, the expressions of the Ministers who had not yet spoken changed. The Assam region was rich in black tea, while Upper Burma was rich in teak. Both regions were in the tropics, and China had already sent many immigrants to both places to open plantations for tropical economic crops. It was heard that cane sugar from the Burma region was already being transported by rail to ports in Lower Burma and then shipped by sea to China. When Inukai Tsuyoshi said that China would actually let these two places establish independent states, most of the Japanese present did not believe it. At the very least, Japan would never voluntarily give them up.

Only then did Ishiwara speak, "Whether it is true or not, we can just ask Mr. He directly when we meet him. Mr. He has a magnificent spirit and will certainly not deceive us. Yagyu-kun, you will go to Beijing as a special envoy."

"Yes," Yagyu Komei replied hurriedly. As a special envoy, there were many preparations to be made, but the reason Yagyu wanted to leave quickly at this moment was that he wanted to organize his thoughts. However, Yagyu heard Ishiwara continue, "If Mr. He is indeed promoting the independence of Assam and Upper Burma for the sake of Asian economic integration, I believe Japan should respect such an attitude."

Yagyu Komei felt that as a special envoy, he indeed needed to clarify He Rui's thinking and attitude. As for whether to respect this attitude, Yagyu only knew that if they didn't, a war might break out. The reason the upper echelons of the Japanese state had not mustered the courage for military confrontation this time was largely because after the Sino-British War, China had forcibly extracted the Assam region and Upper Burma from the tiger's mouth that was Britain. Since even the British had conceded, Japan did not have the courage to resist to the end.

A few days later, as the special envoy and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Japan, Yagyu Komei met He Rui in the study of the Chinese State Chairman's residence in Beijing. When stepping forward to offer greetings, Yagyu Komei said, "Chairman He, hello. But if I may, I would prefer to say to you: Hello, Teaching Assistant He."

He Rui had an impression of Yagyu Komei. When He Rui was a specially appointed researcher and teaching assistant at the University of Tokyo, Yagyu Komei was Hira Toyomori's student, belonging to the early students of Geopolitics. In the cultural habits of East Asia, Yagyu Komei's form of address already represented many things.

Yagyu Komei had great confidence in the mutual trust between the current heads of state of China and Japan. To put it extremely, it was a trust where if one side said they would kill the other's whole family, they would definitely follow through to the end. Concealment and probing were meaningless for current Sino-Japanese relations, so the conversation quickly cut to the main topic. After hearing Yagyu Komei's question about whether to completely restore the traditional East Asian borders, He Rui answered readily, "First, we must establish an East Asian Free Trade Zone. Korea, Taiwan, and Ryukyu are all under a state of Sino-Japanese joint management. After the joint management period ends, the only content of the referendums for Korea and Ryukyu will be whether to become independent."

He Rui did not mention Taiwan, and Yagyu Komei did not ask about Taiwan in detail; both sides were very clear on China's attitude towards Taiwan. Following his previous preparations, Yagyu Komei said, "Your Excellency, Ryukyu is something Japan cannot give up, just as Burma is something China cannot give up."

He Rui laughed, "Haha. We are currently organizing local autonomous governments in the Burma and Assam regions to prepare for their independence in ten years."

Even though Hira Toyomori and Ishiwara Kanji had judged that China would likely allow the independence of Assam and Upper Burma, Yagyu Komei was still stunned by He Rui's words. He even suspected that He Rui might not have spoken Japanese for many years, leading to a mistake in expression.

He Rui continued, "I will emphasize it again. China is preparing for the independence of the Upper Burma and Assam regions in ten years. In ten years, these two regions will not just be starting independence, but the local autonomous governments established during these ten years will directly take over political power."

"...Why?" Yagyu Komei asked in a voice trembling with shock.

"Economic development is about increasing the consumption power of the people by raising the level of productive forces. Colonies are objects for plunder; if the wealth of the colonial people is plundered, the colony cannot develop. Therefore, from the perspective of human development, colonialism must be eliminated."

Yagyu Komei felt sincerity in He Rui's tone and demeanor, and couldn't help asking, "Then what does China hope the two regions will do after independence?"

"Of course, we hope that both countries can continue on the path of developing productive forces and improving the living standards and civilization level of their own people. Moreover, Asian integration will allow Burma to modernize faster and shorten the time required for development. The faster the development speed, the less suffering the people will endure. This has been proven by history."

Yagyu Komei pondered for a while before replying, "I admire Your Excellency's foresight. But Your Excellency seems to be speaking of modernization, not industrialization."

"The Burma region is not suitable for heavy industry; this is determined by Burma's geographical environment. Likewise, Burma has many goods suitable for local production. If they cannot trade at fair prices, Burma cannot obtain the industrial goods to develop their advantage industries. Economic integration can solve this problem."

"You want to cooperate between countries?"

"It is coordination under economic integration. Yagyu-kun, do you know of 'bumper harvest famine'?"

Yagyu Komei had seen this description in Chinese history books, but he had never really seen it in Japan. So Yagyu shook his head.

He Rui felt he had taken it for granted, so he changed his explanation, "When grain prices fall, it has a huge impact on farmers. When grain prices skyrocket, it is unfavorable for urban consumers. Therefore, a relatively stable agricultural price is beneficial for both producers and consumers of agricultural products. This contradiction also exists between different countries, necessitating an economic cooperation organization to solve this problem and ensure that overall price fluctuations do not destroy economic development. Because agricultural countries also need reasonably priced industrial goods. If we can solve the market sales and raw material issues of each country's products through economic integration, and solve the problems encountered in each country's development through an economic cooperation organization, then although Burma cannot establish efficient heavy industry due to its natural environment, it can still complete its domestic modernization through trade..."

That night, Yagyu Komei stood before the glass window of his hotel room, looking at the street scene of Beijing. Unlike Tokyo, China's capital was not in the plum rain belt; the half-moon and scattered starlight were clearly visible in the clear night sky. Reconstruction in Tokyo had been slow after the Great Kanto Earthquake and the economic depression, and it only began to recover quickly after the success of the revolution. Beijing, on the other hand, was newly built, similar to Tokyo.

Comparing the two places, one could feel that Beijing was obviously more vibrant and the construction speed was faster. Moreover, with its extremely wide streets and orderly residential districts, the layout of China's capital was clearly superior to that of Tokyo. And He Rui's vision far exceeded that of the Japanese government. Even in the Japanese government's most self-satisfied era, they only discussed a vision of Japan leading Asia. Yet He Rui was now already beginning to implement his strategic concept in East Asia.

Yagyu Komei struggled to break free from his emotions. What he could be sure of was that He Rui was determined to restore the old borders of East Asia. Facing such a firm attitude, Yagyu Komei no longer had the resistance he had felt before coming. Suddenly, Yagyu Komei felt he understood why Hira Toyomori and Ishiwara Kanji wanted to persuade the Ministry of Defense first, and then persuade the departments with little relation to the economy. Putting those departments closely related to industry, as well as those with little connection to industry, for last.

As long as no one in the cabinet strongly objected, the departments related to industry were actually very easy to persuade. Because Japan was an island nation; without sufficient trade, the Japanese economy would have no room for greater improvement no matter how much effort was spent.

Feeling that he had figured this out, Yagyu Komei sat back on the sofa. He had decided to take a plane back to his country early tomorrow morning and report the content of this meeting to the cabinet in detail. Thinking of the future under economic integration, Yagyu Komei felt both uneasy and expectant. He even wished he could fly back to his country right now.
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Entering July, major newspapers in key countries all mentioned the Japanese general election. Although various countries had recognized the Republic of Japan, Ishiwara Kanji's administration was a military government, and its legitimacy was quite questionable. Reporters from Britain, France, and the United States stationed in China flocked to Japan to cover the birth of the first democratically elected government in Japanese history.

In present-day Japan, the power of the *Kazoku* (peerage) had been uprooted. When European and American reporters interviewed ordinary Japanese people, they found that whenever the currently ruling Future Society was mentioned, ordinary people immediately chose to avoid the topic. Conversely, when talking about some traditional Japanese constitutional figures, those Japanese willing to accept interviews would express some views.

British reporters generally believed that if there was no fraud in this election, the traditional Japanese constitutional faction would occupy a considerable number of seats. Some radical reporters even believed that the actual number of votes for the constitutional faction would exceed that of the current military government.

American reporters held similar views. Based on their experience, a feared leader could not be elected in the United States. What the American people needed was a president who was approachable, friendly, and charismatic.

China also sent reporters to Japan for interviews, but the content of Chinese coverage was entirely about the lives of ordinary Japanese people today. In the countryside, it went without saying that there was land reform, which Chinese reporters were very familiar with. Japan had copied the redemption-style land reform completely, even copying the redemption prices from China.

In the cities, Future Society President Ishiwara not only pushed for the minimum wage law but also ordered the construction of a large number of simple temporary residences. This kind of residence was a bit like the *Nagaya* (longhouses) of the Edo period, but when He Rui saw them, he simply smiled and said, "Tin-sheet *Danchi* (housing complex) houses." However, the staff looked for a long time and didn't see any tin sheets. These *Danchi* houses provided for workers to live in temporarily were generally two stories high. The floor slabs supported by cement pillars were originally one large piece, partitioned into small rooms with wooden boards, containing a kitchen and an independent toilet inside.

To move into a *Danchi*, one must have a certificate from the employing enterprise and confirmation from the local public office. Although the house was small, "the sparrow may be small, but it has all five vital organs" (it was fully equipped). More importantly, its low price was indeed a price that workers could afford. Before the Japanese Revolution, the accommodation provided by Japanese factories was just beds for rotating shifts. To save costs and improve efficiency, one bed was provided for workers on rotating shifts to host. A worker returning to rest had to wake up the workmate on the bed before they could sleep on it. It was during this process that many fights had occurred.

The *Danchi* was not just filled with small houses; it also provided services such as dining, haircuts, and laundry, and even established clinics. If there were no doctors practicing there, the Japanese government would dispatch doctors from hospitals to take turns visiting.

These supporting services were also policies copied from China. Chinese reporters could be completely sure they hadn't gotten it wrong. But Chinese reporters knew that *Danchi* meant facilities that, although hard and simple, could guarantee a basic livelihood. In big cities, even such simple *Danchi* were enough to let those newly arrived workers live a life with a home.

The Ishiwara government basically implemented the minimum wage system, the eight-hour workday, and workers' schools. Having been in power for one year, and also carrying out large-scale rural land reform, the execution of these policies was quite rough. Moreover, many policies were implemented by grassroots organizations of the Japanese Communist Party leading Japanese people who were trembling with fear because the Emperor's family had been killed. However, Japan had at least completed the work that a right-wing industrial government should complete.

Chinese reporters, who had an understanding of the basic situation in Japan, only introduced the current status of Japan and the various Japanese political parties participating in the election, and did not predict the election results. Because according to the work completed by the Ishiwara government, this result seemed to have nothing to predict.

Sure enough, in early August, the election results came out. The Future Society won 87% of the seats in local and central assemblies. Especially in the countryside, the seats won by the Future Society exceeded 95%, presenting a comprehensive crushing victory. With such election results, the Ishiwara government would be as stable as Mount Tai for the next four years.

Now, European and American newspapers published shocking headlines: "'Regicide' Wins Election", "The Power of Fear — Japan's 1928 General Election", "General Ishiwara Kanji's Government Gains Another 4 Years of Stable Rule".

Chinese newspapers simply reported the election results, while other reports on Japan were still about production and life at the grassroots level in Japan.

He Rui had long anticipated such a result. Since Ishiwara had gained another stable four-year governing period, the Asian order needed to be carried out as an important task. In order to give the new Japanese government a reason to push this matter forward, He Rui ordered the Korean restorationists and the leaders of the Korean Communist Party organizations to be invited to the capital.

At present, the best way to make Japan finally feel the pressure was not simple negotiations, but working together in two directions. Only if the Korean restorationists gave Japan enough pressure could the reflection of the Japanese people be promoted.

But this did not mean that He Rui only adopted military means. A Chinese delegation had also gone to Tokyo to begin secret negotiations with Japan. The head of the delegation was Qin Tingyu, who was responsible for secret contact with the United States. When in the United States, Qin Tingyu's identity was a Chinese businessman. Now, Qin Tingyu was already the Party Secretary of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Japanese government sent Minister of Foreign Affairs Yagyu Komei and Minister of Defense Yamamoto Isoroku to participate in the negotiations together.

The negotiation conditions brought by Qin Tingyu were a compensation plan. China could use military force to threaten Japan, but this threat was to make Japan accept China's conditions. If a big fight really broke out, cooperation with Japan could not be reached in the short term. If China and Japan continued to confront each other, the whole world would be happy. Even the Soviet Union would probably be able to breathe a sigh of relief.

Even if Qin Tingyu did not like to see this agreement, some things did not shift according to personal will. What was even funnier was that in this world, only interests were common, and perhaps would also be eternal.

However, the question Yamamoto Isoroku asked from the opposite side was not about negotiations, but about a recent event. "The Chinese government has recognized that the sovereignty of the Assam region and Upper Myanmar belongs to the local people, but China will be responsible for the diplomacy of the two regions and help organize local governments. What kind of message does Your Excellency the Chairman wish to release to the world?"

Qin Tingyu was somewhat surprised by Yamamoto's question, but felt that with Yamamoto's ability and insight, it was not surprising that he would pay extra attention to this matter. He replied, "Colonialism is a cancer in this world. China does not believe there is any reason to choose colonialism."

Yamamoto pursed his lips. "But I believe that the assessments of Britain and France may not be unreasonable. Many countries completely lack the strength to form governments and operate nations. They need more experienced forces to manage them and bring these regions into modern civilization."

Qin Tingyu replied calmly, "Is a dog-eat-dog war not enough? Must the world be brought to destruction before Europe and America will stop?"

The Chinese and Japanese sides clearly had no consensus on this issue, and the atmosphere became depressing. Both sides remained silent for the time being, just looking at each other coldly.
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After Taira Toyomori finished reading the meeting minutes, he looked up and saw that Ishiwara had also finished reading and was narrowing his eyes in thought. Taira spoke his judgment first, "Ishiwara-kun, I believe that as long as no one deliberately instigates it, the public will not react violently to such an arrangement."

Ishiwara agreed with Taira's assessment. But as the Cabinet Prime Minister, Ishiwara had to consider specific issues—namely, how much trouble the opposition could actually stir up. Fortunately, He Rui had already given the Japanese government a way out. The Korean restorationists were making a fierce commotion in the north, and the Japanese army's suppression efforts had been repeatedly frustrated. To complete the suppression would require increasing military expenditure. The Diet would never accept a proposal for a large-scale increase in military spending.

"I agree with the President's judgment," Ishiwara stated his decision.

Taira Toyomori knew this was a step Japan had to complete, so he didn't haggle over trivial benefits. He asked, "The 2nd China-Japan Go Tournament is about to begin, isn't it?"

"Yes. The important task for the next year is to promote people-to-people exchanges between China and Japan. If He-kun can visit Japan next year, that would be the best outcome," Ishiwara replied with a smile. Since they were going to sign a treaty that would irritate Japanese public sentiment, they had to go all out to create a friendly atmosphere between China and Japan. By using the exchange of visits by heads of state to push the emotions of the two countries to a climax, they could offset Japanese nationalist sentiment.

Seeing that Ishiwara was prepared, Taira Toyomori looked down at the meeting minutes again. In the records, the Chinese side expressed four views:

1.  Sovereignty over Korea belongs to the Korean people. 2.  Sovereignty over Ryukyu belongs to the Ryukyu people. 3.  Sovereignty over Taiwan belongs to China. 4.  Japan can receive corresponding compensation when implementing the first three points.

Taira Toyomori agreed with He Rui's thinking on handling these issues, especially regarding compensation. He Rui showed the attitude expected of a mature politician; after getting what he wanted, he began to consider the interests of the other party.

Admittedly, the Japanese Ministry of Defense believed that China could achieve its goals through war. Similarly, the assessment report provided by the Ministry of Defense estimated that China would need to mobilize 2 million troops, and the cost of the war and the reconstruction of Korea and Taiwan would be between 5 and 10 billion Chinese yuan.

Japan agreed to China's request, and China would provide 200 to 500 million Chinese yuan as compensation. Taira Toyomori believed this was beneficial to both parties. The issue of the two countries' relationship continuing to develop towards peace and friendship without violent shocks also bought time for China's development. By exchanging 200 to 500 million Chinese yuan for 3 to 5 years of time, China's interests were maximized.

"Prime Minister Ishiwara, how long do you think it will take to complete the agreement negotiation?" Taira Toyomori asked.

"The initial stage is the most difficult. I think it will take at least a month."

Ishiwara's judgment was precise; the initial negotiations indeed took 38 days. On the third day of the negotiations, in northern Korea, the Korean restorationists held a meeting.

Kim Gu, the Premier of the Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea, appeared in a small mountain village. The Korean Revolutionary Army was standing guard at the village entrance. This made Kim Gu sigh at the influence brought about by the huge changes in China over the past two years. Previously, Korean restorationists could only gather in China, and they were in a dispersed state in Korea. Although the current Korean uprising had been suppressed, the Korean restorationists were organizing armies and forming small groups in the northern mountains.

Quite a few Koreans were waiting for Kim Gu in the village. Seeing Kim Gu arrive, everyone hurriedly stepped forward to welcome him. Kim Gu shook hands with everyone one by one. Before even going inside, Kim Gu said, "Comrades, you have worked hard! I have failed in my mission and could not make the uprising a success."

Lee Bong-chang, the Finance Minister of the government-in-exile, immediately said, "It is good that Premier Kim could return safely. Moreover, although this uprising did not succeed, fighting the Japanese army for so long is enough to strengthen the morale of our Korean people."

Education Minister Yun Bong-gil, a young man just a month shy of 20, had also participated in the uprising and evacuated from Korea three months ago. Now he had returned to Korea with a dozen personnel from the Provisional Government of the Republic of Korea in Shanghai. Seeing Kim Gu blaming himself, he stepped forward and said, "Premier Kim personally led the team to cover our retreat. You have done your best."

Kim Gu knew that his ability to retreat was not because the insurgent army was good at fighting, but because China and Japan had reached some kind of agreement behind the scenes. Thinking that he was still unable to persuade the Chinese government to help restore Korea, Kim Gu was still very regretful.

After a while, with a small commotion outside, someone came in to report, "President Kim, the representatives of the Korean Communist Party have arrived."

Among the current Korean revolutionaries, most of the local young people were members of various Communist organizations. Unlike a pure restorationist like Kim Gu, the young revolutionaries not only looked forward to restoring Korea but also wanted Korea to become a socialist country like China. This made an old-school figure like Kim Gu feel very troubled.

As Kim Gu expected, after the several Korean Communist Party representatives came in, they were very enthusiastic about launching an armed struggle in Korea initially. But when it came to personnel issues, the young Korean Communist Party representatives immediately stated, "We must never trust those rich people again!"

"Mr. Kim Gu, we have already been betrayed by them once. These rich people are accomplices of the Japanese!"

Kim Gu knew that the previous March 1st Movement had caused these Korean youths to completely lose confidence in the Korean wealthy class. But he didn't expect the two sides to drift so far apart.

From March 1, 1919, to the end of April, 1,214 demonstrations and conflicts occurred in 212 of Korea's 218 prefectures and counties, with 1 million participants. By the end of May, it increased to more than 2,000 times, and the number of participants reached 2 million, accounting for 10% of the Korean population at that time. Just like that, the anti-Japanese wave triggered by the March 1st Movement swept across the entire Korean Peninsula.

This movement was initially against hunger and oppression. Later, it developed into a movement for independence and autonomy. When the struggle reached this stage, the Korean wealthy class feared that their interests would be damaged and immediately turned to support Japan. This caused a great split among the Korean revolutionaries.

It can be said that the March 1st Movement basically failed after June 1919. The reasons for its failure were multifaceted. First, the initiators of the March 1st Movement, the so-called "National Representatives" representing the interests of the bourgeois nationalist upper class, although playing an important role in organizing this movement, readily believed in the national self-determination theory of the European and American powers. They only wanted to conduct peaceful demonstrations and petitions, fearing student movements and people's revolutions. In the end, they did not play a promoting and leading role in this movement. This fully demonstrated the weakness and compromise of the Korean national bourgeoisie, which can also be seen from the fact that Choe Nam-son, who drafted the "Proclamation of Independence," later compromised and degenerated into a pro-Japanese collaborator.

Secondly, although the Korean working class stepped onto the stage of history as an independent force in this movement, it had not yet grown up, its strength was still weak, and it had not formed its own political party to lead this patriotic movement. Therefore, although the March 1st Movement was massive, due to the lack of a unified and strong leader or political party, the people's struggle was in an unorganized, dispersed, and spontaneous state from the day it broke out. This also gave the Japanese colonialists the opportunity to defeat them one by one, causing the movement not to last long.

But this divergence was precisely what Kim Gu least wanted to see. Because the land reforms carried out by China and Japan proved that only bayonets could promote land reform. The land reforms in both these countries were at the cost of the destruction of the old upper class. If Korea also engaged in land reform, the same situation would definitely appear.

In other words, now that the revolution has not yet succeeded, a comprehensive split has already occurred within the Korean revolutionary party. The moment the Korean revolution succeeds will be the signal for the start of a bloody war between these two factions.

So Kim Gu began to try his best to persuade the young Korean Communist Party members, but the progress made Kim Gu very helpless.

***

On the 28th day of the Sino-Japanese negotiations, a US special envoy arrived in Beijing, China. The special envoy, Prescott Bush, was a 33-year-old young man. At least for a US special envoy, this age was very young.

He Rui met Prescott Bush in his living room. Bush walked into the living room with a somewhat yearning mood. He Rui was 38 years old this year, already a middle-aged man. The childishness of youth was gone from him. Bush felt the power of an adult in He Rui, but without the lethargy of an old politician.

Bush's first question was, "Mr. Chairman, have you heard? European countries think you have made an immoral decision."

Hearing this, He Rui couldn't help laughing, "I wonder if the United States will regard the Soviet Union as a European country."

Prescott Bush was stunned, feeling that he was facing a powerful negotiation partner. However, Bush did not feel uneasy because of this. His main task was to express the goodwill of the US government to He Rui, not to really establish a deeper relationship with He Rui.

Without reacting to He Rui's reminder, Bush continued, "Mr. Chairman, the US government greatly appreciates your attitude towards colonies. The US Congress is considering granting independence to the Philippines."

"China welcomes such an attitude," He Rui replied. "It is necessary to distinguish between sovereignty and governance rights. The issue of how to ensure the governance of colonies that gain independence can be completed during the transfer of governance rights. But who sovereignty belongs to is the core issue. Western European countries like to confuse the public, refusing to recognize the sovereignty of those countries on the grounds that colonies cannot effectively govern themselves. This is a ridiculous deception. It is necessary to fully expose this."

Hearing that Western European countries were to be struggled against, Prescott Bush felt a strong resonance. "Mr. Chairman, the arrogance of Western European countries is indeed impressive. China's civilized and rational attitude is admirable. The President of the United States sent me here to ask Mr. Chairman if there is anything needed in the process of promoting the liberation of colonies. If the United States has the ability to satisfy it, we will try our best to satisfy it."

"Thank you, President Coolidge. I heard that Mr. Hoover has already won the Republican nomination. Just getting the nomination has made the US stock market continue to surge. I wonder if this is completely true?" He Rui pulled the topic to the US economy.

Prescott Bush was a successful businessman who made a living from this, and he had a lot of experience in this regard. When he became the leader of China in 1924, He Rui was one year younger than the current Bush. Bush cherished the opportunity to talk about economics with a figure like He Rui.

After first describing Hoover's approval rating in the United States, Bush described the surge in the US stock market triggered by Hoover's nomination by the Republican Party. Bush asked, "Since the end of 1927, there have been more and more bearish evaluations of the stock market. Before Mr. Hoover was nominated, the US stock market did indeed experience a decline. Afterwards, it skyrocketed because of the news of the nomination. In Mr. Chairman's view, will the US economy change due to a change in president?"

"The general trend of the US economy will not change due to a change in president. Mr. Bush, if the US stock market continues to surge like this, there will inevitably be a huge crash. This has nothing to do with which president is elected," He Rui made his judgment.

Prescott Bush nodded slightly. As a businessman, Bush certainly did not believe in a stock market that would never fall. The Bush family's own company issued stocks. If the stock market rose forever, the Bush family could enjoy ever-increasing wealth just by relying on the shares they held.

"When the stock market crashes, different presidents will adopt different countermeasures. This will lead to different results. If I were a US voter, I would study whether the presidential candidates' campaign platforms contain content in this regard."

"Haha, people with thoughts like yours are a tiny minority among US voters." Bush laughed, "But I very much admire your rational attitude. If Mr. Chairman were running for US President, would you propose content related to this in your campaign platform?"

"In another two years, China will hold a general election. I will definitely analyze China's future economic development."

"Given your understanding of the Chinese economy, I wonder if you could tell me what your judgment is for China in the next few years?"

"China is not yet an industrial country, so China has very large room for development. Moreover, the current government is focusing most of its efforts on economic development. At least in the next five years, the number of Chinese factories will increase several times or even a dozen times. And the labor productivity of Chinese workers is likely to increase by more than 10% annually."

"In other words, do you think the current stage is a good time to invest in China?" Prescott Bush asked what he considered the main point.

"I think that given the profitability of US capital in the US mainland at this stage, the United States may not be interested in investing in China."

Hearing He Rui's rational consideration, Prescott Bush became even more interested. There are two kinds of people who speak like this: one is very confident, and the other is retreating to advance. Bush believed He Rui was the first kind, so he asked, "If I want to invest in China, I don't know which Chinese departments I should look for. I am very interested in potential markets."

"Is Mr. Bush planning to organize a businessman group to visit China for inspection after returning home?" He Rui decided to give Prescott Bush a chance. Businessmen have always known clearly that they must have good relations with the government. On the contrary, under normal circumstances, the government would state that they have no intention of associating with businessmen.

Prescott Bush was a smart man. He knew He Rui was giving him an opportunity. American businessmen had no experience investing in China. If they could become businessmen permitted by He Rui, they could greatly reduce the cost of negotiation and investment. He immediately replied, "Mr. Chairman, even if I return to the United States, I hope to maintain contact with you."

The meeting ended in a good atmosphere. After sending Prescott Bush away, He Rui walked to the front of the world map and stood with his arms folded across his chest. Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang came in and walked to He Rui's side. Following He Rui's gaze, he saw the map of the United States shaped like a great shark. Li Chenggang asked tentatively, "Is the Chairman considering the economic crisis that will break out in the United States?"

He Rui lowered his arms, "Minister Li, how much impact do you think an economic crisis in the United States would have on China and France?"

"In the analysis results of the Ministry of Commerce, the impact on the economies of China and France is not significant. Because France does not have much investment in Germany. As soon as the United States has problems, the first to bear the brunt will be Germany, which has obtained a large number of dollars. If Germany has problems, countries that have large investments in Germany and rely heavily on German industrial products will be affected. Countries that rely on the US market will also be greatly affected, but the economic impact on the global economy will be just that."

Hearing Li Chenggang's answer, He Rui turned his head to look at Li Chenggang. Li Chenggang withstood the direct gaze of He Rui's sharp eyes, but couldn't help straightening his back.

"Is this the view of the Ministry of Commerce?" He Rui asked.

"This is the judgment made by the Ministry of Commerce based on the economic exchanges between various countries. At this stage, Sino-French cooperation can allow countries with relatively close economic relations with China and France to achieve stability under the impact of the economic crisis. The Ministry of Commerce had an intuitive view before completing the analysis, which was that the economic crisis would spread rapidly. Only after specific analysis was it determined that this transmission would mainly occur within the dollar zone. The sterling zone will also be affected, but the UK has vast colonies and can find ways to solve the problem."

Only then could He Rui determine that the Ministry of Commerce had indeed given it very serious consideration, so he asked Li Chenggang to sit down. As soon as Li Chenggang sat down, he spoke of the purpose of his visit, "Chairman, a part of the small-scale French equipment has been transported to China and assembly has been completed. Several French companies were very surprised. They believe that China has a very outstanding computing department and mentioned in conversation that they wanted to see China's computing department."

"Is it just talk?" He Rui sought a definite answer.

"It is indeed just talk," Li Chenggang replied with certainty.

He Rui certainly didn't want the French to see China's computing department, because China's computing department had already begun to use electronic tube computers capable of 50,000 operations per second on a large scale. A few years ago, after China completed the electronic tube computer, this equipment was still considered something like an expensive scientific toy.

A few years later, China's fields of statistics, science, engineering, etc., had developed a dependence on electronic tube computers. He Rui had long known that such a development would occur and was not surprised. Hearing Li Chenggang say that the French seemed interested, he smiled and said, "There is no need to pay attention to the French for now. We shouldn't mention anything. But if the French side formally proposes it, we will hold a meeting to discuss it then."
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"Chairman, do you mean that regarding the vacuum tube computers, we shouldn't actively inform the French, nor should we treat it as strictly classified?" Li Chenggang, fearing he had misunderstood He Rui's intent, sought confirmation again.

"...More or less." He Rui didn't sound entirely confident when he said this.

Li Chenggang rarely saw He Rui answer questions with such hesitation; usually, He Rui was crisp and decisive in his strategic judgments. He couldn't help but press, "Why?"

"In principle, the vacuum tube computer is a device that Europe and America could also achieve at their current stage. However, in terms of effective calculation, the computer constitutes a 'National Heavy Weapon.' Effective calculation capacity has always been a massive source of competitiveness. During the Opium War era, the number of engineers in Britain was fewer than the number of skilled craftsmen in China. Why was the gap between the two sides so immense? Because the effective calculation volume British engineers applied to technological iteration was far higher than that of the Qing Dynasty. The calculation volume generated by engineers based on scientific and technical principles forms the foundation of technological iteration, and vacuum tube computers are currently providing this calculation volume for Chinese engineering. So, even though I know technological diffusion is impossible to stop, from a technical perspective, I still don't want foreign nations to understand the equipment China possesses this early."

Li Chenggang felt he could understand He Rui's hesitation perfectly. Upon learning that French engineers had noticed the 'calculation capacity' of Chinese engineers, Li Chenggang felt that they must not let the French engineers learn about China's vacuum tube computers. China's industrial technology base was weak; if they had to attempt every feasible technical route one by one, it would require vast amounts of time and money. Thus, using calculation to conduct comparisons had become the preferred method for various design bureaus.

Vacuum tube computers happened to provide the computing power needed for massive amounts of tedious calculations. The numerous production lines introduced from France had precisely verified that many of the technical directions China had derived were correct. The fact that China couldn't realize some technical directions even after calculating them was only because China's weak industrial level couldn't meet the needs of certain intermediate technical links and equipment. Li Chenggang intuitively felt that China's possession of vacuum tube computers was a major advantage.

At this moment, almost all the vacuum tube computers across the country—those not down for maintenance—were running. France had provided too many blueprints and technical documents. To digest and absorb these technical materials as quickly as possible, China's technical teams not only had to copy the manufacturing processes provided by France but also had to conduct theoretical verification on them through data calculation.

Of the thousands of computers, one-tenth belonged to the military. A portion of these computers was calculating data related to the submarine materials provided by Germany, while data completed by a small number of computers had already been aggregated to become part of the data support for the operational plan to liberate Northern Korea.

The General Staff had handed the work of formulating the operational plan to Lieutenant General Yu Cen. Lieutenant General Yu Cen presented the content of the first phase of the operational plan to Defense Minister Cheng Ruofan, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, and Logistics Minister Zhong Yifu.

From a purely operational planning perspective, General Hu Xiushan, Chief of the General Staff, felt there were no issues with Lieutenant General Yu Cen's plan. However, Hu Xiushan noticed a thoughtful look on Cheng Ruofan's face, realizing Cheng Ruofan was not satisfied. Once the report concluded, Cheng Ruofan directly stated his view: "At this stage, what matters is the composition of the Korean Restoration Army. We certainly hope young Korean communists can become the leaders and implement a socialist system in Korea. But this plan does not propose a solution for whether the Korean landlord class and the old aristocracy will stand on Japan's side because of this."

Hu Xiushan asked, "Could we refer this matter to the Chairman for arrangement?"

Cheng Ruofan looked at Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu thought for a moment and replied, "I think we can ask the Chairman who should be responsible for this matter, and whether the responsible department can fully cooperate with the Ministry of National Defense."

This was a fairly compromise solution. Although Cheng Ruofan very much wanted the army's Political Department to take charge, he acknowledged that Zhong Yifu's line of thinking was very correct. A call was made, ostensibly to report to He Rui. He Rui, however, asked directly, "Are there any problems with it?"

Cheng Ruofan immediately explained the issue to He Rui. He thought He Rui would ponder it for a while after listening, but unexpectedly, He Rui immediately offered a direction for the solution. "Take the 38th parallel north latitude as the temporary demarcation line. Our objective for now is to occupy Northern Korea."

The others saw Cheng Ruofan's eyebrows raise and his eyes brighten. Although they knew He Rui must have proposed an excellent idea, they couldn't hear it immediately. Everyone's eyes were fixed on Cheng Ruofan. When Cheng Ruofan put down the phone, Zhong Yifu immediately asked, "What does the Chairman think?"

Cheng Ruofan chose his words carefully and replied, "The Chairman believes our plan to target the entirety of Korea is impractical. He requires us to use the 38th parallel as the demarcation line first, making the control of half of Korea our objective."

Hu Xiushan and the others immediately felt that He Rui's thinking was indeed very forward-looking. This wasn't about mandating what Korea must become, but rather, He Rui's approach solved the problem of what Korea *could not* become.

Cheng Ruofan organized his thoughts and said slowly, "By doing this, the Chairman allows the Korean landlords and such to flee to Southern Korea first. And the landlord class in Southern Korea will also have time to think."

"Regarding the landlords, can't we just fight our way through?" Hu Xiushan asked. This line of thought was correct, yet also not quite correct. According to intelligence, among the landlords in East Asia, those in Korea were the most conservative and backward. Japan at least had some industry; Korea's industrial scale was not large, fundamentally insufficient to change Korea's nature as an agricultural region. Splitting Korea in two would give the Korean landlords a period of time.

Hu Xiushan was very experienced in formulating operational plans, but he never considered analyzing class attributes and designating political policies based on those attributes to be his strong suit. However, this self-awareness didn't make Hu Xiushan stay silent on areas he didn't understand. He asked, "In that case, wouldn't that turn Southern Korea into the base camp for Korean landlords?"

Cheng Ruofan explained slowly, "The proportion of landlords in Korea is still very low. Northern Korea will become a model for Korea in terms of land policy, allowing Southern Korea to see that a future Korea won't be a world where they can't survive. And can't the Korean landlords who truly find it completely unacceptable flee to Japan?"

Hearing Cheng Ruofan's explanation, Hu Xiushan still felt something was off, so he said, "Why don't we ask the Chairman to explain his opinion to us?"

Just as Cheng Ruofan was about to agree, Zhong Yifu said, "If we do that, we might as well produce the operational plan first, and take the questions to the Chairman then."

Cheng Ruofan immediately agreed with this idea. "Our previous operational plan was overly complex. At this stage, occupying only half of Korea reduces the difficulty significantly. There is only one key point to modify, which is that we can consider cooperation from the Japanese side."

Yu Cen listened seriously to the opinions of Cheng Ruofan and the others, agreeing strongly with Cheng Ruofan's view. If Japan agreed to the 38th parallel as a temporary dividing line, they could indeed consider obtaining cooperation from the Japanese side. Although Yu Cen felt this idea was bold, after commanding the war in Burma, Yu Cen was completely convinced by He Rui's political arrangements. Before learning that Britain was actually negotiating with China, Yu Cen had found it hard to imagine how the British Empire could accept reasons for peace talks with China. But that reason had indeed appeared! And it had resulted in the three joint communiqués between China and Britain.

At this time, the Sino-Japanese negotiations had reached their conclusion. The Japanese delegation reported the negotiated content to the Japanese cabinet. Many members of the Ishiwara Cabinet were of military background; hearing that China actually wanted Korean independence, their expressions turned grim.

Ishiwara Kanji then stood up and said, "Gentlemen, if Korea becomes independent, it is not without benefits for Japan. The greatest benefit lies in the fact that there will be no direct point of conflict between China and Japan. With the current border between China and Japan, the armies on both sides are very uneasy about each other's presence. If this situation continues, an accidental discharge leading to war is not an unfounded fear."

Someone immediately objected, "Why isn't this an issue between China and Russia? Their border is nearly ten thousand kilometers long!"

Ishiwara explained patiently, "Because the strategic directions of China and Russia are different. Russia's highest priority strategic direction is in Central and Eastern Europe. China's most important strategic direction at this stage should have been the south, but bordering Japan forces China to place a major strategic focus on Japan."

Once this was said, some Japanese cabinet members understood, while others remained confused. Those who understood were largely those with high-ranking military backgrounds. Ishiwara continued to explain to the cabinet members who hadn't figured it out yet: "Where lies Japan's interest in occupying Korea? If we were to grant Koreans Japanese citizenship and make it completely part of the Japanese homeland, I would join you gentlemen in demanding of China that Korea is an inseparable part of Japan! I wonder if you gentlemen recognize Koreans as Japanese?"

No one answered. Many Japanese cabinet members lowered their gaze to avoid awkwardness. In current Japanese public opinion, neither Koreans nor Taiwanese were considered Japanese; even the Ryukyuans, annexed by Japan for half a century, were not treated as true Japanese.

This was indeed the will of the Japanese people. Even statesmen of the cabinet member level, knowing full well the necessity of granting national treatment to Korea and Taiwan, did not view the populations of these two places as true Japanese.

Seeing that the cabinet members were unwilling to face the core challenge—that is, the challenge of identity—Ishiwara struck while the iron was hot. "China does not consider Koreans to be Chinese either, so they do not seek to annex Korea. But the Chinese consider Taiwanese to be Chinese. As long as Taiwanese pass China's various examinations, they can serve as Chinese officials. Even serve as China's Premier or Chairman. What China cares about is these people's ability, not their provincial origin. If a Ryukyuan became a Governor of a province, or even the Premier of the Cabinet, I wonder how you gentlemen would view it?"

Hearing Ishiwara's hypothesis, the same thought immediately popped into the minds of the Japanese cabinet members: *'The nation would no longer be a nation.'*
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"Gentlemen, what do you think the Great Empire of Japan will lose if we sign this agreement?" Ishiwara's tone had already hardened. Everything that needed to be said had been said; if they still couldn't agree, it would be based on emotion rather than fact. Ishiwara didn't think he needed to waste time on these people.

After waiting for a while, Ishiwara saw no one raising an objection. Since these fellows were so sensible, Ishiwara took the responsibility upon himself. "If no one objects, the Cabinet will pass this agreement. The focus of the current administration's work will shift to economic construction. If, during this administration's four-year term, the annual economic growth can exceed 5%, the Japanese public will fully understand the significance and value of our decision for Japan."

Hearing the figure of 5% annual economic growth, the Minister of Finance's face twitched twice, as if he had a sudden, severe toothache. Most of the other Ministers noticed the Finance Minister's expression and couldn't help but feel sympathetic. If the growth rate Ishiwara expected was truly achieved, the Japanese public would certainly be able to accept the decision to allow colonial independence. Even if a minority were dissatisfied, they wouldn't really cause any waves. However, this growth rate was not easy to achieve. It was practically certain that the Minister of Finance would find it difficult.

Ishiwara, however, did not waver at all. Judged strategically, China must pull Japan along to face external challenges together, and China's leader is a strategist of such high caliber as He Rui, so he wasn't worried that He Rui would renege on his word after restoring the old borders. As long as He Rui didn't break his word, the opportunity before Japan was enormous.

As for long-term interests, Ishiwara believed that the forces of East Asia would inevitably go to war with Europe and America. As long as Japan truly cooperated and contributed, given He Rui's breadth of mind and boldness, Ishiwara believed that while China ate the meat, Japan could at least gnaw on the meaty bones.

Although he didn't know if his government could last until then, if it really could, Ishiwara believed he would definitely lead Japan to an unprecedentedly bright realm. But Ishiwara decided to bet everything he had. He ordered, "Minister Yagyu, please introduce the content of the negotiated agreement to everyone."

What He Rui wanted was to restore the old order of East Asia, which naturally also satisfied Japan's needs. Taiwan was a security issue for Japan, so the Japanese military could use berths in three major ports in Taiwan for 20 years, and the Army's withdrawal would also be completed over 5 years.

If Ryukyu chose independence, Japan could also continue to use military ports in Ryukyu for 20 years. As compensation, China would cooperate with Japan in the field of synthetic ammonia production.

Korea's independence process would be divided into 10 years, with both China and Japan guiding Korea's domestic and foreign affairs. Japanese enterprises and legal property in Korea would be protected by law. However, Korea would inevitably implement land reform, so Japanese land in Korea would be subject to the land redemption policy adopted by both China and Japan.

Hearing up to this point, the faces of some Japanese cabinet members finally turned ugly. The so-called 'redemption' meant the average yield per mu over the past five normal years multiplied by 1.2 as the land redemption price. This was essentially state seizure of land. But since both China and Japan had done this sort of thing, there wasn't much to say.

Korea had to provide Japan with a portion of the 'redemption fees.' To spare Korea's pride, the national redemption fee would naturally be given a pleasant-sounding name. And China would guarantee this national redemption fee. If Korea couldn't come up with the money, China would pay it on Korea's behalf.

China's only requirement was that during the 10 years of transfer of governance, China and Japan would manage their respective sides with the 38th parallel as the demarcation line.

Economically, besides restoring Sino-Japanese trade, China opened its futures market to Japan and simultaneously accepted Japan's entry into the trading system between China and the Soviet Union. Japan could obtain raw materials from the futures market and could also enter the trade system of China and the Soviet Union.

Even Minister of Defense Yamamoto Isoroku felt that what Japan had failed to pursue through several wars had now been achieved through peace. Yamamoto Isoroku also sensed a tremendous danger.

"If we don't agree, will China go to war?" Yamamoto Isoroku heard such a voice. Just as he was looking to see which cabinet member had said it, he heard Foreign Minister Yagyu Komei answer decisively, "This is indeed the Foreign Ministry's judgment."

Hearing Yagyu Komei answer so frankly, the cabinet members ceased mentioning this question. When Yagyu Komei finished reading the conditions offered by China, Ishiwara asked, "Do you gentlemen have any other questions?"

Most cabinet members wanted to ask what to do if China didn't keep its word. But no one raised this question because the impression the Japanese Cabinet members had of He Rui was that of a very strong leader. Such leaders rarely reneged on agreements. Only the Minister of Finance asked, "What if Japanese goods earn too much in China?"

Ishiwara answered decisively, "If trade disputes arise, China and Japan will resolve them through negotiation."

Ishiwara knew he had to convince the cabinet members; in Ishiwara's assessment, Japan had obtained a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Also having to convince cabinet members was He Rui. At a meeting of the Chinese government's high-level officials, Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong asked straightforwardly, "If Japan finds they have a trade deficit in industrial goods, will they make unreasonable demands?"

He Rui shook his head. "Japan is an industrial country after all; short-term surpluses or deficits won't have a direct impact. As for structural deficits, we should be able to solve them through negotiating how to cooperate."

This question surprised the Minister of Propaganda somewhat. He asked, "Minister Zhuang, why are you so confident?"

Under everyone's gaze, Zhuang Jiaxiong flipped through his folder, found the page regarding Japan's industrial production capacity, opened it, and then read the key points: "Current Japanese machine tool inventory, classified by usage, is as follows. Lathes: about 35,900 units, with production times as follows: lathes produced in 1900 account for 33% of Japan's existing lathes..."

After reading Japan's figures, Zhuang Jiaxiong read China's figures. The leaders of departments related to industry looked very relaxed. The Minister of Propaganda had some understanding of industry, but at this moment he couldn't fully comprehend the result of this comparison, so he asked, "I think Japan has advantages over us in many crafts. Won't these advantages be reflected in trade?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong shook his head. "Japan's craftsmanship lags behind France's. Japan's mechanical equipment is older and has lower precision than the French equipment we introduced. We have introduced technology and equipment for most industrial categories from France. If Japan has any advantage, it's that their education started earlier, and at this stage, they have more skilled workers than we do. But the effect of these skilled workers is limited compared to the advanced nature and high precision of equipment. So at this stage, our industrial goods can stand on par with Japan's; Japanese goods do not possess an advantage. Moreover, regarding those Japanese skilled workers, in order to improve the production level of Chinese factories as quickly as possible, we are also preparing to introduce a batch of them to enrich our skilled worker ranks, provided an agreement is reached between China and Japan."

The Minister of Propaganda nodded. The target audience of the Propaganda Department was the ordinary masses; it was enough for the ordinary people to have a normal view of Japan.

Instead, He Rui said, "In our Chinese culture, propaganda about foreign countries tends to be polarized. Either portraying foreign countries as very good, or portraying them as very bad. The masses have limited financial resources and cannot travel abroad to study or tour, so in terms of propaganda, we must make the masses realize that there is a country called Japan, and that most people in this country are normal people. To this extent is fine. There is no need to deliberately emphasize Japan's good points, nor emphasize Japan's bad points. Japan is a country with a population of tens of millions; there are good people and bad people. From the Japanese perspective, Japan's interests are naturally higher than China's interests. This is the real Japan."

The Minister of Propaganda had planned the work this way, but hearing some emotion in He Rui's tone, he thought it was the result of He Rui's extreme dissatisfaction with the propaganda within the country during the Qing Dynasty's return. He quickly stated, "The Propaganda Department will follow the Chairman's line of thinking."

The Minister of Propaganda didn't know that He Rui recalled the "Sino-Japanese Friendship" propaganda from the 1990s in another timeline, which had left a terrible impression on him. At least He Rui didn't feel there was any necessity for China and Japan to become "brotherly nations" at that time. Even now, He Rui had no intention of forgiving Japanese militarism from another timeline.

Both sides' upper echelons were ready to sign. On September 1, 1928, the Japanese delegation arrived in Kaifeng. On the first day, the Chinese side invited the Japanese delegation to eat Kaifeng cuisine on the Imperial Street of Kaifeng. Henan specialties like Xiao Long Bao and Carp with Roasted Noodles satisfied the Japanese delegation greatly.

After lunch, Japanese Foreign Minister Yagyu Komei and Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang took the lead, walking through this famous historical city of China. Yagyu Komei smiled and said, "Tokyo Bianliang, the capital of the Song Dynasty. This name has quite a destiny with present-day Japan."

Li Shiguang nodded. "After Edo was renamed, it is indeed so." Until the Shogunate was overthrown, the Emperor of Japan had always lived in Kyoto. After the Tokugawa Shogunate fell, the Japanese Emperor moved the capital to Edo, where the Shogunate was located, and renamed Edo to Tokyo.

Yagyu Komei asked with interest, "Since we have arrived in Tokyo, I wonder if there is an opportunity to go to Xijing, Luoyang. I have long heard of the Longmen Grottoes and truly wish to go and pay my respects."

Li Shiguang smiled. "If Minister Yagyu is interested, after the negotiations end, I will personally accompany the Japanese delegation to go there together. I have also long heard the name of Kyoto in Japan; if I have time, I would also very much like to go and experience the atmosphere of Kyoto."

"Then I will have the opportunity to fulfill the duties of a host in Japan." Yagyu Komei generously expressed his willingness to host warmly.

There were many ancient buildings in Kaifeng. White Horse Temple, Daxiangguo Temple—these famous temples were also well-known in Japan. Although Japan was Shinto, and Shinto was considered the state religion, Buddhism was the religion with the greatest influence among the Japanese people. Learning that they were going to head to Daxiangguo Temple next, Yagyu Komei and the others were very pleased.

Walking along the Imperial Street, they saw the sign of 'Goryeo Pharmacy' ahead. Yagyu Komei stopped at the door and looked; seeing that the shopkeeper and assistants inside were obviously not dressed as Goryeo people, he had no intention of entering and walked straight ahead.

After resting for a night, negotiations began on the second day. The foreign ministers of the two countries quickly exchanged the views of their respective governments, and everyone reached a consensus on principled issues. In the afternoon, specific negotiations were started by the staff of both sides.

The negotiations were divided into several groups, each responsible for negotiating a section of the content. Some were responsible for Korea, some for Taiwan, some for Sino-Japanese economics and trade, and another group was responsible for negotiating the compensation China would provide to Japan. The staff of both sides brought out details proposed according to the principled outline previously agreed upon by both parties and began to exchange views item by item.

The main time and workload of the negotiation were all in determining details. Details were presented in the content of the agreement articles, and every article contained their respective interest demands. Consensus was easily reached on most content, but some parts caused fierce debate, even disputes, between the two sides. After the negotiations ended each day, both sides would convene delegation meetings to carefully comb through the agreed content, picking at it word by word to ensure there was no ambiguity. For content with disagreements, they analyzed whether this content was within the bottom line, and if so, how to bargain.

After five busy days, the first phase of negotiations ended. Both sides received the documents provided by the other and began to pick through them word by word with translators to ensure no problems would arise. Fortunately, the textual interoperability between China and Japan was very strong. Although Japan had engaged in de-Sinicization culturally at this stage, the proportion of Chinese characters used in its official documents remained very high.

By September 11, China and Japan concluded the negotiations and gave this treaty a name: the "Tokyo Bianliang Treaty." The characteristics of the script between China and Japan allowed for significant room for interpretation of this treaty's name, and this interpretation itself was very interesting.

Li Shiguang did not break his promise. During the time the treaty was sent back to both governments for review, he invited the Japanese delegation led by Yagyu Komei to visit Luoyang.

When the train passed the Luo River, Yagyu Komei was surprised to find that the river water was actually quite clear, showing a light green color. He couldn't help but ask in great astonishment, "Is this the Yellow River?"

As the host, Li Shiguang explained, "This is the Luo River, the very Luo River where Cao Zhi wrote 'Ode to the Nymph of the Luo River'."

Yagyu Komei watched for a good while before withdrawing his gaze, praising, "I didn't expect it to be so clear; truly a place of spiritual mountains and beautiful waters."

Li Shiguang was actually somewhat surprised too, but seeing the massive amount of vegetation on both banks of the Luo River, he understood. From the time of the Northeast Government, He Rui had established Arbor Day, and government departments had to plant trees and create forests every year. After ten years of propaganda, planting trees and forests and protecting water and soil had naturally become the basic view of government officials and the public covered by newspapers and other propaganda. As long as greening was carried out in river channels and mountainous areas, the sediment washing into the rivers would naturally decrease, and the rivers would become clear.

What Li Shiguang hadn't expected was that the Luo River would become so beautiful. The current capital was right next to the Yellow River. Although annual data showed that with the rapid construction of a large number of silt storage dams on the Loess Plateau, the sediment content of the Yellow River was decreasing, the Yellow River he saw was still that turbid. Looking at the shimmering Luo River, Li Shiguang couldn't help but think, *if only the Yellow River could become like the Luo River.*

At this moment, he heard Yagyu Komei say, "I have heard a saying in China: 'When a Sage appears, the Yellow River clears.' I presume the Yellow River will also become clear."

Li Shiguang wanted to answer casually that it wouldn't be that easy. But on second thought, he answered confidently, "I believe the Yellow River will definitely become clear."

Seeing Li Shiguang so confident, Yagyu Komei felt that the Chinese government members' confidence in He Rui was extraordinarily strong.

On September 16, the Japanese delegation, having returned to Kaifeng from Luoyang, received orders from the Japanese government that they could sign. With mixed emotions of relief and unwillingness, both sides signed the "Tokyo Bianliang Treaty" in front of Pan Yang Lake.

Once this treaty was announced, it immediately triggered a huge reaction internationally. To offset the shock this treaty caused in Japan, the Second Sino-Japanese Go Challenge was held in Tokyo, Japan. The Challenge rules stated that the winner of the previous Go Challenge would welcome the loser's challenge in their own country. Japan had won the previous Go Challenge, so the Chinese Go delegation arrived in Tokyo again to challenge.

Meanwhile, the cultural ministries of both China and Japan had begun to formulate a series of upcoming exchange activities. In addition to news of the Chinese and Japanese Olympic delegations returning home from the Netherlands together, and the news that China would host the Far Eastern Championship Games in 1929, the Japanese Noh theater troupe would travel to China for a tour.

Under the overwhelming propaganda, and with the Japanese public reacting to the news of the He Rui government's series of military and diplomatic victories as well as Sino-French cooperation, the worst-case scenario Ishiwara's government had considered did not occur. This allowed the members of the Ishiwara Cabinet to breathe a sigh of relief.

But for the countries of the world, especially for Britain, China and Japan solving the East Asian problem in one go was not good news. Although peace was a good thing, the British *Times* still sourly stated in a news report, 'Under immense pressure from China, the Japanese government had to sign the "Tokyo Bianliang Treaty," turning the clock in East Asia back 50 years. Furthermore, while the current immense pressure may have prevented an outbreak of Japanese nationalism, the accumulated anger will eventually manifest...'

The next day, the French *Le Figaro* ran the headline: 'The Islanders have started their traditional dirty tricks again, attempting to provoke conflicts between other countries!'

As before, Britain and France started cursing at each other first. However, this time the British newspapers were quite rational; while cursing France, they also expressed Britain's view. "The independence of Korea and Ryukyu is the independence of two colonies. In just this one year, four new sovereign states have appeared in Asia. The last time such a situation occurred was in 1919. We need to conduct a prudent assessment of such matters. Will such changes cause more uncertainty for the world?"

As soon as uncertainty regarding Britain's global hegemony appeared, the United States immediately took action. Special Envoy Bush, who had just returned to the United States, immediately went to Washington to seek an audience with President Coolidge, requesting to go to the Far East again. President Coolidge did not refuse and even arranged for his son to join the delegation led by the Special Envoy.

On September 30, Special Envoy Bush and Coolidge Jr. got off the train at New York Station and took a car to the pier. Soon, the silhouette of a luxury ocean liner appeared in Coolidge Jr.'s view. The two got out of the car, and Special Envoy Bush pointed to the liner and said, "Mr. Coolidge, we will take this ship to China."

On the gangway, there were many people dressed in magnificent clothes. Special Envoy Bush had booked first class. Letting the servants stow the luggage, Special Envoy Bush invited Coolidge Jr. to sit in the first-class bar. On the way to the bar, Coolidge Jr. raised a question, "What is the difference between an ocean liner and a cruise ship?"

Bush thought for a moment. "To my understanding, an ocean liner must guarantee speed. Crossing the Atlantic takes only one week. A cruise ship has no speed requirements and travels between various ports according to the passengers' requests."

"I heard some people live on ocean liners for a long time. Is that true?" It was Coolidge Jr.'s first time on an ocean liner, and he asked many questions of interest.

"Those are some rather eccentric people," Special Envoy Bush gave his opinion. As a steel tycoon, Bush couldn't understand how people living on ocean liners could have so much time to waste.

The two soon walked into the extremely lavishly decorated bar. The bartender saw the two sit down on the high stools in front of the bar and immediately asked, "What would you two like to drink?"

Before the two could answer, someone nearby already said, "Isn't this Mr. Bush?"

Coolidge Jr. turned his head to look. The face of the speaker had appeared in newspapers many times; it was actually the current patriarch of the Rockefeller family. Bush wasn't surprised. He greeted Rockefeller and introduced him, "This is Mr. Coolidge, President Coolidge's son."

Rockefeller wasn't there to take the liner for a trip. Upon learning that the order in East Asia had undergone a major change, Rockefeller couldn't hold back anymore. After learning that Bush had become the Special Envoy again, he boarded this ship together with those tycoons interested in China to head there.

Rockefeller hadn't expected to see Coolidge Jr., but since he had, it wasn't bad. Soon, several others came up to say hello. Bush left the bar counter and found a salon to invite everyone to sit down. Bush raised his glass, "I wish everyone a pleasant journey."

Everyone raised their glasses, though their objectives were not entirely the same. But these people indeed hoped that this trip would achieve the expected results—earning their own benefits in China. With such a mood, everyone said together, "Wish us a pleasant journey!"

The tycoons clinked glasses with the President's Special Envoy and the President's son. After the crisp clinking sound, everyone drank together.
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Inside the luxury liner's ballroom, the pianist was playing a beautiful melody. A group of tycoons was chatting in the salon when they saw young Coolidge walking toward them. Seeing him looking refreshed, everyone recalled the beauty who had been flirting with young Coolidge for the past two days. In this circle, no one took such things seriously; the group of tycoons, who had experienced all sorts of things, continued chatting and laughing.

Young Coolidge ordered a martini, raised it, and downed it in one go. He ordered another, carried it to an empty seat in the salon, and sat down. Seeing the tycoons looking over, young Coolidge still felt somewhat uneasy, so he casually found a topic. "May I ask what 'FC Currency Alliance' means?"

Most of the tycoons knew that F stood for France and C for China. The FC Currency Alliance likely referred to the recent cooperation between the Franc and the Chinese Yuan, a relationship not yet substantial enough to be called a system. However, the tycoons felt the term definitely carried a mocking tone, though they didn't understand where the punchline lay.

Seeing no one speak, Prescott Bush explained, "FC, according to Pinyin, can be the first two letters of the term 'Fei Chai' (废柴). In Southern Chinese dialects, 'Fei Chai' refers to a person who is a loser, waste. This is a term cooked up by the British; perhaps those Hong Kong people in Britain came up with it."

Hearing this explanation, the tycoons and young Coolidge finally understood. Although they still couldn't quite grasp the humor of the homophone in Chinese, they felt they had glimpsed something. Especially Britain's attitude toward the FC Currency Alliance proved even more that Britain indeed felt the pressure.

This advance party consisted of relatively industrial tycoons like Rockefeller in steel, oil, and railways; financial tycoons like Morgan had not come. Rockefeller raised a question: "China has announced it will no longer adopt the gold or silver standard, yet the exchange rates of the Chinese Yuan and Franc against the Pound and Dollar haven't dropped much. The FC Currency Alliance doesn't look like a loser."

The industrial tycoons didn't chime in. It wasn't that they looked down on Rockefeller or were unwilling to answer, but rather they didn't know what to discuss. Theoretically, both the Franc and the Renminbi had decoupled from precious metals; the printed matter called currency in both countries only contained national credit. Now that the exchange rates of both countries weren't dropping, it meant the trading partners of both countries didn't consider their economic situations to be bad. Such a situation indeed exceeded American experience; fiat currency possessing only national credit implied enormous risk.

Young Coolidge was going to China this time firstly because his father hoped his son could gain experience, and secondly because he himself was interested in China. Seeing the tycoons remain silent, young Coolidge's gaze swept over the silent tycoons. When he looked at Prescott Bush, he saw Bush raise his eyes and ask, "Mr. Coolidge, what do you think?"

As a graduate of Yale Law School, young Coolidge answered immediately, "Could it be because both countries have centralized systems?"

Once this was said, the tycoons were stunned. Rockefeller lit a cigar, signaling young Coolidge to continue. Young Coolidge then simply explained the difference between unitary states and federal states, as well as the characteristics of unitary states adopting a centralized system. When young Coolidge finished, Prescott Bush asked, "Mr. Coolidge, do you think the Chinese government must abide by agreements because it possesses moral legitimacy?"

Hearing this judgment, Rockefeller, while puzzled by the characteristics of Chinese culture, couldn't help but be somewhat moved. The reliability of a government constrained by morality was indeed relatively high, but Rockefeller also found it very strange: how could a government be constrained by morality?

So Rockefeller asked, "Mr. Coolidge, does the morality you speak of refer to ethics, or does it refer to public interest?"

"The public interest in Chinese culture refers to rights that every single person should enjoy. If this right isn't universal, it cannot be called moral," young Coolidge explained. Ever since his life was saved by medicine developed in China, he had developed a strong interest in China. And the more he studied, the more interesting he found it.

"Just now you said that the legitimacy of the Chinese government is built upon this morality. In other words, the Chinese government might damage corporate interests to prove that its administration has executed policies conforming to morality?"

"Yes. However, this approach can also be interpreted as China having no bias against enterprises; what they care about is entirely the economic impact produced by their own policies. Being able to formulate and execute such policies is enough to prove that the Chinese government is a modern government."

Hearing such an analysis, the tycoons were all thinking. Rockefeller smoked his cigar slowly, feeling that the line of thought proposed by this law school graduate was truly interesting. If the He Rui government was truly as young Coolidge described, a sincere negotiation with He Rui could determine whether to invest in China. Although at this stage American entrepreneurs all believed China held many risks, Rockefeller felt an impulse rising within him. This impulse wasn't unfamiliar; he had felt a similar mood when he decided to invest his capital into the oil industry.

Just as Prescott Bush said, ocean liners were about speed. On October 8, after more than three weeks of sea voyage, the American special envoy delegation and the accompanying tycoons disembarked at Lianyungang. They immediately took a train straight to the Chinese capital. On the train, railway tycoon Samuel didn't look very good, which Rockefeller found amusing. While dining in the dining car, he asked, "Mr. Samuel, the penetration rate of internal combustion engines in China seems very high."

Hearing this, the other tycoons looked up at railway tycoon Samuel. Seeing everyone's gaze, Samuel mocked himself, "Historically, Chinese workers also performed excellently in building railways. It seems perhaps I shouldn't have come."

Since Samuel was so frank, everyone felt a sense of sympathy. Although they had seen some news about China's industrial development, American concern for China was mostly focused on its successes in political, military, and diplomatic fields; concern for China's industrialization was actually limited. Seeing with their own eyes that most of the trains running on Chinese railways were internal combustion engines, Rockefeller asked Bush, "It seems France didn't just provide industry to China, but is helping China upgrade its industry."

Prescott Bush nodded. "Gentlemen, China is so large that France cannot possibly swallow it in one bite. I invited you all to come because I believe we should gain profits in this process."

The tycoons nodded one after another. France's population was only 40 million; an industrial population of this scale couldn't possibly swallow a large market of nearly 500 million people. American industrial capacity was far higher than France's and should obtain a share in the Chinese market matching American industrial strength.

Seeing the tycoons eager to try, Prescott Bush said, "Soon it will be China's National Day. I will try to secure opportunities for you to attend the National Day banquet from Chairman He Rui."

If possible, He Rui very much wanted to change the National Day from October 10 to October 1, because the legal lineage of China in He Rui's heart came entirely from New China, not the Tongmenghui or the KMT. But politics is quite serious, so He Rui could only accept it.

As a national leader, He Rui couldn't act like a child. After reading the list provided by Prescott Bush, which contained many large enterprises still renowned in the 21st century of the US, He Rui's mood improved significantly. "I welcome these gentlemen to China."

On October 11, an article titled "Has Rockefeller Defected to the Communist Party?" was published in *The Times*. *The Times* made a big fuss about the appearance of a group of American business tycoons at the Chinese National Day banquet, fiercely attacking these capitalists of capitalist society for caring about nothing but money.

The article even quoted Lenin's famous saying: "Comrades, where will the rope to hang capitalism come from? The capitalists will sell it to us!"

It was no wonder *The Times* was so agitated. In British eyes, China and France were already cooperating. Now that the owners of large American enterprises had run to China to attend the Chinese National Day banquet, it equated to the three joint communiqués between China and Britain bringing no substantive economic benefits to Britain. After France got there first, the US also began striving to enter the Chinese market. Britain naturally felt a sense of betrayal.

By October 13, America's right-wing newspapers, which focused more on ideology, also began to fiercely attack this group of capitalists who cared about nothing but money. However, *The Wall Street Journal* reported on the matter with great interest: "...Will these American entrepreneurs ultimately choose to accept the challenge of huge risks? Imperfect commercial laws, socialist ideology—these are all huge threats to American corporate investment in China. More importantly, with the establishment of the FC Currency Alliance, will these American enterprises be willing to accept the unstable Franc as payment currency?"

These verbal and written condemnations seemed fierce, but American tycoons were still the ruling class in the capitalist world. Within the ruling class, rules and morality still had to be observed. Questioning and criticizing this group was one thing, but trying to destroy them would be breaking the rules. Capitalist countries didn't do that.

So when the American tycoons saw these newspapers in China, they didn't really take the content seriously. Especially Rockefeller; he was waiting for a meeting with He Rui. This was a rare meeting opportunity, and Rockefeller was quite expectant about what would come out of it.

At noon on November 15, not long after Rockefeller sat down in a private room at a restaurant in the capital, the door opened, and He Rui walked in. Rockefeller stood up and sized up He Rui from close range. There were many silver threads in the black hair of this 39-year-old man, but they didn't make He Rui look old.

He Rui looked relaxed and full of vitality. As soon as the two sat down, He Rui asked straightforwardly, "Mr. Rockefeller, I have read the introduction about you. In the oil industry, your company is a very powerful enterprise in the world."

Rockefeller smiled. "But your country's Ministry of Land and Resources doesn't seem to welcome our investment in China."

He Rui answered frankly, "Oil is a strategic asset concerning our national security. It's not that we don't recognize the strength of the Rockefeller Company, but in this field, we cannot bear the risk."

Rockefeller appreciated He Rui's attitude. Even in refusal, He Rui showed no negative emotion, only clearly stating China's position. So Rockefeller also answered frankly, "If that's the case, our company cannot invest in China in the oil sector. According to your Ministry of Land and Resources' description, China's oil is located too deep, and the cost of such cooperative extraction is too great."

"Although I feel regret, the field of cooperation can only be this way," He Rui said.

Although he said he felt regret, Rockefeller saw no trace of regret on He Rui's face. And He Rui continued, "However, in other fields, we still have much room for cooperation. For example, the manufacturing and production of oil equipment; this has little relation to national security."

Rockefeller initially wanted to obtain oil extraction rights in China. Since he couldn't get them, he felt the field of cooperation with China had become very narrow. As for the production of oil extraction equipment, this investment was indeed too large, and the risk increased accordingly. Although oil extraction equipment was also for digging holes, the cost and technical content were not as simple as drilling a water well. The price of a set of equipment could easily be tens of thousands or even over a hundred thousand dollars, and the investment in an oil production area could likely reach millions or even over ten million dollars.

Throwing down so much investment, the risk faced was not just the investment being confiscated by the Chinese government, but the likelihood that the investment would fail due to insufficient demand in China.

So Rockefeller told He Rui his concerns directly. He saw that He Rui was not only unsurprised but not even astonished. This made Rockefeller feel very interested; he even birthed a conjecture: if He Rui were not a politician controlling immense power and resources but a businessman, how would his business ability be? Would he achieve success to the same degree as He Rui's military and diplomatic victories?

He Rui spoke up. "I think your worry is superfluous, Mr. Rockefeller. China has many oil fields. Although these oil layers are buried very deep, the geology is stable and the reserves are large. Moreover, oil extraction and usage will be a very long-term source of profit, and oil usage will grow at a high speed. So the situation of insufficient market in China that you worry about will not happen. Even with the current market, you don't need to view investment in the Chinese market as purely limited to the China region; the Soviet Union and Japan both have demands. Japan's oil-producing area is on Sakhalin Island; although the annual output isn't large, it is still demand. As for the Soviet region, its demand is very large and is a long-term demand. Mr. Rockefeller, do you believe China and the Soviet Union can cooperate long-term in this field? If you believe so, then investing in China means you also simultaneously obtain the Soviet market."

At the mention of the Soviet Union, Rockefeller wanted to scratch his head. If China made Rockefeller feel unsafe, the country of the Soviet Union made Rockefeller feel full of threats, so Rockefeller did not consider long-term investment in the Soviet Union. He didn't even consider investing at all.

But this also sparked Rockefeller's curiosity. "Mr. Chairman, why does China think the Soviet Union is cooperable? I wonder if you could tell me the real reason?"

"The real reason is not complex. China is willing to bear the financial risks for the Soviet Union. I think you may have heard that China and the Soviet Union adopt trade on credit; there isn't even much currency circulation between the two countries. From the perspective of European and American economic thinking, this risk is so large as to be completely unacceptable. But from the perspective of a socialist country, this risk is within an acceptable range."

Rockefeller became truly curious. "Could you explain more clearly?"

"The goods the Soviet Union buys from China are not for profit, but to improve the living standards of the Soviet people. As a socialist country, we can understand the Soviet government's needs and accept the commodity prices the Soviet Union pays based on this need. Of course, we won't sell at a loss, but we can accept a long-term profit margin that isn't high."

Rockefeller followed He Rui's line of thought. When he felt he understood the principle of Sino-Soviet trade, he couldn't help shaking his head and sighing, "Oh, God!"

Indeed. Rockefeller couldn't understand why China would be willing to pay for the Soviet Union's construction. People who did this were destined to be madmen, or self-righteous fellows.

After sighing, Rockefeller continued to ask, "What is the reason for China doing this?"

"Do you know about China implementing land reform, where the people have all been allocated land?"

"Yes, I have heard of it."

"The purpose of land reform is to ensure the people don't starve to death. But if the people want to increase their income, they need more employment opportunities. At this stage, China's domestic consumption power is very low. The Soviet Union possesses vast land and abundant resources; their consumption power is much higher than ours. So even with meager profits, the Soviet demand is large. Through trade with the Soviet Union, China can increase domestic employment opportunities and enhance China's consumption ability. Even if we only earn a few cents per shirt, as long as the sales volume is large enough, we Chinese people still earn money. Many littles make a mickle; it can also increase the income of the Chinese people."

"...Mr. Chairman, I don't mean anything else. But your description makes me want to sympathize with you. Because the brilliant victories you have achieved in military and diplomacy, compared with your current description of your mindset, make it impossible for me to believe these sentiments come from the same person."

"Hehe, I can understand." He Rui smiled. "So, China bears the financial risk, and the Soviet Union is a very large market. I wonder if this judgment can give Mr. Rockefeller greater confidence in investing in China?"
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After speaking with He Rui, Rockefeller thought Chinese government officials would sound him out again, but they didn't. Instead, the other tycoons listened every night to Prescott Bush's exchanges with the Chinese government. Three days later, railway tycoon Samuel announced he would set up a business office in China.

Hearing this suggestion, Rockefeller felt he might have been thinking too far ahead; given the current situation, setting up a China office first was a very pragmatic choice. But understanding was one thing; Rockefeller still wasn't very interested. His industries were basically concentrated in heavy industry; setting up even ten offices wouldn't help reduce the risk of investment in China.

Over these few days, Rockefeller chatted with young Coolidge several times, trying to understand China's political and cultural traditions through him. Rockefeller concluded that if what young Coolidge said was indeed Chinese cultural tradition, then this was an enlightened and responsible absolute monarchy. Based on Rockefeller's impression of He Rui, He Rui was an outstanding statesman, the leader of a modern industrial nation, bearing no resemblance to a monarch.

He Rui's understanding of politics and economics was profound; he knew well the priority issues of the nation at different stages, understood very well the negative consequences his policies would trigger, and had made deployments in advance.

Overall, his understanding of He Rui made Rockefeller very conflicted. If Rockefeller invested in China, he would definitely make money, and very substantial profits at that. However, Rockefeller could only make money in the fields He Rui permitted. If Rockefeller had other ideas, He Rui had countless ways to make the Rockefeller consortium's investments in China vanish into thin air.

Rockefeller didn't dislike making money, but he strongly disliked this feeling. Although the US government could exert huge pressure on the Rockefeller consortium, it still had to rely on them in the end. But no matter how much Rockefeller invested in China, as long as He Rui was there, the Rockefeller family couldn't get more. Rockefeller found he had never detested a centralized system so much. This aversion wasn't political, but personal emotion.

Even President (Theodore) Roosevelt, who had split the oil company through antitrust laws, made Rockefeller realize after the fact that the US President was nothing more than that. But the He Rui government was a different kind of existence; its power was much stronger than the US federal government, and its use of power was inevitably much more effective.

"Gentlemen, I have completed my diplomatic mission and am ready to return home."

Prescott Bush's words interrupted Rockefeller's thoughts. The first thought that popped into Rockefeller's head was whether to return with Bush.

The group of tycoons, however, was more interested in Bush's diplomatic objective this time and asked how his mission had gone. Bush answered with a sense of relief, "President Coolidge expressed appreciation for China's actions to liberate the colonies. The US government will continue to pay attention to China's development in the process of obtaining governance rights in the colonies. At the same time, we hope to sign investment agreements regarding the Assam and Upper Burma regions."

Hearing this, many tycoons smiled, some with a hint of mockery. This mockery wasn't directed at China. China had recognized the sovereignty of the Assam and Upper Burma regions; from a legal perspective, the US could establish diplomatic relations with these two regions. China now controlled the administration and diplomacy of these two regions, and the US naturally hoped to gain the power to enter these regions. At least create some influence first.

Sure enough, as these tycoons expected, Bush replied, "The Chinese government stated that after China and the US sign agreements on various relationships, China will arrange for the US to establish equal and mutually beneficial diplomatic relations with these two regions in accordance with the Sino-US agreements."

"That seems like a pretty good answer. Mr. Bush, did China mention the Philippines issue?" Samuel asked with interest.

Bush shook his head. "The Chinese government didn't actively mention the Philippines issue at all. When I asked what kind of relationship China hopes to establish with the Philippines, the Chinese side stated that this would be part of the Sino-US investment agreement."

Samuel had thought China would take the opportunity to say something. Hearing the Chinese government's attitude was so cautious, Samuel didn't know how to evaluate it. After thinking for a while, Samuel probed, "Does this mean the Chinese side isn't in a hurry to sign a comprehensive relationship agreement with the US?"

Prescott Bush had the same feeling. But no matter how he probed, the Chinese departments he met with all stated that 'agreements between China and the US are a very serious matter.' Prescott Bush later tried to determine how the Chinese government prepared to advance negotiations with the US, and the Chinese side stated, 'We will continue to push forward after the US election ends.' This part of the exchange couldn't be shared with the tycoons; if it got out, Prescott Bush would be in deep trouble.

After the chat, Prescott Bush stood up and took his leave. Back in his room, Prescott Bush opened the liquor cabinet, took out brandy, and poured himself a glass. The US election results would come out in November, and current Secretary of Commerce Hoover would undoubtedly win. Hoover attached great importance to opening the Chinese market. It was indeed a very suitable time for Bush to return to Washington with the Chinese promise to 'continue pushing Sino-US relations after the US election.'

Sipping the brandy, Prescott Bush felt a golden avenue waiting for him ahead. Although a steel tycoon was an extremely high existence for ordinary Americans, compared to the powerful in Washington, it was nothing. If the Bush family wanted to go further, they had to first become Senators or Ministers. Only with political accumulation could they open the door to core power.

Thinking that his child might become Governor Bush, or even President Bush, Prescott Bush raised his glass, drained the brandy in one gulp, and poured another. Just as he was about to raise the glass, he heard a knock on the door. Prescott Bush didn't even let the servant open it; his excited mood made him stand up and walk to the door with brisk steps.

The visitor was Rockefeller. Entering the room, Rockefeller closed the door and said, "Dear Prescott, you will meet with Chinese officials one more time, right?"

"Yes." Bush became alert.

Rockefeller took out a letter. "Could I ask you to hand this letter to the Chinese officials? I want to see Chairman He Rui one more time."

Bush didn't accept the letter immediately. Although this request wasn't excessive, Rockefeller asking Bush to deliver a letter was proof enough that Rockefeller hadn't established a friendly private relationship with He Rui.

Rockefeller saw through Bush's thoughts at a glance. He smiled, "Please rest assured, I will also submit a meeting request to Chairman He's office. The reason I'm asking you to help me carry the message is that I haven't decided whether to invest on the scale Chairman He expects. But I still want to see the Chairman one more time to make a final confirmation of my own thoughts."

Prescott Bush brought this group of tycoons to China naturally expecting them to invest in China and make a fortune. If their cooperation succeeded, the Bush family would establish a good relationship with China, the dominant power in East Asia, which would have long-term benefits for the Bush family. Although Bush felt Rockefeller was too arrogant, he still took the letter and indicated he would pass it to the Chinese officials.

When Rockefeller returned to his room, he intuitively felt that He Rui would see him again. But this time, Rockefeller had to make up his mind. Either invest heavily in China or never consider investing in China again in his lifetime.

Of course, if He Rui refused to see Rockefeller again, Rockefeller could leave China immediately, which would be no loss to him.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang was obviously very angry when he took the letter to see He Rui. After He Rui finished reading the letter, Li Shiguang said indignantly, "This Rockefeller is too arrogant and conceited!"

He Rui didn't care. Historically, the evaluation of the Rockefeller consortium in the US was quite negative, but this didn't affect the Rockefeller consortium still standing tall in the 21st century. Moreover, He Rui didn't view Rockefeller as some incredible figure. If meeting him one more time could pull in tens of millions of dollars in investment and get investment from the world's best oil company in the heavy industry sector, He Rui felt it was completely worthwhile to spend some time chatting with this man who was currently feeling uneasy.

Looking at the fuming Li Shiguang, He Rui advised, "Minister Li, if Rockefeller came to see me in a personal capacity, I wouldn't have time to provide psychological counseling to an old foreign man. But Rockefeller is now a 'walking representative of capital and technology.' What does it matter to see him again?"

Hearing He Rui view Rockefeller this way, Li Shiguang's mood improved immediately. Thinking about He Rui's words again, he realized He Rui completely disregarded the American tycoon as a person of status. If Rockefeller was just a tool, this magnanimity and composure were truly extraordinary. Realizing the gap in breadth of mind between himself and He Rui, Li Shiguang couldn't help but smile bitterly.

Rockefeller met He Rui again in a teahouse. The faint scent of tea made Rockefeller relax involuntarily. He Rui drank a round of Kung Fu tea with Rockefeller before asking, "I wonder what other questions Mr. Rockefeller has?"

"Mr. Chairman, are you really a Communist?" Rockefeller asked straightforwardly.

He Rui's secretary's hand paused over the teapot. Only after hearing He Rui answer as a matter of course, "Of course I am a Communist," did the secretary continue brewing tea as if receiving a signal.

"According to the Communist philosophy I've heard, what you pursue, Mr. Chairman, is the dictatorship of the proletariat. Correct?"

"Of course. How could a Communist not pursue the dictatorship of the proletariat?"

"Then are your current actions aimed at accumulating strength to destroy representatives of evil capitalism like me?" Rockefeller finished and stared at He Rui. If it were another leader, Rockefeller probably wouldn't ask this, but facing He Rui, Rockefeller wasn't afraid. A man like He Rui should be able to withstand such sharp questions.

Sure enough, He Rui didn't look angry at all. Rockefeller saw He Rui's gaze lower slightly for a moment before looking back. "Mr. Rockefeller, you say you are a representative of capitalism. Then I have to ask first, is the capitalism you represent authentic? Is it ripe?"

Rockefeller was stunned. All these years, he had been cursed as an evil capitalist, a representative of the evil side of capitalism. This was the first time someone asked if Rockefeller was qualified to be a representative of capitalism. Various emotions intertwined in Rockefeller's heart; one of them was actually... grievance.

Rockefeller felt that what he cared about was only 'freedom.' As for capitalism or socialism, Rockefeller didn't actually care. So Rockefeller never expected that a self-proclaimed Communist would seemingly see through this point; this feeling even gave Rockefeller a sense of incongruity.

Before Rockefeller could sort out his thoughts, he heard He Rui continue, "In my view, what you need is the freedom to make money and the protection of private property. The capitalist system recognizes the legitimacy of private property; does the socialist system not recognize it? If you invest in China, you only need to consider two things. First, abide by Chinese laws. In China, whether rich or poor, anyone who commits a crime will be judged by the law; everyone is equal before the law. Second, business is business. Buyers and sellers determine commercial contracts through commercial negotiation, and both parties faithfully fulfill the contract. If illegal issues arise during the execution of the contract, the courts will naturally resolve them. This is true not only for foreign enterprises but also for Chinese enterprises."

"...This doesn't explain why you call yourself a Communist." Rockefeller found the most explicit question from his slightly chaotic thoughts.

"The core concept of Communism is that the development of productive forces is the fundamental driving force for social progress. Marxism is a science of economics, and the socialist system is a tool to promote social progress. At this stage, China's goal is to develop productive forces, guarantee the bottom line of society, and continuously raise this bottom line."

"This seems no different from the platform of a US presidential campaign." Rockefeller felt he had caught a logical problem in He Rui's argument.

"The US presidential campaign platform is just talk, but the socialist system intends to really implement these things. Let me give you an example. Have you seen beggars on the streets of China?"

"I don't seem to have seen any." Rockefeller had only toured the capital in a car during his spare time these past few days, skimming the surface, and hadn't paid attention to these details.

"There are no beggars at this stage, but there will be in the future. However, future beggars will be professional beggars, using begging as a means to make a living. The income of such professional beggars might be even higher than that of ordinary people. The beggars I'm talking about are the kind who beg for food to survive. Through land reform, our people have been allocated means of production and can obtain enough food not to starve through farming. So the beggars of the past have disappeared."

"...Are you boasting about the superiority of the socialist system?" Rockefeller felt He Rui wouldn't be so superficial.

"At this stage, we can only guarantee that people won't starve to death. When natural disasters strike, people in the disaster areas can get free relief grain. After the disaster ends, if people in the disaster areas have lost their production tools in the disaster, they can also receive production tools to ensure they still have the ability to continue labor and production. The people have also obtained the right to education. China's compulsory education mandates that school-age children receive 5 years of basic education. If adults want to continue schooling, they will also have the right to continued education. We are cooperating with Germany in the field of education; Germany's institutional construction in this regard is very valuable for reference."

"Then what role can foreign investment play for China?" Rockefeller asked with interest.

"Foreign investment can allow China's industrial level to rise rapidly. We will have money to build a pension system and medical security system covering China. Although the early coverage range will certainly not be high, and the security level will be limited. But with the development of China's industry, the pension system and medical security system will definitely cover all people in China."

Hearing such a national security system, Rockefeller felt very resistant in his heart. However, Rockefeller didn't use the sarcasm popular in Europe and America regarding social security. He thought for a moment before saying, "Then you need to establish a highly professional government."

"Correct. We must establish a highly professional and efficient government. To build such a government, we must develop productive forces and create more effective equipment to improve efficiency and accuracy. Otherwise, with current technology, establishing such a social management system would consume so much manpower and resources that it would directly crush society."

"...Mr. Chairman, among the scholars leaning toward socialism I've met, no one dared to admit that the current level of social productive forces is fundamentally insufficient to realize a comprehensive social security system." Speaking of this, a thought suddenly popped up, making Rockefeller smile. "I'm actually somewhat willing to believe you are truly a Communist now. If I had to imagine what a Communist should look like, it would probably be like you."

He Rui didn't care if this old man Rockefeller was complimenting him or sighing. Some things had to be made clear first. "Mr. Rockefeller, after you hear what I have to say next, you will probably change your view."

Rockefeller looked at He Rui's expression and prepared himself mentally to face terrible conditions. In Rockefeller's life experience, the more scholarly someone was, the more they could plan out inhumane schemes. Although He Rui didn't have that unique show-offish feeling of scholars, Rockefeller believed He Rui's knowledge was deeper than those scholars who called themselves economists. That is to say, those scholars would propose inhumane opportunities, while He Rui might very well not be human.

"In China, competition must be sufficient. Our laws stipulate that monopolistic organizations like trusts, cartels, and syndicates are all illegal in China. Once such behavior appears, it will be punished as a crime of disrupting market rules. If Mr. Rockefeller decides to invest in China, a considerable part of the company operation methods you are accustomed to will likely violate Chinese law."

Rockefeller raised his eyebrows. He began to believe He Rui wasn't being alarmist. But having experienced (Theodore) Roosevelt's antitrust breakup, Rockefeller didn't think the antitrust measures proposed by He Rui were anything terrifying. However, Rockefeller still asked, "Why would a socialist country accept sufficient competition? Isn't this a characteristic of the so-called capitalist system?"

"That's why I asked you earlier, is the capitalism you believe in decent? Is it ripe?" He Rui smiled as he repeated the earlier question.

"...I remember you asked earlier if it was 'authentic,' not 'decent'." Rockefeller's memory was very good.

"I personally prefer the word 'decent'," He Rui replied, still smiling.

Rockefeller didn't want to joke. The old man said with a serious expression, "Do you believe sufficient competition can promote the development of productive forces? Disordered competition will greatly increase the risks for enterprises."

"Is the competitiveness of the enterprise more important, or are the interests of the shareholders more important? Capitalists naturally hope shareholder interests are the highest priority. But in the view of the Chinese government, the competitiveness of the enterprise is more important. In a fully competitive market environment, competitive enterprises will naturally survive better. This is the market operation mode we expect. I seem to have heard an American saying: No matter how great a bandit is, when he starts distributing the loot, even if he only distributes one copper coin, he is no different from a common petty thief. Mr. Rockefeller, the socialist system does not respect rent-seekers."

Since He Rui put it this way, Rockefeller didn't back down. "Mr. Chairman, China has many monopolistic state-owned enterprises."

"Yes. In fields concerning the national economy and people's livelihood, we must limit profits to reduce the cost of living for the people. This is the purpose of allowing state-owned enterprises in these fields. But this is not absolute. If private enterprises can accept the same profit margins, we will also agree to private enterprises entering these fields."

Based on the Rockefeller consortium's investigation of China, this seemed to be the case. China had carried out massive infrastructure construction with huge government investment, but the fees were not high. The US was an old player in toll projects like roads. They were experienced with the content of these fees.

Chatting to this point, Rockefeller felt he roughly understood He Rui's governing philosophy. So Rockefeller asked what he considered the last question. "Your cabinet members must all firmly support your policies, right?"

He Rui smiled and replied, "I am not the only one formulating these policies. All policies are passed only after full discussion in meetings."

Seeing He Rui's expression, Rockefeller felt a bit like he was looking at a smiling big bad wolf; that confidence and composure couldn't be faked. Draining his teacup, Rockefeller stood up and replied, "This was truly a very good conversation. Thank you for giving me this time. Mr. Chairman, this is the most memorable conversation of my life."

He Rui also stood up and extended his hand to Rockefeller. "I also gained many insights from Mr. Rockefeller that I had never thought of."

Rockefeller got into his rented car. His secretary and driver asked, "Sir, do we return to the hotel?"

Rockefeller wanted to say return to the hotel, but recalling He Rui's description of beggars, he said, "Drive around the streets, especially places where beggars are likely to be. I want to see if China has really eliminated beggars."

The secretary was puzzled, but he didn't refuse. The car started and drove onto the street. Since China, like the US, had the steering wheel on the left and drove on the right, Rockefeller's secretary didn't feel unaccustomed to driving in a foreign land. In this state, the car didn't drive fast, and the secretary even had some leisure to look around, searching for beggars on the street.

After driving for over an hour, the car's dashboard showed it needed gas, yet they still hadn't seen a single beggar. The secretary asked in confusion, "Sir, did China drive all the beggars away?"

Rockefeller didn't answer. Driving all the beggars away was impossible. It seemed He Rui wasn't joking; with China's land reform solving the hunger problem for Chinese people, beggars had temporarily disappeared.

Lighting a cigar and rolling down the window, Rockefeller thought that if he invested in China, he might even play a role in promoting the emergence of professional beggars.
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After the general election voting concluded in November 1928, the elected electors in various states of the United States had completed their oaths, guaranteeing that they would cast their votes for the candidate who won in their state during the electoral vote. Due to the electoral college system, the results from each state were aggregated via telegram on the very day the votes were cast.

In fact, by noon, Hoover's campaign team learned that the electoral votes had already exceeded half. Although it wasn't yet time to raise glasses in celebration, the committee members inside the campaign headquarters had already relaxed. Not only was this the case for Hoover's campaign headquarters, but the same was true for his opponent's. This was a campaign without suspense; everyone had long understood that Hoover would surely win.

Prescott Bush had also arrived at the Republican Party's headquarters in Washington at this time, preparing to attend the upcoming evening banquet. Politicians chatted relaxedly. Hoover's campaign office had already announced the victory, and everyone was waiting for New York Democratic Governor Alfred E. Smith, Hoover's opponent in this election, to announce his concession.

Sure enough, at two o'clock in the afternoon, although the vote counting hadn't finished, the Democratic Party announced their defeat, acknowledging that Hoover had won the general election. As the news came in, a wave of relaxed and joyous applause erupted within the Republican headquarters.

Prescott Bush was clapping along with the others when the secretary of the Republican Senate Chairman arrived at his side. "Mr. Bush, please come with me."

At this moment, the Republican Senate Chairman was surrounded by quite a few people. Seeing Prescott Bush approach, he left the crowd and walked into a nearby room. Bush entered the room and closed the door behind him. The Senate Chairman stepped forward, patted Bush on the shoulder, and praised, "Good work. Mr. Hoover is already preparing to send a representative to China."

Bush didn't ask at all if he was included in this, because he certainly wasn't. In President Hoover's campaign platform, expanding trade with Asia was a very important item in his foreign policy. Such matters would naturally be handled by people President Hoover trusted; it couldn't possibly fall on the head of Bush, who had only just squeezed into the edge of America's core political circle.

"Mr. Bush, would you be willing to join the Republican Fundraising Committee?" the Senate Chairman asked.

Bush couldn't help but reveal a smile; this was the return he had been expecting. If he could organize campaign fundraising well, especially for the re-election campaigns of Senators and Representatives, in the next term or the one after that, Prescott Bush might become a member of the presidential campaign team, or even make it onto the candidate list for Republican Representative or Senator. If Prescott Bush established political merit during this process, the timeline might even be shortened.

"Thank you for your trust," Bush replied.

"Help Mr. Bush get in touch with Mr. Stephen," the Senate Chairman instructed his secretary. Then he patted Bush on the shoulder again. "Young man, you will certainly have a great future." With that, he left.

In the afternoon, after attending Hoover's victory press conference, Bush hurriedly boarded a train and headed straight for New York. The night scene of New York was filled with feasting and revelry, especially in Manhattan. The height of several buildings under construction had not yet exceeded the completed skyscrapers, but the tall scaffolding already revealed the builders' ambitions.

Streets full of neon signs and the endless stream of cars made this world financial center appear incredibly magnificent. Bush's car stopped in front of a seven-story building; above the entrance stood the sign of 'Dukin Bank.' Walking into the building, he saw many offices on both sides of the corridor still brightly lit. Young men and women pouring coffee came and went, delivering not only coffee to the American financial workers working through the night but also meals and late-night snacks like sandwiches.

Taking the elevator to the top floor, Bush didn't enter the office but walked directly to the stairs leading to the rooftop. Pushing open the rooftop door, he saw two sofas near the edge. Someone was already sitting on one, the flickering light of a cigar slightly illuminating the man's very young face. Just looking at the hazy silhouette in the night lights, Bush confirmed it was his friend from the Class of 1917 at Yale and fellow Skull and Bones member, Percy Rockefeller.

When Bush sat down on the other sofa, Percy asked, "How did my old man treat you?"

"I feel he didn't care about me. Your old man seems to have spent all his time studying China and the Chinese Chairman."

Percy Rockefeller didn't ask more about this. "Scott, are you considering investing in China?" As an old friend, Percy liked to call Bush this.

"I'm considering how to provide China with an interest-free loan," Bush sighed.

"Non-black market interest rates already exceed 20%. Where do you plan to get an interest-free loan?" Percy thought Bush was daydreaming.

"In China now, there are also quite a few newspapers that believe the US stock market cannot sustain itself," Bush said, seemingly jumping topics.

Percy chuckled lightly. If China only recently thought the US stock market would fall, that was way too belated. Inside the US, since the end of 1926, a large number of media, scholars, and short-selling institutions had predicted a stock market crash; it had been two years now. Wall Street and the major US consortiums also believed the US stock market wouldn't continue like this, but the money flowing right before their eyes was incredibly real, and everyone wanted to keep scooping it up.

"Scott, my old man has already ordered people to investigate China's oil industry and heavy industry. They discovered something very strange: China also has heavy oil cracking technology. And the company's assessment believes China might even have hydrogenation technology."

Bush hadn't expected Rockefeller to be so fierce. After returning to the US, Bush had read recent newspapers and found that after a string of titles like 'Leader of Private Armies, Butcher of Workers, Evil Capitalist, Representative of Monopoly Capital,' Rockefeller had added a new title: 'Pink Partner of the Communist Party.'

This title looked very bizarre, yet Bush felt it had a flavor that wasn't incongruous.

However, since his old friend Percy had shared such news, Bush also said, "Recently, Hoover's personal representative has already gone to China. Also, I might become a member of the Republican Fundraising Committee."

"Oh? If that's the case, do you want to donate something to Franklin Roosevelt?"

"Your old man donated to him?" Bush was very surprised. President (Theodore) Roosevelt was Franklin Roosevelt's uncle, and everyone knew the conflict between the Roosevelt family and the Rockefeller family. Expressing support for the Roosevelt family through donations was truly somewhat abrupt.

"My old man seems to really like the Chinese Chairman. I heard that when the Chinese Chairman contacted the White House, he asked Franklin Roosevelt to pull the strings."

"God. Your old man really fears nothing." Bush had to sigh.

The two young men in their early thirties thus exchanged inside information that even ordinary wealthy Americans couldn't possibly know. And they weren't deliberately prying; these were simply contents they encountered in their daily lives and work.

After chatting, Bush stood up to leave. "I'm going home."

"Don't be in a hurry. When do Hoover's people leave?" Percy Rockefeller asked.

Hoover had extremely high prestige in the US, and President Coolidge had absolutely no intention of continuing to run. So Hoover sending his representative didn't trigger criticism from others. When Hoover's private diplomatic team arrived in China by plane, although they didn't receive an official welcome from China, the level of officials sent by the Chinese government for exchanges was equivalent to that for receiving a US presidential envoy.

When reporting to He Rui, Qin Tingyu, Director of the North American Department, specifically emphasized: "Chairman, Hoover's representatives seem very satisfied with our plan. Judging by the timeline, negotiations for the 'China-US Investment, Trade, and Tariff Package Agreement' and the 'China-US Industrial Cooperation and Tariff Adjustment Supplementary Agreement' can probably be completed around August 1929. As for the 'China-Japan-US Pacific Security and Reinsurance Agreement,' I think the general model will be negotiated around 1930."

He Rui didn't care at all. Recently, the Ministry of Finance submitted a report analyzing US economic data and speculation levels. This report was not a lyrical essay describing how grandmothers buying groceries on the street were all buying stocks, but simple and clear numbers. For example, US financial leverage was around 400% to 1000%. The nominal 12% interest rate couldn't borrow money at all; 20% was the normal lending rate. And the debt scale of ordinary US residents was about 120% or more of their income. That is to say, even if ordinary Americans stopped eating and drinking for a year, it would take 1.2 years to pay off their debts.

He Rui had seen the scene where US national debt exceeded 45 trillion dollars. These US national debts were 180% of the US nominal GDP including inflation. Although the US national situation was tottering, the US was quick to pay debts and didn't default.

However, if a country's people's debt reached 120% of their income, the borrowing population was definitely doomed. The rich wouldn't borrow money for their livelihood; those borrowing to make a living were basically low- and middle-income groups. Low- and middle-income earners are always the majority of a country's population. If these people go completely bankrupt, it means the country falls into comprehensive turmoil. In the eyes of He Rui, a person from the 21st century, the outbreak of the Great Depression was completely logical; it would be strange if it didn't break out.

Since the Great Depression was inevitable, He Rui was very relaxed. "No rush. After the outbreak of the Great Economic Crisis in the US, the US government won't have the capacity to focus on diplomatic issues for a short time. The Security and Reinsurance Agreement is a gesture, intended to release an attitude to the US that we have no intention of posing a security threat to them."

"The comrades in the Ministry of Finance have discussed the possibility of the US raising tariffs, as well as the possibility of the British Imperial Preference system mentioned by the Chairman. Their conclusion is that if it really develops to that extent, world trade is finished." The expression on Qin Tingyu's elegant face was serious.

He Rui shook his head. "World trade won't be finished, because the volume of world trade isn't large."

Hearing He Rui's analytical line of thought, Qin Tingyu quickly replied, "Looking at it that way, it is indeed so."

Seeing Qin Tingyu still somewhat too tense, He Rui smiled. "Comrade Tingyu, in a few more years, you will see what level transnational trade volume can reach under economic integration. Discussing international trade then will be very relaxing for everyone. So you can relax and wait and see."

Although He Rui very much wanted Qin Tingyu to relax a bit and not be overly nervous under the pressure of the full normalization of Sino-US relations, seeing Qin Tingyu's forced smile, He Rui felt his efforts seemed useless.

But this couldn't be blamed on Qin Tingyu. He Rui had seen the materials; the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the foundation of the international trade system led by the US, was signed in Geneva on October 30, 1947, and began to be applied provisionally on January 1, 1948.

If world trade in 1913 is taken as 100, from 1913 to 1948, the volume of international trade didn't change much. It only began to grow rapidly after 1948. So, international trade in this colonial imperialist era really didn't need to be taken too seriously.

Since Qin Tingyu couldn't relax, He Rui simply stopped persuading. "Comrade Qin Tingyu, how likely do the comrades in the Ministry of Finance think it is that the US will adopt a high tariff policy?"

When talking about work, Qin Tingyu threw his thoughts to the back of his mind and was liberated from the pressure instead. "From an economic perspective, high tariffs make absolutely no sense. So the comrades in the Ministry of Finance think the probability is less than 50%."

He Rui could understand the comrades' thoughts, so he asked, "Then have you discussed with the comrades in the Ministry of Finance the tradition of high tariffs in the US since its founding? Have you considered the US path dependence on high tariffs?"

Qin Tingyu's eyes lit up. "I'm very interested in this line of thought. But to explain this to the Ministry of Finance, we still need the Chairman to do it."

"No need. If I go and talk, everyone will immediately take it as gospel. Path dependence is itself a direction for exploration."

"Then please tell me about your view on the US path dependence on high tariffs, Chairman." Qin Tingyu was genuinely interested.

Over ten minutes later, Qin Tingyu understood He Rui's thinking and felt he understood why He Rui was unwilling to personally talk to the Ministry of Finance about this. High tariffs were indeed an American tradition, but whether high tariffs could solve the economic problems triggered by the outbreak of the Great Economic Crisis in the US showed absolutely no inevitability.

High tariffs could block foreign goods and squeeze out a market for American companies. Moreover, American goods were very competitive in the current world, so the US had a relatively strong capacity to withstand possible economic retaliation from other countries. Therefore, high tariffs were not a means to solve US economic problems, but to maintain political stability.

As to whether the US Hoover administration would adopt such a policy, there was no inevitable certainty. However, judging from a political perspective, the possibility of the US adopting high tariffs was indeed higher than considering the issue purely from an economic perspective.

After discussing these things, Qin Tingyu indeed felt much more relaxed. On the way to the Ministry of Finance, Qin Tingyu suddenly thought of a question: *Does China also have path dependence?* If it were China in the agricultural era, politics indeed had strong path dependence. But what about China in the industrialization era?

After thinking for a while, Qin Tingyu suddenly discovered that China's current path dependence was probably dependence on He Rui's decisions. If someone else told Qin Tingyu about 'path dependence,' Qin Tingyu would probably listen very seriously, but he definitely wouldn't immediately communicate with the comrades in the Ministry of Finance according to such a line of thought. Conversely, with He Rui, Qin Tingyu would naturally execute according to a line of thought he hadn't heard of ten minutes ago. This was standard path dependence.

He Rui was a strategist; the strategic concepts he proposed and the various policies he formulated had all achieved success. Before the authority brought by this sense of trust was thoroughly weakened, the comrades had no other path to choose.

In April 1929, President Coolidge attended Hoover's inauguration ceremony. And Hoover, full of spirit at the inauguration ceremony, loudly announced his view to the Americans attending: "With the help of God, we shall soon, with the help of God, be in sight of the day when poverty will be banished from this nation."

Hearing this, the American people erupted in cheers like mountains calling and seas roaring, expressing their expectation of permanently staying away from poverty and their trust in President Hoover.

In June 1929, the *China-US Investment, Trade, and Tariff Package Agreement* was signed. In August, the *China-US Industrial Cooperation and Tariff Adjustment Supplementary Agreement* was signed.

*The Wall Street Journal* published an enthusiastic article: '...We once tried to open the Chinese market from the outside by various means, but ultimately failed. Now, a modern Chinese government led by an outstanding Chinese leader has opened the embrace of the Chinese market to the United States. This proves to us that only a modern government can understand the modern economy. Helping China become a more modern, more enlightened country will inevitably promote friendship between China and the US and further expand trade between the two countries.'

Not only *The Wall Street Journal*, but most US media were praising the Chinese government. These articles amused He Rui. In the eyes of the American left wing, China was not an evil capitalist country; it had indeed done what a socialist country should do in eliminating poverty, popularizing education, promoting equality, and fostering national development.

The American right-wing media also didn't dislike China. Because things like land reform had been done by every industrial country. China's land reform plan didn't appear unusually brutal. Moreover, China hadn't eliminated private enterprise and adopted a market economy that Europe and America could fully accept.

As for the Civility Party winning the vast majority of parliamentary seats with an overwhelming advantage in China's 1929 general election, and He Rui being re-elected as Chairman of the Republic of China with over 90% of the votes, anyone who didn't view China with a malicious perspective could understand such a result. A leader who saved the nation's destiny and a political party that saved the people of the whole country from bankruptcy would inevitably receive such support.

Stimulated by the opening of the Chinese market, the US stock market surged again. Industrialists, academic economists, and government leaders all expressed confidence in the future. Secretary of the Treasury Andrew William Mellon also assured the public in September 1929: "There is no cause for worry. The high tide of prosperity will continue."

Ordinary American people had no feeling about these words; they simply believed President Hoover's campaign promise: 'A chicken in every pot and a car in every garage.'

On the very day US Treasury Secretary Andrew spoke, Prescott Bush invited his friends from the Skull and Bones society at university to his office. With the support of his father-in-law's Walker family, Prescott Bush had successfully started his own financial company, transforming into a financial tycoon.

The Skull and Bones friends had been like-minded since their university days. Bush didn't explain first but proposed his own suggestion: "Sell all the stocks of holding companies and do not buy stocks again in the short term."

Several friends looked at each other. Percy Rockefeller was the first to ask, "Is it finally going to drop?"

"Yes. That damned metal company! I didn't expect him to trigger it." Bush finished with disgust, stood up, walked to the window, and looked out at the still bustling Manhattan with his hands behind his back.

In the past three years in the US, people had cried wolf every day. Ordinary people might have long been tired of hearing it, but the truly wealthy hadn't been foolish. Their wealth wasn't actually in the stock market but in various industrial fields. So everyone knew that the shock triggered by the metal speculator Bush mentioned was just a fuse. A large number of short sellers were sniping at that metal speculation, and the sniping succeeded. It dragged down stock prices, causing fluctuations.

At this moment, Bush calmed down a bit. He turned around and said to his friends, "According to news I heard, the Federal Reserve has decided to control speculative behavior. To force funds back into the production sector, the Federal Reserve will raise the rediscount rate from 5% in August to 6% and will regulate public utility holding companies in October!"

If Bush's view on metal speculation only slightly surprised his friends, the Federal Reserve's action shocked everyone present. Percy Rockefeller immediately said, "I'd like to use your phone."

The others made the same request. Prescott Bush was prepared; he had his secretary lead them to the phone room while he walked to the window again with hands behind his back, looking down at the street below.

The ant-like crowd made Bush feel very unpleasant, and the Federal Reserve's decision made him feel it was absurd. The US economy had already reached a turning point; even if the Fed didn't act, the stock market would start to fall. If the Fed didn't act now, the US stock market might fall into a continuous slow decline for the next few years.

Now that the Fed was acting, the slow decline would turn into a crash. The whole market would be in chaos!

But finding out the Federal Reserve's decision was Bush's current limit. However, Prescott Bush soon recovered his calm. Everyone who needed to be notified had been notified. He could also judge the future financial trend; it was his turn to make money.

In October 1929, the Federal Reserve meeting made the decision just as Bush knew. The impact caused by the failure of metal speculation hadn't yet dissipated, and the news about regulating public utility holding companies became the last straw that broke the camel's back. The stock market began to crash, and investors who bought stocks on margin were forced to sell. Because this portion of stocks was leveraged, the debt was directly amplified. Starting from October 29, the systemic risk of the US financial system was thoroughly activated. The crisis was amplified by leverage and began to transmit at an astonishing speed.

It was night in China at this time. Although the news traveled halfway around the globe via radio waves to arrive in China, it was quickly analyzed and classified by the night shift staff and placed in the highest priority column. When dawn broke and the Chinese central government went to work, it would be delivered to the leaders of various relevant departments immediately.
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On his way to the meeting, He Rui quickly scanned the report in the car. Most central leaders did roughly the same, so when He Rui walked into the conference room and everyone saw him actually yawn slightly, they all thought He Rui might have been studying this matter all night and hadn't slept yet.

This was obviously a benign misunderstanding on everyone's part. He Rui just had a sudden burst of interest yesterday and had been tossing around with a girl until quite late. Additionally, seeing the US stock market crash, He Rui felt the pressure in his heart drop significantly, so his body naturally appeared less energetic. Seeing the eager expressions of many comrades, He Rui roused his spirits and said, "Our current priority is to forget the past and focus on the present. The strategic goal China is currently executing is to seek power and recognition on a global scale."

Because the gap between He Rui's statement and the comrades' expectations was too large, most comrades were confused for a moment. He Rui wrote a line of text and had his secretary write it on the blackboard. Only then did he look at the comrades, a smile appearing on his face. "Premier, is the intelligence gathering team arranged?"

Premier Wu Youping answered immediately, "The personnel we sent to the US are all in place. They will collect public data affecting the core US economy in a timely manner and transmit it back to the country."

He Rui then turned to the comrades. "Whether what is happening in the US now is a technical adjustment of stocks or a great economic crisis, specialized departments are already observing it. Personally, such huge economic fluctuations are rare in history, and I am very concerned. I believe comrades living in this era will also be very concerned. Comrades can all obtain abundant materials, and relevant departments will also produce special topics. Comrades will listen to reports regularly. This is very normal, comrades. When everyone gets old, and your grandchildren ask, 'Grandpa, Grandma, how did the events of 1929 in the US happen, and how did they develop?' Comrades should always have something to brag about to the children."

"Haha." Laughter rang out. He Rui's attitude and description made the atmosphere very relaxed, relieving most of the pressure in the hearts of the department leaders who were previously responsible for monitoring this matter.

He Rui put away his smile. "However, the anticipation regarding the US economy breaking out into a great economic crisis ends here. Individuals can pay attention to this matter, but national strategic resources must be invested in today's strategic arrangements."

At this time, the secretary had already copied what He Rui wrote onto the blackboard. He Rui stood up and pointed to the chalk writing on the blackboard. "The strategy of seeking power and recognition is composed of four independent but interconnected factors: strategic will, strategic deterrence capability, national credibility, and strategic frontiers.

"Whether we can have enough willpower to execute the strategy is the primary condition. If we internally cannot understand this strategy and reach a consensus, then once we encounter strategic pressure, setbacks, or other temptations appear, the execution of the strategy will go astray, ultimately resulting in the strategic arrangement being overturned.

"Let me describe this strategy again. China wants to establish a world economic order led by China. This order is not limited to East Asia, nor is it limited to the Soviet Union plus East Asia, which have currently built a relationship of security trust and economic cooperation with China. This is a new economic order covering the globe, a global economic system with the goal of developing productive forces. Although there are still strong and weak countries, first-mover and latecomer countries in this system, this order is not based on unfair plunder but has cooperation and common development as its core philosophy. That is to say, this will be a world economic community with a new height of human civilization as its core..."

Previously, He Rui had also discussed the current world order, the pros and cons of various civilizations, and the future of humanity at central meetings. But such discussions were more of a 'metaphysical talk,' that is, a brainstorming session. Now He Rui was presenting these as a strategy. It could be seen that the comrades of the Central Committee were following He Rui's line of thought; some looked grave, some very excited, and some frowned deeply.

If it were just a theoretical discussion, everyone could naturally speak freely. But these imaginations of the future were placed on the table as China's future strategy. Once passed, all central leaders would have to implement the strategy and resolutely complete their assigned tasks. If they couldn't do it, naturally there would be people who could do it to replace them in their positions.

Establishing a world order was already heavy enough to make the comrades of the Central Committee feel almost unable to breathe. Especially for a woman like Minister of Health Pang Congcong, the thought suddenly arose: *Are all men so unreliable?* But this thought only popped up for an instant before Pang Congcong realized she was actually questioning He Rui. A sense of trepidation arose spontaneously, making Pang Congcong almost unable to breathe. To question He Rui on national strategy, Pang Congcong felt she had gone mad.

Pang Congcong didn't dare to question He Rui, but there were quite a few comrades who dared to express their views. Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, if we push forward with our industrialization with all our might first, we can make China strong in just 20 years. Would it be too late to start then?"

"First, the economic crisis will trigger the next war. The intensity and severity of this economic crisis far exceed the past. If a true world order cannot be established, the crisis simply cannot be resolved. The war will continue. Moreover, the Western civilization that currently dominates the world is too low-level. The Age of Discovery has already proven the evil of this civilization; hundreds of millions of people worldwide have been killed because of it. The ensuing war will display the evil of this civilization even more nakedly. If it cannot be replaced, this low-level civilization will surely destroy the world."

Wu Youping had never seen He Rui describe Europe and America with such intense and acerbic vocabulary, so much so that Wu Youping was awed into speechlessness by the indescribable pressure radiating from He Rui. Wu Youping only felt that He Rui looked incredibly unfamiliar, almost like another person, or rather, the dark side that He Rui had never shown finally appeared on the surface.

Not only Wu Youping, but other comrades who had struggled alongside He Rui for a long time also had the same feeling. Everyone had more or less felt over these years that He Rui was always suppressing some thoughts in his heart. At this moment, amidst the shock, a feeling of 'so that's how it is' actually arose. Many comrades even felt a sense of relief. The previous He Rui always gave people a feeling of being so intelligent he was almost demonic. The current He Rui was what a real human being should look like. Even if full of venomous resentment, that was an emotion a human should have.

Wu Youping was the first to recover his composure. After taking two deep breaths, he continued to ask, "Chairman, our industrial capacity won't surpass the United States for another 10 years."

He Rui answered immediately, "Enough! Just surpassing the United States is enough!"

"But what about Britain?" Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong withstood the pressure and asked with difficulty. He had to ask because industry was under his charge.

"Britain? Britain is the best world hegemon right now. Because Britain is very weak, very weak. If we support Britain as the world hegemon, Britain will continue to compete with the United States, checking US power. Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, if one's virtue does not match their position, disaster will surely follow; if one does not deserve their wealth, they will surely lose it. The British don't understand Chinese culture at all, so Britain can't understand why we let it off during the last Sino-British war."

Pang Congcong only felt her heart beating violently. The heart rate was so fast that Pang Congcong had only experienced it during heavy physical training. But although the heart rate was fast then, the internal pressure was far less than it was now.

Previously, He Rui explained various strategic judgments from a positive perspective, so Pang Congcong felt the majestic Kingly Way, and the huge effort that had to be paid to support this Kingly Way thinking. At this moment, He Rui revealed the other side of the majestic Kingly Way. The shock of that cold-blooded open scheme made Pang Congcong feel fear.

This wasn't He Rui digging a pit for Britain. Giving up the position of world hegemon, Britain would immediately be finished. If they persisted, at least there was a chance of not being finished. Even if the British ruling class understood Chinese culture and understood the inevitability of 'if one's virtue does not match their position, disaster will surely follow,' they would still jump in without hesitation.

"10 years." He Rui said in a depressing atmosphere, "With the severity of the economic crisis, the Western world can last at most 10 years. In these 10 years, everyone will surely develop the judgment that a new world order must be established. The reason I propose it now is that strategy must be formulated in advance. If possible, I also don't want everyone to bear the pressure right now."

Hearing He Rui say this, the central leading cadres understood that there would be another chance in 10 years to decide whether to launch a war. If it was launched at that time, everyone felt much better.

And He Rui continued, "The world needs a new civilization and an order based on the new civilization. Only China can bear such a heavy responsibility. The moment the new civilization blooms on the material basis of the new world order, human civilization will welcome the dawn. Comrades, this is a heavy responsibility that only we can bear. Do we want to take this as China's strategy? Does anyone have any questions? If not, we will start voting."

Pang Congcong couldn't help but request to speak. After receiving permission, she stood up and asked, "Chairman, although the ruling classes of Western countries aren't good people, they are by no means stupid. If they really reach a dead end, will they not consider uniting to solve the crisis at all?"

Hearing this, Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang couldn't help but chuckle. He Rui's predictions popped into his mind: 'The US engaging in tariff barriers,' 'Britain engaging in the Imperial Preference system.' Up to now, these were just predictions and hadn't happened. But once these predictions appeared, it meant He Rui's judgment of the Western world wasn't wrong.

Although Pang Congcong looked at Li Chenggang, Li Chenggang had already fallen into thought and completely ignored Pang Congcong's gaze.

He Rui just said that in less than 10 years, China's central leadership would determine that a new world order must be established through war. Li Chenggang discovered that as long as He Rui's two predictions became reality, Li Chenggang himself would believe Europe and America were completely hopeless. Without waiting 10 years, within two or three years, Li Chenggang could determine his stance.

And He Rui replied, "Comrades, in your spare time after doing your own work well, you might as well pay attention to the follow-up of the economic crisis. Whether the Western world will unite, we don't need to predict; just looking at the result will do."

Pang Congcong sat down upon hearing this. She intuitively felt that there was a high probability that Europe and America would not unite to deal with the crisis. If so, China would have to take the responsibility upon itself.



★


Chapter 563 The Great Depression (3)

Volume 6 — Chapter 3

❧ ❧ ❧


General Cheng Ruofan, the Minister of National Defense, walked through the hospital corridor. The young nurses all cast admiring glances at him. Seeing that this handsome young man was actually a general aroused the nurses' admiration even more. Whether it was his appearance, status, or the jade-like demeanor formed through accumulation, Cheng Ruofan indeed struck a chord in the young girls' hearts.

Cheng Ruofan paid no attention to this. Guided by Xu Chengfeng's guard, he entered a high-class ward and saw Xu Chengfeng lying on the bed chatting with Zhong Yifu. Cheng Ruofan smiled and said, "Chengfeng, it seems the appendectomy didn't affect you much."

Xu Chengfeng pointed to a nearby chair. Cheng Ruofan sat down and placed a bag of fruit on the table. Before he could speak, Xu Chengfeng ordered his guard to stand watch outside the door, then asked, "I've read the meeting minutes. In my opinion, we have the ability to win the next war. But why must we pay such a huge price?"

Zhong Yifu nodded slightly. "Ruofan, the price for the war the Chairman spoke of is too great. And we can't guarantee that under a world order led by us in the future, the world will truly go in the direction we set. From what I see of the Chairman's meaning, he doesn't want to build an order with coercive power."

Cheng Ruofan wanted to express opposition, but he didn't voice it. Instead, he asked sincerely, "Does everyone feel that the traditional methods in history have their merits?"

Xu Chengfeng's gaze lowered slightly, but after a moment, he met Cheng Ruofan's eyes. "I believe China's current strength is far from reaching the stage where it can provide services to the whole world. Even if we win the war, our losses will inevitably be great. prioritizing the restoration of China's strength will make the order led by China more stable."

Zhong Yifu felt Xu Chengfeng was being a bit too implicit. Before he could think of how to put it more clearly, Cheng Ruofan already asked, "Do the comrades privately feel that the Chairman is too committed to the Kingly Way?"

Zhong Yifu couldn't help but seize the conversation. "The comrades' views are about the same; we all feel there's no reason for us to do that. Korea, Burma, and Annam were originally China's vassal states. Bringing them back into the economic integration led by China so they are no longer subject to foreign invasion is a good thing. But we don't owe this world anything. Paying such a huge price, what are we after?"

The pain from the appendectomy incision made Xu Chengfeng adjust his semi-reclining posture slightly. If he hadn't missed the Military Commission meeting due to hospitalization for appendicitis, Xu Chengfeng would have directly raised his views at the meeting. Seeing that Cheng Ruofan seemed to completely support He Rui's views, Xu Chengfeng said, "Analyzing from a geopolitical perspective, any country surrounding a great power will treat that great power as a hypothetical enemy. From the perspective of human nature, a small favor is remembered as gratitude, but a large favor breeds resentment. We need to protect our interests."

Cheng Ruofan didn't like his old comrades' views, but he didn't get angry with them. He tried to communicate, "Do you think the Chairman has changed, or have you changed? Or has neither side changed?"

"What do you mean?" Zhong Yifu felt Cheng Ruofan's words were unpleasant.

Cheng Ruofan wasn't actually too sure either. Seeing Zhong Yifu was merely unhappy, he turned to the usually steady Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng frowned slightly, unsure if it was because the question was puzzling or because the anesthesia was wearing off and the wound was hurting more.

Xu Chengfeng couldn't find an answer immediately, so he could only ask, "Ruofan, do you think you have changed?"

Cheng Ruofan didn't hesitate at all. "I have definitely changed. When we were in the military academy, I identified with the German set of values: victory, conquest, honor, empire. Looking at it now, where is that German Empire? Yet, striving together in the direction the Chairman leads, everything we once expected has become reality. Everything we dared not expect has also become reality. The more I study communism, the more I believe there are no problems with this discipline. So, I abandoned my previous thoughts. What about you all?"

Surprise appeared on Xu Chengfeng's serious face. He hadn't expected Cheng Ruofan to have truly changed, but Xu Chengfeng didn't feel there was anything wrong with his own views. Xu Chengfeng believed there was no problem with communist ideals and also believed He Rui's strategic judgments were incomparably correct. However, Xu Chengfeng still believed China should be the core of the world, not the leader of a so-called new order.

But saying these things now was of little use. Xu Chengfeng said to Cheng Ruofan, "After I'm discharged, I will personally explain my views to the Chairman."

Cheng Ruofan didn't say much more. The tendency within the military was becoming increasingly obvious. Like Xu Chengfeng, these comrades were all loyal to the country. But the national interest these comrades perceived was 'China First,' maximizing China's interests. But their view largely belonged to the imperialist perspective. If imperialism were advanced, the two imperialist countries, Japan and Britain, wouldn't have been defeated by China. He Rui officially used the superiority of communism and the socialist system as tools to complete achievements that seemed like myths on the foundation of Chinese culture. Xu Chengfeng and those comrades completely failed to see this point.

Standing up, Cheng Ruofan said, "Chengfeng, rest well. I wish you a speedy recovery."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan leave, Zhong Yifu couldn't help but sigh, "The outbreak of the Great Economic Crisis in the US is truly lucky for us."

Xu Chengfeng endured the pain and replied, "It's not that we are lucky, but that we had already prepared our response before the economic crisis broke out in the US."

Zhong Yifu nodded. "Yes. The US economic crisis also gives us greater freedom of action."

Ten thousand miles away from Zhong Yifu, in Moscow, there was already a thin layer of snow on Red Square outside the Kremlin. Entering November, it began to snow in northern Russia. Pedestrians on the streets of Moscow wore thick woolen coats, wrapped in down or woolen scarves, and wore warm fur hats and gloves. Even with the cold wind blowing in their faces, the citizens had enough light industrial goods to withstand the severe cold.

Inside the Kremlin conference room, wood burned in the fireplace, making the room very warm. General Secretary Stalin was looking at the briefing on the Great Depression in the US. When Comrade Stalin looked up, the committee member responsible for heavy industry couldn't help complaining, "General Secretary Stalin, China has too much of a capitalist style."

General Secretary Stalin seemed not to have heard this statement full of realistic politics at all. From the perspective of Soviet pragmatism and utilitarianism, China's refusal to privately transfer French technology was getting close to France and distancing itself from the Soviet Union. From General Secretary Stalin's perspective, although he was a bit unhappy, he could completely understand He Rui's very realistic choice. So General Secretary Stalin asked Committee Member Kirov, "Has the work plan for the distribution of light industrial goods been completed?"

Politburo Member Kirov immediately replied, "It is roughly completed. There are still some details that require reports from various localities. It can be completed in about three weeks."

Seeing General Secretary Stalin fill his pipe and start smoking, Committee Member Kirov quickly added, "Comrade General Secretary, judging from the completion of the First Five-Year Plan to the present, the construction of socialism in one country has achieved tremendous progress. The superiority of the socialist system has been fully demonstrated, and the masses' enthusiasm for production and living standards has significantly improved."

Hearing Kirov introduce the results, the committee members closely following Stalin looked very proud. The Soviet Union's Five-Year Plan roughly included three parts: raising production capacity to a certain level, raising technology to a certain level, and producing various products specified in the plan.

Everyone felt that during the execution process, a very large number of cadres would be dismissed for incompetence, investigated by the KGB, or even arrested. However, things didn't turn out that way. Problems that many committee members thought would require exhausting efforts to solve were solved very easily.

Take light industrial goods like shoes, hats, and socks for example. The Soviet Union had manufacturing enterprises, but their efficiency was low and capacity small, unable to meet the needs of all Soviet masses. China provided the Soviet Union with machinery, equipment, and technology, and even helped the Soviet Union build the necessary factories. With the completion of these factories, the Soviet Union's production capacity increased. Even if there were still capacity shortages, they could simply buy directly from China.

At this moment, Kirov was recounting his understanding of Stalin's proposal of 'building socialism in one country.' "General Secretary, through trade, we have developed relations with China. And this trade is the best manifestation of a reasonable division of labor. Through trade, we can extract a large amount of labor from the light industry sector and use it in other fields."

That Kirov was so valued by Comrade Stalin made many Politburo members sigh in their hearts. Everyone was truly somewhat convinced, because the same topic, when spoken by Kirov, was just so appropriate. And Kirov's words were very accurate.

The underdeveloped state of the Soviet Union's light industry was largely because light industry required vast amounts of raw materials and labor. Liberating a large Soviet population from light industry to invest in other fields indeed greatly alleviated the Soviet Union's shortage of skilled workers.

Similarly, the mining of timber, coal, oil, and various non-ferrous metals required a large amount of labor. Even those prisoners in the ferocious Gulag camps could have employment opportunities for labor reform. It was already achieving multiple goals with one stone.



★


Chapter 564 The Great Depression (4)

Volume 6 — Chapter 4

❧ ❧ ❧


In the Kiev Railway Workers' Hospital, Nikolai Korchagin, the Secretary of the Izyaslav Komsomol District Committee, sat on a chair in a ward. Having experienced life-and-death tests on the battlefield in the First Cavalry Division of the Red Army, although Comrade Nikolai Korchagin had mentally prepared himself for blindness, when the nurse began to remove the bandages from his head, Comrade Nikolai still couldn't help clenching his fists, feeling an inner tension comparable to the moment before charging on horseback towards the White Army.

The bandages were undone, and the gauze covering his eyes was removed. The doctor's voice came to his ears, "Comrade Nikolai, please open your eyes. Slowly."

Comrade Nikolai suppressed his emotions, summoned his courage, and slowly opened his eyes. Before him was a blur; he only felt the bright light sting his eyes slightly, causing him to involuntarily close them again.

The doctor's delighted voice came to his ears again, "Comrade Nikolai, your eyes are recovering very well."

"But I can't see anything clearly," Nikolai Korchagin asked.

"Your eyes haven't been exposed to light for too long; they aren't adapted yet. They will get better in a while," the doctor explained happily.

Sure enough, as the doctor said, a few minutes later, Nikolai found his vision gradually clearing. He could already clearly see the doctor, the nurse, and his comrades from the First Cavalry Division in the ward.

By afternoon, Nikolai was ready to be discharged, but the doctor required him to stay in the hospital for observation for another two days. Nikolai knew that without the hospital's discharge certificate, running out on his own would be useless. So Nikolai Korchagin resolutely demanded to be transferred from the intensive care ward to a general ward.

Seeing that Nikolai Korchagin, as a Komsomol District Committee Secretary, still insisted on moving his own things, his comrades, while having their orderlies help Nikolai move, couldn't help sighing, "Nikolai, you haven't changed at all."

Although Nikolai was full of affection for his old comrades, he didn't like their current style. He immediately retorted, "Are we unable to even move a bit of hospital luggage?"

Although most comrades of the First Cavalry Division respected Nikolai, they weren't willing to get too close to him. The old comrades who could come here could stand Nikolai Korchagin's temper, so they weren't surprised. Fortunately, he didn't have many personal belongings, and the move was finished in moments. Colonel Alyosha stopped everyone from going to the general ward. "There are too many people there; let's talk here. Nikolai, the old commissar said you have been put on the observation list. The superiors are preparing to select secretaries for various departments in Kiev from the list. At that time, you led the Komsomol shock brigade to complete the temporary railway leading to the lumber mill; everyone recognizes your contribution."

This was good news, and also the reason these few old comrades had come. Because of Nikolai Korchagin's fierce personality, his promotion was considered slow among the old comrades. Now that Korchagin could finally be promoted, while the old comrades were happy for him, they also felt the superiors were becoming more human.

Being reminded of the past event of building the temporary railway, Nikolai was also filled with emotion. That was truly incredibly arduous work; the heavy labor had numbed both Nikolai and the comrades of the Komsomol shock brigade. The supplies sent by the superiors during the hardest part of the project left a deep impression on him. Metal tools, medicine, leather boots, wool socks, scarves, gloves, canned meat, canned fruit, instant noodles, black tea. The main labels on that batch of supplies were all written in Chinese characters. Nikolai didn't know Chinese characters at the time and couldn't understand anything except the picture logos. Only the paper strips obviously pasted on later had simple Russian printed on them, indicating what these goods were.

With these supplies, the youth shock brigade led by Nikolai suffered no attrition from injury or illness afterward, and the construction speed increased greatly. The temporary railway, which the engineers in Kiev thought impossible to complete, was finished before the severe cold froze people to death, providing the citizens of Kiev with a sufficient supply of firewood.

Since then, the Soviet Union's logistical supplies became more and more punctual, sufficient in quantity, and increasingly rich in variety. The only thing that dissatisfied Nikolai Korchagin was that the proportion of Chinese goods in these supplies was getting larger and larger. Although the labels had been changed to Russian, from the style and feeling of use, one could completely distinguish the difference between Chinese goods and Soviet goods.

This made Nikolai Korchagin feel very bad. Although China was a friendly country to the Soviet Union, and these Chinese daily necessities indeed improved the living standards of the Soviet people, Nikolai Korchagin hoped that every Soviet worker and peasant could use goods produced in the Soviet Union. A Soviet Union that produced goods to meet the needs of the Soviet people was Nikolai's ideal Soviet Union. If he could really become a higher-level cadre, Nikolai Korchagin hoped to express his views to the Central Committee.

A week later, the discharged Nikolai became the Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Committee. The first thing in the handover was to check the supplies and accounts. Secretary Nikolai Korchagin spent several days reading through the basic materials. Then he went to the Planning Committee and posed his question to the Secretary of the Planning Committee: "Comrade Secretary, regarding these production rewards, are they really in place?"

Nikolai Korchagin had asked this question at the Agricultural Committee meeting, and the comrades said they had only received the documents, but the supplies hadn't arrived. As the Secretary of the Agricultural Committee, Nikolai naturally had to come and ask clearly.

The Secretary of the Planning Committee was full of relaxed joy. After hearing the question, he answered readily, "Oh. Dear Comrade Nikolai, you've come just in time. The supplies have arrived. According to the plan, your portion will be sent over in the next few days. Since Comrade Nikolai is here, we can process the paperwork for you right now."

Nikolai Korchagin wanted to know if this was true. But the Secretary of the Planning Committee started asking about several renowned Red Army commanders of the Soviet Union, which made Nikolai feel very annoyed. When he joined the army, he joined the First Cavalry Division of the Red Army, which later expanded into the First Cavalry Army. Although the unit was now disbanded, as a unit raised by General Secretary Stalin, most of the officers and soldiers had become officers and cadres.

Those old superiors of Nikolai Korchagin were now illustrious senior commanders of the Red Army, and most cadres who had just met Nikolai Korchagin would often ask about these big shots.

If it were usual times, Nikolai would probably have given these social climbers a piece of his mind long ago, but this time was different. Nikolai interrupted the Planning Committee Secretary and asked, "When can we take these supplies away? Revolutionary work needs these supplies."

The Secretary of the Planning Committee was stunned for a moment, then suddenly realized, "Yes, Secretary Nikolai, you are right. Revolutionary work indeed needs these supplies! I will send someone to take you to receive the supplies right now."

Watching the retreating figure of Kiev Agricultural Committee Secretary Nikolai Korchagin leaving hurriedly, the Planning Committee Secretary sighed in his heart: *Worthy of a cadre from the First Cavalry Division, he indeed grasps the thoughts of the higher-ups very accurately.* General Secretary Stalin reused people from the First Cavalry Division. Other cadres had to find connections if they wanted promotion. Nikolai Korchagin from the First Cavalry Division only needed to complete the work immediately to get a very high evaluation.

Thinking of this treatment, the Planning Committee Secretary, who was originally from Trotsky's faction, couldn't help feeling a bit jealous.

Three days later, a truck convoy left the storage site in Kiev and headed straight for the rural areas of the Kiev region. Heavy snow had already fallen, and the mud roads softened by rain had frozen hard. On the vast wilderness, the wide wheels crushed deep tracks, completely obscuring the wheel marks left by horse-drawn carriages.

After driving for almost a whole day, the convoy rested at a cooperative. Although it was evening, all the members of the cooperative came out to surround and watch the convoy, which they rarely saw. The adults couldn't help sighing when they heard the convoy had actually driven all the way here from Kiev. The children first approached the trucks cautiously, soon found that the trucks were not dangerous, and then began to play around them. Some mischievous ones either tried to climb onto the trucks or crawled under the vehicles to see what the chassis looked like.

The adults, afraid of angering these cadres from the city, immediately pulled the naughty children down and gave them a few slaps as a lesson. Seeing the children crying after being beaten, Nikolai Korchagin couldn't help stepping forward to stop the parents' traditional educational methods. He also comforted the little guys, "Don't climb on the trucks; just watch from the side."

The parents rarely saw such a genial cadre and were very surprised. Someone asked carefully, "Cadre sir, are you really here to deliver rewards?"

Nikolai hadn't expected the masses of the cooperative to know the news already. He asked genially, "Fellow countryman, I am the new Secretary of the Agricultural Committee. Did the previous Secretary already notify everyone about the distribution of rewards?"

"Yes, Mr. Cadre, we were notified back in July. They said it would be distributed after the autumn harvest..."

"Vladimir, what are you saying!" A cooperative cadre scolded from behind the masses. Hearing the scolding, the man trembled involuntarily and shut up immediately.

Nikolai frowned and said unhappily to the cooperative cadre, "Comrade, don't be so savage to the masses! Now that the Agricultural Committee has undergone personnel adjustments and material transportation isn't punctual, this might have delayed things. Explain the specific situation to the masses, and they will surely understand!"

When he was the Komsomol District Secretary, Nikolai often had unpleasant disputes with comrades because of this attitude of being close to the masses. But at this moment, the cooperative cadre immediately said, "Secretary Nikolai Korchagin, your criticism is correct. I will pay attention in the future."

Since the other party said so, Nikolai didn't pursue it further but turned to the masses. "Fellow countrymen, the Soviet indeed has difficulties, but the Soviet has always been working hard to complete its work. So please give the Soviet some time. The rewards the Soviet promised to you will definitely be delivered. Look, aren't we here?"

The fellow countrymen looked awkward. Facing a big official from Kiev, they naturally dared not speak carelessly. Moreover, in the past two or three years, although the arrival time of various supplies was indeed not punctual, at least there were indeed more and more goods on the shelves of the supply and marketing cooperatives, and one could indeed buy things when going shopping. But this was only a matter of the last two or three years; if speaking of earlier times, it was indeed a long story.

Just then, the fellow countrymen heard the big official from Kiev, Nikolai Korchagin, say, "Fellow countrymen, I saw some drawings on the barn wall. Were they drawn by the cooperative?"

The fellow countrymen quickly said, "Yes, Mr. Cadre, they were drawn in June this year. Do you want to go and have a look?"

Nikolai smiled. "Let's go together." Whenever facing hardworking masses, Nikolai Korchagin was very willing to have a good relationship with them. Although he knew roughly what those drawings depicted, Nikolai still wanted to go see them with the fellow countrymen. Only in this way could the fellow countrymen believe that the Soviet would never renege on its promises.

At this time, the red sun had dropped to the edge of the horizon, painting the drawings on the barn wall with a golden-red hue. Although the drawings had weathered wind and rain from July to now, a small part was no longer clear, and some damage had appeared due to peeling wall skin. But these small flaws looked warm at this moment, giving a feeling of being close to life.

Painted on both sides of the pattern were farmers working hard in the wheat fields. In the center of the pattern was a large red arrow pointing upwards from the bottom of the barn. Every certain distance, a number was written: 1000, 1500, 2000, 3000, and at the very top of the arrow was 15000. Next to each number was a picture representing the reward that could be claimed after the grain delivery reached the corresponding figure.

This was the latest agricultural production reward scheme proposed by the Soviet Union. In the past, farmers received income after delivering and selling grain, and could use the money to buy goods at the supply and marketing cooperative. To stimulate the farmers' labor enthusiasm, the Soviet government proposed a reward scheme in addition to such grain sales. This reward was unrelated to the income farmers received from selling grain but was linked to the quantity of grain sold.

For example, those who sold more than 1000 could get a leather boot voucher, which could be exchanged for leather boots. Reaching 1500, one could get a sweater voucher. Exceeding 8000, one could get fuel. At this stage, the highest level was 15000. Once grain sales exceeded 15000, one could get an agricultural tricycle.

The masses had looked at this painting for several months. Initially, they just looked at it for fun, having no confidence in whether they could get the rewards. Now that a big cadre had finally come, they all stood carefully beside Nikolai Korchagin, waiting for this big cadre to speak.

It was actually the first time Nikolai Korchagin had seen this painting in the countryside. A few months ago, his vision declined rapidly. After hospital diagnosis, it was found that if he didn't receive good treatment, he would likely go blind. So Nikolai Korchagin was sent to the hospital in Kiev and had only recently recovered.

Looking at this propaganda poster, Nikolai felt a spontaneous reverence and love for the great leader, General Secretary Stalin. This young cadre, born in the countryside in 1904, a child laborer at 11, joining the First Cavalry Division of the Red Army at 15, and now 25 years old this year, had always hoped the people could be liberated and live a good life.

Seeing with his own eyes that his country could already provide such generous labor rewards to hardworking farmers, he felt the goal he struggled for was worth it. After a good while, when Comrade Nikolai came back to his senses, he saw the masses looking at him nervously, so he smiled and said, "Fellow countrymen, don't worry. The rewards have been brought. They are all loaded on the trucks."

That night, the soldiers escorting the trucks and the cooperative militia stood guard all night in the parking lot. Early in the morning, just as dawn dyed the sky red, the masses came out one after another. Seeing the convoy hadn't left, they returned to their homes.

At 9 a.m., Nikolai Korchagin began to preside over the reward distribution work. In the initial plan, these rewards were to be collected at the cooperative. However, after Nikolai became the Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Committee, under new orders, the rewards were to be delivered directly to the grassroots. In internal notifications, regions that had started distribution earlier had some problems; some socialist parasites embezzled from within, trying to appropriate a part of the prizes for themselves. For example, Nikolai Korchagin's predecessor had tried to give a batch of motorized tricycles to his cronies. The problem was discovered through the diligent work of comrades from the Discipline Committee, and the former Secretary of the Agricultural Committee was brought to justice.

Nikolai had no sympathy for these parasites. For a dignified Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Committee to do such a thing, death was not enough to expiate the crime. Nikolai Korchagin firmly believed that only by thoroughly cleaning out these parasites could the country become healthier. And the way to make the Soviet Union stronger was for Soviet industry and agriculture to produce more products to meet the needs of the masses. So seeing the surprised looks of the masses when they received rewards based on their output, Nikolai felt warm in his heart.

After distributing these rewards, the masses couldn't help surrounding Nikolai, thanking him sincerely: "Comrade Nikolai, you are truly a person sent by God."

Nikolai Korchagin couldn't help frowning; the backwardness of the masses' thinking stimulated him. Believing in God was a thought from the Tsarist era; how could the people of a communist country believe in these things! But Nikolai didn't get angry. He wasn't angry with these hardworking masses. So Nikolai Korchagin said loudly, "Fellow countrymen, I am not a person sent by God. I am a person sent by General Secretary Stalin of the Central Committee of the CPSU! It is the Central Committee of the CPSU that arranged for me to be responsible for this work."

Hearing this, the cooperative cadre quickly raised his arm and shouted, "Long live General Secretary Stalin!"

The masses had been led to shout "Long live the Tsar" during the Tsarist government era. Now that they had truly received rewards, they shouted along with the cooperative cadre, "Long live General Secretary Stalin!"

After shouting, seeing the smile on the face of the big official from Kiev who distributed the rewards, the masses shouted it several more times. In the team of this trip, several people stared at Nikolai Korchagin upon seeing such an event.

A few days later, when this reward-delivering convoy returned to Kiev, the talk that Secretary Nikolai Korchagin was favored by Stalin began to spread. Subsequently, the Kiev Soviet Committee immediately convened a meeting to discuss what to do after distributing rewards. Finally, a plan was produced: rewards would be distributed centrally in the future, and after the masses received the rewards, they would shout "Long live General Secretary Stalin" three times. And this plan was sent down to the Kiev region.

By September 1930, the Ukrainian Republic within the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics sent down a more perfect plan. Soon, the news reached Moscow. Comrade Stalin looked at the report, couldn't help sneering, but said nothing.

Committee Member Kirov next to him didn't know exactly what Comrade Stalin was thinking and didn't say much. But Committee Member Kirov knew very well that although Ukraine was indeed sucking up to Comrade Stalin, such rituals were not meaningless. for the current Soviet Union, forming a stronger central leadership core was very necessary.

So after the meeting, Committee Member Kirov went to see Grigory Konstantinovich Ordzhonikidze, Chairman of the Supreme Council of the National Economy of the Soviet Union and Chairman of the Heavy Industry Committee. This time Kirov brought a bottle of cherry schnapps, and the corners of Committee Member Grigory's mouth rose slightly.

When Kirov took out a large bag of dried beef, Committee Member Grigory smiled. "Committee Member Kirov, you are too polite." Saying this, he stood up and took a jar of pickled gherkins from the bottom drawer of his desk.

Kirov liked this high-alcohol fruit wine very much. After drinking two glasses, he said, "Committee Member Grigory, the planning of the Ministry of Heavy Industry is proceeding according to plan. Is there room to continue increasing production capacity?"

Grigory shook his head immediately. "The Economic Committee has done a lot of calculations. Completing the plan has already made the work extremely tense; there really is no ability to do more."

Kirov felt that Grigory probably didn't want to put more pressure on the various departments of heavy industry. Now the various departments of the Soviet Union were indeed busier, but the pressure they bore was actually much lower compared to a few years ago. If they really had to press a bit more, it wasn't impossible.

However, Kirov also understood that the current Soviet Union had undergone tremendous changes compared to before. With the significant increase in the supply of light industrial goods, people's life concerns began to shift from daily necessities to the entirety of food, clothing, shelter, and transportation. Currently, what workers cared about most was no longer how many clothes and daily necessities they received each year; many conflicts already revolved around housing allocated by state-owned enterprises.

As the two talked and drank, they brought up the 'Stalin Buildings' that were about to be promoted. The Central Committee of the CPSU noticed the change in the masses' needs. Through inspection of China, the Construction People's Commissariat produced a complete set of reinforced concrete frame residential design drawings. China used this construction method to build a large number of buildings, providing housing for the rapidly increasing urban population. The Soviet Construction People's Commissariat believed this model was also suitable for the Soviet Union, and there was talk that these houses were prepared to have an unofficial name called 'Stalin Buildings.' This name really had the same effect as the practice in Ukraine.

What Kirov hoped for was that heavy industry could increase production so that more products and resources could be used to develop light industry. After all, nearly half of the light industrial goods currently provided by the Soviet Union were imported from China. If they continued to increase light industrial goods for the people, this proportion would continue to increase.

And besides being a member of the Heavy Industry People's Commissariat, Grigory was also the Chairman of the Supreme Council of the National Economy of the Soviet Union. The Chairman of the Supreme Council of the National Economy was equivalent to China's 'SASAC' (State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission). So Grigory stated frankly, "Committee Member Kirov, we have no way. We have tried our best, but we really can't do it."
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"Committee Member Grigory, the Central Committee is currently under great pressure. Some comrades believe the Soviet Union has the capability to provide sufficient Soviet products for all the people." Kirov finished speaking, raised his glass, and drank another one.

Committee Member Grigory wanted to raise his glass, but the unhappiness in his heart made him pick up a pickled gherkin and put it in his mouth to refuse. Stimulated by the salty and sour taste, his mood was temporarily relieved. He heard Kirov continue, "I think those people are indeed causing trouble, but this is also their chance to gain a voice."

Grigory certainly knew that those people were currently striving for a voice, and using nitpicking methods, starting from emotional angles. Because the space left for them was only this much. As for the consequences that inciting such emotions would lead to, these people actually didn't care. Grigory, like Kirov, was a committee member highly regarded by General Secretary Stalin. Grigory had to try to confirm Kirov's stance. "Committee Member Kirov, do you think our line needs adjustment?"

Kirov shook his head immediately. "Since Committee Member Grigory believes we can't do it, I will unconditionally support your view. A large reason for what I said just now is hoping to avoid some meaningless arguments. We need to ensure Party unity on non-principled issues."

Grigory shook his head. "Comrade Kirov, my view is different from yours. Those comrades are the ones who should consider maintaining Party unity."

Kirov nodded slightly, but the purpose of his trip was to persuade Comrade Stalin's faction, not to purge dissidents. Even understanding Grigory's displeasure, Kirov still tried to persuade him. "Comrade Grigory, we have already achieved success in the direction of the line. Facts have proven that socialism in one country can be built. Now, it is our turn to pull those comrades back to the correct path, rather than standing on the correct path and criticizing those comrades."

Grigory shook his head. "I don't think they have truly understood where their mistakes lie."

Kirov filled his glass with wine before answering, "If we shut them out, they will never understand their mistakes. Comrade Grigory, only by letting these comrades walk on the correct path together can we truly reverse their views."

"What do you mean? Let them become persons in charge again? Do you think they can do the job well? If they could do it well, no one would have touched them."

Kirov raised his glass. "I am not referring to those who have been proven incompetent. I am referring to those comrades who are competent but lost opportunities because they were considered opposed to the 'socialism in one country' line. Comrade Grigory, don't you know such comrades?"

Grigory hesitated for a good while before reluctantly raising his glass and clinking it with Kirov's. Although he thought Kirov's view indeed made sense, Committee Member Grigory didn't speak, because admitting such a view made sense seemed like a certain degree of wavering. A certain degree of wavering might be considered disloyalty to Comrade Stalin.

After finishing the drink, Kirov stood up to take his leave. Back in his office, Kirov continued to handle his work. Recently, the internal discipline organization had uncovered a batch of parasites. Many of these parasites had obtained their current positions by supporting Comrade Stalin's line. Therefore, Kirov believed it was necessary to use a broader selection field to fill the cadres in these positions.

Two days later, Kirov received a call; Comrade Stalin wanted to see him. Kirov walked into Stalin's simply furnished office and saw Stalin sitting behind an old desk, looking up briefly before lowering his gaze again, silently filling his pipe with tobacco. Kirov walked to the old desk. "General Secretary, I have come as ordered."

Stalin pointed to the old sofa. Only after Kirov sat down did he say, "Some people were recommended by you. I am very surprised by this."

Kirov answered frankly, "General Secretary, many competent comrades do not have such a clear understanding of the line. They believe they have been treated unfairly, and the reason comes from personnel struggles rather than line struggles."

Stalin put down his pipe and asked in a flat tone, "Comrade Kirov, do you believe the cadres you nominated are not opposing just to oppose me?"

Kirov noticed Stalin didn't mention 'line struggle,' which wasn't a good sign. But Kirov believed he needed to make his thoughts clear. "General Secretary, continuing to execute the current line is the most important work at present. Many people themselves are unqualified cadres. To keep their positions, they propagate their dismissal due to incompetence as a personnel struggle. Engaging in a propaganda struggle at such a time will only waste resources and destroy unity. General Secretary, the current economic policy is moving from one success to greater success."

Hearing Kirov mention the success of economic work, Stalin's gloomy expression softened. He picked up his pipe and started smoking again. The sufficient supply of light industrial goods in the past two or three years had indeed made some wavering Central Committee members choose to stand on Stalin's side. If economic work could be carried out more successfully, Stalin believed he could thoroughly drive the Trotskyist faction out of the Central Committee.

As for Kirov's intention, Stalin believed Kirov's goal was definitely not to let Trotsky's gang take power again, but rather to continue weakening the Trotskyist faction. Although Kirov's proposal indeed didn't fit Stalin's character, judging from experience, pulling the competent ones among the Trotskyist faction to his side was equivalent to completing the expulsion of the Trotskyist faction.

Finally, Stalin tapped out the ash and smiled. "Comrade Kirov, if there are problems with those people's work, you must take responsibility."

Kirov answered immediately, "If they are unqualified cadres, they should step down."

Stalin smiled. If Kirov could really do this, the blow to the Trotskyist faction would be very ruthless.

In the half-month following this meeting, Kirov continued his work, but fewer and fewer people came to see him. However, half a month later, as Kirov continued to maintain a good relationship with Comrade Stalin and continued to arrange personnel work, as if a signal had been turned on, the number of people hoping to see Kirov increased rapidly every day.

Many of them were from Comrade Stalin's faction, and those cadres recommended by Comrade Kirov also came to see him one after another. Just a month ago, these cadres still regarded Kirov as a political enemy.

Kirov met with these comrades cordially. He didn't promise them anything but expressed in a genial tone that these comrades were competent and hoped they could shine in their work. After receiving Kirov's clear attitude, although these cadres were still worried about whether Kirov had any conspiracy, they had confidence in their own work ability. As long as Kirov didn't engage in framing and planting evidence, they could indeed achieve results.

Time soon reached April 1930, the time for trade settlement between China and the Soviet Union. The cadres assigned to the foreign trade department showed considerable work enthusiasm. So much so that when Comrade Kirov met the head of the Chinese business delegation, he thought they could chat relaxedly. However, the Chinese business delegation head opposite him didn't look very friendly. He asked, "Comrade Kirov, if the Soviet side has any dissatisfaction with the import and export quotas, you can raise it directly. Are the methods adopted by some of your cadres too excessive?"

Kirov was stunned, not understanding what this meant. Without needing him to ask, the Chinese delegation head recounted various recent 'misdeeds' of the Soviet side, such as 'gambling on whether the price could be lowered' through forced drinking, and using various petty tricks to try to make things difficult for the Chinese side, despite obviously knowing the Chinese side wouldn't concede.

Hearing the impatient performance of those cadres, Kirov answered frankly, "We will inquire into this matter. Please rest assured, Chinese comrades, we will definitely deal with it seriously."

After the meeting ended, Kirov didn't really deal harshly with those cadres but ordered the business negotiation department to submit a work manual, letting them formulate the methods adopted in negotiations themselves. Sure enough, the person in charge came to Kirov's office in person the next day, sincerely requesting Comrade Kirov's guidance.

Seeing these guys so sensible, Kirov then told the person in charge about the Chinese side's dissatisfaction. After listening, the other party said, "Committee Member Kirov, we understand. We won't do this again in the future."

Kirov advised, "Comrades, we have comrades who went to the United States. Why don't they do this to people over there? How do you think this should be explained?"

There was nothing to explain; personnel visiting the US dared not offend Americans. So the person in charge of trade negotiations with China immediately made a self-criticism. "Comrade Kirov, we will definitely respect the Chinese comrades. Please rest assured, such things will never happen again."

Kirov nodded. "We have closer trade cooperation with China, and negotiations have already formed a convention. Breaking the convention will cause misunderstandings!"

After beating some sense into this group, Kirov started reading the report on the United States. The economic crisis in this capitalist country was expanding. The US stock market did rebound after the crash, but in the end, it was an even bigger drop. The US media initially thought 'speculation had been curbed,' but didn't expect the stock market to fall to such an extent. The financial crisis quickly expanded to the production sector, and the economy had been falling for nearly half a year. Now, everyone in the US began to panic.

But news sent back by personnel the Soviet Union wanted to send to purchase goods taking advantage of this opportunity showed that US companies didn't lower prices because of this. Instead, because the Soviet side expressed an intention to purchase in large quantities, they tried to use this opportunity to make a killing from the Soviet Union. On the contrary, the equipment the Soviet Union purchased through China was delivered to the Soviet Union on time.

The style of capitalist countries made Kirov very unhappy; even at such a time, capitalists were still so greedy. Since capitalists were like this, the Soviet Union had no reason to buy their products and equipment... After all, American merchants demanded the Soviet Union pay in US dollars, or if not, pay in gold. In contrast, China continued to conduct trade on credit with the Soviet Union. For the Soviet Union, which lacked hard currency, there was absolutely no reason to choose direct trade with the United States.
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After the second phase of the French Embassy project was completed in March 1930, it received mixed reviews due to its postmodernist style. At least, the Chinese people could not appreciate buildings with large amounts of asymmetrical configurations at this stage. He Rui was one of the very few Chinese who could truly appreciate this building.

So on May 1, 1930, China's Labor Day, a grand cocktail party was held in the French Embassy to celebrate the festival of the working people. To complete such a huge project in a little over a year, a large number of Chinese workers had put in hard work. The French Ambassador and the visiting French Foreign Minister Briand specially invited representatives of the construction workers to attend the party.

Even in France, it was impossible to truly give ordinary workers such high treatment. But the French, after all, belonged to a centralized European country and knew well how to curry favor with the central government. At the reception before the party started, French Foreign Minister Briand invited the representative of Chinese construction workers to the stage and personally handed a certificate of appreciation and a letter of thanks to him.

Then, French Foreign Minister Briand delivered a speech with the theme "Laborers are Great," highly praising the noble quality of enduring hardship and hard work of the laborers of both China and France, stating that the great buildings passed down to future generations were all built by millions of laborers. At the end of his speech, Minister Briand concluded emotionally, "Emperors, generals, and ministers will eventually turn into dry bones in the grave, but the working people and the achievements completed by the working people will last forever!"

There was applause from the audience, but while many foreign ambassadors clapped, they chuckled inwardly, thinking that just listening to this speech, one would think French Foreign Minister Briand had already joined the Communist Party.

Briand completely ignored those teasing smiles. Finishing his speech, he first arranged for the worker representatives to be seated, then greeted the ambassadors of various countries. Every once in a while, he would look toward the main entrance. However, the embassy secretary at the door never showed urgent movements, indicating that the distinguished guest, He Rui, had not yet arrived.

By 8:15 p.m., there was commotion outside the door. The embassy secretary in a suit first ran out quickly, then soon ran back quickly. Briand went straight to meet him, hearing the secretary, who had fine beads of sweat on his forehead, say, "The Chairman has arrived."

Just stepping out of the main entrance of the building, he saw He Rui already emerging from the car parked in the courtyard. It was the first time Briand had seen He Rui in military uniform with his own eyes. The service uniform without rank insignia was tailored very well, making He Rui appear tall and powerful. Although He Rui was smiling as he walked toward Briand, this military uniform made He Rui exude power in every gesture. Briand tried hard to adapt to this feeling, then recalled that He Rui had never retired. From entering the juvenile military school run by the Qing government at the age of fourteen or fifteen, He Rui had been a soldier. In his life of forty years now, He Rui had been an active-duty soldier for almost two-thirds of his life.

Overcoming this pressure, Briand went up to embrace He Rui. He Rui patted the French Foreign Minister, who could be considered an old friend, "Welcome to China again."

Briand also said, "I haven't seen you for a long time, Mr. Chairman, and I missed you very much."

When He Rui entered the party venue under Briand's guidance, a group of diplomats was already lining the entrance to welcome him. He Rui waved to everyone but headed straight for the Chinese worker representatives. He shook hands one by one with the pleasantly surprised Chinese worker representatives, saying at the same time, "Today is the festival of the working people. I wish everyone a happy holiday."

The guests invited by the French Embassy were all frontline workers. It was the first time these workers had seen He Rui with their own eyes, and they were all so excited they didn't know what to say. He Rui unhesitatingly extended his hand to the worker representatives, and only then did the workers recover and quickly raise their heads. After shaking hands with everyone one by one, He Rui smiled and said, "Thanks to the invitation from the French Embassy, comrades should eat and drink as you please. Relax and rest well."

Asking the workers to sit down again, He Rui walked back to Briand. More than a dozen men in suits were already standing behind Briand. When He Rui approached, Briand introduced, "Mr. Chairman, these gentlemen are all elites of our French banking industry. They have come to support the development of China's banking industry."

He Rui also shook hands with these experts one by one. "Welcome to work in China, gentlemen. Today is China's Labor Day. Both physical labor and mental labor are types of labor. Labor only differs in division of labor, not in nobility or baseness. I wish you experts a happy Labor Day."

The French experts hadn't expected He Rui to say such things, but France was a republic after all, so such political concepts were not rare. Moreover, financial experts were always regarded as members of the exploiting class and running dogs of capitalists in France. Being called "laborers" by He Rui really carried no political malice.

François, the chief economist of the Bank of France, smiled when shaking hands with He Rui. "Mr. Chairman, we came here to serve China's financial sector, and we hope our labor can gain your recognition."

Seeing He Rui chatting cordially with the French financial experts while shaking hands, Minister Briand was very happy. Looking at the guests attending the meeting, seeing British Ambassador Lampson's rather complex expression made Briand even happier. Before He Rui arrived, Briand had already introduced the French financial experts to the guests. Britain and France were close geographically, and this group of French experts were all renowned figures in the financial circle. It was evident that at least British Ambassador Lampson's secretary had heard of the names of several French financial experts and was clearly shaken.

Now the US economic recession had begun to impact Britain. As long as the British were uncomfortable, the French would naturally feel happy.

Turning his gaze away from British Ambassador Lampson, Briand saw US Ambassador Nelson Johnson. Ambassador Nelson looked indifferent, likely a deliberate facade. The US economic crisis was intensifying; it would be strange if Ambassador Nelson could smile.

After chatting with the French experts, He Rui conversed with the ambassadors of various countries one by one. When US Ambassador Nelson Johnson shook hands with He Rui, he leaned close to He Rui and whispered, "Mr. Chairman, if you have time, I hope to communicate with you regarding the loan."

"Alright," He Rui replied, still smiling, but he felt no joy in his heart. Just a day ago, 1,028 important American economists wrote a petition to President Hoover, asking the then Congress and President Hoover not to approve the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, which included imposing high import tariffs.

He Rui knew the efforts of this group of American economists were useless. Raising tariffs when encountering problems was America's path dependence, especially now; this policy bill, which could offer an explanation to the American people, would certainly pass. Once this bill passed, unless the US gave China interest-free loans with a repayment period of 20 years or more, China could obtain the dollars for repayment. Otherwise, facing high US tariffs, China would have no way to earn enough dollars to pay off the debt.

Perhaps seeing the interaction between the US Ambassador to China and He Rui, British Ambassador Lampson said when shaking hands with He Rui, "Your Excellency, I would like to discuss the recent situation in Asia with you."

Since the British were being so pretentiously diplomatic, He Rui felt he had no reason not to be equally so, and replied, "Our Ministry of Foreign Affairs has an Asian Department. Ambassador Lampson can exchange views on the Asian situation with the Asian Department."

Lampson was choked up, feeling a wave of grievance in his heart. The dignified British Empire was actually being teased like this; Lampson felt his spirit had been hurt. But Lampson knew very well that once Britain lost the strength to threaten China militarily, all that remained was inducement. Enduring the feeling of being hurt, Lampson forced a smile. "Hehe, Your Excellency, Britain is considering helping Asia maintain stability by providing cooperative loans to China."

He Rui couldn't possibly indulge the British Ambassador, so he replied readily, "Then you should definitely go to the Asian Department of our Ministry of Foreign Affairs to discuss this matter. Whether it's Japan, Korea, or Ryukyu, as well as the Assam and Upper Burma regions, they are all the responsibility of the Asian Department."

Lampson knew all his probing had failed. To prevent the situation from becoming more awkward, he answered decisively, "Your Excellency, I wish to request a meeting with you."

"Then please contact the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs," He Rui gave Lampson a direct answer.

"...I will," Lampson replied. When He Rui shook hands with the Dutch Minister to China, Lampson subconsciously smoothed his mustache, feeling a wave of retroactive fear. If he hadn't immediately expressed absolute respect for the Chairman of the Republic of China, he would have encountered an actual rebuff. He had actually almost made such a big mistake; Lampson was truly afraid in hindsight.

Ten minutes later, Briand walked up to He Rui and asked, "Your Excellency, are you preparing to leave?"

He Rui nodded readily. "Yes."

"Can I chat with you for a while?" French Foreign Minister Briand asked politely.

He Rui nodded. A few minutes later, He Rui and Briand had arrived on the second floor of the French Embassy. Looking at the scenery outside through the irregular window, He Rui smiled. "I appreciate Europe's pursuit of breakthroughs in art."

Briand was a layman regarding art, but since He Rui said so, Briand echoed, "France is at the forefront of the world in artistic exploration."

He Rui smiled slightly, suddenly thinking of the Little Mustache. Abstract aesthetics were not the foolish imitators of later generations who casually splashed some paint on canvas; at least the modernist and impressionist masters of this era had profound skills in realistic painting. This was also why the Little Mustache wasn't admitted to the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna back then. In the era when Hitler applied for the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna, European fine arts had reached the end of realism; Europe had tasted everything realism could achieve. So impressionist and modernist masters pushed for new developments on the basis of realism. Only after seeing Van Gogh's early realist style paintings did He Rui understand how Van Gogh painted "The Starry Night." For example, Van Gogh's early work, "The Altar Boy with Umbrella," showed the inherited changes. That understanding of painting in motion and stillness made He Rui admire him greatly.

But Briand couldn't understand He Rui's feelings. He just felt that the discussion on art was mere pleasantries, so he smiled and got straight to the point. "Mr. Chairman, recently French newspapers believe that the Anglo-Saxons' hypocritical attacks on the existence of immoral trade between China and France have now met with retribution."

"Haha." He Rui was amused; Briand's words were a bit too acerbic.

Seeing He Rui so happy, Briand continued, "Mr. Chairman, the French financial sector believes that China needs more loans and financial services at this stage. France is willing to provide the most sincere services to China."

He Rui felt that France was indeed a usury imperialist country, with a very precise sense of the situation. However, recently the Rockefeller consortium had submitted an investment proposal to the Chinese government, willing to provide an investment of over 1 billion US dollars, and this was only the first phase of investment.

For an American consortium, this judgment was quite rational. Historically, the Soviet Union purchased 3 billion US dollars of machinery and equipment in the first two Five-Year Plans. To pay back the money, the Soviet government implemented a cruel agricultural scissors difference, repaying debts by exporting grain cheaply. This led to the Holodomor in Ukraine, causing the deaths of millions of Soviet people.

Even with full cooperation between China and the Soviet Union in heavy industrial production at this stage, the Soviet demand plus China's demand would require at least 2 billion US dollars in equipment and technology transfer. If this figure were converted into 21st-century US dollars, its value would be roughly equivalent to over 100 billion US dollars.

The financial sector of France, this usury imperialist country, must have predicted this, which was why Briand came to convey France's stance of willingness to fully expand investment in China.

China could absolutely not be controlled by France, so He Rui smiled. "Hehe, Mr. Briand, in order to repay the loans, we believe it is necessary for France to expand imports from China."

Briand had discussed this with the French upper echelon before this trip, so he answered decisively, " regarding textiles and light industrial goods, France is willing to increase procurement from China."

He Rui was very satisfied with Briand's promise. It could be seen that French economic figures were quite serious. If France couldn't increase imports of goods from China, China wouldn't have enough francs to repay the debt.

Before He Rui could ask further, Briand already offered a plan. "Our country wants to give a portion of ship orders to China."

He Rui felt the French side was too sensible. China had recently achieved a huge breakthrough in sectional shipbuilding methods. Past shipbuilding was one dock for one ship, occupying the dock for too long. China was currently vigorously building new docks, and the sectional shipbuilding method was to first divide a whole ship into several sections to be built independently based on welding technology. This construction process didn't need to be built in the dock.

After each section was completed, large gantry cranes were needed to hoist each section into the dock for welding. This process took much less time than building the whole ship in the dock. For the same dock, efficiency increased several times.

And completing sectional shipbuilding technology required first-class welding. As early as the Northeast Government era, He Rui had the technical department develop this part of the technology. If France could give a part of the shipbuilding orders to China, even if China didn't make money, it would at least cover the initial investment costs.

He Rui smiled. "I think the French government has made a wise choice. China's shipbuilding industry will definitely satisfy French customers."

"Mr. Chairman, will China fully cooperate with the French financial industry?" Briand took the opportunity to ask.

He Rui shook his head. "Mr. Briand, cooperation between China and France should not be just in the financial industry, but cooperation across the entire industrial chain."

Briand was stunned. He didn't expect He Rui to reject full financial cooperation so decisively. One of the purposes of his trip was to hope to bind the French financial industry with the Chinese economy, excluding cooperation with Britain and the US. He Rui's decisiveness made Briand confirm once again that the Chairman of the Republic of China was a very firm person. As long as it was beneficial to China, He Rui would never be restricted by so-called 'traditional friendship.'
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Night fell, and all the lights in the French Embassy came on. Amidst the lights, banners written in both French and Chinese at the embassy entrance swayed gently in the night breeze. Cars carrying a few guests were already driving out of the gate under the banner that read "The French Embassy Wishes Chinese Laborers a Happy Holiday."

Standing by the window and seeing his own car approach, He Rui raised his wrist to check his watch. Briand was somewhat surprised. "Mr. Chairman, you aren't planning to have a dance before leaving?"

He Rui replied, "I'm not in the mood for dancing tonight." After speaking, he prepared to take his leave.

Briand had intended to bring it up later, but since He Rui was leaving, he could only say, "Please wait a minute. I want to inform you that France is preparing to strengthen the power of its Pacific Fleet."

This topic was very sensitive. After Briand finished speaking, his amber eyes inadvertently revealed a nervous look, and his mustache bobbed up and down as he swallowed. War had broken out between China and France before, and Briand knew that several high-ranking generals in the current Chinese Navy had deep ties to the Nanyang Fleet, which had been destroyed by France. When analyzing the impact of this matter on China, the French side had seriously considered that these people might offer suggestions disadvantageous to France to He Rui.

Briand saw He Rui's expression change slightly. Because He Rui was contemplating this matter, his expression involuntarily became a little more serious. After a moment, He Rui asked, "What is the ratio of the scale of the French Pacific Fleet compared to the British Pacific Fleet?"

Briand exhaled, most of his unease dissipating. He immediately replied, "Mr. Chairman, it's about two-thirds of the British fleet."

"Oh!" He Rui smiled. "Britain might not object, but they will certainly feel a lot of pressure."

Briand completely relaxed. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs had seriously considered how to discuss with China the decision to increase warships in the French Pacific Fleet, especially the addition of two battleships, and how to explain it to He Rui. The most optimistic view was that He Rui could fully understand that France's strengthening of its fleet was by no means intended to threaten China but to ensure the safety of trade routes between France and China. Now it seemed that things might really turn out in the most optimistic way.

With Briand's rich diplomatic experience, he dared not be blindly optimistic at this moment. He Rui indeed had unmatched prestige in China, but He Rui's ministers did not show the same top-tier strategic judgment ability as He Rui. Even a first-rate strategist, faced with the sudden appearance of a French fleet with two battleships in the Indochina colony right next to China, would instinctively make negative considerations. At this time, if high-ranking naval officers who did not have a good impression of France offered some negative suggestions, the head of state would inevitably make considerations unfavorable to France strengthening its Pacific Fleet.

But since He Rui had already expressed a friendly attitude, Briand could only suppress the urge to explain fully and squeezed out a smile. "Mr. Chairman, I will explain this matter in detail when I meet the Chinese Foreign Minister tomorrow."

"Alright. I'll take my leave then." After speaking, He Rui extended his hand to Briand.

When shaking hands with He Rui, Briand felt that He Rui's palm was dry and warm. Looking at He Rui in military uniform, Briand felt the pressure seemed much greater. Seeing He Rui to the door and watching his convoy drive into the night, Briand suddenly had an image in his mind. This sharp and decisive top strategist, He Rui, holding a pen with that dry and warm hand, drawing an offensive line on the map—he could probably draw an extremely stable line.

When Briand met the Chinese Foreign Minister the next day, they chatted and laughed. Based on the current good relationship between China and France, the exchange of opinions on the international situation was very smooth. When Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang asked Briand, "Does France believe the US Congress and government will pass the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act?"

Briand answered immediately, "An old dog can't perform new tricks. I believe not only will the US do this, but the British government will also follow suit in the near future. I assume the Chinese government has made corresponding preparations? At least the French government is ready to make a reciprocal response at any time."

Li Shiguang appreciated Briand's frankness very much. He answered frankly, "The Chinese government is of course prepared. Based on the US attitude, we believe the US is very likely to maintain this high tariff policy for a long time."

Briand nodded. "The judgment within the French government is similar to that of the Chinese government. Moreover, the French government believes there are smooth communication channels between China and France, so such things will not happen between our two countries."

Li Shiguang nodded, agreeing with Briand's view. Subsequently, Li Shiguang listened to Briand talk about France's preparations to strengthen the Pacific Fleet. Hearing just the beginning, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's gaze turned grim, and he couldn't help suspecting whether Briand's previous remark about "good communication between China and France" was entirely to prepare for this matter.

Briand anticipated that the level of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs was probably not as high as He Rui's. Even if the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs were truly as formidable as He Rui, as a foreign ministry, they couldn't make judgments on such issues alone. He seriously explained France's position to Li Shiguang, especially clarifying that the purpose of the French Pacific Fleet was to guard against "Anglo-Saxons tampering with the common interests of China and France in the world." Briand paused temporarily, picked up his teacup to take two sips, and took the opportunity to observe Li Shiguang's expression.

He saw Li Shiguang looking serious, not softening because of Briand's sincere explanation. Although Li Shiguang seemed to want to ask more, he still waited for Briand to finish speaking. Briand felt Li Shiguang's self-restraint was quite outstanding.

Putting down the teacup, Briand continued, "The French side not only wants to strengthen the French Pacific Fleet but is also willing to provide naval technology to China to help China build a powerful fleet. Even Japan has the Six-Six Fleet, and it is said they proposed the idea of an Eight-Eight Fleet. France believes that China having two Eight-Eight Fleets would be commensurate with China's strength. Moreover, in the next stage of naval treaty negotiations, France hopes to obtain a quota of equal scale to the US together with China. I wonder what Minister Li thinks of this."

Li Shiguang's expression finally softened somewhat. Although he had some impression of Japan's Six-Six Fleet and Eight-Eight Fleet, he wasn't quite sure. He turned his head and whispered to the secretary sitting behind him. The secretary quickly explained that the so-called Six-Six Fleet referred to the Japanese naval capital ship establishment of 6 battleships and 6 armored cruisers completed after 1905.

The Eight-Eight Fleet was the naval capital ship establishment composed of 8 battleships and 8 battlecruisers proposed by Japan in 1920.

Li Shiguang didn't speak immediately but picked up his teacup and drank, calculating the current situation in East Asia and the impact on China after France strengthened its Pacific Fleet.

In the current East Asian situation, China, as the economic core, had grasped comprehensive dominance. As early as the end of 1922, the Northeast Government went to war with Japan, exhausting Japan until it had to cease fire. afterward, China quickly unified. With the Japanese economy in depression after losing the Chinese market, no one mentioned the Eight-Eight Fleet plan anymore. After the Japanese revolution, military expansion plans were abandoned, and the so-called Eight-Eight plan could be said to have ended without a start. The current Japan, let alone building new battleships or battlecruisers, even if building a new destroyer, had to discuss it with China first. If China didn't agree, Japan wouldn't dare to start construction.

Currently, even if China's naval equipment was still weak, the Japanese Navy was not only no longer arrogant but also privately shared a view with their Chinese naval counterparts during exchanges: "If the Chinese and Japanese navies do not have a common goal, it is detrimental to the healthy development of both navies."

From this perspective, if France increased the scale of its Pacific Fleet, it was possible it would become an external driving force "conducive to the healthy development of the Chinese and Japanese navies."

After specifically asking for France's views, Li Shiguang stated, "I will convey France's message to my government."

Briand thought this wasn't a bad reaction. The worst reaction predicted by the French government was that the Chinese Foreign Minister would immediately express strong protest to Briand after hearing the news, believing France's action undermined regional peace and stability. If France acted willfully, the Chinese government would respond.

Since Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang was willing to talk, this could enter the Chinese high-level meetings. Based on He Rui's reaction Briand saw yesterday, Briand believed the Chinese government would accept France's view. Because the French government really had no intention of using the Pacific Fleet to threaten China. France had already given China an interest-free loan of 20 billion francs; what would be the point of threatening China now?

After the meeting ended, Li Shiguang immediately went to see He Rui. He was soon informed he could go in. But He Rui was currently meeting with Japanese Ambassador to China Saionji Kinkazu. Walking into the conference room of the Chinese Head of State's official residence, he saw the young Saionji Kinkazu sitting cautiously opposite He Rui, carefully listening to He Rui express his views. "...After the return ceremony is over, we will arrange the itinerary for the visit to Japan."

Hearing He Rui agree to visit Japan, Saionji Kinkazu immediately said, "All sectors of my country welcome Your Excellency the Chairman's visit to Japan very much. Now the relationship between China and Japan has reached a moment where all tragedies can be resolved. Your visit to Japan will definitely open a new chapter."

Li Shiguang nodded to Saionji and sat on the sofa next to He Rui. Saionji Kinkazu continued to talk about ideas for strengthening non-governmental exchanges between China and Japan, especially academic and artistic exchanges. Li Shiguang didn't need to supervise this personally; the East Asian Department would be responsible. Looking at Saionji Kinkazu's sincere expression, Li Shiguang truly felt some emotion in his heart.

After He Rui completed his visit to Europe, Japan had proposed a request inviting He Rui to visit Japan. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believed they could take advantage of He Rui's diplomatic success in Europe to visit Japan and define the relationship between the two countries. But He Rui believed "the time is not right; what needs to be pushed with full force now is re-determining the restoration of order in East Asia."

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs accepted the work arrangement and, after a series of arduous diplomatic efforts, restored the East Asian order to a satisfactory state. Afterward, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs discussed arrangements for visiting Japan again. But He Rui stated, "Wait a bit longer; the time is not right. Wait until the Great Economic Crisis breaks out in the US."

Last year, in October 1929, the US experienced Black Week, and the stock market crashed. After a large number of speculators died, although the US stock market index fell to an outrageous level, the US economy seemed to recover. But a few weeks ago, in April 1930, the stock market crashed again. And this crash didn't trigger a large number of speculator suicides; those real American speculators had already committed suicide. This stock market crash directly triggered the bankruptcy of a large number of American companies, or their entry into the stage of closing down. This wave of mass corporate bankruptcies was what a real economic crisis should look like.

Li Shiguang had to admire He Rui's control over the rhythm of the situation. The US had always been a quite important market for Japan. When the US fell into economic crisis and adopted the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* to raise tariffs, effectively starting a trade war, the Japanese economy would truly have no other choice.

Only after the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* was signed would Japan truly be compliant. At that time, He Rui's visit to Japan would make Japan truly accept China's leadership position.

Listening to Saionji Kinkazu sincerely discussing Sino-Japanese diplomatic relations with He Rui, a thought popped into Li Shiguang's mind: *Under what circumstances will He Rui visit the United States?*
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Central Work Conferences were generally held in the State Council Office Building. If the meeting was convened by He Rui, it would be held at the Central Office of the Civility Party. If it was a Standing Committee meeting, it might be held at He Rui's official residence.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang sat down in his seat in the State Council conference room and began to calculate what objections his speech would trigger later. If France insisted on increasing the size of its Pacific Fleet, China had no way to forcefully stop it. Currently, France had raised this matter with the Chinese government in a friendly manner, and Li Shiguang certainly hoped that everyone could ultimately be persuaded. After thinking it over, Li Shiguang felt that the greatest resistance might come from the Military Commission. At the State Council meeting, only He Rui from the Military Commission was present. After talking with He Rui yesterday, Li Shiguang knew that He Rui did not oppose this matter.

Having carefully sorted out the possible positions of all parties, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang felt he had nothing to worry about. At this time, everyone had arrived. Li Shiguang took a sip of hot water and focused his attention.

Generally speaking, the meeting would start with He Rui or Premier Wu Youping assigning work. If there was important work, a report would be made. If there was no important work, the leaders of various departments would raise the problems they faced. He thought the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would have priority, but unexpectedly, the first to raise an issue was Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang.

Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang's square face already looked serious, and now his expression was even more grave. Just from this expression, one could tell the problem was really important. Li Chenggang's Adam's apple bobbed once, likely swallowing saliva to moisten his throat before speaking, and then he said as calmly as possible, "Yesterday, the Soviet Union made a request, hoping to obtain a surplus worth 300 million US dollars in the next fiscal year. In the document, the Soviet Union stated that this surplus would preferably be paid to them in francs. If there aren't enough francs, they also hope that francs and Chinese Yuan can each account for 50%."

The ministers in the conference room were all energized by this question. Li Shiguang, who had little say in this matter, suspected whether the Soviet government was being a bit impatient. According to the Chinese government's prediction, the Great Economic Crisis in the US was just unfolding, and machinery and equipment prices would drop further in the future. If they could wait a bit longer, it was possible to get the lowest price.

In 1930, 300 million US dollars was indeed a large sum of money. Li Shiguang thought there might be a discussion for a while, but unexpectedly, the Minister of Finance stated, "The Ministry of Finance has assessed that the incremental demand for raw materials and equipment in the next fiscal year will exceed 1 billion US dollars. We can accept a deficit of 300 million US dollars."

After speaking, the Minister of Finance looked at the Governor of the Central Bank. Li Shiguang happened to be sitting diagonally opposite the Central Bank Governor and saw the gray-templed Governor close his eyes in thought. Li Shiguang thought the Central Bank Governor would need a few minutes to sort things out, but unexpectedly, half a minute later, the Governor opened his eyes. "50% Francs and 50% Chinese Yuan is acceptable."

As soon as this was said, most ministers looked stunned, and two ministers couldn't help gasping. Then they heard He Rui say, "Minister of Finance, please introduce the situation to everyone."

Li Shiguang immediately took out his notebook. At the same time, most ministers also took out their small notebooks; the habits of the science and engineering men in the He Rui government were immediately displayed.

"Both the US dollar and the British pound are currently on the gold standard. Currently, 1 US dollar contains 1 gram of gold. In 1929, 1 British pound contained 7.3 grams of gold. In recent months, the gold content of the British pound has begun to fall. The Ministry of Finance predicts that if the US economic crisis continues to worsen, the gold content of the British pound will fall below 4 grams per pound.

"According to this calculation, when we pay the Soviet Union in francs or Chinese Yuan, the gold content of 1 British pound equals 3 US dollars. Both the Chinese Yuan and the Franc are purely fiat currencies, and the exchange rate with the British pound is currently around 1:100. Even if the gold content of the British pound plummets, the exchange rate change of the Franc and Chinese Yuan against the British pound won't appreciate by double. I think it will appreciate by about 40%, with 1 British pound exchanging for 60 Francs or Chinese Yuan. Our exchange rate against the US dollar will probably reach around 1:20. We provide 150 million US dollars worth of Chinese Yuan and Francs, which are 3 billion Chinese Yuan and 3 billion Francs respectively. We can afford this."

Li Shiguang felt a slight discomfort on his forehead. Reaching up to wipe it, he found his fingers wet. Unknowingly, a layer of sweat had appeared on his forehead. Taking out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat, Li Shiguang felt his heart rate increase significantly. China's GDP for the whole year of 1929 was 88.5 billion Chinese Yuan. Increasing the deficit by 6 billion in one fiscal year accounted for about 6.8% of the total GDP. Even though the Ministry of Foreign Affairs didn't manage the economy, this proportion still made Li Shiguang feel immense pressure.

Since the two responsible for economic policy and currency both thought there was no problem, the matter was quickly decided. Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang would conduct further negotiations with the Soviet side. Next, it was the turn of other ministers to raise issues their departments needed to pass through the central meeting. Li Shiguang was next.

Calming down from the shock just now, Li Shiguang prepared to face the comrades' questions. Thinking of the questions he would encounter, a wave of confidence arose spontaneously in his heart. This lifted Li Shiguang's spirits, and he said confidently, "France wants to increase their naval power in the Pacific. Regarding this, French Foreign Minister Briand explained that the French Pacific Fleet is to guard against petty actions the Anglo-Saxon countries might take and to protect the trade route between China and France. At the same time, French Foreign Minister Briand stated willingness to provide warship construction technology to China and to strive for a quota comparable to the US for China in the second phase of naval treaty negotiations."

After saying this, Li Shiguang looked at the other ministers. He didn't know if his own mindset had changed, but Li Shiguang felt the other ministers didn't show unease or displeasure, at most frowning slightly, pondering what the French's true intentions were. Li Shiguang looked at He Rui and Premier Wu Youping sitting next to him. He Rui was naturally calm, and Wu Youping seemed unconcerned about this matter at the moment, seemingly having no interest.

The questions he expected to appear didn't appear at all. The ministers looked at each other for a moment, then all looked at He Rui. He Rui answered at this time, "We in China welcome all forces that maintain regional peace."

Li Shiguang knew this was He Rui's answer to the French Foreign Minister. He nodded, noted down this sentence, and closed his notebook.

Many departments encountered problems they couldn't solve on their own at the meeting and raised them at the central meeting. Hearing problems that once left ministers helpless being solved one by one, Li Shiguang was in a very good mood. In the past, everyone had to rely on He Rui to propose solutions and coordinate with various departments to overcome difficulties. With the strengthening of China's own strength and economic and trade cooperation with countries around the world, ministers could finally solve most problems relying on their department's strength. Even for difficult work points that had to be discussed at the central meeting, they could be solved with the cooperation of just one or two departments. This feeling was really very good.

Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang felt the same. After the meeting, he returned to his office feeling relaxed all over. He had his secretary inform the Soviet side to come for a meeting tomorrow. Then, Li Chenggang sat comfortably on the soft sofa and asked his secretary to invite Rockefeller over.

Soon, the secretary dialed the number and conversed with the other side in fluent Northern American accent. Before long, the secretary covered the receiver and turned to ask, "Minister Li, Mr. Rockefeller asks if he can bring other American businessmen along."

Li Chenggang answered immediately, "Tell Mr. Rockefeller that what I want to discuss with him is investment. If he doesn't mind others listening, I don't mind either."

Less than an hour later, Rockefeller appeared in Li Chenggang's office with representatives of several American giants like Morgan and Ford. It was evident that the representative of the Morgan consortium was a bit curious about Li Chenggang. Especially upon hearing Li Chenggang's fluent British accent, the Morgan representative's eyebrows raised inadvertently.

Li Chenggang was in a good mood. After inviting everyone to sit and serving tea, he got straight to the point. "Mr. Rockefeller, we agree to your investment in China. I wonder if you have any concerns now? Within the scope of my authority, I will do my best to help you."

Rockefeller had become accustomed to the frankness of Chinese ministerial officials, so he asked, "Your country's financial management laws have very strict restrictions on the inflow and outflow of funds. I also heard that your country invited French financial experts to help improve these financial laws. The Rockefeller consortium hopes to open a bank in China, and we are also willing to provide financial experts to help your country formulate laws and regulations that can help the financial industry operate efficiently."

Hearing Rockefeller actually wanted to open a bank in China, the face of the Morgan representative immediately looked a bit uglier. In the US, the Morgan consortium was the boss of the banking and financial industry. Rockefeller wanting to open a bank in China and saying it in front of the Morgan representative was bold. The Morgan representative had done his homework before coming to China; those American 'China experts' believed China was a country that highly valued order and didn't welcome those who broke the rules. The Rockefeller family was considered arrogant in the US, but unexpectedly, Rockefeller didn't show any restraint even in China.

The Morgan representative wanted to see if this Chinese Minister of Commerce would give Rockefeller a hard rebuff or a soft one. Sure enough, after hearing Rockefeller's request, Li Chenggang answered without thinking, "At this stage, China's economy is still very weak. A large amount of funds flowing quickly in and out of China will cause problems for the Chinese economy. Therefore, China will not liberalize financial controls. This is a matter of national economic security, and I will not discuss this with Mr. Rockefeller."

*Serves you right!* The Morgan representative chuckled inwardly. Only a nouveau riche like Rockefeller would be so arrogant; the Morgan consortium would never make such a stupid request.

But Rockefeller seemed not to care at all about being rejected. He just nodded and said, "Then let's start discussing cooperation issues."

Li Chenggang signaled his secretary, who immediately presented several documents. There weren't many, only four copies: one each for Li Chenggang, Rockefeller, Morgan, and Ford. The other representatives of American consortiums could only lean in to look. The Morgan representative was used to being grand in the US; he handed the document to others and signaled his accompanying secretary to take quick notes.

This cooperation plan was drafted by the Ministry of Commerce. Li Chenggang didn't look at the document but narrated directly, "Establishing a joint venture, China holds 51%, Rockefeller Company holds 35%, and the remaining 14% will be given to other European companies invited by China... In the first phase, China will build an oil field with a daily output of 20,000 tons in the Daqing area and increase the daily output to 100,000 tons within 5 years... With the completion of the first phase of the Daqing Oilfield, China will also establish a chemical base for oil refining and cracking. At the same time, China will build several other large oil fields."

The other American consortiums had no intention of intervening in the petroleum and petrochemical field, at least not in China's petroleum and petrochemicals, so they could only listen and watch. Rockefeller became somewhat excited. "Mr. Minister, have you misunderstood something?"

"Please speak," Li Chenggang replied politely.

"Has China completed oil exploration?" Rockefeller asked straightforwardly.

"Yes. Regarding the location of the oil fields, we have narrowed it down to a very small range. But these oil fields are too deep; we need equipment that can drill to 1,400 meters."

The Morgan representative was listening carefully and heard the Ford representative next to him click his tongue slightly. The Morgan representative smiled slightly without turning his head. Although the Morgan consortium wasn't in the oil industry now, they at least knew some basic knowledge. In the US, oil field locations were very shallow. At this stage, there were few oil fields deeper than 700 meters, yet China opened its mouth asking to double the depth. This made the Morgan representative feel inexplicably ridiculous.

Since the Chinese minister swore so solemnly, it meant China had the ability to explore the location of oil fields. If they had the ability to explore the exact location, even without large-scale extraction technology, they should at least have small-scale extraction technology. However, looking at the Chinese minister's attitude, it seemed China didn't have such technology.

Combined, the Morgan representative felt the Chinese minister seemed to exude the scent of a top-tier swindler. The top-tier swindlers the Morgan representative had seen could tell even a monstrous lie with an inexplicable persuasive power, moving those around them to think "maybe this is true."

Although this conversation made the Morgan representative feel he should be more cautious—after all, the Chinese government had stated its attitude that it would absolutely not use common credit collaterals like land resources or tariffs as investment guarantees—the attitude of the Chinese officials was too interesting and had to be watched continuously.

At this time, Rockefeller had finished discussing exploration with Li Chenggang. It was evident Rockefeller was a bit excited. He said, "Please allow me to consider for a while."

Li Chenggang didn't force him and turned to the other American consortium representatives. Before Li Chenggang could speak, the Ford representative asked, "I wonder how much annual oil production China has now?"

"Our Yumen Oilfield produces 400,000 tons annually. Plus the oil we import from the Soviet Union and Southeast Asia, China's total annual oil volume is between 4 million and 5 million tons."

Hearing this figure, the Ford representative revealed a polite smile. Oil consumption was the Ford consortium's strong suit. "Mr. Minister, we know China has completed the technical development of internal combustion locomotives and is using them in large quantities. Apart from the necessary usage for trains and ships annually, to what fields can China's oil production provide refined oil?"

"We can also provide kerosene, diesel, and gasoline for aviation, buses, and agricultural equipment."

The Ford representative felt Li Chenggang was a qualified minister, and a very honest one, so he put away his polite smile and asked straightforwardly, "Mr. Minister, excluding these internal combustion locomotives that must be supplied, how many civilian cars can your country provide the required gasoline for?"

"If we ensure refueling at any time, less than 20,000 vehicles," Li Chenggang answered frankly.

The Ford representative hadn't expected Li Chenggang to be so sincere. The figure of less than 20,000 vehicles was also calculated by the Ford consortium based on economic data provided by the Chinese government before coming to China. In 1929, car ownership in the US was as high as 23 million vehicles, while the total US population was only 123 million; nearly every five people had a car. China could only provide gasoline for less than 20,000 civilian cars, which meant Ford starting to build factories now was betting on China's future. This risk was really too great.

Just as the Ford representative was thinking about how to express his refusal, Rockefeller suddenly spoke up. "Mr. Minister, I've changed my mind. I will send a telegram to the domestic office in a while, asking them to immediately start shipping the 1,300-meter drilling equipment."

Hearing this, the group of American consortium representatives was stunned. Changing his mind so quickly—what stimulation had Rockefeller received? Rockefeller said calmly, "As for the contract, who should we negotiate with now? Shipping from the West Coast to Northeast China takes about 2 months. I hope to sign the contract during this time."

After finishing the working meal hosted by the Ministry of Commerce, on the way back to the hotel, the Morgan representative, who had specifically gotten into Rockefeller's car, asked, "Why did you agree so quickly?"

Rockefeller liked Chinese Hangzhou cuisine very much. He was in a happy mood at this moment, and his tone was relaxed. "If the Chinese government isn't the biggest group of swindlers I've ever seen, they are a modern government that understands economics and priorities very well. Our Rockefeller consortium also wants to enter the automobile industry. The extracted oil, after refining, can provide fuel for at least a million cars. I don't want the Ford Group to monopolize the automobile industry in China."

*So you also think the Chinese government ministers are like top-tier swindlers,* the Morgan representative grumbled inwardly. But this emotion was quickly replaced by serious thought. If the Chinese government was truly a modern and efficient government... Of course, if it weren't a modern and efficient government, China wouldn't have won the Sino-British War. Then, the Morgan consortium should indeed consider the plan to open a bank in China.

Just a few months ago, the US stock market crashed. As the boss of the US financial industry, the Morgan consortium took out 200 million US dollars to save the market at this critical moment. Although this move also led other consortiums to follow suit, the total rescue fund of less than 1 billion US dollars facing a US stock market that had evaporated over 40 billion US dollars in market value didn't even make a splash. So much so that the Morgan consortium had to announce they would never conduct such market rescue actions again. This announcement also dealt another heavy blow to US economic confidence.

*Losses within the dike are made up outside the dike.* Seeing the shrewdness and competence of the Chinese government, and the amazing confidence and courage of minister-level officials, Morgan felt that at least the Chinese upper echelon possessed that vigorous vitality that had been weakened in the American upper echelon.

*Maybe we can give it a try.* The Morgan representative had to consider such a possibility.
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"Contact the Chairman's office; I want to report something to him," Li Shiguang said to his secretary. While the secretary went to make the call, the orderly had already cleared away the tea set from the table.

Looking at the seat where British Ambassador Lampson had just sat, Li Shiguang felt that the British were really trying hard now. Just a short while ago, Ambassador Lampson had frankly expressed Britain's view: "...The British Empire hopes that after the Sino-French cooperation agreement ends, China can sign a similar agreement with Britain. The space for Sino-British cooperation is much larger than that for Sino-French cooperation. What France can give, Britain can give. What France cannot give, Britain can also give to China."

Although the Central Committee had already decided that Sino-French friendship would be one of the foundations of China's future diplomacy, Li Shiguang could still clearly feel a slight wavering in his heart. It must be said that Britain's attitude was very sincere, and the conditions offered were very tempting.

Before long, the secretary turned to Li Shiguang and said, "Minister Li, the Chairman is on the line."

Li Shiguang quickly got up and walked to the phone. Sure enough, He Rui's familiar voice came from the receiver. Li Shiguang hurried to report the latest news. He Rui on the other end listened quietly the whole time. When Li Shiguang finished, He Rui laughed. "Whatever the British say, we can just listen; no need to take it seriously. All of Britain's current promises are things they cannot fulfill."

"Is the Chairman referring to the Imperial Preference system?" Li Shiguang asked.

"Yes. Britain probably came to communicate with considerable sincerity, but just listen to their promises," He Rui replied.

Li Shiguang felt a sense of incongruity for a moment, but he didn't want to argue with He Rui, so he replied, "I understand."

"If there's nothing else, I'll hang up first," He Rui's voice came from the phone. Li Shiguang immediately stated he had no other questions for now. After putting down the phone, Li Shiguang stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, and paced slowly in the office. When he stopped, Li Shiguang suddenly laughed out loud.

Initially, it was a sneer, but after a few laughs, Li Shiguang felt it was ridiculous and couldn't help laughing heartily. Hearing the commotion, Li Shiguang's secretary hurriedly pushed the door open and entered. He saw Li Shiguang laughing back and forth as if hysterical, his whole body somewhat limp. The secretary quickly went forward to help Li Shiguang sit on the sofa, then watched worriedly as the Foreign Minister of the Republic of China, though wanting to calm down, continued to laugh ceaselessly, his shoulders heaving as if in a spasm.

Finally, Li Shiguang stopped laughing. Seeing that Li Shiguang looked a bit teary-eyed, the secretary quickly washed a towel and handed it over. Li Shiguang wiped his face seriously, then asked the secretary, "Can you associate the word 'incompetence' with Britain?"

The secretary thought for a moment and felt a bit confused. The dignified British Empire was still the world hegemon; looking at it from any angle, it had nothing to do with incompetence. If Britain were incompetent, what would other countries be?

With the secretary as a reference, Li Shiguang confirmed there was nothing wrong with his feeling just now. But Li Shiguang still wanted to do a further test, so he recounted to the secretary what exactly British incompetence was about.

The Great Economic Crisis in the US predicted by the central economic department had basically taken shape. This economic crisis would continue to develop and wouldn't end in a short time. Based on such a prediction, the economic department further deduced the subsequent impact: the great powers would adopt trade protectionism to deal with such a situation.

According to the latest news, the US was preparing to launch the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* to raise tariffs. Countries would inevitably adopt reciprocal retaliatory tariffs against the US. This trade war would by no means exist only between the US and other countries but would evolve into a global trade war. At that time, the British mainland would create a trade alliance with various colonies of the British Empire to jointly resist external trade protection; this was the "Imperial Preference system" proposed by the economic department.

Even if Britain really replaced France completely at this stage as he said and reached a close economic relationship with China, the relationship between China and Britain could not reach the height of Sino-French cooperation after all. Britain couldn't possibly invite China to join the "Imperial Preference system," so everything Lampson was trying to promote now would be overturned by Britain itself as the economic situation changed. From this perspective, Britain was an incompetent bunch.

Listening to Li Shiguang's narration, the secretary's brow almost knitted into a knot. It was evident that the secretary didn't believe all this would happen. This made Li Shiguang both happy and disappointed. The reason for happiness was naturally that he had finally crossed this internal hurdle, thus being able to view the world from an angle closer to reality. The reason for disappointment was that the secretaries were all highly praised young cadres who accumulated work experience by contacting higher-level cadres through secretarial work. Looking at it now, the young cadres weren't afraid of the great powers but lacked the mindset to view the great powers as normal countries.

At this moment, the secretary summoned up courage and said, "Minister Li, Britain can indeed maintain the normal operation of its economy through the Imperial Preference system. I think Britain has chosen the correct response."

Li Shiguang felt the secretary's view was already quite sophisticated, so he pressed further, "For the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, there is no problem doing this. But for a world hegemon, abandoning all obligations as a hegemon equates to the de facto bankruptcy of Britain's hegemonic status. Britain wants to endure through the worldwide economic crisis. If other countries are dragged down, Britain will still have an advantage relative to other countries. After the economy recovers, it can rely on this advantage to continue maintaining the position of world hegemon. But Britain won't wait for such an opportunity."

"Minister Li, I'm not opposing your view. I just feel that countries around the world now lack strategists like Chairman He; they can't see the trend of future development. So they appear incompetent. After all, people die from comparison, and goods are thrown away from comparison." The secretary expressed his view very carefully.

Li Shiguang shook his head. "A first-rate strategist can make this judgment. I don't think the world lacks first-rate strategists. Britain's current performance gives me a feeling that among Britain's decision-making layer, the true first-rate strategists lack decision-making power. Those privileged classes with vested interests hold the decision-making power."

Having analyzed to this extent, the secretary felt incapable of discussing with Li Shiguang, so he could only express agreement with Li Shiguang's view.

At this very moment, inside He Rui's conference room, the French economists sent by French Foreign Minister Briand were communicating with He Rui. As soon as the meeting started, Bank of France economist François got straight to the point. "Mr. Chairman, our French financial sector has carefully studied your economic policies over the past decade or so, as well as their execution methods. Now there is a consensus in the French financial sector that you are one of the most outstanding economists in the world today."

Professionals classify He Rui into the professional field first; this is a good way to show goodwill in communication. He Rui didn't dislike this, and he really wanted to hear the attitude of the French economists, so he smiled. "Economics must be a pragmatic discipline capable of providing realistic help. I believe the French economics circle has rich experience in this."

"Mr. Chairman, analyzing other countries based on your policy of enhancing national consumption capacity, we have reached a conclusion. At this stage, the world's economic increment will be concentrated in the East Asian region. This will be the market that all countries hope to intervene in in the future." François didn't deliberately flatter at all, but only elaborated on his view.

He Rui clearly felt that the French economists had ideas. First lighting a cigarette, He Rui asked, "What proportion of the increment does France hope to share in the development of the East Asian region?"

François answered somewhat regretfully, "We understand very well Mr. Chairman's decision to diversify risks; this is a choice only an outstanding economist can make. But Mr. Chairman, all risk control has its limits. We have studied China's financial management laws and feel the dilemma China faces from them. China lacks capital and technology and hopes to utilize foreign capital and technology most efficiently. This way of pursuing efficiency will lead to many uncontrollable results. The profit from speculative funds is too large; even if much capital aims to invest in industry initially, it will turn into speculative funds later in pursuit of higher profits. We believe China's financial management hasn't prepared for this risk originating from within."

He Rui wasn't that worried. "As long as land and mineral resources remain state-owned, the impact of such speculation on the overall economy won't be that great. Moreover, we are preparing to launch a progressive tax plan to regulate the income of high-income groups. When personal income tax is high to a certain extent, the time for these funds to fully shift into the speculative field will be delayed. If they really want to speculate, they will choose other countries as speculative venues."

This was only part of the reason. The reason He Rui didn't say was that a world war would break out in a dozen years. When the country adopted a wartime mobilization state, where would there be opportunities for speculative funds?

The French experts didn't mention these. They discussed based on the progressive tax policy proposed by He Rui and believed this was indeed a reasonable practice. The Constitution of the Republic of China determined that the Republic of China was a socialist country. As a socialist country, the distribution field was not a model of the weak being eaten by the strong, but investing in low-income classes through the fiscal transfer model of taxation. This was what He Rui had said about "the state constantly raising the social bottom line."

After discussing the focus of the French experts' visit to China for a while, François smoothed his beard and stared at He Rui with his blue eyes. "Mr. Chairman, the Sino-French economic cooperation agreement needs to be renewed next year. I wonder if China has considered establishing a more effective currency and tariff cooperation system?"

The secretary beside He Rui thought the French were considering joining the East Asia + Soviet Union economic cooperation organization currently guided by China and couldn't help perking up. Then he heard He Rui answer, "At this stage, Sino-French cooperation is not directed against any third party. Does France believe there is a third party whose intentions are detrimental to Sino-French cooperation?"

The secretary's body involuntarily stiffened. If France meant what He Rui said, that was another matter. China and France were currently in a quasi-ally relationship, and the prerequisite for a formal alliance was the existence of a common enemy. At least up to this stage, China didn't regard any country as an enemy.

Hearing He Rui be so frank, François subconsciously smoothed his long beard again before saying, "Mr. Chairman, the development of East Asia in the next few years is destined to make this place a hot spot in the eyes of countries around the world. In the past nearly two years, the unemployment rate in France has dropped below 5%... Thank God, these are rare good days for the French people. Moreover, this unemployment rate below 5% was achieved with a large number of women gaining employment opportunities. Many enterprises are not only recruiting engineers and skilled workers but also recruiting many clerks. Those women with only junior high or even primary school education don't even have to go to textile factories to compete with male workers for jobs; they work as cleaners, file clerks, or serve tea and water in enterprises. Since both husband and wife have jobs, many families have now sent infants and toddlers to paid nurseries. This has further driven employment in France. At this stage, the French government faces a very big dilemma."

Having finished talking about France's employment situation, light flashed in François's blue eyes, and he added in a serious tone, "I believe an excellent economist like you, Mr. Chairman, can definitely understand this dilemma."

He Rui nodded; he certainly could understand. So he smiled. "Can we call it a Jean Valjean-style crisis?"

Although this analogy was a bit too Chinese-style, Mr. François nodded vigorously. Jean Valjean was the protagonist of Hugo's masterpiece *Les Misérables*. He once relied on the technology of producing glass beads to open a factory in a small town, employing a large number of ordinary women and people with weak labor capacity, greatly solving local employment. So much so that Jean Valjean, a released prisoner who claimed at the time that his "identity documents were burned while saving people," was elected mayor of that city.

As an old industrial country, economic crises and social turmoil were common occurrences for France. The current full employment was an extremely rare good time. At least He Rui believed that Mr. François, the economist of the Bank of France, saw the risk that the current Great Economic Crisis in the US might trigger British and American capital hoping to replace France's leading position in investment in China.

For economic development, the most important thing is confidence. If the French economy remained bad as in the previous ten years, it would just mean changing governments more frequently. Now that the French economy was sailing smoothly, almost everyone benefited from it. If France lost the confidence of domestic and foreign investors in the continued development of the French economy, the French economy wouldn't just retreat to before; France would immediately experience a comprehensive economic crisis. Combined with the currently intensifying 'Anglo-Saxon countries' economic crisis,' the French economy would be even more miserable than Britain's and America's.

He Rui didn't chime in. If the French upper echelon truly understood future economic changes from this level, they would have to take resolute economic measures for France's benefit. This economic measure also required the cooperation of the East Asia + Soviet Union economic circle. At this time, it was best for He Rui not to mention anything actively and let the French speak for themselves.

Mr. François spoke up. "France is willing to continue providing financial and technical support to China. Almost all French enterprises want to invest in industry and conduct commercial trade in China. Moreover, French financial industry peers have a consensus that China faces export pressure to repay francs. France is willing to open its market to China."

At this point, Mr. François smiled. "Mr. Chairman, you may not know. The textile industry and light industrial enterprises in France are having a hard time now. Because a large number of skilled workers and young male and female workers are trying every means to go to large enterprises, to enterprises related to machinery manufacturing. So much so that textile factories are short of workers, and even for the remaining workers, production efficiency has dropped a lot. Moreover, this has also had a somewhat positive impact: more parents no longer force their children to go to textile factories but force them to complete at least junior high or even high school education."

"Oh? I really didn't know such changes had occurred in France." He Rui looked surprised. This surprise was genuine; He Rui couldn't be bothered to care about the details within France. But He Rui could completely understand what he just heard. Textile factories and similar enterprises had poor working environments, astonishing noise, and low income. If one could find a job serving tea and water in a large enterprise or machinery manufacturing industry, the working environment would improve a lot, work intensity would decrease a lot, and wages wouldn't decrease—who would run to a textile factory to suffer?

As for forcing children to go to school, it was naturally because large companies and machinery-related industries required a certain level of education. Now that such jobs were not scarce, French parents naturally hoped their children could have a more decent, higher-income job.

François also said earlier that employment in France was quite full now. This meant labor-intensive industries were under-operating, and production efficiency plummeted. From this perspective, He Rui praised, "French economists have an admirable standard."

François nodded. "Please believe in the strength of our country's economists. We France are a civilized country with a tradition of centralization. The government will never treat economists' suggestions as nothing like the US government."

He Rui didn't discuss deeply, just nodded. France had many ways to solve the labor shortage problem; the most direct was to send people from colonies to French factories. France's model of managing colonies was to try to promote French culture locally and also provide some education. French policy didn't exclude colonial people from engaging in low-income heavy physical labor in France. By the 21st century, the skin color of the French football team was similar to that of African football teams.

François just said that the French economic circle was persuading the French government to yield this part of the light industry sector and allow Chinese goods to enter France. If the French government opposed it, François probably wouldn't dare to express this view to He Rui in that way.

In the design of Sino-French cooperation, the Chinese economic department had specifically calculated. With France's current population of 40 million, jobs in agriculture, high-tech fields, serving social operations, and high-tech fields could roughly meet the employment needs of these 40 million people.

China and France could maintain an economic model similar to China and the US in the early 21st century for the next ten or twenty years: the US providing capital and technology to China, and China providing cheap consumer goods to the US. Although the French mainland only had a population of 40 million, the consumption power of these 40 million people should be higher than the total consumption power of the entire Soviet Union now. Even in the field of cheap consumer goods, it was enough to provide millions of jobs for China, playing a great role in promoting China's industrial development.

He Rui simply praised a few words and remained silent. Because France speaking this part out meant they were one step closer to revealing their true intentions. He Rui continued to wait for France to make an offer.

"Mr. Chairman, in the past nearly two years, we have seen the construction and production of a group of heavy industrial enterprises, including synthetic ammonia, truck factories, and tractor factories. China's organizational ability and the learning ability of the Chinese people have left a deep impression on us. As long as the Chinese people receive a good education, they can become excellent industrial workers. Products of Sino-French joint ventures have strong competitiveness in the French and European markets even after sea transportation. We France are willing to cooperate fully in these commercial fields."

He Rui nodded, still silent. This condition was close to He Rui's expectations, but He Rui believed France should continue to propose areas of cooperation. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; don't play *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*. If the sincerity of cooperation wasn't sufficient, it meant they still didn't want to cooperate truly.

"China and France have built a cooperative bank responsible for financial services in the field of Sino-French investment. France believes that these cooperative banks are fully capable of providing financial services for France's colonies in Asia, the Pacific, Africa, and the Indian Ocean. If France needs to take action in these regions, based on the principle of proximity, this bank will provide financial support for nearby procurement."

François finished stating the conditions offered by France in one breath, checked his small notebook again to make sure he hadn't missed anything, and then picked up his teacup to drink.

He Rui felt that what he could consider, France had also considered. Only then did he say, "Mr. François, we in China are cooperating with the best enterprises in the world. Just as we are negotiating with the Rockefeller consortium, preparing to set up joint ventures with them in the oil sector. Since this concerns China's important resources, the Chinese government holds 51% of the shares in the joint venture, and the Rockefeller consortium will hold 34-35%. The British AP Company (founded in 1909, renamed BP Oil Company after 1935, whose most famous event in the 21st century was a massive leak in its oil field in the Caribbean Sea, polluting tens of thousands of square kilometers of sea surface), Dutch Shell Oil, and companies from other countries will all be allowed to invest. Of course, French oil companies with drilling capabilities of over a thousand meters will form joint ventures with China."

The group of French economic experts looked a bit unhappy, but no one said anything. He Rui's choice was more political than economic. Expressing China's willingness to cooperate to the world, and through this 15% share, establishing a communication bridge with the European economic circle.

François said, "I agree with China's choice. Cooperating with the world's most advanced companies can indeed greatly promote China's economic development."

He Rui liked talking to such smart people. Mr. François separated enterprises and the country very clearly, proving he could understand He Rui's choice. He Rui continued, "China's economic development space is huge. Our economic department believes that China's development space can fully meet the needs of Sino-French cooperation."

François's eyes lit up. He had spent so much effort and finally waited for He Rui to make a guarantee to France. Coming here this time, France had only one request for China: China must prioritize satisfying Sino-French cooperation. As for whether China's economic development could fully satisfy it, the result of internal French analysis, calculated conservatively, was that it could satisfy about 86% of France's needs.

Since He Rui set the tone, François immediately followed up. "Mr. Chairman, can we discuss Sino-French cooperation with the heads of these economic departments? We came to serve China. Being able to communicate frankly with these gentlemen will make our service more efficient."

Looking at the eager mood on the French side, He Rui laughed. "Haha, gentlemen, our Minister of Economy and Governor of the Central Bank have long been looking forward to meeting with you gentlemen."

"Please rest assured, Mr. Chairman, Sino-French friendship will inevitably become a model of cooperation between countries in the 20th century." François was French after all; such words came easily to his mouth.

In such a cordial and friendly atmosphere, the meeting ended. After sending these people off, He Rui sank into the sofa in a very "Yu the Great" sitting posture. It is said that because Yu the Great often went into the water when taming the flood, he got rheumatism. There is also a saying that one of his legs was injured. So, for comfort when his leg hurt, he didn't adopt the traditional kneeling posture of the time when sitting but sat on a stone or other high place with one leg crossed over the other. The legendary Li Bing and the fictional Erlang Shen also had such a sitting posture.

When the secretary came in, seeing He Rui with his legs crossed, his neatly tied tie pulled off and thrown aside, he couldn't help laughing. "Chairman, Minister Li Chenggang of the Ministry of Commerce wants to report to you."

He Rui stretched, letting out a long sigh of relief. "Then invite him to have a meal."

Watching the secretary leave, He Rui didn't notice his expression turning cold. It wasn't that He Rui acted one way in front of people and another behind their backs. He Rui was now considering France's plan. Judging from the conditions proposed by François, He Rui had to suspect that the French were not prepared to build Sino-French cooperation completely passively to deal with the economic crisis, but were prepared to take the initiative.

France clearly recognized that the East Asian region would be an area of rapid world economic development in the coming years. Rapid development meant East Asia would have huge demand. Instead of passive defense, the best way was to attack actively. Since the US was prepared to provoke a trade war with the world, France could follow the trend. After the US raised tariffs, France would not only adopt retaliatory high tariffs against the US but also adopt high tariff policies against European countries to protect the French market.

He Rui couldn't be sure if France had made up its mind yet, but after the Minister of Finance and the Governor of the Central Bank finished talking with the French economic expert group, it could be confirmed.

Thinking that the world economic crisis was about to break out comprehensively so soon, He Rui felt his mood was unexpectedly full of anticipation. The world had moved in a completely different direction, and He Rui felt nothing but anticipation.
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May 4th, Youth Day in the Republic of China. This was not a national holiday; only high school and university students participated in relevant activities. In the afternoon, Zhao Tianlin, the General Convener of the International Human Rights Organization Presidium, picked up his daughter from the Junior High School affiliated with Fudan University in Shanghai and headed straight for the reserved restaurant.

His little daughter chatted while dragging Zhao Tianlin along. Although it was all childish talk, Zhao Tianlin still listened happily. He had been running around all these years and didn't have much time to accompany his family. At this moment, he was invited by his alma mater, Harvard University, to go to the United States to attend Harvard's 140th anniversary celebration. Once gone, it would be at least three or four months. Being with his daughter at this moment made him feel very happy.

The little girl chattered on and suddenly remembered that today was Youth Day, so she asked, "Dad, why is today Youth Day?"

"Because 11 years ago, in 1919, the May Fourth Movement broke out. That was the first time young students collectively threw themselves into the action of saving the country and the people." Zhao Tianlin explained to his daughter, but a feeling of a world away arose in his heart. 11 years ago wasn't too long ago; Zhao Tianlin could even remember going to Northeast University, asking students to demonstrate in an orderly manner and not to affect the normal life of citizens. 11 years later, everything has changed. It wasn't just things changing and people changing, but the world turning upside down.

His daughter didn't feel her father's mood and asked puzzledly, "Dad, don't we have a coming-of-age ceremony in Chinese tradition? Why not use that day as Youth Day?"

Zhao Tianlin couldn't help smiling. "Haha, then tell me, which day is the coming-of-age ceremony?"

The little girl only knew about the coming-of-age ceremony but didn't know the details. Stumped by her father, she simply grabbed her father's arm. "Dad, tell me about it."

This bit of knowledge didn't stump Zhao Tianlin at all, so he explained to his daughter. The pre-Qin coming-of-age ceremony was characterized by a change in clothing, the most special being the cap and hairpin on the head. Therefore, the male coming-of-age ceremony was called "Capping Ceremony" (Guan Li), and the female one was called "Hairpinning Ceremony" (Ji Li).

The age for holding the coming-of-age ceremony was fixed at twenty for men, while for women, it depended on whether they were betrothed. Those betrothed performed the Hairpinning Ceremony at fifteen; otherwise, they also performed it at twenty. The coming-of-age ceremony was held individually, the location chosen in the sacred place of the ancestral temple, and the date determined by divination. On the day of the ceremony, the host had to invite friends and relatives to observe for it to be formal.

Listening to her father's narration, the little girl understood. It turned out that China's coming-of-age ceremony had a fixed age but no fixed day. Afraid her father would criticize her, she quickly said, "Dad, you are so knowledgeable."

Zhao Tianlin knew his daughter's little thoughts and didn't want to say much. But as an educator, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help saying, "To know what you know and what you do not know, that is true knowledge."

Perhaps the little girl didn't want to say anything about this matter. Or maybe seeing her mother waiting at the restaurant entrance, she shouted, "Mom," and dragged Zhao Tianlin running quickly toward her mother. The family reunited in front of the restaurant and entered together happily.

The meal was sumptuous. When they were almost done eating, Zhao Tianlin told his wife and daughter about his upcoming departure for the United States. Mrs. Zhao frowned slightly. "I always feel that Harvard University shouldn't be only 140 years old."

"Madam, you are right." Zhao Tianlin nodded in agreement. Harvard University's predecessor was established in 1636, originally created by the Massachusetts Bay Colony legislature, initially named "New College." To commemorate Reverend John Harvard who gave generous support to the college in its early days, the school was renamed "Harvard College" in March 1639. In 1780, Harvard College was officially renamed "Harvard University."

Mrs. Zhao already felt that the US was deliberately promoting Sino-US friendship, and she was even more certain after hearing her husband's introduction. Mrs. Zhao sighed. "If it were to give lectures, that would be fine, but it's just an anniversary celebration. Do you really have to go?"

Zhao Tianlin's daughter looked unhappy at this moment, pulling Zhao Tianlin and pleading, "Dad, don't go. Stay home with me. I want you to pick me up from school every day."

Zhao Tianlin's heart softened, but he knew he couldn't agree to his daughter's request. He forced a smile. "Be good. Going to the US now doesn't require a month at sea. Flying from China to Europe takes at most four or five days. From Western Europe to the US, at most a week. I won't stay long in the US this time; I'll be back in a month."

Mrs. Zhao knew that although her husband had left the government, he couldn't stay idle. As a world-renowned scholar, Zhao Tianlin was an honorary professor at several famous universities in Europe and had to go to Europe for academic exchanges for a few months every year. Now that China's international status was soaring and the US was in an economic crisis, the US naturally hoped to establish closer economic and trade relations with China. This letter was personally delivered to Zhao Tianlin by the Consul of the US Consulate in Shanghai. It was evident that Harvard University held the same position as the US government on this matter.

Mrs. Zhao pulled her daughter to her side and advised, "Your father won't be gone for months this time. You just study hard at home. When your father comes back, show him your exam results."

With this said, Zhao Tianlin's daughter didn't dare to fuss anymore. Zhao Tianlin had always been serious about his children's studies. Although Mrs. Zhao had been taking care of the children at home these years, every time Zhao Tianlin inspected the children's learning progress, the little girl found it a bit overwhelming.

On May 6, Zhao Tianlin took his luggage, bid farewell to his family, and headed straight for the airport. Zhao Tianlin was actually a bit excited on this trip because the plane to Europe was China's latest model, flying on an international route for the first time.

Boarding the plane, Zhao Tianlin saw many foreigners on board. Hearing the rolling r's when they spoke, they should be Soviet personnel visiting China. Zhao Tianlin didn't converse with them either; he took out documents and started reading. As a non-governmental person, Zhao Tianlin was now famous worldwide as the General Convener of the International Human Rights Organization Presidium. European and American governments were very dissatisfied with Zhao Tianlin's work. The International Human Rights Organization had branches in various countries, and the branch in each country had to submit at least one human rights report every year. These reports naturally couldn't be praises, and various national governments disliked the content of reports on their own human rights situations quite a bit. Many pro-government media in various countries called members of the International Human Rights Organization "muckrakers," accusing the organization of only knowing how to describe the worst side of each country.

Zhao Tianlin believed such reports were very valuable. In this world already full of sin, if those crimes weren't exposed and noticed by the public, the world couldn't progress. Moreover, among all countries, only China and the Soviet Union would truly improve their own problems. Other countries basically wouldn't make any improvements. For example, the United States; two years ago there was the issue of American slave labor, and up to now, it was still "a nephew looking for his uncle with a lantern"—the same as before (a Chinese pun implying things remain unchanged).

According to the report of the US branch of the International Human Rights Organization, the number of child laborers in the US far exceeded slave laborers. Since US law supported the use of child labor in industrial and agricultural fields, there was not even a chance for legal prosecution. Child laborers in the US were not the kind of children who helped out at home after school, but dolls used as labor force. Since the US didn't adopt an 8-hour workday, child laborers not only received one-quarter of an adult's wages but also worked 8-12 hours a day.

Currently, the US was plunged into a Great Economic Crisis, and the environment for millions of child laborers in the US was even worse. Black-hearted American enterprises didn't even pay child laborers wages, just providing a meal.

Zhao Tianlin finished reading the report and looked at his watch; two hours had passed. Closing the document, Zhao Tianlin felt very bad. According to the US political system, solving the child labor problem would be impossible without decades. Zhao Tianlin at this time didn't expect that he was still too optimistic. In He Rui's timeline, after 2030, that is, 100 years from now, US law still allowed the use of child labor. US states hadn't made much progress in protecting child laborers; although child labor situations decreased, the exploitation they suffered hadn't lightened.

The noise in the cabin was quite loud, and Zhao Tianlin soon became drowsy. He simply put on earplugs and closed his eyes to rest. Until a burst of cheers woke Zhao Tianlin up, only then did he realize he had actually fallen asleep. Those cheering were the Soviets. Zhao Tianlin couldn't figure out why this group of Russians was so excited. His secretary said to him with an excited face, "Professor Zhao, we will enter Soviet territory in less than two hours."

Zhao Tianlin felt the time was wrong; if the plane stopped casually in the middle, it would be more than two hours. Before he could ask, the secretary immediately explained, "Professor Zhao, this new plane can fly continuously for 7-8 hours. If we don't encounter particularly bad weather, it can fly 4,000 kilometers continuously. At this speed, we'll arrive in Amsterdam tomorrow."

Pushing his glasses, Zhao Tianlin saw those Soviet personnel chatting happily, looking jubilant. Zhao Tianlin felt that if these people were happy about being able to go home sooner, it completely matched the convenience brought by the ultra-long range of China's new aircraft. They might not necessarily reach Amsterdam tomorrow, but they could reach Moscow tomorrow no matter what. Most Soviet personnel on business trips to China departed from Moscow.

Zhao Tianlin wanted to ask something else but stopped. Because a thought popped up: if the range of this new airliner exceeded 4,000 kilometers, it could take off from Amsterdam, fly over the Atlantic, and land directly in New York. After all, American pilots had already flown over the Atlantic two years ago, proving that airplanes could completely complete such a task. If so, it was entirely possible for Zhao Tianlin to travel round trip between Shanghai and the US East Coast within half a month.

Thinking of being able to go home early, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help getting excited. But after asking the flight attendant, Zhao Tianlin learned that there were no air routes opened between China and the US yet. Even if Chinese planes could really fly over the Atlantic, entering US airspace would be considered illegal entry. Learning this news, Zhao Tianlin sighed. Amidst the regret, another thought arose: *Could I push for something in this regard?* Personnel exchanges between China and the US would only increase in the future, and fast commercial flight routes would be good for both countries. If it could really be opened, Zhao Tianlin would never have to struggle mentally about whether to go to Europe for business trips again.
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"Distinguished passengers, the aircraft is about to arrive at its final destination, Amsterdam. Before the aircraft comes to a complete stop, please remain seated and do not move..." A round-faced stewardess skillfully introduced the landing procedures to the passengers in the aisle at the front of the cabin.

Zhao Tianlin looked at the round-faced stewardess, feeling she seemed a bit rounder than before departure. After the stewardess finished the instructions and began helping passengers fasten their seatbelts and collecting trash from the folding tables, a passenger shouted, "I can't put my shoes on!"

This shout received agreement from most people; passengers expressed the same feeling one after another. Zhao Tianlin didn't say anything. He had already tried to put on his leather shoes and found his feet had swollen to the point where he could barely squeeze them in without knowing when it happened.

The stewardess didn't respond initially. Seeing everyone was too agitated, she carefully explained, "Passengers, due to the long flight of the new model aircraft, everyone couldn't exercise, so a certain degree of swelling is a natural physical reaction. Please don't worry; after getting off the plane and moving around for a while, your bodies will recover."

Zhao Tianlin remained silent. Looking at the stewardess's obviously rounder face, he felt it wasn't easy for her either; she still had to go back and forth providing travel services for everyone. Since the passengers chose to fly voluntarily, if they couldn't stand it, wouldn't it be fine not to choose air travel next time?

Fortunately, the passengers only complained a few words and didn't lose their due rationality. Soon, the voice of the crew came over the broadcast, "Passengers, we have entered Dutch airspace. The aircraft is expected to land within 40 minutes."

The passengers had all heard that the Netherlands was a country of windmills. At this moment, they all leaned towards the windows, looking out at the green land of the Netherlands. Finally, someone shouted, "Is that a windmill? Is it turning?"

Many passengers excitedly expressed they saw it, but after a while, someone said puzzledly, "Why aren't there as many as I imagined? I thought there should be windmills everywhere."

This voiced the thoughts of many passengers. Since it dared to call itself the 'Country of Windmills,' the windmill density should be higher. Looking down at the Netherlands, windmills seemed more like an embellishment and didn't present the appearance of providing massive power for the Netherlands as imagined.

Zhao Tianlin wasn't so excited. The Netherlands bordered the sea, the wind duration was long, and the wind force wasn't small. The reason for using windmills extensively was largely because the Dutch terrain was low to begin with, and the groundwater salinity of the new land reclaimed from the sea was high. It easily formed patches of saline-alkali swamps. The Netherlands used the power provided by windmills to drain the swamp water. As precipitation continued, the salt content of the saline-alkali land continuously decreased. Then alfalfa and other plants were planted to turn those saline-alkali lands into pastures.

But Zhao Tianlin didn't show off; he just waited quietly for the plane to land. Just as the crew said, less than an hour later, the plane landed. After a 10,000-kilometer flight, the passengers finally returned to the ground. Regardless of whether their feet were swollen, everyone struggled to stuff their feet into their shoes, took their luggage, and disembarked.

Zhao Tianlin wasn't in a hurry. The aircraft had 60 passengers. He waited until everyone got off before leaving with his secretary, dragging their suitcases. As soon as he exited the cabin, he saw someone holding a banner outside the airport exit fence: "Welcome Professor Zhao Tianlin to Amsterdam."

Walking over, those who came to welcome him included Chinese Ambassador to the Netherlands Lu Zhengxiang, US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson, and Dean of the Law School of the University of Amsterdam Jansen. Behind these people was a large group of reporters. Seeing Zhao Tianlin shake hands with Dean Jansen of the University of Amsterdam Law School, a clicking sound immediately rang out.

"Welcome to Amsterdam. I welcome you on behalf of the University of Amsterdam." After Jansen finished speaking, his granddaughter, about ten years old, stepped forward and presented flowers to Zhao Tianlin. The little girl hadn't developed yet, and her face completely lacked the dense layer of fine hair on the skin of Dutch women. She was fair and clean, with pink skin and deep facial contours, looking adorable. Zhao Tianlin first bent down to take the flowers, then squatted down and asked, "My name is Zhao Tianlin. What is your name?"

The little girl was a bit shy, but meeting Zhao Tianlin's gaze at eye level, she soon calmed down. She answered politely, "My name is Beatrix. Welcome to the Netherlands, Dr. Zhao."

"Thank you for coming to welcome me personally, and thank you for your flowers." Zhao Tianlin extended his hand to Beatrix, and a large hand and a small hand shook together.

The reporters took another round of photos, and applause and good-natured laughter came from the crowd.

When the group prepared to leave, the reporters immediately began to ask questions: "Professor Zhao, are you here to advertise China Airlines' long-range aircraft?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "Reporter friends, the Chinese government does not interfere in corporate operations. Although China Airlines is a state-owned enterprise, it is also a normal commercial operation. I flew here simply because the plane is fast. If airplanes were still traditional short-haul flights, I might have chosen to take a ship. With the development of aviation, more and more people will choose to travel by plane. When government personnel from more countries choose planes, just because they took a plane, should we say they are advertising for the airline? Everyone is just a passenger."

Hearing this, both the Chinese and American ambassadors smiled. Especially US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson; the smile on his face was quite intriguing. Current China was a country appearing frequently in newspapers. Many serious political newspapers and magazines often compared China and the Soviet Union, two major powers claiming to be socialist countries.

In the Soviet Union, enterprises were managed by the government. Many Communist factions and socialist factions in Europe held this position, believing that economic problems could only be solved by state-led economies. Especially now, the economic crisis starting from the US erupted quickly and fiercely, greatly affecting the world economy. Discussions about economic systems became the focus of newspapers again.

US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson heard Zhao Tianlin claim at this time that the Chinese government did not interfere in corporate operations and felt this was Zhao Tianlin releasing a signal to the world on behalf of the Chinese government, aiming to eliminate the concerns of foreign enterprises investing in China.

The reporters came prepared, and someone immediately raised a new question. "Professor Zhao, China's economy has been very good so far. Do you think China can avoid this economic crisis?"

"We live on the same earth. Matters of any country on earth will be transmitted to every country; no one can avoid it. According to chaos theory, a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil might cause a tornado in the United States. Therefore, it is impossible for us in China to avoid this financial crisis from the beginning."

"Then will the Chinese government's economy decline because of this?" The reporters immediately pressed.

"I believe China's economy will continue to maintain good development. Because China's economy is like a train that has just started, possessing sufficient energy to continue rushing forward. Mr. Reporter, the income of the Chinese people is very low now. To use an analogy, China is a bottle with only one-tenth of water inside, so to fill this bottle, nine-tenths more water is needed. This space is very large. As long as China's economy continues to grow, even if it encounters external storms, China can withstand them."

"Dr. Zhao, where do you think the problem with the US economy lies?"

Hearing this question, the US Ambassador to the Netherlands couldn't help but focus his attention. He heard Zhao Tianlin answer, "Gentlemen reporters, I am a law professor, not an economics professor. I am a layman in economics. The US economy indeed has problems. As for what exactly the problem is, I am incapable of answering. What I can be sure of is that the US government is doing its utmost to solve the economic problems, and we look forward to the US government emerging from this economic crisis as soon as possible."

Hearing Zhao Tianlin express his view on the US economy in such a cautious manner, US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson felt Zhao Tianlin's goodwill towards the US. Or rather, the Chinese government's goodwill towards the US. This economic crisis started in the US, and newspapers in various countries were cursing the US, believing the US dragged the world economy down to its current level.

China's economy was very good now. If a member of China's core layer like Zhao Tianlin attacked the US, it would immediately become the headline of major newspapers worldwide. Now, although Zhao Tianlin admitted the US economy had problems, he didn't belittle the US government, nor did he hit a man when he was down; this was great goodwill.

The interview went on for a good while before Zhao Tianlin hurriedly left on the grounds of needing rest after a long flight. Getting into the Chinese Embassy car, Zhao Tianlin let out a long sigh of relief. Such an interview wasn't easy. Although Zhao Tianlin held no public office now, foreign culture's view of power differed from China's. In China, the view on power was "when the person leaves, the tea cools." In Europe and America, people in the circle were the powerful ones. Even without public office, Zhao Tianlin was still considered to have a great influence on the policy formulation of the Chinese central government. When Zhao Tianlin was Vice Premier, he could get central documents at any time and know the central government's attitude and policies, making it easy to determine boundaries. Now Zhao Tianlin had to be more cautious than before.

At this time, Lu Zhengxiang said with emotion, "Brother Zhao, I wonder if the domestic side knows that Europe has already started discussing whether China can save the world economy."

Zhao Tianlin's eyebrows couldn't help raising; he hadn't expected Europe to be desperate to this extent. Just as he wanted to answer how China could possibly have the ability to save the world economy, he heard Lu Zhengxiang continue to sigh, "Eight years ago, in 1922, the ambassadors sent by Europe and America to China weren't taken seriously in their own countries. Now European and American diplomats in China are already elites in their diplomatic circles. Eight years ago, Europe and America thought China was a country with no future, even believing Africa had more prospects than China. I wouldn't dare dream of it, but in just eight years, China has actually become a country that might save the world economy. Brother Zhao, if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I would never believe it."

Seeing Lu Zhengxiang so excited, Zhao Tianlin wanted to advise him not to be so excited first; the central government had absolutely no intention of saving the world economy. Any slightly serious economist in the world knew what level China's economy was at. If China really wanted to save the world economy, let China's economy increase tenfold first.

Before Zhao Tianlin could speak, Lu Zhengxiang sighed again. "Brother Zhao, I just couldn't help myself saying these things. Please don't worry, Brother Zhao; as an ambassador, I will never let foreign countries misunderstand China's policies. One more thing, how long does Brother Zhao plan to stay in Europe?"

Zhao Tianlin finally had a chance to speak, so he replied, "I plan to take an ocean liner to the United States."

"Just now US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson chatted with me about this. He said I'm afraid it will be half a month before we can invite Brother Zhao to board a ship."

Zhao Tianlin knew that not only his alma mater Harvard University hoped he would go to the US this time, but the US government also hoped Zhao Tianlin would visit. So theoretically, the US government should have arranged the ship and shouldn't wait for half a month.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin looking puzzled, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help laughing. "Haha, Brother Zhao, the US side arranged a luxury cruise ship for you, not a regular ocean liner. Tickets for this luxury cruise ship were originally hard to get. However, after the outbreak of the US economic crisis, many cruise companies found that half of the guests who originally booked tickets had either committed suicide or gone bankrupt, or were going bankrupt. Europe isn't much better; many people wish they could stay in their offices all the time to receive news at any moment. How could they take a cruise? European and American cruise companies have reduced ship arrangements. And the US side insisted on arranging the best cruise ship for Brother Zhao, so we can only ask Brother Zhao to wait a while longer."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help smiling bitterly. As a scholar and educator, cultivating moral character and educating people, Zhao Tianlin had little interest in a luxurious life. Although China was still poor in these years, the country operated very smoothly, and everyone wasn't worried about the future. Compared with the performance of Europe and America under the impact of this economic crisis, China's situation was really very comfortable.

In the following days, a car with diplomatic plates appeared in the Dutch countryside. The car didn't drive fast, traveling back and forth in the scenic countryside. Even in the Netherlands, tall windmills weren't everywhere. But whenever the car stopped by the gravel road in the Netherlands and Zhao Tianlin got out to take photos, he could always see some windmills within sight.

Unable to go home often, plus the work needs of being the General Secretary of the International Human Rights Organization Presidium, Zhao Tianlin had gradually developed a habit of taking photos over these three or four years. No professional camera was needed; a convenient entry-level camera was enough to meet Zhao Tianlin's needs. In the Netherlands in May, on the flat and damp land, windmills, pastures, farmlands, and tulip fields all showed a very beautiful side of the Dutch countryside.

If necessary, Zhao Tianlin would of course also photograph the dark side. At this time, Zhao Tianlin went to the Dutch countryside not to investigate human rights issues, but purely because the number of ship voyages to the US had decreased recently, and tickets couldn't be bought, so he had to stay in the Netherlands for a few days first.

Learning that Professor Zhao Tianlin had arrived in the Netherlands, the University of Amsterdam immediately invited Zhao Tianlin to visit this famous European university. Zhao Tianlin politely refused, not because he looked down on the Netherlands, but because the flight of nearly ten thousand kilometers made Zhao Tianlin feel exhausted. His head was buzzing, and tinnitus was quite severe.

The University of Amsterdam expressed complete understanding and very thoughtfully found a place for Zhao Tianlin to stay in the scenic countryside, and also sent a lecturer from the Law School, Jansen, to act as a guide for Zhao Tianlin. The group went out to take photos and tour whenever they had time every day, and their bodies felt much better.

Looking at the map, there were quite a few small enclaves within the borders of the Netherlands and its southern neighbor Belgium, making the region look as arbitrary as an amoeba. This confusion could be traced back to the Middle Ages when pieces of land were divided by different local noble families. In 1831, 99 years ago, when Belgium declared independence from the Netherlands, the border demarcation between these two countries was chaotic and very complex.

Both the Netherlands and Belgium were small European countries. This minor issue didn't affect the security of the two countries, and dealing with it was too troublesome. So much so that after 99 years, successive governments of the two regimes hadn't been able to define the exact jurisdiction.

Traveling along this peculiar border was also a very novel experience for Harvard Law Doctor Zhao. His relaxed mood only changed after a Dutch border police officer stopped Zhao Tianlin's car. Seeing Zhao Tianlin's oriental face, the officer's serious expression became somewhat surprised. "Are you Chinese?"

"Yes," Zhao Tianlin replied.

The officer didn't say much, but the wary look on his face disappeared immediately. He checked the passport and also looked at Lecturer Jansen's university lecturer ID. The officer politely returned the documents to the two and explained to them, "Gentlemen, please wait a moment. Personnel repatriation is underway ahead. It will be over in a while."

"Repatriating whom?" Lecturer Jansen was very puzzled.

Anger flashed across the officer's face. He pursed his lips and exhaled heavily through his nose, venting his displeasure. After a few times, he said, "France is repatriating Dutch people working in France back to their country. France is too excessive!"

Zhao Tianlin was stunned and wanted to ask in detail, but the officer turned and left. Zhao Tianlin could only look at Lecturer Jansen next to him. Lecturer Jansen was equally surprised. But he immediately had an idea. "Professor Zhao, why don't we return to Amsterdam now and ask Dean Jansen about the situation? He must know what happened."
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On the streets of Amsterdam in 1930, one couldn't smell the stench of burning marijuana yet, but many windows with red interior decorations could be seen. As the vehicle carrying Zhao Tianlin drove through the streets, Lecturer Jansen inside the car was accustomed to such an industry. Zhao Tianlin looked calm, but thinking of the progress China had made in the women's liberation movement in recent years, he couldn't help but sigh with emotion. In China, brothels had been eliminated, and legal provisions imposed extremely severe punishments, up to the death penalty, for forcing women into prostitution or organizing the sale of bodies.

When the car stopped at the entrance of the University of Amsterdam, Lecturer Jansen thanked Zhao Tianlin, "Thank you for driving me to the school."

Anxious to get to the embassy, Zhao Tianlin smiled and said, "You're welcome. Thank you, Mr. Jansen, for your guidance over the past few days, allowing me to see the most beautiful side of the Netherlands."

Seeing that Jansen wanted to chatter more, the driver quickly interjected, "Mr. Zhao, let's hurry up. The appointment time with the embassy is approaching."

Soon, the car headed straight for the Chinese Embassy in the Netherlands. Zhao Tianlin had no plans to visit the University of Amsterdam. Moreover, although the surname Jansen was a common Dutch surname, just like Zhao in China, and many residents in Amsterdam were named Jansen, Zhao Tianlin felt no need to ask these 'Jansens' for information.

Sure enough, Chinese Ambassador to the Netherlands Lu Zhengxiang looked relieved immediately after hearing about the repatriation matter Zhao Tianlin recounted.

"Brother Zhao, the unemployment rate in the Netherlands has exceeded 15%, and it's even higher in Belgium to the south, reaching 20%. Recently, the unemployment rate in France has been below 5%, and some French newspapers report that France has achieved full employment. So many people from countries surrounding France go there to find jobs. The Dutch people you mentioned should be illegal workers expelled by France. Compared to the illegal workers expelled from Belgium and Spain, these expelled Dutch people are hardly worth mentioning."

Zhao Tianlin hadn't read the newspapers these past few days, so he smiled and asked, "How do Dutch newspapers report this?"

"The Dutch newspaper reports might surprise Brother Zhao very much." Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help keeping Zhao Tianlin in suspense.

"Hehe, how surprising can it be?" Zhao Tianlin felt the matter must be interesting.

"Initially, Dutch newspapers discussed that France was just lucky to be chosen by Chairman He as a partner. Once it loses cooperation with China, arrogant France will immediately reveal its weak economic true form. Soon, some reports appeared claiming that the French economy will be very good and will remain number one in Europe for a long time. The bad economy in the Netherlands isn't because the Netherlands lacks the opportunity to cooperate with China, but because the stingy trait in the Dutch national character prevents the Netherlands from gaining favor with world investors. Therefore, the Netherlands needs to reflect on its national character, thereby..."

"Hahaha!" Zhao Tianlin couldn't help laughing out loud. But after laughing for a moment, Zhao Tianlin's expression turned a bit bitter. Before meeting He Rui, although Zhao Tianlin didn't agree with the so-called national character, he wasn't that confident about the Chinese national character either. Only after meeting He Rui did Zhao Tianlin completely get rid of his confusion in this regard and become extremely confident in doing anything. Seeing European countries attacking each other using national character now made him feel uncomfortable. Just 10 years ago, the Chinese national character was also an object of ridicule in Europe.

Lu Zhengxiang sighed with emotion. "Brother Zhao, I have seen so much in Europe these years and conducted many investigations. Only then did I understand that we really overestimated European culture back then. Looking back at my past actions, I am truly ashamed."

As an educator, Zhao Tianlin always disliked binary thinking, so he advised, "It's normal. Even now, Europe indeed has fields leading China."

Lu Zhengxiang sighed but brought up another matter. "The French side heard that the ship taking Brother Zhao to the US will take some days to arrive. The École Normale Supérieure in Paris commissioned the French Ambassador to the Netherlands to invite Brother Zhao to visit the ENS."

If it were a country other than France inviting Zhao Tianlin, he wouldn't be very interested. But he had to accept the French invitation. At this stage, the friendship between China and France must not waver. Even if Europe had a huge misunderstanding about Zhao Tianlin's position in the Chinese central government, Zhao Tianlin had to give Europe a stance according to European thinking. Zhao Tianlin answered decisively, "Please tell the French Ambassador to the Netherlands that I am willing to accept the invitation from the École Normale Supérieure."

Learning that Zhao Tianlin accepted the invitation, the French Ambassador to the Netherlands came to invite him personally that very day and sent Zhao Tianlin onto the train from the Netherlands to France. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs acted nervously, arranging how to receive Zhao Tianlin. Just as Zhao Tianlin thought, France's attention to Zhao Tianlin himself was limited, but the cooperation between China and France concerned the entire French economy. In France, whether left-wing, right-wing, Communist, or Fascist, solving French economic problems was a cross-party national consensus. Whether Zhao Tianlin visited France wasn't actually important, but since a figure with huge influence in the Chinese central government was near France, he naturally should visit France. If Zhao Tianlin didn't accept the invitation, it would be a dereliction of duty by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

As soon as Zhao Tianlin got off the train, reporters swarmed him. A reporter with a London accent asked loudly, "Dr. Zhao, what do you think of the French government expelling foreign workers?"

As soon as this was said, the French government personnel present looked over with displeased eyes. Reporters from outside France showed no weakness. Although European countries had committed many evil deeds in such matters, the unemployment rate in European countries had reached over 15%, while the French economy stood out alone in Europe.

According to news newly released by the French government, the unemployment rate of French nationals had dropped to a sensational 2.83%. Workers' wages rose by 7% in the first five months of 1930, and each worker's working hours reached 54 hours. Such economic data was considered intolerable by European countries. Therefore, European reporters outside France shared a bit of hatred against a common enemy and had no intention of backing down.

If it were usual times, Zhao Tianlin wouldn't take this bait. At this moment, Zhao Tianlin understood he had to make a statement, so he said to the reporters, "The French central government ordered the expulsion of foreign workers? Is that what this reporter gentleman means?"

The British reporter stopped talking immediately. It was the councils of various French cities that enacted the latest laws to expel foreign workers. It really had nothing to do with the French government. Of course, the French government didn't object either.

Knowing this wasn't enough, Zhao Tianlin immediately followed up, "I have never heard of the French government issuing an executive order to expel foreign workers, nor has the French Parliament passed such a law."

The French government personnel looked at Zhao Tianlin with friendly emotions, especially the personnel of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and reporters from major French newspapers, who gave Zhao Tianlin extremely high evaluations in their hearts. At this moment, if Zhao Tianlin's attitude were unclear, following the traditional practice of European newspapers, they would immediately write news like 'Dr. Zhao Tianlin, President of Tianjin University of China and former Vice Premier of the Chinese government, expressed criticism of the French government's act of expelling European workers.'

This had nothing to do with the truth. At a time when European capital began to flood into France for safety, as long as they could create a big news story to blow Sino-French relations and make investors in France feel through public opinion that there was a problem with Sino-French relations, these investors would lose confidence in the French economy. A decline in the French economy meant funds would flow to other countries. Moreover, if the arrogant France suffered a heavy setback, the pressure on European countries would decrease.

Although one or two news articles couldn't achieve this goal in a short time, as long as they persisted in reporting and built pressure through public opinion over a long period, it could still play a big role.

Therefore, French reporters, especially the *Le Figaro* reporter, had already thought of how to describe Zhao Tianlin: "A Chinese scholar with profound international insight."

Just as the French reporters expected, European reporters began to ask various sharp questions. "Dr. Zhao, the share of French investment in and trade with China has completely exceeded the proportion of the French population in Europe. What do you think about this?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "The Chinese government welcomes countries around the world to invest in China and welcomes countries to trade with China. It's not that France invests too much now, but that other countries invest too little."

Seeing this question failed to stump Zhao Tianlin, a new question was raised. "Dr. Zhao, based on the economic cooperation agreement between China and France, France possesses a huge first-mover advantage. To help the European economy, should the French government consider sharing the fruits of the French economy with European countries?"

The French government personnel present cursed in their hearts. When France actually took out 20 billion francs in interest-free loans, European countries didn't give a cent. Now that the first repayment period for this 20 billion interest-free loan hadn't even arrived, European countries were considering asking France to share economic fruits with them. On what grounds?

French reporters expected Zhao Tianlin to give a good answer. Friendship between countries never falls from the sky like a pie, and historically France had no traditional friendly relationship with China. In the past few decades, famous events were mostly wars. speaking of emotions between the nationals of the two countries, during the Unification War launched by He Rui at the end of 1923, officials and employees of various foreign concessions were captured. After public trials, most of those who committed crimes in China were executed. The reaction of the Chinese people was nationwide jubilation and applause. A large part of those executed were French.

The reason for the current Sino-French friendship was not that France universally thought China did a good job killing French people, but based on realistic interests. To build realistic interests, relying solely on upper-level understanding and interaction was completely insufficient; friendship between the peoples of the two countries had to be completed now. To build such a friendly relationship in a short time required a large amount of non-governmental interaction. At the same time, the upper levels of both sides must deeply recognize this point and maintain it very carefully.

Sure enough, Zhao Tianlin replied, "The foundation of Sino-French friendship is mutual respect, and non-interference in internal affairs is undoubtedly part of mutual respect between countries. The Chinese government will never interfere in the internal affairs of the French government."

Both French government personnel and reporters appreciated Zhao Tianlin's attitude. Although they knew foreign reporters would definitely cause trouble, only by passing such a test and holding grand press conferences could they show the world that Sino-French friendship was unbreakable. And only through such press conferences could foreign investors' confidence in France be strengthened. So even if it was uncomfortable, this press conference had to be held. If Zhao Tianlin's level was insufficient, the Ministries of Foreign Affairs of China and France and the media of both countries would have to try every means to clean up Zhao Tianlin's gaffe.

Just then, another reporter asked loudly, "Dr. Zhao, I am a reporter for *The Washington Post*. French newspapers claim you were invited by the École Normale Supérieure to give a speech there. I wonder what the topic of your speech is?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. He turned to his secretary, who quickly took out a book. Zhao Tianlin took it and held it high. "This is the latest work of our Chairman, Mr. He Rui, *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*. Previously, Chairman He gave a speech at the École Normale Supérieure, discussing his previous economic article, 'The Myth of State Management—Utopian Socialism and Utopian Capitalism.' That article is included in this book."

As soon as this was said, the reporters got excited. Since 1915, He Rui had been interviewed by the media many times every year. Besides his geopolitical books from his time in Japan, He Rui wrote many articles every year, publishing two books every three years on average. The books covered politics, thought, economics, and military affairs. Before the Sino-British War, only people in those professional fields bought and read these books. Since the Sino-British War practically ended in 1926, ordinary people in European countries also became interested in He Rui's books.

Regarding the current situation, reporters asked one after another, "Dr. Zhao, has this book been printed in China? When will the foreign language versions be available?"

" The translation of the French version of this book has been completed and is undergoing final proofreading. The French version will be available soon. As for the specific time, please ask the relevant French bookstores."

Reporters took notes one after another. The French side took the opportunity to end the press conference. The principal of the École Normale Supérieure personally led Zhao Tianlin onto a luxurious carriage. As the coachman shook the reins, two beautiful horses stepped forward together, heading for the hotel where Zhao Tianlin was staying.

Chinese and French flags were inserted outside the carriage doors. Some French people, seeing the Chinese flag they saw every day now, waved to the carriage. French reporters hurriedly took photos representing the friendship of the French people towards China, which was undoubtedly very useful for establishing friendly relations between the two countries.

Zhao Tianlin rolled down the window and waved back to the French people waving outside. The French people hadn't expected the Chinese big shot riding in the French dignitary's luxury carriage to be so amiable. Excited, some women among the French crowd couldn't help blowing kisses to Zhao Tianlin. Zhao Tianlin returned the gesture with blown kisses, eliciting cheers from the people who saw this.

When the carriage finally merged into the traffic, the principal of the École Normale Supérieure smiled and said, "President Zhao, many French universities expect you to come to France to lecture. Do you have any arrangements in this regard this year?"

"My schedule for this year is already full. However, upon returning to China, I will immediately invite French scholars to lecture in China. China welcomes French scholars very much. I believe French scholars will receive a warm welcome from the Chinese people when they come to China."

Hearing Zhao Tianlin speak with such political height, the principal of the École Normale Supérieure smiled. "My hometown is Marseille. If Dr. Zhao is willing to go to Marseille, you will definitely be welcomed by the people of Marseille."

Zhao Tianlin didn't really like lively scenes, but at this moment he had to face them, so he answered decisively, "Will Mr. Principal go together?"

"Of course! I haven't been back to my hometown for a long time." The principal of the École Normale Supérieure agreed immediately.
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More entertainment-oriented news strove to promote the friendly atmosphere between China and France: "Dr. Zhao Tianlin visited the École Normale Supérieure in Paris and received a warm welcome from the French people upon arriving in Paris. Both sides threw blown kisses at each other! A Chinese university president being so passionate and romantic makes us wonder if the description of Chinese people's emotions as introverted and reserved is a stereotype."

*Le Figaro* praised He Rui's new book highly: "The French version of *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*, the new book by Mr. He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, will soon be available in Paris. After reading the original Chinese version, the Dean of the Law School of the University of Paris stated that this book, with penetrating vision and profound thinking, points out various difficult problems that have always puzzled world economists. It revolutionarily opens up a new revolutionary direction for economics!"

Regardless of the type of newspaper, the same news was published: "The performance of the Paris Opera Ballet in China was a huge success. The China Peking Opera Troupe is heading to France for a tour, led by famous artists such as Mei Lanfang, Yang Xiaolou, and Yu Shuyan. Mr. Zhou Shuren, Minister of Culture of China, and Mr. Duan Qirui, Speaker of the Chinese Parliament, personally went to the pier to see them off, wishing the China Peking Opera Troupe success in their tour in France and bringing elegant Chinese stage performances to the French people.

"The two major art groups of the two countries set off together on the ocean liner *Ocean Princess*. To ensure the safety and smoothness of the journey for these world-class artists, the Chinese Navy dispatched the cruisers *Wuhu* and *Chenzhou* to escort the artists of both countries. France will also dispatch warships to the port of Beirut to prepare to welcome the artist teams of China and France."

In the lounge, the Chinese economic delegation, which arrived in France a day earlier than Zhao Tianlin, was browsing newspapers. Compared to Zhao Tianlin, although the Chinese economic delegation was high-profile, they did not accept interviews with foreign reporters. Zhao Tianlin represented the non-governmental exchanges between the academic and cultural circles of China and France, so naturally, he had to focus on being close to the people. Although the economic delegation made a big splash, there was absolutely no need to communicate with the French public. As long as the French people knew that China and France had conducted such high-level negotiations, and then saw some news about Sino-French commercial and economic cooperation later, they would imagine on their own that great progress had been made in economic cooperation between the two countries. This was another way to strengthen confidence in the French economy.

Reading the French newspapers, the mood of the Chinese economic delegation was quite relaxed. Ten minutes later, the meeting between the two sides began. The host of the negotiations on the French side was the French Minister of Finance. "Welcome, gentlemen, to France. The Chinese side raised the issue of the investment review quota for this year. We hope China can explain this quota. It is not that we have prejudice or misunderstanding against China, but once the news of restricted investment spreads, it will cause unease in the French business community."

The leader of the Chinese delegation, Guo Chaoyang, Director of the Statistics and Tariff Department of the Ministry of Finance, answered immediately: "The report submitted by our State Administration of Foreign Exchange to the Ministry of Economy shows that the foreign capital actually utilized by China in the fiscal year 1930, calculated in francs, has reached 30 billion francs. The exchange rate between the Chinese Yuan and the Franc is now roughly 1:1. China's GDP for the whole of last year was about 88.5 billion Chinese Yuan. With the compulsory foreign exchange settlement model for investment adopted by China, we have to issue 30 billion RMB in currency. If the quantity continues to increase, it will trigger inflation in China, leading to economic turmoil. The Chinese government has only increased the intensity of foreign investment review at this stage, objectively extending the review and approval time, and has not prevented foreign businessmen from applying to invest in China."

Both China and France were major powers, and the government members of both countries were adults. Even if China and France were currently engaging in very close economic cooperation, it did not mean France needed to consider for China. Therefore, the conversation between the two sides was very frank and sincere. The French delegation tried every means to persuade the Chinese delegation to increase some investment quota for France, while the Chinese delegation stated to France based on the statistics of the Chinese economic department, "This cannot be done. China must take economic stability as the core. Once severe inflation appears in the Chinese economy, it will inevitably make investors from various countries worry about China's economic reliability."

In the end, the French negotiation team could only accept the attitude of the Chinese delegation. "We express regret over the Chinese government's cautious choice of investment quota."

After discussing this matter, Tariff Department Director Guo Chaoyang entered the next issue. "According to the economic data already published by the French side, the amount of excess currency issued by your country's banks seems to have reached 80 billion francs. Our country looks forward to your introduction."

If the British government had made such a request, the French negotiation team would never have agreed. But China and France were very important partners and quasi-allies. The French delegation suggested a recess. Half an hour later, the French delegation, having obtained the Cabinet's approval, returned to the venue and gave a partial introduction to the Chinese delegation.

The interest-free loan lent to China was 20 billion francs. To meet the exports of French enterprises to China, large French industrial enterprises expanded production capacity, with loans exceeding 24 billion francs. Loans for French small and medium-sized enterprises serving large French industrial enterprises were about 16 billion francs. Plus, French enterprises investing in China also needed loans.

At the beginning of 1930, deposits in French banks were about 60 billion francs. After Sino-French cooperation, France's capital demand exploded. Besides these deposits, plus foreign capital entering France, there was still a large gap. The excess issuance of 80 billion francs appeared to fill this funding gap.

Chinese Tariff Department Director Guo Chaoyang knew that his French counterparts certainly held back many things, but introducing to this extent was already incredibly frank. The Chinese side only wanted to understand and had no intention of criticizing France. France issued an excess of 80 billion francs, and China's currency excess issuance must also be tens of billions of Chinese Yuan. Proportionally, it was not less than France's.

Without very clear profit data, China and France invested huge funds and constructed a grand economic vision. Just to support an economic vision of such scale required huge upfront capital investment, placing the economies of both China and France in a dangerous situation.

The French representatives were very clear about this, so they didn't mention these things. If they wanted this vision not to fail, China needed to complete several major goals at least. The head of the French negotiation team raised a question straightforwardly, "May I ask if China's agricultural output this year has encountered any problems? If French help is needed, we will do our best."

Facing France's polite but very strict inquiry, Guo Chaoyang answered confidently immediately, "Our Ministry of Agriculture publishes a report after every agricultural season. This year, China's synthetic ammonia output has reached 310,000 tons, earthworm soil 1.1 million tons, and organic fertilizer 4.1 million tons. Although farmland reclamation in the Northeast region has reached its limit, the farmland with two harvests a year in the Yellow and Huai River basins has increased by 13.9 million mu. Coupled with the use of pesticides and improved seeds, China's grain production increase this year will exceed 10%. If the weather is good, the increase may exceed 15%."

"We fully believe in the agricultural capabilities of the industrious and resilient Chinese people," the French representative stated decisively.

The driving force of Sino-French investment came from the 20 billion franc interest-free loan. China used this 20 billion interest-free loan mainly in two major fields: complete sets of synthetic ammonia equipment and internal combustion engine production. Internal combustion engine production heavily favored agricultural machinery and equipment. Its core lay in agriculture. Investment institutions in both China and France calculated that if China's agricultural output reached 160% of that in 1927, the 60% increase in agricultural products would be worth 20 billion francs. The faster China's agriculture developed, the shorter the recovery time for the upfront invested capital.

France was a major agricultural country in Europe and knew well that there were too many factors affecting agricultural output. Grain production increase relying on agricultural technology promotion was very stable. Natural disasters would only lead to grain production reduction for that year but could not reduce the grain production increase in normal years. The resulting increase in consumption power of farmers would continuously provide purchasing power for industrial development.

To coordinate with the press conference to be held by the French government, the meeting ended at 3 p.m. Facing the gathered reporters from various countries, the French government spokesman read from the prepared press release, "China and France have reached the *Sino-French Shipbuilding Industry Cooperation and Investment Agreement*."

Hearing this news, French reporters couldn't help applauding. American reporters remembered the cooperation between the US and Jiangnan Shipyard to produce ten-thousand-ton ships back then. It was just that because the Unification War broke out in China afterward, and the US evaluation of China's shipbuilding capacity was limited, no new cooperation appeared later. Now hearing that the French had actually negotiated this agreement, a news framework angrily scolding the incompetent US government was already roughly completed in the minds of American reporters.

In fact, this agreement was not the content discussed at this Sino-French Economic Cooperation Conference at all, but content decided by China and France long ago. The reason it was published at this time was entirely to maintain the heat of continued economic cooperation between China and France, so it was announced now.

The attention of the French upper echelon was already focused on the future of Sino-French economic cooperation, so this meeting actually exchanged content on the future economic development of the two countries. France had to be sure that the future vision drawn for the world by the Chinese government led by He Rui must be realized step by step. Only in this way could France operate on this vision, allowing more funds to enter France and create a beautiful reality for France at present.

After the French government spokesman finished reading the 'new agreement' signed by China and France, reporters began to ask questions. When a British reporter was called upon, he asked immediately, "May I ask if the French Cabinet election will be held in half a year?"

At the first moment, even the French press spokesman didn't realize the slight malice implied in this question. Just as he was about to answer, he found the question wasn't quite right. Many reporters, including French reporters, had a trace of teasing smiles on their faces. But the government spokesman had his duties, so he continued to answer, " The French parliamentary and cabinet elections will be held in October. A new Prime Minister will be elected then."

After finishing the seemingly problem-free words, the reporters all laughed. For decades, this French Cabinet was actually an extremely rare cabinet that had completed its entire term. Just before He Rui proposed economic cooperation to France, the current French Cabinet was already precarious. It was generally believed at the time that this cabinet wouldn't last half a year.

But no one expected that French President Doumergue, who gained great fame for mediating the Sino-British War, would push for Sino-French cooperation with astonishing political sensitivity and political courage. After Sino-French cooperation, the French economy suddenly improved. The US financial crisis of 1929 not only didn't hit France but instead strengthened the status of the French franc, giving the French economy strong support.

A good national economy didn't mean the people didn't scold the government, nor did it mean there were no struggles within the parliament. To fight for interests, more intense struggles were set off within the French political arena. But this struggle had a clear bottom line: it could not affect the French economy.

The French government issued an excess of 80 billion francs, and the economic status quo could be described as 'pies falling from the sky, yellow earth turning into gold.' Although most of this money was used for serious business, even if a small part of it was used for profit-sharing, it was a good time never seen before.

Moreover, every French MP was shrewder than a monkey and craftier than a ghost. In the past, when the French economy was terrible, overthrowing the cabinet wasn't a big deal; many people even eagerly looked forward to overthrowing the cabinet to facilitate obtaining greater benefits for themselves. The current economic situation was excellent. Whether left-wing or right-wing, holding high the banner of political correctness, acting shamelessly to pass their own proposals and seek more benefits for their own political parties—this was a method within the system. Everyone was the same, so it didn't matter. But if any political party tried to overthrow the cabinet, the responsibility for destroying the French economy would be pinned on that party. That party's plot to overthrow the cabinet might not succeed, but that party would suffer a devastating blow at this stage.

Various quarrels and curses continued daily in the French Parliament, but this cabinet worked until the time for re-election amidst the noisy struggles of French politics. For the French Third Republic, a cabinet that completed its term could undoubtedly be written about extensively in history books.

Parliamentary elections would be held in October 1930, after which the cabinet would be elected. In January 1931, the presidential election would be held. It was generally believed in France that, judging from the current situation, the next cabinet should be able to complete its term.

Although the British reporter's question was somewhat malicious and mocking, the French didn't mind much. How much benefit one would get from serving as Prime Minister during four years of economic boom needed no discussion. So this time, all heavyweights in the French political arena were eager to try, preparing to compete for the next Prime Minister candidate. Current President Doumergue, whose term was ending, couldn't hold back either; this old man who had already gained huge political, economic, and diplomatic prestige was preparing to run for Prime Minister.
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If a book wants to be recognized in France, one of the best ways is for personnel from the École Normale Supérieure to praise it to the French people. Zhao Tianlin was very confident when speaking at the ENS. Aside from the practical necessity for France, the vast majority of so-called economists in Europe at this stage could not yet understand He Rui's economic philosophy. For the French upper echelon and academic circles, since they didn't understand, if they couldn't avoid commenting, the only remaining choice was to praise. The reality of Sino-French relations did not allow the French upper echelon to remain silent on the relationship.

As for the quality of He Rui's new book, Zhao Tianlin had an extremely high evaluation. This was an economic work perfectly suited to China's current situation, proposing three things: rationalizing the relationship between enterprises and the government based on modern enterprise lifespans and economic cycles; rationalizing the relationship between the government, society, and the state based on cultural traditions; and rationalizing the definition of friends and enemies based on predictions of productivity development.

The different dominant economic forces, cultures, and industrial development levels between China and France meant that the content of this book could not be directly applied to France.

At the beginning of the lecture, Zhao Tianlin emphasized first, "There is a saying in China: 'Stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one.' To use more philosophical language, for France, the methodology proposed by Mr. He Rui in his new book is the content most worthy of discussion."

Judging from the reaction to the lecture, Zhao Tianlin believed the basic quality of the students at the ENS was quite high. Even if they hadn't seen the idiom "carving a mark on the boat to find the sword," they understood that nothing should be copied mechanically.

When the lecture finished, during the Q&A session, the students raised a point. "May I ask, Dr. Zhao, do you think Mr. He wrote this work based on ideology? Or based on economic practice?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled slightly. "Is this student asking whether Chairman He views the economy deductively or inductively?"

The student who asked was stunned for a moment, then nodded vigorously. When he raised this question, he actually hadn't thought his question could be elaborated in a more concise way; such conciseness fit the aesthetics of intellectuals very well.

Zhao Tianlin continued to answer, "Economics is a discipline, but economics is different from natural sciences. The laws of nature probably won't change much, but economics relies on human society. Human society has been developing, especially with accelerated development in the past 300 years, so the internal logic and external manifestations of its economics have undergone tremendous changes. And every time a new mode of production gains dominance, the structure, culture, and morality of the entire society undergo tremendous changes. Therefore, the core of this book is neither ideology nor economic practice, but seeking the forefront of human social development."

The teachers and students of the ENS were somewhat moved; they hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to evaluate He Rui's new work from such a height.

Seeing everyone's disbelief, Zhao Tianlin gave an example. "What is the basis for developing the economy—investment or consumption? In this book, Chairman He's understanding has surpassed traditional economic cognition, proposing a way to provide a development path for society. This development can cover the entire society to the maximum extent. On the execution level, the direction of investment can be judged. Having such a method of predicting forward-looking directions gives people a feeling of the deductive method. Chairman He did not take ideology as the starting point for writing, but as believers in the discipline of Marxism, we all believe that the development of productive forces is the fundamental driving force for social progress. Therefore, even if Chairman He is explaining economic practice in this book, he will still be considered to have a strong ideology."

Even for the teachers and students of the ENS, Zhao Tianlin's description indeed exceeded their current understanding of economics. However, following the scholarly approach of not criticizing blindly if one doesn't understand, the teachers and students said no more. The gaze toward Zhao Tianlin also showed obvious respect. That Zhao Tianlin, a Doctor of Harvard Law School, dared to confidently claim that Chinese economic cognition was at the forefront of the world, coupled with China's impressive rapid economic development, made the teachers and students of the ENS believe it involuntarily.

After the lecture, the principal invited Zhao Tianlin to his office to discuss the plan to visit the University of Marseille. Zhao Tianlin hadn't been to Marseille yet and wanted to see this most famous city in southern France with his own eyes.

The principal of the ENS didn't break his promise. After determining the rough itinerary, he made some arrangements and boarded the train to Marseille with Zhao Tianlin the next day. They chatted happily along the way. Just after getting off at Marseille Station, they saw that the other two platforms of the station were actually blocked by police. Some people carrying old cloth bags were being driven by police into some enclosed carriages. These carriages were obviously not for transporting people; the small window openings were reinforced with iron bars. When a carriage was full, the small carriage door was locked from the outside and reinforced with wire, obviously not wanting the people inside to come out freely. Among the onlookers, someone shouted "Go back to your countryside," the attitude obviously very unfriendly.

Seeing this, the principal of the ENS said nothing, just sighed slightly. Zhao Tianlin felt this might be the repatriation of foreign workers by France, which had been fiercely criticized by other European countries recently, and knew it was inconvenient for him to ask more.

The Marseille City Government sent a car to welcome the two scholars. When the car arrived near the City Hall, they saw many citizens gathering towards the City Hall, blocking the road in front of it. Zhao Tianlin felt this was a good opportunity to gain knowledge, so he opened the door and got out.

At this moment, several people walked out of the City Hall, dressed like city government staff. The leader was in his forties, with short hair and beard, looking very shrewd and capable. He stood on the highest steps of the City Hall gate, holding a microphone, and shouted loudly, "Citizens, please be quiet for a moment. The City Council has passed the tax required for enterprises employing foreigners, fifteen francs a month. Now the police station has also begun inspections, so citizens, you don't need to worry. Our French employment opportunities will definitely be provided to French citizens with the highest priority!"

Hearing this man, who was likely the mayor, say this loudly, Zhao Tianlin confirmed that France's expulsion of foreign workers was indeed serious. However, European countries couldn't do anything about this because the laws expelling foreign workers were actually enacted by the city councils of various cities, not by the French Parliament. If countries protested to the French government, they were obviously barking up the wrong tree.

If countries demanded the French government order the city councils to cancel these laws, the government of the French Third Republic could show the Constitution of the French Third Republic to European countries. In the French Constitution, each city had a considerable degree of autonomy. As long as the city councils didn't use violence or plunder against nationals (subjects) of other European countries in France, the French government or Parliament could do nothing about the city councils.

A burst of cheers came from the citizens of Marseille, and the atmosphere on the scene quickly became much more peaceful. At this time, newspaper boys carrying bags of newspapers shouted loudly along the street, "Latest *Le Petit Journal*, latest recruitment ads. Want to see the latest recruitment ads, come buy *Le Petit Journal*."

Many people in the crowd immediately turned to the newspaper boys and bought newspapers one after another. Soon, the thick newspapers in the newspaper boys' bags were sold out. Those who got the newspapers walked to the sidewalk across the street, opened the newspapers, and flipped through them. Others leaned in to watch together, pointing at the newspapers.

In Zhao Tianlin's impression, recruitment information in European newspapers was the same as in Chinese newspapers: small boxes with the name, address, and position of the recruiting unit written inside. A few days ago in the Netherlands, Zhao Tianlin had seen recruitment ads in Dutch newspapers; not many companies were hiring. Dutch people left immediately after seeing the latest recruitment information, presumably rushing to apply. But the citizens of Marseille obviously spent more time picking and choosing among the recruiting companies, having no impulse to apply immediately.

There was only one reasonable explanation for the gap between the two countries: employment opportunities in France were far more sufficient than in other European countries, and what the French public expected at this stage was no longer simply having a job; they needed more attractive jobs, or at least jobs more suitable for their needs. Looking at the slightly lazy citizens of Marseille, Zhao Tianlin became curious about the current situation in Anglo-Saxon countries instead. And Zhao Tianlin didn't consider another thing: Anglo-Saxon countries were also curious about Zhao Tianlin's appearance in France. Especially Britain.

On May 10, in *The Times* office on Fleet Street, London, the editorial team responsible for Asian news was discussing the possibility of whether Zhao Tianlin had brought a diplomatic mission to France. However, correct conclusions couldn't be drawn from mere speculation unless Britain sent reliable spies to obtain intelligence. The topic shifted from this meaningless matter to the more valuable British relations with China.

"Gentlemen, since the current government is not satisfied with the three Sino-British joint communiqués, why have they made no progress in the expected fields?" Deputy Editor Johnson raised the question.

The reporters and editorial team of *The Times* were of a very high level; many figures in British politics had once worked at *The Times*. The question Johnson raised was sharp and hit the nail on the head. Normal trade indeed met Britain's needs, but what was most important for Britain was the strategic benefits France had already obtained, endorsed by China's development, providing support for the British currency.

The editors nodded one after another. Without the economic crisis, Britain didn't fear France. The work of the British media was to constantly stigmatize France in various countries over time. But now it was an economic crisis. Although the French economy standing out alone in Europe indeed triggered dissatisfaction among European countries, facts spoke louder than words. It was precisely this outstanding economic performance that turned the emotions of European countries toward France from disgust to envy, jealousy, and hatred. Only when one truly admitted the other party was strong would emotions of envy, jealousy, and hatred arise. This meant Britain's long-term media offensive to stigmatize and belittle France had been thwarted.

Johnson continued, "Now France's economic development is changing the situation on the European continent. Since the new government has never raised this view, then let us raise it. Which gentleman is willing to write this editorial?"
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"...Beginning in 1894, the disastrous military defeats faced by China's Qing government and the Beiyang Yuan Shikai government stimulated unprecedented nationalist sentiment within China. The unexpected military actions taken by the He Rui government in its early days were precisely to respond to this intense Chinese nationalist sentiment.

"After He Rui defeated Japan in 1923, analyzing from his speeches, He Rui was very clear that after defeating Japan, the Chinese Northeast Army obtained a strategic window of freedom of action during the Chinese Unification War. But for the ordinary Chinese people, their strong nationalist sentiment finally found an object to pin their hopes on. A Chinese leader who defeated China's most direct enemy unified China, logically gaining the legitimacy to rule.

"From the previous Conservative Baldwin government to the current ruling Labour MacDonald government, two British governments, for unknown reasons, have not explicitly considered how to repair the hostility of the Chinese populace towards Britain caused by various tragic events between China and Britain over the past century. Ignoring the relationship between the people of China and Britain is incomprehensible obtuseness and irresponsibility for politicians.

"If we cannot repair the hostility between the people of the two countries as soon as possible, what we see now is Sino-French cooperation; will we later have to watch helplessly as Sino-US cooperation unfolds? Sino-Soviet cooperation?"

Other British newspapers also ran special features on the economy at this time. The day after *The Times* editorial was published, *The Guardian* analyzed the current economic situations of Britain and France.

"...In 1929, Britain's Gross National Product was 4.7 billion pounds. Judging from the data released by France and the exchange rate changes between the pound and the franc, France's Gross National Product was around 4.3 billion pounds. In 1927, France's Gross National Product was around 3.2 billion pounds.

"According to the latest employment data released by the French government, due to the passage of the proposal to strengthen French education jointly proposed by French left-wing parties, France cracked down on child labor and established a police department specifically to catch truant schoolchildren. Therefore, the French unemployment rate has dropped to around 1.5%. This means the French economy is active, and the demand for labor has increased significantly, so much so that even disabled people have to be employed.

"Meanwhile, Britain's unemployment rate has gone from over 10% in early 1930 to nearly 15% now. The economic crisis triggered by the US financial crisis shows no signs of being resolved, which means the British economy cannot improve in the short term. If such a situation continues for three years, with the exchange rate changes between the pound and the franc, the French economy could possibly become 150%, or even 200%, of Britain's in the next few years. The situation on the European continent will be completely changed.

"The change in the French economy does not come from France's own strength but is based on the confidence brought to the French economy by Sino-French economic cooperation. The direction of how to deal with the current situation is self-evident; do the gentlemen in Downing Street lack the ability to recognize the current direction of British policy?"

The British newspaper industry was concentrated in Fleet Street. When the British Labour Cabinet suffered fierce criticism from Fleet Street, Prime Minister MacDonald even felt a bit aggrieved. What newspapers could see clearly, the British government was naturally very clear about. But newspapers also knew that non-governmental relations between China and Britain could not be easily improved. The British government naturally knew very well that if the non-governmental relationship between China and Britain were excellent, it could also promote Sino-British cooperation, so the British government was completely unoptimistic about building good non-governmental relations between China and Britain in the short term.

Over the past century, regarding the major things Britain had done to China, if China had done them to Britain once, the British public would hate China for at least 200 years. Most importantly, the previous two British governments did not clearly support China's unification during the Chinese Unification War, nor did Britain seek reconciliation between the Chinese and British people during the subsequent Sino-British War.

The car of British economist Keynes stopped in front of the British Prime Minister's country estate. It was a bit hotter than usual at the end of May 1930. Guided by the Prime Minister's secretary, Keynes walked into the estate and immediately saw Prime Minister MacDonald in the front hall.

Prime Minister MacDonald had curly brown hair, a thick mustache on his upper lip, and angular facial features, looking distinctly Scottish. Keynes stepped forward, and Prime Minister MacDonald took the initiative to shake hands with him. The Prime Minister also observed the famous economist Keynes. Keynes had a broad forehead, a high nose bridge, and wide, thick lips. Such deep facial contours gave a Viking feel and also had a Nordic coldness. Judging by appearance alone, it was difficult to associate this naturally cold appearance with the fierce scholar who had shouted in the newspapers a few years ago that "the disgusting government-led economic model will inevitably lead the British economy into the abyss."

"Mr. Keynes, I noticed your suggestion. But this suggestion seems to differ greatly from your previous economic views," MacDonald said while pointing to the sofa.

Keynes, a Fellow of the Royal Society, was not polite. The second he sat on the sofa, he said, "Your Excellency Prime Minister, I suggest immediately devaluing the pound by another 25% based on the current exchange rate to maintain exports and reduce unemployment. The way to save the British economy now is not trade freedom or fiscal balance, but to preserve Britain's employment rate. As long as British workers have jobs, the British economy can be saved."

Free trade and fiscal balance had always been the tradition of the Victorian era in Britain. The era ignoring this tradition was the Younger Pitt cabinet during the Napoleonic Wars. To win the war, Britain even taxed British families based on the number of windows. The evaluation of Prime Minister Younger Pitt by ordinary British people wasn't high.

Although MacDonald was Labour and willing to preserve employment, if the means to preserve employment was to break the traditional means of the British economy, MacDonald felt full of resistance inside. But Keynes was Britain's most famous economist, so MacDonald asked politely, "Mr. Keynes, the government's means of stimulating the economy cannot be sustained. I admire your knowledge and courage, so can you tell me, if the government executes your suggestion, how long can the finances last?"

Keynes felt for a moment he might have come to the wrong place, but the situation before him allowed no hesitation. He simply raised a question, "Mr. Prime Minister, do you know what China's unemployment rate is? And how many junior high school students graduated in China in 1929?"

MacDonald felt a burst of displeasure. He instinctively loathed China, yet in the past two years, China had truly become an important country in the world. Especially this year, it seemed that when mentioning international issues and the world economy, one couldn't discuss these major world events without mentioning China.

Suppressing the displeasure in his heart, Prime Minister MacDonald asked, "Can Mr. Keynes tell me these figures?"

"Because China adopted land reform, its true unemployment rate will never exceed 3%. The number of junior high school graduates in China in 1929 exceeded 2 million. In every future year, the number of Chinese junior high school graduates will increase by more than 500,000 based on the previous year. Besides having 2 million laborers with 8 years of education every year, the Chinese government is desperately creating jobs to meet the needs of such a large employed population. As long as China's policy of preserving employment can be realized, in 6 years, China's economy will surpass Britain's. This is the result preserving employment can bring."

Prime Minister MacDonald hadn't expected Keynes, this economist, to propose such an outrageous judgment. A wave of anger involuntarily surged in his heart. If China's economy surpassed Britain's, plus France's booming economy, what kind of world hegemon would Britain still be? Better prepare for the decisive battle to maintain hegemony quickly.

Forcibly calming his emotions for a while, Prime Minister MacDonald scratched his curly brown hair before asking relatively calmly, "If Britain abandons fiscal balance, it will need to borrow debt."

"Britain has a very strong ability to raise debt, and the increase in the employment rate of British workers will make more investors willing to invest in Britain. When the economic crisis passes, a healthy British economy will develop rapidly, and the ability to repay debts will also greatly increase then. Mr. Prime Minister, Chinese leaders have a very profound understanding of the economy. China's economic development will give the Chinese government unparalleled debt repayment ability, which is also the fundamental reason why China dares to invest such great strength in industrial development. If Mr. Prime Minister wants to seize the privilege of investment and trade with China from France, you must first satisfy China's needs. If you cannot satisfy them, it is impossible to make the Chinese upper echelon change their decision."

MacDonald felt Keynes was too idealistic. The actual quasi-alliance relationship between China and France was a strategic consideration. France could swallow its pride to cooperate with China like this, but Britain could not, at least not at this stage. Because to persuade China now, Britain would have to pay a price far higher than France.

After paying such a price, the goal might not necessarily be achieved. But deciding to pay such a price meant the MacDonald government was finished. Having lost the power to govern, the MacDonald government would also have no opportunity to complete cooperation with China. This was a deadlock.
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At 5 p.m. on May 31, the Chief Secretary of Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson of the MacDonald Cabinet pushed open the door and entered the Secretary's office. He saw Secretary Arthur Henderson lying quietly on a single sofa, motionless as if in a posed death photo of a famous assassinated figure.

The Chief Secretary walked up to the Foreign Secretary, bent down, and said to the Cabinet Minister, "Your Excellency, the latest news has arrived."

Arthur Henderson woke up from his nap. Just as he opened his eyes, he felt a stinging pain in his swollen eyelids and had to close his eyes while sitting up. The Foreign Secretary said, "Please bring me a towel."

This task did not require the Chief Secretary's responsibility. The Minister's private secretary walked out quickly and returned with not only a towel but also a basin of cold water. While the Foreign Secretary applied the cold wet towel, the Chief Secretary said, "Minister, the Japanese fleet has arrived at Tianjin Port. Oh, it is 10 a.m. local time now. The BBC is broadcasting the news."

Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson put down the towel and sat back in his seat. His private secretary turned on the radio and tuned to the BBC channel. The rhythmic voice of the BBC news reporter came from the radio: "...According to BBC reporters in China, the Japanese fleet has sailed into the Bohai Sea of China. There are two ships in the fleet, the battlecruisers *Kongō* and *Kirishima*. From the moment the Japanese Navy entered the Yellow Sea, the greeting fleet of the Chinese Navy accompanied the visiting Japanese fleet throughout the journey. The appearance of the fleets of China and Japan in a friendly posture is a breakthrough development in the relationship between the two sides..."

At this moment, Chinese Minister of National Defense Cheng Ruofan and others were watching the new Japanese Minister of Defense, Nagumo Chuichi, step onto the pier from a small boat with the characteristic brisk movements of the navy, leading a group of Japanese naval officers along the trestle bridge.

Sa Zhenbing, standing beside Cheng Ruofan, felt a mixture of sadness and joy in his chest, but he knew very well that this was not the time to vent emotions, so he carefully observed the Japanese soldiers. He saw that the incoming Japanese officers were generally between 30 and 40 years old, slightly older compared to Chinese officers. But in the armies of various countries, this was the most capable age.

This comparison made Sa Zhenbing feel very gratified. The current Chinese National Defense Force had not experienced a gap in officer development. Elderly officers like himself were very few and were largely seen as a conciliatory gesture by He Rui's National Defense Force toward Chinese soldiers of the previous era. If a 71-year-old like himself were still an officer with real power in the Chinese Navy, it would only prove that the Chinese Navy had no future.

Nagumo Chuichi was not tall. When he stopped in front of Defense Minister Cheng Ruofan, he did not look up but looked straight ahead and saluted General Cheng Ruofan. After Cheng Ruofan returned the salute, Lieutenant General Nagumo Chuichi stated the purpose of this trip at a measured pace. "Today, our Republic of Japan returns all relics such as the anchors and marine clocks of the former *Zhenyuan* and *Jingyuan* to China. Thirty years ago, out of misunderstanding, a tragic war broke out between the two countries. The Republic of Japan believes that any memories causing hatred should be eliminated. The friendship of thousands of years between China and Japan should be maintained."

Sa Zhenbing recalled his comrades who died for the country in the fierce battle with the Japanese Navy in the Yellow Sea, and grief arose spontaneously. But seeing Japan forced to bow its head before a powerful China, joy overflowed in his chest, almost turning into tears bursting from his eyes.

Compared with Sa Zhenbing, Cheng Ruofan had no psychological barriers brought by historical baggage. From entering the juvenile military school at the age of thirteen, Japan was Cheng Ruofan's hypothetical enemy. Cheng Ruofan had defeated the hypothetical enemy Japan on the battlefield when he was twenty-eight or twenty-nine. Now facing Japanese Minister of Defense Lieutenant General Nagumo Chuichi, Cheng Ruofan was not excited but replied politely, "Our Chinese National Defense Force welcomes the attitude of the Japanese National Defense Force. Let us witness this historic moment together."

The anchors and other items were very large and required cranes to move. Soldiers from China and Japan lined up on the pier, while members of the two fleets at sea stood solemnly by the ship's rail. After a twenty-one-gun salute, the naval canvas covering the deck of the docked Japanese naval transport ship was slowly uncovered, revealing the relics of the Beiyang Fleet underneath.

The pulleys of the crane turned. Japanese naval personnel hooked the lifting hook onto the rigging already tied and then signaled the commander of the Chinese crane. The wheel turned, and with a sound of metal collision, the rigging tightened under the pull of the crane's traction rope. The heavy anchor finally left the deck of the Japanese naval transport ship, causing the hull of the Japanese transport ship to start swaying slightly.

At this moment, the Chinese National Defense Force military band began to play military music composed for fallen soldiers. Reporters from various countries on the pier also began to take photos and film, recording this moment with their lenses.

Fifteen minutes later, the BBC news channel interrupted the analysis of this joint Sino-Japanese exercise by British experts and inserted the latest news: "According to reports from BBC frontline reporters, the Japanese Ministry of Defense has handed over to the Chinese Ministry of National Defense the anchors, marine clocks, and other items that Japan held as memorials of the victory in the First Sino-Japanese War. In addition, Japan, in accordance with the Sino-Japanese agreement on the political future of various regions in East Asia, has practically transferred the administrative power of Taiwan to the Chinese government. Except for the war reparations paid by the Qing government in the Treaty of Shimonoseki not being returned, the results between China and Japan caused by the First Sino-Japanese War have been adjusted back to the traditional East Asian pattern. Shortly, the militaries of China and Japan will hold a joint press conference, and the BBC will broadcast the content of the press conference to the vast audience as quickly as possible."

British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson couldn't help but let out a long breath. Recently, the MacDonald government had convened consecutive full cabinet meetings, demanding that the British Cabinet propose plans to effectively promote Sino-British relations. Arthur Henderson felt he couldn't quite understand the mindset of some cabinet members. The third cabinet meeting was about to be held, and in the first two cabinet meetings, a cabinet minister actually euphemistically proposed, "The British government had absolutely no intention of harming the Chinese populace; do the Chinese lack the ability to understand this fact?"

If Arthur Henderson were the Prime Minister instead of the Foreign Secretary, he would definitely fire the few cabinet members who said this. The so-called idea that the British government did not harm the Chinese populace was actually that the British government did not treat Chinese people as human beings when formulating policies. Just like when swatting a mosquito, no one thinks about hurting the mosquito, only eliminating anything disturbing one's sleep. If Britain propagated this to China, judging from the results, it would be better to declare war on China directly.

Moreover, this statement undoubtedly pushed all responsibility onto the British Foreign Office. If the British Foreign Office's propaganda alone could change the view of a large country with a population of 500 million towards Britain, the British Prime Minister should be hereditary from the Foreign Office, not concurrently held by the First Lord of the Treasury.

Fortunately, Prime Minister MacDonald severely reprimanded such cabinet members, finally stopping those damned cabinet members from talking nonsense. But regarding how to promote Sino-British relations, the British Cabinet still had no very effective ideas.

The information collected by the British Foreign Office on He Rui and the cabinet members of the He Rui government filled a huge archive room. What could be confirmed was that these members were initially, without exception, Chinese nationalists. Although their origins and early experiences varied, when encountering Chinese people who betrayed Chinese interests, their first thought was probably 'death penalty.' The British Foreign Office believed there was no hope of these people cooperating with British government policies from within the Chinese government.

If the upper-level route didn't work, only the non-governmental exchange route remained. This also encountered huge resistance based on the cultural differences between the two countries. Although China's national strength was weaker than Britain's, ordinary Chinese people did not envy the British lifestyle. Reports from the British Foreign Office showed that the Chinese public at most envied the privileges of the British upper class in China during the Qing Dynasty and the Yuan Shikai era, and the excess profits brought by such privileges in China.

With a nationalist government like He Rui's in power, what Britain most wanted to wash away was the historical image of Britain having privileges in China. Using this image of foreign privilege holders to attract current Chinese people would be worse than starting a war with China.

Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson felt that the actions of the Republic of Japan government were a very good case for himself at the upcoming third cabinet meeting. The British government needed to show such an attitude to possibly gain true understanding and trust from the Chinese government.

Arthur Henderson sat in the single sofa pondering what to do, completely unaware that his brows were about to knit into a knot. At this moment, the private secretary interrupted the Foreign Secretary's train of thought. "Minister, there is one hour before the banquet at Cambridge University starts this evening."

"Oh..." Arthur Henderson remembered this matter. Although China was currently the primary issue for the British Foreign Office, the Foreign Office had a lot of work. For example, Cambridge University recently organized a meeting of European economists, with the theme of discussing the economic crisis originating from the US. Today's evening banquet hosted scholars and economic bigwigs from various countries, and the Foreign Secretary had to attend, at least to show his face.

"If there are any new developments in this diplomatic action between China and Japan, please notify me as soon as possible," Minister Arthur Henderson instructed his Chief Secretary, then got up to head to Cambridge University.
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Just as Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson left the office, the Chief Secretary sat down on the guest sofa. The modern British civil service system originated from referencing and imitating the Chinese civil service system; those truly toiling for government affairs were administrative officials like the Chief Secretary. Without the support of the civil service system, relying only on those noble lords and elected politicians, heaven knows what the British Empire would become.

Especially in the current situation, the lords of the British Empire would make various promises based on emotion to the voters and announce various seemingly grand plans in the House of Commons. But the real world is composed of truth and pain; everything these politicians say can only exist in speeches and must never be used in real political actions.

While lamenting the incompetence of the government during the economic crisis, the clichés of those experts on the radio were suddenly and skillfully cut off again. The BBC host inserted the latest news: "Listeners, the BBC reporter on the front line is about to transmit the speeches of the Chinese and Japanese military back via live translation. Please pay attention."

Britain was still the world hegemon after all, knowing well the importance of news timeliness. As the BBC host said, the British reporter in Tianjin Port was already preparing to send the latest news via radio.

Defense Minister Cheng Ruofan walked onto the podium. Behind him, representatives of the Chinese and Japanese militaries stood on both sides. The secretary of the Ministry of National Defense had already placed the manuscript on the podium table. Cheng Ruofan had read this manuscript, which had been reviewed by several departments together. Now he felt he didn't need to look at it again to combine the core ideas and specific content with internal and external logic.

Facing the audience, Cheng Ruofan began to speak seriously: "The geographical locations of China and Japan have determined that the two countries are neighbors who cannot move away. In the more than 2,000 years of Sino-Japanese exchanges in the past, the friendship between the two countries has deepened day by day.

"Even if the two countries met with force and tragic wars brought hatred, when the war ended, neither country let the hatred continue meaninglessly. And exchanges between the two countries have been greatly improved.

"Now, the relationship between China and Japan has entered a brand-new era. Abandoning hatred cannot be accomplished unilaterally, nor can it be achieved merely by forgetting the past. Only by understanding the tragedy of war and facing the future together can the two countries truly possess a common future..."

In the juvenile military school, the instructor had asked Cheng Ruofan, "Being a soldier means fighting wars. Who are you going to fight?" At that time, Cheng Ruofan was still ignorant and only said fighting foreigners.

In his subsequent military school life, through education on such issues time and again, Cheng Ruofan determined that although all foreigners were enemies of China, the most important enemy for China now was Japan. Although He Rui's method of conquering Japan was completely different from what Cheng Ruofan had imagined before, China had indeed become the core of East Asia again, and Japan had begun to lose the ability to independently formulate Japan's world strategy. No matter how fierce a hungry wolf is, once it cannot execute its own ideas, it becomes domesticated.

The speech before him fully respected Japan's national dignity and acknowledged Japan's strength. But its core was to incorporate Japan into the East Asian system, announcing the strategic arrangement of Japan as a member of East Asian integration, serving East Asian interests. Without sufficient political education to understand this deep-level political arrangement, all one could hear was a speech about "abandoning hatred and facing the future together."

As for the reactions of countries outside East Asia, Cheng Ruofan felt that the world did not lack smart people who could understand these words. But what if they understood the future direction of China and Japan? If they couldn't deal with the foundation of Sino-Japanese economic cooperation and effectively destroy this economic foundation, even countries unwilling to see China and Japan join hands could only face such a reality in vain.

Just as Cheng Ruofan expected, after listening to the speech on the BBC broadcast, even if the British Foreign Office Chief Secretary couldn't be completely sure of the Chinese comprehension level of the BBC translation, he sorted out the rough internal logic from the sequence of content description. The British Foreign Office actually had a judgment regarding Japan's obedient choice to submit to the East Asian order led by China. The Chief Secretary continued to sit on the sofa listening to the BBC broadcast.

At this time, Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson had already arrived at the banquet venue at Cambridge University. The large number of people in the venue surprised Minister Arthur somewhat. He had thought only a group of upper-class figures would attend, but unexpectedly, many teachers and students of Cambridge University also joined in.

Students wearing Cambridge University uniforms were surrounding some people who looked like French scholars, constantly asking them for advice. The students were very excited, and their speech rate increased a lot. Moreover, Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson even heard some students mention the name 'Communism.'

In such a situation, Minister Arthur didn't want to cause trouble. He turned in another direction. At this time, the Master of Trinity College came up to guide Minister Arthur inside. Passing through the crowd, they reached a group of people further inside. The Master of Trinity College said to a somewhat thin man, "Mr. Maboeuf, this is our Foreign Secretary."

Arthur was somewhat surprised; he had heard of Maboeuf's fame. A director of the Bank of France, rumored to be a big fat man. But the man in front of him wearing a well-fitted French suit had nothing to do with fat.

Hearing that the British Foreign Secretary had arrived, Maboeuf quickly turned around. However, a British professor who had been arguing with him was in high spirits. After Maboeuf greeted Minister Arthur, he immediately seized the opportunity to step forward and say, "Your Excellency Minister, I was just discussing with Director Maboeuf the view of blindly expanding national credit and issuing large amounts of currency. If the fixed value of the currency under the gold standard cannot be maintained, if fiscal balance cannot be maintained, if production cannot be organized in a free economy mode, this will not only cause irreparable losses to national credit but also involve moral hazards. For the state to forcibly stimulate the economy and regulate production, that is something only Communists would do! This practice will breed corruption, making backroom deals mainstream. Not only will transactions no longer be honest, but it will even make transactions evil."

These words were too intense, and Minister Arthur felt they were very inappropriate. But the surrounding scholars and business executives didn't seem to think so. The Master of Trinity College could only help smooth things over from the side. "This is just academic exchange; let's not involve morals."

In current European culture, academic exchange was considered to require free communication; otherwise, it wasn't cultured enough. Maboeuf didn't blame this group of British scholars for their sharp words; he was just tired of their old ways. It was just right to use the excuse of talking with British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson to leave quickly.

Unexpectedly, the British professors still didn't want to let Maboeuf go. Maboeuf could only turn around and say to those British scholars who had become stubborn due to academic discussion, "Gentlemen, British economic theory is inherited from Adam Smith of 200 years ago. The times have undergone fundamental changes. Adam Smith's theory was reasonable back then, but the world now is not the world of 200 years ago. Therefore, I am unwilling to continue arguing with you gentlemen on such a meaningless issue. Because with your knowledge structure and level of understanding, you are completely incapable of understanding the latest French economic views. So, our argument ends here."

Minister Arthur was stunned. The intense attitude of the British scholars had already surprised him, but Bank of France Director Maboeuf's response was in a completely opposite state to peace. Both sides were so agitated; it seemed the scholars of Britain and France were truly angry due to academic differences! Such things were actually not common.
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In Foreign Secretary Arthur's mind, a director of the Bank of France most likely should be a pot-bellied or skinny, shrewd businessman with broad connections and a body hollowed out by wine and women. Mr. Maboeuf before him looked more like a scholar—elegant and steadfast. Especially Mr. Maboeuf's expressed understanding of economics just now shocked Arthur greatly.

Whether it was Adam Smith, free trade, or national credit, the gold standard, fiscal balance—these terms were not unfamiliar to Arthur Henderson. It wasn't just Maboeuf or scholars from Cambridge University who used these terms. Whenever economic issues were discussed, the British upper class would more or less use one or two of these terms.

Mr. Arthur started as a foundry worker and later became the chairman of the Newcastle branch of the Iron Founders' Union. To become Foreign Secretary, one naturally needed relatively broad knowledge. After some remedial lessons, singling out these terms wouldn't leave Mr. Arthur completely ignorant.

The content discussed between Director Maboeuf and the British scholars wasn't just picking out certain economic terms. British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson could only vaguely feel that this combination was describing a certain economic state, but he couldn't understand what this economic state was trying to reveal.

This feeling made Minister Arthur uncomfortable. He knew he was different from his predecessor, British Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain, who came from a noble background, graduated from Trinity College, was proficient in diplomacy, and well-read in economic works. He indeed had significant deficiencies in the economic field.

(Neville Chamberlain, who served as British Prime Minister from 1937 to 1940, was the half-brother of former Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain.)

But saying nothing wouldn't do either. Arthur Henderson, hoping to achieve something in banning war, said to Director Maboeuf, "Mr. Maboeuf, I wonder if the French government would be happy to see world peace."

Director Maboeuf was stunned for a moment. He thought Minister Arthur meant that the continuous high growth of the French economy would break the political balance in Europe. So he replied, "Mr. Foreign Secretary, judging from historical experience, Britain generally adopts a rather conservative view when faced with the emergence of a strong economy on the European continent."

Minister Arthur interpreted this as Maboeuf desiring peace. If the French economic sector agreed with peace, Minister Arthur felt that the British foreign policy he had been promoting would receive a good response, so he continued to probe, "If France is willing to strongly support the League of Nations and support the International Disarmament Conference, the world will be safer."

Maboeuf was dumbfounded, wondering if he had heard wrong. Just as Director Maboeuf was about to continue probing, the private secretary standing beside Minister Arthur quickly spoke up, "Your Excellency, the BBC has new news. Do you want to take a look?"

Arthur cared about the situation in China, so he hurried to leave temporarily. Maboeuf became interested and detained Minister Arthur's private secretary, probing, "Britain wants to sign a disarmament treaty? Is the target the various great powers, or Britain and the United States?"

The private secretary complained about Minister Arthur in his heart. People from the Labour Party just didn't understand international politics; Britain was now seriously considering the possibility of using military means to influence Sino-French relations. Although a fight wouldn't break out in the end, making absolutely no compromise with France was the current priority. It wasn't that Foreign Secretary Arthur really didn't understand these things, but Arthur absolutely shouldn't say such words when facing the French; the French side would definitely try every means to exploit such an opportunity.

Thinking of this, the private secretary replied coldly, "Can your words be interpreted as Mr. Maboeuf having the power to manipulate the French Cabinet again?"

As a director of the Bank of France with 10 years of work experience in the British financial sector, Maboeuf naturally knew that British secretaries, as civil servants, were all sharp characters. Minister Arthur's private secretary first labeled him with 'capitalist interference in politics' in his reply. Maboeuf certainly couldn't admit that the Bank of France controlled the French government, so he could only deny such a possibility. Then next, Minister Arthur's private secretary could continue to ask: "Mr. Maboeuf, since you have no intention of manipulating the French Cabinet, what is your purpose in inquiring about this matter?"

Things developed just as Director Maboeuf expected. The minister's private secretary opposite him spoke almost word for word what Maboeuf had predicted, forcefully eliminating a matter that could very likely affect Sino-French relations.

Mr. Maboeuf could only smile at the minister's secretary, then turned and left. At this moment, a crowded circle appeared at the banquet venue. Mr. Maboeuf found it interesting and leaned over. Soon, he heard someone inside speaking English with a strange accent non-existent in Europe, conversing with the people surrounding him.

Hearing the voice, Maboeuf thought it was probably the Chinese representative, Mei Youqian. This guy was a consultant to the Chinese Ministry of Finance and liked his drink a bit; judging by his voice, he seemed to be in high spirits from drinking. However, as a consultant, what Mei Youqian said was just the words of a consultant and had little influence on politics. Standing outside the circle listening, although Mei Youqian was full of emotion, what he said were all economic concepts, which made Maboeuf admire him considerably.

There was nothing to pick on about a Chinese Ministry of Finance consultant expressing economic views. In Europe, this belonged to academic exchange, which was quite open and free. Unless Mei Youqian received an appointment from the Chinese Ministry of Finance shortly after this academic statement and became an official, Europe couldn't easily make an issue of his academic views, even if they weren't accepted.

"I really suggest you all read Chairman He's new book carefully. In the book *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*, Chairman He expounded a view that after Marxism appeared as an academic theory, it not only ended utopian socialism but also ended utopian capitalism. Before the birth of Marxism, capitalists came from several different sources. And whether they could be considered modern capitalists was also very doubtful. After the birth of Marxism, a clear definition was made for modern capitalists. All modern capitalists should set up a memorial tablet for the founding masters and worship Marx and Engels every day."

Laughter and applause came from the crowd—some mocking, some amused, and some attendees genuinely expressing support and agreement.

Mei Youqian didn't care at all and continued, "Only after the birth of Marxism did true capitalism and socialism appear. These two became two sides of the same coin, and the essence of the coin is the operation of capital. When the hazy guesses peculiar to utopian capitalism and utopian socialism are replaced by rational reality, capitalism and socialism will discover that there are so many similarities and so many differences between them. And opposing feudalism and the privilege system has become the common goal of both."

Maboeuf felt Mei Youqian had drunk a bit too much, getting carried away. Just as he wanted to turn and leave, he heard a young voice ask from within the circle, "Do you think the privilege system refers to colonialism?"

Maboeuf's body involuntarily trembled, and he stopped his steps. Although he couldn't see clearly who the young man speaking was, this question was too sharp and incisive. There were many contradictions between Britain and France, but both countries belonged to the same coin, the ancient coin of colonialism.

"What is the difference between a black slave and a black national?" Mei Youqian asked back. Although his voice still had that somewhat excited feeling after drinking too much, Maboeuf understood that knowing how to avoid sharp questions proved Mei Youqian showed absolutely no sign of losing control.

Everyone in the circle didn't answer. Mei Youqian gave the answer himself: "A black slave has no property belonging to him, so naturally no consumption power. A black national is legally granted the right to own private property. Normally speaking, the vast majority of normal people hope to own more private property and wealth. If they own it, they have the possibility of consumption power. Of course, possibility is just possibility and may not necessarily become reality. But with the possibility of increasing national consumption power, there is a chance to promote national economic development through consumption. Why is utopian capitalism utopian? Because utopian capitalism created the possibility that capitalism can control everything. In reality, such a possibility absolutely does not exist. Even if capitalists all over the world unite and cooperate fully, can they control everything in the world?"

As a member of the capitalists, Maboeuf felt these words were too heartwarming. The Bank of France possessed the right to mint francs, but the Bank of France only expected not to get into trouble itself. On the basis of not getting into trouble, if it could possess more influence, that would be quite good too. If it saw it couldn't solve a problem, it would quickly kick the trouble aside. Ruling the entire France—the Bank of France had neither such a desire nor had ever done so. But society insisted on believing the Bank of France was the mastermind behind France. Mr. Maboeuf now believed that anyone with such an idea was undoubtedly a 'utopian capitalist.'

At this moment, Mei Youqian's voice was particularly loud amidst the low chuckles around him. "And everyone doesn't need to worry about capitalists controlling the world. If such a thing really happened, then the proletarians of the world would also unite!"

A burst of explosive laughter erupted from the crowd. Because the listeners laughed too hard, there was some pushing and shoving among them. The previously neat circle became a bit crooked.

Through the gaps in the crowd, Mr. Maboeuf saw Mei Youqian in the middle raising his glass, elegantly saluting the surrounding audience, and then walking out of the circle. The crowd made way, and many people applauded, so much so that many people around looked over.

Watching the calm demeanor of this somewhat chubby young scholar, Maboeuf was filled with emotion. The current Chinese upper echelon had a confidence Maboeuf found hard to imagine. This was a confidence synthesized from military victories, economic development, institutional construction, and the rapid improvement of people's welfare.

If the previous Chinese people's expectations for a rich country and strong army were utopian, after He Rui led the Chinese people to truly achieve these, at least the confidence of the Chinese upper echelon rose unprecedentedly. As a citizen of France, a former world empire, Maboeuf could understand the changes in the Chinese upper echelon very well.

Like before, too lazy to explain to China, only demanding China obey the decisions of the great powers. Ignoring China's feelings was the greatest arrogance toward China. Now, no great power dared to treat China with such an attitude anymore. China had already changed the world. Relying on the effective use of its own strength, the Chinese had forced the world powers to choose to cooperate with China. The respect of the great powers for China was obtained through China's own strength. As long as the Chinese didn't give it up voluntarily, no one could take it away.
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British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson read the latest news from the BBC and was momentarily at a loss on how to evaluate the visit of the Chairman of the Republic of China to Japan in mid-June. After the Japanese Revolution, the British Foreign Office believed that the situation in East Asia had already settled. As an important force in East Asia, Japan was unlikely to cooperate with extra-regional forces in the short term. As the dominant force in East Asia, China had redefined the East Asian order. To express goodwill to its junior partner Japan, visiting Japan was only a matter of time.

However, the British Foreign Office initially thought He Rui would visit Japan last year. They hadn't expected He Rui to be so patient, only announcing his visit to Japan now.

The BBC was a public medium, a bit later than Foreign Secretary Arthur, but the news of He Rui's visit to Japan soon spread among these bigwigs. The reaction of the bigwigs was not intense; they merely expressed appreciation for He Rui's precise judgment of timing.

In the next two days, the governments of major European powers received reports. The foreign ministries of major European powers all believed that He Rui's visit to Japan, in the external environment where the economic crisis in Europe and America led to a decline in their imports, greatly increased the importance of the Chinese market to Japan. Especially since the US was expected to announce a new tariff law before He Rui's visit, which would have a greater impact on Japanese exports.

The report submitted by the British Foreign Office concluded: "...Renmin Road (the location of the Central Government of the Republic of China, already used to refer to the Chinese government) decided to visit Japan when Japan needs the Chinese market most. This trip will definitely bring generous political gifts, and Japan will also express its attitude to China. The Chinese government claims that China will be the world economic growth point in the next ten years, and Japan is willing to let the entire East Asia also become a growth point. The cooperation between the two sides will be elevated to a whole new level."

This was not only the view of the British Foreign Office but also the view of major European powers. The US Secretary of State's view given to President Hoover was exactly the same. President Hoover didn't say anything immediately after reading the report. Seven months had passed since November 1929. In early April of this year, the US upper echelon felt the economic crisis was probably about to pass. Unexpectedly, starting from the end of April, the US stock market took another dive. A large number of companies went bankrupt, banks collapsed, and agricultural product prices also plummeted.

Everyone in the Republican government understood that increasing tariffs would directly trigger a world trade war, but without increasing taxes, there was no way to make American voters understand that the US government had the determination to protect the interests of US nationals at all costs. President Hoover had actually made up his mind; taxes must be increased.

Different from what President Hoover thought, the Secretary of State didn't consider changing the President's view at all. In the US political structure, the President seemed to have immense power, but the US was a federal country, and state rights were very strong. The fields where the President could truly make decisions were concentrated in military and diplomacy. The military and diplomacy of the US federal government served American voters. If any US President told voters that to maintain good relations between the federal government and foreign countries, the interests of American voters had to be sacrificed, this President wouldn't need to serve anymore.

Therefore, the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* must be implemented, especially now that the US government had received 34 diplomatic protests. Although the Chinese government didn't make a diplomatic protest, the Chinese Ambassador to the US formally raised serious concerns with the US government. Besides diplomatic protests, governments of various countries stated one after another that if the US raised tariffs on a large scale, they would implement reciprocal retaliation against the US.

With things evolving to this stage, the US, styling itself as a world power, actually couldn't change the decision. If President Hoover dared to adopt moderate measures, he would be seen by the American public as a leader incapable of protecting the US. This meant President Hoover's political life was essentially over. The view of the American people was simple: since the US was suffering, there was no reason to let other countries enjoy happiness based on US suffering.

The Secretary of State only said, "Mr. President, should we still invite Mr. Rockefeller to the White House?"

Hoover hesitated for a moment. Inviting Rockefeller to the White House was to ask this guy for advice on Sino-US trade. The Rockefeller consortium, known for acting boldly and arrogantly, had been signing agreements with China to establish oil joint ventures in the past month. Moreover, the Rockefeller consortium also announced extensively, "The Rockefeller Company has signed a $500,000 single-well drilling agreement with China. The depth of this exploration well will reach a record-breaking 1,300 to 1,400 meters. In the world, only the Rockefeller Company has the strength to construct a well of such depth."

Now the entire US, and even the world, was paying close attention to this matter. An oil field is a large area containing abundant oil beneath it. But whether a well capable of stable oil production can be drilled depends on luck with current technology.

The single-well agreement signed between China and the Rockefeller Company stipulated that China would provide the drilling location and the Rockefeller Company would be responsible for construction. The general conservative view was that both the Chinese government and Rockefeller were crazy. But speculators eager for high profit returns through high-risk investments had a different view. If this oil well really drilled to the astonishing depth of 1,300 meters and produced oil smoothly, it meant the Land and Resources Bureau of the Chinese government possessed world-class geologists. Cooperation between these brilliant geologists and the crazy engineers of the Rockefeller Company would lead world oil exploration into a brand-new field. Areas previously thought not to produce oil might become oil-producing areas, greatly increasing oil production.

Now that a world trade war was about to unfold, inviting Rockefeller at this time might release a misunderstood signal. President Hoover replied to the Secretary of State, "Let's wait until the matter is over."

Having received the answer and with nothing else, the Secretary of State got up and left. Only after the Secretary of State left did the White House Chief of Staff say, "Mr. President, Mr. Henry Ford and Mr. Thomas W. Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, have both requested a full meeting with you."

Two days later, on June 7, several cars stopped in front of the J.P. Morgan headquarters. Reporters who got the news stepped forward one after another, but bodyguards immediately blocked them outside. The reporters shouted to the few people getting out of the cars, "Mr. Lamont, there are rumors that the President accepted your suggestion?"

The people getting out didn't look back, walking straight into the J.P. Morgan headquarters with grave expressions. Before long, the closed elevator doors dinged and slowly opened. Thomas W. Lamont, who had finished meeting with President Hoover, walked out with several economists accompanying him. Morgan's secretary immediately pushed open the door of the conference room not far from the elevator, and the group of bigwigs waiting inside looked out.

The result of the meeting had already reached New York first, but the US consortium bigwigs still waited for Thomas W. Lamont to tell them personally what happened.

Soon, Thomas W. Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, recounted everything that happened in the conference room. Lamont hated Hoover's stubbornness so much that he described the process when the talks reached a deadlock almost in tears. "Gentlemen, I said to President Herbert Hoover personally at that time, 'Mr. President, if it could make you refuse to sign the stupid *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*, I am willing to kneel to you right now. If you want me to kiss your feet after kneeling, I will do it immediately.' But President Hoover stated that this is the will of the American voters, and he cannot refuse."

The US consortium tycoons were silent. Everyone could understand how Lamont pleaded at that time. And not only Lamont, but major US consortiums all tried every means to persuade Hoover. Auto giant Henry Ford spent a whole night at the White House trying to make Hoover understand that the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* was a stupid policy that could never achieve its goal. But the answers received were all the same; Hoover rejected the tycoons' requests on the grounds of the 'voters' will.

Not only Hoover, but the members of the Senate and House of Representatives were the same. For their votes, the congressmen didn't care about the consortiums' views at all.

When the depressing atmosphere almost reached its peak, someone suddenly laughed out loud. Many tycoons were furious in their hearts, 'Fxxk' blurring out involuntarily, while looking at the person laughing. Seeing it was Rockefeller who laughed, the tycoons fell silent. If Rockefeller's investment in China succeeded, he would become the American tycoon closest to the Chinese government, possessing certain influence on the Chinese government. At least, Rockefeller had the opportunity to meet with Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China and could often communicate face-to-face with Premier Wu Youping of the Republic of China. Even if they wanted to scold Rockefeller, they had to wait for Rockefeller to finish his view first.

Sure enough, Rockefeller spoke. "Gentlemen, I'd rather the newspapers' descriptions of us were true now. In their descriptions, we possess the strength to control the US government."

Many tycoons laughed. Either bitter smiles or laughed out of anger at Rockefeller's words. Newspapers always described American tycoons as the behind-the-scenes bosses of the US government and Congress. In newspaper stories, as long as tycoons bribed judges, they could also dominate US court verdicts.

This couldn't be said to be entirely false. Tycoons had money; even if they killed someone, they could escape legal judgment. However, the fact that tycoons had to find ways to escape legal judgment meant they couldn't confront the law, the government, or public opinion. If tycoons really had the strength described by newspapers, why would they need to pay money to settle things? A slight hint from a subordinate would achieve the goal.

But Rockefeller's arrogant attitude still triggered dissatisfaction from some people. Someone immediately mocked unhappily, "Then what suggestion does Mr. Rockefeller have? Want us to join the Communist Party?"

This remark triggered explosive laughter from the tycoons. In American newspaper propaganda, the Soviet Union was such a lawless political system where government officials controlling enterprise management could imprison or even shoot people at will.

Rockefeller calmly watched the group of tycoons finish laughing and take out handkerchiefs to wipe away tears of laughter before saying, "Gentlemen, US foreign trade will fall into a trough for a long time. We don't have many choices left, and the most effective one is foreign investment. Personally, I will invest in China and Germany. Investing in China is because China will be the growth point of world economic development in the future. Investing in Germany is because the German economy is about to collapse, and as a powerful industrial country, Germany has assets in quite a few fields available for investment and acquisition. As for the US government, it no longer has the ability to solve the current problems."

Hearing that Rockefeller didn't mean to mock but seriously pointed out the future direction, the tycoons calmed down quickly. People who could sit in this conference room had all experienced various losses and failures. Just like J.P. Morgan and many capitalists present, a few months ago, to save the market, they threw 1 billion dollars into the New York stock market. It didn't even make a splash before being completely swallowed by the plummeting stock market.

For others, suffering losses of hundreds of millions, even if not bankrupt, would at least be devastated. But for the people in this conference room, although such losses made them ache, the lessons brought by the losses also allowed them to make judgments on the future economic situation. As long as there was a clear investment direction, these people in the conference room could be sure they could still earn substantial benefits. The previous losses might not count for much compared to future gains.

Thomas W. Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, had also sorted out his mood at this time and asked seriously, "I heard that Chinese Chairman Mr. He Rui is a very outstanding economist."

Rockefeller shook his head. "No."

The tycoons were stunned, then heard Rockefeller continue, "Mr. He Rui is the best economist I have ever seen."

Lamont was stunned for a moment, then asked, "Then facing the best economist controlling millions of troops, we have no means to ensure safety in front of him."

"Why do you think an economist would want to kill us? Because he believes in Communism?" Rockefeller asked somewhat mockingly.

Lamont also felt his description of worry was unreasonable, so he tried to continue with a calm emotion. "Mr. Rockefeller, you provide key technology and equipment that China needs; an excellent politician will never damage your interests. But I think our ordinary investment interests cannot be guaranteed."

Rockefeller lifted his chin somewhat disgustedly at his secretary. The secretary was stunned, then quickly took out a book from his briefcase and handed it to Rockefeller. Rockefeller pressed this hardcover book and pushed it on the table. The smooth book cover slid far on the smooth black walnut long table and stopped in front of Lamont.

Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, picked up the book in confusion and saw the title written in English on the cover: *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*. Rockefeller didn't wait for Lamont to open the book and continued, "If you read the chapter in this book on how the state manages investment, you can understand China's policy decision-making method. China's policy formulation principle for ordinary investment management is very reasonable: by limiting the total amount of investment, ensuring economic development does not trigger severe inflation. That is to say, the reason many investments do not pass review at this stage is not directed at the investors' views, nor is it a restriction on investment content. Rather, the total investment amount is too large relative to the capacity of the Chinese economy, so to ensure China's domestic economic security, accepting investment is suspended. Once China's total economic volume rises, the total amount of allowed investment will increase."

Lamont was stunned. In the US, wanting to invest also required smoothing relationships first. Without the protection of local powerbrokers in various states and localities, foreign investment would be eaten clean. Even if American companies wanted to invest, they had to smooth relationships first. But the restriction and management of Chinese investment mentioned by Rockefeller seemed to completely disregard these, only considering economic security from the national level. Such reality seemed like a fairy tale.

Rockefeller ignored others' views and said to himself, "Gentlemen, out of friendship for you all, I recommend you read this book. As for what conclusions you draw after reading, that is your freedom."

Hearing such arrogant speech, many tycoons wanted to snort in contempt. But He Rui's prestige made American tycoons subconsciously feel it was better to be cautious.
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Before holding rallies, American politicians would distribute leaflets and visit homes to give notice. This made it very easy for the Chinese embassy and consulates in the US to grasp the news. With three days left until June 10, Chinese staff in the US, based on this information, visited the venues where American politicians were holding rallies one by one.

The *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* was a major event in the eyes of various governments, but not necessarily in the eyes of American voters. Half a year after the outbreak of the economic crisis, unemployed workers and impoverished farmers didn't care at all. Politicians desperately recounted to their voters what specific services they had provided, intending to secure votes and get re-elected.

Only when voters asked loudly, "What should we do if our products can't be sold?" would politicians mention the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*. Chinese diplomatic personnel wanted to see what American politicians would say to the American people, so they listened attentively. The politicians' explanation was simple and lively: "Since foreigners don't buy American products, we won't buy foreign goods either. If Americans use American goods, our products will have a market!"

Even though Chinese diplomatic personnel already had some understanding of the US, hearing such vote-canvassing views that disregarded internal logic, they couldn't help but sigh with emotion, writing an ancient sentence in their report: 'The village worthy is the thief of virtue.'

Soon, the time came to June 10, 1930. In the early morning, newsboys delivered newspapers to thousands of households. Newspapers such as *The Wall Street Journal*, *The New York Times*, and *The Washington Post* were all criticizing and opposing the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*.

'...Some people believe that by driving foreign goods out of the US, American factories will regain orders, and unemployed workers will find jobs. By driving foreign agricultural products out of the US, the prices of American agricultural products will rise, and American farmers, who are being pressed for debt by banks and creditors due to the plummeting prices of agricultural products, can sell the agricultural products in their hands and tide over the immediate difficulties.

'But these are obviously impossible to happen, because the total value of imported goods in 1929 only accounted for 4.2% of the US Gross National Product, while the total value of exported goods only accounted for 5.0%. This proportion has a very small impact on the US economy, and the total volume of industrial and agricultural products exported by the US exceeds the volume imported from abroad. The result of a trade war will only reduce the total demand for goods within the US, making US domestic demand even lower.

'If one wants to gain economic confidence, one must obtain new demand...'

Although knowing that a trade war was inevitable, various US newspapers were still making futile struggles.

At 10 a.m. on June 10, President Hoover in the White House signed his name on the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* document, officially launching the US trade war against the world. According to the provisions of the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*, the adjusted average actual tariff rate of the US reached 57.3%, and duty-free goods accounted for only 8% of all imported goods. In 1900, the average actual tariff rate of the US was only 29.7%.

On the day the US raised tariffs, the vast majority of countries, including China, made the decision to adopt retaliatory tariffs against the US. The countries that didn't take retaliatory tariff measures were basically countries controlled by the US, like Cuba and Panama.

On June 11, the French Élysée Palace announced to the world that additional tariffs would be imposed on Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Britain, and Italy. Chinese Premier Wu Youping was in a meeting at this time. After reading the telegram urgently delivered by his secretary, he immediately paused the meeting discussion and circulated the telegram to the comrades.

The ministers attending the meeting were all meticulous people. First, they repeatedly confirmed that China was not among the targets targeted by France, and France had no hint of increasing tariffs on China. This was an economic meeting, and the Foreign Minister did not attend. Everyone looked at Wu Youping, waiting for more accurate news.

Wu Youping had made a decision at this time; he didn't want to inform the comrades of the judgment He Rui had made. Since things had happened just as He Rui expected, it was best to accept the fait accompli. With He Rui present, Wu Youping had confidence in dealing with all problems. As for the current situation, Wu Youping wanted to give an explanation to the comrades.

"Comrades, the current world has split into several camps centered on currency: the Sterling bloc, the Franc bloc, the Dollar bloc, and the East Asian bloc. I believe that for a long time in the future, we will have to face such a situation. After all, the situation happening now is caused by the earlier division of the world by these currency zones. At least East Asia and the Soviet Union have actually completed the construction of an economic cooperation organization and are operating effectively. The future world will not change particularly drastically."

After hearing Wu Youping's description, the Minister of Finance smiled bitterly. "Could the world's re-division be a result predicted by the Chairman long ago? We really rushed to complete the economic cooperation model between East Asia and the Soviet Union with all our strength before the final strategic window closed. This timing is really too coincidental."

Wu Youping had similar thoughts, believing He Rui could fully control the future. Now he was convinced that at least until May 1922, before the Northeast finally had the power to fight Japan, He Rui was constantly adjusting and modifying plans. Thinking of how lucky China was, Wu Youping felt his heart gripped by something, very panicked and uncomfortable.

"Countries that chose to cooperate with us haven't suffered losses!" Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong also sighed. As Minister of Industry, he naturally had his views, and this line of thought wasn't a whimsical idea. Industrial development requires cooperation. Through various cooperations, China obtained technology, funds, and raw materials, helping Chinese industry reach its current height. In return, the Soviet Union, which cooperated with China earliest, developed quite smoothly. After the civil war, the interior of the Soviet Union was beaten into ruins and also suffered from the blockade of Western countries. But now the Soviet Union was developing rapidly domestically, and the people had sufficient light industrial goods for consumption.

Recently, the Soviet Union also obtained China's synthetic ammonia technology and registered a company in China. A member of the Central Committee of the CPSU, half a rank lower than a Soviet Politburo member, served as the Party Secretary of this Chinese company, trading with countries around the world in the futures trading market in Shanghai. Although European and American countries all knew that shell company belonged to the Soviet Union, they tacitly pretended not to know. The Soviet Union made a lot of money by selling grain at international market prices through this shell company.

Japan and France both gained substantial benefits in cooperation. Even Korea was able to restore its country, and the restoration of Ryukyu was also under negotiation, which should be concluded after He Rui's visit to Japan. The compensation paid to Japan would also be borne by China.

This is what a regional leader should look like, so the comrades didn't know what they could say. If they had to say something, it was heartfelt emotion: how lucky a country is if it possesses a true strategist.

Wu Youping decided to continue the meeting. He said, "Today's meeting is about the setting of national projects..."

At this time, the secretary pushed the door open and entered. "Premier, the Chairman's office called, asking everyone to prepare for a plenary meeting of Central Committee members in Beijing today."

Wu Youping breathed a sigh of relief, feeling relaxed all over. This was the right thing! With such a big event happening, Wu Youping felt uncomfortable all over if He Rui didn't hold a meeting for everyone. Most of the ministers were Central Committee members; only Minister of Culture Zhou Shuren and Minister of Health Pang Congcong were not.

Wu Youping said to the secretary, "Notify other comrades immediately, and also ask the Chairman for a time to come to the meeting."

In the next hour or so, the comrades in the conference room sat or stood, discussing animatedly. Zhuang Jiaxiong and Wu Youping stood by the window. Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Youping, let me tell you something. In '22, I even wrote my suicide note."

Wu Youping smiled. "Do you think I didn't write one?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong and the few comrades nearby didn't find it strange. Japan in 1922, if not at its zenith, was powerful and full of confidence. When He Rui issued the general mobilization order, everyone had considered the possibility of defeat. Looking back now, the few comrades were very proud; at that time, everyone had absolutely no intention of fleeing. All had made up their minds to fight to the death.

Since it was a relaxed state of rest at this time, everyone simply chatted about what happened afterward. He Rui seized the fleeting strategic window afterward. Unifying China without bloodshed, forcing Britain to recognize China in the Sino-British War in Burma. On the second day after signing the three joint communiqués with Britain, he turned to launch a diplomatic war with the US, thereby forcing the US to reach a diplomatic reconciliation with China.

At that time, the comrades in the government all thought China would fully repair relations with the US, but unexpectedly, He Rui was able to sign a comprehensive cooperative relationship with France, obtaining an interest-free loan of 20 billion francs and fully introducing required industrial technologies from France. As for the outbreak of revolution in Japan, it was because Japan was strategically forced into a desperate situation by China led by He Rui that it had to start a revolution from within.

Now, with the outbreak of the economic crisis in the US, East Asia and the Soviet Union formed an economic community, becoming a major force in an increasingly divided world. From a strategic perspective, this was moving from one victory to another greater victory. Every major event that occurred in the past 15 years finally converged to the present, constructing an external environment incomparably favorable to China.

"Youping, what do you think the Chairman will say to us?"

"What do you think, Old Zhuang?"

"Even now, what else can he say? I think it's to develop the economy with all our strength." Zhuang Jiaxiong answered readily.

The surrounding comrades felt it should indeed be this content. Now was the most favorable time for China's economic development. With money, people, and technology, not taking the opportunity to go all out now would be doing a disservice to the currently incomparably superior environment.

Wu Youping also felt it should be like this. The Chinese people had suffered for too long; it was time to live a few good days.

As comrades continued to arrive, the conference room became livelier. When Foreign Minister Li Shiguang arrived, he immediately became the focus. Li Shiguang also immediately informed the comrades of the latest news: "The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs has clearly conveyed the message to us that tariffs on other countries are to protect France's economic security, and France will never make any decision affecting Sino-French trade."

The statement from France constructed a relatively complete status quo of world trade. China was still in a very favorable position, and nothing could affect China's economic development anymore.

At this time, the door opened, and He Rui walked in. Comrades stood up one after another, looking confidently at He Rui who had constructed the current strategic situation. He Rui walked to the main seat, stood there, and asked everyone to sit down quickly. All seats were filled. A smile appeared on He Rui's face. "According to my judgment, no major war will break out in the next 10 years. In the next 7 years, all work must revolve around the economy."

Wu Youping asked immediately, "Then what is the economic target?"

He Rui waved his hand. "I can't give a clear target right now. Leading the State Council is Premier Wu Youping's job. I will ask various ministries and commissions to report their work to me in the future. I hope comrades can get used to me in the next ten years."

Looking at He Rui's gentle expression, the Central Committee members felt a chill on their backs. It seemed almost impossible not to be criticized when reporting work.

He Rui continued, "Future work will revolve around the economy, revolve around improving people's living standards and consumption ability, going all out. This is what I want to say this time."

"Specifically, how should we do it?" Minister of Agriculture Sun Tianan asked.

He Rui sat back in his seat. "Comrade Sun Tianan, please sit next to me."

There was silence in the conference room; everyone dared not even breathe loudly. Many felt lucky in their hearts; if Sun Tianan hadn't asked first, they might have asked. Then it would be their turn to face He Rui now.

Wu Youping gave up his seat to Sun Tianan. He walked to the seat Sun Tianan had just sat in and sat down, hearing He Rui ask, "What does the Ministry of Agriculture think this year's yield per mu is?"

"Currently, in some areas with good water conservancy facilities, like the Huguang and Jiangzhe regions, due to the sufficient supply of synthetic ammonia, as well as phosphate and potassium fertilizers, the rice yield per mu has reached 700 jin. In the Yellow and Huai River regions, where water conservancy is relatively well-built, the wheat yield per mu has reached 400 jin. In other areas, wheat yield per mu is between 200 and 240 jin, and rice yield per mu is 500 jin." Sun Tianan answered fluently.

Central Committee members had some understanding of yield per mu. Previously, wheat yield per mu was only 140 jin, and now it reached 200-240 jin. He Rui asked calmly, "Why is the increase in yield per mu only about 35% from 1925 to now? Converted into annual growth, it's only 7%. A large part of this yield increase is due to production recovery after land distribution. Excluding this part of restorative production increase, the actual annual grain production increase is less than 4%. With so many water conservancy projects, such large investment in improved seeds and pesticides, is there only this much production increase?"

He Rui's tone was very plain, not aggressive, but Minister of Agriculture Sun Tianan and many ministers began to sweat on their foreheads. These questions were harsh in a sense, but as the Minister of Agriculture, he indeed had to explain this.

Sun Tianan pondered for a while before saying, "Chairman, at this stage, rural water conservancy projects in various provinces have just been completed, and the number of technical personnel required for agriculture is insufficient."

"Since you say the number of agricultural technical personnel is insufficient, which kind of technical personnel is insufficient?"

"The number of personnel for agricultural technology R&D is insufficient, and the number of personnel for agricultural technology popularization is also insufficient. To create these agricultural technologies, we are collecting data and forming research teams. We need time. Training agricultural technical personnel also takes time."

"Have you contacted scholars in relevant fields abroad, inviting them to China to conduct research or give lectures? France, Britain, the US, especially Germany, have very many experts in the agricultural field. Have you considered inviting these experts?"

Sun Tianan was stunned. Someone in the Ministry of Agriculture had indeed proposed it, but everyone felt it seemed inappropriate. Now that He Rui asked, Sun Tianan couldn't answer. The Ministry of Agriculture hadn't conducted specialized discussions on this issue, only thinking they should strive to train talents themselves.

He Rui continued to ask, "As for the shortage of agricultural technical personnel, have you approached the Ministry of Education, asking them to set up relevant majors in universities, colleges, and technical institutes? And formulate the goals of relevant majors? Have you recruited relevant personnel from society, signed contracts with them, and improved agricultural demand through these means?"

Sun Tianan was silent for a good while, finally answering in a low voice, "No."

"Why didn't you do this?" He Rui continued to ask.

"...We felt the Ministry of Agriculture could solve these problems."

"Then has the Ministry of Agriculture solved them now?" He Rui pressed relentlessly.

Sun Tianan lowered his head and answered softly, "Not solved."

"Minister Sun, it is now the summer harvest and summer planting period; the Ministry of Agriculture is very busy. Then regarding the questions I just asked, how long do you plan to take to give me an answer? Is two weeks okay?"

"...One month." Sun Tianan dared not state a shorter time at all.

He Rui thought for a moment. "Alright, I'll wait to talk about work with you again in a month."

After speaking, He Rui looked at the secretary, who immediately took out a notebook to record it. Watching this scene, none of the Central Committee members thought of mocking Sun Tianan. Everyone imagined whether they could hold up if they encountered such questioning in their own duties. After some imagination, everyone felt they probably couldn't.

At this time, He Rui had stood up. "In the next 7 years, China's economic work must focus on economic construction. We launched the revolution to let the Chinese people have a better life, not to squeeze the blood and sweat of the people to build a powerful army to realize my ambitions. If comrades have no other questions, the meeting is adjourned for today."

After a good while, no one spoke. He Rui said, "Meeting adjourned!" and walked out of the conference room door. Only after He Rui left did Sun Tianan raise his head. Wu Youping looked at Sun Tianan with some sympathy, seeing his face covered in sweat. Wu Youping looked at other Central Committee members and also felt some sympathy in his heart. Reporting to He Rui wasn't an easy task. But at least China had too many resources to utilize now; if domestic ones were insufficient, they could find foreign ones. Compared to the Siping government in 1915, the current comrades were practically in heaven.
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On his way back to the office, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang reflected that serving directly under He Rui's leadership was a relatively relaxed job. Even so, Li Shiguang dared not slack off; upon returning to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he immediately prepared to convene a meeting. However, the Director of the General Office appeared before him first. "Minister Li, we have received a notification..."

Less than half an hour later, Li Shiguang appeared on the Second Ring Road. At the scene of a traffic accident, two cars remained stopped in the position of their collision. One car window was shattered, and a long crack had appeared on the windshield. Seeing Li Shiguang arrive, the police officer on duty hurried over to report the situation. "Minister Li, two cars collided. Fortunately, no one was injured. Regarding the cause of the accident, the British Embassy's vehicle bears the primary responsibility. However, our people were furious at the time. After getting out of the car, they demanded the people in the British Embassy vehicle come out. The British Ambassador didn't dare to emerge, only sending a secretary. Then..."

As he spoke, the police officer led Li Shiguang to the side of the British Embassy's vehicle and pointed to the ground. Li Shiguang looked and saw the small British flag that had been mounted on the car. It had been torn down and thrown onto the ground. Judging by the tattered state of the flag, it had been trampled and ground into the dirt with force.

The police officer's account matched what Li Shiguang had heard. The Chinese car owner, distressed over his vehicle and seeing the British occupants refusing to exit theirs, recalled the lawless rampages of foreigners in China. In a fit of rage, he had directly ripped off the British flag, threw it to the ground, and trampled it.

Diplomatically speaking, this was an act of profound disrespect toward Great Britain. However, Li Shiguang was not particularly worried. Both sides were at fault in this incident, and the current British government was unlikely to go to war over such a matter. Walking up to the British Embassy's car, he saw British Ambassador Miles Lampson already opening the door to welcome him. Li Shiguang shook hands with the British Ambassador and said, "I apologize to you for the radical actions of my country's citizen."

British Ambassador Lampson shook his head. "Minister Li, if you respect the diplomatic interests of our two countries, I hope you can ensure this matter does not appear in the newspapers."

Li Shiguang paused for a moment before understanding Lampson's reasoning. Sino-British relations were currently tepid, which did not align with British national interests. Lampson was displaying the high caliber of a diplomat, which Li Shiguang genuinely appreciated.

"How do you intend to handle the collision itself?" Li Shiguang asked, showing no leniency regarding the accident. Until the police provided their final investigation conclusion, he could not make any statement on that front.

The next day, the Asian edition of *Le Figaro* carried the news of the car accident as its headline. Li Shiguang was helpless; he had already made arrangements regarding this matter, and domestic newspapers should not have published any news about it. But *Le Figaro* was a French newspaper. The Chinese government could do nothing about their Asian edition publishing a car accident that had indeed occurred.

Sure enough, the British Embassy made no mention of the incident. On the same day, France's *Le Figaro* and several other major French newspapers published or reprinted the news: "British diplomats in China rampage lawlessly, violating traffic rules and hitting people. This proves that the British government continues to hold an arrogant attitude toward China. This narrow-minded islander mentality is a thousand-year-old British tradition."

Upon seeing the news, the British Foreign Office lost even the impulse to be angry. Ambassador Lampson's handling of the situation had been very appropriate, and the Chinese side's response had also demonstrated sincerity. As for France jumping out to stir up trouble, it was truly not surprising in the least.

Consequently, British newspapers immediately reported on the matter: "No one was injured in this car accident. The British Ambassador to China has already expressed sympathy to the Chinese car owner and stated a willingness to cover the vehicle repair costs. The car owner accepted the British Ambassador's consolation and shook hands with Ambassador Lampson in parting, fully demonstrating the friendship between China and Britain.

"The French side, in order to monopolize the Chinese market, has sown discord, fully displaying their narrow nature. Furthermore, France announced an increase in tariffs the day before yesterday, aiming to reduce the import of high-quality industrial components from various countries into France. These high-quality parts, which France is unable to produce, are used in complete sets of industrial equipment purchased by China from France. For the benefit of their own factory owners, France does not hesitate to lower the overall quality of their industrial equipment, completely disregarding the interests of Chinese users. We suggest the Chinese side have a clear understanding of this: the French only love francs, not the Chinese people.

"Now, for the sake of profit, France does not hesitate to pass off shoddy goods as high quality. What heinous atrocity will the French commit next time? It is truly terrifying to contemplate..."

This article was published in *The Times*, and the next day it appeared in the Asian edition of *The Times*. A war of words between the two countries immediately ensued. Li Shiguang felt quite helpless in his heart, as Chinese people reading the newspapers would inevitably be somewhat influenced by the news. some small Chinese tabloids began scolding the British, while others suggested the French were being unethical. Li Shiguang felt very fortunate; at least thanks to the British Ambassador's quick reaction, the trampling of the British flag had been suppressed. Otherwise, this incident would have caused a much bigger uproar.

By June 15th, the day before He Rui was set to visit Japan, the front-page headline of *The Wall Street Journal*'s Asian edition read: "After Burning the Summer Palace, Britain and France Fight Again for China's Wealth."

Without needing to read the content, Li Shiguang could guess the gist of it. The United States certainly did not want to see Sino-French cooperation, nor would it support Sino-British cooperation. *The Wall Street Journal*'s Asian edition was using this kind of hate propaganda hoping to incite hostility among the Chinese public toward Britain and France, preparing public opinion for the United States to seize a larger share of the Chinese market in the future.

After that, however, no other countries published news that incited further hatred. This was likely because the Eight-Nation Alliance covered the most powerful of the Great Powers in Europe and America. Other countries either lacked the ability to compete for the Chinese market or were unwilling to provoke the eight most powerful nations by bringing up the story of the Eight-Nation Alliance. The United States felt no pressure in cursing Britain and France, but if anyone else were to accuse the Eight-Nation Alliance, the United States would not let them off easily.

By this time, the ship carrying He Rui had arrived in Tokyo Bay. Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet Yamamoto Isoroku first boarded the *Siping*, the light cruiser He Rui was traveling on, via a small boat. Seeing his old friend, Yamamoto first saluted He Rui. After He Rui returned the salute, Yamamoto extended his hand. The two men clasped hands firmly. Yamamoto sighed, "He-kun, we parted in Tokyo fifteen years ago. Meeting again now, I am filled with emotion. When we old friends discussed the future of East Asia back then, it turns out He-kun's judgment was indeed correct."

He Rui smiled. "Yamamoto-kun, this is not about right or wrong. If we want East Asia to have a bright future, this is the only path to take."

Yamamoto sighed. "I have learned much. We still view the world in terms of right and wrong, whereas He Rui only reaches a conclusion after fully analyzing various possibilities. It is inevitable that He Rui has conquered and won victories over the past ten-plus years."

After speaking, Yamamoto Isoroku pointed to the Japanese Grand Fleet sailing in the distance. "He-kun, please review the Japanese Combined Fleet. Given the friendship between China and Japan today, the Combined Fleet will certainly fight to guard the peace of East Asia."

He Rui nodded and stood at the bow, watching the towering Japanese battleships pass in front. On every ship, signal flags were hung from bow to stern according to specific regulations. In addition, strings of incandescent bulbs were hung along the lines of the full dress flags, and the railings of every deck level were also draped with lights.

This was called "Full Dress Ship" and "Full Illumination." It was the highest naval courtesy, signifying respect and celebration. The flags were for daytime viewing; at night, all the incandescent bulbs on the warships were lit to replace the flags.

The officers and men of the Japanese Navy stood in formation along the rails of their warships. As they passed the light cruiser *Siping* carrying He Rui, the warships sounded their whistles in unison, and the Japanese naval personnel raised their hands in salute simultaneously. Although there was a massive difference in tonnage between the warships of China and Japan, the Japanese Navy showed not the slightest disdain. Respect was demonstrated in every aspect.

After reviewing the Japanese Combined Fleet, He Rui's flagship entered Tokyo Port. At this moment, Tokyo Port was awash with flags and banners. As soon as He Rui went ashore, the President of the Republic of Japan, Taira Toyomori, came forward to welcome him. As He Rui's earliest partner in Japan, the two were now heads of state upon this reunion. As Taira Toyomori shook hands with He Rui, he couldn't help but sigh with emotion. "He-kun, back then, you and I both wanted to serve our countries with our learning. At that time, we had nothing but passionate enthusiasm, yet I never expected that today our wishes would actually be fulfilled."

He Rui nodded in agreement. "Taira-kun, we co-authored *Introduction to Geopolitics*, and back then we reached the conclusion that East Asia must cooperate. I believe that over these years, our understanding of this conclusion has become much more profound."

"Precisely so." Taira Toyomori nodded repeatedly.

Subsequently, the two reviewed the Japanese honor guard at Tokyo pier. President Taira Toyomori said, "He-kun, it is late today, so please stay in the vicinity. Tomorrow, please proceed to the Presidential Palace by car."

The accommodations arranged by the Japanese side were indeed not luxurious, but they were heavily guarded, with sentries every few steps. He Rui entered the hotel and saw the figure of Ishiwara Kanji in the entryway. Although Ishiwara still had that round baby face, the childishness was gone. As he walked toward He Rui from the entryway, Ishiwara was full of joy, yet already very composed.

Stopping in front of He Rui, Ishiwara bowed slightly. "Teacher, you have finally come."

Looking at his own achievement in Japan, He Rui smiled. "You have finally come too, Ishiwara-kun. I have been waiting for you for a long time."

The two looked at each other and smiled, all their feelings left unspoken.
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"Teacher, the current Japanese government has proposed to the people that within its term, every Japanese citizen will be able to eat one rice ball every day."

"Is one rice ball 50 grams or 100 grams?"

"Haha." Ishiwara laughed. "Teacher, you are joking. Where in Japan are there such large rice balls?"

"Then it must be 100 grams." He Rui felt this was likely the Ishiwara government's requirement.

Ishiwara put away his smile. "To achieve a rice yield of 7 million tons in Japan within four years, we need a huge breakthrough in agricultural technology."

"Does Japan want to join China's synthetic ammonia plan?"

Ishiwara knew that He Rui had a very pragmatic style. Since he mentioned these things, there would be a complete set of considerations. Of course, Ishiwara also knew how determined He Rui was in what he wanted to do. If Ishiwara refused He Rui's proposal, then Ishiwara must come up with an alternative that satisfied He Rui. Otherwise, Ishiwara should honestly accept He Rui's suggestion, or decisively refuse it.

The current Ishiwara had no possibility of refusing He Rui, so Ishiwara followed He Rui's line of thought and put forward his own request, "Are you willing to provide markets and investment for the Japanese machine tool industry? Japan hopes to contribute to East Asia's synthetic ammonia production."

"This investment will be very large. Is Japan ready for this?"

"According to statistics, 70% of Japan's machine tool equipment needs to be eliminated, and the total amount of new equipment will double the current amount. If China can provide this part of the investment and market, we want to solve this funding issue by selling machine tools to China and sharing the R&D of industrial mother machines."

He Rui did not agree immediately. Machine tools, also known as industrial mother machines, are machines used to manufacture machines. Since machinery and equipment need to be manufactured by processing metal or other material blanks through machine tools, machine tools are called industrial mother machines, which are the total starting point of a country's manufacturing precision, efficiency, and quality.

Japan's industrialization was earlier than China's, and it was indeed ahead in these fields. Therefore, the "sharing of industrial mother machine R&D" proposed by Ishiwara did not meet He Rui's expectations.

Seeing He Rui silent, Ishiwara immediately raised the stakes, "We are willing to co-build the design standards for industrial mother machines with China and conduct comprehensive technical exchanges."

Seeing that Ishiwara still hadn't grasped the main point, He Rui could only actively make a request, "Ishiwara-kun, have you considered establishing a China-Japan Coal and Steel Alliance?"

Ishiwara was stunned for a moment and subconsciously sat up straight. If there was any industrial demand more basic than machine tools, it was starting from the mining industry, from the analysis of mineral composition to smelting standards, to the determination of material performance. Only with these metal materials could the production of mechanical equipment begin.

If Japan's import of basic raw materials was cut off, Japan could not satisfy the needs of its continuously developing industry relying solely on domestic raw materials.

If the East Asian Coal and Steel Alliance were established, this transnational institution would hold the power of the Coal and Steel Community, responsible for coordinating the coal and steel production of member countries and ensuring effective competition within the community. In order for this institution to operate effectively, it would possess the power over production, investment, prices, and raw material allocation within the community, as well as the power to develop or close down certain enterprises or departments.

Japan joining the China-led East Asian synthetic ammonia production consortium was a major event for the current Japan, but compared to establishing a Coal and Steel Alliance, it was just a very ordinary matter.

Ishiwara did not hesitate or look back and forth; he answered decisively, "Teacher, if you think it is necessary to build such an institution, I will fully promote it within the Japanese government."

He Rui nodded, "Mm. Then, on to the next question."

Ishiwara quickly stabilized his mood and said, "With the completion of land reform, Japan's yield per mu has returned to its highest historical level. The Japanese government has fully implemented compulsory education, but at this stage, the number of rural laborers in Japan is still surplus. You know, the Japanese people have high obedience, and the current government also has the strength to organize them for labor export."

"The Soviet Union has already begun to try planting rice in its border oblasts. Based on the similarity in geographical location, I think rice from the Soviet border oblasts should be closer to the taste of the Japanese people. Recently, the Soviet Union made a request to us, hoping that China could send a demonstration engineering team to establish farms in its border oblasts. I think this is an opportunity for labor export. Also, in some regions of China, including Upper Burma and the Assam region, there is also some demand."

Ishiwara did not expect He Rui to give a solution so readily. He was not overjoyed but asked very cautiously, "There is also some room for discussion in this."

He Rui appreciated Ishiwara's keenness, so he stated his thoughts, "I hope some outstanding Japanese talents can come to China to serve as local officials, school principals, and chief engineers."

Ishiwara did not answer immediately. Since Japanese people could go to China to serve in these positions, it meant that Chinese people would also serve in corresponding positions in Japan. He Rui was not a benevolent man or a believer; Ishiwara would absolutely not think that He Rui would accept a situation where Japan benefited unilaterally. The most important part of this suggestion lay in how deep the cooperation between the two sides would actually go.

After thinking for a while, Ishiwara asked, "Teacher, you definitely wouldn't think there is a need for a merger between China and Japan; this would trigger comprehensive turmoil in China."

"Let's create a fantasy world. If the Japanese home islands moved to another region... Japan has over 300,000 square kilometers of land, tens of millions of population, and educated people. Placed in other regions, it would be an undisputed great power. If such a thing really happened, what would be the result? So, China and Japan, no matter what..."

Ishiwara first frowned, then his brow relaxed, and he laughed. But after laughing for a moment, his smile quickly disappeared, and he finally became serious, "Teacher, if such a thing happened, Japan would inevitably become the priority target for strikes by other regional powers."

He Rui nodded, "Correct. If Japan moved near the United States, the United States would inevitably strike Japan. And China and Europe would inevitably fully support Japan to oppose the United States. If Japan moved to Europe, China and the US would support Japan to oppose Europe. If Japan moved to Africa or South America, all countries that do not wish for Japan to expand in Africa or South America would strike Japan together. So, let's return to the real world. China and Japan cannot give extraterritorial forces any space for offshore balancing."

Ishiwara nodded slightly. He knew very well that there was currently a group of people in Japan who believed that at this stage, they should use East Asian cooperation to develop Japan, making Japan strong first. After Japan became strong, they would use the power already gained to seek greater benefits for Japan. As for how to seek them, some fools among this group believed that becoming some kind of offshore balancing role would be beneficial to Japan.

In Ishiwara's view, this idea was stupid beyond belief. If Japan really became strong to that degree, it would have to go and offshore balance other countries. For Japan to make itself a pawn for other countries' offshore balancing in East Asia was simply baffling.

Thinking of this, Ishiwara felt that the presence of a small number of officials in each other's countries between China and Japan was indeed a very good method. After determining the line of thought, Ishiwara deduced slightly and laughed, "Teacher, we will receive diplomatic documents of 'serious concern' from various countries."

He Rui was very indifferent and answered calmly, "It would be strange if they weren't seriously concerned, after all, those countries all take their own national interests as the starting point."

Ishiwara felt that under the new framework, Japan's domestic employment pressure could be greatly relieved. So he raised the next question, "In such a situation, I wonder what Teacher's view is on Japan's financial status?"

He Rui was somewhat unable to help, "Tokyo will inevitably become the financial center of the Japan region. But the financial status of Shanghai and Guangzhou is determined by their geographical factors. This depends on realistic commercial needs and is not decided by us."

Ishiwara still wouldn't give up and proposed a hypothesis, "Teacher, I agree very much with the decision to move the capital. I wonder how Teacher positions China's Capital?"

"In terms of current geographical location, the Capital will be a political center and a cultural center. If you want the Capital's economic center status to rise again, it will take at least 40 years, when China's new energy achieves a breakthrough, the Yellow River is restored to a stable, large-scale waterway, and large ships of at least 50,000 tons can go upstream from the Yellow River mouth to the docks of the Capital. Besides that, the Grand Canal must be dug out again, so that 50,000-ton large ships can turn into the Grand Canal from the Capital's Yellow River dock and go straight south to the Yangtze River. 20,000-ton inland river vessels go north to reach Beiping. Before that, the Capital being able to utilize local resources and population to become a light industry center, food processing center, and scientific research and technical center is the upper limit for the Capital and Zhili."

Hearing such a cold and realistic analysis, Ishiwara also knew there was no way to fight for more for Japan, so he no longer discussed this issue further. At least He Rui was not harsh on Japan's finance and accepted Tokyo's status as a financial center in East Asia.

"Teacher, can we negotiate with the Chinese government regarding the rationing needs for the daily necessities of Japanese citizens now?"

"I think you can open up your thinking a bit. This year, Japan can complete a rice supply of 7 million tons. Added to a portion of the labor export population leaving Japan, Japanese citizens can eat rice every day. We will not require Japan to import a certain amount of rice every year; as Japan's rice production increases, your import volume will naturally decrease. Even we in China have to consider the impact of agricultural import volumes on domestic farmers. You know, the French government is now constantly expressing that they can export rice from Indochina to us."

Ishiwara bowed slightly, "Thank you, Teacher, for your consideration of Japan." This feeling was not feigned but came from the heart. As the Prime Minister of the Republic of Japan cabinet, rural income in Japan was a massive matter. At this stage, to honor the Republic of Japan government's promise to citizens that all Japanese nationals could eat rice, they had to import grain.

As Japan's agricultural output increased, grain imports would have to be reduced. If domestic grain prices in Japan plummeted due to the impact of imported grain, and rural population income plummeted, Japan's economy would experience turbulence.

To avoid problems, very serious and detailed management was needed. The degree of detail even had to reach what He Rui said, considering even the Japanese public's demand for the taste of rice. The matter regarding taste seemed somewhat comical, but it was actually very serious. For instance, if a certain imported rice completely suited the Japanese public's taste, the Japanese government would have to consider switching to planting this rice. This involved very many issues; the first question was whether this rice could be planted in Japan and how the yield would be.

If this rice could not produce high yields in Japan, then its import would have to be strictly restricted, or even refused.

These were some of the contents of social refined management that he and He Rui had talked about during idle chats when He Rui was still studying in the military academy back then. When both were military cadets, although Ishiwara felt these words were very correct, he only "knew" them. When Ishiwara became the Prime Minister of the Republic of Japan, he discovered that refined management was a basic skill for operating the economy well. That really could not be wrong in the slightest.

But the larger the grain import volume, the lower the average price. Conversely, if the import volume was small, the average price was high. For Japan's demand method, many markets would not cater to it. Now China was the largest agricultural product region in East Asia and also had East Asia's most powerful agricultural product futures market; Japan had to get China's support to satisfy domestic refined needs.

"Rest assured, Ishiwara-kun. These matters can all be solved through negotiation." He Rui gave Ishiwara a reassurance.

Ishiwara trusted He Rui very much. After bowing slightly, he entered the next topic, "Teacher, Japan will definitely not become a handle for extraterritorial countries to conduct offshore balancing against East Asia. However, this creates a problem. After the Japanese revolution, foreign policy changed, so domestic military demand in Japan is not high. Now the Japanese Diet's cuts to military expenditure have reached an unreasonable level. I want to know Teacher's judgment on the strategic level regarding Europe and America."

Just as Ishiwara finished asking, He Rui answered immediately, "East Asia needs to maintain the current naval scale. China will provide support in this aspect and will not let Japan bear this expenditure alone."

Hearing this, Ishiwara felt greatly relieved. But next, he heard He Rui continue, "Therefore, I suggest that in the future, a portion of Japanese Army officers serve in the Chinese military. The Japanese Army Academy can be headed by Chinese military personnel. Similarly, the Chinese Navy Academy will hire Japanese naval personnel as principals, and a portion of Chinese naval officers will study at the Japanese Naval Academy."

This was the plan for the de facto merger of East Asian armies that He Rui had determined when he was studying in Japan. He Rui hadn't proposed this plan before because it couldn't be done. At this stage, the opportunity had finally arrived. In the future war, He Rui did not wish for China alone to bear the combat tasks; all East Asian countries had to take responsibility for the war. Not only East Asian countries, but He Rui also looked forward to the opportunity to form a world coalition army.

If it were only the Chinese army destroying colonialism and breaching the capitals of imperialist countries, it would be considered China's single-handed world conquest. If it were a coalition of various countries liberating the world, only then could it gain the greatest political support.

Ishiwara did not know He Rui's longer-term plan, but merely hearing He Rui propose the idea of the actual merger of the Chinese and Japanese armies, he was already greatly shocked. He had heard some talk of personnel exchanges between the Chinese and Japanese armies before, understanding it at the time as China and Japan resolving the mutual hostility caused by the war and enhancing friendly relations between the two countries through close personnel exchanges.

After pondering for a while, Ishiwara said, "Can I ask Teacher to wait a bit on this matter? I need time to convince the comrades."

He Rui didn't want to give Ishiwara a chance to back out. The situation had developed to this stage; where was there any chance for hesitation? "If you have a need, I will talk to them personally. By the way, of the officers we both know, how many active ones are left?"

Ishiwara sighed, "Of the officers we both know, whether active or retired, only one-third are left in total, I suppose."

Although he did not regret the mass killing during the Japanese revolution, recalling that so many classmates he had once spent day and night with had passed away, Ishiwara had to admit that being a soldier was simply a cursed profession.

"One-third... is enough. Ishiwara-kun, this must be done quickly. Because the Japanese army has already fallen into a stage of confusion at this point, if a new direction cannot be given to everyone as soon as possible, many people will lose their spirit. We don't need such people who just muddle along."

Ishiwara's heart shivered; he heard the meaning of "elimination" in He Rui's words. But as the leader who personally led the mutiny and executed the Tokyo Bloodbath, Ishiwara also knew that the current Japan didn't even have space to let those soldiers with different views hold idle positions; any soldier who could not accept strategic arrangements had to be kicked out of the army.

A moment later, Ishiwara's gaze became sharp again, "Teacher, I will definitely be able to resolve this matter."

Ishiwara and He Rui discussed the problems Japan needed to solve one by one like this until late at night. Ishiwara felt that almost everything that needed to be discussed had been discussed. Standing up, Ishiwara realized that in the June weather, after not moving for several hours, his trousers were damp with sweat. But his mood at this moment was very good.

"Teacher, thank you for everything you have done for Japan." Ishiwara bowed to He Rui.

"No matter who was in my position, they should have done these things." He Rui also stood up and replied. At this moment, He Rui inevitably recalled what Japan had done in another timeline, and his heart was truly a bit emotional; Japan was naturally impossible to become a country that truly led the world. Europe and America were the same; their culture really wasn't up to it. Of course, there was no need to say this out loud.

"Please rest first, Teacher. Tomorrow, Teacher will go to the President's residence. The citizens of Japan are all looking forward to seeing Teacher's heroic bearing with their own eyes. I will take my leave." Ishiwara finished speaking and bowed again.

Sending off Ishiwara, He Rui stretched. Thinking of tomorrow's car parade, He Rui felt very tired. If possible, He Rui wished someone else could shoulder this job. After all, like most people in the 21st century, although He Rui was not without curiosity, he was generally a bit of a homebody.

Especially since a car parade was political work. He Rui preferred watching others parade online, like Kennedy. It wasn't that He Rui was afraid of threats, he just purely disliked trouble.
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June is the rainy season in Japan, a season where the rain seems like it will never stop. However, June 17th was a surprisingly sunny day. Early in the morning, the sound of military commands and the rhythmic marching of troops rang out on the streets of Tokyo. From 6:00 AM, the streets from the guesthouse where He Rui was staying to the Japanese Presidential Palace had already been cleared and closed to traffic.

At 9:25 AM, the motorcade of President Taira Toyomori arrived at the main entrance of the guesthouse. Soon, He Rui, guided by Taira Toyomori, boarded a luxury open-top car together. A few minutes after the lead vehicles departed, at 9:35 AM, the motorcade slowly started moving onto the road.

After the Great Kanto Earthquake, Tokyo had undergone urban replanning. The once narrow roads had all been widened; the main thoroughfare He Rui was traveling on was a six-lane avenue. In another timeline, He Rui had visited Tokyo. He knew that six lanes were indeed a main thoroughfare for 21st-century Japan. So He Rui had no thought of mocking Japan, though for 21st-century China, eight lanes were the common standard for main roads in the new districts of first- and second-tier cities.

The security force for this event reached 24,000 men. On both sides of the street, all soldiers carrying rifles stood facing away from the street. The Japanese government had adopted Emperor-level protocol to welcome He Rui's arrival in Tokyo.

Passing through the completely cleared section, the streets ahead were no longer empty but packed with people. Both He Rui and Taira Toyomori stood up. To compensate for the height difference between the two, a 10-centimeter thick wooden board was placed under the carpet beneath Professor Taira Toyomori's feet, making the height difference between the two heads of state appear to be only 7 or 8 centimeters.

On both sides of the street, Japanese citizens who had come to watch the excitement stood three rows deep inside and three rows deep outside. The motorcade did not move fast, and every so often in the crowd, one could see banners welcoming He Rui's visit to Japan and proclaiming "Long Live Sino-Japanese Friendship." Banners from the business community, such as Mitsui & Co., and welcome banners from various Tokyo schools were intermingled among them.

There were also many small business associations whose names He Rui had never heard of that had displayed their own banners. Judging by the names, they appeared to be Japanese shopping street organizations.

Seeing that He Rui seemed to pay attention to these banners, President Taira Toyomori turned and said, "He-kun, these are organizations that came spontaneously to welcome you. Our Japanese public admires you greatly, considering you an East Asian leader cultivated by Japan, and they are proud of this."

"I thank the Japanese people for their friendship," He Rui replied. He then waved along with President Taira Toyomori to those common folk from the streets holding welcome banners.

Seeing He Rui wave at them, those people waved back excitedly. Some Japanese citizens were so agitated that they jumped straight up, waving their hands high. Soon, they were held down by the shoulders by people next to them to stop them from being so unruly.

He Rui was not wearing a military uniform, but a tunic suit similar to a Zhongshan suit. There were no medals or decorations on the clothes; it was just very simple attire. Every stretch the vehicle traveled, He Rui would show a bright smile and wave to the dense crowds of Japanese people on both sides of the street. When encountering crowds who actively cheered for him, He Rui would immediately wave back in interaction.

Arriving in Japan again after a lapse of fifteen years, He Rui saw that the clothing of the Japanese people did not differ much from fifteen years ago. Most men and women wore Japanese-style clothing. Male students all wore uniform-style student suits, while female students wore sailor suits. Among the men, whether wearing Western suits or Japanese clothing, more than half wore Western-style hats.

Children, on the other hand, wore small military caps, Western-style button-down jackets on top, and Japanese-style wide-legged hakama pants on the bottom, with wooden clogs on their feet. The intermingling of Japanese tradition and Western clothing was presented particularly clearly on them.

Regardless of their attire or age, no one on the sides of the street pointed or gestured rudely; instead, they cheered and paid their respects to He Rui from the roadside.

Along the dozen or so kilometers of road, there was truly a sea of people. By the time the motorcade finished this section and entered the controlled zone again, He Rui made a rough estimate in his mind: there must have been over a million people. It was evident that the Japanese public was very supportive of the Sino-Japanese friendship represented by He Rui's visit. Of course, a large part of this support was also support for the current Japanese government.

He Rui did not find it strange. The Ishiwara government had proposed the 'Rice Plan', striving to ensure that Japanese citizens could eat rice every day. It would be strange if the Japanese people did not support it.

After getting out of the car and walking towards the President's temporary residence, He Rui asked, "President Taira, how is the popularization of vitamin knowledge going in Japan?"

Taira Toyomori was not at all surprised by such a grounded question. "We are doing our best to promote it, of course. Beriberi has existed for so many years, and the public has accepted the understanding of a healthy diet. While the Rice Plan is being implemented, relevant knowledge is also being popularized with full force."

Since they were discussing this, He Rui asked again, "In terms of grain, apart from rice, what else can we do?"

Taira Toyomori smiled. "When I was conducting surveys in China, I was deeply impressed by the mantou mixed with sorghum flour. The taste was truly fresh."

"Haha, I also like that kind of mixed-grain mantou. The sorghum from the Northeast is especially delicious. But we don't need to worry about these things; sorghum is available in the grain futures market in Shanghai. However, most of the land in the Northeast is now planted with rice and soybeans. Sorghum is no longer a crop planted on a large scale. If you just want to eat it for a fresh taste, it seems to be available everywhere, but if you want to acquire it on a large scale, you really have to contact the growers through the futures market."

"Why don't the Chinese people grow sorghum anymore?" Taira Toyomori was somewhat surprised.

"Sorghum is very tolerant of saline-alkali soil. We have attached great importance to the problem of soil salinization in recent years and have adopted many effective solutions. Now that the amount of land suitable for planting wheat has increased, farmers are naturally unwilling to plant low-income sorghum. Most of those still growing sorghum in China now do so to meet the needs of distilleries."

"Oh? Does China intend to buy sorghum from abroad?" Taira Toyomori felt he heard an implication in He Rui's words.

As they spoke, the two heads of state had already arrived at the conference room. As the doors opened, a long table was seen placed towards the inner side of the room. Diplomatic personnel from both countries were already prepared at their respective sides of the table. Leading to the table was a long red carpet. Chairs on both sides of the red carpet were arranged in a phalanx. Officials from both countries and a large number of reporters were already seated, waiting for the signing ceremony of the two heads of state.

At this moment, Taira Toyomori did not have a raised wooden board under his feet, and he was a full head shorter next to He Rui. However, the two had become accustomed to this height difference nearly twenty years ago, and they walked side by side along the carpet towards the signing table. Reporters on both sides raised their cameras and began to take pictures, while news crews from both countries followed the two heads of state forward, carrying camera equipment the size of half a pig.

The content of the agreements had long been determined by the foreign ministries of both countries. The two heads of state sat in their seats, and under the barrage of cameras and lenses, they signed and stamped the documents, which were then exchanged by the foreign ministry personnel of both countries.

The *Sino-Japanese Friendship and Security Treaty*, the *Sino-Japanese General Agreement on Trade and Commerce*, the *Sino-Japanese Cultural Exchange Agreement*, and the *Sino-Japanese Agreement on Immigration and Personnel Exchange*. Signing these agreements alone took more than two hours. These agreements completed the final step in establishing comprehensive relations between the two most powerful countries in East Asia.

After the state banquet, He Rui and Taira Toyomori went to a small conference room together. Those present were all tycoons of the Japanese business and education sectors. There was not a single government official. Mitsui Yasuki, now the head of the Mitsui conglomerate, was the first to step forward and shake hands with He Rui. "He-kun, there are no longer obstacles to Sino-Japanese cooperation. We look forward to East Asia advancing with full force and becoming the wealthiest region in the world."

He Rui just smiled but did not respond. After shaking hands with the others one by one, everyone took their seats. He Rui began to speak: "Just now, Mitsui-kun said that there are no longer obstacles to Sino-Japanese cooperation. I agree with half of that."

Mitsui Yasuki was not displeased that his view was refuted; instead, he looked at He Rui with great interest, waiting for He Rui's subsequent exposition. On the other hand, the other Japanese tycoons had not had much contact with He Rui, and hearing this, there was a look of surprise on their faces.

"The primary factor for the current situation of the East Asia + Soviet Union economic circle is that our countries have essentially achieved mutual trust in security. I heard that the Soviet Union wants to sign a security agreement with Japan. If the two countries can sign this agreement, it will legally determine security mutual trust. Only with security mutual trust can countries begin economic interaction, thereby forming economic mutual trust. Many countries can form such good relations at a certain stage, but as the economies of various countries develop, conflicts of interest will become prominent. And with conflicts of interest and changes in the balance of power, divergences will appear. External forces will use these divergences as a tool to intervene. The most obvious case is the conflict between France and Germany."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded slightly, and the other business and academic tycoons felt that He Rui was not trying to accuse anyone of anything, so they all listened seriously.

"For the young people of France and Germany, after they live to the age of twenty, whether they can live to forty is left to fate. The contradictions between France and Germany are resolved by round after round of war. And the youth and citizens of France and Germany have an awareness of this. Every external Great Power can exploit this contradiction; even Serbia exploited this contradiction once. Isn't this ridiculous? Germany and France are both world powers; the two countries threaten each other time and again, finally erupting into war. And external countries support France when Germany is strong, and support Germany when France is strong. Germany and France can never walk out of such a contradiction, like trapped beasts in a cage. Sorrowful! Truly sorrowful!"

After speaking, He Rui lit a cigarette, simultaneously giving the others a chance to ask questions. But no one from the Japanese side asked a question; they were all waiting for He Rui to continue expressing his views.

"Is there a solution? Of course there is. That is, Germany and France could entirely start with a Coal and Steel Community. While resolving economic mutual trust, it also solves security mutual trust. Moreover, a Coal and Steel Community could also pull in countries like Italy and Austria, which lack both coal and iron ore, to share resources together. Fighting a war requires building weapons, and a Coal and Steel Community would clarify the chain of suspicion between countries to the greatest extent. Once there is mutual trust, many problems can be solved through negotiation and consultation. But Europe did not do this. Whereas in East Asia, the wars that broke out in the past thousand years were very limited. Europe in the past thousand years has been ridden with war and deep-seated hatred. We can completely avoid the situation of Europe."

Mitsui Yasuki then asked, "Does He-kun think the current borders in East Asia are the best? Or do you think the current borders are only temporary?"

"East Asian civilization, and even Asia, has long had its own concept of the state. I believe that in the foreseeable future, mutual annexation between countries has no practical significance. However, cooperation between countries has broad space. As long as all Asian countries can reach a consensus to resolutely oppose annexation, and at the same time have a consensus to carry out comprehensive economic cooperation, peace and prosperity will have a foundation."

Taira Toyomori asked, "Cooperation will strengthen the advantages of strong countries. Even without aggression, colonialism will appear economically."

As one of the few masters of geopolitics in Japan, Taira Toyomori's question hit the nail on the head. The other Japanese tycoons nodded slightly, or simply kept their faces unchanged, just staring at He Rui.

"The essence of economic colonialism is that a certain country uses its technological advantage to obtain excess profits, and constantly strengthens its own advantage to always obtain excess profits. I can guarantee to everyone that this situation is completely unsustainable in peaceful state relations. The economies of any countries that suffer losses will be unable to continue, and they will then have to interrupt trade relations. Then, to continue maintaining trade relations, one must rely either on war or on transferring industries and releasing profits. This returns to the previous question: the foundation of future international relations must be peace. On the basis of peace, countries must also abandon the idea of economic colonialism and establish a fairer model of international cooperation. In other words, strong countries must pay!"

Hearing this, the expressions of the tycoons finally wavered. Everyone was knowledgeable, so they could understand that He Rui's attitude was indeed very upright. A person with ulterior motives would never dare to tell such a big truth. Although asking strong countries to pay was undoubtedly a fantasy given current international relations, daring to voice such a view was enough to prove his magnanimity and sincerity.

The Japanese upper echelon all believed that He Rui was a true leader, so He Rui's words sounded quite sincere to them.

Mitsui considered for a while before asking, "He-kun, please speak frankly."

He Rui said decisively, "First, East Asia must absolutely not allow any country to become a tool for external countries. We must break through prejudice and complete internal security integration. If the possibility of using military means to solve problems still exists within East Asia, then as I said before, economic problems will definitely lead to issues arising. What do you all think?"

No one from the economic and academic circles was willing to speak; their gazes all shifted to Taira Toyomori. Taira Toyomori, however, was not afraid of trouble. He immediately asked, "Please explain more specifically, He-kun."

He Rui was not in a hurry either. He slowly explained the content regarding military cooperation that he had discussed with Ishiwara yesterday, item by item. These tycoons of the economic and academic circles were first surprised, then stunned, and finally silent. For them, who had not participated in bloody wars, He Rui's views were truly too radical.

He Rui did not force those people this time. He just asked, "Do you gentlemen think that, given the status quo in East Asia, it is impossible for war to occur?"

Regardless of what this group of people thought, one of the purposes of He Rui's visit to Japan this time was to explain this matter to Japan. Now that China wanted to enter the next stage, this problem had to be solved. Correspondingly, once this problem was solved, the external difficulties of the work in the next stage would be basically eliminated.

Of course, He Rui was not optimistic. When waiting for the highest bid, humans display amazing greed. And this greed often blinds people's eyes, making them think that this opportunity will exist forever. He Rui was not very tolerant of such fellows.
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"Oh, Mitsuko, it's been a long time." He Rui stepped forward and opened his arms to Mitsuko. Without hesitation, Mitsuko embraced He Rui in front of the assembled dignitaries.

The upper echelons of Japanese society were well aware of the relationship between He Rui and Mitsuko, but few harbored jealousy anymore. Years ago, Mitsuko's family had rented a room to He Rui and cared for him with great kindness for several years; it could only be called fate. How could a great figure like He Rui turn a blind eye to the Mitsuko family? Looking after them was simply the right thing to do.

Mitsuko hugged He Rui briefly, then released him and took two steps back. Seeing the increasing number of white hairs on He Rui's head, she held his arm and said with pity, "Nii-chan, you work too hard."

He Rui smiled. "I chose this path, so this is how it must be. But look at you, you've become an outstanding woman."

Mitsuko was wearing a exquisitely designed light gray suit that combined professional competence with feminine grace. Achieving this look alone required high artistic aesthetic ability and a full understanding of the journalism industry.

At this point, Ishiwara stepped forward and said, "He-kun, Mitsuko is already the ace reporter for the *Asahi Shimbun*. She has worked very hard not to fail our expectations."

"Indeed." He Rui nodded. To make a name for oneself in mainstream society required competing with outstanding peers. It was not easy. Even though Mitsuko had entered Japan's upper circles with backing, she would not receive special treatment based on that status alone. He Rui praised, "Mitsuko, you've worked hard."

Mitsuko let go of He Rui's arm and took a step back. Her expression inadvertently switched to the confident and composed look of a professional reporter. "I will be following the team throughout this visit, looking forward to letting the people of Japan see the Chairman's visit."

"Then I leave it to you," He Rui replied with satisfaction. He had hoped for a better life for Mitsuko back then, and now his expectations had become reality; this was no small feat.

***

With the treaty signed, He Rui began his itinerary in Japan. Tokyo, Osaka, Kyoto—these three most important cities had to be visited. During the continuous seven-day schedule, He Rui led the delegation to visit seven factories and five schools, held twelve symposiums, and attended fourteen banquets and receptions.

The schedule was so intense, filled with meetings and exchanges with various sectors of Japanese society, that by 10:30 PM on June 14th, after a banquet, Ishiwara collapsed directly onto the bed in He Rui's hotel room.

Just then, there was a knock at the door. Although Ishiwara had a close personal relationship with He Rui and neither cared much for the opinions of others, he still sat up immediately upon hearing the knock. By the time He Rui opened the door and welcomed Mitsuko in, Ishiwara was already sitting properly in the room's chair.

Mitsuko looked at the two men, both trying hard to maintain the demeanor of national leaders, and couldn't hold back a laugh. She lifted her hand, showing a food box. "Gentlemen, I asked the Public Security Intelligence Agency for this."

"Haha, you really have guts, daring to ask the PSIA for food," Ishiwara laughed, dropping his guard.

In China, "Public Security" referred to the police department, but within the Japanese government, there were two departments with "Public Security" in their names. One was the Public Security Bureau under the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department, responsible for monitoring domestic extremists, labor disputes, intelligence investigations, and counter-espionage.

The other was even more powerful: the Public Security Intelligence Agency (PSIA) Mitsuko mentioned. The PSIA was a counter-intelligence investigative agency that also handled foreign intelligence. They were under the Ministry of Justice, not the Police Department. The security for He Rui's visit was being handled by the PSIA. If it weren't food provided by the PSIA, Mitsuko wouldn't have even thought about bringing it in.

So-called banquets were often places where one couldn't get full, as people didn't go there to eat. The physical exertion over the past few days had been immense, and Ishiwara was truly hungry. He immediately opened the food box, taking out the layers one by one and arranging them on the table. The three of them sat around the table, naturally returning to how they were in their youth.

"Mitsuko, go get the wine from my bag," He Rui ordered. Japanese sake never suited He Rui's taste. Mitsuko took out a bottle of Fenjiu and poured it for He Rui; only then did he feel ready to talk happily.

Ishiwara, however, drank Japanese sake. "Teacher, the Director-General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs thinks the intensity of this seven-day schedule is too high. Professor Taira said, 'You can consider He-kun to be made of iron.' The Foreign Minister thought for a while, then said carefully, 'I am worried about President Taira's health.' Hahaha..."

Mitsuko chuckled softly, and He Rui laughed along with Ishiwara for a moment before sighing. "Professor Taira has never been a soldier, so facing this kind of high-intensity work is indeed a lot of pressure."

In the original plan, Taira Toyomori, as President, was supposed to attend as well. In the end, Ishiwara had to 'cover his shift' today, which was completely understandable.

By now, Mitsuko had peeled four eggs. He Rui and Ishiwara immediately went for the eggs, eating two each. After another glass of wine, they both felt their stomachs settle.

With food in their stomachs, their minds cleared. Ishiwara ate a few bites of tempura and sat up straight. "Teacher, I have already discussed your views with the military. Contrary to my expectations, no one in the army opposed them. However, everyone raised one request: they hope Teacher can clarify your attitude towards Britain and the United States to us. Professor Taira shares this view."

Hearing this, although Mitsuko wanted to listen, she knew it wasn't appropriate for her. Just as she was about to get up and leave, Ishiwara said, "It doesn't matter, Mitsuko. You just pour the wine. Actually, is what Teacher says now any different from ten years ago?"

Mitsuko paused, then sighed slightly. "Indeed, there is no difference. If there is a difference, it's probably that I couldn't understand it before, but now I can understand a little."

Saying this, a feeling of nostalgia welled up in Mitsuko's heart. Back then, she had already known He Rui, Taira Toyomori, and Ishiwara. The gatherings in Mitsuko's home were also about the world situation and development. Mitsuko had listened with admiration as these men, who already had status in Japan, discussed these things. Just as Ishiwara said, many of the world-shaking events that occurred in the fifteen years since had been discussed in Mitsuko's small home back then.

And the way they addressed each other back then—'Professor, Teacher, Mitsuko, Ishiwara'—was no different from now...

"China cannot refuse the British and American request to share economic confidence, and France can understand why China must do this. If China and France resolutely refuse to help Britain and America, it might trigger a military conflict. Even if the scale of the conflict isn't large, Britain and America could greatly impact the world's confidence in the Sino-French relationship. What would we do then? Have France cross the English Channel, land in England, and capture the King? Or form a coalition force to cross the Pacific and invade the US mainland?"

As a woman approaching thirty who had struggled in the newspaper industry for seven or eight years, if it weren't He Rui and Ishiwara discussing this topic, Mitsuko would have thought it was just men boasting over drinks. Even knowing that He Rui and Ishiwara were big shots, Mitsuko was simply enjoying the warm feeling of the past replaying itself, continuing to pour wine for the two.

Ishiwara pondered, nodding slowly. Although China and France were both regional powers with strong capabilities, even if China, France, and Japan combined, they would have no chance of winning a war against Britain and the United States. Moreover, Britain and the United States could control the conflict within a very small scope, simply by threatening the trade routes of China and France.

Furthermore, countries around the world had strong opinions about Sino-French cooperation; many were genuinely hoping for something to go wrong. Therefore, accepting the reasonable requests of Britain and America was the wise choice. Thinking of this, Ishiwara's mood improved considerably. In the Sino-French cooperation, France, as an external country, naturally wanted to woo Japan, and Japan had already gained some benefits from this. If a four-power cooperation between China, France, Britain, and the US emerged in the future, the benefits Japan could reap would only increase.

After drinking a glass, Ishiwara smiled. "Teacher, I believe this prediction will definitely make those guys in the Ministry of Defense understand that they must accept Teacher's arrangements. External countries will definitely hope for a rift between China and Japan that they can exploit. And once East Asian military cooperation is established, Japan will only gain more. Because between us, China and Japan, there is military trust and political trust."

"Exactly," He Rui said, raising his glass.

After the two finished this glass, Ishiwara continued to ask, "What level of service does Teacher plan to provide to Britain and America? Surely it won't reach the height of Sino-French cooperation?"

"Britain and America know that we cannot help them prosper; all we can do is provide economic confidence, allowing them to recover from their current state of panic to a stable state. Britain stops panicking and circles its wagons for self-preservation. The United States stops panicking, and perhaps the West Coast region can return to stability through trade with China. Forget about the US East and Midwest; those are areas of domestic economic circulation, and we can't help there. We can't possibly expect China to pull up the entire United States."

Ishiwara nodded repeatedly. "Precisely so." Speaking of this, the guy suddenly revealed a grin like a big bad wolf. "Hehe, then Britain and America will have to follow the French model and first provide China with an interest-free loan to purchase their country's technical equipment."

He Rui smiled bitterly. "Don't think we're getting a huge bargain. An interest-free loan is still a loan; China has to pay it back. Spending money is fun for a moment, but repaying it is a crematorium. If economic development doesn't reach the expected level, life won't be easy when the time comes."

"I have complete confidence in Teacher. China's Five-Year Plan will definitely be completed. Please rest assured, Teacher, I am very clear about Japan's position. Japan will absolutely not become a handle for external powers to manipulate East Asia. The Sino-Japanese military cooperation plan will unfold very soon."

To Mitsuko, their words seemed understandable yet incomprehensible. What she could understand was war, struggle, threats, and cooperation. What she couldn't understand was what kind of vision and perspective allowed these two to make such judgments about the direction of world development. Mitsuko knew she would probably never understand the way they judged things, and she didn't care.

When Mitsuko was not yet even a teenager, just a little girl, she had been around such a group of people. Back then, Mitsuko only felt that the people who came to He Rui weren't necessarily people He Rui liked. But He Rui acknowledged their abilities. Now, these people who held power in Japan were the very same group He Rui had acknowledged over a decade ago. following Mitsuko's interviews, she could also understand that these people possessed strong capabilities. Pouring wine for He Rui and the others like this made Mitsuko feel very at peace.

"Teacher, you are very clear about Japan's Pan-Asianist faction. At present, they all believe that East Asia should lead the revival of Asia. I was once stationed in British India and studied British rule there. It was naked plunder. Britain simply plundered India's products and grain. As for whether the Indian people who were robbed lived or died, the British didn't care at all. With China as an example now, the Asian people will desire independence and liberation even more. Do you think a war of liberation will break out?"

"Relying solely on the military struggle of colonial peoples cannot drive away the colonizers. Even if East Asia throws itself into the war, we cannot eliminate global colonialism. However, European and American countries cannot solve their internal problems because their problems have little to do with the capitalist system itself. It is determined by their culture; they cannot establish a world economic system beneficial to the development of all countries. Therefore, a war of liberation will definitely break out. But this war of liberation is not a war between Europe/America and other countries, but a war supporting or opposing this unreasonable international economic order."

Hearing this, Ishiwara became excited. He couldn't help asking loudly, " The Final War?"

He Rui laughed and scolded, "You're a Japanese, how did you pick up the end-of-the-world concepts from backward primitive religions? Brother, you are a Nichiren Buddhist at any rate. Show some confidence; that is called a War of Civilizations! A war where advanced civilization replaces backward civilization. A world that accepts advanced civilization takes a huge step forward. Although this process is painful, the upper limit of world development is greatly raised, and the human world can continue to develop."

Ishiwara frowned and thought for a moment, finally sighing. "It seems I won't be able to determine the extent of future development until Teacher has completed the preliminary preparations."

"Thank you for your trust; I have always been working hard for the progress of the human world," He Rui sighed with an exaggerated tone. Under this seemingly cynical expression, He Rui inevitably felt a sense of loss. In the current world, finding someone on the same cognitive level really seemed to be a luxury.

Just then, Mitsuko put down her wine glass and stared at He Rui. "Nii-chan, will you allow me to take care of you?"

Ishiwara had already drunk quite a bit. Hearing this, he looked at Mitsuko in surprise. He saw that Mitsuko's eyes were full of tenderness, the yearning feeling seeming ready to gush out from her eyes. This moved Ishiwara, and he also felt very envious. Standing up unsteadily, Ishiwara sighed, "Mitsuko, do you know what kind of request you have made? Teacher can give people many things, but personal happiness is probably not among them."

Mitsuko nodded. "I know. Nii-chan does not live for himself personally. But..."

Ishiwara had already walked to Mitsuko's side. He bent down and patted Mitsuko's shoulder, just as he often did more than ten years ago. "You don't need to say anything to me. I understood what kind of person Teacher is long ago. If you really want to do something for Teacher, you must be prepared to receive no return."

Ishiwara stood up straight and said with emotion, "I'm not talking about the kind of return the secular world thinks of, but the return *you* are expecting."

After speaking, he bowed to He Rui. "Teacher, I will take my leave."

He Rui nodded slightly. "Tomorrow I will go to Nagasaki for a visit, and then I will board a ship there to return home."

"Teacher, I actually hope you take Mitsuko with you. Farewell." Ishiwara finished speaking and left the room without looking back, carrying a mood of envy and regret. Some things, he felt he understood. So, it was inevitably a little sad.
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"Mitsuko, don't be deceived by them. These guys don't even care much about their own lives," He Rui said as he poured himself a drink. He Rui was still somewhat shaken internally. If it were purely official business, or purely a private matter, he could make a decision decisively. But when the two were entangled, even He Rui would hesitate.

Mitsuko chuckled lightly. The current her could understand this matter very easily. Both China and Japan were now republics; there was no issue of imperial bloodlines for heirs. Even so, if He Rui married a Japanese wife, it would still create an atmosphere of Sino-Japanese friendship among the Japanese public. Japanese citizens would feel that China did not discriminate against Japanese people just because it was powerful.

As a reporter, she would be very interested in such political calculations. However, if she herself were treated as a bargaining chip, no one would like being arranged like that. Mitsuko completely understood why He Rui would refuse.

"Nii-chan, just now I had a feeling like I returned to more than ten years ago. I like this feeling. Being by Nii-chan's side, I feel safe."

"I think you should deserve more," He Rui advised.

"Nii-chan, I don't have that many demands. It's enough if you can come back to eat. I really don't mind you running around for the things you want to do. I can take care of myself."

"...I already have a woman."

Mitsuko was stunned for a moment, then quickly sighed, "I can only accept the other party's existence."

Hearing this, He Rui didn't know what to say for a moment. This was a situation He Rui rarely encountered. Finally, He Rui sighed. However, after sighing, he still didn't know what to say. He Rui even evasively had a thought: if he were facing a difficult negotiation opponent right now, he wouldn't be as awkward as he was at this moment.

Looking at He Rui's embarrassed state, Mitsuko couldn't help but smile, "Then, Nii-chan, I want to go back to China with you."

"...Okay," He Rui replied resignedly. At the same time, he felt a bit grateful in his heart; Mitsuko had at least given everyone a way out.

---

Aside from the private matters being somewhat troublesome, the official visit to Japan was quite successful. In Nagasaki, all sectors of Japan showed great enthusiasm for promoting Sino-Japanese friendship. At the time of parting, President Taira Toyomori said to He Rui on the pier, "He-kun, I have great expectations for the results of this visit."

He Rui was also expectant. "When President Taira visits China, I look forward to having more agreements to sign."

"I think we can definitely look forward to that," Taira Toyomori nodded. "And the exchanges between China and Japan also need to be strengthened."

"There is currently no lack of employment opportunities. As long as the Japanese government organization led by Ishiwara-kun is strong enough, the Chinese government welcomes laborers from Japan."

Taira Toyomori just nodded but didn't respond. It wasn't that labor cooperation couldn't be discussed, but once management problems arose, both governments would bear significant pressure. The Japanese side might feel China was treating Japanese people as coolies to be exploited—after all, Japan had very rich experience in exploiting Korean coolies. Meanwhile, public opinion within China might also perceive Japanese laborers as coming to China to make money, stealing many high-income jobs. Given China's population, there were currently very many Chinese citizens with low incomes who lacked the ability to engage in high-income work. Once the situation turned into that, both governments would have to bear tremendous pressure.

He Rui had long known there would be many troubles in executing this, so he extended his hand to Taira Toyomori. "President Taira, there is nothing to worry about. *If three people are of one mind, their sharpness can cut through gold*. We have so many comrades working hard together; there is no hurdle we cannot pass."

Taira Toyomori grasped He Rui's hand. "I look forward to meeting He-kun again in China's capital."

Amidst the sound of the steam whistle, Taira Toyomori and the others waved goodbye to He Rui. Standing by the ship's rail, He Rui also waved goodbye to Taira Toyomori and the others. Recalling fifteen years ago, He Rui had said to the crowd seeing him off, "China and Japan must have a war. Please fight for Japan, gentlemen."

Leaving Japan once again, many former classmates, friends, and the previous era had all become the past together. Now, a bright future had unfolded. The country of Japan had a very strong mentality of admiring the strong. Addressing this status quo, China had fully demonstrated its strength. As China became a more powerful existence in the world, East Asia would inevitably march quickly on the path of peace and development.

When the figures of Taira Toyomori and the others turned into small dots, He Rui finally returned to the cabin. Before He Rui could speak, the secretary had already delivered a telegram. After reading it, He Rui couldn't help but frown slightly. This was a telegram from the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs: "The French government has always respected China and holds the greatest goodwill towards the Chinese people. However, some people harboring dark psychology do not wish to see the prosperity and development of both countries and are attempting to use various means to create misunderstandings between the two countries. The French government believes the Chinese government will certainly be able to see through those tricks and firmly maintain the friendly cooperation between the two countries together with the French government."

This headless and tailless diplomatic content inevitably meant something had happened, and it was something the French government could not fully control. He Rui looked at the secretary, but the secretary wasn't very clear either. But this kind of thing shouldn't have much to do with relations between China and France. As for diplomatic disputes, there was no rush. He Rui prepared to understand the matter after returning to China.

---

5:00 PM in China was 9:00 AM in France.

MP Annon of a small French party, the "French United Revival Party," had just walked into his office when the Director of the Parliamentary Disciplinary Committee appeared at his door and walked straight up to him. The heat of late June couldn't dispel the chill emanating from the Disciplinary Commissioner. MP Annon felt a chill down his spine. He had originally stood up to express welcome, but the words of welcome almost froze in his mouth, unable to come out.

With a *pa* sound, a newspaper was slammed in front of MP Annon. Picking up the newspaper with some unease, MP Annon's eyes quickly widened. After reading the headline of *The Times*, MP Annon almost jumped up and shouted, "This is the British sowing discord!"

The Disciplinary Commissioner did not immediately express agreement. He stared at MP Annon, making Annon feel that the matter was likely not that simple. After a good while, the Disciplinary Commissioner spoke slowly in a cold voice, "The Parliament is preparing to issue the Parliament's view. But MP Annon, an MP elected by French citizens, has an obligation to protect France's interests."

"I will immediately convene a press conference! I will expose the evil intentions of the British!" MP Annon said with angry emotion. Although his face showed anger, MP Annon was actually somewhat happy in his heart. Being attacked by the British was not a bad thing for MP Annon and the "French United Revival Party." The French public would naturally think that a French MP attacked by the British was a good person for France, worthy of votes. If this matter could be blown up, for a small political party, it felt like God was lending a hand.

The Disciplinary Commissioner didn't make a sound; he continued to size up MP Annon with a cold gaze. This made MP Annon feel the matter wasn't simple. Finally, MP Annon asked as calmly as possible, "As an MP, I always take protecting France's interests as the highest principle."

The Parliamentary Disciplinary Commissioner then said coldly, "As a political party, you have the right to formulate your own platform. But when elucidating this political platform, it must be accurate and unambiguous. MP Annon, the British are indeed sowing discord, but please believe in the capability of the British; this provocation is not without aim. When you convene the press conference, please be sure to carefully study your party's campaign platform first. My personal suggestion is that you can find a professor from a university political science department to consult on this."

MP Annon couldn't help but frown. The campaign platform of the "French United Revival Party" wasn't just proposed now; their views hadn't changed essentially over several elections. Why was there a need for political-level study now?

The Disciplinary Commissioner didn't explain. He dropped a sentence, "This matter has not entered the Disciplinary Committee for discussion now, but it may not necessarily not happen in the future." After speaking, the Disciplinary Commissioner turned and left MP Annon's office, carrying a chill with him.

MP Annon sensed that the Disciplinary Commissioner was issuing a very severe threat just now. As a fellow MP, he felt he had no reason to receive such severe criticism. For a moment, MP Annon felt the Disciplinary Commissioner was even more detestable than the British. With resentment, MP Annon prepared to read the news in the British *The Times* again. The "French United Revival Party" was just a small party and wasn't qualified to be in *The Times*, let alone the front-page headline. Just this treatment in the news made MP Annon very happy.

The newspaper shook as if butterfly wings were vibrating in the air as it was picked up. MP Annon happily read the news in *The Times*: "...This paper notes that many French political parties, represented by the French United Revival Party, have proposed their campaign platforms in this election. In their campaign platforms, these French political parties believe that the French economy has achieved tremendous success, and in the future, the French economy will achieve even more and greater success. With the continuous improvement of French national power, France will regain the status of the French World Empire.

"The French United Revival Party is merely a representative, representing French political parties and a considerable portion of French public opinion..."

Reading this far again, MP Annon smiled so much his mouth couldn't close. If the French United Revival Party really became the representative of French right-wing parties and "a considerable portion of French public opinion," that would be simply wonderful! Currently, the French United Revival Party only had one seat. According to what the British were trumpeting, the French United Revival Party might very well possess five, or even ten seats in this parliamentary election.

The French economy was currently very strong, and the next parliament might complete its term. With ten seats, the French United Revival Party could potentially obtain a ministerial position, or at least many lucrative posts, through cooperation with other parties.

Moreover, MP Annon indeed believed that France had sunk for too long. Winning the Great European War and recovering Alsace and Lorraine had indeed revitalized the spirit of the French nation. But after paying such a huge price, France had not been able to return to its former glory. In the current global economic crisis, it was possible for France to regain its former status. This expectation shouldn't be MP Annon's personal idea, but an idea that all French people should have. There was no problem with this idea!

Thinking of this, MP Annon had already started thinking about how he should fiercely attack the British at the press conference. Many ideas swirled in his mind, making MP Annon somewhat impatient. Under such high spirits, MP Annon soon felt tired. He prepared to finish reading the article in *The Times* quickly and then rest for a moment.

"...The French public opinion embodied by French political parties is an arrogant and rude attitude. This arrogance is rooted in French culture. In countless moments, it was precisely this arrogant attitude that led to France's failure. This paper believes that France's failure is likely right ahead!"

MP Annon's original fatigue was swept away. Anger towards the British made MP Annon decide to immediately convene a party meeting of the French United Revival Party to pool wisdom and launch a fierce attack against the British nonsense.

No sooner said than done. MP Annon called his secretary in and told him to immediately contact a portion of the party members who couldn't be reached by phone. MP Annon himself would call to notify other party members, telling everyone this "good news." The spring of the French United Revival Party had come!

The party meeting ran from the afternoon straight into the late night. The party members formed a consensus: after so many years, they were finally going to make it! Immersed in excitement, everyone pooled their efforts. Under the collective wisdom of the party members, they wrote out the explanation of the French United Revival Party's platform and the rebuttal to the British, producing a thick stack of documents.

The party members also felt that so many documents were not suitable to be read at a press conference; they had to organize a simpler and more powerful rebuttal. But everyone was tired, so they agreed to continue the discussion tomorrow.

Early the next morning, these party members gathered again and began further revisions. By the afternoon, the exhausted crowd finally managed to produce a six-page statement. Seeing the unwilling expressions of the party members, MP Annon emphasized again, "The press conference must be short and powerful. We will publish the more detailed content in the newspapers!"

Hearing this compromise, although some party members were disappointed because the parts they wrote couldn't make it to the press conference, they reluctantly accepted it for the sake of a bright future. The secretary asked at this moment, "Mr. Annon, should we find a professor from the Political Science Department of the University of Paris to talk to?"

Annon thought of the warning from the Parliamentary Disciplinary Commissioner and hesitated. But he quickly replied, "No need. If those professors really understood elections, why don't they run for office? The politics in those people's eyes is different from ours. We don't need to look for trouble."

The secretary and others thought about it and felt it made sense. The large political parties in the French Parliament had good relationships with political science professors. If they trusted these political science professors, it would mean the suggestions of this bunch of professors would cause the ruling party to be toppled frequently. Looking at the results, trusting these people was worse than not trusting them.

"Everyone, start working according to the plan," Annon ordered. The members of the French United Revival Party stood up and left one after another. Some went to contact newspaper offices, others went to contact reporters. MP Annon stood up; he was going to visit his biggest financier. Yesterday, he had already notified this businessman of the news. The other party was very happy and called back half an hour after hanging up, specifically inviting Annon to come to his place after completing the preparations for the press conference.

Approaching the businessman's door, MP Annon suddenly saw that his leather shoes were dirty. He remembered there was a shoeshine boy nearby, so he rushed over there. Just like Marius's words in *Les Misérables*, "Polished boots represent a polished conscience."

The shoeshiner was still there, but the group of children that originally gathered had turned into a group of old gentlemen. Moreover, these old gentlemen looked like people from the provinces, with the honest and simple look characteristic of country folk. Next to them was a large banner: "Shoeshine 1.5 Francs."

Since the start of Sino-French economic cooperation, the price of a shoeshine had slowly risen from 0.5 Francs. Last month's price was still 1.25 Francs; in just one month, it had risen again.

Relative to everyone's income, this price wasn't unacceptable. MP Annon walked up, and as the old gentleman began to shine his shoes with unpracticed but very serious movements, he couldn't help but chat with the old gentleman.

Annon knew that the children had been taken away by the police responsible for catching truant children and sent to school. MP Annon had even voted in favor of this bill. Although he was very skeptical about whether the execution would yield results, it was always a good thing for French children to read more books. So MP Annon asked how the old gentleman came to Paris to shine shoes.

It was a bit difficult to communicate with the provincial accent, but the old gentleman still understood and replied, "I came to Paris with my daughter and son-in-law. I wanted to find a job, and the City Hall sent me here."

"Can you get used to it?" MP Annon asked with some emotion. Currently, French factories lacked workers, so they recruited many people from the countryside. The old gentleman looked to be over sixty, yet he still relied on his own labor to earn money. It was indeed admirable.

The old gentleman replied, "This is quite good. Dozens of people a day. I can earn two francs for one shine."

MP Annon immediately asked, "Old gentleman, how much can you earn?"

"It's hard to say. But recently, the City Hall had us go to the shoe polish wholesaler to stock up. They gave us new shoe polish, seems like it's produced in... some place. The price also dropped. Now, for one shine, I can earn about 25 centimes."

1 Franc was 100 centimes. For the old gentleman, if he could shine 40 people's shoes a day, that would be 10 Francs. If he came out to work 20 days a month, that would be 200 Francs. Although in terms of Pounds Sterling, it was only 2 Pounds a month, for a Frenchman, especially an elderly person with little labor ability, this income really couldn't be considered small.

So, although MP Annon could roughly guess that the so-called "some place" referred to China—because France and China had recently reached an agreement on light industrial products, and France had expanded its imports of Chinese light industrial products—MP Annon felt there was no need to dwell on such trivial matters now.

Soon, wearing shiny leather shoes, MP Annon stood at the door of the businessman he had an appointment to meet.
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As soon as MP Annon entered the financier's home, he saw the financier, with a solemn expression, introduce a man beside him. "Mr. Annon, this is Professor Abu from the Law School of the University of Paris."

Seeing the financier's serious expression, MP Annon knew he couldn't avoid contact with the professor. Although he felt somewhat helpless inwardly, he could only accept this reality. The three sat down; Professor Abu picked up the draft of MP Annon's press conference speech and began to read it, while MP Annon attempted to explain this excellent opportunity to the financier. The financier, who had been quite happy on the phone yesterday, now listened to MP Annon's introduction with a displeased look.

Soon, Professor Abu looked up. "MP Annon, I believe the British have set a trap for your political party."

MP Annon was stunned. He could understand British attacks, but he couldn't comprehend the British setting a trap. Professor Abu nodded to the anxious financier before explaining to MP Annon, "Your party's platform and campaign methods are completely fine within France. But from the perspective of international politics, the France you describe is a France that achieved economic development through its own power, and a France capable of sustaining this prosperity through its own power."

"Professor Abu! Is there anything wrong with this?" MP Annon barely maintained his politeness and didn't shout at Professor Abu.

Professor Abu looked at MP Annon with a slightly pitying gaze. After deliberating for a moment, he replied, "MP Annon, if your party obtains ten seats with the help of the British, or even gets a ministerial position, the British will likely immediately notify China to prepare to downgrade diplomatic relations between China and Britain."

Under the stunned gazes of MP Annon and his financier, Professor Abu continued, "The British government's reason doesn't need to be complex. The British can completely state that, according to the political platform of French political parties, Britain believes that France views China as a vassal state, so Britain finds it necessary to downgrade diplomatic relations with China."

"Are the British crazy? Professor Abu!" MP Annon finally questioned angrily.

Professor Abu looked at MP Annon helplessly. He had long realized that making non-professional politicians understand Great Power politics was not easy. Politicians of small parties might have a keen intuition for French domestic politics, but it was much harder for them to understand systemic Great Power politics. Because domestic politics was a contest for public opinion, the realm of politicians or political appointees. International politics, however, belonged to specific affairs, the working domain of civil servants and bureaucrats.

In domestic politics, grasping the emotions of the public could lead to a total victory. Applying this line of thinking to international politics was a joke. Just as fifteen years ago, no matter how angry the Chinese public was, it couldn't help the Republic of China government defy the realistic demands of the European and American powers.

Seeing Professor Abu's calm and helpless expression, MP Annon felt he was being looked down upon. But roaring at a university professor out of anger was neither polite nor practical; it might even cause this university professor to look down on him further. MP Annon asked in as calm a tone as possible, "Professor, do you think the Chinese government will believe the British attempts to sow discord?"

Seeing that MP Annon still hadn't grasped the main point, Professor Abu decided to try again. As a university professor, if he couldn't even explain a basic political logic clearly, it would be a huge mockery of his academic ability. Picking up his green tea and taking a sip, Professor Abu explained, "MP, do you believe that France's current excellent economic performance is entirely due to the ability of the French government or the state?"

These words directly stung MP Annon's mood. He asked unhappily, "Professor, is your evaluation of France so low?"

Professor Abu sighed inwardly. A basic quality of a politician was to sense the public's emotions. To incite such emotions, he himself had to be enthusiastic first, delivering speeches full of demagoguery. But MP Annon's words just now were a bit too oblivious to reality. In reality, it was He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, who first proposed economic cooperation to the French President. The French President keenly discovered the opportunity and immediately pushed for it with full force.

The French President was inferior to Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China in strategic vision and courage; this was the reality. Moreover, at this stage, China didn't just have France as a collaborator; both Britain and the United States wanted to replace France and monopolize the position of cooperation with China. MP Annon's view neither respected the facts nor possessed judgment regarding the world situation. No wonder British newspapers started with the French United Revival Party; if MP Annon were allowed to continue, the British stratagem would succeed.

Realizing this, Professor Abu felt an impulse to ensure this knowledge was imparted. Although there was no personal friendship between MP Annon and Professor Abu, as a professor at the Law School of the University of Paris, Professor Abu felt he had an obligation to expose the British trick.

After more than an hour of conversation, Professor Abu was parched and exhausted. The two opposite him weren't much better off; just trying to understand the two levels of international politics—the government level and the non-governmental level—was enough to tire out these two guys engaged in electoral politics.

MP Annon felt he understood Professor Abu's explanation, but he still couldn't accept one thing. After resting for a moment, MP Annon asked, "Professor, can't the Chinese public understand the British attempts to sow discord?"

Professor Abu tried hard to control his mood, which was becoming somewhat irritable due to fatigue. To avoid saying something unpleasant, he first picked up the Chinese green tea and gulped down several mouthfuls. He then lit a cigarette to calm his emotions first.

MP Annon felt Professor Abu looked down on him, but he also knew this was caused by their differing views. He waited patiently for Professor Abu to recover, but a thought suddenly popped up. MP Annon hurriedly asked, "We can explain the British trick to the Chinese public."

This view wasn't excessively stupid. Professor Abu replied, "If you're going to spend effort explaining, why not avoid the problem from the start? If your party's campaign platform first emphasizes your party's respect for the Chinese people, acknowledging that the diligent and honest labor of the Chinese people is the cornerstone fostering Sino-French economic development, and that China and France will advance hand in hand to create a better future... On such a foundation, criticizing the British trick again would receive a very good response."

MP Annon immediately expressed opposition. "That kind of platform is the leftist set. My voters don't support such views."

Professor Abu shook his head helplessly. "That is why Britain deliberately singled out your party. They aren't afraid at all of your party gaining more seats in the upcoming election; they even look forward to your party winning a landslide victory because your party's platform can be completely utilized by the British. Mr. MP, you must know, Britain and France burned the Old Summer Palace together."

"What does that have to do with our party?" Annon felt Professor Abu was being very pedantic.

Professor Abu was greatly disappointed in his heart. "Then, does Mr. MP feel that Prussia capturing Paris has anything to do with your political party?"

MP Annon immediately sat up straight. "Of course it's related! As Frenchmen, we must protect France's dignity and interests!"

"As Chinese people, don't they need to protect China's dignity and interests?" Professor Abu continued to remind him with patience.

MP Annon got angry. He said loudly, "We really don't have any thought of hurting the feelings of the Chinese people!"

"If you merely stop at not hurting the feelings of the Chinese people, it equates to abandoning the effort to promote Sino-French friendship. MP Annon, you have relatives, right? Even if there is a blood relationship between you, if you don't maintain the relationship, the kinship will become distant. Eventually, you will become like strangers. Let alone China and France, two countries separated by ten thousand miles. Why should the Chinese people naturally have fond feelings for France? Why should the French people naturally have fond feelings for Britain!"

These words choked MP Annon into silence. Various unhappy emotions clashed in his heart, making his mood terrible. Amidst such unhappiness, MP Annon couldn't help but voice the displeasure in his heart: "Damn international politics!"

These words made MP Annon's financier very unhappy. His purpose in inviting Professor Abu was to elevate MP Annon from a broader perspective, to increase the party's seats. However, Professor Abu's eyes lit up. Although he was already somewhat desperate about MP Annon, this at least meant this patient education session had a result. Professor Abu stood up, expressing his agreement while putting on his coat. "You are right, MP Annon. International politics is exactly such a damn thing. But it is precisely this damn international politics that constitutes the relationships between countries in the world today. I have other matters, goodbye."

After speaking, Professor Abu bowed politely and left without looking back. After walking out, looking at the sunset glow in the sky, Professor Abu felt very relaxed and made a decision: he would not participate in such matters again in the future. Unless the other party increased the price to three times the current amount. Compared to students who could pass the exam into the University of Paris, politicians of small parties were truly hopelessly stubborn.

When MP Annon returned home, it was already 11:00 PM. His wife had already gone to sleep. MP Annon went to the bathroom alone, running cold water from the tap over his somewhat swollen knuckles. Because he came back too late, he encountered several drunks causing a scene along the street. Facing the drunks' provocation, MP Annon decisively struck out with heavy punches, beating those drunks away. He finally vented the foul air in his chest.

Recalling Professor Abu's disdain and the financier's displeasure, MP Annon had spent a lot of effort to convince the financier that the French United Revival Party could win more seats. At this moment, perhaps because his emotions were somewhat numb, MP Annon began to feel that the British *The Times* indeed harbored malicious intent.

Initially, he did think he could fully utilize the newsworthiness created by *The Times*. Now looking back, the British were treacherous and cunning; how could they help the French United Revival Party for no reason? Although Professor Abu made MP Annon very unhappy, thinking about it carefully, Professor Abu at least loved France more than *The Times* did.

While he was thinking, the house door was knocked on. MP Annon turned off the tap and went to open the door. He saw several police officers standing outside; the leader had a cold expression. "This gentleman, someone reported to the police that you hit people. We need you to come with us to the police station."

MP Annon was furious. "Those were a few drunks; they attacked me first. By the way, I am a Member of Parliament!"

Hearing this, the officer's expression remained cold. "That is to say, you really hit people! Then you must come with us."

At 2:00 AM, the office of the department responsible for domestic security within the French Ministry of the Interior was still brightly lit. Hearing the news that MP Annon had been caught, the members responsible for this matter breathed a sigh of relief. An MP was a big shot to ordinary people, and the French government was also unwilling to easily move against an MP.

However, among the powers granted to the Ministry of the Interior, one was to deal with some "not ordinary" French citizens. According to the investigation, MP Annon was a patriot, but the French upper echelon believed MP Annon was a muddler. At present, MP Annon already constituted a threat to France's core interests.

Although the French Constitution granted citizens many rights, for the sake of France, there had to be departments that stood up to protect France's core interests.

"Is the press conference ready?" someone asked under the light.

The respondent stood exactly directly under the electric lamp; his face was completely shrouded in the shadow created by his peaked cap in the light. This person replied, "It is ready. The Parliament has also received our notification; they indicated they are aware."

There was some impatience in the cold expression of the questioner. "Then handle it this way. Also, there are some other political parties that have some issues; hope they won't cause trouble again!"

Within 24 hours, He Rui received the news from the French side. After reading the documents, He Rui said to Premier Wu Youping before him with some emotion, "Youping, France does not lack smart people."

Wu Youping nodded but asked, "Chairman, will the French government figure out that we will reach economic and trade cooperation agreements with Britain and the United States?"

"Of course they can figure it out. The French government has only one bottom line, which is for the Chinese government to prioritize the Franc as the currency used. Britain's advantage is realized through the international status of the Pound Sterling. If the Franc can replace Britain's status, France can become the world's strongest."

Wu Youping could completely understand this issue now, so he smiled. "Chairman, the Japanese government has also announced the Yen's decoupling from the gold standard. The strongest currency in East Asia is the Renminbi."

He Rui did not express agreement. He expected Wu Youping to view problems more completely, so he said, "We are different from France. Our population is the sum of the European population plus the American population. If China's per capita GNP reaches two-thirds of the European and American average, what kind of situation would that be?"

If it were before, although Wu Youping knew this figure was exaggerated, he couldn't form a concept of it. But today, before coming here, he had finished reading the economic statistical data for the first half of the year. Previously, China's two types of regions were basically south of the Yangtze River. In the economic data for the first half of the year, grain output wasn't that large. But this year's grain output was double that of last year. Grain output directly pulled the output value of industry, transportation, and so on. If no problems occurred in the second half of this year, China's economic growth could potentially reach 20%.

Even though Wu Youping was the actual person in charge of promoting industries like synthetic ammonia, the realistic data made Wu Youping feel what "soul-shaking" really meant. China could truly become wealthy in a very short time. This was originally a slogan to encourage morale, but when this slogan turned into reality, Wu Youping's greatest feeling was surprisingly not ecstasy, but being left speechless.

Wu Youping probed, "Chairman, the statistical data has been submitted. The Bureau of Statistics' sampling survey has also been arranged. Does the Chairman have any other work requirements?"

"Let the comrades understand the economic data at the meeting and learn to be vigilant. Amidst such sudden changes, I'm afraid many people will have thoughts of fishing in troubled waters. Therefore, reasonable economic data models are the best tools to help leading cadres avoid being deceived by reports from below."

Hearing He Rui remain calm, Wu Youping felt his own emotions calm down as well. He pondered for a moment and continued to ask, "Leading cadres of various provinces, cities, and counties are inspecting the grassroots level. I think this is a very good method."

He Rui shook his head. "If it's a town mayor or a county magistrate, walking through the locality is indeed a good way to improve their insight and work ability. But if a governor, provincial party secretary, mayor, or municipal party secretary also uses such a method, isn't the efficiency too low? What are the various departments, bureaus, and committees doing?"

Hearing He Rui was somewhat unhappy, Wu Youping couldn't help but explain, "The changes are too great; the comrades really haven't seen this before."

He Rui did not express agreement with this explanation but continued to ask, "How is the usage of the sampling survey tool by these comrades? This is the work of your State Council. Even if comrades go down to inspect, they must have a purpose. Inspect the areas designated by the sampling survey."

"Mn." Wu Youping nodded. The State Council grasped these work methods very tightly, but seeing the farmers' summer planting and summer harvest with his own eyes, Wu Youping was indeed shocked by such scenes. The vast plains of the Yellow and Huai River basins were filled with manpower. Every single person was working hard. On the racks by the rice paddies, sharpened high-carbon iron sickles were laid out. The harvesting farmers didn't bother sharpening their blades at all; the moment a sickle didn't feel smooth to use, they would immediately change to a new one.

Long animal-drawn carts stood ready by the wheat fields. Once a cart was full, it was immediately transported to the threshing ground. Threshing machines ran non-stop driven by internal combustion engines, and golden wheat grains soon piled up into small hills outside the outlet.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, the third well at Daqing Oilfield has already been drilled. The Rockefeller side hopes we can expand oil imports from the United States."

The Rockefeller family was indeed shrewd as a ghost. Seeing that China had already become a stable oil producer, Rockefeller wasn't willing to see a competitor appear in Asia and actually proposed such a suggestion.

He Rui smiled. "Isn't this very good? We can certainly increase imports, but will Rockefeller agree to accept Renminbi?"

"They said they are willing to accept Renminbi." Wu Youping smiled bitterly. This was the reason why Wu Youping initially thought they could refuse Rockefeller, only to find they couldn't.

He Rui laughed. "Haha, since they are willing to accept Renminbi, why shouldn't we agree? China's demand for oil is so huge; just one Daqing Oilfield is far from enough. This summer planting and summer harvest can prove that we need too much agricultural machinery and equipment."
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"The diligent efforts of the Chinese people have developed the Daqing Oilfield, allowing China to shed the label of an oil-poor nation. As a partner in technology and equipment, the Rockefeller Company is proud to have participated in this great project and expresses admiration for the perseverance and hard work demonstrated by the Chinese people..."

Wu Youping looked at the *National Daily* report on the interview with Rockefeller representative Henry Yang, and the image of this shrewd middle-aged man appeared in his mind. Henry Yang's father was a Chinese-American; even during the era of the Chinese Exclusion Act, his father had married a German-American woman and had three sons. Henry Yang was the second son. He attended university in Massachusetts and later worked for the Rockefeller consortium. Now, he served as Rockefeller's business representative in China.

News from Britain was significant: the British government was beginning to discuss the possibility of the pound sterling exiting the gold standard. With the economic crisis raging, countries were starting to consider abandoning the gold standard. Not only was Britain discussing it, but similar discussions were also emerging in the United States. Only by exiting the gold standard could a country devalue its currency and boost its exports.

While he was pondering these matters, the telephone rang. Wu Youping saw it was the red telephone, and his spirit instantly sharpened. He picked up the receiver and heard Lieutenant General Yu Cen's voice on the other end. "Premier, the Vietnamese uprising we predicted has broken out."

"Is there more specific intelligence?" Wu Youping asked. After asking, his mood grew somewhat heavy. The specific outbreak of an uprising certainly had its particular processes, but the overall social background of the uprising was simple and clear. Before 1924, the French had been quite arrogant in China.

It was only after China's suicide attack aircraft sank a British detachment flagship—a battlecruiser—and He Rui's regime seized power in China with the force of a thunderbolt that France became humble. Even when various officials from the French Concession and employees who violated Chinese laws were sentenced to death in the courts of the He Rui regime and left swaying in the wind on the gallows, the French government merely issued fiercely worded statements without taking any practical action.

When the Anglo-Chinese Burma War broke out and the Chinese army repeatedly defeated the British army, the French government completely forgot that over ten thousand French Concession personnel had been executed by the He Rui government. Instead, for the sake of international prestige, they began to exist as a mediator in the Sino-British war, and through this mediation, they gained immense international standing.

However, France only showed friendship and respect to China. In their Indochina colony, their actions remained unchanged. To earn more money, the French Indochina colonial government increased exports to China. The colonial government naturally could not conjure up trade goods out of thin air; the increase in export volume naturally had to be squeezed from the colonial people.

Taxes on agricultural products in the Indochina colony increased, and the colonial government also forced the Vietnamese people into corvée labor, working in newly opened plantations and mines. Exports of rice, cane sugar, bauxite, and coal increased significantly. Correspondingly, the volume of light industrial goods and refined oil imported from China also surged.

In summary, the booming trade between China and the French Indochina colony was built on the foundation of exploiting the Indochinese people. The people of the colony were merely tools for France to extract profit, not human beings entitled to human rights. It wasn't just the French government that held this view; the British and American governments felt the same. The Chinese government's view was completely different from these nations; Wu Youping did not hold a single positive view of colonialism.

On the other end of the line, Lieutenant General Yu Cen replied, "Premier, we will send someone to give you a briefing."

"Mm. Make it quick," Wu Youping replied. Putting down the phone, Wu Youping felt very unhappy. He finally looked out the office window at the flowerbed. Under the careful cultivation of the gardener, the rose bushes were in full bloom, beautiful enough to make one want to smile. But thinking that a war against colonial oppression was taking place right on China's border, Wu Youping could not let it go.

Finally, Wu Youping sat back in his chair, stubbed out his cigarette, lit another one, picked up the phone, and said with the cigarette dangling from his mouth, "Connect me to the Chairman's office."

Not long after, He Rui's voice rang out. "Hello?"

"Chairman, it's me! Wu Youping!" Wu Youping was prepared to have a serious talk with He Rui.

"Hehe, what makes you so agitated?" He Rui chuckled on the other end.

Wu Youping immediately conveyed his emotions to He Rui. In the past, Wu Youping would never have revealed his emotions to He Rui, but this time he truly couldn't stand it. If he couldn't voice his unhappiness, Wu Youping felt he would suffocate.

After listening to Wu Youping's account, He Rui's voice sounded more serious. "Is that all?"

After venting, Wu Youping felt his agitated mood calm down significantly, but a sense of helplessness arose spontaneously. He asked in a low voice, "Chairman, what do you plan to do?"

He Rui answered straightforwardly, "It just so happens the Speaker of the French Parliament is arriving soon. When I see him, I'll talk to him about this."

Wu Youping was stunned, and a feeling of apprehension arose. "Chairman, will doing this cause a misunderstanding with the French side?"

Wu Youping had thought He Rui would hesitate, but he didn't expect He Rui to answer immediately, "Misunderstanding? What is there to misunderstand! When Qin Shi Huang annexed Vietnam, Caesar's grandfather's grandfather, who wrote *The Gallic Wars*, had just been born! How many years has it been since the Qing Dynasty recognized France's suzerainty over Vietnam? Can we not even speak now? Youping, after the British coughed up Upper Burma and Assam, they are now eager to replace France as our partner. Youping, even from the perspective of cooperation, we should at least ask the French: turning Indochina into this state, what kind of explanation does France plan to give us?!"

Wu Youping was stunned, and his vision suddenly blurred. A strong wave of emotion made him want to cry out loud. Finally, he suppressed his sobbing and tried to say in a calm voice, "Chairman, I want to meet with you to talk."

"Uh... finish by 8 p.m.," He Rui said, feeling a bit guilty. Although in another timeline, He Rui had played in such a grand event as the Eight-Nation Alliance, times had changed. Once things involved emotions, men easily found themselves at a disadvantage. There was a reason why matriarchy had steadily continued for at least millions of years among intelligent species including elephants, orcas, and hairless upright apes, while patriarchy hadn't even sat securely for a thousandth of that time.

However, Wu Youping didn't think so much. After dealing with a few mandatory matters, he went straight to He Rui's Chairman's Residence. As soon as they met, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, I am certain: colonialism must be eliminated."

"Of course, this backward system has no value in existing," He Rui expressed his support.

The two sat down, and Wu Youping immediately voiced his reflection. "Chairman, I'll make a self-criticism. I viewed the economy as too important and almost forgot our original intention."

He Rui waved his hand. "China's liberation is built on economic development; you haven't forgotten the original intention. If judged by the rising nationalist sentiment in the country right now, you are already close to the line where everyone says you deserve to be killed."

This was another troublesome matter. When He Rui mentioned this issue, Wu Youping couldn't help but smile bitterly. Fifteen years ago, young people like Wu Youping, taking it as their duty to drive out foreign aggressors and restore China's sovereignty no matter what, had gathered under He Rui's banner. After arduous struggle, they finally realized the long-cherished wish of that group of revolutionary youth.

After China achieved liberation, a large batch of new nationalists appeared. Wu Youping did not think these young people were unpatriotic, but this group operated on the concept of "establishing a China in the sun," believing that a revived China needed to obtain the status of an empire on which the sun never sets.

Just as He Rui said, the new generation of nationalists didn't necessarily like imperialism. If other imperialist countries in the world were eliminated by China, these new Chinese nationalists would also be willing to implement more "benevolent governance." But their primary goal was to eliminate imperialist countries other than China, not to eliminate imperialism itself. Wu Youping's philosophy, considered dovish, was loathed by China's new generation of nationalist youth.

Wu Youping didn't want to defend himself. He continued to ask about the French colony issue. "Chairman, I'd like to ask, if France believes we are plotting for their colony, what should we do?"

"I will first tell the French that we have no intention of annexing the Indochina region. The French will understand my sincerity," He Rui answered calmly.

Wu Youping thought for a moment and finally nodded. Currently, Sino-French cooperation was France's economic lifeline, and both Britain and the US were very unhappy about this... Thinking of this, Wu Youping suddenly had a new thought. "Chairman, do you think Britain and the United States are the masterminds behind this Vietnamese uprising?"

He Rui shook his head. "That's definitely unlikely. Britain and the US won't be the masterminds because the Vietnamese people won't accept inviting the British to be new colonists after driving out the French. But I believe that behind this incident, Britain and the United States must have taken some action. This is the topic point I want to cut into."

While He Rui and Wu Youping were conversing, on the border between Thailand and the Indochina colony, several British men were sitting in a long thatched hut by the river, using fans to drive away mosquitoes. On the side of these huts facing the river, bamboo poles several meters long were inserted into the mud at the river bottom, and a trestle bridge made of bamboo was erected between the thick bamboo poles. As long as boats docked beside the trestle, cargo could be conveniently moved from the boat to the trestle, or from the trestle to the boat.

Thai laborers watched the river surface, full of tropical green duckweed, from the trestle, waiting for the small boat convoy to arrive for the rendezvous. After waiting for less than an hour, a small fleet appeared in the distant river bend. Four rowers, all wearing Vietnamese-style clothing, pushed aside the water with their oars, heading towards the dock.

When the fleet stopped by the trestle, the British men were already standing there. There was no warmth on their faces; instead, they were full of condescension. Behind them, some Malayan colonial troops gripped their rifles, staring with sharp eyes at the people in Vietnamese attire.

The people from the Vietnamese side went ashore and immediately saluted the British fellows, then said in broken French, "Thank you for your support, gentlemen."

The British man replied in equally fluent French, "Don't be mistaken, we just want to sell some weapons to you. Did you bring the money?"

"Where are the weapons?" the person from the Vietnamese side asked warily.

The British man lifted his chin. The Malayan colonial troops nearby carried over one of several boxes and opened it. Inside, weapons wrapped in Indian-made jute cloth were revealed. There were also several greasy paper boxes nearby. The Vietnamese revolutionaries pulled out the weapons. Whether it was the Indian jute cloth, the weapons inside, or the paper boxes containing bullets, everything was greasy, emitting the somewhat pungent smell of lard and tallow.

Seeing the weapons and ammunition were fine, the Vietnamese revolutionaries carefully took out small coin purses kept close to their skin and produced several gold coins. The British man curled his lip. "Not enough."

Another Vietnamese revolutionary took out a wallet and pulled out a stack of Chinese yuan banknotes. The British man took the money and counted it once before saying, "You can check the other weapons."

The British side's asking price wasn't high, not even reaching the cost price. But Britain had very rich experience as an international "shit-stirrer." At this stage, they could sell weapons at a loss, but they couldn't *not* take money. Only after establishing the trade model could they ensure those Vietnamese revolutionaries, who couldn't get weapons from elsewhere, would continue to get weapons from Britain.

As long as it could impact France's economic confidence, Britain had already profited. Theoretically, giving the weapons away for free would be fine. But to make the people on the Vietnamese side continue fighting, Britain precisely could *not* give them away for free. It hadn't reached that stage yet! Britain had stood tall for hundreds of years because they knew clearly what to do and when!

The transaction ended quickly. The Vietnamese side obtained 120 rifles, 40 pistols, and 6,000 rounds of ammunition at a considerably low price. The British men looked indifferent, but inside they were actually praying for the Vietnamese revolutionaries, hoping every bullet would eliminate a Frenchman.

As soon as the transaction ended, the British men quickly left the trading site with the Malayan colonial troops and Thai assistants. The Vietnamese revolutionaries also boarded their boats and immediately returned to their camp. Along the way, the Vietnamese revolutionaries were very excited. 120 guns could arm 120 people, but they could raise a team of at least 600. Especially those pistols—they could equip revolutionaries in the cities to launch attacks on some police stations with weak French defenses.

While they were chatting happily, a *chug-chug-chug* sound came from the distance. The Vietnamese revolutionaries' faces changed; that was the sound of a French small gunboat navigating the water. Judging by the sound, the French gunboat would soon encounter their fleet.

The leader immediately ordered, "Go ashore! Prepare for battle!"

Ten minutes later, a French patrol boat of several dozen tons discovered the small boats by the shore. The small boats were parked haphazardly in a river bend with no one on board. This made the French troops on the patrol boat feel something was wrong. Small boats were important property to the Vietnamese, and this wasn't near any village. It was absolutely impossible for small boats to be left unguarded.

The patrol boat immediately slowed down. The 20mm small cannon on the boat and the machine gunners pointed their muzzles towards the nearby woods. They guarded cautiously like this for over ten minutes. Just as the French patrol boat slowly approached the small boats, gunshots suddenly rang out from the woods.

The French soldiers did not hesitate and immediately began firing towards the position where the gunshots originated. The two sides exchanged fire for less than ten minutes before a rustling sound came from the jungle. The French officers and soldiers immediately understood that the Vietnamese revolutionaries had started to flee. The patrol boat immediately docked, and French soldiers, carrying their weapons, began to give chase.

Within an hour, the battle was over. Two people on the French side suffered minor injuries. Three Vietnamese revolutionaries were killed, and six were wounded and captured. A total of one rifle was seized. The other Vietnamese revolutionaries fled into the forest.

The French patrol team immediately began interrogation. The screams of the captured Vietnamese revolutionaries did not travel far in the jungle. Nearby lizards, snakes, and insects smelled blood and gunpowder smoke and fled far away. After some torture, two of the six captured revolutionaries couldn't withstand the beating and died on the spot. The other four confessed the news that they had bought weapons from foreigners. But the identity of these people was not certain.

The French officer listened to his subordinate's report, spat at a Vietnamese revolutionary whose nose and mouth were bleeding from the beating, and said hatefully, "Damn British!"

But being angry was useless. Since they hadn't caught them red-handed with the loot, Britain certainly wouldn't admit to what they had done. Moreover, it wasn't strange for the British to do this. If the positions were swapped and Indochina were a British colony, the French wouldn't mind fueling the flames to make the Indochina uprising more intense.

This was determined by the interests of all parties. Of course, if the French patrol boat had actually caught the trading British men, they wouldn't have really killed the British fellows. At most, they would have thrown a few punches and kicks; they absolutely wouldn't have harmed their lives. This was reality. If the French went on a killing spree against the British, the British would immediately retaliate. This kind of conflict had to be avoided at all costs. After all, the French upper echelons had long determined that the Versailles System was the result of Anglo-French compromise. If Britain and France tore off their masks and fought openly, the first result would be the mutual destruction of both Britain and France.

Although the French officer on the patrol boat didn't understand international politics very well, he was very clear about orders from above. So all his pent-up anger was vented on the captured Vietnamese revolutionaries. He kicked the Vietnamese revolutionaries, who had lost the ability to resist, viciously several times. The French officer ordered, "Take them all! Let's go back!"

Back at the camp, the wounded French soldiers were treated using medicine imported from China. Since the gunshot wounds weren't serious, at this stage they took a few sulfonamide pills, and after treating the wounds, applied gentian violet. Since the wounds hadn't festered, there was absolutely no need to use penicillin right now.

Diplomatic personnel under the French Governor-General's office immediately found the British Consul in Indochina and demanded an explanation. The British Consul replied lightly, "Where is the evidence?"

The French diplomatic personnel threatened hatefully a few times, but could only go back first.
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Vice Speaker Malon of the Parliament of the French Third Republic landed at the Hong Kong pier, where Duan Qirui, the Speaker of the Parliament of the Republic of China, personally welcomed him. As soon as Vice Speaker Malon came up, he gave Duan Qirui a big French hug.

Duan Qirui was a student who had studied abroad, but he had studied in Germany. The cold and serious atmosphere of Germany was vastly different from the romantic enthusiasm of the French. The French Speaker's action made Duan Qirui feel uncomfortable all over.

But Duan Qirui also knew that French dignitaries should observe proper etiquette, so he tried hard to squeeze a smile onto his face, "Mr. Malon, welcome to China."

Speaker Malon laughed, "Speaker Duan, I have loved China since I was a child. To be able to visit China this time has finally fulfilled my dream."

In recent years, Duan Qirui had indeed gained a lot of knowledge. When high-level officials from various countries visited China, Duan Qirui often had to attend banquets. Especially when the French President and Foreign Minister visited China, Duan Qirui attended even more. For example, this time, hearing Speaker Malon's words, Duan Qirui also felt a bit cloying. These politicians really weren't ashamed of telling lies.

This discomfort quickly dissipated, and Duan Qirui smiled, "China has a vast territory, magnificent mountains and rivers, and excellent scenery. Speaker Malon, when you and I fly to the capital, you can take a brief look. I will accompany you on a tour later."

"That would be wonderful," Speaker Malon said with joy.

Seeing the two speakers chatting happily, the reporters took photos one after another. Duan Qirui and Malon held hands, turned to face the reporters, and let them take pictures.

Duan Qirui had always felt that he was a traditional Chinese scholar-official, and having studied abroad, he had learned real skills. So he was used to being serious. However, times had changed. As China's status rose, Duan Qirui was welcoming and sending off big figures from various countries. In order to show China's friendliness, he had to smile. This made Duan Qirui very unaccustomed, and he felt that He Rui and the new generation of young people adapted really quickly; in photos, they could always wear kind smiles.

Speaker Malon didn't care about this. for an old politician like him, smiling was as easy as breathing. Moreover, what he cared about was whether the news could be transmitted back to France as quickly as possible. The French parliamentary election was imminent, and Malon wanted to gain a higher status. After discussing with his staff, Speaker Malon believed that visiting China was the best way.

Now, there was a high degree of attention to China within France, and anything related to China could attract the attention of the French people. Speaker Malon's visit to China would gain him huge attention. As long as Speaker Malon returned to France with some agreements, he would be regarded as a meritorious official of France and receive the praise of the public. Therefore, Vice Speaker Malon paid extra attention to the photos taken by media reporters.

Also being a Speaker, Duan Qirui felt that Vice Speaker Malon's performance was a bit too enthusiastic. But Duan Qirui had to fulfill the duties of the Speaker of the Parliament of China and give the Vice Speaker of the French Parliament a good reception.

After tossing about for a whole day, first flying from Guangzhou to the capital, and then holding a dinner, it was already late at night when Duan Qirui returned home. As soon as he got home, his wife, Zhang Peiheng, was surprisingly not asleep yet. Seeing Duan Qirui return, she hurriedly stepped forward and said, "Master, Hongye has been arrested."

"Oh? Arrested? Haha!" Duan Qirui actually laughed. Sitting on the sofa in the living room, Duan Qirui praised in a cold tone, "Good catch!"

Duan Qirui's first wife, née Wu, passed away due to illness after giving birth to a son and a daughter for Duan Qirui. Zhang Peiheng was his second wife. Because Zhang Peiheng only gave birth to two daughters herself, she treated Duan Hongye as her own. Hearing Duan Qirui's cold voice, Madame Zhang hurriedly persuaded, "Master..."

"No need to say more." Duan Qirui stood up and sighed, "Madam, young heroes are coming forth in large numbers in my Beiyang. The Current Leader is even one year younger than Hongye. Premier Wu, Vice Premier Zhao, the Five Tiger Generals under the Current Leader, and the twenty or so ministers in the cabinet before and after. Most of them are not much different in age from Hongye. Which one is like him? Forget it, Madam, we have taught everything we should teach, beat him when we should, scolded him when we should, and punished him when we should! Now the legal system is clear. If anything happens to him again, there is the law of the country. Let's not do anything for him anymore... Sigh... I, Old Duan, can't afford to lose this face!" At the end, Duan Qirui still couldn't hold back, picked up a teapot and smashed it on the ground.

Seeing Duan Qirui really angry, Madam Zhang was so scared that she didn't dare to plead immediately. Duan Qirui was thinking of going for a walk in the garden when he heard the voice of a crisp little girl, "Grandpa, my dad did something wrong, I apologize to Grandpa for my dad."

Duan Qirui turned his head and saw his eldest granddaughter, also Duan Hongye's eldest daughter, Duan Mei, appearing at the door leading from the living room to the inner room at some point. People say that grandparents love their grandchildren the most. Duan Qirui loved his eldest granddaughter the most. Seeing this fifteen-year-old girl walking over properly like a little adult and about to kneel down to him, Duan Qirui hurriedly held his granddaughter's hand, "Your dad's matter has nothing to do with you."

Duan Mei said, "Grandpa, my dad didn't ask anyone to come and beg Grandpa. I came by myself. Because my dad didn't do anything wrong this time."

Duan Qirui had a poor opinion of his son, but he knew that his granddaughter Duan Mei was a very well-bred little girl. Sometimes Duan Qirui also wondered how his bastard son could raise such a good child. Since his granddaughter said so, Duan Qirui asked, "What exactly happened?"

Although Duan Mei was not old, she had clear thinking and articulate speech. She told Duan Qirui what happened. It turned out that the selection trials for the China-Japan Go Challenge had already begun. Duan Hongye, the Go player who had represented China three times, participated in the selection trials again. After a hard battle, he basically confirmed that he had obtained the qualification.

Today, Duan Hongye finally won the last game of the qualification tournament and officially obtained the qualification. This was the fourth consecutive time he had obtained the qualification, so he was naturally happy. He went to eat with a few friends. The guests at the table next to them were also young people. Hearing Duan Hongye and others saying that they must defeat the Japanese Go team this year, they made sarcastic remarks. A conflict arose between the two sides.

"Grandpa, my dad really didn't cause trouble. It was because the people opposite cursed you that he got angry and started fighting. I came this time not to ask Grandpa to vent anger for my dad. In these years, apart from practicing chess skills every day, my dad hasn't done anything else at all. My dad shouldn't have hit anyone no matter what. I came to beg Grandpa, absolutely not to ask Grandpa to stand up for my dad. I just want to ask Grandpa to help my dad keep his qualification for the competition. If he can't go to the competition, I'm afraid my dad will even have the heart to die."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui remained silent. After a good while, he asked seriously, "My dear, you mustn't lie to Grandpa."

Duan Mei hurriedly replied, "Grandpa. I went to the police station and saw the interrogation statement with my own eyes before I dared to come. If Grandpa doesn't believe it, go to the police station and look at the statement and you'll know."

Duan Qirui trusted his granddaughter very much. Hearing her say this, he believed seventy or eighty percent of it. Duan Hongye had no talent for managing the family, but he was proficient in Go. He Rui had established the China Go Institute in 1925. Duan Hongye was initially rejected because he smoked opium. For the sake of Go, Duan Hongye insisted on going to a drug rehabilitation center and quit opium. After being discharged, he quickly obtained 6-dan with his Go skills.

Later, China and Japan started non-governmental exchanges first, and the China-Japan Go Challenge began. Duan Hongye did not rely on Duan Qirui's power, but passed the selection layer by layer with his own strength and became a member of the Chinese Go delegation.

Duan Qirui liked to play Go. In fact, he also knew that his level was average. Others coaxed him to be happy because of his status, so the wins and losses were basically by half a point or one point. The first 'big defeat' was when he heard that his son could play chess and played a game with him. His son slaughtered Duan Qirui's 'Big Dragon' in the middle game. Angry, Duan Qirui cursed, "You only know how to play blindly!"

Although he didn't say it in recent years, even if he did, it was just to mock his son with a sentence or two, "Lost to the Japanese again?!" But seeing his son represent China with his Go skills, and winning one or two games every time as a low-dan vanguard (6-dan players were considered low-dan in the Go team), whenever Duan Qirui replayed the games and found that he actually couldn't understand the subtleties of his son's moves, he was actually very happy in his heart.

Duan Qirui called his secretary and asked him to hire a lawyer to handle the matter, and then said to his granddaughter, "My dear, Grandpa is the Speaker of the Parliament and absolutely cannot intervene in this matter. If I intervene, it will be like mud in the crotch—hard to explain. I will let the lawyer look at the interrogation record. If it is as you said, we will follow the procedure. Can you understand?"

Duan Mei immediately replied, "Grandpa, I know. The country has laws. If Grandpa intervenes, what was originally legal will be said to be illegal. Then my dad will be even more unable to explain clearly."

"Good that you understand, good that you understand." Duan Qirui nodded repeatedly, and a smile appeared on his face. He turned to his wife and said, "It's so late, let our granddaughter stay at home."

The next morning, Duan Qirui continued to host French Vice Speaker Malon. After the parliamentary delegations from China and France finished their exchanges, Malon received news that his request to meet He Rui had been approved. Vice Speaker Malon was filled with joy. If the news and photos of his meeting with He Rui were sent back to France, his election victory would be almost a certainty. So he impatiently requested to arrange the meeting as soon as possible, and He Rui also invited Malon to meet in the afternoon. Now Duan Qirui finally had free time. After sending Malon away, he met the lawyer.

The lawyer had already completed the legal procedures and was waiting for Duan Qirui's summons. Upon meeting, the lawyer said, "Speaker Duan, your son has been released. I have also copied the interrogation record, please take a look."

Duan Qirui took it and looked at it. At first, he breathed a sigh of relief, but when he saw the latter part, Duan Qirui's expression became ugly. The matter was exactly as Duan Qirui's granddaughter Duan Mei said, but the interrogation record was more detailed. It turned out that the young people who conflicted with Duan Hongye not only mocked Duan Hongye and others for never winning against Japan and losing face for China, but some also knew that Duan Hongye's father was Duan Qirui, so they cursed Duan Qirui as a traitor. Subservient to foreigners, but striking hard at domestic revolutionary forces.

Duan Hongye didn't refute when he was initially mocked for his poor chess skills. But when he heard his old father being insulted like this, he was so angry that he stepped forward and shoved. The other party was also young and aggressive, and immediately started fighting.

Reading this, Duan Qirui only felt as uncomfortable as if his heart was being gripped. But he didn't want to lose his dignity in front of the lawyer, so he forced himself to calm down and asked, "Sir, will this leave a criminal record?"

The lawyer hurriedly replied, "I asked. The other party provoked, and the other party struck first. Your son will not leave a criminal record."

Duan Qirui asked the secretary to send the lawyer out and paid the lawyer's fee at the same time. When he was the only one left in the office, Duan Qirui sat blankly in the chair and suddenly covered his face and wept.

In recent years, Chinese textbooks had defined several events. The May 4th Movement was one of them, and the Boxer Movement was another. Compared with the short comments on the May 4th Movement, the content about the Boxer Movement was much longer.

The textbooks divided the Boxer Movement into three parts: the feudal semi-religious groups, the group of people within the Manchu government playing power tricks, and the Chinese people headed by Jing Tingbin and others who refused to pay the 'foreign tax'.

Regarding the Manchu court, the official attitude represented by the textbooks held a negative attitude towards its means of using and playing with the Chinese people.

Regarding the feudal semi-religious groups, the textbooks denied their behavior of using the congregation to seek benefits, but did not deny their behavior of resisting foreign oppression.

As for Jing Tingbin and others resisting domestic and foreign oppressive forces, the textbooks held a positive attitude. The ones who really fought large-scale battles with the Manchu and foreign regular armies were exactly this group of people.

Duan Qirui commanded the war to suppress the armed struggle led by Jing Tingbin and others in 1902. Although outsiders looked at the Beiyang and thought that the Beiyang was one lineage, Duan Qirui, an old Beiyang member, knew very well that the New Beiyang represented by He Rui had a sentimental connection with him, the old Beiyang member, but they were not people on the same path.

Since the death of Yuan Shikai, the Old Beiyang had been declining day by day. Only Zhang Xiluan, relying on his relationship with the New Beiyang headed by He Rui, managed to maintain the Old Beiyang from being destroyed because of taking the wrong path. But Duan Qirui also understood that the Old Beiyang had actually been replaced.

It was just that even the textbooks had defined the nature of the Old Beiyang. Now, a younger generation was cursing Duan Qirui in front of his son. This pain made Duan Qirui feel disheartened. After his mood calmed down a little, Duan Qirui washed his face and began to write a resignation letter. But there were thousands of grievances and myriads of moods in his heart, which could never be turned into words that expressed his feelings directly.

When Duan Qirui finally put down the pen dejectedly, he saw that the wastepaper basket was already more than half full of crumpled paper balls. Duan Qirui was disheartened, called the secretary, and asked him to arrange for the reception of the French Parliament Vice Speaker to be the responsibility of the Vice Speaker of the Chinese Parliament. Although the secretary was a little surprised, he didn't feel there was any problem. Vice Speaker to Vice Speaker was equal. And Duan Qirui asked for a plane to be arranged; he was going to Beiping.

Now the planes in China were much larger than before, and the speed was also faster. Departing from the capital at 1:00 pm, he met Xu Shichang at 3:00 pm. At 6:30, the two arrived at the gate of Zhang Xiluan's house. At 6:30 in the evening in early July, the sky was bright. As soon as the two entered Zhang Xiluan's house, they felt a cool breeze, as if it were a comfortable September day.

Soon, Zhang Xiluan walked out. Seeing the surprise of the two, he smiled, "This is the air conditioner sent by Brother He. The wind from this thing is a bit cool, so you can't stand directly under it to blow. Let's go to the back to sit."

Soon, the three sat down in the back hall, and the servants brought freshly made watermelon juice with ice cubes. Xu Shichang praised, "Brother Zhang, you are living a life of immortals."

"Brother He is nostalgic and sends whatever fresh things he has. It's actually not troublesome; a refrigerator can do it," Zhang Xiluan replied with some pride. After speaking, seeing Duan Qirui's depression, he couldn't help looking at Xu Shichang, "What happened to Brother Duan?"

Xu Shichang sighed and told Zhang Xiluan about what Duan Qirui had encountered. Zhang Xiluan's expression became serious. After Xu Shichang finished speaking, Zhang Xiluan sighed, stood up, walked slowly around the room with his hands behind his back a few times, and then stopped to ask, "Brother Xu, what is this about the textbook?"

"That's how it's written in the textbooks, and the national exams also test it this way. I also asked the Current Leader why it should be written like this. The Current Leader replied, this is the People's View of History."

"People's View of History?" Zhang Xiluan frowned.

Xu Shichang was a Jinshi (successful candidate in the highest imperial examination), so he could fully understand these concepts. He explained, "The Current Leader said that the history of New China is by no means the history of kings, princes, generals, ministers, scholars, and beauties, but the history of the working people. Only the people, and only the reasonable wishes of the people, are the driving force for social progress. And the so-called emperors, kings, generals, and ministers, and the changes of dynasties, only intentionally or unintentionally used the reasonable wishes of the people and received the support of the people to achieve their success. This should have been public power, but those emperors, kings, generals, and ministers turned public power into private power and usurped the fruits of the revolution. The current China is New China, and the working people are the masters of the country. Therefore, the People's View of History must be established."

Zhang Xiluan frowned and thought for a while, then continued to ask, "I listen to your meaning, Jing Tingbin is no longer a Boxer bandit, but a righteous man resisting the foreign tax, a figure leading the common people who resisted the foreign tax to destroy the foreign religion."

Duan Qirui couldn't help sighing when he heard this. Xu Shichang was stunned. He never expected that Zhang Xiluan, an old man in his eighties, actually figured out this key point. Since Zhang Xiluan asked, Xu Shichang replied, "Brother Zhang is right, that's how the Current Leader sees it."

The textbooks wrote very clearly that after the Manchu government was defeated, in order to maintain its rule, it accepted treaties of national betrayal and humiliation. It then transferred the cost to the ordinary Chinese people by increasing the foreign tax. Jing Tingbin's uprising not only resisted the Manchu Qing, but also recognized the general direction of the problem and counterattacked the foreign aggressive forces. Although the uprising failed in the end, the uprising itself was meaningful.

And in the subsequent content, the textbooks wrote about the war launched by He Rui. Judging from He Rui's actions, he also first defeated the foreign forces threatening China and won China's national security. Afterwards, he unified China and established a brand-new government. From this perspective, that is, from the 'People's View of History', the uprising of the people in Hebei and Shandong against foreigners and the Manchu Qing only lacked organizational ability, but the general direction was correct.

Moreover, a republic has absolutely no reason to sing praises for the feudal monarchy. This was also the reason why Xu Shichang never commented on this again after this conversation.

Zhang Xiluan sat back in his seat and asked again, "If you say so, Brother He often says that he is a member of the Chinese people, and members of the Civilization Party are all members of the people. Is it just using this... uh... what view is it?"

"People's View of History," Xu Shichang hurried to respond.

"Yes, it is this People's View of History. Brother He is going to follow this vein?"

"Brother Zhang, you really have a penetrating insight," Xu Shichang praised.

Zhang Xiluan shook his head and turned to Duan Qirui, "Brother Duan, in fact, you also have one thing that is consistent from beginning to end. I wonder if Brother Duan knows?"

Duan Qirui was stunned. He raised his head and looked at Zhang Xiluan. Duan Qirui felt that Zhang Xiluan was mocking him again. What did he have that was consistent? A meritorious official who suppressed the Boxer bandits, or an executioner who suppressed the people's movement?

Zhang Xiluan didn't keep him in suspense. He said, "Brother Duan, from beginning to end, you have been a man of the court... no, of the government. You are consistent in this matter. Since the court has changed, you naturally have to follow the court. It's just a mere empty name, why care!"

Duan Qirui was a little confused. He really couldn't distinguish whether Zhang Xiluan was mocking or praising him.

Xu Shichang, who was next to him, couldn't help nodding slightly. It was just that there was some loneliness in his expression; presumably, he was a little sad in his heart.

Zhang Xiluan continued, "Was it you who ordered the suppression of Jing Tingbin back then? You were just acting on orders. Later, Xiangcheng (Yuan Shikai) wanted to proclaim himself emperor, did you instigate it? You opposed it with all your might. Later, when Brother He unified China, did you lead troops to resist? No, you conformed to national justice. Brother Duan, your integrity is not deficient. As for minor details, let others say what they will."

Duan Qirui felt that what Zhang Xiluan said was very correct, but he still couldn't get over it in his heart. Finally, he opened his mouth and said, "Brother Zhang, I'm just a little unconvinced."

"You have to be convinced even if you are not." Zhang Xiluan threw a sentence over, blocking Duan Qirui so much that he couldn't speak.



★


The Republic of China Government is Very Concerned (1)

Volume 6 — Chapter 29

❧ ❧ ❧


Although Duan Qirui wasn't certain if Zhang Xiluan was mocking him regarding the 'People's View of History', he dared not probe deeper. Zhang Xiluan was over eighty years old and a sworn brother of Yuan Shikai. In his lifetime, Zhang Xiluan had never wronged his Beiyang brothers. So, let alone this ambiguous teasing, even if Zhang Xiluan were to curse Duan Qirui to his face, Duan Qirui not only couldn't retort but would have to apologize to Zhang Xiluan and find a way to earn his forgiveness.

This was the rule!

Duan Qirui hurriedly smoothed things over. "Brother Zhang, seeing you live such a carefree life, I am envious to death. I'll just wait for the next parliamentary election, and I won't run for Speaker again. I'll learn from Brother Zhang and retire to my hometown."

"Hehe. Brother Duan, you are being childish." Zhang Xiluan's tone carried a hint of disappointment that iron failed to become steel.

Xu Shichang, sitting beside them, almost laughed out loud. To save Duan Qirui from embarrassment, Xu Shichang picked up his watermelon juice and took a sip. Finding it cool and sweet, he praised, "Delicious."

Duan Qirui didn't want to look crestfallen either, so he also picked up his glass and took a sip. Just as Xu Shichang said, the watermelon juice was cold and sweet. He quickly joined in the praise, "Indeed, it is delicious."

The atmosphere softened considerably. Zhang Xiluan smiled. "Brother Duan, I see you have a life of toil. Why resign? With you there, the old Beiyang brothers can feel that someone understands them. If Brother He were a rash young man who treated the old Beiyang brothers as remnants of the previous dynasty and refused to use them at all... once the matter of Jing Tingbin gets into the textbooks, would the Beiyang brothers even have a way to live?"

Duan Qirui originally had a chest full of gloom because of his son's affairs. After the fatigue of the journey, much of that angry fire had dissipated. Now, hearing Zhang Xiluan's point, he couldn't help but feel a bit of lingering fear.

Seeing that Duan Qirui no longer dared to make a fuss, Xu Shichang smiled. "Brother Zhang is right. In these past two years, the parliamentary leaders of the Great Powers that Zhiquan has met—which one hasn't been respectful? Zhiquan, over these years, even if we don't say you've vented your spleen, you've at least been riding high. The events of the past can also be given an accounting. Others are envious to death; if you resign, Zhiquan, I'm afraid you'll regret it later."

Hearing these words, Duan Qirui felt even more emotional. The ambassadors of various countries to China were now equivalent to department-level officials in China, at most deputy bureau-level officials, and that was only for the ambassadors of major powers. A Chinese deputy bureau or department-level official, although possessing some real power, really didn't count as a high official within China. But in the past, the ambassadors of Britain, France, the United States, and Japan dared to be tough with Duan Qirui. Although Duan Qirui was resentful at the time, he was powerless.

In the past two years, the ambassadors of various countries had consistently maintained respect when meeting Duan Qirui. Let alone threatening Duan Qirui, they didn't even dare to speak loudly. As a republic, the Parliament of the Republic of China was China's highest authority, representing the will of the Chinese people. Let the ambassadors of various countries try shouting at the Speaker of the Parliament of the Republic of China, and the next day they would be packing their bags and getting out!

As a symbolic figure, as long as he didn't think about fighting for power and profit, Duan Qirui actually lived quite happily. Duan Qirui also understood that the old Beiyang ways were already things of the past. Now, the children of the old Beiyang were changing their tune, desperately squeezing into the new government. Those people wished that others didn't know about their relationship with the old Beiyang at all; how would they dare to boast about their family background?

Seeing that Duan Qirui had finally settled down, Zhang Xiluan brought up another topic. "Recently, some tabloids have written that there's an uprising in Annam, and France seems unable to handle it. Is this true?"

Duan Qirui quickly replied, "There is indeed an uprising, but it's not that the French can't handle it."

Zhang Xiluan frowned slightly. "This reminds me of when I was outside the Pass; there were always people saying that bandits were making trouble everywhere. Although there were indeed bandits, the people saying this wanted to fish in troubled waters. Two brothers, have you asked Brother He what he thinks?"

"With the Chairman being so intelligent, how could he not know?" Xu Shichang replied.

Zhang Xiluan waved his hand. "The reason I can't say anything is that I worry that if my words are used by someone, it will only create a rift between me and Brother He. You two, as officials, why don't you say a few words?"

"Brother Zhang, we are also worried."

Zhang Xiluan took a sip of watermelon juice before slowly replying, "In my view, you don't need to worry about being misunderstood by Brother He. Instead, you should worry that Brother He doesn't know what you are thinking. Brother He formulated the policy of friendship with France. Now, what these newspapers are saying harbors ill intentions toward France. If it weren't for someone plotting something, why would even I hear about such things?"

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang were both stunned for a moment, then immediately understood what Zhang Xiluan was pointing at. Thinking a bit deeper, they felt Zhang Xiluan was right. If it were Duan Qirui or Xu Shichang in power, even if someone shouted 'drive all foreigners out of China', it wouldn't matter. Because with China's strength at that time, it was simply impossible to do.

But the current situation was completely different. When China fought Japan, many people could still say that Japan was at the bottom of the Great Powers in terms of strength. But the British Empire was the world's number one power, and China fought it just the same. And nothing happened in the end. France's strength was inferior to Britain's; if China really wanted to move against France, it would just do it.

China was now pursuing a policy of Sino-French friendship, yet much of the content published in domestic newspapers ran counter to this policy. If one said there were people indeed opposing Sino-French friendship, it definitely couldn't be regarded as baseless wind.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui hurriedly said, "Brother Zhang, these years I really have been neglecting my duties."

Zhang Xiluan waved his hand. "You sit high in the center. I was in the local regions back then, and I only have these thoughts because I suffered for it. So there's no need to say those words. It's just that from now on, you two brothers need to pay more attention. Back then outside the Pass, as soon as life got a little better, someone would definitely cause trouble and never let people live in peace. Now that the country's life is so much better, just stirring up some trouble can make one earn a fortune. You two brothers must not treat this lightly."

"How should we put it?" Duan Qirui asked hurriedly.

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "If you see Brother He, just say whatever you hear. What Brother Xu said just now was correct; with Brother He's intelligence, how could he not know! Two brothers, you just need to tell Brother He that right now there are indeed some people with impure thoughts who only want to grab some benefits for themselves. That will be enough."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang were truly completely convinced by Zhang Xiluan. In these years, Zhang Xiluan had never said a word about state affairs. Many people felt that Zhang Xiluan was only clear-headed on major issues but had average ability on specific matters. Of course, being clear-headed on major issues and decisively supporting He Rui was already an incredible talent. The two hadn't expected that even at his age, Zhang Xiluan was still clear about the general trend of the country.

Xu Shichang sighed. "Brother Zhang's talent is truly something to look up to. Just as Brother Zhang said, ever since the end of the Sino-British War, the world has been shaken. Some... many domestic youths mock Japan with their mouths, yet use Japanese words, shouting 'Tenka Fubu' (Unify the World under Military Rule). While mouthing 'Tenka Fubu', the strategies they propose are nothing more than opportunism and looting a burning house. They really are good for nothing!"

Duan Qirui still had some worries in his heart. Judging from the conflict his son experienced, the old Beiyang were considered to have always upheld the style of weakness towards foreign countries from the previous dynasty. This style was considered to have run consistently from the Manchu Qing era. Duan Qirui felt very aggrieved. If the troops under his command back then were as tough as the current National Defense Force, and the generals' combat abilities—let alone being comparable to He Rui—had even the level of He Rui's Five Tiger Generals, Duan Qirui would have dared to go to war with Japan.

But if Duan Qirui said this, it would probably be considered self-aggrandizement. Duan Qirui was someone who cared about face, so naturally, he wouldn't bring humiliation upon himself. Since Zhang Xiluan reminded them, Duan Qirui sincerely asked for advice, "Brother Zhang, how do you think we should speak?"

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Brother Duan, why ask me? What is there to calculate in such matters? Just speak your own worries. And even if you don't say anything, it doesn't matter; presumably, Brother He has already made plans."

Speaking of this, Zhang Xiluan looked at his watch. "Oh! It's already 7:30. You two brothers haven't come for a long time; you must stay for a meal! At my age, seeing old brothers one time is one time less. With you here, I am very happy in my heart!"

***

While Zhang Xiluan was inviting Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui to dinner, He Rui was also hosting the French Vice Speaker, Monsieur Malon. Monsieur Malon had already met with Foreign Minister Li Shiguang in the afternoon, and coupled with his earlier meeting with Duan Qirui, they had already communicated about the issue of rising nationalist sentiments within both countries.

As a Speaker, Monsieur Malon could completely imagine the current atmosphere within China. In eight years, having experienced a series of military and diplomatic victories, the country not only hadn't suffered huge casualties, but the domestic economy had also developed at high speed. Let alone China, any country in the world would be brimming with confidence. Up to now, a wave of self-proclaimed 'superior race' hadn't appeared within China; looking at it globally, this was already commendable.

As for those trivial matters among the populace, ever since France lost Alsace and Lorraine in 1871, there were people shouting about it every year. Whenever there was economic turbulence, there were forces inciting public opinion to be tough on Germany, attempting to fish in troubled waters, gain power, and divert conflicts.

The French upper echelons now had a consensus: as long as China's leader He Rui could remain calm, France must cooperate with China and suppress these matters unfavorable to the unity of the two countries.

Seeing the Chinese officials so calm, Malon was not very worried that He Rui would lose his head. The French upper echelons currently held He Rui in high regard, generally considering him a top-tier national leader. Such a leader, although cold and ruthless, was worthy of trust.

With this attitude, when Malon dined with He Rui, he didn't deliberately avoid certain topics; instead, he brought up the uprising incident in the Indochina colony. After finishing, Malon asked, "I wonder how Chairman He views this?"

"At this time, we must maintain Sino-French friendship," He Rui replied.

Hearing such an answer, Malon felt even more reassured. He raised his wine glass. "To Sino-French friendship."

After drinking this glass of wine, Malon told He Rui about the French government's orders regarding the Indochina colony. "My government requires the Governor-General of the colony to protect China's interests in Indochina and ensure the safety of Chinese personnel there. Does the Chairman have any other suggestions regarding this?"

He Rui understood that the French upper echelons had already expressed sufficient goodwill, so he replied, "If I have any suggestion, it is probably to suggest that France allow the various regions of Indochina to gain independence."

Malon's hand stopped. The expression on his face froze the moment he understood the words He Rui had spoken. After remaining rigid for a few seconds, Malon immediately put down the knife and fork in his hands, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and asked seriously, "Mr. Chairman, are you trying to say that China has demands regarding France's colonies?"

He Rui shook his head and replied calmly, "Is Monsieur Malon questioning China's political credit? If you cannot understand this topic, I can only discuss these matters with your country's diplomatic department. After all, they are professional diplomats and can understand my words with minimal ambiguity."

Malon's face turned red. He Rui's tone was calm, but these words were polite yet unsparing. Honestly and frankly accusing Malon of lacking diplomatic ability was not considered rude in the diplomatic field. If Malon were someone from the French diplomatic field, just based on this sentence from He Rui, Malon could pack his bags and go home, never to be employed again.

Spending a minute to suppress his unease, shame, and anger, Malon then asked, "I wonder if the Chairman has anything he wants me to convey to the French Parliament?"

"Since Monsieur Malon asked for my suggestion, I am merely stating my personal view." After He Rui finished speaking, he put down his knife and fork, picked up his wine glass, and took a sip. He wiped his mouth with a napkin.

In this bit of time, Malon hurriedly organized his emotions and smoothed out his train of thought, preparing to listen to He Rui's suggestion. He heard He Rui say, "More than two thousand years ago, when Qin Shi Huang unified China, what is now northern Indochina was a commandery of China. At that time, Jesus hadn't been born yet. In the two thousand years that followed, this region sometimes rebelled and became an independent country, or was re-incorporated into the map by China. In hindsight, every war of annexation strengthened the awakening of local national consciousness. The uprising France is encountering now is merely the result of a new round of national awakening in Vietnam."

Vice Speaker Malon, like the French upper class, had indeed made up for some knowledge of Chinese history over the past year in order to better communicate with China. However, China's history was too long; a short-term cram session only made him fully feel just how long and ancient Chinese history was. As for the history of northern Indochina, Vice Speaker Malon really knew nothing. His only concept came from Europe's traditional view of China. This traditional view, in turn, came from the Arabs.

In the Arabs' perception, east of India and north of Persia was China. The Arabs also gave China a very poetic name, 'Peach Blossom Land' (Taugast). So France knew that Indochina was a vassal state of China; because this region was located to the south of India and China, it was named 'Indo-China'.

Hearing He Rui's words, Vice Speaker Malon still didn't quite understand, but he confirmed once again that the French intellectual circles' evaluation of He Rui was correct. The French intellectual circles believed that He Rui was a true scholar who had extremely deep attainments in fields such as politics, economics, military affairs, and philosophy, and had proposed very penetrating, cutting-edge understandings in these fields. Regarding the regional history He Rui casually recounted, Malon listened with the mindset of attending a lecture by a great scholar.

He Rui also saw that Malon still didn't quite understand, so he asked, "Monsieur Malon, have you read *Commentaries on the Gallic War*?"

Vice Speaker Malon was stunned, and a sense of shame actually arose in his heart. A moment later, Malon remembered He Rui's identity as a great scholar, and the shame vanished. Shaking his head, Malon replied, "Mr. Chairman, I've only heard a little about it roughly. I cannot be sure if the part I've heard is the part you wish to mention."

"The concept of France did not originate in the era of Charlemagne. When Caesar conquered the Gaul region, he recorded his experiences fighting with dozens to hundreds of different tribes. Before that conquest began, tribes existed in the Gaul region. With Caesar's war of conquest, the Gallic tribes were defeated, surrendered, rebelled, and finally, the Battle of Alesia broke out. In this battle, a great coalition of Gallic tribes appeared. Although they were defeated, the concept of Gaul began to form after the appearance of a foreign enemy. The subsequent Gallic province further reinforced this concept. By the time of Charlemagne's enfeoffment, the Gaul region was already viewed as a whole by those within the region. After Caesar, Charlemagne, and the Hundred Years' War, the concept of France truly formed nearly 600 years ago. That is to say, a nation's self-cognition is realized through the appearance of 'the other'."

As a Frenchman, hearing this, Malon finally understood what He Rui wanted to say. Although he felt Indochina was not worthy of comparison with France, national self-cognition relying on the appearance of 'the other' as a foreign enemy—Malon completely agreed with this view and even felt a sense of refreshing clarity.

Just as he was feeling a bit happy, Malon suddenly realized that his initial feelings of unease and resistance had dissipated completely at some point. Although He Rui's suggestion for France to let Indochina be independent was indeed very shocking, Malon was not afraid now. Malon thought about his reaction and quickly determined the reason. The biggest reason was naturally his political trust in He Rui; He Rui would not destroy the *Agreement on Ensuring Stability in Southeast Asia between China, Britain, France, and the Netherlands* that he had signed. Moreover, Malon also believed that in a discussion with a scholar, it was a very normal thing for the scholar to propose some shocking views.

So Malon continued to ask, "Do you believe that the Indochina region must gain complete independence?"

He Rui asked in return, "Monsieur Malon, do you think those insurgents are clear about the huge gap in strength between them and France, as well as the dynasties of the Indochina region?"

Vice Speaker Malon wanted to say something perfunctory, but facing a scholar like He Rui, he finally could only say, "I think they know."

He Rui nodded. "Monsieur Malon, I think so too. Therefore, as a Frenchman, you can certainly imagine that these insurgents hold the same convictions as the insurgents in French history. They firmly believe that they are fighting for their country."

Vice Speaker Malon was unwilling to discuss this issue further. The insurgents in French history were considered heroes of France; equating French insurgents with Indochinese insurgents was something Malon absolutely could not accept. Furthermore, this line of thinking was also taboo in French politics.

So Malon asked, "Does China's suggestion stem from reasons within China itself?"

"East Asia, Burma, and the Indochina region all have a part of Chinese bloodlines. Historically, they belong to the Sinosphere. Morally, China also does not wish to see these people with Chinese bloodlines in their current position."

Malon could completely understand He Rui's view; regional bloodlines were seen in Europe as having natural legitimacy. He could not express opposition to China's concern. So Malon asked, "What has China decided to do?"

He Rui replied, "We believe that strengthening Sino-French friendship is the most important thing right now."

Malon was stunned, and a moment later, some emotion arose in his heart. He Rui was indeed as the French upper echelons had judged: a top-tier politician who was cold and ruthless yet trustworthy. So Malon asked again, "Do you need me to convey your views to France?"

He Rui replied crisply, "I never hide my views, Monsieur Malon."
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Vice Speaker Malon had brought a French parliamentary delegation, accompanied by a large group of French entrepreneurs and bankers. Seeing them eagerly waiting to meet with He Rui, Malon stood up. "Mr. Chairman, please allow me to introduce the other members of my country's delegation."

Soon, these French representatives got their wish and began conversing with He Rui. Malon stepped out of the circle and went to a corner to ponder the recent events. The French upper echelons had indeed considered the Indochina issue. Before the outbreak of the Sino-British War, France had predicted that China might launch an attack on French colonies. At that time, France had just finished the Great War in Europe, having lost millions of young men and suffered immense damage to its national strength. Therefore, the prevailing view among the upper echelons was, 'Let the cabinet fall again.'

However, the worst-case scenario did not occur, and things had miraculously reached the current stage. Now, the French leadership felt very helpless regarding Indochina. This region was far from France and was a traditional tributary state of China. It was inevitable that China would make demands. Compared to the benefits of Sino-French friendship, the interests in Indochina were trivial. However, giving up Indochina would cause a chain reaction shock to France's colonies. This was a very difficult trade-off to make.

When the banquet ended and He Rui was seeing the French delegation off, he shook hands with Vice Speaker Malon and suggested, "I imagine France is quite unfamiliar with Korea. I suggest the French delegation visit Korea. It is a very beautiful country."

Vice Speaker Malon understood He Rui's intention but did not expose it. He simply smiled and said, "Korea is currently under the joint management of China and Japan. If we wish to go, how should we proceed?"

"Korea is not under Sino-Japanese joint management; its internal and foreign affairs are temporarily guided by China and Japan. If you wish to go to Korea, you can apply for official travel procedures at any Chinese embassy or consulate. Of course, since you are already in China, you can go directly to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs to apply. It is not complicated at all."

"We will consider it, Mr. Chairman," Malon replied.

After concluding the meeting with He Rui, Malon quickly made a decision and called for a reporter from *Le Figaro*. The next day, *Le Figaro* published the news. However, the report contained absolutely no hostile descriptions; instead, it expressed views on the Indochina issue from a very rational and objective perspective.

Adjusting colonies was nothing new for France; it had been a common occurrence over the past few centuries. Even the British, upon seeing the content, did not try to sow discord. This was because the most recent colonial adjustment had taken place just three years ago, involving Britain and China. Through that 'colonial adjustment,' Britain had transferred sovereignty over Upper Burma and the Assam region to China.

Since none of the great powers were saints, the British side merely offered a small taunt: "France has finally understood the pressure that must be endured when next to a powerful China." This remark lacked lethality, as Britain was a powerful country right next to France.

Compared to such weak attacks, the British media focused their firepower on the 'Korea Model.' Over the past few centuries, Korea was the only country that had been reduced to a colony and then gained independence through peaceful means from the hands of the colonial power. Of course, the so-called 'peace' was not truly peaceful; it was a result gambled upon with the blood of hundreds of thousands of Chinese and Japanese soldiers.

British newspapers directly raised doubts: "The independence of Korea, Upper Burma, and the Assam region is a rash and reckless action lacking consideration. If these three regions continued to be managed by China, they could fully achieve security and prosperity. The independence of these three regions not only subjects their economies to immense pressure but will also trigger a new round of regional turbulence.

"As a leader with global appeal, Mr. He Rui should understand that relying solely on goodwill cannot solve reality. From a global perspective, the independence of these three regions will bring a domino effect, introducing a mass of unpredictable risks to the currently stable world order..."

China, the instigator of this event, had not yet made a sound, but the Soviet Union's *Pravda* immediately wrote an article: "...Judging from the articles in British newspapers over the last few days, the evil British colonialists are in a panic. Yes, they are truly panicked!

"In the eyes of these colonialists, the fact that colonies can actually achieve independent status means the foundation of colonialism is being destroyed. That is why they fear, that is why they curse. They claim colonial liberation is an unpredictable risk.

"However, in the eyes of all people with justice and morality in the world, the colonialists are the truly unpredictable risk to the world. As long as these colonialists exist, the world will forever be threatened by war, massacre, famine, and plague. And this threat is not bounded by skin color; the Irish people have experienced the Great Famine artificially created by British colonialists..."

On the same day *Pravda* published this article, the Irish regional parliament sent a telegram to the Chinese government and distributed the content to newspapers in various countries. This was not due to any conspiracy with the Soviet Union; Ireland did not believe in communism. In the telegram, members of the Irish local parliament wrote: "On behalf of the Irish people who have always sought independence, we express our sincere respect for the Chinese government's just views. According to British tradition, Britain will never give freedom to people of other regions and will use every means to suck the last drop of blood from its colonies. The 'Korea Model' promoted by the Chinese government is undoubtedly benevolent, successful, and moral. We wish the Chinese government complete success in all such current and future actions. China has become a nation with immense influence on the world stage and is the true light of this world!"

Three days after the Irish local government published this telegram, several Irish-American organizations in the United States issued statements: "Irish-Americans and Chinese-Americans are both parts of this nation of the United States. We share common morals and ideals, and we should become the friendliest ethnic groups within America."

Situ Meitang, a Chinese-American leader, frowned as he finished reading the statements in several newspapers. Before he could even sigh, the advisor of the Hongmen Zhigong Tang ran over. "Tong Leader, an Irish assemblyman wishes to meet with you."

"What do they mean by this?" Situ Meitang was very distrustful of the Irish community.

"They just said they want to meet." The advisor of the Hongmen Zhigong Tang was also uneasy.

The core of the diplomatic war between He Rui and the United States was the 'Chinese Exclusion Act.' Over the past two years, the historical origins of the Chinese Exclusion Act had been dug up, and the initial strong promoters were the Irish. The advisor felt that the Irish assemblymen asking to see Situ Meitang now likely meant a trap.

Situ Meitang was a man who had seen much of the world. After thinking for a moment, he replied, "We'll meet them! Let's talk first and see what happens!"

For two consecutive days, American newspapers were all praising the Republic of China government for forging a new path, declaring that liberating colonies was a morality that transcended interests for the world. Before and after meeting with different Irish-American assemblymen each day, Situ Meitang saw such reports. These changes made this rather tough man feel somewhat at a loss for how to evaluate what was happening.

During the meetings, the Irish assemblymen did not apologize, nor did they threaten. They simply proposed a cooperation. With the United States having repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act, all restrictions previously imposed on Chinese-Americans had been lifted. The Irish assemblymen proposed that in communities where Chinese resided, the Irish could help the Chinese elect their own councilors. In exchange, in elections for larger districts, the Chinese would support Irish candidates.

Situ Meitang felt he could no longer grasp the situation. After much thought, he finally decided to seek an audience with Franklin D. Roosevelt. Before Roosevelt became disabled, he had worked in a law firm for a long time. The young lawyer had been very interested in criminal cases and had many business dealings with Situ Meitang, a highly combat-capable Chinese leader.

However, Situ Meitang was now somewhat worried. Franklin D. Roosevelt had been elected Governor of New York. With such status, would Roosevelt still be willing to see him?

Matters turned out to be simpler than Situ Meitang had imagined. A few hours after submitting the request, a phone call came through. Governor Roosevelt invited Situ Meitang to dinner that evening.

The two had not seen each other for some time. Seeing Roosevelt in a wheelchair again, Situ Meitang felt a bit distressed. Back in the day, Roosevelt had been a spirited young man who, when facing gang leaders with criminal records and legal troubles, showed no fear and could even joke with them.

The current Franklin D. Roosevelt had lost the greenness of his youth and appeared deep and steady. But that spirited young man had turned into a middle-aged man who could only move by wheelchair. Roosevelt was 48 this year; he would soon be over fifty, becoming an old man.

Situ Meitang did not voice his inner feelings. After shaking hands and sitting down, he recounted recent events to Roosevelt. Roosevelt lowered his gaze, and although he listened seriously, he showed an expression of indifference. to 'Old Money' in America, a few tens of thousands of Chinese votes were important, yet also unimportant.

After listening, Roosevelt said, "Mr. Situ, thank you for your trust in me. what is your view on this?"

Situ Meitang answered frankly, "Franklin, I did not go to the Chinese Embassy for advice, but came directly to find you. I hope to receive your suggestions."

Having said this, Situ Meitang thought he would feel excited or uneasy. The feelings of excitement and unease did appear, but they were far less intense than he had anticipated. Situ Meitang discovered a more powerful strength within himself. Behind him, there were not only those who dragged him down, but for the first time, a powerful China appeared. Although Situ Meitang still hadn't figured out how to utilize this new backer, or if he could even treat the Chinese government as a backer, just the existence of such a potential backer made him feel less apprehensive, even when facing the Roosevelt family.

Since the apprehension was gone, Situ Meitang felt his mind naturally become sharper. He made a decision based on his own judgment: rather than selling the Chinese-American votes to those Irishmen, it was better to give them to Roosevelt. From a holistic view, Roosevelt couldn't give Situ Meitang much. However, in Chinese culture, when looking for a backer, the bigger the better. In this regard, the Roosevelt family was much more reliable than the Irish assemblymen.

Of course, this depended on whether Roosevelt would accept Situ Meitang's suggestion.

Roosevelt did not like Situ Meitang's approach. This method might have been fine a hundred years ago, but it was too 'low' for the present. However, Roosevelt was not displeased. Situ Meitang was at this level; realizing that Chinese-American votes could be concentrated showed he was a very brainy leader among the gang forces. Moreover, Situ Meitang frankly stated he had not gone to the Chinese Embassy for advice, and this attitude was very correct.

Chinese-Americans were indeed of Chinese descent, but they were Americans. Running to the Chinese Embassy for advice on politics and votes would be treason! Franklin D. Roosevelt had absolutely no interest in maintaining any relationship with a traitor.

After pondering for a moment, Roosevelt said, "Mr. Situ, in a few days, my secretary will introduce you to some gentlemen. I believe they can give you real help."

Situ Meitang nodded and was about to take his leave when he remembered another matter. "I also want to ask about one thing, though it is completely beyond my understanding. I simply cannot figure out what those Irish people want to get from me?"

Roosevelt also felt Situ Meitang couldn't understand the political logic within, but since Situ Meitang was so sincere, Roosevelt didn't mind saying a few words. "Mr. Situ, those people don't want to get anything from you; they want to gain the attention of the Chinese government through such a display. Of course, in my view, these people have completely failed to understand Mr. He Rui's political philosophy. So you don't need to care. You can just respond to their friendliness with friendliness."

Situ Meitang confirmed he had not been swept into a political storm and finally felt relieved. He was about to leave when he remembered one more thing. "Franklin, can the gentlemen you recommended solve the problem of education for Chinese people? You know, we Chinese are very willing to study and attend university."

Roosevelt nodded. "Rest assured, they will help you solve it."

After seeing Situ Meitang off, Roosevelt began to eat dinner alone. Since Situ Meitang had tactfully not insisted on dining with him, Roosevelt was happy to have time to think. As the knife cut into the thick beef, red juice oozed out. Roosevelt turned a blind eye to this, his mind filled with He Rui's recent actions.

The US domestically very much wanted to obtain a trade share with China similar to France's. Of course, if the US could occupy the entire Chinese market, it would have no complaints. However, the US economic circles were not optimistic about this because He Rui was clearly preventing any Euro-American country from possessing control in the Chinese market.

Raising the Indochina issue right before the French election would inevitably stir up heated debate within France, and the politicians participating in this election would likely all be dragged in. Franklin D. Roosevelt believed He Rui knew very well that this would cause a major shock to the colonial issue on a global scale. He Rui's purpose in doing this was clearly to become a pioneer of a new direction for the world.

To avoid this action triggering anger from France and Britain, He Rui only pushed for colonial independence after starting cooperation with France. France would not break with China over the independence of a few Asian colonies, which would end France's currently vibrant economy.

"Truly a formidable character!" Roosevelt muttered to himself. Every country in the world hoped its leader was a strategist with global insight, and they all focused on cultivating young talents with such aptitude. Roosevelt himself was someone cultivated in this way. Therefore, Roosevelt truly envied He Rui. This 40-year-old middle-aged man, eight years his junior, not only possessed keen vision but also powerful strength, and a strong body to match that strength.

And recently he heard He Rui had taken two wives; presumably, his kidneys could keep up... Looking at his own legs and crotch, which had completely lost sensation, Franklin D. Roosevelt sighed and swept the last few pieces of steak from his plate.

*Achoo!* He Rui sneezed, rubbed his nose, and continued listening to Yao Changtian, the Vice Minister of Industry, recount the completion progress of the Asian Coal and Steel Community. Northern Korea had quite a few mines, including a fair number of medium-to-high-grade iron ore deposits. Although China had much iron ore, there were few high-grade ones, and reserves were low.

At this stage, China had neither the ability nor the willingness to open mines in Brazil or Australia. As a result, France had picked up a bargain; the Guinea region they controlled had high-quality bauxite. This had originally been He Rui's target, and both sides had already found bauxite deposits through joint surveying. Moreover, there was also high-quality iron ore there, which China also wanted to develop along the way.

But in the 21st century, the Simandou iron ore mine, located in the Kerouane Prefecture of southeastern Guinea, was the world's largest and highest-quality undeveloped iron ore mine, with an initial capacity of 120 million tons of high-quality iron ore annually. However, over the past 20 years, due to legal disputes, construction handling, and infrastructure issues, this project had never been effectively developed.

Aside from Guinea's political situation, the biggest difficulty facing the development of the Simandou iron ore mine was infrastructure construction. Due to its geographical location, developing this mine required building a railway spanning over 600 kilometers across eastern and western Guinea, as well as a port on the western coast. The Guinean government had stated that any mine developer must build a railway across the country to ensure that iron ore mined from Simandou was exported from Guinea's own ports, which greatly increased the cost of mine development.

In the current 20th century, once war broke out, transportation problems would arise. Bauxite was one thing, but iron ore had to rely on Asian deposits. China was now desperately confirming sources of ore to ensure the Coal and Steel Community in East Asia would not be affected by external influences.
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"Domestic demand for crude steel has already exceeded 15 million tons. Aluminum demand is difficult to judge; we estimate the demand for aluminum products in urban household kitchenware to be around 3 million tons annually. However, industrial demand for aluminum has already exceeded our estimates. At this stage, we can only judge based on electricity consumption. Currently, China generates 30 billion kilowatt-hours annually. Our projection is that within ten years, our electricity consumption is very likely to reach 230 billion kilowatt-hours. We have already begun technical cooperation with the Soviet Union and are preparing to import 50 sets of equipment with a capacity of 50,000 kilowatts each. The orders have already been placed with the Soviet Union..."

Yao Changtian was introducing the Ministry of Industry's plan. As He Rui listened, his mind wandered slightly. The report had been going on for nearly an hour, so He Rui asked Yao Changtian to pause for a moment.

"Chairman, is there a problem?" Yao Changtian asked. Seeing He Rui reveal a look that wasn't particularly enthusiastic, Yao Changtian was somewhat surprised. Currently, China's massive demand was driving the economy tremendously. The comrades in the State Council were very excited when facing this data.

"It's nothing, I'm just a bit tired," He Rui replied. After speaking, he stood up and walked to the window. He Rui had witnessed the years with the most severe smog, and he had also witnessed the climate change after the popularization of new energy. Comparing the dim sky that seemed like it would never clear with the clear, almost transparent sky of the present, He Rui inevitably felt some regret in his heart.

However, to develop practical photovoltaics, wind energy, tidal energy, or new types of reactors, the little knowledge He Rui possessed couldn't even support a single sub-project under a sub-project. Even if He Rui could provide such knowledge and technology, assembling the entire world's current industrial capability would not be enough to realize it within a few years.

Thinking of the industrial pollution that the people now had to face, He Rui could only apologize to the Chinese people in his heart. He silently vowed to do his utmost to promote the advancement of industrial technology and pull China into the new energy era as soon as possible.

Sitting back in his seat, He Rui asked, "How much of our mineral supply can we confirm is unaffected by external influences?"

Yao Changtian, worried that He Rui might raise some objections, heard that He Rui wanted to continue pushing these plans and immediately answered with high spirits, "We can confirm 140 million tons of iron ore, which is nearly 60 million tons of steel. We believe that the expected annual iron ore production of 24 million tons in Korea can be regarded as domestic production. The Soviet Union's annual iron ore supply of over 8 million tons is not considered a stable source. At this stage, several domestic industrial centers, even Guangdong, can be supplied by the iron ore from Qiongzhou Island, guaranteeing the supply of coal and iron ore. Although Shanghai and other regions do not have advantages in this regard, the coastal areas of Jiangsu and Zhejiang can still develop chemical industry capabilities. What we are currently lacking are minerals like copper and nickel. The United States and Canada are the largest producers. Chile has been influenced by Britain and seems to have placed quite a few restrictions on us when exporting copper ore."

After speaking, Yao Changtian watched He Rui's reaction. There was currently an unspoken consensus within the State Council: if China had needs involving foreign countries, Chairman He Rui could solve these problems through diplomatic means. Therefore, the issues Yao Changtian brought this time were the result of tacit discussions within the State Council.

As the State Council responsible for running the country, they were very clear about the difficulties China faced. One of the biggest difficulties was that although China's economy seemed booming, it lacked "fist" industrial products. To put it more bluntly, Chinese enterprises currently lacked the ability to mass-produce industrial goods capable of fully competing with their European and American counterparts. At this stage, what they could present were items like silk, tea, pig bristles, porcelain, and bicycles. Foreigners could buy these consumer goods, or they could choose not to. In the current economic crisis, consumption power in all countries was declining, and the export volume of these Chinese commodities had dropped. In particular, sales to the major market of the United States had dropped even more. This also led to China lacking hard currency like Pounds and Dollars to purchase more raw materials. The State Council expected He Rui to solve these problems.

Yao Changtian waited for a while before finally hearing He Rui speak. "These parts can wait a bit; there will be a result by next year. At this stage, apart from traditional sectors, what are our leading export products?"

"...Domestic demand is too large. Commodities including soda ash are all being used to meet the demands of the East Asia plus Soviet Union market," Yao Changtian explained, then fearing He Rui might misunderstand, he hurriedly added, "Almost all our industries are seeing booming production and sales, and the production capacity for these competitive commodities is also increasing massively. Moreover, domestic personnel training in the field of quality inspection is being promoted very successfully. However, Chairman, why do you favor private capital so much? Private capital has now set off a wave of investment, and their proportion in domestic production fields has increased significantly. Will this cause trouble?"

"Heh, what kind of trouble do the comrades think will happen?" He Rui laughed.

Seeing He Rui looking prepared, Yao Changtian felt much more settled. As long as He Rui was prepared, the comrades in the State Council generally believed that things wouldn't go too far off track. However, recently the proportion of all central enterprises in the national economy had plummeted, and the pressure on the State Council was indeed very great. So Yao Changtian replied, "Once these capitalists have money, will they interfere in politics? There have already been some cases of relatively large private factory owners wanting to run for local councilors."

"Have you all read the new book I wrote?" He Rui asked.

Yao Changtian nodded hurriedly. "We have already organized study sessions. I don't quite understand the Chairman's judgment that the lifespan of large-scale enterprises rarely exceeds thirty years. And even if it is thirty years, capitalists can still do a lot of things. Not to mention, as one capitalist falls, another rises; they will always form a bourgeoisie."

"Comrade Changtian, you have worked in state-owned enterprises and also in financial enterprises. What is your definition of a capitalist?"

Hearing He Rui mention his work experience, Yao Changtian felt a burst of joy in his heart. He was from Nantong, Jiangsu. After graduating from high school, he went to Shanghai and worked in the stock exchange for a few years. Later, he was invited to work at a bank in Tianjin. After going there, he felt that the domestic economy was too far behind foreign countries and couldn't see any future.

At that time, He Rui was already quite famous, and Yao Changtian also received an invitation letter from the Northeast Bank. Since many colleagues had received such invitations, Yao Changtian didn't take it seriously. Just as he was preparing to leave Tianjin, the severe drought in the North hit. At the Tianjin docks, he witnessed with his own eyes the Northeast Government organizing massive numbers of refugees to go to the Northeast in an orderly manner. Yao Changtian was stunned.

Every winter in Shanghai, there were many corpses of refugees who had frozen or starved to death on the streets every day. Yao Changtian found it hard to imagine how the Northeast, which was far colder than Shanghai, could accommodate hundreds of thousands of refugees. From an economic perspective, spending so much money and mobilizing such massive manpower was a losing business.

If it were just for show, Yao Changtian felt that it would have been enough for He Rui to symbolically recruit ten thousand people. Given He Rui's prestige at the time, Yao Changtian had to suspect that He Rui was just another impulsive young warlord with some ability. But for some reason, Yao Changtian contacted the Northeast Government's office in Tianjin and soon obtained an internship opportunity at the Northeast Bank.

During those few months, Yao Changtian's views underwent a complete transformation. The Northeast was colder than Yao Changtian had imagined, but the Northeast Government's capability exceeded his imagination by ten or a hundred times. The Northeast accepted millions of refugees, allowed them to survive, and enabled them to live stable lives with hope.

For this reason, Yao Changtian, who loathed Chinese political parties, joined the Civilization Party without hesitation. And while studying at the Central Party School, he also became He Rui's student. Facing the teacher's question, Yao Changtian felt that his teacher, He Rui, viewed the problem too optimistically, especially He Rui's definition of a capitalist as a 'rational person.' But the business owners Yao Changtian had met were all very individualistic, quite different from the capitalists He Rui expected.

However, Yao Changtian didn't want to argue with He Rui on this matter, so he replied, "I am currently using the Chairman's definition."

"If the bourgeoisie wants to establish a capitalist state, they must first dominate the national economy. Can they do that at this stage?"

"...No," Yao Changtian said, though in his heart he truly felt that the future was uncertain and that the possibility still existed.

Party School Principal He Rui continued to speak with the abundant enthusiasm he used when lecturing at the Party School: "Correct, they cannot. Capitalists do not have armies in their hands; on what basis can they dominate the national economy? Of course, they have the ability to cause some influence on the national economy. But to truly cause an impact, they need two conditions. What do you think those conditions are?"

"...Possessing certain rights to issue currency, as well as commodity pricing power."

"Correct. We do not allow private banks, and we have enacted laws to crack down on illegal fundraising and the illegal issuance of securities. Capitalists no longer have the right to issue currency or currency equivalents. As for commodity pricing power, why do foreign monopoly capitalists create monopoly organizations like trusts, cartels, and syndicates?"

Yao Changtian's thoughts immediately cleared, and he answered at once, "To control pricing power!"

"Exactly, these monopoly organizations exist to control pricing power. In our country, laws against these monopoly organizations have already been enacted. Hey, Changtian, you haven't read them, have you?"

"...I really haven't read them much." After saying this, Yao Changtian blushed with shame.

He Rui didn't intend to tease Yao Changtian; he continued, "No army, no currency issuance rights, no monopoly pricing power. These capitalists have some money and some wealth in their hands. Although they cannot create rules when using this wealth, they can exploit the rules to conduct transactions. For example, roping in or even corrupting some of our officials, cadres, and party members. But ultimately, the efficiency of this kind of transaction is too low. They can only buy off those with very low moral standards. Even if the capitalists really united and wanted to change the nature of the state, which army do you think would follow them? Which general would support them?"

Yao Changtian quickly replied, "Chairman, now you are joking."

"Heh." He Rui chuckled and didn't say anything about Yao Changtian's reaction of trying his best to avoid trouble.

He tossed Yao Changtian a cigarette, took one for himself, lit them for both, and then asked, "To formulate policy, it has to go through meetings. Up to now, which comrade in the Central Committee or the State Council is actually a pushover? Do they not understand the hidden interest distribution schemes within policies? If they don't understand, then it shows that I, the Party School Principal, am unqualified and haven't let the Party School teachers clarify the chapters on risks and returns in economic policies. So the teachers haven't made the comrades understand this issue."

The more Yao Changtian listened, the more uneasy he felt. If it were macro issues, basic laws, it wouldn't matter much. But the closer one got to the execution level, the sharper the problems became, and the more dangerous it was for the executors. Whether a minister or a Central Committee member, as long as they were deemed to be seeking profit for a certain capitalist or capitalist gang, not only would their political future be ruined, but they would also be immediately kicked out of the center of power. So Yao Changtian didn't want to touch this topic at all.

But it was Yao Changtian who had raised the issue, and the person speaking was He Rui. Yao Changtian could only use smoking as an excuse to shut his mouth. As for his thoughts, Yao Changtian regretted it somewhat, yet was deeply attracted by this topic.

He Rui continued, "If an outstanding capitalist just becomes a city councilor, a provincial councilor, or a member of parliament, it doesn't matter. Just control the numbers. Moreover, letting capitalists come into contact with the operation of power is actually a good thing for them. It saves some fools from getting hot-headed and doing foolish things. The more they know the ropes, the less likely they are to be foolish."

"Chairman, can you be more detailed about your judgment that the lifespan of enterprises above a designated scale rarely exceeds thirty years?" Yao Changtian tried his best to steer the topic to a safe area without showing his hand.

"As long as there is no monopoly. If an enterprise wants to survive, it must improve efficiency and reduce costs. This forces those business owners to act according to the capitalist mindset. If they don't let themselves become capitalists, their enterprises will fail in competition. And in order to survive in competition, expanding the scale of the enterprise is an inevitable direction. The larger the scale of the enterprise, the greater the decision-making risk. A single mistake can lead to the enterprise's demise. Therefore, we actually want more entrepreneurs to appear. This way, it is not a bad thing for the entire industry. Even if a few decent enterprises collapse, it won't trigger turmoil across the entire industry. Furthermore, entrepreneurs all want their enterprises to survive longer, so they will certainly learn lessons. But in a competitive state, conservatism will be left behind. Entrepreneurs and capitalists must constantly improve their own strength."

Hearing this, Yao Changtian's brow furrowed unconsciously. He took two fierce drags on his cigarette, stubbed out the butt, and then asked, "Chairman, those capitalists will realize what kind of competitive rules we have set for them, right?"

"Correct. A portion of those people will understand, and they will also hope to obtain power. But the Party and the upper echelons of the government recognize this even more clearly. As long as there are no problems within the Party and the government, what waves can they plan to stir up? Capitalists who can realize this theoretically wouldn't think they have the ability to physically eliminate the Party Central Committee and the government, would they?"

Having said this, seeing Yao Changtian looking overly nervous, He Rui quickly waved his hand. "This is a bad habit of mine; I get easily excited when encountering such stimulating questions. What I just said was a joke."

Yao Changtian also tried hard to pull his mood out of He Rui's joke. After a pause, the strong negative emotions generated by discussing sharp issues dissipated, and Yao Changtian suddenly felt his confidence surge. Although He Rui's joke was frightening, thinking about it carefully, it was actually impossible to happen. To successfully assassinate the head of state or the leaders of the Party and government without leaving a trace was unrealistic.

Although Yao Changtian did not know about the assassination of Comrade Stalin's close comrade-in-arms Kirov in another timeline, Yao Changtian was someone who had seen great storms. Many people always felt they could do things without anyone knowing, but such things didn't actually exist. Even if occasionally successful, the reason was only that those people were too insignificant and completely unnoticed.

People with power were watched by countless eyes, and those who came into contact with them were also watched. Any person who appeared suddenly would be noticed; because they were too unfamiliar, they would stand out even more. If an assassination succeeded easily, it meant there was definitely a major problem with the national security apparatus. And if there was a problem with the national security apparatus, it meant there was a problem within the upper echelons. So, if a high-ranking official were inexplicably assassinated, it meant a bloody storm of purges within the upper echelons would inevitably follow.

Any high-ranking official with a brain would not entertain such thoughts unless driven to a point where they thought they had no way out. Even if driven to desperation, they wouldn't dare to do so lightly, because being kicked out of the core of power was just a personal issue. Once the bottom line was broken, it meant their family and subordinates would all be finished together.

So Yao Changtian dared not think further because he knew very well. If He Rui were suddenly assassinated, Yao Changtian himself would resolutely support the principle of "better to kill the wrong person than let one go" and carry out a great purge of suspicious elements. If people who didn't care at all about breaking the bottom line weren't eliminated, the country would never have peace!

Soon, Yao Changtian stood up to take his leave. Watching Yao Changtian's retreating figure, He Rui also felt that his mood was a bit off. The topic just now had been too sharp, reminding He Rui of the Great Purge launched by Comrade Stalin in another timeline.

The cause of the Great Purge was the struggle over the line within the Soviet Union; this was undoubted. Because the policies promoted by Comrade Stalin overly emphasized rapid industrialization and selling grain on the international market, in the eyes of the great powers at the time, "Soviet commercial credit" did not exist. Even during the Great Depression, when European and American capitalists were forced to export machine tools and production lines to the Soviet Union, these countries all demanded payment before delivery.

The Soviet Union imported 3 billion US dollars' worth of currency in a short period between 1929 and 1935. The actual value of the grain it exported was likely as much as 5 to 6 billion US dollars at the time.

Such hardline measures first led to the Great Famine in Ukraine from 1932 to 1933, which naturally greatly shook Comrade Stalin's ruling foundation. But at the time, Stalin's security protection had no loopholes, so those opposing Stalin made their move against Stalin's close comrade-in-arms, Kirov. Facing such a situation, Comrade Stalin had no other choice but to counterattack. The Great Purge erupted.

He Rui didn't like Comrade Stalin very much, but He Rui also didn't wish to see the Great Purge. From the current situation, the Soviet Union, which began its Five-Year Plan in 1928, had greatly reduced the cost of purchasing equipment and importing technology with China's help, and efficiency had improved a lot.

Apart from financial and technical improvements, trade with China allowed the Soviet people to obtain several times the amount of light industrial goods compared to history, which to some extent stimulated the Soviet people's enthusiasm for labor. Hopefully, there weren't that many people opposing Comrade Stalin anymore, right? Even if there were more opponents, at least don't let it get to the point where killing Central Committee members becomes necessary.

The Great Purge was a heavy blow to communism, and He Rui really didn't want to see it happen.
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In Comrade Stalin's office within the Kremlin, Kirov merely exchanged nods with Molotov and Grigory before turning his attention to Stalin. The current situation left none of the three with the option to sit; with the Politburo's decision to exile Trotsky now in effect, the atmosphere within the CPSU was a mix of considerable relief and tension.

General Secretary Stalin appeared calm and composed, his expression even suggesting a high degree of relaxation. He waved his hand, "Comrades, sit." Having said this, he began to pack tobacco into his pipe.

None of the three sat, continuing instead to look at Stalin. After lighting his pipe and seeing them remain standing, Stalin did not insist, but asked, "Comrades, what are your views on the handling of the Trotskyists?"

Kirov was reluctant to speak. According to the political traditions of the CPSU thus far, a purge of 'Trotskyists' within the party was expected. Kirov did not oppose this, but he felt that following the traditional purge model might cast the net too wide. Some domestic 'Trotskyists' actually possessed not insignificant working abilities. If they could be made to recognize their errors through their work, there was no need to drive them out of the ranks. However, such a suggestion was only appropriate if Comrade Stalin voiced it first.

Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, had a very poor impression of Trotsky. Trotsky, with his lion-like mane of hair, was not a leader skilled at uniting comrades—or rather, Trotsky took absolutely no pleasure in uniting comrades. In this regard, although Comrade Stalin was not perfect, he was at least much better than Trotsky.

But the most important issue was not their attitudes toward comrades, but that the Trotskyists were a trouble for the current Soviet Union. Trotsky's thinking was very simple; this early Soviet leader, possessing immense passion for communist revolution, believed that apart from retaining basic industrial and survival needs, every single ruble the Soviet Union had should be taken out to support world revolution.

The divergence between Stalin and Trotsky lay precisely here. Stalin believed that now was not the time to launch a world revolution, and the Soviet people could not accept the world revolution policy Trotsky had formulated for the Soviet Union.

The facts were indeed so. The Central Committee and the Politburo had decided by an absolute majority to expel Trotsky and strip him of his CPSU party membership. It must be said that the conflict between Trotsky and Stalin really was a struggle over the party line. Trotsky had indeed been rejected by the CPSU Central Committee; it was not that Comrade Stalin had played some political conspiracy to bring him down. Rather, the majority of the Central Committee members and Politburo members truly could not tolerate this creator of the Red Army, leading to his expulsion from the party and the decision to exile him abroad.

A major reason Molotov was unwilling to express an opinion was that among the Trotskyists, many were not Soviets. The majority of Trotskyists were Polish, and a relatively large portion were Germans. These people were communists who believed their own motherlands—Poland or Germany—should become socialist states. Those who held to this communist ideal did not necessarily truly subscribe to Trotsky's concepts; they had only been forced to turn to Trotsky's side because Comrade Stalin was unwilling to support revolutions in Poland and Germany.

From a cold political perspective, unless this bunch of Trotskyists completely defected to Comrade Stalin's side—thereby becoming Soviet citizens or becoming secret agents of the CPSU, fully useful to Comrade Stalin—Stalin could only watch them sink or swim. Or even accelerate their demise.

From the perspective of national security, Comrade Stalin could not allow Poland to feel that its country was full of subversives. For the current bourgeois government of Poland, if there was one Communist Party, they would be eager to propagandize that there were ten, or even a hundred. Only by shaping such a situation could they ensure Britain and France continued to invest in Poland.

Comrade Stalin had always wanted to ease relations with Britain, France, and the United States, which was why he proposed the concept of 'Socialism in One Country'. This was a form of domestic propaganda, but even more so a form of foreign propaganda. Since the Soviet Union was to build 'Socialism in One Country', it naturally would not consider overthrowing the capitalist systems of other countries.

Just as *Pravda* had cursed British colonialism two days ago. Cursing Britain was to gain moral legitimacy, to demonstrate that the Soviet Union walked at the forefront of human morality. But if asked to actually send troops to fight Britain to the death, Comrade Stalin would never agree.

So Molotov remained silent. At this moment, he could say nothing; anything he said would be wrong. Moreover, in Molotov's consideration, if the Trotskyists stirred up trouble around the world, it would do the Soviet Union no good and would instead implicate the Soviet Union. If Molotov voiced his own view, it would imply that he wanted to thoroughly destroy the Trotskyists outside the Soviet Union. This could not be said under any circumstances!

Only Grigory, after thinking for a moment, spoke up: "General Secretary Stalin, I firmly support your opinion. However, in my personal view, the Trotskyists have actually lost their backbone. Domestically, we should still focus on criticism and education."

Both Kirov and Molotov breathed a sigh of relief inwardly. Trotskyists belonged to a category of being detached from reality and overly radical. It did not mean they were all bad people. A small portion of Trotskyists were actually quite capable in their work; driving them out of the government would be a loss for the Soviet Union. And given Grigory's position in the Soviet Union—equivalent to the director of China's SASAC (State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission)—he was naturally very suitable to say this.

General Secretary Stalin looked at the reactions of his three trustworthy subordinates and felt not the slightest surprise. Expelling Trotsky was the consensus of the Central Committee; purging Trotskyists was also the consensus. What Comrade Stalin was considering now was neither Trotsky nor the Trotskyists, but a more realistic threat—the likes of Bukharin.

At this time, the Soviet Union had not yet filmed *Lenin in October*, so the famous line "Tell Comrade Lenin, Bukharin is a traitor!" did not yet exist.

But for Comrade Stalin, a fellow like Bukharin who focused on the economic field was the greatest threat. As the saying goes, "Heretics are more intolerable than heathens." Bukharin had his own views and lines of thought regarding Comrade Stalin's economic policies, and this was already a threat!

Stalin actually envied his neighbor next door, China. The Chairman of the Republic of China, He Rui, possessed unshakable influence in China; his policies faced no worry of questioning or attack from anyone. Even as the leader of the Soviet Union, when Comrade Stalin analyzed He Rui's policies and the achievements they had garnered, he could find no fault in them.

Driving the Great Powers out of China, defeating geopolitical enemies like Japan and Britain, and then forcing these two countries to turn around and cooperate with China. Unlike the Soviet Union, which faced a blockade by countries across the world after defeating the interventionist armies, China, after completing its national independence, quickly utilized the world situation to make countries cooperate with it.

Comrade Stalin was actually somewhat puzzled why He Rui would tell such an obvious lie, claiming "China is a growth point for the world economy, and China is willing to share the benefits brought by China's development with countries around the world." At least Comrade Stalin absolutely did not believe this lie of He Rui's. Comrade Stalin believed that He Rui wanted to cheat the investment of countries around the world into China, and then annihilate it, absorb it, and turn it into China's capability.

But the governments of the world actually believed He Rui's lie, truly thinking they could gain benefits from China's development. Although Comrade Stalin did not understand, he also admired He Rui's ability to deceive the Great Power nations of the world. But such a secret must be He Rui's exclusive knowledge; even if the Soviet Union wanted to understand it, He Rui would not teach them.

At this very moment, Comrade Stalin asked, "Dear Comrade Grigory, what do you think is the appropriate course of action?"

People's Commissar Grigory dared not say too much. He was actually worried that Comrade Stalin would use the opportunity of clearing out Trotskyists to move against others. Now that Comrade Stalin did not mention that issue at all, simply asking what he wanted to do, if Commissar Grigory said anything, it might be misunderstood.

Thus, People's Commissar Grigory answered, "General Secretary Stalin, I fully support your viewpoint." After saying this, Grigory stood honestly before General Secretary Stalin, volunteering nothing further.

Seeing that these comrades had, after all, not made a mistake, General Secretary Stalin was very happy. Because the current situation, in a certain sense, was a bit like pennies falling from heaven.

Firstly, Stalin was responsible for trade with China. He had not really fought for this himself; it was Comrade Lenin's arrangement, and everyone within the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) was very clear on this. So the comrades believed that under General Secretary Stalin's leadership, trade with China had borne sweet fruit.

Secondly, to deal with Trotsky, Stalin had proposed the theory of "Socialism in One Country", which was also forced upon him. Yet the theory of "Socialism in One Country", also under Comrade Stalin's leadership, had achieved immense success in recent years.

From 1922 to 1930, the Soviet economy developed at high speed, and the people's standard of living rose rapidly. The superiority of the Soviet socialist system in its distribution mechanism allowed Soviet society to enter an era of unprecedented fairness. Abundant light industrial goods also ensured that laborers who performed excellently and had higher production efficiency received the rewards they deserved.

Moscow, Leningrad, Stalingrad (named Tsaritsyn from 1589 to 1925; in 1925, to commemorate Stalin's contributions, Tsaritsyn was renamed Stalingrad)—in these major cities, state-run stores were fully stocked with goods. Because Soviet distribution was so even, although residents of these cities also queued for shopping, they only did so when they heard a batch of new Chinese-made goods had arrived. On ordinary days, queues were not long.

And the grain-producing regions of Ukraine and Belarus, as well as various timber, mineral, and industrial regions—especially the Ukraine region—had become the elite regions of the Soviet Union. in the black earth regions, ordinary peasant households had bicycles, radios, and complete sets of clothes for all four seasons. Those households with extremely outstanding work even had all-terrain motor vehicles—that is, motorized tricycles.

Collective farms made up less than 8% of the Soviet Union, and it was precisely these 8% of collective farms that owned their own tractors, harvesters, and various feed processing equipment that was upgraded almost every year. To say their lives were better than those of the CPSU Central Committee members would be an exaggeration. But the standard of living of an ordinary factory director might not actually be much better than these collective farm members. Now, every region was petitioning the Central Committee to establish collective farms in their areas.

Comrade Stalin's daily work now was to ask staunch supporters like Kirov about the status of inspections in various regions. whether those regions possessed the conditions to build collective farms. Furthermore, Comrade Stalin recently greatly appreciated a young comrade named Beria. This young comrade named Beria possessed a firm will and was able to face all CPSU cadres who had problems with a mercilessly impartial attitude.

If Comrade Beria could prove himself more suitable for the Cheka's supervisory work, Comrade Stalin would be more at ease regarding supervision within the party. He would then dare to expand various approvals. After all, there was a saying in ancient Chinese wisdom: "To kill without having taught is called tyranny; to expect success without warning is called brutality; to demand results without giving time is called thievery; to give but to do so stingily is called being a mere functionary."

Currently, foreign languages in the Soviet Union were divided into three types: English, German, and Chinese. And more than half of Soviet cadres required their children to study Chinese. This sentence was one from the Soviet Chinese language curriculum, and at least after Comrade Stalin read it, he appreciated it greatly. He believed it had great reference value for building the Soviet socialist system.

So seeing the few comrades he had his eye on expressing obedience to his leadership, and not voicing any unreasonable views, even though such a situation was not what Comrade Stalin truly expected, he still said: "How to resolve the Trotskyists... I believe we must discuss in the Politburo what constitutes a Trotskyist. If they were merely comrades promoted by Trotsky, we should not crudely consider them to be Trotskyists."

Hearing this statement, which was like a pardon, Kirov, Molotov, and Grigory all breathed a sigh of relief. They did not wish to let off real Trotskyists, but General Secretary Stalin's words allowed them to feel his benevolence. Benevolence was not a very good evaluation in Russian tradition. It meant indulgence, lack of firmness. But for General Secretary Stalin personally, benevolence was an absolute good. If General Secretary Stalin demanded a thorough purge of Trotskyists, aside from Kirov, both Molotov and Grigory might very likely be purged.

So Molotov and Grigory immediately answered, "We firmly support General Secretary Stalin's opinion. We will absolutely not let off Trotskyists. Especially those liaison elements, we believe must be dealt with seriously."

Comrade Stalin was as tough as steel, and Comrade Trotsky was no saint either. After being suppressed by the Soviet Central Committee members led by Comrade Stalin, in the spring and summer of 1926, Trotsky formed a new anti-Stalin alliance with Zinoviev and others, the so-called "Trotsky-Zinoviev Anti-Party Alliance".

They provoked a debate on the question of whether socialism could be built in one country. The theories and practices they proposed, such as the "World Division of Labor Theory" and the "Super-Industrialization Plan", were naturally condemned and negated by the entire party at a time when the whole party was optimistic about the future. After the activities of the Trotsky-Zinoviev Alliance suffered a heavy blow, they temporarily restrained themselves.

With China launching a full-scale war against the United States diplomatically, and confirming cooperation between China and France, Trotsky intensified their activities again. They concocted and disseminated a large number of platforms and declarations, including the *Declaration of the Thirteen* (July 1926), the *Declaration of the Eighty-Three* (May 25, 1927), the *Platform of the Fifteen* (June 1927), the *Opposition Platform* (also known as the *September 3rd Platform*), and *Theses Submitted by the Bolshevik-Leninists (Opposition) to the Fifteenth Congress of the CPSU (B)*, etc., launching a comprehensive attack on the party's guidelines and policies.

Although Soviet economic development was going smoothly, the CPSU could bear it no longer. In response to these words and activities of Trotsky, the Central Committee of the CPSU (B) decided to successively expel Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev from the Politburo and the Central Committee, relieving Zinoviev of his post as Chairman of the Comintern and Trotsky of his post as candidate executive member. Finally, they expelled Trotsky.

Therefore, Molotov and Grigory's mood to liquidate the Trotskyists was not perfunctory or to please Stalin, but was their own view.

Comrade Stalin packed his pipe with tobacco again, took two puffs, and said amidst the fragrant aroma, "I believe we absolutely must not wrong a comrade."

Compared to the political system within the Soviet Union, Mr. Malon, Vice Speaker of the Chamber of Deputies of the French Third Republic, was much more relaxed. Even knowing that he had asked He Rui a foolish question, Mr. Malon still felt he had been misled by those inexperienced Chinese central personnel. If the Chinese Central Committee members had been able to state He Rui's views on Indochina, Mr. Malon would never have proactively mentioned the Indochina issue to He Rui.

However, Mr. Malon did not feel his political life was threatened. The French Third Republic was a semi-presidential country with a President and a Premier. The President had constitutional guarantees and did not need to worry about his term. The Premier's title was 'President of the Council of Ministers', following a cabinet system model. A party or coalition of parties that won half the seats in parliament would form a cabinet, and cabinet ministers were all MPs. France did not currently have a two-party situation; every cabinet had to be formed through a coalition of parties, to the extent that small parties could also topple the cabinet. This situation caused French politics to appear very chaotic.

Even so, between the President and the Premier, France still considered the Premier to have more real power. Malon felt that the reason He Rui spoke to him about this matter was naturally because Malon was something of a figure in the French political arena. The most important thing lay in the fact that Malon had proactively crashed into this by asking He Rui about his views on the Vietnam uprising. He Rui also needed a test subject to see the views of the French upper echelons regarding Indochina.

Now that Mr. Malon had fulfilled He Rui's expectations, everything that followed would wait for the French upper echelons to make their own judgment.
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The French parliamentary delegation had concluded its two-week visit and was preparing to leave the Republic of Korea. At Busan Port, the French delegation, representing a parliamentary system, shook hands warmly with the representatives of the Korean National Assembly, representing a presidential system. Vice Speaker Malon, whose "Mediterranean" hairstyle was now fully on display, shook hands cordially with the thick-haired Speaker of the Korean National Assembly, Park Yeong-hyo.

Park Yeong-hyo spoke with emotion: "France is a great world power, and we look forward to France exerting significant influence in the development of East Asia."

Vice Speaker Malon felt that while Park Yeong-hyo's remarks seemed enthusiastic, he should respond with considerable caution. After all, Malon had nearly caused a diplomatic incident when facing He Rui earlier; at this moment, he sought not to achieve merit, but merely to avoid error. The two sides waved goodbye, and it was only after the French delegation had boarded their cruise ship that Vice Speaker Malon's mood improved.

On the ship, Vice Speaker Malon finally began to discuss the "Korea Model" with the French MPs. Korea had adopted a presidential system, in which the president held real power, could form a cabinet, and could make various personnel appointments without the need for parliamentary approval. As a country within the Chinese cultural sphere, Korea had a long tradition of centralization. The presidential system created under such institutions truly placed great power in the hands of the leader.

Smoothing over the sparse remains of his hair, Vice Speaker Malon asked his parliamentary colleagues, "Gentlemen, do you feel that the Korean National Assembly is perhaps a bit too enthusiastic towards external forces?"

Under a parliamentary system, to become a minister or even the President of the Council of Ministers, one had to first be a member of parliament. Although there were disparities in influence among MPs, there was no difference in rank. Therefore, the MPs did not consider themselves Malon's subordinates, and someone immediately replied, "Could it be that they are eager to prove to the outside world that the Korea Model is successful? After all, this is Chairman He Rui's expectation."

"This Park Yeong-hyo is a pro-Japanese figure. Is he doing this because he wants to be less controlled by China?"

"Park Yeong-hyo wanting to counter China? Isn't that view a bit unserious?"

The MPs debated spiritedly, but since French influence in Korea was extremely low, their enthusiastic discussion remained just that—discussion. After listening to the views of other MPs for a while, Vice Speaker Malon also felt he might be overthinking it. Korea had always been a vassal state of China. Even after being controlled by Japan for over thirty years, it had now effectively become a vassal of China once again.

External forces had never been able to truly penetrate the Korean Peninsula. Perhaps for this reason, Park Yeong-hyo could afford to be so open. Perhaps Park simply did not believe that France would actually consider infiltrating its influence into Korea.

With this judgment formed, Vice Speaker Malon changed the subject. "Gentlemen, do you believe that Korea can become a stable country?"

"We all know that a great many problems arise during the process of land redistribution. Korea has now completed its land redemption. According to the situation we understand, there is universal praise within Korea for the land reform. They believe Chairman He Rui has accomplished in Korea what even Mencius could not. Although I cannot understand why the Koreans put it that way, Korean society has restored order with astonishing speed amidst such drastic changes. Such a country should be quite stable."

The French MPs generally agreed with this view. After all, France had implemented similar land reform policies during the Great Revolution era. As a "veteran revolutionary region" of Europe, France was very familiar with these policies.

Mentioning He Rui, the left-wing MPs in the delegation were somewhat emotional. One spoke up loudly: "Mr. He Rui is a recognized economist. Although his explanation of land reform inevitably has a communist flavor, it falls within an acceptable range. By treating land redistribution as 'bankruptcy reorganization,' the policy's impact on the nation becomes very small."

None of the centrist or right-wing French MPs responded to this. The eyes of the right-wing MPs even showed resistance. The establishment of the Soviet Union and its policy of total land nationalization had caused great shock in Europe. The United States had vast land and a sparse population, so land issues were not prominent there. But in Europe, with its dense population, the land issue had always been a prominent social problem.

China had also carried out land reform after its unification, which should have been a major shock to Europe. However, China not only proposed the interpretation of "bankruptcy reorganization" for land redemption but also produced several very weighty, high-quality reports and numerous papers, triggering an even greater shock in Europe than previously imagined.

Originally, European academia had an instinctive objection to the Soviet Union's violent confiscation of land; the staunch supporters of Soviet land reform were political figures. Now, however, a group of scholars in European economics had expressed "understanding," and even support, for the economic policy of asset reorganization of land assets through redemption. The influence of this was profound.

Politicians will adopt policies favorable to the bourgeoisie when government interests align with bourgeois interests, and will help the bourgeoisie when bourgeois and proletarian interests conflict. But when government interests conflict with bourgeois interests, politicians will certainly choose policies favorable to themselves.

Academics acting as government think tanks believed that land redemption was beneficial to the national economy in certain economic situations. This meant that academia had opened a door—land redemption had become an option. Since He Rui consistently insisted he was a communist, it meant that communist economic policies and theories had gained a certain recognition in Europe. At the very least, French politicians were unwilling to discuss this issue.

Seeing the rightists and centrists remaining silent, the French left-wing MPs felt displeased and immediately continued: "French industry is developing rapidly now, and although the number of French farmers forced to sell their land has decreased significantly in the past two years, this trend has not been stopped. It is time to consider the peasant issue!"

Vice Speaker Malon rubbed the shiny, bald part of his head again and sighed inwardly. This was the status quo in France: the Left, Center, and Right each had their own flagship issues. For example, the French Right advocated increasing tariffs and strengthening relations with China to ensure the interests of French industry. While making these their main focus, the French Right did not publicize their actual agreement when the Chinese government proposed expanding exports to France.

In terms of supporting the interests of French industry, the Left and Right were in agreement. But regarding elections, the Left campaigned on ensuring a minimum wage system and ensuring French companies paid sufficient overtime. They wanted to expand the number of employed people in France and extend the coverage of the French social security system.

Due to this policy direction, the French Left was not so supportive of expanding the quota for Chinese imports, because the light industry sector could absorb a very large number of employed people. But even a small fly is meat; opening more factories in France and creating more jobs would make the French economy active and increase tax revenue. That was naturally good for France.

French left-wing politicians could certainly understand that China needed to export more goods to France to repay its loans. But France had finally achieved a situation of full employment. With the "big government" model the Left preferred, they still hoped to eliminate unemployment and increase national income. They wanted China to earn enough profit to repay the French loans, but only within a scope that did not impact France.

In the end, it was all about votes. Vice Speaker Malon was very clear on this and couldn't be bothered to express his own views. With the French economy highly active now, whatever France did was merely a trade-off between good and better. Politicians didn't need to make special promises; as long as the economy maintained its current situation and confidence in the French economy wasn't destroyed, the lives of the French people would improve day by day.

During the month-long return journey, the French parliamentary delegation engaged in discussions on the cruise ship that seemed intense but were not actually sharp. Most of the time was actually spent on idle chatter and private interest-brokering among themselves. After all, this time, various heavy-weight French politicians had indicated they wanted to run for the post of Prime Minister of France (President of the Council of Ministers). Every MP had to engage in sufficient brokering to obtain the maximum benefit.

By the time Vice Speaker Malon returned to France, it was already early September 1930. He immediately threw himself into the fierce election campaign. Originally, MP Malon felt he might have to bear considerable pressure over the Indochina issue, but upon returning to France, he discovered that the discussions of the first month or so had caused French nationalist sentiment to rise rapidly. Major French political parties, as well as the press and academia, all considered this a thorny issue.

If only one political party viewed it this way, that party would become a target of public criticism. But once a consensus formed in French politics, the topic disappeared from French mainstream media within half a month. Although British newspapers were still mentioning the matter, French newspapers merely counterattacked with the excuse that "this is all a British conspiracy," immediately convincing ordinary French citizens that the Indochina issue was not an issue at all.

And Vice Speaker Malon's luck was truly good. In mid-September, French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand, who had played a major role in Sino-French economic cooperation, died of a sudden illness because his body could not withstand the grueling election schedule while campaigning while ill. This triggered a violent tremor in French politics.

Even at the height of the campaign, the funeral of "former" Foreign Minister Briand was extremely solemn. Vice Speaker Malon, dressed in black, walked into the hall where Briand's coffin was temporarily placed with a serious expression. He saw that the hall was full of ordinary people; even the Archbishop of Paris had come in a personal capacity to bid farewell.

This was not strange. Briand was an ascetic who had remained unmarried all his life, and he was also an atheist. In the era of the Great Revolution, the "veteran revolutionary region" of France had waged a fierce struggle against religion. With the development of science and culture, the proportion of atheism or materialist concepts in the French upper class and academia was not small.

MP Malon happened to be seated next to the Archbishop of Paris. Malon saw that the Archbishop looked composed, not at all uncomfortable about attending the funeral of an atheist. So he said to the Archbishop, "Mr. Briand was a good man."

This remark was not entirely out of flattery. This year was 1930. In the first half of the year, the French press had jointly organized a "French Politicians of the 1920s" selection event. Ranked first was President Gaston Doumergue, and ranked fourth was Briand. Those from first to sixth place were all closely related to Sino-French economic cooperation.

The Archbishop of Paris nodded. "Indeed, Mr. Briand was a very respectable politician. I feel great regret over his death."

Seeing the Archbishop make no mention of religious beliefs, MP Malon felt that the Archbishop was indeed a shrewd man. When the French economy was bad, religion developed greatly. When people had no money and faced the threat of unemployment, religion had a traditional advantage in charity and handing out porridge, so more people went to church.

Now that the economy had improved, especially in this state of full employment, everyone from the poor to the rich was working hard to make money. Especially the poor—they discovered they actually had the power to choose, so they focused their energy on obtaining a better life. The number of people attending church services plummeted. Among all church services, only weddings showed rapid growth. Other businesses were very depressed. The Archbishop of Paris coming to attend the funeral of the atheist Briand was to show the presence of religion.

The ceremony was solemn and simple. Politicians were in a hurry; at this stage of the election, who had time to waste attending someone else's funeral? However, many politicians just sat in their chairs waiting. It wasn't until a slight commotion came from outside that the politicians turned their heads.

As Briand was the French Foreign Minister and had such high prestige, the French government had sent an honor guard to keep vigil. Aside from people of status, even among reporters, only those from major newspapers were allowed in; others could not enter. Following the sound of the commotion, a handsome young Chinese man walked in, accompanied by a secretary. It was the Chinese Ambassador to France.

The French politicians rose one after another, shaking hands with the Chinese Ambassador to France with serious expressions. Malon felt some regret; if Briand hadn't been an atheist, they could have proceeded with a traditional religious funeral mode. France was well-versed in this, with preparations ready for how to arrange a large number of guests. In that case, the Chinese Ambassador to France would have had ample time to converse with the French politicians.

But Briand had long made a will for a simple funeral. No red tape. This meant everyone could only simply shake hands and exchange a sentence or two. However, having the chance to exchange a sentence or two with the Chinese Ambassador to France was already not easy. The Chinese Ambassador completed the flower-laying ceremony, then, in accordance with Briand's testamentary arrangements, simply shook hands with Briand's family and offered brief condolences before leaving the mourning hall.

Soon, it was MP Malon's turn to present flowers. He walked to the coffin, shook hands with Briand's family, picked up a white rose from the basket nearby, and walked to the side of the coffin. Looking in through the half-open lid, he saw Briand lying quietly inside, as if asleep.

MP Malon was somewhat happy about this, because Foreign Minister Briand had been a critic of Vice Speaker Malon; he believed Malon had made mistakes in diplomacy. Now that Briand had passed away, the critic had vanished, and the trouble had vanished too.

After presenting the flower, MP Malon shook hands and embraced Briand's family again, then left the mourning hall with a serious expression but a relaxed heart. As soon as he walked out, he saw a car parked outside. The moment the reporters saw that the person arriving was the current Prime Minister, Raymond Poincaré, they immediately surrounded him.

Raymond Poincaré said to the reporters: "Minister Briand was a friend I cooperated with for many years, and I respected him very much. Sino-French cooperation began during my term. Minister Briand worked hard to complete the tasks given to him by the cabinet. In this regard, the two of us have too many memories of working together. Now that Minister Briand has passed away, I will certainly strive to serve Sino-French cooperation and fully revitalize the French economy."

MP Malon truly admired the thickness of Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré's skin. In the selection of famous French politicians of the 1920s, he ranked second. If He Rui hadn't gone directly to French President Doumergue to discuss cooperation, but had contacted Raymond Poincaré directly instead, it would probably be Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré ranking as the number one French politician of the last 20 years.

Although the French public felt Raymond Poincaré was very capable, most within French political circles believed he probably couldn't compare to French President Doumergue. He Rui was considered by the French political world to be a world-class leader with far-reaching vision. His seeking cooperation with President Doumergue made Sino-French cooperation a great success. In hindsight evaluations, French political circles all believed that it was Doumergue's softer style and keen vision that led him to fully promote Sino-French cooperation.

In Raymond Poincaré's political career, one of his most famous experiences was pushing for a hard line against Germany and sending troops to the Ruhr, which forced Germany into hyperinflation. Faced with the economic cooperation actively proposed by China, Raymond Poincaré might not have opposed it, but there was a high probability he would have raised various conditions. Judging by the current results, that would have delayed Sino-French cooperation by at least half a year. And half a year would have let France earn much less money. This was substantive damage to French interests.

So MP Malon didn't listen much more and chose to leave. Along the way, Malon felt both emotion and lingering fear. Suppressing the Indochina issue did not mean France had no unease about China. For France, the Indochina issue could be resolved through discussion with China, but the "Korea Model" proposed by China caused a shock to the Versailles System, which was the foundation of the British and French colonial empires.

This matter could be left unmentioned for now, but it was something that would have to be discussed in the future. MP Malon calculated in his heart that he would absolutely not participate in such discussions in the future. France today really did not have the power to give orders to China, and both Britain and the United States were eager to try and sabotage Sino-French cooperation.

If the French economy suddenly plummeted, the cabinet's approval rating would plummet. President Doumergue had already promised MP Malon a ministerial position. MP Malon didn't want to be kicked out of the minister's seat because the cabinet fell before he had even warmed the seat. As for Indochina, in MP Malon's view, it wasn't something that couldn't be given up.
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The French parliamentary elections began in October 1930 and concluded on November 24. The party of former President and former Prime Minister Gaston Doumergue emerged victorious. Doumergue defeated Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré to become the Prime Minister (President of the Council of Ministers) of the new government. Raymond Poincaré, known for his hardline foreign policy, took up the critically important post of Minister of Finance due to his success in reforming the franc between 1926 and 1928.

In his victory speech, new Prime Minister Doumergue announced, "To increase the rest available to the French people, this government's first bill will be the one proposed during the election guaranteeing every French citizen two weeks of paid leave annually. Furthermore, this government will resolutely implement a forty-hour workweek and increase wages; overtime must be paid at double rates. On Sundays or holidays, places like the Louvre shall be open to the public."

Hearing Doumergue's victory speech, left-wing politicians desperately wanted to whistle and jeer. However, the French public attending the speech erupted in tsunami-like cheers upon hearing Doumergue's announcements. Seeing the enthusiasm of the masses, the left-wing politicians had to suppress their urge to heckle.

Doumergue belonged to a center-right party, and increasing welfare was not originally his priority. But France was a "revolutionary base area"—this was a country that had historically hung aristocrats from lampposts, beheaded priests, and burned churches. The French Right was mostly not the type to oppose welfare on principle, but rather a more nationalist Right. As long as the state had money, this Right was willing to concede profits to the people in exchange for votes.

Prime Minister Doumergue concluded his victory speech and waved to the crowd. Every wave elicited enthusiastic cheers from the French people. Listening to the crowd passionately chanting "Doumergue, Doumergue," the deeply moved Prime Minister waved again and again, winning round after round of cheers. Doumergue waved as many as six times before returning to the Élysée Palace in high spirits to convene an internal meeting of the ruling party.

*Le Figaro* devoted half of its front page that day to a glowing report: "...What did the victory in the Great War in Europe over a decade ago bring to France? We lost one-tenth of our population, and a quarter of our industries suffered severe damage. In 1918, the budget deficit reached 18 billion francs; we owed the United States 16 billion francs and Britain 13 billion francs; prices doubled; and most of the pre-war high-interest loans to foreign countries were gone forever, especially the loans to Tsarist Russia which were completely repudiated by the Bolsheviks led by Lenin. The lives of almost all French people fell into hardship.

"Over the past two years, thanks to the wise choices of the previous administration, the French economy has become highly active. To satisfy the French economy, the government issued nearly 200 billion francs. Without firing a single shot, we have not only completely made up for the losses of those years but also brought the French economy to an unprecedented height.

"Judging from the performance of the past two years, this government is very likely to be one that can satisfy the expectations of the French nationals!..."

Left-wing politicians were thoroughly nauseated when they saw this front page. These policies had originally been proposed by them, but now that the center-right government had accepted them entirely, the Left had no way to attack the current government by blocking these bills.

Before this general election, there had long been a consensus in French politics: even if a bubbling-over far-right party came to power, the new government would have the ability to implement almost all left-wing policies except for changing the form of government. Now this consensus had become reality. The left-wing politicians were powerless against this—who asked them to fail to win the election despite using every trick in the book?

The other half of *Le Figaro*'s front page introduced China's 1930 autumn harvest. Due to the popularization of synthetic ammonia, China's 1930 autumn harvest yield increased by 11% compared to the previous year. Combined with the significantly increased summer harvest, China's total grain output in 1930 increased by 15% year-on-year. Grain production drove industrial production, and *Le Figaro* predicted that the total output value of China's industry and agriculture this year would reach more than 15% of the previous year's figures.

The British side was very clear about France's intentions. The better China's economy was, the more confident France's economy would be. Therefore, the British side responded tit-for-tat with an investigative report titled "The Weeping French Light Industry": "...France does its utmost to boast of its heavy industrial development, but in Paris, in Marseille, in Lyon, French light industry is facing an astonishing decline. Taking the textile industry as an example, France's share was 100% in 1928, but it shrank by 35% in 1930. This 35% share has been occupied by cheap Chinese textiles. French cotton is sold to China and eventually turns into Chinese textiles sold back to France. This has directly led to a 30% contraction in the French textile industry..."

To the French, what the British said was lies. So the French public simply did not care whether what the British newspapers described was fact. The working environment in the textile industry was very harsh, and wages were very low. Even if employment in the textile industry declined, the female employees who made up a huge proportion of it could go to the machinery manufacturing industry to serve plates and tea, which was much better than serving textile machines in constantly roaring factories. Even if they could not engage in the textile industry, the maid service industry, long-term care industry, and nursery industry were much more profitable. For the same wages, the French working masses naturally expected a better working environment.

In October 1930, the unemployment rate in Britain had reached 20%. When able-bodied laborers who had accumulated work experience in various factories could not find jobs, the British economic departments indeed could not understand the thoughts of French workers where the unemployment rate was only 1.8%.

Several British Cabinet meetings revolved around the British pound, but with little success. In a reality with no demand, the British government had no solution. Consequently, the British Cabinet issued a strict order to the Foreign Office: "In early 1931, the King of England's visit to China must be facilitated!"

***

In China, He Rui was not living the leisurely life of a national leader as imagined by the rest of the world. At this time, He Rui was struggling with reports every day. Reports from China's provinces, cities, counties, and towns were sent up. Only data filtered by the economic departments reached He Rui. He Rui even had to throw triangular dice to determine which town or county to spot-check for data.

Those outrageous economic development figures, after being filtered by the Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Industry, and the Ministry of Construction, were already subject to investigation orders issued by the respective ministries. For example, for those counties where grain production increased by more than 20%, the relevant ministries under the State Council had already instructed the provincial agricultural departments to conduct sampling surveys. After such investigations, most of the bizarre growth rates were debunked. Only data from areas that could not be debunked made it to He Rui.

Under such statistical capability, the counties naturally could not fabricate stories of "ten thousand jin per mu." After all, county leaders were not fools; they at least knew clearly that if they reported ten thousand jin per mu and were found out by superior departments, not only would the leaders of the towns and villages under the county be dismissed without exception, but the county and city leaders would basically be finished too. Dismissal was already a very gentle treatment; leaders of relevant departments would not only be dismissed but also stripped of their retirement benefits. The pension contributions made over so many years would all vanish. Under such a policy of collective responsibility, reports at the county and city levels became much more rigorous.

He Rui's job was simple: to order the General Office to investigate anomalies. The young secretaries in the General Office understood economic issues very well under this workload and became priority recruitment targets for the legal and policy departments of various ministries.

For He Rui, these problems actually didn't matter. Finding problems meant pressure on the State Council. The State Council could not turn a blind eye to the opinions of the Chairman's General Office. As long as they were willing to solve them, things became easy to understand. China was so big; with the economy developing at high speed now, there would always be some local government data that appeared very distinct. If He Rui could pinpoint the problem, it would save the General Office a lot of trouble. So He Rui also gained a profound understanding of the economic development of various regions based on current data.

While He Rui smoked cigarettes and absorbed nicotine, secretaries delivered various data to him. Just by looking at the economic data of various provinces and even prefectures and cities—such as power generation and the mechanization level of local enterprises—He Rui could roughly infer the economic situation of each locality. For example, in an area where the annual per capita power consumption was less than 50 kWh, unless there were unique products, there was no reason for huge power consumption issues to appear. In this situation, as long as the Ministry of Industry produced the relevant documents, the clues could be seen.

Under such high-pressure governance, the comrades in the localities felt huge problems. Especially when huge electricity consumption did not match industrial output, huge problems appeared immediately. For example, from an economic perspective, insisting that power-consuming enterprises did not have enough electric motors would easily expose where the problem lay.

Bureaucratic elements evolve very easily. Especially those cases of errors; for bureaucrats who "don't want trouble," their warning significance is even more realistic than for those bureaucrats who want to do a good job. Although fools don't live long, fools in this world always think they are smart. In the end, after the fools are wiped out, what remains are the guys who are capable but think themselves clever.

Although He Rui detested such messy matters, he had to admit that the evolution of the bureaucratic group required bloody examples. Only after the Central Investigation Teams demonstrated impressive capabilities could the reaction of the bureaucratic groups be stimulated.

Fortunately, the evolution of the bureaucratic group was going quite well, and the centralized government itself performed well in these fields. For instance, if something happened in a township, one could directly inquire with the relevant departments in the county. If those departments could not give an effective answer, then those departments could be eliminated.

After all, in the composition of the government back then, the proportion of cadres who came entirely from the Northeast and had undergone detailed statistical testing was indeed limited. The number of cadres from the old regime was huge. Dealing with them did not cause heartache.

Moreover, such handling not only fully exposed those who held sinecures but also allowed a few capable officials to reveal themselves. Only then could He Rui persist in such loathsome work.

Zhang Xiluan was prepared for this matter. As the only surviving elder of the old Beiyang clique, Zhang Xiluan absolutely refused to let himself be a scapegoat for others. For any bastard who caused bad luck due to such matters, the Zhang family would not have the slightest sympathy. Such people wouldn't even get past Zhang Xiluan's butler, let alone see Zhang Xiluan.

However, by February 1931, Zhang Xiluan's butler excitedly passed the message sent by He Rui to Zhang Xiluan.

Zhang Xiluan read the content of the message and was somewhat puzzled. The King of England was preparing to visit China, and He Rui invited Zhang Xiluan to attend the state banquet. The King of England was a figure in the present day; Zhang Xiluan had at least heard of the reputation of the British Empire. Nominally, Zhang Xiluan really didn't understand why he had to eat a meal with the King of England.

So after pondering for a long time, Zhang Xiluan dictated a reply, and the butler wrote to He Rui: "...Brother He, although your foolish brother really does not care for foreigners, I truly do not understand what relationship the King of England has with me. Back then, what I hated most were the Russian Tsar and the Japanese Emperor. Of these two, one constantly encroached on Chinese territory, and the other launched the Jiawu War. If it were a matter of beheading these two, I would certainly spare no effort to watch. As for the likes of the King of England, I truly have no interaction with them..."

He Rui couldn't help laughing after reading it. A character like Old Zhang really felt like he had become wise with age. He Rui originally felt that Old Zhang might be interested in the leaders of world powers; he didn't expect Old Zhang to speak so plainly. He Rui couldn't say much either. He could only reply: "For Lord Zhang's personal attention: Receiving your letter the other day, I was inexplicably terrified. I originally thought Lord Zhang would be interested in dining with a world leader, but after seeing your letter, I realized I misunderstood your high integrity. I am deeply ashamed of the letter that disturbed your peace before, and I hope you will forgive me..."

He Rui intended to dictate this letter to a secretary, but one of his wives, Mitsuko, was a Japanese reporter. Japanese has a specific set of honorifics, a set of wording that takes "politeness" to the extreme. Compared to this set of honorifics in Japanese, He Rui's words could be considered uncouth. So Mitsuko, taking He Rui's dictation, converted it into honorifics, which the Secretariat then translated back into Chinese language and sent to Zhang Xiluan.

The result was that Zhang Xiluan was greatly alarmed after reading it. He immediately replied, "Brother He Rui, although I am old, I am not unreasonable. Your letter the other day was overly polite, and I felt inexplicably astonished. If you insist that I meet with the King of England, why not speak directly? Whatever you command, I will certainly obey!"

Now He Rui was in a bit of a bind. He just wanted to see the Japanese honorifics, but he hadn't expected to alarm Zhang Xiluan. He Rui could only send someone to Tianjin to personally apologize to Zhang Xiluan. If He Rui hadn't been too busy at this time, he would have had to visit personally.

Having sent the person off, He Rui continued his work. As time entered 1931, Britain had discovered that its economic problems were completely unsolvable by Britain alone. In addition to pushing hard for the King's visit to China, Britain also came up with three measures: abandoning the gold standard, the Sterling Bloc, and the Imperial Preference system.

The Sterling Bloc was an exclusive international currency bloc centered on the pound sterling. It was established in September 1931. Under the blow of the capitalist world economic crisis that broke out in 1929, Britain was forced to abandon the gold standard and announce the devaluation of the pound. To maintain its original sphere of influence and colonial system and strengthen its market competitiveness, Britain united with various colonies, dominions (except Canada), and countries with close financial and economic ties to Britain to form the Sterling Bloc. The currencies of member countries maintained a fixed exchange rate with the pound; the exchange rates between member countries were fixed, while exchange rates with currencies outside the bloc were determined by the exchange rate between the pound and the US dollar. Trade, credit, and other accounts between member countries were all settled in pounds; within member countries, capital transfers were unrestricted; and the foreign exchange reserves and gold of all member countries had to be deposited in London banks for international clearing purposes.

Historically, it formed in 1931 right during the world economic crisis. Participants included members of the British Commonwealth (except Canada) as well as Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Portugal, Egypt, Iraq, Argentina, Brazil, and other countries that had close financial and economic ties with Britain at the time. It stipulated that member currencies maintain a fixed rate with the pound, while rates against other currencies were determined by the pound's rate against the dollar. Countries stored most of their foreign exchange reserves in London for international clearing. Britain used the Sterling Bloc to consolidate its position in the markets of various countries. In 1939, this bloc was replaced by the newly formed Sterling Area.

In 1932, the capitalist world was in a severe economic crisis, and the struggle among imperialist countries for world markets was very intense. Economically and technologically increasingly backward, Britain relied on foreign markets more than other countries, yet its commodity competitiveness was weaker than its main competitors. During the economic crisis, Britain's export trade volume fell by more than half. Britain had to abandon its long-standing free trade policy and turn to a protectionist trade policy, announcing that foreign goods entering the British market would be subject to ad valorem duties of 10% to 33.3%. At the same time, Britain strengthened foreign exchange controls and gradually formed the Sterling Bloc. Countries participating in the Sterling Bloc could freely exchange foreign currency, while strict controls were implemented on foreign exchange transactions outside the bloc to protect the Sterling Bloc's market. Since Britain levied protective tariffs, it was bound to affect the dominions and colonies with close economic ties to Britain. In order to ensure that the economic relations between Britain and its dominions and colonies were not harmed by this, and to protect and expand Britain's markets in these countries by further developing mutual trade, Britain established the Imperial Preference system, which was of the nature of a customs union, with its dominions and colonies.

According to the agreement of the Ottawa Imperial Conference, the main contents of the Imperial Preference system were: 1. Britain gave tariff preferences to imported goods from dominions and colonies, of which about 80% of goods could be imported duty-free, and the other approximately 20% of goods were only levied a low tariff of about 10%. 2. Britain guaranteed the sales market for agricultural products from dominions and colonies in Britain and restricted the import of agricultural products from countries outside the dominions and colonies. 3. British industrial products would enjoy corresponding preferential treatment when exported to dominions and colonies. 4. When formulating tariff policies, dominions and colonies had to accept Britain's suggestions and levy high tariffs on goods imported from countries other than Britain. To implement the Ottawa Conference agreement, Britain signed a series of agreements with various dominions and colonies, specifying the preferences these countries and regions gave to British goods. These agreements generally reduced import tariffs on British goods to 20% of the value of the goods, significantly lower than the tariffs levied on goods from other countries.
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The three British policies for dealing with the economic crisis were so well-organized that Wu Youping began to suspect the UK had formulated a plan targeting Sino-French economic cooperation long ago. After reading the report, Wu Youping immediately called He Rui. "Before their King visited China, the British government came up with a complete set of policies. Was this planned in advance?"

He Rui felt that historically, from 1931 to 1932, Britain had continuously deepened its understanding of the economic crisis and gradually completed these three policies. Bringing them out all at once now suggested the British upper echelons had realized this economic crisis would be long in duration and high in intensity. They had to respond with a more decisive attitude and greater force. He asked, "Youping, what kind of needs do you think would make Britain combine these policies?"

"I'm not too sure... Could it be that Britain sensed the threat of war?" Wu Youping couldn't help but lower his voice slightly.

He Rui felt this answer was worth about an 85. Overall, after France established cooperation with China, Britain adjusted its policy under the pressure of France's rise, clarifying its own camp. If Wu Youping had suggested that Britain might use the threat of war to deal with other countries and force them to agree to British conditions, that might have been a perfect score.

Hearing He Rui's explanation, Wu Youping fell temporarily silent. He Rui expected Wu Youping to ask how to deal with the potential British threat, but instead heard him ask, "Chairman, are there still deficiencies in our economic development plan?"

He Rui did not answer immediately. The Sterling Bloc was very interesting; it was formed in 1931, right during the world economic crisis. Participants included members of the British Commonwealth (except Canada) as well as Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Portugal, Egypt, Iraq, Argentina, Brazil, and other countries with close financial and economic ties to Britain. It stipulated that member currencies maintain a fixed exchange rate with the pound, while exchange rates with other currencies were determined by the pound's rate against the US dollar. Countries stored most of their foreign exchange reserves in London for international settlement. Britain used the Sterling Bloc to consolidate its position in these markets. In 1939, this group was replaced by the newly formed Sterling Area.

Historically, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Portugal, Egypt, and Iraq were all targets for Germany. Britain creating such an organization cut off Germany's markets. The Little Mustache would have to break this bloc to obtain markets for Germany. So, Britain really hadn't expected war, or rather, the economic war had already begun. Military war was just the continuation of this economic war.

Composing himself, He Rui continued to explain, "As I see it, when Britain and the US make requests of us separately, we should organize a four-power economic cooperation plan involving China, the US, Britain, and France. We require Britain and the US to provide capital, and in return, we help them solve some of their demand needs—helping Britain drive employment for 800,000 workers and the US for 2 million. This is our limit. I think the British and Americans have the capability to make the correct judgment; they know very well that if they want more, the only option left is military means."

Wu Youping was speechless for a moment. Over the past two years, many comrades in the Party Central Committee and the State Council had developed somewhat unrealistic views on diplomacy, feeling that diplomacy seemed capable of solving many problems. Wu Youping felt this thinking was too wishful, but He Rui's diplomacy had been so successful that some comrades felt 'others might not be able to do it, but Chairman He can.' Even Wu Youping didn't know how to refute such views, because any rebuttal might make people suspect he was 'questioning He Rui's ability' based on some unreasonable attitude.

Hearing He Rui express a cautious and rational view on the boundaries of capability, Wu Youping felt completely at ease. As long as He Rui remained this clear-headed, Wu Youping's pressure would be much lighter.

At this point, He Rui asked, "Youping, is there anything else you want to ask?"

Wu Youping couldn't help but ask a question about the distant future. "Chairman, the future war may not necessarily be a conflict between Germany and France, right?"

"Where do you think the main contradiction comes from?" He Rui was interested.

Wu Youping explained his thoughts. As a high-ranking member of the Civilization Party, Wu Youping naturally knew China was preparing for war after 1939. Marshal Foch of France had said, "This is not peace. It is an armistice for twenty years." Defeated Germany had neither been thoroughly weakened nor received corresponding appeasement, and the victorious powers who signed the treaty had not honored their promise to lift the blockade on Germany. Marshal Foch predicted that Germany, in poverty and hunger, would never let the matter rest.

Originally, Wu Youping felt Marshal Foch's judgment was very reasonable. But with the experiences of these past few years, especially the cooperation with France, Wu Youping felt the biggest problem stemmed from the current world order. The current world order determined the suffering of Germany and the oppressed people of the vast colonies. Countries without colonies also lived very difficult lives in the current world order. A counterattack against Britain and France was only a matter of time.

"Chairman, even without Germany, other countries would come out to challenge the Versailles System. The United States might be the country that most wants to destroy the Versailles System," Wu Youping stated his view.

"The current world order stifles the development of productive forces. The new order the United States hopes for is an economic model beneficial to the American system. It shifts from realistic colonialism to economic colonialism. Its lower limit is higher than the Versailles System, but essentially it can only be considered an upgraded version. It still cannot solve the problem of unfairness in the world order. Of course, this is my view on another possibility. As for what is actually happening, you can consider the British bloc, the East Asian bloc, the United States, and France—these four forces have already divided the world into these major pieces. The ultimate war will definitely break out."

Hearing He Rui confirm that war was unavoidable, Wu Youping unconsciously let out a sigh of relief. Just as he wanted to express his agreement with He Rui, he heard He Rui continue, "I want to emphasize one thing to you. This war is not some ultimate holy war. As the Premier of the country, you must clearly realize that human progress is a very dynamic thing. The result of the last Great War in Europe only strengthened the evil colonial system and did not make the world more progressive. So, whether the next war can make the world more civilized and progressive is determined by the ability and cognition of the participants, not that the world will naturally progress after a devastating war breaks out."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt an inexplicable emotion and immediately replied, "Yes. I understand."

"Alright. We both need to read materials. Watch your eyes." He Rui finished speaking on the other end of the phone, and with a click, the line went dead.

Wu Youping looked at the large number of comparative analysis reports, feeling a slight resistance in his heart. At least at this moment, he wanted to think a while longer.

After the pound left the gold standard, its exchange rate against other major currencies fell, which would promote British commodity exports.

Establishing the Sterling Bloc ensured the pound became the major currency in circulation in these countries, stabilizing the pound's position.

The Imperial Preference system ensured Britain possessed a stable fundamental base of over 500 million people when facing world economic danger.

The preparation and ongoing development of these three policies forced Wu Youping to admit that Britain did not lack far-sighted politicians and scholars capable of making decisions most beneficial to Britain based on its reality. Although China was now industrializing rapidly, facing Britain, which had been industrializing for 200 years, Wu Youping somewhat doubted whether China could gain the ability to overwhelm world powers like Britain and France through ten years of development. Calling He Rui just now was not only to gain ideas but more to gain confidence.

At this moment, his thinking might not be very clear, but sensing He Rui's calm, serious, and fearless attitude, Wu Youping felt he had gained confidence from him. Others might view this as charisma. Wu Youping, however, felt he simply agreed with He Rui's thinking: China had 500 million people. If 500 million people could achieve a little bit of tangible progress every day, the accumulation would be a tremendous force.

Thinking of this, the resistance to the heavy workload disappeared, and Wu Youping picked up the report and began to read.

A great power of 500 million people—Wu Youping couldn't manage it all no matter what. Even with an administrative system containing a massive number of government workers, it was still impossible for the country to develop according to the judgment of one person or a few people. So government management required KPIs.

KPI is an English abbreviation related to economic management: Key Performance Indicator.

Key Performance Indicators (KPI) are a type of goal-oriented quantitative management indicator that measures process performance by setting, sampling, calculating, and analyzing key parameters at the input and output ends of an organization's internal processes. It is a tool that decomposes a company's strategic goals into actionable work goals and is the foundation of corporate performance management. KPIs can clarify the main responsibilities of department heads and, based on this, clarify the performance measurement indicators for department personnel. Establishing a clear and feasible KPI system is the key to good performance management.

The relationship between the state, society, and government is complex. China's most important strategic goal at this stage is to develop industry. As an advanced productive force, as industry becomes the main driving force in social production, lifestyles, thoughts, and morals consistent with industrial production operations will naturally emerge.

As Premier of the State Council, what Wu Youping had to do was push forward China's industrialization policy. Over the past few years, China had completed a basic social survey and mastered basic data and materials. Various departments of the State Council formulated their development plans into development steps, quantifying them step by step.

As Premier, his job was to constantly monitor the execution progress of these KPIs to determine if the policies of various departments were reasonable and to adjust them. This is the SMART principle for determining key performance indicators. SMART is an abbreviation of the first letters of five English words:

S stands for Specific: Performance assessment must target specific work indicators and cannot be vague;

M stands for Measurable: Performance indicators are quantitative or behavioral, and the data or information to verify these performance indicators can be obtained;

A stands for Attainable: Performance indicators can be achieved with effort, avoiding setting goals too high or too low;

R stands for Realistic: Performance indicators are real and can be proven and observed;

T stands for Time-bound: Focusing on the specific deadline for completing performance indicators.

Wu Youping quickly flipped through the documents. After finishing the synthetic ammonia production file he hadn't finished earlier, Wu Youping picked up the phone again. "Old Zhuang, send someone over. The plan you proposed this year is 2.1 million tons of synthetic ammonia, which is different from what was said before."

On the other end of the line, Zhuang Jiaxiong was very helpless. "Youping, when we said 2.4 million tons before, our calculations weren't accurate enough. You can't make us unable to complete the plan."

Wu Youping held the phone while his fingers habitually tapped on the thick materials on the desk. "Since you've heard about this, you have to come over. If you don't come, I'll go to you."

Zhuang Jiaxiong got angry. "No means no. Our Ministry of Industry needs to save face too."

"Hehe, Old Zhuang, you don't need to be angry. We all know a bit about this. I can guarantee that by the end of the year, you'll definitely be holding the extra hundreds of thousands of tons of synthetic ammonia produced, expressing how hard your Ministry of Industry worked. Why bother!"

Everyone was an old fox. Hearing his old classmate puncture this little trick, Industrial Minister Zhuang Jiaxiong stopped pretending. "Youping. Based on some experience we've summarized now, unless you accept even the substandard products, beat me to death and I still won't have 2.4 million."

Wu Youping gave a dry laugh. "You definitely have a backup move. Tell me what backup move you've prepared! If you don't say it, I'll go find you right now."

Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed. After thinking for a while, he replied, "That depends on your luck. There are four synthetic ammonia plants newly built with our technology that will go into production successively after April this year. The design output of these plants is three times the original output. But these plants are for testing. If they can reach the design standard without the material excessive wear problems that were most worried about at the time, or if those are resolved within the year, then there are a few more production lines that will also be modified. Then the output can reach between 2.4 million and 2.5 million tons."

"Then do you have any requests? Need money? Need people?" Wu Youping felt he had probably forced out the final means his old classmate was hiding.

"I'd really like to ask you for money and people, but for the sake of being old classmates, I'll tell you the truth. Can you get the Soviet side to complete the production of those components for the 50 thermal power plants strictly according to quality and quantity on a regular basis? Brother, we didn't let the Soviet side produce all the thermal power equipment; they are only producing a part of it. But the Soviet side keeps urging us to send the equipment we're responsible for over to them. Looking at it now, the Soviet side wants to stall—finish the thermal power station projects on their side first, then produce for us."

Hearing this request, Wu Youping was also very helpless. The commercial credit of the Soviet side really wasn't that bad; at least the Soviets didn't want to renege on debts. But the production arrangement on the Soviet side was truly hard to describe. Wu Youping had also heard that Comrade Stalin was quite severe in his use of cadres. If they couldn't complete their work, they would face severe punishment. Dismissal, imprisonment, and even execution were all very terrifying possibilities. Under such high pressure, many things done by Soviet cadres were very speechless.

Wu Youping sighed, "Let me tell you a joke. One day, a hunter took a hunting dog hunting. The hunter shot a rabbit in the hind leg, and the injured rabbit began to run desperately. Under the hunter's instruction, the hunting dog also flew to chase the rabbit. But after chasing for a while, the rabbit disappeared. The hunting dog had to return to the hunter resentfully. The hunter began to scold the hunting dog: 'You are really useless; you can't even catch an injured rabbit! No food for the next meal!'

The hunting dog replied unconvinced: 'I tried my best!'

The rabbit ran back to its hole with its injury. Its brothers gathered around and asked in surprise: 'That hunting dog ran so fast! You were injured, how did you outrun it?'

'If I didn't run with all my might, I would have lost my life!'

Old Zhuang, from the Soviet side's perspective, we are in it for the money, but they are in it for their lives!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong also sighed. "Anyway, I've said what I needed to say. The situation is just like this now; there's only so much electricity. However much electricity you give me, our Ministry of Industry can guarantee that much production capacity!"

"...Alright. I know," Wu Youping replied helplessly.

Putting down the phone, Wu Youping called the Ministry of Commerce. Li Chenggang picked up the phone and heard Wu Youping say, "Can we sell a little less synthetic ammonia to Japan this year?"

Li Chenggang immediately replied, "No. The agreement is already signed. Japan needs synthetic ammonia very urgently. They absolutely must have 130,000 tons. Premier, you can't make things difficult for me. If you make it difficult for me, I'll have to make it difficult for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs!"

This was very realistic. With the current Sino-Japanese cooperation, no one wanted to affect the content of the cooperation. But this made Wu Youping feel very unhappy. The most unhappy part was that he still had to persuade the Ministry of Agriculture. Because in this year's agricultural production, the Ministry of Agriculture had expended great effort and amazing perseverance to create an extra 800,000 mu of double-cropping farmland. Moreover, in the recent results obtained by the Ministry of Agriculture, many farmers who were unwilling to sign up to purchase synthetic ammonia last year had changed their minds and decided to use synthetic ammonia to complete the double-cropping production.

Adding the two together, a large gap in synthetic ammonia appeared. Although for 2.4 million tons of synthetic ammonia, 300,000 tons didn't seem like that much. But statistically, this was a 12.5% gap. From the perspective of KPI task orientation, any final result fluctuating more than 20% above or below the plan proved the plan was a complete failure. Although this 12.5% was not enough to prove the plan failed, it was still a huge impact.

Finally, Wu Youping felt he had to call He Rui again. When the call connected, Wu Youping suddenly felt He Rui was also quite pitiable. Wu Youping knew He Rui could analyze data very efficiently. Although Wu Youping's ability had improved over these years, he was still very unskilled with many problems. But Wu Youping wasn't afraid; if he couldn't do it, he could ask He Rui. Compared to Wu Youping, He Rui not only had to solve problems for himself but also answer questions for others. With both pressures added to He Rui, it was really too pitiable.
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Wu Youping briefly introduced the situation to He Rui over the phone, then added, "I can bring the report over the day after tomorrow at the latest."

He Rui thought for a moment and asked, "What is the shortfall in synthetic ammonia?"

"Pessimistically, 300,000 tons. Optimistically, 50,000 to 150,000 tons."

He Rui answered immediately, "Since the main shortfall is after June, let's buy 50,000 tons first. Fill the basic gap."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt that He Rui's boldness was astounding. Encouraged, Wu Youping felt he could go all out and asked, "Money shouldn't be a problem, but who do we buy from?"

He Rui replied without hesitation, "Buy from Germany. Don't worry about France being unhappy. Besides ordering 50,000 tons from Germany, we will open a tender for another 50,000 tons from the world. Through the bidding process, we can drag out the time a bit. We can also suppress the price."

Wu Youping's excitement came quickly and left quickly. At this moment, he began to feel that spending such a large sum of money seemed to require discussion. He asked, "Chairman, can we adjust domestically?"

"I don't think so. Because many regions are using synthetic ammonia fertilizer for the first time, and many of them are adopting double-cropping for the first time. Soil fertility declines quickly, so don't hallucinate about solving the problem by relying on the performance of millions of novices. Moreover, based on data from previous years, what is the ratio of grain growth to the increase in industrial demand?"

Listening to He Rui's calm analysis, Wu Youping hurriedly searched for the data in his memory and quickly answered, "For every 1% increase in grain production, industrial demand grows by 0.25%."

"Is the world's confidence in the Chinese economy worth the money for 50,000 tons of synthetic ammonia? And the money for buying synthetic ammonia isn't being thrown away; it is truly being used for production increase. What is the foreign synthetic ammonia capacity? What is China's capacity?"

Wu Youping was filled with confidence again and answered decisively, "Foreign capacity is 750,000 tons; we might reach 3 million tons next year."

"Our capacity is four times the global total. In the next few years, we will likely export over ten thousand tons of synthetic ammonia annually. As long as the world has confidence in China, the money for these 50,000 tons is nothing. If you really feel heartache over this money, I'll give you an idea. The German Mark is currently falling. Tell the Germans we will borrow money from Germany..."

"Can we earn it back?" Wu Youping felt He Rui probably wouldn't do something so fierce.

"Don't think about swindling others. Just find a German bank and tell them. The German Mark is falling, and we want to borrow a sum of Marks from a German bank. As long as the goods are shipped, if the German Mark has fallen by then, we will pay Germany in Renminbi at the current exchange rate... But the German bank has to give us a discount of 3-5 points. If the German Mark rises by then, we will pay the German bank in German Marks. Hehe, according to the European saying, whichever German bank takes this business, their manager will crawl over to kiss your boots at that time. Because you saved that bank."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, even Wu Youping wanted to give it a try. But after a brief internal struggle, Wu Youping replied, "I will still propose to Germany to pay in Renminbi."

"Hmm. Go ahead." He Rui finished speaking and hung up the phone.

Wu Youping immediately ordered the Ministry of Commerce to execute this. Two days later, the Minister of Commerce brought news, "Deutsche Bank, Commerzbank, and Bayerische Bank are all willing to provide comprehensive services for this business to China. Premier, they have only one request, which is for us to transfer Renminbi directly to their accounts. It seems the crisis in the German banking industry is expanding."

Wu Youping hesitated instead, "Will there be problems with those enterprises producing synthetic ammonia?"

Li Chenggang answered with considerable confidence, "Commerzbank and Bayerische Bank have both stated they are willing to provide guarantee services for this business. From the news coming from Germany, these two banks will find enterprises with whom they have sufficient business dealings to undertake this batch of synthetic ammonia contracts. Germany does not lack industrial capacity; they lack orders. German banks lack cash. Moreover, the German banks were initially somewhat surprised this time, but after learning about our domestic demand and use for synthetic ammonia, they immediately expressed great enthusiasm. It seems they are being forced into a corner."

"Then let's do it," Wu Youping replied.

"By the way, Commerzbank and Bayerische Bank both stated that they are willing to contact German enterprises in this field and are willing to ship the German inventory they can bring out to China."

Wu Youping was stunned, "Hey! Although it's only February now, doesn't Germany know that in another two months, they will also have spring plowing?"

Li Chenggang looked somewhat sympathetic, "Premier, if those German enterprises sell synthetic ammonia to us now, they won't go bankrupt. As long as they can continue to operate and are sure to receive payment immediately, those German enterprises can survive these two months. At that time, they can produce immediately. Even if there is no surplus synthetic ammonia to sell to German users, those enterprises can still consider surviving until next year. If there isn't this order, many German synthetic ammonia enterprises, as well as enterprises on the industrial chain serving these enterprises, will have to go bankrupt. Of two evils, choose the lesser; this is the same for both China and Germany."

"...Good. Let's do it." Wu Youping made up his mind. When Li Chenggang left, Wu Youping couldn't help but sigh in his heart. The Renminbi has now decoupled from the gold and silver standard; the Renminbi is just a pure fiat currency. Given China's current economic strength, the Renminbi is not a currency that circulates freely in the world. However, in the agreement He Rui signed with France, France supports the exchange of Renminbi for Francs. Due to the current strong position of the Franc, what Germany accepts is Renminbi that can be exchanged for Francs, not pure Renminbi. France is not providing financial services for China, but providing financial services for the vitality of France's economy.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping felt suddenly enlightened. Initially, he felt that China purchasing over ten thousand tons of synthetic ammonia from the global market would let the world see the insufficiency of China's industrial strength. But from the perspective of various countries in the world, China's rapid economic development has triggered China's own capacity insufficiency. At a time when annual production is over 2 million tons of synthetic ammonia, it still has to import over ten thousand tons from the world. This proves that China's economic potential is huge and its stamina is full. Most importantly, China is releasing consumption power to the world. In order to sustain China's consumption power, countries that need Chinese orders are willing to provide financial support.

Facing such a favorable situation, Wu Youping felt that the Chinese government seemed to have no other choice but to work desperately and hurry up.

With the rapid progress of the import of 150,000 tons of synthetic ammonia, by April 1931, over 40,000 tons had already been transported to the needed regions. The world did not give bad reviews to China; industries that wanted to earn a bit more from this business naturally complained. But the general evaluation was that 150,000 tons of synthetic ammonia distributed to 500 million Chinese people meant only 0.3 kilograms, 300 grams, or a large bowl of water per person. For China, it was nothing.

Only the Chinese government knew that for the 400 million Chinese people who had not yet escaped poverty, 300 grams was worth 5 cents. It was the price of a popsicle in the city, yet even so, ordinary families would not easily buy a popsicle for their children. If it weren't synthetic ammonia, a chemical fertilizer used to increase agricultural output, but those foreign light industrial goods, the Chinese people would indeed feel the pressure. For the Chinese government, this was content that must be paid attention to.

There was simply too much content to pay attention to; Premier Wu only took on the work of a national leader. For example, in March 1931, Wu Youping discussed the construction of the Outer Mongolia railway. From a population perspective, the Lanxin Line (Lanzhou-Xinjiang) was very important. But the Lanxin Line faced the problem of strong winds, which was almost unsolvable. Although on a flat map, there was a long distance from the Northeast to the northern part of Xiyu Province (Xinjiang). If looked at on a globe, the straight-line distance from Harbin to Urumqi was only 3,000 kilometers, although this railway crossed many uninhabited areas in Outer Mongolia. As for these uninhabited areas, there would be great changes after the railway arrived. Moreover, the Lanxin Line also had to pass through hundreds of kilometers of Gobi, where there were no special population settlements either.

In May, the plan was finally passed. Although this railway had many problems at the current stage, it connected China's northern border and ensured the stability of the Xiyu region. Especially since He Rui stated, "Xiyu Province (Xinjiang) also has its own advantages, for example, it is suitable for cotton planting. The railway extending to the northern part of Xiyu Province passes through Mongolia's mining areas. These are very valuable to us."

Wu Youping felt He Rui's expression was a bit strange at the time, as if there were some things he hadn't said clearly. However, what He Rui said was enough: national security + minerals + economic crops. Every item in this was enough to allow this railway of less than 4,000 kilometers to be constructed.

In July, the Huang-Huai Plain just completed the summer planting and harvest. Schistosomiasis, which had been suppressed for a time, resurged in parts of Jiangnan. To completely solve schistosomiasis, the state allocated a large amount of resources for governance. The British media launched a round of media offensives internationally.

However, the British media was ultimately disappointed. At this time, the British economy was terrible, with unemployment as high as 3 million. The British homeland only had over 40 million people; with nearly 30% of adult men unemployed, who would care about schistosomiasis appearing in distant China?

In September, heavy rain fell across the Yellow River basin. To ensure food security, local governments spent a great deal of energy defending the dikes to the death. After half a month of hard fighting, no large-scale floods or waterlogging occurred, and the autumn harvest was basically stable.

These were all major events. Regarding industrial construction, as well as the cultivation and construction of the domestic market, there were all kinds of things to worry about every day. A year passed quickly. On December 15, 1931, the Chinese government also had to release the economic data for the previous month, that is, the economic figures for November.

Moreover, the fiscal year was coming to an end, and economic departments had to start preparing to close accounts and take inventory. When the economic data for the last month was compiled, the accounts for the whole year had to be reconciled and audited. By January 1932, all aggregated data would have to be brought out as the content of the government work report.

On December 16, Premier Wu Youping opened the work record book. He saw an entry on it, "New Year's Holiday."

New Year's refers to January 1st of the Western calendar. The holiday refers to the 3-day New Year's break. For a moment, Wu Youping remembered that he had to console the comrades sticking to their posts during this holiday and also hold holiday celebration activities. However, relevant departments were responsible for these activities, so Wu Youping definitely didn't need to manage these matters.

So, it took half a minute for Wu Youping to remember that he could actually rest a bit during the 3 days of New Year's. He was stunned for a moment... so he also had holidays.

Then what to do during these 3 days? Wu Youping thought about it and found that he really wanted to hear He Rui's judgment on the future. So Wu Youping called his secretary, "Contact the Chairman; I want to hold a tea party with him and the comrades from the State Council."

For the central leaders, the biggest difference between a tea party and a work meeting was that there would be no scolding at the meeting. Even less would they be forced to come up with policies to solve problems, or forced to analyze and make promises regarding KPIs.

On the second day of the New Year, January 2, 1932, the tea party was held at No. 7 Renmin Road, the official residence of the Chairman of the Republic of China. Many comrades had some not-so-pleasant memories here, but the comrades who could survive these were now continuing to work as leading cadres of the State Council; those considered incapable by He Rui had already gone to other posts.

Now, this group of comrades had all put down their heavy pressure, at least prepared to enjoy a rare relaxation in the moment. Especially with the global economic downturn now, the comrades naturally developed a bit of a mindset of watching the excitement of other countries.

As high-level leaders, they could all see the latest reports. The agricultural output value in December was not much, and the difficulty of statistical industrial output value was relatively small. Based on the data from the first 11 months, plus the forecast for December, China's GDP in 1931 increased by about 20 billion Chinese Yuan. In 1929, China's GDP was 80 billion Chinese Yuan; in 1930, China's GDP was 100 billion Chinese Yuan. Increasing by 20 billion Chinese Yuan for two consecutive years was indeed huge progress.

He Rui also chatted with everyone about the latest progress, "Currently, the Pound, Franc, and Chinese Yuan are all fiat currencies decoupled from the gold standard, directly leading to a 35% depreciation of the Pound. And since the Franc's strength is hitching a ride with the Chinese Yuan, 1 Pound now exchanges for 60 Chinese Yuan. 120 billion Chinese Yuan is equivalent to 20 billion Pounds in terms of exchange rate. In 1931, Britain's total industrial and agricultural output value was 4.4 billion Pounds.

"Since China uses GDP calculation, and Britain adopts the statistical method of total national industrial and agricultural value, the actual ratio should not be 5 times, estimated at about 2.5 times."

There was no lack of Ph.D.s and Masters among the comrades present; this figure made everyone very happy, yet also gave birth to some inexplicable helplessness. China's population was 12 times that of the British homeland; as long as China looked slightly presentable, it should be stronger than Britain. Now being only 2.5 times Britain's total industrial and agricultural output value proved that Britain was indeed much stronger than China.

Minister of Water Resources Lu Daoming sighed, "I wonder when our per capita industrial and agricultural total value can reach two-thirds of Britain's."

Wu Youping was slightly stunned, then smiled. It wasn't just Wu Youping who laughed aloud; most ministers laughed. This was a very simple arithmetic problem. China's population is 12 times that of Britain; if per capita industrial and agricultural output value were two-thirds of Britain's, China's strength would be 8 times that of Britain. Crushing Britain would be a matter of minutes.

He Rui, however, did not smile. He replied, "The important thing is that if China's per capita consumption power can reach two-thirds of Britain's per capita consumption power, our industrial and agricultural output value can easily rise. Who would refuse to earn money?"

This sentence was the honest truth, but it also poured cold water; the smiles of the comrades quickly dissipated. Everyone knew how poor China was. And with the economy developing so rapidly in the past 3 years, many people had become rich. In places like Shanghai, rich people drove luxury cars past ordinary citizens dressed in rags; this contrast was particularly unacceptable. Many short-tempered comrades flew into a rage seeing this. So among the middle-level cadres, many views about 'whether we should equalize the rich and poor' emerged.

Although the proportion of these comrades was not too large, their attitude was very fierce. The Central Committee could not pretend not to see this.

He Rui mentioned this sharp topic but did not go deep; instead, he recounted the decisive events of 1931.

Britain accomplished three major things: the decoupling of the Pound from the gold standard, the Sterling Bloc, and the Imperial Preference System. By establishing an economic barrier between an internal market of over 500 million people and world trade, and pulling a group of countries relying on the British market into the Sterling circle, passing through the access system, they pulled up an economic alliance.

France and China, through economic cooperation, and China forming an economic cooperation system of East Asia + Soviet Union, settled a dual-system economic alliance. This made the French Franc a strong currency again. On the surface, France became a world power capable of confronting Britain.

After the United States established tariff barriers, trade with countries around the world suffered a heavy blow. Because the market the United States could control was completely incomparable to the other two economic groups, both exceeding 500 million people, the United States suffered the greatest impact.

According to the current ratio, 1 Pound exchanges for about 4 US Dollars. In 1929, the US total industrial and agricultural production value was 103.2 billion US Dollars; in 1931, only about 76.5 billion US Dollars remained.

He Rui finally said, "Although China's GDP is about 80 billion US Dollars, GDP cannot be directly compared with total industrial and agricultural production value. So the US total industrial and agricultural output value is about twice ours. Even in the depths of an economic crisis, the strength of the United States remains very powerful."

After finishing, He Rui scanned the circle of comrades. Seeing everyone's expressions were either somewhat pitiful and celebrating, especially those ministers who studied in the United States, or somewhat gloating. He Rui felt that the comrades might not have truly understood where the problem lay, so he continued to speak of his own view, "Comrades, the United States is indeed miserable at this stage. But at this stage, the United States has not stopped developing. You can think of the vitality of the US economy like magma under a volcano, boiling and flowing. Once there is a breakthrough point, it will erupt with amazing power! This Great Depression is actually a stage of eliminating backward production capacity. The United States is now in a debt crisis that has caused the people to lose confidence in finance and banks. But the US domestic market is still there. In such a tragic environment, enterprises with high technology, high management levels, and high quality can survive through various means. Just like a phoenix, when it is reborn from nirvana, it will possess terrifying power!"

The cadres of the Central Committee were the most elite group in China. Even though China's lack of experience in large-scale industrialization did limit their horizons and imagination, these basic concepts were not difficult for them. So Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang asked, "Chairman, can the United States make comprehensive adjustments from the system?"

As soon as this was said, the expressions of many ministers became serious.

He Rui retorted readily, "Why not?"

At this, a low sigh sounded within the venue.
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"The United States cannot transform into a socialist system, because the Great Depression is a massive setback in American production development, but the Great Depression cannot destroy the United States. Moreover, the current US economy is still on the right path in terms of development; what needs adjustment is the previous indulgence in finance. Once the issue of poor economic circulation caused by the loss of credit in finance and banking is solved, the US can basically return to normal. It's just that the US economy cannot return to the stage of booming production and sales and crazy speculation like in 1929."

He Rui did not want to belittle the United States, because lies can neither generate true joy nor solve reality's problems.

He thought everyone would discuss it a bit, but he heard Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang ask: "Chairman, how long do we need to catch up with the United States?"

He Rui was overjoyed; it was great that the comrades were thinking this way. He immediately answered: "The correct path of the United States is that it has embarked on a model of large-scale and ultra-large-scale industrial production. The so-called freedom and various declarations of the United States are all nonsense. Without mass production, the United States would be a group of out-and-out colonizers, a group of barbarians who know basically nothing except massacres, robbery, and crime. What truly shaped the United States is mass production. The so-called spirit of freedom, adventure, and daring to break through—these are cognitive recognitions that were preserved and reinforced because they met the needs of mass production. 'If the skin does not exist, where will the hair attach?' Mass production is the foundation of the United States."

After speaking, looking at the excited or troubled expressions of the comrades, He Rui smiled: "Hehe, all the macro policies we have implemented in the past few years are to allow China to possess mass production capabilities. Just now Comrade Li Chenggang asked when we can catch up with the United States. The answer is simple: when we possess the same mass production capabilities as the United States, we can catch up with the United States. When we possess mass production capabilities exceeding the United States, we surpass the United States. Comrades should have felt deeply these years that mass production is by no means just piling up quantities, but a more advanced mode of production organization. Moreover, this mode must exist around the consumption power of the people; it cannot be understood using China's traditional agricultural society thinking."

"But it has created too many problems!" said Minister of Justice Chen Deli.

"En." He Rui nodded.

Seeing He Rui admit this, Chen Deli felt he must ask a few more questions. Because the Ministry of Justice was under great pressure now, handling a vast number of cases involving vague conceptual issues, which was even more troublesome in actual execution. "Chairman, so many things have happened now that are hard to explain to the masses; these are all results caused by large-scale industrialization. Which side are we actually to choose? If we don't enact laws, it becomes judicial discretion for judges. If we enact laws, the content of many laws is unjustifiable."

He Rui answered: "We have said many times that the development of productive forces inevitably triggers changes in the entire society. Society develops new modes of production, living, and morality around the new productive forces. We call ourselves New China because we are promoting a great change, and because we are in the midst of it. Not only is society changing drastically, but we ourselves are also changing. And this change will definitely not end in our generation, or even necessarily in two or three generations. Productive forces must develop until everyone has received an excellent education, giving them the ability to choose and bear the consequences of their actions."

Speaking of this, He Rui looked at the comrades and found that everyone's imagination at this stage seemed insufficient to support such a future, so he switched to a more straightforward and understandable explanation. "That is to say, perhaps in 150 years, everyone will possess a knowledge structure and insight surpassing ours. Society will have the ability to provide tailored education for everyone's genetic characteristics. By that time, the problems we have to solve now will have been solved. As for the problems people will face in the future, we will no longer be there, and we can't worry about them."

After speaking, seeing that the comrades still couldn't empathize, He Rui could only shorten the description of the future again. "Then let's switch to an easier-to-understand issue. In at most 40 years, the detection rate of theft and similar cases in China may approach 100%, and there will basically be no cases of being wronged."

A burst of kind and sympathetic laughter finally rang out. As for whether the comrades' sympathy was directed at the Minister of Public Security, the Minister of Justice, or He Rui, it was hard to judge.

But He Rui had seen that kind of world, so he unhurriedly described the 'future world' full of cameras to the comrades. Hearing the technological development 'predicted' by He Rui, the expressions of many ministers became very serious. The ministers related to the judiciary smiled bitterly. Minister of Justice Chen Deli said helplessly: "If it can really be done, it is a good thing. But I always feel something is not quite right."

"Do you think making it like this is making a fuss over nothing?" He Rui asked.

"No." Chen Deli shook his head. "Chairman, I think these are all very good. But I think, if we have developed to that stage, why would anyone still steal things?"

As soon as this was said, the expressions of the Central Committee members changed. Wu Youping felt he should not let this topic continue; continuing like this would trigger many opinions. But before Wu Youping could interject, He Rui had already answered: "Because social development is not fast enough, not thorough enough, and a portion of people still lost the opportunity to enter mainstream society. Moreover, this stratification is automatically generated during the process of great social development, and the social system will also reinforce this situation to a certain extent."

In the silence, Chen Deli, the comrade who had followed He Rui to the Northeast in 1915, asked somewhat depressedly: "Chairman, this isn't something that can be solved by equalizing wealth, is it?"

He Rui answered unswervingly: "Correct, this is not a question of equalizing wealth. Equalizing wealth is a means to resolve social contradictions when everyone has roughly similar levels of production capacity. Just like our land reform; the proportion of Chinese people who cannot farm is not high. After land assets are distributed to everyone, the survival problem can be solved. But in the industrial age, individuals need to possess skills. The level of this skill is hard to say. Everyone holding the same tools, taught by the same teachers, facing the same materials, in the same amount of time—the products produced vary hugely. Then, I have a question: do those who fail in this competition have the qualification to blame others?"

None of the ministers were willing to answer. Everyone knew that from the perspective of the culture accumulated and precipitated by Chinese civilization, everyone believed in "do not vent anger on others, do not repeat mistakes," so one should not complain. However, those who can truly achieve this are the winners of the competition. They also have no reason to complain. And the losers of the competition are full of grumbles, blaming everyone and everything but themselves. It is understandable that they do this. More importantly, even if one criticizes these people, what happens after the criticism? Can one give these people help, lift them to the level of the winners, and let them win the next competition? I'm afraid it's very difficult!

This world is just this cruel. The matter of everyone having a bright future only exists in stories. The true reality is that every competition brings a massive amount of losers. Let alone victory, for a person to not fail is already extraordinary.

Others dared not say it, but He Rui's responsibility made it impossible for him not to discuss these issues. Taking a sip of water, He Rui said: "Comrades see the Great Depression in the US now, with ten or twenty million unemployed. The unemployed have no dwellings, live in temporary houses made of cardboard, beg, steal, and live lives that are no longer human. If we talk about reasons, from the problems of the capitalist system to American social traditions, or the greed of capitalists, or the weaknesses of human nature—people have attacked from every possible angle. However, my view is that the United States has pulled 120 million Americans into the era of large-scale industrial production. The existing social system and social organization of the United States lack experience, and their ability is not enough to ensure the stable development of an America with 120 million people in the era of large industry. And we in China have 500 million people. We are pushing 500 million people into large-scale industrial production. In the development stage, such a large population is our advantage, giving us a large enough market. However, once we cannot solve these problems, what we will face is the backlash of 500 million industrial population. Its impact force will be at least four times that of the United States. And everyone knows there is a superposition effect involved; the impact we receive will be even greater. So, when we face the inescapable impact, can we effectively deal with these situations?"

The tea party was supposed to be very relaxed, but He Rui's words made the atmosphere oppressive. Seeing everyone fall silent and no one speak for a good while, Wu Youping felt it couldn't go on like this. Discussing these topics was too scary and too demoralizing. So he smiled: "Chairman, compared to the suffering China has endured, what the US is going through now counts for nothing. What we lack now is how to more effectively exert the organizational capacity of mass production; comrades are very clear on this."

This was forcibly easing the mood; everyone knew it, and He Rui knew it too. Since there was no need to be so depressed at this time, He Rui smiled: "That's right. With the development of large-scale industry, the US system developed into a mode that suits US large-scale industry. What we need to do now is learn from the successful experience of the US, and learn experience from their setbacks! Only in this way can the advantages of our Chinese civilization be fully developed! By the way, comrades, I want to emphasize once again: large-scale industrial society is a new thing. Directly copying old models will definitely not work. And the core of Chinese civilization is knowing not to feel sorry for oneself or blame everyone else, but to adapt to the times and weed through the old to bring forth the new. Only this can let us embark on a new path. If the path is correct, no matter how many problems there are, they can all be solved."

Chen Deli was obviously somewhat excited; he actually opened his mouth to ask again: "Historically, China was very concerned about land annexation. In the industrial age, annexation becomes acceptable. The negative effects are too huge! Can it be solved just by progressive taxation?"

He Rui did not mind some of the impulsiveness of Chen Deli, a comrade from a worker family background. Justice is originally a kind of impulse; if one has no feeling for the people's suffering, an organization will naturally develop in an evil direction internally. So He Rui answered Chen Deli's question: "This requires solving specific problems from a legal perspective, but the law itself certainly has its class attributes. For the state at the current stage, because the strong are destined to be the winners of competition. Any political party that calls itself a party of the whole people and produces a set of rules for everyone without exception is, without exception, firmly serving the strong. Precisely because the society of large-scale industrial production is a very new model, it is very easy for someone to raise the slogan of equality for all to cover up their disgust for ordinary people! Therefore, we are now in a social transition stage. On one hand, the head of our society is entering the era of large-scale industrialization. On the other hand, the majority of the masses do not have the ability to become the mainstream of the large-scale industrialization era on their own. Every stratum will put forward their views for their own interests, while we, the Civilization Party, and the government, must have our own cognition. Our understanding is that at the current stage, our goal is to most efficiently push the entire Chinese people into the era of large-scale industrialization. The trade-offs and choices in this process are very complex and are destined to bring countless painful memories. But one thing will not change: the shorter this gradual process, the less the pain, and the smaller the loss."

Chen Deli felt his mood improve a lot at this moment. Seeing the gap between rich and poor in society change at an alarming speed, although the people had indeed received great improvement, the feeling the social changes gave Chen Deli was that those who were originally rich had become even richer in the new era. Chen Deli felt that the fruits of the struggle of tens of millions of ordinary Chinese people for the country had been picked by this group of people. As soon as such a thought arose, Chen Deli felt pain. Hearing He Rui explain the situation just now, Chen Deli felt he had a backbone again. He Rui was still the one who led the comrades to the Northeast 16 years ago. He Rui was not only very clear about the national crisis and the people's suffering and dissatisfaction, but also viewed them from a very deep perspective. Chen Deli believed that He Rui just needed some time; as long as He Rui was given time, these problems would definitely be solved.

Seeing the reaction of the comrades, Wu Youping finally felt at ease. Now there was strong dissatisfaction within the Party, and thoughts were equally surging in society. Within the Party, at least there was He Rui to hold the fort; everyone had the highest confidence in He Rui. But society was much more turbulent; radical ideas were rising, proclaiming that the Chinese nation is the most excellent nation in the world and China is the greatest country in the world. Therefore, conquering the world is China's responsibility. In Wu Youping's view, the two actually had a commonality: they both hoped to quickly eliminate the vested interest classes abroad and at home, and redistribute their interests to the poor people to solve the suffering of the bottom-level people now. From what He Rui just described, Wu Youping was also very relieved. As long as the source of pain could be clarified, solutions could be proposed for these problems. Moreover, Wu Youping believed that with China's civilizational heritage, the Chinese people would definitely be able to fully enter the era of large-scale industrialization and enjoy the liberation brought to everyone by the new era.

The tea party continued, and the questions discussed next were much more relaxed. When comrades asked about He Rui's views on Britain and France, He Rui's tone was very relaxed: "The population of Britain and France determines that they can never become socialized mass production countries. So they have no future! The era of the carnival of medium-sized countries is over, or rather, what we are seeing now is the beginning of the end." Britain and France had been the world's most important countries for the past few hundred years, so He Rui's relaxed judgment felt to the comrades like a death sentence for the current status of Britain and France. When this death sentence would be executed was just a matter of watching if the time had come.

Apart from these relatively serious topics, other discussions became even more relaxed. Although China had great weaknesses facing the three countries of Britain, France, and the US, facing other countries, China did not take them seriously at all. The current China really had such confidence.

After the tea party ended, news came very quickly that Roosevelt had really decided to run for president and had received the support of the Democratic Party. Even the policies Roosevelt might adopt had been obtained by China's intelligence gathering department through some channels.

Roosevelt's thinking mainly included: **Emergency Banking Act:** The first measure of a potential future Roosevelt administration would be to pass the Emergency Banking Act, providing timely rescue to the US financial system. The passage of this act would not only stabilize the financial market but also create favorable conditions for the recovery of the US economy. **Public Works Programs:** To create a large number of employment opportunities, the future Roosevelt administration would implement large-scale public works plans, including building infrastructure and improving public services. These projects would drive economic growth and create conditions for the US to get rid of the depression. **Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA):** The Agricultural Adjustment Act aims to increase prices of agricultural products and stabilize farmers' income through government intervention. Through this policy, US agriculture would gradually get rid of the crisis, providing support for economic recovery. **Social Security System:** The future Roosevelt administration might also strengthen the US social security system, providing living security for the elderly, the disabled, and the unemployed. This policy would improve the welfare level of American society and alleviate poverty.

He Rui could see that even the intelligence gathering department felt these were not such big deals. Because if they didn't do this, in China's view, they couldn't find any other choice for the US. Moreover, these policies were not proposed by Roosevelt; even the Hoover administration, which was scolded bloody, was actually doing these things. For example, the Hoover administration was also vigorously promoting various infrastructure constructions; the 'Hoover Dam' was one of the very famous projects.

Therefore, in the intelligence analysis He Rui obtained, the analysis department clearly made a judgment: "The United States at the current stage is attempting to solve the current economic crisis by enhancing US industrial strength. The American elite class has not degenerated, nor has it fallen into comprehensive panic. With such a group of people, American power has not suffered true destruction due to the economic crisis; instead, it has shed many problems due to the economic crisis. This economic crisis should be viewed as a lesson, not a complete failure."

After He Rui finished reading, he asked his secretary to bring him the name and information of the author of this report.
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"Your report will likely be seen as advocating for capitalism," He Rui asked in a flat tone, observing the young cadre in his thirties before him.

The comrade opposite him showed no nervousness at facing He Rui alone. Instead, suppressing his excitement, he answered courageously, "I am not advocating for capitalism, because we have all seen what a truly miserable world looks like. The current situation in the United States is at most a natural disaster; if it were in China, it wouldn't be considered a major event."

He Rui appreciated this comrade's attitude and changed the topic. "Comrade Li Runshi, you are responsible for the work in Upper Burma. How did your report end up with the intelligence analysis department?"

"Chairman, I have been writing articles for the party newspaper. After seeing them, comrades in the intelligence department asked me through the higher-level party organization to forward my observations on this economic crisis to them. Observations on the United States are not the main content of my series of reports; Upper Burma is adjacent to British India, so my observations are mainly directed at Britain, with a focus on reports regarding the Indian region."

"How do you view Britain?" He Rui asked, handing Li Runshi a cigarette.

Li Runshi took the cigarette and lit it. "What Britain is displaying now is its full strength. The power that the so-called world hegemon can mobilize has already been fully utilized." After speaking, he took the newly opened pack of cigarettes He Rui handed him and casually placed it on the armrest of the sofa beside him.

"And then?" He Rui continued to ask.

"The strength Britain is displaying now indicates that it no longer has the ability to lead the world order. Global geopolitics has already torn into several blocs, and Europe, situated on the political and economic fracture zone, will become a new source of turmoil. Any country that wants to solve its domestic problems through war can try to start from this fracture zone."

He Rui smiled; this view was of a very high standard. Li Runshi did not deliberately emphasize Germany. If Li Runshi believed that Germany's rearmament was merely a result, He Rui would have to admit that Li Runshi was a top-tier strategist. So He Rui probed, "Will the upcoming four-power conference between China, the US, Britain, and France heal this fracture zone?"

Li Runshi answered immediately, "The world has already formed a trend of economic tearing. We in China do not have the ability to reverse the direction of world economic development, and even if we did, we probably wouldn't sacrifice ourselves to help others. As long as the trend doesn't change, any of our efforts, from a results perspective, will only provide energy for the tearing."

From this reaction speed, Li Runshi had deeply considered the world situation, which made He Rui even more satisfied. However, the questions that needed to be asked still had to be asked. If his understanding was only at this level, it did not exceed the general cognitive level of the comrades in the Central Committee. He Rui asked as calmly as possible, "Comrade Li Runshi, when you mentioned countries utilizing the European economic fracture zone, were you referring to Germany?"

"Germany is an object that can be utilized, and Germany also has various internal and external needs to launch a war, but the countries wanting to utilize this fracture zone are not just Germany. Any country that wants to overturn the Versailles System hopes to use this fracture zone to trigger a war. As long as a war breaks out, regardless of who wins or loses, it will first destroy the Versailles System, thereby accomplishing the goal of overturning it."

He Rui laughed, "Hehe, even you and I can see the problem; Britain and France should have noticed this possibility."

Li Runshi shook his head. "The Versailles System was built on the relative superiority of Britain and France over the world. In reality, that superiority no longer exists. There must be people in both countries who see this reality, but these people are powerless. If the views of these sober-minded individuals were to become the mainstream in Britain and France, the Versailles System would collapse immediately. Therefore, their views must not become the mainstream opinion in Britain and France."

"The way you say that makes me feel you have a particular bias against the United States," He Rui said, retracting the smile that wanted to surface on his face.

Li Runshi was very focused, but not on reading He Rui's expression. He lit another cigarette and answered while thinking rapidly, "The United States was once a point of global economic growth, which is why it experienced twenty years of rapid growth. After the outbreak of the economic crisis in the US, its domestic international capital and domestic capital are engaging in a brutal slaughter to compete for the US domestic market. As of now, international capital is already at a disadvantage. Even so, the domestic production capacity of the United States is no longer something the US domestic market can digest. If US domestic capital wants to continue developing, it has no other way but to acquire markets on a global scale. With such a demand, the United States will definitely produce a leader who conforms to this demand. Even if US domestic capital has not yet formed a consensus, a US leader who conforms to this endogenous demand will appear in the future."

"Then what about us?"

Li Runshi hesitated. He Rui did not rush him but poured tea for Li Runshi. Li Runshi finished smoking the cigarette before asking, "May I make a guess about the Central Committee's decision?"

"You may," He Rui answered immediately.

"Over the past year or so, the United States has proposed several times that it wants to obtain the same treatment in China as France, but the Central Committee politely refused on the grounds that the Sino-French treaty has not yet expired. Furthermore, the Central Committee proposed holding a four-power conference between China, the US, Britain, and France, and invited the Netherlands as an observer to attend the meeting. Is the Central Committee hoping to create an image that China is doing its utmost to heal the European economic fracture zone?"

He Rui finally smiled. Although he didn't laugh out loud, the joy in his heart was comparable to laughing heartily. For high-level strategists, there was no such thing as being fooled by petty tricks. Geopolitics is neither complex nor profound. The main core of this doctrine has only two points: the first is a country's resource endowment, and the second is whether the country's leader recognizes that the vast majority of human social activities are economic activities, and based on such recognition, constructs an external environment conducive to their own country's economic development.

Of course, the second point naturally eliminates quite a few garbage regimes. For example, the Manchu Qing regime that insisted on "protecting the Great Qing but not China"—even if the Manchu nobles from top to bottom understood geopolitics, it would still be useless. The KMT, which rose and fell rapidly in this timeline, was the same.

He Rui believed that Li Runshi had already demonstrated the vision and height of a strategist. So in Li Runshi's view, since China had no intention of healing the world economic fracture zone, then exhibiting behavior that seemed to heal it must have a deeper plot.

In the eyes of those who have studied strategy but haven't elevated themselves to the level of a strategist, they would think that the 'China-US-Britain-France' four-power economic cooperation is China's grand strategy. This is the difference between a strategist and a non-strategist; they are not on the same channel. The 'China-US-Britain-France' four-power cooperation is China's current domestic economic policy and has little to do with China's world strategy. As for the benefits China gets from it, they are what China deserves in the cooperation, belonging to the normal dividends of economic development.

Since Li Runshi asked at this level, He Rui answered very frankly, "Since Britain and France have chosen war, we also think there is no reason to refuse this war. Then what we need to do is first determine our war needs. Our need is to break the world colonial system and establish a new world order led by China. What the United States wants is about the same as us. At this stage, I am pushing for economic cooperation between China, the US, Britain, and France to take advantage of the Hoover administration's urgent need for political achievements. Through cooperation, we can add power to China's large-scale industrialization. At this stage, we do not yet possess large-scale production capabilities, which Britain, France, and the US know very well. The three countries do not yet understand the necessary conditions and speed for industrialization well enough, so they are willing to borrow our market demand to help them restore economic confidence. But in at most five years, when various industries in China possess the capacity for large-scale production, I feel that a new 'Yellow Peril' theory will appear in the world."

Listening to He Rui's explanation, Li Runshi's brow was filled with excitement. He asked, "Every industry can mass-produce products; can it really be completed so quickly?"

He Rui sighed, "Alas, it will inevitably be unsatisfactory. I can make a prediction: within two or three years, a large number of private enterprises will mass-produce so-called fake and shoddy products. At that time, the people of the whole country will probably be pitted once, and perhaps with every round of industrial upgrading, the people of the whole country will be pitted another round. This will continue until the people's consumption power allows them to afford better goods, and the technological iteration of mass production upgrades to the point where the price of mid-range products is not much higher than low-cost products."

"This seems to be a very complex process?" Li Runshi was greatly interested.

He Rui, however, had little interest in discussing it in detail. He had caught the tail end of low-priced, inferior products. Of course, in that era, the trousers sold for ten yuan a pair by stall owners in the night markets of the urban-rural fringe were already of decent quality. So He Rui really didn't want to bring up those experiences he didn't want to recall, but he couldn't help but explain. He Rui answered, "Comrade Li Runshi, this situation ultimately boils down to the people's insufficient consumption power. Even if the people know that cheap goods are not good, they are still willing to buy cheap, mass-produced, low-quality goods. When the people really have purchasing power, at least the new generation growing up in an industrial society will not buy such goods. As the older generation gradually passes away, these low-quality, cheap goods will naturally be eliminated. Of course, this time will be relatively long. It could take as little as twenty years, or as many as thirty. I very much doubt whether this stage will truly fully arrive before the war breaks out."

Li Runshi did not have the slightest thought of criticizing unscrupulous merchants. He said somewhat expectantly, "For the whole country to be able to afford industrial products, this is indeed a great progress."

"That's right, we must see the progress. Don't throw the baby out with the bathwater just because the water is dirty. By the way, Comrade Li Runshi, what is your view on the current wealth gap?"

Li Runshi did not hide anything. "I really dislike those people; they do not represent truly advanced productive forces. If they could be reformed, the situation would be much better."

"Hehe, Comrade, you are truly a kind person." He Rui sighed with genuine emotion.

Li Runshi also sighed with emotion, "Chairman, I have read your books. You believe that they should be finished off through market competition. Will this idea cause waste?"

"Capitalism developed through waste, and socialism is the same. But the capitalist system has a cold but effective method, which is bankruptcy reorganization. Through more effective recovery, losses are minimized. Since those private enterprises participate in competition in a free market environment, they should know that there are risks! Your kindness might very well lead to the state bearing the risks for this group of private enterprises, which is exactly what they crave."

Hearing He Rui speak so coldly, a look of unbearable reluctance appeared on Li Runshi's face, but soon, he sighed, "Indeed, revolution is not a dinner party."

He Rui slapped the table and praised, "That's right, revolution is not a dinner party! Everyone hates risk and will naturally try every means to transfer risk to others. Since we allow capitalists to exist, we should have a very clear understanding of this. Industrial support policies will have risks, but that doesn't mean the state has to bear the risks that capitalists must face themselves. Comrades have indeed heard lessons from the Party School about what creates productive forces and what constitutes state welfare for the people, but they still lack understanding. After all, everyone hates risk."

Li Runshi knew that these words touched on the struggle over the party line and didn't want to discuss it too deeply. He changed the topic, "Chairman, you said that imperialist countries would feel fear because of our construction achievements. Although they won't unite, their policies will definitely change because of our changes. In which areas do you think the changes will mainly occur?"

"The changes will mainly occur in the understanding of the vast number of oppressed people. The lies of imperialist countries will be seen through by more oppressed people. Previously, oppressed people could only choose one out of two: a terrible imperialist order or a not-so-terrible imperialist order. Now, oppressed people will discover that they can truly be liberated. The unfair world trade order of imperialism will be broken. Even poor countries can possess a certain degree of pricing power and receive financial transfers from the entire new order to help them build the basic parts of social operation as soon as possible.

Just like our current policy towards Korea, the price of minerals provided by Korea is determined by its labor costs and transportation costs. To improve Korea's labor level, the integrated economic organization has already begun providing funds for education and infrastructure to Korea. Moreover, these funds are interest-free loans to be repaid over twenty years. Korea is, after all, a member of the Sinosphere cultural circle; the people know the importance of education. As long as supervision is in place, this money can operate effectively.

Although railway and road construction is carried out by engineering companies from us and Japan, our current policy requires a certain proportion of Korean workers to participate, allowing them to earn wages through labor. This investment can also help Korea obtain certain returns. Furthermore, we accept Korean personnel to study at China's railway colleges and railway schools. These people will become the technical backbone of Korea's railway and road construction after their studies conclude, enhancing Korea's own technical capabilities.

This 'Korea Model' is currently operating acceptably. I believe that in the future, after this model is implemented and perfected in Korea, Upper Burma, and the Assam region, it will also be able to help various oppressed regions in the world step into the ranks of modern nations as soon as possible after their independence."

Li Runshi took it all in. When He Rui finished speaking, he nodded slightly. "If that is the case, the basic system for world revolution has already been completed."

He Rui felt very comfortable being able to have a high-level dialogue with a strategist. Since Li Runshi saw the crux of the problem, He Rui felt much more relaxed and sighed, "If China only destroys other imperialist countries, this world revolution will be like a change of dynasties in China, merely changing the master and doing it all over again. What imperialist countries fight for is markets; the biggest change is merely between direct political and military control versus control through the economic order they construct. The essence is all plundering other countries to fatten themselves. A true world revolution will definitely involve a lot of troublesome matters. But as you said, revolution is not a dinner party. The world must be liberated. If some countries have stagnant governments after liberation, or radicals who think they can skip the laws of development and reach the goal in one step, those who need to be beaten should be beaten, and those who need to be subverted should be subverted. Justice never comes without a cost!"

Li Runshi agreed deeply with this, nodding repeatedly.

Having spoken to this point, He Rui felt very relaxed and thought of specific matters. He asked, "How about it? Do you want to be responsible for the negotiations with the US, Britain, and France?"

"Is this the organization's decision?" Li Runshi asked, his expression surprisingly showing no hint of pleasant surprise.

He Rui deliberately answered, "What if this is my idea?"

Li Runshi answered decisively, "If that is the case, please forgive me, I refuse."

"I understand," He Rui also answered frankly. "Please also forgive my insincere suggestion just now."

Li Runshi smiled but didn't respond. He fully understood He Rui's probing and could also feel He Rui's deeper expectations. Since this probing was within a completely reasonable range, Li Runshi was neither excited nor happy about it; overall, he didn't feel much. He had experienced too much from a very young age, and his nature had long been as strong as steel. What he truly cared about was the world liberation He Rui wanted to accomplish. In recent years, many comrades would often say that the group in the Central Committee had changed and stood on the side of the rich. Li Runshi did not agree with such views; his only worry was whether He Rui had changed. Now that he was certain He Rui was still that cold, resolute, and unwavering leader of a socialist country, Li Runshi felt his heart settle. As for what work the organization would arrange for him, as long as it wasn't deliberately making things difficult, Li Runshi actually didn't care.

Just as he was thinking about whether to take his leave, Li Runshi saw that He Rui suddenly remembered something, so he swallowed his words back. He heard He Rui say, "Soon, I will give you materials regarding Roosevelt. Study them."

Li Runshi's eyes lit up instantly. "Analyzing the materials I've obtained, if this person can be elected, it will be enough to prove that the US upper echelon still has the ability to correct errors."

He Rui nodded. "Perhaps it is correcting errors, or perhaps it is going with the flow. After all, given the current situation in the US, only Hoover truly wants to salvage his personal political reputation for his terrible term, which is why he insists on running for re-election. Others do not have the determination to shoulder this responsibility. I want to emphasize that Roosevelt is one of the many future political successors cultivated by the US aristocratic class. His disability is merely a personal accident. For the US upper echelon, Roosevelt running for president at the age of nearly fifty is not an accident; this person's political energy in the US is very great. Of course, this also proves from another aspect that the US upper echelon still possesses the ability to correct errors."

Li Runshi laughed, "Chairman, it seems the one who really minds the US is you!"

He Rui answered without concealment, "The era of carnival for medium-sized countries has ended! The normal state of great powers dominating the world has finally returned. Looking at territory, endowment, and population, there are two and a half candidates for the future leaders of the world: China, the United States, and the Soviet Union."

Seeing that Li Runshi was not surprised but merely nodded in agreement, He Rui was very happy and couldn't help but joke, "Today, the heroes of the world are only you and I (Cao)!"

Li Runshi did not turn pale with fright. He intended to say something, but saw a writing desk for calligraphy by the wall of the room. He stood up, went to the desk, spread out the Xuan paper, picked up a brush, dipped it in ink, and wrote with flourishing strokes:

Alone in the cold autumn, By the Xiang River flowing north, At the tip of Orange Isle. I see ten thousand mountains turned red, Layer upon layer of dyed forests; The river is translucent green, A hundred barges strive against the current. Eagles strike the vast sky, Fish glide in the shallow bottom, All living things under the frosty sky compete for freedom. Feeling the vastness of the universe, I ask the boundless earth, Who controls the destiny? I once visited with a hundred companions, Recalling the thick years of eventful times. Just when we were young students, In the prime of our youth; With the spirit of scholars, We rebuked the powerful. Pointing at the rivers and mountains,  inspiring writing, Regarding the marquis of ten thousand households as dung. Do you remember, Striking the water in midstream, The waves stopping the flying boats!
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U.S. Secretary of State Henry Lewis Stimson was a middle-aged man with a somewhat distressed appearance. This wasn't because he had a pessimistic personality, but simply how he looked. Looking up from the data on China's recent naval development, Stimson asked the advisor from the State Department's Division of Far Eastern Affairs with a slightly pained expression, "Has China really completely rejected all suggestions regarding naval equipment?"

"Yes, sir. According to our intelligence, China has rejected all proposals for naval technical assistance from Britain, France, the United States, and Italy. Intelligence collected by the Division of Far Eastern Affairs indicates that China's Qingdao Naval Academy has hired Japanese Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku as its superintendent. Lieutenant General Zhou Yinshan, the former dean of China's Northeast Army Academy, has been appointed as the vice-superintendent of his alma mater, the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. Former Chinese Minister of Defense Xu Chengfeng has been appointed as the superintendent of the Army War College in Japan. This means that China and Japan have already integrated militarily..."

Stimson's distressed expression grew even more serious. After the advisor finished, Stimson asked, "The judgment given by the Navy—is that their genuine view?"

The advisor was somewhat taken aback but nodded. "Yes, sir. That is indeed the Navy's genuine view, and it was the consensus of everyone who participated in the discussion at the time."

Stimson remained silent, merely recalling that conclusion: "...Given Japan's weak industrial capacity, maintaining a fleet of that scale will only impose a heavy burden on Japan's finances, ultimately plunging the Japanese government into a predicament..."

During the First World War, all naval powers designed battleships with greater scale and firepower, with main gun calibers rising to 16 to 18 inches. Because the construction and maintenance costs of battleships were extremely high, this expensive arms race obviously became a heavy financial burden after the war ended. During the Washington Conference of 1922, the five naval powers—the United States, Britain, Japan, France, and Italy—signed the *Five-Power Treaty* (Washington Naval Treaty) to limit the tonnage of capital ships (35,000 tons) and main gun caliber (not exceeding 16 inches). It also stipulated the total tonnage ratio for capital ships (battleships and battlecruisers) among the US, UK, Japan, France, and Italy at 5.25 : 5.25 : 3.15 : 1.75 : 1.75. Additionally, it set limits on the total tonnage, standard displacement, and gun caliber for the signatories' aircraft carriers.

The United States' industrial scale was more than ten times that of Japan; some views even held that it was over thirty times larger. The US capital ship tonnage ratio was 5.25, while Japan, a small country, had a ratio of 3.15. The burden of military expenditure on Japan's national power was ten times that of the United States. From any normal economic perspective, the Japanese government was insane.

But the current situation was completely different. The exchange rate between the US dollar and the Chinese yuan was 1:15. China's current GDP (excluding total industrial and agricultural output value) was 80 billion US dollars, which was roughly slightly higher than the United States' total industrial and agricultural output value in 1931. Adding Japan's total industrial and agricultural output, the total for the East Asian region would not be much lower than that of the United States. With such a total output value, the scale of the fleet being maintained became very reasonable.

Secretary of State Stimson believed this was extremely dangerous. It meant that the United States' opponent was in no way inferior in terms of sustainability. And the United States would have to confront such a powerful opponent, or even face suppression by such a powerful opponent!

But these words meant little right now. As the US Secretary of State, Stimson had come to China to attend the Four-Power Conference (China, US, UK, France) beginning on January 13, 1932. Originally, only the Netherlands was to be an observer nation. However, at the request of European and even South American countries, China stated, "There is absolutely no need to hide such matters." The number of observer nations quickly expanded to include Italy, Brazil, Argentina, and Hungary.

Due to opposition from France and Italy, Germany and Austria were unable to become observers. However, China surprisingly invited Saudi Arabia to attend the conference as an observer as well.

With things having developed to this point, Stimson felt he couldn't quite understand what He Rui intended to do. According to the current US assessment of He Rui, he was a world-class leader. This was by no means the US inflating He Rui to boost its own image; enabling a country of China's scale to become a Great Power and restore its rightful status was undoubtedly an achievement only a world-class leader could accomplish.

Wearing his distressed expression, Stimson didn't actually feel that sad inside. He was forced to consider what exactly the He Rui administration sought from this.

If He Rui had heard this question, he would likely have scoffed that Secretary Stimson was overthinking things. Involving the Netherlands and Italy was primarily to signal goodwill to all of Europe. Making Hungary an observer was for the sake of a certain 'United Front.' After all, Europeans considered Hungarians to be descendants of Huns from Asia; as distant relatives, China had no reason not to bring Hungary along.

As for Saudi Arabia becoming an observer, the reason was even simpler. China needed petroleum energy, and since Saudi Arabia was a Middle Eastern country recognized by Britain and France, giving Saudi Arabia a hand now would be very beneficial for future cooperation.

After all, it was only early 1932. With the Rockefeller Company's oil drilling capabilities, they would likely strike oil by the end of 1932. Saudi oil was of excellent quality; with just slight refining, it could produce very high-quality diesel and gasoline. China had no reason to refuse such energy right now.

Therefore, He Rui was currently listening to comrades from the Department of Petroleum under the Ministry of Land and Resources present the latest progress in China's oil exploration. The comrade from the Department of Petroleum, looking serious, presented methodically: "...The oil produced at Daqing Oilfield and Zhongyuan Oilfield is suitable for catalytic cracking refining. However, this requires a massive amount of hydrogen."

He Rui couldn't help but sigh. He raised his hand to pause the comrade from the Department of Petroleum, then stood up with a cigarette dangling from his mouth and walked to the window. In the courtyard of No. 7 Renmin Road outside, there was still plenty of remaining snow. However, in this timeline, the climate belonged to a relatively warm period within the decades. So there wasn't much snow left, mostly remnants from when it had been shoveled earlier.

Thinking of his original timeline, where China could produce hydrogen in large quantities using new energy sources like photovoltaics, and use coal chemical technology routes to process low-quality coal and oil into methane and methanol using almost inexhaustible hydrogen, He Rui felt truly melancholy.

But before long, He Rui suppressed his melancholy and sat back down. "Continue."

The comrade from the Department of Petroleum didn't know which sentence had triggered He Rui's train of thought, and he had no way to discern it, so he could only describe the current situation even more carefully. "Domestically, we are currently seeking cheaper hydrogen production technologies. Recently, Japanese engineers who came to China have achieved very good results using water-gas shift reaction technology to produce hydrogen. Using high-quality coal from Vietnam, very high-purity hydrogen can be prepared. This provides excellent raw materials for China's synthetic ammonia and petroleum cracking.

"Based on current oil supply, domestic crude oil processing capacity has steadily increased from 6 million tons and will reach the level of 10 million tons within the next two years."

He Rui was running out of patience and asked, "What about imported oil?"

"And within two years, imported oil will increase from 3 million tons to 11 million tons. Mainly from the Soviet Union and the Dutch East Indies..."

He Rui really couldn't listen anymore and said, "I understand. Leave the report here, that's all for today."

After sending away the comrade from the Department of Petroleum, who was clearly apprehensive, He Rui stood by the window again. His unhappiness was indeed the problem; He Rui was well aware of this. However, this also confirmed for He Rui that he was indeed not a very meticulous and patient person, but rather someone who hadn't yet shaken off the desire for quick success.

Even after criticizing himself, He Rui still couldn't do much about his current emotions. After all, the achievements of New China in his original timeline were too dazzling; he couldn't forget them even if he wanted to. When new energy became the source of over 80% of China's energy, millions of water-scarce areas in central and northern China received ample freshwater supplies. The Northwest and North, which had always been stereotyped as water-deficient, developed over a billion *mu* of fertile farmland. The entire country thus gained sufficient stamina for continued effective economic development.

But for He Rui, all of this was just a dream from another timeline. China's current reality was that national industrialization had to be built on the foundation of going all-out to build subcritical thermal power plants and frantically polluting the environment.

For the current comrades in the Central Committee, this pollution was proof of China's rapid development. But for He Rui, the guilt brought by this development made him feel he was failing the people. Even though he knew he couldn't really be blamed, He Rui still couldn't easily extricate himself from this emotion.

He stood for a long time before finally suppressing his emotions and dialing Premier Wu Youping. Half an hour later, one of Wu Youping's secretaries arrived to report to He Rui on recent power plant work. "The Soviet Union has already delivered the components for 39 sets of power plant equipment to China according to the plan, and installation has begun. At this stage, many such American companies have submitted requests through the Morgan and Rockefeller consortiums to help our country build more thermal power plants. Moreover, the quotes from the corresponding American companies are lower than the price of equipment we import from the Soviet Union..."

He Rui listened to the report with patience, feeling only a sense of resignation. As for whether to replace the Soviet power plant components, which had lower technical content, with American equipment, He Rui felt Wu Youping could certainly figure it out. Cooperation with the United States was a seemingly very favorable choice in the short term, but cooperation with the Soviet Union was a long-term process.

If domestic demand was particularly large, the State Council led by Wu Youping would certainly send someone over. Just as He Rui expected, as soon as the secretary finished reporting, Wu Youping arrived in person and directly handed He Rui a budget report.

After reading the report, He Rui asked, "Is this the State Council's plan for economic cooperation?"

Wu Youping showed no fear at this moment and nodded immediately. "Yes. Through calculations, we hope to obtain a 1 billion USD interest-free loan quota from the United States. And a 300 million GBP interest-free loan quota from Britain. Furthermore, this money will all be used for purchasing power generation and other technology imports."

He Rui felt helpless and could only ask, "Have you investigated clearly? Is there anything from Britain that we absolutely have to spend money to buy?"

"Britain's situation is rather special. We have discussed it with economic experts on Britain. This 300 million pounds is not to purchase Britain's most advanced technology, but to be used to boost the confidence of British enterprises. Only by completing such a large order can the British economy allow some factories to resume operations, thereby restoring British economic confidence."

He Rui wanted to curse those damn Brits a few times, but only let his lips move for a moment. This was the damn economy; if they wanted the Brits to pause their insatiable probing, they had to do Britain a favor first. And these favors had to involve purchasing large amounts of equipment from Britain to drive the British stock market.

He Rui was extremely dissatisfied with this kind of subsidy inside, but the China of today had to shoulder it! Capital was such an extravagant and wasteful thing; only when it saw orders flooding in, and this situation had to be maintained for quite some time, would it drive investment. Because Britain was a capitalist economy—although He Rui didn't think much of this assessment. After all, Britain had deep feudal traditions domestically; the operation of commerce was subordinate to power, and a large part of that power was controlled by the aristocracy. Therefore, in He Rui's classification, Britain was not a true capitalist country that had shaken off utopian capitalism.

Just as He Rui was trying to calm his mood, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, the State Council has indeed considered Britain's particularities, but while the current British domestic market is large, it isn't large enough. So this time we are preparing to have a more profound discussion with the British side. We absolutely cannot let the list provided by the British side become reality!"

"Very good!" He Rui let out a long breath, expelling the stifling air from his chest. If it were a true capitalist system, or the scientific capitalist mode defined by Marx, then capital operations would necessarily be completely rational behavior. All projects would have to be graded first, followed by open and honest negotiations with investors. And the negotiating partner would necessarily be a cool, ruthless, rational capitalist system.

But the capitalist system in reality, as He Rui had explained to comrades within the Party, naturally developed towards pursuing privilege in order to transfer one's own risks to others. He Rui could accept cold and ruthless rational capitalism, but he absolutely could not accept this so-called capitalism that talked about freedom while actually practicing privilege.

So He Rui pressed, "Have we talked to Britain about these aspects? What exactly is our bottom line!"

Wu Youping gave a bitter smile. "It was only after talking that we could determine that the British side seems to be under enormous pressure. Quite a few enterprises run by powerful figures want to make a profit from this. Moreover, the British side initially very naively thought that we would seem to accept Britain's conditions. So the negotiation with Britain is the most troublesome!"

Hearing this, He Rui sighed deeply. "Sigh... if only the capitalism in the world were all such trash, that would be great. We would just need to raise our swords and chop off their dog heads one by one!"

"Haha!" Wu Youping was made to laugh loudly by He Rui. These words were truly satisfying. After reading the report from the Ministry of Commerce responsible for the negotiations, Wu Youping also really wanted to chop off the dog heads of that group of powerful figures—capitalists in name but aristocrats in reality—in that dogshit country of Britain! Compared to British power-holders, a purely evil capitalist like Rockefeller who frantically suppressed coal miners seemed somewhat refreshingly straightforward.

He Rui also threw the heavy burden to the State Council, merely instructing, "Absolutely do not let those privileged individuals fish in troubled waters!"

Wu Youping nodded vigorously. "Rest assured, I have already spoken with Minister Li Chenggang. For this kind of thing, let the British government bear the risk; we can't help them!"

He Rui immediately switched topics. "So, how are the delegates from Saudi Arabia doing now?"

Hearing this question, Wu Youping's expression immediately became kindly. "They are very frank. They proposed that after extracting oil, they will only collect an export tax. And a fixed tax at that."

He Rui smiled. Saudi Arabia was a very interesting country; knowing how to make such a wise choice, he didn't know how to analyze it. Since Saudi Arabia was being so supportive, China had to cooperate. "Then don't say anything else. In the execution process, try to satisfy Saudi Arabia's needs."
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Dressed in white silk robes, Muhammad bin Al-Saud walked down the corridor leading to the conference hall with his secretary, surrounded by diplomats from Europe and America. Even now, Muhammad could not be entirely certain why China had invited a representative of the Saudi Arabian head of state to attend a conference gathered with the Great Powers. What was more, the initial invitation had come from an American businessman named Rockefeller. Even so, Muhammad bin Al-Saud had accepted his brother's orders to come to China.

The conference hall was rectangular, with a round table in the center surrounded by four chairs. On the table before each chair stood a national flag. Muhammad could clearly distinguish the British Union Jack, the French Tricolor, and the American Stars and Stripes. The remaining one was naturally the Chinese flag.

It took the Saudi Arabian special envoy Muhammad a few seconds to connect the red five-star flag with China. In the British books he had read previously, China's flag was the Five-Colored Flag of horizontal stripes. After Saudi Arabia was invited, Muhammad bin Al-Saud, as the special envoy, had naturally chosen British diplomatic materials, which misled him due to their lack of updates.

Special Envoy Muhammad did not mind this much. On January 8, 1926, Abdulaziz became the King of the territories he ruled. The *Treaty of Jeddah*, signed on May 20, 1927, made Saudi Arabia formally independent of British rule. Using British materials was an instinctive choice for Saudi Arabia.

China was not entirely unfamiliar to Muhammad. There were several lines about China in the scriptures, the most famous being, "Seek knowledge even as far as China." To be able to arrive in the China spoken of by the Prophet to attend this conference gave Muhammad a sense of solemnity. Although he had mistaken the style of the Chinese flag, Muhammad had heard of the major events of the past few years. China had defeated Japan and, under French mediation, had accepted Britain's peace proposal, choosing to cease hostilities with Britain.

In French propaganda, Britain had been beaten by China into throwing away their helmets and armor, collapsing almost completely in Asia and about to flee back to Europe. Out of love for Europe, France had stepped in to mediate the war between China and Britain. To end the war, the British Empire had been forced to cede Upper Burma and the Assam region to appease the anger of He Rui, the Chairman of the Republic of China whose status was equivalent to a Great Emperor of China, thus establishing peace talks.

Saudi Arabia had only been able to establish its state after achieving unification with British acquiescence; naturally, they held a sense of admiration and respect for China, a country capable of forcing Britain to cede territory and sue for peace.

Outside the central round table was a semi-circular long table. Flags, including Saudi Arabia's, were placed at equal distances on the table, with seats behind them. Guided by staff, Muhammad bin Al-Saud sat in the seat behind the Saudi flag. Looking left and right, he found the spacious interval between seats very comfortable.

At this moment, a staff member picked up headphones from the table and taught the Saudi envoy delegation how to use them. Putting on the headphones with their soft padding and hearing a familiar Arabic voice coming from them, Muhammad felt a sense of warmth. He had thought he would have to listen to foreign languages that sounded like bird calls and watch the diplomats gesturing, essentially sitting there dryly waiting for news from others.

Now, the Arabic voice in the headphones said to him, *'The speeches of various countries will be directly translated into Arabic. Please listen with ease, Mr. Muhammad; you will understand what the diplomats of each country are saying in real-time.'* This made Muhammad unable to resist asking, "Brother, can you let me see who is speaking to me?"

The staff member politely invited Muhammad to stand. Soon, the Saudi Arabian envoy delegation arrived at the area beneath the visitor's gallery through another passage. This turned out to be a large room partitioned into multiple small rooms. Once inside a small room, they could hear absolutely no sound from outside. The front of the small room was a glass window, through which they could see who was speaking.

Seeing that the three people inside the small room were all Chinese, Muhammad bin Al-Saud felt very surprised. But as soon as they opened their mouths, one of their voices matched the voice from the headphones perfectly. This prompted Muhammad to step forward and embrace this brother. In Saudi Arabia, no one understood Chinese. He had not expected that in distant China, there were quite a few brothers who understood Arabic.

Although the Saudi envoy delegation experienced various surprises, the other countries attending the conference did not pay much attention to Saudi Arabia. In previous diplomatic communications, the countries had gathered that the Chinese government had invited Saudi Arabia—where oil fields might potentially exist—because of the activities of the American oil magnate Rockefeller.

On May 26, 1908, a scientific expedition conducting geological surveys for Britain discovered the first massive oil field in the Middle East at the border of Iran and Iraq—the Masjid Suleiman oil field. The historical course of the Middle East changed from that point. In the following twenty-plus years, Britain and France discovered quite a few oil fields in the Middle East. These oil fields were basically located in places like Iraq and Iran. Saudi Arabia, covered in desert, had shown no signs of oil fields up to now and was considered an oil-poor country.

Because Britain believed Saudi Arabia had no oil, speculators saw an opportunity. The American oil tycoon Rockefeller, through his investments in China, had reached a cooperative relationship with the Chinese government. Rockefeller, whose style in the commercial field was arrogant, had formed a personal friendship with He Rui. Therefore, in June 1930, the Saudi government signed a concession agreement with the Standard Oil Company of California (the predecessor of Chevron) and the China Petroleum Investment Company under the China Petroleum Corporation. They established the Saudi Arabian-American-Chinese Joint Oil Company. This joint venture, headquartered in Guangzhou, China, obtained the rights to conduct oil exploration in most parts of the Saudi Kingdom.

For this reason, the Chinese government invited Saudi Arabia to send a delegation as observers to attend the Four-Power Economic Conference of China, the US, the UK, and France. Other countries considered this merely a major overseas investment by China and did not care much about the appearance of this young country, Saudi Arabia, on the international stage. Making money was business; there was nothing shabby about it.

During his visit, Muhammad bin Al-Saud had read all available materials regarding the relations between China, the US, the UK, and France. According to the introduction by the British advisors traveling with him, Muhammad concluded that Britain and the United States believed the agreement between China and France constituted unfair trade, preventing British and American investment in China.

Muhammad could not quite understand the thinking of Britain and the United States regarding this explanation. Since China could beat Britain until it cried for its father and mother, then who China wanted to do business with, and who it didn't want to do business with, was China's affair. What did it have to do with Britain and the United States?

China, which could have told Britain and the US to get lost with a single sentence, had actually decided to hold such an international conference. In Muhammad's view, China was also constrained by the power of Britain and the US and had to agree to the meeting. As to whether China was truly afraid of Britain and the US, Muhammad prepared to see the results at the conference.

As the meeting was about to begin, Muhammad put on his headphones, waiting somewhat anxiously. When the translator's Arabic finally came through the headphones, Muhammad felt much more at ease. The Minister of Economic Affairs spoke: "Respected gentlemen, welcome to Shanghai, China, to attend the Shangri-La Economic Conference..."

After a lengthy introduction of the representatives from various countries, the Chinese Minister of Economic Affairs finally entered the main topic. "...China has always believed that the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement is not an exclusionary agreement. Both China and France have always been willing to invite countries around the world to participate with an open and inclusive attitude. However, the foundation of the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement—that is, the Chinese government's use of the Franc as the currency for China's limited international use—conforms to the customs and economic interests of both China and France, so the Chinese government will not make adjustments. Apart from this, China is willing to negotiate with all countries with an open attitude..."

Hearing this, Muhammad felt that China was being coerced by Britain and the United States. France was also an important participant in the Middle East and had many colonies there; Muhammad felt that the French side would likely express opposition. But when the French Foreign Minister spoke, Muhammad listened to more than half of the content and couldn't help but be disappointed. "...Therefore, based on France's lofty moral standards, France believes there is reason for China and France to listen to the opinions of all countries. Because neither French nor Chinese culture is an island culture, and neither aims at aggression. As heirs to great civilizations, France believes that China and France have an obligation to the world economy and even the development of human society..."

If the Chinese Finance Minister's words allowed Muhammad to understand China's thinking, the French Foreign Minister's speech sounded simply baffling to him. But looking at the representatives of various countries, Muhammad discovered that these people were actually listening to this nonsense very seriously. This forced Muhammad to suppress his impatience and continue listening.

Unlike Muhammad's feelings, the diplomatic corps of other countries felt that China and France were very sincere. This meeting had almost no wrangling and went straight to the point. What Britain and the US looked forward to most was breaking up the foundation of Sino-French economic cooperation—China using the Franc as the main international trade currency. Both China and France expressed resolute opposition to this. Apart from this unshakable foundation, China and France did indeed make compromises. China expressed willingness to allow countries to conduct larger-scale investments in China, and the scope of investment was also loosened.

When China stated that since it was willing to purchase equipment from the United States and Britain, China would borrow funds from the UK and the US, the representatives of observer nations other than Saudi Arabia felt their opportunity had finally come. At this stage, China mainly allowed French companies to invest in China. Now, by borrowing money, China was essentially lifting restrictions on investment from countries around the world. All countries in the world had the opportunity to invest and make money in the Chinese market, which meant that the world could finally share the fat meat that had originally belonged only to France.

Hearing this, and seeing the delightful expressions of the representatives around him, Muhammad felt baffled. China borrowing money from Britain and the US seemed to Saudi Arabia like something inexplicable and problematic. According to Saudi daily life, Muhammad believed that when the time came for China to repay the money, it was very likely to break out into conflict with Britain and the US. So he felt there must be something wrong with this agreement.

But after a day and a half of meetings, the first joint statement of the four nations—China, US, UK, and France—was released: "While adhering to the Franc as the priority currency for international payments, China will not renew the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement. Britain and the United States will both establish Special Drawing Rights accounts for China's use in procurement. The Sino-French Investment Bank, headquartered in Shanghai, will provide services to investors from all countries in the world."

After the first joint statement came out, the meeting felt dull to Muhammad. The words of the representatives of the four nations, after being translated into Arabic, were already unrecognizable and completely confusing. Muhammad found that the other observer delegations also gradually lost interest. Conversely, the visitor's gallery was packed; many people who were not reporters had come to audit the meeting. Judging by their attire, many seemed to be students.

The meeting went on for five days before the second joint communiqué was submitted: "The Bank of China will establish a Financial Management Bank targeted at foreign investment to handle international settlement work."

At this time, Muhammad bin Al-Saud did not yet understand the international diplomatic habit where the fewer the words, the bigger the matter. The British and American reporters, however, sent this news back to their countries first and immediately began sending back their own observations and comments.

The BBC's news was: "Major Financial Breakthrough: Sterling Gains Equal Treatment with Franc in China!"

The Wall Street Journal's headline was: "Restrictions on Dollar Investment in China to be Fully Lifted; American Investment Will Have Unimpeded Access to China From Now On!"

Reporters from both Britain and the US knew their reports leaned towards exaggeration. But from the end of 1929 to early 1932, for more than two years, the economies of Britain and the US had been struggling in the Great Depression. Both were powerful industrial nations with huge advantages in technology, capital, and finance. What the two countries needed now was not real profit, but the confidence to make other countries believe their economies were bound to improve. It didn't matter if the headlines were exaggerated; as long as the citizens of both countries had confidence in their own economies, all problems could be solved.

Just as the reporters of the two countries expected, after the convening of the Four-Power Economic Conference, speculative trends appeared in the stock markets of London and New York. Especially in New York, the US stock market, which had already fallen by 90%, finally saw a batch of buyers.

At this moment, Bush and his friends were among these buyers. On the roof of the Morgan building, Bush and his friend held wine glasses, looking down at the street scene of New York below. Two years ago, this building was full of stock traders working through the night, and the streets of New York below were feasting and reveling. Now the building was empty; those financial sector staff had mostly been fired. The remaining small portion was less than one-tenth of before; these people only needed to work during the day to handle the Morgan consortium's financial business.

On the streets of New York, the neon lights were less than one-fifth of what they were two years ago, and there were far fewer streetlights. The New York City government now shouldered massive debt and had to save expenses by every means possible.

The two old classmates from the Skull and Bones society stood on the roof looking down, only to see the muzzle flash of a pistol shot in the dark street. A moment later, a faint gunshot reached the roof. It proved that a crime was taking place in the dark streets.

"My brother, do you think Mr. He Rui will really conduct large-scale procurement from the United States?" Morgan asked, smoking a cigar.

Bush nodded. "I believe Mr. He Rui is a very wise statesman; he understands what the United States needs right now."

Morgan, however, was somewhat disappointed. "Our Morgan consortium is willing to provide offshore settlement services for the Chinese Yuan, but looking at Mr. He Rui's meaning, he hopes that a bank established by China in the United States will be responsible for this. I think the Federal Reserve will very likely refuse."

Bush shook his head. "I don't think the Federal Reserve will refuse the establishment of an offshore settlement bank for the Chinese Yuan. They might worry that China will use such a situation to leverage gold out of the United States."

"You must be joking!" Morgan sneered. His remark was not directed at his old classmate but at the sheer absurdity of such a view.

But the next day's newspaper almost made Morgan, who was eating breakfast, spit out his fried egg. Morgan hurriedly looked away from the newspaper, quickly chewed and swallowed the egg, and washed it down with a mouthful of coffee. Only then did he pick up the newspaper again.

"...With the completion of the credit line between China and the US, Chinese ships coming to the US to transport gold have already set sail from Shanghai port!" Reading this paragraph again, Morgan's first reaction was that this local New York newspaper, which focused on tabloid news, had gone mad. After thinking for a moment, Morgan began to feel that someone must be playing tricks. Immediately, Morgan suspected that people opposed to Sino-US economic cooperation within the Federal Reserve had fabricated this news.

Putting down the newspaper, Morgan immediately called his friend at the Federal Reserve. Hearing the content of the newspaper Morgan recounted, the friend on the other end was stunned. He hesitated for a good while before asking, "You don't believe there's really such a thing, do you?"

Morgan retorted angrily, "Please don't joke with me! Have you forgotten that Morgan Bank is also a shareholder of the Federal Reserve?"

The Federal Reserve System, or the Fed, is a private central bank in the United States. The First and Second Banks of the United States were eventually forced to close because they were not accepted by the public; one important reason was that both banks were located in Philadelphia in the Northeast and were believed by many to serve primarily a few wealthy merchants in the Northeast rather than all Americans. The Fed seriously learned from this lesson when it was established.

In terms of organizational form, the Fed adopted a dual structure of a federal government agency plus non-profit institutions, thereby avoiding the complete concentration of monetary policy in the hands of the federal government. One of the initial intentions of the Fed in setting up 12 Federal Reserve Banks as non-profit institutions rather than government agencies was to hope that when formulating monetary policy, the voices of both the government and the private sector could be considered simultaneously. Although the Federal Reserve Board in Washington is part of the US federal government, the 12 Federal Reserve Banks do not belong to federal government agencies but are non-profit private organizations. But it needs to be emphasized that Federal Reserve Banks are different from general private organizations. Federal Reserve Banks do not aim for profit and, together with the Federal Reserve Board, assume the public functions of the US central bank.

J.P. Morgan & Co. is one of the shareholders of the Federal Reserve. Although it cannot decide the policy of the US central bank, it has a significant voice in the US banking business.

Theoretically, the possibility of China shipping gold away from the US did exist. But in practical operation, there was absolutely no possibility. Morgan had already sensed a threat from such news; obviously, someone wanted to deliberately sabotage Sino-US cooperation. So Morgan asked, "Please be sure to investigate who exactly wants to do this!"

The friend on the other end hesitated for a while before answering, "Do you think it could be the British?"
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Rockefeller Center in Manhattan, New York, is not a single building, but a complex of 19 commercial buildings. The ground floors of the major buildings are interconnected. Many well-known companies have their own independent buildings in Rockefeller Center. Since the design was completed in 1928, even the Great Depression could not stop the Rockefeller Foundation from continuing to push this project forward.

By January 21, 1932, these skyscrapers had basically taken shape. From east to west, they occupied three blocks from 48th Street to 51st Street. From south to north, they spanned three longitudinal blocks from Fifth Avenue to Seventh Avenue.

The evening sun could still illuminate the tops of these buildings. The largest of them was the General Electric Building, 259 meters high with 69 floors. Rockefeller, who had just finished his trip to China and Saudi Arabia, was leading Morgan, General Electric representatives, Carnegie, and others into the Rockefeller Building, which was under construction. The ground floor of the building was quite dim in the evening. Walking through piles of construction materials, the shadowy atmosphere was somewhat eerie.

J.P. Morgan looked at Rockefeller, who was leading the way calmly like a king, and couldn't help but crack a joke, "Where will you lead us in the end?"

Rockefeller answered without turning his head, "Please rest assured, definitely not the *Titanic*."

J.P. Morgan laughed loudly, and the other tycoons had to chuckle a few times to show that they still had the capacity to appreciate Rockefeller's humor at this moment. However, in New York, where vicious crimes were rising one after another, such a construction site was a high-incidence area for various criminal transactions. Looking at those thick concrete walls and thick concrete pillars, those among the tycoons who didn't understand architecture couldn't help but suspect whether bodies had already been poured into them.

If it were a chaotic cement foundation, that might be possible. But high-rise buildings have very high requirements for reinforced concrete, so bodies certainly cannot be poured inside. If that were really done, it would definitely cause problems with the load-bearing structure.

But the current situation of the US economy indeed gave rise to all kinds of ominous imaginations, because the group knew quite a few bankers. In the past year, many of their banker friends had evaporated silently. No one knew where they went, and even their families didn't dare to look for their whereabouts.

Taking the elevator from the first floor to the top floor, and walking along the passage to the observation deck on the top floor of the Rockefeller Building, all uneasy feelings were dispelled by the fiery red sun. The tops of the buildings, which looked shadowy from the street, were dyed gold by the setting sun, like towering thrones. The tycoons stood in the center of these thrones, looking down at Manhattan, the essence of New York. On the broad and straight streets, the crowds were as tiny as ants. The financial center of the United States was gradually being shrouded by night right under their feet.

Some tycoons had a fear of heights and retreated to the center after just a few glances. Others looked down at the commanding scenery with great interest, feeling broad-minded. Not until the red sun began to sink into the horizon did Rockefeller invite the crowd of tycoons to the floor below the observation deck. The room here had been simply tidied up. Although the walls hadn't been painted, at least the glass had been installed. Carpets were laid on the rough concrete floor, and the large chandeliers overhead were filled with candles. The long table under the chandelier was surrounded by chairs. Rockefeller invited everyone to take their seats. As soon as the door opened, waiters walked in carrying silver trays filled with food and served dishes to everyone.

Since there were Jews among the tycoons, the meats were beef, mutton, venison, and poultry. The fish dishes also selected fish with scales and fins. This group of tycoons had all fought their way up on their own, so this environment was not uncomfortable for them in the slightest. Instead, the sumptuous dinner made many people ready to gorge themselves.

As the host of this banquet, Rockefeller stood up. "Gentlemen, everyone knows that I have very good cooperation with the Chinese government, so someone gave me the nickname 'Communist'. I thought I would be the sole owner of this nickname, but I didn't expect that I would have the honor of sharing this honor with Mr. Franklin Roosevelt."

A relaxed laughter came from the tycoons. In recent years, countries and American companies that cooperated with China had made a fortune. For capitalists, as long as they could get such huge profits, they didn't care at all about being called "Communists". If the profits were a bit higher, capitalists wouldn't mind calling themselves "staunch Communists".

After the laughter ended, Rockefeller continued: "Gentlemen, some people think that I refuse to share the opportunities God has given me, so I am not a staunch Christian. Well then, I will share one thing with you all. After careful calculation, the Chinese government believes that China can provide employment opportunities for about 1 million to 1.5 million American workers. And this requires the United States to provide China with a credit line of 1 billion US dollars."

As soon as this was said, the temporary banquet venue immediately fell silent. According to the joint communiqué of the Four-Power Conference a few days ago, the United States' willingness to provide loan credit to China proved that this matter was basically set in stone. And the employment figure of 1-1.5 million American workers proposed by Rockefeller was a very important piece of inside information.

In this silence, the corners of Rockefeller's mouth turned up slightly, pulling out a smile, and he immediately said: "Gentlemen, I suggest you invest in the West Coast. The West Coast has resources and the population is also very suitable. If the economies of the West Coast states are driven up, it will be enough to provide 1-1.5 million jobs. I wonder what views you gentlemen have."

Americans are religious, and tycoons especially need to get a lifestyle and spiritual comfort from religion. California is an important oil producing area in the United States. Rockefeller suggested that the tycoons invest in the US West Coast and gave everyone a reason. The tycoons felt at this moment that Rockefeller was indeed a "Christian" with a spirit of sharing.

The most economically developed region in the United States now is undoubtedly the Great Lakes region, where a large number of cities and factories are gathered. The industrial population numbers in the tens of millions. Even if China's procurement from the United States can drive 1-1.5 million jobs, it is just a drop in the bucket for the Great Lakes region.

But if the tycoons invest in the West, the industrial population of the core cities in the West is about 5 million. Among them, a large number of people are already engaged in mining, petroleum, and other industries, which are not the objects of China's procurement. As long as the machinery processing and other industries can obtain 1 million jobs, it will be enough to make the economy of the West prosperous. As for the economy of the East, that is the job of the US federal government. Capitalists have absolutely no obligation to serve the overall US economy.

Rockefeller watched as the tycoons began to whisper to each other. He felt that if he let everyone go on talking like this, the food would get cold, so he raised his glass. The tycoons stopped talking and looked at Rockefeller. Rockefeller said to everyone: "Before dinner starts, everyone please note, there are no Communists here." Amidst a burst of laughter, Rockefeller raised the red wine that was as red as blood and said in French: *"Bon appétit!"*

Soon, under the bright candlelight of the chandeliers, the tycoons ate, drank, and chatted. In the shadows downstairs, sporadic light gunshots could be heard from time to time, and occasionally Chicago Typewriters joined in the sins of New York after nightfall. But these completely failed to affect the mood of the tycoons. Downstairs, private armies and bodyguards could completely ensure the safety of these people; it was absolutely impossible for anyone to sneak in and start a massacre.

Moreover, what the tycoons were discussing was a brand-new commercial layout. Rockefeller had huge investments in the West, but other tycoons might not necessarily have them, for example, the steel tycoon Carnegie whose main business was concentrated in the Great Lakes region. But the equipment processing industry needs a large amount of steel. Limited by transportation capacity and size, many parts required for production are not easy to transport. Then, for Carnegie to build steel plants in the West to provide raw materials for companies like General Electric is one of the most basic industrial chains.

Each tycoon either had their own specialty industry, money, or connections. At this relaxed dinner party, everyone exchanged and discussed with each other. A prototype industrial chain with a scale of at least hundreds of millions of dollars was formed just like that. The heads of various enterprises and banks were the decision-makers, and the specific details would naturally be solved by the heads of various departments of their subordinate enterprises.

The banquet lasted until late at night, and the tycoons felt that today's meeting was very valuable. Just as they were considering taking their leave, J.P. Morgan stood up, "Gentlemen, you may or may not have heard. There is now a rumor in the financial market that in order to complete the loan, the United States will transport a shipment of gold to China."

The tycoons were stunned. Even tycoons who were not in the banking industry knew that this was indeed a rumor. If someone took some gold jewelry or even a few gold bars out of the United States to China, this would not be strange. After all, when going to distant China, it is understandable to have a few gold bars on hand to deal with emergencies. But what J.P. Morgan was talking about was the large-scale transportation of gold, which was unreasonable economically.

And J.P. Morgan continued: "If you receive any news related to this, especially knowing who is planning this behind the scenes, please share this news."

The tycoons felt they understood J.P. Morgan's meaning and expressed their support one after another. In fact, everyone might not really make their own efforts for this, but everyone also knew that J.P. Morgan didn't expect anyone to really exert effort. The reason for saying this was that J.P. Morgan had decided to take action and hoped that everyone would not intervene.

In the night, the convoy composed of private armies and bodyguards sent the tycoons to the hotel. Although this long convoy attracted the attention of many night walkers, no one dared to come forward to do anything. Just such a long convoy was enough to let the people of the dark world know that rushing forward rashly would only mean hitting a wall with their heads. Money can be robbed at any time, but there is only one life.

At this time, it was 1:30 PM in China. He Rui, the President of the Party School who had finished his working lunch, was preparing to give a lecture to the Advanced Class of the Central Party School. The course had already been prepared: *The Global Economic Fracture Zones Caused by the Response of Major World Countries to the Economic Crisis*.

Just when He Rui wanted to relax his mind, his secretary had already presented a schedule. The special envoys of various countries in China, in addition to attending the collective meeting, all requested to meet with He Rui alone. He Rui felt a little puzzled, "Shouldn't this be arranged by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

The secretary answered cautiously: "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs wants to ask for the Chairman's opinion. They believe that if the Chairman meets with the Saudi Arabian envoy delegation, the diplomatic departments of other countries will feel frustrated. Maybe they will do something. Especially Britain."

He Rui could understand the helplessness of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. For hundreds of years, and even 100 years later, European and American countries have played their robber nature to the fullest. In European and American culture, they must first express to other countries "I opened this mountain, I planted this tree. If you want to pass through here, leave money to buy passage," and then participate in negotiations.

Since Europe and America all follow robber logic, and because of the overall division of Europe, making it easy for countries to disrupt communication lines or exert pressure on regions not so far away, this method appears very effective.

But in Chinese culture, this is a strong hostility. Even if the threat is forced to be accepted, revenge will be taken whenever there is an opportunity. It's just that the current China does not yet have the ability to project military power over long distances, and China's oil cooperation with Saudi Arabia has nothing to do with France. So the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to consider making some compromises.

He Rui decisively said to the secretary: "Except for meeting the Saudi envoy, I will not meet anyone else alone. If any country causes some destruction because of this, then we will fight back frontally."

The secretary hurried away with the order. He Rui's mood, which he had wanted to relax, was also made somewhat unhappy by this matter. Even if France is unhappy, it will not cause destruction. because the greater the attraction of the Chinese market, the more beneficial it is to France. But Britain is different. Since the Chinese government is still supporting the Franc, even if Britain has received some support and China is willing to provide a market to drive about 500,000 jobs for Britain, Britain is only barely surviving the worst situation. Compared with Britain's 3.5-4 million unemployed workers, 500,000 is indeed not much.

Then Britain has every reason to use some means to cause trouble on the oil transport line from Saudi Arabia to China. The Indian Ocean is now controlled by Britain, and the Sino-Japanese Combined Fleet is probably unable to break through the Strait of Malacca, so it cannot provide escorts.

As long as China makes a move, it can only start border friction with British India. Although doing so can indeed force Britain to negotiate with China, getting into such a state with Britain, He Rui is not sure if there will be the possibility of Britain inciting its other forces on the Arabian Peninsula to launch attacks on Saudi Arabia later.

However, the biggest problem at the moment is that China cannot admit defeat no matter what. Facing robbers, only by hacking at them first can the robbers understand that they must pay a considerable cost. Only then is negotiation possible. Seek peace through struggle and peace survives; seek peace through compromise and peace perishes.

Calming his mood, it was time for class. He Rui walked into the classroom, stepped onto the podium, and looked at the eager eyes of the young cadres. He Rui's mood improved immediately, and he began today's course.

"Students, what we are talking about today is what is happening right now, the global economic fracture zones caused by the response of major world countries to the economic crisis. Through the analysis of the results that reality will bring, students will have a deeper understanding of the definitions between national policy, policy, and the content of execution. Thereby allowing students to understand how to distinguish between national policy and policy."

The students in the classroom had heard many of He Rui's courses and were accustomed to He Rui's teaching mode of mainly explaining methodology. Soon, the premise content was finished. Due to the excessive harshness of the Treaty of Versailles, Lenin once publicly condemned: "It reduces Germany to the status of a colony, to a state of poverty, starvation, ruin, and lack of rights. This treaty binds them for generations to come in a way that no civilized nation has ever been treated."

French Marshal Foch also believed that the conditions were overly harsh, and this harshness was based on the foundation of not destroying Germany's industrial capacity at all, so Germany had the ability to retaliate against France in 20 years.

"Students, based on such facts, can we consider that Marshal Foch's prediction that war will inevitably break out between France and Germany is valid? Then is the factor of this war the hatred between Germany and France, or are there other reasons?"

The students of the Central Party School came to learn methodology. If they couldn't reach such a level, they would probably hardly be qualified to listen to He Rui's personal teaching. Immediately, a student spoke up, "Teacher, hatred can make the probability of conflict breaking out greater. Then how should we view this hatred?"

"For a major power like China, we must define war more seriously. Hatred can make the probability of conflict breaking out greater, but hatred may not necessarily make the probability of war greater. We must define conflict and war more precisely. For example, France entered the Rhineland region of Germany. If fighting broke out between Germany and France, should this fighting be classified as war or conflict?"

The student answered immediately: "Please teacher, state the definition directly."

He Rui continued to ask: "If Germany's goal is to drive France out of the Rhineland, is its purpose for the economy or out of hatred?"

The students immediately divided into two factions. He Rui asked the students to raise their hands. He found that those who thought it was conflict, those who thought it was war, or those who had no opinion of their own each accounted for one-third. He Rui then said: "France entered the Rhineland region, and the German economy was hugely affected. And what was the purpose of the strikes Germany started in the Rhineland region? I will tell everyone a specific detail about this matter. After France entered the Rhineland, it required German enterprises in the Rhineland region to operate at full capacity. Because according to the Treaty of Versailles, Germany had to use the coal and machinery equipment produced in the Rhineland region to pay debts to France."

Hearing this, the students of the Advanced Class of the Party School suddenly realized the truth. Especially those who thought war had nothing to do with the economy were suddenly enlightened. their view was because they did not possess enough information. They did not understand the fundamental purpose of France's invasion of the Rhineland.

Seeing that the students had figured out where the problem lay, He Rui continued, "Therefore, what breaks out out of anger is conflict. But the war we define must have a clear economic purpose. Therefore, our national policy must be a national strategy formulated around one or several economic purposes. And the country's policy is the plan adopted to realize this economic policy."

The student from before asked somewhat unwillingly: "If China launches a war, is our war purpose economic? And is it only economic goals?"

He Rui answered calmly: "That is correct, it must be so. If we raise an army out of anger, it shows that our government's view of politics is very unserious."
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The judgment that the world of 1932 has been torn into distinct economic zones by the economic policies of the Great Powers is not difficult for students in the Party School's advanced class to grasp. After all, one of the primary missions of the world's few truly powerful armies is to protect their economic frontiers from infringement.

"If one wished to shatter this economic status quo, would war be the result?" He Rui asked.

Some students were reluctant to admit it, but eventually, like the others, they had to acknowledge the reality. Even so, one student asked, as if seeking a concession, "Teacher, could the judgment that the vast majority of human activity is economic activity be misleading to the common people?"

He Rui found the students quite endearing, though this was hardly surprising. Humans easily absolutize concepts, subsequently sanctifying them. The Soviet Union, for instance, had successfully theologized Marxism and Lenin's experiences.

He Rui could only explain: "Comrades, the Civilization Party views Marxism as a form of political economy, which is to say, the essence of the Civilization Party is that of an academic organization. What is the greatest function of an academic organization? Is it to establish a theological seminary and formulate doctrines that allow no opposition? Or is it to analyze and research a field of study, and then put it into practice?"

Many of the students were stunned. Although they knew He Rui had said the Civilization Party should be a "team of educators" and a "team of propagandists," this was the first time they truly felt that the role of these teams was so all-encompassing.

Some students were alarmed, and one immediately asked, "Chairman, this will trigger chaos!"

He Rui did not fear chaos; the chaos of 1932 was hardly "true chaos" to someone who had experienced 2030. He Rui addressed the points the students struggled to articulate: "Comrades, we must not fear 'the game' (博弈). The game implies maximizing struggle within the bounds permitted by the system. Without this game, there is no way to extend education to the entire society. If we only know how to use force to enforce policy, the government will shoulder many responsibilities it should not bear. Many people, upon reaching a cliff's edge, know they must not jump. The government need only erect a warning sign on the path to the cliff: 'This road leads to a cliff; approach and you may fall. XX people have died falling this year.' For many, the matter ends there.

"The people know the risk of the cliff and how those who fell died. The government's work ends there! At most, build some railings at the edge so sightseers don't accidentally slip.

"If, to prevent falls, we forbid people from climbing the cliff at all, or worse, prevent them from knowing *how* falling happens, what will the people think? They will think the government is monopolizing the right to climb cliffs, and those with ill intent will claim the government is profiting by monopolizing the road! This is the result of insufficient strategic interaction."

Someone immediately objected, "Teacher, this does not apply to all fields, such as drug enforcement!"

"The reason drug enforcement has received the support of the vast majority of people in China today is that China has undergone a 'full game' in this area. Many have witnessed the damage addicts inflict on society, families, and the nation. Thus, our enforcement receives near-unconditional support. However, this experience is derived from tragic negative outcomes, not a complete strategic interaction. Because humans cannot endure long-term suffering, a demand for pain relief arises. This is the primary source of drug use. So, while our propaganda regarding the dangers of drugs is sufficient, has the popularization of knowledge regarding human needs themselves reached the mark? Can we, through propaganda, enable the people to know themselves? Is this not a test that social progress must pass?"

The Advanced Class curriculum was this cold; He Rui did not mind driving questions to their most essential and sharpest levels. Human cognition moves from spontaneous to self-conscious; one must self-consciously recognize and transform oneself to possess greater inner strength. And such learning is invariably painful.

Watching the varying expressions of his comrades, He Rui spoke in as steady a tone as possible: "Only by letting the people realize that the vast majority of actions in human society are economic activities will they move in the direction of correctly solving problems. I accept that you comrades are clear on this: on the path to a higher level, we will inevitably face all manner of misunderstandings and cognitive errors. And the responsibility of our People's Party is to provide education and explanation to the people; this is one aspect of 'Serving the People.' As an academic organization and a ruling party, since we establish political power and formulate policy based on our understanding of the world, we must shoulder these obligations."

By this point in the discussion, no student wished to ask further questions. In the subsequent coursework, He Rui observed that the students' internal thoughts were reflected in their varying expressions. He Rui felt this was as it should be; the class itself was not difficult. The true difficulty lay in understanding the world and how to respond to the problems that would follow.

In the coming years, China would need to go all out to develop its economy, achieving the capacity for large-scale—even ultra-large-scale—domestic production. To possess such capacity, one could not rely on a command-style model. Instead, one had to analyze and explain the problems triggered by ultra-large-scale production and allow all parties to enter the game, thereby elevating China's overall progress.

He Rui had witnessed with his own eyes how the two so-called superpowers, the US and the USSR, declined and collapsed. Thus, he knew well that even pushing for social progress with all one's might does not guarantee true progress. But he knew even better that without doing so, society would inevitably fall into a self-righteous stagnation, losing its driving force. In a society without drive, idealists would rapidly degenerate and be marginalized. Such a country would quickly become a "giant infant" nation—infants, no matter how massive, are all the same. They possess neither the will nor the ability to face reality. The Soviet Union was so; the United States was so.

Class over, He Rui attended a Central Committee meeting as scheduled. Unlike last year, from Wu Youping down to the Ministry of Industry, no one refused to mention the issue of synthetic ammonia. When Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong answered regarding this year's agricultural production arrangements, although he tried to suppress his pride, a smile still broke through.

However, Zhuang Jiaxiong was a minister after all, and knew such smugness was inappropriate. Yet the joy in his heart was uncontainable. After a moment's thought, Zhuang looked at He Rui. "Chairman, the facts of these past few years prove that your development strategy of grasping agriculture first was entirely correct. I admire it greatly. The Ministry of Industry can produce over 3.1 million tons of synthetic ammonia this year, which is four times the total output of the rest of the world. The Ministry has finally completed its task!"

Initially hearing this, Wu Youping was stunned. But he quickly understood his old classmate's reasoning. Of the 20 billion franc interest-free loan from Sino-French economic cooperation, China had primarily introduced two projects: synthetic ammonia and internal combustion engines. These were capital-intensive industries, and the problems encountered during development had caused the State Council endless agony until last year. But now that synthetic ammonia output had finally crossed the baseline of national need, the situation was entirely different.

Feeling his old classmate's sense of relief, Wu Youping felt both happy and poignant. Before he could formulate a response, he heard He Rui speak: "Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, how does the Ministry of Industry view the current domestic competition in the synthetic ammonia industry?"

"Currently, 35% of synthetic ammonia enterprises are private. The Ministry of Industry only needs to conduct a safety inspection of private enterprises once a year, and experts from state-owned enterprises (SOEs) can determine the direction of technological iteration in the private sector." At this point, Zhuang Jiaxiong smiled slightly. "That is, of course, if the private enterprises have the capability to pursue technological iteration."

This confidence infected the other committee leaders, for they shared the feeling. Originally, many ministries felt that the entry of private capital into production created competitors and trouble for SOEs, or "Central Enterprises." But after a few years of development, the ministry leaders, who fully grasped their own development progress, began to realize that private enterprises were merely a supplement. So what if they held 35% of capacity? The Central Enterprises hadn't been idling these years; they had cultivated their own technical and worker teams. Compared to the Central Enterprises, these private firms were merely "little brothers" trailing behind.

Wu Youping understood He Rui's philosophy and knew that the current thinking of the ministry leaders did not align with it. Sure enough, He Rui continued, "Since current private enterprises are also beginning technical iteration, has Minister Zhuang helped them apply for patents?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong's smile instantly vanished. As a Central Committee member, he certainly knew the development policies He Rui had proposed. Theoretically, patents gave all enterprises a fair chance to profit from R&D. But from a departmental interest perspective, without patents, stronger enterprises could naturally extract more benefits from small and medium ones.

Seeing Zhuang Jiaxiong's reaction, He Rui pressed, "I haven't heard your answer yet!"

Although Zhuang Jiaxiong could have tried to bluff, He Rui was not a feudal emperor; if a comparison were forced, he was a founding monarch. His understanding of state operations far exceeded that of his ministers. So Zhuang answered, "We haven't done enough!"

He Rui immediately turned to the Minister of Science and Technology, He Zudao. "Minister He, the Ministry of Industry can say their work is insufficient. But patent application falls under the Ministry of Science and Technology, does it not? How does the Ministry evaluate its own work?"

Hearing this question, He Zudao felt cold sweat on his back. The Ministry of Science and Technology indeed hadn't *prevented* private enterprises from registering patents, but regarding work... not only was there no encouragement, they had merely sent a document or two to private firms in a very bureaucratic manner. As to whether the private firms read them, the Ministry didn't care.

But to reach the level of Minister, He Zudao was no ordinary person. He immediately replied, "The Ministry of Science and Technology will strengthen its work in this area!"

"Oh? How will you strengthen it?" He Rui asked with a faint smile.

He Zudao's heart tightened, and a plan formed rapidly in his mind. "Strengthen propaganda, strengthen guidance."

Speaking these words, He Zudao knew he was likely to be criticized, as others who spoke this way had been before. So he quickly adjusted the content of his answer. "We must make the Patent Office like the Science Museum or the Planetarium—let the masses know such a unit exists. We will organize students, teachers, and citizens to visit. And we will have dedicated personnel to provide publicity and guidance."

Having outlined a general direction, He Zudao looked at He Rui. Seeing He Rui remain silent, clearly waiting for him to finish, He Zudao hurriedly concluded, "Previous propaganda was insufficient, guidance was lacking. Upon return, we will analyze this, starting from general public awareness and selecting specific fields in urgent need of solutions. We will approach this from both popularization and professional angles. Furthermore, we will absolutely eliminate bureaucracy and personally lead visits. From the security guards at the gate to completing procedural formalities, we will teach it all. Where process links are missing, we will add them. Where they exist, we will adjust them based on the service targets. That is my current view. Please instruct, Chairman."

The gathered ministers felt a twinge of admiration for He Zudao. The guy was a technical expert after all, and relatively grounded. At least he could see his department's problems, and the ideas he came up with in desperation were actually actionable. Those who got roasted by He Rui in meetings were usually the ones who couldn't even produce an actionable direction.

Sure enough, He Rui next asked, "About how long will it take?"

"Professional fields with patent needs are basically in cities or industrial zones. In these areas, we can complete it within the next three months. This includes at least one to three months to first establish the patent offices. Even if we just set up the framework, the patent office can quickly enter preliminary operations. However, the patent office has requirements for information transmission speed; we request manpower support from the telecommunications and archives departments to complete the construction of local patent offices as soon as possible. As for inviting enterprises to visit the patent office, sending documents to enterprises every quarter, and requiring responses—that can be completed within three months."

He Rui didn't want to nitpick, but there was a flaw in He Zudao's thinking. He Rui added, "A platform for technical cooperation between schools, research institutions, SOEs, and private enterprises must be built. Patent R&D promotes productivity, and patent popularization also benefits development."

Hearing He Rui mention this, He Zudao asked about something he was concerned about. "What about foreign capital? Foreign capital is currently very keen on applying for patents!"

"A powerful nation must have a powerful patent system. Although patent barriers create significant resistance, for a major power like China, they also serve as signposts indicating the direction. Furthermore, Germany and the United States were both considered nations of copycats. Naturally, the shorter this process, the better."

Hearing He Rui provide an answer to such a specific question, He Zudao felt he had blundered. This should have been a topic for internal discussion within the Ministry of Science and Technology. That He Rui was speaking on it now proved that He Zudao was unqualified as Minister.

Cold and hot sweat broke out simultaneously. He Zudao looked pleadingly at Premier Wu Youping, but Wu avoided his gaze, looking elsewhere with a bland expression. Looking at the other ministry leaders, no one made eye contact. He Zudao felt his heart plummet straight down; he had a rough judgment of his future—he likely only had this one term left.

However, no one would say these things publicly. In the working meeting, based on previous experience, the Central Committee conducted a preliminary discussion on the 300 million pounds and 1 billion US dollars in interest-free loans they were likely to secure. If they got this money, how should it be used?

He Rui gave his view: "Do not use it on military production; that is meaningless. Use it primarily to introduce systems for mass production. Use it for basic research. Take agriculture as an example: we should introduce foreign experts in soil analysis, crop sunlight duration, and growth cycles, as well as research teams. Thereby, we bring out our own research system and consolidate the foundation. As for those so-called 'instant results,' there is no rush."

"But if we don't introduce military technology, will we be too late in the future?" Wu Youping asked.

He Rui shook his head. "If we can build shipyards with an annual capacity of one million tons within the next five years, it means we can produce one million tons of ships annually. If we have two million tons of capacity, with the largest docks capable of producing 100,000-ton vessels, our shipbuilding capability will crown the globe. At that time, as long as we have enough large-scale equipment, and sufficient teams of technicians, designers, and workers, we can build whatever ships we want, and as large a fleet as we desire. Britain has painstakingly accumulated a fleet of millions of tons over so many years, and they are all old ships. In the future, we will possess a new fleet exceeding the tonnage of the entire British Navy in just one or two years—we could crush the British fleet by sheer numbers alone. For now, the State Council should just focus all its energy on solving the problem of 'existence'—whether we have the capacity or not."

Wu Youping knew this was as much as He Rui would say, and that the State Council absolutely could not dictate to the Military Commission. Doing so could be construed as the Premier trying to seize control of the army, and Wu Youping had no desire to equate himself with rebellion. So he simply nodded and dropped the subject.

But He Rui returned to the issue of patents. "The current fragmentation of the world economy has effectively created barriers to the flow of capital and technology. Why was history previously a carnival for medium-sized powers? Because the industrial supply chains of the world were relatively short; a medium power with a population of a few tens of millions could assemble a complete industrial chain. The Great War in Europe proved that a nation of that size could organize an army of millions, nearing ten million, through a modern militarized system, arming them with equipment produced by a full industrial chain. We can fully utilize these technical barriers to develop ourselves, because the future world will inevitably be an order dominated by Great Powers. Nations without the capacity for ultra-large-scale production will never be Great Powers. They will only be dominated by the order set by the Great Powers!"
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On the morning of February 2nd, Hu Lei crawled out of bed to find the room dim and gloomy. Reaching out to pull the light cord, the cord—which had felt tight these past few days—snapped right off. Cursing silently, Hu Lei got up and walked to the window. Outside was a vast expanse of gray fog. Pushing open the window, damp air poured directly into the room, and Hu Lei hurriedly shut it again.

Arriving at the dining room, breakfast was already laid out on the table—fried dough sticks (youtiao), tofu pudding, and the like. Hu Lei's wife was instructing the children to be careful on their way out. Hu Lei picked up today's morning paper from the small table and began to read while he ate.

"...Two days ago, regarding the International Court of Justice's acceptance of the blood-written petition from the people of Indochina, the French government lodged a protest with China... With the wisdom of the Chinese people, one can certainly see from this matter that France's aggressive ambitions towards China have never been eliminated..."

Reading the news in the Asian edition of *The Times*, Hu Lei felt a genuine contempt in his heart, yet he couldn't help but sigh. Just then, Mrs. Hu urged him to hurry up and eat so he could take the children to school. Hu Lei put down the paper and ate his breakfast with a heavy heart.

As a Hebei native, Hu Lei had already grown accustomed to southern breakfasts. Eating today, however, his mood wasn't great. The British were too cowardly—so cowardly that Hu Lei felt all his past perceptions were wrong. But this cognitive dissonance was painful, making him angrier the more he thought about it.

After breakfast, Hu Lei drove his newly purchased domestic car to take the children to school. The heavy fog outside still hadn't dispersed, so he had to drive very slowly. Everyone on the street was doing the same, making the overall traffic speed even slower. The drivers all seemed to be in terrible moods, with car horns blaring one after another. Agitated, Hu Lei also angrily slammed on his horn, joining the ranks of those venting their frustration.

Fortunately, the traffic police were out in force. As the number of people directing traffic increased, the speed of the traffic flow picked up, and he managed to get the children to school without being late. With a belly full of grievances, Hu Lei arrived at his company. Just as he sat down, his secretary delivered several documents to a grim-faced Hu Lei. A glance at the top document revealed it was from the Shanghai Patent Office. He had only heard of this department. Having suffered when dealing with government departments in the past, Hu Lei flew into a rage and cursed hatefully, "What the hell kind of department is this Patent Office? They don't make a peep usually, but now that they're short on money, they think of us!"

Seeing Hu Lei's outburst, the secretary didn't want to get caught in the crossfire and turned to leave, letting Hu Lei curse alone in his office. With no one around, Hu Lei found he couldn't keep cursing. Finally, he simply ignored the documents, changed into his work clothes, and went to the workshop to start working.

As soon as he operated the machine tools, all his worries and unhappiness vanished. Moreover, the quality of the batch of domestic machine tools purchased recently was extremely high, with machining precision far exceeding that of imported ones. The new functions were designed with great ingenuity. Although only Hu Lei and the two technical workers he personally trained could utilize these functions in the factory, it was enough to satisfy the production of parts with special requirements.

After finishing his own share of the work, Hu Lei began to instruct two apprentices on how to use the new functions. By after 11:00 AM, Hu Lei felt the workers' concentration was waning, so he ordered them to rest after finishing the parts in their hands.

Returning to his office, Hu Lei saw a clean-cut, middle-aged man in his thirties sitting inside. Even after washing with soap, the oil stains on Hu Lei's hands hadn't been completely removed. But Hu Lei went up to shake hands anyway. Seeing his old classmate's slightly uncomfortable expression, Hu Lei laughed, "Feng Qian, how long has it been since those hands of yours touched a machine tool?"

Feng Qian waited for Hu Lei to release his hand, then took out a tissue to wipe his hand while sighing, "I guess I'll never compare to you in our major again."

The two sat down, and Feng Qian advised, "Old Hu, even if you don't want to return to Hebei, you could be a workshop director in a factory in Shanghai. You're wasted in a small factory like this."

"I don't want to go!" Hu Lei shook his head in refusal.

"Did you make some prediction again?" Feng Qian asked.

Now Hu Lei became somewhat unhappy. However, he couldn't blame Feng Qian for bringing it up. In 1922, when He Rui went to war with Japan, Hu Lei had just passed the exam for the National Peiyang University. It wasn't that he wasn't patriotic, but he opposed all radical approaches. So Hu Lei had declared that the war would definitely be lost. At the same time, he cursed He Rui for disregarding the country and starting a war just for his own reputation.

By the end of 1923, Hu Lei was criticizing He Rui again for the mass slaughter of foreigners in the concessions in China, saying it would trigger a siege by foreign powers.

When the National Defense Force of the Republic of China sank the British fleet at the mouth of the Yangtze River with suicide attack aircraft, Hu Lei didn't curse, but merely sighed, "Such fine men; if they knew in the underworld, I fear they would regret such a rash decision!"

Whenever it came to He Rui's policies, Hu Lei would always sing a contrary tune. But every single time, the result was different from Hu Lei's judgment. When Hu Lei graduated in 1926, the development of the Sino-British War was again different from what he had predicted; France stepped in to mediate, and Britain had actually decided to cease hostilities.

Hu Lei kept his mouth shut, not wanting to talk about these things, but a wave of unhappiness in his chest was impossible to suppress. He decided to speak his mind freely. "Chairman He is indeed a genius given by heaven. However, he cannot tolerate the heroes of the world; his mind is perhaps not broad enough."

Feng Qian and Hu Lei were old classmates and knew Hu Lei's views. Hu Lei's family were landlords in Hebei. His father had switched to industry and had considered selling all the family land to invest in a factory, betting everything on one throw. As a result, when the Sino-Japanese War started, land prices fell, so they delayed. When He Rui launched the Unification War, land prices fell again, so Hu Lei's family thought to keep waiting. This delay led them straight into the "Land Redemption." This time the land was all sold, but the price was only 120% of the sales price of the average grain yield in a normal year in the past. If Hu Lei's family had sold the land earlier, the price would have been much higher. So it was no surprise that Hu Lei didn't care for the He Rui administration.

But they were alumni after all, both graduates of Tianjin University (National Peiyang University), the spiritual sustenance of the Beiyang lineage. Feng Qian couldn't help but advise, "If you go to a state-owned enterprise, you can use the most advanced equipment and access the most advanced technology. It's much better than being in this small factory. Even if you still want to go it alone, there will be plenty of opportunities once you've learned the skills."

Seeing his old classmate being so loyal, Hu Lei told him the truth. Hu Lei was the second son in his family. Three years ago, he took the investment given by his family and came to Shanghai to start a machining enterprise with a classmate, mainly producing various spare parts. Recently, the factory snatched an order to provide parts for a synthetic ammonia plant, and the profit was quite good.

After explaining the current situation, Hu Lei sighed, "If you had come to find me half a year earlier, I probably would have gone to a state-owned factory. Now, not only have I got orders... come with me, I'll take you to see something."

The workshop was a fairly standard factory workshop. Following Hu Lei into the plant, Feng Qian's eyes lit up when he saw the new equipment. He couldn't help but praise, "Old Hu, impressive! Even many state-owned factories haven't bought this equipment yet!"

Hu Lei responded to his old classmate's praise with a bitter smile. He took Feng Qian behind the machine tools and pointed to some seals for him to see. Feng Qian was stunned. These seals were used in foreclosure situations, meaning Hu Lei's equipment had been seized. Feng Qian felt he might need to help out, so he leaned in to read the contents of the seals carefully, which put his mind at ease. It turned out the seals only prohibited the unauthorized movement of this equipment; it wasn't a seizure.

Hu Lei then explained. He had bought this batch of equipment with a loan. Since the price wasn't cheap and Hu Lei didn't have that much money on hand, he had relied entirely on taking the order contract to the bank to complete the procedures. The bank, fearing Hu Lei couldn't fulfill the repayment, had put seals forbidding movement on his machines, and people came to inspect them regularly.

After finishing, Hu Lei said with some resentment, "If my family's land hadn't been confiscated back then, would it have come to this!"

Feng Qian didn't want to sympathize with Hu Lei now. "If you're just complaining a bit, I have nothing to say. If you want me to judge the rights and wrongs, then there's no need."

"How would you judge it?!" Hu Lei got a bit heated.

Feng Qian, taking the stance of a government official, replied bluntly, "Even if your family sold that one or two hundred *mu* of land, you couldn't afford this equipment in front of you. You were able to get the loan entirely because of current policies. In the Beiyang era, you wouldn't have been able to afford this equipment even more!"

Although Hu Lei was very unhappy in his heart, he knew Feng Qian wasn't lying. Finally, he could only mock himself, "It seems I am unaware of my own blessings."

Feng Qian replied seriously, "Old classmate, national policies have changed hugely these years. I still advise you to go to a state-owned enterprise. With your professional ability, in a few years, you can become a senior engineer and participate in good projects. No matter how hard you try now, you can't keep up with cutting-edge changes. Why waste your talent!"

This was the second time Feng Qian had seriously offered this suggestion. Hu Lei and Feng Qian were both from old Beiyang backgrounds and were considered family friends. Although unhappy, they had graduated from the National Peiyang University. Hu Lei's older brother was a student of Zhao Tianlin, and students of the National Peiyang University from old Beiyang backgrounds all took former President Zhao Tianlin as a role model. Zhao Tianlin had followed He Rui, so no matter how rebellious Hu Lei was, he wouldn't dare to truly deceive his masters and destroy his ancestors.

The factory was located within Shanghai's planned industrial zone, with a commercial service point nearby. It was lunch break, and workers from nearby factories came to eat. The box lunch area, in particular, was crowded with people. The two bought a portion each and took it back to the office to eat and chat.

Hu Lei asked how Feng Qian had come from the capital to Shanghai. Feng Qian replied, "The Ministry of Technology is perfecting patent application matters."

Hu Lei froze, immediately put down his chopsticks, and took out the document he received this morning. Feng Qian looked at it. "This is a document issued by the Ministry of Technology. It encourages all enterprises to apply for patents."

"What does that have to do with a small factory like mine?" Hu Lei finished speaking and threw the document back onto the table with some dissatisfaction.

Feng Qian said while eating, "The country now hopes to make breakthroughs in technological iteration. I thought of you. Back in school, you came up with quite a few new designs."

Hu Lei recalled his glory days, sighing in his heart. If the He Rui government hadn't carried out land redemption back then, he very likely would have accepted the Ministry of Industry's work arrangement. But the He Rui regime had plundered the land of the entire landlord and gentry class, giving Hu Lei a terrible impression of He Rui!

However, seeing his old classmate already shouldering such responsibility, Hu Lei couldn't help but be envious. He asked if Feng Qian could help with something. Although the profits were good, the spare parts Hu Lei's factory produced weren't for high-temperature, high-pressure equipment, but ordinary parts. Yet the responsibility was equally great. Hu Lei's factory not only had to keep all warehousing receipts for five years but also ensure that the processing workers in the factory could be found at any time within five years.

Hu Lei was helpless, but for the sake of the orders, he had to sign five-year contracts with the technicians and workers responsible for processing in the factory. Without contracts, if the technicians and workers left after finishing one order, where would Hu Lei find people to bear the responsibility then?

Feng Qian listened while eating, and by the time Hu Lei finished speaking, he had finished his box lunch. The box lunch tasted really good. It was divided into a 50-cent option with two dishes, and an 80-cent option with three dishes, one of which was meat. Hu Lei had bought the one-yuan portion, two meat and one vegetable. Although it used chicken and fish, there was plenty of seasoning and oil. It was very fragrant. Added to a portion of rice, it was very filling.

Satisfied, Feng Qian wiped his mouth and poured some hot water before saying, "Do you know that state-owned enterprises now sign contracts for a minimum of three years? The first time is a three-year contract. If performance is good, the second time will be a five-year contract. If performance is average, they'll renew for three years. After that, it's signed every five years. This is the latest management model. Without long-term contracts, employees can't feel secure. Why do government employees feel relatively secure? Because of stability!"

"But how can small factories like ours be stable?" Hu Lei felt Feng Qian was standing up without feeling the back pain.

Feng Qian spread his hands. "If you aren't stable, who dares to trust you? If no one trusts you, you can't get high-profit orders. Brother, listen to my advice. Going to a big factory has big factory benefits. Someone capable like you has room to display your skills."

Hu Lei felt he still couldn't accept it, so he sought a compromise. "Is there a way for a small factory like mine to grow big quickly?"

Feng Qian thought for a while before answering, "There is a way. But I'm afraid you won't be willing."

"Let's hear it!" Hu Lei also let go of his arrogance at this point. Working alone in the factory, he could only sulk by himself. Now seeing his old classmate about to take charge of a side, he indeed felt a great setback in his heart.

Feng Qian replied, "You can cooperate with some state-owned enterprises. Now SOEs are also willing to outsource some projects to other small factories. The goal isn't to earn that price difference, but to seek a reserve force for the industrial chain. If you can join, you can get support from state-owned enterprises. At that time, you can at least take on some research projects."

"...Can you help point out a path?" Hu Lei finally lowered his proud head. After all, reality was too cruel. If the scale wasn't large enough and there were no stable orders, any single mistake could ruin all of Hu Lei's previous efforts.

In the following days, the wind finally picked up, completely blowing away the dense fog. When the clear sky appeared overhead again, the citizens of Shanghai discussed it animatedly. This smog was truly strange; they hadn't encountered it much before.

Unlike the Shanghai citizens, employees from British foreign firms who had spent time in London were quite accustomed to it. Over the past century, as the number of factories in London grew, at some point London became perpetually shrouded in fog. Shanghai's little bit of smog dispersed as soon as the wind blew, whereas London's smog seemed like it would never disperse. Moreover, Shanghai's smog at least didn't have that smell of industrial waste gas, which was much better than London.

The British originally had a British Foreign Firms Association in Shanghai, which suspended operations when China and Britain entered the war phase. It had now fully recovered. Seeing the bright sky gradually becoming covered by a faint smog again, a portion of the British merchants couldn't help but complain, "Can those helping with property lawsuits help us sell back the real estate we were cheated out of before? If they can't do that, there's absolutely no value in paying such high legal fees!"

This group of British merchants were those who, fearing harm in China between '24 and '27, had sold their real estate in Shanghai at low prices and fled China. But after '28, they ran back. As British people, they naturally had a tradition of various entanglements. Because they sold in a hurry, the contracts they signed were very incomplete. So quite a few British merchants wanted to exploit this loophole. After trials, a few British merchants who had truly been maliciously extorted out of their houses by bold local Shanghai scoundrels actually got their houses back through court judgments.

British merchants who identified with Common Law case law wanted to follow this path, but invariably hit a wall. Now this group of British merchants had re-established properties in Shanghai at higher prices, but a portion still held a grudge, missing the value of the land and properties they had bought at low prices in the past.

But these people were a minority after all. More merchants sipped authentic Chinese tea and discussed the situation they faced.

A merchant who looked quite aristocratic spoke with an authentic Eton accent, "Chinese factories are developing too fast. Have we misunderstood something about China?"
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Most of the British upper class spoke with a standard London accent, but business was business, and a master from London was merely a merchant in China. Since this gentleman expressed that he had misunderstandings about China, the merchants of the British Chamber of Commerce in China were willing to listen to what those specific misunderstandings were. This British gentleman, who had not been in China for long, said solemnly: "The CIF price of British goods is already much higher than that of similar Chinese products. We once thought that China did not have the capability to produce industrial goods, but now it seems that is not the case at all!"

Hearing this, the British merchants present looked at this gentleman with that characteristic British detached expression. For the British, a polite, detached expression was a display of disdain. These British merchants indeed did not wish to mock a grand gentleman. To inform a gentleman who claimed he wanted to be a merchant that he was completely unsuited for the profession was a cruel thing. The British merchants could only watch impassively as this gentleman continued to make a fool of himself.

This gentleman ignored the detachment of the other merchants and continued: "If we still cannot be cheaper than similar Chinese products even after the depreciation of the Pound, we can only earn profits by providing components for British equipment in China. But is there data available in this regard?"

This remark actually showed some level of insight, because in the past two years, British merchants exporting cheap industrial goods to China had basically all gone bankrupt. Those people eventually had to sell their houses in China and leave the country with some profits earned from the rising property prices. Upon leaving China, the British traders all remarked resentfully, "I finally understand how correct the choice of the Opium War was!"

Yes, British merchants all understood how correct the Opium War was for Britain. Less than ten years after China's complete unification, British civilian goods shipped to the Chinese market had lost their cost-effectiveness. China had defeated British civilian goods with similar commodities that possessed greater cost-effectiveness. But based on the comparison of strength between China and Britain, the British merchants knew these words were merely venting. So, the merchants began to suspect whether this gentleman had some ideas regarding the current personnel selection of British diplomatic institutions in China.

On March 4, 1932, the British Board of Trade received an investigation report forwarded by a member of the House of Lords. This report provided a data analysis of Chinese and British industrial goods and solemnly gave a conclusion: "...The efforts of British goods to obtain the Chinese market are facing increasingly fierce competition. If we cannot conduct a more effective analysis of the Chinese market now, British industrial goods will be driven out of the Chinese market within a few years."

Purely from the perspective of this report, it was a genuine comparison table of similar Chinese and British commodities, possessing considerable academic research value. However, this report was proposed by the House of Lords, and this point alone doomed it to fail in gaining the support of the British House of Commons. Therefore, the British Board of Trade was quite cautious about this report and did not treat it as content that must be responded to.

On March 8, *The Times* reported on this matter and published part of the investigation report's content. For British scholars, this report was attractive, yet it was merely one of the basic research tasks that the academic community should be doing. Apart from some interest from the academic community, various sectors in Britain had absolutely no interest in this.

For a hundred years, the British fleet had run rampant, taking the initiative to attack globally under the banner of free trade, so "Free Trade" had become the faith of the British economic circles and even the public. Now, Britain was in a difficult stage of ideological transition. Although trade with China was important, it was a case of Britain lending money to China to let China buy British goods. The economic circles and the public only hoped that this cooperation could be completed as early as possible. As for the competition between Britain and China in specific trade commodities, the ordinary people did not care at all, and at this stage, few in the British academic community truly cared either.

Even if the columnists of *The Times* noticed this detail with their keen economic literacy, *The Times* itself soon focused most of its attention on the 'London Naval Armament Conference' convened on March 6, 1932.

The participating countries of this armament conference included the signatories of the Washington Naval Treaty—Britain, the United States, Japan, Italy, and France. Moreover, in the previous preparatory meeting, the five countries unanimously passed the decision to 'invite China to participate in the London Naval Armament Conference' and formally submitted the request to the Chinese government.

For this reason, the Parliament of the Republic of China conducted a special vote, and the Parliament passed the proposal authorizing the Chinese government to dispatch a delegation to participate in this conference.

European and American newspapers conducted large-scale publicity on this. China had once been excluded from the World Great Powers because of its defeat in war, but this time it returned to the ranks of the World Great Powers. Furthermore, among the six participating countries this time, two countries, China and Japan, appeared, accounting for one-third of the total number. In the view of European and American newspapers, the comparison of world power had undergone a huge change, and East Asia had become a region that all countries in the world must take seriously.

The total number of people in China paying attention to this matter was not small, but the proportion was not large; Hu Lei was one of them. Chinese people concerned about this matter generally preferred to read the Asian editions of *The Times* and *Le Figaro*. For a newspaper, selling tens of thousands of copies a day was considered very successful. And Hu Lei was undoubtedly the bread and butter of *The Times* Asian edition.

*The Times* Asian edition detailed the content of the Washington Naval Treaty. In 1922, what the countries of the world needed was peace. At that time, all countries were using the experience accumulated in World War I to build a new generation of capital ships. Therefore, the Washington Naval Treaty first required countries to stop shipbuilding, and only then distributed the tonnage of naval vessels for each country based on the naval strength they already possessed.

After reading the introduction, Hu Lei felt that it seemed secretive, appearing to hide some unknown content. But the hands of the clock pointed to 2 PM, so Hu Lei hurried to the workshop. This batch of components was about to be completed, and Hu Lei decided to work for a while longer with his two apprentices, trying his best to finish the work tomorrow. After that, he would take the next batch of orders and finish them quickly. As long as he hurried to finish the work, Hu Lei hoped to pay off all loans this year. As for understanding the Washington Naval Treaty, that could be pushed back.

At 6 PM, the workers finished the component processing in their hands and prepared to get off work. But unlike before, the workers did not leave. They waited until the last worker finished his work. They gathered together, and the squad leader among them walked towards Hu Lei.

Hu Lei's concentration was very intense when working. Even though he knew the workers had something to discuss, it did not affect his precise control of the machine tool. After processing the component, Hu Lei picked up the calipers to measure it, confirming that the tolerance was within the range of excellent products, before putting down the tools in his hand and greeting the squad leader.

Soon, the squad leader and the workers arrived in front of Hu Lei. The squad leader smiled apologetically and said: "Boss, this year's training is about to start. There are four workers in our factory who want to participate in the training."

Hu Lei's expression was not very good. The current Adult Education Law stipulated that adults needed to receive one month of training every year. During the training period, the enterprise had to pay the workers a basic salary. The state would give the enterprise compensatory treatment such as tax rebates based on the number of workers trained and their training results.

The Ministry of Industry had formulated regulations specifically for machinery factories. The regulations stated that every worker had the right to apply for a three-month training period every year, the main purpose of which was to upgrade the worker's skills. During the period when workers participated in training, the enterprise must provide a basic salary. In addition to normal subsidies, the state would also give subsidies to the enterprise based on the workers' training results. Similarly, the state would also support workers in completing their contracts in an enterprise.

If four of the dozen or so lathe operators in Hu Lei's factory left, it would indeed affect Hu Lei's production volume. The workers saw Hu Lei frowning and felt that he might not agree. Some workers were already considering that if Hu Lei did not agree, they would ask the trade union in the industrial zone to come forward and pressure Hu Lei, as discussed before.

"I agree," Hu Lei said.

The workers were stunned for a moment, then revealed smiles. But before the workers could say anything, Hu Lei continued: "Show me the specific content of the training. I will help everyone choose the training subjects."

The workers instinctively rejected the boss intervening in their lives and hurriedly declined: "Boss, wouldn't that be too much trouble for you?"

Hu Lei was already prepared. Even if the damn trade union from the industrial zone came, he would not make concessions. Hu Lei's tone was firm, "The training I choose for everyone must match the equipment in our factory. If everyone learns to operate other equipment, it won't be of much use when you come back!"

Seeing that Hu Lei was not prepared to make further concessions, the workers could only helplessly take their leave. Hu Lei looked at the workers' retreating figures, pursed his lips hard, and continued to process components. Originally, Hu Lei planned to work until 8 PM and then call it a day, but feeling in a bad mood, he worked straight until 10 PM before stopping.

Because it was too late, Hu Lei called home and said he wouldn't be going back. He went directly to sleep in the office.

He slept quite soundly that night and was not woken up by his secretary until nearly 8 AM the next day. The secretary looked at Hu Lei's sleepy face and reminded him: "Boss, your classmate is coming today."

Hu Lei was stunned for a moment before remembering that Feng Qian was indeed coming today. Originally, Hu Lei thought that since he worked too late yesterday, his working state today would not be too good. Now he felt that it was fortunate he worked late; even if his state was not good enough, he could still cope with the conversation with Feng Qian.

At 9 AM, Hu Lei had just finished breakfast and was drinking tea when Feng Qian arrived. Upon meeting, he said: "Old classmate, have you heard about the treatment for demonstration factories?"

Hu Lei thought for a while but could only shake his head. Feng Qian then briefly introduced it. Demonstration factories referred to those factories that were exceptionally outstanding in one of the following areas: management level, equipment advancement, or technical level. They would become demonstration factories. These factories would undertake teaching and training work and could also receive certain support from the state departments organizing the training.

After Feng Qian finished speaking, without waiting for Hu Lei's answer, he added in a low voice directly, "If your factory becomes a demonstration factory, you can enter the list. That's all I'll say."

Hu Lei was originally just annoyed and didn't really want to refuse. Hearing this, he also knew he couldn't let down his old classmate's good intentions, so he immediately replied: "I am willing, but what is there in my factory that can catch the government's eye?"

"We'll talk about that after the Ministry of Industry's assessment personnel complete the assessment." Feng Qian didn't say much and changed the topic, "Also, the latest document from the Ministry of Science and Technology has arrived. People with your education and work experience need to report. It's not impossible that some projects in the ministry will propose cooperation suggestions to you, and you can undertake a bit of research work."

"F*ck me!" Hu Lei cursed, but then he sighed: "Thanks!" Hu Lei knew very well that one shouldn't fail to appreciate favors.

What Hu Lei didn't expect was that the very next day, just as Hu Lei was organizing the shipment, the assessment personnel from the industrial zone arrived. They patiently waited for Hu Lei to arrange the shipping work first, then toured the factory equipment under Hu Lei's guidance, and asked Hu Lei and the two technical workers he personally taught to operate them in practice. After seeing everything and measuring the precision of the components, the assessment personnel took away the produced components and left without any explanation.

This made Hu Lei very unhappy. He couldn't help but call Feng Qian. Feng Qian surprisingly adopted the style of a government official and said nothing. Just when Hu Lei thought he probably wouldn't get any news, he heard Feng Qian say: "I know you like to care about military-related news. You only have *The Times* Asian edition there, why not buy a copy of the *National Defense Journal* to take a look?"

Hu Lei was amused by the sudden suggestion, "Heh, can I still see the enterprise list published in the *National Defense Journal*?"

"I'm just suggesting it. If you don't want to, forget it." Feng Qian on the other end of the phone replied glibly.

Passing the newsstand on his way home at night, Hu Lei had already walked past, but suddenly stopped, walked back directly, and bought a copy of the *National Defense Journal*. After dinner, Hu Lei checked the children's homework and scolded them. Only then did he helplessly go to sleep. While eating breakfast the next day, he habitually prepared to pick up the newspaper to read, when he suddenly saw the *National Defense Journal* bought yesterday. Suppressing his resistance, he picked it up and saw that the front page happened to be introducing the content of the London Naval Armament Conference and the Washington Naval Conference.

After reading for a while, Hu Lei actually got absorbed. The *National Defense Journal*'s commentary on the Washington Naval Conference was much clearer and brisker than *The Times*. Or rather, it suited Hu Lei's taste better. Regarding the allocation of naval shares among various countries, the *National Defense Journal* introduced it this way: "...Based on the situation where all countries have stopped building super-dreadnought battleships, the naval tonnage share of each country has become a compromise of their international strength. The United States obtained the same tonnage as Britain, which is an acknowledgment of America's national power. However, this does not equate to the US fleet being able to win if a naval battle breaks out between the US Navy and the British Navy.

As for the naval tonnage ratio of 3.15:1.75 between Japan and France, it is completely mismatched with the strength of the two countries. France possesses overwhelming strength over Japan from every angle. Such a disparate tonnage ratio means that Japan's status in Asia has been recognized by the Great Powers..."

After reading this passage, Hu Lei felt suddenly enlightened. He originally thought that the Washington Naval Treaty was a purely military treaty, but now he understood that this armament treaty was actually a product of political compromise. Previously, Hu Lei loathed those views of He Rui's government. A few years after graduation, Hu Lei discovered that he seemed to have been somewhat biased.

Since the work was done, Hu Lei participated in the work arrangement after arriving at the factory. With Feng Qian's reminder, Hu Lei spent more than two hours analyzing the courses to be attended with the workers and selected the course content suitable for his factory. Although the training time required for participating in the training for these new devices was relatively long, Hu Lei accepted it. At least the government did not support the termination of contracts after workers received training without encountering intentional difficulties. And among the four workers participating in the training, three had signed five-year contracts with Hu Lei's factory. In the long run, their increased skills were not a bad thing for the factory.

The workers seemed to still have concerns, so Hu Lei simply suggested they go to the trade union for discussion. After the workers left, Hu Lei continued to read the *National Defense Journal*, "...In the ten years since the signing of the Washington Naval Treaty in 1922, the navies of all countries have entered a naval holiday state, during which only Britain had a squadron sunk by our country. At this time, all countries are facing the problem of the construction and practice of the next generation of naval equipment. What this London Naval Armament Conference needs to solve is this matter.

Judging from the current needs of various countries, this conference will make more accurate requirements for various 'treaty-type warships', rather than making general regulations like the previous Washington Naval Treaty. And this requirement will inevitably reflect the needs of the naval powers themselves. In all likelihood, there will be very fierce struggles over these treaty regulations. It is even not ruled out that some countries may choose to withdraw from the treaty.

Even if there is progress in the regulations on capital ships and a breakdown is avoided, in terms of naval tonnage allocation, there will not be the kind of politicized tonnage allocation seen in the Washington Naval Treaty. The economic policies adopted by major powers under the economic crisis have already torn the world economy apart. In order to protect their own economic frontiers and restrict the threat of other countries' navies to their own navies from the source, the tonnage negotiations this time will be unprecedentedly white-hot. After all, the purpose of the last negotiation among the countries was to prevent war. And for this London Naval Armament Conference, the countries are preparing for war.

From a certain perspective, it is very likely that we will see the scenes of various armament conferences before the Great War in Europe..."

Reading this, Hu Lei felt his heart surging. He Rui's government had a feud with Hu Lei's family over land seizure. During the subsequent three-year land reform, some of Hu Lei's distant relatives participated in the resistance against He Rui's government and were immediately met with clean and efficient suppression. Therefore, Hu Lei did not like He Rui, who was privately called 'Living Cao Cao' by the old Beiyang clique.

Cao Cao, nominally the Prime Minister of Han, was actually a traitor to Han. In actual history, during the reign of Emperor Ling of Han, in order to disperse the military power of General-in-Chief He Jin, Emperor Ling set up the "Eight Colonels of the West Garden". These eight people were Colonel of the Upper Army and Palace Attendant Jian Shuo, Colonel of the Central Army and General of the Household for Rapid as Tigers - Yuan Shao, Colonel of the Lower Army and Colonel of the Cavalry - Bao Hong, Colonel of the Dian Army and Court Gentleman - Cao Cao, Colonel of the Assistant Army of the Left - Zhao Rong, Colonel of the Assistant Army of the Right - Feng Fang, Colonel of the Left and Grand Master for Remonstrance - Xia Mou, and Colonel of the Right - Chunyu Qiong. Yuan Shao and Cao Cao were both among the Eight Colonels.

In the eyes of the old Beiyang clique, He Rui, as a member of Beiyang, gained recognition at a young age, and his entire life completely coincided with Cao Cao's. It was just that there was no emperor at this time.
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Hu Lei hadn't expected the *National Defense Journal* to be so much more interesting than he had imagined. Just as he hadn't expected to receive a letter from the Industrial Zone, asking him to choose between two positions: a teacher at the Shanghai No. 3 Vocational School or a teacher for Shanghai Adult Technical Education.

The "Special Appointment Teacher" was a temporary post. The only benefit was obtaining a teacher's certification and a Junior Engineer qualification. Obtaining the engineer certification meant Hu Lei would be on the official register. When the state had relevant needs, his name would appear on the draft list.

Hu Lei still didn't want to work for the He Rui regime, but this time he hesitated. A thirty-year-old man was not a child, after all; he understood the basic priorities of life. If Hu Lei's family hadn't been the "cost" of China's rejuvenation, he probably would have happily thrown himself into serving the government long ago. Even if his family was part of that cost, He Rui's achievements could not be erased. If it were any of the other Beiyang warlords in power, Hu Lei wouldn't have had any hope for China's development.

In the end, Hu Lei chose the option that paid the most: accepting the position as a teacher for adult technical education. The government was fairly decent in its dealings; since Hu Lei's factory would serve as a demonstration factory providing training services, the government would provide financial compensation. Moreover, Hu Lei had his own calculations—he hoped to discover some outstanding young people among the students and recruit them into his own factory. For a factory with a dozen lathe operators to grow bigger and stronger, it needed more outstanding workers.

On the way to the Department of Industry, Hu Lei's mind was full of how to use the compensation money once the factory received it. The best application might not be to pay off debts first, but to add a few other work processes. If a machinery factory wanted to produce more parts, it needed the capability to complete more procedures, and these procedures required skilled technical workers. If they just continued as they were, using purchased high-precision equipment to process purchased metal raw materials, they would only earn hard-earned meager profits. Only by increasing the technical content could they make more money.

The cadre receiving Hu Lei, after hearing that Hu Lei wanted money, answered decisively, "We are willing to provide more orders to your factory. If you need money, you can use these orders to apply for a loan from the bank."

Hu Lei thought this suggestion was reasonable, but he didn't quite dare to believe the cadre's words. He answered frankly, "Doing that would be the death of me."

Facing the cadre, whose expression had turned somewhat unsightly, Hu Lei decisively explained his view. Getting a loan required a lot of procedures. Unless the person in charge was an expert, Hu Lei didn't dare believe he could get the money every time. Hu Lei was already in debt; if just one sum of money didn't arrive in time, the entire factory could very likely collapse.

Having finished, seeing a look of understanding appear on the cadre's face, Hu Lei emphasized slightly, "I've seen so many factories collapse just like that. It wasn't that the factory was incapable; it was just that they hadn't received money for the work in hand, yet they started a new job. If the slightest thing went wrong in the middle, the factory wouldn't be able to pay wages immediately. Once the workers left, the factory would be blind and helpless. Even if the money arrived later, qualified workers couldn't be found immediately. When the deadline came, the factory would be finished. I can't take that risk."

The cadre spread his hands. "I don't think things would be that bad. Engineer Hu, your craftsmanship is so good; many people trust you."

Hu Lei also spread his hands. "My craftsmanship is good, and the workers know it too. But workers come to me to make money. If I can't pay wages, what will they eat?"

"I think you are underestimating the workers," the cadre said somewhat unhappily.

Hu Lei chuckled. "Leader, I've dealt with quite a few workers. Once they learn skills in a factory, they go back to factories that pay more. For me, I think there's nothing to be said about that. But once a factory loses these workers, the work can't be completed. Leader, you are certainly knowledgeable and experienced. There are many people in the industry doing this; some factories operate exactly like this. They screw up other factories, and then they are the only ones left. The orders eventually fall into their hands. Although I never have the heart to harm others, I must always have the heart to guard against others."

The cadre already understood that Hu Lei's technical level was very good and that he was no amateur in business either. Seeing that ordinary words couldn't dismiss Hu Lei, the cadre asked, "Then what does Engineer Hu want?"

Hu Lei felt he was never one to be pretentious and gave a frank suggestion. "If the government gives orders and can pay according to progress, I dare to agree. But that would require the government to send someone to audit. If the government can't send someone, it's fine if the bank sends someone to check. I can only do this much; if the government can't do it, I really don't dare to agree."

The cadre clearly couldn't make the final decision and asked Hu Lei to go back first, saying he would give Hu Lei a reply after some time. After Hu Lei left the Department of Industry, he gave up on this idea. Such things were easy to say, but actually doing them was very difficult. Many factories indeed relied on their skills to eat, like Hu Lei's, but there were probably even more that just wanted to muddle through. those muddling factories would use various means to fool their way through, so Hu Lei's very reasonable suggestion would be completely unsuitable for those slackers.

On the way back, Hu Lei passed by the library. Seeing that it was still early, Hu Lei simply went in. Anyone with a library card could go to the periodical reading room. Hu Lei took the newspaper clamp for the *National Defense Journal*, found an empty seat among the crowd, sat down, and began to read.

The content of the *National Defense Journal* was much better than Hu Lei had thought. He hadn't been interested in reading it before because he thought the *National Defense Journal* would probably publish a pile of sycophantic articles praising He Rui, so he had never had any interest.

Now that he was reading it, although there were one or two articles in the *National Defense Journal* describing the "fish and water" relationship between the military and civilians, they were short, and he could just skip over the unsightly parts. The majority of the content in the *National Defense Journal* was about China's strategic situation, as well as introductions to China's current security situation and the world situation.

The London Naval Conference was the main subject of the last few days. Several articles in the *National Defense Journal* argued that "...currently, all countries place great emphasis on offensive military forces. Although the scale of the East Asian navy can protect shipping safety in East Asian waters, it does not have enough strength to protect the navigation safety of East Asian fleets in other waters. Even with Sino-French economic cooperation, where France coordinates with China on shipping safety, the transportation lines for East Asian goods still cannot cover the entire world. Therefore, China needs to promote a worldwide shipping safety agreement..."

Although the *Times* Asian edition had depth, in terms of national interests, it was obviously based on British interests. Hu Lei was very satisfied that the *National Defense Journal* frankly expressed views based on China's standpoint. Hu Lei felt that China had best secure the greatest benefits for itself at this London Naval Conference. At the very least, China's naval quota shouldn't be lower than Japan's.

At this moment, the London Naval Conference was conducting its initial sessions. Japan was represented by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, while China was represented by Minister of Foreign Affairs Li Shiguang. It wasn't yet the turn of China and Japan to speak; the French Foreign Minister was currently making an impassioned speech. "...As one of the most important countries in the world, the French government believes that France has a necessity to make a greater contribution to world peace. When the Washington Naval Treaty was signed previously, France had just experienced the Great War in Europe. In order to defeat the evil Germany that wanted to rule the world, France paid the price of millions of French casualties. To avoid causing unnecessary misunderstandings, France accepted a very low quota.

"Now, the French government believes that France should possess the same naval tonnage as Britain. Only in this way can the world obtain a true guarantee of peace..."

For China and Japan, France possessing the same naval tonnage as Britain was not a direct threat. The ones who truly felt threatened were Britain, followed by the United States. So the representatives of the two countries just watched the show. The British Foreign Secretary and the US Secretary of State, however, looked very grim. Because the diplomatic departments of both countries knew very well that the French were not bluffing this time; they were serious.

The current Franc had become a strong world currency capable of competing with the Pound and the Dollar. With the support of astronomical amounts of Francs, and France's naval shipbuilding capability being far from weak, France had the complete capability to build capital ships of the same scale as the British Navy. Even if France's current dockyards were insufficient, China had built quite a few new dockyards in recent years and had progressed very quickly in the construction of ships under 10,000 tons.

China currently owed France a lot of money; France could absolutely build those auxiliary vessels of several thousand tons, or even mass-produce civilian ships, in China's dockyards. For France, its precious large dry docks could then be used to go all out in producing capital ships like battleships, battlecruisers, and heavy armored cruisers.

When the French Foreign Minister finished his impassioned speech, the British Foreign Secretary considered whether to express objection immediately. But he decided not to rush; it was better to let China and Japan express their views first. Of the six countries participating in this London Naval Conference, France, China, and Japan could be seen as one group. If these three countries all expressed a strong desire to increase naval armaments, under such immense pressure, Britain could pull the United States and Italy to its side to counter the trio of France, China, and Japan. Britain was very confident in playing this kind of balancing act. If France didn't show a strong attitude, Britain would actually have no way to rope in other countries.

The next to speak was the US Secretary of State. As soon as he opened his mouth, he spoke of the traditional friendship between the US and France. This tone made the British Foreign Secretary feel that something was wrong. In these years, the joke about "Louis XVI being the Founding Father of the United States" had appeared many times. Seeing that the US Secretary of State was practically about to say this phrase out loud, the British Foreign Secretary already had a basic judgment—the United States really wanted to mess up the situation completely. If a war broke out in the world, the US Secretary of State would likely be very happy.

On the strategic level, there is only the contest of strength; the space for conspiracies and deception is very small. Britain had long determined that the United States would be Britain's greatest competitor. America's ambition was clear for all to see: it wanted to replace Britain. There were two ways to replace Britain: one was for the US to actively attack Britain and drag it down from the throne of hegemon. The other was to let Britain fall into chaos and completely drain its strength.

The United States was a whelp spawned by the Anglo-Saxons; Britain was very proficient in offshore balancing and provoking various conflicts. To use a Chinese saying, as soon as the US stuck its ass out, Britain knew what it wanted to do. But unfortunately, choices on this strategic level could only rely on strength. No matter how clearly Britain understood America's ambition, it could only rely on Britain's hard power to respond.

The British Foreign Secretary had already begun to consider Plan B. If the world was going to be in chaos, then let the whole world be in chaos together. No one should expect to have it easy!
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Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's speech was very brief: "China is a peace-loving nation, and China is willing to contribute to world peace..."

Hearing this, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain understood that China's attitude was certainly to demand a capital ship tonnage no less than that of France. However, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain did not particularly care about China's demands. According to various intelligence reports, China's naval equipment manufacturing capability was at best on par with Japan's, and Japan's shipbuilding capability had always relied on imports from Britain. As long as Britain did not provide shipbuilding technology to China, there would be a gap of more than ten years between China's naval equipment level and that of Britain.

In Chamberlain's personal opinion, He Rui would never accept such a large gap between China's naval equipment level and the world's advanced level. In other words, China's current demands were more of a stance. Even if China obtained the same capital ship tonnage as Britain, China would likely not actually start building capital ships.

China expressed its views, and Japan held a similar view. Italy's economy ranked last among the six nations, and the Italian Foreign Minister stated that the capital ship tonnage quota Italy obtained must not be less than that in the Washington Naval Treaty.

After all countries had explained their views, the venue temporarily fell into silence. The French Foreign Minister took this opportunity to say, "France believes that the capital ship ratio for the six nations of France, Britain, the United States, China, Japan, and Italy should be 5:5:5:3:3:1.25."

Before the British Foreign Secretary could speak, the Italian Foreign Minister was already furious. Who did the French look down on?! Standing up abruptly, the Italian Foreign Minister shouted loudly, "I resolutely oppose this!"

The British Foreign Secretary originally thought the French Foreign Minister would pressure Italy, but unexpectedly, the French Foreign Minister replied leisurely, "If Italy does not agree to this ratio, then would Italy be willing if all participating nations possessed equal capital ship tonnage?"

British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain was shocked, and even his displeasure vanished. The current Frenchman had really grasped the key to the problem. France did not care if Italy possessed the same tonnage of capital ships as Britain, and Italy's weak national power could not build capital ships of equal tonnage to Britain anyway. As long as it could cause trouble for Britain, the French did not care about the result at all.

As for whether Italy would accept such conditions, Secretary Chamberlain was actually somewhat skeptical. In 1922, just when He Rui launched the war against Japan, Mussolini also launched the second March on Rome and successfully made the King of Italy actively invite Mussolini to Rome and appoint Mussolini as the Prime Minister of Italy.

In ten years, Mussolini had established a fascist regime. To encourage Italian public morale, Mussolini proposed the slogan "Restore the Glory of Rome." Therefore, Secretary Chamberlain suspected that if Mussolini learned of the proposal made by France, he would probably immediately express support. Because obtaining the same share of naval capital ship tonnage as Britain would undoubtedly be a proof of Italy restoring the glory of Rome.

Hearing the French Foreign Minister's speech, the Italian Foreign Minister's eyes immediately widened, and those small and round eyes were full of great surprise. Originally, the Italian Foreign Minister wanted to fish in troubled waters by setting obstacles for France, but he didn't expect the French Foreign Minister to directly suggest giving Italy naval capital ship tonnage equal to the other five countries. This was not a concession by France, but directly killing the topic!

Although the Italian Foreign Minister could not answer immediately, he chose to temporarily refrain from speaking. Although the French negotiation bottom line could not yet be determined, the Italian Foreign Minister was basically certain that France lacked sincerity for this meeting even before attending the London Naval Conference.

The daytime meeting was not particularly long. By after 3 p.m., the smoggy sky of London was like evening. British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain chatted with the Italian Foreign Minister in a comfortable room in the hotel. Beside the warm fireplace, Secretary Chamberlain's tone was very relaxed, "If France withdraws from the naval arms limitation agreement, what reaction will the Italian government have?"

The Italian Foreign Minister sighed, "If such a thing happens, we can only withdraw from the arms agreement as well."

Secretary Chamberlain felt that the Italian Foreign Minister was very frank, and Secretary Chamberlain could understand Italy's reaction very well. So his topic turned to other aspects, "I see that Italy has many of its own views on China's trade policy. Does Italy have further plans?"

Now the Italian Foreign Minister became somewhat alert. In Europe, "further plans" had a very broad meaning. In dealings with non-European countries, further plans were often closer to fierce conflict. The Italian Foreign Minister simply answered readily, "We do not think we can obtain the same trade status as France at this stage. Under such a situation, Italy feels that trade with China is still within an acceptable range."

Secretary Chamberlain felt somewhat disdainful of the Italians in his heart. Such a second-rate, trailing country, or even a third-rate country, actually wanted to obtain trade status equal to France, which meant Italy actually wanted to obtain world trade status equal to Britain. This was really thinking too much.

However, this could absolutely not be said aloud. Chamberlain laughed and said, "If Italy is willing to join the Sterling Bloc, our British Empire would be very welcome."

The Italian Foreign Minister did not respond to this invitation. If Italy joined the Sterling Bloc, it meant Italy would use the pound as its foreign exchange reserve, and its economy would henceforth be constrained by Britain. What Italy expected at this stage was economic expansion, not becoming Britain's younger brother from now on.

After chatting for a while longer, both sides found that the only common point between the two countries lay in their dissatisfaction with France. Apart from this point, the contradictions between Britain and Italy still greatly exceeded cooperation. Since this was the case, both sides politely took their leave.

It was already 5:30 p.m. The Italian Foreign Minister first returned to the hotel where his delegation was staying, and soon left the hotel. He went to a restaurant in the darkness that had already fallen. This was a Chinese restaurant, and the decoration style was a quiet and elegant Chinese style. As soon as the Italian Foreign Minister put away his wet umbrella, a waiter came to lead the way. The group went straight to a private room. After the private room was opened, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang was sitting inside.

This time the Italian Foreign Minister was still very frank, and the two sides did not chat about the weather first like the British. After drinking half a cup of hot tea, the Italian Foreign Minister immediately asked, "We in Italy have the world's most creative warship designers. Many of the world's cutting-edge warships are completed by Italian designers."

Li Shiguang nodded, "I have heard of it. We greatly appreciate the unconstrained genius ideas of Italian experts."

Hearing Li Shiguang affirm the ability of Italian designers, the Italian Foreign Minister seized the opportunity to probe, "If Italy and China cooperate to jointly develop the next generation of naval capital ships, I think it would be very beneficial for both countries. Our designers believe that the operating areas of the capital ships China needs are the Pacific and Indian Oceans. The natural environment of these two oceans is completely different from the Atlantic. French designs may not be targeted enough."

After speaking, the Italian Foreign Minister looked at Li Shiguang with some expectation in his heart. He saw Li Shiguang shake his head, "We in China have already decided to design and produce future naval equipment ourselves. We are very grateful for Italy's kindness, but we have no way to cooperate with Italy."

Although somewhat disappointed, the Italian Foreign Minister also knew that China's words were quite sincere, so he asked the next question, "If France withdraws from the London Naval Conference, will China also choose to withdraw?"

"China's main purpose in attending this meeting is to understand the design parameters of capital ships of major world powers. As for whether China will participate, it also depends on whether the designs of these treaty battleships can meet China's needs. If they are too far from our ideas, China can only negotiate with various countries regarding naval tonnage."

Hearing Li Shiguang's frank answer, the Italian Foreign Minister immediately asked, "Minister Li, what do you think France truly hopes for?"

Li Shiguang smiled politely because he felt the Italians were really as shrewd as the investigation described. Lifting the teacup and finishing it, then pouring tea for both sides, Li Shiguang recalled the Central Government's assessment of Italy before sending Li Shiguang to attend the meeting.

Economically speaking, Italy lacked raw materials and markets. With such natural endowments, Italy's gross industrial and agricultural output value in 1928 was half that of France, which was enough to prove that the Italians were very hardworking, but this was also Italy's upper limit.

France's gross industrial and agricultural output value three years ago was about two-thirds of Britain's. Building a navy of the same scale as Britain was a heavy economic burden for France. Three years later, now, France's gross industrial and agricultural output value exceeded Britain's. Just the 5% handling fee earned annually from the nearly 200 billion francs of over-issued currency was enough to build a fleet comparable to Britain's. France had obviously made a decision. If the London Naval Conference could not meet France's requirements, France would likely choose to withdraw from the meeting and develop its navy on its own.

In 1931, Italy's gross industrial and agricultural output value was less than one-third of France's, while the population of the two countries was basically the same. Italy no longer had to consider competing with France economically. Now, the various contents proposed by the Italian Foreign Minister were all intended to improve Italy's status through diplomatic means.

Since the Italians were so shrewd, Li Shiguang thought he could let Italy play that jumping-up-and-down role in this conference. After finishing the second cup of tea, Li Shiguang said, "The French hope to obtain a stable trade route to East Asia to ensure trade with China. I wonder what views the Italian side has on such trade?"

The Italian Foreign Minister did not expect Li Shiguang to actually mention this topic which was very important to Italy, and his attitude immediately became cautious. After thinking for a moment, the Italian Foreign Minister smiled and said, "Does China support Italy having the same naval tonnage as Britain and France?"

"I think France might support it," Li Shiguang advised.

The Italian Foreign Minister was not useless after all. Hearing this, he understood that Li Shiguang had no good intentions. Italy was located in the middle of the Mediterranean. Going from Western Europe to Asia required passing near Italy. Italy's ideal method was to exert influence on this route as a bargaining chip for other things. However, this was the "ideal" plan. Neither Britain nor France wanted Italy to have such ability, and Italy did not have the strength to cut off the Mediterranean route in peacetime.

To obtain frankness from others, one had to show enough frankness oneself. The Italian Foreign Minister spoke his thoughts, "Minister Li, we just think that the naval tonnage division proposed by France before was unreasonable. A ratio of 1.75 for Italy is the most appropriate."

Li Shiguang nodded and answered frankly, "I think Italy can demand a ratio of 3. That is, Britain, France, and the United States possess a ratio of 5. China, Japan, and Italy possess a ratio of 3."

The Italian Foreign Minister calculated in his mind. The two countries, China and Japan, had already begun military integration at this stage. Japanese naval officers like Yamamoto Isoroku took up teaching positions at the Chinese Naval Academy and Naval School. China's former Defense Minister Xu Chengfeng served as the principal of the Japanese Army War College, and China's former National Defense University principal Zhou Yinshan served as the vice principal of the Japanese Military Academy.

If both China and Japan could get a ratio of 3, the total tonnage of the two countries would be 6, exceeding the individual naval tonnage of any one of the three countries: Britain, France, or the US. For East Asia, this was a huge benefit.

With Italy's current economy, if the Mussolini government lived frugally, even if they couldn't produce 300,000 tons of naval capital ships, it wouldn't be too far off, belonging to a completely acceptable range. If they really followed France's proposal that the six nations possess the same naval tonnage, Italy wouldn't be able to produce capital ships of equal tonnage to Britain even if they sold everything they had; it would only be a laughingstock.

Moreover, the attitude France had already expressed also proved that France did not care about the London Naval Conference at all and was very likely to withdraw from this agreement. For Italy, it was instead necessary to make this conference a success. Helping Britain keep France at the London Naval Conference might sell a favor to Britain. Italy could then conduct a certain amount of trading with Britain. For example, the Mussolini government was considering invading Ethiopia, and it might be possible to obtain support from Britain and France through trading in this conference.

Thinking of this, the Italian Foreign Minister confirmed again, "Does China really only hope to get a ratio of 3?"

Li Shiguang laughed, "Hehe, even if China builds three 35,000-ton battleships in the next few years, it is insignificant compared to various naval powers. So China has not decided on the need to join the naval treaty up to now."

Hearing this, the Italian Foreign Minister also revealed an understanding smile. Compared with China's current economic strength, beautifying China's naval tonnage ten times could only be called "having a few ships." Since the Chinese Foreign Minister was so polite, he should make China more valuable to Italy. What the Italian Foreign Minister was thinking in his heart was already how to use France to exchange for benefits from the British, and more importantly, to use China to exchange for benefits from France and Britain.

When Italians had ideas in diplomacy, they would be very hardworking. In the meeting the next day, Italy expressed its attitude, "The naval treaty ensures world peace, and countries must absolutely not withdraw! Moreover, there is a reason to invite China to join!"

British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain heard this and immediately became interested. Just as he was preparing to listen carefully to the Italian Foreign Minister's explanation, the Italian Foreign Minister said, "This is Italy's view." After speaking, Secretary Chamberlain saw the Italian Foreign Minister sit back in his chair, actually ending his speech.

Now Britain, France, and the US were surprised. They couldn't figure out what the Italian Foreign Minister wanted to do. Even the Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs was greatly surprised, not knowing what medicine Italy was selling in its gourd.

Li Shiguang secretly laughed in his heart and gave a good review of Italy's diplomatic ability. If Italy had made a long speech expressing its views at this time, its cards would have been seen through. On the contrary, stating a clear result directly like this now, but not expressing further views, gave Italy the greatest space.

As long as some countries made decisions different from these two views of Italy in the subsequent meeting discussions, Italy would be pulled over by the relevant countries to help. At that time, Italy could propose its conditions for exchange.

However, making such a judgment required sufficient strength and political determination. It did not quite match the image of Italians as being indecisive and opportunistic. Li Shiguang recalled He Rui's view on Italy at this time, "No matter what, Italy is also a cultured country. The Roman era was a wave of cultural construction, and during the Mongol Western Expedition, a wave of more advanced Chinese culture was inputted into Italy, so Italy won't make big mistakes when picking sides."

Li Shiguang felt that Italy would not really drop the ball at the critical moment, and would not force its head out when it should be cowardly.

At this time, Italy had already expressed its views, and China and Japan had no intention of forcing their heads out either. The meeting soon returned to the track of the debate between the three countries: Britain, France, and the US. Li Shiguang watched the three countries' heated verbal exchange and felt somewhat lost in his heart. If one looked not at countries but at currencies. At the London Naval Conference, the Pound, Franc, and Dollar were engaging in a fierce struggle. Because the Dollar was currently suffering a setback, the Dollar's attitude was relatively weaker compared to the Pound and Franc.

The Chinese Yuan and Japanese Yen were waiting for an opportunity, aiming to ensure the stability of these two currencies, and were not in a hurry to jump into the battle group. As for the even weaker Italian Lira, it was different from the other five currencies. If the other five currencies were pushed too hard, they could flip the table and leave. But the interests of the Italian Lira could only be realized at this conference, so the Lira was the one that truly did not want to flip the table.

Li Shiguang hoped very much that the Chinese Yuan could become a strong currency like the Pound, Franc, and Dollar. But he also knew very well that for a considerably long period of time, the Chinese Yuan could not yet achieve that.
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At the venue of the London Naval Conference, the French Foreign Minister sipped his tea while watching the British Foreign Secretary deliver an impassioned speech. At this moment, a side door opened, and a major from the French delegation walked out briskly, delivering a slip of paper to the French Foreign Minister. With just one glance, the French Foreign Minister's eyes went wide. His expression even caused Foreign Secretary Chamberlain to hesitate slightly in his speech.

Moments later, members of the British, American, Italian, and Chinese delegations entered, delivering small slips of paper. Soon, the venue fell into silence. The diplomatic groups were all led by their respective foreign affairs officials, and upon seeing the sentence written in their official languages on the slips—"General José Sanjurjo has launched a coup in Spain"—no one had the heart to continue the idle chatter.

The British Foreign Secretary began to consider whether to discuss this matter while everyone was present. He spoke, "I propose a recess."

No one objected. Within fifteen minutes, the foreign affairs chiefs of Britain and France were sitting face-to-face in a small room. Secretary Chamberlain asked, "Did France have prior knowledge of the Spanish coup?"

The French Foreign Minister shook his head. "We knew nothing of this." This was not a lie. France did not wish to see Spain become a socialist country, but neither did France have any interest in supporting the Spanish right wing. At this stage, France's primary domestic priority was maintaining political stability; both the left and right wings in the French parliament were striving to promote welfare policies to secure stable voting blocks. If a civil war broke out in Spain, France would have to deploy military forces to resolve the issue. Regardless of whether it was resolved well or not, it would be a loss for France. France certainly would not engage in such a thankless task.

Secretary Chamberlain was not as concerned about a Spanish civil war. Spain was a major European power and a neighbor of France. Britain was generally pleased to see anything that caused trouble for France, provided it did not damage Britain's fundamental interests. Seeing the French Foreign Minister deny knowledge, Chamberlain continued, "Then what is France's attitude?"

This question was difficult for the French Foreign Minister to answer. Whether expressing support or opposition, France would place itself in a disadvantageous position. The French Foreign Minister thought for a while before replying, "We hope Spain can quickly restore order. If Spain enters a stage of civil war, I may very well have to leave London."

Chamberlain understood this was a retreat in order to advance, so he brought the topic back. "The situation in Spain is critical and may require a joint European effort. Therefore, the British Foreign Office is very keen to know France's true view on the naval treaty."

At this point, the French Foreign Minister finally said, "Actually, France is not particularly dissatisfied with the 1.75 quota, but it is possible that China will not sign. I believe it is unreasonable to let a newly independent country in the Far East remain outside the naval treaty. This would only fill the naval treaty with risk."

The British Foreign Office had previously determined in their analysis that the French government did not necessarily want to overturn the naval tonnage allocation. Even if they had ideas, now was not the time. However, France was determined to help China become a member of the global naval treaty. Secretary Chamberlain asked, "Then does the French government not agree with the tonnage opinion proposed by China?"

The French Foreign Minister replied with a confident expression, "The French government has the ability to persuade the Chinese government to join the naval treaty. As a condition, we believe the Chinese government will accept the 1.75 ratio."

Secretary Chamberlain was truly somewhat puzzled. He could understand that China was currently focusing all its energy on domestic construction, but he could not understand how France would benefit from China in this. However, General José Sanjurjo's coup in Spain could potentially trigger a Spanish civil war, and Britain could not truly remain completely aloof. Finally, Secretary Chamberlain could only say, "If it is only 1.75, Britain considers this an acceptable tonnage."

With the compromise of the two European great powers, after an hour-long recess, it was the French Foreign Minister's turn to speak. The Italian Foreign Minister looked at the French Foreign Minister, guessing what kind of reasons he would continue to propose. France definitely wanted to expand its naval tonnage at this stage; as long as France expanded its naval tonnage, it would trigger a chain reaction. Then Italy's opportunity would come.

Amidst such expectations, the French Foreign Minister spoke. "Gentlemen, I believe you all know that a coup has broken out in Spain. This means the world has begun to develop in a more unsafe direction. As a responsible Great Power, France believes it is necessary for all countries to freeze existing naval tonnage. At the same time, France is willing to invite China to join. The Chinese representative proposed possessing a naval tonnage equal to Italy's; I believe this is a reasonable request."

Seeing the Frenchman change his face faster than flipping a page, the Italian Foreign Minister was somewhat stunned. If this was the plan, Italy would gain nothing. But before the Italian Foreign Minister could speak, the British Foreign Secretary had already stated his position. "I believe this is a responsible proposal. Britain agrees."

The Japanese representative immediately stated, "Our side considers this a reasonable view."

Thus, everyone's gaze fell upon the United States. The American Secretary of State had not come to disrupt the situation, but merely to maintain American interests. The French Foreign Minister's proposal caused no loss to America's naval position. Although once China joined, the naval strength in the Far East would be basically on par with the United States, given the national strength of China and Japan, they did not possess the capability to attack the US West Coast. All pressure would be borne by the direction of Southeast Asia.

So the American Secretary of State immediately stated, "I think France's proposal is very reasonable."

Now, the burden was thrown to Italy. The Italian Foreign Minister looked at this group of old foxes, knowing that he had become the one being calculated against. Since the situation was so, the Italian Foreign Minister immediately said, "Italy's naval tonnage is insufficient, so Italy demands to know the parameters of the treaty ships first. If Italy cannot be satisfied, we cannot agree to any proposal."

"Then let us recess temporarily." Secretary Chamberlain once again ended the meeting that had been convened for less than twenty minutes.

During this recess, Italy was excluded, staying alone in the Italian delegation's rest room. Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang felt some regret in his heart. He had thought Italy would be able to make trouble fully at this conference, but he hadn't expected the situation to suddenly become serious. Britain, France, and the US had all made wise decisions, leaving Italy with only one last possibility for making trouble.

Seeing everyone had arrived, Secretary Chamberlain said, "The main guns of battleships in the new treaty ships must not exceed 14 inches. Other matters can be discussed."

Even a civilian official like Li Shiguang was amused upon hearing this. 14-inch main guns meant it was basically impossible to penetrate the armor of treaty ships. Although imperialist countries were vicious when facing oppressed peoples and nations, they truly strove to maintain peace within the imperialist circle.

Seeing Li Shiguang's smile, Secretary Chamberlain asked cautiously, "Does Minister Li not agree with such a regulation?"

Li Shiguang shook his head. "I am not a naval expert, so I do not know if this caliber is reasonable. However, what I care about is whether other countries all agree to such a caliber requirement. If other countries can accept it, China naturally can also accept it."

Chamberlain felt the British Foreign Office's judgment had been proven right again. The Foreign Office believed China might not be willing to build ships on a large scale in the coming years, and Li Shiguang's words proved that China indeed had no such plans. Because currently, let alone battleships, China did not even have standard cruisers. The caliber of new capital ships would completely constrain the specifications of China's future battleships. As long as China agreed to such a standard, the biggest problem in their assumptions was solved.

Since China was so cooperative, Chamberlain continued, "The British government believes that Britain, the United States, and Japan should all abandon the right to replace capital ships under the Washington Naval Treaty, while France and Italy may still replace capital ships in accordance with the International Naval Treaty (Washington Naval Treaty). Britain, the United States, and Japan need to scrap capital ships or convert them into training ships respectively."

Italy's number of capital ships was insufficient; this was the reason the Italian Foreign Minister had objected just now. As long as Italy was allowed to continue building capital ships according to the Washington Naval Treaty regulations, Italy's requirements were met.

France could build new warships, while Britain, the US, and Japan retained retired capital ships; this was also a balance.

Soon, France, the United States, and Japan all expressed agreement.

Seeing that the naval powers had been settled, Chamberlain finally asked, "May I ask Minister Li, is China willing to join the International Naval Treaty?"

Li Shiguang originally hadn't expected the International Naval Treaty was truly intended to maintain peace among imperialist countries. Since the other party was so sincere, he replied, "I will send the content to the Chinese Parliament, and the Parliament will vote on it."

With matters proceeding to this step, Secretary Chamberlain returned to the venue with the other countries. When the Italian Foreign Minister walked back into the venue alone, the conference began once again.
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On the highway leading away from the Spanish capital of Madrid, several thousand defeated Spanish soldiers were fleeing in the direction opposite the capital. Although this defeated army still crookedly held up a few flags of the Kingdom of Spain, their morale had been completely destroyed. Even if some officers wanted to regroup the defeated soldiers, no matter how they shouted or even pulled at them, the soldiers, devoid of any will to fight, simply shook off the officers' hands and continued to flee into the distance.

Behind the defeated troops, the rumble of hooves sounded. The Republican cavalry, having retaken Madrid, held the flag of the Spanish Republic high as they gave chase. On the semi-arid lands of Spain, the horses' hooves kicked up vast amounts of dust. Although the cavalrymen had no love for the dust clouding their vision, from the perspective of the pursued, the dust and the fierce cavalrymen galloping within it looked even more formidable and ferocious.

Soon, the overtaken soldiers immediately laid down their weapons and raised their hands in surrender. Even those officers who had tried to restore order to counterattack reluctantly raised their hands. As all the soldiers who had fled Madrid were captured, the cavalry commander reined in his mount. The Iberian horse reared up, its front hooves hanging in the air for a moment before the two massive hooves slammed back onto the ground. The commander shouted to his communications officer, "Send someone to contact Madrid immediately! The rebel army has been routed. The coup has completely failed!"

The news was sent back to the Spanish capital, Madrid, and then spread at extreme speed throughout Spain and to all of Europe. At this time, the London Naval Armament Conference had entered its final stage. Upon hearing this news, the heads of the various foreign ministries were no longer as surprised as they might have been before. They unanimously decided to solve the immediate problems first.

Regardless of how they had quarreled before the conference began or what probing moves they had made, all nations believed that the current international naval treaty at least maintained a bottom line to avoid war as much as possible. Originally, there might have been various probing actions, but influenced by the news of the Spanish coup, everyone decided to cut the Gordian knot to maintain peace, freeing up energy to deal with the increasingly chaotic world order.

In the current consensus of the Great Powers, navies were offensive forces. By limiting the naval power of each country, even if war broke out, large-scale naval battles dragging in every nation would not occur. China's decision to join the naval treaty eliminated the threat of China becoming a disruptor of the order. The UK, France, the US, and Italy all considered this a very good development.

Just as the signing concluded, the French Foreign Minister invited the Chinese Foreign Minister to visit France. Li Shiguang agreed on the spot. Staying in London for only half a day more, the foreign ministers of China and France successively appeared in the French port of Calais.

On the train to Paris, the French Foreign Minister tentatively asked, "Minister Li, have you heard of a naval lease?"

Li Shiguang felt that France was being too impatient and demurred, " The Chinese Parliament has not yet proposed a review of this year's military budget, nor does it have any plans to enact a Naval Act."

The French Foreign Minister shook his head slightly. "Minister Li, you misunderstand. France does not intend to lease French warships to China."

Hearing this, Li Shiguang felt a significant reduction in pressure. In discussions before attending the London Naval Armament Conference, the Chinese Foreign Ministry believed that Europe and America would agree to China obtaining the same naval tonnage as France. The UK, US, and France would then all attempt to have China build a fleet using their respective shipbuilding technologies. For the sake of China's interests, China absolutely could not agree to the proposals of any of the three nations. Even if they offered old warships for free along with free naval training, China had to refuse.

Li Shiguang hurriedly added, "Minister, China also has no intention of leasing old warships."

The French Foreign Minister nodded in deep agreement. Minister Li Shiguang's answer was similar to the analysis of the French Foreign Ministry. China's energy was currently focused entirely on domestic construction, with no intention of external expansion. Given the East Asian relations, Sino-Soviet relations, and Sino-French relations meticulously constructed by the He Rui administration, China faced no risk of foreign maritime invasion in the coming years. Therefore, while China's shipbuilding would certainly increase, the speed would inevitably be very slow. More importantly, the He Rui administration was highly unified internally; even France could not persuade China to accept French naval technology and equipment by lobbying a few individuals.

"Minister Li, have you considered another possibility? That the French Navy practically leases the hulls of the Chinese Navy." After speaking, the French Foreign Minister revealed a friendly smile.

Li Shiguang was stunned. He hadn't expected this, and neither had the Chinese Foreign Ministry. Li Shiguang composed himself and answered cautiously, "The Chinese Foreign Ministry can only convey France's view to my government but cannot make any decisions."

The French Foreign Minister nodded repeatedly. "I fully understand the scope of the Chinese Foreign Ministry's authority, so I will explain our country's proposal to you in detail on behalf of the French government."

***

When the Civilisation Party's Central Military Commission convened a plenary meeting, even Xu Chengfeng, who was serving as the President of the Army War College in Japan, was called back. Xu Chengfeng did not know what major event had occurred. Seeing He Rui enter, he observed He Rui's expression. Only after confirming that He Rui did not seem to be under any pressure did Xu Chengfeng relax. Immediately, Xu Chengfeng guessed to himself: *Is He Rui preparing to expand the scale of the navy?*

At this time, Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, and Zheng Silang had all arrived. He Rui spoke directly, "France has made a request to us. They want to effectively lease the capital ships we are to build in the future."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't figure out what was going on for a moment, so he listened attentively. France's plan was not complicated. Since China had obtained the same shipbuilding tonnage as France, the French government wanted to sign an order with the Chinese government for France to build four battleships for China. Although in name, these four 35,000-ton battleships would belong to China, in reality, they would be funded, designed, and built by France. The contract would naturally state clearly that if China did not pay, the four battleships would temporarily belong to the French government. Only after the Chinese government paid would the battleships be transferred to the Chinese government.

With Xu Chengfeng's intelligence, understanding this description was effortless, but because of that, he dared not make an immediate judgment. Looking at the members of the Central Military Commission, He Rui looked calm, as if he had no emotions about it. This made Xu Chengfeng feel that such a comical request had no impact on China. Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan maintained his serious, thoughtful expression. Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, and Zheng Silang were all pondering the matter, and the expressions on their faces were not very friendly. Zheng Silang, who had a fiery temperament, was already frowning.

Sure enough, Zheng Silang was the first to raise a question. His tone was very unhappy. "Chairman, by pulling a stunt like this, France is essentially using our name to get naval quota for themselves. Is that right?"

He Rui nodded. France was indeed calculating exactly that. Seeing He Rui nod in agreement, Zhong Yifu couldn't help but say mockingly, "If France comes under pressure, they will dump the blame on us. Chairman, I think the French would do that."

He Rui continued to nod. "That possibility is very high."

Xu Chengfeng confirmed he hadn't misunderstood, and then said, "According to the previous international naval treaty regulations, France's capital ship tonnage is 175,000 tons. The request France put forward is for four 35,000-ton battleships. If we agree, it equals allocating 140,000 tons of tonnage to France internationally. The naval tonnage we can build ourselves would only be left at 35,000 tons. Does France really think the Chairman would agree?"

He Rui nodded again. "Although our judgment of the future is completely different from France's, at present, France's request does not affect our strategic arrangements at all."

Xu Chengfeng was somewhat surprised. "Chairman, please be more clear."

"First, the parameters of the treaty ships do not meet our war requirements. And since we joined the international naval treaty, we must abide by it. Letting the French build these warships actually provides cover for our future war preparations.

"Secondly, the world situation is becoming turbulent as most countries fall deep into economic crisis. To solve their own domestic problems, given the current level of civilization of various countries, war is inevitable. In a future where the willingness of countries to use war to solve their economic problems becomes stronger and stronger, the international trend towards disarmament will be completely reversed. I believe the international naval agreement will last until 1936 at most before existing in name only.

"Third, comrades have all seen the technical route we are taking. Because we are adopting the block construction method, rather than the shipbuilding route currently universal internationally, our country's current shipbuilding technology can only build ships under 5,000 tons using this method. It is estimated that by 1937, our shipbuilding industry's technological iteration will achieve the ability to build 30,000-ton ships. Building aircraft carriers and battleships of 35,000 tons or more will not be achievable until 1938.

"Therefore, I judge that the request made by France has absolutely no conflict with our country's naval equipment development. Thus, this can be viewed as a diplomatic issue, not a military one. I wonder what views comrades have on my judgment?"

Xu Chengfeng followed He Rui's train of thought and felt he could understand it, but he felt He Rui's view was perhaps too idealistic. However, Xu Chengfeng did not speak, because he knew Zheng Silang and Zhong Yifu would definitely raise objections. Just as he expected, Zheng Silang's brow was furrowed tight. Before he could speak, Zhong Yifu spoke up. "Chairman, do you completely trust that Japan will sincerely cooperate with our strategy?"

Once this question was raised, Xu Chengfeng saw that apart from Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, who remained in that calm, contemplative state, Zheng Silang nodded slightly. Xu Chengfeng was the President of the Army War College in Japan and had much contact with promising young Japanese officers. He felt that Defense Minister Zhong Yifu's view of Japan was somewhat superficial.

Although Japan had now changed its policy of military expansion in Asia to promoting economic cooperative development in East Asia as a key East Asian nation, and although Japan had expanded university enrollment so that large numbers of excellent young people no longer saw military academies as their only path, precisely because of this, the young Japanese officers who were genuinely interested in the military were generally filled with enthusiasm for external expansion. Very many young Japanese officers sought Xu Chengfeng's advice on East Asian world strategy. In conversations, Japan's elite young officers all believed that East Asia needed to at least completely liberate all of Asia first, so they had to be prepared to go to war with the European and American powers.

Seeing that only Zheng Silang seemed to support him, Zhong Yifu asked in some confusion, "Could it be that my judgment is wrong?"

Cheng Ruofan was the first to break the silence. "According to the news I've received, the Japanese teaching staff headed by Yamamoto Isoroku focus heavily on propagating their naval strategy to our academy's teachers and students. My personal feeling is that they are not simply wanting to use China's resources. Or rather, they believe that if Chinese and Japanese resources are utilized effectively, there is a complete opportunity to defeat the world powers."

Zheng Silang did not trust Japan and said immediately, "Although Japan cannot control the Allied Navy, in reality, we still have to bear the vast majority of the heavy lifting."

Xu Chengfeng felt that these words made Zheng Silang seem narrow-minded. The Japanese were shrewd; if one wanted Japan to do more work for less benefit, Japan would definitely quit, or at least obey publicly while opposing in private. Since He Rui had long proposed the strategy of liberating the globe, there was no need for China to play petty tricks on these matters.

Zhong Yifu found that his view was surprisingly not supported by the majority of the CMC members and was quite astonished. In past experience, Zhong Yifu's views had been highly aligned with everyone else's. As the leader, He Rui would propose strategic arrangements that exceeded everyone's scope and which they couldn't accept in the short term, and then, as the meeting progressed, He Rui would stand against the majority and gradually persuade the comrades.

*How did I suddenly become the minority?* Zhong Yifu felt very surprised, and an inexplicable unease rose in his heart.

Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, who had been silent all along, finally spoke at this point. "At this stage, our navy is using Japanese naval equipment for training and has achieved the planned results. According to the data collected, our naval shipbuilding route cannot import technology from foreign countries. On the shipbuilding route we have adopted, our relevant technology is already number one in the world. What we need at this stage is to establish a naval liaison group. Chairman, do we need to propose this to Japan now?"

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu initially failed to accurately judge Hu Xiushan's view. Facing such a large divergence from his old comrade-in-arms, Zhong Yifu decisively chose to communicate. "Chairman, can I state my views point by point?"

He Rui nodded. "You may."

Zhong Yifu straightened out his thoughts and spoke slowly, "In terms of the Army, we are completely the main force. Does everyone agree?"

Including He Rui, everyone expressed agreement.

Zhong Yifu continued to ask, "In terms of the Navy, we want to use the experience accumulated by the Japanese Navy to accelerate our naval construction, and to research and perfect future methods of naval warfare together with Japan's Carrier Faction. Does everyone agree?"

Without waiting for others to answer, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan said calmly, "It is cooperation with Japan's Carrier Faction and Battleship Faction *on the basis of the shipbuilding industry pointed out by the Chairman*."

Zhong Yifu's eyes widened. A moment later, he completely understood the problem with his line of thinking. Zhong Yifu, as Defense Minister, and Zheng Silang, as Minister of Logistics, were responsible for domestic military construction. Cooperation with Japan was handled by Xu Chengfeng, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, and Cheng Ruofan, who was in charge of military academies.

The Republic of China Defense Force was currently strongest in the Army and Air Force, both of which were built completely according to Chinese industrial standards. Therefore, Zhong Yifu subconsciously assumed that in naval construction, Japanese standards would become the relatively mainstream construction standard. He hadn't expected that in He Rui's vision, the Japanese Navy, which had developed earlier than China's, would only play an auxiliary role in the construction of the East Asian Allied Navy. To put it more bluntly, Zhong Yifu had 'overestimated' Japan. That was why he had become a minority among his comrades.

After understanding this point, Zhong Yifu felt somewhat ashamed, but mostly relieved. Since the naval equipment development was a path proposed by He Rui, Zhong Yifu decided to support it unconditionally as before. Zhong Yifu didn't even notice that he had absolutely no impulse to oppose He Rui on the strategic level. If he had a divergence with He Rui on the strategic level, Zhong Yifu would instinctively assume that he himself must be wrong.

As the Minister of Logistics, Zheng Silang was very clear about the R&D progress of the shipbuilding industry. He just strongly disliked the Japanese military, so he was unwilling to trust them too much. Seeing that Zhong Yifu was no longer objecting, he did not raise any other views.

He Rui then brought the topic back to the initial matter. "So, we will view the French request as a diplomatic issue rather than a military issue. Do comrades agree?"

Hearing the French request again now, Xu Chengfeng suddenly found it inexplicably funny. In Xu Chengfeng's view just moments ago, and one could even say in the eyes of the other world powers, the matter of France wanting to borrow 140,000 tons of China's capital ship tonnage should have been a very major event. But when placed into the world strategy He Rui was constructing for China, it naturally turned into a moderately sized matter that could be handled by the Foreign Minister. Viewed extremely, it was even a trivial matter in China's grand global strategy. The importance of a true strategist to a nation was fully embodied by this matter.

Of course, if one held a mindset of opposing He Rui, there were too many reasons to nitpick, criticize, and even inevitably oppose He Rui's views. But over the past seventeen years, Xu Chengfeng had long since gone through the stages of shock, surprise, opposition, suggestion, to trying hard to comprehend and fully executing.

At this stage, the only thing Xu Chengfeng cared about was whether the technological iteration speed of China's shipbuilding industry could keep up with demand. Xu Chengfeng felt that it was only 1932 now; there were still a full five years until 1937, plenty of time to complete China's warship designs and weapon parameters. Even though Xu Chengfeng was not from a naval background, he could imagine various methods of building full-scale land models to conduct shipborne weapon tests. As they said in the army, as long as one's thinking didn't slide, there were always more solutions than difficulties.

The only two problems were whether China would have the ability to start building the first 30,000-ton warship that met design standards in 1937, and how many required capital ships China could build each year.

But He Rui was not merely a military leader; the country's economic development strategy was also led by He Rui. So Xu Chengfeng had absolutely no doubts. He only hoped that the leaders in the industrial sector had the ability to execute He Rui's plan. If those guys couldn't complete it, Xu Chengfeng felt he would definitely make the responsible leaders pay the price for their incompetence.

Seeing that the comrades of the CMC all agreed with his view, He Rui had his secretary send a document to Premier Wu Youping: "Agree in principle to France's request, and commence negotiations revolving around France's request."
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"So, your country's intention is..."

"In principle, our country agrees to the plan for France to assist us in building four battleships."

Hearing the answer from Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang, the French Foreign Minister's eyes widened in nervous anticipation. He immediately pressed, "May I ask, Minister, have you been authorized to handle the negotiations for this matter?"

Li Shiguang nodded slightly and confirmed in a measured tone, "Yes. Chairman He Rui and Premier Wu Youping have authorized me to take charge of this negotiation."

The next moment, the French Foreign Minister stood up and extended both hands towards Li Shiguang. As Li Shiguang stood and raised his hand, his hands were tightly grasped by the excited French Foreign Minister, who shook them vigorously up and down. A moment later, the French Foreign Minister released his hands, grabbed Li Shiguang's upper arms, leaned in, and kissed Li Shiguang on both cheeks.

Li Shiguang mentally remarked that French passion was indeed as reputed. Of course, he could understand the Foreign Minister's excitement. Not just for a French minister, but for the foreign minister of any Great Power, securing such an agreement would be a massive success in their career and inevitable political capital for future advancement.

At this point, the French Foreign Minister released Li Shiguang's arms, grasped his hand again, and said loudly, "Long live Sino-French friendship!"

"May Sino-French friendship endure forever," Li Shiguang smiled.

The excited French Foreign Minister asked Li Shiguang to sit down again. Forcing himself to suppress his excitement, he inquired, "So, what is the attitude of the Chinese State Council towards this matter?"

Li Shiguang was prepared and immediately asked in a gentle tone, "We have noted that some parties in France seem to have misgivings about expanding imports from China. In reality, China's light industrial goods are high-quality and inexpensive. For the French public, this effectively increases their purchasing power, especially for lower-income groups. Therefore, I would very much like to hear the Minister's views on the current French political parties."

The French Minister knew that what Li Shiguang was raising was not a small matter, but for the current state of Sino-French relations, it wasn't an insurmountable one either. He pressed on, "What about other aspects? For instance, does China have a need for French naval equipment technology?"

Li Shiguang shook his head. "Our country upholds a peaceful attitude and has no plans to build capital ships in the near future. Of course, if we have a need, we will certainly engage in friendly consultations with France."

In diplomatic settings at the ministerial level, one is responsible for every word spoken. Before making demands, France had been worried that China would require France to unconditionally provide key naval technologies—a demand that would have struck a painful nerve for France. Refusing would be inappropriate, but agreeing would be equally difficult. Hearing Li Shiguang avoid this difficult problem in his statement, the French Foreign Minister felt a wave of relief.

"Does your country have requirements in other areas?"

Seeing the French Foreign Minister was still uneasy, Li Shiguang emphasized again, "The Chinese government is focusing all its energy on domestic construction and indeed does not have more budget to spend on military expenditures. Therefore, our country is very concerned about certain proposals raised in the French Parliament. Because these proposals could potentially affect trade between China and France."

The French Foreign Minister wanted to push the warship deal forward quickly, so he nodded repeatedly. "I can understand China's concerns. Please allow me to explain my personal view."

"I am all ears," Li Shiguang expressed his readiness to listen.

The French Foreign Minister stabilized his emotions before explaining, "The previous cabinet successfully completed its term. One of the main tasks of the new cabinet is to maintain government stability..."

The French Foreign Minister's attitude was sincere because the French upper class, and indeed the European elite, knew very well that Sino-French economic cooperation was the foundation of France's high economic activity and unprecedented political stability over the past four years. There was no need for hollow pleasantries with Foreign Minister Li Shiguang.

The world order constructed by the Versailles System satisfied the requirement of maximizing the interests of Britain and France, so France had no ambition for further expansion in Europe. Sino-French economic cooperation had built domestic economic prosperity in France, and economic prosperity, in turn, promoted political stability.

Whether Left or Right, the bills proposed by political parties were all about increasing welfare and strengthening education. The goal was to use these rare good times to buy votes and stabilize their respective political bases.

This was not strange; when life is comfortable, who wants to cause trouble?

The French Left and Right were all converging towards the middle, to the extent that the current French political scene featured the Left accusing the Right of not being right-wing enough, and the Right accusing the Left of not being left-wing enough. Both sides moving towards the center meant that both the Left and Right were more focused on practical economic issues. This led to some proposals that were not originally targeted at China—for instance, proposals to further promote French employment and raise French national income naturally led to the appearance of some trade protectionist proposals.

"Please rest assured, these bills will absolutely not affect Sino-French trade," the French Foreign Minister strove to express his sincerity.

Li Shiguang did not doubt the French Foreign Minister's mood at this moment. At least for now, the Minister would struggle against any domestic forces in France that sought to damage Sino-French relations. But this personal attitude was temporary and not durable. Li Shiguang then presented the State Council's requirement: "We expect France to open up the sale of Chinese light industrial goods in France."

The French Foreign Minister naturally could not make decisions for the French Ministry of Finance, but he asked within the scope of his authority, "France has already increased imports from China, which should alleviate the pressure on China to repay loans."

Li Shiguang shook his head. "From an economic perspective, this kind of procurement does not solve China's problem. I believe people of all nations have the right to purchase the best products. For the French public who pay these taxes, and for French enterprises, they are being treated unfairly. For Chinese enterprises, this is equally unfair. If they cannot compete with similar products from France—the world's strongest industrial nation—Chinese enterprises cannot become the world's best enterprises. Furthermore, I know that products produced by French-invested enterprises in China seem to be facing some tariff troubles at this stage. We in China expect to remove obstacles regarding tariffs and import-export between China and France."

Hearing this, the French Foreign Minister arrived at a rough conclusion. It seemed the Chinese side wanted to sign the free trade agreement that had been discussed between China and France before. If this agreement were adopted, tariff barriers between China and France would be lowered to the minimum. Moreover, very free investment could be conducted between France and China.

Even though Sino-French relations had improved rapidly in recent years, the French Foreign Minister felt this agreement was likely unachievable at this stage. Currently, France proper plus its colonies totaled a little over 10 million square kilometers, less than 11 million. China's land area was over 11 million square kilometers—still larger than the current France. If the two countries opened up completely, while France could certainly invest and trade throughout China, China would have the equal right to trade in France proper and its colonies. The French government could not accept such conditions.

The French Foreign Minister could already sense how intense these negotiations would be, but this was not surprising. France was getting four 35,000-ton battleships; it had to be prepared to pay a sufficient price. The one governing China now was the He Rui administration, not the Manchu Qing or the Beiyang government, which were weak and incompetent enough to be laughable.

"Does the Chinese government wish to negotiate with the French government on economic issues?" The French Foreign Minister made a final confirmation.

Li Shiguang answered explicitly, "Yes. Developing the economy is the core task of the Chinese government at present."

The French Foreign Minister nodded. "Then let us begin preparing to present our respective demands."

Diplomatic negotiations in 1932 were generally divided into three stages. In the first stage, the heads of the foreign ministries represented their countries to exchange views and decide whether to open negotiations in a certain field. In the second stage, the diplomatic teams under the foreign ministry heads would list their side's demands. If the content covered a broad range, they would be divided into several groups to interface with the counterpart's teams for tit-for-tat discussions. In the third stage, if a result was discussed, a treaty would be signed. If no result was reached but there was readiness to continue talking, the second stage would be repeated regarding the new issues.

Of course, things could also collapse in the end. But at this stage, neither China nor France intended for talks on economic issues to collapse. Even if the ultimate goal wasn't reached, both sides would produce a stage-based result, advancing cooperation on the issue by a step.

Li Shiguang quickly transmitted the news back home. Premier of the State Council Wu Youping only instructed the various ministries to provide assistance for this negotiation but did not say much else. Because Wu Youping knew that in He Rui's plan, this was merely the second stage of Sino-French cooperation. Before the negotiations produced results, many things could not be spoken of too freely.

One might not speak, but the brain would not stop thinking. When Wu Youping reported this matter to He Rui, he couldn't bear the internal pressure and asked He Rui, "Chairman, I believe domestic enterprises may not necessarily be able to withstand such a shock at this stage."

Looking at Wu Youping's expression, He Rui sensed the strong unease in his heart. This feeling was not unfamiliar to He Rui; in the early 21st century, before China decided to join the WTO, the country was also filled with such sentiments. At that time, China decided to open up fully to the world, so there was intense worry domestically about foreign enterprises that were about to enter the Chinese market en masse.

Not only did Chinese domestic enterprises think this way, but foreign enterprises thought so too. Both sides felt that foreign enterprises, relying on advantages in technology, branding, and management, would slaughter everyone in China and control the Chinese market.

In fact, after China joined the WTO, many foreign enterprises made money in the Chinese market, and the total amount earned was vast. But looking at it across a 20-year span, Chinese industries developed unprecedentedly during those two decades. Through market competition, they forced foreign countries to abandon industry after industry.

Foreigners indeed made money, but they lost their industries. The high-level foreign figures He Rui had contacted all believed that China was the ultimate victor in that 20-year competition.

"Youping, let's not talk about work for a moment. Everyone is so tired; let's talk about something happy. I had a dream a few days ago; I dreamed of the Northeast," He Rui said, then sighed with emotion.

At the mention of the Northeast, a feeling of nostalgia spontaneously arose in Wu Youping's heart. But the feeling this time was different from before. previously, the Northeast was the vast majority of Wu Youping's world. Wu Youping considered himself forever just a very, very small part of the Northeast. But now, mentioning the Northeast, Wu Youping felt it was merely the home of his boyhood and youth—a warm, beautiful home. But compared to the entire China and even the entire world, the Northeast was like a transparent, warm, beautiful glass house—just a small piece. Wu Youping missed that small, beautiful homeland, but he would not return there.

Seeing the nostalgic look on Wu Youping's face, He Rui smiled, "Do you remember? I had just arrived in Siping not long before and was setting up the tax system. There were barely any people. I was returning to that small courtyard of the Siping Garrison, and you, in a student uniform, popped out from the roadside, blocked my way, and said you had read my book. Haha... sigh..."

Wu Youping himself couldn't remember how he first met He Rui, but with He Rui's mention, he suddenly recalled it. The narrow streets of his hometown Siping, the scorching summer sun, and He Rui with a head full of black hair, unshaven, wearing a Beiyang military academy officer's uniform that looked quite ugly by current standards.

This feeling, as if a lifetime had passed, made Wu Youping suddenly doubt: did his younger self really rush recklessly in front of He Rui and ask him questions using the excuse of having read his book?

But in his memory, it really was so. Wu Youping thought for a moment and recalled even more. Including the conversation with his father before leaving, and the intense panic and unwillingness in his heart at the time regarding the possibility of China being carved up by the Great Powers. Those things... turned out to be events that had truly existed, yet they felt as unreal as a dream.

Suddenly, Wu Youping thought of his father who had passed away a few years ago. The former local leader of the Tongmenghui did not leave instructions for his funeral arrangements on his deathbed; he simply held Wu Youping's hand and said, "Son, I have seen China unified with my own eyes; I have no regrets in this life. You must take care of your health; absolutely do not fall ill. I know if you cannot see the revitalization of China with your own eyes, you will not rest in peace."

Thinking of this, Wu Youping felt a sting in his nose. He hurriedly stood up and walked to the window, reaching out to wipe away tears. But the urge to cry didn't dissipate immediately; Wu Youping took out a handkerchief and wiped his tears several times, took two deep breaths, and only then turned back to sit in his seat, sighing, "Chairman, let's talk about work."

Seeing that he had drawn closer the mutual trust with Wu Youping, He Rui nodded and answered, "Good. Youping, what is the basis of our cooperation with France?"

"Please tell me, Chairman." Wu Youping pushed the topic back to He Rui.

He Rui didn't pause at all and answered immediately, "If Francs are printed, they are just paper. If they aren't printed, they are just some numbers in a bank account. Whether it's French factories invested in China or the debt relationships formed, France's cooperation with China gives those Francs corresponding real objects. Thus, these Franc currencies have value. From the perspective of value, France has made a fortune, and the French people can live a very comfortable life. But from the perspective of national power, France's national power has not become as strong as it appears on paper."

Wu Youping had long understood what national power referred to. After a moment of thought, he nodded in agreement. "Correct, because most of this production capacity is in China, not in France."

"So there is no need to fear foreigners investing in China. We have not opened up those resources that concern China's lifeline, the channels for bulk commodities, or the domestic pricing power over bulk commodities. We have only opened up industrial sectors we do not possess, and competition in civilian goods. If foreigners make money in China, they earn it through capability. Moreover, Chinese people are smart and capable; seeing foreigners make money, they will naturally think of ways to participate in the competition. Since everyone is competing, a France of 40 million people compared to a China of 500 million—France will definitely lose. Even adding Europe, America, the Soviet Union, and Japan together, it's only 500 million people. And they are scattered countries, whereas we are a unified country of 500 million, a unified market. In normal competition, we are the side with the advantage. Do you think this is so?"

Wu Youping was stunned. Although he was considered knowledgeable in his youth, he was still young then. Plus, China was extremely weak at that time, so he developed a strong rebellious psychology, feeling that Chinese people were the smartest and most capable nation in the world. Over the years, as his status rose and he met many outstanding talents in the world and saw so many countries, hearing He Rui actually praise the intelligence and wisdom of the Chinese people, he was momentarily at a loss.

He Rui looked at Wu Youping's expression and couldn't help but want to smile. However, He Rui felt that Wu Youping was under too much pressure inside and couldn't take much stimulation, so he stood up to make tea. Pouring hot water into high-quality glass tea ware with a built-in filter, He Rui compared his state of mind with Wu Youping's. He Rui felt that he had always been a "volunteer patriot" at heart, distinct from the capitalist-roaders and the comprador bourgeoisie—standing in two opposing camps of struggle.

The "China faction" within the socialist camp, when feeling powerless, would naturally choose nationalism as a shield against pressure. He Rui used to write posts online, expressing the view that China was the most excellent nation in the world, so there was no need to fear challenges. But everyone was educated after all; deep down, they knew this view, which bordered on racism, didn't actually hold water. Wu Youping was also a knowledgeable politician; receiving such stimulation, he naturally couldn't accept it immediately.

Returning to the table with the teapot and cups, pouring tea for Wu Youping, He Rui continued as he refilled the water, "In recent years, comrades feel that I am getting along very well with European countries, as if the goal is to ease relations with Europe and America. In fact, these are all means. Our cooperation with France is a trick of supporting France to play the balance of power among Great Powers. In the past, European countries acted as foreign forces supporting factions in East Asia to manipulate the situation. Now, we in East Asia are doing the same to Europe in reverse."

Hearing this, Wu Youping was stunned at first, then immediately understood. He couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Indeed."

He Rui put down the kettle and continued, "After easing relations with Europe and America, I want to open market access. The purpose is to stimulate China's industrial development through European and American investment in China. The biggest gap between us and Europe/America is not science or technology, but the gap in mass production. Only by accepting European and American investment in China can we narrow this gap most quickly. And on the foundation of European and American mass production, we will develop our own Chinese super-large scale industrial production capability. Whoever masters the capability of super-large scale industrial production will be the leader of the future world."

Wu Youping had heard this before, and his mood could keep up this time, so he had no thought of refuting. However, Wu Youping sighed, "This matter is not easy."

"No!" He Rui shook his head decisively to express opposition. "This matter is very easy. Youping, the depth of a civilization determines the civilization's upper limit. The depth of Chinese civilization is simply not comparable to foreign countries. China's upper limit is also beyond what foreign countries can imagine. More importantly, current global supply chains are very short. Within ten years, China will definitely be able to reach and surpass foreign levels of mass production. At that time, in order for China's domestic economy not to explode, China must go global. This is not a question of whether you or I are willing, but an objective, inevitable economic requirement. If China does not go global at that time, China's economy will definitely explode internally. America's today is China's future."

Wu Youping was stunned, then a moment later, he had a sudden realization. When discussing with some comrades in the Central Committee and economics scholars previously, he had touched upon matters in this area more or less. At that time, everyone didn't go too deep into this question because comrades and scholars didn't have a complete train of thought on how to develop to such a degree, let alone policy.

Moreover, He Rui had proposed launching military operations to liberate the world after 1939, with the goal of establishing a fair world. This also made Wu Youping dare not use simply solving domestic economic requirements as a line of thought. Now hearing He Rui explicitly point out the internal reason for China's foreign wars, Wu Youping felt a sense of sudden enlightenment.

Without waiting for Wu Youping to speak, He Rui continued, "At that time, whether the China that goes out into the world is a heinous imperialist China, or a seemingly mild hegemonist China, or a socialist China that truly establishes a rational international order—this is a great test. It is also a test we cannot escape. I absolutely do not believe that the imperialist system is a system with a future."
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The first Prime Ministers' Conference of the Asian Coal and Steel Community was scheduled to convene in Pyongyang on April 4th. The President of the Republic of Korea, Kim Koo, very much wanted to attend in person, but was emphasized by the Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs that the Prime Ministers' Conference could only be attended by the Prime Minister of the Republic of Korea, Park Yeong-hyo.

Thinking that the traitor Park Yeong-hyo would represent Korea at such an important meeting, Kim Koo felt truly disgusted. Of course, what Kim Koo considered a "traitor" was merely the view of the Korean government-in-exile at the time regarding the local Korean elite. In order to maintain stability in Korea, China and Japan had tried their best to retain local Korean officials from the Japanese occupation era. Park Yeong-hyo had been retained and, due to his consistent pro-Japanese stance, was appointed as Prime Minister in the transitional government.

Park Yeong-hyo was naturally aware of the disgust that restorationists like Kim Koo held for him, so he prepared the Korean side's content for this meeting with great care. However, on April 1st, Park Yeong-hyo received a letter from President Kim Koo, in which Kim Koo proposed to give a speech at the beginning of the conference. Park Yeong-hyo rubbed his somewhat swollen eyes, feeling a needle-like pain in his eyelids. As the host, the relentless work over the past half-month had become unbearable for the 61-year-old Park Yeong-hyo, who had to ask his secretary to bring him a wet towel for a cold compress.

The secretary helped cover Park Yeong-hyo's eyes with the towel and then asked, "Prime Minister, how should we reply to the President?"

Park Yeong-hyo was a man of insight. with Korea as the host, it would actually be quite appropriate for President Kim Koo to give a speech at the opening. East Asia placed great importance on hierarchy and status; there was absolutely no reason for President Kim Koo to treat the Prime Ministers of China and Japan as subordinates. Moreover, Japan still operated under a cabinet-parliamentary system, and the current Prime Minister, Ishiwara Kanji, was the actual wielder of power in Japan for this century. He said, "Inform the President that we will arrange it. However, it would be best if the speech is not too lengthy."

Hearing this, the secretary felt that Kim Koo probably wouldn't be that cooperative and sighed, "Prime Minister, I believe the President intends to show off in front of the Chinese and Japanese Prime Ministers no matter what."

"Hehe, if the President wishes to do so, what can we do? We can only let him be," Park Yeong-hyo laughed with apparent open-mindedness. Although there was truth to that, Park Yeong-hyo's real thoughts were quite different. The restoration of Korea meant that the Japan-Korea Annexation had been completely overturned, and the pro-Japanese factions had fallen into a disadvantageous political position.

Furthermore, the Yi Dynasty had not been restored; instead, a Republic of Korea had been established, with the National Assembly as its highest authority. This was even more unfavorable for the pro-Japanese faction. Members of the National Assembly had to rely on votes to get elected, and the broad masses of the Korean people were not pro-Japanese. Given the rule of Japan and Korean landlords over Korea, the domestic populace deeply hated the old upper class. The pro-Japanese faction feared they would not get any votes.

Therefore, Park Yeong-hyo was actually looking forward to Kim Koo making a fool of himself at this first Prime Ministers' Conference of the Coal and Steel Community, causing the Prime Ministers of China and Japan to lose confidence in him. Among the Chinese and Japanese Prime Ministers, Park Yeong-hyo especially hoped that China would lose confidence in Kim Koo. The reason the Korean people could still tolerate the current Korean government was largely because the Korean transitional government had completed land reform, solving Korea's land issue. The Korean people were well aware that this land reform was inevitably driven by the Chinese government. Moreover, Korea had always acknowledged China as its suzerain state, so as long as the Chinese government considered Kim Koo unfit for great responsibility, and Park Yeong-hyo could demonstrate his ability to govern the country at this meeting, there was still hope.

After all, the so-called pro-Japanese faction in Korea didn't care at all about becoming a pro-Chinese faction. What they really cared about was the power in their hands. If China could grant them power, the Korean pro-Japanese faction would embrace China with ten or a hundred times the enthusiasm.

Soon, April 4th arrived. Inside the venue, Korean President Kim Koo walked onto the podium. Kim Koo no longer looked like the man living in exile in the Shanghai French Concession; he wore a Chinese Sun Yat-sen suit, his short hair was trimmed neatly, and his beard was shaved clean. Walking onto the stage, Kim Koo nodded to the Prime Ministers of China and Japan, and then began to read his speech: "As East Asian relations return to the harmonious old times, Korea is also entering a new era of industrialization together with China and Japan. The entire citizenry of the Republic of Korea feels deeply honored to be the host country for this Coal and Steel Community conference. The respected Chairman of the Republic of China, He Rui, has expounded on the significance of the Asian Coal and Steel Community: under a supranational organization, the domestic steel demands of each country can be met, and in order to satisfy these steel demands, the resources of China, Japan, and Korea will be utilized most rationally, allowing the people of all three countries to receive reasonable benefits.

"I have noted that Chairman He Rui emphasized the unique status of steel in a modern industrial nation. The Coal and Steel Community promotes mutual military trust among China, Japan, and Korea, avoiding the recurrence of tragic wars between the three countries. Therefore, on behalf of the government of the Republic of Korea, I welcome the first Prime Ministers' Conference of the Coal and Steel Community and wish the conference the greatest success. Thank you all."

The Chinese and Japanese Prime Ministers offstage, as well as the gathered ministers and delegation officials, applauded Kim Koo's opening remarks. Korean Prime Minister Park Yeong-hyo also clapped along, but was truly disappointed in his heart. There was nothing brilliant about Kim Koo's speech, but there were also no problems with it. As the President of the Republic of Korea, this was exactly what he should say, and the only thing he could say. However, since Kim Koo had presented the proper demeanor of a President, if Park Yeong-hyo failed to do his job as Prime Minister well, the pressure on him would be immense.

Park Yeong-hyo looked at the Prime Ministers of China and Japan. He saw that both Wu Youping and Ishiwara Kanji looked calm, but they were obviously pondering some issues and were not truly focusing on the opening ceremony. This reassured Park Yeong-hyo a little. Just then, Park Yeong-hyo saw Wu Youping and Ishiwara Kanji turn their heads and exchange a glance. Wu Youping then turned to Park Yeong-hyo, "Prime Minister Park, as the host, please preside over the meeting."

Park Yeong-hyo hurriedly replied, "Please rest assured, I will do my best."

Wu Youping didn't say much more, simply nodding. The reason this meeting was held in Korea was to show the world that the Korean model following colonial independence could operate very well. Therefore, China and Japan had already sent quite a few advisers to Korea to help with preparations. Wu Youping was not worried about the meeting itself.

What Wu Youping really cared about were affairs within China. Before his departure, He Rui had emphasized to him, "Currently, the industrial supply chains in the world are short, very short. Since Europe and America are suffering from the Great Depression, and our country allows foreign capital to establish wholly-owned enterprises in China to gain profits from China's development, we will not face a joint technological blockade from Europe and America. In particular, it is impossible for France to implement technological barriers against China at this stage. Our military industry does not rely on foreign countries, so in at most ten years, China will generate a large batch of enterprises possessing world-class standards."

In He Rui's strategic design, China had to first master large-scale, or even super-large-scale, industrial production capabilities. As the foundation of industrial production, the significance of steel was paramount. According to the assessment of the Coal and Steel Community Liaison Group, the steel production capacity of the United States was approximately 80 million tons. Since this liaison group consisted of as many as 1,100 people, all excellent talents from China and Japan, Wu Youping did not doubt this staggering figure.

In 1932, the steel output of the United States was roughly 25 million tons, while East Asia's steel output was about 12 million tons, roughly the same as France. However, East Asia and France were currently experiencing economic prosperity with robust demand, whereas the United States was still deeply mired in economic crisis, with half of its blast furnaces shut down. Compared to the world's number one industrial power, the United States, the gap for East Asia remained enormous.

Thinking of this, the pressure in Wu Youping's heart grew heavier. Fortunately, although it was a Prime Ministers' level conference, the ones really doing the work were the ministers and their teams. The Prime Ministers didn't actually have to do too much; at least the responsibility for running the meeting was borne by the Korean Prime Minister. Wu Youping still had time to think.

Ishiwara was likewise considering a great many issues. On the evening of the first day of the conference, after attending the banquet, he held a meeting with Lieutenant General Nagumo Chūichi, the Chief of the Defense Agency who had come to attend the conference, as well as Yamamoto Isoroku, who had rushed over from Qingdao, and Lieutenant General Yamaguchi Tamon.

"Yamamoto-kun, did He-kun ask you to discuss the future development of the Chinese Navy?"

Yamamoto Isoroku looked grim. Seeing that the attendees were all core members, he spoke somewhat indignantly: "He-kun asked me to convey that China has given the order for four 35,000-ton battleships to France."

At this, the expressions of both Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon turned ugly. It wasn't that giving the order for four 35,000-ton battleships to France was completely inappropriate; what the two cared more about was that this matter had not been discussed with Japan beforehand. Although Nagumo Chūichi was a scholar-type naval admiral, he couldn't help but say at this moment, "For He-kun to do this is truly improper!"

Yamaguchi Tamon had a much more fiery temperament than Nagumo Chūichi, but since even Nagumo Chūichi had actively voiced dissatisfaction, Yamaguchi Tamon actually didn't know what else he could say. He couldn't very well jump up and curse He Rui for being disloyal to the Sino-Japanese Alliance.

Ishiwara was not as agitated. He asked Yamamoto Isoroku, "Please explain in detail, Yamamoto-kun."

Yamamoto Isoroku then relayed He Rui's reasons for this Sino-French cooperation, and that the four 35,000-ton battleships were entirely a concession to France in exchange for deepening Sino-French economic cooperation. Hearing this, Ishiwara nodded slightly and continued to ask, "Did He-kun have any other message for Yamamoto-kun to convey?"

"He-kun would like Japan to send a delegation to China," Yamamoto Isoroku replied. After saying this, he sighed, "I think the lion's share has already been given to France. China only has 35,000 tons of tonnage left; Japan won't get a share of anything. He-kun probably wants to appease us a bit by giving us some more merchant ship orders."

Yamaguchi Tamon, who hadn't had a turn to speak all this while, couldn't help interjecting, "Based on my view of He-kun, he is not such a petty person. To compensate only after owing a favor—He-kun would absolutely not do such a thing in major matters!"

Nagumo Chūichi's eyes lit up, while Yamamoto Isoroku fell silent. Ishiwara spoke up at this point: "Yamaguchi-kun is right. He-kun is not a man who likes to play tricks. Gentlemen, you should all know that the domestic political situation in Spain is turbulent. I have a thought: perhaps the moment the Spanish Civil War breaks out will be the prelude to the outbreak of a great European war."

The group of Japanese officers, especially the naval officers, were stunned by such a judgment. Spain was a major European power, at least its territorial area was not small. Although the Strait of Gibraltar was controlled by the British and Spain probably couldn't get it back, Spain's geographical location remained extremely important.

But Ishiwara Kanji's judgment was too abrupt, so much so that the generals didn't know how to interpret it. Out of respect for Ishiwara, Japan's only current strategist, the few generals continued to listen silently.

Ishiwara smiled, "Spain is located in a corner of Europe. Even if a civil war breaks out, the direct impact would merely be on neighboring Portugal and France. Portugal is a tiny, insignificant country. France has strong national power and a formidable army; it can completely withstand the impact of a Spanish Civil War. However, once a civil war breaks out in a major country like Spain, it means that the European nations are already powerless to solve the economic collapse of a major power within their region. It represents that the European nations are already powerless to prevent war. Judging by the current global economic situation, war in Europe can no longer be stopped."

Even though Yamamoto Isoroku, Nagumo Chūichi, and Yamaguchi Tamon were all top Japanese generals, it took them some time to digest Ishiwara's analysis. With this, the atmosphere of the meeting immediately became active. Nagumo Chūichi was the first to speak, "Could it be that He-kun already made the same judgment, which is why he wants to curry favor with France?"

Ishiwara nodded, "France has already obtained the maximum benefit it could get. Through Sino-French cooperation, the Franc has become a strong international currency. By acquiring another four battleships, France will naturally be considered a force stabilizing the European continent. Moreover, with China giving France so much naval tonnage, the European and American nations will all believe that France will receive China's firmest support. But strategically speaking, does France really have such great value? I believe not necessarily. The *I Ching* says: 'If virtue does not match one's position, disaster is inevitable; if virtue is meager but the position is high, if wisdom is small but the plans are grand, if strength is small but the burden is heavy, few escape without calamity.' How could He-kun not know France's true strength?"

Yamamoto and the others savored the phrase "'If virtue does not match one's position, disaster is inevitable; if virtue is meager but the position is high, if wisdom is small but the plans are grand, if strength is small but the burden is heavy, few escape without calamity.'" The more they thought about it, the more profound it seemed. Nagumo Chūichi, who had always been sensitive to such theoretical content, sighed, "France is indeed in such a situation. However, I believe that if He-kun is as Ishiwara-kun says, then he should have communicated with us first, or at least proposed the establishment of a Sino-Japanese Naval Liaison Group."

Ishiwara saw that both Yamamoto and Yamaguchi were nodding in agreement with Nagumo Chūichi's view, so he laughed, "We can naturally blame He-kun for this. However, I feel that looking at the problem from He-kun's perspective, before communicating with France about these battleships, less trouble is better than more. 'If the ruler is not secretive, he loses his state; if the minister is not secretive, he loses his body.' For such a major event, one cannot be hasty. Moreover, public opinion in China is currently surging, similar to Japan at the end of the Russo-Japanese War. What if someone wanted to use public opinion for their own ends?"

Yamamoto Isoroku didn't want to empathize with He Rui's difficulties at all. At the Qingdao Naval Academy, Yamamoto had placed great emphasis on inciting the offensive spirit of China's future naval officers. Compared to the Army, the Navy was definitely not a watchdog, but true claws and teeth, the vanguard for projecting military power outwards.

So Yamamoto deliberately kept a straight face and said, "I feel He-kun lacks his former straightforwardness. This is not good."

Yamaguchi Tamon had a friendship of over a decade with He Rui and didn't want to fiercely attack He Rui right now. He asked Nagumo Chūichi, "Nagumo-kun, if it is as you say, has He-kun already prepared a naval development plan?"

Nagumo Chūichi did not answer immediately. After thinking for a while, he replied, "Combining Ishiwara-kun's judgment, I believe that should be the case."

Everyone thought Yamaguchi Tamon was just asking, but they didn't expect that after hearing Nagumo Chūichi's judgment, Yamaguchi Tamon would slap the armrest of the sofa, "Then that's it. Recently, a Chinese naval officer discussed aircraft carrier operations with me. From what he said, he already has quite a comprehensive line of thinking regarding aircraft carrier operations. Most importantly, that person discussed with me how to conduct operations carrying a full air group, as well as the concept of the carrier itself."

The group of Japanese generals were all stunned. Yamaguchi Tamon had a boisterous and rough personality and was considered a typical straight-talker. As a staunch radical carrier proponent in the Japanese Navy, no one expected Yamaguchi Tamon to be able to keep a secret so well. Nagumo Chūichi felt he might have to look at Yamaguchi Tamon with new eyes, but still didn't quite dare to believe it, so he asked, "Then, Yamaguchi-kun, have you conceived of the tonnage for that type of aircraft carrier?"

Yamaguchi Tamon sighed, "Since that discussion, I have been calculating with all my might. The conclusion I reached is that the tonnage for this type of aircraft carrier would require approximately 40,000 tons. So I spent nearly another month adjusting this, and only in the last two days did I barely reach a conclusion: it must be at least 37,000 tons."

Nagumo Chūichi was also startled upon hearing this number. Even the Washington Naval Treaty stipulated a maximum tonnage of 35,000 tons for aircraft carriers. By the recently concluded London Naval Treaty, Article 3 redefined aircraft carriers: aircraft carriers are warships designed for the purpose of carrying aircraft and allowing aircraft to take off and land therefrom, and their tonnage was no longer considered [in the same restricted way/or context implied].

The three naval experts all had their judgments. The Navy was inherently more radical than the Army, and among naval equipment, aircraft carriers were tools more inclined towards offense than battleships. China's thinking on aircraft carriers was extremely radical, even more radical than Yamaguchi Tamon, the most radical radical in the Japanese Navy.

Yamamoto Isoroku couldn't help but ask, "Yamaguchi-kun, you only reached this conclusion in the last two days?"

"Precisely. I haven't even had time to tell anyone else," Yamaguchi Tamon replied immediately.

The other generals felt that this made sense; it seemed Yamaguchi Tamon hadn't changed his personality.

Seeing the discussion reach this point, Ishiwara said, "Since that is the case, I ask Yamamoto-kun to return to China and request a meeting with He-kun."

"What should I say?" Yamamoto asked.

Ishiwara smiled, "You only need to say one sentence. As for other matters, He-kun will naturally be very clear."
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Yamamoto Isoroku could not understand Ishiwara Kanji's perspective at all. He didn't try to guess Ishiwara's train of thought, but asked directly, "Why do you say that a single sentence can solve the naval issues between China and Japan?"

Ishiwara stopped smiling. "Because once the Coal and Steel Community agreement is finalized, He Rui's biggest concern will be resolved. With the completion of the East Asian Common Market, all that remains between China and Japan is cooperation."

Yamamoto Isoroku knew Ishiwara was talking about politics. He didn't like politics, so he continued to ask, "Will there be no friction afterwards? I thought that in a common market, there would only be more friction."

Nagumo Chuichi couldn't help but interject, "Yamamoto-kun, differences will always exist. If we only consider it from our own country's perspective, Japan would certainly want to occupy the entire market. But do you think that's possible?"

Yamamoto Isoroku nodded, "Exactly, Nagumo-kun. That is precisely why I believe conflicts will not decrease."

Nagumo Chuichi admired Yamamoto's military accomplishments, but he felt Yamamoto's strategic vision wasn't high enough. So he said in a steady tone, "So is Japan prepared to destroy the common market? If the common market is destroyed, where is the benefit for Japan?"

Yamamoto shook his head. "Nagumo-kun, I think you have misunderstood my view. I know very well that one cannot smash the pot while eating from it. But the pressure within Japan is great, and the pressure within China is equally great. can a single common market really solve all problems?"

Ishiwara spoke up at this point. "Everyone understands this logic. Therefore, the common market must absolutely not be under the unilateral command of any one party. China cannot order Japan, and Japan cannot order China. The function of the league lies in the fact that all league members can frankly raise their own issues at various meetings and seek to solve the problems facing their own countries together with other member states."

Seeing that Yamamoto Isoroku still wasn't convinced, Ishiwara continued to explain, "Yamamoto-kun, although East Asia has restored its traditional borders, East Asia will absolutely not implement the traditional Celestial Tributary System again. The tributary system was the method for resolving the East Asian order in the agricultural society era. Now that East Asia has entered the era of industrialization, there must be a model that conforms to the industrial era."

Although Yamamoto Isoroku understood these words, he still couldn't truly accept them in his heart. However, the conversation could not be pushed any further at this point. Yamamoto Isoroku asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what should I say to He Rui?"

"Tell He Rui that Japan expects to fully understand China's naval construction thinking," Ishiwara replied.

Hearing this, Yamamoto bowed slightly. "I will do as Ishiwara-kun says, but... excuse me."

Leaving the conference room, Yamamoto Isoroku felt both anticipation and unease. In Asia, this level of cooperation had never appeared before. Looking at the world, this level of alliance had also never appeared. Because this alliance was built on a foundation of complete frankness and sincerity. Everyone was not a fool; no one could be deceived. As long as there was any deception or shifting of blame, the mutual trust of this alliance would be shaken to its foundations. Once the construction of the alliance failed, the relationship between the two countries would regress comprehensively, perhaps even back to a state of hostility.

Initially, Yamamoto Isoroku's mind was filled with these pessimistic views. When he returned to his room in the hotel and sat down to smoke for a while, Yamamoto suddenly felt as if he had just woken from a dream. It turned out that the hurdle in his own heart was stuck on the 'grievance' deep within him.

In 1922, if He Rui had not gone to war with Japan but had instead marched south to unify China, Japan might not have actually gone to war with He Rui in 1923. By 1924, Japan might not have dared to go to war with China. Then the current Japan would not have suffered consecutive years of heavy blows. In the current alliance relationship between Japan and China, Japan would be much more relaxed.

But after feeling aggrieved for a moment, Yamamoto also knew that this was just his own wishful thinking. If He Rui really hadn't attacked Japan in 1922, Japan, after surviving the Great Kanto Earthquake, would definitely have chosen to become a tool for extra-regional powers to balance the East Asian situation. At that time, China and Japan would still have had to go to war.

If He Rui had not defeated Japan in 1923, the various warlords within China would absolutely not have truly shown weakness to He Rui. The civil war would absolutely not have ended in 1924. After Japan went to war with He Rui in 1924, the flames of war would have swept across the entirety of China. A strategist as brilliant as He Rui would absolutely not have chosen such a dangerous situation.

Sighing, Yamamoto decided to abandon this feeling of 'grievance' and wholeheartedly promote cooperation. At least He Rui's strategic judgment was coldly realistic. Perhaps only under He Rui's leadership could the East Asia League truly have a possibility of defeating the Anglo-American brutes.

On April 7th, Yamamoto had returned to Qingdao. On April 6th, through the Secretary of the Civilization Party Committee at the Naval Academy, he had already passed that sentence—'Japan expects to fully understand China's naval construction thinking'—to He Rui. At this moment, Yamamoto was looking at the newspaper content regarding the victorious conclusion of the Asian Coal and Steel Community.

In the joint declaration issued after the meeting, the equality of East Asian countries and equality in cooperation were emphasized. All parties would use productivity and the technological content of equipment as standards to set prices for iron ore, coal, and various smelting auxiliaries. Technology sharing would be implemented, and various enterprises in China, Japan, and Korea would be mandatorily enrolled in the technology cooperation system to share technological achievements.

As a soldier, Yamamoto couldn't read any special content from the joint statement, so he gave up. He picked up the *National Defense Daily*, and saw that it had actually published an article about Europe: "Alert to European Fascist Ideology and the Rise of Fascist Regimes."

In the discussions over the past two days, Ishiwara Kanji believed that the outbreak of a real Spanish Civil War meant that the security situation in Europe was about to spiral out of control. Yamamoto Isoroku read it with great interest, fearing that this article might have been written by He Rui. After reading for a while, just by the writing style and the characteristics of the vocabulary used, he could determine that it was not He Rui's style.

The use of a large number of new vocabulary words and the special feel of the writing mode were He Rui's style. This article's writing was full of the flavor of traditional Chinese, which actually suited Yamamoto Isoroku's taste better. Moreover, aside from the difference in style, the logical thinking of this article was absolutely not inferior to He Rui's.

The author believed that the economic collapse made the traditional political structures of some countries unable to solve problems. The people who felt this result expected the appearance of political groups or even political strongmen who could solve the problems. Whether it was political groups or political strongmen, in the era of economic crisis, their means of solution would without exception adopt high efficiency, which created conditions for Fascism centered on centralization of power.

As for whether Fascism could truly solve the problems, it was actually not optimistic. But at least Fascism dared to admit the existence of problems and use the means they could display to solve them. This was much more reliable than those vested interest classes whose primary goal was protecting their own interests. Therefore, the more a country's social economy collapsed and its order was swept away, the more Fascism would rise.

But Fascism is unreliable because what Fascism promises is 'relief from pain', not facing the fundamental problems of society and solving them from the level of true economic contradictions. Therefore, Fascism is highly likely unable to smash an old world institutionally, but has a high probability of causing huge destruction to the world...

After reading this "Alert to European Fascist Ideology and the Rise of Fascist Regimes," Yamamoto Isoroku found that he actually resonated quite a bit with the description of Fascism thoroughly destroying the current world. However, Yamamoto was a military scholar after all. Because He Rui always called himself a communist, like most Japanese officers, he had carefully studied the basic documents and manifestos of communism.

Yamamoto knew that at the end of the *Communist Manifesto*, Marx wrote with generous and heroic prose: "The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions."

So Yamamoto was very sensitive to the author's emphasis that 'Fascism is highly likely unable to smash an old world institutionally'. It could be seen that this author was indeed a communist. Looking at the author's name again, it was Li Runshi. Yamamoto thought for a good while, feeling like he had heard of this person somewhere, but couldn't remember clearly where. He decided to ask around when he had time.

Reading the whole article, Yamamoto's mood inexplicably improved. Although this article did not mention war, but only analyzed the development of public opinion in Europe, in the eyes of a military scholar, such public opinion meant war. The ancient Roman historian Livy said that to those who need war, war is just; to those who have lost all hope, war is reasonable.

Yamamoto had heard some things about the current status of Spain, Italy, and Germany. Italy had already elected the Fascist party led by Mussolini. The Nazi Party, Germany's Fascist party, had fallen to rock bottom in 1929, but with the arrival of the Great Depression, the Nazi Party was gaining advantages in one electoral district after another in Germany like wildfire. As for the Kingdom of Spain, it had forcefully produced a Prime Minister who persisted in dictatorship for seven years, after which the Kingdom of Spain was overthrown and the Spanish Republic was established. However, the domestic government of the Spanish Republic was even shorter-lived than the cabinet of the French Third Republic. It seemed that there was a high probability that Spain would also become a Fascist country.

When Yamamoto Isoroku heard Ishiwara say that the Spanish Civil War would become the fuse for the outbreak of war in Europe, he still felt that Ishiwara's statement was a bit far-fetched. After reading Li Runshi's article, Yamamoto Isoroku felt a sense of sudden enlightenment. Putting down the newspaper, Yamamoto suddenly sighed with emotion. He had originally thought that China only had He Rui as a strategist, and the others were just riding on his coattails. Li Runshi made Yamamoto discover that China was indeed producing heroes in large numbers. Although he didn't know whose strategic level was higher, Li Runshi or He Rui, at least Li Runshi was indeed a strategist.

How to fight a specific war is the work of a tactician. The work of a strategist is to judge why a war will break out, and after determining that a war will break out, formulate strategic arrangements beneficial to one's own country's interests. That is to say, who are our enemies, who are our friends. What path should we choose to defeat the enemy.

Just as Yamamoto Isoroku was engaging in the reflections of a military scholar, there was a knock on his office door. The person who entered was the Secretary of the Naval Academy's Party Committee. The Secretary formally told Yamamoto Isoroku, "Chairman He invites Principal Yamamoto to depart for the capital immediately."
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Just as mentioning the French government brings the Élysée Palace to mind, and the British government is synonymous with 10 Downing Street, mentioning China now habitually evokes "No. 7 People's Road."

As a Japanese man, Yamamoto had a fondness for the number seven. There was no particular reason; Japanese people were just inexplicably enthusiastic about the number seven.

Therefore, Yamamoto quite liked No. 7 People's Road. However, the Chinese side actually preferred the designation "No. 1." The reason it wasn't used was that the building at No. 1 People's Road, located at the intersection with Yellow River Road, was suitable neither in terms of security nor habitability.

This was Yamamoto's first visit to No. 7 People's Road. As the car passed along the ten-lane People's Road, the first thing he saw was the massive People's Square. The square, spanning tens of thousands of square meters, shocked Yamamoto; this was indeed a square befitting the capital of a China with such vast territory. Compared to the Chinese capital, Tokyo, Japan, seemed extremely pocket-sized. Or perhaps one should say, extremely exquisite.

The compound at No. 7 People's Road was very quiet. Looking in through the front iron gates, one could see a four-story building. This was not He Rui's residence, but the location of the Chairman's General Office. He Rui's residence was in the courtyard behind the General Office.

Guided by staff into a conference room inside, Yamamoto saw Ishiwara Kanji, Nagumo Chūichi, and Yamaguchi Tamon sitting to He Rui's left. Zhong Yifu, Cheng Ruofan, and Hu Xiushan sat to his right.

Yamamoto saluted He Rui, and He Rui pointed to the empty seat on the Japanese side. "Yamamoto-kun, we were just waiting for you."

"Apologies," Yamamoto said, quickly taking his seat.

He Rui spoke, "I invited everyone here today to discuss two matters. First, we wish to introduce China's naval development plan to the Japanese side. Second, regarding this plan, we wish to form a liaison group with the Japanese side. I will ask Minister Hu Xiushan to introduce China's naval development plan."

By the time He Rui finished speaking, Chinese secretaries had already placed a book of materials in front of each Japanese officer. As Hu Xiushan stood up, Yamamoto noticed Ishiwara's posture shift slightly. Seeing that Ishiwara still had some reaction to his former opponent, Hu Xiushan, Yamamoto found it amusing. During the Sino-Japanese War, Hu Xiushan had commanded a motorized corps of the Northeast Army in a fierce assault. It was only Ishiwara's desperate resistance that barely slowed Hu Xiushan's offensive, giving Nagata Tetsuzan time to organize the Seoul defense line. That experience was certainly not a fond memory for Ishiwara.

No change in expression could be seen on Hu Xiushan's face as he began to introduce the Chinese naval development plan at a measured pace. Yamamoto's attention was instantly captured, and he was soon shocked by the plan.

Yamaguchi Tamon had previously mentioned that Chinese naval personnel had discussed with him an aircraft carrier capable of carrying a wing of 90 to 100 fighters of various types. Yamaguchi had calculated based on parameters that a displacement of about 40,000 tons would be needed. The Chinese design had now emerged: it was a 35,000-ton aircraft carrier. What shocked Yamamoto most was that this aircraft carrier not only had a straight flight deck but also an angled flight deck to the rear of the straight one.

Yamaguchi Tamon immediately asked about the purpose of this design. Hu Xiushan explained with the attitude of an expert that this was an angled deck used for aircraft landings. Both Yamamoto and Yamaguchi slapped the table in praise. Even Nagumo Chūichi nodded continuously, and appreciation for the design could be seen on his usually impassive face.

Although he admired it greatly, Yamaguchi Tamon still raised a question. "Such a design greatly improves the efficiency of aircraft takeoff and landing. So why not enlarge the hull slightly and design it as an aircraft carrier capable of carrying 120 fighter planes?"

Hu Xiushan asked Yamaguchi Tamon to turn to page 15. When Yamamoto opened it, he saw a large number of tables. Glancing at the numerous formulas in the introduction, Yamamoto understood that these were parameter settings made after extensive practical testing.

"Based on massive calculations and tests conducted, we believe that 120 fighter planes of various types would only lower combat efficiency. The optimal number of fighter planes is 90. As for insufficient fighter numbers within a combat zone, we can solve that by increasing the number of aircraft carriers."

Yamamoto was stunned for a moment, then felt a surge of confidence. Fighting with superior numbers was the way war ought to be waged, but Japan lacked the national power, so it could only dig for potential in performance. Now that China had decided to win through superior numbers, it was indeed the most correct choice.

Yamaguchi Tamon quickly browsed the parameters and asked another question. "Is there only this one type of carrier?"

"We have also designed an 18,000-ton escort carrier, intended to target enemy submarines, but we are currently still discussing whether this is necessary," Hu Xiushan explained.

Yamaguchi said no more. He personally felt that 35,000-ton carriers were enough. At least in the Pacific theater, once the East Asian Coalition Forces took the various islands of the Pacific, it would be impossible for the enemy to build submarines capable of crossing the Pacific to attack East Asia. As for the Indian Ocean, as long as the British lost India, they wouldn't necessarily really need escort carriers.

Nagumo Chūichi looked calm, but he was already excited inwardly. He had just quickly browsed the Chinese naval designs and confirmed that China's naval gunnery equipment consisted only of battleships, cruisers, and destroyers. The battleships included two types: 35,000 tons and 45,000 tons. There were also two types each of cruisers and destroyers.

As an expert in gunnery equipment, just a quick browse made Nagumo Chūichi feel spirited. A total of six types of warships, three of which had tonnage conforming to the provisions of global naval treaties, could be considered for production immediately. Moreover, in the design, the 35,000-ton battleship was originally designed for 410mm naval guns. The Japanese Navy had been using 410mm guns for ten years; they were incredibly familiar with them.

The same applied to the first types of cruisers and destroyers. There was ample redundancy from the start. More importantly, the Chinese Navy placed great emphasis on radar. As early as World War I, the British had developed a type of radar used to search for German planes and airships. By 1922, research in this area was continuing to develop in countries around the world. According to the data before them, the Chinese Navy was developing both search radar and fire-control radar. It was evident that China's research was also ongoing.

During Hu Xiushan's introduction, Nagumo Chūichi asked several questions, all of which received detailed explanations. This made Nagumo feel increasingly that although the Chinese Navy appeared not to be building ships, they were actually very serious about their preliminary preparations.

After these discussions concluded, He Rui made a gesture. The secretaries drew the curtains, and the conference room instantly darkened. The old smokers took the opportunity to light up cigarettes to satisfy their cravings. Meanwhile, the film projector at the other end of the conference table began to run.

The film had a voiceover; it was an introduction to China's block construction method for shipbuilding. Currently, the global shipbuilding industry used a method where only one ship was built inside a dry dock at a time. The block construction method involved dividing the ship into several, or even over a dozen, sections during the design phase. After the various sections were built, huge gantry cranes were used to hoist the completed hull sections into the dry dock, where they were welded together to complete the ship.

Although the Japanese naval experts could all understand that this construction mode could greatly improve dry dock utilization rates—and time was money, so the higher the efficiency in the same amount of time, the lower the shipbuilding cost—they did not feel unconditionally optimistic. A great many technical difficulties immediately popped up in their minds.

The film was shot very professionally. The latter half introduced China's progress in electric welding technology, including inert gas welding and solder technologies developed for different welding targets. Of particular note was the development of welding technology for thick steel plates and ultra-thick steel plates. What surprised the Japanese naval experts even more was the use of Chinese laser measuring instruments.

Current Japanese shipbuilding still used the traditional European and American shipbuilding models; it was too late to change now. Yamamoto Isoroku lamented that the Chinese shipbuilding industry could adopt such a radical technical route because it had no historical burden, yet he also suspected the weakness of China's shipbuilding industry—could they really complete such a design?

In the final segment of the film, the introduction of the Chinese vacuum tube computer left Yamamoto dumbfounded. Vacuum tube computers capable of over 50,000 operations per second helped Chinese engineers complete massive calculations. Every aspect of ship design underwent calculations ten to dozens of times greater than those done by Japanese engineers before being put into practice. The subsequent collection of tracking data also provided a vast amount of basic data for the analysis of various ship problems.

Yamamoto felt that either he was a fool, or the Chinese ship engineers were fools. Taking paper-based work to this extent exceeded the limits of imagination.

It was Ishiwara Kanji who asked, "May I ask, how does China provide so much electricity?"

Yamamoto Isoroku sobered up immediately; indeed, this was a major issue. Hu Xiushan answered calmly, "We have built computing centers in areas rich in hydropower, utilizing the electricity there for continuous operation."

After the film ended and the curtains were drawn open again, a layer of smoke already lingered over the conference table. He Rui asked Hu Xiushan to sit down, then turned to the Japanese officers. "We have introduced the overall situation of China's future naval development to you all. I wonder if you have any other questions?"

Nagumo Chūichi pointed to the thick stack of materials in front of him. "He-kun, may I ask if I can take this with me?"

"Of course," He Rui answered, his tone seemingly relaxed.

Yamamoto Isoroku felt a wave of relief in his heart. Although these materials were important, it was absolutely impossible to truly understand the true face of Chinese naval equipment relying solely on them. So-called technology blockades didn't mean preventing the other side from seeing the produced product, or even caring much if they knew the design philosophy. The devil is in the details; the massive amount of details in actual work is the key that determines technological development. If China did not transfer technology to Japan, Japan would have no way to figure out China's shipbuilding route in a short time, even if they tried to copy it.

More importantly, the shipbuilding industry required huge investment and was heavily reliant on skilled engineers and technical workers. Different trades are like different mountains; Japan groping its way forward sounded inspiring, but in reality, it would mean throwing countless amounts of money into the water.

Therefore, Yamamoto Isoroku's feeling of relief came from the candor of the Chinese side. With such candor, there was a foundation for continuing true cooperation. Thinking of the painful blow the Anglo-American brutes were about to suffer, Yamamoto Isoroku felt great joy in his heart.
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After introducing the direction of China's naval construction, He Rui was about to raise the second issue, which was the establishment of a China-Japan naval liaison group. Ishiwara Kanji spoke first: "He-kun, may we be permitted to take our leave first?"

Cheng Ruofan felt a bit unhappy immediately, but heard He Rui answer: "Good."

Ishiwara Kanji stood up, bowed slightly to He Rui, "He-kun, we have too many things to prepare and must leave first. Please excuse us."

Nagumo Chūichi and others also hurriedly stood up, bowed to He Rui, and then left quickly with their documents. Watching the backs of the Japanese generals, Cheng Ruofan walked to He Rui's side and commented somewhat unhappily, "Chairman, the Japanese haven't really improved much!"

He Rui smiled: "Don't underestimate the current Japan. At least they have enough courage to change Japan's national polity. On the level of national interest, it's not about good or bad, only about stance."

Cheng Ruofan thought of the messy affairs in the exchanges between the Chinese and Japanese armies and said helplessly: "Chairman, will there be a situation where Japan helps but only makes things busier?"

He Rui felt that Cheng Ruofan's judgment wasn't necessarily entirely due to prejudice. It was just that the National Defense Force was built according to the PLA model, especially regarding the political work of officer-soldier unity and equality between superiors and subordinates, which was executed very strictly. Therefore, the National Defense Force was fundamentally different from the strictly hierarchical military models of other countries in this era.

This era-transcending advantage seemed logical to He Rui, but other countries actually felt that the National Defense Force's political work was heresy. Facing a problem that couldn't be discussed, He Rui turned to ask Cheng Ruofan another question, "How is the new conscription standard for the troops progressing?"

Cheng Ruofan's expression was a bit complex. He wanted to answer that it was going very well, because it was indeed very well. Starting from 1931, the new conscription standards began to be applied across the board, where only junior high school graduates were eligible to enlist. Cheng Ruofan initially felt this standard was really a bit too high, but he didn't expect that after the service period was adjusted to two years and the troop size reduced to 1.5 million, the requirement that only junior high graduates were eligible was actually met.

But since the work had reached this step, Cheng Ruofan simply proposed the Ministry of Defense's suggestion, "Chairman, can we raise the conscription standard to high school graduates being eligible to enlist starting from 1937?"

He Rui was just about to answer when he saw Zhong Yifu and Hu Xiushan walking over, standing beside Cheng Ruofan waiting to hear He Rui's answer. He Rui decided not to answer directly; instead, he asked back: "Since you have this idea, why not talk about the basis for your thinking?"

Cheng Ruofan was naturally prepared. He immediately described the current situation. After completing unification in 1924, a national census began in 1925. From 1925, the number of newborns in China exceeded 13 million annually, and was gradually increasing. With the increase in education funding and the implementation of compulsory education where school-age children must attend school, newborns from 1925 would be graduating from junior high exactly in 1940. It is estimated that the number of fresh junior high graduates then will exceed ten million.

Letting 15-year-old children join the army is still a bit early. 18-year-old high school graduates and graduates of technical schools and vocational secondary schools with equivalent high school education are actually more suitable. According to population statistics and the enrollment numbers of high schools and equivalent schools, the number of fresh graduates at this level in 1936 should exceed 3 million. If the three-year conscription service is restored then, recruiting 400,000 annually won't affect the army's quantity.

A National Defense Force composed of young people where even ordinary soldiers have high school education—just thinking about it made Cheng Ruofan tremble a bit. The future Chinese army would not be the kind of troop where anyone carrying a gun counts as a soldier, but a mechanized, motorized, air-ground integrated army. This gestating National Defense Force needs every soldier to possess professional skills, unlike the current European and American armies where carrying a rifle makes one a soldier. Cheng Ruofan was convinced that the National Defense Force was already on the right path.

He Rui didn't nitpick, but simply asked: "How is the progress of our automobile factories, truck factories, and tractor factories now? Can they produce enough equipment for so many high schoolers starting from '36?"

Cheng Ruofan was stunned. This question indeed stumped him. In his discussions with the General Logistics Department, comrades felt that the government's lack of large-scale construction of arsenals led to insufficient production capacity. If it were the new-style army on paper, a squad should at least be equipped with a troop transport carrier. 6 million new-style Army troops would need at least 500,000 troop carriers, while others would drive tanks and self-propelled artillery. To allow such an army to reach the combat zone, fuel trucks, engineering vehicles, and equipment needed for various distribution points—compared to that, 500,000 troop carriers felt somewhat insignificant. Currently, let alone satisfying 6 million troops, military industrial capacity couldn't even satisfy 300,000.

In the multiple Military Commission meetings over these years, He Rui had explicitly stated that in the future, what would produce massive amounts of equipment for the army should be various domestic enterprises, with a large part being private enterprises. Cheng Ruofan knew that logically speaking, this was reasonable. But Cheng Ruofan still felt uncomfortable. It was just that he was unwilling to negate He Rui's decision. At this moment, he could only refrain from expressing his position.

He Rui knew that the comrades still couldn't accept it, but there was no way to explain it clearly right now. After all, China's current industrial development hadn't reached that level yet. Now, if the troops really gave an order, the equipment that industrial enterprises could immediately equip the troops with universally would probably be bicycles.

At this time, he couldn't dampen the comrades' enthusiasm either, so He Rui said: "Conscripting high schoolers for compulsory service—when the situation arrives, we will naturally do it. Next, everyone should prepare a bit. I estimate that before long, you will have to go on a business trip to Japan. By the way, regarding the number of people in the China-Japan Naval Liaison Group, I think it can be set at 4,000."

Cheng Ruofan was shocked. A working group of 4,000 people—if it were the Army, that would be almost the establishment of two regiments. And in the ordinary Army, the number of soldiers is far greater than officers. But for an organization like a liaison group, the number of officers vastly exceeds soldiers. Even if he supported He Rui, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask: "Chairman, Japan will be scared by us. If it's a 4,000-person working group, Japan would have to put up at least 1,000 people. If they put up 1,000 people, it would be tantamount to hollowing out the Japanese Navy General Staff!"

He Rui wasn't surprised at all, instead he smiled, "Ruofan, if there aren't this many people, the Chinese and Japanese navies won't be able to truly unite within the next few years."

Cheng Ruofan looked at Zhong Yifu and Hu Xiushan, hoping the two of them could persuade He Rui, but saw these two actually remaining silent. Now Cheng Ruofan was unhappy too. Everyone stays silent, leaving Cheng Ruofan to take the responsibility? In a moment of displeasure, Cheng Ruofan simply answered crisply: "Chairman, I will propose this matter at the meeting!"

Just as He Rui expected, on the 10th day after Ishiwara Kanji and the others returned to their country, they sent a telegram inviting Chinese Ministry of Defense personnel to Japan to attend a meeting. The meeting content was the development strategy of the Japanese Navy.

In order to respond to China's candor, the Japanese Ministry of the Army prepared by working overtime. Seeing that there was only one day left before the meeting convened, Japan's Defense Ministry Director-General Nagumo Chūichi left his office with a stern face and went straight to the Navy General Staff under the Defense Ministry. Arriving at the General Staff, without asking for the Navy Commander, Nagumo Chūichi went straight to the Operations Section. He saw a group of officers all with dark circles under their eyes; some officers, facing large amounts of documents, had their heads drop sharply like chickens pecking at rice, then suddenly woke up, working almost numbly.

Seeing the Navy's Operations Section tired like this, Nagumo Chūichi immediately called over the Navy Operations Section Chief Mikami Isamu, whose eye circles already resembled a panda's. He slapped the table with a palm and questioned loudly: "Exactly how many people have you transferred from other departments? Are there enough people!"

Hearing this, Navy Operations Section Chief Major General Mikami Isamu suddenly roused his spirit. He hurriedly answered: "Many data involve secrets; we really have no way to temporarily transfer more personnel."

After speaking, Major General Mikami Isamu stood up straight, waiting for Lieutenant General Nagumo Chūichi's subsequent reprimand. Unexpectedly, Lieutenant General Nagumo didn't get angry, but thought with a stern face for a moment, then ordered: "Let these people rest first. You rest too. Meeting at 6 a.m. tomorrow morning. Show me the content you've prepared then."

Major General Mikami Isamu felt as if granted a great pardon, but was still a bit worried and probed: "Director-General, will it delay the work?"

"I will take responsibility for everything, you just execute the order," Nagumo Chūichi answered.

Soon, the hundreds of Operations Section personnel who heard the order to rest stood up unsteadily and walked towards the temporary rest dormitory. Falling onto the beds in various postures, without even taking off their uniforms, they entered dreamland. The Navy General Staff immediately became quiet. Nagumo walked calmly into the Navy Commander's office, picked up the completed content and began to read.

Just as Nagumo expected, the content to be discussed with the Chinese military had actually all been completed. What the Navy General Staff was struggling to complete now was the Defense Ministry's requirements, and this part of the requirements concerned Japan's arrangements for the next few years or even more than a decade—how could it be completed in ten days or so?

Nagumo finished reading the work progress record, then asked for the development outline and read it carefully. The Chinese side's naval development left a deep impression on Nagumo. Although that program was very radical, it was very solid. Every step of progress was built on a clear process and had extremely high operability. The gap between Japan and China lay in the fact that the strategy was not clear, so detailed arrangements couldn't be formulated. But Nagumo was actually very relaxed at this moment. Since China had clear strategic arrangements, what Japan had to do was to undertake the part within its capabilities based on the abilities Japan currently possessed.

For the next two days, Nagumo communicated frankly with the Chinese military in this manner, and the results were greater than Nagumo imagined. Japan possessed 500,000 tons of naval capital ship tonnage. Article 1 of the London Naval Treaty stipulated that between 1931 and 1936, Britain, the United States, and Japan all waive the right to replace capital ships in the Washington Naval Treaty, while France and Italy could still replace capital ships according to the Washington Naval Treaty.

Article 2 listed the capital ships that Britain, the United States, and Japan respectively needed to scrap, as well as the capital ships that could be converted into training ships.

China and Japan agreed that Japan's capital ships could undergo "scrapping disposal" according to needs—that is, be converted into training vessels. This kind of conversion meant installing the most advanced auxiliary devices such as electronic equipment onto the warships, allowing both Chinese and Japanese sides to fully familiarize themselves with the application of new equipment. And with the unused naval tonnage Japan still had, an 18,000-ton aircraft carrier could be built for the Chinese and Japanese navies to conduct training.

The modification of these "scrapped warships" would be completed in Chinese shipyards. Japan would introduce the block construction method from China and implement it in one of Japan's shipbuilding bases, while other shipyards would go all out to provide merchant ships for China.

After discussing these matters, as for what He Rui proposed, it would be established immediately.

Nagumo Chūichi said calmly: "Chairman He proposed establishing a China-Japan Naval Liaison Group. We on the Japanese side are prepared to provide 1,500 personnel. I wonder if China can agree?"

Cheng Ruofan was a bit stunned. He had thought Japan would probe on this issue, but didn't expect the Japanese side to be so forthright, and the number of personnel proposed was 500 more than the 1,000 people He Rui thought.
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A liaison group of 4,000 personnel meant that essentially all admirals and field-grade officers from both the Chinese and Japanese navies would participate. Since the Japanese side was so sincere, Cheng Ruofan suppressed his skepticism and smiled. "Since that is the case, what reason do we have to disagree? The total number for the Naval Liaison Group will be tentatively set at 4,000. What does Director-General Nagumo think?"

Nagumo Chūichi thought for a moment before responding, "That is excellent. However, how should the offices for this liaison group be set up?"

Cheng Ruofan then laid out the plan He Rui had proposed before his departure. "One office will be established in Japan and one in China. The heads of each office will be recommended by their respective countries, and the two offices will be responsible for work in China and Japan respectively. A regular meeting system will be established, held in rotation between the two countries. If a specific problem is encountered by either office, a meeting will be held in that office's host country to resolve it on the spot."

Nagumo heard He Rui's style in this proposal. This kind of magnanimity was not something ordinary soldiers possessed. Even if a soldier had such boldness, they wouldn't have the sufficient rallying power to realize such a plan. Since this was the case, Nagumo replied, "We have no objections. Let us discuss the specific details at the preparatory meeting for the joint working group."

A plan that should have required deep deliberation and various consultations was thus settled in just a few words. After scheduling the subsequent preparatory meeting, the Chinese representatives ended the meeting. However, they did not rush to leave. Instead, at the invitation of the Japanese side, they undertook a three-day tour.

China's capital was on a plain, and Japan's Tokyo was also on a plain. So Cheng Ruofan had thought Tokyo could be built into a very grand city. Even if it couldn't be achieved immediately, one should at least be able to see the embryonic form of a magnificent capital. However, as the car drove through the streets of Tokyo, the more he looked, the further it seemed from his imagination. The scale of Tokyo felt like a prefecture-level city, and the street level was about the same. It was just that Tokyo's population was indeed incomparable to an ordinary Chinese prefecture-level city, and its prosperity far exceeded many.

The car passed through several streets and stopped at the gate of the Army War College. Cheng Ruofan got out of the car but looked toward several girls passing by on the street. Although Cheng Ruofan didn't look for too long before withdrawing his gaze, the Japanese personnel responsible for accompanying him were surprised to notice this small detail. Was a figure like General Cheng Ruofan lecherous? The Japanese escorts were quite puzzled. Moreover, looking from the back, those girls didn't seem to have anything particularly eye-catching about them.

Such things could absolutely not be spoken aloud, so the group did not mention the matter. The Japanese side simply considered whether to temporarily add an itinerary item to invite Japanese geishas to entertain Cheng Ruofan.

Cheng Ruofan himself wasn't thinking about that. He was simply surprised by the recent changes in the attire of Japanese citizens. In the photos Cheng Ruofan had seen, the clothing of quite a few Japanese citizens was very "mixed and matched." Wearing a brimmed hat on the head, a Western-style button-down jacket on the upper body, traditional Japanese wide-legged trousers below, and wooden clogs on the feet.

However, what Cheng Ruofan saw on the streets of Tokyo was not like this. The clothes worn by most Japanese were no longer mixed and matched; they were either Western-style clothing or Japanese-style clothing. One could already distinguish job classifications from their clothes: work clothes, business suits, and clothes worn by students and scholars. The reason those girls had attracted Cheng Ruofan's gaze just now was that they were all wearing work clothes—and at a glance, they looked like the kind of work clothes that required some physical labor—and they were all wearing hard hats woven from thin willow branches on their heads. At first glance, they looked very much like construction workers.

Specialized clothing meant an increase in professionalism. Just as on the 1:1 land-based carrier platform built in China, all personnel wore bright-colored clothing according to their duties. This was the case in China's Railway Corps, Construction Corps, and large military industrial enterprises.

At this moment, Cheng Ruofan walked into the Japanese Army War College and saw that the scale of this school was not large. Although he had long known this to be the case, he couldn't help but be disappointed. Entering the teaching building, he saw photos of the school's famous principals hanging on the corridor wall. In the row directly below the principals' photos was He Rui's photo. The frame and the glass covering the photo were wiped very clean, showing that the Japanese side respected He Rui very much.

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but feel a burst of envy. He had long heard that He Rui had considerable prestige in Japan, but he hadn't quite believed it. Japan had once erected a statue for the commander of the American fleet from the Black Ships incident as a symbol of Japan's modernization. Now they had torn that statue down. He Rui had graduated from the Japanese Army War College as the top student, and was not a foreign conqueror. Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but feel he had been a bit narrow-minded.

The current principal of the Japanese Army War College was Xu Chengfeng (Note: This seems to be a placeholder or error in the raw text, possibly referencing a fictional character or misremembered name, context implies a Japanese principal but name is Chinese-styled. Given the context of "Japanese Army War College", the principal would be Japanese. However, sticking to the text: "Xu Chengfeng". Wait, "Xu Chengfeng" (徐乘风) sounds like a Chinese name. Is the principal Chinese? Unlikely. Let me check the raw again. "日本6军大学现任校长是徐乘风". This is strange. Maybe a localized name or He Rui installed someone? Or a pseudonym? Given the context, I will translate it as "Xu Chengfeng" but be aware it might be a specific character in this universe).

*Correction/Refinement on "Xu Chengfeng"*: In this novel, He Rui has deep influence. But a Chinese principal of the Japanese Army War College? That implies Japan is a vassal or deeply integrated. The chapter title is "East Asian Alliance". It's possible. I will translate strictly as "Xu Chengfeng".

*Resuming translation:* The current principal of the Japanese Army War College was Xu Chengfeng, but Xu Chengfeng had gone to the Japanese Ministry of Defense for some matters at this time and could not personally welcome Cheng Ruofan and the others who came to visit. Of course, this might also have been specially arranged by Xu Chengfeng. Since the campus of this school was not large, Cheng Ruofan and the others only visited the school's curriculum arrangements. Through the introduction of the vice-principal, they learned that the organization of the Japanese Army had also undergone comprehensive adjustments after exchanges with China. Various military academies had adjusted their majors to form specialized schools.

The purpose of the Army War College was to cultivate general officers. Every student who entered was already considered a promising officer and would complete advanced training here. When asked how many Chinese students were currently in the school, the vice-principal replied with some regret, "Only one."

This was not strange. Just as Chinese naval officers would go to Japan for advanced training, current Japanese army officers all hoped to go to China for advanced training. For the newly established Japanese Air Force branch, studying at China's Air Force Academy was considered an important stage in one's life. Cheng Ruofan felt that this change, triggered purely by teaching strength, was quite reasonable.

The Japanese Army War College was not big. Just as the visit was about to be completed, they heard a commotion outside. Soon, someone ran in, saw Cheng Ruofan and the others were there, and immediately turned to leave. The vice-principal's mouth twitched slightly. Everyone present was a high-ranking officer; how could they not know that students had gotten into a conflict? Running over like this and then running away only made it more obvious.

Cheng Ruofan smiled and said, "We will take our leave."

After seeing Cheng Ruofan and the others off, the vice-principal immediately went back to ask what had happened. The class monitor said excitedly, "Puyi-kun and Takakura-kun started fighting."

Hearing it was Puyi, the vice-principal also felt a bit surprised. Puyi had firmly stood on the side of the Revolutionary Army during the Japanese Revolution. Moreover, this fellow was Chinese, and the former Emperor of China. The Japanese side could only let him serve in the troops for a period before arranging for him to take the entrance exam for the Japanese Army War College.

Unexpectedly, this last emperor of the Qing Dynasty, Puyi, had quite good grades. Although his talent was not outstanding, his grades were at least completely passing. Of course, truly talented officers were a minority to begin with. If He Rui, Nagata Tetsuzan, and Ishiwara Kanji were taken as the standard, the Japanese Army War College could just close its doors.

Moreover, although Puyi did not have the talent of an outstanding military strategist, he at least strictly observed discipline and his personality was not arrogant. The vice-principal could not imagine why Puyi would fight with a classmate. Furthermore, this was a military academy; it was not uncommon for a group of young men in their twenties to break into fights. Originally, the vice-principal wanted to call the students over, but after thinking about it, he just asked the monitor, "Was anyone injured?"

The monitor immediately answered, "No."

"Why did they fight?"

"They were talking about whether cavalry can still exist. Takakura-kun mocked Puyi-kun, saying didn't the Qing Dynasty conquer the world with horse archery? Puyi-kun then fought with Takakura-kun."

Hearing this, the vice-principal wanted to intervene even less. From an educator's perspective, young people needed some stimulation to promote their development. For example, fighting like this, there was a slight possibility that both of them would consider the future of cavalry. And the matter of cavalry was indeed troublesome. The Japanese Army infantry major was now divided into armored specialties and mountain warfare specialties. The cavalry specialty, which originally had a status above infantry, had become of little value.

The Japanese Army had seriously considered whether to completely abolish the cavalry specialty. However, because of the various terrains of its vast territory and the space for cavalry usage, the Chinese Army retained a portion of its cavalry. Although the Japanese Army knew that Japan did not have such great needs, in order to maintain parity, they still hadn't made up their mind to abolish it.

At this time, Puyi had already returned to the dormitory. As long as he thought of Takakura's sentence "Didn't the Qing Dynasty conquer the world with horse archery?", Puyi felt his heart rate speed up and just wanted to find something to vent his anger on. Puyi was about to graduate from the Japanese Army War College soon. If he continued to stay in the army, Puyi would have to face a choice. Although the Qing Dynasty had been overthrown and Puyi didn't feel he was a Chinese national (in the modern republican sense), Puyi had never considered giving up his Chinese citizenship. If he continued to serve in the Japanese army, it would undoubtedly make Puyi very laughable. If he returned to the Chinese Army to serve, Puyi believed he would absolutely never have a day to stand out.

Although Puyi also knew that he probably had no hope of restoring his country, thinking that he would eventually end his life as an ordinary person was something Puyi always felt unable to accept. What exactly should he do? Puyi couldn't figure it out. In the end, Puyi suddenly felt that he still needed his teacher's guidance. His teachers were either top scholars or Hanlin academicians, and the one Puyi identified with most was Chen Baochen.

He would graduate in a few days. There was no need to be particularly anxious about where to go after graduation. After all, the Army War College had indicated to Puyi that if he was willing, he could stay in the Japanese Army.

A few days passed quickly. Puyi finally graduated from the Japanese Army War College with the 11th best score in his grade. At this time, the Emperor was gone. Although the Japanese Army War College still had the "Military Sword Group" (top graduates), they were no longer Imperial Gift Military Swords. Looking at the six classmates in the front row, Puyi suddenly thought of He Rui. He wondered what kind of high spirits He Rui had when he accepted the military sword as the valedictorian under everyone's gaze. Although Puyi had studied with all his might these years, Puyi knew himself that he was only of average talent. If it weren't for the fact that he had received a good education since childhood and the Japanese side had been exceptionally accommodating, he might very well not have passed the exam for the Japanese Army War College.

After graduation, there was naturally a farewell banquet. Everyone toasted each other and talked about their future plans. Puyi's alcohol tolerance was average, and he didn't love drinking. Even so, drinking a few Japanese under the table was not a problem. Puyi looked at his classmates who were quickly becoming a bit debauched from drink, and a strange nostalgia suddenly arose in his heart. Although Puyi didn't like these guys very much, in Puyi's life up to now, these classmates of different temperaments and considerable talent were no longer simple acquaintances, but companions and classmates who had truly spent their youth together.

Thinking of this, Puyi carried his wine cup to Takakura, who had unbuttoned his military uniform and bared his chest. "Takakura-kun, I toast you."

Takakura was stunned, then immediately raised his cup. "Puyi-kun, I offended you a few days ago, please don't take it to heart."

"We are all classmates, no need to say so much." Puyi raised his glass and clinked it with Takakura's, and both drank it in one gulp. The surrounding classmates cheered together and poured more wine. The monitor shouted, "Fellow students, let everyone drink a cup together. May the military fortunes of all students be long-lasting!"

"May military fortunes be long-lasting!" everyone responded loudly.

Although Puyi wanted to open his heart and drink freely with his classmates, he was full of worries. Especially listening to his classmates talking about Japan's possible future combat targets and the majestic power the future Sino-Japanese coalition forces would have, Puyi was even more melancholy. Even if he stayed in the Japanese army, Puyi would probably have to fight under He Rui's command along with the Japanese army.

But leaving the army to attend Tokyo University as discussed before... Puyi was unwilling to give up the opportunity within the system that he had obtained with such difficulty. In the army, he could at least command a unit. Moreover, after graduating from the Japanese Army War College, Puyi would be awarded the rank of Major. He could at least become a regimental commander and command several thousand people. Becoming an ordinary scholar, Puyi would return to being a loner again.

With so many emotions in his heart, Puyi drank cup after cup until he actually got drunk.

Two days later, Puyi boarded a plane to Beiping. Although his head was still a bit uncomfortable from drinking too much the day before yesterday, Puyi hoped even more to return to his teacher's side immediately to ask for advice. In this world, the only person Puyi could trust was his tutor.

The plane took off from Tokyo Airport and flew straight to Beiping Airport without any stops in between. Arriving at the address his teacher had left before, he found that this place was completely different. The former hutong was gone, and in the location of the former hutong was a large area of buildings.

Had the teacher already moved back to his hometown? Puyi suddenly felt burning anxiety. Fortunately, there were also some people from the Aisin Gioro clan in Beiping now. Puyi hurriedly went to visit them. After asking around, he learned that his teacher Chen Baochen had moved to Tianjin. Puyi hurriedly bought a train ticket and went to Tianjin again.

Along the way, seeing patches of dense crops on the fields, Puyi was very puzzled. The crops in the past seemed much sparser. The green in the fields now was so rich, as if completely different crops were planted.

As soon as the train arrived in the suburbs of Tianjin, Puyi was even more surprised. On both sides of the railway now, two-story, three-story, and even four-story buildings could be seen everywhere. Although the houses were not dense, these buildings alone proved that this city was already much more prosperous than what Puyi had seen. That is to say, China under He Rui's rule had really prospered somewhat.
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Puyi had bought a house in Tianjin, but he didn't go home first. Unwilling to discuss these matters with his useless father, Zaifeng, he went directly to find his teacher according to the address.

Having not returned to China for several years, the magnitude of the changes in Tianjin forced Puyi to admit that the praise for China in Japanese newspapers over these years was actually true. Every few days, Japanese newspapers would publish articles reflecting on why Japan couldn't compare to China by contrasting the development of the two countries. The more extreme segments would even question whether there was something wrong with the Japanese national character.

Puyi's feelings toward Japan were complicated. However, reading the endless articles in Japanese newspapers and recalling what China looked like when he left, he realized it was completely different from the China in his memories. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, Tokyo's urban construction had been done quite well; after the original single-story houses and shantytowns were demolished, multi-story buildings were built in their place. Puyi had never seen such vibrant development in China, so he naturally suspected that these newspapers were deliberately disparaging Japan to puff up He Rui. He had developed a strong distrust of Japanese newspapers.

At this moment, he saw that the streets in Tianjin's urban area had widened several times over, with beautiful green belts on both sides. Beyond the green belts were blocks of six or seven-story buildings. Those buildings stretched on almost endlessly, and at regular intervals, towering water towers could be seen. Although Tokyo's construction far exceeded the Chinese cities Puyi had seen in the past, compared to the Tianjin before his eyes, it had actually fallen behind.

Moreover, the number of bicycles on Tokyo streets also paled in comparison to Tianjin. What surprised Puyi even more was that the number of automobiles on Tianjin's streets vastly outnumbered those in Tokyo. In Tokyo, one might see a car every minute. In Tianjin, cars in the middle of the road followed one after another, in various shapes and with many different emblems on their fronts.

Seeing this with his own eyes, Puyi wondered if he just happened to be in the most prosperous area. Seeing a bicycle rental spot ahead, he rented a bicycle. Puyi's physical fitness had improved greatly after joining the military, and he felt quite relaxed riding the bicycle. Riding forward along Jiefang Road through several intersections, he saw quite a few old houses, but the ratio of old houses to new ones was only about one to one. That is to say, more than half of the old houses in the entire Tianjin area had already been demolished.

Estimating that he had ridden for five or six *li*, Puyi entered a factory district. The number of trucks on the streets increased dramatically. He saw continuous factory walls topped with steel bars strung with barbed wire, looking heavily guarded. Pedaling his bicycle, Puyi passed two huge factories. One was an automobile factory, the other a machinery manufacturing plant. The machinery plant was one thing, stretching only a few hundred meters, but the automobile factory's walls went on and on; he rode for two *li* and still hadn't reached the end. Seeing an intersection opposite, Puyi changed direction to head back toward the city center.

Along the way, he saw a great number of trucks coming and going. Fortunately, there was a green isolation belt between the bicycle lane and the road for trucks. Puyi felt that if he were riding in the motor vehicle lane, his life might be in danger if he were hit by a truck.

Recalling that he hadn't seen automobile manufacturers of this scale in Tokyo, he understood the gap in national power between China and Japan much more clearly. However, Puyi also felt that Tianjin had been the number one industrial city in the North for decades, while Japan was just a small island nation. Although Tokyo was Japan's capital, compared to China's major northern industrial cities, it indeed didn't have much of an advantage.

But thinking of this, Puyi suddenly realized that if he considered it this way, what those Japanese domestic newspapers said turned out to be true. Given the Japanese personality of going to extremes, it wasn't strange for them to reflect on this, or even to reflect on the inferiorities in the Japanese national character.

Although he had cleared up this misunderstanding, Puyi didn't feel happy. A thought suddenly popped up: "This should have been *my* realm." As soon as this thought emerged, Puyi's mood plummeted, and a feeling of grief and indignation arose spontaneously. His pedaling speed involuntarily increased.

There were quite a few people on the bicycle lane. Puyi zoomed past people, startling the other cyclists. Some with short tempers couldn't help but curse, "What are you riding so fast for? Rushing to be reincarnated?"

Puyi ignored their curses, only slowing down a little and continuing to ride forward with his head down. Reaching the residential area again, he asked traffic police along the way and soon found the community where his teacher, Chen Baochen, lived.

It was a community called Wenlin Garden. The guard at the gate stopped Puyi to inquire when he entered. Puyi didn't want to haggle with a doorkeeper, so he stated his purpose in a mild tone. He thought the doorkeeper might ask for some money, but unexpectedly, the doorkeeper just asked Puyi to make a record in the visitor log.

Among the signatures in the log that completely lacked aesthetic sense, Puyi saw a few lines of very beautiful calligraphy. glancing casually, he saw that in the 'Purpose' column, it was written 'To visit Mr. Chen Baochen.' He immediately became excited. hurriedly looking down, he saw it was from yesterday.

The visitor's name was Li Qinghong; Puyi had no impression of him. However, confirming that his teacher indeed lived here, he quickly filled out the content. The guard just took a look and waved Puyi in, also telling Puyi how to get to Building No. 5.

Puyi hadn't expected a doorkeeper to be so rule-abiding. He quickly thanked him, got on his bike, and went in the direction pointed out. It was past ten in the morning, and there were no young people to be seen in the community. There were only some elderly men and women returning from grocery shopping, greeting acquaintances, or old ladies sitting in the cool shade of the community walls holding one or two-year-old toddlers.

Seeing Puyi approach, everyone looked at him curiously. Puyi vaguely heard an old lady say, "This young man is quite handsome."

Puyi's appearance was not ugly, and at this time he was only twenty-six years old, in the prime of his life. However, Puyi was not happy about receiving praise from others at this moment; he just wanted to see his teacher quickly. Sure enough, after passing a few buildings, he saw a plate nailed to the side of a building facing the road, with 'Building No. 5' painted on it.

Arriving at the stairs, he saw that the entrance also clearly marked the unit numbers, which made Puyi feel much more at ease. He couldn't help but recall the Japanese newspapers' praise for China's strict urban planning. Although he hadn't thought much about it while searching, recalling it now, he vaguely remembered that the Japanese descriptions were exactly the same as his experience.

With a sigh, Puyi walked into the stairwell. going up to the second floor, he looked at the door plate diagonally above the door. The person who visited yesterday recorded in the logbook had written the door number clearly, so Puyi knocked on the left door. Not long after, the door to his teacher's home opened, and a middle-aged woman came out. Judging by her dress, she didn't look like Chen Baochen's wife, but rather like a servant.

Even so, Puyi almost instinctively wanted to raise his hand to salute. Having been in the military for so long, he had become accustomed to it. But in an instant, he felt it was inappropriate, so he quickly asked, "Is Lord Chen at home?"

The middle-aged woman looked curiously at the bespectacled but rather heroic-looking young man in front of her and asked, "May I ask who you are..."

Puyi quickly replied, "I am Lord Chen's student, specifically here to request an audience with my teacher."

Unexpectedly, the woman didn't announce him but just invited Puyi in. The entrance opened into the living room, which was furnished very simply and neatly. The woman went to the room on the south side, pushed open the door, and said, "Mr. Chen, your student is here to see you."

"Oh." Puyi's familiar voice came from inside the room; it was indeed Chen Baochen. Puyi couldn't hold back anymore and quickly walked to the door and shouted, "Teacher, it's me..."

He wanted to say more, but felt his throat choke up, and he couldn't speak the rest of the words.

Chen Baochen inside the room was stunned, then hurriedly turned around and asked, "Is it the Emperor?"

The woman was stunned, not understanding what Chen Baochen meant. But Chen Baochen also realized that his words were inappropriate at this time, so he quickly said, "Come in quickly."

A moment later, the door closed. Chen Baochen stood up tremblingly, wanting to bow to Puyi. Puyi felt a warmth in his heart; for so many years, no one had treated him like this. He quickly supported his teacher, asked him to sit down, and then performed the student's bow to his teacher.

Chen Baochen lowered his voice slightly, "Your Majesty, how have you been these years? How are your studies?"

Puyi's nose soured, and his eyes grew hot. As the saying goes, a teacher is like a father; others wouldn't care about his studies immediately like caring for a child. Suppressing the emotions that were about to surge out, Puyi slowly introduced his experiences over these years to his teacher. Finally finishing telling him that he had already graduated from the Japanese Army War College, Puyi stopped his narration temporarily. He really wanted to hear what his teacher would ask next.

He saw his teacher Chen Baochen pause for a while before opening his mouth to ask, "Your Majesty, do you want to return to China?"

Puyi was unable to answer for a moment. He wanted to return to China, but he didn't want to return like this. This hesitation allowed Chen Baochen to see through Puyi's thoughts. Chen Baochen sighed, "Your Majesty, it is better to return."

Puyi hesitated for another moment before asking, "Why?"
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Chen Baochen was born in 1848. In the 7th year of the Tongzhi reign (1868), he passed the imperial examination as a *Jinshi* and was appointed as a *Shujishi* (Bachelor) of the Hanlin Academy, successively serving as a Compiler and Expositor-in-Waiting. Known for his outspoken admonitions, he, along with Zhang Zhidong, Zhang Peilun, and Bao Ting, became known as the "Four Remonstrants of the Grand Council."

He served as the Education Commissioner of Jiangxi and was promoted to Academician of the Grand Secretariat and Vice Minister of Rites. After the Sino-French War, he was demoted and removed from office because Tang Jiong and Xu Yanxu, whom he had recommended, failed in their duties. He returned to his hometown in retirement, where he developed local education.

In the first year of the Xuantong reign (1909), he was recalled to the capital to serve as the Director of the Institute of Rites, Advisor to the Privy Council, and Deputy Commander of the Bordered Red Banner Han Army. He became the tutor of the Xuantong Emperor, Puyi, and supervised the compilation of the *Veritable Records of Emperor Dezong*.

At this moment, seeing his student Puyi hesitating about returning to China, a feeling of pity spontaneously arose in Chen Baochen's heart. Chen Baochen probed, "Your Majesty, this old subject has lived in Tianjin for several years and has seen the changes in Tianjin with his own eyes. Counting from the day Your Majesty left Tianjin for Japan, in just six years, Tianjin's prosperity has increased more than tenfold. Although other places in Hebei are not equal to Tianjin, they are all flourishing day by day. Viewing this, the world today can be described as a land of splendor."

Hearing his teacher speak like this, Puyi could not help but feel somewhat sad, and even felt an inexplicable sense of shame. After a moment of silence, Puyi sighed, "Teacher, We... the Great Qing's land of splendor has been lost just like that. We truly have no face to see Our ancestors."

Chen Baochen had confirmed that Puyi still could not accept the reality that there was no hope for the restoration of the Qing Dynasty. Thinking of the changes in China now, Chen Baochen felt pain in his heart. He staggered to his feet, intending to kneel before Puyi. Puyi was by no means the unaccustomed-to-labor youth of those years; with quick eyes and hands, he grabbed hold of Chen Baochen. "Teacher, why go this far?"

Chen Baochen was helped into a chair by Puyi. He grasped Puyi's arm, his face already covered in tears, and choked out, "This old subject... this old subject has served as an official for decades. Internally, I could not settle the country; externally, I could not quell foreign aggression. Clearly, the nation could have awed the Four Seas, yet I could only watch helplessly as the Imperial Court suffered defeat after defeat, forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation. Holding a sinecure like a corpse, muddled and incompetent, I have failed the Court, failed Your Majesty..."

Puyi felt equally sad in his heart but hurriedly comforted him, "Teacher, this matter should be borne by the Grand Councilors and the Senior Grand Secretary. How can it be blamed on Teacher..." Saying this, Puyi also could not help but shed tears.

Master and disciple wept opposite each other. After a good while, Chen Baochen wiped away his tears and asked Puyi to sit down. "Your Majesty, if He Rui were to proclaim himself emperor, Your Majesty could move overseas to plan for restoration. However, the imperial system has now been cut off. If the Great Qing is restored, it would be making an enemy of China. If someone wants to restore Manchuria and wants to use Your Majesty, Your Majesty must absolutely not be deceived by such villains."

Puyi was shaken internally and hesitated to speak. Studying in Japan had indeed broadened his horizons. Previously, he had only learned statecraft from his teachers, but he actually didn't understand it at all. In the military academy, he learned many subjects including Organizational Engineering, acquiring a knowledge system of the middle and high levels. Only then did everything connect from top to bottom, making him suddenly see the light. He understood what the "methods of emperors" were, and what supported those methods. Therefore, Puyi was very clear that for his own people to want to proclaim himself emperor again was a fantasy. The theoretical method to restore the country was to first have a territory. Just like He Rui back then, first control the Northeast, accumulate strength, and then plot for the world.

Of course, this was only a theoretically feasible plan. Puyi also knew this was actually impossible.

However, Chen Baochen being so explicit in telling Puyi to cut off the thought of rebuilding Manchuria was equivalent to telling Puyi there was absolutely no possibility of restoration. If Puyi were already willing to accept such a result, he would have chosen to return to China to develop long ago. How could he be hesitant on this matter?

Chen Baochen did not want to persuade Puyi to give up the idea of restoration; he knew such things could not be persuaded away. Chen Baochen knew that if he himself encountered an opportunity to truly restore the Qing, he would also strive for it with all his might, let alone Puyi. So just as Chen Baochen wanted to continue persuading Puyi, Puyi spoke first, "Teacher, if I can establish achievements like He Rui, can the country be restored?"

Hearing this, Chen Baochen only wanted to smile bitterly. Yet he replied, "Don't speak of establishing achievements like He Rui; even if it were only half, the whole country would certainly ask Your Majesty to resume the throne."

After speaking, Chen Baochen saw Puyi purse his lips and remain silent. Although Chen Baochen did not want to strike a blow to Puyi, he had to harden his heart and continue, "However, right now, Your Majesty would have to establish achievements surpassing He Rui. Therefore, this old subject still asks Your Majesty to return to the country and enter politics as soon as possible. Only in this way can Your Majesty serve the country at an early date."

Puyi had long considered this path. If the current situation were the chaotic times of earlier years, it would be one thing. But now He Rui's government had already established order. If he wanted to build up Puyi's reputation under He Rui's order, the He Rui government would absolutely not allow it. So Puyi had long since given up on this idea. Since the problem could not be solved relying on forces within China, the only thing left to rely on was foreign countries.

While he was thinking, he heard Chen Baochen advise, "Your Majesty, this old subject knows that Your Majesty certainly excelled in studies in Japan and broadened your horizons, able to include the entire world in your planning. But what Your Majesty must ultimately strive for is to be the Master of China. Back then, Sun Wen plotted rebellion. The southern rebel party all waited for Sun Wen to return from overseas with a large sum of money. When Sun Wen returned penniless, the rebel party feigned compliance with Sun Wen. In the end, it was Yuan Shikai who became the Grand President. If Your Majesty stays far away from China, China will not know Your Majesty's name. Even if there is a change in China, it will only allow the likes of Yuan Shikai within the country to profit."

Puyi of course knew Chen Baochen was right, but to truly admit this matter would be equivalent to Puyi admitting that restoration was completely hopeless. Puyi could not admit such a thing no matter what.

Seeing Puyi like this, Chen Baochen had to ask, "Your Majesty, this old subject knows Your Majesty has succeeded in your studies, so I would like to ask Your Majesty about a few international matters."

Puyi then replied, "Please ask, Teacher."

"Will the current Japan be willing to be an enemy of China?"

Puyi smiled bitterly in his heart. If Japan were willing to be an enemy of China, Puyi would not be considering returning to the country. He answered, "No."

"Then will France and the Soviet Union be willing to be enemies of China?"

Puyi was very helpless, shook his head, and answered, "No."

"If Britain and the United States were to be enemies of China, could they win?" Chen Baochen pressed.

When Puyi was attending the Army War College in Japan, when the school taught strategy, they had conducted such strategic war games. If the United States wanted to attack China, it could only rely on its navy. Although the US Navy had a ratio of 5.5, the Japanese Navy also had a ratio of 3.75. Therefore, the US Navy's Pacific Fleet had absolutely no ability to defeat the Japanese Navy and occupy Japan. Naturally, it was powerless to launch an attack on China.

If Britain wanted to attack China, it would first have to annihilate China's military forces in Upper Burma and Assam. This would require Britain to deploy 2 million army troops in British India now. Just the money for conscription and troop transport would probably be more than the British government's current finances could sustain. But Britain had to do this, because a Britain that lost India would be no different from a castrated eunuch.

For China, the worst situation would simply be Britain and the United States joining hands to launch an attack on China. But if Britain and the US wanted to go to war with China, they would need to get France's support, or at least let France remain neutral. France's old enemy was Germany. If Britain and the US wanted to persuade France, they would have to accept France's plan to dismember Germany.

Once Germany was dismembered and became a pile of small states, France would naturally become the hegemon of the European continent. Britain's strategy for hundreds of years had been to strike at any hegemonic power attempting to rule the European continent. Britain would rather lose India than allow a hegemon to appear on the European continent. And although the United States was separated from the European continent by an Atlantic Ocean, it would not be happy to see a unified power appear on the European continent either.

If Britain and the US gambled, believing France would not intervene in the war with China, as long as Britain's army and navy main forces left Europe, Britain would run a huge risk: losing India while also having France control the European continent.

The result of the Japanese Army War College's strategic war game was that China's current strategic situation was extremely superior. Surrounding countries either had mutual security trust with China or were already on the path of strategic cooperation. Countries that presented a war risk, because the strategic risk of starting a war against China was too great, would not start a war against China.

Such a superior strategic situation did not fall from the sky. It was He Rui who, with keen judgment and precise grasping of timing, decisively established economic cooperation relations with France when the franc's status was at a low point and French finance was weak and powerless. Through cooperation, the franc returned to a position where it could compete with the pound and the dollar. Based on the needs of its own fundamental interests, France could only firmly support the China-France quasi-alliance relationship.

The instructors of the strategy course at the Japanese Army War College highly praised the China-France cooperation, considering it a classic case of "the skilled warrior has no illustrious merit." As a country outside the European region, China achieved a strategic construct through completely peaceful means that war might not necessarily have achieved. The China-France alliance constructed France's economic strength in Europe, promoted cooperation between China and France on a global scale, and also excluded the intervention of extra-regional powers in East Asia without moving a single soldier. This was undoubtedly a masterpiece of strategic construction.

Puyi knew that this strategy of He Rui's was definitely not targeted at him, but the China-France quasi-ally strategy promoted by He Rui for China had indeed created insurmountable difficulties for Puyi's restoration strategy. If Britain and the US could not construct a strategy to defeat He Rui, then why would Britain and the US support Puyi's restoration?

Chen Baochen did not know that Puyi already possessed the ability to understand strategy. If he knew, he would certainly be moved to strike the table and stand up. But Chen Baochen's eyes, having experienced the ways of the world, also saw that Puyi had indeed lost confidence in using foreign powers to restore the country. This reassured Chen Baochen quite a bit.

Although the Manchu Qing was unwilling, it had at least chosen to actively give up imperial power. If the Manchu Qing loyalists once became traitors to the country, the undercurrent of hostility towards the Qing Dynasty in society would instantly erupt, and everything remaining of the Manchu Qing would inevitably suffer a thorough liquidation. As a loyal minister of the Manchu Qing, Chen Baochen did not wish for the Manchu Qing's ending to be like this.

Puyi did not notice his teacher's reaction at this moment. Even just reviewing strategic thinking made him feel exhausted, and his mood became exceptionally heavy. Strategic judgment was called "temple calculation" in China; once it failed, it could very well lead to the result of the Imperial Ancestral Temple being destroyed.

Puyi's lips quivered slightly. He had another idea, but he dared not say it. Knowing clearly that this idea was actually unreliable, in his despair, this idea became increasingly striking like a life-saving straw, so much so that Puyi could not drive this idea out of his mind no matter what. As he struggled with this thought, the thought instead expanded, eager to burst out. To hold back this thought from exiting his mouth, Puyi expended a great deal of energy.

Seeing Puyi hesitate to speak several times, Chen Baochen said, "Does Your Majesty have something to say to this old subject?"

Puyi could not help but lick his lips first, then bit his lips. He really couldn't hold it back, and finally lowered his voice and said, "Teacher, He Rui likes to show his face in public, and his whereabouts are also easily known. If a group of loyal and devoted men suddenly launched an attack..."

Just as he said this, Chen Baochen had already stood up abruptly. The 84-year-old man's eyes were already wide with rage, and he asked loudly, "Which dog of a thief gave Your Majesty this idea?!"

Puyi was suppressed by his teacher's imposing manner and actually dared not answer that it was his own thought. But apart from this method, Puyi could already think of no other possibility that could reverse the current strategic situation. The Manchu Qing had been destroyed for 21 years now, and the Beiyang government had changed masters three times in these 21 years. Yuan Shikai, Duan Qirui plus Xu Shichang, and He Rui. He Rui truly taking charge of the world could count from 1924, only 8 years ago. Killing He Rui was undoubtedly the only feasible plan that could change China's situation. If He Rui died, the world would certainly return to strife and turmoil. He Rui's subordinates, the ministers who rose with the dragon, were now all between thirty and forty-five years old. Facing immense power, this group of people would absolutely not easily yield to others. Fierce internal strife would inevitably erupt.

Facing He Rui, Puyi felt he was probably really not up to it. But facing He Rui's subordinates, Puyi felt he probably still had the ability to contend with them...

"Your Majesty, speak! Who exactly gave you this idea!" Chen Baochen's voice, which could almost be considered a roar, interrupted Puyi's thoughts, making Puyi's body tremble.

And at this moment, Chen Baochen only felt as if his whole body had been struck by lightning, and as if being roasted by a raging fire. Having lived 84 years, passing the imperial exam and entering the court as an official at 20, what hadn't Chen Baochen seen in 64 years! The so-called loyalty and righteousness, the so-called fearlessness of death, were all bullshit. As long as they were caught, there wasn't one who didn't just beg for a way to live.

...No, Chen Baochen only knew one person in his life like that, and that was Shi Dakai of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Back then, Shi Dakai was deceived by Luo Bingzhang into surrendering in exchange for his subordinates' lives, and was sentenced to death by *lingchi* (slow slicing). *Lingchi* execution really involved cutting a thousand times. Shi Dakai did not utter a word during the torture, did not cry out in pain, and did not beg for mercy. Those who saw it with their own eyes were all shocked, believing his liver and gall were cast of iron.

Where among the Manchu Qing loyalists were there such people? As long as they really assassinated He Rui, as long as they were captured, they would certainly confess. There was no need to consider these people taking poison to commit suicide immediately upon seeing things fail.

And even if these people really had the courage to take poison and commit suicide without leaking information, how could people not understand what was going on if a group of Manchus went to assassinate He Rui?

Nowadays, almost every family among the Chinese people had invited He Rui's portrait to hang in their halls. The world all believed He Rui had rebuilt the mountains and rivers, his merit comparable to Qin Shi Huang and Emperor Wu of Han. If He Rui didn't die, perhaps He Rui wouldn't be too excessive. It would just be the total destruction of the Manchu Qing loyalists. Even if He Rui died, those people under him wouldn't be dead. The first thing this group of people would do would inevitably be to avenge He Rui. At that time, the Manchus would certainly have no way to live, and at least half of the former Manchu Qing officials probably wouldn't escape clan extermination.

Chen Baochen stared at his student Puyi's guilty look, wishing he could read directly from Puyi's brain who exactly had given Puyi the idea. Suddenly, Chen Baochen only felt a buzz in his brain, and then lost all consciousness.

Puyi looked at his teacher Chen Baochen staring at him like an angry guardian deity at this moment, and only felt the shirt on his back had been soaked with sweat. He originally just couldn't think of a way at all, so he said this sentence casually. Puyi himself had studied in military school for so many years, how could he not know how hard it was to want to assassinate a head of state? Moreover, China was not like those places in Europe where assassination was a trend. Did he really think He Rui would deliberately seek death like that foolish Crown Prince Archduke Ferdinand of the Austro-Hungarian Empire?

The reason Ferdinand was successfully assassinated was that he ran to Sarajevo, a major city of an enemy country. Even if He Rui showed his face in public, he only went to places like villages, factories, schools, mines, and military camps. With He Rui's current prestige, the people in those places regarded He Rui as an emperor, or even as the Son of Heaven. The talk of assassination was a big joke.

Seeing his teacher so annoyed, Puyi did not dare to speak either. He only wanted to wait for his teacher to cool down first, and then muddle through this topic.

But his teacher remained motionless in a posture pointing a finger at Puyi. Not long after, his teacher's body began to sway slightly, and a moment later he collapsed to the ground in a posture like a puppet with cut strings, his head even knocking against the chair with a thud.

Puyi was scared and hurriedly went forward to help his teacher Chen Baochen up, only to see Chen Baochen's eyes only opened a slit. In the slit, only the whites of the eyes were visible, not the pupils. Terrified, Puyi was already shouting at the door, "Come quickly! Someone come quickly! Send him to the hospital, quickly send him to the hospital."

A moment later, Puyi sobered up. He directly carried his teacher Chen Baochen on his shoulder, pulled open the door, and walked out. But he didn't expect the nanny had already rushed to the door, and the two collided. Enduring the severe pain in his chin, Puyi shouted at the nanny who was covering her forehead in pain, "Quickly open the door, go to the hospital!"
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As a famous remnant of the old dynasty, Chen Baochen's passing only became known to those acquainted with him after his obituary was published in the *Tianjin Daily*.

Most of the apartments in the Xinyuan Residential District, diagonally opposite the Wenlin Garden, were 140 square meters in size. In the living room on the fourth floor of Building 3, four people sat around a table. The man sitting on the east side flicked ash into the ashtray with his left hand, while his right hand felt a mahjong tile. Without even looking at it, he discarded it, saying simultaneously, "4 Dots."

The player to his right (downstream) did not possess such tactile skill. He picked up the tile, looked at it, and then discarded it. "East Wind. Do you gentlemen intend to offer incense before Elder Chen's spirit tablet?"

"Looking for trouble?" The man on the west side laughed, drawing a tile at the same time. He immediately smiled, swapped a tile from his hand, and hesitated for a moment before choosing one to discard. "Red Dragon."

"Pong!" The player on the east side immediately shouted. Taking the tile and displaying the set before him, he sighed, "If *that person* wasn't keeping vigil, I would actually like to go. 9 Dots."

"Chow." The player to the east's right took the discard. "I heard that person wants to emulate the Current High Official, having finished military academy in Japan. But I don't know if he will return to China. 1 Bamboo."

"Emulate the Current High Official? Hehe. Who said that? Elder Chen? Red Dragon."

"Anyway, that's what people say. This reminds me of something I heard Elder Zhang say recently. 2 Bamboo."

The other three stopped their hands and asked, "What did Elder Zhang say?"

"Elder Zhang said, if you don't have a diamond drill, don't take on porcelain work. The children of the Zhang family won't go into entrepreneurship; they just learn a trade. If they have ability, they can become scientists, engineers, doctors, or teachers. If they lack ability, they can drive a taxi or work as a chef. If they really can't do anything, delivering packages or sweeping streets is fine. If the family is fortunate enough to have someone who truly has no skill but also causes no trouble, letting them be a professional student for a lifetime, reading books every day—that is the family's good fortune."

Hearing this, the man on the east side sighed. "Sigh... hurry up and draw."

The interrupted cycle of tiles resumed. "East Wind. I say..."

"Don't say anything. You missed drawing a tile; if you play another, you'll be a *Xiang Gong* (ineligible to win due to wrong tile count)!" the man on the east warned.

"Oh..." The player who almost went ineligible drew a tile. "I feel Elder Zhang can now be described as having the air of an immortal sage."

"2 Dots. What does Elder Zhang lack in this life? Of course, he has an immortal air. Although they say wealth doesn't last three generations, if the Zhang family descendants can truly listen to his exhortations, I'm afraid their family's money couldn't be exhausted even in ten generations."

"Hehe. Ten generations of prominence? Concealed Kong! Come, come, come, pay up quickly." This player already had a smile on his face.

The other three each pinched two paper slips and threw them in front of him. The man on the east sighed, "Speaking of which, Chief Duan's son is quite disappointing to no one; he's already a National Master. Although playing Go is useless, staying in the Go Academy every day means he isn't squandering the family fortune. Look at how he spent money like water in the early years; the money he's spent in these past few years is probably less than what he used to spend in a single month."

"6 Characters. In the early years, only people in Tianjin Wei knew of Young Master Duan, holding his stinking feet to curry favor with Chief Duan. Now the whole world knows him. A few days ago, Old Zhang from Yunnan wrote a letter asking if the person mentioned in the newspapers was Young Master Duan. Tsk tsk tsk. Looking at it this way, Elder Zhang's family instructions are the true path to preserving a family."

"Mm. That's what they say, but seeing those factory owners making money, it doesn't feel good in the heart. 1 Character."

"Kong!" shouted happily. He rubbed his hands together. "Wait a moment, let me get a 'Blossoming on the Kong'! Haha! 3 Dots! I'm waiting on 3, 6, 9! Mahjong!"

"Ha! Then why didn't you win on a discard?"

"How much is a discard worth? With 3, 6, 9, of course, I want to self-draw."

The other three paid up. Amidst the clattering sound of shuffling tiles, the man on the west sighed, "Which industry should we invest our money in now?"

"Leave it to fate. None of us understand business; it's better to just buy some shares and wait for the year-end dividends. Besides, investing in anything makes money now, so why think so much?"

"If only state-owned companies sold shares too."

"What are you thinking! You want to fish for money from the Current High Official's coin purse?"

As they spoke, music drifted in; the performance of the funeral band from the funeral home could be heard outside the window. As the men stacked their tiles, the topic returned to Chen Baochen.

"Do you say *that person* will stay in China?"

"Stay in China to do what? Who would dare use him?"

"For *that person* to send off Elder Chen can be considered fulfilling the sentiments of a master and disciple."

"...Hehe." Someone just chuckled. Some matters always gave rise to associations, but regarding Puyi, these former Qing officials were unwilling to say too much.

The previous round was won by the South player. He picked up two dice and threw them into the ring of mahjong tiles. The dice rolled around and stopped steady. "6, opposite."

The North player picked up one die and knocked it against the other. The two dice collided and flipped, resulting in two red 4s facing up.

"Oh, a Leopard (pair)," the East player laughed.

"Missing two dots." The North player's expression turned serious. "Now the government prohibits pornography, gambling, and drugs. It's fine for us to play a few rounds of mahjong with small stakes. But if anyone violates government regulations, don't come to my house, and definitely don't come looking for me."

The other three were stunned for a moment, then the East player laughed. "The Current High Official has written several masterpieces on psychology, and we have studied the books of sages for so many years. If we can't even achieve this, then we are seeking our own deaths. I haven't played those things for a long time either; I was just speaking casually."

In this round, South was the dealer. South cut the deck and took two stacks. The others took their tiles with crisp sounds. After each took three stacks, the dealer took the jump tile. After arranging his hand, a smile appeared. He discarded a tile, "North Wind."

"Pong!" The East player took the tile and continued, "Gentlemen, my family has opened a car rental company. I wonder if anyone is interested in buying a few cars to join in. 1 Dot."

"Pong!" The North dealer said, "You need shareholders for bicycles? 1 Bamboo."

"Pong!" The East player said, revealing his two 1 Bamboos. "Not bicycles, trucks."

The other three were stunned. The East player was leisurely and content. "3 Characters."

The player to his right asked while drawing a tile, "Isn't opening a trucking company good? Why go into rental? North Wind."

"Yes, who can afford to rent a truck?"

The East player shook his head. "Now the government is heavily promoting vocational training. There are many people who can drive, but few who can afford to buy a vehicle. Have you gentlemen not seen how many roads have been built now? National highways, provincial highways, even the townships have dirt roads. With roads, trucks can run."

"5 Characters. What if those people break the trucks? What if they crash? What if someone gets killed?"

The East player lit another cigarette. "Originally, I didn't know what to do about these things either. Now the government has promulgated the Contract Law; we handle things according to the contract. I have already hired some experts and asked them to help me work out the regulations for cost control and risk control."

The other three were quite interested upon hearing this and chatted while playing. After eight rounds of mahjong were finished, the four stopped and went with the East player to his company.

Walking out the door, they saw that Wenlin Garden was no different from usual. The number of people entering and exiting had not increased or decreased because of the mourning hall set up for Chen Baochen. Listening to the playing of the funeral band in the courtyard, someone sighed, "Speaking of which, the Great Qing has been gone for twenty-one years."

The other three also felt somewhat emotional. The East player said, "There are still this many remnants of the old era now. In a few more years, we probably won't see any of them."

Puyi was currently dressed in mourning sackcloth, greeting guests together with Chen Baochen's family. When visitors offered incense and kowtowed to Chen Baochen, Puyi would kowtow in return along with Chen Baochen's children who had rushed back. But there were few visitors, and Puyi spent most of the time waiting numbly. The initial remorse had already numbed Puyi; he had never imagined that he would be the one to personally send his teacher off. At this moment, only one thought remained in Puyi's mind: leave China as soon as possible and never return to this sad place.

After keeping the wake for three days, Puyi personally carried the coffin for his teacher's funeral. On the fourth day, Puyi bought a plane ticket back to Japan and returned there.

The Security Bureau was not very clear about the cause of Chen Baochen's death. According to the hospital's death report, Chen Baochen died from a sudden stroke. Although there was an impact to the head, this impact was not the cause of death.

Moreover, in the intelligence gathered by the Security Bureau, the relationship between Puyi and Chen Baochen was very good, with no animosity. Therefore, there was no plan to detain Puyi for investigation. Seeing Puyi board the plane with absolutely no intention of staying in China, the Tianjin Security Bureau felt much relieved. The Security Bureau's work was already strenuous enough; they truly did not want to spend more energy on Puyi.
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On July 13, 1932, at the Ministry of Commerce's monthly work meeting, Minister Li Chenggang listened carefully to the summary of data for the first half of the year.

"...We applied textile technology introduced from Japan to our own equipment, finally producing cotton yarn of quality surpassing that of France. Fabrics made from this yarn have received a good response in the French market. Although our fabrics have begun to sell in France, French acceptance of our ready-made garments remains very low... In terms of metal products, at this stage, only sales of multi-speed bicycles and the 'Type 28' agricultural bicycles have been successful in France, with annual sales volume for both exceeding 30,000 units... Traditional advantage items such as porcelain and silk are performing well... Tea sales achieved huge success after we opened direct-sale stores... Pharmaceutical sales are very successful..."

The data on the long list was summarized into a report for the Minister. Li Chenggang scanned it and basically understood the situation. In the aggregated data, for the first six months of 1932, China exported goods worth 2.9 billion to France, mostly light industrial products. Imports from France amounted to 4.1 billion Francs, mostly bulk commodities and heavy industrial products. The deficit was as high as 1.2 billion Francs, or approximately 20 million Pounds.

Looking purely at the data, only half the time had passed. The annual deficit could potentially reach 2.5 billion Francs. For China's current GDP of 120 billion Chinese Yuan—roughly 120 billion Francs—this did not seem like a large figure. But if this situation was not reversed, it would inevitably become a major issue.

However, at the State Council work meeting the next day, the Ministry of Commerce didn't mention this at all. Minister Li Chenggang quietly listened to the Minister of Finance's report. "GDP reached 70.4 billion Yuan in the first half of the year, exceeding the plan. Repayment of French loans begins this year. Due to this excess, we do not plan to increase taxes or issue bonds in the second half of the year..."

These reports had to be made public. Seeing these numbers, the private financial press immediately got excited. Various editors began to write articles around these figures. On July 16, the headlines of several private newspapers were *China Begins to Fall into Debt Crisis*.

These newspapers were not fabricating things; the data they cited was official data released by the state. Starting in 1932, the 20 billion Francs borrowed from France had to be repaid over 10 years, at 2 billion Francs per year. The trade deficit with France was 1.2 billion Francs in the first half; multiplied by two, the full year might reach 2.5 billion. For just France alone, the deficit would be 2.0 + 2.5 = 4.5 billion Francs.

For example, the Asian edition of *The Times* did a simple calculation: China now has a population of about 500 million, so on average, every Chinese person loses 9 Francs per year.

Those concerned with this news were concentrated in the cities. Having read many foreign newspapers over the years, and with Chinese officials having written some commentary articles on this, Chinese readers had a concept: the Asian editions of various national newspapers served their motherlands, not truly China. Furthermore, the relationship between Britain and France was no secret to current Chinese readers. People reading these newspapers understood that the current exchange rate between the Chinese Yuan and the Franc was roughly 1:1. Even if every Chinese person bought 9 Francs worth of goods annually, it wouldn't impact life for current Chinese people. The British newspapers wrote this to incite Chinese public aversion to French goods.

There was no lack of pro-British elements in China, and many of them were in the press. For various purposes, the articles written by this group somewhat echoed British views. The number of educated people in China had exploded, and many readers among them, while not pro-British, had begun to care about national affairs. After seeing this news, their emotions were inevitably affected.

By August, the Security Bureau discovered some fake news. For example, that 1 Franc exchanged for 10 Chinese Yuan. The Security Bureau immediately reported this, and Minister of Propaganda Li Runshi soon received the transferred file. Li Runshi thought for a moment and understood where the problem lay. He immediately requested official newspapers to publish introductory articles with "China's Exchange Rate and International Rates" as the propaganda point.

He Rui did not say anything after learning of this news, but he greatly appreciated Li Runshi's quick reaction. He Rui ordered the Security Bureau to investigate which channels these fake rumors were released from.

At the end of August, a report was delivered to He Rui. According to intelligence collected at this stage, the fake news that the exchange rate between the Franc and RMB was 1:10 was not released by pro-British figures, nor by pro-French figures. The likely source was some Chinese radicals with low cultural quality.

The Chinese public currently did not like foreign countries. It had only been eight years since He Rui unified China in 1924. From 1840 to 1924, 84 years had passed. The humiliation accumulated over 84 years could not possibly disappear completely in eight years. And those radicals were fierce nationalists, with political stances similar to radicals in foreign countries. They all high-profilely praised the Chinese nation, believing China to be the most excellent nation in the world, with the duty and responsibility to rule the world.

He Rui, who had similar experiences in his youth, understood this group very well. Although their cognitive level was not high due to a lack of knowledge structure, they could not be discussed as a "hate-the-country party." Moreover, China's radicals were Chinese after all. Although they would loudly sing "Hungrily feasting on the flesh of the barbarians, laughingly drinking the blood of the Xiongnu" from *Man Jiang Hong*, Chinese radicals would not truly do so themselves. At least while the Chinese government was not a fascist government like that of the little mustache, they would never be that radical.

Although He Rui did not care, some comrades in the Central Committee had to care. At a central meeting, someone asked Li Runshi how to deal with the domestic talk about the 4.5 billion Franc annual deficit with France.

Li Runshi looked calm. "Regarding lies, we can conduct propaganda. This emotional concern is based on reality; the Propaganda Department does not believe we need to make any targeted response to the people's normal emotional reactions."

Hearing Li Runshi speak to this extent, the other ministers who asked questions did not continue. Because asking further would be equivalent to questioning whether the Minister of Propaganda was stating his personal will as the decision of the Propaganda Department. Questioning to that degree would be trying to force the Minister of Propaganda to step down, belonging to the realm of fierce political struggle. Although the current public sentiment made some ministers feel perhaps they shouldn't let it be, this was just personal opinion. In the current government which emphasized professionalism, they could only wait for things to develop further.

He Rui did not interject, because it was not appropriate to say anything at this time. The central meeting continued with work briefings. The Minister of Finance introduced the current financial problems, "...Since the conclusion of the Prime Minister-level meeting of the Asian Coal and Steel Community, Japan has begun to adjust its industrial chain. Based on current data, total steel demand for 1932 is around 18 million tons. Our country's steel production has reached 11.59 million tons, and Japan's steel production is about 5.41 million tons. Since a portion of steel demand can be released next year, the gap of nearly 1 million tons of steel will lead to an increase in steel prices this year. Currently, domestic inflation is appearing in various fields. Regarding views on controlling inflation, we hope the Central Bank can provide ideas for a solution."

After the Ministry of Finance finished speaking, the Governor of the Central Bank spoke. "According to the Central Bank's assessment, the inflation problem will continue for 2-4 years before production capacity is insufficient and the import process for bulk raw materials is optimized..."

Even though the central leaders were all quite self-possessed, they couldn't help but be a bit unable to endure at this point, and a stir went through the conference room.

He Rui, however, appreciated the Central Bank's current performance. In a modern country, the main work of the Ministry of Finance is to reduce unemployment by developing the economy, while the main work of the Central Bank is to control inflation by controlling currency issuance and circulation direction. If a country's economy develops at high speed while simultaneously being in a situation of low unemployment and low inflation, this stage will inevitably become a famous Golden Age in that country's history, and "good old days" that its nationals will miss later. The good old days are missed because such a situation rarely occurs.

Under normal circumstances, it would be this kind of situation where the Ministry of Finance and the Central Bank seem to be running in opposite directions, yet have to discuss with each other, compromise with each other, and each issue part of the policy, trying to seek a current optimal balance point between high growth, low unemployment, and low inflation.

That the current Central Committee could build to this extent meant that China had already entered a considerable degree of industrialization. He Rui was very satisfied with this. However, what He Rui was satisfied with were the construction achievements; the immediate problems had not been solved.

The Governor of the Central Bank explained the source of high inflation to the comrades of the Central Committee. China was currently in a process of rapid urbanization. The core cities in the economic circles planned by the central government were all experiencing a stage of rapid expansion in urban scale. The weak consumption power of the Chinese people at present was insufficient to buy houses in full, and China's urban planning did not accept the appearance of slums. Therefore, cities built large numbers of small apartments and provided loans for buying houses. This generated huge debts, which were manifested in the form of currency.

Enterprises and laborers participating in infrastructure construction all received large amounts of currency. Consumption generated by large amounts of currency directly pulled up prices. At this stage, China had borrowed huge foreign debts and invested them in the synthetic ammonia and internal combustion engine industries. These two industries promoted rural growth and the improvement of logistics and transportation capabilities. A considerable part of infrastructure construction was roads. With roads, logistics became even fiercer. This led to a greatly increased circulation volume of various commodities, which was different from the agricultural era economy. After huge demand was released, it directly led to price increases.

Moreover, huge market demand led to more private capital pouring into the production field. This caused the speed of price increases to increase a lot.

After introducing the recent data, the Governor of the Central Bank said very firmly, "At this stage, the Central Bank can only continue to release currency in response to demand. If we do not release so much currency for loans, it is very likely to lead to the bankruptcy of a huge number of enterprises."
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After the Central Bank Governor explained why the money supply would not be reduced, he continued, "However, the peak of additional currency issuance will end within two years, and domestic consumption power is expected to peak within four years. At that time, prices will fall. Moreover, a large number of enterprises will go bankrupt due to poor management. Therefore, the Central Bank assesses that this round of inflation triggered by massive investment will end in two to four years."

The central leaders were all pondering this; such an uncontrolled state made the comrades very unaccustomed. Especially hearing that a vast number of enterprises would go bankrupt, which would bring more uncertainty.

What Li Runshi thought of at this moment was what He Rui had said to him even earlier: "You are too kind; you always hope that enterprises won't go bankrupt."

Hearing the speech of Central Bank Governor Ping Jin, the shock in Li Runshi's heart was far greater than he had imagined. For those enterprises, bankruptcy would affect a very large number of people. However, He Rui's attitude was much "less kind." He Rui only cared about the survivors of cruel competition; the losers would get no sympathy from He Rui at all.

The only thing that made Li Runshi feel somewhat better was probably that He Rui attached great importance to the masses. Universal education, providing adult training, striving to increase employment opportunities, ensuring minimum wages, establishing labor laws and trade unions, and ensuring the legal rights of workers.

Li Runshi could feel that in He Rui's spiritual world, there probably did not exist the "beautiful pastoral life" imagined by agricultural society. Improving the people's strength was to enable the people to have the strength to survive in a society full of competition. As for how painful this competition was, He Rui was very clear. He Rui had absolutely no intention of restricting legitimate competition.

Li Runshi did not oppose legitimate competition, but he could clearly feel that the cost of this competition was tremendous waste. Li Runshi had never spoken his thoughts; in Li Runshi's worldview, human history spiraled upwards, not in a straight line. Viewing development from this angle, waste was a necessity. Li Runshi believed that there was theoretically no problem with the policies currently implemented in China. As for the tragedies generated within, perhaps they could only be described as inevitable.

After the central work briefing meeting ended, Li Runshi determined that the Center's current focus of work remained on fully promoting economic development. The urgent task at this stage was to improve the efficiency of circulation through infrastructure construction, thereby improving the integration of the industrial chain.

After attending the meeting, Li Runshi returned to his office and began writing a report. But as he wrote, he felt he couldn't continue, so he simply started writing an article. During the writing process, Li Runshi's secretary came twice to remind him that it was late, but although Li Runshi heard it, he turned a deaf ear. By the time the article was finished, Li Runshi looked at his watch and saw it was already 3:00 AM. Without even washing up, Li Runshi went to the bed in the small side room, lay down, and fell asleep in the blink of an eye.

According to regulations, if Li Runshi's article was to be published, it needed the approval of the Party Committee. So Li Runshi's article was quickly sent to the Party Committee, while what He Rui saw were the views of various central leaders on this work briefing. He Rui immediately asked his secretary to get the full text of Li Runshi's article.

Li Runshi's reports and articles were vastly different from He Rui's highly professional style, and He Rui himself was very convinced by Li Runshi. Because in He Rui's view, being grounded meant facing various problems directly and solving them with the mindset of an engineer solving industrial problems. And Li Runshi's articles were equally grounded.

He Rui felt he could see a methodology with Li Runshi's strong personal style from that article Li Runshi was preparing to publish. Using terms from the very traditional Chinese culture Li Runshi possessed, it could also be called "Virtue" (De Xing). It was a virtue of seeking truth from facts, being firm and unwavering, never retreating, not taking anger out on others, and not making the same mistake twice. All of Li Runshi's speeches, reports, and articles were without exception built upon such virtue, but Li Runshi himself never highlighted these. Instead, he started from specific matters and chose the solution most beneficial to the revolutionary work. Profound literary skill, full emotion, and a sunny and upward personal style made He Rui feel as if bathed in a spring breeze while reading. After finishing it, He Rui sighed in his heart: indeed, an Unparalleled National Scholar.

Looking at his own articles again, although He Rui envied Li Runshi's sentiments, he had no way to make his articles like Li Runshi's. Because He Rui firmly believed that the future era would inevitably be a more scientific era, which meant a colder era. The development of technology required human understanding of oneself to reach the level of touching the origin, and the generation of human consciousness itself was based on the human physical body.

Hundreds of millions of years ago, humanity's ancestors in the ancient oceans, resembling fleshy worms, once degenerated their primitive brains. But with changes in the natural environment, humanity's worm-like ancestors evolved new brains. This evolution allowed humanity's ancestors to break free from the brain mode of primitive life and develop a brand-new nervous system. From then on, they were no longer playing the same game of chess as the creatures of that era.

This evolution, in a certain sense, was very similar to the emergence of industrial civilization in human society.

In the tens of millions of years after humanity's worm-like ancestors evolved brains, humans remained a very weak species. Sea scorpions, ammonites, and other creatures were still the overlords of the ocean. It was not until humanity's ancestors evolved jaws and began to possess biting ability that the chess game of tens of millions of years finally underwent a fundamental change. The old overlords were defeated one by one. Hundreds of millions of years later, the creatures dominating the Earth without exception possessed new types of brains and jaws. Although the descendants of other old overlords did not go completely extinct, they were thoroughly kicked out of the ranks of contending for global dominance, only able to struggle for survival in various corners of the Earth.

Just as European civilization, whose civilization level was far inferior to China's, ravaged the world; although they committed monstrous crimes, they still grasped the world's richest resources.

But industrial civilization is a kind of software, not hardware. The Chinese people can completely learn it and continuously advance China's industrialization according to the laws of industrial development itself. The development of industrialization touches upon the essence of humanity, which is also the reason why He Rui could never turn into a literati.

Because He Rui's understanding of the world was extremely materialistic. The human body could originally process a vast number of signals. Any signal that required the brain to realize it needed processing was inevitably a problem the physical body could not solve. Therefore, the signals processed by the brain were destined to be signals processed by the physical body.

If described in the cruel style He Rui favored, the signals received by the brain were destined not to be the truth. If one wanted to face the real world, what was needed was "imagination." The so-called imagination was a ability attempting to restore the essence of the world. This gave rise to the so-called "Geniuses."

The greatest difference of geniuses was, first of all, that their brain structure was different from others. In a certain field, geniuses possessed natural imagination. No matter how complex a problem appeared to others, it was simple and clear in front of geniuses. Geniuses' brains were capable of generating imagination and understanding close to the essence of facts. So from a certain angle, everyone is a genius. To use the words science and engineering men love to say, "That is the manifestation of human genetic diversity."

If this matter were not spoken within a knowledge structure, it would destined to be distorted into views like pedigree theory or racism. But in He Rui's view, this explanation itself was opposing pedigree theory and racism. The uniqueness of a child's brain development was simply not something current science could monitor. So it could only be described by randomness. Since every child's characteristics were random, didn't that precisely prove the natural fallacy of pedigree theory and racism?

For human society, possessing the ability to correctly understand this problem also required a certain amount of talent. Moreover, having talent alone was not enough; one also needed someone to teach them, and through repeated experience and introspection, to accept this matter. This brought about another gateway for social class transition: "To become the backbone of society, first, one must have someone to teach; second, one must be able to afford to lose."

He Rui believed that if human society could develop to a civilization level where everyone had someone to teach and could afford to lose, humanity could probably begin to enter the next stage.

Thinking of this, He Rui read Li Runshi's article once more, feeling truly emotional in his heart. At least Chinese civilization was more progressive than other civilizations in the world. The core of this civilization, which had lasted for ten thousand years, was to admit its own deficiencies, admit it faced problems, and continuously make progress. Rather than the core of European civilization, which pushed blame onto others whenever problems were encountered. That was why Chinese civilization could give birth to an Unparalleled National Scholar like Li Runshi.

Thinking of the gap between himself and Li Runshi in terms of humanism and virtue, although He Rui felt regret, he did not regret it. Humanity had walked to today relying on the division of labor. His own work was obviously not radiant, but rather hacking through thorns and brambles. He Rui believed he must accept such a destiny arrangement.

Putting down Li Runshi's article, He Rui quickly browsed through the reports of other central leaders. It could be seen that everyone was very clear about the urgent task at hand. The first was to enable China to possess large-scale production capabilities in various fields. The second was to continuously improve technological content during investment.

Although Premier Wu Youping and others had not yet been able to see with their own eyes the huge role of the industrial chain in China's industry, at least they had understood the huge role the industrial chain possessed in theory. Especially Wu Youping; as Premier, Wu Youping had also gradually shaken off the "Daddy flavor" (paternalism) within the government in traditional Chinese culture.

The government's job is to provide reasonable policies, not to be both an athlete and a referee. Even for state-owned enterprises, when an enterprise's lifespan reaches its end, preparations should be quickly made for the funeral of the state-owned enterprise dying of natural causes, and the remaining assets should be reorganized. Rather than forcibly extending the life of an enterprise that should have finished, based on the human instinct of fearing death.

The road leading to the next era is destined to be paved with the bones of losers and those who died of natural causes. This is the truth of the world.

If Wu Youping knew He Rui praised him like this, he would definitely smile bitterly. But at this moment, Wu Youping didn't even have the mood to smile bitterly. For a major country like China, a deficit of 4.5 billion Francs in one year was not a major event. Economic operation required confidence; how to release the correct signals was what a major country should care about.

At this moment, sitting before Wu Youping were Commerce Minister Li Chenggang and Propaganda Minister Li Runshi. Li Runshi's job was to understand these things through listening in, and conduct propaganda according to the country's needs. As the Propaganda Minister, Li Runshi must possess the ability to understand the entire government's work and must be able to accurately grasp the level at which the country currently stood. Therefore, although Wu Youping had never voiced his admiration for Li Runshi, his evaluation of Li Runshi in his heart was extremely high.

Facing Commerce Minister Li Chenggang, Wu Youping stated straightforwardly, "In Sino-French economic cooperation, the China Yuan can be directly exchanged for Francs in settlement. Without even an extra handling fee, if China deposits China Yuan directly into the Sino-French Settlement Bank, the settlement bank can exchange it for Francs according to the exchange rate and return it to the Bank of France. So, Minister Li, just introduce the Ministry of Commerce's judgment on exports."

Li Chenggang nodded. He believed Wu Youping would not become flustered just because of that bit of deficit. Hearing Wu Youping's words, Li Chenggang was even more sure his judgment was correct. "Premier, some people will definitely think that with a deficit of 1.2 billion in half a year, the annual deficit will be 2.5 billion. According to current data from the Ministry of Commerce, the share of our industrial products in the French market is constantly expanding. Moreover, our advantageous products are not only traditional products; like in the shipbuilding industry, our advantages are manifesting. Under new shipbuilding processes, the cost of merchant ships using internal combustion engines has already dropped to a level with a certain profit margin. And France is not a major coal country either. We hope the government can communicate with France in this regard. As long as we can sell a batch of merchant ships, our deficit can be greatly reduced."

Wu Youping had read the report. Currently, the international price of a 5,000-ton merchant ship was about 600,000 US dollars, roughly 9 million Francs. Selling 11 ships would be 100 million Francs. If a batch were really sold, several hundred million Francs would be obtained. Furthermore, France's economy was currently booming, and the demand for merchant ships was very large; this was indeed a very good entry point.

"How much will our profit be?" Wu Youping asked. Although specific profit was not something Wu Youping had to manage, Wu Youping was indeed very curious.

Li Chenggang answered confidently, "At this stage, the price of 600,000 US dollars is very competitive. Our profit is about 24%. Later, when the industrial chain is more complete and we no longer need to import some components from foreign countries, our profit could potentially reach 50%. Moreover, the tonnage of ships is also constantly increasing. Being able to produce ten-thousand-ton ships will only take two years."
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Wu Youping was calculating the import and export data in his mind when he heard Li Runshi ask, "Premier, our only significant trade deficit this year is with France. If we publicize this, public sentiment would naturally stabilize. Why not do so?"

Since Li Runshi had grasped the key point, Wu Youping explained, "Because France needs this kind of propaganda. Capital operation under the capitalist model requires confidence. Seeing France running a huge surplus with China gives investors confidence in the future of the French economy. As for the 4.5 billion Francs itself, it doesn't impact China much. We need to immediately increase production capacity and acquire more advanced technology at this stage, so we spend money to buy from France. But ordinary people, and even most people investing in France, don't want to consider these things. Nor do they have the ability to view problems from a macroeconomic perspective. China's GDP reached 120 billion in 1931, so 4.5 billion is only 4%. The growth of our enterprises above designated size reaches 10% annually; a deficit of 4.5 is only one-third of our economic increment. There is no need to deliberately counter this with information."

Li Runshi thought for a moment and continued to ask, "Is this to make investors worldwide believe that they can earn very rich returns in China?"

"Yes. Because we have financial controls, the money earned by foreign companies cannot be easily remitted out of China. Minister Li, in reality, of the 4.5 billion used to repay the Bank of France, 2 billion was transferred into the Bank of France's account at the Sino-French Cooperation Bank. The Bank of France has been lobbying us for years, hoping to allow the Sino-French Cooperation Bank to conduct financial business in China. Even if they can't get the rights for deposit business, they at least hope to get the rights for lending business. We have never agreed. The Sino-French Cooperation Bank can only provide deposit, lending, and exchange services to French companies in China. And provide loans and exchange services to Chinese companies that have obtained import and export licenses and approval.

"As for the so-called potential 2.5 billion surplus money, this is a final statistic. There is no 2.5 billion Francs flowing out of China. There isn't even 2.5 billion Francs. This is denominated in Francs; many French merchants used RMB directly when purchasing goods from China."

Although Li Runshi hadn't been the Minister of Propaganda for long, he had completed a large amount of learning during this period. After listening to Wu Youping's explanation, Li Runshi compared these explanations with the knowledge he had learned and the contents of the Central Committee documents. They matched perfectly, and he already had ideas for the propaganda content in his mind.

Most Chinese people didn't understand foreign trade, and while these summary figures weren't lies, they were numbers derived from various statistics and exchange rate conversions. The Chinese public didn't understand the knowledge involved, lacked the interest to acquire it, and had no scenarios in which to apply it.

Thinking of this, Li Runshi didn't immediately voice the matter he was already considering. He prepared to find a specific time after this meeting to discuss his views on 'social practice' with Wu Youping. For the Propaganda Department, this was not just a job, but also a matter of significant policy perspective.

Seeing that Li Runshi's questions were over, Li Chenggang continued to discuss exports. "Premier. At this stage, China's shipbuilding has gained a huge technological advantage, but this advantage is only available vis-à-vis France. Our main markets are domestic. We currently look forward to expanding trade with Thailand. Thailand also has huge export potential and is also a very good market. The Ministry of Commerce's efforts have reached their limit at this stage; if we want further development, we can only rely on the state coming forward. The Ministry of Commerce has prepared the materials; if the Premier needs them, we will send them over immediately."

Wu Youping just nodded. At this stage, China's main external strength was focused on diplomatic dealings with world powers; diplomacy and commerce with other countries were just beginning. Even for an Asian country like Thailand, since both Britain and France were trying to control the Thai regime, they were full of vigilance against Chinese intervention. It was not easy for China to expand trade with Thailand at this stage.

So Wu Youping turned to inquire about trade with the Soviet Union. Speaking of the Soviet Union, Li Chenggang answered confidently, "At this stage, the Soviet side has already felt the improvement in the quality of our products..."

Li Runshi watched the unconscious change in Li Chenggang's expression and found it interesting. After listening for a while, the content Li Chenggang described made Li Runshi feel even more amused. Although most of the Soviet Union's territory was in Asia, the Soviet Union was essentially a European country. Being in a favored position, geographical reasons made the Soviet Union no stranger to European commodities. So every time the Soviets came to China to purchase, they would take out similar European commodities to compare with Chinese ones.

In terms of large-scale industrial products, there was indeed a gap between China and similar European products. But the Soviet Union currently lacked foreign exchange and didn't have the money to import these finished industrial goods from Europe. Moreover, Western Europe's blockade of the Soviet Union made it impossible for the Soviets to achieve a trade balance with Europe through normal trade. More importantly, the Soviet public couldn't afford European goods. So the Soviets could only brag when purchasing, but in the end, they still bought a large amount of Chinese light industrial goods.

However, starting last year, the quality of light industrial goods provided by China had greatly improved, with cost-performance ratios reaching or even starting to slightly exceed similar European products. Although the Soviets continued to brag while holding European goods, the quantity of their purchases had indeed seen a significant increase.

Li Runshi was somewhat surprised to hear this. Because this specific content seemed to conflict with the news Li Runshi had received.

Li Chenggang continued, "At this stage, the direction of our exports to the Soviet Union is being adjusted. We are preparing to expand imports of crude steel and pig iron from the Soviet Union. The goal is to balance the surplus caused by exporting trucks, tricycles, cars, as well as transistor radios, record players, and similar products to the Soviet Union."

Wu Youping had great confidence in this. "I'm just waiting to see your year-end report." After speaking, he looked at Li Runshi, wanting to hear if Li Runshi had any questions.

Li Runshi asked, "Didn't we transfer the technology for these products to the Soviet Union? Why has there been an increase in Soviet import demand?"

Hearing this question, Li Chenggang felt truly emotional. Seeing that Wu Youping didn't signal to stop him from answering, he explained, "The Soviet system does very well in the field of distribution; the state provides fairly equitable distribution to the people. The Soviet distribution model is crafted very meticulously; individuals and families can receive very good distribution..."

Li Runshi did indeed understand this, so he quietly waited for Li Chenggang to say "but."

"...The Soviet government does very well in the field of public services and the production arrangement of necessities. But regarding the personal needs of the Soviet people, the Soviet government can't figure it out. Because people's personalized needs, differentiated needs, are a market demand. The Soviet Union has no way to satisfy such demands. Under the Soviet system, private enterprises oriented towards differentiation and personalization have no room for survival. So even if the Soviet Union obtained the technology transfer for light industrial goods, they could only produce many fixed types of products. Thus, the Soviets found that placing orders with our companies was more cost-effective than building factories themselves."

Li Runshi understood this content, and this content was precisely not what Li Runshi wanted to know most. He continued to ask, "According to some statistical content I obtained, Soviet enterprises seem unable to fully satisfy the needs of the Soviet people even in production? Why is this?"

Li Chenggang didn't answer immediately but looked at Wu Youping. He saw Wu Youping just pick up a report to read, showing no reaction at all. Only then did Li Chenggang turn to Li Runshi. "Any product, when it first appears, will satisfy the core demand. I have read Minister Li's articles. According to Minister Li's description of the principal contradiction and secondary contradictions, after the principal contradiction is eliminated, the secondary contradiction will transform into the principal contradiction. The main purpose of Soviet enterprises is to complete production quotas, not to continuously satisfy the needs of the Soviet people. The Soviet Union also faces a big problem: among the Soviet Union's competitive products, civilian goods are not included. So the Soviet Union cannot produce too many civilian goods; if they produce too many, it will naturally be waste. As for Soviet civilian goods, anyone who uses them knows. So for the Soviet Union, it must possess its own production capacity. Our country has a great demand for the Soviet Union's advantageous products, so importing light industrial goods is very beneficial to the Soviet Union."

Li Runshi thought while listening, and in a blink of an eye, he understood the principle. As a socialist country, the happy life of the Soviet people is obtained through labor, so the Soviet system stipulates that more work brings more pay. Among the Soviet Union's advantageous products, timber and ore are the current main products. Countless piles of timber and ore are piled up within the Soviet Union, unable to create value for the Soviet Union at all. So they must be sold.

Foreign exchange obtained from exports is meaningless if left in accounts; commodities must be purchased. Foreign commodities are good and cheap, better than domestic Soviet civilian goods, so buy more.

Li Runshi followed up with a question, "How long will it take for the Soviet Union to produce commodities equivalent to our domestic ones?"

"If it's civilian goods of equal quality and cost-performance, I think we might not see it in this lifetime," Li Chenggang answered with a lack of confidence.

Even if Li Chenggang wasn't very confident, this answer was enough to surprise Li Runshi. Li Runshi didn't think Li Chenggang would deliberately belittle the Soviet Union, nor was it possible for him to be hostile to the Soviet Union, which was also a socialist country. But Li Runshi momentarily didn't know how to ask, because what seemed like a single manifestation actually involved very broad content. He feared that even raising a dozen questions might not necessarily achieve the foundational knowledge to understand this issue.

Li Chenggang held the same view. However, the work responsible by the Minister of Propaganda was very important. Previously, there had been some propaganda issues domestically. Because the previous Minister of Propaganda had insufficient understanding of China's development theory, contradictions appeared between his explanations of some issues and later explanations.

To avoid these troubles, Li Chenggang said, "I will have my secretary send some reports to Minister Li."

Li Runshi nodded. Although he preferred to talk directly with comrades familiar with the situation, if the problem was too complex, reading those detailed reports would be equally effective.

At this time, Wu Youping put down the report in his hand and asked, "What is the Ministry of Commerce's analysis regarding the interior of the Asian Economic Community?"

"At this stage, Japan no longer has much of a surplus. Moreover, Japanese enterprises have already begun to differentiate. Differences have appeared between Japanese enterprises that regard China as their main market and those cultivating the Japanese market. The difference between the two is growing. Furthermore, we had better not make any propaganda that triggers ill will towards the Asian Economic Community."

Hearing Li Chenggang mention this first, Wu Youping chuckled lightly in his heart, asking with an unchanging expression, "Do you think the principal contradiction within the East Asian Economic Community does not lie in industry?"

Li Chenggang answered decisively, "Yes. Japan lacks domestic resources and its economic development relies heavily on imports. Therefore, the Japanese economy has reached a degree of refinement that China can by no means compare with. This refinement is not Japan's advantage, but a means it had to adopt to cope with the disadvantage of resource scarcity. It seems meticulous to the finest detail, but it is actually to provide more employment opportunities. If Japan adopted China's operating model, their economy would collapse.

"Korea's situation is similar to Japan's; Korea's disadvantage lies in their industrial development being even more backward. Therefore, for the Korean economy to develop, the requirements on its government are higher. If the Korean economy has problems, it must be that their government's policies have problems, not that the Korean people are not working hard. So for Korea and Japan, how to coordinate national policy is the most important thing; there is actually no need to interfere with their specific economic content..."

After the meeting, Li Runshi felt he had gained a lot. As long as the economic policies at the time were conducive to rapid economic development, a surplus or deficit of a major power for a few years was not a problem in itself. Propaganda work was to understand the essence of the problem and then conduct propaganda targeting the public's emotions. It was not to scream and shout as if the sky had fallen immediately after encountering a problem. This approach would not only fail to solve the problem but would instead intensify contradictions and trigger issues unrelated to the matter.

Li Runshi was very confident in how to do his job well, and he very much liked the process of perfecting his understanding of the entire country through work. When the truth unfolded before his eyes, Li Runshi would instinctively feel the joy of acquiring knowledge.

However, when Li Runshi received the materials promised by Li Chenggang and read them for more than half an hour, his mood became somewhat heavy.

This was an investigation report on the Soviet economy. Placed at the very front was a report on Soviet industrial enterprises. The report introduced the factory situation during the Northeast Government period. At that stage, the Northeast Government also operated a command economy, the purpose of which was to produce products, guided by maximum production efficiency. This economic model relying on financial allocation soon revealed huge waste, and the main waste existed in every link.

A relatively obvious case: in early factory management, because wages were generally not high, the waste of necessities like labor gloves and soap was heinous. The act of 'shearing the sheep' could not be solved no matter what.

Theoretically speaking, everyone has the need to maximize their own interests. When labor cannot generate sufficient remuneration, 'shearing some sheep' in passing becomes a means to increase personal income, and the risk is very small.

This problem was finally solved after the Unification War ended. With the improvement of factory treatment, when calculating wages, labor protection supplies changed from being distributed to increasing wages so workers could purchase them themselves. The problem of 'shearing the sheep' was immediately solved.

But Soviet enterprises still adopted the Northeast Government's model, with welfare accounting for a large proportion. Li Runshi's mood was somewhat heavy, but he read even more carefully. And the report did not disappoint Li Runshi; the explanation for these problems was not moral criticism, but simple and brisk economic analysis.

The enterprises producing labor protection products were also state-owned enterprises. If their products weren't purchased, those state-owned enterprises would also have to go bankrupt.

This cold analysis even made Li Runshi give a bitter smile.
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"...Since 1928, the primary objective of enterprises under the Soviet command management model has been to fulfill the production plans issued by the Central Committee of the CPSU and the Soviet government. The Soviet Union has also established a management system to ensure the completion of these production plans. With the rapid development of the Soviet economy, this planning system is constantly expanding, gradually covering a larger social space.

At this stage, within the Soviet planned management system, enterprise efficiency is very high, and distribution is quite reasonable. The income of the Soviet people has risen rapidly, satisfaction with the government is high, and enthusiasm for production is soaring. However, high efficiency itself requires the exclusion of accidents, and accidents often equate to change. This world, however, is in a state of eternal change.

The current economic model of the Soviet Union will exert powerful force to drive the rapid development of the Soviet Union. After completing this stage, how the Soviet Union responds to more complex demands and continuously increases enterprise expenditure is one of the important contents we need to observe."

Li Runshi finished reading the last paragraph of the report, feeling that the content regarding the comparative cases of Chinese and Soviet enterprises in the report could not yet satisfy his needs at this moment. Li Runshi then asked his secretary to inquire if they could borrow relevant materials from the Ministry of Commerce. After listening, the secretary tentatively asked, "Minister Li, we can consult the Ministry of Commerce, and we can also consult the Party School."

Li Runshi replied, "Find a think tank."

The secretary was stunned. The Civilization Party was the ruling party, but it also positioned itself as an academic organization, so members of the Civilization Party had to participate in studies regularly, and the Party School was an academic research institution. Think tanks, on the other hand, were consulting bodies composed of scholars outside the Civilization Party system. At this stage, these think tanks could only register as commercial institutions, which meant that current think tanks were organizations selling knowledge and forecasts.

"Minister, think tanks are fee-charging institutions," the secretary reminded him.

The Publicity Department was not lacking in the most basic departmental funds. Li Runshi knew the Publicity Department was not short of this money, and he was quite certain that what the secretary cared about was not the funds, but how to report these funds. Li Runshi calculated slightly in his mind and made a decision, "Find a think tank that researches this field. We will pay."

After the secretary left, Li Runshi felt quite apprehensive in his heart. A centralized political party faced a systemic question: "If an organization is not outside the leadership of the Party, what is the value of this organization's existence?"

If it were the Soviet system, organizations outside the Party were all harmful, or at least their harmfulness outweighed their benefits.

Under China's traditional system, "Learn the literary and martial arts, and sell them to the Emperor's family." An organization capable of providing the public with a complete explanation of society, if not subordinate to the imperial court, was a threat to the court and needed to be exterminated. If such an organization refused to submit to the court's jurisdiction, Han Fei had long made it very clear in *The Five Vermin*: "The Confucians with their learning bring confusion to the law; the knights with their sword violate the prohibitions. Yet the ruler treats them both with respect. This is the cause of disorder. Those who turn their backs on the law should be treated as criminals, but the masters of learning are given office. Those who violate the prohibitions should be punished, but the gangs of knights are maintained by the great families. Thus, what the law condemns, the ruler accepts; what the magistrate punishes, the high officials maintain. Law, interest, high, and low—these four are mutually contradictory and have no fixed standard. Even if there were ten Yellow Emperors, they could not bring order."

Translated into modern Chinese, it means Confucians use literature to disrupt law and discipline, and knights-errant use force to violate prohibitions, yet the monarch treats them all with courtesy; this is the root of national chaos. Those who break the law should be sentenced, but those scholars obtain employment through articles and theories; those who violate prohibitions should be punished, but those knights-errant are kept by acting as assassins. Therefore, what the laws oppose has become what the monarch reuses; what the officials punish has become what the powerful keep. What the laws oppose and what the monarch reuses, what the officials punish and what the powerful keep—these four are contradictory to each other, and without establishing a definite standard, even ten Yellow Emperors could not govern the world well.

To be even more blunt, when Jiang Taigong was enfeoffed in the State of Qi, there were two sages in Qi at that time who were very proficient in state governance. The monarch of Qi, Jiang Taigong, invited the two to serve as officials in the Qi government, but both refused. The monarch of Qi, Jiang Taigong, immediately sent people to execute these two men. The reason was very simple: people in the opposition should not have such capabilities.

If it were the European and American ballot system, the opposition party and the ruling party would take turns in power. The opposition party is the future ruling party, so having the ability to understand national operations is also a matter of course. But at this stage, it is impossible for an opposition party to become the ruling party of China. Therefore, if opposition figures possess the ability to understand the country but refuse to join the ruling party, their definition can hardly be positive.

These concepts churned in Li Runshi's mind, making Li Runshi involuntarily think about issues at the level of national systems. But for thousands of years, the relationship between the opposition and the ruling power has never been completely clarified.

In history, Emperor Taizong of Tang attached great importance to the imperial examination system, saying, "The heroes of the world have entered my trap." That was because under the imperial examination system, the circulation channel between the upper and lower layers was finally opened up. Under the imperial examination system, educated people stopped thinking about overthrowing the imperial court and instead focused on taking exams to seek office, which was conducive to consolidating imperial power.

But these words were just talk. Three generations—Li Shimin, Li Zhi, and Wu Zetian—promoted the imperial examination and struck at and weakened the powerful families. During the Wu Zetian era, cruel officials like Lai Junchen and Zhou Xing were even produced to frantically strike at the power of the noble clans. But eventually, by the generation of Li Longji, the upward channel was still controlled in the hands of the Guanlong noble clans, ultimately leading to the An Lushan Rebellion.

By the Song Dynasty and Ming Dynasty, although the imperial examination system destroyed the noble clans, it formed regional interest groups, and the country was still dragged down.

The Manchu Qing era engaged in minority privileges, oppressing the vast number of other ethnic groups, and finally destroyed China's creativity completely. Faced with foreign aggression, it suffered crushing defeats and surrendered its sovereign rights under humiliating terms. Trying to solve the problem purely through education, historical experience is also not optimistic.

Li Runshi lit a cigarette and thought silently. That set of European and American systems was even more nonsense. Spain and Portugal once created the "Line of Demarcation," dividing the earth into two. Now these two countries have long since shrunk back to Europe, becoming insignificant.

The current Britain and France rely on the Versailles system to occupy the greatest benefits of the global order. The countries capable of overturning the Versailles system include China and the United States. At this stage, it is just that both countries are based on their own interests, plus they are not well prepared and the strategic timing has not arrived, so the two countries have not launched an attack.

Whether it is China or the United States, there is still no mature solution to the relationship between the ruling power and the civil society. Although under the leadership of the He Rui regime, civilian think tanks are just professional organizations, and the Civilization Party as the ruling party is unprecedentedly powerful. It is in an overwhelming position in terms of knowledge structure. However, a final solution to completely resolve the relationship between the ruling party and the opposition cannot be seen for the time being.

Li Runshi finally made a decision to first look at the capabilities of the think tank. In the future, with the diffusion of knowledge, the capabilities of opposition intellectuals will indeed rise rapidly, but the capabilities of current think tanks may not necessarily reach a level exceeding that of the ruling party.

Three days later, the think tank members came by invitation and conducted a training session for the Publicity Department. It could be seen that these civilian think tank members were high-spirited and prepared to give the government members a good lesson. The course had only started for twenty minutes when most of the Publicity Department members who came to listen frowned.

These members of the civilian think tank all felt they had professional knowledge, but in terms of political understanding, they began to expose their completely unsystematic knowledge structure. The understanding methods that these civilian think tanks considered their original creations—the Civilization Party had long since ended discussions on such analytical methods, and their depth and breadth were simply not comparable to what this group of civilian think tanks offered.

Li Runshi heard the civilian think tank even bring out some theories from the time of the Debate on Salt and Iron in the Han Dynasty to explain, and he almost laughed out loud. It would be one thing if they couldn't understand the theories of grand industry, but not even understanding the economic theories of the Debate on Salt and Iron meant they were inferior to even those officials with real economic brains among traditional Confucians.

When the course finally ended with difficulty, Li Runshi had already made a judgment. At this stage, there was absolutely no need to worry about so-called civilian think tanks. Since the ideological field has always been a situation where one wanes and the other waxes, one advances and the other retreats, the Civilization Party must strengthen its propaganda to society and propagate the Civilization Party's model of understanding the world.

What He Rui initially saw was Li Runshi's evaluation of that think tank. In the process of reading, He Rui laughed heartily. The approach of civilian think tanks is just "using the small to gamble for the big," attempting to gain others' attention through various seemingly fancy remarks in a certain field.

However, He Rui did not mind Li Runshi spending a little money to hear the views of civilian think tanks, because Li Runshi's summary was very much on point. Even just this summary had enough value.

After reading this report, He Rui felt physically and mentally happy. He continued to study the materials of the 1932 US election. In He Rui's view, the most powerful opponent in the world at this time was Roosevelt of the United States. And the planning scheme for the future world order proposed by the American elites represented by Roosevelt.

During World War II and after World War II, although there were various accumulated struggles between the United States and the Soviet Union, they always cooperated in dismantling the British and French colonial systems. Because without dismantling the colonial system established by Britain and France, the American world order could not be established.

What He Rui was implementing was also a world order. The order established by the Soviet Union after dominating Eastern Europe could only be considered a regional order, which was not a strategic consideration on the same level as the world order He Rui wanted to implement.

The joy brought to He Rui by reading Roosevelt's campaign platform was about the same as the joy brought by reading Li Runshi's report. Roosevelt's campaign platform was based on two things: the American bourgeoisie could no longer do whatever they wanted and must establish a bottom line for American laborers. Moreover, the United States must restore financial order, and the financial industry that once grew savagely must accept stricter supervision.

Just with these two campaign cores, American traditional forces and the small-government advocates in the US Republican Party had already labeled Roosevelt a "Communist." but from the current stage, the negative impact of this title on Roosevelt was far less than the positive impact.

The US economy was in such a terrible state that the American people needed change. It didn't matter if the changer was a Communist.

It could even be said that precisely because the US economy had reached a point where change was imperative, the American people were willing to believe that the change a Communist could implement would definitely be more thorough than the change proposed by a spokesperson for capitalism.

Seeing He Rui smilingly looking at the report, the secretary did not want to disturb He Rui's reading for a moment. However, He Rui asked, "What is it?"

The secretary hurriedly said, "Chairman, Rockefeller wants to see you."

"I won't see him. Let him go find Premier Wu," He Rui replied decisively.
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Upon hearing that He Rui was unavailable, Rockefeller did not pause but went directly to request a meeting with Wu Youping. Wu Youping did not know what Rockefeller intended, but the American's opening sentence brought a smile to his face.

Rockefeller did not smile. His statement—"If China is willing to provide insurance services, I am willing to purchase a batch of oil tankers from China"—was not an attempt to curry favor with the Chinese government. It was based on very realistic grounds: China's 5,000-ton vessels were of excellent quality and possessed a significant price advantage.

Rockefeller continued, "Mr. Premier, at this stage we require a large number of tankers. Given the stakes involved, these vessels need insurance."

Wu Youping did not answer immediately. For the Chinese government, state-owned enterprises in the shipping sector did not particularly require insurance. If a vessel was lost, it was a loss of state assets, and the state naturally bore that loss. To avoid such losses, the state provided guarantees for shipping.

Shipping losses were primarily caused by improper operation or severe weather, resulting in damage or sinking. A more dangerous threat came from pirates or warships controlling specific maritime regions. This required the support of national power.

The cooperation between China's state-owned oil companies and the Saudi oil company, led by Rockefeller, was currently the largest petroleum partnership between Rockefeller and China. The main shipping routes for transporting oil from Saudi Arabia to China passed through British India, the American Philippines, and French Indochina. At this stage, Britain, France, and the United States posed no immediate threat to China, so Wu Youping could not quite understand Rockefeller's insistence on insurance services.

Rockefeller proceeded to explain. After some time, he realized Wu Youping was in a state of "understanding but not quite accepting," and he felt a pang of regret. If he were talking to He Rui, Rockefeller was eighty percent certain the deal would already be done.

Marine insurance has a long history, originating in Italian intermediary trade in the late 11th century. By the 14th century, a relatively commercialized and specialized maritime insurance industry had formed. As the industry progressed, maritime insurance law also developed and matured.

Marine insurance is a type of property insurance where the insurance company provides economic compensation to the insured for losses caused by various natural disasters or accidents at sea. The principles of marine insurance refer to the behavioral norms that both parties must observe when engaging in insurance activities. These primarily include the five principles of indemnity, insurable interest, proximate cause, utmost good faith, and subrogation.

Since Wu Youping lacked He Rui's grasp of these mechanics, Rockefeller simply emphasized the fundamental reason again: "Mr. Premier, we also need to satisfy our shareholders."

Wu Youping actually understood Rockefeller's meaning. After thinking for a moment, he replied, "Please wait a moment. We will reply to Mr. Rockefeller as soon as possible."

Soon, Wu Youping personally met with He Rui to discuss the matter. After listening, He Rui understood Wu Youping's difficulty. If China provided underwriting, it would entail significant costs—costs that could far exceed the premiums earned. More importantly, China's current navy was very weak. Although it had signed agreements with the Great Powers regarding maritime investigations, it lacked experience.

However, just as Rockefeller had anticipated, He Rui believed it was necessary to sign the agreement.

Wu Youping did not object, for he also knew the benefits were immense. The Saudi oil company currently had a huge demand for tankers. If they signed this order, several shipbuilding companies would immediately be operating at full capacity.

The matter was quickly settled. However, a week later, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang personally reported to Wu Youping, "The French side has expressed an opinion to us. They hope to share a portion of the order."

Wu Youping was stunned. The insatiable greed of the French astonished him. France hadn't even recommended Chinese ships, yet they were already running over to grab orders?

After thinking for a moment, Wu Youping asked Li Shiguang to explain the details. Ten minutes later, after Li Shiguang finished, Wu Youping replied, "Let me get this straight."

Li Shiguang waited quietly for Wu Youping to think it through. Wu Youping stood up and walked to the window. A lot had happened in the past week. Following the custom of cooperation with China, the Rockefeller Company had first released a news item. Upon seeing this news, several famous shipyards around the world became very interested in this batch of tankers totaling 200,000 tons. Even though Rockefeller had announced they expected to order from China, these shipyards sent telegrams asking if Rockefeller would open the ships to public tender.

French enterprises naturally hoped to get a slice of the pie, but French shipyards were currently running at full load. According to unreliable intelligence Li Shiguang had gathered, France was contacting China on one hand, while urgently contacting Dutch shipyards on the other, hoping to sub-contract a portion of the order to Dutch shipbuilding companies. The French intended to act as middlemen and pocket the price difference.

Wu Youping determined that he would absolutely not agree to the French request. He turned back to Li Shiguang and said, "You are going to Lausanne, Switzerland, for a meeting. The French will likely discuss many things with you then. If they mention this matter, tell them to talk to the Ministry of Commerce."

Li Shiguang knew this was a refusal. Although he had conveyed the French request to Wu Youping, Li Shiguang himself was firmly opposed to France's attitude. Hearing Wu Youping's crisp response, Li Shiguang felt his mood improve.

Soon, Li Shiguang boarded a plane for Lausanne, Switzerland. As soon as he arrived at the airport, he noticed significant changes in the aircraft's appearance. Compared to previous planes, the one before him was obviously larger.

Entering the cabin, he found this to be true. Originally, there were two seats on each side of the aisle; now, it was three on the left and two on the right. Furthermore, the cabin length had increased, expanding from 14 rows to 19 rows.

This simple math problem did not take Li Shiguang long: 4 times 14 is 56; 5 times 19 is 95. The nearly doubled passenger capacity astonished him. He calculated it again mentally and found the numbers correct. This puzzled Li Shiguang greatly; he hadn't expected that a seemingly small increase in space could result in such a massive change in capacity.

Amazement aside, checking the flight time, Li Shiguang found that the flight speed had not changed significantly. As Foreign Minister, he was quite interested in this. At this stage, Chinese airliners had a range exceeding 3,000 kilometers, which meant a long time in the air. He planned to chat with the flight crew for a while to make the dull journey less boring.

Once the plane took off, Li Shiguang discovered the changes were indeed substantial. Although the vibration was still present, the noise inside the cabin was much lower. More than half an hour after takeoff, the plane entered a stable cruising phase. The cabin crew announced over the broadcast that beverages and food were now available and that the lavatories were open. The passengers immediately relaxed.

Li Shiguang, sitting in first class, waited a while longer before inviting a flight attendant over to chat about the plane.

The attendant replied with a professional smile, "Minister Li, we have only received technical training and mastered the use of various equipment on this model, as well as routine and emergency procedures. We have no understanding of the aircraft itself."

Li Shiguang didn't know if this was just their training or if their training had actually shaped their understanding this way. Faced with such a professional explanation, he could only let it drop. Given the professionalism displayed by the attendant, Li Shiguang had no complaints. What the current China—including the Foreign Ministry—needed most was highly professional practitioners. So Li Shiguang gave up asking about the plane, feeling that with his busy schedule, he wouldn't have time to understand it later anyway.

Closing his eyes to think for a while, he felt his secretary nudge him. Li Shiguang opened his eyes to see a young man in a pilot's uniform walking over, his gaze fixed on Li Shiguang. It was the co-pilot, surnamed Wang. As the secretary had anticipated, Co-pilot Wang invited Li Shiguang to the crew rest area at the front of the plane.

The rest area was small. Apart from a wardrobe and a few necessary appliances, there was nothing else. Even the seats were folding ones, designed to save as much space as possible.

Seeing these working conditions, Li Shiguang felt a surge of respect for the flight crew. "Co-pilot Wang, seeing you up in the sky every day, flying expensive planes, dressed well and speaking elegantly, I thought your working environment was like a palace. Now I understand it was my illusion."

Co-pilot Wang hadn't expected Li Shiguang to say this. Stunned for a moment, he quickly replied, "We are just doing what we should. Besides, the new aircraft is already much better than the previous ones. Future conditions should be even better."

Li Shiguang used this topic to continue the conversation. Facing the Foreign Minister, Co-pilot Wang had nothing to hide and told him everything he knew. It turned out that both Co-pilot Wang and Captain Li were retired Air Force pilots who had entered civil aviation after passing the airliner pilot exams.

After retiring from the Air Force, pilots mostly went to research departments, high-tech enterprises, or the civil aviation system. Co-pilot Wang also mentioned that the highly professional flight attendant from earlier was a retired female soldier. This enlightened Li Shiguang.

Co-pilot Wang first explained to Li Shiguang that he couldn't discuss specific aircraft parameters. Li Shiguang laughed, "I don't understand mechanics anyway. I just felt the plane was much bigger, so I was curious about the update speed of our aircraft models."

Co-pilot Wang replied calmly, "I don't do R&D, I just know that a new engine model came out. Other technologies also made great progress, resulting in this new model."

After chatting for a while longer, Li Shiguang found that the information he received was full of imaginative space for a layman who knew nothing. What was certain was that China's aviation industry was following national planning. Since the number of Air Force pilots was less than that of civil aviation pilots, the civil aviation system had to train its own pilots every year.

Moreover, civil aviation pilots were different from Air Force pilots. Air Force pilots needed combat courage and talent, while civil aviation pilots needed a cautious and meticulous flying style. Therefore, the bravest and most skilled Air Force pilots might not necessarily pass the civil aviation pilot exams.

When he first heard this, Li Shiguang was surprised. After thinking for a moment, he naturally accepted this reality. Comparing it to the Foreign Ministry: Foreign Ministry members needed to be loyal to the country; any selling out of national interests for personal gain would cause major losses to the state.

But loyalty alone did not necessarily make one suitable for Foreign Ministry work. Loyalty was merely the necessary foundation; Foreign Ministry personnel needed professional ability to complete the tasks, or even missions, given to them by the country.

Although the chat was short, Li Shiguang felt he had gained a lot when he returned to his seat. Furthermore, Li Shiguang was certain that, at least in the aviation industry, national policies were being continuously advanced.
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Switzerland is located in the center of Europe, atop the mountains. Since ancient times, it has been a poor place. Surrounding great powers moved in and out of Switzerland, and what Switzerland was most famous for before 1900 was not Swiss watches, but Swiss mercenaries, who prospered for 500 years and were known for their savagery, toughness, and loyalty to their employers.

In 1572, the Holy Roman Emperor dispatched 20,000 troops to attack Rome. The Swiss Guard of the time fought to the death to protect the Pope. Of the 189 men, only 42 survived the battle. This Guard’s fight to the death won time for the Pope to successfully escape. Therefore, even now, the Vatican Pope's Guard is still a mercenary unit composed entirely of Catholic Swiss.

Due to Switzerland's geographical location, becoming a permanent neutral country was in the interests of the surrounding countries, especially the various great powers. Thus, Switzerland became a permanent neutral country at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, which established the new order after the European countries defeated Napoleon.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang had been to Switzerland twice and his impression of the country was passable. So occasionally, when he recalled He Rui's private evaluation of Switzerland, Li Shiguang always felt that He Rui's remark that "Switzerland is a country that eats off the graves of the heirless" seemed a bit harsh.

Li Shiguang had just checked into the hotel when an old acquaintance came to visit. Li Shiguang welcomed the guest in the parlor. Upon meeting, the other party spoke with a thick German-flavored Northeast accent: "Hello, my dear friend."

Li Shiguang also stepped forward to shake hands with Professor Karl Haushofer. "Hello, Professor Karl." Karl Haushofer had once been invited by He Rui to the Northeast Government to teach geopolitics. During the one-year course, Li Shiguang was deeply impressed by this Professor Karl, a former Major General of the German Empire.

Professor Karl had no airs about him. After greeting Li Shiguang, he called over the square-faced German middle-aged man beside him and introduced him to Li Shiguang: "This is Rudolf Hess, my student."

When Li Shiguang shook hands with Hess, he noticed that Hess had a round badge pinned to his chest. The badge had a red background with a white center, and the symbol in the center was a black swastika. That was the party emblem of the Nazi Party (National Socialist German Workers' Party), which was currently gaining momentum in Germany. According to information from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Rudolf Hess was a confidant and secretary to the Nazi Party leader, Adolf Hitler. The two were imprisoned in the same prison after the Beer Hall Putsch. Hitler's book *Mein Kampf* was dictated by Hitler and typed by Rudolf Hess.

In the German federal election on September 14, 1930, the Nazi Party won 6.4 million votes, accounting for 18.3% of the total votes, and secured 107 seats in the Reichstag.

Nearly three years had passed since the Great Depression began in the United States. The German economy had collapsed, and the unemployment rate was as high as 40%. Now that the Nazi Party was gaining momentum in the German elections, it should be able to become the largest party in the German Reichstag. Rudolf Hess was bound to become a new dignitary in Germany.

But Li Shiguang did not have any good feelings towards Hess just because he was about to rise to power. If Hess were not Professor Karl's student, Li Shiguang would not even want to pay attention to him. So he just nodded to Hess, said "Hello," and invited Professor Karl to take a seat.

"The great success Chairman He has achieved in the last four years is a classic case study in my broadcasts," Professor Karl said after sitting down. His tone contained neither flattery towards He Rui nor boasting about his own academic ability; it was merely the plain tone of discussing academic research.

Li Shiguang had seen materials in this regard. Professor Karl Haushofer founded the *Zeitschrift für Geopolitik* (Journal of Geopolitics) in 1924 and had great influence in German academic circles. This professor did not just use China's strategy over the past four years as a research case; since 1924, He Rui's various decisions had been Professor Karl's cases. In the few articles Li Shiguang had read, although the analysis inevitably suffered from a European perspective and was inevitably a bit of "hindsight" over-interpretation, on the whole, it was not far off and could be considered quite insightful.

Li Shiguang smiled: "I respect Professor Karl's academic research ability very much. If Professor Karl is interested in returning to China, there will definitely be many top invitations from China for the Professor."

Professor Karl nodded. "If I have time, I will definitely go to China. However, at this stage, I still have very many topics that need to be researched. For example, in order to gain the same influence in China as France, Britain will likely quickly execute the previously mentioned £300 million loan. And although the United States has verbally said it will provide $1 billion, I think the new U.S. government, out of geopolitical needs, will reduce the amount in this regard."

Li Shiguang did not answer immediately. As a scholar, Li Shiguang wanted to have a deep discussion with Professor Karl. But as the Minister of Foreign Affairs of China, Li Shiguang had to protect national interests first. Many things could not be said.

After a struggle in his heart, Li Shiguang said: "Professor Karl, this is just a private meeting between us. Even so, I would prefer to hear Professor Karl's analysis of the current situation."

Professor Karl nodded; he could understand Li Shiguang's difficulty. As early as the period of the Northeast Government led by He Rui, Professor Karl had observed the uniqueness of the He Rui regime. In European and American governments, bureaucrats were scholars or people who passed exams. In the Chinese government, bureaucrats had to learn to become scholars and experts.

This directly led to high-ranking officials of the Chinese government having a far greater understanding of the core layer than those in Europe and America. Because when formulating policies, these departments all had to participate. Therefore, what Li Shiguang knew now was not just the professional field of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but the various specific plans of the central leadership. Especially since China's central government was a highly centralized regime, and each department was an executor within a huge system, those plans had been refined down to each department. This led to the situation where, to avoid suspicion, Li Shiguang could say nothing.

Professor Karl could only pretend not to mind this matter, because no special deception could be pulled off at the strategic level, especially between high-level strategists. He said: "At this stage, Germany is no longer prepared to bear the debts stipulated by the Versailles system. Even France, due to the change in the stance of Britain and the United States, has to accept such a choice. The future world will enter a stage of full-force development, and the challenges facing each country are very difficult. I think Mr. He Rui is already prepared for this."

Li Shiguang appreciated Professor Karl's view in his heart. Because it was not until 1931, when the rest of the world was deeply mired in the economic crisis, that Li Shiguang fully accepted a view: He Rui had begun preparing to face the world economic crisis as early as 1928.

Accepting this conclusion was not easy for Li Shiguang. Because after 1928, China's economy developed at high speed, while foreign countries fell into economic crisis, which had a minimal impact on China. So looking purely at what happened in China, it was easy to think that China had just entered its own stage of high-speed development. It was just that during this stage of China's high-speed development, foreign countries fell into an economic crisis.

Looking back now, He Rui had chosen the most favorable path based on his prediction of the world economic crisis, avoiding various unfavorable factors that might affect China. Without the judgment of the economic crisis, China might very well have fallen into the impact brought about by various crises.

Hearing Professor Karl speak like this, Li Shiguang felt that Professor Karl might not be purely talking about China. Germany was currently deep in crisis, but in Li Shiguang's view, Germany was not without good news at this stage. In the 12 years from 1919 to the present, Germany had been tortured to the brink of death by the economic crisis triggered by World War I and the reparations under the Treaty of Versailles. And the content of the discussion at this Lausanne Conference in Switzerland was whether to accept Germany's request made in January 1932 to stop paying reparations.

At least in the orders Li Shiguang received, there was absolutely no content refusing Germany's request. The Central Committee's view, or rather He Rui's view, was that China did not need to make reparation requests to Germany. Nor should it support France's requests. After all, France's attitude towards Germany was well known. Unless Germany was crushed, France would not be fully satisfied.

But China's attitude towards Germany next could not be called friendly either; this was based on China's judgment of the Nazis.

The Nazi concept of nation advocates the absolute centralization of state power, that is, totalitarianism, but it is not completely equivalent to fascism in the traditional sense, though the Nazis and the Italian Fascist ruler Mussolini eventually became clear allies.

Nazism is not a strictly defined ideology, but the state control policies and concepts pursued by the Nazi Party, including some political views and extreme thoughts with religious colors: racism, anti-communism, totalitarianism, theologicalism, anti-semitism, extreme nationalism, anti-homosexuality, anti-laissez-faire capitalism, and limiting religious freedom contrary to its ideology. It emphasizes the "Führer" principle in all fields, declaring that the "Führer" is the representative of the will of the nation as a whole, and state power should be held by him alone. A government managed from top to bottom by a huge bureaucratic system according to the Führer principle, promoting racism and anti-semitism as the ideological thought of Germany's National Socialist movement, emphasizing the collective and revering authority and military force.

National Socialism advocates "nation" as the "basic unit" of human group life, promotes racial superiority, and believes that the Aryan race is the best race and the only one that has contributed to human progress. It believes that the "master race" has the right to enslave or even exterminate "inferior races" as the ideological basis for shaping specific cultural and political propositions. In terms of ideology, it defines the nation based on clear criteria to distinguish it from other nations, advocates Social Darwinism, and discriminates against nations different from it. It claims that the Aryan-Nordic Germanic people are a race endowed with "dominating power" by God, advocates that the world is a jungle where the weak are the prey of the strong and the fittest survive, and that all nations must seek victory in fierce survival competition. It implements external aggression and expansion, and strongly advocates using war as a means to seize living space and establish global hegemony for the nation.
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"Professor Karl, I seem to have heard that the Nazi Party went to the United States to study their segregation policies."

Karl Haushofer hadn't expected Li Shiguang to ask such a question, causing the scholar's eyes to widen in surprise. He turned to look at Rudolf Hess beside him. Seeing the surprised look on Hess's face, Professor Karl made his judgment. What Li Shiguang said was very likely true.

Meanwhile, Li Shiguang also observed the change in Hess's expression. Although there were differences between the facial expressions of foreigners and Chinese people, it hadn't reached the point of mutual incomprehensibility. In Li Shiguang's view, Rudolf Hess was an honest man, not a sinister or cunning one.

Since Hess's expression had already explained too much, Li Shiguang said to Hess, "Mr. Hess, I have read *Mein Kampf*. In that masterpiece typed by your hand, Mr. Hitler explicitly stated that in dealing with inferior races, the United States is a model worth learning from. The sentence went something like this: it has achieved great success in creating a healthy racist society."

Hess was stunned, feeling a mix of surprise and joy. Throughout Europe, *Mein Kampf* had not been embraced by the upper class; in a sense, the powerful European elite hadn't read the book at all. Conversely, He Rui's works were highly sought after by the European upper class. So, the fact that the Chinese Foreign Minister had carefully read *Mein Kampf* and was very familiar with its content was completely unexpected to Hess. A sense of pride welled up in Hess's heart.

Li Shiguang's expression was similar to those big shots Hess had met. Hess instinctively felt that Li Shiguang, like those hypocritical German elites, did not agree with the Nazi Party's basic philosophy. Hess had come with Professor Karl this time because Hitler hoped to reach cooperation with China. Even if a single meeting wasn't enough to make China agree to cooperate with Germany, Hess hoped to advance the foundation for bilateral cooperation. However, Li Shiguang's reaction made Hess intuitively feel that Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang would likely not be willing to cooperate with Germany.

Just as the situation looked like the talks might collapse, Professor Karl forcibly interjected, "Minister Li, do you believe that in the coming years, all nations of the world will focus all their attention on the economy?"

Li Shiguang didn't immediately tear into Hess either. He turned to Professor Karl. "Mr. Professor, in my view, Germany's current situation is very favorable. The greatest economic pressure has disappeared. Although the Weimar Government's policies caused immense suffering to the German people, they cleared out many of Germany's internal problems. Germany is now in a stage of travelling light. As long as the new German government can adopt policies suitable for economic development, I believe the German economy will develop rapidly."

Professor Karl held a similar judgment. Viewing Germany from a geopolitical perspective, at this stage, the only strong country surrounding Germany was France. Although France posed a huge threat to Germany, neither Britain nor the United States wanted to see Europe dominated by France, so France's efforts to dismember Germany had failed.

To use a Chinese saying, although the German Weimar Government had done many wicked things that would leave them without descendants, the Weimar Government wasn't entirely devoid of merit. In the era of the German Second Empire, there were still many states within a state in Germany, such as the Kingdom of Bavaria. In an era where the Kingdom of Bavaria could establish its own consulates in various countries, Germany's unification could hardly be called complete. Now, the various kingdoms within Germany were finished, and the various regions of Germany existed in the form of "Länder" (states); Germany had become a truly unified country.

Professor Karl liked the Chinese language very much. He believed that Germany at this moment was in a stage where "everything is ready, all that is lacking is the east wind." The Nazi Party led by Hitler represented the east wind of the German national movement. When this east wind blew across all of Germany, it would surely set a new course for Germany.

"Minister Li, I greatly admire Mr. He Rui's strategic ability. The East Asian Alliance and the surrounding mutual security trust system he constructed have enabled China to avoid the possibility of war with neighboring countries, allowing China to fully develop its economy. I believe that China now has the choice of freedom of action; China can choose its own partners in the direction that maximizes China's interests."

After speaking, Professor Karl stared at Li Shiguang, expecting to hear Li Shiguang's views.

Li Shiguang nodded. "If Germany can reach mutual security trust with France, China will certainly launch comprehensive economic cooperation with Germany."

Hearing this, Rudolf Hess felt as if he had been struck by lightning, and his heart immediately became agitated. The Nazi Party was a movement of the German nation. Unless France was completely defeated and withdrew entirely from competition with the German nation, mutual security trust between France and Germany was impossible.

Seeing Li Shiguang's calm expression, Hess felt even more angry. He couldn't help but ask, "May I ask, why did the Chinese government refuse to accept the Boxer Protocol?"

Professor Karl wanted to stop Hess's outburst, but he didn't say anything. Rudolf Hess was a German patriot, but not a true scholar, so many deep geopolitical issues couldn't be discussed with him. Not because Hess wasn't smart enough, but because Hess absolutely could not accept many perspectives.

Hess's anger made Li Shiguang feel a sense of nostalgia, because many comrades in the Civilization Party had raised similar views. In the early days, even up to 1926, many Civilization Party comrades maintained intense anger towards foreign countries. This anger triggered fierce xenophobic sentiments. Even worse, this emotion led many comrades to firmly believe that foreign governments were evil.

He Rui had spent a vast amount of time educating the comrades, liberating them from the prejudices triggered by such intense emotions. Foreign governments themselves were merely tools executing the will of the rulers; what was evil were the people formulating the policies, not the tool that was the government.

Moreover, foreign policy makers were also the elites of their respective nations. They might be evil, but they were by no means stupid. Elites of all countries could understand that China had undergone tremendous changes and would formulate new policies based on China's capabilities.

Since the Chinese Foreign Ministry's records noted that Hess was responsible for the Nazi Party's strategy and ideological construction, Li Shiguang replied, "The terms in the Boxer Protocol threatened China's national security. For China to develop, the Boxer Protocol had to be destroyed. Germany, at this stage, has basically broken free from its security crisis. Through the events of this economic crisis, Europe has realized that the Treaty of Versailles caused huge damage to Germany's national and economic security, and this damage collaterally harmed the European economy. Germany's shackles have been unlocked. China, on the other hand, only ended the situation of being blockaded and rejected by the world after the conclusion of the Sino-British War. The Germany of today has already obtained the peaceful situation that the China of 1926 had to win through war."

Listening to Li Shiguang's words, Rudolf Hess was so angry he didn't know how to organize powerful language to counterattack.

Li Shiguang also wanted to see the reaction of Hess, who was responsible for strategy within the Nazi Party, towards strategy. Without waiting for Hess to organize his words, he asked, "Mr. Hess, Germany at this stage wants to rebuild its military and recover the Rhineland region. Personally speaking, I don't consider these demands unreasonable."

Hess was just preparing to denounce Anglo-French oppression of Germany starting from the French occupation of the Rhineland. Li Shiguang's words left Hess with nowhere to continue, so for a moment he could only keep listening to Li Shiguang.

"So, what are Germany's subsequent demands? Is it to completely restore the territory of the Second Empire, or to establish a larger state for the German people? In *Mein Kampf*, the future direction Mr. Hitler proposed was to establish a state for the Germanic people. Regarding these points, Mr. Hess, what explanation would you like to offer me?"

Hess was originally full of pent-up anger, determined to speak his mind. After hearing Li Shiguang's serious inquiry, he opened his mouth wanting to say something, but found he couldn't get it out. But Hess was Hess after all; he switched from defense to offense, asking back, "Does the Chinese government consider the demands imposed on Germany by the Allied Powers to be reasonable?"

Li Shiguang asked calmly, "Which Germany is Mr. Hess referring to? The German Second Empire, or the current Weimar Republic? Or perhaps a brand new Germany?"

Hearing this, Professor Karl finally spoke up to interrupt the conversation between Hess and Li Shiguang. Ignoring Hess's lack of understanding, Professor Karl said, "Minister Li, shall we go outside for a smoke?"

Li Shiguang casually picked up a pack of cigarettes and walked towards the balcony beside the living room. Lausanne was the capital of the canton of Vaud in Switzerland. In the mountainous country of Switzerland, Lausanne was located on the southern slopes of the Bernese Oberland. Standing on the hotel balcony, one could overlook the distant blue Lake Geneva. Facing such scenery, Professor Karl lit a cigarette filled with emotion, momentarily unsure of what to say.

Hess's feelings were the feelings of the majority of Germans in the German movement. This feeling, born of intuition, naturally had a fierce conflict with Li Shiguang's scholarly attitude. For Hess, Germany was a feeling like a mother; it was Hess's belonging. To a child, a mother is that special person, incomparable, and the thought of comparison never even arises.

True scholars who had undergone cognitive training would not view the problem this way. Just like the question Li Shiguang had just posed to Hess: exactly which Germany had been damaged by the Treaty of Versailles?

If Li Shiguang were asking Hitler, Karl believed Hitler would immediately answer: "It is the German people who have been damaged! The great German people want to build a brand new German state that is not damaged!"

Although the Nazi Party's main means of gaining popular support was not through pure theoretical propaganda, but by forming various social organizations to provide free food and free housing services to the wailing German commoners under the economic crisis, and providing some employment as much as possible. However, Hitler's firm will to build a new Germany had indeed gained the support of the German petty bourgeoisie.

Although Hess had once been Professor Karl's student and assistant, Professor Karl had to admit that Hess had no achievements in academics, yet possessed the blind impulsiveness of the petty bourgeoisie. So when Hess met Hitler, a man with strong will and subjective initiative, a weak petty-bourgeois element like Hess quickly became Hitler's staunch follower.

Professor Karl did not enjoy seeing Hess's current situation, but Professor Karl was also powerless. Becoming a scholar-bureaucrat like Li Shiguang was no easy task.

Seeing that the cigarette was about to finish, Professor Karl ended his internal reflection and emotion, asking, "Minister Li, my intuition tells me that China does not wish to cooperate with Germany."

Facing Professor Karl's view, which was close to the correct answer, Li Shiguang replied, "China never opposes cooperation with Germany."

Professor Karl sighed, "A movement is rising in Germany right now, and no German can stay out of it."

Li Shiguang could understand Professor Karl's emotion, because within China, similar tides of thought were also surging. As the He Rui government rapidly pushed China into the industrial nation phase, these tides of thought would only become more intense in the future. Leaders elected by the ballot system had absolutely no ability to harness these tides; only a strong leader like He Rui could guide the future direction of these tides.

"Professor Karl, do you believe this movement is a continuation of Germany in 1914?" Li Shiguang asked.
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"Now that the German nationalist movement has shaken off the shackles of the Second Empire and embodies both centralization and the will of all German people, it will inevitably build a brand new Germany." Professor Karl finished speaking, though he felt a slight twinge of guilt. After all, to some extent, Germany was now walking the path that the Chinese government had already trodden.

Li Shiguang shook his head. "I believe that if the so-called 'New Germany' executes the geopolitical logic of the 'Old Germany,' then there is nothing new about it. It is merely retracing a dead-end road using new technology to see if it can be traversed this time."

Professor Karl wanted to ask if this was He Rui's view, but he held his tongue. Based on his understanding of the Chinese government, what Li Shiguang said basically represented the views of the upper echelons of the Chinese government. If He Rui did not agree, such a view could not be established.

Gazing at the beautiful Lake Geneva, the mountain lake was a patch of azure blue, like a mirror. Yet Professor Karl felt his thoughts were a bit chaotic. After composing himself for a moment, he asked, "Minister Li, what do you consider to be Germany's 'old logic'?"

"If the contradiction between Germany and France cannot be resolved, Germany is walking the old path. I am very amazed by Chairman He's promotion of the Asian Coal and Steel Alliance; this alliance has established security mutual trust among the participating countries."

Karl was stunned. He couldn't help but frown. "Do you think the French-German contradiction can be resolved?"

Li Shiguang originally did not believe that the deep-seated hatred accumulated between the two countries over centuries could be resolved. However, when Li Shiguang asked He Rui about this issue, He Rui proposed the idea of forming a European Coal and Steel Community. Although Li Shiguang still didn't believe that a Coal and Steel Community alone could solve the French-German contradiction, he felt that this proposal could indeed alleviate the security concerns between the two nations.

Hearing Professor Karl ask this, Li Shiguang wanted to test Professor Karl's analytical ability, so he tried his best to put himself in He Rui's perspective and answered: "Can Germany and France really conquer each other? Germany is an industrial nation; other countries can defeat Germany, but they cannot turn Germany into a colony like those in Africa. So, how should Germany express its sincerity regarding security to France? The Coal and Steel Community is a very good method. Moreover, the Coal and Steel Community doesn't have to include only France; the Netherlands, Belgium, and Italy can also join. In this way, the major countries of Western Europe not only gain markets and important industrial resources but also gain security mutual trust. With such security mutual trust, Germany can naturally request France to withdraw from the Rhineland."

"No!" Professor Karl waved his hands repeatedly, a rare display, and asked in an agitated tone, "Do you believe France would agree to such a request? And even if France were willing, do you think Britain would be happy to see it? Many things can be done in East Asia, but they cannot be done in Europe. As a Chinese person, you must have heard the story of 'marking the boat to find the sword'?"

"Every country hopes for peace. If, during the Wars of German Unification, Prime Minister Bismarck sought peace after every war... If Germany proposed such a suggestion, what would be the reason for France's initial refusal to believe it? Is it because France wants to expand across all of Europe? I believe the Versailles System has already satisfied the maximization of France's international interests; France no longer has ambitions for territorial expansion in Europe. Then, is the reason for France's refusal the fear that Germany's influence in Europe will expand? Doesn't the Coal and Steel Community exactly satisfy France's need to expand its influence?"

"...The German people may not necessarily accept it," Professor Karl finally gave an explanation.

Hearing this explanation, Li Shiguang suddenly felt his thoughts clarify. Just eight years ago, Japan still wanted to continue invading China, but in the face of reality, Japan obediently chose to maximize its interests. With a sense of intellectual superiority, Li Shiguang advised, "Anyone with a bit of logical thinking ability can figure out that a Coal and Steel Community is beneficial to peace. If this proposal is made by Germany, it means that Germany is striving to promote true peace in Europe. Even if France rejects it, Germany will have shown the world that the German nationalist movement is moving towards a strategic direction focused on peace. If Germany and France cannot reconcile, once Germany recovers its strength, it will still walk the path of 1914."

"...Is this Mr. He Rui's judgment on the future of the world?" Professor Karl asked.

"That is why you Europeans cannot understand these things," Li Shiguang sighed. He felt that European civilization was truly lacking; they simply couldn't understand traditional Chinese wisdom. In Li Shiguang's view, Germany could gain benefits just by showing a peaceful attitude. The global economic crisis had developed to a stage where the Versailles System was already teetering. Now, the ones who needed peace the most were precisely Britain and France; only in this way could they maintain the maximization of their interests. As long as this key point was grasped, Germany would have immense strategic space to maneuver.

The Nazi ambition to conquer Europe was already lagging behind reality. Britain and France were still powerful at this stage, but their advantage was diminishing. Even if Germany defeated Britain and France, Europe could not maintain its status as the center of the world. If looking at the problem from a global perspective, Germany could accumulate strength and gain huge benefits in the future great changes of the world.

However, Li Shiguang did not know that the European Coal and Steel Community was originally an idea spearheaded by France and Germany (in the future timeline). If he knew, he probably wouldn't be so confident.

Professor Karl, meanwhile, felt extremely exhausted. Li Shiguang's views drained the last of Karl's mental energy and patience. He said, "Minister Li, if you have the opportunity, please convey my regards to Mr. He Rui. The strategic vision he displays truly commands my utmost admiration. Furthermore, what France can give China, Germany can also give. And Germany's sincerity in cooperating with China is more genuine than France's."

Li Shiguang simply replied, "I will certainly convey them."

***

After seeing off Karl and Rudolf Hess, Li Shiguang sat back on the sofa and continued to organize his thoughts. This Lausanne Conference seemed extremely chaotic, with every country having its own propositions. But thanks to the "wicked" but diligent management of the Weimar government, which had successfully reduced the wealth of all ordinary German people to nothing, every country knew that not a single drop of oil could be squeezed out of Germany anymore. Therefore, no country had any interest in continuing to squeeze Germany. China's position was to agree to cancel Germany's debts.

Just as Li Shiguang expected, at the Lausanne Conference, the German representatives did not make long speeches. Instead, they used simple and clear figures: Germany's domestic unemployment rate had reached 37%, hundreds of banks had gone bankrupt, and they couldn't take out a single penny. Therefore, Germany came here only to clearly inform the countries that Germany would no longer repay any debts.

The French representative spoke first, "If that is the case, France can only forcibly compel Germany to fulfill its debt obligations!"

Hearing this, the British representative immediately stood up to oppose, "No agreement supports France's statement just now."

Which participating country didn't know France's thoughts? At this moment, they were quite dissatisfied with the attitude of the French representative. The British side immediately issued a motion, "I suggest that the participating countries vote to decide whether to support debt collection by force."

The US representative did not want to create unnecessary trouble and said, "I believe the countries represented by you gentlemen are all civilized nations, and no one will support violent debt collection. The current problem lies in whether Germany has the ability to repay the debt!"

As soon as this was said, the representatives of various countries heard the US attitude. Whether the current Germany had the ability to repay the debt depended on the concept of repayment. If they really took all of Germany's factories, carved up Germany's mines, and sold all the Germans as slaves, they could probably pay off the debt.

But all countries knew that things definitely couldn't be done this way.

If looked at from the perspective of German national tax revenue, Germany indeed could not pay now. Not only now, but they also wouldn't be able to pay the reparations in the future.

The US representative did not speak useless words. Seeing that the representatives of various countries had no intention of taking up the French proposal, the US representative continued, "The US government believes that Germany's war debts and war reparations can be waived."

The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the money owed by Germany was divided into two parts. One part was war debts, and the other part was war reparations. War debts were the national debts that Germany had to assume for the money other countries had to borrow to invest in the war. War reparations were compensation for personnel and property losses caused by Germany when it invaded other countries.

Because the war was mainly fought in France, Belgium, and Tsarist Russia—and Tsarist Russia had collapsed while the Soviet Union was excluded from the Euro-American system—war reparations were mainly paid to France and Belgium. This was also the reason why France and Belgium later sent troops to the German Ruhr area to force the Weimar government to repay the debt.

Compared to countries like France and Belgium, where war reparations exceeded war debts, the homelands of Britain and the United States were not invaded by Germany, so both countries had more war debts than war reparations. Now that the United States proposed to waive both aspects of compensation, the countries could already determine that the United States no longer wanted to persecute Germany regarding reparations.

The representatives of other countries did not chime in for the time being, but saw the Chinese representative Li Shiguang request to speak. Li Shiguang's statement was simple: China waived its rights to these two aspects of debt. After Li Shiguang finished speaking, the Japanese representative also spoke, making the same statement.

Three countries from outside the European region expressed their attitudes successively, and their attitudes were unexpectedly consistent. The remaining ones who had not expressed their attitudes were all countries within the European region. These countries were very aware of Germany's current miserable state. Except for France, which still held an unrelenting attitude, other countries really had no interest in continuing to press for debt. Moreover, since the countries outside the region had already expressed a tolerant attitude, the representatives of European countries also felt there was no reason to be excessive.

After the first day of the meeting, the French Foreign Minister came directly to the door and frankly expressed his dissatisfaction to Li Shiguang. Li Shiguang listened to a long speech from the French Foreign Minister without saying a word, and then replied, "France and Germany are neighbors who cannot move away. Does France really intend to maintain hostility with Germany for a thousand years?"

"We believe it is necessary for Germany to pay for the damage done to France starting from 1870!" The French Foreign Minister's tone was firm.

Li Shiguang did not answer, just gave a light chuckle.

Seeing Li Shiguang like this, the French Foreign Minister wanted to continue saying something, but suddenly remembered that France had once burned the Old Summer Palace. For a moment, he felt that he shouldn't say this to China. So he changed the subject, "We believe it is necessary for Germany to compensate the member countries of the Entente for their losses."

Li Shiguang did not want to continue entangling on these issues, so he replied decisively, "Our Chinese culture emphasizes that 'evil must be completely uprooted.' But we in China also have an old saying: 'Leave a thread of leeway in life, so we can meet on good terms in the future.' Therefore, the Chinese government believes it is necessary to waive those war reparations."

The French Foreign Minister could actually understand the Chinese side's attitude. China was currently expanding its influence over countries around the world, and at this stage, it was naturally best to maintain a peaceful and friendly attitude. But France now regarded China as a quasi-ally of France, so it was very dissatisfied with China's current stance. In France's view, this was clearly not what a quasi-ally should look like. He tried to persuade Li Shiguang again, but failed to make Li Shiguang waver in the slightest. Helpless, the French Foreign Minister could only leave resentfully.

***

Meanwhile in Berlin, the core meeting of the Nazi Party was underway. Hitler was in high spirits, holding a meeting with Goering, Goebbels, and other senior Nazi Party personnel. Although Hitler performed with incomparable passion during public speeches, he did not speak particularly much within the Nazi Party.

Goebbels was recounting, "My Führer, we must resolutely not accept the Young Plan. Every party branch is telling the people that if the Führer becomes Chancellor, we will never pay another Mark to the Entente Powers!"

Hitler just nodded. Given Germany's current situation, the people truly could not bring out even a single Mark. So what emerged in Hitler's mind were the national leaders of the current Weimar government. These people had left the German people impoverished and destitute over the past decade or so. These people were finally doing something they should have done before the government was completely overthrown, but it was too late. The people were completely disappointed in them and would never trust this batch of politicians again. Even if the dying struggles of those in the Weimar government could waive Germany's debts, it could not stop Hitler from taking over the government.

The most important thing for Hitler right now was that German President Hindenburg was still strongly opposed to Hitler serving as Chancellor. Even the Nazi Party had no way to bring down this old man. What Hitler had to do now was to get rid of all the other people Hindenburg could appoint as Chancellor.

While he was thinking, he heard Goebbels ask, "My Führer, I think the urgent task is to first solve your German citizenship problem."

Hitler was stunned, and the others at the meeting were also stunned. Hitler joined the German Army in 1915 to serve, and after the war, he continued to be responsible for spying on various private political parties in the intelligence agency under the Army. During one operation, he met the early Nazi Party and subsequently joined it.

But Hitler's nationality was Austrian. Although Hitler had announced that he renounced his Austrian citizenship, he was currently just a stateless person staying in Germany. According to German law, the German Chancellor must be a person with German citizenship. A person who had been in Germany for 17 years and had struggled for Germany for 17 years was actually not a German and did not possess German citizenship. This made the straightforward Goering unable to help laughing out loud.

However, Goering was really not mocking Hitler. Thinking that the comrade-in-arms who had fought heroically for Germany together with him in the European War was actually not a German, Goering, this German air hero, felt it was absurd. Even though he clearly knew Hitler was Austrian, Goering still felt that something must have been mistaken somewhere.

Hitler's first thought was, "Will anyone within the Nazi Party use this matter to attack me?" The Nazi Party was a grassroots party; in fact, no one cared whether the Nazi Party's Führer, Hitler, was Austrian or German. Moreover, in the eyes of Germans, Austria was originally a member of the German Confederation. It was kicked out of the German Confederation because of its defeat during the Wars of German Unification. Ordinary Germans felt there was absolutely no problem with an Austrian from the German-Austrian border area calling himself a German. But now that the Nazi Party was about to take power, this matter became a very troublesome issue. If the Führer of the Nazi Party could not become the German Chancellor, then no matter who in the Nazi Party became Chancellor, it would directly trigger an internal split in the Nazi Party.

The Nazi Party had already split several times internally, and each time it was finally united by Hitler's iron fist. On the eve of electoral victory, no problems could be allowed to occur no matter what.

With a confident smile, Hitler said to Goebbels, "Then you will be responsible for resolving this matter."

Goering smiled and didn't make a sound. He couldn't be bothered to get involved in this. Although Goebbels felt some unease in his heart, he tried hard to show a confident and relaxed expression. "My Führer, this is a piece of cake."

Himmler saw that both Hitler and Goebbels looked relaxed and neither showed any unhappiness, so he just smiled. He also felt that this matter was nothing. The Nazi Party had now drawn elite and reliable personnel to form the SS (Schutzstaffel). With the strength of the SS, they could completely and easily solve a small problem like citizenship. It was just that Hitler did not hand this matter to Himmler, but to Goebbels, which made Himmler feel that Hitler obviously trusted Goebbels a bit more.

Hitler and Goebbels' gazes swept over the other core members of the Nazi Party as if unintentionally. Seeing that most members, including the leader of the Stormtroopers (SA), Röhm, had an expression of not taking it seriously, the leaders within the Nazi Party who had always advocated the path of parliamentary struggle seemed to be thinking about something in their expressions. Both men committed these names to memory. But from beginning to end, both looked very relaxed.

In fact, this matter itself was not difficult. The Nazi Party had won 37.3% of the votes, and there were Nazi Party supporters everywhere. Furthermore, naturalization in Germany did not require the consent of the central government; the head of the immigration bureau of any state could accept Hitler's naturalization request. This matter proceeded very quickly. By July 19, 1932, with the help of the Minister of the Interior of the State of Brunswick, Hitler officially obtained German citizenship in the State of Brunswick in 1932.

As if a naturalization gift for Hitler, on July 20, the Lausanne Conference ended. The Lausanne Agreement stipulated: Germany could be exempted from war reparation obligations but must hand over a lump sum of 3 billion Marks as compensation for the exemption of reparation obligations. The "Lausanne Agreement" regarding the issue of German reparations finally relieved Germany of the heavy burden of war reparations.

He Rui learned the result immediately. He wanted to write something himself, but suddenly stopped and asked his secretary to call Li Runshi.
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July 29, 1932. The final debate of the US Democratic Party primaries.

Franklin D. Roosevelt listened intently to his opponent's speech. When he heard the rival declare, "I believe Mr. Roosevelt's physical condition makes him unsuitable to be President of the United States," a genial smile appeared on his serious face.

When the opponent finished, Roosevelt picked up the microphone. "I believe that being able to do a backflip is the job of an acrobat. The job of the President of the United States is to provide a future direction for the country."

Hearing this, the audience in the hall paused for a moment, then many burst into applause.

Roosevelt was not moved by the support of these Democratic voters. He knew very well that his ability to reach this final stage was largely due to the efforts of the Republican Party and his competitors within the Democratic Party to paint him as a "communist." In the United States today, the American people needed the most radical reform, not the indecisive "bourgeois proxy" that was Hoover.

As the applause died down, Roosevelt turned to the voters. "People of America, we face a difficult situation, and what is even more difficult is whether we have the courage to admit the situation we are facing. Fear is a human instinct, but fear itself is nothing to be afraid of. What we should fear is fear itself. Because of fear, we refuse to acknowledge reality; because of fear, we pretend that everything will change. But if we do nothing, nothing will be solved!"

A round of enthusiastic applause rang out from the audience. In the eyes of the voters, Roosevelt's competitors dared not face America's current predicament, offering only various excuses. Only Roosevelt dared to propose to the voters, "We must pay attention to the lives of American labor. To allow workers to live with dignity, we must set a cap on working hours and establish a minimum wage. Only on such a basis can the United States restore confidence."

Although the voters did not know exactly *how* Roosevelt would achieve this, compared to the other Democratic candidates, they believed Roosevelt was the one who had grasped the crux of the problem.

Sitting at the edge of the venue were several Chinese men. They were not Chinese-Americans, but staff from the Chinese Embassy and Consulates in the United States. To grasp the most timely information in the US, Chinese diplomatic personnel personally attended the campaign rallies of both the Democratic and Republican parties to hear the candidates debate.

Roosevelt's debate not only surpassed the other Democratic candidates in scope, but the audience's reaction also far exceeded that for the others. When the Democratic primary debate ended, the group left the venue.

Getting into their car, they began to chat. "If Roosevelt isn't elected, it might be because some power behind the scenes is determined not to see him elected."

"There doesn't seem to be any such power visible right now."

These diplomats held Roosevelt in high regard because his fearless fortitude in the face of difficulties gave them a feeling similar to that of He Rui.

Someone offered an intuitive view: "The United States won't become a socialist country, will it?"

The Chinese diplomats were stunned. Someone asked, "A socialist country? Even more socialist than France?"

At this, everyone laughed. The car had started and left the parking lot amidst their laughter. In the global economic crisis, France's performance was remarkable. While other countries were desperately cutting welfare... *if* those countries provided welfare to their people at all... France had significantly increased welfare for its citizens. Compared to France, what Roosevelt was offering could at best be called "security."

However, the Chinese diplomats did not wish to mock Roosevelt. Unlike China, ordinary Americans were wealthy to a degree incomparable to the Chinese masses because they did not lack land. The current problem in the US stemmed from a loss of confidence in the economy and the banks, not because the US itself could not produce enough wealth.

At this moment, the views of the American tycoon Rockefeller differed from those of the Chinese diplomats. The Rockefeller Foundation had been studying Roosevelt's policies, and the experts hired by the consortium believed that if Roosevelt fulfilled his campaign platform, it would not be favorable to the Rockefeller interests.

The Rockefeller consortium had already contacted a group of large American enterprises to invest in the West Coast. After President Hoover signed the executive order, China received $1 billion in credit loans to purchase American goods. China did not buy American agricultural products, nor consumer goods; the money was used entirely to purchase industrial products and patents. Machinery and equipment sold to China by major American companies, led by the Rockefeller consortium, were loaded onto ships directly on the West Coast for shipment to China.

Experts hired by the Rockefeller consortium worried that after Roosevelt was elected president, he would require China to purchase products from other regions of the United States. Although this practice would likely violate American tradition, Roosevelt's own intention to establish unions and let workers negotiate with capitalists was already a violation of American tradition.

Despite these extreme predictions, Rockefeller was helpless. He could only choose to sign the orders as quickly as possible; presumably, Roosevelt would not go so far as to demand China cancel existing orders. Before Roosevelt took office, asking the Chinese government to spend that $1 billion credit line first was the most advantageous move for Rockefeller.

This request was directly rejected by the Chinese Ministry of Commerce. Li Chenggang did not quite understand why Rockefeller was so agitated, nor was he interested in finding out. He simply had his subordinates tell the Rockefeller Company's commercial representative office in China, "The Chinese government imports American goods according to its own needs and will not suddenly change its plans."

Li Chenggang had considered reporting this to Wu Youping, but finally decided not to disturb the Premier.

Four years after the comprehensive introduction of synthetic ammonia and internal combustion engines, huge changes had erupted within the Chinese economy. According to the projections of the National Five-Year Plan, the productivity released by the early land reform and water conservancy projects should have been exhausted, entering a plateau period. Unexpectedly, with the promotion of synthetic ammonia, improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and close-planting techniques, agricultural capacity had stepped up to another level.

To understand these agricultural changes, Li Chenggang had been visiting the countryside for the past two years. The most intuitive change was the close-planting technique. Especially in the north, the density of grain plants per *mu* had increased by at least 50%. Li Chenggang had seen the old farmlands, where crops were planted quite sparsely. Now, the fields were densely packed with neat rows of plants; at harvest time, the mature crops completely obscured the ground.

Farmers initially dared not plant so densely, and the "old hands" at farming were particularly opposed. The experience accumulated by their ancestors told these old farmers that land fertility and water sources were limited. Even without drought or pests, farming this way would inevitably result in terrible crops the following year. And if a drought or insect plague broke out, the blow to the grain harvest would be fatal.

However, thanks to the water conservancy construction of previous years, the popularization of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium fertilizers and pesticides, and the introduction of internal combustion engine water pumps into the countryside, the northern farmers—though worried every year—had achieved bumper harvests in both seasons every year. Now, obtaining 600 *jin* of grain per *mu* over two seasons was common. Just eight years ago, in 1924, the annual grain yield per *mu* in the north was only 200 *jin*.

Farmers were earning three times what they had a few years ago. Combined with the policy of unified purchase and sale, purchasing power in the countryside rose rapidly. Previously, the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives sold mostly salt and cloth. Now, in the northern plains, after setting aside money for next year's fertilizer, every household would buy bicycles and tricycles on installment. To meet the people's needs, enterprises expanded production one after another, and a large number of new enterprises appeared, directly leading to an outflow of rural labor.

In principle, this was a very good development. But as the saying goes, "you can't have your cake and eat it too"; the reduction in rural labor also changed the agricultural production model. The number of "wheat guests"—migrant harvesters—in the regions north of the Yangtze River exploded. The massive flow of labor directly created a host of problems, most notably public security issues and economic disputes.

Just eight years ago, China was a thoroughgoing "acquaintance society." The advantage of an acquaintance society was that no matter what one did, there would be someone to vouch for them, and if something happened, it wouldn't be impossible to find the people involved. Now, groups of migrant harvesters had begun to move with the grain ripening line. These were strong laborers appearing in strange places. If a county didn't have a few homicides every year, the County Magistrate and the Party Secretary would be heavily commending the grassroots staff after the summer harvest and planting season ended.

At this stage, Wu Youping's greatest attention was focused on these matters. Compared to the agricultural security issues of the entire China, the commercial request of an American consortium like Rockefeller was completely trivial. There was no need to disturb Wu Youping at all.

But Li Chenggang went to see Wu Youping anyway. After being invited into the office, he saw Wu Youping, who had just returned from an inspection, looking dark from the sun and having lost quite a bit of weight. As the two sat down facing each other, Li Chenggang noticed that Wu Youping's hand was wrapped in gauze; he was obviously injured.

Seeing Li Chenggang's reaction, Wu Youping laughed. "I'm out of shape. I've been sitting in the office too much; I even hurt my hand cutting wheat."

Li Chenggang was not surprised that Wu Youping had gone down to the fields to harvest. Everyone had done this farm work back in the Northeast; doing a little occasionally was actually quite refreshing. Feeling nostalgic, Li Chenggang asked, "Harvesting now isn't the same as back in our day, is it?"

Wu Youping couldn't help but nod. "In the past, steel production was low, and metal farm tools were very precious. Every harvest, we'd pick up tools in the morning, and if the sickle got dull in the middle of the day, we had to go to a special administrator to exchange it. Now that steel production is up, and 'a workman must sharpen his tools if he is to do his work well,' the migrant harvesters carry an average of ten high-carbon steel sickles each. They sharpen them all and lay them out in a row by the field. As soon as they feel the sickle in their hand isn't fast enough, they immediately go back and swap it for another."

Sharpening was now done with electric grinding wheels. *Cha-cha* sounds by the field, and in the blink of an eye, a razor-sharp edge capable of splitting a hair was ground out. Wu Youping's hand had been accidentally cut with a large gash.

Recalling the bustling labor scene, Wu Youping sighed, "I didn't expect the migrant harvesters to solve a small link in farm tool management. The working people truly have wisdom."

"How so?" Li Chenggang was very interested.

"When the migrant harvesters harvest wheat, sickles were often lost, causing a lot of trouble. Now, the harvesters no longer hire someone specifically to look after the sickles. Before harvesting, however many sickles the harvesters give to the village, the village gives the harvesters a corresponding amount of money as a deposit. The village organizes the custody. After the harvest, however many sickles the harvesters return to the village, the village refunds that amount of money to the harvesters."

Hearing Wu Youping's introduction, Li Chenggang praised, "That is a good method."

Wu Youping nodded. "Most of the migrant harvesters are outsiders. Naturally, they are afraid of being bullied, so their reactions to certain things are particularly intense. It's definitely not worth risking a life for a few farm tools. But psychologically, one can understand their reaction. When all risks are resolved economically... the harvesters are there to make money, not to vent anger. As long as they don't suffer an economic loss, they easily choose to avoid conflict."

Li Chenggang felt that Wu Youping seemed to be implying something, but he couldn't immediately figure out his specific thoughts. But the sentence itself actually had little hidden meaning, because an ordinary division-level cadre should be able to understand this logic. However, whether a division-level cadre could truly apply it flexibly was uncertain; after all, every person saw different interests. At times, the interests seen by the central government and those seen by the ordinary people were vastly different.

He didn't want to probe too deeply, but Li Chenggang couldn't resist asking, "Premier, can you speak more clearly?"

Wu Youping sighed slightly. "We have to invest more in infrastructure to provide a relatively fair platform for the people."

Now Li Chenggang understood completely. The government was currently serving the production of the migrant harvesters, providing a lot of organizational help. Achieving this was not easy; it required a massive amount of information transmission to realize. Currently, the cost of information transmission was still too high, making many ideas impossible to implement. Even so, the solutions proposed by the state, as well as the major road construction in recent years and the popularization of internal combustion engine vehicles, allowed migrant harvesters to travel by bus rather than walking on two legs as before. Just this degree of change was the result of massive capital investment.

As for the investment in water conservancy, chemical fertilizers, and so on required for increased production, it was even more enormous. It was precisely this huge investment that provided the grain for the migrant harvesters to harvest.

Just as Li Chenggang was lamenting in his heart, he heard Wu Youping ask, "That's enough small talk. Let's get to work."

Li Chenggang hurriedly composed himself and said, "The Ministry of Civil Affairs has given us the quantity of grain to be imported. The Ministry of Commerce has formulated a plan to import grain from the UK, France, and the US based on the Ministry of Civil Affairs' figures. Please review it, Premier."

Wu Youping did not immediately open the document. Even with Chinese grain production increased to its current level, the Chinese people were merely not starving to death; there was still a considerable distance to go before they were full. To solve the domestic grain gap, China was already importing grain from the Soviet Union.

The Soviet Union was also a socialist country, and Wu Youping believed the Soviet Union would naturally prioritize its own national grain supply. Moreover, the Soviet grain-producing areas were in Eastern Europe. If one wanted cheap transport, the best method was to go through the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean, then through Turkey's Bosphorus Strait into the Black Sea, and load the grain at Odessa to return to China.

Such an optimal shipping route required China to have strong transport capacity. At this stage, China's shipbuilding industry had just begun to exert its strength; although progress was rapid, accumulation was still insufficient.

Apart from the Soviet Union, the countries with cheap grain in the world were Britain and the United States. The United States went without saying; the Great Plains were suitable for large-scale planting, so US grain production was huge. And now, prices for US agricultural products were extremely low; American farmers didn't even have the desire to harvest. It was said that due to insufficient domestic demand in the US, there had even been "milk dumping" incidents where dairy farmers poured milk into the Mississippi River. According to news obtained by China's intelligence collection system, this was done by various farm owners to seize the market by dumping their competitors' milk...

In any case, the price of importing grain from the United States was very low. Even with shipping costs added, it was cheaper than from the Soviet Union. The only issue was preventing various harmful organisms within the American grain.

Another importer that was very cost-effective for China was Britain. The price of grain in the British homeland was not cheap; the grain the British obtained was levied from India. Britain, like other colonial powers, did not act humanely in its colonies. Britain simply did not care about the lives or deaths of the Indian people; every year, they constantly levied grain to sell cheaply on the international market. Therefore, the price of grain in British hands was low, and the distance to China was close, making it very cost-effective.

As for France, China actually bought grain and meat products from the French homeland. The reason was simple: it wasn't that France acted humanely in its colonies and thus the exploitation wasn't heavy. Rather, it was because the French government, in order to provide high incomes for its own people, bought grain from French farmers at French market prices and sold it to China. This increased the income of native French farmers.

Now that the French government was no longer changing like a revolving lantern, both the French government and the French people cherished the current stable political situation and never wanted to face the crazy turnover of the previous decades again. So the French government spent big money to raise the income of the French people. Even knowing that French grain shipped to China had absolutely no market competitiveness, the French government did it firmly.

China didn't really lose out, either. As a return, the French government opened up access for many Chinese goods in both the French homeland and its colonies.

Of course, this didn't mean France acted humanely in its colonies. France, like Britain, still did not act humanely in the colonies. On one hand, France exported grain to China at high prices; at the same time, massive amounts of grain exploited from the colonies were shipped to the French homeland to provide cheap food supplies to the urban lower-income classes.

Britain stripped India of grain, starving at least 300,000 Indians to death every year; in disaster years, it wasn't rare for millions of Indians to starve. In France's colonies, tens of thousands starving to death annually due to French policy was a given. Added to the colonial people massacred by France every year, the death toll was at least 150,000 upwards annually.

Therefore, Wu Youping was very resistant to this plan; if possible, he did not want to study these plans. But as Premier, Wu Youping ultimately opened the proposal and began to read.
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The Ministry of Agriculture had formulated a plan to import as much as 20 million tons of grain annually. Although Wu Youping was aware of this, reviewing the figures still made him feel somewhat helpless. According to the latest census, China's population had grown from 480 million in 1925 to 560 million, an increase of over 80 million people.

The current China was neither the Qing Dynasty nor the Beiyang government. The 80 million people born after liberation, like the other 480 million from before, were all citizens of China and deserved the treatment due to the people. They needed social security and services in safety, health, and education. Just keeping the children from hunger required massive amounts of food. Added to the need to store enough basic grain reserves for the entire population for a year, even with the tremendous increase in China's grain production, there was still a need to import 20 million tons of grain to fill the gap.

Commerce Minister Li Chenggang showed no anxiety on his square face. In recent years, after China introduced a great deal of French engineering technology, its mass production capabilities had improved rapidly. "Sci-tech" referred to science and technology; scientific breakthroughs relied on genius scientists, while technical capability relied on accumulation through mass production. China had spent a great deal of money introducing engineering technology, but it was well worth it. It had indeed saved China a significant amount of time.

At this stage, in a few sectors such as the textile industry, China had leaped to a world-advanced level after simultaneously introducing French equipment and technology as well as the technology Japan had accumulated in mass textile production. In other areas of industrial production, after introducing the most advanced production organization and process technologies from Britain and the United States, China was at least developing toward the world's most advanced levels. It was no longer the situation of the past where they were completely in the dark.

Moreover, China had a large population with strong learning abilities, coupled with low labor costs. The massive domestic market provided ample space for subsequent industrial development. Currently, apart from the military industry, every other industry in China had begun to turn a profit. And since the scale of China's military industry was not large, its consumption was entirely within the economy's capacity to bear. Therefore, Li Chenggang believed that Chinese industrial products could certainly earn the foreign exchange needed to purchase grain on the international market.

Premier Wu Youping did not raise many questions, and the meeting ended quickly. Li Chenggang had just returned to his office and was about to have lunch when his secretary came in and told him that Wu Youping wanted to see him immediately.

Something major must have happened. Li Chenggang turned around and hurried back. As soon as he arrived at the office, he saw the Minister of Agriculture was also there. Wu Youping told his secretary, "Go to the cafeteria and get three working lunches."

As soon as the secretary left, Wu Youping asked the Minister of Agriculture to explain the situation. The first sentence Li Chenggang heard from the Minister of Agriculture was, "The Soviet Union just informed us that it is impossible for them to sell us grain this year."

"Why?" Li Chenggang asked in astonishment.

The Minister of Agriculture looked solemn and began to speak from his notes. Under persistent high temperatures and humid climate, the Soviet Union's agriculture had suffered a huge crisis. In addition to floods caused by heavy rains east of the Dnieper River, Soviet wheat and other crops had been hit by rust disease, weeds, and other agricultural disasters, causing grain production in 1932 to plummet, making it impossible to export grain to China.

After hearing this, Li Chenggang was truly shocked. However, before he could ask questions, the Minister of Agriculture added, "The Soviet side also proposed that if their grain reduction is severe, they hope China can help them purchase grain. They are willing to increase their exports to China [of other goods] in return."

Faced with such a drastic change, Li Chenggang actually felt himself calming down. He asked, "What exactly is going on?"

At this moment, Wu Youping's secretary brought the three working lunches, and the three men talked while they ate. The Minister of Agriculture was an expert and started directly from the root cause. After experiencing a major drought in the north in 1920, China's climate began to develop towards warmth and humidity. Since 1924, although there had been various natural disasters, the general trend was a warming climate and increased rainfall. coupled with the rapid promotion of new fertilizers, pesticides, improved seeds, and new planting methods in recent years, China's grain production had seen consecutive years of overall bumper harvests.

Hearing this, Li Chenggang suddenly felt a sense of enlightenment. From 1924 to the present, more and more ordinary people had hung at least one portrait of He Rui in their homes. Although the government's policies were very radical and various ideologies among the people were becoming increasingly intense, there were basically no remarks opposing He Rui. Instead, the saying "The Sage Emperor is on the throne" had appeared. Originally, Li Chenggang thought some people were deliberately flattering, but now he felt that these words might not be entirely insincere. In a time of rapid population growth, relying on rapid grain production increases to maintain food supply without problems, and with no particularly severe natural disasters occurring... in traditional Chinese culture, this was indeed a situation that could only occur when a Sage Emperor was on the throne.

Feeling a little happy in his heart, Li Chenggang asked, "What is the matter with the Soviet Union?"

The Minister of Agriculture took a few mouthfuls of rice before answering, "We have been cooperating with the Soviet Union and other countries on climate change in recent years, and domestic climate experts have also collaborated on some projects with experts from other countries. According to the data, in the last few years, the average surface temperature has risen by 0.5 degrees."

Hearing 0.5 degrees, Li Chenggang couldn't help blinking. The Ministry of Commerce also engaged in some grain trade, but mainly focused on industrial products and bulk commodities. For industry, high temperatures of thousands of degrees were nothing strange. So he couldn't understand what magnitude a 0.5-degree change represented for agriculture.

Fortunately, the Minister of Agriculture didn't make Li Chenggang guess. He explained, "Most of the agricultural problems encountered by the Soviet Union are caused by this 0.5 degree."

Li Chenggang immediately clarified his thinking. This 0.5 degree covered the entire earth; the entire territory of the Soviet Union was within this change and could not escape. Li Chenggang continued to ask, "Can the Soviet Union solve the problem?"

The Minister of Agriculture hesitated for a while before answering, "Theoretically, yes."

At this point, Wu Youping, who had finished his meal quickly in silence, wiped his mouth with a napkin and asked, "We can discuss that later. Can we determine now that the Soviet Union has really encountered problems, and is not deliberately terminating the grain trade with us?"

The Minister of Agriculture answered decisively, "We can determine that."

Wu Youping made a decisive decision: "Then distribute the grain import quota from the Soviet Union to other countries, and reserve some quota for the Soviet Union as well."

Li Chenggang thought quickly about which country to increase orders from and found that the United States was the most suitable. Having determined this direction, a thought suddenly popped into Li Chenggang's mind, and he couldn't help asking, "If we increase our orders by so much, will it affect the US election results?"

Wu Youping was stunned; he hadn't expected Li Chenggang to think of such a thing. After a moment's thought, Wu Youping replied, "Hoover had at least two years to restore confidence in the financial industry, but he never found a way. No matter how many orders we have, it's not enough to give the United States the confidence to fully recover its economy, so Hoover is bound to fail. This is not a problem of orders, but a problem of the system."

When Wu Youping elevated the issue to the level of the system, Li Chenggang suddenly understood and no longer held any imagination about the possibility of Hoover's re-election.

President Hoover received the news five days later, on August 27, 1932. President Hoover, who had been tortured by the economic crisis for three consecutive years to the point of being somewhat neurotic, immediately had his eyes light up. He immediately ordered someone to call the Secretary of State. But the secretary quickly informed President Hoover that the Secretary of State was not in Washington at the moment but had gone to communicate with the French Foreign Minister regarding global disarmament.

Hoover was not disappointed. Although he was not an agriculture major himself, he was no stranger to agriculture. Since the Secretary of State was away, Hoover asked the US Secretary of Commerce and confirmed that the Chinese Ministry of Commerce indeed hoped to purchase 20 to 30 million tons of grain in the next two years.

In 1932, there was almost no market for US grain. Hoover immediately ordered the Secretary of Commerce to finalize the contract immediately and instructed, "Go and allocate the grain at the ports now, load the ships and set off for China. I hope to sign the grain contract with China before the ships arrive."

The Secretary of Commerce wanted to say something, but only replied, "Understood, Mr. President."

Walking out of the White House office, the Secretary of Commerce just sighed. Before becoming president, Hoover had served as Secretary of Commerce for many years under Coolidge and Coolidge's predecessor. He was very familiar with commercial contracts. although Hoover's request was very tight, it could really be done if they hurried. Faced with an expert, the Secretary of Commerce didn't want to play any little tricks. Moreover, the Secretary of Commerce knew very well how urgent President Hoover was at this time.

After ordering the Secretary of Commerce to act immediately, President Hoover immediately invited the head of his re-election campaign team. The person in charge was a middle-aged man wearing a loose coat with a rather greasy, balding forehead. After hearing Hoover talk about this grain trade, the campaign manager was overjoyed, "Mr. President, please announce this news immediately."

But Hoover did not answer, which puzzled the campaign manager. Just as he was about to make a suggestion, he stopped. During this time, Hoover had become increasingly neurotic, but now the gaze of the Hoover in front of him no longer shifted evasively, and his hands and feet, which seemed to have nowhere to be placed and moved frequently, suddenly fell naturally into their proper positions. The campaign manager discovered that the Hoover before him seemed to be turning back into that familiar former Secretary of Commerce. Although Hoover himself didn't do it intentionally, the calm and composed temperament honed by experiencing great storms was returning to him.

Faced with the unique temperament of a person in power, the campaign manager fell silent unconsciously. After a while, he suddenly saw Hoover look up and say, "Do not announce this news yet."

The campaign manager hadn't expected Hoover was thinking about this issue just now and quickly advised, "Mr. President, we need to build momentum for you immediately. Such news will immediately boost your popularity."

Hoover's eyes were already bright at this moment. He shook his head gently, "No. Start buying all the grain at the docks and train stations now. Transport the grain from warehouses near the ports to the seaports."

"Why?" The campaign manager couldn't figure out what Hoover wanted to do.

Hoover now had the mood to discuss specific issues. He explained to the campaign manager that if they suddenly announced such a big deal, it wouldn't be possible to raise grain prices immediately. Only by first buying out the warehouses that were already stuffed with grain could those people have the money to continue acquiring grain immediately after the announcement.

The current situation left Hoover no chance; this matter absolutely could not go wrong. Even if it was announced a few days late, there could be no problems.

The campaign manager still didn't quite understand what was going on, but he already felt that Hoover himself was no longer the confused president from before. At least in Hoover, the campaign manager saw the determination to fight with his back to the wall.

"Mr. President, I will immediately formulate the next publicity strategy for you," the campaign manager said somewhat excitedly.

When only Hoover was left in the office, he sighed, looked up at the sky, and murmured, "Thank you, my God. At least you did not let me continue to suffer punishment."

After speaking, Hoover closed his eyes and continued to pray silently. Hoover always believed that this economic crisis was a sudden disaster for him. In the past three years, articles analyzing this economic crisis in the United States were abundant. The general view was that the laissez-faire policies of the Coolidge era led to the arbitrary behavior of those unscrupulous and greedy capitalists, leading to the outbreak of the economic crisis. No matter who was on stage, they could not have prevented the outbreak of the economic crisis.

And Hoover himself had done everything he could to deal with the situation without any slackening. Hoover had once despaired; he thought he would be defeated by the disaster that fate had unjustly inflicted upon him. But fate had given Hoover another chance at this moment. As long as he could drive up the prices of US agricultural products again, farms would need a large number of hands again. Those unemployed people would go to the farms in large numbers to participate in production. The thing farms lacked least was food. As the number of unemployed people in the cities decreased, coupled with the large amount of industrial equipment China purchased from the United States, the situation in the United States would improve. At this stage, as long as Hoover was given a chance, as the former Secretary of Commerce, he could display all kinds of means.

As Hoover's prayers became more and more devout, two trails of tears hung on his cheeks at some point.

As a president, Hoover might not be qualified. As a Secretary of Commerce, Hoover was definitely qualified. Following his orders, buyers sent by the federal government began to appear at many grain depots in the United States. By this stage, US grain prices had hit a new low, only 10% of the price in 1929.

So upon learning that the federal government had sent people to acquire grain at a reasonable price, those grain merchants immediately couldn't wait to sell the grain. Following this were the trains, steamships, and trucks that hadn't been seen for some days, taking the grain away.

For the United States, where unemployment was everywhere, there was absolutely no lack of porters. For a little money and food, the porters completed the moving with amazing efficiency. It was so fast that local reporters were alarmed. When reporters from various places arrived, the warehouses had either been emptied or were being emptied.

Newspapers everywhere reported this news, and some shrewd businessmen had already keenly smelled the change. They quickly started going to the countryside to restock.

After a week, as more and more such things happened, the news fermented quickly. Newspapers in many major cities began to speculate that perhaps the federal government had found a mysterious big buyer. As for who this big buyer was and how much grain they could sell, the press discussed it spiritedly. But President Hoover's reputation in recent years was too poor. Those unemployed people lived in temporary sheds made of cardboard boxes and slept wrapped in old newspapers. So the cardboard houses were called "Hoovervilles" (Hoover houses), and the old newspapers were called "Hoover blankets."

Suddenly saying that Hoover had found a big buyer for American agricultural products—the press, which had scolded Hoover for two years, didn't believe it themselves.

But around the tenth day, the *Washington Post* suddenly published an article. Because the *Washington Post* had helped Hoover with a lot of crisis public relations and failed this time, being spat upon, it had become much more cautious. This article stated very conservatively that recently there seemed to be negotiations for grain sales between China and the United States. If the negotiations were successful, the United States might be able to secure a grain sales contract of about 20 million tons.

Although most readers did not believe it, and even the US press dared not believe it, there was simply too much bad news. So much so that many newspapers, even if they didn't believe it, began to reprint this news. Of course, some newspapers inclined towards the Republican Party received hints and also began to reprint this news.

Soon, some newspapers began to sing a different tune. They listed Hoover's various incompetencies over the past three years, mocking this news as fake news manufactured by Hoover to win the general election.

The American public had long been disappointed in Hoover. Seeing this news, they felt it was to be expected and considered it all fake news. But during this period, the government was constantly buying grain and transporting it to the ports without stopping. Moreover, grain prices were steadily rising. As the warehouses were emptied, the federal government began to announce in newspapers that farmers should sell grain to designated warehouse areas. Although the price was far from that of 1929, the grain purchase price had indeed recovered to a relatively reasonable level.

Although harboring strong uneasiness and disbelief, grain was not durable for storage. Especially since last year's stored grain in the granaries hadn't been sold yet, and this year's grain was about to be harvested. If the grain wasn't sold, there would be no place to store the new grain.

With a try-and-see attitude, many farmers began to sell grain. To their surprise, the acquisition points designated by the federal government were in those warehouses. Now the warehouses were empty, and the grain sold by farmers at relatively reasonable prices was immediately sent into the warehouses. Just a few months ago, no matter how the farmers begged, grain merchants would no longer collect grain. Some grain merchants even opened their warehouses to let the farmers see the mountains of grain with their own eyes.

Now, the farmers who sold a batch of grain first immediately mobilized, seizing the time to sell their grain first. The news spread like wildfire, and farmers everywhere were alarmed. Everyone went to try it out first.

After interviewing the endless stream of horse-drawn carriages with their transport volumes, local newspaper reporters faced a dilemma when writing reports. They really couldn't figure out what was happening. If it wasn't that son-of-a-bitch President Hoover who had found a mysterious big buyer, then who was this grain being sold to?

Just as newspapers everywhere began to inquire about the news, the White House finally held a press conference. A large number of reporters filled the White House lawn. President Hoover appeared before the reporters and said, "The US government has signed an agreement with the Chinese government. In the next two years, the Chinese government will purchase 23 million tons of grain from the United States."

At this time, every larger newspaper had sent at least two people. Hearing this news, the one responsible for transmitting the news left the front of the White House immediately, while the other reporter tried every way to get a chance to ask the President questions.

As a former Secretary of Commerce, Hoover was all too familiar with this. He constantly answered reporters' questions about the negotiations. The content of his answers was authentic and reliable. Some veteran reporters discovered that the Hoover they used to know had returned. Smart, witty, calm, rather than the increasingly neurotic president of the past two years.

Before the new round of harvesting began, this news spread throughout the United States in the blink of an eye. Following it was the news that various farms began to hire people. Those unemployed people who had relatives in the countryside began to leave the cities in groups. Hoover also issued a presidential order that railways provide cheap or even free train tickets to several major agricultural states to provide transportation services for laborers returning to work on farms.

As soon as this news came out, the entire United States was shaken. It seemed this matter was true.

As a large number of unemployed people left the cities, Washington also became much quieter. In the ubiquitous cardboard "Hoovervilles" and the "Hoover blankets" of old newspapers all over the ground, there was no longer the movement of the past. The summer wind blew past, and there were no human voices in the patches of garbage piles.

And the summer wind blew past the hair tips under MacArthur's military cap, his sweating cheeks and neck. It was warm, yet somewhat cool. MacArthur finished smoking the tobacco in a corn cob pipe, spat casually, and cursed in a low voice, "Fuck, in the end, I'm the one taking the blame."

Although he cursed, as a high-ranking officer from an "Old Stock" American background, MacArthur also knew he couldn't escape this fate. He turned his head and looked. Behind him, the cavalry of the US Federal Army rode on horses, holding clubs, with sabers inserted beside their saddles. Turning around again, behind the cavalry were the silhouettes of several tanks.

Looking further to the end of the road ahead, the "Hooverville" inhabited by the veterans who had come to Washington to demand back pay since June 17 was hazy. Compared with those of the homeless, the veterans' Hooverville was very regular. Worthy of being built by soldiers with cardboard, it revealed the neatness that an army should have.

MacArthur called the adjutant beside him, "Go ask them one more time. The government has promised that it will definitely pay the pension according to the law, and the President has also promised to give them free train tickets. Now there are jobs in the countryside. Are they willing to go back?"

The adjutant was still somewhat unbearable. He asked tentatively, "General, if they refuse, how should I answer?"

MacArthur looked at the adjutant unhappily and replied coldly, "If they refuse, come back and tell me the news!"

The adjutant knew that this eviction operation was imperative. In the end, he didn't dare to say more and urged his warhorse towards the Hooverville where the salary-seeking American veterans lived.

The horse's hooves stepped on sheets of newspapers, making a noise mixed with the rustling of paper, which was very obvious on the empty street.

MacArthur spat a large mouthful of saliva again. Although he didn't want to add some immoral records to his military career, as the Army Chief of Staff and a four-star general, MacArthur knew he had to do this.
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With a bang, the door to the White House Oval Office was forced halfway open. Amidst the obstruction of the guards, Hoover's campaign manager shouted into the room, "Mr. President, I must... see you."

President Hoover was in a meeting with the Secretary of Commerce, the Secretary of Agriculture, and the Secretary of Labor. Although he was very dissatisfied with being interrupted like this, he did not lose his temper. He just looked solemn and said to the three secretaries, "Gentlemen, please wait a moment." Then he got up and walked to the door.

After the President left the Oval Office, although the three secretaries did not know what had happened, they felt much more relaxed because of the changes in the current situation. The Secretary of Labor whispered, "Wages have started to rise, but companies are still keeping wages very low when hiring."

The Secretary of Agriculture nodded slightly. With the rapid recovery of American agricultural product prices, farmers entering the harvest season began to hire people, and a large number of unemployed people found work. In this period of extreme competition, many laborers no longer dared to hope for wages, only asking for a bite to eat. Although farm work was exhausting, the farmers at least provided full meals.

The Secretary of Commerce hesitated to speak. He had made a great contribution this time, but he was actually not optimistic about future changes. Although grain prices had risen and commercial enterprises serving grain had suddenly regained vitality, China's orders had not been able to comprehensively drive corporate employment. Although the current changes were inspiring, it was difficult to see follow-through. What the Secretary of Commerce looked forward to was not President Hoover's re-election, but his own dignified stepping down. As long as he could publicize to the US that the reason for the terrible domestic economy in recent years was the lack of demand from countries around the world, not the incompetence of the US Department of Commerce, the Secretary of Commerce could salvage some honor.

Of course, the Secretary of Commerce knew very well. It was not the world economy that dragged down the United States, but the economic crisis of the United States that dragged down the world economy. But such words must never be spoken, because the domestic ethos of the United States was never to admit mistakes. Admitting mistakes meant weakness, meant surrender. Even if something was done "insufficiently," it had to be someone else's responsibility.

At this time, President Hoover and the campaign manager had arrived at the adjacent office. As soon as they entered, the campaign manager immediately closed the door and said anxiously but in a low voice, "Mr. President, we absolutely cannot violently disperse those veterans asking for back pay."

Hoover looked grim; he did not feel he had made the wrong choice.

In World War I, American soldiers who participated in the war received an additional 25 cents as an overseas living allowance on top of their daily wage of one dollar. But during the war, this salary was not issued to the participating American soldiers. After the war, because the US government could not afford this expense, the *World War Adjusted Compensation Act* was enacted and passed in 1924. In the act, the US government first issued a bonus certificate to WWI veterans, promising that the owed salary would be paid in cash twenty years later at a rate of one dollar per day based on the number of days served.

In 1932, nearly one-third of the employed population in the United States could not find work and urgently needed relief. So these veterans demanded that the US government immediately pay the salaries that should have been paid in 1945. The Veterans of Foreign Wars believed that promising a starving man money to buy food twenty years later was unreasonable.

However, the American upper class generally believed that the demands of the twenty thousand veterans who came to Washington to ask for pay were unreasonable. Because the US Congress had already enacted the law and promised to pay. At a time when one-third of the people in the United States were unemployed, it was unreasonable for this group to demand this money in advance. This was not Hoover's personal view, but the common view of the entire American upper class.

The campaign manager certainly understood Hoover's choice to maintain the same front as the American upper class. He did not evaluate the right or wrong of the matter, but asked, "Mr. President, do you think the support of those people during the election will win you more votes?"

Hoover hesitated for a moment. He also knew that his chances of winning were not great, so the decision to disperse the veterans was more due to Hoover's own displeasure with this group of people. Moreover, many people, represented by Army Chief of Staff MacArthur, believed that this was the result of Communist agitation.

Seeing Hoover's hesitation, the campaign manager immediately continued to persuade, "Mr. President, do you think Mr. Roosevelt is a Communist?"

Hoover was stunned; he didn't understand what the campaign manager meant. Although many people attacked Roosevelt as a Communist, this group attacked Roosevelt's policies; they did not believe that Roosevelt himself had defected to the Communists and stood on the opposite side of capitalism.

The campaign manager explained what he had just said, "If even Roosevelt is not considered a Communist, naturally no one will think these veterans asking for pay are Communist elements. Mr. President, there are only three months left in the election. These people cannot cause your votes to continue to drain away. But violently expelling these people will make those who sympathize with you think you are too cold-blooded."

Deep down, Hoover still didn't want to let these veterans off. Watching them protest in Washington D.C. every day made Hoover feel very uncomfortable. These people were challenging the authority of the government. But the current Chinese grain orders made Hoover feel as if he still had a chance. At this time, his judgment as a politician made Hoover feel that he should still make more preparations for winning the election.

Finally, Hoover walked out of the room and called his secretary, asking him to contact MacArthur to temporarily suspend this eviction operation.

After handling this matter, Hoover returned to the Oval Office and continued the previous talk. The grain sales of 23 million tons in two years had indeed boosted American agriculture, but this also triggered the problem of insufficient transportation capacity. Even if a ship could carry 10,000 tons, it would have to travel back and forth to the United States 2,300 times, and where did the United States have so many 10,000-ton ships?

In order to complete the transaction as soon as possible, the United States could only let some Chinese ships come to the United States. And this triggered opposition from some Democrats, who demanded the exclusive use of American ships to solve American unemployment. Although this group's propaganda did receive the support of unemployed dockworkers, it failed to form an advantage in the entire Congress. However, Hoover was also a little worried about whether the Democrats would resort to extreme measures.

The Secretary of Labor was not very worried. Now this group of Democrats felt the pressure, so they began to fight back. Although Hoover was notorious in the past two years, when it came to the election, Hoover was a figure eagerly awaited by the people across the United States. The Democratic Party generally believed that as long as Hoover was given time, many problems could be solved. When utilizing this grain order, Hoover indeed showed the ability expected of a former Secretary of Commerce and a skilled politician, causing great pressure on that group of Democrats.

"Mr. President, I don't think there's any need to worry. The Democrats have no time to pass a motion," the Secretary of Labor said, unconcerned. Although he didn't say it, the Secretary of Labor still felt that Hoover's chances of winning were not very high.

The Secretary of Commerce offered a suggestion, "If China can send ships for transport, I believe grain prices will continue to rise. Some banks will also be able to recover loans."

President Hoover thought for a moment and felt that the current Secretary of Commerce's judgment was wishful thinking. At present, tens of thousands of small banks in the United States had collapsed. These small banks mainly provided services locally. Farmers had no money to repay loans, causing many small banks to fail. Just going through the legal process would take a long time; it was absolutely impossible for such a large batch of banks capable of supporting operations to re-emerge in just two short months.

After thinking for a while, Hoover said, "Before the liquidation of those banks is completed, the federal government will temporarily provide grain payment services. Also, request the Chinese fleet to speed up their departure."

Hoover was being a bit presumptuous. There was no need for the US Secretary of Commerce to urge them; China's various shipyards were already operating at full capacity, and now they were doing their utmost. The hotels near the shipyards were full of people coming to pick up ships, especially near the Jiangnan Shipyard in Shanghai, where the hotels were completely booked.

Hu Lei's factory was in the industrial zone. Because it had become a model teaching factory, many dormitories had been added. Now, the dormitories meant to accommodate more than 300 people were housing more than 500. Actually, strictly speaking, a little over 100 were company personnel, but the majority were trainees.

After finishing today's classes, Hu Lei felt exhausted. Looking at the trainees smoking in the factory's smoking area, Hu Lei tried hard to convince himself inwardly, "Do not get angry at yourself. Do not feel you must teach them all to graduation! I just need to finish my own work!"

The government's money was not that easy to take. As a model factory, as a training center, the learning content for every trainee had strictly defined regulations. But with the number of industrial enterprises increasing, orders seemed like they would never decrease. Skilled old technicians couldn't increase that fast, so workers who had learned to operate the most advanced machine tools became sought after.

In addition to using the factory's equipment for training, Hu Lei's factory production tasks were also full. Jiangnan Shipyard was building ships like crazy, and the demand for high-precision general parts seemed endless.

Returning to his office in exhaustion, Hu Lei sat on the sofa, not wanting to move even a finger. But Hu Lei felt panic recently because he had purchased another nine pieces of equipment. To pay off all the equipment money, Hu Lei's factory had to produce like this for fourteen months.

Due to his mood, Hu Lei suspected he must have been crazy at the time to dare to make such a huge investment. As long as there was any sudden problem with domestic demand, Hu Lei would be miserable. Although it wasn't to the point where Hu Lei would have to sell himself and still not be able to pay the debt, what Hu Lei was looking forward to was making a big profit and buying these expensive machines outright.

At this moment, the secretary pushed the door open and came in. "Boss, the Adult Training Division of the Education Bureau called again, asking if we can take in another batch of people."

"Can't take them!" Hu Lei answered feebly but decisively. Now, as soon as he heard about recruiting students, he had a headache. It was truly a case of "when the radishes are selling fast, one doesn't wash off the mud"; the Adult Education Division was stuffing just anyone into the school. In Hu Lei's observation, many people were not suitable to be mechanical production workers.

The secretary explained with difficulty, "Boss, the Adult Training Division said this is a mission from above."

Hu Lei felt the superiors of the Adult Education Division were messing around. If the people trained were not suitable for the machinery industry in the first place, it would be better not to recruit them. As a graduate of the Beiping Railway Institute, Hu Lei didn't want to ruin his reputation at all. He struggled to stand up, "Give me their phone number, I'll call them."
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Hu Lei had originally only intended to explain to the adult training institution the reasons why he could not expand the scale of training, never expecting to get into an argument with the government. Faced with the problems Hu Lei raised, the other party repeatedly acknowledged that his points were valid, yet insisted that Hu Lei solve these problems himself. Hu Lei felt a surge of anger and couldn't help but retort over the phone.

The other party finally dropped a cold remark, "Headmaster Hu, you must shoulder the responsibility," and hung up. Furious, Hu Lei slammed the phone down and sat back in his chair, fuming. After this rather unfriendly exchange, Hu Lei felt that things were not quite as he had imagined. At the very least, it sounded to him as if the government side treated his training site as a school.

Initially, Hu Lei was displeased, feeling they were deliberately making things difficult. But after calming down for a while, a thought occurred to him: had he misunderstood something? or perhaps his old classmate Feng Qian had gotten something wrong when helping arrange the training site and technical development in Shanghai?

Thinking of this, Hu Lei dared not act on his own initiative. He wrote a long letter detailing what had happened to Feng Qian. After finishing it, he found the address Feng Qian had left behind, thought for a moment, and then, following telegraph regulations, wrote six characters: "Address unchanged, please reply." He then sent someone to dispatch the urgent telegram.

The next afternoon, Hu Lei received the reply: "Unchanged, write letter."

Only then did Hu Lei send the letter via Credit Aviation Express. Two days later, Feng Qian received the letter. Reading it through once, he too felt quite puzzled. According to what Feng Qian knew, such training institutions should provide sufficient teachers, or the labor unions should provide assistance. It shouldn't be as Hu Lei described in his letter, with Hu Lei responsible for everything. Even a single factory had various departments with different people in charge. How was it that when it came to Hu Lei, he was the only commander without soldiers? And for such a large factory, where was the organization?

He wanted to write back, but after thinking it over, Feng Qian went to the ministry to apply for a business trip. The ministry leadership frowned slightly after reading the trip report. Hu Lei's case was interesting; clarifying exactly what had happened would make for an excellent typical incident report. However, precisely because it was unclear what was happening at this stage, there was a possibility that the Shanghai Education Bureau's work was lacking. Reading Hu Lei's letter again, the leader found Hu Lei's views on worker quality somewhat jarring. Hu Lei clearly had objections regarding the quality of the workers, and some of his phrasing was quite sharp. This conflicted with the policies currently being implemented.

After pondering for a moment, the leader said, "Little Feng. The Central Committee has recently begun implementing '3+1' education for citizens who have not previously attended school. This policy will absolutely not be shaken."

Feng Qian couldn't quite gauge the leader's intent, so he could only nod. The leader continued, "Your classmate's factory and training scale are not small. He graduated after 1924, so he counts as the new generation. If you go, you must be prepared to conduct a thorough investigation. If you're thinking of acting like an Imperial Envoy or a 'Blue Sky' magistrate, then there's no need to go."

Hearing this, Feng Qian subconsciously sat up straight. The leader's requirements were not low, and the tone had been set. The so-called "3+1" referred to the policy where, following the start of compulsory education in 1925, the population that had already passed school age would undergo mandatory education over the next few years to reach a third-grade primary school level, followed by one year of technical education.

The "3+1" program was designed to give eligible workers in rural and urban areas who had missed educational opportunities a chance to enter factory work. Given China's massive population and the intensity of education efforts, the chances for an illiterate person to enter a factory were already very low. But China was currently undergoing large-scale infrastructure construction, and many assembly line positions requiring repetitive labor were emerging. "3+1" was intended to provide industrial employment opportunities for these eligible laborers.

Although it was not yet certain what level of workers Hu Lei looked down upon—since Hu Lei had only expressed general displeasure with the workers he found unsatisfactory, providing neither educational statistics nor employment figures for them—this letter, which could have been an excellent case study, had been written by Hu Lei as a prose piece for complaining and expressing personal demands.

Feng Qian finally spoke, "I plan to start with the gap in thinking between entrepreneurs and government personnel. To see if I can write a good research report."

The leader immediately approved of this angle, and his concern about Feng Qian instantly diminished by more than half. The He Rui administration had been in power for eight years, and the country had been completely stable for four. Hu Lei had graduated after 1924 and was an alumnus of Premier Wu Youping. Now throwing himself into industrial manufacturing and making a small name for himself, such a person could be seen as a part of China's future. Carefully studying the problems Hu Lei encountered and understanding his thoughts was research into the future.

Feng Qian now had a train of thought, and follow-up ideas came naturally. "It seems the education received by enterprise managers is far from sufficient to become a capitalist. Hu Lei is just a domestic business owner, far from the level of a capitalist. I suddenly feel, should we perhaps implement a '3+1' training for business owners as well?"

"Haha." The leader laughed. "If you can carry the investigation to that extent, Little Feng, I'll take you to see the Minister."

Hu Lei had no idea what kind of good fortune was about to fall on his head. Until his old classmate pushed open his office door, Hu Lei was still fuming. That morning, he had scolded someone; the person scolded was a trainee worker who had failed to master the basic techniques for operating the new equipment. If not for Hu Lei's quick eyes and hands stopping the guy's erroneous operation, there might have been an accident.

The basic skills of this batch of trainee workers were too poor. Hu Lei realized he had truly overestimated them. To turn these people into qualified skilled workers—or at least skilled workers who wouldn't cause trouble—was no longer something that could be accomplished with simple training. Although Hu Lei kept telling himself not to get angry, not to mind, he really couldn't help it, because he himself was someone with a super-strong sense of responsibility toward work. If he accepted that such things were inevitable, Hu Lei could not accept himself.

When Feng Qian pushed the door open and entered, he saw Hu Lei ask without lifting his head, "What happened now?"

Seeing his old classmate looking both angry and dejected, Feng Qian deliberately teased him, replying in a calm tone, "You called me here with a single letter, I don't know what happened either."

Hearing this, anger rose in Hu Lei's heart, and he immediately looked up to retort. But seeing that the person before him was actually Feng Qian, he froze with his mouth open. Feng Qian pulled two packages of snacks from his bag. "Kaifeng peanut crisp, mint cakes. Brought them specially for you."

"I... damn." Hu Lei sighed deeply.

Half an hour later, Hu Lei, mouth dry, had roughly finished recounting the events. Feng Qian, who had been listening quietly, thought for a moment before asking, "Since so many people are being trained, hasn't a study management committee been established in your factory? Hasn't a Party group been established?"

"...You, do you think I'm a state-owned enterprise?" Hu Lei asked back, feeling Feng Qian must be joking.

Feng Qian was not joking at all. He had begun to feel that his old classmate's complaints were likely because the classmate himself hadn't managed things well. Or perhaps he simply didn't truly understand what he was doing. However, Feng Qian wasn't angry; instead, he felt this matter had become interesting. If he could help his old classmate Hu Lei truly straighten out the management model, the content of this investigation report would be even more substantial.

"Hu Lei, let's first write down everything you need to do and go over it. I think once it's written down, you'll be able to figure it out more clearly," Feng Qian suggested.

Hu Lei shook his head. "Where would I find the time for that? I can't even finish my work."

This time, Feng Qian did not let Hu Lei decide. "Since I'm here, you have to give me an explanation. Cut the crap, start working!"
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Hu Lei's hand hesitated before pushing the door open. But he didn't hesitate for long; he pushed it open. He expected to see Feng Qian, with whom he had just had a fight, sitting on the sofa fuming. But when he looked up, there was no one on the sofa.

Turning his head, he saw Feng Qian sitting on a pulled-out stool, facing a blackboard. On the blackboard, a chalk line divided the space down the middle. On the left and right were written the respective views and requirements of Hu Lei and Feng Qian—representing the business owner and the government—regarding the operation of the enterprise.

Hu Lei quickly stepped forward and said, "Feng Qian, I don't want to quarrel anymore."

"Quarreling is useless. I don't want to either," Feng Qian turned back and replied earnestly.

Hu Lei knew that Feng Qian came with good intentions. Although they had argued several times over what Feng Qian called "matters of principle," Hu Lei still felt that Feng Qian truly wanted to help him. Despite his lingering annoyance, Hu Lei pulled up a stool and sat next to Feng Qian, puffing his cheeks as he said, "I think I just need to do my part well."

Feng Qian shook his head. "Your management of 'your part' is too poor because you don't understand management."

Hu Lei shook his head in return. "I still think, it's the money I took... at any rate, it's money I borrowed. Those people should be considerate of me."

"You put up the money, but does that matter? If it mattered, why would you hire so many people? Don't tell me you're running a charity!"

Hearing this, a burst of anger rose in Hu Lei's chest. Although he had talked with Feng Qian several times, he was still greatly displeased. "If they insist on using the Communist Party's rhetoric and saying I'm exploiting people, let them say it. I feel my conscience is clear."

"Do you feel very wronged?" Feng Qian asked calmly.

Hu Lei didn't want to answer. He and Feng Qian had argued about this twice in the past two days, and both times had ended very unpleasantly. Hu Lei also felt he couldn't refute it, because Feng Qian had asked a question: The He Rui administration has done so many things, so why doesn't the He Rui administration feel that its efforts are thankless?

Even Hu Lei couldn't refute the He Rui administration. This group of people had dedicated so much to the country; they hadn't proclaimed themselves emperors or nobles, nor had they amassed private property. Even the land reform, which Hu Lei disliked the most, resulted in land being state-owned and then distributed to the people, allowing them to escape a precarious existence. For the country, the land reform policy was indeed a benevolent governance.

Suppressing his anger, Hu Lei asked, "I don't want to argue with you. Just tell me directly, what should I do!"

Feng Qian immediately replied, "First, correct your thinking. The money you borrowed wasn't lent to *you* by the bank; it was lent by the bank to this enterprise. As the legal representative, you must bear the responsibilities of a legal representative. Only by establishing this mindset can we discuss further."

Hu Lei felt a strong resistance in his heart. Since he was the one who would ultimately bear the responsibility, why couldn't it be simplified to think of it as his own affair?

However, having communicated, debated, and quarreled so many times, Hu Lei could also understand Feng Qian's perspective. As Feng Qian said, the bank really didn't lend the money out of regard for Hu Lei's face. They lent it to the enterprise for which Hu Lei was the legal representative only after assessing the value and prospects of his factory, so that the enterprise could purchase equipment and maintain production.

After struggling internally for a moment, Hu Lei replied, "Fine, I'll think of it that way. What next?"

"Next, consider problems with the mindset of operating an enterprise. That means rights and obligations. What rights do you think the members of this enterprise should have, and what obligations must they bear? This enters the level of management."

"My factory... forget it, you continue." Hu Lei compromised helplessly for the moment.

Seeing that Hu Lei was no longer being stubborn, Feng Qian naturally softened his stance. "This is just a discussion. After all, you are the legal representative. I can't really help much, I'm just talking."

Hearing this, Hu Lei immediately retorted, "If you were willing to help, I'd be willing to let you be the General Manager. No, wait, I'd be willing to pay 'three visits to the thatched cottage' to beg you to be the General Manager. Brother, name your price!"

Not wanting to lose momentum, Feng Qian laughed, "Don't call me brother, that shows no lack of vision. Call me Comrade."

The word "Comrade" instantly suppressed Hu Lei's momentum. Holding his breath for a long time, Hu Lei finally replied, "You continue."

Feng Qian also suddenly felt inspired by the word "Comrade." "How exactly do you view this factory? Do you want to treat it as a career, or do you just want to make some money and take it one step at a time?"

Without thinking, Hu Lei replied unhappily, "Do you think I don't want to make a name for myself in this industry? But business isn't that easy to do. I only expanded the scale now because I got lucky. But once the business is gone, I'll close the doors immediately."

"This issue is very good. Have you ever thought about why you have so many orders?"

Hu Lei frowned. "No flower blooms for a hundred days. Do you think these kinds of orders will continue endlessly?"

"Why would they continue? Why wouldn't they?" Feng Qian asked.

Hu Lei was instantly speechless. He knew the country currently needed a large number of ships, and modern ships required a large number of universal parts with precision requirements. This was Hu Lei's livelihood. But exactly how long this round of shipbuilding orders would last, Hu Lei truly didn't know.

After hesitating for a moment, Hu Lei lowered his voice. "Do you know some news?"

"Why would I need to know? This news is all public. You know we signed a grain contract with the United States, and you know the state has joint ventures with the U.S. developing oil fields in Saudi Arabia. Transporting grain back home and transporting oil back home requires a large number of ships. Not to mention our trade volume with France, the Soviet Union, and Japan, which also requires a massive number of merchant ships."

Hu Lei immediately replied, "I know all this, that's why I dared to borrow money to expand capacity. But there will come a day when these orders are finished. It doesn't even need to be that day; right now, many people are investing in manufacturing. Sooner or later, someone will be better at grabbing orders than me. When that time comes, I'll definitely have problems."

Feng Qian nodded. Hu Lei had a very intuitive attitude towards future failure and never shied away from the doctor, which was something Feng Qian appreciated about him. Feng Qian spoke according to his view, "Are you afraid that if you invest more, you'll lose everything? And regarding your current situation, you can't even solve it yourself."

"Yes." Hu Lei was quite frank.

"Then learn to improve the enterprise's management capabilities. What's important right now is people."

"Just those people?" Hu Lei was not very optimistic about the people he could contact.

"First determine your own development philosophy, then ask the government and the Party organization for help based on that philosophy."

Hu Lei was stunned, then sighed, "Sigh, old classmate, I want to ask *you* to help. Forget about anyone else, my temple is too small, I can't afford those great gods."

"Exactly. If the temple is small, don't invite great gods. But do you know how big your temple is right now? Do you know what constitutes a great god and what constitutes a little ghost?"

Hu Lei didn't answer immediately. His biggest disagreement with Feng Qian over the past two days lay in whether to bring in higher-level management personnel. Hu Lei was actually unwilling. However, the various arguments with Feng Qian over these two days had shaken Hu Lei's thinking somewhat.

The crisis of worrying that his family business would be controlled and usurped by others was still heavy. But Hu Lei also knew that, at least, he couldn't see the future clearly. If he continued like this, he would only spin in circles at his current level. If he wanted to make a breakthrough, he had to take risks. After deliberating for a good while, Hu Lei finally replied, "If you can help me analyze it and convince me, I'll listen to you."

"I don't understand it either. I'll find a few experts for you."

Hearing the word "experts," Hu Lei couldn't help but frown. Seeing Hu Lei's expression, Feng Qian replied, "Don't worry, the ones I find will be experts who have had a few years of experience working in factories and have also worked in government departments—people very proficient in practical affairs. We won't look for bookworms who only know how to talk on paper."

Feng Qian wasn't bragging. He soon found a Division Chief named Huang Ping who was proficient in practical work. Huang Ping was a Shanghai native. After the war between the Northeast Government and Japan broke out in 1922, he immediately went to the Northeast to join the army and was assigned to work in a machinery factory. Later, he went to the Shanghai Municipal Department of Industry, and then transferred to bank work.

Having seen big scenes, Huang Ping didn't make a sound from beginning to end while listening to the two young men recount their vision for the factory. He was truly composed. Hu Lei wondered if Division Chief Huang was pretending to be deep, deliberately maintaining an image by not saying a word. Unexpectedly, just as he finished speaking, Huang Ping spoke up. "If that is the entirety of what you have to say, I don't think your enterprise has any special future. Just continue in your current direction."

Hu Lei was startled. Huang Ping clearly didn't think highly of his enterprise and was ready to wash his hands of it. He hurriedly said, "I plan to introduce talent and change the existing management model."

Huang Ping didn't intend to waste more time on Hu Lei. He spoke very directly, "There are too many areas your enterprise needs to adjust. I don't think you necessarily can accept them."

Hu Lei had gained some awareness. "As long as the cost doesn't increase much, I can accept it."

Huang Ping replied with equal frankness, "It's not about cost, but the mode of organization. Your distribution method is no different from other factories; this is a cognitive issue. It requires how broad your mind is. Moreover, I can't determine your technological prospects right now either."

Hu Lei felt that only incompetent people would be busybodies trying everything. Those who could reject decisively were mostly capable. Huang Ping gave Hu Lei the feeling that if it weren't for Feng Qian mediating, Huang Ping would have rejected Hu Lei long ago. Since Hu Lei believed Feng Qian wouldn't deceive him, he decisively requested, "Division Chief Huang. I really want to accomplish something in the machinery industry, and I've always tried my best to seize opportunities. Although my family gave some money, I came to Shanghai alone to struggle. If I can't at least try, I won't be reconciled."

Huang Ping didn't think highly of Hu Lei's current factory; Shanghai didn't lack factories of this level. However, the straightforwardness of the "science and engineering man" in Hu Lei at this moment made Huang Ping feel that Feng Qian's assessment of Hu Lei was correct—Hu Lei wasn't a businessman, but had a character more similar to an engineer. He was somewhat moved, considering the government currently wanted to support such young enterprises. Huang Ping said, "I'll recommend someone. Lei Baxi from our bank. He has very unique ideas about the formation of enterprises."

Feng Qian was startled. The phrase "has ideas" usually implied that Lei Baxi might be a guy lacking practical experience. But Feng Qian didn't say anything. In the government, cadres were expected to have experience in enterprises as much as possible so they wouldn't turn into bureaucrats who only understood government paperwork. To be sent out for a temporary post showed that Lei Baxi was a cadre the organization viewed favorably.

Hu Lei hadn't worked in the government and didn't know the implications of these terms. Hearing Huang Ping say this, Hu Lei replied, "If the views proposed by this Comrade Lei fit the development of our factory, I will certainly do as Comrade Lei says."

Huang Ping felt that this guy Hu Lei really didn't understand government work, but what he said was truly the mindset of a business owner. Since Feng Qian was the intermediary, Huang Ping didn't intend to fuss. He said, "Give me the report. I'll go back and ask."

Feng Qian took the opportunity to invite Huang Ping to a meal, but Huang Ping declined. "Let's talk after they meet."

Seeing Huang Ping's car off at the factory gate, Feng Qian felt that this Lei Baxi might not be easy to get along with.

Neither Feng Qian nor Hu Lei expected that Lei Baxi would arrive the day after meeting Huang Ping. This man was tall and handsome, looking like someone people would like. Even his Sichuan accent became completely acceptable.

The three sat down. Lei Baxi was also very straightforward. When Feng Qian asked about Lei Baxi's thoughts on business management, Lei Baxi immediately stated, "I believe that to become a medium-sized enterprise, one must rely on the rationality of management. I've roughly looked at the scale of Boss Hu's enterprise, but I don't know the specific situation. Let me ask a question first: Does Boss Hu want his enterprise to be an autocracy or a voting system?"

Hu Lei hadn't expected Lei Baxi to ask such a sharp question right off the bat. He could only ask, "What is the difference between the two?"

"An autocracy means you, Boss Hu, make the decisions. Others only have the right to suggest, not the final decision-making power. A voting system means everyone has a certain voting right. When problems arise, they are decided by vote. The minority obeys the majority."

Hearing Lei Baxi speak with such assurance and straightforwardness, Hu Lei was actually a bit troubled. He continued to ask, "May I ask what the pros and cons of both are?"

"With Boss Hu's current strength, adopting either of these will have no impact on the success or failure of the enterprise."

Hu Lei was a bit confused. He felt that according to his understanding, Lei Baxi meant that these two choices would be of no particular help to whether Hu Lei's factory could successfully develop into a medium-sized enterprise. At least, no special help at this stage.

But Hu Lei dared not be sure, so he could only ask. Lei Baxi replied straightforwardly, "That is indeed the case."

"There must be some difference between the two, right?" Hu Lei pressed.

Lei Baxi smiled. "The difference lies in Boss Hu's confidence in himself. If Boss Hu lacks strength, then adopt the autocratic system; at least there will be fewer regrets afterward. If Boss Hu has confidence in himself, then adopt the voting system."

Hu Lei thought for a moment. He already felt that if he went on like this, he would be eliminated sooner or later. Seeing Lei Baxi being so straightforward, he didn't struggle with it. "I choose the voting system. But I'm very curious, if I had chosen the autocratic system, what would Mr. Lei have done?"

"I would have bid farewell immediately," Lei Baxi laughed.

Hu Lei nodded. "So that's how it is. Then please, Comrade Lei, explain how the voting system works."

"To adopt the voting system, 'virtual shares' must be established within the enterprise. The proportion of virtual shares owned by enterprise members is divided into several levels. Each level is assessed based on the skill level possessed by the member and the completion rate of the work that must be undertaken at that level. Enterprise members of each level must have speaking rights corresponding to that level and must undertake the work of that level. At the end of each year, dividends are distributed according to virtual shares."

"This is... a partnership system, right?" Hu Lei asked somewhat uncertainly.

Lei Baxi continued to reply straightforwardly, "It is different from a partnership. In a partnership, a minority of people become partners. With virtual shares, apart from work like cleaning, all members who participate in production have virtual shares and everyone has speaking rights. To put it more bluntly, the funding side and the operating side of this enterprise are separated. Furthermore, in principle, this enterprise only borrows money and will not introduce equity. The enterprise itself, as a career, belongs to all working employees."

Hearing this, Hu Lei fell silent. Feng Qian, on the other hand, basically understood why Huang Ping hadn't been so confident about this meeting with Lei Baxi. The average business owner couldn't possibly accept such conditions—absolutely impossible.
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"The core of virtual shares is that non-laborers are absolutely not permitted to hold shares. This is completely different from the shareholding systems in Europe and America. Comrade Lei, your concept has truly opened my eyes," Hu Lei praised sincerely.

Feng Qian didn't speak, only observing Lei Baxi. He saw that Lei Baxi looked composed, not showing the slightest bit of smugness at Hu Lei's praise. Feng Qian felt he couldn't quite read Lei Baxi's thoughts, so he continued to watch.

It was the first time Hu Lei had encountered such a unique corporate organizational model, and he was quite excited. He couldn't help but continue praising, "If this were implemented in my factory, I imagine it would be very effective."

Only then did Lei Baxi reply, "Boss Hu, don't engage in wishful thinking. Virtual shares can mobilize those who already have strong abilities, or those who are willing to constantly improve themselves for higher income. If someone is just here to earn money through repetitive labor, the stimulus effect of virtual shares is very low."

Feng Qian agreed. Improving oneself is an arduous process; the feeling of pain is intense. Although repetitive labor makes one numb, at least—like a monk tolling the bell for a day just to get through the day—one knows the ratio of effort to reward. Comparing the two, although most people may not necessarily like repetitive labor, the majority ultimately have no choice but to choose it.

Hu Lei asked, "You said this elimination system isn't a 'last-place elimination' system. Can you explain that more clearly?"

Lei Baxi smiled. "The elimination system of virtual shares is built on the foundation of high wages. What the enterprise eliminates is not the person in the last place, but the person who has lost the ability to continue progressing. If someone, through study and work, possesses the ability to learn and can constantly improve themselves through the platform provided by the enterprise... such a person's output value at a certain stage may not necessarily be high, and the enterprise may still need to invest in them long-term. Before they produce results, these people are in the last place in terms of output value. In the final analysis, you must first understand what development path your enterprise is actually preparing to take. If it's a high value-added technical direction, you can do this. If the route is aimed at constantly researching to lower costs and expand scale, this model is not suitable."

Hu Lei fell silent. After thinking for a while, he couldn't help but smile bitterly. "I wonder how Comrade Lei evaluates my factory?"

"The possibility of upgrading is not great," Lei Baxi laughed.

Such a frank evaluation made Feng Qian feel a bit disappointed, but he had a higher opinion of Lei Baxi. Seeing that Lei Baxi was only around thirty years old, exactly the age of being full of confidence. Daring to speak so sharply suggested he was very confident in his own thinking.

Hu Lei also looked full of regret, but he continued to ask, "Comrade Lei, surely my enterprise isn't without even a single point of possibility?"

Lei Baxi nodded. "The virtual share system is of little help to an enterprise in its early stages. For an enterprise like yours to want to survive this critical juncture... it is too difficult."

"I wonder if Comrade Lei would be willing to come to my factory to guide the work," Hu Lei did not give up.

Lei Baxi hesitated, a rare occurrence. Seeing that it wasn't completely hopeless, Feng Qian hurriedly said, "I can stay here for another half month. After that, I'll come to see whenever I have time. I wonder if I can be of some help."

Hearing Feng Qian say this, Lei Baxi finally spoke. "Since Comrade Feng Qian can stay for half month, I will also stay for half month to see."

Hu Lei was overjoyed and quickly said, "When shall we start? Should we start understanding the factory's situation now?"

Lei Baxi shook his head. "Boss Hu, are you certain about which specific market your enterprise is attacking?"

Hu Lei was just about to state the part his enterprise focused on, but heard Feng Qian interject, "I wonder how the banks view economic development now?"

"The central government currently focuses on two key points. The first is whether production scale can be increased. The second is whether the technological content of the industry is high enough. Everything Boss Hu has done in the past... was it spontaneous, or was it conscious?"

Hu Lei couldn't help but chuckle awkwardly. "Hehe, I count as knowing the *what* but not the *why*. I just felt that I had the ability to master how to use the latest equipment, so I used the latest equipment. I didn't truly understand the government's needs. Besides, I'm just a factory operator; how would I understand the government's thinking?"

"Relying on intuition then... I wonder what the enterprise's profit margin is at this stage?"

Hu Lei wasn't sure either. He had wanted to call Feng Qian out to discuss it. But looking at Lei Baxi's straightforward expression, Hu Lei intuitively felt that this Lei Baxi might not have the patience to waste time with others. Steel himself, he said, "Please wait a moment, I'll get the ledger."

Feng Qian hadn't expected Hu Lei to put all his eggs in one basket; he was quite astonished. After Hu Lei got up and left, Feng Qian asked, "Is Comrade Lei a Brazilian from Sichuan?"

"I am from Chengdu, not a Brazilian. I was merely born in São Paulo, Brazil, in South America, so my parents named me Baxi (Brazil)."

"So that's it. Were your respected father and mother from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the Ministry of Commerce?"

"Neither. They were just merchants who went to Brazil to do business. When they learned that the country was unified and the warlords were eliminated, they brought me back to China."

Feng Qian hadn't expected Lei Baxi to be a returned overseas Chinese. His interest increased greatly, and he started chatting with Lei Baxi about foreign countries. However, Lei Baxi obviously had no interest in this topic. Feng Qian quickly changed the subject to whether the banks had formulated new methods for enterprises to increase their success rates.

Only then did Lei Baxi show some interest. "Now, in order to establish venture capital departments, the banks hope that we can take up posts in enterprises to increase our understanding of them. Only by understanding enterprises can we make relatively reliable judgments about their risks."

"Does the scope of venture capital include my classmate's enterprise?" Feng Qian pressed.

Seeing Lei Baxi smile without answering, Feng Qian was somewhat certain that Hu Lei, by stumbling around, might have approached the threshold. Feng Qian asked again, "The real reason shouldn't be about profit, right?"

Lei Baxi finally revealed a look of concern. He stared at Feng Qian for a moment before answering, "At least I hope making money is just the process, and the goal is to realize one's ideals. If an enterprise wants vitality in its development, it must have an idealistic attitude. But having only ideals won't work, so professional ability and judgment that conforms to reality are needed."

Hearing this, Feng Qian felt admiration but also some unease. Realizing ideals is a wonderful thing, but realizing ideals requires paying a huge price. Not everyone can be like He Rui, possessing the ability to perceive the direction of world development. Therefore, the ideology education classes within the Civilization Party always emphasized: ideals are plump, reality is bony.

"Is it all idealism?" Feng Qian probed.

Lei Baxi finally revealed a bitter smile. "Hehe, finding a new model for enterprise development is my ideal. If it can be realized, China will see a great many excellent enterprises emerge, greatly promoting the development of productive forces. I have also experienced many failures I don't wish to recall."

Hearing the consistently confident Lei Baxi actually admit to having encountered failure, Feng Qian felt this man was very grounded. Feng Qian didn't ask about specific cases of failure. One of the courses in the Civilization Party's latest economics curriculum was 'Enterprise Lifespan'. Any simple enterprise will have its own lifespan; even the powerful and noble who possess the privilege of "resting with the country" will be destroyed in the three-hundred-year dynastic cycle.

Hu Lei's enterprise was the same. How long it could live, no one knew. But for this enterprise to close within a hundred years was an event of extremely high probability. Feng Qian didn't want to waste time considering when the destined closure would appear. He said, "If you put it that way, I actually feel Hu Lei's side is worth looking forward to. This classmate of mine is not a simple merchant."

Lei Baxi just nodded and didn't respond. At this moment, Hu Lei brought over several ledgers. Lei Baxi didn't stand on ceremony and quickly flipped through them. A professional was a professional; for ledgers that were very difficult for Feng Qian, Lei Baxi recorded while flipping through. Occasionally, he would ask Hu Lei a question.

Half an hour passed. Lei Baxi closed the ledger. "Your enterprise's profit rate is passable, so although there are many problems, you can still hold on. I suggest you do two things first. First, adjust your enterprise management system to improve your enterprise's operational capability. Second, your thinking on loan repayment is to pay it off in the short term, which causes the amount of cash in your hands to be too low. If you are willing to bear higher interest, you can adjust the repayment time to ensure you have more cash in hand."

Hu Lei thought for a moment and answered, "Can Comrade Lei help me use this cash more effectively?"

Lei Baxi thought for a moment. "Let us both confirm our feelings again. In three days, if you are still willing to adjust, contact me. At that time, I will also probably be able to determine if I am willing."

Hu Lei wanted to confirm right then, but Feng Qian interjected, "Good. It's settled."

Lei Baxi stood up and shook hands with Hu Lei and Feng Qian, then took his leave. Feng Qian had his secretary drive Lei Baxi. Watching the car drive away from the factory gate, Hu Lei sighed, "I actually regret it now."

Feng Qian smiled and didn't answer. It would be strange if Hu Lei didn't regret it.

Hu Lei continued, "Listening to what you said about the enterprise life cycle, I understood one thing. I still want to give it a shot. 'Desiring to exhaust the sight of a thousand miles, one climbs up one more story.' I'm not doing this to make big money, but because I feel I should try and see."

"I'm a little worried I've led you down the wrong path," Feng Qian sighed.

Hu Lei shook his head. "You just helped me understand one thing. 'Land lasts a thousand years, masters change eight hundred times.' In this world, we bring nothing at birth and take nothing at death. If there really is something that can last forever, it is only a true cause."

"Hehe, I don't believe it," Feng Qian laughed.

Hu Lei got a bit anxious. "I don't even care about that bit of land at home anymore, what is there for you not to believe?"

"You saying that makes me believe it even less."

"Then I'll put it another way. Talents like you and Lei Baxi are willing to work with Chairman He Rui not just to be officials. Chairman He Rui hasn't bestowed anything on you, but he gave you a dream of building a powerful China. This was originally your dream too, right? Being a corrupt official is meaningless; anyway, none of us are interested."

Feng Qian was somewhat astonished. Not because Hu Lei's sentiment was too melodramatic; Feng Qian knew that this fellow Lei Hu had good character and a decent background, and looked down on the nature of those officials from the Qing and Beiyang governments. Feng Qian was astonished that Hu Lei actually dared to go all out; this kind of reaction would only appear after receiving some major stimulation.

Thinking for a while, Feng Qian probed, "Are you being crushed by work now?"

"Yes! I'm going crazy!" Hu Lei answered refreshingly. "Since I'm going crazy anyway, I've decided to pull a group of people to try and see. Haha!"

Three days later, Hu Lei personally went to the bank to meet Lei Baxi. Feng Qian felt it wasn't appropriate for him to appear there, so he waited at the factory. At this time, the factory was bustling with noise and excitement; for a factory with 700 people, it was hard not to be lively. The trainees were learning under the leadership of the masters, and the workers continued production. It looked no different from an ordinary enterprise.

Perhaps it was because he had thought too much about enterprise lifespan recently, but looking at the bustling factory, Feng Qian felt that all of this was like a fragile bubble that would burst with a poke. Sensing his emotions were a bit too downcast, Feng Qian picked up a newspaper to read. Seeing that Hu Lei had subscribed to the *National Defense Daily*, Feng Qian felt his old classmate had really changed quite a bit. He picked up the newspaper that had just been delivered today and saw the headline news was about the Soviet Union: "Soviet Union Urgently Mobilizes Troops to Romanian Border, Prepares to Respond to Humanitarian Crisis."

Feng Qian was from the Ministry of Science and Technology and cared a lot about technological changes internationally. Suddenly seeing a humanitarian crisis, he immediately started reading.

Natural disasters in Eastern Europe were very severe this year. Rainstorms, locust plagues, droughts—several kinds of disasters had actually all occurred. What Romania suffered from was drought and locusts, which directly led to total crop failure on a large amount of land. Since the relief actions within the Soviet Union were relatively swift, initially the population in the Romanian border regions entered the Soviet Union to escape the disaster, and the Soviet Union indeed extended a helping hand at the start. This directly led to more Romanian refugees fleeing to the Soviet Union.

Although Romania only had a population of a few million, the entry of hundreds of thousands of refugees into the Soviet Union directly triggered chaos in the local Soviet areas, forcing the use of troops to go and maintain order.

Feng Qian was very astonished. The Soviet Union was actually helping Eastern Europe; there was an indescribable feeling about this.



★


Chapter 632: The Campaign (12)

Volume 6 — Chapter 72

❧ ❧ ❧


Hu Lei pushed the door open. Feng Qian put down the *National Defense Daily* in his hands and looked behind Hu Lei, but he didn't see Lei Baxi.

"Lei Baxi didn't come," Hu Lei answered the unspoken question.

Feng Qian felt that Hu Lei probably hadn't managed to invite Lei Baxi. This wasn't surprising; judging from their last meeting, Lei Baxi's corporate management model wasn't suitable for small enterprises. Just as he was thinking about how to console Hu Lei so he wouldn't be unhappy, he saw Hu Lei speak with great confidence.

"I thank Comrade Lei. After meeting today, he pointed out the direction. I asked him to help recommend some people to establish a Party group in the factory, and only then did I learn that a Party organization isn't about hiring people, but a Party Committee composed of Party members. I want to join the Party."

Hearing this, Feng Qian was stunned. He looked Hu Lei up and down, wondering if Hu Lei was suffering from some infantile disorder—how could he just act on whatever he heard?

Before Feng Qian could speak, the telephone on the desk rang. Hu Lei picked it up, and a moment later looked at Feng Qian with some surprise. "It's for you."

Feng Qian took the phone, listened to a few sentences, and immediately replied, "I understand. I'll go right now."

Putting down the phone, Feng Qian apologized to Hu Lei. "I've been assigned a task and will be busy for a few days. We'll talk after that."

Seeing Hu Lei's surprised expression, Feng Qian comforted him, "Don't worry, I'm not leaving Shanghai. Something just came up suddenly that I need to assist with."

This wasn't an excuse; the matter was indeed too sudden. Feng Qian was in charge of technology promotion. The call informed him that some technology transfer work required someone from the Ministry of Science and Technology to be present. Aside from the personnel the Ministry had already sent, since Feng Qian happened to be in Shanghai, he was asked to participate nearby.

Feng Qian rushed to the Shanghai Science and Technology Department, where colleagues from the Ministry had already arrived. During a brief exchange, Feng Qian was surprised to learn that this time they were transferring some potent pesticides, herbicides, and insecticides to the Soviet Union.

A colleague from the Ministry instructed, "This time, we need to emphasize to the Soviet side that DDT and those insecticides are highly toxic and leave serious residues. We do not recommend that the Soviet side use them long-term."

Speaking of this, the colleague lowered his voice slightly. "You might not be aware, but Chairman He has given instructions regarding agricultural use. At this stage, there are no better insecticides, so we have no choice but to use these pesticides with serious residues and high toxicity. Relevant units are developing pesticides based on interference mechanisms. We need to explain this clearly to the Soviet side."

"The Soviets probably won't really listen, will they?" Feng Qian, who had dealt with the Soviet side many times, was not optimistic. He had heard that Soviet scientific and technological work was simple and crude, so highly toxic pesticides with serious residues might actually fit their style.

"The comrades from the Ministry of Agriculture have already given a plan. Regardless of whether the Soviet side listens, we can determine whether to import Soviet grain in the future by testing for pesticide residues. So we aren't afraid of them not listening. But we must explain this first."

Feng Qian recalled the Soviet side's past performance and remained pessimistic. He asked, "Will the Soviets think we're keeping the low-toxicity pesticides for ourselves and not letting them use them?"

"You've dealt with relevant Soviet departments many times, which is why we specially invited you. The Soviets are desperate this time, so we have to be understanding."

Feng Qian happened to see the introduction to natural disasters in Eastern Europe in the *National Defense Daily*. Droughts, floods, insect plagues, and crop diseases. Natural disasters had broken out not only in the Soviet Union but also in Romania, Poland, Germany, Hungary, Austria, and other regions that were at relatively high latitudes compared to China. It wasn't just Europe; the United States had also experienced large-scale natural disasters.

Now they could only solve the urgent need first. As for the future impact of those fierce, highly toxic pesticides, they would have to take it one step at a time.

With the preparations made, the meeting convened quickly. After talking for a while, Feng Qian discovered that the agricultural situation in the Soviet Union was likely even worse than imagined.

When the Chinese side introduced the intense efficacy of the pesticides, the Soviet representatives looked solemn and extremely focused. After the Chinese side finished introducing the efficacy and added the suggestion not to use these pesticides long-term, the Soviet representatives didn't care.

One of them, an Agricultural Bureau Secretary named Korchagin, stated with a stiff and deliberately polite attitude, "China and the Soviet Union are friendly nations. We are willing to cooperate with China in these fields for the long term."

After these pleasantries, the Soviet representatives immediately requested with solemn expressions that the Chinese side ship the goods immediately. It looked like they didn't want to wait a moment longer.

Seeing this attitude from the Soviet representatives, the participating comrades wanted to explain the situation further. The Agricultural Bureau Secretary named Korchagin in the Soviet delegation interrupted the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology's introduction.

"Chinese comrades, do you know what degree the agriculture in the Kiev region has reached?"

Seeing the stunned expressions of the Chinese representatives, Korchagin introduced himself again. "I am Korchagin, Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau of the Soviet Ukrainian Republic. Agriculture in Ukraine has suffered a serious reduction in yield. In the past two years, the entire Ukraine region has built a large number of water conservancy projects; floods and droughts cannot destroy Ukraine's agriculture. But those hateful rats, bugs, and invisible bacteria are harming our crops. Therefore, our purpose in coming here is to obtain pesticides immediately. Our harvest this year has been affected; we absolutely cannot let next year be affected in the same way. So, comrades, please discuss the work of transportation."

For a moment, the Chinese representatives were all stunned. This Agricultural Bureau Secretary Korchagin's straightforwardness reminded the Chinese representatives of various Chinese cadres they had encountered. These cadres were simple and honest, open and aboveboard in their actions. They were good comrades and even better people, performing excellently at the grassroots level.

Although this meeting couldn't be considered high-level, the fact that the Soviet Union had sent such a Secretary comrade to attend did surprise the Chinese representatives somewhat.

However, the Chinese representatives didn't feel that this Kiev Agricultural Bureau Secretary Korchagin was being rude. Judging by his position, his anxiety was very reasonable. There was nothing wrong with Korchagin's request; a qualified Agricultural Bureau Chief should solve imminent problems immediately.

It could be seen that the other representatives at this Soviet meeting did not oppose Korchagin's request. Thus, the direction of the meeting shifted to a very practical level: how the Chinese side would immediately transport agricultural supplies to the Soviet Union and conduct technology transfer.

The Soviet Union had 22 million square kilometers. Although much of the territory wasn't truly developed, the amount of pesticides needed was enormous. Moreover, the disaster-stricken areas were in the Soviet Union's prime regions—the central and southern parts of the Soviet Union's European territory. Transporting via the Trans-Siberian Railway appeared uneconomical.

The Chinese side stated that they would immediately organize shipping, departing from Shanghai, bypassing the Strait of Malacca, passing through the Suez Canal from the Indian Ocean, entering the Mediterranean and then the Black Sea, to dock and unload at the port of Odessa in southern Ukraine.

Hearing this transport plan, Feng Qian couldn't help but think of Hu Lei. Hu Lei had always felt that China's shipbuilding industry would eventually face a stagnation point. This idea wasn't wrong in principle. However, with the development of China's foreign trade, the demand for shipbuilding would continue to grow for a long time. The stagnation in demand that Hu Lei believed would happen would only appear after a long time.

This period happened to be the time for small enterprises like Hu Lei's. Whoever could become a medium-sized enterprise with technological content during this stage would win the initiative in the next stage.

While discussing the transport time, Secretary Korchagin of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau didn't interrupt. He just listened seriously as the Soviet translator translated Chinese into Russian. Even when discussing the time, he didn't say anything. Only after the discussion finished did Secretary Korchagin ask one question.

"Can the time be shortened a bit more?"

The eyes of the Chinese representatives fell on the representative sent by China Shipping. The China Shipping representative hesitated for a moment before answering, "Our ships aren't enough yet, but please rest assured. It is early October now. In four months, we will have a large number of new ships launching. We will definitely be able to transport the pesticides the Soviet Union needs to the Soviet Union before the spring plowing next year."

Like the other comrades from the technical departments, Feng Qian didn't interject, but in his heart, he connected several recent events. Natural disasters in Europe, China importing large amounts of grain from the United States, and China's frantic shipbuilding. Although Feng Qian wasn't one to gloat, he had to admit that as long as China continued to develop itself, it had the ability to solve problems. When other countries in the world encountered problems, they could only come to China to seek cooperation.

Although China never hoped for the world to be full of suffering, China could indeed expand the sales of Chinese products through the difficulties of other countries.
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After confirming that China could guarantee the pesticide supply and cargo transportation, the Soviet representatives immediately entered into negotiations for technology transfer. Orders for transporting the pesticides could be placed immediately to expedite loading. China had signed a shipping safety agreement with Britain and France, so there was little concern about merchant ships being attacked. The cargo could potentially reach the Soviet port of Odessa in just over a month.

The technology transfer would take much longer, and there was much more to discuss. It wasn't as simple as China handing over some technical data and factories immediately appearing on Soviet soil. From industrial land allocation to plant construction, from raw material transport to product storage, there was a lot to cover.

Secretary Korchagin of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau tried very hard to understand, but his knowledge reserve only allowed him to comprehend so much. However, Comrade Korchagin's diligent attitude still caught the attention of the Chinese representatives.

During the evening break, the Chinese delegation held a meeting. They all felt that Comrade Korchagin seemed to represent a certain attitude within the Soviet Union. However, since the Soviet Union was an industrial country after all, everyone felt there wouldn't be an "army supervisor" role involved.

Seeing that everyone was concerned about Comrade Korchagin, Feng Qian made a suggestion. "Why don't we invite Comrade Korchagin to inspect the port so he can confirm that we have already started loading the ships?"

The comrades felt this suggestion had merit. Any negotiation required supervision. In technology transfer negotiations, the financial aspects were naturally managed by the finance department, while the technical content was the responsibility of technical experts. Judging from today's interactions, Korchagin was not a technical expert. Feng Qian's suggestion could serve to probe the organizational model of the Soviet delegation.

Officials were responsible for handling problems. Once the goal was determined, there were plenty of methods. During the first break of the meeting the next day, Feng Qian went to the Soviet representatives' lounge and said to the head of the delegation, "We have already started preparations for loading, so we would like to invite you to send personnel to follow the process."

"We thank the Chinese side. We will immediately contact the Soviet Chamber of Commerce personnel in China," the head of the Soviet delegation replied, somewhat puzzled.

"Not the customs clearance process, but the loading and unloading process. These are chemical products, and there is a flammability issue. Since the Soviet side is in such a hurry, we suggest you send someone to learn the safety points with us now to avoid unnecessary danger during the process. After all, these are highly toxic pesticides."

As the Soviet interpreter translated Feng Qian's Chinese into Russian, the Soviet representatives nearby all looked up. This was exactly the effect Feng Qian wanted. Noticing that Representative Korchagin had looked up, he continued, "I think the transport of these highly toxic chemicals can be viewed as munitions transport. It would be best to have someone with military experience observe."

Having had the idea yesterday, the officials naturally took action. They soon found out some information: for instance, Secretary Korchagin of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau was from the 1st Cavalry Army. This unit was the one Comrade Stalin trusted most, so cadres who came out of this unit received extra trust from Comrade Stalin.

The head of the Soviet delegation did not answer immediately. He replied, "We will discuss it."

By the time the negotiations ended that evening, the head of the Soviet delegation brought Korchagin and another representative named Nikolayev to meet the head of the Chinese negotiating team. "We ask these two comrades to follow the transport process with you."

With things proceeding to this point, the Chinese delegation naturally would not refuse. At the small meeting before resting for the night, everyone made a judgment on Korchagin's status. From the Soviet arrangement, Korchagin's status in the Soviet delegation was obviously not that of an army supervisor. Of course, there was also a possibility that the Soviet delegation might not like Korchagin very much either.

The Chinese members generally believed that if nothing unexpected happened, the negotiations would be finalized within two days. Based on the reaction of the Soviet delegation, the possibility of Korchagin being an army supervisor could basically be ruled out. It wasn't that the Chinese delegation thought they could deceive or bribe the Soviet negotiators; the reason for doing this was that everyone wanted to avoid unnecessary trouble.

The revolutionary nature of the Soviet cadres was quite high, but their professionalism was so-so. The frequent unpleasantness stemmed from the widely different understandings of economics between China and the Soviet Union. The most frequent disagreements arose over cost discussions.

China's cost accounting was corporate behavior, while the Soviet Union, because the whole country was "one game of chess," often included systemic costs when calculating costs. What China saw as corporate behavior became government behavior in the Soviet Union. Although the two sides could eventually reach an agreement and weren't unable to understand each other, if the Soviet Union simply didn't want to buy, they would give a pile of reasons that disgusted the Chinese side.

The He Rui government originally opposed "paternalistic governance," and the Soviet side's paternalism was even stronger than China's traditional feudal autocracy. Moreover, the Soviet side frequently talked at length about "responsibility and obligations to the people," which made the Chinese side even more unhappy.

The Chinese side fully acknowledged the Soviet Union's achievements in national construction, but China's construction achievements were no worse than the Soviet Union's. In the eyes of the Chinese representatives, China's construction achievements were probably even above the Soviet Union's, so why should they listen to the nonsense of the Soviet representatives!

So if some trouble could be eliminated, the Chinese side also hoped to eliminate it. Everyone was human, with so much work every day and too many unsolved problems. Who had the mood to listen to the Soviet representatives' speeches on values?

Finally, the delegation let Feng Qian take charge of taking Korchagin and Nikolayev to follow the process. Although Feng Qian didn't want to go, he didn't refuse. After all, his reason for being in Shanghai was not specifically to participate in the negotiations; he had been temporarily pulled in to help because of the urgency of the matter. After this matter was finished, Feng Qian still had to continue his investigation.

Early the next morning, Feng Qian took Korchagin and Nikolayev to the Shanghai docks. Korchagin did not know the thoughts of the Chinese delegation. His reason for joining the delegation was quite accidental. The natural disasters of 1932 had greatly affected Ukraine's agricultural output. After Korchagin had run through almost all the farms in the Kiev area, he submitted a report to his superiors. Soon, he was told to go to Moscow.

In Moscow, Korchagin met his old leader, General Secretary Stalin. This meeting made Korchagin very excited, but also somewhat fearful. Because General Secretary Stalin asked about some descriptions of Soviet grassroots cadres in Korchagin's report.

"...Communist Party members who are not active enough in using suppressive means face the threat of expulsion from the Party, arrest, and starvation... Shalapov, the leader of the Upper Don District, judges the work of plenipotentiaries or branch secretaries not only by the amount of grain obtained but also by the number of families driven out, the number of roofs uncovered during searches, and the number of stoves pushed over... Some cadres, in order to force peasants to hand over surplus grain, used heinous illegal acts, torture, and threats of execution."

Korchagin initially understood that Comrade Stalin would be unhappy, but he didn't expect to be criticized by Comrade Stalin himself. At that time, Korchagin felt the substantial pressure emanating from Comrade Stalin, trembling all over and sweating profusely on his forehead.

Afterward, Korchagin recorded General Secretary Stalin's criticism from memory: "...Our cadres face such a dilemma: either starve the cities, destroy the developing industrialization, disarm the army and weaken the country's strength in the face of military threats; or sacrifice the abundant material life, health, and even lives of the peasants, and these peasants are often greedy, selfish, ignorant, and crude people!"

Although he felt great pressure at the time, realizing that he was being reprimanded by General Secretary Stalin, Korchagin felt an indescribable sense of satisfaction.

After reprimanding Korchagin, General Secretary Stalin spoke a few words with Politburo member Kirov. Member Kirov said, "Comrade Stalin, I think for a considerable number of administrative cadres, they have been baptized by the Civil War. Apart from threats and violence, they do not know and cannot use other methods to work..."

Kirov's words made Korchagin uncomfortable, but he couldn't feel dissatisfied with Comrade Kirov. After all, Korchagin believed this matter was triggered by him. Afterward, somehow, he was arranged into the delegation to go to China.

At this moment, as Korchagin rode in a Chinese car straight to the Shanghai port, he couldn't help but recall these emotional matters. He also really wanted to see what China, described domestically in the Soviet Union as a "friendly, powerful, capitalist neighbor," really looked like.

The size of Shanghai's urban area dwarfed Kiev and even Moscow. The buildings on both sides of the wide streets were generally six or seven stories high. After watching for four intersections in the car, Korchagin had to admit that the Soviet view of China as a powerful country was correct.

Some Europeans could be seen on the streets of Shanghai, but the proportion was not large. This city was very warm; even in early October, many people still wore short sleeves. In the Soviet Union, snow had already begun to fall in some northern regions.

There was a saying in the Soviet Union that China was a "Kingdom of Bicycles," and Korchagin agreed with this statement. Although there were many pedestrians, there were even more cyclists, and bicycles could be seen everywhere on the streets. Moreover, the number of cars on the streets was also large, especially on the streets leading to the port, where the number of trucks was even greater than cars.

The scale of the wharves left a deep impression on Korchagin. While waiting for the wharf arrangement, Korchagin noticed that almost all the ships on the Chinese wharves were flying the American flag. He couldn't help but ask Comrade Nikolayev if he saw ships from other countries. Only then did Comrade Nikolayev notice the flags. After gazing for a long time, Nikolayev asked somewhat nervously, "Why are they all American ships?"

Korchagin couldn't explain it either, but he just concentrated on observing during the whole day of following the process. The sheer number of equipment used on Chinese wharves left a deep impression on Korchagin. Soviet wharves used more manpower or handcarts. On Chinese wharves, forklifts and flatbed trucks were the main force. Manpower was heavily used only in those parts where machinery really couldn't be used. Even so, Chinese manpower was used more to move goods onto conveyor belts or place them on pallets for forklift transport. With the assistance of so much equipment, the efficiency of Chinese wharves was much higher than that of the Soviet Union.

For the transport of highly toxic pesticides, China had specialized wharves. The workers on these wharves wore various protective equipment, and the transport speed was much slower than other wharves. This convinced Korchagin that the extra caution mentioned by the Chinese side was not just rhetoric. Even so, the use of a large amount of equipment also improved efficiency. Korchagin believed that Soviet wharves probably couldn't achieve such efficiency and safety levels.

At dinner, the food was very rich. Korchagin had heard old comrades who had been to China complain about the fish treated by the Chinese, saying the small fish bones would prick the throat. Korchagin was mentally prepared, but he didn't expect that there would be no fish at all in this meal. It was all food based on pork, and one dish was beef.

Chinese Baijiu was also as Korchagin's old comrade had said, too strong. Just one cup, and Korchagin felt a bit tipsy. Borrowing the courage from the alcohol, Korchagin asked his biggest question of the day, "Comrade Feng, why are there all American ships at the wharf?"

Feng Qian didn't expect Korchagin's observation ability to be so strong. He thought for a moment before replying, "These are grain transport ships from the United States."

"Is China very short of grain?" Korchagin was very puzzled.

"We in China have a population of 650 million, and there is a very large demand for grain."

Recalling the prosperity of Shanghai he had seen, Korchagin was even more puzzled. "Can't China meet the people's food needs?"

Feng Qian wasn't sure how he should answer. China at this stage hadn't reached a situation of hunger due to food shortages, but to let 650 million people eat their fill and eat well, China's current grain and meat production was far from enough.

There was nothing wrong with telling Korchagin this directly, but Feng Qian felt that since the Soviet Union was encountering a disaster year, it wasn't appropriate to discuss eating well. Finally, he replied, "If we can let all the Chinese people eat two more steamed buns, importing some grain is what should be done."

Hearing such an answer, Korchagin was inexplicably moved. What he looked forward to was a communist world where everyone could enjoy a good life. Although Korchagin also knew that realizing communism was not easy, he felt that Feng Qian's words had quite a bit of revolutionary progressiveness.

After drinking another cup of wine, Korchagin couldn't help but ask, "Why do some people think China is not a socialist country?"

Feng Qian was a bit confused by this. Since the Constitution of '25, the Republic of China's nature as a socialist country had been written into the constitution. Korchagin thinking China was not a socialist country was simply baffling.

But Feng Qian also knew that many Soviet cadres who didn't understand China seriously really viewed China this way. Moreover, the Soviet government considered itself a socialist country, and from the Soviet set of economic theories, China was indeed vastly different from the Soviet Union.

In the Soviet economic view, as long as it wasn't state-owned economy or collective economy, it wasn't socialist economy. The purpose of the economy was to satisfy people's needs.

The He Rui government's economic philosophy was profit-driven. The state's investment in meeting social production and development needs at least shouldn't lose money. And private enterprise capacity could make money while meeting national needs.

Take this pesticide technology transfer as an example. China's petrochemical industry level was higher than Russia's. Even if Russia lowered some prices in technology transfer, it was impossible for the Chinese side to make concessions on the price of raw materials purchased from China. And the cost of China's synthetic chemical raw materials was continuing to decrease. As long as the raw material price remained unchanged, China would only earn more and more. Even if future raw materials dropped in price due to market factors, the overall profitability level wouldn't be lower than now.

So facing this question of social system, Feng Qian really didn't know how to explain for a moment. So Feng Qian replied, "I think these are the characteristics of the two countries. Essentially, both are to develop productive forces."

Regardless of whether Korchagin could understand, Feng Qian began to serve dishes and pour wine again. His job today was not to discuss politics, but to make the negotiations go more smoothly and to complete this potentially unlikeable job as soon as possible.

And Korchagin didn't ask further. After eating and drinking with Nikolayev, who acted as an interpreter, he made a request. "Can we see how the Chinese wharves work at night?"

Compared with the daytime, the wharf at night did not rest. Although a considerable part of the work had stopped, the loading and unloading work, mainly mechanical, was still going on. So although there were fewer people on the wharf, the number of vehicles didn't decrease much. This made Korchagin feel that the wharf at this time seemed to be a world composed of steel monsters that didn't rest.

Could such a China be short of food? Korchagin felt it was unlikely. How could a country that couldn't even get enough to eat possess such powerful industry?

And in the place where this American grain originated, US Democratic presidential candidate Roosevelt was also thinking about China's grain imports. After entering October, as old grain was sold out and new grain was harvested and stored, the US economy, which had obtained grain orders, began to rebound from the bottom. This increased the approval rating of incumbent President Hoover quite a bit. The election, which originally looked like a sure win, also became somewhat confusing.

Moreover, President Hoover's campaign team also began to make articles around exports to China. Various news, true and false, began to spread in the US. Because the grain export operation was very successful, and Hoover had indeed won the approval of the American people in the past twenty years, a considerable number of Americans believed that President Hoover could completely open the Chinese market.

Roosevelt didn't think Hoover could really open the Chinese market, nor did he believe Hoover had the ability to solve the problems the US encountered. So Roosevelt summoned his campaign team, hoping to find a countermeasure. But Roosevelt's campaign team had no good solution at this time. The incumbent president had a huge propaganda advantage after all, especially in publicizing political achievements, as the incumbent president could easily use the national propaganda channels.

Whether to oppose tit-for-tat or let President Hoover possibly turn defeat into victory, the campaign team was somewhat in a dilemma.

In such silence, Roosevelt spoke up. "I think there is reason to let the American people know that the current Hoover administration has completely rejected the issue of the American people asking the federal government to provide food relief."

Hearing that Roosevelt was actually going to go tit-for-tat, the campaign team was unwilling to express support. Roosevelt was well aware of everyone's worries. He replied confidently, "It is necessary for us to inform the American people of the truth. The current grain exports are plunging the American people into hunger. President Hoover's decision has not changed America's economic reality, nor has it restored economic order. My campaign is not to survive this economic crisis, but to solve the economic crisis. This is the biggest difference between me and President Hoover!"

The person in charge of the campaign team felt he had to express his attitude. He voiced his concern, "But the American people think that as long as the economy recovers, it's fine."

Roosevelt was unwavering, the look on his long cheeks very determined. "Who to choose as president is the choice of the American people. What we have to do is let the American people know what we are going to do, why they should choose me instead of choosing my competitor. As for what result will follow after telling them, let's leave the right of choice to the voters."
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If a politician frequently meets with leaders of the labor movement, in European and American countries, they would be considered a communist. This is true in the United States, and it is true in Germany.

In Berlin, Germany, Joseph Goebbels sat in the inner section of a beer hall, explaining the plan for a joint strike to the person in charge of the German Communist Party (KPD) in Berlin sitting opposite him. "We will release news to all factories, hoping that workers will participate in this strike march. Approximately half of the factories in Berlin will receive our message."

The KPD's Berlin leader responsible for this strike calculated the number of people the party could organize. Originally, the KPD was the party closest to the workers, but since the rise of the Nazi Party, the KPD's influence among workers had declined significantly. If the strike was to be powerful, there had to be enough participants. Moreover, it absolutely could not be just a few workers from each factory; it required entire factories to strike en masse.

Beyond increasing the numbers for the street march, if only a small number of workers from a factory struck, those workers would face dismissal. For the interests of the working class, the majority of workers had to strike together. Currently, the number of factories in Berlin that the KPD could fully influence was already less than half.

This was not to say that the other half of the factories had been controlled by the Nazis, but rather that the workers in those factories were unwilling to strike due to their excessively difficult lives. Entering 1932, registered unemployment alone had reached 6 million, and there were many more who were unwilling to register. As job opportunities became fewer and fewer, some factory owners did not care about firing an entire factory's workforce.

After considering for a moment, the KPD leader replied, "We can also issue strike demands to two-thirds of the factories."

Having confirmed that the strike could basically cover the whole of Berlin, Goebbels discussed the detailed content such as strike slogans and march routes with the KPD Berlin leader. Merely organizing the workers was not enough; the organizational details required for a major strike were truly numerous. After an hour of discussion, Goebbels and the KPD leader shook hands briefly, then went their separate ways.

Compared to the German Communist Party, the Nazi Party was a very young political party, but the Nazis' organizational capability had already surpassed that of the KPD. Three days later, at the agreed time, a large number of Nazi Stormtroopers (SA) put on the ordinary clothes they wore when not unemployed and converged towards the assembly point for the march.

As the flow of people on the streets increased, the Berlin police noticed a scene that was very familiar to them. But the Berlin police only stood guard and did not obstruct it. Because beforehand, they had already received news from the Nazi Party side not to have the police block them.

Although the Berlin police had no love for worker strikes, they also did not like the powerful upper class, not to mention that many grassroots police officers were supporters of the KPD and the Nazis. In the current situation of widespread unemployment, the police had even less reason to serve the chaotic government.

Workers and the unemployed gathered together, raising banners against unemployment and hunger. According to the agreement between the Nazi Party and the KPD, this march absolutely could not display their respective flags; it was to be a pure demonstration. Massive columns of workers began to march along various streets, shouting slogans of protest, their voices echoing through the streets. Shopkeepers closed their doors one after another, especially Jewish merchants; hearing the Nazi Party slogans of "Germany Great" and "Jews Get Out," they locked their doors tight.

Just as floods start from trickling streams, workers walked out of the streets, converging on larger streets, and then merging onto even larger avenues. After more than an hour, on the main thoroughfare of Berlin, only a long dragon composed of protesters remained. At this point, the police simply dared not obstruct it anymore, because this long dragon had no visible head and no visible tail. Just the sheer number of people walking on the street seemed to split the city of Berlin in two. The meager number of police was insignificant in the face of this long dragon.

The Nazi Party and the Communist Party were both competing for the populace, but no conflicts broke out among the people in the marching columns. If the German economy hadn't been so terrible, they would have had no interest in coming out to demonstrate in the cold wind of early winter. Most people wore tattered clothes they had worn for many years; any clothes that could be sold for a little money had already been sold. In the cold wind, the workers were already shivering somewhat. Not only because the temperature had dropped, but because the tiny bit of food they ate every day made it hard to resist the wind of late autumn and early winter.

Finally, the marching column gathered near the Brandenburg Gate, Berlin's largest landmark, where a platform had already been set up. Ernst Thälmann, the leader of the KPD, walked onto the platform first. Thälmann called on the workers to unite and exert pressure on the capitalists and the upper class to obtain better wages and treatment.

"Down with the capitalists!" "Long live the workers' state!" "Proletarian revolution!"

A roar of angry voices erupted from below the stage.

After Thälmann finished his speech, it was Goebbels' turn to take the stage. One of the core figures of the Nazi Party, he rested his right hand on his waist and raised his left index finger. "Dear German compatriots, ever since Germany was betrayed, the people have always lived in pain. We have no retreat left; we can only rise up and launch an attack against enemies abroad and at home! Reality has proven countless times that aside from ourselves, no one can be relied upon! Only by uniting together—dear German compatriots, only by uniting together—can we win victory, win bread! Win the dignity of being German! This strike is just the beginning; so many compatriots have already gathered. Then next time, we will launch an attack against enemies abroad and at home. The German people will win victory, and must win victory! *Sieg Heil*!"

*Sieg Heil*! is an old German greeting, pronounced ['zi:k'hail], meaning "Hail Victory."

As Goebbels' speech ended, a burst of response erupted from the crowd of marching workers. *Sieg Heil*! *Sieg Heil*! *Sieg Heil*!

Slogans are always the simplest, most powerful, and most oppressive force. Although Pariser Platz by the Brandenburg Gate was large, and many strike participants in the distance might not have heard Goebbels' speech clearly, as the sound of *Sieg Heil*! approached from afar, the workers—who had long seen the final chanting of *Sieg Heil*! in various Nazi Party rally propagandas—already started shouting along with it.

The German masses, having endured all kinds of suffering, were shouting, hoping to join in such a struggle. The shouting echoed over Pariser Platz, shooting straight into the clouds.

Goebbels stood on the stage. He had suffered from polio in his childhood, causing his left leg muscles to atrophy. But at this moment, Goebbels still stood straight, listening to the earth-shaking *Sieg Heil*! Goebbels' expression was even more solemn, even somewhat pious. Goebbels felt the pain of the German people revealed by this march. He believed that only if the Nazi Party took power as soon as possible could these pains be ended.

Now, only one step remained before taking power. President Hindenburg had not yet appointed Hitler as Chancellor. This resulted in the Nazi Party, despite being Germany's largest party, still failing to grasp true power. Only when Hitler became Chancellor could the policies the Nazi Party had prepared for a long time be truly implemented.

After holding this strike, which could be said to be very successful, Goebbels was extremely excited inside. As soon as he returned to the Nazi Party headquarters in Berlin, he immediately asked Himmler, "Has the Führer returned?"

Himmler controlled the German SS, whose main job was protecting Hitler and high-ranking Nazi personnel. There was not the slightest fluctuation in Himmler's expression; he simply replied in his Austrian-accented German, "The Führer has arrived. He demands that you go see him right now."

It wasn't until Goebbels walked quickly toward Hitler's office that a trace of contempt appeared on his face. Because after Hitler learned that Goebbels had actually organized a general strike together with the KPD, he had immediately rushed to the party headquarters and demanded Goebbels see him as soon as he returned. Himmler, seeing Hitler's angry expression, knew that Hitler's purpose in calling for a meeting with Goebbels was absolutely not to praise him.

Sure enough, as the door to Hitler's office was pushed open and then closed, Hitler's roaring voice could be faintly heard through the wooden door.

Facing such a scolding right to his face, although Goebbels was somewhat surprised, he was not afraid. When Hitler finished his scolding, Goebbels seized the opportunity to say, "Führer, we need to get the workers' votes."

Hitler immediately reprimanded, "Goebbels, do you know that I rushed here temporarily from a banquet? Do you know why I wanted to attend that ridiculous banquet? I had to guarantee to those fat-headed merchants that we have the ability to stop worker activities! We have the ability to ban trade unions and exterminate the Communist Party! And yet you stood together with the Communist Party! Do you hope those people will think this is a hint from me?"

Goebbels could also understand Hitler's anger, so he replied, "Führer, we need the workers' votes now; only in this way can we win in the upcoming election!"

After venting his anger for a while, Hitler's rage dissipated considerably. He shook his head, "Goebbels, no need! It's no longer needed now! The time for us to gain power will be advanced!"

Goebbels was overjoyed upon hearing this, but still asked cautiously, "By how much can it be advanced?"

Hitler did not answer directly; he just stood up and stared at Goebbels, saying, "Goebbels, I order you, from now on you must absolutely not meet with those communists, and absolutely must not conduct any actions together with them. Now we must absolutely not have any more actions that make people feel fear. At least for now!"

Goebbels heard the determination in Hitler's voice and felt a joy in his heart. He immediately performed the Nazi salute to Hitler, "Yes, Führer!"

Hitler sat back in his seat and waved his hand, "Go prepare to welcome our leader from Southern Germany."

Goebbels noticed that Hitler's voice was very calm. Based on his understanding of Hitler, this was Hitler's characteristic reaction when preparing for a big move. It seemed that the leader from Southern Germany, the head of the other largest faction in the Nazi Party, was about to face a showdown with Hitler.
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Gregor Strasser, a veteran of the Nazi Party, was also the only leader within the party capable of contending with Hitler. This slightly chubby man was exactly forty years old this year. Compared to the rather gaunt and neurotic Hitler, he looked more like a statesman.

The two heavyweights of the Nazi Party sat face to face in the Berlin party headquarters. Strasser, exhausting his last bit of patience, said to Hitler, "Führer, I believe the most important thing in the National Socialist movement is socialism. However, your current actions make it hard to believe that you truly support the socialist movement."

In contrast to Strasser's calmness, Hitler's eyes were bright, and his brows were slightly furrowed—an expression he only wore when he was very serious. "Strasser, do you think the most important thing right now is to seize political power, or to make enemies of the other half of Germany?"

Strasser did not answer immediately. As the Nazi Party became the largest party in Germany, Strasser had become someone the Weimar government wanted to court. Unwilling to become a lackey of the dignitaries, Strasser had refused. However, Strasser also believed that the Nazi Party coming to power would be of immense benefit to the National Socialist movement.

After a brief internal wavering, Strasser finally replied, "Führer, initially, the goal of the Nazi Party was to establish a proletarian party. If you compromise with those people, you will betray the direction of socialism later on."

Hitler felt a twinge of contempt for Strasser. Yes, Strasser was indeed someone who had not forgotten his original aspirations, and there were many such people in the Nazi Party. Strasser, Goebbels, SA Chief of Staff Röhm, and Rudolf Hess. Although these fellows all acknowledged Hitler's talent, they also chose to cooperate with the German Communist Party and the German Left on the proposal to "confiscate the land of large German landlords and distribute it to landless peasants." If Hitler hadn't ordered these people not to participate in this matter, the proposal to confiscate the land of the German Junkers would have passed. Hitler knew very well that if the Nazi Party did that, it would forge an unresolvable feud with the Junkers.

If he wanted Strasser to obey temporarily, Hitler could perfectly well make some false promises first, such as saying that once the Nazi Party took power, Hitler would immediately tear up the agreements he was currently struggling to reach with the German upper class. But Hitler was unwilling to do so. His experiences over the years had made Hitler very clear that lying about such strategic issues would cause harm far exceeding the petty profits of the moment.

Composing himself, Hitler spoke in the mildest tone he could muster at this time. "Strasser, in this world, there is vast *Lebensraum*. Do not always think about that little bit of land in front of you. When Germany obtains sufficient living space, we can let every German citizen possess land comparable to that of a large landlord. If at that time there are still some large landlords with too much land, then I will make them yield the excess land while allowing them to retain enough.

"We are far from that time now, Strasser, my comrade. What Germany needs now is to break free from the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles as soon as possible, not to conduct a struggle domestically that only benefits foreigners."

Although Hitler had used his gentlest tone, his expression was severe and his tone stern, sounding more like a threat. Strasser, who had long been accustomed to this reaction from Hitler, shook his head. "Führer, they will only deceive you. When you satisfy one of their demands, they will make the next demand. And these people will never truly give up their privileges."

Hitler naturally knew that the upper class was unreliable, but he also knew that the surging people's movement in Germany right now had indeed frightened those capitalists and Junker lords. Among the German Communist Party, the Social Democratic Party, and the Nazi Party, as long as Hitler stood up and guaranteed to those people that he would eliminate the Communist Party, strike at the Social Democratic Party, and ban trade union activities, the desperate capitalists and Junker lords would choose to support Hitler.

Such words could absolutely not be said to Strasser, nor could Hitler say them to most of the old Nazi Party members. Now Hitler had begun to rely on Himmler to establish the SS, which answered only to Hitler, while rallying those willing to accept the capitalists and Junkers around him. The only thing Hitler had to do now was to suppress Strasser.

Strasser did not know Hitler's plan, and Hitler could not reveal any content of his plan. Under such circumstances, the communication between the two was extremely difficult and painful. Finally, Strasser, with anger and helplessness, stated, "If the Führer insists on his own views, I will leave the Nazi Party with the comrades who are loyal to socialism."

Having delivered this ultimatum, Strasser stood up and left the conference room without looking back. Watching Strasser's retreating figure, Hitler did not speak, but his fingers splayed open and then clenched tight, as if he were gripping someone's neck that did not exist in his palm.

While Hitler faced the split of the socialist faction within the party, Roosevelt was explaining his views on America's future to the American upper class—those who had already donated to him and those who had not—at a cocktail party. "...Gentlemen, if President Hoover had experience working on Wall Street, he might understand the operating model of the banking industry better."

After this sentence, the audience let out a burst of knowing laughter. Yes, the land of Wall Street belonged to the Roosevelt family, so the Roosevelt family was very clear about the operating model of the banking industry. And Roosevelt's words didn't need to be seen as a taunt; Hoover, this poor boy, indeed did not understand the operations of the banking and financial industries.

Sitting in his wheelchair, Roosevelt continued, "I know many people think that President Hoover has already started large-scale trade with China, alleviating a lot of economic pressure. However, America's economic problems have not been solved. As soon as the contracts between China and the United States end, the American economy will be exactly the same as before.

"The crisis America is encountering this time is the result of decades of high-speed economic development. America's old economic model is no longer suitable for America. Only by formulating brand-new policies can we deal with the current situation. The President's job is to provide methods for national management. Even if it is a painful process, even if it is an unknowable future, only by enduring it can we find a solution."

After listening to Roosevelt's words, someone in the crowd at the cocktail party asked, "Mr. Roosevelt, do you think there is a problem with the capitalist system?"

Roosevelt identified the speaker; it was the kid from the Bush family. This kid was a fellow who had established relations with China relatively early. During this economic crisis, relying on the network of the Skull and Bones society, he had set up a financial company. It was said that this company not only didn't lose money but made a profit on every deal.

However, the Bush family kid had raised a very good question, because the attendees were all seriously waiting for Roosevelt to answer. Roosevelt certainly knew that he was called a "Communist." He nodded. "Capitalism is a lifestyle, just as being a capitalist is a profession. I don't think there is any problem with the American lifestyle. The problem now lies in the fact that the American government's management methods no longer meet America's current needs."

Most of the attendees were lost in thought. Although the economic crisis had lasted for three years, the boiling economy of the entire 1920s had still not been forgotten by the American upper class. These people had considered what exactly went wrong countless times over the three years. The greed of capitalists and the lack of management were indeed reasons. In these three years, the Hoover administration had proposed various solutions, but the American economy showed no improvement. Moreover, quite a few American Communists, as "muckrakers," wrote a large number of books exposing the wrongdoings of American capitalists, triggering huge repercussions among the people. Even these members of the American upper class had to suspect whether capitalism had reached a dead end.

Hearing Roosevelt's explanation now—that it wasn't the capitalist system that had a problem, but the American government management model that no longer fit the status quo of America's rapid development—although these members of the American upper class didn't quite believe it, at least it felt pretty good.

Roosevelt continued to look at the Bush family kid, waiting for him to continue questioning. But Bush simply said, "I have no other questions," and sat back in his seat. Roosevelt then looked at the other attendees, ready to answer their various questions.

Although Roosevelt still believed that Hoover couldn't win, the American people hadn't realized that the American government management model needed a comprehensive adjustment, so after the situation seemed to improve, Hoover's approval rating began to rebound. Rather than saying these people were supporting Hoover, it was better to say these American people hoped to return to the life of the 1920s. But Roosevelt was certain that the times had changed. No matter how much the American people missed the old era, the world could not go back to the past.

Sharing this view was He Rui. At this moment, He Rui was putting down his pen and gently rubbing his wrist. Although this action was a bit *chuunibyou*, He Rui still missed the days when his fingers danced on a keyboard. With just a domestic capacitive keyboard, typing out ten thousand words a day wasn't hard. But writing ten thousand words by hand—his hand was almost crippled.

Fortunately, He Rui didn't need such high-intensity work. He only wrote two thousand words a day, and he could still write a high-quality book of seven hundred thousand words in a year. Besides, a book in a professional field didn't need seven hundred thousand words; thirty-something thousand words was already considered a tome. For example, *Technological Revolution and National Development Potential*, which He Rui had just finished, was only 280,000 words. The two military monographs he had only written half of, *Spatial Deep Operations* and *Air-Ground Integration*, were also both under 300,000 words.

The current government already had a large number of STEM graduates joining it, and the labor shortage had been greatly alleviated. For these guys with bachelor's degrees, what they needed was not detailed instruction but guidance on theory and direction.

He Rui leaned back in his chair and couldn't help but consider whether to write that book, *Exploration of Human Thinking Models*. However, He Rui himself wasn't confident he could write it well, because the research in this area in He Rui's original timeline had not reached a completely transparent level either.

What was worse was that the human thinking model He Rui identified with was that kind of healthy, upward model, and this thinking model itself required people to transform themselves. And how could transforming oneself be so easy? Moreover, the act of transformation itself might not always be positive. He Rui knew his current influence. Once this book came out, it would inevitably have a huge impact. The negative effects of this impact would probably be very, very large.

He Rui looked at the calendar: October 19th. There was one last month until the US presidential election. Roosevelt should be able to win the election. Thinking that he would soon be competing on the same stage as Roosevelt, this world-famous politician, He Rui felt very happy.

Although from a pragmatic point of view, easily defeating an incompetent opponent and then going home to do whatever one wanted was the best, being able to compete with a respectable opponent was indeed something very worth looking forward to. And the United States at this time was quite different from the United States in He Rui's timeline.

In He Rui's original timeline, China had finally surpassed the United States, which was the world hegemon. Now, although the United States had strong vitality, it was still just a powerful country in North America. Whether the current United States had more vitality or the United States in the imperial age was more powerful—this could only be known after a comparison.

Stretching his back, He Rui thought of "Little Mustache" again. From the current situation, Little Mustache should be able to become Chancellor. Whether Little Mustache could still quickly seize political power and turn Germany into a racist country... He Rui also found it very interesting.

Moreover, the preparations against Little Mustache were already complete. If Little Mustache failed to seize power, He Rui would actually be disappointed.

"Let the storm rage louder!" He Rui said loudly to the empty study. Although this action was a bit *chuunibyou*, He Rui was indeed very much looking forward to the arrival of the surging new world.
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The US election is not "one person, one vote," but ultimately depends on the total electoral votes. The vast majority of US states adopt a winner-takes-all model. Even if the ratio of votes in a certain state is 50.1:49.9, all the electoral votes of that state belong to the winner.

In the general election of November 1932, the number of votes between incumbent President Hoover and Democratic candidate Roosevelt was quite close. Even after half the votes were counted, the gap could not be widened. Hoover finally began to feel a little hope; he might win the election. After serving one term as president, Hoover knew very well what problems he would face if he were re-elected; it would be a torment worse than death. But Hoover was willing to do it for another four years because in these four years, he still had a chance to restore his reputation.

In Roosevelt's campaign headquarters, the young campaign staff had an unconcealable anxiety in their expressions. Roosevelt was not excited; he believed that the US government management needed a comprehensive change, and people like Hoover were completely incapable of implementing such changes. The US upper class that Roosevelt had met recently all agreed with Roosevelt's views without exception, which gave Roosevelt more confidence.

But the election results were not as optimistic as Roosevelt had thought. As the statistical results of each state came out, his and Hoover's vote counts fluctuated against each other. Until there were data from only three states left, Hoover was actually slightly ahead. Now, even Roosevelt felt a little shaken. According to the current situation, if Hoover could win two of the next three states, he would be re-elected.

At this time, the atmosphere inside the Chinese Embassy in the US was very active. If the incumbent President Hoover were re-elected, it would not be a bad thing for China. However, everyone was truly surprised why such a useless guy actually had the possibility of re-election, and everyone couldn't help discussing it.

Some people thought that this was because Hoover was good at hype, maximizing the news of China purchasing grain from the US. More people did not agree. Although China's influence on the US election views was indeed very pleasing, this amount of trade volume was simply not enough to reverse the US economic situation.

At this time, someone put forward a view, "Maybe Americans care too much about their own way of life, so they are very worried that Roosevelt, a guy called a Communist, will completely change the American way of life."

Some comrades were very unhappy with this statement. The US is indeed very free, but this free lifestyle conflicts greatly with traditional Chinese culture. Under China's political model, freedom must give way to a strong government. Only a strong and efficient government can ensure the powerful execution of policies and promote benevolent governance.

But in the next half hour or so, the election results of the three states came out. Two states supported Roosevelt, and one state supported Hoover. In the end, Roosevelt won the election with a very small margin.

Now the Chinese Embassy in the US didn't have time to discuss the results; the urgent task now was to immediately send the news back to the country. At this time, He Rui hadn't slept either. The changes in the US election made He Rui pay close attention, so he simply didn't sleep. Staying up late writing a book, just waiting for the news to come.

Seeing the final result, He Rui was also very surprised. Roosevelt almost lost to Hoover; the narrow margin meant that the level of expectation Roosevelt received was far less than in history. Thinking about it again, He Rui also felt that this result was not without reason.

Historically, the Great Depression in the US directly triggered a global economic crisis, and the global market was in a depression. Conversely, it also aggravated the economic crisis in the US.

In 1932, the global population was about 2 billion. The East Asia League had 720 million people, plus nearly 200 million people in the Soviet Union and France, 920 million people accounted for almost half of the world. The economies of the East Asia League, the Soviet Union, and France, where these 920 million people were located, were all very good. Although Europe and America blockaded the Soviet Union, and France adopted trade barriers against European and American countries for its own interests, the consumption power of 920 million people was rising rapidly, which still had a huge impact on the world economy.

Therefore, the overall economic situation in the US was terrible, but the economy of the US West Coast had recovered. Plus, China's large-scale purchase of US grain also pulled up the economy of the central states of the US. At this time, Roosevelt's title of "Communist" might not necessarily be beneficial to Roosevelt; instead, it would make those agricultural states and the West Coast states very uneasy.

The better China develops, the lower the probability of Roosevelt, representing the US reform forces, being elected. Thinking of this, He Rui couldn't help but feel some sympathy for Roosevelt. The reason whether this great US president could be elected actually showed an inverse relationship with China's economic development level; it was really interesting. Would China's economic development level also have a similar relationship with the difficulty of Roosevelt's governance?

Standing up and walking to the washroom, He Rui stretched a big lazy waist as he walked. For a moment, He Rui actually lost his sleepiness. Standing under the shower head, He Rui became more energetic as he washed. After showering, he brushed his teeth. When he arrived at the bedroom door refreshed, He Rui didn't push the door open, but walked back to the study in his pajamas.

Lying on the soft recliner in the study, the changes in international forces ebbing and flowing hovered in He Rui's mind. Although the US is powerful, the US is not some "City upon a Hill"; its influence is just the result of the balance of power. Now it is the end of November 1932. According to estimates, China's GDP in '32 is about 150 billion Chinese Yuan. At the current exchange rate of 1:15 between the US dollar and the Chinese Yuan, China's GDP is about 10 billion US dollars. Far less than the US GDP of about 60 billion.

Even so, as the world's fastest-growing economy, China has already influenced the US general election relying on strong domestic demand. This reality is also very shocking to He Rui. China's domestic demand will continue to increase rapidly. By the time the war breaks out in 1939, China's influence on the world will be greater than it is now. The influence of the economy on the world is all-encompassing, and its power is even above war.

Thinking and thinking, He Rui fell asleep unknowingly.

Dawn broke. The Chinese editors who also waited for the US election results had already confirmed the newspaper layout. The news of Roosevelt's election as US president had already been published. This was Li Runshi's request. The reputation of European and American newspapers largely lies in their ability to get first-hand information. For Chinese newspapers to compete with these established media, they must first ensure news speed on major international events.

This influence is subtle. Just like most Chinese readers, even if they saw Roosevelt elected, they didn't pay special attention. He Rui never advocated that the Chinese people hang his portrait at home, but He Rui advocated that every Chinese family should stick a world map and a map of China on the wall. So now most urban families have world maps, and some urban families even have globes inside.

Any Chinese who doesn't understand where the US is has no interest in the US changing presidents. Most Chinese who know where the US is also have no interest. Separated by such a vast Pacific Ocean, the US is so distant that it makes Chinese people feel numb. Among the very few Chinese interested in this matter, quite a few are teenagers studying how to travel around the world or conquer the world routes facing the globe.

Those Chinese who really deal with the US have long paid attention to Roosevelt's election platform introduced in the newspapers. Whether it is Roosevelt or Hoover, they both uphold the view of expanding trade with China and maintaining Sino-US friendly relations. As long as Roosevelt's election does not mean a war between China and the US, everyone doesn't care about the US changing presidents.

Compared with the news from the US, many Chinese care more about the news of the German Nazis. The relationship between China and France is now far more important than the Sino-US relationship. As long as one understands France, one naturally knows the contradiction between Germany and France. At this time, the Chinese media had already begun to introduce the Nazi racist theory, making the Chinese youth who had restored their national self-confidence very disgusted with Germany's theory of racial superiority.

Even if some radical youth relatively agreed with this set of Nazi views, these youth did not agree with the view that the Germanic people were the best nation in the world. Regarding European countries, the only one that Chinese radical youth could look up to was Italy. And it was those black-haired Roman descendants in southern Italy. Anyone with yellow hair, red hair, or other hair colors was a barbarian. Also being radicals, Chinese radical youth believed that the best nation in the world must of course be the Chinese nation. What is a group of Germanic barbarians pretending to be!

If the little mustache Hitler heard this, he would probably just smile calmly. When he was very young, the little mustache understood that there was nothing to talk about with people who had no knowledge. The ideas of those shallow people are mediocre and have no depth, just repeating the vulgar people's bit of views they can understand. These people don't even truly understand their own ideas. For these people, the little mustache always chooses to listen and will not get angry.

The little mustache didn't know much about Roosevelt, and the current priority was to get the support of the German upper class as soon as possible. The current German President Hindenburg always used "Bohemian Corporal" contemptuously to describe Hitler when mentioning him. When someone suggested Hindenburg appoint the little mustache as chancellor, Hindenburg said contemptuously: "This Bohemian Corporal is only fit to be the Minister of Posts. His daily job is to lick the back of my stamps when pasting stamps."

Facing such a stubborn old man, the little mustache visited big German capitalists every day. The Junker grand aristocrats did not like to see Hitler because they all knew that the Nazi Party almost supported the proposal to confiscate the land of the German Junker aristocrats. Even if Göring, who had received the "Blue Max" (Pour le Mérite), Germany's highest medal, took his beloved wife from an aristocratic background to constantly shuttle between the grand aristocrats, conveying various goodwill messages from the little mustache, the Junker grand aristocrats still had great wariness towards the little mustache.

Instead, the small and medium Junker aristocrats were more willing to contact Hitler. These aristocrats' aversion to socialism was not particularly great, but they very much appreciated the little mustache's concepts of national revenge, getting rid of the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles, and fighting for living space (Lebensraum).

In order to get support, the little mustache was working hard every day. Until he suddenly heard the news of the suicide of his niece and mistress...
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Carin von Göring was Göring's wife. Since Hitler had never had a female companion, every time Hitler hosted a banquet for German aristocrats, Carin would organize it. The "von" in her name indicated that Ms. Carin came from a German aristocratic background. Currently, Carin played the role of the First Lady of the Nazi Party.

While circulating among a group of German Junker aristocrats, Carin saw Hitler turn pale immediately after an SS officer whispered something to him, and he turned and left the venue. Carin didn't know what had happened. She exchanged a few words with the Junker aristocrat who was paying her compliments, then left the banquet hall.

From a distance, she saw Hitler walk out of the house, stand blankly at the entrance for a moment, and then walk straight to the small wooden cabin in the courtyard. Hitler's expression and movements frightened Carin. A woman's intuition gave Carin a sudden fear out of nowhere; the Nazi Party leader, who had such an intense personality, clearly looked desperate enough to commit suicide. Carin hurriedly followed him. Gently opening the wooden door, she saw Hitler sitting blankly on the ground, his eyes having lost their focus. Carin carefully approached and asked, "Adolf, what's wrong?"

Hitler did not answer. It wasn't until Carin squatted in front of him and gently placed her hand on Hitler's shoulder that he spoke in a dry voice, though his gaze remained dull: "She killed herself... She killed herself."

Carin immediately understood who Hitler was talking about. Seeing the Nazi Party leader, who was always vibrant and full of passion, now plunged into immense pain because of his lover's suicide, Carin couldn't help but sigh in her heart. While sympathizing with Hitler, she also felt full of regret for that young and beautiful girl, Geli Raubal.

Hitler's niece, Geli Raubal, was a beautiful and simple country girl who had received a little education and had no interest in politics or struggle. In the region where Hitler was born, it was common for an uncle to marry his niece; Hitler's parents had such a relationship.

Geli Raubal's ideal was simply to help her husband and teach her children, and she was also very fond of her uncle. Hitler also loved her madly, but compared to forming a family with Geli Raubal, Hitler loved his cause more. The disparate pursuits in their lives eventually led Geli Raubal to want to leave Hitler, but Hitler would not allow it. In the end, he confined Geli Raubal in a luxurious house.

Carin could very much understand the young girl's despair, and she was also full of sympathy for Hitler. She wanted to cheer Hitler up, but no matter how she whispered, "Adolf, this is not your fault."

Hitler's eyes remained dull, and he just whispered, "She killed herself... She killed herself..."

There was a noise at the wooden door. Carin looked up and saw Göring standing outside. Carin's eyes suddenly filled with tears, and she stood up and threw herself into her husband Göring's arms. Göring knew of Hitler's feelings for Geli Raubal and had never doubted the feelings between him and his wife.

Carin was married before she met Göring. After meeting Göring in 1921, the two fell into a mad love. In the end, Carin left home and chose to be with Göring. Carin divorced her husband in 1922 and married Göring. Since then, no matter how depressing the environment Göring fell into, Carin had always been with Göring. The two had always been in a passionate relationship, and even the hardest environment did not shake Carin's feelings in the slightest.

Göring did not suspect that something had happened between his wife and Hitler. He just heard that Hitler had left the banquet hall strangely. At this time, Göring wanted to introduce a nobleman to Hitler, so he followed him out. Seeing the situation before him, Göring was very surprised. Since Göring had known Hitler, he had never seen Hitler so desperate.

Carin was also in tears at this time and whispered the news of Geli Raubal's suicide to Göring. Göring was startled and hurriedly stepped forward and squatted down, asking in a low voice, "I will send a car to take you back now."

Hitler looked up blankly and asked casually, "Why did she kill herself? Why?"

Göring's eyes also turned red. Although he did not understand Hitler's attitude towards marriage, the friend in front of him, who was so weak that he couldn't even stand steadily, really made Göring's heart ache. He tried to pull Hitler up. Hitler resisted at first, but after a moment, Hitler suddenly used the leverage to stand up. The sorrowful expression suddenly disappeared. Hitler looked pale and grim. He said coldly, "Let's go back and finish the banquet. We must not let those Junkers think that I am a weak person!"

Göring advised, "Let's go back first."

Hitler shook his head, "No, she is gone. I have no place to go back to."

After speaking, Hitler took a step and walked towards the banquet hall. Göring was helpless and could only follow. Carin looked at the backs of the two men. The small wooden cabin was very close to the iron fence of the yard, and she heard someone behind her shouting, "Madam, please happen. Give me something to eat."

Starting from '29, the streets of Germany were full of unemployed people begging. Carin reached out and touched her pocket, only to realize that the evening gown she was wearing didn't have any pockets. She didn't look back and walked straight back to the banquet hall. She knew that her husband and Hitler were striving for the position of Chancellor, and no matter what, they had to free Germany from its current miserable fate. Returning to the banquet hall, Carin whispered to the waiter, "Take some food and give it to those beggars outside."

In the banquet hall, the music, the scented candles, the various delicacies, and the upper-class men and women simply didn't notice that just tens of meters away from them, there were hungry German people everywhere. The upper class ate, drank, and talked, enjoying the daily life of the upper class.

Several Junker military officers asked Hitler, who had returned to the banquet hall, "Mr. Hitler, how will you solve Germany's land problem?"

Hitler's face was still pale, but his eyes had become bright. He smiled slightly, "Gentlemen, Germany must be united. If we only focus our eyes domestically, it is bound to cause a lot of German bloodshed. If we look beyond the German borders, everyone can see the land that is vast and boundless. I absolutely do not want the German landowners' land to become as little as the poor's. What I hope is that the ordinary German farmers have as much land as the Junker landlords."

The eyes of those Junker military officers became brighter and brighter. Hitler's words were no longer a hint, but an explicit statement that the land problem would be solved through war. The Junker military officers not only did not feel unhappy but agreed deeply. In particular, they agreed with Hitler's solution idea of not choosing internal land distribution but solving the land problem through external expansion.

After chatting for a few more sentences, Göring invited a banker to Hitler. The banker knew the Nazi Party's bottom-line route, especially the hatred of Jews. There were very many Jews in the German banking industry, so the banker asked this question very implicitly. Hitler replied, "Although some people are not Aryans by blood, they grew up in Germany and are no different from Germans in spirit. I believe that for this group of people, certificates of Honorary Aryans should be issued. Recognizing that they should possess exactly the same rights as Aryans."

The banker was stunned. He stared at Hitler for a moment, and saw Hitler reveal a sincere, even kind smile. This solution seemed very flexible and reasonable to the banker. Göring, who was next to him, struck while the iron was hot, "Do you know Professor Karl Haushofer?"

As a geopolitics master who was quite influential in the German upper class, the banker had heard of this name, so he nodded. Göring continued, "Professor Karl Haushofer's wife is Jewish, and the professor's student is Mr. Rudolf Hess."

Rudolf Hess was Hitler's secretary and a core figure of the Nazi Party; the banker had heard of this person even more. Although Göring didn't say it explicitly, from the part Göring had already explained, the banker had suddenly realized and nodded slightly.

Anti-Semitism was a European tradition, but Germany in the era of the Second German Reich was actually the country in Europe that was least anti-Semitic. With the popularization of compulsory education in Germany, a large number of scholars appeared among German Jews. This group of Jews not only did not believe in Judaism, but many elites of Jewish descent were simply atheists. This banker was not pro-Jewish, only that many of his friends and partners had Jewish blood, which was why he felt worried.

Seeing that he had persuaded another one, Göring led the banker, who had no other questions, away from the circle, letting Hitler continue to talk with those Junker officers. Finding a place to sit down, Göring felt that this group of upper-class people completely lacked theoretical thinking ability. What the Nazi Party truly advocated was the racism that Aryans were the most superior, not narrow anti-Semitism. The reason why Jews were singled out as targets for attack now was simply because Jews had money, Jews acted as lackeys for the former dignitaries, and were powerful running dogs of the dignitaries. Moreover, Jews were weak; fighting them was handy and the backlash was very small.

As for true anti-Semitism, it had never been the content that the Nazi upper echelons truly considered. Göring's godfather, Epstein, was a Jew. When Hitler was a tramp in Munich, there were also several Jewish friends who were very kind to him and gave the then-destitute Hitler a lot of help. Even up to now, the Nazi Party didn't even have a policy resolution on how to deal with Jews. Saying the Nazi Party was anti-Semitic was simply baffling.

After conducting a large amount of research on the racist policies of the United States, which had a long history, and sending Nazi Party members to the United States for on-site inspections, the Nazi Party had already formulated racist policies to solve the inferior nations.

Soon, Göring also figured it out. This banker only cared about anti-Semitism and not about racist policies, which was probably similar to Göring's own thoughts. Göring only hated those profiteering Jewish merchants and the group who insisted on Judaism; he actually had no special feelings about Jewish blood. As long as Hitler could become Chancellor, Göring could become the Air Force Commander. Göring decided that in the future, only Göring would have the power to decide who was a Jew in the Air Force.

Hitler and Göring talked with one banker, capitalist, and Junker officer after another like this. The reception didn't end until the evening. When Göring was ready to go home to sleep, he saw his wife Carin actually pulling Hitler into Göring's car. Soon, the car started moving. Inside the car, Hitler didn't say a word. Göring just spoke a sentence when he felt his wife tug at his arm. Although Göring didn't know what his wife meant, he obediently didn't make a sound.

Before long, Göring noticed the car driving towards Hitler's residence, and only then did he remember the news of Hitler's lover's suicide.

When the car stopped at the door, the maid walked out quickly. Seeing Hitler, she said with a face full of sorrow, "Sir, I didn't see the young lady get up this morning, so I thought she just wanted to sleep a little longer. Unexpectedly, at 10 o'clock in the morning, I heard a gunshot in her bedroom. I hurriedly went in..."

Hitler walked inside expressionlessly, as if he hadn't heard the maid's words at all. The Göring couple followed behind Hitler, watching Hitler walk to the door of the bedroom where Geli Raubal had committed suicide. He raised his hand but didn't press the door handle. Standing there for a long time, Hitler slowly opened the door. After the maid called the police, the police had come. At this time, Geli Raubal's bedroom was empty. Standing at the door for quite a while, Hitler finally walked in.

Göring wanted to follow in, but was held back by his wife. He saw Hitler, who seemed to have aged 10 years at this moment, with a stiff body and stumbling steps, walk to the side of the empty bed. He saw a silk scarf lying on the bed. Hitler picked up the silk scarf, and actually hugging the silk scarf, leaned against the wardrobe, his body slowly sliding down, and the whole person sat on the floor.

Carin sighed, and slowly pulled the door shut. At the moment before the door closed, sobbing came from the crack of the door. Göring looked at the door that had been completely closed, feeling infinite emotion in his heart. He sighed silently, look, that Adolf Hitler actually cried.

Hitler had very few friends. Göring was one. Röhm, the commander-in-chief of the Stormtroopers who participated in the Beer Hall Putsch with Hitler in 1923, was one. At this time, the Nazi Party upper echelons basically knew the news of Hitler's mistress's suicide, but Röhm did not come. Apart from the fact that Röhm was currently secretly convening a Stormtrooper meeting to prepare to continue doing some big things and continue to put pressure on Hindenburg and the German upper class, Röhm himself was a homosexual and really had no interest in women.

Among the other Nazi Party upper echelons, Goebbels, Hess, and Himmler were confirming a piece of news just obtained. The "Eastern Aid Act" of 1926. This act could be said to be a failure in his life. At that time, the German economy was turbulent. Not only were the common people tormented to death by the economic turbulence, but the Junker aristocrats also couldn't take it anymore. And Hindenburg's "Eastern Aid Act" was to help the Junker aristocrats tide over the difficulties, providing funds to the Junker aristocrats through the government to help them keep their property and land. It could be said that this act completely disregarded the life and death of the German people, solely to protect the Junker aristocrats.

The news Goebbels obtained now was closely related to this matter. In the process of promoting the "Eastern Aid Act", Hindenburg received bribes from a large number of Junker aristocrats, most of which were used by Hindenburg to buy off members of parliament. Hindenburg kept 650,000 Goldmarks as a kickback for himself. After obtaining this huge sum of money, in order to avoid being investigated and having to pay taxes, Hindenburg gave this money to his son, Oskar von Hindenburg, through money laundering.

The source of the news was very reliable. The Nazi Party mobilized supporters to conduct an investigation. The investigation just had results; this matter was true. Moreover, the leaked materials were also in hand. As long as it was made public, even Hindenburg would have to step down because of this. Himmler didn't say anything during the meeting. When Hess asked for his opinion, Himmler replied, "Leave this matter to the Führer to decide."

Hess looked at Goebbels. Goebbels replied quickly, "Let the Führer make the decision on this matter."

Hess was a little anxious. He heard the news of Hitler's lover's suicide and felt that perhaps he shouldn't disturb Hitler at this time. But looking at the solemn expressions of both Himmler and Goebbels, Hess said, "Go now, or go tomorrow?"

Goebbels replied decisively, "Go now. I believe the Führer will make the correct decision."

One hour later, Hess and Goebbels had already appeared in front of Hitler's residence. Some SS members in black uniforms saw it was these two and immediately went in to report. Before long, the light in Hitler's study lit up, and the SS member on duty appeared at the door, "Please come in, you two."

When meeting Hitler, Hess only saw exhaustion on Hitler's face. Goebbels noticed Hitler's left hand pressing on a female scarf on the table, but didn't say anything about it. Instead, he told Hitler the latest news.

During the entire narration process, Hitler didn't say a word, only his left hand clenched that scarf from time to time. After Hess finished speaking, Hitler immediately ordered, "This matter must be kept confidential internally. Absolutely do not let more people know."

Goebbels nodded. He had indeed thought about using this matter to overturn President Hindenburg, but Goebbels quickly thought that Hindenburg was not so easily taken down. Even if Hindenburg could be overturned, it didn't mean the Nazi Party could come to power. In terms of handling these matters, Goebbels admitted that he was far inferior to Hitler.

Hess suggested, "Führer, I think this matter can make Hindenburg accept appointing you as Chancellor."

Hitler shook his head, "Hess, the time has not yet come. At least we need to wait a few more days."

Hess couldn't figure out where the problem was, so he simply asked directly, "Führer, do you think this news cannot deal with Hindenburg?"

A cold smile finally appeared on Hitler's face, "This news shouldn't be used to deal with Hindenburg, but to deal with the current Chancellor, von Schleicher."

Hess was stunned. When it came to grasping the political direction and engaging in various struggles, he also felt that he was far inferior to Hitler. If it was a geopolitical issue, Hess could still offer an opinion. Now Hess couldn't figure out what was going on.

Hitler continued, "You guys confirm first that this matter must absolutely not be leaked, and definitely cannot be used to attack Hindenburg. Leave the other things to me."

While giving instructions verbally, Hitler already had a general idea in his mind. The current Chancellor, von Schleicher, was nicknamed "Admiral." Not because Schleicher came from the navy, but because this guy was very good at laying black hands on allies, ridiculed as a "master of sending people to the deep sea behind their back."

For such a guy, as long as Hitler released a little bit of the news, it would be enough to make Hindenburg think that Schleicher wanted to replace Hindenburg's position. Moreover, there was only this one piece of dirt on Hindenburg, but Schleicher united the left wing and wanted to become a Chancellor supported by a majority coalition party. The Nazi Party, which had complex relations with the German Communist Party, held a large amount of very credible materials.

What the Nazis were going to release now was not news attacking Hindenburg, but releasing two pieces of news together. Moreover, the news attacking Hindenburg must be very controllable. As for what Hindenburg would think, Hitler believed he had completely grasped the thoughts of this German Marshal.

The old man, what he cared about was his affairs while alive and his reputation after death. Hitler was willing to guarantee Hindenburg's reputation after death in exchange for Hindenburg's appointment as Chancellor. In Hitler's view, this was an incomparably cost-effective deal.
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January 3, 1933. The temperature in Berlin had long since dropped below zero. Outside the window, a cold wind mixed with snowflakes beat against the German Presidential Palace where Hindenburg resided. The firewood in the fireplace crackled and burned, the bright flames plating the furniture in the room, as well as Hindenburg and the others, with a layer of gold.

The 86-year-old Field Marshal quietly listened to the report from the German Army intelligence officer he trusted regarding the "rumors" about himself. Hindenburg, of course, knew the rumors were true, but he had no intention of expressing any objection. The best way to quell such rumors was to express no opinion on them at all. Moreover, von Schleicher had no power to topple him.

Hindenburg could be certain that these rumors were released by the upper echelons. Just during the day today, Hindenburg had seen news in the papers that the current Chancellor, von Schleicher—whom Hindenburg had single-handedly supported—intended to form a majority coalition with the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and the German Left.

Von Schleicher had long wanted to break free from Hindenburg's control; Hindenburg was very clear on this. Combining this with von Schleicher uniting with the Left, and the leak of news regarding Hindenburg lining his own pockets in the "Eastern Aid Act" scandal, a very reasonable logical line presented itself.

The sharpest contradiction between the German Left and the Junkers was the issue of Junker land. The KPD and the Left had pushed policies to confiscate Junker land. It was only because the Nazi Party, seen as populist, withdrew from the joint party proposal that this proposal failed to pass. Now that the Left's power had greatly increased and von Schleicher had obtained the support of the centrist parties, to secure his position as Chancellor, von Schleicher must have promised something to the Leftist parties. Undoubtedly, taking down Hindenburg was the most presentable bargaining chip von Schleicher could offer.

If it were just this matter, Hindenburg might have been able to tolerate von Schleicher a bit longer. But right now, the von Schleicher cabinet was already swaying in the wind and rain. Hindenburg saw no reason to let von Schleicher continue as Chancellor.

If von Schleicher was not to be Chancellor, among the current candidates, only Hitler remained with significant support. The moment he thought of that Bavarian corporal, Hindenburg immediately felt disgust. Even if it meant letting von Schleicher continue as Chancellor, Hindenburg did not want to let Hitler gain this position.

Thinking of this, Hindenburg waved his hand, signaling the reporter to leave. The old Field Marshal sat in his chair for a long time before finally standing up to rest. The next day, Chancellor von Schleicher was relieved of his duties.

With the Chancellor's position vacant, the German upper echelons one after another recommended their preferred candidates. Through Hitler's efforts, the German upper class began to believe that the anti-communist, anti-union Hitler was a good choice for the moment. Although the Nazi Party contained many socialists, in 1933, governments claiming to be socialist were plentiful; even France claimed to be a socialist country. Parties claiming to follow a socialist line were innumerable across the world. If it didn't involve confiscating land, quite a batch of young Junker aristocrats were willing to call themselves socialists.

In the current German political arena, the German upper class found their only remaining choice was Hitler. Moreover, the German economy was currently destitute. The number of unemployed could not be accurately statistically determined, but the general view was that 70% of Germans were in a state of unemployment. In other countries, one out of three workers being unemployed would be a sky-falling catastrophe. But in Germany, only one out of three workers was *not* unemployed. With the situation like this, even if they temporarily chose Hitler, the situation couldn't get much worse.

Large numbers of upper-class figures began to recommend Hitler to Hindenburg. They were well aware of Hindenburg's dissatisfaction with Hitler, so these people also shifted their strategy, moving from individual recommendations to joint petitions. Letter after letter of recommendation was sent to the Presidential Palace. Every letter was covered in names, so much so that the number of signature pages was longer than the main text.

At this time, while expressing his loyalty to the old Field Marshal through Hindenburg's son, Hitler also ordered Röhm to lead the Stormtroopers (SA) to begin various shows of strength in Berlin.

Restricted by the Treaty of Versailles, the German Wehrmacht numbered only 100,000. The SA already claimed a number of 2 million. In the current pervasive unemployment, Hitler received funding from big German capital. He took out money to support the Nazi Party's grassroots organizations and various social groups. Although these groups couldn't provide employment, the Nazi Party grassroots groups provided food and arranged housing for the unemployed, effectively taking on the work of social management and social relief.

Every night, Hindenburg could hear the military songs sung loudly by the SA during their collective actions. The SA's important work previously was to cause trouble at other parties' rallies and to protect Nazi Party rallies from being disrupted by people sent by other parties. Now, these Stormtroopers marched through the streets every night holding torches, maintaining order while displaying their strength. Petty thieves were immediately caught if discovered by the SA, beaten up, and paraded through the streets. Very quickly, Berlin's public order became unusually good.

Röhm was extremely excited every day. The SA's march routes seemed chaotic, but they were actually routes carefully designed by Röhm, centering on the Presidential Palace and slowly pushing in from the outside. The SA claimed 2 million across Germany, but in Berlin, there were actually only about 300,000.

However, all the military and police in Berlin added together barely exceeded 30,000. In terms of numbers, the SA held the absolute upper hand. The reason Röhm ordered the SA to approach the Presidential Palace so cautiously was to probe. Röhm was also a soldier of the Great War in Europe, having reached the rank of Captain. He knew very well that if Hindenburg really ordered the dispersal of the SA, even if the SA's numbers were ten times that of the regular army, they would still be beaten to a pulp. So the probing had to press in step by step; they absolutely could not casually provoke Hindenburg.

There was a gap of nine military ranks between a German Captain and a Field Marshal. For a Captain to approach and encircle a Field Marshal bit by bit like this, exerting pressure on the Field Marshal—such an action brought Röhm immense excitement and satisfaction.

On January 10, Hindenburg received news that Hitler had firmly rejected Papen's request to form a "dual leadership." Hitler's demand was very simple and brisk: he wanted to become Chancellor, and he would be a Chancellor who solely held the Chancellor's power.

Facing the adjutant preparing to read the letter, the old Field Marshal's voice was full of irritability. "No need to read it." After speaking, the old Field Marshal stood up and walked towards his bedroom. Although it was broad daylight, the old man decided to lie down. This feeling of helplessness was extremely rare for Hindenburg; he had only felt such powerlessness when the German General Staff discussed whether to accept the Entente's armistice requirements and the massive amount of domestic economic data was laid out on the table.

At that time, although Germany did not look bad on the surface, the domestic economy had already been drained dry. In 1919, the German infant mortality rate approached 30%. The entire country didn't even have grain to fill stomachs; admitting defeat was the best choice at the time. This was also one of the reasons the old man Hindenburg detested Hitler: this brat who didn't know the height of the sky or the depth of the earth spent all day yelling about the "November Criminals," believing Germany's defeat was due to domestic enemies stabbing them in the back. The old Field Marshal thoroughly loathed these poor boys from the bottom rung of society; these people completely failed to understand affairs of state.

After lying down, the old Field Marshal only felt half-awake. One moment he seemed to be on the battlefield; the next he dreamt he was listening to lectures under Field Marshal the Elder Moltke. Sometimes he saw Wilhelm II again—a still reasonably young Wilhelm II, discussing how Germany could achieve victory. Until Elder Moltke saw General Schlieffen, wearing glasses, walking towards him with a cold expression, asking in that signature mocking tone: "Why did you choose to start the war in 1914? Don't you know the Schlieffen Plan's last version was from 1906 and hadn't been updated since?"

Marshal Hindenburg felt both aggrieved and fearful in his heart, and in his desperation, he suddenly woke up. Post-war Germany had conducted a comprehensive review of the war. Although every campaign had its gains and losses, and every campaign had its reasons, overall, the German army's performance was passable. Until someone raised a question: If war was to be waged, why not start it in 1908?

Looking at the data in hindsight, if the Schlieffen Plan was to be adopted, they should have made their move in 1908. At that time, French strength was far from its 1914 level, especially since the internal combustion engine had not developed far enough to provide the French army with large-scale road transport capabilities. And Russia's several trunk railways hadn't been completed either. Even if Russia launched an offensive, they would have to rely on manpower and animal power for transport.

Since they gave up on starting the war in 1908, then they shouldn't have started it in 1914 even more so. If Germany had just delayed until 1919, its strength would have been enough to thoroughly overwhelm France. This view caused a huge shock to Hindenburg. Although the old Field Marshal sniffed at it on the surface, inwardly he had to admit this view made a lot of sense.

Getting out of bed, the old man saw he had only slept for a little over two hours. He didn't want to sleep anymore. Hands behind his back, he walked to the desk and casually picked up a letter. This letter was written by Krupp, or at least it was a joint letter initiated by Krupp.

In the letter, Krupp implored Hindenburg: the KPD's power was growing larger and larger, and with the economy so poor, Germany very likely faced a nationwide revolution. With the current 100,000 Reichswehr troops, even combined with the police, it was impossible to immediately suppress millions of workers. Regardless of the final outcome, Germany would be thoroughly destroyed by this civil war. Krupp emphasized again that only Hitler could solve these problems. At least Hitler had the ability to solve the Communist Party.

Things having reached this point, Hindenburg had no other choice. The reason he was still dragging his feet was the expectation that another candidate would appear, but he hadn't expected that the majority of these powerful upper-class figures supported Hitler. Hindenburg truly couldn't figure out what ability or virtue this Bavarian corporal had to actually be able to obtain so much support.

Since it had come to this, Hindenburg had no way out. Almost abandoning himself to despair, he made the decision: let Hitler be Chancellor for now.

On January 19, 1933, Hitler was appointed Chancellor by Hindenburg. That night, Nazi Stormtroopers held massive torchlight parades all over the country. In Berlin, the Chinese Ambassador looked down at the Brandenburg Gate from a rented high-rise building. At this moment, the square had become a sea of torches. In the center of this boiling sea of people, a swastika composed of hundreds of torches was the most eye-catching.

Outside the center of the reverse swastika was a large circle. As the marching Stormtroopers holding torches advanced in formation, the center reverse swastika and the outer ring rotated in opposite directions. Visually, it was very attractive. Embassy staff had already set up cameras to film all of this.

The Chinese Ambassador to Germany watched for a while, then walked back into the rented room. Although this liveliness was good to look at, the Chinese government would have to react next. The Ambassador already knew some of the content. Fortunately, the German economy was so terrible; although the number of Chinese students in Germany was significant, the total number of Chinese expatriates in Germany was very small, no more than two or three hundred. He hoped the Nazi Party wouldn't lose its reason out of anger and attack these Chinese in Germany.

Amidst his worry, the Ambassador also spawned a thought: If the Germans really attacked China, it would actually prove that the Nazi Party was a through-and-through racist party. At that time, China could exactly utilize France's influence to launch a fierce attack on the Nazi Party in Europe.

On January 20, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China published an article: *The Great Outbreak of European Racism*.

"...For European nations, the racial arrogance accumulated during the Age of Discovery has prevented them from noticing the racist nature of the Nazi Party. regarding this, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs considers this a disappointing national limitation.

"Marked by Mr. Hitler becoming the German Chancellor, racism is developing to an unprecedented degree. If in the Age of Discovery, Europe still determined high and low status by skin color, then in the future, Europeans will see that even within Europe, a hierarchy based on race will appear. Racism will backlash against Europe. The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs can only hope that the Nazi Party's rise to power in Germany will not cause new tragedies in Europe."

French newspapers immediately reprinted the Chinese Foreign Ministry's article, but it didn't trigger any strong repercussions. Just as the Chinese Foreign Ministry said, racism was fundamentally not an issue worth paying attention to in Europe, because European nations were all racist. Not to mention looking down on each other between nations, even within the same country—for instance, inside France—the French in Algeria also had their own exclusive title, "Pieds-Noirs" (Black Feet).

European nations all noticed the Chinese Foreign Ministry's article, but they just felt the Chinese Foreign Ministry was really making a fuss over nothing.

The country with the biggest reaction to this article, besides Germany, was naturally the United States, the country with the second biggest reaction. After Roosevelt was elected, he focused his attention domestically. although he sent envoys to China, diplomacy was still not Roosevelt's main task at the current stage. But the Chinese Foreign Ministry's article mentioned that the Nazi Party had conducted in-depth study and on-site inspections of the United States' racist policies and their execution methods, and would fully implement American racist policies in Germany. This left Roosevelt feeling a bit dazed, a sense of incomprehension like suddenly being punched by someone for no reason.

Roosevelt's Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, was also greatly puzzled. What the Chinese Foreign Ministry said should be true, and the United States was indeed a racist country, possessing systematic policies of racial discrimination, effective laws, and firm public opinion. However, these seemingly had nothing to do with Sino-US relations. At least China and the US had signed agreements, and the contradictions in this regard between the two countries had been resolved. Cordell Hull couldn't figure out why China would bring this matter up to discuss at this time.

Compared to the United States' confusion, the Little Mustache was genuinely angry. He cared a lot about outside views, so he had considered responses to the reactions of European and American countries. However, before the European and American countries had even opened their mouths, China—who the Little Mustache thought shouldn't have opened its mouth at all—jumped out first. Moreover, what the Chinese Foreign Ministry attacked wasn't how Germany wanted to break free from the Versailles system, but the Nazi Party's racist policies. This made the Little Mustache feel like he had suddenly been slapped in the face for no reason.

The current Foreign Minister of the Hindenburg administration was not a Nazi. Hitler decided to personally summon the Chinese Ambassador to Germany.



★


Politics Cold, Economics Hot (1)

Volume 6 — Chapter 79

❧ ❧ ❧


Before the German Ambassador to China requested a meeting with Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang as ordered, he felt a bit guilty. Although the Nazi Party was making a lot of noise in Germany, it was a very young political party, and the German upper class was not controlled by the Nazis. The article by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs attacking the Nazi Party for engaging in racism did not seem outrageous to the current German Ambassador to China.

Although he was an elite in the German diplomatic community, the German Ambassador to China was at most a bureau level official in terms of administrative rank. A mere bureau level official could only obey orders from Berlin.

Upon meeting Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang and looking at this thin middle-aged man with bright eyes, the German Ambassador immediately put on an expression full of anger. "The German Foreign Ministry requests that the Chinese Foreign Ministry explain its previous article!"

Li Shiguang did not give the German Ambassador a pleasant look at all. He said, "I will first inform you that the Chinese government has downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany. Chinese diplomatic personnel in Germany have been downgraded from ambassadorial level to ministerial level."

The German Ambassador originally thought that China was just paying lip service to occupy the moral high ground. But downgrading diplomatic ties with a country was not just talk; this would inevitably trigger a diplomatic struggle between the two countries. The original idea of just going through the motions was thrown to the winds, and the German Ambassador immediately asked, "Why is your country so severe towards Germany? Mr. Minister, can you give me a clear explanation?"

Li Shiguang had also once felt that China was going too far in doing this, but He Rui did not see it that way at all. At a meeting with Premier Wu Youping, Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang, Minister of Propaganda Li Runshi, and Foreign Minister Li Shiguang, He Rui gave an explanation. "Our attitude has always been clear: human beings are equal. Whether Africans, Americans, Asians, or Europeans, all are equal members of the human world. Our propaganda offensive against Germany is not only directed at Germany, but is actually declaring our attitude to Europe and to the whole world..."

Li Shiguang felt that He Rui's attitude was too radical, but he still accepted He Rui's view. Li Shiguang was not particularly interested in promoting the equality of all human beings in the world, but from a practical point of view, if China did not express its views at this time, it would be tantamount to acquiescing to Germany's racist ideology.

There is a question of "equal rights" at the diplomatic level. If the racist system established by Germany classified Chinese people as a rank lower than white people, and China did not explicitly express opposition and demand that Germany abolish the racist system targeting Chinese people, other countries could cite Germany's racism to also classify China as a race lower than white people. The Qing Dynasty and the Beiyang government had suffered great losses in these aspects in the past, and the He Rui government would not allow foreigners to act recklessly.

Li Shiguang said calmly, "We have received the latest news. Just two days ago, Nazi Party stormtroopers smashed and looted five Chinese shops in Germany, causing property damage and injuries. Just yesterday, Nazi Party stormtroopers also attacked a Maoshan Daoist temple in Berlin and injured Daoists.

"Linking the facts of the German Nazi Party attacking Chinese people and Daoist temples in Germany with the Nazi Party's racist system, we have to reasonably suspect that the German Nazi government is institutionally discriminating against Chinese people, so we have downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany. If these matters cannot be reasonably explained, and facts prove that the Nazi Party persists in a policy of discrimination and harm against Chinese people, we will continue to downgrade Sino-German diplomatic relations until this problem is resolved."

The current German Ambassador to China was a fan of Peking Opera. He had joined the German Daoist Association five years ago and became a Daoist believer, which was very fashionable in Germany today. A thought popped into the mind of this German Ambassador, who was deeply influenced by Chinese culture: "I am more wronged than Dou E!"

There were only two Nazis in the German government right now, and one of them was Hitler, who had just been appointed Chancellor. How did it become a "Nazi government" in the description of the Chinese Foreign Ministry?

However, since Li Shiguang had explicitly stated this matter, the German Ambassador could only hurry back and send a telegram to Berlin, requesting that Berlin investigate what exactly was going on.

Hitler was not angry after receiving the clear news. He was only the Chancellor now and had not yet had time to replace the cabinet ministers with Nazi Party members. He could only immediately order the SS to investigate the matter. Fortunately, the SS had now recruited Reinhard Heydrich, a young talent whom Hitler appreciated very much. Hitler told Himmler that Heydrich must handle this matter.

After giving the order, Hitler's mood even became happy. Among the world's Great Powers, the Chinese government was the first country to use the term "Nazi government", and this was on the second day after Hitler became Chancellor. Hitler's current goal was to establish a Nazi political party and completely seize power. Being recognized and taken seriously by a major power made Hitler very happy.

Heydrich was 28 years old this year, a man with blonde hair and blue eyes who was extremely handsome. All the teachers and instructors who had come into contact with Heydrich believed that in Heydrich, what was even more outstanding than his handsome appearance was his talent. And as soon as Himmler discovered Heydrich's ability, he immediately entrusted him with important tasks. As the SS was Hitler's bodyguard, this young man naturally entered Hitler's field of vision and gained Hitler's favor within a very short time.

Heydrich did not care about this. When he heard Himmler describe the matter as "the actions of the Stormtroopers caused China's dissatisfaction," he had a judgment in his heart: Himmler wanted to suppress the Stormtroopers (SA). In this regard, Heydrich completely understood. There was a competitive relationship between the SA and the SS, and Hitler obviously trusted the SS, whose personnel had been selected and who were well-organized and disciplined, more. As for "causing China's anger" mentioned by Himmler, Heydrich did not agree. But Heydrich did not speak his thoughts, but accepted the order and got to work.

Heydrich sent his subordinate intelligence department to be responsible for investigating the smashing of the shops. As long as they went to the Chinese Embassy in Berlin to ask for intelligence, this small matter could be easily clarified. After arranging these things, Heydrich personally took a car to the Daoist temple located in the suburbs of Berlin.

This Daoist temple was built entirely on the model of Chinese Daoist temples. At this time, the mountain gate of the temple had been broken, and some Chinese and Germans wearing Daoist robes were repairing it together with workers. Seeing Heydrich arrive with some armed personnel in black uniforms, one Chinese and one German Daoist put down their work and went up to meet them.

Facing each other, the two Daoists folded their hands and performed a Daoist greeting, saying, "Immeasurable Light. I wonder what business this friend has in coming here?"

It was the first time Heydrich had met German Daoists face-to-face. Seeing the starting gesture of the Chinese and German Daoists, he immediately felt that Chinese Daoism had something to it. Not to mention the Daoist robes, hair buns, and hairpins of the two Daoists, which looked simple and elegant. That unique and charming greeting gesture contained Daoist concepts.

Heydrich introduced his background with a calm expression, and the two Daoists invited Heydrich into the temple to talk. The group passed through the broken mountain gate and the traditional courtyard, and entered the main hall. They saw that two successive gates had been damaged, and the statues of the Three Pure Ones in the main hall had also been smeared and damaged. Some workers were repairing the statues of the Three Pure Ones.

The moon gate beside the main hall led to the Cloud Room. The group took their seats in the Cloud Room, which was furnished with simple furniture. Heydrich was really curious, so he asked how Daoism had developed in Germany. After the introduction by the German Daoist, Heydrich had a rough concept.

The development of Daoism in Germany was not the result of Chinese missionary work, but formed after the *Tao Te Ching* was introduced to Europe and was appreciated and praised by German scholars in the 18th century. Kant had carefully studied the *Tao Te Ching* and made his analysis and praise. Since then, more German philosophers and scholars had greatly appreciated Laozi's views.

After World War I, Germany's economy was in shambles, leading to a surge in the people's demand for religion. German intellectuals were unwilling to believe in God anymore and turned to the thought world of Daoism. Since then, local Daoist temples began to appear in Germany.

After China's reunification in 1924, at the invitation of the German Daoist Association, the Chinese Daoist Association began sending Chinese Daoists to practice in German Daoist temples in 1926, and provided funds to invite German Daoists to travel to China.

Having clarified this matter, Heydrich discovered that his work was not simply dealing with a public security issue, but involved a "religious case". With the situation like this, Heydrich asked, "May I ask, will the destruction by the mob be considered blasphemy against the gods?"

The Chinese and German Daoists looked at each other. This time it was the Chinese Daoist Qingyuanzi who used not-very-fluent German to introduce Daoist concepts to Heydrich. Even a figure like Heydrich did not dare to be completely sure that his understanding was correct after spending a quarter of an hour listening to Qingyuanzi's explanation, so he asked the German Daoist Qingmingzi, "Sir, can I think of it this way: Daoism believes that there is no afterlife for humans, and the highest pursuit of Daoists is to attain the Dao and become immortals while alive."

Qingmingzi did not expect that this handsome young man in front of him could understand to this extent. He felt that Heydrich had quite a talent for Daoism, so he praised, "Immeasurable Heavenly Worthy. Good man Heydrich, Daoism believes that everything is operated by the Dao. Even if someone wants to blaspheme the Great Dao, there is no way to start. As for the Daoist temple, it is originally a place for Daoists and lay Buddhists to cultivate their bodies and minds. How can mortal things be called blasphemy?"

Hearing this explanation that separated the immortal and the mortal so clearly, Heydrich could not help but feel some goodwill towards Daoism. According to what the two Daoists Qingyuanzi and Qingmingzi said, the damage to the Daoist temple was entirely a matter between mortals, at most a property dispute. It had nothing to do with the "Great Dao" or the Patriarchs of the Three Pure Ones believed in by the Daoists. In contrast to Christianity, if someone burned a church, that would be an attack on God.

Since it was just property damage and a public security incident, Heydrich could handle it easily. Just as he wanted to start work, Heydrich was still a little curious and asked, "May I ask, in the view of Daoism, do heathens exist?"

The German Daoist Qingmingzi was very clear about the definition of heathens. He immediately answered, "The world has its own laws. In the eyes of us Daoists, it is like the sunrise and sunset. Whether one believes in Daoism or not, or believes in other religions, could it be that the sun everyone sees every day is different?"

Hearing this explanation, Heydrich could not help but nod. Daoism was very close to his imagination of religion. Although he was handling this matter because of the Führer's order, Heydrich himself also hoped to solve the problem of the attack for the Daoist temple.

After inquiring about the time and process of the mob attack, and the Daoists' description of the attackers, Heydrich got up to leave. At the door, he saw the Daoists re-hanging the plaque at the entrance. Heydrich did not know Chinese characters, so he asked the German Daoist Qingmingzi what was written on the plaque. Qingmingzi answered proudly, "This is the name of our Daoist temple, Sanqing Temple."

Returning to the SS headquarters, Heydrich immediately began issuing orders. It was soon determined that the smashing of Chinese shops and the Daoist temple was indeed done by the SA. When contacting the SA, hearing that the SS demanded the SA to hand over the action records, they refused with curses without politeness.

Heydrich was not angry. He did not expect the SA to hand over the perpetrators. As long as it was determined to be the SA's doing, the next thing should be resolved by Hitler. After submitting the report, Heydrich considered the SA. Himmler wanted to deal with the SA, but thought it was very difficult. Heydrich himself believed that the demise of the SA was not far off. Because from the supreme commander Röhm to the various group leaders and team leaders, the SA believed that they were the core force of the German national movement promoted by the Nazi Party. Such people completely failed to understand that the world was constantly changing. Once the Nazi government was fully established, the SA would lose the meaning of their existence. If they tried to continue to expand their influence, they were destined to face a counterattack. Especially since Hitler was starting to unite the majority of everything in Germany that could be united, the SA would sooner or later become a minority.

In the afternoon, Heydrich, who was dealing with other matters, received a call from Himmler. "You will attend the reception hosted by the Führer with me this evening."

Heydrich agreed immediately. Five minutes earlier than the agreed time, Heydrich had already arrived. After waiting for three minutes, the car Himmler was riding in arrived at the entrance of the reception. The two entered the banquet hall one after the other. Hitler was already chatting cordially with the core members of the Nazi Party who had arrived.

Seeing that it was 7 o'clock, Hitler stood on the podium and said loudly, "Comrades, we are here today to celebrate our cause reaching this day. Thank you comrades for your efforts over the past ten years!"

There was applause from the audience. Göring, Goebbels, Hess, Röhm and others were full of smiles and smug satisfaction.

Hitler continued, "Before the banquet, I would like to invite Professor Karl Haushofer and his family to come on stage. I have a gift for them."

Professor Karl Haushofer was Hess's teacher and could be considered Hitler's half-teacher in international relations. Amid the applause of the core members of the Nazi Party, the professor's family walked onto the podium. Rudolf Hess stood beside Hitler holding several certificates with a beaming smile. Hitler said loudly to the core members of the Nazi Party, "Today I want to give Professor Haushofer a gift, which is Honorary Aryan certificates for his wife and sons!"

Immediately, another round of warm applause broke out from the audience. Hitler shook hands with Professor Karl Haushofer, and then shook hands with the professor's wife and two sons one by one, giving the three Honorary Aryan certificates personally signed by Hitler to the three of them.

Watching this scene, Heydrich felt there was no problem at all. Even for Jews with conclusive evidence and clear bloodlines, as long as they were true fellow travelers of the Nazi Party, a Honorary Aryan certificate personally signed by Hitler could solve it.

Looking at the smiles of the professor's family, Heydrich's gaze fell on Göring and the person beside him. The person beside Göring was Erhard Milch, the captain of the 6th Fighter Squadron during the Great War in Europe. As Göring's old comrade-in-arms, Göring, who was about to be appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Air Force, invited his old comrade-in-arms to rebuild the German Air Force together. Heydrich had heard Himmler say that Erhard Milch's father was a Jew. But Hitler cherished talent, so Erhard Milch not only joined the Nazi Party, but no one in the Nazi Party mentioned Erhard Milch's background issues.

This was the Nazi Party that Heydrich identified with, recruiting heroes from all sides and uniting Germany from top to bottom. For policy reasons, Jewish profiteers naturally had to be eliminated and their property confiscated. As for whether the talents who joined the Nazi Party had Jewish blood, it was not important at all.

The banquet began quickly. Whether Austrian or German, and regardless of Germanic or Jewish blood. The atmosphere of this united banquet was friendly and the mood was high. Hitler did not smoke, drink, or eat much meat. Just as Göring and others were gorging themselves and drinking heavily, Hitler finished the vegetarian food in front of him and got up to leave.

Soon, Himmler, Heydrich, Professor Karl, Hess, and Röhm arrived in the reception room next to the banquet hall. Hitler's secretary Hess closed the door, and Hitler, who was already waiting in the reception room, asked, "Professor Karl, I would like to hear your analysis of the Chinese Foreign Ministry's actions."

Professor Karl had already read the article by the Chinese Foreign Ministry and heard the latest development that diplomatic relations with Germany had been downgraded because Chinese citizens were attacked in Germany. Upon Hitler's inquiry, Professor Karl explained that China's actions were no different from those of world powers like Britain, the United States, and France; they were merely protecting the legitimate interests of their expatriates overseas.

As for China attacking Germany's racism, Professor Karl believed that this was China expressing its attitude to other European and American countries by attacking Germany.

Hitler was very interested in this explanation. He asked, "Can this be seen as China's declaration of challenge to Europe and America?"

"It is a challenge to the European and American dominance of the world," Professor Karl added.

Hitler nodded slightly, and after thinking for a moment, continued to ask, "If we ignore this, what would be the worst-case scenario?"

"Mein Führer, that would likely lead to a stalemate in official relations between China and Germany. The Chinese government might not interrupt Sino-German trade, but official exchanges between China and Germany would decrease."

Hitler fell silent temporarily. For Germany to get out of its current predicament, the method was actually very simple: domestic investment to drive the economy, and international trade to provide orders. China was already a large market in the world and the single market with the largest population. The French government had achieved its current prosperity only after cooperating with China. Opening up the Chinese market was a very important link in Hitler's economic arrangements. If Chinese and German officials did not interact, Germany's economic recovery would be hugely affected.

Having determined these points, Hitler stood up. "Röhm, come with me for a moment."

Heydrich did not expect that Hitler had already read his report only a few hours after it was submitted. He saw the chubby Röhm stand up with a nonchalant look and follow Hitler out of the reception room. Not long after, faint sounds came from next door; it turned out that Hitler had lost his temper.

After a good while, Hitler walked back into the room, his face still showing lingering anger. Heydrich could roughly judge that Röhm was obviously unwilling to hand over the people, which triggered Hitler's anger. Judging from the time, it took Hitler some time to persuade Röhm. At least he temporarily ordered Röhm to obey Hitler's command. Röhm was already acting so willfully now; Heydrich felt that Röhm's future was truly dark.

Hitler calmed his emotions first before continuing to ask, "Professor Karl, do you think other European and American countries will use the Chinese government's statement?"

Professor Karl answered decisively, "They would very much like to use it, but in the current world, the only Great Power that can morally attack racism is China."

Hitler nodded slightly. China did not participate in the tide of colonialism, but instead suffered invasion by colonialist countries. This was originally China's disadvantage, but after China's rejuvenation, it became China's advantage instead. However, Hitler did not lament this change much; what he cared about was whether France would follow suit. As long as the European and American powers did not stir up trouble together with China, this diplomatic downgrading storm could be handled.

Thinking of this, Hitler ordered Heydrich, "Heydrich, go to Röhm's place tomorrow to pick up the people and send them to the police station. We need to give China an explanation."

After speaking, Hitler said to Hess, "Make an appointment with the Chinese Ambassador to Germany. I will talk to her."
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Ye Lin, China's Minister to Germany, was very much looking forward to her meeting with Hitler. Ye Lin had been to Hitler's rally venues and listened to several of his speeches. The content of the speeches wasn't anything surprising to Ye Lin; China didn't lack such radicals either. However, Hitler's speaking skills indeed left a deep impression on her. That abundant passion, the courage to take responsibility, the decisiveness to face contradictions—or at least to frankly face superficial contradictions—Hitler was indeed an excellent orator, at least in Germany.

Meeting Hitler inside the Reich Chancellery, and hearing him say simply in a low voice, "I believe the Chinese government has a misunderstanding of Germany, and I hope our two governments can resolve this misunderstanding through cooperation," Ye Lin felt that Hitler counted as a qualified politician. If the Führer of the Nazi Party treated China with a furious attitude, it would only show that the man was stupid.

After listening to Hitler's exposition on Sino-German contradictions, Ye Lin replied, "Mr. Chancellor, I would like to ask, do you personally believe the Chinese nation is a nation worthy of respect?"

Hitler nodded. "Germany has also suffered a great deal of humiliation; this land was once reduced to a battlefield. I feel sympathy for the tragedies China encountered after 1840, and I am amazed by the bravery and intelligence displayed by the Chinese people under Mr. He Rui's leadership. In this world, the countries capable of defeating Britain can be counted on one's fingers, and China is undoubtedly one of them. Currently, there is a very gratifying research result in Europe and America stating that the Chinese people are actually White. For the German government's part, we can guarantee that Chinese people in Germany possess all legal rights and that absolutely no discriminatory treatment exists."

Ye Lin knew this was all Hitler could promise, and that Hitler himself had already expressed great goodwill. But the Chinese government's future strategy was not limited to this. She replied, "Mr. Chancellor, we Chinese are Chinese. In Europe, yellow is considered the color of stinginess and treachery; this is European culture. In China, yellow is considered a noble color, so we quite like calling ourselves Yellow people. I believe there is no need to treat such cultural differences as an excuse for divergence."

Hitler scrutinized Ye Lin carefully. Ye Lin looked to be in her thirties, with a fit build and dignified features. By German standards of female aesthetics, Ye Lin was a healthy and beautiful woman. Ye Lin's words just now also proved that she was by no means a "flower vase" type of woman.

"Minister, I am very interested in your words." Hitler wanted to ask a question.

Ye Lin corrected him, "I am currently a Minister."

Hitler smiled. Yes, China had downgraded its diplomatic level with Germany; Ye Lin had changed from an Ambassador to a Minister. With a mood of appreciation, after laughing, Hitler adjusted his form of address. "Minister, China's stance is a challenge to the entire Euro-American world. I think this challenge is very courageous."

"The advantages Europe has accumulated since the Age of Discovery have filled Europe with a sense of racial superiority. Chinese civilization is an ancient civilization with a history of at least 5,000 years of continuous development. In those long years, we were also once young and aggressive, campaigning in all directions, with the heroic spirit of 'Those who offend the mighty Han, though far away, must be punished.' But as Chinese civilization developed, it also realized that 'The children of the Gan, Yue, Yi, and Mo peoples cry with the same sound at birth, but grow up with different customs, because education makes them so.' Therefore, in the eyes of us Chinese, as long as one is human, regardless of skin color or gender, they are an equal member of the human world. This is simply a fact. If someone thinks this is a challenge, it only shows that their civilization's level of development is insufficient; it does not prove anything else."

Hitler just nodded after hearing this, feeling no impulse to express a dissenting opinion. He had read a great many books and knew of the long history of Chinese civilization—a history so long that it made the "Great Flood" legend recorded in the Bible appear laughable. China had led the world for twenty centuries; compared to this long history, the suffering China endured after 1840 was merely a very short period.

Especially since China had already revived. Göring had been appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, and this fellow had suggested to Hitler that they cooperate with China in the aviation industry, the most advanced field. Germany already lagged behind China in many areas. Germany had even less reason or qualification to discriminate against China.

Hitler shifted the direction of the discussion to the field of cooperation. "Minister Lin, I believe the Versailles system is an unfair system, and I believe both China and Germany are being oppressed by this system. If China and Germany join hands, we can overthrow this unfair system. Cooperation is entirely in the interests of both China and Germany."

Ye Lin just nodded but said nothing. Seeing Hitler's statement, Ye Lin spontaneously felt admiration for He Rui. The Versailles system was indeed an unfair system, but He Rui had pushed for a substantive alliance between China and France, recognizing and supporting France's status. Since France did not possess the strength to maintain its current international status, China's help was indispensable to France. As an exchange of interests, France also fully supported China. Although the Versailles system was a system that maximized British and French interests, He Rui's strategic judgment allowed China to obtain an international status and influence that exceeded China's current strength.

Just like the Hitler before her—even if Hitler knew clearly that Germany being criticized by China was actually Germany taking the blame for European and American countries, Hitler could only accept it.

The feeling of bullying the weak... was quite good.

Since the Chinese government's attitude had already been expressed, Ye Lin did not continue to dwell on the Nazi racial policy. She had already received notification from home that unless the Nazi government revised its policies, the Chinese government could not restore diplomatic relations between China and Germany to the ambassadorial level. And the Nazi government naturally could not change their policies, so after listening to Hitler's statement, Ye Lin steered the topic toward ensuring Sino-German relations did not deteriorate further. Ye Lin stated clearly that only if Germany guaranteed that Chinese people in Germany would not suffer discriminatory treatment would diplomatic relations between the two countries not worsen. Sino-German economic and trade relations could also proceed normally.

Hitler had thought that after Ye Lin delivered her speech on the Chinese concept of human equality, she would add a few superfluous remarks. He hadn't expected Ye Lin to target only the key points and follow up on the Sino-German trade issues Hitler cared about most. Although this was a basic skill for an excellent diplomat, the status of women in Germany at the national level was not high—to this day, German women did not possess the right to open their own bank accounts—so the performance of this Chinese female diplomat surprised Hitler greatly.

What surprised Hitler even more was that Ye Lin had a very keen sense for Hitler's thoughts and emotions, which made the conversation flow very smoothly. Unknowingly, the conversation topics Hitler had prepared were already finished. Although no diplomatic concessions from China were visible, at least the future space for economic exchange, which Hitler cared about most, had been confirmed.

*What a formidable woman!* Hitler exclaimed in his heart, spawning the idea of having a meal with Ye Lin. Before Hitler could speak, someone knocked on the door outside. Hess went out and spoke a few sentences with that person, then gave Hitler a look. Hitler stood up and said to Ye Lin, "Minister, let us end here for today."

After shaking hands with Hitler, Ye Lin left the reception room with light steps. Just as Hitler was watching Ye Lin's retreating figure, Hess whispered excitedly to Hitler, "The Reichstag is on fire!"

Hitler turned his head instantly, shocked in his heart. He immediately ordered, "Prepare the car, go to the Reichstag."

From inside the car, rolling thick smoke could be seen from afar in the direction of the Reichstag. When the car arrived near the Reichstag, Hitler discovered that Göring and Röhm had already arrived at the scene and were pointing and gesturing at the blazing Reichstag building. The shock in Hitler's heart was indescribable; in the first instant, Hitler couldn't help but suspect in his heart that this matter with the Reichstag couldn't be disentangled from Göring and Röhm.

But things had already reached the current situation, and Hitler had no other choice. At this moment, a large number of reporters had already arrived. Hitler had the accompanying SS personnel invite the reporters over. Behind him was the Reichstag, billowing with thick smoke and blazing with fire, as well as the fire brigade that had just rushed over to save it. With a solemn expression, Hitler said to the reporters, "The Reichstag is the representative of the German government. As Chancellor, I will definitely order an investigation into this fire."

Although he said this, Hitler felt a bit guilty inside. He hoped that even if the burning of the Reichstag was the work of Göring and Röhm, those two had done a clean job of it and wouldn't let the Nazi Party shoulder the responsibility.

Although the fire was large, under the strenuous efforts of the German fire brigade, it was finally extinguished. The next day, a piece of news about Communists committing arson to burn down the German Reichstag was released.

When He Rui learned of this news, he sighed with emotion. In his original timeline, as to who was the culprit of the Reichstag fire, a minority believed it was indeed the handiwork of some brain-damaged member of the German Communist Party, and the result of the arson was utilized by the Nazi Party. The majority still suspected that some people within the Nazi Party had ordered the Reichstag fire to be engineered. Now, in a different timeline, at a different time, with the same arson case, He Rui could only be certain that this fire must have been set by the Nazis.

The Chinese government could use Germany's implementation of a racist system as a reason to beat Germany, but the Reichstag fire was truly not a scope in which the Chinese government could intervene. He Rui could only pray that the German Communist Party could perform a bit better this time. After thinking for a moment, He Rui called his secretary and ordered, "Contact the German legal figures we know. If the German Communist Party needs defense lawyers, I hope they can speak out for justice."

After the secretary left, He Rui sighed. This was probably all China could do.
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Shanghai, China, the seat of the Asian International Tribunal and the headquarters of the International Human Rights Organization. With the establishment of a number of universities in Shanghai, several legal associations had emerged. Beyond conducting legal research, these associations provided paid or pro bono legal services.

The International Human Rights Legal Association, located in Pudong, was the earliest judicial association to settle in this development zone. Moving in alongside the association were several international law firms. When encountering major events, such as the previous trial of the ANZAC war crimes, these legal experts offered "pro bono services," receiving work stipends from the association rather than charging the prosecution or defense.

In this relatively peaceful era, in this peaceful country of China, providing judicial services naturally commanded a fee. When the International Human Rights Legal Association learned of the request to provide legal counsel for the suspect in the "Reichstag Fire" case, the association internally handed the job directly to the German legal experts.

Domestic cases in most countries could generally only be handled by legal professionals with that country's judicial certification, or those with relevant qualifications. This was especially true for Germany; only Germans with German judicial certification could serve as defense lawyers for criminal suspects. The members of the legal association made their living this way; their fundamental knowledge was solid. Without discussion, they tossed the matter to their German colleagues.

Most German lawyers in China had been away from their motherland for two or three years. Although they had heard of the turmoil within Germany, they had not personally encountered those domestic changes. These German legal experts initially intended to recommend a criminal defense specialist. Before they could decide who should go, an office staff member answered a phone call, paused for a moment, and then asked the German experts: "Professor Wang from Fudan University's Law Department is outside, requesting a meeting."

Professor Wang was quickly invited into the office. Seeing the German colleagues already waiting in the living room, Professor Wang did not waste time and said straight away: "I have heard about the Reichstag Fire. My personal view is that this is a political case, not a criminal one."

Hearing that this was a political case rather than a criminal one, the German legal professionals felt they could barely accept that premise. But when they heard Professor Wang say that the Nazi Party intended to use this case to declare the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) a criminal organization and subsequently strip the KPD of its parliamentary seats, the German legal experts were shocked by Professor Wang's judgment.

Although he had taken on the responsibility of delivering the message, deep down, Professor Wang did not quite dare to believe the judgment he was voicing. For a legal professional, "the German Nazi Party wants to declare the KPD illegal through the Reichstag Fire case" was completely outside the scope of law.

But these words had come directly from the mouth of Dr. Zhao Tianlin, the titan of Chinese jurisprudence. Moreover, listening to Professor Zhao Tianlin's tone, he himself was merely passing on a message. On his way here, Professor Wang had to consider: who could possibly make Zhao Tianlin act as a messenger?

The He Rui administration had never made a strategic error in the past eleven years. Or rather, since He Rui arrived in the Northeast in 1915, his strategic judgments at the national level had maintained an extremely high degree of accuracy. No matter how incredible Professor Wang found it, he dared not disbelieve it.

The German legal experts did not know about the message-passing; they simply could not believe Professor Wang's judgment. Professor Rudolf of the University of Berlin was the first to recover. Seeing the atmosphere was so oppressive, he simply cracked a joke: "If Professor Wang isn't joking, then whoever takes this defense will have to leave Germany immediately after the trial ends, eh? Haha."

Seeing the German experts relax at this joke, Professor Wang immediately replied: "Professor Rudolf is correct. Whoever defends the suspect in this case will not only have a high probability of failure but will also face threats to their personal safety. As a friend, I believe everyone should be prepared for this. Upon returning to Germany, immediately prepare to take your family and leave."

Legal professionals were sensitive to verbal communication; they immediately realized Professor Wang was not there to be an alarmist, but was offering a serious and solemn prediction. The smiles that had just surfaced were instantly retracted. The group of German legal experts looked stunned and at a loss.

Since Professor Wang had come, he did not wish to engage in pleasantries. He added seriously: "Gentlemen, the current center of jurisprudence for maintaining equality, peace, and justice is here. If you gentlemen are willing to fight against injustice, I also hope to help you understand exactly what kind of opponent you are facing. I can understand the unease you feel right now, and I can understand that you do not believe it. But I have an obligation to state my judgment, so that legal experts who uphold justice do not face avoidable danger due to misjudging their opponent."

Finished, Professor Wang prepared to answer the German experts' questions. Unexpectedly, the German experts did not ask questions, but merely exchanged glances. Professor Wang knew his words had caused a significant shock, so he stood up to take his leave.

Once Professor Wang left, the German experts immediately analyzed his visit. As legal experts, judgment of a case required evidence. At this stage, it hadn't even been confirmed that the arrested arson suspect was the arsonist. Even if facts proved this person did burn down the Reichstag, this person was just a communist. To assume based on this that the KPD ordered this person to set fire to the Reichstag would require irrefutable evidence.

The legal experts of this era were social elites; they knew well that while Professor Wang's words sounded abrupt, they were actually quite reasonable. Political struggle required an excuse; as for what the facts were, political parties could completely disregard them. As long as a party obtained the support of the majority of powerful classes, they could act with a free hand.

The German experts quickly determined that what Professor Wang brought was likely the view of the Chinese government. As for whether the Chinese government's view was correct, based on the history of the past dozen years, the German experts present generally tended to think the Chinese government's predictions were about 50% likely to be correct.

Professor Rudolf felt the analysis was sufficient and said: "I am preparing to go back."

The group of German experts was stunned. They heard Professor Rudolf continue: "Does anyone want to go back with me?"

Most experts remained silent. Given the situation, knowing things were likely very bad yet choosing to return required immense courage. At this moment, someone replied: "I will go back."

Everyone looked; it was Professor Karl, usually the most cautious and timid in his dealings. No one thought Professor Karl was some heroic tough guy, yet he dared to get involved in political struggle. But Professor Karl was very firm. "Professor Rudolf, are you willing to defend together with me?"

"Of course," Professor Rudolf nodded. He decided to return because his family had Jewish heritage and had already faced persecution by Nazi Party members in Germany. The Chinese government's recent performance led Professor Rudolf to believe things would only get worse. Therefore, he did not actually think he could win the lawsuit this time, but prepared to use this opportunity to bring his whole family to China. Since the Chinese government had made its stance clear, Professor Rudolf felt the Chinese Embassy in Germany would likely grant visas more easily.

The two professors did not wait for a third brave soul. They did not urge others, but simply announced they would act immediately. As the two professors expected, things progressed extremely smoothly. Personnel from the International Human Rights Organization actively found them and provided flight tickets. The two immediately took simple luggage and flew to Germany on China Airlines.

Upon getting off the plane in Berlin, the two professors were frightened by the scene before them. The buildings in Berlin mostly used darker-toned materials. The red, white, and black flags of the Nazi Party were everywhere in the city, directly creating a hyper-aroused visual effect.

In addition to hanging and painting Nazi flags and symbols on the streets, vehicles with large loudspeakers passed by from time to time, driving slowly while broadcasting Nazi propaganda slogans. "Abolish the Treaty of Versailles," "German people unite," "Punish the November Criminals," "Smash the Communist conspiracy."

The two professors had seen plenty of propaganda in China over the past two years. China's propaganda was basically about compulsory education, economic development, and guaranteeing people's legal labor rights. During National Health Month, there were various hygiene campaigns. When cities built new planetariums and museums, the masses would be organized to visit. Various cultural activities also had propaganda.

Although listening to it too much could be boring, in the eyes of scholars, this was a matter of propaganda technique. As for the content of the propaganda itself, it was quite reasonable, with nothing to pick fault with. But the Nazi propaganda on the streets of Berlin was full of a chilling air; this was propaganda inciting struggle, not bridging contradictions. Combined with Professor Wang's "prophecy," both professors felt they needed to be even more careful.

The citizens of Berlin did not seem to care particularly. The professors continued walking along the road and saw porridge stalls hanging Nazi Party flags on street corners, as well as service points recommending temporary housing. The billboards were plastered with many recruitment posters.

If one ignored the porridge stalls and temporary housing points, the recruitment posters actually gave the two professors a bit of a "Chinese flavor." Standing in front of the posters to look carefully, the two professors felt something was wrong again, because the posters were filled with calls for various Nazi Stormtrooper training camps. The images on those posters were fists, arms, and impassioned crowds. Both professors had experienced the Great War in Europe; without reading the text, these posters reminded them of the conscription posters from the war.

The National Human Rights Organization headquartered in Shanghai had some dealings with the KPD. Both professors were quite famous legal experts in Germany. Contact between the two sides went smoothly. KPD leader Thälmann met with them personally, requesting the two professors to help the arrested communist member. Only after chatting did the two professors discover that the Nazi Party's propaganda only mentioned the arrested person was a communist, but did not explain he was a member of the Dutch Communist Party. Looking at the case purely from a legal angle, the suspect was a foreigner; this was a transnational lawsuit.

The KPD stated this fact in their own newspapers and called for a legal struggle. But the newspapers the two professors read were the current mainstream German media. The propaganda tone in these media outlets was surprisingly consistent, arguing that if this person was a Dutch Communist Party member, it was even more likely he was instigated by the German Communists.

The two professors knew things were wrong. They both immediately arranged for their families to apply for visas at the Chinese Embassy, while they themselves immediately threw themselves into work. Generally speaking, courts in various countries would be very cautious with such sensational major cases, and the trial time would drag on for a long time.

The two professors prepared for a fierce judicial offensive and defensive battle. Unexpectedly, as soon as they entered the court, they both smelled something wrong from the judge's words. Generally, judges would not be too rushed, but the judge before them showed extremely high work enthusiasm, fully pushing the trial progress.

Professor Rudolf and Professor Karl had to realize that things were likely as Professor Wang had said. At this point, the two professors had no other choice. Although everyone said the law should be fair and have independent power, in reality, the law always had to compromise with politics, or even succumb to political arrangements. Professor Wang's prophecy was likely true.

In fact, the two professors did not wait long. Three days. It took only three days for the judge to complete the process and sentence the suspect to be guilty.

Before the appeal could even begin, the Nazi Party announced that the KPD was an illegal organization. Moreover, on the second day after the Reichstag Fire, Hitler had already asked Hindenburg to promulgate an emergency decree, abolishing the clauses in the "Weimar Constitution" guaranteeing personal freedom.

On the second day after the trial ended, Hitler announced what the newspapers called the "Reichstag Fire Decree." Based on this decree, the Communist Party was declared to intend an uprising and was therefore an illegal organization.

Although the two professors already had ample psychological preparation, they did not expect large numbers of trucks and various Nazi Stormtrooper units to suddenly appear on the streets. These units held Nazi flags high and headed straight for all KPD party offices in Germany. Anyone who blocked them was immediately beaten, and then they rushed into the various KPD offices to implement occupation.

In this chaotic situation resembling the turmoil of war, the two professors had already taken their families to the airport. As they had expected, the Chinese Legation in Germany gave them and their families visas. Holding the visas and going to German customs for review, they could see through the window the Nazi party members coming and going on the street. Those people seemed endless, each one fierce and malicious, full of aggression.

The customs officers noticed the unease of the two professors and their families, and advised with sympathy: "Don't worry, their targets are the Communists and the trade unions."

The two professors could only nod, daring not to say anything. After finally completing the procedures, the two professors immediately got into cars with their families to head to the airport. On the way, they saw Nazi party members attacking trade union offices. Many people dressed in civilian clothes were dragged out of the buildings by uniformed Nazi party members and beaten publicly on the street. The nearby police turned a blind eye, simply watching everything happen. Only when the trucks arrived did the Nazi party members stop the beating, throwing the union members onto the trucks responsible for the Nazis to take away. As for where these people would be taken, the two professors were not even willing to imagine.

The adult women in the professors' families were all pale with fright, holding the children in their arms, even covering the children's eyes with their hands so they would not see this lawless scene.

As the cars drove halfway, Professor Rudolf's gaze was attracted by a shop on the side of the street that was still open for business. Nazi party members were not just destroying union offices; many shops also had their windows smashed, and the six-pointed star Jewish symbol was sprayed on the walls next to the shops.

German merchants either hung the German flag or put up notice boards reading "We are Germans, nothing to do with inferior races." And the merchants locked their doors, afraid of being affected.

But outside that shop which continued to open, a red Chinese national flag was planted, proudly ignoring the various Nazi thugs passing by the shop with unhappy faces. Even though the Nazi thugs looked at the shop with quite unfriendly gazes, the shopkeeper had no intention of closing the door to avoid disaster.

Professor Rudolf suddenly felt a clarity of thought. He had once felt that the Chinese Foreign Ministry's downgrading of Sino-German diplomatic relations was somewhat abrupt, even irrational. Seeing with his own eyes what was happening in Germany, Professor Rudolf could only use "planning for a rainy day" to describe the Chinese government's response measures.

Yes, only a tough attitude could let the Nazi government know the future consequences. If one acted servilely, it would only make the Nazis' arrogance flourish even more.
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February 24, 1933.

The car of Ye Lin, the Chinese Minister to Germany, drove through the streets of Berlin. The small flag of the Republic of China fluttered in the wind on the hood, displaying her diplomatic status.

The car slowed as it passed the Kroll Opera House. Ye Lin looked with interest at the Stormtroopers (SA) in their khaki uniforms, who were standing three rows deep outside the building. They noticed Ye Lin as well; several SA leaders immediately led their subordinates to the entrance, ready to receive the car from the Chinese Legation that appeared to be stopping.

Ye Lin did not order the car to stop, though she would have liked to go inside the Kroll Opera House to watch the spectacle. Since the Reichstag Fire a short while ago, the Kroll Opera House had served as the temporary venue for the Reichstag. Here, Hitler was using every means possible to secure the support of two-thirds of the deputies to pass the "Law to Remedy the Distress of People and Reich" (the Enabling Act). The only solution proposed in this bill was to grant the Nazi Party unlimited power.

The Weimar Constitution allowed for public observation of parliamentary sessions, but the current encirclement of the temporary venue by the SA reminded Ye Lin of events during Yuan Shikai's presidency. To secure his position as Great President, Yuan Shikai had locked up the MPs, refusing to let them eat or leave until they passed his measures. The Nazi Party before her eyes likely looked down on Yuan Shikai, but their actions were essentially no different.

Ye Lin had once followed the Northeast Army through the Shanhai Pass, witnessing with her own eyes how He Rui's government swept away the warlords like withered leaves, unifying China in the snap of a finger. From He Rui's arrival in the Northeast with 50 men in 1915 to the convening of the National Political Consultative Conference in 1925, it had taken exactly ten years. In a similar ten-year span, Ye Lin did not appreciate the commotion "Little Moustache" was currently making.

"Go back," Ye Lin said, turning on the car radio to see if there was a live broadcast of the Reichstag vote. To her disappointment, there was none. Little Moustache was still engaging in coerced voting and didn't even dare let the German people hear his methods.

Disappointing! Truly disappointing! Ye Lin's evaluation of Little Moustache dropped another notch.

Inside the Kroll Opera House, the Nazi Party had deployed a large number of Stormtroopers to monitor the participating deputies. All Communist Party deputies had been stripped of their mandates and could not vote. The German right wing fully supported Hitler; the pro-Nazi upper classes lobbied the center-left parties, while the SA applied pressure through various threats.

Under these circumstances, Otto Wels, the Chairman of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), stood up alone to debate Hitler, knowing full well the situation was hopeless.

"The day before yesterday, Chancellor Hitler issued a declaration in Potsdam which we have all heard. He said: 'Some people suffer from the delusion that there can be eternal winners and eternal losers in this world, which led to the mad demands for reparations and created the catastrophe of the world economy.' This statement applies not only to foreign affairs but also to domestic politics. Indeed, as the Chancellor says, there are no eternal winners and no eternal losers. The idea that there are is pure nonsense.

"The Chancellor's words remind us of a speech made in the National Assembly on July 23, 1919: 'We are defenseless, but not honourless.' It is true that the enemy wants to take away our honor, but they will eventually burn themselves. In this global tragedy, it will not be us who are disgraced. We believe this to our dying breath."

The Nazi Party members immediately began to clamor, "Who said that?"

Hitler did not know whom Otto Wels was quoting, nor did he care. Fifteen years had passed since the establishment of the Weimar Republic, and in those fifteen years, the Republic had tossed the German people into destitution. The people now had no interest in party politics. No matter how glibly those parties spoke or how reasonable their words seemed, the reality of universal poverty among the German people was a fact no words could deny.

SPD Chairman Otto Wels, however, showed no fear. He answered loudly: "This passage comes from a declaration issued by the then-SPD government on behalf of the German people to the world, four hours before the armistice deadline. Its purpose was to stop the enemy's continued advance. This declaration is a valuable supplement to the Chancellor's speech."

Hearing this, the Nazis erupted in a chorus of boos, just as Hitler had expected.

Otto Wels naturally knew the fundamental reason for Hitler's fearlessness: the German people no longer believed in party politics at all. Since they didn't believe, it was useless for supporters of party politics to say anything. But Otto Wels was still unwilling to meet his end kneeling; he continued: "The gentlemen of the Nazi Party claim they are launching a national revolution, not a National *Socialist* revolution. For the moment, the only relationship their movement has to socialism is their effort to destroy the German social democratic movement. Yet for two generations, the latter has upheld socialist ideals and will continue to do so. If the Nazi Party merely wanted to implement socialist laws, they would not need the Enabling Act at all. The vast majority of those present would support them. Any motion they proposed that aligned with the interests of workers, farmers, white-collar workers, civil servants, and the middle class would receive overwhelming support, if not unanimous approval."

The Nazis below the podium jeered again. This was not anger at being exposed for "abandoning socialism," but disgust at Otto Wels' stubborn resistance.

Facing the overwhelming boos, Otto Wels felt a sense of relief. He had finally finished the most important passage exposing Hitler's betrayal of socialism; the rest was less important. Otto Wels felt he had done his best.

Just as Ye Lin's car returned to the Legation, the German national radio program playing on the receiver was suddenly interrupted by stirring martial music. Ye Lin, who had been about to get out, closed the car door and sat firmly back in her seat.

"Latest news: The Reichstag has passed the 'Law to Remedy the Distress of People and Reich' with 444 votes in favor and 94 against. As soon as it is signed by President Hindenburg, the law will take immediate effect."

The number of deputies from each German party immediately floated into Ye Lin's mind, causing her to chuckle. "Heh." Ye Lin had already felt that Hitler's breadth of mind could not compare to He Rui's, and now she was certain. In China's 1925 Political Consultative Conference, He Rui's central government had distributed a significant number of parliamentary seats—which they could have kept entirely for themselves—to various local factions, ensuring that forces from every province had a voice in the assembly.

That approach had faced opposition within the Civilization Party. But looking at the results, the Civilization Party had not lost power because they lacked an overwhelming majority of seats; instead, they had firmly grasped power by constructing a national regime.

Ye Lin wondered if Little Moustache would regret this. Passing the Enabling Act required two-thirds of the entire parliament. With the 444 votes Little Moustache obtained, even if all 120 Social Democratic deputies and all 81 Communist deputies had attended and voted against it, it would have been of no use. Little Moustache would still have won the final victory.

*This* is what 'scope' means! Ye Lin laughed to herself.

Over the next few days, Ye Lin's evaluation of Little Moustache's scope dropped even further. Using the Enabling Act, Hitler banned all political parties other than the Nazi Party. Within two months of becoming Chancellor, he had completed the Nazi one-party dictatorship. Little Moustache could be considered a formidable figure of his time, but in Chinese history, such figures were so numerous they offered no sense of novelty.

In her routine report to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ye Lin wrote: "...If Hitler wants to fulfill his promises to the voters, he must now immediately focus all attention on economic development. Judging from Hitler's decision to heavily rely on Schacht, the economic departments of the Weimar government have carried out many economic development plans over the past fifteen years. Now, perhaps a party has emerged that can carry these economic policies through to the end. This is also the Nazi Party's greatest opportunity..."

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang took this report to see He Rui. At first, he did not give the report to He Rui immediately but spoke about the French government. "The French government is very happy to see us lower our diplomatic relations with Germany, but the internal struggle within the French government has begun to intensify. Several political parties have again proposed plans to topple the cabinet. Chairman, will France never settle down?"

He Rui was also helpless. He had originally expected the French government to remain stable for at least two terms, but once the country had money, internal struggles would still be fierce. There is a view in historiography that the system of the French Third Republic was originally prepared for a dynastic restoration, so the President was given high powers but was also subject to certain constraints.

But whether it was the Bonaparte family or the Bourbon family, neither ultimately completed a restoration. In the end, the only consensus remaining among the upper echelons of the French Third Republic was that another Napoleon-like figure must never appear. When a group of politicians sharing power faced issues of interest, their performance was always ugly.

He Rui smiled bitterly. "I overestimated French politicians."

Li Shiguang smiled. "At least the French government has handed the work of economic development over to the capitalists, and the government has not set obstacles for them."

"That is not necessarily a merit," He Rui warned. "Capitalists pursue policies that are beneficial to themselves; they have neither the ability nor the willingness to develop the economy. For capitalists, economic development is merely a collateral result of increasing their own profits."

Li Shiguang had not expected that he wouldn't be able to keep up with He Rui's train of thought, so he handed Ye Lin's report to him. While He Rui read the report, Li Shiguang hurriedly organized his thoughts.

Seeing that Ye Lin attached great importance to Germany's future economic development, He Rui was not worried about Little Moustache's efforts in this regard. Little Moustache's only direction now was to develop the economy, and historically, he did a good job in the early stages.

He Rui hadn't cared about Germany for a long time. Now turning his gaze to Germany, he couldn't help but feel some sympathy for the German people. Germany's resource endowment was limited. Even if Little Moustache exhausted his efforts, the markets Germany could possess would be limited to the German homeland and a portion of the Soviet and Eastern European markets.

China's rise to this point relied on the 900-million-person mega-market of the East Asian Alliance + the Soviet Union + France. Could Little Moustache scrape together a market of even 100 million?

Moreover, to balance France's influence in the East Asian Alliance and to gain access to the Chinese market, Britain and the United States had to invest in China and engage in trade. France was Germany's arch-enemy. Although Britain and the United States would invest some in Germany, to avoid angering France, such investment and market opening would be very limited.

Seeing He Rui lost in thought, Li Shiguang dared not disturb him. However, the Foreign Ministry was busy, so Li Shiguang coughed lightly.

He Rui moved his gaze away from the report and said to Li Shiguang, "Professor Karl is rushing to China and will arrive in the capital the day after tomorrow. Shall we have dinner with Professor Karl?"

Li Shiguang answered immediately, "Good." The last time he saw Professor Karl was at the Lausanne Conference in Switzerland dealing with Germany's debt repayment. Li Shiguang felt his attitude toward Professor Karl had been too tough at the time; having a chance to eat together now would be perfect for expressing goodwill and apologies.
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It had been ten years since He Rui last met Professor Karl. Seeing him again now, although the Professor had aged somewhat, the trace of melancholy that once lingered between his brows had unexpectedly dissipated. This gave the Professor an appearance of great vigor.

Flying tens of thousands of miles to China, the Professor certainly hadn't come merely to see an old friend, nor just for a good meal. As a master of geopolitics, after discussing their respective experiences over the past decade at the dinner table, the Professor spoke of his views on geopolitics. "Chairman, Britain is perhaps the country with the most conservative policies at this stage."

"I wonder if the Professor has heard the latest internal news from Britain?" He Rui paved the way for the Professor to open up.

Professor Karl shook his head. "Studying geopolitics often doesn't require that much classified information. Public information is actually better for avoiding the interference of personal factors."

Most of those attending this banquet were students whom Professor Karl had deemed capable of mastering geopolitical theory back in the day: Premier Wu Youping, General Cheng Ruofan, and Foreign Minister Li Shiguang. The only one who hadn't received Professor Karl's training was the Minister of Propaganda, Li Runshi. Hearing this, the four felt it made sense, yet also felt Professor Karl was being a bit arrogant.

Professor Karl took a sip of lemon tea and said confidently, "In my view, Britain has roughly constructed three circles. The first is the circle of Britain and its colonies. This circle possesses a market of 500 million people. This is Britain's core, and also the foundation Britain uses to cooperate with other countries."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask, "Among these 500 million people, at least 400 million aren't even treated as human beings. Can this really be called a population of 500 million? The consumption power within it varies heaven and earth."

Professor Karl appreciated Cheng Ruofan. Hearing this, he didn't get angry, but just felt some regret. Cheng Ruofan was too idealistic. It was precisely the distinct love and hate brought by this idealism that made it impossible for Cheng Ruofan to view the real world as coldly as He Rui did. Professor Karl corrected him, "Mr. Cheng, does your consciousness imply that Britain is an economic circle composed of 100 million people and 400 million livestock?"

Cheng Ruofan nodded, feeling this description was very apt.

Professor Karl continued to correct him. "If you can truly view those 400 million people as livestock, you will discover what precious property 400 million livestock with human intelligence are to Britain's core economic circle. These livestock can feed themselves, provide tax revenue, and undertake many complex labors. There is no property more precious than this. But, I know, you won't see it that way."

Cheng Ruofan was a bit puffed up with anger. Even knowing that the internal logic of Professor Karl's viewpoint was self-consistent, hearing of such cruel oppression made Cheng Ruofan extremely unhappy.

Professor Karl was also very moved. Although Cheng Ruofan was no longer young, his views on good and evil were still as simple and direct as a young man's. It was evident that idealists like Cheng Ruofan were protected very well by He Rui.

This was not the time to discuss the morality of colonialism, and Professor Karl wanted to move He Rui, so he continued. "Britain's second circle is the Sterling circle. Those countries that use the pound sterling for international transactions enter this Sterling circle, jointly constructing the market of this circle. The third circle is the so-called traditional friendly nations of Britain. This is the circle where Britain competes with other countries for world influence. The members of the circle are countries with close trade ties to Britain. Relying on the pound's status as an international currency, these countries will execute many policies favorable to the pound, thereby allowing the pound to maintain its status as the world hegemonic currency.

"Compared to Britain, France lacks Britain's strategic concept, and the United States, China, and the Soviet Union lack world influence. Although British hegemony is in a withering stage, British hegemony can still be maintained."

Li Runshi felt unpleasant about Professor Karl's pragmatic indifference toward the people of colonized regions, but was soon attracted by Professor Karl's description. Because what Professor Karl intended to explain was Britain's world hegemony, and he explained very well why Britain could maintain world hegemony with a native population of only 40 million. Li Runshi had to admit inwardly that Britain indeed had a clear and effective strategy.

He Rui spoke up only then. "It seems that to dismantle Britain's hegemony, the only way is to directly attack the British homeland?"

Hearing this, Professor Karl rejoiced in his heart. Before coming to China, Professor Karl was certain that He Rui must have carefully considered how to dismantle the Versailles System. Just as Professor Karl expected, He Rui, this very realistic politician, had indeed thought seriously about it and had found the method to dismantle Britain's strategy.

The Professor wanted to probe a bit, but heard He Rui continue, "Professor, war is impossible between Britain and France. The one that seemingly has the opportunity to do this now is Germany. And I believe Germany knows very well just how difficult it is to completely defeat Britain."

Professor Karl nodded. "If the Chairman really thinks this way, I would feel very gratified."

He Rui chuckled. "Germany's current development is probably carrying out the development route already formulated during the Weimar Republic era. I think very good results will appear in the short term. Large-scale infrastructure construction, forced state investment, starting work. Without enough international hard currency in hand, Germany can also adopt a barter trade method to export industrial products and obtain raw materials. But what about in three years? This kind of economic stimulus policy will encounter a bottleneck in three years. The money invested initially will be due for repayment. Next, what does Germany prepare to use as its economic growth point?"

Listening to He Rui's analysis, Professor Karl felt immense pressure. The purpose of studying geopolitics was to find the direction for a country's rapid economic development. Clearly, He Rui had already constructed a development direction that was very effective for China. The East Asian Alliance that China had created was a large market of over 700 million people, and the Soviet Union and France could provide massive amounts of raw materials, technology, capital, as well as a considerable external market.

Germany now, aside from possessing an educated populace and its own abundant brown coal resources, completely lacked China's geopolitical environment. This was also the reality that Professor Karl felt helpless about every time he thought of it.

Since He Rui answered sincerely, the Professor also asked sincerely, "Chairman, where do you think Germany's future will go?"

"Germany's future can only turn to the military industry in two years. By rebuilding the army and producing armaments, it can drastically pull up the economy in the short term. Moreover, although the Treaty of Versailles caused Germany to suffer losses, Germany has no strong powers around it except for France. Furthermore, Western Europe and the United States can absolutely not accept the Soviet Union quickly becoming strong and regaining Tsarist Russia's traditional position in Europe. To deal with the Soviet Union, they might even have to relax the suppression of Germany to a certain extent.

"So, I very much want to ask the Professor one sentence. How do you think a Germany that re-possesses a million-strong army should repay the massive debt incurred from military expansion?"

Cheng Ruofan and Li Shiguang stared at Professor Karl with very sharp gazes. Premier Wu Youping, recalling the process China went through from the Agrarian Revolution to economic cooperation with France, couldn't help but show a smile on his face. Li Runshi flicked his cigarette ash, his eyes full of interest. Discussing at such a direct strategic level from the start truly made Li Runshi feel very comfortable and immersed.

Professor Karl was mentally prepared for this. conducting strategic analysis with He Rui required getting real; trying to fool He Rui with a half-hearted attitude would only bring humiliation upon himself. Professor Karl did not answer He Rui's question, because that question had no good answer, and the Professor was also unwilling to voice the judgment that Germany must go to war externally. Since he couldn't answer, the Professor changed direction. "How does the Chairman prepare to utilize the future situation?"

He Rui smiled. "Heh heh, Professor, as a member of the human race, I am unwilling to start a war, but am willing to propose methods to solve problems. If you go to Korea again, you will be able to see that tremendous changes have occurred in Korea. This country has already shaken off the threat of starvation and is developing rapidly. Korea's development and the rise in Korean people's income are making the 40 million population of Korea into a market with consumption power.

"Although China indeed invested a lot of money in the early stage, with Korea's development, it has also provided a market for our country's equipment manufacturing industry. China did not adopt a predatory method, and the capital repayment period is also between 10 to 20 years. Korea now relies on exporting minerals to obtain revenue that can not only completely pay off debts but also have a surplus. These surpluses are used for education and infrastructure. Professor, as a German, you must be very clear about the important propelling role of compulsory education for a country.

"Ruofan thinks that the 400 million Indian population is treated as livestock. If this population of 400 million were liberated and obtained sufficient development space, how much demand could 400 million people create?

"If all countries in the world could have a common value, which is to develop the economy of the entire human society, and let everyone receive good distribution, and carry out compulsory education so that everyone can continuously improve their own productivity, then Germany's market would not be just one Germany, but the whole world."

Hearing the future described by He Rui, Professor Karl was only slightly shocked, but not bluffed. In Europe, there were also people who proposed such views, only their views did not contain China's proposition that all people in the world are equal. But the concept of a world market was not much different from He Rui's view.

Seeing He Rui speak confidently, Professor Karl simply challenged He Rui. "If the Chairman believes this is the world's future, why not establish such a relationship with Germany first?"

He Rui laughed. "If Germany can abandon racist concepts, truly advocate that all humans are equal, oppose colonial oppression, and agree that colonial peoples should be liberated, and act for such a concept, China would be very happy to cooperate fully with Germany on this stance."

Professor Karl hadn't expected to be counter-challenged by He Rui and was speechless for a moment. If the Nazi Party really did that, then Hitler wouldn't need to eliminate the German Communist Party at all, but could directly merge with them. After pondering for a while, Professor Karl replied, "Does Your Excellency the Chairman not intend to replace the Versailles System, but stand on the position of opposing the Versailles System?"

"No!" He Rui shook his head immediately. "I am proposing a plan to solve the current problems of human society from the standpoint of human society. Professor, I have no malice toward the German people, so I must say, what the majority of German public opinion expects is the restoration of Germany's imperialist privileged status. Therefore, Germany has no choice but to choose a strategy of external expansion.

"The reason I am so certain is that there was also such a country in East Asia not long ago. For its own national interests, it chose a strategy of external expansion. After this country chose the path of peace, this country discovered that the direction I just mentioned could indeed bring true peace and development. Peace and development brought surplus and development that war and plunder could not bring. What I am speaking of is not a hypothesis, but a fact that has already happened. What do you think?"

Professor Karl did not answer. What He Rui said was indeed a reality that had already happened. So Professor Karl pondered how to explain to He Rui that Germany's geopolitical environment did not allow Germany to do this.
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In Professor Karl's view, He Rui, like himself, Hitler, Rudolf Hess, and others, possessed an unshakable conviction. To realize his beliefs, He Rui was willing to sacrifice everything.

Before this trip, Hitler had requested Professor Karl to ascertain China's bottom line. China was a market of over 700 million people. If this market could be opened to Germany, the German economy could fully recover within a few years.

Professor Karl had done his best, and He Rui had been very frank. Through the exchange just now, Professor Karl felt he understood that the greatest divergence between China and Germany lay in ideology. This divergence had actually been stated by Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang at the Lausanne Conference in Switzerland last year.

He Rui had just cited the case of Japan, which confirmed to Professor Karl once again that He Rui was not joking. He Rui was a ruthless pragmatist. After the success of the Japanese revolution, China had indeed built good relations with Japan. But before the Japanese revolution, He Rui had combined military strikes with economic measures to make Japan's life a living hell.

Even so, Professor Karl asked, "Chairman, to what extent do you think trade between China and Germany can reach at this stage?"

He Rui was very frank, "At this stage, regarding the scope of Sino-German trade, China must consider France's feelings."

Sino-French cooperation was one of the pillars of China's current international geopolitics. He Rui was operating China's foreign trade with a purely pragmatic attitude. In He Rui's eyes, Germany's importance to China was far lower than that of France, so Sino-German trade must be subordinate to the needs of Sino-French relations.

Professor Karl could fully understand, yet he stubbornly asked, "To what extent can it be opened?"

Watching the professor tenaciously fighting for Germany's interests, He Rui couldn't help but think of Zhao Tianlin and others. When China was in decline, those outstanding figures had all tried to save China. Although most of their efforts failed, and some even counterproductively pushed the country into a worse situation, history proved that their feelings were fervent and sincere. Therefore, the tragedies that befell them were particularly lamentable.

Even though he was moved, He Rui still replied calmly, "Specific Sino-German trade issues should be addressed to the Minister of Commerce. I only manage strategic issues."

Professor Karl was very disappointed with this answer and could only turn the topic back to strategic considerations. "In the Chairman's view, can China and Germany really not become strategic collaborators?"

He Rui shook his head. "Given the current situation in Europe and America, Britain and the United States will never allow France to completely destroy Germany. If France attempts to dismember Germany through military means, Britain and the United States will definitely oppose it with all their might. China also does not support France in dismembering Germany. As long as China does not echo France, France will have absolutely no ability to dismember Germany. This is already the greatest consensus between China and Germany at the strategic level at this stage.

"I emphasize again, China has proposed a solution to the current world problems. This solution is to liberate all colonies, and for all countries in the world to develop productive forces together, raising the people's standard of living and education levels. Moreover, a fair trade relationship must be established between countries.

"To achieve the development of all countries, first-mover nations should provide services such as infrastructure construction to latecomer nations through fiscal transfers. This money can be interest-free loans or other forms. The core is that predatory development can no longer be practiced.

"Professor Karl, do you think Germany can cooperate with China on this strategic level? I think it would be a blessing if Germany simply didn't oppose China."

"Chairman, since your goal is to overthrow the Versailles System, there is inherently room for cooperation between China and Germany in this regard."

"Germany is bound to choose a strategy of invading other countries. This strategy is what China opposes. Professor, why confuse the issue? Speaking like this is not academic."

Seeing his efforts yielding no results, Professor Karl could only give up. He asked, "Then will China also launch wars?"

"No!" He Rui shook his head decisively. "Colonialists and oppressors will actively launch wars against people seeking justice and liberation. We do not need to actively launch wars; war will fall into our laps like a ripe apple."

Professor Karl looked at He Rui's confident expression and shook his head helplessly. "Chairman, you look like an idealist now. I really want to know where your confidence comes from."

Facing this question, He Rui answered confidently, "China has been the world's manufacturing center for 20 centuries. This is not accidental. From a geopolitical perspective, this is an inevitability. What I have done is merely end China's chaos, reshape China's political system, and sweep away the obstacles to China's continued development. As long as there are no various impediments, China will naturally restart mass production, large-scale technological accumulation, and the scientific breakthroughs that follow. This is not confidence, just inevitability."

At this point, Professor Karl stood up to take his leave. He felt that the possibility of cooperation between China and Germany at the strategic level had basically been determined. If there were to be another conversation, it would inevitably be because a major event sufficient to change the strategy of both China and Germany had occurred.

Watching Professor Karl's back disappear out the door, Cheng Ruofan sighed, "Sigh!"

Everyone in the conference room looked over. Seeing everyone looking at him, Cheng Ruofan smiled bitterly, "Looking at Professor Karl, I always feel that the professor's current mood is similar to mine a dozen years ago. It feels quite uncomfortable inside. Being at a dead end in national strategy is just this helpless."

As soon as these words were spoken, everyone including He Rui resonated with them. China's changes since 1915 had been too drastic, so much so that many changes that would be considered earth-shattering in other eras seemed unremarkable in these 15 years. However, seeing Professor Karl trying his best to gain strategic opportunities for Germany with their own eyes—such an outstanding geopolitical scholar almost couldn't hold back from asking He Rui for help—those who had experienced China's lowest period naturally felt empathy.

Li Runshi had basically become a member of the government after '24, so his mindset was much better. He asked, "Chairman, does Germany have no other way besides war? After all, you also told Professor Karl that Germany could avoid provoking war first in the future. If Hitler is really a leader worth Professor Karl's following, I think Hitler has the ability to drag it out."

He Rui shook his head. "The logic is indeed so. But Germany's advantage lies in the army. Britain will allow Germany to restore its army, but will not allow Germany to fully develop its navy. Then, will Germany accept the leadership of Britain and France, treat the German army as mercenaries, and send them to fight overseas? If Germany refuses to accept the leadership of Britain and France, the stronger Germany becomes, the greater the threat to Europe. From Germany's perspective, rather than waiting for Britain and France to concede benefits, it is better to take the initiative, defeat the enemy directly with military superiority, and seize the benefits first. Only in this way can they seize the initiative."

Li Runshi nodded. He considered He Rui to be a leader who placed great emphasis on initiative. "Waiting, relying, and begging" had never been the direction of He Rui's considerations. Seizing the initiative and then using it to exchange interests with opponents was He Rui's style. Not only did Li Runshi see it this way, but the analysis articles of European and American experts on He Rui also held the same view. So Li Runshi asked again, "Does the Chairman think Hitler is a leader with great initiative and aggressiveness?"

He Rui felt that Li Runshi had grasped the key point, so he explained to the other comrades, "Hitler is a very proactive person; he refuses to let himself be in a passive state. It is precisely this character that has won the approval of a considerable number of German people. In the eyes of those German people, Germany's old model has completely collapsed, and a leader like Hitler who is unswerving and takes the initiative to attack is needed to lead Germany to victory."

Wu Youping felt that He Rui's description completely matched his own feelings, because Wu Youping himself had pinned all his worth on He Rui. He Rui's decisiveness and ruthlessness might seem terrifying to ordinary people, but in Wu Youping's view, these were all advantages. Facts proved that what Wu Youping expected, He Rui had achieved. What Wu Youping dared not expect, He Rui had also achieved. In such a chaotic era, possessing a political strongman with powerful strength was undoubtedly the guarantee of national peace and security.

In Wu Youping's view, Germany's level of civilization was inferior to Chinese civilization, but the cultural level of the German public might be a bit higher than that of the Chinese public. So it was not only not strange for the German public to choose Hitler, but rather a logical matter.

At this time, Cheng Ruofan was heard asking, "Chairman, the Nazi Party's influence was very limited before '29, but skyrocketed after '29. Looking at it this way, is everything an economic problem?"

He Rui nodded. "The main activities of human society are related to economic activities. Hitler was able to come to power because he dared to face Germany's economic problems and proposed solutions to economic problems targeting Germany's current environment. Professor Karl came this time, and although he himself knew it was impossible, he still put forward a probe expecting China to fully open its market to Germany. Ruofan, I sympathize with Professor Karl very much."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan sighed again. Professor Karl's high-level strategic discussion just now made Cheng Ruofan determine that he still did not possess Professor Karl's academic level. But this high-level discussion allowed Cheng Ruofan to understand why he was impetuous back then, feeling something was wrong no matter what he did.

Even if Cheng Ruofan's strategic literacy back then was not enough to analyze the strategic problems China faced, even if Cheng Ruofan deduced based on fragmented and scattered knowledge, he always felt that China could not find a way out in any aspect. That despair and helplessness constantly consumed Cheng Ruofan's mental energy, and the appearance of anxiety like a hundred claws scratching at the heart was actually a normal reaction.

Now Cheng Ruofan would not be so anxious. Although his daily work was very busy, in order to complete KPIs, he asked about various progress like Huang Shiren and Mu Renzhi in the play "The White Haired Girl", and scolded cadres from time to time. No matter what it looked like on the surface, China's strategic situation was very favorable to China, so Cheng Ruofan was not anxious. Specific work was sometimes faster, sometimes slower, but generally within the expected progress. This kind of thing was annoying, but not very troubling.

With a feeling of sympathy, a thought suddenly popped up, and Cheng Ruofan asked, "Chairman, assuming the influence of France does not exist, do we have room for comprehensive economic cooperation with Germany? After all, Germany is a pioneer in the internal combustion engine era, and its technological direction has much to recommend it."

He Rui answered immediately without thinking, "There is a certain possibility of technical cooperation, but no possibility of comprehensive economic cooperation. I think what you just said refers to Germany's technological advantage. Economy and technology are not the same thing. Compared with Germany, the Soviet Union's technology is relatively backward, but the Soviet Union can carry out comprehensive economic cooperation with us. The Soviet Union can provide the raw materials we need. The Soviet Union can also provide the consumer market we need. The problem between us and the Soviet Union is the issue of unequal import and export quotas based on economic cooperation. This problem is easy to solve. We expand imports from the Soviet Union and allow the Soviet Union to have pricing power to a considerable extent. If this is not enough, we transfer some technology to the Soviet Union, and then import heavy industrial products from the Soviet Union. For example, in order to quickly increase power generation capacity, we are now importing a large number of generator sets from the Soviet Union. One Soviet generator set can buy dozens of trainloads of light industrial products from our country, and trade is balanced. Ruofan, do you think Germany has the ability to conduct comprehensive economic cooperation with us?"

"...So that's it!" Cheng Ruofan nodded slowly.

Premier Wu Youping, seeing such a question being discussed, simply asked, "Chairman, are we going to enact any restrictions against the German economy?"

"For German merchants investing in China, there is no need to set restrictions. For Sino-German trade, there is actually no need to set special restrictions. What Germany can conduct now is basically barter trade, which does not go through banks. At this stage, our demand for large-scale equipment will have a new development, and France can no longer swallow it. Since France's production capacity cannot satisfy us, we can also accept imports from Germany."

Wu Youping's thoughts were similar to He Rui's. He asked only to hear He Rui's opinion. Since there was no special divergence, Wu Youping naturally had a way to handle it.

At this time, they had been chatting for quite a while, and for everyone present, this was enough. Seeing the comrades were about to go back, Li Shiguang asked, "Chairman, do we need to cold-shoulder diplomatic aspects next?"

He Rui nodded, then suddenly remembered another matter and instructed Wu Youping, "Germany is starting to engage in racism, and there will be persecution of German scientists and experts. Based on the analysis of the data we have collected, send invitation letters to those experts who will be persecuted through our academic institutions, inviting them to come to China to lecture or join our various research centers and laboratories."

Hearing this arrangement, everyone's spirits lifted. Wu Youping even revealed a smile; there could never be too many experts. Especially for current China, the large gap in demand for experts would exist for a long time. As long as they had real skills, China not only welcomed German experts but also welcomed experts from all over the world.

"Please rest assured, Chairman, I will definitely get this done well." Wu Youping replied decisively.
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Professor Karl Haushofer returned to the German Legation in China and immediately sent a telegram to Berlin. The Professor did not know how long it would take for Hitler to reply, and much of what He Rui had said needed to be reported to Hitler by Karl Haushofer personally. Thinking that he might soon return to Berlin, Professor Karl did not want to waste time. He immediately asked the German Legation to send a car; he wanted to see the appearance of China's capital with his own eyes.

As described in the reports, the most obvious characteristics of China's capital were its broad streets, smooth traffic, rational urban design, and abundant service facilities. As the vehicle passed through the wide avenues, one could see neat seven-story red brick buildings in the residential compounds on both sides. There were absolutely no shanties or haphazardly built small houses to be seen.

Professor Karl knew that Hitler wanted to design a magnificent "New Berlin" as a testament to his governance of Germany, and he assumed that He Rui also liked to build grand capitals. He did not know that He Rui was simply drawing on the experience of future demolition and relocation; from the very beginning, he did not want to add avoidable trouble to the future.

The current city was only a transitional form, completely different from the high-rise buildings of later generations. Even so, Professor Karl felt the power of urban planning. Residential areas, commercial districts, and leisure zones were arranged neatly. There was a public entertainment area for every section of the city. It was currently the time for people to get off work and school, and bicycles were everywhere on the streets. Under the traffic lights, traffic police standing in the middle of the road directed the vehicles.

People getting off work picked up their children, bought vegetables and steamed buns at the market, and some squeezed together in front of pushcarts or shops selling side dishes to buy various prepared foods before taking their children home. People were also streaming in and out of the department stores, creating a lively scene.

Seeing such prosperity, Professor Karl could not help but recall Germany before the outbreak of the Great War; Germany in those days had been equally prosperous. There were more people on the Chinese streets than in the Second German Empire, so much so that the flow of people and traffic on the entire street seemed like a ceaseless great river.

Professor Karl read the He Rui administration's annual government work report every year. These reports always placed great emphasis on employment rates, enrollment rates, the urban permanent resident population, the industrialized population, people's income, and daily food intake. These contents directly related to people's livelihood were always written in great detail, listing the consumption of staple grains, meat, eggs, poultry, milk, and vegetables.

Compared to these, coal and steel output and industrial product output were bland, dry figures in the report, with no intention of vigorous propaganda.

As an expert, Professor Karl was very concerned about those dry figures. China now had a population of 650 million, ten times that of Germany. This was already a terrifying figure. The agricultural and industrial figures were even more terrifying; China's per capita grain availability was slightly higher than Germany's, and per capita coal and steel figures were already half of Germany's. Although German industry had shrunk severely in 1932, the German economy would develop. But China's economy was developing at a high speed, and China's future economy would be even more powerful.

With China's current coal and steel output, if Chinese industry reached the German level, it would be enough to launch a European war. If China's industrial level could double, Professor Karl believed the probability of winning a war would exceed 60%. Mobilizing 20 million bayonets was extremely difficult for Germany. For China with its 650 million people, it was only 3% of the total population. During the Great War, all countries had mobilized more than 20% of their population. If China mobilized 20% of its population, that would be 130 million people...

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Professor Karl did not want to consider a fantastical figure like an army of 130 million. He currently found it hard to understand just how useless the Qing Dynasty must have been to be beaten to pieces by a chaotic force of a few tens of thousands in the Eight-Nation Alliance. With China's manpower, material resources, and level of talent, it should never have ended up in such a state.

Thinking about this, the German Legation's car carried Professor Karl through the streets. When Professor Karl recovered from his various strategic thoughts, he saw that there was still city on both sides of the road. The Professor hurriedly asked the driver, "Is all of China's capital like this?"

The driver was very familiar with the capital and immediately answered, "Sir, China's capital is just like this."

Professor Karl was very concerned about news related to China. The scale of China's infrastructure construction was so large that many European and American reporters described it as "a super scale no less than the American railway construction era." The funds required to complete such construction must be astronomical. Many experts in Europe and America believed that the He Rui administration would soon face the problem of fiscal exhaustion. But this claim had been raised every month for the past two years, yet it had never happened. The He Rui administration's finances not only had no problems, but economic development was changing with each passing day.

The current President of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar Schacht, was preparing to issue "MEFO bills," which drew heavily on China's experience. Professor Karl had once discussed the key points of German economic development with Dr. Schacht. Dr. Schacht had spoken of China's economic development with some envy. Starting in 1924, China's Land Redemption Policy had carried out an economic bankruptcy and reorganization of China's rural areas in a relatively mild environment. Completed simultaneously with the rural economic bankruptcy and reorganization was the deprivation of all privileges of the old Chinese aristocratic class. Therefore, China's explosive economic development was built on the foundation that no privileged class occupied the majority of national wealth.

Professor Karl still remembered Dr. Schacht saying with emotion: "The consumption power of the people is the true pillar of the country. Building a cruise ship for the enjoyment of the privileged is indeed a large amount of wealth. If this money is used to build housing for ordinary people, it can provide shelter for 100,000 ordinary workers. Once these 100,000 people have solved their housing problem, they can work with relative peace of mind. Professor Karl, I very much admire the He Rui administration's economic policy. They grasped the two economic key points of employment and inflation, developing the economy through debt. 20 billion francs, 300 million pounds, 1 billion US dollars—it is indeed a very large debt. But the promotion of the Chinese economy by this money generates an amount of economic growth every year that can almost pay off these debts. The increase in the consumption power of the Chinese people can completely digest the products produced by these investments. With national credit as the guarantee and continuing industrial categories as the investment direction, this state-led economic development is very beneficial to the country."

Although he did not know if all Chinese cities were driven by the Chinese government's investment and built like the current capital, Professor Karl recalled China's government work report from last year. The population with urban household registration in China already accounted for 23.8% of China's total population. Nearly one-quarter of the population lived in cities and towns, which was 160 million people. This group of people definitely lived on industry. The number of these industrial people alone was equal to the sum of the populations of Britain, France, and Germany.

The funds supporting such a scale of urbanization were provided by the Chinese government. Therefore, Dr. Schacht believed that Germany could adopt MEFO bills to achieve the same thing.

MEFO bills were not currency; they were a type of bill that could only circulate within Germany and could not be exchanged internationally. These bonds were a non-redeemable bond; they would not pay any interest or principal, and their holders could not transfer them to others.

Holders could use them as payment tools for government departments, enterprises, and other institutions without going through the cumbersome procedures of other securities. At the same time, MEFO bills could also serve as wages and loans paid by the government to military suppliers and other companies supporting the German war economy.

Most importantly, MEFO bills could actually be considered notes for targeted investment. In the view of Schacht and Hitler, this money would be invested in Germany's infrastructure and industrial development sectors. These fields would provide massive employment opportunities for Germany, and Germany's unemployment problem could be greatly alleviated.

At this time, the car had reached the suburbs, but it was getting late. Professor Karl regretfully asked the driver to turn the car around. He saw that the streetlights on both sides of the street were lit. Although the streetlights were not bright, they provided light for the citizens. Many citizens were walking on the streets or hurrying along. It still dispelled the darkness. Lights also lit up in the windows of the seven-story red brick buildings. The myriad of lights made the city look vibrant.

The car paused at a traffic light, waiting for the traffic signal to pass. On the crosswalk crossing the road, a group of dark-skinned young men and women passed in front of Professor Karl's car. There were as many as several dozen of them.

Professor Karl rubbed his eyes and looked carefully, finding that his eyes were not playing tricks on him. The people passing in front of his car indeed had very dark skin. Compared with the surrounding Chinese people, there was a very obvious difference in skin color.

"Turn, follow them and take a look," Professor Karl ordered the driver. Such a large group of young men and women, who might be Black people, were dressed no differently from the surrounding Chinese. Moreover, Professor Karl knew very well that China never kept slaves, nor was it an immigrant country. So many "inferior races" passing through the streets of China did not cause surprise among Chinese citizens. There must be some reason for this.

Having heard enough of He Rui's anti-racist rhetoric, Professor Karl wanted to see how China actually treated "inferior races."
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Standing at the gate of the First Affiliated Hospital of Zhengzhou University, Professor Karl Haushofer watched as dark-skinned young men and women walked into the school grounds. The gate guard noticed Haushofer's gaze and, with a look of vigilance, asked, "Where are you from?"

Professor Haushofer's Chinese was not good enough to clearly distinguish the Henan dialect. Fortunately, the driver from the German Legation had been in China for a few years and immediately replied in the local dialect with a smile, "Old teacher, we are Germans. This is a professor here for an exchange visit."

Hearing that he was a visiting professor, the guard's expression relaxed slightly. However, he did not grant entry just based on the title. He replied, "Do you have a letter of introduction? If not, you cannot enter."

Professor Haushofer did not insist on entering; there were plenty of normal channels to find out exactly how many international students China had recruited. To reward Haushofer for his support of the Nazi Party, Hitler had appointed him President of the German Academy of Sciences. Through exchanges between the German and Chinese Ministries of Education, or between universities of both countries, Haushofer could easily obtain data on international students in China.

Just before leaving, Haushofer heard a burst of Russian from behind. Turning around, he saw several Russian youths walking toward the campus gate. As they passed Haushofer, they glanced at him with curiosity.

"Let's go," Haushofer ordered the driver. On the way back, Haushofer, having witnessed with his own eyes China's efforts to establish a new world order, felt a sense of emotion.

British and French universities accepted the children of indigenous colonial elites to more effectively utilize these local leaders to lower the cost of colonial administration. Chinese universities recruiting foreign students, especially those from colonies, undoubtedly shared the same purpose. In the present era, not only was Germany striving to build its own future, but elites across the world were exhausting their wits and going all out to realize their own national interests. Haushofer understood that Germany would have to work even harder to win its future in such a boiling world.

It took a day for Hitler's reply to arrive: "Please send the details of the conversation back to Germany as soon as possible, Professor."

Originally, Professor Haushofer had planned to return to Germany immediately, but he now changed his mind. The world was changing too drastically; he had to see these changes with his own eyes. He wired back to Hitler: "Please arrange a visit to Japan and Korea."

Germany was, after all, a great European power, and its cultural diplomacy was not weak. Haushofer's request was quickly fulfilled. Ribbentrop, who was in charge of handling the matter, reported the results to a very busy Hitler, sighing, "Führer, many people in Japan and Korea welcome Professor Haushofer very much."

Hitler was not surprised and said casually, "Professor Haushofer is the pride of Germany; naturally, he would have such influence."

This was not Hitler praising his own judgment of character. Professor Haushofer had served as an artillery instructor at the Imperial Japanese Army Staff College from 1908 to 1910 and had made friends with many Japanese. He later visited India, Burma, Siberia, Korea, and Northern China, teaching himself French, Russian, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. In 1920, he received an invitation from the Northeast Government of China and went there to run a geopolitics training class. With China's resurgence, geopolitics came into the full view of the upper echelons of various countries along with the fame of He Rui, a scholar of geopolitics. As a representative figure of Western geopolitics, Professor Haushofer had maintained academic exchanges with scholars in East Asia.

Hearing Hitler's praise, Ribbentrop became more certain that Professor Haushofer was valued by Hitler not simply because of his relationship with Rudolf Hess. He was somewhat puzzled, however, that the Professor himself was not keen on participating in the Nazi Party's political activities.

At this moment, secretary Hess came in to report, "Führer, Mr. Schacht has arrived." Although Ribbentrop was curious, he had to take his leave.

Hjalmar Schacht, President of the Reichsbank, was responsible for formulating the economic recovery plan. As Schacht passed Ribbentrop, his mind was entirely occupied with this plan; he didn't even notice who had walked past him as he marched straight into Hitler's Chancellery office.

Since resolving Germany's hyperinflation starting in 1924, Schacht had been working with German economists to formulate a plan for Germany's resurgence. Every time a plan was produced, its execution was interrupted by unexpected circumstances. By the time the accidents cleared, Germany's economic situation had changed, and to deal with the current situation, they could only modify the plan based on the altered landscape.

Now, with the German economy having fallen to rock bottom, the plan had gone from complex to simple, shifting from trying to account for all interests to using unscrupulous means for a great purpose.

Upon seeing Hitler, Schacht heard him praise, "Mr. Schacht, your plan is admirable. This is exactly the economic program Germany needs right now."

Even though it was his own plan, Schacht wanted to remind Hitler once more that it was extremely radical. To date, only He Rui's government had adopted a similar scheme. Before Dr. Schacht could speak, Hitler continued, "Mr. Schacht, I believe that if this plan is to be executed, one must possess a will as firm as steel to overcome all problems encountered during the process. The history books I have read, and the war I personally experienced, have taught me one thing: many plans fail not because the plan itself is flawed, but because the executors retreat when they encounter difficulties."

Hearing this, Schacht naturally felt a bit of displeasure. As a scholar, Schacht strongly disliked Hitler's radical and violent style. However, he did not refute him. There were many scholar-type figures in power in Germany's upper echelons, but they had all failed without exception. Hitler was a politician who continued to forge ahead with determination even in such a difficult situation.

Hitler continued, "Mr. Schacht, I once encountered fifteen British soldiers alone on the battlefield. I had no comrades behind me, and the British soldiers opposite had lost contact with their unit under artillery fire. I was a messenger at the time, with only a rifle in my hand. So I walked up to those British soldiers and said to them, 'Gentlemen, my unit is arriving; surrender.' Mr. Schacht, can you guess what happened next?"

Schacht had no military experience and could not guess the specifics. But seeing Hitler sitting before him now, naturally, Hitler had won.

Sure enough, Hitler revealed the outcome himself. "Those British soldiers saw that I was fearless, just standing there with my rifle, not even aiming at them. So, they surrendered to me alone. Mr. Schacht, the weak instinctively yield to the strong. What makes the strong truly powerful is their inner heart. Your plan will definitely succeed because the one executing it is the Nazi Party under my leadership. I... will never retreat!"

Schacht looked at Hitler somewhat blankly, unable to say the words he had originally intended. Schacht had served in the Ministry of Economics during the Great War in Europe. From 1914 to 1915, he was a consultant to the treasury of the German occupation government in Brussels, and in 1916 he was appointed President of the Nationalbank für Deutschland (later merged into the Darmstädter und Nationalbank). Although he held a fierce opposition to the Treaty of Versailles, that opposition was merely the objection of an intellectual.

Hitler, in front of Schacht, was not roaring, merely speaking in a slightly serious tone. Yet Schacht felt a heavy pressure; he intuitively sensed that Hitler would disregard everything to execute Schacht's plan. Conversely, Schacht himself did not have the courage to sacrifice everything to implement this plan.

Unknowingly, Schacht was overwhelmed by Hitler's imposing manner. He swallowed and replied, "Führer, I will push for the execution of the plan with all my might!"

"No!" Hitler shook his head. "Mr. Schacht, you *will* execute this plan to the very end!"

Berlin in March was still not warm, but after leaving Hitler's office, Schacht found his back was cold and damp. At some point, Schacht had broken into a sweat under Hitler's pressure.

Meanwhile, Ribbentrop began packing his luggage; he had been ordered to visit the Soviet Union. Schacht's economic plan was not complicated; its main content included government investment to drive the economy, borrowing money from various countries to invest in Germany, and expanding Germany's exports. Ribbentrop knew he had no economic talent and could not execute the first two. Expanding German exports required diplomatic ability, and Ribbentrop had some confidence in himself.

Currently, Britain had created the Imperial Preference system and the Sterling bloc; France, basing itself on the Sino-French Alliance, had expanded investment in Central and Eastern Europe; and the United States had been hit even harder by the economic crisis than Germany, with its market shrinking dramatically. China was in the East of the World Island, ten thousand miles away from Germany. In Europe, the only market left that Germany could consider was the Soviet Union.

For this visit, Ribbentrop traveled by train. After arriving at the Soviet-Polish border, he got off the train and hired several horses to head to the border line. On the road toward the Soviet Union, there were many carriages and pedestrians, while there were few people coming from the Soviet Union toward Poland. Ribbentrop and his party rode their horses along the road, seeing more and more people as they went. Upon reaching the border line, they saw barbed wire fences stretching endlessly.

It had been twelve years since the end of the Polish-Soviet War in 1921. After both the Soviet Union and Poland built defensive lines in the border area, the border between the two countries was no longer on a hair-trigger alert. The news Ribbentrop received before his departure stated that the Soviet Union had controlled traffic on the Soviet-Polish border, and the scene before him proved the German intelligence services had not lied.

There were several entrances along the border defense line formed by barbed wire; the largest was the border control checkpoint. Rows of tables were manned by Soviet customs personnel in uniform. The Polish people were presenting not passports for inspection, but various proof documents and letters. After carefully examining these letters and documents, the Soviet customs officers would sign a document and hand it to the runners beside them.

Before long, some civilians would come over from the Soviet side of the barbed wire to welcome the people on the Polish side. Watching the way the two groups hugged each other, they were likely relatives. Afterward, both parties had to undergo questioning by customs personnel and sign more documents before Soviet customs allowed them to enter Soviet territory.

This process was very time-consuming. Even though the Soviet Union had deployed a great number of people, the clearance speed remained very slow. Ribbentrop and his entourage watched for a while before leaving for another crossing point in the distance. On the way, an attendant couldn't help but sigh, "I really didn't expect the standard of living in the Soviet Union to be higher than in Poland."

Ribbentrop said nothing, but he was truly moved emotionally. In the era when Poland did not exist, the German Second Reich bordered Tsarist Russia, and the economic situation of Russia could generally be described as getting poorer the further one went from Germany. Whether in the German-controlled Polish regions or the Russian-controlled Polish regions, the economic level had exceeded that of the ethnic Russian regions for the past few centuries. In the early days of the Soviet Union, the losses from the Russian Civil War had widened this economic gap even further.

Since the Great Stalin began the Five-Year Plan and called for building "Socialism in One Country," the Soviet Union—at least externally—claimed that the Five-Year Plan had led to rapid economic development. Propaganda always praised itself like a flower. Ribbentrop did not believe it. That was until he heard that in the border regions between the Soviet Union and Poland, the three Baltic states, and Romania, people of Russian descent were rushing en masse to the Soviet side to find work, and even those without Russian blood were running to the Soviet Union seeking better job opportunities. Ribbentrop had thought this must be a minority case. Seeing the crowds at the entry port with his own eyes, he was forced to believe it, and felt very surprised.

The group arrived at another entry and exit point where there were not too many people. Both sides displayed the flag of the Red Cross. On the Polish side were carriage after carriage, and a few trucks. Porters were moving large bundles from the Soviet side. The bundles were large but seemed not too heavy.

Ribbentrop did not want to get too close, so he watched from a distance. According to German intelligence, although the Soviet Union encountered natural disasters in 1932 and domestic grain production had dropped significantly, the Soviet Union still provided donations of clothing and daily necessities to Poland.

The German intelligence report stated that the Soviet Union required its people to donate clothing to Poland and other neighboring countries. To meet the Soviet government's demands, Soviet people donated their old, worn-out clothes. Since those clothes were quite tattered, the Soviet side had specially hired refugees on the border to screen them; overly tattered clothes were torn directly into cloth strips, while those barely wearable were patched up. After washing and disinfection, they were sent to neighboring countries. Presumably, these large bundles contained the clothing and daily necessities donated by the Soviet Union.

Judging by the economic situation of a dozen years ago, Ribbentrop believed the German intelligence report. Ordinary Russians were so poor they didn't have enough old clothes for themselves; how could they donate good clothes? However, the fact that the Soviet Union could donate a large amount of old clothing itself reversed Ribbentrop's impression of Soviet poverty.

Seeing that the border really matched the report, Ribbentrop returned to the border town. Sure enough, he saw people distributing old clothes. The clothes were similar to the descriptions in the report—patched garments. But the clothes worn by ordinary Germans now were also patches upon patches. Ribbentrop even saw some Poles acquiring these donated items at extremely low prices, presumably intending to resell them. Judging by their accents and appearance, Ribbentrop cursed inwardly, "Damned Jewish profiteers!" Given the purchase price and quality of the clothes, it was indeed profitable.

Having seen the state of the border, Ribbentrop had a profound personal realization about the Soviet Union. Only then did he lead the delegation to contact the waiting Soviet diplomats. Soon, both parties boarded the train and set off for the Soviet side.

The train stopped just after crossing the border into the Soviet Union. A team of uniformed Soviet personnel boarded the train to check the passengers' documents one by one. Ribbentrop saw the insignia worn by this team—they were actually KGB. The full name of the KGB was the "Committee for State Security of the Soviet Union," and among its many departments was the Border Guard Directorate. The people checking the train now likely belonged to this section.

Ribbentrop was a diplomat and accompanied by Soviet officials, so he was not too worried about the KGB robbing the German diplomatic team. He watched the KGB inspectors with interest, thinking they would ask passengers to open their cases for inspection. Such moments were opportunities to fish for oil—bribes.

But from start to finish, Ribbentrop discovered that the personnel from the KGB Border Guard Directorate did not open passengers' carry-on luggage at all, only carefully checking documents. Several travelers were found to have problematic papers and were dragged away by the KGB border guards, their luggage taken with them. Judging by their clothing and luggage size, none were rich—they couldn't even be called well-off. They could probably be classified as "poor."

Arresting only the poor was obviously not the way to fish for oil. Although Ribbentrop suspected his carriage might be receiving special treatment from the KGB, having seen the scene of large numbers of Poles trying to enter the Soviet Union at the border, he had to suspect that perhaps the Soviet Union was truly strictly guarding against stowaways and entrants who did not meet Soviet requirements.

To prepare for his future mission to China, Ribbentrop had spent some time learning Chinese. A Chinese idiom that had left a deep impression on him popped into his mind: "Heartless because one is rich" (Wei Fu Bu Ren). The Soviet Union had a bit of the flavor of being heartless due to its wealth.
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On the way to Kiev for a secret meeting with the German delegation, Vyacheslav Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, was restless. He couldn't even calm his mind while reading the dossier on Joachim von Ribbentrop. After several failed attempts to focus, Molotov gave up, slid open the window of his sleeper cabin, and lit a cigarette.

The wind blew in, nearly scattering the reports. Molotov was forced to close the window and sit on his bunk, lost in thought. What troubled him was the Soviet Union's greatest agitator, the exiled founder of the Red Army, Leon Trotsky, who was stirring up trouble again.

Trotsky had always advocated for a "global division of labor," meaning the Soviet people should sacrifice their own well-being to provide materials and money for world revolution, with revolutionaries in various countries using Soviet aid to foment unrest. This would continue until the capitalist system was overthrown and a global communist revolution was achieved.

Comrade Stalin's proposed "Socialism in One Country," on the other hand, meant using Soviet resources for the construction of the Soviet Union itself. In the struggle between the two, Trotsky lost power, and Comrade Stalin gained leadership of the Party.

Recently, following the Nazi Party's ban on the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and the arrest of numerous KPD leaders and loyal members, Trotsky had started making noise abroad again. If Trotsky had merely cursed the German Nazi Party, the CPSU would have ignored him. But Trotsky only directed a few cursory curses at the Nazis; his main firepower was focused on attacking the Soviet Union for abandoning the KPD and the Third International. The German Nazis had not only banned the KPD but had also arrested the leaders of the Third International in Germany.

These people were the fruits of Trotsky's "international division of labor" policy. In Trotsky's design for the Third International, the communist parties of various countries formed a single organization, acting as local branches of the Comintern to jointly launch communist revolutions. Molotov could understand Trotsky's anger; the KPD had been wiped out in one fell swoop, the Third International had suffered major damage, and Trotsky's expectations had come to nothing. Naturally, Trotsky couldn't accept it.

Trotsky still held significant influence within the Soviet Union, and many within the CPSU admired this founder of the Red Army. Coupled with the losses of the KPD and the Third International, many in the Party advocated that the Soviet Union should, like China, downgrade diplomatic relations with Germany. Furthermore, in 1932, the Soviet Union suffered various natural disasters, causing grain production to drop by 20%. Many within the CPSU did not support Trotsky, but their emotions were affected by the plight of their comrades, and their attitude toward capitalist countries became fierce. With these factors combined, Comrade Stalin's proposal to increase Soviet-German trade cooperation faced opposition from a considerable number of comrades within the Party.

Although Molotov himself had not raised objections, he personally believed the German Nazis were enemies. If he used a few tricks... it was possible to create significant resistance to Soviet-German cooperation. This thought circled in Molotov's mind like a little goblin, impossible to drive away.

To fight this impulse, Molotov tried repeatedly to recall the key points Comrade Stalin had entrusted to him: "Trade cooperation with Germany is intended to provoke France. Only by making France feel pressure can we reverse France's attitude toward the Soviet Union."

Even for Molotov, it took some time to overcome his inner emotions. Once he had regained his composure, he picked up Ribbentrop's dossier.

Joachim von Ribbentrop was born into a military family in Wesel, Germany, on April 30, 1893. After receiving foreign language education in Metz and Grenoble, Ribbentrop went to Canada to do business independently for four years. He returned to Germany in 1914, volunteered for the army, and was later promoted to lieutenant. At the end of the Great War, Ribbentrop served temporarily in the German military mission in Istanbul. After the war, he ran a wine export business in Berlin, mainly targeting Britain and France.

In 1920, Ribbentrop married Annelies Henkell, the daughter of Otto Henkell, the German sparkling wine tycoon, and began to enter high society. In 1925, Ribbentrop was adopted by his aunt, who held a noble title, thereby acquiring the noble prefix "von" to his name.

On May 1, 1932, Ribbentrop joined the Nazi Party. Within a year, he became a member of the Reichstag, an SS colonel, and Hitler's foreign policy advisor.

This was all the information available on Ribbentrop. Molotov felt the representative sent by the Nazis might be a middle-aged businessman with a beer belly.

When the train arrived in Kiev and Molotov met Ribbentrop, his previous assumptions were overturned. Ribbentrop was a tall, blond, blue-eyed man who looked extremely shrewd and capable. Ribbentrop presented a gift: two bottles of wine. Molotov didn't even ask about the quality of the wine; if a wine merchant gave wine as a gift, one could at least genuinely look forward to it.

Molotov had expected Ribbentrop to explain the Nazi actions to seek Soviet understanding. Instead, he heard Ribbentrop say, "The previous German government lacked the courage to engage in comprehensive economic cooperation with the Soviet Union. Please believe, the Soviet government, that the current German government will no longer be bound by any treaties that restrict Germany's economic development."

Molotov didn't know how to answer for a moment and could only ask, "Is this the meaning of President Hindenburg, whom you represent?"

Ribbentrop shook his head. "The purpose of the German national movement is to liberate Germany from the immense suffering of reality. I obey the leader of this movement, Chancellor Hitler."

Molotov realized Ribbentrop was avoiding the heavy issues and dwelling on the light, unwilling to explain the banning of the KPD. Although he wanted to press the issue, Molotov had to admit that Ribbentrop was creating an environment where they could avoid discussing the KPD. But Molotov couldn't resist saying, "The Nazis' methods are truly surprising."

Ribbentrop became serious as well. "You can consider it a necessary price, just like the Soviet Union executing the Tsar's entire family."

Molotov was momentarily startled. Ribbentrop's reaction was surprisingly sharp, and his answer allowed one to understand his thinking while being quite confrontational.

Ribbentrop continued, "This is a movement of the German nation. I believe the CPSU can fully understand why Germany must do this. Germany has no other choice. Only by restoring order as quickly as possible can Germany return from the brink of chaos and civil war to the track of rapid economic recovery. I have been ordered to come here to negotiate the comprehensive launch of economic and trade relations with the Soviet Union. Germany and Russia have had long-standing trade relations in history. Through the Locarno Treaties, Germany has obtained stable relations with surrounding countries. Now, Germany wants to conduct comprehensive trade with the Soviet Union under such stable relations."

Mentioning the Locarno Treaties made Molotov feel some of Ribbentrop's sincerity. In the process of building "Socialism in One Country," the Soviet Union had not only faced hostility and blockade from Western European countries but also collective opposition from Eastern European countries. On October 16, 1925, representatives from seven countries—Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, and Poland—held a conference in Locarno, Switzerland. Driven by the United States, these seven countries excluded the Soviet Union and formed the Locarno Treaties, which could barely be considered a collective security agreement. Since then, the Soviet Union had been thoroughly isolated by the Western world.

Now, the Soviet Union and Germany did not share a border. If Germany did big business with the Soviet Union, it would certainly influence the participants of the Locarno Treaties and change their attitude toward Germany.

Although he still felt the Nazis were enemies, Molotov suppressed his unhappiness and began to discuss trade issues with Ribbentrop. As the Soviet Foreign Minister, Molotov would not discuss specific details with Ribbentrop; they discussed the trade model between the two countries.

"What currency does Germany want to use for transactions?" Molotov asked.

Ribbentrop was actually a bit panicked inside. He was relying on his business experience, his brief diplomatic experience in Germany, his contacts with the upper echelons, and diplomatic knowledge he had learned from some scholars, professors, and diplomats in a short time. Having never worked in the diplomatic system, Ribbentrop lacked systematic experience.

But forced into the position, he had no other choice. Ribbentrop tried his best to look like an old hand at business negotiations, putting on an expression that everything was under control, to test the other side's bottom line. "Soviet rubles or German marks can both be used as transaction currencies."

"What if we need US dollars and British pounds?" Molotov continued to probe Germany's bottom line.

Ribbentrop's mind spun extremely fast, and he answered calmly, "Then Germany would also hope the Soviet Union pays in US dollars and British pounds."

After expressing a reciprocal attitude, Ribbentrop tried to push the negotiation further. "I think the Soviet-German trade model can be compared to the Sino-Soviet trade model."

Hearing this, Molotov asked with a stern face, "Can Germany provide the Soviet Union with the same guarantees as China?" No expression could be seen on his face, but in his heart, he felt he had already judged Ribbentrop's personal level.

On the surface, Sino-Soviet trade was a very simple "account hanging" (credit) model. Although transactions were priced in RMB or rubles, these were actually just figures on the books. China and the Soviet Union reconciled accounts once every quarter, and there was no real flow of RMB or rubles between the two countries.

When the Soviet Union needed pounds, francs, or dollars, it would make a request to China. China would export more goods to the Soviet Union based on international commodity prices, and China would provide the payment requirements to the Soviet Union. In this cooperation process, China was not just a trade partner to the Soviet Union but also provided financial services. Many of the Soviet Union's trades with other countries were conducted in the name of Chinese companies, using companies the Soviet Union had opened in China.

Although Ribbentrop had found a very good point of comparison, the Soviet Union viewed China as a cold neighbor with considerable room for cooperation. Nazi Germany, however, was currently viewed as an enemy of the Soviet Union. For Nazi Germany to want services equivalent to those provided by China... Molotov felt Germany was expecting too much.

Ribbentrop intuitively felt that Molotov opposite him must be very dissatisfied. Lacking diplomatic experience, Ribbentrop didn't know how to handle this according to diplomatic modes, so he simply abandoned the idea of using expert diplomatic means.

Adopting the style of a businessman, they wouldn't talk about "righteousness," only about attractive interests. Even if one disliked the other party intensely, the benefits before them were something no one could refuse. Ribbentrop said, "Germany possesses the most advanced civilian technology. In these fields, there is room for comprehensive cooperation between the Soviet Union and Germany."

Molotov found that this was exactly what General Secretary Stalin needed, and he truly had no reason to object. Although still reluctant, he could only temporarily agree.

Given the political relationship between the Nazis and the Soviet Union, Molotov didn't propose a toast to celebrate. Ribbentrop was much the same; he only actively reached out to shake hands with Molotov. Molotov pondered for a moment before reluctantly shaking Ribbentrop's hand briefly and then immediately letting go.

Ribbentrop was very familiar with this feeling. Before inheriting his property and title, Ribbentrop had tried his best to socialize with the powerful for business, and those powerful people had treated him with similar coldness. Even though he was unhappy, Ribbentrop bade farewell with due politeness and turned to leave in a leisurely manner.

Watching the back of this Nazi representative, Molotov felt he hadn't gained the upper hand at all and was very unwilling. But there was no help for it; this was General Secretary Stalin's arrangement. The First Five-Year Plan had started in 1928, and 1933 was the year the Second Five-Year Plan began.

During the First Five-Year Plan, the Soviet Union had built more than 1,500 large industrial enterprises with modern technical equipment. Emerging industrial sectors such as tractors, aircraft manufacturing, automobiles, heavy machinery, machine tool manufacturing, chemical synthesis industry, and precision instrument manufacturing appeared for the first time in Soviet history. The industrial output value in 1932 was 349.8% of that in 1913. Agricultural output was 187% of 1913. Such successful policies had brought General Secretary Stalin's prestige to an unprecedented peak.

If imports and exports were included, the Soviet Union's supply of light industrial products reached 820% of 1913 levels. Sino-Soviet trade had not only broken the isolation the Soviet Union faced but also met most of the Soviet Union's needs. The high cost-performance ratio of Chinese light industrial products not only satisfied the needs of the Soviet urban industrial population but also alleviated the Soviet Union's rural problems to a large extent.

On the train back, Molotov saw that Soviet farmers had already begun preparations for spring plowing. In the past, farmers would never have been willing to start work so early. When the Soviet Union was first established, the grain output calculated based on the Soviet agricultural sowing area could never be fully collected, no matter what. Cadres had to resort to tearing down houses and hanging people up for beatings to force farmers to hand over grain.

Starting a few years ago, the Soviet Union shipped light industrial products to the countryside. Farmers sold grain to buy light industrial products. Although it seemed a bit more complex, the overall efficiency was greatly improved. Those Russian farmers who lacked political consciousness, in order to buy light industrial products in state-run stores, even consciously brought out their grain to sell to the state.

In the last two years, as a large number of Chinese-produced agricultural vehicles and machinery entered the Soviet Union, the farmers' enthusiasm for production reached unprecedented heights. When farmers drove their various two-wheeled, three-wheeled, and four-wheeled vehicles to haul the remaining agricultural products after taxes to the city's farmers' markets for sale, it made the cadres and workers somewhat dissatisfied. However, the Soviet government relied on introducing technology from China and increasing imports to allow Soviet cadres and model workers to drive cars as well, which greatly alleviated this dissatisfaction.

After investigating the economies of the Soviet Union and Germany before this trip, Molotov was actually not very sure what exactly to buy from Germany. Germany did indeed have some technological products now, such as Zeiss optical instruments, whose technical level was indeed advanced globally. But the Soviet Union also had its own optical instrument factories. Even if the product quality was inferior to Zeiss products, they could fully meet the Soviet Union's needs.

Matching General Secretary Stalin's views with Ribbentrop's attitude, Molotov had to conclude that General Secretary Stalin had applied the experience of Sino-Soviet cooperation and the experience borrowed from China to the new Soviet-German relationship.

The Soviet Union was now unwilling to actively mention the policies of the Chinese government; excessive publicity of foreign countries was not a good thing for the Soviet Union. However, the Soviet Union had been studying China's economic development and attached great importance to the policies of the He Rui government. Research reports from the Soviet Party School believed that the He Rui government focused heavily on expanding scale. Through borrowing to purchase and introducing foreign capital, they went all out to solve the problem of "having or not having" in China. After solving the problem of existence, the He Rui government then began to push for scale.

Due to China's population of 650 million, the demand from the people exploded, allowing Chinese factories to recruit quickly and enabling China to rapidly cross the threshold from an agricultural country to an industrial country. This approach was also one of the lines of thought for Stalin's simultaneous Five-Year Plan. Looking at the results, the First Five-Year Plan achieved great success, and state investment allowed the Russian region, which was already one of the world's Great Powers, to rapidly complete industrialization.

Recalling the success, Molotov finally decided to stick to General Secretary Stalin's line on Germany. Due to the impact of the world economic crisis, Britain, France, and the United States were effectively trading with the Soviet Union. But this trade relationship was not stable. Once the economic crisis in Europe and America ended, these countries would immediately resume their trade blockade against the Soviet Union. And since the French economy had not been hit by the economic crisis, France was scattering money for investment in Central and Eastern Europe and maintained an unfriendly posture toward the Soviet Union.

General Secretary Stalin believed that to change France's attitude toward the Soviet Union, one could only start with Germany. If France began to feel the threat of Germany, on the current European continent, the only partner France could cooperate with would be the Soviet Union.

Deciding to support General Secretary Stalin's line made Molotov feel even more uneasy. Inside the CPSU, everyone might not dare to attack General Secretary Stalin directly, but the comrades would certainly dare to fiercely attack Molotov. For the destruction of the KPD and the Third International, Molotov would probably have to take on the role of the one getting scolded.

Molotov sighed deeply, wanting a drink very much. Suddenly, he remembered the wine Ribbentrop had given him. But Molotov didn't touch those bottles. Now that Soviet incomes and treatment had improved, the crackdown on corruption had also become severe. Many cadres who had accepted gifts or hospitality from European and American diplomats had fallen from power because of it.

To be criticized or even removed from office for two bottles of wine—Molotov felt it was completely unnecessary to do so. So Molotov called his secretary, "Go to the dining car and get me a bottle of wine!"
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While Ribbentrop was contacting the Soviet Union to open up markets, Professor Karl, though bearing no diplomatic mission, relied on his old acquaintances in East Asia to visit Japan.

On the road leading from Tokyo Airport to the city center, laborers were working on both sides. Crowds of people outside the bus were laying railway tracks; it appeared they were preparing to build a branch line from the train station to downtown Tokyo. Heading towards Tokyo along this route, numerous factory construction sites appeared on both sides of the road.

Professor Karl did not find this strange. European enterprises also built factories next to railways or canals; the intersections of canals and railways were always thriving cities in Europe.

As the bus entered downtown Tokyo, Professor Karl's eyes immediately lit up. The rebuilt Tokyo was much more impressive. Although the streets still seemed narrow compared to China, there was a world of difference compared to before the Great Kanto Earthquake.

At the office of the Japan Academy of Sciences, Professor Karl, President of the German Academy of Sciences, received a warm welcome. Most present were Japanese scholars engaged in international politics. When Professor Taira Toyomori appeared, Professor Karl was filled with pleasant surprise. In the eyes of the European academic community, Taira Toyomori's status as President of Japan merely gilded his professorial title with a thick layer of gold. Fundamentally, European academia was still more willing to view Professor Taira Toyomori as an excellent scholar. This was not European academia being narcissistic; in the European tradition, the status of a university professor was indeed more noble than that of an official.

As Professor Taira Toyomori shook hands with Professor Karl, he said in English, "If Professor Karl is not busy, please come to my humble home as a guest tonight."

Professor Karl was delighted and agreed immediately. Professor Taira Toyomori knew that if he continued to stay there, he would only steal the spotlight from the hosts, so he soon found a reason to leave. With that, Professor Karl immediately became the center of the meeting. In the ensuing exchange, Professor Karl handled himself with ease. Although the group of professors had outstanding scholarship, they were limited by their perspective and experience, and had no way to access matters that could only be decided by the true high-level leadership. As scholars providing advice, their views were inevitably somewhat varied and overly academic.

There was nothing much to introduce about the current state of Germany. Germany already had over six million unemployed, a fact that had been recounted in newspapers many times. Even if the German economy, which had hit rock bottom, started to rebound, it couldn't simply shoot up from dry land. Professor Karl mainly asked for the Japanese scholars' views on the Japanese economy.

After hearing the descriptions "Clump Economy" and "Clump State" several times in succession, Professor Karl felt that this country, Japan, was truly quite interesting. Compared to the trend in Europe where most political parties claimed to be socialist, Japan still did not use "socialism" to describe its own country. Present-day Japan used "Clump" to describe its political characteristics.

Based on the descriptions from the Japanese scholars, Professor Karl discovered that the so-called "Clump State" really could not be simply viewed as a Japanese model of socialist philosophy. Compared to other countries, Japan's small-peasant economy had never fully developed. Before the Meiji Restoration, land belonged to the Daimyo. After the success of the Meiji Restoration, land began to be sold, and a yeoman farmer economy appeared.

As the Japanese Revolution turned Japan into a republic, the agricultural population obtained land use rights, and Japan's rural economy developed rapidly. Yeoman farmers, under government encouragement, formed small rural grassroots organizations divided by region. The Japanese agricultural system, which had not been fully developed originally, turned into a series of collective agricultural systems.

Under such a social structure, this "Clump State" of Japan could be considered a system that kneaded traditional Japanese culture and industrialization together. If one had to describe it, although Japan's former noble lords had been eliminated and the landed privileged class no longer existed, the "Rise of the Grassroots" proposed before the Meiji Restoration had been realized in a very unexpected way. Powerful figures truly from the local areas had propped up the old model similar to the Japanese countryside.

Japan's cities, on the other hand, were more industrialized. With the elimination of the privileged class in the central government, the changes in the cities were more rapid. Moreover, the Japanese Communist Party was the second-largest party in the Japanese Diet, and the relationship between the Japan Future Party and the Japanese Communist Party was considered a normal competitive relationship between parties.

The scholars had no intention of flattering the Future Party; they believed that the Future Party "did what the government ought to do." In Professor Karl's view, this was already a very high evaluation. Unlike the elected governments of Europe, in East Asian culture, implementing benevolent governance was the government's obligation. As long as problems appeared in society, they would naturally be blamed on the government. Especially in a "Clump" state like Japan, which retained a large number of feudal remnants, people would believe even more that the upper echelons must take responsibility. The scholars' belief that the Japan Future Party did what the government ought to do was equivalent to saying that Japan under the rule of the Future Party was being governed benevolently.

After asking around, Professor Karl learned that the Future Party had actually completed a "National Rice Movement." The use of pesticides and fertilizers had rapidly increased domestic rice production in Japan. Japan also imported a large amount of rice from the agricultural futures center in Shanghai, China. It had also signed land lease agreements with the Russian Primorye region and others, investing significant manpower in the Russian Primorye region to develop local farmland and obtaining a considerable amount of rice. Every household in Japan could now eat rice. This was food that previously only the Emperor and the Shogun could eat at every meal.

Even with the implementation of maximum working hours and minimum wage systems, Japan's unemployment rate was less than 5%. This was completely within an acceptable range.

On his way to Professor Taira Toyomori's home, Professor Karl compared Japan with Germany and could only sigh. Although Germany's industrial level currently exceeded Japan's, there was indeed a not insignificant gap in national governance and people's livelihood. If Germany's employment rate and food supply in the past three years could have reached Japan's level, the Nazi Party would never have been able to come to power no matter what.

The former Imperial Palace had become a scenic tourist spot. The Japanese Presidential Residence where Professor Taira Toyomori now lived, like the Prime Minister's Residence, was not a very large house. Mrs. Taira, wearing a kimono, kindly served dinner to the two professors and then withdrew.

After three rounds of drinks, Professor Taira Toyomori asked, "I heard Professor Karl met with He-kun. I wonder if He-kun's elegance remains as before?"

Professor Karl recalled for a moment. He Rui's hair had whitened quite a bit; one could not expect a forty-three-year-old man to have the glowing countenance of someone under thirty. Professor Karl replied, "Chairman He's academic level has become more profound."

Hearing such a description, Professor Taira Toyomori sighed, "He Rui was already brilliantly talented. To be continuing to improve at this time, it is truly enviable."

Professor Karl was in no mood to praise He Rui. He asked, "Last time I came to Japan, the prevailing ideas in Japan were still the 'Revive Asia Theory' and the 'Invade China Theory.' I wonder what changes have occurred in Japan's current thinking?"

Professor Taira was not surprised by this question. "Does Professor Karl not think that the Revive Asia Theory is already the mainstream thought in Japan?"

Professor Karl shook his head. "I do not think so. Back then, Japan still had the desire to lead Asia. The current situation has changed. Although I have not conducted research on Japan's recent thought, according to the laws of change in human history, I believe Japan's current thinking is likely closer to some ideas from the Shogunate era. After all, even when the Tokugawa Shogunate banned maritime activities, the list of banned destinations never included China."

Professor Taira knew that Professor Karl was a top scholar of geopolitics and did not try to brush him off. "What does Professor Karl think is the foundation of the current stable situation in the Far East?"

Professor Karl replied without even thinking, "The Soviet Union has determined that it absolutely cannot win a war in the East Asian region. And China has the ability to determine the military situation in the Far East, and China is willing to maintain peace and mutual trust in the Far East. The stable situation in the Far East has been achieved because of this."

Professor Taira nodded. "The Far East order constructed by China is not a simple model of non-aggression, but a model of economic cooperation. If Professor Karl has heard of the East Asian Coal and Steel Community, you would probably understand the appearance of mutual cooperation in the Far East region now. Most Japanese people now are very satisfied with the current situation. The Japanese Cabinet has held several meetings to discuss the situation, and a consensus was reached at the meetings. Now Japan has obtained benefits that it could not have obtained in the past no matter what kind of war it launched."

"...Professor Taira, you wouldn't be thinking of suggesting that France and Germany construct a European Coal and Steel Community, would you?" Professor Karl smiled bitterly.

President Taira Toyomori understood the Franco-German contradiction well, so he shook his head. "Peace requires not only a window of opportunity but also national strength and the strategic determination of the national leader. According to the Chinese saying, a great hero only appears in China every five hundred years. He-kun is such a figure. He defeated Japan in order to save Japan. I think Professor Karl should be able to understand what I am saying."

Professor Karl nodded, but he did not quite agree with Taira Toyomori's view. In European theory, East Asia and the entire Southeast Asian region were "China," and the people in these regions were all Chinese. Japan, Korea, Burma, and the Indochina region—these regions were to China what Prussia, Bavaria, and Austria were to the Holy Roman Empire.

The Republic of China was to China what Italy was to the Roman Empire. Italians looked at the various Roman provinces and felt those places were barbarian. Chinese people looked at surrounding regions and thought they were barbarians. From a European perspective, this was the most normal thing.

Professor Karl felt that China defeating Japan and letting Japan return to its proper position was definitely not salvation, but the imperial core rectifying the domestic order of the empire. Following this line of thought, Professor Karl probed, "Professor Taira, is Japan's view of the Versailles System different from before?"

Taira Toyomori did not answer immediately. The attitude within Japan had indeed changed quite a bit, but it also seemed not to have changed. what had truly changed was Japan's self-positioning. When most people in Japan once again believed that Japan was a member of the East Asian region, the former 'Revive Asia Faction' believed that East Asia must liberate all of Asia. The 'Invade China Faction' believed that Europe and America were bound to launch aggression against East Asia again; to avoid aggression, East Asia had to rapidly develop its strength, actively liberate all of Asia, and drive out the European and American colonialists.

What had changed was not necessarily Japan's expansionist views; what had changed was that previously Japan needed to pay the costs of expansion itself, whereas now Japan believed the costs of expansion should be borne by China. When the East Asian Alliance expanded externally, China would eat large chunks of meat, Japan would share some meat and broth, and if there were bones, they would be given to Korea to gnaw on. As for Ryukyu, casually giving some crumbs would be enough to make the Ryukyuans eat until their mouths were oily.

Professor Taira Toyomori decided to probe a little. "Professor Karl wouldn't think that Europe and America would actively attack East Asia, would you?"

Professor Karl shook his head. Any European or American politician with a slightly normal brain knew that attacking the Chinese mainland now would be suicidal. China could leverage the advantages of fighting on home ground to easily raise an army of thirty million. The total population of most European and American countries was not even thirty million. Even if they drained the last drop of blood, Europe and America could not win.

China did not yet have a navy, but Japan did. With one order from He Rui, Japan's Eight-Eight Fleet would truly be thrown into the battle to defend the East Asian Alliance. Combined with China's fierce air force capable of sinking British battlecruisers, close-shore combat for European and American countries in East Asia would be a nightmare.

So Professor Karl asked, "Professor Taira, if there were a German-Japanese alliance, how much influence do you think it would have on geopolitics?"

Taira Toyomori had not asked Professor Karl about the result of Germany wanting to cooperate with China. The He Rui government had downgraded diplomatic relations between China and Germany. Given He Rui's style, this was explicitly informing the whole world that China and Germany would absolutely not form an alliance.

Purely from a geopolitical perspective, if China and Germany formed an alliance, Germany could gain a huge advantage. China bordered the Soviet Union's weak Far East region, and Upper Burma and Assam, which China actually controlled, guarded the passage to British India. If China and Germany joined hands, once Germany went to war with France, China's army of thirty million could separately attack the Soviet Union and British India, leaving those two countries completely unable to attend to the decisive battle between France and Germany.

Precisely because such strategic deduction posed not even a bit of difficulty, Professor Taira Toyomori asked in return, "Is Germany preparing to rearm and restore its former glory?"

Professor Karl hurriedly shook his head and answered, "Germany needs peace right now."

Although he said this, Professor Karl felt truly emotional in his heart. Conversing with excellent geopolitical scholars was just this troublesome; their understanding of the world situation was too profound, so much so that the results of any action would be easily seen through. He Rui was a master of geopolitics. Downgrading diplomatic relations with Germany might certainly be because He Rui truly wanted to push his ideal of "liberating the whole world." From a realist perspective, doing so could also send a clear signal to the globe that China had no intention of provoking a war.

Seeing a trace of pride on Professor Taira Toyomori's face, the kind a scholar has during academic discussion, Professor Karl asked, "I wonder if Japan is willing to expand trade cooperation with Germany?"

He had thought President Taira Toyomori would have misgivings, but unexpectedly, after hearing this, Taira Toyomori immediately replied, "Japan is willing to cooperate with Germany in high-tech industries."

After Taira Toyomori finished speaking, he waited for Professor Karl's answer. Japan's economy had been very good in the last two years, but with China's rapid development, the disadvantages of Japan's small population and small market had been completely revealed. If Japan wanted to increase industrial profit margins, it had to increase investment in high-value-added industries. In this field, Germany indeed had many industries that Japan envied greatly. The Japanese Ministry of Finance had long made assessments: Japan did not need to devour all high-tech industries; just possessing one or two fields would be enough for Japan to obtain very rich returns.
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Having received a rather high-level private reception in China and Japan, Professor Karl felt he should receive a decent welcome in Korea as well. However, upon arriving in Korea, only Yin Taida, the Director of the Korean Academy of Sciences established just two years prior, received him with a lukewarm expression. Aside from the most basic friendly greetings, Yin Taida immediately asked about the purpose of Professor Karl's trip.

Professor Karl had spent some time in Korea before. Seeing this reaction, he knew he was completely unwelcome, though he couldn't understand why. Director Yin Taida didn't ask much more, and after a few exchanges, he asked, "When does Professor Karl plan to leave?"

Being asked this, Professor Karl understood that official Korean channels did not welcome him. Since the other party had this attitude, Professor Karl could only reply, "I plan to leave after seeing a few old friends."

Director Yin Taida nodded. "Do you need my assistance?"

Seeing that the other party had even cancelled the most basic inquiries, Professor Karl said, "No need, I will contact them myself."

"In that case, I won't disturb Professor Karl," Director Yin Taida said, then immediately rose to take his leave.

Watching Yin Taida's retreating figure, Professor Karl felt that this man had no desire whatsoever to have any contact with the German side. The Director of the Korean Academy of Sciences had only come out to receive him due to basic politeness. Subsequent events proved this feeling correct. When Professor Karl contacted his old acquaintances, they all very politely expressed that while they welcomed Professor Karl to Korea, they were too busy to host him.

Since Korea held such an attitude, Professor Karl could only choose to fly back to his country. On the plane, although Professor Karl was disappointed, he wasn't angry. Subjecting this matter to a bit of geopolitical analysis, one would discover that Korea's choice was quite rational.

Professor Karl's old acquaintances in Korea were also scholars. Although their standards were so-so—hardly first-rate—they weren't completely ignorant of the world. If one were to ask these people to construct a grand global strategy, it would be beyond their capabilities, but for them to understand basic state-to-state interactions was not too difficult.

Although Korea was theoretically under a ten-year trusteeship by China and Japan, in reality, neither country had stationed troops in Korea. The transfer of political power had gone very smoothly, and in practice, Korea could be considered to have restored its political independence.

Korea's economy had already been integrated into the East Asian Alliance, especially after the establishment of the East Asian Coal and Steel Community. Korea's mineral resources had been effectively developed. By taking loans from China and Japan and purchasing equipment from them, Korea had built its own metallurgical industry. As a country in a subordinate economic position, rejecting economic cooperation with other countries was a wise choice.

From the perspective of national sentiment, in this world, only China had paid a huge price for Korea's national independence. Other countries, even if not Korea's enemies, were certainly not friendly nations. Korea had no interest in dallying with Germany, nor any reason to draw closer to it. Since China had already downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany, Korea treating Professor Karl this way could already be considered very polite.

Figuring out the reason didn't make Professor Karl feel any happier, and the noise inside the cabin was even more unpleasant. However, it only took one day to return to Berlin. After getting off the plane, hearing the familiar local dialect and seeing his wife and sons who had come to the airport to welcome him, a feeling of joy arose spontaneously.

The joy of family quickly dispelled all unhappy moods. Upon returning home, Professor Karl's two sons told their father that they had already entered the German government to work, which made Professor Karl feel very happy. However, as a father and a scholar, Professor Karl still kept a straight face and made demands of his sons: "You must hold a sincere attitude toward work. You must never think that just because you have something to rely on, you can be lazy. Your individual value is realized on the basis of providing service to society..."

The sons looked like they were listening very seriously. As for whether these words were truly taken to heart, Professor Karl wasn't very confident. He had met many people, including quite a few extremely excellent scholars. These top scholars without exception had powerful internal drive. Compared to them, his sons were just ordinary educated people.

Regardless of how his sons were, as a father, he had to educate them this way. Only after finishing this talk did the dinner at Professor Karl's home officially begin. Professor Karl's wife somewhat happily told him that her family had already received the "Honorary Aryan" certificates. With these certificates, they had at least kept their jobs.

Professor Karl had experience in both military academy and university education, and had many friends in both types of institutions. Hearing his wife inadvertently mention in her narrative that the Nazi government had begun to purge the education system, he felt some regret in his heart. But Professor Karl believed this was unavoidable; the supporters of the Nazi Party needed to see changes in the country.

Jews did not equal Jewish profiteers, and Jewish profiteers were mostly lackeys of the German upper class. Now that the German people's tolerance for a painful life had reached its limit, "enemies" had to be found to bear the people's anger. Not everyone in academia was a true scholar; struggles based on interest were extremely fierce. It was unavoidable that the Nazi Party's actions would be utilized by those dirty people. Moreover, Professor Karl had a very clear positioning of himself: he had become the President of the German Academy of Sciences because of Hitler's personal decision. Because of this position, Professor Karl would face a great many attacks.

"Be cautious in speech and action," Professor Karl reminded his wife and children using a Chinese idiom he liked very much.

After resting at home for only one day, Professor Karl was summoned by Hitler. In addition to officially granting the employment certificate for the President of the German Academy of Sciences, Hitler was very concerned about this trip to East Asia. Professor Karl had also prepared a report. Hitler listened very seriously, especially after hearing Professor Karl's analysis of China downgrading Sino-German diplomatic relations. He first raised his hand to stop Professor Karl's narration, then walked to the window with his hands behind his back to look outside. After standing for quite a while, Hitler turned his head and said to Professor Karl, "Professor, do you think China's judgment of Germany will have an impact on other countries in the world?"

Professor Karl shook his head. "The words of top geopolitical masters are always only recognized after the fact. People who attack you for potentially starting a war were saying so several years ago; do you think the rest of the world believed them?"

Hitler nodded slightly, the bit of worry in his heart dissipating considerably. Just as Professor Karl said, the people accusing Hitler of planning to start a war were as numerous as carp moving down a river. Just in last year's German presidential election, both the Communist Party of Germany and the Social Democratic Party of Germany had declared in their campaigns that choosing Hindenburg was equivalent to choosing Hitler, and choosing Hitler was choosing war.

Faced with such attacks, Hitler naturally cursed the KPD and the SPD for talking nonsense. Privately, Hitler was extremely puzzled by the indecisiveness of the leaders of these two parties. Since they clearly understood things would develop this way, why did these two parties still adopt the model of parliamentary struggle instead of decisively taking hardline measures? Wasn't this seeking their own destruction?

After personally banning the KPD, the SPD, and other political parties, Hitler believed even more firmly in his own philosophy. This world was full of trash who believed in elections. These pieces of trash also smugly thought they represented public opinion, thinking they could solve problems through compromise and intimidation. Chancellor Bismarck had seen through these pieces of trash back then, frankly declaring, "The great questions of the time will not be resolved by speeches and majority decisions—that was the great mistake of 1848 and 1849—but by iron and blood!"

Looking at the international changes over the past dozen years, He Rui was undoubtedly an outstanding leader like Bismarck. He Rui did not intimidate other countries, but won China's interests through various means of struggle. Since Professor Karl believed He Rui's view of the Nazis wouldn't influence other countries in the world, Hitler felt much more at ease. After all, everyone hopes to have a confidant, but no one likes having all their plans seen clearly and thoroughly by others.

Professor Karl analyzed the current economic situation from a geopolitical perspective. The most dynamic country willing to engage in trade at present was China. However, due to France, it was difficult for Germany to establish comprehensive economic and trade relations driven by official channels with China. On the contrary, due to the needs of its domestic economic situation, the United States had a large demand for investing in Germany.

Hitler had long heard Professor Karl analyze these things. Hjalmar Schacht, who was responsible for Germany's economic work, had also done the same analysis. Professor Karl had merely gone to confirm it personally. Hitler currently didn't lack people to analyze the situation for him; what he lacked were people who proposed solutions. After Professor Karl finished speaking, Hitler asked, "Professor, do you think there is any way to solve this?"

Professor Karl answered immediately, "I think we can utilize American investment to let some German enterprises open factories in China. China's market demand is very large, and the demand for high-end technology is even greater. I believe such investments can obtain rich returns in a very short time."

Hitler was stunned for a moment and didn't answer immediately. He acknowledged Professor Karl's academic ability, but never considered Professor Karl to be an economics expert. Pondering for a moment, Hitler asked, "Is this a request from the Chinese side?"

Professor Karl hurriedly shook his head. "No, this is my personal view."

Hearing this, Hitler stood up again with his hands behind his back, paced back and forth a few steps, and said, "Professor, Germany now needs to establish an economic system that relies as little as possible on world finance. You know very well how much damage global financial fluctuations have caused Germany!"

Professor Karl naturally knew Hitler's worries. Within the Nazi Party, there was also considerable resistance to foreign capital. Among the culprits causing Germany's current predicament, the extortion of the Treaty of Versailles was one, the inhumane policies of the Weimar government were one, and American capital was also one.

In 1924, in order to allow the German economy to function and have money to repay war reparations, the United States created a Young Plan. A large amount of American capital flooded into Germany, allowing the German economy to recover rapidly. The US economic crisis of 1929 caused the US to withdraw funds, and the German economy plummeted, falling into the current miserable situation. The Nazi Party had grasped power during this economic crisis, so naturally, they were extremely vigilant about the influence of international capital on the German economy.

Professor Karl explained his policy. "Based on my observations of China, China has already obtained heavy industrial technology and has mastered these technologies at an admirable speed. China also has abundant labor, and light industrial enterprises requiring large amounts of labor are also developing very rapidly. Based on Germany's industrial development experience, what China needs now are those small and medium-sized enterprises that require time to accumulate before they appear. These enterprises can provide specialized equipment for heavy and light industry, solving those detailed problems. Germany has a great advantage in these areas, and in the German economic crisis, these enterprises have suffered the greatest damage."

Hitler could vaguely understand what Professor Karl was saying. He asked in puzzlement, "Professor, where did you get this inspiration?"

Professor Karl had to answer truthfully. "This is an idea I got while talking with Japanese President Taira Toyomori. Japanese workers' wages are not high, and exports to China compete on low prices. Japan has a population of less than 50 million, and its production capacity is limited. China itself also has a large number of similar enterprises, resulting in very low profit margins for Japanese industrial products. Japan discovered that the industries with sufficient profit margins are those I just introduced. Japanese President, Professor Taira Toyomori, hopes that Germany and Japan can cooperate in this field. I personally believe that rather than cooperating with Japan, it is better for Germany to invest directly in China. The money for German enterprises to invest in China can utilize American loans."

Hitler hadn't expected that Professor Karl, a geopolitical scholar, would actually propose an economic suggestion. Since Hitler himself wasn't an expert in economics and had to rely on German economic experts, he asked Professor Karl to organize his thoughts again, and if there was a need, he would ask Professor Karl to come forward.

Sending Professor Karl away, Hitler thought for a while before sending someone to invite Dr. Schacht. Ribbentrop had already returned from the Soviet Union, bringing back a consensus that the Soviet Union was willing to trade with Germany, which surprised Hitler somewhat. The German Weimar government had already had quite a lot of cooperation with the Soviet Union, ranging from economic to military. That kind of cooperation belonged to small-scale cooperation; the Soviet side had never proposed a comprehensive economic cooperation framework. Based on the Nazi Party's understanding of the Soviet Union, they believed the Soviet Union lacked the ability to propose a reasonable cooperation framework.

The verbal agreement Ribbentrop brought back surprised even Schacht, and Hitler also felt it was very unexpected. In the Tsarist Russian era, Russia's industrial development model was to introduce technology from France, Germany, and Britain en masse, using Russia's tariffs or mineral resources as collateral. Russia itself did not possess a complete industrial system.

In this verbal agreement, the Soviet Union was clearly no longer that country that could only import; instead, it was in a state of picking and choosing based on an industrial system foundation. Neither Hitler nor Schacht quite believed the Soviet Union possessed such strength. But Ribbentrop recounted what he had seen with his own eyes, and believed that although the Soviet Union did not possess powerful industrial strength like Western Europe and the United States, the current Soviet Union was no longer that Russia that only knew how to buy factories. This communist country not only had heavy industrial strength but had also made considerable progress in light industry.

In Ribbentrop's description, ordinary Soviet people basically had decent clothing, had bicycles, and a portion of Soviets could even drive motorcycles and cars. This level indeed couldn't compare with Western European countries, but compared to the Central and Eastern European countries surrounding the Soviet Union, the living standards of ordinary Soviet urban residents were already in an advantageous position.

Regarding this, Schacht clearly showed great distrust. Although he didn't attack Ribbentrop to his face for exaggerating, Schacht still indicated he would investigate this. In terms of timing, Schacht's investigation should have ended by now.

Soon, Schacht arrived at the Chancellor's office. Judging just from his expression, this scholar was somewhat depressed, yet somewhat excited. Without exchanging pleasantries, Schacht said, "Führer, I believe selling industrial products to the Soviet Union can be exchanged for much more raw materials than imagined. The Soviet Union's raw material output exceeds our imagination."

Hitler suppressed his mood and asked calmly, "Mr. Schacht, is the Soviet Union willing to export raw materials at a low price?"

Schacht hurriedly shook his head. "No, the Soviet Union's raw material prices are about the same as international market prices. Führer, the total amount of raw materials the Soviet Union can stably export is much more than the Ministry of Finance imagined. Although we cannot pin Germany's economic development on the Soviet Union's goodwill, the Soviet Union's raw material output can indeed help the German economy recover at a faster speed."

Hearing Schacht's introduction, Hitler instinctively felt some resistance, but Schacht spoke more and more excitedly. In Schacht's vision, the markets Germany utilized at the current stage were mainly the former Austro-Hungarian countries. The traditional trade countries in Eastern Europe like Romania and Bulgaria were being developed, and South American countries were being strived for. The markets that needed some means to open up were the United States and Britain. Although the East Asian and French markets were very active at present, the difficulty for Germany to open them up was relatively large.

The Soviet market was a market Schacht originally hadn't dared to believe in. At least at present, the performance of the Soviet market exceeded Schacht's expectations. Iron ore, coal, oil, non-ferrous metals—everything was available on Soviet land. Since the Tsarist era, what the Russians lacked was the ability to develop these resources.

During the German Second Reich, Germany didn't necessarily not need Tsarist Russia's raw materials, but what Tsarist Russia could offer then was agricultural products, not raw materials. Back then, Bismarck set high tariffs on Tsarist Russian agricultural products to protect the interests of the Junkers. If Tsarist Russia had exported raw materials like iron ore and oil, Bismarck probably would have signed a trade agreement with Tsarist Russia immediately.

Schacht believed the Soviet Union's external propaganda of "Socialism in One Country" was boasting, and the reliability of the numbers published by the Soviet Union was worrying. But after Ribbentrop met with Molotov, Schacht, who had been responsible for economic work in the Weimar government, immediately sent people to contact the Soviet Union, and the news received was very inspiring. The Soviet economic department gave a specific trade plan, stating that the ore was ready. As long as Germany shipped the machinery and equipment needed by the Soviet Union to the Soviet Union, they could immediately haul iron ore back from the Soviet Union.

Germany was currently undertaking massive infrastructure construction. Due to the loss of Alsace and Lorraine, Germany's source of metal ores had also been cut off. Swedish iron ore was high grade and had large reserves, suitable for use in high-quality metal smelting. The Soviet Union's iron ore output was equally huge, but the grade wasn't high; however, it could be used for low-grade needs.

Germany's biggest problem now was unemployment. Even if the profit margin on industrial products wasn't high enough, as long as the trading volume was large enough, it would be enough to pull the German economy out of the crisis. Schacht decided to take a gamble. Moreover, the plan Schacht proposed was to solve the immediate problems in the short term, not some long-term plan.

Listening to Schacht, Hitler couldn't be completely sure how things would develop, but Germany had already reached this point; no matter how bad it got, it couldn't get much worse. Furthermore, Hitler and Schacht were different from other Nazis; he trusted Ribbentrop very much. And Ribbentrop himself had a high evaluation of the Soviet Union.

Since Schacht was also so affirmative, Hitler immediately stated, "Mr. Schacht, please proceed freely."

Obtaining Hitler's consent, Schacht felt much more at ease. Just as he was preparing to take his leave, Schacht heard Hitler slowly recount his views on expanding the scale of investment in China. For the first few sentences, Schacht thought Hitler was just saying some polite words. After Hitler brought out the general idea, Schacht felt some wild joy in his heart. But Schacht didn't completely trust Hitler at this time, so he suppressed his mood and listened to Hitler's narration as calmly as possible.

When Hitler finished speaking, Schacht was still unwilling to state his position immediately. It wasn't because Schacht disagreed, but because Schacht couldn't believe that Hitler, this "Bohemian Corporal," could understand economic details to such a degree.

Industry is a complex system, but the principles of industry are simple. Scientists propose explanations for the laws of the world, and engineers use these principles to manufacture equipment according to needs to fulfill market demands. Scientists constantly deepen their understanding of the laws of equipment, while engineers constantly improve during the production process, achieving technical iteration.

Established industrial countries have a long history of industrial development. Excellent economists can judge based on experience where investment at the current stage can drive rapid economic development. Schacht agreed very much with what Hitler recounted. Although only Poland and the Baltic states separated the Soviet Union and Germany by land, Schacht's understanding of the Soviet economy was even less than his understanding of the Chinese economy.

When the Asian International Tribunal was established, the He Rui government invited a large number of European legal experts. After the trial of the ANZACs, the Asian International Tribunal was not abolished; instead, it continued to provide legal services for human rights issues in various countries around the world. In addition, China subsequently carried out a large number of economic, trade, and political exchanges with various countries around the world, and many German legal experts stayed in China to engage in the legal profession. Among them were many of Schacht's old friends.

From the correspondence of these old friends, as well as meetings when these people returned to Germany from China to visit relatives, Schacht had a general impression of the Chinese economy. This was also why Schacht had borrowed quite a bit of China's economic development experience to use in Germany's economic development plan.

Current China was surprisingly developing rapidly in the field of science, and also not surprisingly but admirably making considerable progress in the technical field. These two were high-end and low-end respectively.

The He Rui government emphasized the "Electrical Revolution," and these fields were exactly the fields Germany had developed first. Therefore, Schacht believed that China lagging behind the world in the "mid-range field" produced by long-term industrial accumulation was not because China didn't work hard, nor because the Chinese nation wasn't capable, but merely because the development time hadn't been long enough. Given time, China would definitely be able to develop.

If Germany could cooperate with China in these fields, the two countries had great room for cooperation. Although France had political advantages in these fields, France's economy was currently overheating, and the Franc was very strong, leading to increased prices for industrial products. What Germany cared about now was whether there was a market. In order to get out of the economic crisis as soon as possible, Germany was not pursuing making as much money as France.

But this kind of thing was by no means content Hitler could completely understand. Even Schacht himself wasn't quite sure who should be sent to be responsible for this matter now. In the silence, he heard Hitler say, "Mr. Schacht, I hope to see a report on this matter."
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In Kiev, at 4:00 AM in March, the sky was still dark. Pavel Korchagin, Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau, was already woken by his alarm clock. He pressed the stop button, sat up, and pulled the cord to turn on the electric light. The hands of the clock pointed exactly to four. His wife, Tonya, groggily pulled the quilt up to shield her eyes from the light and continued to sleep.

Korchagin dressed, turned off the light, and left the house. After waiting at the door for five minutes, a *Golf* automobile drove up from the street side. The driver stopped next to Korchagin and hurriedly got out to open the rear door for him.

Korchagin said coldly, "Comrade, you are five minutes late."

The driver felt aggrieved. Having to go out this early in the morning, he had set two alarm clocks just to ensure he could report for duty on time. But the current leaders were all from military backgrounds; the driver didn't dare explain, only apologized.

Korchagin didn't say much more. It was March, and spring plowing had already begun. As the Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau, his daily work was extremely busy. Tonya was pregnant with their second child, so Korchagin only went home once every two days. Otherwise, he would have chosen to spend the night in the office.

Arriving at the office at 5:00 AM, Korchagin immediately threw himself into work. Spring plowing was proceeding systematically. Seeds, farm tools, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides—all had to be in place. At this stage, the morning meeting for the Kiev Agricultural Bureau cadres started at 6:00 AM. Only in this way could the Bureau begin work immediately when the comrades from various departments arrived at 8:00 AM.

This morning meeting made Korchagin feel good. The comrade responsible for imported materials informed him that the pesticides, herbicides, and rodenticides imported from China had all arrived. A significant number of Siberian Forest Cats, needed by the farmers, had also arrived. These gentle and cute cats were very useful tools in peasant households. Although raising cats was troublesome, and their actual enthusiasm for catching mice was open to doubt, having cats at this stage was better than having none.

Korchagin conducted the Agricultural Bureau's meeting like a military briefing. All personnel were clear about what their work was and what standard had to be achieved. The meeting was now drawing to a close.

Korchagin did not announce the dismissal of the meeting. instead, he pulled out a document and read aloud, "The distribution of official automobiles for the Kiev Agricultural Bureau has begun. The first batch of cars is ready for collection."

The faces of the cadre comrades immediately blossomed with smiles. The Soviet Union had introduced technology to build its own automobile factories. These factories began to mass-produce copies of foreign vehicles; *Gorky*, *Molotov*, *ZIM*, and other cars were put into production one after another. After the higher-level leaders had been allocated cars, it was finally the turn of the mid-to-low-level cadres.

"Comrades, the Party Committee met yesterday to discuss the results. The first batch of cars will be issued to comrades who need to travel frequently," Korchagin stated the result of the Committee's discussion.

This distribution method was reasonable; comrades who traveled indeed needed their own car. Those present were the backbone of the Agricultural Bureau, and no one raised any objections. Seeing the happy looks of the comrades, Korchagin was not particularly excited.

After these few years of work, Korchagin felt he basically understood the Central Committee's seemingly elusive agricultural policy. The reason it seemed elusive was simply that within the Central Committee, commitment to the current policy was not particularly firm. Since 1918, mid-level cadres had been executing the Central Committee's line, believing that the peasant class was too backward and often stood in opposition to the Soviet. Coupled with the low education level of mid-level and grassroots cadres, their methods in agricultural work were quite simple and crude.

So, after the comrades had their moment of joy, Korchagin knocked on the table and emphasized again, "Comrades, when working in the countryside, try not to curse at people. Cursing has little effect now. We must first ascertain whether the farmers have received the supplies they were supposed to get. If they have, are these supplies in their hands? If not, why are they not? The standard for judging whether farmers are 'bad' is whether they can reasonably make good use of their means of production!"

This was the work experience Korchagin had summarized after studying and internalizing the Central Committee's agricultural policy. Although the comrades might not accept it, or might not do it well even if they did, as the Secretary, Korchagin had to emphasize it.

Seeing that the comrades all indicated they understood, Korchagin ended the meeting. Only then did he go with the comrades to the cafeteria to get breakfast. He saw the comrades eligible for cars chatting happily with others, their faces full of joy. Korchagin, however, was wondering if the Central Committee's policy would change.

Theoretically, the CPSU's rural policy was still grain requisitioning, but in execution, it had become an exchange of light industrial goods and agricultural machinery needed by farmers for their production enthusiasm. In recent years, this method had achieved very good results. But the backlash was also intense. Those farmers who performed very well were already driving cars, and their willingness to join cooperatives had lowered significantly. More farmers were willing to work alone and chose to withdraw from agricultural cooperatives.

Korchagin instinctively felt that such results would likely trigger an adjustment of the current agricultural policy by the Central Committee. Making all farmers members of cooperatives would undoubtedly promote rural progress. When farmers were no longer smallholders producing only for their own interests, rural revolution would enter a new stage.

Over the next two days, the things Korchagin thought might happen did not occur. The Central Committee had no thoughts of adjusting agricultural policy; they only issued routine documents emphasizing the need to do a good job in material distribution and production organization to ensure a bumper harvest this year.

When the day to go home arrived, Korchagin went straight home after work. As soon as he entered, he saw Tonya, heavy with child, had already prepared dinner. Their daughter had gone to her grandfather's house today, so only the couple remained. Wheat bread, stewed meat, and borscht—all foods Korchagin liked very much. Just as he took a few bites, there was a knock on the door. The visitor was a cadre from the Agricultural Bureau.

Facing Korchagin's invitation to eat together, the comrade immediately expressed his thanks, "Thank you so much, Secretary Korchagin. This is fried meatballs made by my wife, please taste them."

The lunchbox contained piping hot meatballs. Korchagin tasted one; the skin was crispy, the minced meat inside was rich and fragrant—very delicious. Having had military experience, Korchagin had little interest in luxury; he quickly finished his share of the meal. The cadre opposite him hadn't eaten much; seeing this, he immediately put down his utensils and began to speak of the purpose of his visit. "Secretary Korchagin, did you know? My younger brother has retired from the army and is preparing to get married."

"Congratulations," Korchagin replied with a calm expression, having already formed some guesses in his mind.

"Secretary Korchagin, I know you can get car tickets. I wonder if you could help me out," the subordinate requested.

Korchagin considered for a moment. As the Secretary of the Agricultural Bureau, he did indeed have some tickets now. These tickets were not issued regularly but came with every supply delivery, and the quantity varied each time. To Korchagin's knowledge, this was because for high-value large items, the yield rate varied each time, and the product quality also varied.

For example, Korchagin's car was a First-Class product, which had fewer breakdowns. Second-Class products were of slightly lower quality, like the three car tickets Korchagin had received. There were also Third-Class products, which were of even lower quality. In places with better management, these cars would only be given to urban residents. In places with poor management, these cars were used as rewards for outstanding agricultural production households. Naturally, the outstanding agricultural households would be very unhappy about this.

Because many places did this, agricultural bureaus in many regions received a large number of complaint letters. It got to the point where the Soviet of the Ukrainian Republic had to issue a document forbidding this practice. But things were not that simple, because having a car was still better than having no car. The farmers cursed, but they would still take the car.

The cadre opposite knew that Korchagin was a very principled comrade who never accepted bribes, let alone embezzled. Even though he often seemed unenthusiastic, while hundreds or even thousands of cadres in Ukraine alone were taken away by the KGB or the Discipline Inspection Commission every year for corruption and bribery, Korchagin always sat steadily in the position of Agricultural Bureau Secretary.

Promising benefits was useless with Korchagin. So the cadre said, "Secretary, my future sister-in-law is the daughter of Comrade Alyosha. Comrade Alyosha used to work in the First Cavalry Army."

Hearing "First Cavalry Army," Korchagin was finally moved. After chatting for a few sentences, Korchagin did indeed recall that Alyosha; at least he knew there was such a person. The Agricultural Bureau cadre struck while the iron was hot, "When my brother gets married, we would also like to invite the Secretary to attend."

Korchagin understood this comrade's meaning. That Alyosha was now a Senior Colonel and might be promoted to General. This guy's intention was to use the wedding to create an opportunity for Korchagin to meet his old comrade-in-arms Alyosha again.

Thinking in silence, Korchagin did not consider the power behind this comrade. Korchagin originally detested these kinds of connections. Moreover, after being called to the Kremlin by General Secretary Stalin last year and severely criticized to his face, and then seeing Secretary Kirov and General Secretary Stalin discussing work together, Korchagin had been deeply moved by the leaders' foresight and had lost interest in these trivial matters. Korchagin was now considering this cadre's work ability and performance.

Beside them, Tonya had remained silent. Born into an intellectual family, she was very satisfied with the status her husband had achieved, which was equivalent to a department director in the Tsarist era. And the fact that her husband maintained his integrity and restraint after grasping power made Tonya respect him very much. Of course, the feeling of people coming to their door to beg for favors was something Tonya enjoyed.

After considering for a while, Korchagin felt that this cadre's ability and usual performance could indeed merit a car ticket. Only then did he agree. After the cadre left with a thousand thanks, Korchagin sighed. Another reason he finally agreed was that this cadre had not expressed any intention to bribe him. A few days ago, after attending a meeting with the Kiev Municipal Party Secretary, Korchagin had been interviewed by the KGB. The KGB asked Secretary Korchagin to "pay attention" to a few cadres in the Agricultural Bureau. Korchagin immediately understood.

Based on the performance of those few cadres, it was likely that their crimes were about to be exposed. The reason they hadn't been moved against yet might be that the evidence was uncertain, or perhaps because so many people had been arrested that they didn't want the arrest of these guys to affect the work of the Agricultural Bureau. Without some ability, naturally, one wouldn't have the opportunity to sit in a position where one could engage in corruption.

Sighing, Korchagin said almost to himself, "Is this... how cadres are tested now?"

Tonya had also finished her meal by this time. As she cleared the table, she said, "My dear, can you get tickets for imported cars?"

Korchagin was speechless for a moment. Tonya had mentioned this matter before; the Deputy Secretary of the Kiev Education Bureau didn't really want a Soviet domestic car—he wanted to get a Chinese-made automobile.

Korchagin sighed in his heart: *Is this how cadres are tested now?*
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Tonya was a glorious teacher of the Soviet people. After work, she did not go home immediately but patiently finished her tasks in the class. She assigned work for the next day to the class monitor and student cadres, applied some pressure to the mischievous ones to teach them to control their impulses, and gave serious warnings to those children who had already shown problems.

Her husband, Korchagin, had been a secretary of the Komsomol (Youth League). Tonya had learned many working methods from him, which proved very effective when applied to education.

By the time she returned home, the sky was nearly dark. Tonya had already bought groceries, but before she could start cooking, there was a knock at the door. The wife of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau stood at the door holding a dish. "Dear Tonya, you just got back, right? This is a dish made at my home, let's share it."

In the Soviet Union, everything was graded by rank, and each rank had corresponding treatment. The KGB caught thousands of corrupt elements every year, and most of those netted were cadres discovered because they enjoyed things beyond their rank. For example, if a section-level cadre enjoyed the treatment of a division-level cadre, there was definitely a problem.

Tonya lived in Korchagin's apartment, and the neighbors were cadres of similar status. Soon, the wives of the secretaries of the Kiev Industrial Bureau and the Transportation Bureau also arrived at Tonya's place with dishes they had cooked. Everyone was of roughly the same rank, so there was no issue of currying favor. Tonya had a gentle personality but did not just drift with the current. As a teacher, her conversation was elegant. Naturally, everyone liked to sit at Tonya's home.

The neighbors brought several dishes, and Tonya could not finish them alone. Neither her husband nor her children were at home, so Tonya deftly made a pot of borscht and chatted with the female neighbors while they ate.

The Soviet Union had begun to produce automobiles, ending the history of Russia being unable to build cars. As the families of high-ranking cadres all bought cars, middle-ranking cadre families also mostly considered buying one. The women talked about the news they had heard: domestic cars were striving for improvement, but compared to imported cars, the failure rate was obviously higher. The purpose of buying a car was to facilitate life, not to add annoyance, so naturally, they wanted to buy cars with low failure rates.

Chatting while eating, the women quickly reached a conclusion. If the quality of Soviet domestic cars improved a bit, they would of course buy domestic. At this stage, the most suitable car to purchase was the Hongqi (Red Flag) car produced in Changchun, China. The Hongqi car had a very low failure rate and the price was also cheap. In the latest hierarchy formulated by the Soviet Union, the Hongqi car was positioned as a vehicle that deputy division-level cadres were permitted to own. This meant that if the families present bought a Hongqi car, there would be no trouble.

The wife of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau was anxious to buy a car, but after hearing the introduction, she still had some hesitation. Tonya was a teacher and did not understand the quality of cars. The expert was Dasha, the wife of the Transportation Bureau Secretary. Dasha herself was an engineer at a machinery plant, a professional through and through.

"Dasha, why are the cars allocated to deputy division-level cadres better?"

This question was also the most puzzling point for the other ladies. Logically, cars for higher ranks should be better.

Dasha actually did not quite understand why the quality of the Hongqi sedan performed so well either, and could only offer some guesses based on professional knowledge. "Perhaps the climate in Changchun is relatively similar to the Soviet Union? I heard that south of the Yangtze River region in China, it doesn't snow in winter."

Several ladies were surprised. "It doesn't snow! Can it really not snow?"

Such surprise was not because the ladies were uneducated, but simply because Russians could not imagine what a winter without snow would look like. Dasha looked at Tonya. "Tonya, your husband has been to Shanghai, he should be clear about it."

Tonya thought for a moment, supported her waist, stood up with her pregnant belly, and walked into the bedroom. Before long, she brought out a photo album. The ladies gathered around and saw over a dozen photos of Korchagin on a business trip to Shanghai, China. In the photos, a relatively thin Korchagin was on streets, at docks, by the seaside; behind him were massive equipment, streams of cars and bicycles, and tall buildings.

Regardless of the background, Korchagin in the photos was wearing thin short sleeves. The large number of Chinese people in the background were mostly the same. The ladies looked at the dates on the photos: from the end of October to early November 1922. The ground in the background was dry, and not a single snowflake could be seen. According to the time, it would already have started snowing in Russia.

While the ladies were clicking their tongues in wonder, Dasha suddenly said, "How about we consider traveling to China this year?"

Although they did not know the details, the Soviet Union had indeed recently begun to relax tourism management, especially for travel to China. Groups allowed to travel to China had already appeared. Travel to cities near the Sino-Soviet border was free, while these ladies could apply to travel to further places. For example, Beiping, Tianjin, Shanghai. The destinations one could choose for travel were also linked to the strict Soviet hierarchy.

In the last two or three years, China had suddenly gone unmentioned in Soviet newspapers and media. For ordinary Soviet people, this did not matter much. Originally, they paid no attention to China anyway. But the wives of officials did not see it that way, because Chinese commodities were quietly entering every aspect of the Soviet Union. It was just that previously these goods still had Chinese-made labels with Chinese characters, but now the labels had changed to Russian. Efforts were made to prevent people from associating these goods with Chinese manufacturing.

The view of the official class was completely the opposite; the interaction between the ladies' husbands and China had increased greatly. The Soviet Union imported a large amount of technical equipment from China to build factories, and the products of these factories, especially heavy industrial goods, were being exported to China in large quantities. Although the ladies did not understand why China did this, the increase in workload made them very curious about China.

Seeing the discussion veering off course, the wife of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau quickly pulled the topic back. "Everyone suggests buying a Hongqi car? Are there other good cars to buy?"

Dasha replied, "Don't ask for trouble." As soon as this was said, everyone nodded. Someone couldn't hold back and whispered, "The fourth floor." Hearing this, several ladies immediately glared at that one.

The term "fourth floor" was not some folk taboo, but rather that two people from the KGB lived on the fourth floor. No one liked corrupt officials, but even less did anyone want to be targeted by the KGB. "Don't ask for trouble" was undoubtedly an excellent choice for self-preservation.

By the time Korchagin returned home again, Tonya had already prepared the meal. The couple chatted while eating. Seeing that Korchagin was in a good mood, Tonya then asked him if he had a ticket for a Hongqi car.

As it happened, Korchagin really did have a ticket for this model of vehicle for deputy division-level cadres. Korchagin did not quite understand why Tonya had become so fond of foreign things. Regarding whether to buy Soviet domestic cars or imported cars, the cadres had discussions, and everyone wanted to buy domestic cars more. Now the cadres were all waiting for higher-end domestic cars to appear, so they were not in a hurry.

Facing his beloved wife, Korchagin had no will to criticize at all. Tonya had a very clear sense of her husband's mood, so she revealed a flower-like smile. "Dear Korchagin, just do this favor. Her family has three children!"

Just as they were speaking, the sound of little guys running outside came from downstairs. Korchagin's heart could not help but soften. Without looking, he could imagine the scene outside: a group of little guys who had finished eating were running out from their homes, forming a team like a pack of wolves running to play in the nearby small park.

Wanting to take good care of this bunch of little rascals was really troublesome. When work wasn't busy, Korchagin personally took his daughter to school, and the little one would dawdle, which was quite a hassle. Sending three little ones to elementary school and kindergarten in the morning was really very strenuous. Packing them into a car would save a lot of trouble.

Korchagin drank the borscht in front of him in a few gulps and said, "Tonya, let's go sit at the Deputy Secretary's house."

Tonya wanted to laugh but quickly put away her smile. She nodded very seriously. "Okay. We can only help them this one time."

Half an hour later, Korchagin and Tonya left the home of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau. The Deputy Secretary lived on the fifth floor and didn't dare send Korchagin into the hallway at all. He just thanked them profusely at home, quietly opened the door to see them out, and then immediately closed the door.

Korchagin lived on the third floor, so he didn't feel much about it. As someone who came from the revolutionary army, Korchagin actually felt some affinity for the KGB and could understand the hardships of these comrades well.

One week later, the Deputy Secretary's family finally picked up the car. Compared to the appearance of cars produced by several Soviet auto plants that imitated American and European luxury cars, the styling of the Hongqi car was very plain. Yet, it gave a feeling of gentleness and elegance. Looking at this car, Korchagin couldn't help but remember his trip to Shanghai, China.

China's strength had left a deep impression on Korchagin. The prosperity of that city, as well as the warm climate—Korchagin really couldn't imagine there was such a comfortable city in the world. What left an even deeper impression on Korchagin was Guangzhou, because after discussing the production of pesticides and fertilizers in Shanghai, Korchagin was ordered to go to the pesticide production base over in Guangzhou. The hot climate of Guangzhou was almost unbearable for Korchagin. Even in early November, the temperature was even hotter than summer in Kiev. Korchagin doubted whether he could stand it if he went to Guangzhou in the summer.

The feeling the Chinese people gave Korchagin as a whole was this kind of gentleness and elegance. They lived peacefully, looking enthusiastic yet self-controlled. It was hard for Korchagin to connect such a country with the tough nation that defeated Japan and Britain. As for the Qing Dynasty that was defeated by Russia, Korchagin was not very clear on exactly why Russia had defeated China.

At this moment, Comrade Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau happened to come downstairs with his children. Seeing Korchagin, he immediately revealed a smile. "Comrade Korchagin, are you going out? Do you need a lift?"

Korchagin hurriedly shook his head. "No need, I was just about to go home."

Soon, the car started up. The Deputy Secretary rolled down the window and waved to Korchagin. Quickly, the car entered the wide road and drove in the middle of the street.

Korchagin suddenly thought about whether he should also buy a car. The car Korchagin used now was assigned by his work unit. Korchagin had never thought about using the public car for private purposes; the car given by the state naturally had to be used for official business. But seeing that he was about to have two children, Tonya also needed a car. Korchagin himself didn't have anywhere to spend money, and the family's money was all managed by Tonya. He didn't know if their current savings were enough to buy a car? Now the government had introduced a policy called installment payments. This was actually a very good method. Korchagin decided to buy a car for himself and give it to Tonya to drive.

Korchagin did not expect that at this time, the manufacturer of the Hongqi car, the Changchun Automotive Group, was conducting a discussion regarding the Soviet market. The Deputy Section Chief of the Soviet Section of the Ministry of Commerce of the Republic of China was sitting on the podium, lecturing with spittle flying. That's right, not introducing the situation, but lecturing.

Originally, this should have been a discussion meeting. The report produced by the head of the after-sales department showed that from 1932 to 1933, the demand for imported auto parts in the Soviet Union increased by 361%, and whole vehicle exports increased by over 300%. In recent years, among the top three clients in Changchun Automotive Group's internal regional division, the Northeast region ranked first, the Soviet Union ranked second, and Inner and Outer Mongolia ranked third.

Originally, the Hebei region ranked second. Following the relocation of the capital, the economy of the Hebei region had actually become active. After the establishment of the Automotive Group in Tianjin, Changchun Automotive Group's sales in Hebei stagnated. Although the overall demand for automobiles in Hebei continued to increase, the new market share was eaten up by the Tianjin Automotive Group. From a sales market perspective, Changchun Automotive Group now had to take the Soviet market very seriously.

The group management layer naturally knew all this, but when it involved the Soviet Union, everyone couldn't help but complain about the Soviet system. For China, especially for present-day China, the concept of "industry" had appeared in the philosophy of the He Rui government. Since it was an industry, it was naturally a commercial operation. In commercial operations, there were no distinctions of high or low status, only the concept that everyone is equal before money.

As long as one had money, one could purchase a car. As for where the money to buy the car came from, whether the person buying the car was male or female, old or young, it had nothing to do with the automotive group. Regarding the rules and regulations formulated by those departments managing traffic, what the automotive group had to consider was whether to comply. If they were unwilling to comply, how to exploit loopholes in the laws and regulations.

Overall, the industry itself was very relaxed. Although dealing with regulation was a headache, as long as the enterprise didn't cross boundaries or get up to any mischief, it wasn't too much trouble.

However, although Changchun Automotive Group was a state-owned enterprise, it was after all just an enterprise. An enterprise was not qualified to conduct equal transactions with a state like the Soviet Union. Previously, Changchun Automotive Group's exports were all conducted through Soviet procurement; the automotive group had no interface point for trade with the Soviet government at all.

Fortunately, everyone was from departments separated from the former Northeast government, and there were plenty of old colleagues. So they asked their old colleagues how to better expand trade with the Soviet Union. Unexpectedly, this directly alerted the Ministry of Commerce, and the Ministry of Commerce specially sent someone to give a lecture.

Originally, the group felt this was making a mountain out of a molehill, but once the course started, the group felt that things were really not as simple as imagined. To do business with the Soviet Union, one had to first figure out to what extent the Soviet Union had recently developed. Understanding the Soviet Union was like opening a new world.

For China, if you worked well, you got paid more; the principle was simple and clear. But the Soviet system gave Changchun Automotive Group, as a state-owned enterprise, a taste of a once-familiar flavor, as well as increasing helplessness.

If you said the Soviet Union was progressive, the hierarchy within Soviet management was strict, and many things became very pretentiously difficult. If you said it wasn't progressive, the distribution system implemented by the Soviet Union was actually very reasonable. It fully reflected the characteristic that the Soviet people were the masters of the country. An ordinary person could live very well for a month on 800 rubles, even a person with no productive capacity at all.

In the Soviet Union, housing allocation depended on family size, not rank. Rank determined whether one had a dedicated car and security measures. Looking at a plan list for an Oblast Committee Secretary, in terms of salary alone, as the rank went up, perhaps materially the planned salary only increased by a pack of cigarettes. But in terms of benefits, it was completely different: vacations to the Black Sea, Labor Heroes having lifelong fixed seats in cinemas and theaters, rotated every four years as stipulated by Stalin.

When all production was linked to planning, such a peculiar situation emerged. Salaries might not be high, but after being linked to rank and the audited labor level, the benefits made one drool with envy.

Moreover, this treatment was not just for normal situations; there were additional subsidies for special circumstances. For example, if an unmarried girl gave birth at 16, in China, this would be a major event sufficient to bring shame upon the family. The girl's life would likely be ruined.

But in the Soviet Union, such a matter took on a different appearance. The girl could apply to the government. During pregnancy, she would not accept any financial assistance from parents or other relatives; the state would provide living expenses for mother and child, and medical expenses for childbirth and hospitalization would be borne by the KGB.

That's right, this kind of accidental event was not the responsibility of the civil affairs department, but was the responsibility of the KGB, the department responsible for internal affairs.

From the time the child was seven months old, they started kindergarten until university graduation without paying tuition. There was a separate subsidy of 1000 rubles a month (3 jin of meat a day, unlimited bread, 2 dishes, plus 1 soup). The total monthly living cost was less than 800 rubles, and the extra 200 rubles could buy some clothes.

The loss for the 16-year-old girl was just delaying school for a year, and it might be hard to get married later. But that was the Soviet Union. Although they also held negative evaluations of chaotic relationships between men and women, the Soviet Union lacked population. As long as it was a child of the Soviet people, they would receive care.

In this environment, did the Soviet Union have consumption power? It really did, and it was very strong. But from the perspective of China's current policies, this consumption power was closely combined with the welfare system. If the Soviet Union did not want to provide such welfare, there would not be the related consumption.

The upper echelons of Changchun Automotive Group had thought they were just holding a meeting to expand the Soviet market, but they had to invite comrades from the Ministry of Commerce to lecture specifically for two days before they gained a rough concept of the "Soviet market."

Changchun Enterprise Group discovered that as an ordinary enterprise, even if it was majestic in the auto market of the Northeast region, it was helpless regarding auto sales to the Soviet Union. Watching a big piece of fat meat right by their mouth, they surprisingly could only accept Soviet orders completely passively. Although they knew in their hearts this was inevitable, that kind of unwillingness was unavoidable.

In the end, the group simply made a decision: "Let's just watch slowly."
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On the morning of April 29, 1933, at 10:00 AM, the cars of He Rui, Duan Qirui, Xu Shichang, and others stopped at the entrance of Zhang Xiluan's residence. The area outside the Zhang home was packed with vehicles. The younger generations of the Zhang family, all dressed in mourning attire, were welcoming those who came to pay their respects. Seeing He Rui and the others arrive, the Zhang family members simply exchanged a few words before guiding these prominent figures of the Beiyang era towards the mourning hall.

An incense table had been set up in the mourning hall, with Zhang Xiluan's photograph hanging above it. Several foreigners were awkwardly lighting incense and kneeling to bow before Zhang Xiluan, while the Zhang family members bowed in return. The Zhang family steward whispered to He Rui and his group, "Everyone, these are from the foreign consulates in Tianjin."

Seeing these foreigners, who had always wanted to impose Western etiquette on China, now obediently kneeling and bowing according to Chinese custom, Duan Qirui felt a sense of satisfaction. Duan Qirui did not consider himself a staunch traditionalist; having attended military academy in Germany, he fully agreed that etiquette should be as simple as possible. Now that China was entering industrialization, the pace of life was much faster than before, and the people had no time for such troublesome rituals. However, this simplification of etiquette had to be done by China itself and had nothing to do with importing foreign customs.

Just then, hearing footsteps, Duan Qirui turned to see his son, Duan Hongye, standing beside him. Out of habit, he wanted to scold him. But on second thought, he felt his reprimand would be groundless. His son had clearly been waiting outside for some time and only followed them in after seeing him arrive with He Rui, which counted as knowing his place.

At this moment, the foreigners had finished their obeisance. Following them, two men stepped forward and knelt to offer incense with exceptionally practiced movements. Their kneeling posture was almost a full prostration, significantly different from the movements of ordinary Chinese people. The Zhang family steward whispered an explanation: "These two are from the Japanese and Korean consulates in Tianjin."

After the foreign diplomats stood up, they saw He Rui and the others and wanted to approach, but were blocked by security bureau personnel. He Rui and his group stepped forward to kneel and offer incense. After the ceremony, the Zhang family invited them into the rear hall.

Madam Zhang, her eyes swollen from crying, sat listlessly in a chair in the rear hall. Seeing He Rui and the others enter, she struggled to stand. Xu Shichang stepped forward to stop her, "Sister-in-law, please do not rise. Take care of your health and restrain your grief."

The deceased was paramount, so Madam Zhang did not stand on excessive ceremony. Zhang Xiluan's eldest son stepped forward to recount the circumstances of Zhang Xiluan's passing. "My father took a nap in the flower hall the day before yesterday afternoon, just as he always did. We didn't want to disturb him. Unexpectedly, he just passed away like that."

As he spoke, tears welled up in his eyes again. Xu Shichang sighed, "Sigh... Duke Zhang was open-minded all his life. I didn't expect him to leave so peacefully at the end, comparable to entering Nirvana. This is a blessing."

At these words, everyone nodded. Zhang Xiluan's eldest son knew there was absolutely no malice in these words; passing without the suffering of a sickbed was indeed a blessing for Zhang Xiluan. He took a letter from his bosom. "Chairman, my father wrote this letter several years ago. He instructed me that if the Chairman came to offer condolences in person, or sent someone to inquire, I was to hand this letter to the Chairman."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui, Xu Shichang, and the others couldn't help but feel envious. This was indeed Zhang Xiluan's style. He had been certain while alive that He Rui would come, so he hadn't rushed to mail the letter. If He Rui hadn't come, this letter would never have been delivered to him. In the world today, with Zhang Xiluan gone, there was no one else qualified to do such a thing.

He Rui naturally understood that Zhang Xiluan was putting on a small show of status at the very end of his life; this act was very much in character. Taking the letter, he intended to offer a few words of comfort, but suddenly grief welled up from within. Thinking of the friendship and full support Zhang Xiluan had given him back then, he couldn't help but shed tears.

Duan Qirui and the others were excellent judges of character. Seeing He Rui weep, they could sense it was not feigned. While reassured, they also felt somewhat emotional. The old Beiyang faction had been established during a time of national turmoil, striving to accomplish something at the end of the Qing Dynasty. Feared by the Qing court above and despised by the revolutionaries below, they had struggled with difficulty. The turmoil in between was countless. From 1895 to 1925, they had bitterly held on for thirty years, accumulating countless infamies during that time. Although it was He Rui and his cohorts—who came from the Beiyang—who unified China, a Beiyang background was no longer a credential to be flaunted within He Rui's government. Although the name of Beiyang still existed, in reality, it had vanished like smoke.

He Rui wiped away his tears and sighed, "I still remember when Duke Zhang entrusted the responsibility of the Zhen'an General to me at the Fengtian Railway Station. Duke Zhang was in plain clothes. holding my hand, he said, 'Brother, the future of China is left to you guys!' Leaving Fengtian that time, he had only one concern: out of brotherhood, he insisted on seeing Duke Xiangcheng one last time. Thinking of Duke Zhang's grace in recognizing and supporting me, I..."

At this point, He Rui's eyes reddened again.

Zhang Xiluan's eldest son was moved and quickly said, "Chairman, my father passed away in his sleep and left no last words. However, in recent years, my father said that if anyone praised his life during the condolences, I should clarify. In his life, he accepted all the gifts others sent, and did little for the country or the people. The only thing my father was proud of was fighting those few small battles with the Japanese and the Russians. Resigning the position of Zhen'an General was because my father lacked the strength to shoulder it and could only entrust it to others. Meeting Chairman He and entrusting major national affairs to him actually fulfilled my father's reputation. It was absolutely not a grace of recognizing talent."

These words made Duan Qirui feel uncomfortable. Among the old brothers of the Beiyang lineage who held the title of General, except for Zhang Xiluan, basically all had notorious reputations, and there was no shortage of those who were ruined, with Yuan Shikai being the most ruined of all. Zhang Xiluan had achieved both worldly affairs in life and a good name after death. Duan Qirui felt his own life fell far short, causing him to sigh repeatedly.

Xu Shichang said, "Nephew Zhang, your father had a clear mind. Apart from envy, we have no other words. The deceased is gone; please restrain your grief."

The group did not stay long. After presenting their monetary gifts, they took their leave.

Duan Qirui was in a heavy mood and remained silent after getting into the car. He only looked at his son when he heard Xu Shichang introducing Duan Hongye to He Rui. He Rui smiled and said, "So it is National Hand Duan. I have long heard of your great name."

Duan Hongye smiled bitterly, "The title of National Hand is unworthy of the name. I have been defeated repeatedly and made a laughingstock of myself before the Chairman."

Hearing his son's reply was decent, Duan Qirui's mood improved slightly. Unexpectedly, Duan Hongye continued, "Duke Zhang's passing is enviable. I was just thinking, if in my old age I could thoroughly solve an ancient Go manual and then die, that would be a most beautiful thing."

Hearing his son start spouting nonsense again, Duan Qirui wanted to scold him in anger. But with He Rui present, Duan Qirui didn't want to lose face in front of an outsider, so he could only glare hatefully at his good-for-nothing son, planning to deal with this bastard after returning home. But he heard He Rui laugh, "If you could thoroughly solve one ancient Go manual, and then solve another, that would be even more beautiful."

Hearing He Rui encourage his son, Duan Qirui quickly said, "Chairman, my son has a nature that seeks no advancement. Do not have any expectations of him."

Facing his father's attack, Duan Hongye didn't care at all. He smiled bitterly, "Chairman, although I work hard, I also know that my Go strength has reached its limit. No matter how hard I try, I cannot improve an inch. Just as my father said, I am not worth expecting anything from."

He Rui had witnessed the era where AI completely crushed human Go players and had a very intuitive feeling about the upper limit of human Go ability, so he didn't take winning or losing at Go to heart at all. He advised, "National Hand Duan loves Go, so you must know that Go skills are also an accumulation. If you can clarify your own understanding of Go and write it down for future generations to learn from, that is also a contribution. Japanese Go also relies on accumulation."

Hearing this, Duan Hongye couldn't help but feel somewhat guilty, "Does the Chairman also play Go?"

"I do not," He Rui replied.

"I hear that the Chairman writes books and establishes theories, which I truly admire. What the Chairman just pointed out... it's not that I don't want to do it, but that I cannot. If you ask me to play, I can play, but if you ask me to summarize Go theory, I rack my brains only to find that everything I can write is nonsense. I am truly ashamed."

Hearing Duan Hongye speak sincerely, He Rui smiled, "When I started writing books back then, I was equally uneasy, feeling that the theories I proposed were utter rubbish. However, the ugly daughter-in-law must eventually meet her in-laws. Isn't writing it out just to let others criticize and ridicule it? As long as one does one's best, that is enough."

Hearing this, Duan Hongye frowned. After thinking for a moment, he asked somewhat uneasily, "Every time I write, I feel it is my best effort. But looking at it again a few days later, I feel it is rubbish. Does the Chairman have any advice?"

"I don't understand Go. Even ten of me added together couldn't beat National Hand Duan. So I will only speak of the mindset. National Hand Duan, everyone has defeats from yesterday. Do you feel that yesterday's defeat was because you didn't do your best at that time?"

Duan Hongye frowned, pondering for a while before answering, "In every game of chess, I do my best."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui almost blurted out the words "Really?". He only refrained from interrupting because Xu Shichang tugged at his sleeve. He heard He Rui smile, "Everyone can morally criticize others, and can also morally criticize themselves. But before criticizing, it is best to think about one thing. Was that person's action at that time a case of having the ability to solve the problem but deliberately not doing so? Or was their ability truly only limited to that extent? If National Hand Duan does his best in every game, why care about how others evaluate it? If you have any insights, just write them down."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui felt a shock in his heart and immediately thought of the crowd of the old Beiyang faction, feeling depressed again. He turned a deaf ear to what his son and He Rui said afterwards.

Yuan Shikai had suppressed rebel armies many times in his life, killing countless people. In the textbooks of He Rui's government, these events were evaluated as negative cases. Conversely, regarding Yuan Shikai declaring himself emperor, the evaluation was that Yuan Shikai could not see the situation clearly and had limited ability, simply wanting to risk everything on a gamble; this matter was actually not viewed as Yuan Shikai's crime. If one followed what He Rui just said, it really sorted out a train of thought, clarifying how to distinguish things.

The more he thought about it, the more ashamed Duan Qirui became. The old Beiyang crowd faced countless accusations. If followed what He Rui just said, those people claiming they were merely acting out of expediency were just looking for excuses. What they sought was the result. From the perspective of intent, the old Beiyang crowd actually knew that they were just fighting for power and profit. So, being condemned by word and pen was absolutely not wronging them.

Compared to this struggle for power and profit, Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself emperor was actually Yuan Shikai using his personal ability to attempt a path to unify China. No wonder that although the evaluation of the old Beiyang was terrible, Yuan Shikai remained the number one figure among them. This level of vision was truly superior.

Just as he was thinking, he suddenly heard Xu Shichang speak, "Chairman, I have a doubt recently. What exactly is the difference between China's Socialism and the Soviet Union's Socialism?"

Duan Qirui realized then that he had been so absorbed in his thoughts that he hadn't heard what everyone had been saying. Xu Shichang's question was exactly the issue many people had been raising recently. In the National Assembly, many MPs who were not from the Civilization Party expressed their own views on this matter. Conversely, MPs from the Civilization Party did not like to raise such questions.

Looking at He Rui, he saw He Rui reply with a hint of a smile, "At this stage, what is most striking about the Soviet system cannot actually be said to be Socialism, but its welfare system. The system the Soviet Union has created has made it a welfare state. Mainly, Soviet nationals all enjoy the treatment of citizens. This point alone surpasses much of Europe. Actually, if you just look at the manifestation, don't you all feel that France has also been pushing a welfare system in recent years?"

"Welfare... isn't that just getting money without working?" Xu Shichang asked.

"Welfare is a treatment one enjoys naturally as a citizen of the country. If you view the Soviet Union as a large enterprise, it is easier to understand. Welfare applies to all employees, while bonuses only apply to high-performance employees. Welfare includes many things, and various enterprises provide different forms of welfare to employees, but these can be classified into the following categories: employee welfare, supplementary wage welfare, insurance welfare, retirement welfare, employee service welfare, and material welfare.

"Welfare does not fall from the sky; it must be viewed as part of the total compensation, and total compensation is one of the important aspects of human resource strategic decision-making. From a management perspective, welfare can contribute to the following strategic goals: assisting in attracting employees; assisting in retaining employees; improving the enterprise's image in the eyes of employees and other enterprises; and improving employee job satisfaction. Unlike employee income, welfare is generally tax-free. For this reason, relative to an equivalent cash payment, welfare has greater value to the employee in a certain sense."

Duan Qirui could only understand the general idea, but even so, he formed a vague concept. When people in China discussed the Soviet Union now, they naturally praised how good that country was to workers and how comprehensive the protection for workers was. Hearing He Rui now, describing welfare as part of wage compensation, he felt a sense of enlightenment.

Xu Shichang obviously understood it more profoundly. After a moment of thought, he continued to ask, "Chairman, you just said that bonuses only apply to high-performance employees. Isn't that what those notes the Soviet Union provides to factories and farmers are?"

He Rui nodded, "Correct. The Soviet Union has vast territory and a sparse population, with abundant resources, so it can support such a welfare system. And under the welfare system, the Soviet Union is not unaware of rewarding diligence and punishing laziness; their bonus system is designed to achieve such an incentive effect."

Xu Shichang nodded slightly, "Then where lies the difference between my China's Socialist system and the Soviet Union's?"

He Rui asked in return, "What is our China's most abundant and valuable resource?"

Xu Shichang thought for a long time before tentatively answering, "Could it be people?"

"Precisely. China has a large population, ranking first in the world. People are the most creative group; they are both the creators of social products and the consumers of social products. Although China is vast and resource-rich, the per capita amount is very small. Therefore, China's only path is to develop productive forces. To develop productive forces, competition must be introduced into industries. Being in the midst of competition, victory and defeat are unavoidable. Having victory and defeat implies a lack of security. Therefore, what China wants to provide to the people is not welfare, but guarantees. This kind of guarantee is divided into two aspects: one is education, allowing all people to receive education to participate in competition and continuously improve their personal strength. The other is to guarantee that people will not suffer a devastating blow due to excessive competition and never recover.

"Comparing the two countries, the Soviet Union at this stage is first letting the people live a passable life. Those who want to do more get rewards. This welfare system is immediate; you can get it right now. Whereas China at this stage is letting the people know that everyone will not die because of failure in competition. But if you don't participate in social mass production, if you don't participate in competition, there will be no better life."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui felt somewhat unwell. Chinese history had cartloads of records regarding "contention"; as long as there was contention, tragedy would inevitably arise. Therefore, China had always pursued stability and opposed contention. Taking the Beiyang struggle for power and profit that Duan Qirui had personally participated in as an example, just the few old Beiyang members and the revolutionaries had made a foul atmosphere of the world, and it could even be said that the people had no way to live. The competition He Rui spoke of covered the entire country; no matter how he thought about it, it didn't seem like a good thing.

Xu Shichang had already voiced his own view, "Chairman, competition must always have laws and regulations. I wonder if the many new laws enacted in recent years are intended to suppress the turmoil brought about by competition?"

"You can look at it that way, but there is a big difference within it," He Rui replied. "Turmoil caused by competition is divided into two types. One is a growth economy, and the other is a stock economy. Let's talk about the stock economy first. Mr. Zhou Shuren, the Minister of Culture who resigned, wrote an article saying that the social system before liberation was one where moving a chair would result in death. Why did such cruel things happen? Because the total economic volume had reached its limit, which is the so-called fixed number of wealth under heaven. Therefore, any change in wealth means taking someone else's wealth as one's own. How could the person losing wealth let it be? Naturally, they would rise up and struggle. Taking away a person's livelihood is worse than killing their parents; it would be strange if lives weren't lost. Therefore, we must absolutely not let the country run under the conditions of a stock economy."

Duan Qirui suddenly understood and couldn't help but ask, "Chairman, then how about the growth economy?"
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Xu Shichang displayed his mastery of self-control, his expression remaining unchanged, though he was inwardly surprised by the question Duan Qirui had raised.

"What about the *Growth Economy*?" This single question could be taken as an inquiry into what a growth economy actually was. Xu Shichang had seen introductions to the "Growth Economy" in newspapers many times and felt it unlikely that Duan Qirui hadn't read them.

If it wasn't a matter of not understanding the definition, Xu Shichang guessed that what Duan Qirui was really asking was what kind of turmoil a growth economy would trigger. And Duan Qirui wouldn't be satisfied with a bland introduction. Just a moment ago, He Rui had said that under a "Stock Economy," merely moving a chair would result in death. It would probably require an insight of similar penetrating power to satisfy Duan Qirui.

He Rui began his introduction: "Speaker Duan, the Growth Economy is also divided into two types. The first type occurs during a change of dynasties. At that time, the world has gone through great chaos, and the population has died off by at least half. The land of the powerful has been confiscated. The new dynasty, having witnessed the fiscal crisis caused by land annexation, will naturally suppress it. As a result, the income of every household increases, and the country thrives for the first few decades."

Both Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang were men of the world, and neither had any sentimental feelings for the working people. Hearing this, they both nodded slightly, feeling that He Rui's view held water.

However, Duan Hongye frowned, his expression showing some unbearableness. Finally, he couldn't help but ask in a low voice, "Chairman, may I ask a question?"

Duan Qirui instantly became angry. He knew his son well; in his early years, he had been dissolute and accomplished nothing. Although he had settled down in recent years and focused on Go, he remained completely ignorant of politics. If He Rui's humility was genuine and he really didn't know how to play Go, then in politics, He Rui was not just a 9-dan national master. If one could rate He Rui as a 10-dan or even a 12-dan grandmaster, Duan Qirui would feel it was entirely appropriate. His own son, Duan Hongye, was someone who hadn't even touched a chess piece in this game.

Duan Qirui shouted, "Adults are talking, what are children interrupting for!"

Duan Hongye usually didn't take his father's scolding seriously, but this time he was scared into a shiver and lowered his head.

He Rui smiled and said, "If you have a question, let's hear it."

Duan Hongye glanced up at his father, not daring to speak recklessly. A large part of Duan Qirui's anger was to protect his son. Seeing Duan Hongye now afraid to speak, he scolded again, "The Chairman asked you to speak, so speak up!"

Duan Hongye lowered his head, making Duan Qirui want to kick him. He had poked the hornet's nest, so why was he afraid to open his mouth now?

After thinking for a while, Duan Hongye looked up and asked, "Chairman, when the Manchu Qing abdicated, China's population loss was not significant. Does this mean a Growth Economy cannot emerge?"

Xu Shichang was stunned. He had actually thought of this question himself, but he hadn't expected Duan Hongye to ask it.

He Rui smiled. "Haha, after China was unified, land reform was implemented. The government has explained many times that the purpose of land reform is to restructure the assets of the bankrupt rural economy and to rescue the people from a bankrupt environment. This can also be considered a type of Growth Economy, it's just that this type of Growth Economy can be sustained for a very short time. Internal government discussions at the time concluded that even with the construction of water conservancy facilities, the period of sustained growth provided would be no more than three to five years."

Seeing that He Rui had actually answered his question seriously, and listening to He Rui's answer, Duan Hongye asked, "So that is why the Chairman signed the comprehensive economic cooperation agreement with France in '28?"

He Rui smiled. "That is the other type of Growth Economy."

Duan Qirui wanted to shout at his son to stop. This time he really wanted the brat to cut the crap; how could national affairs be recklessly evaluated by a child? From unifying China to cooperating with France, they had gone through the Sino-British War in between. He Rui's decisions always looked dangerous, but after He Rui completed them, one would discover that his actions were extremely rhythmic. Although it looked like he left no room for retreat each time, the odds of winning were actually high. A guy like Duan Hongye had better not discuss it at all. Because even if he wanted to flatter He Rui, he would likely miss the point entirely.

Duan Hongye, however, was a bit excited. "Chairman, is this growth the growth of industrialization?"

Xu Shichang saw Duan Qirui's unease and smiled. "Nephew Duan, I have some matters I want to ask Chairman He. How about we switch seats?"

Seeing Duan Hongye obediently shut his mouth and give up the seat next to He Rui, Duan Qirui gave Xu Shichang a grateful look. He felt that the old guys were still reliable at critical moments. Xu Shichang then asked, "Chairman, what is this other type of Growth Economy like?"

He Rui didn't pay any more attention to Duan Hongye. "For over two thousand years, China was the richest country in the world because China developed agricultural production and handicraft production to their limits. Industrial society, however, breaks the production mode based on land and creates a new Growth Economy mode. Let me ask you all a question first. Cities are now full of buildings. If a war breaks out, will the value of this wealth change significantly?"

Xu Shichang answered immediately, "If the flames of war stretch on, the price of buildings in the city will drop immediately. Moreover, many people will flee to the countryside and abandon their houses."

"The economic growth of industrialization is based on population concentration. Population concentration inevitably leads to the emergence of towns and cities. Only with the space of towns and cities to carry wealth is there a foundation to accommodate economic growth. Director Xu, was the economy more prosperous in the Song Dynasty or the Qing Dynasty?"

Xu Shichang had been the Director of the National Archives for the past few years and had finally been able to calm down to read and think. Hearing He Rui's question, he answered immediately, "Naturally, it was the Song Dynasty."

He Rui nodded. "Our substantive alliance with France is to develop China's industry at the fastest possible speed. This type of Growth Economy breaks through the limitations of land and uses the power of the state to maintain a new way of life. This new way of life is used to accommodate entirely new economic growth. This new way of life changes the old social model. And regarding this social model, one issue must be emphasized: who is the creator of wealth! Once this point is clarified, and policies are formulated to encourage the creators of wealth, the economy will develop continuously. The turmoil caused by competition can also be properly resolved."

Duan Qirui realized that He Rui had brought the topic back to the initial discussion about "competition causing chaos." Although he felt it followed logically, the shift was a bit abrupt. At least Duan Qirui felt that there were a few points in the argument that weren't clear, and He Rui hadn't explained them.

Xu Shichang, however, felt he basically understood. He asked, "Chairman, putting it this way, why does it give me the feeling that the Soviet Union is following the old path of China's past dynasties? Is this the gap in civilization level that the Chairman mentioned?"

"Haha, on this earth, which country was the first to realize a comprehensive smallholder economy?" He Rui laughed.

Xu Shichang thought for a moment before answering, "I'm just guessing blindly. I recently read a few articles about changes in Japanese land. Could it be that the first country on earth to realize a comprehensive smallholder economy was China?"

"That's right, it was precisely China. In the Tang Dynasty, there were still many people shouting to restore the *Well-field System*. By the Song Dynasty, people began to sigh, 'Land lasts a thousand years, but changes masters eight hundred times.' This is the so-called 'Ten thousand generations bathed in the grace of the Ancestral Dragon.' Qin Shihuang standardized the script, standardized carriage tracks, abolished feudalism, and established the commandery and county system. The political system he created was meant to conform to the smallholder economy. When the *Well-field System* was established, it was an advanced system under the economic mode of that time. But with the development of productive forces, a more advanced smallholder economy appeared. As the greatest reformer in Chinese history, Qin Shihuang pushed China's system to a new height. Since then, for two thousand years, China has remained the richest country in the world. The social system is the relations of production. Only when the relations of production match the development of productive forces can productive forces develop rapidly."

Xu Shichang was not a Civilization Party member, so he naturally hadn't received Party School education. The theoretical knowledge He Rui spoke of was something that any cadre at the strict department level or above would have studied completely, and ministerial-level cadres fully understood these theories. But for Xu Shichang, it was simply deafening, making him feel his horizons had been greatly broadened.

Whether from excitement or the bumps of the car, Xu Shichang's beard began to tremble slightly. Xu Shichang's eyes suddenly lit up, and he couldn't help but say, "The Rule of the Three Dynasties! This word 'Rule' is truly ingenious!"

Duan Qirui very much wanted to participate in such a discussion, but his knowledge reserve only allowed him to listen from the side; he was greatly lacking if he wanted to join in. However, Duan Qirui didn't like these things anyway. He asked, "Chairman, if it is a competitive environment, trouble is bound to happen. I heard that the country needs to suppress annexation, but I don't know what needs to be suppressed under the new Growth Economy?"

"The annexation in land reform was the annexation of land. Current Chinese land is state-owned, so land annexation does not exist. Annexation in the industrial age also has two directions. The first is monopoly. So-called monopoly can be seen as a low level of civilization, repeating the practice of drawing a circle on the ground as a prison—which even the Chinese smallholder era knew was wrong—in the industrial age. The final result is as Mr. Zhou Shuren described: all resources in society are carved up cleanly, and moving a chair requires death!"

Hearing this and connecting it to the actions of the Beiyang warlords, Duan Qirui couldn't help but nod in agreement.

"The other type of annexation is the state providing guarantees for laborers, ensuring that the country's operating costs cannot be borne by the poor. At this time, wealth annexation is the concentration of wealth towards the investors and the operators who master technology. To stimulate enthusiasm, when dividends are distributed, not only do investors receive dividends, but those who master the technology that promotes technological progress often have to take the other large share. This is the direction of annexation in the new era. Compared to monopoly, this is already considered a relatively reasonable path. And since we want to engage in competition, this profit distribution model is also inevitable. Between repetitive labor and creative labor, creative laborers will definitely receive more."

Duan Qirui was confused listening to this. The future He Rui described seemed to have no problems, but he really couldn't imagine what the future He Rui was describing would actually look like. He opened his mouth to speak but didn't know what to say.

Xu Shichang understood a bit, but the description in He Rui's future that "creative laborers take the large share" made Xu Shichang, who held a *Jinshi* degree, find it hard to believe. Xu Shichang asked, "Chairman, why would investors be willing to let creative laborers take the large share? If creative laborers are disobedient, can't they just be fired?"

"Haha!" He Rui sneered. "Indeed, those people can be fired. But what happens after they are fired? If one or many enterprises fire creative laborers, can't these creative laborers find work? If there are still people in this era who want to engage in personal dependence and personal restraint, are they treating the laws of the country as mere decorations? If the government can't even enforce its own policies, is there any need for this government to exist?"

Only then did Xu Shichang suddenly realize the truth, and he couldn't help but feel a bit ashamed. During the three years of land reform, the He Rui government had deployed a million troops to the grassroots level. People who resisted land policies rebelled constantly in various places, but they were all extinguished as quickly as they rose. Hundreds of thousands of those fellows who appointed themselves "Commanders" and "Great Generals" were killed. The lucky ones were sentenced after being caught. In the current prison labor camps, there were not ten thousand but at least eight thousand "Emperors" making buttons.

Taking the state system into account, Xu Shichang also understood. As long as private investors did not hold the right to personal dependence, they could do nothing against those capable fellows. Capable fellows mastered technology and mastered operational ability; they would be good men wherever they went.

But Xu Shichang still wanted to get to the bottom of it. He pressed, "Chairman, those who master technology still don't have money in their hands."

"The ones who truly earn the greatest profits in an industry are always the top-tier enterprises. To become a top-tier enterprise, one must either master a large amount of advanced technology or possess monopoly rights. In China, only the state possesses monopoly rights. Then, in a competitive environment, what means will these groups of advanced technologists adopt against those industries without technology?"

"In a competitive environment..." Xu Shichang didn't want to say more. He felt that the future He Rui described was somewhat terrifying. If it was a competitive environment, it would be big fish eating small fish. How could the strong let the weak live comfortably? If those strong ones ate by their own ability, they would likely have no good feelings towards enterprises where investors covered the sky with one hand.

Since these two old Beiyang fellows didn't ask more, He Rui didn't want to describe the appearance of the era of competition. He pulled the topic back to the initial content. "Therefore, China's socialist system encourages competition. It encourages people with advanced productive forces to earn profits. This is the pursuit of efficiency. But once efficiency takes priority for too long, the country will become severely polarized. At that time, what society needs is to adjust policies and enter a mode of pursuing fairness. The Soviet Union is a socialist country, but socialism itself is an economics, and economics is a view that studies the laws of the world. Therefore, comparing the socialism of the Soviet Union with the socialism of China, if it were my definition of socialism, it would be metaphysical talk. Everyone chatting about nothing. What can be compared are state systems and economic models. Then, I stand by my words: the Soviet Union is a welfare system state. China is a guarantee-based state."

Xu Shichang hadn't expected He Rui to actually bring the topic back at the end. He didn't know whether to be surprised or admiring. Because He Rui had touched upon too many practical issues while taking the topic apart to explain, this discussion, which had a clear beginning and end, not only failed to completely resolve Xu Shichang's doubts but actually added many new confusions for him.

But Xu Shichang was a *Jinshi* after all, and had been the Great President. He had spent a lot of time in his life considering exactly what kind of China would be the "good China" he believed in. Addressing the content He Rui expounded, Xu Shichang asked, "To what extent can this guarantee actually guarantee things? I mean, to what extent can it guarantee things right now?"

"At the current stage, everyone in China has a pension. After reaching retirement age, they can collect money from the state every month. This money is enough to meet the living needs of retirees. In addition, guaranteed housing is provided in cities. At least before retirement, one can have a place to live by virtue of a labor contract. One will not end up on the streets. Everyone must receive compulsory education during school age, and be able to receive adult education after starting work. As long as these can be achieved, China is the strongest country in the world."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang's expression changed. "The elderly are cared for, the young are educated, the poor are supported, those in difficulty are helped, and widowers, widows, orphans, the childless, and the disabled are all provided for. These are the words of the sages in the *Book of Rites · The Operation of Li*. Chairman, if this can be achieved, it truly is the Rule of the Three Dynasties! The Rule of the Three Dynasties!"

He Rui was a man of science and engineering, so his feelings towards the Rule of the Three Dynasties were far less intense than those of a scholar like Xu Shichang. Moreover, in the industrial age, some wealthy European countries had indeed executed these policies for a short time. It was just that as China rose and Europe could no longer earn super-profits, the economies of those small European countries couldn't withstand it, and these policies existed in name only.

"China's guarantees, besides guaranteeing that the people can afford to lose, must also guarantee that the people have someone to teach them. This is also the advanced point of Chinese civilization. Even if it is the ideal of sages from thousands of years ago, it can still make many people willing to implement it when placed in the present. What's more, for thousands of years, predecessors have worked hard to try to realize these ideals. Although China is not a religious country and does not seek an afterlife, Chinese culture itself is not a civilization that only pursues enjoyment in the present life. As long as one grows up in Chinese civilization and still has hot blood in their chest, they will have feelings for family and country and be willing to dedicate their strength to China's future."

Xu Shichang nodded in deep agreement. "Indeed, indeed."

Duan Qirui was also somewhat moved at this moment. Recalling the last words of Zhang Xiluan relayed by his son not long ago, and thinking of Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself emperor because of his own insufficient level, he felt excited in his heart and couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Even the various warlords, without exception, use unifying the world as their slogan. If it is really seen by people that the warlords only want to carve up territory to protect themselves, if there are some capable people among their subordinates, they will also cast them aside like worn-out shoes."

Xu Shichang felt that Duan Qirui's words were truly untimely, but He Rui expressed his agreement. "Indeed so. This is the merit of Chinese culture. Those without feelings for family and country are destined not to receive support."
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The plane landed at the Capital Airport, and US Secretary of State Cordell Hull disembarked to be greeted by Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang. As they shook hands warmly, Hull remarked, "Trans-Atlantic flights have already been established. I wonder when we will see flights spanning the entire Pacific."

From Washington to China was once a long, arduous journey. Even now, Hull had to take an American flight across the Atlantic, then hop stop-by-stop from the west of the World Island to its east. Even so, what used to be a voyage of over a month by ship had been shortened to three days—already incredibly fast.

Li Shiguang knew Hull's itinerary and smiled. "I don't think it will be too long."

Li Shiguang spoke with confidence. China's geographical location was protected by layers of harsh natural conditions, which was a strategic defensive advantage, but the world's most economically developed regions were all far from China. As China's connections with the world grew tighter, travel was indeed a suffering. Fortunately, the latest large aircraft from China's aircraft manufacturing companies could theoretically fly over 8,000 kilometers in a single trip—enough to fly non-stop from Peiping to Hawaii. However, navigation was not yet precise enough, and this ultra-long-range aircraft had only just completed its prototype phase, so test flights had not yet begun.

Hull didn't mind; his comment was merely a gesture of goodwill. He smiled, "I hope to see it as soon as possible."

The two soon arrived at the State Council by car. Hull had come with a mandate from President Roosevelt. Upon meeting Premier Wu Youping, Hull immediately conveyed President Roosevelt's desire to sign a four-power Reinsurance Treaty between China, Japan, the US, and the UK.

Hearing Hull's earnest presentation, Wu Youping calculated the strategic needs of the United States. The US was a two-ocean power, with vast oceans serving as natural barriers. However, for the US to project military power overseas, it also needed to cross these vast oceans. In Wu Youping's view, President Roosevelt's proposal for a four-nation military Reinsurance Treaty was aimed at limiting China's naval development.

Wu Youping praised, "I greatly appreciate Mr. Roosevelt's attitude towards peace."

Secretary Hull paused. The words were indeed praise, but in the diplomatic sphere, saying this meant China would not sign. If China didn't sign, Japan wouldn't sign either. Thus, the US objective had already failed.

Wu Youping's expression remained mild. From a geopolitical perspective, China, Japan, and the UK were neighbors (via colonies/territory), while the US was an extra-regional nation. Previously, He Rui had proposed signing a four-power reinsurance treaty because China's situation was unsettled, and he needed to drag an extra-regional power in to act as a spoiler. Now, China was about to complete two Five-Year Plans and would soon begin expanding its fleet. There was no longer any reason to sign a four-power Reinsurance Treaty.

Secretary Hull did not immediately press the issue. He had two goals for this trip: one was to push for the Reinsurance Treaty, and the other was to discuss plans for China to purchase American grain. Between the two, the grain sales plan was clearly more important. Previously, just two years of grain trade between China and the US had nearly allowed former President Hoover, whose reputation had hit rock bottom, to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat in the election. President Roosevelt naturally wanted to sign a longer-term grain supply agreement to pull the farmers' votes into his own hands.

So Hull began to discuss this matter. Seeing that Hull merely made demands without offering guarantees to China, Li Shiguang felt this style was very American. Western negotiations were always like this: state one's own interests first, then wait for the other side to haggle. Because these interests were very realistic, it made the West feel very mercenary.

In reality, Westerners weren't mercenary; they simply knew how to tailor their treatment to the recipient. Facing a strong country, Western nations were extremely polite. Secretary Hull's straightforward request was proof of his respect for China.

After listening to Hull, Wu Youping immediately and frankly expressed his dissatisfaction. "Due to your country's high tariff policies, sales of Chinese goods in the United States have become extremely difficult. The balance of trade in goods between China and the US has remained in a surplus for you. We cannot accept such a situation."

Secretary Hull was prepared. "Mr. Premier, I believe this view is biased. The United States has huge investments in China. From a capital perspective, the US has always been helping China. The surplus cannot be calculated this way."

Wu Youping waved his hand. "American capital entering China only proves that China has a good business environment, and entrepreneurs from various countries, including the US, are willing to invest in China. But in terms of commodity trade, we are under tremendous pressure."

Hull naturally wouldn't abandon his position over such words. He stated firmly, "I believe there is great room for cooperation between China and the US. There is no need to waste breath on this issue."

"Then why does the US government refuse to accept payment in Chinese Yuan?" Wu Youping countered.

As Secretary of State with presidential authorization, Hull naturally wanted to clarify China's bottom line regarding payment in Chinese Yuan. Using Chinese Yuan to pay for goods China purchased from the US was a major issue. Even though France now provided a value guarantee for the Chinese Yuan—meaning French banks would provide exchange settlement—doing so would imply the US had to cooperate with France.

If the US simply agreed to let China pay for American grain in Chinese Yuan, it would effectively mean the US recognized the value of the Chinese Yuan. The US had no obligation to help the Chinese Yuan and the Franc. So Hull replied, "We can accept Francs as a payment currency."

Wu Youping waved his hand again. "This is not conducive to trade relations between China and the US."

"If China signs the Reinsurance Treaty, the US might consider it," Hull naturally steered the topic back to the treaty.

Wu Youping wasn't anxious at all. Buying American grain helped the American government. Recently, both Britain and France had indicated they could expand grain exports to China; evidently, both countries were eyeing the market share American grain currently held. Even if China bought American grain this year and stopped afterward, China's food supply would not be affected.

With this confidence, Wu Youping quickly skipped over the topic and turned to ask about recent US economic developments. "I heard the US government has expanded its monetary injection. The Chinese State Council is very concerned about this."

Hull hadn't expected Wu Youping's counterattack to be so multifaceted. He could only answer cautiously, "As far as I know, the situation is not as drastic as you describe."

Wu Youping smiled. "But we saw the Federal Reserve's announcement, which feels in significant conflict with what you are saying. I wonder who we should believe?"

Although Wu Youping was smiling, his words were sharp. If Hull couldn't produce any proof, it meant the Chinese State Council questioned Hull's honesty. This was dangerous in diplomacy. The words of a Secretary of State considered dishonest would be heavily discounted. Facing such skepticism, Hull did not evade but began to explain to Wu Youping what had happened recently in Washington.

Since the Great Depression was triggered by a financial crisis caused by frantic speculation, President Roosevelt's New Deal also started with reorganizing finance. During what was called the "Hundred Days" (March 9 to June 16, 1933):

When Roosevelt was sworn in on March 4, 1933, almost no banks in the country were open, and checks could no longer be cashed in Washington.

At Roosevelt's request, Congress passed the *Emergency Banking Act* on March 9, deciding to implement a licensing system based on individual review of banks. Solvent banks were allowed to reopen as soon as possible. From March 13 to 15, 14,771 banks received licenses to reopen. Compared to the 25,568 banks before the crisis erupted in 1929, 10,797 had been eliminated.

The extraordinary measures Roosevelt took to reorganize finance played a huge role in cleaning up the mess and stabilizing public sentiment. Public opinion praised this action as "a bolt of lightning in a pitch-black sky." While reorganizing the banks, Roosevelt also took action to improve the US's external economic position.

Starting with the announcement of halting gold exports on March 10, 1933, a series of major measures were taken:

On April 5, the private hoarding of gold and gold securities was banned, and the exchange of banknotes for gold was stopped; on April 19, gold exports were prohibited, and the gold standard was abandoned.

After explaining the major events recently occurring in the US, Secretary Hull concluded, "Therefore, it is not that the US has expanded monetary injection, but that over ten thousand American banks reopening required the state to pay out a large amount of currency to the banks so they would have enough cash for operations. Mr. Premier, the Federal Reserve's report did indeed mention the currency issuance situation, but this is a tactical issuance. It is not a decision by the US government to issue currency in excess."

Wu Youping already knew these things. He merely nodded but said nothing.

Seeing Wu Youping's reaction, Hull continued to explain, "We cannot respond to the Chinese Yuan payment issue right now not because our country discriminates against the Chinese Yuan, but because the US financial system is currently in turmoil, and we cannot explain the work regarding Chinese Yuan payments. We can establish a discussion mechanism for the Chinese Yuan payment issue right now, and I believe we can certainly resolve this problem quickly."

Wu Youping nodded. "I believe in the sincerity of the American side. I suggest that once the Chinese Yuan issue is resolved, China and the US immediately convene a meeting on grain imports."

Hull hadn't expected the situation to unwittingly develop to the point he least wanted to see. The Chinese Yuan issue belonged to the US Treasury Department's scope of work, while the Sino-US grain issue was the domain of the Department of Commerce. Only the four-power military Reinsurance Treaty fell under Hull's management as Secretary of State.

As a result, Wu Youping insisted on solving the Chinese Yuan issue first. Although this technically completed the communication for his trip and reached a conclusion, this conclusion was far from Hull's own calculations.

With no other choice, Hull could only say, "I would like to request a meeting with Chairman He Rui."

Wu Youping immediately pushed this to the Foreign Ministry. "Then please, Minister Li, discuss that with Mr. Hull."

***

He Rui didn't want to see Hull at all. It wasn't that his views differed from Wu Youping's and he didn't want Hull to discover discord within the Chinese government. Rather, He Rui was currently analyzing the latest US trends and truly had no time to see Hull.

Discussing US grand strategy with the US Secretary of State was the most foolish choice. The Secretary of State might know President Roosevelt's arrangements, but he certainly wouldn't say them, and would instead try to mislead He Rui.

The reason He Rui was so anxious was that recent events in the US showed a significant deviation from the historic Roosevelt New Deal. Historically, Roosevelt won the election with ease, sweeping through like a whirlwind, and the American people were full of anticipation for the New Deal. Now, Roosevelt had won narrowly, and the opposition he faced was much stronger than in history.

Perhaps Republican congressmen believed Roosevelt was by no means the only choice, or perhaps after He Rui changed history, significant personnel changes or shifts in thinking had occurred among American congressmen. In any case, Roosevelt's *Emergency Banking Act* was passed, but the Banking Act (Glass-Steagall) had been rejected by Congress.

This wasn't what He Rui cared about most, because he had never learned who was in the US Senate and House in 1933, so he couldn't make comparisons.

What He Rui felt was wrong was that Roosevelt's "Fireside Chats" program had not appeared.

On March 12, 1933, the eighth day after his inauguration, Roosevelt accepted a recorded interview with ABC, CBS, and MBS in front of the fireplace in the reception room on the ground floor of the White House. Staff installed microphones by the fireplace. The President said: he hoped this talk would be intimate, dispensing with official pomp, like sitting in one's own home talking casually. Harry Butcher, manager of the CBS Washington office, said: In that case, let's call it "Fireside Chats." And so the name was set.

There is a view that the Fireside Chats were historically very important because Roosevelt himself used this new media tool, radio, to explain to the American people what his New Deal was all about, and to explain complex financial issues in language the public could understand, thereby gaining their support.

He Rui used to believe this, but now he didn't. Current radio stations, lacking satellites, couldn't cover the vast countryside. And radios were expensive tools that the poor couldn't afford.

Even if recordings could be broadcast locally, the people's knowledge structure couldn't comprehend the complexity of the banking industry; listening would be futile.

What really worked was perhaps simply Roosevelt, as President, conveying to the people that he was working hard to solve the economic crisis. But for that kind of propaganda, ordinary newspapers were sufficient.

Although He Rui didn't believe in the effectiveness of the Fireside Chats, the fact that Roosevelt didn't hold them proved that the situation he faced had changed too much. He Rui had to start studying possible changes in the US. Historically, Roosevelt was elected president four times. For the US, if Roosevelt only served two terms, it would be a major event capable of changing the country.

China didn't possess too much data right now, but even so, the materials filled several carts used for moving official documents. He Rui flipped through them at high speed. Since he wasn't a historian, he couldn't compare most of these materials. Even so, he found it very interesting.

It could be roughly determined that the Roosevelt New Deal chose to solve the economic crisis through massive liquidity injection. He Rui only knew that historically, President Hoover had engaged in many work-relief policies. Now it seemed Roosevelt definitely hadn't negated those policies; he not only inherited Hoover's plans but expanded them many times over.

Later generations said the New Deal was Keynesian. He Rui considered this far-fetched. Keynes himself was a British economist, and Keynesian solutions were custom-made for Britain. The US and UK were completely different in terms of land area, population, market structure, and consumer power. Naturally, there was no comparability.

If one insisted on the connection, it would undoubtedly be an insult to the economists of both countries. How could serious economists not know that plans must be formulated strictly according to the fundamental reality? If Roosevelt had copied Keynes, the US economy would inevitably have collapsed.

The core of the New Deal was "restoring confidence," and there was no problem with that. This was also why He Rui couldn't figure out why the "Fireside Chats" hadn't aired. The only possibilities were two: either the Fireside Chats were a spur-of-the-moment idea, not something deeply considered—this was most likely. The other possibility was that something made Roosevelt unwilling to conduct Fireside Chats. He Rui wanted to figure out what had stopped him.

If Roosevelt could hear He Rui's inner thoughts at this moment, he would probably smile bitterly. Because He Rui had done plenty of "Fireside Chat" style things over the past few years.

In current American society, it was believed there were four major "dictators" in the world: Mussolini in Italy, He Rui in China, Stalin in the Soviet Union, and Hitler, who had just come to power in Germany.

These four dictators all paid great attention to using radio tools for propaganda to the people. Especially the dictators of the Soviet Union and China, both of whom claimed to be socialist. Socialism was very popular in the world right now, and all four of these "dictators" in American eyes claimed to be engaging in socialism.

Roosevelt had initially wanted to do Fireside Chats, but his staff and even the heads of the broadcasting companies indicated that if he did so, he would be labeled as attempting to become a dictator. And Roosevelt couldn't even clarify this on the radio; the more he explained, the worse it would get.

Moreover, Roosevelt's cabinet members provided him with very optimistic data. According to the initial plan, China was supposed to buy 10 million tons of grain from the US last year, but in reality, China purchased 14.8 million tons. This gave American farmers a huge reprieve. Because so much grain was sold abroad, US grain prices skyrocketed, and the number of people employed in agriculture surged.

Although the market still lacked money, the economy was truly being pulled forward. At this stage, Roosevelt's *Emergency Banking Act* could inject funds into the cash-strapped agricultural sector, and the economy would immediately begin to improve rapidly.

Roosevelt's staff and the broadcasting heads admitted that the Fireside Chat model was quite good. So they suggested Roosevelt conduct such talks after the Hundred Days had taken effect. As long as the economy started to improve, rumors attacking Roosevelt for seeking to become a dictator would not generate any influence.

Roosevelt thought this suggestion was good and accepted it.

Although He Rui didn't know this inside information, he noticed the changes in the US economy. This made him spend more time deducing, to the point where he didn't even want to see Secretary Hull.

The fundamental change in the French economy was intentionally driven by He Rui. The current change in the US economy, however, was unintentionally driven by him. The reason was simple: last year, US grain purchase prices were so low that not buying was a loss. He Rui acted according to the economic principle of buying low. So He Rui had to spend time deducing whether war would break out ahead of schedule.

Historically, the American elites represented by Roosevelt were important promoters of World War II. Economic changes would only give them more reason to push for war.
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Secretary of State Hull's efforts to sign a grain agreement with China had encountered difficulties, but this did not discourage him. He immediately relayed China's demands back to Washington while continuously contacting Chinese officials, attempting to find an opportunity for a breakthrough.

In addition to his efforts within China, Hull also sent a telegram to the US Department of Commerce, instructing them to communicate with the Soviet Union. When Hull departed, the Soviet Union was still negotiating with the United States regarding the purchase and sale of equipment. That had not yet concluded.

Just three days after Hull's order was sent, Comrade Stalin received a report: "The United States requests that the Soviet Union increase its grain imports by 5 million tons annually. In return, the US government will approve the sale of more complete sets of equipment to the Soviet Union."

Slowly smoking his pipe, General Secretary Stalin was somewhat unclear about what the Yankees were trying to do. The United States was a grain exporter and needed to sell grain; this was not strange. As an importer of machinery and equipment, it was not strange for the Soviet Union to buy some American grain to alleviate the pressure on US exports. But 5 million tons, and an annual import at that—this put a lot of pressure on the Soviet Union. Given America's tradition of founding the nation on commerce, this approach seemed quite underhanded.

When things are abnormal, there must be a demon at work. General Secretary Stalin invited Molotov over and asked for his views. Molotov answered immediately, "General Secretary, as far as we know, US Secretary of State Hull is visiting China. It is said that one of his tasks is to hope to sign a longer-term grain export agreement with China."

General Secretary Stalin smoked half a bowl of tobacco in silence, feeling he understood the general reason. Molotov also offered his deduction. Presumably, the US government's meaning was that since the Soviet Union had good relations with China, and China had a huge demand for grain while the Soviet Union was a major grain exporter to China, shifting this pressure to the Soviet Union was something the Soviet Union could handle easily.

However, after giving this relatively non-negative explanation, Molotov offered a more negative one. "Comrade General Secretary, I think if we agree, the United States might also inform the Chinese side of this matter. Therefore, I suggest we pass this news on to China."

Stalin felt Molotov's suggestion seemed somewhat weak, but after considering it for a moment, he felt Molotov's suggestion was indeed more appropriate. American grain prices were cheap, while the Soviet Union's grain exports to China followed normal international market prices; there was a price gap between them. The Soviet Union could indeed make a profit from this.

But once this money was earned, it would give the Americans room to exploit the price difference. Although China had established security trust, political trust, and economic and trade trust with the Soviet Union, and although China called itself a socialist country, in the Soviet Union's view, China was still a capitalist country. The *Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty* signed between the two countries was merely a peace and security treaty ensuring that China and the Soviet Union would not enter a state of war. This treaty was not directed against third countries and was by no means a treaty for joint combat between socialist countries.

In other words, Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov's view was correct. Once the Soviet Union earned the price difference, the United States could completely use this matter as a bargaining chip in its dealings with China. Rather than being used by the United States, telling China directly was actually the best choice.

General Secretary Stalin knocked out the burnt tobacco, his expression half-smiling. "It seems that pressuring China through us is the US Secretary of State's wishful thinking."

Molotov had not expected Comrade Stalin to make such a judgment, but after a moment's thought, he felt this idea was likely correct. But Molotov did not feel surprised. There were not many countries in the world today that could pressure China. If the United States were looking for countries like Italy, the Netherlands, or Germany, China would not pay them any attention at all.

If Britain were to pressure China, China would probably not care particularly either. As China's quasi-ally, France would not be foolish enough to pressure China. Now, only the Soviet Union could create enough pressure on China. And even if pressure were created, as long as there were no diplomatic accidents—meaning the person responsible for execution was not a fool who truly believed China was a country the Soviet Union could mold at will—then the two sides could reach a good agreement.

"Then shall I contact the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs now?" Molotov asked.

Stalin nodded. "I agree with your view."

That day, He Rui, who was thinking about the current situation in the United States, received the document sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Seeing that the United States was working so hard to sell grain, He Rui also found it quite amusing. Up to now, the main reason China was not in a hurry to sign was that He Rui was assessing the situation in the United States.

He Rui looked at the calendar; it was already May. He Rui instantly had a feeling of "time passing unnoticed in the mountains." Recently, researching the development of the international situation, every day was work, eating, washing, sleeping, repeating the cycle. In the blink of an eye, half a month had passed. Time passed so quickly; the summer harvest season was approaching.

Since it was time for summer harvest and summer planting, Premier Wu Youping would certainly go to inspect the summer harvest situation according to regulations. Taking advantage of the fact that Wu Youping had not yet departed, He Rui asked the State Council to send a report on this year's grain situation.

If it were before, He Rui would have directly asked people from the Ministry of Agriculture to make a report. Now, the central government's work was increasingly on track. The Ministry of Agriculture had once faced drastic changes, namely the popularization of double-cropping grain. Now that the areas where it should be popularized had mostly completed the task, it was time to hand the work over to the State Council. What He Rui needed to do was to go to the State Council if there were problems, rather than finding people directly himself.

Soon, a Department Director from the Ministry of Agriculture arrived at He Rui's side. He Rui seemed to have seen him before but had never conversed with him. He Rui felt some emotion in his heart; with the stability of the country, personnel arrangements had finally reached the current situation. Various departments already possessed the personnel authority they should have had.

In the early days, He Rui held all power in his hands, one of which was personnel power. A Department Director could not rise to the position without He Rui's review. The reason for doing so at the time was that He Rui wanted to build the country according to his own ideas. The reason He Rui no longer "held all power" now was that the country had gradually been established in the direction He Rui had set. Even if personnel power returned to the State Council, and even to the various ministries, the overall direction would run according to the national model He Rui had established.

This Director was surnamed Lü. Director Lü was somewhat agitated, and his speaking speed was relatively fast when introducing the situation. He Rui could understand completely, so he listened in silence until he heard this passage: "...It is estimated that in 1933, China's annual production of chemical fertilizer will reach 10 million tons. Newly built water conservancy facilities and the number of motorized wells can meet current grain demands."

He Rui raised his hand. Director Lü stopped immediately and looked at He Rui. He Rui asked, "In Hebei Province today, how many tons of water are extracted by motorized wells annually?"

Director Lü hurriedly flipped through the documents and quickly found the statistic. "Approximately 300 million tons."

He Rui sighed in his heart; the situation had still reached this point. Director Lü could not understand why He Rui looked somewhat unhappy and asked hurriedly, "Chairman, do you have an opinion on this kind of extraction?"

He Rui did not know how to answer. China was one of the countries with severe water shortages in the world. With 18% of the population, it possessed only 6% of the world's water resources. China's per capita water resources were only 2,300 cubic meters, one-fourth of the world's per capita level, making it one of the countries most lacking in per capita water resources in the world. Today, with severe per capita water shortages across China, there was still the problem of water resources being distributed more in the south, with northern water resources being far lower than in the south. Hebei Province's per capita water resources were less than 300 cubic meters, only a fraction of the national average and less than one-seventh.

In terms of water resources, the national per capita was one-fourth of the world average, while Hebei's per capita was one-seventh of the national average. Hebei's per capita water resources were 1/28th of the global average. The world's per capita water resources were around 10,000 cubic meters, while Hebei's per capita water resources were not even 300 cubic meters, accounting for 3% of the global per capita water resources. This was the problem of water shortage in Hebei. Yet Hebei happened to be a plain area; in ancient times, it belonged to the Central Plains and was an important grain-producing area of our country.

No matter how short water resources were, Hebei's fertile fields could not be left fallow, nor could industry fail to develop, which would make Hebei Province's water shortage problem even more serious. In the past, news about water in Hebei every year was basically like this: water shortages and drought resistance were the main themes. If surface water was insufficient, one could only demand it from underground.

"I have no opinion," He Rui sighed. This statement was certainly somewhat insincere, but it was not a lie. Currently, China's population growth exceeded 20 million every year, and this growth would not decrease in a short time but would be maintained for a period. That is to say, China's population might increase by 400-500 million in about 15 years.

The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security had made an unpublished population growth analysis report based on the census. People who had seen this report were frightened. Based on the current population number and birth rate estimates, by 1950—that is, 25 years after He Rui established the national government—China's population might reach 1 billion.

The population growing so fast could be attributed to national stability and people's lives being more affluent than before. Coupled with a low death rate and medical care covering the country, the population increased rapidly. But the food problem immediately became prominent. The grain required for a population of 1 billion was a terrifying figure, and all high-level government officials were frightened by such a number.

He Rui was truly not too afraid. Because He Rui had lived in a China with a population of nearly 1.5 billion, which was extremely developed and prosperous. That China did not lack grain, and did not even need to import much grain. Of course, the so-called "did not need much" also meant importing grain measured in tens of millions of tons. But the goal of this grain was to adjust tastes and provide feed for the breeding industry.

The reason this could be so was that after new energy made a complete breakthrough, the seawater desalination technology paired with it achieved a comprehensive breakthrough. He Rui had visited China's water transmission pipelines; that was a water transmission system stretching for thousands of kilometers. Starting from the seaside, tens of billions of tons of seawater were introduced into factories annually and desalinated using very efficient and cheap technology, separating out fresh water and various salts.

Fresh water was transported to various provinces that were once drought-stricken through a massive pipeline system, irrigating vast deserts and barren lands that were once almost impossible to plant into fertile fields. This was an irrigation area covering 3 million square kilometers. And this new agricultural model was not simple and crude flood irrigation, but a high-tech agricultural model.

Rows of solar panels erected high up had no end in sight; between the solar panels were neat crop areas. The water used to clean the solar panels periodically irrigated these drought-resistant crops. Those former sandy lands and barren drylands had undergone soil improvement, thereby producing large quantities of crops.

For such agriculture, dedicated drone systems had also been developed. These drones not only flew in the sky but also ran on the ground. Planting, management, and harvesting were all executed by drones. One person could often manage an area of several square kilometers.

Moreover, using carbon dioxide as a basic raw material to synthesize products like starch, sugar, and amino acids greatly reduced the direct demand for grain. This allowed China to completely solve the problem.

Although such technology might not enter comprehensive practical application until the 60s of this timeline, He Rui was not afraid. Since he had seen it with his own eyes, it proved that this kind of thing was completely achievable.

Director Lü saw He Rui not making a sound and became even more nervous in his heart. He asked in a low voice, "Chairman, may I continue to report?"

Director Lü had heard of many people coming to He Rui to report in the past and being questioned by He Rui until they were sweating profusely. He was very worried about whether his preparation was insufficient and he had disappointed He Rui.

He Rui put away his memories and said, "Continue."

Director Lü's report was based entirely on current affairs. From the current situation, agricultural development was very gratifying. With the popularization of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, double-cropping of agriculture and close planting had been fully popularized. The annual growth in grain output exceeded 10%. And for two consecutive years, grain output growth had reached 15%.

The upper echelons of the Ministry of Agriculture had seen the assessment report that China's population would reach 1 billion in 1950. Although they did not quote the content of this terrifying report, even if China's population increased by 30 million new babies annually, compared to the population of 650 million in 1932, the annual population growth was less than 5%, only 4.615%.

Compared with population growth, grain yield grew very fast, not only able to feed so many people but also able to improve everyone's living standards year by year.

Just when He Rui thought this report would only narrate a bright future and not discuss existing problems, Director Lü finally began to narrate contradictions and problems.

The biggest contradiction was what He Rui had heard: mainly the water usage problem. Close planting indeed greatly increased agricultural output, but at the same time, it greatly increased agricultural water consumption. The area south of the Huai River had annual precipitation of around 800 millimeters, and water usage pressure had never been great. However, in the northern regions, annual precipitation was just over 400 millimeters. The temperature had been relatively high in the past two years; although droughts occurred frequently, relatively extreme precipitation also appeared often. The Ministry of Agriculture therefore proposed a suggestion, which was to build more water conservancy facilities to guarantee agricultural water supply.

In addition to agricultural water supply, industrial water consumption and the water supply for rapidly developing cities were also competing for water use. Industry and cities were not only fighting for water with agriculture but also causing pollution problems. These were all headaches for the Ministry of Agriculture.

If ordinary people heard this, they would probably feel the sky was about to fall, or at least that China was surrounded by crises, like a pile of dry firewood everywhere, where a single spark could set the pile ablaze.

But He Rui was completely unafraid, not even particularly worried. He Rui had seen the contents of these reports in numerous historical records. What was needed to solve these problems was not sighing, nor trembling. In the production field, develop productive forces; in the social field, adjust between efficiency and fairness. From a more macroscopic field, it was to promote the development of the entire society.

The reason the New China government could show extraordinary vitality was primarily that it dared to break and dared to establish. What gave the New China government this courage, which other national governments did not possess, was the accumulation of Chinese civilization. In the long agricultural era, the historical experience accumulated by Chinese civilization meant the Chinese government did not lack courage, but lacked the ability to support this courage. So-called conservatism was not because the country had no courage, but because it did not want to artificially create social turmoil by executing policies detached from strength.

Now that industrialization had begun, constant change became actionable.

Director Lü finished his report and looked at He Rui, who still seemed lost in thought, feeling even more apprehensive. But Director Lü did not dare to interrupt. He had heard from comrades that Chairman He liked to think. He would often fall into long periods of thought. This style might not be a good thing for middle-level management; to improve efficiency, execution must be fast. Even if it was wrong, one had to do it first.

But for the leadership layer, being good at thinking was an excellent ability. And one had never heard of He Rui delaying work because of thinking. In the vast majority of experiences, He Rui was the formulator and promoter of policies that seemed most radical at the time; one had never heard that He Rui was a conservative.

Just then, He Rui asked, "I just want to ask, to what extent has research into sprinkler irrigation and drip irrigation technology reached?"

After asking such a question, He Rui felt that perhaps he was too radical. The basic cognition required to run a country lay in "any policy requires costs." Flood irrigation seemed simple and crude, but doing so was not because someone deliberately wanted to waste, but because of a very simple reason: low cost!

Sprinkler irrigation and drip irrigation were both high-tech content. But as long as this was done, one had to face high costs. Pipes entering all fields cost money; pipe installation, disassembly, and maintenance all required costs. These costs were either borne by the state or by the people. If considering that the state's money came from taxes, ultimately, it still had to be borne by the people.

But He Rui had to ask this. After more than 40 years of extraction in Hebei Province, groundwater had been cumulatively over-extracted by 150 billion cubic meters, forming seven large funnel areas with an area of about 70,000 square kilometers. What was the result of groundwater over-extraction? The first was the problem of land subsidence. If you pumped away all the water originally underground, the parts that originally had water became cavities, bearing capacity decreased, and it could induce ground collapse.

The North China Plain was the area with the most severe land subsidence in the country. In 2018, the area listed as a severe zone was 5,800 square kilometers, accounting for 99.8% of the country's severe zones. Among them, the cumulative maximum value of land subsidence in the Beijing area was about 1.2 meters; the cumulative maximum subsidence in the Tianjin area was 3.25 meters; the cumulative maximum subsidence in Cangzhou City, Hebei, was 2.50 meters; and the cumulative maximum subsidence in Dezhou City, Shandong, was 1.08 meters. Underground, more than 1 meter, or even more than 3 meters—what kind of concept was this? This was a large cavity, enough to make a car fall straight down. Such outrageous underground cavities existed in the urban areas of Beijing and Tianjin.

As a newcomer from the 21st century, He Rui had a huge reaction to this.
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"Chairman, we have completed the trials for spray and drip irrigation. The results are good, but the cost is too high. It cannot be promoted in the near term." Director Lu answered very straightforwardly.

He Rui had long known this would be the result, so he did not press further. When looking at problems from a national perspective, cost is the primary consideration. Even if a country is powerful, it cannot withstand constant financial subsidies.

Director Lu did not believe He Rui would enforce the new irrigation technology, so he added, "Chairman, this technology has been placed in reserve. If the price of new plastic pipes continues to drop, we will implement this irrigation method in water-scarce regions. However, the promotion of plastic greenhouses has very good prospects."

He Rui nodded but did not pursue the topic. These were technical issues, and once He Rui opened his mouth, he would be discussing strategic issues. The two sides were simply not on the same channel.

Director Lu did not elaborate further on the current trends of these technologies, bringing the topic back to the previous report. "Chairman, the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Commerce have formulated several plans for importing grain. Within a price difference of less than 15%, the minimum grain import from the United States can reach 2 million tons. It is now certain that the price of grain imported from the United States is the lowest."

Hearing the report, He Rui formed a numerical concept. Currently, the competitiveness of Chinese industrial goods was rising rapidly, and trade with most partners was basically in balance. The only exception was the trade with the United States, a major producer of both grain and industrial goods, where China was at a comprehensive disadvantage. The United States was truly strong; this was a strength determined by resource endowment. Moreover, the American system was well-suited to its current resource endowment. Forty-one years ago, China might have possessed the strength to confront the United States, but it did not possess the strength to overwhelm it.

After sending Director Lu away, He Rui pondered his strategy towards the US. The specifics were indeed troublesome. He Rui wrote down the most fundamental question: "Can strategic mutual trust be built between China and the United States?"

Although nothing could be said to be inevitable, He Rui truly had little confidence in building mutual trust between China and the US. If mutual trust could not be established, He Rui would have to consider a grand strategy of war with the United States.

During this period, US Secretary of State Cordell Hull continued to visit Chinese officials. Departments unrelated to Sino-US relations politely declined Secretary Hull's requests for meetings. The Ministry of Education, which was relevant to Sino-US relations, was currently led by an acting Vice Minister following Zhou Shuren's resignation. Secretary Hull believed that the He Rui administration contained a large number of personnel who had studied in the US, so even if the government couldn't be called pro-American, it should at least be easier to communicate with. However, after talking with the Vice Minister of Education for a while, Hull found the enthusiasm from the Chinese side to be limited. This limited enthusiasm was entirely focused on inviting or hiring American science and engineering experts to lecture in China or take positions in Chinese research departments. For instance, China's newly formed forestry and agricultural soil analysis projects had many vacancies in their research groups.

Secretary Hull considered America's liberal arts majors, including political science and law, to be excellent departments. Yet the Vice Minister of Education, who had a background in science and engineering, showed absolutely no interest in them. It reached a point where Secretary Hull couldn't help but ask, "China has hired a large number of European legal scholars; why is there discrimination against the United States?"

According to general international norms, publicly accusing the other party of "discrimination" was a severe allegation. Unexpectedly, the Vice Minister of Education replied calmly, "We never discriminate against anyone. It is simply that the legal concepts of the United States differ too greatly from those of China. Our judicial system is closer to the Civil Law system, which has a vast gap with the Common Law system. As for academic exchange in politics, we cannot accept racist political concepts."

Secretary Hull considered himself a mild-mannered man, but hearing this, a rush of anger went straight to his head. "This is prejudice on your part!"

The Vice Minister's emotions remained stable as he answered composedly, "Whether it is prejudice or not, every country has a different view. I believe that until Black people in the United States obtain rights equal to those of White people, there will also be huge divergences in political exchange between our two nations."

Secretary Hull wanted to warn the Vice Minister that if China continued to hold such an attitude, it would affect the number of Chinese students going to the US. However, he did not say this aloud, because Secretary Hull knew very well that threatening China was meaningless. Moreover, up to this point, Secretary Hull had discovered something very interesting: the attitudes between China and the US seemed to present a wonderfully symmetrical state.

Before departing for China, Hull had a discussion with President Roosevelt. Even though he was focusing almost all his energy on the domestic economy, President Roosevelt still took the time for this meeting. Hull was deeply impressed by a passage from President Roosevelt: "...I believe the Soviet Union and China are utilizing American technology and equipment to perfect their own technological systems, which is not advantageous to the United States. Hull, you also know that many people within the US have a very negative evaluation of these two countries."

Hull believed that before his election, Roosevelt could disregard being labeled a "Communist" because American voters knew Roosevelt could not possibly be a Communist. Now that Roosevelt was elected President, he had to avoid such insinuations. Because Roosevelt had to bring along some fellows considered to be socialists to fight against the old traditions within the US together. Therefore, the best method was to express a relatively tough stance towards the Soviet Union and China.

The Chinese side's attitude towards the United States also appeared very distant. But beyond the political mistrust between the two countries, they were exactly the same when it came to making money. As long as it benefited their national needs and interests, neither China nor the US would refuse.

A question suddenly arose in Secretary Hull's mind: between two such countries, would war break out?

Without giving Secretary Hull time to ponder, the Chinese Vice Minister of Education attempted to end this meeting, which was actually closer to a ceremonial call. Secretary Hull did not insist; after chatting for a few more sentences, he rose to take his leave.

The next person to meet was China's Minister of Commerce, Li Chenggang. Just looking at Li Chenggang's square face gave one the feeling of a soldier's temperament. But Li Chenggang was actually very patient in his work. He quietly listened to Secretary Hull's exposition on the grain trade, then waited for Hull to continue expressing himself. It was only when Secretary Hull asked for Li Chenggang's view that Li Chenggang replied, "I believe Sino-US grain trade will continue. You will not return empty-handed."

Hull did not feel happy. Everyone was in the same line of work; Li Chenggang's attitude was not weak in the slightest. Admitting that Sino-US grain trade would continue was usually followed by stating the conditions under which the trade would end.

Just as Secretary Hull expected, Li Chenggang continued, "If the United States cannot accept the Chinese Yuan, then the purchase volume will have to be determined by the trade volume. However, you need not worry. The quantity of Chinese goods the US is currently purchasing is already quite significant. It won't reach the point where China has no money to pay."

Hull felt no comfort from these words. The trade volume between China and the US was indeed increasing, but it wasn't just grain that China imported from the US. Asphalt, oil, and minerals were all major Chinese imports. Given the speed of China's current industrialization, grain was actually the less important item among these.

Food exports were very important to the US government. Hoover had almost turned the tables previously by relying on suddenly receiving large orders from China. Once the support of the agricultural states was lost, a President was basically finished, likely leading to an inability to be re-elected.

At this moment, Hull decided to state some bottom lines. "If our country expands the import quota for a portion of your country's goods, do you think this would satisfy the Chinese government?"

Li Chenggang naturally would not feel satisfied. Just as the US hoped China would open its market, China also hoped to thoroughly open the door to the US market. The United States was not only the world's most powerful industrial nation but also a very large market.

Next, Li Chenggang began a discussion with Hull. The content focused on trade barriers between China and the US. Hull was only the Secretary of State, not the Secretary of Commerce. If asked to haggle with Li Chenggang, Hull certainly couldn't do it well, nor would he do it. But discussing trade barriers between the two countries was exactly Hull's area of expertise.

After some discussion, the two reached several points of consensus: the long shipping routes between China and the US, China's still relatively weak domestic consumption power, and the mercantilist concepts and policies currently held by both nations.

Mercantilism was the initial economic theory of the bourgeoisie. Arising and developing during the disintegration of the feudal system and the period of primitive capital accumulation in Europe, it conducted the initial theoretical examination of the capitalist mode of production.

In the late 15th century, Western European society entered the period of feudal disintegration, and capitalist production relations began to sprout and grow. The Age of Discovery expanded the world market, giving tremendous stimulus to industry, commerce, and navigation. Industrial and commercial capital played a prominent role, promoting the unification of domestic markets and the formation of the world market, driving the development of industry, commerce, and foreign trade. Alongside the strengthening of industrial and commercial capital, some Western European countries established enlightened, despotic, centralized states, using state power to support the development of industrial and commercial capital. With the development of this capital and the implementation of state policies supporting it, the requirement to explain these economic policies theoretically arose, gradually forming the theory of mercantilism.

Secretary Hull and Li Chenggang discussed happily, and Hull suddenly recalled the hint from the Chinese Vice Minister of Education about not welcoming American political science scholars to lecture in China. Hull sighed, "I hope China and the United States can engage in more exchange of political concepts. I wonder how Minister Li views this."

Li Chenggang shook his head immediately. "We are talking about economic concepts, not political concepts. I have always supported academic exchange, but your country seems to have fallen into a protective impulse regarding capitalism. No matter what, you refuse to admit that capitalism has faults. I can understand this, but I also feel that the current stage is not a good time for political exchange between China and the US."

"Are you worried that China's upper echelons will be influenced by us?" Hull smiled.

Li Chenggang was stunned for a moment, then burst into laughter. "Haha! Influenced by American political science... Haha!"

If Li Chenggang's reaction had been a retort, or a very cultured expression of his own views, Secretary Hull would have felt fine. However, Li Chenggang's current attitude was very straightforward; Hull felt that Li Chenggang was truly laughing himself to death. This condescending attitude gave Hull a sense of frustration from being looked down upon.

Li Chenggang offered no explanation, instead attempting to turn the topic back to discussing Sino-US trade quotas. This made Hull feel even more slighted. Hull felt that since Li Chenggang dared to laugh like that, why didn't he offer a bit of explanation? Explain to Hull why he looked down on American political science.

Hull felt that even if Li Chenggang wanted to use a disdainful tone to discuss American slavery or the slaughter of Indians, he wanted to have it out with him. Even an argument would be much better than the feeling of being unilaterally despised.

Li Chenggang patiently listened to Secretary Hull's expression of displeasure before explaining, "The state is a tool of class rule. American political science does not acknowledge this point. This is the reason why China and the US cannot conduct political discussions at the current stage."

Hull immediately felt Li Chenggang was quite decent. He hadn't mocked the terrible things the US had done in history, but instead discussed the divergences in Sino-US political concepts from a more high-minded angle. A discussion like this did not involve insulting attitudes.

Being in a better mood didn't mean Hull was willing to accept Li Chenggang's view. He rebutted, "The United States believes in Liberalism."

Li Chenggang himself didn't particularly like engaging in verbal sparring, but Secretary Hull's view happened to be content covered in the Party School classes. Since Hull had delivered himself to the door, Li Chenggang didn't want to be polite. "The characteristic of Liberalism is to divide humanity into one group after another. In my view, this is the result of choosing to slice the nation vertically, rather than horizontally. China's political concept is to first slice the nation horizontally, using economic status as the standard. Afterwards, classes and strata are sliced vertically; this vertical slicing is distinguished by different modes of production within each stratum. As for people in the same industry, what skin color or race they are—those are means adopted only when making even finer distinctions."

Hull felt that Li Chenggang's large square face made him look fierce, but he was actually more like a scholar. Because even speaking up to this point, Li Chenggang hadn't used facts like American slavery to attack. Hull had encountered Soviet officials and discussed similar issues with one. When Hull brought up American Liberalism, that Soviet official had said with a look of disdain, "Since the United States is a land of Liberalism, is the freedom of Black Americans the freedom to be slaves?"

When it came to criticizing American racism, China had opened fire even earlier than the Soviet Union. So, expecting to be able to continue the conversation, Hull asked, "Are you going to attack the capitalist system?"

"For the United States, capitalism is a lifestyle. When I said the United States is a vertically sliced nation, I referred to the US giving a fixed view to certain specific ethnic groups. For example, mention Jews, and one thinks of shops and usury. Mention the Irish, and one thinks of dockworkers and crowds doing heavy physical labor. This is the result of the United States' short history, and also the result of the American social system. Vertical slicing means that American political science attempts to avoid class division, to avoid class struggle. Just like Jews and the Irish—among them, there are also divisions between capitalists and laborers. Every different state in the US has its own characteristics. Then the stereotype of a certain state, at least in objective reality, eliminates the distinction of different social statuses within it. In my view, I consider this a method very beneficial to the American electoral system. And my methodology of political analysis conflicts with this view."

"No, no, no!" Secretary Hull immediately expressed his objection. "Your method of analysis will trigger opposition and lead to tearing apart. I know that capitalists and bankers have a very poor reputation right now. If you went to the US, you would find that the American people also dislike capitalists and bankers, believing they should be held responsible for the economic crisis since '29! However, one cannot assume they are a group of bad people just because they are capitalists and bankers. If one did that, there would be no way to explain why the US Congress could pass various laws restricting capitalists and bankers. You must know that in the US, many capitalists and bankers actually strongly support bills that restrict their interests, believing that social public interest should be the highest priority."

Li Chenggang listened quietly. The exchange with Secretary Hull allowed him to understand the views of the American upper class up close, although the reaction of the American upper class itself did not exceed the analysis and exposition in the Civilization Party's lessons.

"Mr. Secretary, you are mistaken about one thing. Capitalists do not become capitalists because of their personal evil or goodness, or because they personally possess certain qualities. If someone successfully becomes a capitalist, it is because his actions and judgments aligned with the capital operation model, so he succeeded. And the capital operation model itself, as I just mentioned, belongs to the American lifestyle. Your explanation just now is still pursuing a kind of vertical slicing, analyzing and explaining with an emotional attitude rather than a rational one. In China, 3,000 years ago, scholars proposed that 'Heaven and Earth are not benevolent, and treat all things as straw dogs; the Sage is not benevolent, and treats the people as straw dogs.' Individual people are naturally different. But to pursue a true explanation, one must extract the commonalities among all different objective individuals."

"The commonality among objective individuals—isn't that human nature?!" Secretary Hull felt it going to his head a bit, and his tone became intense.

Li Chenggang sensed Hull's emotion and answered in an icy tone, "If you have read *On the Origin of Species*, you would probably know that the 'human nature' you speak of does not actually exist."

"We in the United States do not accept the theory of evolution!" Secretary Hull replied decisively.

Li Chenggang was first stunned, then laughed out loud. He felt this fellow in front of him was truly quite straightforward. In Europe, the theory of evolution was already accepted by the upper and middle classes; the lower classes might not understand it due to lack of education, but they didn't necessarily reject it. But the Yanks believed in religion so much, believed God guided the white man to North America. So they were exceptionally stubborn in opposing the evolutionary concepts that could overturn religion.

After laughing, Li Chenggang said seriously, "Then I personally suggest you read Chairman He Rui's paper, *The Role of Emotions in Human Evolution*. It explains your question very well. You'd best take a look. I will send you a Chinese copy."

After Li Chenggang finished speaking, he thought to himself that if Secretary Hull really finished reading it, he would probably be so angry he'd jump in the air.



★


Chapter 656: US Sells Grain (6)

Volume 6 — Chapter 97

❧ ❧ ❧


Although the title of the US Secretary of State contains the word "State" (Guowu), which easily leads Chinese people to associate it with the "State Council" (Guowuyuan), the US Department of State is actually the executive department of the US federal government responsible for foreign affairs and some domestic duties. It is a foreign affairs agency directly under the US government, equivalent to a Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

After Li Chenggang reported the meeting to He Rui, he couldn't help but complain: "Chairman, there are too many problems with foreign names domestically right now. many newcomers haven't learned these details well and actually think the US State Department is the same kind of department as our State Council."

He Rui gave a short laugh. After laughing, He Rui said: "Then let the Ministry of Culture send professionals to conduct a comprehensive cleanup and standardization of titles for various countries. How about it, does your Ministry of Commerce feel the pressure?"

Li Chenggang really hadn't expected that a casual remark would lead to such a result, and he was pleasantly surprised. Chinese characters have a long history; although they change, it is mostly a shift from "single-character words" to two-character words to express richer meanings. The addition of English words often involves creating entirely new words from scratch. As the Minister of Commerce, Li Chenggang had seen many new English words in recent years, and these words had added some trouble to the Ministry of Commerce.

As a member of the Civilization Party, Li Chenggang adhered to the methodology of materialist dialectics. What determines things is the essence of the thing itself; external causes only determine when that reaction occurs. Applied to this matter, Li Chenggang could not determine that He Rui would organize a major translation project; He Rui must have had the idea long ago, and Li Chenggang merely served as the external trigger.

Since he understood the development of events well, Li Chenggang naturally clarified the difficulties of his department's work: "Chairman, seniors in translation work believe that translation should be 'faithful, expressive, and elegant' (Xin, Da, Ya). But foreign terms are increasing, and the content of old terms is also changing. This is a challenge for our Ministry of Commerce. I feel that the Ministry of Commerce cannot achieve 'faithfulness, expressiveness, and elegance' in our field of work."

"'Faithful, expressive, and elegant.' Of course we can't achieve that. The purpose of this major translation effort is to provide services for China using simple, clear, and unambiguous translations. From our standpoint, we neither look up to nor look down upon others. Therefore, 'faithfulness' must be achieved. As for the latter two, we don't need to consider them for now. As long as there is no malice in the translation, it will suffice."

Li Chenggang paused for a moment; he hadn't thought about adding malice to translations, but he felt that He Rui's mention of it was likely not baseless. However, translation was just an unexpected topic. Li Chenggang simply nodded and continued with his own work. "Chairman, are we going to sign the grain purchase agreement with the United States?"

He Rui pulled his thoughts back to the matter at hand and asked: "You mentioned just now that Secretary Hull believes the US is using US market access to solve the world crisis. Does this man really understand what he is saying?"

Li Chenggang already had a basic judgment, so he replied: "Even if Hull only learned this concept from others, listening to what he said, I feel Hull at least knows what kind of concept he is articulating."

After speaking, Li Chenggang asked: "Does the Chairman want to see him?"

He Rui shook his head. "No time to see him."

The reason he didn't want to see Hull was that He Rui indeed had many things to do recently. China's nuclear weapons research had entered a new stage, and destroyer design had also entered a new phase. Time was precious right now, and Hull clearly didn't have a value that made meeting him imperative. Understanding that industrial nations need markets to absorb the productivity of other industrial nations was merely the level expected of a senior cabinet member.

As for Hull's statement that "The US is using the US market to solve the world crisis," which could be interpreted as a threat—implying that without the US market, China's economy would likely face problems—He Rui wasn't afraid in the slightest.

If the United States were truly as awesome as Hull claimed, how could the Great Depression have broken out? Moreover, it was the United States running to China seeking grain exports now, not China running to the United States seeking US acceptance of more Chinese exports.

"Minister Li, we will import at most 20 million tons of grain from the United States annually. Furthermore, the proportion of feed grain within that will become higher and higher. Although we may not necessarily reach this total volume, and the United States may not truly dare to be controlled by a major client like us, I am just telling you that this is our upper limit. As for the arrangement of export policies toward the US, that is the Ministry of Commerce's job."

Hearing He Rui define the grain import volume to this extent, Li Chenggang felt reassured. This figure had been worked out by the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Population and Resources; Li Chenggang had heard it at State Council meetings. The first time he heard it, Li Chenggang was indeed frightened. But after calculating carefully, 20 million tons of grain is only 40 billion *jin*. With a population of 650 million, that's just over 61 *jin* per person. Compared to China's current grain production of over 200 million tons—heading straight for 300 million tons—it wasn't that significant.

Without importing these 20 million tons of grain, the Chinese people wouldn't starve. But without exporting these 20 million tons of grain, the losses the United States would suffer would be far greater than China's. This was also the basis for Li Chenggang's consistent composure when facing Secretary of State Hull.

"Chairman, I will take my leave then," Li Chenggang said.

After Li Chenggang left, He Rui continued to judge whether it was possible to achieve strategic mutual trust between China and the US. Based on Li Chenggang's report, the US high command had not lost its confidence yet. The US at this time had mountains of problems and a need to solve them; this era in America really seemed to be producing talent in large numbers.

As for how the US could solve its problems, He Rui knew the answer. History proved that the US upper echelons also knew how to solve the problems. That was to overthrow the Versailles system, get rid of Anglo-French hegemony, and establish a world economic system led by the United States. This system solved the market problems the US needed to solve and also achieved US world leadership.

He Rui's goal was not to target the United States, nor did he have any intention of maliciously targeting the US. It was just that this world is a material, realistic world, and the methods for solving problems are the same for everyone. A world economic system led by the US could solve the US's problems; China establishing a world economic system could also ensure China's future development. Two cars trying to squeeze onto the same road—only the country that reaches the finish line first can win. He Rui naturally hoped China would win.

However, He Rui felt that he really seemed to have improved quite a bit. Originally, He Rui always felt that if he didn't win every time, it meant he had lost. Now, thinking about the competition determining the fate of China and even the world, He Rui actually didn't have those anxious feelings of worrying about gains and losses.

There is no need to win every time; as long as China doesn't lose, there will always be opportunities. In this competition, the difficulty for China *not* to lose is not great. The cost required to maintain world hegemony is extremely high. The future strategy He Rui envisioned was not a plan for China to dominate the world. As long as China liberated Asia and obtained an economic system of free trade with countries around the world, it would count as not losing.

Of course, He Rui felt that such a "standard of not losing" would definitely be seen by the United States as China winning. China currently had a large market of nearly 900 million people. After liberating Asia, the total population of this market would reach 1.4 to 1.5 billion. With a global population of 2 billion now, possessing a large market accounting for 70% of the world's population and being able to trade fully with countries around the world—no matter how you looked at it, that was winning.

Thinking of this, He Rui stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, and walked to the window. The garden outside the window was already a riot of colors, but the brilliant purples and reds made He Rui feel a bit annoyed, so he walked back to his simple, empty seat and sat down. Without the influence of the scenery outside, He Rui's mood immediately calmed down again.

pondering the strategic relationship between China and the US again, He Rui couldn't feel optimistic no matter what. Both China and the US were great powers; great powers had immense endurance, and great powers were all quite aggressive in spirit. US industrial capacity had already grown to a level where it could not be digested without the world market. China's industrial capacity was likewise developing toward such astronomical figures.

In He Rui's original timeline, China even caused the WTO established by the United States to become ineffective. The core of the WTO system is a multilateral trade agreement. It is the organizational and legal foundation of the trade regime, the administrator of numerous trade agreements, the supervisor of member trade legislation, and a venue for resolving disputes and conducting negotiations.

Because China possesses the entire industrial spectrum of the world, and in very many important industrial categories possesses the world's most advanced level, any country trading with China can obtain all the goods and technologies it needs. Moreover, China does not demand possession of other countries' markets, but only demands free trade with that country. With China as this infinite supplier, the WTO system established by the US became useless, and the WTO naturally lost its function.

Of course, after this kind of victory, China was also very clear that China had to give other countries a way to make a living. So China had to place a part of the industrial chain abroad, allowing foreign countries to also gain benefits from trade with China. If China didn't do this, relying on sales of goods where China held absolute superiority, other countries would be sucked dry by China. Thus, an economic system centered on China was established quite naturally.

Correspondingly, the world economic system dominated by the US withered in sync with the development of China's world economic system.

"It seems... the struggle with the United States will be very fierce," He Rui muttered to himself. Although he used terms that quite glossed over the peace, He Rui's meaning was "War between China and the US is inevitable." Thinking of the flames of war igniting over the vast Pacific Ocean, He Rui couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

In his teenage years, He Rui used to face a globe, download topographical maps of various countries on his computer, and play games of ruling the country and conquering the world. At that time, "war" was just a game to He Rui, merely a synonym for victory and glory. Now, having launched two wars that mobilized millions of people, He Rui knew very well what war actually was. Even if a war on a grand scale would make He Rui a little excited, He Rui was not happy at all.

He Rui even hoped that the intensity of the war wouldn't be that high, so He Rui had his secretary call the Ministry of Education to inquire about the issue of recruiting foreign students. Soon, the secretary came back and told He Rui: "Chairman, the Ministry of Education asked if they could send someone to give a report to the Chairman."

He Rui nodded, but thought of the Minister of Education who had resigned, Zhou Shuren. It must be admitted that making Zhou Shuren the Minister of Education, while politically a gesture of goodwill to the so-called cultural circles, was a failed personnel arrangement from a work perspective. Zhou Shuren was a literary figure; his personal integrity and intelligence were fine. But Zhou Shuren did not have the ability to operate a modern education system. To put it more coldly, casually pulling a Lieutenant General with staff officer characteristics from the army to be Minister of Education would have resulted in better work than Zhou Shuren.

It wasn't that staff-type Lieutenant Generals from the current Republic of China National Defense Force possessed the abilities of educators, but that the core work of the Ministry of Education at this stage was to provide human resources educated in relevant fields to the required industries and sectors by formulating various education policies.

Zhou Shuren was good in every way, but essentially he was not a man of the industrial age, but a literati of the old era. China had already stepped over the threshold of industrialization; even a person as outstanding as him was destined to be unable to shoulder heavy responsibilities in the new era.

He sighed slightly in his heart, which counted as adjusting his mood. He Rui, having adjusted slightly, stood up and asked his secretary to arrange meetings with the Nuclear Physics Institute and the heads of the Navy.

On the other side, US Secretary of State Hull was also thinking about the progress of his trip to China. Although the various things encountered in between had exceeded Hull's assumptions before coming to China, Hull was quite calm. Up to now, Hull was certain that the objective of this trip—confirming that China would continue to purchase large amounts of grain—could be completed.

In this process, Hull gained a deeper understanding of the worldview and methodology of China's high-level officials. Unlike the view within the US that "Chinese people are atheists," the Chinese upper echelon was simply a group of materialists. That is to say, if Jehovah or Jesus really descended from the sky, appeared before the Chinese upper echelon, and displayed various miracles, the Chinese upper echelon would also admit the existence of Jehovah and Jesus.

Although Hull himself believed in God, Hull knew very well that Jehovah would absolutely not descend to the mortal world; that was something that would only happen at the end of the world. Hull certainly did not wish for the end of the world to arrive now.

China was not an atheist country as believed domestically in the US. As Secretary of State, Hull did not feel optimistic because of this. Compared to atheism which opposes the existence of God, the materialist attitude is more dangerous to religion. Opposing God, in a certain sense, is still considering problems using a theistic line of reasoning. Materialism, however, is a line of reasoning that completely breaks out of the theistic framework; whether "God" exists or not is merely a question within the materialist system. The materialist system is higher than God.

Humans are more prioritized and higher than God—this is the characteristic of a materialist country. Such a view was undoubtedly blasphemy against the gods in Hull's eyes. But in the eyes of materialists, if there is not even proof of the gods' existence, how can there be any talk of blasphemy?

Hull's education since childhood contained two important elements: believe in God, and hate the British. Now Hull discovered that perhaps one more item should be added: loathe the Chinese.

But no matter what Secretary of State Hull thought, he knew he was a public servant, and a public servant's job is not to serve God, but to serve the realistic interests of the United States. He probably wouldn't see He Rui this time, and the work for this stage was already mostly completed; what needed to be considered next was how to give China an explanation. Since China would continue to import large amounts of US grain, the US also had to consider how to let China earn money from the US market. If the US government didn't let China earn the money to pay for the US grain, China would refuse to buy grain from the US.

At this stage, although Roosevelt had considered gradually lowering tariffs, the US economic situation was still terrible. Rashly opening up imports would be very harmful to the Roosevelt administration.

That meant Hull now had to do his best to obtain China's understanding of the Roosevelt administration, so that China would import from the US first. Hull asked his secretary to make a cup of coffee; he needed to perk up.

The bitter taste of the strong coffee was indeed very refreshing. Hull thought for a while and found that the idea initially proposed by the Chinese State Council was actually the best method. If the US did not increase trade volume with China, then it would have to accept RMB payments. That is, at this stage, the US government would hold onto the RMB first, and spend the RMB later by importing goods from China. Or exchange these RMB for other currencies in the international market.

Currently, the only country in Europe and America with an RMB overseas settlement center was France. If the US did this, it would be equivalent to adding bricks and tiles to the Frenchmen's Franc system... It really made one angry!

Hull couldn't make the decision on this kind of matter. Thinking of the long 3-day flight, Hull suddenly felt it wasn't unacceptable. Getting back to Washington after tossing about on a plane for 3 days—this speed was actually quite fast. So Secretary of State Hull bravely challenged his limits again and booked a flight ticket.

This flight was on a Chinese plane. Before departure, Secretary of State Hull also accepted a small gift from Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang: headphones with rubber plugs. Once these headphones were put on, they really blocked out the outside vibrations to a great extent. Providing music for the headphones was a cassette player the size of a large tome.

Although this cassette player was heavy, it was portable. Most importantly, what drove this device was not a power plug, but 6 dry cell batteries. In this era, dry cell batteries were not cheap goods, but for the United States, dry cell batteries were nothing.

The tapes provided by Minister Li Shiguang included Chinese opera, Chinese pop music, and foreign music. Initially, what came out of the headphones was the sound of symphonies. This grand music was indeed effective in resisting the roar inside the aircraft cabin. Afterward, it was opera again.

After enduring the bombardment of these sounds for more than ten hours, Secretary Hull felt exhausted. He started listening to Chinese music. That brisk and graceful music was full of Chinese sentiment. Secretary of State Hull soon fell asleep, and even the roar inside the plane couldn't wake him.

Gifts from foreign officials received by the Secretary of State had to be reported to the state. When Secretary of State Hull returned to Washington, he filled out the documents according to regulations. But Secretary of State Hull had already made a decision: if he returned to China, he would buy a Chinese-made cassette player with his own money. If he couldn't go in the short term, he would mail-order one. Just consider it as balancing Sino-US trade a bit, and also making travel a little more relaxing.
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In the 21st century, the principles of an atomic bomb using fission could be found with a casual internet search. If one encountered big shots keen on collecting data, one could even obtain quite a few theoretical design blueprints.

He Rui had basically thought through how to respond to the nuclear physics institute experts' questions regarding the source of the design concepts, but by the end of the meeting, the experts hadn't asked. They merely reported the recent progress of various technologies with great excitement. It was evident that with the preliminary completion of the theoretical research and verification tests for nuclear weapons, the experts no longer harbored doubts about nuclear fission weapons. The remaining work was simply a matter of how to complete it.

Possessing nuclear weapons meant China possessed the qualifications to participate in the battle for global leadership. Seeing the experts' excitement, He Rui felt truly moved. Achieving nuclear weapons fifteen years after the founding of New China, and subsequently gradually restoring the Republic's international status, was by no means a windfall from the heavens, but something achieved through strength.

The goal He Rui had set for himself was also to complete nuclear weapons within fifteen years of liberation. In this timeline, China's national environment was superior; if it couldn't be done, it would only prove that He Rui and the Civilization Party definitely had problems.

At this time, on the surface of the Yellow Sea, a dilapidated warship was sailing slowly with a formation. Viewed from the front, the warship's bow had broken off; the prow that should have been able to cleave the waves was missing without a trace. The watertight compartments ensured the warship could continue sailing on the sea, but the bow-less warship looked both pitiful and ridiculous.

The vessels deployed this time were all destroyers, with speeds capable of reaching 30 knots. Because of this damaged warship dragging them down, the formation's speed was only about 8 knots; for a destroyer squadron, this wasn't much different from a turtle's crawl.

On the Chinese and Japanese warships in the formation, both Chinese naval personnel and Japanese naval officers were discussing the matter. Any naval officer could easily see what had happened. Insufficient hull strength had led to the bow breaking off. This Chinese warship was a cutting-edge destroyer, employing all the latest technology China currently possessed. For such a problem to occur, the reliability of the new technology naturally became the focal point of discussion.

At this moment, the fleet received a telegram; aircraft from the Chinese Naval Air Force would participate in the escort. Two hours later, several aircraft indeed flew into the airspace above the naval "formation." The planes began to circle, conducting the escort mission according to regulations.

On the plane were not only naval aviation personnel but also Yamamoto Isoroku and Yamaguchi Tamon. Looking down from above, every warship in the neatly arranged fleet dragged a long white wake, which looked quite aesthetic from high altitude. However, after the plane lowered its altitude, one could see that the warship with the broken bow was positioned exactly in the center, its wretched appearance truly causing one to sigh.

Yamaguchi Tamon watched for a moment before withdrawing his gaze. "Judging from its current sailing, this ship's condition is quite good, isn't it?"

Yamamoto Isoroku gave a light chuckle. "Yamaguchi-kun is firmly convinced that He-kun's ideas will not waver."

Yamaguchi Tamon had intended to discuss the issue of a warship's sailing speed under damaged conditions. He felt that since things were already like this, it would be best to test what the maximum speed of the warship could be after the bow broke off. Hearing that Yamamoto Isoroku actually wanted to discuss whether to persist with new technologies, Yamaguchi Tamon's face immediately showed displeasure. "Yamamoto-kun, if we give up just because we encounter some problems, then there is no need for us to build aircraft carriers, nor is there a need to adopt aircraft carrier tactics. Where are there new things that don't have problems?"

Seeing that Yamaguchi Tamon seemed to have misunderstood his meaning, Yamamoto Isoroku didn't want to explain, simply remaining silent with a grin.

Yamaguchi Tamon quickly figured it out as well. Yamamoto Isoroku was now the deputy leader of the Chinese side of the China-Japan Navy Liaison Group. Whether the Japanese Ministry of Defense's views on the navy were conservative or not couldn't affect Yamamoto Isoroku. In any case, the Chinese navy was absolutely not conservative, and was extremely patient. Yamaguchi Tamon bowed his head slightly. "Yamamoto-kun, I apologize. That was not what I meant."

Yamamoto Isoroku replied magnanimously, "It is nothing. I hear that attitudes within the Japanese military are now severely polarized. Regardless of which attitude it is, they have lost their fighting spirit."

Yamaguchi Tamon felt surprised that this fellow Yamamoto had suddenly become so serious. "Lost their fighting spirit"... it was thanks to Yamamoto that he could use such euphemistic words to describe the current attitude within the Japanese military.

In recent years, Yamamoto had been teaching in China, cultivating Chinese naval talent, and rarely returned to Japan. The aircraft carrier project Yamaguchi Tamon was engaged in required him to run back and forth between China and Japan, so he could naturally feel the gap between the two countries more keenly. The Chinese military was systematically making preparations to challenge the Versailles system, while the Japanese military was relatively confused about who the enemy was.

The consensus driving the Japanese revolution was that if Japan continued its previous strategy of expansionism, it would fall into a state of total economic collapse and unspeakable suffering for the people. Moreover, even if the Japanese people endured with immense pain, Japan could not win a war. It was only when driven to such a desperate impasse that the Japanese revolution occurred.

After the success of the revolution, the Japanese economy recovered rapidly. By 1933, the Japanese economy had surpassed the highest level before the revolution. This gave the ruling Mirai-sha (Future Society) sufficient legitimacy, and also caused the Japanese upper crust, who had been forced to unite out of fear and anger, to differentiate rapidly.

This differentiation, when manifested in the military, presented itself in the Japanese military's definition of "the enemy." Current Japanese military personnel had all suffered defeats at He Rui's hands, and more or less harbored some grievances. However, officers who considered China the enemy were a considerable minority in the military, and this view held little influence.

Most Japanese naval personnel believed the "Anglo-American devils" were the enemy. The Army, on the other hand, believed the "Euro-American devils" were the enemy. Regardless of which it was, a state of having the will but not the strength had emerged. With Japan's power, it was insufficient to confront any enemy. The one who could truly confront Europe and America, or Britain and America, was China, whose national power far exceeded Japan's.

For Japan, standing behind China, was it to passively provide auxiliary war support to China, eating meat while Japan drank soup afterwards? Or was it to actively participate in the war China would launch, striking Japan's enemies together with China?

Discerning people in Japan knew this was a test Japan could not escape. Precisely because no one could escape, the Japanese nature was highlighted. The feudal culture, ingrained to the bone due to weak strength, did not naturally disappear just because the Emperor and the dignitaries had been revolutionized. Most Japanese adults displayed an attitude of fence-sitting; they believed that since China was confronting the enemy, why shouldn't Japan shrink behind China and watch the show?

There were even some good-for-nothing fellows who thought that if China found its strength insufficient in a future war, Japan might even be able to ally with China's enemies and stab it in the back...

The revelation of this national character infuriated the clear-headed people in Japan, who wrote books fiercely criticizing Japan's national inferiority and attempted to use He Rui as a blueprint to explain to the Japanese people what noble qualities were. But this effort had not been going on for long, and no results were visible for the time being.

Yet among the Japanese naval personnel Yamaguchi Tamon came into contact with, there were not many with a true enterprising spirit. Although there weren't too many fence-sitters, most Japanese naval personnel held a skeptical attitude towards war, believing the Anglo-American devils actually dared not launch an attack on East Asia, so they should wait and see.

For the past two years, Yamamoto Isoroku had been propagating his view within the Japanese military and even the Chinese military: Britain and America would definitely launch a war against China again. Because after the rise of East Asia, the entire whole of Asia would be influenced by China and begin to seek liberation. This kind of national liberation was something Britain and America could not withstand. Therefore, Britain and America would definitely launch an attack on China, attempting to strangle the liberation cause of the Asian people.

Although up to now, the Japanese military did not really agree with this view, Yamamoto's attitude had not changed. He simply informed his colleagues in the Japanese military that the time had not yet come; before long, they would see Britain and America rapidly expanding their military preparations.

Yamamoto Isoroku knew that the group of conservatives Yamaguchi Tamon criticized might not actually be conservative. They were simply Japanese officers who had no confidence in war. And Yamamoto Isoroku also felt that these people indeed embodied Japan's national inferiority; when Japan could dare to be the first in the world, the national inferiority of the Japanese race caused these people to actually shrink back. Japan loved to gamble on national destiny too much, rather than truly creating the general trend. Because creating the general trend required a spirit of daring sacrifice, whereas Japan only had the mood for adventure; as soon as they saw the future beginning to slip out of control, they would immediately give up.

...Shameful! Truly a shameful national character!

Yamaguchi Tamon was also angry enough inside. He looked out the plane's porthole again and saw the Chinese warship with the broken bow stubbornly continuing its return voyage. The Chinese naval personnel on board were definitely doing their utmost to control the ship's trajectory under this unprecedented situation; this would require expending far more energy and physical strength than usual. If it were the Japanese Navy, these naval personnel might face a deluge of verbal and written attacks after returning to port.

The warship was not built or designed by the naval officers on board; there was no reason to let these naval personnel at the execution level take the blame. The most reasonable approach was to find the person responsible and hold them accountable. The servicemen operating the warship, remaining calm and composed in the face of such an accident and dealing with the emergency with all their might, deserved commendation.

The ship with the problem before them was a Chinese naval vessel, so the Chinese naval personnel would receive the treatment they deserved without worrying about being made scapegoats. But if it were changed to the Japanese Navy, it really was hard to say.

Withdrawing his gaze, Yamaguchi Tamon found a topic that made him happy. "Yamamoto-kun, do you think this type of destroyer, with air defense and anti-submarine warfare as its main objectives, can represent the future development direction of the navy?"

Yamamoto Isoroku answered without hesitation, "Although the new ship-to-ship attack methods have not yet been determined, the combat method of warship-to-warship shelling is no longer the future direction of naval development. Since ancient times, naval battles have always revolved around shipping lanes and unfolded near land. It is impossible for two fleets to conduct a naval battle in the center of an ocean far from land. And these battlefields are all within the operational range of the air force. Under the trade-offs, air defense and anti-submarine warfare are indeed more important combat objectives for current destroyers."

Yamaguchi Tamon nodded repeatedly. The main gun on this damaged Chinese destroyer was a twin 75mm rapid-fire gun; in terms of past naval warfare, this main gun could be said to be extremely weak. But this destroyer had eight twin anti-aircraft guns, as well as depth charge throwers targeting submarines. Even if the Japanese Navy recognized the future direction, the Japanese Navy just couldn't truly make a thorough change. This was where the problem that exasperated Yamaguchi Tamon lay.

Just as Yamaguchi expected, when the damaged Chinese warship returned to Dalian Port two days later, He Rui's figure was surprisingly among the crowd welcoming the officers and men. After the naval officers and men disembarked, He Rui personally gave them a verbal commendation. At the same time, a large number of technical personnel immediately boarded the ship for inspection to determine exactly what caused the bow to break off this time.

He Rui wasn't angry at all. At this stage, the Chinese Navy's enthusiasm for building frigates wasn't high; the combat effectiveness of those small warships just over 1,000 tons was limited. Destroyers of 2,800 tons were the most valuable "small" warships at this stage. These warships were launched two at a time. This voyage was an exercise entering the North Pacific waters through the wind-swept and wave-tossed Tsugaru Strait. The warship manufactured by the Dalian Shipyard had a problem, while the one manufactured by the Jiangnan Shipyard did not. This had to be investigated clearly—why was it so?

This inspection would take some time. He Rui came this time also to reduce the pressure on the Dalian Shipyard, not to lecture people. Six warships of this model had already been built; the other four warships of the same model would follow the same route, passing through the Tsugaru Strait again to enter the North Pacific waters for exercises.

Hearing this news, Yamaguchi Tamon felt even more depressed. This was indeed He Rui's style, and a style the Japanese naval upper echelons did not possess.

Of course, Yamaguchi Tamon didn't know that He Rui's attention was not entirely focused on this matter. Even in Dalian, He Rui spent more time paying attention to the "Hundred Days" brought about by US President Roosevelt.

Unlike the small-government policy Hoover inherited from Coolidge—that is, the policy of government indulgence towards the economy—Roosevelt made the US federal government a more combat-effective organization. Through massive government intervention, he ran the US economy.

Although Roosevelt was called a "communist" by some, Roosevelt himself had great confidence in the American capitalist system. He believed the most important problem at the moment lay in economic confidence, financial confidence. So Roosevelt's Hundred Days started with financial confidence.

The first step was to solve the banking crisis by introducing the *Emergency Banking Act*. On March 9, 1933, just five days after Roosevelt took office, the Emergency Banking Act was quickly approved on the day it was submitted. The bill promised that the Federal Reserve would back the banks, effectively giving the banks a 100% deposit insurance. All banks closed immediately, entering a bank holiday. During this period, all business was prohibited, and the US entered a cashless society. The government needed to re-examine these banks; those qualified would reopen. These qualified banks would ensure the safety of the public's deposits.

Next were the currency and gold issues. in April 1933, Roosevelt issued a gold ban, requiring US citizens to sell their gold to the state before May 1st (or 10th), at an exchange price of $20.67 per ounce. After this day, private possession of gold would be an illegal act. Simultaneously, the export of gold was banned to ensure the state had enough gold to support the dollar. Subsequently, the US also abandoned the gold standard. From then on, the dollar and gold abandoned a fixed exchange rate, switching to a floating exchange rate. The dollar was devalued against gold in one go to a price of $35 per ounce, giving the government a degree of freedom to print money.

After the combination of punches was thrown, by mid-April, large amounts of gold returned to the Federal Reserve and the Treasury. Confidence in the dollar was restored with the support of gold, and following the banks, the monetary order also gradually recovered.

And in the news He Rui received, the US FBI and the IRS really did raid many locations where gold was privately stored, using the weapons in their hands for physical correction.

Those federal agents, holding Remingtons, would first knock violently on the door, shouting "FBI! Open the door!" After shouting, regardless of the reaction of the people inside, they would immediately break the door and enter. Once inside, they would start rummaging through chests and cupboards looking for gold. If they found it, they would immediately confiscate it and take the Americans who violated the decree away with them. If they didn't find it, they would immediately take the people away, and paste seals on these broken doors, announcing that these families had violated federal law.

Americans had always shouted that "bearing arms is to oppose government tyranny." This kind of propaganda clearly belonged to the category of "shouting about whatever is missing." Faced with violence, the American people had always been extremely docile. Only when facing the weak would the American people display that side more cruel and savage than beasts.

First restore financial confidence and ensure banks could continue to operate; next was to deal with the financiers.

Next was securities. Roosevelt simultaneously began investigating various violations on Wall Street during the Great Depression, finding a large amount of fraud and related-party transactions, and proposed the introduction of the *Securities Act*. The SEC was formally established to begin implementing supervision over the securities industry. The chairman of the SEC was appointed by the government. Ironically, the position of the first SEC chairman was given to Old Kennedy, who had supported his campaign all the way. In reality, it was still Wall Street regulating itself. The stock market began to bottom out and rebound starting in 1933, and the situation began to gradually improve.

In terms of agriculture, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration was established to moderately regulate the prices of agricultural products through purchasing, providing subsidies and guarantees for farmers. This was also why Secretary of State Hull was sent to China to seek a major grain customer.

In terms of industry, the *National Industrial Recovery Act* was implemented in 1933. Massive infrastructure construction was launched to restore employment, while at the same time allowing the existence of chamber of commerce price alliances to a certain extent, protecting the prices of industrial products and stimulating industrial recovery, thereby creating more jobs. Because this bill allowed price alliances, it was considered to encourage monopoly. However, it still played a certain positive role in the early stages of recovery; industrial products produced still needed purchasing power.

In restoring the people's consumption ability, through a series of laws and regulations, Roosevelt finally established a social security system in the US. At that time, the US was the only developed country without a social security system. After that, he used the *National Labor Relations Act* to ensure a minimum hourly wage, the 8-hour workday, etc. These systems, which had long existed on paper, could be truly implemented to protect the interests of workers.

He Rui was paying attention to the execution of Roosevelt's New Deal precisely to determine if there was still any possibility of cooperation with the United States.
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President Roosevelt listened earnestly as Secretary of State Hull recounted his experiences in China, occasionally interjecting with questions. Hull soon realized that the President was particularly concerned about whether China had issued any verbal threats against the United States. Roosevelt's inquiries were so serious that Hull had to pause and search his memory before answering.

"Mr. President, I believe the arrogance displayed by China was truly impressionable. Regarding threats, I believe that China is currently so arrogant that they disdain to even issue threats."

Mentioning arrogance, Secretary Hull involuntarily recalled Minister of Commerce Li Shiguang's contemptuous description of Jehovah and Jesus. If Li Shiguang was speaking his true mind, this arrogant Chinese official had suggested that if Jehovah and Jesus wanted to prove their existence, they would have to appear specifically before him to prove to Li Shiguang that God exists.

According to Li Shiguang's logic, even if Secretary Hull claimed to be a believer and conveyed Western concepts to him, Li would only believe that Hull existed, but would not believe Hull's words just because of Hull's existence.

Thinking deeper, one could easily reach a conclusion: Western discourse held no credibility before Chinese officials like Li Shiguang. They would only believe what they chose to believe.

Secretary Hull felt this was a very serious threat, so he relayed this to President Roosevelt.

Hearing this, the corners of Roosevelt's mouth lifted slightly, revealing a meaningful smile. Hull was somewhat surprised to see it.

Since his paralysis, Franklin D. Roosevelt rarely smiled. On one hand, his mindset had indeed changed as a disabled man. On the other, Roosevelt was fifty-one years old, and the American upper class generally believed that at this age, smiling was a form of ingratiation. Hull believed that whether due to age, status, or physical condition, Roosevelt had no need to smile.

Seeing that meaningful smile now, Hull felt that Roosevelt had his own plans regarding China. He stopped his narration and waited for the President to speak.

Roosevelt waited a moment, and seeing Hull switch from narrator to listener, asked in a rather aggressive tone, "Hull, do you think the United States can withdraw from Asia?"

Secretary Hull naturally thought not. But at this moment, he was more focused on the President's tone and demeanor. The long-faced American President's expression was blank, his gaze sharp and indifferent. For some reason, Hull was suddenly reminded of a rattlesnake with its head raised that he had seen while traveling in the Nevada desert. Roosevelt's question was as full of aggression as that rattlesnake.

"Mr. President, I do not believe we can withdraw from Asia," Hull replied.

Roosevelt nodded. "Hull, in the newspapers you saw in China, the Chinese seem to be continuously attacking colonialism."

Hull nodded, agreeing with Roosevelt's observation. If Chinese newspapers only occasionally attacked colonialism, or if the Chinese government "played a card" out of thin air before a conference to manufacture pressure on the US or European nations, one could discuss it as a tactic.

But according to intelligence collected by the State Department, the Chinese public had consistently opposed colonialism, and the Chinese government had always expressed a stance against racism. Although colonialism was not necessarily equivalent to racism, the racism of the white Western world and colonialism overlapped to a high degree. From this perspective, the Chinese government was indeed leveraging private media.

"Hull, I am considering whether to make the Philippines a state of the United States," Roosevelt voiced his consideration.

Hull froze. For a moment, he suspected he had misheard. The Philippines was a colony the US had seized from Spain, and there were views within the US to abandon it and let it become independent. But turning the Philippines into a US state? That was too imaginative.

Roosevelt could see Hull's astonishment and had to explain his reasoning. "Hull, East Asia has effectively unified, and China and the Soviet Union have built security and mutual trust. Although these relationships seem fragile, according to my observation, the He Rui government is building them through a common market. This relationship is even more stable than the future world relationships envisioned by the United States. Currently, the only thing in the world that can compare to it is the Imperial Preference System."

The so-called Imperial Preference System—more accurately, the 'British Imperial Preference System'—was adopted by Britain to counter the economic crisis, abandoning the free trade system. Since Britain levied protective tariffs, it inevitably affected the dominions and colonies with close economic ties to Britain. To prevent economic relations between Britain and its dominions and colonies from being harmed, and to protect and expand British markets in these countries through further trade development, Britain established the Imperial Preference System, which was effectively a customs union.

Hull hadn't expected Roosevelt to have time to think about these strategic issues during the Hundred Days, and he felt quite excited. The main job of the Secretary of State was diplomacy, and this was exactly the field where Hull could fully display his abilities.

But Hull was also a bit worried about whether Roosevelt had enough energy to face international issues right now. Before Hull could ask, Roosevelt offered an explanation. "Morgan and Rockefeller have come to the White House twice recently to talk. The economists employed by their enterprises, based on statistics of American consumer power and the current state of the US economy, have made a judgment: US unemployment will decrease in the short term, but the unemployment situation will not be thoroughly reversed in the long term. To solve America's problems, we must find larger markets for the United States."

Hull himself did not believe Roosevelt was a communist, but hearing this, he sensed a strong flavor of Chinese economic theory. In the He Rui government's economic theory, national consumption capacity was important economic data. The basic principle was simple: China was not a welfare state, and people's income came from labor. Assessing the consumption capacity of the Chinese public was very beneficial for economic management.

The reason European and American countries hadn't done this before was partly because this mode of economic statistics was very labor-intensive. Beyond technical reasons, if one were to scrutinize national consumption capacity, one would need income statistics for every class. Once such data was published, it would easily incite social hostility.

That Roosevelt was speaking this way now was proof enough that to solve America's economic problems, he was truly disregarding everything else.

Hull dared not be completely sure, so he asked, "Mr. President, I would like to confirm. The unemployment rate you mentioned—was it Morgan's economists or Rockefeller's economists?"

"Economists from both sides made assessments based on national consumption capacity and the economic management model promoted by the government. The current government model has indeed raised American national income to a certain extent, but this increase in income is far from enough to cover American production capacity. According to assessments from both sets of economists, the US unemployment rate can probably be reduced from 25% to around 15%. After entering this range, due to insufficient operating rates, a large number of American people will remain unemployed."

Although Hull didn't understand economics well, he could still smell the scent of Chinese economics even more clearly from this assessment method. But since he really didn't understand economics, he simply listened quietly to the President's explanation.

"The United States needs a global market, but the global market has already been carved up. The US can accept exchanging its domestic market for foreign markets, but the areas we can provide are high-tech fields. The US is happy to purchase the world's most advanced civilian products. But the scale of this portion of the market is still too small," President Roosevelt continued to explain.

Hull nodded, though inwardly he disapproved. There had been a saying in recent years that if any civilian product appeared in Europe, a similar imitation would appear in New York the next week. So while the US was happy to buy the world's most advanced civilian products, the scale was always small.

If faced with trade where China purchased large amounts of American grain, the US would grant China certain market access rights. As for whether Chinese goods were competitive in the US market, that depended on China's own competitiveness.

The mercantilist United States didn't actually want to expand overseas markets so much as it wanted overseas dumping grounds. Now, with the integration of East Asia, the last market that could potentially become a dumping ground for the US had its own master. Finding a new market was truly difficult.

Given this situation, the views of the American upper class and academic elite were very radical. The US might not actively provoke war, but given the chance, they would destroy the Versailles system at all costs, thoroughly weaken the two colonial powers of Britain and France, and turn their vast colonies into independent countries that could engage in free trade with the United States.

Hull asked his question. "Mr. President, do you think China, which opposes racism and colonialism, will be our competitor?"

Roosevelt nodded. "Hull, China has already made the Korean model viewed as a success!"

That China was a competitor in dismantling British and French colonies was a common view in American think tanks. China was right next to India and Southeast Asia. Even if China wasn't powerful enough yet, it had the ability to seize the advantage when the world situation changed, liberating India and Southeast Asia first, and relying on geographical proximity to control the foreign trade of these newly established countries.

The US was too far from India and Southeast Asia; competing with China in these regions would be too difficult. The populations of India and Southeast Asia combined totaled 500 million. Adding East Asia and the Soviet Union, that would be an economic sphere of 1.4 billion people. The global population was currently 2 billion. If the US were excluded from this market of 70% of the population, all that remained was Africa.

Whenever he thought of Africa, Roosevelt felt powerless. The US had built a model nation in Africa: Liberia. This black nation's system was entirely copied from the United States, yet its economy was a mess. Moreover, America's proud separation of powers—the Senate and House system—couldn't function in Liberia at all. Instead, it was America's racist system that operated perfectly well there.

The US had sent a portion of its domestic black population directly to Liberia. Facing the local Liberians, who were also black, this group did not lead them onto a path of common prosperity and development. Instead, they designated the locals as a lower class and themselves as the upper class, establishing a de facto system of slavery.

The US Democratic Party was originally the party of the Southern Confederate states. Roosevelt truly hadn't expected that establishing the US Northern political system in Liberia would yield the Southern Confederacy's slavery system. Only in terms of racism did Liberia inherit America's true teachings. Those "seeds" sent by the US viewed themselves as coming from an industrial nation, and having more or less some white American blood, they regarded local Liberians as an inferior race, and likewise viewed blacks in surrounding countries as inferior.

As an aristocrat with incredibly pure "American blue blood," Roosevelt still cared about face. He could not, under any circumstances, promote Liberia as America's model in Africa. In other words, America's effort to use a supported African model to dismantle the British and French colonial systems from within had effectively failed.

Compared to America's failed attempt, China was gradually winning the favor of anti-colonialists worldwide by fostering the Korean model. Although isolationist sentiment was high within the US, the upper-class elites knew that if the US continued to seal itself off on the North American continent, it was doomed to have no future. The US had to go global and possess influence commensurate with its current economic strength.

Hull was one of these upper-class elites, and he fully supported the concept of America stepping out. Since President Roosevelt was resolved, Hull probed no further and said, "Mr. President, do you think the Philippines will be attracted by China's Korean model?"

Roosevelt's expression remained calm but turned grim. "Intelligence provided by the Governor-General of the Philippines indicates that the number of Filipino students studying in China has increased 1,800-fold. In 1924, there were only three Filipinos studying in Chinese universities."

Hull nodded, recalling the dark-skinned foreign students he had seen in Beijing. Secretary Hull felt he didn't have Western arrogance when comparing Chinese and Western universities. If one had to name an advantage of Chinese universities, it was probably their ability to teach how to liberate oneself from colonial oppression. Those dark-skinned students went to Chinese universities for more than just professional courses; they were likely learning other things as well.

Roosevelt continued explaining, "Intelligence also shows that a considerable number of radical Filipino nationalists have also gone to China. And the British side indicates that the number of students from British colonies studying in China has likewise increased hundreds of times. According to white students studying in China, the attitude of these colonial students is very radical. China would certainly be happy to see the US excluded from Asia. The significance of the Philippines to the US is not just as a colony, but as America's bridgehead in Asia."

"Mr. President, I greatly admire your decisiveness." Hull expressed his admiration. He knew he was far less firm than Roosevelt in strategic decisions. Because of this, Hull sincerely stated his judgment. "Mr. President, I believe Congress will never agree to make the Philippines a US state. The Philippines doesn't even have a possibility of obtaining Puerto Rico's status."

Roosevelt's expression grew colder. "We must try! I believe that after the Social Security Act is passed, we must push for this work."

Hull was certain Roosevelt had made up his mind. So far, the Hundred Days' Reform was going well; at least banks had resumed operations, and lending and deposit businesses were complete. The next important task was completing the social security system, determining maximum working hours and minimum wages.

These two laws could only target white adults in cities; child labor, foreign labor, and the "family slaves on farms" that China had criticized would absolutely not enjoy the protection of these laws. Even so, this challenged American tradition. America's traditional freedom was built on the cultural foundation that everything depended on oneself. The state providing security to citizens meant that traditional American freedom was being greatly weakened. American conservatives would certainly not easily accept such fundamental changes.

Hull wanted to continue discussing this issue, but Roosevelt looked somewhat tired. Hull quickly poured a glass of water for him. After thanking him, Roosevelt only moistened his lips slightly with the water, a sight that made Hull feel sympathy and sadness. Due to his paralysis and being fifty-one years old, using the restroom was inconvenient, so Roosevelt's food intake was currently very small.

To cheer Roosevelt up, Hull brought up some interesting news he had learned in China. "Mr. President, the former Minister of Culture of the He Rui government wrote an article titled *The Theory of Friendly Nations' Astonishment* to attack the He Rui government."

"...Hearing the name, it seems to be criticizing He Rui's foreign policy," Roosevelt said, then gently moistened his dry lips again.

Hull nodded, smiling. "Yes, Mr. President. This Minister Zhou is very dissatisfied with the He Rui government's arrest of China's muckrakers. These people wrote a great many articles in newspapers attacking European racist behavior, with very intense language. This triggered in-person protests from the ambassadors of those European countries to the Chinese Foreign Minister. To make a gesture, although the He Rui government didn't appear directly, some of the most excessive fellows were arrested and detained for a few days under charges related to public order..."

After listening to Hull's introduction, Roosevelt's expression revealed incomprehension. In Roosevelt's view, He Rui's diplomatic line was extremely hardline—a view shared by diplomatic elites worldwide. The diplomacy of small countries that seemed blustery was more rude than hardline. He Rui's diplomacy was a steel claw sharp enough to blow a hair apart, sheathed in a soft, silky velvet glove. Japan and Britain had both suffered greatly from it.

It was just that He Rui's diplomatic goals were clear and he never dragged things out. Once the goal was achieved, He Rui would immediately end the war. So to ordinary people, He Rui's foreign policy might appear very "humble" at certain stages. But the benefits earned by this superficial humility were greater than fighting dozens of wars. That such a foreign policy would be criticized as "weak"—Roosevelt had to conclude that China had a great many radicals.

Originally, Roosevelt was also considering whether to communicate with China about dismantling the Versailles system. The boiling radical nationalist sentiment within China made Roosevelt hesitate.

He Rui might be a trustworthy person; at least He Rui had sufficient rationality. But every national leader, especially in strongman politics like He Rui's, had to yield to public opinion to gain maximum support. If He Rui were coerced by extreme public opinion...

The competitive relationship between China and the US far outweighed cooperation. Roosevelt decided to wait and see how the situation in China developed.



★


Theory of "Friendly Nations" Surprise (2)

Volume 6 — Chapter 100

❧ ❧ ❧


The Chinese branch of the China-Japan Naval Liaison Group was located in Dalian. This city hosted Chinese shipyards, a naval base, and a naval aviation training base. The Dalian Naval Academy was the navy's institution of higher learning. Chief of the General Staff Hu Xiushan arrived in Dalian in June 1933 to hear reports from the Liaison Group.

Japan also sent Yamaguchi Tamon as a representative to attend this meeting. Yamamoto Isoroku was originally scheduled to come, but as the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet, he had been invited to visit the United States, so he did not attend.

Yamaguchi Tamon felt this arrangement was for the best. That fellow Yamamoto thought about a decisive battle with the "Anglo-American beasts" every day. If he had attended, he likely would have said something untimely.

Inside the conference room, a projector displayed the envisioned naval carrier battle group on a large screen. At the center of the formation were three completed aircraft carrier designs. Yamaguchi Tamon was very fond of the Chinese design for a carrier with a standard displacement of 35,000 tons. A 35,000-ton carrier could carry one air group consisting of various combat aircraft, totaling 90 planes. In addition to fighters, there were 5-8 reconnaissance aircraft and 6 helicopters, the prototypes of which had just been completed. The total number of embarked aircraft was around 104.

Surrounding the three carriers in the first ring were 2-3 fast battleships and 4-5 cruisers. The second ring was an iron wall composed of 18-24 destroyers. Typically, three destroyers formed a section, and two sections formed a squadron. In combat, tasks were executed at the squadron level.

Yamaguchi Tamon himself had participated in the research on carrier operations, and he fully supported this operational model. However, he soon heard more controversial content: exactly how the Army Air Force would coordinate with Naval Aviation.

Construction on the Chinese carriers had not yet begun, but the prototypes for the carrier-based aircraft had already been completed. According to the parameters Yamaguchi Tamon knew, this fighter could achieve a ferry range of 3,300 kilometers solely on internal fuel. With external drop tanks, its ferry range could reach 4,400 kilometers.

This meant that if a carrier operated within 1,500 kilometers of its coastal or island bases, it could rely on land-based fighters for protection. The fighters taking off from the carrier could then launch attacks on targets 1,300 kilometers away. This created a safe combat radius of 2,800 kilometers.

What was the concept of 2,800 kilometers? The straight-line distance from Taiwan to Singapore was 3,096 kilometers. Now that the borders of East Asia had been restored to those of the old era, Japan possessed quite a few islands in the Pacific. As long as airbases were built on those islands, under the escort of these ultra-long-range fighters, the East Asian Coalition Forces could receive uninterrupted air support even without a carrier battle group. They could easily sweep across all of Southeast Asia and seize Australia and New Zealand. The US Pacific Fleet coming to the rescue would be beaten to pieces.

Since the topic of discussion was the employment of carrier battle groups, but the carrier's role didn't seem prominent, the discussion became very strange.

The naval officers present also understood the crux of the issue. Everyone's discussion became very cautious, afraid of saying something wrong. Yamaguchi Tamon had a rough personality; seeing their hesitation, he spoke up. "If we go to war with the enemy, the primary operational target of the carrier battle group in the early stages is to prevent the enemy's main fleet from entering the combat zone. This aligns perfectly with the purpose of building carrier battle groups."

Soldiers all looked forward to distinguished service, so Yamaguchi Tamon's statement was hard for many officers to accept. But Chief of the General Staff Hu Xiushan looked at Yamaguchi Tamon and greatly appreciated the man's decisiveness.

Before the Chinese fighter prototypes were produced, Hu Xiushan had calmly formulated plans based on the parameters of existing main fighters. After the prototypes emerged, in the southward advance plan formulated by the General Staff Department under Hu Xiushan's leadership, the navy's role became somewhat difficult to position. The current consensus was that the navy would escort troop transports. Beyond that, there were various views on the navy's employment.

Yamaguchi Tamon's simple and clear line of thought seemed to make the southward operation plan lack flexibility. After all, naval mobility could allow for a great many operational arrangements. But Hu Xiushan agreed with Yamaguchi Tamon's view: as long as the reinforcing US fleet could be kept out of the war zone, China would be in a winning position. This was the correct mindset for formulating war plans.

The discussion continued in this manner. During lunch, Hu Xiushan and Yamaguchi Tamon sat at the same table. Hu Xiushan's Japanese was average, and Yamaguchi Tamon's Chinese was equally ordinary. But relying on this level of foreign language skills, the two still carried on a very fluent exchange.

"Yamaguchi-kun, how do you think the priority of the Philippines should be considered?"

"Chief of Staff Hu, I believe we should prioritize attacking the Philippines to complete the defensive system of the Philippines and the Pacific island bases. The US Pacific Fleet can indeed pass through the Panama Canal, go around Africa, and join the war from the Indian Ocean direction. But if the US really does that, by the time the Pacific Fleet arrives in the Indian Ocean, I'm afraid the war will already be over. Therefore, the US Pacific Fleet must head for the Philippines as soon as the war breaks out. Even if they stay in Hawaii, they will eventually be besieged and completely annihilated. So the priority of attacking the Philippines must absolutely not be lower than attacking the Indochina Peninsula."

Hu Xiushan nodded slightly while eating a piece of potato and beef.

Yamaguchi Tamon spoke with increasing excitement. "Of course, I believe taking the entire Philippines won't be easy. Looking at the troop allocation, I think by the time we completely capture the Philippines, the East Asian Coalition might already be attacking Australia."

Hu Xiushan continued to nod. This was the key to the problem. China was currently building civilian ships on a large scale; sea vessels over 3,000 tons could become the main force for southward transport. The success or failure of the southward advance was mainly a contest of transport capacity. Although Chinese shipyards were already operating at full load, China's foundation was too thin, and the newly built merchant ships couldn't even meet the robust domestic demand.

After expressing his views as a naval expert, Yamaguchi Tamon asked his own question. "Chief of Staff Hu, how does China judge the timing for the southward advance? I'm not referring to the opportunity for war."

After speaking, Yamaguchi Tamon began eating his portion of fresh stir-fried chicken. Japan's natural environment was not friendly to animal husbandry, so many Japanese had rarely eaten chicken. It was only in the last two years, with the development of Chinese refrigerated ships, that chicken had started to appear on the Japanese market. Yamaguchi Tamon liked chicken very much; eating in China gave him a feeling that a meal wasn't a meal without chicken.

Hu Xiushan replied, "Only when the transport capacity level is sufficient will the conditions for war begin to be met."

Although the words were few, Yamaguchi Tamon understood China's General Staff Department's absolute emphasis on logistics. Chewing the delicious chicken leg meat and thinking of those idiots in Japan, Yamaguchi Tamon made up his mind. He swallowed the chicken in his mouth and asked, "Has the outstanding fighter plane been viewed by the Chinese side as a decisive battle weapon?"

Hu Xiushan froze for a moment, then the corners of his mouth turned up slightly. To an outsider, this expression looked a bit disdainful. But those familiar with Hu Xiushan knew this was his expression of dumbfounded amusement.

Hu Xiushan was indeed amused. He certainly knew about the "decisive battle weapon" line of thought within the Japanese military. Whether it was planes or warships, Japan expected to obtain a type of superior weapon to help them win the war.

Analysis reports from the National Defense Force believed that this strange persistence regarding decisive battle weapons was likely because Japan lacked the capacity for sustained warfare. The true meaning of a decisive battle weapon was not victory, but a very low-cost victory. Only this kind of victory was a level of war Japan could afford. As long as the cost was high, even if Japan won every battle, it couldn't win the war.

Judging by Yamaguchi Tamon's expression when he asked the question, he likely didn't agree with the view on decisive battle weapons. Hu Xiushan asked calmly, "I don't think there is any such thing as a decisive battle weapon. The combat capability of a new fighter is just one part of war, and perhaps not even the most important part. If we are talking about air combat, the only valuable thinking is how to secure air superiority."

Yamaguchi Tamon didn't answer immediately, just nodding as he ate. Because Yamaguchi Tamon really wanted to ask a question: "Are expensive large-scale equipment like battleships and aircraft carriers consumables?"

In Japan, naval officers actually knew that not only small warships were consumables, but large warships were also consumables; war was a contest of attrition. Although Japanese naval officers knew this, they couldn't overcome the psychological issue and still held special ideas about naval equipment.

Although Japanese naval thinking had improved a lot recently, Yamaguchi Tamon believed this change was likely because Japanese military men thought China would bear the vast majority of the losses. Losing someone else's equipment—while they might say "what a pity, it shouldn't have happened" with their mouths—was very easy to accept in their hearts.

Yamaguchi Tamon wanted to ask Hu Xiushan, but felt it was unnecessary. If He Rui had appointed a general who cared deeply about equipment losses as Chief of the General Staff, then Yamaguchi Tamon's view of He Rui would be completely wrong.

Hu Xiushan asked another question. "How long does the US Navy need to train for its basic level to reach the current quality of the Japanese Navy?"

Yamaguchi Tamon thought for a moment. "Five years or more."

Hu Xiushan showed no reaction. The purpose of this question was to understand the impact of the US Navy's shipbuilding plan on its strength. With the US Navy's current strength, even if all naval equipment were replaced with the newest warships, the East Asian Coalition could easily defeat them. If the US Navy wanted to win the war, it had to build a navy of unprecedented scale.

If Yamaguchi Tamon's judgment was correct, then within five years after the start of the US Navy's massive shipbuilding plan, its combat effectiveness would still be very average. That meant the Chinese Navy would have to fully expand its personnel numbers by 1935 at the latest.

The two communicated easily and both felt they had gained much. In the afternoon, the senior officers of the China-Japan Naval Liaison Group continued their discussion, still failing to reach a widely accepted view.

But no one particularly cared. This kind of operational envisioning was preparation every country frequently undertook; there were bound to be various divergences initially. As equipment arrived and the situation of the target country changed, the operational plan would become increasingly reliable.

After the meeting ended, Hu Xiushan received a report from the Military Commission on his way back: "Activities regarding anti-hatred education in the military have already commenced."

Hu Xiushan said nothing. He couldn't predict what the result of this anti-hatred education would be. The goal of this education was to let the army understand the difference between the impulse of hatred and the demands of justice.

When humans faced things they couldn't stand, they always had an impulse to destroy. The National Defense Force would liberate the world in the future, and what they would face was not just things they couldn't stand, but a great many evil objects. For example, Britain's evil colonial rule.

The British people who supported Britain's evil colonial rule didn't think they were evil; they thought Britain brought civilization to the world. The deaths caused during the process of bringing civilization were just some tragedies. Therefore, the countries and peoples who endured these tragedies should forget them and only remember the civilization the British brought.

Hu Xiushan himself felt this way of thinking was utterly shameless, and he could be sure that normal Chinese people would find it utterly shameless as well. But the passion of justice could easily turn into hatred. If one couldn't understand hatred and control it, the retaliatory actions triggered by hatred would lead to massacres and other such behaviors.

Humans could never think of themselves as evil. Once a massacre occurred, they would find various excuses to justify the act. But a massacre was a massacre; whitewashing it would inevitably lead to moral bankruptcy. So conducting anti-hatred education from the start, letting the troops recognize that the demands of justice were directed against criminals and not against ordinary people who had wrong ideas but no wrong actions, was very important ideological construction.

But ideological construction was difficult work, and the comrades responsible for it were more likely to fall into a thankless situation. Because some people simply couldn't turn their brains around; such people would be cleared out of the army. And those cleared out often had outstanding military capabilities. Thus, this practice would meet with widespread questioning.

Hu Xiushan felt that all he could do was not cause trouble and not hold back the comrades executing the ideological education.

When Hu Xiushan returned to the capital, his old subordinate Li Liankui came to find him. Li Liankui had performed outstandingly in operations against Japan and was a fierce general.

"Chief of Staff, you know those people from the Political Department seem to be deliberately finding fault," Li Liankui said loudly.

"What is the specific situation?" Hu Xiushan asked.

"It would be fine if they just did education, no one would say anything. But several comrades have been labeled by the Political Department as having extremist thoughts and were suspended for reflection! What is there to reflect on about fighting the Japanese or the British? Did we fight the wrong people?"

Li Liankui finished venting his dissatisfaction in one breath, then stared at Hu Xiushan with burning eyes, obviously waiting for Hu Xiushan to step in and uphold justice.

Hu Xiushan's face went cold. "Li Liankui, I ask you. Does the Party command the gun, or does the gun command the Party?"

Li Liankui was stunned. He had thought Hu Xiushan would support him, but he didn't expect to be reprimanded. Li Liankui got a bit anxious and said loudly, "Commander, I'm not saying there's a problem with the Central Committee, I'm saying these people have problems."

Since Hu Xiushan had made a decision, he naturally wouldn't change his attitude. He said coldly, "Since you think they have problems, write a letter to the Political Department or speak at the Party Committee meeting. What do you want by coming to me?"

Li Liankui clearly failed to understand Hu Xiushan's meaning. He was an old subordinate of Hu Xiushan and was already a Major General in 1925. Seeing Hu Xiushan's displeasure, Li Liankui didn't get confused but instead pleaded, "Commander, I just want you to talk to the Political Department. If you speak, they will listen."

Hu Xiushan originally thought Li Liankui came to complain, but seeing him behave like this, Hu Xiushan began to feel that the Political Department's ideological education work this time might actually be very useful. Li Liankui clearly didn't understand what "the Party commands the gun" meant. The Party commanding the gun didn't mean the officers were all Party members. It meant the Party responsible for ideology must build the army into one that conformed to the Party's ideology. In this process, soldiers had to accept the Party's education and truly implement it. If soldiers only accepted the ideology they wanted to accept and rejected what they didn't, that would be the gun commanding the Party.

But Li Liankui was talented, and Hu Xiushan still cherished talent. He could only darken his face. "Li Liankui, I order you to go to the comrades of the Political Department right now, submit your opinions to them, and under their guidance, carefully study the documents and understand the spirit. If you don't listen, I will immediately suspend you and have someone escort you there. Will you go yourself, or be escorted? Choose!"

Li Liankui was greatly shocked, looking at Hu Xiushan dumbly, obviously not expecting things to develop to this extent. After a while, a look of grievance appeared on Li Liankui's face. "Commander, killing enemies—where was I wrong?"

Hu Xiushan hadn't attended the meeting and didn't know exactly what happened. But he could be sure that if Li Liankui had only expressed the view "what is wrong with killing enemies," there would absolutely not be the current situation. In other words, beneath Li Liankui's straightforward appearance, he was either truly confused or playing petty tricks, thinking he could fool Hu Xiushan into suppressing the Political Department's work.

He wanted to have someone drag Li Liankui away directly, but Hu Xiushan still didn't want to strike Li Liankui so hard because he cherished his talent. Calling over his guard, Hu Xiushan ordered, "Escort Li Liankui to the Political Department now. Let them argue however they want. Finally, ask the Political Department to give me a report explaining exactly what happened."

The guard was personnel assigned to military commanders by a specialized department. Even though his rank was far lower than Li Liankui's, the guard didn't hesitate at all. He walked up to Li Liankui and asked, "Major General Li, let's go now."

Li Liankui certainly knew the guard's authority and responsibility. He wanted to say something more, but just sighed long and hard. "Sigh, Commander, I think you're afraid." After saying that, he turned and left.

Watching the guard follow Li Liankui out of the office, Hu Xiushan felt truly unhappy in his heart. The army's ideological work had turned into this mess—what was the Political Department doing!

The next morning, while Hu Xiushan was working, someone came in to report, "Chief of Staff, someone posted a poster titled 'Theory of Friendly Nations Surprise'."

Hu Xiushan hadn't seen this article, but hearing the name, he felt it was mocking the Civilization Party's recent training work. Radical thoughts in the army were indeed expanding. Whether it was "liberating the globe" or "conquering the globe," many people's views were indeed out of tune with the Party Central Committee.

Could this matter really turn into a big incident? Hu Xiushan was forced to consider this.
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Lieutenant General Yu Cen, Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, flew directly from Kunming to the capital. During the Sino-British War, when Yu Cen had flown from the capital to the Southwest, the journey of over 500 kilometers had taken a full day, with the plane landing and taking off multiple times along the way. Now, it took only three hours to reach the destination. Listening to music throughout the journey, he landed before he even had a chance to feel restless, which Yu Cen appreciated greatly.

After checking in at the reception, he had just entered his room and hadn't yet closed the door when he heard a happy voice from the hallway: "Isn't that Brother Yu?"

Turning his head, Yu Cen saw someone he considered an acquaintance. The man was dressed in a military uniform with Lieutenant General rank insignia. Since he wasn't wearing a cap, his bald head reflected a bright shine under the lights. It was Wu Peifu.

Yu Cen had initially been in charge of managing prisoner-of-war camps during the Sino-British War before returning to headquarters. The one who succeeded Yu Cen was none other than Wu Peifu, known as the "Valiant General of the Beiyang." Later, he had occasionally heard that Wu Peifu seemed to have gone to the General Logistics Department, but he hadn't expected to run into him here.

Seeing that Wu Peifu was keen to chat, Yu Cen invited him in. The two discussed their current positions; Wu Peifu was currently serving as the Director of the Statistics Bureau in the General Logistics Department. Hearing that Yu Cen was serving as Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, Wu Peifu sighed with emotion. "Brother, you've fought against the Japanese, against the garrisons of the Eight-Nation Alliance, and against the British. And you won every time! Your life has truly been worth living."

After saying this, Wu Peifu sighed again. "In my life, I haven't fought a single battle against foreigners; I've just done some petty, shameful things. Now, although I've cast my lot with a wise master, I'm about to be transferred to the reserves. Sigh... this life really wasn't worth it!"

Yu Cen consoled him, "Brother Ziyu, you are in the prime of your life, why be so discouraged?"

Wu Peifu smiled bitterly. "According to the latest *Officer Service Regulations*, those at my rank retire at 63. I am already 59 years old. Although I'm a Bureau Director, I really don't have many years left to work."

While Yu Cen offered verbal comfort, inwardly he didn't think much of Wu Peifu's old-fashioned mindset. In the old way of thinking, it was best for an official to die in office. Although scholars always talked about how comfortable it was to retire and return home, that was just lip service.

He Rui's government was not a government of old-school scholars, but an industrialized government led by "engineering men." They were very strict about age limits in the retirement system. Just as Wu Peifu had mentioned, the *Officer Service Regulations* stipulated the service age limits for officers.

The maximum age for military, political, and logistics officers in combat units during peacetime service were: Platoon level: 30; Company level: 35; Battalion level: 40; Regimental level: 45; Divisional level: 50; Corps level: 55; Grand Theater level: Deputy 63, Commander 65.

As Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, Yu Cen would retire at 65. Wu Peifu was a Lieutenant General, but his actual position was only Director of the Statistics Bureau in the General Logistics Department, which was equivalent to a corps-level position. For him to be subject to the retirement standard of 63 was clearly a case of special consideration. If not for the need to make the old Beiyang faction feel they weren't being discriminated against, and to keep a few of them in the army, Wu Peifu would have retired by now.

To Yu Cen's surprise, although Wu Peifu looked regretful, he showed no sign of wanting to find a backdoor to stay for a few more years. In the reputation of the Beiyang clique, Wu Peifu was considered a man of character. Looking at him now, Wu Peifu seemed to live up to that reputation.

After chatting for a while, Wu Peifu brought up the matter of the Sino-British War. "Before, I thought Chairman He was just trying to appease the feelings of the Beiyang brothers by giving me a position of some sort. But with my limited ability, I certainly wouldn't catch Chairman He's eye, so he arranged for me to manage the POW camps. But after doing that for more than a year, I realized that the old Beiyang really shouldn't have caught Chairman He's eye. Saying that the old Beiyang lacked culture really doesn't wrong us. Over at the POW camps, quite a few old Beiyang brothers remembered the grievances they had suffered in the past and wanted to vent their anger on a bunch of prisoners. Heh."

Hearing this, Yu Cen felt that Wu Peifu might have more "virtue" than he had thought. Officers from the Northeast Government had, after all, received more than a decade of education, and everyone knew that "imperialism" was not a good word. Even so, quite a few officers had a bit of an "imperialist" style themselves, though they were unwilling to admit it.

Yu Cen wanted to ask what had happened in the POW camps, but felt it wasn't appropriate to ask. While he hesitated, Wu Peifu started talking about these things himself. "Before anything big could happen, the higher-ups sent new political commissars. The commissars held meetings every day, which was hard work. But with the commissars there, at least nothing went wrong. Otherwise, given the nature of the old Beiyang brothers, they would have either been drinking and swearing brotherhood with the British prisoners, or skinning them alive..."

It turned out that after Yu Cen left, the management in the POW camps had fallen into ideological chaos for a short time. The old Beiyang men had a love-hate relationship with imperialism. They hated being oppressed by imperialism, but loved the idea that imperialism could oppress others.

Imperialism is a noun, but humans instinctively bully the weak and fear the strong, and quite naturally discriminate against other races based on appearance. In an environment like a POW camp, such emotions breed easily. Not to mention that China had suffered nearly a century of foreign oppression, and the public generally had strong feelings of revenge.

It wasn't until the Military Commission sent a group of people to assist that things stabilized. The political work cadres were divided into two parts: one part did ideological work on the old Beiyang fellows, and the other part managed the POW camps and did ideological work on the prisoners. Non-political work cadres, a group of intellectuals led by Hu Shi, were sent to teach Chinese culture to the prisoners.

At that time, the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal in Shanghai made the British prisoners extremely fearful. Although the captured British soldiers had not participated in the ANZAC Corps' massacre of the Burmese people, these British prisoners had committed many similar crimes in other colonies. Hearing the news of the ANZAC Corps being put on trial, these British prisoners were terrified.

The pressure felt by the British Indian prisoners was no less than that of the British. Although these British Indian troops suffered British oppression, when suppressing the resistance of the local Indian people, they used quite ruthless methods to gain the appreciation of their British masters.

Moreover, these British Indian troops not only obeyed British orders, but most of them also came from the upper and middle classes of India. With such backgrounds, before receiving communist education, they naturally stood firmly on the side of the local Indian dignitaries. And dignitaries anywhere have always stood on the opposite side of the people. Out of this stance, when suppressing the Indian people's resistance, their hearts were filled with hostility toward the ordinary Indian laborers.

The Sino-British War ended quickly, which caused these ideological issues to be exposed, but before they could be truly resolved, the British and British Indian prisoners were released. Wu Peifu had only seen the problems, but hadn't seen how they were resolved.

Chatting up to this point, Lieutenant General Yu Cen began to understand why the Military Commission would truly employ an old Beiyang warlord like Wu Peifu. Although this guy had also colluded with the British in the past, Wu Peifu was at least a cultured man who had passed the imperial examination at the county level; he had some idealism, and his level of understanding of certain issues was far higher than that of the ordinary Beiyang soldier.

Yu Cen hadn't seen many old Beiyang men, but the ones who left a deep impression on him were the family of Wang Qinian, an engineer at the Aircraft Design Bureau. That family came from a *Jinshi* (imperial scholar) background, and although they still held onto that old scholar mindset in many ways and placed great importance on social hierarchy, in the new era, their family changed quickly. At least when discussing such topics, they spoke according to the concepts of the Civilization Party.

Wu Peifu was another type of person. He inherently pursued loyalty and righteousness and had feelings for the country. So when facing problems, he would also study and try to understand them.

Apart from these two, the old Beiyang men Yu Cen had met were all vulgar people pursuing fame and fortune. The establishment of the He Rui government, to them, was just the world changing masters. For this group of people, whether in the Qing Dynasty, the Beiyang era, or New China, their pursuit never changed—it was always just fame and fortune. Yu Cen chose to keep a respectful distance from such people.

After chatting for a while, it was time for dinner. Wu Peifu wanted to treat Yu Cen to a couple of drinks, but Yu Cen politely declined. Wu Peifu didn't mind and took his leave quite freely.

Early the next morning, the military region guesthouse where the group was staying became lively. Everyone was a soldier, and their schedules were quite regular. As soon as the reveille sounded, even the soldiers who didn't have to run drills got up. Yu Cen put on his shoes and went for a walk in the open space of the guesthouse. In the corridor, he ran into several Lieutenant Generals who had the same idea.

Even if they weren't familiar with each other, they had at least attended meetings together. They greeted each other and started jogging in the open space. From the drill grounds not far away came the shouts of soldiers doing their morning exercises, making Yu Cen feel very comfortable. Yu Cen had initially joined the army out of passion. Now Yu Cen regarded being a soldier as his profession; as long as he was in a military environment, he felt at ease.

Coming to a meeting meant no one had to be on night duty. By 7:30, everyone had finished breakfast. Many room doors were open as people quickly organized their things. By 7:45, people had already arrived at the pickup point. At 7:55, when the bus came to pick them up, all the attendees were present.

By 8:25, the conference room was packed, with only three seats in the middle empty. Yu Cen was very excited. Those attending this time were all Lieutenant Generals, many of whom were commanders and political commissars of Great Military Regions. Presumably, many had received the meeting order suddenly and rushed over immediately. So, of the three empty seats, at least one should be for He Rui. Thinking that he would attend a meeting presided over by He Rui, Yu Cen was full of anticipation.

At 8:28, the door opened, and He Rui and Zheng Silang walked in. Originally, some people were talking in low voices, but the conversation stopped abruptly, and the Lieutenant Generals all stood up.

He Rui was also very happy to see a group of familiar faces. Getting these people together usually only happened at the two annual regular meetings; the rest of the time, everyone was busy at their respective posts. He hoped that these guys would all be able to pass the test of this impromptu meeting.

Walking to his seat and standing still, He Rui ordered, "At ease, sit down."

The Lieutenant Generals sat down in unison, and He Rui immediately said, "Recently, nationalist sentiment has become increasingly intense in the ideological field. Not long ago, quite a few problems appeared during the education process against hatred. This meeting is to discuss this matter..."

Yu Cen listened quietly, surprised that a meeting was being held for such a reason. After He Rui finished explaining the theme, it was Zheng Silang's turn to introduce the situation. Watching Zheng Silang read completely from the script, Yu Cen felt a bit of sympathy for his old superior. The upper echelons of the military knew that among the "Five Tiger Generals," Zheng Silang was a very fierce nationalist. So having Zheng Silang read a report on anti-hatred education felt a bit like forcing a duck onto a perch.

However, Yu Cen didn't think Zheng Silang was being deliberately made things difficult for. Because Zheng Silang was a nationalist, having him read the report was tantamount to He Rui vouching for him, which was good protection for Zheng Silang.

After reading, He Rui asked, "Comrades, you can speak your views first. I know you have your own opinions, speak directly. I will answer them."

As soon as the voice fell, someone had already raised their hand. Yu Cen looked and saw it was actually Wu Peifu. Since only Wu Peifu raised his hand, he naturally got the chance to speak. Wu Peifu stood up and asked, "Chairman, I support China not engaging in racism ten thousand percent. I also know that our opponents are racists, and I don't care about that. I only have one question: why don't we annex Upper Myanmar and the Assam region? I'm finished."

Hearing this, many comrades felt that Wu Peifu had voiced their own doubts, and they all looked at He Rui. The combined population of Myanmar and the Assam region was only a few million, and China could easily annex the local areas. Yet He Rui insisted on letting the two regions establish independent states. Although everyone had heard some explanations, after a few years, everyone really wanted to hear He Rui give a detailed explanation on this matter.

He Rui immediately answered, "Comrades, let me ask a question. Where is Yuan Shikai from?"

Hearing this, many people were stunned because they didn't know. Wu Peifu was from the old Beiyang faction, so he answered, "Yuan Shikai is from Henan."

He Rui asked again, "Where am I from?"

The comrades at the meeting knew He Rui was from Shandong, but they didn't know why He Rui asked this, so no one dared to answer.

He Rui continued, "What I actually want to ask is, can you imagine the future leader of China being someone from the Myanmar region, or someone from the Assam region?"

For a moment, everyone was stunned, not understanding what He Rui meant.

He Rui waited for a moment, and seeing no one answer, he explained, "On Chinese soil, when anyone becomes a leader, the first thing people care about is not where this person was born. Because in China's thousands of years of history, there does indeed exist a blood relationship of the Chinese nation. It is precisely based on such blood relations that there is a cultural consensus that 'a hero is not asked of his origins.'

"I can be certain that if a few people born in the Myanmar or Assam regions joined our organization and took China's interests as their highest pursuit, their becoming leaders would not trigger any prejudice. However, comrades, a region is not the same. The Myanmar and Assam regions are not China in the traditional sense. Even if we annexed them, the first thing would be a cultural transformation lasting decades or centuries. In these decades or centuries, how would Upper Myanmar and Assam view the fact that no Chinese leader would emerge from among them?

"I will emphasize one more time, just now many comrades didn't know where Yuan Shikai was from, because it doesn't matter. Whether it's Yuan Shikai or everyone here, no one thinks there's anything to discuss about Henan producing a leader, nor would they think there's anything surprising about Shandong, Guangdong, or Hunan producing China's leaders. But Myanmar and Assam are different. Annexing the two places means giving the people of those regions Chinese treatment. At this stage, this cannot be achieved. Since it cannot be achieved, we have absolutely no reason to do it."

Wu Peifu listened blankly. He hadn't expected He Rui to view the problem from such a realistic perspective, and to make judgments in such a cold manner. Wu Peifu felt he could completely accept this way of judgment.

After He Rui finished speaking, someone immediately asked, "Chairman, Myanmar and Assam are very valuable to us."

He Rui immediately replied, "The output and geographical location of these two regions are very valuable to us. And the value of the geographical location is more of a value as a departure point for combat. That is to say, who do you think our enemy is? Why must we launch military strikes against the enemy? If there is no war objective, the value of the geographical location of these two places does not exist."

This time, no one asked questions for the moment, because He Rui's rhetorical question hit on the point everyone cared about most. Everyone present felt that Britain was China's enemy, but as to *why* Britain was China's enemy, no one could come up with a very systematic explanation for a while. Of course, the lack of a systematic explanation didn't affect everyone's view of Britain. But if they wanted to ask more questions, they had to first answer the question He Rui had raised.

As Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, the combat objectives set by Yu Cen were mainly directed at Britain. Yu Cen had considered He Rui's question many times. Seeing no one speak, Yu Cen asked, "Chairman, the output of these two regions is also of great value to us."

"If it is an economic problem, there are naturally economic solutions. So far, the economic and trade system we have established is proceeding very smoothly in these two regions. Whether it is the tropical crops of Upper Myanmar or the specialty black tea of the Assam region, they all take the trade system dominated by China as their main trading partner. We have smoothly obtained the crops we hoped to obtain, and the people of these two places have also seen their incomes increase greatly and their societies develop rapidly through economic and trade cooperation. This is much more advanced and civilized than the colonial system."

Yu Cen did not refute, because He Rui was right. The economic and trade cooperation between the Southwest region and Upper Myanmar and Assam was very flourishing. Because the policies of minimum wage and maximum working hours for laborers, as well as guaranteed minimum prices for agricultural product purchases, were implemented locally, the income of many well-run farms was even significantly higher than that of ordinary Chinese in the Southwest region. This also led to many Chinese going to Upper Myanmar and Assam to open farms or work on farms. This also forced the Southwest Theater Command to divert some manpower to prevent illegal border crossings.

However, not refuting did not mean complete agreement. Because Yu Cen felt that China was being a bit too good to these two regions.

At this time, He Rui spoke again. "Comrades, Europe and America levy exorbitant taxes in their colonies, completely disregarding the life and death of the colonial people, let alone caring about the development of the colonial people. It looks majestic, it looks satisfying, but in reality, this is a very inefficient method. With exploitation and plunder reaching such a level, the economic operation mode existing in the colonies is bound to be very low-end. Low-end operation modes are destined not to have any high returns. That is to say, the more they plunder, the poorer the colony. The poorer the colony, the less return there is. This is a very realistic economic problem, and it is also the fundamental reason why colonialism is bound to collapse."

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Peifu immediately asked, "Chairman, the colonialists have grabbed so many things, how could they collapse? They will only get richer and richer."

He Rui looked calm. "Rich? Even adding the Soviet Union, Europe's population now is less than 500 million. With such a large piece of land, and having engaged in colonialism... why is the population so small? I will tell you a number. From 1925 to now, in eight years, our Chinese population has increased by nearly 200 million. If Europe were truly wealthy, their population should be at least double what it is now. How do you prepare to explain this situation?"
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Zheng Silang listened to He Rui explaining the world order China intended to establish to a group of lieutenant generals, feeling that the resistance in his heart had become very faint. This would have been unimaginable in the past, but now it seemed logical and natural.

In He Rui's political philosophy, the world needs to progress together, and advanced nations should even provide "fiscal transfers" to backward regions within the new order. At least a few years ago, Zheng Silang felt that He Rui's views were simply baffling. If He Rui hadn't launched the Sino-Japanese War and the Sino-British War, thrashing Japan and Britain, Zheng Silang would have suspected that He Rui had suffered some trauma and was mentally unstable.

But the current Zheng Silang no longer thought this way. Over the past few years, Zheng Silang had personally inspected the development of Upper Myanmar and Assam. He had also spoken in depth with the retired Han Haiquan and Li Runshi, the former Deputy Secretary of the Civilization Party's Upper Myanmar region, confirming that He Rui's policies were indeed highly effective.

When Britain colonized the Myanmar region, their policy was plunder. As He Rui said, the predatory policies of colonialism meant that Upper Myanmar couldn't even maintain a medium-level economic model. With a low-level economic model, output was very low. Upper Myanmar and Assam produced little, and the local people lived bitter lives. This suffering triggered constant resistance from the locals, which in turn caused the cost of British rule to rise continuously.

Under a low-level economic model with limited output, as long as the British tax farmers couldn't successfully collect taxes in kind, the cost of British colonial rule would skyrocket. Moreover, during the Sino-British War, although many local masses were vigilant against the Chinese army, they were happy to see the Chinese army thrash the British troops and provided cooperation and help within a limited scope. This seemingly small help actually had a huge impact on the British forces. When the ANZAC corps was put on trial, most of the captured ANZAC officers argued that the reason they killed people was because the Burmese locals were essentially acting as spies for China, so the ANZAC killings were not massacres, but legitimate military actions against spies.

After Upper Myanmar and Assam were integrated into the China-led economic system, the economic mode of the local people quickly shifted from a state of being plundered to a state of normal trade. To obtain better returns, the local people worked hard, and their incomes rose rapidly. Myanmar's tropical crops sold well within the East Asia + Soviet Union economic sphere, and Assam black tea was sold all over the world, even establishing its own brands.

China provided not only institutional help, including state ownership of land, but also production technology. The production efficiency of the local people improved rapidly, incomes rose, and the demand for industrial products exploded. The hundreds of thousands of locals with rising living standards were a market in themselves, not to mention the two or three million Chinese people who had gone to work in Upper Myanmar and Assam. The originally impoverished Chinese people earned incomes several times, or even ten times, higher than back home, which also solved a small part of China's domestic economic pressure. And this increase in income was achieved not by plunder, but by developing productive forces.

Adding together the Chinese immigrants and the local people of Myanmar and Assam, nearly ten million people had obtained better lives under the new economic order, proving that He Rui's design for the world's new economic model was completely feasible.

The influence of this change was much greater than Zheng Silang had imagined. Zheng Silang was now the head of the General Logistics Department. Before China's aircraft carriers had even begun construction, the problem of teak decks had already been solved. And the solution was not the savage exploitation and "draining the pond to get the fish" method used by the British. China conducted research on the growth of teak in Myanmar and surveyed the teak resources. Furthermore, they established forestry farms for planting teak.

Teak takes at least fifty years to mature. Even though China was cultivating teak saplings, the planting of artificial forests was just beginning. But this production efficiency was far higher than the natural reproduction of teak. In a few decades, teak would enter the market continuously. Precisely because of such long-term planning and investment, teak prices did not experience boom and bust cycles. Although the price rose somewhat, it remained within an acceptable range.

If China had not adopted the new economic model but instead used imperialist policies, given China's huge demand, the price of teak would have skyrocketed. Price hikes would lead to predatory exploitation, teak resources would shrink due to savage logging, which would in turn cause teak prices to skyrocket further.

In addition to teak prices, China also opened up plantations for tropical crops like palm, sugarcane, rubber, and sisal in Upper Myanmar. Because the minimum purchase price for agricultural products and the minimum wage system protecting farm workers were strictly enforced locally, the income of these farms increased rapidly. This, in turn, allowed local farms to have money to buy chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and to hire technicians to solve problems related to increasing crop yields and dealing with pests and diseases.

This provided employment opportunities for Chinese technicians. Those graduates who had studied hard in vocational schools found places to display their talents and earned more income. This also allowed the surplus rural population to be released. As the population decreased, the tense human-land contradiction in the Southwest region was relieved. After accumulating experience, these technicians could in turn help the people of the Southwest region plant crops like rubber and palm on the mountains, increasing the income of the local people.

Now, many materials needed by the army, such as rubber and rigging, had begun to be produced domestically. Even if the output could not yet meet demand, at least the problem of existence had been solved. Once a future war broke out, China would certainly face a trade embargo for a short time. Domestic demand would continue to operate because of these production capacities, and production would not immediately be interrupted.

In order to better transport materials out of the Southwest region, the state also began to increase investment in infrastructure construction in the Southwest. This pulled the development of the Southwest economy, so much so that the once incredibly fierce conflict between locals and migrants in the Southwest calmed down significantly. Although the means to quell the local-migrant conflict were quite bloody—local tyrants who once ruled their own fiefs were arrested, and tens of thousands of fierce criminals were publicly executed—this killing was not done to establish authority. Every person executed or sentenced was tried publicly; their crimes were not fabricated, but proven through open and legitimate legal processes.

Although the local people feared the thunderous methods of the new government, they also clearly knew that these criminals were executed for participating in murder and highway robbery. After this group of people was executed, the most direct feeling of the people in the Southwest was that when they passed near another village, they no longer worried about being killed by people rushing out suddenly. The government's thunderous methods not only did not terrify the local people but instead won their support. The number of locals participating in infrastructure construction increased dozens of times over, while robbery and theft of infrastructure materials plummeted, causing infrastructure costs to crash.

To this day, Zheng Silang still had no feelings for foreigners. If China adopted imperialist policies towards the outside world, Zheng Silang wouldn't feel it was inappropriate. But in terms of reason, Zheng Silang truly believed that the new model proposed by He Rui was indeed more beneficial to China's economic development.

Listening to the questions raised by the lieutenant generals and He Rui's answers, Zheng Silang felt that these guys were like elementary school students. He, having followed He Rui for a longer time and having more opportunities to communicate directly with He Rui, had really passed this stage of not understanding the principles. Moreover, these were economic and political issues. Zheng Silang felt it was completely understandable that generals who focused on military research had naive ideas about this.

Wu Peifu did not know the thoughts of Zheng Silang, the Minister of General Logistics, because Zheng Silang remained silent, and Wu Peifu didn't pay any attention to him. Unlike Zheng Silang, Wu Peifu had not been in contact with specific national economic data, nor had he participated in economic construction. Even though Wu Peifu was knowledgeable and experienced in the old era, in his exchanges with He Rui, Wu Peifu only sensed a brand-new train of thought, a line of thinking that seemed paradoxical to him.

On the contrary, a theater commander like Yu Cen could better understand this theoretical knowledge. After listening for a while, Yu Cen was quite touched. The military's operations were not just about protecting the country, but also about realizing the country's policies.

As a soldier, Yu Cen's job was how to fight the enemy. The better domestic industry developed, the better the army's equipment would be, and the more sufficient the supplies. So, logically, Yu Cen naturally accepted the concept that the army served the country and the people. But this also made Yu Cen's thinking regarding foreign wars relatively conservative and passive.

Although he couldn't yet fully grasp the relationship between active offense and the world order, Yu Cen felt that his thinking had been greatly expanded.

The meeting lasted for most of the day, and He Rui felt a bit tired. The overall effect was okay; at least the lieutenant generals were not a bunch of hot-headed imperialists. After the meeting ended, He Rui recalled the proceedings and suddenly understood what his feeling during the meeting actually was.

The feeling given by the current military generals reminded He Rui of reading the memoirs of German generals from World War II. Although it is a historical norm for the living to push all responsibility onto the dead, the memoirs of WWII German generals were considered by He Rui in his youth to be stories of a bunch of despicable guys making excuses for themselves. The most famous among them was Manstein's memoir. Chinese netizens gave this memoir the nickname "The Art of Pot-Throwing" (The Art of Shifting Blame).

But at least the current Chinese National Defense Force generals already had the professionalism of career officers. Military war was a field of knowledge for them. In other words, the Chinese National Defense Force could be seen as a group of science and engineering men ("tech bros"). And they weren't even science men from Junker noble backgrounds. That is to say, even if this group was bad, they couldn't be that bad. Science men had at least one advantage: they had great respect for objective laws.

Compared to the science men, the aura of a literati on Wu Peifu was very obvious. He Rui felt that since he had started making such comparisons, he might as well try to find someone from the Nazis who felt relatively similar. After thinking about it, the name Ribbentrop popped up.

He Rui wasn't quite sure if Wu Peifu was really qualified to be mentioned in the same breath as Ribbentrop. After the Nazi defeat, because Ribbentrop knew too much dirt on Britain, the Soviet Union, and even the United States, the Allies wanted Ribbentrop dead. Of course, there were other views, thinking that since Ribbentrop knew so much, the Allies might have wanted to spare him in exchange for him keeping his mouth shut.

He Rui personally leaned towards the view that the Allies wanted Ribbentrop dead. But what was truly admirable about Ribbentrop was that facing trial, he not only didn't shift the blame at all but declared impassionedly, "I fully supported Hitler's philosophy and strategy, and unremittingly promoted his policies."

When the judge asked Ribbentrop for his opinion on Hitler, Ribbentrop replied: "If Hitler appeared here now and said to me, 'Do it!', I would still follow him without hesitation." This feeling, similar to blind loyalty, was very similar to Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu was extremely loyal to his "Big Brother" Cao Kun.

Thinking of this, He Rui couldn't help but sigh. The current Wu Peifu hadn't done anything to harm the common people, so he was spared. But in future military operations, who knew if this guy would pull some stunt.

Just as he was thinking, the secretary walked in. "Chairman, Minister Zheng requests an audience."

Soon, Zheng Silang appeared before He Rui. He sat opposite He Rui. "Chairman, I've read Minister Zhou's book. I find his views very strange. Why does he have such a big reaction to the arrest of a few literati?"

"The understanding of an industrialized government by literati is different from that of science students," He Rui answered decisively. If possible, He Rui didn't want to mention the essay "Theory of Friendly Nations' Surprise" written by Zhou Shuren (Lu Xun). This wasn't because Zhou Shuren's criticism was directed at He Rui personally. He Rui didn't care about criticism from others; for someone who had commanded millions of troops in battle, such things had long since ceased to be a consideration.

He Rui just didn't want guys like Zhou Shuren to suffer unnecessary shocks. To avoid China's foreign wars degenerating into an imperialist war for hegemony, ideological mobilization and the establishment of clearer concepts were necessary domestically. This was a struggle in the realm of thought, and the result of the struggle would cause some people to be impacted.

Zhou Shuren's "Theory of Friendly Nations' Surprise" represented the patriotism of the literati, and literati were prone to believing that there were "bad people" in the government, which was why some unpleasant actions were carried out. For example, the government had cracked down on some individuals who expressed radical views. Zhou Shuren believed that these people were not wrong to attack European and American countries, as those countries had committed crimes against humanity.

But the situation He Rui saw was different. Those people were not opposing crimes against humanity, but were trying to realize their ideas, or at least vent their emotions, by inciting hatred. And these guys who were being "tapped" (warned/punished) were using the expression of opposition to anti-human behavior as a means, not an end.

One can only judge people by their deeds, not their hearts. So the purpose of the "tapping" was to let this bunch know that they wouldn't be treated as "one of us" just because they shouted a few slogans. But this approach was interpreted as opposing domestic nationalist tendencies.

As a government, sometimes it is this helpless. Some things simply cannot be said, because if the government stated the true reasons, the result wouldn't be clarifying the issue, but would instead make the guys being warned targets of public criticism, directly getting them killed.

It was obvious that Zheng Silang hadn't thought that much. After hearing He Rui's evaluation of Zhou Shuren, he said somewhat unhappily, "Is the Chairman just going to let Zhou Shuren off like this?"

He Rui knew that Zheng Silang wasn't narrow-minded, but that didn't mean he was a casual person. If Zheng Silang felt there was a problem with Zhou Shuren, he would handle it with a touch of "Jianghu" style (vigilante justice).

If Zheng Silang privately made things difficult for Zhou Shuren, He Rui couldn't pretend not to see it. Out of necessity, He Rui explained his views to Zheng Silang in full detail. Zheng Silang listened very seriously, his expression changing several times. After He Rui finished, Zheng Silang remained silent for a good while before saying, "Chairman, I know I was wrong. I will never think about getting involved in these matters again."

He Rui felt that if Zheng Silang could really do what he said, that would be great. One doesn't fear a lack of good deeds, but a lack of good people. If everyone could refrain from overstepping their bounds, the world would have far fewer troubles. At this moment, He Rui could only temporarily trust Zheng Silang. "Silang, nationalism is a double-edged sword. Its positive significance is maximized when the country is invaded. But when the situation is not dangerous, the less positive parts of nationalism will appear. To limit the negative effects of nationalism, we can only rely on education and realistic warnings. I don't want everyone to get hurt; such harm is meaningless."

Zheng Silang pondered after listening, and a moment later asked tentatively, "Chairman, if we start a war to liberate the world, will this kind of criticism decrease a bit?"

He Rui shook his head. "If someone trumpets the legitimacy of China conquering the world, is there any essential difference between that and criticizing us for not being nationalist enough? The key is to establish a better world order, not to listen to others' comments."

Zheng Silang fell silent for longer this time. It was evident that he was touched inwardly. Finally, Zheng Silang said, "Chairman, I can't grasp these things either. I can only say that in the future, I will absolutely not mix in these matters."

"Thank you, Silang. I am very glad you chose this way," He Rui sighed sincerely.

Ideological education in the army proceeded step by step, and by the end of 1933, this round of education basically concluded. Although more than a dozen officers were sent to the Party School for study, the overall impact was not significant. On the contrary, the request to visit China from Ribbentrop, who had been promoted to German Foreign Minister, caught He Rui's attention.

Ribbentrop's visit definitely meant that the "Little Mustache" (Hitler) wanted to rope in China. He Rui didn't want to have any dealings with the "Little Mustache's" regime. Although engaging in private maneuvers might seem to solve a lot of things, He Rui believed there was no need for that. Because when it came to playing little tricks, the "Little Mustache" was an expert.

But after thinking it over, He Rui finally decided to meet Ribbentrop. If he couldn't get some cooperation from the Nazi regime, China wouldn't be able to invite some outstanding German scientific and technical personnel to China. When it came to punishing people, the German Nazis were truly ruthless. In German culture, there really wasn't a tradition of "leaving a line in life so that we can meet on good terms in the future" (burning bridges).
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On the streets of Berlin, Germany, Chinese envoy Ye Lin, having finished packing her luggage for her return to China, stood by the window watching the Berlin streetscape. Ye Lin had witnessed rapid urban construction back in China, and she hadn't expected to see the same scene in Germany. Berlin's streets, unchanged for many years, had suddenly become bustling again. New factories and residential buildings were under construction. The construction sites were teeming with people, a scene of fiery activity.

Although Ye Lin did not like the Nazi Party, after Hitler came to power, he had rapidly opened factories relying on funds provided by Mefo bills. Germany's unemployment rate had dropped rapidly in eight months, from 6 million to 2.2 million. Such economic performance was indeed very impressive.

To achieve such an employment rate, the Nazi Party had exhausted all methods. This included removing women from the workforce and suppressing workers' wages after banning trade unions. But Germany had been in such a miserable state before that the lives of the German people under these policies were much better than the days from 1929 to early 1933, earning the Nazi Party the support of the German people.

As Ye Lin watched the street scene, she saw two people dressed as Taoist priests appear on the bustling street. The contrast between the Taoist robes and Western clothing was stark. The two priests themselves were not flamboyant, but their appearance on the street was very eye-catching. Judging by their direction, they were heading straight for the Chinese Legation. Before long, the two priests entered the embassy reception, disappearing from Ye Lin's view.

*It seems something interesting has happened,* Ye Lin thought.

An hour later, a staff member came to report to Ye Lin. It turned out the Nazi government was restricting religion. The German Taoist Association had received a notification; the Nazi government required the Taoist Association to cease operations. The two members of the Chinese Taoist Association who had come to Germany were asking if the Legation had any way to help them urgently.

The Legation had already received relevant news. The Nazi government's restrictions on religious activities were not targeted solely at Taoism or Judaism, but restricted all religious activities within Germany.

In early 1933, on the day the Reichstag ceded its legislative powers to this dictator, Hitler delivered a speech to this German legislative body, praising the Christian faith as "essential for safeguarding the soul of the German people," promising to respect the rights of these faiths, declaring his government's "ambition is to seek a harmonious accord between Church and State," and adding, "We hope to improve our friendly relations with the Holy See."

But this propaganda, like all of Hitler's other propaganda, was full of deceit. On July 20, 1933, the Nazi government signed a concordat with the Vatican, guaranteeing Catholic freedom and the church's right to "manage its own affairs." This agreement was signed by Papen on behalf of Germany, and by Cardinal Pacelli, the Vatican Secretary of State, on behalf of the Holy See.

Five days after the agreement was signed, on July 25, the German government promulgated a "Sterilization Law." Actions of "purification" targeting the Catholic Church began. The Catholic Church had a lot of dirty laundry; if bishops and priests only played with women, they would be considered saints. A traditional hobby of bishops and priests was the sexual abuse of 8-to-14-year-old boys. The Nazi Party started from this entry point, and they caught them one after another.

Although Ye Lin detested the Nazi Party—and the Nazi Party was doing this to seize control of society—seeing those bishops and priests who sexually abused little boys being arrested one by one, Ye Lin felt she rather appreciated the "purification" the Catholic Church was suffering. Compared to the blow dealt to Catholicism, Taoism, a religion of personal cultivation, had not suffered discrimination.

But Ye Lin did not intend to back down. Diplomatic work was about maximizing the protection of one's own interests through communication. Although Ye Lin might not necessarily be able to achieve anything, she could not fail to argue on the basis of reason. Having determined her stance, Ye Lin began making calls to relevant personnel in the Nazi government.

After contacting them for a day, the Nazi government offered all sorts of excuses. Bureaucratic systems relied on this kind of "please find the relevant department" shifting of responsibility. Ye Lin prepared to pursue this to the end, determined to find the department responsible for the matter. She persisted partly because one must never show weakness to German bureaucrats, and partly because Ye Lin wanted to understand the internal operations of the Nazi government. Since she was leaving anyway, Ye Lin felt spending time on this matter was also a good opportunity to gather intelligence.

For two consecutive days, Ye Lin ran from one Nazi department to another, tenaciously gaming against the Nazi bureaucrats. There were many workers on the streets, especially near construction sites. The coming and going of workers and vehicles transporting building materials caused severe congestion on the not-so-wide streets of Berlin. Seeing that the appointment time was approaching, Ye Lin decided to walk to the last place she needed to visit today: the department of the Nazi SS responsible for this matter.

Ye Lin was from Shaanxi. Walking on the streets of Germany, she could see older women carrying cloth bags, buying food to cook at home, wearing headscarves. These headscarves were somewhat similar to the white sheep-belly towels of Shaanxi. German women, like Shaanxi women, tried to tie them in relatively good-looking styles, giving Ye Lin a sense of familiarity.

As she approached the SS headquarters, the number of SS troops in black uniforms noticeably increased. This was another familiar feeling. The Chinese Security Bureau wore black uniforms, and the German SS uniforms clearly had the feel of the Chinese Security Bureau's black uniforms. From an aesthetic perspective, this black uniform represented coldness, abstinence, and firmness, making it all the more attractive.

When ordinary Germans saw these black uniforms, their expressions were filled with awe. These people represented the backbone of the Nazi Party, representing the violence of the dark side. And the person Ye Lin was to meet this time was none other than the head of the Gestapo, the most violent element within the SS: Heydrich.

Passing through the long, dim corridors of the Gestapo office building and entering a bright office, upon seeing Heydrich, Ye Lin actually felt a slight appreciation for this young Nazi core member who felt like a beast yet clearly obeyed reason. Heydrich's expression was focused but not tense; he was even courteous when greeting Ye Lin.

As Ye Lin recounted the Chinese government's inquiry regarding the ban on the German Taoist Association's activities, Heydrich remained silent. His blue eyes were calm and unrippled; combined with his meticulous hairstyle and uniform, he was truly full of oppressive force. But Ye Lin was not afraid in the slightest. Behind her was China. Although China and Germany were located at opposite ends of the World Island and were unlikely to break into war, China was already a ranking Great Power in the world. According to statistics, China's economic level ranked after the US, Britain, and France, making it the world's fourth-largest economy. And given China's speed of economic development, it was possible to slightly surpass Britain and France in the data within two or three years, becoming the world's second-largest economy after the United States. The current Germany could not afford to offend China.

After Ye Lin finished speaking, Heydrich finally spoke. "Madame Minister, I can understand your confusion. Personally, I appreciate the philosophy of Taoism and consider it a very friendly religion. However, Germany is currently managing all organizations that conduct secret rituals. I hope you can understand that this is not a malicious act, but an order that has to be executed to free the German people from suffering."

Hearing Heydrich express that religion brings real suffering to the people, Ye Lin actually agreed considerably. Religion is a spiritual narcotic; this was the Civilization Party's general view on religion. Although China was not a religious state, religious activities had a long history. Praying to gods and Buddhas for thousands of years had never resulted in gods or Buddhas actually descending. Ye Lin herself did not believe in religion.

But Ye Lin was not here to discuss religion with Heydrich at this moment, but to communicate on behalf of a religious organization, Taoism. Just as Ye Lin wanted to bring up the law for discussion, Heydrich continued in a steady tone, "Madame Minister, if you wish to talk from a legal or other perspective, I can only ask you to find the relevant departments. If you wish to obtain some clear and effective conclusions, I am willing to chat a few words with you."

Ye Lin pondered for a moment and finally accepted Heydrich's suggestion. "As the Chinese saying goes, this is called 'opening the skylight to speak clearly.' Please communicate with me frankly."

"Religion is a commercial organization; religious activity is a type of commercial activity. The current Germany needs to devote all resources to developing the economy, so religious activities are harmful to the current Germany. Of course, after Germany is liberated from the Versailles system and the people regain their wealth, I believe religious activities will resume. I hope that day comes soon. But in the Germany of today, there is no space to allow religious activities. Therefore, even if I appreciate Taoism's philosophy, I must terminate Taoism's activities. I hope you can understand."

Heydrich spoke at a moderate pace, his expression even more calm, but Ye Lin did not develop any intention to bargain because of it. Talking to this extent with a person like Heydrich was enough. In Heydrich, Ye Lin felt a kind of oppressive force; it was a firm attitude born of personal ability and confidence. Heydrich would absolutely not make concessions.

Even if she had her own thoughts, Ye Lin did not answer. As the Republic of China's Minister to Germany, every word Ye Lin spoke represented the official stance. China's official stance could absolutely not be to agree with Germany terminating Taoism's activities in Germany. Ye Lin stood up and bid farewell to Heydrich. "Thank you for your explanation."

Heydrich walked Ye Lin to the door and stopped, watching her walk down the long, dim corridor. Watching Ye Lin's unhurried pace, Heydrich felt some appreciation for her. Such a deep, long corridor could easily induce fear and unease; without company, even a man would feel somewhat unsettled. Ye Lin's pace and posture were very calm and composed. Aside from anything else, that courage alone was extraordinary.

At this moment, Ye Lin was also evaluating Heydrich in her heart. Although the conversation time was short, this high-ranking young Nazi struck Ye Lin as very unusual. Even if this person hadn't joined the Nazis, he would be an outstanding talent. In an organization as radical and young as the Nazi Party, he would become an even more key figure. If other Nazis were mostly about radicalism, this young man displayed style. To be able to understand the essence of religion and, starting from that essence, define the relationship between religious activities and the German economy—this was definitely not something an ordinary person could do.

This brief meeting left a deep impression on Ye Lin. On her way back, she began considering how to write a report to add to Heydrich's file. If a file on Heydrich hadn't been established yet, then one must be created immediately.

***

In China, Ribbentrop was waiting somewhat uneasily to meet He Rui. He Rui had already finished reading Ribbentrop's file. This guy's file was not spectacular; he could only be considered a fellow hovering on the fringes of the upper class. Moreover, after 1941, the Nazis completely lacked any diplomacy to speak of, which meant Ribbentrop's time of activity would be between 1933 and 1941.

Of course, current history was already completely different from the history of the original timeline. But He Rui did not view problems from the perspective of a so-called leader of world change, but analyzed them from a simpler, colder economic perspective. No matter what changes occurred in the Nazi Party's core figures, the German economy could not experience changes that exceeded physical laws.

Germany's economic ceiling and development space were limited. In a sense, He Rui even appreciated the Little Mustache's determination; at least the Little Mustache was a leader with a fairly serious economic philosophy. China could invest massive resources in every field for research and development because China had a massive population and a vast market. The content involved in the full range of industrial categories in 1933 was far inferior to the level of 2033. The China of 2033 was not only the only country in the world possessing all industrial categories, but also possessed world-leading levels in most of them. In 1933, China was even more capable of comprehensive development. But the Germany ruled by the Little Mustache did not have such resources; the Little Mustache could only choose a few fields for investment.

From the beginning, aiming explicitly for starting a war was the Little Mustache's only choice. If the Little Mustache had followed the thinking of an economist like Dr. Schacht and "stopped while he was ahead" after over-issuing so many Mefo bills, the German economy would truly have collapsed in minutes. Although He Rui did not agree with the Little Mustache's line, he considered the Little Mustache a leader with a very serious line of economic thought.

Having made his preparations, He Rui asked his secretary to invite Ribbentrop in. Soon, a man with a capable appearance appeared at the door of He Rui's office, following behind the secretary.

Seeing He Rui from a distance, Ribbentrop felt that He Rui possessed the unique temperament of a commander who had directed armies of millions. Although it was hard to describe the characteristics of such people, Ribbentrop had at least been in contact with the upper class—Hindenburg, Ludendorff, and those German high-ranking officers who were illustrious in the Great War. Regardless of their personal quirks, that confidence, and that pressure naturally born from bearing the weight of millions of lives, was present in He Rui in full measure. Moreover, He Rui was only forty-three years old; his gestures carried a sharp spirit (*rui qi*). In the aging famous generals of the Great War like Hindenburg, this sharp spirit had already faded too much.

Having this feeling, Ribbentrop naturally developed a respect for He Rui. Walking in front of He Rui, Ribbentrop felt that internal sharpness even more. Ribbentrop thought of Hitler; Hitler also had such sharpness. Especially when discussing affairs of state, Hitler seemed to shine in Ribbentrop's eyes.

After the two began talking, Ribbentrop chose to listen, but He Rui did not say much. Forced to proceed, Ribbentrop could only actively recount the purpose of his trip. "My government feels very regretful regarding the misunderstanding between China and Germany. Germany has always pursued advancement; the so-called racist tendencies are completely a misunderstanding..."

He Rui didn't believe a word of Ribbentrop's flowery speech. There was no misunderstanding between China and Germany; He Rui had a relatively good understanding of the Nazis. Of course, He Rui also didn't think Germany's crimes were entirely Nazi decisions. Nazi racism wasn't particularly outstanding in Europe and America; at most, it was an up-and-coming level. As for the slaughter of Jews, most of the sins were committed by local Europeans. The Nazis weren't even paramount in this regard. And judging by the performance of the state of Israel, the Israelis were no less brutal than the Nazis.

Listening quietly to Ribbentrop's narrative, He Rui looked at the hourglass on his desk. The fine blue sand was flowing down ceaselessly. He Rui prepared to end the topic in a few minutes.

Perhaps noticing He Rui's gaze, Ribbentrop's eyes swept over the hourglass. He stopped his explanation and asked straightforwardly, "I wonder if Chairman He considers the Versailles system a system worth maintaining?"

When describing World War II, Chinese history textbooks had a perspective He Rui felt was inappropriate. When describing Germany starting the war, they tended to imply the Little Mustache achieved his goals through deception. He Rui had analyzed the materials he had read and could roughly determine that the Little Mustache never hid his views.

Just as Germany's attacks on the Versailles system were public, both the Little Mustache and the Weimar government had repeatedly expressed their desire to overthrow the Versailles system. This opposition wasn't just private talk, but openly articulated in various public settings and international conferences. Because the British rejected the Little Mustache's demands, the Little Mustache had given British diplomatic personnel quite a few distinct looks.

Since Ribbentrop asked straight to the point, He Rui also answered straightforwardly, "What China pursues is the liberation of colonized peoples. As for the Versailles system, China is at least not a total victim."

Ribbentrop immediately followed up, "Chairman He, Germany is willing to launch comprehensive cooperation with China. Please believe us, whatever France has, Germany can also provide."

To He Rui's ears, this was nonsense. The most important thing in industrialization is technological accumulation and iteration. No matter what, France had been iterating and developing technology ceaselessly from 1919 to the present. Germany had been in various states of chaos from 1919 to now, and its speed of technological iteration was vastly lower than France's.

As for France being easily pushed over by Germany in the Battle of France, it wasn't because France's industrial level was poor, but because France's military concepts and military industry lagged too far behind Germany's. When commenting on the history of World War II, there is a saying: if the Little Mustache had the industrial strength of the German Second Reich in his hands, he might actually have won. Therefore, He Rui did not believe Ribbentrop's description of the prospects for Sino-German cooperation.

Ribbentrop keenly sensed some of He Rui's emotions. He hurriedly added, "I wonder if the Chinese side has any requirements?"

He Rui didn't bother discussing vague cooperation intentions. "Mr. Ribbentrop, China needs some technical personnel. I would like you to look at a list."

The secretary presented a list. He Rui thought it was possible the Nazi government would arrest people according to this list. But this had limited significance for China. With this group of people, China could indeed gain many benefits. If these people were imprisoned in concentration camps by the Nazis for a long time, or even killed, it might not necessarily be a bad thing for China. Although China wouldn't get these people, the United States wouldn't get them either.

Since the United States was China's biggest future competitor, the weakening of the United States meant China had actually gained an advantage. For example, if Oppenheimer didn't go to the United States, the progress of US nuclear weapons development would inevitably be affected.

He Rui waited for Ribbentrop's answer. These people were the meeting gift He Rui hoped for.



★


Theory of Friendly Nations' Surprise (6)

Volume 6 — Chapter 104

❧ ❧ ❧


Ribbentrop took the list but did not look at it. This was not because he dared to treat China with such arrogance, but because his status within the core circle of the Nazi Party was relatively low, and he had no authority to make decisions regarding personnel matters. Ribbentrop had come to seek the possibility of economic cooperation between China and Germany. He asked, "Chairman, is China not worried that Russia will form a pressure on China after it becomes powerful?"

After saying this, Ribbentrop observed He Rui, only to find that there was absolutely no unease in He Rui's expression. Instead, He Rui was scrutinizing him with a steady gaze. This was not the kind of scrutiny that sought to probe Ribbentrop's thoughts, but rather a scrutiny like a teacher examining a student. This condescending posture was not feigned; it naturally emanated from within.

Ribbentrop was very sensitive. After enduring it for a few seconds, he couldn't help but probe, "Has the Chairman heard of me?"

He thought He Rui would deny it, but unexpectedly, He Rui nodded. Ribbentrop was even more surprised and laughed somewhat self-deprecatingly, "I imagine those rumors are not friendly towards me."

He Rui shook his head. "I heard that you are full of passion, hope to achieve some great deeds, and have found someone you are willing to follow."

"Are those rumors not about my personal history?" Ribbentrop was very puzzled.

He Rui found this fellow Ribbentrop quite interesting. However, outsiders on the fringe of the high-level circles attempting to enter the inner sanctum always had such hesitation. He replied, "In China, there is a saying: 'A hero is not asked about his origins.' Mr. Ribbentrop, I do not care how you obtained your wealth or your noble title. The true value of a life is not in those things, but in what you yourself can actually achieve."

Ribbentrop sensed no malice in He Rui's expression, which surprised him greatly. In 1920, Ribbentrop had married Annelies Henkell, the daughter of the German champagne magnate Otto Henkell, and began to step into high society. In 1925, Ribbentrop was adopted by his aunt who held a noble title, thereby acquiring the aristocratic prefix to his surname. This was one of the reasons why the European upper class looked down on Ribbentrop.

Another part of the reason was Ribbentrop's worship of Hitler. On May 1, 1932, Ribbentrop joined the Nazi Party. Within a year, he became a member of the Reichstag, an SS Colonel, and Hitler's foreign policy advisor. Ribbentrop's luxurious villa on the outskirts of Berlin became the ideal venue for the secret meetings Hitler held in January 1933 to organize his first cabinet.

First, he obtained wealth and status through women, then used this wealth and status to curry favor with Hitler, becoming a high-ranking official in Germany in a short time. In Europe or China, the upper class would naturally look down on Ribbentrop.

Seeing that He Rui actually seemed to appreciate him very much, Ribbentrop truly could not hold back and asked again, "Chairman, do you think Germany's national movement can succeed?"

"What is your standard for success?" He Rui asked.

With the topic turning back to this, Ribbentrop suddenly calmed down. Just now, he felt that He Rui did not consider the Soviet Union to be any pressure at all. This reaction surprised Ribbentrop. He had discussed the threat of the Soviet Union with high-level personnel from countries like Britain and Poland. Unlike He Rui's calm reaction, the upper echelons of those two countries clearly showed vigilance against the Soviet Union.

Ribbentrop was certain that He Rui could not be fearless out of ignorance. The reason for such a reaction was probably that He Rui truly did not fear the Soviet Union, and even less so Russia.

Such a reaction made things somewhat difficult for Ribbentrop. His method in the diplomatic field was to gain the other party's support by inciting fear. For example, Ribbentrop's goal was to make Britain accept the reality of Germany's military expansion. The specific method was to propagandize the Russian threat to Britain, and to preach that if France became the hegemon of Europe, Britain's policy of continental balance of power would completely fail. Then, on the European continent, naturally only Germany would remain capable of simultaneously countering Russia and France. Germany must possess sufficient military capability to achieve such a goal, so Ribbentrop repeatedly emphasized to the British upper class that only by supporting Germany could Britain obtain security.

The fact that He Rui in front of him was not worried about the Soviet Union naturally rendered Ribbentrop's methods ineffective. Yet Ribbentrop did not give up. He continued, "Even if China does not fear the Soviet Union, the Versailles System is unfair. Only by establishing a fairer world order can China obtain a larger living space."

"Mr. Ribbentrop, our views on living space are different. Survival is a very serious matter, but in China's view, a new world order must first ensure that *any* country has its own living space. A country's sovereignty and security should be protected. If these cannot be achieved, what meaning does a new order have?

"I know that some countries in the world are very stupid. But a true new order will not deprive stupid countries of their survival. Instead, it ensures that in a peaceful environment, countries do not engage in further cooperation with those stupid countries.

"In my view, the new order Germany expects is different from the new order China expects. This is the fundamental reason why China and Germany cannot engage in deep cooperation."

Ribbentrop was stunned. If He Rui hoped for China to become the country dominating the world and was using this description of the future to win over collaborators, then He Rui was a great liar. If He Rui really wanted to establish a new order where countries around the world truly lived in peace, then He Rui was undoubtedly a madman.

In the world Ribbentrop had seen and known, it was all the law of the jungle, mutual deception and rivalry. Those countries that infringed upon others, without exception, advocated peace to gain their own legitimacy, while what they did was invade and oppress other countries.

But the feeling He Rui gave Ribbentrop was very strange. When such words came out of He Rui's mouth, Ribbentrop always felt as if he had a bit of expectation for He Rui. Because He Rui was just different from those people in Europe.

After considering for a moment, Ribbentrop decided to make one more effort for his diplomatic mission. "Chairman, why are you unwilling to cooperate with Germany at a strategic level?"

Ribbentrop could not see his own expression; he could only see that He Rui was amused. This made Ribbentrop feel a sense of near-insult.

The reason He Rui laughed was really not mockery, but simply because He Rui hadn't expected Ribbentrop to be such a sincere fellow. Historically, Ribbentrop himself had great success in the diplomatic field. The completion of the Berlin-Rome-Tokyo Axis and the signing of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact were very remarkable successes for a diplomat. For Nazi Germany, these were also the best diplomatic results they could obtain at the time.

As for Germany's defeat, it was not because of these diplomatic achievements, but because Germany did not have the capability to realize their grand strategy and was ultimately crushed by reality. Without the alliance of Germany and Italy in these diplomatic achievements, Germany probably couldn't even have managed the annexation of Austria. Ribbentrop, who achieved these things, could be considered a figure of some standing.

He Rui laughed simply because of the sincerity Ribbentrop displayed. In the books He Rui had read, Ribbentrop was always described as a despicable villain. But a despicable villain would not have such sincerity.

Seeing Ribbentrop looking a bit hurt, He Rui put away his smile. "Our paths are different, and we cannot make plans together. The new world order China expects is completely different from Germany's, so it is impossible for China and Germany to cooperate at a strategic level."

"Can China's current partners help you achieve your actual new order, Chairman? Do you think the Soviet Union and France have true goodwill towards China? I believe these two countries are just using China."

"Cooperation is inherently about using each other's resources to complete one's own national economic development. Therefore, from the very beginning of cooperation between two countries, contradictions will arise. Mr. Ribbentrop, contradictions are not hostility, but a description of reality. The intensity of the contradiction is determined by the means the two parties choose to resolve it. China does not agree with Germany's methods of resolving contradictions. This is the core reason." He Rui used all his patience, trying to make Ribbentrop understand this content.

However, this was also He Rui's final patience. Seeing Ribbentrop fall into thought rather than giving an immediate answer, He Rui said, "Let's end the discussion here for today. I think I have spoken very clearly."

Although Ribbentrop wanted to continue trying to persuade He Rui, he also felt that the divergence between the two sides seemed unbridgeable, so he could only give up.

Watching the secretary see Ribbentrop out, He Rui felt much more relaxed. The current world was very different from the 21st century. Since a globalized market had not been established, every industrial nation possessed its own complete industrial system. He Rui picked up the report and continued reading. The year-end economic report was a summary of this year's economy. From the data, by the end of 1933, China had preliminarily completed its full range of industrial categories by purchasing technical equipment and introducing foreign enterprises to invest and build factories in China.

Having a full range of industrial categories was just a start. The reason He Rui believed China would need until 1939 to possess the strength to win victory was that China's economy could not yet withstand a world-scale war. For example, the Zeiss company had already applied to invest and build a factory in China. Before this, French optical instrument companies had already invested and built factories in China. And China had also established its own optical instrument factories by introducing optical instrument technology.

If it were just for producing military equipment and the components needed by military industrial enterprises, the output of these optical instrument factories could be considered barely sufficient, and the technology was just so-so. Judging from the needs of China's overall industrial chain, the production capacity and technological level of these optical instrument factories were quite terrible.

For example, the sputtering coating technology China introduced from the United States was a prototype design. China spent a great deal of effort to fully grasp it and established its own sputtering coating industry. But these only solved the problem of existence. Many devices required specialized equipment that used optical lenses. After having sputtering coating technology, the components produced were not necessarily satisfactory, the reason being that the optical lenses did not meet China's requirements.

Since China was building its own industrial system, its technical direction and process parameters were different from those in Europe. A large part of the technical field was a blank slate; Europe not only lacked such technology, but they didn't even have research in these areas. This created a paradox in reality: if China hoped to use European corporate technology to solve problems, there was a risk of technology leakage. If China figured out these technologies itself and only gave Europe technical parameters, asking European companies to produce products according to these technical parameter standards, then Chinese companies could handle it themselves—why would they need to place orders with European companies!

How to solve these problems was a challenge for China. This challenge was not only a challenge of technological development and technological security, but even a challenge to the globalized order China wanted to establish. If China simply monopolized all the technology in the world, rudely pushed other countries aside, and used China's first-mover advantage to maintain China's absolute leading position, this attitude could not build a new globalized order led by China.

But the pressure in reality always existed. If China let technology flow out too early, there would be the possibility of failure in competition. And in the view of He Rui's comrades, China's failure in competition meant the failure of China.

How to convince the comrades was the biggest problem He Rui faced. The China of today was already an industrial nation. It was no longer the era where He Rui could issue a single order and the entire national economy could achieve its goal through simple execution. There had to be outstanding leaders responsible for each field, and common progress in all fields, for China to develop most efficiently. Human society expects such good cooperation, but what is most lacking is undoubtedly such good cooperation.

While He Rui was fretting over these matters, Ribbentrop also disappointedly boarded a flight from China to Europe, returning to Germany. Current Chinese flights were the fastest means of transportation between China and Europe. Aircraft capable of continuous flight of 6,000 kilometers allowed people to cross ultra-long distances that were previously unimaginable in a very short time, making communication much simpler and easier.

As soon as Ribbentrop returned to Germany, he wanted to report to Hitler, but was informed that Hitler was currently conversing with Schacht, and his schedule would have to be pushed back. Ribbentrop felt very puzzled. Was the possibility of Sino-German strategic cooperation no longer important in Hitler's eyes?

Thinking this way was underestimating Hitler a bit, because Hitler was currently discussing the field of Soviet-German economic cooperation with Schacht, which was a more imminent major matter for Germany.

"Führer, President Ebert said that if they (referring to Britain and France) took away all our weapons, once a great war broke out again, our poor children would have to pick up sticks to fight them," Schacht recounted the words of his old superior.

Hitler listened with a solemn expression. Just hearing Ebert's name made Hitler feel a burst of unhappiness. Ebert, the first president in German history, had always been considered a representative of weakness and compromise with Britain and France, and his reputation was very poor. However, Hitler was not surprised that even Ebert believed the Treaty of Versailles must absolutely not be accepted.

Schacht continued to introduce the history of Soviet-German cooperation. The German Weimar Government saw that it was impossible for Britain and France to allow Germany to continue developing its military industry. Starting from 1921, the Soviet and German sides signed a series of economic, trade, and military agreements. Germany provided secret aid such as funds, technology, personnel, and equipment to the Soviet Union. As a return, the Soviet Union allowed Germany to establish military industrial bases and training bases within its borders. The landmark event among these was undoubtedly the signing of the "Treaty of Rapallo" in 1922.

Based on the treaty, in 1922 Germany provided the Soviet Union with a low-interest loan of 75 million gold marks to purchase German industrial equipment, and three years later added another low-interest loan of up to 300 million gold marks. On this basis, the Soviet Union built its first modern electrolytic aluminum plant with an annual output of 30,000 tons; the Zaporizhzhia large-scale steel plant also took shape on the basis of German experts and loans. Although the main part of the Soviet Union's current super-project, the Dnieper Hydroelectric Station, was completed under the guidance of Americans, the core part used generators from Siemens of Germany, and its supporting power transmission and transformation equipment were also provided by Siemens.

In 1926, German Chancellor Stresemann signed the "Treaty of Berlin" with the Soviet Union, reaffirming and strengthening the "Treaty of Rapallo" signed by the Weimar Republic and the Soviet Union in 1922. This treaty allowed Germany to secretly open a fighter pilot training school in Lipetsk, Soviet Union, allowing the German Air Force to develop secretly. However, the Soviets also used this school to train more than 10,000 pilots.

Not only that, in order to circumvent the military constraints of the "Treaty of Versailles," Germany also opened the Kama tank school in Kazan and the Tomka gas test site in the Soviet Union, enabling German military technology to develop rapidly. The Soviet Red Army also used the Germans' advanced concepts, facilities, and equipment to vigorously develop their own armored forces.

From 1922 to 1927, Germany exported a large number of engineers and technical experts to the Soviet Union. In 1931, the number of German technical personnel in the Soviet Union reached a peak, exceeding 10,000, which was more than the number of engineers and technical experts from the United States.

Schacht certainly knew the Nazi Party's view of the Soviet Union. His purpose in recounting this first was to hope that Hitler could be unaffected by the Nazi Party's narrow ideology and make a clear choice based on reality. After introducing these things, Schacht stopped, waiting for Hitler to evaluate the Soviet-German cooperation.

Hitler noticed Schacht's thoughts. He asked calmly, "Where does Mr. Schacht think the field for cooperation lies next?"

Seeing that Hitler had no intention of objecting, Schacht immediately replied, "According to our investigation of the Soviet market, what the Soviet Union lacks least now is the supply of civilian consumer goods."

Hearing this, Hitler's eyebrows raised slightly unconsciously. Schacht's description was indeed unexpected. The supply of civilian consumer goods was no small matter. From cloth, pots and pans, to bicycles, radios, and other daily consumer goods, every item required considerable investment to meet the country's needs. The Hitler government was attempting to solve Germany's civilian product supply through rationing. He hadn't expected the Soviet Union to have solved the problem in this area first. Hitler waited for Schacht to explain how backward Russia had solved a matter that even advanced Germany found very difficult.
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"Russia has solved the shortage of light industrial goods through technology introduction and large-scale imports from China." After explaining the Soviet solution, Schacht waited quietly for Hitler's questions. This was a problem requiring some economic knowledge to understand, and Schacht was unwilling to volunteer too much information, nor did he think Hitler's economic knowledge reached the level of an expert.

Hitler thought seriously and did not speak immediately. Just when Schacht thought Hitler would remain silent for longer, Hitler unexpectedly spoke, "I think the Soviet Union cannot satisfy such large import demands just by exporting raw materials."

Schacht felt much more relaxed. To have such an understanding was at least passable, allowing the conversation to continue. If he simply believed that the Soviet Union had abundant resources and could completely rely on raw material exports to meet import demands, there would be no way to discuss reality.

"My Führer, the Soviet Union is not incapable of producing light industrial goods at this stage. After importing Chinese light industrial goods, they also import relevant technology and equipment from China to build their own factories. Even for light industrial goods with the worst production capacity, the Soviet Union's self-sufficiency rate is over 50%. The Soviet Union only basically relies on purchases for light industrial goods that they really deem unimportant and have small transaction volumes.

"Even so, the Soviet Union's raw material exports cannot meet trade demands. As far as we know, the bulk of what the Soviet Union is currently exporting to China is heavy industrial goods. The Soviet Union exports large amounts of pig iron and power plant equipment to China. Especially for power plant equipment, although the technology was imported from China, the Soviet Union in turn exports large quantities of unit equipment to China, effectively balancing the import-export gap. More importantly, the Soviet Union's production capacity in the heavy industry sector continues to improve along with this."

Hitler could hear that Schacht actually wanted to persuade him to cooperate with the Soviet Union in this regard as well. This was a major decision, and Hitler did not intend to make a decision in a hurry. But Schacht's next words forced Hitler to be moved, "My Führer, according to our intelligence, the Soviet Union and China are preparing to jointly build over 200 thermal power plants by 1939, each with an installed capacity exceeding 200 megawatts. China, constrained by French pressure, cannot cooperate with Germany. But the Soviet Union does not care about France's attitude. If we can cooperate with the Soviet Union, we effectively join this large market. If the cooperation succeeds, we can see China's attitude."

500 thermal power plants meant an astronomical amount of equipment. After construction was completed, a large number of maintenance and replacement parts would be needed every year. Hitler did not want to improve the Soviet Union's industrial strength, but such huge orders meant huge profits. Germany was currently desperately building its military industry and also needed a large amount of electricity. If it could export a large amount of equipment, the resources obtained could also meet Germany's domestic industrial needs.

Hitler stood up, walked around the room with his hands behind his back, and made up his mind. He turned to Schacht, "Do you think the Soviet Union will agree to this?"

Schacht felt there was hope, suppressed his inner impulse, and answered calmly: "My Führer, the Soviet Union has already sent people to meet with us, expressing the hope to import heavy industrial equipment."

"Then let's give it a try," Hitler made the decision.

Schacht immediately stood up to handle the matter, but heard Hitler ask again: "Schacht, do you think China's economy is really that strong?"

The question Hitler raised was also something Schacht cared about very much at one point. China had a large population and a foundation for rapid light industry. The Soviet Union relied on massive amounts of light industrial goods to rapidly improve people's living standards; Schacht could not only understand this but also felt it was logical. But heavy industry required a massive educated population. A 200-megawatt thermal power plant required dozens or hundreds of engineers. If China possessed 200 thermal power plants, it meant they needed 20,000 university-educated engineers.

Fortunately, China and Germany had exchanges in education systems. Schacht had studied China's education system through this intelligence source, and the results astonished him.

After He Rui arrived in the Northeast in 1915, he began the construction of compulsory education. Its arduousness reminded Schacht of the early days of compulsory education in Prussia a hundred years ago. In the Northeast Government's fiscal budget, the budget for education reached 8%.

By 1925, after He Rui established a unified central government, the number of science and engineering university students in the same grade in China exceeded 30,000. In the following eight years, China went all out on education, and the number of science and engineering graduates increased at a rate of 20% annually. By 1933, the number of new science and engineering university students in China reached 130,000.

In 1937, when these 130,000 science and engineering students graduated, the number of new science and engineering graduates recruited by China would probably reach 260,000. In order to provide quality education for these students, the Chinese government used the connections established when establishing the Asian International Tribunal to invite professors from various countries to lecture in China. Huge resources were invested in the field of academic research. Speaking only of quantity rather than quality, China could provide enough high-quality labor for its heavy industry.

Schacht answered: "My Führer, I believe that within ten years, China will become a very powerful industrial country. But the quality of Chinese engineers is likely somewhat exaggerated. At present, the ability demonstrated by Chinese engineers should be much worse than the level China advertises."

This was not Schacht deliberately belittling China; Schacht was applying his experience of German engineer development to China's engineer level. But looking at current performance, the level of Chinese engineers seemed to be about the same as Germany, or perhaps a little worse. But this comparison was not normal; engineers relied on accumulation. Germany had decades of accumulation, while China had only 20 years. If the levels of engineers in both countries were similar, it was abnormal according to normal laws. If interpreted using Nazi racial theory, it would be even more incredible.

Nazi racial theory held that Germany was advanced and powerful because of racial superiority. If China became more advanced and greater in a short time, wouldn't it mean that the Chinese race was superior and more powerful than Germany?

Schacht himself had no interest in this set of racist theories, so he simply didn't mention it.

Hitler did not wish for a powerful Soviet Union. Hearing Schacht believe that the actual work ability of Chinese engineers was questionable gave him some comfort. According to German investigations, the number of Soviet engineers was limited, and their strength was inferior to German engineers. Chinese engineers were also a bunch of rookies who only knew how to boast, so the pressure on Germany's east was not great. Moreover, this false propaganda could just be used by Germany to intimidate Britain and the United States.

Ending the meeting with Schacht, Hitler's secretary brought news of Ribbentrop's return. Hitler was not surprised by the news of Ribbentrop returning so quickly and asked the secretary to notify Ribbentrop that he prepared to have dinner with him.

Seeing that it was almost time for dinner, Hitler did not continue to process work but thought about the world situation. The Soviet Union in the East was constantly growing stronger and would inevitably become Europe's most powerful enemy in the future. In the geopolitical suggestions recently proposed by Professor Karl Haushofer, President of the German Academy, he believed that a Berlin-Moscow-Zhengzhou Axis could be built. Once this axis was established, it could control the entire World Island and confront the Anglo-Saxon forces.

Hitler thought this view was too wishful thinking. Although Russia and China had vast territories, their strength was too weak. And once these two countries truly became powerful, Germany would have no strength to confront such colossi.

The only development direction Germany could choose was to first unify the Germans, and then unify the German regions to form a powerful force capable of confronting any great power in the world. To achieve such an ideal, Germany first had to arm itself quickly and then defeat France.

If the current Germany still possessed the strength of the Second Reich, Hitler believed Germany was fully capable of realizing such a strategic concept. But the current Germany had been beaten to a pulp by the Versailles System and was completely unable to launch a war. The urgent task was to use all means to obtain resources for development, and Germany had to be prepared for blockade during wartime. Wilhelm II's mistake back then was not only fighting on two fronts; Germany's industry was overly dependent on world trade, leading to shortages of many materials shortly after the war began. Hitler definitely could not repeat the same mistakes; besides trying his best to avoid a two-front war, he also had to stockpile enough materials beforehand.

This was a very difficult task for the current Germany. Hitler discovered once again that Schacht's idea was correct. Even if it temporarily increased the Soviet Union's industrial strength, he had to complete Germany's industrial accumulation through the large-scale thermal power plant construction with the Soviet Union and China as much as possible.

While thinking about the situation to be faced, Ribbentrop arrived. Facing Hitler, Ribbentrop did not conceal the process of this trip. Of course, concealment was useless. Now meetings between high-level national officials had minutes; what He Rui said and what Ribbentrop said would be recorded by both sides, and records would be exchanged.

Hitler did not blame Ribbentrop. He already roughly knew that the goal could not be achieved when he sent Ribbentrop to China. The geopolitical environment constructed by China was very favorable to China, and there was no reason to destroy such a situation. On the contrary, the list provided by He Rui interested Hitler somewhat. Looking at the people on the list, Hitler didn't know most of them. According to Ribbentrop's explanation, these people were all Jews in the German academic community who had already been purged.

Although these people had been purged, they were indeed big shots in the academic community. Letting them go abroad casually would become academic assistance to other countries, so the German side also restricted these people from leaving Germany.

Hitler originally didn't want to bother with these people, but thinking of the thermal power plant construction plan with Schacht concerning China and the Soviet Union, Hitler suddenly had an idea. Since the Chinese wanted these Jews, they had to pay a price. If Germany and the Soviet Union cooperated on thermal power plants, and China raised objections, these people could serve exactly as bargaining chips.

While considering this matter, Ribbentrop said again: "My Führer, I have a view on Sino-French relations."

"You've worked hard, let's eat first," Hitler said gently.

Ribbentrop felt a wave of excitement in his heart and quickly replied: "I am willing to serve the great cause of Germany."

Hitler nodded, "I believe in your loyalty to our cause."

The food was served quickly. Because Hitler himself did not smoke, drink, and basically didn't eat meat, his meal was just bread, a portion of vegetables, a portion of soup, and an apple. Since the Führer's food was so simple, naturally Ribbentrop didn't have any lavish meal either.

The two quickly finished the meager food before Ribbentrop stated his view. In the Sino-French quasi-alliance, France was in the dominant position. Therefore, China criticizing Germany and lowering the diplomatic level between China and Germany was the Chinese government's way of showing goodwill to France. But China, in a subordinate position, was naturally unwilling to be dominated by France, so China proposing anti-racist views was also to disgust France. In terms of racist persecution, Ribbentrop believed that France was even worse than Germany. This was the real reason why China insisted on anti-racism.

Hitler listened to Ribbentrop's analysis and did not fully agree. But he did not raise objections; after all, China was too far away, and as long as China became powerful, it would naturally challenge the order in the Pacific region. Although Britain believed that the East Asian order led by China was a "beneficial supplement" to the Versailles System, Hitler did not think so.

Based on traditional European political understanding, after the balance of power between the two sides was completely lost, a powerful Far East would sooner or later make a move on colonies like Southeast Asia. No matter how Britain shouted, its purpose was nothing more than to temporarily stabilize the situation. Thinking of this, Hitler suddenly felt that throwing those experts China needed to China wasn't a bad thing. The faster China developed, the sooner the balance of power would be lost. Once Britain was forced to break out into war with China again, Germany's opportunity would come. And before the imbalance, Germany could also fully utilize this change in power balance. The best part was that the imbalance of power in the Pacific would not only force Britain to project a large amount of strength overseas but would also drag the United States into the water.

A major reason for Wilhelm II's defeat lay in the US entering the war. The Kaiser's Battle launched by Germany was ultimately contained by a large number of US troops. If not for those hundreds of thousands of fresh troops, Germany was fully capable of fighting into Paris. If these Anglo-Saxon countries like Britain and the US fought with the East Asian region led by China first, Germany would be much more relaxed.

Britain projected strength overseas, and France could only rely on supporting Poland to contain the Soviet Union. With France's national power, it had no more strength to contain Germany. If France still took striking Germany as its primary goal, France could only choose to conclude a military alliance with the Soviet Union. If a Franco-Soviet military alliance appeared, Hitler would wake up laughing from his sleep.

The Versailles System was meant to contain Germany and also confront the Soviet Union. A Franco-Soviet military alliance meant that the Versailles System had effectively collapsed, and as long as Germany used this as a reason, it could demand Britain to fully loosen restrictions on Germany's military expansion. Moreover, it was impossible for France to gain understanding from Europe and the United States. A Soviet-German military alliance was inherently a betrayal of Britain and the US.

Thinking of this, there was even a smile on Hitler's face. Ribbentrop couldn't figure out what Hitler was thinking and was considering whether to ask when he heard Hitler say: "Ribbentrop, I hope you will next discuss world disarmament with the United Kingdom."

Ribbentrop was stunned for a moment, then replied: "My Führer, I believe the current world disarmament should be cut according to Germany's existing military standards."

Hitler knew Ribbentrop was adopting a retreat-to-advance method. The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the number of Germany's army could not exceed 100,000, and it could not possess heavy weapons, nor weapons like submarines and aircraft. If countries around the world really reduced their army numbers to Germany's standard, it would be no different from actually disbanding the armies. Countries would never agree no matter what. As long as these countries refused, Germany could legitimately demand the lifting of restrictions on Germany's military expansion.

The key point at present was not what scale Germany expanded its army to, but whether Germany could break through the restrictions of the Versailles System on Germany. As long as the restrictions were broken, Germany could expand its army according to its own steps.

Ribbentrop emphasized even more, "My Führer, the number that Germany can expand its army to is the number we will discuss with Britain."

Facing such a capable fellow, Hitler was very satisfied.

Unexpected surprises came one after another. A few days later, Schacht conveyed the Soviet Union's view. The Soviet Union stated that it was willing to cooperate with Germany in the field of large-scale thermal power plant manufacturing. Now the Soviet Union had a batch of equipment that needed precision machining, and the Soviet Union was willing to trade with raw materials.

Hitler was happy to see this barter trade; what Germany needed most now was raw materials. Germany's originally not-strong-enough financial industry suffered heavy losses after the war, and now foreign financial transactions had to go through other countries' financial channels. If they went through Anglo-American channels, they would likely be made things difficult for. If they went through France's financial channels, they were afraid France would immediately detain these funds and force Germany to use this money to repay debts. In present Europe, the only country that could stably provide large amounts of raw materials was the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union using raw materials to repay debts was just too good!

The Soviet side was both happy and surprised after getting a crisp reply from Germany, with a larger proportion of happiness. However, when General Secretary Stalin asked Kirov whether China would suddenly stop the contract due to insufficient industrial strength, Politburo member Kirov didn't know how to answer either.

Taking advantage of the economic crisis in the capitalist world, the Soviet Union purchased a large amount of technical equipment, making Soviet industry advance by leaps and bounds. But before the economic crisis broke out, China had already begun to introduce technology and equipment from all over the world on a scale several times that of the Soviet Union.

After the Soviet Union itself swallowed so much technology and equipment, it found that its engineers were not only insufficient in number but also greatly insufficient in strength. The time required to thoroughly digest and absorb these technologies was longer than in the original plan. So the Soviet Union adopted the method of directly introducing complete sets of equipment to improve efficiency.

The China that He Rui inherited had an industrial strength inferior to Tsarist Russia. Why did China seem to have completely no problems in this regard? Any technology and equipment was quickly mastered by China after arriving in China. The leading cadres responsible for industry in the Soviet Union were also quite puzzled by this.

Kirov was now appointed as the chairman of the Soviet State Planning Committee, and he also had no way to explain to Comrade Stalin. The current Soviet Union had slowed down the speed of introducing technology and used its strength on digestion and absorption. This led to a part of the factories that were to start construction in the Soviet Union's original plan being postponed. Kirov wasn't quite sure whether what General Secretary Stalin wanted to ask was whether China had the ability to fulfill the contract, or if he wanted to implicitly express dissatisfaction with the Soviet Union pausing capacity expansion.

Finally, Kirov said: "Comrade General Secretary, I believe the industrial sector should unswervingly execute the updated plan."

General Secretary Stalin nodded with satisfaction upon hearing Kirov say this, "Comrade Kirov, Soviet industrial development will definitely encounter many problems, but I believe these problems can definitely be solved. Any pause now is a crime against Soviet industrial construction. We cannot allow such a crime!"

Kirov knew how much the Soviet Union currently lacked engineers, but since General Secretary Stalin had already said so, Kirov could only express support. To reassure Comrade Stalin, Kirov said as if joking: "Those factory directors who cannot complete their tasks must be sentenced and sent to Siberia."

Stalin was very satisfied with Kirov's answer. As General Secretary, Stalin naturally knew the problems the Soviet Union was currently encountering; factories had many safety accidents because of the lack of sufficient engineers and technical personnel. But Stalin firmly believed that such problems could definitely be solved through stricter management.

But no matter how strict the management, there first had to be objects to manage. Stopping the pace of construction would not only fail to solve the problem but would instead delay development. That Kirov could adhere to the current policy meant that Kirov was a qualified future successor.



★


Chapter 665 Theory of Friendly Nations Surprise (8)

Volume 6 — Chapter 106

❧ ❧ ❧


After Kirov admitted his mistake, Stalin did not pursue the matter further. The Soviet domestic economy was developing too rapidly; problems, rather than decreasing, were being exposed in greater numbers. Stalin certainly did not want to see industrial accidents, nor did he want to see workers disabled due to improper operation. However, Stalin firmly believed that only through more education and more practice could the masses come to understand the problems sooner, and thus solve them more thoroughly.

Lighting his pipe, Stalin asked, "Do you think China will accept the cooperation proposal put forward by Germany?"

Kirov composed himself, thought for a moment, and asked, "Comrade General Secretary, do you think we should tell China?"

"I want to hear your view." Stalin did not answer directly. Since Kirov had been confirmed as his successor, he should be given the space to make decisions himself. Through Kirov's answer, Stalin could also assess Kirov's own capabilities.

Kirov answered immediately, "What China needs is the equipment; we only need to fulfill the contract. As for the conflict between China and Germany, it is a political conflict, not an economic one. I believe China has a very clear understanding of both."

Stalin had considered the same. Since Kirov said so, he decided to proceed according to the commercial contract. Through exchanges over these years, Stalin had determined that while China was indeed socialist in ideology, its economic model differed greatly from the Soviet one. The Soviet Union used German components and processing equipment when producing equipment, which should have been clarified during trade negotiations. If the Chinese side raised objections, only then would it be the turn of the relevant Soviet departments to step in. Notifying China in advance would only be a show of weakness; the Soviet Union was a great power and had absolutely no reason to do so.

With the decision made at the top, the Soviet commercial representatives followed the contract stipulations and, when providing product parameters, included the factors originating from Germany. The Chinese reaction was swift; they met with the Soviet commercial representatives again that same day. Just as the Soviet representatives thought the Chinese representatives were going to raise questions about Germany, the Chinese representative asked, "May I ask which specific technical problems the Soviet side believes the technology and equipment support provided by Germany has actually improved?"

The Soviet representatives were officials and cadres, while the Chinese technical experts were, well, technical experts. Being asked this by China, the Soviet representatives realized they were unable to answer the technical details at that moment. Fortunately, China and the Soviet Union had years of close trade relations, so the Soviet representative replied, "We will convey your request to our country immediately. We are unsure exactly what kind of information you need."

The Chinese representatives were quite speechless but had no other recourse. Soviet officials would ask for instructions layer by layer when encountering problems. In contrast, the Chinese side believed that since it was a commercial activity, it should naturally be the responsibility of the enterprise. If something went wrong, the enterprise would be held accountable according to the contract. Having officials lead work that should be the responsibility of technical experts was simply too inefficient.

The Soviet officials were not bad people, nor could they be called good people. What was certain was that these people were definitely not technical experts. Even if they had once been experts, having left the front lines of technology, their understanding of the latest technical equipment was relatively weak. Negotiating with Soviet officials was too troublesome.

But things being as they were, there was no other way. They could only wait for the Soviet side to resolve it according to their economic management model. This wait lasted until early February 1934. Not only was the Chinese side suspecting that the Soviet side had changed its mind, but Germany's Schacht also felt that the Soviets were speaking prettily but were actually just trying to use this cooperation to whet Germany's appetite.

It was not until February 3rd, after hearing his subordinate report on the content of the exchanges with the Soviet side, that Schacht understood. The Soviet official responsible for this matter had been too arrogant, thinking he could sort out the content of the technology and equipment provided by Germany himself, but was not up to the task. After spending a long time, he still could not complete it. For this reason, the Soviet upper echelons directly removed this official and replaced him with a new one.

The one removed was named Nikolaev, and the new appointee was also named Nikolaev. This latter Nikolaev had clearly learned the lesson and requested the German side to send technical experts to participate in the Sino-Soviet meetings. Schacht was relatively satisfied with this result; he could not understand why the Soviet Union had been so dawdling on this matter. Given the current relationship between China and Germany, China had already made its attitude clear, hoping the Nazi government would step down. So at most, the deal would not go through—how much worse could it get?

Based on Schacht's intuition, he felt this deal would definitely go through, and there might even be follow-ups. After all, Germany had not built a large-scale thermal power station for quite a few years. Although the technical capability existed, investment in research and development was insufficient. Now, with the opportunity to join the Sino-Soviet 200-megawatt, or 200,000-kilowatt, thermal power station project, Germany could contribute technology and share in the technology of large-scale thermal power stations.

According to the latest news, the United States had already begun the design and manufacture of 300,000-kilowatt thermal power stations. Germany certainly did not have the financial resources to catch up in the field of large-scale thermal power stations of such scale. Moreover, what Germany needed right now was also to go all out and move fast; the mature technology of 200,000-kilowatt thermal power stations was perfectly capable of meeting Germany's current needs.

With this news in hand, Schacht sent someone to deliver a report to Hitler, simply briefing him on the matter. Hitler had just finished reading the report when his secretary came to announce that the Chief of Staff of the SA (Sturmabteilung), Röhm, had arrived.

The good mood brought by seeing the progress was broken by the arrival of SA Chief of Staff Röhm. Hitler prepared himself psychologically before having Röhm shown in. Sure enough, just as Hitler had expected, as soon as Röhm saw Hitler, he proposed that the Wehrmacht (Defense Force) should become a subordinate department of the SA, and that the SA should become the leader of Germany's armed forces.

As early as the Beer Hall Putsch era, Röhm had believed that the Wehrmacht must be abolished and replaced by a people's armed force. Now that the Nazi Party had come to power and the SA had performed deeds of valor, Röhm believed it was time for Hitler to realize the ideal of those years.

Hitler looked at Röhm, feeling a surge of disgust in his heart. Recently, Röhm had become increasingly arrogant and domineering, causing Hitler's loathing for him to skyrocket. And it was not just Hitler who loathed Röhm and considered him a threat; Göring, Goebbels, Himmler, and Hess were all dissatisfied with Röhm. They were all senior veterans of the Nazi Party, and throughout the party's development over these years, they all believed that Röhm's loyalty to Hitler was far lower than his loyalty to the SA.

"Röhm, I heard several SA leaders say that some German army officers are pigs, that most officers are too old and must be replaced by young people, and that we only have to wait for Hindenburg to pass away to resist the army. Is this true?" Hitler asked.

Röhm found it strange that Hitler would suddenly be interested in such rumors. Because these were not rumors, but the common view of the SA. The German Wehrmacht had only 100,000 men, while the SA already had 3 million; wasn't it a matter of course for the SA to absorb the Wehrmacht?

Thinking this, Röhm answered decisively, "Mein Führer, this is not a rumor. Is this not the fact?"

Murderous intent rose steeply in Hitler's heart, but he believed it was not yet time to tear off the mask with Röhm. Moreover, the ideals Röhm had consistently adhered to over these years were also Hitler's ideals from back then. It was just that Hitler had now ascended to a higher position, and his cognition and understanding of the world were no longer those of the past.

Thinking of this, Hitler calmed his mood and began to converse with Röhm. "Röhm, do you think the German national movement has succeeded?"

"Of course!" Röhm answered proudly.

"Then are the goals of the SA and the German Army now the same: to serve the German national movement?" Hitler attempted to guide Röhm to think in the correct direction. Hitler felt that if Röhm could understand the higher pattern, he should be able to understand that the ideas of their youth were not wrong, but reality had changed.

"No, the German Army is the army of the German privileged class, not the army of the people," Röhm answered immediately. "Mein Führer, can't you see clearly? The German Army is only loyal to themselves. They are not loyal to you, and even less loyal to our cause. I know that many army officers also identify with the Führer's ideals. However, they will still choose to be loyal to the Army. Mein Führer, this is the tradition of the Army. Among the November Criminals, among those who betrayed Germany, was the Army."

These were Röhm's heartfelt words, spoken with sincerity and emotion. So much so that Hitler was somewhat moved and wavered slightly.

Seeing Hitler's expression, Röhm continued to persuade, "Mein Führer, back then William II..."

Some wavering appeared in Hitler's heart again. Back then, he and Röhm both believed the German Wehrmacht was untrustworthy, partly because of the Wehrmacht's betrayal. What Hitler hoped for was an army that could uphold ideals and fight to the end. But the organization of an army inherently implied the risk of betrayal, so both men had believed that an army loyal to revolutionary ideals must be built, rather than an army controlled by aristocrats.

But even though his heart wavered, Hitler still tried to persuade Röhm. "Röhm, we do not possess the experience accumulated by the army. At a time like this, shouldn't it be a time for full cooperation?"

Röhm stared at Hitler and answered with passion, "Mein Führer, we do not deny the military professionalism of the Army. That is why making the Wehrmacht a part of the SA is precisely the opportunity to let the reliable people's armed forces possess professional military capabilities. If those in the Wehrmacht truly consider themselves part of the German national movement, shouldn't they join us with joy?"

Hitler did not speak again. He had realized that Röhm was not bargaining, but truly believed that the Wehrmacht must be disbanded. And the Wehrmacht's view was equally insistent; they believed the SA had no military professionalism and that leaders of the SA like Röhm were a threat to Germany's military power. Although the SA and the Wehrmacht were equally insistent on their own standpoints, neither accepted the other gaining dominance.

Thinking of this, Hitler asked with almost no hope, "Röhm, what have the SA personnel been studying recently?"

Röhm felt that Hitler had probably been persuaded by him, so he answered excitedly, "Mein Führer, recently the SA is studying how to divide the regions each will be responsible for in the future. If we encounter enemy resistance, we can resolve them in the most effective way."

Hearing this, Hitler's last hope was shattered. Hitler could accept Röhm's loyalty to the SA, but the fact that the SA was currently considering how to parcel out land and distribute internal power, rather than spending energy on how to build a truly combat-effective army, proved that the SA was just a mob.

In contrast, the Wehrmacht, even though reduced to 100,000 men and restricted from possessing heavy weapons, aircraft, and submarines, continued to conduct research in the military field. To this day, the Wehrmacht had not only discarded the backward military concepts of the European War but had also pushed through the old to bring forth the new, updating their war concepts. Although these reflections were somewhat varied and motley, at least the Wehrmacht's military concepts could be immediately used to build a stronger German army.

Hitler had completely lost hope in the SA and turned to placating Röhm. Based on his understanding of Röhm, Hitler knew Röhm did not yet have the guts to oppose him. What Hitler needed now was to stabilize Röhm and keep this guy from causing trouble. Although Röhm was good for nothing, what he said was correct: the Wehrmacht was not currently loyal to Hitler. Hitler needed to gain the loyalty of the army as soon as possible. Only when he had the army under his control could Hitler solve problems better.

In the days that followed, Hitler began to work on the Wehrmacht. During this period, Hitler received a report from Schacht: the German technical team had arrived in the Soviet Union. After exchanges with Soviet experts, the German technical team had obtained permission from the Soviet Union to participate in the Sino-Soviet negotiations.

At this time, He Rui also received the news that the German technical team was participating in the 200,000-kilowatt thermal power station production project. He Rui did not care much about this. As long as it followed the commercial contract, Germany contributing a part of the effort would also help the project be completed as soon as possible.

Moreover, right now in front of He Rui, there was something more important than this matter. The French Third Republic was indeed the French Third Republic; having only been peaceful for less than two terms of government, the French cabinet had fallen just three days ago. The reason for the collapse was not because of any problem within France, but because the French political parties had an uneven distribution of spoils and had fallen out directly using the French national holiday bill as an excuse.

If it were just these guys causing some mess, He Rui would only have sighed, "The Old Revolutionary Base Area is indeed the Old Revolutionary Base Area!" But for their own interests, the various factions in the French political arena had wired the Chinese government one after another, expressing requests to visit China. These French bigwigs had good relations with China, and they also expressed through private channels their hope that the Chinese government could express support for them.

He Rui put down the report regarding Germany and said to Wu Youping in front of him, "Youping, let's do this. If a cabinet appears in France that lasts for a year and a half, you can consider visiting France. If a cabinet appears that lasts for more than two years, you can consider accepting a request from France inviting me to visit."

Both Wu Youping and Li Runshi beside him were stunned. After a moment, Li Runshi praised, "This standard is very good."

He Rui was quite helpless; even Li Runshi's praise could not make him feel better. Originally, He Rui thought he might be able to change a lot of things, but the fact that those seemingly bizarre events occurred in the world only proved that these so-called bizarre events indeed conformed to a certain order.

The system of the French Third Republic was originally a system designed for the restoration of the Emperor. Before an Emperor or a Napoleon appeared, it was destined to result in this kind of mess. In France, if the economy was bad, they would definitely make a fuss. And if the economy got better, they would make even more of a fuss. Everyone has money, so why not get rowdy!

After listening to He Rui's judgment, Wu Youping scratched an itchy spot on his cheek before sighing, "Chairman, have you heard about something? Now there are people who want you to proclaim yourself Emperor."

"Proclaim myself Emperor?" He Rui was stunned for a moment before asking, "What do they want to get out of this kind of proposal?"

Wu Youping told the truth. "Chairman, right now some people hope you can become President for Life. But some people feel that a President for Life is not secure either, so people have suggested in the newspapers that you, Chairman, should directly proclaim yourself Emperor. This way, partisan disputes can be completely resolved. Oh, right, according to their phrasing, it's called a 'Free Monarchy'."

He Rui hesitated for a moment before asking, "There isn't anyone within the Party echoing this kind of talk, is there?"

Wu Youping did not know how to answer. Within the Civilization Party, there was currently no one challenging He Rui's leadership position. Even if there were, they only hoped to obtain the position of He Rui's deputy through internal party elections. In other words, what these people expected was only the status of a successor, and they did not have the idea of replacing He Rui.

However, if some people gave birth to the idea of hoping for a transfer of leadership, naturally there would be those hoping that the leadership would not waver. Moreover, those who held this view actually had little interest in the imperial system itself; what they hoped for was to avoid the various turmoil triggered after a change in leader.

Seeing Wu Youping's troubled look, He Rui probably knew what was going on. He Rui thought of Zhang Xiluan. This old gentleman was truly interesting; he had very seriously written a parting letter to He Rui, yet still instructed his son that if He Rui did not come in person and ask personally if there was a letter, he should not give the letter to He Rui.

It could be seen that Zhang Xiluan truly hoped that He Rui would receive this letter while caring deeply about Zhang Xiluan's feelings.

In the letter, Zhang Xiluan very sincerely requested He Rui to proclaim himself Emperor, or at least become President for Life. Zhang Xiluan stated that the Zhang family were absolutely not people who clung to the dragon and the phoenix, and even if He Rui proclaimed himself Emperor, he must absolutely not establish a noble system. Using titles of nobility to buy people's hearts would only bring disaster to the country and the people.

But Zhang Xiluan equally agreed that the current China needed a strongman to lead China through a few decades of stability. Only in this way could China continue to develop forward. Finally, Zhang Xiluan wrote sincerely: *When Han Zhaolie ascended the throne, the world was at peace.*

He Rui felt that Zhang Xiluan's cultural level seemed not to be high; comparing He Rui to Liu Bei was somewhat nondescript. But thinking about it again, He Rui felt that this comparison had a strange appropriateness.

"Youping, exactly which people proposed such an outrageous idea?" He Rui asked.



★


Theory of Friendly Nations' Surprise (9)

Volume 6 — Chapter 107

❧ ❧ ❧


"Chairman, only if you speak up will anyone truly dare to investigate."

Hearing Wu Youping speak to He Rui like this to his face, Li Runshi was somewhat surprised. Both within the Civilization Party and the government, Wu Youping was considered He Rui's close comrade-in-arms. Yet, answering like this on this matter seemed inappropriate. Moreover, this matter was first raised by Wu Youping, so he certainly wasn't just speaking idly.

Sure enough, Wu Youping asked, "In the current constitution, there is no clear regulation regarding the Chairman's re-election. At present, anyone who isn't confused knows that the restoration of the monarchy is impossible; Yuan Shikai ruined his reputation over this very issue back then. If there are still people talking like this now, I assume most people care not about proclaiming an emperor, but about the stability of leadership."

Li Runshi actually thought the same. Hearing Wu Youping say it out loud, he looked at He Rui. He saw He Rui simply reply, "I know. But the urgent task right now is still to grasp domestic education and accelerate the establishment of economic order."

After saying this, He Rui turned to Li Runshi. "Secretary Li, I invited you here this time to inquire about the situation in Shaanxi."

After stepping down as Minister of Propaganda, Li Runshi had been appointed as the Party Secretary of Shaanxi Province. Seeing He Rui ask him, Li Runshi immediately began his report. Wu Youping unexpectedly did not leave, but stayed to listen to the report, which made Li Runshi feel that this treatment was somewhat too high.

Shaanxi's economy had developed rapidly in recent years, and Li Runshi had precisely grasped the key points. Shaanxi's economic development in recent years had relied more on state investment, especially in areas with soil erosion. The agricultural model relying on silt dams had indeed greatly improved life in the extremely impoverished local countryside.

However, resistance to local industrial development in Shaanxi was significant. The area lacked water sources and transportation was not convenient; solving these problems would require massive investment. After recounting these specific circumstances, Li Runshi sighed, "Chairman, at a provincial meeting a while ago, the Party Secretary of a poverty-stricken county asked for support. The mayor of their city said, 'Tighten your belt.' That county secretary replied, 'Please aid us with a belt.' This is the status quo in Shaanxi. Wanting Shaanxi to solve its problems on its own is impossible in the short term."

He thought that after saying this, he would be criticized by He Rui. Unexpectedly, He Rui asked in a peaceful tone, "How are the fertility rates across Shaanxi? Does Secretary Li know?"

Li Runshi thought for a moment and immediately recounted the approximate fertility rates of various cities in Shaanxi. Li Runshi had not been sitting in an office in Shaanxi for the past year, but had traveled almost all over the province, gaining an understanding of the situation. Combined with the research data, he was by no means ignorant of the grassroots situation.

When Li Runshi finished, He Rui said, "Wherever there is an industrialized area, the birth rate is low; wherever it is a traditional rural area, the fertility rate is high. This is absolutely not just a matter of family planning propaganda and access to contraceptives; it is more a problem of the population in Shaanxi entering an industrialized life. As long as they receive a certain amount of education and then work in industrial zones, they will naturally enter an industrialized life. In an industrialized life, no one wants many children. Coupled with family planning propaganda and convenient access to contraceptives, only then will there be a spontaneous demand to adopt family planning measures.

"In the national industrial plan, Shaanxi also has its planned position. We can give Shaanxi more procurement orders, but the fertility rate can also be seen as a testing standard."

Li Runshi's brows furrowed unconsciously. He Rui's view was too cold and ruthless, shocking Li Runshi deeply.

Wu Youping, watching Li Runshi's reaction from the side, felt somewhat curious. Everyone could tell that He Rui cared very much about Li Runshi. Even if He Rui felt he was trying not to show it, such things couldn't fool anyone. Although He Rui's talent was indeed stunning, his talent for concealing himself was truly very ordinary. Now the requirements He Rui was raising were not ordinarily high; Wu Youping felt that for Li Runshi, this test was truly huge.

Silence persisted. He Rui did not speak, but picked up a document and started reading. Wu Youping lamented again in his heart that He Rui's partiality toward Li Runshi was truly excessive. If it were any other provincial secretary, they would probably be sweating profusely by now from He Rui's relentless questioning.

"Chairman, when will such a lifestyle enter the next stage?" Li Runshi spoke, breaking the silence.

He Rui put down the document and tossed Li Runshi a cigarette. "Fairness and efficiency cannot be achieved simultaneously. When social efficiency has already greatly affected social fairness, the existing distribution model must be thoroughly changed. So in the current process of pursuing efficiency, we must teach the essence of society to the people. With such mental preparation made, when adjusting the structure of fairness and efficiency, we can minimize ideological confusion as much as possible."

"Can't we really consider a more balanced method?" Li Runshi asked after lighting the cigarette. If it were just logic, or the Central Committee's arrangement, Li Runshi could completely understand. But when facing reality, the contradictions therein tortured him.

"Never think you can create something out of nothing. Since the world is in motion, and motion requires energy, then any social behavior requires energy called 'cost'. The way the bureaucratic system fools people is to tangle various contents that have no necessary connection together, forming a giant ball of hemp that looks like pulling one hair moves the whole body. Ancient Chinese literati, intentionally or unintentionally, propagated such methodology. Why are science and engineering men more reliable? Because if science and engineering men thought about engineering problems in such a way, they would never produce any results."

Li Runshi took a deep drag on his cigarette before saying, "As long as there is a little more initiative, many things aren't impossible to make better."

"'The village honest man is the thief of virtue,'" He Rui replied using the words of a literati.

Li Runshi was not unhappy upon hearing this; instead, he fell into thought. Wu Youping, seeing this scene, couldn't help but recall when he was with He Rui in the Northeast, asking He Rui for advice whenever he encountered problems. At that time, He Rui also answered Wu Youping's questions with such a straightforward attitude. Recalling himself back then, he was also often made unhappy by He Rui's views, but after some practice, Wu Youping had to admit that He Rui's views indeed hit the key points.

Li Runshi pondered for another while before speaking. "In other words, social progress is built on the foundation of massive waste."

"That is called cost. We humans are a species with memory, and China is a country that pays exceptional attention to historical records. The reason we feel that seeking solutions from history books often leads to specious results now is very simple: the industrialization we are undergoing is something never experienced before. 'Carving the boat to seek the sword'—we must not do that."

After He Rui finished, feeling his tone might have been overly harsh, he added a sentence. "Of course, speaking for myself, I feel that the old brother who carved the boat to seek the sword was actually just expressing the helplessness caused by losing a sword. Perhaps that brother was also a wonderful person; he didn't shout and scream, didn't cry to the heavens. He just used the performance art of carving the boat to relieve his emotions. After all, a sword wasn't cheap in that era. Think of Ji Li hanging his sword; a sword back then was worth a thousand gold."

Wu Youping followed He Rui's train of thought and suddenly felt He Rui made a lot of sense. Before, he had just followed the book, treating *Ke Zhou Qiu Jian* as a satirical story. But He Rui analyzing it from an economic perspective made Wu Youping feel it was closer to the facts.

Li Runshi knew He Rui was easing the atmosphere, because the topic the two had just discussed was actually very heavy. The pain contained within was the pain felt by millions, tens of millions, hundreds of millions of Chinese people as their lifestyle underwent a huge change. Moving from an agricultural society to an industrial society, China was enduring an incomparably huge shock. In Shaanxi, too many contradictions caused by social change had appeared, as well as the tragedies caused by these contradictions.

From the perspective of humanistic care, such tragedies were simply impermissible. But what He Rui saw was content on another level; He Rui was looking at this unfolding great change completely from the level of a new era. Therefore, He Rui's views appeared exceptionally sharp and cold. Li Runshi felt he could keep up with He Rui's train of thought, but his ability to endure didn't seem as robust as He Rui's.

Li Runshi overcame the resistance in his heart and pulled the topic back to reality. "Chairman, such development will encounter a situation of 'draining the pond to get the fish'."

"How to achieve balance is the government's job. One of the core jobs of the government is to achieve good distribution. Good distribution does not equal egalitarianism, nor does it equal a welfare society. Secretary Li, what do we rely on to drag the people into industrial society as quickly as possible?"

Li Runshi answered decisively, "Education."

This answer satisfied He Rui greatly, so he continued the discussion on this basis. "After the whole people receive education that allows them to enter industrial society, a brand-new situation will emerge: the gap in wealth distribution will change drastically. This gap does not come from capital gains, but more from technical gains. That is, the technical professionals represented by the petty bourgeoisie, as pointed out in your analysis report on Chinese social strata. If it were simply capital gains, we could still resolve the contradictions by raising the minimum wage, limiting maximum working hours, and using tiered taxation. But how should we deal with the gains made by people with strong professional skills through their own legal labor? Do we have to levy heavy taxes on this group?"

"...The industrial age, what a high cost!" Li Runshi stubbed out his cigarette butt and sighed. After speaking, he took out his own cigarettes, handed one to He Rui, and after both lit up, Li Runshi asked, "Is it really impossible to utilize the wasted costs more effectively?"

"Conducting technology diffusion and providing the most advanced technology to society is the government's job. Any failed assets should be auctioned off as soon as possible. In the industrial field, those who can survive to the next round must inevitably adopt more efficient methods. And the industrial capital of the future society is destined to be much larger than the current scale. Do you think that from a long-term perspective, this is a waste of cost, or a saving of cost?"

Li Runshi nodded quickly. "Indeed. And from this perspective, the government's job is to execute policy. Execute policy firmly and effectively. Smash feudalism, smash monopolies, prohibit bureaucratic capitalism. In short, all behaviors utilizing privilege must be prohibited."

"We want to unite the people, and what is the best way to unite the people? It is to provide the people with truly complete education, to point out to the people what the facts are, and what the true path is. Don't just bury your head in pulling the cart; you must also lift your head to look at the road. Secretary Li, according to ancient parlance, you are a person of deep virtue and noble character. According to the modern explanation, you have talent, you understand logic, you have a methodology based on logic, and you can solve specific problems realistically with a dialectical attitude. Then, even if ordinary people cannot reach your height, if ordinary people have heard these truths and received training, giving them the chance to form a tangible physical sensation—this is the direction of future China."

Speaking of such a future, He Rui was also somewhat emotional. He knew how hard this was. To become the social mainstream, two conditions were inevitable: "Someone to teach, and being able to afford to lose." In human history, the only one to teach the "dragon-slaying arts" of understanding the essence of human society to all citizens without reservation was New China. In ancient China and foreign countries, these true dragon-slaying arts were knowledge monopolized by the upper privileged class.

He Rui even had a greater ambition: these dragon-slaying arts should not only be taught in China but also scattered to the world. And the Chinese people would receive even more complete education.

This was difficult; it was even contrary to the animal nature of humanity, but He Rui just wanted to try. The suffering of the human world was too deep; He Rui felt that if he didn't try, he would definitely regret it very much.

Li Runshi felt that He Rui's view fit very well with his own. If it was such a path, Li Runshi felt he must try. He asked, "Limits exist for some things. Can the power of progress really cross such large obstacles? 'Fighting with heaven is endless joy,' but we still need to 'control the mandate of heaven and use it.'"

Hearing this, Wu Youping couldn't help but frown. He guessed Li Runshi was probably talking about the natural environment. The Northwest lacked water and was arid; to increase production capacity, the demand for water would be very large. But how could the millions of square kilometers of water-deficient areas in the Northwest be solved so easily?

He Rui also felt Li Runshi was talking about the natural environment, but he was not troubled in the slightest. Because He Rui had seen the state invest in cheap desalination technology after new energy sources appeared. This process naturally wouldn't be that relaxed, perhaps even extremely difficult. But when technological breakthroughs appeared, China, the country with the most policy endurance in the world, would be able to withstand the huge pressure and persist.

It was precisely based on the extremely high level of civilization reached by Chinese civilization that the artificial irrigation system He Rui saw with his own eyes existed. And China also gained benefits from perseverance; besides gaining millions of square kilometers of brand-new fertile land, it also made the world better by exporting technology.

Because he was somewhat excited, He Rui said, "As long as I..."

Speaking to here, He Rui felt he had gotten a bit carried away and almost said, "As long as I can live another 30 years." This couldn't be said, not because He Rui feared he couldn't achieve it after saying it, but because the issue of the leadership election system had already triggered some fluctuations; He Rui's words might very likely be misunderstood.

"As long as we work together, these problems can definitely be solved." He Rui switched back to a proper statement.

However, both Li Runshi and Wu Youping were smart people; they both guessed what He Rui probably wanted to say. Neither Li Runshi nor Wu Youping felt there was any problem with He Rui continuing to lead China. Although both were anti-feudal, they were both republicans.

Democracy relies on votes, republicanism relies on selection. Li Runshi and Wu Youping had long been very clear on these most basic concepts of political systems. Under a republican system, it is very common for a leader to govern for a long time. If He Rui really wanted to proclaim himself emperor, both would firmly oppose it. But if He Rui governed for a long time, neither felt there was any problem.

So hearing He Rui's words, Li Runshi even looked forward to the words He Rui didn't say. Seeing He Rui was very close to him, Li Runshi smiled. "Chairman, I have a cousin named Li Geng. Once when I discussed ideals and -isms with him, he said a sentence. If current technology cannot support infinite energy, he supports imperialism. If infinite energy appears, he supports communism."

Before He Rui could speak, Wu Youping took over the conversation. "Oh. Listening to this meaning, Li Geng is a patriot."

He Rui didn't pick up this thread. In the 21st century, there were plenty of people in China with such views. And He Rui knew Li Geng; he was currently a Colonel in the General Staff Department, considered a brilliant future star. Although one couldn't say the General Staff was full of such patriotic nationalists, there were at least seven or eight out of ten. Compared to soldiers in those European and American countries, this was already very good.

"Secretary Li, I heard you have walked all over Shaanxi. Then go ahead and do it freely. The Secretary manages personnel. Whether you are afraid or not, you will offend people." He Rui voiced his support.

Hearing this, Li Runshi knew the talk for today ended here, so he stood up. Unexpectedly, He Rui also stood up and proactively extended his hand. Li Runshi grasped He Rui's powerful large hand and shook it firmly. "Chairman, I understand."

"One more thing. Amidst your busy schedule, write more articles. Go on." He Rui finished and also shook Li Runshi's hand firmly.

After Li Runshi left, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, the urbanization rate has skyrocketed recently, and the number of police needs to be increased. Will this expenditure come from national tax or local tax?"

He Rui answered decisively, "From the national tax. These are rigid expenditures. At this stage, relying solely on legal education is not enough; we must strengthen the security forces. Heh heh, last week, an economist from the Morgan Consortium wrote an article, 'Who Will Feed China'. Have you read it?"

Wu Youping was busy to death every day and didn't have much reading time. He answered frankly, "I haven't read it. Could the Chairman tell me about it?"

"After investigating our new agriculture, the Morgan Consortium believes China lacks water and has very few large plain areas. Desperate reclamation on the American Great Plains and uncontrolled extraction of groundwater have already led to the Dust Bowl in the United States. China's agricultural endowment is worse than America's, and it is walking the old path of the United States. Moreover, China's population is increasing rapidly. By 1950, it might increase to 1 billion people. At that time, China will fall into a state of national starvation."

After listening to He Rui's retelling, Wu Youping had already decided to find time to read this article. The vision of the Morgan Consortium's economists was very sharp and indeed poked at China's pain point. China, undergoing rapid industrialization, was indeed creating massive wealth, but the foundation of this wealth was the faster consumption of resources. The popularization of new agricultural technologies in China, achieving dense planting and high-yield seeds, indeed allowed China to avoid falling into a state of starvation at this stage. China didn't lack coal; current thermal power generation could still keep up. But the consumption of water resources was truly beyond imagination. If the situation continued to develop, the analysis of the Morgan Consortium's economists would probably become reality within twenty years.

But China couldn't not develop. Even if it was 'draining the pond to get the fish' at this stage, it had to be done. Thinking of this, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, can the population problem really be solved? The population is growing too fast now."

"To solve the population problem, we must rely on industrialization. To lower the birth rate and raise the education level now, we must liberate the population from the rural squire model. In the cities, those young people will naturally have fewer children. But in the countryside, productivity is low. Insufficient employment opportunities and pressure from the village will also force people to have children," He Rui answered.

Wu Youping also knew these problems, so he asked, "Chairman, do you want to write an article?"

He Rui shook his head. "No need, I hope someone else will write it."

Wu Youping felt he understood He Rui's mind, so he didn't ask more. Time passed quickly, and two months went by in the blink of an eye. Perhaps because Wu Youping intentionally paid attention to the situation in Shaanxi, or perhaps because the changes in Shaanxi were quite large, the Shaanxi Provincial Committee made major adjustments to leading cadres in those two months. Many cadres with relatively senior qualifications left their positions as top leaders and went to the Party School to study. Their work was taken over by many young cadres.

Wu Youping looked at the list and had some impression of many names on it. In terms of loyalty to the revolution, these cadres had no problems. But in terms of the cadres needed at the current stage, these comrades indeed hadn't been able to get on the new track of thinking.

Moreover, Li Runshi's article on the population issue made Wu Youping care very much. This was an analysis targeting the population issue and the new lifestyle of the industrial age. It was written extremely well. If He Rui had written this, it would probably have appeared too academic. The same content written by Li Runshi was lively and grounded.

Li Runshi started from the consumption of an ordinary young person after entering the city. Initially, after paying rent from their wages, the remaining money was enough to maintain their life. At this time, because there was no life pressure, they lived very comfortably. But after the young person gradually stabilized in the city, expenditures for parents' homes and various traditional relationships began to appear. If they bore such expenditures, the young person's life pressure increased greatly. When the young person prepared to get married, the expenditure became even larger.

If starting from the traditional lifestyle, this article would easily turn into an accusation against the industrial age, accusing the industrial age of breaking the so-called "warm and tender" nature of the traditional farming era.

But the first part of Marx's *The Communist Manifesto* had already described such social transformation. So Li Runshi also explained this matter from the perspective of social transformation. The content involved was quite profound, yet it very cleverly avoided touching the boundaries that triggered hatred.

After reading the article, Wu Youping lamented greatly. Li Runshi was truly too kind, belonging to that category of heroes who truly held the people in their hearts.

He Rui was also kind, but He Rui's difference lay in that he seemed to have quite a barrier against the old era, belonging to those who could not integrate into the old era no matter what. In terms of bridging the new and old eras, Li Runshi was obviously much stronger than He Rui.

No wonder He Rui attached such importance to Li Runshi. If discussing candidates who could challenge He Rui's position, Li Runshi would inevitably be a strong candidate in the future.
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As soon as the Chinese and German technical experts met on the Sino-Soviet thermal power plant cooperation project, they immediately felt a sense of kinship. The Soviet experts were quickly relegated to the sidelines, listening to the discussions between their Chinese and German counterparts. This wasn't because the Chinese and German experts were intentionally excluding the Soviets; rather, both sides operated within an industrialized system, and their experts shared a similar mindset regarding cost considerations.

In industrial competition, enterprises on both sides aimed to make a profit. To win in fierce competition, one had to lower costs. Thermal power plants were a technology- and capital-intensive industry. Once the technical principles, implementation paths, and technical parameters were determined, the thinking of technical experts naturally turned to how to reduce costs.

Compared to the Chinese and German experts, the Soviet experts' job was to complete tasks assigned from above. This naturally limited their thinking, making them insensitive to the content of the Sino-German discussions and unable to effectively integrate into the conversation.

After several frank exchanges, the German experts concluded that China, as the esteemed "Party A," had ample funds and technical proficiency, making this a highly reliable deal. The Chinese experts also gained much; Germany, as the industrious and capable "Party B," possessed advanced technical concepts, deep accumulation in heavy industry, and superb precision machining capabilities.

China had already completed its second 30,000-ton die-forging hydraulic press, and the fourth 15,000-ton die-forging hydraulic press had been delivered for use. Dozens of hydraulic presses over 5,000 tons were providing components for the automotive and internal combustion engine industries. Chinese experts, having experience with this equipment, realized that Germany should also have its own high-power die-forging hydraulic presses. Even conservatively assuming that Germany's 30,000-ton and larger die-forging hydraulic presses were not yet completed, they should be finished in the short term.

The reason they dared to be so certain was that, based on the parameters provided by the German experts, without 30,000-ton or larger die-forging hydraulic presses, the power plant components Germany hoped to undertake simply could not meet the parameter requirements.

With the confirmation from experts on both sides, the intentions were finalized quickly. The Soviet side was satisfied to confirm that they could continue deeper cooperation with Germany. This news was immediately sent back to Moscow, bringing a sigh of relief to the responsible Politburo members. Although trade between the Soviet Union and China was very close, the Soviet Union was still more inclined to believe that European technology was the most advanced in the world. Since China had set no obstacles to the cooperation, the Soviet side felt that long-term technical cooperation with Germany was secure.

The German experts tirelessly flew back to Berlin and immediately went to see Schacht. Schacht was not particularly surprised by this result; he merely expressed his appreciation and prepared to move on to other work. It had been fifteen months since the Nazi Party came to power, and Germany's unemployment rate had dropped from six million to less than one million. To provide enough jobs, Germany had started too many factories. Schacht now had to use his personal political credit to make guarantees to foreign governments and enterprises that had reached economic cooperation agreements. Since this order went so smoothly, Schacht did not need to step in personally.

"Mr. Schacht, please wait a moment." William Douglas, the head of the German technical expert group responsible for the negotiations, had something to say.

Out of respect, Schacht sat back down, though his tone was somewhat urgent. "Mr. Douglas, please get to the point."

William Douglas had hesitated initially, but now he could only voice the speculation in his heart. It wasn't just the Chinese experts who discovered the other side's equipment level through technical details. In the judgment of the German experts, China's precision machining capabilities were likely superior to Germany's, because the error rates proposed by China were difficult even for Germany to achieve. During the discussions, the German experts frankly presented Germany's views, and the Chinese experts stated that if Germany could not meet them, they should leave enough machining allowance, and China would perform the final procedures.

The components required for thermal power plants were all ultra-large, often weighing several tons, and required extremely high precision. These multi-ton precision components had to go through dozens or even hundreds of procedures to be completed. If any single processing step went wrong, it would lead to problems with the expensive component.

Since the level of the Chinese experts was not poor, the German experts believed it was impossible for them not to know this. Since the Chinese experts proposed that China perform the final precision machining, they certainly knew that this inevitably carried the risk of processing failure, leading to the scrapping of the component. regarding this, Expert William suggested that perhaps Germany could probe China in these fields.

Hearing this, Schacht felt he was wasting time. How could Germany have time to entangle itself in these details now? Out of respect for the expert, Schacht asked, "Mr. William, can Germany's current technology meet the needs of German industrial precision?"

William thought for a moment before answering, "It can satisfy them."

"If China really possesses the precision machining technology you believe they do, then are these technologies essential for Germany right now?" Schacht continued to ask.

William shook his head. "Not absolutely essential, but..."

Schacht interrupted William. "Mr. William, if you have the opportunity to communicate with China in the future, you can try to ask the Chinese side what level their precision machining technology has reached. If you get accurate news, please be sure to tell me."

Hearing this, the experts, including William, understood Schacht's meaning and honestly rose to take their leave. Leaving the Ministry of Economics, the experts would soon go their separate ways. Seeing William Douglas looking somewhat frowning and miserable, a few kind-hearted colleagues persuaded him, "Mr. William, I think there is perhaps another possibility. The Chinese side is just bluffing. The parameter precision I heard didn't feel like it had been technically verified. That amount of calculation requires a large number of experienced engineers to discuss and calculate together. I don't think the Chinese side would consume so much manpower for such a small technical issue. What do you think?"

As an expert, hearing this, William also felt that perhaps he was being too sensitive. As these experts said, coming up with such high-precision data required a massive investment of engineers. Leaving aside whether China had so many experienced engineers, William didn't think China could have so many engineers available in such a short time. Even if they did, mobilizing so many engineers meant high costs. From an economic perspective, this was completely uneconomical. And it shouldn't have happened.

Having untied the knot in his heart, William invited everyone for dinner. But the German experts had all endured a long, bumpy flight and had been away from home for so long, so they all declined. Someone said, "We will have opportunities to cooperate in the future. We'll eat when we meet next time."

Thus, the group of weary experts, eager to return home, said their goodbyes. They got into cars, horse-drawn carriages, and some even sat on the back seats of bicycles ridden by family members who had come to pick them up, dispersing in their own directions.

***

Meanwhile, in the Guizhou No. 2 Computing Center, engineers had finally led technical workers to finish rushing repairs on a burst water pipe. Everyone was soaked and exhausted. Just as they sat down, the Party Secretary of the Computing Center arrived with a group of people invited from a nearby village to help the tired engineers and workers up and take them for a hot bath.

Although they were no longer children and wouldn't be forced to bathe, this attitude alone was heartwarming. Moreover, after soaking in ice-cold water for several hours, their physical strength was truly exhausted. The group, half-supported, went to the bathhouse. The tiled bathhouse pool was filled with clean hot water. Because the tiles were light blue, the water appeared even more clear and transparent.

Seeing this, the villagers couldn't help but click their tongues in wonder, envious of the treatment of the experts and technical workers. Not only was the large pool ready, but the stones on the electric stove in the sauna room were heated red-hot. A ladle of water thrown on them immediately produced a sizzling sound, and steam rose accordingly. Turning on the showers, hot water sprayed from the nozzles.

Everyone washed up warmly. In the break room, ginger tea to drive away the cold was already prepared, once again driving the chill out of the laborers from the inside out. Even so, the next day, several people still fell ill from the cold. Among those attending the meeting, several had stuffy noses, but they managed to persist in attending.

The computing center was built in the mountains, utilizing the terrain. A karst cave had been thoroughly remodeled to serve as the machine hall for the computing center. Power came from several nearby hydroelectric stations. Equipment cooling relied on circulating ice-cold groundwater delivered through pipes.

As soon as the meeting began, the engineers complained. The heat generation of the newly installed transistor computers was much greater than that of the previous electron tube computers. To save money, the higher-ups had ordered the full utilization of the old piping system. To increase cooling, water pressure had been increased, but the old pipes weren't strong enough. Coupled with the fact that the piping system had been in use for a long time, this was already the third failure. The cooling piping system had to be redesigned!

The person in charge of the Computing Center was a professor who, according to regulations, had worked here for nine months and was about to return to his university. He naturally agreed to adjust the cooling system immediately, but the person responsible for funds at the Computing Center was the Party Secretary, so he looked towards the Secretary.

Seeing the professor observing the rules, the Secretary replied, "I already reported this upwards yesterday. The higher-ups gave two suggestions: either we put it out to tender, or we make the cooling plan ourselves. What do you all think, comrades?"

Hearing that the problem was about to be solved, everyone felt much happier. They began to discuss exactly how to solve it. More people leaned towards the Computing Center making its own plan, while a minority felt that tendering was more appropriate. Seeing that the discussion had run its course, the Secretary said, "If we make the plan ourselves, how much time will it take? This time must necessarily come from outside working hours. After the plan is made, do we have engineers responsible for specific parameters to work them out? After completion, it needs to be submitted for argumentation, and then tendered. Even if it passes, I can't be sure how much the bonus will be. After all, our plan isn't a universal one. So there's no guarantee of getting a patent."

After speaking, the Secretary looked at the crowd. Seeing quite a few people looking blank, the Secretary smiled, "Since we are a computing center, I'll list the process and expenses for everyone. You'll know once you calculate it."

The Computing Center did not lack professionals who calculated based on parameters. The Secretary listed the entire process on the blackboard, and many staff members with superb mental arithmetic abilities began to write. Soon, they calculated the time required for different processing methods, as well as the related returns.

After comparing them, the numbers clearly proved that for the Computing Center to propose parameters based on current needs and hand them over to the higher-ups for tendering was the most beneficial option for the center.

Once the numbers were out, there was no need for further discussion on what to do. The engineering department immediately began organizing to prepare the tender documents. The head of the Computing Center found the Secretary. "Will doing it this way increase costs too much?"

The Secretary looked at the professor; he could understand this view. There were specific cases in Party School training where students conducted actual exercises and analysis. The course instructor analyzed it clearly: from a psychological perspective, all living things have a kind of dominance. In human society, this manifests in the form of fighting for dominance.

Placed in the context of the matter at hand, since the Computing Center couldn't get economic benefits from this project, the impulse to fight for dominance would manifest in the form of "nitpicking."

However, from an operational perspective, the Computing Center was a small component in the entire social mass production. The job of the Computing Center was to do the work at hand well, smoothly connecting the preceding and following stages, allowing the entire system to operate well. It was not to nitpick on these matters. Even if one were to nitpick, it should be on matters affecting the normal operation of the Computing Center, not to gossip across fields.

Thinking of this, the Secretary still wasn't quite sure if his thinking was correct. After all, the other party was a professor, an expert with considerable education. The Secretary smiled and said, "Does the Professor know a team that does this?"

Seeing the Secretary asking with a smile, the Professor felt there was a chance, so he lowered his voice slightly and said, "I have a cousin who does piping. I think the level over there is not bad. The difficulty of this project isn't high; he should be able to land it."

The Secretary felt a wave of revulsion in his heart. So the professor really wanted to get this order for the people around him. But the Secretary had received sufficient education, which included how to refuse. He didn't give the professor a political ideology lecture directly, but advised, "Since you know this project is going to be tendered, tell your cousin. Let him pay attention to this matter. Tenders are open now; he can bid."

The professor thought for a moment. He felt that there were more and more enterprises now, and competition was becoming increasingly fierce. Although this project wasn't particularly large, it wasn't small either. And there were quite a few enterprises that could cooperate with the Computing Center; they were experienced, and their probability of winning the bid was greater. He probed again, "This is our own project after all. A lot of it involves non-standard designs. It's still easier to discuss if we find our own team."

The Secretary shook his head. "Look at our work right now, where do we have the time and manpower to manage so much? I think we should still follow the system."

"That will cost a lot of money," the professor continued trying to persuade the Secretary.

The Secretary shook his head. "It's not us spending the money. Let the higher-ups worry about it."

Seeing he couldn't persuade the Secretary, the professor gave up. After the professor left, the Secretary considered whether to write a simple report. But after thinking about it, he abandoned the idea. This report would, after all, affect the professor's evaluation. Since the professor had already given up and caused no impact, there was no need to do this behind his back.

In the following days, the Computing Center received notification that several large projects were being distributed, and all computing centers had to be prepared for overtime. The Computing Center was long accustomed to such things. In the past, only the demands of the military industry would be like this; it seemed there was some new equipment preparing for calculation.

Just as everyone thought, a few days later, troops suddenly arrived and first took over the security of the No. 2 Computing Center. Everyone had experience, and the takeover proceeded very smoothly. Once security issues were handled, a group of field officers and experts arrived at the Computing Center. The No. 2 Computing Center was one of the first batches to install transistor computers. The computing power of transistor computers was dozens of times greater than that of electron tube computers. Work that previously required many computing centers could now be solved by a single one.

The Secretary also saw an acquaintance, Wang Donglu, the Deputy Chief Engineer of the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. Due to confidentiality measures, the Secretary only communicated with Wang Donglu during the meeting and had absolutely no other interaction.

Wang Donglu was also incredibly anxious at this time and had no intention of paying attention to surrounding matters unrelated to work. The new fighter jet had encountered problems just before mass production. And this problem wasn't a minor one; rather, after the new wind tunnel was completed ahead of schedule, the new fighter jet immediately underwent full-scale wind tunnel testing. Several problems that couldn't be detected before were now discovered.

In addition to new discoveries in aerodynamics, metal flaw detection and metal crystal phase diffraction detection technologies had also achieved breakthroughs ahead of schedule. These technological breakthroughs were great things, but they triggered a discussion. The core discussion was whether to redesign the current J-9 fighter jet.

Opinions in the Manufacturing Bureau were divided into two types. One was to proceed according to the previous design, and the other was to use all the new technologies to perfect the design. In the final vote, Wang Donglu voted to perfect the design. In his explanation, Wang Donglu stated, "Many of the technical parameters that this design initially wanted to achieve could not be completed at the time, so we settled for the next best thing and chose the current plan. Since materials science can potentially solve them now, why don't we proceed according to the initial plan?"

There were more people supporting the second plan, so the second plan was chosen. Although Wang Donglu decided on this matter, he was still anxious in his heart. Because the new fighter jet was the turboprop propeller combat plan proposed by He Rui. The fighter jet shape hand-drawn by He Rui was initially seen by the Aircraft Design Bureau as an overly idealized plan. But after all, it was He Rui's plan; no matter what opinions everyone had in their hearts, they couldn't say them out loud. However, unexpectedly, with the advancement of various technologies, some of He Rui's initial views actually had the possibility of success.

Wang Donglu respected He Rui very much, so the last thing he wanted to see was someone using He Rui as an excuse. In recent years, there were more and more people in the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau, and the number of incompetent people had also increased a lot. These people had their own characteristics, but from their traits, they all lacked technical research ability, so they habitually shirked responsibility. And the best method of shirking was undoubtedly to drag politics into it.

In present-day China, He Rui undoubtedly had the greatest political influence. Dragging He Rui out as an excuse was the most legitimate reason. So Wang Donglu came here personally this time to eliminate political influence and focus on doing this job well.

Calculation began quickly. Wang Donglu conducted technical discussions and research with his selected team in his temporary office. In the plan He Rui gave to the Aircraft Design Bureau previously, he mentioned the design concept of drilling holes inside the impeller. And in that original document, He Rui clearly wrote that this needed research; the drawing he drew could at most be used as an idea, and definitely could not be used as a research plan.

Yet when this prototype drawing was being reproduced, there were several times when people wanted to remove this instruction. It was experts, including Wang Donglu's mentor, who withstood the opposing opinions and firmly insisted on retaining the entire instruction. Something that seemed completely normal to technical experts actually had quite a few opponents.

Fortunately, the Aircraft Design Bureau used the team model ordered by He Rui, which finally allowed Wang Donglu and others to choose team members who shared their recognized concepts to participate.

And those guys who wanted to delete He Rui's note actually opposed this design group system. As if these weren't proposed by He Rui.

As soon as there was an opportunity, he definitely had to drive that bunch out of the Design Bureau. During his very short break times, such thoughts occasionally popped up in Wang Donglu's mind. These people were just pests!
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Fluid dynamics, stress distribution, and related engineering considerations have long had extensive practical applications. The engineers of the Aircraft Design Bureau, working in cooperation with engineering mathematics experts and the calculation experts of the Computing Center, finally produced results after 230 hours of calculation.

Wang Donglu scanned the four long data tables. The other three were sent in batches from three other computing centers. Wang Donglu's team was exhausted; their work was not easy. After each batch of data arrived, everyone had to analyze and discuss it. Now, waiting for the final batch, the team members finally relaxed. Judging from the data already received, the theoretical results calculated by the four computing centers were identical. Now they only waited for the final batch to arrive. After completing the comparison, this calculation task would be finished.

At this moment, everyone even had time to discuss which domestic metallurgical teams had the capability to complete such precision machining. No matter how precise the theoretical data, it needed to be turned into reality. The Aircraft Design Bureau's job was design, not manufacturing. No matter how good the prototype was, that was the work of other teams.

Wang Donglu thought he should be happy, but surprisingly, he couldn't cheer up. His thoughts uncontrollably drifted back to the internal mess within the Design Bureau team. The few people Wang Donglu was most dissatisfied with relied most heavily on their background. In Wang Donglu's view, that so-called background, in a sense, had actually become a hindrance for them.

If these people could disregard their various connections and focus their attention on the work itself, they would likely achieve far more than they had now. But unfortunately, their motives were impure; they pursued results rather than the work itself, presenting an appearance Wang Donglu found very disagreeable. These people had a demoniac rejection of "failure." To prove they hadn't failed, they would gloss over mistakes, shirk responsibility, and find other excuses to prove they hadn't failed.

If these people only did this within their own teams, Wang Donglu would have held his nose and accepted it. But to prove themselves, this bunch naturally wanted to elevate their own teams by stepping on Wang Donglu's team. Wang Donglu absolutely could not tolerate this. On what grounds?!

Just as he was thinking, the door was pushed open. A clerk from the team brought in the latest parameters. The team members, who were chatting, immediately stood up and gathered around. They put the parameter lists together, and the various members split up to discuss them. Work immediately began in tense earnest.

Not long after, the door was pushed open again. This time, someone brought a telegram. Wang Donglu took it and saw that it stated the other teams had completed their data calculations and were preparing to return to the Design Bureau. The Chief Engineer asked when Wang Donglu would return.

Wang Donglu did not reply and continued to throw himself into work. Before long, divergences appeared in the content of several parameters. Moreover, there were problems with the content of the parameters. After the team discussed it for a while, they felt that the calculation methods proposed by the other computing centers might have some issues. Wang Donglu immediately said, "Have them send the calculation methods over."

After giving the order, Wang Donglu began drafting a telegram: "We have encountered a problem with the final parameter. We will return to the Manufacturing Bureau immediately after resolving it. The specific time is uncertain; we will send a telegram every day."

In anxious waiting, the information finally arrived. Upon comparison, everyone discovered that a fluid dynamics calculation method proposed by a mathematical engineer at the Sixth Computing Center differed from that of the other computing centers. This was the cause of the problem.

"Send a telegram. Ask that person to explain," Wang Donglu ordered.

Wang Donglu's team didn't send the parameters back. According to custom, the meeting had to be postponed. Director Liu of the Design Bureau could only pick up the phone and call Zheng Silang, the Minister of the General Logistics Department. Zheng Silang was currently in Guiyang; the reason for his visit was to inspect the work of the local military industrial enterprises. But since Zheng Silang was paying attention to this matter, Director Liu had to inform him first.

Zheng Silang was very silent on the phone. After listening, he only said "I know," and hung up. Director Liu had no choice but to continue waiting.

Sitting across from Zheng Silang was the Secretary of the Design Bureau. Seeing Zheng Silang hang up the phone, he asked somewhat uneasily, "Commander Zheng, is there no result yet?"

Zheng Silang glanced at the Secretary. "I heard from Old Li that there's a prickly character in the Design Bureau. This prickly character's family were officials in the former Qing Dynasty, and they still always consider themselves Beiyang."

The Secretary knew that the infighting within the Design Bureau had been stabbed up to the top. Since Zheng Silang had intervened, the Secretary didn't want to speak. If he expressed support for either side at this moment, it would prove that the "unity" part of his work hadn't been completed. Moreover, since the matter had been blown up, the attitude of the "mountain tops" was very important.

Seeing the Secretary remain silent, Zheng Silang laughed. "Heh, what's there to be afraid of saying?"

Hearing this, the Secretary dared not speak even more. Unity work was important. The appearance of such divergence within the Design Bureau proved the Secretary's management work wasn't up to par.

"Speak quickly, so I can make a decision," Zheng Silang urged.

The Secretary could only answer, "He's not really a prickly character, just some work contradictions."

"Work contradictions have turned into personnel struggles. I say, you really have some skill as a Secretary!" Zheng Silang's expression had already turned into that of a smiling tiger.

The Secretary wanted to admit his mistake, but he had worked under Zheng Silang before and knew Zheng Silang wasn't someone who liked to muddy the waters. And since this matter had been stabbed up to Zheng Silang's level, there certainly had to be a result. The Secretary steeled his heart. "Commander, I feel I can't manage this matter either."

Zheng Silang put away his smiling tiger look, but his face became even less kind. "Is it that you don't want to manage it, or that you can't manage it?"

The Secretary felt he was probably going to be sacked, or at least held responsible. He steeled his heart again and answered, "If following the regulations, I couldn't manage it at the time. Now, although I could manage it, I don't know if it's still my turn to manage it."

"Heh, I ask you, if I let you handle it, how do you plan to handle it?" Zheng Silang asked.

The Secretary felt he seemed to still have a chance and couldn't help swallowing. "Commander, right now I'm not afraid of offending people either. At worst, I'll just disband a few teams."

"Oho, you really dare?" Zheng Silang's tone finally softened a bit.

"The Design Bureau is for doing design, not for managing ideology and politics. If it goes on like this, wouldn't it be better to just let those people run the Design Bureau!" The Secretary had also endured a lot of pressure and had long been very disgusted with some people in the military. But those people cared about their own children; this was human nature, and also the reason the Secretary had wanted to fudge things. Now that the Secretary had to bear the responsibility, the fish would die and the net would break.

Zheng Silang hadn't expected the Secretary to have this much backbone; he felt he hadn't misjudged the man before. This incident was too messy, but not yet enough to make Zheng Silang step in personally. The real reason lay in the fact that the General Logistics Department was also currently undergoing structural adjustment. The direction of the adjustment was "whoever is capable goes up." This sounded logical, but it meant elimination. It meant that future evaluation standards would go fully professional. Many people from before would be dropped in this round of elimination.

And among the current batch of people, many had been arranged when there was a shortage of personnel. In Chinese tradition, within the government system, one can go up but cannot go down. If sacked, it would be considered a demotion. This formed a huge resistance.

After all, there is competition within the organization, but one must also talk about unity. Evaluating purely on ability would be considered "not enough meaning" and would lose people's hearts.

Zheng Silang could only take charge of some relatively sensitive departments. Not that these departments were so extraordinary, but the personnel involved in these departments were all big shots. So only a bigger shot could hold the line. Because the person pushing this plan was He Rui, Zheng Silang had to come whether he wanted to or not.

"I ask you, is there a problem with the people, or a problem with the teams?" Zheng Silang still wanted the Secretary, who knew the situation better, to carry it. It wasn't that Zheng Silang was afraid, but he wanted to save face for the comrades above.

The Secretary hurriedly answered, "Commander, you know too, as long as there's competition, everyone wants to win. To say there's a problem with the people, it hasn't gone that far."

"Then there is a problem with the people," Zheng Silang gave his evaluation. At this point, Zheng Silang also made up his mind. A bunch of little brats competing—Zheng Silang wouldn't care if they messed around blindly. If they messed around a few times and got spanked, they'd behave. But it was inappropriate for the little brats to find their parents. Even more inappropriate was that those parents actually stepped into the ring and talked smack. Zheng Silang looked down on this very much and was also very wary.

Zheng Silang felt the guys involved in this had really opened his eyes. Originally on the battlefield, these people really weren't afraid of death. How was it that while they weren't afraid of dying themselves, when it involved their family members, these guys acted like they had lost their minds and actually dared to mix themselves into this!

Although in operas, there were plenty of stories about unruly royal relatives and unruly Grand Tutors. But those were negative examples. And these generals in the army had received education. How could they be like the villains in the operas, not knowing where the limits of their authority lay!

If these parents played a role after stepping in, then who the hell had the final say in this Design Bureau? Did these people have no organizational discipline at all?

Characterizing these people as "confused for a moment" would be considered very polite! If characterized as "exceeding authority to interfere," these people were without organization or discipline and could be retired directly!

Hearing Zheng Silang speak so bluntly, how could the Secretary dare to object? He immediately said, "Commander, I know what to do!"

"Go!" Zheng Silang ordered.

Just after sending the Secretary away, Zheng Silang prepared to look at the objective of his trip. The mess at the Design Bureau was just something he handled in passing. Zheng Silang's goal was to inspect the construction progress of the Southwest Railway. The Southwest Railway was a bidding project. French and American enterprises had participated in the bidding, and eventually, a French company won the main bid. Subsequently, the winning French company formed the Southwest Railway Development Company as the main contractor and began to preside over the matter.

Because Britain had implemented the Imperial Preference system, it effectively restricted foreign bidding on British projects. So when British enterprises came to bid, they were treated reciprocally, and British enterprises were brushed off with various reasons.

Zheng Silang hadn't expected that Britain seemed unwilling to give up. When British enterprises failed to win the bid, the British government, citing that the Southwest Railway threatened Britain's security, had the British Foreign Office step forward to demand an explanation from the Chinese side. Originally, Zheng Silang also felt the British were just asking for a beating. China building a railway on its own territory—what qualification did the British have to gossip? When Britain built railways on the border, China hadn't said anything.

But after receiving training from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Zheng Silang understood. This was so-called diplomacy. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was a functional department of the government. As a functional department, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to take responsibility for national security and other contents.

In terms of reason, China's Southwest Railway greatly enhanced the transportation level of the Southwest. Its branch lines also extended into the Upper Burma and Assam regions, which were currently independent but under Chinese administration. From the British standpoint, China could transport troops and supplies via the Southwest Railway, greatly increasing the military threat.

When a country faced such a sudden increase in military pressure, it would either dispatch troops to solve it through military threats or direct war, or it would have to solve it through diplomatic channels. This is the reason why countries establish specialized diplomatic departments.

The biggest reason Zheng Silang was asked to come and look at this matter was that he was the Minister of the General Logistics Department. The Southwest Railway would fall under state management during wartime, so Zheng Silang was responsible for this. Another reason was that the Central Government already had a decision: since Britain felt threatened, China could accept Britain taking a share, allowing British companies to bid for later operations.

To put it more bluntly, it was allowing British companies to participate in railway operation management. As for whether the British would pass information obtained during operations to the British government, that was a matter of opinion.

Such a matter required a military big shot to come and understand it. The most suitable candidate was none other than Zheng Silang.

Although Zheng Silang knew the reason, he was still very unhappy. But the logic was plain to see, and the British concerns were not superfluous. Zheng Silang believed that once the railway was completed, the Chinese military would inevitably transport troops and supplies through this railway when needed. Anyway, political matters were just that strange. But politics was sometimes really useful; at least everyone muddled through some things in a relatively peaceful state.

Muddle through, then. At least the current China really had no intention of fighting a war.

While he was considering how he should work, a phone call came in. The caller was Zheng Silang's Chief of Staff from the Northeast and Japan campaigns. The old Chief of Staff's voice sounded like he was there to be a peacemaker. "Commander, I heard you arrived in Guizhou. The Aircraft Design Bureau in Guizhou is quite important. Did the Commander go see it?"

"Cut the crap, speak directly." Zheng Silang wasn't polite to his old comrade-in-arms.

"Commander, if it were wartime, I'd have to whip those bastards! How about, when we have time, we call them over and let the Commander have his fill?"

"Get lost! You trying to harm me? Do you need to do it this way?" Zheng Silang laughed and cursed.

Hearing this, the old Chief of Staff on the other end felt there was hope and hurriedly said, "Commander, if a mistake is made, acknowledge the punishment. I've already scolded the people, only stopped short of hitting them. Commander, give me a clear word, so I can let those guys die knowing why."

Since the principals had all chickened out, Zheng Silang didn't intend to kill them all off. Unity was very important. Zheng Silang felt that if he really arranged for those people to retire, He Rui wouldn't say anything, but in his heart, he probably wouldn't agree very much.

Zheng Silang answered, "How about this. If they can manage to know nothing, that would be best. If they insist on knowing some things, then we can only let them know!"

The electric current in the phone buzzed, but one could still hear the sense of relief in the old Chief of Staff's voice. "Commander, is it enough if they just know nothing?"

"Correct. It's best if they know nothing. You tell them, if they know anything in the future, then I'll consider that they knew it before too!"

"Rest assured! Rest assured! Commander, if they dare to let out another fart, you won't need to do it, I'll deal with them!" The old Chief of Staff hurriedly guaranteed.

"Mm. Don't drag yourself into it," Zheng Silang couldn't help but advise.

The other side clearly paused, and after a long while asked carefully, "Is it really that serious?"

"If you know nothing, then it's not serious. If you know, then you know!" Zheng Silang didn't hide it.

"Okay, I know... Oh, I know nothing." The old Chief of Staff finished speaking and hung up.

Zheng Silang put down the phone, truly hoping in his heart that everyone could stop looking for trouble. As the saying goes, "If you're not deaf or blind, you can't run a household." When Zheng Silang was young, he thought this was bullshit. Now he discovered that the old sayings handed down were really not spoken blindly.

These bastards, even after becoming generals, still thought they had no problems. They insisted on pretending to be sharp-eared and clear-eyed. Now that they were about to hit an iron plate, they knew fear! But fortunately, they still knew fear. If they didn't even know fear, then they would really be ghosts who didn't know they were dead; everyone couldn't save them even if they wanted to.

At this time, in a cell at the SS concentration camp in Berlin, two reliable SS soldiers in black uniforms appeared in the corridor leading to the solitary cell. Around 6 PM, Dachau concentration camp commandant Theodor Eicke and SS squad leader Michael Lippert entered Röhm's cell in Stadelheim Prison. They had the prison administrator put the latest edition of the *Völkischer Beobachter* on the prisoner's table. The newspaper reported the events that had occurred in large format. Wrapped inside the newspaper was a pistol with only one bullet. Then these SS members left the cell.

Röhm ignored this blatant request for suicide. Röhm wanted to speak at the time, but the SS officer forbade him from speaking. So Röhm stood straight—he had taken off his upper garment—revealing a face full of contempt. The gun did not fire. Those SS members—carefully this time, because they expected their victim to commit a desperate act—had the cell door opened again. Eicke and Lippert slowly raised their guns and aimed at Röhm, who had struck a pose. "Don't panic," Eicke whispered to his trembling deputy. Two bullets ended Ernst Röhm's life. He died like this, the violence of his death no less than his conduct in life. Towards that friend whom he had expended great effort to help reach a high status that no other German had ever achieved, there was only a share of contempt.

With Röhm's death as the opening, the Night of the Long Knives began.
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In the Night of the Long Knives that began on June 30, 1934, the core leadership of the Nazi Party and the lumpenproletariat within its high ranks, who advocated for the elimination of the upper classes and total destruction, were purged. But Hitler's purge list was not limited to this group.

The purpose of this operation was to secure the support of the German Wehrmacht, and Hitler did not hide his intentions from them. Before the operation, Hitler had provided the Wehrmacht leadership with a list of his political enemies, including former Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher, who came from the military, and those loyal to Vice-Chancellor Papen.

At least 85 people died in the reckoning of the Night of the Long Knives, with the final death toll likely reaching into the hundreds, and over a thousand opponents were arrested.

The SS and the Gestapo carried out the operation. Except for one person who was killed by mistake due to a mix-up with their name, the entire operation was executed with considerable precision.

Even though former Chancellor Schleicher and former military intelligence chief Bredow, who had military backgrounds, were murdered, almost the entire German military approved of the Night of the Long Knives. The aging and frail President Hindenburg even sent a telegram expressing "deep gratitude" and congratulating Hitler on "nipping treason in the bud." General Reichenau also announced at this time that Schleicher had long plotted to overthrow the government, expressing the Wehrmacht's attitude.

On August 2, 1934, within 24 hours of President Hindenburg's death, Army Commander-in-Chief Fritsch ordered the Wehrmacht to swear allegiance to Hitler. This oath of loyalty, which violated the still-valid Weimar Constitution, was dictated by Reichenau and transcribed by a major. At the time, many officers foresaw the evil consequences it would produce. General Beck, then head of the Truppenamt (Troop Office), called this day the "darkest day of his life."

Regardless of how much those generals loathed this oath, this was the price. All units of the Wehrmacht officers and soldiers assembled and read the oath in open grounds: "I swear by God this sacred oath, that I will render unconditional obedience to Adolf Hitler, the Führer of the German Reich and people, Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces, and that I am ready as a brave soldier to risk my life at any time for this oath."

Hitler attended the military oath ceremony in Berlin. On the reviewing stand, Hitler watched as unit after unit of Berlin troops read the oath led by their commanders. The generals and field officers of the General Staff had read the oath even earlier. Having been through so many storms, Hitler's expression was calm and unruffled. He watched these Wehrmacht soldiers take the oath quietly, and when they saluted him, Hitler returned the Nazi salute.

But Hitler's emotions were actually quite stirred. Facing such an oath, Hitler recalled his meeting with Röhm at the beginning of 1934. In that meeting, Röhm had mentioned something related to oaths.

In 1919, 15 years ago, Kaiser Wilhelm II received notice from the army that they wanted an armistice.

Facing Wilhelm II, Heye, who was responsible for delivering this news, said, "The army remains loyal to Your Majesty, but they are exhausted and have no will to fight. They just want rest and peace. Right now, they will not march into the country, even if Your Majesty led them personally it would be of no use. They will not fight against Bolshevism either; their only wish is for an armistice, the sooner the better; therefore, every hour is important."

Wilhelm II demanded loudly, "Then, if I abdicate, would the army be willing to fight their way back into the country?"

Schulenburg swore that they would not violate their sacred oaths and abandon their monarch and supreme commander in a difficult moment.

Hearing this, Groener shrugged his shoulders and said unceremoniously, "Military oaths? Supreme Commander? These are just words. Once spoken, they are nothing but a scrap of paper."

Schulenburg was furious. He retorted that these statements only showed that Groener "did not understand the mood of the frontline soldiers." The army remained loyal to its oath and would absolutely not abandon the Kaiser.

Röhm, whom Hitler had ordered executed, had wanted to use this incident to convince Hitler that the traditional German officer corps was unreliable. But now, with Röhm dead, the officer corps was swearing allegiance to Hitler personally. Facing such a situation, Hitler had mixed feelings.

Just then, at the China Aircraft Design Bureau, the second design version of the J-9 fighter was finally completed. The previous parameter had been confirmed; an engineer from the calculation center had introduced an unpublished empirical calculation model into the calculations, leading to the data change.

For this reason, the leadership of the Design Bureau made a special trip to the capital and invited a university research group to explain this calculation model. After spending five days discussing this model, it was decided to use this empirical formula for now. The entire formula solved a turbulence issue inside the engine very well.

The country was researching supercritical thermal power stations, around 24 MPa and temperatures between 538–560°C. Although water does not evaporate under such high pressure, it exhibits gaseous properties when flowing in pipes. In this high-temperature and high-pressure environment, power generation efficiency using this gas-like water is higher.

There was naturally relative research regarding high-temperature and high-pressure environments. The research group in the capital had not initially thought that the empirical model from thermal power research could be used to a certain extent in the turbofan engine field.

The Aircraft Design Bureau finally managed to finalize the new prototype design before the scheduled deadline. The next task was to wait for the production enterprises to complete the plan.

They thought there would be a celebration meeting, but unexpectedly, the Director and Secretary of the Design Bureau called a meeting. As soon as the group of engineers, who had begun to take on major responsibilities, sat down, the Secretary said, "There is a thought now: should the Design Bureau continue to be retained?"

Hearing this, the engineers were stunned. The work was going well, so why was there sudden talk of disbanding? Seeing everyone's astonished expressions, the Secretary continued to explain, "The Design Bureau's work has been very successful and has solved many problems. But the domestic aviation industry is developing very fast, and several new aircraft manufacturing enterprises have been built. These enterprises all need technical teams, so the idea of whether to split up the Design Bureau has emerged. Even if the Design Bureau no longer exists, China's aviation industry will not only continue to exist but will develop rapidly."

At this point, the Secretary looked at Wang Donglu. "Donglu, what do you think?"

Hearing this, Wang Donglu hesitated for a moment before answering, "Secretary, I will do whatever the state plans. I obey the state's arrangements. But personally, I still want to work in the Design Bureau. I have been nurtured by the state since 1920, and I want to keep working like this."

The Secretary laughed, "Hehe, working in an aircraft company is also serving the country. You don't need to worry about treatment; companies also look at ability. As for the original purpose of the Aircraft Design Bureau, it was established on the basis of catching up. Airplanes are a new thing, and China didn't start researching them much later than foreign countries. However, our basic industry couldn't compare to foreign countries. So the Design Bureau was created to utilize the power of the state and the relationship between the state and the latest research departments to ensure that the Design Bureau's level would not have a generation gap with the world. Now, the speed of our technical industrial level improvement is very fast, and there is no generation gap with the world in these basic fields. Even in a few areas, we can acquire technology through imports and exchanges. The original significance of the Aircraft Design Bureau is different now. It's not about driving everyone away, but letting everyone perform in a broader space. Aircraft manufacturing enterprises are very eager for you to go work there; they also look forward to relying on you to build more efficient and powerful R&D teams."

Listening to these words, Wang Donglu felt that the matter seemed basically decided. Regardless of what the higher-ups thought, Wang Donglu still wanted to stay in the Aircraft Design Bureau. This wasn't some deeply considered matter, just that Wang Donglu was used to it here. He felt that the Aircraft Design Bureau was where he wanted to be.

The Secretary did not continue to question Wang Donglu but asked others. The others' attitudes were similar to Wang Donglu's. In the following days, talks began with the engineers in the Design Bureau. On August 19, people sent by the four major domestic aircraft manufacturing enterprises began to talk with the engineers, sounding out their intentions.

Although all four major aircraft manufacturing plants expressed their anticipation for Wang Donglu to join their enterprises, Wang Donglu felt uncomfortable all over. After thinking about it several times, Wang Donglu confirmed his feelings. He just wanted to continue working in the fighter jet field, and the Aircraft Design Bureau itself was currently a mixed unit; civilian and military technologies were actually developed together.

According to the path of these past years, purely developing military technology was too expensive and yielded no profit. That was why turboprop engines were used for civilian purposes first, using money from civilian applications to support military projects.

Having figured this out, Wang Donglu went to see the Secretary and voiced his thoughts. "Secretary, I only want to design fighter jets. So I hope to go to a relevant department, not to an aircraft manufacturing company."

The Secretary's gaze at Wang Donglu became sharp. "Engineer Wang, are you really sure you only want to work on fighter jets?"

Wang Donglu answered decisively, "Secretary. I originally joined the Design Bureau to produce the best fighter jets for the country. I also know that civilian use is the foundation, and I respect civilian use very much. But what I really want to do is build fighter jets."

"Alright. I understand." The Secretary ended the meeting just like that.

On September 11, the Aircraft Design Bureau announced it would cease operations on September 15. All personnel began to make their final choices, while Wang Donglu received a secret notice to go to the capital.

The climate in the capital was obviously much drier than in Kunming. After just two days in the capital, Wang Donglu's lips peeled and his body felt a bit itchy. Wang Donglu's ancestral home was Sichuan, but he had gone to school in Beiping, so he wasn't unfamiliar with such a climate. Compared to Beiping, the capital's climate was even somewhat milder.

Wang Donglu prepared with all his might when he learned he was to contact the Air Force. But after waiting for five days without receiving a notice, and while he was anxious, Wang Donglu's father came to the guesthouse where Wang Donglu was staying. Upon seeing him, he said excitedly, "Donglu, get ready, we're going to dinner."

"I still have to wait for the notice," Wang Donglu demurred. His father's main friends were former Qing officials and old Beiyang people, and Wang Donglu really didn't want to mix with those people.

Father Wang laughed, "What are you thinking! This time Mr. Zhao Tianlin is attending. He helped you so much; shouldn't you go see him?"

Wang Donglu was a bit surprised. Zhao Tianlin was one of the few high-ranking officials in He Rui's government who had resigned. Although when Zhao Tianlin was Vice Premier, he was in charge of science, technology, culture, and health, and had great power. But after resigning, Professor Zhao Tianlin mainly provided legal aid to various colored peoples through international human rights organizations and promoted anti-racist concepts. In terms of international influence, it was actually greater than when he was Vice Premier.

In terms of Chinese people's influence internationally, Zhao Tianlin's prestige was second only to He Rui. He Rui's international influence wasn't because he was the Chairman of the Republic of China, but because He Rui had reshaped the East Asian order through war and political means, and through establishing a substantive alliance between China and France, caused new changes in the international order.

Zhao Tianlin was considered an important person who upheld He Rui's international human rights concepts and played a huge role in raising the level of human morality. Zhao Tianlin's status could no longer be explained by "power," especially in China, where a figure who promoted morality rather than interpreting it even somewhat transcended the realm of power.

"I'll change clothes right now," Wang Donglu stood up immediately and answered.

On the way, Father Wang emphasized to Wang Donglu several times, "Your job was helped by Mr. Zhao. You cannot forget your roots!"

Wang Donglu knew his father wanted him to thank Zhao Tianlin face-to-face after meeting, and to say nothing else. So he replied, "Dad, I know. But I also want to express my admiration to Dr. Zhao. It's not easy to promote racial equality internationally these days."

Father Wang used to be a Provincial Administration Commissioner. Hearing his son speak like this, he said no more.

The place for the gathering was a not-too-large hotel, with a plaque reading "Beiping Restaurant." Judging by the name, it likely specialized in Beijing and Tianjin cuisine. Not many people came; it was Duan Qirui, Xu Shichang, and other old Beiyang figures. When Zhao Tianlin came out, several people stood up. The last time Wang Donglu saw Zhao Tianlin in person was ten years ago. Since then, he had mostly seen news of Zhao Tianlin in newspapers.

Seeing him this time, he felt that Zhao Tianlin hadn't changed much in the past ten years, feeling perhaps a bit more elegant and steady.

Everyone took their seats. Xu Shichang spoke first, "Gentlemen, the last time we met was to mourn Duke Zhang. After Duke Zhang passed away, the world lost another old friend. A pity, a sigh."

Everyone sighed. Wang Donglu had already decided to speak little, and at this moment he dared not make a sound. Zhang Xiluan had never shown his face in public these years, but just mentioning Zhang Xiluan's name, who among those from Beiyang dared not respect it? In terms of age, Zhang Xiluan was old enough to be Wang Donglu's great-grandfather, so it was even less Wang Donglu's turn to speak.

After everyone praised Zhang Xiluan for a while, Xu Shichang said, "Gentlemen, I will be eighty next year. Thanks to the love of His Excellency, I was made the Director of the National Archives. At my age, I naturally should make way for the worthy. My resignation has been approved, and it will be officially announced in two days. I am also going home to retire."

After listening, Duan Qirui followed, "I will be seventy next year. After finishing this term, I won't run for Member of Parliament anymore. Just right to be a neighbor with Brother Xu."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin also felt some emotion in his heart. Zhao Tianlin was considered a member of the "New Beiyang," but in reality, this was just the view of the Old Beiyang people. The so-called New Beiyang referred to the soldiers from Beiyang headed by He Rui, as well as the group who studied abroad on funds from the Qing and Beiyang. But Zhao Tianlin knew very well that the idea of this group had always been to overthrow Beiyang and establish a New China. Especially under He Rui's leadership, before Beiyang surrendered, Beiyang had always been the enemy.

At this moment, when the Old Beiyang was about to completely disappear from the political stage, Zhao Tianlin also had some feelings. In any case, Zhao Tianlin's group had some connection with Beiyang. The Old Beiyang people, at least, did not stand on the opposite side and belonged to a peaceful surrender. With the departure of the Old Beiyang people, an old era had completely drawn its curtains. At this moment, Zhao Tianlin could not remain indifferent.

After exchanging a few pleasantries, Duan Qirui asked again, "Mr. Zhao, you studied law in the United States and are practicing law now. I want to ask you something: can His Excellency remain in power for a long time?"

Zhao Tianlin also knew some things now and could only tell the truth, "The country has an election system. As long as the Chairman is elected, he will naturally continue to govern. Director-General Duan, we are a republic. Speaking of becoming an emperor, that is a joke. As for a life presidency, it looks beneficial to China's present. But if it truly violates the system, it would be a bad thing."

"How so?" Duan Qirui disagreed slightly.

Zhao Tianlin answered, "With the Chairman's talent and the degree to which he is recognized, long-term governance would be a very good case study. It proves the vitality of the republican system itself. But the republican system is a selection system. If the system is broken, it will become a bad precedent later. Not to say everyone will fight for it, but at least some will have crooked thoughts. At that time, although we will no longer be around, what will future generations say? 'The one who initiated this, has he no posterity?'"

These words were heavy enough. Wang Donglu heard his heart beat faster, and he started to regret his decision to come to dinner.
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Wang Donglu originally thought the old men of the Beiyang clique would talk for a long time, but he didn't expect that with just one phrase from Zhao Tianlin—"The initiator of this evil, will they have no posterity?"—Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui would cease their discussion. Soon, Wang Donglu's father brought up the matter of Wang Donglu. Hearing that the aircraft design bureau where Wang Donglu worked had ceased operations and personnel were being transferred to other departments, Zhao Tianlin's expression actually showed a kind of relief. Looking Wang Donglu up and down, Zhao Tianlin said to Wang's father, "The state naturally has its arrangements. How could the state let a talent like Nephew Wang sit idle?"

Hearing this, the stone weighing on Wang's father's heart was finally lifted. If not for his precious son, Old Master Wang would not have been willing to attend such a gathering. Since he had come, what he hoped for was to hear an evaluation of the future from a figure like Zhao Tianlin. Since even Zhao Tianlin thought there was no problem, Wang's father didn't ask further.

After the meal, Wang's father took Wang Donglu back to the guesthouse. As the taxi stopped outside, Wang's father simply said, "Wait here properly, don't wander off. When you're done with your business, come home for a visit."

Wang Donglu now understood his father's intentions. Realizing that his father had taken his affairs so to heart, he was truly moved and didn't know what to say for a moment.

His father pushed his shoulder. "Go on, quickly. In case someone is looking for you right now, are you going to make them wait? Whatever you have to say, say it when you get home."

Wang Donglu could only utter a "Thanks, Dad" before getting out of the car. Turning back at the guesthouse entrance, he saw the taxi, which looked as if it were made of thin sheet metal, already driving away into the distance.

Entering the guesthouse and walking to the corridor where his room was located, he saw two men in military uniform standing at his door. This startled Wang Donglu; he had never expected the military to actually come for him at this time.

In the afternoon, Wang Donglu began to undergo a personnel investigation. Wang Donglu hadn't been subjected to such a detailed investigation in a long time. He had undergone similar vetting during his brief stint in the National Security Bureau and before joining the Aircraft Design Bureau. But compared to those times, the emphasis this time was clearly greater.

Four days later, after completing the investigation, Wang Donglu had a talk with the National Defense Force. Behind a door in a long corridor of an office building, Wang Donglu spoke with a Major General Luo of the military. The Major General asked Wang Donglu if he was willing to work at a certain aircraft research institute. Wang Donglu answered immediately, "As long as it's a research institute that builds fighter jets, I'm willing."

After he spoke, Wang Donglu waited for a long conversation with Major General Luo. Instead, Major General Luo took out a document and placed it in front of him. "Take your time, read it carefully. After you finish, decide whether or not to sign this contract." With that, Major General Luo stood up and left the room.

Wang Donglu looked at a major sitting nearby, feeling that this officer's job was probably not to converse with him, and opened the document to read. It was a contract listing the responsibilities and obligations of both parties if Wang Donglu was willing to go to the aircraft research institute.

Most conditions were nothing special, except that after Wang Donglu ended his cooperative relationship with the institute, he would have to undergo a "desensitization period" lasting several years. During this period, Wang Donglu would have to live in a designated place and could not meet with anyone outside of regulations.

When Major General Luo returned, Wang Donglu asked about this contract clause that made him uncomfortable. "Major General Luo, if I work at this institute until retirement, will I still need this desensitization period?"

Hearing this, Major General Luo shook his head. "Even after ending the contract relationship, you must undergo this desensitization period. The content to be observed during the desensitization period is the same. Expert Wang, the industry you are engaged in involves national technical secrets. I think you already have a deep understanding of this."

The phrase "technical secrets" lifted Wang Donglu's spirits, and he immediately stated, "Where do I sign?"

"Do you want to consider it a bit more?" Major General Luo did not answer immediately.

Wang Donglu replied briskly, "I'm already prepared!"

Seeing Wang Donglu's firm attitude, Major General Luo had the major beside him point out several places for Wang Donglu to sign the date and time. Afterward, the major opened an inkpad box and had Wang Donglu press his fingerprint over his signature.

After this process was completed, Major General Luo stood up and extended his hand to Wang Donglu, who was wiping the red ink from his finger with paper. "Welcome, Expert Wang, to work at the research institute."

As their hands clasped together, Wang Donglu knew he could continue to serve the country and the fighter jet industry, and his heart finally settled.

Two days later, Wang Donglu bid farewell to his parents, boarded a plane with his luggage, and headed straight for his destination: Chengdu. This beautiful city would be Wang Donglu's future workplace.

At the aircraft research institute, Wang Donglu successively met many old colleagues. Just seeing these people made Wang Donglu very happy. Everyone had worked together for so many years and held each other in high regard. It was evident that the standard for this personnel adjustment was truly both virtue and talent.

At the first meeting of the aircraft research institute, a Senior Colonel in military uniform distributed a list to everyone. "Experts, your future work will mainly consist of two parts. One part is the production of our country's fighter jets. The other part is to analyze and determine the strength of fighter jets equipped by countries around the world based on aircraft data. Ultimately, we aim to develop our country's fighter jets targeting foreign ones."

The crowd was stunned. Wang Donglu recalled his own fighter jet R&D experience. From the establishment of the Aircraft Design Bureau by the Northeast Government in 1918 until the end of the Anglo-Chinese War in 1927, attention had been focused on solving the problems encountered by their own fighter jets. After 1927, the main effort was placed on how to complete the research and development of the new-style combat aircraft planned by He Rui. During these dozen years or so, the Aircraft Design Bureau rarely made requirements to compare with foreign aircraft. Suddenly being given such a comparative task was truly unexpected.

After the Defense Force explained the work content, they left the materials and departed. The model here at the aircraft research institute was the same as the Aircraft Design Bureau, still with experts forming teams to complete tasks. The experts divided into various groups according to their specialties and began working.

Wang Donglu hadn't expected research could be so fun. When burying their heads in researching only their own aircraft, what everyone encountered were all their own various problems. The content of discussions was nothing more than how to solve these problems and why such problems appeared. The sense of frustration generated by this self-negation and doubt was actually quite tormenting.

Now that they were looking at foreign aircraft, they could discuss matters on their own merits very freely, and these foreign aircraft truly brought everyone too much fun. In terms of design philosophy, apart from the landing gear structure where foreign countries still persisted in the mode of having two wheels at the front, other design ideas were basically consistent with China's aircraft before 1927. As experts, they understood this content at a glance.

Especially in 1934, when the British Air Ministry issued the F.7/30 fighter specification (Note: The text says F5/34, but historically F.7/30 led to the Spitfire, though F.37/34 was later. The text explicitly mentions Supermarine and Mitchell). The text mentions the F5/34 specification, multiple companies competing, and Supermarine's engineer Reginald Mitchell offering two designs—Type 300 and K5054. Ultimately, the Type 300 won and was named "Spitfire".

If He Rui hadn't intervened and ended the research and development of piston-engine fighter jets, it's possible that China's latest fighter jet would be very similar to the Spitfire.

But the data on the Spitfire was not particularly complete. Not only British fighters, but the data on fighters from France, the Soviet Union, and the United States in 1934 was also incomplete. However, just from these basic materials, the experts at the Aircraft Research Institute knew that their peers around the world had not been idle during the years the Chinese Aircraft Design Bureau was agonizing. Foreign peers were ceaselessly developing new-style aircraft. The reason the Chinese Aircraft Design Bureau didn't communicate much with foreign peers was largely, one feared, due to He Rui's determination to burn his bridges and insist on developing a Chinese aircraft technological route. After seven years of hard work, the experts had fulfilled their mission.

As long as enough resources are invested, the power of a radial engine can be made greater than that of a turboprop engine, and aircraft using radial engines can theoretically be faster than China's J-9 prototype. But the Chinese experts were not panicked at all after seeing the results of their foreign peers. As long as foreign peers continued to use piston engines, Chinese fighter jets only needed to make adjustments and improvements on the existing foundation to remain in a leading state. Because the two sides were no longer playing the same game.

Professor Zhao Tianlin did not know that Wang Donglu, whom he had helped, was now brimming with confidence. He was simply landing in Mexico City on the ultra-long-range civilian airliner that Wang Donglu had participated in developing. This year's International Human Rights Organization conference was held in the Mexican capital, Mexico City. Although the World Human Rights Organization was established under China's lead with its headquarters in Hangzhou, the internal structure of the Human Rights Organization was not a hierarchical relationship like that within the Third International, but rather a relationship of cooperation and consultation.

The human rights organizations of various countries were independent institutions of equal status. The various continental branches of the Human Rights Organization were not leading bodies but secretariat-type departments, with the headquarters merely providing a fixed meeting venue.

On the streets of Mexico City, most of the people coming and going wore hats with ultra-wide brims in the local style. The person who came to welcome Zhao Tianlin also presented him with one of these wide-brimmed hats, which reminded Zhao Tianlin of China's bamboo hats and straw hats. And Zhao Tianlin soon felt the practicality of this hat. in a high-altitude area like Mexico City, the ultraviolet rays were exceptionally strong. Even riding a horse without direct exposure to the sun, the reflection from the surrounding environment alone made Zhao Tianlin's skin feel uncomfortable.

The International Human Rights Organization was a non-governmental organization, and the Mexican government did not send anyone to attend. Riding alongside Zhao Tianlin on the street was the representative of the American International Human Rights Organization, Edgar Snow. Among the members of the American International Human Rights Organization, many were journalists like Edgar Snow. Because these journalists had written many books profoundly exposing the dark side of American society during the Great Depression, the then-President Hoover had given these people a nickname: "Muckrakers."

But Edgar Snow was not unhappy about his title of "Muckraker." He had met Zhao Tianlin several times and wanted to talk about the latest achievements of the "Muckrakers." "Dear Mr. Zhao, after the book about American food came out, it is said that after President Roosevelt read it, he never ate sausages produced in American factories again."

Zhao Tianlin laughed. "Haha, we also had several meat processing enterprises in our country that went bankrupt because they were exposed in the newspapers." When it came to the nature of capitalists in various countries, it was really a case of the pot calling the kettle black, and Zhao Tianlin had no intention of speaking up for this bunch of capitalists.

Hearing Zhao Tianlin say this, Edgar sighed. "Of the factory-produced sausages I've eaten, the Soviet Union's 'Doctor's Sausage' undoubtedly has the best quality. I went to the Soviet Union last year. I like the Soviet people very much, but I don't like the Soviet system."

Zhao Tianlin had also eaten "Doctor's Sausage." "Doctor's Sausage" required 15% high-quality beef, 60% lean pork, and 25% fat pork (semi-fat pork, not the pure fat used in many recipes now). Undoubtedly, if the recipe was strictly followed, the shelf life of these products would be very short and the cost extremely high. Even if the selling price was raised and preservatives provided by China were used, the profit margin of the Soviet Doctor's Sausage was far lower than that of sausages where inferior ingredients were passed off as good. So what the Soviet Union provided at this time were just sausage coupons, and the output was not very sufficient.

Even so, anyone who had eaten this kind of sausage would marvel that a factory could continuously produce such high-quality sausages. There was a reason why the Soviet Union was called the "conscience of the workers."

Zhao Tianlin replied, "The Soviet system is a welfare system. From its inception, this system was aimed at satisfying the working class."

The American Human Rights Organization representative, Snow, nodded. "I respect such an attitude very much. There are also very many people in Europe who support the idea of this welfare system. However, neither China nor the United States seems willing to accept the welfare system."

The Chinese representative, Zhao Tianlin, agreed with Snow's observation. "The volume of China and the United States determines that if we want to develop the economy effectively, what is needed is to hold the bottom line, and absolutely not abandon the people."

"Yes, Dr. Zhao. The Soviet Union has a crime called the 'crime of sabotage.' This may be the Soviet Union's way of not abandoning the people. But I personally do not like to see such a system."

Zhao Tianlin touched the back of his hand. Wearing the large-brimmed hat, only the backs of his hands were exposed. Even in just this short while, Zhao Tianlin felt uncomfortable. Urging his horse forward, Zhao Tianlin changed the subject, speaking of one of the topics he brought this time: "How to resist the logical invasion of developed Euro-American industrial countries."

It wasn't that Zhao Tianlin was afraid that evaluating the Soviet Union would lead to diplomatic problems. He currently had no official status, and in the formal diplomatic field, the Soviet Union had no reason to link Zhao Tianlin with the Chinese government. Moreover, the intensity of this criticism was nothing on a global scale; among the figures attacking the Soviet Union most ferociously, Trotsky was the most dazzling one.

But Snow seemed particularly interested in the Soviet Union, and he directly combined Zhao Tianlin's topic with the Soviet Union. "It seems the Soviet Union has already established its own logic. I wonder if the Soviet Union has considered the antagonistic nature of this logic with Europe and America?"

Zhao Tianlin could only answer, "The Soviet Union has certainly noticed this antagonism. However, the Soviet personnel I have come into contact with seem unwilling to admit that they are a welfare system country. They insist that what they are doing is called Communism. I have also met many people who support the Soviet Union, and their level of excitement about this even exceeds that of the Soviets. They believe that describing the Soviet Union as a welfare system country is the greatest insult to the Soviet Union."

Snow felt a resonance in his heart; he had also encountered the things Zhao Tianlin recounted. Snow himself had deep expectations for Communism, but after going to the Soviet Union, Soviet-style Communism made Snow feel very uncomfortable. But once Zhao Tianlin defined the Soviet Union as a country implementing a "welfare system" rather than a Communist country, this sense of dissonance quickly disappeared. Even those unpleasant systems of the Soviet Union suddenly became more understandable.

"This is Chairman He's view, isn't it?" Snow asked.

Zhao Tianlin knew he couldn't avoid the topic of Communism, so he simply stopped evading it. He answered decisively, "Yes. This is Chairman He's judgment of the Soviet Union, and this is also Chairman He's analysis of the Communist movement being influenced by the Soviet Union. If the Soviet model is taken as the template for Communism, it will cause very serious influence on the Communist movement."

"Will you deliver a speech on this aspect at this conference? Professor Zhao," Snow asked expectantly.

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "The theme of my speech this time has nothing to do with ideological content like Communism or Capitalism. The biggest problem countries face now lies in the difficulties encountered at the execution level. If these problems cannot be solved, the oppressed people of the world cannot be liberated. For example, the white people among white supremacists actually want to utilize white supremacy. But the people of liberated countries naturally develop imperialist sentiments. True liberation is neither white supremacy, nor black supremacy, nor supremacy of any other race or skin color. Utilizing industrial advantages to maintain a country's super-profits is a common tendency of industrial countries. Only by clarifying this issue can we understand the internal logic of developed Euro-American industrial countries. Only by understanding their logic can we resist this logic."

Edgar Snow only then understood why Zhao Tianlin was unwilling to continue discussing the issue of Soviet Communism, but he was really concerned about the Soviet issue recently. Soon, Edgar Snow asked again, "Professor Zhao, will the Soviet Union also use the advantages of an advanced industrial country to obtain super-profits?"

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "This is an inevitable result in commercial trade. If the Soviet Union cannot provide a new world trade system, then the Soviet Union will inevitably do such things. In a certain sense, such problems will definitely appear in the development process of every country in the future. What we must do is not to give up eating for fear of choking, but to let all countries enter the new industrial age as soon as possible. Only in high-level economic exchanges can this kind of problem possibly be solved."

Edgar Snow couldn't help but smile. "This is really something to look forward to. What will the future world model look like?"

"It will definitely be different for each. Anyway, I can't imagine the American North and the American South adopting the same housing." Zhao Tianlin reminded Snow very subtly that the world could absolutely not be exactly the same.
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Edgar Snow and the others rode their horses higher and higher along the streets of Mexico City, finally arriving at their destination: a manor situated in the upper part of the city. This was the residence provided by the Mexican President. At the entrance, the Mexican Minister of the Interior was welcoming the attendees.

As soon as he entered the manor, Edgar Snow displayed his journalistic instincts and began contacting the representatives he was interested in. He first approached the French representative. Opening the conversation, Snow asked, "I wonder if the French government agrees to transform the International Human Rights Organization into a state-based organization?"

The French representative wanted to speak but hesitated. Over the past two years, as the influence of the International Human Rights Organization expanded, representatives from many countries had come under its scrutiny. The view that the organization should transition from an international academic body to a formal organization of states had been gaining traction.

Just as the Mexican government was willing to host the International Human Rights Organization meeting in Mexico City—politically, this was a good opportunity to promote Mexico to the world. The French government also hoped to possess moral rallying power, so there were voices within the French parliament and government suggesting that an International Human Rights Organization composed of various nations should replace the existing academic one.

The French representative paused for a moment before replying, "There has been no such decision at this stage, but the French government is considering recognizing the International Human Rights Organization."

Snow continued to ask, "Is the French government worried about the possibility of being stripped of its qualification as a human rights organization?"

Knowing that Edgar Snow was a journalist, the French representative teased, "Mr. Snow, are you asking this question as a journalist or as a representative of the American human rights organization? Is the U.S. government not worried about being stripped of its qualification?"

Snow simply smiled and did not answer. When the International Human Rights Organization was a non-governmental organization, its internal relationships could be very flexible. Moreover, NGOs were not limited by state behavior. Just like Snow himself—he criticized the U.S. government for its systemic racial discrimination against Black people, but he would never be expelled from the International Human Rights Organization just because he was American.

However, once the U.S. government joined as a state entity, if the International Human Rights Organization asked why the United States practiced segregation and racial discrimination as a matter of policy, the U.S. government would find it difficult to answer.

In this regard, the French government faced the same difficulty. The whole world knew that China and France were in a substantial alliance. Given the current philosophy of the International Human Rights Organization, France's persecution of people in its colonies was something that had to be criticized. If the French government did not change, it would have to be stripped of its seat.

Snow asked, "If the International Human Rights Organization becomes a state-based organization, will the current philosophy of the organization be modified?"

"No," the French representative shook his head. "But there will be differences in the charter and system."

After saying this, the French representative voiced his own concern. "I heard that besides the four nations of the East Asian Alliance and the Soviet Union, some South American countries also want to become founding members of the potential state-based International Human Rights Organization."

An international organization did not necessarily need every country in the world to join; the number of founding nations could be small. Snow was shaken by this suggestion. Before Snow could speak, the French representative continued, "There is now a possibility that non-white nations will form the International Human Rights Organization. The French government is in a difficult position. No matter which white nation joins first, it will be seen as betraying the white world. Of course, Russian blood is considered to have been contaminated by the Mongols."

Snow fell silent. If the International Human Rights Organization became an alliance of non-white nations, it would be perceived as an organization antagonistic to the white world, which would inevitably greatly affect its influence among white nations. However, compared to an NGO, an international organization joined by states would see a leap in influence and rallying power.

How to choose? This was no longer something Snow could figure out.

For the rest of the time, Snow conversed with human rights representatives from various European countries. Most of the representatives from these countries had also heard some news, and their views on the future of the International Human Rights Organization were quite polarized. Moreover, what everyone was more concerned about was: if this became an international organization composed of states, would the original members from non-member countries be marginalized or suffer crackdowns domestically?

Snow felt that the United States likely would not become a founding member of the International Human Rights Organization, and he and the American human rights organization members faced the same problem. However, Edgar Snow was relatively optimistic. The transformation of the International Human Rights Organization into a state organization would itself greatly expand its influence. Furthermore, working for the legitimate rights of humanity was a great profession. As an American, Snow hoped that the United States could become a more civilized country where every American citizen could enjoy legitimate human rights.

While chatting with everyone, a commotion suddenly broke out in the venue. Following his journalistic instincts, Edgar Snow went toward the direction of the noise. Soon, several familiar faces left Snow speechless. The Weimar government of Germany no longer existed, but when it did, they had attached great importance to the International Human Rights Organization. Although the Weimar government's goal had been to criticize the immense suffering brought to the German people by the Treaty of Versailles, because Germany had been forced to lose all its colonies, it had paradoxically gained moral liberation. Therefore, the Weimar government often published human rights investigation reports at the annual meetings of the International Human Rights Organization through its domestic human rights organizations. In a sense, the Weimar government was the country that had earliest made its human rights organization chapters semi-governmental.

But now, the Weimar government was gone. Hitler, in accordance with the law, had turned Germany into a purely Nazi dictatorship. Now, this group of semi-official personnel had come again...

Under the strange gazes of the crowd, the Nazi German international human rights representatives said nothing and simply walked inside. Since the International Human Rights Organization had not yet convened a review of the German members' status, everyone could only watch them proceed to the rooms prepared for them.

The next day, the General Assembly of the International Human Rights Organization officially opened. At the meeting, the Mexican President spoke first. "Respected ladies and gentlemen. The Mexican government feels extremely honored to be the host of this International Human Rights Conference. Human rights are rights that all mankind should possess. Regardless of skin color, gender, religion, or age, every human being on Earth should receive their legitimate rights. The Mexican government was established based on such concepts of justice. The Mexican government fully identifies with the philosophy of the International Human Rights Organization and believes that the Mexican government should support such a just cause. Therefore, the Mexican government believes that all countries that abide by international human rights concepts should become members of the International Human Rights Organization in the capacity of state members. Thus, the Mexican government requests the respected representatives present to take this suggestion back to your countries. We look forward to more governments being willing to participate, making the promotion of human rights a cause supported by all nations."

Zhao Tianlin felt quite a few gazes directed at him, but he did not look back at all. As China's representative, Zhao Tianlin just stared at the Mexican President delivering the speech. After the speech ended, Zhao Tianlin was the first to applaud.

All countries knew that the International Human Rights Organization was established by China and originated from the Asian International Tribunal organized by China, and Zhao Tianlin was the convener of the Asian International Tribunal. Those who looked over probably thought that the Mexican President's speech might have stolen China's thunder.

Zhao Tianlin himself did not think so. China currently had its own difficulties. China had even collectively put the ANZAC corps on trial, so it was not afraid of foreign misunderstanding. However, the current establishment model of the International Human Rights Organization had clear camp divisions. If China took the lead, it would be misunderstood as a form of provocation. The Mexican President taking the lead was very beneficial for establishing Mexico's prestige, and China was also happy to let Mexico gain this honor.

Just on the second day after the Mexican President issued the initiative, China, Japan, Korea, Ryukyu, Upper Burma, and Assam all sent telegrams expressing their willingness to respond to the Mexican President's initiative and become founding nations of the International Human Rights Organization.

Seeing these telegrams, the Mexican President could not close his mouth from smiling. Mexico's largest neighbor was the United States, and US-Mexico relations were quite poor, but Mexico had no way to deal with the United States. Now, the only thing where Mexico could surpass the United States was in moral aspects like human rights.

Mexico had greatly stolen the spotlight this time. The Mexican President immediately called his deputy, "Immediately have the newspapers publish the news of the formation of the International Human Rights Organization, and have them publish the full text of the telegrams from the four East Asian nations."

Just as the Mexican President expected, American newspapers were finally forced to reprint the news from Mexican newspapers. Major newspapers in the United States and Europe immediately sent personnel to Mexico City. Even newspapers that could not arrive temporarily due to travel schedules immediately hired local journalists in Mexico to conduct urgent reporting.

In London, this news even briefly ranked ahead of the news that Prime Minister Baldwin was about to visit China. Prime Minister Baldwin had already prepared his itinerary; he was taking a special plane to China. Just as he was about to board at the airport, his secretary ran over quickly and breathlessly handed the latest newspaper to Baldwin.

Baldwin just glanced at it, then put away the newspaper and led the delegation onto the plane. When he reached the top of the gangway, Prime Minister Baldwin stopped, took off his hat, and waved a few times to the somewhat distracted journalists below the plane. As the journalists took photos, Prime Minister Baldwin entered the cabin.

The space inside the special plane was much more comfortable than commercial flights, but even so, the roar and vibration of the takeoff still made Prime Minister Baldwin feel uncomfortable. It was not until the plane reached a certain altitude that Prime Minister Baldwin had enough attention to read the newspaper.

Among the latest news in the newspaper, besides Mexico, China, Japan, Korea, and the Republic of Ryukyu joining the International Human Rights Organization, the Soviet Union, Hungary, Thailand, and several South American countries had also submitted applications to become founding nations of the International Human Rights Organization.

Seeing Thailand, Prime Minister Baldwin felt a burst of displeasure in his heart. In the strategic layer currently constructed by Britain, Thailand, as a member of the Sterling Bloc, belonged to Britain's peripheral organizations. He had not expected that Thailand would actually apply to become a founding nation of the International Human Rights Organization, an international organization completely uninfluenced by Britain.

But this was also the reason why British Prime Minister Baldwin was visiting China. In the past nearly ten years, the speed of China's development had exceeded Britain's imagination. After the end of the Sino-British War in 1927, Britain had been forced to accept the East Asian order reshaped by China.

Now, with the rapid development of China's economy, Britain's demand for the Chinese market had become very strong. Moreover, China's strength had once again compelled the British Prime Minister to go to China to have a frank conversation with China's leader, He Rui, to attempt to understand China's future direction.

Foreign Secretary Chamberlain (the elder) took the newspaper the Prime Minister had put down and read it. Soon, Foreign Secretary Chamberlain put down the newspaper and said, "Prime Minister, in the program of this International Human Rights Organization, there is an item about striving to eliminate various slavery systems in the world. It seems very targeted. In the French colonies, there are massive slavery systems."

Baldwin did not react; these small matters could naturally be left to the newspapers to handle. Currently, all countries with colonies had various slavery problems. Just like Britain—it had indeed abolished slavery domestically and in white colonies. But in British India, slavery based on local systems still existed. The British side had absolutely no ability to solve it, nor did it have any idea of spending huge costs to solve it.

Looking at this group of countries wanting to become founding nations of the International Human Rights Organization, they were all left-wing governments in Britain's eyes. This made Baldwin more certain of one question: did China have plans to overthrow the existing international order?

Current European planes could already cross the Atlantic. Britain went all the way east, where there were very many British colonies. The plane could arrive in China with only four landings. When the plane passed through France and Italy, the air forces of both countries sent planes to escort the British Prime Minister's special plane.

Two days later, Prime Minister Baldwin arrived at the Chinese border. Just after crossing the border, four planes flew over head-on. According to aerial radio communication, it was confirmed to be Chinese fighter jets coming to escort them.

Through the porthole, Prime Minister Baldwin saw the Chinese Air Force insignia painted on the skin of the Chinese fighter jets on both sides of the special plane, and he felt truly emotional in his heart. It had been less than 15 years since Britain won the European War. In these 15 years, the British Empire had not only failed to flourish, but its relative status had fallen even further.

At the end of the last century, the total industrial and agricultural output value of the United States had surpassed that of Britain. After the end of the European War, the industrial output values of France, the Soviet Union, and China had successively surpassed Britain. Although the industrial leads of France, the Soviet Union, and China over Britain were very limited, the fact that Britain had regressed to being the world's fifth-largest industrial producer caused quite a stir in Britain.

Britain's economy remained powerful, controlling the world's key shipping lanes and possessing the world's largest navy. But Britain's once world-leading industrial strength no longer existed. According to the British Cabinet's analysis, China, with a population of over 600 million, was undoubtedly likely to become the most powerful country in the future.

It was hard to accept emotionally that China, which had been beaten by Europe for 80 years, would become the world's most powerful country. Especially since China was a purely non-white country, this emotion was even harder to accept.

But calculating from cold hard data, China's population was five times that of the United States. As long as China's per capita industrial and agricultural output value was only one-fifth of the United States, the industrial and agricultural production organization of the two countries would be the same. If China's per capita industrial and agricultural output value were half that of the United States, China's total industrial and agricultural output value would be 2.5 times that of the United States.

It was only after hearing such a simple numerical calculation that Baldwin decided to come to China in person. China had already caused an imbalance in the international balance of power once, and in the future, it would probably cause the international balance of power to tilt again. Before such a decisive situation occurred, Baldwin had to determine China's position.

The reception China provided for Baldwin was standard. Chinese Premier Wu Youping personally received Baldwin. The status of a Prime Minister in China was equivalent to a Premier, while the status of the Chairman of the Republic of China was equivalent to the British King. So He Rui only had to wait for Baldwin to visit at his official residence.

This was Baldwin's first time entering No. 7 Renmin Road, and he was somewhat curious about the architecture here. He Rui's official residence was very traditional and did not have the magnificent appearance of Europe. But these buildings were very elegant and gave Baldwin a peculiarly modern feeling. Especially after taking the elevator to the third floor, Baldwin felt that He Rui was a person who quite enjoyed life.

In the study on the third floor, Baldwin met He Rui, who was dressed in casual clothes. Looking at this young leader in his early forties, Baldwin felt somewhat lost. Although he was 23 years older than He Rui, Baldwin was only appointed as Financial Secretary to the Treasury, a low-ranking official, in 1917. And in that same year, He Rui was already a General Zhen'an of the Republic of China and Chairman of the Northeast Government. In Britain, he would belong to the powerful figures second only to the Prime Minister.

Baldwin became Prime Minister in 1923, and He Rui also became the de facto ruler of China in 1923. The political seniority of the two was roughly the same. But by 1927, although Britain was still the most important great power in the world, Baldwin was slightly weaker than He Rui in terms of political influence.

By now, Baldwin had to come to China in person, and he had absolutely no intention of nitpicking He Rui's attire. In He Rui's official residence, even if He Rui wore pajamas, Baldwin had no way to express anything. This was the relationship between political strength and political seniority.

Thinking of this, the figures of a group of powerful people in British politics involuntarily flashed through Baldwin's mind. This made Baldwin feel a little uneasy. Although most of these people were older than He Rui, these future leaders of British politics had even lower political seniority compared to He Rui.

He Rui, on the other hand, did not think so much. He was wearing casual clothes because he was preparing a new book recently. This was a book for the National Defense Force, titled *Aviation Duty*. It described tactics for using large numbers of aircraft to fly continuously over the battlefield in future wars, attacking enemy large targets upon encounter.

He Rui had originally wanted to name the book *No-Fly Zone*, but after thinking about it, he decided against it. That name didn't sound murderous enough.

So He Rui had actually changed his clothes for Baldwin's visit. Seeing Baldwin lost in thought at this moment, He Rui smiled and asked, "I wonder what kind of tea Mr. Prime Minister prefers?"
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"Mr. Chairman, under your leadership, the living standards of the Chinese people have continued to rise. We hope that China will always live in a prosperous, civilized, and peaceful state. This is of great significance to the prosperity and peace of the world."

Hearing Baldwin's words, He Rui showed almost no reaction, merely lifting his teacup for a sip. This indifferent attitude made Baldwin feel that his compliments and groundwork were becoming somewhat tedious. But Baldwin's purpose for this trip was not to flatter He Rui. He continued to state his objective, "A good trade relationship has been established between China and Britain. The British government has always viewed relations with China as extremely important. I have also seen that the Chinese government has expressed many friendly attitudes towards Sino-British relations. I believe this is very good news for the world. At this stage, we very much want to understand China's future strategic direction."

Listening to Baldwin's statement, He Rui recalled the attitude within the Party. Apart from thoughts on the consumption of resources in a future Sino-British war, the Party members felt that while they might not be impatient for another war with Britain, they at least considered a renewed outbreak of war to be a matter of course. China's high-level leadership did not necessarily have any interest in that place called India; everyone simply viewed India from a geopolitical perspective. As long as India was restored to its historical state of independence—restoring the traditional dozen or so countries—China's geopolitical security pressure would drop precipitously. China had no interest in Indian territory, but China would not let Britain take advantage either.

Since Baldwin was so frank, He Rui did not conceal his own views. "Our attitude on the border demarcation issue is consistent: territories that traditionally belong to China must return to China. This is our consistent stance. Apart from this, China's future direction is peaceful development, and to let China's development benefit the globe."

Baldwin felt a bit helpless in his heart, though only slightly. After the Sino-British War, although the McMahon Line had been abolished, the border demarcation work between China and Britain had not progressed much. However, the conflict was not very large either. Because of the independence of Upper Myanmar and the Assam region, China only bordered India in the Xinjiang area.

For this visit, the Baldwin Cabinet had already made a decision: they were prepared to make concessions in the entire Aksai Chin and Ladakh regions. The reason was very simple—it was not worth it for Britain to bury a fuse for war with China over a piece of wasteland with an altitude of over 3,000 meters. If this piece of land could be exchanged for long-term peace, the British Cabinet and even the Parliament believed it was worth it.

In early 1934, China had already given its final demarcation requirements to Britain. The reason was clear: all Tibetan regions must return to China. Unlike the weak Manchu Qing, China not only provided racial and religious proof and proposed an accurate territorial scope, but also clearly informed Britain that at the current stage, Britain must not take any actions to change the status quo of the region. If Britain did so, China could only consider the British side to be unilaterally changing the status quo.

The meaning of these words was clear: if Britain unilaterally changed the status quo, China would have to "restore the status quo." In British diplomatic parlance, this meant the outbreak of military conflict.

Although the British Cabinet and Parliament cursed China, both sides were very clear that if war broke out again between China and Britain, the fighting would absolutely not be centered in the high-altitude region of Leh, but would erupt across the entire Indian region.

Now, China and France were in a substantive alliance, the United States was trapped in an economic crisis, the Soviet Union was the object of a British blockade, and Germany had begun rebuilding its army after Hitler came to power. As for East Asia, it had already been united by He Rui. If a Sino-British war broke out, Britain would have to rely on its own strength to fight China in India. The last time Britain did this was fighting the Boers in South Africa. The Boers, with a total population of less than a million and no industry of their own, gave the British memories that ran deep.

However, Britain would absolutely not compromise under threat. The purpose of Baldwin's visit this time was to seek a deal. Since holding onto those hundred thousand square kilometers of plateau wasteland was a strategic burden for Britain, abandoning these hundred thousand square kilometers of plateau wasteland should bring strategic benefits to Britain.

"Mr. Chairman, Britain considers you a great statesman. Among your completed achievements, solving the strategic trap of the Far East region is undoubtedly an astonishing accomplishment." Baldwin began to cut straight to the point, but as the British Prime Minister, Baldwin cut in from a strategic level, expecting the conversation to remain on that level.

"According to the concepts of traditional European political science, the Far East is a strategic trap. Any action by you would trigger intense reactions from Russia and Japan. Even if China won in the short term, it would pay the price of long-term confrontation with Russia and Japan. But you saw through the situation with astonishing political vision, bringing stability to the current Far East region. This is a classic case in the political science departments of various universities. So, as a scholar yourself, how do you view the strategic trap that may exist between China and Britain?"

Sitting beside him, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain (the elder) felt somewhat helpless hearing this. Calling a politician a scholar is a huge honor in Europe. But in reality, He Rui was a famous scholar in the field of world geopolitics who applied his learning to practice, holding high prestige in European academic circles. Prime Minister Baldwin addressing He Rui as a scholar made Secretary Chamberlain a bit helpless, but what made him even more unhappy was that this title was actually well-deserved.

Since Prime Minister Baldwin expressed friendliness, He Rui also answered frankly, "I have always believed that the countries in the Far East region knew this matter was a strategic trap; what everyone lacked was merely the courage to dismantle the trap. I simply solved the situation of mutual distrust in security and economics together with the Far East countries. After the Far East countries established security and economic mutual trust, this strategic trap was naturally resolved. Prime Minister, if you think about starting a war now from the perspective of Japan or the Soviet Union, you will discover a very strange result. Far East countries attacking each other is actually attacking their own markets and sources of commodities. Understanding this does not require profound political science concepts; one only needs to take a look at the trade data of the past five years to understand this fact."

Baldwin actually did not quite agree with He Rui's view in his heart. Britain believed that while China's means of maintaining security in the Far East region certainly had trade factors, the true foundation was that the Soviet Union could absolutely not defeat the East Asian Coalition forces in the Far East, and China, as the core of the East Asian Coalition, had the power to control all parties to prevent the outbreak of war.

What the British upper class and academic circles greatly appreciated was China's strategic understanding and strategic continuity in maintaining peace through a bold yet sufficiently cautious approach. This was also the reason Baldwin could obtain the support of the British upper class; the British upper class generally believed that China was a credible country with which interests could be exchanged.

"Mr. Chairman, do you consider the disputed areas between China and Britain to be a strategic trap?" Baldwin asked.

He Rui shook his head. "The strategic trap between China and Britain lies in the temptation of colonies. China will absolutely not acquire colonies, whether substantive or implicit."

If Upper Myanmar and the Assam region were currently Chinese colonies, these words would be a slap in his own face. But China had already granted independence to these two regions when reaching a package solution for border issues with Japan. Both regions were indeed independent politically and economically, having established governments of their own people. China had no diplomatic privileges in either region.

Since both regions adopted a state ownership system for land, China likewise did not possess any private land in either region. Even land leases were normal commercial contracts; for rubber plantations, which had the longest contract usage times, the lease period did not exceed 20 years. The lifespan of a rubber tree was just 25 years, and it could not be tapped for the first 7 years. The British government was not without experts; after conducting a comprehensive study of various facts, they admitted in their report to the British government that China indeed had not colonized Upper Myanmar and Assam.

Of course, the experts also emphasized in the report that Upper Myanmar and Assam had formed a substantive alliance relationship with China. Because of the close relationship between the two regions and China, this alliance relationship was very stable. If a Sino-British war broke out, these two regions would immediately join the Chinese side and become Britain's enemies.

Baldwin knew that at this stage, Britain had absolutely no power to divide the East Asian Alliance, nor could it divide the relationship between Upper Myanmar, Assam, and China. This was what forced Baldwin to come to China. If there were any opportunity within the security system constructed by China, no matter how small that crack was, Britain, this "shit-stirring stick," would be able to change form and insert itself, performing the offshore balancing operation Britain was most skilled at.

Baldwin continued, "Mr. Chairman, I believe your guarantee. But I find it very strange why China has no interest in colonies. Is this because of China's arrogance? I have heard that in Chinese history, areas outside of Chinese territory were viewed as barbarians."

He Rui felt that the British were truly skilled and brilliant "shit-stirring sticks," even bringing up China's Hua-Yi distinction (Civilized vs. Barbarian) to use. However, if even the British considered the Hua-Yi distinction to be China's strategic weakness, how could He Rui not know? Since Baldwin had presented his face to He Rui, He Rui had to go up and give it a slap, giving Baldwin some soul-shaking tremors.

"China is a country with 5,000 years of civilized history, and is also the only 5,000-year ancient civilization that has continued to this day. Where does China's vitality lie? Sir, China's vitality lies in continuous learning and progress. Chinese sages had a view: when things do not go smoothly, seek the cause in oneself. This kind of self-reflection is one of the cores of Chinese civilization. The Hua-Yi distinction was a concept proposed in a defensive state; with civilization developed to the current stage, this concept is already outdated and restricts the development of civilization..."

Baldwin listened intently, while British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain was somewhat disappointed. He knew He Rui would absolutely not say that China wanted to establish an empire on which the sun never sets. Sure enough, as Chamberlain expected, He Rui continued, "The China of today believes that if the world cannot develop in a more civilized direction, it will regress. Drawing a circle on the ground to make a prison does not promote the development of human civilization. China believes that the future world will definitely be a new world where all races, countries, and nations have equal status and dignity. In the new era, there will be no superiority of the white race, no superiority of the yellow race, and no racial superiority of any other people. In that era, all people on Earth will be liberated and become citizens of equal countries."

Chamberlain listened to the scratching sound made by the pen tips of the recorders in both diplomatic teams moving rapidly across the paper, feeling helpless at the precision of He Rui's wording. In European political concepts, there was a very clear division between subjects, freemen, and citizens. Citizens were those in a country who possessed the right to vote. Although the British people were subjects, they were at least granted the right to vote. This was a very high political right.

Back then, before the old American country gentlemen launched the War of Independence, they had jointly written a letter to the King of England, their suzerain. The language in the letter was extremely humble; the old American country gentlemen requested the King of England to grant them the right to vote, and to give the old American country gentlemen a certain number of parliamentary seats in the British Parliament. If Britain had agreed to such a request, the old country gentlemen in the North American colonies could have transformed instantly, becoming noble Englishmen!

However, the British government refused. The old American country gentlemen then shouted the slogan "No Taxation Without Representation" and raised the banner of rebellion against Britain.

Now that He Rui used "citizen," Secretary Chamberlain did not think this was any good omen.

But He Rui did not seize the topic to elaborate further. He continued, "China has no thought of competing with Britain for colonies. China merely believes that human civilization should continuously progress, with everyone obtaining equality, freedom, and human rights. Therefore, no strategic trap exists between China and Britain. I emphasize once more, China will absolutely not acquire substantive or implicit colonies."

After listening to He Rui's clear answer, Baldwin felt that this trip had already obtained the due results. If China and Britain did not compete for colonies, war would not break out between the two countries at this stage, and the lords in the British Parliament could completely accept such a result.

Next, Baldwin wanted to discuss a more dangerous issue. The 70-year-old man adjusted his breathing, drank another half cup of tea, and prepared himself mentally before asking, "Britain feels very vague about China's future strategy. China was already a great power, and now it is a great power that holds the balance in the world. China's future strategy will have a huge impact on the world. I wonder if you, Mr. Chairman, are willing to lift this state of ambiguity."

Looking at Old Man Baldwin's aged face, He Rui even felt some sympathy for the hardship of this old man having to run to China at the advanced age of 70. For the interests of Britain, the British political elites truly spared no effort and exhausted their wisdom.

But Britain's future had already been decided, and He Rui did not want to provoke the British government at this time. So he answered, "China hopes to make China's contribution to the world in science and technology, culture, trade, and peace, just as in history. China was like this in the past, is like this now, and will be like this in the future. Long before the Age of Discovery, China possessed fleets that reached Africa, yet China never engaged in colonization. I feel Britain can certainly understand China's future."

Seeing that He Rui had no intention of continuing the discussion, the Chinese personnel and the British personnel exchanged micro-expressions. Soon, Foreign Secretary Chamberlain followed the prior arrangement and gave Prime Minister Baldwin a hint. In a friendly atmosphere between host and guests, the meeting ended.

There was a state banquet afterwards, but there was no need for He Rui to attend. According to the rules of reciprocity, He Rui would only be obliged to make an appearance if the King of England visited China. In a diplomatic arrangement of the same level, it should be Premier Wu Youping who was responsible for hosting the British Prime Minister.

Since the Sino-British demarcation was finally coming to an end, this made Wu Youping very happy. Learning that He Rui would not attend the evening banquet, Wu Youping felt even happier. Before going to the banquet, Wu Youping went to He Rui's place. "Chairman, if Baldwin wants to discuss China's strategic ambiguity with me, do you have any thoughts you want to present to Baldwin?"

"That depends on whether you are kind-hearted or not," He Rui's tone was relaxed, but what came to his mind was Li Runshi. If Li Runshi were the Premier right now, this dialogue with Baldwin would completely match He Rui's expectations.

But Wu Youping did not know this. He laughed, "Chairman, you know that when facing foreigners, I can't be spoken of as very kind. However, hearing you say this, you must have some ideas."

Since Wu Youping asked, He Rui did not keep it to himself. "Since diplomacy requires speaking the truth, you might as well tell the British Prime Minister that the best method for Britain is to let all colonies establish independent states. With Britain's identity as the former suzerain, organize a British Commonwealth with Britain as the head based on voluntary participation. This can maximize Britain's interests."

Listening to He Rui's introduction, Wu Youping's eyes lit up at first, but soon he felt it was not quite possible. "Chairman, if Britain does this, wouldn't it dismantle the British Empire? Moreover, Britain will claim that they are currently letting various colonies form their own local parliaments and enhancing the autonomy of the colonies. This suggestion is too radical."

He Rui was indifferent. "So I said, whether you do it or not depends on whether you are kind enough. If you don't want to give Britain a practical and feasible suggestion, just speak pleasantries."

Wu Youping very much wanted to give pointers on the geopolitical landscape to the British Prime Minister, and the suggestion He Rui proposed was indeed very grand in vision. Since He Rui gave the authorization, Wu Youping couldn't help but feel eager in his heart. Finally, Wu Youping couldn't resist asking, "Will this not trigger a diplomatic incident?"

"Haha!" He Rui was amused. "What are you afraid of? If Britain dares to make a diplomatic protest, we dare to issue a statement and have the newspapers publish the specific words you said."

Seeing that He Rui was completely backing him up, Wu Youping felt settled. After a moment of thought, he gained confidence from the comparison of strength between China and Britain. It was not China fearing Britain now, but Britain fearing China. In terms of national strategic interests, India was Britain's testicles. If the British didn't know what was good for them this time and insisted on provoking a diplomatic conflict, as long as the level escalated to the level of war, China's current national power could completely turn Britain into a eunuch. Britain was a great power after all; they knew propriety.

He Rui added at this point, "Britain was the world hegemon after all; there are plenty of people of insight within their country. You also mentioned just now that Britain is gradually permitting various colonies to establish their own parliaments, and Britain itself is no longer seeking more colonies. This shows that Britain has plenty of people who understand. You just need to be polite enough; don't be arrogant in attitude, be kind, be professional. As for how cruel the facts are, Britain knows very well."

"Really?" Wu Youping was just 40 years old and was truly moved at this moment.

He Rui gave Wu Youping a reassurance pill. "I heard a piece of news: Britain's military expenditure next year is likely to reach between 42 million and 45 million."

"What about this year?" Wu Youping did not care about Britain's military expenditure; he only cared about China's military expenditure.

"This year is 37.2 million pounds." He Rui paid very close attention to the military expenditures of countries around the world.

"...That's an increase of about 15%," Wu Youping calculated instantly. There were not many reasons for a country's military expenditure to increase by 15%; either the army was undergoing massive re-equipment, or they planned to complete a large batch of brand-new military equipment. If it was the latter, it proved that the country was beginning to expand its military. Of course, a one-year change in military expenditure did not mean Britain wanted to expand its military and prepare for war. However, if British military expenditure continued to increase, then it was self-evident. As for the target of Britain's military expansion and war preparation, Wu Youping did not want to ask. In any case, Britain could absolutely not ignore China.

"Go on, it's almost time," He Rui urged.

Watching Wu Youping's retreating figure, He Rui looked forward to his close comrade-in-arms being able to have a good time at the banquet.
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State banquet halls were typically located in either the Great Hall of the People or the State Guesthouse. Both venues offered sufficiently large spaces and possessed specialized security systems. Although the Great Hall of the People was open to the public when meetings were not in session, ordinary citizens could only access it through normal channels and had absolutely no contact with the secret security protocols.

The dinner reception for Baldwin was held in the West Flower Hall of the State Guesthouse, utilizing Chinese-style round tables. There were six tables in total, with eight people seated at each. As a Chinese leader of equivalent rank to the Prime Minister of the British Empire, Wu Youping felt increasingly relaxed. Throughout the banquet, Wu Youping was courteous, refined, and humorous.

At least, Wu Youping considered himself to be so.

Judging by the expression of the 67-year-old British Prime Minister Baldwin, he did not seem to fully accept Wu Youping as a leader of truly equal standing. No matter how polite and humorous Wu Youping’s performance was, Baldwin still felt he was condescending slightly. As the Prime Minister of the British Empire, he felt he should at least be exchanging toasts with He Rui.

But Wu Youping had already passed the stage of psychological maladjustment and faced the British Prime Minister with a mindset of complete equality. Seeing the situation, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain—the elder brother—asked if He Rui would make an appearance in the upcoming itinerary. Wu Youping replied politely, "Hasn't everything already been arranged?"

Secretary Chamberlain met with a soft rebuff and awkwardly fell silent. Prime Minister Baldwin had by now realized that in the eyes of the Chinese government, he was merely a British civil servant with a status equivalent to the Chinese Premier. Even if he felt stifled, there was no other recourse. After the British fleet was sunk by China’s suicide aircraft squadrons off the coast of Shanghai, Britain had lost its qualification for gunboat diplomacy. Unable to employ gunboat diplomacy, Britain’s capacity to intervene in China was merely that of an ordinary nation.

After a war involving millions of troops between China and Britain had concluded, if Britain did not accept China’s official view of Britain, they could have chosen not to come to China. Furthermore, China’s understanding was not incorrect; the position of the British Prime Minister within the British system was indeed equivalent to China’s Premier. Unless Prime Minister Baldwin came to China in his capacity as the leader of Britain's ruling party, only then could he seek parity with He Rui in terms of party leadership during inter-party exchanges.

However, such a notion was merely a joke. Leaving aside whether the Chinese Civilized Party would accept a visit from the British Prime Minister as a party leader, even if they did, the Prime Minister would inevitably face unprecedented attacks back home, and his tenure as Prime Minister would be over.

Baldwin was, after all, sixty-seven years old and deeply understood the ways of the world, so his acceptance of this was relatively high. Moreover, the dishes at the Chinese state banquet were delicious, which actually made the Prime Minister feel quite comfortable. After eating until he was seventy percent full, Baldwin asked, "Mr. Premier, Chairman He’s views are admirable. I imagine you must face great pressure when formulating and executing policies, do you not?"

Hearing the Prime Minister’s sigh, Wu Youping, as a counterpart, also felt a touch of emotion. "The current pressure stems from the fact that China’s industrialization time has been very short, and we lack experience. Establishing the institutions required for an industrialized era in China places great pressure on the State Council."

Baldwin felt much more balanced internally and said, "Britain can offer many suggestions in these fields."

Wu Youping replied with ease, sticking to the matter at hand. "If the opportunity arises, I look forward to cooperation between our two nations. However, the national conditions of China and Britain differ. I believe that when exchanging specific details, unavoidable misunderstandings might arise, regardless of subjective desires for friendship."

Baldwin sensed no malice from Wu Youping, yet he found these words quite objectionable. In Baldwin’s view, Britain was, after all, the current world hegemon, with a per capita income far above China’s. China ought to be sincerely asking Britain for advice on how to become a civilized nation more quickly.

With this mood, Baldwin asked with a forced smile, "I wonder where the difference lies?"

Wu Youping sensed Baldwin’s pride and acknowledged that Britain’s per capita income indeed greatly exceeded China’s. However, while per capita was a very important figure in the national economy, a nation's overall strength was not solely determined by it. Moreover, China had also entered the industrial age. With industrial society as a carrier for wealth, China’s per capita income was also increasing rapidly, and the gap with Britain was closing fast.

"China is the world's largest citizen-based state. From Chairman He down to everyone in China, all are equal, and there is no distinction in their legal status. The total population of the various demographics in the British Empire is roughly similar to China’s, but there is a vast gap compared to China regarding national identity. As a citizen-based state, the treatment enjoyed by citizens should be consistent," Wu Youping stated frankly.

Baldwin felt as if this forty-year-old youngster across from him had delivered a fierce counterattack, and for a moment, it was somewhat awkward. Although the system in the British Isles was similar to a republic, the population of the British Isles were subjects, not citizens, and legally there were distinctions of high and low. Not to mention the subjects outside the British Isles were divided into various classes. In this regard, Wu Youping’s words could not even be considered mockery; they were merely a statement of fact.

But Baldwin was the Prime Minister, after all, and possessed at least this much breadth of mind. Since Wu Youping was speaking of reality, he quickly admitted, "There is truth in what you say. Mr. Premier, the British Empire is also constantly elevating the status of its people and attempting to resolve the problems that exist within the Empire."

"I believe Britain is indeed making an effort."

"Oh? Then do you have any suggestions?" Baldwin asked casually.

Wu Youping had originally not intended to speak to Britain about this, as such matters could easily cause misunderstandings. However, since Baldwin had asked, Wu Youping could not suppress the impulse in his heart and said, "The disparities within a country are immense. China uses fiscal transfers domestically to provide infrastructure funding to backward regions, elevating their economic development. This kind of fiscal transfer may seem like a loss in the short term, but in the long term, it raises the development level of the entire country. Even for advanced regions, such as Shanghai—the goods Shanghai produces cannot possibly be consumed by Shanghai alone; they must be sold to the whole of China. The more developed the economy of all Chinese regions, the more developed Shanghai’s economy can become."

Baldwin was the Prime Minister; governing the country was one of his jobs. Hearing Wu Youping’s explanation, he wanted to nod, but sighed internally. Fiscal transfer was not an unknown concept in Britain; there had been many discussions and some implementation. Overall, the British upper class knew very well that fiscal transfer was a system that greatly offended people.

The systems of China and Britain were different. China, adopting centralization, had a much higher tolerance for offending people than Britain. Baldwin was actually quite envious and couldn't help but say, "It seems the gap between the systems of China and Britain is indeed very large. Mr. Premier, on this kind of policy, China differs from Britain."

"It is not that we are different, it is just a question of whether Britain has enough courage. For example, if Britain granted independent status to its colonies and formed a more equal Commonwealth, there would be a legal basis for fiscal transfers between the various economic entities of the Commonwealth. The increase in consumer power of the populations in various regions would mean an increase in Britain’s overall wealth. England might seem to be paying out, but it could quickly recoup the costs. Based on China’s current experience, the economy of the England region would achieve tremendous development."

The faces of Baldwin and the several British ministers at the table couldn't help but change. Especially Foreign Secretary Chamberlain, whose first thought was whether China wanted to disintegrate Britain. But following Wu Youping’s line of thought, he could find no words that could be interpreted that way.

Prime Minister Baldwin took it a bit better. Because British domestic society was not one of equality for all, policies to increase colonial autonomy and promote investment by British merchants in various colonies had been proposed by members of both the Labour and Conservative parties. Now hearing Wu Youping’s words, Baldwin’s overwhelming feeling was that the systemic gap between China and Britain was indeed vast. Policies that were effective in China would trigger utter chaos across the entire country in Britain.

At this moment, Baldwin had to admit to a certain extent that among the advantages held by China and Britain, those where China held the upper hand were not necessarily fewer than Britain's.

After the banquet concluded, Prime Minister Baldwin held a briefing with the accompanying British ministers. Several ministers expressed that Wu Youping’s words seemed insufficiently prudent from a diplomatic standpoint. But after voicing these opinions, the other ministers made no further statements. Saying that much was a basic professional requirement. But saying one word more would turn it into internal strife. Because none of these ministers were willing to bear the responsibility for deteriorating Sino-British relations.

The briefing ended with no results. When Prime Minister Baldwin woke up the next day, a briefing document was already prepared. Draping a silk robe over his shoulders, the Prime Minister put on his glasses and began to flip through it. The first item was that the International Human Rights Organization general assembly had completed its resolution and formally became an international organization. The founding nations were China, the Soviet Union, Mexico, Japan, Korea, Ryukyu, Hungary, Iran, Thailand, Upper Burma, and Assam.

Western Europe had always said that Russia was a mixed-blood nation with Mongol bloodlines rooted within it. And Hungary was known as the descendants of the Huns, their ancestors coming from the East. Looking at this list, there was not a single nation of pure white lineage.

Although the International Human Rights Organization had become an inter-governmental organization, it allowed human rights organizations from non-member nations to participate in its various activities as members. The British branch of the International Human Rights Organization was one such member.

The most explosive news was not this, but that the International Human Rights Organization had rejected the application of the Nazi German government. Not only that, but many in the German branch faced questioning due to their Nazi Party identity. The International Human Rights Organization decided to temporarily suspend the German branch’s rights, and its members could only apply to participate in activities in a personal capacity.

Seeing this, Prime Minister Baldwin took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He felt this case proved that China had, to a large extent, figured out how to play the game of international organizations. For an international organization to be established, the primary requirement was institutional fairness. Britain was too experienced in these matters; the fairer the system, and the more equal the rights and obligations, the greater the advantage for strong nations.

The reason for the International Human Rights Organization’s rejection of the Nazi government was absolutely not because China disliked Nazi Germany, but because Nazi Germany’s philosophy was completely antithetical to that of the International Human Rights Organization. Although Baldwin did not know the details, he could roughly determine that even if this opinion was proposed by China, the resolution to reject Nazi Germany was certainly a decision made by the International Human Rights Organization after a fair vote.

Baldwin had not expected the maturity China demonstrated in constructing the first transcontinental international organization, and the pressure in his heart increased by a few degrees. The old man had slept very late last night; he had repeatedly mulled over Chinese Premier Wu Youping’s views on fiscal transfer, feeling very uncomfortable. Internal fiscal transfer, as Wu Youping said, was very good for the entire country. But British local factions were numerous, very similar to an international organization.

In international organizations, Britain advocated for the equality of rights and obligations, the purpose being to provoke confrontation between various forces. In a state of opposition, the Matthew Effect would prevail: the strong get stronger, and the weak get weaker.

China’s ruling party, however, could suppress opposition from all regions with astonishing capability, forcibly pushing through fiscal transfers and enduring short-term losses. This was already a very mature domestic political system.

The current China had a mature and effective domestic system, a very solid surrounding alliance system, and demonstrated a mature style internationally. Although Britain currently regarded the United States as its greatest enemy, Baldwin felt that China’s threat to Britain was not one bit smaller than that of the United States. The harm to Britain from the United States annexing Canada would be much smaller than the harm from China annexing India.

For a moment, Prime Minister Baldwin suddenly felt an urge to retire. He knew he had no ability whatsoever to solve the threats he faced. If someone inevitably had to leave a legacy of infamy in history, Baldwin did not wish to be that person.

Since he had come to East Asia, the British government naturally would not arrange for Baldwin to visit only China. Next, Prime Minister Baldwin visited Japan. The unique "hypocrisy" of the Japanese left a deep impression on Baldwin. During the reception, China had been proper but always a bit casual. This casualness was also a characteristic of a great power; the British Prime Minister felt the same when dealing with the United States.

Japan’s performance, however, was exquisite in every detail, from the head of state to the reception staff, polite beyond reproach. But with China and Britain, as long as they talked, there were results. For instance, Baldwin and China had jointly issued several substantive joint statements, and there was real progress in economic and trade cooperation between the two countries. But with Japan, no matter how polite they were, there were absolutely no substantive benefits.

Even when the British Foreign Secretary met with the Japanese Foreign Minister, the Japanese Foreign Minister very politely and humbly stated that he had also invited the Chinese Ambassador to Japan to join this friendly meeting.

At the meeting, the Japanese Foreign Minister took diplomatic hypocrisy to the extreme, every speech flowery and praising the heavens. In such an environment, the British Foreign Secretary could find absolutely no opportunity to drive a wedge into Sino-Japanese relations.

Arriving in Thailand, the Thai King’s reaction surprised Baldwin even more. The Thai side’s reaction was simple: they feared Britain would annex Thailand and turn it into a British colony. Prime Minister Baldwin felt that Thailand expected only one goal, which was to never be noticed by Britain. The more Britain paid attention to them, the less secure Thailand felt.

Unlike China’s mature diplomacy, the Thai Prime Minister even somewhat rudely proposed that he hoped the British Prime Minister could issue a public statement respecting Thailand’s territorial integrity at the press conference.

This was a very rude request, as Britain had no intention of annexing Thailand at this time. If Britain issued such a public statement, the international community would think Britain was warning other countries who wanted to infringe on Thailand’s sovereignty not to act rashly, and that if they did, Britain would take military action. Subsequently, nations would ask the British government who exactly was threatening Thailand’s sovereignty.

Britain was the world hegemon, so Britain absolutely could not tell the world that Thailand was worried Britain would annex it; that was destined to be mocked by the world. And Britain was a declining world hegemon; if Britain accused other countries of threatening Thailand’s sovereignty, whether accusing France or China, Britain could not bear the diplomatic consequences.

But this kind of thing had to be understood by Thailand itself; Britain absolutely could not explain it to Thailand. Given Britain’s understanding of Thailand, Thailand would definitely not believe it. Thailand would likely express even more rudely that Britain could issue a clearer statement that Britain would absolutely not annex Thailand.

Just as Prime Minister Baldwin’s party was in the midst of a not-so-pleasant visit, the Sino-British Border Demarcation Treaty was officially published, ready to be submitted to Parliament for review.

This news triggered a huge reaction within China. The nationalists initially did not understand it. After reading the details of the demarcation, although they couldn't speak of joy, their emotions were at least stable. Even so, the more nationalist newspapers still published articles titled "The Bitter Seven-Year Wait."

Naturally, the articles showed no disrespect to He Rui, but they still believed that there must be incompetent people in the government who had dragged a border issue that should have been resolved in 1927 out for seven years until it was finally settled.

Since this article did not attack any specific officials, the government pretended not to see it. After all, the level of this article was too low, with no understanding of national strategy or international politics, and it wasn't even worth refuting or correcting.

After the end of the Sino-British War, China’s strategy was to immediately engage in diplomatic struggle with the United States to resolve issues between China and the US. If China had not demonstrated the strength to resolve Sino-US contradictions, France very likely would not have accepted China’s cooperation proposal. An incompetent nation could not enter France’s vision; France needed a strongman at the time, a civilized nation accepted by France as a partner, to revitalize France’s economy.

It was precisely after He Rui had exhausted his wisdom to complete Sino-French cooperation and fully drive China’s economy that the conditions were created where the current Britain had to choose to eliminate the factors of war with China as much as possible. If the current China were still the China of 1927, Britain very likely would not have made concessions.

China did not come out of this without paying a price. During negotiations with British Prime Minister Baldwin, He Rui repeatedly declared he would absolutely not seek to acquire colonies. This was a public guarantee; as long as China made the slightest move to lay a finger on British colonies, the diplomatic credibility China had worked so hard to accumulate would completely collapse. He Rui would be viewed internationally as a liar. The impact of this would be enormous; to salvage such a reputation issue, He Rui would not only have to pay with his political life, but all the achievements he had built would likely collapse with a crash. The Civilized Party would likely have to be purged to restore China’s diplomatic credibility.

In the eyes of the nationalists, as long as it was to realize China’s national interests, leaders and ruling parties could lie and cheat without scruple. This was not only not a stain but was even a kind of honor that reduced China’s losses. Between a serious regime and nationalists with no high-level experience, there were huge divergences in many fundamental philosophies. These divergences were hard to eliminate.

The government had thought the nationalists would quiet down for a while due to the Sino-British demarcation issue, but they didn't expect the nationalists to quickly become angry again because of the "Sino-British Friendship" propaganda conducted by the "Pro-British Faction." They began to angrily denounce the domestic "compradors." The war of words not only did not subside but actually intensified. It reached the point where even Wu Youping saw some related reports.

As Premier, Wu Youping felt very helpless. The reason He Rui adopted so many diplomatic means, not hesitating to start wars, was not to kill until the sky was dark and corpses covered the earth in battles with the global powers. It was to obtain a situation of normal trade with countries around the world through the means of war.

Now China had indeed allowed a great many foreign enterprises to make money in China. In the bidding for many projects, foreign enterprises also won many bids. But these foreign enterprises were completely different from the colonizers who ran rampant in China before 1924. Precisely because the Great Powers knew it was impossible to defeat China, the wealthy people in the Great Power nations had enough intelligence to naturally accept this reality and honestly do business with China.

As for these foreign enterprises making a lot of money in China—if there were no money to be made, these people would not come to China to bid or invest. They came to make money in the first place. The Chinese government did not expect foreigners to sell their livers and kidneys to come and build China, nor did it believe foreigners would come to give money to China with a mentality of atonement.

The Chinese government expected only one goal, which was to obtain the commodities, equipment, technology, and funds China needed through normal trade with the world. For this purpose, they had to let foreign merchants make money. Otherwise, they wouldn't come.

At this moment, Wu Youping missed the time when Li Runshi was the Minister of Propaganda. Li Runshi could publish excellent articles that provided great guidance to national sentiment. The current Minister of Propaganda was hardworking, but people die from comparisons, and goods are thrown away from comparisons.
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On New Year's Day, 1935, CPSU General Secretary Stalin delivered his New Year's address in St. Petersburg rather than Moscow. In his speech, General Secretary Stalin stated that 1935 would open a new chapter of unity between Soviet workers and peasants, and that all Soviet peasants would possess full household registration (hukou).

As General Secretary Stalin's close comrade-in-arms, Commissar Kirov also stayed up late to complete his report. Rubbing his sore eyes, he modified the title, finally settling on "The Development Course of Rural Work in the Past Decade."

Putting down his pen, Politburo member Kirov closed his eyes. His secretary entered just then, and seeing Kirov resting with his eyes closed in the chair next to the radiator, intended to quietly withdraw. However, Commissar Kirov spoke up, "Wait a moment."

Seemingly resting with his eyes closed, Kirov was actually considering candidates. Zinolenko from the Secretariat had good writing skills and was a strong candidate. But Zinolenko was politically mild, and this document was important. Therefore, he needed to find someone politically tougher to pick holes in it.

Fortunately, there was no shortage of hardliners within the CPSU. Commissar Kirov said to his secretary, "Please ask Comrade Petrov to come here."

Before entering the central government, Petrov was the secretary of a small city in the Russian Republic and had rich work experience. He soon appeared before Commissar Kirov with the secretary. When Kirov pushed a document in front of him, Petrov was startled, his first reaction being to wonder if he was in some kind of trouble.

"Comrade Petrov, please read this document and then tell me your emotional response," Kirov ordered.

"I resolutely support the Central Committee's decision!" Petrov answered without hesitation.

Kirov rubbed his somewhat red eyes. "Comrade Petrov, I know you are loyal to the revolution. Therefore, I ask you to finish reading this document with a revolutionary attitude. Then, you don't need to consider anything else, just tell me your emotions after reading it. Can I trust you to complete this task in the spirit of the revolution?"

Hearing that he wasn't being questioned or asked to make a decision, Petrov immediately felt much more at ease. And Commissar Kirov's proposal truly piqued Petrov's curiosity. After a slight hesitation, he answered loudly, "Please rest assured, Comrade Kirov, I will definitely complete the task."

Kirov nodded and had his secretary arrange for Petrov to read the document in the small room next to Kirov's office. Petrov sat down, nervously placed the document in front of him, and was about to read when he couldn't help but take out a cigarette and light it. After taking a drag, his spirits lifted slightly, and he began to read.

The content of the document was not difficult to understand. Since 1925, the Soviet Union had been using light industrial goods to exchange for agricultural products in some areas to collect grain. In addition to the normal payment for the grain handed over by the peasants, rewards were given based on the total amount of grain submitted.

From small items like clothing, fabric, candy, and alcohol, to large items like household appliances, farm tools, motorcycles, and automobiles. This model greatly stimulated the production enthusiasm of Soviet peasants. As the new grain collection method was gradually promoted throughout the Soviet Union, the problems of product output and collection volume that had plagued the Soviet Union were resolved.

After 1931, the countryside had gradually become a strong economic pillar of the Soviet Union. Those cunning Soviet peasants, for their own interests, were producing more and more products. Not only did the output of agricultural products increase, but the production of livestock, poultry, and wool also rose.

For a long time, CPSU grain collection teams would go to the countryside with guns. Their methods included tearing down houses, destroying doors, arresting peasants suspected of hiding grain, or publicly whipping them—these were basic operations. With the popularization of the new grain collection model, the method of taking guns to the countryside to collect grain was no longer common in the Soviet Union. In most areas where socialist transformation had been relatively successful, the local secretary would return to the countryside with a document listing the demand checklist and reward details, and the greediest peasants there would try every means to produce.

The changes in these peasants were very obvious. After they had some cooperation with the government's agricultural experts, the greedy peasants would even actively request the government to send technical experts to the countryside to guide their production. These cunning peasants were even willing to give up their traditional small plots of land to farm and operate on large tracts of land planned by Soviet government experts.

Under the wise leadership of General Secretary Stalin, the CPSU executed a very efficient policy. Although the peasants still possessed a reactionary nature, this reactionary nature had been reduced. With the deepening of socialist transformation, a portion of the peasants would be thoroughly transformed and become new-style laborers under the socialist system.

Now, granting peasants the same full household registration and passports as urban workers could more effectively promote the socialist transformation of the countryside and promote the continued high-speed development of the Soviet economy...

After reading this document, Comrade Petrov was moved. In the document, Commissar Kirov used relatively negative vocabulary to describe the peasants and positive vocabulary to describe the role of the Soviet government, which completely aligned with Petrov's personal philosophy.

Since Commissar Kirov wanted Petrov to report his emotional reaction, Petrov immediately stood up and took the document to see Commissar Kirov, recounting his feelings. "Commissar Kirov, I also think the peasants are very reactionary, but when writing documents, I can't describe the peasants' reactionary nature and the achievements of socialist transformation as appropriately as you have..."

Kirov observed Petrov's reaction and felt he saw considerable sincerity. Petrov was not blindly praising just to flatter.

Petrov's level of ability was not within Kirov's consideration at this moment. The upper echelons of the CPSU generally believed that peasants adopting backward production methods were enemies to some extent, so rural work was very crude. Since a moderate rural policy was now to be implemented, the wording of Kirov's document on this matter had to make the comrades of the CPSU Central Committee feel that they were not being accused or made into scapegoats. Once these committee members felt offended, it would trigger a lot of unnecessary trouble.

Judging from Comrade Petrov's reaction before him, the hardliners obviously did not feel threatened, and this document had achieved the appropriate expression of attitude. There were indeed still people within the party who believed that traditional CPSU grain collection methods should be used, but those people were a minority. If those people were willing to openly confront General Secretary Stalin, let them go ahead. Kirov himself had at least united the majority of comrades.

***

After reading this document, Stalin's first reaction was "Kirov is quite cunning." But Stalin was not unhappy; Kirov was "cunning" in a very appropriate way. In Stalin's view, this document covered everything, especially mentioning "imported light industrial goods" lightly in passing.

This sentence was inconspicuous and seemed like a formulaic description, but it precisely hit the vital point of the Soviet Union's current high-speed development. The Soviet Union itself did not have the capacity to produce so many cost-effective light industrial goods to meet the needs of Soviet workers and peasants; currently, the output of domestic light industrial goods could only barely meet the needs of urban workers. Chinese light industrial goods filled the gap.

The core Soviet leadership knew about this matter, but none spoke of it. This matter could not be spoken of, nor could it be known by others. The current propaganda within the Soviet Union was that the Soviet Union exported a large amount to China every year, and the Chinese Yuan earned could not be used within the Soviet Union and could only be used to purchase Chinese goods. In fact, China had undertaken the financial work for the Soviet Union; if this important financial channel were lost, Soviet trade would be very uncomfortable.

Kirov's "cunning" way of narration made the party and government think that everything was due to Comrade Stalin's capable leadership, and even China had to act according to the Soviet baton under Comrade Stalin's arrangement. This was loyalty to the "Socialism in One Country" line proposed by Stalin, a proof of loyalty. General Secretary Stalin was very satisfied with Kirov's loyalty.

After reading the document, General Secretary Stalin did not make any comments. Instead, he continued the work of his trip. The secretary entered to report, "General Secretary, the KGB person in charge of Leningrad (St. Petersburg) has arrived and is waiting for your further orders."

"Please show him in," Stalin ordered in a happy mood.

The KGB person in charge of the Northwest region centered on Leningrad looked a bit tired, but even so, he puffed out his chest and saluted upon seeing Stalin.

"Please sit. Comrade, you've worked hard," Stalin said in a very mild tone.

The person in charge felt warmth in his heart. After sitting down, he began to report his work to Stalin. Since he had learned in advance some of the questions that would be asked, the KGB Northwest region person in charge picked the most important ones to speak about first. "General Secretary, most of the KGB's strength in this region is currently used to prevent illegal border crossings. After the natural disasters of '32 and '33 ended, the number of stowaways in '34 decreased a lot. However, the number of foreigners with Russian blood applying to immigrate to the Soviet Union has increased a lot, and there are already over 40,000 applications that haven't been processed yet. Some of these applicants couldn't wait and carried out illegal crossings with the help of their domestic relatives."

"Mm," Stalin listened to the report in a relaxed mood. The Soviet system attached great importance to welfare. In the current situation where there was no shortage of goods, the living standards of the Soviet people had improved rapidly, fully surpassing their European neighbors. This led people with Russian blood in neighboring countries to have thoughts of living in the Soviet Union.

Those who carried out illegal border crossings basically had relatives within the Soviet Union, and they went to stay with these relatives, which greatly disrupted the Soviet household registration system. The reason for mentioning the establishment of a complete household registration and passport identity system in the countryside in the New Year's speech was also to deal with the chaos caused by hundreds of thousands of stowaways.

After the KGB person in charge detailed the arduous work of the KGB, he paused to drink some tea because of thirst, while carefully observing Comrade Stalin's reaction. He saw that Comrade Stalin looked relaxed and thoughtful at the same time. This made the Northwest region KGB person in charge happy. It seemed that his department's work at least did not make Comrade Stalin unhappy.

Soon, Comrade Stalin asked a few other questions slightly and ended the meeting.

Lighting his pipe, Stalin considered the problems brought about by immigration. The aroma of tobacco filled the air. Stalin still believed that immigration into the Soviet Union should be controlled. If the Soviet people wanted to help their poor foreign relatives, let them take the money and supplies abroad.

Given the Soviet Union's management capabilities, hundreds of thousands of stowaways would indeed cause certain troubles, but these troubles were far from enough to disturb the entire Soviet Union. In Stalin's view, the true value of these stowaways lay not in supplementing the Soviet labor force, but in giving the Soviet Union legal jurisdiction over the places where these ethnic Russians lived.

Last year, in the border demarcation agreement between China and Britain, China used the Tibetan people as the reason for demarcation to demand a large area of land back from British India. If those people had been suddenly migrated there by China, China's demand would have caused a huge shock in Europe. Forced migration followed by a claim of sovereignty over that land was considered an act of aggression in Europe. But the Tibetan people had lived in that area for a thousand years, so China's territorial claim to that land possessed undeniable legitimacy in European concepts.

Of course, it wasn't that no one in Britain expressed a different opinion. Those opponents believed that whether the Tibetans belonged to one of China's ethnic groups was open to question. However, this questioning was limited to the purely civilian level. If British officials spoke like this, China could view it as a hostile act and take measures including war against Britain.

Facing the declining Qing Dynasty, the British upper class had proposed the view that the Tibetans were an independent nation. Facing a China capable of driving Britain out of India, the British upper class simply did not mention this view. If the Qing Dynasty's strength were the same as present-day China, the British upper class would absolutely not have raised the question of whether the Tibetans were an independent nation, a question that could potentially trigger a war.

The Soviet Union had given up a lot of territory back then out of helplessness. Stalin believed that the Soviet Union must never lose the opportunity to recover those lost Russian territories. For this purpose, the Soviet Union could allow its own people to take property abroad to help poor Russian relatives, but it could not let those Russians all run back to the Soviet Union.

Time passed quickly. By March, the Soviet Union had dispatched a large number of KGB personnel to conduct investigations in rural and urban areas in the border regions, successively repatriating more than 180,000 ethnic Russian foreigners.

The KGB chief rushed to a resort on the Black Sea on March 24th to specifically report the latest situation to Comrade Stalin, who was on vacation. The originally scheduled time was postponed. The KGB chief was a bit puzzled; what could be more urgent than his current work to actually change the agreed meeting?

General Secretary Stalin was smoking his pipe relaxedly at this time, listening to the report of Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs. "...According to our judgment, the purpose of France proposing to conclude the 'Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance' is to hope that we can divert the Nazis' attention and let the Nazis attack us on their own initiative."

Russians rarely smiled, and Commissar Molotov looked relatively serious, but at this moment, a smile hung on the corner of his mouth, showing how happy Commissar Molotov was.

General Secretary Stalin's expression was very flat. Britain and France had been blockading the Soviet Union. Now that the Soviet Union and Germany did not share a border, Britain and France had been helping Poland strengthen its military forces, trying to use Poland to threaten the western Soviet Union.

Exhaling a mouthful of fragrant smoke, Stalin couldn't even be bothered to express an opinion on this. Now, ethnic Russians on Poland's eastern border were setting off a large-scale movement of immigration and illegal crossing back to the Russian Republic. Among ordinary Poles, a portion also tried to leave Poland and immigrate to the Soviet Union to live.

Molotov continued, "We have already notified the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the news in this regard. Judging from the reaction of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the French side should have also informed China. The Diplomatic Committee believes that China will not interfere with this agreement."

Although he didn't answer, Stalin at least nodded, indicating he knew.

***

At this time in Guangzhou, He Rui was at a resort preparing to return to the capital. Upstairs in the resort, his wives and children were preparing to go home, while He Rui listened to Foreign Minister Li Shiguang introduce the latest news from Europe, especially the "Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance."

"The treaty stipulates that when either France or the Soviet Union becomes the object of aggression by a European country, the two countries guarantee to immediately provide mutual support and assistance. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes that France, as the initiator, is trying to divert the disaster eastward. But France seems a bit too wishful," Li Shiguang finished and subconsciously scratched his cheek. As a very experienced Foreign Minister, France's line of thought seemed "very unserious" to Li Shiguang.

He Rui had little interest in the "Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance," but he was interested in Li Shiguang's reaction. "What consequences does the Ministry of Foreign Affairs think this treaty will trigger if signed?"

Li Shiguang scratched his chin subconsciously again and said with some confusion, "If this treaty is signed, theoretically, a possibility will arise. Poland might suspect that France wants to sell out Poland's interests to the Soviet Union.

"Perhaps France will strengthen its relationship with Poland next, but what is the significance of doing so? According to the news we have obtained, Britain has already expressed dissatisfaction with the Franco-Soviet Mutual Assistance Treaty. France believes Germany is the biggest enemy, but Britain believes the Soviet Union is the biggest threat to Europe. With the development of the Soviet Union, it is a country beyond the capacity of Britain's continental balance of power policy."

After finishing, Li Shiguang quickly added, "Unless Britain insists on diverting the disaster eastward, hoping Germany will actively attack the Soviet Union. But this possibility is too small!"

He Rui felt that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was also beginning to mature, and his heart was truly much more relaxed. As long as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had such strength, He Rui could save the time that might have been spent on diplomacy. To confirm his view, He Rui asked, "Where does the Ministry of Foreign Affairs think the war hotspots will be in the next few years?"

"Spain," Foreign Minister Li Shiguang answered immediately. "The Spanish left wing has actually split, and every faction is trying to expand its influence by showing more radical means. The situation in Spain is clearly developing towards civil war.

"Germany is currently rebuilding its army, and I'm afraid no military adventures will occur in the short term. In the medium term, Germany's military expansion plan will likely be restricted. Britain cannot allow Germany to possess a powerful navy.

"As for other directions, Britain and France have already completed border demarcation with our country. After Britain completed the border demarcation with our country, France expressed approval at the first opportunity. On the contrary, the Soviet Union and the United States expressed approval even later than the European countries."

After speaking, Li Shiguang stopped. He reminded He Rui a bit but was unwilling to analyze too much. It was easy to understand that the United States was not happy to see China and Britain basically resolve territorial issues. If China and Britain fought, the United States could benefit. But the Soviet Union's late statement was not so pleasant.

Finally, Li Shiguang added, "Although Britain did not explicitly support our country's Eleven-Dash Line claim, it did not oppose it. France recognized the Eleven-Dash Line, and the Soviet Union recognized it. The United States expressed objection to this but did not take any action."

He Rui already had a basic judgment of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' strength—qualified, but not necessarily outstanding, though this level was more than enough to deal with the current situation. He Rui said, "Germany's level of military expansion determines the probability of war. Our attitude must be clear: China absolutely does not seek to acquire colonies, and China opposes all racism. Adhering to these two points is enough."

"What if a civil war breaks out in Spain?" Li Shiguang asked about what he considered the near-term hotspot.

He Rui answered decisively, "China is very concerned, but China upholds a neutral stance, calling on all parties in Spain to endure for the sake of the country, end the war as soon as possible, and restore peace on the basis of negotiation."

Hearing this tone-setting that was no different from nonsense, Li Shiguang only answered with one word, "Yes."
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On May 3rd, Hitler received news that the Soviet Union had signed the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* in Paris. Although the treaty was signed, both parties agreed that it would not formally take effect until March 27, 1936.

After reading the document, and seeing no one else in the room, the little mustache leaned back in his chair and let out a long sigh of relief. If he knew that the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs considered this treaty merely a petty maneuver, he would have felt that the Chinese diplomats had seen through France's true colors.

What the European elites thought and plotted for was merely to maintain their current interests. Since Britain and France believed that "current interests" existed, any expenditure was viewed as a loss of these "current interests." Consequently, Britain and France would choose to achieve their goals at the lowest possible cost.

Hitler saw this with perfect clarity. Therefore, France's petty trick not only failed to unsettle him but actually unburdened him. The method to deal with Britain and France was simple: just make the upper echelons of these two countries believe that Germany did not intend to overthrow the global benefits the Versailles system brought them, and that Germany only wished to adjust the European order to eliminate the unequal treatment they had imposed upon it.

Reviewing China's actions from 1922 to the present—a span of thirteen years—in his mind, Hitler was convinced his assessment was correct. What Britain and France truly wanted to protect were the global benefits the Versailles system conferred upon them. Even though China had reconstructed the order in the Far East and East Asia, because this new order did not damage Britain and France's overall interests—and effectively allowed them to garner even greater benefits—they not only accepted He Rui's order but even adjusted their relations with China according to their own needs.

Hitler believed he had absolutely no need to care about Britain and France's petty maneuvers. As long as he did not alter the revenues Britain derived from the current world order, Britain's tolerance would be extremely, extremely high at this stage.

Having reached this judgment, Hitler put on his glasses and resumed reading the documents. In his economic forecast report, Schacht advised Hitler to lift restrictions on female employment in Germany as soon as possible and allow enterprises to recruit female workers. After two years of Nazi rule, Germany's unemployment numbers had dropped to less than 500,000, and the unemployed population was continuing to decrease. Based on this economic trend, a labor shortage would soon emerge. Schacht argued that rather than waiting for the gap to appear before finding a solution, it was better to proactively lift restrictions on women's employment before the problem arose, ensuring German enterprises had an adequate labor supply.

Hitler did not fully trust Schacht's judgment. He strongly suspected that the driving force behind Dr. Schacht's suggestion was Germany's big capitalists. After the Nazi Party came to power, it had struggled against these capitalists. For instance, in 1933, just days after taking office, the Nazi Party arrested the heads of several German aircraft manufacturing and heavy industry enterprises, forcing them to submit to the Party's arrangements and immediately form R&D and investment teams for the military industry.

Once these people yielded, the Nazi Party immediately released them and used Mefo bills to provide financial support to these aviation and other enterprises.

In addition, Hitler signed agreements with large German enterprises, such as the chemical giant IG Farben, allowing these companies to secure a stable 5% profit, with any excess profit to be turned over to the state.

At that time, these large German enterprises were deep in economic crisis. Let alone a fixed 5% profit, companies like IG Farben were nearly bankrupt due to a lack of orders. But two years later, having secured massive orders, IG Farben had begun lobbying everywhere, hoping to terminate this agreement. Hitler had to suspect whether Schacht was trying to speak for these big capitalists.

Although he harbored doubts, Hitler did not take immediate action. The Germany of today still needed Schacht, and Hitler hoped Schacht would continue to serve the country. Ultimately, Hitler approved the report and asked Schacht to submit a detailed plan.

Schacht hadn't expected Hitler's reaction to be so swift. Over the past two years, he had fully experienced the fanaticism and stubbornness of the Nazi Party. Schacht didn't care for Jews, but he didn't go so far as to view them as Germany's mortal enemy. Jews had indeed done many bad things, but there were truly few instances where Jews were the masterminds behind the evil. It wasn't that Jews didn't want to, but in the arrangements of the German upper class, Jews were merely a group of lackeys—where would they get the opportunity to dictate policy? Schacht very much wanted to return some Jews he considered usable to management positions, but he hit a wall every time.

Looking at Hitler's instructions, Schacht felt a twinge of suspicion. But on second thought, he called in his capable subordinates and began drafting the specific content. In the propaganda restricting women from working two years ago, the Nazi Party hadn't addressed the issue of employment opportunities. The picture the Nazi Party painted was this: women worked at home doing housework and educating children, while the male head of the household returned home with a wage sufficient to support the family, constructing a perfect image of a conservative family.

Using traditional family values to solve the reality of male unemployment was indeed an excellent political maneuver. But economic changes happened too fast. Schacht hadn't expected Germany's unemployment rate to plummet so precipitously; in just two years, it had fallen to a level where labor was becoming scarce. Shortages of skilled workers to operate equipment had already appeared in factories, and now it was necessary to call skilled women back to work.

Fortunately, these skilled women did not object to working. As long as the Nazis didn't stir up trouble, limited policy adjustments could solve the labor shortage problem.

Time flew by, and in the blink of an eye, it was the end of 1935. Schacht and Hitler were invited to attend the opening ceremony of an Autobahn stretching from Berlin to Frankfurt. A military band played vigorously at the entrance, and in front of the toll station, a mass of cars was already waiting to hit the road. At the very front was Hitler's car.

"Dr. Schacht, let us go up to the stage together. On the way, could you ride in the same car with me?" Hitler extended an invitation. Schacht had anticipated this and immediately expressed his gratitude. He then followed Hitler to the podium. Below, over ten thousand workers who had participated in the highway's construction had gathered. Seeing Hitler step onto the stage, the workers became agitated. They involuntarily surged toward the podium, trying to get a little closer to Germany's Führer.

The Nazi Party members responsible for order hurriedly stopped the workers from leaving their formations. Under their efforts, the tens of thousands of people at the venue returned to the appearance of disciplined square blocks.

Schacht looked at the scene from the podium. The formations looked like Teutonic Knight orders before a campaign; just looking at them, one could feel an immense power. Hitler, having taken the stage, used his slightly hoarse voice to express gratitude and congratulations to the workers. "...Comrade workers, you have completed another great achievement, contributing your toil and sweat to the Fatherland. And the Fatherland will repay you with job opportunities, bread, and dignity. I want to announce a piece of news to you, comrade workers: in 1935, German car sales doubled compared to 1934. The German people already have bread, and the day when every family owns a car will soon arrive!"

The masses below cheered from the bottom of their hearts, so much so that Hitler had to temporarily pause his speech.

Feeling the tsunami-like cheers, Schacht involuntarily felt a sense of unease. But Hitler, standing at the center of this acclaim, wore a solemn expression, his body straight as a javelin, radiating the aura of a leader, as if he were the physical condensation of these sentiments.

Schacht had intended to firmly expound some views to Hitler, but at this moment, he couldn't help but waver. Recently, his divergence from the Nazi Party had begun to intensify. The Nazi Party believed that investment in the military industry must be increased to drive continued rapid economic development. Schacht, however, believed that the returns on continued investment had reached their limit and could not yield the same results as before.

Schacht hadn't expected the Nazi Party to use China's frantic investment as a counterargument. Before 1933, the Nazi Party was indeed a populist party. After 1933, following the Night of the Long Knives which purged a large number of radical populists, the number of Party members considered to be from "good families" rose rapidly. Many people holding doctorates, master's, and bachelor's degrees joined the Nazi Party. The views of these people were no longer wishful thinking, and even Schacht could not dismiss them with contempt.

This new technical backbone of the German Nazi Party used content from French and British newspapers, which cited Chinese economic data showing that the He Rui administration's fixed investment ratio reached 40% of the national tax revenue annually. in many fields, the He Rui government raised funds for investment by issuing massive amounts of national bonds. Although the territory, population, and external environment of China and Germany were different, the new Nazi technical class generally believed that Germany's technological content was higher than China's. Although Germany's territory was smaller than China's, this meant the Nazi Party did not need such a huge investment scale as China. Their utilization of funds would be higher than China's.

This group of new technical stalwarts even used concepts proposed by He Rui. He Rui believed that the lifestyle of an industrial society carried the new wealth created by that society. Based on this concept, the Nazi technical backbone believed that since Germany's industrial level was higher than China's, the investment scale per capita that could be sustained also far exceeded China's. As long as Germany rebuilt sufficient military power, it could protect the wealth of the German people—who made up over 70% of the total population—from being plundered by foreign countries, thereby ensuring Germany's affluence.

Schacht detested this argument because these people's views were actually based on the extreme mindset of "as long as I have a gun, I can beat the creditors away." If executed according to this line of thought, it wouldn't be Germany fighting aggression, but Germany actively engaging in aggression. Schacht firmly opposed the plunder of Germany by the Treaty of Versailles, but he truly did not want to proactively start an invasion.

Pondering such issues, the overwhelming cheers outside surprisingly failed to affect Schacht's train of thought. In fact, during that small window of time when his mind was most active, Schacht turned a deaf ear to the commotion outside.

It wasn't until Hitler walked off the stage and came to his side, saying, "Let's go, Dr. Schacht," that Schacht snapped out of his thoughts.

The two got into the first car, and the military band immediately played a march. Confetti and ribbons were thrown into the air, drifting down slowly. Amidst the enthusiastic atmosphere, Hitler's car started slowly, leading a convoy onto the flat Autobahn.

German engineers now all had jobs, and through their efforts, the quality of the highway was extremely high; the car drove on it with hardly any bumps. As the cheers at the entrance faded into the distance, Hitler finally laughed, "Hehe, Mr. Schacht, Germany will soon have the ability to launch a war."

Hitler never concealed his determination to use military force, and he didn't hide it when saying such things. Although Schacht was somewhat shocked, it wasn't enough to affect his mood.

"Führer, we have reached the stage where we should reduce the scale of debt. I listed data regarding this in the latest annual economic summary report. Over 300,000 skilled female workers have returned to factories, and the number of technical positions will continue to increase in the future. Compared to domestic production capacity, Germany has done its utmost to develop external markets. All markets that can be developed in the short term are already saturated. Reducing the debt scale now can prepare us for debt repayment."

Hitler had read the report submitted by Schacht. According to Schacht's economic theory, this was indeed how it should be. But Germany's economic scale still hadn't reached the size Hitler hoped for. In Hitler's plan, Germany had to possess the strength to defeat France to be considered as having achieved the goal. Originally, Hitler also thought that following Schacht's economic plan, combined with Germany's military tradition which far surpassed France's, it was possible to achieve this goal by the completion of the first Four-Year Plan.

But Schacht had, to some extent, disappointed Hitler. Hitler replied calmly, "Dr. Schacht, I believe Germany's development has not fully unleashed the power the German people should possess."

Schacht felt the winter wind blowing in through the crack in the car window was exceptionally cold. From early 1933 to December 1935, roughly three years had passed. In these three years, Schacht had done his utmost, staking his own political credit to negotiate a vast number of commercial contracts for Germany. In these three years, Schacht had also witnessed Nazi Germany's rapid development with his own eyes. Because the Nazi Party possessed grassroots organizational capabilities that other German political parties lacked, the German people had accomplished an unimaginable economic miracle. Yet Hitler's reproach revealed dissatisfaction. According to the traditions of the Weimar era, upon hearing this, Schacht should have considered resigning. Or obediently obeyed all of Hitler's future orders.

Thinking of his own efforts, Schacht didn't want to give up yet. He replied, "Führer, the scale of investment has reached its limit. Continuing to invest like this will be pure expenditure with no further returns. Nationalization will not achieve the imagined results because nationalization does not create profit out of thin air. True profit is generated through industrial upgrading and increased production efficiency. Simply increasing orders has no necessary connection to rising profits."

At this moment, Hitler's car reached the first exit. The vehicle turned and drove off the Autobahn. This gave Hitler a chance to pause the conversation. This wasn't Hitler's first time on an Autobahn, so there was no need to drive from start to finish. Soon, the car was on the road back to Berlin. These old roads were quite bumpy, especially since materials for building the highway had to be transported via these old roads; under various heavy loads, the road surface was severely damaged and hadn't been repaired yet. These bumps brought the conversation to a natural pause.

When the car returned to a relatively flat road, Hitler resumed talking about economic issues. But this time, he didn't criticize Schacht for not working hard enough; instead, he listened attentively to Schacht's views on the soon-to-conclude first Four-Year Plan.

Recently, U.S. Secretary of State Cordell Hull publicly stated, "Schacht is completely untrustworthy!" This was because Schacht had played a little trick, using German industrial goods as a means of repayment to "pay back" debts to the United States and Britain. Since the U.S. desperately wanted to recover the money lent to Germany, it accepted this proposal.

Schacht, in turn, obtained loan quotas in the U.S. through this "repayment." He then borrowed dollars to buy American technology and purchase raw materials from the international market. Initially, the Americans didn't react, but after a year of this, the U.S. finally realized what was happening. The trick Schacht played was clever, and the harm to the U.S. was direct.

What the Americans wanted to recover were dollars; if Germany couldn't provide dollars, using German assets to repay the debt was also acceptable. But with Schacht's maneuver, the Americans merely received a large quantity of German goods whose quality surpassed similar American products. After the implementation of Roosevelt's New Deal, the domestic unemployment rate in the U.S. remained around 15%. Receiving such a large batch of German goods, the U.S. government couldn't sell them to other countries and could only sell them domestically. In this way, it was equivalent to German goods seizing the U.S. domestic market.

Meanwhile, using the dollar loan quota obtained after "repayment," Schacht borrowed dollars to continue buying raw materials and American technology, improving Germany's technological level and industrial capacity. This seemingly humble "repayment plan" turned into a mechanism where Germany inserted several tubes into the U.S. and sucked blood continuously.

If this development continued, by the time Germany "paid off the money owed to the U.S.," the U.S. unemployment rate would probably hit 30%. That was why Secretary of State Hull cursed, "Schacht is completely untrustworthy!" and terminated this repayment agreement. And Germany took advantage of the U.S. termination to stop repaying debts to the U.S. altogether.

Schacht didn't consider this his success; he was actually quite worried about it. Because under such quick-success operations, Germany was gradually cutting off its relations with European and American markets. What Germany could maintain now were actually traditional trade relations.

Although he knew his evaluation of China would likely provoke Hitler's dissatisfaction, Schacht couldn't care about avoiding suspicion. He frankly recounted his attempts over the past two years, "Führer, we have consistently been unable to open official trade with China, preventing us from obtaining sufficient returns from the Chinese market..."

"Say no more!" Hitler interrupted Schacht. He Rui lowering diplomatic relations with Germany was tantamount to stating that He Rui hoped for a change of government in Germany. The Nazis had completely seized political power in Germany, so naturally, they would not step down. Thus, there was no official friendly contact between the two countries. It wasn't that the Nazi Party hadn't tried; for example, the International Human Rights Organization was a breakthrough point the Nazi Party had hoped for, but Chinese officials had sealed that opening tight as well.

Those enterprises investing in China were engaging in purely commercial activities. Even such enterprises faced *de facto* discriminatory treatment. Unless Germany cooperated with China using its highest-tech enterprises, there was no room. And how could Hitler agree to that?
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On February 8, 1936, the 16th day of the first lunar month. The streets of Hanseong were filled with the bustle of "the whole year's work depends on a good start in spring." In Chinese culture, the 15th of the first lunar month is considered the last day of the New Year celebrations, and the 16th marks the formal beginning of the new year. As a country deeply influenced by Chinese culture, Korea had fully inherited such customs.

Several diplomatic vehicles flying the Chinese flag drove out of the Korean Presidential Palace and entered the citizens' field of vision. Seeing the Chinese flag, many Koreans cast curious glances at the cars. Although the four member states of the East Asia Cooperation Organization were equal relations, in the eyes of ordinary Koreans, the China that had defeated Japan had returned to Korea with the status of a suzerain state, and ordinary Koreans carried no psychological burden regarding this.

It wasn't until they saw the Japanese diplomatic convoy closely following the Chinese one that the Koreans' gazes became complicated. In the eyes of ordinary Koreans, Japan was an enemy, a neighbor, and an invader. Most importantly, ordinary Koreans considered Japan a country on equal footing with Korea. Being trampled underfoot by an equal country triggered the most intense unhappiness.

Revisiting this old haunt, Japanese Prime Minister Ishiwara Kanji, sitting in the car, felt very nostalgic. Especially when the car passed the Hanseong Railway Station, Ishiwara couldn't help saying to his wife beside him, "In the Hanseong Campaign of 1922, I boarded the train right here and headed straight for Pyongyang. At that time, I was prepared to die at Teacher's hands."

Mrs. Ishiwara felt a lingering fear and a heart full of tenderness. She consoled him, "Darling, that is all in the past."

Ishiwara held his wife's hand. "Don't misunderstand, I am just sighing with emotion. back then, I was foolish enough to be unable to comprehend Teacher's vision for the future. Thinking about it now, too many people died in vain, completely without value."

Mrs. Ishiwara was surprised by her husband's thoughts and didn't know what to say. Ishiwara's attention was attracted by signs announcing big sales at the entrances of several shops outside. The signs read "Big Sale on Japanese Goods" in Chinese characters. As the car continued to drive, several roadside shops displayed signs for "Big Sale on Chinese Goods." Ishiwara sighed in his heart and withdrew his gaze.

That evening, the plane arrived in China's capital. Under the bright sun, the plane began to descend. Before long, the surrounding light began to dim rapidly. Sensing the drastic change, Mrs. Ishiwara couldn't help but grab Ishiwara's arm. Soon, a bright area on the dim ground expanded rapidly in their field of vision. Bright lights on both sides of the flight path outlined runways radiating like blooming flower petals, and spotlights illuminated the runways incredibly brightly.

The lower the plane's altitude, the more the full view of the magnificent airport could be seen. Mrs. Ishiwara felt as if the plane she was riding was falling into a brilliant flower. This made her involuntarily chant a Buddhist prayer in a low voice.

What Ishiwara cared about was that such a huge airport inevitably meant a large number of aircraft taking off and landing here. These civil aviation demands provided a solid foundation for the Chinese Air Force. According to intelligence Ishiwara knew, Chinese aviation schools recruited high school graduates every year, and the recruitment standards were quite strict. In addition to academic qualifications, these requirements included checking three generations and clarifying all social relationships.

These aviation schools adopted militarized management. In the second semester of the sophomore year, students were streamed. Cadets with excellent grades, physical fitness, and political standing would be selected for the Air Force to become fighter pilots. At the current scale, China recruited 5,000 Air Force pilots and tens of thousands of Air Force ground crew annually. These people completed undergraduate education; every single one was engineer-level talent. After retiring, they were basically employed in civil aviation and related industries. Seeing such a huge airport, Ishiwara felt he had a very good entry point for when he met He Rui.

Three hours later, Ishiwara and his wife arrived at the Chairman's residence at No. 7 Renmin Road. Mitsuko, carrying a child, came out to welcome them. Seeing Ishiwara, Mitsuko bowed to him with Japanese etiquette. "Brother Ishiwara, welcome to China."

Ishiwara lamented inwardly; the little sister he had looked after back then had become one of the symbols of Sino-Japanese friendship. He took two steps forward and stopped in front of Mitsuko. "Mitsuko, thank you for coming out to welcome us so late. Where is Mr. He?"

Laughter rang out from behind Mitsuko. "Hehe, Ishiwara, Mitsuko came to welcome you, and you're still not satisfied?"

With the voice, He Rui walked out wearing pajamas. Under the light, Ishiwara saw that the silver threads in He Rui's temples were very obvious, and he felt somewhat emotional. Stepping forward a few paces, Ishiwara extended his hand to He Rui. "Teacher, you've worked hard. I came this time with some doubts I'd like to ask Teacher to resolve."

"Come in, dinner is ready." He Rui patted Ishiwara on the shoulder and turned to lead the way.

Many cold dishes were already set on the table in the dining room. Just as everyone sat down, hot dishes were brought out one by one. Ishiwara looked at He Rui's Chinese wife and felt that she had a strong air of a young lady from a wealthy family, yet she was quite different from the noble ladies of Japan's upper class. Japanese noble ladies had to bear the responsibility of managing the family business; He Rui had no servants here, and He Rui himself hadn't acquired any property. He Rui's Chinese wife looked merely like the mistress of the house.

*Is Mitsuko being bullied?* This thought popped up.

During the meal, Ishiwara felt that Mitsuko's status hadn't been suppressed, and he gradually relaxed. If the Japanese public knew Mitsuko was being bullied, they would have opinions.

The meal wasn't very peaceful, mainly because the little ones were rowdy, and the two mothers had to take care of the children eating. Ishiwara saw He Rui eating very fast, so he also sped up his own eating. Ishiwara really hadn't come to He Rui's place this time for the food. Soon, the two men, having finished their meal, put down their chopsticks and went upstairs. The light in the study wasn't off, and many manuscripts were placed on the desk. Ishiwara recalled the days when he ran the *Military Soul* tabloid with He Rui and almost couldn't resist going up to look. Fortunately, Ishiwara wasn't young anymore, and he quickly suppressed the impulse.

He Rui laughed, "I wonder if you can understand the latest book I'm writing now."

Ishiwara hurriedly replied, "Even if I can't understand it, I must take a look. But Teacher, do you sense that an economic crisis is coming?"

Seeing Ishiwara speak so urgently, He Rui felt that the situation in Japan was probably even worse than he had thought. "I heard that the economic data over in Japan isn't optimistic."

"Although it's not optimistic now, it hasn't reached the point of outbreak yet. According to a report from the Institute of Economics of the Japanese Academy of Sciences, several signs that appear before an economic crisis have already emerged. When I was in Korea, I saw shops selling Japanese goods and Chinese goods starting to cut prices. And Japanese merchants have also started selling at reduced prices."

Ishiwara was the Prime Minister of Japan and personally came into contact with a large amount of frontline data to solve many practical problems. At this stage, He Rui focused only on strategic issues and didn't participate much in the specific operation of the country, so he spoke of content he had seen in reports. "China is about the same. current technological diffusion makes opening factories easier and easier. The products of many Chinese township enterprises have begun to ship in large quantities, and inferior products are all over the streets. Customs is strictly investigating smuggling to surrounding countries, though I don't know if they've managed to stop it."

Ishiwara had personally decided on the strict investigation of smuggling. He nodded and replied, "Japan is about the same. The report from the Japanese Institute of Economics describes those enterprises with no technological content as going crazy, desperately looking for channels to sell their shoddy goods. Based on Japan's experience, it won't be long before these enterprises go bankrupt, leaving behind a pile of junk commodities. Hehe, it's still good if they leave products behind; the worst are those who start scamming. I don't know what the situation is in China?"

"The People's Bank has required banks to conduct a comprehensive check on contracts provided by loan recipients. Anyone forging contracts is to be arrested immediately," He Rui replied. Although He Rui didn't need to manage this work, the fact that the central bank had issued this order showed the situation wasn't optimistic.

Ishiwara felt the preliminary exchange was sufficient, so he cut to the main topic. "Teacher, this round of economic crisis in Japan will probably come next year, that is, in '37. The theory proposed by Teacher believes that demand and employment can be created through government investment, but a new economic equilibrium takes time to reach. If the goods produced by expanded production do not have a sufficient market to consume them, what follows is production cuts, layoffs, and depression. Therefore, I feel perhaps it is time to invest in heavy industry related to the military industry to drive the economy and promote economic improvement."

He Rui shook his head. "Ishiwara, why do you think it has reached this stage? In my view, if China and Japan support the development of civilian high technology, it can play a similar role."

Ishiwara did not give up his view but explained, "Teacher, China is a major power and has too many temporary job opportunities. Japan is a small country; if it relies only on Japanese domestic demand, Japan cannot achieve industrial upgrading. The Japanese government can't just say to enterprises, 'You guys hurry up and stop work and close down; those who should close, close; those who should go bankrupt, go bankrupt,' right?"

"It depends on human effort," He Rui teased.

Hearing this, Ishiwara simply pretended to be serious and replied, "It's true that it depends on human effort. Then please, Teacher, let Mitsuko return to work in Japan, and then curse loudly in the newspapers. I've already thought of the theme. Just curse damn capitalism!"

He Rui was amused and laughed heartily.

Just then, the door was pushed open. Mitsuko walked in carrying fruit and cookies. Seeing He Rui laughing happily while Ishiwara beside him looked indifferent, she couldn't help but chime in, "What is so funny?"

"Ishiwara wants to invite you back to work at a Japanese newspaper office to curse evil capitalism every day."

Mitsuko knew that Ishiwara often liked to play pranks, so she replied, "Brother Ishiwara, capitalism's reputation is already rotten in the streets. Even in imperialist countries, a large number of people curse capitalism as the cause of social decay. If I go to curse it, it would just be teaching fish to swim."

Ishiwara nodded. "Teacher, the difficulty of Japan wanting to upgrade its industry is great; the capitalists have united to boycott it. Without sufficient market capacity, Japan cannot complete industrial upgrading relying solely on the Japanese market. At this time, the best propaganda is actually to curse capitalism loudly; only then can we counter those capitalists who are crying, wailing, and threatening suicide."

At this moment, Mitsuko put down the fruit and snacks and withdrew. He Rui replied, "Ishiwara, capitalism isn't just one type. The kind you're talking about is industries with low technological content and high repetitive workload. For example, real estate. Or enterprises that have already built a monopoly system.

"Such industries, no matter how vibrant and enterprising they once were, no matter how great the achievements they obtained, their leaders will ultimately support rent-seeking in politics and feudal privileges in the economic structure. Only in this way can they transfer the cost of maintaining the enterprise's survival to others. These enterprises are also considered national parasites inside capitalist countries."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't help but sigh. In He Rui's original timeline, those capitalists who had a sense of responsibility, who took responsibility before destruction, paid off debts, and exited gracefully while hurting others and themselves as little as possible—even if one couldn't say they were unique, they were at least rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. Because this behavior went against human nature.

More than 99.99% of capitalists would try to drag as many people as possible down with them before they were finished. If they had enough ability, they wouldn't hesitate to drag the country down with them. This is the fate of capitalists, a cursed fate.

As long as an enterprise enters the "cursed" path, it will definitely play the "too big to fail" trick as much as possible. These capitalists, who only pursue good-looking earnings sheets, have become scourges in every country. In China, there are plenty of guys who rose with the trend, used incomplete national policies to create astronomical debts, and then tried to escape by transferring responsibility, causing huge economic losses to the country.

Ishiwara didn't know what He Rui was thinking. He explained straightforwardly, "Teacher, Japan doesn't lack enterprising companies, nor does it lack enterprising scientific and technological talent. What Japan lacks is a market. Even if China only gives Japan one or two industrial fields, Japan can promote industrial upgrading.

"The current Japanese *Kabushiki Gaisha* [joint-stock companies] can be said to be feudal remnants, but they are also a self-saving system. The *Kabushiki Gaisha* formed by these small enterprises form Japan's industrial chain. As long as the leading enterprise above decides to implement industrial upgrading through the discussion system within the *Kabushiki Gaisha*, the whole system will operate. Its effect is higher than simple government promotion. Teacher's understanding of Japan is probably above mine; I request Teacher to support Japan's industrial upgrading."

After speaking, Ishiwara saw He Rui still looked thoughtful. He knew that even a politician of He Rui's prestige couldn't ask the Chinese government to give up a certain industry to Japan and provide a market to Japan at the same time. Ishiwara's intention wasn't really to achieve such a goal. After a pause, he continued, "I still believe that the military industry is top-tier content even within the heavy industry field. The completion of the development of a 140,000-shaft-horsepower warship power system is the foundation for the power system of future 100,000-ton freighters. The most important thing now is that time waits for no one. The Japanese Institute of Geopolitics believes that another great war is likely to break out in Europe. In the news obtained by the Japanese *Tokko*, there is definitely someone in Roosevelt's think tank who submitted a report to Roosevelt. It argues that the U.S. needs to fully support German military development to promote the outbreak of a European war. It is said that the report has even calculated the amount of money. Just 4 to 6 billion U.S. dollars, entering Germany in the form of normal investment, would suffice.

"In the last European war, the United States profited from the conflict. The current United States is much stronger than the United States of 20 years ago. If given the opportunity this time, they will likely become the dominant force in Europe and America."

Ishiwara stopped here and picked up a mandarin orange to peel. The upper echelons of the great powers generally believed that He Rui had strong initiative and aggression; saying this much was enough. Saying more would only appear to underestimate He Rui.

He Rui pondered the intelligence gathered by the *Tokko* that Ishiwara mentioned. Industrial nations had powerful national strength, numerous talents, and tight organization. Especially with tight organization, even if decision-making by slapping one's head wasn't rare in industrial nations, the industrial nation knew doing so was stupid, so it would order various specialized agencies and think tanks to propose various plans.

Even France, which had a preparatory alliance relationship with China, definitely had various plans within the French Ministry of Defense for war with China. This didn't mean France really wanted to go to war with China, but the staff officers in the French General Staff had to complete such plans. This was why industrial nations were powerful. Although Europe and America didn't have the saying "Preparedness ensures success, unpreparedness spells failure," their basic concepts were similar.

What He Rui cared about was whether U.S. President Roosevelt accepted such a concept. Since Roosevelt took office, this brother had really restricted U.S. technology and equipment exports to the Soviet Union. He Rui didn't doubt Roosevelt's strategic ability. Moreover, in history, Roosevelt did indeed use economic means to force Japan to attack the United States first, thereby solving the issue of domestic isolationism in the United States.

"Ishiwara, what else did the *Tokko* find out?" He Rui asked.

Ishiwara had already eaten his third mandarin orange. He picked up a tissue to wipe his fingers. "Teacher, the *Tokko* heard that the U.S. fleet is preparing to conduct a military exercise of a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor."

"Uh..." He Rui was speechless. This was indeed something the U.S. could do.

Seeing He Rui's surprise, Ishiwara smiled. "Teacher, I am not surprised that the U.S. wants to use those broken ships from a dozen years ago to conduct such an exercise. There is a rumor that Roosevelt will soon propose a bill to give the Philippines the status of Puerto Rico. Teacher surely knows Roosevelt's intention."

"Hehe." He Rui smiled. If Roosevelt did this, not just He Rui, but basically all the upper echelons of the great powers in the world could understand Roosevelt's strategic considerations.

Sensing the pressure the United States was under, He Rui felt happy, and his tone became much more cheerful. "Ishiwara, if this proposal really happens, start preparing the list of what Japan can undertake."

Ishiwara was overjoyed. Before coming here, he had discussed with the cabinet several times and prepared three contingency plans. The Japanese cabinet believed that the one most beneficial to Japan was for the East Asian Alliance to start increasing military expenditure and preparing for war. The Japanese Ministry of Industry indicated that as long as Ishiwara could bring back He Rui's agreement, the Ministry of Industry would formulate a comprehensive Japanese industrial upgrading plan as soon as possible, which would definitely thoroughly solve Japan's many chronic illnesses.

Now He Rui had practically agreed. Next, it would depend on the level of the Japanese *Tokko*'s intelligence gathering ability.

Since the goal had been achieved, Ishiwara stood up and said, "Teacher, I want to go see Mitsuko and her child now. Having the child call me Uncle shouldn't be a problem, right?"

"Hehe. It is only right. After I left Japan, you were the one taking care of Mitsuko all along," He Rui laughed.

"Then I'll go down first." Ishiwara finished speaking, saw He Rui nod slightly, and bowed to take his leave.

If it were an ordinary family, He Rui would certainly have gone to keep him company. But in He Rui's position, he could no longer do whatever he wanted. The pieces of intelligence collected by the *Tokko* made He Rui's strategic puzzle a few degrees clearer. At this moment, He Rui had to consider these matters as soon as possible.

Looking at China and the United States located on opposite sides of the Pacific on the world map, He Rui actually looked forward to the United States taking the lead in military construction because it couldn't withstand the pressure caused by China's development. And the United States had every reason to conduct military construction.

In 1935, the U.S. Federal Government had an army of only 100,000, about the same as the German Army. Germany's 100,000-strong army was bullied by surrounding countries in Europe. The United States had the security advantage of two oceans; 100,000 troops were just enough to protect the United States' security at this stage. The United States possessed the same naval tonnage as Britain, and its two-ocean fleet was powerful. It could afford to be this lax.

But the situation had changed now. The rise of China had indeed put pressure on the United States. The combined naval tonnage of China and Japan equaled that of the United States. To protect its own security, the United States had every reason to increase the size of its army. Otherwise, if the Sino-Japanese coalition forces attacked Hawaii, the U.S.'s 100,000 federal troops would be useless. Once Hawaii was lost, the U.S. West Coast would face a threat.

Recalling the U.S. Navy in World War II, He Rui's mood couldn't help but soar. This time, what kind of combat power could the massive U.S. Navy unleash? He Rui really wanted to know.
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On February 18, 1936, the session of the new French National Assembly was filled with shouts of anger and abuse. This cabinet, established less than three months ago, was voting on the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*. The previous administration had passed the agreement, but for it to take effect, it required ratification by the French parliament.

The composition of this French cabinet was not much different from the one before last, which was why the treaty was pushed to a parliamentary vote. The vote itself was not particularly turbulent; as long as it was directed against Germany, it easily garnered support within the French cabinet. However, immediately after the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* was passed, the opposition party declared, "We are going to bring down the cabinet!"

According to the system of the French Third Republic, which was originally intended to implement a constitutional monarchy where the head of state was a King and no election for the monarch existed, bringing down a government was quite easy. For a monarch, a frequently changing government did more good than harm. Unexpectedly, the restoration failed. As time went on, the French Third Republic formed a tradition: there must never be another Napoleon. And they effectively achieved this goal.

Consequently, the revolving-door nature of the government became the norm for the French Third Republic. Since the French economy was not powerful—at least not powerful enough to produce two dominant political parties—a multitude of parties, large and small, held seats in the parliament. As long as the opposition party could rally a few cabinet members to launch an attack together, they could successfully topple the cabinet.

On February 20, the cabinet fell. The French political parties, accustomed to this, began their backroom dealings to form the next government based on shifting interests.

Hitler, who had already gathered all power into his own hands, was truly overjoyed. Even facing the opposition of the old generals of the German General Staff, his mood remained relaxed. The old generals of the Wehrmacht had received orders from Hitler as early as last year, when the *Soviet-German Mutual Assistance Treaty* was signed, to formulate a plan to march into the Rhineland.

Now that they had received Hitler's order to execute this military operation, the old generals still voiced their objections one after another. Although the Nazi government had declared in 1935 that it would no longer accept the restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles on Germany and had expanded the Wehrmacht to 300,000 men—completing the expansion plan in 1935—most of this newly formed 300,000-man Wehrmacht were green recruits. There was a shortage of heavy equipment and insufficient training. Once France used Germany's entry into the Rhineland as a pretext to launch an attack, the German Wehrmacht would be unable to resist.

Hitler felt relaxed internally, but his expression was stern. "Generals, I will bear all political responsibility. All you need to do is fulfill your duties and execute the military plans you have already formulated. Who has any objection to this?"

The generals all fell silent. Hitler stood up, looking down at them from his commanding height. "Generals, what is your answer?"

More than ten minutes later, the generals left the office with gloomy faces. Hitler's secretary, Rudolf Hess, stepped forward and said to Hitler, "Mein Führer, when do you plan to go to the Reichstag?"

Hitler asked, "Hess, are you not afraid?"

Hess immediately straightened his back. "Mein Führer, I agree with your view. The French are merely bluffing. I even think France might want to use this agreement to gain benefits from the Soviet Union."

Hitler thought the second half of Hess's idea was a bit of an over-interpretation, but he did not mention it. That Hess could firmly believe France was bluffing already made him better than that group of generals in the Wehrmacht.

Hess was a bit anxious at this moment. He continued, "Mein Führer, how should I notify the Reichstag?"

Hitler thought for a moment and ordered, "The military operation will begin at 8:00 AM. Have the Foreign Ministry convey Germany's view to all signatories of the Locarno Treaties at 10:00 AM. Tell them that because France has abandoned the spirit of the Locarno Treaties, Germany will abolish the Locarno Treaties and propose Germany's own collective security system plan. And I will arrive at the Reichstag at 10:15 AM to announce this news."

Rudolf Hess answered cheerfully, "Mein Führer, do you have any other orders?"

Hitler had intended to ask Hess what China's reaction would be, but instead, he said, "Go and do it, make it quick."

At 8:00 AM on February 20, 1936, 30,000 troops of the German Wehrmacht crossed the Rhineland boundary and entered the Rhineland region.

The Rhineland region is German territory, west of the Rhine River, serving as Germany's western border, bordering the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. The Netherlands, Belgium, and France are distributed from north to south; the Netherlands does not border France, with Belgium in between.

According to the Treaty of Versailles, Germany was not allowed to station troops in the Rhineland. The Rhineland was a German industrial hub. In the Rhineland Crisis of 1923, France and Belgium marched into the Rhineland, occupied the area, and ordered local German enterprises to unconditionally hand over industrial products to France and Belgium to offset Germany's war reparations.

Seeing this situation, the Weimar government took advantage of the trend to create an inhumane hyperinflation, using the excuse of foreign invasion to default on the war bonds the German government should have repaid to the German people.

Although Nazi Germany shouted about abolishing the shackles imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles, they had only restored conscription and had not actually recovered the Rhineland. The march into the Rhineland ordered by Hitler—an operation to completely control the Franco-German border—was the military action that truly tore up the Treaty of Versailles.

Just as Hitler arranged, at 10:00 AM on February 20, the ambassadors of the countries that had signed the Locarno Treaties arrived at the German Foreign Ministry and learned of Hitler's decision to abolish the Locarno Treaties because France had effectively passed the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*.

At 10:15 AM, Hitler arrived at the restored Reichstag building and announced loudly to the assembled German MPs, "France has colluded with the Soviet Union, destroying the *Locarno Treaties*. This is the reason we must act. We have continuously reiterated our friendly relations with France and continuously appealed for the guarantee of peace, only to be met with France's response of a Franco-Soviet military alliance. This renders the *Locarno Treaties* meaningless and unnecessary."

The German MPs were generally unaware of Hitler's decision, but they knew that Hitler was absolutely not the Weimar government of the past that only engaged in verbal protests. Once German troops entered the Rhineland, it meant firing the first shot against French aggression. The MPs' first reaction was astonishment; they hadn't expected Hitler to have such backbone.

In the silence, Hitler announced loudly in his characteristic hoarse voice, "From today, the German government re-establishes its absolute sovereignty, unrestricted by anything, in the demilitarized zone!"

The Reichstag building was dead silent, but a moment later, the Nazi Party MPs stood up one after another, raised their right arms toward Hitler, and shouted loudly: "*Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!*"

*Sieg Heil* means "Hail Victory" in German and was a customary slogan of the Nazi Party. The MPs of Nazi Germany shouted "Hail Victory" from the bottom of their hearts. From 1919 to the present year of 1936, a full 17 years had passed, and Germany finally had a leader who dared to truly resist Britain and France. For this alone, the MPs of Nazi Germany felt incredibly excited.

At this time, the German people in the Rhineland were surprised to see the German Wehrmacht driving along the roads into the towns and cities. As an economically developed industrial region of Germany, the Rhineland was densely populated with towns. But in the past 17 years, they hadn't seen a single German soldier.

At first, these German residents of the Rhineland couldn't believe they were actually seeing German troops on German soil with their own eyes. The German soldiers, however, looked nervous and full of unease.

In the era when Germany only had an army of 100,000, the members of this 100,000-man force were either officers or NCOs, organized as seeds for the future German army. Even though Germany expanded its army to 300,000 in 1935, the proportion of officers and NCOs remained extremely high, far exceeding the armies of other countries.

Germany's current officers were basically university graduates, and NCOs were high school graduates. Their education gave them insight far beyond that of ordinary German citizens. Currently, Germany's neighboring countries could mobilize 90 divisions, approximately 1.8 million troops, at any time. The reserves numbered 100 divisions. Facing an army of 3 million, among Germany's 300,000 Wehrmacht troops, 200,000 had enlisted less than a year ago. As long as Germany's neighbors took action, the 300,000 German troops would be easily crushed.

The goal of this operation for the 30,000 German troops was to occupy key points on the German border. This meant that once the French army launched an attack, these 30,000 German troops would be instantly shattered. Facing the threat of death, every German soldier felt immense fear. Even if there were temporarily no foreign troops in the Rhineland, the German army still moved very cautiously, ready to flee the Rhineland at any moment.

The German people of the Rhineland, however, did not sense the fear of the German Wehrmacht. Upon hearing the news, ordinary people flocked to the roadside to cheer and pay tribute to the German army. Technicians ran home to bring out the Chinese-made plastic flowers used for decoration and presented them to the German troops marching on the road.

Wealthier Germans brought out silk flowers made in China or Japan, presenting these brightly colored, beautifully shaped silk flowers to the German army appearing in the Rhineland for the first time in 17 years.

A few thoughtful German citizens even sprayed Chinese-made perfume on the silk flowers. When the German troops carefully accepted the silk flowers, the petals emitted the scent of jasmine or osmanthus.

The German troops had not expected to receive such a warm welcome at all. They accepted the flowers helplessly and carefully, continuing their march forward. At this moment, the hearts of the German soldiers were filled with fear regarding the blow from foreign armies they were about to encounter.

Yet, their cautious and careful actions appeared to the German people of the Rhineland as a display of the German army's politeness and respect. Accustomed to the rough arrogance of foreign troops in Germany, seeing their own country's army treat the people so politely, the German people of the Rhineland could not help but cheer for the German army. Many young girls blew kisses to the German troops continuing towards the border line, shouting loudly, "I love you!"

The number of German troops marching into the Rhineland was 30,000, accounting for 10% of Germany's current 300,000-man army. Moreover, they were all elite German units. According to the plan, the German army would reach the border line within 48 hours, dig positions, and deploy artillery and troops.

By the morning of February 21, Italian Prime Minister Mussolini was the first to express support for Hitler. In October 1935, Italy began its invasion of Ethiopia. Both Britain and France expressed protests against Italy. Since Ethiopia, this African country, was also a member of the League of Nations, the League also announced sanctions against Italy.

Amidst such fierce opposition, only Nazi Germany gave Italy support. Hitler personally ordered a large batch of weapons and equipment to be sent to Italy. Returning the favor, Mussolini, admiring Hitler's bravery, naturally expressed support for Germany's march into the Rhineland.

Since the French cabinet had been toppled and a new government had not yet been determined, although the French Foreign Minister publicly expressed opposition, the French army remained hunkered down inside the Maginot Line, taking no action. Although Britain also expressed opposition, they took no military action either.

Hitler's accusation of France's betrayal of the *Locarno Treaties* was not irrational logic. The Locarno Pact was a collective security system, and this system excluded the Soviet Union. Although this content was not written into the pact in explicit text, the governments of the Locarno signatories were well aware of it and had discussed and completed verbal commitments multiple times. France, by signing the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*, had indeed abandoned the spirit of the Locarno Treaties; Hitler's accusation was entirely valid.

On February 24, Nazi Germany hired a large number of civilians to participate in rapid fortification along the German border. Relying on Germany's industrial level and the patriotism of the German people, a large number of simple but effective defensive positions rapidly took shape in the German border areas.

By February 26, the 30,000 troops that had entered the border possessed the ability to rely on positions to resist foreign military invasion, at least enough not to be instantly broken by foreign armies. Upon learning this news, most generals in the German General Staff fell silent. The field grade and company grade officers, however, were jubilant.

The greatest threat of marching into the Rhineland was the initial 72 hours. If France had immediately dispatched a corps into the Rhineland to launch an attack, the 30,000 German troops with absolutely no defensive capabilities would have been immediately driven back east of the Rhine.

But once the German army succeeded in fortification, based on the experience of the Great War in Europe, 30,000 German troops were enough to delay 100,000 French troops for at least a week, while the German army could quickly organize armed personnel to come in support. Even ordinary new German recruits could be used as soldiers within the defense lines; when it came to trench warfare, the German army really did not fear France.

Moreover, something that made Hitler incredibly happy occurred. On March 1, 1936, the Spanish Civil War broke out, pitting the Republican government forces of Spanish President Manuel Azaña and the Spanish Popular Front left-wing alliance against the Spanish Nationalist forces centered on the fascist Francisco Franco and right-wing groups like the Falange.

The attention of countries like France, Britain, and the Soviet Union was also drawn to the Spanish Civil War. Their attention toward Germany's actions in its own Rhineland decreased sharply. Nazi Germany survived the most dangerous period and completed the march into the Rhineland, recovering Germany's complete sovereignty.

At this time, a new French government was finally elected. Seeing that the French Ambassador to China was about to formally convey news to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang hurriedly requested to see He Rui.

After listening to Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's report, He Rui asked, "What is the issue with the Foreign Ministry?"

Li Shiguang replied, "Chairman, it is not an issue with the Foreign Ministry, but a personal issue of mine. Why are we reacting so lightly to the Spanish Civil War?"

He Rui looked at Li Shiguang's serious expression and asked somewhat helplessly, "Minister Li, has the Foreign Ministry discussed the Spanish Civil War from the perspective of Realist Diplomacy?"

Li Shiguang shook his head. The Foreign Ministry had already clarified He Rui's previous attitude, so when discussing this matter, they were somewhat "second-guessing the superior's intentions." Judging only by He Rui's reaction, they had neither conducted a deduction based on Realist Diplomacy nor a discussion based on Idealist Diplomacy.

He Rui could only reply, "Among the countries with the most influence on the Spanish Civil War, the Soviet Union and France are certainly included. Both of these countries are important trading partners of China. China's downplaying of this matter is simply because we do not wish for the Spanish Civil War to affect China's relations with the Soviet Union and France. This is the perspective of Realist Diplomacy.

As for Idealist Diplomacy, what price are we prepared to pay for the Spanish Civil War? And have the Spanish government and the Left contacted our country up to now? Did they notify our country in advance that a civil war was about to break out in Spain?"

Li Shiguang now completely understood He Rui's line of thought and felt a moment of shame. However, Li Shiguang quickly stabilized his emotions and replied, "Chairman, I understand. But I have a question: what is the basic line of thinking for China's Realist Diplomacy going forward?"

"For any matter where a foreign country publicly issues a request to our country, the Foreign Ministry cannot sit idly by. For any event that affects China's economy, the Foreign Ministry must proactively speak out." Having said this, He Rui added a sentence, "In the future, when encountering such matters, report to me immediately."

As Chairman, He Rui possessed much greater authority than the Premier. Li Shiguang immediately understood that He Rui was going to give direct orders to the Foreign Ministry. He immediately stood up and replied, "Yes!"

"By the way, if a discussion regarding the status of the Philippines appears in the US Congress, report to me immediately," He Rui added.

At this time, US President Roosevelt was listening to the report of US Secretary of State Hull. Hearing that Britain and France had allowed Germany's march into the Rhineland to be completed so easily, Roosevelt's face became even gloomier. Hull knew that the march into the Rhineland was a major event for Europe, but Hull felt that the United States had no reason to intervene in this matter.

In the Treaty of Versailles after the end of the Great War in Europe, the international concept proposed by the United States was "respect for sovereignty, national self-determination." The Rhineland was indisputably German territory, and the German government restoring sovereignty on its own national soil was completely in line with America's international diplomatic thinking. If the United States wanted to express justice, rather than criticizing the Rhineland incident, it would be better to attack Italy for invading the League of Nations member Ethiopia. From any angle, Italy's invasion of Ethiopia was a naked trampling of the League of Nations' ideals.

Roosevelt said nothing, only letting Hull finish his report. Sending Hull away, Roosevelt asked his female secretary to call Professor Franz at Columbia University and ask him to come to the White House. The female secretary stepped forward with affection to adjust the blanket covering Roosevelt's knees. With no one else in the room, Roosevelt patted his secretary—and mistress—on the buttocks lovingly and ordered, "Go quickly."

Watching the secretary's graceful retreating figure, President Roosevelt felt a surge of impulse. At this time of unclear national circumstances, appropriate relaxation was also necessary.
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Professor Franz, of Northern European descent, had ancestors who immigrated to the United States five generations ago. Now teaching International Relations at Columbia University, he wore a monocle, looking cold and serious, possessing that characteristic German rationality.

Sitting opposite President Roosevelt, Professor Franz quickly began his explanation. "Mr. President, granting the Philippines the same status as Puerto Rico can ensure a bridgehead for the United States in Asia. The consumption power of the East Asian League is already approaching that of the entire Europe, second only to the United States. From a geopolitical perspective, China is very close to the Philippines. With the development of the East Asian League, it will soon surpass the United States' influence in the Philippines. Once the United States loses the Philippines, it will be thoroughly driven out of Asia.

"This huge Asian market determines the future of the United States, and the current relationship between the United States and the Philippines cannot allow the United States to maintain its influence in Asia.

"As for the reactions of East Asia and Southeast Asia, from a geopolitical perspective, Britain will cautiously welcome it, the Netherlands will be relatively welcoming, and France will not oppose it. For Asia, the United States is an extraterritorial country. The United States strengthening its presence in the Philippines means that the Netherlands, Britain, and France can use the United States' relationship to form a balance against East Asia. And the United States can also balance between Southeast Asia and East Asia.

"At this time, the United States will hold a very proactive position..."

After listening to Professor Franz's explanation, Roosevelt raised his question. "Will China have a fierce reaction to this?"

"I think China will oppose it, but Mr. President, have you noticed the territorial claims of the 11-dash line proposed by China? Several large islands and reefs among them are right next to the Philippines. Do you think China, having made such territorial claims, has no ideas about the Philippines? Up to now, the Chinese in the Philippines still possess great influence. I think these are all forces suppressing the United States' influence in Asia."

Hearing this, Roosevelt began to think. Of course, the United States could persecute Chinese nationals and expatriates in the Philippines now, but the current China was no longer the Qing Dynasty; China could not sit idly by. Although China was unlikely to launch a war against the United States, Sino-US trade was developing rapidly, and China was soon to become the United States' largest trading partner. Hostility between the two sides would greatly affect American exports.

After sending Professor Franz away, Roosevelt made up his mind to push for the proposal on the Philippines' status. Even if it did not succeed this time, at least it could greatly enhance pro-American sentiment in the Philippines. From an economic perspective, the United States could not afford to lose Asia either.

On March 4, 1936, the Philippines status proposal was somewhat reluctantly submitted to Congress by the Democratic Party. That same day, He Rui received the notification from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He Rui looked at the report and sneered. It was obvious that this fellow Roosevelt was a warmonger. If one were to speak of the instigator of World War II, Roosevelt was definitely the biggest driving force behind the scenes.

Since Roosevelt's attitude was determined, He Rui had nothing more to say. It just so happened that Li Runshi had been the Secretary of the Shaanxi Provincial Committee for three years. His achievements were great, and the controversy was equally great. It was a good time to transfer Li Runshi back to become a member of the Military Commission, or to become a Vice Premier. In this surging era, it was also time to give comrades who were good at struggle and courageous in struggle the opportunity to display their strength.

On March 5, 1936, Japanese Prime Minister Ishihara Kanji convened a cabinet meeting. Since the United States had expressed a stance of never giving up Asia, Japan's path had been clearly shaped by external forces.

The Minister of Industry requested to speak first. He did not talk about the international and domestic situation in Japan, but went straight to the point: "The Ministry of Industry believes that the unification of Japan's electric power can definitely be completed within two years. The Ministry of Industry is already prepared for the machine tool replacement plan to be carried out simultaneously with the power system transformation, to conduct a thorough elimination of Japan's old machine tools."

Hearing this statement, several ministers, including the Minister of Finance, changed their expressions. The frequencies of the power systems in Kanto and Kansai, Japan, were different, being 60 Hertz and 50 Hertz respectively. This was a sequela caused by Japan introducing power technologies from both Britain and the United States respectively.

The reason it had continued until now was mainly that the Japanese central government had no money. Even if they barely wanted to do it, they met with opposition from local forces. Regardless of whether the power in Kanto or Kansai was transformed, it would subsidize one side. The other side was simply unwilling to bear such costs.

The plan proposed by the Minister of Industry to completely eliminate old machine tools domestically was indeed fair, a good deed that would benefit the present and future generations. But this money was already the sum of the Japanese government's fiscal revenue for several years. How exactly was this cost to be recovered?

The Minister of Finance showed no fear at all. "Prime Minister, may I ask where this money will come from?"

Ishihara was very confident. "Issue 10-year national bonds."

The Minister of Finance felt like he was going to faint. Such a sum of national bonds—let alone whether they could be sold out. Even if they were sold out, would there really be the ability to repay them in 10 years?

Ishihara added at this time: "There is no need to issue them all at once; issuing them in multiple batches is no problem."

Hearing Ishihara say this, and thinking that Ishihara had just returned from China, most Japanese cabinet members guessed that Ishihara must have reached some consensus with He Rui. Even so, the risk of doing this was too great.

But Ishihara could only ask the cabinet members to do it, without giving further explanation. Because Ishihara knew very well that as long as he truly promoted Japan's military expansion and war preparation work, he could get He Rui's support. But if the words of military expansion and war preparation were told to the cabinet members now, the news would definitely leak out, and at that time, He Rui would not be polite to Japan.

The cabinet meeting lasted a whole day, and finally, the domestic affairs of Japan were roughly straightened out. After the meeting ended, Ishihara invited Nagumo Chuichi and Yamaguchi Tamon to a meeting in a small conference room. These two belonged to the aircraft carrier faction and the battleship faction respectively, and originally should not have been able to piss in the same pot. But both of them had already felt the atmosphere of war. Nagumo Chuichi didn't even sit down before saying to Ishihara: "Prime Minister, after Germany successfully marched into the Rhineland, the countries surrounding Germany will lose confidence in France. As long as Germany rapidly expands its army, it can gradually isolate France."

Yamaguchi Tamon nodded repeatedly. Back then, Japan had seized the opportunity to suppress the influence of the Qing Dynasty bit by bit like this, and rapidly expanded its army. The trick Germany was pulling looked truly incomparable familiar to the Japanese military, only hindered by the current situation, they could not directly bring it out as a case study. And since Ishihara was known as Japan's strategist, there was no need to mention it specifically to Ishihara.

Ishihara, however, said: "Gentlemen, have you not noticed that the United States has proposed granting the Philippines a higher status, giving it the same status as Puerto Rico?"

As soon as these words came out, both Nagumo Chuichi and Yamaguchi Tamon were stunned. While Nagumo Chuichi was silent in thought, Yamaguchi Tamon had already jumped up and shouted: "War! Then there is only war!"

Nagumo Chuichi did not like Yamaguchi Tamon's impetuous personality and couldn't help but frown. But Nagumo agreed very much with Yamaguchi Tamon's view. In the present where all the great powers except China had colonies, the Philippines, as a colony of the United States, would trigger a war if lost, but the intensity of the war would be controlled. The Philippines was just snatched by the United States from Spain 40 years ago; the United States would not fight to the death for the Philippines.

The existence of the Philippines was a huge flank threat when the East Asian League went south. Unless the United States reached a consensus with the East Asian League beforehand, the East Asian League would inevitably have to move against the Philippines.

Once the Philippines became a local government of the United States, almost like a state, the war would turn into a total national war, one where a winner and loser must be fought out. The United States could lose a colony, but it could not lose its national territory.

This proposal proved the United States' determination to intervene in the Asian situation. Since the United States had already made its attitude clear, even if this proposal did not pass, the East Asian League would have to regard the United States as an enemy country.

Nagumo Chuichi had been to the United States. At this moment, the developed American urban clusters and large numbers of factories he had seen came to his mind. Although he felt in his heart that the United States' attitude was absolutely unacceptable, Nagumo still asked: "Prime Minister, could there be some misunderstanding?"

Before Ishihara could answer, Yamaguchi Tamon had already shouted: "Nagumo-kun, what misunderstanding could there be? Let's look at the history of the United States. What are they best at? It is picking the fruits after the great powers have fought to exhaustion. Even if the United States seemingly sincerely explains to us now, saying that the United States will absolutely not participate in the war. But while we are waging war, the United States will go all out to expand its army and prepare for war. With the United States' war potential, they will build a large amount of equipment. Once the war reaches the point where our peak strength has passed, the United States will definitely take action. Rather than always guarding against the United States, it is better to completely eliminate the United States' strongholds in the Pacific from the very beginning. Then, we have no necessity whatsoever to take the United States' sophistry seriously."

Nagumo Chuichi did not answer immediately. He considered the United States' industrial strength and truly had no way to judge how much strength the United States could actually bring out. It was only then that Nagumo Chuichi discovered that the United States' powerful industrial strength had caused enormous psychological pressure on him.

At this time, Ishihara finally opened his mouth and said: "You should base your war simulations on the United States mobilizing fully. Do not make any underestimations. With the United States' strength, they have the possibility of mobilizing an army of 10 million. Conduct the deduction based on the United States' full strength, without any reservation."

Nagumo Chuichi felt uncomfortable in his heart and actually failed to answer immediately. Yamaguchi Tamon, however, had already saluted Ishihara. "Please rest assured, Prime Minister. I will definitely produce a report without any wishful thinking."

After speaking, Yamaguchi Tamon did not even look at Nagumo Chuichi, but just stood straight, waiting for the reaction of others.

Nagumo Chuichi knew he had no other choice, so he also replied: "May I ask, Prime Minister, how long can you give us to prepare?"

"Half a month," Ishihara replied. In Ishihara's judgment, China, as the main force fighting the United States, would probably also produce a comparison of basic strengths within half a month. What Japan needed to do now was to consider everything comprehensively. As long as Japan could arrange its own strength well, there was no need to worry that the bonds for industrial upgrading could not be sold.
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Japan's initial industrial system was introduced from Britain, with a standard of 230V, 50Hz. The American power standard was 110V, 60Hz. After 1900, the United States' influence on Japan grew stronger, and Japan's voltage gradually unified at 110V, but it left behind two power systems with frequencies of 50Hz and 60Hz respectively.

After the formation of the East Asian Alliance, North Korea and Ryukyu, because their industrial strength was weak, were able to travel light and quickly built new power systems according to China's industrial standards. For Japan, firstly, its industrial scale was large, making conversion difficult. Secondly, there was also psychological unease within Japan about completely adopting Chinese standards.

By April 1, 1936, Ishiwara was eating breakfast, gnawing on a fried dough stick (youtiao) while reading the newspaper. The headline was the news that the Tokyo Stock Exchange in Japan had risen sharply for three consecutive trading days. Turning to the second page, it was all news about power equipment manufactured by Mitsui, Mitsubishi, and Komatsu, as well as machinery manufacturing. The third page contained news about other companies related to power and machinery manufacturing.

Putting down the newspaper, Ishiwara devoured the fried dough stick and the mixture of tofu brains and spicy soup (hulatang) in his bowl like a whirlwind, stood up and said, "I'm going to work."

Mrs. Ishiwara, a standard Japanese woman, hurriedly stood up to open the door. Before Ishiwara walked out of the house, Mrs. Ishiwara bowed, "Please take care on the road."

If this were before the Japanese Revolution, these words would have been at least half sincere. At that time, Japan's domestic economy was destitute, and society was like a boiling cauldron. Assassination incidents occurred frequently, and it was not uncommon for the Prime Minister to be assassinated. Troops rushing into the Prime Minister's home to kill people had also happened.

Now, Ishiwara only had two guards by his side. Although the guards looked serious, they were actually quite relaxed inside. Along the way, the cherry blossoms in Japan's streets and parks were blooming brilliantly. The Japanese people on the streets walked with hurried steps, full of the vitality of hard work. Ishiwara was very emotional in his heart; many of Japan's chronic illnesses had been destroyed by the revolution. But after witnessing the national situations of China, the United States, and the Soviet Union, Ishiwara had an urgent expectation in his heart, hoping that Japan could also catch up with these great powers.

Even the Soviet Union, which was considered backward, because of the good distribution system established by the Soviet socialist system, the Soviet people had abundant light industrial products, and their daily living standards were above those of Japan. Moreover, the Soviet Union had vast territory and abundant resources, with a population of 160 million, only three times that of Japan. But the Soviet Union's land area was 22 million square kilometers, more than 50 times that of Japan. Just relying on exporting raw materials allowed the Soviet people to live a very good life, not to mention that Soviet industry had also made considerable progress in the past ten years or so.

On this journey, Ishiwara was quite excited. The policy just launched was the Future Party of Japan's first industrial policy in the true sense. As the party leader with absolute appeal in the Future Society, Ishiwara felt immense pressure.

Several cabinet members were already waiting at the Prime Minister's office. Seeing Ishiwara enter, they immediately stood up and bowed. Ishiwara had visited some countries in the past two years and had to wear a western suit. Ishiwara himself had a baby face and was short. No matter how well the suit fit, he looked like an insignificant little person.

Now Ishiwara was wearing a general's uniform without any rank insignia, and he immediately looked like a somebody. Now that he was wearing the military uniform again, Ishiwara sat down in the central seat and immediately unbuttoned his collar hook, "Make the report."

The first to report was the Director-General of the Ministry of Industry. This entire industrial upgrade was a major event, but any major event is naturally divided into many steps and details. So the report from the Director-General of the Ministry of Industry was very thick. He turned past the table of contents and entered the general outline of the first part.

"This industrial upgrade includes the transformation of the entire Japanese power system, as well as the upgrade of mechanical equipment. In the power transformation part, Japan's largest trading partners include China, North Korea, Ryukyu, and the Soviet Union. The power standards of these four countries are all 220V, 50Hz. Japan's power transformation will adopt this standard, and this standard will also be implemented in the future.

"The power system transformation will be led by the Mitsui and Mitsubishi zaibatsus, establishing a new Japan Power Company. In this company, the Japanese government holds 26% of the shares, the Mitsui Zaibatsu holds 11%, the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu holds 8%, and other zaibatsus hold 6%, totaling 51%. Of the remaining 49% of the shares, 15% will be listed and traded on the Tokyo Stock Exchange, and the remaining 34% will be listed and traded on the Shanghai Stock Exchange. It is expected to raise 66 billion yen, which is approximately 11 billion US dollars..."

Hearing this number, Ishiwara's lips couldn't help but tighten. This money, after very careful calculation, could be recovered. But such a huge capital investment, for Japan, was tantamount to gambling on the national destiny.

After the Director-General of the Ministry of Industry finished the part on raising power funds, he began the second part, the content of the industrial upgrade.

Japanese industry and experts examined the industrial systems of countries around the world, combined various industrial theories, and summarized Japan's industrial direction. In this plan, the production methods and equipment adopted in many fields have not yet been developed and can only be temporarily replaced by some existing equipment and production methods. But the future of these industries has already been planned in the present. In order to realize these plans, Japan will invest a large amount of capital and research and development strength, and at the same time cooperate with advanced enterprises and research institutions in the Asian Alliance to achieve expectations as soon as possible.

"Japan's industry is a decentralized small-enterprise production model. Efficiency is low, and utilization rates are not high. In order to improve utilization rates, Japanese production enterprises rely heavily on 'craftsmen', that is, skilled personnel. Among the people, these skilled personnel are given a title, called 'Sennin' (Immortal)..."

Ishiwara couldn't help but light a cigarette. There were too many immortals in Japan: screw immortals, nut immortals, bearing immortals, etc. Even those who molded sushi had the title of Sushi Immortal. Having engaged in so many immortals for decades, the industrial results were far inferior to the results of the He Rui government's 10 years of work.

The Director-General of the Ministry of Industry held the same view. "In contrast, the United States and China, whose industrial scales are far larger than Japan's, adopt the assembly line organization model for industrial production as much as possible. On the production line, there is no space for 'xx Immortals', only various engineer groups who are good at using machines and designing machines.

"Taking the automobile production lines of China and the United States as an example, a leading automobile company assembles thousands of parts into a car. The automobile production plant is more responsible for the design of the car, and thousands of professional production factories provide parts to the automobile production plant. For every part, there may be several factories or even a dozen factories competing. Similarly, because there are many automobile factories, each parts factory may also provide parts to several car companies at the same time.

"China and the United States also have a large number of decentralized small businesses like Japan today. The number, scale, and production capacity are all above Japan's, but the industrial model of China and the United States is taking the path of the large-scale production line model.

"Fortunately, with the establishment of the East Asian Economic Community, Japan's advantageous industries have begun to develop rapidly. At this stage, Japan is developing very fast in shipbuilding and precision processing industries, occupying a considerable market share within the East Asian Economic Community. The number of employees in this precision processing industry far exceeds that of traditional family businesses. The number of people in Japanese traditional family businesses is between 3 and 7, while the number of employees in new enterprises formed as Kabushiki Kaisha (joint-stock companies) is between 50 and 100.

"The Ministry of Industry believes that this Japanese enterprise model is very suitable for Japan's characteristics. Although the number of people is not as large as that of American and Chinese enterprises, it can exert the pursuit of perfection in Japanese tradition. It can also ensure the flexibility of the industrial chain.

"The large-scale production line model of China and the United States also has its own problems, which is the problem of product precision. A large number of Japanese small and medium-sized enterprises can provide higher precision parts for Japan's large-scale assembly line production enterprises. After completing the industrial upgrade at this stage, Japan can increase the output of Japanese assembly line products on a new basis..."

Ishiwara subconsciously touched his collar hook. The Japanese government considers problems from an economic perspective. Before becoming Prime Minister, Ishiwara's profession was a soldier. What he saw was the war that was very likely to break out in a few years. The current stage is the best time for Japan's industrial upgrade, and it is also the last window of opportunity. Seizing this opportunity, one can produce at full capacity in the future war era.

Given Japan's status in the East Asian Alliance, if China eats meat, Japan can eat meat soup with quite a few slices of meat added. After a future worldwide war, the victors will be able to enjoy huge returns.

Japan's power system transformation is a national project. The government can raise funds by forming companies and issuing stocks. This greatly alleviates the financial pressure on the Japanese government.

To carry out industrial upgrades for numerous domestic enterprises in Japan, the funds that can be raised from foreign investors are limited, so the Japanese government has to raise funds by issuing bonds, or even operating in debt. But this is also "gambling on national destiny" that Japan is very accustomed to. Betting on the national destiny now and issuing a large amount of debt, these bonds can all turn into huge wealth in the future. In this regard, Japan has a lot of experience. The European War gave Japan a taste of it once.

Finishing this economic discussion, Ishiwara called in General Nagumo and General Yamaguchi. This time, it wasn't the eager Yamaguchi's turn to speak; Nagumo had already taken out a plan. Facing the former Lieutenant General Ishiwara wearing a military uniform, Nagumo didn't feel much pressure. After all, this guy Ishiwara really understood military affairs.

"Prime Minister, according to our judgment, the limit of US conscription is 11 million. Domestic production and logistics can be satisfied by recruiting women into factories, so the US military can maintain a situation of 3.5 million people fighting on the front line for a long time. Without major changes in the war situation, the US military can maintain 1.2 million people fighting on the front line for a long time.

"This year is 1936, and the United States has not proposed a plan to expand military equipment. We set the scenario that the United States starts expanding its army and building ships in 1937. Generally, military expansion is a three-year plan. The United States can possess 24-36 new aircraft carriers and 24 new battleships. Adding the US naval vessels currently in service that can serve until 1940, the United States will possess a navy with 36 battleships and 36 aircraft carriers as the core in 1940."

Speaking of this, Nagumo paused for a moment. This number was the result of a compromise after a full argument between him and the more steady veterans in the army and the radical carrier faction headed by Yamaguchi Tamon and Yamamoto Isoroku, and the one who compromised was Nagumo.

Yamamoto Isoroku and Yamaguchi Tamon, these two guys, demanded that the standard must be based on the United States exerting that terrible industrial capacity, while the more cautious Nagumo hoped to base it on a deduction as close to reality as possible. In the end, Yamaguchi Tamon jumped up in the venue and shouted: "The Prime Minister has an order to use the US upper limit as the standard for deduction. Nagumo-kun, do you want to violate the Prime Minister's order? If you have forgotten the Prime Minister's instructions, I can call the Prime Minister now and ask him to state his views."

Facing such coercion, Nagumo had to compromise. And the result of the compromise was that after the deduction ended, the faces of the more steady veterans turned green. The industrial strength of the United States is number one in the world. At the London Naval Conference, when various countries discussed aircraft carrier tonnage, the US side believed that the maximum tonnage of aircraft carriers was 35,000 tons. Now the Chinese naval aircraft carrier determined by the China-Japan Naval Joint Working Group is also of 35,000 tons tonnage.

A flight wing on a Chinese aircraft carrier is about 100 fighter jets, and the number on a US aircraft carrier is probably similar. The envisioned US Navy would possess 3,600 various fighter jets.

With the industrial strength of the United States, if a full-scale war really breaks out and the US situation is unfavorable, the United States can start construction on 36 aircraft carriers in one year. Maintaining a force of 1.2 million on the front line, the United States can conduct a war of attrition with the East Asian Alliance for a long time that is unimaginable to Nagumo.

Settling his mind, Nagumo continued: "According to this deduction, the Japanese Navy can provide 12 new battleships and 4 secondary aircraft carriers. If Japan produces new aircraft carriers with all its strength, the number will be about 3. During the war, Japan can produce three 45,000-ton battleships and two 35,000-ton aircraft carriers annually. The rest of the vessels will have to be borne by other countries in the East Asian Alliance."

Listening to Nagumo Chuichi's account, Yamaguchi's eyes shone with excitement. Nagumo was frightened by the scale of such a battlefield, while Yamaguchi couldn't wait to throw himself into such a magnificent war immediately.

Looking at Yamaguchi Tamon's impatient appearance, Ishiwara asked: "Yamaguchi-kun, do you agree with this presupposition?"

Yamaguchi Tamon answered immediately: "Ishiwara-kun, I think it is entirely possible for the United States to complete such armaments. Especially now that the United States has to pay attention to Sino-US trade, the United States is very likely to start building ships in 1937."

Nagumo was speechless. He still believed that it was impossible for the United States to start large-scale ship building in '37, and it was impossible to do so even in 1939. The reason was simple: China had already started building 35,000-ton secondary battleships and 35,000-ton aircraft carriers.

Moreover, Britain had agreed to Germany building a navy at the end of '35, especially allowing Germany to build battleships. So China and France were prepared to announce at the International Naval Treaty Conference to be held in May '36 that China would give up the 4 battleships that France "built for China", and China would begin to build its own capital ships with a total tonnage of 140,000 tons.

In order to cope with the naval pressure from East Asia, the United States might build about 8 aircraft carriers and less than 8 battleships. But to let the United States start construction on 36 aircraft carriers, what kind of lunatic would do such a thing?

At least in Nagumo's view, US President Roosevelt did not look like a lunatic.

Ishiwara didn't care about these things. In his current considerations, the highest priority was the economy, not the military. The future war would definitely not be Japan alone fighting the United States, but the entire East Asian Alliance going to war. China has a population of more than 600 million, and its industrial scale is constantly expanding. Japan will have at most 60 million people by then, one-tenth of China's. It is enough for Japan to provide military power matching its own strength. According to this report, Japan can provide slightly more than one-tenth of the military power, which has already met Ishiwara's needs.

Originally, the report should have ended here, but looking at the worried Nagumo and the jubilant Yamaguchi Tamon, Ishiwara could only say a few more words, "Do you think that if China adopts general mobilization, how large will the army size reach?"

Yamaguchi Tamon answered loudly immediately: "70 million!"

Ishiwara nodded, "Therefore, China will not see a situation of general mobilization. Not only that, during the war, the entire East Asian Alliance will also view the war as a war that has a profound impact on the country, but will not adopt general mobilization. Because, with ordinary mobilization, the total military strength of the war can easily reach 30 million, and the number of reserves will also reach 60 million. That is to say, on the scale of the current earth, the number of troops that can be accommodated on the battle line that the East Asian Coalition Forces can truly deploy on the front line will not exceed 6 million. Even with an army of 30 million, only one-fifth of the troops are fighting on the front line. So, everyone, don't be overly nervous."

Hearing this, Nagumo's expression improved a little, while Yamaguchi Tamon was even more delighted. Any commander wants to fight a war with sufficient troops and excellent equipment. The current size of the US federal army is less than 300,000. On such a scale, no matter how the army is expanded, the equipment and quality of the US military cannot exceed that of the East Asian Alliance.

Now in the East Asian Alliance, North Korea has a standing army of 100,000, and Ryukyu has a police force of less than 1,000. These two can be ignored.

Japan now has a standing army of 210,000 in the land, sea, and air forces, of which the navy and air force add up to 130,000. China has a standing army of 810,000, of which the Army is 590,000, the Air Force is 140,000, and the Navy is 80,000. These armies are all taking the high-tech route. Officers enlist at least as college graduates, non-commissioned officers are high school students, and ordinary soldiers are also junior high school students. That is, 9th-grade graduates.

Such military quality is also much stronger than the entire US military. Although the United States is also carrying out large-scale universal compulsory education, the United States is vast and sparsely populated, with a large population in rural areas, as well as villages and towns in Chinese and Japanese standards. And villages and towns in Chinese and Japanese standards are "cities" in the United States.

This is also the reason why the nominal urban population of the United States is so large. The United States regards "cities" of the American standard as urban population. And the educational level of this urban population is worrying. Many people seem to have received compulsory education, but these villages and towns do not have content that particularly requires reading and writing, leading to many primary school or even junior high school graduates in statistics having reading barriers (dyslexia/illiteracy). That is to say, this group of people are actually educated illiterates.

In comparison, due to the particularity of Chinese characters, as long as Chinese people master 800 Chinese characters, they have basically no reading barriers, and can communicate smoothly through writing.

Therefore, the quality of soldiers in China and Japan exceeds that of the United States. If war breaks out, the odds of winning are extremely high.
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Granting the Philippines the status of Puerto Rico could only be achieved through a bill, not an executive order. Under the system of separation of powers, U.S. President Roosevelt could issue executive orders but could not submit bills to Congress. Although Roosevelt used the immense influence accumulated during the implementation of the New Deal, he could only persuade a portion of Democratic lawmakers to submit this bill.

The first hurdle was the Senate. Senator Fleming, a Democrat who proposed the bill, was 45 years old this year, belonging to the "young" ranks within the Senate. Facing senators who wore expressions of genuine astonishment, Senator Fleming calmly stated his view, "Who is currently the United States' largest trading partner? It is China."

Senator Fleming went straight to the core issue. China had always been a massive market the United States attempted to open, but after it was truly opened, the U.S. discovered this market was even more colossal than imagined. Sino-US trade volume had surpassed the total trade between the U.S. and Europe in just a few years, a scale the American upper echelons had not anticipated.

"China is not only the United States' largest trading partner; China is also France's largest trading partner. China is also the largest trading partner of the Soviet Union and Japan. China is even Britain's largest trading partner. Gentlemen, there are also two South American countries whose largest trading partner is China. Can you guess which South American country one of them is?"

Senator Fleming deliberately paused for effect. When the other senators focused their attention, Fleming revealed the answer, "That is Chile. China is the largest trader of Chilean copper ore and is also currently the largest supplier of radio and broadcasting equipment to Chile."

The senators were genuinely somewhat swayed. China becoming the largest trading partner of the U.S., Soviet Union, Britain, France, and Japan was already shocking news for America, as this was a trade position the U.S. coveted but could not attain. Not to mention Chile was a South American country. The U.S. hoped to turn South America into its backyard, yet unexpectedly, China had cut in and become Chile's largest trading partner. Today it was Chile; who would it be tomorrow? This was indeed becoming somewhat intolerable!

Senator Fleming's voice became more resonant and forceful. "Gentlemen Senators. The Great Powers fought for hundreds of years to vie for the status of the largest trading partner of various countries in the world. They shed the blood of tens of millions and spent countless amounts of money. Yet, the Chinese government only fought two wars against Japan and Britain to achieve such a status. More importantly, this is not a situation unique to the He Rui administration. For at least 300 years after the Spanish started the Age of Discovery, China continuously traded its handicraft products with countries around the world, and countless amounts of gold and silver flowed into China like a tide. At that time, China was undoubtedly the world's largest exporter of goods and the country with the largest trade surplus.

"Now, China is regaining its historical status. Last year, that is, 1935, the total Sino-US trade volume was 500 million USD. Of this, the U.S. exported 300 million USD to China, and China exported 200 million USD to the U.S. The U.S. invested 260 million USD in China, and China invested 11 million USD in the U.S. In 1928, the total U.S. exports were 1 billion USD. Now, total U.S. exports are 500 million USD. Last year, 60% of U.S. goods were exported to China. The export data for the first two months of this year is similar to last year.

"Gentlemen Senators, to protect the U.S. trade route to East Asia, the United States must strengthen its presence in Asia. Hawaii cannot bear this heavy responsibility; the Philippines is the most suitable choice. The United States needs to establish a financial center in the Philippines to undertake the duties of a financial trade hub between the U.S. and China. To protect the financial center in the Philippines, a new anchorage for the U.S. Pacific Fleet also needs to be built there. The U.S. Navy and Army will be used to protect this financial center.

"If the Philippines remains merely a colony as it is now, it obviously cannot bear such a heavy responsibility. Only by granting the Philippines a status equivalent to Puerto Rico can construction be carried out there. This is the core reason for this proposal."

In the view of Japanese Navy Vice Admiral Yamaguchi Tamon, the U.S. upgrading the status of the Philippines was for the purpose of invading Asia. But in the mind of U.S. Senator Fleming, he had not thought of offense at all, but was considering defense. Senator Fleming was 45 years old this year. When he was three, the Philippines became a U.S. colony; at that time, Senator Fleming could not even speak clearly.

In the following 42 years, the Philippines had consistently been a U.S. colony. The only thing the U.S. worried about was the Philippines being taken away by others; it had truly never considered invading Asian countries. When the Sino-Japanese War ended in 1923 and He Rui led his army south, killing quite a few U.S. troops stationed in China, the U.S. just endured it.

It wasn't that the U.S. didn't want to kill its way into China like the Eight-Nation Alliance, but after discussion, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff believed that even if the U.S. poured 300,000 army and navy troops to attack China, the navy with a maximum speed of 30 knots would be completely sunk by suicide attack aircraft with speeds over 120 knots in China's coastal waters, just like the British Navy. The 200,000 U.S. troops without logistics would be encircled and annihilated by 2 million Chinese army troops, with not a single one escaping.

The U.S. Army Chief of Staff and the Chief of Naval Operations at that time both believed that even if some fool might formulate such a plan in the future, they were not fools at present.

After the end of the Sino-British War in 1927, the U.S. had even less intention of actively invading China. Usually, war plans were basically contests between the U.S. Navy and the Chinese Navy. After the revolution in Japan and Japan's entry into the East Asian Economic Community, U.S. operational plans changed to naval battles between the U.S. and the Sino-Japanese allied forces.

With the development of the East Asian Economic Community, U.S. military plans added the scenario of guarding against an East Asian allied forces attack on Hawaii. They were also preparing to conduct a large-scale fleet raid military exercise on Pearl Harbor at the end of 1936.

If Senator Fleming were discussing U.S.-East Asia relations face-to-face with Vice Admiral Yamaguchi Tamon now, Fleming would probably shout, "Bullshit! It's clearly the U.S. worrying about the East Asian Alliance attacking the U.S., okay!"

The old guys in the Senate were much older than the 45-year-old Senator Fleming. Among the crowd of senators, there were even old men born before the Civil War era. Although they could understand the views of this youngster Fleming, the older the senators were, the less interested they were in this proposal.

In the youth or prime of these old men, the United States had just seized the Philippines from Spain. As for China becoming the U.S.'s largest trading partner, that was something that happened only in the past few years. The old men did not feel it was necessary for the U.S. to change its traditional policies just because of this minor change. Puerto Rico was at least considered a house slave; why should the yellow monkeys of the Philippines gain the same status as a house slave? If they did this, the United States would no longer be the United States.

President Roosevelt soon received the news that the proposal to upgrade the status of the Philippines was blocked in the Senate. Although it had not yet been voted on, it was basically certain that it would not pass. President Roosevelt was not surprised by this; he had long expected the old guys in the Senate to have such a reaction.

The Democratic Party's base was the southern states, where racism was deeply added. Being able to first persuade the Democratic caucus to accept this proposal was already very difficult. The Republican Party would certainly sing a different tune from Roosevelt; this was not only because the Republicans insisted on opposing him, but because this year, 1936, was an election year. The Republicans naturally hoped to pull Roosevelt down from his horse. And the Republican view was that Roosevelt's victory in the 1932 election had a flavor of an unfair win.

President Hoover had struggled to support the country during the Great Depression. In the last few months of his term, because he signed a grain export agreement with China, the U.S. grain prices, which had fallen to rock bottom, barely began to be pulled back. It was just that the Republicans had bad luck; just as they were about to succeed, Roosevelt picked the peach.

After Roosevelt took office, taking advantage of the rapid development of Sino-US trade, he successfully ended the chaos caused by the Great Depression and allowed the economy to begin recovery. A large part of the assistance for this came from projects that President Hoover had started to promote during his term, which should have borne fruit in his second term.

So Roosevelt was not in a hurry. U.S. presidents basically spent their first term cleaning up the problems caused by the previous term and began to forcefully implement their own policies in the second term. Due to Roosevelt's New Deal, there was basically no suspense in this year's election. Unless Roosevelt went crazy and suddenly came up with some decisive proposal. Roosevelt clearly hadn't gone crazy; he decided to bring these proposals out first and then push them with full force after his reelection.

Among the two matters Roosevelt had to face immediately, the first was the Third Naval Treaty Conference to be held soon in Paris, France, and the second was that Roosevelt prepared to have the Federal Reserve raise interest rates after his reelection in '37. Roosevelt reached out and patted the shapely buttocks of the secretary beside him, ordering, "Go get the Secretary of the Treasury."

Upon learning that the President had summoned him, the Secretary of the Treasury immediately called along several professors. These professors had contributed greatly to Roosevelt's New Deal and were highly trusted by President Roosevelt. Learning that the President was holding another meeting, they hurriedly followed the order to gather at the Secretary of the Treasury's side first. The few who arrived first had already begun to discuss in low voices.

There were two and a half core elements that made Roosevelt's New Deal effective. The first was rectifying finance and restricting speculation, thereby restoring the financial system. When banks could operate normally again, the economy naturally bottomed out and rebounded.

The second was lowering the gold content of the dollar from 24 dollars per ounce of gold to 36 dollars per ounce of gold. This was equivalent to being able to issue at least 50% more currency than before.

While the second policy was being executed, the U.S. strictly prohibited private ownership of gold; gold had to be exchanged for dollars at the Federal Reserve Bank. For this, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) turned out in full force, demanding the public hand over gold in exchange for dollars. If they encountered hotheads who refused in the name of freedom or whatnot, they would be shot on the spot, and then the gold would be searched for and taken away.

The other half was the trade agreement reached with China during Hoover's term. Roosevelt had absolutely no psychological burden when utilizing this part of the resources. In the initial diplomatic war between China and the U.S., Roosevelt was the matchmaker. He helped guarantee He Rui's special envoy, allowing the envoy to meet the then-President Coolidge, thereby ending the Sino-US diplomatic war and normalizing Sino-US relations. In this contribution, Roosevelt unhesitatingly felt he should share this political dividend.

Promoted by these two and a half factors, through the issuance of astronomical amounts of dollars, the U.S. economy restored order. But such massive investment led to a rapid rise in prices, and danger signals of inflation had already appeared. Corresponding to the inflation was that the U.S. unemployment rate had dropped from 30% to 17% during the New Deal, but subsequently could not be lowered any further.

And the main object of this inflation turned out to be agricultural products, not industrial products. The U.S. exported over 10 million tons of grain to China annually. Although this drove the economy, it also pulled up grain prices. The Great Depression had looted the wealth of the American people, leading to a consumption downgrade in the U.S. While consumption downgraded, installment plan consumption in the U.S. also suffered a heavy blow. Moreover, installment plans were for industrial product consumption and could not be used for household grain purchases. This led to the majority of American people's expenditures being on food. Rising grain prices caused the suffering felt by the American public to skyrocket. Furthermore, speculators also believed that grain, a necessity of life, was currently a very good speculative commodity in the U.S., and many people were making trouble in this sector. Although the Roosevelt administration promulgated various decrees, they were useful, but not as useful as expected beforehand.

Moreover, new anti-China sentiment appeared within the U.S. The poor shouted: "The American people are starving to death; why export grain that could have saved American people to China?"

The growth of anti-China sentiment also triggered actions to boycott Chinese goods. Because in recent years, the quantity of Chinese goods exported to the U.S. had also increased greatly. With a 17% unemployment rate in the U.S., workers began to believe that the Chinese had stolen American job opportunities.

Although a portion of politicians with noble character and firm will resisted such venting emotions, most politicians would not do so. Even though they knew perfectly well that it was precisely by relying on large-scale exports to China that the U.S. economy was actually revitalized. And the current He Rui government in China was not the Qing government; the He Rui government naturally would not let the U.S. turn China into a dumping ground for goods. The reason the He Rui government endured a trade deficit of 100 million USD in goods annually was that every year the U.S. had a capital investment surplus of 200-300 million USD in the capital account.

But firstly, the American people did not understand these economic issues, and secondly, even if they understood, it would not solve the suffering they endured in reality. Therefore, the current U.S. economics circle began to generally believe that the U.S. needed to raise interest rates to curb inflation. Although raising interest rates would inevitably affect the economy, the New Deal had, after all, solved the Great Depression and restored economic order. As long as the economic order could run smoothly, the problem would not be too big.

Led by the Secretary of the Treasury (Economic Minister equivalent), the elite team of economists met with the President and detailed their views on the economy to him.

Roosevelt did not immediately state his position in the end, but judging from his expression, Roosevelt was relatively supportive of the view to raise interest rates.

When the economists left, Secretary of State Hull sent a list of personnel from various countries for the upcoming World Naval Treaty Conference. The Secretary of State pointed to the name of the Chinese representative, Vice Premier Li Runshi, and said to Roosevelt, "Mr. President, this head of the Chinese delegation named Li Runshi is somewhat unexpected."

Roosevelt roughly looked at Li Runshi's resume. He was in his early 40s this year, which was a very common age within the He Rui government. He Rui was already a few years older in his government; although He Rui had high political seniority, he was only 46 years old this year. Those who were He Rui's pillars during the Northeast Government era were basically in their early 40s.

"Mr. President, this person did not participate in the Northeast Government. And according to our investigation, before joining the Civilization Party, this person was a true Communist Party member."

"Is he not one now?" Roosevelt laughed. In the view of Roosevelt and quite a few American elites, He Rui and the Civilization Party were not Soviet-style Communists. In terms of philosophy, the Civilization Party was more in line with the concept of a socialist party leaning towards communism held by the American elite class. If Roosevelt had to choose a Communist Party that was not an enemy between China and the Soviet Union, Roosevelt naturally believed the Civilization Party was the [true/acceptable] Communist Party.

Secretary of State Hull was not amused by the President's joke. He said seriously, "Mr. President, this person is the first core leadership member in the He Rui government who is truly not from the Northeast Government background. The State Department believes we need to pay some attention to this person."

Roosevelt just nodded but said nothing. In the eyes of the 54-year-old Roosevelt, Li Runshi, who was more than ten years younger than him, was just a political symbol. What the U.S. government truly needed to pay attention to was He Rui, not those around him. The U.S. elite layer had conducted very serious analyses of the Chinese government several times, and the conclusion reached was that He Rui could not be treated as a Chinese person at all. But those who followed He Rui were still standard Chinese people.
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The most perfect resume for a Chinese government official would be one that started from the grassroots, with work experience at the county, municipal, provincial, and ministerial levels, and ideally, experience in a large state-owned enterprise. However, from 1935 to the present, not a single person in the leadership layer possesses such a complete resume. Thus, Li Runshi's resume was already quite comprehensive.

He Rui's plan was not for Li Runshi to remain Prime Minister indefinitely. Party and state leaders grasp the general direction, not every single detail. What Li Runshi lacked most now was experience with the Party School and the Military Commission. This time, He Rui appointed Li Runshi as the head of the delegation for the 1936 World Naval Negotiations. Even within the Central Committee, not everyone supported this. So, this was also a test for Li Runshi.

Li Runshi was well aware of this, and he had likely even guessed He Rui's longer-term views. In fact, Li Runshi didn't need to guess; there would naturally be people who would "reveal" such a future to him to express their goodwill. But Li Runshi didn't care about this at all. It wasn't that he was pretending to be high-minded; while fame and fortune held great attraction for many, Li Runshi had absolutely no interest in them. What he was truly willing to dedicate his life to was exactly what He Rui wanted to offer him.

So, after receiving the appointment, Li Runshi spent four days and nights reading, going through the materials once. Foreign Minister Li Shiguang had expected Li Runshi to convene a meeting, but he didn't expect that after Li Runshi slept for a whole day, he invited experts—including but not limited to those from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs—and asked them quite a few questions.

When the Foreign Ministry personnel who had been consulted by Li Runshi reported to Li Shiguang afterward, they actually exclaimed with emotion: "Premier Li's understanding of international politics is incredible."

Li Shiguang had greatly admired Li Runshi's talent back when Li Runshi was the Propaganda Minister, so he wasn't particularly surprised at this moment, though he did feel a little pressure.

Only when preparations had reached this stage did Li Runshi convene the first meeting. Going to Paris now no longer required a ship; if departing from the Western Regions Province, the plane could take off in the early morning and arrive in Paris the same day. Li Runshi's tone was simple: since France would express a desire to increase its naval tonnage, China would also demand naval tonnage equal to that of France.

As for the reason, Li Runshi asked Li Shiguang, "Are the materials ready regarding all laws related to the navy passed by Carl Vinson and Franklin Roosevelt from 1933 to 1936, as well as the number of US naval vessels completed and funded?"

Li Shiguang was instantly relieved. Li Runshi intended to start from the balance of naval power in the Pacific, using the quantity of the US Navy's expansion as the standard. Even if the US muttered complaints, they couldn't truly oppose it. Moreover, China only had a coastline on the Pacific; using the balance of the US Pacific Fleet as a reason, Britain and France wouldn't oppose it either.

Diplomacy is not complicated; what diplomacy requires is grasping the principal contradiction. If the principal contradiction is not grasped, one can only find far-fetched reasons. Even if these reasons don't cause a diplomatic incident, they will be laughed at by those sharp-eyed diplomats in the diplomatic circle. Li Runshi had clearly grasped the principal contradiction.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had long prepared these materials and brought them out immediately. Soon, the Chinese delegation, having completed its preliminary preparations, departed. Paris in May was no longer cold. Because of Sino-French economic cooperation, France had not been impacted by the economic crisis at all. It had even made a fortune off the economic crises of other countries. A large number of wealthy people from Europe and America invested in the Paris Stock Exchange and obtained considerable returns. The consumption of these wealthy people in Paris made the city look even more feasting and revelrous.

The Chinese delegation merely toured the streets by car before checking into their hotel to continue preparations. Next, Li Runshi met with the new Prime Minister of the French Cabinet. After their talk, they jointly issued a statement on deepening Sino-French friendly cooperation. By the time Li Runshi returned to his residence, the comrades who had been in contact with the French Ministry of Defense had also brought back France's attitude.

Given Germany's rearmament and the Anglo-German Naval Agreement signed between Britain and Germany, the total tonnage of Nazi German naval vessels was not to exceed 35% of the total tonnage of British naval vessels as stipulated by the Washington Naval Treaty and the London Naval Treaty. Regarding submarines, Germany guaranteed that the tonnage of submarines possessed would not exceed 45% of the total submarine tonnage of the British Commonwealth nations.

According to the Washington Naval Treaty and the previous London Naval Treaty, the ratio of British naval tonnage to French naval tonnage was 5.25 to 1.75. The German naval tonnage agreed to by Britain already exceeded France's tonnage, so France would demand that the French naval tonnage ratio be increased from the original 1.75 to 4.

It was clear that France was serious. And France was not short of money right now; due to the strength of the franc, France's total industrial and agricultural output value had already surpassed that of Britain. Let alone increasing the naval ratio to 4, even if it meant building a navy with tonnage equal to Britain's, France could afford the bill. It was just that France didn't have such a large demand for naval vessels, so they only wanted a ratio of 4.

After the conference convened, France frankly put forward its request. There were only six participating nations in the naval agreement: the United States, Britain, France, China, Japan, and Italy. These were indeed the world's strongest naval powers at present, or at least countries with huge naval potential.

China and Japan maintained a consistent position. Because Italy had invaded Ethiopia—a fellow member of the League of Nations—last year and faced opposition from the League, other countries had no interest in treating Italy's views as content for real consideration. The focus now was on Britain's attitude.

Faced with France's accusations, the British representative merely perfunctorily brushed them aside. Just when everyone thought the British representative would end it there, he raised a point: "Perhaps it was precisely because of the excessive restrictions on Germany that intense nationalist sentiments were triggered within Germany. Britain believes that allowing Germany to become a normal country is the only way to make Europe more peaceful."

Just after these words were spoken, Li Runshi immediately indicated that he requested to speak. The French representatives couldn't help but show looks of joy. During previous contacts with the Chinese delegation, the Chinese side had clearly stated that the naval tonnage China needed was not directed at Europe, nor at the North Atlantic region. China's naval requirements were entirely based on its own needs, namely the balance of naval power in the Pacific region. This had disappointed the French representatives very much; what France hoped for most was that China could stand up for France, but they hadn't expected the Chinese delegation's attitude to be so rational. Now, seeing Li Runshi's reaction, it was possible he was going to attack Britain. The French representatives adjusted their sitting postures, ready to listen comfortably to what Li Runshi had to say.

The venue layout consisted of four concentric circles, leaving a 270-degree section. Li Runshi was located at the core round table. It was originally China's turn after Britain spoke. Soon, Li Runshi said in his powerful voice: "I oppose the reason just given by the British representative. If history were to return to 1919, Germany should indeed have been treated in a not excessive manner. But now it is not 1919, but 1936. During these 17 years, Germany had many rational and moderate governments; that was the time to conduct rational discussions with Germany. After excessive policies led to the Nazis—this most radical racist party in Europe—coming to power, what countries need is to be vigilant against this kind of radical racist party, not to compromise, not to relax restrictions on them.

"In the view of the Chinese government, Britain's policy will not only fail to make a radical racist party like the Nazis show any restraint, but will instead make the Nazi Party and the German people believe that only madness can exchange for Germany's interests. My view on the British government is that the British government has already been wrong once, and is currently being wrong a second time! Therefore, I suggest that the British government reflect and return to the correct path. I have finished speaking."

As soon as Li Runshi finished speaking, the French representatives applauded one after another. The British representatives, on the other hand, looked unhappy and glared at Li Runshi, but said nothing.

In this atmosphere, it was the Chinese representative's turn to elaborate on his country's view on quotas. Li Runshi had already adjusted his emotions by this time and said frankly: "In June 1933, the *National Industrial Recovery Act* proposed by Carl Vinson of the United States stipulated that the United States would build an additional 2 aircraft carriers, 4 light cruisers, 20 destroyers, and 4 submarines.

"In 1934, under the normal US naval construction plan, 1 heavy cruiser, 3 light cruisers, 14 destroyers, and 6 submarines were completed.

"In 1935, the *Emergency Relief Appropriation Act* proposed by President Franklin Roosevelt stipulated that the United States would begin additional construction of 1 aircraft carrier, 2 light cruisers, 14 destroyers, and 6 submarines.

"In 1936, under the normal US naval construction plan, the United States completed 12 destroyers.

"From 1933 to 1936, China built a total of 2 cruisers, 2 light cruisers, 12 destroyers, and 4 submarines. Now, the naval power in the Pacific has appeared to be in a state of serious imbalance. In order to guarantee the balance of Pacific naval power, China plans to build 300,000 tons of naval vessels to ensure the balance of Pacific naval power, as well as peace and stability in the Pacific region."

300,000 tons of naval tonnage seemed like a lot, but it was actually nothing remarkable. Just the 12 battleships in France's plan would exceed 300,000 tons. Moreover, from 1924 to 1936, China had never built a large navy. Although other countries knew that half of the personnel on Japanese naval vessels were Chinese naval officers and sailors, and the frequency of the Japanese Navy's exercises in recent years was the highest in the world—so much so that the Japanese Navy's ships were almost being driven to the scrap heap—the Chinese Navy did not have its own fleet, and that meant it didn't have one. From being almost non-existent to possessing 300,000 tons of vessels, the Chinese Navy still posed no threat.

After Li Runshi's speech ended, none of the countries had much of a reaction. When it was Japan's turn to speak, Japan simply stated, "We need to replace all our ships." This remark also didn't trigger any reaction; if they wanted to replace them, then replace them. If those broken ships weren't replaced, they probably wouldn't last much longer anyway.

When the Italian representative spoke, everyone cared even less. Moreover, the Italian representative's speech was full of a "wanting this and wanting that" posture, as if wanting to get some response through his speech. But other countries completely ignored it. Ethiopia was currently the only independent country in Africa and was also a buffer zone recognized by European countries. Ethiopia bordered the Red Sea, was close to the two entrances of the Red Sea, and was very close to the Suez Canal. Britain's attitude was firmly opposed to Italy's invasion of Ethiopia. And the League of Nations had already passed a resolution to impose sanctions on Italy. Giving Italy any excuse now would only encourage the Italians to push their luck.

When Italy used the excuse that French shipbuilding threatened Italy's security, the French representative watched the Italian representative's performance with a face full of mockery.

After criticizing France, the Italian representative began to attack China, believing that China giving up ownership of four battleships was playing a double act with France.

Li Runshi watched the Italian representative's performance like watching a play, also saying nothing. He even lit a cigarette and watched with ease. Everyone was a civilized person; the Italian representative expressed Italy's attitude based on the speaking rights granted by the conference, so he naturally had the right to speak. Fortunately, Italy also prided itself on being civilized and did not deliver a meaningless long-winded speech to turn the international naval conference into a farce.

After the Italian representative finished speaking, the US representative asked a question: "May I ask why China gave up ownership of the four battleships?"

The French political scene changed governments like a revolving lantern, so the French representative looked slightly nervous. Li Runshi answered calmly: "When the shipbuilding agreement was signed, the Nazi Party had not yet come to power. Now the situation has changed. The Chinese government, based on specific changes and France's request, gave up ownership of the four battleships in order to maintain world peace."

The US representative was somewhat disappointed in his heart. Li Runshi's answer was impeccable, so much so that this question failed to achieve the US representative's expected goal. The Chinese government's anti-Nazi stance was very firm; as soon as the Nazi Party came to power, the Chinese government took the initiative to lower diplomatic relations with Nazi Germany.

With an explanation completely in line with the Chinese government's position, plus the well-known Franco-German contradictions, Li Runshi very reasonably explained the issue of the transfer of battleship ownership between China and France. If he hadn't answered this way, it would have become a diplomatic incident.

The Great War in Europe had been triggered because secret treaties were flying all over the sky. Europe and America learned from the painful experience afterwards. Although no treaty was publicly reached, all countries believed that if two countries reached a secret treaty, it meant hostility towards other countries. Other countries would then make reciprocal responses based on this hostility. No one liked Italy, but the accusation made by the Italian representative just now was not without lethality. If China and France had reached a secret treaty when signing the construction contract for the four battleships, it would definitely have placed China and France in a disadvantageous position.

Before this trip, the US representative had received instructions from the US Secretary of State to pay attention to Li Runshi. At this moment, the US representative had a rough judgment: although Li Runshi was not famous, he was at least a qualified diplomat. And Li Runshi's resume had always been in the positions of various chief government officials. Although he was only given the comment of a "qualified diplomat," this had actually greatly improved the US government's evaluation of Li Runshi.

Diplomacy is originally a place to announce contradictions, attempt to coordinate relations, and reduce conflicts. As a qualified diplomat, Li Runshi simply ensured that this naval conference did not encounter unnecessary trouble because of him.

In the subsequent meeting, the enthusiasm of all parties was not high, and the other talks did not last long. Two days later, the Paris Naval Conference ended, and everyone held their noses and accepted the content of this naval treaty. France got the ratio of 4 as it wished, Japan renewed its warships, and China built 300,000 tons of new naval tonnage.

This agreement would be effective until December 3, 1942. However, almost all the representatives of the participating countries felt that the naval conference in 1942 might be very difficult. Especially those naval powers, they all felt the pressure of war constantly increasing. After the meeting adjourned, when the British representative walked out the gate, he couldn't help but stop and cross himself. As the world's most powerful naval nation, the British representative's sense of crisis was very strong.

Britain's former naval strategy was the "One-Power Standard" (Note: Text implies Two-Power Standard description "sum of 2nd and 3rd"), where the total naval tonnage was the sum of the second and third place. But Britain's strength was no longer enough to suppress countries around the world. Although Britain was still the nominal world hegemon, the ground beneath the hegemon's throne had long since begun to hang in the air due to collapse. As for which brick would be the first to collapse, the British representative didn't know either. But the British representative knew that no matter which brick collapsed, the current Britain could not deal with it easily.

After Li Runshi returned to China, his performance as a representative this time did not receive superficial high praise. Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's evaluation consisted of only one sentence: "A great warrior has no illustrious merit."

After Li Runshi returned to the capital, his old friend Ye Shengtao came to visit. The two hadn't seen each other for many years, and this reunion was also a great joy. When asked about his recent situation, Ye Shengtao replied, "I have been arranged to go to Vietnam to serve as an official protecting expatriates."

Hearing that his old friend was going to the far south, Li Runshi quickly said, "Wait a moment." Then he and his wife searched quickly and returned before long holding a bottle of green ointment. Handing the ointment to Ye Shengtao, he said, "Brother Ye, when I was in Burma, I used several kinds of ointments and floral waters for mosquito bites, but none were very satisfactory. This ointment is the most effective. If you apply a little on exposed skin usually, it can also prevent bites."

Ye Shengtao looked at Li Runshi's robust body and smiled: "Thanks. Do you have any other suggestions? Although I am from Zhejiang, I haven't been back to the south for a long time. The mosquitoes in the north really can't compare with those in the south."

"Mosquito nets must be prepared," Li Runshi urged. Just as he finished speaking, Mrs. Li had already brought in a large bundle. "Mr. Ye, this is a mosquito net our family bought. We bought several at the time, but didn't use them all. This one hasn't been opened yet; please don't disdain it, Mr. Ye."

Ye Shengtao was not a pretentious person; he immediately took the mosquito net. "Brother Li has stayed in Burma. With Brother Li's reminders, I can suffer a lot less. Thank you."

Ye Shengtao was not one to ingratiate himself either; he really came to see his old friend this time. After eating, he left in a leisurely manner carrying a few packages, very carefree.

Two days later, Ye Shengtao arrived in Hanoi. Sure enough, as Li Runshi had said, at night the mosquitoes hummed outside the nylon mosquito net but but just couldn't drill into the fine holes of the double-layer net. They could only rage impotently outside the net.

The French colonial officials in Hanoi had long prepared a welcome banquet. As soon as Ye Shengtao handed over his work, they invited him to the banquet. Sino-French relations were very close, and Ye Shengtao himself was responsible for the rights and interests of Chinese citizens in the French colony. The level of the reception banquet was even a bit higher than Ye Shengtao's position. Several young French ladies were also invited to the banquet. Ye Shengtao was served very comfortably.

On the way back, Ye Shengtao was a little dizzy. He swatted at the mosquitoes inside the car, his brain also a bit woozy. The driver had also been entertained and had drunk a few glasses, talking with Ye Shengtao. Suddenly, the driver exclaimed and immediately slammed on the brakes. Ye Shengtao was unprepared; his body lurched forward violently, and if he hadn't subconsciously propped himself up with his arm, his face would have almost hit the front seat.

The driver opened the door and got out, shouting a few words at the outside. Ye Shengtao was startled, fearing that they had hit someone. He also quickly got out of the car. Sure enough, in front of the right side of the car, a skinny boy was lying on the side of the road clutching his leg, his face full of pain. The local people of French Indochina around them hid to the side with fear on their faces, not daring to come close at all.

Ye Shengtao didn't think much. He first looked around the car and saw no one else was injured. He immediately ordered the driver: "Saving the person is the priority. Hurry up and carry the child into the car and send him to the hospital!"
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The driver saw that Ye Shengtao was truly anxious. Although he felt somewhat aggrieved, he hurriedly asked, "Director Ye, which hospital in Thang Long District?"

Ye Shengtao was so anxious that when he heard the name "Thang Long District," he didn't immediately recall what it referred to. Fortunately, the driver continued, "There are two large hospitals in Thang Long District now. One is our government's People's Hospital, and the other is a private hospital."

Hearing the background of the hospitals, Ye Shengtao instinctively replied, "Go to the People's Hospital."

After speaking, the two of them, one on the left and one on the right, helped the child up. The young boy was already crying with mucus and tears running down his face from the pain, yet he spoke in Mandarin with a heavy Guangxi accent, "Sorry, don't beat me."

Ye Shengtao felt even more guilty and quickly asked, "Child, are you Chinese?"

The boy didn't answer. The driver helped the boy into the car and said to Ye Shengtao, "Director Ye, he's definitely Vietnamese just by looking at him. When Vietnamese people speak our Mandarin, it has this exact flavor."

The car started up. The driver remained silent for a moment before speaking, "Director Ye, it really wasn't that I was careless. It was this child who suddenly ran out... Speaking of which, he was the one who hit our car."

Hearing this, Ye Shengtao felt extremely displeased. He was close friends with Zhou Shuren. Among Zhou Shuren's many famous works, the only one He Rui had publicly praised was the short story *The Rickshaw Puller*. He Rui had evaluated this story as "narrating the level of civilization that life in the industrial age should possess."

Since it was written by an old friend, Ye Shengtao had naturally read it. He also greatly appreciated the qualities Zhou Shuren described. Wishing to emulate the virtuous, Ye Shengtao naturally admired the conduct of the rickshaw puller in the story. However, this article had sparked quite a bit of discussion. Many people did not deny that the rickshaw puller was responsible and a good person. But they expressed concern about whether the rickshaw puller would receive fair and just treatment after supporting the old woman—who might not have actually been knocked down by him—to the police station. After all, the story *The Rickshaw Puller* did not describe such an outcome.

Some even proposed more radical hypotheses. The old woman might demand an exorbitant sum, and because the rickshaw puller had voluntarily taken her to the hospital, the judicial institutions might judge that he had to pay compensation. If the rickshaw puller had no money, he would be forced to sell the rickshaw he relied on for his livelihood and, due to medical expenses and the like, would end up deep in debt. Eventually, with his family broken, the rickshaw puller might take his own life in despair.

Saying this was not baseless. With the rapid development of industrialization, incidents of extortion and faked accidents had indeed occurred. They had even appeared in the newspapers. Because no concrete evidence could be provided, it eventually turned into a shouting match about "people's hearts are not what they used to be, and public morals are degenerating."

Ye Shengtao himself hadn't been able to come up with a perfect solution, but hearing the driver grumbling now, he understood the driver's thoughts very clearly. He replied, "Don't worry, you don't need to be responsible for this matter."

Looking from behind, the driver's shoulders immediately relaxed, but he still probed, "Director Ye, you really are a good person. But for this kind of thing, why must you take the responsibility?"

Ye Shengtao immediately felt some displeasure but didn't flare up. He simply ordered, "Drive the person to the hospital. I will handle the other matters."

The Thang Long District People's Hospital was located towards the south of the People's Avenue, the main road in the Chinese residential area. Its scale was larger than a county hospital but smaller than a city hospital. It was 6:00 PM, and the doctors were off duty. The duty medical staff sent the injured boy into the emergency treatment room. Not long after, they came out and said, "Are you this... this child's employers?"

Before Ye Shengtao could speak, the driver hurriedly introduced Ye Shengtao to the doctor. The doctor immediately became polite. He invited Ye Shengtao into an empty room nearby. "Director Ye, this child can be bandaged up and sent away."

Seeing the doctor's initial frown, Ye Shengtao knew the injury was likely not that simple. He replied, "Doctor, please speak the truth. Tell it like it is."

The doctor thought for a moment, and his expression became serious again. "Director Ye, we need to take an X-ray to see the situation. I'm not an orthopedist, but looking at it now, this child might have a comminuted fracture. Even if it's cured, I'm afraid it will leave a disability."

Hearing this, the driver couldn't help but suck in a breath of cold air. Ye Shengtao couldn't help but frown, but he replied, "Do whatever needs to be done. I'll pay now."

The doctor was stunned. There was some disbelief in his expression, but also some admiration. A moment later, the doctor said respectfully, "Then please follow me."

After paying the money, the hospital quickly began the X-ray. The subsequent work was professional, and Ye Shengtao couldn't intervene. The hospital told Ye Shengtao that after the hospital officially opened tomorrow, an orthopedic surgeon would handle the matter specifically and would contact Ye Shengtao then. It was useless for Ye Shengtao to stay at the hospital now, so they asked him to go back first. If a companion was needed, the boy's family could come to accompany him.

Ye Shengtao went to see the boy again, asking his name and where he lived. The boy had already been given a local anesthetic, and the pain was greatly reduced. Hearing Ye Shengtao's questions, the boy was so scared that he apologized repeatedly, keeping on saying that he was wrong. Seeing this, Ye Shengtao spoke kindly to console him. In the end, the boy only said that his name was "Ah Liang" and that he was a shop assistant. He did not say anything about his family situation.

Finally, the driver said, "Director Ye, I still remember the location, and the people around there seemed to know this kid. If we find the French police station, we can definitely find out."

Helpless, Ye Shengtao could only listen to the driver's suggestion. They left the door and drove to the local French police station. Upon hearing Ye Shengtao's identity, the local police immediately attached great importance to it. "Mr. Director Ye, please rest assured. We will investigate clearly overnight. We will give you an explanation tomorrow."

Ye Shengtao thanked them and then urged, "Tomorrow, please be sure to take me to this child's home."

"Rest assured, rest assured. We will definitely take you there tomorrow." The chief of the French police station was a Frenchman, and he agreed profusely. After speaking, the French chief added, "In order to find the person you are looking for, could you leave your driver to help us?"

Although Ye Shengtao did not intend to let the driver bear the cost, he felt he shouldn't let this guy off too easily. If he didn't have to pay compensation, he should at least put in some effort and make sure they didn't get the wrong person.

On the way back to his residence, Ye Shengtao walked on his own two legs. He saw that the electric lights were on along the wide roads of Thang Long District, where Chinese people gathered, and the storefronts on both sides of the street were also lit up. The design of this Thang Long District was similar to that in China, with quite wide open spaces on both sides of the road. Many Chinese people with various accents set up tables in the open spaces in front of the shop entrances, sitting by the tables to eat.

The average temperature in Hanoi was not low, and it was quite cool sitting outside. Those eating included not only Chinese people but also quite a few French people. In front of some shops, there were low stages for entertainment, where scantily clad women were posturing and performing rather seductive dances.

Ye Shengtao felt this was somewhat offensive to public morals, but the people below the stage did not appear particularly dissolute. They were just eating, drinking, chatting, and watching as if it were customary. In this city with a strong scent of decadence, there seemed to exist some kind of bottom line.

Crossing the street, Ye Shengtao also saw patrolmen patrolling the streets. The leading French patrolman did not appear nervous; his expression was quite calm. When passing by familiar French and Chinese people on the roadside, he would occasionally greet them. The Vietnamese police following behind the patrolman would bow and scrape whenever they saw French or Chinese people. In their eyes, Chinese and French people were likely both masters who were a head taller than the local Vietnamese. Since they were masters, naturally they could not be offended, and naturally, they had to be greeted with smiles and served carefully.

The small alleys on both sides of the main street were very dim; the streetlights on the main street could not illuminate the inside. Ye Shengtao saw some people inside the small alleys as well, indistinct and unclear. And judging from the sneaky appearance of those people, Ye Shengtao felt that they were probably not up to any good.

Back at his residence, Ye Shengtao only felt irritable. The cities in China were not as loose as Hanoi. Small alleys were becoming fewer and fewer, replaced basically by streets, which looked very reassuring. But casting aside this decadence, the current status of China was not entirely the China in Ye Shengtao's ideals.

Over a decade ago, before He Rui launched the war between the Northeast and Japan, Ye Shengtao's ideal China was one that had shaken off unequal treaties, abolished all concessions, and was a country not bullied by foreigners. This was already the limit of what he could imagine. In the present, more than a decade later, everything Ye Shengtao had thought of, China had achieved. What Ye Shengtao hadn't dared to think of, China had also achieved. Just like on the street just now, Chinese and French people sitting together, toasting and exchanging completely as equals—Ye Shengtao had at most held a little expectation, but actually hadn't dared to think about it.

Reasonably speaking, Ye Shengtao should be satisfied, but Ye Shengtao happened to feel very unsatisfied. According to the national direction announced by the He Rui administration, China was to become an industrialized country by 1941. All Chinese people were to live the life of an industrial nation. As a public servant, Ye Shengtao was also working towards this goal. According to Ye Shengtao's observations, China was indeed industrializing rapidly. In terms of industrialization level alone, the gap with foreign countries was getting smaller and smaller.

But the industrialized life that the Chinese people were living was not what Ye Shengtao had imagined, and to a large extent, it was not even what Ye Shengtao had looked forward to. There were *nouveaux riches* everywhere, and people carried a heavy hostility under pressure. Just as described in the *Communist Manifesto*, all that was once sacred—scholars, experts—had become objects that could be hired with money. All that was once considered virtue was being subjected to questioning and testing.

Virtues that Ye Shengtao once thought didn't even need discussion were now discussed by many, and even questioned and opposed. Just like the moral behavior described in *The Rickshaw Puller*, even if it was considered moral, many people analyzed it using various social evils, reaching the conclusion that good people don't live long, while scourges last a thousand years.

Even the more rational discussions reached conclusions that chilled Ye Shengtao's heart. Those rationalists raised a cold question: "Who will bear the cost of maintaining social justice? Given the current level of social development, it is fundamentally impossible to realize a truly fair and just ideal society."

The more he thought, the unhappier he became. Moreover, the mosquitoes began to launch large-scale sneak attacks on Ye Shengtao. Having no choice, Ye Shengtao washed up and went to sleep. Lying inside the mosquito net, Ye Shengtao tossed and turned, ultimately failing to figure anything out. Amidst a vague thought, Ye Shengtao fell asleep.

Waking up early the next morning, yesterday's irritability had dissipated. After washing up and eating a Chinese breakfast, it was time to go to work. Just as he arrived at the office, a call came. The French police station expressed very proudly, "Mr. Director Ye, the person you were looking for yesterday has been found. If you have time, please come to our place."

Half an hour later, Ye Shengtao got out of the car. Along the way, the driver proudly explained to Ye Shengtao how he had worked hard yesterday to find a passerby who knew the young boy. After the French frightened him, the passerby honestly confessed where the child's home was.

Ye Shengtao didn't say anything; he just wanted to resolve this matter quickly. Entering the police station, the chief welcomed him enthusiastically and then led Ye Shengtao to the back. The surrounding buildings became dimmer as they walked, giving Ye Shengtao a somewhat unsettling feeling. Soon, the group arrived at the prison entrance. Outside a cell, several Vietnamese local police officers holding sticks and whips stepped forward with accompanying smiles. After seeing the look in the French police chief's eyes, the few of them bowed and scraped to pay their respects to Ye Shengtao, and then the leader spoke in broken Chinese. Ye Shengtao could only try his best to understand. The general meaning was: Master, we have already caught the people. How do you want to deal with them? If a beating isn't enough to appease Master's anger, then in a while we will take them away and give them to...

Speaking to this point, the Vietnamese policeman even made a beheading gesture.

For a moment, Ye Shengtao suspected he had misunderstood something. But Ye Shengtao actually knew very clearly that he hadn't misunderstood. This kind of thing hadn't happened in China since 1924, but before 1924, killing Chinese people to please foreigners was merely a commonplace occurrence.

Ye Shengtao had witnessed with his own eyes New China sentencing those evildoing foreigners and Chinese lackeys to death, hanging them together on the gallows. At that time, although Ye Shengtao had a bit of inexplicable pity, the vast majority of his mood was joy. Yet he never expected that more than a decade later, he would actually see locals willing to kill their own countrymen for the sake of a foreigner. And that foreigner turned out to be Ye Shengtao himself.

"Release them immediately!" Ye Shengtao shouted.

The French police chief was very puzzled, suspecting slightly that he had messed something up. He asked, "Mr. Director Ye, that person dared to hit your car, and you're just going to let them go like this? Or..."

Seeing the feasting and revelry in the Chinese-populated Thang Long District last night, Ye Shengtao had only felt that this city was very decadent. But now Ye Shengtao understood that this city was not only decadent; the power foundation of this city under colonial rule was evil. Bottom lines that no one in China dared to breach had become things that couldn't even be understood here.

Afraid that this group would misunderstand, Ye Shengtao explained in detail what had happened and earnestly stated his method of handling it. That was to treat the child's illness, bear the medical costs, and give the family a certain amount of economic compensation.

After listening to this, and hearing Ye Shengtao emphasize that they absolutely must not lay a hand on this family, the French police chief had a face full of incomprehension. Finally, he shrugged. "If you think so, I will not stop you." After speaking, the police chief ordered the few Vietnamese policemen who had faces full of astonishment, "Did you understand? If you understood, then release the people according to Mr. Ye's order."

Hearing the order, the leader of the Vietnamese policemen asked carefully, "May I ask, Master Ye, do you know this family?"

Ye Shengtao shook his head. "I don't know them at all."

That policeman breathed a sigh of relief and hurriedly opened the cell door to let the people out.

Looking at the scene before him, Ye Shengtao suddenly remembered his thoughts before sleeping. That thought was very simple: Since China had already been in a terrible state to arrive at the present, it absolutely could not get any worse. If left unchecked, China would definitely degenerate into the appearance of the Chinese-populated Thang Long District in Hanoi.
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Time flew by and it was July. The central leadership was going on vacation. On the train to their destination, He Rui and Li Runshi were talking. "Premier, your latest article is excellent. I was thinking, perhaps I should let you be a vice-principal at the Party School."

"I was inspired after seeing a report written by a comrade working in Vietnam." Li Runshi sighed slightly.

"Are you talking about Ye Shengtao?" He Rui asked.

Li Runshi nodded. "Since the Chairman also noticed this report, didn't you write something?"

"What needed to be written has long been written. Right now, I only think about one thing: getting China into the industrial society stage as soon as possible. Many of the views he raised are still the traditional views of scholars from the old era. If I were to write, I'm afraid I would just criticize. I personally identify with Director Ye's sentiments, so it's better not to write."

Li Runshi was stunned for a moment; He Rui's words were quite interesting. After seeing that report, he had also requested the local report. Ye Shengtao hitting someone in that area wasn't serious. Even in China, because the specific facts were unclear and no one died, responsibility could only be determined based on the division of liability after the collision. Li Runshi had even done a little research on domestic legal construction regarding this and had some lamentations about the government's judicial system.

As for Ye Shengtao's case, there were also things that made Li Runshi sigh. The young child was named Li Liang. Because of a comminuted fracture, he was left with a disability after treatment. Ye Shengtao arranged for Li Liang to study in China. When Ye Shengtao went to the Li family to explain this, the Li family was grateful, but requested that Ye Shengtao let their other son go to China to study in place of Li Liang.

Ye Shengtao was a very upright person. Although he could understand the Li family's choice, he told the Li family, "It was Li Liang who was hit by the car, so I can only help Li Liang. There is no need to mention the matter of a substitute again."

Perhaps the Li family felt Ye Shengtao was too good a person, and from the perspective of an agricultural society, the value of a disabled person was greatly reduced. So the Li family played a little trick, first forcing Li Liang to voluntarily tell Ye Shengtao that he was willing to let his brother have the opportunity to study. Ye Shengtao still refused. Later, when Ye Shengtao took people to pick up Li Liang, the Li family hid Li Liang. In the end, Ye Shengtao still used reason and righteousness to make the Li family accept reality. Actually, Ye Shengtao didn't need to go through so much trouble; he only needed to send a word to the French colonial police station, and the Li family would have obediently handed over Li Liang under the threat of violence.

This incident itself was nothing, but the process, and the thoughts Ye Shengtao developed from it, touched Li Runshi considerably. And Li Runshi's article unfolded precisely with a comparison between industrial society and agricultural society, and even included a comparison of the "morality" of the two societies.

Since they were going on vacation and the atmosphere was relaxed, Li Runshi asked, "I wonder where the Chairman thinks the criticism should lie?"

"For China to establish a new world order, we must export culture. This culture includes ideology, systems, technology, etc. I think a more persuasive term should be 'lifestyle'. There will be very many socialist countries in the future. Based on geography, climate, and environment, the manifestation of the socialist system in every country will be different. Just like in China, the mode of production in Mohe in the north is definitely different from that on Hainan Island in the south. Based on different modes of production, lifestyles will also be vastly different. However, Chinese civilization has achieved a relative balance precisely under conditions of various different modes of production and living. This is the Chinese lifestyle. I think Director Ye's understanding hasn't reached this level."

Li Runshi nodded. Lifestyle was indeed a major matter for civilization, but Ye Shengtao not understanding to this level... wasn't a major matter either.

He Rui continued, "A higher level is his sentiment and understanding of industrial society. Industrial society naturally has the lifestyle of an industrial society. Director Ye's sentiment towards industrial society has obvious thinking from agricultural society.

"In an industrial society, the social system, the level of rule of law, and the level of management are already closely related to the broad masses of people. The people's requirements for the industrial lifestyle are higher than in agricultural society, and the requirements are very urgent. 'Paternalistic politics' is very suitable in agricultural society, but it is not suitable in industrial society."

Li Runshi nodded again. He Rui's words were really not intended to condemn, nor did they hold any malice. From He Rui's perspective, not writing anything really protected Ye Shengtao.

"Chairman, what about the higher level?" Li Runshi asked proactively.

"Premier Li explained in the article that the lifestyle of industrial society is a carrier carrying huge wealth. This judgment sees through to the essence of industrial society. Precisely because of this characteristic of industrial society, it appears that the finely operating machine of industrial society itself is creating unease and instability.

"View society as a machine; the higher the precision, the greater the instability. For example, if a city's power system has a problem, it affects the lives of millions of people in that city. And the disorder of production and life in a city will consecutively affect the operation of various social industrial chains that the city participates in. 'Pulling one hair moves the whole body' is very obvious in industrial society. Of course, while industrial society possesses instability, it also possesses the characteristic of self-stability. This influence will in turn cause adjustments in the industrial chain. In order to eliminate the influence of unstable factors, the powerful productive forces of industrial society will choose to eliminate unstable factors. Cities with unstable factors will be marginalized, which in turn causes an impact on that city."

Li Runshi nodded again. He had originally felt that this fellow He Rui had a unique feeling about him. He had once thought that perhaps because He Rui had lived for many years in Japan, the most advanced industrial country in Asia, the influence of the living environment caused He Rui's uniqueness.

But now Li Runshi felt this judgment was wrong. If this theory were to be used to judge He Rui, He Rui would have had to live for a long time in a society far exceeding the current world level, and in that society, He Rui would have at least had to achieve academic success to present thinking vastly different from the current world. Because when He Rui explained the future, he didn't show "deduction", but rather that it was "only natural".

At this moment, he heard He Rui continue, "Director Ye is a person who pays great attention to social justice. I appreciate this very much. But the social justice he proposes is more of a feeling, a mindset of the old era. I don't think the justice he speaks of is wrong, but his direction of expectation is not materialist enough. For example, traffic accidents have certain solutions. With the advancement of technology, cameras and information storage devices will appear. In a vast range, and on various vehicles, there will be these devices. Although we can't say they solve 100% of the problems, they can at least solve the majority of problems.

"The industrialized lifestyle, or the Chinese lifestyle, is that justice had better not be late, but arrive as early as possible.

"Besides these, I very much agree with Director Ye's even firmer anti-imperialist and anti-feudal stance after this incident. Facts prove that if imperialism is finished, then if China walks that path, it will also be finished. Domestic people and comrades within the Party, quite a few feel that China is a special existence in the world. Of course I admit China's uniqueness, but on the path of imperialism, so many countries have walked it over the centuries, and they are all finished. No matter how unique China is, it is not unique to the extent that the material world creates a set of rules specifically for China."

Li Runshi listened with a happy mood. "That is exactly so, it should be exactly so. However, Chairman, is Director Ye's view on social unfairness a higher-level issue than social justice?"

He Rui nodded. "The issue of social fairness is divided into levels. What anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism pursue is fairness at a certain level. This kind of unfairness can be solved through revolution, through social systems, and through raising the level of the rule of law. 'The prince who breaks the law commits the same crime as the commoner'—this saying has circulated for so long, proving that the people may not be willing to treat themselves this way, but they are definitely willing to treat others this way. This has a sufficient mass basis."

"Haha." Li Runshi was amused. That unique feeling of He Rui often made him very relaxed when speaking of these cruel things. Precisely because He Rui understood how cruel these views were, his relaxation sometimes really made one want to laugh. But Li Runshi felt that in He Rui's views, there must be unfairness that was even harder to surmount.

"The state is a tool for the dominant class to implement class rule; class nature is the main attribute of the state. The development of productive forces is the main driving force of social progress. Then, the unfairness of capital control can be weakened in many ways. But based on the high ground of the level of productive forces controlled, that is, the 'technological dividend' that has already begun to appear, is the greatest creator of unfairness in the future.

"If one has assets in hand, as long as there is a good operation team, capital dividends can even accept a 5% annual return. Capital gains superimposed with technological gains will inevitably lead to a huge income gap in the future.

"When facing rent-seeking capital, and other capital not engaged in labor, class struggle works instantly once grasped. But when facing technological gains, class struggle may not be particularly effective. Moreover, if heavy taxes are levied on professionals, they will turn around and run. What China loses is not only the country's talent but also important industrial capabilities. This is no longer 'hesitating to pelt a rat for fear of smashing the vase'; if not executed well, it is destroying one's own Great Wall.

"But they indeed cause huge unfairness. How should this be solved?"

Li Runshi thought for a while before asking, "Can China be strong to such a degree? The petty bourgeoisie can actually become the main force creating social wealth?"

"Premier Li, we must have confidence in China. The IQ of Chinese people is the highest in the world. Chinese civilization has created diligent and hard-working Chinese people who can endure hardship. China has a large population and the egalitarianism of a civil society. Is it strange that a large number of outstanding talents appear?"
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"Chairman, do you think the communism Marx spoke of will be realized?" "No." "Why?" Li Runshi asked, not particularly surprised. "The communism predicted by Marx was deduced from his economic theories. However, humans do not exist solely with social attributes; they also possess biological attributes. I believe that in the process of rapid social development, technologies that alter human biology will also emerge. When that stage is reached, there will be new discussions regarding what defines a human being. For instance, 'clasping the moon in the Ninth Heaven and seizing turtles deep in the Five Oceans.' When everyone can enjoy such capabilities, many will consider the human physical body to be too fragile. If one must rely on extremely complex and precise mechanical assistance to perform such activities, what if we modify the human body to extend its adaptive capabilities... If I must describe it, you could consider it becoming a 'semi-immortal body.' In that case, do you think that new human society will be the same as our current society?"

Li Runshi enjoyed the sense of penetration brought about by chatting with He Rui, but He Rui's words now were perhaps too erratic, making Li Runshi feel this wasn't like a normal discussion. Fortunately, Li Runshi could actually keep up with He Rui's train of thought. He shook his head. "From a materialist perspective, if the internal causes undergo such tremendous change, the inherent attributes will change accordingly... So, the five stages of human development proposed by Stalin are a misunderstanding?"

"Stalin's theory of the five stages of development of human society is meant for the people of today, not a genuine consideration of the future world. If a new world order is established in the upcoming war of liberation, human society will achieve tremendous progress. Humanity's ability to transform the world will be vastly elevated. At that time, poverty, hunger, and absolute scarcity will all vanish. Such a future would count as..."

"Knock, knock, knock." Someone knocked at the door. He Rui stopped his narration and turned his head. "Come in." The secretary pushed the door open, walked up to He Rui, and whispered, "Chairman, a telegram from the Soviet Union. Stalin has sent a special envoy requesting to see you." "Arrange it. I'll see him," He Rui replied. After the secretary left, He Rui smiled. "Speak of Cao Cao, and Cao Cao arrives. Stalin has sent a special envoy. What does Premier Li think this is about?" Li Runshi thought for a moment and replied, "Perhaps it's about the Spanish Civil War. Is the Soviet Union preparing to provide aid?" "Why?" "China is a great power and has a decisive influence on the Soviet Union. Even if only from the perspective of respect, Stalin must send someone to notify us of this matter," Li Runshi answered.

Seeing that Li Runshi had completely accepted China's current global status, He Rui felt very satisfied. Many people within the party and the country clearly hadn't yet grasped China's true standing in the world. In those people's perception, China was either the "Celestial Empire" of the past or a weak nation coveted by imperialism and liable to be attacked at any moment. In reality, the elites of the Great Power nations were smart and tactful; they already regarded China as one of the Great Powers and treated China with the attitude reserved for a Great Power. If a British Prime Minister were to announce this morning that they were declaring war on China in order to sell opium to China, by this afternoon at the latest, that Prime Minister would either be in a mental asylum or dead due to various accidents. Having mixed in to the level of a Great Power, how could one be like a gangster thug? Acting according to the person one is dealing with is one of the most basic abilities of the Great Powers.

"Why is the Chairman unwilling to participate in the Spanish Civil War?" Li Runshi asked with interest. "France and the Soviet Union are both very important trading partners for us. If we participate in the Spanish Civil War, we will offend them," He Rui replied. Seeing He Rui, who had just been proposing that humans might achieve a "semi-immortal body," instantly revert to a cold realist, Li Runshi found it truly interesting and couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy. To have such a massive span in thinking, the person's spiritual world must be extraordinarily rich.

"There is another issue: we must absolutely not give other countries an opportunity to sow discord," He Rui continued to explain. "For example, if we intervene, we need to make a diplomatic stance. Suppose Britain sends someone now to articulate an attitude basically identical to ours—should we express agreement?" Hearing He Rui's query, Li Runshi thought for a bit and then replied, "We cannot express agreement... but..." Seeing Li Runshi grasp the focal point of the problem so quickly, He Rui explained, "Correct. This is a so-called diplomatic trap. The British would immediately publicize internationally that the Chinese government agrees with London's attitude toward the Spanish Civil War. At that point, the Soviet Union and France would certainly demand we clarify the matter. How should we clarify? This is a little trick in diplomacy." Li Runshi nodded. He hadn't received diplomatic training, but with a little thought, he immediately mastered the methodology involved. As for the outcome of the Spanish Civil War, although Li Runshi felt regret for the idealists among the Spanish left wing, the Spanish left-wing groups themselves had too many problems; it didn't look like they could win no matter how one looked at it. And once China entered the arena, it had to win. With China's current projection capabilities, even if they entered, they likely couldn't win. So Li Runshi simply didn't mention supporting the Spanish left wing.

One day later, Li Runshi accompanied He Rui to meet the Soviet representative, Molotov, at a guesthouse outside the resort area. Molotov did not conceal anything. "Mr. Chairman, General Secretary Stalin ordered me to come and express the CPSU's views to you and the Chinese government. The CPSU believes that the Spanish revolution is encountering a huge crisis. As a member of the Third International, the CPSU has an obligation to provide aid to the Spanish government. This is a struggle between socialist forces and Nazi forces, concerning the future direction of the world. If the revolutionary forces in Spain fail, fascist forces will gain greater influence."

Just as He Rui expected, the Soviet side expressed ample respect. Li Runshi looked at He Rui, and heard He Rui say, "Please convey to General Secretary Stalin that the Chinese Civilization Party and government's view on the Spanish Civil War is independent, serious, and profound. The Chinese Civilization Party and government will not oppose the CPSU's decision." Molotov knew He Rui's basic attitude before coming. Hearing He Rui's specific answer now, he stood up and said, "If you have no other matters, I will take my leave." "Please convey my regards to General Secretary Stalin. Goodbye," He Rui said as if chatting about domestic trivia. Molotov turned and left, as if he had just dropped by He Rui's place for a visit, rather than having flown over ten thousand miles from Moscow. Watching Molotov's retreating figure, Li Runshi wanted to ask something. Although the French government had expressed a neutral stance, French republicans were raising funds domestically to support the Spanish republicans. Now, although the Soviet Union was not intervening in the name of the government, it would actually give a large amount of support, plus the mobilized forces of the Third International—was there really no possibility of victory? In a flash, Li Runshi recalled the three words He Rui had just used: "independent, serious, profound." He felt relieved. Since He Rui firmly believed the Spanish left wing would fail, then he would watch how the specific issues developed.

Time flowed on; the streets were peaceful. Days continued. US President Roosevelt was successfully re-elected. Due to their respective demands for heavy industry, related industries in Japan and China were booming. Conversely, light industry showed a less-than-favorable situation. Discount activities were becoming more frequent; light industrial goods, especially cheap, low-quality commodities, filled the streets but no longer sold quickly just because of low prices. Spring went and summer came; in the blink of an eye, it was early June 1937. It was already summer in Spain. After the 16th International Brigade of the International Brigades completed their positions, they naturally held a regular meeting.

Starting in October 1936, the Third International organized the International Brigades to fight against the Italian and German armies participating under the name of volunteer forces. By now, the International Brigades had a scale of about 50,000 men, organized into six brigades. The 11th International Brigade, composed mainly of Germans and Austrians. The 12th International Brigade, composed mainly of Italians. The 13th International Brigade, composed mainly of Poles, Yugoslavs, Hungarians, and Bulgarians. The 14th International Brigade, composed mainly of French and Belgians. The 15th International Brigade, composed mainly of British, Americans, Canadians, and Irish. The 16th International Brigade, composed mainly of Chinese, Japanese, and communists from other Asian countries and Asian colonies. The number was about 5,500, with about 3,400 Chinese, about 540 Japanese, 28 Koreans, about 320 Burmese, and members of local communist parties and the Civilization Party from the Philippines, Vietnam, and Malaysia coming to fight.

The "Civilization Party members from Asian colonies" were not a branch of the Chinese Civilization Party; they had spontaneously adopted this name. Most Civilization Party members from Asian colonies were studying in China or were members of local guerrilla forces who had gone to training camps on the border for training. The reason they came to participate in the Spanish Civil War was neither China's arrangement nor China's instruction, but rather, like the participating Chinese volunteers, purely out of their own volition. The communists from Asian colonies came in response to the call of the Third International, totaling about 500 people. Colonial communists generally could not speak Chinese, while other volunteers from the colonies could mostly speak some Chinese. Therefore, the meetings of the 16th International Brigade were held in Chinese. After more than half a year of fighting together, even the personnel from Asian colonies who previously couldn't speak Chinese could communicate simply in Chinese, though they couldn't understand complex Chinese content. Fortunately, Brigade Commander Liu Jingtian never used complicated language. He simply pointed at the map and explained, "After failing to attack Madrid, the rebel army has turned to attack the north, attempting to seize the important industrial areas of the Basque Country and Asturias along the Bay of Biscay. Losing this, the Spanish government loses its self-produced industrial goods and weapons."

Liu Jingtian had once gone to France as a Chinese laborer to support the war, and joined the Comintern at that time. Later he returned to China and went to work in the Northeast. Afterwards, he was caught by the Northeast National Security Bureau. The National Security Bureau did not make things difficult for Liu Jingtian, and because he had some technical skills learned in factories when he was a laborer, Liu Jingtian stayed in the Northeast and entered a factory. Later, when the war between the Northeast and Japan broke out, Liu Jingtian volunteered to join the army, becoming a soldier in the Northeast Army. At the end of 1923, he followed the troops all the way south, participating in the war to liberate all of China and the subsequent Sino-British War. However, after the government was established, Liu Jingtian still felt that China didn't seem to have thoroughly changed. When he retired in 1928, he was a captain, and he subsequently returned to the Comintern. In 1930, accepting a Comintern assignment, he went to Vietnam to organize the Vietnamese Communist Party with Ho Chi Minh and launch struggles against French colonialists. Afterwards, he went to work at the Comintern headquarters. Because he had undergone three six-month training sessions in the military academies of the Chinese National Defense Force and completed the basic officer courses, he naturally became a commander in the 16th International Brigade. Following the system of the Chinese National Defense Force, he held meetings on ordinary days to conduct ideological education. Especially regarding the war, he did not hide the war situation from the officers and soldiers. Precisely because facts were never hidden, the officers and soldiers knew what kind of war situation they were facing and had a high acceptance of fierce combat. Borrowing the words of some soldiers, "If I die, I'll be a ghost who knows what killed him." This working method also had good results in the International Brigade. Although some among the officers and soldiers of the International Brigade were indeed terrified after understanding the pressure, the Chinese National Defense Force's response was to conduct military training and military exercises, letting the soldiers master the methods of confronting the enemy. There were many who impulsively came to join the International Brigades, but coming to Spain required going through untold hardships. Those who were not firm had already beaten a retreat when facing difficulties. Those who could remain here were all people of firm will. What they needed was precisely the methods and training on how to specifically defeat the enemy.

The officers' gazes moved on the map following Liu Jingtian's finger. The Bay of Biscay is a gulf in the eastern North Atlantic, located between the west coast of France and the north coast of Spain. The French government had originally decided to support the Spanish government but encountered opposition from the French right wing, who believed such support might drag the French government into war. Hearing the French right wing's description of being dragged into war, the French public immediately expressed instinctive opposition. The war less than twenty years ago had wiped out a generation of French youth; the French people resolutely opposed entering a war on their own initiative again. At this time, the British government also required the French government to maintain neutrality. The French government was rather resistant, because France's northern neighbor Germany and eastern neighbor Italy were now both fascist regimes. The current Spanish rebel army was also obviously fascist. If the Spanish government were defeated, France would have another fascist country, Spain, beside it. France would basically be surrounded by fascist countries. So the French government's stance given to Britain was extremely vague. At the same time, it used French fleets to transport material aid provided by left-wing forces worldwide to the Spanish government through the Bay of Biscay. After introducing this situation, Liu Jingtian concluded, "Therefore, the rebel army will certainly do its utmost to seize the Bay of Biscay. Besides taking the industrial zone here, they can also cut off France's maritime aid route. And the Italian government has already dispatched their fleet to cruise along Spain's Mediterranean coast, intercepting aid supplies for the Spanish government."

Just as he said this, someone from the patrol unit came in from outside. "Report to the Brigade Commander, a supply convoy has arrived." Liu Jingtian and the people in the brigade headquarters were overjoyed and hurriedly went out to welcome them. Seeing the arrival, Liu Jingtian stepped forward happily. "Brother Ma, you've come again." Ma Wenbin was from Xinyang, Henan. "Cousin, those guys in the Spanish government are really screwed up. They insisted on detaining half the stuff on the trucks along the way. I don't know what they're trying to do. I said before, aid is aid, but the stuff for you has to end up in your hands. They couldn't be harboring some other ideas, could they?" Hearing Ma Wenbin's complaints, Liu Jingtian gave a bitter smile. Most of the Spanish government's gold was used to buy weapons and equipment from the Soviet Union; the process was truly hard to describe in a few words. On the contrary, the 16th International Brigade received richer supplies because of Sino-French relations, plus the fact that Liu Jingtian had been a Chinese laborer, and China's anti-Nazi stance. After cursing the Spanish government, Ma Wenbin hurriedly had people unload the supplies. A total of 20 trucks had come this time, all having crossed the Pyrenees on the border of France and Spain, traveling thousands of miles to arrive in here. The trucks carried mostly supplies, no ammunition. Even so, seeing those precious medicines and medical instruments, Liu Jingtian and the officers in the brigade headquarters were overjoyed. Although Spain was a European country, its industrial level was not even up to that of Japan during the Great War in Europe. The medical level didn't even need mentioning. This batch of medicines and medical instruments truly helped a lot.

Just after unloading the supplies, the alarm sounded. Liu Jingtian hurriedly said, "Brother Ma, quickly drive the trucks to the concealment point. The rebel planes are coming." Ma Wenbin quickly jumped onto the first truck and went toward the concealment ground under the guidance of 16th Brigade personnel. Not long after, several planes flew overhead. Seeing the 16th Brigade's position empty, they casually dropped a few bombs and left. Seeing the German Air Force painting on the planes without any concealment, Liu Jingtian felt both angry and regretful. His feeling about the Spanish Civil War was similar to the Sino-Japanese War 15 years ago. At that time, China also used air-ground integrated attacks, but back then it was the Japanese army taking the beating. Now finding himself on the receiving end, Liu Jingtian finally understood how the Japanese army felt back then. The harassment and bombing by planes greatly affected the daily work of the troops; this point alone was extremely unpleasant. As for during combat, the feeling was even more unbearable. At this time Ma Wenbin rushed back over. Liu Jingtian didn't want Ma Wenbin to take risks, so he had people bring over several large boxes. "Brother Ma, inside here are some combat records, and also the personal effects of some people. Take these back." Looking at those boxes, Ma Wenbin sighed. "Cousin, don't you... take care!"

Not long after Ma Wenbin left, planes painted with Italian army insignias came again. Based on Ma Wenbin's accumulated experience and judgment of the overall situation, the opposing Spanish rebel army would launch a fierce attack within the next two days. Commanding this campaign was Franco. He personally went to the front line to inspect the battle. Planes whistled as they dropped bombs on the Spanish government forces' positions, and artillery towed by trucks had also arrived, opening fierce fire on the government forces' positions. Just looking at the smoke and dust, one felt the government forces' positions had been thoroughly destroyed. Franco, however, was not so optimistic. This tactic was not being used for the first time. It worked very well on some government army units. But on other government army units, especially the International Brigades, it didn't work so well. In the intelligence obtained before the battle, the 11th to 16th International Brigades were all incorporated into the government army. Now it was hard to judge whether there were International Brigade people on the front. After this preparation of air-artillery cooperation, Franco's troops coordinated with the Italian troops to launch an attack. For this attack, Italy and Germany were also determined to cut off France's support for the Spanish government. The Pyrenees were very difficult to traverse and not suitable for large-scale transport. Italy was also doing its best to blockade the Spanish Mediterranean side, even risking conflict with the French fleet. Therefore, this attack was an attack that would decide the strategic posture. Thus, Mussolini of Italy also spent significant capital, dispatching 100,000 Italian troops to arrive in Spain to fight. If they couldn't seize the Bay of Biscay, Franco's army could not win the war. The attack was not smooth from the start. The rebel positions looked as if there was no one there, but as soon as the rebel troops approached, the counterattack fire from the position immediately became fierce. Several probing attacks were all beaten back. The Italian troops didn't believe in heresy and soon relieved the rebel troops to begin the attack. As a result, several massed attacks were equally unsmooth. The enemy's position just showed no people, yet they simply couldn't charge up. News soon arrived in the staff department. The opposing unit's designation was completely confirmed: it was the 16th Brigade of the International Brigades, which was the Chinese Brigade that had thoroughly defeated the rebel army relying on a night raid in the Battle of Madrid. Hearing the name of the Chinese Brigade, the faces of several Spanish generals who had participated in the Battle of Madrid turned very ugly. To this day, they still hadn't figured it out. The Chinese Brigade had only made one assault at night, and they were defeated. At that time, all positions were attacked; various units lost command in the chaos and were directly routed. But the opponent was only a brigade-level unit; where did they get so many troops? Although this era no longer believed in witchcraft, a rumor circulated in the Spanish rebel army that the Chinese seemed to possess some sorcery that made soldiers fearless of death. Gunshot wounds sufficient to kill ordinary people were only ordinary injuries to the Chinese. Only when the Chinese soldiers achieved combat victory would the real injuries erupt, and the Chinese soldiers would die at that time. Just as the atmosphere became oppressive, a German officer wearing a monocle, Model, spoke up. "Isn't this very good? We have already confirmed the location of the enemy's elite troops. I suggest that we next dispatch troops to pin down this Chinese army, while our main force launches an attack on the enemy's weaker defense lines." The generals around Franco looked at Model, who was only a colonel, and were not convinced in their hearts. But Franco had stabilized his emotions by this time. Model's view was very correct. Although shifting the direction of attack was indeed rather troublesome, major US corporations were supporting Franco one after another. especially the US auto giants General Motors and Ford, who provided Franco with 12,000 trucks, making it easier for Franco's troops to maneuver. Adjusting the deployment immediately now could allow them to change to a new attack direction before the opposing government forces adjusted. "Colonel Model, where do you think it is appropriate to attack?" Franco asked. After Hitler expanded the army, Model was already the Chief of Staff of a German infantry corps. He came this time as an advisor to support Franco. He had long studied the map thoroughly, and even took a German plane to actually look at the various positions. Since Franco asked, Model didn't put on airs. He pointed directly to a location on the map. "Launch the attack here. Since the main force of the International Brigades is placed at the very front, it means the Republican Army is prepared to resist stubbornly. Judging by this, the defense troops in this valley will not be the main force. Let the troops conduct a raid, supplemented by continuous air strikes from the Air Force; it is possible to seize this place."
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After reading the latest news regarding the Northern Campaign of the Spanish Civil War, He Rui didn't even have the interest to make a sarcastic retort. In the descriptions of the online wits, the Italian army was terrible, but this was prejudice. If judged by the standard of their equipment, the Italian performance was worthy of their gear. To compare the Italian level with the People's Liberation Army was to commit the error of thinking, "If the Rabbit can do it, so can I." Moreover, in terms of the choice of strategic direction, there was no problem with the Italian strategic judgment.

He Rui's attention was now focused on the interest rate hike plan implemented by U.S. President Roosevelt. This excitement brought his mood back to the year 2020 in another timeline, when he watched with his own eyes as the U.S. stock market triggered circuit breakers every few days.

There was a joke at that time where the American investment guru Buffett said: "I've lived more than 80 years and only seen a circuit breaker once." "I've lived more than 80 years and only seen a circuit breaker twice." "I've lived more than 80 years and only seen a circuit breaker three times." "I... am still too young."

The feeling now was similar to that time. On June 1, 1937—twenty days ago—Roosevelt announced that the Federal Reserve would raise interest rates and shrink its balance sheet (reduce the deficit). For the first few days, American newspapers publicized this heavily, all supporting Roosevelt's decision. News reporters and experts stated that over the past three years, the U.S. economy had recovered under state stimulation. Now it was time to let the U.S. economy recover on its own, and the government's stimulus role should come to an end.

The logic was certainly correct, so for the first few days, the U.S. stock market remained relatively stable, even rising a point or so. But by the sixth day, the market took a sharp turn for the worse. Although the current U.S. stock indices were far below the Great Crash of 1929, the decline had that familiar flavor. It was a straight dive.

Over the following week, U.S. stocks dove again. Except for Rockefeller companies, which had extensive cooperation with China and only fell by 8%, other stocks generally fell by 30%. Now the crash was over, and a slow decline had begun. Most famous American speculators had already jumped off buildings in 1929; otherwise, one could wonder what new jokes would have emerged.

Li Runshi did not share He Rui's mood at this moment. His office was filled with the heavy smell of tobacco smoke, and large numbers of reports were spread across the walls and tables. Since the start of Roosevelt's second term, the He Rui administration had secretly begun preparations. Li Runshi could understand the reasons for these preparations. When the U.S. stock market crashed in 1929, the U.S. had significant investments in Germany. To save the market, the U.S. not only withdrew the funds planned for Germany but also began divesting from Germany to repatriate capital for the bailout. This directly detonated Germany's economic crisis.

In 1929, no matter how eagerly the United States wanted to conduct comprehensive trade and investment with China, the He Rui administration had coolly blocked it, only engaging in targeted cooperation with a few major companies led by Rockefeller. It was not until mid-1932 that Sino-U.S. economic and trade exchanges, especially capital flows, began on a large scale.

Over the past five years, China had become a destination for U.S. investment. Coupled with the $1 billion interest-free government loan borrowed from the U.S., China was faintly poised to become the largest destination for U.S. investment. During this U.S. stock market disaster, American companies scrambled to withdraw capital from China to save the market back home. In a very short time, this triggered intense turbulence in China's financial markets.

According to China's regulations on finance and investment management, American merchants investing in China brought U.S. dollars to exchange for Chinese yuan, then used the yuan for investment within China. The U.S. dollar was not a payment currency within China and could only be used through specific channels. The reverse was also true; the Chinese yuan was not a circulating currency in the U.S. and had to be exchanged through foreign exchange channels before use. The exploding demand for exchange caused the U.S. dollars in China's foreign exchange reserves to be rapidly depleted.

In recent years, most enterprises investing in the U.S. had made some money. Now that domestic interest rates in the U.S. had risen, borrowing costs also surged. Many American companies sold off their Chinese assets or other assets, preparing to convert them into dollars to return to the U.S. This also caused a wave of selling in the Shanghai stock market. The stock market had always been a place where people bought on the rise and sold on the fall; once the market dropped, many people followed suit and sold their stocks indiscriminately. This irrational attitude made Li Runshi shake his head involuntarily.

The theory explaining the current situation was not complex; Li Runshi had studied it and truly understood it. But witnessing it with his own eyes, he still felt quite shocked. This was the instability of the industrial age that He Rui spoke of. Compared to agricultural society, information in the industrial age flowed freely; any disturbance could trigger tremors in the financial markets, and these tremors would immediately trigger further actions.

Holding the exchange rate chart of the dollar against the yuan, Li Runshi sighed inwardly. By his intuition, the U.S. economy had problems while the Chinese economy was doing well, so the dollar should fall and the yuan should rise. But from a market perspective, it wasn't like that; the market often only cared about demand, not fundamentals. Because a large number of Americans were selling yuan to buy dollars, the dollar skyrocketed.

The He Rui government had assessed and prepared for this event in advance. The Central Bank had already performed estimation simulations based on data, listing figures for various scenarios. With the Chinese yuan falling to its current extent, it wasn't just people withdrawing funds; some were beginning to use this crash to short the yuan. According to pre-established warning lines, the Central Bank began selling the dollars reserved for this possibility and buying yuan, hedging against those fellows who were shorting the currency.

Analyzing the use of these financial instruments, Li Runshi wasn't sure how much capital the group shorting the yuan possessed. But China's economic fundamentals were very stable, and with the French banking industry also cooperating with China, it shouldn't be a particularly big problem. However, this incident gave Li Runshi a very bad feeling about the financial industry. in the West, early finance was also considered the devil's trade. Li Runshi felt this evaluation was extremely precise...

"Premier Li, there's a meeting at 2:00 PM," the secretary pushed open the door to remind him. It was already 1:45 PM; if Li Runshi waited any longer, he would be late.

Li Runshi picked up his prepared briefcase, swept his gaze once more over the charts and figures, and left the office without looking back.

In another office, Wu Youping, along with the Central Bank Governor, the Minister of Finance, and the Minister of Industry, were all smiling, completely unaffected by the pressure Li Runshi felt. Seeing Li Runshi enter, Wu Youping smiled. "Everyone is here. Let's begin. Governor Ding, please introduce the situation first."

Governor Ding Song was entirely relaxed. "At the same time the economic crisis broke out in the United States, an economic crisis also erupted in Britain. According to the joint analysis materials from the Central Bank and the Ministry of Finance, the countries currently falling into economic crisis are mainly the United States and the Sterling Bloc countries. These countries share a common characteristic: none of them have used investment in heavy industry to drive their economies. The East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization has recently invested heavily in heavy industry. The Soviet Union, from 1928 to the present, has made massive investments in heavy industry. The two fascist countries, Germany and Italy, have both invested in military industry, especially Germany, which has invested heavily in infrastructure, electricity, steel, highways, railways, and military industry. These fields are either heavy industry sectors or closely related to heavy industry..."

Hearing this, Li Runshi suddenly felt a sense of enlightenment. The driving role of heavy industry was manifesting in a time when consumption power was generally insufficient across countries, especially in the military industry sector.

After introducing the situation of the economic crisis, Central Bank Governor Ding Song began to report on the task he had received. "Premier, the Central Bank was ordered to analyze the United States. If the U.S. wants to continue in the direction of the New Deal at present, it must first abolish the gold standard for the dollar. As long as the gold standard is enforced, the issuance of dollars cannot break through its limits. Since the essence of the American New Deal is to forcibly pull the economy through national deficits, they shouldn't consider so-called upper limits anymore. In the current context of massive currency issuance, lowering dollar interest rates to the lowest possible level and assuming government deficits through national bonds is the only way to support the continued execution of the New Deal."

Li Runshi couldn't hold back and asked, "U.S. national bonds eventually have to be repaid. How do they plan to repay the debt?"

Ding Song laughed. "The U.S. borrows dollars and repays dollars. What's difficult about that? If Premier Li is asking about the U.S. economic problem, ask Minister Song."

Li Runshi looked at Finance Minister Song Jiangqi. Song Jiangqi looked at Premier Wu Youping, then turned to Li Runshi and said, "Premier Li, the United States has very high resource endowments, and during the Great Depression of '29, it frantically liquidated foreign investments in the U.S. I wonder if Premier Li has seen the documents regarding that part?"

"I have seen them." Li Runshi nodded. As the former Minister of Propaganda, he had the qualification to see minister-level documents immediately. Even when he was the Party Secretary in Shaanxi, this qualification had not been revoked. After 1929, the U.S. financial industry once reached a state where almost all banks suspended operations.

This situation was caused not only by bank bankruptcies. According to information collected by China, the persons in charge of at least 100,000 domestic American banks with close ties to foreign investment disappeared inexplicably. At least 30,000 such bankers suddenly evaporated after Roosevelt was elected President and the New Deal was promulgated.

In Roosevelt's New Deal, the first thing to be restored was the multitude of American banks. And among the restored American banks, the figures of those banks controlled by European capital were gone.

Serious political analysis cannot rely on conspiracy theories. Looking at the impact of the Great Depression on the U.S. from a factual perspective, foreign banks disappeared in the storm of the U.S. Great Depression. The persons in charge, funds, and accounts of those banks vanished without a trace. The most important thing for a bank is its accounts. Bank accounts record not just depositor content; recording only basic depositor information is the level of the lowest grassroots bank branches, like small bank outlets in Chinese rural towns. True bank accounts record the flow of various funds within the bank and various transactions with other banks.

The accounts of banks participating in international banking business involve a huge network of bank transactions. Even domestic banks are involved in capital flows within the country.

Only after learning this part of knowledge did Li Runshi discover that modern banks are truly the blood vessels of a nation. Funds connect the organism of the state through these arteries, veins, large vessels, and capillaries. Through currency, this medium of equivalent exchange, resources are provided to every organ and every cell.

The disappearance of so many accounts meant the disappearance of the whereabouts of massive amounts of foreign capital in the United States. But the meat rots in the pot; since this money disappeared within the United States, it ultimately became American resources.

Seeing that Li Runshi knew about the American banks, Song Jiangqi continued, "The United States has a population of 130 million and a territory of over 9 million square kilometers. The per capita land and resources are very high. With its own endowments and the investment it has received, the baseline standard of living in the U.S. is high. As long as the current industrial ratio in the U.S. is tweaked to increase the small peasant economy component domestically, the U.S. can be completely self-sufficient. If the U.S. wants to maintain its status as the world's largest industrial nation, it can only expand the world markets the U.S. controls to sustain its manufacturing industry."

"Does Minister Song believe the U.S. will expand its military?" Li Runshi heard the implication Song Jiangqi hadn't spoken aloud.

"At least they will first drive U.S. demand through heavy industry orders," Song Jiangqi gave a very cunning answer.

Wu Youping felt that what needed to be said had been said, so he asked, "How are the preparations for the task Premier Li received?"

Li Runshi answered immediately, "That part of the institutional regulations has been completed and handed over to the Ministry of Justice for analysis and discussion of the legal issues involved. The Ministry of Justice has not replied yet."

The work Li Runshi received was to formulate domestic regulatory systems, especially providing a standard for judging collusion between officials and merchants. Both the central and local governments managed the economy; for those low-level cases of abusing power for personal gain, the judicial departments could investigate and arrest.

But merchants and capitalists were not stupid. As the Civilization Party's management in these areas became stricter, merchants and capitalists naturally changed their methods of co-opting and corrupting officials. Many methods had begun to exploit legal loopholes. Even though the Civilization Party had implemented a property declaration system, as long as there was money to be made, people would still engage in capital offenses.

Wu Youping felt that He Rui had given Li Runshi a very difficult job and even sympathized with him somewhat. Wu Youping himself came from a merchant family and had been Premier for so long; he had seen too many things. He raised some different views. "Mobilizing wicked merchants to fight wicked merchants sounds reasonable. But Secretary Li, wicked merchants are very worried about retaliation from officials. after all, after they expose these things, will they face malice from other officials? Although many officials are not corrupt themselves, they might very well feel an impulse to eliminate such merchants quickly."

Li Runshi was not only the Vice Premier but also a Secretary of the Civilization Party's Central Secretariat. The Central Secretariat was equivalent to the Soviet Politburo. Wu Youping addressing Li Runshi as Secretary Li was also a well-intentioned reminder to pay attention to political impact. If merchants possessed the power to bring down officials, how could officials feel at ease?

Li Runshi explained, "Such problems will certainly arise in the early stages. At the current stage, we precisely want to form a relationship of mistrust between corrupt officials and wicked merchants. Therefore, this requires more complete management methods and judicial research on potential loopholes. With economic development, a large number of young people with higher education will graduate and enter the workforce. This will improve the overall level of the civil service team. The most critical thing is how to define collusion between officials and merchants, and to determine sunset clauses. Merchants corrupt officials for greater economic benefits; how to create an environment where one can do business well without corrupting officials is the core of anti-corruption. Our job is to try to make the current phase pass quickly, not to enact an eternal law for anti-corruption. Sing the song that fits the mountain you are on."

Wu Youping didn't quite understand, but he could sense that Li Runshi's method had a possibility of success. Because the failed cases he had encountered often shared a commonality: they wanted to solve the entire problem, not the problem at hand. If Li Runshi had proposed a plan to completely eliminate corruption, it could basically be considered unreliable.

Having finished discussing these matters, Wu Youping asked Finance Minister Song Jiangqi again, "In the plans simulated by the Ministry of Finance, what is the possibility that would have the greatest impact on our country?"

Song Jiangqi was thinking about the anti-corruption issue and was stunned for a moment when Wu Youping asked. A moment later, he returned to the mindset of a Finance Minister rather than an official. "It is possible that the United States will restore high tariffs. Roosevelt's New Deal relied on the U.S. federal government providing jobs to drive the economy, creating massive deficits. This is also why Roosevelt had to rashly interrupt the deficit economy just as his second term began.

"In his recent policies, Roosevelt tightened finances, raised corporate tax rates, and compressed government spending to balance the fiscal deficit. At the same time, he significantly raised the reserve requirement ratio, tightening the money supply. The U.S. economic recovery originally relied on government promotion; the private sector, which is the foundation of the U.S. economy, lacks confidence in the economy. Now that the power provided by the government through deficits has disappeared, the U.S. economy naturally returned to the appearance of the Great Depression era.

"So Roosevelt is very likely to restart the deficit economy, and at the same time raise tariffs to ensure domestic employment. The Ministry of Finance strongly agrees with the landmark event proposed by the Central Bank as a wind vane: the U.S. is likely to abolish the gold standard. Once the gold standard is abolished, the U.S. will engage in high tariffs."

Li Runshi felt that this judgment was again slightly different from his view of the economy, but he immediately thought of an explanation. Although abolishing the gold standard would lead to a weak dollar and enhance the international competitiveness of U.S. goods, international trade was currently terrible, and all industrial countries were suffering from overcapacity. The reason China had become the largest trading partner of major countries in the world was that international trade had shrunk severely. The Great Powers' trade with China was entirely because they had to open part of their markets to China in order to enter the Chinese market.

The United States had no colonies and similarly could not enter the colonies of other countries. Although the most important emerging market in the world today was China, the competitiveness of U.S. goods in China was not high, so high tariffs would have a limited impact on the U.S. economy. But doing so would have a huge impact on the Roosevelt administration. The American people were already used to suffering; what they couldn't tolerate most now was foreign goods coming to the U.S. market to destroy the jobs of American workers.

The complexity and simplicity, the effectiveness and uselessness of the economy, all made Li Runshi feel the instability of industrial society once again.
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When Roosevelt's secretary walked into his office, her face was slightly flushed. Seeing Roosevelt's low spirits these past few days, she had specially worn sexy lingerie and sprayed a more seductive perfume, wanting to properly serve her beloved man. But upon entering the office, she saw Roosevelt's expression was extremely grave, a look she had never seen before.

From his youth, Roosevelt had been a "hell-raiser," defending gangsters as a lawyer. He chatted and laughed with those murderous mobsters, never knowing fear. Even though the secretary had only started working by Roosevelt's side during the final phase of that period, the Roosevelt she saw always had light in his eyes. Even disability hadn't been able to extinguish that inner flame.

But now, Roosevelt's gaze was heavy. Even if there was still fire in his heart, the sky within Roosevelt's heart seemed to be made of stone, blocking out that light.

Standing at the door, the secretary felt there was no space to release the passion in her heart. Even though only Roosevelt was in the office, the air seemed like hardened concrete, leaving no room for anyone else.

Roosevelt waved his hand at the secretary. She wanted to step in, but seeing him wave again, she could only retreat and close the door. She stood blankly at the door, at a loss.

Seeing that he was finally alone in the room again, Roosevelt turned the wheels of his wheelchair and went to the bookshelf. A bottle of liquor sat in the corner of the shelf. Roosevelt picked up the bottle, didn't bother with a glass, uncorked it, and took a large swig. The recent economic news was completely unexpected. Contrary to the views of those economists, the US economy was extremely fragile—unexpectedly fragile. When the government stopped driving the economy, the capitalists not only didn't expand production but rapidly sold off stocks, preparing to hold cash for the winter.

With US stocks falling more than 30%, Roosevelt had to consider one thing. Perhaps his view of the US economy was wrong from the start. The US economy hadn't encountered a temporary problem but had truly reached its ceiling. The New Deal could stimulate the economy through fiscal deficits, but it lacked the ability to save the US economy.

Taking another swig from the bottle, Roosevelt felt a heat resembling courage surge in his chest. Roosevelt didn't lack courage now; he hadn't had the slightest fear since disability accidentally fell upon him. Just as he had told others: "The only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance."

Actually, this sentence wasn't originally created by Roosevelt. Bacon had summarized it: "We only need to fear fear itself, eliminate the fear of ignorance, shatter feudal superstitious thoughts, and cut off the neurotic, blind practices born of nothingness; to obtain freedom in the true sense, freedom of thought, and even freedom of action."

Roosevelt now admitted that the New Deal probably couldn't fundamentally solve America's economic problems. Early on when formulating the New Deal, Roosevelt had discussed this possibility with economic experts. At that time, most American economists dared not or would not answer this question. Only Professor Veda from the Rockefeller Company bravely answered: "Mr. President, everything is relative. Even if the New Deal fails, it doesn't matter. As long as the New Deal can still regulate America's social contradictions so that the US doesn't *have* to choose the path of war, those countries with weaker economic strength than the US will be the first to be unable to hold on and start a war. As long as the US intervenes in the war later, it can profit from others' wars."

This viewpoint truly shocked the room and left a deep impression on Roosevelt. Later, Roosevelt had people carefully investigate Professor Veda. The professor's academic and career history in the US was no different from other American economists, except that he had studied in the Political Science Department of Northeast University in China from 1932 to 1933, obtaining a doctorate in Geopolitics. That is to say, Professor Veda's view of the world was "Made in China."

Years passed, and Roosevelt often recalled this matter. The changes in the world were highly similar to Professor Veda's judgment years ago. The New Deal had alleviated America's economic problems so far, while other countries were falling into deeper crises. At least in Europe, the clouds of war had appeared, creating opportunities for the US to intervene in others' wars.

Now, the only thing Roosevelt had to be sure of was: should he admit that the New Deal couldn't fundamentally solve the problem? Roosevelt had thought about it for days, and at this moment, he made the decision to admit this situation.

After making the decision, Roosevelt felt his heart filled with immense regret and loss, but he pressed the electric bell button to summon the secretary. Releasing the bell, Roosevelt raised the bottle and took another swig. Just as he corked the bottle, the door opened, and the secretary walked in as if she had never left.

While putting the bottle back in its place, Roosevelt ordered, "Call Mr. Hull and have him come to see me with Professor Veda."

The secretary quickly dialed the phone. Even as Roosevelt's hand gently stroked her waist, the secretary's voice was completely unaffected. She quickly confirmed that Secretary of State Hull and Professor Veda could arrive in over an hour.

Hearing the report, Roosevelt ordered, "Lock the door and draw the curtains."

The secretary gave Roosevelt a sweet smile. After completing these tasks, she unbuttoned her jacket. Under the dignified jacket was sexy lingerie worn by showgirls. Seeing Roosevelt's eyes light up, the secretary cast aside her outer garment and squatted down in front of Roosevelt.

***

Professor Veda had been prepared since seeing the latest US economic data. There wasn't any special news; Professor Veda just felt he should prepare. So, an hour after receiving the call, he arrived at the White House in the same car as Secretary of State Hull.

He had expected President Roosevelt to have bloodshot eyes and an anxious expression. But unexpectedly, the President was neatly dressed, as if he had just tidied up. Although his gaze was serious, his cheeks were rosy, showing no sign of being crushed by the current situation. Professor Veda admired such heroic spirit in his heart.

When the President explicitly asked about the current world economic situation, Veda answered without concealment, "Mr. President, there are two countries that most want to disrupt the European situation: Germany and the Soviet Union. The Soviet economy looks good, but I believe the Soviet Union is even more dangerous than Germany. Because Germany started rebuilding its military in 1933, while the Soviet Union began fully developing heavy industry in 1928. According to the intelligence we've collected, the best industry in the Soviet Union is the military industry, followed by agriculture, and the worst is light industry. Because China exports a large amount of light industrial products, the Soviet Union can invest more resources into the military industry. If things develop according to the current situation, by 1943, the Soviet Union will possess the strength to challenge all of Europe."

Perhaps having admitted the limitations of the New Deal, Roosevelt felt like a sage at this moment, easily accepting Professor Veda's view without the inner conflict he used to have.

Professor Veda glanced at the solemn-faced Secretary of State Hull beside him and continued to expound his views. "Mr. President, we absolutely cannot wait until 1943, nor can we wait for the Soviet Union to make a move. Because the Soviet Union lacks the confidence to start a war, and also lacks the urgent psychology to do so. Therefore, as soon as any probe by the Soviet Union meets resistance, they will choose to stop. Britain and France, as the biggest beneficiaries of the Versailles System, have no internal need to start a war. At this time, the most favorable choice for the United States is to continue expanding support for Franco. Create a geopolitical environment for Germany to start a war. On this matter, I want to congratulate the government. From the beginning, using the excuse that the Soviet Union participated in the 1931 revolution that overthrew the Spanish King, it expressed strong dissatisfaction with the Soviet Union and subsequently implemented a military embargo on Spain."

Secretary of State Hull couldn't help but sigh inwardly. The United States itself was a democratic country, but since its founding, it had basically supported monarchs of various countries. So much so that after China gained a certain amount of influence internationally, Chinese scholars mocked the US: "Perhaps out of nostalgia for 'Founding Father' Louis XVI and 'Godfather' Napoleon I, the United States has become a friend of monarchs. Of course, this is a joke. The US supports autocratic monarchs to obtain maximum benefits from revolutions in other countries—worthy of the traditional skills of the Anglo-Saxons."

It was clear that Professor Veda was preparing to continue displaying America's traditional skills.

Professor Veda continued, "At this stage, American merchants have already provided a large amount of support to Franco's Nationalist forces. I believe we should increase support to let Franco achieve victory as soon as possible, forming a Fascist encirclement of France."

Roosevelt asked, "Does China have a need for war?"

Professor Veda's eyes lit up. He had seriously studied the Chinese economy in recent years and had quite a few insights. That the President could prioritize the China issue showed his very high strategic level. After organizing his emotions, Professor Veda replied, "China's economy is far less stable than it appears. According to the economic theory proposed by Mr. He Rui, the economy is divided into three cycles: short, medium, and long.

The short cycle is usually 3-5 years, determined ultimately by the completion of an economic cycle through changes in inventory and investment.

The medium cycle is usually 8-10 years, determined by the end of an economic cycle through equipment replacement and capital investment.

The long cycle is 40-60 years. Let's not discuss the long cycle for now. Looking at the medium cycle, China started two medium cycles in 1924. Through domestic asset restructuring and cooperation with France, the Chinese government completed equipment replacement and capital investment. By 16 years later, which is 1940, Chinese consumer power will be unable to digest the product explosion brought by these two cycles. It is bound to fall into an economic crisis.

If looking from the Sino-French economic cooperation in 1928, 8 years after the start of cooperation, although China has opened up the Soviet and French markets, the output of China's light industrial products has also exceeded the capacity of the domestic and foreign markets that Mr. He Rui strove to create. Large quantities of unsold light industrial products have begun to appear in China. The situation where production and sales were both booming has turned into the fierce internal competition of price cuts we commonly see. The profit margin of light industry has plummeted. By 1939 at the latest, a large number of Chinese light industrial enterprises will go bankrupt.

Therefore, both Japan and China have begun to increase investment in heavy industry. But the more developed heavy industry is, the greater the output of light industry. The situation of bankruptcy in China's light industry will not disappear but will intensify. Light industry provides the largest number of jobs in the industrial system. A crisis in light industry is a national employment crisis. I believe Mr. He Rui will definitely consider starting a war. However, his timing is hard to determine. According to estimates based on economic data, the pressure of China's economic crisis will peak between '40 and '42.

Regarding China, my view is that China will join the war earlier than the United States. And if China joins the war, it will inevitably encroach upon Southeast Asia. This is very favorable for the United States."

Hearing this, Roosevelt already had a general judgment of the situation and asked, "Do you think strengthening forces in the Philippines at this stage is very beneficial to the US?"

"I believe the Two-Ocean Navy Act proposed by Congressman Carl Vinson of the Naval Affairs Committee is very beneficial to the current United States. The East Asian Alliance is building ships on a massive scale; this is the best excuse. There is a Chinese brigade in Spain. This brigade has strong combat effectiveness, and its commander is a Chinese officer. Is there a possibility that this is China sending regular troops to join the Spanish Civil War?"

Roosevelt smiled faintly. The powers of the world knew very well that Italy and Germany had already entered the fray bare-chested. Italy maintained a force of about 70,000 in the Spanish Civil War, and Germany's Condor Legion had over 10,000 men, providing Franco with equipment like planes, cannons, and tanks, as well as military advisor support. If one only criticized China, it would be seen as supporting Germany and Italy, and showing hostility towards China and the Soviet Union. Politicians had plenty of ways to deal with this. Roosevelt's brain moved for two seconds, and he already had an idea.

This matter needed to be discussed with Secretary of State Hull in a moment, while Professor Veda's job was to analyze international economic problems. Roosevelt continued to ask a question, "The government purchased a large amount of German bonds in '34, and practically interrupted the import of German goods last year. Now, whatever technology Germany wants to buy, just sell it to them. The earliest large batches of Mefo bills will enter the redemption period starting in 1937. By 1939, Germany's debt will max out. At that time, the money Germany scrapes together by borrowing new to repay old will only be enough to maintain its military industry and army; they won't be able to borrow money from the international market at all. That will also be the time when the United States demands Germany repay its debt."

Roosevelt nodded; enough had been said. The data obtained by Professor Veda, the US government had long obtained. Just three weeks ago, the US Treasury Secretary had reported to Roosevelt with worry that Germany would have no ability to repay the US by 1939, asking if they should find a way to negotiate with Germany now about debt repayment. Now it seemed the Treasury Secretary didn't need to consider foreign affairs and could concentrate on the domestic economy.

Having sent away Professor Veda, Roosevelt discussed the issue of the International Brigades' Chinese Brigade with Secretary of State Hull. Hull was considered a "Dove" internationally, so he quickly came up with an overall idea. "Mr. President, we issue a statement. At the very beginning of the statement, mention the attitudes of Italy and Germany in a couple of sentences, then focus on describing the impact of the International Brigades on the Spanish Civil War. Precisely because of the International Brigades' participation, the intensity of the Spanish Civil War has increased, casualties have increased, and the war continues to escalate.

Only when foreign forces led by the International Brigades leave Spain can the two sides of the civil war calm down. Only then can the international community, led by Britain and France, have a chance to mediate.

What do you think?"

"Hull, you really are the most excellent Secretary of State I have ever seen," Roosevelt praised sincerely.

According to Hull's speech, the International Brigades must leave Spain first, followed by Anglo-French mediation. Judging from the current situation, the most combat-effective force in the hands of the Spanish Republican Government was the International Brigades.

As for Anglo-French mediation, as a descendant of Anglo-Saxons, Roosevelt had already seen the future, as if those futures had already happened before his eyes. To avoid being dragged into the war themselves, the most mediation Britain and France would do was publish a few innocuous statements; they would never send troops to intervene.

As long as the US kept letting Secretary Hull express the aforementioned view, the future described by Professor Veda would inevitably appear. The US didn't even need to continuously target the Chinese Brigade in the International Brigades. The 15th International Brigade was mainly composed of British, Americans, Canadians, and Irish. After mentioning China, the US could also "smear" itself, bringing up the 15th International Brigade. Emphasizing that citizens of Britain, the US, Canada, and Ireland appearing on the battlefield of the Spanish Civil War as part of the International Brigades would make these peace-dedicated nations very embarrassed. Only by eliminating the embarrassment and clarifying their stance could these countries truly promote peace.

For the Great Powers, they very likely understood the meaning behind this kind of speech. But what needed to be convinced now wasn't the Great Powers, but the Spanish Republican Government. Based on intelligence collected by the US, very few people within the Spanish Republican Government could understand the cruelty of international politics. Even if the few within the Republican Government understood the cruelty of international politics, they didn't understand the subtleties of the Great Game of geopolitics. If those few people in the Spanish Republican Government really understood geopolitics, they would have wiped out the Francoist rebels long ago. Or even, this rebellion wouldn't have happened.

Hull received his orders and left to start preparing the diplomatic speech and subsequent diplomatic operations. Roosevelt looked at the desk clock; it was already 4 PM. The President decided not to work anymore today, but to rest—rest well. The secretary had just hinted that her underwear was a full set. Roosevelt wanted to see the full set, relax fully, and be satisfied.

Under the heavy pressure of state affairs, Roosevelt needed to relax, needed to be satisfied. Because the job of the American President was to satisfy the needs of the entire United States. If Roosevelt himself stopped moving forward under the heavy pressure, he couldn't fulfill his responsibilities as President.

Although deep in his heart Roosevelt felt a little bit of unease because he could no longer truly satisfy the secretary. But Roosevelt firmly believed that when the secretary satisfied Roosevelt, her heart was also satisfied. That was enough.
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On August 16, 1937, Li Runshi's work finally bore fruit. Although he had been responsible for anti-corruption, through this assignment, Li Runshi formed a perspective on future work, which he tentatively termed "opposing bourgeois right."

August 20 marked the National Economic Work Conference. After the conference concluded, Premier Wu Youping, accompanied by Vice Premier Li Runshi, presented a report to He Rui. Arriving at He Rui's office, they found Generals Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan already present. Since they were already seated beside He Rui, Wu Youping had no intention of asking them to leave to avoid suspicion. Both were Central Committee members of the Civilized Party and were entitled to read the internal version of the National Economic Work Conference report. Moreover, the summary report of the conference was to be published in the newspapers, accessible to the entire nation. As for how many among the general public could understand it, that depended on their individual level of knowledge in this field.

The content of the report contained no whimsical ideas; it was all grounded in reality. Raising the level of economic development, rectifying market order, and anti-corruption. To elevate the economic level, the focus was on strengthening the four-year education system for adults to cultivate a larger workforce capable of joining industrial production.

As a Secretary of the Central Secretariat, Li Runshi served as the secretary for this economic conference. The secretary's job was to write the summary report of the conference. Only those at the center of power knew how important this seemingly clerical role truly was. Once Li Runshi's report was approved by the conference committee, every department would have to act according to the guidelines and regulations set forth in it. Even if Wu Youping were to act as the secretary for this conference, he might not have managed it easily. For Li Runshi, it was indeed a challenge.

Reporting to He Rui was necessary because, as the leader of the Party and the government, He Rui needed to check whether the content of the report conflicted with national strategy. If there were conflicts, where did they lie? Could they be accepted within a certain timeframe?

While presenting the report, Li Runshi briefly observed the observers, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan. Xu Chengfeng appeared composed, though he didn't seem particularly interested. Cheng Ruofan, on the other hand, listened intently, occasionally furrowing his brow and other times relaxing it. This reaction aligned with the rumors: although Cheng Ruofan would not violate the system or interfere with government work, as a member of the Communist faction, he was quite passionate about world revolution. He would often ask He Rui for advice on political and economic issues in the capacity of a student. It was said that He Rui regarded Cheng Ruofan as a student and had long been tutoring him in these fields that were not strictly critical for a soldier.

After the report was finished, He Rui, who had been listening quietly, finally spoke. "In the training for small enterprises, it would be best to add some content on business lifecycles and bankruptcy experiences to help add some depth for them."

Li Runshi replied, "This was discussed at the meeting. Most comrades felt that this might send a bad signal to small enterprises and easily lead to misunderstandings. Providing this kind of educational training to those selected high-quality enterprises should be sufficient."

Li Runshi had been a teacher, and he felt that since they were doing training, there was no need to segregate it. Especially for content that dealt with basic laws, there was no harm in letting all enterprises learn it. Although Li Runshi thought this way, most comrades disagreed, and when explaining to He Rui now, he did not mention his own view at all.

He Rui fell silent again. Li Runshi felt that He Rui probably knew what had happened. The comrades in the economic departments weren't afraid of the slight increase in workload from the training; they simply didn't want to see the trouble that this work might bring. Similar training had been conducted in previous work, and when the situations warned about in the training actually appeared, many private newspapers published "grievance" articles one after another, accusing the government of speaking but not explaining thoroughly. Enterprises only realized what the government had meant after they ran into problems and went bankrupt.

Tabloid newspapers were even more prone to inciting emotions, insisting on steering the issue toward intensifying conflicts. According to those trashy reports, the government was like a fortune teller, deliberately misleading enterprises and then standing by with arms folded, watching the ship sink when enterprises faced bankruptcy. To incite emotion, timid newspapers hinted at collusion between officials and merchants, while bolder newspapers named names, alleging that certain enterprises were involved in such collusion.

Li Runshi was very dissatisfied with this, but precisely because of this, he discovered that inciting "profiteers to fight profiteers" seemed to be a good method for solving short-term problems. When facing bankruptcy, many desperate merchants would disregard so-called rules and try to drag down enterprises they disliked. although many of these tips were based on hearsay, the proportion of actionable intelligence was indeed significantly higher than in general investigations. As long as the cadres responsible for the investigation did not engage in personal vendettas, this was an avenue that could be utilized.

While he was thinking, he heard He Rui say, "The level of education popularity in the country has reached a point where the comprehension of economics is sufficient to withstand this knowledge. Future competition will be even more cruel. I think this content should be added."

Hearing this, Wu Youping immediately replied, "Good."

Sensing He Rui's strong position, Li Runshi felt a twinge of envy. Things decided by the leader could be implemented. To ordinary people, this might seem like a matter of course, but in reality, it was not. Leaders had to be very cautious when making decisions precisely because their decisions were hard to truly implement. Work that was easy to implement didn't need personal instructions from the leader; people at the grassroots level would have done it already. Anything that required a competent leader to personally order inevitably faced various obstacles during execution. No capable leader would believe that simply giving an order would solve the problem.

It was like the joke about how to get a pig to climb a tree.

Option 1: Give the pig a beautiful vision that it can reach by jumping, tell it that it is an agile monkey and can climb the tree. This is called "vision" or "painting a pie." Option 2: Tell it that if it doesn't work hard to climb up, there will be no food, or a pig-slaughtering banquet will be set. This is called "assessment" or "KPIs." Option 3: Build a ladder for the pig and pull it up the tree. This is called "win-win" or "management." Option 4: Cut the tree down and naturally let the pig lie on the tree for a photo opportunity. This is called "execution."

Usually, the central government chooses the first option, the province chooses the second, the counties and cities choose the third, and the grassroots choose the fourth.

Li Runshi knew very well that as long as the level of leadership at various levels was insufficient, this joke was not a joke, but reality.

At this moment, He Rui said, "Let's put the government work report aside for now. Let's talk about something relaxing."

Hearing the word "relaxing," Li Runshi suddenly remembered a report he had read recently. It wasn't just China that was troubled by the problem of insufficient government management levels; the whole world was in the same boat. Recently, *Shen Pao* wrote a report on the global spread of this joke, which was very interesting.

This Chinese joke had spread across European and American newspapers in less than half a year. After using this joke to curse their own governments for bringing calamity to the country and the people, the European and American newspapers praised the Chinese official who invented this joke as extremely wise for being able to summarize such a universal reality.

The reactions of newspapers in various countries to interesting matters were similar. Some European and American newspapers took the opportunity to elaborate further, proposing the Soviet solution. Any Soviet official who failed to complete tasks assigned by the Central Committee of the CPSU or local governments would, at best, be sent to a gulag for reform, or at worst, be shot directly in public. The CPSU Central Committee also adopted a "survival of the fittest" system: leaders who ranked last in assessments would be hanged by the Soviet Cheka from utility poles in front of the factories or government buildings where they worked, their bodies displayed to the public.

Given the stereotypical impression of Russia in Europe, many European readers believed this to be true and sent letters to their local newspapers expressing their appreciation. After publishing some reader letters, British newspapers declared that the method of hanging people from lampposts after a simple trial was undoubtedly transmitted from France, an "old revolutionary base area" in Europe, to the Soviet Union, where it was carried forward. They hoped France could explain this.

Upholding the consistent passion and humor of the French, France declared with an attitude of regarding shame as glory that France had now fully popularized the guillotine. Watching beheadings by guillotine had become a form of national entertainment in France, lacking the necessary deterrent effect. Therefore, it was necessary for France to re-import this glorious tradition from a century ago back from the Soviet Union to deter French corrupt officials and unqualified politicians.

More populist French newspapers even developed new jokes: "If all current French officials and politicians were hanged on charges of corruption, there would indeed be some who were wrongly accused. But if you hang every other one, there will inevitably be some who slip through the net."

This populist, humorous response met with great approval in the United States, so much so that a US newspaper quoted this statement: "Of the 24 hours in a day for American politicians, 8 hours are spent sleeping with mistresses, 8 hours eating, drinking, and playing, and of the remaining 8 hours, at least 7 and a half are spent considering how to embezzle public funds, colluding with evil capitalists, and discussing how to squeeze workers. In the remaining half hour, these politicians go to Congress to pass their evil proposals by vote. Therefore, it is necessary to implement the plan of hanging every other one in the United States first. Only in this way can those greedy politicians and capitalists be deterred and made to know that the people's anger has reached a breaking point!"

The next day, this American newspaper was sealed for certain reasons, and the FBI rushed into the home of the person in charge of the newspaper and took them away...

Some smarter newspapers developed other jokes. "Someone shouted in the square that Senator XX is a corrupt criminal. This person was taken away by the police who arrived immediately and was quickly sentenced to 13 years in prison. This person refused to accept the verdict and loudly questioned the judge, 'Even for the crime of insult, the maximum sentence is only one year. Why was I sentenced to 13 years?' The judge glanced at the man contemptuously and replied: 'The crime of insult is indeed only one year, but the crime of leaking state secrets is sentenced to 12 years.'"

Participating in state administration is a very vexing and heavy job. Li Runshi would read jokes in his spare time to relieve his mood. Suddenly remembering such a humorous report, he couldn't help but smile.

Seeing Li Runshi smile, He Rui asked in a relaxed tone, "Premier Li, US Secretary of State Hull made a proposal to withdraw foreign intervention forces, including the International Brigades, and called for peace in Spain. Did you see it?"

Li Runshi replied easily, "I saw it."

"How do you feel about it?" He Rui continued to ask.

Facing the gazes of the other three, Li Runshi continued to reply casually, "The US government wants to create a geopolitical situation unfavorable to France. Hull's statement is to achieve this goal."

Xu Chengfeng was somewhat surprised. "Has the United States decided to prepare for war so early?"

Cheng Ruofan laughed. "Imperialism has always been like this." After speaking, Cheng Ruofan glanced at He Rui and saw that He Rui wore that look indicating he was about to give a lecture again. Cheng Ruofan simply asked proactively, "What is the Chairman's view?"

He Rui indeed offered guidance. "Ruofan, you need to have more penetrating insight. In last year's Olympics, how did our men's soccer team perform?"

Cheng Ruofan didn't follow men's soccer and was stunned. To save time, Wu Youping answered proactively, "They didn't win a single match and were eliminated in the group stage." Because Wu Youping knew what He Rui wanted to criticize, and adding his twenty-plus years of friendship with Cheng Ruofan, he added, "After losing the first match to Britain 0-4, British newspapers praised the Chinese men's soccer team for having skill and a vigorous offensive spirit. They didn't mention the score. The German Sports Minister shook hands with the Chinese soccer team after the match and presented gifts."

Hearing the details, Cheng Ruofan replied, "Germany was showing goodwill to China. This proves China's international status."

He Rui didn't answer this but asked again, "Which country was the Olympic soccer champion?"

"Italy. Their soccer level is extremely high, worthy of being world champions." Wu Youping had quite an interest in soccer and, knowing Cheng Ruofan definitely couldn't answer, answered for him.

He Rui asked Cheng Ruofan, "Do you believe that under certain conditions, the King of Italy and Prime Minister Mussolini would publicly declare that they like Chinese soccer very much and would find ways to collect news about Chinese soccer whenever they have time?"

Cheng Ruofan gave an awkward laugh. "They might say so against their conscience."

"You need penetrating insight, Ruofan. If Italy could determine that by saying this, we in China would unilaterally purchase 100 million pounds of goods from Italy annually for ten consecutive years... I guarantee you, the King of Italy and Mussolini would definitely say those words with the most sincere attitude. And in these ten years, the King of Italy and Mussolini would be able to recite the scores of the Chinese soccer league every week as if enumerating their family treasures."

Cheng Ruofan paused for a moment and sighed. "I understand. They wouldn't be doing it for soccer, but for that money. For... that money, they really would say such words very sincerely."

"You're not wrong, but your insight is insufficient. You can say that the King of Italy and Mussolini are doing it for money, or you can say it's for their status. But can we consider that by doing so, they are being loyal to their country, loyal to their duties and responsibilities?"

Li Runshi looked at Cheng Ruofan's furrowed brows and immediately felt that He Rui's assessment might be correct; Cheng Ruofan's insight did have some issues. But a moment later, Cheng Ruofan replied seriously, "Indeed, I brought my personal emotions into it, so I subjectively thought that these people did what they wanted to do."

Li Runshi's evaluation of Cheng Ruofan instantly rose a level. Cheng Ruofan was not muddled.

"I ask you to have greater penetrating insight because only by piercing through these emotional layers can you see the more profound content and have an understanding of our opponents that is closer to the facts. Roosevelt's decision proves that he is doing his utmost to serve the United States. So what if he is the US President? Roosevelt alone cannot start a war. But Roosevelt has not stopped planning for America's future just because he is currently powerless to start a war; he is pushing for the US to participate in the war within the scope of his ability. We can dislike Roosevelt, we can hate Roosevelt, we can be hostile to Roosevelt's policies. But we must admit that this person has ability and is struggling very hard for America's interests, and we must give respect to such ability and struggle."

Cheng Ruofan felt a bit disappointed upon hearing this. "This is indeed my problem. I have tried hard to overcome it, but I'm still lacking a bit."

Li Runshi's evaluation of Cheng Ruofan rose another level. Cheng Ruofan's view just now had no problems at the tactical level; it simply lacked penetration at the strategic level. Being able to frankly admit this proved that Cheng Ruofan's breadth of mind was fine. As long as a leader like He Rui was leading the way, Cheng Ruofan would quickly get into the groove. He was already an outstanding talent. Li Runshi also discovered that Cheng Ruofan was neither alarmed nor angry when facing criticism, proving that he had considerable capacity for self-reflection and didn't make excuses for his shortcomings. The highly trusting relationship He Rui, Wu Youping, and Xu Chengfeng had with Cheng Ruofan was likely due to these excellent qualities.

He Rui didn't dwell on this matter but continued, "If the United States wins, the world order their management layer wants to construct will certainly not be the colonialist order of Britain and France; it will be much better. However, the war the United States wants to launch inevitably cannot escape the essence of an imperialist war. Moreover, whether the world order we in China expect to construct is an imperialist order is also hard to say. Just as Roosevelt cannot start a war on his own, neither can we."

Li Runshi listened earnestly, analyzing in his heart. He Rui frankly admitted that he could not start a war. This was a very rational judgment, and Li Runshi appreciated it greatly. He saw He Rui turn his head and ask, "Premier Li, how much of the framework for opposing bourgeois right have you completed?"

This question stunned Li Runshi. He suspected He Rui was monitoring him. Li Runshi was a man who fought no battle unprepared. He hadn't proposed the framework for opposing bourgeois right simply because he hadn't finished preparing, not because he didn't dare to propose it. While he was hesitating, Wu Youping smoothed things over. "Premier Li, do you not oppose bourgeois right?"

Li Runshi felt relieved immediately. Given China's current status, he hadn't been quite sure if He Rui was just a very brilliant bourgeois. At this moment, Li Runshi felt he had found a true comrade. Getting through the "New Democracy stage" as quickly as possible and supporting bourgeois right might look similar in appearance, but they were worlds apart in reality.

Since he was facing comrades, Li Runshi replied, "I haven't finished preparing. The more I learn, the less I know. The depth and breadth of the framework I've prepared are insufficient."

Hearing Li Runshi state his position, He Rui continued, "We are also engaging in state investment to drive the economy, so naturally, we cannot transcend economic laws. We analyze the United States, and the United States is surely analyzing us. Based on my judgment of the United States, they should be able to determine that we will face a very bad economic situation by 1939. The most direct means to solve the economic predicament is to expand markets. Given the current level of understanding of the Chinese people, the solution the people can think of should be the so-called 'good imperialism' method. Whether it is good imperialism or bad imperialism, it still cannot escape the imperialist mold.

"With that imperialist value system, they know very well that with China's current strength, we may not be able to achieve success, but we are certainly more than capable of ruining things. So they will try every means to pull us into their camp. The United States in the eyes of imperialist countries is the same. It is possible for China to obtain huge returns at a very small cost. Under such circumstances, the Chinese people's willingness to participate in the war would be relatively high. Therefore, from now on, we must oppose bourgeois right domestically."

Li Runshi had already completed the content on opposing bourgeois right; what he hadn't completed was what should be introduced *after* opposing it. Just as Li Runshi had said, the more he witnessed the complexity of the economy and understood the "modern lifestyle," the more confusion it brought.

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Li Runshi simply asked, "Replace it with what?"

He Rui had decided long ago and answered immediately, "At this stage, we will use socialist asset valuation to replace it. The capitalist system has developed to the point where it has begun to enter the stage of scientific management. After entering this stage, capitalist countries have all produced bourgeois asset valuation systems. With a bourgeois valuation system—this is what I consider bourgeois right. You can view bourgeois right as a coordinate system. With this coordinate system, lifestyles and production methods can be precisely positioned and operated. From the perspective of productivity development, this is a great progress. We must admit that in the past ten-plus years, we have indeed adopted this valuation system in many fields."

No one made a sound. The conference room fell into silence until the *cha-cha* sounds of a lighter broke it. Li Runshi took a puff, feeling very relaxed. Many things he had been forced to guess at were now completely clear. Many of China's policies since 1925 had given Li Runshi a paradoxical feeling. To say these policies were advanced—they were indeed advanced. But he always felt that if followed to the end, they would betray socialist ideals. So He Rui's seemingly very sophisticated manipulations had forced Li Runshi to suspect that He Rui was a brilliant leader standing on the bourgeois side.

Now Li Runshi was no longer worried. While He Rui was desperately promoting the development of productivity, he was also doing his utmost to curb the bourgeoisie from seizing power and to prevent the bourgeoisie from becoming the dominant class in China. And the Chinese bourgeoisie hadn't produced any talents; the current level of the Chinese bourgeoisie was such that they couldn't even understand bourgeois right—they were completely good-for-nothing. What Li Runshi worried about was China falling into the hands of imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic capitalism again, ruining all revolutionary achievements in one go. If a socialist valuation system could really be built, with a brand-new coordinate system, the people would be able to more clearly understand who their enemies were.

When facing interests, the eyes of the people were sharp. When the people mastered advanced knowledge, ability, and productivity, it would be impossible for imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic capitalism to rule them. Even if deceived for a short time, the people's anger would soon grind those reactionaries to dust.

Only when the people had power would the Party and the government not truly go to the opposite side of the people. After all, even if those who made up the Party and government thought they were extraordinary, they were essentially also people. When facing interests, the eyes of the people were sharp.

He Rui broke the silence. "If we launch an imperialist war, we can easily get quite a lot of support. Even if many people question it—sacrificing millions of young people just to fatten the bourgeoisie is wrong—comrades can understand such a situation.

"However, launching a socialist liberation war will be met with more questioning. The people will think that millions of young Chinese dying is just a sacrifice for unrelated foreigners. What are we after? Even if we assume the Chinese people can understand the internal economic principles, I'm afraid there will be more people opposing a socialist liberation war than those opposing an imperialist war.

"From the immediate reaction of the human body, everyone will feel it's a loss."

Li Runshi agreed with this view in his heart and looked forward to He Rui explaining the internal logic. But unexpectedly, He Rui distributed cigarettes to everyone and asked the secretary to make tea. He Rui looked like he was relaxing himself, but also like he was preparing for what to say next. Li Runshi hurriedly organized his own train of thought.

Previously, He Rui didn't talk about the details of the socialist liberation war to maintain secrecy. Exposing strategic intentions too early was very dangerous, and since the level of comrades within the Party was limited, entrusting it to the wrong people would only lead to failure. Li Runshi looked forward to shouldering heavy responsibilities in this socialist war, so he carefully combed through the ideas he could determine so far.

The United States had a thick foundation. As long as Roosevelt continued to implement government deficit economics, they could definitely last until 1941. China's foundation wasn't thick, but it had large room for development. Coupled with an absolutely strong leader like He Rui, lasting until 1941 should not be a problem.

He Rui's decisions over these years, whether military or political-economic, were full of proactive aggressiveness. Li Runshi himself also insisted on active offense rather than passive beating. Therefore, the best policy for China was definitely not to drag it out and wait for changes, but to prepare actively and launch an attack as soon as preparations were complete. Then China's war aims, war means, and the design for the future world must surpass that of imperialism. If China could not surpass the height of imperialism at the strategic level, it would have to settle for the second best and choose a "good imperialist expansion policy."

After sorting out his thoughts, Li Runshi reflected on his own stance. To this moment, Li Runshi still believed that imperialism had no future.

With this stance and mood, Li Runshi picked up his teacup and took a sip, ready to wait for He Rui to return and recount the policy and execution ideas for the future socialist war. But He Rui did not return to his seat, which suddenly gave rise to some uneasiness in Li Runshi. If He Rui was merely a brilliant anti-imperialist, in the end, he would only destroy other imperialist countries and make China the sole imperialist hegemon. Facing such a He Rui, would Li Runshi feel disappointed?
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He Rui returned to his seat. His first sentence was, "Everyone, relax. Today we are discussing strategic issues. If you understand, you understand; if you don't, you don't."

Li Runshi hadn't expected He Rui to be worried about this, and it actually made him look forward to it more. Glancing at the other three, he saw they were all sitting upright with extremely serious attitudes. This made Li Runshi, who had been a teacher, want to laugh a little.

He Rui began to speak: "The imperialist world order is one of unilateral taking without giving back. In the new world to be established by the Socialist Liberation War, the profits China earns from foreign countries will be returned in the form of developing those countries' economies. You can use domestic fiscal transfers as a comparison."

The others pondered this. Xu Chengfeng, who hadn't spoken until now, asked, "Where is our benefit?"

"Chengfeng, you need to consider this with dynamic thinking. First, our goods are sold, employing our workers and circulating materials.

"Second, the goods sold earn profits. From counting the profits to returning them takes anywhere from two to five years. We get a sum of interest-free money to invest in the domestic economy for two to five years.

"Third, China's return is not giving money directly to those countries, but investing in their basic education, infrastructure, and training institutions. To a large extent, these projects provide demand for Chinese goods, and this demand will continuously upgrade. Initially, it might be thatch and wood, where we provide the wire and nails to build thatched huts. Later, it upgrades to brick-making equipment and processing technology for cement and mortar. After that, it might be reinforced concrete and various renovation materials. When those countries develop to a higher level, the equipment they purchase will be even more advanced.

"Fourth, China can obtain large quantities of commodities that are not produced domestically or are of low yield and quality. China does not possess the world's best resources and crops, such as tropical crops.

"Fifth, the dominant position of China's currency globally.

"Sixth, China's technology will fully develop within such a vast world market.

"There are many benefits; I've only mentioned a few. The most important thing is to possess dynamic thinking: in the future new world, will China be a creator of global wealth or a rent-seeker sucking blood from the globe? If China is a wealth creator, a provider of lifestyles, a country that makes huge contributions to the world—a just cause attracts much support—China's status will not be shaken.

"If China becomes a rent-seeker lying on top of the globe sucking blood from other countries, stopping its own progress, China will also be finished due to rot and corruption. Whether it's 'bad imperialism' or 'good imperialism,' as long as the operating logic is that of imperialism, it will be finished regardless of good or bad."

Cheng Ruofan sighed, "To achieve such a future, there are so many things that need to be filled in."

"Ruofan, shouldn't you state your position first?" He Rui laughed.

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "Chairman, I stated my position long ago. I feel that saying it again makes me look silly."

Li Runshi looked at the other two and saw they weren't agitated; they were frowning in thought. Cheng Ruofan also showed no high spirits; he looked calm, as a general facing serious military issues should. Li Runshi already felt these men were excellent, and his confidence in them increased significantly. As Cheng Ruofan said, such an abstract future design required countless realities to fill it. The job of the people in this room was to be responsible for concrete affairs. When these people completed the plan, that was when the war could be launched.

He Rui asked, "Do you comrades have any questions?"

"If this war starts, how long can our finances sustain it?" Wu Youping asked.

"If the plan can be implemented, at least ten years," He Rui replied. Seeing Wu Youping look a bit puzzled, He Rui smiled, "Then thirty years."

"Thirty years? Heh, are we going to fight a Thirty Years' War?" Wu Youping finished and sighed. "Sigh, I have no further questions."

He Rui looked at Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng hesitated for a moment and asked, "There was previously a rectification of the Party's leadership over the army. Are we going to further strengthen the Party's leadership over the army?"

"Yes." He Rui nodded.

"Is it a rectification or a purge?" Xu Chengfeng's tone became somewhat suppressed due to the heaviness of his mood.

He Rui looked serious. "Are you worried about problems triggered by the transition between old and new?"

Xu Chengfeng said in a deep voice, "Many comrades believe that war brings glory, and war realizes their dreams. The war the Chairman hopes for may not be the war they expect."

He Rui laughed, "As long as they obey the Party's command, have the ability to complete military work, and do not cause negative influences on the troops. As for what kind of personal satisfaction it brings them—give them that freedom. Moreover, are the supervision departments just decorations now? If someone does something inappropriate during the war, is the supervision department unable to handle them?"

"That's impossible," Xu Chengfeng answered very firmly.

"Then that's fine," He Rui replied.

Having finished, He Rui scanned the four men again. Seeing that no one really had anything else to say, he ordered, "It is now 1937. I predict the war will start by 1942 at the latest. We have less than five years left. I have only spoken of my strategic concept to the comrades in this room. China's future destiny lies in your hands. I propose that Comrade Li Runshi serve as the secretary of this core member meeting, and he will be responsible for liaison work. What are your views, comrades?"

Li Runshi was stunned, feeling blood rush to his head. Li Runshi had originally thought He Rui's grooming of him would follow a normal path, but he hadn't expected that what He Rui really wanted him to be responsible for was the future global liberation war. This was undoubtedly work Li Runshi genuinely looked forward to undertaking.

Although he was never moved by fame or profit, Li Runshi felt some worry at this moment. He wouldn't oppose others questioning him, but he didn't wish for others to question him.

"Will this team be permanent? Or will it become a leadership institution during the process?" Wu Youping asked a clear and logical question.

He Rui replied, "The work of this team will ultimately be the work of the Central Secretariat. After all, there are still less than five years; let's not expand it to that extent yet. I believe the work should be divided into three levels.

"The first level: Ensure we have the ability to win an imperialist war. This requires sufficient armaments and about five years of fiscal endurance.

"Once the first level is completed, the second level is to ensure we have the ability to win a 'good imperialist' war. Apart from armaments, this also requires cooperation with great powers with whom we have good enough relations, as well as our ability to penetrate colonial regions. This requires diplomatic efforts, as well as how many personnel from colonies we can recruit to study and exchange in China, and how many organizations we have built in various colonies.

"The third level is to prepare to fight a Socialist Liberation War. At this level, we will face a situation where global imperialist countries stand against us. As for military allies we can count on, the Soviet Union probably counts as half. Our true allies are the oppressed peoples of the colonies. We will fight together with the vast oppressed peoples against the current international imperialist order. Can you comrades understand the arduous degree of this war?"

Silence fell in the conference room again for a while. Xu Chengfeng broke the silence, "Chairman, I obeyed your orders before. I will obey your orders in the future as well."

Li Runshi hadn't expected Xu Chengfeng to be so honest. This statement expressed not just loyalty; Xu Chengfeng was implicitly expressing that he might not have the ability to fully understand He Rui's concepts. Of course, this wasn't bargaining; Xu Chengfeng would resolutely execute He Rui's orders to the end.

Seeing Xu Chengfeng state his position, Cheng Ruofan followed, saying, "If I say I'll bear the burden without complaint, will I be stealing Premier Wu's lines?"

Hearing that Cheng Ruofan still had the mood to joke at such a time, Wu Youping was amused. "Haha, whether you say it or not, I am definitely bearing the burden without complaint. I don't have the ability to complete the strategic design, so I ask Premier Li to communicate more."

Li Runshi immediately replied, "I will do my utmost to complete my work."

Everyone having stated their positions, He Rui further arranged the work. "I will elevate Premier Li's clearance level. Intelligence clearance related to these war arrangements will be opened to Premier Li. Next, I'll ask a question. Is there any news on the equipment progress updates?"

Xu Chengfeng was now responsible for the East Asian Allied Forces. Hearing a specific question about domestic issues, he looked at Cheng Ruofan, the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission. Cheng Ruofan immediately replied, "After the last routine update, there have been no sudden situations."

"I have the following assessment of the last routine update content: We must complete the practical combat readiness of nuclear weapons by 1939. The operational concepts and systems for the Army, Navy, and Air Force have already been established. I believe two pieces of equipment still do not satisfy me. The first is the application of computers within the military system. The second is the laser gyroscope, which hasn't been settled after ten years. Investment in this device and related fields has reached the limit, so comrades don't need to increase investment. We just hope for good news before the war breaks out."

Li Runshi listened earnestly. Apart from the laser gyroscope, which was a specific issue he had completely never heard of, the other few words contained a massive amount of information. If Li Runshi hadn't obtained higher clearance, he could only listen to such strategic issues.

After the meeting adjourned, Li Runshi asked Cheng Ruofan, "Can I catch a ride back with you?"

"Go back for what? Come sit at the Military Commission; I'll take care of dinner," Cheng Ruofan laughed.

Bidding farewell to the other two, as soon as Li Runshi got into the car, Cheng Ruofan asked, "Anything you want to ask?"

"Is that device the Chairman asked about very critical?" Li Runshi felt He Rui wasn't a micromanager and wouldn't focus his attention on small matters.

"The things that pair with this component are basically all completed. To pair with this component, the technological achievement certificates in related fields could pile up to fill two rooms. But for ten years, it's said to be stuck on some basic problems. For this, we even spent a considerable price a while ago to get a few people from Germany." Speaking of this, Cheng Ruofan looked as if there was no greater sorrow than a dead heart.

Li Runshi felt that to force a guy with Cheng Ruofan's enthusiastic personality to this point, he must have heard "good news" very, very many times over ten years, only to be disappointed one by one. He even felt a little sympathy for Cheng Ruofan in his heart.

Not waiting for Li Runshi to ask again, Cheng Ruofan lowered his voice, "You can think of it this way: this device is to be used on all valuable equipment. With this equipment, it's like adding wings to a tiger."

Li Runshi still didn't know what a laser gyroscope was. He asked, "Is there a substitute now?"

"Yes," Cheng Ruofan answered very crisply.

Li Runshi felt that "adding wings to a tiger" could probably be calculated as increasing the combat effectiveness of valuable equipment by 5%. Such equipment indeed had value to be placed in strategic considerations. Li Runshi was conversely unwilling to ask further; he prepared to look at the materials himself when he had time. What needed to be done right now was to first understand China's long-range projection capability.

Arriving at the Military Commission, Cheng Ruofan introduced the National Defense Force's current long-range projection capability and military systems to Li Runshi. They talked until midnight. While eating a late-night snack, Li Runshi recalled Cheng Ruofan's description of the laser gyroscope. The laser gyroscope wasn't mysterious; it was said to be not very big, just a core device for inertial navigation. If a large aircraft installed this device, coupled with the yet-to-be-completed transistor computer, as long as there was enough fuel, the plane could turn on unmanned autopilot to fly a lap around the globe, and upon returning to the starting point, the distance from the starting point would be within about 20 kilometers.

Ships, aircraft, torpedoes, and the ballistic missiles now basically finished development all needed laser gyroscopes to provide more precise operational control. Especially for fighter jets—the cabin is cramped, and pilots operating the plane for hours on end have extremely harsh physical demands. If there were the assistance of laser gyroscopes and future new-type computing devices, pilots could set the plane to autopilot during cruise time, saving a large amount of energy. This would undoubtedly be a huge help to China's long-range projection capability.

Li Runshi didn't drink alcohol, and his mind remained very clear. He quickly digested the content Cheng Ruofan had introduced. In the more than ten years since liberation, China hadn't engaged in militarism or built up military equipment; instead, it had disarmed and reduced personnel. An 800,000-man standing army really wasn't much for a major country like China with such a long land border.

Similarly, China hadn't put the weapons in the armory and the horses on the southern hill; on the contrary, it took the opportunity of disarmament to invest a large amount of saved funds into researching and preparing for the next war. The greatest result was that the Army, Navy, and Air Force had all established their own operational systems.

The Navy had an aircraft carrier combat system; the Army had a ground-air integrated system; and the Air Force, besides coordinating with the Army and Navy, had its own strategic air force system. From Cheng Ruofan's simple introduction, he also learned that China was developing rockets and would launch artificial satellites orbiting the earth in the future, some of which would be geostationary satellites. These technologies were currently only in the research phase, but plans had already been mapped out for satellites to send signals to the ground in the future, providing global positioning for military and civilian ships, aircraft, vehicles, and other carriers. These technologies couldn't be used in the next war at this stage, but the next generation of the Chinese military would be able to use this equipment.

Under He Rui's leadership, China's short, medium, and long-term plans were all constantly being pushed forward, which conversely reduced Li Runshi's interest in equipment a lot. Li Runshi loved to read, and in history, there had indeed been a very few instances where strategic disadvantages were reversed by accumulating tactical victories. But the reason these cases made it into history books was that they were too rare. To date, there wasn't a single case of reversing strategic failure by relying on tactical victories.

The work He Rui handed to Li Runshi was to be responsible for strategic planning. This was also why Li Runshi hadn't understood initially why He Rui would care about a few pieces of equipment. Now Li Runshi understood: the high-speed calculation capability of computers provided computing power for the operational systems of the Army, Navy, and Air Force. The function of the laser gyroscope was to solve the huge disadvantage of China's lack of overseas bases. These weren't tactical issues; at the very least, they were important fulcrums required for external wars.

Now Li Runshi looked forward to assessing the strategic thinking for China winning the imperialist war through extensive reading and exchange. The road had to be walked step by step; rice had to be eaten mouthful by mouthful. Li Runshi didn't feel unhappy because the minimum goal was an imperialist war. If they couldn't even win an imperialist war, on what basis could they win the global Socialist Liberation War which had even greater strategic height?
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Li Runshi soon discovered the benefits of having higher security clearance. He could not only see more classified content, but the latest global updates were also delivered to him first thing after being compiled.

"A scholar knows the affairs of the world without stepping out of his door"—this is merely wishful thinking. However, the fact that national leaders do not step out of their doors does not affect their understanding of domestic and world issues. Leaders are not unaware; rather, for various reasons, they choose not to know. For instance, due to his mission and position, Li Runshi paid close attention to the progress of the Spanish Civil War. The Minister of Education, however, would not read this content; at most, he would casually glance at the general news in the newspapers.

By August 1937, the situation in Spain had become even more acute. The internal contradictions within the Spanish Republican forces had completely detonated. The internal strife between the Spanish Communist Party, the moderate left, the Third International, and Spanish separatists—after a period of simmering conflict—had now exploded into the open.

At this stage, the native Spanish faction was purging the separatists and the forces of the Third International, attempting to use terrifyingly orderly politics to end the chaotic disorder within the Republican camp. For the time being, it was working. But the side effect was that during this purge, the campaign in the northern gulf failed, and Franco's rebel forces occupied Spain's northern industrial zone.

The purged Spanish left-wing forces then took troops loyal to them and left the territory controlled by the Republican government, attempting to establish their own independent power.

Li Runshi looked at the map of Spain, which marked the zones occupied by various factions, and held no further illusions about the Spanish Republican government. As for those left-wing forces, Li Runshi had absolutely no interest in spending time considering their future. Although Franco's rebels were not powerful, his forces were highly united; despite significant internal disagreements, there were no splits. Italy and Germany were providing full support in troops and weapons, while the United States was providing full logistical support and loan services. The balance of power had fundamentally changed. The once-disadvantaged Francoist rebels had reversed the power dynamic.

Withdrawing his gaze, Li Runshi sat back in his office chair and continued reading the documents. Over the past few days, Li Runshi had basically established his confidence that China would win the imperialist war. As long as the imperialist countries fought each other, they would not be able to hold onto the Pacific and Indian Ocean regions. These areas were colonies, far from Europe and America. Once China seized these regions and established effective administration, all European and American countries would need to dedicate their national strength to military preparation for ten consecutive years before they could possibly launch a counterattack. Neither Europe nor America could accept such military preparation and cost. Therefore, once Europe and America lost Asia, they would not be coming back. In other words, China had ample conditions to build a "good imperialist" economic community in Asia.

If China's future strategy stopped there, the gains would be great and the costs small. Based on such a massive economy, China could focus on domestic affairs and quietly await external changes. As *The Art of War* says: "Therefore the skillful fighter puts himself into a position which makes defeat impossible, and waits for the enemy to reveal the opportunity for victory. Thus it is that in war the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won."

Sun Tzu's view was perfectly in line with materialist dialectics: internal causes determine the nature of the contradiction, while external causes determine the conditions of the contradiction. Victory can be predicted, but it cannot be forced.

What troubled Li Runshi now was not what China could achieve, but that he could not figure out whether the American elite class had a clear strategy. From America's current behavior, it could be basically determined that the U.S. intended to push for the outbreak of war and had begun to cautiously advance within the scope of the President's authority. But this content was not enough; to fully judge America's reaction, more views from the American elite were needed.

Li Runshi did not rely solely on solitary contemplation. Since he had made such a judgment, he noted down a sentence: "Please have the Ministry of Foreign Affairs exchange views with the American elite regarding the possibility of America engaging in foreign wars."

Having written this objective, Li Runshi began to list criteria for analyzing information from the U.S. State Department. If the American elite did not accept forming a balance of power in the Pacific with the Chinese Navy, it meant the American elite believed there was no security trust between China and the U.S. at this stage. If the American elite showed a strong tendency toward isolationism, it meant the American management class felt a strong threat of war...

Every point was based on a normal human's understanding of national status, feelings about the international status quo, and reactions to threats. This was not easy to write; before he was even halfway through, Li Runshi felt there were too many threads in his mind and had to stop to rest for a moment.

Looking at what he had written, a thought suddenly popped into Li Runshi's head: *If I used these criteria to judge He Rui, what result would I get?*

A moment later, Li Runshi was amused by his own conclusion. The things He Rui did seemed very normal in hindsight, and most of He Rui's thinking was no different from that of a normal person. But Li Runshi believed that if he asked He Rui these questions, he would definitely get the answer He Rui wanted the other party to hear, and it would be the most sincere, frank, and unconcealed answer. Because while He Rui would give an answer at the level of the question, his depth of view on the issue completely transcended that level.

While he was smiling, the door was pushed open. General Cheng Ruofan entered and asked in puzzlement, "Why is Premier Li laughing?"

Li Runshi did not hide it. "I imagined the Chairman answering strategic-level questions raised by foreigners, and suddenly I really wanted to laugh."

Cheng Ruofan replied without the slightest surprise, "Oh, I often laugh when I think about those things too."

Li Runshi nodded, but before he could speak, Cheng Ruofan said, "Premier Li, the evaluation team from the General Staff has arrived. Let's go listen together."

"So soon?" Li Runshi stood up immediately. Over the past decade or so, China had constructed its own combat systems. These systems were not the flashes of genius from the agricultural era, but scientific analyses based on the industrial age. These combat systems had underlying logical frameworks, mid-level methodological model frameworks, and equipment support at the execution level. The theories behind these systems were not complex, but Li Runshi, having only made preliminary contact with them, could already feel the power contained within.

Sure enough, upon arriving at the adjacent office, the research experts gave an introduction lasting less than ten minutes before submitting comparisons of national war capabilities calculated based on these systems. The first was the comparison of French and German military power. The conclusion was that if Germany continued to develop in its current direction, its military advantage over France would continue to expand. Unless France could carry out a comprehensive military revolution and completely overturn its old war concepts, France would inevitably be defeated on the battlefield in a future war between the two nations.

From the perspective of military spending, Germany's 1937 military budget was about 6 billion Marks, equivalent to roughly 2.6 billion US dollars. France's military spending had fluctuated over the years; in 1936 it was 3.6 billion Francs (about 600 million USD), and in 1937 it was 12 billion Francs, about 2 billion USD. France not only had a lower total annual military budget than Germany, but its use of funds was also far less effective.

Taking the 1937 budget of 12 billion Francs as an example, part was used on the Maginot Line, and part on updating rifles, aircraft, and naval vessels. It seemed comprehensive, but analyzing it from the perspective of China's combat systems, France was merely treating symptoms without addressing the root cause, and had not touched upon true future military concepts.

The reason France was doomed to defeat was not that the French army had become weak. From every angle, the French army possessed immense strength, vastly exceeding Germany on paper. Based on the results of a series of military exercises, China calculated and judged that the combat effectiveness German military equipment could exert was 2-3 times that of France. France, however, did not possess military forces more than three times the size of Germany's. Judging by current development, France's actual deployable military power was only 20% higher than Germany's current level. Germany's combat power would soon comprehensively surpass France's. This power balance curve was highly similar to the Franco-Prussian War.

Li Runshi felt he lacked the ability to evaluate this, so he looked at the China-US comparison. To his slight surprise, the Chinese General Staff's evaluation believed that in terms of land forces, China was 40% stronger than the United States. However, in naval and air combat, the gap between China and the US was only about 10%. If China wanted to win, it could only rely on the quantitative advantage of naval and air equipment, as well as providing fully targeted training to China's 12 million active-duty service members, thereby obtaining advantages in both quality and quantity.

Before Li Runshi could ask, the two Major Generals across from him began to explain. "According to the intelligence we have obtained, the US Navy is increasingly inclined toward aircraft carrier operations. In particular, the United States has already developed the Mk 37 Fire Control System with radar. This fire control system can support American combat systems. The American military tradition has the weakest influence on the US; they are poised to adopt armored units for the army and aircraft carriers for the navy. Through the efforts of a large number of technical personnel, they are building a brand-new American combat system based on technologies the US has already mastered.

"Judging from the perspective of 'anticipating the enemy's strength liberally,' our conclusion is that objectively, the United States will possess a combat system capable of confronting China. Once war breaks out, the US military will rely on America's powerful industrial strength to drag China into a high-intensity, high-attrition war of attrition. We can only defeat the United States by exhausting its war potential."

Li Runshi said nothing. He wanted to ask about the military comparison between China and the Soviet Union, but when he opened his mouth, it turned into, "What about the Soviet-German military power comparison?"

This change was not because Li Runshi was afraid of war with the Soviet Union, but because Sino-Soviet security trust was the cornerstone of China's geopolitical strategy. Current relations between China and the Soviet Union had absolutely not reached the point where this cornerstone needed to be overturned. Therefore, Li Runshi could find no reason to raise such a question. In such a serious environment, he did not want to waste everyone's precious time to satisfy his own curiosity.

"The Soviet Union only possesses a littoral navy, intended to protect the Baltic and Black Seas. If war breaks out between the Soviet Union and Germany, do not expect to see the Soviet fleet in the North Atlantic or the Mediterranean. Regarding the land army concepts of the Soviet Union and Germany, the Soviet Union appears to be moving in the right direction, but due to the problems currently accumulated within the Soviet Red Army, its development direction has a high degree of uncertainty."

Li Runshi did not know how to rate the Soviet military tradition either, so he turned to a clearer target. "Where is the obvious shortcoming of the Soviet Army?"

"Assuming the Soviet Union establishes a mechanized warfare concept for its army, its research on aircraft to accompany armored units in offensives is extremely backward. In contrast, Germany has already built dive bombers. In the Spanish Civil War, these bombers attacked Republican bridges, command posts, artillery positions, and ships in harbors, achieving very good results. Most importantly, through the use of dive bombers, Germany has proven that their combat system concept is correct."

"This judgment..." Li Runshi didn't finish.

"Based on the battle reports from the 16th International Brigade and intelligence gathered from numerous other channels, we can confirm that Germany has indeed completed the theory of armored warfare. In this Spanish Civil War, the German military purposefully conducted a large number of tests to verify their combat theories and achieved good results.

"Based on our understanding of the Soviet Union, even if they were to set up a special project immediately, the earliest they could produce a tactical bomber equivalent to the current German dive bomber would be 1941. At this stage, intense debate continues within the Soviet Red Army, which will delay Soviet research and development in this area."

Li Runshi determined that the meeting could end here; continuing further would not prove any more how fully prepared the Chinese National Defense Force was. Moreover, Li Runshi had discovered several topics he needed to learn about during the meeting. If he couldn't immediately make up for these knowledge gaps, he couldn't guarantee he could effectively continue the discussion.

Before indicating that the meeting could end, Li Runshi suddenly remembered a question. "May I ask, when did China begin the project to develop tactical bombers?"

The Major General across from him answered immediately, "1930."

After the meeting ended, Li Runshi asked, "The laser gyroscope won't delay the development progress of battlefield bombers, will it?"

At the mention of this, Cheng Ruofan showed no regret. He answered with an attitude of one whose heart has died past the point of grief: "Without laser gyroscopes, there are still mechanical gyroscopes. comparatively, the performance is just much worse, and the price is much different."

Li Runshi asked no more. According to the materials he had read, the rotor of the best mechanical gyroscope currently could theoretically spin 10,000 times per minute. A laser, however, travels at a speed of 300,000 kilometers per second inside the gyroscope. If the length of one circuit is 60 centimeters, or 0.6 meters, the laser beam acting as the "rotor" completes the equivalent of 500 million "rotations" in one second. This is the physical basis for the immense difference in precision between the two.

Because of the high-speed rotation and the high requirements for stability, the most cutting-edge materials and precision processing equipment must be used, making the manufacturing cost of high-precision mechanical gyroscopes very high. In contrast, the manufacturing cost of laser gyroscopes was already only half that of mechanical ones. The key limiting the laser gyroscope was not cost, but that a large number of technical problems on the frontiers of science had not yet been solved. Most countries on Earth did not even know China had built a laser, let alone study these problems; there was absolutely no possibility for China to solve the problems by importing technology. They could only rely on Chinese scientists and engineers to accumulate knowledge constantly, attempting to achieve a breakthrough one day.

Understanding this, Li Runshi was not disappointed; instead, he had more confidence in victory. This time, China could finally fight a war at the same technological level as the rest of the world. This victory would no longer prove the sacrificial spirit of the Chinese people's love for their country and family, but would prove China's comprehensive victory.

With such confidence, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman Cheng, to what extent do you think the American upper echelons currently understand America's strategy?"

"I feel the US has only realized that old methods can no longer solve America's current problems. Their management class has some basic consensus in this area, but there are many different solution mindsets within their elite. Even expecting other countries to start the war first is merely America's path dependence regarding a European war." Cheng Ruofan did not speak very smoothly; this question also troubled him. Especially after He Rui reminded him to "have penetrating power," Cheng Ruofan had to try to put himself in the shoes of the American elite, which made his thinking very painful.

Before this, Cheng Ruofan's thinking had been much more relaxed and brisk. At that time, Cheng Ruofan believed the US had not established the theory to support its war plans, and all American solutions were not pure enough, so the American management class was prone to indecision. China, on the other hand, had started constructing new military theories ten years ago. Given the gap in preparation between the two sides, although the future war would be intense, the United States was doomed to defeat.

Now forced to understand the American management class, Cheng Ruofan suffered quite a bit. So much so that this answer, which tried to be as comprehensive as possible, was so vague that Cheng Ruofan himself was very dissatisfied with it. After saying this, Cheng Ruofan looked at Li Runshi, feeling very unconfident about what evaluation this comrade, whom He Rui highly appreciated, would make.

After listening to Cheng Ruofan's answer, Li Runshi felt much clarity in his heart. After pondering for a moment, he praised sincerely, "Chairman Cheng's judgment is very close to the facts. Especially the point you raised about the American choice of path moving 'from spontaneous to self-conscious'—that is a key point in judging this war."

Hearing Li Runshi's relatively high praise, Cheng Ruofan felt much more relaxed. He smiled bitterly. "Heh, we judge that the US will likely pass a large-scale ship-building act within a year. Whether this act is America's path dependence or the starting point for many American political elites to move from spontaneous to self-conscious... that is not easy to judge."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan so conflicted, Li Runshi tentatively asked, "Does Chairman Cheng feel very troubled?"

"Shouldn't I be troubled?" Cheng Ruofan asked. He felt he could be looked down upon by others because he never felt inferior in front of them. But Cheng Ruofan could not ignore He Rui's criticism because he believed He Rui was definitely correct. Ignoring the correct direction would break Cheng Ruofan's bottom line as a person.

Li Runshi had been a teacher and had seen students facing such confusion. Since what Cheng Ruofan cared about was not emotion, he advised, "Chairman Cheng, warfare today is different from before. In the past, commanders were required to have insight into the opponent's mind, but that was the state of war under old forms of warfare. With current technological levels, the fog of war has thinned considerably. No matter how excellent a commander is at insight into the human heart, they cannot withstand a commander who controls the battlefield with 24-hour aerial reconnaissance. No matter how incredible the troop deployment, it cannot withstand the correct judgments of hundreds of engineers operating hundreds of computers calculating non-stop. Why don't we look at the problem from a different perspective?"

Cheng Ruofan was piqued by this. "What kind of perspective?"

"Can the United States achieve strategic mutual trust with us now?" Li Runshi asked.

Cheng Ruofan was stunned; he really hadn't deduced carefully from this perspective. After thinking for a moment, Cheng Ruofan answered, "I have never trusted the United States, or rather, I have never been willing to trust the European and American powers."

"That's very good," Li Runshi praised. "In other words, Chairman Cheng believes that China and the United States cannot achieve strategic mutual trust."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't understand for a moment, but he quickly adjusted his thinking and felt Li Runshi's view made a lot of sense. Considering from the level of strategic mutual trust between the two sides, Cheng Ruofan quickly answered, "Because both China and the United States expect to establish a new international order that their own country expects, it is unlikely for China and the US to achieve strategic mutual trust under the current circumstances. For a road that has never been realized, any responsible elite class can understand it, but will not truly believe it. When both sides determine that the other wants to push their own new order, a chain of suspicion is generated."

Li Runshi nodded slightly. Cheng Ruofan's answer proved the evaluation of Li Runshi's old leader in the Upper Burma region, the former teahouse owner Han Haitao. What Cheng Ruofan lacked was strategic penetrating power of He Rui's degree, not understanding. Cheng Ruofan was very smart; as long as it was on a level he could understand, judging the situation and predicting developments had always been his strong suit. In this aspect, even Xu Chengfeng, considered the most talented in the military, did not dare to claim superiority over Cheng Ruofan.

Since Cheng Ruofan had figured it out, Li Runshi said, "If this is America's path, we despise the United States strategically and take the United States seriously tactically. That is enough. As for when the Americans move from spontaneous to self-conscious, it has very little impact on this war. As for fighting... you fight your way, I fight mine."

Cheng Ruofan savored Li Runshi's words, finding them more flavorful the more he tasted them. Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask, "Premier Li, have you really never studied military science?"

This was not a joke; Cheng Ruofan truly felt that someone who could say this must be a great military strategist.
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On February 24, 1938, Li Runshi suddenly received a call from Cheng Ruofan inviting him to attend a meeting. Cheng Ruofan did not disclose the content of the meeting, merely stating it was a "confidential meeting." Since the mystery would be solved upon arrival at the venue, Li Runshi was prepared to enjoy a surprise. Moreover, Li Runshi also had a few small surprises to bring to this fellow Cheng Ruofan.

Security at Building 19 of the National Defense University was tight. The Majors and Lieutenant Colonels outside the conference room were all accompanying staff. Inside the conference room, Generals, Lieutenant Generals, and Major Generals made up one-third of the attendees, while the remaining two-thirds were Senior Colonels who served as the backbone of the military. Li Runshi was one of the few people not wearing a military uniform, which aroused the curiosity of many soldiers.

Soon, the soldiers learned that the person before them was the newly appointed President of the Central Party School and Secretary Li Runshi. The gazes directed at him became somewhat complex. The Party School Secretary was responsible for personnel, while the Party School President determined the teaching and academic assessment work. For a long time, He Rui had served as the President of the Party School. With Li Runshi assuming the role of President, the views of those within the system were vastly different from those outside. Who would He Rui's power be handed over to? He Rui was not yet fifty years old and was in good health, so no one dared to speak carelessly about this matter. But Li Runshi had been appointed as the President of the Party School, holding the power to assess party members and cadres. In the Organization Department's judgment on the use of leading cadres, the Party School's assessment carried heavy weight. As the President of the Central Party School, Li Runshi held enormous power that directly influenced the appointment and removal of leading cadres.

Xu Chengfeng saw that Li Runshi's demeanor was completely unaffected by such enormous power, and only felt that He Rui was extremely accurate in judging people. People are different; for some, the greater the power and responsibility, the more adept they become at social maneuvering and handling heavy burdens with ease.

Arriving beside Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan, he heard Li Runshi say, "The Spanish Republican Army and the International Brigades have begun to engage in fierce battles with the Francoist rebels in the coastal areas of the Spanish Mediterranean."

A map of Spain appeared in Xu Chengfeng's mind. On the left side of the map was the area already occupied by the Francoist rebels, which controlled Spain's Atlantic coastline. The war was now erupting along the Mediterranean line on the right side of the map, naturally because the Francoist rebels were attempting to cut the Republican-controlled areas in eastern Spain in half. This was a very normal choice for the side with the advantage, and it also roughly proved that the Spanish Republican Government had fallen into a huge crisis.

"It seems the Spanish Republican Government can't hold on," Cheng Ruofan sighed in disappointment.

Li Runshi had long determined that the Spanish Republican Government was beyond saving, so he did not pick up on this topic. Instead, he continued, "It is now almost certain that Nazi Germany is about to annex Austria, and next it will be Czechoslovakia's turn. When British Prime Minister Chamberlain proposed that Austria should not expect support from other major powers regarding Germany's annexation, the US government announced the abolition of the gold standard, raised tariffs, and continued to adopt a deficit policy. Moreover, the Two-Ocean Navy Act is about to be sent to the US Congress. It is said that the reason for the Two-Ocean Navy Act is that the United States needs to balance naval pressure in the Pacific and Atlantic regions."

Xu Chengfeng's first thought was that a shipbuilding race would trigger a war. As for the current situation, ever since He Rui took the lead in forming the group in 1937, Li Runshi, as the group's secretary, had made various predictions about future developments. The previous predictions had all become reality, proving that Nazi Germany was now frantically expanding its military, using its military advantage to force Britain and France to accept Germany's territorial demands. In Li Runshi's prediction, the territories Nazi Germany wanted to reclaim included Austria, Czechoslovakia, and the Danzig Corridor in East Prussia.

From the perspective of German national sentiment and historical origins, the German Empire was a "Little Germany" after kicking out Austria. Since the Austro-Hungarian Empire was finished, Germany taking back these regions to establish a complete German state could not be considered unreasonable. With the insight, courage, and political ability displayed by the Nazi Führer Hitler, they were capable of completing these tasks. However...

Xu Chengfeng asked, "Can such a result still not satisfy Nazi Germany's economic needs?"

Li Runshi replied, "In the Nazi Party's philosophy, they have always believed that Germany's economic problems are due to foreign blockades, rather than problems with Germany's own economic policies. Now the Nazi Party is obviously not prepared to adopt the method of internal digestion to solve economic problems, so they can only export externally."

"Is this riding a tiger and finding it hard to get off, or path dependence?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng was somewhat surprised. The former Cheng Ruofan believed that imperialists were not good things and that their choices all stemmed from evil purposes, so Cheng Ruofan would only say "riding a tiger and finding it hard to get off." Now that he could say "path dependence," it proved that Cheng Ruofan's perspective had broadened considerably. At least he would think that the primary purpose of imperialists was to solve the problems they faced; as for whether the means of solution were evil, it had nothing to do with whether the purpose was evil. Xu Chengfeng himself also believed that the methods of imperialists were basically inhumane. If imperialists occasionally reasoned, it must be under a situation where they were forced to do so. But between nations, there is no morality, only stance. The purpose of imperialists is definitely to serve the ruling class of their own country. In the eyes of imperialists, they themselves are patriots as bright as the sun and moon.

Cheng Ruofan, this fellow, had already made huge progress. Xu Chengfeng asked, "Can we judge the time when Nazi Germany will annex Czechoslovakia?"

"This depends entirely on the time it takes for Germany to digest Austria. In the past decade or so, the Nazi Party has been developing in Austria and the Sudetenland region. The actual launch of the annexation depends only on external conditions." Li Runshi gave his own judgment.

Xu Chengfeng wanted to ask more, but heard Cheng Ruofan ask, "Does the United States dare to participate in such intense European issues?"

This view made Xu Chengfeng somewhat surprised again. After Cheng Ruofan's perspective improved, the questions he asked were also different. If it were before, Cheng Ruofan would definitely ask how the United States would add fuel to the fire. When emotional, Cheng Ruofan might even directly throw out the silly question of "Will the United States jump in to stir up trouble?" It wasn't that Cheng Ruofan really thought the United States would jump into the fierce vortex of contradictions in Europe, but rather that when this guy was lazy in thinking, he would lazily set a boundary and then get the answer from others. With a boundary, thinking would become much easier.

Li Runshi replied, "The United States will continue to advocate on the Spanish issue that the International Brigades should leave Spain first."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. If Li Runshi's judgment was correct, this was indeed the support the United States could give to the fascist bloc. Nazi annexation of Austria, and if it annexed Czechoslovakia again, would incorporate the two regions with the highest level of industrialization in Central Europe into the German territory. The combined population of these two countries was nearly ten million, which must be one-fifth of France's total population. After obtaining these two countries, Germany's strength would increase greatly.

The most ridiculous thing was that France still had a lot of investment in these two countries. It was equivalent to France cooking a pot of food, only to have it taken away by Nazi Germany. And the United States' advocacy played a role in facilitating the demise of the Spanish Republican Government. If France could not do its utmost to interrupt this process now, France would be sold out and still help count the money.

This level of exchange took only a few sentences, and the three quickly participated in the meeting. Technicians took out a hexagonal metal device, opened the lid of the upper half, revealing a device with mostly red transparent parts inside. Li Runshi had read the materials and remembered some technical terms. Apart from these terms, Li Runshi's feeling about the laser gyroscope was only that this device looked like it had an industrial beauty similar to a marvelous mechanical heart.

In the subsequent meeting, Li Runshi thought he would be listening to a "book from heaven," but he did not expect that the R&D unit would simply explain the basic principles in words that even Li Runshi could understand. As well as some technical parameters, including precision, lifespan, and the price compared to the highest precision gyroscopes currently available. When the soldiers heard that the price of the mass-produced laser gyroscope was about one-third that of ordinary gyroscopes, someone immediately took the lead in applauding, and then applause rang out violently in the conference room.

Xu Chengfeng stood up abruptly, looking solemn, and made a shushing gesture to everyone. Only then did everyone remember the regulations before this trip and all stopped their movements. But the excitement on everyone's faces could not be stopped; they were truly beaming with joy. Then these Senior Colonels and Major Generals who undertook specific work gathered around to ask questions, while the leaders who were not responsible for specific work retreated, retreating until they retreated to other rooms.

The leaders' work had nothing to do with this specific technology. Cheng Ruofan said nostalgically, "I remember it seemed to be 1920 when Tesla was invited to the Northeast. The Photoelectric Reaction Center was built then. It's been 18 years now... Forget it, since it has been built, we can calculate this account next."

No one misunderstood the meaning of "calculating the account." Xu Chengfeng smiled and said, "The account for fighting a 'good imperialist war' is about calculated. Secretary Li, do you have any opinions?"

"Fighting an imperialist war is just bullying Britain and France. Fighting a good imperialist war requires forcing the United States to cooperate with us. Fighting a socialist liberation war requires defeating Europe and America. What level can be achieved now depends on the Military Commission's calculations."

Xu Chengfeng just nodded but didn't answer immediately. No matter who calculated the account, it had to be handed over to He Rui in the end. Up to now, the initiator of various policies in China was He Rui, and reporting to He Rui was not an easy task. The account calculated by He Rui might be the most accurate.

"The cost for the United States to maintain 100,000 aircraft is the cost for us to maintain 300,000 aircraft." Cheng Ruofan stated his assessment.

Li Runshi was very happy after hearing this number. This is calculating the account. Formulating strategy does not rely on whimsical ideas; how much war power a country can possess is calculated based on detailed economic data. Therefore, strategy wins because it is correct, and tactics are correct because of victory.

The numbers calculated by Cheng Ruofan were similar to those calculated by Li Runshi. Taking the Chinese Air Force as an example, the National Defense Force calculated that China needed to maintain more than 100,000 aircraft in the war. Judging by various losses, at least 300,000 fighter jets needed to be produced. Compared with the world's top fighter jets, China's mainstream fighter jets would definitely not be at a disadvantage. At this stage, cost control of Chinese fighter jets became the key to whether the war could continue.

In order to reduce costs, China produced at least dozens of various 10,000-ton hydraulic presses. To manufacture these super-large pieces of equipment, China's investment was extremely huge. However, these super-large pieces of equipment improved China's industrial design and production capabilities. Even if these super-large pieces of equipment were not used to process military equipment parts in the future, there would still be a large number of other industrial parts queuing up for processing. Within the lifespan of these devices, the manufacturing cost could be fully recovered.

Specifically regarding fighter jets, China not only developed the current J-9 but also developed several prototype aircraft using piston engines. After comparison, it was determined that after adding supercharging equipment, the combat effectiveness of these piston engines was roughly on par with the Chinese J-9 fighter jet, but the manufacturing cost of the piston type with supercharging turbo equipment was much higher than that of aircraft using turboprop engines.

In addition to manufacturing costs, in order for piston engines to exert high power, these aircraft needed to use expensive high-octane gasoline. While the engine of China's J-9 used aviation kerosene. The difference in usage cost was shocking.

China has cooperated with the US Rockefeller Consortium for nearly 10 years, jointly developing and sharing the world's most advanced petroleum cracking technology. From the perspective of cost accounting, the price of high-octane gasoline produced by China's most advanced large-scale petroleum processing enterprises is 3-5 times that of aviation kerosene. If the United States loses the sources of crude oil suitable for processing high-octane gasoline in the Middle East and Southeast Asia, relying on oil fields in the US mainland and surrounding countries, the price of high-octane gasoline may be 5-8 times that of aviation kerosene.

With such numbers as support, the cost for the United States to manufacture and maintain 100,000 fighters for war is enough for China to maintain 300,000 fighters. The extra fighters China has can be used in various aspects. For example, cutting off the channels for the United States to obtain high-quality crude oil, forcing the United States to maintain the war at high costs. This is why strategy wins because it is correct. After the outbreak of war between China and the United States, as long as China executes the correct strategy and continues to fight, it can win. It is not that the United States lacks war determination, nor is it that American soldiers are afraid of death, but under such circumstances, even if the United States spends 90% of its industrial and agricultural output value on the war for several consecutive years, the United States will not persist until the day of victory.

Strategists are not unique to great powers. Great powers, medium countries, and small countries, as long as there are people who have received enough relevant education and can correctly understand strategy, can become strategists. It's just that the strategic upper limit of a small country is lower than the strategic lower limit of a great power, so naturally, they can't hold up in many areas. The reason why small countries are easily occupied and even conquered lies in this.

But this does not mean that great powers can have infinite space. The problem of great powers lies in strategic goals. Fighting a war is an extremely expensive thing. Strategic calculations in the last six months show that once the war starts, the military expenditure will be 420 billion Chinese Yuan per year, which is about 70 billion US dollars. China expects the GDP in 1941 to reach 1.2 trillion Chinese Yuan. About one-third of the GDP will be used for war, which is a huge sum of money.

Now that the war has not broken out, about 120 billion Chinese Yuan, or about 20 billion US dollars, needs to be invested every year. This expenditure is equally huge. Many countries do not fail to see the benefits of war, but before they can make a profit, their domestic economy is dragged down during the preparation for war.

Xu Chengfeng also understood these issues, so much so that he now leaned more towards fighting an imperialist war, at most fighting a "good imperialist war." Since a good imperialist war could also cause the collapse of the colonial system, why bother consuming huge national strength to fight a socialist liberation war?

If fighting an imperialist war, China's goal is only to liberate Asia, then it would be even simpler. War costs could even be directly reduced to 240 billion Chinese Yuan per year, equivalent to 40 billion US dollars. Occupying only about 15% of China's future GDP, China can completely bear such pressure.

The leaders' words were short because everyone knew that speaking at length was meaningless. Xu Chengfeng said, "I personally lean towards the 240 billion plan per year."

Cheng Ruofan only sighed slightly but did not make a sound. Li Runshi also did not wish to fight such a war. Since it could only produce a result of a good imperialism, he didn't make a sound either. Seeing the two like this, Xu Chengfeng also fell silent. The three knew they couldn't remain in a deadlock like this. Li Runshi broke the silence, "Since there are clear figures, let's report to the Chairman."

Cheng Ruofan immediately expressed agreement. Xu Chengfeng knew he could not persuade the two opposite him. Most importantly, Xu Chengfeng knew that He Rui hoped to fight a war to liberate the world, so he could only agree.

Two hours later, He Rui began to flip through the content of the plan in front of the three. He Rui flipped extremely fast, as if a child flipping through a book. More than ten minutes later, He Rui closed the plan book. "I think the 240 billion plan is not too far off, and it can also fight a socialist liberation war."

"Really?" Xu Chengfeng couldn't help but ask. No matter how he calculated, he couldn't calculate the result He Rui mentioned.

Cheng Ruofan also dared not believe He Rui's words, so he put forward his view, "Sustaining the war by means of war?"

He Rui smiled, "Not sustaining the war by means of war. I think it should be put this way: three parts military, seven parts politics. If we can achieve this, the troops that finally march into the imperialist capitals will be a world coalition army, not the Chinese army."

Cheng Ruofan felt that what He Rui said was probably not sustaining the war by means of war, but it looked very similar. And Xu Chengfeng really couldn't imagine how a group of colonial native soldiers could possess the strength to fight against the Great Powers in just a few years.

Li Runshi was overjoyed in his heart. He had considered repeatedly in the past six months and believed that only by exerting the resistance spirit of the vast colonial people could they gather sand into a tower and form a strength capable of fighting against European and American imperialism. It was just that doing so required very brilliant economic organizational ability. Li Runshi himself failed to come up with a complete plan, nor did he find a complete train of thought through conversations with others. However, Li Runshi believed that only this method could defeat European and American imperialism.

He Rui had made a plan himself. What was needed at this time was for the core leaders of the Central Committee to keep up with the pace first. At this time, the three plan books were enough to prove that everyone had kept up, so the subsequent work would be much simpler.

Knocking on the plan book on the table, He Rui asked, "I'll ask another question. You didn't write it clearly. Is it a committee or a war cabinet that executes this plan? Who will answer?"
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On March 7, 1938, Heinz Guderian, Inspector of Mobile Troops, sat in his command vehicle equipped with a radio. The road ahead was blocked by a lifting barrier, with the flags of Germany and Austria hanging on either side.

Before Guderian could speak, his adjutant had already jumped off the command vehicle and called down several German soldiers from the tank behind to help lift the barrier. Soon, the road to Austria lay open to the German army. As the adjutant returned to the vehicle, he heard his superior order, "Write a slogan: Destination, Vienna."

Armored units always carried various signboards during operations to point out directions for the troops. Hearing the order, the adjutant immediately jumped out to get to work. Guderian stifled a small yawn. The order to march into Austria had only reached him on the afternoon of March 5. March 5 was a weekend, and many officers had returned home to be with their families. Guderian himself had stayed up all night with his staff preparing for this ad-hoc operation, and they had to send people out to recall the officers and men who had left the barracks. Many officers were dragged from the beds of their wives or lovers and brought back to camp. Those fellows hadn't rested well either.

Thinking that the German panzer forces would have to march for two days, Guderian didn't have much confidence in his boys. Standing up in the command vehicle, Guderian looked behind him; the highway was filled with German tanks and trucks, stretching as far as the eye could see.

Based on Guderian's understanding of armored warfare, the commander should be as far forward as possible, so his command vehicle was at the very front of the entire army. When the adjutant returned, Guderian issued another order, "The entire army is to take a dose of Pervitin at 12:00 today. Also, have the forward units inform all Austrian gas stations along the route in advance to provide refueling services for our tanks..."

The adjutant quickly pulled out a small notebook to record this, then got out of the vehicle. Guderian couldn't wait for the adjutant to catch up; he ordered the driver, "Depart! To Vienna!"

The driver, who had been waiting for the order, immediately stepped on the gas. The command vehicle quickly crossed the border and entered Austrian territory.

Behind Guderian, hundreds of tanks and dozens of trucks from two panzer divisions began to move, following the lead vehicles.

By this time, Hitler had already arrived in Austria and announced that Germany and Austria would soon hold a plebiscite to determine whether the two countries should merge into one. There were not many cars on the road. Seeing the German tanks rumbling towards them, vehicles voluntarily pulled over to the side of the road. The Austrian passengers who had made way got out of their cars and waved to the German armored forces, some shouting, "Long live Germany!" and "Are you going to Vienna?"

To the ears of the German panzer troops, Austrian German sounded roughly like a Henan person listening to a Hebei person—the accent was obviously different, but completely intelligible. So the officers and men greeted the Austrian people in German with Bavarian, Hessian, and Cologne accents. In this harmonious atmosphere, the German armored forces drove straight ahead towards Vienna.

At 10:00 AM, the troops had fully entered Austria. Guderian ordered a temporary halt to organize the long-distance march formation. In a long-distance march, there had to be sufficient intervals between each unit, as well as various coordination measures. Even if the march into Austria was like a march through their own home, Guderian's baseline as a military strategist would not allow him to turn this march into a comical "long snake" formation.

During the brief reorganization, news that the first tank had broken down was relayed to Guderian's command vehicle via radio. Guderian was not surprised at all. Before this march into Austria, he hadn't received any prior notice. After receiving the order, he had immediately told the armored units scattered across Germany to rush to the Austro-German border. Many tanks that were due for maintenance had driven over a hundred kilometers from their bases just to reach the border. If all these tanks made it to Vienna, *that* would be what surprised Guderian.

At this moment, the adjutant, who had caught up in another vehicle, came out of a nearby travel shop, followed by two German soldiers carrying a large stack of travel brochures. The shop owner followed behind them, clutching the money the adjutant had stuffed into his hand, saying repeatedly, "I don't want your money, I really don't."

Faced with such enthusiasm, Guderian's adjutant stopped and saluted the shop owner. "Sir, I can understand your love for Germany. But we, the German Army, are an army of honor. Robbing the people is a crime we can never accept. So please, you must accept this money."

Hearing this answer, the shop owner, moved to the point of red-rimmed eyes, stopped and looked at the German officers and men walking towards the command vehicle. Suddenly, the shop owner shouted, "Long live Germany!"

The shop owner had only shouted out of his own emotion and didn't expect a response. Unexpectedly, the officer who had given him the money immediately raised his right arm and responded, "*Sieg Heil*."

Watching the soldiers stride forward, tears burst from the shop owner's eyes. In these years, it wasn't just Germany that had been oppressed by the Treaty of Versailles; life in Austria had been very difficult too. Now, finally, an army had come to protect the country!

The adjutant reported to Guderian, "General, we've obtained travel maps. I'll immediately arrange for them to be distributed to every tank."

"Get in the car once the arrangements are made. We need to get to Vienna as soon as possible!" Guderian replied. The operation had been too hasty; there were only enough maps to distribute to regimental and some battalion-level commanders. Although travel maps couldn't be used as military maps, this advance wasn't for fighting anyway.

At 12:00 noon, the troops took Pervitin. That night, the troops didn't rest at all, driving their tanks along the Austrian highways with full energy. The night wind was very cold, but it couldn't extinguish the inner and physical drive of the German officers and men. Moreover, marching at night had an advantage: since there was no one on the road, they wouldn't be greeted by the enthusiastic Austrian people.

It was fine at the border, but once they entered the cities, Austrian people who heard the news flocked to welcome them. Presenting flowers, giving food—this feeling of brotherhood moved Guderian greatly, but it also brought the trouble of slowing down the march. At night, which was originally unsuitable for marching, the armored forces could actually advance without stopping.

By 10:00 AM on March 8, seeing Vienna right before his eyes, Guderian asked his adjutant, "How many tanks can make it to Vienna?"

The adjutant flipped through the telegrams received along the way and found the latest one. On the telegram, the adjutant had scribbled the statistics of broken-down tanks. He read, "About 20% of the tanks have had some malfunctions, and 10% have broken down and are awaiting repair."

Guderian just nodded. He jumped out of the vehicle and headed straight for the twenty tanks in front of him, then jumped onto the first tank and shouted to the commander, "Enter Vienna."

"Jawohl, Excellency," the tank commander responded loudly, then started the tank.

Seeing Vienna getting closer, Guderian confirmed in his heart once again that after returning, he must strengthen the push to increase the number of mobile maintenance vehicles for the armored forces. Some old fogeys always liked to increase the number of tanks; fearing that maintenance units would squeeze the funds for producing armored units, these old guys especially didn't want to hear news about tanks needing repair. If so many breakdowns occurred during a peaceful march like the advance into Vienna, the road conditions wouldn't be this good when the armored forces engaged in field warfare. Would they just leave precious tanks parked by the roadside then? No matter how much the old fogeys disliked it, they had to increase the number of maintenance vehicles.

As soon as the German tanks drove into Vienna, large crowds of Austrian people parading in their Sunday best noticed Guderian's troops and surged forward in excitement. Compared to Vienna, other Austrian cities were very small. Even those small cities had impeded the tank column's passage, let alone now.

In the blink of an eye, all the tanks of the advance unit entering Vienna were surrounded by Austrian people and couldn't move. The armored troops, feeling both helpless and moved, opened their hatches, leaned out, and shouted to the Austrian people, "Compatriots, thank you for the welcome. Could you please make way for us?"

Before the words fell, the excited Austrian people next to the tanks immediately gave the officers and men big hugs and kisses. Flowers were also immediately stuck into the collars and chests of the German armored troops.

Fortunately, there were Austrian police nearby. They hurriedly came forward, pulling and persuading the people to clear a path. The German armored forces passed through the channel filled with cheers and flowers, driving onto the square in front of the Austrian Chancellery. At the entrance to the square, the SS in black uniforms had set up a security cordon. Seeing the armored advance unit arrive, bedecked with so many bouquets that they looked like festival floats, an SS *Obersturmbannführer* immediately stepped forward and blocked the lead tank Guderian was riding in. The SS officer spoke very politely to Guderian, who was leaning out, "Excellency, please wait a moment. General Keitel will give you orders shortly."

General Keitel had just become the Chief of the High Command (OKW) a little over half a month ago. Hearing that his superior would personally give him orders, Guderian, the Inspector of Mobile Troops, realized that he had finally arrived in time for the highlight: Hitler's public speech to the Austrian people at the Chancellery. Although the goal of entering Austria was to take over Austria's entire national defense, arriving for such an important moment was an unexpectedly perfect outcome.

Before Guderian could say anything to the SS officer, he saw General Keitel walking briskly through the narrow passage left by the Austrian people, accompanied by his adjutant. Guderian could stand in the tank to speak to the SS officer, but seeing his superior, he immediately jumped out of the tank and saluted General Keitel.

General Keitel returned the salute and said happily, "You've arrived at a good time. Five minutes from now, the Austrian military band will play the *Wehrmacht* anthem. You will immediately lead your troops across the square to be reviewed by the Führer and the Austrian people!"

Being able to be the first organized unit to arrive in Austria for the review, Guderian was overjoyed and quickly asked, "What speed for the review march?"

General Keitel hadn't expected this actually very important detail. After a moment's thought, he replied, "Pass through the square at cavalry speed."

Five minutes was just enough time to pass the order down. But Guderian received even better news: another 40 tanks and 17 trucks had arrived at the rear of the column. Thus, 64 tanks and 16 trucks drove onto the square at the speed of cavalry on parade. To make the column look more imposing, Guderian ordered the tanks to march in double columns.

Hitler was currently standing at the edge of the Chancellery balcony. The square was packed with his Austrian compatriots. Hitler had already wiped away two tears of excitement; now, seeing the German armored forces rumbling across the square in neat formation, he raised his right hand to acknowledge them.

The German tank commanders had already opened their hatches and exposed their upper bodies. Seeing Führer Hitler raise his hand, they all raised their hands in salute. Maintaining the salute posture, they accepted the review of the German Führer and the German people amidst the tsunami of cheers.

There were many reporters from Germany, Austria, and foreign countries in the square. They took photos and filmed, recording this historic scene.

News quickly spread to London, Paris, Washington, Moscow, and the Chinese capital. Even the Chinese government, which had publicly expressed hostility towards the Nazi German government, made no statement on this. Regardless of how many private tricks Hitler had played in the Anschluss, the entire process was indeed peaceful, and the vast majority of Austrian people did not oppose the merger. For the Chinese government to oppose the Anschluss would not be politically advantageous.

Soon, a plebiscite on the Anschluss was held, and over 99% of the German and Austrian people supported the merger. Before the results of the plebiscite were even out, Hitler sent a handwritten letter to Italian Prime Minister Mussolini. In the letter, Hitler didn't stand on ceremony but made a promise to Mussolini, "...No matter what predicament you find yourself in, you can be certain that you will receive my most sincere friendship and help. With warm comradely greetings, Adolf Hitler."

This gratitude was by no means fake. The Anschluss was of immense significance to Hitler. It meant that Germany had gained seven million well-educated people, industrial strength with a considerably high level, and the large amount of gold in the Austrian treasury.

As early as 1935, Hitler had wanted to annex Austria. After visiting Mussolini in Italy, Hitler mistakenly thought he had Mussolini's tacit approval. On July 25, 1934, he instructed the Nazi Party to assassinate Austrian Chancellor Dollfuss in Vienna.

Unexpectedly, this action angered Mussolini, who considered himself Austria's protector. He immediately mobilized four elite divisions to the northern Italian border, taking threatening measures against Germany. This forced Hitler to halt the annexation of Austria. Later, during Italy's invasion of Ethiopia and Italy's support for Franco, Hitler fully supported Italy.

These expenditures were not small sums for Germany, but compared to the current benefits of the Anschluss, they seemed insignificant. In Hitler's view, Mussolini had no obligation to support him at this time, yet Mussolini had supported him out of friendship. This was a friendship that had to be repaid.

After the results of the Anschluss plebiscite came out, Hitler immediately ordered the imprisonment of Austrian Chancellor Schuschnigg, who had opposed the merger, as well as other opposition figures. Hitler's attention then turned to the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia.

As early as 1934, Hitler had begun preparing to annex Austria and the Sudetenland. Austria was already in hand; naturally, the Sudetenland was next.

Less than a week after the Anschluss, Hitler summoned Konrad Henlein, leader of the Sudeten German Party (SdP), to Berlin and demanded that he take action immediately.

On April 12, with Hitler's support, Henlein issued eight demands, including equality with the Czech government, complete autonomy, and compensation for all losses suffered by Germans due to inequality since 1918.

The news of the Anschluss made the upper echelons of the United States feel the threat of war drawing closer. Roosevelt himself had long been resolved to enter the war. Seeing that the American elite had finally sobered up somewhat in the face of reality, Roosevelt immediately had the Democratic Party push the "Two-Ocean Navy Act" proposed by Carl Vinson in Congress.

Soon, the Democratic Party Chairman brought Roosevelt a partial demand from the Republican Party: "Cancel the proposal to upgrade the status of the Philippines."

Roosevelt did not want to abandon the goal of building the Philippines into a US bridgehead in Asia, but it was no longer his turn to be willful. If he gave up this opportunity for cooperation, it would mean the United States would lose half a year of war preparation time. Out of necessity, Roosevelt indicated to the Democratic Party Chairman that if the "Two-Ocean Navy Act" could pass, he was willing to abandon the proposal on the Philippines' status.

In American politics, the President is responsible for setting the national direction. The Senate manages legislation and personnel, while the House of Representatives manages the review of bills and holds half of America's financial power. Within the legislature, it is a very complex and exquisite arena of interest gaming.

It wasn't until June 19, 1938, with the US economic crisis intensifying, that the Republican Party was forced to compromise. The "Two-Ocean Navy Act" was passed.

The Two-Ocean Navy Act stipulated that the United States would add an extra 12 billion dollars over three years to build a two-ocean navy. This included 12 new battleships and 18 new aircraft carriers. By 1941, the United States would possess 24 battleships and 24 large aircraft carriers. According to requirements, the US Army and Navy air forces would possess a total of 20,000 combat aircraft, and the number of pilots would reach 35,000.

US bills must be published. On the second day after the bill passed, He Rui saw a clean version with information unrelated to the military and military industry removed.

"Could Roosevelt finally not hold back anymore? Haha." He Rui laughed. It was evident that China's development had indeed brought huge pressure to the United States. Without pressure from China, the US would never have passed an additional 12 billion dollars in military spending; they would likely have only passed about 4 billion dollars.

Judging by the Two-Ocean Navy Act, the United States had substantially broken all restrictions of the international naval treaties. This was exactly what He Rui liked most. He Rui immediately had Li Runshi prepare a Chinese Naval Construction Act, announcing the number of ships China would build to achieve naval balance in the Pacific region.

In another timeline, foreign governments always liked to attack China's military spending for lack of transparency. In the eyes of the Chinese, foreign governments were just picking quarrels and stirring up trouble. But the reality might not be so. European and American countries were always ready to turn their swords against their allies of the previous moment, so they had no scruples about announcing military spending and military construction. If potential adversaries could be scared by this military spending, it was actually quite good in the eyes of the West.

China, on the other hand, prioritized maintaining stability, so even if it built up its military, it kept it hidden. This was to avoid triggering a drastic reaction from the other side.

Since the United States had announced its shipbuilding first, the He Rui government did not hide or tuck anything away but publicly announced reciprocal shipbuilding. In the eyes of imperialist countries, there was no more reasonable justification than this. As for whether the United States would engage in a shipbuilding race because of the provocation, He Rui didn't care.

More importantly, according to the rules of the imperialist game, since it was the US government that first announced the shipbuilding plan, the He Rui government could completely brand the US government as the chief culprit in destroying peace. As long as China won the Sino-US war, the European and American cultural system would truly acknowledge China.

In such a low-level civilization as Europe and America, no matter how flowery the rhetoric or how exquisite the steps, the essence of their low-level civilization has never changed.
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Before stepping into the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs building, US Ambassador to China John Leighton Stuart couldn't help but pause for a moment.

In the past, as the president of Yenching University, Stuart had always adopted the condescending attitude of a scholar towards incompetent officials when dealing with the Beiyang Government. Now, Yenching University had long since closed its doors, and Stuart was facing officials of the He Rui administration. Although these officials acknowledged that the United States was a powerful country, they viewed it as *just* a powerful country—nothing more.

All the advantages Stuart once possessed had vanished. He now had to face the He Rui government's cold, ruthless, and highly qualified diplomatic personnel. Stuart felt like a sheep going to negotiate with hungry wolves—helpless and resigned. As a state civil servant, Stuart knew he couldn't stop moving forward; he could only enter this "devil's den" of the Chinese Foreign Ministry, filled as it was with impassive officials.

Having seen diplomats from all the Great Powers of the world, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang did not take Stuart particularly seriously. The United States of the present had to communicate with China on the basis of strength; even if the US President himself came, he would have to follow the rules. However, precisely because Stuart had some friends in Chinese academic circles, Li Shiguang felt it would be inappropriate to deploy petty diplomatic tricks against him.

Stuart had come this time to convey the attitude of the US government. The US government had already summoned the Chinese Ambassador to the US to express its dissatisfaction with the "Naval Act of 1938" just passed by the Chinese National Assembly. The Chinese Naval Act of 1938 stipulated that in the next three years, China would build 16 battleships and 24 aircraft carriers.

The US government had not only summoned the Chinese Ambassador but also the Japanese Ambassador to the US, expressing dissatisfaction with the Japanese Naval Act passed by the Japanese Diet. The Japanese Naval Act stipulated that Japan would build 8 battleships and 4 aircraft carriers to replace all of Japan's current obsolete warships.

Everyone with eyes could see the reality. The East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization had already adopted a customs union policy. Even if East Asia could not be viewed as a single country, they were at least firm allies. The tonnage of capital ships possessed by the East Asian Alliance was already on par with that of the United States, and this was the source of American dissatisfaction.

Based on the foundation of strength, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not care in the slightest whether the United States was happy or not. After listening to Stuart convey the American attitude, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang replied, "In view of the number and tonnage of warship construction stipulated in the 'Two-Ocean Navy Act' recently passed by the US government, China has decided to build a fleet to ensure the balance of the Pacific. This is the attitude of the Chinese government."

Stuart was an undergraduate holder at the very least and knew the basic rules of Great Power diplomacy. Since he could not make a breakthrough from the official standpoint, he tried to express unease from a personal perspective. But before Stuart could initiate such an emotional exchange, Li Shiguang clearly asked him, "Ambassador Stuart, does what you are saying represent the view of the US government?"

This was actually very polite. With Stuart's level of competence, Li Shiguang could have played him to death with a few minor tricks. But Li Shiguang and the people at the Chinese Foreign Ministry chose not to do so, relying instead on these polite measures to protect Stuart. After all, the American upper echelon actually believed the Chinese government thought Stuart was truly beneficial for drawing the feelings of the Chinese and American people closer. Since the American leadership believed it, China had to express belief in it as well.

Stuart replied helplessly, "President Roosevelt hopes to send a special envoy."

"Chairman He is very busy and cannot schedule time recently," Li Shiguang replied sincerely.

Faced with these cold, intelligent Chinese officials, Stuart was truly at his wits' end. He could only define himself as a messenger, and as someone who could participate in various Chinese civil activities relying on his past connections. Stuart did not know that for a diplomat to achieve even this level was already quite remarkable.

The Chinese officials, whom Stuart considered cold and clever, were not lying; He Rui had indeed been very busy recently. For instance, He Rui was currently meeting with a French special envoy. The French envoy directly showed He Rui the records of recent meetings with the Soviet Union and Britain.

Given that Germany was practically preparing to resolve the Sudetenland issue, French diplomatic personnel had met with Molotov and asked in the name of the French government, "If Germany invades Czechoslovakia, what does the Soviet Union intend to do?"

Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov immediately stated, "We will fulfill the obligations stipulated in the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*. If Romania and Hungary can remain neutral, we can persuade the Romanian government to allow Soviet troops and aid to pass through Romanian territory to reach Czechoslovakia."

After reading this, He Rui didn't know how to evaluate it and could only say in his heart, *This is truly diplomacy full of Russian flavor.*

Looking at the meeting records between France and Britain, the French representative had already given the British side the record of the meeting between France and the Soviet Union before their meeting, so the French side asked very frankly, "France opposes Germany's annexation of the Sudetenland region. If this triggers a war, how does Britain view it?"

Britain used three paragraphs of extremely exquisite diplomatic rhetoric to answer. The inner meaning of the first paragraph was that Britain did not believe war would break out. The inner meaning of the second paragraph was that Britain currently only wanted to ensure that Britain would not be dragged into a war. The third paragraph was relatively clear, meaning that if France encountered an attack, Britain would provide aid.

The French representative seized upon the third paragraph and asked what kind of help Britain could provide. The British side stated that within half a year, they would send two divisions to France and provide France with 150 airplanes.

He Rui was long accustomed to this British style of diplomacy. It was already July 8th, and Czechoslovakia had already utilized its terrain to build defense lines and mobilized 21 divisions to man them. As the world's eighth-largest industrial power, Czechoslovakia possessed a military industry ranked second in Europe. The price Britain offered was sending two divisions and 150 planes within half a year, telling France not to go to war. This was Britain's current diplomatic style. For a once-great tycoon to fall to such a state was truly pathetic and laughable.

Since he couldn't roast them out loud, He Rui put down the two diplomatic documents without saying a word. The French envoy immediately said, "If Czechoslovakia is invaded by Germany, what will the Chinese government do?"

"The Chinese government will immediately condemn Germany's act of aggression. We will ask the Czechoslovak government what kind of aid they need and do our utmost to meet the reasonable demands of the Czechoslovak government. If the Czechoslovak government actively requests our help, we will meet the Czechoslovak government's needs within the scope of our capabilities."

The prediction made by the French envoy before coming to China was about the same as what He Rui was saying now. The envoy hurriedly prepared for the next question: "What if Germany launches a military attack on France?"

"As long as the French government makes a request, the Chinese government will provide support."

Hearing such a clear answer, the French envoy's eyes lit up. "May I ask if the Chinese government will take the initiative to attack Germany?"

He Rui felt that the French government was also desperate, giving off the scent of a patient turning to any doctor in an emergency. But this could not be said. He Rui replied, "The Chinese government opposes the Nazi German government's racist ideology and acts of racial oppression. However, these actions do not constitute grounds for the Chinese government to declare war on the German government."

The French envoy had received the reply he wanted and took his leave. He Rui was indeed very busy; as soon as the French envoy left, He Rui immediately went back to reading the report that had been interrupted by the envoy's arrival: *Report on the Situation of International Students from Various Colonies in China*.

It was now 1938, and China had become the number one trading partner for many countries in the world, with the scale of trade expanding everywhere. Naturally, the number of students from colonies around the world coming to study in China also increased rapidly. Apart from the colonies bordering China, the colonial students who could cross the ocean to study in China were not poor.

In addition to providing these students with good education and training, the Chinese government had also established several research institutions. For example, the Indochina Research Center, the South Pacific Islands Commerce Center, the Southeast Asian Archipelago Business Cooperation Center, the Indian Ocean Rim Region Research Center...

The actual direct leadership department of these research institutions was the General Staff. The General Staff's purpose in establishing these institutions was naturally for war. So far, the most successful institution was the Vietnam Research Center. China had basically determined that after liberating Vietnam, it would be divided into four independent nation-states based on ethnicity: Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Cochinchina.

The next most successful were Lower Burma, Bengal, and the Dravidian regions of the southern Indian subcontinent. These regions all had large numbers of youth studying in China. Because of their large numbers, they had already attracted the attention of the British Indian government. A passage in the investigation report caught He Rui's attention: "...It was the Indian National Congress that reported them to the British Viceroy. This political party is very focused on striking down revolutionary forces within India..."

He Rui had his own views on the Indian National Congress. After finishing the report, He Rui picked up the *Report on China's Mineral Surveys*.

"...In 1937, our country's steel production reached 44.86 million tons. If the ore trade between China and the Soviet Union pauses and we rely solely on domestic ore, China's steel production can reach about 64 million tons. Adding ore provided by Korea, China's steel production can reach 76 million tons. The East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization's steel production can reach 89 million tons. It is estimated that China's civilian steel demand at that time will reach 69 million tons..."

The next report, *China's Mobilization Projections*, deduced with detailed data that due to China's rapid industrialization, a large population had entered the industrial production sector, leading to a birth rate far lower than predicted in 1935. It was estimated that by 1940, China's population would be approximately 670 million, rather than the projected 750 million.

The combat strength China would mobilize in war was approximately 15 million, accounting for 2.2% of China's total population. China had no reason for total mobilization, or even a reason to mobilize at all. To meet war demands, China's industrial output would increase significantly, and war funding sources could be solved through tax increases.

Due to tax increases, the quota for national public expenditure would shrink. However, because a large number of new industrial jobs would appear during the war—based on current statistics showing a general decline in fertility rates after farmers enter industrial production—even if national public expenditure was not reduced, the efficiency of public expenditure usage would rise rapidly as a large educated population entered working age and provided tax revenue through their labor.

This report was spearheaded by Li Runshi. Because it was supported by ample data, the content was extremely detailed and its reliability very high.

The next report came from the Ministry of Commerce. France had basically determined that war would break out. In order to upgrade its armaments level to achieve the goal of defeating Germany more easily, France had begun to completely phase out old equipment and replace it with new. Since the equipment in French factories had been fully utilized during the export boom to China over the past ten years, it was also time for replacement, leading to a climax of equipment renewal in France. With the rise of machinery manufacturing stocks, the already high French stock market was pushed to a new height.

The rise in the French stock market was nothing compared to Britain and the United States. After the passage of the US "Two-Ocean Navy Act," the US stock market, which had fallen 40% from its high point in early 1937, rebounded by 20%.

The largest increase, however, was in Britain. Because the British government's military expenditure in 1938 reached 2 billion pounds, and Britain, as a great colonial power, had vast colonial markets, it could earn excess profits even using equipment that was not advanced. These backward technical facilities could not meet Britain's military industry demands, so the Chamberlain government invested 4 billion pounds in 1938 to conduct a technological upgrade of Britain's mines and factories. Any factory willing to purchase new equipment and adopt new technologies could receive government orders; those unwilling to invest in transformation were left to fend for themselves.

Under government policy, most vital British factories chose to adopt new equipment and use new technologies. Britain's population was only 40 million. 6 billion pounds was equivalent to 24 billion US dollars. Smashing down 24 billion dollars meant an average of 600 dollars per person for the 40 million British people. Even if most of this money still went into the pockets of the upper class and capitalists, and the improvement in the lives of ordinary British people was very limited, the British stock market soared upwards like a roller coaster, causing the assets of the propertied classes to skyrocket.

If one only looked at the data without knowing the cause, seeing the stock market rise and unemployment fall, one would definitely think 1938 was a good year. But that shot of chicken blood causing the current result was named "War."

If one only looked at economic data, one would also think 1940 was a good year, because in that year, all industrial countries globally achieved full employment! Due to labor shortages, there was even a situation of massive female employment.

He Rui's work was just this busy; he had to read a massive number of documents and formulate policy directions based on current reality. Time quickly reached August 3rd. Britain and France decided to convene an international conference regarding the Sudetenland region. Out of respect for the Great Powers, Britain and France, as if scattering hero invitations, submitted notifications to China and the United States, two countries outside the region, inviting them to attend the conference.

When Foreign Minister Li Shiguang brought this news, he also brought another piece of information. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had asked the Soviet Union if they had received a formal invitation. The Soviet government explicitly stated that they had not received a formal invitation.

He Rui invited Li Runshi over. "Minister Li, let Chairman Li be the Chinese representative this time."

Li Runshi immediately replied, "I don't think that's very suitable. I'm also not good at doing this kind of work."

"We have to show our face, and this conference needs Chairman Li's logical thinking. Sacrificing Czechoslovakia's interests is to release war. As a peace-loving country, China can absolutely not accept such a thing happening," He Rui said categorically.

Both Li Shiguang and Li Runshi fell silent for a moment. They felt He Rui was speaking his heart, but also knew He Rui was overacting a bit. Finally, Li Runshi had to speak up, "Chairman, I am not very suitable for this kind of work."

He Rui shook his head. "You don't need to worry about your emotional issues. As long as you go and listen to the bullshit the imperialists say, you won't be able to help getting angry."

Li Shiguang felt He Rui's words sounded a bit unconscionable. The stony hearts displayed by Foreign Ministry personnel were often to maximize national interests, not because Foreign Ministry personnel were born heartless.

As if hearing Li Shiguang's inner thoughts, He Rui turned to him. "Not letting Foreign Ministry personnel appear this time is because we want to express the degree of importance we attach to this conference. Moreover, the reaction of the Foreign Ministry would be understood by all countries as a diplomatic act, to seek greater benefits, rather than truly out of our country's philosophy."

Hearing this, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang felt much better. He Rui turned to Li Runshi again. "Since Britain and France have sent the hero invitations, very well, we will attend. Furthermore, we suggest holding this conference in China."

Li Runshi was somewhat puzzled. "I feel Britain and France have likely decided to compromise with Germany. They have probably guessed our country's stance and likely won't accept meeting in China."

He Rui smiled. "For such a major matter, I think we should formally tell Japan."

In a moment, Li Shiguang had already figured out the roadmap. "Chairman, I will arrange it. What if Britain and France absolutely do not accept it?"

He Rui turned to Li Runshi. "Chairman Li, what do you think?"

Li Runshi thought for a moment and replied, "If they absolutely do not accept it, we will announce that we absolutely do not accept any results they discuss in a private meeting. All consequences arising from this will be the responsibility of Britain and France!"
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Following Li Runshi's public announcement upon taking over as head of the delegation, *The Times* in Britain immediately ran the headline: "China Wants to Provoke a European War!"

French newspapers had been singing He Rui's praises since 1928, calling him a "World-class Leader," the "Founder of Franco-Chinese Economic Cooperation," and the "Savior of the World Economy." However, upon seeing China's stance, some French right-wing papers, out of genuine concern, published relatively frank articles: "China's attitude does not help solve the problem. Chairman He Rui should make a wiser choice."

Czechoslovakia had already released its general mobilization plan in May. Hitler, naturally, would not be scared by such a move. Before the Anschluss, Germany already bordered the Czech lands. After the annexation of Austria, Czechoslovakia was effectively semi-encircled by the new Germany, allowing Germany to launch an offensive against Czechoslovakia from a much longer front line.

Prime Minister Chamberlain frowned as he listened to the reports. He had not expected the cool and rational He Rui to create such a mess, clearly willing to risk provoking a war just to suppress Nazi Germany. This was both consistent with the impression He Rui had left on Britain and yet completely different.

"...Prime Minister, the French government collapsed again today," the Foreign Secretary reported on the latest situation in France.

Chamberlain was not surprised. Britain had previously thought that as the French economy improved, its government would stabilize. Unexpectedly, France had only been stable for a few years. Once the period of rapid economic growth ended and the French Third Republic entered the phase of "dividing the spoils," the old drama of revolving-door cabinets immediately resumed.

The Foreign Secretary continued to explain that in the face of Hitler's brash military threats, not only did the French right wing resolutely oppose war, but the centrists also had no desire to see a repeat of the horrors of twenty years ago. Only the left wing, led by the French Communist Party, opposed Nazi Germany's aggression against Czechoslovakia. Consequently, the French right wing launched a vote of no confidence, the centrists stood by, and the left-wing government, which had been in power for only seventeen days, immediately collapsed.

"Prime Minister, the French upper echelons have indicated to us that France does not want war. However, regarding the venue for this conference, they need to seriously consider China's opinion."

The British Chamberlain government believed that France did not want war, and certainly did not want to be actively attacked by Germany. Bringing in China, a great power from outside the region, to intervene in European affairs might at least temporarily divert Nazi Germany's attention from Europe to China, buying France some time.

As the master of offshore balancing, how could Britain accept being balanced by an external great power! Chamberlain asked, "The United States has already stated it will not participate in this conference. Is there any way to persuade France to stop insisting on China's inclusion?"

The British Foreign Secretary looked troubled. He had already probed this in a tactful manner, but the French Foreign Ministry had firmly rejected his suggestions. Not giving up, he had communicated through various channels with parties in France that were less close to China, but those parties also indicated they would not refuse China's participation. Although the Chinese government's statement seemed to be intensifying the conflict, the various French parties believed that China's move held no malice towards France. If France had the strength to defeat Nazi Germany, it would have surely already dragged China along to declare war on Germany.

But since Chamberlain's attitude was so firm, the Foreign Secretary could only produce a document and hand it to him. "Prime Minister, this is an official statement sent by the Japanese government to the countries involved in the Sudetenland issue. Japan has no intention of intervening in European affairs, but it is willing to contribute to world peace. Therefore, the Japanese government is willing to provide a venue."

Hearing this, Prime Minister Chamberlain could not help but shout angrily, "What is this? European affairs are to be discussed in the Asian region? do those Asians really think they are civilized nations?"

Just as Chamberlain felt the global status of the British Empire was being provoked, German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop was in Warsaw, the Polish capital, exchanging toasts with Polish Foreign Minister Józef Beck. Ribbentrop's experience as a wine merchant meant the wine he brought suited his host's taste perfectly, and at this moment, Beck was slightly tipsy. However, this bit of alcohol did not affect the Polish Foreign Minister's thinking ability in the slightest.

Ribbentrop did not use pressure tactics with Beck; instead, he feigned a somewhat cold and dull demeanor. Sure enough, with Poland's restoration leader Piłsudski gone, Beck, one of the ruling triumvirate, felt he had completed his probing of Ribbentrop and began to talk about the history between Poland and its neighbors.

"...Czechoslovakia is a country created by Britain and France. During the border delineation, they carved away much territory from Poland and Hungary that did not belong to them. Now, only a one-time solution can bring true peace to Eastern Europe."

Ribbentrop was eager for Polish Foreign Minister Beck to take the lead in carving up Czechoslovakia, but his experience in drinking with others was many times that of Beck's. He continued to wear a look of indifference, feigning a bit of stupidity, as if he hadn't fully understood Beck's words. To deepen this impression, Ribbentrop asked with a single-minded attitude, "Mr. Foreign Minister, Germany does not fear war or death to recover the Sudetenland. Therefore, Germany hopes to extend its treaty with Poland and help Poland defend against the Bolsheviks..."

Beck felt Ribbentrop's thinking was too linear. What did Germany mean? Did they want to monopolize the benefits?

With this thought, Beck asked, "Does Germany not wish to help other countries solve the Central European problem together?"

Ribbentrop reminded him, "France has already dragged China in, and the risk of war is now almost uncontrollable. Germany is ready for war!"

Beck had a nickname, "the most cunning man." He was already certain that Germany would not hesitate to fight to take back the Sudetenland. Based on his understanding of France, he had already formed a plan to maximize Poland's interests. In Beck's view, France hadn't dared to stop the German army from reclaiming full sovereignty over the Rhineland in 1936, and had already changed the French Embassy in Austria to a Consulate in Vienna. There was no hope that France would have the courage to go to war with Germany over the Sudetenland.

If Germany could recover the Sudetenland through the principle of self-determination, why couldn't Poland recover the land stolen by the Czechs through the same principle? So, adopting a teacher-like attitude, Beck said to Ribbentrop, "I ask again, does Germany not wish to help other countries solve the Central European problem together?"

"Are you certain Hungary has enough courage to face Britain and France?" Ribbentrop continued to play dumb. If it were just Germany demanding land from Czechoslovakia, the variable of British and French compromise would be large. But if Germany, Poland, and Hungary demanded land together based on the principle of self-determination, Britain, already unwilling to be tough on Germany, would be unlikely to support Czechoslovakia. France would face the collective opposition of the Central and Eastern European countries it had heavily invested in, and its meager courage would collapse completely.

"Mr. Ribbentrop, do you like history?" Beck asked further.

Ribbentrop shook his head. He picked up the bottle and filled Beck's glass. "Aside from my love for Germany, my greatest talent is probably wine tasting."

Beck was very appreciative of Ribbentrop's expertise in wine. They had merely chatted casually about wine before, yet the wine Ribbentrop brought this time impressed Beck greatly. Raising his glass and taking a sip, Beck began to recount the historical connections between southern Poland and the northern Czech regions.

Lecturing others is a delightful thing, especially since Ribbentrop indeed had little research on history and listened very seriously. After recounting the complex history, Beck poured the blood-red liquid into his empty glass again. "Mr. Ribbentrop, if you go to Hungary, I believe the Hungarians will tell you about the historical connections between Hungary and southern Slovakia."

Ribbentrop feigned an attitude of having been educated but being reluctant to comply. "Minister Beck, Germany is truly prepared for war."

Beck found Ribbentrop quite cute and laughed, "Mr. Ribbentrop, if you can help other countries solve the Central European problem together, perhaps war will not break out."

Ribbentrop returned to Berlin to report to Hitler, carrying the assurance that Germany would support Poland and Hungary's territorial claims against Czechoslovakia. Hitler's lips couldn't help but curl upwards. Hitler didn't drink alcohol; he raised his teacup. "Ribbentrop, I salute you. For your contribution to the German Reich."

Facing the Führer's praise, Ribbentrop lowered his head humbly. "Mein Führer, Germany's present state stems entirely from your iron will."

Hearing "iron," Hitler couldn't help but think of Stalin. The number of people in the Wehrmacht who staunchly opposed Hitler was decreasing, but those officers who no longer firmly opposed him had not immediately joined the faction that supported him. These opponents had now turned into skeptics, so Hitler prepared to guarantee to them that he would never let Germany fall into the strategic disadvantage of a two-front war like Wilhelm II. To avoid this strategic disadvantage, when Germany went to war with either the Soviet Union or France, the other party must be Germany's ally.

Given the Soviet Union's vast territory, Hitler did not believe he could defeat Stalin in the short term; France must be Germany's primary target for future offense. Therefore, after solving the Sudetenland problem, Germany could only ally with the Soviet Union. Originally, Hitler didn't have much confidence in achieving this alliance, but Ribbentrop's huge success in Warsaw made Hitler think that perhaps Ribbentrop could complete this seemingly impossible task.

But Hitler did not speak at this moment, because Ribbentrop was too eager for Hitler's approval. If he told Ribbentrop now, God knows if he would take immediate action. Arranging for Ribbentrop to go to the Soviet Union should wait until Germany had settled the surrounding issues.

As soon as Ribbentrop left, Hitler picked up the *Völkischer Beobachter*. The headline was "The Evil Eastern Imperialist Nation China is Undisguisedly Interfering in Internal European Affairs."

"...Recently, China has undisguisedly put forward demands to interfere in Europe's internal affairs. Europe is a great civilization, the center that created and leads modern civilization. Yet, facing such demands, Britain and France, who pride themselves as European leaders—Britain remained silent, while France acted as a 'Euro-traitor,' slavishly and proactively serving as a guide for Chinese imperialism. People of Germany, Germany is no longer fighting merely for German dignity, but for the glory of Europe!

"The German government firmly opposes China's interference in European internal affairs, therefore..."

Hitler still couldn't figure out why the He Rui government was so set against his government. Hadn't Germany just occupied a piece of colonial territory in Qingdao back then? Compared to the atrocities committed by Britain and France against China, it was trivial. Professor Karl, President of the German Academy of Sciences, led experts to analyze it from a geopolitical perspective, but they didn't reach a very convincing conclusion. The most reliable conclusion was that China now had close economic and trade relations with Europe, and China was worried that a war in Europe would affect Sino-European trade, so it was very vigilant about any possibility of war.

Economic reasons were very persuasive to profiteers, but Hitler could not understand He Rui's logic. In Hitler's view, He Rui was definitely not a mercantilist, nor a spokesperson for capitalism. He Rui should be a genuine nationalist, a leader who placed his nation's interests above all else.

So Hitler had always felt that He Rui should ally with Germany to overturn the Versailles system together. Given China's location, Hitler didn't care at all if China occupied the entire Asia. But He Rui currently didn't seem like a master of geopolitics at all; instead, he seemed like a rash young man confused by revolution. In the Chinese government's discourse, Germany was framed as "extremists of European white supremacy." Hitler felt He Rui was giving Germany too much credit; even in a Europe where anti-Semitism was prevalent, Germany's attitude was among the mildest. The Nazi Party even had to conduct inspections and systematic study in the United States to figure out how to enact racism into law.

As for Hitler's move against the Jews in 1938, it really didn't have much to do with anti-Semitism. From 1933 to 1937, persecuting Jews was for job opportunities and to condense German consensus. The massive looting of Jews in 1938 was to solve Germany's economic problems. He Rui was known internationally as an economist; how could he not see through such things?

Even though he suffered such humiliation from China, Hitler could only sulk. Apart from cursing He Rui in the newspapers, Hitler could do nothing about China. Not only could Germany do nothing about China, even Britain could do nothing about China.

Hitler felt Britain could do nothing about China, but British Prime Minister Chamberlain didn't think so. Recently, European public opinion had been boiling; the distant China's naked intent to interfere in the internal affairs of the great Europe had incited dissatisfaction across the entire continent. Leveraging this wave of public opinion, Chamberlain publicly stated, "The conference regarding European issues must be held in Europe. If China is unwilling to attend the conference, Britain will absolutely not force it!"

This public statement received unanimous support from European countries, while France faced collective condemnation. Consequently, although the French government didn't say anything, many criticisms of He Rui began to appear in French newspapers.

Seeing these changes, Li Runshi immediately said to He Rui, "Let's go to Europe to attend the conference."

He Rui laughed. "After you go to Europe, hold more press conferences. Since Europeans think China is a powerful imperialist country and have a deeper impression of China, then tell all sectors of Europe that China is a safe country. We welcome European scholars to work in Chinese research institutions, and we welcome European merchants to invest in China. A great China opens its arms to welcome all talented people with ability and courage to develop in China."
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The conference regarding the Czechoslovakia issue convened in Munich, Germany. Upon arriving in Munich, Li Runshi immediately went to meet French Prime Minister Daladier. The French Prime Minister’s gaze was somewhat evasive, and he lowered his eyes as soon as they met Li Runshi’s sharp, determined look.

Li Runshi cut straight to the point. "Mr. Prime Minister, on my way here, I heard that both Poland and Hungary have made territorial demands on Czechoslovakia. I wish to ascertain France's attitude."

Faced with such a question, Daladier subconsciously bit his lip, as if gathering his courage. It took him a long while to reply, "All parties in France oppose attacking Germany. They believe this would trigger a German attack on France."

Li Runshi asked seriously, "As far as I know, Czechoslovakia has already begun general mobilization and will soon complete it. If Germany attacks Czechoslovakia, they cannot breach the Czech defensive lines within a month or two. Could France use this time to complete its initial mobilization?"

Daladier did not know if Li Runshi was asking something he already knew the answer to, or if he truly believed that under certain conditions the French citizenry would launch an attack on Germany. To help Li Runshi understand the current situation, Daladier explained, "The French people oppose participating in a war. Furthermore, the four nations—Britain, France, Germany, and Italy—have held foreign minister-level meetings. Germany and Italy have clearly stated their willingness to sign an agreement that the four nations will never use war to resolve disputes among themselves."

A sense of absurdity rushed straight to Li Runshi's head, so much so that he had to light a cigarette to quickly regulate his emotions. After calming down slightly, Li Runshi recalled He Rui's words: *As long as you communicate with European leaders, you will find it hard to control your temper.* He Rui’s prediction had become reality; France’s reaction had nearly made Li Runshi lose his temper.

Suppressing his anger, Li Runshi asked in as mild a tone as possible, "Mr. Prime Minister, China has always loved peace. China's pursuit of peace proves that seeking peace through struggle leads to survival, while seeking peace through compromise leads to destruction. I would like to ask you: do the French people currently believe that launching an attack on Germany is seeking peace, or seeking war?"

Daladier was stunned; for a moment, he couldn't grasp Li Runshi's meaning. After thinking for a while, Daladier replied helplessly, "Your Excellency, given your understanding of Europe, I think you should be able to understand French public opinion."

Li Runshi hadn't expected Daladier to be so sincere. In European civilization, there was no genetic code for truly maintaining peace. It wasn't that Europeans were inherently evil, but that Europe's geopolitical environment and level of economic development had not allowed Europe to precipitate a gene for maintaining peace. China not only had the painful experience of division but also ample war experience in how to unify East Asia. Therefore, China's cycle of order and chaos allowed for a full contrast, eventually precipitating a full understanding of peace.

To put it extremely, the Roman Empire did not bring a true unification to Europe on the level of Qin Shi Huang. From then on, Europe fell into a pattern similar to China's Warring States period for two thousand years. Europe's long Warring States era created production methods and relations of production suitable for a Warring States era, which in turn reinforced the division.

In the environment of a Warring States era, concepts of truly looking forward to ending war might emerge, but a concept of maintaining peace did not exist. The French public truly believed that if they went to war with Germany, the goal would be to destroy Germany. At the very least, it would be to destroy Germany's unified government and split the German region once again. With French public opinion as it was, the French people naturally knew how great a price France would have to pay to launch such a war!

Li Runshi could only ask, "If France compromises, the anti-Nazi forces within Germany will suffer a heavy blow. Those who doubt Hitler will think that Hitler's understanding of international politics is correct, and proceed to believe that Hitler's line is correct. Has the French government realized this danger?"

Faced with this question, Daladier did not even answer, only lowering his gaze and sighing. It seemed France no longer cared about the future of the anti-Nazi forces within Germany. Thus, the meeting with French Prime Minister Daladier ended without any results.

Li Runshi’s schedule did not include meetings with Hitler or Mussolini at all. He immediately went to see British Prime Minister Chamberlain. Chamberlain, who had already arrived in Munich, met Li Runshi at his hotel.

Chamberlain had a stern appearance, full of that bureaucratic air typical of the British elite. Li Runshi had little patience for this bureaucratic scent, so he cut straight to the point. "If the British government is unwilling to use acts of war to contain Germany's war actions, it will inevitably lead to a heavy blow against the anti-Nazi forces within Germany. Does the British government recognize such a risk?"

Hearing Li Runshi’s question, the corners of Chamberlain's mouth raised slightly. Just recently, some anti-Nazi German officers led by Lieutenant General Beck had conveyed their views to the British government through secret channels: if Britain and France took military action against the Nazi government, the German officers would cooperate with Anglo-French actions to arrest Hitler and reverse Nazi Germany's course.

Chamberlain was extremely disdainful of such treasonous behavior. At the same time, because of Britain's influence in Germany, he felt the situation was still under British control. for military men like Beck who colluded with foreign powers, they had no choice but Britain. As long as Britain did not actively launch a war, military men like Beck would continue to maintain close relations with Britain. Britain could easily obtain Germany's internal military plans and arrangements, placing Britain in an invincible position.

Since the He Rui government represented by Li Runshi was so firm in its attitude, Chamberlain simply asked in return, "China and Europe have such close trade relations; why would China offer advice that triggers a European war? Although His Majesty's Government does not believe China wants to start a war, has the Chinese government not considered that war would plunge Europe into total chaos?"

This counter-accusation nearly made Li Runshi laugh out loud. Finally, he simply asked, "Mr. Prime Minister, are you speaking from the heart?"

Chamberlain was stunned. Although he very much wanted to maintain the image of an elegant gentleman, he couldn't help but ask in a stern tone, "Mr. Prime Minister, do you know that there are records of diplomatic meetings?"

Of course Li Runshi knew, but Li Runshi didn't care anymore. In Li Runshi's eyes, the British Prime Minister before him either had a problem with his knowledge base or a problem with his comprehension ability. There was another possibility: judging from the experience of China's historical dynastic cycles, the once seemingly insufferably arrogant British Empire had already reached the stage of senile decay. Even the British elite, in this stage before national ruin, had been assimilated into a group of shortsighted insects. Expecting these insects to possess a vision for serious politics was wishful thinking.

So Li Runshi could only lower the level of discourse and ask, "Mr. Prime Minister, what does peace in Czechoslovakia mean for the British Empire?"

Chamberlain had lost interest in continuing the conversation with this powerless hothead. After a moment of thought, he replied in the calm tone unique to a gentleman, "What Czechoslovakia faces is merely an adjustment of border lines. Looking at it now, the Czechoslovakian borders determined at the Versailles Conference indeed have many issues that do not conform to the principle of self-determination. These issues have already triggered world disputes; only by resolving these issues can peace be restored."

Li Runshi sensed the arrogance and stupidity of imperialism from Chamberlain's words. When exchanging poetry with others, Li Runshi had once written, "Monks are foolish but can still be taught; demons acting as ghosts will surely cause disaster." This sentence had been turned into a popular witticism: "Either stupid or bad." Chamberlain's attitude just now was a classic case of "both stupid and bad." To be able to combine stupidity and malice and display them in a dialogue at this level was truly not easy.

Since Chamberlain held such an attitude, Li Runshi stood up to take his leave, ending a meeting that had brought him a wealth of emotions. Li Runshi felt he understood why He Rui was unwilling to come to Munich personally to attend this conference. Everyone coming to attend this conference had already booked their place on the pillar of shame in history. Although He Rui had set the tone and given Li Runshi full authorization, letting Li Runshi come to the Munich Conference was indeed handing him a wretched task.

On September 19th, the second day after Li Runshi arrived in Munich, the conference regarding the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia formally convened. As the initiator of this conference, Hitler spoke: "Distinguished gentlemen, welcome to beautiful Munich..."

Li Runshi swept his gaze over the people in the venue: British Prime Minister Chamberlain, French Prime Minister Daladier, Chinese Special Plenipotentiary Representative Li Runshi, German Führer Hitler, Italian Prime Minister Mussolini. Aside from these five, there were only the five official entourages.

Before Hitler could finish, Li Runshi interrupted him. "May I ask, why are there no representatives from Czechoslovakia?"

Although interrupting Hitler was very impolite in a diplomatic setting, the question Li Runshi raised was more important. Mussolini frowned slightly, not understanding why this Chinese Special Plenipotentiary Representative, barely in his forties, was such a hothead. Was it because he was ten or twenty years younger than the big shots at the conference, and thus didn't know that not letting the Czechoslovakian representatives enter the conference was actually beneficial for this conference?

Hitler's heart skipped a beat. He knew the Chinese representative would definitely oppose partitioning Czechoslovakia, but with the Czech representatives absent, Britain and France already supported the demands of Germany, Poland, and Hungary to change Czechoslovakia's borders together. With China's weak navy, they could do nothing at all. So in the end, they could only compromise. But Li Runshi making a scene now was obviously intended to stop the conference from continuing.

But Hitler didn't think Li Runshi had the ability to do anything, so he simply calmed himself and said, "This is the result of consultation among the four nations."

Li Runshi turned to Chamberlain. "Mr. Prime Minister, such meetings are recorded. So, is what Mr. Hitler just said true?"

Prime Minister Chamberlain was furious inside. After Li Runshi displayed such great rudeness yesterday, he had carefully looked at the file the British Foreign Office had built for Li Runshi. He Rui's family had always been landlords; the event of them acquiring family land was even in 1650, before Britain's Glorious Revolution had even erupted.

He Rui himself had entered a youth military academy from a young age, and after graduating, obtained qualifications for state-sponsored study abroad, completing his studies at the Japanese Military Academy and the Army War College. After graduating and returning, he was assigned by the central government to a post in Northeast China, afterwards inheriting the authority of the military and political chief of the Northeast region, General Zhang Xiluan, and receiving recognition from the Beiyang central government. From the perspective of British tradition, He Rui had walked a perfect aristocratic path, purely a figure who went from a border marquess to becoming the King of England.

Li Runshi came from a rural financial family; his father-in-law's family were important figures in the chamber of commerce and had business relations with Britain. Li Runshi himself graduated from normal school, first working as a teacher locally, then working at China's most excellent institution of higher learning, and later entering the Central Party School—similar to Britain's Trinity College—to complete his studies. From his twenties, he had worked his way up through local government, deputy positions in colonies, minister, chief official of important provinces in the homeland, Vice Premier, and core party leadership. His education and political experience were extremely complete. In the British government, there were many politicians from such gentry families.

Politicians from such gentry families were usually conservative and cautious, especially since Li Runshi was highly regarded by He Rui; he shouldn't be a troublemaker. Since Li Runshi disregarded even diplomatic customs, there was only one possibility left. After forty-eight years of smooth sailing in life, He Rui, nearing fifty, had finally let it go to his head. He thought China could intervene while Europe was embroiled in internal disputes.

Since He Rui was so arrogant, Chamberlain had no intention of indulging him, and immediately replied, "This is the result of consultation among the four nations."

Li Runshi didn't waste words. Dropping a single sentence—"In that case, China withdraws from this conference"—he turned and left the conference hall.

Seeing the Chinese delegation simply leave, Chamberlain felt a wave of relief in his heart. The stick-in-the-mud had automatically withdrawn; Europe could finally discuss Europe's internal affairs.

French Prime Minister Daladier sighed silently. He did not wish for the Chinese delegation to leave. If Li Runshi tried hard to disrupt the meeting, France could also gain room to maneuver. Li Runshi choosing to withdraw from the meeting, although upholding China's stance, was, in Daladier's view, giving up the struggle. France could only agree to Germany's demands.

Hitler and Mussolini exchanged a glance. Seeing Mussolini look relieved, Hitler felt that this fellow Mussolini lacked struggle skills at critical moments. If the Chinese representative had stayed at the conference, Hitler was confident he could make him feel what powerlessness meant. Moreover, through the conference, Hitler could make Britain and France feel more dissatisfaction toward China, which would be very conducive to weakening Sino-French relations and increasing Britain's sense of crisis. After all, Britain's most important colony, British India, was right next to China. If he could use language to guide things so that China expressed even a shred of threat toward British India, it could make Britain stand on the opposite side of China.

A pity! A pity! Hitler felt some regret in his heart.

Hitler quickly organized his mood and began to speak: "Gentlemen, Germany believes that war must absolutely not break out between the four nations of Britain, France, Italy, and Germany. We must confirm this matter once again..."

At this moment, the faint sound of a dispute suddenly came from outside. Hitler frowned. Soon, a German SS Hauptsturmführer responsible for the security of this conference pushed the door open and entered. Before the captain could speak, Hitler immediately asked, "Tell the gentlemen, what has happened outside?"

Hearing the order, the SS captain immediately stood at attention, saluted the heads of state present, and then said, "The Chinese representative demanded to see the Czech representatives in the adjacent room. We stopped them."

Chamberlain looked angry but remained silent. French Prime Minister Daladier shook his head helplessly. The two Czech representatives had been arranged to stay in a room next to the conference hall, strictly guarded by German security personnel. They were just waiting to accept the conference results after it ended. As for the results, they had actually long been discussed; they were just waiting to write them down and hand them to the Czech representatives for them to sign. Although this arrangement wasn't decided by Chamberlain and Daladier, the German side had implicitly informed the British and French delegations, and both delegations had expressed appreciation for the exquisite diplomatic phrasing in the notification.

Seeing the two of them like this, Hitler ordered the SS captain, "Add more personnel and protect the Chinese representative with diplomatic etiquette. You must ensure their safety; they must absolutely not receive any harm."

Seeing that Hitler still paid such attention to diplomatic rules even after the Chinese representative had offended Germany so much, Chamberlain and Daladier's evaluation of Hitler rose considerably. Given the Chinese diplomatic delegation's performance, even if Hitler ordered to "safely escort the Chinese diplomatic delegation out of the country," it would be a completely acceptable reaction. In the view of Britain and France, Hitler was an upstart corporal who used Germany's economic crisis to gain power. Although Germany's economy had been very good in recent years, it was only because Germany started from a low point and had large room for ascent. Hitler himself was irritable, suspicious, and rude—a dictator. But Hitler's current performance was undoubtedly that of a broad-minded, excellent politician.

At this moment, Li Runshi was already certain that he would not be able to see the locked-up Czech representatives no matter what. So he led the Chinese delegation out of the main entrance of the Munich "Führerbau" where the conference was held.

A crowd of reporters was already waiting outside. Seeing the Chinese representative come out, they thought the conference had already reached a result in such a short time, and immediately surged forward to ask.

Li Runshi made a gesture pressing down on the empty air, quieting the reporters. He then said, "Because the Czech representatives are detained in a room nearby and not allowed to attend the conference, the Chinese government has decided to withdraw from a conference that has absolutely no fairness to speak of.

"As China's Special Plenipotentiary Envoy, I hereby announce: The Chinese government identifies with the Czech government's determination to defend national sovereignty and supports the Czech people's actions to defend their country. If the Czech government encounters a shortage of equipment, the Chinese government is willing to provide weapons and equipment support to the Czech government at any time."

Hearing this, the reporters were shocked. If Germany and Czechoslovakia went to war, according to Chinese Envoy Li Runshi's statement just now, China would not terminate arms exports to the Czech Republic as a neutral country. According to the laws of war, since China was providing weapons and equipment support to the Czech Republic, Germany could view China as an enemy state and declare war on China.

Immediately, a reporter shouted, "Is China trying to trigger a war?"

Among the German reporters, someone shouted even more angrily, "Down with Chinese Imperialism! Down with China, the warmonger!"

Since the Nazis came to power, public opinion in Germany had become more radicalized. With someone taking the lead, the crowd of German reporters all shouted the slogan "Down with China, the warmonger!" Some German citizens who were originally waiting for good news heard this and rushed toward them. It was clear that the reporters were just shouting, but these people might very well beat down the Chinese envoy in reality first.

With a burst of footsteps, fully armed SS troops rushed out from the main entrance, surrounding and protecting Li Runshi and the Chinese envoy delegation. Although the SS captain in charge looked unhappy, he still said as politely as possible, "Gentlemen, we are under the Führer's orders to protect your safety. If you wish to go somewhere, please give the order."

Looking at the German masses blocked on the periphery by the SS but still shouting insults at China, Li Runshi said coldly, "To the airport."

Just before Li Runshi arrived at the airport, at the Munich Conference, the heads of state of Britain, France, Germany, and Italy once again confirmed the consensus that military conflict must absolutely not occur between the four nations. Hitler said even more seriously to Chamberlain, "Mr. Prime Minister, apart from the Sudetenland, Germany will never demand a single Czech person more."

Chamberlain greatly appreciated Hitler's guarantee. He said seriously to Hitler, "Mr. Führer, I trust your guarantee."

Five copies of the Munich Agreement document were already prepared. Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler, and Mussolini signed and stamped them respectively. Immediately, Chamberlain shook hands with Hitler.

Hitler said, "To peace!"

Chamberlain nodded. Before he could speak, Mussolini already said loudly, "To peace!"

Faced with Mussolini stealing the line, Chamberlain remained unmoved and said calmly, "To peace."

Daladier did not want to speak, but at this moment, he could only say, "To peace."

Soon, the two Czech representatives were brought into the conference hall. As the current global hegemon, Chamberlain took on the role of the speaker. He looked seriously at the two pale-faced Czech representatives and handed the document to them. An entourage member beside him began to read aloud the content of the Munich Agreement.

Just seeing the first article of the agreement, the faces of the two Czech representatives turned even paler.

When the entourage member finished reading the entire agreement, Chamberlain said with a voice full of the dignity of the British Prime Minister, "Gentlemen, this is a verdict without appeal and without modification."

***

Li Runshi did not return to China immediately but went to France. Since the signing of the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement in 1928, the Chinese delegation had been warmly welcomed every time they visited France, accompanied by French politicians throughout their itinerary. However, this time, the only person welcoming Li Runshi at the Paris airport was the Chinese Ambassador to France; there were no French officials or civilians to greet him.

Faced with such a situation, Li Runshi was not only not angry but immediately ordered, "Publish this article in the major newspapers of France and Britain."

This was an article written by Li Runshi, mainly centering on "Ceding land to serve Qin is like using firewood to put out a fire; the fire will not be extinguished until the wood is consumed." At the end of the article, Li Runshi also attached the full text of *The Six States Argument*.

With China's current influence, the article was published the next day. And this time, almost all of Europe was opposing China. Led by Germany and the European right wing, European newspapers launched a fierce critique of China around the theme of "Down with Chinese Imperialism! Down with China, the warmonger!"

Even the relatively moderate centrist newspapers began to question China's purpose in so blatantly interfering in Europe's internal affairs. The left wing was slightly better; they expressed understanding for China's concern and worry regarding Sino-European trade, but the European left believed that China's stance this time was inappropriate.

While Li Runshi was being condemned in speech and writing in Europe, major European newspapers published an article by He Rui. The article was very short, titled *The Four Stages of Europe's Response to Crisis*.

He Rui wrote in a relaxed style: *When European governments encounter problems, their reaction is very bureaucratic, divided into four stages.*

*Stage 1: We claim that nothing is going to happen;* *Stage 2: We say something may be about to happen, but we should not take action;* *Stage 3: Maybe we should take action, but there is nothing we can do;* *Stage 4: Maybe there was something we could have done, but it is too late now.*

*Although such an approach can perfectly deal with parliament and public opinion, the European people must understand clearly that the opponent you face does not need to consider the rules of the game of ballot-box politics.*

Hitler felt as sick as if he had eaten a fly when he saw this article. He Rui seemed to be mocking the muddling incompetence of the European bureaucratic system, but he was also hinting that Germany would absolutely not respect the agreement. Hitler knew very well that He Rui had hit Germany's sore spot. Hitler was now preparing to fully utilize the agreement reached between the four nations of "Britain, France, Germany, and Italy" never to use war to resolve differences, to fight for room for free activity.

But Hitler had said to Mussolini, "Before long, we will be fighting side by side against Britain and France."

And Goebbels quickly provided a counter-strategy. "My Führer, we must let the whole world know that He Rui is merely a continuation of the traditional Oriental feudal emperors. The world's largest autocratic state is China."



★


The Munich Conference (4)

Volume 6 — Chapter 136

❧ ❧ ❧


France and Britain were so close that one could buy *The Times* in Paris. On the front page, a photo showed Chamberlain standing on the gangway of his plane, waving a piece of paper in his hand. The news report stated that Chamberlain told the government dignitaries and social celebrities welcoming him at the airport: "My good friends, this is peace for our time!"

Li Runshi quickly flipped through the newspaper, finding few articles about China. The reports praising Chamberlain's policy made absolutely no mention of what had happened to Czechoslovakia.

According to Chinese intelligence, a few hours after Li Runshi left Munich, the Czechoslovak representatives signed the Munich Agreement under coercion from Britain, France, Germany, and Italy. The next day, the Czechoslovak government publicly announced the news domestically and declared an end to the general mobilization. Inside the border defenses, the Czechoslovak people, who had been preparing to defend their motherland with grief and indignation, suffered a mental collapse. Many simply threw down their weapons and left the army. The regular Czech army was no better; many soldiers immediately expressed their desire to retire, and quite a few simply deserted.

On the fourth day after the agreement was signed, which was yesterday, the German army had already entered the Sudetenland, encountering not a single Czech soldier along the way.

The Chinese government fully supported Li Runshi. After the Czech government announced its acceptance of the Munich Agreement, the Chinese government declared, "Since the Czechoslovak government has abandoned resistance, the Chinese government's previously announced commitment to provide aid to Czechoslovakia is hereby annulled."

The Polish and Hungarian armies, participating in the partition of Czechoslovakia, completed their pre-determined occupation operations, and Czechoslovakia's territory instantly shrank by a large circle.

When Li Runshi's car stopped in front of the French Chamber of Commerce, he put away the newspaper and stepped out. The representative of the French Chamber of Commerce was already waiting at the door. Seeing Li Runshi arrive, the Chamber President immediately stepped forward to shake hands and embrace him, saying warmly, "Mr. Premier, the representatives of the Chamber are already waiting for you."

The French Chamber of Commerce was the French civil organization that had filed the most lawsuits against the Chinese government over the years, yet it was also the French civil organization most friendly to China. Whether being friendly or filing lawsuits, the merchants' goal was to make money, and they adopted whatever means maximized their interests.

This time, the French government seemed frightened by the Chinese government's reaction and temporarily did not interact with Li Runshi. Li Runshi had not received orders to interact with the French government either, but he had accepted orders to explain China's views to the French business and academic communities.

In the following days, Li Runshi held exchanges at the French Chamber of Commerce, the University of Paris, and the University of Marseille. After Li Runshi left, only the French commercial newspapers published a few more articles about China's intense diplomatic reaction. More news was about French stocks surging due to the news of peace.

It seemed that the matter was over, and Europe was in the joy of the arrival of peace. Most European people who experienced this event were left with a very bad impression of China, especially in the diplomatic field. From the end of the Munich Conference in September 1938 to February 1939, European countries basically did not invite Chinese embassy and consulate personnel to participate in their public activities.

But by the end of January 1939, the military budgets of Britain and France were released. Britain's military budget was as high as 3 billion pounds, equivalent to 12 billion US dollars. France's military budget was 30 billion francs, equivalent to about 7 billion US dollars. No matter what the British and French governments said about peace having arrived, their physical reactions were quite honest.

Not only were military expenditures increased and equipment replaced, but Britain and France also persisted with last year's equipment renewal plans. Britain added another 2 billion pounds of investment to support the equipment renewal of Britain's old and backward large-scale enterprises.

France was not to be outdone in armaments. Although the cabinet changed like a revolving lantern, and although no French political party wanted to fight, France did not slacken in its war preparations, including adjustments to the total mobilization system for wartime production.

Thus, the seemingly frozen Sino-French relations suddenly returned to a warm state. At this time, the United States was implementing high tariffs. France did not want to import machinery and equipment from the United States, and it was even more impossible to import equipment from Germany. Because Britain was undergoing equipment renewal, the machine tools produced were not enough for Britain's own use in the short term.

On February 14, Valentine's Day, the French newspaper *Le Figaro* published a piece of news: more than 6,000 ordinary lathes purchased jointly by more than forty French enterprises in China had set sail and would arrive at French ports within a month.

As soon as this news came out, France was shaken. Although ordinary machine tools were not extraordinary mechanical equipment in France, importing ordinary machine tools from China made most French people feel that something was wrong. The general view of the French people was: Can France's machine tool manufacturing industry not even satisfy France's domestic machine tool production?

French newspapers began to track this hot news, and soon other newspapers broke the news that French companies had started importing machine tools from China as early as 1936. Moreover, the imported machine tools were not "ordinary machine tools," but machine tools with a certain degree of precision. According to news from industry insiders, the price of machine tools with a certain degree of precision produced in China was 60% of that in France. This price was almost the price of ordinary French machine tools. In the past three years, French enterprises had quietly imported tens of thousands of Chinese machine tools.

Due to the relationship between China and France, ordinary French people were more surprised than resentful about this. What surprised France was that China, this weak country, actually possessed such strong industrial manufacturing capabilities unknowingly.

Before this matter could fully ferment, on March 14, 1939, under German instigation, Slovakia declared independence. That night, Hitler summoned Czechoslovak President Hácha to Berlin and notified him in the early hours of the next day (the 15th) that Germany would send troops to occupy the Czech lands and turn them into a "Protectorate." Under German coercion and inducement, Hácha accepted the terms of surrender in Berlin and immediately became the President of the puppet regime, the "Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia."

Now, no one discussed France buying machine tools from China anymore. The British and French governments were completely shocked by this news. British Prime Minister Chamberlain immediately telegraphed Hitler, demanding an explanation.

Hitler replied immediately, stating that Germany had not annexed the Czech lands but had become the protector of the Czech lands, so Hitler could not understand Prime Minister Chamberlain's shock. Germany becoming the protector of the Czech lands was beneficial to the current European situation. From then on, the Central European issue was resolved.

Chamberlain no longer knew how to explain this to Parliament, because he had told Parliament that Hitler guaranteed he "would never ask for a single Czech person more." This was obviously a scam, a scam for which Chamberlain could not offer a solution.

The French government expressed opposition casually, but after the implementation of the Munich Agreement, France's influence in Poland and Hungary collapsed. The current Polish government had become a pro-British government, and pro-Nazi political parties came to power in Hungary, implicitly standing on the opposite side of France.

Before Britain and France could negotiate a result on this matter, on March 17, the Spanish rebel Franco occupied the whole territory of Spain, and 250,000 Republicans crossed the border into France. France disarmed the 250,000 people and temporarily resettled them as refugees. Earlier, in September 1938, the International Brigades had already left Spain.

Now, France suddenly discovered that Germany, Italy, and Spain surrounding it were all fascist countries. France instantly fell into a very unfavorable situation.

Now, the French public began to panic. For emergency war preparation, French enterprises began to place large-scale orders with Chinese machinery factories, and even directly purchased equipment used in China for less than two years, loading them onto ships and transporting them to France, striving to improve the production capacity of France's manufacturing industry in a short time.

French Prime Minister Daladier went to Britain and, after consulting with British Prime Minister Chamberlain, sent diplomats from both countries to the Soviet Union to discuss the European situation with the Soviet government.

In Germany, Hitler demanded the latest data from the German army. In this annexation of the Czech lands, only one Czech company commander led his troops in weak resistance; the other Czech troops completely abandoned resistance. Therefore, Germany emptied the Czech weapons and equipment inventory, transporting 1.5 million rifles alone. Now the scale of the Wehrmacht had expanded to nearly 3 million, and the weapons and equipment obtained from the Czech lands were enough to arm half of the Wehrmacht.

Originally, the Wehrmacht believed it would only possess comprehensive war capabilities by 1940. These weapons and equipment from the Czech lands, including a large number of tanks, could be used by the Wehrmacht. The Wehrmacht already possessed the strength to conduct military operations with a million troops.

At this time, the anti-war faction within the Wehrmacht completely disintegrated. Because of the success of the Munich Conference and the annexation of the Czech lands, those previous anti-war factions began to believe that Germany could win the coming war. This group of people also began to fully devote themselves to the ranks of launching war.

The German General Staff believed, based on the latest news, that tens of thousands of Chinese machine tools would all arrive in France in June 1939, and France could also use China's production capacity to rapidly improve military industrial productivity. At the latest by June 1940, France might complete the update of light weapons and light artillery for the French army.

At this time, Polish Foreign Minister Beck came to Berlin to meet with Hitler. Beck refused Hitler's request in 1938 for Poland to join the "Anti-Comintern Pact." The two sides parted on bad terms.

Before the Munich Conference in 1938, Hitler formally courted Poland to join the "Anti-Comintern Pact" and form a united front with the Kingdom of Hungary, the Kingdom of Romania, and the Kingdom of Bulgaria. Ribbentrop met with the Polish Ambassador, proposing that the alliance must be premised on the return of Danzig to Germany and the construction of a highway in the Corridor area to connect German territory. If Poland agreed, Hitler would give Poland territory in northern Ukraine in the future and extend the German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact for 25 years as compensation.

After the death of Piłsudski, the Polish government was divided into three forces: the President, the Foreign Minister, and the military commander. Poland believed that if it joined the military alliance led by Germany, it would be reduced to a satellite state, and eventually its national status would be threatened, swallowed by Germany just like the Czech lands. Therefore, Beck refused the proposal, and the views of the Polish Foreign Ministry and military leaders also aligned.

Since Poland was unwilling to join the Nazi camp, Hitler immediately ordered the military to draw up a plan to invade Poland, "Case White." The plan had been started long ago; the day after Hitler proposed it, the plan was delivered to him. Hitler approved it on April 3, 1939. Since then, Nazi Germany began preparations for war.

Except for China's shipbuilding plan, President Roosevelt was very satisfied with most of the recent world situation. When Secretary of State Hull arrived at Roosevelt's place, Roosevelt even asked in a relaxed tone, "I heard some people think that the action taken by He Rui in Munich was a genius business plan?"

Secretary of State Hull replied with a serious expression, "Mr. President, I originally thought that Mr. He Rui hoped to promote the outbreak of war. Judging from the actions of the Chinese representatives at the Munich Conference, Mr. He Rui really wanted to prevent the outbreak of war. His actions really surprised me."

Roosevelt nodded in deep agreement. When the Munich Conference was convened this time, France invited China to participate together, and Britain invited the United States to participate. Roosevelt wished Europe would fight immediately, so how could he be willing to participate? He only stated painfully afterwards that the United States did not want to see the result of the Munich Conference. But he also pushed the boat with the current and acknowledged the Munich Conference.

In contrast, China had never acknowledged the result of the Munich Conference from beginning to end. When the European situation deteriorated rapidly, at least some European people who had negative comments about He Rui in the short term began to turn to believe that He Rui was indeed a leader with vision.

Roosevelt couldn't help asking, "Hull, do you think Europeans will ultimately choose to obtain support from China?"

Secretary of State Hull thought for a moment and shook his head, "Mr. President, I think Europe will still choose to obtain support from the United States."

Roosevelt was about to ask Secretary of State Hull whether Europe would place all its hopes on the United States, or how much expectation Europe would place on the United States, when Hull continued, "Mr. President, Mr. He Rui's influence in Europe is far greater than what appears on the surface."

Roosevelt had not participated in US foreign affairs since his youth, and even less so after becoming disabled, so Roosevelt asked, "Hull, can you be more detailed?"

As Secretary of State, Hull was in charge of US diplomacy and had dealt with most European diplomats and a considerable number of politicians. He was not sure if President Roosevelt had studied He Rui's global influence, but he believed he must tell President Roosevelt about this now.

"Mr. President, He Rui began to appear on the international stage in 1916. He already had some fame in the Allied countries during the Great War in Europe. Since then, there has always been news related to He Rui in European newspapers. In the past twenty-plus years, the older generation leading the Great War in Europe has withered away one after another, and these post-war politicians have risen and fallen. Plus, He Rui has focused a large part of his attention on writing books. Europeans under the age of 35 are even more familiar with He Rui than with most of their own country's leaders."

Roosevelt was stunned. He thought He Rui's influence stemmed from the Sino-Japanese War, the Sino-British War, and Sino-French economic cooperation. These major events indeed had the greatest impact on Britain, France, and the Netherlands. The core population of 100 million in these three countries was truly impacted, and their lives were even affected because of He Rui.

Hull, as Secretary of State, had a perspective beyond this scope, even entering the realm of ideology a bit. This gave Roosevelt a vague sense of unease.

Secretary of State Hull continued to explain, "In the Europe of the past, when the East was mentioned, they thought of Russia and Turkey. In the Europe of today, when the East is mentioned, many of them will think of He Rui. He Rui's appearance has to a certain extent changed Europe's view of geopolitics. The Far East is no longer the edge of the world, but a very important part of the whole world."

Speaking of this, Hull smiled bitterly, "Mr. President, do you know? Now if you ask an ordinary French person what kind of person He Rui is, that French person will likely tell you that He Rui is a Chinese emperor who married two wives."

Roosevelt was confused for a moment about what Hull meant. It was meaningless to bring up He Rui's personal life at such a time. It was no secret that He Rui married two wives, and even the new marriage law promulgated by China fixing monogamy was no secret. As for the fact that He Rui married two wives itself, it was not a problem in the world's upper circles. Which upper-class figure in Europe and America did not effectively have three wives and four concubines? Take Roosevelt himself for example; he had several lovers, and even Mrs. Roosevelt was very clear about these lovers. She just didn't want to fall out with Roosevelt for the sake of face.

In Washington, everyone knew that Roosevelt was very popular with women. Those friends and acquaintances also had their own lovers.

As for He Rui being a Chinese emperor in the minds of Europeans, it did not show the ignorance of Europeans. Because a large number of Americans also believed that He Rui was the Chinese emperor. The funniest thing was that even knowing that China was already a republic, many Americans insisted that He Rui himself was still the Emperor of China. In the United States, this was not uncommon. Quite a few farmers in the American countryside still thought that US President Washington had been the King of the United States!

Seeing Roosevelt looking at him without saying a word, Hull knew that Roosevelt did not understand the meaning inside these words. Hull asked, "Mr. President, find any ordinary French person, and he knows that He Rui is the leader of China. But this person does not know who the President of the United States is."

Roosevelt's face instantly darkened. This was not because he was unhappy feeling his limelight was suppressed by He Rui. Roosevelt began to understand what Hull meant by saying earlier that He Rui's influence in Europe was far greater than what was seen.

Ordinary French people not only didn't know who the US President was, but probably didn't even know clearly who their own President was. Let alone those cabinet members who changed like revolving lanterns. But French people not only knew He Rui was China's leader, but even knew about He Rui having two wives, which was enough to prove to what extent He Rui's influence had reached.

As for the influence in the ideological field emphasized by Hull, that was accumulated through book after book and article after article. Roosevelt himself had read several books written by He Rui and appreciated them quite a bit. In contrast, Hitler, whom Roosevelt wanted to use, although his *Mein Kampf* was very famous, Roosevelt bought it but never picked it up, let alone read it.

"...Hull, is it too late to publicize me to Europe now?" Roosevelt asked.
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With war in Europe appearing imminent, Premier Wu Youping had assumed his work would lean more towards war-related economics. However, starting from the beginning of 1939, Wu Youping found that his most troublesome issue was actually population migration.

By 1938, China's urban resident population had broken through the 200 million mark. Furthermore, with a massive number of junior high school students graduating, the urban population was increasing by more than 20 million annually. China's birth numbers for that year were only 13.71 million; the gap of over 7 million came entirely from the countryside.

This wave of rural population loss had begun in 1935. In many rural areas with better land conditions and convenient transportation, large numbers of junior high graduates were not staying in the countryside. They either went to county seats for high school or entered the cities directly to work. Their parents were already working in towns during the farming off-season or participating in large-scale infrastructure projects. This led to a concentration of population towards cities at an astonishing speed in areas close to urban centers.

To compensate for the loss of agricultural population, the state began migrating people from deep mountains and old forests to mountainous regions, moving people from mountainous regions to the plains, and consolidating villages into townships in the plains.

Considering only the migration to areas more suitable for production, the scale of this population transfer was around 36 million, which was already equivalent to the population of Britain or France. If the entire population migration across China were counted, it involved the movement of 120 to 150 million people.

As Premier, Wu Youping did not manage the specific details, but he had to consider the employment problem for these 120 million people while planning their migration. Many of these 120 million were not yet of working age or lacked the ability to work. Even so, 60 million jobs had to be provided.

At a plenary session of the State Council, facing hundreds of leaders from across the country, Wu Youping offered neither criticism nor agitation, but simply stated pragmatically: "Comrades, Europe took over a hundred years to transform 120 million agricultural population into an industrial population. We are to complete the first phase of this in three years. The scale and degree of effort required for this are far greater than fighting a world war.

"The first phase of our revolution was to fully restore China's sovereignty and, through asset restructuring, transform the nearly bankrupt Chinese economy. The work of the first phase has been completed.

"The second phase of our revolution was to restore normal trade relations with the world, and through the introduction of foreign capital and technology, rapidly develop China's industrial system, allowing China to enter industrialization. The work of the second phase has been basically completed.

"Now we are proceeding with the third phase. This involves a comprehensive transformation of China, changing it from an agricultural country into an industrial one. The beginning of the third phase is the planning of China's population layout. Work on this phase has now entered a critical stage.

"The areas where migration is easy are those where the masses already had a demand to join industrial mass production, so they joined the migration naturally. The areas where work has encountered resistance are not because the masses there are deliberately opposing us. To deliberately oppose us, one must at least have the level of understanding to comprehend the strategic significance and value of population migration. The masses with such a level of understanding have long since moved into the cities themselves.

"The industrial level in these resistant areas is generally low. In the short term, focus on eliminating the anxiety of the masses; in the long term, focus on strengthening education..."

The leading cadres attending the State Council work conference included leaders from various ministries, provinces, and cities. This group overlapped highly with the Central Committee of the Civilization Party, but not entirely. More than a dozen mayors of foreign nationality attended the meeting. He Rui had once sent an invitation letter to the British economist Keynes, offering to hire him as the Mayor of Hong Kong. Keynes considered it for a time before declining the invitation, but he recommended his proud student, Kahn, to serve as the Mayor of Hong Kong.

Apart from Kahn, the Englishman, the foreign employees within the Chinese government were basically all Japanese. As the economies of China and Japan became increasingly tight-knit, both the Chinese and Japanese governments hired personnel from the other side to work within their own governments. It was just that the number of such people was not large, and it did not trigger any particularly large reaction.

Kahn was thirty-four years old this year, and his time working in China far exceeded his time working in Britain. Accustomed to recording Premier Wu Youping's speech according to Chinese government workflows, Kahn felt great admiration for Wu Youping in his heart. Just as Wu Youping said, Europe took over a hundred years to transform 120 million of its population from agricultural to industrial. China wanted to preliminarily complete such a change within three years; the difficulty could be imagined. How could creating 60 million lifestyles within an industrial society be easy? Britain, known as the world hegemon, found it incredibly difficult to create even 1.5 million jobs. 1.5 million jobs was one-fortieth of 60 million.

Wu Youping's speech was a concluding statement, the final step of the meeting. In the sessions before the Premier made his report, all leaders had made plans for their own work. Initially, they came up with 34 million jobs. Afterward, by squeezing here and scraping there, the provinces barely managed to scrape together 51 million jobs. Subsequently, the provincial leaders successively stated that whoever had the ability should take on the remaining 9 million jobs, as their provinces could not squeeze out even a single additional post.

On the way back to Guangzhou, Kahn lamented inwardly: *This is China, a miraculous country.* 1939 was Kahn's eighth year working in China. In these eight years, he did not know how many times he had lamented like this. But at this moment, Kahn sighed again.

Providing 60 million jobs seemed completely impossible in European eyes, but in China, it might not be impossible. Kahn believed that with China's current development, given five to ten years, this matter could certainly be accomplished. But to complete it within three years, there would definitely be a great many problems.

Upon returning to Guangzhou, the province immediately held a meeting. After two days of meetings, Kahn returned to Hong Kong City. Initially, after arriving in China, Kahn was responsible for establishing the financial centers in Hong Kong and Guangzhou. In 1937, having accumulated enough political achievements, Kahn became the Mayor of Hong Kong. Just as he arrived home, Kahn saw an invitation card for a ball at the British Consulate in Hong Kong. Kahn glanced at it and tossed it directly aside.

The next day, when he arrived at his office, he immediately received a request from the Consul of the British Consulate in Hong Kong to have dinner with him. Kahn thought for a good while before reluctantly agreeing.

Now, all place names in Hong Kong's streets related to the colonial era had been cancelled. The former Victoria Avenue had been renamed People's Avenue. In a restaurant on People's Avenue, Kahn sat at a table with Consul Jim. It was only after eating three courses that Consul Jim opened his mouth to ask, "Mr. Mayor, I wonder if China has any policies at present that differ from before?"

"This kind of matter should be directed to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs," Kahn replied unhappily. He always felt that the British government viewed him as its agent in China, which was undoubtedly an insult to an economist.

The reason he chose to come to work in China initially was that Kahn's teacher, Keynes, believed Kahn's level of economics could shoulder such responsibility. Moreover, working in China, this super-colossal economy, would be extremely beneficial for Kahn's own professional expertise in economics. There were no such job opportunities in Britain.

All these years, Kahn had worked hard in the capacity of a Chinese civil servant and an economist. To treat a scholar as a spy was the greatest insult. In China's system, the Civilization Party, as the ruling party, was responsible for formulating national policy. The government managed the economy and civil administration; this work was public, containing no secret content or transactions. To obtain information in these fields, one should look at the work reports of various levels of the Chinese government, rather than running to find a mayor.

Seeing Kahn's unhappy expression, Consul Jim hurriedly explained, "Please do not misunderstand. As an elite cultivated by the British Empire, you naturally observe the loyalty due to an elite. My question just now was to ask you, as an economist, whether China, based on economic needs, will adopt policies different from before given the increasingly tense current world situation."

These words represented respect for an economist. Kahn lost his previous unhappiness. He thought for a moment and replied, "Recently, Chairman He Rui wrote a new book titled *Outlook on Future World Economic Development*. I wonder what the British economics community thinks of it?"

Seeing the topic finally get on track, Jim quickly answered, "I personally have read *Outlook on Future World Economic Development*. My view is similar to that of British economists; we all believe China's attitude towards colonies is very unfriendly."

Kahn felt some contempt for the British economics community in his heart. In his new book, He Rui put forward the view that to expand the world market, colonialism should be thrown into the trash heap of history. After the end of the American Civil War, the liberated slaves finally possessed the status of ordinary people. To obtain a better life, they had to work hard and trade with society. Such free people not only created wealth for society and paid taxes to the state but also drove social economic development in many fields.

Colonies that had been exploited clean by the suzerain state not only could not create any wealth, but the suzerain state also had to spend money to maintain the system of exploitation. Kahn had personally gone to Korea for inspection. Reality forced Kahn to admit that although Korea, having thrown off colonial oppression, was still overwhelmingly poor and its economic development was indeed inferior to China and Japan, with fiscal transfers within the East Asian Economic Community and the completion of land reform, the Korean people now did not go hungry, could receive education, and had entered the industrial age.

And the Korean government, under the knowledge services provided by the Chinese economic circles, developed its own industries based on domestic resources and accepted a certain amount of industrial transfer from China and Japan. Now, Korea, with a population of over 30 million, was already an emerging market. If the current development process was not interrupted, in twenty years, Korea would become a country that had preliminarily completed industrialization. An industrialized country with a population of over 30 million was a market worth noting anywhere in the world.

Some unworthy British economists were willing to be running dogs for colonial policy, completely ignoring economic principles to publish remarks that served the government as lackeys, making Kahn extremely disdainful of such people.

Kahn replied, "Mr. Jim, from the reaction I have seen in the academic world, there do not seem to be too many British economists holding such views."

Consul Jim, having been rebuffed like this, did not know how to answer for the moment. He lowered his head to continue attacking the fourth course to temporarily escape the somewhat awkward scene before him.

Kahn naturally knew what the British government was worried about now. If war broke out in Europe, Britain would not only have to contract its military forces back to Europe but also extract resources and manpower from colonies like India to serve the European war. At such a time, if China were to charge into India, the resistance encountered would be very low. Once British India was lost, let alone launching a counterattack to retake India, whether Britain could win the war in Europe would be a major question.

Previously, when studying in Britain, Kahn felt that the British government was the most advanced and intelligent government in the world. Now Kahn no longer saw it that way. When China strongly opposed Nazi Germany's move on Czechoslovakia at the Munich Conference, the British government should have actively cooperated. They could have even hinted that Britain, together with France, would invite the Chinese military to participate in military operations to maintain peace in Europe.

As long as the external force maintaining peace was large enough, Nazi Germany would have to compromise sooner or later. As long as war did not break out within Europe, it would be awkward for China to make a move on British India. In Kahn's view, this was undoubtedly the best policy at present. Yet the British government actually allowed newspapers to incite foolish views suspecting whether China wanted to interfere in Europe's internal affairs. In reality, the moment China and France reached economic cooperation in 1928, China had not merely deeply interfered in Europe's internal affairs, but comprehensively influenced them.

Imperialist Britain, aging and decaying, still dared not admit this fact today, ten years after Sino-French economic cooperation began. It deserved to face its current predicament!

The meal ended in a polite but awkward atmosphere. Kahn was just preparing to go back to work when he heard Consul Jim call out to him from behind. Kahn turned his head to see Consul Jim walk over, grasp Kahn's hand, and say sincerely, "Lord Kahn, you are an Englishman. This will never change."

Sensing the heartfelt anxiety from Consul Jim, Kahn's heart softened. The British government had awarded Kahn a knighthood last year; the British upper class had to address Mayor Kahn as "Lord Kahn," and ordinary British people had to call him "My Lord." But what truly moved Kahn was the expectation for the future in Consul Jim's expression and voice, as well as his expectation for Kahn, his compatriot.

After pondering for a moment, Kahn said, "If China and Britain slide towards the direction of war, I will immediately resign from all duties in China and return to Britain to defend it. But Mr. Consul, isn't the most important thing right now to first determine China's stance?"

After speaking, Kahn released his hand, turned, and left. As a mayor in China, Kahn still had a great deal of work to handle.

On April 30, 1939, the British Ambassador to China and the French Ambassador to China met with Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang together, wanting to determine China's stance. On May 1, an article by He Rui was published in the *National Daily*. In the article, He Rui expressed concern about the situation in Europe. At the same time, he declared once again that China was a peace-loving country, and that now and in the future, China would no longer seek to expand its territory, nor would it seek to acquire colonies.

This article was He Rui's declaration, and countries all over the globe reprinted it. The British Foreign Office naturally studied this article carefully as well. Such a declaration did not possess any binding force, but for Britain at present, it was already the clearest good news they could obtain. At least China had no intention of strategic coordination with Germany.

Entering May, Britain and France, through a series of diplomatic communications with Moscow, gradually made the CPSU understand their meaning. Stalin at this time did not even have the interest to meet with the British Prime Minister and the French Premier, because the view proposed by Britain and France was that if Germany launched a war against Britain and France, the Soviet Union could send troops to attack Germany without violating the sovereignty of neighboring countries.

From a physical perspective, such a request was simply insane. The Soviet Union did not currently border Germany. The Soviet Navy was extremely weak; although at this stage it seemed slightly stronger than China's, China's independently built battleships and aircraft carriers had already completed 83% of their construction according to schedule. By July 1939, the first Chinese self-built battleship and aircraft carrier would be launched and would begin fitting out within a very short time. Adding the four cruisers and nine destroyers already launched, by April 1940, the scale of China's navy would formally surpass the Soviet Navy. If Britain and France were counting on the Soviet Navy to launch an attack on Nazi Germany, they might as well go ask China for help.

As for the army and air force, the Soviet Union temporarily could not think of any way to engage the German army without violating the sovereignty of neighboring countries.

If analyzed from diplomatic rhetoric, the attitude of Britain and France was even more dishonest. Since they wanted the Soviet Union to send troops to fight Germany, Britain and France had to show sincerity and make commitments to the Soviet Union. These commitments could be signing a treaty with the Soviet Union stating that if the Soviet Union were attacked by Germany, Britain and France would immediately declare war on Germany. Or they could promise that the Soviet Union could recover the territories lost after the Great War in Europe, and only after recovering these territories could it border Germany.

Britain and France, however, explicitly stated that they did not accept any changes to the borderlines between the Soviet Union and its neighboring countries. The reason was actually that the Munich Agreement had caused very terrible effects, and Britain and France could no longer accept such things continuing to happen. Essentially, Britain and France had poked a hole in the sky themselves, and now they wanted the Soviet Union to help them wipe their asses. For a moment, Stalin could not quite figure out if Britain and France were playing the fool or if they had truly been driven mad by the situation before them.

General Secretary Stalin did not have that much time to ponder the laughable proposal from Britain and France. The group of CPSU Politburo members coming for the meeting arrived quickly. Although Kirov was considered a moderate, as soon as this meeting began, Kirov said, "According to the reaction from the Southwest Military District, Comrade Tukhachevsky's military views have become extremely opportunistic and have caused a very vile influence on the construction of the Red Army..."

This passage already expressed Kirov's total negation of Tukhachevsky. According to Soviet tradition, after Kirov finished speaking, several Soviet Red Army military leaders immediately followed up by opening fire on Tukhachevsky, fiercely attacking his military concepts.

The key points singled out for criticism included but were not limited to: Tukhachevsky only valued offense and completely ignored defense. So much so that under the training tactics developed according to Tukhachevsky's military theory, many new units of the Soviet Red Army did not even know how to dig trenches.

By Soviet tradition, such accusations would be somewhat exaggerated. How could troops really not know how to dig trenches if asked to do so? However, the current Soviet Red Army had not conducted trench training, so the trenches dug would probably be called "ditches," let alone possessing the technical content of modern trenches. There was even a huge regression compared to the trench construction level of Russia during the Great War in Europe.

Subsequent criticism of Tukhachevsky turned to other levels. The Soviet Red Army Tukhachevsky wanted to build was a fully mechanized army. The Soviet Union had already begun an even more ambitious Third Five-Year Plan, but even if the Third Five-Year Plan was over-fulfilled, the Soviet Union did not have the capacity to build a fully mechanized army of six million troops.

And Tukhachevsky himself, disregarding the friendly reminders of comrades within the Party, willfully pushed his plan. This led to a large number of Soviet Red Army troops receiving so-called mechanized training on paper, yet remaining unable to receive the equipment described on paper for a long time. Tukhachevsky, meanwhile, ordered the army to engage in agricultural production and did not switch to infantry combat training in accordance with the Soviet reality.

This statement could be said to be half true and half false. The Soviet Union indeed did not have the capacity to produce equipment for a fully mechanized force of six million. However, sending troops to engage in agricultural production was just a routine action. The Soviet Union's current level of agricultural mechanization was low, and large amounts of manpower were needed during the harvest. It was not that Tukhachevsky deliberately made the army engage in agricultural production to prevent them from conducting infantry training.

Soviet tractor factories also had tank production lines. Since a large number of skilled workers went to build tanks, it naturally squeezed the production schedule of tractors. While this was certainly because the Soviet Union indeed wanted to build a mechanized Red Army, a major reason lay in the fact that although the Soviet Union imported a large amount of light industrial goods from China, heavy industry was placed in the primary position in the Soviet Five-Year Plan. Importing a large number of sedans and tractors from China as consumer goods was one thing, but if even tractors had to be imported in large quantities from China, neither Stalin nor the Soviet leaders who firmly supported the Five-Year Plan were willing to accept it.

At this time, Tukhachevsky no longer had the will to oppose. He knew that after Kirov opened fire, his fate had been decided. Fortunately, after listening to the barrage, the final evaluation of Tukhachevsky was "military adventurism," "unrealistic," and other such evaluations of internal contradictions. No one suggested that Tukhachevsky was the ringleader of a conspiratorial anti-Party clique.

Tukhachevsky looked at Stalin very unhappily but did not refute. In this struggle over military lines, Tukhachevsky had failed. Next, Tukhachevsky and the group of Soviet generals who supported his military concepts would be kicked out of the army.

Just as Tukhachevsky expected, two marshals, eight colonel generals, dozens of generals, and hundreds of colonels, headed by him, were dismissed. Some of them were prosecuted for crimes of corruption. The radical mechanized construction of the Soviet army was braked. The Soviet armored units that had already received equipment continued to study and train for mechanized warfare after fiercely criticizing Tukhachevsky's erroneous concepts. According to the new plan, Red Army units that could not obtain mechanized equipment in the short term were all converted to infantry divisions. The entire Soviet Red Army began systematic training for defensive warfare.

Seeing his own efforts suffer such a severe setback, Tukhachevsky could only sulk in the small room where he was confined. Stalin, having resolved this matter, sent Molotov to China to ask about China's views on the European war.

If the European situation remained peaceful, Stalin actually did not mind giving Tukhachevsky a bit more time to wait for the equipment to be fully allocated. However, war was imminent, and the Soviet Union truly had no time to keep waiting. What the Soviet Union needed most right now was an army that could immediately be thrown into fierce warfare, not that powerful future army existing in Tukhachevsky's imagination.

Molotov did not speak up for Tukhachevsky this time either. He, a People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, naturally could not interfere in domestic military construction. Moreover, Molotov agreed very much with the internal summary following the criticism of Tukhachevsky.

1. The current regulations of the People's Commissariat for Defense approved by the government in 1934 are outdated, do not conform to the existing structure, and cannot reflect the contemporary tasks shouldered by the People's Commissariat for Defense. The newly established departments—Red Army Headquarters, Department of Military Technology Supply, Department of Supply, Department of Food, Transport and Clothing Supply, Department of Firearms and Mortars, Department of Higher Military Academies, Department of Fuel Supply, and Infantry Command—all exist according to provisional regulations. Other departments (General Staff, Department of Artillery, Department of Communications, Department of Barracks Construction, and Department of Inspection) have also been adjusted, and the regulations regarding these adjustments have not yet been approved.    There are 34 existing independent departments (bureaus), yet there is no clear distinction of responsibilities between Deputy People's Commissars. This situation frequently affects the resolution of problems in various departments (bureaus) of the People's Commissariat for Defense.

2. There are nearly 1,080 types of current regulations, manuals, and codes for the troops. Among them, basic orders—Field Regulations, Internal Service Regulations, Disciplinary Regulations, and Combat Regulations for certain arms—are outdated and need fundamental revision. There is a lack of command manuals for large formations (armies), manuals for attack and defense of fortified regions, and manuals for mountain warfare.

3. Most units have temporary establishments that have not been approved by the People's Commissar. Establishment and equipment management are chaotic. Nearly 1,400 types of establishment tables and equipment standard tables, on which troop life and supply are based, have not been approved by anyone, yet they are issued and implemented as current codes.

4. The problem of systematizing military legislation and orders of the People's Commissar for Defense has not been straightened out. Many orders need to be cancelled or modified because they are outdated and bring difficulties to commanding troops.

5. Supervision over the execution of orders and decisions issued by the government is weak. Effective leadership is lacking for troop instructions. On-the-spot inspection has not been executed as a system, having been replaced by collecting written reports.

...

Molotov believed that as for whether Tukhachevsky worked hard when responsible for Soviet army construction, he certainly worked hard. But war was about to break out, and the problems of the Soviet Red Army were so serious that even Molotov, someone who did not understand military affairs, felt a sense of powerlessness after seeing this summary report.

The regular army of the Soviet Red Army was a mess, and the situation of the reserves was even worse. At a time like this, if someone had to take responsibility, it definitely had to be Tukhachevsky, the person in charge!

On the plane, Molotov recalled the Chinese army he had seen. As a diplomat who did not understand military affairs, Molotov could not come up with any cases to prove the combat effectiveness of the Chinese National Defense Force. What could be determined now was only that China was building ships on a large scale; at least China would have the capacity to conduct large-scale naval warfare in a few years. As for the Chinese military's naval warfare capability, Molotov could not make a judgment.

After meeting He Rui, Molotov first asked, "Mr. Chairman, the third phase of non-deployment of troops on the Sino-Soviet border will begin next year. The Soviet Union is ready to implement the agreement."

"Please inform Mr. Stalin that China is ready to fulfill the agreement," He Rui replied.

Seeing that He Rui did not mention the outbreak of war at all, Molotov roughly judged that He Rui perhaps had no intention of immediately entering the war. The third phase of non-deployment of troops on the Sino-Soviet border was based on the development of aircraft and armored forces, which led to a greatly increased speed of offense. Therefore, China and the Soviet Union would not deploy troops within 300 kilometers of the border line and would regularly inspect each other's troop deployments. When work on this phase was completed, the border line of over ten thousand kilometers between China and the Soviet Union would become a vast security zone.

From a national perspective, border police forces holding only light weapons, as well as military forces inspecting smuggling, were at most paramilitary organizations. Such police forces inevitably had to be deployed at the border, and such forces lacked assault capabilities and could not pose a real threat.

So Molotov asked, "If war breaks out during the start period, will it affect China's fulfillment of the agreement?"
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Hearing Molotov ask, "If war breaks out during the start period, will it affect China's fulfillment of the agreement?" He Rui felt that the CPSU was preparing to speculate. So he asked in return, "Does the Soviet Union believe that maintaining no troops on the Sino-Soviet border creates great pressure for the Soviet Union?"

This sentence was very blunt, making Molotov somewhat awkward for a moment. However, He Rui did not continue to pursue this matter, asking instead, "Is there anything else?"

Seeing that He Rui wanted to end the conversation, Molotov dared not probe further and continued to ask, "How high does Mr. Chairman think the probability is of Germany provoking a war?"

"100%," He Rui replied.

"How great is the possibility of Germany attacking the Soviet Union?"

"If the Soviet Union and Germany do not share a border, the probability is 60%. If the Soviet Union and Germany share a border, the probability is 100%," He Rui continued to answer.

Molotov did not ask anymore and rose to take his leave. At the national level, asking another country such specific questions was already a very low posture. To ask more would be a posture the Soviet Union could not assume towards China.

After sending Molotov away, He Rui went to attend a meeting of the Military Commission. Presiding over this meeting was Li Runshi. Facing the comrades' view that war might break out in 1940, Li Runshi stated his own opinion: "If Nazi Germany had not obtained Czech resources, Nazi Germany would likely have started the war in 1940. According to the data on Czech weapons stockpiles provided by technical experts from Czech arsenals who took refuge in China, Nazi Germany has now met the equipment needs of all their troops. The most reasonable explanation for the lack of action at this stage is that Nazi Germany is adjusting the equipment of its army to achieve training that could not be completed before. The current stage is the calm before the storm. Once Nazi Germany acts, it will inevitably be a stormy attack on Poland.

"Moreover, in the current public opinion in Europe, Poland's image is getting worse and worse. Although it is not quite certain whether the main driving force deteriorating Poland's image is Nazi Germany, or if Britain and France are already prepared to sacrifice Poland to let the Soviet Union and Germany border each other as soon as possible. This trend alone proves that war is unavoidable. Now all European countries must choose a side."

The comrades of the Military Commission did not object to the inevitability of the war's outbreak. Furthermore, a war breaking out in Europe would only reduce the pressure on China's freedom of action, so no one raised any objections.

Seeing that the comrades had no objections, Li Runshi continued, "Next, we will discuss the planned arrangements for conscription ending in the autumn of 1940."

Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan said, "By the end of the autumn conscription in 1940, the number of active troops in our army will reach 4.7 million. Among them, the Air Force will be 1.27 million, including 100,000 fighter planes of various types, 300,000 pilots, and the remaining 970,000 as various logistics troops. The Army will total 18 Group Armies with 2.33 million troops. According to the military reform started in 1935, there are now 36 armored brigades, 59 motorized brigades, and 48 infantry divisions. The Navy will be 1.1 million. We will form a combat force centered on 36 aircraft carriers, naval aviation, and marine corps units.

"The number of reserves is 2.9 million, and training has begun. It is estimated that after the autumn conscription in 1941, the number of reserves will reach 4.9 million. They can be mobilized at any time. According to the plan, barring special circumstances, the troops will still use the current year's conscription as the main source of active forces.

"At this stage, the accompanying cruise ships capable of accommodating 1 million naval troops for equipment rotation training have been basically completed. In all completed naval equipment training, personnel can be replaced at any time to achieve maximum training..."

Li Runshi listened to Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan's report and compared it with the mobilization plan he participated in. The mobilization sequence was divided into several levels:

1.  Stop leave. All active servicemen end all family visits and leave status and return to their units; 2.  Stop retirement/Conduct pre-conscription. Active servicemen scheduled to complete their service this year stop retirement and continue to stay in the team; qualified personnel who have registered for military service this year enlist early; 3.  Transfer/Return to team. Reserve units replenish personnel and begin training to prepare for transfer to active duty. Specific technical departments or state-owned enterprises are transferred as a whole to military jurisdiction. Retired personnel return to their original units for active duty within a short period; 4.  Conscript personnel with service experience; 5.  Indiscriminate conscription of personnel meeting conscription requirements, militia units transfer to active duty; 6.  Relax conscription requirements.

In the plans Li Runshi participated in discussing and formulating, China would be in a state of war, but the country would mobilize to level 2 at most, and might not even implement mobilization.

The primary reason for formulating the plan this way was that China adopted a compulsory military service system, not a recruitment system. Under the compulsory military service system, all adult citizens had the obligation to serve in the military. The state would formulate entry standards for compulsory military service based on needs. Since China's current population was 680 million, the service standards for China's compulsory military service were even higher than foreign recruitment standards. Even if an active force of 8 million and 7 million reserves were formed according to the plan, China's compulsory military service system would adopt standards far higher than other countries.

After discussion, Li Runshi and the person in charge of formulating the plan found that China might not need to mobilize, but only needed to declare a state of war. Entering a state of war meant imposing certain controls on society based on war needs. But control and mobilization were worlds apart.

Mobilization meant that regardless of whether the people were willing or not, they had to act according to the state's requirements; it was absolute coercion. Control meant the state required that certain things not be done. If the public truly violated the control regulations, they would receive warnings and certain punishments; this belonged to the category of government administration.

After discussion, the war plan that was originally thought to require a War Cabinet to execute seemed not even to require the establishment of a War Committee; the existing military departments could complete the war tasks. It was just that since the end of the Warring States period, China had basically never conducted a high-intensity, high-severity war of such scale. No one dared to be overconfident, and for the time being, no one put forward the formal view that China could fight a war with just its normal state structure.

Now hearing that the naval training troops were to be equipped with "cruise ships" capable of accommodating 500,000 troops for training, Li Runshi felt it was completely reasonable, yet also felt a somewhat inexplicable impulse to roast it.

According to the plan, by the end of 1941, all 1.1 million naval personnel should have their own ships. Only hospital ships and transport ships would move with the fleet. There was no need for a large number of dedicated transport ships for troop rotation training. So during the discussion, when Li Runshi heard shipping experts suggest building cruise ships to provide sea rotation, Li Runshi was shocked at the time. Not only Li Runshi, but He Rui's "Five Tiger Generals" participating in the discussion also looked stunned. Only He Rui clapped his hands and laughed loudly, "This suggestion is good!"

The shipping expert immediately explained, "The living environment on cruise ships is good, which helps officers and soldiers quickly recover their physical strength and mood. According to the plan, these cruise ships will be used for no more than three years. If other dedicated ships are built, not only will the living environment be harsh and the service not thoughtful enough, but it will be a waste after they stop being used. Using cruise ships, they can be directly converted from military to civilian use. Their residual value is very high."

Li Runshi also accepted this suggestion, but hearing that this batch of cruise ships was really completed, imagining the arduous living conditions on naval vessels on one side and the living environment on the cruise ships known as palaces of the sea on the other, he always felt something was not quite right.

At this time, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan had finished his introduction. The generals and leaders present felt it was completely within the range of what could be afforded at present, and no one made any suggestions.

He Rui then spoke: "Next, the work of the General Political Department will be led by Comrade Li Runshi."

As soon as this statement came out, the atmosphere below changed slightly. The Civilization Party led the army, and the General Political Department focused on ideology. Now that Li Runshi served as the President of the Party School, he already possessed immense power. It was widely believed within the Party that Li Runshi would become a strong contender for He Rui's successor. This appointment now was equivalent to placing Li Runshi in the position of He Rui's deputy. Some leaders had originally thought that He Rui's deputy would emerge from the military, but now it seemed that possibility was very small.

Although Wu Youping was He Rui's recognized close comrade-in-arms, Wu Youping was the head of the government system, not the head of the state. Seeing He Rui select Li Runshi from within the Party system, it indeed conformed to the state system.

More specific work was not discussed at a meeting of this level but was completed by various functional departments. After He Rui finished the meeting, he gathered the four strategic core members for another meeting. He Rui asked right away, "Regarding the question raised before, whether it should be a War Cabinet or a War Committee. Do you all have an opinion now?"

Last time He Rui raised such a question, the core members could not answer. He Rui was not prepared to let them come up with an answer immediately either, because this matter was not something to be thought out, but "calculated."

This time, He Rui was also not preparing to ask everyone to give an answer. If the government did not wish to disrupt economic operations because of war, and if the Ministry of National Defense could solve the problems, there was absolutely no need to establish a War Committee. If a War Committee could solve the problems, a War Cabinet naturally was not needed.

Wu Youping answered first: "I'll state some data now. According to our intelligence, Germany currently has about 2.1 million machine tools, of which 1.6 million are metal cutting machine tools. The United States has 1.7 million, and the Soviet Union has 850,000, with an annual production of about 60,000 new machine tools. China possesses 3.1 million machine tools to date. With current production capacity, we can produce about 290,000 new machine tools annually. Among these 290,000 new machine tools, state-owned enterprises have ordered 30,000 machine tools installed with new components including laser gyroscopes.

"If we are just fighting a war involving 15 million troops, the government can collect a bit more tax and issue a few more bonds. The profits of state-owned enterprises are easy to manage. For private enterprises accepting military industry and government procurement orders, give them 5% profit, and excess profits are turned over to the treasury. Plus, with the state promoting the popularization of technology, economic growth will be a bit faster. Gritting our teeth, it is possible to hold out. If it is just an army of 12 million, I think we can hold out."

The other three did not make a sound. It was not that everyone was pretending to be deep, but that they could not be sure if Wu Youping's view could truly be realized.

He Rui actually was not certain either. Although he had said before which kind of war to fight, He Rui had actually decided to fight a Socialist Global Liberation War. Once such a war started, the United States was destined to go to war with China. It was not that the United States could not bear to part with its few small colonies, but that the United States would absolutely not allow China to dominate the world order.

For China, if it only obtained hegemony in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, then war would still have to be fought in the future. Even if nuclear weapons came out and the world fell into a balance of terror, the world would continue the Cold War. In a state on the brink of war, all great powers would do their utmost to cause trouble within the other's sphere of influence. So if they didn't fight, fine; but if they fought, they had to fight out a new world.

When the United States possessed 49% of the global industrial capacity back then, it merely obtained leadership over Europe first. Now China's opponents were not only Europe but also the United States. With China's current strength, it would not be defeated. But to win the war, the difficulty was very great.

He Rui did not speak, and Cheng Ruofan, who usually could not help but say a few "silly words," did not make a sound either; the others spoke even less. Everyone had their own thoughts and was pondering individually. Li Runshi recalled that more than a year ago, Cheng Ruofan called him to receive some "surprise." After Li Runshi saw the laser gyroscope, he was indeed a bit surprised, but felt it was far less exaggerated than Cheng Ruofan said. But the follow-up of this impact was much greater than Li Runshi thought.

It was not to say how amazing a single laser gyroscope was. A simple piece of equipment was never anything amazing!

The important thing was that after a series of technologies broken through to create the laser gyroscope fully entered the practical stage, they produced a huge impetus for Chinese manufacturing. *To do a good job, an artisan must first sharpen his tools.* Previously, when old technicians produced 1,000 parts, there were a few with errors within one-thousandth of a millimeter from the design data. There were dozens or hundreds with errors of one-hundredth of a millimeter. The others were within the prescribed error but could absolutely not become precision parts.

Now, a student who had completed technical school training and received another half year of production and training, as long as this new worker really settled down and was willing to do machining, could easily reach the precision level of an old technician using new high-precision machine tools.

As for those senior technicians and engineers, they were responsible for producing high-precision machine tools, which was another kind of technical production. Originally, processing 100 parts might occasionally produce one part usable for high-precision machine tools. Now, processing 100 parts could probably produce about 10.

The more high-precision machine tools there were, the higher the efficiency of producing qualified parts. The price of parts with different precisions did not change linearly, but curvilinearly. The more high-precision machine tools there were, the higher the precision of parts within a unit quantity, and the lower the overall cost. In Li Runshi's view, the same war would see its costs greatly reduced with the rapid growth of China's industrial strength. With one side waning and the other waxing, China's chance of winning would be greatly improved.

Thinking was one thing, but Li Runshi said nothing. It wasn't that he didn't want to speak, but that he really couldn't be sure.

He Rui broke the silence, "What are everyone's views on the strategic objectives for the first phase of the war?"

Xu Chengfeng answered immediately, "Chairman, most comrades in the General Staff believe that the first phase is to seize Southeast Asia and drive Europe and America out of Southeast Asia."

Cheng Ruofan took over the conversation, "I think a decisive battle with the United States in the Philippines and Hawaii regions should also be counted as a task of the first phase. Because the United States might launch an all-out attack on us."

He Rui asked, "Do you all think that pulling the United States to Southeast Asia to fight is the most advantageous choice?"

Cheng Ruofan and Xu Chengfeng looked at each other and answered in unison, "Yes!"

Regarding strategy, everyone actually didn't have much choice. The foundation of geopolitics is the realistic material world. Since China did not have the ability to make the Hawaiian Islands disappear instantly, it could only consider various possibilities of the United States making maximum use of Hawaii, this core anchorage of the Pacific Fleet.

"What about the second phase?" He Rui continued to ask.

Xu Chengfeng answered, "Regardless of whether we have defeated the United States by then, we will attack British India and liberate it. According to the General Staff's deduction, our army's 4.7 million troops are barely enough to complete the operations of the second phase. Because other countries in the East Asian Economic Community can also provide 600,000 troops. Among them, 400,000 naval forces and 200,000 army forces. The training and equipment of these army forces are enough to deal with the Indian Army of British India."

"What about the third phase?" He Rui said as he distributed cigarettes to everyone.

Wu Youping had been feeling a bit short of breath recently and had a very low tolerance for smoke, so he got up to open the window. Just as he opened the window, the wind of early summer blew in, making Wu Youping feel refreshed. Behind him, Xu Chengfeng answered, "The third phase is hard to judge. If we only complete the first two phases and do not continue to attack... After Germany defeats France, it will still be fighting Britain. Britain should pull the United States in to fight together. But since our goal is to liberate colonies, Britain is entirely likely to choose to make peace with Germany and gather all strength to fight us.

"If the situation develops to this extent, we must rely on long-range projection capabilities to fight the enemy. This requires very high standards for our country's industrial strength and manpower."

Hearing this, Wu Youping's heart beat faster involuntarily, and he suddenly heard a buzzing in his ears. Mixed in the buzzing sound were some inexplicable high-pitched tones. The doctor said this was auditory hallucination caused by Wu Youping's excessive work pressure. He suggested Wu Youping rest well.

But in the current situation, how could Wu Youping have time to rest, let alone the mood to rest? What Xu Chengfeng just said made Wu Youping think of China's current shipbuilding capacity. Although China's shipbuilding capacity was climbing rapidly, there was still a not-small gap to achieve the continuous traffic of tens of millions of tons of shipping. If the war could break out ten years later, China could reach that level. But... China's economy was indeed very booming now, but the boom was built on the foundation of the government driving economic and social development with full force through deficits. Although China was indeed much better off compared to other countries, in at most five years, the Chinese economy would have to increase taxes and reduce deficits because of the deficits. The US economic crisis of 1937 was caused this way. China should be able to survive this arduous time, but it was absolutely impossible to emerge unscathed.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping added another layer of pressure. The tinnitus became more serious.

Just as Wu Youping was rubbing the acupoints on his ears with his fingers, trying to relieve the pressure, he heard He Rui say in a steady tone, "So, we must fight a Socialist Liberation War. Everyone can imagine, when we destroy the imperialist shackles in Southeast Asia and liberate the people of Southeast Asia, and they are distributed means of production and establish a social system that develops the economy with all its might, will they generate a large amount of import and export demand?"

Wu Youping always felt that He Rui's speeches at critical moments could always soothe people's hearts. Hearing He Rui treat Southeast Asia as a market, his mood immediately lightened a lot, and even the tinnitus was greatly relieved.

Walking back to sit beside He Rui, he heard He Rui continue, "Southeast Asia plus the Indian Peninsula, the population is also 600 million, right. A big market of 600 million people. Youping, do you remember when we were just liberated? At that time, industrial zones like the Northeast, Beiping-Tianjin, and Shanghai were producing at full capacity. Workers worked overtime and finally expressed that they could earn less money, just please don't work so much overtime."

Wu Youping recalled that era and sighed with nostalgic emotion, "Chairman, that was really a good time. Total elimination of illiteracy in the Northeast, adult training took root in the hearts of the people in the Northeast, it was all during that time. People said they didn't want to work overtime, but actually, they felt too tired and didn't earn enough. Later, after accepting adult training and learning some skills, their income went up. Sigh... I don't dare go home much now. Once I see the learning attitude of those two at home, I get so angry I can't eat... Sigh..."

What Li Runshi thought of was the ongoing population migration. What China lacked most now was jobs. If they obtained a large market of 600 million people, the import and export trade with them could create at least 30 million jobs.

He Rui continued, "It's not just the employment brought by imports and exports. The use value of the commodities provided by the market we obtain will be enough to turn the bubble of the currency we issued these years into reality. At that time, our currency volume will probably have to be increased further."

Li Runshi's heart shook. He had considered some of these issues, but because he hadn't yet mastered financial studies, he temporarily couldn't form a systematic cognition.

Cheng Ruofan, who had been silent all along, spoke up, "Chairman, I feel, won't this be turning those regions into our economic colonies and carrying out economic plunder against them?"

Only Cheng Ruofan dared to say this. Everyone waited silently for He Rui's answer.

He Rui answered calmly, "There will definitely be such components in the initial stage, so this depends on how we formulate the plan for the Global Liberation War."
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"This is the summary of the scale and output of mines and plantations in the Southeast Asia region. The table below is the valuation. These assets need to resume production in the shortest possible time. Everyone, take a look at the estimated prices." As He Rui spoke, he handed the documents to everyone. Since He Rui only had two copies in hand, Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping looked at one copy, while Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan sat on the same sofa, looking at the other copy on the coffee table in front of them.

The content of the investigation report came from the Ministry of Commerce and multiple Southeast Asia Research Institutes actually subordinate to the General Staff. The quantity, scale, output, and sales targets of various mines and plantations in Southeast Asia, as a source of raw materials and a dumping ground for commodities, were listed very clearly. Based on income surveys of laborers in these regions, the assessment department also provided estimates of profit margins.

Although the profit margins of these industries were not the rumored 1000%+ excess profits of colonialism immediately after shipping out of the place of origin, due to the colonialists' frantic exploitation of the colonial people, it was no problem for this bunch of colonialists to make a 40% profit.

Seeing the 40% profit in the fairly comprehensive assessment, Wu Youping naturally thought of the net profit of less than 10% for various industrial enterprises in China now. The profits of European and American monopoly industries were hard to say, but profits in non-monopoly fields were just 3-5%. The Chinese statistical department, based on accumulated data on China's industrial development and industrial product prices, reached an assessment similar to the current status in Europe and America. Because China cracked down on monopolies, in a fully competitive environment, the average profit of Chinese industry was progressing towards the 3-5% level.

He Rui said, "Before the start of the Socialist Global Liberation War, we must begin preparing the future governments of these colonies. These governments must have the same values as us. We don't need to care if the other side claims to be capitalist or socialist. As long as the new government aims to develop productive forces and improve the people's standard of living, they have common values with us. We will cooperate with them."

After saying this, He Rui added, "This is actually the second step."

The other four comrades frowned slightly in thought, but no one opened their mouth to ask.

He Rui continued, "I also want to remind comrades of one thing. These oppressed regions cannot empathize with us on the issue of viewing imperialism. Please be sure to understand this fact."

Still, no one answered, so He Rui looked at everyone. Seeing a bit of bitter helplessness in Cheng Ruofan's expression, He Rui stared at Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan could only speak: "Chairman, I understand what you mean by the inability to empathize. I asked similar questions when communicating with the German military. German generals expressed that they knew China had indeed suffered some grievances. But China has never been defeated since 1901. Japan and Britain, China's biggest rivals, were both defeated by China. As a member of the Allied Powers and a victor nation, what qualifications does China have to compare misery with Germany after 1919?

"In the past few hundred years, to maintain geopolitical advantage, France has consistently prevented the German region from unifying. The French army occupied Berlin at the drop of a hat. Germany is the country most ravaged by Anglo-French imperialism in this world. Those few things China encountered, don't bring them out to compare with Germany."

Hearing this, even someone as usually serious as Xu Chengfeng could not help but smile bitterly.

Cheng Ruofan continued, "When I asked French marshals and generals similar questions in private settings, the French generals spread their hands and asked me a question in return: How much money has China paid in indemnities to date? In 1870, after the end of the Franco-Prussian War, Germany was established in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, France. France paid Germany an indemnity of 5 billion francs. Converted to silver, that's about 1.25 billion taels of silver. Who could France complain to?

"China has no way to empathize with Germany and France, and Southeast Asian colonies are even less likely to truly empathize with China. In the eyes of those colonial people, Britain and France are Great Powers, and isn't China a Great Power too? China fighting to the death with the Great Powers of the world is just the Great Powers biting each other like dogs for their own interests. What does it have to do with the colonial people!"

He Rui had just nodded when he heard Li Runshi answer, "Chairman, I attended a conference of European scholars in Europe. At the meeting at the University of Paris, several German and Dutch scholars jointly raised a question. These scholars believed that since 1840, China has been treated with contempt by the white world. For a great country like China, it is absolutely impossible to accept the contempt of white supremacy. The contempt of white supremacy will inevitably stir up China's nationalist sentiments. They worry that the Chinese government will incite and use this revanchist sentiment, and worry even more that the Chinese government will be hijacked by this revanchist sentiment.

"Some British scholars even believed that the proposition put forward by China that all human beings are equal is correct in principle, but from the level of execution, it will inevitably set off a revanchist war. Therefore, British scholars suggested that China and Europe jointly promote the theory of human geographic differentiation, eventually deducing the conclusion that all human wars are civil wars."

Everyone else, including He Rui, felt that scholars were indeed scholars; they looked at problems with depth. But the views of the British scholars were obviously trying to wash away Britain's crimes.

Li Runshi continued, "I believe that our point of empathy with the people of colonized regions lies in gaining respect and the yearning for a better life. Therefore, we must respect people across the globe without preconditions. For those governments that cannot possess common values with us, we cannot turn a blind eye to their actions, nor can we indulge them for short-term interests."

"Well said!" Cheng Ruofan could not help but praise.

He Rui nodded, "Exactly so."

Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping did not make a sound. They did not oppose He Rui's view, but they also didn't have much enthusiasm to firmly support it. Work always had to be done by someone, and both felt that they just needed to do their assigned work well. As for whether to respect the people of other countries, Xu Chengfeng felt he would not take the initiative to insult people, and Wu Youping didn't even have such thoughts. He felt that in the future war, he would thank Heaven and Earth if these liberated regions just caused less trouble. As for the good thing of these liberated regions providing manpower and materials for the Liberation War, Wu Youping felt the personnel in the State Council had better not dream such dreams.

He Rui was already very happy seeing that Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan could keep up with his train of thought. Both of them had strong working abilities. As long as one civil and one military official could coordinate, they could build the core framework for the external part of the Liberation War. He Rui himself could then concentrate on shouldering He Rui's responsibility, which was to point out the direction of victory from a strategic level.

"I believe that the third phase is to build a brand-new world system. Even if it is only preliminarily built, with nearly 1.6 billion people seeking liberation facing the forces of imperialism with their 400 million people and heavy internal contradictions, I believe the people will win." He Rui stated his judgment.

"If it is nearly 1.6 billion people... can we use projection capability to judge the Soviet Union's influence in the Global Liberation War?" Wu Youping asked.

"Yes," He Rui expressed agreement.

As a Siping native, Wu Youping's impression of the Soviet Union was not very good, and the question he raised was also very sharp, "How many territorial demands will the Soviet Union make?"

He Rui looked at Xu Chengfeng. This guy was preparing to play the role of someone who buries his head in pulling the cart. He Rui, however, did not want Xu Chengfeng's vision to stop there, so he asked, "What does Chengfeng think?"

Xu Chengfeng thought for a moment and replied, "If a new global order is truly built, the Soviet Union must not only give up the land obtained through aggression but also be held accountable for committing such crimes of aggression."

He Rui felt this was the level Xu Chengfeng should have. He said to Wu Youping, "Since we are discussing this issue, let's return to the first step I mentioned before. I said before that setting about preparing the future colonial governments is the second step. The first step is to propose a program for the future world order. The specific content of the program can be fully discussed. I suggest that the first article of this program be: Countries participating in world liberation cannot obtain territory through war."

Wu Youping believed He Rui's view came from the heart and was sincere. Immediately thinking of Russia's nature, Wu Youping suppressed the urge and held back the words "Then there will be less than 1.5 billion people" without saying them aloud. In Wu Youping's view, it was impossible for the Soviet Union to accept this article no matter what.

At this time in Moscow, Stalin had already received the secret telegram sent back by Molotov. Based on strategic judgment, General Secretary Stalin basically determined that He Rui had no intention of starting a war against the Soviet Union, nor was it likely he would adopt hostile behavior towards the Soviet Union. With a Sino-Soviet border line of over ten thousand kilometers, as long as hostile behavior was adopted, both sides would have to dispatch millions of troops for a standoff. This would be an extremely foolish choice.

The agreement between China and the Soviet Union not to station troops at the border, as well as the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Peace and Friendship not targeting third parties, although making General Secretary Stalin and the CPSU feel very uncomfortable, were, from the CPSU's perspective, the geopolitical strategic choice most beneficial to China adopted by He Rui, exploiting the military reality that neither side could afford the consumption of millions of troops on the border and that the Soviet Union did not have the ability to defeat the East Asian Allied Forces in the Far East.

In the traditional Russian view, if one was not a brother, one was an enemy; not taking advantage was not much different from suffering a loss. China made a fortune using peace and also exploited the reality that the Soviet Union was powerless to destroy the peace, forcing the Soviet Union to passively accept maintaining a peace dominated by China. This kind of behavior didn't look like something a good brother should do no matter how one looked at it.

The CPSU Central Committee naturally could not shout "It is wrong for China and the Soviet Union to maintain long-term peace," but this peace strategy concocted by China made quite a few members of the CPSU Central Committee very uncomfortable.

Stalin currently had no intention of weakening the peace agreement, so he raised no objections to this. The Soviet-German relations proposed by He Rui made Stalin feel very unhappy. Because Marshal Tukhachevsky, who had just been criticized and overthrown, held views on Soviet-German relations identical to He Rui's. According to the Soviet political tradition of criticizing until one stinks, various viewpoints proposed by Tukhachevsky had to be negated.

In terms of political struggle, before being criticized and overthrown, Tukhachevsky also acted according to Russian tradition.

The future strategic design of the Red Army had undergone several intense debates. Previously, the military theory circles represented by the former Tsarist Russian Major General Svechin proposed that due to the Soviet Union's backwardness in industry, the Soviet army building idea should utilize the depth generated by the Soviet Union's huge land area and the Soviet Union's population of over 150 million to adopt a defensive posture in future wars.

Because the Soviet system possessed organizational advantages, in peacetime, this organizational advantage should be exerted to conduct full military training for all citizens, and during wartime, a war of attrition should be conducted against invading enemies.

Tukhachevsky, on the other hand, believed that the Soviet Union should use a large amount of technical weaponry accumulated beforehand to achieve victory directly in the initial stage of the war. Since Tukhachevsky firmly supported Stalin's policy of Socialism in One Country and was a staunch supporter of the Five-Year Plan, Tukhachevsky won the debate. Therefore, Tukhachevsky struck at the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin.

If not for the fact that Sino-Soviet trade was going very well and both Five-Year Plans were over-fulfilled, the internal contradictions in the Soviet Union were not intense. According to Tukhachevsky directly attacking Svechin's origin as a Tsarist Russian Major General during the debate, the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin was to be expelled from the military and thoroughly struggled against until they stank.

Seeing that war was likely to break out within a year, the CPSU Central Committee took stock of the status quo of the Soviet Red Army and discovered that the over two million Soviet Red Army troops were not even a half-assed force. Only then did they have to drive Tukhachevsky from power. Stalin himself did not care for the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin either, but he had to re-employ this bunch and let them seize the time to clean up the current mess.

Looking at He Rui's brief and decisive judgment, Stalin began to hesitate whether to set aside Tukhachevsky's matter first. The previous decision to let the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin teach at military academies was considered by Tukhachevsky to be "not Russian enough." But a decision originally just intended not to intensify contradictions now showed results that were passable. So putting aside the matter regarding Tukhachevsky first might have good results in the future?

Only after making this "not Russian enough" decision did Stalin begin to consider the recent attitude of Britain and France. From the traditional Russian perspective, everything proposed by Britain and France was an unscrupulous insult to the Soviet Union. From the news obtained recently, the purpose of France signing the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* with the Soviet Union was not that the French government respected the Soviet Union from then on, but that a certain French cabinet, heaven knows how many terms ago, wanted to pass a bill increasing military expenditure and expanding the army. The important French political party that might support that cabinet at the time was the French Communist Party. To gain the approval of the French Communist Party, that bunch signed the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* with the Soviet Union.

Having learned the inside story, the CPSU Central Committee's distrust of Britain and France rose rapidly. Especially since among the conditions Britain and France proposed again, there appeared... negotiations on Britain and France being willing to start cancelling trade restrictions with the Soviet Union, expanding the scale of trade, lifting technical restrictions, and allowing the Soviet Union to conduct financial loans in Britain and France.

This news enraged the CPSU committee members who knew about it. Seeing that the British and French governments were about to be thrashed by Germany, when they took the initiative to run to the Soviet Union to request aid, the condition proposed was actually "allowing negotiations." This was undoubtedly treating the Soviet Union like a stinking beggar. If this could be tolerated, what could not be tolerated!

In the time of Alexander III, facing a minister transmitting a request for help from envoys of the European faction, the Tsar, holding a fishing rod, said lightly to the reporting minister: "The Tsar is fishing; Europe can wait."

Now that Britain and France disrespected the Soviet Union so much, the Soviet Union had to consider a possibility. Britain and France wanted to use the temptation of the Soviet Union entering the war to make the Soviet Union and Germany go to war.

Sorting through various situations one by one, Stalin made a decision. If Tukhachevsky had completed the work he should have completed, the Soviet Union could have considered sending troops. Under the current situation, the Soviet Union absolutely could not send troops.

As for the reason to refuse Britain and France, Stalin felt there was a ready-made reason right before his eyes. It was a reason that completely fit the image of Tsarist Russia and was also impossible for Britain and France to accept.

Early in the morning on July 14, 1939, Ribbentrop, having received orders, hurriedly headed to Hitler's official residence. On the way, Ribbentrop was very agitated. Yesterday afternoon, he had just collated the news obtained from Britain and France through secret diplomatic channels and submitted it to Hitler. It could be seen that Hitler attached equal importance to this intelligence.

Arriving at the Chancellery where Hitler lived, Ribbentrop noticed that the construction team had already finished dismantling construction equipment like scaffolding outside the Chancellery. Sure enough, after a door inside the building was opened, Ribbentrop walked into a super-large office with an area exceeding two hundred square meters.

This Chancellery, built in the Bismarck era, had always maintained its original structure. After President Hindenburg passed away and Hitler moved in, he found that the Chancellor's private office was only 60 square meters in size and did not even have a balcony to review the marching masses on the main road nearby. Hitler ordered Speer to redesign it, and now it was finally completed.

Ribbentrop had thought he would see a wide and unobstructed office, but he didn't expect that upon walking into the office, the interior decoration and furnishings naturally drew his line of sight towards the direction of that desk. Sitting behind that desk was Hitler himself. Hitler, who was looking at documents, raised his head and said something to the chief attendant beside him, and the chief attendant walked towards Ribbentrop.

Thick carpets covered the office floor, and the chief attendant's footsteps were almost inaudible. Although it was just inside the office, Ribbentrop had the feeling that the chief attendant had walked down an entire corridor.

The chief attendant stopped beside Ribbentrop and said to him, "Please follow me, the Führer is waiting for you."

Walking in front of Hitler, Ribbentrop gave a Nazi salute to Hitler, "My Führer, I have arrived as ordered."

Hitler tapped the document in front of him and said, "If the Red Army must engage in war with a certain country, the Soviet Union will have to consider ensuring the war order is effectively executed by changing the border line."

Looking at Hitler's serious expression, Ribbentrop answered immediately, "My Führer, I believe the time to go to Moscow for negotiations has arrived."

Hitler had just repeated the answer regarding the Soviet Union given to Britain and France in the document. This answer did not make Hitler feel unhappy. Ten years ago, Hitler believed Germany must obtain more land from the direction of Eastern Europe. Seeing the Soviet Union implicitly express the hypothesis of launching an attack on Germany, Hitler was far from petty enough to get angry.

Looking at this diplomatic wizard opposite him, Hitler was still somewhat skeptical. "Ribbentrop, do you think Stalin will agree to sign a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact?"

"Yes! My Führer!" Ribbentrop believed this trip might not be very smooth, but after seeing the latest news, Ribbentrop believed it could succeed. To persuade Hitler, Ribbentrop explained, "My Führer, Stalin not only relieved Tukhachevsky of his duties but also relieved the duties of Soviet generals who shared Tukhachevsky's concept of active offense. There is a rumor that Tukhachevsky joined an anti-Stalin conspiracy group, but I think this is fundamentally unimportant. The decision Stalin made only proves that the Soviet Union is not considering active offense in the short term and has extreme distrust for Britain and France.

"According to the Soviet plan, their third plan will be completed in 1943 or 1942. Before this, the Soviet Union will choose to avoid war. Based on the severe mutual distrust between the Soviet Union and Britain and France at present, the Soviet Union needs a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact even more."

Hitler did not speak. He wanted very much to ask Ribbentrop if he knew what end Ribbentrop himself would meet if this visit did not achieve this agreement. But Hitler was willing to respect Ribbentrop, this diplomatic wizard. Although many people in Germany envied and were jealous of Ribbentrop, and thus spread various mockeries about him, and the European diplomatic circles mocked Ribbentrop for not knowing diplomatic etiquette, Ribbentrop had completed several unimaginable diplomatic achievements. That Hitler could toy with Britain and France in the palm of his hand was largely based on Ribbentrop's diplomatic results.

What Hitler needed most now was to completely persuade those weakling generals in the army. These generals were very worried that after launching the White Case to attack Poland, they would be attacked by France and the Soviet Union simultaneously. To persuade them, Hitler urgently needed to sign a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union.

Finally, Hitler decided to entrust the heavy burden to Ribbentrop. "Ribbentrop, what kind of authorization do you need?"

Ribbentrop answered decisively, "My Führer! If the Soviet Union proposes border changes for territories originally belonging to Tsarist Russia, and brings up the Curzon Line demarcation again, I hope to receive these authorizations."

Hearing this, Hitler actually began to feel worried for Ribbentrop. Based on Hitler's impression of Russia, such a small price was unlikely to make Russia accept a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact. Finally, Hitler gave oral authorization and let Ribbentrop prepare quickly.

The next day, Ribbentrop took a plane to Moscow. Upon seeing Molotov, Ribbentrop asked, "May I ask what views the Great Leader General Secretary Stalin would have regarding signing a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact?"

Molotov was temporarily stunned. He never expected Ribbentrop would dare to ask this. A moment later, Molotov asked, "Why?"

Ribbentrop answered sincerely, "Out of respect for the Great Leader General Secretary Stalin, I believe Mr. General Secretary can believe in Germany's sincerity."

Molotov had heard that many times Ribbentrop would do some neurotic things... more bluntly speaking, appearing a bit mad from time to time. The Ribbentrop before him was obviously in such a state. But looking into Ribbentrop's blue eyes, Molotov saw... sincerity. Ribbentrop's bit of madness actually reinforced this sincerity. That was the unique persistence of someone risking everything. Thinking of the unusual calm shown after Germany failed to persuade Poland to join the German camp, Molotov decided to immediately convey Ribbentrop's original words to Stalin.

The next day, Stalin received Ribbentrop. After listening to Ribbentrop regarding Germany's sincerity for the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, Stalin asked Ribbentrop to leave the German documents.

Hearing this, Ribbentrop immediately took the documents from his briefcase and handed them to Stalin's secretary with both hands. Seeing Stalin take the documents from the secretary, Ribbentrop took a step back, gave Stalin a German Nazi salute, and said loudly, "Great Leader, I express my highest respect for your foresight and wisdom."

The Soviet personnel around Stalin were all stunned. The respect expressed by the Soviet cadres most loyal to Stalin paled in comparison to Ribbentrop's reaction at this time. This feeling made the Soviet personnel suspect if Ribbentrop had some conspiracy.

Stalin frowned. He subconsciously wanted to light a pipe of tobacco, but felt that doing so at this time would appear timid. In Ribbentrop's blue eyes, Stalin saw the emotion of regarding death as returning home. That was not the impulse of Russians briefly forgetting death after a few mouthfuls of vodka. Ribbentrop's regarding death as returning home was the resolve to stride towards death while staring it in the face. In other words, Nazi Germany now wanted the Soviet Union to choose a side. Even if the Soviet Union did not choose Britain and France, as long as the Soviet Union did not choose Germany, the Soviet Union would inevitably suffer a German attack.

People who dared to face death directly and take the initiative to walk towards death were all madmen. A Nazi madman like Ribbentrop made Stalin even more certain that the current Soviet Union had absolutely no reason to go to war with Nazi madmen for the sake of Britain and France.

To not let Ribbentrop feel he was timid, Stalin sneered and said, "Heh, Germany has poured dung on the Soviet Union for so many years, please don't hypocritically mention friendship!"

After speaking, Stalin waved his hand, signaling Ribbentrop to leave. Ribbentrop saluted again and left Stalin's office without saying a word. Walking out of the office door, Ribbentrop felt Stalin was very interesting; Ribbentrop had not mentioned a single word of friendship just now.

At night, there was a knock on the door of the room where Ribbentrop was staying. Ribbentrop opened the door to see Molotov standing behind two Soviet internal affairs personnel who knocked. Seeing the door open, Molotov walked in and closed the door casually, leaving the Soviet internal affairs personnel outside.

Ribbentrop walked to his suitcase, took out two bottles of liquor from inside, "Mr. Molotov, there are only the two of us in the room. Want a drink?"

Soon, the two were drinking. Just as Ribbentrop expected, Molotov liked single malt whiskey rather than cocktails. After two glasses, Ribbentrop asked, "Out of Soviet-German friendship, I personally suggest that your country's citizens in Norway and Sweden can return home to visit relatives. I wonder if Mr. Molotov has any friendly suggestions for our German citizens?"

Molotov had thought Ribbentrop would ask about the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, but he didn't expect this guy to skip this step and directly enter the secret pact stage.

To be honest, Molotov had always thought he would discuss secret pacts with the Chinese government, but reality was just this helpless; the Chinese government consistently avoided any discussion related to secret pacts with the Soviet side.

After drinking another glass of single malt whiskey, Molotov said, "The Soviet Union has very close traditional relations with the Baltic countries. I believe the Soviet Union has an obligation to protect the three Baltic countries."

Ribbentrop nodded, "Germany can fully understand the Soviet Union's concerns and agrees with the Soviet Union's concerns. There are so many Russian populations in the three Baltic countries."

The exchange was gradually determined in such a conversation. Finally, Molotov said, "Curzon was an imperialist!"

"I fully agree." Ribbentrop expressed agreement.
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Everybody Must Choose a Side (4)

Volume 6 — Chapter 140

❧ ❧ ❧


On July 18, 1939, at the docks of the Dalian Shipyard, a 35,000-ton aircraft carrier had colorful ribbons hanging all over its massive hull. It was evident that the workers had used all their imagination to decorate the largest warship they had built, within the limits permitted by the military.

Surrounded by a crowd, He Rui walked towards the aircraft carrier with his two wives. He Rui had arrived yesterday and toured the shipyard accompanied by shipbuilding experts and naval admirals. The silhouette of the aircraft carrier was indeed huge, but the gantry cranes in the shipyard were ten meters taller than the carrier. Without such height, it would have been impossible to hoist the carrier sections to their designated positions.

The gantry cranes were just the most conspicuous equipment in the massive shipyard; many other pieces of equipment were visible to the naked eye. Within a few dozen kilometers, numerous factories providing supporting services for the Dalian Shipyard were distributed. Within a range of over a thousand kilometers, including aircraft manufacturing plants making carrier-based aircraft and instrument factories making electronic equipment, large quantities of equipment were being produced. Every item of equipment was essential for the aircraft carrier.

Walking on the dock, which was a sea of people, He Rui waved to the crowds cheering for him. Today, He Rui's job was not to inspect, but to interact with the people. Among the responsibilities of a politician, inspiring emotions was a very important content.

In the open space near the aircraft carrier, workers rated as Model Workers were already waiting here. Amidst the onlookers of tens of thousands of workers and soldiers, He Rui stepped forward quickly and took the initiative to extend his hand to the worker brothers. This was not affected; He Rui felt very comfortable every time he was with these laborers.

Seeing He Rui walk over like this and extend his hand to them, the workers were all very reserved. But when the watching workers and soldiers saw He Rui shaking hands warmly with the workers, and then He Rui and his wives pinning red flowers representing honor on the chests of male and female workers, they all cheered and applauded. The cheers of tens of thousands of people rushed straight into the clouds, pushing the atmosphere towards a climax.

The climax of this event was the ribbon-cutting. In the tradition of naval shipbuilding, a woman would smash a bottle of wine on the bow, and the ship could be officially launched. When people saw He Rui pick up a bottle of champagne, many wondered which wife He Rui would give the champagne to. Amidst such speculation, He Rui handed the champagne to a female worker who had received a commendation. The female worker took the champagne, walked to the ship, took a few deep breaths, and swung the champagne towards the bow. The technique proved she hadn't thrown things much, but her strength was sufficient, so the bottle flew towards the bow, and the glass bottle shattered immediately upon impact. As white foam splashed, colorful ribbons on the ship were launched one after another. Amidst a series of banging sounds, confetti was launched high into the sky and drifted down flutteringly.

Under the sky full of ribbons and confetti, the aircraft carrier's siren sounded. Amidst cheers like mountains calling and seas howling, the aircraft carrier, pushed by tugboats and aided by its own power and external force, began to move out of the dry dock.

Two hours later, He Rui boarded the aircraft carrier that had sailed into the sea. The captain personally welcomed He Rui, saluting him with a hand salute, "Welcome, Chairman, to inspect Ship No. 004!"

He Rui just brought his ears to listen, basically didn't open his mouth to ask, and didn't dare say a single sentence of so-called instructions. Modern industrial society is a highly specialized society. In the early days when everyone wasn't clear on what to do, He Rui could provide ideas and limited construction processes. Now that the aircraft carrier had been built, to build it, a large number of experts had conducted hundreds of professional consultations, and a large number of enterprises and scientific research units had respectively undertaken the needs for hundreds of thousands or even millions of technical equipment items. Various computers had calculated for millions of hours for the aircraft carrier data. The things He Rui alone could think of would only appear very childish in front of such a huge system.

At this time, He Rui honestly listened to the introductions and, according to the process established by the secretariat, shook hands and conversed with various personnel. By doing these things well, He Rui would be considered to have completed the task of this work.

Arriving on the deck, the three staff members who came to accept the inspection were all test pilots. Shaking hands, He Rui then asked a few questions, "How long have you been a test pilot?"

"How many aircraft types have you flown?"

"Have you flown on Japanese aircraft carriers?"

"How long have you flown on our country's 1:1 land-based carrier model?"

Hearing that He Rui was talking about their own experiences, the test pilots immediately reported, "I've been a pilot for 7 years, flown 9 types of aircraft, 5 domestic and 4 foreign. Participated in 6 months of training on Japanese aircraft carriers; didn't actually take off or land because the aircraft models were different. Took off and landed hundreds of times on the domestic land-based carrier model..."

The group of naval admirals, seeing the test pilots communicating very fluently with He Rui, all breathed a sigh of relief. Just then, a test pilot asked somewhat unconfidently, "Chairman, can we take a photo with you?"

"Of course!" He Rui said happily. Saying so, he looked around. At this time, the carrier's aircraft elevator had just transported a fighter plane to the deck. He Rui pointed to the plane, "Let's shoot over by the plane."

Soon, He Rui, the Navy Commander, the carrier captain, and the three pilots arrived beside the plane. This was a naval version of the J-9 two-seater fighter. The secretary immediately arranged the positions. The canopy opened, and the test pilot stood in the cockpit in the middle, located at the highest point. He Rui stood on the ladder beside it, half a body lower than the pilot. On the other side in the same position stood the carrier captain. The Navy Commander stood in a position lower than He Rui.

He Rui smiled brilliantly, taking photos with the pilots one by one, and then a group photo. The group photo was the same; whoever undertook specific work stood in the highest central C-position. Laborers bore the burden and risk of the country, so their status should be the highest.

Among those who had left grassroots labor and entered management, whoever undertook the most important specific work stood in the C-position. If all were purely management, whether in China or abroad, it would be He Rui's turn to stand in the C-position. This was at least the photo composition rule of the He Rui government.

After taking photos, the communications secretary, who had been waiting somewhat anxiously, hurriedly came up to hand over a telegram. This was a telegram from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Soviet government had just sent news to China that the *Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact* had been signed. Seeing that the telegram made absolutely no mention of whether a secret pact existed within the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, He Rui couldn't help but want to sneer.

If Stalin had sent a special envoy this time to inform He Rui of the content of the secret pact, the Chinese government could only have accepted it. Since Stalin didn't say, this matter might lead to some results in the future. Because the world's impression of the First World War was too deep, the diplomatic reason why WWI ended up with that result was that countries had signed a large number of secret pacts, making it impossible to judge the situation. Therefore, after WWI, the Great Powers reached a consensus regarding secret pacts. Any secret pact would be regarded as hostility expressed by the two signing countries towards all other countries.

The Soviet Union had always wanted to sign a secret pact with China, but He Rui consistently avoided it. It was because He Rui did not want to suffer any accusations in terms of diplomacy!

After inspecting the aircraft carrier, He Rui went straight to the airport and, taking Mitsuko and Mitsuko's two children, flew to Tokyo together. In China's naval construction plan, Japan had received orders for two battleships. This news was public; even if it would cause the United States to protest, there were no secret pacts between China and Japan.

The number of European and American journalists coming to cover this launch was quite large. For journalists, being able to get news about East Asian war preparations from more details was very valuable for their journalistic careers.

Any journalist with some standard was preparing their own questions. In their notebooks recording information was the content of recent US armament construction. The US passed the "Two-Ocean Navy Act" in 1938, and coordinating with the US government's deficit economic policy, the US economy began to grow rapidly.

But it was not the shipbuilding industry that was developing. President Roosevelt's special assistant Hopkins began reorganizing US military vehicle manufacturing in 1938. Airlines received government tenders one after another. Based on the parameters of the latest fighter planes from various countries that could be collected, the US government proposed tender content to the US aviation industry. Any US aircraft design company that could come up with aircraft meeting the parameters could participate in the bidding, and the US aviation industry capable of manufacturing aircraft could form various companies to participate in aircraft manufacturing.

Regarding these demands, the US government gave an answer: "These are all defensive weapons, means the United States has to take to protect the US homeland."

Airplanes, warships, cannons were all defensive weapons. American journalists expressed that the US government's answer sounded strange, and thinking about it carefully made it even stranger.

At the same time, the US government passed a new conscription law. US citizens aged 21 to 35 must register for military service, and registered personnel would decide whether to serve through a lottery. The bill stipulated that, except in wartime, citizens only needed to serve for one year before transferring to the reserve, and a single conscription would be at most 900,000 people.

According to the analysis of journalists and some military experts, the conscription law was reserving more reserve personnel for wartime. Because in peacetime, US soldiers only served on active duty for one year. After this one-year service period ended, a large number of active military personnel would transfer to reserve personnel. If war broke out, the US military could mobilize a large number of reserve personnel to join the army and fight.

According to this regulation of the US government, the United States was equivalent to adding 900,000 new troops every year. In two years, there would be 2.7 million. If war broke out suddenly, the US government, in addition to the reserves, had a large number of veterans who could be re-conscripted. And through census, additional conscription numbers could be added. The United States could reach a troop strength of over 4 million in two years. Although the combat effectiveness of a large number of new recruits was unknown, a force of over 4 million was indeed a massive military armed force. Especially with military production already started, American recruits could fight as soon as they were pulled onto the battlefield.

It was not only journalists who could analyze this clearly; Republican congressmen and isolationist American political figures came out one after another to declare their positions, demanding the Roosevelt administration come out and explain. For American isolationists, American young people shed so much blood in the Great War in Europe without any meaning at all. So isolationists did not want the United States to be dragged into war.

American journalists naturally learned of the Asian Alliance's military expansion plan. The East Asian Alliance's reason was simple: the United States was building a large fleet, so countries in the East Asian region were forced to respond. Such an explanation pushed the responsibility onto the United States, but in the eyes of American journalists, these explanations clearly expressed the choice to solve political and national security concerns with military action.

European and American journalists waited in Tokyo, guessing who China would send. Suddenly, a burst of intense running sounds came from the corridor of the hotel where the journalists were gathered. Someone shouted in English, "The Japanese government has announced the news, Chairman He Rui is coming to Tokyo!"

This news certainly couldn't be hidden, and the European and American journalists who saw the news first simply didn't hide it either. Hearing the news, journalists rushed out one after another; some asked, some went directly to the newsstands outside to check. Sure enough, they saw the latest extra edition writing, "His Excellency Chairman of the Republic of China He Rui, accompanied by Madam Mitsuko, arrives in Japan and will attend the warship launch ceremony tomorrow!"

Even if only He Rui came, it would be enough to shake all of Japan. That Chairman He Rui brought his wife Mitsuko along undoubtedly expressed Sino-Japanese friendship.

Although this era was long past the era of marriage alliances, this person was He Rui, not an ordinary autocratic monarch. The fact that he married Mitsuko was rarely mentioned by anyone in Japan on ordinary days, but at this moment, it felt vastly different to the Japanese people. This meant that China, in a strong leadership position, did not discriminate against Japanese people.

European and American journalists who got this news had already started going back to write their articles. This expression of Sino-Japanese friendship meant that it was extremely likely China and Japan would fight side by side. And the object of China's combat would inevitably be the Pacific region, so...

This news reached Britain at an astonishing speed, but the British Cabinet had no mood to pay attention. The news that the Soviet Union and Germany signed a non-aggression pact had already spread throughout Europe. This plan forced Britain and France to believe that Germany had truly cleared the obstacles for the outbreak of war. Although no one believed in Russia's credit, historically Russia never actively provoked powerful countries; only when these countries fell into a huge disadvantage would Russia send troops to attack.

It was so in the Napoleonic era, and it was so in subsequent eras. Although Russia was located in the north and had no vultures, Russia's style was identical to African vultures. Towards the weak, Russia would stare from a distance like a lingering ghost. When the weak fell to the ground, the vulture would pounce and tear off a few pieces of flesh.

Analyzing from this angle, the Soviet Union would not open fire on Germany when war broke out between Germany and Europe. If Germany won, the Soviet Union would continue to wait. If Germany failed, the Soviet Union would launch an attack on Germany.

Having figured this out, Chamberlain immediately contacted France, demanding that France sign a mutual assistance treaty with Poland together: once any other country attacked Poland, Britain would declare war on that country. At the same time, Chamberlain even flew personally to Berlin to meet Hitler, demanding Hitler negotiate with Poland.

In Hitler's new office, Chamberlain, disregarding the face of the Prime Minister of the British Empire, implored Hitler bitterly. Hitler listened quietly, discovering that his body actually showed a hint of softness from being persuaded.

Although his body had a slight reaction, Hitler's rationality was rock-solid. Now Britain, France, the US, the Soviet Union, and China were all preparing for war with all their might. Germany's current slight advantage was only because Germany started early. With the industrial strength of Britain, France, the US, and the Soviet Union, by 1943 at the latest, the military strength of any one country would be above Germany's, or at least definitely not inferior to Germany. So Chamberlain's bitter imploring now had nothing to do with the peace Chamberlain spoke of. Chamberlain only hoped to delay time.

In 1939, British military expenditure was equivalent to 12 billion US dollars, and according to news collected by German intelligence agencies, next year's British military expenditure might reach 24 billion pounds. If Chamberlain really wanted to express sincerity, he should at least give a promise to cut military expenditure. Now speaking of peace with empty words, saying Britain would support Germany's reasonable territorial demands on Poland to the maximum, was this tricking a fool?

What's more, Germany actually didn't have much territorial demand on Poland. Germany had only one demand for Poland, which was to join Germany's camp. As long as Poland joined Germany's camp, given Poland's hostility towards the Soviet Union, Germany looked forward very much to attacking the Soviet Union together with the Polish army.

If Chamberlain really wanted peace, why not support or even force Poland to join the German camp?

Originally, Hitler wanted to send Chamberlain away directly, but after the meeting, Ribbentrop, who had rushed back to Berlin from Moscow, suggested to Hitler, "My Führer, I think we should express some goodwill to Britain. In this way, even if Britain still declares war on Germany, many people in Britain will tend to compromise with Germany."

Because of the signing of the *Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact*, Hitler appreciated Ribbentrop very much. Hitler asked, "Ribbentrop, do you think there is any possibility that Britain will not declare war on Germany?"

"My Führer, I think there is no possibility," Ribbentrop answered very crisp.

"Do you think Britain will fight us together with France?"

"My Führer, I think Britain will do its utmost to form a coalition with France."

"Then why do you think Britain will compromise with us?" Hitler asked with interest.

Ribbentrop answered straightforwardly, "Because of the existence of China and the United States. Britain knows very well that if Britain is deeply mired in war, as long as they ask China and the US for aid, both China and the US will propose very high prices. In that case, Britain's world order cannot be maintained. And we Germany have been trying to make Britain understand that Germany has no interest in Britain's world hegemony. We want peace."

As early as June, Hitler had issued orders to the General Staff. In the formulated White Case, it was emphasized, "There is absolutely no possibility of stopping the war!"

That is to say, the German army was not only going to fight but was also determined to destroy Poland. It was precisely because of this that Hitler decided to sign the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact. As for how to fight Poland, Hitler had never considered the reason for the war. Now, to give Britain some face, he actually had to waste precious time to come up with some diplomatic drama. Hitler felt very helpless.

Poland was not a weakling; it was the so-called 7th military power in the world. It had a million troops now. These million troops were strictly trained and fully equipped; planes, cannons, tanks, and cavalry equipment were all complete. If Germany gave Poland a few more days, it would add trouble to Germany.

But since Ribbentrop suggested so, Hitler ordered, "I agree to your suggestion."
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Chapter 700: Outbreak (1)

Volume 7 — Chapter 1
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At 3:45 AM on August 1, 1939, the indicator lights on a German military airfield near the Polish border all illuminated. The sky had already brightened, though the ground remained dim.

Soon, squadrons of German fighter planes took off. Before the pilots even reached an altitude of 400 meters, it felt as though they had suddenly traveled four hours into the future. By the time they climbed past 1,000 meters, the light in the sky was nearly as bright as noon. Illuminated by the rising sun, the German air groups dove straight for their targets: Polish airfields, bridges, railway hubs, and road junctions.

The primary attack mission was undertaken by the Luftwaffe's Stuka dive bombers, a two-seater combat aircraft. The rear gunner was by no means idle; he constantly judged the plane's approximate location based on flight speed and direction, verifying his judgment by comparing conspicuous landmarks on the ground with the maps in his hand.

After flying for less than an hour, the bomber wings responsible for attacking Polish airfields had identified their targets. On the slightly undulating terrain, the orderly outlines of the Polish airfields were very striking. Rows of fighter planes were parked neatly on the airfield, clearly visible in the observation sights.

No Polish planes took off; there was not even any reaction visible on the Polish airfields. All aircraft in the German Stuka dive bomber wings received the signal: "Commence attack!"

The captains of each squadron dipped their wings, signaling their units. The dive bomber formations first flew to the far side of the airfield, away from Poland, then pulled up. One by one, they flew an inverted figure-eight in the air, and then, one after another, dove headfirst toward the ground.

From a distance, the German dive bomber group looked as if they had lost control, plummeting straight toward the earth. In the eyes of the pilots inside the dive bombers, the ground was approaching rapidly; it wouldn't be long before the plane smashed violently into it.

Seeing that the distance to the ground had reached 200 meters, the well-trained dive bomber operators released their bombs. The bombs fell toward the target following their current trajectory, while the German dive bombers immediately pulled up. The planes transitioned from a plummeting posture to level flight. Within a distance of a hundred meters, the planes traced an arc, leveling out completely within tens of meters of the ground, and then continued to pull up, flying away as if skimming the earth.

This acrobatic flying was not the Luftwaffe showing off. During World War I, military technical experts from both Britain and France had proposed the concept of dive bombing. This type of bombing had very high accuracy, and as a frontline tactical weapon, dive bombers could provide rapid support for frontline combat. The benefits were truly innumerable.

During World War I, British technical departments discovered during tests of dive bombers that even concentrated fire from light machine guns could turn a dive bomber into a sieve. After several tests, the concept was rejected.

After World War I, every four or five years, Britain would come up with a new dive bomber. The test results didn't change much: initially, light machine guns could take them down, and later, anti-aircraft machine guns and rapid-fire anti-aircraft guns could easily deal with them.

After the end of the Sino-British War, Britain, having been thoroughly thrashed by the Chinese Air Force in Burma, developed aircraft with a top speed exceeding 450 kilometers per hour in 1930. They tested again, and the results were even worse. When these high-speed planes attempted a dive, they would plunge straight into the ground, destroying the plane and killing the pilot. Ultimately, Britain abandoned dive bombing and turned to level bombing.

If Britain saw Germany's dive bombers now, they would probably think the Germans were single-minded fools.

But the Germans were not single-minded. Dive bombing was directed at hardened, high-value targets. The Luftwaffe used fighter machine gun fire to deal with combat aircraft parked outside hangars, and autocannons to attack less sturdy structures. In moments, all valuable targets on the Polish airfields were destroyed.

At this moment, ten thousand guns of the German Army fired at once. The German battleship *Schleswig-Holstein*, anchored outside the port of Danzig under the guise of a friendly visit, also suddenly opened fire on the Polish base. Compared to the trouble caused by this battleship, the entire Polish military was in chaos.

The Luftwaffe instantly destroyed Poland's communication, transportation, and aviation systems. The Polish troops under attack desperately tried to send out messages, but many transmissions were blocked and never reached their destinations.

It was also at this moment that the German Army began crossing the German-Polish border. At 4:45 AM, a thick layer of morning fog covered the damp plains. Lieutenant General Guderian, commander of the XIX Army Corps, acting as the spearhead, was at the very front of the troops as usual. The vanguard was the 3rd Panzer Division of the XIX Corps, and Guderian was at the very front of the 3rd Division.

According to Guderian's plan, the German army should have used bombers to clear the way, but due to the fog, the air force could not sortied. Fortunately, Guderian was not one of those stubborn, conservative World War I generals; since the air force couldn't fly due to the weather, the armored forces would go in directly.

Just a few minutes after moving out, the whistle of heavy artillery shells tearing through the air was heard.

"Sh*t..." Guderian cursed inwardly. Before the battle, Guderian had personally ordered the heavy artillery of the 3rd Division not to open fire. But these German officers and soldiers, a group who had never fought a war, were extremely nervous. The unease brought by the heavy fog made these greenhorns even more jittery. Needless to say, this bunch had completely forgotten Guderian's strict temporary order. Upon receiving the order to attack, they naturally began shelling enemy positions according to the regulations of the artillery manual.

With a loud *boom*, the first shell landed exactly 50 yards in front of his command vehicle. Guderian's driver immediately slammed on the brakes. Before the vehicle had even stopped steadily, there was another loud *boom*, and the second shell landed 50 yards behind the command vehicle.

Guderian had participated in World War I. During World War I, the German army had perfected the artillery technology of firing tables. Every artillery piece completed various test firings before leaving the factory. Based on the parameters of the gun itself, a firing table belonging to that specific gun was created. When shelling, as long as the gun was anchored steadily and leveled, one could calculate the firing data based on weather (sunny, rain, or snow), air humidity, wind speed, and other parameters, combined with the gun's firing table parameters, and fire directly.

This design had considerable accuracy, so the artillerymen could fire rapidly, for example, "three rounds rapid fire"...

Seeing that two shells had already landed, according to German firing habits, the command vehicle's position would be the landing point for the third round. Guderian shouted loudly at the driver: "Drive! Drive immediately!"

Although the driver had been in the army for several years and had driven tens of thousands of kilometers, this was his first time on a real battlefield, and he was still a greenhorn. Amidst the panic of being shelled, hearing the corps commander's angry shout, the driver subconsciously slammed on the gas. The command vehicle shot straight forward. After traveling less than 200 meters, the wheels slipped, and the command vehicle plunged into a ditch to the front right.

Guderian was lucky and wasn't injured. Waiting for the round of indiscriminate shelling to end, he immediately jumped onto a light tank sent by the armored unit to search for him. He first returned to the 3rd Division's heavy artillery unit, scolded the artillery commander thoroughly, and then made him repeat loudly three times, "Without orders from corps headquarters, absolutely no firing is permitted!" Only then did he board a replacement command vehicle.

Although there was a torrent of armor behind him, Guderian, like a general of old charging the lines first, was personally at the very front. The subsequent battles were much easier. The German frontline air force had already destroyed the Polish Army's artillery positions. The German armored troops did not crash head-on into the Polish Army's solid defensive positions but instead broke through at weak points. Even when they encountered Polish field troops, the weapons carried by the field troops could not penetrate the armor of the German tanks. A single charge by the German armored forces routed the few Polish troops marching in the open fields.

Along the way, they also encountered a Polish artillery unit. The German tanks easily destroyed the enemy. During the battle, the Polish artillery only had the opportunity for two guns to fire, but after firing one shot, they were destroyed by a single shot from a charging German tank.

He Rui only received the news on August 3rd, because on August 3rd, both Britain and France presented an ultimatum to Germany. Britain and France both proposed to Germany that if Germany did not withdraw from Poland, both Britain and France would declare war on Germany.

Hitler paid absolutely no attention to this. At 9:00 AM on August 3rd, Britain issued a final ultimatum to Germany, demanding that Germany provide guarantees of a truce before 11:00 AM, otherwise Britain would declare war on Germany. According to the recollections of Hitler's interpreter, Schmidt, when Hitler received Britain's final ultimatum, he sat silently and motionless.

Göring turned to him and said, "If we lose this war, then God should forgive us."

At noon, France also issued a similar final ultimatum to Germany, with a deadline of 5:00 PM. Germany ignored the final ultimatums of both Britain and France, making no response. On August 4th, both France and Britain successively declared war on Germany. The Second World War had fully erupted. That night, Hitler moved his office from the Chancellery in Berlin to the special train "Amerika" (later renamed), traveling to the front to inspect and handling the war on the Eastern and Western fronts from the train.

Hitler actually didn't quite understand the attitude of Britain and France while on the train. Under British urging, on July 29, 1939, Germany issued its final diplomatic statement. The German government announced that in addition to protecting the German minority in Poland, Germany also wanted to recover Danzig and the Polish Corridor (previously Hitler had only demanded the construction of a highway in the corridor, now he wanted the entire corridor).

Ribbentrop told the British special envoy that the Polish plenipotentiary must arrive in Berlin within one day to sign an agreement. The British Chamberlain cabinet was still happy that negotiations could continue, but considering Germany's stipulation that the Polish plenipotentiary must arrive within a one-day limit, this difficult-to-achieve time limit also meant this was Germany's final ultimatum.

In the early morning between July 30 and July 31, 1939, Ribbentrop read Germany's sixteen demands to the British ambassador. When the British Ambassador Neville Henderson asked for a copy of the document to be passed to the Polish government, Ribbentrop refused, on the grounds that "the Polish representative failed to arrive before midnight." When the Polish Ambassador Józef Lipski arrived in Berlin at noon that day and sought an audience with Ribbentrop, stating that Poland was willing to consider negotiating with Germany but admitting he did not have full authority to sign any agreements, Ribbentrop drove him away.

Germany had already gone to this extent. Britain and France, especially Britain, should have at least felt Germany's goodwill. Germany's request was very simple: as long as Poland accepted joining the German camp, all problems could be solved. But since Poland refused to join the German camp, Germany's only remaining choice was the option of "no Poland at all."

***

Mitsuko received enormous publicity in Japan. To the Japanese upper class, a female university student who attended a girls' high school after graduating from junior high, and then attended the Imperial Tohoku University, was one of their own. One of their own who married China's leader, He Rui, and gave birth to two children, a boy and a girl, was even more of an insider among insiders.

When Mitsuko smashed a bottle of champagne against the battleship during the launching ceremony of the Chinese battleship contracted by the Tokyo Shipyard in Japan, the path Japan would choose was already self-evident.

When He Rui sat together with Taira Toyomori and Ishiwara to discuss the future world situation, Ishiwara's first question was, "Teacher, can we win?"

"Are you asking me, or do you want to have an answer for the Japanese people?" He Rui asked in return.

Professor Taira Toyomori smiled bitterly. "He-kun, Ishiwara-kun also has no other way."

Ishiwara displayed an attitude of regarding it not as a disgrace but as an honor towards Taira Toyomori's assistance. "Teacher, the one thing the Japanese people can accept now is that it doesn't matter how many people die, but what will the survivors get!"

He Rui sighed. "I am a bit disappointed!"

Ishiwara Kanji didn't care at all. "Teacher, this is the demand of the Japanese people. If you can satisfy the Japanese people, the Japanese people will follow the direction of the future world. It doesn't matter how great a price is paid!"

He Rui gave a bitter smile. "This is not the Japan I hoped for."

Taira Toyomori also smiled bitterly. "He-kun, you are the person the Japanese people are expecting! The Japanese people are very patriotic, but Japan no longer has the ability to decide its own future. If He-kun cannot give the Japanese people hope, the Japanese people will have no direction!"

"Taira-kun, Ishiwara, do you believe the world can complete the socialist revolution?" He Rui asked helplessly.

"If Japan is given thirty years, perhaps Japan can go and think about this question," Ishiwara Kanji answered straightforwardly.

"Thirty years... Hehe, I'm afraid I won't live to see that day," He Rui smiled bitterly. Although He Rui had paid close attention to exercise over the years, the forty-nine-year-old He Rui already felt the frailty of his body.

He Rui did not fear death. He Rui believed that if there were no death in this world, it would be such a terrible thing. A group of old immortals trying every means to interfere with the world's progress—to be old and not die is to be a thief. He Rui did not want to become an old thief himself, and he even less wished for a group of slightly younger old thieves to do those conservative things under He Rui's banner.

"Then I will tell you two one issue. When China liberates Southeast Asia, the imperialists among the Japanese in Southeast Asia must be publicly executed!" He Rui did not conceal his view.

Taira Toyomori was stunned, but Ishiwara answered decisively, "If the deaths of these people can open a brighter future for Japan, please kill a few more, Teacher!"

He Rui sighed. Those who understand dynamic materialist dialectics can be cruel to this extent. No one's life is important, including these understanders of materialist dialectics themselves. Perhaps what they care about least is their own life and death. As long as there is enough value, their own life and death mean nothing!

Taira Toyomori was a scholar after all. He asked, "He-kun, what exactly is the value of a person! If we can't clarify the value of a person, many things will have no foundation."

He Rui chuckled lightly. "Hehe! Brother Taira, my old brother, how much value do you think a capable person has if they are detached from society?"

Taira Toyomori never retreated on academic issues. "What about individual awakening?"

"Brother Taira. Human genius is how imagination conforms to the laws of the real world. Do you have doubts about this?" He Rui asked.

Taira Toyomori shook his head. "Although He-kun's view is cold, it is reasonable."

Since Taira Toyomori could understand to this extent, He Rui asked, "If a person's imagination naturally conforms to the laws of the world, that is called a genius. Does the matter of being a genius have anything to do with the person themselves? If a person has no genius, but through learning, understands the unity of knowledge and action, that is the path for ordinary people to lead to self-liberation. Then, how much does wanting to complete such a path have to do with them?"

Taira Toyomori answered almost simultaneously with Ishiwara Kanji, "The individual does not occupy a large component in success."

"In that case, our work is not what we have achieved, but what level we have pulled this world to." He Rui answered calmly, "If we have any success, what does it have to do with us? It is the status quo of the world that determines whether we can succeed. That we can push the entire world a small step toward a more civilized, more advanced level is already our good fortune. Apart from this, what else do we want?"

Taira Toyomori began to ponder, but Ishiwara answered immediately, "If so, no regrets in this life!"

He Rui was amused by Ishiwara. "Regrets? That is actually a good thing. But do you regret?"

Ishiwara answered immediately, "Only the incompetent regret. I have countless regrets in this life, but looking back, I have a clear conscience!"

"Isn't having a clear conscience enough!" He Rui replied.

Ishiwara thought for a moment, and his eyes already had light in them. "Indeed so."

It was Professor Taira Toyomori who was somewhat hesitant. "If one could do it a bit better..."

Ishiwara laughed, "Hehe, Professor, if one cannot do better, must one deny the value of what was within one's power?"

Japanese President Professor Taira Toyomori, although still somewhat unwilling, did not say anything more.

Only then did He Rui say, "What cannot be done, cannot be done. To govern is to rectify! In the past thousand years, although Chinese civilization's technological development stagnated, it strove for progress in philosophical thinking. Even if it can't be done, accept fate! Man proposes, Heaven disposes!"
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Upon hearing that He Rui would conclude his visit to Japan and return to Beijing on August 5th, the French Ambassador steeled himself and called the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He asked if he could personally welcome He Rui at the airport and discuss the matter of France declaring war on Germany.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang did not immediately agree, nor did he immediately refuse. He told the French Ambassador to China, "The Chinese government has already downgraded Sino-German diplomatic relations from the ministerial level to the chargé d'affaires level. The Chinese government opposed the Polish government's participation in the partition of Czechoslovakia, and opposes Germany's invasion of Poland. However, it is impossible for the Chinese government to declare war on Germany simply because of France's agreement with Poland."

The French Ambassador held the receiver in silence. Over the past year, although the European public had not evaluated He Rui extensively, he was generally perceived as a man inciting war within Europe. When Britain and France were forced to declare war on Germany following the invasion of Poland, most Europeans were shocked. The few articles expressing regret all opined, "If we had listened to Chairman He Rui's suggestion last year, the war might have already ended! It might not have even broken out!"

Some in Europe were already beginning to use the term "Second World War" to describe this conflict. The French people now eagerly anticipated that China would declare war on Germany. However, the French Ambassador personally felt that while China, as a quasi-ally of France, would provide significant aid, it would not declare war on Germany before Germany declared war on China... unless Britain and France first reached an agreement with China regarding the division of post-war interests.

But the French Ambassador was burdened with heavy responsibilities at this moment; he could not simply wait. After much thought, he spoke again, "Minister Li, the fact that China will not declare war on Germany does not conflict with my going to the airport to welcome Chairman He Rui."

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang could understand the Ambassador's feelings. Finally, he said, "You may go to welcome Chairman He Rui. But as for other matters, that depends on Chairman He Rui's decision."

At noon on August 5th, the VIP waiting room at Beijing's massive airport was filled with foreigners. These people were either reporters or ambassadors stationed in China. The ambassadors of Britain, the United States, the Netherlands, and other countries had all requested to personally welcome He Rui. These ambassadors felt they might not necessarily get a chance to speak with He Rui, but the act of welcoming him upon his return was in itself a gesture of goodwill.

Sure enough, when He Rui returned and saw so many foreign ambassadors, he waved to acknowledge them. Subsequently, during the reception, he shook hands with them one by one. When it was the French Ambassador's turn, the Ambassador stepped forward and grasped He Rui's hand tightly. "Mr. Chairman, China and France possess a traditional friendship."

Hearing this, He Rui smiled. "I heard that France launched an offensive against Germany on the morning of the 5th. I wonder if this news is true?"

The French Ambassador knew the news was true. He replied, "Could I explain the specific situation to Your Excellency specifically?"

"Shall we have dinner together today?" He Rui asked.

The French Ambassador was overjoyed and nodded hastily. He Rui released the Ambassador's hand and continued to shake hands with the remaining foreign envoys.

Watching all this, reporters were already taking notes. An American reporter quickly wrote in his notebook, "He Rui looks like an emperor receiving the greetings of envoys from vassal states," before preparing to attend the subsequent press conference.

There was not much novelty at the press conference. China continued to oppose aggression. However, unlike the situation with Czechoslovakia, when the Chinese special envoy stated that the Chinese government was willing to provide military aid if requested, this time the Chinese government made no statement in that direction.

As soon as He Rui ended the press conference and got into his car, he asked, "Where is the intelligence on the French offensive?"

Someone immediately handed He Rui a report. Opening it, the markings on the map showed that at least three French corps had left the Maginot Line and were advancing toward Germany's Siegfried Line.

The defensive line had begun construction after Germany reoccupied the Rhineland in 1936 and was basically completed by 1939. The line stretched from Cleves, near the German-Dutch border, along the borders with Belgium, Luxembourg, and France, all the way to Basel, Switzerland, with a total length of 630 kilometers.

After reading these basic details, He Rui closed the file. Given the French Army's current combat power, they were completely incapable of breaching the Siegfried Line. Even if given another year, the Anglo-French Allied Forces would not be able to break through the Siegfried Line. Moreover, the Allied Forces were currently still being assembled; Britain and France were establishing a joint command and transporting troops, equipment, and supplies. Transporting these materials across the narrow English Channel would take a month.

Counting on Britain and France to launch a counteroffensive would take at least a month.

That evening, the French Ambassador arrived at He Rui's residence, No. 7 Renmin Road. Dinner was already prepared. During the first half of the meal, He Rui quietly listened to the Ambassador's speech. The French government was planning to get something for nothing, hoping China would join the Anglo-French forces in attacking Germany, yet mentioning no specific benefits. They promised a great deal, but it was all empty words.

Hearing this, He Rui understood the situation clearly. Only then did he speak, "China will dispatch five fighter groups to France to provide escort for the evacuation of our nationals. We hope to receive the assistance of the French government. If we encounter various threats during the evacuation, this air force will strike at fascist forces."

"Five groups? 500 fighter planes!" The French Ambassador's eyes lit up, and he emphasized the number with delight.

Fearing the Ambassador might be too excited and willfully misinterpret his words, He Rui was forced to emphasize, "These five aviation groups will not accept the command of the Anglo-French Allied Forces."

The French Ambassador had no intention of causing confusion. He hurriedly explained, "I will certainly convey this to my government. Additionally, my government's Minister of Commerce is about to arrive in China. The purpose of his trip is to purchase military equipment in China, focusing on aircraft and artillery."

"Let him speak with the Chinese Ministry of Commerce," He Rui replied, seemingly treating it lightly. But the French Ambassador knew very well that these words were not light at all. If Germany confirmed an arms trade between China and France, they would have every reason to declare war on China.

On August 15th, the U.S. Secretary of Commerce handed President Roosevelt the British orders from the last few days. The U.S. Congress had passed the Two-Ocean Navy Act and a conscription bill to expand the army by 900,000 men. To equip these American GIs with weapons, even if American military enterprises ran at full load, it would not be enough. Presidential envoy Hopkins began to organize the American industrial chain, converting many civilian enterprises to military production.

British military enterprises had begun to expand production in 1937, the year before last, but capacity remained insufficient. Therefore, Britain placed a portion of its orders with the United States.

Roosevelt's greatest hope was for the war to expand quickly, weakening the rule of Britain and France, which would create a strategic situation favorable to the United States. Thus, Roosevelt did not care about earning this bit of money. However, when he scanned the statistical table, he was slightly surprised to find that the volume of these imports was very small. For such a small amount of money, the Commerce Secretary shouldn't have brought it to him.

The Commerce Secretary then said, "Mr. President, as far as we know, the orders Britain has placed with China are at least ten times those placed with the United States."

Roosevelt remained calm and did not speak. He knew his Commerce Secretary would certainly provide an explanation. And this explanation would be more impactful than the current content.

"Mr. President. Up to now, the Chinese government has borrowed 500 million pounds from Britain, and Chinese private entities have borrowed around 700 million to 1.2 billion pounds from Britain. What the British side needs now are intermediate products for weapons production, not final finished goods. For example, Britain does not lack arsenals to produce bullets, but it lacks the gunpowder to produce bullets. In recent years, Rockefeller has had deep cooperation with China in the fields of oil and heavy chemicals. The Chinese Ministry of Commerce began negotiations with Britain last year; China can use these intermediate goods to repay its debt."

Roosevelt understood that China was snatching business. It was obvious that China had indeed grabbed business in the more than half a year since the Munich Conference. But Roosevelt did not care. Even if China owed Britain 1.5 billion pounds, that was only 6 billion US dollars. From the perspective of the First World War, this amount of money was nothing.

"Has Britain decided to import these products from China?" Roosevelt asked.

"The Chinese government has reached an agreement with Britain and France. China's debt to these two countries can now be used by Britain and France to purchase war materiel in China. Since the prices offered by China seem to be lower, both Britain and France currently tend to buy from China. Overall, China wants to be a super-sized Japan!" the Commerce Secretary said unhappily.

Roosevelt did not answer. His intuition told him that He Rui did not seem to be that shallow. But Roosevelt could not figure out He Rui's specific objective. At least He Rui had once again expressed the view that China would not expand its territory or colonies through war, an attitude that had won the appreciation of the public in both Britain and France.

After talking with the Commerce Secretary, Roosevelt spoke with Secretary of State Hull. The U.S. Embassy in Poland was located in Warsaw. Although they didn't know how the war was going elsewhere in Poland, the embassy in Warsaw had already sent a telegram stating that German forces had surrounded Warsaw on the 15th. This was enough to prove that Poland had effectively been defeated.

Poland had 1.1 million troops, a number larger than the scale of the United States Army even after its current great expansion. Moreover, these 1.1 million troops were all trained units. Many of the 800,000 troops the U.S. was currently drafting into barracks had not even completed basic military training. If Germany were to invade U.S. soil, the American military would only suffer an even worse defeat.

That night, President Roosevelt played with his secretaries until midnight before falling into a deep sleep. The President slept well; given Germany's naval power, it was absolutely impossible for them to land on U.S. territory. The German army that could annihilate 1.1 million Polish troops would certainly turn Europe upside down. America's opportunity was coming!

While President Roosevelt was sleeping soundly, Moscow received an urgent telegram from Germany. Stalin's attention these past few days had been basically focused on the war. But the German advance was too rapid, and the Soviet Union couldn't figure out what was happening.

When he received the telegram, Stalin was exhausted and preparing to rest. Upon learning it was a telegram regarding Poland, Stalin immediately woke up and hurriedly read it. The content from Berlin was very polite: "If the Soviet Army does not send troops into the area 'east of the German sphere of influence' soon, a political vacuum will form there..."

After reading it, Stalin confirmed that Germany was sending a message to the Soviet Union based on the secret protocol of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, reminding the Soviet Union that it could make its move.

This news did not bring Stalin joy; instead, it made the General Secretary feel uneasy. Even if the current Soviet Red Army turned out in full force to launch a surprise attack on Poland, it could not achieve the results Germany was seeing right now. According to the Soviet Red Army General Staff's wargames, a Soviet offensive would take at least two months to reach Warsaw.

For a moment, Stalin suddenly thought of He Rui's judgment regarding the outbreak of war between the Soviet Union and Germany: "If the Soviet Union and Germany share a border, the probability of war breaking out is 100%."

Stalin felt extremely worried at this moment. He Rui's judgment was not unusual. If a buffer zone existed between the Soviet Union and Germany, the probability of war between the two countries would be greatly reduced.

So Stalin convened a Politburo meeting. At the meeting, the Soviet Politburo members all believed that creating a buffer zone was a good choice. But the members also raised a question: "Will Germany accept the establishment of a buffer zone?"

Stalin couldn't be sure. In the first few days of the invasion, Germany had urged the Soviet Union to "play its part" through Ambassador Schulenburg in Moscow. The second half of this long telegram provided Moscow with a detailed suggested statement for sending troops.

The Soviet Politburo members did not know about the secret pact. After discussion, they all concluded that if the Soviet Union did not send troops, Germany would occupy all of Poland. Germany occupying all of Poland would be very disadvantageous to the Soviet Union.

If the Soviet Union supported a new Polish government in eastern Poland at this time, this Polish government would face continued attacks from Nazi Germany. At that time, would the Soviet Army engage the German Army?

After some discussion, Stalin discovered that many Politburo members were inadvertently revealing the nationalist sentiments in their hearts. The territory of eastern Poland was originally land the Soviet Union was forced to cede after the Polish-Soviet War of 1921. The commanders of that campaign were Tukhachevsky and Stalin. Taking back this land would wash away Stalin's failure.

Finally, General Secretary Stalin agreed with the conclusion reached by the Politburo. On August 17th, the Polish government and the Polish High Command crossed the border and fled to Romania.

At 3:00 AM on August 17th, Molotov summoned the Polish Ambassador to Moscow, Wacław Grzybowski, and handed him a statement:

"The war between Poland and Germany has revealed the internal corruption of the Polish state. In ten days of hostilities, Poland has lost all its industrial and cultural centers. Warsaw, as the capital of Poland, no longer exists. The Polish government has disintegrated and no longer shows any signs of existence. This means that the Polish state and its government have actually ceased to exist. Likewise, the agreements concluded between the Soviet Union and Poland are no longer valid. Left without equipment and hopeful leadership, Poland has become a place filled with danger and surprises everywhere. These reasons may constitute a threat to the Soviet Union. The Soviet government, which has remained neutral until now, can no longer maintain a neutral attitude in the face of these facts.

The Soviet government also cannot ignore the Ukrainians and Belarusians living on Polish territory, who are being left to the mercy of fate and are defenseless.

Under these circumstances, the Soviet government has instructed the High Command of the Red Army to order troops to cross the border and protect the lives and property of the residents of Western Ukraine and Western Belarus.

At the same time, the Soviet government proposes to take all measures to deliver the Polish people from the war imposed on them by their unwise leaders, and to ensure they can live a peaceful life."

On August 18th, the Soviet Red Army crossed the former Polish-Soviet border. Because the Soviet Union considered at this time that Poland no longer had a government, the border was invalid. Led by local pro-Soviet figures, the Soviet Army began to advance rapidly westward.

The Polish Army originally thought the Soviet Union was coming to help Poland, so large numbers of troops fled to eastern Poland, preparing to join forces with the Soviet Army to counterattack the Germans together. Now, suddenly learning that the Soviet Army was storming in to take over eastern Poland, the entire Polish Army lost its will to fight and disintegrated completely.

The Soviet advance was extremely rapid, while the German Army slowed its advance at this time, leaving time for the Soviet Army to arrive. Only the armored units commanded by Guderian occupied a portion of the Polish territory previously promised to the Soviet Union by Nazi Germany in order to construct favorable defensive positions.

On September 5th, as soldiers of both Germany and the Soviet Union shook hands, conversed, and exchanged gifts, the German troops gave up these lands to the arriving Soviet troops and withdrew to the area assigned to Germany. With this, the Polish Campaign came to an end.

During the following month, the Soviet Union and Germany conducted exchanges regarding personnel issues. The Soviet Union obtained a significant amount of data from this. In this battle, the Polish Army suffered 66,300 deaths, 133,700 wounded, 694,000 captured by the German Army, 217,000 captured by the Soviet Red Army (including those who surrendered), and 100,000 fled to neighboring countries. The German Army suffered 10,600 deaths, 30,300 wounded, and over 3,400 missing.

This war result frightened the Soviet Union and European countries considerably. The British side believed that the German Army had successfully implemented "Blitzkrieg" for the first time, demonstrating the power of tank corps implementing deep rapid assaults in coordination with aviation, which would have a profound impact on the development of military science.

In China, He Rui gave the Military Commission an assessment report... In the implementation of mobilization and deployment measures for its armed forces, Germany adopted a policy of preemptive strikes. The German armed forces' military operations against Poland demonstrated that pre-assembled army and air force groups launching concentrated surprise attacks have a significant effect. During the war, tanks and the air force displayed immense power. In order to break through enemy defenses, rapid heavy troop groups—tank corps, tank divisions, and motorized divisions—were used for the first time in close coordination with aviation. This created conditions for maneuvering rapid heavy troop groups to outflank and encircle the enemy in the depth of their defense. This can expand the depth of the campaign offensive and increase campaign speed.

In Germany's view, this is merely the most traditional Prussian tactic of "divide and conquer" (concentric attack/Kesselschlacht) from the past 800 years. This view is correct, but the technical means of implementing this tactic are now completely different. From this moment on, warfare between modern industrial powers has opened a brand new chapter!
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On September 14, 1939, having concluded the Polish Campaign, the main German forces began withdrawing from Poland back to Germany. The three French armies that had been attacking the Siegfried Line were ordered to retreat.

The French Ministry of Defense did not publicize this offensive campaign, even avoiding mention of it as much as possible. This was not because the tens of thousands of French troops didn't fight hard; during the month of combat, they not only conducted standard infantry assaults but also utilized aerial bombardment and tank assaults, firing hundreds of thousands of artillery shells.

However, a modern defense line is not so easily breached. The French army exhausted every tactic they had mastered, including the extensive use of the German Stormtrooper infiltration tactics from World War I, employing large numbers of elite small units for infiltration attacks along the extensive front. Ultimately, with over ten thousand dead and tens of thousands wounded, the French Ministry of Defense, seeing that the offensive was unsustainable, had to order a retreat.

In response, while reviewing the lessons learned from attacking fortified positions, the French Ministry of Defense also tried to gather intelligence to understand how the Germans achieved victory. Marshal Gamelin of France proposed a suggestion to the British commander in the coalition: since attacking modern defense lines was ineffective, it would be best to form an army group consisting of French, British, and Belgian troops to launch an offensive against the German mainland from Belgium.

Faced with this request, both Britain and Belgium voiced their opposition. Belgium, in particular, was resolutely against it. In the eyes of the Belgians, the French harbored ill intentions. In 1930, when France built the Maginot Line, they asked Belgium to build defenses as well, but the line was situated to the south of Belgium. Once war broke out, the French could hide behind their fortifications while Belgium would have to stand in front and fight to the death against the Germans. Thus, Belgium stated at the time that if the French did this, Belgium would consider France a hostile entity.

Now, Britain and France had declared war on Germany without consulting Belgium, and were trying to force Belgium to join France in an offensive against Germany. Belgium could find no justifiable reason for this. Moreover, pro-German sentiment was strong within Belgium, especially with King Leopold III, who was completely unwilling to side with France against Germany.

Unable to organize an offensive against Germany, the French government had to choose a passive defense. They launched large-scale conscription domestically, and military industrial enterprises ran at full capacity producing various weapons and equipment. By January 1940, the employment rate of French women had reached an unprecedented 51%, and women in worker uniforms undergoing training could be seen everywhere in arsenals.

At the port of Marseille, a fleet of 12 ocean liners flying the Chinese flag docked on January 14, 1940. A large number of French youths disembarked and immediately reported to recruitment centers. In recent years, Sino-French trade had been very active, with increasing personnel exchanges between the two countries. There were nearly 100,000 French people in China, more than half of whom were young people and technicians. Upon receiving their draft notices in China, this group immediately chose to return to serve their country, taking advantage of the Chinese evacuation fleet to return to France.

Once the French had disembarked, Chinese merchants, students, and expatriates who had been waiting at the port of Marseille immediately boarded the ships. The European war was an unexpected disaster for the Chinese in France. Under the threat of war, most Chinese in France chose to return home.

In the past half-month, the Chinese Embassy and consulates in France received nearly a thousand requests for certification of Sino-French marriages. Many Chinese had come to France alone. Some had married French wives or had French fiancées. Before the war broke out, these Chinese had hoped to live peacefully in France for the long term. With the outbreak of war, everyone felt that China was safer and prepared to return home to wait out the war.

According to Chinese tradition, one could not leave behind one's wife or fiancée, so they naturally had to be taken along. Although French fathers-in-law might not have been willing to see their daughters go to China, thousands of miles away, surprisingly few opposed it.

Consequently, French churches came under immense pressure from this sudden wave of transnational marriage applications. If France weren't a "revolutionary base area" of Europe with a high tolerance for marriages where one party was not Christian, many French girls might not have received the priest's blessing.

Arriving with the fleet were three Chinese Air Force groups. Of the five escort air groups the Chinese government planned to dispatch, three were army aviation groups, and the other two were carrier-based fighter groups from the Chinese aircraft carrier formation. The two aircraft carriers, already launched, were undergoing outfitting around the clock; their earliest deployment would be late February 1940. Due to their draft and width, Chinese carriers could not pass through the Suez or Panama Canals and had to go around the Cape of Good Hope in Africa to enter the South Atlantic, then sail north to the North Atlantic. The journey would take two months, arriving near France in late April at the earliest.

Nevertheless, the French government warmly welcomed the Chinese aviation units. They arranged for the land-based Chinese aviation forces to be stationed at airbases centered around Marseille.

This news not only attracted the attention of many French newspapers but also aroused the curiosity of the French public. Early in World War I, when Russia was still a member of the Entente, a rumor circulated in France that hundreds of thousands of Russian troops would arrive. The French public believed it true and went to train stations to welcome the Russian allies, waving Russian flags whenever a military train appeared. In the end, they waited until the war ended without ever seeing the Russian allies.

Initially, French newspapers were skeptical that China had actually sent planes. It wasn't until reporters saw Chinese pilots and ground crew at the airbase, flying French and Chinese Air Force flags, and interviewed the Chinese Air Force, that the news shook France.

Even though French newspapers clearly stated that "The Chinese Air Force is here to escort the evacuation fleet," the French public naturally ignored this. The French people believed that the Chinese Air Force had come to join the war under the guise of escort duties; France's Chinese ally had finally arrived!

The Nazi German government also received this news, and their view was similar to that of the French public. They believed the Chinese Air Force's presence in France was not merely a formality and that aerial combat with Germany was inevitable. However, Nazi Germany's intelligence network went into full operation and confirmed that China had indeed sent only about 300 fighter jets, so they said nothing further.

France currently had only 900 modern aircraft, and with Britain's 500, the total was 1,400. To attack France, the German military had prepared nearly 4,000 fighter aircraft. For the Anglo-French coalition, 300 Chinese planes were very important. For the German military, 300 Chinese fighters would be an opponent, but one at a complete disadvantage.

On January 27, a standard German civilian car appeared in the direction of the Ardennes Forest. Although it was wartime, civilians were still allowed to cross the border. Belgian soldiers at the border checkpoint checked their documents and looked through the open window. In the back seat sat two men in civilian clothes, one thin, the other sturdy but also lean.

The car had been checked and carried no weapons, so the Belgian soldiers let it pass. Before the vehicle had gone far, an officer walked out and asked who had passed. The soldiers hurriedly saluted, "Report, sir, two German engineers."

"Engineers?" The officer wasn't very surprised. German engineers were skilled and affordable; many Belgian companies hired or had hired them.

A soldier replied, "Yes. I smelled a strong scent of engine oil on one of them. He had bathed, but the smell was still there."

The Belgian officer was reassured. In his view, neither spies nor German generals would spend all day around machinery, and German generals should be in their headquarters right now—how could they run to Belgium in the dead of winter?

Contrary to the Belgian officer's guess, the two men in the car were Manstein and Guderian. After passing the border checkpoint, the car drove along the road in the Ardennes Forest towards Belgium at a moderate pace. Looking at the terrain of the Ardennes through the window, after a while, the car stopped, and the two relieved themselves by the roadside. Afterward, Guderian walked to the middle of the road, pounded the surface with his fist, and pried at it, dislodging some paving material.

Manstein jumped off the road to check the thickness of the roadbed. Then the two got back in the car and continued. Along the way, they stopped frequently to examine the terrain and the roads. Both agreed that the Belgian roads were well-built, but neither believed that these few roads through the Ardennes alone could provide sufficient transport for Manstein's plan.

Both were military strategists. After entering the border between Belgium and France, they changed routes and turned back. constantly examining the terrain and combining it with the current cross-country capabilities of German armored units. Once back in Germany, they immediately took a train back to Berlin.

Upon returning to Berlin, they immediately went to see General Rundstedt. During the Polish Campaign, Rundstedt was the commander of Army Group South, and Manstein was his Chief of Staff. Guderian had led the spearhead of Army Group North.

Learning that his former Chief of Staff and the fierce general from Army Group North had arrived, Rundstedt immediately invited them in. Manstein and Guderian saluted the General, then handed their respective reports written on the train to Rundstedt. However, the General did not look at them; he gestured for the two younger juniors to sit down and asked, "What is your opinion?"

The two answered almost in unison, "It is credible for large-scale armored units to pass through the Ardennes Forest!"

Manstein and Guderian hadn't gone on a trip to Belgium out of boredom. After Germany and the Soviet Union partitioned Poland, they immediately prepared for war with France. The initial plan devised by the General Staff was basically the same as the Schlieffen Plan used by the German army in World War I: bypass the Low Countries of the Netherlands and Belgium and attack France along the coastline.

There was nothing inherently wrong with this plan, but France had now built the Maginot Line. Judging by the French army's experience attacking the Siegfried Line, a frontal German assault on the Maginot Line would be protracted and costly. Since the German army certainly couldn't do that, the remaining direction of attack was the Low Countries.

Manstein certainly understood the General Staff's thinking, but he was furious. At a General Staff meeting, he openly declared, "It is a disgrace for us to use an operational plan from the last era in this one!"

The German General Staff didn't dislike sharp elite officers like Manstein, so they asked for his plan. Manstein proposed attracting the main force of the Anglo-French coalition to the Netherlands and Belgium, while German armored forces would pass through the Ardennes Forest in Belgium, bypass the Maginot Line to enter France, capture Sedan, drive all the way west to the English Channel, cut off the connection between the main Anglo-French forces in the Low Countries and the French rear, and defeat France in one stroke.

Once proposed, this plan immediately received support from a few high-ranking German generals, including Rundstedt. The German General Staff conducted a detailed simulation and assessment of Manstein's plan and ultimately concluded that the risk was too great; the main German armored force could not achieve the critical step of crossing the Ardennes Forest.

The German General Staff was well aware of the high-quality roads in the Ardennes; during World War I, they had even conducted detailed mapping of the area. Based on the performance of German armored forces in the Polish Campaign and assessments of logistical requirements, sending at least 2,000 tanks across over a hundred kilometers of the Ardennes region was too risky! Compared to risking Germany's most elite and precious armored forces, letting them gallop across the vast plains of the Low Countries was the most rational choice.

A major reason Manstein proposed this plan was that he personally couldn't accept the General Staff's plan. Since the General Staff deemed it unfeasible, Manstein sought help from tank expert Guderian. Guderian had combat experience in the Ardennes during World War I. Based on his memories and understanding of armored warfare, Guderian told Manstein, "I think it works. But you have to go there with me again." This led to their personal trip. After seeing and inspecting it with their own eyes, they were even more firm in their judgment.

Seeing that the two had reached a consensus, Rundstedt told them, "I will find an opportunity to propose this plan again," and sent them away.

The next day, Manstein received transfer orders from the General Staff. He was promoted to Lieutenant General and appointed as an infantry corps commander in Poland. Manstein wasn't surprised by this, merely snorting coldly in his heart.

Manstein's biological father was a German general, and his aunt married Lieutenant General Manstein. The couple had no children, so shortly after his mother became pregnant with him, the two families decided to have the unborn child adopted by his uncle-in-law. Another of Manstein's aunts married former President Field Marshal Hindenburg. The military's trick of promoting in rank but demoting in power to kick someone out held no secrets for Manstein.

Since the old fogeys at the General Staff were so hidebound, Manstein decided they couldn't blame him for playing dirty!

According to the rules, operational plans formulated by generals had to be approved by the General Staff before being presented to the Head of State. Bypassing the chain of command was seen as great contempt for the General Staff and a violation of the rules. However, the fact that this was considered breaking the rules meant someone had done it before. In the era of the Second Reich, Manstein's plan could have been submitted to Kaiser Wilhelm II through his uncle Hindenburg. Although Hindenburg was gone, Manstein was not without opportunities to submit the battle plan to the current German Führer, Hitler. Of course, regardless of whether Hitler approved the plan, Manstein's actions were destined to incur the extreme displeasure of the General Staff!

Manstein had decided that even if it meant breaking the rules, he would do it. For someone of his background, finding an opportunity within the rules was a very simple matter—after all, the rules were set by his ancestors' circle. The opportunity came quickly. In January, a German military plane got lost on the Belgian border and made a forced landing in Belgium. The officer on board carried the full set of operational plans for the invasion of France. Therefore, the German General Staff believed the plan had been compromised.

In fact, the General Staff's thinking was wishful. There were many anti-Hitler and anti-war officers in the German military now. Most of the contents of Case Yellow had already been leaked to Britain and France, and the Anglo-French coalition had conducted numerous simulations themselves, arriving at a German operational plan not much different from Case Yellow. What Britain and France really cared about was the specific deployment of German troops and the timing of the attacks by various units.

At this time, the Chief of Staff of Manstein's corps had to return to Berlin to report to Hitler. The Chief of Staff himself was a member of the "Young Turks"; he had served under Manstein during the Polish Campaign and was won over by Manstein's brilliance. Moreover, he also disagreed with the General Staff's plan. Since Manstein wasn't afraid, the Chief of Staff was willing to risk it all too. in his view, if they followed the General Staff's plan, their infantry corps would sooner or later be transferred to France to fill trenches. Rather than fighting into a sea of corpses without guaranteed victory, it was better to gamble now and find a sure-fire operational plan for Germany.

On February 4, while reporting to Hitler, the corps Chief of Staff privately submitted Manstein's plan to him.

Hitler was already very dissatisfied with the General Staff's plan. According to it, the German army was bound to get bogged down in a bitter struggle. And behind Germany was the completely unreliable Soviet Union. After the Polish Campaign, Hitler ordered Ribbentrop to go to Moscow again, hoping the Soviet Union would join the German-led alliance. Unlike the last time, Stalin not only refused but also demanded that Bulgaria become a Soviet sphere of influence before the Soviet Union would consider continuing negotiations on an alliance with Germany.

This action alone convinced Hitler that Stalin was unreliable. Although Ribbentrop used the model of mutual security and trust between China and the Soviet Union to persuade Hitler, arguing that establishing a military buffer zone could stabilize Stalin, this time Hitler completely rejected Ribbentrop's suggestion. He even asked, "If the ruler of the Soviet Union were He Rui, I would be very willing to establish a military buffer zone with him. Because He Rui is a person who understands what peace is, and has the ability and will to maintain peace. Ribbentrop, do you think Stalin understands peace?"

Ribbentrop pondered for a while before answering, "Mein Führer, I think Stalin is a very standard Russian."

Hitler did not discuss the matter further. Even if he saw through Stalin, it wouldn't solve Germany's current situation. Without an operational plan capable of defeating France, Germany's rear would always be in danger.

So, when faced with an operational plan obtained through unofficial channels, Hitler was not only not displeased but actually felt some anticipation. Daring to submit a plan of this level through unofficial channels meant the other party must have some unique ideas!

With anticipation, Hitler ended the meeting and immediately opened the plan.
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In early February 1940, the German General Staff received a rumor: Colonel Rudolf Schmundt, Hitler's Chief Adjutant, had visited Army Group A headquarters and learned from staff officers that a Lieutenant General named Manstein had proposed a new plan for operations against France. When Colonel Schmundt returned to Berlin and reported to Hitler, he casually mentioned this matter, which piqued Hitler's interest.

Soon, this rumor was confirmed. Hitler personally ordered Manstein to come to Berlin to report on the new plan.

When Manstein heard this, he sneered inwardly again. He knew very well that Hitler did not want to fall out with the General Staff, which was why he adopted such a method to resolve the conflict between the two sides. However, Manstein did not care about this.

Sitting in the waiting room, Manstein tried hard to empty his mind; for such strategic issues, absolutely no subjective emotions should be involved. When his mood stabilized, a thought suddenly popped into Manstein's mind: If Wilhelm II were still in power, would Manstein act this way?

A moment later, Manstein had his conclusion. He would not pin his hopes on Wilhelm II.

After graduating from military academy, Manstein had once been assigned to Wilhelm II's guard unit. The members were all outstanding children of great German noble families. Having them serve as guards for the German Emperor was intended to give the Emperor some impression of these young men.

In this process, Manstein naturally formed an impression of Wilhelm II. In this impression, although Wilhelm II was a person interested in new things, he was *only* interested. But Hitler was different. From Hitler's army-building plan and his full promotion of Germany's latest war technology, Manstein could see that Hitler understood war, and possessed an unusually keen intuition for it.

Manstein's superior, Colonel General Rundstedt, mocked Hitler, saying, 'He is just a corporal!' But the Head of State did not need to command the war personally; fighting was the job of officers like Manstein. Manstein believed that the Head of State's unusually keen intuition for war was actually an extremely valuable quality.

Soon, the door opened. Hitler's Chief Adjutant, Colonel Rudolf Schmundt, walked out. A few minutes later, Manstein walked behind Hitler, who was standing in front of a large sand table in the office. Hitler turned around and extended his hand to Manstein in an approachable manner. After the handshake, Hitler asked, 'I heard you have a brand new plan for the war.'

Manstein immediately replied, 'Mein Führer, the premise of the General Staff's plan is that our army cannot completely defeat France in a single campaign. Given Germany's current strategic situation, if we cannot defeat France in a single decisive campaign, Germany's strategic situation will become extremely unfavorable!'

Such a frank exposition hit the part Hitler cared about most, but Hitler did not immediately express agreement. Even the old generals of the General Staff understood this. What Hitler wanted to hear was Manstein's operational concept, not this kind of useless nonsense. Even so, Hitler still appreciated the firm emotion in Manstein's tone. Hitler firmly believed that his ability to reach his current position relied entirely on unparalleled determination. Meeting someone with similarly firm thinking, Hitler instinctively felt a sense of closeness.

With the goodwill generated by this sense of closeness, Hitler called over his attendants and pointed to the sand table in front of him for Manstein. 'Lieutenant General, can you begin the deduction?'

Manstein had not given up on his plan just because he had been transferred to Poland to serve as the commander of the 38th Infantry Corps. He continued to perfect the operational plan on his own. Hearing Hitler's order, Manstein had the attendants set up models representing the German army and the four-nation coalition of Britain, France, the Netherlands, and Belgium. He picked up a pointer, pointed to northern France, and began to explain: 'At this stage, the Anglo-French Allied forces have already assembled in northern France. As long as our army attacks the Netherlands and Belgium, the Anglo-French Allied forces will immediately push north with full force to engage our army.'

Immediately, Manstein pointed the pointer to southern France. 'The French army has certainly seriously studied the possibility of our infantry groups attacking from the Ardennes Forest region and has made relevant preparations. Therefore, when our armored forces thrust through the Ardennes mountains without air cover, it will definitely be completely beyond the expectations of the Anglo-French Allied forces.'

Having said this, Manstein put away the pointer. 'Mein Führer. Regarding the various details of this war, both the enemy and ourselves have conducted comprehensive deductions. If Germany wants to achieve victory, it must adopt an operational line of thought that the opponent absolutely would not think of. The German armored forces are very powerful, but there are also a large number of tanks in the Anglo-French Allied forces. They not only anticipate that our army will use armored forces in the Low Countries, but have also formulated relevant counter-tactics. However, the Anglo-French Allied forces will not believe that our army will commit armored clusters in the Ardennes Forest region. Because in the understanding of the Anglo-French Allied forces, it is impossible for armored forces to traverse the Ardennes Forest under any circumstances. But I have conducted deductions and field inspections with armored warfare experts, and confirmed that our armored forces can definitely do it. This is where our army's advantage lies, and it is also where our army's inevitable victory lies!'

Hitler's attention was now completely attracted by the content Manstein described. He immediately asked about the specific operational arrangements. Manstein used the movement of models on the sand table to demonstrate his operational concept to Hitler. Hitler's brows furrowed; as the campaign unfolded, the furrow deepened. Because even Hitler felt that some of the operational arrangements were not quite right.

When Hitler finally began to feel that he could no longer make judgments, he looked up at Manstein. Some words of blame had not yet left his mouth when Hitler suddenly realized the truth. Coughing slightly to interrupt the words he was preparing to say, Hitler quickly adjusted his thoughts, and then said, 'Lieutenant General, have you prepared the report on the operational concept?'

Manstein asked Hitler's attendant to bring his briefcase and took out the campaign design document. Hitler nodded. 'I will let the General Staff study it.'

Leaving Hitler's Chancellery, Manstein got into the car and let out a long breath. It was evident that Hitler's means of handling problems were quite good. At least until Manstein's plan was completely successful, Hitler would not let Manstein join the General Staff's operational plan formulation. This was not because Hitler looked down on Manstein, but because only by doing so could a rupture between Manstein and the General Staff be avoided. Only by first saving the General Staff's face would the General Staff not persecute Manstein to death. It was evident that Hitler intended to reuse Manstein in the future.

After the car started, Manstein unbuttoned his collar hook, hoping to make his breathing smoother. But at this moment, Manstein intuitively felt short of breath. He knew that this time he had almost burned his bridges. If this plan was executed unfavorably, what would be lost was not just everything of his own, but the lives of millions of German officers and soldiers, as well as Germany's future.

Manstein only felt his breathing become much smoother after unbuttoning three buttons in a row. Carrying the expectation of German victory and his personal intense emotions, Manstein knew that besides waiting, there was nothing else he could do.

Just on the second day after Manstein left, Hitler summoned the heads of the General Staff to the Chancellery. As the German Head of State and Supreme Commander of the Wehrmacht, Hitler issued orders to the General Staff in accordance with his authority. With Colonel General Rundstedt in charge and the General Staff providing full support, a plan for operations against France was to be reformulated in the quickest time possible according to 'the operational concept provided by Hitler.'

If Manstein knew Hitler had ordered this, he would certainly be grateful for Hitler's care.

***

At this time, outside the port of Jimo, He Rui reviewed two newly created aircraft carrier formations in the thin smog. China's industrial development was so rapid, and its foundation was the electricity generation reaching 420 billion kWh in 1939. Since the vast majority of this electricity was thermal power, the result was a surge in air pollution. Although it had not yet reached the smog levels of He Rui's original timeline, if thermal power continued to develop this crazily, reaching that level of pollution was only a matter of time.

But He Rui did not say much, only standing on the gray, misty offshore warship watching the looming warships pass by one kilometer ahead. The strength of powerful industry required a price, but the strength of powerful industry was indeed very frightening. Although the construction difficulty of WWII-level aircraft carriers and battleships was far lower than that of Chinese aircraft carrier construction in the early 21st century, China completing two aircraft carriers and two battleships, and finishing fitting out within 14 months—this speed was amazing enough.

Such results relied not only on industrial capacity but also on more advanced production processes and production concepts. Before the hull of sectional shipbuilding was completed, various equipment inside the ship was already in place. The entire assembly and welding was an extremely complex process, involving a calculation volume more than ten times that of other countries.

Although these two aircraft carrier formations encountered very many unexpected events during the construction process, they were resolved smoothly after all, and after-action reviews were conducted. First time strangers, second time friends. Now, 12 aircraft carriers, 12 battleships, and dozens of destroyers, frigates, and submarines were being built on China's slipways.

More sectional materials and equipment for aircraft carriers and battleships were being prepared. By the end of 1941, adding the naval vessels completed by Japan, the East Asia Allied Forces could complete at least 24 aircraft carriers; it was not impossible for 36 aircraft carriers to be launched. The United States would probably also be able to produce more than 24 aircraft carriers by then. When China started to wage war, there would be quite a fight.

After the two aircraft carrier formations accepted He Rui's review, they did not return to port but headed straight south. The fleet's mission was to go to France and bring Chinese citizens back to the motherland.

Although Fleet Commander Lieutenant General Lin Xuefeng was somewhat uneasy, he did not show the slightest fear. In the past few years, the Japanese fleet had been China's training fleet. Japan scrapping all its warships this time was not because Japan loved the new and loathed the old, but because after several years of high-intensity training, the ships had really been driven to the point of scrapping.

Although the Japanese fleet failed to sail to France, the fleet at least traveled all over the Western Pacific and reached the Indian Ocean. And this time, sailing brand new warships built by the motherland, the Fleet Commander had the confidence to conquer the windy and rough waters of the Cape of Good Hope and the vast South Atlantic. Moreover, on this voyage, all French colonies provided port services to the Chinese fleet. China's supply fleet had already set sail and was waiting at French colonial ports to implement en route resupply for the two aircraft carrier formations.

At this time, Lieutenant General Lin Xuefeng, the commander of this evacuation operation, received a telegram in He Rui's name. Looking at the words 'Bon Voyage', the Fleet Commander immediately ordered: 'Reply! Determined to complete the mission!'

The speed of the aircraft carrier formation was not too fast, because accompanying it was a cruise ship formation with a maximum speed of 27 knots. The cruise ships carried personnel for a full four aircraft carrier formations. They would frequently rotate personnel along the way to familiarize them with domestic equipment as soon as possible.

The living environment on the cruise ships was very comfortable, and the replacement personnel rested very well. Apart from rotation, they also had to study and train. What impressed everyone most was the 'Abandon Ship Drill'. Although this training looked very unlucky, the navy officers and soldiers did not think so.

Giant warships had numerous passages. Once heavily damaged in a naval battle, if crew members wanted to escape safely, they first had to run through very long passages. Moreover, once a giant warship sank, it would inevitably trigger a huge vortex. Even if officers and men jumped into the sea, they would be sucked into the sea by the vortex and drown alive.

When it really came time to abandon ship, wanting to abandon ship in a neat and orderly manner was a highly difficult technical job. It required very serious training.

And the Chinese Navy's view was: an aircraft carrier could be built in 14 months, but a shipful of naval personnel could absolutely not be trained in 14 months. Compared to equipment, people were more important.

The Chinese Navy officers and soldiers naturally had the determination to perish together with the enemy, and feeling such importance attached to them stimulated the officers' and soldiers' sense of honor and cohesion even more.

Moreover, during the more than one month of sailing, in the South China Sea, in the Indian Ocean, and at the Cape of Good Hope, they could see a large number of Chinese merchant ships on the shipping lanes. After bypassing the Cape of Good Hope and sailing into the South Atlantic, the aircraft carrier formation also successively saw a Chinese merchant fleet from China to Brazil, and a merchant fleet full of commodities returning to China from Argentina.

When these Chinese fleets learned that a Chinese naval fleet was passing nearby, they not only immediately sent telegrams to contact them, but when the two sides approached to visual distance, the Chinese fleets even hoisted signal flags to pay respects to the Chinese aircraft carrier formation. Observers at the observation posts could also see merchant marine crew members standing by the ship's rail, holding the Chinese national flag high and waving it ceaselessly.

If the figures of British, American, and French naval warships had not appeared beside the Chinese fleets, the Chinese Navy officers and soldiers would have felt even happier.

Seeing with their own eyes that there were still Chinese merchant ships tens of thousands of kilometers away from the country needing the protection of the Chinese Navy, the mood of the Chinese Navy officers and soldiers changed a lot. Sailing and training all the way like this, the time arrived at 13:00 French time on May 10, 1940. The evacuation fleet was still 3000 nautical miles from France. The command suddenly received a telegram: 'Germany has launched an attack on the Netherlands on May 10, 1940. The evacuation fleet is to advance in combat posture and do not approach within 500 kilometers of Spanish airfields. After the fleet arrives at a position 1000 kilometers southeast of France, cruise there. Anti-submarine warfare is to be enabled 24 hours a day; be ready for combat at any time.'

Fleet Commander Lieutenant General Lin Xuefeng immediately convened a meeting. His first sentence was: 'The Western Campaign has broken out!'
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May 12, 1940, the third day after the outbreak of the Battle of France.

The 6th Army, under German Army Group B, breached the Dutch canal defense line and pressed directly toward the Hannut region of Belgium. Meanwhile, the main force of the Allied coalition—the French 1st Army—also arrived in Belgium. These two elite forces immediately clashed in the Hannut area.

General Reichenau's 6th Army commanded two panzer divisions and seven infantry divisions. The French 1st Army commanded two armored divisions and six infantry divisions. Each side possessed over 600 tanks; thus, the first battle in human history involving a total of over 1,200 tanks erupted.

At the same time, the French Foreign Minister was awaiting a reply from the Chinese government. There were currently three Chinese aviation groups in France, and the French government desperately hoped to take over command of these units. However, these three groups had arrived under the pretext of protecting the fleet evacuating Chinese nationals, making a transfer of command completely impossible.

France was, after all, a Great Power, and had not considered so many contingencies in the past few months. At that time, France could produce over 200 fighter aircraft of various types per month; in a few months, France could produce 1,000 fighters. However, within two days of the war starting, the French Air Force was losing over a hundred fighters daily. The skill of the German Luftwaffe pilots was clearly superior to that of the French, and after just three days of combat, the French Air Force was already stretched to its limit.

Yesterday, the French Foreign Minister had formally expressed the need for Chinese assistance to the Chinese government via the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Chinese government authorized the Chinese Ambassador to France to negotiate the issue of air force cooperation. The Ambassador explicitly stated, "If a Chinese aviation unit appears on the battlefield, someone will inevitably claim that China has entered the war. Such false information would undoubtedly bring very unfavorable consequences to the Chinese government."

The French Foreign Minister was furious at the time, demanding loudly, "Does China not trust France?"

The Chinese Ambassador to France answered without concealment, "We do not trust Britain!"

For a moment, the French Foreign Minister fell silent. Given the British character, let alone announcing China's entry into the war, if a single Chinese fighter appeared over the battlefield, the British would have the audacity to declare that China had declared war on Germany!

The silence did not last long before the French Foreign Minister attempted to provide a diplomatic rationale for China. "What if the French government frames it as China dispatching a military advisory group, or as Chinese volunteers arriving in France? How does that sound?"

This involved 300 fighter jets, which were crucial to France at this moment. Seeing the Chinese Ambassador still looking hesitant, the Foreign Minister even added, "In Europe, Germany's dispatch of the Condor Legion did not constitute an act of war."

The so-called Condor Legion was the force Germany sent to participate in the Spanish Civil War. This precedent did not exactly fit the state-on-state war between Germany and the Western European Allies. But to win the war, the French Foreign Minister was coming up with every reasonable or unreasonable justification. The pressure the Luftwaffe was exerting on the French Air Force was simply too great.

The justification itself didn't matter much; China had no intention of sending five groups of aircraft to France just to watch the show. China and France had discussed the possibility of Chinese participation over the past few months, and the biggest point of divergence was who would hold command over China's five fighter groups.

Command authority was a critical issue. If command was given to France, it would mean China relinquishing ownership of these five fighter groups. A French military command holding authority could apply military law to the Chinese air force. If it came to military law, theoretically, if a Chinese fighter group failed to execute a French command, France could execute Chinese personnel for failing to fulfill combat missions. Although this was only a theoretical scenario, the Chinese government had absolutely no reason to hand over the power of life and death over its own air force to France.

After some negotiation, the French Foreign Minister stated, "France will accord the Chinese Volunteer Army the utmost respect."

The Chinese Ambassador to France borrowed the slope to get off the donkey and said, "I will convey the French government's attitude to my government."

By the afternoon, the Chinese Ambassador invited the French Foreign Minister for a meeting. The Minister immediately took a car to the Chinese Embassy. Upon arriving near the embassy, he saw long queues in front of several adjacent buildings. There were quite a few Chinese in the line, but even more French people.

After the war broke out, although the people of Paris felt uneasy, they did not feel as if the sky was falling, nor did they have the passionate excitement toward war seen during World War I. Overall, the French people did not want to fight this war, though there was no defeatist sentiment either.

The French Foreign Minister knew what this long line was about. The wealthy French were very uneasy about the war, and those with investments or business in China wanted to choose to go abroad temporarily to avoid the storm. Especially since France knew that China had sent a large fleet to France to evacuate its nationals. According to reports by French journalists over the past two months, this fleet included 20 cruise liners.

Given the relationship between China and France over the past decade, a large number of French companies had investments in China. During wartime, each cruise liner could provide 10,000 berths; that meant 200,000 berths. Whether they wanted to leave France or not, a large number of French people were applying for passports first.

Turning his face away to avoid looking at the winding queues, the French Foreign Minister suppressed the bitterness in his heart and entered the Chinese Embassy. Upon meeting the Chinese Ambassador, before they could even exchange pleasantries, and while the Ambassador still held his hand, the Ambassador said, "My government has agreed to the request for our three fighter groups to become a Volunteer Army."

The French Foreign Minister was stunned for a moment, then immediately hugged the Chinese Ambassador. This news was too good! Although he knew China would definitely support France, he hadn't expected China to be so straightforward.

On May 13, the Chinese Volunteer Army to Aid France against Germany, having streamlined its command structure, received its first mission: to transfer to airfields near Paris. The Volunteers had just arrived in Paris, and before their logistical supplies even arrived, they received their first combat mission on May 14: to proceed to the Hannut region to participate in air combat.

By this time, the battle in the Hannut region had entered its latter half, and France claimed to have repelled the German 6th Army's fierce attack. Colonel Feng Chengzhi, the interim commander of the Chinese Volunteers, was not so optimistic about the French claims. He immediately convened a meeting. This Volunteer Army had 300 fighters, meaning 300 combat personnel. All personnel attended the meeting.

The Chinese pilots had entered aviation schools after graduating from high school and mostly held bachelor's degrees. Feng Chengzhi laid out his views completely: "Based on previous intelligence, Germany possesses a tactical air force; every large-scale land battle involves air force participation. Although the French Army has attached armored units to regimental-level combat units, they use their air force in a concentrated manner.

"In the coming battles, we must not trust France's description of the war situation. The current crop of Frenchmen can no longer understand this brand-new kind of war."

Most of the pilots in attendance could understand Colonel Feng Chengzhi's view. This wasn't because the Chinese pilots' understanding of war exceeded that of French generals, but because the tactical training Chinese pilots received in China was inherently air-ground integrated or air-sea integrated. Since 1934, both Chinese Army and Navy tactics included air support, and the Air Force was already an indispensable part of Chinese military tactics. Facing the unfolding war, the Chinese Air Force could understand the enemy German forces, but conversely could not quite understand their ally, the French forces.

After some discussion, seeing that his comrades basically understood what he was saying, Colonel Feng Chengzhi continued to present his viewpoint. "Comrades, headquarters requires that before sorting, everyone must obtain instructions from headquarters. This is not because the French Army has subjective malice, but because headquarters will provide an understanding of the battle based on a more comprehensive situation. Of course, we will also do our best to teach these analytical methods to you, to help you understand the immediate situation more deeply."

Since it concerned their own lives, the Volunteer pilots expressed their agreement. Feng Chengzhi then analyzed the combat order issued by the French side. "France claims to have repelled the German 6th Army at Hannut in Belgium. If it were our army, we would immediately pursue to create a breach. But the order our army received is to counter German bombers in the region south of Hannut. For World War I, this situation was common. But for the German army, this is impossible. Therefore, headquarters believes that the German 6th Army is currently conducting a new offensive. After our army arrives in the Hannut region, we will encounter German fighters. German fighters are fighting for air superiority with the Allied forces, and we will face intense air combat..."

At 5:00 AM on May 15, the 4th Group of the Chinese Volunteer Army took off and headed toward the Hannut region of Belgium. China's J-9 fighters were equipped with turboprop engines and used aviation kerosene. Since other countries in the world used gasoline-fueled radial engines, the three Chinese aviation groups used the radial-engine J-8 fighters to facilitate access to aviation fuel.

The air combat performance of the J-8 fighter was similar to that of the J-9, but its range was only 2,400 kilometers, which could not compare to the J-9 fighter's maximum of 4,800 kilometers. Fortunately, France's territory was small; taking off from airfields near Paris, even flying to Amsterdam was only 430 kilometers. A range of 2,400 kilometers was sufficient in the Western European theater.

The French military had obtained the parameters of the Chinese J-8 fighter. Upon receiving the notification that the Chinese Volunteers could conduct a 3-hour air superiority patrol and combat mission in the Hannut region, the French command raised no objections.

At 6:00 AM on May 15, the 4th Group arrived in the airspace south of Hannut. Soon, the J-9 fighters responsible for reconnaissance sent a telegram: "Large numbers of German troops discovered advancing south."

The first thing the Chinese Volunteer pilots thought of was Colonel Feng Chengzhi's analysis. It seemed Colonel Feng's analysis was correct; although France had withstood the German 6th Army's assault, it was the French Army retreating, not the Germans. In other words, the Chinese Volunteer pilots were about to face the German Luftwaffe covering the German Army's advance.

Less than 10 minutes later, the J-9 reconnaissance flight sent back another message: "German fighter formation discovered at 3 o'clock."

At 6:23 AM, a German fighter squadron coming to drive away the Western European Allied forces clashed with the Chinese Volunteer Air Force, sparking the first air battle between China and Germany.

At 6:30 AM, another three German Air Force squadrons arrived at the battlefield. Around 200 fighters began a full-scale dogfight. In the sky, pilots exerted their air combat skills to the limit; everywhere one looked, fighters were climbing and diving. The pilots on both sides used everything they had learned in their lives to circle with their opponents, striving to seize better combat positions and launch fatal attacks on the enemy.

At 6:31 AM, the first casualty appeared. The plane flown by Luftwaffe Captain Wilhelm von der Leyen was hit by Chinese Air Force pilot Wang Xuhu with 11mm machine gun fire. The bullets struck Captain von der Leyen's engine, destroying it. Captain von der Leyen did not have time to bail out and crashed into the Belgian earth along with his smoking fighter.

At 6:35 AM, Lieutenant Zhang Yong's plane came under joint attack by two German fighters. The fighter lost control and crashed. Lieutenant Zhang Yong was critically wounded.

Planes were constantly being hit, crashing, or breaking off from combat with damage to return to base. The anti-aircraft machine guns and flak cannons of the German 6th Army on the ground stopped to cover the continued advance of the German Army. The entire German 6th Army continued to push southwest, launching attacks on the retreating French and Belgian armies. They did not pause in the slightest due to the fierce battle in the air.

After the Chinese Volunteer Air Force had fought the German Luftwaffe for 40 minutes, at 7:05 AM, another three German Air Force squadrons arrived on the battlefield. The Chinese Air Force had no choice but to withdraw from the battlefield and return to the airfields in Paris.

In this fierce air battle, 13 German Bf 109 fighters were shot down and 27 damaged. Four Chinese J-8 fighters were shot down and 22 damaged. In terms of aerial kill ratios, the Chinese Volunteer Air Force gained a huge advantage. However, in just one day of fighting, the Volunteer Air Force lost one-tenth of its fighters. Meanwhile, the loss of 40 fighters was negligible for the 5,000 aircraft of the German Luftwaffe committed to the Western European campaign.

Of the four pilots of the shot-down Chinese fighters, three fled south immediately after crash-landing and were lucky enough to escape German capture. Only Lieutenant Zhang Yong was captured due to severe injuries. Although Lieutenant Zhang Yong received all-out treatment from German military doctors, his injuries were too severe, and his heart stopped beating at 11:04 AM. He was the first Chinese soldier to die in China's Anti-Fascist War.

The French government did not immediately pay tribute or express condolences for the Chinese Air Force's losses, because throughout the entire day of May 15, the Allied Air Forces sortied in full force and lost 284 aircraft of various types.

Of the 284 Allied fighters lost, 117 were lost in the northern Belgian region. Another 167 were shot down by the dense concentration of over 300 German anti-aircraft guns while bombing the pontoon bridges over the Meuse River near Sedan, which had been seized by German Army Group A.

On May 10, Kleist's Panzer Group of German Army Group A stormed into Luxembourg within hours; the country surrendered in less than a day. German armored forces, spearheaded by Guderian, crossed the Ardennes Forest region—considered impassable to armor by the Allies—within 48 hours, seized the famous WWI battlefield of Sedan in one stroke, and began forcing the crossing of the Meuse River.

It was not that France hadn't considered the possibility of Germany using armored forces to traverse the Ardennes, but the French high command judged German actions based on their own understanding of military affairs. The French Army had its own armored divisions, but the French Char B1 was a heavy tank with slow speed; such an armored force indeed could not traverse the complex terrain of the Ardennes. French light tanks were distributed to regimental units, and such troops would only cause massive congestion if they tried to cross the Ardennes.

Moreover, Manstein had achieved the ultimate in deception. Although his plan had been meticulously war-gamed by the German General Staff, when the campaign was actually launched, the operational steps were significantly different from Manstein's plan. However, Manstein's concept regarding the crossing of the Ardennes was completely retained. Manstein believed that absolutely no German air cover should be dispatched while German armored forces were crossing the Ardennes. Initially, Manstein's plan had been rejected several times precisely because this desperate decision really scared the General Staff.

When the Battle of France was executed, it was precisely such decisions—completely contrary to military common sense—that prevented the British, French, and Belgians from forming an accurate judgment, even though they learned that a large number of German armored vehicles had appeared in the Ardennes region.

Furthermore, German Army Group B rapidly breached the Dutch and Belgian canal defense lines. In particular, a massive battle involving over 1,200 tanks and more than 3,000 aircraft erupted in the Hannut region. With such a scale of high-tech equipment massed on a key attack route, even if someone had the wild imagination to say this wasn't the main direction of the German attack, no normal general could support such a view.

After German Army Group A broke through the Meuse River, they immediately began attacking westward. In the blink of an eye, they cut off the connection between eastern France and the front line. Eastern France was where the Maginot Line was located; the troops stationed there were not elite, and they also had to deal with the fierce attacks of German Army Group C, making it impossible to divert forces. But by the 15th, German Army Group A had begun to slice through France like a sharp blade, causing the French forces to lose their ability to coordinate.

Large numbers of French troops were immobilized in the Maginot Line, unsure of how to act. The armored forces of German Army Group A, driving straight west, were outflanking the most elite Allied forces in the Western European theater. Their infantry, after taking Pervitin, marched continuously day and night without sleep or rest under the stimulation of battlefield amphetamines, striving to reach the key points taken by the armored forces as quickly as possible to rapidly fulfill the operational arrangement of infantry filling the battle line.

To cut Army Group A's throat—the Meuse River crossings—the Allies dispatched a total of 400 fighters and bombers attempting to destroy the crossings. However, they suffered a crushing blow, losing 167 aircraft. After paying such a huge price, the result was merely damaging three of Germany's dozen or so pontoon bridges. Within three hours after the Allied air forces had to stop their bombing missions, these three pontoon bridges were repaired.

That night, after receiving the latest battlefield news, a Major General in the French General Staff wept in public. No one mocked this Major General, because the French General Staff realized that the war had only been going on for five days, and they seemed about to lose it.

On May 16, Britain's new Prime Minister, Churchill, hurriedly took a plane to Paris. Upon seeing the ashen faces of French Prime Minister Reynaud and Allied Commander-in-Chief Gamelin, Churchill immediately realized the situation was far worse than he had imagined. Churchill hurriedly asked Gamelin, "Where is the strategic reserve?"

Gamelin shook his head and shrugged. "There is no strategic reserve to deal with the current situation!"

Churchill was dumbfounded; his lips moved, but he was completely unable to say anything more.

At that very moment, Lieutenant General Guderian was sitting in his command vehicle, ordering his troops to use loudspeakers to broadcast messages to the surrendering French troops: "Wait here and surrender to the German infantry behind us. We do not have time to take you prisoner."

Just as he finished speaking, Guderian suddenly heard a sensation coming from the sky. This was the unique intuition of an excellent soldier who had experienced a hundred battles. Guderian wasted no words; he pulled his adjutant and jumped off the command vehicle, shouting, "Get down!"

As he shouted, Guderian had already pulled his adjutant down onto the roadside. This happened to be a small slope, and Guderian and his adjutant rolled down it together. Just as the two fell into the ditch at the bottom of the slope, the sound of bombs landing and exploding came in succession from the ground above.

Now, both the attacking Germans and the surrendering French were in chaos. Fortunately, the Germans were well-trained, and the anti-aircraft machine guns mounted on the vehicles immediately prepared to return fire. But looking left and right, they only saw the receding backs of a few small planes in the sky.

Guderian and his adjutant crawled out of the ditch covered in muddy water. For a moment, Guderian couldn't figure out if the bombing was by the Allies or the Germans. During the Polish campaign, due to the German army's lack of battlefield experience, Guderian had been bombarded by German heavy artillery.

In the early stages of the Western European campaign, the German army also lacked battlefield experience, and Guderian, who always fought at the front, had been bombed by the Luftwaffe more than once.

Guderian felt that this bombing shouldn't have been the Allies, because if the Allies were bombing, it would be a bomber formation executing the run. It was impossible for one or two fighters to suddenly appear, drop bombs, and leave.

Moreover, the number of planes carrying out the bombing was small, so it was even less likely to be the Luftwaffe. Leaving aside that the Luftwaffe now had rich experience and, through tight communication links, no longer bombed their own people, the Luftwaffe sortied on a larger scale than the Allies. If the bombing mode was continuous small-unit bombing, the duration would be very long, not a "bomb and go" pattern.

Guderian didn't have time to think too much. He immediately returned to his command vehicle and commanded his troops to continue west, heading toward the Atlantic coast. The muddy water on his body didn't make Guderian look any more ragged; for the past week or so, Guderian had been commanding the march and fighting almost without sleep or rest. Changing clothes was completely out of the question. After marching continuously across the French plains in a greasy armored unit for several days, his body and face had long since become filthy.

As an excellent soldier, Guderian guessed right. The attack was not launched by British, French, or German fighters, but by two J-9 fighters of the Chinese Volunteer Air Force. The J-9 fighter now had one model and two variants. The J-9 was the two-seat model serving as an advanced trainer. Although it was a trainer, the combat capability of the J-9-1 was by no means inferior to any current fighter, so it became the primary model for various Chinese fighters. This two-seat fighter could conduct air combat and could also carry bombs for level bombing.

Of the two variants, the J-11 was a single-seat fighter. The H-5 was a two-seat bomber.

Just now, the Chinese Volunteer Air Force had gone to support the main Allied forces and was returning. A J-9 still had three bombs it hadn't dropped. Landing with a payload was very dangerous, so the Air Force required planes executing bombing missions to jettison their bombs before landing. So, seeing German armored troops on the return trip, they bombed them indiscriminately.

If they had known that a German Lieutenant General was down there, the J-9 would have definitely done something more, no matter what.
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On May 17, General Reichenau, commander of the German 6th Army, received orders to have his two panzer divisions transferred to Army Group A. He was also ordered to launch a rapid offensive southward to link up with Army Group A's armored forces as quickly as possible, jointly executing an encirclement of the Anglo-French Allied forces.

General Reichenau obeyed the order without raising any objections. Not only that, he also ordered the various infantry divisions under Army Group B to intensify their attacks.

Up to this point, whether it was within the infantry-heavy Army Group B, the German General Staff, or Hitler himself, no one considered Army Group B—attacking frontally from north to south—to be a supporting actor in this campaign. The 6th Army under Army Group B certainly didn't hold that view.

By any standard, Army Group B's performance had been exemplary. In the campaign plan, Army Group A's armored forces were tasked with reaching the Atlantic and severing the link between the French forward forces and their rear. So far, Army Group A could only be said to have completed the tasks required of them by the plan.

The campaign objective received by Army Group B was to use a fierce offensive to continuously pressure nearly 800,000 of the elite Anglo-French Allied forces and the Belgian Army. The 6th Army had repelled France's elite 1st Army in the massive Battle of Hannut and crippled two French armored divisions. From the start of the Western European campaign to now, Army Group B had not only completed its mission but had also mauled two French armored divisions. They could be considered to have over-fulfilled their quota.

The role of armored forces is to divide the enemy's battle lines and attack transportation hubs and logistics lines in the enemy's depth. Precisely because Reichenau attached great importance to armored forces, he would not send them to charge trenches. Such bloody battles were inherently the task of the infantry. Now, the 6th Army's mission was to smash the Anglo-French Allies and the Belgian Army from the front. General Reichenau prepared to continue executing his mission until there were new orders from the General Staff.

Reichenau was also a general who commanded from the front. In the following three days of bloody and brutal fighting, Reichenau either received telegrams or saw with his own eyes that the Chinese Volunteer Air Force was always able to cause some trouble for the 6th Army's offensive.

Germany had already learned that a Volunteer Army composed of three groups of Chinese air forces had participated in the Western European campaign. The German military did not underestimate the Chinese Air Force. In the Sino-Japanese War and the Sino-British War, the Chinese Air Force had won superiority on the battlefield and demonstrated great power. When Germany rebuilt its air force, it had fully absorbed China's air force concepts, building an independent air force while also ensuring the German Luftwaffe could fulfill various tactical air missions.

After engaging them, the German Luftwaffe took the Chinese Air Force even more seriously. Reichenau believed the Chinese Volunteer Army had extremely capable commanders. Unlike the Anglo-French Allies, the commander of the Chinese Volunteer Army had thoroughly grasped Germany's mode of warfare. Facing 5,000 German aircraft, 300 Chinese fighters could not withstand a war of attrition, so this Chinese commander did not cling to battle but employed various means to launch surprise attacks.

Whether suddenly intercepting the German Luftwaffe at high altitude or launching raids on German infantry columns on the offensive, regardless of success, they would flee without looking back after a single strike.

Reichenau had originally been slightly worried, thinking the Anglo-French Allied commanders might learn this flexible but coldly effective combat mode from the Chinese Volunteer Army commander. Fortunately, this did not happen. The Anglo-French air forces remained extremely brave, dispatching large numbers of fighters every time to engage in endless dogfights with Germany. The German Luftwaffe had large numbers and good training; the brave but tactless attacks of the Anglo-French air forces simply increased their own losses for no reason.

Since the Anglo-French air forces' understanding of air combat was so backward, Reichenau was relieved. Although the Chinese Volunteer Army displayed strength far superior to the Anglo-French Allies, they only had 300 fighters. Moreover, the Chinese pilots possessed physical stamina and fighting spirit that amazed Reichenau. According to statistical data, Chinese pilots flew at least four sorties a day. 300 aircraft completed a number of sorties equivalent to 1,000 French aircraft. Every sortie caused a bit of trouble for the German army; accumulating small amounts resulted in a large total, and the damage was indeed considerable.

But no matter how tough the Chinese pilots were, or how excellent the Chinese commander was, the Chinese pilots flew every day, and every day there were losses. The Chinese Volunteer Army had only 300 aircraft, and they were becoming fewer and fewer.

Reichenau's judgment was basically correct. However, he did not know that the people truly doing the judgment work for every Chinese Volunteer Army sortie were the entire staff personnel of the six complete carrier battle groups located on the two Chinese carrier strike groups and the rotation transport convoy.

Of course, the staff personnel of these six complete carrier battle groups hadn't expected they would be able to "participate" in such a high-intensity war from such close range. In recent days, the staff officers' biggest exclamation was often, "What the Chairman said is true!"

The Chinese Volunteer Army had been replenished with 50 J-9 fighters from the carrier formations. The main mission of these 50 J-9 fighters was not combat, but to utilize their 4,800-kilometer range to conduct reconnaissance and photography day and night, and to use their ultra-long range to send the intelligence back to the carriers as quickly as possible.

He Rui had described "future warfare" to the troops, and the Chinese National Defense Force had also been preparing for "future warfare" in the direction He Rui pointed out. When the air force commanders and the army commanders who had rushed over saw the large number of photos with their own eyes and analyzed them, everyone suddenly realized that the war deduced from imagination was actually real.

German armored forces were advancing 40 kilometers a day on the battlefield. What was this concept? For infantry in a non-combat state doing a forced march, one day was at most 50 kilometers. And it was absolutely impossible to sustain a forced march for ten days.

The photos just brought back on May 20, still slightly damp, were sent to the command center. The photos showed that the German Panzer division that had been charging at the very front had already swept past Amiens and reached the English Channel near Abbeville.

Just as the young generals led by Yu Cen and Lin Hu were analyzing the battlefield situation, the German General Staff and Hitler in the southern German command post both received telegrams from Guderian. To ensure Guderian wasn't lying, Hitler even sent another telegram to confirm. Soon, Guderian gave an unequivocal answer: "My unit is right on the Atlantic coast."

Next, General Kleist, commander of the German Panzer Group Kleist, and the German Luftwaffe sent telegrams successively, confirming that the 10th Panzer Division commanded by Guderian had reached the Atlantic.

With a *clatter*, Hitler threw his pen onto the map in front of him. Hitler stood up with his hands behind his back and walked to the window. Seeing Hitler's back, the officers in the General Staff had different expressions. The young men showed joy, and some even high-fived to celebrate. The older, more prudent ones also showed joy, but the worry on their faces was unconcealed.

It was naturally wonderful that the battle had gone like this. The prudent generals, especially those bearing immense responsibility, felt this was the calm before the storm. Because up to now, the Anglo-French Allied forces were only engaging the German army under the fierce attacks of Army Group B; their other movements were incredibly slow, or arguably nonexistent. It could only be described as "calm."

Which of the German high command hadn't fought on the bloody battlefields of World War I? German Führer Hitler was also a battlefield prodigy during WWI. Joining as an ordinary private, he not only survived various battlefields of mountains of corpses and seas of blood, but also won the Iron Cross First Class, usually reserved for officers, by accumulating combat merits.

These soldiers who had walked through life and death knew they must never underestimate the enemy, and they knew the strength of Britain and France even better. If Britain and France hadn't moved before, the war had been going on for ten days; they should have made some move by now.

Hitler had already walked back to the map with his hands behind his back. His expression was no different from those generals shouldering heavy responsibilities. There was indeed a look of joy, but more of it was the determination to complete an even more arduous task. Hitler asked, "Generals, what is the plan for the next step?"

The generals in the German General Staff were speechless for a moment. After receiving Manstein's campaign plan, the General Staff had less than two months in total to implement this campaign concept, clearly concocted by a single person, into concrete execution.

If the German General Staff hadn't been of extremely high caliber, two months would essentially not have been enough to complete a campaign plan involving over six million troops from both sides.

For example, the German General Staff estimated that German casualties in this campaign would be around one million. To prepare for one million casualties meant dozens of large field hospitals and nearly a thousand small and medium-sized field hospitals.

The German General Staff believed that vast quantities of various materials and weapons and ammunition, calculated in millions of tons, needed to be transported. Railways, roads, and various field communication lines all needed to be replanned.

The German General Staff completed the new operational plan with astonishing speed and efficiency, and prepared for the possibility of the plan suffering setbacks. It could be said that most probable situations were considered, except for the possibility that German armored forces would take only ten days to reach the Atlantic coastline, cut France in two, and encircle the elite forces of the Anglo-French Allies.

Hearing Hitler ask them for "the plan for the next step," the generals looked at each other, and simply no one knew what to do next. Because according to the plan, the current situation wouldn't appear until ten days later at the earliest.

The German generals were not idlers after all; they quickly began to discuss. The armored forces had run wild all the way, leaving behind an incredibly fragile "defense line." By World War I standards, whether this thing could be called a defense line was entirely debatable.

At present, German infantry were relying on Pervitin, advancing without rest or sleep, striving to reach the destinations designated by their superiors a little earlier to start constructing a real defense line. Motorized infantry were a bit better off, having some trucks. Among those units that inherited the German ancestral "mule and horse corps" transport, at least six infantry corps relied on animal power for transport and two legs for marching. They really hadn't rested for three days and three nights, marching over 100 kilometers. Even with such effort, they were still over 100 kilometers away from Guderian's position. For these "mule and horse corps" to complete the infantry line-filling, it would take at least another five days.

Surrounding the use of armored forces next, the German Ministry of War split into two factions. One faction, led by Chief of Staff General Franz Halder, believed that since the Anglo-French Allies' performance was so abysmal, it proved they had been beaten by the German Panzer Corps to the point of losing their judgment. If German armored forces stopped attacking at this stage, it would instead allow the Anglo-French Allies to see the clues and boldly launch a counterattack. At this stage, continuous attacks by German armored forces were needed to keep the Anglo-French Allies at a loss.

Such a radical viewpoint met with massive opposition. Any German general who wasn't blind knew that Germany had basically won now; what remained to be considered was only the question of how much they would win. "Winning" did not have only one criterion; annihilating more enemies was winning, and reducing one's own losses was also winning.

The German upper echelon was facing a situation never encountered before. The war looked won so far, but a single wrong step could lead to huge losses. If the position Guderian was in now wasn't held by the Wehrmacht's precious armored forces, but by a few infantry divisions... no, even a few infantry corps, the German upper echelon would issue the most radical orders without hesitation. As long as victory could be achieved, the German high command wouldn't feel heartache over losing a few infantry corps. After all, from the start of the war, the General Staff had prepared for one million German infantry casualties.

Now, the ones in the most dangerous position were the German armored forces. If they were wiped out, the German upper echelon really couldn't bear it. Annihilating the over 700,000 elite Anglo-French troops in northern France was indeed a great victory, but even if these elites were annihilated, the greater part of France still remained. In World War I, the German army occupied northern France for a long time and even approached Paris twice, with advance units able to see the Eiffel Tower, but in the end, didn't they still fail to conquer it?

The so-called prudent faction didn't oppose attacking; they also fully understood the power of armored forces. Precisely because they recognized the combat power of armored forces, they were even less willing to take risks.

Although Chief of General Staff Halder hadn't expected the situation to develop to this extent in the early days of the campaign, now that it had, Halder believed the German army had nothing left to worry about. Even if the armored forces suffered certain losses in the bold attacks to follow, as long as the Western European campaign could be won quickly, Germany could rapidly build stronger armored forces in the time that followed. So Halder believed Guderian's troops should be ordered to move north along the coastline immediately and occupy a series of ports.

Hearing that Halder wanted to use the armored forces to the breaking point, the opponents expressed their objections one after another. However, Halder was the Chief of General Staff, and the opponents actually didn't know where that powerful French reserve force everyone had been expecting to appear actually was, or how it would launch an attack. To search for the location of the French reserve, German Luftwaffe reconnaissance squads continued to penetrate deep into French-controlled areas in the south for reconnaissance, risking their lives. Up to now, there had been no sign of any powerful reserve force.

If one thought with unconstrained imagination, everyone could dream up beautiful dreams. But fighting a war is a very realistic matter. Since it wasn't detected, one could only admit it hadn't been found. The French army was human too; they couldn't suddenly fly out and start attacking the German army.

As the argument was deadlocked, Colonel General Rundstedt rushed from Army Group A's headquarters to the general headquarters. Hitler didn't like Rundstedt, but Hitler respected the old general. Especially since the armored forces that had created amazing results were under Rundstedt's command. Germany had always given frontline commanders executing complex military missions very large autonomy. This mission-type command style helped the German army win victory after victory. So Hitler asked, "General, what is your view on the armored forces' next moves?"

The Western European campaign plan was supported by Rundstedt himself. Manstein, who formulated the plan, was Rundstedt's Chief of Staff during the Polish campaign. Kleist and Guderian, who were executing the plan, were also Rundstedt's men in a sense. The old man was quite confident about the situation ahead. He replied, "Führer, since the armored forces believe they can still fight on, let them continue to execute their own ideas."

Hitler's dilemma was only because he was now worrying about personal gains and losses, expecting this victory to be flawless. Hearing Colonel General Rundstedt say this, he agreed with the old general's view.

On May 21, Guderian received new orders requiring him to move north along the Atlantic coast and occupy various ports. Receiving this order, the stinking Guderian was overjoyed and immediately ordered the whole army, "10th Panzer Division advance towards Dunkirk; 1st Panzer Division advance towards Calais; 2nd Panzer Division advance towards Boulogne!"

Guderian's Chief of Staff was not by his side at this moment because Guderian had rushed too fast, so much so that first Panzer Group Commander Kleist, and then Army Group A Commander Rundstedt, had personally found him and demanded Guderian's 19th Panzer Corps stop and wait for the infantry to catch up and fill the line. So Guderian's adjutant relayed the message sent by the Chief of Staff via telegram to Guderian, "Corps Commander, 40% of our tanks and armored vehicles have now malfunctioned..."

Guderian didn't care at all. He immediately interrupted the adjutant, "The tanks that can keep up now are enough for us to take all the ports. Advance!" After speaking, Guderian jumped onto the command vehicle and patted the seat beside him, signaling the adjutant to get on quickly.

The adjutant had experienced the crazy advance he had never experienced before in these ten days, and had gotten used to everything he had experienced. He got in the car and didn't mention the issue of the armored forces actually suffering serious losses again.

At this time, the Chinese Air Force reconnaissance units had also taken off, continuing to conduct reconnaissance on German movements. When that day's intelligence on German progress was sent back to the battleship *Xinyang*, the flagship within the carrier formation, Lieutenant General Yu Cen in the command center couldn't help but show a look of astonishment. The Chinese Overseas Command originally generally believed that the German Panzer troops would quickly capture several seaports and wrap the Anglo-French Allies in a dumpling. Unexpectedly, the German army's efforts to attack Calais were blocked by a small-scale local garrison. Yu Cen wanted to say that the German armored forces lacked the ability to assault fortifications, but the words reached his lips and he couldn't say them.

The battle continued for two days, and it wasn't until the 23rd that the German army took Calais. By this time, the Chinese European Command had a general assessment of the German armored forces. Without infantry follow-up, it was difficult for German armored forces to capture pre-set positions with sufficient artillery defense.

But this wasn't just the status quo for the German army. China's current Type 59 tanks, mounted with 100mm smoothbore guns, would still suffer very heavy losses in urban warfare. Moreover, armored forces fighting urban warfare had another problem: once a tank was destroyed, it would become cover for the enemy on the street. Therefore, in the operations proposed by He Rui, mechanized brigades needed the coordination of motorized infantry brigades when attacking. And in muddy areas, motorized infantry brigades needed tracked armored personnel carriers, not wheeled armored personnel carriers. Such equipment truly cost a huge amount of money.

The Chinese Air Force was not only monitoring the German army but also the Anglo-French Allies. Just as Guderian managed to capture Calais with great difficulty, the main British force was already advancing towards Dunkirk in tanks and trucks. The mighty force was clearly visible in the photos. Checking against the map, the group of Chinese officers either smiled bitterly, sighed, or looked serious. Everyone could see that Britain had abandoned its ally and was retreating on its own.

This British force was supposed to be fighting side-by-side with the French 1st Army holding the trenches. Running away so suddenly left a part of the French 1st Army to the Germans.

Sure enough, by the 24th, seeing the opportunity, the German army began attacking Lille. Also on this day, Hitler personally flew to Charleville, where the Army Group A headquarters was located. Seeing Hitler arrive, Rundstedt didn't exchange pleasantries and said directly, "Führer, I believe it is necessary to halt the armored forces' offensive and wait for the infantry to arrive to annihilate the enemy forces."

Hitler was just stunned for a moment, then asked Rundstedt the reason for this decision. Rundstedt didn't state the real reason. In reality, it was Kleist, commander of Panzer Group Kleist, who believed the armored forces were facing a difficult situation never encountered before.

The outskirts of Dunkirk were vast swamps with few roads. The Anglo-French Allies could block these roads with only a small number of troops. Moreover, the British infantry could easily pass through swamps that German tanks couldn't. German armored forces were moving significantly slower in the swampy areas.

Previously, Rundstedt supported the armored forces deciding to attack on their own because Kleist himself had asked Guderian to stop earlier, as the Meuse River crossings were extremely unstable and could face a massive French counterattack at any time. Even so, Kleist still agreed to Guderian continuing the attack. After the infantry arrived at the Meuse crossings, Kleist didn't mention stopping operations again.

But after the 21st, Guderian faced no constraints yet only captured two ports. He encountered stubborn resistance at Calais, so much so that it took two days to conquer it.

At this point, Kleist himself believed the armored forces had entered a domain unsuitable for combat. Rundstedt naturally used his authority as Army Group A commander to judge that the battle couldn't go on. Guderian and the officers and men of the armored forces surely had the determination to fight on and defeat the enemy, and Rundstedt thought this was good. The troops' combat confidence was only one of the factors Rundstedt had to consider. Rundstedt had to cast aside personal emotions and realistically choose the decision most beneficial for winning victory.

Of course, Rundstedt didn't say these things to Hitler. He only realistically introduced the battlefield situation and the status quo of the armored forces to Hitler. After hearing this, Hitler immediately expressed agreement and issued a direct order from the Führer to the frontline troops, rare in the Western European campaign: "German armored forces must not cross the canal line from Lens to Gravelines already reached. Troops are to begin resting and prepare to continue the attack after receiving orders."

After hearing Hitler's order, Rundstedt only said one phrase in his heart: "Bohemian Corporal." Of course, these words couldn't be spoken aloud, but Rundstedt just didn't like Hitler. For instance, this time, Rundstedt believed that although Hitler made the correct judgment, the reason for the judgment was a calculation of the result of victory, not out of an understanding of war itself.

If it were Rundstedt's own judgment, he wouldn't care if the armored forces failed. If necessary, if all German armored forces were crippled in the attack, Rundstedt wouldn't be unable to resolve himself to it. It was just that at the moment, Rundstedt discovered that not only did he not know what the result of the attack would be, but the frontline officers and men actually didn't know either, so he made the armored forces stop.

But Rundstedt completely hadn't expected that the British Army knew very well what they wanted to do. Facing the crisis of annihilation, Britain chose to preserve its own elite forces first. To manufacture all the equipment needed for an elite force took one year. But to form an elite force where those soldiers mastered the equipment and tactics took three years. And to cultivate officers who commanded soldiers took more than a decade.

So the British Army, having abandoned the French Army to retreat alone, left a big hole for the German Army. On May 25, the German Army occupied the city of Lille, encircling the more than 40,000 men of France's elite 1st Army.

Seeing the British Army retreating towards Dunkirk, the French Army had no choice but to follow the British in retreat. The Belgian Army was abandoned by the Anglo-French Allies. King Leopold III of Belgium was incredibly furious. Belgium hadn't wanted to fight from the start. Unexpectedly, lacking planes and tanks, the Belgian Army filled the trenches with human lives, making huge sacrifices. Yet seeing things going wrong, the Anglo-French Allies immediately abandoned the Belgian Army and ran.

Of course, if Leopold III heard the words of British commander Lieutenant General Bruce, he would probably be fuming with rage, or perhaps feel like he had fallen into an ice cave. Lieutenant General Bruce's adjutant asked, "We're withdrawing; what about the Belgian Army?"

Lieutenant General Bruce replied with a cold face, "That is the Belgians' own affair!"

The Chinese European Command also basically understood the war situation at this time. Everyone felt He Rui's correctness even more. If the Chinese army and the German army were to trade places, there wouldn't be many choices left; it would be to use all air power to bomb the retreating Anglo-French Allies all the way, causing the already frantically retreating Anglo-French Allies to completely lose order.

However, General Reichenau, commander of the German 6th Army, had a different feeling at this moment. He discovered that chasing four wheels with two legs—you really can't catch up.
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In the conference room converted from the grand dining hall of the battleship *Xinyang*, Yu Cen, Commander of the Chinese European Command, spoke up, "France has been defeated."

No one voiced any objection. Although some felt France might still have a sliver of a chance, that opportunity no longer depended on France itself. As *The Art of War* states, "Invincibility lies in the defense; the possibility of victory in the attack." Given the current situation, Germany had already secured a position where it could not be defeated by France. If France wanted to defeat Germany, they could only rely on Germany making mistakes themselves.

From the intelligence obtained so far, Germany had controlled their armored clusters, refraining from sending them to attack heavily fortified defense lines. France had lost its last possibility of victory.

Seeing that the comrades had no other opinions, Yu Cen looked at Chief of Staff Lin Hu. In Lin Hu, Yu Cen always felt he could see traces of the current Chief of General Staff, Hu Xiushan. The two were vastly different in height and appearance, but their attitude and methods towards military work were highly consistent: reticent, spending their days looking at maps and reports, listening to briefings, and inspecting the front lines. Everyone felt at ease with any work they were responsible for.

Lin Hu seemed not to notice Yu Cen's gaze, staring only at the sand table in front of him. Yu Cen didn't know what Lin Hu was thinking, but Lin Hu's silence proved he felt there was nothing to say.

Yu Cen turned to the liaison from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs beside him and asked, "To what extent has the evacuation of nationals been completed?"

The comrade from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs replied, "Commander Yu, the order we received is to wait until June 10th, when the two newly dispatched Japanese carrier battle groups rendezvous with us, before returning home."

After answering, the diplomat added, "Commander Yu, do you feel there is any danger?"

Yu Cen was momentarily speechless. Even with the rendezvous of four Chinese and Japanese carrier battle groups, safety was impossible on the high seas tens of thousands of kilometers away from China. None of the powers surrounding the North Atlantic wanted to see the presence of Chinese carrier battle groups. It was just that the greatest threat in Europe right now was Germany, and France actually hoped China would declare war on Germany. Both Britain and the United States likely had plans to attack the Chinese carrier battle groups, but Britain was currently too preoccupied to do so. The United States didn't dare, or at least was indecisive in the short term.

Countries around the world believed China had sufficient strength, and they also believed China had the resolve to use its power. All the North Atlantic powers were like a wolf hitting a hemp stalk—afraid of both ends. Nations didn't want to trigger a war with China, nor did they plan to expand the war. The Chinese fleet hadn't cut off shipping lines or launched attacks, which allowed for this relatively peaceful existence.

But Yu Cen felt the current situation could only be maintained until the end of June. The ostensible reason for the Chinese Navy running to France this time was the evacuation of nationals. Over the past few days, Yu Cen discovered that the unofficial work was to evacuate as many French engineers, scientists, and merchants with close trade ties to China who were willing to go to China as possible.

As a soldier, Yu Cen didn't understand finance. However, there were many personnel from the Chinese banking sector in the evacuation fleet. They even used the fleet's radio for high-frequency communication with China every day. It was said they were facilitating the transfer of French money into accounts at the Sino-French Cooperation Bank. The Sino-French Bank was headquartered in China and was one of the settlement banks for Sino-French trade. Many French merchants, unwilling to live in a German-occupied France, chose to run away with their money.

Yu Cen now began to understand why there was such a major operation to dispatch two carrier battle groups to France. Recently, many French merchants who decided to go to China had been transporting large amounts of pounds, dollars, gold, silver, jewelry, and antiques onto Chinese ships. "Vaults" had been set up on both battleships and aircraft carriers of this expedition to store banknotes and precious metals. The large number of cargo ships provided storage for other items. It turned out the higher-ups had already judged that France would be defeated and sent such a massive fleet to France to act as movers.

As a soldier of the Chinese National Defense Force, Yu Cen's only feeling about money was the new salary figure that appeared in his bank account every month. The feeling of being forced by the mission to sit atop a gold vault made Yu Cen very uncomfortable; by comparison, he wished he could be thrown into the war. For example, quickly taking over French Indochina.

***

At this moment, He Rui had just finished a meeting with the General Staff. The General Staff had already completed the military deployment to take over French Indochina. Currently, all the personnel in French Indochina who could be called "force departments" added up to no more than 50,000 men. The General Staff's military plan mobilized 200,000 troops. The Army would cross the border and head south, controlling cities and roads along the way. The Navy, under air cover, would first urgently transport a brigade of Marines south to take over Saigon and Cam Ranh Bay, providing ports for subsequent large-scale maritime transport.

All brigade commanders participating in this military operation attended the meeting, and one by one, they recounted their missions to the General Staff led by He Rui. In mission-type warfare, frontline commanders responsible for executing complex combat tasks had a great deal of autonomy. Since they had autonomy, commanders had to formulate their own contingency plans for various possible situations.

He Rui didn't need to ask questions or make assessments; he just sat there and listened. After this round of meetings ended, He Rui had a basic judgment of these candidates. Most brigade commanders were capable, but the performance of three brigade commanders was worth considering. However, He Rui remained silent because personnel selection was the authority of the General Staff. He Rui couldn't be entirely sure if these three poorly performing brigade commanders were actually incompetent or just too nervous during the meeting.

Ending this meeting, He Rui had a working lunch with Li Runshi. Li Runshi's work capability satisfied He Rui greatly. Without He Rui asking, Li Runshi had already recounted the invitations extended by the domestic academic, industrial, and educational sectors to outstanding scholars and engineers in France.

The most precious thing in the world is talent. China had little interest in France's money, but immense interest in French talent. If these talents could be invited to China, it would undoubtedly be a huge wealth.

After introducing the situation, Li Runshi summarized, "Chairman, judging from the current situation, we can probably invite about 20% of the people. Once France is defeated, the German side will likely place these experts under surveillance. Although we have also established transportation lines, future work progress will be greatly affected."

"En. You have already done very well." He Rui immediately gave Li Runshi a reassurance.

Li Runshi then continued to ask, "We are encountering another problem now. A very large number of Jews are trying every means to come to China. These Jews have caused considerable impact on our normal work. The Jews' ability to forge documents is indeed about the same as the rumors say."

Since Germany began publicly persecuting Jews, a large number of Jews had fled to other European countries. Anti-Semitism was a tradition throughout Europe; even the United States was unwilling to accept these fleeing Jews. In the past two years, several ships full of Jews had entered US territorial waters, but the US resolutely refused to accept them. In the end, the ships could only return to German ports, and these Jews were arrested by the Nazis as soon as they disembarked and thrown into concentration camps.

He Rui didn't want to see massacres, but he also had no interest in letting a large number of Jews enter China, so he waited for Li Runshi to propose a plan.

Li Runshi continued, "I think we can open up a temporary settlement for Jews in the area near Saigon."

"I agree with your suggestion." He Rui immediately expressed his support.

Seeing He Rui answer so readily, Li Runshi added, "Arrangements regarding the independent statehood of Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Cochinchina are also ready. Based on our experience, we have prepared about 50,000 cadres to go south to temporarily take over local political power. I wonder if the Chairman has informed Japan about the execution of those imperialist lackeys."

He Rui answered decisively, "It has already been said. You don't need to care what the Japanese think; they will definitely oppose it anyway."

Li Runshi moved to the next work arrangement. "The work of establishing the Anti-Colonial Guerrilla Training Center is proceeding very smoothly. Many guerrilla units hope to return to their countries immediately to begin anti-colonial actions. I have already let the more mature and steady personnel return to their hometowns to prepare for uprisings, while the more radical personnel are temporarily staying in the training camps, ready to fight back at any time."

He Rui's view was slightly different from Li Runshi's. "Colonial governments never do anything human. I believe it won't be long before the British colonial authorities commit large-scale crimes against humanity. At that time, we will send troops on the grounds of stopping crimes against humanity. The current stage is not suitable for letting those guerrillas return to those countries to conduct armed liberation struggles first."

Li Runshi raised a different opinion. "If there is no prior preparation, I'm afraid the cooperation we get locally won't be enough."

"No. European and American colonizers have carried out hundreds of years of massacre and oppression in the local areas. Although the locals resist, they know they can't win. I believe that when we first take over the local areas, we will be considered new, more powerful colonizers. Comrade Li Runshi, we discussed this before: colonial people really have no way to empathize with us. What you mentioned earlier is the method for a coup within a sovereign state. This method suits Spain, but it doesn't suit colonies."

Hearing this, Li Runshi felt somewhat uncomfortable in his heart, and his expression couldn't help but darken slightly. He Rui didn't continue speaking but offered Li Runshi a cigarette. Li Runshi smoked slowly, organizing his thoughts. The child sponsored by Ye Shengtao had already started studying in China. While conducting colonial liberation work, Li Runshi had also met with this child and asked about his future thoughts. The child had timidly spoken his heart, "Study hard in China, find a job after graduation, and stabilize in China. Then find a way to bring the whole family to live in China."

Talking with other foreign personnel being investigated, Li Runshi found that all colonial personnel who entered China relatively passively due to luck only wanted to live in China and bring their families over. As for those who actively sought help from China to drive out colonialists, apart from eagerly expecting China to give them massive military and material aid, they had no intention of staying in China at all.

What was the proportion of revolutionaries among those colonial people? Li Runshi felt there might be one in a thousand, probably less than one in a hundred. People who opposed colonial oppression in their hearts were either directly oppressed by colonizers or were from the intellectual class; the proportion of such people was less than one-tenth.

The result of the analysis actually made Li Runshi feel not too good. The difficulty of the great unity of the world's people was too great.

He Rui took a few puffs and moved to the next task. "How is the contact with the world revolutionary faction going?"

Li Runshi rallied his spirits. "Tens of thousands of people have already expressed willingness to join the World People's Liberation Army. Although people from the Third International still want to intervene, after our work, we have basically eliminated the organized actions of the Third International within it. It can now be confirmed that hundreds of thousands of people are watching. They do not believe China will launch a world people's liberation action."

"Good work, continue contacting them," He Rui praised.

Seeing Li Runshi's mood was still a bit low, He Rui encouraged, "I have a dream. When the World People's Liberation Army has gone through a series of liberation wars and finally launches an attack on Europe, the commander-in-chief will be a foreigner. More than half of the officers and soldiers in this army will be foreigners."

These words made Li Runshi laugh despite himself. Just a moment ago, He Rui had coldly stated that when China defeated various colonial governments, one shouldn't think the colonial people would view China as liberators. Now he was expecting the majority of the World People's Liberation Army members to be foreigners. He Rui had always criticized "wanting this, that, and everything," but these words sounded full of the flavor of "wanting this, that, and everything." Could it be... was the world coalition army in He Rui's heart dominated by white Europeans?

He Rui did not continue discussing this issue but moved to the next arrangement. "In a few days, we will go together to watch the nuclear weapon test explosion. With nuclear weapons as a trump card, the global liberation war only needs to wait for the completion of conventional weapon equipment."

Li Runshi's rank already allowed him access to core secrets like nuclear weapons. When he was in Shaanxi, Li Runshi had dealt with a fertilizer storage center explosion. Centered on the fertilizer storage point, all buildings and trees within a radius of several hundred meters were destroyed by the violent explosion. That scene gave Li Runshi a huge shock.

The power of that explosion was only tens of tons of TNT equivalent. In the classified report, the explosion power of a nuclear weapon was described as reaching 100,000 tons of TNT equivalent. With one nuclear bomb, a city would be turned into ruins. Such destruction made Li Runshi feel uneasy.

A thought popped up in Li Runshi's mind, but he couldn't say it out loud. He could only give a grunt of acknowledgement.

On June 2nd at 10:23 AM, seismic observation equipment around the globe received a signal. It was an earthquake with a local magnitude of about 2.7. Europe, in the midst of war, had no mind to pay attention to this matter. Although seismic observatories across the United States observed this earthquake, they merely considered it an ordinary earthquake with its epicenter in northwest China.

Earthquakes of this magnitude occurred frequently around the globe. Although this earthquake was recorded, no one really cared. But in Lop Nur, Li Runshi felt the ground briefly heave like a wild horse, and a new sun, more dazzling than the sun itself, rose into the sky. Even wearing thick goggles, Li Runshi still felt that only this brilliant sun remained in his field of vision, so much so that the originally blue sky was momentarily contrasted to look like night.

This was the energy that could be released at the atomic level, and this world, including the humans on it, was composed of various atoms. When the power of science was displayed in the form of absolute destruction, that question in Li Runshi's heart beat more fiercely.

When the tremors and intense light dissipated, the huge mushroom cloud, calculated in kilometers, was clear and towering in Li Runshi's eyes over a hundred kilometers away. While everyone else around him fell into jubilation, Li Runshi saw He Rui leave the heavily protected observation room without a word. He hurriedly followed and saw He Rui leaning somewhat wearily against the wall, lighting a cigarette. Observing He Rui's expression carefully, Li Runshi couldn't see any joy. He Rui was exactly fifty years old this year. Although he didn't appear senile, the unconcealable white hair and the largely graying stubble made He Rui look exceptionally tired.

Seeing that He Rui really had no happiness whatsoever, Li Runshi finally voiced the question in his heart, "Chairman, will you order the use of nuclear weapons?"

He Rui hadn't expected Li Runshi to ask such a question. These days, He Rui had considered this question many times. If China faced a crisis and had to use them, He Rui would not have the benevolence of a woman. But to use nuclear weapons as offensive weapons, He Rui couldn't make up his mind no matter what.

Liberating the world was different from conquering the world, and completely opposite to slaughtering the world. He Rui himself still couldn't clarify his mood, so he simply asked Li Runshi back, "If it were not in a time of crisis, would you use them?"

Li Runshi fell silent with a wry smile. Seeing that Li Runshi didn't speak for a good while, He Rui dropped the cigarette butt and stomped it out. Just as he was about to leave, he heard Li Runshi say, "If evil must be destroyed, I would use them."

He Rui's eyes lit up. Li Runshi's answer made He Rui's originally somewhat chaotic thoughts completely clear. He wanted to praise him with "Exactly so," but the words wouldn't come out. Just then, He Rui's secretary walked over quickly. "Chairman, everyone is waiting for you to speak."

Taking the opportunity, He Rui said no more, only patting Li Runshi's shoulder as he passed him. "Let's go, the comrades are waiting for us."

On the night of June 3rd, Britain evacuated the last batch of the British Expeditionary Force to Britain. On this night, the British Ambassador to China passed a request from the British government to the Chinese Foreign Minister, "His Majesty's Government hopes that the Chinese Volunteer Army can transfer to Britain to resist the Nazi German offensive together with the British and French Allied forces."

Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang did not give the British government any answer, merely stating that the Chinese government would consider the matter.

On the morning of June 4th, the more than 40,000 elite French rearguard troops guarding the beach surrendered. The first phase of the Battle of Western Europe ended. The German army immediately adjusted its deployment, and the German General Staff submitted the "Case Red" (Fall Rot) they had formulated amidst their busy schedule to Hitler.

Case Red was the military plan to completely defeat France. German Army Groups A and B would head south together. The armored forces were divided into Panzer Group Kleist and the newly formed Panzer Group Guderian, belonging to Army Groups A and B respectively.

Hitler was already completely convinced that he had won. He had won this Battle of Western Europe where the few defeated the many, and the weak defeated the strong. The German Führer approved it without even looking at Case Red in detail. Hitler immediately ordered the promotion of Chief of General Staff Halder and Rundstedt to Field Marshal. Due to lack of time, Hitler could only promote the responsible generals by one rank first.

At this time, the Japanese carrier battle fleet had arrived at the destination at top speed, and the four carrier battle groups of China and Japan had rendezvoused. But the pressure felt by the four carrier battle groups increased sharply. By this point in the war, four US carrier battle groups had already assembled in the Caribbean region, declaring to the outside world that they were beginning military exercises. But this exercise was clearly putting pressure on the Chinese carrier battle groups. Although theoretically judged, the US would not go so far as to launch a surprise attack on the Sino-Japanese carrier battle groups, war was just like that. As long as the US annihilated these four carrier battle groups, it could gain the initiative in the Pacific for a certain period. This possibility could not be wishfully ruled out.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang noticed another matter. The French government had been requesting China to declare war on Germany for a while, but after the Dunkirk evacuation was completed, the French government no longer mentioned this matter to the Chinese government. Li Shiguang reported this to He Rui and heard He Rui say, "If France chooses national resistance against Germany, we will support France."

Li Shiguang waited for a while, and seeing He Rui didn't continue, he asked, "What if France chooses to surrender?"
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On June 5, 1940, the final phase of the Battle of France began. This time, Germany did not execute any breathtaking flanking maneuvers. France had deployed 850,000 troops along the Somme and Aisne rivers to form the Weygand Line, stretching approximately 300 miles from east to west, while leaving 17 divisions to guard the Maginot Line.

During World War I, France’s army of millions had established a defensive line in roughly the same area. Now, with the addition of the Maginot Line—which the German army had consistently failed to breach—the defensive posture was far superior to that of the Great War.

However, this time France was facing entirely new military concepts and equipment. Starting June 5, 4,000 German fighters crossed the Weygand Line, launching sustained attacks on the defensive positions and the deep rear. Simultaneously, German Army Groups A and B began their river crossing offensives.

Even at this stage, the French army demonstrated incomparably tenacious resolve. On June 5, facing a fierce assault by nearly 2,000 tanks, French defenders skillfully used concentrated artillery fire to destroy over 100 German tanks.

But the German objective was to force the French artillery positions to reveal themselves. Once discovered, the overwhelming German air force skillfully executed their tactical missions, unleashing ferocious bombardments on the exposed batteries.

At this point, only fewer than 800 French fighters and 200 Chinese Volunteer fighters remained in the sky to protect these artillery positions.

The German military understood clearly that compared to the million French troops on the ground, the combined French and Chinese air force of under 1,000 planes was the final obstacle preventing a German victory. As long as these air forces existed, Germany could not destroy French artillery and armored units at will. Once France's last air power was annihilated, the ground forces would be nothing more than a meal on a plate.

Therefore, the moment French or Chinese fighters were spotted, the mass of German fighters already airborne would swarm like vultures, launching fierce attacks with two-to-one or even three-to-one numerical superiority.

In the past 23 days, the Chinese Volunteer Air Force had lost only 100 fighters. But from June 5 to June 7, they lost another 100 planes in just two days. Twenty-seven pilots were killed in action, and 73 parachuted to safety. Of the 800 French planes, nearly 500 were shot down in those two days, while the Germans lost fewer than 300 fighters.

France's air power was exhausted, while Germany's aerial advantage grew rapidly. On June 8, French frontline artillery suffered massive losses, and German armored units broke through the defensive lines. Immediately, the French 1st and 2nd Armored Divisions, along with the replenished 4th Armored Division, launched a counterattack against the German panzers. Within hours, all three French armored divisions were completely annihilated under intense German aerial bombardment.

German armored units then began to race across the flat French countryside, initiating the rapid advance later mockingly referred to by future generations as the "Tour de France."

Senior Colonel Feng Chengzhi, commander of the Volunteer Air Force, received a stern order from the Chinese European Command: "Your unit is forbidden from engaging in combat again. Transfer immediately to Britain."

At the European Command aboard the Sino-Japanese Joint Carrier Formation, the new commander, Vice Admiral Li Haotian, waited anxiously for Colonel Feng's reply. The Chinese Volunteer Air Force originally had 320 pilots. Now, 81 had been killed and 33 seriously wounded. The remaining 216 pilots each had over 60 sorties and had participated in an average of over 100 aerial battles. Almost every pilot had shot down a German fighter, and five aces had emerged among them.

By World War I standards, shooting down five enemy aircraft qualified one as an ace. These 320 pilots were already the elite of the Chinese Air Force, and those who had survived such intense air combat were now its most precious resource. No matter how much combat training was conducted domestically, it still fell far short of actual warfare. Since France was beyond saving, these battle-hardened elites had to return to disseminate their combat experience throughout the Chinese Air Force. Even before their return, several Chinese aviation academies had already sent telegrams demanding personnel. The five ace pilots, in particular, were the core targets of this competition.

Yet the Military Commission had ordered the pilots to transfer to Britain, a decision Vice Admiral Li Haotian found difficult to understand. Of course, the immediate problem was whether the red-eyed Colonel Feng Chengzhi would accept the order and abandon the French airmen with whom he had forged bonds of comradeship. Chinese people valued loyalty and sentiment; if Feng and his young pilots couldn't bear to leave and insisted on fighting until France surrendered, there really would be no way to stop them.

The lack of a reply caused growing anxiety at the European Command. By June 10, the French government announced its evacuation from Paris. Finally, the Chinese Volunteers sent a message: "Preparations for transfer to Britain are complete."

The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs immediately contacted the UK, and the British Ministry of Defence expressed its welcome. At 5:00 PM on June 10, the Royal Air Force met the transferring Chinese air units over the English Channel and escorted them to land at airfields near London.

Upon landing, the Chinese Volunteers were immediately welcomed by British officials, including the Chinese Ambassador to the UK. The Chinese Embassy promptly collected the 33 pilots and 25 wounded personnel on their list. These 33 pilots alone had shot down a combined total of 102 German aircraft of various types. Eight of the 33 seriously wounded were too injured to fly and remained under the protection of Chinese Embassy staff in France, traveling south to hospitals in Marseille. The remaining 25 would receive treatment in Britain and return to China once their condition improved.

Accompanying the Chinese Air Force were a number of French officers. The next afternoon, Senior Colonel Feng Chengzhi brought a French general to the Chinese Embassy. Ambassador Li Lei personally met with them. Feng introduced him: "Ambassador, this is General Charles de Gaulle, commander of the French 4th Armored Division."

Li Lei immediately stepped forward. "I have heard of you, General de Gaulle. You are a pioneer of French armored warfare."

De Gaulle was in low spirits. Facing the ambassador's praise, he shook his head. "That military research was only completed with the support of Marshal Pétain."

Li Lei invited them to sit. Outside, rolling thunder was followed moments later by the sound of pouring rain. The electric lights in the reception room were already on, brightly illuminating the space. After tea was served, Li Lei asked, "General, do you believe France will continue to fight?"

The question was rhetorical. De Gaulle was a staunch advocate of resistance; if the French government intended to fight to the end, he would be in France preparing for war, not in Britain. But De Gaulle was in no mood to parse diplomatic rhetoric and missed Li Lei's subtle implication. He lifted his teacup, then set it down again, offering no answer.

Feng Chengzhi broke the silence. "Before I led the squadron away, the mood within the French army was already leaning toward surrender. I heard from some French comrades that Marshal Pétain intends to choose peace."

Hearing Feng mention Pétain, De Gaulle stood up abruptly, saying unhappily, "I do not believe Marshal Pétain would do such a thing."

Li Lei watched De Gaulle's display of impotent anger, born of a guilty conscience, and sipped his tea slowly. The Foreign Ministry had given him new instructions yesterday: "France is likely to surrender. After the announcement, seek out reputable figures in the French military willing to continue resistance."

Although De Gaulle was the commander of the 4th Armored Division and had fought bravely, he was only a brigadier general, promoted just before the war. If De Gaulle had any claim to fame, it was his 1936 pamphlet, *Towards a Professional Army*, written when he was a colonel. It argued for the creation of ten independent armored divisions and a fully professional standing army to resist the German threat.

The French cabinet had been in chaos at the time, and the political world was extremely wary of military dictatorship. Seeing a mere colonel preaching the "German threat" to justify expanding a professional army enraged them. The upper echelons knew De Gaulle was merely the frontman for World War I veterans like Pétain. Since they couldn't touch Pétain, they made an example of De Gaulle. He was severely criticized in parliament, with some even demanding he be stripped of his commission for interfering in politics.

French politics had been messy for so long that this incident didn't make De Gaulle a household name. With the French defeat in the current war, a defeated general had no platform to speak of bravery. To Li Lei, De Gaulle was simply one option.

As the saying goes, it never rains but it pours. The next piece of news delivered a fresh shock to the already fragile Anglo-French relationship. The British government demanded France fight to the end, while the French government demanded British aid. Prime Minister Churchill did not mention aid but instead offered a suggestion: "If Britain and France form a federal union, then France's affairs become Britain's affairs. Only then can Britain fully support France and continue the war."

Ambassador Li Lei couldn't quite grasp the circuitry of Churchill's brain. If viewed as sarcasm, the proposal scored full marks. But from a geopolitical realist perspective, Churchill had delivered a severe insult to France, effectively slamming the door on any continued cooperation.

The day after Churchill's diplomatic response, the Sino-Japanese Joint Fleet began transporting large numbers of Chinese and French civilians south. Although the fleet hadn't started its return voyage, this movement signaled that the Chinese fleet perceived a heightened threat. If France surrendered, Germany would likely use airfields in southern France to attack the Chinese carrier group. And now, the threats to the Joint Fleet came not only from France and the United States—even Britain was becoming unreliable.

Had the French government not evacuated Paris, causing indecisive French experts to finally resolve to go to China—forcing the Chinese fleet to wait in the south to pick them up—the Joint Fleet would likely have already begun its return.

In Beijing, the British Ambassador to China, acting as a special representative, issued a request to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs: "His Majesty's Government hopes China will dispatch volunteer forces to resist German aggression alongside Britain."

Hearing this, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang couldn't help the corners of his mouth twitching upward. But as a veteran diplomat, he immediately controlled his expression, keeping his face calm. Still, seeing the damn British finally bow their heads to China gave him a secret thrill.

Even in defeat during the Anglo-Chinese War, Britain hadn't truly bowed. Losing colonies was a minor issue for them; the greatest humiliation there had been the loss of their American colony. But now, asking China to send troops to protect Britain itself—that was a true bowing of the head.

After seeing off the British ambassador, Li Shiguang immediately reported to He Rui. He Rui appeared perfectly calm, showing no sign of making an immediate decision. Li Shiguang asked, "Chairman, are you waiting for France to surrender?"

At the British Foreign Office, the Foreign Secretary was assessing the world's reaction. The defeat had shaken Britain to its core, so much so that Churchill frankly stated in a speech, "The situation has become so dire that the government must use language as a tool to assure the British people that His Majesty's Government has the ability to protect them. We face the possibility of full-scale invasion. We shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender!"

Churchill's speech inspired the British people. In the current world, Britain seemed to have no allies. Germany hadn't stopped at Western Europe; Nazi forces had also invaded Northern Europe. Denmark and Norway had surrendered, establishing pro-German governments. Sweden, while neutral, was effectively under German control.

Britain had a reasonably rational view of its global image. During its era of global hegemony, it had fought wars with almost every country on earth. It had failed to build an international organization centered on itself. Now, among the Great Powers, the United States hoped for the end of British hegemony, as did the Soviet Union.

As for the Chinese leader He Rui, he had foreseen the war during the Munich Conference two years ago and had tried his utmost to prevent the Munich Agreement. How could a leader with such far-reaching vision not covet Britain's vast colonies?

Apart from itself, Britain could count on no one. Let alone distant Great Powers, even neighboring Ireland was currently in a state of jubilation. Britain's pain was the source of Ireland's joy. British intelligence knew Nazi Germany had promised that if Ireland attacked Northern Ireland during a German invasion of Britain, a victorious Germany would return the region to Ireland, unifying the island.

Prime Minister Churchill had always been a war hawk, advocating war to maintain Britain's status. But facing this situation, there was a widespread expectation within the government for a dignified peace with Germany. Hitler continued to signal goodwill, indicating Germany had no desire to topple Britain's colonial empire or naval hegemony, seeking only dominance on the European continent.

The peace faction held significant influence in the government, and the British public had little desire to continue fighting. France wasn't the only nation to lose a generation in World War I; Britain had also suffered over a million casualties. Anti-war sentiment had soared when Britain failed to win the Anglo-Chinese War despite maintaining a million troops in India, leading to a swift end to that conflict.

Synthesizing these factors, the British Foreign Office concluded: "Requesting Chinese volunteer forces to fight in Britain is highly advantageous. Cooperating against the Nazis would strengthen Sino-British relations. It would also provide Britain with more leverage in any potential peace negotiations with Germany.

"Britain's most important diplomatic task now is to suggest Germany attack the Soviet Union. Once the Soviet-German War breaks out, Britain will be freed from its isolation.

"Although the Chinese government cannot actively declare war on Germany, given China's relations with France and the Soviet Union, once a Soviet-German war begins, China is very likely to choose to declare war on Germany. Germany lacks the strength to simultaneously fight an anti-fascist coalition of Britain, the Soviet Union, and China.

"Looking at US policy, once an anti-fascist alliance of Britain, the Soviet Union, and China is realized, the United States will inevitably be forced to join. Forced into the camp, the US would be unable to blackmail Britain.

"Therefore, the first step is to win over China."

On June 17, the Pétain government announced that France would cease fighting on June 18 and seek a peaceful resolution. The German government immediately responded, halting its offensive and preparing for negotiations.

On June 18, with Churchill's approval, De Gaulle broadcast an appeal for resistance via the BBC. Newspapers reprinted it the next day, and announcers read it again.

That night, De Gaulle was filled with mixed emotions. He had once revered Marshal Pétain, who had mentored and promoted him. This made it all the harder to accept Pétain leading France into surrender. Moreover, by declaring resistance from Britain, De Gaulle knew that in the eyes of the French people, he was essentially committing treason.

De Gaulle could only numb his nerves with alcohol, quickly finishing most of a bottle of whiskey. Just then, his doorbell rang. De Gaulle stood up unsteadily and went to the door. A thought crossed his mind: if it were an assassin, what would he do?

Before he could decide how to deal with an assassin, he opened the door. The London sky hadn't been clear for the last 200 years. In the rainy night, De Gaulle saw Chinese Ambassador Li Lei standing there. He froze.

Li Lei spoke with a serious expression: "General, I come on behalf of the Chinese government to tell you one thing. If the Pétain government surrenders, and you are willing to lead the French people to continue fighting the Nazis and seek the true liberation of France, the Chinese government will firmly support your cause."
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Charles de Gaulle, a towering figure nearly two meters tall, looked down at Li Lei, the Chinese Ambassador to the UK. The Oriental man stood calmly and composedly in the rainy night, showing not the slightest hint of agitation. This demeanor gave de Gaulle a sense of reassurance, while simultaneously bringing a sudden wave of weariness over him.

"I thank the Chinese government for its goodwill toward France," de Gaulle replied. "But I do not wish to promise anything."

"You can come find me whenever you are interested," Li Lei answered. With that, he waved goodbye to de Gaulle and turned toward his car. Soon, the car began to move; its headlights illuminated the road surface as it drove away into the deep, dark distance.

De Gaulle closed the door and returned inside. He had intended to drink a little more, but a wave of exhaustion surged up, and he walked straight to the bed and lay down. By the end of the Battle of Dunkirk, de Gaulle had been appointed by Reynaud as the Under-Secretary of State for National Defence and War. Precisely because of this, de Gaulle knew that the French government was already prepared to surrender.

Before deciding to take the plane provided by the Chinese Volunteer Army to the UK, de Gaulle had not slept for days. After arriving in the UK, he still hadn't been able to sleep well. Now, de Gaulle felt as if the heavy stone that had been pressing on his chest had loosened. Drowsiness struck, and in the blink of an eye, he fell into a deep sleep.

On June 21, the peace conference between France and Germany officially convened. Hitler specifically demanded that the negotiations take place in the Compiègne Forest, at the very location where Germany had signed the armistice in 1918. Although the French Prime Minister was unwilling to accept such conditions, France was no longer in a position to refuse.

On the morning of the 21st, Hitler arrived at the Compiègne Forest. His expression was solemn, but his steps were light. Behind Hitler followed a group of Nazi Germany's upper echelons. At this moment, their attitudes were filled with genuine awe and excitement.

Many of the generals in this group had accepted Hitler's financial gifts before he even gained power. When it came to buying people's hearts, Hitler never had any moral cleanliness. In this respect, he was vastly different from his rather ascetic and dull private life. As for Göring and others, they treated Hitler with the mindset of an investment. They appreciated Hitler, but deep down, they always held a sense of superiority.

However, these people no longer harbored such sentiments. Even in their wildest imaginations, they could not have envisioned Germany achieving the results it had today. For the past few hundred years, France had relied on the geopolitical design left by Richelieu, striving to prevent the emergence of a unified state in the German region. Even when a figure like Bismarck appeared, Germany had not been able to truly defeat France.

But Hitler had done it. Germany had thoroughly defeated France. Hitler had not only defeated France but, through diplomacy and war, had constructed a fascist alliance including Northern, Central, and Eastern Europe. In the past two thousand years, only the Roman Empire and Napoleon had achieved such a feat.

Hitler stopped in front of a stone monument. Engraved on it was a passage: "Here on the eleventh of November 1918 succumbed the criminal pride of the German Empire... vanquished by the free peoples which it tried to enslave."

Reading this passage, Hitler felt no anger, only an indescribable sadness and a mild joy. Hitler recalled the day he heard the regimental chaplain announce Germany's surrender. He was temporarily blinded by a British gas attack and lay in darkness when he heard the news. Hitler had wept aloud, pounding the hospital bed with all his might. The innocent bed made a pitiful creaking sound; that helpless noise and the feeling of despair could still be recalled with clarity.

Now, seeing with his own eyes the place where Germany had surrendered back then, and this stone monument that couldn't even be called arrogant, Hitler only felt that what had happened in the past was ridiculous. Sadness and pain were feelings only the weak possessed; true strongmen would only struggle unceasingly. Having successfully walked to this point, Hitler realized just how ridiculous the past victors and losers were. Those high and mighty people, those who thought themselves extraordinary, were nothing but a bunch of laughingstocks. Hitler didn't even have the interest to mock them now.

The railway carriage in which the Armistice of Compiègne was signed in 1918 had been specially pulled out of the museum and parked precisely in its 1918 location. All the decorations inside the carriage remained unchanged, exactly as they were in 1918.

As Hitler approached the carriage, the German military band began to play. The Nazi German elites following Hitler suddenly saw him turn around. They thought Hitler was going to deliver a speech to them. Unexpectedly, Hitler turned to the German soldiers, waved in greeting, and shouted, "The Fatherland thanks you!"

After speaking, Hitler stepped onto the carriage with brisk strides and sat down in the very seat occupied by Marshal Foch back then.

The meeting did not last long. Hitler merely sternly rebuked the French representatives for France's act of instigating the war. This statement wasn't exactly wrong; it was Britain and France that had declared war on Germany first, not Germany on Britain and France. Then, the agreement was brought out and placed before both parties. Hitler did not participate in these trivial matters; he stood up and left the carriage, handing the subsequent work over to the Nazi high officials.

Next, Hitler took his favorite chief architect, Albert Speer, and the sculptor Arno Breker, along with some close Nazi Party members, and flew to Paris.

This group was not large, and Hitler did not hold a grand parade. Upon landing, Hitler, along with Speer and Martin Bormann, got into a Mercedes and began touring Paris.

After the car passed the Champs-Élysées and the Arc de Triomphe, Hitler, together with chief architect Speer and sculptor Arno Breker, looked out at the Eiffel Tower from a nearby observation deck and took a photo together.

As everyone got into the car to head to Notre Dame de Paris, Hitler remembered something. He touched his pocket and then said to the people in the car, "Does anyone have any money? Lend me 10 marks."

These words stunned everyone in the car. Like Hitler, they didn't usually carry small change. Moreover, coming to France, they hadn't thought about spending money. They rummaged through their pockets; although Martin Bormann had money, it was all large denomination bills.

Seeing that none of them had any, the driver suddenly said, "Mein Führer, I seem to have some in my wallet." He then fished out a wallet and handed it over.

Hitler took a 10-mark note. Before he could say anything, Martin Bormann handed the wallet back to the driver and stuffed a 100-mark note into the driver's hand.

Speer then asked, "Mein Führer, why do you need this?"

Hitler smiled. "I heard that when visiting Notre Dame, if you give the old doorman a tip, he will lead us to some hidden rooms and tell us stories about them."

Everyone in the car was stunned; they hadn't expected Hitler to be so familiar with Notre Dame de Paris. The car stopped at the entrance of Notre Dame, and official personnel were there to welcome them. The guide was not an old doorman, but a staff member of Notre Dame.

Hitler shook his head slightly, then took the lead, personally guiding his German entourage like a tour guide. Listening to Hitler describe the architecture and rooms of Notre Dame one by one as if listing his family treasures, the entourage was truly astounded by his amazing memory.

Then Hitler stopped and pointed to a wall, asking, "Is the room here gone?"

The French staff member hurriedly explained, "Mr. Führer, there was originally a room here, but it was sealed up with a wall during repairs."

Amidst the exclamations of the German entourage, Hitler laughed heartily. "See, I am so familiar with this place. Even though this is also my first time here."

After visiting Notre Dame, Hitler led his entourage to Les Invalides. Before Napoleon's tomb, Hitler placed his cap over his heart and bowed. All the entourage could see that Hitler was genuinely paying his respects to a great man he admired. Facing Napoleon's sarcophagus, the German entourage naturally felt solemn as well.

Hitler gazed blankly at the circular crypt. Facing the sarcophagus of the Emperor of the First French Empire, he stared for a long time, then closed his eyes, as if engaging in a spiritual communication with Napoleon in the unseen world. When he opened his eyes, Hitler said to Napoleon's sarcophagus, "This is the finest moment of my life."

After speaking, Hitler turned to Giesler (the architect) and said calmly, "You shall build my tomb."

The entourage was stunned. The current Hitler undoubtedly stood on equal footing with Napoleon. At such a height, for Hitler to calmly mention his own death—this composed attitude filled the attendants with awe and respect.

Hitler then turned to his private secretary Bormann and said, "Move the remains of Napoleon's son from Vienna to be beside his father."

Just as Hitler completed his one-day tour of Paris and was boarding the plane at the heavily guarded airport, He Rui, far away in China, rubbed his stubbly chin and issued an order to the Military Commission: "The operation to liberate Annam begins immediately."

Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang immediately handed the prepared announcement to He Rui. He Rui picked it up and looked it over. The Chinese Foreign Ministry stated that the Chinese government did not recognize the Vichy government. Given that the French government no longer existed, out of a responsible attitude, China would take over the former Indochina Federation and assist it in becoming an independent country.

"Very good. Send it," He Rui said, signing the word "Agreed" and his name on the announcement.

Whether it was the members of the Military Commission or the Foreign Ministry, everyone had things they had to do immediately, and the comrades stood up to leave one by one. Li Runshi stayed behind. Although he had participated in these tasks, he hadn't expected things to change so quickly. What originally seemed like a momentous event had been completed in just these two months.

After a moment of silence, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman, if we liberate the entire Indochina region, will the British reaction be significant?"

"That is the British's problem," He Rui stretched. After liberating the entire Indochina, the distance between the Chinese fleet, now possessing Cam Ranh Bay, and Malaya and Indonesia would shorten by over a thousand kilometers. The Chinese Air Force could reach the combat zone within two hours. Britain and the Netherlands would definitely feel immense pressure.

Li Runshi continued, "The United States will strengthen its military forces in the Philippines. Do we need to accuse the US of unauthorized actions that are destroying the security situation in Asia?"

"Of course," He Rui replied calmly. He knew very well that the US would not only strengthen military forces in the Philippines but would also try to come up with some South China Sea security agreement or the like with Britain and the Netherlands. In the eyes of the US, China definitely coveted Southeast Asia. If China could have designs on it, couldn't the US?

If the US didn't do this, He Rui would actually be disappointed.

Li Runshi continued to ask, "Chairman, the Combined Fleet has returned. Should we send two new aircraft carrier battle groups to welcome them?"

"Of course," He Rui again expressed a positive attitude. Having said this, He Rui asked, "When do you head south?"

"I will head south together with the Army units," Li Runshi replied. He had been appointed as the General Commissar for this southern operation and would be responsible for political work in the future territories.

He Rui had great confidence in Li Runshi, so he didn't bring up work matters anymore. instead, he voiced his inner worry. "Runshi, watch your health. The climate in the south is very different from Henan, and also quite different from Hunan."

Seeing He Rui's sincerity, Li Runshi was also somewhat moved and smiled. "Chairman, I have been inoculated with every vaccine available."

"Still, take care of yourself," He Rui urged again. Recently, He Rui felt that his body was aging very quickly, which forced him to consider the matter of a successor. Among all the candidates, He Rui naturally hoped Li Runshi could succeed him. However, while He Rui could make decisions on other matters within the Party, the matter of a successor was different. The Civilization Party was an industrialized political party; if the next leader was decided by the previous one, it would become a hereditary system.

If Li Runshi wanted to win in the Party's internal election, he had to win enough support on his own. He Rui could give Li Runshi the opportunity, but the rest was up to Li Runshi's own efforts.
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After the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced China's takeover of French Indochina, Germany was the first to jump out and declare, "The Chinese government's action is a naked aggression against France!"

This statement didn't even resonate with the German people, and the reaction from the public in other countries was similar. Even if white people in European and American countries felt that China was bullying white people, they had absolutely no interest in sending troops to help France retake its colony. At most, they mocked France a few times and cursed China a couple of times.

In Roosevelt's cabinet, the Army Chief of Staff and the Chief of Naval Operations were very nervous. Both chiefs of staff submitted reports to Roosevelt from a military perspective. Both reports concluded that China's retaking of Indochina meant a huge increase in China's military projection capabilities. Once China seized the Malacca Strait, it would control the passage between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. This would have a huge impact on American interests in the Indian Ocean.

At the end of their respective reports, both chiefs of staff stated that the United States could not sit idly by while China expanded and must contain, or at least balance, China's expansion. The Chief of Naval Operations, in particular, added worriedly: "The US Navy currently still possesses a certain advantage, but this advantage will disappear in the next 18 months."

After reading the reports, President Roosevelt invited Secretary of State Hull. He asked directly, "Hull, will China's goal stop at dominating the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean?"

Hull couldn't give a judgment either. The US State Department believed that China could completely use the current situation to annex Asia. If the US wanted to stop China's expansion, it could only rely on the current US naval advantage to defeat the Chinese fleet.

When China sent an aircraft carrier battle group to the waters near France, some think tanks cooperating with the US State Department suggested that the US could consider launching an attack on this Chinese naval force. Once the four Chinese carrier battle groups were destroyed, it would not only give the US a naval advantage for the next 24 months or more, but also capture a large number of Chinese and French people, gaining a hostage advantage.

The US State Department think tank that proposed this view, however, made absolutely no mention of the fact that China would declare war on the US as a result, because this think tank believed that a war between China and the US was inevitable. This view could be implied, but not stated explicitly. If it were stated explicitly, that would be a different matter.

Secretary of State Hull believed that now was not the best time for war between China and the US. As for when would be most appropriate, Hull didn't know either. Hull only knew that American public opinion opposed war, and Roosevelt was currently considering running for a third term. If Roosevelt were perceived as a pro-war figure, he would definitely not be elected.

Seeing that his Secretary of State failed to answer, Roosevelt changed the question. "Hull, who do you think China is trying to control this time?"

Hull was stunned. He thought Roosevelt had a very high strategic vision; this question showed considerable perspective. Even in the talent-filled US State Department, only a few people suggested the idea that China wanted to control France. Other State Department personnel who didn't agree weren't of low caliber; rather, they couldn't imagine that China could actually control a major power like France.

Since the President asked, Hull replied, "Mr. President, China has always opposed the Nazi German government. France's surrender to the Nazis means that if China continues to recognize the Vichy French government, it amounts to choosing to cooperate with Germany. Therefore, China cannot recognize the Vichy government.

"France has a large number of enterprises and personnel in China. It is necessary for the Chinese government to support an anti-Nazi French provisional government. With such a provisional government, French personnel and funds in China will also have an object of support. The State Department believes that in the future, French capital and personnel in China will have significant influence in the French government supported by China."

Roosevelt had already figured out that China was trying to support an anti-Nazi French provisional government, but Roosevelt believed that a leader like He Rui wouldn't just be considering such a small matter. Although it was unclear how China would use this French provisional government, He Rui would impossible limit himself to mere utilization; Roosevelt believed He Rui would definitely find a way to control France.

Hull himself couldn't come up with a reasonable explanation, so he asked frankly, "Mr. President, what conclusion would you like to set as the premise? I will organize the think tanks to conduct an analysis."

Roosevelt really wanted to say, "If China and the US go to war, what are the odds of victory?" But this really couldn't be said. More importantly, the geopolitical environment China had painstakingly built over the past 20 years meant that China's major neighbors were all cooperating with China. Although Britain, the Netherlands, and the US were very wary of China's expansion, these three countries did not border China. Their colonies around China also lacked the ability to confront China.

When high-level officials of the Great Powers called He Rui the world's top statesman, they were referring to He Rui's strategic vision and execution ability. To contain China's expansion now, the United States would have to enter the fray itself. Roosevelt very much hoped to possess such political influence, but he happened not to have it.

Even facing such a difficult situation, Roosevelt believed that the US could not allow China to expand like this. He stopped asking questions and directly issued a task to Hull: "Tell Britain and the Netherlands that the United States is willing to sign an agreement with them to protect the security of Southeast Asia."

After receiving the US proposal, the British Foreign Office immediately thought the US was stirring up trouble. Britain currently needed to prioritize the safety of the British homeland. Signing a colonial mutual protection treaty with the US would be expressing hostility towards China. Britain did not want to lose its colonies in India and Southeast Asia, and precisely because of this, Britain could not express hostility towards China right now.

But Britain hoped to get US support, so the British Foreign Office pulled a "read but did not reply" and did not answer this question.

The Netherlands had already been occupied by Germany, and the Dutch Queen had fled to London with the government to establish a government-in-exile. The Dutch colonies remained loyal to the government-in-exile. After discussing the US proposal, the Dutch government-in-exile believed that if the Netherlands lost its colonies in Southeast Asia as well, it would be nothing but a government-in-exile. Therefore, the Netherlands absolutely could not show weakness. On July 4th, the Dutch government-in-exile announced the signing of a colonial mutual protection agreement with the US government.

On July 5th, seeing that Britain refused to make peace with Germany, Hitler approved "Operation Sea Lion" to land on the British mainland and defeat Britain.

On July 7th, Hitler summoned the heads of the German Ministry of Economics and asked them to provide statistics on how much wealth had been obtained from France so far.

Napoleon said that to win a war, the first thing needed is money, the second is money, and the third is still money. Before Napoleon's tomb, Hitler recalled this matter. Since 1928, through cooperation with China, France had not only avoided the economic crisis but its economic development was the best in Europe. So much so that when Hitler decided to attack France, he really did so with the determination to die. If not for the deep hatred between France and Germany, the German people probably wouldn't have had the courage to actively attack France either.

Compared to the wealthy France, Nazi Germany's biggest problem so far was the economy. Hitler's means of driving the German economy were building the military industry, expanding the army, and constructing infrastructure. These were all long-term investments requiring massive funds in the short term. Germany had no money and could only run a debt economy. Since he had defeated France, Hitler hoped to properly make up for Germany's deficit through the wealth squeezed from France.

The heads of the Ministry of Economics immediately came to see Hitler with a large number of reports. Reading the first section of data, Hitler was pleasantly surprised for a moment, but the subsequent data gradually turned his mood from surprise to astonishment.

After France surrendered, Germany established an occupied zone in northern France and the French Atlantic region, covering about 60% of France's territory. Vichy France's territory was about 40% of the total area, located in the southern Mediterranean region.

France's industry was concentrated in the German-occupied zone. The German Ministry of Economics ordered the transport of large amounts of machinery, equipment, and various mineral supplies from this region back to Germany. Among the various French machines already counted, there were more than 400,000 French-made machine tools and 200,000 Chinese machine tools that France had purchased from China. Germany currently possessed 2.1 million machine tools. The nearly 700,000 machine tools "requisitioned" from France accounted for one-third of Germany's total, and the precision of this batch of machine tools was quite high, which was very important for German industrial production.

In addition to this equipment, Germany captured several million tons of various fuels and over ten million tons of various ores from France, greatly making up for Germany's domestic demand. Coupled with the large number of mines obtained from France, Germany's gains were immense.

As the saying goes, "having obtained Long, one covets Shu" (insatiable greed). After obtaining huge war resources, Hitler looked forward to solving Germany's fiscal problems. The fiscal problem Germany faced was simple: the German government had issued far too many bonds and now faced the pressure of bond redemption.

If a large amount of consumer goods could be looted from France at once and dumped onto the German market, while simultaneously using German Marks to redeem the bonds, the German people who received the German Marks would use the money in their hands to buy various consumer goods. The German government could then pay off its debts with low inflation.

According to the news Hitler received, commodities in the French market were plentiful, of good quality, and low price. He felt that even if he couldn't loot so many commodities at once, relying on France's large-scale production capacity for two or three years would also allow Germany to obtain this many commodities.

However, the report showed that Germany had indeed obtained a large amount of light industrial products, but nearly half of these light industrial products were imported by France from China. Without the light industrial products imported from China, France's domestic production capacity could not even fully satisfy France's own needs, let alone provide for Germany. Hitler knew that the heads of the Ministry of Economics would not lie about such major matters, so Hitler couldn't figure out why the situation had turned out this way.

After some conversation, the German economic department stated that further investigation was needed. Hitler gave them one month to provide a detailed conclusion.

After leaving the Chancellery, the heads of the German Ministry of Economics immediately sent two representatives to see Schacht. Schacht's home was a very ordinary house for the German intellectual class, with the doors tightly closed and no one seen entering or leaving. To describe it with an ancient Chinese saying, it rather had the flavor of "improving oneself in solitude when poor."

The two representatives knocked on the door and handed their business cards to the servant who opened it. Soon, the servant returned and led the two representatives to Schacht's study. It was a German scholar-style study with many shelves filled with books. On the display shelves were photos of Schacht receiving various honors. There were photos of Schacht with successive German presidents and chancellors, photos of Hitler and Schacht, photos of Schacht with leaders of various countries around the world, as well as photos of Schacht with various tycoons in the world of economics and leaders of chambers of commerce and consortiums. All were illustrious big shots.

Schacht himself sat beside a pear wood desk and calmly received the two German economic representatives. The two representatives were speechless for a moment. Schacht was the helmsman of the economic department hired by Hitler after he came to power in 1933, and he had created the German economic miracle of that time, doubling the German economy within five years.

By 1939, Schacht was kicked out of the German economic decision-making circle by Hitler for opposing Hitler's "radical policies." Now, Schacht was already considered an "anti-war activist." In Germany today, those considered anti-war activists were basically all arrested and locked up in concentration camps. That Schacht could still idle peacefully at home without anyone troubling him showed that Hitler was not a man who completely disregarded old sentiments.

Seeing that the two did not speak, Schacht sighed, "Thank you both for still coming to my place. If you have no other business, please return."

At this, the two representatives of the German Ministry of Economics hurriedly took out some statistical data excerpts and handed them to Schacht. After Schacht finished reading, the two representatives asked for Schacht's views on the French economic structure.

Schacht asked the two representatives, "What does the Ministry of Economics think of this?"

The two representatives of the Ministry of Economics stammered, hesitating to speak.

Schacht knew that these guys probably had a relatively correct view but dared not believe such a view. A large reason Schacht opposed the Nazi war strategy was that he had seriously studied the Sino-French economic structure and believed that while Germany could alleviate its problems through war, it could not solve them. His ideological conflict with Hitler focused on this point. Seeing his prediction proven, Schacht felt quite emotional.

"Mr. Schacht, how do you explain such a situation?" the two economic representatives asked tentatively.

Schacht immediately began to explain. To those who didn't understand economics, Sino-French economic cooperation looked like a powerful France choosing to cooperate with China to win over an ally and counter Britain. But the core of Sino-French economic cooperation was that China exchanged support for the international status of the Franc for the transfer of French industries and technology.

Technology transfer is easy to understand; France is an industrial power with a huge lead in technology. But industrial transfer is not so easily understood. Simply put, industrial transfer is the phenomenon where an enterprise transfers part or all of its product production from the original production site to other regions. Through industrial transfer, France transferred the production capacity of French products to China, enabling China to possess the same production capacity as France.

At this point in the explanation, the faces of the two German Ministry of Economics representatives had changed slightly. It wasn't that they completely didn't understand this, but they simply hadn't expected that such a thing could be completed in just over a dozen years. Moreover, the result of industrial transfer was terrifying. If China truly possessed the same production capacity as France, with China's population 17 times that of France...

"Mr. Schacht, I don't believe China can reach France's level!" one representative couldn't help but refute urgently. As for why he was so urgent, the representative himself didn't quite figure it out.

Seeing the other party's urgency, Schacht couldn't help but smile bitterly. When he first confirmed this matter, he also felt a huge shock and was even unwilling to admit the fact. Schacht didn't consider himself a racist and respected outstanding figures from other countries, but when Schacht found he had to admit that the capabilities of the Chinese were above those of the Germans, his first reaction was also disbelief and unwillingness to admit it.

Facing his German compatriots who shared the same emotions, Schacht was able to reply calmly, "Mr. He Rui is a great statesman with excellent economic concepts. In the past 20 years, he has created institutions and an environment suitable for modern industrial development, stimulating the enthusiasm of the Chinese people to devote themselves to industrial and technological development, and allowing these people to receive their due rewards. Naturally, a large number of outstanding Chinese talents would devote themselves to industrial development."

The two representatives didn't want to hear Schacht "boasting" about He Rui and China. They pulled the topic back to the purpose of their trip. "Mr. Schacht, why is France's industrial output so low?"

"France's industrial output is not low, and the French haven't falsified the data either. If you carefully check France's economic data, you will find that those companies used some tricks to make their reports look good, counting the capacity and profits of French companies in China into the total company profits to ensure that the stocks of French companies remained at a high level," Schacht explained with the detached tone characteristic of a scholar.

The two representatives of the German Ministry of Economics suddenly realized the truth but were speechless. They listened as Schacht continued: "There are actually two French economies now. One is the French economy we see, and the other is the French economy combined with China. Moreover, the French economy combined with China is developing extremely fast.

"Gentlemen, what remains in France now are basically high-profit enterprises and military industrial enterprises. The same goes for French civilian products. France was already considered a major producer of luxury goods, and these luxury goods remained in France. However, low-profit mid-to-low-end industries have been transferring to China. France uses a large amount of Francs to purchase these mid-to-low-end products used by ordinary people from China. Due to the status of the Franc, the prices of these commodities are very low, allowing low-income French people to live quite comfortable lives. The French upper-middle class consumes goods produced in France itself, creating the impression that France is extremely wealthy.

"France's wealth is built on the foundation of the Franc as a strong world currency. If France loses the status of a strong Franc, the true face of France we see will be far less powerful than the numbers suggest..."

The meeting didn't last long. After the two representatives left, they didn't know what to say. If they told Hitler Schacht's view, it would present a situation that would be very awkward for Hitler.

France's prosperity was built on the strong international currency status of the Franc. Hitler hoped to subsidize Germany's deficit by looting prosperous France. Hitler defeated France, and after its defeat, France lost the Franc's strong international currency status. The real economic situation of France was far less prosperous than it appeared when valued in the strong Franc. Hitler had no way to fill Germany's deficit by looting France... Hitler's expectations in the economic aspect had fallen through, and they were destroyed by Hitler's own hands.

The two representatives were also learned men. They knew they definitely couldn't say it like that. The two racked their brains all the way, thinking about how to explain the problem clearly without angering Hitler.

On July 8th, the Chinese Marine Corps landed in Saigon. The local French troops and colonial government personnel offered no resistance. The only ones who opened fire on the Chinese army were a unit of lackeys composed of locals.

The Chinese Marine Corps quickly crushed this insignificant resistance. During the interrogation of prisoners, the Chinese side asked who had ordered them to open fire. The answers from the local lackey troops were incoherent, leaving people confused.

The Vietnamese Communist Party had already accepted the leadership of the Chinese Civilization Party. A local Communist Party member in Saigon who was acting as a guide for the Chinese National Defense Force really couldn't listen any longer. He directly explained to the political officer of the Chinese Marine Corps responsible for interrogating the prisoners: "These people are used to being dogs. They didn't receive orders from their French masters, but seeing an army attacking, they would bark a few times just like dogs."

For a moment, the political officers felt this explanation was a bit far-fetched. The Chinese army was more powerful than the French army. Even the French army didn't dare to move, yet a bunch of Frenchmen's dogs dared to make trouble. This didn't make sense.

Although they didn't believe this explanation, the two political officers still reorganized their questions according to the line of thought provided by the translator. Soon, these lackeys heard the Chinese political officer ask, "Did you not know that we are stronger than the French army?"

Hearing this question, the lackeys immediately knelt down, kowtowing like chickens pecking at rice. At the same time, they begged loudly for mercy, "Masters, we know the Chinese masters are very powerful. But we didn't know the French masters had surrendered. If we had known, how would we dare to act? Masters, you don't know, if we didn't put our lives on the line, those French masters would take our lives!"

This humble reaction left the interrogators speechless. Especially that Vietnamese Communist Party member, who looked like he wanted to spit on these people. He only refrained from being so arrogant because the Chinese military personnel were present.
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After the China Defense Force secured Cam Ranh Bay and Saigon, they immediately began setting up field radar and establishing an air defense system. In the development of radar technology, China, along with the United States and the United Kingdom, walked at the forefront of the world. In the British homeland, radar stations monitored the skies around the clock, searching for signals from the Luftwaffe.

The psychological shock caused to Britain by Germany's Operation Sea Lion far exceeded the actual material damage. For the first time in two hundred years, the British homeland had suffered a genuine attack. To counter Germany, the British government tried every means to request the Chinese Volunteer Air Force to participate in the defensive war against the Luftwaffe.

At this time, China and Britain had reached a tacit understanding through communication. The Chinese Volunteer Air Force was aiding France; since the French people had not surrendered and a large number of outstanding French sons and daughters were continuing to fight the Nazi Germans with disregard for their own lives, the Chinese Volunteer Air Force, inspired by the patriotism of their French comrades, continued to fight alongside the French Air Force. This was also justifiable as a pretext.

Britain now very much hoped that Germany would declare war on China. However, after the Chinese Volunteers issued their statement, the Nazi German government unexpectedly did not declare war on China, causing the British Foreign Office to sigh that the Nazi government was indeed very cunning.

At this moment, the Chinese Volunteer Air Force had fewer than 100 fighter planes left. Although Britain still had 1,200 aircraft, only 700 were fighters. The nearly one hundred Chinese fighter planes, along with their experienced pilots, were extremely precious to Britain. To express respect for China and to continue luring Germany into declaring war on China, major British newspapers sent reporters to interview the Chinese Volunteers.

In the interviews, the Chinese Volunteers all expressed the view that Britain was fully capable of achieving air defense for its homeland. As British aircraft production rose rapidly, Germany would no longer dare to cross the English Channel to attack Britain. The British reporters did not know if this was the Chinese pilots comforting Britain, or if the Chinese pilots truly believed it. All reporters noticed that the Chinese pilots appeared very calm, showing not the slightest sign of nervousness.

The Chinese Air Force was indeed not nervous. China also had air defense radar, and the Chinese pilots were well aware of the role of radar. When fighting in France, French radar technology was inadequate, and the Chinese pilots had to rely on the analysis provided by the massive staff delegation of the Chinese Special Task Fleet. With radar, Chinese pilots only needed to proceed to the designated airspace to fight; they did not need to maintain a state of searching for the enemy at all times. Moreover, Britain was too small, and the air combat zone was even narrower, which saved the Chinese Air Force mental and physical energy.

Since leaving China, the Chinese Volunteer pilots had not fought such an easy battle in a long time.

The progress of the fighting was similar to the judgment of the Chinese Volunteers. In the following days, the losses of German Air Force pilots were very heavy. In air combat, having a plane shot down did not equal death; pilots could still escape by parachuting. During the Battle of France, many German pilots parachuted after being shot down. Even if captured by the French army, they could be released after the war and return to service in the German army.

But with Germany attacking Britain, once a plane was shot down, the pilot would be captured upon landing and could not escape at all. Britain had not surrendered, so captured German pilots did not know when they would be released. Pilots were far more valuable than fighter planes, especially those with rich combat experience.

Now, the Chinese Volunteer Air Force had only 76 men left. Anyone who had shot down 2 enemy planes was sent back to China. Only Senior Colonel Feng Chengzhi, who had shot down 4 enemy fighters, remained to continue leading the combat for the sake of consistency.

Brigadier General de Gaulle had been discussing with the French officers rallied around him for several days. At this time, all the attendees were very exhausted. De Gaulle, with a weary face, listened to the major question raised by his equally weary comrades: "General, why can't we choose Britain?"

When a Frenchman asks why one cannot trust the British, it touches upon the French bottom line. For hundreds of years, the French have had a high degree of consensus on "never trusting the Anglo-Saxons."

De Gaulle replied, "China cannot become a European country. From a geopolitical perspective, if China wants to achieve influence in Europe, it needs a partner. Similarly, if France wants to have its own influence in Asia, it must be achieved through China. Conflicts between China and France can be fully predicted, but conflicts between France, Britain, and Germany are hard to predict. This is the reason why we cannot choose Britain."

This statement was somewhat difficult for soldiers to understand. What de Gaulle said was a concrete application of the theories in He Rui's *Introduction to Geopolitics* to Sino-French relations. Geopolitics is not some magical theory. To put this passage in a Chinese colloquialism, it is: "Where does the pot rim not bump the ladle?"

There are many problems between two bordering countries; contradictions emerge one after another and will never see an end. Although there are contradictions between countries that do not border each other, distance itself determines that such contradictions must be within a limited scope.

De Gaulle used various terms that his comrades could understand to explain this again, reducing the mistrust of some French officers towards China. Although the French officers basically agreed to the plan of cooperation with China, some officers still said unhappily, "China's means of seizing Indochina were not honorable."

De Gaulle did not say anything to this question. China's actions were indeed not honorable, but French Indochina was originally taken by France from China. As a great colonial power, having a colony taken away was not a major event for France. Although de Gaulle was very unhappy when he heard the news, he could understand China's choice. If France and China were to trade places, France would do the same.

Given France's current situation, Indochina had practically become a land without a master. If China didn't act, Britain would. Even if Britain didn't act, the United States likely would.

Just as de Gaulle was preparing to announce that he would go to the Chinese Embassy in the UK, someone pushed the door open and entered. Everyone looked at the French officer who rushed in hurriedly, only to see him shout with a face full of anger, "Gentlemen, Britain has attacked our fleet at the Mers-el-Kébir naval base."

Hearing this, de Gaulle couldn't help but stand up abruptly. He was nearly two meters tall; when he walked up to someone and looked down at them, it was truly imposing. That French officer had no fear at this moment; he shouted to de Gaulle with grief and indignation, "General, the British attacked our fleet at Mers-el-Kébir. It is said that the fleet has been sunk by the British!"

Mers-el-Kébir is in Algeria. Among the many French colonies, Algeria, facing the French mainland across the Mediterranean, was the most special; the French regarded Algeria as part of the French mainland. In France, some white Frenchmen were called "Pieds-Noirs" (Black Feet), referring to white Frenchmen in Algeria. They were called "Black Feet" not because their feet were as black as Africans, but because these white people were not considered rich in France and did heavy labor in Algeria; their tattered shoes naturally wouldn't be very clean on the dirty earth.

At this moment, there was no need for de Gaulle to say anything more; the other French officers were already making a noise. "General, the British are unreliable. We support cooperation with China!"

De Gaulle didn't say much more. He picked up his military cap, walked quickly out of the gathering place of the French officers, and went straight to the Chinese Embassy. As soon as de Gaulle left, the other French officers immediately asked about the details of the event. That officer, like other French soldiers, had learned it through intelligence channels. In such a short time, he didn't know the specific situation either, and could only roughly introduce the news he had received.

On July 3rd, the British government, worried that the French fleet would defect to Germany, ordered the British fleet to attack the French forces in the port of Mers-el-Kébir, the French naval base in Algeria. The French forces were caught off guard and suffered heavy losses. It was said that the main ships were sunk by the British.

The French forces in Algeria and the Pétain government were not the same thing. Since Germany had no power to attack Algeria, this region served as France's core area in Africa, with powerful population and military strength. This region held a relatively neutral attitude; French Army and Navy officers and soldiers who held similar attitudes had fled to Algeria, especially the French Navy, with most of the fleet heading there.

The French officers did not doubt the correctness of the news. In the eyes of the French, Britain was precisely the kind of country that could do such things to France. Compared to Britain, the Chinese action of taking the opportunity to retake Indochina could simply be described as civilized and polite.

De Gaulle was also not surprised by this matter, but Britain's action of destroying the French Navy strengthened his determination to cooperate with China. Aside from Britain being destined to be in a competitive relationship with France geopolitically, for de Gaulle, France had huge investments in China, and there were also tens of thousands of French experts, technicians, and businessmen living and working in China. During the Western European campaign, the evacuation organized by China had also taken away a large group of French people.

As long as de Gaulle cooperated with China, the French resistance organization would immediately get money, men, and guns. What the French resistance needed most urgently right now was precisely money, men, and guns. With these, the French resistance could begin to counterattack. De Gaulle was not considering the issue of French Indochina at all right now; his mind was full of considerations about what conditions China would propose.

Arriving in front of the Chinese Embassy in the UK, de Gaulle was immediately invited in. Ambassador Li Lei sat in front of de Gaulle, quietly waiting for his questions. De Gaulle asked, "I wonder if China has formulated any new policies regarding French enterprises currently in China?"

Li Lei nodded. "We have indeed formulated new policies."

De Gaulle sighed in his heart; this was the predicament that the people of a fallen nation must inevitably face.

Without waiting for de Gaulle to speak, Li Lei continued, "General, you know that we in China have always opposed racism, and the policies executed by the German Nazi government are representative of white racism. Therefore, we do not recognize the Pétain government that has surrendered. If we recognized the Pétain government, it would be equivalent to cooperating with Germany. Based on our country's stance, our country has already frozen the loans from the French government to the Chinese government, and does not allow the Sino-French Bank to continue financial dealings with the Pétain government or Germany in the French occupied zones. Nor are French enterprises in China allowed to pay taxes to the Pétain government."

De Gaulle was stunned. He felt that the Chinese Ambassador to the UK in front of him was using money to implement a temptation. China had not confiscated the property of French merchants, nor had it confiscated the property of the French government in China; it simply did not allow this money to flow to the French Pétain government that had surrendered to Nazi Germany. This meant that if a French government recognized by the Chinese government appeared, this money could be obtained by that French government.

Although this was a huge temptation, de Gaulle had experienced slaughter on the battlefield after all; he was not blinded by this large sum of money. After thinking for a moment, de Gaulle continued to ask, "The Chinese government's actions in Indochina are a violation of France."

"General, China has always opposed racism and colonialism. It has always supported the liberation of the world's people. From France's perspective, this is a violation. From China's standpoint, the Chinese government's decisive action is to liberate this region so that it no longer becomes prey for colonialists. Of course, the Chinese government believes that if there is a French government that identifies with liberating colonies and is willing to complete the independence of the Indochina region, that would be best."

De Gaulle once again felt the sensation of being tempted. If China allowed a recognized French government to complete the independence of French Indochina, this meant that this French government could continue to use the land and ports of French Indochina for a certain period. De Gaulle wanted to counterattack and needed a rear area. This rear area had better be able to obtain various support, including various military supplies. Indochina, bordering China, could undoubtedly easily obtain China's support.

When de Gaulle discovered that everything he expected could be satisfied, he did not rush to state his position but asked about China's attitude. "The Chinese government has always opposed all kinds of racism, including white racism. China's stance makes me feel confused. Is China going to defeat Nazi Germany, or defeat all racism?"

Li Lei answered frankly, "Nazism is merely a manifestation of white racism. What China wants to defeat are the reactionaries who are still stubbornly persisting in racism even in 1940. Just as when we took over Indochina, someone raised a question. Many people in the Indochina colonial government have blood debts on their hands; should they be handed over to the local people to be judged by them?"

The corners of de Gaulle's mouth couldn't help twitching a few times. He knew very well that if these colonialists were handed over to the local people, they would certainly be killed by them. The question raised by Chinese Ambassador Li Lei was very realistic and very terrifying.

He heard Li Lei continue, "Our side believes that although these colonial officials killed many people, they committed crimes in the line of duty. The policies were formulated by the French government of that time. Since these people chose... cooperation when facing the people's liberation movement, we will characterize them as uprising personnel."

De Gaulle was assessing the Chinese government's attitude in his mind when he heard Li Lei continue, "However, we will not let off those who committed the crime of murder. Please allow me to ask a presumptuous question, General: do you support murder? Would you consider murderers innocent?"

This question made de Gaulle want to roll his eyes in anger. As a dignified French Brigadier General, how could he support crime? Even less could he accept the ridiculous view that murderers were innocent. However, what Li Lei said was a very realistic problem. If French people in the colony committed murder against local people based on personal reasons, China was not prepared to let such people off.

Besides this layer of meaning, de Gaulle also believed there was another layer. That was that the French government supported by China could not be a colonialist government. This concept made de Gaulle feel a lot of pressure. It wasn't that de Gaulle thought French colonies were more important than the French mainland. To preserve the so-called French Colonial Empire, one could allow France to be occupied and enslaved by Germany? But once the stance of opposing colonialism was made clear, there would definitely be many French people who would choose to stand on the opposite side of de Gaulle.

After thinking for a while, de Gaulle asked, "Mr. Ambassador, do you think France should declare the independence of each colony?"

Li Lei shook his head. "Personally, I think that if the French government hopes to get the full support of each colony, promising each colony that those who support France's liberation will all be able to gain independence after the war is won... such a method would be of great benefit to the current France."

De Gaulle did not answer immediately. In his heart, he felt that these diplomats really loved playing word games. "Personally think"? Isn't this just the standard set by the Chinese government?

But de Gaulle thought it over and over, and still felt he should accept such conditions. De Gaulle was not the only one in France willing to resist to the end; the French Communist Party had great influence in France, and the FCP had proposed adopting guerrilla warfare nationwide to fight Nazi Germany to the end. It was just that the FCP itself had no army, no arms, and could not launch guerrilla warfare.

Although the FCP had no military power, its philosophy completely aligned with the conditions proposed by the Chinese government. If the Chinese government were proposing these requirements to the FCP right now, the FCP would likely express agreement immediately. Even if the FCP did not know China's requirements right now, as long as China was not lying, the FCP would know before long. At that time, FCP personnel would try every means to go to China and establish a new French government.

Thinking of this, de Gaulle probed, "I wonder if Mr. Ambassador knows the news that the British Navy attacked the port of Mers-el-Kébir?"

Li Lei replied with a composed expression, "I received the news after the fact. General, I have great sympathy for the casualties of the French Navy and do not agree with imperialist atrocities at all."

Now de Gaulle was certain that Li Lei definitely had various backup plans and was not just preparing to bet everything on de Gaulle alone. Although the two sides had major divergences in stance in some aspects, de Gaulle decided to link up with China first.

In the next two days, de Gaulle discussed internally with the officers who had come to join him, and organized a negotiation team to conduct multiple secret exchanges with Li Lei. In the end, about thirty percent of the officers expressed that they could not trust China and temporarily withdrew from de Gaulle's small team. These people's biggest worry lay in the fact that China's anti-colonial stance was hostile to the entire white world, and cooperating with China would easily be considered being a traitor to the white world.

De Gaulle, however, made up his mind. He raised a question at the meeting: "What if the British don't let people go?"

Now de Gaulle and a large number of French officers and soldiers persisting in the struggle were all in the UK; the British might not let people leave so smoothly. Li Lei looked solemn. "If the General is willing to go to Indochina, we can discuss the departure or stay of the Chinese Volunteers with the British."

De Gaulle was stunned, and for a moment was even somewhat moved. The Chinese Volunteer Air Force fought the Luftwaffe every day; that was dancing on the tip of a blade, hovering on the edge of the line of death. The Chinese were trading their lives for France's freedom.
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On the streets of Paris, soldiers of the German occupation force on leave were sightseeing in this beautiful city. When they saw delicious food, they would buy it from vendors. Soldiers looting would not bring long-term benefits to Germany; in order to better obtain resources from France, the German upper echelons naturally would not directly kill the goose that lays the golden eggs.

Now, French arsenals and automobile manufacturing plants had resumed production and begun to provide large amounts of equipment to the German army. To ensure this tribute could continue, the German Occupation Command issued strict orders that crimes committed by German troops against civilians would be severely punished. At the same time, "the honor of the German Army" was vigorously promoted within the occupation forces.

Ordinary German soldiers would visit famous French attractions, such as the Champs-Élysées and the Arc de Triomphe. Some more adventurous young German soldiers went to the grayer areas of those cities. For example, Mark and three other soldiers, led by their assistant squad leader, went to broaden their horizons in a place where it was said streetwalkers abounded. Places like the Moulin Rouge were for officers; German privates couldn't afford them.

As the group passed through the French streets, they suddenly heard a sharp whistle from ahead. As soldiers, their reaction to such things was far beyond that of ordinary people. The German soldiers immediately ducked behind a corner to hide, and the assistant squad leader's hand rested on his pistol holster.

With the sound of whistles, the sound of a large group of people running could be heard. Mark saw a small squad of men in black SS uniforms walking quickly towards them. When passing the Wehrmacht soldiers, they merely swept them with cold gazes but did not stop.

Following behind these SS men was a large group of guys wearing earth-yellow uniforms; just looking at the color of the uniforms, they were quite similar to the disbanded German SA (Stormtroopers). These people were obviously French, and they showed clear awe when they saw the German Wehrmacht soldiers. Soon, the sound of human voices came from the street. Mark and the others looked over and saw a group of people being dragged out. From the windows upstairs, many clothes and items were being thrown out. Although Mark didn't understand French very well, he could hear the word "Jew" popping out from time to time amidst the noise.

Seeing that Jews were being arrested, Mark and the others felt a wave of nausea. Their beloved Führer Hitler had already liberated Germany from Jewish usurers, foreign aggressors, and capital consortiums; the German homeland was no longer poisoned by these people. But they hadn't expected that in a foreign land, Germany still had to complete the same task. Mark and the others immediately slipped away from such a messy business, unwilling to get involved.

Mark and the others did not know that after they left, a window on the second floor of the street corner where they had originally hidden was opened a crack, and someone looked out through the slit. Seeing Mark and the others leave, the French Communist Party members inside all breathed a sigh of relief.

Since the surrender of France, the French Communist Party (FCP) had begun to go underground. The FCP had never liked fascists, so it was normal to be detested by fascists now. But the fascists' detestation was not just verbal; they were truly using actions to crack down on the FCP. At this stage, the FCP leaders who had exposed their whereabouts had all been arrested. Although this did not scare the heroic French people—and the number of FCP members had actually increased—such losses were still regrettable.

Closing the window, this FCP cell continued its meeting. The person in charge of this party cell said, "At this stage, only China will truly aid France, so we must send personnel to China and strive to meet Mr. He Rui."

Mentioning He Rui, the party cell leader didn't notice that his tone had unconsciously become respectful. The FCP members frowned slightly, and someone said with a lack of confidence, "How can we meet Mr. He Rui?"

Over the past decade or so, in the eyes of ordinary French people, He Rui represented prosperity and wealth. In newspapers, whenever Sino-French cooperation was involved, there would basically be effusive praise for Chairman He Rui's outstanding economic ideas. Even though many in the FCP criticized He Rui as a capitalist roader, whether praising or criticizing He Rui, the French people's feelings towards He Rui had been constantly reinforced over these dozen years.

Since the French cabinet fell like a revolving lantern and politicians constantly erupted with various scandals, the French public had despaired of their own politicians. Distance creates beauty; He Rui, tens of thousands of kilometers away, unconsciously became the carrier for many French people to entrust their beautiful ideals. French people's private lives were generally relatively open; learning that He Rui actually married two wives made the French people like He Rui even more. Although having a mistress looked cool, how could it be cooler than giving wives a legally recognized status? After all, marrying two wives in France was bigamy and would lead to a lawsuit.

With unconscious admiration for He Rui, someone said, "If we can't get to China, how can we possibly meet Mr. He Rui? Can we send letters to Mr. He Rui? Would these letters even be sent out?"

As soon as these words were spoken, the FCP members were temporarily speechless. The Germans had begun to implement surveillance in the occupied zone; let alone writing to He Rui, once the identity of a Communist was exposed, one might be suddenly taken away.

Just when everyone was about to give up thinking in this direction, footsteps came from the corridor. The people in the room immediately stopped talking. They heard a knocking sound on the door, the agreed code signal. It knocked three times in a row before the people in the room opened a crack in the door. Soon, the person outside slipped in and closed the door smoothly. Walking among the comrades, the courier whispered, "Latest news: there are quotas to go to China, and you can bring your whole family."

The FCP members were stunned by this news and couldn't speak for a moment. After a pause, the FCP members hurriedly began to ask questions. Several people asked at once, making the courier not know whose question to answer first. Afterward, the courier asked the party members to speak one by one, and he answered them one by one.

There were many International Brigade members in the FCP who had participated in the Spanish Civil War. Through the connections of the International Brigade, they learned that two Chinese ships would go to the UK soon, and there would be some empty seats on the return voyage. The members of the International Brigade informed them that FCP members willing to fight fascism could go to China to join the Anti-Fascist Liberation Army.

Now that France had fallen, jobs were not easy to find. If everyone left, their families might not be able to hold on, so they were allowed to leave France with their families and go to China. The Anti-Fascist Liberation Army would settle the families of these members so that they could live well. FCP members would not have to worry about their families' livelihood, nor would they have to worry about implicating their families if they were arrested.

At this time, a burst of wailing came from outside again. The FCP members stopped the meeting and hid by the window to look down. They saw a group of Jews being escorted away from their residence by a French right-wing organization. Children were crying, women were sobbing, and bruised and swollen men were shedding tears but dared not disobey the orders of the German fascists and French fascists. These people were not restricted by law at all; they directly used violence to realize their ideas. If they resisted again, they really might be killed.

The FCP members saw some people on the opposite floor open their windows and shout loudly, "Jews, get out!" There were also some who hid behind windows watching everything that happened. When they noticed the FCP members looking at them, they hurriedly drew the curtains tight and disappeared.

This was the status quo in France. The Nazis publicly stated they would persecute Jews, and they did so. The Nazis also announced they would eliminate the Communist Party, and they would do that too.

The leader of the action team downstairs was a Nazi Gestapo officer, and following the Gestapo were all French right-wingers. The Germans were new to France; how would they know who was Jewish? It must have been French people who betrayed the Jews. Besides hating Jews, these people also hated left-wing organizations like the FCP. Since the French right-wingers would betray Jews, it was unlikely they would show mercy to the FCP.

After the Nazi action team left, the FCP members in the room fell silent. After a good while, someone asked, "How many family members can we bring exactly?"

July 14th was Bastille Day. De Gaulle went to review the French troops continuing to fight in the UK early in the morning, and immediately announced that French pilots would perform a military mission to bomb the German Ruhr area together with British pilots.

Regarding this sortie, de Gaulle's heart was heavy. If he could refuse, de Gaulle would have refused. But the British had made a request; if he wanted the French troops in the UK to leave, de Gaulle had to show an attitude of cooperation. Even if bombing the German Ruhr area was a mission with a ninety percent chance of death, Britain needed to use such an action to show Germany that Britain would not unilaterally suffer German bombing. If Germany continued to bomb British industrial zones, they also had to be careful that German industrial zones would be bombed by the British army.

De Gaulle fully felt the treatment suffered by a defeated nation. Britain dared to make such a request to France, yet dared not ask the Chinese Volunteers to participate in such a military operation. De Gaulle watched the French pilots flying low over the reviewing stand in planes painted with French flag insignias, then flying towards the east. De Gaulle could only pray in his heart, hoping that these French pilots could return safely.

At this time, German Führer Hitler was receiving German Air Force experts in Berlin. Goering truly understood the air force. Although Marshal Goering would say some arrogant words when facing other branches of the military, when he brought the air force experts to report to Hitler, Goering did not say a word. He listened attentively to these professional explanations and did not interrupt the experts.

"...My Führer, this is the intelligence we obtained from the wreckage of captured Chinese aircraft. According to our current analysis, the manufacturing level of Chinese aircraft is quite high, and there is a great deal of content worth our learning." The air force technical expert finished speaking and carefully waited for Hitler to speak.

Hitler himself did not understand the air force, nor did he understand industrial R&D. The German air force expert's explanation just now only allowed Hitler to roughly understand two things: the Chinese Air Force's fighter planes were quite advanced, and the German Air Force was preparing to copy the same aircraft using the shot-down Chinese Air Force fighter as a blueprint. The German air force expert also believed that, judging from the combat records of the German army against the Chinese Air Force, the German Air Force should popularize the four-plane air combat formation mode and completely cancel the three-plane mode in the German Air Force.

As the German Führer, Hitler's job was not to personally command the German Air Force's technological development or tactical choices, but to decide how much money to allocate to these departments. Since it was Goering who came this time, Hitler expressed that he would support the needs of the German Air Force.

After the experts left, seeing that Hitler did not blame him, Goering was also relieved. He was just about to leave when he heard Hitler ask, "Goering, do you think the Soviet Union has received military technical support from China?"

Goering was shocked in his heart. He didn't know if Hitler's question meant he was worried about the Soviet Union actively attacking Germany, or if Hitler was considering actively attacking the Soviet Union. Goering did not want to go to war with the Soviet Union. This was not because Goering loved peace, but because the Soviet Union's strength was very powerful.

Since the signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, cooperation between the Soviet Union and Germany had rapidly increased. German personnel who had been to the Soviet Union all expressed amazement at the economic achievements the Soviet Union had made. Germany had always looked down on the Soviet Union, thinking it was a sparsely populated agricultural country. If the lives of Soviet farmers were better than those in Germany, it wouldn't surprise Germans too much. After all, the per capita land area of the Soviet Union was there, and Russia had always been a major exporter of agricultural products in Europe.

Current exchanges between Soviet and German personnel were concentrated in cities. Seeing the food, clothing, housing, and transportation of the Soviet people, German personnel felt a strong disparity. In many aspects, the standard of living in Soviet cities was faintly above that of Germany.

Goering had always considered himself not to have as "ambitious" ideals as Hitler. Germany's current situation had already exceeded Goering's highest ideals, and Goering did not want to enter a new gamble.

Seeing Goering not answering, Hitler stared at him. Goering had no choice but to answer, "According to our intelligence, the Soviet Union has not introduced technology from China."

"Is it that the Soviet Union itself did not introduce it from China?" Hitler pressed. He had held several meetings with the German Ministry of Economics in the past few days, and the results made Hitler very unhappy. Even though Germany had gained huge benefits and obtained massive amounts of materials from the war, if Germany wanted to continue maintaining the current situation, it needed even more massive amounts of materials. Unless... Germany could solve its food and energy dilemma once and for all.

Attacking the Soviet Union carried extreme risks; Hitler was well aware of this. But if the war could be won, the Third Reich that Hitler proclaimed could truly survive. The more he talked with economists, the stronger Hitler's impulse to continue waging war became.

Seeing Goering still unable to answer, Hitler said, "Go investigate."

"Yes!" Goering responded and took the opportunity to take his leave.

Hitler stood by the office window, looking at the street scene outside, his heart filled with mixed feelings. The Soviet Union was a behemoth, and Stalin was an opponent Hitler feared. But under Stalin's command, this behemoth was annexing the three Baltic states. And Britain, which stubbornly refused to make peace, was sending people to the Soviet Union one after another, seeking an alliance with the Soviet Union.

Facing such greedy opponents, Hitler had to seriously consider what Germany should do if Stalin actively launched an attack on Germany.

In Hitler's view, the best way was nothing other than a preemptive strike.
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When the CPSU Politburo made the decision to annex the three Baltic states, they had already prepared for potential German military intervention. However, since the operation began on June 26th, the Soviet Union had faced no military threats whatsoever.

Entering July, the air war between Britain and Germany left both nations with no time to look elsewhere. This further reduced the scrutiny on the Soviet Union, allowing them to act with a free hand. The Soviet economy had been performing well in recent years, and the three Baltic states had relatively close economic and trade relations with the Soviet Union. Coupled with the fact that these three countries had significant populations of Russian descent, the annexation process proceeded very smoothly.

By August 12th, the three Baltic states had become the 13th, 14th, and 15th union republics of the Soviet Union.

The CPSU Politburo was filled with voices praising General Secretary Stalin. Russian nationalists, who had previously expressed dissatisfaction with many CPSU policies, also changed their views, believing that the CPSU represented Russia's interests.

Only after annexing the three Baltic states did Stalin contact China, hoping to send Vyacheslav Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, to visit China. He Rui only saw the document after concluding the Central Economic Conference. At this moment, He Rui was exhausted to the point of death and had absolutely no mood to continue working.

France's defeat had a tremendous impact on China. The core of Sino-French cooperation was the maintenance of a strong Franc. Because the exchange rate between the Franc and the Chinese Yuan was fixed, a strong Franc meant a strong Yuan. With France's defeat, the strong Franc ceased to exist. In order to avoid cooperating with Nazi Germany, China had to cut off economic and trade exchanges with France. Now, the Chinese Yuan could only rely on China itself for support.

Although the comrades in the State Council's Economic Working Group had desperately studied various international financial subjects and gained work experience over the past dozen years, facing the urgent reality of independently building an international economic system led by the Chinese Yuan, these fellows all felt immense pressure.

He Rui only knew some basic conditions of international financial systems; the State Council comrades were far richer in specific financial knowledge. Therefore, the working conference turned into a funding application meeting. To build an international financial system, they first had to lay a massive number of dedicated communication lines, and then they needed to protect these lines. Financial hegemony must be built upon the foundation of military hegemony; without the protection of military hegemony, even the safety of communication equipment could not be guaranteed.

After resting in his chair for quite a while, He Rui finally picked up the few reports that had to be processed. The first was the news that the Soviet Union wanted to dispatch a special envoy. Next to it was the file on how the Soviet Union had annexed the three Baltic states.

He Rui hadn't read the specific process of the annexation of the Baltic states, so he began reading it now with the mindset of reading light entertainment.

The Soviet Union first propped up pro-Soviet parties within the three Baltic states, then conducted large-scale military exercises right next to them. The combined population of the three Baltic states was not even as large as the Soviet Army in 1940, and they were left trembling in fear by these massive exercises. They immediately signed peace treaties with the Soviet Union. The treaties stipulated that in the event of instability in the three Baltic states, the Soviet Union had the right to assist their governments in restoring order.

Having obtained the power to enter the three Baltic states through treaties, the Soviet Union determined that these three countries did not have the courage to go to war with them. Immediately, using "missing Soviet soldiers" as a pretext, they marched their troops into the three Baltic states.

Once executed to this step, the Soviet Union, having experience from annexing eastern Poland, felt on familiar ground. They disarmed the armies of the three Baltic states and eliminated opponents, especially the intellectual class. Then they pushed the Soviet-backed parties into power. The ruling parties signed agreements to merge with the Soviet Union, and by August 12th, Latvia, the last of the three, was annexed.

"Haha!" He Rui laughed and threw the document back onto the desk. Japan used "missing soldiers," and unexpectedly, the Soviet Union was pulling the exact same trick. This point indeed gave He Rui a great sense of relief.

Picking up the report on the Soviet special envoy again, He Rui felt that General Secretary Stalin was either getting carried away or was overly nervous. There was another possibility: Stalin was nervous about Germany's combat power while simultaneously getting carried away by the realization of Russian nationalist ideals.

He Rui didn't care about Stalin's personal psychological history. Before China went south to take over Indochina, it had first notified the Soviet Union and the nations of the world. The Soviet Union, however, had not informed China in advance of its annexation of the Baltic states. Diplomatically, this was an attitude of extreme distrust toward China. Now, sending Molotov to see He Rui—Stalin was really thinking too much.

If He Rui met Molotov at this time, it would be tantamount to positioning himself as the Soviet Union's little brother. How could He Rui agree to that? After thinking for a moment, He Rui wrote instructions on the document: "This is merely a meeting at the Foreign Minister level."

The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs replied to the Soviet Union by August 15th that Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang would meet with Molotov. Originally, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs wanted to receive Molotov with even lower protocol, such as sending the Director of the Department of European Affairs to meet him. But with the world in flames and no sign of the war in Europe extinguishing, it was not suitable to express too hard a line against the Soviet Union at this time. Only then was this slight compromise made.

When the news reached the CPSU Politburo, it immediately triggered a round of mockery directed at He Rui. In the view of the Politburo members, He Rui was being hypocritical. China could annex French Indochina, so why couldn't the Soviet Union recover the three Baltic states?!

Bukharin attacked fiercely: "China has already displayed imperialist arrogance. This is very dangerous!"

Such remarks received the approval of a considerable number of Politburo members. Stalin, however, slowly smoked his pipe, pondering what exactly He Rui meant.

Out of political courtesy, China had informed Stalin before moving south to take over French Indochina. Stalin believed that China might not actually want to turn French Indochina into Chinese territory; they would likely continue to manage it according to the "Korea Model," which in the Soviet view meant establishing a satellite state.

Soviet research institutions had seriously studied China's model of building spheres of influence. Their reports to the Central Committee cited the views of many European scholars. Comparing the traditional Chinese "Celestial Empire tributary system" with He Rui's actions in handling Korea, Assam, and Upper Burma, European scholars deduced that He Rui's current methods were those of China's traditional establishment of spheres of influence.

Stalin did not consider He Rui to be an arrogant man, so China's current reaction puzzled him.

The members of the CPSU Central Committee did not think China's current attitude was very important to the Party. The discussion quickly turned to how to deal with the pressure from Germany. Members who closely followed Stalin's policies believed that as long as the Soviet Union completed the Third Five-Year Plan in 1942, Soviet industrial strength would rank third in the world and first in Europe.

This was a very solid and massive advantage. In raw material extraction (mining), raw material processing, and military technology, the Soviet Union had closed the generational gap with the world's advanced levels, and its production of military equipment far exceeded that of Germany.

Although the Soviet Union's output of light industrial goods was unsatisfactory, China had set no barriers in light industrial trade in order to obtain Soviet raw materials. The Soviet raw material extraction industry had enormous capacity, sufficient to pay for the trade volume between China and the Soviet Union with raw materials.

Therefore, most leaders of the Central Committee believed that since the Soviet Union was set to soar from any perspective, what they needed to do now was to stall until the day the Third Five-Year Plan was completed in early 1943.

Stalin also put He Rui's matter aside and discussed this issue with his comrades in the Politburo. After discussing for quite a while, Stalin finally decided to begin constructing defensive lines on the current Soviet-German border. It was now August 1941, and there were still 28 months until the completion of the Third Five-Year Plan. Based on Soviet experience in building fortified regions near cities, 14 months would be enough to complete basic fortified region construction. Having all fortified regions completed at the same time as the Third Five-Year Plan—this was the best outcome.

The Soviet leaders outlined a beautiful future on paper and handed the plan down for execution. On August 18th, Red Army Chief of General Staff Zhukov came personally to see Stalin. Just as Stalin was thinking that Zhukov had come too quickly, he heard Zhukov say, "General Secretary Stalin, I believe this plan is not feasible."

There were not many people who dared to oppose Stalin to his face, but Stalin felt he should at least listen to Zhukov's thoughts, so with a cold face, he signaled for Zhukov to continue.

Zhukov did not stand on ceremony. He told Stalin that the course of the Western European campaign confirmed that the Red Army's overall thinking on future warfare was correct. However, the current training and organizational level of the Red Army simply could not fight a war at the same level as the German Wehrmacht. Since they lacked the ability to fight such a war, the Red Army should not be deployed to positions where the German army could easily attack.

As for the seemingly perfect plan proposed by the Politburo, Zhukov believed it was full of wishful thinking. If it were just about completing fortified regions, it would be best to deploy the corresponding troops as soon as each region was finished. Putting large army groups into the Polish region now, while also requiring the troops to exercise restraint and absolutely not provoke Nazi Germany—Zhukov could not figure out the relationship between the two.

Listening to Zhukov's answer, Stalin had already concluded that the Red Army Chief of General Staff was unreliable. However, Zhukov came from Stalin's own units and had not engaged in any small-circle conspiracies; he was frankly and directly expressing his views. So Zhukov did not mean to betray him; he was purely viewing military issues from the perspective of a Chief of General Staff. He lacked the ability to view problems from a comprehensive angle.

The day after stating his views, Zhukov was removed from his post. Stalin did not make things difficult for Zhukov, only assigning him to be responsible for Red Army reserve training work. The ailing Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov once again assumed the post of Chief of General Staff.

A small number of generals in the Red Army high command agreed with Zhukov's views, but more felt that Zhukov's removal was not unjust. Judging from the Western European campaign, the German army was indeed elite, but their military concepts did not exceed the latest concepts of the Soviet Red Army. Moreover, in terms of equipment, the Red Army had a great advantage over the Germans.

Especially during military exchanges with Germany, the Red Army discovered that the strongest German tank was only the Panzer IV. The Soviet T-34 tank had already begun mass production, and in front of the T-34, all German tanks were vulnerable to a single blow. Even if the number of T-34s was not large, the Soviet Union's current military power was much stronger than Germany's.

Although Germany was powerful, as long as the Soviet Union did not provoke them, Germany really wouldn't have the guts to proactively attack the Soviet Union.

Zhukov accepted everything he encountered very calmly. If he, as Chief of General Staff, had to personally execute the Red Army's erroneous arrangements, he really couldn't do it. Having done his best, Zhukov even felt a sense of relief. After handing over work to his successor, Boris Mikhailovich Shaposhnikov, Zhukov took a car home.

Seeing the carefree children playing in the street parks along the way, Zhukov felt a wave of exhaustion. It wasn't that military work was too heavy for him, but rather that the responsibility of defending the people of the motherland was so heavy.

Stalin did not make things difficult for Zhukov; although no longer Chief of General Staff, Zhukov could still see high-level documents. Upon returning home and finishing dinner, Zhukov went to his study and opened the secret intelligence on China's current military organization.

Zhukov was extremely interested in the construction of the Chinese National Defense Force. Countries all over the world were studying its development, and many military personnel viewed it with a sense of novelty. After all, it was astonishing that an army from a formerly agricultural country had risen to the level of the Great Powers in just seven years. There was no shortage of officers in the Soviet military who held this curiosity toward China.

Zhukov did not feel this way. Over the years, he increasingly felt that the military concepts of the Chinese army were extremely advanced. In Zhukov's view, as early as 1922, the Chinese army had a certain flavor of the 1939 German army. It was just that China's equipment was really poor back then, making those signs look like mere accidents.

Now that China's industrial strength was advancing by leaps and bounds, China's current military organization was the most concrete embodiment of its military power.

The data showed that the Chinese Army now had a total of 18 Group Armies. One Group Army commanded 12 brigades (including 6 Combined Arms Brigades and 6 Support Brigades). One Combined Arms Brigade commanded 9 battalions (including 4 Combined Arms Battalions and 5 Support Battalions). There were three levels from Corps/Army to Battalion: Army, Brigade, Battalion.

One Combined Arms Battalion commanded 8 companies, one company commanded 3 platoons, and one platoon commanded 3 squads. There were four levels from Battalion to Squad: Battalion, Company, Platoon, Squad.

If it were just this bit of information, this document wouldn't qualify as secret. The file further showed that the 12 brigades of a Group Army were: 2 Heavy Combined Arms Brigades, 2 Medium Combined Arms Brigades, 2 Light Combined Arms Brigades, 1 Field Artillery Brigade, 1 Air Defense Brigade, 1 Special Operations Brigade, 1 Aviation Brigade, 1 Engineering & Chemical Brigade, and 1 Service Support Brigade.

The 9 battalions of a Combined Arms Brigade were: 4 Combined Arms Battalions, 1 Field Artillery Battalion, 1 Air Defense Battalion, 1 Reconnaissance Battalion, 1 Support Battalion, and 1 Service Support Battalion.

The 8 companies of a Combined Arms Battalion were: 5 Main Battle Companies (including Infantry Companies and Tank Companies), 1 Field Artillery Company, 1 Support Company, and 1 Service Support Company.

Aside from the organizational model, Soviet intelligence had also collected basic operational details of various Chinese combat units. The more he read, the more regret Zhukov felt in his heart. The Chinese National Defense Force had clearly constructed a brand-new military organization based on their own understanding of armored forces. The Soviet Red Army's understanding of modern warfare was no worse than China's, but its execution capability was worrying. If a reason had to be found for the status quo of the Red Army, it was probably that it had failed to complete a systemic force. In the Red Army, there was too much imagination and not enough execution.

After these thoughts surfaced, Zhukov easily made himself continue to focus on studying the documents, excluding those distracting thoughts.

At this stage, the armies of all nations used the Corps, Division, Brigade, Regiment, Battalion, Company, Platoon, Squad organization. China's military units only had Army, Brigade, Battalion, Company, Platoon, Squad—two fewer command layers than other countries. In Zhukov's experience, missing just two command layers greatly increased the difficulty of command. The purpose of adding command layers was to have more commanders close to the front line who could react quickly to combat. China had not only eliminated two command layers, but the number of troops commanded simultaneously by higher-level headquarters had also increased. This type of organization contradicted current basic concepts of military command.

Zhukov did not underestimate the Chinese National Defense Force. He pondered for a long time and concluded there was only one reasonable explanation: China might have solved the problem of rapid communication between various combat units. But Zhukov couldn't imagine *how* the Chinese National Defense Force had solved such a difficult problem.

Time passed day by day, and in the blink of an eye, it was September. The Luftwaffe had lost hundreds of pilots in the air war with Britain, losses that even Göring could not bear. Finally, on September 17th, Hitler had to order the postponement of Operation Sea Lion.

There was never a shortage of people in the German military with various connections to Britain. From September 18th to September 21st, several channels delivered the same news. Moreover, the fact that the Luftwaffe did not launch any air raids against Britain from September 18th to September 21st also proved from the side that Germany had paused its military operations to attack Britain at this stage.

From July to now, over more than two months, the Chinese Volunteer Air Force had fought together with the Royal Air Force, tenaciously resisting the Luftwaffe's attacks. Also within these two months, more than 7,000 French officers and soldiers willing to follow De Gaulle left Britain by ship, heading for Indochina.

On September 30th, De Gaulle left the British docks with the last batch of 2,000 French officers and soldiers. Leaving with them were 40 Chinese volunteer pilots; the continuous high-intensity sorties had caused these Chinese pilots to fall ill. On the dock, De Gaulle shook hands and bade farewell to his British friends and the commander of the Chinese Volunteer Air Force, Feng Chengzhi.

When saying goodbye to Feng Chengzhi, De Gaulle sighed, "Feng, thank you for bringing me to Britain. When you return to China, I will treat you to a drink."

Feng Chengzhi laughed. "Don't get it wrong. When we get to China, naturally *I* will be the one treating you to a drink."

Saying this, Feng Chengzhi gripped De Gaulle's hand tightly and continued, "When France is liberated, you must treat me to a drink in Paris!"

Hearing this, De Gaulle wanted to grin and give Feng Chengzhi a smile, but his lips trembled involuntarily. De Gaulle wiped away tears with the back of his hand, opened his arms, and gave Feng Chengzhi a hug. Patting Feng Chengzhi on the back, De Gaulle said loudly, "My friend, whenever you come to Paris, I will treat you to a drink!"

In an atmosphere that was by no means sorrowful, the whistle of the Chinese cruise ship sounded. De Gaulle waved to the crowd on the dock from the ship's rail. Out in the open sea, two Chinese cruisers and four destroyers were waiting. After rendezvousing with the cruise ship carrying De Gaulle and the others, they escorted this group of France's future towards the south.
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On the day of the vote counting for the November 1940 election, Roosevelt sat quietly in his wheelchair. One moment, he felt a hollowness in his heart, worried about the war that would inevitably erupt during his third term; the next, he felt a surge of excitement, firmly believing he could lead the United States out of North America and onto the world stage.

Soon, Roosevelt realized that his mood swings stemmed from changes in his heart rate. But he could not control his emotions, because he saw that in the not-too-distant future, terrible dark clouds were gathering, and behind those clouds, a hurricane was strengthening with each passing day.

The American public, however, could not see such a future. What they saw was that after the campaign in Western Europe ended, Germany did not continue to launch large-scale land wars. China's aircraft carrier formations had completed their evacuation mission and returned to China. Nations around the world had settled down following France's surrender.

Most Americans believed that "America must not get involved in the Europeans' dirty war." Americans with a bit more historical knowledge viewed the war so far as a "Second Franco-Prussian War," rather than a Second World War.

Roosevelt did not see it that way. His cabinet reported the progress of U.S. military equipment production every week. The United States now possessed 7 aircraft carriers and 14 battleships. The Air Force had expanded from its original 30,000 personnel to 300,000, with 24,000 aircraft and 30,000 pilots. Across the Pacific, the East Asian Economic Community had 6 aircraft carriers and 9 battleships. And on the slipways of both the United States and the East Asian Alliance, new aircraft carriers and battleships were under construction.

Even if Roosevelt had not been elected, as long as the United States completed its military buildup, it would join the war at some point. Because the root crisis that triggered this war had not been eliminated, and the world economy was being torn into several blocks by the war. Even if the war ended, every country would want to occupy a more favorable position in the new world trade. To achieve their goals, countries had no choice but to go to war.

Roosevelt desperately wanted the American people to understand this. If the American people understood, Roosevelt could easily possess the power to wage war. In this way, the United States could launch a war at the most favorable moment for America. But this required Roosevelt to successfully win re-election first.

On the other side of the Pacific, He Rui also instructed his secretary to inform him immediately upon receiving the U.S. election results. History had changed; China's industrialization had caused tremendous changes in the entire global landscape. Even without Hitler, China would have launched a war. In the current situation, Roosevelt had become an interesting variable. He Rui felt that without Roosevelt, China would defeat the United States even faster. Roosevelt's strategic vision was quite formidable; he could see the global structure clearly. Moreover, Roosevelt possessed immense determination and did not fear war. He Rui believed that when the situation began to turn comprehensively in China's favor, Roosevelt would declare war without hesitation. If Roosevelt were compared to Cao Cao, other American politicians would be roughly at the level of Yuan Shao—cherishing their own safety when facing major events, and forgetting their lives at the sight of petty gain.

It was another sleepless night. He Rui was processing documents regarding the recognition of the "Free France Movement." The combat faction of the French army led by de Gaulle had arrived in Indochina, numbering about 7,000. Accompanying the Free French forces to Indochina were over 70,000 other French citizens, most of whom were French Communists and their families.

The Chinese government did not recognize the Petain government, and the former Chinese Embassy in France had already withdrawn to China. De Gaulle and his people could not obtain Chinese visas, so they had to go to Indochina. Apart from these people, there were about 200,000 French citizens who had obtained Chinese visas and entered Chinese territory.

After these people arrived in China, careful screening revealed over 20,000 Jews who had entered China with forged documents. These fake documents were not fake passports, but various fake academic credentials and recommendation letters.

These Jews knew that China accepted French citizens with professional skills. They were also well aware that if they stayed in France, they would be persecuted by Nazi forces. To qualify for entry into China, these Jews utilized their forgery skills, relying on fake diplomas and fake recommendation letters to obtain eligibility. According to China's previous arrangements, these Jews were settled in the Jewish residential area in the Saigon region.

He Rui was handling these major issues. The procedural design document for the independence of the Indochina region was also delivered to him. What interested He Rui more was not this, but the monthly trade figures between the Indochina region and China submitted by Li Runshi.

After China took over the Indochina region, it immediately launched grassroots work. In particular, preparations for land reform began. The greatest effect of land reform was to solve the employment problem through asset restructuring, which had played a very good role in China, Japan, Korea, Assam, and Upper Burma.

In China's long history, the prevalence of refugees would inevitably lead to the collapse of national governance. The reason for the prevalence of refugees was often that people lost their means of production and became unemployed. Whether in an industrial society or an agricultural society, once large-scale unemployment occurred, social contradictions would immediately intensify to an unprecedented level. War would break out.

Although there were cases of unemployment caused by large-scale production interruptions due to super-large-scale natural disasters, in Chinese history, there had really never been a case of national subjugation caused solely by large-scale natural disasters. On the contrary, almost every dynasty in China had implemented policies of large-scale land equalization, the purpose of which was to provide employment opportunities.

The transaction data provided by Li Runshi satisfied He Rui greatly. Because the management department led by Li Runshi purchased goods from the Indochina region at normal prices and sold a large amount of goods purchased from China at normal prices, the more than 36 million people in the Indochina region created a significant market, even if each adult bought only one piece of clothing and each family bought two iron farm tools—small amounts accumulated to make a lot.

These data had been analyzed according to China's economic model, and the analysis report made He Rui quite satisfied. In northern China, even having land could not guarantee that people would not starve to death, but people in the Indochina region, which had three harvests a year, could survive as long as they had their own land. As long as there was no exploitation by imperialism and the local rentier class, the consumption power of the people in the Indochina region, which was in the agricultural era, was even at the upper-middle level among agricultural regions.

Moreover, the Indochina region was suitable for growing tropical crops. The Chinese interim administration took over the French plantations in Indochina, which produced tropical products such as sugarcane, palm oil, rubber, and sisal. Based on China's experience in Upper Burma, as long as the system was reasonable, local laborers working in the plantations would soon be able to shake off poverty.

Given the size of the Chinese market, any amount of tropical crops produced in Indochina could be fully absorbed. The future local government could also obtain substantial revenue through import and export tariffs on these tropical crops.

Several months had passed, and the locals in Indochina had not launched any struggles against the Chinese interim administration. The greatest feeling among the local Indochinese was confusion. They accepted the management of the Chinese government, but they did not know what new rules the Chinese, who had returned to Indochina, would establish.

Several hours passed in the blink of an eye. After finishing the report on Indochina, He Rui basically finished reading the Defense Force's report. The report contained good news; the base construction of the Defense Force was progressing smoothly, and naval and air force patrols had begun. Having mastered the Indochina region, a part of the Chinese Navy that used Hainan Island as an anchorage moved their anchorage to Cambodia, pushing the Chinese Navy's starting point 3,000 kilometers south.

3,000 kilometers meant that even if a warship traveled at 60 kilometers per hour, it would take 50 hours. One knot is 1.852 kilometers per hour, which equates to a speed of 32 knots.

In recent months, British, Dutch, and American warships frequently appeared near the new anchorages of the Chinese fleet. Although the Defense Force did not drive them away, it dispatched ships to sail alongside them, and the Air Force also sent planes for surveillance flights. Although Britain, the Netherlands, and the United States did not lodge protests, the behavior of the warships of both sides, especially the American warships and planes, became increasingly aggressive.

Looking at the name of MacArthur, the Commander-in-Chief in the Philippines, He Rui felt that with this brother's irritable personality, he would cause trouble sooner or later. Although He Rui was not afraid of MacArthur causing trouble, he did not wish to fight the United States right now.

The aircraft carrier formations that went to Europe for the evacuation of expatriates proved in their long-distance operations that the design of various types of Chinese naval vessels was reasonable and the manufacturing was exquisite. They also summarized a large amount of experience that the Chinese fleet had no opportunity to summarize before. At this time, the only shortcomings of the Chinese Navy lay in the insufficient number of ships and insufficient training. Starting a war now would be most favorable for the United States, which temporarily possessed a numerical advantage.

If the United States wanted to go to war with China, He Rui would of course choose to fight immediately. If the United States did not initiate war, He Rui believed that the time to start the war would be when all 36 aircraft carrier formations were inducted into active service. Since this condition had not yet been met, He Rui was not happy to make a decision to go to war with the United States.

After reading the materials through the night, He Rui attended two meetings in the morning. At noon, He Rui didn't even want to eat; he only hoped to fall asleep immediately until he was woken up by hunger pangs.

Just as he was walking towards the bathroom, his secretary answered the phone. Not long after, the secretary caught up and replied, "Chairman, Roosevelt has succeeded in his succession."

He Rui had felt something weighing on his mind, but upon hearing this news, he felt a sense of relief throughout his body and replied, "I'm going to sleep. Do not disturb my sleep."

The secretary agreed and withdrew. He Rui stood under the shower; the warm water made him feel comfortable, and his mood became pleasant. In this election, the U.S. Republican Party focused on the tone that "choosing Roosevelt is choosing war." The Republican presidential candidate told voters, "Roosevelt's accession to power means that your sons, husbands, and lovers will be sent to the battlefield. Only we Republicans are anti-war!"

Roosevelt did not come out directly to respond to such attacks. Instead, Eleanor Roosevelt came forward to soothe the voters' unease. She told American voters, "We in America have an excellent conservative stance. Respected conservatives, what the current situation needs most is policy stability!"

In He Rui's view, even if the Republicans were elected, the United States would eventually be dragged into the war. However, Roosevelt's election meant that the war in Europe had greatly stimulated the American public, allowing Roosevelt to be elected for a third consecutive time. This was enough to prove that the American people had great confidence in themselves and that their acceptance of war was actually quite high.

After taking a bath, He Rui lay on the bed, feeling relaxed all over. Since Roosevelt was destined to wage war, it couldn't be considered a bad thing; at least it eliminated a great deal of uncertainty. This allowed for a good sleep.

After waking up from this sleep, he still felt sleepy, so he went to the toilet and came back to continue sleeping. He seemed to wake up two or three times in between. When he woke up completely, he saw that the sky was dark, and the luminous hands on the clock face pointed to 6:10.

He still felt a bit dizzy while getting dressed, but by the time he walked out of the bedroom, he felt completely awake. He saw Guangzi preparing a meal in her loungewear. He Rui sat at the dining table and asked, "Is it 6 a.m. or 6 p.m.?"

Guangzi looked at He Rui sympathetically, "Darling, how long has it been since you got up at 6 a.m.?"

"...Seems like a long time." He Rui also couldn't recall when he last had a normal biological clock routine. The normal biological clock he could remember clearly was when he was in military school.

"Congratulations, it is now 6 a.m.," Guangzi said as she brought the freshly scrambled eggs to He Rui.

"Congratulations to us both." He Rui only then felt that his body was very weak, obviously the weakness caused by a lack of food, but he just didn't want to eat a proper meal. Finally, He Rui took a bottle of yogurt and slices of bread from the refrigerator, ate them, and went straight to the study to continue working.

At 8 a.m., He Rui attended a meeting. The meeting ended after 10 a.m. Premier Wu Youping did not leave immediately but pulled He Rui into a small conference room nearby. "Chairman, Roosevelt's continued re-election this time proves that the United States really intends to go to war with us!"

Seeing that Wu Youping did not really want to have Roosevelt as an opponent, He Rui asked, "The United States has an unusual obstinacy regarding their Constitution and system, which can be seen as 'the laws of the ancestors cannot be changed.' Do you think Roosevelt represents a reform in the United States? Of course, Roosevelt is not the first reformer; the last reformer was Lincoln."

Wu Youping rarely considered such problems spanning large timeframes. As Premier, Wu Youping spent the vast majority of his time dealing with work that required results within a few months. Hearing He Rui's explanation, Wu Youping felt that he really didn't want to engage in thinking that he wasn't good at, so he said, "Chairman, don't expect me to think up the result myself. Just tell me the deduction process directly."

He Rui felt great sympathy for his old friend and comrade-in-arms, Wu Youping. Although Wu Youping was not yet 50 years old, he had long borne an overly heavy workload. If it weren't for good nutrition and Wu Youping's doctors and family almost forcing him to exercise, Wu Youping's body probably wouldn't be able to hold up.

Moreover, Wu Youping had expressed to He Rui several times that as soon as the war ended, he would retire. Even without a pension, Wu Youping wouldn't do it anymore. Seeing that his old comrade had lost even the desire to challenge mental activities, He Rui sympathized and stopped guiding him. Instead, he narrated, "Since it is a reform, it might fail. The Qing Dynasty was completely negated because it failed completely; for the Manchu civil and military officials of the Qing Dynasty, even breathing was wrong. I thought I was persisting in a path of peace and moderation, but thinking of the Qing, I still feel disgusted.

There is nothing unique about the Chinese people; what China feels, other countries will feel too. Roosevelt has been elected president three consecutive times. If the United States suffers a huge defeat, Americans will think the reform was wrong! They will want to pull the United States back to the system before the reform."

Wu Youping said he didn't want to think, but hearing He Rui speak to this point, he shook his head. "That shouldn't be. Shouldn't the United States find a new path?"

He Rui felt that Wu Youping might be simply substituting Chinese thinking for American thinking, so he explained, "We completely negated the Qing Dynasty, which was actually also a return to the past. If returning to the Tang and Song Dynasties doesn't work, then return to the Qin and Han, eras that perished due to strength. In American history, the time before 1929 was the 'Good Old Days.' Eleven years have passed from 1929 to now, and American reflection no longer views 1929 as an evil era, but believes that 1929 was not wrong; what was wrong was that the United States was too indulgent at the time. As long as regulations are enacted against evil capitalists and evil bankers, the United States can return to the Good Old Days. Do you think that American 'Good Old Day' is favorable to China?"

This time, Wu Youping only thought for a moment before answering, "If it's the United States of that era, it was actually quite nice. But I'm afraid the American people have misunderstood something."

Seeing that Wu Youping's understanding was still slightly off, He Rui continued to correct him, "So, Roosevelt's election is not a bad thing for us. Roosevelt and the minority elite around him understand that the root of the American economic crisis comes from America's lack of a world market. After understanding this, this group decided to take advantage of the current major changes in the world situation to become the main force guiding the new world order.

As for what the American people think, I don't think we can say their thoughts are wrong. Just like that joke: during the Great Depression in the United States, two beggars were huddled together sleeping on the cold roadside. Suddenly, a beggar came and shouted loudly, 'Great news! The President has ordered to save the economy at all costs!' The young beggar who was lying down was overjoyed and asked, 'Really?' But the old beggar beside him said calmly, 'What is there to be happy about? The President is saving the economy; *we* are the cost.'"

Wu Youping had actually seen this joke and couldn't help but smile. But he heard He Rui continue, "The American people's thinking is not wrong; they *are* that cost. Roosevelt's New Deal determined that the U.S. federal government would have the capacity to raise an army of over ten million and engage in a brutal war with foreign countries for several years. If this army of over ten million Americans dies in battle, where is the legitimacy of this federal government? Youping, the United States is a federal country, not a centralized country like China!"

Hearing this, Wu Youping was stunned for a moment, then immediately understood. It turned out that what He Rui sought was not even the defeat of the United States, but the collapse of the American order. If a central government that caused the deaths of over ten million American people could continue to exist, that would be too untraditional for America.
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"Can the US Congress really pass a declaration of war?" Wu Youping asked. After hearing He Rui explain the internal logic that would destroy the United States, Wu Youping found he could face America's future with greater ease and rationality.

He Rui smiled. "I think the mindset of the US Congress is quite good at the moment. With American isolationism so severe, the members of Congress certainly don't want to go to war. As long as China doesn't initiate an attack on the United States and focuses on dealing with Southeast Asia, the US Congress will be able to endure it. Meanwhile, Roosevelt and the elites around him are burning with anxiety.

"The American elites are of a very high caliber. They are perfectly clear that if the United States allows China to liberate Southeast Asia, Australia, New Zealand, and the Indian subcontinent, the US will lose the ability to lead the future world order. So, there is a high probability that these American elites will make a move during this process.

"Youping, I've looked at the data. If the United States doesn't enter the war, they will likely face another economic crisis around 1942. When that time comes, even I can't guess what the domestic situation in the US will turn into."

Wu Youping felt the US might declare war on Germany to join the British camp, which had already declared war on China. However, he didn't offer his own thoughts. He felt that cultivating a successor and ensuring a smooth handover of work was already the limit of his abilities. His body truly couldn't hold up anymore. Yet, in this position, Wu Youping couldn't allow himself to do anything less than his utmost.

Seeing that Wu Youping truly lacked the mental energy to consider this issue, He Rui advised, "Youping, you should let the young people shoulder more of the work. In your position, you must grasp the big picture and let go of the small details." Speaking to this point, He Rui paused for a moment before continuing, "Moreover, there are comrades in the Inspectorate to wrap things up for what comes after."

Hearing this, Wu Youping fell silent for a moment, then spoke with some unwillingness, "I believe we have a responsibility to our comrades."

He Rui shook his head slightly. "Even a family has to kick a rebellious son out of the house. Responsibility is a two-way street. Many people don't feel they have a responsibility to the state, but instead feel the state has a responsibility to them."

Wu Youping felt helpless in his heart. Many formerly outstanding comrades had fallen in various matters, which was already a source of great regret for him. What he regretted even more was that comrades who were very qualified by past standards had become unqualified in the new era.

After struggling internally for a while, Wu Youping sighed. "Chairman, is the era changing too fast?"

When he said this, Wu Youping was actually trying to find an excuse for himself, but he didn't expect He Rui to answer frankly, "That's right. China has developed too fast, so fast that old understandings can no longer keep up with the times. Youping, I have to admit that judging from every angle, the current China is not ready to lead the world."

Wu Youping was left speechless. Although he himself would lament that the current China had too many problems, hearing He Rui evaluate it so frankly made him feel unwilling to accept it.

The small conference room fell silent for a time, but before long, He Rui stood up. "An opportunity to vie for world leadership might not come once in a century. Even if we aren't fully prepared, other countries aren't fully prepared either. As the saying goes, when called upon by duty, one must not decline; when it's time to go up, we can't let it slip by."

"Sigh..." With a sigh, He Rui patted Wu Youping's shoulder. "So, you still need to let the younger comrades shoulder more responsibility. Take care of your health. As long as you are here, the country has a ballast stone."

Wu Youping gave a bitter smile. "Chairman, your health isn't much better than mine. If I'm gone, there's still you. If you're gone, who can take over your burden?"

He Rui answered immediately, "I think Comrade Li Runshi is very good. This comrade has a will of steel, and he attaches great importance to fairness."

Wu Youping was stunned. Before he could say anything, he heard He Rui continue, "All these years, China's economic development has pursued efficient development. Efficiency and fairness cannot be given equal attention simultaneously. If we can build a new world order, Comrade Li Runshi can undoubtedly handle the fairness issues of the new stage."

"I don't think the issue of fairness is that serious." Wu Youping felt He Rui was being a bit too pessimistic.

"Youping, your work has been extremely meritorious, which is why the country has entered a stage where we can truly discuss fairness. Fairness in the future stage is not simply the pastoral model of agricultural production where the old are cared for and the young are provided for. Future fairness requires that *everyone* can become a talent of use, or at least a useful person. You can understand how high this requirement actually is."

"...That is very difficult," Wu Youping sighed after a long silence. It wasn't the first time he had heard He Rui say this, but every time some time passed, hearing it again gave Wu Youping a completely new feeling.

He Rui also sighed. "To cultivate healthy bodies and sound souls requires the people to receive a complete education. At this stage, some will inevitably question: must one be successful to be treated as a human being? All sorts of problems will appear, and egalitarianism will also pop up. In such times, whether the leader possesses profound philosophical concepts and realistic capabilities determines how far we can go in the realm of fairness.

"Our biggest problem right now is that we haven't been able to establish socialist jurisprudence and are still implementing bourgeois jurisprudence in a great many fields. But we must also have confidence. Although China is a new member of industrial society, other civilizations have failed in the face of this challenge. Now it is our Chinese civilization's turn to answer this exam paper. If we can solve the questions on this paper, we can create a more advanced civilization. It's just that the two of us probably won't have the time to see it."

Speaking to this point, He Rui waved his hand. "Forget it, that's too far off. Let's focus on current matters."

Wu Youping became interested. "I actually think it's very good. Discussing these future matters allows me to figure out what our current efforts are actually for."

Seeing Wu Youping like this, He Rui simply spoke of the issue even further into the long term. "The future of humanity is first to ensure the continuation of the human world. If civilization cannot develop, humanity will sooner or later die on Earth. If we want to fly out of the solar system and find new habitable planets in the vast and boundless universe, humanity's current stage of civilization certainly won't do. Our success is not just China's success, but the success of all humanity."

"...That is indeed too far off. Haha." Wu Youping's mood suddenly became very good. Facing such a distant future, Wu Youping actually abandoned his thoughts of pursuing it.

He Rui walked toward the door, saying at the same time, "It's just that we won't see it, but our children will be able to see humanity fly out of Earth and build human bases within the solar system."

After finishing his words, he had reached the door. He Rui opened it and walked out. Looking at He Rui's back, Wu Youping suddenly felt he just believed what He Rui had said. Moreover, Wu Youping really hoped he could live a bit longer. Let alone establishing bases on other planets, even just seeing humanity fly out of Earth—achieving things that could only be done in legends—Wu Youping felt would make this life not lived in vain.

***

On December 1, 1940, representatives of 17 French political parties convened a meeting in Saigon. After three days of meetings, the 17 French parties announced the establishment of the Free French Government. The Free French Government elected the French Communist Commissioner Jean-Pierre as President, and Charles de Gaulle assumed the post of Minister of National Defense and War.

On December 5, people's representatives from the Indochina region gathered in Hanoi and proposed a declaration of independence. They immediately dispatched a delegation to Saigon to meet with the Free French Government. On December 6, the Free French Government met with the public opinion representatives of the Indochina region. After consultation between the two sides, a joint statement was issued on December 8. The Free French Government agreed to the independence of the Indochina region.

On December 10, the public opinion delegation from the Indochina region arrived in the Chinese capital. The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs received the Indochina representatives. After three days of frank talks between the two sides, the Indochina region and China issued a joint communiqué. China recognized the independence of the Indochina region, and the independent Indochina would form nation-states according to the model of national self-determination.

This set of procedures left countries around the world with nothing to say. From January 5 to 12, 1941, the first Political Consultative Conference of the Indochina region was convened. In this conference, the monarchy was first abolished. As a puppet emperor prop up by the French, Emperor Bao Dai had never held real power and did not bear political responsibility.

Cambodia and Laos obtained independent status at this consultative conference. Both countries first announced they would complete border demarcation work within one year and applied to join the Asian Economic Community.

China immediately announced that since the two countries had not completed border demarcation work, they did not meet the conditions for joining the Asian Economic Community. Since Laos and Cambodia were not involved in the war, they were granted temporary observer status and invited to attend the 1941 Ministerial Conference of the Asian Economic Community.

On February 14, 1941, after a long period of negotiation, the Free French Government and Vietnam reached a difficult agreement. The original Vietnam was divided into two: the north was called Vietnam, while the south resumed the ancient name of "Champa."

On February 17, 1941, the five governments of Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Champa, and Free France held a meeting in Saigon, signing the "Four-Nation Agreement to Support French Liberation." The agreement stipulated that the Republic of Champa would designate a Special Residential Zone for French habitation. The Republic of Champa possessed sovereignty over the Special Residential Zone, while France obtained administrative rights over the zone from 1941 to 1945.

On February 27, the Chinese government announced that since the Indochina region had been restored to calm, the Chinese government would withdraw Chinese troops from the four countries.

Starting from February 28, Chinese troops began a comprehensive withdrawal from the four countries. By March 25, Chinese troops had completely withdrawn from the four countries.

On March 26, the Chinese government recognized the Free French Government. The two sides immediately signed a series of agreements. The most watched among them were the economic and military cooperation agreements. The Chinese and French governments decided that taxes originally paid to France by French enterprises in China would be handed over to the Free French Government. Since the Free French Government did not currently directly control the French homeland, China transferred 22.5% of the matured French loans to the Free French Government's account.

The Chinese government issued a government announcement regarding this: "...Since the loans China needs to repay belong to France and the French people. At present, France has been notified by Nazi Germany and the Pétain government, which effectively belongs to Germany's vassal states, that if China returns this loan, it amounts to effectively giving this money to Nazi Germany, rather than returning the money to the French people. Therefore, China will temporarily suspend repayment. The unpaid loans will accrue 4% interest annually during the overdue period. Once the French people have obtained complete independence, the Chinese government will immediately continue to return all due loans and related interest to France, and continue to fulfill repayment obligations.

"The Chinese government recognizes the Free French Government. Since Free France has not completely liberated France, the Chinese government cannot give the money belonging to all French people to the Free French Government without the authorization of all French people. Based on the voter proportion of the political parties participating in the formation meeting of the Free French Government, the Chinese government will hand over 22.5% of the matured French loans to the Free French Government..."

This news caused quite a stir among the countries in the world not yet involved in the war, especially in the financial industry. Countries generally believed that the Free French Government was a government propped up by China, so they hadn't expected China to treat the Free French Government with such impartiality and fairness. Especially regarding the handling of money, even those who didn't like China had nothing to say.

Many officials within the Pétain government were even more moved. They had originally thought the He Rui government would take the opportunity to swallow this money, but they didn't expect the Chinese government not to take a single cent, and not even use all the money to support the Free French Government. In the eyes of the French upper class, this was a decision Jesus would only make in the Temple. Many French upper-class figures and resistance organizations spawned the idea of going to the Republic of Champa to join the Free French Government.

The United States passed the *Lend-Lease Act* on April 1, announcing the provision of food and military supplies to Britain free of charge or for payment. Roosevelt had originally wanted to provide "Lend-Lease" to Britain and France, but after the Free French Government was established and obtained territory and money, it had no interest in American Lend-Lease, resulting in the US only being able to provide Lend-Lease services to Britain.

At this time, however, Britain didn't much need American Lend-Lease either. Although the previous British Prime Minister Chamberlain had stepped down due to his "Appeasement" policy toward Nazi Germany, he had already begun Britain's comprehensive war preparation actions while in office. Therefore, the Churchill government not only didn't have to start from scratch, but because the war preparation plan executed by Chamberlain starting from 1937 had fully entered the right track by 1940.

As Germany could not sustain the losses of the Battle of Britain and constantly postponed Operation Sea Lion, the military equipment of Britain, which had entered general mobilization, was produced rapidly. The troops also replenished the losses from the Western European campaign and recovered the ability to confront Germany.

On April 4, 1941, the Chinese Volunteer Army left Britain and returned to China. By this time, Italy, with the help of the German army, had occupied all of Greece. Many people around the world felt the war might end here, or even if it continued, it would only be a confrontation between Germany and Britain for a short time.

At this time, China's 16th aircraft carrier quietly completed fitting out and entered the combat sequence of the Chinese Navy. Originally, when a carrier went out for training, it required cruise ships to transport two complete carrier formation crews to go out to sea together. Now, with only one complete carrier formation crew following, training efficiency was greatly improved.

Two-thirds of the construction of cruisers and destroyers required for 36 carrier formations had been completed. These ships only needed to be stuffed with the remaining personnel to have everyone participate in training. Their training efficiency increased greatly. In particular, the ideological work of the Chinese Navy was in place; the officers and men displayed China's consistent tradition of considering the big picture, and relatively arduous living conditions did not affect training.

The report He Rui received showed that by October 1941 at the latest, the Chinese Navy would possess 24 carrier formations, 16 of which could be committed to war at any time. Such a scale of naval power was already only slightly less than the US Navy. If counting the entire East Asian Coalition Forces, the quantity and tonnage of the Chinese Navy were no longer inferior to the United States.

At this time, Roosevelt was still struggling with the isolationists within the US. Once war broke out, it was unlikely the US would declare war on China in the short term. It was estimated that before March 1942, the possibility of the US actively entering the war was not great.

He Rui had to wonder if the Roosevelt government would think China would actively declare war on the United States. However, with the caliber of Roosevelt and the bunch of American elites under him, they shouldn't be so naive ("sweet and white") as to think the He Rui government would actively declare war.

There was no major news regarding the Soviet official stance in the report. He Rui could only assume Stalin had decided to solve the European situation on his own. Regarding Stalin's reaction, He Rui could only praise him with "Good man!"

He Rui was actually wrong; it wasn't that Stalin didn't want to obtain He Rui's support. The CPSU Central Committee had been silently watching China's means of handling the four southern countries. Unlike the Soviet Union's annexation of the three Baltic states, China not only truly helped the four southern countries gain independence but also helped Free France. This approach was completely different from the Soviet Union's methods, so Stalin suspected that if he made any more gestures of goodwill, he would be rejected by He Rui again.

Stalin didn't want to suffer such rejection. Now, Stalin's status in the hearts of Russian nationalists had risen significantly. If Stalin showed any weakness at this time, it would damage his current image.

It wasn't just the partition of Poland and the consumption of the three Baltic states that improved Stalin's image; the Soviet Union's Third Five-Year Plan was proceeding very smoothly. Although China was dissatisfied with the Soviet Union's foreign annexations, Sino-Soviet trade remained unaffected and naturally hit new highs.

Because some French perfumers had fled to China and started producing perfume there, the trade volume of the Soviet Union in these relatively higher-priced commodities had always been low. However, due to the rapid increase in the income of the Soviet people, there was a 1284% growth in the field of light luxury consumption such as perfume. Since the situation was so good, Stalin was even less willing to see any accidents that might affect his glorious image.

Stalin had the intelligence analysis department strengthen its analysis of China. The CPSU military department believed China would very likely take action against the Indochina Peninsula and the Dutch colonies after solving the problem of the four southern countries. The Soviet military department had long felt that after China possessed such powerful naval forces, it was absolutely impossible to let these military equipments gradually age.

Although China's handling of the four southern countries had indeed gained global left-wing recognition for China, the Soviet military department believed that since China had already obtained a very good solution, it would only further stimulate China's impulse to go south.

Regarding this, the views of the Soviet military department were relatively divided. Some Soviet generals believed the Soviet Union perhaps should think of ways to offer some opposition to China's southward actions. If a military conflict broke out between Britain and China, it would leave Britain powerless to continue attracting Germany's attention.

Another group of Soviet generals believed that if a military conflict broke out between Britain and China, it would make Hitler continue to choose to invade Britain. In the long run, German occupation of Britain was not beneficial to the Soviet Union. However, the Soviet Union's goal was to hold out until early 1943, possessing overwhelming power against Germany. At that time, whether Britain surrendered or not would have little impact on the Soviet Union, or even be beneficial to it.

If the Soviet Union launched an attack on Germany, it could liberate all of Europe. And for the Soviet Union to control all of Europe was an idea that Russian rulers throughout history had never taken seriously. But the current Soviet Union was possessing the hard power to make this possibility a reality.

The leaderships of the three major powers—China, the US, and the Soviet Union—each had their own ideas, but all three great powers were invariably considering the direction of leading the world's future.

On this day, April 30, 1941, the world unexpectedly saw no large-scale combat.
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May 6, 1941. No sooner had President Roosevelt of the United States woken up than his secretary informed him that the Secretary of State was waiting to brief him.

*Did China declare war on the United States?* This was the first thought that popped into the drowsy Roosevelt's mind. He quickly realized as he fully woke up that this was impossible. Another possibility was that war had broken out between the Soviet Union and Germany, but Roosevelt felt that if that were the case, Secretary of State Hull wouldn't be coming now; he would have notified him immediately.

Before long, Roosevelt was dressed and appeared in the Oval Office. Secretary of State Hull placed a document before him. "Mr. President, this is the joint statement from the Asian Conference held in Shanghai on May 5th, the *Pacific Charter*."

Hearing the name "Pacific Charter," Roosevelt couldn't help but frown slightly. The United States was, after all, a Pacific nation as well; on what basis did China create a Pacific Charter on its own?

Picking up the document, he saw the participating nations: China, Free France, Japan, Korea, Ryukyu, Assam, Upper Burma, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Champa. All were nations single-handedly fostered by China.

The content of the *Pacific Charter* was not long. The nations, having conferred, deemed it appropriate to make known to the world at this time certain common principles in their national policies on which they based their hopes for a better future for the world.

First, their countries seek no aggrandizement, territorial or other;

Second, they desire to see no territorial changes that do not accord with the freely expressed wishes of the peoples concerned;

Third, they respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live; and they wish to see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been forcibly deprived of them;

Fourth, they will endeavor, with due respect for their existing obligations, to further the enjoyment by all States, great or small, victor or vanquished, of access, on equal terms, to the trade and to the raw materials of the world which are needed for their economic prosperity;

Reading this far, Roosevelt felt his heart sinking. To steady his emotions, he temporarily set down the document. Secretary Hull had looked grave from the start and now seemed hesitant to speak. Hull had previously participated in various conferences advocating world peace and had produced quite a few declarations and agreements singing the praises of pacifism. Unlike the impassioned declarations Hull had once written, the wording of this *Pacific Charter* was extremely elegant and plain, yet its core was the use of military force to realize the future world order envisioned by China.

Roosevelt naturally understood this. He had originally hoped to produce such a document with Britain, but Britain was not currently under immense military pressure. Moreover, by importing massive amounts of industrial goods from China, Britain had consumed its creditor rights in China, so Churchill had yet to express any intention of compromising with the United States. Now that China had dragged France along to release this vision for the future world first, Roosevelt felt that He Rui was moving a bit too fast!

Picking up the document again, Roosevelt soon began to sigh.

Fifth, they desire to bring about the fullest collaboration between all nations in the economic field with the object of securing, for all, improved labor standards, economic advancement and social security;

Sixth, after the final destruction of the Nazi tyranny and colonialism, they hope to see established a peace which will afford to all nations the means of dwelling in safety within their own boundaries, and which will afford assurance that all the men in all the lands may live out their lives in freedom from fear and want;

Seventh, such a peace should enable all men to traverse the high seas and oceans without hindrance;

Eighth, they believe that all of the nations of the world, for realistic as well as spiritual reasons, must come to the abandonment of the use of force. Since no future peace can be maintained if land, sea or air armaments continue to be employed by nations which threaten, or may threaten, aggression outside of their frontiers, they believe, pending the establishment of a wider and permanent system of general security, that the disarmament of such nations is essential. They will likewise aid and encourage all other practicable measures which will lighten for peace-loving peoples the crushing burden of armaments.

After finishing the relatively short document, Roosevelt still did not speak. Secretary Hull said, "Mr. President, China is making an enemy of the entire white world!"

Roosevelt did not answer immediately. By mentioning colonialism in the same breath as the Nazis, the *Pacific Charter* was indeed making enemies of many Great Powers. Since China dared to publish the *Pacific Charter*, it had naturally prepared for war. Moreover, the white world had never been a unified world; many European countries did not have overseas colonies, and the strife between European nations was equally intense.

Ireland could be considered part of the white world in a broad sense, but Ireland would certainly support the *Pacific Charter* and demand that Britain, the colonial power, get out of Ireland. Although France was a major colonial power, what most French people needed right now was not to preserve colonialism, but to liberate France.

Roosevelt believed that Secretary Hull wanted to use the anti-colonial parts of the *Pacific Charter* to unite the white world and build a united front against China. Without even thinking it through, Roosevelt began to feel that this possibility was slim. In particular, a white alliance with the United States as the leader of an anti-China united front was not something the United States was prepared for. But with the situation as it was, Roosevelt could only ask Hull to come up with some contingency plans.

Leaving Roosevelt, Hull immediately contacted think tanks and American scholars, asking them to get to Washington as soon as possible. Within two days, renowned scholars from Chicago, Philadelphia, New York, and other places arrived in Washington. This time, Hull did not let the scholars give free rein to their imaginations. Instead, he produced a list. The list contained directions set by the U.S. State Department. These scholars chose the topics they preferred and conducted deduction and analysis according to the lines of thought set by the State Department.

Some scholars who considered themselves big shots frowned slightly after seeing the settings, which seemed like elementary school homework. Some more pragmatic scholars immediately began their work. Hull did not disturb them and left on his own. He had a dinner appointment with the British Ambassador.

Washington had many restaurants suitable for such meetings. Hull and the British Ambassador chose an Italian restaurant. There were few people inside, and the decor was simple: wooden tables, watercolors from the Italian Renaissance on the walls, and very quiet. The Italian waiter withdrew after serving the dishes, no longer disturbing the guests. The two chatted about the current international situation, especially the recent war developments between Britain and Germany.

The British Ambassador recounted the recent attacks by the Royal Navy on German convoys in the North Sea. "The Nazis lack raw materials now. With the continued blockade by Britain and the United States, plus China's boycott of the Nazis, Nazi Germany cannot hold out."

Hull praised Britain's heroic tenacity, but he was a bit anxious inside. After the He Rui administration took the lead in producing the *Pacific Charter*, they did not hide it but sent it to countries all over the world. American newspapers just hadn't had time to publish it yet. Before long, American newspapers would publish it and conduct various analyses of the content described in the *Pacific Charter*.

If the British government really hadn't sent the short *Pacific Charter* to the British Ambassador to the U.S., it would only prove that the British government didn't take the United States seriously. But that was impossible. That meant the British government was analyzing China's various possible attitudes based on the *Pacific Charter*. Before reaching a conclusion, the British Ambassador to the U.S. could not actively mention the matter.

Although he had many thoughts, the British Ambassador just didn't open his mouth to mention the *Pacific Charter*. When Hull finished his meal, he only discussed the scope of application of the U.S. Lend-Lease Act with the Ambassador.

It was apparent that Britain felt American goods were too expensive. Hull couldn't help it either. Originally, the United States was the only country in the world capable of providing massive amounts of industrial goods. But after He Rui quelled the chaos in China and restored order, China quickly reversed its decline and restored its status as a world supplier. Previously, the Chinese Yuan was pegged to the Franc to maintain its value. Now that the Franc had collapsed, the exchange rate of the Chinese Yuan had plummeted by 30%, making it quite cost-effective for Britain to purchase goods from China on a large scale.

Hull had previously worried that China would become a competitor to the United States in commerce. After seeing the *Pacific Charter* produced by the He Rui administration, Hull no longer worried that China would steal business from the United States. Since the British weren't making a sound now, he would just keep waiting. Unlike Britain, the United States had its own colonies, but the United States did not live off its colonies.

The British Ambassador to the U.S. genuinely did not know about the *Pacific Charter* because the British Cabinet was in chaos over it. The British Foreign Office was urgently analyzing the matter and had invited political experts to make judgments.

Before the British Foreign Office could come up with a line of thought, Oxford and Cambridge had already given their analysis results. The *Pacific Charter* was fully consistent with China's consistent philosophy and was not a suddenly appearing declaration. The reason war-related content appeared in the declaration was simply that China now possessed the ability to realize its consistent "anti-colonial, anti-racist, anti-imperialist" stance through war.

Listening to the experts' account, the first thing the British Foreign Secretary thought of was China's rapidly expanding naval power. During China's dispatch of four aircraft carrier battle groups to the North Atlantic to evacuate expatriates in 1940, a few very foolish but determined fellows appeared in Britain who believed that Britain should use all its strength to strike at China's navy.

Of course, the British government could not declare war on China while fighting Germany, but the British Cabinet members knew that although the talk of striking the Chinese navy was foolish, it was like the child pointing out the Emperor's new clothes. Britain was no longer the British Empire of old. The United States was viewed by Britain as the greatest challenger, and now China had also become a challenger on par with the United States. If facing only the United States, Britain could still hold on, but with the addition of China, Britain's world hegemony was finished.

Seeing that the Foreign Secretary remained silent, the experts from Oxford and Cambridge also understood his helplessness at this moment. The top international affairs experts from the two top British universities exchanged glances; their views on dealing with the Chinese challenge were quite consistent. Britain no longer had the ability to deal with it alone and could only learn from the method used to deal with Napoleon I: form a coalition against China.

An Oxford expert recounted their view. "The He Rui administration is now declaring war on the entire white world. We must unite the white world to meet such a challenge. He Rui's enemies include the British, American, and German camps. The Soviet Union is also an object that can be united. As long as we can unite these forces, we can win victory!"

Hearing the experts' suggestion, the British Foreign Secretary initially had a sense of absurdity, which immediately turned into a kind of helplessness. The "white world" in the experts' mouths was already riddled with contradictions internally; it was absolutely impossible for it to change just because China published a *Pacific Charter*.

The Foreign Secretary asked the experts to continue their analysis. A Cambridge expert picked up where the previous one left off; this was a plan worked out together by Cambridge and Oxford. "There will be a view that we should let the Soviet Union and Germany fight, and Britain and the United States join hands with other white nations to deal with the Chinese challenge. This view is wrong. Given the Soviet Union's ideology and Sino-Soviet relations, after the outbreak of war between the Soviet Union and Germany, the Soviet Union will choose to cooperate with China. Whether it is the Soviet Union's aggressive communist ideology or the traditional Russian tradition of expansionism, in a situation where the Soviet Union chooses to cooperate with China, the Soviet Union will become a major threat to Europe. If Germany is defeated, the Soviet Union will take advantage of the situation to annex the whole of Europe.

"We believe that China has chosen to become the greatest enemy of the white world and will launch an attack on the white world within a year. At this stage, war must not be allowed to break out between the Soviet Union and Germany. If war breaks out between the Soviet Union and Germany, the white world will be thoroughly split.

"China is likely not interested in ruling Europe and will hand over the rule of Europe to the Soviet Union, while China annexes the whole of Asia and Africa. If the situation develops like this, the white world will be left with only North America and Britain. With such strength, it is not enough to defeat the Sino-Soviet combination.

"Therefore, at this stage, it is necessary to convene a high-level conference between Britain, the Soviet Union, and Germany to coordinate the relations between the three countries. And then coordinate the relations between the three countries and the United States. Complete the cooperation of Britain, the United States, Germany, and the Soviet Union..."

After the experts finished stating their views, they left a thick stack of documents and took their leave. The British Foreign Secretary, whose head was buzzing, rubbed his temples and stood up to walk to the window. The sky in London was the same as it had been for the past two hundred years, gray and not making one feel relaxed.

The experts' suggestions made the British Foreign Secretary feel even heavier. But experts were experts after all. They believed that Britain now had enough chips to win over Germany. As long as peace talks were held with Germany and the trade blockade against Germany was lifted, given Germany's eagerness to make peace with Britain, Germany would choose to cooperate.

Moreover, the agreement between Germany and France explicitly stipulated that once peace was restored between Britain and Germany, Germany would withdraw from the occupied zone and release all French soldiers held in prisoner-of-war camps. If it could proceed to this stage, Western Europe would unite, and the currently chaotic French colonies would be utilized by France again.

If the order in Western Europe was restored, the situation in Europe would also return to normal. As for the conflict between the Soviet Union and Germany, as long as war did not break out, there was room for coordination. Given Russia's tradition, they would likely remain neutral and would not choose to go to war with China immediately. Even this would be quite good; a Russia that possessed the possibility of attacking China at any moment was enough to cause huge pressure on China.

The problem now was whether Germany would keenly sense China's attitude.

"...As long as Russia remains neutral, it will trigger China's suspicion. And Germany is undoubtedly the dam of the white world, able to withstand the flood from the Soviet Union at any time. Therefore, My Führer, I believe that as long as Germany withdraws from France when there is progress in the peace talks, peace talks with Britain are possible to succeed," Ribbentrop said seriously to Hitler.

At this moment, Martin Bormann walked into Hitler's office. Looking nervous, he walked quickly to Hitler's side and handed a letter to him. Hitler knew that Martin Bormann would never do this unless something major had happened. He opened the letter, read Rudolf Hess's letter, and his expression became somewhat complicated.

Rudolf Hess had always firmly believed that Britain and Germany must make peace. Although Hess did not say it publicly, the few messes Hitler himself had made had already reduced Hitler's political credit to nothing. Britain dared not trust any of Hitler's promises at this time. So Rudolf Hess decided to go to Britain in person, trying every means to rebuild Britain's trust in Germany.

Although he didn't know if the *Pacific Charter* proposed by He Rui had influenced Rudolf Hess, Hitler still fell into hesitation. Because Germany was preparing to launch an attack on the Soviet Union on May 15th, and war preparations were underway. Negotiations with Britain would take some time and had a high probability of failure.

However, Germany's war against the Soviet Union could not be delayed. Before Napoleon's tomb at Les Invalides in France, Hitler had thought of Napoleon's failure. Russia had the ally of General Winter. Once the window for attack was missed, it meant that Germany could only attack the Soviet Union in 1942. German intelligence agencies had determined that given the Soviet Union's industrial development level and weapons production speed, by May 1942, the quantity of Soviet military equipment would greatly exceed that of Germany. Although the German army possessed extremely high military quality, the huge gap in military equipment was enough to offset the advantages brought by military quality.

Ribbentrop, who was in front of Hitler, saw Hitler's hesitation. He knew that his own rhetoric alone could not make Hitler make up his mind. Judging from Hitler's expression, this letter indeed gave Hitler a great shock. Ribbentrop very much wanted to know what was written in the letter.

After waiting for a good while, Hitler's finger tapped on the letter. "Ribbentrop, Rudolf Hess has taken it upon himself to fly to Britain. He may have already landed in Britain by now."

Hearing this news, Ribbentrop was stunned at first, then overjoyed in his heart. He hurriedly said, "My Führer, we will soon be able to see if Britain is sincere!"

Hitler also thought of this. Although that fellow Rudolf Hess had acted without authorization—one could say he was crazy to want to make a contribution! Only a simple fellow like Rudolf Hess would believe that his own sincerity alone could change national strategy!

But Rudolf Hess's luck was actually quite good; he actually encountered the matter of He Rui publishing the *Pacific Charter*. Hitler felt that he was a very sincere person and did not like to engage in conspiracies and schemes. His actions were all forced by those guys who were good at conspiracies and schemes.

And as an "old senior" who had stepped onto the international political stage during the First World War, He Rui's actions up to now had been open and aboveboard, possessing an extremely high degree of credit. Therefore, countries around the world would have a high degree of trust in everything He Rui said. Presumably, the British would also believe that He Rui would definitely implement the *Pacific Charter*.

If Britain and Germany were to negotiate peace, the process would inevitably be long. But if Britain really wanted to make peace with Germany, it would inevitably let Rudolf Hess return to Germany within a short time. For just these few days, Hitler could afford to wait.
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Li Runshi returned to Beijing on May 7 to report to the Central Committee. He was responsible for the state-building of the four southern countries. With the publication of the *Pacific Charter*, the Central Committee hoped to get a clearer understanding of the work in these four countries.

The report lasted for two days, and the results were quite satisfactory to the members of the Central Committee. To date, the trade between China and both Upper Burma and Assam had largely met China's demand for tropical crops and greatly satisfied the Soviet Union's demand for tea.

Transportation in the four southern countries was much more convenient than in Upper Burma and Assam. China had not adopted colonialist methods, nor had it adopted imperialist ways. Except for Laos, where inconvenient transportation limited trade growth, Vietnam, Champa, and Cambodia all had ports, allowing Chinese fleets to trade freely. Although the consumption power of the people in these regions—where crops ripened at least twice a year—was not high among the more than 30 million inhabitants, it was not non-existent. The large backlog of cheap industrial goods inventory was digested in the blink of an eye.

After the meeting, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan invited Li Runshi to dinner. Li Runshi declined other invitations and attended this meeting.

After three rounds of drinks and five courses of food, Xu Chengfeng frankly put forward his view. "According to the intelligence we have obtained, Germany is very likely to launch an attack on the Soviet Union. And the *Pacific Charter* might ease the conflict between Britain and Germany, thereby preventing the outbreak of the Soviet-German war. Secretary Li, do you think such a change is more beneficial to China?"

Seeing that Cheng Ruofan seemed somewhat disapproving of this question, Li Runshi raised his evaluation of Cheng Ruofan a bit. Although Cheng Ruofan probably couldn't analyze the linkages of international politics like Xu Chengfeng, Cheng Ruofan was naturally aloof and disdained engaging in overly dark schemes. Li Runshi believed that this spontaneous righteousness itself was quite valuable.

After a moment of thought, Li Runshi asked back, "Commander Xu, do you think it is most beneficial for us to take advantage of the Soviet Union's predicament of being invaded?"

"The Soviet Union has already received numerous warnings that Germany will invade, and we have not exploited this matter," Xu Chengfeng disagreed with Li Runshi's implication.

Li Runshi shook his head. "In diplomacy, coincidentally bumping into each other and intentional exploitation are two different things. The Soviet Union can analyze this matter clearly. I think publishing the *Pacific Charter* before the Soviet Union is invaded is a very good timing choice. This avoids various unnecessary diplomatic misunderstandings. If Germany does not launch an attack on the Soviet Union because of this, it would instead allow the Soviet Union to make their choice. Will they stand with the fascists and colonialists, or will they stand with the vast number of oppressed peoples?"

The reason Xu Chengfeng sought out Li Runshi was that he believed Li Runshi's current influence could persuade He Rui to adjust some strategic steps. Xu Chengfeng believed that a world battered to pieces would be very favorable for establishing a new order led by China, and He Rui's choice undoubtedly avoided such an opportunity.

Speaking like this lacked vision and appeared too dark. Xu Chengfeng was the future commander of the coalition forces, and he would have to bear the pressure within the coalition. Among the Chinese military leaders, there were guys like Cheng Ruofan who did not lack brightness. But the views of the military leaders in Japan and Korea were much darker than Xu Chengfeng's.

Thinking of this, Xu Chengfeng simply put forward the views of the Japanese and Korean military leaders. "Is the declaration of Chinese soldiers not important?"

Li Runshi immediately replied, "A just cause attracts much support, an unjust one finds little. The Chairman's decision seems to have given the white people a common enemy, but the Chairman's decision also gave those among the white people who hope to see a new order a clear direction. The *Pacific Charter* mentions colonialism and fascism in the same breath; it is a very brilliant political manifesto. Because this is reality. If we only opposed fascism, we would give the colonialists a chance to whitewash themselves. When the standard between enemy and friend is distinct, it is actually easier to solve problems.

"The reasons for the enemy's unity now are just those few: religion and white supremacy. In the final analysis, it is driven by interests. Their unity precisely subjects their reasons to the test of war! The so-called white world must admit that they want to support fascism, support racism, support colonialism, and support imperialism.

"In reality, the ordinary people in the so-called white world only bear the cost of promoting these things and do not truly gain benefits from them. When not facing a powerful opponent, false propaganda can still fool the ordinary people in the so-called white world. When these people face fierce war, endure the cruelty of war, and live in a precarious state every day, they will definitely ask one question: Why?

"The *Pacific Charter* gives precisely the reason. This will prompt the awakening of ordinary people in the so-called white world. If we fail to let these ordinary white people figure out the reason for the war, they will think that China is the aggressor, a cruel aggressor who wants to destroy their lives.

"As long as ordinary white people figure out who they are truly fighting for and what kind of world order they are fighting for, under the coercion of death in war, there is a high probability that they will choose to resolutely refuse to sell their lives for a fascist and colonialist war. At that stage, we can win the global liberation war with a very small price.

"So in my opinion, open and aboveboard means can actually reduce our casualties."

Just as Li Runshi finished speaking, Cheng Ruofan slammed the table and praised, "Well said!"

Seeing Cheng Ruofan support Li Runshi so firmly, Xu Chengfeng felt very helpless. This guy Cheng Ruofan had strong emotions in pursuit of beautiful things, and Li Runshi happened to be able to provide satisfaction in this regard, so Cheng Ruofan and Li Runshi were getting closer and closer.

Although Xu Chengfeng also agreed with part of Li Runshi's view, Xu Chengfeng knew very well how cruel war was and how dark the human heart was. From a realistic perspective, there was absolutely no need to play the hero. However, Xu Chengfeng couldn't refute it either, because a revolution had indeed occurred in Japan in reality; the Japanese people eliminated the old upper class, obtained liberation, and joined China's side. But would the white people in Europe and America really become China's allies and oppose the white world together with China? As a realist, Xu Chengfeng dared not make such a judgment.

The conversation reached a point where it couldn't go on, so Xu Chengfeng stood up to take his leave. Cheng Ruofan wanted to chat with Li Runshi for a while longer, but out of consideration for his friendship with Xu Chengfeng, he also stood up to leave and departed with Xu Chengfeng.

Li Runshi did not leave immediately. He picked up another slice of fatty meat and ate it slowly, sorting through the process of state-building in the four southern countries again. This work experience had given Li Runshi great gains. After personally contacting various people in the colonies, Li Runshi found that the greatest consensus in the colonies was not necessarily to gain independence. Hundreds of years of resistance had never succeeded, leading the colonial people to have no special cognition of gaining liberation. They did not dare to expect to live a good life; they just didn't want their lives to be too painful.

Just like after the independence of these four countries this time, they didn't know what life they would lead after liberation. Fortunately, the liberation operation led by Li Runshi was not just about taking over the four countries and organizing them to gain independence. It also involved sending a large number of cadres to help the four countries establish a new social system and distribute means of production.

After China easily made the former "French masters" submit, the colonial people turned their awe towards the "Chinese masters." When China established new trade and the colonial people found their income greatly increased, a portion of them immediately moved closer to China. When Chinese cadres began to lead the local people in land reform and the people received land and means of production, the colonial people's enthusiasm and closeness to China directly approached the influence of religion in the local area. The intellectuals who had originally looked on coldly turned to join China, allowing China's work to unfold fully in the local area.

Such a result was precisely what He Rui expected. Previously, Li Runshi expected the colonial people to join the vigorous global struggle against colonialism with enthusiasm. Now Li Runshi understood what it meant to "join the vigorous global struggle against colonialism." The colonial people actually didn't know what colonialism was; what they pursued was just a better life.

In this southward operation, the mobilized army included a brigade of Upper Burmese troops and a regiment of Assam troops. Before entering the four southern countries, the officers and soldiers of these two armies had completely strengthened their ideological education, so they performed very well in the operation. They showed absolutely no arrogance as a servant army towards the ordinary people of the four southern countries, and there were even cases of sacrificing themselves to save the people.

These officers and soldiers from Upper Burma and Assam knew very well that they came to the four southern countries to protect the better life they had obtained. If they couldn't drive the colonialists out of their periphery, it was entirely possible for them to be enslaved by the colonialists again. The miserable life of the past had ended only fifteen years ago; instead, these people who had experienced two different lives truly understood what it meant to be colonized and what colonialism was. These people were truly willing to wage war against the colonialists.

Slowly finishing the fatty meat, Li Runshi asked the waiter to pack the other dishes to take away. Because Cheng Ruofan was there, today's meeting made Li Runshi feel very good. Moreover, since the *Pacific Charter* could make a comrade of Xu Chengfeng's level so excited, foreign rulers would inevitably be even more stimulated.

What Li Runshi said was what he thought. To bind colonialism, white supremacy, and fascism—things sharing the same bloodline—together would draw a dividing line that severed history. From then on, world civilization would have a standard for the new era. Although the final victory or defeat could not yet be determined, Li Runshi was very confident.

On the way back, Li Runshi considered the Soviet Union's choice. If things really went as Xu Chengfeng said—that because of the British-German compromise, the Soviet Union was not attacked by Germany—the Soviet Union's domestic political philosophy would prevent the Soviet Union from joining the colonialist and fascist camp. It was not easy to establish a nationwide political philosophy, and it was equally difficult to completely deny a certain political philosophy. If Stalin wanted to follow the old path of Russia, he would have to become a Tsar. This was something the CPSU could not accept.

Europe and America might currently think that the Soviet Union was a threat to China, but once the war situation became unfavorable for Europe and America, a neutral Soviet Union would become their nightmare. So Li Runshi actually looked forward to things developing in the direction Xu Chengfeng deduced. Li Runshi even looked forward to things quickly developing to the stage where the so-called white world united.

At this time, Rudolf Hess had been sent from the Duke of Hamilton's home to London. Rudolf Hess himself was not a pilot. When he flew the plane alone and landed near the Duke of Hamilton's estate, a crash occurred, and Hess suffered minor injuries.

But Hess himself didn't care about such a small matter at all. After talking with the Duke of Hamilton who came to meet him, Hess waited to be taken away. Soon, the people sent by the British government arrived. Hess immediately handed over the written letter and declared the purpose of his trip again.

"I came to Britain to carry out a humanitarian mission. The Führer does not want to conquer Britain but wants to achieve an armistice. The Führer believes that Germany will quickly win the war, and I personally firmly believe that this unnecessary bloodshed must be stopped. I suggest that Germany and Britain jointly discuss a feasible peace plan. Moreover, I am conveying the Führer's peace conditions. The King of England has the obligation to guarantee the safety and free will of my actions."

It could be seen that when the British officials and officers opposite him heard this, their expressions were full of dissatisfaction. But they still transported Hess to London by car and took him into custody. Although Hess was not satisfied with the current situation, he noticed that Britain did not use imprisonment measures against him. For this point alone, Rudolf Hess felt that his action was very valuable.

British Prime Minister Churchill was currently plunged into a major choice in his life. For Churchill, the most important thing in the world was the British Empire. Although there was no longer a British Empire now, but the United Kingdom.

Like other British upper-class figures, Churchill believed that a Sino-British war was very likely to break out. But Churchill didn't expect that He Rui would express his willingness for war in the form of the *Pacific Charter*.

In British politics, Churchill was one of the few people at this stage with similar seniority to He Rui. In 1910, Churchill served as Home Secretary at the age of 35, and in 1911 he became First Lord of the Admiralty, participating in World War I in that capacity.

In the early stages of the war, due to Churchill's improper command, the British army suffered repeated setbacks on the Western Front. In order to break the stalemate where the British and French Entente forces were deadlocked with the German army on the Western Front, Churchill proposed a new operational plan, advocating sending a powerful fleet into the Dardanelles Strait controlled by the Ottoman Empire to capture the Gallipoli Peninsula, forcing the Ottoman Empire to submit, thereby striking the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Germany from the rear. To this end, hundreds of thousands of British troops successively crossed the ocean to the Gallipoli Peninsula from February 1915, but they failed to open up the situation, and elite troops including those from Australia and New Zealand suffered huge casualties.

In May 1915, Churchill was removed from the post of First Lord of the Admiralty and was ousted by the upper echelon. Churchill, who was squeezed out of the political circle, decided to resign and rushed to the French front to serve as a battalion commander of the Royal Scots Fusiliers, personally participating in the war. It was also at this time that He Rui returned to China after graduation and went to Siping in the Northeast as a Lieutenant Colonel Regiment Commander.

In May 1916, Churchill, who fought desperately on the front line, gave up his identity as a Lieutenant Colonel Battalion Commander and returned to run for parliament. It was also in this year that He Rui took over as General Zhen'an from Zhang Xiluan and became the head of the Northeast Government.

Contrasting such history, Churchill couldn't quite figure out what He Rui, who was 16 years younger than him, actually wanted. Starting from the Munich Conference, He Rui had been doing his utmost to prevent the outbreak of the European war. If He Rui succeeded and the European war ended in a short time, would He Rui still have produced the *Pacific Charter*?

If one said that He Rui saw the division and decline of Europe and thus produced the *Pacific Charter*, that was not reasonable either. Considering China's shipbuilding plan starting from 1937, He Rui had been preparing for war with Europe and America since 1937. Churchill thought this possibility was too small.

Churchill didn't necessarily have to dwell on these areas, but because he couldn't figure this out, it was hard for him to make a judgment. There was no need for He Rui to launch a war immediately after publishing the *Pacific Charter*; he could have dragged it out. But Britain now had to make a judgment immediately: whether to treat Nazi Germany as Britain's greatest enemy, or to treat the Asian countries joining the Pacific Charter and the traitor Free France as the greatest enemy.

Churchill puffed incessantly on his strong cigar, pacing back and forth in the room like a trapped beast, dragging his obese body due to the agitation in his heart. The *Pacific Charter* itself was sharp and revealing, but Britain surprisingly had no way to respond immediately in the short term.

Especially since He Rui had constructed a good geopolitical environment around China through a series of diplomatic means over the past twenty-plus years. Britain could not find any force that could directly contain China in the short term. To date, the United States had the ability to contain China; with its size and strength, the United States was indeed the best pawn to contain China. But American politics was no longer controlled by Britain, and isolationist sentiment in the United States was extremely high. The American people expressed, "We will never join a dirty war started by Europeans." Even Roosevelt, who intended to join the war, was forced to state, "I will not start a war."

Churchill suddenly felt that he understood the feelings of the high-level officials of the Imperial Japanese era back then. Faced with He Rui's seemingly understated actions, the high-level officials of the Japanese Empire surprisingly didn't have a single way to crack them. For such a situation, there was an old Chinese saying that described it: "Victory is determined in the court!"
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On May 10, 1941, Britain expelled Rudolf Hess, who had intruded into the country. Britain and Germany carried out a personnel exchange at the agreed French port of Calais. After the frigate escorting Rudolf Hess sailed into the port of Calais, Hess was escorted off the ship by British police and handed over to the German secret police, the Gestapo, opposite them. Several German personnel boarded the British ship on the grounds of handling formalities and conducted secret negotiations with the British personnel in the cabin. German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop was one of them.

If Rudolf Hess was unafraid of death, Ribbentrop shared the same sentiment. After facilitating the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, Ribbentrop's ideal was to facilitate the signing of an Anglo-German treaty. Sitting opposite the British representative, Ribbentrop opened with two questions: "Does the United Kingdom believe that both Germany and Britain have a responsibility to defend European civilization? Does the United Kingdom realize that China is threatening European civilization?"

The British representative heard a heartfelt zeal in Ribbentrop's voice, and this zeal caused a strong impact on him. Although Germany's international credit had effectively collapsed, Ribbentrop still gave the British representative the feeling that this person might still be someone with whom communication was possible.

Seeing that Ribbentrop had no intention of saying anything else, the British representative spoke. "Germany has caused enormous damage to European civilization. The King's Government believes that Germany must withdraw from Poland, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, and Norway. Restore the European situation to its pre-war state."

Ribbentrop did not answer this question but pointed directly to the issue that was vital for Germany. "Britain must immediately lift the trade blockade against Germany so that Germany can trade with countries around the world. Britain must never blockade Germany again!"

After both sides put forward their own demands, a heated diplomatic negotiation began. Ribbentrop was highly appreciated by Hitler and had access to high-level German information. Germany had won seemingly incredible military victories but had failed to solve the real economic problems facing Germany. The lack of raw materials made it impossible for Germany to operate at full capacity. Without enough job opportunities, Germany could not develop its economy.

Germany truly knew that their exploitation in the occupied countries would only trigger huge hatred, but Germany had no choice. Although appearing unyielding at this time, Ribbentrop was actually trying every means to make the British understand that Germany really had no intention of defeating Britain, nor did it intend to continue the war.

The current Germany was a gambler who had won a big bet at the table. Since Germany had restored its sovereignty and honor, Hitler expected to pocket the huge gains rather than continue to gamble at huge risk. Hitler knew very well that entering a stage of normal economic development, rather than continuing to fight to the death, was the situation that best served Germany's interests.

For Britain, it was of course impossible to let Hitler pack up the European continent and take it away. Although the threats from the United States and China made Britain consider accepting that Germany had won this gamble, Britain could absolutely not let Nazi Germany win so much.

After a long conversation with Ribbentrop, the British representative also made Ribbentrop understand Britain's bottom line. Britain had no interest in dismantling the current Nazi group. But Germany must give up France and the Low Countries. As for Poland, that could be discussed.

Ribbentrop felt that he had figured out Britain's bottom line, so he ended the talk. On the plane back to Berlin, Ribbentrop rarely exchanged views with Hess on Britain's peace terms. Rudolf Hess's teacher was Professor Karl, the current president of the German Academy of Sciences, and Ribbentrop very much agreed with Professor Karl's concepts on geopolitics.

After listening to Britain's conditions, Hess immediately stated, "I think it is perfectly acceptable. Germany has already gained a huge advantage in Europe for the next ten years. As long as normal trade can be restored, Germany can meet its demand for raw materials and can continue to develop the Central and Eastern European markets, which is a large market of nearly 200 million people."

Ribbentrop felt that this view was not enough to move Hitler, so he did not respond. Hess continued excitedly, "The most important thing is that it is impossible for China not to launch an attack on Britain. In order to maintain their world interests, Britain and France will inevitably go to war with China. At that time, Germany can still gain the markets of Britain and France.

"More importantly, I don't think the Soviet Union will really stand by and watch. If the Soviet Union launches an attack on Germany, once defeated by us, Germany can occupy the western regions of the Soviet Union. The Thousand-Year Reich of Germany can be completed!"

This reason shocked Ribbentrop. In terms of strength, this reason was strong enough to change Hitler's resolve. But this bet was too big. Just thinking of the scene of millions of Soviet Red Army soldiers charging towards Germany, Ribbentrop's heart began to beat violently.

After a long pause, Ribbentrop asked, "Do you think the Soviet Union will take the initiative to attack Germany?"

Hess nodded vigorously. "It is impossible for Britain and France to use all their strength to fight China now, and India is Britain's testicles. Once India is lost, Britain will no longer be the world hegemon. The Soviet Union will inevitably be unable to restrain the impulse and start its expansion. At this stage, Germany will inevitably become the savior of the entire Europe. Strategically, patience is a virtue."

"But we are conceding too much," Ribbentrop still couldn't believe that Hitler would accept such peace terms.

Hearing this, Hess's eyes brightened. "My teacher, Professor Karl, analyzed the process of Bismarck unifying Germany and He Rui unifying China. Bismarck won every war but gave up a lot. He Rui won the Sino-British War but also chose to retreat. Do you question the political wisdom of these two men?"

Ribbentrop hurriedly shook his head. Bismarck and He Rui were both people Ribbentrop looked up to in his heart.

Hess continued, "If we only end the war after making such a huge concession, our concession will be meaningless. But the war is not over; instead, it will break out more violently. I firmly believe that Britain cannot defeat China, not even with France, or even with the United States. All the concessions we make now can be taken back in the future."

Ribbentrop had absolutely no confidence in persuading Hitler, but he also believed that this was a very rare opportunity. At a time when Germany's international credit was completely bankrupt, such an opportunity was truly fleeting. Ribbentrop decided to do his best to persuade Hitler.

After returning to Berlin, the two were taken to see Hitler. The others looked at Rudolf Hess with complicated gazes. Seeing Hess walk up to him, Hitler kept a straight face, walked around the large desk to Hess, and said in a deep voice, "Don't take risks next time. You are very important to me!"

Hearing this, Hess wanted to say something, but his lips trembled and he couldn't speak. After a moment, he actually cried in front of everyone. Hitler took out a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Hess. Hess took the handkerchief, but the tears flowed even more turbulently. Hitler patted Hess, his cellmate after the Beer Hall Putsch, and walked back to sit behind the desk himself.

Hess did not lose control of his emotions for long. He quickly recovered, wiped his face with the handkerchief, and stood in front of Hitler with Ribbentrop. At this time, Goering and Goebbels, who were waiting outside the office, were called in by Hitler's secretary, Martin Bormann. Ribbentrop began to relay Britain's conditions.

Goebbels looked gloomy and just listened quietly. Goering initially frowned slightly, but his brow quickly relaxed. Hitler looked calm and showed no displeasure. After Ribbentrop finished speaking, Hitler asked, "Are you sure Britain is willing to negotiate peace with us?"

"My Führer, I believe Britain is willing to negotiate with us," Ribbentrop gave an unambiguous answer.

Hitler turned to Hess. "Rudolf, what is your view?"

Hess immediately replied, "My Führer, we can withdraw from the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, and northern France, but these areas must be demilitarized."

After a moment of thought, Hitler turned to Ribbentrop. "Ribbentrop, go and talk to the British like this."

Not expecting Hitler to agree to peace talks so quickly, Ribbentrop immediately straightened his back and responded, "Yes, My Führer."

After Ribbentrop and Hess left, Goering threw a brick at Ribbentrop. "My Führer, I feel Ribbentrop is too enthusiastic about policies beneficial to Britain!"

Hitler did not take up this topic. Ribbentrop was the last to join among the core members of the Nazi Party, and he was also the one who had been most in the limelight in the past few years. Except for making no progress in diplomacy with China, Ribbentrop could be described as adept in dealing with other countries. Hitler knew very well that precisely because of this, Ribbentrop had incurred the hostility of many high-level German officials.

"What do you think?" Hitler asked directly.

Goering did not hesitate and replied immediately, "If Britain is really willing to negotiate peace, I think it can be accepted. It's just that this condition is not beneficial to Germany."

Hitler did not answer but turned to Propaganda Minister Dr. Goebbels. From the summer of 1917 to the spring of 1921, Goebbels relied mainly on the funding of the Catholic Albertus Magnus Society to study history and literature successively at the University of Bonn, the University of Freiburg, the University of Würzburg, the University of Munich, and the University of Heidelberg. In April 1921, Goebbels obtained a doctorate in philosophy under the guidance of Professor Friedrich Gundolf, a historian of Jewish literature at the University of Heidelberg.

Goebbels had remained silent. Seeing Hitler looking at him, Goebbels replied without hesitation, "My Führer, I think we should immediately negotiate with Britain on the condition of withdrawing from the Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark, and northern France. The faster the negotiation process, the better."

Goering was a bit confused by Goebbels' attitude. He originally thought that since Britain wanted peace talks, Germany could take the opportunity to bargain. But he didn't expect that the highly educated and learned core members of the Nazi Party would without exception be willing to support Britain's seemingly excessive conditions. In sharp contrast, before the start of the Western European campaign, every one of them had advocated war as soon as possible.

Hitler greatly appreciated Goebbels' judgment. "Negotiate as soon as possible" grasped the main point. What Hitler lacked most now was time. Even if the British had their own ideas, as long as the negotiations were fast enough, Hitler's plan would not be affected.

Time passed quickly, and in the blink of an eye, it was May 15th. Early in the morning, Stalin asked about the situation in the eastern region. Learning that no war had broken out, Stalin said nothing and continued to work.

By evening, there was still no news of war. Stalin did not ask again, and he had even less confidence in the intelligence that Germany was going to attack the Soviet Union. Recently, the British side often provided news that Germany was going to invade the Soviet Union, and the Soviet Union's own intelligence system also constantly transmitted various news. One piece of news looked terrible, and was even sent to Commissar Kirov.

That intelligence report described in detail the military plan of the German army dividing into three army groups to attack the Soviet Union, and even the commanders and configurations of the three army groups were written very clearly. This news made even Commissar Kirov feel very nervous.

Most intelligence pointed to mid-May as the time for the German invasion, and some intelligence directly stated that the German army would invade the Soviet Union on May 15th.

Since the war did not happen, Stalin decided to hold a meeting on May 16th to discuss the matter of the *Pacific Charter*. Recently, the members of the Politburo of the CPSU had various views on the *Pacific Charter* led by China. Stalin felt that these members should have some relatively mature views at this stage.
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General Secretary Stalin had intended to hold a meeting to discuss the *Pacific Charter*, but was interrupted by the latest changes in the European situation. There were quite a few intellectuals in Britain who looked forward to communism, and many of them held positions in the British government. The news of the negotiations starting between Britain and Germany made these communists very angry. This group of British intellectuals, who believed that the Soviet Union represented the future of mankind, passed the news to the CPSU.

The CPSU had long been accustomed to suddenly receiving intelligence provided by these "bring-your-own-dry-provisions" communists (volunteers), so much so that Stalin initially dared not quite believe this intelligence. According to the analysis of the Soviet intelligence department, this channel that sent the intelligence had also sent very detailed intelligence about Germany attacking the Soviet Union on May 15, providing even the basic organization and commander list of the German army.

This intelligence was not an isolated case; several intelligence sources that the Soviet Union trusted very much provided the same content. Under mutual corroboration, the CPSU intelligence department believed that the credibility of this intelligence was very high.

Regarding the latest progress of the secret negotiations between Britain and Germany, the two sides had already reached many consensuses. Germany would withdraw from the Netherlands, Belgium, and Denmark. Those important ports that could launch attacks on Britain would not become the starting points for German attacks on Britain. Correspondingly, although Britain also demanded a solution to the Polish issue, it no longer demanded an immediate solution.

Correspondingly, Britain would lift the trade blockade against Germany. It was said that Britain accepted Germany's trade list and allowed Germany to import a large amount of rubber and a certain amount of oil.

Britain proposed that only after Germany withdrew from France and allowed France to become completely independent could Britain restore diplomatic relations with Germany. It was said that Germany expressed agreement, but Germany wanted to sign a new peace and friendship treaty with France before withdrawing its troops.

At the CPSU Politburo meeting, the members were both surprised and disdainful of the compromise between Britain and Germany. It was normal for imperialist countries to maneuver among political groupings, but in the face of the *Pacific Charter*, the reconciliation between Britain and fascism could truly be counted as a classic case.

At this time, the secretary distributed new documents to the members. The content on these documents was either not yet certain or content on which Britain and Germany had not yet reached a consensus. The first item surprised the CPSU members. Britain actually demanded that Germany must not take the initiative to attack the Soviet Union. Once Germany took the initiative to attack the Soviet Union, Britain would form an anti-German alliance with the Soviet Union.

Anglo-Soviet relations were not good. As early as the tenure of the late former Prime Minister Chamberlain, Britain had formulated a military plan named "Operation Thunderstorm." Britain believed that the Soviet Union was very likely unable to withstand a German attack. In order to prevent Germany from getting the oil fields in the Baku region of the Soviet Union, Britain deployed bomber formations in British colonies such as the Middle East, ready to destroy the Soviet Union's Baku oil fields at any time.

There were a large number of pro-Soviet people in Britain, and this plan was leaked to the Soviet Union. What the Soviet Union obtained was not only the news but also a photographed version of this plan. The purpose of the plan and the execution plan were fully grasped by the Soviet Union. Many people in the CPSU knew about this matter, but they didn't expect that Britain would actually demand that Germany not take the initiative to attack the Soviet Union.

Mikoyan suddenly spoke. "I think Britain's demand is enough to prove that the Soviet Union is already a key force in maintaining European peace. Under the leadership of General Secretary Stalin, Britain has to respect the Soviet Union very much."

The CPSU members were all very clear about Mikoyan's skill in flattery. Mikoyan would not flatter hypocritically; every time, he would praise the achievements obtained by the Soviet Union relatively realistically, and then praise the wise leadership of General Secretary Stalin. Also flattering, Mikoyan did it with great style. With Comrade Mikoyan as a shining example before them, how could the other members be willing to lag behind? Regardless of their level, they praised General Secretary Stalin's wise leadership in unison.

Facing the tide of eulogies, General Secretary Stalin felt quite pleased despite his disdain. This kind of statement was necessary, but what General Secretary Stalin cared about was still national affairs. He waved his hand, and the comrades immediately quieted down. General Secretary Stalin said, "Comrades. If this intelligence is true, Germany is very likely planning to attack the Soviet Union. regarding this matter, we must treat it with caution. In addition to accelerating the construction of fortified regions, the Red Army must not give Germany an excuse to start a war."

These words fully accorded with the thoughts of the CPSU members. In the Western European campaign, the Maginot Line was completely useless, and the field defense system was like a sham under the sharp attacks of the German army. Although the offensive Red Army proposed by Tukhachevsky was indeed too theoretical and exceeded the Soviet Union's current industrial strength, the overall line of thought was not wrong.

At this time, Stalin's handling of simply letting Tukhachevsky stand aside won the praise of everyone again. Traditional Russian struggles were very cruel; once one lost power, one's life might not be preserved. Since Stalin came to power, he had adhered to the bottom line of not killing people. Now, Tukhachevsky's concept was considered to have certain correctness, and Tukhachevsky himself was only sidelined, so the development of the Red Army in offensive aspects was not interrupted.

At this stage, the construction idea of the Soviet Red Army turned to building fortified regions in large cities of the homeland, while equipping a large number of armored units. The mobile forces would rely on the solid fortified regions to fight. Such an idea received high recognition.

The CPSU members generally believed that as long as they waited until the completion of the Third Five-Year Plan, the Soviet Red Army could be in an invincible position in a war of homeland defense. And the demand Britain made to Germany was enough to prove the importance Britain attached to the Soviet Union.

The meeting discussed the current European situation. The CPSU members generally believed that Britain would not go to war with China at this stage, and expressed doubts about whether Germany would withdraw from France. France was already a dead dog now; even if Germany withdrew from France, it would take France at least ten years to possess the ability to resist a German attack.

Once Germany withdrew from France, the new French government would have complete sovereignty, and the Free French government would lose its legitimacy and appeal. Britain not only dismantled China's grip on using France through diplomatic means but could also maintain colonial rule together with France. This had huge benefits for Britain. France had to join the camp opposing China, which also reduced the possibility of France taking revenge on Germany. And while Germany would not attack the Soviet Union, Germany would definitely guard against the Soviet Union, guarding the eastern gateway of Western European capitalism and offsetting the Soviet Union's external influence.

The United States very much wanted to provoke a European civil war to profit for itself. Once the European continent formed a balance of power again, the opportunity for the United States to intervene in Europe would also disappear. When Britain negotiated with the United States again, it would not have to be coerced by the United States.

Analyzing the whole situation, Britain was still able to balance the world by relying on its own means, highlighting Britain's strength.

As for whether China would declare war on fascism and colonialism in accordance with the *Pacific Charter*, the CPSU Central Committee believed it was impossible. The European upper class had a very high evaluation of He Rui, and the Soviet upper class also recognized He Rui's ability. However, the Soviet upper class believed that He Rui was a leader who knew very well how to judge the hour and size up the situation, a shrewd realist. Therefore, the CPSU Central Committee believed that He Rui would not choose to go to war with the entire Europe and America.

The final decision of the CPSU Central Committee was to wait for changes. They would not only watch the changes in the European situation but also wait for the qualitative change in the Soviet Union's development.

In Britain and Germany, there were a not-insignificant number of socialists who believed that China represented the future of the world. The news of the Anglo-German negotiations was sent to China by these people, and the Chinese intelligence agencies sent the analyzed intelligence to the Central Committee.

If the *Pacific Charter* had not been proposed by He Rui, the comrade who proposed it would have inevitably suffered huge pressure. Looking only at the results, the Pacific Charter stimulated fascism represented by Germany and colonialism represented by Britain. Now the two were beginning to approach negotiations, and soon a new alliance might be formed.

Britain, this "shit-stirrer," was very proficient in the continental balance of power policy. According to Britain's line of thought, France was now very weak. Britain used Germany to contain the Soviet Union, used France to contain Germany, and conversely used the Soviet Union to contain Germany, using Germany to balance France. On this balance, an anti-liberation imperialist force was formed.

Before seeing it happen with their own eyes, the comrades really didn't expect that Britain could actually push the situation to the current stage. Regarding Britain's means, the comrades had a kind of egoistic annoyance.

Seeing the comrades holding back their silence, He Rui took the initiative to say, "The last time Britain fought us, they used a million troops. Britain is doing very well at this stage, but when will Britain be able to send out its million troops?"

Seeing the comrades' expressions improve slightly, He Rui continued, "Colonialism, fascism, and white supremacy uniting together is a good thing for the Global Liberation War. The higher the clarity of the war concept, the more valuable the victory or defeat of the war. The more the reactionaries gather, the more the people of Europe and America can recognize the situation."

He Rui had spoken, so the comrades said no more. Although war was dangerous and no one dared to be sure of a so-called certain victory, since He Rui had spoken, the comrades were willing to believe that He Rui could lead them to win this seemingly very difficult war. In the past twenty-plus years, the national liberation that the comrades longed for, He Rui led the comrades to complete. The national dignity that the comrades looked forward to, He Rui led the comrades to obtain. The prosperity of the country and the strength of the people that the comrades imagined, He Rui led the comrades to realize.

What the comrades thought of, He Rui realized. What the comrades dared not think of, He Rui also realized. Now, He Rui told the comrades that China wanted to become the leader of the future world order and needed the comrades to continue to follow He Rui forward. The comrades could not find any reason to refuse. Even if the comrades could not imagine what the world order led by China would be like, the comrades believed that it would inevitably allow China to reach an unprecedented height and obtain unprecedented benefits.

He Rui did not continue to encourage the comrades; he turned to more realistic matters. "At present, we must observe the future of the current British Prime Minister Churchill. Given Churchill's character, he is very likely not to agree to an Anglo-German compromise. If Churchill prevents Anglo-German peace, he will be forced to step down."

The Central Committee members of the Civilization Party had little interest in Churchill; even after He Rui said this, the comrades didn't have much interest. War required massive amounts of materials and equipment. Seeing that He Rui was not prepared to talk about the gathering of reactionary forces anymore, the Minister of Finance began his work report. The Ministry of Finance, together with the Ministry of Commerce and the Ministry of Land and Resources, completed the latest report on China's raw materials situation. As the lead person, the Minister of Finance reported China's import situation to the Central Committee.

He Rui said nothing this time, just concentrating on the lines representing trade routes on the huge map hanging there. For a moment, He Rui really wanted the comrades of the Military Commission to take a good look at this map. As long as they could understand this map, they would have the line of thought for formulating campaigns.

In addition to China's commercial map, the Ministry of Commerce also had a map regarding the trade content of countries around the world. If one understood these, one could understand the blow given to the enemy by every liberation campaign. Even the United States, with its vast territory, sparse population, and abundant resources, could not obtain all important resources on its own. Europe's resources were even less sufficient to maintain the current operation of the European economy.

If Hitler was genuinely willing to make so many concessions, what he sought was only the lifting of Britain's restrictions on Germany's input of raw materials and output of finished products. Looking at the future war from this angle, the more colonies China liberated, the fewer resources the enemy would have in their hands. In order to obtain resources, the enemy would have to send troops to fight for key regions. Those key regions were very far away for China, and equally far away for the enemy. This was China's opportunity to win. When the enemy's elite were exhausted in these regions, the strength the enemy used to guard their reactionary centers would be weaker, and their troops would become fewer and fewer.

This time, China had accumulated rich experience in the independence process of the four southern countries. After the new order was established in the four southern countries, it could at least maintain the manpower source and financial expenditure for at least four ordinary infantry divisions joining the World People's Liberation Army. Although these liberated colonial troops could not yet undertake tasks such as main attacks, as long as politically reliable personnel could be selected, their ability as line-filling infantry was no problem. Moreover, every country had personnel with good physical health and sufficient education; they could also form air forces and navies to join the war.

In He Rui's ideal, when the World People's Liberation Army approached the reactionary ruling centers of Europe, one-third of the World People's Liberation Army would be Chinese troops, one-third would be liberated former colonial troops, and one-third would be European revolutionaries. Moreover, the commander of the coalition forces liberating Europe had better not be Chinese.

After the meeting, He Rui went to the Military Commission. Zhong Yifu, Minister of the General Logistics Department, presented the latest equipment situation to He Rui. Zhong Yifu's voice was a bit hoarse. "Chairman, by October, there can be 20 aircraft carriers entering active service. regarding the Air Force, we finally completed the recruitment of 300,000 pilots. Those kids who fought with Germany didn't let us down. I've watched the exercises between them and other units; it's the difference between a sharpened blade and a wooden club."

"It must be so," He Rui replied decisively. He Rui had seen the human air combat rankings; most of the top 100 were German pilots. Facing such an air force, the Chinese Volunteer Army could still generally come back alive after more than 100 sorties. Part of the reason was indeed that the German Air Force at this time did not have that much experience yet, but if the Chinese pilots themselves lacked sufficient quality, they certainly could not have come back alive.

Seeing that He Rui remained very calm, Zhong Yifu felt very reassured in his heart. With a feeling of reassurance, he continued, "Chairman, both the General Logistics Department and the General Staff Department believe that even if we launch the liberation war at this stage, we can still win the war."

"Can't wait?" He Rui teased.

Zhong Yifu didn't smile. He asked, "Chairman, I think at this stage we can absolutely strike first before Europe completes its adjustment."

"Yifu, the reason for war must be very clear and have sufficient justice. This war is initiated by us, so we need to let the people understand this even more. Although the enemy's adjustment will increase the difficulty of the war, it can also let the people better understand our justice. Different degrees of understanding determine the will to fight. You commanded the Sino-British War; at what stage did our side's will to fight reach a very high level?"

Zhong Yifu thought for a good while before saying, "Chairman, purely from a time perspective, it was after we captured the ANZAC Corps and sent them to trial."

He Rui nodded. "I know what you mean. At that stage, our logistics problems were also greatly improved. Let me ask you a question: Can the improvement of our equipment raise the comrades' will to fight to that level?"

Zhong Yifu recalled for a while again and then sighed, "Indeed! After the comrades received sufficient supplies, they had the confidence to defeat the enemy. Moreover, the comrades saw the massacre of the Burmese people by the imperialist army, and their will to fight became even firmer."

"This war will be unprecedented in terms of intensity, severity, and duration. Our army will certainly be able to get sufficient supplies, and the enemy will also have sufficient supplies in the early stages of the war. At this stage, whoever has a firmer will to fight will be able to achieve better results. Personally, I don't think an army shouting white supremacy can win in will to fight against an army that firmly believes in world liberation.

"Yifu, white people are also human; their reactions are no different from normal humans. The so-called sense of superiority of white people is based on the fact that white people have acted recklessly all over the world for hundreds of years without being punished. Once they also die in the hundreds of thousands or millions, this groundless self-confidence will be shaken and shattered.

"At that time, what on earth will these people use to inspire their spirit to fight to the death?

"When we fought the Sino-Japanese War back then, the officers and soldiers at least had simple feelings of home and country. After driving away the Japanese invaders, the Chinese people could live their lives in peace. When our army starts to attack the base camp of reactionary forces, they won't even have such determination. As long as our political work is in place, those officers and soldiers who want to protect their own countries will also realize that their good days cannot continue to exist. Because their so-called good days were originally built on invading other countries, killing and enslaving other people. Losing colonialism, if they still want to maintain their old life, that is basically impossible. How desperate do you think they will be at that time!"
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General Zhong Yifu was the Commander-in-Chief of the Chinese Army during the Sino-British War that ended in 1927. Fourteen years had passed since then. In his impression, although the British prisoners of war were defeated and captured, and were very depressed, they frequently felt that the Chinese army was uncivilized. This left Zhong Yifu with a feeling of pride.

At that time, Zhong Yifu just felt that the British were incomprehensibly arrogant. Now, hearing He Rui say that those hateful British would be in despair when China fought to their doorstep, he couldn't quite accept it for a moment, so he said, "Maybe not despair, but madness."

He heard He Rui reply, "Even in the worst countries, there will be people who die for their country when it perishes. Not to mention that white supremacy has existed for hundreds of years. In my opinion, even if tens of millions of people die for it, it wouldn't be strange."

Zhong Yifu just smiled and pulled the topic back to reality. "Chairman, a Class A Army Group has 80,000 troops, and a Class B Army Group has 60,000 to 72,000 troops. With 36 Army Groups, the total force is less than 3 million. Adding the Air Force and Navy, the total force is less than 6 million. Is it really enough to fight such a large-scale war with this amount of troops?"

"As long as we maintain this scale of combat troops, it is enough," He Rui answered decisively. Leaving aside the massive scale of the World People's Liberation Army that He Rui expected, more than 5 million Chinese troops armed to the teeth were enough to defeat any major power. To maintain these more than 5 million frontline combat troops, the rear had to maintain 10 million reserves, ready to replenish losses at any time. Adding up, that was 15 million people.

The recent national census results had come out, and China's population had reached 692 million. The number of active duty and reserve personnel accounted for 2.168% of the total population, which was just on the edge of not affecting China's economic operation. If possible, He Rui still hoped that China could survive this war relying only on normal national operations.

Zhong Yifu gave up discussing with He Rui on matters where he had no experience either. To study this issue, the General Staff had calculated many times using computers. The results calculated covered a very large range. Depending on the situation, China's frontline combat troops ranged from 5 million to 30 million. Zhong Yifu didn't want to bother thinking too much about it anymore. As long as He Rui spoke, Zhong Yifu felt that he had obtained inner peace.

This meeting discussed the timing of operations. The General Staff had already presupposed various situations and reached a final conclusion. As long as the United States or the Soviet Union did not take the initiative to attack China, the war could begin after October 1941. Although He Rui had a strong aversion to the Double Tenth Festival, he had no reason to take it upon himself to change the Double Tenth Festival to a National Day on October 1st.

Moreover, the Double Tenth Festival was later mechanically applied by the KMT, insisting on linking itself with the Wuchang Uprising. The Wuchang Uprising had little to do with Sun "Big Cannon" and Chiang "Baldy." He Rui ultimately had to tolerate it.

From the perspective of the comrades in the Military Commission now, since the war did not have particular urgency, fighting on National Day did not seem so auspicious in China's view. In addition, the north wind would only become strong after mid-October. Since it was a southward operation, the time was scheduled for October 15th. As for the reason for the war, the colonialists never treated people as humans in the colonies. Finding a few crimes against humanity could no longer be described as "too easy." It could basically be considered that every day the colonialists were in the colonies, they were committing crimes against humanity.

After finishing the work discussion, Xu Chengfeng suddenly remembered something. "Chairman, you once said that the war could begin after the completion of the Third Five-Year Plan. I didn't expect the Fourth Five-Year Plan to have already begun."

The comrades were stunned, and then remembered that there was indeed such a thing. Zhong Yifu sighed, "When the Chairman first mentioned it, I still felt that ten years was a long time away. I didn't expect the Fourth Five-Year Plan to start in the blink of an eye... Speaking of which, it has been 17 years since 1924. Those who were in elementary school then have graduated from university."

The former Minister of General Logistics Zheng Silang was now the Minister of Defense. He had a nephew who was in elementary school in '24. Because of his outstanding academic performance, he was now a graduate student. He couldn't help saying, "Wait until the Fourth Five-Year Plan is completed; the doctoral students we cultivated ourselves will have graduated."

Once this topic was opened up, everyone at the meeting became interested. Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan spoke up. "The United States had 1.5 million college students in school in 1940."

Hu Xiushan rarely spoke on such meeting occasions. Since he actually said such a sentence, everyone became even more interested. Cheng Ruofan asked, "Chairman, how many college students do we have in school?"

He Rui thought for a moment. "There are 1.6 million STEM college students in school."

Hearing this, no one said the words "STEM guys." Everyone knew that He Rui had a prejudice against liberal arts students. He believed that one was only qualified to be called a liberal arts student after obtaining a STEM bachelor's degree first and then studying liberal arts. Studying liberal arts directly was called being a clerk. Therefore, there were different views on what exactly He Rui's prejudice against liberal arts students was. Some felt that He Rui looked down on liberal arts students, while others felt that He Rui attached great importance to liberal arts students.

Cheng Ruofan sighed. The number of STEM college students in China had already exceeded that of the United States. Adding liberal arts students, it would certainly exceed it even more. But China had a population of 692 million, while the United States had a population of only 110 million. China's population was 6.3 times that of the United States. China had spent huge financial and material resources on education in these years. The annual compulsory education funds accounted for 3% of the national GDP. Relying on the establishment of the Asian International Court of Justice to establish relationships with the law faculties of top universities around the world, and relying on these relationships to hire a large number of university professors from all over the world to lecture in China, and sending a large number of international students to study in various countries, China barely propped up its education system. It could truly be described as starting from scratch with great hardship.

"Chairman, is the United States' R&D capability still above ours?" Cheng Ruofan asked with a lack of confidence.

"In ordinary fields, they are definitely a bit stronger than us." He Rui did not exaggerate the progress China had made in the past 20-plus years.

The other comrades looked somewhat regretful. But Zhong Yifu felt he heard something in He Rui's words. He Rui would not exaggerate. Since he said the United States was stronger than China in ordinary fields, it was probably really a bit stronger than China. Since He Rui emphasized ordinary fields, there must be cutting-edge fields. He Rui didn't mention cutting-edge fields, so Zhong Yifu wanted to ask a bit.

Although he wanted to ask, Zhong Yifu felt it wasn't quite appropriate. According to what he had learned himself, China's innovation in many fields seemed to be unique in the world. If he asked at this time, he would either be considered smart-alecky or considered to be deliberately flattering He Rui.

Holding back without saying it, he felt uncomfortable inside. Zhong Yifu suddenly remembered a sentence He Rui said before the meeting: "Even in the worst countries, there will be people who die for their country. Not to mention that white supremacy has existed for hundreds of years. In my opinion, even if tens of millions of people die for it, it wouldn't be strange."

He Rui saying this probably meant he was prepared to annihilate tens of millions of white troops on the battlefield. Actually wanting to annihilate tens of millions of enemy troops—this number made Zhong Yifu's hair stand on end. Compared with this, the technological gap between the United States and China seemed unimportant.

Cheng Ruofan did not continue to discuss the issue of the technological gap. He asked again, "Chairman, we have determined the conscription standard of high school students as non-commissioned officers and junior high school students as soldiers. But from the standard requirements, our army is already number one in the world in terms of education level. Do you think we can bring this advantage into play?"

If judged only by the specific situation, this question was very silly. But asking He Rui this way, everyone felt it was very appropriate. It wasn't that Cheng Ruofan was silly, but that the Chinese army had undergone tremendous changes in the past ten-plus years. Before unifying China, the National Defense Force was already taking a professional route, but the equipment really couldn't keep up. Now the National Defense Force had undergone tremendous changes in the equipment field, leading to the fact that the Military Commission members had not fought a high-tech war. At such a time, the Military Commission members instinctively wanted to get approval from He Rui. This was not a knowledge problem, but a psychological problem shared by the Military Commission members.

He Rui certainly understood everyone's worries. If He Rui didn't have historical experience, he wouldn't strive to build a high-tech army. Seeing everyone's eyes fixed on him, He Rui explained, "In the previous army, if you were issued a rifle, you were a soldier. In the current army, soldiers are operators operating military equipment. In order to operate the equipment qualifiedly, one must possess a knowledge base of at least junior high school. To command these military equipment operators, one needs high school knowledge as a foundation. Without this knowledge, one doesn't have the ability to understand those military regulations.

"At higher command levels, a more comprehensive knowledge system is needed. A qualified destroyer captain has to receive three complete undergraduate educations. Soldiers are to a large extent already technicians, engineers, senior engineers, and systems engineers.

"Comrades have built the National Defense Force of the new era according to this line of thought over the years. I think our army's educational background has only just met the basic conditions of this army-building idea. In my opinion, the true requirement for our army should be that soldiers are high school students and non-commissioned officers are university students. It's just that at this stage, our education system cannot support such a requirement.

"As for combat capability, in the first few battles, maybe we will perform very well because of the enemy's weakness, or maybe we won't perform very well because our troops are all recruits. If recruits go to the battlefield and can perform at 60% of their training level, it counts as passing.

"But our army's soldiers, non-commissioned officers, and officers will grow up quickly in the war. With selection and elimination, excellent soldiers will be promoted and take on greater responsibilities.

"An army without culture and knowledge has no combat effectiveness. An army without philosophy cannot exert combat effectiveness. Our army has culture and knowledge, and our political and ideological work is top-notch in the world. Although I can't be sure when exactly the experience threshold point where our army fully adapts to the high-tech army of the new era will appear, our army's construction idea, logistics supply, military education, and political and ideological system determine that our army will inevitably become stronger as it fights."

The Military Commission members present listened very seriously. Just as He Rui said, they were the ones responsible for executing this army-building plan over the past ten-plus years. If everyone present were asked to give a report, they could also say what He Rui said. But when these words were spoken by He Rui, they had a feeling of calming people's hearts, so that all the impetuous emotions disappeared from the Military Commission members.

When He Rui finished speaking, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman, if our exercise is interfered with and provoked, should we fight back immediately?"

He Rui answered decisively, "If we are provoked by Britain and the Netherlands, of course we must fight back immediately. If we can trigger diplomatic problems through these and move towards declaring war, I think it is a very good thing."

On June 3, 1941, China announced that it would conduct a military exercise named "Gentle Breeze" in the South China Sea region, and four Chinese aircraft carrier battle groups would participate in this exercise. The Chinese government informed countries around the world that sea areas would be blocked during the exercise, hoping that fleets of various countries would take note of this matter to avoid unnecessary interception and detention.

As soon as the news came out, it immediately caused a great shock in Europe and America. The content of the *Pacific Charter* had already spread to countries all over the world. The attention of non-European and American countries was focused more on the description of international peace, smooth navigation, and shared markets in the *Pacific Charter*. The colonial countries among the European and American countries generally expressed dissatisfaction with China's tough attitude.

And China's blockade of sea areas in this exercise—it could be said that for hundreds of years, only European and American powers had truly executed such decisions. Although China was already regarded as a Great Power by European and American countries, an Asian country blocking sea areas during an exercise indeed intensified the unease of European and American countries.

On June 5, Churchill had dinner with representatives of the British business community. During the dinner, British business people asked Churchill if he would approve the Anglo-German agreement as soon as possible, which made Churchill very dissatisfied. Churchill did not fail to understand the threat of China, but Churchill believed that Germany's compromise was far from satisfying him. So Churchill said unhappily, "I believe Poland must gain independence."

British business people naturally knew that Churchill was considered a war maniac and an absolute hardliner. They probed a few more sentences and found that Churchill's attitude was very firm: if Germany wanted to sign an Anglo-German treaty, it must cough up Poland.

As soon as the dinner ended, several business representatives met with the high-level officials of the Conservative Party to which Churchill belonged. The business people said, "Poland is indeed very important, but compared with peace, is Poland really that important?"

The high-level officials of the British Conservative Party all believed that Poland was really important. If Poland could be restored, Britain would restore that nail in Eastern Europe. But the Conservative Party also had to admit that compared with Britain, Poland was far from being that important. At this stage, the bottom line of the Anglo-German negotiations was basically clear: Germany could give up the occupation of Western Europe, but Germany could not give up the occupation of Poland.

Finally, a high-level official of the British Conservative Party said, "I think Germany has also made concessions. At least they reached an agreement with the French government to move all Jews to Madagascar, so that Germany and Eastern Europe will not continue to persecute Jews."

Logically speaking, driving the 7 million Jews in the German-controlled area out of Europe and moving them to Madagascar was a persecution through and through. But this statement didn't have much to do with the Jews. If Britain allowed Germany, France, and Eastern European countries to expel Jews to Madagascar, Britain must guarantee the safety of the German fleet.

Seven million people were not so easy to move; the migration time would be very long, so Britain must sign an agreement with Germany. Once the agreement was signed, the Anglo-German peace treaty would naturally be signed along with it.

This agreement involving the lives of 7 million people was a humanitarian agreement. If one wanted to sign it, one had to get the consent of British Prime Minister Churchill. If Churchill disagreed, he would be impeached. As for whether Churchill would be impeached, it depended on whether many people, including the British business community, worked hard enough.

The British business people could of course understand the twists and turns here. They immediately expressed with devout expressions, "Promoting humanitarian actions is our bounden duty."
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On June 7, a Labour MP proposed a motion to assist Jews in moving to Madagascar. As soon as Churchill saw this proposal, he knew he was facing an impeachment crisis. Churchill's character was strong and combative, and he never compromised with opponents. Even knowing that the odds were against him this time, he did not back down at all and continued to persist in the struggle against the compromise faction in the British Parliament.

The obese British Prime Minister tucked his right hand into the lapel of his chest and said with the momentum of his "fight to the end" speech when he took office, "Honorable Members, the British Empire has not been extricated from danger..."

Unlike the last time when all MPs listened solemnly to the speech, the backbenchers immediately made a racket, expressing their dissatisfaction with Churchill, and the British Parliament returned to its usual noisy appearance. With such a backdrop, even the most solemn speech became like a farce.

The late Prime Minister Chamberlain represented the view of the British upper class starting from 1937, which was to prepare for war domestically and bluff internationally, delaying the war as much as possible until Britain was ready. But the British public and leadership did not want to engage in a war like World War I.

The war had been going on until now, and casualties in Europe during the Western European campaign were not large. After a great war involving millions of people ended, the total number of deaths on both sides was only 200,000. In World War I, 200,000 people was just the consumption of a few days. The British public and leadership very much hoped to stop the war. If the price of stopping the war was only sacrificing Poland, Britain thought there was no problem at all.

After Churchill finished his speech, a Labour MP immediately jumped out to recount the persecution of Jews throughout Europe. Anti-Semitism was a tradition of thousands of years in Europe; the British MP didn't need to hide it at all, just telling the truth was enough.

Anti-Semitism was only a very small part of the racist ideology of Nazi Germany. To date, Hitler's idea was only to expel Jews from Europe. Due to Germany's military victories, the fascist camp in Central Europe, Eastern Europe, Southern Europe, and France had all set off waves of anti-Semitism. There was no longer any place for Jews in the entire Europe.

Hitler himself did not want to use massacres against Jews at this stage, so he reached an agreement with the Vichy France authorities to exile the 7 million European Jews in the Nazi-controlled area to Madagascar.

Given the current mentality in Europe that generally regarded Jews as a pressure relief valve, if these 7 million Jews could not leave Europe, their safety could basically not be guaranteed. In World War I, 15 million soldiers and civilians died in the war. The number of these 7 million Jews in imminent danger was almost half of the military and civilian deaths in World War I. Many of them were old people, weak people, women, and children.

The Labour MP righteously accused Churchill of being a guy who watched 7 million people go to their deaths but turned a blind eye.

Churchill didn't care about such attacks at all; he only cared about the British Empire. As long as the British Empire could survive, let alone 7 million Jews dying, even if 70 million Jews died, or even if other countries besides the British Empire were destroyed, or even if more than half of British subjects were destroyed, Churchill wouldn't care.

But the views of most MPs were different from Churchill's. They loved the British Empire that could easily bring them benefits, but they were not happy to be buried with the British Empire. Facing the speech full of humanitarianism, the MPs responded with thunderous applause.

This time it was no longer a struggle between the Conservative Party and the Labour Party, but a struggle between the compromise faction and the hardline faction. The Speaker of the House adopted a secret ballot for the vote. Listening to the number of votes counted, Churchill's face was ashen, and finally he stood up and left his seat. The compromise faction won a complete victory in this vote, thoroughly overwhelming the hardline faction.

When the news reached Berlin, Hitler immediately went to the Reichstag. Although Hitler came to power through parliamentary struggle, after the outbreak of the war, Hitler went to the Reichstag in military uniform and announced to the emotionally fanatical MPs: "I have put on my uniform again today. If the war is not won, I will absolutely not take off my uniform."

After that, Hitler rarely appeared in the Nazi Reichstag, handing over propaganda work to Goebbels. Hitler's limited appearances thereafter were after the victory of the Polish campaign and the victory of the Western European campaign. Every time he appeared, it brought huge success. The German people spontaneously gathered on the streets in high spirits to salute the German Führer who brought incredible victories.

When Hitler walked into the Reichstag building and stepped onto the podium, all Nazi German MPs stood up and saluted Hitler. Hitler just waved his hand, and the whole venue immediately quieted down. This time, Hitler's voice was not hysterical, but steady and dignified. "Comrades, Britain is a great country, and the British people are a great nation. I want to make peace with them!"

Hearing this, those Nazi MPs from capitalist backgrounds were extremely excited, and other Nazi Party MPs were equally pleasantly surprised. In Germany, even the Nazi Party hoped to pocket the dividends brought by the war as soon as possible after achieving such a huge victory. It was just that the British side was very stubborn and refused to negotiate peace with Germany. Now that Hitler said this, it meant that peace was very likely at hand.

Hitler roughly introduced the negotiations between Britain and Germany and stated, "The war will inevitably end, and peace will come, but our cause will not end; it will only continue to grow and strengthen in peace! Comrades, I have decided to make peace with Britain."

All German MPs saluted Hitler again, shouting "Sieg Heil!" These Nazi MPs firmly believed that the decision Hitler made must be correct.

In Germany, there was absolutely no lack of Germans hooking up with Britain. Hitler's speech in the Reichstag was transmitted to Britain on the same day. Since Hitler had already made such a statement, the British compromise faction, after a series of tense consultations, decided to trust Hitler one more time. But this time Britain was not as easy to fool as in Chamberlain's time; Britain demanded that Germany first withdraw from the Netherlands, Belgium, and Denmark.

On June 17, the German army withdrew from Denmark first. On June 18, the German army began to withdraw from the Netherlands and Belgium.

And Germany's demands were also met. On June 19, the first ship of rubber arrived in Germany. This was the first time Germany had obtained the commodity of rubber in nearly two years since the outbreak of the Polish campaign.

On June 22, Germany completed its withdrawal from the Netherlands and began to negotiate with the Vichy France government on future German-French relations.

On the same day, the plane of the Dutch royal family representative arrived in Amsterdam and received a warm welcome from the Dutch masses at the airport.

On June 23, Britain reached an agreement with Germany and France on the migration of Jews.

On June 25, the British vote of no confidence succeeded, and British Prime Minister Churchill stepped down sadly.

On June 29, the Labour Party won the victory in the emergency election, and Attlee became Prime Minister. In his inaugural speech, Attlee, who was also considered a hardliner, stated, "The primary task of this government is to restore peace."

On July 1, Britain and Germany formally began peace negotiations.

On July 4, the German army terminated "Operation Barbarossa," and various armies began to return to camp.

On July 15, the Anglo-Japanese Peace Treaty was signed.

On July 28, the German army began to withdraw from the French Atlantic region, returning these areas to the French Vichy government.

On July 31, the French Vichy government announced the end of the war and the beginning of French reconstruction, and sent a document to the Free French government, stating that as long as members of the Free French government returned to France before December 1, 1941, all previous charges and sentences against these people would be revoked.

On August 1, Army Day, He Rui reviewed the Army. Seeing the torrent of armor passing in front of the reviewing stand under the formations of the Air Force flying continuously overhead, He Rui was in a quite happy mood.

After having dinner with military representatives consisting mainly of ordinary soldiers and grassroots non-commissioned officers, He Rui held a plenary meeting of the Military Commission with Li Runshi and others who had rushed back. Li Runshi made a report to the Military Commission. The French Vichy government had begun sending telegrams to the Free French government continuously as early as mid-July, and had also sent people to Saigon, the capital of the Republic of Champa, to contact personnel within the Free French government.

The Vichy government announced that Germany would completely withdraw from France in mid-November, and the French general election would be held on December 1. Under such a situation, most people in the Free French government chose to return to France. However, the French Communist Party unexpectedly decided to stay and cooperate with China.

Not only that, there were now more than 250,000 members of the Spanish Republican government in France. After Franco seized power in Spain, these people were stranded in France with nowhere to go. After China published the *Pacific Charter*, this group of people was trying every means to go to China. Most members of the International Brigades in France also chose to come to China.

Regarding these situations, Li Runshi gave his own analytical conclusion. "The *Pacific Charter* and the Anglo-German peace talks have made European revolutionaries realize that the reactionary forces of the whole world are beginning to unite comprehensively in the face of the just cause of liberation. Those revolutionaries are willing to join the cause of world liberation. Even Molotov in Mexico sent a message hoping to come to China."

Hearing Molotov's name, the comrades just exchanged a few glances. No one wanted to provoke this former Soviet leader and creator of the Soviet Red Army who had always advocated world revolution. From a realist perspective, allowing Molotov to come to China meant expressing hostility towards the CPSU that had exiled Molotov.

Li Runshi was also very clear about this. He continued to talk about the recent movements of various colonial governments in Southeast Asia. China had been recruiting a large number of international students from Southeast Asia without scruples since before the outbreak of the Polish campaign. With the insight of the colonial governments, they quickly understood the threat China posed to these colonies.

Getting tens of thousands of colonial youths to study in China, learning knowledge of various government departments—if China seized these colonies, this group of educated colonial youths could quickly form a new government according to China's requirements.

By early 1940, the colonial governments in Southeast Asia adopted means to prevent youths from going to study in China. But it was already 1940, and the comrades responsible for this work soon received orders from above: "Except for adopting means of killing people, all means can be adopted."

After the restrictions were lifted, colonial officials were immediately subjected to comprehensive corruption. The purpose of those colonial officials coming here was nothing more than to make a fortune and enjoy the feeling of being high and mighty. For these guys who might not get 3,000 Chinese Yuan a month, what did the future of the country have to do with them? Enjoying things they couldn't get before was the most important thing.

The nominal study abroad management continued until China published the *Pacific Charter* in 1941. During this period, China not only brought in more than 100,000 aspiring youths from Southeast Asian colonies but also brought in thousands of aspiring youths from African colonies.

These colonial youths all seriously studied the *Pacific Charter*, and the advanced representatives among them even observed the signing conference of the contracting states of the *Pacific Charter*.

Although Li Runshi knew that this number of youths was not quite enough, especially the number of revolutionary youths in Africa was still too small, he had already done his best and could only wait for the situation to develop later.

Quite a few cases regarding crimes against humanity in the colonies had been collected, and the Military Commission was waiting for He Rui to choose one. He Rui was not in a hurry at this time; he said, "Wait a bit longer. These things are too ordinary, and events that can trigger deeper contradictions in the colonies haven't appeared yet."

In the month after the meeting ended, several British capital ships arrived in Singapore and joined the British Pacific Fleet sequence. The British government also strengthened the suppression of pro-China forces in various colonies.

For Britain, Malacca was extremely important. In the Malayan colony, the British colonial government found reasons including low qualifications of school teachers and safety hazards to close the free Chinese schools opened by China for ordinary Malayans.

The Dutch government did the same. But doing so didn't make them feel safe. Although they could close the free Chinese schools opened by China, they couldn't persecute the Chinese in these colonies. If their prediction was correct, China precisely needed an excuse to start a war right now. The persecution of overseas Chinese in the colonies was the best excuse for war.

At this time, British and Dutch colonial officials proposed whether they could use locals to persecute China. In this proposal, the British government and the Dutch government would appear in the role of protecting the Chinese. Locals in the colonies would massacre Chinese expatriates, and the British and Dutch governments would immediately arrest the murderers and execute them as soon as possible. At the same time, they would strengthen protective policies for the Chinese. However, assassinations of Chinese by locals would continue to occur, and the British and Dutch governments would step up efforts to execute "criminals."

If it were the previous moderate foreign policy of the He Rui administration, this move might have obtained China's understanding while scaring away the Chinese in these colonies.

The British government immediately rejected such a self-righteous plan. The British themselves were masters of engaging in such things. Facing such provocation, the British government's attitude had always been clear: as long as the opponent's strength was inferior to their own, they would send troops to fight directly. The colonial government could certainly say that this was a conflict between locals and Chinese, but the British attitude had always been that failing to manage the locals well was the responsibility of the local government. Before the local government truly took responsibility, Britain had the obligation to help the local government restore order and suppress lawlessness.

It would be fine to do this when the Chinese Navy was very weak, but now the Chinese Navy was launching ships like dumping dumplings into boiling water. Doing so would only give China the best excuse.

Southeast Asian colonial government officials racked their brains one by one, trying to find a way to comprehensively weaken China's influence. In the Indian colony, the Congress Party held a national meeting.

Nehru, a young Central Committee member of the Congress Party, proposed his plan. "Our party's development in the southern region has encountered local opposition. I think it is necessary to expose their pro-China nature."

Hearing this proposal, the eyes of the Central Committee members of the Congress Party lit up. The ethnic groups in the southern region of India were different from those in the north. These people belonged to the untouchables in the eyes of Indian Brahmins. But these "untouchables" did not recognize Hinduism either; they formed their own political parties, making the political expansion of the Indian Congress Party in the local area very unsmooth.

Now the local parliament in India had been established, and the goal of the Indian Congress Party was to establish a political party leading the whole of India and become the actual ruling party of India under the British.

Now the British were cracking down on pro-China forces, which undoubtedly gave the Congress Party an opportunity. Judging from the British performance so far, they were very fearful of pro-China forces in the Indian region, and the means adopted were particularly rough. Anyone suspected of being pro-China was arrested first, and those arrested would be tortured.

If the British recognized the nature of these "pro-China Indian political parties," the Congress Party's political competitors would disappear, and the Congress Party's representatives in the local area would be able to smoothly receive local votes and quickly become the local political party leading the whole of India.

The upper echelons of the Congress Party had all received higher education and were elegant people who knew the meaning behind the words. Soon, the British colonial government began to receive news transmitted through various channels, and "factual evidence" of many relatively radical small political parties colluding with China was exposed by pro-British figures.

In such a tense situation, the British began a massive arrest.
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The Bengal region was a Muslim-majority area. Since it bordered the Republic of Assam, it had been the frontline of British India's defense against China since the Sino-British War. On September 3, the headquarters of several relatively radical local political parties were suddenly surrounded by troops composed of Sikh and Hindu soldiers. Under the command of the British, these party headquarters were sealed off, and the Sikh and Hindu soldiers took away all the personnel inside. The political party leaders in the Bengal region were dragged out of their homes and taken away.

Southern India was an area where indigenous Indians were in the absolute majority. Bengali soldiers and Hindu soldiers rushed into the headquarters of relatively radical local political parties, sealed them off, and took the party leaders away.

Eastern India was a relatively mixed region. Radical political parties were wiped out by Sikh soldiers.

In the northern region where Hindus were in the majority, Muslim soldiers and Sikh soldiers raided the headquarters of radical Hindu political parties.

Britain played the policy of "divide and rule" to the extreme. Those arrested, whether Hindu, Muslim, or indigenous Indian, were all hung up. Fiendish interrogators took turns beating these party leaders with sticks and leather whips, asking the same question: "How did you collude with the Chinese?"

More than 85% of the arrested party leaders had basically never had contact with the Chinese. Under such beating and interrogation, they naturally answered, "I didn't, I haven't, don't talk nonsense."

The "denial three-combo" of the Indian party cadres provoked the displeasure of the Indian interrogators. The Indian interrogators believed that since these Indians refused to confess the testimony required by the British masters, it only showed that leather whips and sticks were too childish. Those arrested Indian party cadres were dragged into deeper torture chambers. The style of these torture chambers changed drastically; inside were torture instruments inherited from the European Inquisition.

Iron pincers for nails and fingers, steel needles and iron skewers for small-area pain, rotating iron spikes for large-scale pain, spherical burning coals for skin, steel hoops for the head, large water tanks and iron cages for the respiratory system, and iron maidens for the fear of dying.

In addition to the heritage from the European Inquisition, there were also torture methods with Indian characteristics: gays targeting shame, ugly fat women good at castration, and relatively modern electric shock equipment.

This level of interrogation room was located underground, so the screams of the victims could not be heard outside. Starting half a day later, the Indian interrogators successively obtained a large number of confessions from the Indian party leaders and cadres. A few days later, the ordinary members of those radical parties learned that the local Indian political party they had chosen actually had various close collaborations with the Chinese. It turned out... the Chinese really had been helping Indians to become independent from British rule.

By mid-September, citizens in Indian urban areas had at least heard the rumors circulating among the people that China wanted to drive the British out of Indian land. In order to achieve this goal, China had colluded with various Indian political parties.

Ordinary Indians quickly accepted such rumors. The Indian Congress Party soon noticed that ordinary Indians were not very interested in resisting the Chinese invasion, and relatively radical Indian independence activists even thought this was a good thing. These independence activists hoped to help the Chinese drive away the British first, and then negotiate terms with the Chinese to get China to withdraw from India, thereby liberating India from British rule.

Those who agreed with this line of thought included not only various radical Indian independence factions but also many within the Congress Party. The upper echelon of the Congress Party was shocked. Originally, the upper echelon of the Congress Party hoped to penetrate the entire India by cracking down on the independence factions. Judging from the current public sentiment, the Congress Party had instead become the big traitor.

At this time, the British Indian colonial government ordered the arrest of people seeking Indian independence. These British police chiefs and local Indian lackeys did not target specific groups; anyone with independence ideas was within the scope of arrest. As more and more Indians discussed cooperation with China, some Congress Party members were also arrested.

After a round of torture, the arrested Congress Party members also confessed the "fact" that they colluded with China and sought Chinese help. The radicals within the Congress Party were caught one after another.

In order to clarify its attitude, the upper echelon of the Congress Party issued a statement. In addition to continuing to emphasize the position of "non-violence, non-cooperation," it also emphasized that the Congress Party did not cooperate with China, and the Congress Party would only bring a beautiful future to India through consultation and cooperation with Britain.

This statement was the consistent attitude of the Congress Party, and the Congress Party thought there would be no problem. But in the following days, the Congress Party was subjected to overwhelming criticism in local Indian newspapers.

Before making such a statement, the Congress Party considered the interests and position of the Congress Party. Britain allowed India to establish an Indian parliament. As long as the Congress Party maintained a situation of struggle without breaking with Britain, it could steadily occupy the position below the British and above the ordinary Indian people. For this reason, the Congress Party resolutely opposed radicals like Chandra Bose who advocated India gaining independence through armed struggle, striving to maintain its status as Britain's best partner in India.

But the Indian public had no opportunity to obtain the interests of the Congress Party's upper echelon, so they naturally could not view problems from the perspective of the Indian elite. In the view of the ordinary Indian citizen class, Britain was not the victor in the Sino-British War that ended in 1927. Last year, in the Western European campaign of 1940, Britain was defeated. Since Britain had lost wars twice in succession, and the most recent one happened last year, in the view of the Indian citizen class, Britain was no longer an invincible and terrifying force.

Since China had defeated Britain, and Britain lost the war again last year, if China attacked India, the British would likely be defeated again. At such a time, the Congress Party surprisingly expressed that it would only cooperate with Britain, which proved that the Congress Party did not consider India's interests, but only the Congress Party's interests.

In addition to opposition from the Indian people, the British Cabinet believed that the Congress Party's statement was highly threatening. In the view of the British Cabinet, India was a colony, and the local Indians were born servants of Britain. When the master was threatened, the Congress Party, as a servant, surprisingly did not call on the Indian people to unite around Britain to fight China, but instead issued a statement of consultation and negotiation with Britain when Britain was threatened by China. This was enough to prove that the Congress Party's original intention was to rebel.

At the current stage, there was the covetous China outside and the harboring-evil-intentions Congress Party inside. The British Cabinet could not afford the risk of losing India, but could not take the initiative to launch a war against China either. One of the current choices was naturally to first solve all potential enemies who might stab Britain in the back.

When the Viceroy of India received the order from Downing Street, he fell into a dilemma. The Viceroy of India naturally had to obey the orders of the British Cabinet, but as the government leader directly managing India, the Viceroy of India was very clear about the fierce contradictions within Indian society. In such a situation, it would be best for the British colonial government to strike precisely. But the British Cabinet's order not only required the Indian colonial government to use strong means to thoroughly suppress all Indian opposition forces but also required the Indian colonial government to mobilize local Indian resources to the greatest extent to provide services for Britain's next war. This completely exceeded the capabilities of the Indian colonial government.

But the British Cabinet's order could not be disobeyed, so the Viceroy of India could only assign the task from Downing Street down. A few days later, the Viceroy of India regretted it. In such a tense situation, the execution of this order was "expanded."

British officials in various places enjoyed privileges in India and had long formed a mindset that they could deal with Indians at will. They were very clear about the war threat they faced and were afraid of losing their privileges, so they developed extra anger towards Indians.

Driven by such emotions, first the leaders of the Congress Party were basically arrested, and then the leaders of various political parties that were not closely united around the British colonialists were arrested one after another.

At this time, the local princely states that relied on the British launched a "Loyalty Movement" one after another. By September 18, the princes of the princely states in northern India held a meeting and reached a decision to purge traitors.

The definition of so-called traitors in the meeting's external documents was naturally those in India who opposed British rule. So it received the approval and support of British officials in these regions. But the British regular army was preparing for war with China in India at this time, and the British colonial government had begun large-scale conscription and grain requisition in India since the outbreak of the Western European campaign last year.

Those who actually executed these plans were the private armed forces of the Indian princes. Whether the "traitors" in the eyes of the princes were Britain's traitors or the "traitors" in the eyes of the princely states, this question could only rely purely on discretionary judgment.

In the first week after the operation began, the princes first arrested the suspects of being traitors in the eyes of the British masters. Starting from the second week, the traitors in the eyes of the princes were arrested and even killed. Seeing so many rebels arrested, most British officials in the northern region immediately expressed appreciation for the Indian princes who had always been firmly loyal to Britain, encouraging them to make persistent efforts and achieve great results. Only a few British officials sent reports to the Governor-General of the colonial government, implicitly raising their concerns.

Entering the third week, the Indian feudal landlords encouraged by the British colonial government began to massacre the intellectual class and local small forces not under their control on a large scale.

The most famous was the speech of Gayu, the High Priest of a northern Indian sect: "Anyone who wears glasses and carries a pen in their chest pocket is a chaotic party member." Although the Hindu caste system was strict, the schools opened by the British did not pay much attention to caste level. Many smart children from low-caste families also relied on studying in British schools to achieve class mobility. Many of them also entered the British colonial government as civil servants. This group of people undoubtedly touched the cake of the Indian Brahmin landlords.

The children of Brahmin families knew it was dangerous outside and would certainly not go out randomly. Even if they went out, with their looks and skin color, as well as the style of being surrounded by attendants, it was easy to determine that they were high caste and would not be killed by mistake. Other educated people who dared to act alone outside at this time, needless to say, must be these chaotic party members engaging in liaison and conspiring against British rule.

Such a purge went on for a week. By October 8, a large number of civil servants of the British local colonial governments were killed, attracting the attention of the Indian local colonial governments. By October 9, the Viceroy of India, who had long felt something was wrong, ordered the operation to stop. But once the slaughter began, to stop it required a large number of central armed forces to suppress it personally in the localities. But the British colonial authorities were fully preparing for war; although the army was in hand, it could not be mobilized at will. The great purge inside India not only did not stop but intensified.

On October 11, the Chinese Ambassador to the UK handed over a diplomatic note from the Chinese government to the British government, questioning why the British government massacred the people of the Lower Burma region who were petitioning peacefully. The British Foreign Secretary took the diplomatic document and listened to the severe accusations of the Chinese Ambassador to the UK, unexpectedly feeling a bit relieved for a moment.

It was not that the British Foreign Secretary had a conviction of victory in the Sino-British War, but that after months of fear and trepidation, the other shoe had finally dropped.

In the Sino-British War ending in 1927, China took the Upper Burma and Assam regions according to the armistice agreement, while Lower Burma remained in British hands. The massacre by the ANZAC Corps took place in Lower Burma. The Chinese National Defense Force captured the ANZAC Corps who committed the massacre. After these "British masters" were tried at the Asian International Court of Justice, those who should be executed were executed, those who should be sentenced were sentenced, and the people in the massacred areas received civil compensation.

The people in the Lower Burma region had relatively close blood and economic relations with the Upper Burma region. When receiving the compensation, Lower Burma was reduced to a British colony again, which made the people of Lower Burma very emotional.

The terrain of the Lower Burma region was flat with many farmlands, and Burmese intellectuals formed many political parties. These party members found that Upper Burma, which was originally much poorer than the Lower Burma region, was first given independent status by China, and then began to establish the Republic of Upper Burma, forming its own government and obtaining independence and freedom that the people of Lower Burma could not possess.

After the Republic of Upper Burma joined the Asian Economic Community, its economic level continued to rise over the past ten-plus years. However, the life of the people in Lower Burma did not change much; they were still exploited by British colonialists and British running dogs, living a poor life. As one fell and the other rose, the living standard of the people in Upper Burma had completely surpassed that of the formerly wealthier people of Lower Burma.

In recent years, when people in Lower Burma got married, they all required "Three Rounds and a Sound." The Three Rounds were a bicycle, a sewing machine, and a watch. The One Sound was a radio. Such a standard might not even be achieved by the rich in Lower Burma. And it was not only the people originally living in the Upper Burma region who reached such a living standard; the poor people of Lower Burma who fled to the Upper Burma region ten years ago also had such life requirements. When those people crossed the border to return to their hometowns to visit relatives, they not only brought back daily necessities such as cloth but could even bring back "money" recognized by the British colonial authorities. With this money, goods could be purchased. These people returning home to visit relatives repeatedly caused a sensation in the countryside of Lower Burma.

In recent years, the intellectual class in Lower Burma generally generated a consensus to follow the path of Upper Burma. In their plan, Lower Burma would first become a Chinese colony, then obtain independence with China's recognition, and then join the Asian Economic Cooperation Organization. For this reason, they sent people to China many times to seek cooperation and sent a large number of young people to study in China.

The Chinese side had always stated that it had no intention of turning Lower Burma into a Chinese colony, but accepted a large number of students from Lower Burma. Until a few months ago, China published the *Pacific Charter*. Chinese officials in contact with Lower Burma stated that if the people of Lower Burma were willing to struggle for independence, China would support Lower Burma to establish an independent state directly, and provided a detailed plan.

On October 8, 1941, the largest political party in Lower Burma, "We Burmans," united various Burmese political parties to display the Chinese flag in Rangoon and other places, starting to celebrate the 30th anniversary of the founding of China. On October 10, after holding parades to celebrate China's National Day in multiple cities, some personnel of various Burmese political parties held a peaceful demonstration in front of the British colonial government in Rangoon and submitted a petition for Burma's independence.

The Sino-British War ending in 1927 left a very deep impression on the Burmese people. At that time, China only attacked a very small area of Bengal, but fought to the vicinity of Rangoon and once occupied the entire Lower Burma region. Therefore, the impression of the Burmese people on this war far exceeded that of the Indians. Many Burmese people were heartbroken when they thought that their region was surprisingly not occupied by China.

Therefore, after hearing the news that China might seize Lower Burma, the British servant army in Lower Burma, from generals to soldiers, had no thought of confrontation. Instead, they looked forward to this day coming sooner.

Seeing that the servant army unexpectedly did not go to suppress the "rebellious Burmese," the British troops in the local area were exasperated and took action personally. The British army fired directly at the Burmese peaceful petitioners, creating the Rangoon Massacre with 8 dead, 21 wounded, and more than 90 arrested. When this massacre occurred, many foreign reporters were present. While rescuing the wounded, the names and identities of the wounded and the dead were all investigated clearly. Even the designation of the British army that fired, the commander, as well as the names, ranks, and military service history of most of the soldiers participating in the massacre were figured out.

Burmese newspapers immediately published the full content and photos of the time, and Chinese newspapers reprinted them immediately. And on October 11, a diplomatic note was presented to the British government, strongly condemning the British government's barbaric atrocities. The murderers should be arrested and brought to justice immediately, and a fair and open trial should be conducted. In order to prevent such tragedies from continuing to happen, the Chinese government suggested that the British government withdraw all military personnel from Burma, leaving only administrative personnel. And these administrative personnel should not possess any weapons.

As the British Foreign Secretary, an important part of this excellent British "shit-stirrer," hearing these words, felt that what should come had finally come. So he asked, "What if the British government does not accept your government's suggestion?"

The Chinese Ambassador to the UK immediately replied, "Given that the British government's barbaric atrocities have broken through the bottom line of human civilization, if the British government is unwilling to abide by the bottom line of human civilization, the Chinese government can only regard the British government as a government composed of barbarians. All subsequent consequences will be borne by the British government."

Hearing such severe diplomatic accusations, the British Foreign Secretary replied coldly, "The Chinese government is destroying peace!"

The Chinese Ambassador to the UK shook his head. "Peace is a matter between civilized people. We suggest that the British government curb the barbaric impulses in its nature and strive to make itself do things that civilized people would do."

A real anger erupted in the British Foreign Secretary's chest. If this were an era allowing duels, he wanted to challenge the Chinese Ambassador to the UK to a duel immediately and kill the other party with his own hands in the duel. Being reprimanded as a barbarian to his face by a Chinese, especially being reprimanded by a Chinese with a condescending attitude of contempt, was a humiliation the British Foreign Secretary had never encountered.

However, the British Foreign Secretary was a civil servant after all, and the Chinese diplomat was a young man in his thirties, while the British Foreign Secretary was sixty years old. If fists really flew, the British Foreign Secretary would definitely suffer a big loss.

Just before the British Foreign Secretary wanted to curb his anger as soon as possible and fight back with acrimonious words, the Chinese Ambassador to the UK said with a face full of disdain, "I have finished my words. I hope the British government behaves itself."

After speaking, the Chinese Ambassador to the UK turned and left. Looking at the arrogant back of the Chinese Ambassador to the UK, the British Foreign Secretary trembled all over with anger, wishing he could immediately find a gun and shoot the Chinese Ambassador to the UK directly from behind.

The British Foreign Office secretary next to him was also fuming with rage, but seeing that the Foreign Secretary seemed about to take actions breaking the bottom line of diplomatic personnel behavior, he hurriedly stepped forward to block in front of the Foreign Secretary and shouted loudly at the back of the Chinese Ambassador to the UK, "You will regret this!"

The Chinese Ambassador to the UK did not turn his head, but just raised his hand and waved, bidding a contemptuous farewell to the British Foreign Office secretary.

When the figure of the Chinese Ambassador to the UK disappeared from sight, the Foreign Office secretary heard a loud bang behind him. Turning his head in astonishment, he saw that the British Foreign Secretary was smashing a stack of documents fiercely on the ground. The loud bang just now was the noise made by the Foreign Secretary kicking over a chair.

The Foreign Office secretary watched the Foreign Secretary vent for a while, then sit dejectedly on the sofa, with tears actually in the corners of his eyes. He felt the same anger in his heart as the Foreign Secretary.

The matter of the Sino-British war starting was not abrupt, and the Foreign Office secretary was not angry about this. Given the nature of the British Foreign Office's work, the Foreign Office secretary needed to avoid war as much as possible. What really made him angry was the look of the Chinese Ambassador to the UK when he attacked the British as barbarians. That was really a disdainful attitude of regarding Britain as a weak country and regarding British people as incompetent barbarians. This completely fresh feeling was the place the Foreign Office secretary could tolerate least.

The reason he didn't immediately find a gun to shoot the Chinese Ambassador to the UK from behind was entirely because if he did so, it would confirm the view that the British were barbarians.

Even so, the British Foreign Office secretary trembled all over with anger, and it took several minutes before he could barely act normally. He immediately picked up the phone and called the Permanent Secretary of the British Government. When the other party picked up the phone, the Foreign Office secretary immediately said loudly, "Your Excellency, please contact the Prime Minister immediately. The Foreign Secretary has urgent business to see the Prime Minister."
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New Prime Minister Attlee did not see the Chinese Ambassador to the UK with his own eyes. After listening to the white-faced Foreign Secretary recount the meeting, Attlee did not feel annoyed but instead considered whether this matter could be muddled through first.

After carefully considering the demands made by China, Attlee had to give up this possibility. If Britain withdrew all military personnel from Burma, and the administrative civil servants remaining there could not possess weapons, this would be tantamount to throwing the British civil servants to the wolves. Thinking that China would actually make such harsh demands, Attlee finally became a bit unhappy.

Looking at the white-faced Foreign Secretary, Attlee asked, "Secretary, why do you think China insists on colonial independence?"

Attlee came from the Labour Party and was considered a leftist in Britain. But the Labour Party cared about British workers, not colonial people. When safeguarding British colonial interests, Attlee's means were no gentler than Churchill's. So Attlee really couldn't understand why a tough leader like He Rui insisted on sacrificing the lives of Chinese soldiers for the happiness of the colonial people.

The Foreign Secretary actually couldn't quite understand He Rui's thinking either. He could only analyze it from an economic perspective. "The volume of trade between China and former colonial countries is very large. According to the Communist Party's propaganda, it is called common prosperity."

Attlee could understand economics, but he just couldn't understand why China wasn't afraid that former colonies would choose to challenge China after becoming strong. For China, wasn't the example of Japan deep enough? Judging from European standards, Sino-Japanese relations were simply baffling. Two countries so close to each other had not fought many wars in the past two thousand years. Most of the time they lived in peace. In the limited number of wars, it was Japan that took the initiative to attack China.

Japan's invasion of China after being the first to industrialize was something that happened within the last half-century. He Rui had liberated so many colonies, and every independent former colony might challenge China in the future. Was He Rui really not afraid?

But this question was not the most important one at the moment. Facing the imminent war, Attlee couldn't chicken out either. After consulting with the Foreign Secretary, he quickly made a decision. 1. Reject China's demands. 2. Expel the current Chinese Ambassador to the UK. 3. Downgrade diplomatic relations between China and Britain to the ministerial level. 4. Demand that China apologize for the barbaric behavior of its diplomatic personnel. 5. Condemn China's gross interference in Britain's internal affairs. 6. Warn the Chinese government that if China continued to pose military threats to Britain, Britain would definitely take action.

This series of work was completed on October 12. On the same day, the Chinese government, having received the news, expelled the current British Ambassador to China and downgraded Sino-British diplomatic relations. The Chinese government sent a telegram to the British government stating that China had always adhered to humanitarian policies, while Britain's consistent barbaric behavior had indeed broken through the bottom line of civilization recognized by the Chinese government. The Chinese government believed it had the obligation to reserve the right to take further action against such massacres that persecuted humanity.

At noon on October 13, Lower Burma local time, Aung San, the military commander of the "We Burmans Association," inspected the troops of the Burma National Army near Rangoon. These troops were all equipped with China's 1924 standard equipment: 7mm semi-automatic rifles, 7mm light machine guns, 11mm heavy machine guns, and 60mm mortars.

Although these weapons were old equipment, they were all well-maintained. Aung San graduated from Yangon University and later went to the Political Science Department of China's Beiping University of Political Science and Law for further studies. He knew that China's current standard equipment was vastly different from the 1924 standard equipment. Probably the only similarities were the 7mm rifle bullets and the 11mm general-purpose machine gun bullets. And China had as many of these old weapons in its arsenal as one could want.

Such differential treatment did not make Aung San feel unhappy. Aung San had seen China's new weapons; those armored vehicles made of steel required professional training to learn to use. At this stage, no one in the Burma National Army knew how to use them. The current soldiers of the Burma National Army were just ordinary soldiers who had received a few months of military training in the training camps on the border of Upper Burma and could hardly read a few words. These easy-to-operate light weapons and 60mm mortars were actually more suitable for the Burma National Army.

Facing these officers and soldiers of the Burma National Army who were already eager to try, Aung San said loudly through a megaphone, "Comrades, we are about to drive the aggressors out of our homeland. We have all seen with our own eyes what Upper Burma is like. Upper Burma's today is our tomorrow.

"As for the British planes and artillery, we don't need to be afraid. As long as we launch an attack on the British colonialists, the great Chinese comrades will soon send planes and artillery to help us. We are engaged in a just cause, and our cause will definitely succeed!"

These words had the flavor of greenwood heroes, but they completely suited the taste of the Burma National Army. These soldiers of the Burma National Army initially joined the resistance only out of anger at oppression. When training in the training camps, they also heard the ideological education of the political commissars in the army. Regarding discipline and such, the thoughts of the officers and soldiers could be gradually unified. But when talking about a beautiful future, everyone's ideas were widely divergent. Because these officers and soldiers of the Burma National Army came from different backgrounds, their standards for "good days" were completely different.

It was not until they personally visited cities, villages, plantations, and other places that the Burma National Army, amidst their surprise, finally gradually unified on the standard of what "good days" meant. In particular, these visits were not just once, but twice a month. They didn't just look at things casually; they were arranged to live in the homes of fellow villagers in these places and participate in some labor. They even received corresponding remuneration based on their daily labor results.

The standards of the Burma National Army gradually changed during these visits and exchanges with the people of Upper Burma, and gradually formed a relatively unified standard during the discussions and even arguments in the democratic life meetings time and again. for these ordinary Burmese people who had never been to school, if they wanted their families to live such good lives, they had to drive the British colonialists out of Burma.

Aung San's pre-war mobilization resonated with the officers and soldiers of the Burma National Army. When Aung San asked loudly at the end of his speech, "Comrades, do you have the courage to plunge into war and destroy the enemy?"

The officers and soldiers of the Burma National Army shouted in unison, "Yes!"

Aung San continued to shout, "What should we do when facing the enemy?"

"Kill! Kill! Kill!"

At this time, what the British forces in Burma worried about most was that the Chinese army would suddenly pass through Upper Burma and launch a surprise attack on Britain. Therefore, the main force of the British forces in Burma and the servant army were placed on the border, ready to resist the attack of the Chinese army at any time.

In addition to active defense, Britain used the Burmese spies in their hands to desperately gather information within the Republic of Upper Burma. No matter how the British inquired, the intelligence obtained was "the Chinese army has not entered the Upper Burma region." Because the news was too singular, the British Burma Command even felt that these spies had probably been bought by China and were no longer credible.

In order to obtain accurate news, Britain let many British intelligence personnel personally enter the Upper Burma region as tourists or businessmen to spy on intelligence. They also collected news of Chinese army movements through personnel of British companies in China. No matter which British intelligence channel it was, the intelligence finally obtained turned out to be the same as that of the spies: they did not find any trace of the Chinese army entering Upper Burma.

Such news made the British commander in Burma very distressed, and also made the British War Office very distressed. The performance of the Chinese army was too abnormal and completely inconsistent with basic military theory. Since China had shown such an aggressive diplomatic posture, war should be imminent. But judging from the performance of the Chinese army, it looked more like the stage of mobilizing regular troops. After such a struggle, the Burma Army and the India Army both put forward their views: China might just want to obtain a new sphere of influence through diplomatic blackmail now. Just like what Hitler did at the Munich Conference in 1939.

The British War Office did not think He Rui was such a frivolous person, but they could not explain the current situation, so they could only let the British Burma Army strengthen the defense on the border.

As the British Burma Army deployed more and more troops on the border, the four infantry divisions and two air force groups of the Republic of Upper Burma were also deployed on the border. Previously, British reconnaissance units had penetrated deep into the border of Upper Burma many times for reconnaissance. On October 14, a reconnaissance squad of the British Burma Army penetrated 30 kilometers deep into a new area. Around 10 am, they suddenly encountered a patrol of the Upper Burma People's Army.

Most of the personnel in this reconnaissance squad were British, so there was no way to cover it up. The British reconnaissance squad immediately began to retreat and launched blocking attacks on the pursuing Upper Burma patrol. Although they temporarily blocked the Upper Burma patrol, before long, the distress signal sent by the Upper Burma patrol attracted more Upper Burma troops.

This British reconnaissance squad was elite after all. Fighting and retreating, they shook off several interception teams in succession and arrived near the border between Upper Burma and Lower Burma. But at this time, the Upper Burma Army had already set up an interception in front. This British reconnaissance squad could not escape, so they used the portable radio to call the British forces in Burma on the border to come to their rescue.

The frontline commander of the British Burma Army at this time was Major General William. The Major General was a lieutenant at the end of World War I. Having experienced mountains of corpses and seas of blood, he was quite calm at this time. If that reconnaissance squad was captured, at worst it could be resolved through diplomatic channels. For a reconnaissance unit, at worst, saying they lost their way and strayed into Upper Burma would make sense. But once Britain directly broke out in battle with the Upper Burma Army, things would be hard to wrap up.

Upper Burma had a population of only a few million. This country, which had just been independent for ten years, was nothing in front of Britain. But Upper Burma was a sovereign country after all. If Upper Burma invited Chinese troops to enter Upper Burma after fighting broke out with the British army, this matter would be difficult to handle. Moreover, the military order received by Major General William was to guard the border, and there was no order to attack Upper Burma. Although the Major General was not a politician, after witnessing the Western Front with its mountains of corpses and seas of blood, he was very cautious about starting a war. Therefore, the frontline commander did not respond to the reconnaissance squad's telegram.

Although the radio carried by this British reconnaissance squad did not have high power, this place was not far from Rangoon. The monitoring station of the British Burma Army was on 24 hours a day, searching for possible large-scale radio signals at any time. The British army knew very well that China was very powerful, so once the Chinese army entered Upper Burma on a large scale, it would inevitably be accompanied by a large amount of radio communication.

They didn't wait for China's radio signals but received the British encrypted communication signal of the British reconnaissance squad on the British military channel. Learning that their own army was in battle, the British radio monitor reported while carefully contacting the other party. When Lieutenant General Bella, Commander-in-Chief of the British Burma Army, received the news, more detailed news was also sent. Lieutenant General Bella quickly determined that this matter was not a scam, but the Lieutenant General still called Major General William on the front line to inquire.

Major General William could ignore the reconnaissance unit's distress call, but he couldn't ignore the phone call from his immediate superior. After the exchange, Major General William soon received Lieutenant General Bella's order: "Rescue that reconnaissance team immediately."

"Commander, doing so may trigger a war," Major General William hurriedly reminded.

Lieutenant General Bella's view was different from Major General William's. He asked, "Major General, if this reconnaissance squad is captured, won't it trigger a war?"

Major General William immediately understood what Lieutenant General Bella meant. In the current situation, whether war broke out no longer depended on various military conflicts. If the other party had decided to declare war, the capture of the reconnaissance squad would be enough to constitute a reason for war. If the other party was not prepared to start a war, even if military conflict broke out between the two sides, it would eventually end in negotiation.

Having figured this out, Major General William replied, "I understand, Commander."

Hanging up the phone, Major General William suddenly thought of another possibility. If the British army could deal a head-on blow to the unappreciative Upper Burma troops, it should be able to let this former British colonial country know their place. Recognizing the gap in strength between Upper Burma and Britain might make the Republic of Upper Burma, this former British colony, think more carefully about the result of being an enemy of Britain.

A series of military orders were issued. In addition to sending troops to rescue the besieged British reconnaissance squad, Major General William also directed the Burma Army stationed on the border to prepare for the upcoming battle.
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The British Burma Army deployed on the border between Lower Burma and Upper Burma consisted of three corps. Each corps had two Indian brigades, and each brigade had six battalions. Simply from the perspective of organization, it was somewhat similar to China's reform of divisions into brigades. The timing of the organizational adjustment was also about the same as in China.

This was not because the British Indian Army had also modernized. Before 1927, the British Indian Army used the battalion as the basic combat unit. The British Indian Army's main combat targets had always been resistance organizations in India proper, which did not require particularly large units. After 1927, due to the de facto defeat, the British Ministry of Defence believed that larger combat units must be organized to cope with Chinese infantry divisions.

Britain was not at ease with the local Indian troops; once a division-level combat unit mutinied, it would be very difficult to control. The British added a permanent brigade-level command system to the original battalion-level combat units, achieving a balance between combat scale and suppressing rebellious troops. Above the brigade was the corps-level command system, not the division level. Corps-level combat units were temporary organizations that would only appear during wartime and would be disbanded after the war, so there was naturally no need to worry about the entire corps rebelling.

By 1941, Britain had formed 72 brigades for the war, of which 36 had been completed, fully equipped and manned, and were undergoing training.

Major General William dispatched the 29th Brigade. Upon receiving the order, the brigade commander, Colonel Marco, immediately ordered the 2nd Battalion of his unit, composed of Gurkhas, to launch a rescue operation as the vanguard. In the British Indian troops, in terms of daring to fight and struggle, the Gurkhas were second to none, followed by the Sikhs. Whether a British Indian unit belonged to the elite depended on the proportion of Gurkhas and Sikhs in the unit.

A Class A British Indian Brigade consisted of 2 Gurkha infantry battalions, 3 Sikh infantry battalions, 1 Muslim logistics battalion, and 1 Hindu artillery battery.

A Class B British Indian unit consisted of 1 Gurkha infantry battalion, 2 Sikh infantry battalions, 2 Hindu infantry battalions, 1 Muslim logistics battalion, and 1 Hindu artillery battery.

A Class C British Indian unit consisted of 1 Sikh infantry battalion, 4 Hindu or Muslim infantry battalions, 1 Muslim logistics battalion, and 1 Hindu artillery battery.

With Britain's current organization, Brigades 1-24 were Class A brigades, 25-48 were Class B brigades, and 49-72 were Class C brigades.

The 29th Brigade was a Class B unit. Colonel Marco, the brigade commander, felt that perhaps this unit should take a defensive stance against the Chinese army, but fighting the army of Upper Burma, a former British colony, would be a piece of cake.

On the position, Dan Tuo, commander of the 3rd Regiment, 2nd Division of the Republic of Upper Burma National Defense Force, was also nervous for a moment after receiving the news that a British Indian army was charging over. He touched the badge of the Baoding Military Academy on his chest and silently recited twice in his heart, "I am a Baoding cadet! I am a Baoding cadet!" Under such self-adjustment, Dan Tuo's mood quickly relaxed a lot.

In 1927, 12-year-old Dan Tuo, who had become a monk at the age of 10 following local customs and had read a little Buddhist scripture with the old monk and recognized a few characters, was selected by the government to attend school. After graduating from an accelerated class at the age of 16, he went to a military school in Yunnan, China, to study infantry for three years. Because of his outstanding academic performance among his peers, he went to the Baoding Military Academy at the age of 19 to study for two years, and then served in the Chinese National Defense Force for one year. At the age of 23, he returned to serve in the Army of the Republic of Upper Burma and was appointed as a battalion commander.

During his tenure as a battalion commander, Dan Tuo led his troops to participate in the military mission of taking over Indochina. Because of his outstanding performance, he went to Yunnan for half a year of training after returning to China, and was promoted to regiment commander after returning to his country.

The predecessor of the Baoding Military Academy was the Baoding Military Officers School. Although He Rui did not study here nor teach here, the "Five Tiger Generals" under He Rui all graduated from this school. In China, the reputation of the Baoding Military Academy was equal to that of the Changshan Military Academy established by the southward-relocated branch of the former Northeast Military Academy.

After completing the simple self-mentality adjustment, Dan Tuo immediately rushed to the front line. Through the telescope, he soon saw the enemy opposite advancing. After watching for a minute, Dan Tuo couldn't help but recite two more sentences silently, "I am a Baoding cadet! I am a Baoding cadet!"

This seemingly self-hypnotic practice was really not self-hypnosis. The reason Baoding Military Academy dared to be so confident was that Baoding Military Academy was extremely excellent in army combat research. This academy had mastered the most advanced army tactics of various countries in the world, and based on this understanding, built a very powerful simulation system.

During his studies at the Baoding Military Academy, Dan Tuo mastered the theory and technology suitable for infantry combat, and his elective course was the combat characteristics of the armies of countries surrounding the Republic of Upper Burma.

Before the war, based on intelligence gathering, the Upper Burma Army roughly learned the designation of the British Burma Army opposite. Added to this was the organization of the British Indian troops obtained from the intelligence cooperation system between the Upper Burma National Defense Force and the Chinese National Defense Force. Just by watching for a minute, Dan Tuo was basically certain that the enemy opposite was advancing in the mode that the Gurkha battalion was best at.

In the Baoding Military School, the military philosophy Dan Tuo learned was no different from that of his Chinese classmates of the same period: officers undertook the work of engineers. Understand the situation opposite, understand the situation of the tools at hand, use the learned laws of war, and use one's own tools to process the opposite side into the desired result.

The biggest characteristic of Gurkha infantry was that they were not afraid of death, were well-equipped, and had sufficient training. These Gurkhas from the mountainous areas of Nepal lived very hard lives and couldn't even afford underwear. In the Gurkha region, "having underwear to wear" was a common saying, meaning being conscripted into the army by the British.

Gurkha troops first became famous during the Indian Rebellion of 1857. At that time, most of the British Indian troops participated in the uprising. When Britain was in chaos, Gurkha mercenaries from the mountainous areas of Nepal rose up to fight and helped the British army stabilize the situation. Since then, Britain had loved using these Gurkha soldiers very much.

Gurkha soldiers came from the mountainous areas of Nepal and belonged to a different race from the people on the Indian subcontinent, making them excellent candidates for "using barbarians to control barbarians." Britain treated Gurkha soldiers as elites. Gurkha soldiers recruited into the British Indian Army could receive very good treatment; it was truly "one person joins the army, the whole family escapes poverty." Britain conducted training for Gurkha soldiers comparable to the level of the British mainland, and their equipment was not inferior to that of British mainland soldiers. It was just that the cultural level of Gurkha soldiers was low, and they couldn't master the most advanced technical equipment. Even so, in the evaluation and simulation of the Baoding Military Academy, when this army adopted traditional infantry assault tactics, its combat effectiveness was quite outstanding because they were not afraid of death and were well-trained.

In the simulation battle with the same equipment, the Chinese National Defense Force had two countermeasures. The first was to exert the huge advantage of the bayonet over the Gurkha kukri in close combat.

In the Baoding Military Officers School, there were few soldiers shorter than 165 cm, and those soldiers were basically students majoring in military equipment research. Gurkha soldiers were generally around 160 cm, which indeed did not appear short compared with British soldiers whose average height was around 163 cm, but was obviously more than half a head shorter than Chinese troops who were around 170 cm. Chinese soldiers were tall and strong, using long weapons like rifles with bayonets against Gurkha kukris, and easily defeated Gurkha troops in bayonet fighting.

The officers and soldiers of the Upper Burma Army were similar to Gurkha soldiers in height, weight, and physique. Dan Tuo believed that the Upper Burma Army was not suitable for this tactic.

Soon, Dan Tuo, who had formulated the relevant tactics, began to command the battle. The Gurkha troops were indeed Britain's elite. The British army did not use the lives of Gurkha soldiers to explore the way, but used 75mm rapid-firing guns to bombard the position of the Upper Burma Army violently. Under the cover of artillery fire, the Gurkha battalion launched a rapid attack with the shelling, striving to tear a hole in the Upper Burma Army's defense line.

Just as the Gurkha battalion expected, as long as the Upper Burma Army did not gain an advantage in the firefight, when the Gurkha infantry approached the temporary field defense line of the Upper Burma Army through well-trained tactical movements such as crawling and bounding, the Upper Burma Army abandoned the position and began to retreat. Although it couldn't be said to have reached the level of a hot knife cutting through butter, the Gurkha battalion also successfully drove the Upper Burma Army out of their temporary positions.

Just then, the 105mm light howitzers of the Upper Burma Army began to bombard the artillery position of the British Burma Army. The Chinese-made 105mm howitzers had exerted great power since the Sino-Japanese War of 1922. Unlike the old-style rifles provided by China to foreign countries, artillery barrels had a lifespan. During the great military expansion, the old-style artillery was worn out in training, so it happened to be all replaced with new ones.

The characteristic of the new artillery was the extensive use of new electronic equipment. Upper Burma's basic education had developed well in the past ten-plus years, and ordinary artillerymen could achieve the level that previously required very experienced artillery non-commissioned officers by operating the equipment. In addition, the Upper Burma Army was fully prepared and measured accurately. The British army looked down on the strength of the Upper Burma Army too much; the 75mm guns fired from the same position for too long and were located by the Chinese counter-battery calculator. Three rapid-fire salvos from the 105mm howitzer group silenced the British artillery battery.

At this time, the Upper Burma Air Force taking off from the rear air base also arrived at the front line. They did not participate in the battle immediately but began to cruise and alert, ready to deal with the British Air Force that might appear at any time.

The Gurkha infantry battalion was indeed an elite force considered disciplined and brave in battle. Even in the situation where they lost artillery cover and enemy planes appeared, seeing that they were not far from the British reconnaissance squad, they instead launched a fierce attack with the strength of a company, with one company following up to maintain the battle line, leaving one company to secure the retreat route.

"Really good," Dan Tuo praised the map on which a series of changes in the advance and retreat positions of both sides had already been drawn. As a Baoding cadet, he had the habit of having enough maps. This map would be summarized together with the combat report after the battle, so there was no problem drawing more things on it.

Just as the vanguard of the Gurkha infantry battalion arrived at a small position held by the British reconnaissance squad and prepared to retreat with the British reconnaissance squad, the 105mm artillery battalion of the Upper Burma Army began to shell the British positions south of the border violently. The Upper Burma Air Force began to bomb and strafe driving J-8 fighters, blocking the contact between the British army and the Gurkha battalion.

The military system of the Upper Burma Army adopted the Chinese 1924 organization, and the troops adopted the "three-three" system, with one regiment having three battalions. Originally, the one fighting and retreating on the front was the 1st Battalion. When artillery fire and aircraft cut off the contact between the Gurkha battalion and its brigade, the 2nd and 3rd Battalions had already started to outflank from the two sides they had moved to.

This was the second method of dealing with the Gurkha battalion in the simulation battle with equal equipment at the Baoding Military Academy. Elites all had elite confidence. If the Gurkha battalion only fought steadily in the attack, it wouldn't be called elite. Since the Gurkha battalion dared to thrust in, we dared to shut the door to beat the dog.

It was just that this targeted tactic required the commander to understand his troops very well. If the troops luring the enemy on the front were not elite enough and could not retreat in an orderly manner in response to the enemy's attack, but were bitten by the enemy or even routed, "shutting the door to beat the dog" would become "failing to beat the dog and getting bitten instead."

Dan Tuo knew his troops very well and took the training of the troops very seriously. The 1st Battalion was the unit he commanded when he was a battalion commander, and this unit could handle heavy responsibilities. Sure enough, applying all the knowledge learned in the Baoding Military Academy, the battle went very smoothly.

The surrounded Gurkha battalion was indeed elite, but the Gurkha battalion was still flesh and blood, not invincible bodies of steel. Facing the encirclement, the Gurkha battalion immediately contracted its defense, but the Lee-Enfield rifles they used were still bolt-action rifles. The British Army once installed a continuous firing device on the Lee-Enfield, but the Army lords found that the soldiers would fire desperately, causing excessive bullet consumption. The British Army lords then cancelled the continuous firing device.

Although the semi-automatic rifles used by the Upper Burma Army were not fully automatic either, they didn't need to pull the bolt; they could shoot just by pulling the trigger, and the rate of fire greatly exceeded that of the Lee-Enfield rifle. The infantry 60mm mortars of the Upper Burma Army fired violently at targets that the infantry could not take immediately. There was a joke circulating in the Baoding Military Academy that a Beiyang warlord named Zhang Bangchang loved to write doggerel verse, and one sentence "The cannon opens fire and bombs his mother" became a golden sentence. Militarily speaking, that was what cannons were used for.

The battle was very fierce. On average, every three Gurkha soldiers took two shells. Under such close-range shelling and the fierce and sharp attack of the Upper Burma Army, in less than an hour, the attacking Gurkha battalion along with the British reconnaissance squad were annihilated.

At this time, the British artillery in this direction joined the artillery duel. The Upper Burma Army did not spoil the British either; the regimental artillery regiment returned fire violently. For a time, the sound of cannons rumbled on the positions of both sides, and the sound of shell explosions rose one after another. Without cleaning up the battlefield, Dan Tuo immediately commanded the troops to take the prisoners and withdraw into the defensive positions.

In the safe shelter, Dan Tuo roughly counted the consumption. If only calculating the launch volume of 60mm mortars, 3 shells and hundreds of bullets solved one Gurkha soldier. According to the war history knowledge Dan Tuo learned in the military academy, in World War I, both sides fired hundreds of millions of shells and tens of billions of bullets. In the end, a total of 15 million soldiers and civilians died. The combat efficiency of the battle he executed was much higher than that of European countries in World War I.

The artillery duel between the two sides lasted less than an hour before ending the show of strength. The Upper Burma Air Force fought a rather fierce battle with the British Air Force. Although the British Air Force was well-trained and had good combat effectiveness, the Upper Burma Air Force dealt with the British army by relying on superior numbers.

In the end, Britain had 3 fighters shot down and 8 damaged. The Upper Burma Air Force had 4 shot down and 7 damaged. The British Air Force withdrew from the air battle first. Although the air battle was considered a draw, the Upper Burma Army only withdrew its troops after carrying out a bombing run on the British Burma Army positions south of the border line. Psychologically, the Upper Burma Army gained an advantage.

After the battle, Major General William, the British frontline commander who had counted the losses, plucked up the courage to contact Lieutenant General Bella. He stated seriously, "Maybe the army opposite is not Upper Burmese, but Chinese."

"Major General, why do you think so?" Lieutenant General Bella did not get angry, but just asked coldly. He also received the Air Force's report. Although the Upper Burma Army's fighters were also J-8 fighters, the Royal Air Force was not afraid of Upper Burma pilots. But in the air battle, the British pilots with rich combat experience did not achieve the one-sided slaughter they expected. The enemy basically fought 2 against 1, making the British pilots tired of coping. This should not be the level of the Upper Burma Air Force.

"Commander, the enemy's battle command was very smooth, and the combat level was very high. I think the reason why no signs of Chinese troops entering Upper Burma on a large scale were found is that Chinese soldiers have already dispersed into Upper Burma, posing as Upper Burma soldiers and replacing the Upper Burma Army." Major General William stated his judgment. After speaking, he believed in his judgment even more. It was impossible for a local army capable of fighting back and forth with the British army to appear in Southeast Asia!
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As soon as the confessions from interrogating the British prisoners were obtained, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Upper Burma immediately sent telegrams to the embassies and legations of Upper Burma in various countries around the world. Because it followed China in foreign policy, the Republic of Upper Burma had only one legation in Germany, and its embassy in France was evacuated after the Vichy government surrendered.

On October 15, British local time, the Ambassador of the Republic of Upper Burma to the UK delivered a diplomatic note from the government of the Republic of Upper Burma to the British Foreign Secretary. After strongly protesting Britain's intrusion into the territory of the Republic of Upper Burma, the Ambassador of the Republic of Upper Burma warned the British government that if the British government did not withdraw British troops from the border within two days, the government of the Republic of Upper Burma would deliver a destructive blow to the British troops in the border area.

Perhaps because he had been "humiliated" by the Chinese Ambassador to the UK a few days ago, the British Foreign Secretary felt a bit numb to such a threat after receiving the diplomatic note from the Republic of Upper Burma. In the view of the British Foreign Secretary, since the Republic of Upper Burma with a population of a few million dared to threaten Britain, needless to say, China must have participated in this war.

After officially delivering the diplomatic note, the Ambassador of the Republic of Upper Burma to the UK immediately sent telegrams to Upper Burma embassies and legations in various countries. Regardless of whether it was day or night locally, the embassies or consulates of Upper Burma in those countries immediately contacted the foreign ministries of those countries and submitted a copy of the diplomatic note given to Britain by the Upper Burma Ambassador to the UK to the foreign ministries of those countries. At the same time, they contacted famous newspapers in the host countries to buy space and publish the news.

Fleet Street, where the British press gathered, upheld a high degree of political sensitivity and temporarily suppressed this news. The Irish region was close to Britain; after receiving the notification, local Irish newspapers immediately swarmed to the embassy of the Republic of Upper Burma in Ireland for interviews.

On December 6, 1921, Britain was forced to allow the 26 southern counties of Ireland to establish the "Irish Free State," while the 6 northern counties remained British. On December 29, 1937, Ireland adopted a new constitution, officially naming the country "Ireland" (Irish: Éire), declaring Ireland a sovereign, independent, and democratic state, while remaining within the British Commonwealth.

Time-wise, Upper Burma gained independence from China around 1930. In 1935, it ended the state of being under China's trusteeship ahead of schedule and was officially recognized by countries around the world as an independent sovereign state. Its time of true independence was even a bit earlier than Ireland's.

Emotionally speaking, the Republic of Upper Burma was Asian, and Ireland was considered a member of the white race, but both countries became independent from British colonial rule. This made the Irish naturally feel a bit close to the Republic of Upper Burma.

After listening to the Upper Burma Ambassador to Ireland recount the battle situation, a reporter immediately asked, "Mr. Ambassador, will your country really fight Britain to the end?"

The Upper Burma Ambassador to Ireland looked serious. He was originally just an ordinary citizen of Upper Burma. After passing the exam, he went to study in China. After completing his studies and returning to his country, he was appointed as ambassador. He had seen the magnificent cities of China and Britain with millions of people, and visited vast factories in the industrial cities of the two countries. The total population of one city in these two countries exceeded the total population of Upper Burma, and the industries of the two countries were incomparable to Upper Burma. After such a comparison, the Upper Burma Ambassador firmly believed that following China was absolutely right.

Facing the Irish reporter's question, the Upper Burma Ambassador answered in a slow and powerful voice, "I know that the population of the British homeland is ten times that of Upper Burma, and I also know that defeating one attack by the British army cannot defeat the British aggressors. But Upper Burma is an independent and sovereign country. Although the future war will be very tragic and we may face difficulties, we will never give up, never yield, and we will fight to the end.

"We shall fight in the forests, we shall fight on the plains, we shall fight with growing confidence in the air! We shall defend our homeland, whatever the cost may be. We shall fight relying on the rivers! Even if the British aggressors invade our territory, we will set up ambushes on the enemy's march route! When the British aggressors enter our cities, we will fight the British aggressors relying on every house! We shall never surrender at any time; we shall fight to the end!"

These words moved the Irish reporters. Although some reporters found these words somewhat familiar—as if Churchill had made a similar speech after becoming Prime Minister last year—the Irish had engaged in numerous struggles with British colonialists over hundreds of years. These words aroused strong resonance in them. They all stood up and gave warm applause and cheers to the Upper Burma Ambassador.

At this time in London, the British Foreign Secretary summoned the Chinese Minister to the UK, Deng Ying. As soon as they met, the British Foreign Secretary asked with a dark face, "Ms. Deng, the United Kingdom feels strongly dissatisfied with China's act of sending troops to Upper Burma!"

Minister Deng Ying felt that the British were exasperated to the point of near madness. Upper Burma's weapons and equipment were given by China, the personnel of Upper Burma's government system and military system were trained by China, and some radar stations in Upper Burma were also built with China's help. It could be said that Upper Burma indeed did nothing except provide manpower. But China precisely did not send troops to Upper Burma.

If the British Foreign Secretary believed that it was the Chinese who gave Britain a head-on blow, it could only prove that this former world hegemon had become hopeless to the pathetic point of not even caring about facts.

As the Chinese Minister, Deng Ying had no obligation to provide intelligence to the British Foreign Secretary. Deng Ying replied matter-of-factly, "Mr. Secretary, your irrational statement shocks me very much. If you insist on accusing China, please produce evidence. If Mr. Foreign Secretary thinks that baseless accusations can be treated as evidence, can I say that those fighting in Upper Burma are actually British people?"

Most of the British Foreign Secretary's anger was feigned. If there were no China behind Upper Burma, giving this country ten times the courage, it wouldn't dare to provoke Britain like this. Seeing that verbal pressure was ineffective, the British Foreign Secretary stopped pretending. He calmed down and asked as calmly as possible, "Ms. Deng, I am not very optimistic about whether China can benefit from the so-called world liberation."

Hearing the sincerity of the British Foreign Secretary, Deng Ying replied somewhat sympathetically, "World liberation will create a better market. Under the rule of colonialists, the colonial people do not have enough to eat or wear; what consumption power do they have? Mr. Secretary, have you seen the Sino-British trade volume in recent years?"

The British Foreign Secretary didn't expect a young woman opposite him to talk about such deep issues. He indeed wanted to know China's reason for starting the war, so he followed Deng Ying's words. "Sino-British trade has developed very well after Mr. He Rui took office."

"It's not that it developed well, but that after China's liberation, people's income increased rapidly with economic development. Chinese people will consume when they have money, and British companies can get more orders from this huge market of China. When Britain plundered unscrupulously in China, the market was destroyed, and trade couldn't grow no matter what." Speaking of this, Deng Ying's tone became involuntarily cold. "The British government's dumping of opium on China couldn't change this situation either."

The British Foreign Secretary knew very well the He Rui administration's hatred of drugs. Just this year, China had executed more than 30 British people who smuggled opium into China. He immediately replied, "I must emphasize that the opium trade is the act of Jews."

This was of course passing the buck, but the British Foreign Secretary did not feel guilty because the main force buying opium from China back then was basically British Jewish families. The British government was of course the chief culprit, so naturally, it had to pass the buck to the Jews.

Deng Ying ignored such a question. She continued, "Letting the colonies gain liberation and the local economy develop, trade with China will naturally increase rapidly. That is a big market of one billion people. Not only China but the whole world can gain huge benefits from such large-scale development. My government actually finds it hard to understand why Britain insists on such a backward concept as colonialism."

"Madam, what you said may make some sense, but such conceptual differences should not become a reason to destroy peace." The British Foreign Secretary tried to avoid war.

"Will Britain let the colonies gain liberation for greater economic benefits?" Deng Ying decided not to continue casting pearls before swine.

The British Foreign Secretary felt the Chinese attitude represented by Deng Ying. He could only reply, "China is destroying peace."

"China gives liberation to the world," Deng Ying countered tit-for-tat.

"Madam, does everything you say represent China's position?"

"Of course," Deng Ying answered very crisply. In the view of the Chinese government, it was precisely because Britain would not voluntarily give up colonialism that war must be launched. It was just that China did not want to declare war on Britain proactively at this stage. Making Britain clearly convinced that war was inevitable was one of Deng Ying's jobs.

"In that case, on behalf of the British government, I condemn China's act of actively destroying peace. China will be nailed to the pillar of shame in history."

"Your absurd understanding of the world shocks me. If your attitude is the attitude of the British government, I feel sad for the choice of the British people." After Deng Ying finished speaking, she stood up to take her leave. Of course, even if she didn't stand up to leave, the British Foreign Secretary would have issued an eviction order.

On October 17, the Upper Burma National Defense Force received the latest combat plan. This plan began to be formulated three months ago and received the final revision provided by the Chinese Southwest Theater Command on October 16. Based on the assessment of the troop deployment, troop characteristics, and combat level of the British Burma Army, the Upper Burma National Defense Force decided to launch an attack on the British Burma Army.

As the spearhead unit, Regiment Commander Dan Tuo was responsible for breaking through and interspersed the British army on the front. In the headquarters, Dan Tuo saw the military observation group represented by his teacher at the Baoding Military Academy, Senior Colonel Lu Xin. Seeing his class teacher, Dan Tuo was happy in his heart but suppressed his mood, listening seriously to the arrangements for this campaign by Lieutenant General Bomala, Commander of the Upper Burma National Defense Force.

The border line between Upper Burma and Lower Burma was in the hilly area between mountains and plains. The Upper Burma Army had 4 divisions, 36 battalions. The British Burma Army had 3 corps, 6 brigades, 36 battalions on the border. The numbers were about the same.

According to the battle the day before yesterday and earlier intelligence gathering, Britain had one air force group in Burma, about 100 fighters. The Upper Burma Army had two air force groups, about 200 fighters. Close to the front line, the Upper Burma Army set up several radar stations capable of monitoring the British Air Force entering the border line 24 hours a day. The Upper Burma Army had a mechanized regiment with three mechanized battalions under its command. The British army had a tank battalion, but it hadn't participated in the battle yet, so the position of this tank battalion was hard to determine.

Based on the comparison of military strength, the Upper Burma Army decided to implement a large encirclement. With the cooperation of two air force groups, taking the tank regiment as the guide, the 2nd Division of the Upper Burma Army would follow the tank regiment to break through the British defense line. Once the breakthrough was successful, the 2nd Division of Upper Burma would quickly occupy the railway and highway nodes, cutting off the British army's retreat route.

The three Upper Burma divisions on the front would continue to pressure the British army in the first phase of the battle. Once the encirclement was completed, they would continue to attack the British Burma Army with the cooperation of the Air Force in the second phase, striving to repel the British army, drive them into the pre-set encirclement, and finally annihilate them in one fell swoop.

36 battalions against 36 battalions, the troop strength was almost the same. The Upper Burma Army had the advantage of the Air Force and armored units used for interspersing. Even if this advantage was just over 100 more fighters and over 60 more tanks, Lieutenant General Bomala stated with full confidence, "The advantage is mine!"

After the meeting, the officers immediately went back to make preparations. Dan Tuo had already left the conference room, but he couldn't suppress his mood and returned to the operations conference room. Seeing his class teacher Senior Colonel Lu Xin talking to Lieutenant General Bomala and other generals, he stopped.

Lu Xin saw Dan Tuo and waved to him. When Dan Tuo came close, he introduced him to Lieutenant General Bomala and others: "This Lieutenant Colonel Dan Tuo was my student when I was teaching in Baoding."

Lieutenant General Bomala stared at Dan Tuo for a while, turned his head and said to Senior Colonel Lu Xin, "I attended Changshan (Shijiazhuang) Military Academy, and have always admired Baoding Military Academy."

Lu Xin didn't want the Upper Burma officers to have a school dispute, so he replied, "The two of us are classmates at the National Defense University. In the future, these young people will all have the opportunity to become our junior schoolmates."

Lieutenant General Bomala nodded and turned to Dan Tuo again. "Regiment Commander Dan Tuo, do you have any questions you want to ask Senior Colonel Lu?"

Dan Tuo immediately said, "Instructor, I still can't overcome my anxiety. Is there anything you can help me with?"

Lu Xin was a bit worried that Dan Tuo would say something inappropriate. Hearing such a frank question, he had no more worries in his heart. After a moment of thought, he replied, "The object of your operation is troops composed mainly of Indian soldiers. Under the command of British officers, such troops will show certain combat effectiveness in defense, but their performance in offensive warfare and mobile warfare is very average.

"In this campaign, our army takes the initiative to attack with mobile warfare, so intersperse boldly and attack bravely; do not linger in battle. Basically, there will be no situation outside the plan. The key to this is movement. If you feel that the defense of the Indian army is particularly stubborn, go around it.

"As for the British operational command, once surrounded, they will hold their ground and wait for reinforcements. Once reinforcements don't arrive, they choose to break out. When commanding colonial troops, they rely even more on these three standard axes. I think as long as the campaign command can be thoroughly implemented, victory can be expected."

Listening to the instructor's account, Dan Tuo soon brought himself into the perspective of the entire campaign. Although there was still some unease in his heart, it was no longer that inexplicable unease, but the worry that he would not be able to execute the mission effectively after encountering unexpected situations.

Seeing that Senior Colonel Lu Xin had finished speaking, Lieutenant General Bomala asked Dan Tuo, "Do you have any other questions? Lieutenant Colonel!"

"No more, Commander. I guarantee to complete the mission!" Dan Tuo answered loudly.

Bomala nodded. "Go and prepare quickly now. I expect you to complete the mission and kill the enemy to earn merit!"

Leaving the conference room, Lieutenant Colonel Dan Tuo ran directly to the divisional headquarters of the 2nd Division. In the divisional headquarters, as soon as the commander of the 2nd Division saw Dan Tuo come in, he said to this subordinate who performed outstandingly, "Your regiment is responsible for following the armored regiment closely in the attack. The vehicles given to your regiment have arrived; they are all halftracks."

Dan Tuo was overjoyed. This kind of halftrack could transport a squad of troops and equipment at a time. Due to the large force-bearing area of the tracks, the halftrack could travel unimpeded in the water network area. The assault route chosen this time was a large area of water network and wetlands where the defensive strength of the British Burma Army was weak.

Intense preparations were underway. On October 18, the early morning of the third day after Upper Burma formally demanded that Britain withdraw its troops in the border area within two days, Dan Tuo commanded his regiment to start the attack. In the plan, Dan Tuo's troops would all ride in halftracks. But the number of halftracks was insufficient, and this kind of halftrack was very cramped, with no protection on the upper part. Once ambushed by the enemy, it would be quite dangerous. So Dan Tuo discussed with the tank regiment and let some soldiers march sitting on the back of the tanks.

Firstly, it allowed the infantry to get off the vehicles and launch an attack at any time when encountering relatively solid enemy defensive strongholds. Secondly, it could save some space to load more fuel. Dan Tuo always felt that in this attack, the distance the halftracks had to run would be farther than in the plan.

The morning glow appeared on the horizon, but the ground was dim. The silhouettes of tanks, vehicles, and soldiers flashed before Dan Tuo's eyes. Seeing that the time was 5:30 am, Dan Tuo jumped onto a halftrack and issued the order, "Set off!" The convoy equipped with diesel engines emitted a rumble and drove towards the south.

At a high altitude invisible to vision, the Upper Burma fighter group protected the bombers and flew towards the British airfield near Rangoon.

Today was a sunny day. Unlike the dimness on the ground, the fighters in the sky looked down and saw the morning sun plating the sea of clouds with a layer of bright gold. On a bomber, the radio search team focused their attention on the instruments. No agreed signal appeared on the instruments now. More than 40 minutes passed. At 6:14, there were signals on the agreed band, three of them.

The operators immediately located the three signal sources and calculated the results using trigonometric functions based on the data. At this time, the plane shook, but fortunately, the operators had fastened themselves to their seats with seat belts. The operator responsible for optical observation saw that wind had risen at low altitude at this time, blowing away the clouds and revealing the earth beneath their feet. The observers were people with strong visual reaction capabilities. Even without comparing with the aviation map of Rangoon, they could correspond the terrain features under their feet with the Rangoon on the aviation map in their memory.

At this time, the radio receiver shouted into the headset, "Target is 15 degrees to the left front."

The Upper Burma Army bomber formation began to adjust its course, lower its altitude, and pounced on the British military airfield in Rangoon.



★


Chapter 724: Central and South Asian War (5)

Volume 7 — Chapter 26

❧ ❧ ❧


Since Aung San began commanding the troops that had finished training in the training camps in Upper Burma to march south a month ago, he found that the Burmese people had a fairly high consensus on driving out the British. The movement, which he thought would be very difficult, received the cooperation of the local Burmese people, and even the cooperation of some military and police forces composed of local Burmese organized by the British.

On October 18, the People's Army lurking near Rangoon placed three wireless transmitters near the Rangoon military airfield according to the agreement and turned them on at 6:10. These devices required generators for power supply, which delayed things for three minutes during operation.

According to the news sent by the liaison personnel, as long as the devices were started, the Burma People's Army should leave immediately without guarding the devices. Learning that such expensive equipment could be abandoned at any time, Aung San and the upper echelon of the Burma People's Army were moved as well as sighing.

Not having to guard the devices avoided personnel losses. Although the lives of locals in Burma were indeed cheap, China's attitude really made people feel relatively warm.

Around 6:20, a large number of aircraft suddenly swooped down from the sky and carried out a violent bombing of the Rangoon military airfield. When the bombing ended, Aung San immediately commanded the Burma People's Army commando team to launch a fierce attack on the Burma airfield.

In the entire plan, the purpose of destroying the Burma airfield was to prevent the British from using this airfield nearby for combat. While the core of combat was equipment, personnel were equally important. Pilots, radio navigators, and ground crews all took a long time to train. The targets of the air raid were the aircraft, runways, fuel depots, and some buildings at the airfield. It could not launch attacks specifically against personnel. In order to completely paralyze the air power of the British Burma Army, it would be best to eliminate all British personnel in the airfield.

This 200-man commando team was equipped with assault rifles. After launching attacks from the east and west directions, thick smoke was seen rolling inside the airfield, and the guard troops on the periphery of the airfield were in chaos. When Aung San and the Burma People's Army wearing colonial uniforms approached, the panicked guards thought reinforcements had arrived and immediately hailed Aung San's commando team to come for rescue.

Aung San didn't expect it to go so smoothly. He immediately ran towards the perimeter defenders and began to strafe when he got close. Under the attack like cutting melons and chopping vegetables, the commando team didn't spare a single living soul. After killing the perimeter defenders, they charged into the airfield. The British inside the airfield were bombed miserably, and cries for help rose one after another. These voices were undoubtedly the best guidance. The commando team first killed the British Air Force personnel gathered for rescue, and then rushed into several buildings that hadn't been bombed. Seeing quite a few British guys inside, they immediately launched an attack on them.

These British guys had weapons in their hands, but mainly pistols. They were completely at a disadvantage in the shootout with assault rifles. Moreover, the Burma People's Army carried grenades, while the enemy would not carry grenades inside the buildings. More than ten minutes later, all the British in the several buildings were killed. Seeing that the task was completed, the commando team retreated immediately.

When the British troops in Rangoon arrived, they only saw that the smoke-filled airfield was surprisingly quiet. When this British army entered the airfield in astonishment, they saw only corpses all over the ground and didn't see a single living person.

The Upper Burma Army's ground offensive did not encounter any obstacles either. The British Indian Army had only one battalion in the wetlands area, and no artillery. The armored forces annihilated this battalion with one charge, and everyone from British officers to Indian soldiers surrendered quickly.

Infantry needed to take a lot of detours to pass through this area, but tracked armored forces did not have this limitation. Tanks and halftracks passed through several kilometers of wetland water network areas at a speed of 15 kilometers per hour. Two-thirds of the halftracks stayed to continue moving follow-up troops. Regiment Commander Dan Tuo's troops all walked on foot, protecting the one-third of the halftracks transporting heavy equipment and supplies, and continued south following the tank unit.

Dan Tuo took the lead in taking off his gas mask, feeling his breathing immediately clear. Although marching on halftracks and tanks saved effort, both types of equipment were equipped with diesel engines, and the oil smoke coming out of the engines was comparable to poison gas. Britain had poison gas production plants in India, and Britain never paid attention to rules when facing weak countries, using any cruel means. So the troops were equipped with gas masks, but unexpectedly they played a big role just as the operation started.

They encountered no decent resistance along the way. By around noon, the troops arrived at the scheduled destination 35 kilometers from the border. This was a small town on the railway. At this time, the tanks and halftracks were crowded with people. More than a dozen people sat on the tanks, and on the halftracks with a maximum capacity of 11 people, about 25 people were stuffed in by everyone using their imagination.

Although it was very uncomfortable on these vehicles, after the troops arrived at the destination, they just stretched their muscles and bones during the formation period and continued to start the operation of occupying the small town and the railway station. One hour later, at 12:05 PM, the troops completed the mission.

At this time, the halftrack transport vehicles had returned, and the tank unit left only one platoon. The other tanks headed for the scheduled location in the west after refueling. At this time, the remaining two regiments of the 2nd Division had all crossed the wetland water network area with the help of halftracks and were advancing westward.

In the frontline command post, the rumbling sound of cannons could be heard, as well as the sharp whistling sound of whistles on aerial bombs falling in the air, and the loud noise when aerial bombs exploded.

Radio communications constantly received news from various units. The chess pieces moving constantly on the large sand table that gathered the news showed that the battle was proceeding unexpectedly smoothly. Lieutenant General Bomala in front of the sand table crossed his arms and frowned. After graduating from middle school in 1922, he was arrested for participating in activities opposing British colonial rule. In 1923, hearing that China had defeated Japan, he immediately went to China. He happened to catch up with the Unification War led by He Rui. Under his hard request, he became a glorious National Defense Force soldier. And he joined the Chinese Civilization Party in 1925.

He fought bravely during the Sino-British War, and after 1927 became a member of the Presidium of the Upper Burma Independence Committee. Later, he served as Army Commander, responsible for Upper Burma's military construction, and concurrently as the principal of the military academy. After that, he went to China for further studies for a few months every two years or so.

When the latest intelligence was delivered, and the staff officer reported that the 2nd Division, which had cut off the British retreat, had completed all tasks, a burst of cheers in Chinese immediately came from the frontline command post. Among the cheers were Northeast accents, Hebei accents, and Jiangning accents.

The Republic of Upper Burma was a country composed of very many princely states, and the Burma region was the area where Burmese people lived. In the official languages of the Republic of Upper Burma, the "second language" was Chinese. Since the upper echelon of Upper Burma basically went to study in China, the teachers China supported Upper Burma with knew a little Hmong at most; most teachers only knew Chinese. After more than ten years, as long as departments and people related to Upper Burma officialdom were concerned, they basically only spoke Chinese.

Among the Upper Burma Army officers, those who attended the Baoding Military Academy learned the Hebei accent, those who attended the Changshan Military Academy learned the Northeast accent, and those who graduated from the Jiangning (Nanjing) Military Academy learned the Jiangning accent.

Lieutenant General Bomala said to his classmate Senior Colonel Lu Xin next to him in relatively standard Mandarin, "Looking at it now, Germany really should have won the Western European campaign!"

Senior Colonel Lu Xin participated in a training session before this trip. During the training, he saw slide shows made from a large number of photos taken by the Chinese Volunteer Air Force aiding France, as well as some relatively clear aerial photography. He was deeply impressed by the German army's fighting in France.

Now the Senior Colonel had passed the shock period and could treat the brand-new war mode with rational emotions. Hearing his classmate's sigh, Lu Xin replied, "The British can no longer keep up with the times. Their current war thinking has serious path dependence, believing that as long as they have advanced European equipment, they can win."

"Is this your view, or the Principal's view?" Bomala asked.

"Neither." Lu Xin kept a small suspense. "This is the Chairman's evaluation."

Hearing that this was He Rui's view, Bomala immediately wanted to stand at attention. He treasured the party emblem of the Chinese Civilization Party at home. If it weren't inappropriate for the Commander-in-Chief of the Upper Burma National Defense Force to wear a foreign party emblem, Lieutenant General Bomala would be willing to wear this party emblem at all times. Apart from the fact that the few years of joining the Chinese Civilization Party were the time when Bomala made the fastest progress, that party emblem was put on Bomala personally by He Rui when he participated in the Advanced Party Member Commendation Conference as an advanced representative of the Civilization Party.

Savoring this sentence carefully, "advanced European equipment" had a lot of flavor. Bomala thought for a moment and suddenly laughed. "Sure enough, the British really look down on us. I thought the British must know our army's equipment level, so they would have a targeted plan. Looking at it now, only advanced European equipment is worthy of a powerful European army. Hahahaha!"

Lu Xin agreed with his old classmate's view. The arrogance of the colonialists made them think that human beings had natural racial nobility and lowliness. This foolish view made the British think that even if "backward peoples" possessed advanced weapons, they could not exert the performance of advanced weapons.

Compared with the arrogance of the colonialists, Xunzi, the master of Chinese materialism more than 2,000 years ago, had a very materialist classic explanation: "The children of the Gan, Yue, Yi, and Mo peoples are born with the same voice, but grow up with different customs, because education makes them so."

The Republic of Upper Burma indeed could not compare with Britain in fields such as population and industry. But this was not because the people of Upper Burma were naturally baser than the British, but because they had not received relevant education. In the past ten-plus years, Upper Burma had gained independence in terms of state and politics, while Upper Burma had integrated with China in terms of economy, culture, system, and education. This country was no longer developing independently but developing together with the Asian Economic Community. Although limited by natural factors such as geography, Upper Burma was not suitable for heavy industrial development, it did not mean that the country of Upper Burma was not industrialized.

Since Upper Burma had begun to enter industrialization, and Britain had not surpassed industrialization, and the military resources obtained by Upper Burma were not less than Britain's, why should Britain look down on Upper Burma? Or to put it more bluntly, what are you British pretending for!

Just as Lu Xin was thinking about these questions that a Chinese senior colonel was more likely to think about, he heard Lieutenant General Bomala ask, "How high a level do you think our army can perform in the assault on fortifications?"

Lu Xin smiled. "Hehe, as long as you don't let tanks charge fixed strongholds, you should win relatively easily. After all, the Gurkha and Sikh battalions know how to lay minefields to defend the flanks."

Lieutenant General Bomala nodded after listening. He indeed had the impulsive idea of letting tanks assault fortifications just now. Such sharp offensive equipment as tanks indeed gave Bomala the intuitive feeling that tanks were omnipotent. And Lu Xin's seemingly joking remark was undoubtedly a reminder, eliminating Lieutenant General Bomala's impulse.

Inside the Upper Burma headquarters, commanders were conducting rational thinking and discussion in a calm environment. In the British Burma Army headquarters in Rangoon, Lieutenant General Bella felt as if he had lost the ability to think. Panic, anger, the air force, and feelings of loss took turns, intensifying Lieutenant General Bella's feeling of powerlessness.

Now Lieutenant General Bella fully believed that his opponent was the Chinese army disguised as the Upper Burma Army. He really couldn't believe that a group of Burmese mountain monkeys could fight such a smooth and precise battle at a distance of hundreds of kilometers. What happened during the day reminded Lieutenant General Bella of his experience in the Western European campaign.

Having experienced that terrible campaign where he was beaten dizzy, the Lieutenant General also pieced together a relatively complete picture of what happened during the Western European campaign through repeated reviews afterwards and information obtained from Germany after the Anglo-German peace.

Whether it was the surprise attack on the airfield, or the clusters on the border line being violently attacked by artillery and tactical air forces, as well as the sudden interruption of communication between the front line and the rear. And the desperate telegrams of "tank units are attacking us" suddenly sent by several British telegraph offices. Everything that happened made Lieutenant General Bella feel very familiar; the Western European campaign was replayed in front of him on a smaller scale.

If Lieutenant General Bella had to admit that this was fought by the mountain monkeys of Upper Burma, Lieutenant General Bella felt it would be better to say that the opposing troops were an army composed of a group of British Communists. After all, Britain did not lack Communists, and many Labour Party members among them had also participated in the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War. Some of them were strictly monitored after returning to Britain. The British government was very afraid that this group of guys with actual combat experience would engage in armed struggle within Britain.

In the end, Lieutenant General Bella had his adjutant record the draft telegram sent to the British Command in India: "Our army is under attack by the Chinese army and has fallen into an unfavorable war situation."
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"Gentlemen, are you ready for war?" British Prime Minister Attlee asked the cabinet members with ugly expressions in a weak voice, sporting dark circles under his eyes like a panda.

The cabinet members did not answer immediately, but they were all very clear that this war was unavoidable.

Just the day before yesterday, on October 21, the main force of the British Burma Army was annihilated by the Upper Burma Army on the border line. Not a single person from the six brigades escaped.

The armored forces of the Upper Burma Army pounced straight on Rangoon and captured it with the cooperation of the local "We Burmans Association" in Burma. The British Burma Army Command had to evacuate Rangoon, and the Burmese "We Burmans Association" immediately declared Burma's independence.

If only Burma had been lost, the British Cabinet might have been able to force themselves to endure it. However, yesterday, on October 22, uprisings broke out in the Bengal region bordering Burma, as well as in the southern and eastern regions of India. The slogan of the insurgents was "Drive out Britain, Independence and State-building." The judgment reached by the British Cabinet was that China was the mastermind behind this series of events.

Although declaring war on China at this time could not stop China from continuing to expand in the Central and South Asian region, if war was not declared, Britain would really lose its last dignity.

Seeing that none of the cabinet members objected, Attlee said loudly, "I will propose a declaration of war in Parliament and go to see His Majesty the King immediately."

He Rui had been waiting for Britain's declaration of war. Finally, at 9:00 AM British local time on October 25, the British House of Commons passed the war declaration proposal.

Yawning, He Rui ordered his secretary, "Go to the National Assembly. Prepare to send a telegram to Yamamoto."

Yamamoto Isoroku had been commanding the Japanese Combined Fleet to cruise in the waters of the Gulf of Tonkin since October 21. By the 24th, Yamamoto even suspected that the British were not going to declare war. Yamamoto put himself in Britain's shoes many times and felt Britain might not necessarily dare to declare war because the disparity in strength between the two sides was too great. As long as Britain declared war on China, Southeast Asia would be finished immediately. If war was not declared, it could be dragged out.

After waiting through days that felt like years until the 25th, as soon as he received the news of Britain declaring war on China, Yamamoto immediately ordered, "Move closer to the Chinese fleet!"

International politics was sometimes this interesting or very uninteresting. The Sino-Japanese Coalition forces had already completed the wartime joint operation plan. But if the war didn't break out, operations couldn't start directly.

Soon, the Japanese Combined Fleet also received news from the Chinese fleet. The Chinese Marine Corps had begun to board ships, and the Chinese 5th Fleet was escorting the Marine Corps south. The 6th Fleet was moving closer to the Japanese Combined Fleet.

One hour after Britain issued the declaration of war on China, at 18:00 Beijing time on October 25, the National Assembly of China passed the resolution to declare war on the United Kingdom. The Republic of China and the United Kingdom entered a state of war.

At 19:00, the emergency meeting of the Japanese Diet passed a resolution declaring war on the United Kingdom in pursuit of peace due to Britain's unreasonable declaration of war on China. It also requested to form a coalition force with China, with He Rui as the commander of the coalition force.

At 19:15, the government of the Republic of Champa announced that the National Assembly of the Republic of Champa had passed a resolution to declare war on Britain in an emergency meeting. The Republic of Champa declared war on Britain and invited Chinese troops to station in Champa.

At 19:30, the National Assembly of the Republic of China approved Japan's request and agreed to form a coalition force, with the Chairman of the Republic of China, He Rui, serving as the commander of the coalition force.

At 19:45, Coalition Commander He Rui issued Order No. 1, establishing the Sino-Japanese Joint Naval Command and appointing Japanese Navy Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku as the Commander of the Joint Naval Command.

At 20:00, Yamamoto Isoroku received a telegram from Commander He Rui: "Go south immediately and launch the military operation to liberate the British colonies in Southeast Asia, code-named 'Spring Rain'."

Yamamoto immediately ordered his adjutant to record, "I am grateful for Your Excellency He Rui's trust. I will fulfill my duties faithfully, sweep away the stubborn enemy, and devote myself entirely to world peace together with my naval colleagues of the coalition force."

Three hours later, at 21:00 Beijing time and 12:00 Berlin local time, Nazi Germany announced a declaration of war on the Republic of China.

Half an hour after Germany's announcement, Italy announced a declaration of war on China.

At 13:00 Paris time, the French Vichy government announced a declaration of war on China.

At 14:00 Dutch local time, the Dutch government declared war on China.

At this time, except for the United States and the Soviet Union, other Great Powers in the world had completed declaring war on each other. The flames of World War II had seemed to extinguish for a short time, but in the blink of an eye, war reignited in most parts of the world. And this time, no one dared to predict how long the war would last.

The air control radio stations of Vietnam and Champa operated with unprecedented efficiency, providing navigation services for the clusters taking off from Hainan Island and the Guangdong/Guangxi regions.

The Chinese Air Force crossed the airspace of the two countries and headed straight for the destination, the airfield near Cam Ranh Bay. The fighters dispatched this time were all J-9s. Along the way, a distinguishable thin line running from south to north could be seen on the narrow territories of Vietnam and Champa. This was originally a one-meter narrow-gauge railway built by France. After the independence of the four southern countries, China signed agreements with the two countries. China lent money to the two governments, and China would transform this railway into a standard-gauge railway adopting Chinese railway standards.

The territories of Vietnam and Champa were narrow and long, basically running north-south, only 50 kilometers wide at the narrowest point. Such terrain, being close to the coast, allowed materials needed for railway construction to be obtained quickly from various ports. This nearly 2,000-kilometer-long railway was divided into six sections, and construction and renovation began simultaneously at both ends of each section. Construction started in November 1940 and was expected to be completed in December 1941. By then, Chinese trains could leave Zhennanguan and drive all the way to the southernmost part of Champa.

The railway starting from Saigon, passing through Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia, and reaching the Thai border was also under construction, planned to be completed in June 1942. One of the goals of the Air Force's emergency sortie was to protect these railways from destruction by the British-Dutch coalition forces.

Britain had not been waiting to be beaten in the past six months. The British Pacific Fleet anchored in Singapore had been strengthened and now possessed 6 battleships and 1 aircraft carrier. The Indian Ocean Fleet anchored in Ceylon possessed 6 battleships and 2 aircraft carriers.

Although this indeed led to a significant shortage of ships in the British Home Fleet and the Mediterranean Fleet, after making peace with the fascist alliance, Britain did not have to worry particularly about being attacked for the time being. The strength of Britain's current Home Fleet was enough to suppress the German Navy. Moreover, British shipyards were working overtime to produce warships, while ordering warships and aircraft from the United States to supplement Britain's military strength.

At this time, Singapore had almost turned into a huge military camp. In addition to the 100,000 Commonwealth troops defending Singapore, the British-Dutch coalition forces centered on 6 battleships gathered nearly a hundred warships of various sizes. Six air force groups of fighters were stationed at various airfields centered on Singapore. Only one British air force group was equipped with aircraft developed in Britain. Of the other five air force groups, three were equipped with P-47 fighters imported from the United States, and two were equipped with P-51 fighters developed specifically for Britain by North American Aviation.

Both fighters had the characteristic of American aircraft: long range. The ferry range of the British Spitfire fighter had just exceeded 1,000 kilometers, which was completely incomparable to the ferry range of P-47 and P-51 exceeding 2,500 kilometers.

With such long-range fighters, Lieutenant General Stephen, Commander of the British Singapore Theater Air Force, formulated a plan to raid the Chinese Air Force. The British General Staff did not expect the Chinese army to withdraw completely and neatly from the four southern countries after their independence, but they could predict that once war broke out between China and Britain, the Chinese Navy and Air Force would immediately move south.

Based on the experience accumulated in the Battle of Britain, Lieutenant General Stephen believed that he could use the long range of American fighters to launch a surprise attack when the advance units of the Chinese Air Force arrived at the airfield near Cam Ranh Bay, inflicting heavy losses on the Chinese Air Force while bombing the airfields in the Cam Ranh Bay area.

The J-8 fighters flown by the Chinese Volunteer Army left a deep impression on the British Air Force, who could observe them at close range during the Battle of Britain. The ferry range of the J-8 fighter was 2,400 kilometers, which was exactly the distance from the Sino-Vietnamese border to the Cam Ranh Bay airfield.

As long as a fierce attack was launched on the Chinese Air Force at this time, the Chinese Air Force, which had run out of fuel, could absolutely not be a match for the British Air Force.

In order to ensure that the British Air Force could exert its best combat effectiveness, the P-47 and P-51 fighter groups first moved north to military airfields in central Malaya, several hundred kilometers closer to the Cam Ranh Bay airfield.

In order to monitor the movements of the Chinese Air Force, Britain contacted the Jews settled in the Republic of Champa, where Cam Ranh Bay was located, through the World Jewish Congress headquartered in Britain.

Britain had previously generously stated that it was willing to allocate 5,000 square miles (about 13,000 square kilometers) of land in the British African colony of Uganda for the Jews to establish a state. Although the World Jewish Congress sent people to Uganda for inspection, they were frightened by the ferocity of the local lions and hyenas and declined Britain's kindness.

But Britain's generosity came from the heart, and the World Jewish Congress indeed appreciated this favor. In addition, many Jews wanted to return to Palestine to build a state, and Palestine was now a British colony, so the World Jewish Congress cooperated very well and contacted the Jews settled in the Champa region. Soon, many Jews were arranged to monitor the movements of the Chinese Air Force in the Cam Ranh Bay area under various names.

Britain not only sought out Jews but also contacted the Free French government, trying to ask the Free French government to send troops to occupy Cam Ranh Bay and even the entire Republic of Champa. Although the leftist parties within the Free French government rejected this request, some French people privately cooperated with Britain to provide intelligence to Britain.

This plan was submitted to the British War Office after obtaining the consent of Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the Singapore Theater, and was immediately approved. The British Cabinet was particularly satisfied with this plan; giving China a head-on blow was very good, and provoking the relationship between Jews and Chinese was a part the British Foreign Office appreciated even more.

Shortly after the Chinese Air Force sent a message to the government of the Republic of Champa before departing for the Cam Ranh Bay airfield, the French and Jewish collaborators sent a telegram to the British Singapore Theater Commander.

At 8:32 AM on October 26, a group of British P-51 fighters had approached Cam Ranh Bay and began to circle at high altitude over the South China Sea. According to the experience of the Battle of Britain, fighter ambushes at high altitude were very effective. British short-legged planes with a ferry range just over 1,000 kilometers could perform such missions, and American long-range planes were undoubtedly more suitable.

Around 8:44, the first batch of Chinese fighters arrived over Cam Ranh Bay. After the Cam Ranh Bay base sent navigation signals to the Chinese fighters, the British fighters waited another 10 minutes before starting to advance towards the Cam Ranh Bay air base.

The British fleet did not hide; they already knew that China had radar stations in the Cam Ranh Bay area. In the Battle of Britain, the British army relied on the radar network to capture the position of the German Air Force to ambush. German planes could be detected, and the British Air Force could not escape radar searches either. Since there was no difference between sneaking and acting openly, Lieutenant General Stephen of the British Air Force decided in his plan to simply start the attack openly. The advantage of doing so was that since the Chinese planes ran out of fuel during the transfer, and the Chinese pilots were exhausted after 4-5 hours of long-distance flight, suddenly being attacked, especially having received a warning beforehand, the Chinese pilots would lose their best judgment because too many things happened at once.

When the 100 fighters of the British Air Force Group divided into three teams and charged near Cam Ranh Bay, Chinese fighters with shapes very different from the J-8 fighters came head-on. The British Air Force squadron leaders admired the choice of the Chinese Air Force in their hearts; there were three airfields near Cam Ranh Bay, and the Chinese Air Force rising to fight back instead of making an emergency landing was the choice that could pose the greatest threat to the British Air Force.

Since this was the case, then fight. The British Air Force engaged the Chinese Air Force in air combat using the four-plane formation mode stolen from the Chinese Volunteer Air Force.

In less than a few minutes, black smoke was already emitting from a plane fuselage, which had to disengage from the air battle. This plane was a P-51 of the British Air Force. Other British Air Force pilots were long accustomed to such scenes; they were unmoved and continued to use the most intense aerial maneuvers to dogfight with Chinese pilots.

After fighting fiercely for more than ten minutes, both sides suffered losses. Fighters emitting black smoke constantly disengaged from the air combat field. Some fighters also lost control, and the pilots had to parachute. Huge parachutes were like colorful big mushrooms in the air, slowly descending towards the sea surface.

The more the British pilots fought, the more alarmed they became. Many of them had participated in the Battle of Britain and were experienced. The combat capability of the Chinese Air Force opposite did not show the immaturity of novices but had quite the flavor of old birds.

What surprised the British pilots even more was that high-maneuver air combat consumed far more fuel than cruising flight. The Chinese fighters had maintained high-maneuver air combat for more than ten minutes. The fuel consumption during this time was enough to fly for an hour at cruising speed, yet the Chinese fighters showed no intention of saving fuel and continued to output full power. It was as if they had just filled up with fuel.

In addition, the agile reaction shown by the Chinese pilots didn't look like they had flown for 4-5 hours at all. British Air Force officers had also discussed a question before the sortie: Did China still have airfields in Vietnam and other places? According to the news obtained by Britain, the nearest airfield to Saigon was also 1,000 kilometers away. But all signs showed no indication that the Chinese Air Force had flown from 1,000 kilometers away.

Seeing that the situation was unfavorable, the British Air Group Captain made a prompt decision and ordered the troops to disengage from the battle and return to base. The American P-51 fighter was excellently designed and well-manufactured, and it withdrew quickly. But something that terrified the British pilots happened: the Chinese Air Force did not land but chased after them.

The P-51 fighter had a top speed of nearly 700 kilometers per hour, and the speed of the Chinese fighters did not fall behind at all. The British Air Group Captain hurriedly called his troops to pull up and enter an altitude of 7,500 meters. Only at this altitude could the P-51 fly at its limit speed of 705 kilometers per hour. Just during this pull-up process, several British fighters were hit and fell helplessly towards low altitude.

The remaining British fighters exerted their engine power to the maximum. Fortunately, after such a battle, the British fighters had consumed a large amount of fuel and bullets, and the aircraft's weight was reduced a lot, finally reaching the highest speed. The Chinese Air Force chasing fiercely behind also used top speed, but obviously failed to exceed the maximum speed of the P-51. Seeing that they could not shorten the distance, Chinese pilots began to strafe with machine guns, and the last two P-51s flying at the rear were unlucky enough to be shot down.

Although the recoil of machine gun firing was not very large for a plane weighing several tons, it could not be ignored. The British fleet took the opportunity to widen the distance between the two sides a bit. This aerial chase continued for more than 100 kilometers before the Chinese Air Force stopped pursuing and began to return.

The British Air Force pilots who had finally got rid of the Chinese Air Force's pursuit just breathed a sigh of relief when a pilot's angry scolding came from the British Air Force radio: "They are animals!"

Other pilots did not speak, but this sentence indeed voiced their heartfelt feelings. Before this battle, the British Air Force intended to hunt the Chinese Air Force, but in reality, they were forced to retreat first after fighting a well-regulated air battle. The skilled combat techniques and extraordinary courage of the Chinese Air Force left a deep impression on the British Air Force. The British Air Group Captain was full of anger. He had participated in the combat meeting and heard many views from the upper level that seemed very reasonable. But he didn't expect the situation to be completely different from the views of the upper level.

Where was the agreed-upon Chinese Air Force planes running out of fuel? Where were the agreed-upon exhausted Chinese Air Force pilots? The British Air Group Captain felt that he really couldn't believe a single word from above!

"Group Captain, I need to lower altitude and speed. Otherwise, my plane doesn't have enough fuel to fly back!" A pilot's voice came from the radio again.

The Air Group Captain was startled and hurriedly looked at his own plane's fuel gauge. He found that his plane didn't have much fuel left either. The Group Captain slapped the fuel gauge in anger. If the Chinese Air Force continued to chase, he wouldn't even need to continue shooting to see the entire British Air Group crash into the sea due to lack of fuel.

This idea somewhat overestimated the Chinese Air Force. The reason why the Chinese Air Force gave up chasing the British Air Force was also due to insufficient fuel. As soon as the Chinese Air Force landed, they immediately contacted the headquarters and recounted what they had encountered.

Before the Chinese Air Group Captain could voice his suspicions, the commander on the other side said first, "We have already begun arresting suspicious elements. Such things will not happen again in the future."

Hearing that the superiors had already noticed the problem, the Group Captain also breathed a sigh of relief. Fighting desperately on the front line, death was just death. But being stabbed in the back must not be let off!



★


Chapter 726: Central and South Asian War (7)

Volume 7 — Chapter 28

❧ ❧ ❧


Since the Anglo-German peace and the beginning of the German withdrawal from France, the Free French government had fallen into division. Some Free French members returned to France after Germany completely withdrew. Some left-wing members, mainly from the French Communist Party, supported the *Pacific Charter* more firmly, believing that France must now undergo a revolution to be liberated from colonialism.

Although de Gaulle did not leave, he was also in a very difficult position. Because the Vichy government used the turbulent situation as a reason not to hold new general elections immediately. De Gaulle had already been sentenced to death in absentia by the Vichy government. He probably wouldn't be killed if he returned to France, but he was destined to face imprisonment.

Another reason de Gaulle was unwilling to return to France was that French politics had undergone what could almost be called a fundamental change. The failure of the Western European campaign led to the complete rise of the right wing in France after the German army withdrew. Although there were great differences within the French right wing, they reached a consensus on completely denying the French democratic system.

The French right wing believed that it was totalitarians like Richelieu and Napoleon who created the glory of France. Bismarck and Hitler, who defeated France twice, had one thing in common: they were centralizers. Therefore, the French right wing strove to establish a totalitarian government and began to persecute the left wing and democrats in France.

De Gaulle, who was nearly two meters tall, didn't talk much these days and looked depressed. Although de Gaulle himself also felt that the system of the French Third Republic was too chaotic, de Gaulle himself only hoped to establish a more efficient government on the basis of the French democratic system to avoid the chaos of France in the past few decades. Instead of directly overthrowing the democratic system and establishing a centralized government.

De Gaulle knew that his political stance could definitely not fit in with the right wing that now occupied the advantage in France. If he returned to France, he would definitely not have a good end.

De Gaulle didn't agree much with the philosophy of the French Communist Party either, but China still did not recognize the French Vichy government on the grounds that "France has de facto joined the fascist camp." Once de Gaulle left the Free French government, he would also lose the financial support given by China to the Free French government. If France was still occupied at this time, de Gaulle could still go to French colonies if he left. As Germany withdrew from France, the French colonies also chose the Vichy government. If de Gaulle left at this time, he would lose everything.

In such depression, de Gaulle sat in the room with half-drunk wine on the table. Suddenly there was a commotion outside. De Gaulle looked out through the window screen and saw several people in black uniforms walking into the Free French office building. These people were wearing uniforms of the Chinese Ministry of State Security. The person in charge of the Free French government welcomed them out, talked for a while, and walked inside.

A moment later, de Gaulle's office door was knocked on. Soon, de Gaulle arrived at the conference room. People from the Chinese Ministry of State Security were recounting the evidence they had collected. De Gaulle understood after listening for a moment. Someone in the Free French government tipped off the British, allowing the British to know China's military deployment, which nearly caused a failure of the Chinese Air Force.

De Gaulle had little interest in continuing to listen to this mess at this time. He believed that the Chinese Ministry of State Security was not lying. There must be some people within the Free French government now who would do this. The reason those people stayed was the same as de Gaulle's. It was not surprising for this group of guys to do something like selling intelligence.

The conversation continued until de Gaulle heard that some French Jews were involved in this matter, and they leaked secrets to Britain together with some people in the Free French government. De Gaulle immediately said unhappily, "I'm afraid the Jews are the masterminds!"

Everyone in the room looked at de Gaulle. De Gaulle continued grumpily, "Historically, Jews have been famous for doing these things, and now only Jews can come up with the money to bribe Free French government personnel!"

After expressing such a view, de Gaulle stood up and left the conference room. De Gaulle was even less interested in the current situation. As for what would happen in the future, let's talk about it after huge changes occur in the future.

De Gaulle didn't expect that the future changes would be so fast. On October 27, when China stabilized the Cam Ranh Bay base, the Cambodian National Assembly passed a resolution declaring war on Britain and inviting Chinese troops to enter Cambodia to protect Cambodia's safety.

When China was in Cambodia, it had already begun to build local ports and airfields. Now the airfields were completed, and the docks had been expanded and dredged to be able to dock 10,000-ton cruisers. The Chinese Air Force was the first to transfer to Cambodian airfields. At this time, the Sino-Japanese Coalition had been renamed the Asian Coalition. Korea, Champa, and Upper Burma all declared war on Britain, and all three countries joined the coalition.

The navy of the Asian Coalition entered Cam Ranh Bay, and the Marine Corps was still on the way. At this time, the Chinese Ambassador to Thailand had repeatedly explained to the Thai government that China would absolutely not invade Thailand militarily, nor would it force Thailand to join the Asian Coalition. As long as the Thai government did not join the British side, China would never take any military action against Thailand.

The King of Thailand dared not fully believe China's request, but the Chinese Ambassador to Thailand proposed to Thailand that they wanted to build a railway through the Indochina Peninsula passing through Thailand. The King of Thailand wanted to refuse very much, but he dared not say it out loud. Recently, Thailand already knew that the Upper Burma National Defense Force had annihilated six British brigades. Upper Burma bordered Thailand. China would not invade Thailand, but the Upper Burma Army might not necessarily refrain. Cambodia, which had just joined the Asian Coalition, might not necessarily refrain from invading Thailand either. It was even possible for the two countries to invade Thailand together.

Thailand was also considered to have seen the world. When Upper Burma and Cambodia invaded Thailand, China could come forward as a mediator. At that time, if Thailand wanted the two countries to leave Thailand, it could only agree to China's request to build the railway. Imperialist countries in this world all did this, and it was impossible for China to be exceptionally special.

The Chinese Ambassador had requested to see the King of Thailand twice in the last two days, mostly talking about the Indochina Railway. As the saying goes, things shouldn't happen more than three times. The King of Thailand had to ask, "What requirements does China have for this railway?"

The Chinese Ambassador replied, "I have talked with the Thai Minister of Finance. Thailand does not have the financial resources to afford this railway. China is willing to lend money to the Thai government, and Chinese railway enterprises will build this railway. Of course, during the process of building the railway, the Chinese government will hire Thai labor as much as possible to increase employment opportunities for Thailand. During the construction of this railway, the Chinese government will also provide training for Thai railway staff to ensure that after the completion of this railway, Thailand can operate this railway immediately..."

The King of Thailand listened quietly, but what the Chinese Ambassador to Thailand talked about was how China would build the railway, help Thailand with employment, and help Thailand operate it. When the Chinese Ambassador finished speaking, the King of Thailand waited for a while longer. Seeing that the Chinese Ambassador had no intention of continuing to speak, he couldn't help asking, "Is that all?"

"Your Majesty, technical problems during the specific railway construction process can only be discussed when encountered. This is all my country's view at this stage. More specific content is in the document I submitted."

The King of Thailand knew that when foreign countries built railways, they would demand ownership of minerals and land within 5 kilometers on both sides of the railway line. He had been waiting for the Chinese Ambassador to Thailand to raise this matter, but he didn't expect not to hear it all along.

Since the Chinese Ambassador didn't mention it, the King of Thailand was not prepared to create side issues. After sending away the Chinese Ambassador, the King of Thailand immediately studied the document submitted by China with the civil officials in the palace. After studying it thoroughly, the report only contained content about loans, repayment, railway construction, and railway operation, without any request infringing on Thailand's sovereignty. The King of Thailand didn't expect that China actually proposed a suggestion that looked very peaceful. Most importantly, China's plan to build the railway was very peaceful. Apart from requirements for the construction period, there were surprisingly no requirements even for operating the railway.

Looking only at this document, China just wanted to lend money to Thailand and then build this railway, and the ownership of the railway also belonged to Thailand. The Chinese side believed that Thailand had no experience in operating railways. In order for the railway to operate well, the China-Thailand joint venture railway company would obtain the operation rights for 5 years first. In the joint venture railway company, the proportion of Thai employees exceeded 70%. China only had managers responsible for operations in the railway company and did not hold equity in the railway itself.

Such a fair contract made the King of Thailand even more worried, but he really didn't have the courage to resist. After a day of discussion, the King of Thailand finally decided that as long as China didn't force Thailand to participate in the war and allowed Thailand to be peacefully neutral, other things would be endured for now!

On October 28, in the Royal Palace of Thailand, China and Thailand signed the "China-Thailand Railway Network Plan." When the applause rang out, the Chinese Air Force had already arrived over Malaya and bombed the air bases in Malaya.

Britain had set up radar stations near several air bases in Malaya to detect incoming Chinese Air Force in advance. The British Air Force took off immediately to meet the enemy. After all, the British Air Force was a force that had experienced the Battle of Britain, especially equipped with advanced fighters like P-47 and P-51 employing turbochargers. Fighting a big battle with the Chinese Air Force, they were not at a complete disadvantage.

But after repelling the first wave of Chinese Air Force attacks, the second wave of Chinese fighters arrived on the battlefield immediately. Fortunately, the British Air Force Group from the southern airfield came to help, and withstood the second wave of Chinese Air Force attacks.

Just as the second wave of Chinese planes left, the third wave followed. The British pilots didn't have mirrors, otherwise, they could have seen their pale faces. And the balance of the air battle tilted rapidly towards the fresh Chinese forces at this time. Originally, the losses of the Chinese and British armies were basically equal, but now as soon as the battle started, it became 1:2. If the British army damaged or shot down one Chinese plane, they would lose two themselves. The British Air Force didn't want to give up the airfield and fought desperately to repel the third wave of Chinese attacks. Before they could catch their breath, they faced the fourth wave of Chinese attacks.

Watching the vigorous Chinese planes appear in their field of vision, the British Air Force pilots who had already sortied twice in one day helplessly gave up the sky over the airfield and retreated to the southern airfields. The British airfields were still guarded by anti-aircraft guns, but this little anti-aircraft firepower was not enough to look at in front of the overwhelming Chinese bombers. Within a few minutes, the British airfields and anti-aircraft firepower disappeared in the explosion flashes of aerial bombs falling like raindrops.

The Chinese Air Force did not stop but continued to launch attacks on airfields further south. The British Air Force, which had just landed to take a breath, had to take off again. This time the British Air Force was really unable to fight anymore and could only continue to retreat south. The Chinese Air Force immediately destroyed this airfield completely.

In just one day, two of the six British airfields were destroyed. Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the Singapore Theater, rubbed his temples, still unable to solve his headache. He took out a bottle of green Chinese-made *Fengyoujing* (Essential Balm), smeared some under his nostrils, and after two breaths felt a coolness rush straight to his forehead through his nasal cavity, and his brain finally cleared up a bit.

He clearly realized that if the fighting continued, British airfields would all be destroyed. But China relied on the orthodox military method of "overcoming ten with one force." No matter how rich the Lieutenant General's combat experience was, there was no way to crack this. Unless he could conjure up planes and pilots out of thin air like God.

At this time, Vice Admiral Phillips, the theater fleet commander, spoke. "Commander, if we wait for the Chinese Air Force to continue destroying air bases now, we will only be completely passive. The best method at present is to send the navy to attack Cam Ranh Bay and engage in a decisive battle with the Chinese Navy. As long as the naval and air bases in Cam Ranh Bay are destroyed, China's offensive can be contained."

Lieutenant General Arthur Percival doubted very much whether the British fleet could survive in front of China's huge number of air forces, and he frankly expressed his worries.

Facing such a question, Vice Admiral Phillips answered confidently, "According to our intelligence, Chinese torpedo planes haven't arrived at Cam Ranh Bay yet. With the anti-aircraft firepower on our battleships, plus aircraft carriers, and the cooperation of the air force from land airfields, we are fully capable of countering China's air raids. Commander, if our airfields are bombed, the ability to go north and attack will be greatly weakened. Now is the stage when our army is strongest, and the enemy is relatively weak. It is also the time for us to strike."

Lieutenant General Arthur Percival didn't know whether to believe Vice Admiral Phillips's view. Since the start of the European campaign, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival had discovered that war was no longer the war he was familiar with in his decades of military career. It was so in the European campaign, and it is so now.

But after thinking for a good while, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival found that he didn't know other ways of warfare except adopting traditional war thinking. Finally, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival decided to believe in the famous naval admiral Vice Admiral Phillips. "I agree with your sortie, Vice Admiral."
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Since early 1941, Li Runshi, one of the five core members, had been responsible for work in the Guangdong, Fujian, Yunnan, and Guizhou regions. After the outbreak of the war, these provinces naturally became logistics supply areas for the war.

Li Runshi had served as the president of the Party School. In the past six months or so, Li Runshi had made major adjustments to the personnel in the areas he was responsible for. Before the outbreak of the war, the shock caused by this tossing and turning finally subsided. Once the war broke out, Li Runshi had time to fulfill his duties as Vice Chairman of the Military Commission and participate in the war.

The scale of China's advance this time far exceeded that of the British army on the Indochina Peninsula. Li Runshi chose a plan dominated by the Air Force. After eliminating the enemy air force on the Indochina Peninsula with hard power, continue to use air superiority to destroy the British Army and Navy on the Indochina Peninsula, and then seize Singapore and control the Strait of Malacca.

On the afternoon of October 28, after finishing the call with Li Runshi, Yamamoto Isoroku said angrily to Chao Meng, the Deputy Commander of the Coalition Navy beside him, "Commander Chao, does China also have Shoguns?"

Chao Meng didn't expect Li Runshi's status to rise suddenly either, but Shogun might not represent a negative meaning in Japan, whereas it was vastly different in China. If He Rui was compared to the Son of Heaven, producing a Shogun meant producing a powerful minister who made the Son of Heaven a figurehead, which everyone would have the right to punish. Chao Meng immediately expressed a different opinion. "Commander Yamamoto, Chairman Li is the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission. What do you mean by this?"

The reason Yamamoto was unhappy was that his plan was for the Navy to be the main force, using aircraft carriers to escort the Marine Corps to land directly near Kuala Lumpur. The Army Aviation would play a supporting role. Li Runshi's plan was the opposite: Army Aviation played the leading role, and Naval Aviation played the supporting role. Of course, Yamamoto was unhappy.

Chao Meng's words stunned Yamamoto immediately. After all, having taught in China for many years, Yamamoto quickly understood and apologized hurriedly, "Sorry, I spoke without thinking just now. I will admit my mistake to Chairman He."

Chao Meng didn't mean to pursue it particularly. Yamamoto's ability was outstanding, and the Navy indeed hoped to play the leading role. Li Runshi's choice was not unconventional, but it made the Navy feel very uncomfortable. Chao Meng asked, "What is Chairman Li's arrangement for the Navy?"

Yamamoto shook his head. "Land in northern Malaya and establish temporary airfields. Our Navy changes from active attack to waiting for the enemy. Once the attack of the British fleet is discovered, we choose to retreat, hang onto the British fleet, and use the Air Force to solve the British army."

Chao Meng felt there was no problem with this line of thought. There was a Thailand in the middle of the Indochina Peninsula, separating the four northern countries from Malaya in the south. Since China did not invade Thailand or force Thailand to participate in the war, it could only cross the sea to enter Malaya.

Yamamoto's previous plan was to kill with one blow, engaging in a decisive battle with the British army directly in the narrow southern region of Malaya. The plan chosen by Li Runshi was to land in northern Malaya, backed by Thailand. In terms of military formation, this opened a scissor mouth. Once the British army actively moved north to attack, the blades of the Chinese Army and Navy would close, cutting off the British army delivered to the door.

"Commander Yamamoto, wait a bit longer. We have plenty of opportunities," Chao Meng said.

At this time, Li Runshi put down the phone and stood up to look at the map. The markers on the map showed that 1,200 Army Aviation fighters and 600 Navy fighters on 6 aircraft carriers, totaling 1,800, were assembled in Champa and Cambodia. Britain had lost 200 aircraft in the past few days, leaving only 400. With 1 against 4, Britain couldn't hold on for long.

Li Runshi did not think it was necessary to engage in a fast attack now. "Keep the land and lose the people, both land and people are lost. Keep the people and lose the land, both land and people are kept." The Air Force was by no means about giving an ordinary person a plane to become a pilot. Instead, it required more than ten years of education to cultivate students with sufficient knowledge and skills, and then undergo pilot training before it was possible to become a fighter pilot.

If a fast attack was launched, the risk of accidents was high, and it might also allow the British troops to flee. Fighting step by step, if the British army was not mobilized and still stuck to the area centered on Singapore, China had considerable experience in building rapid airfields and could build temporary airfields capable of taking off and landing current fighters in at most three days.

Army Aviation could then use airfields closer to the front line to launch attacks continuously throughout the day, consuming British elite pilots while covering the Army's continued southward advance along the Indochina Peninsula. With the progress of the Army, the narrow Indochina Peninsula became one side of the scissors, and it was getting longer and longer. Even if the British army stuck to its defense and did not come out, this big pair of scissors could also bring the British army into the attack range and cut down eventually.

Calculated according to the time of plan execution, the decisive battle period would inevitably be entered in at most 7-10 days. What's the hurry! At this stage, there was still the possibility of the United States entering the field. If the United States attacked from the Philippines, Yamamoto, who was waiting at ease, could just deal a heavy blow to the US military.

Li Runshi could understand the thoughts of guys like Yamamoto; he just felt that Yamamoto and his group were not serious enough about war.

On the evening of the 28th, the Chinese landing troops finished loading and began to leave Cam Ranh Bay under the escort of submarines and warships to advance towards the northern region of Malaya. At dawn on the 29th, the Air Force arrived over the landing site. The first batch dispatched was the helicopter formation on the landing ships.

There were already people meeting them on the coast, led by Chen Malay, a captain of the Malayan Communist Party guerrillas. This year, he and other comrades of the Malayan Communist Party went to China to study and receive training. Seeing the state-building process of the four southern countries with his own eyes, he was deeply moved. Being ordered to return to Malaysia to prepare for the reception these days, it really felt like years.

Chen Malay originally thought he would see a large number of small boats landing, but he didn't expect several strange aircraft flying over from the looming ships. The aircraft had wings; the fuselages of these aircraft were very much like dragonflies without wings, with a bamboo-copter-like rotor on top and one at the tail. After landing, the rotors were still rotating, blowing up a strong wind.

Chen Malay hurried forward to welcome them, his somewhat greasy hair blown into a mess. At this time, the cabin door opened, and several soldiers carrying various weapons jumped out. Two of them talked to Chen Malay, and the others didn't make a sound, just made a few gestures to each other and scattered towards the interior of the land. The sound of the engines of the strange aircraft became deeper and more powerful; they rose straight into the air and went towards the sea.

Chen Malay wanted to say more, but watched everything that just happened almost unblinkingly. It wasn't until the aircraft flew far away that he turned his head back and sighed to his former training camp instructor Li Meng, "You finally came!"

With the help of local MCP guerrillas, the landing was very efficient. Helicopters transported personnel and preliminary supplies ashore quickly. Officers and soldiers quickly established a beachhead position. Combat personnel advanced inland under the guidance of MCP guerrillas to expand the position. Engineering personnel set up preliminary landing equipment.

The entire process was like a large engineering team. Everyone looked busy with work that didn't seem necessarily urgent. As helicopters and small boats transported people and equipment to the shore, they were immediately and naturally incorporated into the work.

An hour and a half later, Chen Malay still didn't understand what these people were doing. Two and a half hours later, Chen Malay found that the frameworks of three 300-meter-long temporary pontoon bridges had somehow appeared before his eyes. Four hours later, although the three pontoon bridges were still being built, distant ships docked beside one pontoon bridge, and a steady stream of soldiers got off the ships and climbed onto the coast along the pontoon bridge.

On the other two pontoon bridges, strange vehicles with wheels in front and tracks in back drove slowly and non-stop along the pontoon bridges towards the shore.

By noon on the 29th, the Chinese landing troops had built a 5-kilometer-long landing point centered on the small fishing village at the landing site. And they began to build a temporary airfield on the inland open space that had been reconnoitered before.

At the same time, the British fleet, led by the flagship *Prince of Wales* carrying Commander Vice Admiral Phillips, sailed out of Singapore and sailed all the way east.

Although many young Turks in the British Navy considered Vice Admiral Phillips an old fogy who was proficient in gunnery and superstitious about big ships and heavy cannons, Vice Admiral Phillips himself did not think so. Having experienced the Dunkirk evacuation in the Western European campaign, Vice Admiral Phillips did not despise the application of aircraft at all.

The British Navy was the first navy in the world to suffer suicide air attacks. In 1924, outside Wusongkou, a British fleet centered on a battlecruiser and heavy cruisers shelled Shanghai when the Chinese National Defense Force crossed the Yangtze River. The fleet was subsequently sunk entirely by Chinese suicide attack aircraft.

Since then, ship air defense had become a key research object of the British Navy. Fighter performance improved rapidly in the past 20 years, and Britain's stress-response-like air defense research actually walked in the forefront of the world. Among the fleet centered on 6 British battleships dispatched this time, every ship had a very fierce air defense system.

The so-called superstition was just reality proving to Vice Admiral Phillips that the British Navy had strong air defense capabilities and could rely entirely on the fleet air defense system to counter enemy air forces attacking the British fleet. Vice Admiral Phillips himself did not refuse British Air Force support during navigation or naval battles at all, nor did he oppose close cooperation between the Navy and Aviation.

Taking the fleet flagship *Prince of Wales* as an example, this newest battleship launched in 1941 was installed with 175 new-style anti-aircraft guns, capable of firing 60,000 shells per minute. In addition to a speed of over 30 knots, the *Prince of Wales* battleship was also installed with the latest air defense and surface search radar, capable of searching for enemy aircraft and warships from afar at any time.

In domestic confrontation exercises in Britain, the *Prince of Wales* battleship performed excellently and was considered the benchmark for 35,000-ton battleships in the world. Other British ships also possessed excellent air defense capabilities. As long as the ship could install radar, the British Navy installed it. Through radio exchanges within the fleet, monitoring of all angles without blind spots was carried out, focusing on being watertight.

At 19:00 on October 29, they sailed all the way along the Dutch East Indies to the southwest of Borneo before starting to head north. The British army had also built airfields in Borneo, and the fleet was always within the cover of Borneo airfields during the northward journey.

By nightfall, the British Air Force and fleet radar had never found the movements of the Chinese Navy and Air Force. Intelligence received during the day showed that the Chinese Air Force continued to carry out saturation attacks on British air bases in Malaya, and the Chinese Air Force destroyed two more British airfields relying on huge numbers.

This time the range of the Chinese Air Force was 300 kilometers farther than yesterday. Everyone in the British Air Force was forced to take off three times, and they gave up the airfield only after being exhausted and unable to fight anymore. Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the Singapore Theater, informed Vice Admiral Phillips to be careful of the Chinese Air Force. The number of Chinese Air Force planes exceeded imagination; perhaps 1,200 fighters participated in the daytime air battle.

Vice Admiral Phillips couldn't help but want to back out after hearing this news. 1,200 fighters couldn't swarm up all at once; they had to launch attacks in batches. But many ants can bite an elephant to death. If there was a loophole in air defense, his own death would be a small matter, but the British Far East Fleet would likely be completely lost.

At night, a Chinese Air Force reconnaissance plane group approached the waters near Borneo to search. Although called a reconnaissance plane, it was actually a J-9 fighter loaded with altitude-measuring radar. The two pilots turned on the autopilot, watching the monitoring instruments during the flight while chatting about the plane itself.

The pilot in the front seat said, "I heard that the J-9 was originally called an advanced trainer."

"If the J-9 is just a trainer, how excellent must the official planes be? The J-10 and H-5... are indeed very good," the operator in the back seat replied in a flat tone. The J-9 model was designed very comfortably and could be loaded with various electronic equipment, considered a fairly balanced multi-role fighter.

Now the single-seat versions of the J-10 and H-5 were used on naval aircraft carriers. When classmates serving in the Navy talked about these two planes, they said they were specialized versions of the J-9. The J-10 was lighter and smaller, with enhanced maneuverability, and excellent circling, climbing, and diving performance. The H-5 enhanced the bomber's bomb-dropping capability and survivability.

The pilot in the front seat replied, "Not that kind. I heard a test pilot classmate say that it is a plane adopting a new type of engine, completely different from current planes. I also heard from him that the J-9 was originally an advanced trainer."

The operator in the back seat did not answer immediately. There were always many rumors related to equipment in the Air Force; some became reality, some were just talk. For example, people had been saying that enemy search radar would be installed on planes for several years, but even a prototype hadn't been seen. However, the altitude-measuring radar was installed quietly, and its effect was much more precise than equipment measuring altitude based on air pressure.

This conversation was just chatting to avoid sleepiness while idle. Most of their attention was focused on watching the equipment. Now there were more and more devices on the plane, and every one was very useful, but wanting to cover everything almost required compound eyes like insects to see them all.

After flying for a while, a huge window suddenly appeared in the thick clouds below the plane. The pilot spoke again, "I'm lowering altitude."

After speaking, he cancelled the autopilot and maneuvered the plane to lower altitude. Even with altitude-measuring radar, there wouldn't be a problem of not being able to identify direction in the dark night, but flying into clouds or flying under thick clouds still made people feel very uncomfortable. Under the clouds at night, it was really so dark outside the cabin that one couldn't see one's hand in front of one's face. The most suitable description for the feeling at this time was "a blind man riding a blind horse, approaching a deep pool at midnight."

Not long after the plane flew in the window of thick clouds, the two pilots, front and back, said almost simultaneously, "Situation."

Under the shadow of a large cloud mass to the right front, something darker than the surrounding darkness was moving. Ordinary people looked for where it was brighter at night, but reconnaissance plane pilots had to learn to look for where it was darker. The plane slowed down and flew over these black shadows.

Looking at everything below from the air, it seemed as if the things below were moving at different speeds. What looked like the black shadow of an enemy warship might also be just a few reefs exposed on the sea surface.

The reconnaissance plane patiently flew around these shadows. After a good while, with the slow movement of the clouds, the shadows below finally revealed their true figures. Even though the figures of these fleets were soon obscured by the shadows of clouds again, the two pilots immediately determined that it was indeed a fleet of warships underway.

Without the pilot saying anything, the operator in the rear had already begun calculating based on flight direction and speed, and soon obtained a rough bearing. The plane flew forward, and the operator sent out the news of discovering the enemy fleet. Before long, the night duty of the staff department immediately ordered more reconnaissance planes to take off, and nearby reconnaissance planes moved closer to the direction where the British warships were discovered.

The air defense radar of the British fleet also discovered the aircraft signals in the air and reported the news immediately. Vice Admiral Phillips was woken up and held a meeting with fleet staff officers. The fleet staff officers were a bit nervous about this annoying fly. The fleet had maintained radio silence throughout, yet its traces were still discovered. It could be seen how many Chinese reconnaissance planes were searching for the traces of the British fleet in the sky at this time. This search would not stop. When dawn broke, more Chinese reconnaissance planes would come to search for the British fleet.

Just as they were discussing whether to continue advancing, the phone next to the Vice Admiral's seat rang. The adjutant picked it up and listened for a moment, then said into the phone, "I'll give the phone to the Commander now."

Vice Admiral Phillips took the phone and heard the person on the other end say very nervously, "Commander, we have discovered two more aircraft signals now... Damn it, now it's three. One plane came from the 10 o'clock direction, and two planes came from the 8 o'clock direction."

Although Vice Admiral Phillips was very confident in the fleet's air defense, a wise man does not fight when the odds are against him. More importantly, at dusk, Singapore Theater Commander Lieutenant General Arthur Percival implicitly proposed whether the fleet should return to the vicinity of Singapore to participate in defense. And the staff officers all believed that they should not continue north.

Judging roughly from the battles of the past few days, the number of Chinese fighters with a range exceeding 2,500 kilometers was probably over a thousand. Since they had been discovered by the Chinese Air Force, the fleet would likely encounter frantic attacks from thousands of "Chinese Madmen" after dawn tomorrow.

"Order to return," Vice Admiral Phillips made the decision.

The surrounding staff officers all secretly breathed a sigh of relief. Since the British Navy had a fleet with a battlecruiser as flagship annihilated by Chinese Air Force suicide attack aircraft in 1924, Britain liked to call the Chinese Air Force "Chinese Madmen." And the "Chinese Madmen" in the Chinese Volunteer Army aiding France could sortie three times a day during the Battle of Britain. This craziness further strengthened the British people's awe of the "Chinese Madmen."
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Douglas MacArthur, Commander of the U.S. Forces in the Philippines, had been very unhappy in recent days because his plans to attack China, submitted multiple times to the U.S. Army Chief of Staff, had all been rejected. The most recent proposal was rejected on October 25, the day Britain declared war on China.

Clamping a corncob pipe in his mouth, MacArthur asked his adjutant, "Are the British still refusing to accept this batch of fighters?"

The adjutant was not as crude as MacArthur. He replied cautiously, "Commander, Britain stated that all their pilots in the Asian region have already arrived in Singapore. They don't lack fighters now; they lack pilots."

The corncob pipe shook up and down as MacArthur mumbled something; it was unclear whom MacArthur was cursing. The adjutant also felt that the British behavior was too unethical. Britain had a population of 40 million after all. From June 1940 to now, Britain had recruited a very large number of pilots. Today was October 30, 1941. Could they not train a large number of pilots in a full 16 months? Definitely not! In the adjutant's view, the purpose of the British playing the victim so much was to drag the United States into the war.

Having been with MacArthur for so long, the adjutant knew that MacArthur himself wanted to go to war with China very much. Originally, MacArthur thought that it was fine if the American public was indeed unwilling to participate in the "dirty war provoked by Europe," but participating in a war of white people against the yellow race shouldn't cause any fierce opposition from the American public.

Unexpectedly, the American public didn't want to fight a world war at all. It didn't matter whether the opponent was white or yellow; they just wanted to live a humble peaceful life at home safely. MacArthur believed this must be a conspiracy of the Communist Party USA, because some newspapers had begun to propagate to the American public that China was seizing white colonies, which would threaten the survival of the white world.

But the American public said things like "a war fought for colonies is more shameful than a war for hegemony." In MacArthur's view, was this human speech? This was bullshit that only communists would say!

It was useless for MacArthur to be angry alone. Although public opinion in the United States was changing and propaganda crusading against the evil yellow race was rising rapidly—even the saying of rebuilding the Eight-Nation Alliance had come out, and although the guys who made remarks like "all Chinese should have been killed in 1900" were suppressed—the overall atmosphere was getting better.

But from a military perspective, time was obviously unfavorable to the United States. The scale of China's southward movement was very large. The British side stated that China had used 1,200 fighters, and Britain might completely lose air superiority within a week.

After China seized the Strait of Malacca and controlled the communication artery between the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean, they would certainly not stop. They would inevitably seize the Pacific islands and drive the British out of British India at the same time. This time might be completed within a year. At that time, even if the United States decided to send troops, only the Philippines and Hawaii would be left in the Pacific. Everything would be too late then.

Intervention in the war must happen now!

After making the decision, MacArthur calculated the resources in his hand. After the start of the Two-Ocean Navy Act and the great conscription, both the Army General Staff and the Navy General Staff strengthened the military power of the Philippines. Especially on September 11, the War Department strengthened the air force in the Philippines, sending 8 flight groups, giving such a tiny place as the Philippines a full 15 aviation groups. Its combat aircraft were also updated; 6 groups were equipped with P-47s, and 3 groups were equipped with P-51s. Both fighters were the most advanced aircraft. Britain relied on the same aircraft to struggle bitterly in front of China. Even if the number of pilots was much less than that of Chinese fighters, they did not collapse at the first touch.

Recently, some of MacArthur's old acquaintances traveled to the Philippines one after another. The words they said when drinking and merry were worth pondering. Moreover, such a broken place as the Philippines having 15 aviation groups didn't look like it was for defense no matter how one looked at it.

After thinking it over, MacArthur made a decision. He said to his adjutant, "I heard that the lads in the Air Force want to help the British very much."

The adjutant was stunned. When soldiers watched others fight, they would definitely talk big, blurting out all kinds of heroic words. Just listen to these words and let them pass. If taken seriously... that meant MacArthur was ready to take action.

MacArthur continued, "I think sending a few groups to Singapore, the lads will definitely be willing to help the British."

The adjutant hesitated slightly before asking, "Commander, should we hold a meeting?"

"Yes. Hold it now!" MacArthur made up his mind.

At 2:00 PM on October 30, three groups of P-47s and three groups of P-51s took off from Manila Airport for Singapore. Watching the planes covering the sky and sun heading southwest in neat formation, the deputy commander asked somewhat worriedly, "Commander, will the General Staff blame us?"

At the military meeting, the US command in the Philippines agreed to aid the Singapore theater. The only thing the officers worried about was whether such aid would be blamed by the headquarters. After all, being in the Philippines, these officers' feelings about China were much more intuitive than those of the big masters on Capitol Hill and in the White House thousands of miles away. From a military perspective, China indeed could not be allowed to smoothly take the Western Pacific.

When MacArthur ordered aid to Singapore, someone immediately sent the news secretly to Washington. At this time, it was already night in Washington. Roosevelt was woken up from bed by his female secretary. The new mistress beside him, a Swedish princess, slept in a daze. When she opened her eyes dimly, she saw the neatly dressed female secretary by the bed, and was so shocked that she hurriedly pulled up the quilt to cover her naked chest.

Soon, seeing Roosevelt propping up his upper body to put on clothes with a serious expression, the princess knew it should be serious business. Seeing Roosevelt moving with difficulty, the princess also felt a bit of pity. She grabbed the silk nightgown from the wooden floor, put it on under the quilt, crawled out of the quilt, and helped Roosevelt dress.

Although her long legs wearing garter stockings were exposed, the princess was not so ashamed anymore. After all, when she played with Roosevelt together with the female secretary a few days ago, the female secretary helped push Roosevelt from behind. Although they were naked facing each other at that time, everyone was quite happy.

Roosevelt didn't think about these things. When he was young, he helped various gangs fight lawsuits, and participated in many activities after winning lawsuits. The activities participated in by two women together were nothing compared to the most exciting activities back then.

Arriving at the Oval Office in a wheelchair, the Secretary of State, the Army and Navy Chiefs of Staff, and the special advisor responsible for armaments known as the "Shadow President" were already waiting inside. Behind them, sitting or standing, were cabinet elites and academic elites who advocated that the United States must participate in the war to secure the future.

As soon as Roosevelt came in, Army Chief of Staff Marshall informed Roosevelt of MacArthur's action. Others didn't say it, but cursed secretly in their hearts that MacArthur was too slow-witted, only remembering to secretly send air forces to aid Britain at this point in the war.

However, everyone knew that only a rash fellow like MacArthur really dared to do this. After all, MacArthur came from an American "blue blood" background. His father, Arthur MacArthur, was also a famous American general of his generation, emerging in the American Civil War, becoming the youngest regiment commander in the US during the Civil War and one of the twelve lieutenant generals of the early US military. And the MacArthur family had various connections in the military and politics; Congress could not punish him for such a thing. What's more, there were quite a few members of Congress who really believed that the United States should join the war.

If MacArthur's current position were held by a soldier from an ordinary merchant family like Marshall, even if he knew he must do so, even if he was already the Army Chief of Staff, Marshall could not do it. Because the result of doing so would inevitably be Marshall being held accountable by Congress and finally losing his official position dishonorably.

Roosevelt didn't think so much, because MacArthur became a cadet at the US Army Engineer School in 1906 and concurrently served as President Theodore Roosevelt's military aide. What Roosevelt cared about was the follow-up. He promised during the election campaign not to bring the United States into war, and it was really inconvenient for Roosevelt to come forward on many things.

Marshall continued to introduce the war situation. In the view of this highly acclaimed lieutenant general, Britain could not last long. China was fighting a war of attrition at this stage, and this war of attrition was precisely aimed at Britain's vital point. Britain had the ability to form a very powerful army, but this was relative to European countries and colonies. Compared with the industrialized China with a population of nearly 700 million, the scale of 40 million people was too small.

Even if China adopted the standard of selecting one pilot out of 10,000 people, China could select 70,000. Even if Britain had deep industrial accumulation, if Chinese standards were applied to Britain and one similar pilot could be selected out of 1,000 people, Britain could only select 40,000. Judging from the Sino-British War, the development of the British Air Force actually lagged behind China.

Britain was now using its own elites to fill the lines and fight a war of attrition, while China was attacking the Strait of Malacca, which Britain could not easily give up. Once Britain's elite air force and navy were consumed here, Britain could only rely on the army to confront China. The British Army proved in the Sino-British War that it was not a match for the Chinese Army. If the British Army were stronger, it would not have been possible for the ANZAC Corps to be easily surrounded and annihilated by China, with tens of thousands of prisoners taken to China for trial.

Roosevelt was also very distressed at this time. He agreed very much with the *Pacific Charter* published by He Rui. The Pacific Charter emphasized freedom of navigation, freedom of trade, anti-colonialism, and independent state-building of colonies. This was the path Roosevelt believed the United States should take. Roosevelt had planned to issue a similar declaration with British Prime Minister Churchill when they met, but He Rui seized the initiative. With Churchill ousted, this plan fell through completely.

But Roosevelt could not cooperate with China because of this common route. In other words, precisely because Roosevelt and He Rui chose the same path, Roosevelt could not choose to cooperate with He Rui. Because the world market was only so big, the country leading the future would be either China or the United States. It was impossible to allow two heroes advocating free trade to stand side by side; one country must choose a subordinate position.

Everyone present held the same view. So the situation MacArthur saw had long been seen by the people present. In fact, former British Prime Minister Churchill and current Prime Minister Attlee also knew. Originally, the United States was communicating privately with Attlee, hoping that Britain could drag it out until public opinion in the United States changed.

But they didn't expect the liberated colonial countries to follow China so firmly, winning a great victory over Britain in Lower Burma. At the same time, they created a lot of uprisings in the Bengal region. What was worse was that the colonialist mentality of the British Cabinet was too arrogant. Striking at the Indian independence faction in British India was used by Indian princes to carry out a great purge of Indian intellectuals.

Although Britain had now discovered something was wrong and ordered a stop immediately, the princes did not understand modern economy and international politics at all. They only cared about their own interests and learned only the experience accumulated by the British colonial system over hundreds of years. Under this great purge, the lower-level intellectuals who were close to Britain were slaughtered. The political parties that engaged in parliamentary struggle with Britain, compatible with cooperation and struggle, were beaten to pieces.

On the contrary, those intellectuals who were originally firmly anti-British escaped this blow. The cruel reality made these intellectuals fully accept China's concept of "anti-imperialism, anti-feudalism, and anti-bureaucratic capitalism." When so many Indian elites were forced to China's side by the butcher's knife, the subsequent situation would be very favorable to China.

The meeting went on like this, but there was no result for the time being. Roosevelt made a temporary decision regarding the current situation: "Let Douglas do it first, don't let anyone interfere with him!"
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October 30 was a day of great progress for the Coalition, yet also not so great. The fact that they failed to intercept the British Pacific Fleet made the Joint Navy feel very unhappy.

In comparison, the Army was very happy. By nightfall, a floating platform capable of carrying tanks was finally set up at the landing point. At the same time, a brigade of tropical jungle infantry had basically landed. Jungle infantry were light infantry equipped with halftracks. The need to use halftracks as artillery tractors was considered during their design. Now more than 50 halftracks had landed, and more were landing. Although National Defense Force infantry were accustomed to riding in transport vehicles, every National Defense Force unit possessed the ability to march 100 kilometers on foot. Not to mention that the troops were also equipped with mountain bicycles for this campaign.

At 6:00 AM on the 31st, ten Type 59 tanks that had been unloaded with great difficulty started off as the vanguard. Following behind were squads. More than 100 halftracks were located in the center of these squads, towing 105mm light howitzers and carrying 60mm mortars, fuel, and infantry supplies. The infantry rode special mountain bicycles and set off south together.

Above the troops, attack teams of the Chinese Air Force whizzed past. Their target was the British airfields that they failed to destroy yesterday. They provided reconnaissance for the Army along the way. Aircraft that could not be seen were on standby at the airfield. As long as the Army encountered obstacles during the attack, the Air Force would take off immediately and rush over to destroy the solid strongholds among those obstacles.

The mountain bikes used special puncture-proof solid tires. Riding them did not feel as comfortable as pneumatic tires, but they could prevent meaningless straggling.

In just two hours, the troops had moved more than 20 kilometers south. Residents along the way watched this team with strange equipment from a distance. If one didn't pay attention to the officers and soldiers wearing camouflage uniforms, this team looked like a wealthy family with cars coming out for a group outing.

Some bold people crowded to the roadside to watch. The officers and soldiers directing traffic politely but seriously asked these people not to get close to the marching road. These bold people also cooperated and didn't get too close, while being surprised by the politeness of these "masters." In Malaya, anyone who could ride in a car was an official master. If ordinary people approached the masters' vehicles, they would definitely be driven away or even beaten with sticks by the accompanying soldiers. These people just couldn't resist their curiosity and came over to look; they didn't dare to have any intention of affecting the masters' passage from the beginning.

During these two hours, another 6 tanks and 18 halftracks caught up from behind. With the addition of these armored vehicles and carriers, the comrades of the National Defense Force felt much better. The marching speed was also a bit faster.

At this time, the Air Force fighting in southern Malaya was in pain and happiness. As the fleet approached the southern airfield, it immediately encountered the British Air Force coming to intercept. But after fighting for only ten minutes, the aircrew responsible for flank reconnaissance sent new news: a large number of enemy planes were flying towards our army.

Before the sortie, the troops had considered that they might encounter a large British fleet, so the follow-up fleet immediately stepped forward to intercept. But as soon as they met the opponent, they quickly discovered that the opponent's fighters were painted with the emblem of the US Air Force. Hearing the news, the Group Captain shouted loudly on the radio immediately, "No matter who it is, shoot them down immediately if they enter our warning range!"

With this order, the air battle between China and the United States broke out immediately. As soon as the battle started, everyone forgot whether the opposite side was a British or American plane. No matter who the opponent was, they were obviously here to participate in the war. As long as the Chinese Air Force relaxed a little, they would be shot down by the enemy.

Initially, the Chinese Air Force occupied an obvious advantage. But as more and more US Air Force planes joined, the numerical advantage of the Chinese Air Force disappeared. After the air battle had been going on for more than half an hour, the number of Chinese Air Force planes began to be at a disadvantage. Having no choice, the Air Force could only withdraw first.

An hour later, three Air Force groups coming for reinforcements met with the retreating Chinese Air Force. The Group Captains of both sides talked for a while on the radio and immediately combined their forces to fight back.

On this day, October 31, a spectacular scene of a thousand-plane battle appeared in the sky range of thousands of square kilometers in southern Malaya. Six groups of the Chinese Air Force engaged in fierce battles with four US military groups and two cobbled-together British groups.

Such a battle was unexpected by both sides, but no one cowered. Needless to say for the Chinese Air Force and the British Army, after fighting for a few days, both had many comrades shot down by the other side. China naturally could not let the British Army go, and the British Army, seeing so many American reinforcements, had high morale and pounced fiercely trying to take revenge.

The mentality of the US Air Force Group Captains varied. Some really wanted to fight, while others were hesitant. Although they looked down on the Chinese very much and indeed received the order from MacArthur to fight the Chinese Air Force, seeing so many Chinese Air Force planes, they were also quite apprehensive in their hearts.

But these Group Captains didn't know that before they were selected and sent to the Philippines, the US military had "inspected" them. The main content of the inspection was whether these people were "rash" enough and whether their racist sentiments were strong enough. The vast majority of white Americans were racists. Among these pilots who were almost all racists, those with stronger racism were selected. It could basically be determined that this group of people were guys who would take action driven by racist emotions. The reason for choosing this group of people was that they were most likely to go to war with China driven by racist emotions.

The whole situation was similar to the assessment of American psychologists. Although this group of people hesitated when facing the Chinese Air Force, they still commanded the troops to engage in battle. The battle started just like this.

Planes flying all over the sky flew fast, pulled up, dived, and spiraled. Every plane tried hard to bite the enemy plane or tried its best to get rid of the enemy plane's pursuit. Bullets whizzed through the air, like the scythe of the god of death. From time to time, planes emitted black smoke after being hit, and some planes lost control and fell towards the ground. Immediately, the canopy opened, and the pilot began to parachute. White parachutes opened and descended slowly. The slow movement of the parachutes formed a quite contrasting picture with the high-speed flying fighters.

At 9:30, the Chinese Army finally encountered the first stronghold guarded by enemy troops. This was a town with tropical-style houses on both sides of two streets. The National Defense Force immediately sent personnel from the Malayan Communist Party wearing Chinese military uniforms to persuade them to surrender. The garrison commander was a young British captain. Although he was nervous, his expression showed a sense of determination that he believed he was bearing a huge responsibility. The British captain decisively rejected the persuasion to surrender, stating that he would lead the troops to fight to the end.

Since the British army refused to surrender, the Chinese army immediately began the attack. Tanks went around to the back of the town to block the enemy's retreat route, and infantry rode halftracks to the left and right sides. This was the first battle, so naturally, they wanted to annihilate the enemy completely.

After setting up the encirclement, because the fortifications at the entrance of the town were too simple, the troops used three 60mm mortars to fire three rapid rounds at the fortifications. In a moment, the fortifications were literally razed to the ground. Broken wood, sandbags, mud, and stuff that was unknown whether it was human bodies were blown into a mess.

This scene stunned the officers and soldiers of the National Defense Force. Even if the other party was the enemy, Chinese officers and soldiers gave birth to anger unique to well-trained soldiers. Building such simple fortifications was a crime! No commander in China would do this. If a commander really did this, he would likely be dismissed immediately after the battle, criticized in a circular to the whole army, and might even go to a military court.

Although the enemy's town entrance fortifications were razed, the enemy's layout was so trashy that the commander who should have commanded the forward attack was stunned for a moment. He didn't know what he might encounter next for a moment and had to think about a situation he had never encountered.

In this short time, a commotion came from behind the town entrance. The commander hurriedly raised his binoculars to look and saw some short and thin soldiers wearing colonial military uniforms running out of the houses on both sides of the fortifications, jumping up and down along the uneven road in the town and running into the distance.

"Go!" The commander ordered the soldiers around him, and added a sentence after speaking, "Be careful!"

Thirty minutes later, the battle ended. The town was not big. The colonial native soldiers frightened by the shelling left the British captain and a few British soldiers behind, wanting to escape from the other end of the town. Unexpectedly, just as they ran out, they encountered the tanks blocking the back. Although they didn't understand the power of the cannon of the Type 59 tank and the array machine guns next to it, the moment they saw this colossus, they were all stunned. Immediately they heard shouts in Malay asking them to raise their hands and surrender. These native soldiers were stunned for a moment and obediently raised their hands.

The conflict closest to combat occurred in front of the town hall defended by the captain with a few British soldiers and a few native soldiers. If a fierce battle had broken out before, the National Defense Force would have used 60mm mortars to bombard. But no battle happened in front at all. The Chinese army persuaded them to surrender again, and was rejected again. Immediately, they swept the wooden house with an 11mm machine gun for a few bursts, and many big holes were instantly punched in the wooden wall panels.

Because the combat level of this colonial army was too poor, the officers and soldiers of the National Defense Force did not have the urge to kill these ridiculous guys. The shooting position was relatively high. After firing these few bursts, the troops used a megaphone to persuade them to surrender again. And told the other party that if they didn't come out to surrender, they would use cannon bombardment.

Maybe the comrade persuading surrender had studied in Britain; not long after he shouted in that specious London accent, the tattered house door opened. Because the door hinges were broken, the door crashed down as soon as it opened. The British captain walked out with a face of helplessness and embarrassment and asked, "Will you abide by the Geneva Convention?"

The comrade persuading surrender felt that he had simply participated in a farce. Preparing so seriously, he actually fought such a thing. Already very unhappy, hearing the other party posturing and bringing out the Geneva Convention on Prisoners of War, he stood up angrily and shouted at the other party, "Have you read the Geneva Convention? China is a signatory country!"

Hearing this, the British captain looked at the dark windows surrounding the wooden house. He unbuckled his pistol and said, "Then I surrender. I ask you to treat us in accordance with the provisions of the Geneva Convention."

The comrade persuading surrender stepped forward to take the captain's pistol. Seeing that this guy was still putting on airs at this time, he said angrily in Chinese, "Will you die if you don't act tough?" (*ni bu zhuang b hui si me?*)

The British captain was startled. He subconsciously took a step back and questioned with a mixture of shock and anger, "What? You want to kill surrendered prisoners?"

The comrade persuading surrender was angered by this question. Just as he wanted to scold this guy for talking nonsense, Battalion Commander Lü Fengxian, who walked over from the side, asked first, "You have learned Chinese?"

"I have learned it. You said 'si' (die/kill); doesn't that mean killing people?" the captain answered unhappily.

Hearing this, Lü Fengxian held back his laughter and translated the Chinese of the comrade persuading surrender into English. The British captain, who understood, immediately protested with a red face, "I protest, you cannot insult me!"

The comrade persuading surrender couldn't help shouting, "You have delayed us a lot of time. Call your people out quickly. We are very busy and have to hurry!"

The British captain's face turned redder due to anger. But this time he didn't talk nonsense, just called his subordinates out. After completing the surrender, the British captain said unconvinced, "You are just lucky; we don't have many troops. Wait until you get to Manila and Singapore, then you will know what impregnable walls are."

Hearing this, the comrade persuading surrender wanted to retort angrily. Battalion Commander Lü Fengxian stopped him and said confidently to the surrendered captain, "Mr. Captain, after I lead the troops to experience the impregnable walls, I will write a letter to discuss it with the people in the prisoner-of-war camp."

After speaking, he ignored the British captain. Lü Fengxian commanded the troops to reorganize the offensive formation, handed the prisoners over to the follow-up troops, and continued south.

At this time, the great air battle in southern Malaya also began to end. Although the US Air Force had a cowboy spirit, cowboys would retreat when encountering disadvantages. After the great air battle had gone on for half an hour, the US troops were a bit better; because of the advanced radio system, the troops could barely maintain order. The British Air Force had never fought such a large-scale battle, and the radio system was chaotic.

Seeing that the situation was not good, several US Air Force Group Captains didn't pretend to be heroes; they gathered their troops and began to retreat. And the Chinese Air Force wasn't much better. Although new transistor controllers were adopted and the communication of various units had clear levels, such a large-scale battle was simply not something the troops could control at this stage. Seeing the US Air Force retreat, several Group Captains of the Chinese Air Force also communicated with each other and chose to retreat. Without determining a winner, the unexpected great air battle ended just like this.

In the afternoon, the Air Force Frontline Command did not launch another attack. This thousand-plane battle proved that the US military had participated in the war. This was a diplomatic issue. Whether the US Air Force's participation was the independent action of a part of the US Air Force, or whether the United States had entered the war without declaring it—this needed to be clarified through diplomatic channels.

In addition, although the Air Force had indeed conducted simulations of thousand-plane battles, no one expected such a thing to really happen, and the frontline Air Force had not been trained. So the Air Force immediately sent information about the simulation to the front line urgently to train the frontline Air Force. If it happened next time, at least such a chaotic situation would not appear.

But in addition to quickly building airfields, the Air Force also provided escorts for the Army. The reason why the thousand-plane battle didn't continue was largely because the Chinese Air Force had to depart from airfields in Cambodia, which was a certain distance away and not beneficial to our army. If the Air Force could take off directly from Malaya, very close to the front line, the thousand-plane battle would just be fought.

After receiving the news, He Rui immediately ordered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to question why the United States participated in the war. The United States gave a reply immediately. "Those fighters were weapons and equipment provided by the United States to Britain under the 'Lend-Lease Act.' Because the British side did not paint over the US Air Force markings immediately, a misunderstanding occurred. The US military did not participate in the battle with China."

He Rui didn't believe this, but there was nothing he could do at this time. Because the air battle was fought in the British-controlled area, China failed to capture prisoners. To date, more than 80 Chinese pilots had not returned after parachuting when their planes lost control. However, their efforts were also rewarded; the Chinese Army had successfully landed. Next, they had to rely on the Army to fight to Manila and Singapore. If there was an air battle then, China would be able to capture prisoners. At that time, as long as US pilots were captured, they could see how the US government would quibble!
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On the morning of October 31, the British Air Force took off to begin patrolling, but by 11:00 AM, there was no sign of the Chinese Air Force. While nervous, the British Air Force couldn't help but speculate: could it be that the Chinese Air Force couldn't withstand such fierce air combat either?

Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the Singapore Theater, received a piece of news that put him under immense pressure: the Chinese Army arrived at Kuantan, an important port in Malaya, around 10:30 AM, and quickly launched an attack.

Once Kuantan Port fell, China could use the port of Kuantan for landing. Yesterday's great air battle proved that with the full support of the United States, the British Air Force could block the fierce attack of the Chinese Air Force. But the huge number of Chinese Army troops had powerful air cover. When these Army troops rushed towards the Malayan capital Kuala Lumpur and the important seaport Singapore in huge numbers, the 100,000 Commonwealth troops probably couldn't resist them.

Soon, Douglas MacArthur, Commander-in-Chief of the US Forces in the Philippines, received a call from Singapore asking if the US military could send troops to the Philippines to participate in ground combat. MacArthur also received yesterday's report. The huge number of Chinese Air Force planes made MacArthur feel that the pressure of the war in front of him was too great. Unless the US government declared war on China, relying only on the military resources of the Philippines alone was not enough to stop the Chinese Army's offensive.

Receiving the urgent telegram from the British Commander of the Singapore Theater, MacArthur was not in a hurry. His gaze fell on India, northwest of Singapore. The importance of India to China needed no elaboration. MacArthur believed that India was likely to start chaos under China's attack at this stage. Britain not only could not get reinforcements from India but also had to transfer troops and materials from the already fragile Singapore region to aid India.

This was not only MacArthur's view but also the entire view of the Philippines Command. The Philippines Command believed that even if Britain did not transfer Singapore's strength to maintain the war in India at present, as long as Singapore could not get continuous support, even if the US forces in the Philippines fully supported Singapore, the use would be limited.

Although the Southeast Asian region produced oil, its refining capacity was very weak. The industrial capacity of this region alone could not maintain large-scale operations for a long time. Just yesterday's sortie consumed a large amount of gasoline. If it weren't for several large oil depots newly built during the US strengthening of the Philippines, and the regular oil transportation from the United States, the US Air Force couldn't withstand such consumption either.

It was not until 2:00 PM that MacArthur sent a telegram to the British Command in Singapore, stating that the Philippines could not provide ground support to the Singapore Theater.

At this time, the Chinese Army attacking Kuantan had entered the final stage of the battle. In this battle, the British garrison had the designation of a division, but the troops were Commonwealth forces, and their will to fight was very weak. Although they did not collapse at the first touch initially, the Malayan local troops among the defenders collapsed immediately after being bombarded violently by the Chinese Air Force. The Chinese Army swarmed in through the gap, quickly dividing the British defense system, leading to the continued collapse of more Malayan local troops.

Although there were still a few British strongholds in the city resisting desperately, no matter how fierce this scattered resistance was, it had no impact on the entire war situation.

Before the battle was over, the National Defense Force had already controlled the port and began to signal the Navy.

At 3:00 PM, the Air Force and Artillery cooperated with each other and razed several British strongholds in one fell swoop. At this time, a Chinese frigate of more than 600 tons sailed into Kuantan Port and slowly docked at the port berth. As soon as the ship stopped steadily, the naval liaison personnel immediately lowered the gangway and went ashore quickly.

Saluting each other with the Army personnel who came to meet him, the two spoke almost simultaneously, "When can we start?"

Both were stunned for a moment, and then both smiled. This time it was the Navy comrade who spoke first, "Did you get the plan?"

"Got it, and the personnel have been allocated. Can we start now?" the Army comrade replied. The plan was formulated in units of 10 minutes, and the steps were very detailed. Fortunately, one of the several basic construction ideas of the National Defense Force was "STEM thinking," plus the enemy opposite was not strong, thousands of equipment parts were all ready. The Army provided sufficient manpower, and the personnel for management, distribution, and execution provided a 10% redundancy.

The Navy comrade raised his hand and looked at his watch. "It is 3:18 PM now."

"Mine too." The Army comrade's watch showed the same time.

"Let's start at 3:40."

"Okay."

After speaking, the two saluted each other and turned away.

The Army needed to transport armored equipment ashore through Kuantan Port very quickly, and the Navy needed it too. Even if only for the desire to fight, once the Navy began large-scale transportation in Kuantan Port, it was possible to attract the British fleet to attack. Presumably, the British army would not let a fleet without air protection come to attack alone; the British Air Force would also send planes for escort. Fighting in an area controlled by China, not a single shot-down British pilot could think of escaping. As long as the British Air Force was annihilated, that British fleet, no matter how confident, would be completely sunk.

The Navy comrade's understanding of the British Navy was correct. At this time in the Indian Ocean, a fleet centered on three new "King George V-class battleships" had arrived in the outer sea of Rangoon, Burma.

On October 26, China recognized Burma's independence and stationed air forces in Upper Burma. On October 27, with the cooperation of the Chinese Air Force, the Upper Burma National Defense Force, which had already entered Burma for combat, cooperated closely with the Burma People's Army and eliminated the last two British army positions in Burma. The troops went to the border line between Burma and Bengal to build defensive positions.

Since Britain had declared war on China, it was naturally impossible to have any scruples. On October 26, the British Indian Army launched an attack on the Siliguri Corridor defense line on the border between the Republic of Assam and India.

The Siliguri Corridor defense line was 30 kilometers long and was a border defense line built by China to help the Republic of Assam. The Republic of Assam was not enthusiastic about war, but the people of the Republic of Assam were very vigilant against being invaded again.

Entering September, the Republic of Assam fully activated the defense line and placed three divisions before and after the border line. As soon as the British army began to attack, the troops immediately entered the Siliguri defense line. This defense line was built completely in accordance with the mode of modern warfare; it was very solid, and there were no dead angles in defense. Eight British Indian brigades attacked continuously for three days without making any progress; instead, they lost troops and generals.

Seeing that the situation could not be opened in the Assam region, the British Command in India decided to shell and bomb Rangoon on a large scale. Generally speaking, even if an important port city like Rangoon was lost, Britain would not destroy it. Britain had plenty of sensible people; although the British Empire suffered setbacks, it could always get what it wanted. Keeping Rangoon Port, Britain could come back later.

After serious thinking about the current situation, the sensible people in Britain concluded that Britain could not defeat China independently, nor could it win by dragging in France and Germany. The current priority was to wait for the United States to complete general mobilization and enter the war to ensure that they would not be defeated. As for whether China could be defeated, the British sensible people believed that it depended on the attitude of the Soviet Union.

If the Soviet Union joined the Anglo-American side, pressure could be applied to China from every direction. If the Soviet Union stood still, China could only be driven back and blocked, but it was impossible to defeat China.

British Prime Minister Attlee was preparing to meet with US President Roosevelt, and the two sides would jointly issue the *Atlantic Charter*. The reason why the United States wanted to ally with Britain was that the United States wanted to compete for the position of leading the future world. In pursuit of a global free market, the attitudes of China and the United States were no different. Therefore, the US representative had proposed that Britain must promise to liberate the colonies.

Even if China was defeated, it was impossible for Britain to continue colonizing Burma, and the important Burmese port of Rangoon would become an important anchorage for China in the Indian Ocean, so there was no need to keep Rangoon. Shelling Rangoon could also let the Burmese see how terrifying Britain's anger was, and could also weaken the will of the Burmese to fight against Britain.

In addition to political factors, there was another factor purely related to war. Britain received intelligence that China was preparing to place a torpedo bomber attack unit in Rangoon. If they didn't destroy Rangoon now, Britain would have no chance later.

The King George V-class battleships were new British battleships approved for construction when former Prime Minister Chamberlain was in office. These battleships started construction in 1937 and were launched successively from 1940 to 1941. Britain and the United States began military cooperation in 1938, and the P-47 and P-51 fighters were the result of cooperation starting at that time. Britain provided engine technology to the United States, and the United States provided radar technology to Britain. In the cooperation of 1941, American companies obtained orders for air and surface search radars on five King George V-class battleships.

Now, the radars of the *Duke of York*, *Anson*, and *Howe* battleships did not find signs of the Chinese Air Force. The signals from the sky were the British Air Force's P-38 Lightning fighters and F2F Wildcat fighters. Britain knew the principle of using good steel on the blade. Although P-47 and P-51 had the potential of top fighters and although there were still various problems, they were sent to the battlefield with the fiercest fighting. The aircraft escorting in the Indian Ocean this time used the older P-38 and F2F.

Britain was really familiar with shelling ports of backward countries. Finding no Chinese fighters, a total of 30 45-caliber Mark VII main guns on the three King George V-class battleships loaded high-explosive shells and began to bombard. Each of these shells was filled with hundreds of kilograms of high explosives. After the shell landed, buildings within a radius of dozens of meters were instantly reduced to nothing.

The 45-caliber Mark VII main gun could fire shells to 18,000 meters, which was 18 kilometers away. In naval battles, such extreme shooting didn't make much sense, just wasting ammunition suddenly. But when shelling a city, as long as the shell landed in the city, it could cause huge damage. As for which people were hurt, Britain not only didn't care but never considered it. For hundreds of years, when facing the resistance of colonial people, colonialists always massacred them first.

Before long, thick smoke was already rolling in the urban area of Rangoon. And the radar monitoring personnel reported to the top, "Report Commander, a group of planes coming from the northeast was found on the radar. We think it should be the Chinese Air Force."

These words were said with a lack of confidence. Hearing the news, the British Fleet Commander immediately determined that it was the Chinese Air Force. In current Asia, only China could dispatch large aircraft groups in a place like Burma.

"Aircraft meet the enemy, ships retreat, maintain air defense formation during retreat," the British Fleet Commander ordered.

Air combat unfolded fiercely immediately. British fleet observers were horrified to find that the P-38 fighters and F2F fighters, which performed well in the Battle of Britain where enemy aircraft were discovered in advance, now also discovered the enemy fleet first, but as soon as the battle started, P-38s and F2Fs began to be shot down.

With the unfolding of the air battle, the Chinese J-9 fighters, which did not show advantages when facing P-47 and P-51, suddenly showed amazing combat effectiveness. Climbing, diving, spiraling, and other aspects all exceeded British aircraft. Especially in the combat style of the Air Force, the Chinese Air Force showed strong aggressiveness, and all flight movements were extreme.

In less than 15 minutes of engagement, half of the British Air Force planes were damaged and withdrew from the air battle. The remaining British Air Force requested coordination from the fleet's anti-aircraft firepower.

These words sounded very comfortable and angry in the ears of the British Fleet Commander. The fact that the anti-aircraft firepower of the British Navy provided help to the Air Force proved that the British Navy was still the side with more combat effectiveness. But the mission of the Air Force was to cover the Navy. Being unable to hold on so quickly showed how useless the British Air Force was.

Fortunately, the coordination exercises between the British Navy and Air Force had been going on for more than half a year. The Fleet Commander immediately agreed to the request of the British Air Force. The British Air Force immediately gave up the hard fight with the Chinese Air Force and began to fly into the range of the British Navy's artillery. The role of the British Air Force at this time had changed to bait. As long as the Chinese Air Force chased the British Air Force, it would enter the anti-aircraft fire of the British Navy and be shot down by equipment with new air defense fire systems.

In the high-power Zeiss optical observation lenses of the British fleet observers, the Chinese Air Force surprisingly did not fall for it. They saw them circling outside the British anti-aircraft fire like a pack of cunning and vicious wolves. Although they didn't pounce to attack, they didn't retreat either. Looking at their appearance, they should be looking for a fighter opportunity.

The British Air Force fighters kept stepping forward to provoke, hoping to lure the other side to rush over. The planes of both sides danced in the air like butterflies wearing flowers, as if performing a beautiful waltz. But this waltz was spinning on the line of death. All British anti-aircraft guns were ready, and the British Air Force deliberately gave way to some air cover, exposing the British fleet to the Chinese Air Force.

The British Fleet Commander was also waiting. At this time, the fleet had sailed 10 nautical miles out to sea and continued to sail to the open sea. If the Chinese Air Force pounced down to attack, the British fleet could take various maneuvering sailing actions at any time to avoid bombs.

At this moment, the optical observer's call came into the bridge. From the receiver, the observer's nervousness could be heard. "Sir, another batch of Chinese planes is flying close to the sea surface. They are all J-9 fighters. Damn it, those planes should be carrying torpedoes!"

Everyone in the bridge was stunned. The reason why they dared to run to Rangoon for shelling was that they heard that Chinese torpedo attack aircraft hadn't arrived in Rangoon yet, and the Chinese Air Force in Rangoon consisted of fighters like the J-9 that only had air combat and bomb-dropping capabilities.

At this time, the voice of the optical observer came from the receiver again. This time the observer's voice became panicked. "Report Sir, confirmed that those J-9 fighters are all loaded with torpedoes! Confirmed that the enemy's torpedo attack aircraft are flying towards our army!"
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Zeiss, a time-honored brand in the European optical industry, had developed many excellent products. After the Anglo-German peace, it received many British orders. The British fleet shelling Rangoon, Burma, basically used Zeiss optical observation lenses. In the optical observation lenses, the J-9 fighters flying low towards the British fleet all carried a thick object underneath.

Ordinary people probably couldn't distinguish the difference between a big bomb and a torpedo, but the British fleet observers judged it was a torpedo just by seeing the shape of this thing more than 10,000 meters away in the optical observer. In addition to the high level of British observers, the standard of Zeiss optical equipment was also very important.

The perimeter of the three King George V-class battleships was a protection group composed of destroyers, all installed with US fire control systems. Originally, Roosevelt intended to use this equipment to rip off Britain severely, for example, exchanging 50 destroyers for some British bases in key locations.

But after the Anglo-German peace, Britain and Germany conducted a lot of military cooperation, and the United States did not highlight its irreplaceability at this stage. This most advanced radar fire control system had to be sold to Britain through normal trade.

These fire control radars aimed at the Chinese fighters within 30 seconds, but the Chinese fighters were flying at an altitude of 40 meters above the sea surface. The artillery above 100mm controlled by the fire control radar could not lower the shooting angle to such a low level, and the range of the heavy machine guns controlled by the fire control system was only 3 kilometers. They couldn't reach the Chinese fighters at all.

"Are the Chinese madmen really crazy!" An air defense weapon operation officer on a British destroyer cursed. The British Air Force knew very well how dangerous low-altitude flight close to the sea surface was. With a slight deviation, the plane would crash directly into the sea surface.

Water looked soft, but hitting the sea surface at a speed of more than 200 kilometers per hour was no different from hitting concrete; the plane would be destroyed immediately. Under the huge impact, the pilot would faint at best or suffer ruptured internal organs at worst, basically without considering being rescued. This was something only the most fanatical madmen would do, which fit the Chinese madmen very well.

The British Navy's view of the Chinese Air Force was undoubtedly prejudice. There was no lack of passionate people among Chinese pilots, but their own lives could still keep everyone calm. The pilots launching the attack now concentrated on controlling the altitude and speed of the plane relying on instruments. The altimeter radar provided the altitude from the sea surface, and the surface search radar provided the distance to the enemy ship. The J-9 fighter was a two-seat fighter, and these complex and precise tasks were shared by two pilots.

At a distance of 5 kilometers from the British fleet, the operator in the back seat counted down, "3, 2, 1! Fire!" His finger also pressed the launch button.

The air-launched torpedo weighing nearly 1 ton, firmly fixed on the buckle under the plane, was released under the control of the fly-by-wire system. The J-9 fighter suddenly became lighter, and the pilot immediately pulled the plane to the upper left while turning the plane's power to the maximum. The fighter flew straight into the sky with uneven acceleration, making a 180-degree turn with a smooth aerial somersault trajectory.

If the British fleet air defense system fired fully into the air at this time, it was possible to find a firing angle. But they had no chance because the torpedo rushed towards the British warship with a very obvious wake. The radio communication system inside the fleet immediately became lively. "This is Ship 019. A torpedo entered the water from the 209-degree direction of my ship, angle of incidence 15 degrees. My ship is evading."

"This is Ship 019. Two more torpedoes entered the water from the 215-degree direction of my ship, angle of incidence 15 degrees..."

With the transmission of various data, computers on various large British ships began to calculate frantically, and the fleet began to mobilize the positions of all warships based on the calculation results. In the 21st century where He Rui lived, these were all done by computers. In this era, although technology had not reached the level of the 21st century, the basic methods of coping were already very mature.

The captain of the outermost destroyer was confident about avoiding the torpedoes, but beyond his expectations, those torpedoes actually adjusted their direction automatically during the voyage. The long wakes showed arcs, and the tips of the arcs rushed straight towards the destroyer.

The destroyer captain was stunned. He loudly ordered the helmsman to adjust direction. All personnel in the bridge stood where they were, holding tightly to things around them that could help stabilize their bodies. The high-maneuver operation of the ship made it difficult to stand.

For a moment, many British naval personnel thought they could probably avoid the torpedoes, but with a huge vibration, the captain and the personnel in the bridge were shaken directly to the ground. The captain's head collided with the hard table. Before his consciousness disappeared, the captain shouted in his heart, "Damn Jerries!" Then he passed out.

After the Anglo-German peace, in order to strengthen military mutual trust between the two sides, Britain and Germany exchanged equipment. Britain then learned that Germany had produced a torpedo that tracked noise sources, which could hit enemy warships very effectively in naval battles. The automatic tracking mode of Chinese torpedoes obviously adopted the same idea as German torpedoes.

The British destroyer captain's view was correct, but China developed this torpedo guidance system independently and did not introduce technology from Germany. China's torpedo guidance system used technologies such as logic circuits, laser gyroscopes, wireless control explosion, and timed explosion.

The outermost British warships were sunk in a very short time, and a huge gap immediately appeared in their fleet air defense system. Follow-up torpedo attack aircraft swarmed in through this gap, and torpedoes were shot from this gap towards the battleships located in the center of the fleet as if they cost no money.

Battleship helmsmen were naval officers of extremely high levels. Facing traditional torpedo attacks, battleships might even pass through the gaps between three parallel-fired torpedoes. But facing 10 torpedoes fired from multiple angles, this was no longer a situation that human power could cope with.

The first victim was the battleship *Anson*. It tried to use the extreme speed of 34 knots to get rid of the torpedoes, but the huge noise made by the propellers became the target of the torpedoes. The Chinese torpedo using a solid fuel rocket engine slammed into the rear of the battleship *Anson* at a speed of 42 knots, and the speed of the *Anson* slowed down immediately.

After the *Anson* began to list, the middle of the battleship *Howe* was hit successively by three torpedoes coming from the side front. Hundreds of kilograms of RDX high explosives exploded inside the ship, causing the ammunition depot of the *Howe* to detonate sympathetically. A column of fire thousands of meters high broke through the deck and rushed straight into the sky. The huge battleship broke into two sections from the middle. Although the battleship *Howe* was hit later, it sank earlier than the battleship *Anson*.

At this time, 8 of the 12 British destroyers on the periphery had been sunk. The former fleet air defense system completely disintegrated. Chinese J-9 fighters had begun attacking from both front and rear directions. More than a dozen white wakes appeared on the sea surface, centered on the battleship *Duke of York*, forming the shape of a chrysanthemum.

Hearing the news that there were torpedoes all around, front, back, left, and right, the British Fleet Commander stood up with a pale face, adjusted his military cap, and said to a group of equally pale naval officers around him in a calm voice full of emotion, "Gentlemen, long live the British Empire!"

The surrounding officers were stunned. Some officers just reacted, and before they had time to echo the Commander's words, the *Duke of York* vibrated violently. The underwater part of this huge 36,000-ton warship was blown open with more than a dozen large holes. The British naval officers and soldiers located on the lower levels of the warship were swept away by the surging seawater before they could even scream. Those wide-open mouths were immediately filled with seawater, blocking their screams in their throats.

The British Navy on the middle and lower levels ran desperately to the upper levels, but the seawater poured in too fast. Their speed running up was far slower than the speed of the warship sinking. Moreover, too many people ran up along the internal stairs. Under the fear of survival, the sailors pushed and shoved, immediately blocking the narrow passages. Within 3 minutes, tens of thousands of tons of seawater poured into the warship. Within 10 minutes, the *Duke of York* sank into the sea with thousands of British sailors and the fleet command.

Three minutes later than the *Duke of York*, the battleship *Anson* also sank into the sea with its stern down and bow raised high.

At this time, only 4 British destroyers remained on the sea surface. After losing the air defense protection of surface ships, the remaining British Air Force fled desperately and were immediately shot down by the overwhelming quantity and quality of the Chinese Air Force.

When the British destroyer captains thought they were finished, they received a radio message from the Chinese Air Force on the international public channel: "Your main force has been annihilated. Continuing to fight is meaningless. Since our army has no ships here, we cannot rescue the British naval officers and soldiers who fell into the water. Out of humanitarianism, our army demands your ship surrender to rescue the people in the water as soon as possible."

The faces of the British destroyer captains all turned white. As the glorious British Navy, they were unwilling to surrender, but they were also unwilling to die in vain. A few minutes later, a British destroyer captain replied, "The glorious tradition of the British Navy does not allow us to surrender."

The other party replied immediately, "You can choose humanitarian action. After the rescue, our army will detain the British warships. But personnel participating in humanitarian rescue will not be considered prisoners of war. We will transfer you to the front line and hand you over to your country as soon as possible. Please rest assured, we respect soldiers who fight bravely, so our army will provide proof including photos to the British side to ensure that the actions of the officers and soldiers participating in humanitarian actions on your ship will not be misunderstood as surrender."

The British destroyer captains all knew that they were now fish on the chopping board. The reason for refusing to surrender was naturally the so-called military honor, but more because there was no way out to surrender now. When the Chinese army gave them enough of a way out and promised to release them immediately, the British destroyer captains were also unwilling to die in vain with the officers and soldiers of the whole ship.

Within the 20-minute thinking time stipulated by the Chinese Air Force, the destroyer captains all decided to "participate in humanitarian rescue operations." During the rescue operations, the British captains all sent telegrams reporting the current situation to the Command of the British Forces in India. The Chinese Air Force also reported the battle situation to the superiors.

The British side was shocked. They didn't expect that the fleet air defense system, which performed extremely well during domestic tests, would be so vulnerable after losing air cover.

The members of the Central Military Commission breathed a sigh of relief. In China's exercises, the Air Force showed an overwhelming advantage over the Navy. But the Chinese Navy had always been weak, and there were always people worried that an old naval power like Britain could do what the Chinese Navy could not. Judging from the results of this battle, the British Navy was not only no stronger than the Chinese Air Force but even performed worse.

The voice of the battleship faction in the Navy was originally very small. It was only after China built more than a dozen battleships that the voice of the battleship faction became a bit louder. This was entirely because battleship captains did not want to be in the position of auxiliary ships from the beginning. This campaign proved the weakness of standalone battleships facing the Air Force. Battleship captains either kept silent or considered whether they could transfer to become aircraft carrier captains now.

The Air Force was in high spirits, but received a notification from He Rui: "The J-9 is a very good advanced trainer aircraft and can serve as very effective low-speed, low-intensity equipment for the Air Force. But the future sky will still be dominated by jet fighters."

If it weren't for this naval battle, the Air Force would definitely suspect that someone had said something bad in front of He Rui. But only the victor can be generous. With this great victory as a foundation, He Rui's words could be accepted relatively easily. To date, the J-9 had performed well in air combat and bombing. This time, the J-9 showed strong combat capabilities in torpedo attacks again. It was indeed a pity that such a fighter with full combat capabilities was not the hegemon of the future sky. Although there were still many problems with jet fighters now, and it would take some time to produce satisfactory models, with He Rui's instructions, the Air Force was full of confidence in future jet fighters.

Those senior Air Force generals with a more global view heard the words He Rui didn't say explicitly from his words: the Chinese Air Force should no longer invest funds in the continued development of propeller aircraft.

When a weapon achieves unprecedented success, everyone naturally develops path dependence. Especially those who did not have decision-making power before would use such a victory to fight for decision-making power. These comrades might not act out of malice, and their reasons seemed reasonable: "As long as we do this and that, the J-9 fighter and its follow-up models can do this and that."

From the perspective of development, this statement was undoubtedly marking time. So He Rui couldn't say it explicitly. For high-level generals, it was enough to know this kind of thing; saying it out loud would only hurt unity.

On November 1, the British Pacific Fleet received an order: only the *Prince of Wales* would remain among the 6 battleships in the fleet, and the remaining 5 would go to Mumbai to join the Indian Ocean Fleet. The naval forces in the Singapore theater were adjusted, with the battleship *Prince of Wales* and the battlecruiser *Repulse* as core ships, mainly consisting of cruisers installed with fleet air defense systems, to build a more complete air defense system.

But the Commander of the Singapore Theater soon discovered that all he could do was to let the 5 precious battleships leave Singapore as soon as possible. In the last two days, the main attacking force of the Chinese army changed from the Air Force to the Army. Under air cover, the Chinese Army that seized Kuantan Port suddenly divided its forces into two routes, one lunging straight at Kuala Lumpur, and the other continuing south, heading straight for Singapore.

The Commonwealth troops responsible for blocking on the road collapsed at the first touch. All distress telegrams emphasized that under the leadership of tank units, the Chinese army's offensive was fierce, and the defenders could not resist at all.

Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the Singapore Theater, had participated in the Western European campaign and seen the fierce offensive of German armored forces with his own eyes. The main force of the Singapore Theater was the British Army and the ANZAC Corps, both defending in the Singapore Fortress. Those used to block the Chinese army were basically local native soldiers. They were not equipped with tanks at all, not even heavy artillery. It was impossible to stop the Chinese armored forces.

Looking at the two red arrows representing the Chinese army on the map, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival fell into deep depression. The British forces in Singapore and Malaya were not weak. With the British army's current understanding of war, this army would definitely have achieved very good results if placed in the period of the Western European campaign. But the performance of the Chinese army, like the German army in the Western European campaign, exceeded the imagination of the British army again.

If he hadn't witnessed the thousand-plane air battle, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival could not have imagined that comprehensive advantages on the ground and at sea could be achieved relying solely on the Air Force. Sitting in his chair, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival suddenly had the thought that he was really old.
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On November 2, the new British battleship *King George V* docked steadily at the berth in the port of Washington, D.C. British Prime Minister Attlee led some cabinet members onto the deck. The oncoming cold wind made Prime Minister Attlee tighten the collar of his coat.

The coats of other cabinet members were all buttoned tight. The warm Atlantic current made winter in Western Europe relatively warm, with London's winter temperature mostly above 0 degrees Celsius. The temperature of this current dropped greatly during its journey to the east coast of North America, and winter temperatures in New York and Washington, D.C. were mostly below 0 degrees Celsius.

Even lower than the temperature in Washington was Attlee's mood. In warm India, the British Navy stationed in India suffered heavy losses. The fleet centered on three "King George V-class battleships" was annihilated by the Chinese Aviation, shaking the British Navy. The battleships with heavy guns and thick armor that once dominated the oceans were so vulnerable in front of small aircraft, forcing the British Navy to admit that the era of battleships had begun to end.

In the tropical Singapore theater, the Chinese Army advanced wildly under air cover, with vanguards reaching Kuala Lumpur in Malaya and the vicinity of Singapore respectively. having experienced the failure of the British Army in the Western European campaign, although Britain was greatly shocked domestically, at least there was no panic like last year.

Prime Minister Attlee stood on the high deck, watching the US presidential motorcade stop beside the battleship. He had to suspect in his heart whether he really couldn't compare to former Prime Minister Churchill. On June 4 last year, 1940, when former Prime Minister Churchill delivered his "We Shall Fight on the Beaches" speech in the House of Commons, he blatantly shouted to the United States, "until, in God's good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old."

At that time, Attlee also held the determination to fight to the end, but he had qualms about relying on the United States. Later, after the Anglo-German peace and Churchill was ousted, Attlee once thought that Britain's most dangerous time might be over. What had happened now proved that Churchill had more strategic vision. If Attlee had chosen to cooperate more with the United States in the Southeast Asian region at that time, perhaps the United States would have already declared war on China.

"It's not too late now." Attlee cheered himself up in his heart. At this time, the US presidential motorcade stopped steadily. Several US naval officers lifted Roosevelt's wheelchair from the car. Without putting down the wheelchair, they carefully carried Roosevelt and the wheelchair onto the British battleship *King George V*.

Warships were considered an extension of a country's inherent territory. Attlee and his party arrived in the US capital, Washington, but the meeting was held on a battleship, which meant holding such an important meeting on British territory. This could be considered a tribute to the former British hegemony.

When Roosevelt and his wheelchair were steady on the deck, Attlee stepped forward to shake hands cordially with Roosevelt, and then with Secretary of State Hull and other important personnel accompanying Roosevelt. While shaking hands cordially with Roosevelt, Attlee noticed that Roosevelt didn't look cordial. Even though he had permanently lost the ability of his legs due to disability, the feeling Roosevelt gave Attlee was still like a towering giant.

Attlee was in no mood to exchange pleasantries with these people and said directly, "It's cold outside, please come in." After speaking, he took the lead to guide the way.

The main purpose of this meeting between the British and American leaders was to sign the *Atlantic Charter*, the content of which had basically been determined. Since He Rui launched the *Pacific Charter* first, the *Atlantic Charter* looked very similar to the *Pacific Charter*. This was inevitable; both China and the United States advocated global free trade. Global free trade required ending the monopoly of colonial empires on colonies, and the demands of China and the United States in this regard were no different.

As the world's largest colonial empire, Britain didn't need to make any complicated decisions now; Britain only needed to consider whether to be eaten by China or by the United States. Choosing the lesser of two evils, the British upper class chose the United States. China's *Pacific Charter* opposed fascism, colonialism, and racism. If China became the next world leader, Britain would not only lose its colonies but also face trial. Compared with China's clear-cut attitude, the United States' seemingly high-minded "self-determination" was actually very empty, with a lot of room for manipulation.

The meeting began naturally with a dialogue between the heads of state. Only Attlee, Roosevelt, the British Foreign Secretary, and the US Secretary of State were in the room. Attlee put forward a suggestion that the British Cabinet expected Roosevelt to agree with: "Mr. President, when targeting China, this enemy of the free world, can we add the modifier 'white world'?"

Roosevelt shook his head. "Mr. Prime Minister, the purpose of the *Atlantic Charter* is to build a better world, not to divide the world in two."

Attlee did not agree with Roosevelt's view. "Mr. President, China has built an anti-white alliance through anti-colonialism. If China wins the war, the achievements of civilization spread by the white world in the past 500 years will be destroyed in one day. Are you willing to see such a result?"

Roosevelt did not agree with this attitude. He beat Attlee, "Mr. Prime Minister, the job of a politician is to point out the future direction, not to engage in demagogic propaganda."

Attlee felt that Roosevelt was truly hypocritical. British intelligence showed that the US upper class was using religious and racial topics to build hatred against China through guidance. The main support areas of the US Democratic Party were the southern states. The background color of these areas was far-right, and those engaged in propaganda were even more unscrupulous.

In far-right propaganda, China was the enemy of the white world, an atheist who did not believe in God, an evil aggressor who delusionally wanted to promote the Chinese lifestyle to the whole world, and an enemy of Christ. The war against China was a holy war. Victory over China would be the final victory of white people and followers nurtured by white civilization in the world!

In reports obtained by the British Cabinet, these views were very capable of moving ordinary Americans, especially when pastors shouted loudly to believers, "Defeating the Chinese is the task entrusted to us by the Lord!" The believers listening to the sermon would all cheer. The pastors would then lead the believers to sing the battle hymn "Hallelujah," looking very united.

But Attlee knew that Roosevelt's definition of a politician was correct. He changed his wording. "Britain suggests adding content against retaliation."

Hearing this, Roosevelt's evaluation of Attlee dropped a lot. Attlee was not unintelligent, but too petty. His mind was full of British interests, but he ignored the status quo. Britain was no longer the former world hegemon, but a completely passive party. In this regard, Attlee was inferior to Churchill. Churchill at least clearly recognized Britain's current situation, so he frankly pointed out the fact: "until, in God's good time, the New World, with all its power and might, steps forth to the rescue and the liberation of the old."

Attlee proposed the white world one moment and opposed retaliation the next. Wasn't his purpose to become the advocate of the "white world" concept and thereby gain a voice that Britain shouldn't possess?

This was the behavior of the weak, only the weak who did so were not self-aware. The last one to do this was Wilhelm II, who proposed the "Yellow Peril." Britain was still very powerful at that time and did not echo Wilhelm II.

Seeing Britain decline to this extent with his own eyes, Roosevelt was not happy. Compared with the current British Prime Minister, He Rui's vision was so high that one had to look up to him. Roosevelt had to suspect: could this teammate Britain really help in the future? When facing difficult choices, would Britain stab him in the back?

Seeing that Roosevelt did not answer, Attlee thought his view had moved Roosevelt. He continued, "Mr. President, we both believe that it is necessary for Britain and the United States to build a better human world. But this process must never be violent or destructive. China, however, uses some tragedies in the early stages of civilization spread to incite hatred and encourage killing. This practice is barbaric. As the civilized world, we must fight against this barbarism."

Roosevelt couldn't deny Attlee's words, but he doubted Attlee's reliability even more. What this person said was the result, and he did not grasp the root cause. The American upper-class elites certainly knew what the United States had done in history. The Roosevelt family was once one of the few large slave-trading families in the United States, and the Roosevelt family also engaged in the business of selling opium to China. But the conclusion reached by the American elite academic layer analyzing China's retaliatory mentality believed that these messy things were not the root of China's impulse for revenge.

The fundamental reason for China's anger was the extreme arrogance of industrial countries in the past hundred years. This arrogance made European and American industrial countries treat non-industrial countries with arrogant contempt. For the great civilization of China, arrogant contempt was the part China could tolerate least.

The US management layer believed that if He Rui was a great politician, a large reason was that He Rui was the first industrial country leader who respected non-industrial countries and was willing to treat non-industrial countries equally. There were already very many cases to prove this: Korea, Ryukyu, Upper Burma, Assam. These countries, which were once trampled underfoot by industrial countries with contempt, gained independence with China's help and received equal treatment.

The He Rui administration did not order these countries roughly, nor did it believe that these countries did not have the ability to understand and realize industrialization. The He Rui administration helped these countries establish education systems and straighten out political and economic relations. It accepted a large number of international students from these countries and cultivated them seriously. Through education, it helped these countries understand what their advantageous projects were, and allowed these countries to obtain their due share of pricing power in advantageous fields within the Asian Economic Community.

It seemed that Attlee must be replaced. Roosevelt made a decision. After making the judgment, Roosevelt said coldly, "The United States will not modify the content of the *Atlantic Charter*."

Attlee was rebuffed and felt very disappointed. But now Britain was begging the United States, and he no longer had the ability to refuse the US President. Since Roosevelt had made a decision, Attlee could only stay silent.

Seeing that Attlee had no more suggestions, Roosevelt's idea of replacing Attlee became firmer. In Roosevelt's vision of the war, even if Britain and the United States could defeat China, the final solution would be to let China join the world order formulated by Britain and the United States. If Britain and the United States could not defeat China, the United States would choose to negotiate with China and seek a position for the United States in the order formulated by China.

And everything Attlee expected required the United States and China to fight to the death, to the last soldier, or even until the whole people died in battle. Roosevelt's goal was to strive for a brighter future for the United States, not to let the United States die. From this perspective, Attlee might be a qualified British Prime Minister, but not a qualified American partner.

During the signing of the *Atlantic Charter*, there was little communication between the heads of state of Britain and the United States. They just signed the document with straight faces and ended it hastily. As soon as Roosevelt got off the ship, he said to Secretary of State Hull beside him, "If Churchill were Prime Minister, it might be better for Britain."

Hull was stunned. Even if Britain had declined, the United States did not have the ability to directly manipulate British internal politics now. But since Roosevelt said so, Secretary of State Hull had to consider the feasibility.

After Roosevelt got off the ship, Attlee looked as if he had lost a battle. Signing the *Atlantic Charter* was only the first stage. US President Roosevelt's attitude made Attlee feel difficult to understand. Singing high praises for things like national self-determination was fine. But given the population and racial situation in the United States, did Roosevelt not realize that once defeated, the United States might split?

If Roosevelt was really so idealistic, he shouldn't cooperate with Britain but should cooperate with China. Since Roosevelt chose to cooperate with Britain with a realistic attitude, he had to propagate alliance values to unite allies. White world, common religion, crusade against heathens, holy war—these were the most effective means in white history.

Attlee thought gloomily alone for a long time, and a thought suddenly popped into his mind: Did Roosevelt think the United States could easily defeat China? He immediately wondered if his thought underestimated Roosevelt! No way, no way, did those Americans led by Roosevelt really think the United States could easily defeat China?

Thinking for a while longer, Attlee felt it really had the style of Yankees. These guys who claimed to be the City upon a Hill often had unusual self-confidence.

Attlee underestimated Roosevelt here. Roosevelt's cabinet had been assessing China's national strength and concluded that it was not easy for the United States to defeat China. However, the United States was vast and sparsely populated. People ran to a corner to live alone; as long as they had guns in their hands and could protect themselves, they could live a relatively relaxed life.

Life relatively superior to other countries in the world led to American isolationism, not because they thought they would be defeated and thus did not participate in the war. Everyone in the United States believed that the powerful national strength of the United States could achieve victory, but the American people were unwilling to sacrifice their own interests for the victory of others. If the Roosevelt administration showed even a tiny bit of attitude that they could not win, this attitude would be seized by opponents and infinitely magnified.

According to the assessment made by the Roosevelt administration based on a large amount of data, the United States would have to pay a huge price to defeat China independently, so the Roosevelt administration needed unity and cooperation even more. What unity and cooperation needed was definitely not reasons like race and religion, but a truly beautiful future. Only a beautiful future could unite true allies and make the people willing to fight for this future.

The opponent the United States encountered now was the strategist He Rui. He Rui's actual actions in the past twenty-plus years had shown countries that, to date, what He Rui had said was what he pursued.

China had no burden of colonialism and stood on the moral high ground under He Rui's leadership. British Prime Minister Attlee's utilitarian choices instead fell into the moral trap set by He Rui. Facing a god-like opponent like He Rui, with a pig-like teammate like Attlee by his side, Roosevelt suddenly had the urge to back out. Perhaps the United States should continue to wait and not enter the war now.

Back at the White House, a group of cabinet members were already waiting in the Oval Office. Seeing Roosevelt return, Army Chief of Staff Marshall immediately reported, "Mr. President, the current war situation has reached the point where we must enter the war within three months."

Spreading out the map, Marshall's finger pointed directly to the Strait of Malacca. "MacArthur's telegram requested putting more air forces into the Strait of Malacca. China's Army is approaching Kuala Lumpur and will soon control the entire Malaya region. Shot-down American pilots are very likely to fall into Chinese hands. At that time, we must seriously consider how to deal with diplomatic issues.

"If China occupies the Strait of Malacca and annihilates the main force of the British Singapore Theater, the Dutch cannot hold the East Indies. In at most three months, China will occupy the entire Southeast Asia. Any of our counterattacks will pay a huge price."

Roosevelt did not answer immediately; he knew there was not much time left for him. At this stage, Roosevelt had to make a decision. The news brought by other cabinet members was fairly good. The military industry and mobilization system that the United States began to build in 1938 had basically been completed by this time. As long as Congress agreed to declare war, the United States could immediately launch a war of unprecedented scale with China.

After the report, Roosevelt invited the Democratic Senate Whip to dinner. The Whip was responsible for party discipline and knew the attitude of Congressmen best. Listening to Roosevelt talk about possible military conflicts, the Whip understood immediately. He gave his own suggestion: "Mr. President, if we suffer... active declaration of war or shameless sneak attack by a certain country, Congress can pass a war resolution. If a military conflict breaks out, it depends on the object and severity of the conflict. Based on my understanding of the Senate, I think the Senators all have the determination to maintain world peace."

The next day, Roosevelt invited the Democratic Whip of the House of Representatives. Now the Democrats were the majority party in both the Senate and the House. The view of the House Whip was surprisingly similar to that of the Senate. "Mr. President, China's image in the United States is very poor. Have you seen recent movies?"

How could Roosevelt go to see movies during this time? He shook his head. The House Whip could guess it too, so he smiled and said, "Mr. President, in the last two years, the most popular movies are the series *Sherlock Holmes vs. Dr. Fu Manchu*. Did you know that the actor playing Fu Manchu said in an interview that he didn't know a single Chinese person and had never contacted Chinese people? But he knew Americans very well, so he could play the Chinese person in the minds of Americans. Don't you think this is ridiculous?"

Hearing this, Roosevelt also smiled. This was of course a bit ridiculous, but Roosevelt didn't think it was funny, and he felt that the House Whip didn't think it was funny either. The reason why this shrewd old guy said this was to let Roosevelt understand in a riddle that only by inciting the emotions of the American public could the expected result be obtained.

That evening, the head of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) came to the White House as a guest. As soon as he sat down, Roosevelt told the SAG head seriously, "The public is so interested in movies that demonize the image of Chinese people; the Screen Actors Guild bears a great responsibility. You know, this will cause a very unfavorable impact on Sino-US relations!"

The SAG head's first feeling was a bit puzzled. The reason why movies treating Chinese as bad guys were popular in the United States was entirely because the American public loved watching such movies. Seeing high box office returns, the Screen Actors Guild would naturally follow up. Who would have trouble with money?

Regarding the President's puzzling question, the SAG head quickly thought based on some news he knew, and soon found that although the President looked serious, the President's real question was why the public liked watching movies with Chinese as big villains.

The guy was a sophisticated person. He had participated in seminars of professional institutions such as film academies, and also participated in seminars of some university sociologists interested in this matter. Since the President was very likely interested in this, the SAG head immediately explained to Roosevelt, "Mr. President, there are also many movies showing US-China friendship now. Moreover, the Screen Actors Guild cannot censor movie content; that is the work of the Ethics Committee."

Clearing himself first, the SAG head then introduced the reason why the American public loved Chinese villains. "America needs enemies, Mr. President. The former enemy was Britain. The American public is now very clear that Britain no longer poses a threat to the United States. This enemy falls on China, which is more powerful than Britain..."

Seeing that what he said was listened to by the President, the SAG head was delighted in his heart and analyzed even more vigorously from race, religion, and history, revealing the inevitability of China receiving attention from the American public. This attention was curiosity about a completely different human group. Moreover, as Sino-US trade grew larger and larger, the American public clearly felt China's influence on the United States and came into contact with increasingly high-quality Chinese industrial products, so they wanted to know what kind of people the other party was even more. In this stage, vigilance against China was the mainstream.

Roosevelt really didn't expect this SAG head opposite him to have such profound views, quite different from the impression of a superficial actor. So Roosevelt asked, "Have you seen *Legend of Maoshan Slaying Demons*?"

Hearing this unavoidable topic, the head of the Screen Actors Guild nodded somewhat helplessly. *Legend of Maoshan Slaying Demons* was a fantasy movie with a Chinese traditional religious Taoist cultivator as the protagonist. It could be considered a counterattack by the Chinese film industry against *Sherlock Holmes vs. Dr. Fu Manchu*, and it received great acclaim worldwide.

In the movie, a Chinese Taoist named "Fangshi" traveled to the United States as a railroad worker during the era of railroad construction in the United States. He encountered Lincoln, Washington, Teddy Roosevelt, and Jefferson, who were originally vampires, werewolves, necromancers, and ghouls. These were the four famous American presidents on the Mount Rushmore statues ordered to be built by Coolidge in 1927.

Suffering such ridicule, the angry Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) analyzed *Legend of Maoshan Slaying Demons* frame by frame. When the analysis meeting ended, although MPAA members all expressed various criticisms, they felt more admiration in their hearts.

This movie shot by Chinese people was a fantasy movie that looked like individual heroism, but its background was complete American history. The movie's consultant must know American history very well; every major American historical event was included. It was extremely rich in detail.

For example, in the movie, vampires, werewolves, necromancers, and ghouls had different appearances and abilities, but they all shared "blue blood." Blue blood was a special term used by Americans to refer to the American upper class. If one hadn't studied the United States seriously, one would definitely not know this detail.

As for the origin of vampires, werewolves, necromancers, and ghouls, in the final battle of the movie, the protagonist Fangshi used the Spirit Summoning Spell to invite the Monkey King Sun Wukong from Chinese legends to project his presence in the decisive battle space. The mountain peaks in this decisive battle space borrowed from the Seven Heavens described in Christianity. When the Monkey King Sun Wukong saw the vampires, werewolves, necromancers, and ghouls, he sneered, "You were just experimental subjects used for experiments in the city of Atlantis back then. I didn't expect you to survive after the destruction of Atlantis."

Unlike American movies, *Legend of Maoshan Slaying Demons* shaped an enemy image, not a clown image. Atlantis was a famous legend of the origin of civilization in Europe, and the English name of the Atlantic Ocean came from Atlantis. As soon as this noun came out, the style was immediately elevated.

The Chinese protagonist Fangshi, who defeated the powerful enemies originating from the legendary civilization of Atlantis, also appeared more powerful with the setting of powerful enemies.

This detailed research, rich details, and extremely high pattern were indeed heights that American movies had not yet reached. Although the MPAA cursed Chinese filmmakers verbally, they admired them in their hearts. Moreover, references and even plagiarism of *Legend of Maoshan Slaying Demons* could be seen in many subsequent American movies.

But the SAG head dared not say these words to the President.

Seeing the embarrassed look of the SAG head, Roosevelt smiled. "I have seen this movie. I feel that American movies just write about justice defeating evil. But justice does not fight evil to defeat evil. Justice fights evil for a better future. What do you think, Mr. Chairman?"

How could the SAG head not know Roosevelt's thoughts? He hurriedly pandered, "Mr. President, your words enlightened me. If you were a director, you would definitely shoot the greatest movie in the world."

Roosevelt smiled. "The United States has plenty of directors who can shoot great movies. You must have heard the radio program *The War of the Worlds*. I think Orson Welles is such a genius."

Orson Welles was the director of the radio drama *The War of the Worlds* which caused panic across the United States in 1938. That radio drama scared at least one-tenth of American households with radios into believing that Martians were really attacking the Earth, triggering a great panic in the entire United States.

Roosevelt specially invited Orson Welles to the White House as a guest afterwards and praised Orson Welles, "I really hope to become a great director like you."

Combining the current trend in the United States, how could a sophisticated person like the SAG head not know Roosevelt's mind? He immediately talked along Roosevelt's line of thought. There was no longer the seriousness of talking about "humiliating China" at the beginning between the host and the guest, but an appearance of a capable subordinate describing his ambitions to his superior.

The two ate and drank, talking until very late.
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On November 3, MacArthur ordered that five P-47 groups remain in the Philippines, while all remaining flight groups be sent to Singapore to participate in the war. At the same time, MacArthur sent a telegram to the US Army General Staff, requesting the urgent transfer of another 10 air force groups to the Philippines to strengthen Philippine defense.

Other officers in the headquarters did not object. They had privately submitted various telegrams to the Army General Staff and the Navy Command, but all telegrams were like stones sinking into the sea without any reply. Even the dullest officer understood that the higher-ups had adopted a tacit attitude towards MacArthur's decision. MacArthur's request for the United States to transfer another 10 air force groups at this time further confirmed the attitude of the US upper echelon. This battle was unavoidable.

At this time on the Malayan front line, the air battle that had ceased for a few days broke out again. Over Kuala Lumpur, the air battle was fought from morning to evening before it had to be suspended. China's 10 airstrips in northern Malaya were extremely lively at this time. With airfields and control over vast areas outside the cities, Chinese pilots could receive the fastest rescue once they parachuted. The enemy pilots were not so lucky; more than 70 enemy pilots were captured in just one day today.

Aerial photography equipment was installed on Chinese fighters, making it very easy to count battle results. Early in the morning of November 4, the pilots went from air-conditioned tents with mosquito nets to the toilets, then quickly went to the cafeteria to eat, but were soon stopped at the entrance of the field cafeteria.

Air Force staff officers held a list, and anyone whose name was called was taken away immediately. These Air Force comrades had all shot down more than 3 enemy planes. Everyone thought they were going to receive commendations or even medals. Unexpectedly, at the gathering place, an Air Force senior colonel first expressed commendation to the comrades, and then told them, "Comrades, now the troops require you to return to the Air Force Academy with us immediately."

Hearing this order, a pilot immediately raised an objection. "Comrade Senior Colonel, I want to stay on the front line. My wingman was shot down near Singapore two days ago. I want to shoot down as many enemy planes as possible to avenge my wingman!"

Although not many people expressed this attitude, most Air Force pilots had similar feelings; they were willing to stay here and continue fighting.

The senior colonel did not criticize the few comrades who jumped out. He just said seriously, "Do you think this war will end just by taking Singapore?"

The pilots had all studied in military academies after graduating from high school. With everyone's education level, they naturally understood that the war had just begun.

The senior colonel continued, "The war has just begun. We now have hundreds of thousands of pilots with no actual combat experience. They need comrades with combat experience to train them to improve their chances of survival on the battlefield. Comrades, your teaching time back at the military academy will be at most three months. After three months, anyone willing to return to the front line can come back. Now you must return to the military academy; this is an order!"

It is the bounden duty of soldiers to obey orders. Since the senior colonel made it clear that this was an order, and this order itself was more beneficial to the development of the Air Force itself, the pilots all chose to obey the order.

The vacancies left by these pilots were immediately filled by newly arrived pilots. The newcomers undertook the work of wingmen in the troops. All captains required wingmen to try not to participate in combat during air battles. In addition to undertaking the task of wingmen, the most important task for these newcomers was to observe air battles at close range and accumulate more experience.

The aggregated data of the Air Force was quickly sent back to Beijing. After He Rui got this report, he immediately read it as a priority. Now the Army Aviation on the Indochina Peninsula front line had increased to 20 groups, exceeding the sum of all fighters of Britain, the United States, and the Netherlands in Southeast Asia.

The 97 pilots withdrawn this time were first concentrated to participate in the discussion of air combat tactics. After results were obtained in this stage of discussion, some of these pilots would return to the front line with the latest air combat research to teach the research results to frontline troops, and some would serve as instructors in various aviation academies.

After reading the report, He Rui stood up and walked to the window, opening it. Cold air rushed in. He Rui lit a cigarette, considering whether to go to war with the United States now.

The US President and the British Charter meant that the United States was actually preparing to participate in the war. Since a war between China and the United States was inevitable, He Rui was no longer anxious. Given the current war situation, He Rui even hoped that the United States would participate in the war a little later.

Historically, Japan used a small number of elites as the backbone to launch a surprise attack and took Southeast Asia in one fell swoop. Now the elites of the British and American Air Forces gathered in Southeast Asia and resisted very tenaciously. He Rui was very happy to see the enemy using elites to maintain combat in distant areas.

Taking the Air Force as an example, the goal of the Chinese Air Force was to cultivate hundreds of thousands of high-level pilots, rather than obtaining a small number of ace and super ace pilots after cruel war elimination. Therefore, Chinese pilots who shot down 3 enemy planes would be sent back to the rear to participate in research and teaching, improving the strength of the entire Chinese Air Force through the scientific research and teaching of these pilots.

In contrast, for Britain and the United States, due to the long battle line, the losses on the front could not be replenished quickly, and they could only rely on ace pilots to maintain frontline combat. At this stage, Britain and the United States had not yet shown fatigue. But no country could withstand such losses. As one fell and the other rose for a few months, the gap in the foundation of both sides would appear. When Britain and the United States discovered this gap, they could only catch up at several times the cost. He Rui was not sure what specific price Britain and the United States would pay, but judging by objective laws, the price would be very high. So at this stage, if the United States did not declare war on China, it would be beneficial to China.

Should he deliberately create some illusions for Britain and the United States? Such an impulse even arose in He Rui's heart. But He Rui quickly dispelled this thought, because an open conspiracy was much more efficient than a conspiracy, and He Rui had confidence in letting China execute an open conspiracy.

After confirming his thoughts, He Rui returned to his desk and called Foreign Minister Li Shiguang. "Minister Li, we have ascertained that among the planes shot down by our army in the Singapore area, many pilots were American pilots. We demand that the United States explain this."

Li Shiguang had already received the latest news. He hesitated for a moment before asking, "Chairman, does this mean the United States is going to declare war on us?"

"No hurry, let them go through the process." He Rui gave a solution that was very much an open conspiracy.

On the same day, the US Secretary of State received news from the US Ambassador to China. The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs summoned the US Ambassador to China and showed the latest news, including planes painted with US Air Force markings shot down in the Singapore area, and the confessions of these captured pilots admitting that they were US Air Force personnel and accepted the order of MacArthur, Commander of the Philippines Command, to participate in the war in Singapore.

Secretary of State Hull thought he would have received these accusations from China three days ago. Receiving them only now proved his guess that the Chinese government believed that the current stage was not the best time to declare war. What Secretary of State Hull hoped for most was that China would declare war on the United States first. Although domestic isolationism in the United States was strong, isolationists would not cower when actively declared war upon by a foreign country. This solved the problem of US President Roosevelt's excuse for declaring war.

If settling for the second best, and China did not actively declare war, it would depend on whether the US Republican Party would make a big fuss about this matter. At this stage, the Republican Party, representing the interests of local American enterprises, was increasingly accepting of war.

In order to confirm his thoughts, Hull first instructed his secretary to inform the US Ambassador to China, "Regarding China's accusations, the US government still needs to investigate. Once there is accurate news, the US government will notify the Chinese government. Since the Chinese government believes that the captured pilots are US military personnel, even before the situation is clear, the US government requires China to abide by the Geneva Convention and treat the captured personnel well."

Towards China, Hull just used the word "delay." After explaining this, Hull went to New York to attend a lunch with the Republican Senate Leader the next day. It was late at night when he arrived in New York by train, and he saw that the city was still full of lights and festivities. The Great Depression had ended eight years ago, and New York had at least superficially returned to its former appearance.

The number of homeless people on the streets was much smaller, and there were not as many young people as before. Without these people, the streets looked more orderly. Hull knew that this was all due to war preparation. With a large number of young people conscripted into the army, plus the full pull of the military industry, US employment was very good. When employment was good, there were fewer homeless people.

Checking into a high-class hotel, just as the elevator door was about to close, it was suddenly blocked by someone outside. The elevator operator opened the door again, and two scantily clad, gorgeously dressed women walked in. Seeing Hull dressed sharply and with extraordinary bearing, they stared at Hull with enthusiastic eyes for a while.

Hull smelled the alluring perfume scent emanating from the women, but he didn't have any reaction himself. Instead, he remembered Roosevelt's new lover, that Swedish princess. Nordic people were enthusiastic, open, and straightforward. In the eyes of conservative Americans, such a princess could only be easily handled by a strong man like Roosevelt.

In the elevator, Hull looked straight ahead. When he walked out of the elevator, he heard the two women behind him chuckle. Hull was also helpless and could only sigh that the United States was also changing, transforming towards the path Europe had once walked.

After resting for a night, Hull met the Republican Senate Leader at noon. The leader came to New York to attend the baptism of a newborn of the Bush family. Hull had an impression of the Bush family; it wasn't that no one made money during the Great Depression era, and the Bush family's financial company was one of them. Moreover, the Bush family's fundraising ability was quite famous within the current Republican Party.

The two sat in a relatively secluded location. The Republican leader leaned back in his chair, looking not very friendly. Hull asked, "According to the agreement, Britain has already opened up the sale of US goods to British colonies. But recently China has blocked a considerable part of the shipping routes, and it is difficult for US goods to go to India."

It could be seen that the Republican Senate Leader seemed to have been hit hard, and his face looked even uglier. Hull was not worried that the Republican leader would fly into a rage, because the Republican Party's base was local American industry. A large part of the reason why Roosevelt wanted to start a foreign war was to find a huge market for US goods. In this regard, there was no conflict between the Republican Party and Roosevelt.

It took a good while for the Republican leader's face to return to calm. He let out a long breath before saying, "Mr. Hull, I heard that MacArthur ordered the troops in the Philippines to fight with the British."

"I think the United States must stand with Britain." Hull cleverly avoided the Republican leader's frontal attack.

But the Republican leader was not led astray. He continued, "This will trigger a war."

Hull continued to avoid frontal attacks and sought to persuade the other party. "What the United States is most competitive in is agricultural products and raw materials. The share of ordinary industrial manufactured goods in the Asian Economic Community is getting smaller and smaller. When does Mr. Leader think the expanded Asian Economic Community will fully open up to US goods?"

The Republican leader fell silent again. The Republican Party was also analyzing how to attack Roosevelt internally. The problem Hull mentioned was exactly the pressure the Republican bigwigs were bearing now. Those local American companies supporting the Republican Party did not have a friendly view of China because after China liberated several former colonial countries, local American companies also sought to open the markets of these colonial countries, but all failed.

Judging from the laws of economic activity, China and Japan could produce goods of comparable quality to the United States. China and Japan were close to these independent countries, and transportation costs were low, so it was not strange that US goods suffered a crushing defeat in the Asian Economic Community.

But human beings were not accustomed to such thinking. American companies were more inclined to believe that it was China's control and unfair competition that caused US goods to lose the Asian market. And this emotional attitude had an increasing influence, so that the Republican Party was under huge pressure.

The Republican leader pondered for a while and decided to lure the snake out of the hole. He asked, "Does the President think he can defeat China?"

Hull continued to avoid the direct question and sought common ground with the other party. "The President just hopes to build a free market. I think this is also the future that most Americans expect."

The Republican leader indeed agreed relatively with Roosevelt's philosophy in the general direction. And discussions within the Republican Party also believed that it was impossible for China to open the Asian Economic Cooperation Organization it led to the United States. Facing such a situation, forcing China to accept the order led by the United States through war was actually the only way that could be seen now.

The reason why the Republican Party advocated isolationism was largely that the United States paid a huge price in World War I but failed to obtain markets. To date, what the Republican Party saw was that Britain would rather make peace with Germany than open up the European market. So they were even less willing to participate in the war.

However, the biggest threat to the United States right now was no longer Britain, but China, which was more powerful than Britain. With China's size, the markets eaten by China were even less likely to be spit out. And at present, for its own interests, Britain finally softened to the United States and signed the *Atlantic Charter*.

Thinking of this, the Republican Senate Leader said, "I think MacArthur is a patriot."

Hull nodded then and answered directly, "Yes. He is like us, a patriot."

Having said this, a preliminary consensus was finally reached. Since everyone was a patriot, there was naturally much to talk about. At this time, the waiter came with a tray to serve the dishes. Hull happened to fall silent and drink coffee slowly. When all the dishes were served, the two chatted while eating.

Verbal appreciation was not enough; Hull needed the Republican leader to give a clear word that he must not initiate an impeachment investigation into MacArthur's decision. This was actually not easy, because MacArthur's action itself was dragging the United States towards war.

Just as Hull expected, after eating a piece of beef, the Republican Senate Leader said, "But our Republican Party still opposes war."

Hull cut a piece of beef, raised his fork, and said, "Mr. Leader, China is already prepared to impose war on the United States. For example, if the United States only declares war on China when US territories and colonies in the Pacific are attacked... Then if only US territories and colonies are left in the Pacific, won't the United States go to war with China?"

The Senate Leader thought for a moment and shook his head slowly.

Hull shook his fork. "Then, Mr. Leader, how many islands in the Pacific does China have to cut off to constitute a threat to the United States?" After speaking, Hull put the beef into his mouth and chewed.

This time it was the Senate Leader's turn to bite his lip gently. Hull's question was very persuasive: "What is America's bottom line?"

Finally, the Senate Leader gave the answer: "China must never take Australia and New Zealand."

Cutting the beef, Hull said, "But isn't everything China is doing now for the purpose of taking Australia and New Zealand? Unless, Mr. Leader can issue a warning to China."

This question made the Republican leader feel that he had been set up by Hull. After thinking for a moment, he replied, "Shouldn't such a statement be issued by the House of Representatives?"

"What if before such a statement is issued, someone in the Senate impeaches or investigates General MacArthur's decision?" Hull asked.

The Republican Senate Leader finally understood Hull's line of thought. He did not answer immediately but just began to eat quietly. When he had drunk half of his after-dinner coffee, the Republican Senate Leader said, "I can guarantee that there will be no impeachment investigation against MacArthur. But will he be defeated?"

Hull did not spoil the Republican Senate Leader either. "If China would be defeated by the forces of the Philippines Command, China would absolutely not dare to launch the current war."

Hearing this, the Republican Senate Leader stood up abruptly to get his coat. Hull also stood up and asked, "Mr. Leader, is your promise just now valid?"

The Republican Senate Leader glared at Hull fiercely and answered very unhappily, "Valid."

Too lazy to talk to Hull anymore, the Leader left the table. But he heard Hull say sincerely behind him, "Thank you!"

MacArthur, Commander of the Philippines Command, did not expect how many people were supporting him through various efforts behind his back. The current war situation made MacArthur feel very wrong, but he couldn't say where it was wrong.

On the surface, the US Air Force that took over the British army's defense of Singapore and Kuala Lumpur in air combat did contain the attack of the Chinese army, but such air defense was not enough to contain the Chinese Army from seizing Kuala Lumpur.

Although there were many US Air Force planes, there were also many Chinese Air Force planes. All the strength of both sides was used in air combat, hoping to defeat the opponent's air force and seize full air superiority. Although the Chinese Air Force could not seize air superiority, it also made the US Air Force unable to launch attacks on the Chinese Army. The Chinese Army, however, did not launch a decisive attack. In the view of the Philippines Command, there must be a problem. MacArthur felt even more that there was a problem. What's more, the commander directing this campaign was Zheng Silang, who had the reputation of a brave general.

Looking at the map for a long time, MacArthur suddenly shouted, "Damn it!"
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Hearing MacArthur's commotion, the staff officers raised their heads. They saw MacArthur shout involuntarily, then continue to look at the map with the corncob pipe in his mouth.

MacArthur himself didn't notice his gaffe just now. He stared at the map intently with the corncob pipe in his mouth. The map showed that the Chinese army was advancing on three routes in India, but only on one route on the Indochina Peninsula.

MacArthur, who set the highest academic score in the history of West Point and later served as the Superintendent of West Point, had never quite understood why China's combat method was so "simple." Obviously having a large number of troops, and Commander Zheng Silang being a brave general, under normal circumstances, the Chinese army should advance on both land and sea on the Indochina Peninsula and attack from multiple points.

To date, the Chinese army had insisted on advancing steadily along the Indochina Peninsula. MacArthur had very deep attainments in military engineering. He judged from the air combat figures of these days that China had built many temporary airfields in northern Malaya, creating good conditions for continuous sorties by the Chinese Air Force. If MacArthur had such conditions, he would definitely give it a go.

The Strait of Malacca was the most important channel for the Pacific Ocean to enter the Indian Ocean. Once China seized Malacca, it could transport a large amount of personnel, equipment, and materials to the Indian Ocean. In order to prevent this from happening, Britain and the United States both put their most elite forces in the Malacca region to fight China.

Until just now, a thought suddenly popped up. If China's highest priority campaign goal was not to seize Malacca, but to mobilize the elites of Britain, the Netherlands, and the United States to the Strait of Malacca and consume them completely... MacArthur found that all previous actions of the Chinese army had a reasonable explanation.

The exclamation just now was just involuntary. MacArthur combed through the map carefully and gradually confirmed that his idea could explain everything that happened.

In the Indian Ocean, Britain was fighting China almost independently. In the Pacific, the power of the Netherlands was basically negligible, and because the United States had not declared war on China, its aid to Britain was constrained. China made full use of the status quo to mobilize British and American elites to Malacca, an area at the end of British and American shipping capabilities.

Everyone knew that Malacca was the key channel for the Pacific Ocean to enter the Indian Ocean. Once China took the Strait of Malacca, it cut off the connection between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Britain and the United States could never give up Malacca. In this war of attrition, China only needed to maintain a supply line 3,000 kilometers long, while the British and American supply lines were as long as 30,000 kilometers. Even with the powerful national strength of the United States, the burden was too heavy.

Worse still, China's battlefield was not only the Malacca region. In the Indian region, the battlefield was divided into three parts: the northern Aksai Chin region, the eastern Assam region, and the southern Burma region. Most of the claimed 3 million British troops were British Indian troops with little combat effectiveness, while 1 million Chinese troops were elite National Defense Forces. No matter how one looked at it, China had the advantage.

Even if Britain and the United States held on in Malacca, Britain could not withstand the loss of losing India. When India was in an emergency, priority would inevitably be given to India, and British troops in Malacca would likely be transferred to aid. At that time, it would be the turn of the constrained United States to hold on to Malacca for Britain to the death.

Maintaining continuous fighting in the Malacca region through a 30,000-kilometer supply line, the United States couldn't hold on either. To reverse such a situation, the United States only had to actively declare war on China and pour the power of the whole United States into fighting China.

If the situation developed like this, it highlighted the value of China consuming American elite forces at this time. The more American elites were consumed in Malacca, the weaker the relative strength of the United States would be when war started later. Moreover, the United States fought in the Western Pacific with too long a supply line, while China had a short supply line and waited at ease for the fatigued enemy; the advantage was very large.

There was also a worst-case scenario: the gentlemen in the US Congress might be scared upon seeing the results of the cruel war of attrition, and instead of daring to rise up and fight, they might choose to continue fighting a war of attrition with China in Malacca.

Thinking of this, MacArthur just felt his head buzzing. Strategic disadvantages basically could not be salvaged through tactical advantages, not to mention that China was not at a disadvantage tactically, and even had a small advantage.

Having a reasonable line of thought, MacArthur was not anxious anymore. He focused on thinking about ways to break the deadlock. Increasing troops was definitely not advisable. The airspace of the Battle of Malacca was only so big; there was no difference between 3,000 and 30,000 fighters. To win by attacking, only by organizing a powerful army to counterattack China and drive the Chinese army out of Malaya.

Using a 30,000-kilometer supply line to prepare for a campaign of this scale would take at least half a year. Now the US Air Force lost hundreds of fighters every day. Fighting at the current intensity for half a year, the United States itself would be drained first.

If they couldn't fight on, they had to retreat. Someone had to be responsible for the retreat. Giving up such a key strategic point as Malacca required someone to be responsible even more. At that time, even MacArthur was afraid he couldn't carry it. But MacArthur was increasingly inclined to give up the burden of Malacca.

After China seized Malacca, it would certainly expand recklessly in the Western Pacific, and Britain and the United States would face contraction. But contraction might not be a bad thing; Britain and the United States could shorten the defense line and condense their strength. China's expansion would burden China with a heavy logistical load, diluting China's power.

Of course, expansion also had many benefits. China could obtain resources in Southeast Asia and supplement China's strength to a certain extent. MacArthur couldn't calculate it clearly himself, so he got up and ordered the staff officers to calculate.

On November 5, the air battle continued. Fighting until dusk, Major General Michael, Commander of the US Aid Force, received the news that the Chinese Air Force had disengaged from the battlefield, and immediately issued an order to the 55th Flight Group: "Sortie according to plan!"

Watching the fighters of the 55th Flight Group take off one by one, Major General Michael, who knew the danger of this sortie well, waited for the last fighter to take off, raised his hand in salute in the direction the planes left in the tower, paying tribute to these warriors.

Even if it was dangerous, Major General Michael had to do this. China built temporary airfields too fast. According to intelligence obtained by British and American air forces risking death for reconnaissance, China had built at least 6 temporary airfields in northern Malaya. The American fighter that managed to escape back was scarred, but fortunately, the camera equipment was still intact. The developed photos showed that China's temporary airfields were still expanding in scale. Judging from the length and number of runways being added, the airfields could accommodate a whole group of aircraft after completion.

These airfields posed too great a threat to the war, so Major General Michael decided to bomb them. The bombing time was chosen at dusk so that they could retreat immediately if they missed the hit.

The Malaya region had a hilly terrain. The area near the Indian Ocean was a high slope, and there were also many hills in other areas. China had installed radar on every peak. Before it got dark, observers at several radar stations facing the Indian Ocean saw a large number of light spots coming from the sea direction on the screen and immediately contacted their superiors.

This air force was exactly the US 55th Flight Group, which used P-47 fighters entirely. Although the P-51 fighter had better aerial dogfighting performance, the target of this operation was an air raid. The P-47 fighter, which was larger and could carry larger bombs, was more suitable for this battle.

Before the 55th Flight Group arrived at the destination, a team of Chinese fighters suddenly charged out from the clouds above. The two nearest US fighters were hit successively before they could dodge, and the planes fell directly with rolling thick smoke. The captain of the 55th Flight Group knew the mission had failed, so he immediately ordered all planes to drop their bombs and return quickly.

But there were five Chinese flight groups sortieing this time. Before the 55th Flight Group could get rid of the pursuit from the rear, another Chinese flight group flew from the front to intercept.

Facing encirclement and interception, the fighters in the 55th Flight Group that were not bitten gave up air combat and fled south at maximum speed. The Group Captain of the 55th Group was also among them. The fleet did not fly far south before he immediately ordered, "Turn east, fly towards the Philippines."

The escaped American pilots immediately obeyed. Not long after changing direction, they saw a large number of planes flying from the south, obviously the Chinese Air Force ambushing American planes. Seeing that the American planes did not enter the encirclement, they immediately chased after them.

The American pilots who survived until now were like stray dogs, panic-stricken like fish that escaped the net, all advancing towards the Philippines at the fastest flight speed. The radio station of the Philippines Command had already contacted the 55th Flight Group. The US military command not only told the 55th Flight Group that the airfield for landing was ready but also informed them that the US Air Force had also taken off to meet them.

The communication used codes. Outside Cam Ranh Bay, the three aircraft carrier battle groups of the Sino-Japanese Coalition received the content of the telegram, and the computers on the aircraft carriers were deciphering the codes at full speed. During this time, the intelligence team of the Coalition had been carrying out deciphering work, and 80% of the codes currently used by the United States had been deciphered.

At this time, Joint Navy Commander Yamamoto did not need deciphering. When the radar network and the aircraft group determined the direction of action of the US Air Force, analyzed from a military perspective, the choices for US fighters were few. If this US force was unwilling to crash into the sea, they had only one choice left: flee back to the Philippines.

More than a week after the war started, the Joint Navy had no chance to appear except for providing escorts. At this time, finally being able to show the naval power of the Coalition, Yamamoto was in a good mood. His order was simple: "Cruisers go to the designated sea area for radar reconnaissance, carrier-based fighters take off to intercept. Do not let the enemy escape."

An hour later, the pilots of the 55th Air Group, who had gradually shaken off the pursuit of the Chinese Air Force, finally breathed a sigh of relief. The straight-line distance from Kuala Lumpur to Manila was 2,470 kilometers, and the P-47 could fly more than 2,700 kilometers. The 55th Group also carried drop tanks before departure, and only dropped the drop tanks and bombs when encountering an ambush. With the range of the P-47, it was enough to fly to the airfield. Escaping death this time, the American pilots all felt very lucky. Moreover, although the sun could still be seen at high altitude at this time, as long as they flew down, they could disappear into the night. The 55th Flight Group was finally safe.

The 55th Flight Group Captain even laughed three times on the radio. "Brothers, back in Manila, drinks are on me!"

As soon as the voice fell, several teams of planes suddenly jumped out of the clouds in front. Compared with the slender and elegant J-9, these planes were much smaller, appearing round and chubby, looking a bit cute. But the extremely flexible actions of these planes made the American pilots of the 55th Flight Group feel a sharp killing intent.

There were only planes from China, the US, and Britain in this sea area. The US and Britain were basically using US-made planes now. The planes in front were unfamiliar, but the nose extremely similar to the J-9 was enough to prove that this was a Chinese fighter. American pilots were ready for war at any time, and at this time they entered a combat state immediately.

As soon as the two sides met, the Chinese planes soared into the sky with unimaginable climbing speed and disappeared from the field of vision of the American pilots. A moment later, from above where these Chinese planes disappeared, bullets rained down like a storm. American planes were hit one after another, losing control unwillingly and falling towards the sea surface.

Some American pilots dived down from the beginning, trying to enter the darkness below to avoid battle. But although their diving speed was fast, the opponent's speed was faster. A moment later, they bit the American planes tightly. The American fighters were soon hit by violent shooting and plunged directly downwards.

Some American pilots also tried to use spiraling tactics. Although they were in the inner circle with a short turning distance, the Chinese planes in the outer circle surprisingly flew in front of the American planes very quickly, showing amazing spiraling and acceleration capabilities. The American planes were then occupied by Chinese planes in advantageous positions and shot down by dense machine gun bullets.

At this time, a large number of parachutes appeared in the sky. Although the air was still relatively bright, the sea surface was already very dark. But pilots with excellent eyesight could still barely see many wakes drawn by ships sailing on the sea surface. This made the parachuting American pilots secretly breathe a sigh of relief; being captured was much better than drowning.

The US 55th Air Group was completely annihilated. Both the Philippines Command and the Singapore Command received their last telegrams. Both Britain and the US immediately made a judgment: China had deployed radar stations in the occupied Malaya region, and sneak attacks had become extremely difficult. If they wanted to defeat the Chinese Air Force, they could only rely on frontal storming.

MacArthur ignored the depressed looks of the staff officers in the headquarters. He asked the staff to give today's battle loss situation immediately. The US staff officers quickly brought the statistical table. MacArthur's gaze swept over the number 233, and he felt irritable in his heart. After further thinking today, he had already sent his views to the US Army General Staff. MacArthur suggested that the US military temporarily withdraw from Singapore and accept the subsequent situation changes.

Judging from today's loss figures, if the daily consumption reached 233 fighters, the United States would lose 6,990 fighters a month. The United States' more than 30,000 fighter pilots were only enough to be consumed for 5 months. Given the importance of the air force in war, the United States would immediately lose control of the sea. MacArthur ordered the staff officer, "Send a telegram to the Air Force in code, prepare to evacuate Singapore."

Yamamoto Isoroku was listening to the news sent back by the ships rescuing American pilots on the flagship *Yamato*. At this time, the aircraft carrier formation was ready to guard against US night raids. Although night raids had lost suddenness under air defense radar surveillance, and night raid efficiency was very low in the dark, Yamamoto still did not relax at all.

At this time, the Coalition frigates had rescued 29 US pilots. These 29 people were all tracked by ships long ago, and helicopters were sent to locate them. As for the US pilots who had not been rescued yet, they belonged to those who failed to be tracked accurately from the beginning. In the night, one could only hope that they were lucky enough to last until dawn tomorrow.

Just as Yamamoto was preparing to contact the headquarters, Colonel Li Mei, who was responsible for intelligence, walked excitedly into the aircraft carrier command post. "Report Commander Yamamoto, we believe we have deciphered the US military's A9 code, and received a telegram sent by the US military using the A9 code just now. Please have a look, Commander Yamamoto."

Yamamoto Isoroku took the telegram and saw it read: "Your unit begins preparations for evacuation from Singapore tomorrow. Specific details will be discussed face-to-face by personnel sent by the headquarters to Singapore tomorrow."

After a little thought, Yamamoto tended to believe that the US military's A9 code had really been cracked. The so-called "A9 code" was the name given to the US code by the Coalition; the Coalition did not know how the US military named this set of codes themselves. In Yamamoto's view, the US withdrawal was a wise choice. Yamamoto himself hoped that the Coalition could sweep Southeast Asia like a tiger descending the mountain. But Committee Member Li Runshi of the Chinese Military Commission, who was responsible for the southern campaign, insisted on supporting He Rui's idea of a war of attrition.

Yamamoto was convinced by He Rui and could also understand the advantages of a war of attrition. To date, the Chinese Air Force had damaged or shot down nearly a thousand US planes. Pilots were originally elites of various countries, and they had to undergo three years of flight training after selection. Although Yamamoto respected He Rui very much and also recognized the power of the Chinese Air Force, he still had a little sense of superiority regarding the average level of the Chinese Air Force. Because Japan cultivated pilots on an elite route. Now the slightly over one thousand Japanese pilots were all elites, and their average level was a little bit higher than that of the 300,000 Chinese pilots.

Although he had such a small desire to win, Yamamoto still frankly admitted that if China and Japan went to war, the Japanese elite pilots would be completely exhausted within three months. Japan would then have no air force to use and would be crushed by the overwhelming Chinese Air Force.

As far as Yamamoto knew about the situation in the United States, the batch of American pilots currently fighting China was about the same. The United States had vast land, a population of only 110 million, and very many large farms. The work of spraying pesticides on these large farms was basically undertaken by young people. So the foundation of the US Air Force was very good; at least half of the first batch of more than 30,000 pilots had sufficient flight experience before joining the army.

If Yamamoto and MacArthur were to switch places, Yamamoto would not allow these elite pilots to be wiped out in vain in a doomed war of attrition. But the onlooker sees clearly while the participant is baffled; MacArthur was in the midst of it and could still make the decision to retreat. This boldness made Yamamoto appreciate him very much.

But since the news of MacArthur's decision to retreat fell into Yamamoto's hands, these US troops must not be allowed to leave Singapore as easily as walking through a city gate. Yamamoto immediately convened staff officers to start formulating a plan. On the morning of November 6, the plan was sent to Li Runshi, who actually commanded the entire southern campaign.
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Li Runshi was very busy with work, but he still read through the entire plan completely because the core of the plan was to annihilate the effective strength of the US military, specifically the US Air Force which had considerable combat experience. The Chinese National Defense Force regarded its own pilots with rich combat experience as seeds, so it naturally hoped to annihilate the seeds of the US military.

Yamamoto Isoroku did not use a lot of technical terms in his combat plan; it was a report specifically for Li Runshi, who understood strategy but not technical equipment. There was not much content about equipment in the report, only an introduction to the air force equipment of the US military and the National Defense Force.

The National Defense Force now had three main types of fighters. The J-9 belonged to the all-rounder type fighter, executing various military missions including air combat, cruising, reconnaissance, bombing, and torpedo attacks. Therefore, the size of the J-9 was relatively large: length 11.38 meters, wingspan 11.14 meters, height 3.97 meters. Only bombers in the Chinese Air Force were larger than the J-9.

The plane Yamamoto Isoroku used to annihilate US fighters was not the J-9, but the J-10. When designing the J-10 fighter, all combat modes other than air combat were completely ignored. The plane only had weapon systems of machine guns and cannons, radar altimeter and night combat radar search systems, and radio communication. Although the J-10 could also carry bombs for bombing, hanging bombs had a great impact on air combat capability, so this would only be done when necessary.

Such an extreme structure made the J-10 very small: length 8.4 meters, wingspan 7.6 meters, height 3.7 meters. The J-10 used the same engine as the J-9, and with a smaller and lighter fuselage, it maximized high speed and maneuverability in air combat. Taking the climb rate as an example, the climb rate of the J-10 in air combat was 45% higher than that of the J-9.

At this stage, the performance of enemy fighters did not exceed the J-9. All J-10s were equipped to the Navy. After all, lighter fighters had shorter take-off and landing distances and were more suitable for weapon platforms with limited space like aircraft carriers.

In Yamamoto's vision, the plan for the evacuation of US aircraft would be obtained first by deciphering telegrams. If the US Air Force chose to take the South China Sea route, the aircraft carrier formation would move forward and cooperate with the Army Aviation to intercept and kill the US Air Force. This was Plan A.

Plan B was specifically formulated for US aircraft taking the route of the Southeast Asian archipelago. According to intelligence, the US military had no airfields on the southern islands of the Philippines. Going north from Borneo south of the Philippines required passing through the Sulu Sea. The location for intercepting the US Air Force in Plan B was in the Sulu Sea.

Li Runshi agreed with the idea of this plan, but he resolutely opposed Plan B. In the reply sent to Yamamoto, Li Runshi told Yamamoto, "If the United States announces that its air force is departing from Singapore to the Philippines, how should our army respond? In addition, if the battle takes place in the Sulu Sea, it will cause huge political problems, so the headquarters denies Plan B."

The two points raised by Li Runshi were intentionally not explained by Yamamoto. Although Yamamoto believed that He Rui chose Li Runshi because Li Runshi must have excellent strategic ability, Li Runshi had never been a soldier for a day. Yamamoto did this also with the intention of testing Li Runshi.

Seeing that Li Runshi noticed these two points, Yamamoto had no choice. He knew that He Rui had long regarded the United States as a hypothetical enemy for war, but He Rui definitely had not determined when to go to war with the United States at this stage. From China's perspective, the timing for declaring war was not yet ripe.

Yamamoto was Japanese. Once the US military actively declared war, it would definitely attack Japan immediately. Looking at the war from Japan's perspective, declaring war on Britain should be accompanied by declaring war on the United States, and seizing the Philippines immediately to completely solve the US threat to Japan.

But since He Rui didn't say anything, Yamamoto couldn't resist hard. But Yamamoto quickly thought of a solution direction. He ordered Yamaguchi Tamon, who was leading the fleet from Japan, to come and see him immediately.

After the Japanese Revolution, there was no longer a struggle between the Navy and Army, and the command of the three armed services was finally unified. The once complex command system was comprehensively simplified. Nagumo Chuichi served as the Chief of the Ministry of Defense, and Yamaguchi Tamon served as the Commander of the Japanese Navy. At this time, Yamaguchi Tamon was leading five aircraft carrier battle groups south, and the fleet was anchored in Kaohsiung Port, Taiwan. Receiving Yamamoto's telegram, Yamaguchi Tamon immediately got into the operator's seat of a J-9 fighter and flew straight to Cam Ranh Bay under the escort of three J-9s.

The J-9 possessed an ultra-long range and flew to Cam Ranh Bay in more than 7 hours. Seeing that Yamaguchi Tamon looked full of energy, Yamamoto Isoroku felt much more at ease. Asking others to leave, Yamamoto handed the plan to Yamaguchi. Yamaguchi Tamon read it very quickly, his gaze becoming sharper and sharper. After reading the plan, Japanese Navy Commander Yamaguchi Tamon did not speak, but just stared at East Asian Coalition Navy Commander Yamamoto Isoroku with sharp eyes.

Yamamoto handed Li Runshi's reply to Yamaguchi Tamon again. After reading it, Yamaguchi Tamon said, "I think the Sulu Sea is very suitable for ambushing the US Air Force. If the Coalition cannot take action, let the Japanese Combined Fleet do it alone."

This was Yamamoto's expectation. He didn't waste words and asked directly, "What are the odds of winning?"

Yamaguchi Tamon thought for a while before answering, "That depends on whether Yamamoto-kun can accurately provide the passing time of the largest US aircraft group."

Yamamoto agreed very much with this view. It was impossible for the US military to let nearly a thousand fighters form a large group to transfer to the Philippines; they would definitely do it in batches. However, according to the normal process, there was a possibility that several flight groups would transfer together during the transfer process and return to their own airfields separately after arriving in the airspace. If Japan wanted to give the US military the biggest blow, it had to seize this opportunity.

Of course, the US military might also fly only one group a day, or two groups departing with an interval of several hours. To catch the main force of the US Air Force, very accurate intelligence was indispensable.

"Leave the intelligence matters to me, and I'll leave the rest to Yamaguchi-kun." Having said this, Yamamoto Isoroku bowed slightly.

Yamaguchi Tamon smiled. "After I do this, I'm afraid I won't be able to act jointly with the Chinese Navy for a short time."

Yamamoto knew that once Yamaguchi Tamon led the Japanese Navy to succeed in independent combat, he would inevitably incur He Rui's dissatisfaction. But what if He Rui was unhappy? A very solid alliance had been formed between China and Japan, and China must pay attention to Japan's strategic unease. This operation was executed by the Japanese fleet alone; no matter how unhappy He Rui was, he had to endure it.

While considering, Yamamoto heard Yamaguchi Tamon say, "However, I have one thing that I still need Yamamoto-kun to help with."

"Please speak."

"Now the old fossils in the country insist that 35,000-ton battleships are not enough and insist on building 45,000-ton super battleships. Please, Yamamoto-kun, no matter what, stop them from doing stupid things." Mentioning this matter, Yamaguchi Tamon was very unhappy.

"Are they dissatisfied with the current 88 Fleet?" Yamamoto Isoroku was a bit surprised. After the Japanese Revolution, the vision for the 88 Fleet was 8 high-speed battleships + 8 battlecruisers. Under He Rui's pressure, the Navy was finally forced to accept the "88 Fleet" plan of 8 35,000-ton high-speed battleships + 8 35,000-ton aircraft carriers.

When the war started, 8 fast battleships had entered service, 4 35,000-ton aircraft carriers were self-built, and China supplemented Japan with 4 aircraft carriers, completing the new 88 Fleet. But some people in the Japanese Ministry of Defense seemed possessed and insisted on building two 45,000-ton super battleships. If it weren't for Yamaguchi Tamon serving as the Navy Commander, this plan would probably have been passed.

Seeing Yamamoto Isoroku promise this, Yamaguchi Tamon immediately stood up to take his leave. This surprised Yamamoto very much. "Yamaguchi-kun is going back now?"

"I can wait, but the US military won't wait," Yamaguchi Tamon replied.

Although Yamaguchi Tamon didn't need to fly the plane, flying for 15 hours a day was tiring. Yamamoto Isoroku said gratefully, "Thank you for your hard work, Yamaguchi-kun."

MacArthur did not know the actions of the Japanese Navy's upper echelon, but among the several options for the withdrawal plan proposed by MacArthur, the first one was to publicly announce that "US military aircraft are returning to the Philippines from Singapore." This plan had high safety. If the Chinese Air Force launched a surprise attack on the US military, it could also very effectively stimulate the American people's hatred of the enemy.

However, the telegram sent back by the Army General Staff actually rejected this plan and agreed to the plan of detouring to retreat from Singapore. After discussing with trusted staff officers in the Philippines Command, MacArthur believed that the reason for this choice was that they did not want the British side to feel abandoned.

"XX, damn politics." MacArthur cursed in the headquarters. The staff officers did not express their attitude towards this statement but supported it quite a bit in their hearts. MacArthur had an impulsive personality, but his level in the military field was very good. The risk of retreating openly seemed great, but at present when China and the United States were not at war, it was not that dangerous.

The military cannot override politics. Even if the Philippines Command was unhappy in their hearts, they could only obey Washington's orders. Moreover, at this stage, the US military indeed faced great pressure. China and the US had been fighting for a week. The US Air Force failed to gain an advantage in the initial frontal head-on confrontation. Later, the US military designed several new tactics against Chinese Air Force tactics, with limited results. The opposite Chinese Air Force also designed several tactics against the US military, and the US also suffered some losses.

As the two sides became more and more familiar with each other, the competition between the Chinese and American air forces was about the performance of the aircraft and the level of the pilots. The performance advantage of the J-9 was not large, but after the Chinese Air Force brought this advantage into play, the pressure on the US Air Force increased rapidly, and the number of aircraft shot down and damaged every day increased. Yesterday alone, 113 US Air Force planes were damaged or shot down; a whole group of planes was written off just like that.

MacArthur sent 10 groups with 1,000 fighters to reinforce Singapore. Up to now, less than 500 were left. They could be consumed for at most another week. Now was indeed the time to retreat.

British Prime Minister Attlee received the news from Singapore on October 8. He immediately sent a telegram to US President Roosevelt, asking the US military not to leave. Roosevelt replied politely that the US military had done its best. Out of the friendly relationship between Britain and the United States, the US Air Force would leave most of the planes to Britain when leaving to help Britain continue fighting.

After reading Roosevelt's reply, Attlee walked back and forth with his hands behind his back in the Prime Minister's residence at 10 Downing Street, very angry in his heart. He had been under great pressure recently. After abandoning Churchill who was tough on Germany, the British upper class now began to dislike Attlee for being unable to get full support from the United States.

While depressed, Attlee was also very clear that if Singapore was lost in his hands, even if a wartime Prime Minister would not likely be forced to step down due to the failure of one or two campaigns, the British upper class would prefer someone who could drag the United States into the war to be Prime Minister. After walking with his hands behind his back for a good while, Attlee came up with a way. Since the upper class all believed that Churchill was the person who could communicate with Roosevelt best, and it was said that there was a good personal relationship between the two, he would invite Churchill to serve as a cabinet member. Secretary of State for War or First Lord of the Admiralty, Churchill could pick whatever he liked.

After making the decision, Attlee did not delay and sent an invitation directly to Churchill, which was immediately rejected by Churchill directly. This made Attlee feel that things were getting more and more wrong.

On November 10, the US Air Force sent by the Philippines Command to support Singapore evacuated according to the plan. Only one P-47 group left; all other fighters were left to the British army. This gift could not be said to be ungenerous, but it meant little to Britain.

Before the outbreak of the war, Britain had more than 700 fighters in Malaya. After two weeks of fighting, there were less than 300 left now. There were less than 400 pilots. This was the result of relying on the full support of the US Air Force. After the US Air Force retreated, 400 British troops operating more than 700 fighters would not have a problem of shortage of aircraft for the time being. But since the beginning of the battle, the Chinese Air Force had also suffered losses, but there was never any sign of shortage of personnel on the front line. How many days could such a small British Air Force be consumed?

Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the Singapore Theater, also knew that the situation was already very bad. He kept asking for mainland support, but the British War Office told Lieutenant General Arthur Percival that Singapore was struggling but at least holding on, while the situation in India had begun to show a trend of being unable to hold on. Now all British troops were invested in India. If the situation in India continued to deteriorate, Britain might even transfer troops from Singapore to India.

This news plunged Lieutenant General Arthur Percival into despair, but he could also understand this matter. The British India region had a population of more than 400 million and was an important market for Britain. Losing India, Britain would immediately lose its status as a hegemon. As long as India could still be held, Britain would have a chance to retake Malacca. Comparing the two, India was obviously more important.

On the same day, the Chinese Air Force continued to exert pressure on Singapore and Manila (Kuala Lumpur?), and the Singapore Theater could only be forced to fight. Also on this day, the British Air Force had 151 fighters shot down or damaged, and 84 pilots lost contact. Originally, the British army thought they could resist for a week, but looking at it now, they were afraid they couldn't even hold on for 3 days.

At sea, the five aircraft carrier battle groups of the Japanese Combined Fleet had arrived in the waters west of the Philippines after two days of sailing. At this time, Yamamoto Isoroku no longer needed to provide intelligence to Navy Commander Yamaguchi Tamon. After getting several deciphered US military codes, Yamaguchi Tamon began to analyze US military telegrams on his own.

The latest deciphered telegram made the Japanese Combined Fleet very excited. Looking at the US withdrawal from Japan's perspective, they thought the US military would take all planes and retreat in batches. But the United States was rich and imposing, with strong industrial production capacity. So the US military left the planes to the British army in Singapore and only used one P-47 group to escort the pilots riding in transport planes. One group was about 100 fighters. Air forces of this scale did not need to evacuate in batches. According to the latest cracked secret telegram, this US flight group would return to the Philippines via the Sulu Sea around November 12. This created excellent conditions for annihilating the US Air Force.

Specific combat was the responsibility of the staff department. Yamaguchi Tamon went to each aircraft carrier in person to have discussions with Japanese officers and soldiers. Instead of taking a small boat, he flew a plane himself to take off and land on the aircraft carrier. As a leading figure of the aircraft carrier faction, Yamaguchi Tamon's skills in taking off and landing on aircraft carriers were quite good. His plane landed on the *Taiho*. Facing the naval officers and soldiers surrounding him, Yamaguchi Tamon called out their names one by one.

Being recognized by the Navy Commander, the Japanese pilots were all surprised, and at the same time felt closer to Yamaguchi Tamon, the Navy Commander. Japanese aircraft carriers adopted the same layout as Chinese aircraft carriers. Chinese aircraft carriers did not consider the so-called "hierarchy" when designing, and all cafeterias were the same.

So in the cafeteria, Yamaguchi Tamon sat together with the pilots and asked them about their views on fighters. The Japanese pilots were also honest and admitted frankly, "Stronger than the Zero fighter."

The Japanese Navy initially expected the advanced fighter designed by itself to win the bid for the Sino-Japanese carrier-based aircraft. The Zero fighter indeed showed very excellent performance. Then the Japanese Naval Design Bureau felt the strength of its Chinese counterparts in the bidding. The fighters of the two sides were no longer a comparison of pros and cons, but a comparison of generational differences. The Japanese side was also straightforward and fully chose Chinese equipment and standards in terms of aircraft carriers.

Yamaguchi Tamon did not feel ashamed at all because of this. Seeing that the pilots were also magnanimous, he emphasized again, "Gentlemen, the biggest gap between China's military equipment and our Japanese military equipment is that China uses technological equipment to achieve functions that Japan has to rely on manpower to achieve.

"I know that many of you can judge the altitude just by glancing at the sea surface, feel subtle changes in wind direction and wind speed just by feeling the slight vibration of the plane, and can make the most suitable choice. Completely believing in human ability and spiritual power is Japan's advantage, but also Japan's disadvantage.

"Being forced to entrust human life to machines for judgment is a situation that our Japanese nation finds hard to endure. But gentlemen, even you may not be able to maintain the best state at all times. Although the accuracy of machines may not be comparable to the reactions you have tempered through thousands of trials, machines are very durable and stable.

"China putting all its strength on making machines more precise and stable determines that China has unlimited room for progress. Although you have reached the limit that humans can achieve, you cannot continue to break through because you have reached the upper limit.

"Therefore, I ask you to use equipment more effectively and focus your energy on more precise judgments. In this way, you will definitely show combat effectiveness that terrifies the British and American brutes."

The Japanese army only obtained new Chinese equipment after 1940. Since the Japanese army before 1940 still followed the slogan of spiritual power being supreme, the training received by Japanese pilots was very different from that of Chinese pilots, and it could not be changed in a short while. In the first year after Japanese pilots received the planes, they always thought that although these devices looked easy to use, they could not exceed human limits. Many pilots actually had resistance. It was not until China equipped the planes with various latest electronic equipment in several upgrades that the Japanese pilots had to be convinced.

Yamaguchi Tamon himself had no obsession; what he longed for most was only to win battles. Under the premise of being able to win battles, he would pay extra attention to reducing his own losses. When there was no advanced equipment, Yamaguchi Tamon emphasized the individual level and spiritual performance of pilots. With advanced equipment, Yamaguchi Tamon would emphasize that his pilots should rely more on equipment to reduce the physical burden on pilots and focus more attention on judgment.

These were all processes that pilots had personally experienced. Listening to Yamaguchi Tamon talk about these, Japanese pilots felt very cordial. The conversation went very well. At the end of the meeting, Yamaguchi Tamon emphasized again, "Gentlemen, winning this war, Japan will obtain a broader raw material production area and commodity sales market. Under the leadership of the Prime Minister and the guidance of Chairman He Rui, everyone in Japan can already eat rice. Winning this war, the Japanese people will have meat to eat and wine to drink every day. For Japan, please fight bravely!"

Hearing such a future, the Japanese officers and soldiers all stood up and shouted loudly, "Banzai! Banzai! Banzai!"

It took Yamaguchi Tamon a day and a half to visit all the aircraft carriers. The time had reached 14:00 on the 11th. The information department monitoring the radio monitored the US military telegram again. Due to the smooth evacuation, the US military had landed at the Borneo airfield. Tomorrow morning at 9:00, that is, 9:00 AM on the 12th, US military aircraft would take off and return to the base in the Philippines.

The intelligence department also learned that the US military would send a squadron of fighters to meet the fleet. The staff officers asked how to deal with this squadron of US fighters.

Yamaguchi Tamon answered without hesitation, "We will launch an attack as much as possible one hour after the US aircraft take off from Borneo, and destroy those US Air Force planes before the US Air Force greeting troops arrive. If the US Air Force greeting troops arrive, we will intercept them. The reason is simple: our unit found British aircraft painted with US markings traveling from Singapore to the Philippines and was ordered to shoot them down!"

The Japanese staff officers all thought this reason was very good. previously, China questioned why a large number of aircraft painted with US Air Force markings were found participating in the battle in Singapore. The answer given by the United States was that the British forgot to paint over the US Air Force markings on the aircraft imported from the United States. The US Air Force did not participate in the war.

Since the US government explained it this way, it was logical for the Japanese Air Force to shoot down these "British aircraft." The feeling of being able to use the opponent's spear to attack the opponent's shield was simply too good!

At 6:00 AM on November 12, Zheng Silang, who had arrived in northern Malaya, issued an attack order. Zheng Silang captured the Kwantung Leased Territory in the Sino-Japanese War and gained the name of a brave general from then on. Zheng Silang also felt that his personality was relatively tough, but Zheng Silang thought he was not rash at all.

Especially after serving as the Minister of General Logistics for several years, although the troops seemed to have made no progress on land for a week in the previous battles, Zheng Silang felt that it should have developed this way.

Similarly, now that the US Air Force had withdrawn and the British Air Force was almost exhausted, Zheng Silang believed that the time to seize Kuala Lumpur and Singapore was ripe.

With the order reaching the front line, three groups of fighters took off first. According to the assessment and interrogation of prisoners, the number of British Air Force pilots was less than 80. If they dared to take off, it would be a matter of one morning for the three groups of Chinese fighters to eliminate them.

The troops attacking Kuala Lumpur had long been prepared. These areas were not suitable for armored forces to fight, and the main attacking force had been replaced by motorized troops using wheeled infantry fighting vehicles.

In the past week, the British ANZAC Corps had built a defense line in the northern position from Kuala Lumpur to Singapore, which was suitable for armored troops to break through with the cooperation of the Air Force and Artillery.

As for Singapore, because it was separated from Malaya by the narrow Johore Strait, and only one bridge connected Singapore Island and the Malayan mainland, it probably couldn't be taken today. However, China's H-6 heavy bomber formation had arrived at the airfield in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Each H-6 could carry more than 8 tons of bombs. As long as today's other attacks achieved their goals smoothly, if Singapore did not surrender tomorrow, it would be turned into a sea of fire under the attack of thousands of tons of bombs dropped by bombers.

At that time, not only H-6s would be invested in the bombing, but also H-5 fighters derived from J-9s. Although the H-5's bomb load was not as much as the H-6, its 15 hardpoints could theoretically carry 6 tons of bombs, especially rockets produced in China.

Although the bombs of the H-6 covered the sky and earth, the accuracy was not high. Rockets were very different. Those rockets equipped with laser gyroscopes could directly hit the target if lucky. To say it in Japanese, no matter what kind of fortress it is, it can be "one shot, one soul."

The plan had been distributed to various units. In the frontline headquarters, Zheng Silang sat in front of the sand table, quietly waiting for the battle report to be sent back to the headquarters.
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The Commonwealth force defending Kuala Lumpur was the ANZAC Corps. Major General Vernon, the commander, got up early in the morning and first asked about the ships at the Kuala Lumpur docks, and then asked about the inspection situation of the gendarmerie.

This ANZAC Corps was a rebuilt unit. The previous ANZAC Corps was captured by the Chinese National Defense Force and sent to the Asian International Court of Justice for massacring Burmese civilians.

The "shame culture" in Europe and America was also very heavy. If a person committed a heinous crime, as long as he was not caught, he was considered to have no moral problems. This person could even brag about his crimes as capital. But once caught and convicted by a court, this person would bear the label of "sinner" for life.

The outcome of the previous ANZAC Corps was like this. Those who were not shot returned to Australia and New Zealand, not only stripped of military status but also regarded as shameful sinners, no longer accepted by society.

The adjutant replied, "Commander, the ships haven't arrived yet. I have contacted the Singapore Fortress. They said they were worried that the fleet would be bombed if stopped at the port. They will send a fleet over when we need it."

Major General Vernon's face immediately turned ugly. In the past week or so, witnessing the fierce air battles between the Chinese and US forces, Major General Vernon and the ANZAC Corps headquarters understood that China's air power seemed infinite. Now that the US Air Force had withdrawn and the British Air Force was exhausted, the ANZAC Corps would suffer endless bombing and strafing from the air in the subsequent battles.

The ANZAC Corps cared so much about the fleet because they felt they couldn't hold Kuala Lumpur and were ready to retreat to the Singapore Fortress by ship at any time. The ANZAC Corps had already been annihilated once; they didn't want to be annihilated again.

"Continue to contact Singapore," Major General Vernon ordered helplessly. Sighing, the Major General continued to ask, "How is the gendarmerie's supervision?"

"The gendarmerie reported that military discipline is very good, and there has been no killing of civilians." After recounting the gendarmerie's supervision situation, the adjutant added, "The headquarters notified the whole army again yesterday that no killing behavior is allowed. Once it appears, it will be dealt with by military law. Military law includes execution on the spot!"

During the Sino-British War, although the headquarters of the previous ANZAC Corps did not encourage the army to kill people, it did not stop it either. Even after knowing that the troops began to "kill people to practice courage," they issued orders for various units to finish the courage practice process quickly and attack the Chinese National Defense Force quickly.

For the ANZAC Corps, British and ANZAC laws did not clearly define whether colonial people counted as humans, nor did they define whether the ANZAC Corps killing colonial people counted as a crime. But Chinese law firmly believed that humans should be equal, and humans should enjoy human rights regardless of skin color or race. Legal professionals from various countries participating in the Asian International Court of Justice recognized this concept, so the orders of the ANZAC Corps headquarters, as well as the actual indulgence, led to the ANZAC Corps being judged as a criminal group and tried from top to bottom.

The current ANZAC Corps, at least in terms of military orders, constantly emphasized striving not to leave any evidence of the headquarters indulging or even ordering massacres in the procedure.

Just then, sharp whistling sounds suddenly came from the air. Commander Vernon and the adjutant both changed their expressions. They both heard that this was the movement of falling bombs. The adjutant immediately pounced on the phone and connected to the front line amidst explosions. The adjutant shouted, "This is headquarters. The enemy has started attacking. How are your preparations?"

A relatively calm answer came from the other end of the phone: "Report headquarters, the troops have begun to enter positions!"

Judging by the average level of the British army, the ANZAC Corps' preparation was indeed passable. Quite a few trenches were dug, and artillery, air defense positions, and machine gun fire points were arranged quite carefully. However, the primary target of the National Defense Force Air Force was not the British positions, but the radar station located in Kuala Lumpur.

Through radio signal confirmation, intelligence provided by the Malayan Communist Party in Malaya, and interrogation of prisoners, the Chinese Air Force determined the location of the British radar station. Two H-5 fighters, with rockets on all 15 hardpoints, pounced straight on the radar station capable of monitoring the entire sky over Kuala Lumpur under the protection of J-9 fighters.

The H-5 was not a dive bomber. Although it could also carry out bombardment at a certain dive angle, it was closer to level bombing. Even so, the H-5 bomber adopted the maximum dive angle. The operator in the rear aimed fully at the radar station and pressed the launch button only after the plane entered a uniform linear motion state as much as possible.

The rocket left the plane, the rocket engine moved at full speed, and a moment later it flew in front of the plane. The plane also lost its stable flight state. The pilot began to pull up the plane, while the operator observed intently. He saw the rocket flying straight forward as if in a straight line. Before long, it flew the distance of 5 kilometers and exploded a huge ball of fire near the British radar station on the ground. The British radar station on the ground did not seem to be destroyed.

The crew of the H-5 was not surprised. The plane was flying at a speed of more than 200 kilometers per hour. The radar station was not large. It was not easy to accurately hit a target 5 kilometers away at such speed. The H-5 crew pulled back the plane and carried out the next bombing run. The reason for carrying 15 rockets was that it was clear before the sortie that one strike could absolutely not destroy the target.

The 19th rocket launched by the two H-5s finally hit the target. The pilots clearly saw the British radar station being blown to pieces in the firelight, with antennas and radar vehicles turning into flying fragments.

The operator turned on the radio. "This is crew 0109. Report Group Captain, we hit the target!"

The Chinese electronic reconnaissance aircraft also contacted the command post at this time. "Report command post, the British radar signal in Kuala Lumpur has disappeared."

Destroying the British radar was equivalent to destroying the eyes of the British army against the air. The headquarters then ordered the H-6 fleet to sortied and begin bombing the British positions in Kuala Lumpur.

Major General Vernon had already imagined that the attack of the Chinese Air Force would be terrible. Being truly amidst the overwhelming bombing from the air, he realized that modern warfare was even more terrible than he imagined. Previous wars only had fierce battles on the front line where the armies of both sides contacted. In modern warfare, the distinction between the front line and the rear was becoming increasingly blurred, and the headquarters was no safer than the front line. Major General Vernon's headquarters was suffering fierce bombing.

On the phone, Major General Vernon asked what kind of tragic fierce battle was going on at the command front line. The news he received surprised Major General Vernon greatly. "The front line was attacked by the Chinese Air Force; we haven't seen the Chinese Army yet."

Major General Vernon couldn't figure out what the Chinese army was up to. Just as he wanted to continue asking, the headquarters was hit by a rocket. Dozens of kilograms of TNT instantly destroyed the walls of the headquarters. Major General Vernon was covered by building debris within a second. The Major General was quite lucky; a sharp piece of wood pierced directly into his neck, severing the carotid artery, and he lost his life in a moment.

Inside the headquarters, the affected staff officers were seriously injured. They struggled and screamed, but at this time the headquarters had been blown into ruins. In the chaos, no one could come to save them. What awaited them was a quite painful death.

The Chinese Air Force did not know exactly what happened on the ground. Even with various sights, the Air Force could not really observe the situation several kilometers away. All fighters could only complete their tasks step by step, destroying one target and then continuing to destroy the next. In order to effectively weaken the enemy's combat effectiveness, the enemy's headquarters, traffic nodes, warehouses, radar, and radio were all targets of attack.

Only after the Air Force destroyed relevant targets would the corresponding Army move out. The wheeled armored personnel carriers of the motorized infantry brigade rushed to the breakthrough point, easily crossed the uneven ground, and broke through the enemy's defense line. During this process, they unexpectedly did not encounter any decent resistance.

Some armored personnel carriers that broke through the defense line stopped, and the rear doors opened. Infantry squads holding Type 37 assault rifles jumped out of the vehicles and began to attack in reverse from behind the British defense line. Under attack from front and back, the British troops in the trenches surrendered without holding on for long. The breakthrough was completely opened in the blink of an eye. A large number of infantry fighting vehicles rushed in from one breakthrough after another; some continued to develop in depth, and some spread out to the two wings.

Zheng Silang began to receive reports in the headquarters. Watching the British outer defense line of Kuala Lumpur disintegrate rapidly, Zheng Silang's expression remained unchanged, but he was really happy in his heart. His work in the General Logistics Department in the past few years was to complete the equipment needed for the current battle. Compared with old tactics, new tactics were a bit too brutal. The current battle proved that Zheng Silang's view was correct.

The comrades in the headquarters were very happy to see the battle going so smoothly. But seeing Commander Zheng Silang stand up and walk out of the command post with a thoughtful look, everyone noticed that Zheng Silang didn't look happy and was a bit surprised. The staff officers recalled the battle plan and execution and couldn't figure out why Zheng Silang was unhappy.

The comrades in the headquarters didn't know that Zheng Silang's thoughts were not on the battle in front of him. At this time, Zheng Silang remembered He Rui's analysis of "future" wars a few years ago. He Rui believed that China would inevitably wage a total war with a powerful industrial country. When facing an opponent with strong military manufacturing capabilities, such equipment and combat effectiveness only allowed the Chinese National Defense Force to be capable of continuing to fight on a battlefield full of saturation attacks in the future.

Even now, Zheng Silang still doubted He Rui's judgment a little bit. Zheng Silang didn't quite understand before why he had such antagonistic thoughts about He Rui's judgment. At this time, Zheng Silang found that he had the answer. The reason why he doubted He Rui was not that Zheng Silang himself didn't believe He Rui's judgment, but that Zheng Silang really didn't want to wage a cruel war with such an enemy. Even knowing that this day would come sooner or later, Zheng Silang hoped that this day would come a little later.

At this time, Japanese Navy Commander Yamaguchi Tamon was full of expectation that fierce battles could happen as soon as possible. The secret US telegram received by the fleet had ordered the US Air Force fighting in Singapore to take off from Borneo, but which route the US Air Force would take was not explained in the telegram.

Britain also had radar stations near the Borneo airfield; as long as Japanese planes approached, they would be discovered. When the US Air Force left the monitoring range of the radar, there were very many routes to take. Once the route of the US Air Force could not be caught, the US Air Force would land at the airfield near Manila in at most 3 hours. Although Yamaguchi Tamon didn't mind attacking the US homeland directly, he also knew that doing so proactively would only stimulate the US will to fight. It was not a good thing for Japan.

Looking at the map for a while, Yamaguchi Tamon pointed to the easternmost route of the Sulu Sea and ordered, "Concentrate the main force at this position."

"Why did the Commander choose this place?" the Chief of Staff asked.

"MacArthur is a very outstanding soldier; he cannot take risks on such things," Yamaguchi Tamon replied.

The staff officers of the Japanese Combined Fleet had discussed a lot before. There were various ideas, and various views had their own reasonable opinions, none able to convince the other. After all, this was a tactical action. Strategy wins because it is correct, while tactics are correct because they win. Since the Commander had ordered, everyone stopped arguing.

Soon, three groups of Japanese fighters took off one by one from the aircraft carriers. The fighters after taking off began to fly around the aircraft carrier formation group. As more and more fighters took off, the formation became larger and larger. After the last fighter took off, the planes that completed the formation in the air flew east in batches.

Although the fighters took off almost non-stop, from the takeoff of the first fighter to the takeoff of the last fighter and joining the formation, the whole process exceeded 40 minutes. This was also one of the reasons why Japanese fighters lost to Chinese fighters in the bidding. The loiter time of Chinese fighters far exceeded that of Japanese fighters, which ensured that aircraft carriers could receive long-term protection. Even if enemy planes launched a surprise attack, the aircraft carriers could receive sufficient protection power.

At this time, more than 20 transport planes were advancing towards Manila along the eastern part of the Sulu Sea under the escort of a US Air Force group. The US Air Force did not realize that the god of death was following the wings of the Japanese fighter group to attack them. The flight time was less than 4 hours, and the Air Force squadron coming to meet them had also taken off.

The living conditions in Singapore could not compare with the Manila Air Force Base, and the pressure on the battlefield was even more incomparable to the rear. At this time, the American pilots in the transport planes had already discussed whether they could spend a good night with the Filipino girls they admired before returning to the base.

Because it was overseas combat, the sortie allowance was several times more than the service allowance. Air Force pilots could afford to spend, so everyone discussed the pros and cons of those girls, and the atmosphere was very relaxed and happy. Soon, the discussion became unrestrained. Contrarians were already arguing loudly about how virile and enduring they were. The contrarians got very excited arguing. Two American pilot brothers had already stated that they would compare publicly in the club hall to see who was the real "seven times a night" man.

Such topics did not make these American soldiers who had just come down from the battlefield feel unhappy. People around them all began to jeer and bet. Even the transport plane pilots informed other transport planes of this news via radio, triggering more contrarians to express that they wanted to participate in the competition.

It wasn't until the Group Captain scolded them on the radio that this group of people quieted down.

It must be explained that it wasn't that this group of people were lechers. It was just that the Chinese Air Force was too powerful. The US Air Force under the threat of death had accumulated too much psychological pressure. The so-called competition was just a fantasy to relieve pressure. As the saying goes, heart disease requires heart medicine; fantasy could effectively relieve inner pressure.

At 10:19 AM, the Group Captain informed the fleet, "The flight team coming to meet us will arrive in half an hour."

Learning that they were finally going to escape the dangerous battle, cheers came from inside the American planes. Thinking of safe sleep, cigars, fine wine, and women waiting for them, the mood of the US Air Force was extremely excited, wishing they could plunge into peace immediately.

At 10:26, the planes at the very front of the fleet saw many small black dots appear in the distant sky. They immediately passed the news to the Group Captain. The Group Captain also breathed a sigh of relief; he also looked forward to returning to Manila safely as soon as possible.

Inside the planes considered by the US Air Force Group Captain to be the welcoming US Air Force, Japanese pilots all wore white headbands with "Long-lasting Military Luck" written on them, their eyes sharp and fierce. They also saw the oncoming US fleet and knew that the battle would break out immediately. All firing safeties were opened, and Japanese pilots flew J-10 fighters towards the targets to be hunted.

When the US pilots finally discovered that the silently approaching planes were not US planes, they had also lost the chance to escape. Just as the US pilots in front shouted "Enemy attack, it's an enemy attack!", the battle broke out.

If the retreating US Air Force was flying P-51 fighters, with the maneuverability of the P-51, they could still counterattack quickly in such a short time. But this escort group used the larger P-47, whose acceleration performance was weaker than the P-51. The reason for this choice was that the P-47 was more expensive, and the Philippines Command did not want to leave P-47s for the doomed British army to waste.

The relative speed of the US and Japanese fleets flying head-on had reached 1,000 kilometers per hour. In the blink of an eye, the relative distance between the two sides shortened by dozens of meters. The fully prepared Japanese Air Force instantly occupied the attack position and began the slaughter.

The US Air Force Group Captain issued the order to "protect the transport planes." This order should have been correct, but if the US Air Force coldly chose to flee individually, the number of survivors would definitely be higher. The fleet gathering only gave the Japanese Air Force raiding the US Air Force an opportunity.

In less than 10 minutes, one-third of the planes in the US flight group were either shot down or damaged. The order received by the Japanese Air Force was "kill them all." Even facing fleeing US planes emitting rolling black smoke, the Japanese Air Force chased relentlessly and fired fiercely.

Such cruel slaughter made the US Air Force Group Captain's eyes split with anger, but the US Air Force squadron coming to meet them was still on the way. The heartbreaking despair did not crush the US Air Force Group Captain. He ordered all planes to flee for their lives, and then ordered his own crew: "Follow me to attack the enemy planes."

But there was no need for the US Group Captain to attack actively; the Japanese pilots had already charged over. In the battle just now, the Japanese Air Force, which occupied all advantages, only lost two fighters. The 300 Japanese fighters dispatched now showed a 5:1 advantage. At this time, it was no longer 2 against 1, but every Japanese flight squad of 4 planes attacked 1 US plane. Nearly half of these US planes were transport planes with no combat effectiveness.

In less than 10 minutes, all US planes were shot down. At this time, the US Air Force greeting troops arriving at the battlefield at the fastest speed finally arrived. Without wasting words, these US Air Force planes launched an attack on the Japanese Air Force that had just slaughtered the US Air Force.

The Japanese army immediately launched a counterattack according to previous orders. At 10:53 AM on November 12, 1941, the US Air Force with recognized identity and the Japanese Air Force of the Asian Coalition engaged in battle.

Some people looked forward to the outbreak of such a battle, and some people did not.
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Roosevelt was woken up in the middle of the night again. The Army Chief of Staff and the Navy Chief of Staff came together to introduce the battle losses of the Philippines Command after the air battle in the Sulu Sea to Roosevelt. Of the 1,000 pilots from the 10 US Air Force groups sent to aid Singapore, after rescue, 217 returned alive to Manila, of which 156 were wounded. More than half of the wounded could not return to service in the Air Force due to severe injuries. The United States lost 900 pilots.

For the US Air Force, which now had 38,000 pilots, this loss was still within the acceptable range. The most important thing at this stage was the powerful air power demonstrated by China. Since the start of the Singapore campaign, the US military had lost 900 pilots, and the British military had lost about 700 pilots. The total was as many as 1,600. This number had exceeded the total number of pilots in the entire UK before the outbreak of the Western European campaign.

Roosevelt was quite happy with this number. Based on Roosevelt's understanding of the American people, such huge casualties were enough to cause great damage to the self-esteem of the American people. As long as this matter could be fully utilized, it was enough to pull the United States into the war.

At this moment, US Secretary of State Hull rushed to the White House. He was also woken up in the middle of the night. The British government informed the US State Department that Kuala Lumpur had fallen. The British Singapore Theater now only had the Singapore Fortress left. If more aid was not obtained, the Singapore Fortress would likely not be held.

This news put Roosevelt in a better mood. Republican Congressmen were not stubbornly adhering to isolationism. If China launched an attack on Australia and New Zealand, Republican Congressmen would turn to support the war. Politicians only pursued political interests. China occupying all Pacific islands except the Philippines and Hawaii constituted an extremely realistic and major threat to US interests, and Republican Congressmen could no longer choose isolationism.

Of course, Roosevelt could not show happiness at this time. He immediately asked Secretary of State Hull to contact China and demand that China explain the air battle in the Sulu Sea.

Time passed quickly, and in the blink of an eye, it was 6:00 AM on November 13. At this time, except for the surrendered ANZAC Corps, the main forces of other British units had retreated into the Singapore Fortress. The Chinese Air Force, having completely mastered air superiority, began to bomb the Singapore Fortress and port violently.

The bombing was carried out from 6:00 AM to 10:00 AM. The Chinese Air Force had dropped thousands of bombs and launched more than 600 rockets. The entire British defense line in northern Singapore had been destroyed. Chinese commandos crossed the Johore Strait in small boats and landed in the north of Singapore Island, directly destroying the reservoir supplying water to Singapore.

Singapore was an island with insufficient local water sources. After the reservoir was destroyed, water was cut off immediately in the whole city. This impact was not prominent in the morning, but it showed up in the afternoon. Because of the war, 90,000 Commonwealth troops gathered in Singapore City, as well as more than 60,000 foreigners who had fled to Singapore from other places. So many people completely exceeded the carrying capacity of Singapore Island.

Hunger affects human mobility, but lack of water has a fatal impact on humans. Under the violent bombing of the Chinese Air Force, ships in Singapore's port were either sunk or fled the port. The Singapore Command's idea of using ships to transport water from the opposite bank came to naught.

The defenders of Singapore were under the threat of death at all times, and blood circulation was higher than usual. Thirst came faster. Soon, the local area of Singapore fell into a severe water shortage situation.

At this time, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang scolded Japan in front of He Rui, then met the US Ambassador to China angrily. Seeing Li Shiguang's angry expression, the US Ambassador to China thought Li Shiguang was going to fly into a rage. Unexpectedly, Li Shiguang's tone was relatively calm. He just informed the US Ambassador to China that it was the Japanese Combined Fleet that launched the attack. The reason for the attack was that the Japanese Combined Fleet learned that a British Air Force unit fighting in Singapore was flying fighters painted with US Air Force markings to the US Philippines.

After introducing the situation, Li Shiguang asked, "The Chinese side cannot understand why the US Air Force appeared in Singapore. According to the US government, the United States only provided fighters to Britain under the 'Lend-Lease Act.' No American pilots participated in the war between China and Britain."

Seeing Li Shiguang's calm expression when saying this, the US Ambassador to China also knew that Li Shiguang was really not suppressing his anger. Both China and the United States were very clear about whether the US Air Force participated in the war. Washington was now trying hard to promote the war, but restricted by domestic pressure, Washington did not want to actively declare war on China. That was why such a knowingly asked question appeared.

In order to complete his diplomatic mission, the US Ambassador to China strongly reprimanded China for actively attacking the US Air Force. Li Shiguang would not be fooled; he always adhered to the initial statement: "The Japanese Air Force attacked the British Air Force. After the operation was completed, the US Air Force suddenly launched an attack on the Japanese Air Force. This unreasonable attack by the United States is obviously a despicable sneak attack!"

Diplomats fought a war of words, trying to find words that could be used from the other party's words. On this day, He Rui suddenly took a special plane to visit Seoul. On the same day, Prime Minister of the Republic of Japan Ishiwara Kanji also arrived in Seoul to visit Korea.

Ishiwara knew that He Rui was expressing politeness. If Ishiwara was called to Beijing, China, it would make the upper class in Japan who demanded war with the United States feel unhappy.

The meeting naturally had to go through the process. Korean President Kim Gu received the heads of state of China and Japan. The heads of state of the three countries exchanged views on the current status of the war and issued the *Seoul Declaration*, expressing the declaration to bring liberation to the people of the world. After the talks, He Rui stated at a press conference that within a week, China would liberate Singapore. The entire Indochina Peninsula would be completely liberated.

Although in China's view, fighting the war for two weeks was already considered very slow, in the view of the Korean people, occupying the entire Indochina Peninsula in at most three weeks meant that imperialism was completely vulnerable in front of the coalition forces led by China. As a member of the coalition, Korea was also honored.

After answering the questions of enthusiastic reporters, He Rui held a separate meeting with Ishiwara. At this time, Ishiwara put on an attitude of a dead pig not afraid of boiling water, and even took the initiative to say, "Teacher, the US government protested to Japan, so I let the Ministry of Foreign Affairs reply to the US government with Chairman Li Runshi's words: Imperialism has always been unreasonable; once it starts to reason with you, it means it has been forced into a corner with no other way."

He Rui knew the character of this guy Ishiwara. When he started to play the rogue, he was really thorough. In order to prevaricate He Rui, Ishiwara even dragged Li Runshi out to use.

Although he felt both annoyed and amused, He Rui did not blame Ishiwara. The purpose of coming here this time was not for such a trivial matter. He Rui asked, "Ishiwara, is Japan preparing to fight independently, or mixed with the Chinese army?"

Ishiwara answered decisively without thinking, "Japanese logistics equipment needs China's help, but in combat, we still hope to be able to fight independently until the Teacher thinks it must be mixed."

He Rui did not force it either, answering, "When mixed, it will be the stage of forming the World People's Liberation Army. Since you hope to fight independently at this stage, I have only one request: before the United States actively declares war, Japan must not take the initiative to attack the United States again!"

Ishiwara could still clearly distinguish the impact of whether the United States actively declared war. He hurriedly replied, "I have reprimanded Yamaguchi Tamon and ordered Yamaguchi Tamon to lead the Combined Fleet back to Japan."

"I know," He Rui replied. He Rui was not unhappy about the withdrawal of Japanese troops. Ishiwara's judgment was correct; the United States was unlikely to take the initiative to attack the Chinese army at this stage. But the United States had the courage to take the initiative to launch small-scale attacks on Japan.

Roosevelt was an old fox. If it weren't for Korea's geographical location between China and Japan, and Japan's defense circle providing protection for Korea, Roosevelt might be more likely to launch an attack on Korea directly. As long as Korea confronted the United States slightly strongly, the United States would threaten to declare war on Korea. Then use any action of Korea to complete the declaration of war on Korea.

The way to deal with this old fox Roosevelt was simple. If the United States wanted confrontation, China would confront the United States. But China would absolutely not actively declare war. Of course, this did not mean that China would not declare war. Once China liberated India, Australia, and New Zealand, the time for China to declare war on the United States would arrive.

Ishiwara could understand He Rui's thoughts, but Ishiwara was unwilling to endure the pressure Japan had to bear in this process. Geographically, Japan was the geographical barrier for the entire East Asian region. Any force wanting to invade Asia would consider Japan as a springboard to enter East Asia.

Just before Ishiwara wanted to explain a few sentences, He Rui spoke here, "Ishiwara-kun, the return of the Japanese fleet can defend against possible US provocations. However, if some of Japan's outer islands are subjected to provocative attacks by the United States, I ask you to endure it."

Seeing that He Rui allowed the Japanese fleet to focus on defense at this stage, Ishiwara agreed to He Rui's request. After all, if Iwo Jima was bombed by the US military, most Japanese citizens would be angry. But if Tokyo was bombed by the US military, Japan would fall into panic.

At the end of the meeting, Ishiwara suddenly remembered something. "Teacher, how long do you think it will take to take Singapore?"

"I said, within a week. There are 6 days left now," He Rui smiled.

Seeing He Rui like this, Ishiwara didn't continue to ask. In fact, Ishiwara wanted to ask how long it would take to take India. But this question was really a bit far off, and it was indeed inconvenient to ask now.

On November 14, the bombing of Singapore continued. Singapore's rainy season was from November to March every year, but Singapore, which should be in the rainy season, was not raining at this time. The previous dry season left all rivers in Singapore basically in a state of cutoff. Singapore had only been cut off from water for half a day, and it was already in a state of comprehensive water shortage.

Under the cover of bombing, the Chinese army began to build pontoon bridges. The bridge troops progressed very fast and completed more than half of the work in the morning. The Singapore defenders' positions in the north had been completely destroyed. The British army tried to carry out two small-scale counterattacks, but they were crushed by the long-range artillery fire of the National Defense Force as soon as they started to act.

The artillery of the Singapore Fortress had also been destroyed by Chinese rockets. The British army could only watch helplessly as the Chinese Army completed the bridge construction at 3:00 PM. A Chinese army crossed the Johore Strait and landed on Singapore Island.

Although the sky darkened, the attack of the Chinese army did not unfold. But the British army knew very well that as long as the sun rose tomorrow, the final battle would begin.

At night, Chinese planes fired flares from time to time, illuminating the area in front of the beachhead position occupied by China brightly. Until the early morning, the British army unexpectedly had no chance for a night raid. In the darkness before dawn, flares were fired continuously. The exhausted British army had worried all night and was drowsy at this time, or simply fell asleep sitting up.

The Chinese army launched an attack at this time. After a whole night of preparation, the high-spirited Army began to advance. The British defenders returned fire immediately, and what caught the eyes of the British defenders was the figure of the Type 59 tank.

The commanders on the defense line were all British Army regulars, many of whom had participated in the Western European campaign. Seeing Chinese tanks start to break through, they immediately pulled out anti-tank guns to return fire. 37mm caliber shells hit the Type 59 tank and bounced off. The 100mm gun of the Type 59 tank returned fire immediately, and the British anti-tank gun and the gunner were blown to pieces together.

52mm (likely 2-pounder/57mm) anti-tank guns also fired, also with no effect. The anti-tank gun that exposed its position was immediately taken out by a shot from the Type 59 tank.

At this time, the British Army dragged out 75mm guns and began close-range direct fire. In terms of basic ground combat skills, the British army was indeed good. The 75mm gun could see the Chinese tank even retreat a little. But the British gunner immediately discovered that the frontal armor of the Type 59 tank resisted the 75mm gun hard and was surprisingly not penetrated. Now the British officers and soldiers were all dumbfounded.

When seeing the Type 59 tank for the first time, the British army felt that this kind of tank must be very fierce, but they didn't expect it to be so fierce. 75mm guns could not destroy the armor of the Type 59 tank.

Of course, the Type 59 tank couldn't just take a beating; a subsequent shot blew the British 75mm gun and the gunner away. Seeing that they had to fight such steel monsters, the British infantry had long wanted to retreat. At this moment, the Chinese Air Force began to drop bombs on this area. With this round of bombing, the British soldiers, who didn't want to die in vain, couldn't care about the officers' orders and retreated to the more solid rear one after another.

Junior officers were actually just hindered by face. Seeing that the soldiers had retreated and battlefield discipline was not enforced, they retreated with the soldiers.

Under China's storming attack, the British army retreated into the urban area of Singapore by 8:00 AM. With the coordination of the Air Force, the Chinese Army captured all surrounding key points of Singapore. And completely cut off Singapore's water supply.

There were many civilians in Singapore City, and casualties from a forceful attack would inevitably be large. Just cutting off the water supply could greatly weaken the resistance will of the British troops in Singapore. During this period, the Chinese Army could also make more complete preparations for the subsequent battles.

In the afternoon, the temporary headquarters of Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the Singapore Theater, was crowded with various people. Yesterday, the Theater Headquarters was attacked by Chinese Air Force rockets and destroyed. Lieutenant General Arthur Percival was luckily not injured, but the casualties of personnel inside the headquarters were heavy, so effective resistance could never be organized.

At this time, a group of people in the temporary headquarters, including people from the Army, Navy, and Air Force, all wanted to say something, but didn't know what to say. Singapore City was now completely surrounded, with no food and grass inside and no rescuers outside. London kept saying, "Hold on for a while longer; reinforcements are on the way."

As professional soldiers, just looking at the map knew that London was lying. Under the coverage of the Chinese Air Force, no fleet could reach Singapore smoothly. Even if there were, it would take at least half a month to arrive. Water had been cut off in Singapore City for a day, and everyone's throat was smoking. If this situation continued, within at most 3 days, all troops in Singapore City would lose all combat effectiveness. Holding on for 5 days, people in Singapore City would probably all die.

Finally, Lieutenant General Stephen, Commander of the Singapore Air Force who had basically become a commander without troops, said in a dry voice, "Commander, let's tell London that given the current situation, we will decide our actions on our own."

When the British Cabinet received the message that the Singapore Command would "decide its actions on its own," no cabinet member spoke. The so-called "deciding actions on its own" meant surrender. The cabinet members did not blame Lieutenant General Arthur Percival. Before the war, no one thought that China's offensive would rely on the Air Force, and that the Chinese Air Force actually had the ability to undertake the heavy responsibility of attacking. This made all British plans fall through.

Looking at Prime Minister Attlee who said nothing, the cabinet members felt that the Prime Minister must have suffered a heavy blow. Some cabinet members who could still think calmly at this time knew clearly that even if Prime Minister Attlee did not resign because of losing Singapore, he would resign because of losing India later.

Losing India would mean bearing infamy in British history. The best way for Prime Minister Attlee was to say nothing and resign voluntarily after Singapore fell. Although this resignation was very humiliating, it was decent enough compared to losing India.

Sure enough, Prime Minister Attlee did not mention the telegram from the Singapore Command at all next, but began to discuss with cabinet members how to aid Singapore with a gloomy face.

Facing this useless behavior like hatching unfertilized eggs, the cabinet members all cooperated to offer advice and suggestions, as if they could really successfully rescue Singapore through current efforts.

At 6:00 PM Singapore time, the Singapore Command sent another telegram: "...Our army has been completely surrounded, and the enemy has cut off all our water sources. Personnel have already died due to lack of water, and more lives are threatened with death. Our army has met with the enemy and demanded that the other party restore water supply, but was refused.

"Since the enemy has already entered Singapore, if assistance cannot be obtained within 12 hours, the Singapore Command will have to decide its subsequent actions on its own."

This telegram did not make the British Cabinet feel panic; it even made many cabinet members feel a big stone fall from their hearts. To this extent, the Attlee Cabinet had come to an end. Thinking of the candidate for the next Prime Minister, most cabinet members thought of the war maniac Churchill. Others probably had no interest in serving as British Prime Minister at this time.
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On November 16 at 9:00 AM, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, Commander of the British Singapore Theater, led a group of British officers out of the city. The officers' drinking water had not been affected by the supply interruption, and their steps were relatively stable. But the Commonwealth soldiers behind them had cracked lips and dark circles under their eyes, looking extremely unhealthy.

Zheng Silang, waiting for the surrender outside the city, watched quietly as the British officers walked towards him, feeling only a burst of boredom in his heart. Zheng Silang was also a bit surprised by his feeling. He originally thought he would be very excited, or at least relatively excited. But he just felt bored. Since he couldn't figure it out, Zheng Silang planned to ask He Rui for advice.

At this time, the British officers had arrived in front of the Chinese surrender acceptance representatives led by Zheng Silang. Lieutenant General Arthur Percival initially failed to distinguish who was a general and who was an ordinary soldier among a group of Chinese soldiers wearing the same camouflage uniforms. These camouflage uniforms were exactly the same style. When a group of people stood together, different patterns intertwined, making it hard to even distinguish bodies clearly, let alone find officers among them.

It was not until he got close that Lieutenant General Arthur Percival saw clearly the rank insignia on Zheng Silang's shoulder. China did not have brigadier generals. Seeing three stars on the Chinese general's shoulder, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival looked Zheng Silang up and down and saw that this general, who graduated from the Baoding Military Officers School, was a bit bow-legged, highly similar to the leg shape of British cavalry generals who were good at riding horses.

Zheng Silang looked back at Lieutenant General Arthur Percival. The sense of shame brought by surrender made Lieutenant General Arthur Percival avoid Zheng Silang's gaze. But it concerned the life and death of 200,000 Commonwealth soldiers and civilians. Lieutenant General Arthur Percival finally looked back at Zheng Silang and saw that this Chinese general looked indifferent, neither complacent nor pretending to be deep. This famous general under He Rui was just waiting calmly, as if this were just a simple job. This rational attitude reduced Lieutenant General Arthur Percival's sense of shame a lot.

"I hereby surrender to the National Defense Force of the Republic of China. I ask your army to abide by the Geneva Convention." Lieutenant General Arthur Percival's voice was a bit difficult.

Zheng Silang replied, "We are the glorious Chinese National Defense Force. I guarantee to the Lieutenant General and the surrendering Commonwealth troops that all prisoners of war will enjoy their due rights in accordance with the Geneva Convention."

Hearing Zheng Silang make a guarantee on behalf of the National Defense Force, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival drew his military sword and handed it to Zheng Silang. Zheng Silang took the military sword and said with a smile, "General, drinking water has arrived. We have set up water stations on the road to the temporary prisoner-of-war camp. Please order the British troops to drink in an orderly manner."

Lieutenant General Arthur Percival was stunned. He didn't know if Zheng Silang's words were sarcastic. But the British troops were indeed short of water now. Given the thirst level of the British troops, they would inevitably scramble when encountering water points. The Lieutenant General finally nodded and stepped back without saying a word.

Zheng Silang had absolutely no thought of humiliating the British. This was already the second time China had defeated Britain. Zheng Silang was considering how to quickly solve the British and Dutch colonies in the Pacific. The reason for saying such a sentence was simply because Zheng Silang, as a soldier who had followed He Rui for nearly 30 years, had an instinctive kindness towards soldiers.

After completing the ceremonial work in the surrender ceremony, Zheng Silang immediately rushed back to the frontline headquarters. The war did not end here. There were still millions of square kilometers of land in the vast Southeast Asian region that needed to be liberated from British and Dutch colonialists. After that, there were Australia and New Zealand to be liberated. The arrows on the map showed that the Chinese National Defense Force would cross the Strait of Malacca and enter Sumatra, thereby completely controlling the Strait of Malacca.

The news of Singapore's surrender spread rapidly within the Asian Alliance. The people of the Alliance had just seen the news that He Rui believed Singapore would be solved within a week. As a result, only three days later, Singapore surrendered obediently. The countries of the Asian Alliance were all gratified by He Rui's modesty and prudence, as well as the powerful strength possessed by China.

On the flight from Shanghai to Beijing, passengers discussed this campaign one after another. Zhao Tianlin was on this flight. He didn't want to participate in the discussion, just listened quietly. He heard a chubby passenger say loudly, "I remember that when we fought Japan in '22, it was also General Zheng Silang who led the vanguard. What was that prefecture called?"

"Kwantung Leased Territory," a passenger reminded.

"Right, right, right, Kwantung Leased Territory." The chubby passenger remembered the name and continued, "Speaking of which, the location of that Kwantung Leased Territory is quite similar to Singapore. Both are located at the tip of a peninsula."

Many passengers hadn't compared this matter and immediately became interested. The chubby passenger said angrily, "If you ask me, those few newspapers are blind. This is a war ordered by Chairman He, and the Five Tiger Generals are in their prime; how could they fail!"

Zhao Tianlin heard other passengers follow suit to criticize the Shanghai newspapers, but he didn't care in his heart. Several newspapers with some influence in the Shanghai business community had published some not-so-optimistic evaluations. Although Zhao Tianlin didn't like such content, he felt there was no need to crack down on it. The opponent in the war was the world hegemon Britain, and the battlefield was thousands of kilometers away. There would always be people worried about setbacks in the war. Such newspapers were like trash cans, undertaking the function of containing negative emotions. But the trash can itself did not need to be paid attention to.

The passengers were all happy about this victory, and most believed that the subsequent war would be smooth sailing. Some passengers also talked about their relatives or acquaintances' sons being conscripted into the reserves, wondering if these reserves would have the chance to go to the battlefield to fight.

Zhao Tianlin just listened. Arriving at Beijing Airport, a car immediately picked up Zhao Tianlin and went straight to No. 7 Renmin Road. He Rui was waiting for Zhao Tianlin in the official residence. After the two met, He Rui asked, "How is the situation in Shanghai?"

Zhao Tianlin replied, "Many people opposed this war because of their own interests. After taking Singapore, the situation is much better."

When Britain declared war on China, many traders in Shanghai had mixed feelings. Seeing so many countries declare war on China, these export traders naturally saw trade interrupted. Merchants whose own interests were damaged were naturally unhappy to see such a situation, and various strange remarks came out. Among them, some merchants who were originally dissatisfied with the socialist system mocked the He Rui administration for provoking the Eight-Nation Alliance just like the Qing Dynasty.

From October 25 to November 16, the Chinese National Defense Force seized the entire Indochina Peninsula in three weeks. Especially after inflicting heavy losses on the British Navy and Air Force in Singapore and Burma, many merchants doing business with India and African colonies immediately changed their attitudes. They originally thought the business was completely ruined; although they didn't suffer losses, their previous operations went down the drain. Now they began to look forward to the Asian Coalition liberating India and Africa, completely sweeping away the monopoly of colonial countries on colonies. Dealing with the British colonial government was far inferior to dealing with colonial countries liberated by China.

The voice opposing the He Rui administration's war was not loud originally, and now it appeared even more insignificant. Zhao Tianlin asked He Rui, "Chairman, will anyone take action against these merchants?"

He Rui shook his head. "Clowns, just a few flies buzzing. But regarding Brother Zhao going to the United States, will it affect the operation of the Asian International Court of Justice?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head: "We have gone to collect judges of various skin colors; the number of black judges is particularly scarce. However, the Asian International Court of Justice is not suitable for extensive use of Soviet judges either. We can only invite more lawyers to serve as judges."

"As long as they are not people like Gandhi," He Rui said, the corners of his mouth rising slightly, his expression a bit disdainful.

Zhao Tianlin sighed. "Chairman, we have tried our best to save Indian scholars, but local reactionary forces carried out cruel killings against these scholars. We didn't save many."

Since joining the Civilization Party, Zhao Tianlin had been considered a "moderate," which plainly meant he was not very interested in class struggle. So hearing "reactionaries" from Zhao Tianlin's mouth showed that the massacre of intellectuals by Indian reactionary forces indeed gave Zhao Tianlin a huge shock.

In his heart, He Rui compared the September 18 Massacre in India with the April 12 Incident in China. The time and space were different, the countries were different, but the class attributes were exactly the same. Both were massacres of the emerging intellectual class by reactionary landlords.

"Brother Zhao, the development of productive forces often brings social chaos, especially in politically loose areas. India received a lot of capital transfer and industrial transfer during World War I. Although far from comparable to China, it has indeed changed the local economic structure of India. Those reactionary landlords certainly will not accept the impact caused by the development of emerging industrial industries, because the two compete for the same land and population. This kind of contradiction only has a difference in sooner or later occurrence, not a question of whether it will occur."

Zhao Tianlin sighed helplessly again. He studied law and had seen the chaos of the Beiyang era. Before seeing this massacre, the local tyrants and evil gentry Zhao Tianlin saw were just oppressing the common people in the countryside. Beiyang still knew to respect intellectuals superficially, and the He Rui administration beat the landlords violently.

After seeing this massacre, Zhao Tianlin understood that the evaluation that "the reactionary nature of the landlord class is very strong" turned out to be true. The landlord class joined hands to massacre the intellectuals of the entire country. This was a scene that Zhao Tianlin, who studied law, dared not imagine at all.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin's expression, He Rui explained, "Brother Zhao, there is no life-or-death contradiction between us and the United States. Roosevelt insists on going to war with us not because Roosevelt himself is crazy. On the contrary, Roosevelt understands very well that the United States must compete with China for discourse power and definition power. If we win, Beijing can decide what is right and what is wrong in the future world. Washington has to participate in the world economy according to the rules defined by Beijing, China. If the United States loses, it will be Washington's turn to decide what is right and what is wrong.

"Of course, neither China nor the United States can manage the world with the power of one country. It is inevitable to establish an institution participated in by countries around the world, as well as associations for different fields, to solve contradictions between each other and reach consensus through meetings and consultations."

Zhao Tianlin's thoughts were still on India at this time. Hearing He Rui suddenly talk about the United States, even knowing that the purpose of being called by He Rui was to go to the United States as a special envoy of China, he couldn't change his line of thought immediately in a short time.

He Rui continued, "The same is true for India. For two hundred years, above these princely states was only the colonizer Britain. Now a group of Indians who popped out from nowhere appeared. Just by attending schools opened by the British, they received the protection or appointment of the British government, had money to open factories, and could hire farmers who originally paid taxes to the princes.

"These people also controlled newspaper public opinion, became judges, and mastered the power of definition. This shook the foundation on which the princes relied to maintain their power from the root. If Brother Zhao can understand why the United States wants to go to war with China, you can understand why Indian princes want to kill these Indian intellectuals of ordinary caste or even low caste origin."

Zhao Tianlin had not connected and compared the Indian September 18 Massacre with the very likely war between China and the United States. After listening to He Rui's evaluation, Zhao Tianlin followed He Rui's line of thought and unexpectedly felt suddenly enlightened.

After thinking for a moment, Zhao Tianlin sighed again. "Indeed. It seems that the Indian princes having no India in their hearts really has something to do with their history!"

He Rui nodded in agreement. "In the process of liberating India, we must never accept the defection of princely states, especially not the armies of Indian princely states. Accepting these people is destroying the cause of liberation. What India needs is a thorough revolution, not a half-hearted state-building."

Zhao Tianlin did not answer immediately. Zhao Tianlin just didn't support the class struggle theory very much, but it didn't mean he opposed recognizing class contradictions. From the perspective of a legal expert, class contradictions surrounding the ownership of means of production naturally existed, but class contradictions were not always at a life-or-death level. Zhao Tianlin believed that such contradictions could be suppressed and resolved through legal means.

After the He Rui administration came to power, the bourgeoisie scolded the government for disregarding the life and death of industries, but desperately invested in production to make money. Workers scolded the black-hearted capitalists for exploitation, but with the "Labor Law" and judicial protection, workers also got employment and wages. Class contradictions were suppressed by strong government operations.

Legal experts believed that human nature was evil. As an outstanding legal expert in the He Rui administration, Zhao Tianlin never had the monk's mentality of "sweeping the floor for fear of hurting ants' lives, cherishing moths by covering the lamp." regarding those black-hearted capitalists, Zhao Tianlin always advocated arresting those who should be arrested and fining those who should be fined. It didn't matter if civil liability was pursued until the capitalist went bankrupt. Only by strictly punishing violators could the cost of crime for black-hearted capitalists be increased, deterring these capitalists who lived on exploitation.

Having seen a strong central government eliminate the landlord class, and accustomed to a strong central government making capitalists bow their heads and obey orders, Zhao Tianlin really didn't expect that when these exploiting classes became reactionary, they could be so thorough.

Collecting his mood with difficulty, Zhao Tianlin looked at He Rui. "Chairman, I agree with your view. The struggle for power is indeed very cruel. Those reactionary landlords must never become members of the leadership of future Indian countries."

He Rui nodded. "I think in the face of such a cruel reality, revolutionaries in various Indian countries will recognize the situation clearly. And I believe Brother Zhao also understands the contradiction between China and the United States. I look forward to Brother Zhao being able to convey our attitude clearly to the US upper echelon after arriving in the United States."

After thinking for a while, Zhao Tianlin asked, "Chairman, do the Great Powers really not believe in the power of colonial people?"

He Rui chuckled. "Britain has seen the power of the Upper Burma National Defense Force, but the British believe that most officers and soldiers in the Upper Burma National Defense Force are disguised by our Chinese National Defense Force. I even suspect that when the World People's Liberation Army liberates Britain, Britain will not be able to give up this view."

When Zhao Tianlin was young, he also agreed with the view that "China became a colony." However, during his work in the Asian International Court of Justice later, he communicated with scholars from various countries and found that scholars from various countries believed that China's situation was like France occupied by Germany after the Franco-Prussian War, or at most the level of Germany hit by the Versailles system after World War I.

Both France and Germany were recognized as Great Powers in Europe and even the world, yet they had suffered such humiliation and loss. Another European-recognized Great Power, Russia, saw its Tsar commit suicide after losing the Crimean War. The things China encountered didn't count as much in Europe.

Zhao Tianlin didn't say much more; he asked, "Chairman, what must we emphasize to the United States?"

"Tell Roosevelt that we will not actively declare war on the United States. And Roosevelt is already in his third term, and 1944 is another election year. Leaving aside whether Roosevelt will ask for a fourth term, even if Roosevelt wants to run for a fourth term, he will face overwhelming inquiries from American voters, demanding Roosevelt to answer directly whether to participate in the war. We in China can certainly survive this year or so. Whether to declare war depends on Roosevelt's own choice. There is not much time left for Roosevelt."

Zhao Tianlin nodded. In terms of frankness, He Rui had always been frank. Zhao Tianlin didn't know if Roosevelt would declare war immediately after hearing these words, or get sick from anger. Based on Zhao Tianlin's understanding of the United States, if the United States actively declared war, it must give the American people a very clear promise of benefits. Roosevelt might not necessarily be able to afford it.

Just after talking with He Rui, the business representative of the Rockefeller Consortium in China visited Zhao Tianlin in person at the hotel where he stayed the next day. Zhao Tianlin didn't know if this news was released by He Rui's order, or if the Rockefeller Consortium's connections in the Chinese government were already so deep. But going to the United States was not secret information; the Rockefeller Consortium would know sooner or later.

Warmly inviting the Rockefeller business representative into the room, as soon as the door closed, the special envoy asked, "Professor Zhao, are China and the United States really going to war?"

Superficially, this question was asked out of concern leading to confusion. What kind of person was Zhao Tianlin? Of course, he couldn't be misled by such a sentence. He answered calmly, "Judging from the current situation, the US government has been pushing for a declaration of war on China."

China announced the news of capturing US Air Force personnel in the Singapore air battle. As long as they were Americans who were not completely unconcerned about political news, they could roughly know the attitude of the US Roosevelt administration. The business representative of the Rockefeller Company did not take up this topic; he asked, "I wonder what the purpose of Professor Zhao's trip to the United States is?"

Zhao Tianlin asked the business representative to sit down, adopted a comfortable sitting posture himself, and then answered, "It is to communicate with the US government, hoping that the US government can understand that war is not a good thing for either China or the United States. China does not want war."

Those who could be business representatives for the Rockefeller Consortium were smart people. Hearing this, the business representative had roughly guessed that China would definitely not go to Washington to express obedience. He probed again, "Our company has always been proud of being a long-term partner of China. Our Rockefeller Company has cooperation projects with Chinese counterparts all over the world. So I would like to ask Dr. Zhao, will China avoid going to war with the United States?"

Zhao Tianlin couldn't answer directly. He didn't dodge either, but said sincerely, "I think your company should use its influence to ask Washington for the answer."

The business representative's expression dimmed. After a pause, the business representative stood up. "Thank you, Dr. Zhao. I take my leave."

When Zhao Tianlin saw him to the door, the business representative of the Rockefeller Consortium couldn't help saying, "Can peace between China and the United States only be prayed for from God?"

"I am a materialist," Zhao Tianlin replied. "In China, this is called 'human effort can achieve anything' (it depends on human effort)."
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On November 19, the Hawaii Air Force Base, which had entered a high state of combat readiness, was heavily guarded. Radar constantly searched for signals in the sky, and numerous fighter crews were ready to take off at any time.

Starting from the day before yesterday, two Chinese aircraft carrier battle groups had been sailing west with all their might and had now arrived at a position more than 1,000 kilometers west of Hawaii. The main force of the US Pacific Fleet sortied to confront the Chinese aircraft carrier battle groups.

At 5:00 PM, several US military aircraft flew over the Hawaii civil aviation airport successively. The civil aviation airport was crowded with people, all looking forward to the sky. A four-engine airliner soon appeared in everyone's sight.

US Air Force Lieutenant Colonel Doolittle put down his binoculars, muttering, "It really flew here from Tokyo."

Several officers around Lieutenant Colonel Doolittle, who were also somewhat famous in the bomber field, also sighed with emotion and began to discuss.

"It's 6,200 kilometers from Tokyo to here. Does this plane have a range of 7,000 kilometers?"

"I think it would be 8,000 kilometers. Considering the yaw problem, it must be more than 8,000 kilometers."

...

Although they were discussing airliners, these officers who were somewhat famous in the bomber field were all thinking about bombers. The maximum range of the B-17 bomber, the most powerful in the United States now, was only 2,980 kilometers. The Chinese airliner beginning to land under the command of the airport tower in front of them was about the same size as the B-17. Being able to manufacture such an airliner meant they also had the ability to manufacture bombers with the same range.

After all, everyone was a bomber professional, and the discussion quickly entered a more realistic part. A major said unhappily, "These bombers can't fly to the West Coast." Other officers also felt it made sense; to date, no bomber capable of flying more than 20,000 kilometers (round trip?) had appeared.

Hearing this, Doolittle immediately replied, "What if the Chinese take Hawaii?"

Hearing this, several officers were stunned. It was only 4,000 kilometers from Hawaii to the West Coast. If the range of Chinese bombers exceeded 8,000 kilometers, they could indeed bomb the US West Coast. But this meant that China would take Hawaii.

Someone wanted to refute, but froze when the words reached his lips. Immediately, that person frowned deeply. "Is this why China sent two aircraft carrier battle groups east of Hawaii? China wants to prove they have the ability to surround Hawaii!"

When Doolittle served as a test pilot for new models of the US military, he obtained a doctorate in aeronautical engineering from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. In 1930, he retired for the first time and went to work for Shell Oil Company. In 1934, Doolittle proposed separating the Air Force from the Army to establish a separate branch and urged Shell Oil Company to start developing specialized aviation fuel. He had retired from the US Air Force.

In 1940, Doolittle rejoined the army in the context of the outbreak of World War II. Hearing the childish remarks of the US Air Force officers, Doolittle explained, "China wants to try its best to prevent us from declaring war on China by showing its strength."

Hearing this, the faces of the US Air Force officers became even uglier. The air battle in the Sulu Sea had been reported in the United States. Some fierce isolationists naturally scolded President Roosevelt for deliberately triggering war. But a considerable number of Americans no longer scolded Roosevelt. Many newspapers believed that the Battle of the Sulu Sea proved that China did not respect the United States at all, and China, which was expanding rapidly in Southeast Asia, was the greatest threat to the United States. The United States already needed to consider using tough means to contain China's expansion.

US soldiers generally regarded China as an enemy. US Air Force personnel who went to Singapore to fight dying or being injured could only be said to have got what they wanted, having nothing to do with hostility. But China's ambush of the US troops evacuating the battlefield was enough to prove China's hostility towards the United States.

At this time, the Chinese civil airliner landing at the airport had stopped steadily on the runway. The gangway was lowered, and a group of people appeared at the gangway entrance. Doolittle didn't want to watch anymore and turned to leave the airport. On the way back from the airport, Doolittle felt very heavy in his heart. The Shell Oil Company he worked for had always refused acquisition by the Rockefeller Company, but belonging to the same energy industry, Shell Oil Company also recognized the world's energy pattern clearly.

Although China had developed several large domestic oil fields, China's oil storage depth generally exceeded 2,000 meters, mining costs were high, and the oil was relatively viscous, belonging to relatively low-quality oil in the eyes of the US oil industry. Currently, mature oil field regions in the world included Southeast Asia and the Middle East. For its own energy supply, China would definitely occupy these two regions.

Shell Oil Company was a rival of the Rockefeller Consortium, and Doolittle had mostly contacted US oil giants outside the Rockefeller Consortium. These oil giants generally believed it was necessary to go to war with China. China was a big market. Once China fully controlled these two regions, its strength would be greatly improved. These giants generally believed that the United States could definitely not defeat China, so the United States must control China's channels for obtaining oil and use the chain of energy to lock the behemoth China.

Current China was already terrible enough. Once China solved the supply of energy and minerals, China would become even more terrible. China's population was 6 times that of the United States. A powerful China with 6 times the strength of the United States would inevitably pose a huge threat to the United States. The best way was to limit the beast before it rose.

Since war was already hard to avoid, and Doolittle saw the strength shown by China's aviation industry with his own eyes, his mood was very heavy.

What Doolittle considered, American reporters also considered. When the plane stopped steadily and prepared to refuel, they immediately interviewed Professor Zhao Tianlin, who was going to Washington as a special envoy of China.

The weather in Hawaii was relatively hot in all four seasons. Some reporters wore formal suits, and some wore colorful local Hawaiian clothes, looking quite warm. This made this press conference, which would inevitably discuss serious issues, not so oppressive.

"Professor, will a war break out between China and the United States?" A reporter from the *New York Times* asked directly.

Even believing that China and the United States would inevitably go to war, Zhao Tianlin still hoped it would be as late as possible, so he answered seriously, "If the United States declares war on China, war will definitely break out between China and the United States."

The reporters were caused a commotion by these words. A moment later, the *New York Times* reporter asked, "Have you received news that the United States is going to declare war on China?"

What Zhao Tianlin expected was such a sensational effect. He pushed his glasses and continued with a serious expression, "I heard that when Mr. President Roosevelt sought a third term, he publicly stated that he would never drag the United States into war. I think President Roosevelt should not deceive American voters. But judging from some things that happened, Mr. Roosevelt's attitude towards war is relatively frivolous."

American reporters had various expressions upon hearing such criticism. Although Zhao Tianlin's expression was serious, as if worried that Roosevelt's attitude was not correct enough, Zhao Tianlin knew very well that Roosevelt treated war very seriously.

Zhao Tianlin had been active internationally as a scholar in recent years. In the last six months, more than one person in the American academic circle told Zhao Tianlin that American capital knew very well that China's purpose in participating in the war was to break the colonial system and establish a new global market. America's top academic and capital circles believed that the future international market could only accommodate one great power.

Ten years ago, when Zhao Tianlin resigned as Vice Premier, He Rui discussed this future with Zhao Tianlin. Everything that happened in the ten years proved to Zhao Tianlin how sharp He Rui's judgment was.

The reporter from the *Washington Post* had done a lot of preparation before this trip. Seeing Zhao Tianlin taking the topic in a direction not beneficial to the United States, he immediately shouted ahead of the *New York Times* reporter, "The Chinese government said it would never expand its territory again. But isn't China's war exactly seizing colonies?"

This question made Zhao Tianlin happy in his heart. The report he read before this trip introduced that the *Washington Post* had fully turned to the camp supporting Roosevelt in starting the war. So no matter what Zhao Tianlin said, the *Washington Post* would not admit China's act of liberating colonies, but what should be said must be said. Zhao Tianlin replied, "I suggest the *Washington Post* send reporters to Malaya now. The local people of Malaya have begun preparations to convene a national assembly and establish an independent Malayan government."

The *Washington Post* reporter pressed, "Isn't this an election under China's manipulation? Does the Chinese government believe such manipulation possesses legitimacy?"

"The Chinese government only defeated the colonialists; it is a liberator, not an occupier. The Chinese government believes that the Malayan people electing their own government according to their own will is the greatest legitimacy itself," Zhao Tianlin replied.

The *Washington Post* reporter immediately retorted, "Legitimacy comes from world recognition, not self-declaration."

Zhao Tianlin looked forward very much in his heart to the *Washington Post* reporter publishing this question in the newspaper, preferably becoming the focus of discussion in the United States. Because the route the United States wanted to take was to replace Britain's world hegemonic status first, and then "implement benevolent government" to occupy the moral high ground. Unlike the United States, China took the route of directly violently destroying colonial rule and giving freedom to colonial people.

The US route must first recognize the legitimacy of colonialism, and then deny colonial rule in the name of colonialism being inhumane. This route was of course very progressive compared to colonial countries like Britain, but if the United States recognized colonialism as legal first, China could define the United States as a firm supporter of colonialism. In front of a liberator like China, the United States as a supporter of colonialism had no moral height to speak of.

Zhao Tianlin looked still serious. "Slave owners would also accuse slaves' efforts to seek liberation as illegal."

The *Washington Post* reporter's eyes widened round; he didn't expect Zhao Tianlin to be so blunt. And Zhao Tianlin didn't give the *Washington Post* reporter another chance. He turned to other reporters and said, "Does anyone else want to ask questions?"

The *Wall Street Journal* reporter seized the opportunity at this time and asked, "Professor Zhao, do you think the military conflict between China and the United States will become more intense?"

"I am going to Washington this time to discuss this matter with the US President. The military conflict between China and the United States is completely controllable, and even avoidable. China does not want to go to war with the United States."

"Then how does China plan to control the military conflict?" the *Wall Street Journal* reporter pressed.

Zhao Tianlin answered almost word by word, "China will not declare war on the United States first."

A burst of exclamation came from the reporters. At least in the eyes of American reporters, although this attitude was arrogant, it was at least relatively sincere.

Zhao Tianlin felt that this interview had achieved the effect, so he said, "Everyone, I will continue to rush to the [mainland] United States tomorrow. The reception ends here. I look forward to seeing everyone again in the United States."

Arriving at the hotel where he stayed, Zhao Tianlin took a shower, wore short clothes comfortably, and thought about the next work. The force within the United States that could suppress Roosevelt's declaration of war at present was the isolationist sentiment among the people. A year ago, the American public refused to participate in the dirty war triggered by Europeans because the result of World War I made the American public believe that the old order could still not be broken. Zhao Tianlin's statement to the American media now needed to use media propaganda to reinforce the stereotypes of the American public.

Zhao Tianlin did not believe that the American people would actively promote world progress, so naturally, he would not pin his hopes on the American people. But Zhao Tianlin pinned his hopes on the American people's understanding of the world war. If the American public understood this world war as an imperialist colonial struggle for hegemony, it would be very beneficial to China. If the American public understood the world war as a racist war launched by white people against other colored people to maintain their hegemony, that would be great!

Zhao Tianlin's special plane arrived on the US West Coast on October 20 and arrived in Washington at 13:00 local time on October 21. In the newspapers on the morning of the 21st, news of Zhao Tianlin stating that China would not declare war on the United States first, and news of China landing in Borneo were published simultaneously.

Borneo was located south of the Philippines. Militarily, China occupying Borneo blocked the US channel south from the Philippines. So much so that Roosevelt had the intention of leaving Zhao Tianlin hanging in the hotel in Washington for a few days.

But Roosevelt quickly suppressed his personal unhappiness. China was conquering territories in Southeast Asia day and night. Now Zhao Tianlin publicly announced that China would not declare war on the United States first, so Roosevelt naturally couldn't actively declare war on China. Leaving Zhao Tianlin in the hotel and ignoring him at this time, it was hard to say whether Roosevelt himself would be happy because of this, but Zhao Tianlin would definitely be happy to death; this was buying time for China.

According to intelligence provided by Britain and MacArthur, China had the ability to build temporary airfields quickly. Giving China another three months, China could build a large number of airfields throughout Southeast Asia. The United States must absolutely not give China time to drag on.

Both sides of the talk were core members, so the talk was very straightforward. The high-level US government officials all supported Roosevelt's policy, but with the attitude of treating a dead horse as a living horse, the US Secretary of Commerce asked Zhao Tianlin a question during the talk: "Professor Zhao, what currency does China use when trading with countries occupied by China?"

Seeing that the US side revealed the dagger after unrolling the map, Zhao Tianlin replied frankly, "We provide currencies most suitable for the development of their countries to these independent countries."

Hearing Zhao Tianlin be so frank, the US Secretary of Commerce did not ask other questions. Before asking this question, there was no choice other than war between the Roosevelt administration and the He Rui administration. And Zhao Tianlin's answer proved that the He Rui administration was very clear about this. Since the He Rui administration only used Renminbi in trade with various independent colonial governments, did the Roosevelt administration have other choices?

In the collective discussion between Zhao Tianlin and the US upper echelon, every word used by everyone was "protect human rights, respect values." At least to the ears of insiders, these discussions were extremely frank. Because the core of discussion at this level was indeed human rights and values; what both sides competed for was "who defines human rights, who defines values." Zhao Tianlin unreservedly expressed to the US high-level officials China's attitude of wanting to be the definer of the new world.

After talking with the US upper echelon, Zhao Tianlin held a separate meeting with Roosevelt. Roosevelt originally intended to refuse, but hearing that Zhao Tianlin wanted to convey He Rui's relatively private views, Roosevelt agreed to the separate meeting.

When only Roosevelt and his female secretary were left in the Oval Office, Zhao Tianlin said frankly, "Mr. Roosevelt, Chairman He Rui respects a reformer like you, who is extremely rare in American history, very much. So Chairman He Rui entrusted me to convey his views. The allies of the United States will be Britain and Germany; these two countries represent colonialism and racism. And the United States is a country with a long tradition of racism. Even a great leader like you cannot change the fate of the United States becoming an accomplice of colonialists and a racist country after the United States enters the war. Are you really prepared for this?"

Roosevelt was stunned; he indeed hadn't considered this war from this angle. Thinking for a while, Roosevelt looked at the cigar box on the table. The female secretary immediately took out two small cigars from inside and handed them to the two men in the room.

Zhao Tianlin waved his hand; he didn't smoke much, let alone cigars. "Please give me a cup of tea," Zhao Tianlin said to Roosevelt's female secretary.

Roosevelt lit the cigar and took a puff. "Does Mr. He Rui have other views?"

"We have begun to form the World People's Liberation Army. To date, countries such as Korea, Upper Burma, Assam, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia have proposed joining the World People's Liberation Army. Moreover, world leftists are discussing this matter with us. It is estimated that by next year, the World People's Liberation Army will have 300,000 people, many of whom are revolutionaries who participated in the Spanish Civil War.

"Mr. Roosevelt, if the United States declares war on China, the US military is not fighting a war for hegemony with China. Instead, it faces a total war against colonialism and racism. Do you think the United States has the ability to defeat the World Coalition seeking a new direction for human civilization?"

Facing such a threat, Roosevelt decided to ignore it first. He asked back, "Does Mr. He Rui think he is not striving for world hegemony?"

Zhao Tianlin had asked He Rui the same question long ago. Hearing Roosevelt ask the same now, Zhao Tianlin smiled. "Hehe. Mr. President, Chairman He Rui has long made plans for economic cooperation in the new world of the future. The Chairman believes that the model of the Federal Reserve should be fully borrowed in the future World Economic Cooperation Organization."

Now Roosevelt couldn't hold back a bit. The United States was a federal country. If the model of the Federal Reserve was used in a new world united government led by China, it was indeed very suitable. More importantly, if this was done, China would build an unprecedented non-white economy.

Roosevelt's staff had discussed what it would look like if China united the non-white world. The conclusion reached strengthened Roosevelt's determination to go to war with China.

The white countries in the world, including the Soviet Union, had a combined population of at most 500 million. The non-white countries added up to at least 1.5 billion. Moreover, the land of non-white countries occupied more than 70% of the world. The power He Rui would build in the future would be overwhelming.

After a moment of silence, Roosevelt asked, "Does Mr. He Rui think he can win?"

"It is not Chairman He Rui who will win, nor China who will win. It is the progressive forces representing the new era of human civilization that will win. Chairman He Rui can fully understand the inevitability of you, as the President of the United States, choosing to declare war on China in order to strive for a better future for the United States. But Chairman He Rui cannot quite understand that someone as smart as you would actually stand on the same front line with colonialism and racism."

Roosevelt just felt that this view was a bit unethical. After China rejuvenated under He Rui's leadership, it naturally had no burden of colonialism and racism. Moreover, the tradition of China's centralized system and the unusual acceptance of violent revolution in Chinese culture made it easy for China to stand on the moral high ground.

Since He Rui was unethical, Roosevelt simply mocked, "I don't understand either, why is Mr. He Rui not worried at all about being nailed to the pillar of shame in history?"

"Hahahaha!" Zhao Tianlin was amused.

Roosevelt looked at Zhao Tianlin with some surprise. He could see that Zhao Tianlin was laughing sincerely, not pretending.

Zhao Tianlin was indeed sincerely amused. Because before departure, He Rui had made exactly the same complaint to him. He thought that Roosevelt was surprisingly not worried about being nailed to the pillar of shame in history. When Roosevelt also said the same thing, Zhao Tianlin really couldn't help laughing. It seemed that politicians with strategic vision all had the same self-confidence.

Putting away his smile, Zhao Tianlin replied, "I will convey your sentence to Chairman He Rui. do you have any other words you need me to convey?"
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At 2:00 AM, Roosevelt's female secretary woke up from her sleep, feeling that the White House was very quiet today. Cold air was invading the room continuously from the window. The secretary, wearing her pajamas, went to close the curtains. She saw that it was snowing outside; the fluttering snowflakes had covered the lawn of the White House with a shallow layer of white. Looking out from the window, she saw lights on the snow beside the White House.

The secretary hurried downstairs and pushed open the study door. She saw Roosevelt sitting quietly in his wheelchair looking at the snowflakes outside the window. Hearing the secretary come in, Roosevelt said, "Please make me a cup of coffee."

"Mr. President, please go to sleep for a while first," the secretary said distressingly.

Roosevelt looked at the wall clock. "The meeting is about to start. Please prepare a cup of coffee for me."

The secretary looked at the wall clock; it was 3:30 AM, which made her feel even more distressed for Roosevelt, her boss and lover. But today's meeting was indeed convened at 4:30. The secretary hurriedly went to make coffee, and when she came back, she also brought a blanket and covered Roosevelt's legs.

Roosevelt drank the coffee in one gulp and soon felt a little better. After meeting with Zhao Tianlin, Roosevelt thought he could sleep peacefully after confirming He Rui's attitude, but he couldn't fall asleep no matter what. In He Rui's evaluation, the part about "the United States being bound to colonialism and racism" weighed on Roosevelt's mind.

Roosevelt believed that colonialism and racism could absolutely not be considered the correct parts of white civilization, but colonialism and racism were one of the basic concepts of white civilization. If the United States denied these two, it would completely break with white civilization. If the United States did not deny these two, it would not be able to compete with China for the moral high ground.

There was a way to solve this problem, which was to defeat China completely militarily, and then label China with barbaric retaliation. After that, it would be transformed by the American white world.

Given that China had a population of nearly 700 million, power generation twice that of the United States, and industrial capacity keeping pace with the United States, Roosevelt would not consider such a completely impossible plan at all.

A relatively reliable plan was to build a blockade against China at sea, making it impossible for China to obtain energy and raw materials from the sea. Before the outbreak of the Sino-British War, in the plan provided by the US Army General Staff and Navy General Staff, the United States needed 50 aircraft carrier battle groups to completely annihilate the Chinese Navy.

In the Singapore campaign just ended, the Chinese and American air forces fought a tragic meat-grinder war of attrition, so that the US military had to withdraw from the campaign first. After the end of the Singapore campaign, the US Army General Staff and Navy General Staff immediately formulated a new plan for the latest situation. This was also the core of today's meeting.

Roosevelt believed that after Britain made peace with Germany, Europe's internal friction stopped temporarily. Even if Britain lost all colonies in Asia, for Germany and France, that was Britain's loss. Even if the Arabian Peninsula was lost, Germany would be affected very little.

As long as there was no infighting in Europe, the United States could only confront China together with Britain. With the strength shown by Britain, the United States could not count on Britain at all in the Pacific. Even if the United States defeated China, it would inevitably suffer huge losses, and the remaining strength might not be able to suppress Europe. If the United States could not obtain control over Europe after the war, the United States would have fought this war in vain.

At this time, the key to moving the world's geopolitical pattern lay with the Soviet Union. China and the Soviet Union had built security mutual trust and were deeply bound in economy and trade. Before China showed a threat to the Soviet Union, the CPSU could not be expected to declare war on China. To use the Soviet Union's land and resources to attack China, one could only defeat the Soviet Union first.

Leaving aside that this plan looked stupid, as long as the United States supported Germany's invasion of the Soviet Union, it would be deeply bound to colonialism and racism, as He Rui said.

Amidst these thoughts, one night passed quickly. Roosevelt hoped to see the plan proposed by the US Army and Navy General Staff as soon as possible. Although the United States must participate in this war, the purpose of the war could be adjusted.

At 4:15, several cars drove into the White House in the snowy night, braving the heavier and heavier snow. At 4:30, the meeting began. Army Chief of Staff Marshall and Navy Chief of Staff Kimmel introduced the recent deductions to Roosevelt successively. If the US military declared war on China today, November 22, and started fighting immediately, the United States would need about 1.7 times the current US naval and air forces to defeat the Chinese Navy.

If by December China occupied more Southeast Asian islands, US naval and air forces would need to be doubled to defeat the Chinese Navy.

If the war started in 1942, China was very likely to have occupied the entire Southeast Asia and started attacking Australia. The United States would need 3 times the strength to defeat China.

If the situation developed to the point where the United States only had the Philippines and Hawaii left in the Pacific, the US military would no longer need to consider how to defeat the Chinese Navy, but just focus all attention on how to defend against China's attacks.

After the two Chiefs of Staff finished their introduction, the Speakers of the Senate and the House of Representatives understood that there was not much window period left for the United States to join the war. After all British troops in Singapore surrendered, China would definitely not stop.

Seeing that the two Speakers were still hesitant, Roosevelt stared at the two still vacillating Speakers with sharp eyes and asked loudly, "Is declaring war on China harder than letting me walk upright?"

The two Speakers had already communicated fully with the Congressmen. Including a considerable number of Republican Congressmen, they were also very clear at this time that after China occupied the entire Pacific and Indian Oceans, the United States would face a brand-new world hegemon—China. China had a population 17 times that of the British homeland, and its industrial scale was more than twice that of Britain. After controlling the Pacific and Indian Oceans, China obtained sufficient raw materials and markets, and its industrial output value would inevitably grow at a high speed. In the future, China's per capita industrial output value might be equal to that of the United States, which meant reaching 6 times that of the United States.

The last time there was such a big gap between the United States and Britain, the US President, government, and Congress fled Washington in panic. After the British army entered Washington, they set fire to the US President's official residence. When the British army withdrew from the United States and the US President returned to Washington, in order to cover up the blackened walls of the President's official residence that had been burned as soon as possible, the entire President's official residence was temporarily painted white.

Although they felt they had to do it, as Speakers, the two still couldn't help but want to bargain a bit. This was not because they deliberately caused trouble, but simply because of professional habits. Parliament was a place for bargaining. The Senate discussed the general direction of the country, while the House of Representatives discussed how to tax and spend money. Even the smallest things required full discussion and gaming with various interest groups. Agreeing to something readily was undoubtedly against the rules.

There was silence in the Oval Office for a while. Suddenly, a crash came from Roosevelt's wheelchair. They saw Roosevelt move the wheelchair back more than two meters, then support the armrests of the wheelchair with both hands, forcibly supporting his body to stand up completely.

A clanging sound came from under Roosevelt's legs. It turned out that Roosevelt had tied metal supports on his legs. When he touched the ground with his feet like a normal person, the aluminum alloy supports fixed under his shoes collided with the ground.

The Speakers of the Senate and the House of Representatives watched dumbfounded as Roosevelt forcibly moved his unbending legs in a strange posture, walking forward alternately like this for a few steps. With clanging sounds, Roosevelt walked to the desk, supported his hands on the desktop, looked down at the two Speakers condescendingly, and questioned imposingly, "If I can walk upright, why can't China be defeated?"

The two Speakers were awed by Roosevelt's momentum and finally nodded. "Mr. President, Congress will vote on the war declaration bill as soon as possible."

The US government tried hard to follow its own process, and Zhao Tianlin was also trying hard to follow the process China hoped for. At 7:00 AM, Zhao Tianlin began to accept an interview with *Time* magazine. *Time* magazine basically covered the annual World Human Rights Conference, and the reporter sent this time had covered the World Human Rights Conference the year before last.

"Professor Zhao, thank you for accepting the interview. In your statement, you believe that the United States will declare war on China. So is China considering taking any measures to prevent such a thing from happening?" the reporter asked straight to the point.

Zhao Tianlin was not sure about the stance of this reporter. Since it was the United States declaring war on China, China just hoped that the people of the world would think "the responsibility lies with the US side" and had no plan to avoid the US participation in the war.

Since the *Time* magazine reporter asked such a sharp question, Zhao Tianlin answered sincerely, "The key to avoiding the United States declaring war on China lies with the American people. If the American people agree that colonial liberation is just, the US government will not easily declare war on China. If the American people believe that colonial liberation conflicts with US interests, war is inevitable."

"Dr. Zhao thinks the American people will oppose the US government for foreign colonies?" the *Time* magazine reporter asked frankly.

Zhao Tianlin had studied in the United States for several years and knew quite a bit about American society. American people shouted freedom, but that was really shouting for what was lacking. In the United States, the government was ruthless in tax collection and dared to kill in social management. Compared with the Chinese people, the American people were the truly obedient subjects. Being anti-government was a serious crime in the United States; those who were unlawful and disobedient were either already killed or being killed.

"Solving the employment of the American people by obtaining a larger market is indeed in line with the interests of the American people. But the true liberation of colonies can precisely provide a larger market for countries around the world, including the United States. True liberation is not only about colonies obtaining independence in international status but also includes establishing a system capable of sustainable development politically and forming effective operations economically."

"Is China preparing to manage former colonial governments?" the *Time* magazine reporter asked.

"I remember you participated in the World Human Rights Conference the year before last. The content of the speeches of representatives from Upper Burma and Assam at the human rights conference was the development I mentioned. The core is that the economy of these countries cannot be plundered. Industrial countries have a natural advantage over non-industrial countries. As long as industrial countries do not formulate protection policies for non-industrial countries, it will inevitably cause actual plunder."

"Dr. Zhao, as a student who studied in the United States, do you think the United States hasn't always been helping other countries integrate into the world?"

"I think the United States is indeed helping other countries according to its own ideas, but judging from the results, the countries helped by the United States have all stood on the opposite side of the United States. And the United States seems not to have reflected deeply on these matters. In Chinese culture, if helping others is for the purpose of controlling others, this is not behavior worth advocating."

...

Half an hour later, Zhao Tianlin, who had finished the interview with *Time* magazine, rested for 15 minutes and continued to accept an interview with a reporter from the *Chicago Post*. The first question from this reporter was, "Professor Zhao, does the trade barrier of the Asian Economic Community block the world trade cycle more than the British Imperial Preference system?"

For a whole day, Zhao Tianlin accepted interviews with 8 media outlets. By nightfall, Zhao Tianlin read all the interview summaries and found that the negative comments from the United States about China mainly focused on trade and spheres of influence. Zhao Tianlin applied these contents to the analysis framework provided by the Chinese Academy of Sciences and found that the attitude of mainstream American society towards China could not be called friendly.

The Asian Economic Cooperation Organization was originally similar to a customs union. Tariffs within the organization were very low, or even non-existent. It maintained a de facto attitude of rejection towards countries outside the Economic Cooperation Organization. As the American reporter asked, the effect of the Asian Economic Cooperation Organization was even stronger than the British Imperial Preference system.

After China liberated the colonies, it fully incorporated them into the framework of the Asian Economic Cooperation Organization. For example, the four southern countries just liberated; before independence, 50% of the import and export of these four countries was conducted with France and Europe. After independence, 99% of their import and export was conducted with countries in the Asian Economic Cooperation Organization.

If the economy of the four southern countries withered after independence, the United States might still be able to watch the fun relatively simply. However, in the year after independence, Vietnam, Champa, Laos, and Cambodia implemented land reform, plus China's large investment, economic growth exceeded 7%, and imports and exports increased by 73% while maintaining a balance. Seeing these, the American mainstream couldn't bear it anymore.

If the French colonial government continued to rule the Indochina Federation, in order to extract 73% more income, it would inevitably have to pay several times the cost of 73%. The French would definitely not do a losing business, so a 73% growth was impossible to appear at all.

The American mainstream originally coveted the part of the benefits France plundered from the Indochina Federation, hoping to get rid of the French colonial government and trade the part of the benefits originally obtained by France with the Indochina Federation through American trade advantages.

But China liberated the Indochina Federation and created new overall profits additionally. The American mainstream society, which failed to get a share of the benefits, believed "this cannot be tolerated!"

Zhao Tianlin could understand America's reaction, but he didn't accept America's attitude. Seeing that the demand for war in American society was growing day by day, Zhao Tianlin could only try his best to delay. Zhao Tianlin also sent a telegram to He Rui, introducing the changes in the United States.

He Rui knew very well that war was inevitable before sending Zhao Tianlin to the United States. If the United States were willing to give up such interests, Roosevelt would not have forced Japan to launch an attack on the United States in history. This was not because Roosevelt was bellicose; Roosevelt himself only chose war to solve America's strategic problems.

The current China was the same. Strategic issues concerned national development and required paying a great price originally. The reason He Rui chose war was simply that in this era, only war could solve strategic problems.

After reading the telegram, He Rui didn't even consider America's reaction. China did not deliberately trigger a Sino-US war, nor would it avoid a Sino-US war. The United States seemed to have a choice, but those politicians loyal to the United States actually had no choice. For a historical opportunity that appeared only once in 100 years, no qualified politician could give it up.

Li Runshi, who was responsible for the southward campaign, also quickly received a copy of Zhao Tianlin's telegram. He put it down completely after glancing at it. Raising his head to look at the two people in front of him, Li Runshi smiled. "Comrade Ren Liu, please continue."

Ren Liu actually didn't want to continue, but he had no choice. Who let him spend time and energy researching America's tolerance for casualties, and couldn't help telling Lei Baxi, a guy who couldn't keep secrets? And because Lei Baxi cooperated with Hu Lei to come up with a new corporate organization model, he was favored by Li Runshi, who was responsible for researching "socialist legal rights," and they had a very deep discussion. As a result, Lei Baxi somehow blurted out Ren Liu's model for judging US casualties.

But Ren Liu was not afraid. He was doing science, nothing shameful. Continuing the previous content, Ren Liu said, "The collapse of an industrial country only stems from the collapse of the industrial system, not from external pressure. Even though Germany suffered such fierce exploitation and blows from France, it regained a powerful military industry in a very short time. According to the latest data we have seen, Britain only opened trade to Germany for one year, and German civilian enterprises immediately prospered.

"For the United States, this is the first time it has conducted war through general mobilization, and its tolerance for casualties will be unprecedented. Casualties of 20% of the total population are definitely impossible for the United States. But 15 million casualties can definitely be borne."

After speaking, Ren Liu stood up and explained the assessment model hanging on the blackboard. The degree of agricultural mechanization in the United States had actually been increasing since 1929. Not only agriculture, but due to the economic crisis, a large number of American companies had to improve management capabilities and technical levels in order to survive. All American companies that couldn't do this went bankrupt.

The improvement of technology and management levels allowed the United States to rely on advanced R&D teams and engineering teams to maintain continuous technological iteration, and rely on the labor of 30 million women and children to support the continued good operation of US industry and agriculture. As long as the economy did not collapse, even if 15 million American men were killed, the United States could not surrender.

There were only two ways to force the United States out of the war. The first was a common method: kill into the US mainland and completely destroy the US industrial zones. The second was because the snowstorm of death notices made the American people not only lose confidence in winning the war but also lose confidence in revenge.

If one only considered forcing the United States to surrender by constantly annihilating the US military on the battlefield, this was something that would happen in an agricultural country, completely inconsistent with the characteristics of an industrial country.

Ren Liu was a member of the Civilization Party, only engaged in enterprise work. Like Lei Baxi and Hu Lei, they all engaged in virtual shares linked to production capacity and achieved success.

Although Li Runshi didn't like Ren Liu's attitude of regarding human life as numbers, he still asked, "Comrade Ren Liu, don't you think the American public will rise up against the reactionary rule of the US government?"

"The US government chose war to compete for larger markets and dominance. The decision to enter the war is not a 'reaction' to current US economic policies, but conforms to current US economic policies. So the American people will not feel that the US government is reactionary. Even if the war continues to be frustrated, the American people will only think the US government is incompetent.

"Facing an incompetent government, the people's demand is to change people, not to end the war. From the perspective of human nature, since such a huge cost has been invested in the early stage, the vast majority of people cannot accept the loss and exit. They have to gamble until they can't borrow money.

"For industrial countries, money is just printed out of the government's printing press. As long as raw materials can still be obtained, production continues to be maintained, and industry is still operating, the country can continue to fight. Only when industrial production cannot be maintained and the industrial system collapses will an industrial country be finished.

"Reactionaries in the eyes of the United States are those who make industry unable to continue. As for whether these people are capitalists or communists, it doesn't matter to the American people."

Lei Baxi didn't dare to express his views at first, but hearing Ren Liu speak to this extent, he felt something in his heart and couldn't help expressing his views: "The basis of the general mobilization system is to maintain that everyone has employment and can maintain life through income. Given the natural endowment, industrial level, and infrastructure of the United States, it is very difficult to cause the US economy to collapse just by victory on the battlefield. Comparing China and the United States, China's economy is more fragile. The premise for making the United States admit defeat is that the US upper class must recognize that the US strategic intent has completely gone bankrupt, and the American people are tired of war and unwilling to pay the price for their emotions anymore."

As a politician, Li Runshi naturally thought about how to solve problems through politics. Although the insights of the two guys in front of him lacked political content, they came from finance and enterprises and looked at problems from the perspective of finance and production.

Listening to the evaluation of these two guys, Li Runshi felt that it was difficult for him to judge them. If viewed from the perspective of industrial development, these two people were definitely not reactionaries. But from a political and humanitarian perspective, Li Runshi really couldn't like them.

After ending this talk, Li Runshi did not continue to work but smoked silently. Comrades like Lei Baxi and Ren Liu were undoubtedly representative figures created by the economic and social development policies implemented by He Rui. Rational, firm, tirelessly pursuing efficiency. From a personal perspective, even if these two people could not be called caring people, they were not people full of malice. Their biggest characteristic in politics was just that their understanding of "universal fairness" was very different from that of ordinary people.

The "future inequality" described by He Rui to Li Runshi before was fully demonstrated in a group of people represented by these two guys. This group of people had no good feelings for the rentier class and even opposed the rentier class. Therefore, there was no lifelong share income in their enterprises, and all income of enterprise members was linked to their contribution to the enterprise.

The threshold for entering these enterprises was only the personal ability of their members. Due to the elimination of feudal and guild factors, there was no exploitation problem within these enterprises, or very little exploitation component, so the income of enterprise members was much higher than that of their peers.

Because of similar ability characteristics, it was easy for these people to reach a common view. Those members who tried to gain a monopoly position by hitting others were ruthlessly fired because they hurt the interests of the entire enterprise. Mutual help and cooperation within the enterprise became necessary, so internal friction was very low, and progress was exceptionally rapid.

These enterprises were in the leading position of various industries and received the biggest dividends of national industrial development. Such enterprise leaders had sufficient strategic vision, so they were happy to pay taxes legally. All kinds of characteristics strengthened the leading position of these enterprises in the industry and naturally created huge inequality.

If he hadn't contacted these enterprises, Li Runshi would think that these monopoly enterprises needed to be restricted. After contacting them, Li Runshi found that he couldn't come up with a politically reasonable solution. Cracking down on such enterprises would be destroying one's own Great Wall, harmful and unbeneficial to China's economy. But not reversing this reasonable and legal unfairness would be harmful politically.

Finally, Li Runshi stubbed out the cigarette butt and put aside the problem where any choice at this stage was wrong. The liberation cause in Southeast Asia had reached a critical moment. Given the economic development level of the local people, there was a route that was basically 100% correct. regarding the choices where whatever was done now was wrong, let's consider them after the end of the World Liberation War.
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British Prime Minister Attlee formally resigned on November 22, 1941. The British Conservative Party voted on November 23, and Churchill was elected with a high number of votes, which was no surprise.

Churchill stood on the podium, his gaze sweeping over the MPs in the House of Commons. Judging from the number of votes, the MPs who had voted no confidence before chose to support Churchill again this time. Churchill was very disdainful of these people in his heart. Swallowing his saliva, the fat on Churchill's cheeks trembled slightly. Under the gaze of MPs and reporters, Churchill said into the microphone, "Honorable Members, Gentlemen, in less than a month, we were defeated in Singapore, losing 150,000 army troops, 3 battleships, and thousands of fighters. All British colonies in Southeast Asia have been occupied by China. But the war Britain faces is not over. China is launching attacks on India, Australia, and New Zealand. Commonwealth troops in these areas are fighting heroic but desperate battles with the Chinese army.

"Britain is facing a war of the yellow race against the white race; this is a new Mongol Westward Expedition. Britain is fighting for the white world, fighting for the civilization established by the white world in the past 500 years. We have no choice to surrender. Because once we retreat, the yellow people rushing over like locusts will eat up white civilization.

"In addition to continuing to fight now, we must also let the white world understand the heavy and glorious responsibility borne by Britain with a humble and proud attitude. Only when the Old World and the New World fight together against this barbaric attack of the yellow race can we possibly win victory.

"Britain has no retreat; the white world has no retreat. God save Britain, God save the white world."

The speech was not long, but it had already described the current situation clearly. Forced by fear, the audience gave thunderous applause to Churchill.

Just after finishing the speech, Churchill left the Parliament and went straight to the airport. A special plane was already waiting at the airport, and many reporters were also waiting for Churchill there. Facing the reporters, Churchill did not speak, but just raised his hands high and made a "V" gesture. Reporters took pictures of this historic scene one after another, expecting Churchill to complete his mission in the United States.

On the morning of November 24, on Capitol Hill, Churchill gave a deeply moving speech to the US Congressmen. Hearing Churchill express willingness to consider exchanging many key world bases for US military aid, the gentlemen of the US Congress were truly moved.

In the past 200 years, Britain had always been the biggest opponent of the United States. Now that the British Prime Minister bowed his head to the United States in the US Congress, how could the gentlemen of the US Congress not be excited? Although Churchill did not directly say "Britain hands over world hegemony to the United States," apart from this sentence, Churchill expressed the words of handing over power and the actions of handing over power unambiguously.

On the afternoon of the same day, Chinese special envoy Zhao Tianlin was summoned to the White House by US President Roosevelt. Zhao Tianlin heard the broadcast of Churchill's speech on the radio and understood that the US government finally waited for the opportunity to declare war. Roosevelt absolutely could not let the United States declare war on China as Britain's little brother; the American public and the US Republican Party absolutely could not accept this status.

Now the United States was at least Britain's big brother, the successor to the world hegemon. As long as the United States won, it would be the well-deserved hegemon of the world. The American people could accept the United States entering the world war in such a capacity.

Knowing that he was just going through the process next, Zhao Tianlin had no pressure in his heart. As a teacher, Zhao Tianlin not only organized students to perform stage plays but also performed on stage himself.

Taking out that mentality, Zhao Tianlin first listened quietly to Roosevelt's demand that China stop the attack immediately and withdraw from the Malaya region. Seeing Roosevelt finished, Zhao Tianlin said in a serious tone, "Mr. President, your request is helping the colonialists go back to massacre the local people. I have to doubt whether you possess morality."

Roosevelt thought Zhao Tianlin would face the US declaration of war calmly with the attitude of a scholar. Seeing Zhao Tianlin acting, he was surprised for a moment.

Zhao Tianlin continued, "Mr. President, the United States had the opportunity to join the side of justice, liberating the United States from the atmosphere of colonialism and racism. Looking at it now, the legal theory of 'fruit of the poisonous tree' can completely explain the actions of the United States. This makes me feel very regretful."

Roosevelt had absolutely no interest in watching Zhao Tianlin play the role of awe-inspiring righteousness, so he ended the meeting immediately.

Two hours later, the Asian Coalition Command issued an order for the whole army to enter the highest level of combat readiness. As soon as the US Congress passed the resolution to declare war on China, the war would begin immediately.

At this time, MacArthur, Commander of the US Philippines Command, also received the news. MacArthur scolded angrily, "Don't these people know that the Philippines is not fully ready yet!"

Curse as he might, MacArthur had been preparing for war with all his might. He immediately ordered the troops to prepare for defense. At this stage, China had seized the entire Borneo. 40,000 of the 90,000 troops cobbled together by the Netherlands defected directly before the battle and joined the Chinese side. The remaining troops were completely annihilated within 3 days.

China not only seized the airfields in various parts of Borneo intact but also seized the Balikpapan oil fields intact. The Balikpapan oil fields could produce up to 8 million tons of oil per year. According to the assessment of US companies participating in the construction of the Balikpapan oil fields, the maximum annual output of the oil fields here could reach 15 million tons. The crude oil output of the entire United States was 200 million tons. Comparing the two, one could understand the strategic value of the oil fields here to China. Once the United States declared war on China, China would inevitably launch a fierce attack on the Philippines to protect the various strategic resources it had already obtained.

MacArthur knew that the Philippines probably couldn't be held. He asked the staff officers to make a simplified version of the unfinished defense plan, while he himself wrote a letter to Army Chief of Staff General Marshall.

"Dear General Marshall, the Philippines Command will inevitably do everything in its power to defend. However, I must inform you in the form of a document of what is very likely to happen in the future..."

After skillfully finishing the opening of the "pot-throwing" (blame-shifting/CYA) document, MacArthur continued to write rapidly. Since the end of the Singapore campaign, MacArthur had a brand-new understanding of the equipment and combat effectiveness of the Chinese army. These contents had long been thought out, not made up temporarily.

MacArthur emphasized that the number of Chinese Air Force planes was about the same as that of the US Air Force. The Philippines was very close to various air bases already owned by China. China would possess overwhelming air superiority, and the Philippines would inevitably suffer unprecedentedly fierce bombing. Any aid from the US mainland must break through the defense line of the Chinese Air Force, which would make aid extremely difficult.

If the US military wanted to hold the Philippines, it must first conduct an unprecedented aircraft carrier battle with the Chinese Navy and annihilate the Chinese aircraft carrier formation. Just achieving this step was not enough; the US military also had to attack the islands where China had already built airfields one by one and destroy the power of the Chinese Army Aviation.

Aid to the Philippines must gather the full strength of the US Navy and mobilize a large number of Marines. Otherwise, the Philippines would likely fall under the Chinese Navy's operational mode of seizing islands one by one.

MacArthur's suggestions were not lengthy. After writing, they were quickly sent out by secret telegram.

Army Chief of Staff Marshall, who received MacArthur's telegram, immediately went to the Navy Command to meet with Navy Chief of Staff Kimmel. Chief of Staff Kimmel did not evaluate immediately after reading the telegram. He asked, "Chief of Staff Marshall, how long does the Army General Staff think the current defense system of the Philippines can hold out?"

Marshall did not answer immediately. MacArthur graduated from West Point with the highest graduation score on record and joined the Engineering Corps. He was the number one person in the US military in the field of military engineering. After evaluating the defense system already completed by the Philippines Command, the Army General Staff believed that the Philippines Commander, who possessed 250,000 US Army troops and 100,000 local Philippine troops, was fully capable of defending the impregnable Philippine defense line.

But MacArthur was MacArthur after all; his words could not be treated as wind past the ear. More importantly, MacArthur was undoubtedly one of the few generals in the US military today who understood the Chinese army best. Marshall remained silent for a good while before replying, "MacArthur indeed bears huge pressure in terms of military strength."

These words were "very political." The pressure on the Philippines was not only the disadvantage in military strength; its geographical location was sandwiched between north and south by Chinese-controlled areas. Once control of the sea was lost, the Philippines would be finished.

Navy Chief of Staff Admiral Kimmel did not hope that the US military would suffer major losses as soon as the war started, but from the Navy's perspective, MacArthur himself seemed to be issuing orders for the war situation in the entire Pacific. It was well known in the military that MacArthur was arrogant, and the Navy could not take this anger.

Admiral Kimmel thought for a while and replied, "According to previous discussions, our military's focus in the Pacific also includes Australia and New Zealand, not just the Philippines."

General Marshall did not refute; this was the conclusion he reached after comprehensive discussions on behalf of the Army and Navy General Staffs. After some discussion, both Marshall and Kimmel believed that the existing military strength in the Philippines was already quite sufficient, and one of the Navy's tasks at present was to ensure logistical supplies for the Philippines.

At 10:00 AM on November 25, the US Congress held a vote on whether to declare war on China. The Senate voted 62 in favor and 20 against; the House of Representatives voted 228 in favor and 161 against.

The voting results were delivered to the White House at 12:23. At 12:35, US President Roosevelt announced via the national broadcasting network at the White House, "In view of China's unscrupulous acts of aggression, the United States of America declares war on the Republic of China!"

The time difference between the US Eastern Time and China was 12 hours. He Rui didn't sleep, and the Military Commission members staying in the Capital didn't sleep either. After receiving the news, the secretary went straight to the conference room where everyone was. As soon as the door opened, he saw everyone surrounding He Rui and Hu Xiushan. The secretary walked quickly forward and saw Hu Xiushan, holding white pieces, preparing to make a move. Hearing the secretary come in, Hu Xiushan just glanced and placed the white piece on the chessboard.

Others all looked over. Under everyone's gaze, the secretary walked quickly to the front. "Chairman, the United States has declared war."

"Oh." He Rui took the report, glanced at it, and handed it to Xu Chengfeng beside him.

Asian Coalition Commander-in-Chief Xu Chengfeng finished reading the short report and immediately said, "Chairman, I will take my leave first."

He Rui stood up and extended his hand to Xu Chengfeng. "Thank you for your hard work, Commander-in-Chief."

When Xu Chengfeng shook hands with He Rui, he only felt that He Rui's hand was dry, warm, firm, and powerful. Letting go of his hand, Xu Chengfeng took a step back and saluted He Rui.

The Asian Coalition Headquarters was located in Beiping. Xu Chengfeng was going to Beiping now to take command. Other Military Commission members stood up to see him off, and everyone saluted and shook hands with each other. Bidding farewell to everyone, Xu Chengfeng immediately took a car to the train station. Since hearing the news of the US declaration of war, Xu Chengfeng felt his heartbeat increase.

When World War I broke out, Xu Chengfeng was still a cadet. At that time, Xu Chengfeng also imagined China participating in the war as a Great Power. 27 years had passed in a flash, and China had become a Great Power. Xu Chengfeng found that although he was excited, he was no longer full of joyful expectations for the battlefield as before.

War is dangerous; a single order will cause thousands of officers and soldiers to lose their lives. Xu Chengfeng now believed that facing war with the mentality of participating in a game was very unserious. But the agitation in his heart could not be suppressed. Faint expectations and the mood of wanting to completely eliminate the enemy made Xu Chengfeng's spirit uplifted.

In order to soothe this mood, Xu Chengfeng lay down and began to sleep as soon as he got on the train. Thanks to years of regular work and rest, Xu Chengfeng fell asleep quickly.

When he woke up, the sky was still pitch black. Xu Chengfeng got up and looked at his watch; it was only 5:00 AM. There were still 3-4 hours before arriving in Beiping. Xu Chengfeng took the documents out of his briefcase and began to read.

The Coalition had long prepared for the US entry into the war. In the plan corresponding to the current situation, the Chinese Navy would launch a fierce attack on the Philippines to attract the main force of the US Navy to come for reinforcements. Once the great battle broke out, the Japanese Navy would take the opportunity to launch attacks on Midway and Hawaii.

With Yamamoto as the commander of the Navy, Xu Chengfeng didn't need to worry. Currently, the Army's progress was very different from the plan. The Chinese Army was sweeping across Southeast Asia all the way east with the cooperation of the Air Force. Borneo, Sumatra, Java, and other islands were all liberated by China, and the vanguard had landed on Papua New Guinea.

According to the latest plan, the Chinese Army would land in Darwin in northern Australia. And establish a support point for the Australian theater centered on Darwin. The main island of Australia had an area of more than 7 million square kilometers. To completely clear all enemies, just marching would take several months. Not to mention that the United States had established a base in Melbourne in southwestern Australia; the war would drag on.

Xu Chengfeng knew that the United States was very powerful, but Xu Chengfeng couldn't quite imagine the situation of the United States fighting a protracted war with China across the vast Pacific Ocean. At least Xu Chengfeng found it hard to imagine why the United States believed it could be so fierce.

At this time, Military Commission Member and Vice Chairman of the Military Commission Li Runshi, who was responsible for the southern campaign, had already gotten up. Li Runshi was not surprised at all after reading the report. China had deduced the reasons for the US entry into the war from all angles. After British Churchill went to the United States to perform a de facto surrender ceremony, the situation of US participation in the war became even more unchangeable.

Li Runshi was not worried about the war situation in the South Pacific. His view was the same as Xu Chengfeng's: it was too difficult for the United States to support the war relying on sea transport. Australia and New Zealand were rich in resources, but the combined population of the two places was only 9 million. Even if fully utilized, they could not become frontline support points for the European and American coalition forces.

Of course, Li Runshi's main job was not to serve as a military commander or chief of staff, but to incorporate Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and the South Pacific region into the Asian Economic Community. Li Runshi's gaze fell on India.

In the past month, China had not made much progress in India. In addition to not controlling the Strait of Malacca and being unable to supply via sea, Li Runshi believed that liberating India was a war of 30% military and 70% politics. The military was important, but it was only a means used to eliminate the British army in the final stage. Before the British army was eliminated, British rule in India should have ended!

At this time, the Asian region was already in the night, but no matter how long the night was, the sun would always rise. At the moment when the sun began to shine on the Asian region, alarms sounded at the US bases in the Philippines. The US Philippines Command received news from radar monitoring stations throughout the Philippines that a large number of Chinese fighters had launched attacks on the Philippines from the north, west, and south.

The US Air Force took off immediately to meet the enemy. Following the Singapore campaign, the Chinese and American air forces broke out in battle again.

MacArthur in the headquarters did not consider the war situation. He knew very well what a war of attrition looked like, so he focused his attention on a bold plan. That was to launch a bombing raid on the Chinese air base in Borneo during the gap in the Chinese Air Force's attack.

If they could successfully bomb the Chinese air base in Borneo, it would cause great containment to China. This was much better than being beaten passively.
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In late 1941, the United States did not yet have a Joint Chiefs of Staff, but there could not be a lack of cooperation between the various services. There was a liaison mechanism between the US Army, Navy, and Air Force, and Army Chief of Staff General Marshall assumed the de facto responsibilities of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

On the first day after China and the United States formally declared war, the battle results submitted by the Philippines Command showed that fighter pilots in the Philippine theater sortied twice a day, excluding bomber pilots. This made General Marshall gasp.

Before the war, the US military believed that the intensity of this war would be unprecedented. The troops of the Philippines Command had been strengthened. The US Army had 220,000 troops, and the Air Force had 12,000 troops, governing 20 air groups with 2,000 fighters. Just on the first day of combat, the US Air Force was forced to exert its full strength, and the reported combat losses were 196 fighters. Looking at the number that was only 4 fighters short of exceeding 200, Marshall felt that there was a high probability that the Philippines Command had beautified the data.

This tragic situation completely exceeded the expectations of the US General Staff. Marshall had to send a telegram to the Philippines Command to inquire. MacArthur might not have slept, or might have been woken up temporarily; in less than two hours, the Philippines Command replied to Marshall: "If our army does not fight with all its strength, the Chinese Air Force will bomb our airfields."

At this time, in the Philippines Command, MacArthur, who had not rested for a whole day, stared at the map with a very solemn face. The Chinese army not only dispatched a huge number of aircraft groups but also made very detailed preparations tactically, without a shred of laziness militarily.

MacArthur certainly hoped to wait at ease for the fatigued enemy and fight the Chinese Air Force over the Philippine land. But the Chinese Air Force did not rush in like wild boars using superior forces, especially the Chinese Air Force in the waters near Manila, which led the US military towards the sea as soon as they engaged. The Chinese Navy had a fleet at sea. The US military initially thought there was an opportunity to attack the Chinese fleet, so they chased after them. Soon, the US Air Force experienced the powerful air defense capabilities of the Chinese Navy. After suffering a head-on blow and losing more than a dozen fighters, the US military determined that it was a fleet air defense system stronger than the US radar fire control system, and had to retreat over the land.

Seeing that the US Air Force no longer entered the sea area, the battleships in the Chinese naval formation began to bombard the shore. With the guidance of the Chinese Air Force, the accuracy of the battleship main guns was very high, destroying many forts and facilities in Manila Port.

The Chinese Air Force from the southern Philippines did not pounce to fight but covered the Chinese Navy landing troops landing on islands in the southern Philippines where US military strength was weak. These Chinese troops landed in the morning, and the US Air Force approached these areas in the afternoon, and was soon raided by the Chinese Air Force. Judging from the results, the Chinese landing troops set up radar equipment on these islands to monitor the movements of the US Air Force.

MacArthur had already understood the role of the Air Force in war, but he did not expect the Chinese Air Force to undertake the main combat tasks. Luzon Island where Manila was located and Mindanao Island in the southern Philippines had large areas and complete land defense systems, which could last a long time even under battleship gunfire bombardment. But the central Philippines was a series of archipelagos. If infiltrated by China one by one, the Philippines Command would be cut into two sections and besieged on all sides. Having no choice, MacArthur could only let the Air Force of the Philippines Command cover the Army and Navy to retake the islands landed by China and clear the radar stations that posed a huge threat to the US Air Force.

Falling into a passive situation, the casualties of the US Air Force were forced to increase. Moreover, after paying a huge price today, they failed to drive the Chinese from the landing sites. The losses of the Philippines Command in tomorrow's battle would only be greater.

Withdrawing his gaze from the map, MacArthur found that he had no idea how to break the game. Before declaring war on China, MacArthur's view was similar to that of most American generals, believing that American electronic technology was at the top level in the world. This was not the arrogance of American generals. Cooperation with Britain allowed the US military to confirm that Britain, representing the highest scientific research level in Europe, was comprehensively behind in electronic technology.

Investigations of French engineers who fled to the United States allowed the United States to determine that France's development in the electronic field was not as good as Britain's. In the Battle of Britain, Germany did not show technical capabilities in electronic fields such as radar.

The Soviet Union bought a lot of equipment from the United States. US experts analyzed during cooperation with the Soviet Union and determined that the Soviet Union's level in the electronic field was much further behind than France.

Various realistic evidence did not support China having more advanced electronic equipment than the United States. Of course, American generals could not imagine out of thin air a Chinese army that surpassed the United States in the technical field.

Now MacArthur could basically confirm that China's electronic technology level was by no means inferior to that of the United States. What the US military could do relying on brand-new electronic equipment, and the tactics it could design, China could do and had designed.

Radar and computer fire control were undoubtedly disruptive military technological revolutions compared to previous wars. If it were the previous war mode, China having strongholds on a few small islands in the central Philippines would have an impact on the war, but it would be small. Now China just built a few small radar stations, and the actions of the US Air Force were completely visible to the Chinese army! Coupled with the continuous aerial reconnaissance of the Chinese army, the tactical suddenness of the US army was greatly weakened.

When the tactical suddenness was weakened to this extent in the battle between two armies with technical equipment at the same level, whoever had more numbers had the greater advantage. The Chinese army was undoubtedly the side with a clear numerical advantage.

MacArthur looked at the map again but couldn't see the possibility of reversing the war situation. There were not many choices left for the US military. Either the US transport fleet would desperately send supplies to the Philippines, braving the bombing of the Chinese Air Force and the interception attacks of the Navy, replenishing as much as was lost. Or dispatch the fleet to engage in a decisive battle with the Chinese Navy, destroy the Chinese Navy, and seize control of the sea.

If it just dragged on like this, MacArthur felt that he might not be able to last for half a month. As long as a war of such intensity and severity continued for 5 days, the Chinese Air Force could bomb the Philippines at will.

In the Southern Command in Guangzhou, Vice Chairman of the Military Commission Li Runshi and Admiral Zheng Silang, Commander of the Southeast Asia Theater, were also assessing the battle and reached a result similar to MacArthur's.

When Zheng Silang discussed strategic issues with Li Runshi, although he knew very well that Li Runshi had really never attended a military academy, Zheng Silang always felt that Li Runshi was a brilliant military strategist. Especially in terms of strategy, Li Runshi could grasp the main points extremely accurately.

In Li Runshi's view, the Philippines was a good bait for "besieging the point to strike the reinforcements." At the same time, Li Runshi was not obsessed with having to use the Philippines to besiege the point and strike the reinforcements because the United States might not cooperate.

Even generals might not possess dynamic thinking ability in the military field. Li Runshi, who had never attended a military academy, could understand and apply strategy with the most realistic attitude. This was enough to prove Li Runshi's genius in the military field.

Having identified Li Runshi as a military genius, Zheng Silang raised the question that troubled him. "Chairman Li, the US military should have a clear strategy at this stage. Do you think they will adjust according to the current situation?"

Li Runshi replied, "I don't think so. Because if the US military doesn't execute the current strategy, it will soon lose the Philippines. At that time, the US strongholds in the Pacific will only be Hawaii and southwestern Australia and New Zealand. In these areas, the US military does not have an advantage. So the US military must execute its own strategy."

Zheng Silang pondered for a moment and asked again, "If it were Chairman Li, you would adjust the strategy immediately, right?"

After speaking, Zheng Silang observed Li Runshi. He saw Li Runshi shake his head decisively. "If I were the US commander, I would also continue to execute the established strategy. Because so far, I have not grasped sufficient information. Existing intelligence does not support the possibility of a major defeat for the US military. Our army's current biggest advantage over the US military is that our army has sufficient understanding of the US military. Know the enemy and know yourself, and you can fight a hundred battles with no danger of defeat; know yourself but not the enemy, one victory for one loss; know neither the enemy nor yourself, you will succumb in every battle."

Zheng Silang understood and admired He Rui even more. Since he chose to become He Rui's comrade, he had never seen He Rui make any misjudgments in judging the enemy. So the wars in these years were reassuring every time. With this feeling of reassurance, Zheng Silang said, "I was originally worried that the US Navy feared the coordination of our aircraft carriers and Army Aviation, so they dared not come to seek a decisive battle with our army. Since the US military still has to execute their strategy, I am not worried that the US Navy will not actively attack."

"I think there is another possibility: the US Philippines Command fails too fast, so they don't have time to engage us. In my opinion, the strategic value of seizing the Philippines as soon as possible is higher than a decisive battle with the US Navy," Li Runshi added.

"I understand." Zheng Silang stood up and put on his military cap as he spoke. "Chairman Li, do you have any other requests? If not, I will return to the front line."

Li Runshi also stood up. "I look forward to Commander Zheng killing the enemy and achieving merit, liberating the entire Southeast Asia."

After seeing Zheng Silang to the car, Li Runshi returned to his office and sat in front of another map. This map marked various resource production areas in Southeast Asia. He Rui had long stated that he would not engage in "sustaining war by war," but it didn't mean He Rui was not prepared to use the resources of the liberated areas.

He Rui believed that the Chinese economy would encounter problems of industrial upgrading in 1942. Due to domestic consumption reaching the limit, and new technological breakthroughs failing to bring about an increase in national income at this stage, if China could not open the international market, China would encounter a major economic crisis in 1942.

The actual situation was highly consistent with He Rui's judgment. China's economy had been quite bad since March 1940 due to insufficient domestic demand. It was just that most people couldn't understand this problem and blamed the Western European campaign and the "action to remove backward production capacity" led by the State Council under Wu Youping.

Removing backward production capacity meant closing down factories using backward technologies and zombie companies relying solely on loans for production. Both aspects led to a large number of workers losing their jobs. Even though China pulled the economy and provided employment through the military industry and military preparation, China's economic situation throughout 1941 was still very bad.

Moving his gaze away from the Southeast Asian resource production areas, Li Runshi picked up the industrial data report of the Pearl River Delta region. These data showed an obvious recession curve, but there were signs of a pull-up at the tail end because the state finally started large-scale procurement.

After liberating Malaya and the Dutch East Indies, the Southern Bureau led by Li Runshi immediately purchased a large amount of overstocked light industrial products and transported them to the former colonies. The ideal of liberating the world—if one can't figure it out today, one can continue to think about it tomorrow. But the economy will not stop for a moment.

China drove away the colonialists, but the colonial people still needed food, clothing, housing, and transportation after waking up every day. Because the colonialists were driven away, the colonial people were no longer exploited and plundered. The total amount of products in their hands was more than before, and the demand for trade was greater than before. This was a big market of tens of millions of people. Even if the goods they needed were cloth, agricultural tools, basic daily necessities, and other goods already overstocked in China, clearing China's overstocked inventory was still insufficient, and Chinese enterprises needed to run at full capacity to produce.

Because low-end enterprises were removed, new-style enterprises improved in both management and technical equipment, and the product quality and production capacity of factories were greatly improved. During this time, Li Runshi often went to factories in the Pearl River Delta region for field investigations and visited various markets. The goods on the market were indeed much better. At least there wouldn't be the problem that a pair of trousers might break after a few days if the crotch wasn't reinforced after buying. Those cheap shoes wouldn't have soles cracking and heels falling off after walking a few hundred meters.

Although Li Runshi opposed bourgeois legal rights and disliked economic crises, economic crises did forcefully eliminate backward production capacity to a certain extent.

Li Runshi reflected on He Rui's economic system and considered how to improve it. Many people in the international community who claimed to be "orthodox communists" often criticized He Rui as a "capitalist roader." Li Runshi did not agree with this view. In the economic system formulated by He Rui, this "capitalist roader," there was no room for obtaining stable benefits through monopoly, and he upheld the attitude of beating the drowning dog towards feudal legal rights.

There was indeed capital exploitation in China's economy, but capital must rely on production to maintain operation. If one had the ability to engage in production, one earned money; if one didn't, one died early and was reborn early—just go bankrupt quickly. But Li Runshi believed that this could not be allowed to continue. Even if the efficiency of capital operation was high, the goal of capital operation itself was never for the interests of the people. Under the manipulation of a top economist like He Rui, capital was still just a tool. If He Rui was gone, this tool would definitely bite back.

Or rather, these tools had been trying to bite back, only every attempt failed.

Li Runshi thought about the fundamental issues of launching the war, thinking deeper and deeper. And Hawaii, the important anchorage of the US Pacific Fleet, was extremely lively because of the fleet's sortie.

Concerned about signs being discovered by spies, the Pacific Fleet chose to sail at night. The strength of the US Navy was quite high. With the assistance of the latest electronic equipment, the night departure went quite smoothly. The US Navy General Staff issued an order for 6 aircraft carrier battle groups to go to the area north of the Philippines to seek battle with the Chinese Navy. If the main force of the Chinese Navy was not found, they would cooperate with the US forces in the Philippines to strike at Chinese landing operations.

Although the Chinese Navy hadn't appeared much so far, the Philippines could not be lost. Moreover, the US Navy believed that no matter how powerful the Chinese Navy was, it was impossible to seize the Philippines by airborne landing. As long as the Chinese Navy dispatched a landing fleet, the US military would have the opportunity for a decisive battle with the Chinese Navy.

Huge warships sailed quietly in the night. As the Fleet Carrier Commander, Vice Admiral Nimitz stood on the carrier's island, letting the sea breeze blow on his cheeks. What he worried about most now was that the Chinese Navy would exert the power of the Army Aviation to the limit and use the naval fleet as little as possible.

Unlike those naval officers who advocated holding the Philippines at all costs, Vice Admiral Nimitz believed that the Philippines was already very unsuitable for defending to the death. China's goal was to seize the entire Pacific. After the Philippines was lost, China would launch attacks on Hawaii and eastern Australia. In these two directions, the US Navy could fully exert its advantages. A short-term retreat did not mean failure; the US Navy had plenty of opportunities to fully exert its advantages.

At this time, the fleet had finished organizing. The bows of the ships broke the waves and headed southwest.
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At 9:00 PM in the Capital, 24 hours after the United States declared war on China, Duan Qirui was sitting in a hotel in the Capital. His attendant came in and was about to speak when Duan Qirui preempted unhappily, "I said, no visitors."

The attendant looked a bit embarrassed but still said, "It's President Xu."

Hearing it was Xu Shichang, Duan Qirui was somewhat troubled. Finally, he said helplessly, "Please ask Mr. Xu to come in."

Soon, Xu Shichang walked into Duan Qirui's room and closed the door. Duan Qirui stood up to welcome him and mocked himself as soon as he opened his mouth, "I've been so senile these past few years that I talk nonsense. Brother Xu is here to reprimand me, right?"

Xu Shichang sighed and swallowed the words he wanted to say.

Duan Qirui asked Xu Shichang to sit down and sighed, "Alas. Back then, seeing Brother Zhang Xiluan living so relaxed and comfortable after retirement, I thought it would be easy to say nothing. I didn't expect that I am just a mediocrity, worlds apart from Brother Zhang."

Xu Shichang instead comforted Duan Qirui, "Brother Zhiquan, at least you could endure the unhappiness and didn't take it a step further. Just this point is beyond ordinary people."

Duan Qirui smiled bitterly. "The Current Emperor has already spoken. If I still don't know my mistake, I am really confused!"

After resigning as Speaker, Duan Qirui was still a Member of Parliament. Duan Qirui also knew that his position as an MP was actually an honorary job, so he didn't really push any proposals.

Starting from March 1940, in addition to insufficient domestic and external demand, the previous policy of migrating a large number of people from mountainous areas to plain areas caused the already tight Chinese job market to be unprecedentedly tense, and the unemployment rate soared.

The policies of the Wu Youping administration seemed to run in the opposite direction: eliminating backward production capacity, eliminating zombie enterprises, strengthening adult education, and requiring all workers to undergo three months of paid training every year. This series of policies directly triggered overwhelming opposition.

The reason for the opponents was straightforward: China's production efficiency was not high now, and the economic situation was not good. If eliminating backward production capacity and zombie enterprises still made a little sense in improving labor efficiency, carrying out adult education was equivalent to having four people do the work originally done by three people. This was simply baffling!

Scientific communism was the fundamental philosophy of the Civilization Party, so these critics dared not mention communism. Even so, many "economists" scolded the State Council led by Wu Youping for being bewitched by the Soviet model.

Seeing that He Rui hadn't expressed his attitude, Duan Qirui made some remarks not supporting Wu Youping based on his true views. Duan Qirui felt that as a retired person, saying a few grumbling words would not attract others' attention. But he didn't expect his words to be immediately quoted by many "economists" as a stance to attack Wu Youping.

Facing such fierce criticism, Wu Youping not only did not change anything but intensified the implementation of the new rest policy. Working hours changed from one day off per week to two days off, from "work six rest one" to "work five rest two," continuing to reduce working hours.

Duan Qirui was really angry, thinking Wu Youping's policy was nonsense. He publicly expressed opposition when interviewed by newspapers and even mocked Wu Youping with a few sentences.

Just as the wave of opposition reached its climax, He Rui frequently accepted interviews with TV stations, radio stations, and newspapers, stating that reducing working hours was the central government's idea, and vigorously praised Wu Youping for being bold and capable.

Now Duan Qirui was dumbfounded. Previously, He Rui had remained silent, making Duan Qirui think these policies were really policies of the State Council led by Wu Youping himself. When He Rui came out to express his attitude, most people shut their mouths.

But there are people who do business that risks beheading, but no one does business that loses money. The "economists" who continued to oppose these policies brought Duan Qirui out, as if Duan Qirui were the leader of the opponents.

Duan Qirui was a person who wanted face after all. He didn't want to make himself look worse, so he could only shut his mouth.

Xu Shichang didn't come here to make fun of Duan Qirui about this matter. He asked in a deep voice, "Brother Duan, I heard that the Current Emperor is preparing to change the parliamentary system."

Duan Qirui didn't have any particularly good evaluation of the parliament, so he immediately replied, "If the Current Emperor wants to change it, I firmly support it."

Thinking of what he had done, Duan Qirui probed, "Does Brother Xu not support it?"

Xu Shichang knew he couldn't oppose it, but he really didn't support He Rui's political design. He answered resentfully, "If it is changed like this, the pattern of separation of powers will be completely changed."

Hearing that the new change would actually overturn the separation of powers, Duan Qirui was overjoyed in his heart and couldn't help asking happily, "Really?! Can this separation of powers really be abolished?!"

It wasn't that Duan Qirui didn't know that power needed checks and balances and supervision, but Duan Qirui believed that the separation of powers was a kind of game, and China didn't need this model of complete gaming to govern the country.

Seeing the gloom between Xu Shichang's brows, Duan Qirui confirmed that during the period when he did not communicate with the outside world, He Rui had decided to change the current political form. Seeing that he could finally firmly support He Rui's policy, especially since this change was what Duan Qirui sincerely supported, the unhappiness accumulated due to standing on the wrong side before dissipated from Duan Qirui's heart. Duan Qirui changed from just wanting to go through the motions and leave quickly for tomorrow's vote to preparing to vote seriously.

Xu Shichang sighed, "Brother Duan, the country was in chaos back then, plus the parliament had just been established; this kind of chaos was not uncommon."

Duan Qirui didn't expect Xu Shichang to actually support the parliament, and he disapproved in his heart. He didn't want to say more, but a burst of anger rose from his heart and couldn't be suppressed. Duan Qirui simply expressed his feelings directly. "Brother Xu, I, Old Duan, am not a good person. When I was in power, at least I knew I didn't have the ability to save the country and the people; I just felt that if the country was unified, it would get better. But those MPs are full of -isms in their mouths, but full of business in their hearts; they can sell anything in their hearts! Federalism, provincial autonomy—weren't they all proposed by these MPs?

"What I said two years ago is indeed wrong looking at it now. I, Old Duan, just didn't understand that when the economy is bad, even if wages are lowered, employment must be protected. What I, Old Duan, think in my heart, I say with my mouth. But what bullshit are those MPs talking about? What thoughts are moving in their hearts? Don't you know, Brother Xu?

"In my opinion, the parliament only produces such filthy stuff. Closing down is very good!"

Xu Shichang originally thought Duan Qirui might oppose He Rui reforming the parliament. He didn't expect Duan Qirui to explode like this, making it awkward. He knew Duan Qirui's temperament very well and knew he couldn't persuade him at all, so he could only stand up to take his leave.

As soon as Xu Shichang left, Duan Qirui happily told his attendant, "I'm going to sleep; don't wake me no matter who comes."

After speaking, Duan Qirui lay down on the bed and suddenly felt very sleepy. A moment later, Duan Qirui fell asleep easily. Since he was set up by those "economists" supported by the MPs, he was finally able to sleep peacefully.

Early the next morning, Duan Qirui got up, ate breakfast, and went to the meeting. At this time, 36 hours had passed since the United States declared war on China. Logically speaking, China should also declare war. However, the Chinese Parliament did not immediately convene an emergency meeting but required all MPs to go to the Capital for a meeting immediately.

Getting off the car in front of the magnificent Parliament building, Duan Qirui saw that a large number of MPs had also arrived. Several senile MPs were sitting in wheelchairs, attending the meeting with IV drips, all old faces Duan Qirui was used to seeing. Duan Qirui wished the meeting would start quickly so the Parliament could close down and be done with it.

The first topic of the parliamentary meeting was declaring war on the United States. Duan Qirui originally thought it would be a quick decision, voting immediately to pass the war declaration resolution. Unexpectedly, MPs from several political parties insisted on speaking. Duan Qirui patiently prepared to listen to this group of MPs taking the opportunity to gain prestige. Hearing that an MP actually raised the question of whether China needed to reflect, Duan Qirui was really stunned.

Hearing this, some radical MPs immediately booed loudly, some of whom shouted "Traitor! Get down!" But the MP on stage still insisted on speaking. Order on and off stage was in chaos. Finally, the Speaker had to bang the gavel wildly to order order.

Duan Qirui knew why such guys dared to speak like this. Before the United States declared war, some people in the country compared this war to the Eight-Nation Alliance. China and the United States fought in Singapore. When the battle report of our losses came out, seeing hundreds of casualties in the Air Force, more people were worried about the war. This gave those with ulterior motives an opportunity to incite.

Although Duan Qirui had not participated in military affairs for a long time, he graduated from a German military academy after all, and his level of understanding of war was still there. Based on the news data in the newspapers at home, Duan Qirui felt that although the US military did not announce losses, the actual losses were very large. Duan Qirui knew that those MPs always pretended to understand very well, but in fact, they were a bunch of idiots. So Duan Qirui couldn't be sure whether these people claiming that the new Eight-Nation Alliance was very powerful were stupid or bad. But the original intention of these people shouting like this was definitely not considering the country and the people as they said.

Having finally survived this farce, the Parliament began to vote. The final result actually had 38 votes against declaring war, making Duan Qirui feel that these people were crazy.

At this time, the Speaker announced that He Rui's proposal would be reviewed. Duan Qirui immediately made preparations.

He Rui's proposal was quickly distributed. The first paragraph was the renaming of the Parliament, changing from "Parliament of the Republic of China" to "National People's Congress of the Republic of China," followed by a greatly shortened session.

After reading these two items, Duan Qirui understood why Xu Shichang opposed this parliamentary reform. The final result of He Rui's proposal would inevitably be that the real power of the Parliament was comprehensively weakened, and the actual influence of MPs would plummet.

The content that followed also fully confirmed Duan Qirui's thoughts. Not only the national parliament but also local parliaments were weakened. A large part of real power was transferred to the administrative system of the State Council.

As for why Xu Shichang opposed it, Duan Qirui saw it as clearly as a bright mirror. Some time ago, there was a farce expecting He Rui to proclaim himself emperor. Those who jumped the highest on this matter were all people outside the system. The purpose of these people was simple: they wanted to show loyalty to He Rui through this matter in order to gain power. He Rui ignored these clowns at all, and the matter dissipated.

The reason why this group of people jumped so happily was that the power of the He Rui administration had become stronger. After the Unification War in 1924, local forces still existed. Moreover, in economic development, the power of the bourgeoisie increased rapidly. These bourgeoisie originally thought they were very awesome and could control the country's economic lifeline, but unexpectedly the Civilization Party quickly built a state-owned economic system and soon became the dominant force.

These bourgeoisie competed with the state-owned economy economically and cooperated with MPs politically. After nearly 20 years of struggle, they were completely at a disadvantage. If He Rui succeeded in reforming the parliament, a political and economic system comprehensively dominated by the Civilization Party would be established. Many of these bourgeoisie were merchants who rose during the Qing Dynasty and Beiyang era. They survived decades of turbulent times and naturally didn't want to be eliminated in peacetime.

Duan Qirui didn't want to finish reading the proposal anymore. He made a decision completely at this time: he must vote in favor! Looking at the noisy MPs and the Civilization Party MPs who occupied the majority of seats, Duan Qirui felt very cool in his heart. It turned out that he was not the only one who could be confused; people like Xu Shichang were still confused in the end.

After 1924, the reason why He Rui didn't make a move and maintained the old model was just that He Rui needed China to develop rapidly at that time, and the timing hadn't arrived. Now the time had come, and the Civilization Party could operate a powerful regime independently. Now was indeed a good time to make a move. Of course, changing the national system now would indeed encounter a backlash. But as long as He Rui won this war, no one could oppose this restructuring anymore. Although there would still be bastards in the future NPC, the impact caused by the bastards would only become smaller and smaller.

Just as Duan Qirui expected, MPs not from the Civilization Party began to try every means to delay the agenda. The Civilization Party did not intend to force pass relying on numerical superiority, but just promoted the normal progress of the bill according to the current system of the Parliament.

With the relaxed mood of watching a big drama, Duan Qirui observed the last-ditch resistance of the MPs who would soon become the old parliament. Thinking that he could actually see the end of the Parliament in his lifetime, Duan Qirui felt that his life was not in vain.

The US government soon learned about the political reform launched by He Rui through its intelligence network in China. Roosevelt sighed, his heart full of envy. China's centralized system was too powerful; the power of the central government was an existence that the US federal government could not catch up with.

Under this centralized system, political officials became a department under the government, rather than a tool for power games. Although from the perspective of American political philosophy, this was a dictatorship, Roosevelt knew very well that dictators could not exist in an industrial society.

In He Rui's works, he had commented on various social systems. Roosevelt was deeply impressed by He Rui's evaluation of centralized industrial countries: "...The centralized system requires a highly specialized government and a highly professional gaming environment. Due to different cycles of economic development, the rule-making for the gaming environment must be very clear. Especially in the definition of long-term and short-term..."

Roosevelt also had a deeper understanding of He Rui's perseverance in politics. He Rui, who became China's highest leader at the age of 34, only made such a major institutional reform at the age of 51. This was unimaginable for European and American politicians.

Similarly, Roosevelt's evaluation of He Rui was also much higher. Because after 17 years in power, He Rui still had the spirit to carry out political reform, which was more like a young man with a 34-year-old mindset than a 51-year-old old man.

Regarding this opponent who was 8 years younger than himself, Roosevelt admired him very much but also gave birth to a considerable sense of crisis. Except for Roosevelt, the United States currently did not have a politician comparable to He Rui. As for politicians who reached the peak of their country's power in 1924, there were few left in the current world. Roosevelt could only think of Stalin, General Secretary of the CPSU. So he must defeat He Rui.

Calling Secretary of State Hull, Roosevelt asked Hull about the progress of the meeting of Allied heads of state. In the current world, only the Soviet Union, an industrial country, had not yet participated in the war; other industrial countries already had clear camps. Although Roosevelt didn't like Hitler and Mussolini, as allies on the same boat, a meeting of heads of state had to be held anyway. This was the magnanimity of a politician that Roosevelt believed in.

Moreover, knowing that Stalin would most likely not attend, Roosevelt still asked Secretary of State Hull to prepare to send an invitation to the Soviet Union, inviting the Soviet Union to attend the Allied heads of state meeting as an observer. Analyzed from a political perspective, it was impossible and inappropriate for the Soviet Union to send someone to attend the Allied heads of state meeting.

But the Russians' opportunistic habit was very strong, especially after signing the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, the Soviet Union's speculation gained huge rewards. If the Soviet Union made a fool of itself there, even if it sent someone with no rank to come as an observer, it would be enough to cause huge distrust between the Soviet Union and China.

For the United States, sending an invitation would not bring any loss. A simple effort could bring huge benefits, so of course, they had to try.

At this time, there was no spare time in the US Philippines Command at the forefront of the war. Even though MacArthur had understood China's campaign thinking, he had no way to counterattack tit-for-tat.

As soon as dawn broke, dense signals of Chinese aircraft appeared on the radar stations of Luzon and Mindanao. And US airfields, bases, and military warehouses on the islands in the central Philippines were bombed violently by the Chinese Air Force. According to reports, 7 of the 12 airfields on the central islands lost takeoff and landing capabilities.

The limited fighters sent from Luzon and Mindanao were attacked by the Chinese Air Force with clear targets. It could be seen that China's maritime infiltration continued last night, and more temporary radar stations were built. The increase in Chinese radar stations led to the air support from Luzon and Mindanao being even more afraid to let go.

The US military had only so many planes in the Philippines. Sending a large number of planes to fight in the central part would be discovered. At that time, the Chinese Air Force might bomb the US air bases on Luzon and Mindanao. Even if they won in the central part, the planes would have no airfield to land.

Even with such cautious response measures, bad news still reached Manila at 12:13 PM. In the gap when the US Air Force on Mindanao Island sortied, 6 Chinese fighters broke through radar monitoring at low altitude and suddenly attacked the largest US airfield on Mindanao Island. Just one round of attack basically destroyed the airfield.

MacArthur threw his corncob pipe directly on the table and said angrily, "Is there a more accurate report?!"

The staff officer hurriedly went to contact, and gave an answer a few minutes later: "Report Commander, Chinese planes used rockets to attack the airfield. All 6 runways of the airfield were blown into a series of deep pits..."

"Enough!" While roaring, MacArthur tightly gripped the corncob pipe picked up a few minutes ago, as if gripping someone's throat. As a US engineering professional, after hearing such an accurate description, MacArthur understood why 6 Chinese bombers could destroy a major airfield. Originally MacArthur thought the US troops in the Philippines could hold out for at least 5 days, but now he found he might not be able to hold out for 5 days.

Professionals' intuition for bad things was often extremely accurate. After confirming the destruction of the main US airfield on Mindanao, the computer center just built on Borneo began to calculate at full power. The computer continuously output data at millions of times per second, and well-trained Air Force personnel marked the sortie time of the US Air Force based on these data.

With the assistance of equipment specially customized for dynamic deduction, a possible defensive gap of the US military appeared on the map in the deduction. This was a gap calculated in minutes and was also full of various unpredictable dangers. But once the raid was successful, it could inflict heavy losses on another major US airfield. Most importantly, this airfield was next to the previously destroyed US airfield. With these two airfields destroyed, a larger gap appeared in the air defense zone on Mindanao Island, which could be fully utilized by the Chinese Air Force.

Four of the six H-5 fighters that raided the previous airfield returned successfully after completing the rocket attack. The Borneo Command decisively issued a sortie order.

In order to create a gap for the raid, before the bomber team took off, more fighters approached other airfields, forcing the US Air Force to take off to meet the enemy. So the bomber formation had a very smooth journey. Relying on radar altitude measurement equipment, the planes maintained a flight altitude of 100 meters from the ground. Although they could see some looming fighter figures in the distance, they never encountered any obstruction.

So much so that when seeing the US airfield, the bomber team suspected whether the US military had set a trap. But there was no time to think so much. The operator in the rear pressed the button one after another, and the rockets on the 15 hardpoints were fired in turn. The formation composed of 6 H-5 fighters fled along the scheduled route without looking back. The US troops on both sides of the airfield runway threw themselves to the ground in panic or tried their best to flee far away. The operator in the H-5 fighter shouted happily seeing a series of smoking big pits on the airfield, "Hit! All hit!"

The captain was calm. He shouted into the radio, "Shut up, everyone. We are going to accelerate; don't bite your tongue!"

The communication channel instantly became quiet. Six H-5 fighters pulled up quickly towards the front where no US planes appeared for the time being. Both pilots and operators felt a strong push back; that was the feeling brought by the full power of the aircraft.

The Chinese Air Force did not fear sacrifice, but the Chinese Air Force would never make meaningless sacrifices after completing the mission.

By evening, the Chinese side stopped attacking. MacArthur received today's battle loss report. Yesterday he lost more than 240 fighters; today it doubled to nearly 500. The staff officer thoughtfully wrote today's report and handed it to MacArthur. MacArthur glanced at the column "Lost 443 fighters" and didn't know for a moment where the meaning of continuing to play this kind of petty cleverness lay.
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At noon on the third day of the war between China and the United States, the air force on Mindanao Island in the southern Philippines finally could not withstand the attacks of the Chinese Air Force, and the remaining US air forces all withdrew to Luzon.

The Chinese Marine Corps began to land on Mindanao under the cover of the Chinese Air Force. Lieutenant General Wainwright, Commander of the Mindanao garrison, decisively ordered a counterattack. The order was conveyed to the US troops, and the US troops indeed sortied according to the order. But in the end, it was just a sortie.

Mindanao Island was densely forested. When the US troops going to reinforce were attacked by the ubiquitous Chinese Air Force, they could basically ensure safety by drilling into the woods. But the Chinese Air Force dispatched too many planes. Just after hiding from the bombing in the woods and returning to the road, a team of Chinese Air Force planes suddenly rushed out of the sky to bomb and strafe the US Army. The US Army could only hide back in the woods again.

This was the case for reinforcement troops, and the defensive troops stationed at the coast were even more miserable. Chinese bombs and rockets fell from the sky as if they cost no money. The exposed US fortifications could not withstand such blows at all and were swept away directly. As long as the relatively well-hidden US fire points opened fire, they would be hit by the Chinese Air Force within 3 minutes, with almost no chance of survival.

After landing, the Chinese Marine Corps immediately began to scout and advance to the surrounding areas. The US fire points that had endured without firing were also quickly exposed and destroyed by the Chinese Air Force. By 8:00 PM, the Chinese Marine Corps had established three landing sites on Mindanao.

MacArthur, who already knew the reason for the defeat, regained his calm mood at this time. After the United States began preparing for war in 1938, it proposed a plan to establish a force of 100,000 pilots. Later, it gradually increased the stakes. After the 100,000-pilot plan was basically completed, a new 500,000-pilot plan was being executed.

The performance of the Chinese Air Force proved that the direction of the United States establishing a powerful air force was completely correct. The defeat the US military suffered now was entirely because the United States' level of understanding of the air force was inferior to China's.

In addition to truthfully reporting the war situation, MacArthur also sent his understanding of the development direction of the war back to Washington. Although he was indeed going to be defeated this time, MacArthur did not think the United States would lose to China. China certainly had strong industrial manufacturing capabilities, but the industrial strength of the United States was by no means inferior to China. As long as the United States could learn lessons from this campaign, it could completely defeat China in the future relying on America's industrial strength.

Army Chief of Staff Marshall did not carefully read MacArthur's analysis of future military affairs; this work would be studied by relevant institutions in the US Army General Staff. Marshall called Major General Eisenhower, Director of the War Plans Division. As soon as they met, he asked, "Do you think it is appropriate to transfer MacArthur from the Philippines to Australia now?"

Eisenhower had served as MacArthur's adjutant. Hearing Chief of Staff Marshall ask this, he hesitated for a moment before asking, "Do you think we will be defeated in the short term?"

Marshall shook his head. "I don't think we should lose a general as soon as the war starts."

Eisenhower understood immediately and replied, "I agree with the Chief of Staff's view."

As the Director of the War Plans Division, Eisenhower immediately drafted a report from the War Plans Division, believing that eastern Australia was extremely important to the United States and required a general with leadership to go there to integrate coalition operations. And he provided standards.

After reading the report, Marshall signed and approved it immediately, and handed it to the Army Personnel Division. The people in the Army Personnel Division were all shrewd. Although Marshall didn't say anything, the persons in charge of the Army Personnel Division simply met and discussed for a moment, and then recommended General MacArthur to serve as the Commander of the Allied Forces in Australia.

On November 28, the fourth day of the Sino-US war, MacArthur received a transfer order requiring him to go to Australia immediately to serve as the Commander of the Allied Forces. MacArthur himself did not want to leave the troops at this time, but the disciplinary department of the Philippines Command, which received the order, immediately stepped forward and stated, "Your Excellency Commander, we have received orders from the General Staff requiring us to escort you to the airport immediately."

The US military was the regular army of an industrial country after all. MacArthur had full discretion when responsible for command, but he must obey orders regarding job transfers. Moreover, MacArthur knew that the Army General Staff had no malicious intent. Having no choice, MacArthur called the Chief of Staff and solemnly explained two things: "Immediately prepare to retreat the troops to the Bataan area, and also prepare for the whole army to retreat from the sea. Since I am going to Australia, prepare to retreat to Australia."

"Please rest assured, Commander; I will formulate the plan immediately," the Chief of Staff replied somewhat moved.

MacArthur warned seriously, "Do not stick to defending Manila; it cannot be held here."

While MacArthur was giving instructions to the Chief of Staff who took over command, Coalition Navy Commander Yamamoto Isoroku had just finished a military meeting in Taiwan about fighting a great naval battle with the US Navy in the sea east of the Philippines and west of Guam.

Geographically, the Philippines controlled by the United States was like a fishbone in the throat for the Asian Coalition. The Philippines, having lost its air power, was as harmless as an old dog with its teeth pulled out, but it could still play a role in luring the US aircraft carrier fleet.

In the Spanish-American War of 1898, the United States occupied Guam. At this time, Spain's national strength had declined, so it decided to sell the remaining islands of the Mariana Islands, the Caroline Islands, and the Marshall Islands for 4 million US dollars. The United States thought these islands were not worth 4 million US dollars and did not buy them, so they were bought by Germany.

In World War I, Japan took these islands as its own in the name of mandated territories.

After China and the United States declared war on each other, Japan immediately declared war on the United States and began attacking Guam. The US military had long built a large number of defensive facilities on Guam and surprisingly barely managed to resist the Japanese attack.

In the plan, the Coalition would dispatch 6 aircraft carrier battle groups to sail west to reach the Mariana Islands. If they did not encounter the US fleet, they would directly seize Guam and use the Mariana Islands as a base for attacking the Hawaiian Islands. Yamamoto believed in his judgment that he would definitely meet the US Grand Fleet near the Mariana Islands.

The aircraft carrier fleets in this operation were all Chinese fleets; the Japanese fleet had returned to Japan at this time. Yamamoto only told He Rui how he prepared to use the Japanese fleet and did not tell the Coalition generals about his arrangements for the Japanese fleet. After the meeting adjourned, Yamamoto looked at the map and calculated the next operation.

As soon as the Battle of the Philippine Sea (Mariana Naval Battle) unfolded and it was confirmed that they were fighting the US Grand Fleet, the 8 aircraft carrier battle groups of Japan would immediately set off for Midway Island west of Hawaii. If the remaining fleet of the US Pacific Fleet set off from Hawaii for rescue, they would engage in a decisive battle with the US fleet near Midway. If the US military did not sortied, or only sortied a small number of fleets, they would seize Midway.

He Rui did not evaluate this combat plan, only stating, "I don't understand the Navy; please ask Commander Yamamoto to be responsible for specific operations."

Yamamoto only believed half of He Rui's words. He Rui never had naval experience and did not understand naval combat command; this was certain. But the current development of the Coalition Navy was formulated by He Rui. Saying He Rui didn't understand the Navy was just a humble statement.

Yamamoto's gaze moved from the Pacific to the Indian Ocean and landed on India. In Yamamoto's view, He Rui became famous as a soldier. If his military skills could be scored 90 points, He Rui's political and economic abilities could be scored a full 100 points.

In conversation, He Rui's mind was obviously not on the passionate Southeast Asian campaign, but on the economy. As a politician and military commander, He Rui focused on how to quickly incorporate the economies of Southeast Asia and India into the Asian Economic Cooperation Organization under naval protection to rapidly expand the economy.

The reason Yamamoto thought so was that He Rui would rather risk the flank being threatened by the US military in the Philippines to send a large number of civilian freighters south along the route near the Indochina Peninsula to trade with the liberated areas. These merchant ships were full of goods overstocked in warehouses in China and Japan due to the economic crisis. After unloading the goods in Southeast Asia, the merchant ships would be fully loaded with traded Southeast Asian raw materials and travel all the way north, returning to China and Japan.

The Japanese domestic market was much smaller than China's, and they had to pick and choose these goods, selecting the categories Japan needed. China's huge market accepted all goods from Southeast Asia; oil, minerals, tropical crops, grain—China ate as much as came.

After opening up the Strait of Malacca, the merchant fleet risked traveling all the way to Lower Burma. Lower Burma was rich in rice. After driving the British army out of Lower Burma, Chinese merchant ships loaded with cloth and iron agricultural tools went to Rangoon Port for trading.

At this time, the first trading fleet had crossed the Strait of Malacca fully loaded with rice. Out of curiosity, Yamamoto asked the aviation troops to bring him some Burmese rice to taste. Compared with Burmese rice, Yamamoto preferred the taste of Japanese and Northeast Chinese rice.

But Burma produced not only rice, but also rubber, sugarcane, palm, and cotton, which were products Japan needed but could not produce. Japan imported these goods from Burma and sold Japanese industrial products to Burma. These trades could not be realized before due to British colonial rule. Now Japan had finally opened the Burmese market, which had huge benefits for the Japanese economy.

Withdrawing his gaze, Yamamoto looked at the Mariana Islands again. Let experts like He Rui be responsible for these political and economic matters. As a naval expert, Yamamoto naturally had to be responsible for naval matters. Moreover, He Rui himself was also a military strategist. A politician proficient in military affairs leading the Asian Alliance made Yamamoto feel very at ease.

At this time, He Rui was hosting a banquet for the Burmese parliamentary representatives represented by Aung San. Also invited were representatives of the independence faction in the Bengal region of British India.

The war to liberate India was 70% politics and 30% military. The Coalition was fully capable of sweeping India in a short time, but the result of doing so would not be good. After driving away the British, China would be unfamiliar with the people and land of India. Not to mention that the Coalition couldn't attack the Congress Party; even if they wanted to annihilate the Congress Party, the Coalition didn't know which Indians were Congress Party members. So He Rui's strategy for India was step by step.

Although this banquet was to entertain the future leaders of Burma, the independence representatives of the Bengal region had to be brought along. Letting the Bengal independence representatives see how China treated Burma would make the independence activists in the Bengal region feel at ease.

At the banquet, He Rui also observed the Bengal independence representatives. It could be seen that seeing with their own eyes that China treated the upper echelon of Burma, which had obtained substantial independence, so courteously, the Bengal independence representatives were very excited.

After the banquet, the Bengal representatives who got the opportunity to meet with He Rui immediately expressed eagerly, "Your Excellency Chairman, we in Bengal hope to obtain independence with China's help."

Even seeing the independence of Upper Burma and Assam, the Bengal independence representatives dared not fully trust China at first. But seeing He Rui's attitude towards Burmese leaders with their own eyes, the Bengal representatives decided to put aside their grudges and get independence first.

He Rui was not prepared to do anything to Bengal; he just hoped that Bengal would gain independence, rather than the entire India gaining independence as a whole. Seeing that the Bengal independence representatives were firm in seeking Bengal's independence from British India, He Rui said kindly, "China is willing to support Bengal's independence cause."

Seeing He Rui agree to support Bengal's independence, the Bengal independence representatives were overjoyed and began to probe He Rui's requirements for Bengal.

He Rui also pushed the boat with the current, saying, "After Bengal becomes independent, it should support the independence cause of the Naxal region bordering Bengal. Both Bengal and Naxal are oppressed by Britain. In the stage of gaining independence, you should help each other, and after independence, you should also maintain good relations between countries."

The Naxal region was in western Bengal and did not believe in Islam like the Bengal region. Hearing that China would support Naxal independence next, the Bengal independence representatives immediately stated, "Please rest assured, Your Excellency Chairman, we will definitely support Naxal's independence!"

This was not the Bengal independence representatives fooling He Rui. Once the western Naxal successfully became independent, Bengal would have Assam to the north and Upper Burma and Burma to the east, no longer bordering British India. Although it might be attacked by British India from the sea, rumors that the Chinese Navy had inflicted heavy losses on the British Navy had already spread in Bengal. The Bengal independence representatives believed that the Chinese Navy could protect Bengal from attacks from the sea.

With Naxal helping Bengal resist the attacks of British India, Bengal could build the country with peace of mind. So the idea of supporting Naxal independence came from the heart and was not false.

This was what He Rui wanted. Seeing that the Bengal independence representatives had no objections, He Rui reiterated his firm support for Bengal's independence and introduced Li Runshi to the Bengal independence representatives. The decision-making work was responsible by He Rui, and the execution work after deciding the general direction was naturally responsible by other comrades.

Ending the meeting with the Bengal independence representatives, He Rui met with the independence representatives of the Naxal region. In He Rui's time and space, the Naxal region was most famous for the "Communist Party of India (Maoist)," a faction that insisted on armed struggle and was quite fierce.

Unlike meeting the independence representatives of the Bengal region, He Rui took the initiative to state, "China has always firmly opposed colonialism, so we will do our best to support the independence movement of the Naxal people!"
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The Naxal Revolutionary Army, coming from the common people, did not hesitate at all in seeking China's support, much more straightforward than the Bengal independence activists. As soon as He Rui expressed his support, the representative of the Naxal Revolutionary Army immediately said, "We hope China can send representatives to guide our war of independence."

He Rui was not prepared to talk too much with the Naxal representatives today, because one of the important tasks today was to meet with de Gaulle. Since the representatives of the Naxal Revolutionary Army made a request, He Rui invited the comrades responsible for this aspect and asked them to talk in detail with the Naxal Revolutionary Army.

Finally meeting de Gaulle, He Rui felt very regretful when thinking of this savior of France who was also very fierce in another time and space. De Gaulle was an excellent politician, but he was very persistent in maintaining the French colonial empire. Even though the French Communist Party members in Free France had decided to join the World People's Liberation Army, de Gaulle still did not change his attitude.

He Rui originally hoped that de Gaulle could become the commander of the World People's Liberation Army, but He Rui could not wishfully appoint a supporter of colonialism to become the leader of liberating colonial people. So after meeting de Gaulle, He Rui asked with a straight face, "General de Gaulle, I wonder if there are various forms of colonies in the future world you expect."

De Gaulle did not show surprise; he was already very clear about He Rui's vision for the future world. It must be said that de Gaulle did not mind at all letting the colonies of other colonial countries gain independence. De Gaulle did not hide his attitude but frankly suggested to He Rui, "Strategic cooperation between China and France will inevitably lead the world successfully. Chairman He, the Asian Alliance is, after all, an outsider to Europe and America..."

He Rui admired de Gaulle's courage. In the current situation, de Gaulle was still lobbying with all his might for the interests of France. When de Gaulle finished speaking, He Rui asked, "General, do you really think the colonial system can withstand higher economic development demands?"

De Gaulle did not answer. How could he not know the destructive plunder of colonialism on the colonial economy! But with colonies, France could transfer contradictions to the colonies. This was very important for whether France could grow at high speed.

Seeing that de Gaulle was extremely conservative in terms of national interests, He Rui could only change the subject. "General, I am surprised by the Jews living in the Champa Special Zone. The Chinese cultural system believes that even if the rescued person does not repay the rescuer, at least they should not stab them in the back.

"Of course, I am not surprised either. For European and American monotheism, the only reason that can decide whether they are guilty is the so-called God. And whether God thinks these people are guilty depends only on whether these believers are devout. Moreover, killing heathens is also an important means of expressing one's piety..."

De Gaulle could fully understand He Rui's anger. Those French Jews used the opportunity of China picking up Chinese expatriates and French experts, scholars, and engineers after the end of the Western European campaign to escape to China with fake documents to escape the fate of persecution in France.

Once this group of Jews was safe, they immediately colluded with Britain through the matchmaking of the World Jewish Congress to provide Britain with various intelligence on China. As the party concerned, He Rui was naturally angry about this. De Gaulle, an outsider, also felt that what the Jews did was truly unpleasant.

After He Rui finished speaking, de Gaulle said, "Mr. Chairman, you must know what Judas, as a famous betrayer, did. In my opinion, China is because it basically doesn't deal with Jews... No, what I said is wrong, sorry." De Gaulle quickly found that his knowledge was incomplete. He adjusted and continued, "Those who sold opium to China in Britain were basically British Jewish families."

He Rui didn't want de Gaulle to pass the buck for the colonial empire, so he interrupted immediately, "General, those opium dealers were British first."

De Gaulle immediately objected, "No, Mr. Chairman, I know China cannot understand why Europe rejects Jews, so your view is completely different from Europe's. In Europe, Jews are actually the expelled. Because wherever this nation goes, it brings destruction and pain."

He Rui shook his head. "General, my view is different from yours. The Jewish problem is a result, not a cause."

De Gaulle shook his head immediately to express objection. "Mr. Chairman, your kindness is admirable, but I must say that Jews are already the cause, and the Jewish problem is not the result."

It was the first time He Rui talked about the Jewish problem with de Gaulle. De Gaulle's reaction deepened He Rui's feelings about the Jewish problem a lot. In World War II, European countries fully supported Germany's solution to the Jews. Millions of Jews were "finally solved" in the war, plus the establishment of Israel after the war, a large number of Jews went to Israel or became the running dogs of American powerful families through the US Democratic Party, and the Jewish problem in Europe was "completely solved."

After Europe solved the Jewish problem, Europe threw all the blame on Hitler and sang high praises of supporting Jews.

He Rui didn't like Israel, nor did he like Jews. He Rui believed that the Jewish problem was not a simple Jewish problem, but as a politician, He Rui must take reality into account, so he said to de Gaulle, "General, since the shipping route in the Malacca area has been restored, we are about to send the Jews in the Republic of Champa to Madagascar."

He Rui originally thought de Gaulle would at least ridicule it a bit, but unexpectedly de Gaulle expressed support very sincerely. "Mr. Chairman, I think you have made a very wise choice. As far as I know, France is really happy to support the Madagascar solution."

The Madagascar solution was also called the "Rademacher Plan." Rademacher's plan was proposed in the memorandum "The Jewish Question in the Peace Treaty" on July 3, 1940: The French (Vichy) government would hand over Madagascar to Germany for management. Germany had the right to establish military bases in Madagascar.

The 25,000 Europeans (mostly French) living on Madagascar would be expelled. Jews would be forcibly immigrated to Madagascar.

Most civil power on Madagascar would be handed over to Jews for management, and the German police chief would be the highest official on the island. The cost of immigration and colonization of the entire Madagascar would be paid by Jewish property confiscated by the Nazis.

What de Gaulle emphasized was that even after the Anglo-German peace and Germany withdrew from France, the French government at this time not only did not oppose the Rademacher Plan but even continued to cooperate with Germany on this plan. Even if the French in Madagascar had to leave, the French government still supported this plan.

Hitler approved the Madagascar Plan in August 1940. The Nazis began preparing to transport 4 million Jews to Madagascar at a rate of 1 million per year. When the plan was approved, the Nazis believed they would solve the Jewish problem through forced migration.

Historically, in the Madagascar Plan approved by Hitler, all specific projects were feasible. However, without British permission, the route of sending immigrant ships through the Atlantic to the African island in the southern Indian Ocean simply wouldn't work. After the Nazi Navy was destroyed by the British Navy in the Battle of the Atlantic in 1941, the plan began to lose hope. Madagascar would not become a "Jewish Island."

Now, in the Anglo-German peace, Hitler put this plan into the negotiation very seriously. The British side put forward its own amendments. In the original plan, "Most civil power on Madagascar would be handed over to Jews for management, and the German police chief would be the highest official on the island. The cost of immigration and colonization of the entire Madagascar would be paid by Jewish property confiscated by the Nazis."

But Britain proposed that a Jewish state be established on Madagascar, and Britain, France, and Germany would have the right to advise this Jewish state. The immigration costs would be jointly solved by Jews, Britain, France, Germany, and various fundraising.

This request was full of the British "shit-stirring" style. As long as it was conducive to checks and balances, especially offshore balancing, the British would support it very much. As the largest island in Africa and the fourth largest in the world, Madagascar had an area of 592,000 square kilometers. It could fully undertake the task of an offshore balancing bridgehead in Africa. Moreover, by intervening, Britain gained the opportunity to control Madagascar.

France and Germany knew Britain's thoughts very well but expressed agreement easily. After the Anglo-German peace, Britain, France, and Germany guarded against each other and competed secretly on many other things, but in terms of sending European Jews to Madagascar, it was genuine full cooperation.

France had completed the work of expelling all Jews within its territory to Madagascar. Although Britain did not directly expel Jews within Britain, it extracted a large sum of money from the World Jewish Congress. As for Germany, as the leader of the fascist group, it naturally shouldered the responsibility of sending Jews from the entire Central and Eastern European region to Madagascar.

Germany did a good job, sending 4 million Jews to Madagascar in just one year. At the current speed, the task of expelling all 8 million European Jews from Europe could be completed by June 1942.

He Rui felt it was difficult for him to deny this plan. Although the issue of immigration territory had been solved through war, the Nazis had no ability to eliminate the obstacles on the shipping route. In the end, the Nazis formulated the Final Solution: establish concentration camps, send European Jews in, and systematically exterminate them physically with gas chambers and crematoriums there.

One year after Hitler approved the Madagascar Plan, the Nazi "Final Solution" began to be implemented, and the most inhumane genocide in human history began.

So in the choice of the lesser of two evils, He Rui chose to send the Jews to Madagascar first.
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After De Gaulle finished talking with He Rui about the Jews, he fell silent. He was certain that China would destroy colonialism, and just this point would make most French people stand on the opposite side of China. There was no point in tangling with He Rui on this issue.

After a moment of silence, De Gaulle stood up. "Mr. Chairman, I cannot wish you victory. I can only ask you to take care of your health."

He Rui stood up. "General, many people say that the Asian Alliance aims to destroy the white world. I don't think you will be deceived by such lies. The Asian Alliance and the future World People's Liberation Army are to liberate the human world from oppression and injustice, so the door to liberation is always open. If the French people finally choose to join the just cause of liberation, the Alliance will welcome France to join at any time."

De Gaulle didn't think He Rui was threatening or mocking him, so he didn't retort sarcastically. After shaking hands with He Rui to say goodbye, De Gaulle left No. 7 Renmin Road without looking back. As the car drove through the streets of Beijing, China, seeing the busy traffic on the streets and people seemingly unaffected by the war at all, a feeling of unease rose in De Gaulle's heart, as if a big hand grabbed his heart, making it difficult for him to breathe.

Even when the Western European campaign failed, De Gaulle was not so uneasy. Or rather, De Gaulle had never been so desperate. After thinking for a long time, De Gaulle figured out the source of this despair. Even in 1914, France did not face such a powerful enemy. And although De Gaulle was unwilling to admit it, he realized that France was not on the side of justice this time.

Just as the Asian Alliance stated, colonialism brought deep disasters to the world. France alone killed tens of thousands or even hundreds of thousands of locals who resisted French colonialism in the colonies every year. This blood debt accumulated so deeply that De Gaulle found it difficult to imagine what kind of counterattack it would be once this hatred erupted.

Thinking of this, De Gaulle shook his head and expelled the thought of "guilt" from his mind. If it were a life for a life, even if the entire population of France died, they couldn't pay off the sins committed. For France, De Gaulle could only fight on.

After De Gaulle left, He Rui was not in a good mood either. The great naval battles of the Mariana Islands and Midway Island were about to break out, and He Rui inevitably felt huge pressure. Moreover, the choice finally made by a guy like De Gaulle also made He Rui regretful. If people could decisively enter the new era, it would undoubtedly reduce a lot of pain and loss. But the history of human progress is always so bloody. Even outstanding figures are limited by their own level of civilization development and finally choose to react against the direction of the times.

Walking in the cold garden in winter for a good while, this gloomy mood was relieved. With the calming of his mood, He Rui thought of the colonial people who had been liberated and were being liberated. The number of these people was much larger than the number of reactionaries. Although De Gaulle was a respectable talent, He Rui did not think that on major issues of right and wrong, De Gaulle's life was more valuable than any ordinary colonial person.

At this time, Dhaka, the capital of Bengal, was experiencing a famine. The reason for the famine was not a bad harvest in Bengal, but that Britain had requisitioned all the grain in Bengal. The local people lacked grain, especially the urban working population who couldn't afford grain at all.

For the British colonial government, for the sake of the war, grain must be hoarded for the war. For local landlords, soaring grain prices were a good thing; their income increased. For various enterprises in the city, famine might not be a bad thing either. In order to earn money to survive, workers' wages became very low.

Those who controlled assets gained benefits from the disaster, so they naturally had no interest in changing the status quo. Originally, the colonial government would worry about international bad reviews, but during wartime, there was no need to consider such "small things." They could be even more unscrupulous.

On the streets of Dhaka, people were lying down everywhere. Due to hunger for too long, these people were already like corpses. After starving for a few more days, they wouldn't be able to hold on and would starve to death.

Just then, someone walked along the street beating local gongs and drums, singing in the local dialect while walking: "Eat from them, drink from them. When China comes, they'll give us grain!"

These people singing local Bengal folk songs passed through the streets singing such ditties. Those who were about to starve to death heard that someone would give grain, and used all their strength to prop up their bodies or raise their heads. This ditty had been sung for half a month, and there was a little light in the eyes of the Bengal people who had not starved to death yet.

The Sino-British War more than ten years ago let ordinary people in Bengal know that there was a country called "China" that could fight Britain vigorously and not lose. Later, many Chinese businessmen came to Bengal to do business. Those Chinese businessmen were very kind and did not boss the locals around, so Bengalis liked to work for Chinese businessmen very much.

After the Bengal famine began, Chinese businessmen also opened some porridge sheds so that many victims in Dhaka would not starve to death. But two months ago, the Chinese businessmen left. After the war broke out, the shops of Chinese businessmen were also sealed and confiscated by the British. Since then, victims began to starve to death in large numbers.

But the Chinese didn't come back, and these ordinary victims didn't know when "China comes, they'll give us grain" would happen. But this ditty had been sung for half a month, and the Bengal people who had not starved to death heard more. It was said that China was at war with Britain again, and this time China wanted to occupy Bengal. As long as the local people of Bengal supported China, China would give the grain taken by the British to the Bengalis to eat.

This statement did not trigger a special response at first. In the view of the common people of Bengal, the Chinese did not fight into Dhaka last time, so they were afraid it wouldn't work this time either. But the famine did not end, and grain prices were getting higher and higher. Now the victims had even eaten up the garbage, really having no food at all. So doubt gradually turned into unreasonable expectation: "Maybe the Chinese will really let the Bengalis live?"

Hearing someone singing this tune passing through the street again, many weak voices asked, "Didn't you say the Chinese are coming soon? When will the Chinese arrive!"

The few Bengalis singing the tune stopped and shouted loudly, "Soon, very soon..."

Just as they said this, police whistles sounded on the street. From a distance, local Bengal police were heard shouting, "The rebels are over there, go catch them quickly!"

The few singers immediately quickened their pace and went in the direction where there were no police, shouting while walking, "If the Chinese weren't coming, why would these police be so afraid?!" Amidst the shouting, they went far away.

The local police rushed over at this time, panting and sweating profusely. Seeing the victims on the roadside who were weak from hunger, they stopped and asked sternly, "Where did you see the rebels go?"

The victims didn't know, and even if they knew, they wouldn't tell these police. Those who were asked shook their heads one after another. The police shouted ferociously, "Speak quickly, or we'll arrest you as rebels and put you in jail to eat prison food."

Hearing that they could "eat prison food," adults dared not make a sound, but ignorant children asked in a low voice, "Mom, there's food to eat."

Hearing the child say this, the frightened mother hurriedly hugged the child tightly in her arms, not letting the child continue to make a sound. Adults certainly knew what this "prison food" was; it meant being beaten to death.

The Bengal colonial police were just scaring these poor people and didn't really intend to arrest these people. After all, the British masters were not pressing hard now, and it wasn't time to arrest people randomly to complete tasks. Moreover, these victims had no profit on them; arresting them would require effort to torture and interrogate.

Seeing the victims didn't make a sound, the police spat and continued to walk along the street. When the police went far away, someone among the victims sang in a low voice, "Eat from them, drink from them. When China comes, they'll give us grain!"

Other victims listened quietly, and suddenly someone sang along in a low voice. To date, these victims didn't believe the content of this ballad. But the victims had prayed and begged, whether it was the gods they had never seen or the masters they could see every day, none gave any help. Now, apart from this new ballad, there was nothing in this world that could give the victims any hope.

The number of participants increased, but the voices became lower and lower. Mothers held children who were too weak to move from hunger, treating this as a lullaby. If they could lull the children to sleep, at least the children would suffer less from hunger in their sleep.

Another burst of footsteps sounded. Seeing the police running hurriedly, the victims immediately stopped humming. But the police were obviously not here to arrest people; they didn't even look at the victims and ran away hurriedly. After an unknown amount of time, a burst of gunfire suddenly came from the distance. The victims didn't care; they were too weak from hunger and could only wait for death here. As for how to die, it didn't matter.

However, the British and dignitaries in Dhaka city were not so "resigned to fate." Hearing the gunfire getting louder and louder, the upper class immediately became alert. They sent people to inquire about what happened. Soon, the well-informed upper class received news that the troops stationed in Dhaka had mutinied, and the rebels were attacking the armory.

Just as the news arrived, a group of planes suddenly flew in the sky and dropped bombs on the barracks and the mansions of colonial officials in Dhaka city. In a moment, Dhaka city was in chaos.

The victims still didn't react; they were too hungry and had no strength to move at all. Just then, the person who sang the tune before ran excitedly to the victims and shouted excitedly, "The Chinese are coming! Anyone who doesn't want to starve to death, come with me to get some food back."

Most victims didn't move, but the male heads of several families with children stood up and asked weakly, "Where to get food?"

The women shrank back. They didn't want their men to leave, but they didn't stop them. Now people were starving to death every day. If they didn't get food, they and the children would starve to death.

The local singing the tune pointed ahead. "Follow me. The government people were bombed to death. Go over there to get food!"

The victims couldn't understand what happened, but they still followed. After walking a few hundred meters, the victims could hardly walk anymore. But for a bite to eat, they persisted. Walking a little over a kilometer, they saw that the residence of the once imposing British colonial official had collapsed. The singer stopped, pointed to the dilapidated mansion, and shouted, "Follow me, there is food inside."

These places were not places victims could approach. In the past, as soon as they appeared near here, the turbaned servants under the British masters would rush out with sticks to drive the victims away. Hearing the singer say so at this time, the victims still dared not go.

The singer didn't continue to encourage them but went straight into the nearest house himself. Before long, the singer had carried some things out. It was actually food.

The victims swarmed up, took the food from the singer's hand, and stuffed it into their mouths immediately. They hadn't eaten real food for a long time. Suddenly eating serious food after a long time, some people choked directly, and some couldn't help shedding tears.

Seeing that the food in his hand had been taken, the singer shouted loudly, "Want to find food? Follow me." After shouting, he went to that house again. Walking to the collapsed wall, the singer looked back and saw that many victims had followed this time. Although timid, they didn't stop in place.

"Go!" The singer shouted and strode again into the house that only British masters could enter before.
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The Bengal victims walked into the British masters' mansions with awe, only to find the mansions empty. Following the singer into the mansion, they saw a lot of grain piled up in the open storeroom. At this time, the victims couldn't care so much anymore. Under the command of the singer, they immediately took the grain and food and hurried back to their families.

Although the streets of Dhaka were very tense, the victims who were almost certain to die didn't care about this chaos. For them, there was no difference between being beaten to death and starving to death. If war could let them live, the victims didn't care about war at all.

The bombing of Dhaka was a link in the operation to liberate Bengal. The Bengal region was located at the lower end of rivers, and its land was divided by rivers, making it very unsuitable for the advance of foreign troops. In view of such a geographical environment, the plan of the Chinese army was to transport directly to the area south of Calcutta by sea. This was the territory of the Naxal Revolutionary Army, and the Naxal Revolutionary Army was ready to welcome the Chinese army landing.

Bombing Dhaka was just to create some chaos and shake Britain's rule here a little. At this time, the British Indian Army had deployed 180,000 troops at the junction of the Bengal region and Burma. As long as they landed west of the Bengal region, they could cut off the retreat of this army.

At the same time as the bombing began, a transport fleet approached the area south of Calcutta under the protection of the Air Force. As soon as they saw the coast, they saw the agreed wolf smoke signal rising on the coast. The Air Force had been circling over the landing site for a long time, and the voice of the Air Force came from the fleet's radio intercom: "Found the agreed air force signal panel at the scheduled location. No movement of British troops was found around."

According to the plan, the landing fleet first released the helicopters on the deck of the landing ship to send the vanguard to the beachhead. Just as the troops landed on the coast, the local Indian revolutionary army immediately came up to meet them. The leading Indian youth stepped forward to salute the captain commanding the landing squad, and then said in Chinese with an Indian accent, "Comrade, you finally came!"

Meanwhile, in Leh on China's western border, many men wearing Muslim-style robes led their entourage into Leh. These people were leaders of the Muslim independence movement in the western region of India. China's attack on the Indian region was divided into three routes, one of which was the troops departing from Leh, a large local city in the westernmost part of the Western Regions Province.

In the past half month, this force annihilated 9 brigades of the British Indian Army with the help of the Air Force. Originally, uprisings continued in the Muslim-inhabited areas of northwest India. Seeing that the British Indian Army couldn't hold on, the locals immediately broke out in uprising. One-third of the British Indian Army were Muslim soldiers, who came from either the Bengal region or western India. The uprising swept through the British Indian Army's troops in western India. Due to the uprising of its internal soldiers, the British Indian Army lost another 8 brigades.

The Chinese army in Leh openly invited Muslim leaders to come, but Maimaiti, the person in charge of political work, went out of the city and welcomed several turbaned personnel at the gate of the prisoner-of-war camp.

In the core of British rule in India, the most reused were not Hindus, nor Muslims, but Sikhs. The characteristic of Sikhs was wearing turbans. Sikhs were few in number and martial, with combat effectiveness second only to Gurkha infantry. In the Chinese War of Independence, thousands of British Sikh running dogs were caught. This group of people committed many crimes against the Chinese people, so they were all executed.

However, the representatives sent by Sikhism did not hate China because of this. As British running dogs, they were quite conscious of being running dogs. At that time, China not only executed Sikh lackeys but also executed a large number of British people. Therefore, Sikhs were full of admiration for China.

"Mr. Singh, welcome." Maimaiti stepped forward and hugged Singh.

Sikhs were originally composed of people born in Hinduism but who hated Hinduism. The so-called Sikhism combined the advantages of Hinduism and Islam. For example, Sikhs practiced gender equality, only accepted monogamy, and Sikhism stipulated in its doctrine: "No bragging."

Seeing Maimaiti, whose appearance was quite similar to his own, Lieutenant Colonel Singh felt a bit cordial. And Maimaiti greeted him with a hug. Even if Lieutenant Colonel Singh didn't regard Maimaiti as one of his own, he still felt a lot of intimacy.

After exchanging a few pleasantries, Lieutenant Colonel Singh said, "Can I go see the Sikhs?"

"Of course. I'll lead the way," Maimaiti replied immediately. After speaking, he led Lieutenant Colonel Singh into the prisoner-of-war camp.

Lieutenant Colonel Singh knew very well how the British treated captured enemies. Ordinary enemy soldiers would be beaten in various ways. Officers would be tied to the cannon muzzle for "execution by cannon." This terror method was used to scare Indian insurgents. Moreover, Europe and America always blamed others for the bad things they had done. In the 21st century, "execution by cannon" was still blamed on North Korea.

Soon, Lieutenant Colonel Singh saw many turbaned officers and soldiers inside the fence. Ignoring Maimaiti beside him, Lieutenant Colonel Singh hurried forward. Just by getting close and smelling the scent, Lieutenant Colonel Singh confirmed that these turbaned officers and soldiers were real Sikhs.

Some of the Sikh officers and soldiers recognized Lieutenant Colonel Singh and immediately squeezed to the fence and shouted loudly, "Lieutenant Colonel, is that you? I am your subordinate Singh!"

Hearing this, Maimaiti felt somewhat helpless. Sikh men often had "Singh" in their names. Singh meant lion, representing bravery. However, judging from their performance on the battlefield, once these British Indian troops were surrounded, they would fire a few shots symbolically, express their "loyalty" to the King of England, and then kneel down without any will to fight.

After greeting several Singh subordinates, Lieutenant Colonel Singh asked in a low voice if the Chinese army had carried out a massacre. He confirmed that the Sikh officers and soldiers who were killed all died in battle and were not killed after surrendering. The Lieutenant Colonel turned around and walked towards Maimaiti. "Sir, I think we can continue talking."

The group arrived at the conference room of the prisoner-of-war camp. Maimaiti said, "Lieutenant Colonel, we don't mind releasing Sikh officers and soldiers. But are the Sikhs really prepared to build a state in Punjab?"

Lieutenant Colonel Singh could understand China's worries. The level standard of the British Indian Army was divided by the number of Gurkha infantry battalions and Sikh infantry battalions. The more Sikhs in the British Indian Army, the higher the level.

"Mr. Maimaiti, please rest assured. We Sikhs are dignified warriors; we will never betray," Lieutenant Colonel Singh answered seriously.

Maimaiti knew he was not here to spoil the negotiation, but the Sikh in front of him was betraying his British master, and doing so with a very crisp attitude. Although the establishment of a state in the Punjab region was indeed very beneficial to China, "loyalty and dignity" need not be mentioned.

"Mr. Singh, you should know that we will move west soon. The Punjab region is an area we must pass through. We hope both sides can follow the agreement and no conflict will occur."

"Naturally," Lieutenant Colonel Singh replied.

"Also, we will buy some grain from Punjab at market price. I wonder if the people in the Punjab region will trade with us," Maimaiti continued.

Singh was stunned. When the British passed through Punjab, they would also demand grain, but they would not pay. So the request to buy grain at market price mentioned by Maimaiti in front of him sounded more like a probe to Lieutenant Colonel Singh.

Stunned for a moment, Lieutenant Colonel Singh asked, "I wonder how much grain you plan to buy?"

"I think we should talk about the grain price first. You know, we can only pay the people in the Punjab region with Chinese currency."

Lieutenant Colonel Singh was a smart man. He immediately probed, "We don't know how to calculate the price in Chinese currency. How about we calculate with arms?"

Maimaiti was very satisfied in his heart, but showed a difficult look on his face. "Lieutenant Colonel, don't you think such a transaction will affect the public security in the Punjab region?"

Seeing the possibility of obtaining arms, Lieutenant Colonel Singh immediately replied, "Please rest assured, Sikhs will never attack the Chinese army."

"I believe in your sincerity. But I don't know how to exchange weapons for grain." Maimaiti talked about the transaction regarding security and mutual trust.

After some conversation, the two sides finally reached a price point. roughly 100 jin (50 kg) of grain for one Lee-Enfield rifle, and 1 jin (0.5 kg) of grain for 2 bullets.

The next day, Lieutenant Colonel Singh led more than 10,000 captured Sikhs out of the prisoner-of-war camp. And the Chinese army had already sent more than 10,000 rifles and 500,000 rounds of bullets to the border of Punjab. This was China's style; since an agreement was reached, sincerity would be shown first.

Another Commissar Kuwan had not yet been able to reach an agreement with the representatives of the Muslim-inhabited areas in western India. The Chinese side expressed willingness to support the independent establishment of a Muslim state, but elections must be held within the Muslim region first. Let all Muslim regions join in discussing the general direction of the future country.

But this group of Muslim representatives was not interested in this plan. They proposed willingness to support China, but local elections should be dispensed with; the entire Muslim region must be a complete country.

This made Commissar Kuwan feel very troubled. China supported the independence of colonies, but independent colonies had to form local governments according to ethnic divisions, and then discuss whether local governments would form a unified country.

In the materials seen by Commissar Kuwan, the Muslim region was very divided internally. The known main objects of division included the western mountainous areas of the Muslim region. Although the elders here were Muslims, they had no intention of joining the Muslims in the plain areas. The Muslim representatives who came to the meeting all came from local major forces, and the western mountainous areas did not send representatives. China's view was that the representatives who came to the meeting could decide whether this region should form a unified country. But this new country could not directly use China's influence to include regions that did not come to the meeting.

Hearing Commissar Kuwan's view, these Muslim representatives also expressed opposing views: "Muslims under heaven are one family!"

Commissar Kuwan did not give in at all. China was willing to liberate colonial people, but would not allow liberated colonies to attack each other again. After a day of negotiation and persuasion, the effect was not non-existent, but not great.

Just during the recess, the Muslim representatives learned from their subordinates "shopping" in Leh that the Sikh prisoners were actually released. Now the Muslim representatives all stated that today's meeting ended here and would continue tomorrow.

Looking at the backs of these Muslim representatives, Commissar Kuwan felt very helpless. He didn't understand the thoughts of these Muslim representatives. Did this group of people really think that tomorrow's negotiation would go as they wished?
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Muhammad Ali Jinnah was a lean man. Like Gandhi, the spiritual leader of the Congress Party, Jinnah completed his law studies in Britain and obtained a lawyer's qualification.

As the spiritual leader of the Muslim League in British India, Jinnah finished reading the telegram sent by the pro-Jinnah personnel planted among the radical independent Muslim representatives, his gaze never leaving the telegram.

According to the telegram, what the Chinese representatives said publicly to the Muslim independence faction was the same as what China said in the *Pacific Charter*. China's purpose in attacking India was not to rule India after driving away the British, but to help the Indian region be liberated from colonial rule. As long as India completed independence and established a democratically elected government based on national self-determination, China would withdraw from India and recognize the independent countries in the Indian region.

Jinnah didn't quite believe China's attitude, but there was no time for Jinnah to carefully analyze China's purpose now. Because the Muslim representatives of the radical independence faction all had their own thoughts. Originally, the British Indian government was powerful, and the local independent forces were completely no match for the British, so they had to stick together for warmth.

Now seeing that Britain was no match for China, and the Sikhs in Punjab had actually obtained China's goodwill through negotiation, with even captured Sikh troops being released, some Muslim representatives had begun to have ideas. The pro-Jinnah personnel planted in this meeting got some news that several independence representatives with close ties to large Muslim families were preparing to negotiate with China independently, hoping to establish their own independent governments first.

More detailed content could not be found out at this time, but Jinnah could already imagine that these forces would naturally make various promises of cooperation to China and would also ask China to release soldiers related to them.

Jinnah didn't expect the situation to change so quickly. He looked away and made up his mind to go to Leh to meet the official representatives of China. After making the decision, Jinnah immediately asked his secretary to send a telegram to China. This matter could not be delayed. Given the nature of Muslim local forces, as long as they pulled up their own armies, wanting them to become part of the Muslim country Jinnah expected again would be subject to political blackmail by these forces.

Things happened just as Jinnah expected. Commissar Kuwan thought he could have a good rest for one night, but he met guests visiting at night one after another. The guests all started with "We express admiration for the Chinese government's attitude," and then discussed how to cooperate with China independently.

After listening to the speeches of these guests, Commissar Kuwan expressed China's official attitude of willingness to cooperate with colonial people seeking independence and freedom. And he encouraged local independence representatives to drive away the colonialists as soon as possible and establish a government according to the will of the people.

Seeing Commissar Kuwan say so, the Muslim independence representatives immediately stated, "Please release the captured officers and soldiers of my tribe; we are willing to drive away our local British people together with the Chinese army!"

It was already late at night when the last visitor was sent away. Yawning, Commissar Kuwan dictated his views to the comrade on night duty. "At this stage, the local forces seeking independence are mostly local clans. Although they do hope to get rid of the oppression of colonialists, the essence of these forces is still agricultural feudal forces. When developing the economy in the future, there is a high probability that they will become reactionaries. At this stage, we are also beginning to seek local revolutionary forces and support them. And emphasize to these revolutionary forces that political cooperation and military integration are two completely different things. Revolutionary forces must never merge with future reactionary forces in military aspects. Once penetrated in the army, the revolution is doomed to fail!"

After dictating, Commissar Kuwan immediately went back to his room to sleep. If he didn't rest enough, he wouldn't have the energy to continue handling work tomorrow.

The report was sent to the Capital. There was a 3-hour time difference between the Capital and Leh. When the report was sent to the responsible department, it was 7:00 AM. During the war, various departments had already started working at this time.

At 8:00 AM, the comrade responsible for political work in India reported the latest progress to He Rui. The report included not only the Indian region but also the Southeast Asian region. He Rui did not give instructions, just listened quietly.

There were various Communist organizations in Southeast Asia, and He Rui chose to cooperate with these Southeast Asian Communist organizations. The platforms of these Southeast Asian Communist organizations naturally included anti-imperialism, anti-feudalism, and land revolution. The countries established by Southeast Asian Communists according to these platforms were relatively reliable in the early stages.

The Southeast Asian region also had the advantage of trade with China. The Southern Bureau led by Li Runshi had built a new trade system as quickly as possible, allowing these regions that had just begun to establish new regimes to quickly connect with the Asian economy for trade.

Judging from the current data, these trade cooperations have achieved remarkable results. Among them, the most outstanding performance was the four countries of Vietnam, Laos, Champa, and Cambodia. With the help of a large number of experts aiding them, these four countries had initially built their own fiscal systems.

Trade does not create wealth, but trade can provide a fiscal basis. Based on the fiscal system, the four countries determined their own advantageous industries and determined the direction of subsequent land reform and industrial construction based on advantageous industries.

As a huge market with a population of nearly 700 million, China completely absorbed the goods sold by these countries. As an industrial country with a population of nearly 700 million, China could also fully meet the industrial product needs of these countries at this stage. With trade systems and fiscal systems, the four countries could also borrow from China with collateral.

After listening to the report, He Rui began to read the documents. The one on top was the minutes of Li Runshi's recent meeting at the Southern Bureau.

Wu Hao of the Southern Bureau asked: Will large-scale investment in Southeast Asia cause huge pressure on the country?

Li Runshi answered: Our current investment is concentrated on providing loans for railway and port construction to liberated countries. At the level of our government, banknotes are a kind of "commodity" printed by printing factories. The government can produce as much of this commodity called banknotes as it wants.

Looking at it now, our government has indeed provided a massive amount of funds. But these funds themselves are creating employment and orders for China, greatly promoting our economy. Although in the long run, our country has not made profits from these orders, the use value of these infrastructure constructions themselves is extremely high, making our investment very valuable.

From the perspective of repayment, the repayment time for these long-term investments is often more than 20 years. According to the research of the investment department and the perspective of the economic development of these countries, the risk of long-term repayment is not great. The current currency issuance will achieve currency recovery during the repayment process. Before these currencies are recovered, they will continue to provide support for our economic operation.

From a financial perspective, the currency issued by our country corresponds to valuable assets. The huge amount of Chinese Yuan issued has earned huge stamp duties.

Therefore, our greatest pressure does not come from foreign investment, but from our supervision of the operation of these currencies. If these currencies only create huge unfairness within our country, that would mean the failure of our work.

...

Reading this, He Rui was in a very good mood. Putting down the meeting minutes, He Rui stood up with his hands behind his back and paced slowly in the room. Li Runshi's political level and ideological level were extremely high, and his economic level was actually his shortcoming. Even so, Li Runshi's level was enough to rank among excellent economists in the current world. He Rui no longer worried that there would be problems with China's future economic thinking.

As for the struggle between efficiency and fairness, this has been a long-term problem in the human world for thousands of years. With economic development, it is a normal state in history that efficiency is needed more at a certain stage, and fairness must be pursued at a certain stage. He Rui didn't care much about problems in this area. As long as the understanding of the economy was fine, disputes and struggles in these fields were not problems.

For the government, one of the most needed abilities is to be able to accept criticism ("let spit dry on the face"). Because no government can grasp development completely accurately. A certain policy may be very effective in a certain period, but this policy suddenly becomes a landmine causing a huge threat to the economy. The government should adjust quickly when encountering problems, and never care about face.

Because from an economic perspective, the government's work is to promote industrial development, reduce unemployment, and maintain low inflation. These jobs are destined not to satisfy everyone, and being scolded is inevitable. As long as there are no problems with the economy, the people will just scold for a while. Anyway, the people scold this or that. Blaming others is a human instinct. Before humans evolve better, the government being scolded can still prove that the government has the support of the people. If the people are completely disappointed with the government, they will not scold, but overthrow the government.

After feeling good in his heart for a while, He Rui returned to his desk and began to read the construction report of the World People's Liberation Army.

The Asian Coalition and the World People's Liberation Army were not the same system. The Asian Coalition belonged to a union of states. The World People's Liberation Army was currently an organization of a volunteer army system. At this time, those who had joined the World People's Liberation Army were left-wing revolutionaries around the globe. This was a genuine collection of global revolutionaries; people from all independent countries in the world had participated in the World People's Liberation Army.

Compared with the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War, the World People's Liberation Army was more unified politically. Its political basis was anti-imperialism, anti-feudalism, anti-colonialism, and anti-monopoly. That is, "Overthrow the Four Mountains, Liberate the World's People."

By 1942, the entire Asian region should have been liberated. At that time, it would be the stage for the World People's Liberation Army to march towards Africa, Europe, and America. He Rui looked forward to seeing this day come as soon as possible.

While reading the report, the secretary came in to report, "Chairman, a call from Minister Li of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs."

He Rui picked up the phone, and Li Shiguang on the other end said immediately, "Chairman, Molotov just conveyed the view of the CPSU Central Committee to us. The CPSU will not send anyone to attend the Allied meeting."

"...Is there any other news?" He Rui did not express his own opinion.

Li Shiguang continued, "Molotov stated that if Finland sends someone to attend the Allied meeting, the Soviet Union will have to pay attention to the threat posed by Finland to Leningrad of the Soviet Union."

Speaking of this, Li Shiguang stopped again. He certainly understood that this was the Soviet Union's worry, and also the Soviet Union's excuse. After World War I, the Soviet Union lost a large part of its land, including the Polish region, the three Baltic states, and Finland.

The CPSU was really willing to recognize Poland's independence, and by partitioning Poland with Germany, the Soviet Union had taken back the piece of land they expected. Later, on the grounds that "Soviet soldiers went missing in the three Baltic states," the Soviet Union annexed the three Baltic states again.

Such achievements won Stalin the sincere appreciation of Russian nationalists. This group of Russian nationalists included a large number of White Russian members who fled to Europe.

The only land lost after World War I that had not been recovered was Finland. The view of the CPSU conveyed by Molotov was undoubtedly to see China's attitude.

Li Shiguang waited for He Rui to give instructions, but He Rui did not speak immediately. There was silence in the receiver, only a low electric current sound. After a good while, He Rui said, "I think the Soviet Union should conduct frank negotiations with Finland, explaining the Soviet Union's concerns to Finland. It is also necessary to understand Finland's concerns."

Li Shiguang understood He Rui's view and asked, "Chairman, from many aspects, the CPSU obviously hopes to get more domestic support. I am not sure whether the offensive or defensive nature is more dominant in this attitude of the Soviet Union."

"I think half and half. In the Russian culture inherited by the Soviet Union, defense and offense are actually one. From this perspective, Russia's defense line is to control the entire Eastern Europe. Only beyond the entire Eastern Europe is the offensive field entering Russia."

He Rui's words made Li Shiguang frown. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had long analyzed Russia's cultural traditions and psychological boundaries from various angles. So Li Shiguang could understand very well why Western Europe regarded Russia as a huge threat. Because Russia's psychological "borderline" was never the borderline where Russia stopped, but the rear of Russia's next attack.

In this regard, Western Europe trusted China's peaceful view of borders and territories more.

"Chairman, will the Soviet Union attack proactively?" Li Shiguang asked.
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The news that the Soviet Union would not send any official personnel to attend the meeting of Allied heads of state did not surprise Roosevelt. If he were in their shoes, Roosevelt would not send anyone to attend the Allied meeting now either. However, Roosevelt still asked the US State Department to continue probing what the Soviet Union's bottom line of expectation was.

In this turbulent era, all industrial countries in the world except the Soviet Union had entered the arena. From the perspective of the Soviet Union's national interests, the choice not to rush into the war at this time was undoubtedly correct. After all, the Soviet Union had already grabbed huge benefits through the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact.

But whether this choice was a long-term strategy or a short-term choice, Roosevelt could not be sure for the time being. The Soviet Union's industry had developed extremely fast in recent years. In terms of industrial output value, it had surpassed Britain and Germany, becoming the country with the highest industrial output value in Europe. With such strength, the Soviet Union could not be willing to be a follower.

Soon, experts hired by the State Department came to report to President Roosevelt: "...The Eastern and Central European bloc led by Nazi Germany has become the Soviet Union's greatest geopolitical threat... Mr. President, in summary, we believe that the contradiction between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany is extremely deep."

Although Roosevelt knew he could not change Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union, he still felt some egoistic unhappiness. Because if the Soviet Union went to war with Nazi Germany, it would be China that gained strategic benefits.

Starting from US interests, the best situation would be for global industrial countries to join hands to attack China. In this situation, the Soviet Union must become the main force attacking China. If the Soviet Union could sacrifice tens of millions of Soviets to fight China, Roosevelt would willingly kiss Stalin's boots. But this situation could only be imagined.

Geographically, the Soviet Union's logistical capabilities could not maintain a long-term war with China. That front line was too close to China's industrial centers and could receive sufficient personnel and material supplies at any time. Only if Stalin went crazy would the Soviet Union fight a war it was bound to lose. Moreover, since the Soviet Union was willing to pay the price of tens of millions of lives, why not seize Eastern and Central Europe, which were closer to the Soviet Union?

Starting from the Soviet Union's national interests, the Soviet Union's best goal was undoubtedly to go to war with Germany. Once the Soviet-German war broke out, among the Allies led by the US, UK, Germany, France, and Italy, only the United States would be left to contend with China in the Pacific region.

The Soviet Union didn't even need to go to war with Germany now; it just had to continue waiting, and the war between China and the United States would definitely produce a result. If China lost, the Soviet Union could go to war with China. If the United States lost, the Soviet Union could go to war with Germany. This was the choice most in line with Soviet interests. No matter how fierce China was, it was impossible to run to conquer Eastern Europe after defeating the United States. No matter what the result, the Soviet Union would make a profit without losing.

After thinking, Roosevelt asked the US State Department to provide the results of the study on the possibility of Germany taking the initiative to attack the Soviet Union. Fortunately, the US State Department was not full of idlers waiting to die. Just two hours after President Roosevelt's order was given, experts arrived at the White House.

"...Mr. President, Hitler is currently desperately trading with countries outside the Asian Alliance. The Asian Alliance may be a very important market for Germany, but Asian Alliance countries have never been Germany's traditional market. Germany's traditional market is still in Europe, so Germany has no strong intention of an expedition against China.

"Judging from the data, Germany is now trying to become the Soviet Union's second-largest trading partner. After all, in the past nearly 20 years, China has always been the Soviet Union's largest trading partner. In these 20 years, the Soviet Union has actually formed a trade dependence on China.

"According to analysis, only by cutting off Germany's trade with countries other than the Soviet Union is it possible to force Germany to go to war with the Soviet Union. But once we force Germany like this, Germany is very likely to attack France and Britain again..."

Roosevelt agreed with the experts' views. After the report ended, Roosevelt sat in the empty Oval Office and fell into thought. Before the war broke out, the US government conducted a large amount of analysis on future strategies, and the conclusion reached was that the US-British alliance had a greater chance of winning.

After the war broke out, Roosevelt was convinced that the direction of US war preparation was not wrong, and the war preparation was also very sufficient. But compared with the United States, China also chose the correct direction of military development and prepared more fully in terms of quantity.

Now the Philippines was in imminent danger, and probably couldn't be held. In the Battle of the Mariana Islands that was beginning, reports from the front-line US troops showed that the coverage of Chinese reconnaissance planes was larger than imagined. Most of these Chinese reconnaissance planes were land-based. The US Navy could not find the position of the Chinese aircraft carrier formation by analyzing the heading of these planes. But the reconnaissance planes of the US aircraft carrier formation had to try every means to fly different routes so that China could not find the position of the US aircraft carriers.

Some reckless officials also believed, "The US aircraft carrier formation is so powerful, just go up and fight." Roosevelt scoffed at the views of this group of people. Only those who couldn't keep up with the times would have thoughts of the era of big ships and heavy cannons, believing that as long as their side had powerful weapons and equipment, they could defeat the opponent with hard power under any circumstances.

There were also some high-level US officials with arrogant prejudices, believing that China's industrial strength was inferior to the United States, and there was no need for the United States to think that China had mastered military equipment and military concepts identical to the United States. Roosevelt believed that the harm this group of people caused to the United States was even higher than those guys who simply rushed up.

Under anxiety, Roosevelt even had an impulse; he really wanted to ask if the US State Department had a plan based on US defeat. Because from the beginning of the war to now, the United States not only failed to gain any upper hand but had always been at a disadvantage. If the situation developed like this, US defeat was only a matter of time.

Although this thought never disappeared, Roosevelt still didn't ask. Because judging from the data, the United States might be at a disadvantage, but it was impossible to be defeated. At least with China's current strength, there was really no possibility of defeating the United States.

At this time, Vice Admiral Nimitz, Commander of the Pacific Fleet Carrier Formation, felt anxious about whether he would be defeated. It had been 5 days since China and the United States officially went to war, and the Philippine Air Force had been basically annihilated. From the latest war report sent from the Philippines, the Chinese Air Force basically destroyed all US airfields in the Philippines. The Philippine Air Force, which had 20 flight groups at its peak, had no fighters capable of taking off.

It would take time for China to completely occupy the Philippines, but the US forces in the Philippines, who were completely passively beaten, could no longer provide the Pacific Fleet with the movements of the Chinese Air Force. The 6 US aircraft carrier battle groups commanded by Vice Admiral Nimitz could only rely on their own reconnaissance planes for search operations. Fighting like this, Vice Admiral Nimitz became less and less optimistic about the combat goal of inflicting heavy losses on the Chinese Navy.

At this time, Yamamoto Isoroku was waiting for the latest round of analysis reports. The Coalition Air Force was relying on computer computing power to deduce the position of the US aircraft carrier formation. This kind of deduction was not particularly difficult, because the travel speed of the aircraft carrier formation was 30 knots, about 50 kilometers per hour. An aircraft carrier formation sailing at full speed for a day could only travel 1,200 kilometers. Moreover, the aircraft carrier formation would only sail like this when a battle broke out; normally, it would sail slowly at a cruising speed of a dozen knots per hour to save fuel and reduce equipment wear and tear.

With such basic parameters, the position of the US aircraft carrier formation could be reverse-inferred through the time and location of the appearance of US aircraft. And based on the previous data, reconnaissance planes were sent to search for possible positions of the US Navy.

The intelligence analyzed recently was getting closer and closer to finding the accurate position of the US aircraft carriers. Yamamoto looked forward incomparably to the data being calculated quickly. Now that there was no US Air Force in the Philippines, it was finally time to fight the US Navy head-on.

Soon, the calculation results came out. Naval staff officers displayed the calculation results in the form of a nautical chart. What appeared in front of the members of the Coalition Navy Command was the approximate position of the US aircraft carriers. This position was on the sea east of the Mariana Islands, not the southwest area of the Mariana Islands originally thought to be most likely.

After reading the nautical chart, Yamamoto immediately ordered, "Order the 6 aircraft carrier battle groups in the Southeast Asia Theater to adopt a dual-carrier formation mode, pass through the waters north of the Philippines, and go all the way east. Circle to the rear of the US aircraft carrier formation, target Guam, and sail west while searching for the enemy. Fight wherever the US military is found. If the US military is not encountered, do everything possible to seize Guam and master the entire Mariana Islands."

Within 12 hours after the order was issued, 6 aircraft carrier battle groups and 12 aircraft carriers passed north of the Philippines. The US troops in the Philippines did not know that such a thing had happened at all. They were quickly leaving Manila, which was easy to attack but hard to defend, and retreating to the Bataan Peninsula, where the terrain was dangerous.

The Chinese Air Force completely grasped the movements of the US military but did not launch any attacks. Admiral Zheng Silang, Commander of the Southeast Asia Theater, believed that since the US military voluntarily gave up the very important city of Manila, there was no need to fight a cruel battle with the US military in Manila. As long as the Chinese Air Force destroyed the US ships in the Philippines, the US troops retreating to Bataan would have only a dead end.

Just as a great naval battle between China and the United States was about to break out, Molotov handed his communication report with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Stalin. Stalin looked at the report and frowned slightly. China's suggestion was full of Chinese style, advocating solving the contradiction between Finland and the Soviet Union through frank diplomatic communication.

Stalin felt that He Rui was a bit too arrogant. While rapidly expanding its sphere of influence, China was actually persuading the Soviet Union not to act rashly. This looked "unethical" no matter how one looked at it. Was He Rui so certain that the powerful Soviet Red Army could not solve Finland by force?

Finland was the only piece of land the Soviet Union had not recovered, and the Communist Party in Finland had very great influence; combining forces from within and without could solve Finland very easily.

While unhappy, Stalin also couldn't help but be a bit puzzled. Now Nazi Germany had expressed a quite tough attitude towards the Soviet Union, stating that Germany had an international obligation to protect Finland's independence. Even if the Soviet Union annexed Finland, leading to the deterioration of Soviet-German relations or even war, China would inevitably be the beneficiary strategically.

At such a time, instead of instigating the Soviet Union to go to war, China expressed opposition. An old fox like He Rui definitely had his own plans. Stalin couldn't figure out what exactly He Rui wanted.

He Rui's idea was actually very simple. Since China hoped to become the leader of the world and establish a peaceful new world order, the Soviet Union's annexation behavior violated China's position. Although China did not have the ability to stop the Soviet Union, China must express views consistent with China's position.

European civilization had double standards, but Chinese civilization had always stressed that words must match deeds. There was no need to destroy China's great power stance for some things that were not even worth considering as petty profits. The stance of a great power was not something to be traded.
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Before the meeting of the Political Bureau of the CPSU Central Committee held on December 1, 1941, began, the participating members arrived a little earlier than usual. Everyone talked in low voices occasionally, looking at Trade Commissar Alyosha, who looked serious, from time to time.

In the past nearly 20 years, Sino-Soviet trade had adopted a credit account model. Regardless of the trade amount, neither China nor the Soviet Union paid banknotes or precious metals to the other. Accounts were only calculated quarterly based on trade volume. Only when the Soviet Union purchased equipment and materials from other countries would it make a separate request, asking China to pay the Soviet Union's trade surplus with China in a certain foreign currency.

At 8:00 AM, the Politburo meeting began. The first to speak was the commissar of the Political Department, who introduced the recent progress of ideological education. Next, the Red Army leader spoke, introducing the military construction goals for 1942.

The CPSU Politburo was very clear that the time for the Soviet Union to participate in the war was getting closer and closer, so they listened very seriously. One of the most important contents of the Third Five-Year Plan was to build a powerful Soviet Red Army. In terms of the Army, the number of tanks would reach 30,000. Among them, the number of KV heavy tanks would reach 3,520, and the number of T-34 medium tanks would be 11,780. The scale of the Air Force expansion was even larger, reaching a production capacity of 30,000 fighters of various types per year.

So far, the Soviet Union's luck seemed quite good. It avoided the impact of the European war and gained stable development time. Although the combat effectiveness demonstrated by Nazi Germany in the Western European campaign shocked the Soviet Red Army and terrified the Red Army generals, the success of Nazi Germany also proved that the Soviet Red Army's army-building thinking was not wrong. After the completion of the Third Five-Year Plan, the Soviet Union would complete a military force far superior to the German army in scale, and its combat effectiveness would also be able to fully confront Germany.

After the reports of the first two departments were completed, it was the turn of Trade Commissar Alyosha to report. The Ministry of Trade was an important department in any country, but by no means the most important. The production scale of industrial countries was huge, and the proportion used for trade was very low. The reason why Commissar Alyosha could speak third was that the Soviet Union needed trade with China very much.

The CPSU Central Committee had accumulated more and more experience in national operation over the years. Although the Politburo would no longer talk about the value of Sino-Soviet trade to the Soviet Union, more and more members saw the facts clearly. Nearly 60% of the Soviet Union's light industrial products were imported from China, and 85% of the latest light industrial products came from China.

In recent years, domestic contradictions in the Soviet Union had improved rapidly. This was certainly because the crude style of the CPSU was being reversed to a certain extent with the improvement of management experience, but the Politburo members knew very well that when the CPSU no longer used requisition but sufficient light industrial products to meet people's needs, it was the real reason for dissolving contradictions.

Reports within the CPSU believed that even the "most reactionary Soviet peasants" were not unwilling to sell grain, but unwilling to have grain requisitioned directly. The more sufficient the supply of civilian products, the higher the labor enthusiasm of the Soviet people.

Now the members were concerned about the Sino-Soviet trade talks held at the end of every year. With China at war, the Soviet government was indeed very worried about the supply of Chinese goods.

Alyosha introduced the latest situation with a serious expression. "We have proposed to China to increase the trade volume in 1942 by 30%. The Chinese side fully accepted this trade volume. They did not raise any objections, nor did they propose price increases."

As soon as this statement came out, many Politburo members who understood the Soviet economy better breathed a sigh of relief. The commissar responsible for military work stared at Commissar Alyosha, waiting for his continued introduction.

"...Among the requests we made, the import volume of ordinary trucks increased by 2 times, and the import volume of heavy trucks increased by 3 times. All were met..."

The expressions of the commissars responsible for military work changed a bit; they more or less doubted whether China's promise would be realized.

Commissar Alyosha did not make a long speech but just introduced the main trade figures. But from this perspective, China's supply of light industrial products and tropical products to the Soviet Union had increased comprehensively. Sales of natural rubber increased by as much as 7 times. Just looking at the data, China seemed very confident in completely controlling the rubber plantations in Southeast Asia.

The CPSU members neither believed nor denied. Everyone was a leader who had seen big scenes; everything could only wait for concrete development. Some people also diverged their thinking a little: if the Chinese government could really fulfill the trade agreement, it would prove that the strength of capitalist countries was not as powerful as imagined.

When it was Molotov's turn to speak, the chubby Foreign Commissar introduced the current situation of frequent diplomatic contacts between European and American countries and the Soviet Union, and made a small summary: "At this stage, the diplomatic blockade of Western countries against the Soviet Union seems to have been broken. But the People's Commissariat for Foreign Affairs believes that this is likely only a temporary situation. Because all contacts from Western countries are to get the Soviet Union to declare war on China. Once the Soviet Union refuses, the attitude of these Western countries will change.

"Western countries have also lifted the economic blockade against the Soviet Union, but the practical significance of these policy changes is very limited. Because Western countries do not have enough goods to trade with the Soviet Union either. The trade volume of the trade agreements already reached is very small."

These things did not surprise the members of the CPSU Politburo. Everyone waited quietly for Molotov to introduce the diplomatic negotiations with Finland.

Molotov picked up his teacup and took a sip, stabilized his emotions for a moment, and then said as calmly as possible, "The Finnish Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated in the talks that they have no intention of participating in any military alliance against the Soviet Union. Previous contacts with the Allies were all to avoid the threat of war through peaceful means."

As soon as this remark came out, most Politburo members showed disdainful expressions. Bukharin, the person in charge of *Pravda*, even said in a sarcastic tone, "If they want to maintain security, they should reach a military alliance with the Soviet Union."

These words triggered a lot of agreement. Stalin looked at Bukharin with his usual calmness, feeling in his heart that Bukharin was a bit carried away.

In 1928, Bukharin was criticized for holding different views on national industrialization and agricultural collectivization. Bukharin insisted that the Soviet Union should focus on developing agriculture, build itself into an agricultural country, exert the Soviet Union's international economic comparative advantage, and export agricultural products in large quantities. He opposed Stalin's rapid national industrialization and agricultural collectivization.

At that time, Bukharin was not the only Politburo member opposing Stalin's policies. Moreover, with Sino-Soviet trade, Bukharin's view of exerting comparative advantages was implemented in Stalin's policies, so Bukharin changed from Stalin's opponent to a supporter. And because the assassination of Kirov did not happen, Bukharin was not executed and was still working in the Politburo.

The reason why Stalin felt Bukharin was a bit carried away was entirely because Bukharin inevitably bragged about himself when expounding on comparative advantages. In Stalin's view, the success of the Soviet Union was the success of the CPSU led by Stalin. Bukharin was only one of the members of the CPSU. The success of comparative advantages was the success under the united work of the CPSU, not Bukharin's success.

However, this kind of self-inflation had not yet touched Stalin's reverse scale, so Stalin asked, "Comrade Bukharin, what do you think is the internal reason for Finland choosing to cooperate with the Allies?"

Bukharin had just completed research in this area recently. Since Stalin asked, Bukharin answered confidently, "In the past 20-plus years, Finland has always been strengthening the concept of the Finnish nation, emphasizing that Finland and Russia are not the same nation. The result of this national propaganda is to artificially sever the relationship between Finland and Russia. Constructing barriers in identity through nationalist narratives is a common trick of capitalist regimes."

Hearing this, Stalin frowned slightly. To calm down, Stalin lit his pipe. Because there were too many cases of national resistance in the Tsarist era, the Soviet Union had a deep understanding of national narratives. Taking Poland, which had been destroyed for the third time, as an example, the reason why this country could be restored twice was entirely because after Poland was partitioned, there was always a group of Polish intellectuals insisting on Polish national propaganda. The core was that the Polish nation was completely not the same nation as Russians and Germans. This firm national cognition allowed Poland to survive.

According to Bukharin, Finland had always emphasized Finland's nationality in the past 20-plus years, carrying out historical cutting with Russia. Finland's history was not part of the Russian nation, but the development history of the Finnish nation in different periods.

There was no problem with this view, but Stalin felt a strong flavor of Chinese political economy from it. This was China's mode of expounding on nationality.

Although Stalin didn't like the Chinese flavor in academics, Stalin also knew that Bukharin's purpose in saying this was not to show off Chinese academic concepts, but to express a tough attitude.

Sure enough, Bukharin went on to say that if Finland was allowed to continue their nationalist propaganda, it would only make Finland completely refuse the possibility of becoming a member of the Russian big family again.

Speaking of this, it was indeed murderous. Such a tough attitude did not arouse the resentment of the CPSU Politburo members. Russians naturally hoped to fully inherit the territory of the Russian Empire. Especially at present, when only Finland, this one country, continued to wander outside. Although the Soviet Union did not yet have the power to fully restore Russia's former sphere of influence, it fully possessed the strength to take back Finland.

Because of absolute confidence in their military strength, the discussion on Finland did not appear murderous. The CPSU members generally believed it was necessary to carefully discuss the necessity of signing a mutual defense treaty with Finland. For protecting Finland, the Soviet Union alone was enough.

General Secretary Stalin did not express his attitude immediately. At this stage, it was not only the Soviet Union that wanted to provide protection for Finland; Germany had already contacted various political parties in Finland except the Communist Party of Finland. Moreover, Stalin also had a worry, that is, the Finnish issue would be discussed at the upcoming meeting of Allied leaders.

Stalin guessed right; Hitler was discussing the Finnish issue with Goering and others. In the talks, both Goering and Rudolf Hess opposed supporting Finland. Supporting Finland would inevitably make an enemy of the Soviet Union. With the Anglo-German peace, the trade blockade against Germany was finally lifted. Because of the Western European campaign, South American countries were very happy to trade with such a powerful and advanced Germany. Goering did not want to destroy the peace Germany had obtained with difficulty.

Rudolf Hess inherited the geopolitical concepts of his teacher, Professor Karl, believing that Germany should reach a strategic cooperative relationship with the Soviet Union. There was absolutely no need to turn hostile or even go to war with the Soviet Union for a distant Finland.

After listening to the views of these two loyal followers, Hitler smiled and shook his head. "Goering, Rudolf, both Britain and the United States are very fearful of Germany. To maintain Germany's current trade, we must make these two countries believe that Germany is not only harmless but beneficial."

Goering failed to understand Hitler's thoughts immediately, while Rudolf Hess frowned in thought. After considering for a moment, Hess still couldn't accept Hitler's view. "My Führer, I don't think it is necessary to go to war with the Soviet Union."

Looking at Hess who was not afraid of death to fly to Britain to facilitate peace talks, Hitler decided to explain. "Hess, if the Soviet Union goes to war with Germany because of Finland, we can not only get the support of Britain and the United States but also have the opportunity to seize the resources of the western Soviet Union. To date, Germany's shipping routes are still threatened by Britain and the United States. If we want to complete the Thousand-Year Reich, the resources of the western Soviet Union are vital to Germany."

Rudolf Hess could fully understand Hitler's thoughts, but thinking of the Soviet Union's power, he still couldn't fully agree with Hitler's judgment. Germany's power was enough to protect itself, but defeating the Soviet Union was still too strenuous.

Instead, Goering, who was responsible for economic work, had figured out Hitler's line of thought at this time. The Reichsmarschall looked excited. "My Führer, if the Soviet Union takes the initiative to attack us, I think Germany will win!"

Seeing that Goering was persuaded, Hitler looked at Hess again. "Hess, do you still disagree?"

Rudolf Hess replied, "My Führer, I want to see Mr. Karl."

"No need to go see him. I have already invited Mr. Karl over; he is just next door." After Hitler finished speaking, he gave a few instructions to his secretary Martin Bormann.

Soon, Martin Bormann, who went out, returned to the office, followed by Professor Karl.

Professor Karl walked in front of everyone, greeted Hitler first, and then greeted everyone else. Immediately, Professor Karl said, "My Führer, I believe that if Germany wants to go to war with the Soviet Union, it must adjust its geopolitical concepts."
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Professor Karl Haushofer, Germany's recognized master of geopolitics, proposed an adjustment to geopolitical concepts to Hitler. Hitler, Goering, and other Nazi Party cadres looked at Professor Karl quietly, waiting for this master to express his views.

"My Führer. Do you think the Third Reich will be the leader of the future world order, or a collaborator in the future order? More bluntly, do you think the European continent will be the center of the world in the future, or the frontier of the world?" Professor Karl spoke very frankly, without dragging his feet.

"Of course I think Europe is the center of the world," Hitler answered very crisply, but great unhappiness arose in his heart.

Professor Karl saw Hitler's unhappiness and also saw the surprise in the expressions of Goering and Goebbels. Professor Karl threw out the data directly. "My Führer, the total value of industrial and agricultural production in the United States is about the same as that of the entire Europe. China's total value of industrial and agricultural production is even slightly higher than that of the United States. If one considers the North Atlantic rim as one of the most important economic centers in the world, this is a very correct judgment. But the European continent itself has no advantage in either population or economy on a global scale. These realistic data cannot prove the judgment that the European continent will be the center of the world in the future."

Goebbels' eyes became brighter. He instinctively had objections to the conclusion proposed by Professor Karl. Suppressing the urge to argue with Professor Karl, Goebbels looked at Hitler. He saw that the unhappiness in Hitler's expression had disappeared, and he was thinking seriously about something.

At this time, Goering asked, "Mr. President [of the Academy], Europe is so powerful; it must be the center of the future world."

At this time, Professor Karl was the President of the German Academy of Sciences. He retorted immediately, "Europe dominating the world is only a matter of the past 200 years. In the past 2,000 years, Europe's industrial and agricultural production has never exceeded China's, or even India's. If the world is unchanging, Asia with China and India as the core should still be the most powerful region in the world. North America would still be a barbaric and poor region."

Goering was speechless for a moment. He was responsible for the German economy. Although specific work was left to experts, Goering still gained insights far beyond ordinary people in economics. Let alone the changes in 2,000 years, even in the 200 years of Europe's rise, Germany was also a latecomer. If the world hadn't changed, Germany should continue to be a country with an industrial level far behind Britain.

Unlike Goering, Hitler's thinking had completely jumped out of Germany or Europe. He was seriously considering Professor Karl's judgment on Europe's future. Just thinking that Europe was no longer the center of the world made Hitler's mood very chaotic. In Hitler's view, Europe was the center of the world, and this world center had continental hegemony and maritime hegemony. Germany had now seized continental hegemony, and Britain held maritime hegemony. Hitler could accept such a division of power.

But once Europe was no longer the center of the world, the strategic interests represented by Europe's continental hegemony and maritime hegemony would shrink greatly. As Professor Karl said, Europe must submit to the new world order formulated by non-European countries in the future.

After pondering for a long time, Hitler asked, "Professor, who do you think can win between the world orders proposed by the United States and China?"

Professor Karl had long organized the German Academy of Sciences to analyze this issue. Although he was somewhat helpless, he told the truth: "I think China has a greater chance of winning."

Hitler asked more frankly, "Do you think the white world will lose the war?"

"My Führer, this is why I think the Soviet Union's attitude is crucial." Professor Karl stated his view while slowing down his speech. "The current Germany cannot completely defeat the Soviet Union. Once the Soviet Union suffers major losses and faces the danger of losing the entire western region, the Soviet Union is very likely to seek China's help. This means the Soviet Union joins China's camp. This means that in terms of total economic volume, the China camp exceeds the European and American camp. The population of the China camp is at an absolute advantage compared to Europe. To what extent are Europe and America prepared to fight? Fight until the last man is dead? With a 1:1 exchange ratio, the China camp can fully withstand such losses."

Before Hitler could speak, Goebbels was already a bit angry. He said sternly, "Professor, there may be a problem with your stance."

Professor Karl was fearless. "Mr. Minister, academic research only considers reality. Judging from the performance so far, China's military technology is not behind Europe and America, and even has advantages in some fields. Since Europe and America cannot use the generational difference in military equipment to crush the opponent, the issue of exchange ratio must be considered."

Hitler didn't want to listen to such meaningless discussion. Before Goebbels could continue to say anything, Hitler asked, "Professor, what do you think is the geopolitical view that needs to be changed regarding the war with the Soviet Union?"

"Recognize the fact that Europe is no longer the center of the world. Based on this fact, determine Germany's new strategic positioning on the European continent. If Germany is defined as the protector of European civilization, Germany needs to shoulder greater responsibilities. At the meeting of Allied heads of state, Germany must explain its philosophy to other countries. That is, what exactly is the positioning of Europe and America in the future world. If the entire Europe and America believe that a new world order should be established, Germany can determine its attitude towards the Soviet Union on the basis of this new order."

After listening to the Professor's account, Hitler thought for a moment and asked, "You mean that Germany's attitude towards the Soviet Union must conform to the interests of the entire European and American new order?"

"Yes, My Führer. This is my view," Professor Karl answered sincerely.

Hitler didn't want to continue the discussion after getting a clear answer. After sending these people away, Hitler stood up alone, walking back and forth in the Chancellery office with his hands behind his back. Professor Karl's judgment on Europe and America seemed too pessimistic to Hitler, but Hitler found that he unconsciously tended to accept part of the Professor's view.

Because in these years, the psychological pressure caused by He Rui on Hitler had become greater and greater. Hitler had a very high opinion of himself, but every step of Hitler's actions was anticipated by He Rui, and He Rui also proposed tit-for-tat countermeasures. If Britain and France had done as He Rui suggested, Hitler would probably have failed in 1939.

Hitler just didn't want to accept Professor Karl's suggestion now because Hitler couldn't accept that Germany could only become a follower of the world order formulated by others. But Professor Karl's analysis was not wrong; Germany's current strength was not enough to support Germany in formulating a new world order.

Hitler walked like this for a long time before he had to sit back in his chair due to exhaustion. At this time, Hitler still hadn't come up with a solution. In the end, he could only decide temporarily to wait and see the situation at the meeting of Allied heads of state.

When Hitler began to look at problems from a higher strategic level, Roosevelt, who already had a higher strategic level than Hitler, had already made a decision: a great victory must be won before the meeting of Allied heads of state.

With the rise of He Rui in these years, the influence of Chinese culture in the world had surged. *The Art of War* by Sun Tzu was already highly evaluated by American academic circles, and the current evaluation was rising even higher. At recent US strategic meetings, a passage from Sun Tzu was mentioned many times.

Sun Tzu said: "The good fighters of old first put themselves beyond the possibility of defeat, and then waited for an opportunity of defeating the enemy. To secure ourselves against defeat lies in our own hands, but the opportunity of defeating the enemy is provided by the enemy himself. Thus the good fighter is able to secure himself against defeat, but cannot make certain of defeating the enemy. Hence the saying: One may know how to conquer without being able to do it.

"Security against defeat implies defensive tactics; ability to defeat the enemy means taking the offensive. Standing on the defensive indicates insufficient strength; attacking, a superabundance of strength. The general who is skilled in defense hides in the most secret recesses of the earth; he who is skilled in attack flashes forth from the topmost heights of heaven. Thus on the one hand we have ability to protect ourselves; on the other, a victory that is complete."

According to the understanding of the US high-level officials, once the Asian Alliance occupied various islands in the Pacific and liberated India, it could build a complete defense system. As Sun Tzu said, enter the stage of "invincibility." If Europe and America wanted to break the defense system built by China, they had to take the initiative to attack.

To date, Europe and America had been defeated repeatedly within the Asian defense circle built by China, while China had won victory after victory. If the situation remained like this, Europe and America could not prove that they could defeat China. So a big victory must be fought at this stage.

The strategic purpose of fighting such a big victory was not how many Chinese troops were eliminated, but to prove to European countries that China was not invincible. As long as China could be defeated, Europe and America would have the motivation to continue fighting. The United States, winning such a victory, would possess dominance in Europe and America.

The US Navy believed that the US military had the ability to obtain a great victory near the Mariana Islands. Although Roosevelt was still working, as soon as the latest war report was sent to the White House, he would immediately put down other work and read the war situation first.

These reports showed that under the full search of 6 US aircraft carrier battle groups, the movements of the Chinese aircraft carrier formation had been discovered. The US Pacific Fleet in Hawaii sent another 6 aircraft carrier battle groups to move towards the Mariana Islands, ready to coordinate with the US fleet attacking the Mariana Islands at any time.

Both China and the United States were equipped with the most advanced electronic equipment in the world at this time, and neither country could be said to have a particularly long history in the navy. Therefore, China and the United States relied more on technical equipment in the naval field and were not very persistent about so-called experience. So when Coalition Navy Commander Yamamoto Isoroku received the report from the Naval Intelligence Analysis Department about the appearance of a new US fleet, he didn't quite believe it.

But Yamamoto himself had no choice, because 6 aircraft carrier battle groups had already entered the east of the US aircraft carrier formation commanded by Vice Admiral Nimitz. At this distance, the Coalition's land-based aviation could not provide support, and they had to rely entirely on the Navy's own combat capabilities. Seeing that if the attack was launched according to the plan, the Coalition might be attacked by two US forces from front and back, Yamamoto dared not make a decision immediately and could only send a telegram to He Rui.

After the telegram was sent, Yamamoto's heart was in turmoil. He certainly hoped to fight a big battle, but he didn't want to lose. The current situation was like an arrow on the string that had to be released. In order not to let the US military discover that they might be outflanked, the Coalition really only dispatched 6 aircraft carrier battle groups. It was too late to transfer a new fleet for assistance urgently now.

"Report Commander, telegram."

Hearing the adjutant's voice, Yamamoto, sitting upright in the command room with a straight face, stood up immediately. He wanted to take the telegram and read it himself, but seeing all the naval generals looking over, he sat back in his seat and asked, "Whose telegram?"

"It's a secret telegram from Commander Yamaguchi," the adjutant replied.

Yamamoto had also sent a copy of the latest intelligence to Japan according to the Coalition organization regulations. Since it was a telegram from Japanese Navy Commander Yamaguchi Tamon, Yamamoto could read the content of the telegram first himself. Yamamoto's telegram was not long; there was only one core idea. The Chinese grand fleet already dispatched would launch an attack on the US fleet coming for reinforcements, and Yamaguchi Tamon would immediately lead the Japanese fleet to launch an attack on Midway Island.

This plan was full of Yamaguchi's style, which was to fight big if fighting at all. Looking at it on paper, this plan also had considerable merit. Since US aircraft carriers came for reinforcements, they must have drawn troops from Hawaii. With insufficient troops in Hawaii, the Japanese Navy could capture Midway more easily.

The strategic value of the Mariana Islands was indeed high, but the strategic value of Midway was not low either. As long as it was certain to take Midway, and as long as the naval battle in the Mariana area was not lost, the Sino-Japanese Coalition would achieve a great victory at the campaign level.

But all this was paper consideration; there could be many problems encountered in specific combat aspects. It was also possible that the Japanese fleet failed to take Midway, and the Mariana naval battle resulted in defeat. At that time, the Coalition would suffer a total defeat.

Just then, the adjutant ran in again to report, "Report Commander, a telegram from Chairman He Rui of the Supreme Command."

Hearing that He Rui finally issued an order, the generals held their breath and looked at the adjutant.

Yamamoto ordered loudly, "Read."

"Yes!" the adjutant responded, holding up the telegram at the same time, and read aloud: "Continue to execute the previous combat plan, and maintain a defensive attitude towards the direction of the approaching US fleet."

Since He Rui gave the order, Yamamoto hesitated no more and ordered immediately, "Execute the order immediately!"
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At 4:54 AM on December 3, 1941, the figures of nearly 200 warships of the US Pacific Fleet's 1st Fleet, located 400 nautical miles east of the Mariana Islands, were clearly visible in the morning light.

At this time, the elevators on the 12 aircraft carriers of the 6 aircraft carrier battle groups finally stopped running, and the wide flight decks were full of aircraft. American pilots were all ready to sortied. In the island command room of the aircraft carrier USS *Yorktown*, Vice Admiral Nimitz felt his fiercely beating heart almost rolling in his chest.

Although Vice Admiral Nimitz tried his best to calm down, he really couldn't. The United States, without the burden of naval tradition, chose the aircraft carrier route, but he didn't expect that China, which had even less naval tradition, also chose the aircraft carrier route. No matter how many times the US Navy General Staff had deduced it, now that the real aircraft carrier battle was about to begin, Vice Admiral Nimitz was still nervous with a racing heart and a dry mouth.

In the island command room, sounds of objects falling to the ground or tables and chairs being kicked were heard from time to time. It was not only Vice Admiral Nimitz who was nervous; the US naval officers were also in a state of excessive tension.

At this point, there was no possibility of stopping. The US Pacific 1st Fleet organized 6 aircraft carrier battle groups, each centered on 2 aircraft carriers. Each US aircraft carrier had 75 fighters of various types, totaling 900 fighters ready for battle.

Aircraft signals appeared constantly on the fleet's air defense radar. Judging from the number of signals, a considerable part of them were Chinese reconnaissance planes. And US reconnaissance planes had also detected the position of the Chinese aircraft carrier formation about 350 nautical miles southeast of the US fleet. For aircraft carriers, this distance had already entered a combat state.

"The 1st Aircraft Carrier Group is ready, requesting takeoff." A voice came from the radio.

Vice Admiral Nimitz felt his heart beat even faster. He said, "Takeoff permitted!"

Only after his voice was emitted did Vice Admiral Nimitz realize that his voice was dry enough to surprise himself.

The flight deck on the left of the island was full of planes. With Vice Admiral Nimitz's order, two air crew members ran to the two fighters at the very front, pulled away the chocks under the tires, and then ran back to their positions. The air crew responsible for pulling the propeller stepped forward and pulled the propeller hard. With a chugging sound, the propeller soon began to rotate. More than ten seconds later, the wind rolled up by the propeller made the sleeves of the nearby US carrier ground crew sway slightly.

The air crew holding the lighted signal wand began to wave it. The pilot of the foremost fighter released the brakes, and the plane began to taxi along the carrier runway. The US officers on the island crowded to the window by coincidence, watching the American P-51 fighter taxi quickly across the somewhat dim deck and rush forward.

When the plane left the deck, it fell sharply due to the weight of the fuselage. Even knowing that this was normal, the US naval officers couldn't help but sigh. A moment later, the bright indicator light on the tail of the plane appeared in the sight of the officers. The P-51 fighter continued to fly upward. The first fighter took off successfully.

The subsequent fighters took off more and more smoothly because the planes in front gave up more runway distance. After 10 P-51s flew out, the subsequent fighters even left the deck before flying to the edge of the carrier deck, flying directly upward to join the fleet circling around the aircraft carrier formation to complete the formation.

350 nautical miles away, the Coalition aircraft carrier formation was carrying out the same action. Yamamoto Isoroku watched the fighters forming quickly in the air without saying a word, and the dignified look on his face finally relaxed a little. The US military had no experience in large-scale aircraft carrier operations, and neither did the Coalition. It was just that as a Japanese, Yamamoto was more accustomed to showing calmness at this time. Even so, the violently beating heart made Yamamoto feel a bit nauseous.

In the past hour, at least three officers in the Coalition Command vomited due to tachycardia. This couldn't be helped. When the heart beats too fast, the body thinks it might have ingested toxic substances and automatically triggers a vomiting reaction.

Similar to the deployment of the US aircraft carrier formation, the Chinese aircraft carrier formation did not assume an overly dense formation; the distance between them was about 20 kilometers. This distance ensured that torpedo attacks launched by the enemy would not cover two aircraft carrier battle groups at the same time.

350 nautical miles was about 600 kilometers, and the fighters could fly there in one hour. Before the war, the Coalition General Staff believed that US fighters would definitely not fly in a straight line, so the Coalition chose the shortest straight line, striving to launch an attack earlier.

Among the 300 J-9 "advanced trainers," 150 carried torpedoes and 150 carried rockets. Under the escort of 300 J-10 fighters, they flew towards the US aircraft carrier formation according to the plan. As expected, the Coalition aircraft group did not encounter the US aircraft group on the scheduled flight route.

After flying 570 kilometers, the figures of US warships on the sea surface could already be vaguely seen. Before the Coalition aviation approached the air defense fire circle of the US aircraft carrier formation, a large number of US fighters came head-on.

The reason why the J-9 fighter was an "advanced trainer" was that the J-9 did not have separate naval and army models; it just adjusted some electronic equipment according to different combat environments. Only the 150 J-9s carrying torpedoes tried their best to avoid air combat. The J-9s carrying rockets temporarily acted as escorts for the torpedo planes, and the 300 J-10 fighters immediately entered air combat.

These chubby-looking J-10s had only briefly appeared when intercepting the US troops in the Philippines, and were completely new opponents for the US military. But the US P-51 had fought with the Chinese Air Force for more than a month and was already an "old acquaintance."

As soon as they engaged, the P-51 pilots immediately found that the chubby Chinese fighters in front of them pulled up at an amazing speed and disappeared from the eyes of the P-51 pilots in the blink of an eye. Most American pilots had flight experience before joining the army, flying planes on their own farms. Although they were frightened, the American pilots did not panic. They knew that the Coalition pilots had occupied the high position at this time, so they did not try to dogfight in the air but flew directly into the defense circle of the US aircraft carrier formation.

But there are always people with bad luck. Ensign John Smith, a pilot of the 5th Carrier Group, felt a violent vibration of the fuselage, which was the reaction of being hit by a Coalition fighter. Immediately, the rudder of the fighter lost control, and the plane began to spin uncontrollably.

In the spinning world, Ensign John Smith found that he didn't even have a chance to parachute in such a spin. In despair, Smith shouted "God, help!" slightly in his heart, and then plunged straight towards the sea surface with the out-of-control plane.

Contacting the sea surface at a speed of 400 kilometers per hour was equivalent to the plane hitting concrete directly. With the violent impact, Ensign Smith's spine broke into several pieces, and he died in an instant.

Ensign John Smith came from Illinois, a major agricultural state, and had been flying planes to spray pesticides on his family's farm since he was 12 years old. Like quite a few young soldiers, Ensign Smith married the girl next door, his childhood sweetheart, quickly before the war, and made a vow to survive the war, own a farm for the two of them after retirement, have seven or eight children, and spend their lives together.

But Ensign John Smith didn't expect that he would become the first soldier to die in battle in the world's first major aircraft carrier battle.

Not long after Ensign John Smith died in battle, Lieutenant Blind Valyakin's fighter was attacked jointly by two Coalition fighters and beaten into a fireball in the air. Before falling into the sea, Lieutenant Valyakin had already died from a bullet in the neck. Judging from the name, Lieutenant Blind Valyakin was a Nordic immigrant from the Great Lakes region of the United States. As a student at Columbia University in New York, Lieutenant Valyakin volunteered to join the army with many classmates and became an Air Force pilot.

Before his death, Lieutenant Valyakin didn't think that the lake surface near his hometown had just frozen. In previous years at this time, he was still preparing to go skating on the lake with his family. But this year he fell into the warm Pacific Ocean.

Seeing the US fighters retreating in defeat, Senior Colonel Li Tianming, commander of the first wave of Coalition attacks, ordered the torpedo planes to start attacking the ships on the periphery of the US aircraft carrier formation.

Although the J-9 was very versatile, it only had the ability of level bombing and could not implement dive bombing. A moment later, the US destroyer *Arsack* became the target. Although several anti-aircraft guns on the destroyer fired fiercely at the Chinese fighters under the command of fire control radar, they posed no threat to the J-9s 5 kilometers away. They could only watch helplessly as three torpedoes drew snow-white wakes in the warm seawater after entering the water, heading straight for the destroyer *Arsack*.

Although the *Arsack* ran at full power trying to avoid the torpedoes and successfully avoided the first torpedo, the second sonar torpedo still hit the stern of the destroyer which emitted the loudest noise, and the speed of the destroyer slowed down immediately. The third torpedo caught up from the oblique rear and hit the middle and rear of the hull. More than 200 kilograms of high explosives were detonated immediately, and the destroyer was blown directly into two sections and began to sink rapidly.

At this time, another batch of Chinese reconnaissance planes arrived at the battlefield. Because historically, the first wave of Japanese attack aircraft, 36 Type 97 carrier attack aircraft, 36 Type 99 carrier bombers, and 36 Zero fighters, began to take off simultaneously from 4 aircraft carriers. 108 carrier-based aircraft set off to attack Midway under the leadership of Navy Lieutenant Tomonaga Joichi. Vice Admiral Nagumo ordered reconnaissance planes to search the sea areas in the east and south directions, and the second wave of attack aircraft parked on the flight deck, ready to meet the US fleet. However, two reconnaissance planes of the heavy cruiser *Tone* were delayed for half an hour due to catapult failure, and one reconnaissance plane of the *Chikuma* returned halfway due to engine failure (this plane should have searched exactly over the US task force), laying the bane for the Japanese fleet.

He Rui ordered that all reconnaissance planes must be dispatched and must not let go of the movements of the US aircraft carrier formation.
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When the Coalition reconnaissance aircraft group arrived at the engagement airspace, they saw from a distance that clouds of smoke were erupting violently over the US fleet. Those were large numbers of high-explosive shells fired by the US 5-inch dual-purpose guns serving as medium and long-range air defense.

Due to the sufficient distance, the visual acuity of the reconnaissance aircraft pilots was at least 2.0, with excellent dynamic visual capabilities. In the eyes of the reconnaissance aircraft pilots, the clouds of smoke and fire from the explosions seemed to form a semicircular protective shield covering the US aircraft carrier formation.

Through interrogation of captured US prisoners these days, coupled with intelligence gathering, some basic conditions of the US radar air defense fire system were roughly determined. The development of the US military in electronic technology was admirable, having completed an air defense system centered on computers and radar. Under the command of the air defense system, one of the core weapons of air defense firepower was the 5-inch dual-purpose naval gun.

Although there was no exchange between the US military and the Chinese military in this regard, they both chose firing ideas with the same principle, as well as radio proximity fuzes. The range of the US 5-inch naval gun reached 10 kilometers. Coupled with the radio proximity fuze, the accuracy and intensity of the firepower were terrifying.

The pilots on the Chinese reconnaissance planes had already seen several Chinese fighters trying to cut into the gaps of the US aircraft carrier formation being destroyed and falling helplessly into the sea. Although the Coalition Air Force also used air defense systems with the same principle for a large number of exercises, the gap between exercises and actual combat was huge. Facing the reality that mistakes meant death, the US air defense firepower was almost a saturation attack.

The reconnaissance team looked down at the battlefield from high altitude. The Chinese Air Force did not give up the attack because a few fighters were shot down. The commander ordered each flight crew to continue attacking according to the experience accumulated in training and his observation of the battlefield.

Although the US fighter pilots clearly felt the high maneuverability of the Chinese J-10, the maneuverability of the P-51 was not bad, and the US fighter pilots were quite confident. Facing the situation where failure meant annihilation, P-51 fighters also cooperated with US naval guns to dogfight with the Chinese Air Force on the periphery.

As bystanders, the Coalition reconnaissance aircraft pilots found that some American pilots with very powerful flying skills were quite clear-headed at this time. When they fell into a disadvantage, not only did they not panic, but they also used these disadvantages to lure the Chinese fighters chasing closely behind into the US air defense fire net, letting the US fleet air defense fire shoot down the Chinese fighters. several Chinese fighters were about to shoot down US planes when they were hit by the sudden concentrated fire of the US air defense firepower and destroyed directly in the air.

American pilots who dared to do this not only had brilliant driving skills but also were bold and careful. The US air defense system was also very precise. If it couldn't make accurate judgments, it might not necessarily shoot down Chinese fighters, but America's own fighters.

All US air defense firepower was firing fiercely. The sea surface was already filled with smoke, gradually obscuring the figures of the warships. The air was also filled with smoke. Coupled with the various dazzling flight trajectories flown by pilots of both sides with various high maneuvers, it looked dazzling to the naked eye.

But this was just appearance. Radar waves invisible to the naked eye, as well as emotionless computer information processing, completely ignored all the fog that constituted obstacles to humans and executed the battle precisely.

Not only did fierce fighting continue over the US aircraft carrier formation, but similar battles were also taking place over the Chinese aircraft carrier formation. It was just that the side gritting their teeth and full of hatred became the US Air Force.

J-10 fighters used the advantages of climbing and spiraling to drive the incoming US P-51s into the air defense fire net of the Chinese aircraft carrier formation. The US Air Force air defense system had an Identification Friend or Foe (IFF) system, and the Chinese Air Force had also completed the research and development of the IFF system. Although it couldn't be said that there was no accidental injury at all, the rate of accidental injury was extremely low.

The US Air Force found that it also faced a worse problem than expected: they overestimated themselves in their assessment of the battle.

It was impossible for the Chinese and US armies to really conduct saturation live-fire exercises at the risk of huge losses during exercises. Therefore, in the large-scale exercises of the US Air Force, there was also a "watered down" situation similar to that of the Chinese Air Force. In the assessment produced by the US Air Force and Navy General Staff based on the exercise results, it was believed that the US attack mode could completely destroy the Chinese aircraft carrier formation. US dive bombers would still have the power to fight even when facing Chinese J-9 fighters in combat.

Even if staff officers in both the US Navy and Air Force suggested that "this view might be too optimistic," the US staff officers who insisted on this view had to "shut up obediently" or were simply transferred away from the troops for various reasons. This was not because the US high-level officials were muddle-headed and incompetent, eating vegetarian meals while occupying positions. It was just that if such a view were really recognized by the whole army, there would be no need to fight this war.

In the battle, American pilots found that in pure air combat, US dive bombers indeed didn't need to be particularly afraid of Chinese J-9 fighters. In pure attacks on ships, US dive bombers were not unable to break through the Chinese fleet air defense system. But when subjected to joint attacks from the air and the sea surface at the same time, the Chinese J-9 fighters conducting level bombing found their survivability poor, while the US dive bomber formation found that they had surprisingly no battlefield survivability.

In just half an hour of fighting, 120 dive bombers among the 300 fighters in the first wave of the US military were basically lost. Among the remaining 180 P-51 fighters, more than 90 were also shot down. The remaining less than 90 P-51 fighters had to give up the battle and began to flee towards their own aircraft carrier formation.

Although the Asian Coalition achieved greater results, it still could not break through the US air defense system. The US aircraft carriers were still intact, playing their role as the core of the fleet. The Chinese commander commanding the first wave of attacks saw no better defense-breaking effect; fighting further would only increase losses in vain, so he could only choose to retreat. The first wave of battles between China and the United States ended helplessly without either side achieving their goals.

Receiving the news, Yamamoto looked grim, but his heart rate had returned to normal levels at this time. Although the campaign goal was not achieved, at least a lot of the US military's strength was figured out, and it also proved that the fleet air defense system of the Asian Coalition was sufficient to cope with the US attack.

"Gentlemen, how long will it take for the next plan to be calculated?" Yamamoto asked.

The US military on the opposing side had almost the same reaction. Realizing that there was indeed a gap between the US military and the Asian Coalition, and also understanding the equipment strength of the Asian Coalition, Vice Admiral Nimitz calmed down instead. These gaps were not irreparable, and the technical strength shown by the Asian Coalition indeed dispelled the unrealistic illusions of the US military based on advanced equipment. Up to now, the cards in both hands had been basically revealed.

Vice Admiral Nimitz immediately convened a radio meeting. Rear Admiral Durant, Commander of the aircraft carrier formation led by the *Enterprise*, shouted on the radio, "All dive bombers of our fleet have been shot down; the boys did their best. Since we cannot break the air defense system of the Chinese Air Force, I suggest starting to retreat and converging with the reinforcements."

Although this speech advocated retreat, no one objected, and there was silence on the radio. The generals knew very well that if the US military continued to fight, once the dive bombers were exhausted, the US military would lose its means of attack. At that time, they could only be beaten passively on one side. Instead of this, it was better to retreat quickly.

Just as other generals were considering whether to express support, Vice Admiral Nimitz's voice rang out on the radio: "I agree with the view of retreating."
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"Our forces will advance eastward to first cut off the connection between the US fleet and the Mariana Islands. Before reaching this position, we will not consider launching further attacks for the time being," Yamamoto ordered. This command highlighted the priority of completing the operational objective: capturing the entire Mariana Islands to prepare for the assault on Hawaii.

Despite this, Rear Admiral Zhang Lingfeng, who advocated for continuing the offensive, presented his view. "According to intelligence from our reconnaissance aircraft, there is no sign that the US military is disengaging from the battlefield. Commander, if we can inflict heavy damage on the US forces here, it will reduce the pressure on our forces when we attack Hawaii."

Yamamoto kept a stern face as he spoke, "We have not disengaged from combat, and the US military has every opportunity to attack us. Moreover, this time we are striking second; we will launch our attack only after the US attack formations reach our vicinity."

Seeing that Rear Admiral Zhang Lingfeng did not appear convinced, Yamamoto assumed the posture of a commander. "Rear Admiral Zhang, our mission is to capture the Mariana Islands. While achieving this objective, we must avoid losses. With the United States' industrial capacity, this war is far from over!"

After saying this, Yamamoto suddenly thought of Nagumo Chuichi. Yamamoto himself held an offensive stance, or at least he once thought of himself as a very aggressive naval officer. The conservative view he just expressed was one commonly held by Nagumo. But Yamamoto did not feel there was anything wrong with his choice; the gap between pre-war assumptions and the reality of war was too great. Before the war, Yamamoto truly believed that the Allied Forces' technological strength surpassed that of the US military, and the war should have gone very smoothly. Indeed, China's engine technology did surpass that of the US, and Yamamoto was truly willing to believe that Chinese technology exceeded America's.

However, the actual battle reports had calmed Yamamoto, who had studied and worked in the United States for many years. While China's air defense system, composed of radar and computers, was very advanced compared to Japan's, the US military possessed similar products. Judging from the battle reports received so far, the US military's technological research and development progress was no slower than China's. This reminded Yamamoto of the endless oil wells in the US West Coast oil production areas, as well as the countless skyscrapers and dense factories in the East Coast and Great Lakes industrial zones.

The United States remained that powerful industrial nation, a powerful industrial nation with very advanced technology. After feeling this sentiment again, Yamamoto naturally chose the plan with the greater chance of success. The strategy formulated by He Rui had already achieved tremendous success. If the US military only had the Hawaiian Islands left in the Pacific, they would have effectively lost the war.

As the commander, Yamamoto held battlefield command authority. Moreover, the highest priority operational objective of this naval battle was to capture the Mariana Islands. Although Yamamoto's decision did not satisfy the officers who advocated for continuing the battle, they had no grounds to firmly oppose his decision. Ultimately, the Chinese carrier strike group began to move eastward.

Among their opponents in the US military, Nimitz was undoubtedly an expert in operating carrier strike groups. A significant portion of the tactics now adopted by the US carrier strike groups had been formulated by Nimitz.

But Nimitz was not the commander of the US Pacific Command's 1st Fleet. Just as Nimitz thought that the Commander, upon learning via the radio conference that the carrier group commanders believed the naval aviators could not continue the fight, would agree with this assessment, he heard the Commander order: "Since the aviation forces are unable to execute combat missions alone, then immediately begin forming a combat detachment with battleships as the main offensive force to launch an attack on the Chinese naval carrier strike group under the air cover provided by the aircraft carriers."

Nimitz could actually understand this order. After all, the US fleet air defense system had already demonstrated excellent combat effectiveness in battle. Most of the anti-aircraft guns on US aircraft carriers were 2-inch guns, while the anti-aircraft guns on US battleships were the 24 dual-purpose 5-inch guns used as secondary batteries. This type of artillery was also adopted by the cruisers acting as fleet air defense nodes, and their performance on the battlefield was quite outstanding.

There was also a struggle between the battleship faction and the aircraft carrier faction within the US military. The battleship faction believed that compared to aircraft carriers, battleships possessed both offensive and defensive capabilities. As long as they had air force protection, battleships could exert combat capabilities exceeding those of aircraft carriers. Nimitz knew that the Commander had once been relatively supportive of the battleship faction.

Before Nimitz could rebut, a group of carrier strike group commanders began to refute the Commander's view, especially those commanders who had suffered the greatest losses. Having witnessed with their own eyes dozens of fighter planes taking off from the full decks only for a scant few to return, the carrier group commanders knew that the strength of the Chinese Navy was very powerful, stronger than imagined before the war.

The US officers did not know that the officers of the Asian Allied Forces, like their US counterparts, had believed before the war that they possessed military technology superior to the other side. Added to the fact that they had been preparing for war for several years, the battles should have gone very smoothly. Now that they had kicked an iron plate, there seemed to be no other choice but to retreat.

The Commander was the Commander; no matter how reluctant Nimitz and the other officers were, they still had to obey his orders. As a last resort, Nimitz suggested, "Your Excellency, I believe we can provide a two-wave attack plan. The Air Force will launch another attack first, followed by the carrier strike group's attack. What do you think?"

After Nimitz finished speaking, he felt somewhat uneasy. This suggestion looked like it was for the sake of prudence, but it was actually to delay. This plan was not something he came up with on the spur of the moment; it was a plan made before the war. Nimitz himself had participated in formulating the aircraft carrier part of it and knew clearly the difficulty of this matter.

In his anxious wait, Nimitz heard the Commander, who had been silent for a good while, say, "Alright. Let's do it that way!"

Nimitz breathed a sigh of relief. After the meeting ended, he immediately began to adjust the attack formations according to the pre-war plan. During this process, Nimitz had a question in his mind: why did the Commander want to do this?

At this time, more than 1,300 kilometers east of the US Pacific Command's 1st Fleet, the US Pacific Command's 2nd Fleet was moving towards the 1st Fleet, preparing to launch further operations after rendezvousing.

To the west of the US Pacific Command's 1st Fleet, in the US-occupied Guam of the Mariana Islands, everyone on this 549-square-kilometer island felt the earth shake and the mountains sway. Some local islanders with poor balance even stumbled and fell directly to the ground.

Following the tremors, an earth-shattering explosion rang out, sounding like thunder in the ears of the soldiers and civilians on the island. Moments later, a mushroom cloud actually rose from the ground.

Japanese commander Rear Admiral Kurita watched this mushroom cloud with a truly apprehensive heart. Fortunately, just as the mushroom cloud was blown away by the sea breeze, news arrived: "Commander, the US military has surrendered."

Amidst the cheers of the staff officers, a smile appeared on Rear Admiral Kurita's face. The Rear Admiral had studied in the United States and had quite a few American friends. Therefore, the US military's desperate defense of Guam had surprised him. This was clearly not like the US military's style.

Fortunately, Guam was only 549 square kilometers in size, and the US military had only built a defensive system covering twenty-some square kilometers over several years. Kurita had carried out a large number of concentrated attacks against the strongest points of the US defenses this time. Unexpectedly, the US military had placed an ammunition depot beneath that stronghold. When the fortifications there were penetrated, the ammunition depot detonated, leading to that earth-shattering scene.

If the situation had come to this and the US military still did not surrender, then they would truly not be the Americans Kurita knew.

Although he still had various thoughts in his mind, Kurita proceeded to do what should be done at this time: hurry to send a telegram to Tokyo and go to accept the surrender.

Further south in the Philippines, the US Philippines Command, having completely lost its air force, had fallen into a desperate situation. Originally, the US military had wanted to retreat to the precipitous terrain of the Bataan region to mount a defense, but the Chinese Air Force had destroyed the bridges around Manila, rendering the US military unable to move. At this point, of the three defensive lines the US military had established in Manila, only the final one centered on the headquarters remained.

The local Philippine army had vowed solemnly before the war that they would fight to the death against the Chinese army. However, as soon as the battle entered a fierce state, these local Philippine troops collapsed, and some even surrendered directly. If the US military had not relied on these local Philippine troops, they might have been able to hold out a while longer. Encountering such terrible teammates, the US military, unable to maintain the battle line, could only retreat again and again. Now they had reached the point where there was no retreat left.

The fighting temporarily ceased at this moment. This silence allowed the US soldiers to breathe a sigh of relief, but the US officers felt a greater threat. The opposing Chinese army had performed quite outstandingly in battle; it was absolutely impossible for them to drop the ball now after fighting to this point. There was only one true reason, and that was that the Chinese army was preparing for the final assault.

According to what the US officers had learned in military academies and some scenes they had witnessed, at this stage, the Chinese army would come to persuade them to surrender one more time. The US officers had not lost their will to fight, but they knew very well that if they continued to fight, the US military would inevitably fight to the death. If the defeat in the air could be attributed to China utilizing geographical advantages to mass more fighter planes than the US military, there was nothing to say about the failure on the ground. When those Chinese tanks with thick, long barrels charged onto the beachhead, the US military discovered that their infantry frontline artillery had no way to cause any damage to these Chinese tanks.

The Chinese tanks did not fire from a stationary position but fired at exposed US fire points while constantly moving. With the Chinese Air Force constantly bombing and strafing overhead, and Chinese tanks that infantry frontline artillery could not penetrate in front, the US military had no choice but to retreat continuously.

Now only the final line of defense remained. If positions were swapped, the US military would have countless ways to annihilate the opponent. The best course of action right now was nothing other than a dignified surrender.

At this time, Major General Wainwright, commander of the US Philippines Command, was sending a telegram to Washington, explaining the reasons why surrender was unavoidable.

After sending the telegram, Major General Wainwright sat dejectedly in the command post. His predecessor, MacArthur, had left less than three days ago. Although the Major General knew he was the scapegoat, he had not expected that within just three days, he would already have to face the fate of surrender. This injustice caused the Major General great pain, yet he was helpless.

Just then, the communications officer stood up, took off his headphones, and shouted to the Major General, "Commander, a telegram from Washington!"

Major General Wainwright was somewhat surprised. He had already decided to surrender, so he had not expected Washington to reply. But thinking that Washington might order him to fight to the death, Major General Wainwright asked listlessly, "What does the telegram say?"

The communications officer read: "Your unit is authorized to surrender. Before surrendering, transfer command authority to Major General Henry, who continues to hold out on Mindanao."

Major General Wainwright was stunned. It wasn't that this order was particularly surprising, but that the bastards in Washington were actually willing to shoulder the responsibility of ordering a surrender. Generally speaking, if Major General Wainwright expressed his intention to surrender, Washington would no longer reply. This time Washington replied, preserving Major General Wainwright's honor.

Just as Major General Wainwright was trying to figure out why the bastards in Washington had suddenly found a conscience, the guards outside came to report, "Commander, the Chinese army has sent someone!"

While Major General Wainwright ordered the burning of various codebooks and confidential documents and attempted to stall for time by negotiating surrender terms with the Chinese army, US Army Chief of Staff Marshall put down the phone and said to his adjutant, "Prepare the car, go to the White House immediately."

The reason General Marshall helped Major General Wainwright was not only that he truly believed this surrender had nothing to do with Major General Wainwright's command of operations, but also that he accepted the request of General MacArthur, now the commander of the Australian theater. MacArthur did not want his deputy to surrender dishonorably, so he asked General Marshall to intervene.

General Marshall, having helped, was now prepared for the possibility of being relieved of duty. The war had reached this point, and the US military was suffering defeat after defeat. Although from a military perspective, China's means of defeating the United States did not have any tactical brilliance but relied entirely on hard power to fight a war of attrition with the United States. Since China's supply lines were far shorter than America's, US logistics were difficult, and they could only helplessly be drained dry by China.

Sitting in the car heading to the White House, Marshall looked at the conscription advertisements on both sides of the street outside the window. An old man dressed in the American flag pointed outward, with "Uncle Sam Needs You!" written next to him.

Marshall originally could not appreciate such recruitment posters, but at this moment he felt that the United States indeed needed a larger number of soldiers to be thrown into the war. From the perspective of combat generals, the Chinese campaign of simply fighting with superior numbers and bullying the weak could be said to have no highlights. But from the perspective of a Chief of Staff, being able to fully utilize one's own advantages required very brilliant staff work. The Chinese campaign arrangements could be said to be full of highlights everywhere.

The US military's defeat in the Western Pacific was not due to a sneak attack. In the past few years, the US military had continuously strengthened the defense system in the Western Pacific. With the quality and quantity of US equipment, especially the strength of the Air Force, it was entirely possible to win a Western European campaign. And the three countries involved in the Western European campaign—Britain, France, and Germany—were established industrial and military powers.

Even with such ample preparation, the US military was still defeated. And defeated miserably, defeated clearly and plainly. Marshall had had the Army General Staff review the battle multiple times these past few days, trying to find opportunities for a turnaround. The Army General Staff found after the review that the US military's performance was commendable, and MacArthur's command had no problems; if another commander had been in charge, they might have lost even worse.

Since the frontline commander performed flawlessly and the Army General Staff's pre-war preparations were also very sufficient, it meant that the Army General Staff's prediction of the war was wrong. Or to put it more bluntly, the war decision of the current supreme commander of the US military, US President Roosevelt, was the cause of this defeat.

With things at this stage, Marshall believed it was entirely possible for President Roosevelt to throw Marshall out as a scapegoat to save himself. It was with this realization that Marshall had helped Major General Wainwright. Since he was very likely to be dismissed anyway, shouldering this bit of extra responsibility was irrelevant to Marshall.

On the west coast of the Pacific, He Rui did not join in the celebrations of the Military Commission comrades but returned to his office to ponder the development of the war. Although history is by no means static but a constantly operating dynamic, the fact that Marshall left a great name in history did not mean that there were truly no other generals in the US military who could surpass Marshall. However, He Rui still looked forward to Marshall being dismissed.

In He Rui's view, Marshall's greatest strength was likely his political ability. The Marshall Plan named after him, officially known as the European Recovery Program, was a plan for the United States to provide economic aid and assist in the reconstruction of Western European countries damaged by the war after World War II. It had a profound impact on the development of European countries and the world political landscape.

The plan was officially launched in July 1947 and lasted for a full four fiscal years. During this period, Western European countries, through participating in the Organization for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC), received a total of 13.15 billion US dollars in various forms of aid from the United States, including finance, technology, and equipment, of which 90% was grants and 10% was loans.

This plan achieved the control over Europe that the United States had long looked forward to. Although this was a US government plan, Marshall, as the executor, demonstrated superb political ability.

The other two who were soldiers but performed outstandingly in politics were MacArthur and Eisenhower. MacArthur was called the "Five-Star Emperor"; he truly helped Japan complete domestic economic reforms and resolved Japan's land contradictions. Plus, MacArthur used Japan as a material supply base for the United States in Korea, restoring the Japanese economy and making Japan the United States' most valuable ally.

As the US President, Eisenhower's political ability was naturally not poor. Moreover, Eisenhower had an eye for talent; he chose Nixon as Vice President and cultivated Nixon, a president of great accomplishment.

Without Eisenhower's help, with Nixon's unattractive appearance, eccentric personality, and difficulty cooperating with others, he could never have become US President. In terms of being disliked by ordinary people, one only needed to look at how the political novice Kennedy successfully defeated Nixon to become president to understand just how much Nixon was disliked by ordinary American voters.

The secretary watched He Rui thinking quietly and dared not step forward to disturb him. Suddenly hearing He Rui laugh out loud, the secretary immediately stood up. He saw He Rui wave his hand, "It's nothing."

He Rui had just thought of how he still couldn't help recalling the past at this time, and couldn't help but feel a sense of mockery towards himself. The world had changed. When Roosevelt had to choose to cooperate with Hitler, and would soon meet with Hitler and Mussolini at the Allied Heads of State meeting, continuing to be obsessed with the past was meaningless.

Moreover, He Rui thought that the photo of the "Big Three" meeting becoming the "Big Four" was truly laughable.
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Vice Admiral Nimitz, having nervously completed the fleet reorganization work, had just taken a sip of coffee when someone delivered the latest intelligence. The Vice Admiral continued to sip his coffee, his gaze sweeping over the paper. His shoulders trembled slightly once, then he continued sipping his coffee. The surrender of Guam and Luzon did not surprise the Vice Admiral. After witnessing China's technological strength, Vice Admiral Nimitz had adjusted his view of the Asian Allied Forces' naval commanders. Possessing such technology and quantity of troops, yet remaining unhurried and composed, showed that the commanders of the Asian Allied Forces were all very excellent soldiers.

After finishing his coffee, the Vice Admiral sent a telegram to the Commander of the US Pacific Command's 1st Fleet: "Reorganization plan completed. Will immediately send seaplane to deliver it to the flagship *Washington*."

Nimitz acted as if he did not know about the fall of Guam and Luzon, simply continuing to execute the Commander's orders. But Nimitz knew very well that the Commander knew that he knew. The purpose of this telegram was a subtle and polite way to urge the Commander to make a decision quickly.

Sure enough, not long after the telegram was sent, the Commander's latest order was delivered to Nimitz: "In view of the fact that all campaign objectives cannot be achieved, the Command has decided to terminate this operation. The entire fleet will move towards the 2nd Fleet. Maintain combat readiness en route."

Vice Admiral Nimitz had already felt that the Commander was by no means a rash person, and he was now even more certain that the previous arrangements were made to have something to show to superiors. If the Commander were truly a rash person, he would not have reorganized the order of battle, but would have directly ordered the aviation units to launch another attack regardless of losses.

At this time, China had captured Guam. Although the local airfield was likely damaged, Vice Admiral Nimitz was unwilling to take the risk and immediately ordered the carrier formation to sail east. If the Guam airfield had not been destroyed and the Chinese land-based aviation forces dispatched hundreds of fighter planes to join the battle, even if the US fleet air defense system was fierce, it was not without flaws. When the number of Chinese fighter planes exceeded the number of US anti-aircraft guns, the US carrier formation would still be in trouble.

Upon learning that the US carrier formation was retreating, the Asian Allied Forces did not give chase, but instead advanced towards the west of the Mariana Islands. After capturing Guam and Luzon, China had obtained the key points of the maritime defense system in East Asia, and the Asian Allied Forces' situation had shifted from defense to offense. Regarding this engagement with the US aircraft carriers, the Asian Allied Forces had already begun summarizing battle reports and reconstructing the combat situation, striving to find tactics to break through the US fleet air defense system as soon as possible.

Now both the Chinese and US militaries were racing against time. If China could not find a tactic to crack the US fleet air defense, the United States would find corresponding tactics first. Both the Chinese and US militaries were racing against time.

In Washington, Roosevelt did not demand that the Army General Staff be held responsible for the defeat, but instead asked Marshall to propose response strategies for the current war situation.

The map showed that the United States had only one anchorage in the North Pacific: the Hawaiian Islands. In the Central Pacific region, China had already opened the gateway to the Micronesian waters. If the US military could not hold the many archipelagos in this vast sea area, China could cut off the route for the US military to go directly to the South Pacific. If the US military wanted to continue transporting supplies to the South Pacific, they would have to go all the way south along the East Pacific coast, traveling thousands of kilometers more by sea, transporting equipment and supplies from the east of Australia and New Zealand to these two islands that had not yet been lost.

China had already landed on the west coast of Australia at this time. The closest distance from the Chinese mainland to Australia was only 5,000 kilometers; China held a massive advantage in logistics.

Marshall was a commander-type general with very clear strategic perception. Since Roosevelt seemed to be caught up in a numbers game under pressure, Marshall did not go along with Roosevelt, but frankly told him, "Mr. President, I believe Australia can at most serve as a region to delay the Chinese offensive. Whether in terms of population density or industrial level, Australia is inferior to New Zealand. As for the Australians' will to fight, the Army General Staff currently has no way to evaluate it. Just judging from the battles that have already taken place, the combat effectiveness and will to fight of the local Australian troops are inferior to the Chinese troops."

Roosevelt listened quietly to Marshall's introduction and did not speak proactively. Marshall presented the Army General Staff's view: what the US military truly needed to defend to the death was New Zealand. New Zealand was not large in area, but it was rich in iron and coal mines and had its own steel industry. As long as the United States sent engineers to help, New Zealand could provide a portion of the supplies needed for logistics in a relatively short period of time.

Moreover, the New Zealand locals were brave and skillful in battle. When Britain conquered New Zealand, they treated the locals relatively well. Therefore, by deploying a large air force in New Zealand, the US military could also utilize the local New Zealand army to participate in the defense.

As long as New Zealand was built into a solid counter-attack base, the US military could sustain its projection of power in the South Pacific. Conversely, if the US military lost Australia and New Zealand, even if they still occupied some islands in the South and Central Pacific, they would be defeated by the Chinese army relying on numerical superiority.

At this time, only Roosevelt, Marshall, and Secretary of State Hull were in the Oval Office of the White House. Hearing Marshall predict a very bleak future for the United States, Roosevelt finally asked, "General, if China occupies the entire Pacific, what do you think they will do next?"

Marshall had also considered this question and discussed it with his colleagues in the Staff. Since President Roosevelt asked this question, Marshall did not hide his view. "Mr. President, I believe China will continue to invade the US mainland."

Secretary of State Hull sucked in a breath of cold air; he absolutely had not expected Marshall to think China's ambition was so great. If the United States lost all islands in the Pacific, the US President would not be far from stepping down. The newly inaugurated US President was unlikely to be a guy who insisted on fighting China to the end. As long as China took advantage of the situation to negotiate peace with the United States, it was entirely possible for the negotiations to succeed. Given Chinese Chairman He Rui's diplomatic level, it didn't look like there was any necessity to fight the United States to the end.

Roosevelt was also somewhat surprised. He looked at Marshall and asked in puzzlement, "What would be the purpose of China marching into the US mainland?"

"Mr. President. Based on my observations, the war sentiment among the American public is very high. I believe that losses on the battlefield will not affect the American people's enthusiasm to continue fighting. I suspect the Chinese side also understands this. Since the United States cannot possibly surrender or negotiate, China can only choose to continue invading the US mainland. Otherwise, the war will not end."

Hearing Marshall's explanation, Secretary of State Hull was very puzzled. He felt he understood the American public very well. Given the nature of the American public, they didn't look like they would willingly shed blood and sacrifice their lives for the federal government of the United States of America. If they fought to the point where the United States lost the entire Pacific region, at least the US Navy and Air Force would suffer terrible losses. At that time, the American public would very likely not continue to support the war.

Roosevelt had thoughts similar to Secretary of State Hull, but Roosevelt intuitively felt that what Marshall said made more sense. Since the Army General Staff already had plans for what followed, Roosevelt told Marshall to hurry back to work.

After Marshall left, Roosevelt looked at Hull and asked, "Hull, do you know any churches? I want to go hear a sermon."

The US government at this time classified religious groups as "business groups." The He Rui government had specifically sent people to the United States to investigate this policy, earnestly learned a bunch of related US legal content, and established this set of content within China.

Hull knew that it was sermon time right now, and pastors in every church would be explaining religious viewpoints to the people in the community. Although Hull was a believer, he was not a member of the clergy. Having served as Secretary of State for Roosevelt for three terms, Hull knew that Roosevelt himself had no feeling for religion.

In the end, Hull didn't say much. He asked Roosevelt's female secretary to disguise Roosevelt slightly so that he looked quite different from the photos in the newspapers. Only then did he drive Roosevelt to a church in the suburbs of Washington, D.C.

At this time, the pastor had already begun preaching to the congregation in the church. The pastor was obviously a Protestant pastor, not a Puritan pastor. In these years, Puritans had begun to decline, and Protestants had begun to rise. However, the biggest difference between Protestantism and Puritanism was actually regarding the social system. Puritans mostly supported a republic rather than a monarchy, while Protestants did not care much about the social system. The United States had practiced a republican system for 200 years, and no one took the monarchy seriously anymore. This actually allowed Protestantism to start overtaking Puritanism.

The pastor before them recognized Hull, so he did not make a fuss but continued preaching. "God gave us a mission to reach the New Continent and build a City upon a Hill."

If these words were spoken in the era of the Inquisition, the pastor would have had to go into the torture chamber and lose a few layers of skin. If this pastor persisted in his views, he would be sent to the stake to be burned to death. If the pastor changed his views and admitted his sins, he would probably still have to be purified by fire.

Because Judaism, Orthodoxy, and Catholicism would not admit that there were still people making covenants with God in modern times. In the eyes of religion, this was blasphemy. The reason Protestantism dared to say this was that in Protestant doctrine, humans communicated directly with God without needing to rely on clergy. That is, "no middlemen earning the price difference." Because once middlemen earned the price difference, they would come up with things like "indulgences."

But this model of Protestantism also led to other results. Ordinary Protestant believers knew that only they could communicate with God, so the only thing they could rely on was "Justification by Faith."

Christianity believes that "man is born sinful." The Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church, as middlemen, believe that for a person to receive grace and be saved, in addition to faith, they must also add sufficient good works and penance.

The "Justification" in "Justification by Faith" refers to God's righteousness and sinlessness. According to the Christian theory of "Original Sin," man's original sin prevents him from achieving righteousness and he must rely on the grace of God and the Son, Jesus, to be saved from sin.

The Medieval Roman Curia emphasized achieving justification through "good deeds" and "holy works," while the Reformation proposed the slogan of "Justification by Faith Alone," that is, achieving justification through faith rather than good deeds.

"Justification by Faith" means that a sinner's salvation is solely due to God's grace (gift), relying solely on faith in Jesus Christ rather than on personal actions.

In other words, even a slave trader who killed hundreds of thousands of slaves, as long as this person firmly believed in God—according to the principle of "Justification by Faith"—this person would be sinless before God. As for the hundreds of thousands of slaves killed by the slave trader, their deaths were "God's will" because these people did not have loyal faith in their lives to let God save them from death. It had little to do with the slave trader.

Since Christianity believes that "man is born sinful," that means a newborn baby is also sinful. If a baby dies, it is merely atonement.

Therefore, the hundreds of thousands of slaves killed by the slave trader who firmly believed in God would fall into purgatory or hell after death because of their unfaithful beliefs. The slave trader who killed hundreds of thousands of slaves would enter heaven after death because of his pious belief in God.

Roosevelt was a lawyer by training and understood the internal logic of this stuff very well. He listened quietly as the pastor continued to preach, "...The United States is favored by God, so it must stand up in the war against pagans to defend the honor of the Christian world. Fellow believers, the United States becoming the leader of the world is the continuation of God's building of the City upon a Hill in the New Continent. If the City upon a Hill cannot lead the world, it can only prove that our faith is not pious enough."

Hearing this sermon, Roosevelt was not only surprised but also couldn't help but be somewhat moved. He absolutely had not expected that this war would be combined with God's will in the eyes of religious personnel. Although the US Constitution stipulated that the United States had no state religion, the United States was essentially a religious country. Anything linked to religion could incite the emotions of the American public.

While he was thinking, he heard the pastor finish the explanation of the relationship between US participation in the war and God's City upon a Hill, and instead begin to recite a passage from *Revelation*.

"...And there was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon fought and his angels, and prevailed not; neither was their place found any more in heaven. And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him... And to the woman were given two wings of a great eagle, that she might fly into the wilderness... And the serpent cast out of his mouth water as a flood after the woman, that he might cause her to be carried away of the flood. And the earth helped the woman, and the earth opened her mouth, and swallowed up the flood which the dragon cast out of his mouth. And the dragon was wroth with the woman, and went to make war with the remnant of her seed... And I stood upon the sand of the sea, and saw a beast rise up out of the sea, having seven heads and ten horns, and upon his horns ten crowns, and upon his heads the name of blasphemy. And the beast which I saw was like unto a leopard, and his feet were as the feet of a bear, and his mouth as the mouth of a lion: and the dragon gave him his power, and his seat, and great authority. And I saw one of his heads as it were wounded to death; and his deadly wound was healed: and all the world wondered after the beast... And power was given unto him to continue forty and two months. And he opened his mouth in blasphemy against God... And it was given unto him to make war with the saints, and to overcome them: and power was given him over all kindreds, and tongues, and nations. And I beheld another beast coming up out of the earth; and he had two horns like a lamb, and he spake as a dragon... And he causeth all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and bond, to receive a mark in their right hand, or in their foreheads: And that no man might buy or sell, save he that had the mark, or the name of the beast, or the number of his name. Here is wisdom. Let him that hath understanding count the number of the beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number is Six hundred threescore and six..."

After reading this passage, the pastor began to interpret it according to his own understanding. "Ten horns wearing ten crowns signifies the ten countries of the Asian Alliance when they declared war. Each country represents a crown..."

Roosevelt was a bit confused. He could imagine that these pastors would inevitably make far-fetched interpretations, but was it really okay for the pastors to interpret it like this?

However, the pastor didn't care about that much. After all, his audience was not the elite; many people came to church not to really understand some scripture, but to obtain inner peace. So no matter how absurdly the pastor made it up, it wasn't a problem; the believers didn't know if the war could be won.

The pastor had already received orders from above. His molestation of little boys would be overlooked, but he had to do his best to preach in favor of continuing the war. Moreover, the higher-ups had obviously made quite ample preparations, offering a great many suggestions on how to narrate the key points. This thick content was obviously the result of long-term preparation.

After listening for a while, Roosevelt also felt something was amiss. The pastor's explanation looked like a wild distortion of scripture, but the internal logic was very clear. "The dragon gave him his power, and his seat, and great authority... And power was given unto him to continue forty and two months. And it was given unto him to make war with the saints, and to overcome them: and power was given him over all kindreds, and tongues, and nations." In the pastor's explanation, this passage became: the nations of the world would experience 42 months of suffering in order to resist the offensive launched by China, but after surviving these 42 months, when another beast appeared to establish the world order, the time for counter-attack would arrive.

Although he didn't know how these believers viewed it, Roosevelt completely did not believe that the pastor in his thirties before him could possess strategic thinking through studying the Bible and receiving the Lord's calling. The reason he spoke like this must be that someone was supporting him from behind. And Roosevelt was not in a hurry to find the person behind the instructions right now; for a person in the highest position of power in the United States, it would be impolite for Roosevelt to do so directly.

However, Roosevelt obviously did not expect that these behind-the-scenes instructors were meeting in New York. The US branch of the World Jewish Congress held regular meetings. This meeting was not to discuss how they got together with the American church. A man who looked like he did manual labor said, "China has already sent the Jews within its controlled areas to Madagascar. Now there are two questions. The first question: how did the representative we sent talk with Hitler? The second question: has the Committee's judgment on China come out?"

After the man with the physique of a heavy laborer finished speaking, someone immediately answered respectfully, "Your Excellency Rabbi, the report on the Jews in China has been released. The report believes that China is not a new home for the Jews. The Jews in Kaifeng have never suffered racial persecution, but their extinction was even more thorough than in countries where they suffered racial persecution."

A Rabbi is a special class among Jews, a symbol of a teacher and a wise man. It refers to those who have received formal Jewish education, systematically studied Jewish classics such as the *Tanakh* and the *Talmud*, serve as spiritual leaders of Jewish communities or synagogues, or teach Jewish doctrine in Jewish seminaries, mainly learned scholars.

In the more than one thousand years of wandering of Judaism, Judaism had long become accustomed to hiding the Rabbis. A burly man who seemed uncouth and unlettered, or an inconspicuous thin little old man, could both be Rabbis of Judaism.

Sitting opposite this burly man was a thin little old man who looked unremarkable and was dressed in ordinary worker's clothes. Hearing these words, the burly man asked respectfully, "Rabbi, how do you view this matter?"

The little old man had a look of helplessness in his expression and answered softly, "I think there is no longer any need to consider China. I have read the report. The Kaifeng Jews in the report have lost the most important core of Judaism, which is the pride of being God's Chosen People. Although Jewish blood may flow in their veins, having lost the core concept of Judaism, they are no longer Jews."

The burly man looked regretful but did not refute. Also being a Rabbi, the burly man knew very well that the little old man Rabbi was right. Jews actually did not mind Jewish bloodline that much; the true cohesion of Jews lay in the pride of being God's Chosen People. It was precisely this pride that made many outstanding people convert to Judaism. Because outstanding people inherently possessed arrogance, believing they were born superior to others.

If Christianity and the like were middlemen, the Jews as God's Chosen People were the original shareholders. All were people who believed in Jehovah, so becoming an original shareholder naturally meant possessing the highest status. Moreover, the Jewish financial groups' penetration of the United States was very successful, allowing the Democratic Party to obtain funds from the world. Therefore, many upper-class people of Anglo-Saxon origin joined Judaism, allowing Judaism to quickly gain sufficient influence. Without the addition of this fresh blood, Jews would not be able to stand firm in the United States at all.

The burly Rabbi sighed and asked, "What is the result of the negotiations with Hitler?"

Immediately, a Jewish committee member in a suit and leather shoes, looking quite scholarly, answered, "Hitler agreed to the Jews establishing a state in Madagascar, but he has two conditions. The first condition is that Jews must not return to Europe. The second condition is that Jews must help Germany facilitate engine cooperation between Germany and Britain. Now Hitler has negotiated a framework with Britain, but the British side, constrained by the hardliners led by Churchill, demands that Germany must share Air Force research results now. From a business perspective, the demands of Churchill and his people are too excessive."

The members of the Jewish Committee nodded one after another, expressing their willingness to help facilitate this matter. As for the collaborator being Hitler, who drove the Jews out of Europe, the Jewish Committee did not care much. For thousands of years, Jews had spent their time like this, being driven from one place to another. They constantly lost manpower along the way, but also constantly absorbed new blood.

The only exception was the Chinese Jewish immigrants, who should have multiplied to a population of one hundred thousand or even several hundred thousand over a thousand years, but were completely assimilated. The number of people claiming to be descendants of Jews after assimilation until now was not even as large as the number of Jewish immigrants a thousand years ago.

Compared with the losses of the expelled, the losses in China were the greatest. Therefore, the Jewish Association believed that cooperating with Hitler was more beneficial than cooperating with China.
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The Director of the Guangdong Department of Industry stood before the office of Li Runshi, Secretary of the Southern Bureau, hesitating for a moment. He turned to look at Xia Minghan, the Director of the Guangdong Department of Education, beside him. He wanted to say something but couldn't get the words out. Xia Minghan, wearing a stern expression, didn't even look at the Industrial Director; he pushed open the office door and walked straight in.

The Industrial Director followed helplessly. Just as he had expected, Li Runshi placed the report on compulsory education in the Guangdong region in front of him. The report indicated that factories in the Pearl River Delta, operating at full capacity, had not only largely cancelled time for adult education but had also relaxed the age requirements for workers.

Over the past two years or so, due to insufficient domestic market demand, the state had invested heavily in education and shortened working hours, resulting in remarkable educational achievements. However, with the liberation of Southeast Asia, market demand had exploded, and a labor shortage had begun to emerge. The industrial sector had thus adjusted the schedules back.

The Industrial Director wasn't about to "plead guilty" willingly. After skimming the document, he said, "The Department of Industry has already sent personnel to strictly investigate the use of child labor and wage arrears. Secretary Li, although there are problems in the industrial production sector, these problems can be solved."

Li Runshi knew that the comrades responsible for economic work in the Pearl River Delta and the Yangtze River Delta were quite "principled" in their methods, using GDP and employment data as their assessment standards. Although the country had indeed been strict in these two areas over the years, the thorough implementation of these standards still depended on the officials in these two major regions.

Xia Minghan looked at Li Runshi with a serious expression. Seeing that Li Runshi showed no sign of backing down, he decided to remain silent for the moment. Sure enough, Li Runshi replied, "Education is a long-term national policy. At this stage, we are not facing a situation where 'if we miss this village, there's no such shop ahead'—our trade with Southeast Asia will only get better. But education is staged. If education at a certain stage is not completed, the cost to make up for it later is too high. Is it necessary to compromise long-term education plans for this immediate demand?"

Hearing this, Xia Minghan nodded slightly. His view was the same as Li Runshi's: education involved the country's century-long plan. When formulating national policy in 1924, He Rui had determined that it would take thirty years to raise the educational level of the Chinese people to the point where everyone possessed a junior high school education. After seventeen years, China was on the verge of ensuring that all age-appropriate adolescents held a junior high school diploma. Xia Minghan would absolutely not accept compromising the people's right to education due to industrial prosperity. The full name of the Compulsory Education Law was the "Mandatory Compulsory Education Law." "Mandatory" meant that even if one did not wish to finish junior high school, they had to. Let alone allowing students who hadn't finished junior high to go work in factories due to economic demand.

As for the value of adult education, it had been highlighted over the past decade or so. Adults who had not performed particularly well during their school years, after accumulating work experience, had entered a phase of targeted learning. If they failed to receive sufficient education, it would greatly impact their progress.

The Industrial Director certainly knew that the decision of the economic departments conflicted with education policy, but he wasn't truly afraid. For the past three years, Guangdong's economy hadn't been good. Now that China had liberated the hundreds of millions of people in Southeast Asia, Guangdong's economy had gained an unprecedented opportunity for development. Facing Li Runshi's view, the Industrial Director replied, "Secretary Li, we have already submitted the economic development plan to the State Council, and it has been approved by the State Council."

Hearing this, Li Runshi did not continue to apply pressure. After sending the Industrial Director away, Li Runshi said to Xia Minghan, "Director Xia, the Department of Education can only strengthen education. I plan to make a trip back to the capital."

Xia Minghan was overjoyed. "Chairman Li, if you can see Chairman He, please be sure to explain the current choice to him. I believe any regression now will cause the people to form a wrong understanding."

Looking at Xia Minghan's expression, Li Runshi nodded. "Rest assured, this is essentially the Chairman's attitude. The accumulation of people's wealth is built upon the foundation of an industrialized life. Completing compulsory education and receiving a more complete education is inherently a part of industrialized life. The development of industrialization is intended to realize such a lifestyle, not for the industrialized lifestyle to make way for industrial development."

Xia Minghan had nothing more to say; he simply stood up and replied, "I will go back to work."

Watching Xia Minghan's retreating figure, Li Runshi felt the gratification that his path was not solitary. He Rui understood this principle very well. Many central leadership comrades also understood it very well. But social progress inevitably faces trade-offs, and in these trade-offs, many comrades chose to disregard everything else to get the economic numbers up first.

From the national perspective, these comrades couldn't be called bad people, and their actions indeed had their rationality. So this divergence in lines made Li Runshi somewhat disappointed in many comrades. He very much hoped these comrades could truly understand that for the country, the personal progress of the people was the most solid foundation. Leaving aside the Communist ideal of the liberation of all mankind, even early Confucianism firmly believed that "the people are the most important, the state comes next, and the ruler is the least." And those who always spoke of Greece should at least have read the foreign viewpoint: "A great nation must be based on great citizens."

Now, many leading cadres in the country had become simple "economic data faction" members. Although these comrades were indeed very hardworking and even had outstanding merits, Li Runshi resolutely did not support their line of thinking regarding the country's general direction.

Soon, a special plane was arranged, and Li Runshi boarded the plane and headed straight for the capital. Upon getting off the plane at the capital airport, he saw the airport was bustling with traffic and people coming and going. Many soldiers in uniform were waiting to board planes. Although the people dared not cross the cordon to approach the soldiers, they all cast affectionate looks towards them.

Li Runshi even heard a child say to his parents, "Dad, Mom, I want to be a soldier in the future too!"

The mother looked a bit nervous, while the father sighed, "Wait until you grow up first."

Li Runshi could completely understand the feelings of these parents. Ever since He Rui built the modern Chinese army and defined soldiers as "the people's own soldiers" (Renmin Zidibing), Chinese soldiers had been linked with honor, morality, and ideals. Moreover, over the decades, Chinese soldiers had indeed implemented these concepts. So much so that the Chinese people generally believed that the National Defense Force, as their kin, was naturally born to possess a moral level higher than that of society.

Those who could ride airplanes also respected soldiers, but they did not hope for their own children to face danger on the battlefield. Li Runshi didn't feel there was anything wrong with this, because China had a conscription system where all youth had the obligation to serve. It was just that the size of the Chinese military was limited, and even during wartime, only outstanding youth could join the army. When the war ended and the Chinese military scale returned to around one million, the threshold for joining the army would be extremely high.

Leaving the airport and driving along the highway, he saw giant power stations beside the industrial zones along the road, spewing white mist. With the development of China's industry, the old-style power stations with tall chimneys belching smoke and fire had been replaced by huge cylindrical power stations with a certain inclination. The tops of these power stations no longer emitted thick black smoke, but white mist, and the smell of sulfur had also been greatly reduced.

Combined with the water supply and drainage systems built in the cities, as well as sewage treatment systems, the quality of urban life had improved rapidly. It had completely surpassed the living conditions in the countryside.

As a core member, Li Runshi knew that the Chinese government was promoting universal social security. This was a social security system costing vast sums of money; if China could not win the war to liberate the world, China definitely could not afford to build this system. Thinking of this problem, Li Runshi felt a complex emotion regarding He Rui's inner world.

To the upper class of China's old era, He Rui was a heroic lord whose administration was extremely harsh. To China's industrial class, He Rui was a national leader they both hated and anticipated. To the Chinese people, He Rui was a member of the working people who made them both happy and uncomfortable, as well as the guide of China's vanguard.

This was not an image He Rui deliberately created. In Li Runshi's view, He Rui did not realize that he was actually very arrogant. He Rui's arrogance was not looking down on people, but that He Rui firmly believed he had mastered the most correct lifestyle for the current stage. Li Runshi had exchanged confidences with He Rui several times, and he found that He Rui never believed in a savior, nor in gods or emperors. To achieve human liberation, one could only rely on the people themselves.

Therefore, whether it was praise or opposition, it could not affect He Rui's policy decisions. He Rui relied on the immense political influence he wielded, exhausting his wisdom to turn China and even the world into the appearance he expected.

Because He Rui wanted to push the world into the next era, most people of this era actually could not understand He Rui—even the people He Rui loved the most could not understand his ideals.

When facing the people, He Rui's view was extremely pragmatic. Had the people received education? Had the people obtained employment opportunities after completing education in their youth? Had they continued to receive adult education after working? Plus medical insurance and social security, as well as giving the people opportunities to participate more deeply in socialized mass production.

In He Rui's view, the people must receive political and economic education including "the state is a tool of rule for the dominant class," "law is a tool to realize class rule," and "China must never have class solidification." Afterwards, the people would achieve their own development through labor. What the state needed to provide was a bottom-line guarantee, not welfare to satisfy emotions.

Such a super-pragmatic attitude was acceptable now that China's economy continued to develop, because the effort indeed yielded returns. But Li Runshi believed this attitude was too pragmatic, lacking in idealism, and unable to point out the future direction to the people.

In his heart-to-heart talks with He Rui, Li Runshi discovered another kind of arrogance in He Rui. He Rui was very clear about the problems of current policies, but He Rui insisted that he was fully capable of completing global liberation and building a fair international order. At that stage, China could shift from a phase prioritizing efficiency to a phase prioritizing fairness, determining a new stage for China's ideological ideals.

Li Runshi was certain he was an idealist. He Rui's attitude clearly had the suspicion of subjective expectation overriding objective reality. Even though Li Runshi greatly admired He Rui's profound understanding of political economy and agreed that He Rui's views were not wrong, this attitude still seemed too arrogant to Li Runshi.

However, this arrogance, of which he himself was unaware, was not necessarily all bad. At least He Rui would not back down when facing matters of principle. Since He Rui's goal was to let the Chinese people live a modern industrialized life, He Rui could not possibly allow the people to give up schooling to go to work early.

Things were about as Li Runshi had thought. After He Rui heard the report, he immediately telephoned Premier Wu Youping. Soon, Wu Youping arrived at He Rui's side. After hearing He Rui's question, Wu Youping just paused for a moment, then used the phone in He Rui's office to invite the Minister of Economic Affairs over.

Hearing of this matter, the Minister of Economic Affairs' expression changed slightly. He explained, "Chairman, the problem of labor shortage is very serious at this stage. Moreover, the conscription drafts outstanding youth, so labor efficiency is also a big problem."

He Rui asked, "Shouldn't the means to improve labor efficiency be education? The country hasn't carried out a general mobilization; must the economic operation rely on child labor? Are ordinary people to be deprived of even the opportunity to study?"

The Minister of Economic Affairs was speechless for a moment. He Rui continued, "I very much agree with Comrade Li Runshi's view. The lifestyle must be consistent. Going to work without finishing one's studies—once this opening is made, how will the masses see it? I know many people say that the masses feel raising students costs too much money and is too difficult. The way to solve this problem is not just to reason, but to exert compulsion—students of school age must complete their education! Only by making the people realize that they must let their children complete their studies will that kind of nagging become meaningless and eventually be abandoned by the masses."

Hearing this, the Minister of Economic Affairs knew He Rui could not change his view and immediately replied, "Chairman, we need more budget."

Li Runshi felt the Minister of Economic Affairs seemed a bit insincere; most leaders would feel paralyzed as soon as budget matters were mentioned. Money is hard to earn, just as shit is hard to eat—it has been so since ancient times. From the perspective of pursuing efficiency, earning the money first before talking about spending it is the rational attitude.

He Rui was not scared by the budget problem. He immediately gave an explanation. "The reason the budget hasn't been brought out for so long this time is because I made a request. To formulate the budget based on 80% of China's population living in cities."

Li Runshi saw a look of shock on the Economic Minister's face. Li Runshi himself had been equally shocked when he first heard this plan. The basis of this plan was that China would definitely win the war. To consider it this way right at the start of the war was one of the reasons Li Runshi thought He Rui was too arrogant.

However, He Rui possessed immensely huge political influence, and promoting China's complete urbanization—the plan itself—was not wrong. So Li Runshi had no way to refute He Rui's request. Because He Rui, as the Chairman of the Republic of China and the Chairman of the Civilization Party, indeed had the power to decide national policy before the change-of-term elections. Even if He Rui's request looked astonishing, as long as the main basic concept was fine, the comrades had to execute it.

Of course, if the plan failed, He Rui naturally had to bear the political responsibility. And Li Runshi was very certain that what He Rui feared least was bearing responsibility. From 1915 to 1942, in a full twenty-seven years, He Rui had never had a policy failure. There were many people within the party and the country who did not agree with He Rui's policies, yet even these people habitually believed that what He Rui wanted to do would inevitably be accomplished.

The Minister of Economic Affairs immediately replied, "Chairman, if this plan can be completed, there will definitely be no problem with domestic production capacity. But I have a question: will this lead to a future employment crisis?"

Li Runshi looked at He Rui, and saw He Rui immediately reply, "The current rural labor force is already completely saturated. Even if they stay in the countryside, it's just changing from explicit unemployment to hidden unemployment. The unemployment problem is not substantially solved at all. Only by coming to the cities, joining industrialized production, improving their abilities, and broadening their horizons, can the people possibly obtain faster development. China's population size has already determined that the unemployment problem will inevitably be a long-term problem troubling China.

"If we don't solve it now, it will only be harder to solve later. Given China's current situation, if the people enter the cities, the sky won't fall."

The Minister of Economic Affairs was not persuaded by these words. He continued to ask, "What about household registration (hukou) management?"

"Household registration management should be divided into two parts. One part is leaving a way out. Farmers entering the cities must keep their own land; in case they don't adapt to urban life, they must have a home to return to. The other part is social security—medical care, education, community registration—these all need to keep up. That's why the plan hasn't produced a preliminary framework until now; it's because the source of money hasn't been determined yet. But I think the difficulty of this process is far less than imagined. It won't be long before the number of liberated people exceeds 500 million. Trade with them is an immensely huge market."

Li Runshi supported He Rui in the general direction, but there was one thing Li Runshi was very concerned about. He held back from asking at this moment, but heard He Rui ask, "Chairman Li, do you have any opinion?"

"...I think that only knowing how to study will only make people study themselves stupid," Li Runshi voiced his worry.

As soon as this was said, the Economic Minister's expression appeared not so friendly. It could be seen that this Ph.D. holder did not agree with Li Runshi's view. Li Runshi knew that his view was not popular within the high-degree-holding Civilization Party government. For these people, since the founding of the Civilization Party, gathering China's highly educated talents, studying was a necessity requiring no thought, a firm path dependence.

Li Runshi looked at He Rui, only to see that He Rui not only didn't get angry but nodded repeatedly. "This problem isn't about studying making one stupid, but that without practice, relying only on reading to acquire knowledge will cause the people's imagination to be distorted. Providing enough practical opportunities is very expensive educational content. In addition, to cultivate a large teaching staff that truly understands industrialization and has the ability to correctly understand the direction of social development is also very expensive. And it requires a long time of accumulation. There must also be more convenient information circulation tools. In short, Chairman Li has seen the crux of the problem. This is a problem encountered during development, and can only be solved by continuing to develop."

Without waiting for Li Runshi to reply, the Minister of Economic Affairs asked, "Chairman, do we really have that much money to complete such a... great plan?"

"Money is printed by the Ministry of Finance; we can print as much as we want. But the market cannot be conjured into existence just because the Ministry of Finance says so. Liberating the whole world is to let the people of the whole world live the life humans ought to have. And this kind of life needs to be satisfied through a large volume of transactions to meet people's needs.

"Many people worry that with so many urban people, there won't be enough food. Southeast Asia and South Asia are both grain-producing regions. Their people don't worry about not being able to grow grain, but worry about grain being plundered or not selling for a good price. We worry about industrial products not selling. Cooperation between the two sides can solve everyone's problems.

"Moreover, with the establishment of the World Government in the future, the living standards of the liberated people will constantly improve. They will also upgrade their industries, thereby creating a large amount of economic increment. Our trade with countries around the world will likewise grow larger and larger.

"Why establish a fair world order and help all countries develop? Because only when the world develops can China develop along with it. When the world gets better, China will also get better."

For a time, silence fell over the conference room. At this moment, everyone really didn't know what else they could say besides obeying He Rui's decision. If the speaker were not He Rui, everyone would definitely think these words were merely an ideal... and nothing more.
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"Do you comrades feel that what I'm saying is baffling?"

"Yes."

"That is correct."

Wu Youping and the Minister of Economy answered He Rui's question decisively. Seeing each other's frankness, they couldn't help but smile wryly.

Li Runshi, at this moment, was considering why He Rui was being so "a priori." *A priori* reasoning involves stating a conclusion directly without being able to provide a complete path of derivation. In the language of ordinary people, it's called "blowing smoke." Given He Rui's scientific and philosophical literacy, *a priori* reasoning was precisely the mistake He Rui was least likely to make.

Unless... He Rui really had lived in such a world.

He Rui did not address any questions regarding *a priori* reasoning. "Comrades, as of now, what has our shipping tonnage reached?"

The Minister of Economy was very familiar with these figures. He answered immediately, "As of November 1941, the tonnage of warships and civilian vessels built by our country has reached 51.6 million tons. Chairman, I admit that this tonnage is far from enough. A tonnage of 100 million tons would probably meet the demand. Furthermore, the containerization model previously proposed by the Chairman is no longer a forced regulation at this stage, but has become a demand for realistic efficiency."

He Rui raised his arm, his left index finger pointing upward and shaking slightly. At the same time, he said with satisfaction, "You are right! The biggest problem encountered at this stage is that operating and managing according to traditional models will definitely result in financial loss. But by using newer management models, not only will we not lose money, but we can also make a profit. Many comrades are quite pessimistic about their understanding of social development, and the reason lies here. According to their calculations, it will definitely lose money. Under 'paternalistic' management, social operating costs will skyrocket! The state management system would simply eat society alive."

Speaking of this, Li Runshi saw He Rui looking at him with anticipation and felt a moment of emotion in his heart. He heard He Rui say, "Comrade Li Runshi, have you ever eaten at a buffet?"

Li Runshi nodded. He then heard He Rui continue, "With so much food at a buffet, would it count as 'spending ten thousand cash a day on food'?"

Li Runshi's classical literacy was very high, and he immediately recalled the story from the *Book of Jin*. During the reign of Emperor Wu of Jin, He Zeng lived extravagantly, spending ten thousand cash a day on food, yet still complaining there was nowhere to place his chopsticks.

Without waiting for Li Runshi to answer, the Minister of Economy asked, "This trend of extravagance and waste must be stopped!"

Before He Rui could speak, Wu Youping smiled bitterly. "Heh, those who go to eat at a buffet all say they have to lean on the wall to enter and lean on the wall to leave. I think it really can't be called extravagance and waste."

Li Runshi agreed with Wu Youping's view and followed up, "What I oppose is this kind of self-indulgent pleasure-seeking."

"Comrades, everyone's view is obviously a bit detached from the masses. What you are talking about has never been a life that the masses could enjoy. Only after entering the era of industrialization do the people have the opportunity to earn the money for 'self-indulgence' through their own labor. The saying goes that 'wealth does not pass three generations' because wealth inevitably leads to self-indulgence, and self-indulgence leads to destruction.

"So I have always been unable to understand why comrades are so concerned about rich people. They earn money, spend it, and hurry up and finish it. Society and the government learn from the downfall of these people and obtain fiscal revenue through taxation. We can also establish a scientific system and, through the analysis of these actual cases, summarize experience and laws for a certain stage.

"You have all said similar things, as if a business going bankrupt is a bad thing. I really don't understand how little confidence you have in China's economy, or how much you despise the learning ability of the Chinese people."

Li Runshi remembered very clearly that he had once proposed ideas to He Rui regarding public-private partnerships. As a result, He Rui asked Li Runshi, "How much must you love capitalists to propose such a plan?" Years had passed since then, and Li Runshi finally understood why He Rui opposed public-private partnerships.

Wu Youping sighed, "Chairman, can future efficiency really be high enough to make social operations show a positive return? We have calculated the incremental market that will emerge after the liberation of the colonies, which is to satisfy the labor of 30 million to 50 million people at the current stage. And this market also has a time limit. After this stage, efficiency will decrease. If we want to improve efficiency, we must complete the improvement of efficiency within this time period. I think this risk is too high."

"This is the reality of state governance. Other than facing problems directly and solving them, do we have any other choice?" He Rui asked.

The future world described by He Rui indeed put heavy pressure on everyone, and the comrades fell silent for a moment. Clearly, China now possessed powerful strength, but considering things according to the line of thought described by He Rui, China was standing on the most dangerous edge. There didn't even need to be an accident; as long as China's development was insufficient to solve the problems, China would fall into a profound crisis. In such a crisis, all the construction achievements achieved previously would seem to become worthless.

After a period of silence, the Minister of Economy asked, "Is there a more secure way to complete it in stages?"

He Rui shook his head. "In this kind of industrialized lifestyle, there is no question of stages, only the question of the efficiency of mandatory enforcement. Moreover, based on the grain purchase situation from the liberated areas this year, I am also preparing to consider whether to abolish the agricultural tax nationwide, that is, to abolish the turning over of public grain."

Li Runshi sighed silently in his heart. Current farmers turned over 30% of their grain as public grain every year. In terms of proportion, compared to past dynasties, this was truly very conscientious. But this total amount was very high, becoming the foundation of the Chinese government's grain allocation. Abolishing the agricultural tax was a huge matter at the policy level. A strong leader like He Rui could decide it with a word. But Li Runshi also knew that there was actually no problem doing so. Because this bit of grain tax accounted for 5% of China's GDP, but it generated 60% of the conflict between the government and farmers. Ten years ago, radicals had proposed this view. Li Runshi himself also largely agreed with abolishing the agricultural tax.

Wu Youping stood up. "Chairman, is there anything else?"

"No," He Rui replied.

"Then I will go back to work first. I look forward to the new world order bringing China the benefits of entering a brand-new lifestyle." After speaking, Wu Youping took his leave.

The Minister of Economy also stood up. "Chairman, we will strictly investigate various issues affecting compulsory education. But among those who really no longer accept compulsory education, most actually do not want to study."

He Rui also stood up. "These are questions of two different natures. Compulsory education is China's national policy. Mandatory education does not mean that every citizen who accepts compulsory education will necessarily learn very well in school. We will continuously improve the level of compulsory education, but we cannot ensure the results of compulsory education."

The Minister of Economy nodded, feeling in his heart that he had misspoken. Because the reason he had just mentioned was actually a reason used to support giving priority to educated people entering the industrial sector when the economic department collected opinions from below.

The Ministry of Economy believed that even a teenager with two years of junior high school education was more valuable than that labor force which had only completed four years of education during mandatory literacy campaigns. Now that the most outstanding youth had all gone to join the army, and the various enterprises were recruiting unsatisfactory labor, the economic department's days were difficult.

When only Li Runshi and He Rui were left in the office, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman, after the war ends, will we be able to possess the strongest competitiveness in the world?"

He Rui sat down and answered confidently, "In the next few years, the number of university students in European and American countries will fall to a shocking level. Although a large number of highly educated talents going to the front lines can indeed get exercise in other aspects, and among this group of people who survive the war, there will also be many talents with a firmer mental state. However, I personally still believe that China's method of maintaining the quantity of education will inevitably achieve greater progress."

Li Runshi thought of the views of the two financial industry comrades, Lei Baxi and Yang Liu, on how many casualties the United States would have to suffer to withdraw from the war, so he asked, "Chairman, can the United States really suffer 15 million casualties?"

He Rui laughed, "Heh, have you also considered the loss of American talent on the battlefield?"

"I always feel that the United States cannot endure such a huge cost. Although judging from the casualty figures of the First World War, this proportion is not uncommon among European countries. However, I still feel that the United States might not be able to continue fighting when casualties reach 5 million."

"There are not many reasons for the United States not to continue fighting. In my personal opinion, it's possible that the Confederate States of America becoming independent again could make the United States withdraw from the war. As for 15 million casualties, it puts huge pressure on the US government, but this kind of casualty count is not enough to destroy the US industrial system. Under the circumstances of suffering 5 million casualties, if the United States withdraws from the war, it means the United States will be excluded from the new world economic system, and the US economy will collapse directly. Compared to that, joining the brand-new world economic system after defeat would be of much greater benefit to the United States."

Li Runshi shook his head. "The natural endowment of the United States is enough to support US self-sufficiency. The days will be hard for the US, but it is still far from economic collapse."

"The scale of the domestic population in the United States is just that much; the market is too small. If it loses the world market, the United States cannot hold up. If the United States only satisfies a self-sufficient lifestyle model, its industrial scale will probably not be half of what it is now, maybe even one-third would be enough to meet domestic demand. Do you think such a United States can afford the astronomical amount of bonds issued during the war?"

Li Runshi calculated the numbers in his mind, feeling things were much clearer. But having clarified one matter, another question popped up. "The American upper class should be very clear about this, right?"

"Yes. Those in the American upper class centered on Roosevelt are very clear. I don't think Roosevelt and the majority of the American upper class are people who are evil for the sake of evil, but even if Roosevelt knows such a future, he has no way out. According to economic data, if the United States cannot obtain the world market, the next economic crisis is coming immediately!

"This crisis is not even the same as the Great Depression. Roosevelt's New Deal relied on deficits to stimulate the economy, which means the United States has incurred astronomical debts bound to the credit of the US federal government. The Great Depression was the collapse of private enterprises, and its debts were private debts. The US killed hundreds of thousands of bankers with international capital backgrounds, and this debt was reneged upon.

"Now the one owing the debt is the federal government. Whose heads is the US federal government preparing to take to solve the problem? How many heads are they preparing to use to solve the problem?

"In such a situation, are 15 million casualties an unacceptable figure?"

Hearing this analysis, Li Runshi had mixed feelings. He didn't know if war was frightening, or if He Rui was more frightening. War itself still had some involuntary aspects, while He Rui's thinking was incomparably thorough, so cold and severe that there was no room for rebuttal.

Li Runshi did not want to continue discussing this matter, because the end of the cold war was the bright future of mankind. In terms of idealism, He Rui was a typical example who did not yield to others. It was just that He Rui used high pragmatism to realize the ideals of human society. If He Rui were even a little bit impure, it would be a different situation.

"Chairman, I have listed the names. I don't know when the judges will be in place?" Li Runshi began to discuss work.

He Rui was somewhat helpless. "Although we are in a war, we still sent telegrams to Europe and America. We suggested that even in war, they cannot abandon basic human conscience and the pursuit of justice. At this stage, there are people contacting us secretly, but we don't need to expect legal experts from Europe and America to come to Southeast Asia to participate in the trials for the time being."

Li Runshi couldn't figure out if He Rui was pretending or really helpless. This great trial was directed at the various crimes of the colonialists in Southeast Asia, and there were also some massacre crimes committed by some extreme revolutionaries in Southeast Asia. Criminals who colluded with the colonialists would also be tried.

Even if European and American legal experts wanted to come, the European and American governments could not possibly allow them to come and participate in the trial of colonialist crimes. In this world, only China could hold its head high and say calmly: "I have no colonial crimes!"

He Rui's compassionate tone seemed a bit ill-intentioned. However, Li Runshi felt he could understand He Rui. From the perspective of liberating all mankind, the participation of legal experts from European and American countries in the trial would indeed be conducive to bridging contradictions. It would help European and American countries be accepted by the new world human family as soon as possible.

"Chairman, these trials cannot be dragged on," Li Runshi asked. One of the reasons for his return to Beijing this time was to prepare for the trials. China had liberated so many colonies, the trials had to begin as soon as possible.

"Go see Mr. Zhao. He has already prepared the people," He Rui replied.

With a mood of anticipation, Li Runshi went to see Zhao Tianlin. Zhao Tianlin was currently working at the Law School of Renmin University. As soon as Li Runshi entered the room, he saw eight people sitting in Zhao Tianlin's office. Among them, three were black, three looked like people from the Indian region, and two were of Asian race.

"Chairman Li, let me introduce you." Zhao Tianlin enthusiastically introduced these foreigners to Li Runshi. Half of them had received higher education in Britain, and the other half had received higher education in France. These people had already obtained lawyer qualifications in Britain and France and could also become judges.

After introducing their academic qualifications, Zhao Tianlin continued enthusiastically, "There are also some young legal personnel who received higher education in China undergoing review. When the review is over, I will introduce them to you."

Li Runshi looked at these skin colors and was truly delighted in his heart. Having judges from colonial backgrounds try cases was undoubtedly a manifestation of justice. But just then, a black judge asked somewhat distressingly, "Professor Zhao, do you think our trial will be considered revenge?"

Zhao Tianlin was somewhat surprised. "Why would it be considered revenge?"

The black judge replied, "Because we must formulate many legal articles, and these articles might be considered targeted revenge."

Zhao Tianlin frowned slightly. It seemed these black judges were indeed inferior to local European and American legal professionals. In the view of European and American legal professionals, even if it was just an opportunity to create legal articles, they would not yield to anyone. If they could become the creators of legal articles, it was a major honor in the legal world.

As for whether this legal article would be considered revenge, legal professionals were very confident in their academic abilities. Even if it was really for revenge, they would provide a reasonable explanation.

But this kind of confidence building could not be solved in the short term. Zhao Tianlin chose to draw analogies. "There are so many legal articles in Europe and America, have they never worried about being considered sadistic killing?"

The black judge was stunned at first, thought for a while, and his brow gradually relaxed.

Li Runshi was not familiar with the law, but this kind of conversation made him feel quite interesting. When the meeting ended, Li Runshi asked Zhao Tianlin, "Professor Zhao, we are waiting for the trial this time."

Zhao said, "This trial has a jury system. The jury still needs some basic theoretical training. To save them from bringing out the human relationship thinking of agricultural society."

"'The upright in my party are different from this. The father covers for the son, and the son covers for the father, and uprightness is to be found therein.'" Li Runshi teased.

Hearing the academic question raised, Zhao Tianlin's expression became a bit serious. "Chairman Li, recent research suggests that Confucius was not that bad. The original meaning of that sentence is, Confucius said: The upright people in my hometown are different from this practice: if a father did something bad, the son would be ashamed and hide away from people; if a son did something bad, the father would be ashamed and hide away from people. Uprightness lies within this."

"Oh? Is it interpreted like that?" Li Runshi was a bit surprised.

"A bunch of later generations' trash interpreted Confucius's ideas wildly. Although Confucianism has various problems, Confucius wouldn't be that 'low'. Looking through the *Analects*, Confucius really didn't advocate covering up for crimes. At most, it's just 'Does X know the rites?'"

Li Runshi nodded repeatedly. He firmly believed that destroying Confucianism and destroying Chinese culture were not the same thing. Being able to clarify the source would only be good for building culture. After all, if Chinese culture wanted to go to the world, the *Analects* couldn't be hidden away.

Li Runshi asked, "If the jury accepts basic theoretical training, will it be considered influencing the judiciary?"

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "These trainings are just basic principles, such as crimes not involving family members, and the punishment fitting the crime. If we don't do this, in the vast colonies, when the people see the opportunity to decide the life and death of the colonialists, do you think they will allow the colonialists to live? We are not here to kill people, but to win hearts."
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On December 18, 1941, before Hitler's special plane even landed at the airport in Florida, he could already see the swastika flags held high by the waiting crowd. As the plane came to a halt and Hitler appeared at the cabin exit, he saw American flags and swastika flags being held up together by the crowd waiting on the open ground next to the tarmac. Hitler had a strong sense of aesthetics, and in his eyes, these two flags combined at this moment created a strangely harmonious feeling.

Among immigrants in the United States, Anglo-Saxons had the highest proportion, followed by Germanic people from Northern Europe. Now that Germany had undoubtedly become the representative of the Germanic people, the immigrants from Northern Europe enthusiastically expressed their welcome to Hitler.

Hitler finally had the opportunity to come to the United States, and he immediately delivered a speech at the airport with peace as the main theme. The welcoming crowd responded to Hitler with enthusiastic cheers.

Soon, Hitler was escorted by American officials to Mar-a-Lago. Mar-a-Lago was built between 1924 and 1927 by Marjorie Merriweather Post, the heiress of the General Foods Corporation. The estate was positioned as a future winter retreat for American presidents, while also serving to host foreign dignitaries and high-ranking officials.

Now that the Allied summit could finally be held, Marjorie, the General Foods heiress, received Hitler and his party very enthusiastically at the entrance of the manor. After exchanging a few words with Hitler, Marjorie, who was quite a good judge of character, determined that although this Nazi German head of state who terrified Europe was not a mama's boy, his deep love for his mother, who possessed traditional morals, led him to admire women, especially mature and elegant ones.

As the heiress of General Foods, Marjorie was quite skilled at handling men with this psychology. Just as Marjorie began to use a few small tricks within a completely reasonable range, a blonde, blue-eyed woman walked up to Hitler and began talking with Marjorie.

As women, there was no need for verbal conflict; just eye contact and movements were enough for both sides to clearly understand each other's position and attitude. Without even asking for her name, Marjorie thought of a name from the information she had read: Carin von Göring, the wife of the current Reich Marshal of Nazi Germany, Göring.

Marjorie did not think that Frau Göring had an affair with Hitler because the attitude between Frau Göring and Hitler was very intimate and unconcealed. The relationship between these two, to use lines from a Chinese movie, was like that of siblings with different fathers and mothers. Seeing that her brother might be bullied by a bad woman, the sister immediately stepped forward to protect her brother.

Although she had a confrontational impulse based on being a woman towards Carin von Göring, Marjorie actually appreciated such a relationship. Men all thought they were the protectors of the family and the leaders of the world. In fact, in the eyes of women, men were a bunch of childish, simple, savage, and stupid fellows.

Marjorie immediately returned to a very polite self-positioning and concentrated on assuming the identity of the hostess of the conference venue. After settling Hitler in, Marjorie felt that the only person in this world who still made her somewhat curious was the Chinese leader, He Rui. Even among men who are all idiots, there is a hierarchy. He Rui is undoubtedly the apex existence among idiots. Whether He Rui's performance would be mediocre or extraordinary, Marjorie was very interested in seeing it with her own eyes.

Just as Marjorie expected, when she saw Churchill and Mussolini, she felt that these two men were not up to par. The scent of performance on them was very heavy, especially Mussolini. Compared with these two, Roosevelt and Hitler felt much purer.

On December 19, Roosevelt, Hitler, Churchill, and Mussolini held their first summit meeting. Roosevelt had thought that Hitler would show an aggressive posture, but he did not expect Hitler to be very steady, spending most of the time listening rather than expressing his own views.

Even when Roosevelt raised the issue regarding the Jews, Hitler did not show the slightest look of being offended. Roosevelt could only increase the pressure, "Based on humanitarian spirit, the US government believes that a self-governing government should be allowed to be established in Madagascar."

Hearing this, Hitler replied, "Madagascar has already begun to organize a self-governing government, and as far as we know, the Jewish Federation has already begun to contact China to purchase grain from Chinese-occupied areas."

Roosevelt was a little surprised by this answer. The reason he raised the issue of Jews establishing a self-governing government was primarily to occupy the moral high ground. No matter how deep-rooted the anti-Semitic tradition in Europe was, forcibly driving Jews from Europe to Madagascar was an inhumane act in itself. Although the United States itself did not accept Jews very much, the moral high ground had to be occupied.

Hitler's answer was quite powerful. If Germany actually allowed Jews to purchase grain from Chinese-occupied areas, then by European and American moral standards, Hitler had done his utmost. As a politician, Roosevelt could fully understand that in order to purchase grain from China, the World Jewish Congress would definitely have private dealings with China, and such dealings would inevitably be detrimental to the Allied Powers. If Hitler could tolerate even these things, then even if some problems arose in Madagascar, Germany could no longer be casually criticized.

Having temporarily resolved the Jewish issue, which most affected the morality of the Allied Powers, to this extent, Roosevelt began to talk about the war against China. At this time, the Allied Powers had already declared war on China. The Allied Powers, led by the United States, Britain, Germany, France, and Italy, also issued an appeal to other countries in the world, looking forward to building a worldwide anti-China alliance.

At this stage, only Britain and the United States were fighting against China. Roosevelt introduced the current war in the US Pacific region. It was a total failure in the Western Pacific. Now the United States had constructed a defense system from south to north, starting from eastern Australia in the south, including the Solomon Islands and Central Pacific islands in the middle section, and the Hawaiian Islands in the north. Roosevelt did not make any requests for help. He simply stated, "The United States has the ability to hold this defense line."

This was something only the United States dared to say. The length of this island-based defense system reached an unprecedented 10,000 kilometers. According to the plans submitted by the Navy General Board and the Army General Staff, the US military would engage in a brutal war with the Chinese Navy on this long defense line. Army Chief of Staff Marshall even put forward his view during a private meeting with Roosevelt, "Mr. President, if we want to hold this defense line, we will have to fight a large-scale war of attrition with China."

Of course, Roosevelt could not show weakness to Germany, because the German side was very clear about the pressure the United States was facing. Only if the United States expressed a leisurely attitude could it gain dominance within the Allied Powers.

After US President Roosevelt finished introducing the American situation, British Prime Minister Churchill recounted the status quo Britain was facing somewhat unwillingly, "We have already expressed to the Indian National Congress that as long as India helps Britain defeat China, India will be allowed independence."

Mussolini had originally prepared to remain silent because Italy had absolutely no possibility of fighting against China at this stage, and Italy's level was not sufficient to launch an expedition, so naturally there was no reason to stand out at this time.

But hearing Churchill's words, Mussolini almost laughed out loud. Fortunately, he held it back, only showing a bit of mockery on his face.

This mocking look made Churchill feel unhappy, but it was only unhappiness. Because Churchill knew very well that Britain at this stage simply did not have the ability to organize an effective counterattack in India. From a global perspective, even if Germany and Italy decided to send troops now, they would likely not make it in time.

Even if the intensity of the war was like World War I, transporting millions of troops and equipment to India would take half a year. But the current war was different. The transport capacity required for the equipment needed for war was far higher than that of World War I. Transporting hundreds of thousands of armored troops and corresponding tactical air force units to India would take at least a year.

Now that Churchill proposed the Indian war, he could only expect Germany and Italy to provide some air force support. At present, the sky over India had been occupied by China. If the Chinese Air Force was allowed to continue to wreak havoc, the British troops in India would not be able to last for three months at all.

After Churchill made these requests, Hitler replied, "Germany is willing to provide a portion of air force support."

Mussolini could only follow suit and express, "Italy is also willing to provide air force support within its capacity."

At this time, Roosevelt said, "US Army Air Forces units have already arrived in India."

The Big Four reached a consensus on this matter. Although the amount of aid varied, at least everyone cooperated.

After the two giants finished their speeches, Hitler said, "According to intelligence obtained by Germany, China possesses world-class fighter jets. And the latest fighter jet developed by Germany has an overwhelming advantage over propeller fighter jets. Germany is willing to share this achievement with the Allied Powers."

Mussolini could not help but feel a little nervous hearing this. Italy's level of military equipment was not bad among the Allied Powers, but Italy was limited by a shortage of domestic raw materials and a lack of markets, so military equipment production was a major problem. Therefore, Mussolini did not hope that Germany would share the most advanced military technology with Britain and the United States. But Mussolini knew he could not stop Hitler on this matter, and could only wait until after the meeting to discuss it.

Hitler's decision was also fully discussed among the German upper echelons. After the Anglo-German peace, Germany did not have to worry about war pressure for the time being. With Hitler's personality, he ordered the suspension of all projects to upgrade equipment that had already fallen behind in the war, and instead invested financial resources into developers of new types of equipment.

As early as before 1938, the German authorities ordered the Messerschmitt aircraft factory to develop a new type of fighter jet compatible with the turbojet engines tested by Bavaria or Junkers as soon as possible. In June 1939, the P.1065 twin-engine proposal passed the preliminary review, and in January 1941, the prototype No. 1 Me 262 V1 rolled off the production line.

The jet fighter was one of the key projects of Nazi Germany. By the time he came to attend the Allied summit, Nazi Germany had already completed the development of the formal initial Me 262 aircraft. During the testing of the Me 262, German test pilots and related technical personnel and officers all believed that the nickname of the Me 262 could be "King of the Sky"!

Since Germany was already a member of the Allied Powers, German experts dared to express to Hitler that Germany had a gap compared to Britain and the United States in many research and development technologies. If they could obtain technical support from Britain and the United States, the Me 262 could be put into mass production faster.

This view encountered great opposition among the German upper echelons. But Hitler personally went to see the economist Schacht, who was still living in retirement, and asked him. Schacht firmly supported Germany's cooperation with Britain and the United States.

Speaking of the reasons for cooperation, Schacht frankly believed, "Mein Führer, I believe China should be developing jet fighters, and their progress is probably not behind ours."

Hitler did not express denial. Because based on limited intelligence and his intuitive judgment, Hitler reached the same conclusion as Schacht. Before Germany launched the Western European campaign, Germany had made war preparations to fight Europe and America independently. This time lasted for two and a half years. Based on Hitler's understanding of He Rui, He Rui would absolutely not fight a battle without preparation. China was bound to face a global blockade, so China's preparations must be even more thorough.

Seeing that Hitler did not object, Schacht continued to explain, "Germany's first-mover advantage will be maintained for a long time, and cooperation with the Allied Powers will also inevitably lead the Allied Powers to make more cooperation in economic aspects. Mein Führer, Germany's current economy is still only in a recovery period, and we need more orders."

Hitler had thought Schacht would raise concerns about the Soviet Union attacking Germany, but unexpectedly, Schacht did not mention this possibility until the end. Hitler did not insist on mentioning these things to Schacht. After all, Professor Karl, the President of the German Academy of Sciences, had already analyzed the geopolitical situation of the Soviet Union in detail.

The benefits of the Soviet Union fighting against China were very low. Unless China was strong on the outside but weak on the inside and was eventually defeated by the Allied Powers, would the Soviet Union possibly fight against China.

But one look at the map made it clear that this matter was unrealistic. To the east of China was the vast Pacific Ocean. With China's naval strength, the United States' current 24 aircraft carriers could not defeat China; at least twice as many large aircraft carriers were needed.

And to the west of China were high mountains. To attack China, one first had to turn India into a stable and reliable strategic base. But Britain had never allowed India to build an industrial system, let alone build India into a source of a powerful army.

At present, British rule in India was already crumbling. Even if Britain eventually stabilized India, it would take several years. After several years passed, heaven knows what the situation would become.

The Soviet Union's best opportunity was to launch an attack on Europe when Europe, America, and China were exhausted from fighting. The Soviet border was basically all members of the Nazi German bloc. Stalin might not want to go to war with Hitler, but the Soviet Union would inevitably go to war with Germany.

Therefore, Hitler was willing to share German jet fighter technology with Britain and the United States. Only by fully cooperating with Britain and the United States on fighter jets and tanks could it be ensured that Germany possessed an equipment advantage over the Soviet Union in 1942.

According to German intelligence, the Soviet Union's third Five-Year Plan, which was about to be completed, had completed a new type of army with extremely terrifying equipment. There were probably 50,000 aircraft and 30,000 tanks. Even the elite German Army would be very dangerous in front of such a torrent of steel.

Churchill obviously did not take Hitler's proposal as a particularly big deal. Roosevelt felt that there must be deep meaning in Hitler saying this, but Roosevelt did not understand the combat level of German aircraft, so he asked, "I wonder what kind of technical cooperation Germany needs?"

Hitler then said confidently, "The ship transporting the fighter jets will soon arrive at the port in Florida. I look forward to German pilots and the most excellent American pilots performing a flight demonstration together."

Roosevelt urgently needed various kinds of cooperation at this time. As the host, he readily replied, "I look forward to seeing a wonderful flight demonstration!"
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On December 18, 1941, before Hitler's special plane even landed at the airport in Florida, he could already see the swastika flags held high by the waiting crowd. As the plane came to a halt and Hitler appeared at the cabin exit, he saw American flags and swastika flags being held up together by the crowd waiting on the open ground next to the tarmac. Hitler had a strong sense of aesthetics, and in his eyes, these two flags combined at this moment created a strangely harmonious feeling.

Among immigrants in the United States, Anglo-Saxons had the highest proportion, followed by Germanic people from Northern Europe. Now that Germany had undoubtedly become the representative of the Germanic people, the immigrants from Northern Europe enthusiastically expressed their welcome to Hitler.

Hitler finally had the opportunity to come to the United States, and he immediately delivered a speech at the airport with peace as the main theme. The welcoming crowd responded to Hitler with enthusiastic cheers.

Soon, Hitler was escorted by American officials to Mar-a-Lago. Mar-a-Lago was built between 1924 and 1927 by Marjorie Merriweather Post, the heiress of the General Foods Corporation. The estate was positioned as a future winter retreat for American presidents, while also serving to host foreign dignitaries and high-ranking officials.

Now that the Allied summit could finally be held, Marjorie, the General Foods heiress, received Hitler and his party very enthusiastically at the entrance of the manor. After exchanging a few words with Hitler, Marjorie, who was quite a good judge of character, determined that although this Nazi German head of state who terrified Europe was not a mama's boy, his deep love for his mother, who possessed traditional morals, led him to admire women, especially mature and elegant ones.

As the heiress of General Foods, Marjorie was quite skilled at handling men with this psychology. Just as Marjorie began to use a few small tricks within a completely reasonable range, a blonde, blue-eyed woman walked up to Hitler and began talking with Marjorie.

As women, there was no need for verbal conflict; just eye contact and movements were enough for both sides to clearly understand each other's position and attitude. Without even asking for her name, Marjorie thought of a name from the information she had read: Carin von Göring, the wife of the current Reich Marshal of Nazi Germany, Göring.

Marjorie did not think that Frau Göring had an affair with Hitler because the attitude between Frau Göring and Hitler was very intimate and unconcealed. The relationship between these two, to use lines from a Chinese movie, was like that of siblings with different fathers and mothers. Seeing that her brother might be bullied by a bad woman, the sister immediately stepped forward to protect her brother.

Although she had a confrontational impulse based on being a woman towards Carin von Göring, Marjorie actually appreciated such a relationship. Men all thought they were the protectors of the family and the leaders of the world. In fact, in the eyes of women, men were a bunch of childish, simple, savage, and stupid fellows.

Marjorie immediately returned to a very polite self-positioning and concentrated on assuming the identity of the hostess of the conference venue. After settling Hitler in, Marjorie felt that the only person in this world who still made her somewhat curious was the Chinese leader, He Rui. Even among men who are all idiots, there is a hierarchy. He Rui is undoubtedly the apex existence among idiots. Whether He Rui's performance would be mediocre or extraordinary, Marjorie was very interested in seeing it with her own eyes.

Just as Marjorie expected, when she saw Churchill and Mussolini, she felt that these two men were not up to par. The scent of performance on them was very heavy, especially Mussolini. Compared with these two, Roosevelt and Hitler felt much purer.

On December 19, Roosevelt, Hitler, Churchill, and Mussolini held their first summit meeting. Roosevelt had thought that Hitler would show an aggressive posture, but he did not expect Hitler to be very steady, spending most of the time listening rather than expressing his own views.

Even when Roosevelt raised the issue regarding the Jews, Hitler did not show the slightest look of being offended. Roosevelt could only increase the pressure, "Based on humanitarian spirit, the US government believes that a self-governing government should be allowed to be established in Madagascar."

Hearing this, Hitler replied, "Madagascar has already begun to organize a self-governing government, and as far as we know, the Jewish Federation has already begun to contact China to purchase grain from Chinese-occupied areas."

Roosevelt was a little surprised by this answer. The reason he raised the issue of Jews establishing a self-governing government was primarily to occupy the moral high ground. No matter how deep-rooted the anti-Semitic tradition in Europe was, forcibly driving Jews from Europe to Madagascar was an inhumane act in itself. Although the United States itself did not accept Jews very much, the moral high ground had to be occupied.

Hitler's answer was quite powerful. If Germany actually allowed Jews to purchase grain from Chinese-occupied areas, then by European and American moral standards, Hitler had done his utmost. As a politician, Roosevelt could fully understand that in order to purchase grain from China, the World Jewish Congress would definitely have private dealings with China, and such dealings would inevitably be detrimental to the Allied Powers. If Hitler could tolerate even these things, then even if some problems arose in Madagascar, Germany could no longer be casually criticized.

Having temporarily resolved the Jewish issue, which most affected the morality of the Allied Powers, to this extent, Roosevelt began to talk about the war against China. At this time, the Allied Powers had already declared war on China. The Allied Powers, led by the United States, Britain, Germany, France, and Italy, also issued an appeal to other countries in the world, looking forward to building a worldwide anti-China alliance.

At this stage, only Britain and the United States were fighting against China. Roosevelt introduced the current war in the US Pacific region. It was a total failure in the Western Pacific. Now the United States had constructed a defense system from south to north, starting from eastern Australia in the south, including the Solomon Islands and Central Pacific islands in the middle section, and the Hawaiian Islands in the north. Roosevelt did not make any requests for help. He simply stated, "The United States has the ability to hold this defense line."

This was something only the United States dared to say. The length of this island-based defense system reached an unprecedented 10,000 kilometers. According to the plans submitted by the Navy General Board and the Army General Staff, the US military would engage in a brutal war with the Chinese Navy on this long defense line. Army Chief of Staff Marshall even put forward his view during a private meeting with Roosevelt, "Mr. President, if we want to hold this defense line, we will have to fight a large-scale war of attrition with China."

Of course, Roosevelt could not show weakness to Germany, because the German side was very clear about the pressure the United States was facing. Only if the United States expressed a leisurely attitude could it gain dominance within the Allied Powers.

After US President Roosevelt finished introducing the American situation, British Prime Minister Churchill recounted the status quo Britain was facing somewhat unwillingly, "We have already expressed to the Indian National Congress that as long as India helps Britain defeat China, India will be allowed independence."

Mussolini had originally prepared to remain silent because Italy had absolutely no possibility of fighting against China at this stage, and Italy's level was not sufficient to launch an expedition, so naturally there was no reason to stand out at this time.

But hearing Churchill's words, Mussolini almost laughed out loud. Fortunately, he held it back, only showing a bit of mockery on his face.

This mocking look made Churchill feel unhappy, but it was only unhappiness. Because Churchill knew very well that Britain at this stage simply did not have the ability to organize an effective counterattack in India. From a global perspective, even if Germany and Italy decided to send troops now, they would likely not make it in time.

Even if the intensity of the war was like World War I, transporting millions of troops and equipment to India would take half a year. But the current war was different. The transport capacity required for the equipment needed for war was far higher than that of World War I. Transporting hundreds of thousands of armored troops and corresponding tactical air force units to India would take at least a year.

Now that Churchill proposed the Indian war, he could only expect Germany and Italy to provide some air force support. At present, the sky over India had been occupied by China. If the Chinese Air Force was allowed to continue to wreak havoc, the British troops in India would not be able to last for three months at all.

After Churchill made these requests, Hitler replied, "Germany is willing to provide a portion of air force support."

Mussolini could only follow suit and express, "Italy is also willing to provide air force support within its capacity."

At this time, Roosevelt said, "US Army Air Forces units have already arrived in India."

The Big Four reached a consensus on this matter. Although the amount of aid varied, at least everyone cooperated.

After the two giants finished their speeches, Hitler said, "According to intelligence obtained by Germany, China possesses world-class fighter jets. And the latest fighter jet developed by Germany has an overwhelming advantage over propeller fighter jets. Germany is willing to share this achievement with the Allied Powers."

Mussolini could not help but feel a little nervous hearing this. Italy's level of military equipment was not bad among the Allied Powers, but Italy was limited by a shortage of domestic raw materials and a lack of markets, so military equipment production was a major problem. Therefore, Mussolini did not hope that Germany would share the most advanced military technology with Britain and the United States. But Mussolini knew he could not stop Hitler on this matter, and could only wait until after the meeting to discuss it.

Hitler's decision was also fully discussed among the German upper echelons. After the Anglo-German peace, Germany did not have to worry about war pressure for the time being. With Hitler's personality, he ordered the suspension of all projects to upgrade equipment that had already fallen behind in the war, and instead invested financial resources into developers of new types of equipment.

As early as before 1938, the German authorities ordered the Messerschmitt aircraft factory to develop a new type of fighter jet compatible with the turbojet engines tested by Bavaria or Junkers as soon as possible. In June 1939, the P.1065 twin-engine proposal passed the preliminary review, and in January 1941, the prototype No. 1 Me 262 V1 rolled off the production line.

The jet fighter was one of the key projects of Nazi Germany. By the time he came to attend the Allied summit, Nazi Germany had already completed the development of the formal initial Me 262 aircraft. During the testing of the Me 262, German test pilots and related technical personnel and officers all believed that the nickname of the Me 262 could be "King of the Sky"!

Since Germany was already a member of the Allied Powers, German experts dared to express to Hitler that Germany had a gap compared to Britain and the United States in many research and development technologies. If they could obtain technical support from Britain and the United States, the Me 262 could be put into mass production faster.

This view encountered great opposition among the German upper echelons. But Hitler personally went to see the economist Schacht, who was still living in retirement, and asked him. Schacht firmly supported Germany's cooperation with Britain and the United States.

Speaking of the reasons for cooperation, Schacht frankly believed, "Mein Führer, I believe China should be developing jet fighters, and their progress is probably not behind ours."

Hitler did not express denial. Because based on limited intelligence and his intuitive judgment, Hitler reached the same conclusion as Schacht. Before Germany launched the Western European campaign, Germany had made war preparations to fight Europe and America independently. This time lasted for two and a half years. Based on Hitler's understanding of He Rui, He Rui would absolutely not fight a battle without preparation. China was bound to face a global blockade, so China's preparations must be even more thorough.

Seeing that Hitler did not object, Schacht continued to explain, "Germany's first-mover advantage will be maintained for a long time, and cooperation with the Allied Powers will also inevitably lead the Allied Powers to make more cooperation in economic aspects. Mein Führer, Germany's current economy is still only in a recovery period, and we need more orders."

Hitler had thought Schacht would raise concerns about the Soviet Union attacking Germany, but unexpectedly, Schacht did not mention this possibility until the end. Hitler did not insist on mentioning these things to Schacht. After all, Professor Karl, the President of the German Academy of Sciences, had already analyzed the geopolitical situation of the Soviet Union in detail.

The benefits of the Soviet Union fighting against China were very low. Unless China was strong on the outside but weak on the inside and was eventually defeated by the Allied Powers, would the Soviet Union possibly fight against China.

But one look at the map made it clear that this matter was unrealistic. To the east of China was the vast Pacific Ocean. With China's naval strength, the United States' current 24 aircraft carriers could not defeat China; at least twice as many large aircraft carriers were needed.

And to the west of China were high mountains. To attack China, one first had to turn India into a stable and reliable strategic base. But Britain had never allowed India to build an industrial system, let alone build India into a source of a powerful army.

At present, British rule in India was already crumbling. Even if Britain eventually stabilized India, it would take several years. After several years passed, heaven knows what the situation would become.

The Soviet Union's best opportunity was to launch an attack on Europe when Europe, America, and China were exhausted from fighting. The Soviet border was basically all members of the Nazi German bloc. Stalin might not want to go to war with Hitler, but the Soviet Union would inevitably go to war with Germany.

Therefore, Hitler was willing to share German jet fighter technology with Britain and the United States. Only by fully cooperating with Britain and the United States on fighter jets and tanks could it be ensured that Germany possessed an equipment advantage over the Soviet Union in 1942.

According to German intelligence, the Soviet Union's third Five-Year Plan, which was about to be completed, had completed a new type of army with extremely terrifying equipment. There were probably 50,000 aircraft and 30,000 tanks. Even the elite German Army would be very dangerous in front of such a torrent of steel.

Churchill obviously did not take Hitler's proposal as a particularly big deal. Roosevelt felt that there must be deep meaning in Hitler saying this, but Roosevelt did not understand the combat level of German aircraft, so he asked, "I wonder what kind of technical cooperation Germany needs?"

Hitler then said confidently, "The ship transporting the fighter jets will soon arrive at the port in Florida. I look forward to German pilots and the most excellent American pilots performing a flight demonstration together."

Roosevelt urgently needed various kinds of cooperation at this time. As the host, he readily replied, "I look forward to seeing a wonderful flight demonstration!"
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On January 6, 1942, the *China National Daily* published a signed article titled "On the Future of the World," co-authored by He Rui and Li Runshi. Due to the war, official relations between nations had been severed, but every country had its own channels to obtain such weighty news. The Soviet Union, which remained neutral at this stage, maintained diplomatic relations with both the Asian Alliance and the Euro-American Allies, serving as a conduit for a vast amount of information between the two sides.

Stalin received a substantial Russian translation immediately. Sipping a cup of brewed tea and lighting a pipe of tobacco, Stalin quietly began to read "On the Future of the World" in his office at the Kremlin.

The article pointed out at the very beginning that there were currently only four countries in the world with clear global strategies: China, the United States, Britain, and France. However, France had been defeated, and the British colonial system was already crumbling. Even if the two old powers, Britain and France, had clear global strategies, as they no longer possessed the capability to execute them, they had already been eliminated from the competition for global order.

The reason for the current war between China and the United States was not any hatred between the two nations, but rather that both insisted on implementing their own global strategies. There existed an irreconcilable, massive contradiction between these two global strategies, and this was the true cause of the war.

Stalin paused his reading, unwillingly scanning the previous content once more. He confirmed that "On the Future of the World" indeed explicitly stated that only the four nations of China, the US, Britain, and France had global strategies. Only then did he continue reading with a sense of loss.

Stalin did not know that for this article, "On the Future of the World," He Rui had sent his draft to Li Runshi, who had modified it before sending it back to He Rui for the final version.

In their exchanges, He Rui and Li Runshi had discussed why they did not analyze the Soviet Union. Li Runshi agreed with He Rui's view that the Soviet Union did not have many choices at this stage. Cooperating with any country other than China, the Soviet Union would at least be a power of the same level, capable of securing sufficient benefits for itself. But cooperating fully with China would likely reduce the Soviet Union to the status of a "Golden Horde" vassal state. From the perspective of geopolitics, full cooperation with China was precisely one of the choices the Soviet Union could least accept.

Since that was the case, He Rui and Li Runshi simply did not mention the Soviet Union at all in the article. As for where to go, they would let the Soviet Union make its own decision.

Stalin read through the article quickly, finding that the Soviet Union was completely unmentioned, as if it did not exist. Even leaving the Soviet Union aside, the analysis in this article remained logically rigorous and rich in content.

"On the Future of the World" argued that lacking the ability to execute one's own global strategy did not equate to having no global strategy. Britain and France were participating in the US-led global strategy through the platform of the Allies, and through internal gaming within the Allies, they were attempting to secure maximum benefits for their own nations within the US-led global strategy.

The reason the United States could execute its global strategy through the Allied platform was that the American global strategy was an upgraded version based on the British and French global strategies. The United States knew very well that if it could not solve the various problems facing the world today, American interests could not be realized. So, looking only at the results, if the US-led global order could be realized, it could indeed solve some of the world's problems, and would necessarily promote world progress to a certain extent.

However, counting on the American world order to solve world problems meant inevitably facing the conflict between the solutions to these problems and American interests.

The core of the US global strategy was to establish a brand-new world order that matched American national productivity. The purpose of this new order was not to eliminate colonialism, but when colonialism conflicted with American interests, the United States would not hesitate to strike at the colonialism that affected its interests. If a solution conflicted with American interests, the United States would not agree to such a solution.

Compared to the US-led world order, the China-led world order sought to first solve the various problems facing the world. To solve world problems, China was willing to adjust its own interests and work with countries around the world to build a fairer world order.

This introspective attitude, this methodology of solving problems by excavating internal strength, was a tradition of Chinese civilization. It was also the fundamental reason why Chinese civilization had stood tall for thousands of years. The Chinese civilization, having stood for millennia, had enough time to refine the study of global fairness. The understanding of global fairness, in turn, reinforced the vitality of Chinese civilization.

The world order led by China was naturally based on China's perception of fairness and rationality, making China willing to undertake the most difficult challenges and expend tremendous effort to build a truly fair world order.

Regarding the choice of allies, both China and the United States chose allies that could maximize their national interests.

The United States believed that capital capable of bringing power to the US right now was its ally. People without capital were merely consumers controlled by the US, and these consumers were just a type of human resource providing profit for the US.

China believed that the vast majority of laborers in the world were the root of productivity, and the laborers of the world were China's allies.

Up to this point, both China and the United States believed their choices were the most correct. When this contest deciding the future of the world ended, the final victor would naturally emerge.

China held nothing back from its allies, and the vast laborers of the world chosen by China also knew very well that they actually had no other choice that better fitted their fundamental interests. Such cooperation was frank and sincere; the strategic direction chosen for cooperation could undoubtedly withstand discussion and was highly unified.

The cooperation strategy within the Euro-American Allies was not based on internal generation, but stemmed from the resistance Europe and America faced from oppressed peoples pursuing fairness. Now that this resistance had become strong enough to thoroughly defeat Euro-American industry, the Euro-American imperialist nations had to cooperate temporarily based on the goal of maintaining their predatory status.

Therefore, massive contradictions existed between the internal strategies of the Allied nations. The strategies that different countries truly wanted to implement not only had huge divergences but also huge contradictions. Due to the development of the World People's Liberation Cause, the internal contradictions of the Allies might not have the opportunity to explode, but their internal divergences were bound to explode because these divergences were based on the priority of protecting their own national interests.

If the Allied bloc won, but France was thoroughly sacrificed, completely losing the ability to maintain current French interests after the war victory—based on the tradition of Euro-American culture, France would certainly not believe that it would get its due share after the war. Therefore, when France faced the choice of sacrificing itself to help the Allies win, it would certainly not make the decision to sacrifice France for the Allies.

In contrast, the internal divergences of the World People's Liberation Movement were merely about whether the cost of revolutionary victory could be a little less, or the time for victory a little shorter. These divergences belonged to the technical level and could be resolved through rational analysis and discussion.

Therefore, the more critical the situation for the Allied nations, the greater their internal divergences, and the faster their defeat. In the words of a Chinese proverb, "It is easy to share wealth, but hard to share hardship."

The World People's Liberation Cause, on the other hand, belonged to "It is easy to share hardship, but hard to share wealth." But the brand-new world order proposed by China provided a model for economic cooperation among nations, as well as means like the establishment of a World Bank to provide support to parts of countries needing assistance through fiscal transfers. This solved the problem of economic development in the new world, thereby resolving the difficulties encountered in "sharing wealth."

Judging from the current strategies and internal relations of both sides, the final victory would undoubtedly belong to the World People's Liberation Movement. The laborers would lose only their chains in this revolution, but they would gain the whole world.

Workers of the world, unite!

*Smack!*

Having finished the article, Stalin threw his pipe onto the table. The final paragraph had truly irritated him, making him feel very unhappy.

Although He Rui had always considered himself a communist, and Europe and America now used "Communist Party" to describe He Rui, in Stalin's internal assessment, he consistently believed He Rui was at most a relatively left-leaning bourgeois reformist, not a communist. To put it more bluntly, Stalin emotionally believed that He Rui was "unworthy of the surname Zhao."

So when He Rui and Li Runshi used a slightly modified final paragraph of the *Communist Manifesto* at the end of "On the Future of the World," a wave of anger surged in Stalin's heart.

However, Stalin was Stalin after all. He quickly picked up his pipe and filled it with tobacco, beginning to think about the true reason for his flash of anger. Stalin soon thought of an explanation. Just as "On the Future of the World" stated, every country could formulate an effective national global strategy. But few countries could formulate an effective "global strategy led by their own country." The Soviet Union, to this day, had indeed not formulated a global strategy led by the Soviet Union. In comparison, China and the United States had indeed completed their global strategies.

Stalin knew very well what a huge gap having or not having such a global strategy meant for a nation. With a global strategy led by one's own country, one could obtain resources, capital, and markets from the globe, maximizing national productivity and influence.

Britain, inferior to Russia in both population and land area, had been able to suppress Russia consistently. The difference was simply that Britain had built a global strategy belonging to Britain and operated it effectively.

Although the Soviet Union was now considered a beacon of civilization in Europe, and vast numbers of people in European countries supported the Soviet Union without seeking reward, providing it with various classified intelligence, before a Soviet-led world order was formulated, this moral appeal could not become the capability to change the Soviet Union's relatively weak position.

Once the Soviet Union formulated a global order and could implement it, all support would be strengthened tenfold or a hundredfold, and the Soviet Union would immediately become the most advantageous party among the many forces in the world.

Although the logic was easy to understand, and the Soviet Union had tried very seriously to formulate a Soviet-led world order, up to now, those plans still remained at the level of wishful thinking.

The Soviet global order that truly seemed systematic was, ironically, the theory of global revolution formulated by Trotsky, whom Stalin had brought down. But Stalin had studied Trotsky's global revolution theory very seriously and had personally engaged in extensive discussions, debates, and arguments with Trotsky. Stalin's evaluation of Trotsky's global revolution theory was "bluffing and unrealistic."

Even the Trotskyist global revolution theory, so negated by Stalin, was at least theoretically more reliable than the Soviet-led world order currently researched by the CPSU. So Stalin knew very well that what the Soviet Union could strive for at this stage was only the status of regional dominance. To engage in a worldwide struggle with China and the United States, the Soviet Union was truly not ready.

Having figured this out, Stalin still felt unsatisfied, because this realization still felt like a puzzle missing an important piece. For Stalin, this intuitive feeling was very real; he had relied on this intuition to solve many problems.

So, what exactly was this feeling of missing a piece? Stalin smoked his pipe silently, pondering. Thinking left and right, he couldn't find the problem. Stalin asked his secretary to call, inviting Commissar Kirov over. After giving the order, Stalin took a few puffs of smoke and added to the secretary, "Invite Comrade Beria to come along as well."

Lavrentiy Pavlovich Beria. He had a square face and a broad forehead. This man had become the First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Georgia at the age of 33, gaining Stalin's appreciation during that time. This year, the 43-year-old Beria had relatively sparse hair, and wearing a pair of glasses, he presented a scholarly appearance rare among the Soviet upper echelons.

It was just that Beria rarely showed any expression, looking somewhat cold and gloomy. But Beria had been appointed People's Commissar for Internal Affairs in 1938, beginning his long-term control of Soviet intelligence agencies. Compared to this position, Beria's expressionlessness fit his job very well.

Compared to Beria, Kirov, who was considered Stalin's successor, appeared gentler and more energetic. Regarding the relationship between Kirov and Beria, a rumor had recently emerged. Stalin hoped that the future CPSU would be composed of a troika of Kirov, Beria, and Molotov, with this troika exercising supreme power.

Kirov didn't care about such rumors at all. He greeted Stalin first before greeting Beria. Stalin had originally wanted to invite Molotov as well, but since the matter concerned He Rui's evaluation of Stalin, Stalin ultimately didn't call Molotov.

Facing the two young comrades he trusted completely, Stalin frankly raised his doubts. Kirov frowned slightly in thought. Stalin did not rush him; he didn't expect Kirov to immediately figure out something he himself hadn't been able to fully recall.

However, out of politeness, Stalin looked at Beria. Beria's expression didn't change at all. Due to his myopia, Beria's gaze was slightly dull and not bright. But Beria could still see Stalin's demeanor clearly, so he replied calmly, "General Secretary, I remember He Rui once expressed a view to a comrade who participated in the Sino-Soviet talks. He believed that both the Soviet Union and Germany think Europe is the center of the world, whereas in reality, Europe will soon no longer be the center of the world, but merely an important component of it."

As soon as these words were spoken, Stalin immediately felt he had found the missing fragment in his intuition. The fitting of this fragment resolved Stalin's confusion regarding that part of "On the Future of the World."

Kirov looked at Beria with some surprise. He had also finished reading "On the Future of the World." With Kirov's rank, he could see whatever Comrade Stalin could see. So Beria's answer also made Kirov's eyes light up.

He Rui believed that "the carnival era of middle-sized nations has ended," and Europe, clustered with a bunch of middle-sized nations, had thoroughly lost its dominant position. Anyone who thought that controlling Europe meant controlling the world was outdated.

There was merit to this statement, but for Russia, which considered itself a European nation, it was completely impossible to truly accept such a judgment. Even if this judgment was made by a world-class leader like He Rui, it only made the impression of this statement more profound.

In "On the Future of the World," although He Rui did not directly use this judgment again, his underlying arguments were based on it.

Kirov carefully savored "On the Future of the World," and for some reason, a sudden sense of panic arose in his heart. If Europe was no longer the center of the world, what position would the Soviet Union, which was not even in the central position of Europe, occupy?

This emotion left Kirov momentarily speechless, and he could only silently calm his own mood first.

Beria had absolutely no such sentimental emotions. As the head of the supreme intelligence agency, Beria was not only extremely professional in his work but also possessed very high political sensitivity. After choosing to support Stalin, Beria wrote and published the book *On the History of the Bolshevik Organizations in Transcaucasia*. Printed in nine editions and widely disseminated, it not only raised his political prestige but also gained the attention of CPSU theorists and Stalin's confidants because it exaggerated Stalin's role in the Transcaucasian revolution, thereby greatly reinforcing Stalin's prestige.

Because Beria was very certain that the Soviet Union at this stage must build a leadership system with Stalin as the core. And Stalin, understanding this, began to trust Beria greatly from then on.

Towards He Rui, Beria never showed any appreciation. But after carefully studying He Rui, Beria was convinced that He Rui was indeed a steadfast communist leader. Beria had always agreed with He Rui's political understanding and methods of judgment.

Only Beria himself knew this. Outsiders had no idea that in Beria's heart, regarding status in the world revolution, He Rui and Stalin were leaders of the same level. Moreover, Beria believed He Rui's status was actually slightly higher.

Of course, this perception did not shake Beria's loyalty to the Soviet Union and Stalin in the slightest.

At this moment, Stalin woke from his contemplation first. Stalin asked, "Beria, how much preparation has been done for the plan to liberate Finland?"

Beria replied, "Comrade General Secretary, I personally still oppose liberating Finland now."
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In Russia, receiving a comment about being "rough" in one's work was not considered a negative critique. Beria knew very well that the high-handed, rough attitude Stalin often displayed was an act; what Stalin truly could not accept were "impure" people.

Ignoring Stalin's displeasure and reprimands, Beria waited for Stalin to finish his scolding before asking, "What is your reasoning?"

Beria replied, "General Secretary, recent KGB intelligence assessments have basically confirmed that, given the current stage of the war, nationalist sentiment in Finland has reached an extremely high level. This sentiment is not directed specifically against the Soviet Union or the Allied Powers, but against any country that attempts to enter Finland. Regardless of which country enters Finland, they will encounter fierce resistance."

Stalin frowned slightly. This situation was no secret; he had received the same information through other intelligence channels. This sentiment of resistance was not unique to Finland; all small nations felt the same. However, Finland was a very small country, with a total population of only 3.7 million—less than the current number of troops in the Red Army.

"Is your reason merely that our army will face fierce resistance during the liberation of Finland?" Stalin asked.

Beria answered, "General Secretary, Finland has already received various security assurances from Germany. It is said that a portion of the Finnish military has received training in Germany, so Finland's resistance may be extremely fierce."

Hearing this, Kirov frowned. Finland's land area was not small, at 338,000 square kilometers, with a coastline of 1,100 kilometers and several good harbors. However, this large area also made Finland's defense very difficult. According to intelligence obtained by the Soviet Union, even if Finland carried out a national mobilization, its military strength would not exceed 150,000 troops. They had very few tanks and other equipment; the Red Army could break through wherever it pleased.

Kirov felt compelled to ask, "Comrade Beria, have you received some specific information?"

Beria replied, "Comrade Kirov, several reports on the Red Army's foreign exchanges indicate that during military exchanges, the Chinese National Defense Force believes Finland could adopt a comprehensive guerrilla warfare model to fight the Soviet Union. As long as Finland can receive aid from the sea, they can keep fighting. The Red Army would then be forced to conduct a pursuit campaign across the entire country, necessitating the construction of a large number of POW camps for Finland's 3.7 million people."

Hearing Beria explain it this way, Kirov finally understood why Beria opposed the plan to liberate Finland. In Beria's judgment, Finland would absolutely not surrender like the three Baltic states, but would fight to the end. In that case, Finland's 338,000 square kilometers of territory would provide ample space for comprehensive guerrilla warfare.

Although Kirov believed the Finns would put up relatively fierce resistance, he did not think Finland could manage a nationwide guerrilla war. Kirov had originally thought Beria was taking a more moderate stance, but now he felt that Beria's suggestion of building POW camps for 3.7 million Finns was an extremely radical view.

Stalin, at this moment, was not thinking of Finland, but of Poland. In 1939, Nazi Germany launched a blitzkrieg against Poland, occupying the western regions. The Soviet Union immediately invaded Poland from the east, occupying all Polish territory east of the Curzon Line and capturing approximately 250,000 Polish military officers and soldiers.

The Soviet Union subsequently detained the Polish officers and soldiers in several newly built POW camps. Soon, the Soviet government came to view the Polish prisoners as a major burden: on one hand, the Soviet Union had to consume precious manpower and resources to feed them during tense war preparations; on the other hand, the Polish prisoners might resist Soviet imprisonment at any time. Consequently, the decision was made to deal with the officers among the Polish prisoners first. With the officers removed, the remaining soldiers would be leaderless.

Initially, "relevant Soviet authorities" believed the best method was physical elimination. On March 5, 1940, Lavrentiy Beria, the People's Commissar for Internal Affairs, wrote a report specifically requesting approval from Stalin and the Central Committee of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) to execute over 20,000 prisoners and convicts, primarily Polish officers. It was immediately approved.

If this had been Beria's sudden, solitary idea, the report would certainly not have been approved immediately. The matter had been tacitly agreed upon by the upper echelons before Beria, as the person in charge, proposed the execution plan.

Now that Beria had raised the issue of POW camps for 3.7 million Finns, based on Stalin's understanding of him, he believed Beria did not want to carry out a large-scale execution of the entire Finnish population. Stalin himself had no intention of massacring the entire citizenry of Finland.

However, if the situation truly turned into what Beria predicted, Stalin would not have many choices. Although it wouldn't go as far as executing all 3.7 million Finns, executing several hundred thousand would be inevitable. And the remaining Finns would have to be sent to Siberia.

Stalin was not above doing such things; after suppressing numerous local rebel forces in the Caucasus region, he had forcibly migrated the remaining local populations to Central Asia or Siberia.

Lighting his pipe, Stalin fell into deep thought. The current world situation was extremely tense. Because of the Soviet Union's cleverly neutral stance, the Euro-American bloc had changed their policy of superficial hostility towards the Soviet Union and begun trying to pull the Soviet Union into the Allied camp. This gave the Soviet Union a transcendent status.

The Allied Powers did not use the traditional method of first giving large benefits; they merely made various all-encompassing promises. But these promises would only be honored *after* the Soviet Union joined the Allies. This made Stalin very dissatisfied with the Allies.

From a certain perspective, this military operation to liberate Finland could serve to test the Allies' attitude towards the Soviet Union. If the Allies ultimately accepted the Soviet Union's liberation of all of Finland and its transformation into a Soviet Socialist Republic, it would prove that the Allies were merely posturing before the Soviet Union and, in fact, dared not do anything to it. The Soviet Union could then consider executing plans to liberate Eastern and even Central Europe... But what if the Allies went to war with the Soviet Union over Finland?

Stalin had originally been displeased with Beria's opposition to liberating Finland, but after strategic consideration, he now felt Beria's view was very prudent. If the Allies were at a disadvantage in their war with China, it would mean the Soviet Union gained freedom of action. At that time, Finland would no longer be important; what was undoubtedly more valuable to the Soviet Union was Eastern and Central Europe. Moreover, once the Allies were defeated, Finland would be destined to return to the Soviet embrace; the current Soviet Union had no need to be so hasty.

Having clarified the strategic order, Stalin finally asked Beria, "What is the current status of the suppression of the left wing in European countries?"

Beria immediately answered this actually very serious question. Among European communist parties, the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) had once been the largest. Now, KPD members in Germany basically only existed in prisons and concentration camps. A large number of KPD members had fled to the Soviet Union, some to other parts of Europe, and a small number to China. In the European countries that had become fascist, the communist parties had all suffered brutal crackdowns, and the fate of their members was much the same as that of the KPD.

Because the Asian Alliance had raised the banner of "Overthrowing the Four Big Mountains," although the left wing in Euro-American countries consisted of communists, their attitude towards opposing the Four Big Mountains was relatively close to China's. After the establishment of the Allied coalition against China in Europe, the left wing in various countries suffered comprehensive blows, with large numbers of leftists arrested and imprisoned. The Euro-American public with leftist sympathies was silent as a cicada in winter, daring not express such views anymore.

Listening to Beria's introduction, Comrade Kirov's expression grew grave. When Beria finished speaking, Kirov frowned slightly, pondering something.

"Comrade Kirov, how do you view this matter?" Stalin was somewhat concerned about Kirov's attitude.

Kirov hurriedly replied, "General Secretary, China has already begun establishing the World People's Liberation Army. I am wondering, did He Rui anticipate the reaction of the Euro-American countries?"

Stalin strongly agreed with Kirov's perspective, because he had also noticed this. The reason Europe and America were powerful in the past was that the left wing, advocating for the maintenance of social fairness and justice, had played a significant role. Now, the Euro-American crackdown on the left had created a huge divide within their societies. This was weakening the power of Euro-American nations.

However, Stalin mocked, "The so-called left wing—historically, the speed at which they turn right has always been very fast." This was not Stalin staining anyone's innocence; he was merely stating a fact.

After the failure of the Paris Commune revolution, the Second Industrial Revolution occurred, and the capitalist economy developed rapidly. With the upsurge of the international workers' movement, the widespread dissemination of Marxism, and the establishment of workers' parties in various countries, the desire of the working class worldwide to strengthen international contact and unity became increasingly urgent. Under these circumstances, Marxists convened an International Workers' Congress in Paris on July 14, 1889. They passed the draft "International Labor Legislation" and the resolution on "Celebrating May Day." This meeting is generally recognized as the founding congress of the Second International.

As the international situation became more tense, a world war seemed imminent. In November 1912, the Second International held an extraordinary congress in Basel, Switzerland, specifically to discuss the issue of opposing the threat of war. It unanimously passed a manifesto titled "The International Situation and Unified Action Against War," severely condemning the military expansion and war preparations of imperialist countries like Germany, Britain, France, and Russia, and calling on the people of all countries to use all means to oppose imperialist war.

After the outbreak of World War I in 1914, most Social Democratic parties in the Second International, under the control of rightists and centrists, betrayed the cause of proletarian revolution. They stood on the side of their own bourgeois governments, supporting the imperialist war, causing the Second International to split into social-chauvinist parties slaughtering each other. The Second International had gone bankrupt.

Kirov and Beria both expressed agreement with Stalin's view. Although Beria agreed verbally, inwardly he felt the situation had changed. World War I was a dog-eat-dog war between imperialists; comparing it to China's Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, it was indeed a case of "no righteous wars in the Spring and Autumn."

But the current situation was different. Besides the emergence of the Soviet Union, a powerful communist country, there was now also China, a powerful leftist socialist country. Therefore, a large number of leftists who refused to fight an imperialist war again either fled to the Soviet Union or to China. Or they remained in their own countries, providing intelligence to the Soviet Union, hoping the Soviet Union could end the imperialist war. This gave Soviet intelligence agencies overseas intelligence sources they had never dared to imagine before.

Comparing the huge intelligence gains the Soviet Union had obtained, Beria believed China must have also obtained a great many Euro-American intelligence sources. China could completely use this intelligence to increase its odds of winning the war.

With the conversation reaching this point, Stalin ended the meeting. He had now resolved an inner confusion regarding Soviet strategy; even if he wasn't fully enlightened, at least it was no longer vague. After sending off Kirov and Beria, Stalin once again considered the Soviet Union's world strategy. He discovered that the reason the Soviet world strategy had major problems was very likely that the Soviet Union subconsciously believed Europe was the center of the world. Given the Soviet Union's strength, wanting to liberate the entire European continent and become the dominant power on the continent was not a goal the current Soviet Union could easily determine.

In reality, with the rise of the United States, the Soviet Union had to acknowledge that the trans-Atlantic economic circle was the center of the world. The Soviet Union's strength was fundamentally insufficient to become the leader of the circum-North Atlantic economic circle.

Given these realities, the Soviet Union certainly could not formulate a world order led by the Soviet Union. Yet the Soviet Union was a top-tier Great Power, and it could not admit to being merely a regional power. In many discussions, due to an inability to seek truth from facts, they inevitably fell into the old rut of thinking "dominating Europe means dominating the world." Furthermore, the Soviet Union currently had an unforeseen circumstance: the image bonus of being the beacon of communism.

The people of this world all hoped for liberation and true democracy. No matter how imperialist and colonialist forces struck at left-wing forces, left-wing thought existed in everyone's heart. The Soviet Union became the carrier for these thoughts. Thus, the Soviet Union unexpectedly became the world center on an ideological level. This actually satisfied the Soviet Union's feeling of being the world center, making it feel that to some extent, it *had* become the center of the world.

The United States and China were not European countries to begin with; both countries had broken free from the shackles of regional-centrism from the start. Instead, they could consider things from a global perspective, making it easier to formulate reliable ideas for a world order.

Thinking of this, Stalin's train of thought had no more restrictions. Having recognized this, Stalin felt a bit sour in his heart, because he really wasn't satisfied with the Soviet Union being just a regional power, or ending up with European hegemony. The cold reality made Stalin feel a sense of powerlessness. Stalin hated this feeling of powerlessness!

Looking at the world on the map, which was far vaster than the Soviet Union, Stalin pondered what a Soviet-led world order should actually look like.

***

It was not only the Soviet Union that saw "On the Future of the World"; the leadership of industrial nations worldwide soon saw this article. British Prime Minister Churchill's mood became terrible after reading "On the Future of the World." Churchill's obese body was sunken into his chair, the smell of cigars permeating the Prime Minister's office.

Churchill understood world order, so he knew very well that He Rui's article was not an exaggeration. Although He Rui did not state it explicitly, strategically speaking, China was digging out the foundations of the British Empire. India, with its population of over 400 million, was a huge market for Britain, providing a vast number of jobs and massive tax revenue for the British population of over 40 million. The 400 million people of India were also an inexhaustible source of soldiers for Britain.

When Britain suppressed other colonies, it used Indian troops extensively. Since the combat effectiveness of local colonial rebels was insufficient, Indian troops were enough to deal with them. Therefore, the job of the British Army was to fight battles requiring the highest technical content, crushing organized colonial rebels and winning great victories one after another. Meanwhile, the Indian colonial troops bore the losses of "security operations," which actually incurred high casualties.

Now, China did not seem to be conquering India like a whirlwind, but in the Bengal region, the Sikh regions, the northern Muslim regions, the southern Tamil regions, and the eastern Deccan Plateau region—areas with traditions of historical independent states—a large number of governments declaring independence had appeared one after another.

What alerted Churchill most was the independence of the Deccan Plateau region. This was originally the territory of the Kakatiya Dynasty. The region was populated by descendants of ancient Indians, founded by a group of peasant warriors from the "non-reincarnating" Sudra caste (in the Vedic age, Sudras were the lowest of the four major castes, with no religious privileges and no right to soul reincarnation). Moreover, these people not only proudly "boasted" of their Sudra identity but also strove to build a new type of Indian local kingdom with social mobility and vitality.

In Churchill's view, the independence of the Andhra region on the Indian Deccan Plateau posed the greatest shock to India. Because once the "untouchables" sought independence, for Hinduism, it was a true class struggle. Class struggle would undoubtedly intensify the turmoil within India, leading to the complete fragmentation of the Indian region.

No matter how the British government propagandized that China was establishing a Chinese world colonial system, Churchill was basically certain that China truly did not want to expand its colonies and was dedicated to liberating global colonies. And what Britain needed now was to gather greater strength to maintain its status.

After China fragmented India, even if China left India and let Britain kill its way back in, for Britain to reunify India, it would need to consume enormous resources and endure terrible losses. The British World Empire had already been destroyed in the present.

Thinking of this, Churchill burned with anxiety. Yet there was nothing he could do.
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"...As of January 16, all British Indian Army units under the 9th Army Group of the Army have surrendered to the Chinese forces. The 9th Army now has no route of retreat. If the command does not issue direct orders, the 9th Army will determine its subsequent actions independently."

General Montgomery, Commander-in-Chief of the British Indian Command, finished reading the telegram, his hand trembling involuntarily. He set the telegram down, looking as if he wanted to speak but stopping himself. The adjutant beside him had already read the content and was ready to receive orders at any moment. Instead, he saw General Montgomery stand up and walk out of the command post with his hands behind his back, his expression blank.

The adjutant looked again at the message Montgomery had left on the table, his heart filled with dread. The war had reached a point where the massive British forces in India—once boasting 2.3 million troops, including 800,000 from the British mainland—were disintegrating. This was a situation the adjutant could never have imagined.

Take the 9th Army Group responsible for defending eastern India. It commanded eight British infantry divisions, approximately 150,000 men, and twenty British Indian Army divisions totaling about 400,000 men. At its peak, its total strength was over 550,000. However, as the Muslim and Sikh regions of British India declared independence, the British Indian Army troops under the 9th Army Group would surrender immediately upon making contact with the Chinese forces, claiming to be "surrounded." According to combat reports, these British Indian troops offered no resistance at all. When facing the Chinese army, they simply fired their guns into the air. As soon as Chinese armored vehicles approached, they ceased firing and raised their hands in surrender.

With the rapid surrender of the Indian units, the eight British infantry divisions holding the nodes of the defense line had absolutely no time to adjust their deployment. In the blink of an eye, they became isolated strongpoints. The armored torrent of the Chinese army surged through the massive gaps left by the British Indian Army, thrusting deep into the rear and swiftly dividing and encircling the purely British units of the 9th Army Group.

The 9th Army Group was not the only one facing such a terrifying situation. The 4th Army Group defending the west and the 6th Army Group defending the north sent continuous telegrams reporting massive instability within their Indian units. To ensure reliability, the 4th and 6th Army Groups had been forced to disarm certain obviously wavering Muslim and Sikh units and place them under temporary guard.

Although the British Indian Command could not say so openly, privately everyone was extremely pessimistic. Temporarily sidelining Muslim and Sikh officers and soldiers could indeed lower the risk of battlefield defections. However, it also drastically weakened the combat power of the British Indian Army. While these troops might have had negligible combat effectiveness compared to the Chinese army, they were at least useful for manning the lines. Without these troops, the number of purely British troops was insufficient to maintain a layered defense line.

Thinking of the most likely future, the adjutant suddenly felt an impulse. Perhaps he should just leave—leave India and return to Britain. Even facing trial for desertion back home would be more dignified than being captured in a war that seemed destined for defeat.

But the adjutant quickly remembered military discipline; desertion could lead straight to the gallows. The thought of death finally allowed him to overcome the impulse to flee. He sat down exhaustedly, his mind empty, unable to form a single thought.

The adjutant had no expectations of his superior, General Montgomery. As he had anticipated, General Montgomery's mind was equally void of any ideas for the next step.

In the already concluded Bengal Campaign, General Montgomery had organized the 5th Army Group to confront the Chinese army in the Bengal region. The 5th Army Group had 300,000 troops. Of these, 10,000 were British, and the remaining 150,000 [sic] were British Indian Army troops composed of Gurkha infantry battalions and the most loyal elite brigades of British India.

The 5th Army Group adopted a mixed formation model, where every unit was composed of half British troops and half elite British Indian troops. Perhaps aware of the strength of the 5th Army Group holding the line, the Chinese forces used armored units to probe for British hardpoints and then began continuous bombardment.

During the seven-day battle, the British Indian Command estimated that the Chinese Air Force dropped approximately 150,000 aerial bombs and rockets—averaging one round for every two British soldiers. Chinese artillery fired over 600,000 shells. Although the fire density was not up to the level of the Western Front in World War I, the British artillery had already been destroyed by the Chinese Air Force. With the Chinese Air Force also providing artillery spotting, the British forces were on the receiving end of a one-sided bombardment, resulting in immense losses.

After five days of despairing and helpless combat, the British 5th Army Group collapsed and was immediately encircled and annihilated by Chinese armored units.

During the battle, the British organized several rescue attempts. These brave British troops were subjected to fierce bombing by countless Chinese aircraft while on the march. A regiment of reinforcements often covered less than six kilometers in a day, spending the vast majority of their time dodging Chinese air raids. Less than one-tenth of the British reinforcements managed to reach their destination, and when these heroic troops finally linked up with the 5th Army Group, less than a third of their strength remained. As for the vehicles transporting ammunition and supplies, not a single one reached the destination; all were destroyed on the road.

In such brutal combat, the British were not entirely without gains; they captured a total of six Chinese Air Force pilots. Montgomery personally interrogated them. When he asked about the rationale behind the Chinese Air Force's tactical arrangements, the captured pilots all gave the same answer: "It takes only a few days to produce an aerial bomb, but it takes at least sixteen years for a person to grow from birth into a soldier capable of fighting. Even if we use ten aerial bombs to eliminate one British soldier, it is very cost-effective."

Montgomery originally had many questions, but after hearing this answer from the Chinese pilots, he stood up in silence and left the interrogation room. General Montgomery did not know what else he could ask.

In the Battle of the Marne during World War I, the French army alone fired 240,000 shells per day. Turning steel and gunpowder into shells was indeed expensive. However, the time required to train a soldier was far greater than the time required to produce the military equipment needed to kill one.

If ten aerial bombs could kill one Briton, killing the entire British population of over 40 million would only require something over 400 million bombs. It was said that China could produce 100 million tons of steel annually; at most, half a year's production would be enough to kill everyone in Britain.

General Montgomery could find no way to counter such a massive industrial disparity. Nor could he think of any effective way to use indigenous Indian soldiers to consume Chinese ammunition. Moreover, even if Montgomery possessed the miracle of making over 400 million Indians willing to die for Britain, killing 400 million Indians would only take 4 billion aerial bombs. Give China two years, and they could produce them.

In reality, the Indians were obviously unwilling to die for Britain; they chose to surrender decisively.

After walking for a while, General Montgomery's mood, numb from pain, finally improved slightly. Having recovered some ability to think, he realized that his only viable option now was to command the remaining British Army forces that had not yet been annihilated to withdraw from India. Although the British forces lacked the capacity to retreat back to Europe, they could at least withdraw to Britain's colonies in the Middle East.

Thinking of his own future, General Montgomery touched the pistol at his waist. At worst, suicide. having fought such a battle, a bullet entering his temple would indeed be a rather gentle choice.

***

In contrast to General Montgomery, his opponent, General Yu Cen, Commander of the Asian Coalition Forces India Theater, was quite relaxed. At the military conference before the campaign began, General Yu Cen had accepted He Rui's characterization of this campaign: "This is a political battle—70% politics, 30% military."

The development of the campaign to this point had gone exactly as He Rui predicted. As long as the people of the British Indian colonies realized that Britain was bound to lose, they immediately lost the will to continue fighting for Britain.

When the song adapted from the late Ming Dynasty—"Eat he-mom, wear he-mom, when China comes there's no grain tax (there is grain)"—was sung across the vast regions of India in various languages, British rule in India began to disintegrate directly.

While shocked by the practical effect of politics in war, General Yu Cen's only small regret was that in this campaign, he did not have the opportunity to demonstrate the tactical ability expected of an outstanding general.

Although "a great general has no illustrious merit," the British forces, having lost the support of the Indian people, were as fragile as dew, quickly drying up under the blazing sun of colonial liberation. The Chinese army did not need to display exquisite armored and infantry tactics; they simply used their industrial advantage to crush the British forces with air superiority.

It wasn't that the Chinese army fought poorly; on the contrary, destroying the British army with minimal casualties required the Chinese army to have extremely excellent battlefield organization and logistics capabilities. However, as a soldier, General Yu Cen still looked forward to that kind of life-and-death struggle, the fierce battle where the victor could not be fully determined until the very last minute. Although he knew this incurable soldier's personality was inhumane, General Yu Cen couldn't help but look forward to it. However, the General would never voice this little thought.

"Report, Commander. The British forces in Delhi have already placed Sikh officers and soldiers under control. The Staff Department has calculated that our forces are sufficient to implement a complete pincer encirclement of the British 6th Army Group, which has already begun to contract its defense line..."

"Report, Commander. Telegram from the Military Commission. Our negotiations with the King of Nepal have concluded. The King of Nepal states that they agree with our righteous action to liberate the colonies and will send envoys to the Gurkha officers and soldiers in the British army. The Military Commission orders us to transport Gurkha POWs to the Nepal region and to select a portion of the officers to be sent to the Nepalese capital first."

Hearing this news, Yu Cen couldn't help but sigh. "Sigh... this really is a political battle."

The staff officers in the command post heard Yu Cen's words and were also filled with emotion. Originally, everyone thought that liberating such a large colony as India would inevitably result in millions of casualties. However, outstanding political work had drastically reduced battlefield casualties. Based on current intelligence, casualties in the campaign to liberate India would be around one million. But the majority of these one million casualties were British people fighting in India. The casualties among the local Indian people had dropped from a projected 2 million to probably less than 400,000—a reduction of over 1.6 million. The Chinese soldiers were very happy to see such a situation.

"Report, Commander. Intelligence from Chandra Bose. The Indian National Army he leads is ready to launch an uprising in Mumbai. He requests full air support from our army for the uprising."

The new intelligence gave Yu Cen a burst of surprise. Chandra Bose was an Indian radical who had always advocated for India to gain independence through violent revolution. After independence succeeded, India must implement policies similar to China's to thoroughly solve India's poverty problem.

Politically, Chandra Bose was quite to Yu Cen's liking. However, Chandra Bose advocated for India to become a unified country, an ideal that conflicted with the Civilization Party's strategy of restoring India to its historical norm. Yu Cen had never had any exchanges with Chandra Bose on this aspect, but naturally paid attention to him in his heart.

Yu Cen quickly suppressed the wariness stemming from politics and prioritized considering the military changes Chandra Bose's uprising in Mumbai would trigger. China had committed nearly a million troops to the India Theater; with excellent political work, the campaign objective was naturally to annihilate the British mainland forces in India.

If Chandra Bose could successfully occupy Mumbai, it would block the important port for the British army to withdraw from India by sea. Although the distance between India and the Arabian Peninsula was far greater than the narrow English Channel, the capability Britain displayed in the Dunkirk evacuation made the India Theater Command somewhat apprehensive. Naturally, after liberating India, China would liberate the Arabian Peninsula from colonial rule.

This was not only political work but also involved critical economic points. The Middle East was rich in oil. After the war broke out, the joint oil venture between the Chinese government and the American Rockefeller Foundation in Saudi Arabia had been confiscated by the British. Although oil from the Arabian Peninsula was not indispensable for China at present—domestic oil production plus the oil already secured in Southeast Asia could fully meet war needs—seizing the Arabian Peninsula would increase China's oil imports while cutting off Europe's channel for obtaining oil from the Middle East. This was very advantageous for China. Once the British were allowed to withdraw their mainland troops from India to the Arabian Peninsula, it would have a significant negative impact on the next phase of the war.

Yu Cen asked the Chief of Staff, "Does the Air Force have a targeted plan?"

The Chief of Staff answered immediately, "There is a corresponding plan. With the range of the J-9, departing from airfields on the Deccan Plateau, they can support Mumbai at any time."

Yu Cen replied with satisfaction, "Then tell Chandra Bose we can support him at any time. Let him proceed freely!"

Just as the Chief of Staff accepted the order, Yu Cen added, "Telegraph the Military Commission. Request the Navy to enter the Indian Ocean on a large scale as soon as possible to engage the British forces."
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On the morning of January 13, 1942, before the barracks in Mumbai had conducted their morning drills and before the naval vessels had begun their daily flag-raising ceremonies, three Chinese Air Force aircraft arrived over Mumbai and began dropping bombs on the British barracks and the British warships in the military berths.

This is the sorrow of completely losing air superiority in modern warfare. To maintain air superiority in India, the Royal Air Force had lost nearly 1,200 fighter jets in the past two months. This amounted to the aircraft of 12 air groups and represented 30% of the RAF's total current strength of 4,000 fighters.

The reason for such heavy losses was not complex: China had deployed 74 air groups to the India Theater, with over 7,000 fighter jets. With a 6-to-1 numerical advantage, the Royal Air Force simply could not hold on.

Looking down at India from a higher altitude, one could see the Chinese Air Force forming two long corridors in the air, originating from airfields in the mountainous regions of northern India and near the Deccan Plateau in the east. The round-trip distance for both routes was around 2,000 kilometers. Since the J-9 fighter had a maximum range of 4,800 kilometers, the fleets still had over 2,000 kilometers of flight range available for combat missions after reaching Mumbai.

Since the J-9 fighters were equipped with autopilots, Chinese pilots only needed to fly manually during combat maneuvers; the rest of the time, they could sit comfortably in their cockpits and rest.

There were few targets of military value in the urban area of Mumbai, and they were subjected to intensive strikes within the first two hours of the attack. Because the Chinese Air Force did not attack core infrastructure such as bridges, railways, and telegraph stations, not only could military intelligence be transmitted quickly, but civilian news also began to spread rapidly.

At this moment, various radios were rapidly transmitting and receiving signals. British official radio stations, civilian commercial radio stations, consular radio stations of various countries, and radio stations leased by major international newspapers were all sending news quickly. Within two hours of the start of the attack, London, Paris, Berlin, Moscow, and Washington all received intelligence that Mumbai had been subjected to large-scale bombing by the Chinese Air Force.

Among these dense radio signals, several radio stations were communicating with a few Air Force node command aircraft equipped with a large amount of electronic equipment, which were heavily protected by the Chinese Air Force. Since the British army no longer had an air force in India, these node command aircraft, which were easily vulnerable to attack, were also deployed to the front lines. These special aircraft had a range of over 7,000 kilometers and were not installed with combat systems. A large amount of space was used to install electronic equipment and house the technical personnel operating it. Their electronic equipment could filter out the required signals from the complex noise.

As soon as the air raid ended, more than 1,200 elites of the Indian National Army divided into three teams and headed straight for the three armories within Mumbai city. They had received systematic training in China, and each unit was organized according to the infantry model of the previous era in China. Every platoon-level combat unit had its own walkie-talkie team, capable of contacting headquarters up to the battalion level at any time.

The soldiers guarding the armories were mostly local Indians. Seeing soldiers waving flags running towards them from a distance, several Indian officers exchanged glances and immediately pulled out their pistols, aiming them at the British officers in charge of the armories.

Upon seeing this, the British soldiers immediately raised their rifles. With the crashing sound of bolts being pulled, these British soldiers found themselves pointed at by the gun muzzles of Indian soldiers who outnumbered them several times over. The British officers knew that they had no possibility of resisting, yet they still asked with feigned indignation, "Are you going to betray us?"

The Indian officer replied with a stern face, "We are Indians; I am only loyal to India!"

After speaking, the Indian officer shouted, "Disarm them!"

The British officers and soldiers had no will to fight and were obediently disarmed by a group of Indian officers and soldiers who, just minutes ago, had been servants of the British. At this time, the Indian National Army had arrived in front of the armory, and officers from both sides stepped forward to salute. The Indian officer said somewhat uneasily, "The keys to the armory are not in our hands."

The Indian National Army officer showed no displeasure. He called over a dozen soldiers carrying equipment and had them connect impact drills to a generator. When the generator began to roar and the instrument indicated that the voltage was sufficient, the Indian National Army commander asked, "Where is the wall thinnest?"

Hearing that they were going to chisel through the wall, the Indian officer immediately said, "The door is still the thinnest."

The National Army commander immediately had the soldiers take out electric saws and asked again, "Where is the thinnest part of the door?"

The alloy saw wheels spun rapidly, and sparks flew as the thick wooden door reinforced with iron sheets was subjected to intense friction. The sparks splattered onto the bodies and masks of the National Army engineers wearing specialized clothing, causing them no harm. Soon, a gap large enough for a person to crawl through was cut. In the interval while the saw wheels were being changed, several soldiers crawled in.

Walking inside with flashlights, they saw that the warehouse still contained half a warehouse full of supplies. Pulling down the canvas covering the wooden crates, a greasy smell unique to munitions wafted over. After taking down a few crates, prying open the lids with crowbars, and lifting the straw, Lee-Enfield rifles wrapped in oilcloth were revealed. Heavy small boxes were opened, revealing full loads of shiny yellow bullets.

Just as the inspection reached this point, the intense sound of sawing the door paused again. The gate was slowly pushed open amidst creaking sounds, and the cheers of the soldiers outside drifted into the warehouse. The uprising Indian soldiers had not figured out how to break the sturdy warehouse gate; seeing the problem solved so easily, they could finally be sure that the insurgent army would at least not face a shortage of ammunition.

The officers of the Indian National Army immediately began calling headquarters using walkie-talkies. The effective communication range of these walkie-talkies was around 15 kilometers. Not only did Chandra Bose at the uprising headquarters hear the news clearly, but the Chinese fighter jets cruising "slowly" at low altitude at a speed of 180 kilometers per hour also received the message.

Ten minutes later, the India Command also received the news. General Yu Cen touched his chin and looked at Mumbai, 1,000 kilometers away on the map, feeling somewhat emotional. He had attended a training class on the warfare of the next era, where prototypes of automatic networks were demonstrated.

These networks included wired and wireless networks, controlled by computers, requiring no human manual connection. Moreover, as a lecturer for the training class, He Rui had introduced the technical level this network would achieve in the future. Frontline combat would be directly presented within the headquarters via satellite, radio, and wired networks through audio and video.

Originally, the general staff needed layers of signal transmission, but now they could sit thousands or even ten thousand kilometers away and directly see various images that the equipment of frontline combat troops could see, and conduct direct voice communication with frontline troops.

Yu Cen knew very well that even in that era, it would be impossible for the headquarters to directly command the combat of frontline troops. However, this combat system provided the headquarters with the most timely information communication, allowing the headquarters to grasp the situation of frontline combat troops at any time. For the military, this was a revolutionary advancement.

Even if this was only the form of future warfare, the intelligence communication that could be achieved right now was already revolutionary. Yu Cen could grasp the latest intelligence from over 1,000 kilometers away within 15 minutes. Even if the Mumbai uprising failed, this information already held significant meaning for the headquarters directing the entire war situation.

Yu Cen, responsible for the entire India Theater, was very busy, but he still prepared to watch for another hour. By now, the Chinese military had completed its military reforms. One of the biggest changes was that the scale of general staff departments at the corps level and above had expanded several times compared to before. The new communication systems allowed the general staff to obtain ten to dozens of times the amount of effective information as before. The ability to handle various situations had also greatly improved.

Yu Cen could focus on or ignore any specific battlefield according to his own ideas, and the work of the increased number of staff officers was to process massive amounts of effective intelligence. The vast majority of Yu Cen's work was signing orders, not issuing them.

For the next hour, Yu Cen did not say a word. It was not Yu Cen who was responsible for the support command of the Mumbai uprising. A large amount of transmitted data showed that the Mumbai uprising was proceeding exactly according to plan. After seizing the armories, the Indian National Army quickly contacted follow-up troops and began arming them.

The returned information contained a large number of details. For instance, Chinese liaison personnel notified the Indian troops who had finished receiving weapons via radio, telling them to carefully wipe off the gun oil and conduct live-fire practice.

Hearing this news, many Chinese officers, including Yu Cen, smiled. This was not mockery, but satisfaction with the work of the Chinese personnel. Previously, there had been many instances where Indian insurgent armies receiving new equipment forgot to wipe off the gun oil and did not conduct live-fire practice, leading to massive failures to fire during combat despite having weapons. In the ongoing Mumbai uprising, these details were being attended to. This was enough to prove that the Chinese military was growing very fast.

An hour later, General Yu Cen left the command room directing the Mumbai uprising and returned to his office. Many documents had already been placed on his desk. As the general flipped through the latest information, the war situation gradually formed in his mind. The British army seemed to have huge numbers, but in reality, it was constantly disintegrating. The Mumbai uprising was undoubtedly a fatal knife thrust into the kidney of the British army; the British forces could only divide their troops to come to the rescue. The already stretched British army would only become more exhausted from running around.

Putting down the documents, General Yu Cen thought for a while, then picked up his pen and began to write a report, "...The above is the development of the war situation. According to the judgment of the India Theater Command, the speed of the collapse of British colonial rule in India far exceeds pre-war assumptions. Within a month at most, the British forces in India will be completely annihilated. However, this also poses a new question for our army: in what manner will our army exist in India? This matter concerns the situation in India; I request instructions from the Chairman."

He Rui soon received the telegram. After reading it, he also felt that this matter must be discussed. Yu Cen was selected as the commander of the India Theater largely because, among many candidates, Yu Cen was the most radical one. When describing the operational plan against India, he frankly proposed "liberating India in three months." Other candidates believed it would take at least 4-6 months.

The "liberating India in three months" Yu Cen spoke of referred to the period from mid-December 1941, when the Chinese army launched a large-scale offensive, to early March 1942, when India would be completely liberated.

He Rui also felt this timeframe was about right. But looking at it now, the Indian people's attitude towards seeking liberation was extremely intense. By early February 1942, the British Army in India would likely be annihilated, and British rule in India would be completely destroyed. As Yu Cen stated in his telegram, if the Chinese army could not immediately change its mode of presence, large-scale conflicts might break out within the Indian region.

As for what would happen to the more than 400 million people in India, He Rui could not accurately judge either. Thinking it over, He Rui originally wanted to let Li Runshi be responsible for India work, but he thought of that sentence, "I thought for ten days and ten nights, but I couldn't understand why India wanted to mess with us." The culture of the Indian region was vastly different from that of China, and it was indeed very difficult for Chinese people to figure out Indian thinking.

In the end, He Rui could only invite Foreign Minister Li Shiguang over to inquire about the recent establishment of diplomatic relations with Bangladesh.

There was no excitement in Li Shiguang's expression; he replied somewhat wearily, "Chairman, no consensus has been reached within the Bangladesh region yet. I strongly suspect that a civil war will break out in the Bangladesh region."

He Rui thought for a moment before replying, "I don't think it's necessary to elevate some internal brawls to the height of a civil war."

Li Shiguang was stunned for a moment after hearing this, then nodded in agreement, "Indeed, Bangladesh probably cannot be said to have a civil war. However, the struggle between races will likely be very fierce."

He Rui did not want to discuss these troublesome matters either, so he went straight to the main topic. "What plans have the research institutes responsible to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs proposed?"

"Chairman, the South Asia Institute is mainly the responsibility of the Ministry of Commerce," Li Shiguang reminded him.

"Oh," He Rui replied, only then remembering the specific division of labor. But since Li Shiguang couldn't have made the trip for nothing, He Rui asked, "Is there any progress in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' recent contact with South America?"

"Most South American countries have stated that they have no intention of intervening in the war. But South American countries have privately indicated that they are under huge diplomatic pressure from the United States. Our country is conducting discussions with South American academia through academic discussion platforms, trying to make South American countries understand that the United States does not have the ability to invade South American countries while fighting the Asian Coalition. And our country does not seek for South American countries to join the Asian League, nor does it seek for South American countries to interrupt trade with European and American countries. So far, South American countries have all expressed understanding of our country's attitude."

He Rui praised, "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has done its job well."

Li Shiguang also felt that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had done its best, and the requests made by He Rui and the Central Committee were indeed very reasonable. China had no plans to attack South America in the first place, while currently, Europe and America were vigorously fabricating various false news, wanting to make South American countries believe that China's goal was to conquer the world, and resource-rich South America was an object China was bound to conquer.

Fortunately, the purpose of Europe and America was to use South America, and South American countries were not deceived; they did not choose to declare war on China. All China needed was merely this point.

Li Shiguang suddenly remembered another matter. "Chairman, there are now more than 100,000 South American leftists coming to China to join the World People's Liberation Army. This matter has made the leadership of many South American countries feel vigilant. Does the Chairman have any suggestions on this?"

"How can the World People's Liberation Army lack South American members?" He Rui asked in return.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang was somewhat helpless. "But the United States is lobbying South American countries on this matter. The United States states that in the future, these leftists will lead the Chinese army to attack South America. Therefore, the United States hopes that South American countries can suppress the left, especially the Communist Party."

He Rui was not surprised at all. He asked, "In the Foreign Ministry's analysis, will the United States become completely fascist? After all, the United States has a deep tradition of racism, which is fertile soil for fascism."

Li Shiguang replied solemnly, "Chairman, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes that it is becoming increasingly likely that the United States will comprehensively suppress the Communist Party USA and the left in the form of law. I wonder which part of the American masses the Chairman thinks we should address our propaganda to at present?"

He Rui thought for a moment and replied, "Speak to all Americans. This message only raises one question: Who are the real Americans!"
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Li Shiguang felt he could grasp the core of He Rui's question regarding "who is a real American." The United States was a nation of immigrants, not a nation-state, and there was no widely recognized "American ethnicity." If China could incite a debate within the US about "who is a real American," it would only serve to divide the country from within.

"Chairman, the US government certainly won't allow such a discussion to take place domestically," Li Shiguang sighed.

"Don't worry. As the war progresses, a discussion about who counts as an American will inevitably emerge within the US. For the current stage, there's no need to worry about Roosevelt stepping down, because the US must win battles on the field. The US has already lost 300,000 troops, and before long, their losses will be even greater." Saying this, He Rui smiled.

Seeing He Rui's smile, Li Shiguang felt that the Chairman must have an idea. Sure enough, He Rui continued, "Minister Li, do you know anything about the US military's criteria for determining if a soldier has been 'killed in action'?"

Li Shiguang thought for a moment before probing, "Does the Chairman want to approach this from that angle?"

He Rui nodded. "Yes. Since the US has extremely strict definitions for 'killed in action,' we can start there. Reply to the Americans as much as possible, and use every channel available to provide the American people with information about these so-called 'missing' persons."

Li Shiguang nodded immediately. The meeting ended quickly, and upon returning to his office, Li Shiguang convened a meeting of Foreign Ministry leadership. Due to the declaration of war, Chinese embassies in the various industrial nations had been evacuated, so the Foreign Ministry was currently flush with manpower.

After hearing Li Shiguang's requirements, a comrade from the embassy in the UK responded immediately, "Regarding propaganda targeting Britain, we have experience from the previous Sino-British War. We can recruit laborers from among the British POWs. As long as we pay those British people for their work, they'll certainly be willing to provide services."

During the previous Sino-British War, China had recruited quite a few educated British officers from the POW camps, hiring them as lecturers in the Chinese education system. Many European research departments had developed significantly during that period. The situation this time was even more optimistic, as the number of British POWs would likely exceed 700,000. Finding a few people to handle the issue would be easy.

Another person added, "Can we send a request to the Military Commission? Ask them to provide the unit designations and personnel lists of the annihilated British forces as much as possible. That way, we can better provide British citizens with news of their families."

Li Shiguang strongly approved of this approach. War was dangerous; ordinary British families naturally hoped their country would win, but if they couldn't win, they at least hoped to get news of their relatives on the battlefield. If China could provide definite information, it could significantly lower the hostility of the British public toward China. Especially for those British families who could confirm their relatives had been captured.

The British didn't treat people as human beings in their colonies and had committed countless crimes against humanity, so they were very anxious that captured British people receive humanitarian treatment.

After discussing British POWs, it was the US's turn. The former Chinese Ambassador to the US explained the US criteria for determining death in battle to the Foreign Ministry comrades.

The first condition: the soldier must die on the battlefield. That is to say, they must be killed and die on the spot while engaging the enemy. If they were heavily wounded but not yet dead, then removed from the battlefield for treatment only to die during the rescue attempt, such a case would not count as 'killed in action.'

The second condition: there must be a witness. This person must be able to prove that the dead soldier was killed by enemy fire on the battlefield. If they didn't die from being hit by a bullet, it doesn't count as KIA.

If a soldier was sitting on a vehicle, was hit by a bullet, died, and then fell off the vehicle, that also would not classify as KIA.

The third condition: witnesses are still required, but this time to prove the true identity of the dead soldier. There must be both a recognizable face and dog tags to count as KIA. Missing either one disqualifies the soldier from the KIA category.

Therefore, of the 300,000 troops the US has lost so far, about 50,000 to 70,000 are dead. But according to US KIA standards, probably fewer than 3,000 of those 50,000 to 70,000 would be certified as 'killed in action.'

The US Navy had the fewest losses, but US sailors who died in battle basically sank with their ships. There was no way to confirm they were killed directly at their posts.

The US Army hasn't had many opportunities to confront China directly; they were blown up directly. The bombing intensity of the Chinese Air Force was extremely high, and most US troops killed by bombing were wiped out along with their entire combat units. There were simply no witnesses.

Although China took quite a few photos after the battles ended, the images could only prove how many bodies there were, not how those dead American soldiers actually died.

Comparatively speaking, the US Army Air Forces seemed much better off; at least US fighter planes were indeed shot down by China. But as it happened, the US Army Air Forces were the hardest to certify as KIA. Because the US Army Air Forces had been suffering miserable defeats up to this point, the US pilots rescued by China were all alive. Even if they died after being rescued, according to US standards, they certainly weren't KIA.

As for the US pilots who smashed into the ground with their planes or crashed into the sea leaving no remains, according to US standards, it was impossible to certify them as KIA.

After a round of discussion, the Chinese diplomatic staff quickly found an angle they could exploit. Wang Enzuo, the Consul in San Francisco, proposed his own view: "I think we can open a special column in our broadcasts to the US to publicize these situations to the US military."

The comrades in the Foreign Ministry had never regarded themselves as a weak nation over these years, nor did they believe China had to uphold the Versailles World Order, so their mindset was very calm. Hearing such a suggestion, they expressed their approval one after another. Some comrades, their sense of humor ignited, casually came up with a bit: "May I ask the American officers and soldiers, did you study the pension regulations before setting out? Can you be sure you'll be classified as 'killed in action' after you die? Do you know that if you are classified as 'missing,' your families will never receive a single cent in pension money?"

Hearing this in the conference room, some people couldn't help but laugh out loud. Li Shiguang could only keep a straight face. Before he could criticize this unserious remark, he heard someone continue, "American officers and soldiers, if you understood the US pension system, would you still dare to say you are real Americans?"

Li Shiguang paused. Influencing the US military's will to fight by making Americans discuss "who is a real American" was He Rui's idea. But if they approached it from the angle of US military pensions, it really could make American officers and soldiers think about who the real Americans were. Since the US was a nation of immigrants, a "real American," at the very least, should be someone whose family could receive a pension after they died heroically for America. If US officers and soldiers died for nothing, then those dead people might not necessarily be considered real Americans.

While he was thinking, the former Ambassador to the US spoke up, "Based on my understanding, the American people do not understand the US military pension system."

As soon as the meeting ended, Li Shiguang immediately wrote a simple request and went to the Intelligence Bureau. Official channels between China and the US had been cut off; the channels currently capable of disseminating propaganda within the US were all in the hands of the Intelligence Bureau. Meeting the Director of Intelligence, Li Shiguang handed over the plan. The Director read the brief content, thought for a moment, and asked, "Minister Li, is this a suggestion or an order?"

Li Shiguang briefly recounted his discussion with He Rui. The Director of Intelligence revealed a knowing look. He put away the document. "Minister Li, if we take action, we will notify you."

For the Intelligence Bureau, carrying out an operation with such a clear objective wasn't difficult. There were quite a few Americans in the US actively seeking cooperation with China, but the Chinese Intelligence Bureau wasn't prepared to trust these people. Nor were they prepared to use them for real espionage work. The reason was simple: China didn't have that kind of capability at this stage.

Publicizing the content of US pension laws in American newspapers, however, was a very easy thing to operationalize. The pension laws of every industrial nation were public statutes; there were no secrets involved. Even if someone did this, it would be hard for it to be genuinely attributed to a foreign intelligence agency. With the US military suffering such heavy losses right now, many families of these troops would certainly seek pensions out of self-interest. Perhaps someone in the US was already doing this.

After making the decision, the Intelligence Bureau immediately sent out telegrams. That evening, some Americans who owned Chinese radios tuned in to a special frequency. Early the next morning, several World War I veterans arrived at the American Legion. One of them, a lieutenant named Thompson, said with a gloomy face, "I think we should contact the newspapers and publish the pension details. At the same time, we'd better prepare to fight for pensions for the boys serving now. When it comes to pensions, Roosevelt and Hoover are birds of a feather—old dogs who can't learn new tricks!"

At the mention of Hoover, the veterans in the Legion all changed their expressions. During the Great Depression, veterans demanding their bonus pay had suffered countless miseries. In this great war, Roosevelt's pension plan hadn't included provisions for deferred payment. But after Roosevelt took office, veterans had petitioned his administration for early payment, only to be firmly rejected. This left American veterans with zero trust in the Roosevelt administration.

The veterans all agreed with this view and quickly compiled the US military pension standards. The current US death gratuity wasn't low, but the veterans were well aware of the military's twists and turns. To pay less money, the Veterans Administration wouldn't admit to that many deaths in action. Most US troops would be classified as missing rather than KIA. For missing troops, the Veterans Administration wouldn't even write a letter of condolence. After all, during wartime, the Veterans Administration couldn't conduct on-site investigations.

Thinking of these high-and-mighty masters eating the bread of idleness, the American veterans were furious. Soon, letters to military families were written amidst this angry mood. The veterans each determined the states they were responsible for and began asking around about the designations of those annihilated US units.

It wasn't just the American Legion taking action; the various American insurance companies providing war risk insurance were also busy at this time. They were facing enormous pressure, especially regarding the thousands of US Army Air Forces personnel who had supported the British in Southeast Asia before the US declared war on China. They hadn't been officially participating in the war, so the Philippines Command had these troops take out policies with private insurance companies.

The insurance companies had just received a large amount of premiums and hadn't had time to be happy for a few days before claims requests flew in like snowflakes. The insurance companies soon discovered that if they paid out all these claims, even if they didn't go bankrupt, they would be severely crippled. Some insurance companies were already preparing to file for bankruptcy but were strictly forbidden by the relevant regulatory agencies. Judging by the US government's attitude, they really intended to let the insurance companies die.

These American insurance companies could only try every possible method to solve the problem. At this stage, the legal experts hired by a group of insurance companies who felt they had been cheated were close to a conclusion. Interested parties across the US were watching to see what result would emerge from the legal experts' seminar currently being held by the Morgan financial group in New York.

In the Morgan building, the legal experts looked very depressed. They had discussed their way to a result, concluding that part of the responsibility for the US military deaths lay with the Philippines Command. However, the legal experts knew very well that while they could certainly say this, such a view would very likely be rejected by the courts. Because the legal experts could only use civil law, and civil law had no jurisdiction over the Army.

Through mock trials, the legal experts found that their most likely outcome was forcing the Philippines Command to admit that the US troops who participated in the Battle of Singapore should enjoy the rights of US military war casualties, but they had no way to negate the legality of the insurance companies' coverage. This result was not what they had hoped for.

And the legal experts didn't know that at this moment, the head of the Morgan financial group had been summoned to Washington by Roosevelt. Roosevelt opened by asking, "Mr. Morgan, do you have anything to explain to me?"

Mr. Morgan was speechless for a moment. Over these years, Roosevelt had suppressed the American tycoons. The reason the tycoons were acting up now was entirely because they weren't optimistic about the course of the war ahead. The war had only been going on for two months, and the US military had already lost 300,000 men. According to Chinese war reports, over 50,000 US troops had been killed. Using the lower pension standard of $2,000 per person, 50,000 deaths would require $100 million in pensions.

If the war continued like this and US deaths exceeded a million, they would have to provide $10 billion in pensions. The total value of US industrial and agricultural output was less than $200 billion. This pension sum might look like only $10 billion, but it was hard expenditure. The total US tax revenue for 1941 was just over $20 billion. It was equivalent to spending half the tax revenue.

Although he harbored such suspicions, Roosevelt was a three-term president and commanded considerable authority. Moreover, Roosevelt's decision to enter the war was for America's future, and the Morgan group had fully supported it before. Faced with Roosevelt's interrogation, Morgan wanted to say something, but couldn't get anything out.

Roosevelt stared at Morgan. Seeing the expression of this financial magnate change, moving roughly in the direction of submission, his mood improved slightly. With the war having reached this point, Roosevelt was also under tremendous pressure. Especially after the Army General Staff and Navy General Staff had reviewed the war, Roosevelt hadn't expected that both the Chinese and American militaries had followed the same technological path. Identical electronic technology paths had directly pushed the war situation into a stalemate; China and the US would engage in a brutal war of attrition in the future. Roosevelt didn't want to fight a war of attrition, but with the war already started, he had no other choice. At this stage, Roosevelt could only ensure the American people possessed the psychological capacity to endure tragic losses.

Discussions targeting the massive number of war dead were unfavorable to the US. Even if there were discussions, they had to be suppressed until later, waiting until the American people became accustomed to such losses. So the Morgan group's behavior was undoubtedly a threat, and they had to be beaten down hard!
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After leaving the White House, Morgan cursed eighteen generations of Roosevelt's ancestors in his heart. But as his emotions subsided slightly, he immediately had his secretary wire New York to terminate the discussion among legal experts regarding the reparations issue.

Having issued that order, Morgan then had his secretary arrange a dinner with Rockefeller. Within the three months starting from October 1941, the combat power displayed by China had completely exceeded the assessments made by American financial groups. Now, the consensus among American consortiums was that the Rockefeller Group understood China best.

Upon returning to New York, Morgan went straight to the Rockefeller Center. In a room on the top floor, Rockefeller was already waiting. Morgan skipped the pleasantries and asked point-blank, "Do you believe China's oil industry can support its war requirements?"

Rockefeller replied calmly, "Why do you assume China will be the first to crack?"

Morgan paused for a moment. He already felt Rockefeller's view might be more accurate, but Rockefeller's perspective still exceeded his imagination. Organizing his thoughts, Morgan asked, "US domestic oil production can reach 1.4 billion barrels (about 200 million tons), while China's annual oil production is only 400 million barrels. Even adding oil from Southeast Asia and the Middle East, China's total production won't exceed 700 million barrels. Such a quantity of oil is insufficient to support China's demands."

Rockefeller shook his head. "In terms of total numbers, China's oil production may not compare to the United States. But at this stage, China's oil demand is primarily for diesel and kerosene. China's domestic oil and Southeast Asian oil are most convenient for producing diesel and kerosene. Especially since the Chinese Air Force uses kerosene as aviation fuel, while the high-octane gasoline used by the US Air Force costs 5 to 10 times as much as aviation kerosene. To maintain an air force of the same scale, China's cost is roughly half that of the US. If China's air force military expenditure were the same as the US, the number of Chinese aircraft would be double that of the US. Your judgment of China's oil situation is not rational."

Morgan had seen some similar assessments, but hearing it confirmed by Rockefeller himself forced him to believe the description was correct. Yet Morgan persisted with another question, "What about China's ships?"

Rockefeller answered calmly, "As far as I know, the tonnage of China's civilian vessels has already exceeded that of the United States. Assuming China's civilian shipping tonnage reaches 200 million tons, it can roughly satisfy China's needs in the Pacific and Indian Oceans."

Morgan didn't know how to refute Rockefeller's description, because he didn't want to admit the possibility that the United States might be defeated. Currently, the massive capital support for the Sino-American war was largely based on the premise that "China will be defeated." If the United States were defeated, American capital would instantly explode. Although even if American capital exploded, the Morgan consortium could still retain its current status, Morgan had no desire to bear such losses.

After stabilizing his mind for a while, Morgan asked, "Tell me all your thoughts. I can take it!"

Rockefeller looked at the obviously flustered Morgan with interest. It wasn't easy to make Morgan this exasperated. During the Great Depression of 1929, Morgan had burned through a billion dollars in two months to save the market. Even then, Morgan hadn't been this chaotic.

Unconsciously, the corners of Rockefeller's mouth tilted up slightly. Although Rockefeller did not wish for a US defeat, seeing these arrogant members of the American upper class in a panic did make him feel the ticket price was worth it. After several frank discussions with He Rui, Rockefeller believed that these self-righteous American fellows truly couldn't compare to He Rui's ruthlessness.

He Rui's World People's Liberation Plan was calculated through higher mathematics, while the American high command's view of the world order was summarized from past historical experience. One was a cold, rational engineering type, the other was a capitalist who believed the world should be grasped; the superiority between the two had long been decided.

After enjoying Morgan's state for a while, Rockefeller continued, "Morgan. China can do 30 billion dollars of business this year with the 500 million liberated people. In 1945, China might expand this business scale to 100 billion dollars. I've said what I can say; what else do you want me to say?"

"...Why didn't you say this before?" Morgan asked, almost in an interrogating tone.

Rockefeller replied calmly, "Because like you, I didn't believe China could achieve such great results on the battlefield. I was very clear about the United States' preparations in the military field, so I thought He Rui was bragging. Now, I have to admit, China's preparation for war is far more sufficient than I imagined."

Morgan sank into the sofa, raising his hand to cover his eyes, murmuring involuntarily, "Oh God, my God!"

For a moment, Rockefeller even felt a shred of sympathy for Morgan. Because when he saw the battle reports, Rockefeller had also couldn't help but mention God.

However, after a brief moment of weakness, Morgan recovered his previous firmness. He replied, "I believe the United States will not lose."

Rockefeller nodded. "I think so too; the United States can fight for a long time. But we have to recognize one thing: this war will only get more and more cruel. The United States will not compromise, and neither will China. We can already determine the upper limit the United States can reach, but the upper limit China can reach cannot yet be determined.

"Morgan, what if He Rui's goal of liberating the world isn't a slogan, but real? If the Soviet Union doesn't join China's camp, the US has to fight an economy with a population of 1.2 billion. If the Soviet Union joins, the US needs to fight an economy with a population of 1.4 billion. If the per capita industrial and agricultural output of this economy is one-quarter of the US, the US has to fight an economy three times its own size.

"I believe the United States won't lose. But the United States can't win."

Morgan was silent again for a good while before asking, "What do you plan to do?"

"I won't oppose the war. In order not to become a 'November Criminal' of the United States, I will firmly support the war," Rockefeller replied frankly.

Hearing this, Morgan felt some disdain for Rockefeller in his heart. But Morgan soon felt that Rockefeller was truly smart. From what Morgan understood of American public opinion, although the loss of 300,000 US troops had indeed filled the American people with anger toward the government and military, the American public no longer opposed the war. Such huge losses were a massive "sunk cost" for the American people, and they didn't want to oppose the war at such a time.

During this period, Morgan had used the American anti-leftist attitude to get rid of quite a few left-wing "muckrakers" who had once offended him. This process was so easy that it surprised Morgan. In the past, these left-wing "muckrakers" had gained a lot of support from the American public by writing books and articles attacking capitalists.

Now, the public was indifferent to these purged left-wing "muckrakers." Many Americans even believed that the left-wing "muckrakers" were indeed traitors to the United States. Even if these people weren't Chinese spies, they had at least greatly harmed America's interests.

Morgan stood up, looked at Rockefeller who claimed he would firmly support the war, and felt as if he were seeing a thousand-year-old fox. As an American oil tycoon, Rockefeller had no other choice.

*Truly a fellow who completely understands how to survive!* Morgan roasted him in his heart, but verbally only said, "Goodbye."

When leaving the Rockefeller Center, Morgan determined that the best way to protect his interests was to continue supporting the war. However, Morgan only wanted to support the war, not necessarily support winning it; Morgan would have to adopt more measures.

Compared to Morgan, Roosevelt was fully focused on how to win the war. After beating Morgan into line, Roosevelt held a meeting with the Secretary of War and the Chiefs of Staff of the Army, Navy, and Air Force. The meeting lasted a long time, and by the end, Roosevelt was exhausted. But the old man still carefully read through the combat applications with bloodshot eyes and signed his name on them.

Now Roosevelt had to win a major campaign, or at least inflict heavy damage on China. Not long ago, news that Indian independence activists had seized the urban area of Mumbai reached Roosevelt. If subsequent news consisted of similar losses, Roosevelt believed he had basically no chance of winning the next election.

Even if it was a pyrrhic victory, the United States needed a real victory!

The three US Chiefs of Staff knew they had been forcibly protected by Roosevelt, and at this point, they had no way of retreat. If they were defeated again, Roosevelt wouldn't be able to protect them either and could only let them be dishonorably dismissed.

Seeing Roosevelt sign the documents, the three Chiefs of Staff saluted Roosevelt simultaneously. At this moment, they didn't say any words of gratitude. All they had to do was figure out how to win the coming war.

On January 27, 1942, the Allied carrier formation cruising in the western Mariana Islands received news that traces of a US carrier formation had been discovered near the Marshall Islands.

The previous Great Battle of the Marianas had been intense, but the result was somewhat anticlimactic. Since both China and the US used computer fire-control radar, neither side's carrier-based air forces could breach the other's air defense system. In the Marianas air battle, China only sent out 300 fighters at a time, while the US fleet air defense radar could track targets significantly exceeding this number.

Upon learning that the US military had sortied again with the Marshall Islands as the target, Allied Navy Commander Yamamoto Isoroku ordered, "Sortie immediately! Engage the US carriers!"

Both China and the US had basically figured out the other's strength, so the US carriers didn't specifically avoid Allied reconnaissance. Similarly, the Allies didn't specifically avoid reconnaissance by US scout planes.

At 8:00 AM on January 29, the blips constantly appearing on the air search radars of both fleets confirmed that the opposing carriers were ready for battle. Almost at the same time, the fleet commanders of both sides ordered the launch of the first wave of attacks.

According to reconnaissance, both sides determined that the opponent had roughly four carrier groups, totaling eight aircraft carriers. Based on the experience of the Great Battle of the Marianas, the attack formations of both sides would be exhausted after launching at most two waves of attacks. The Asian Alliance believed their aircraft groups had stronger combat power, so they chose a direct approach. Sure enough, they didn't encounter the main US air groups head-on along the way.

When the Chinese air group saw the dense cluster of US ships on the sea surface from an altitude of 10,000 meters, as well as the huge silhouettes of aircraft carriers in the center, the radio receiving equipment installed on the Chinese fighters had also picked up the radio waves emitted by US radar.

After detecting the US radar frequency, the commander of the first attack wave asked over the radio, "Special Service Team, how is the aluminum foil cutting coming along?"

A voice came from the radio, "Special Service Team reports, aluminum foil cutting has begun, release in 10 minutes!"

The Chinese air group began to circle the US carrier formation outside the range of the US 5-inch anti-aircraft guns. As the service team, the H-6 fighters (Note: Likely a typo in source for a heavy fighter/bomber variant, preserved as H-6 per text) were under the strict protection of fighter jets. Inside the relatively large cabins, aluminum foil cutting machines rapidly cut thousands of pieces of aluminum foil to the required dimensions.

Ten minutes later, the H-6 fighters began to fly toward the US carrier formation. When they were 15 kilometers away, the cabin projection ports opened, and a massive amount of aluminum foil was released like scattering flowers from heaven.

With the appearance of the aluminum foil, large patches of snow immediately appeared on the screens of the US radar observations. It was as if countless Chinese fighters had appeared in the sky.

"Fxxk!"

"Momfxxk!"

"Sonofbi..." Curses erupted abruptly in various US radar control rooms.

The officers didn't have time to curse and immediately shouted, "Switch channels!"

"Notify the Commander!"

The Chinese H-6 fighters continued to release aluminum foil. The commander of the first wave saw the US fighters suddenly change formation, abandoning the escort state of closely watching the Chinese fighters and rushing toward the Chinese air group. He knew that the aluminum foil interference researched over the last month had worked. He immediately ordered: "J-10s engage! J-9s begin bombing run! Special Service Team, quickly determine the US military's new wavelength and produce the corresponding aluminum foil!"

Moments later, Chinese and American fighters were already dogfighting in the air. The J-9 fighters carrying torpedoes, bombs, and rockets, following pre-war training, divided into three teams and began attacking from low and high altitudes.

At this time, on the Chinese carrier formation, Chinese radar operators also lost the ability to determine targets due to the aluminum foil interference dropped by the US military. Although the Chinese fleet had predicted beforehand that the US military would also develop radar jamming tactics, when actually encountering such a situation, people in the radar rooms of various Chinese warships also constantly swore as they fell into crisis!

Citizens of both China and the US were human, and their reactions of impotent rage were about the same. However, both China and the US possessed the most advanced naval and air force equipment and technology in the world at this time. Like their American counterparts, the Chinese immediately switched wavelengths and continued to lock onto US fighters.

The response of the US carrier fighter group was similar. Through extensive testing, they had determined the effects of different sizes of aluminum foil on different wavelengths. While launching a fierce attack on the Chinese carrier formation, US fighters responsible for electronic signal collection provided data, and the US continued to throw out aluminum foil interference, causing the Chinese carrier formation's fire-control radars to fail again for a short time.

When the air battle reverted to relying solely on fighters and visual observation by anti-aircraft personnel on ships, the battle turned bloody in the blink of an eye. Whether Chinese or American ships, they all had to abandon anti-aircraft guns with calibers above 120mm, relying instead on 40mm rapid-fire guns and 20mm high-speed cannons to deal with enemy fighters.

Both China and the US had determined based on massive testing that aluminum foil interference was very effective, but not a panacea. The time left for both sides to attack was only half an hour. Within half an hour, the defending side would definitely be able to find a wavelength unaffected by interference. So once time was up, regardless of how many results were achieved during this time, the attack team had to retreat.

Chinese and US fleets simultaneously began to release smoke, and every warship began to execute Zig-Zag anti-aircraft maneuvers, seeking to avoid losses as much as possible before finding an interference-free frequency band.

The first to be hit was a Chinese destroyer. A US dive bomber rushed down almost vertically, dropping a bomb at an altitude of 500 meters. Twenty seconds after the US dive bomber pulled up, the bomb hit the rear of the smokestack of the Chinese destroyer, which was firing fiercely. The violent explosion shook the destroyer.

At this time, Chinese and American fighters were flying at high speeds in the channels formed by the warships. One fled and the other chased, and the pursuer was not safe either. The maneuverability of the US P-51 fighters was quite strong; some US fighters even momentarily shook off the pursuit of Chinese fighters through bold aerial maneuvers, turning around to pursue the Chinese fighters that had been chasing them.

Fighters from both sides constantly took hits and smoked. Fighters that lost control crashed directly into the sea, either diving into the ocean or skipping a few times on the surface like skipping stones. Colliding with seawater at high speed was like colliding with concrete. The fighters disintegrated immediately, and sharp-eyed naval officers and men on the warships could even see pilots being thrown directly out and falling into the sea.

"Cruiser *Huangshan* hit!"

"Destroyer *Xixia* hit!"

...

Bad news for the Chinese fleet came one after another. And the US military gained no advantage either; bad news also came one after another. But when the news that the aircraft carrier *Enterprise* had been hit by Chinese rockets reached the US Pacific Second Fleet Command, Vice Admiral Nimitz even closed his eyes momentarily.

And the Chinese aircraft carriers were also the main targets of the US attack. As long as the Chinese carriers lost combat effectiveness, the carrier-based aircraft formations on the US carriers could launch a fierce attack on the Chinese fleet without air cover.

At this moment, both the Chinese and US navies were very clear that they had both chosen the correct direction. If the belligerents in the naval battle were not China and the US, but other countries in the world, the naval battle would have already entered the slaughter phase!

The first wave of battle was extremely tragic. Under the desperate attacks of pilots from both China and the US, three Chinese aircraft carriers were hit. One was hit by two bombs in the center of the deck, losing takeoff and landing capabilities. The other two also suffered considerable damage.

On the American side, the aircraft carrier *Enterprise* was attacked by more than 30 rockets, and the warship caught fire. The deck of the aircraft carrier *Hornet* was severely damaged, losing combat capability.

In addition to aircraft carriers, cruisers and destroyers on both sides suffered losses. And to achieve such results, both China and the US lost nearly 100 fighter jets.



★


Who is the Oriole (16)

Volume 7 — Chapter 67

❧ ❧ ❧


On the flagships of the Chinese and American navies, Zhang Jianjun, Commander of the 5th Fleet of the Asian Coalition Navy, looked at the chart. Three hundred nautical miles away, Nimitz, Commander of the US Pacific 1st Fleet, punched the chart on his table. The two commanders issued the same order in Chinese and English respectively: "Begin the second wave of attack!"

The naval admirals of both China and the United States shared the same view: regardless of tonnage, ships in modern naval warfare were consumables. Compared to the previous naval battle, the radio interference technology employed this time allowed carrier-based aircraft to damage various enemy warships. In the next engagement, the opponent would certainly summarize the experience from this battle and develop newer countermeasures, so the tactics prepared this time would inevitably be countered to some extent. Since the latest means of both sides could still exert maximum efficiency at this stage, there was absolutely no reason to call a retreat before the combat power of the carrier formations was exhausted.

The carrier-based aircraft formations of the Chinese and American navies had long been awaiting orders. As the signal flags were raised, the fully loaded fighters started their engines and began to taxi and take off along the noticeably less crowded decks.

This time, the US military chose a direct attack. Under the surveillance of air search radar, any curved flight path had little practical significance. The purpose of the US military's curved route last time was merely to avoid direct air combat with Chinese carrier-based aircraft. At this stage, the means of both Chinese and US forces were clear, and it was time to clash in the air.

The American carrier-based pilots, ready for combat, did not see the Chinese fighter formations performing guard duties in the air until they flew near the Chinese aircraft carriers. This surprised the American pilots greatly. Had China not sent out a second wave of attacks?

Just then, the commander of the US attack formation received a telegram from the US carrier: "Enemy second wave attack has arrived near the formation."

The US attack formation commander ordered fiercely, "Prepare for battle! Make those Chinese homeless!"

"Sink the US carriers!" The voice of the commander of the Chinese second wave attack formation was filled with murderous intent.

Aluminum foil, thrown out by the fighters, danced in the wind like snowflakes at an altitude of several thousand meters. Chinese and American pilots flew through the gaps in the dense but no longer precise anti-aircraft fire, which created clusters of exploding shell smoke, and charged towards their planned targets.

This time, the fighters responsible for guarding their respective fleets did not immediately join the battle. Air search radars, having lost their continuous tracking ability, could not form an efficient air defense network. Neither the Chinese nor the American navy was helpless; instead, they adopted a countermeasure of making up for lack of precision with quantity.

The enemy air force was not here for a stroll; to complete their mission, they inevitably had to cut into the air defense fire net. At this stage, the air defense fire net would be used to weaken the enemy's combat power first. When the air defense fire switched to close-range shooting, the fighters would then join the fray. Otherwise, the powerful fire net, unable to accurately distinguish friend from foe, would accidentally injure a large number of friendly fighters.

The fighters in the second wave of attack formations of both China and the US dodged various anti-aircraft fire like butterflies flitting through flowers. Fighter after fighter circled, dived, and pulled up, performing various extreme maneuvers. Many of the anti-aircraft munitions streaking across the sky were tracer rounds added to test ballistics or signal commands.

The different colored lights were very conspicuous amidst the smoke screens released by the fleets. A large number of inconspicuous anti-aircraft shells and bullets formed a large net of death, shrouding the incoming enemy aircraft groups. Whether the fish would die or the net would break, both the Chinese and American armies were using lives as the price, attempting to deal a fatal blow to the enemy.

The carrier-based pilots were all blood boiling at this moment, with no thought of life or death in their minds. As the top fighter pilots in the military, every one of them knew very well that thinking about life and death in battle would only lead to a faster death. Many pilots understood this level through reason, while more pilots relied on intuition—once the battle began, considerations of life and death would not even surface in their minds.

In an extremely short time, the pilots who avoided the enemy's anti-aircraft fire charged into the medium-range circle. Every pilot was ready to engage the enemy pilots, and in the blink of an eye, they began to circle or kill with the enemy aircraft pouncing on them. While the fighters were entangled together, the pilots burdened with bombing missions began the final stage of the attack.

Whether dive bombers or level bombers, they all became targets for anti-aircraft machine guns. Bomber pilots had to find bombing angles while dodging the dense rain of bullets, leaving no room in their hearts to consider life and death.

As the bombing unfolded, reports of damaged warships came one after another in the fleet communications of both China and the US.

The second wave of attacks ended quickly. In the Asian Coalition's carrier battle group, four aircraft carriers were already emitting thick smoke and fierce fire. Before the war, the Chinese National Defense Force internally emphasized that the US military was by no means the "young master soldiers" blathered about in Chinese newspapers. Facts proved that the National Defense Force's judgment was correct.

The Chinese Air Force was not afraid of death in battle, and neither was the US Air Force. American pilots who were afraid of death could not have been selected for the carrier air wings. The US military was well-trained and technologically advanced, and the attack angles of their dive bombers were extremely tricky. Even in the face of the Chinese fleet's powerful air defense fire, American fighter pilots could still find various fleeting entry points.

Fleet Commander Zhang Jianjun's expression was grim; the loss of the aircraft carriers greatly exceeded imagination. But Zhang Jianjun quickly asked, "How many fighters do we have left that can continue to be committed to the third wave of attack?"

"Commander, should we be a bit more cautious?" Chief of Staff Li Guodong suggested.

Zhang Jianjun's expression remained grim. Facing the suggestion, he answered decisively, "I don't believe the US third wave of attack can make all our carriers lose their takeoff and landing capabilities! Even if there is only one carrier left capable of takeoff and landing, after the pilots land, push the planes into the sea immediately and clear the runway! As long as the pilots are fine, we can have as many planes as we need!"

The command center instantly quieted down considerably. The staff officers knew that Zhang Jianjun was burning his boats!

No one raised an objection. As Lieutenant General Zhang Jianjun said, replenishing aircraft was not a difficult problem. Compared to pilots who had accumulated combat experience, planes were worthless!

At this time, Lieutenant General Nimitz, Commander of the US Navy's 1st Pacific Fleet, also issued the same order. At this moment, of the eight US carriers, one was heavily damaged and three were moderately damaged. Although two had been hit by Chinese rockets in multiple places, the carriers had not lost their combat effectiveness. After ordering the launch of the third wave of attack, Lieutenant General Nimitz added, "After the third wave of attack ends, our forces will withdraw from the battlefield!"

The eight US carriers had 600 fighters of various types, and had lost about 300 at this point. The remaining fighters were indeed enough to launch a third wave of attack. The US military had now determined that each Chinese carrier was equipped with 90 fighters, meaning the eight carriers had 720 fighters. According to US military statistics, China had also lost about 300 fighters. The US military indeed still had the strength to fight.

Looking at the somewhat hesitant staff officers, Lieutenant General Nimitz did not explain much, only saying, "Now is our chance to inflict heavy damage on the Chinese fleet. We cannot watch this opportunity slip away!"

The US Navy officers could all understand Nimitz's view. While developing interference technology, the US research department was also working hard to study how to counter interference and had made considerable progress. Judging from the current development progress of the Chinese Navy, the next engagement would be even more brutal. If they could inflict greater losses on China in this naval battle, the next engagement would at least be a little easier.

Since no one objected, the third wave of attacks from both China and the US was launched again. To avoid a head-on collision with the Chinese carrier-based aircraft group, the US military chose a straight-line flight path. Just as the US fleet staff anticipated, the US fighters did not encounter the Chinese aircraft group. This news relieved many US officers, but also caused many officers who were certain of the aggressive spirit of the Chinese naval commanders to frown.

With nearly half their losses, the Chinese naval commanders still firmly attacked the US fleet. This attitude posed a huge threat to the US military. Given the current technological level of China and the US, fighting like this would sooner or later lead to the possibility of one side suddenly gaining an advantage in a major naval battle. If the US Navy gained the advantage, it would be fine. But if the Chinese Navy gained the advantage, the US Navy would inevitably suffer heavy losses. Thinking of such a future, the brows of those frowning US naval officers furrowed even deeper.

Within just an hour, the third wave of attacks from both sides had begun. With the experience of the first two waves, the third wave of attacks from both China and the US was extremely sharp and also extremely tragic. Radar operators on all ships had completed a large number of tests in the past month. After two waves of attacks, they had improved a lot in their techniques for switching wavelengths.

Although interference could not be avoided at long distances, after enemy fighters entered close range, they were all gradually able to switch to effective wavelengths more quickly.

Those pilots who tried to find more effective attack angles suffered losses far higher than in the first two attacks. Conversely, those pilots who launched attacks with the simplest ideas from the beginning were able to strike and leave, thereby surviving better.

Both China and the US had already withdrawn their damaged carriers, and the undamaged carriers all became the main targets of attack. Pillars of water shot up into the sky around the carriers, and the cruisers serving as air defense nodes also received special attention. The thick smoke from various burning warships mixed into the smoke screening the fleet, making visibility even blurrier.

The third wave of attack lasted for 20 minutes. Although both the Chinese and US fleets suffered heavy losses, they were both able to maintain a basic air defense system. Fighters from both sides all chose to end the attack and left the battlefield without looking back.

In this attack, two more US carriers were hit and lost their takeoff and landing capabilities. When Lieutenant General Nimitz prepared to speak, the US officers in the command room unknowingly held their breath. Hearing Lieutenant General Nimitz order, "Disengage from combat, maintain careful guard!" the US officers all breathed a sigh of relief.

On the Asian Coalition side, after Zhang Jianjun learned that another 110 fighters had been lost, he sighed and issued the order to retreat. At this time, on the two Chinese carriers that could still launch and recover fighters, fighters were occasionally pushed from the deck into the sea. No matter how many Chinese fighters there were, they could not exert combat effectiveness without a takeoff and landing platform. Since the fleet had done its best, there was no need to take risks.

After the Chinese and US navies tacitly disengaged from combat, American newspapers began to publish extras, proclaiming that the US military had won a "great victory." The US military did not mention that they had lost more than 30 cruisers and destroyers, but instead focused their propaganda on the fact that their capital ships had not been sunk. As the opponent of the US military, the Chinese Navy was proclaimed by American newspapers to have lost 4 aircraft carriers, 2 battleships, 8 cruisers, and 27 destroyers.

The American people needed such a great victory too much. After hearing the news on the radio or in the newspapers, spontaneous marching columns appeared in many large cities. The streets became a sea of waving Stars and Stripes, dotted with a small number of British flags and quite a few Nazi swastikas. The American people felt the power of unity in the flow of marchers.

Compared to the United States, the Chinese government's propaganda regarding the Marshall Naval Battle was not particularly enthusiastic. The focus of propaganda at this time was China's successful landing on Ceylon, also known as Sri Lanka (the Lion Kingdom). Furthermore, in the Battle of Sri Lanka, a detachment of the Indian Ocean Fleet centered on two British battleships and the aircraft carrier *Ark Royal* was sunk.

In addition, after capturing Mumbai, the Indian National Army held the city against the British counterattack. The Chinese government confidently announced that British colonial rule in India would soon end. In all of Asia, only Australia, New Zealand, and the Arabian Peninsula remained under colonial rule. China's next step was to completely liberate these regions!

These were the tasks of the propaganda department. Coalition Navy Commander Yamamoto Isoroku flew directly to the capital to see He Rui. Upon meeting Yamamoto, He Rui praised, "The Navy fought well."

These words immediately put Yamamoto at ease. Yamamoto did not evaluate the Marshall Naval Battle, but instead asked about the Midway Naval Battle that had been abandoned halfway before. "Chairman, Yamaguchi is preparing to take advantage of the opportunity of the US carrier losses to launch the Midway Naval Battle. I feel this battle will be very arduous."

"Commander Yamamoto, current electronic technology cannot achieve radar interference, and electronic equipment unaffected by interference like aluminum foil cannot be developed at this stage." He Rui had already seen the battle report and explained to Yamamoto, "At this stage, neither the US military nor our military can achieve information sharing within the fleet. Yamaguchi-kun wants to fight the Battle of Midway; although it is very dangerous, there is a chance of winning."

Mentioning the technological development of the US military made Yamamoto's head ache. Yamamoto understood America's industrial strength very well, but when American cutting-edge technology was displayed, Yamamoto was truly somewhat afraid after the fact. If China did not possess technology that was in no way inferior to the United States, the current campaign would have ended in a great American victory.

Lieutenant General Zhang Jianjun's command of the campaign seemed to be just force against force, but in reality, the technological content intrinsic to the campaign was extremely high. In this world, China and the US were in the first tier, while Britain was considered a naval power only second to China and the US. In the Battle of Ceylon that ended not long ago, China had only dispatched a fleet centered on two aircraft carriers to easily annihilate half the ships of the British Indian Ocean Fleet.

According to battle reports, the British fleet also possessed fleet air defense systems obtained from the United States. In the battle, the British military did their best. But the British Navy was only using American technology and equipment; because they had not participated in the research and development, there were many gaps in details when using them. Facing opponents of the same level, these slight gaps were not fatal. But for the Chinese Navy, these detailed problems were various flaws. Utilizing these flaws, the Chinese Navy easily inflicted heavy damage on the British forces.

In the engagement with the US military, the US military did not have these flaws. Based on their own research and development, the US military even tried hard to find some flaws in the Chinese Navy to launch attacks. Only two days after the Marshall Naval Battle ended, the Coalition Navy had already summarized a thick volume of content. Most of it was detailed issues that only China and the United States could understand.

Thinking of this, Yamamoto asked, "He-kun, should we ask Yamaguchi-kun to wait a bit longer?"

Since Yamamoto used the address "He-kun," He Rui also spoke his more personal, true views. "Yamamoto-kun. The US military should have also discovered these detailed problems, but they cannot solve them at present. If we wait a while longer, the US military is very likely to solve these problems. And the Japanese Combined Fleet still hasn't gained any advantage. Of course, the armies of both China and Japan are my heart and soul. This matter should be decided by the Navy Commander."

Yamamoto hesitated for a moment, but did not ask whether this "Navy Commander" referred to the Coalition Navy Commander or the Japanese Navy Commander.

For Japan, participating in this war was a gamble on the nation's destiny. This gamble did not start now, but began when Japan broke out in revolution and killed the Emperor and his son. Yamamoto knew very well back then that Japan had to win a future in the great war that would decide the world's destiny.

Now, there was a view in Japan that Japan could hide behind China. Just like the Soviet Union acting as a mantis stalking the cicada, or at least a key and important force. Yamamoto was extremely contemptuous of the insight of this group of people! These people were short-sighted themselves and thought others were fools too. How could a powerful country like China give Japan benefits for nothing? If they did nothing, the profits distributed after the war would also be very small.

Thinking of this, Yamamoto asked, "He-kun, can we do a wargame simulation?"

He Rui knew Yamamoto was not very confident, so he smiled and said, "I refuse."

Yamamoto was not surprised. He asked sincerely, "He-kun understands military development so well. Without He-kun's deduction, I cannot understand the upper limits of war."

He Rui did not care about Yamamoto's flattery, but answered seriously, "Our engagement with the US military is full of various uncertainties, but the engagement with the British military can be fought very handily. It is because the current US military is innovating and constantly progressing in new fields, rather than entering a stage where they only know set patterns like Britain."

Speaking of this, He Rui asked, "Can we just have a discussion between you and me?"

Yamamoto was delighted in his heart and quickly answered, "I would like to hear the details."

He Rui then explained, "Both the Chinese and American navies are currently doing their utmost to develop technology. As long as technology improves, it can unleash amazing combat power. However, in the current technological bottleneck period, whoever has more elite pilots is more likely to win the campaign. I believe Yamaguchi-kun highly recognizes the level of Japanese pilots."

Yamamoto thought for a while before nodding somewhat helplessly. "xx Immortal" was still a Japanese characteristic to this day, and the Japanese Air Force's more than 20,000 pilots also followed the selection mode of exerting human characteristics to the limit. In the past two years, Yamamoto had become very disgusted with such thinking. But he didn't expect He Rui to actually think that individual peculiarities would have an unexpected influence in a special stage of war.

After nodding helplessly, Yamamoto answered, "Chairman, I will allow Commander Yamaguchi to launch the Battle of Midway."

He Rui gave a bitter smile. "Hehe, then let's look forward to Yamaguchi-kun's lasting military fortune."
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High above Tokyo, gazing down at the dense clusters of buildings through the porthole, Yamamoto's lingering hesitation dissipated completely. Since the success of the Japanese Revolution, Japan had integrated into the Asian Economic Community over the past decade, resulting in rapid economic development. If Japan wished to continue this development, standing aloof was impossible. Regardless of the price, Japan had to shoulder its responsibilities.

With a resolve to either succeed or die trying, Allied Naval Commander Yamamoto asked immediately upon seeing Japanese Naval Commander Yamaguchi Tamon, "Yamaguchi-kun, are you ready?"

Yamaguchi looked calm. "Yamamoto-kun, I can lead the fleet out at any time."

Just as they exchanged a sentence, an adjutant ran in to report, "Prime Minister Ishiwara has arrived outside."

Moments later, footsteps approached, and Ishiwara Kanji walked briskly into the naval headquarters. Seeing the two salute, Ishiwara stepped forward to shake their hands, then immediately said, "I heard He-kun has already ordered the abolition of the agricultural tax in China starting from 1942. The Japanese public is waiting with bated breath, waiting for us to abolish the agricultural tax as well!"

Yamaguchi had not read a newspaper recently and was slightly surprised by the news. "Prime Minister, why is He-kun cancelling the agricultural tax? Is China's treasury so overflowing with money that they can't spend it all?"

Knowing Yamaguchi Tamon's level of economic understanding, Ishiwara had to explain, "He-kun isn't cancelling the agricultural tax because there's too much money, but because he believes China no longer needs forced grain requisition. Southeast Asian countries, Burma, and India are all grain exporters. The bulk grain needed by Chinese cities can be maintained through imports. After the Chinese rural population no longer has to pay the 30% agricultural tax, their consumption power will also increase rapidly."

Yamaguchi was an expert in naval matters but a layman in economics. His understanding of national economics was limited to the concept that increased consumption power led to economic prosperity. As for *how* to increase consumption power, Yamaguchi neither knew nor cared to know.

Hearing that Ishiwara was still talking about consumption power, Yamaguchi listened without a word. Yamamoto knew Yamaguchi had little interest, so he remained silent as well. When facing members of the Diet, Prime Minister Ishiwara would talk endlessly about economics, but facing Yamaguchi, who didn't understand real economics and politics, he didn't say much. After covering the basic points, Ishiwara gave the bottom line: "Yamaguchi-kun, if we win, Japan will also cancel the agricultural tax for three years!"

Yamaguchi, who could name almost every active Japanese naval officer, immediately perked up. If the Japanese government stopped collecting the 30% agricultural tax, the families of naval officers and men could go from merely not starving to eating their fill. Yamaguchi bowed sharply and answered decisively, "Prime Minister, I will definitely win this battle!"

Yamamoto sighed inwardly but said nothing. More than a decade ago, on a snowy night in Tokyo, Ishiwara had killed the Emperor's entire family. For the next two or three years, a vast number of Japanese citizens regarded Ishiwara's actions as "regicide." But three years later, when ordinary Japanese families could eat cheap rice, the common view of Ishiwara shifted to: "Although Ishiwara committed regicide, he truly saved Japan."

By now, starvation had vanished from Japan. Life was passable for the people. Not only did no one mention the "regicide," but the Future Society led by Ishiwara won every election with a landslide. If Ishiwara abolished Japan's agricultural tax, his prestige would rise even further.

Although Yamamoto was one of those whose interests had been damaged during the Japanese Revolution, and he had his own views on Ishiwara, up to this point, he believed there were no issues with the strategy Ishiwara had formulated for Japan. There were also no particular problems with policy formulation and execution; the lives of the Japanese people were truly getting better day by day. Even if Yamamoto had suffered personal losses, he believed the Japanese people had truly been saved, and his own losses had real value.

Ishiwara felt no such sentimentality. Seeing Yamaguchi so confident, he asked for Yamaguchi's views on the campaign. Yamaguchi immediately pulled over a map, pointing to Wake Island and the Marshall Islands to its south. "Prime Minister, seizing Wake Island will facilitate the battle for the Marshall Islands. In the intelligence I received..."

Yamaguchi's finger pointed to the Solomon Islands north of Australia. "The US Navy is struggling to maintain its defenses in the Solomon Islands. If they lose the Solomons, the supply line between Australia and the United States will be completely threatened. In the great naval battle of the Marshall Islands a few days ago, Yamamoto-kun commanded the Chinese carrier fleet and inflicted heavy damage on the US carrier fleet, forcing six US carriers to return to the distant West Coast for repairs, unable to join combat in the short term."

After speaking, Yamaguchi's finger pointed back to Wake Island. "Now, our forces will depart from Guam and first attack Wake Island, which is less than 1,000 kilometers from Guam. Wake Island is 1,800 kilometers from Midway, making it impossible for it to receive air support from US forces at Midway. Currently, over 1,000 fighter jets are stationed on Guam. Our carriers, supported by land-based aviation from Guam, can engage any number of US carrier fleets near Wake Island and defeat them..."

Ishiwara was a strategist at heart, favoring fighting with superior numbers and engaging from close range. Moreover, as an Army officer who attended the academy before World War I, he had long believed that air power should play a greater role, so he strongly agreed with Yamaguchi's plan.

Yamamoto had long known Yamaguchi's plan. His real worry was that Yamaguchi, a carrier fanatic, might get hot-headed and start a decisive carrier battle with the US Navy near Midway. So Yamamoto listened quietly, waiting for Yamaguchi to explain how he would attack Midway.

After Yamaguchi finished explaining how to take Wake Island, he pointed to the campaign's ultimate objective: Midway. "Prime Minister, the space available on Wake Island is limited; it can accommodate at most four fighter wings. The task of these four wings is to provide continuous escort. The naval battle between our forces and the US military will be a coordinated operation between land-based aviation and aircraft carriers. It must absolutely not be a unilateral battle between carriers and the US Pacific Fleet from Hawaii. I also hope the Chinese fleet will push forward with full force when we launch our attack, fighting for every island to pin down the US forces and keep them on the run!"

Hearing that Yamaguchi didn't intend to force a brute-force confrontation, Yamamoto relaxed. Although he commanded the Allied Navy, he was effectively commanding the Chinese Navy. He Rui had shown immense magnanimity in letting Yamamoto, a Japanese man, command the Chinese Navy which bore the brunt of the most critical fighting, and in doing so, had gained enormous political capital.

Japanese society couldn't change its petty nature. Although they admitted the Japanese Navy was stronger than the Chinese Navy when discussing them, when war actually came, Japanese society remembered that the current Chinese Navy was much larger than Japan's, and generally worried that He Rui would make the Japanese Navy shoulder the heaviest tasks.

The war had gone on until now, and Japan had followed behind China without being used as cannon fodder, so domestic worries in Japan had largely subsided. As China won victory after victory, discussions began in Japan that the Japanese military should also show its worth.

Seeing Yamaguchi finish his operational briefing, Ishiwara asked, "What if our forces cannot win?"

Yamaguchi answered frankly, "There are only two possibilities where our forces cannot win this operation. Either the weather remains consistently poor, preventing us from operating, or the US Navy concentrates its entire force in Hawaii, possessing absolute numerical superiority. If it's the former, we can wait until the weather is suitable to attack. If it's the latter, the Chinese Navy can seize a large number of islands during this phase. Especially the Marshall Islands.

"Once the Marshall Islands are taken, the situation will change completely. The Marshalls are less than 1,000 kilometers from Wake Island, which will become a transit base. Through aerial staging, Wake Island can maintain the capacity to operate 800 fighters. Added to the carrier-based fighters, we will maintain a scale of 2,000 fighters in continuous combat near Midway. If the US military wants to fight to the bitter end, we will fight them to the bitter end!"

Ishiwara was somewhat shaken by Yamaguchi Tamon's combat resolve. Before Ishiwara could speak, Yamaguchi pointed to the vast Central and South Pacific. "The US military does not have the ability to train a large number of naval aviators in a short time. According to intelligence, the combined total of Chinese and Japanese naval aviators and carrier-based pilots is enough to field 70,000 fighter jets at sea. The US is said to be able to field 50,000. Even with a one-to-one exchange ratio, after both sides exhaust their forces, China and Japan will still have 20,000 fighters left to continue the fight, while the US will have to abandon this immense ocean area. I do not believe the US military will fight to the bitter end."

Hearing Yamaguchi's firmness, neither Ishiwara nor Yamamoto made another sound. Ishiwara, in particular, could find no strategic fault with Yamaguchi Tamon's plan.

It was 2,000 kilometers from Midway to Hawaii. The current main US fighters, the P-47 and P-51, had very limited combat time after flying from Hawaii to Midway. The US military truly could not transfer 50,000 pilots there. Even counting the 18 carrier groups the US could currently operate and all fighters in the Hawaii region, the US would not be able to field more than 5,000 fighters at Midway. The combined Chinese and Japanese forces could deploy over 4,000 combat aircraft in a single wave.

Moreover, Yamaguchi Tamon's concept of using Wake Island as a transit hub was highly feasible because Chinese and Japanese fighters could hop from island airfield to island airfield all the way to Wake Island, making logistics far more convenient than for the US forces.

Yamaguchi Tamon's plan seemed reckless, but strategically it was flawless. Strategic planning is called *miaosuan* (temple calculation) in China, meaning calculations made in the ancestral temple before the war. Strategy leads to victory because it is correct, and it is correct because it is the result of cold calculation. Our side has more troops, better equipment, and better training; we can exhaust the enemy through numbers. As long as the strategic calculation is correct, the only thing left to watch out for is the mindset of "underestimating the enemy."

As for details, such as whether the US military would launch a surprise attack on Wake Island during the campaign, Ishiwara didn't even want to ask. Yamaguchi was no incompetent; he didn't mention this possibility simply because there was no need to mention it.

Ishiwara looked at Yamamoto. Yamamoto felt he should pour some cold water on Yamaguchi, so he asked sternly, "Has Yamaguchi-kun considered a pure carrier duel?"

Yamaguchi answered immediately, "I will do my best to avoid such a situation. If the US military truly wants a decisive battle with us at Wake Island, I would be happy to see a battle between US carrier fleets and our land-based aviation."

Seeing that Yamaguchi had no intention of acting foolishly, Yamamoto turned to Ishiwara. "Prime Minister, I support Yamaguchi-kun's plan."

Ishiwara nodded immediately. "Yamaguchi-kun, I await your triumphant return. Once Midway is taken, I will not only proclaim your victory to the nation but also announce the suspension of the agricultural tax for three years!"

Hearing this, Yamaguchi Tamon stood up immediately and replied, "Your Excellency Prime Minister, Your Excellency Commander, I will go prepare now."

After Yamaguchi left, Ishiwara lowered his head and tapped the armrest of the sofa lightly, obviously thinking about something. Yamamoto wanted to take his leave, but felt Ishiwara seemed to have more to say, so he could only wait.

After a silence, Ishiwara looked up and asked, "Yamamoto-kun, you saw with your own eyes He-kun opening up the Southeast Asian market. What is your evaluation?"

"Far beyond expectations!" Yamamoto answered decisively. The economy of the Asian Economic Community had developed rapidly over the past decade, but by 1940, it had reached a situation where market consumption power could not grow. The war shattered the old economic system of the Southeast Asian colonies, and China reorganized the Southeast Asian economy with extreme speed, integrating it into the Asian Economic Community.

Massive amounts of raw materials and tropical products from Southeast Asia entered China, while Chinese industrial goods entered Southeast Asia. It was as if in the blink of an eye, new trade created massive orders. Not only were Chinese factories running at full capacity, but people in Southeast Asia were also buying more cheap goods. As a key nation within the Asian Economic Community, Japan also pulled itself out of the economic crisis.

Yamamoto didn't mention these details because Ishiwara, as the promoter of Japan joining the Asian Economic Community, knew them very well. Yamamoto simply said, "In the past three months, I have witnessed the fusion of the Southeast Asian economy and the Asian Economic Community. I can finally confirm that colonialism is an extremely backward system. To build a better world economy, colonialism must be eliminated!"

This was Yamamoto's heartfelt belief. Although Yamamoto had heard He Rui describe the future world order more than a decade ago, no matter how much he thought about it, he found his own thinking couldn't escape the colonialist mindset, always thinking about how to plunder. Only after seeing the Southeast Asian economy integrate with the Asian Economic Community in a mutually beneficial way did Yamamoto realize that minimizing economic bloodsucking didn't make China lose out; instead, it solved the problem of underemployment for China's 300 million industrial workers.

China liberated the colonial peoples and carried out socialist revolutions in the colonies. The colonial peoples received means of production and earned money by selling their products, naturally gaining the ability to consume more necessities. For example, the four southern countries that had been independent for nearly two years now had two harvests a year, and some places three. Everyone received land, and the export of grain and raw materials was no longer exploited, leading to booming exports.

If China had been like other colonial powers, exploiting the already impoverished Southeast Asian people, where would the colonial people get the money to buy Chinese goods?

China not only liberated the colonies according to He Rui's plan but also gave the liberated areas certain pricing power according to his plan. This broke another of Yamamoto's intuitive errors. Yamamoto felt industrial goods should be sold more expensively for higher profits. But Chinese goods were sold at low prices to former colonial areas, while the prices paid for products from those areas were not low. Overall, China did not extract excess profits from them.

But the results were excellent. Taking the four southern countries which became independent earlier as an example, because no excess profits were extracted and they were given certain pricing power, trade between both sides was very active. In just two years, the lives of the local people were completely revitalized. Everyone had several sets of clothes, and they no longer wore straw sandals or rag shoes, but normal shoes like the people of China and Japan. If there was a difference, it was probably that the daily necessities used by the people of the four southern countries were very suitable for the local climate.

Furthermore, China did not treat the colonial people like monkeys but truly respected the people of these countries. Again, taking the four southern countries as an example, China did not crudely push aside the people of the former colonial countries to cooperate only with the former upper class. Instead, they cooperated with local progressive forces to overthrow the local old upper class. Afterwards, China and the local new governments cooperated on how to build a new order and develop the local economy through learning and discussion.

A large number of members of the local new governments went to China to observe, visit, and temporarily join Chinese government departments to personally experience how the Chinese government actually operated. At the same time, China also helped former colonial countries send a large number of personnel to China for study.

Although these countries did not truly master how to run a modern economy in a short time, nor did they truly believe that China's model could be copied to their countries, their new leadership had truly experienced, seen, and learned it. So they could at least understand how to implement the national construction methods proposed by China. They built various departments in their countries to coordinate with Chinese investment and managed to get these departments running barely.

China carried out long-term loan investments in these countries, with loan terms often starting at 20 years. These countries could now earn money through exports to China, and their citizens earned wages by participating in this infrastructure construction. As long as they could earn money, the fiscal systems of these countries could operate. If the finances could operate normally, the government could stabilize.

Although there were all sorts of messes within these newly established governments, what China sought at this stage was not to make money from these countries, but to integrate their markets into the Asian Economic Community. As long as trade between China and these countries grew larger, and the domestic markets of these former colonial countries grew larger, China's domestic unemployment problem would become smaller. From the perspective of the Chinese government, as long as the investments in these former colonial countries could roughly break even within 20 years, that was enough.

Yamamoto figured out the significance of a broader market for China, which could be considered a sudden awakening. If the economies of these former colonial countries could increase fivefold in 20 years, like China's, the revenue from normal trade alone would clear all debts. And after 20 years, the benefits China would gain would only be greater, not smaller. This was true long-term profit!

Now the Asian Economic Community operated on a fiat currency system. Money was printed by the government; they could print as much as they wanted. The Chinese government could print money desperately, but it couldn't print a market. In the 20-year long-term investment in former colonies, because China gained an overseas market of hundreds of millions or even a billion people, it could eliminate the social costs brought by unemployment within China. This benefit could not be measured by the money invested.

Ishiwara listened to Yamamoto's account, feeling truly moved. The reason he launched the Japanese Revolution was precisely because he looked forward to such a future. When China built a new world order and gained the world market, Japan could also get a slice of the pie from this new order. If he hadn't believed that He Rui could definitely build such a world order, Ishiwara would never have killed so many Japanese people, including the Emperor's entire family, for a Chinese man.
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Following the Great Naval Battle of the Marshalls, every American officer and sailor who participated was promoted at least one rank, and medals were awarded to all. Upon rushing back to Washington, Vice Admiral Nimitz was whisked straight from the airport to the White House, where his promotion ceremony took place. Under the gaze of White House officials and staff, the President of the United States—the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces by law—personally handed the insignia of Admiral to the naval commander.

Initially, White House staff had considered having President Roosevelt personally pin the new rank insignia on Admiral Nimitz. However, given President Roosevelt’s physical disability and inability to stand, Nimitz would have had to kneel on the floor—much like a general receiving a promotion from an emperor—for Roosevelt to reach him. The idea was dropped.

Once the promotion ceremony concluded, the gathered spectators applauded enthusiastically. Admiral Nimitz managed only a polite, squeezed-out smile; he had not come to Washington to preen before the public or bask in glory. Fortunately, the people inside the White House were astute; they quickly cleared the room to allow the Admiral and the President time to talk.

When only a few key officials remained in the Oval Office, Admiral Nimitz voiced his concerns with striking candor. "Mr. President, according to our assessments, the U.S. Navy currently requires at least fifty aircraft carriers capable of matching their Chinese counterparts..."

Roosevelt showed no surprise, simply listening quietly. Other naval officials had already hinted at similar views through various channels; Nimitz was clearly taking on the role of formally presenting these demands.

Nimitz was well aware of his role, and he was willing to play it. When the President began asking specific questions, the Admiral pulled documents from his briefcase. The President and his key officials gathered around the blueprints as Nimitz analyzed the current situation.

The blueprints displayed China's active carriers alongside America's most advanced *Essex*-class carriers. The difference in their silhouettes was stark. The American *Essex*-class featured the standard rectangular deck, while the Chinese carriers possessed an angled flight deck extending from the rear of the main deck for aircraft recovery. American fighter pilots had been deeply impressed by this landing layout; the flight deck allowed Chinese carriers to launch and recover aircraft simultaneously, boosting their combat efficiency to nearly double that of American carriers.

After outlining the equipment and quantities the U.S. military currently needed, Nimitz did not conceal his perspective. "Mr. President, I believe the United States will face immense pressure in the Pacific in the current phase."

Roosevelt was not displeased by this ominous prediction. Nimitz was merely stating publicly what some of Roosevelt’s true confidants had already concluded in private. The American upper echelon had already acknowledged that China's industrial capacity was in no way inferior to that of the United States. Furthermore, China's supply lines were far shorter. Whether dispatching fleets or providing logistical support to the Pacific theater, China enjoyed a significant advantage over the U.S. Damaged Chinese warships could return to shipyards for major repairs within a month, whereas the United States required more than double that time.

Comparing the two, China's cost of sustaining the war was far lower than America's. According to the most unfavorable assessments, China's cost to maintain the Pacific War was only half that of the United States. Given that China's industrial strength matched America's, and their military spending was roughly equivalent, the other half of their war chest allowed China to act with impunity in the Indian Ocean.

The United States was already straining every nerve in the Pacific and had no spare capacity to project significant power into the Indian Ocean. The British forces, who were supposed to be holding the line against China there, had suffered a string of shameful defeats. The most recent and humiliating of these involved 100,000 white troops from the British homeland failing to take a city defended by less than 30,000 local Indian insurgents.

The British had offered an explanation for this. The 20,000-strong rabble of Indian locals inside Mumbai was not the issue; the reason the 100,000 British troops couldn't breach the city was entirely because they were being bombed by thousands of Chinese fighter sorties every day. They were simply too busy trying to survive.

The United States could empathize with Britain's pain, as American forces frequently engaged hundreds, if not thousands, of Chinese fighters. If not for the fact that American industrial strength was sufficient to rival China's, the U.S. military would have collapsed long ago.

Roosevelt did not touch upon specific tactical issues; that was not his responsibility. instead, he laid out the requirements from a strategic level. "General, for the current phase, we must hold the line. We must buy time for the coming counteroffensive."

"Mr. President, to hold the line at this stage, we must rely on a greater volume of equipment to counter the Chinese offensive," Nimitz replied. The United States had begun comprehensive war preparations in 1938. According to the plan, by 1943, the U.S. Navy was to have over forty-eight large aircraft carriers and 100,000 combat aircraft. The preparations had been truly thorough, but China's preparations were evidently even more so. The U.S. military was finding it difficult to counter China's aviation advantage.

Roosevelt looked toward his Special Assistant, known as the "Shadow President." The assistant immediately spoke up: "There are currently six carriers on the verge of commissioning. Within three months at most, our carrier count will reach thirty-six. By June 1943, we can reach forty-eight."

Nimitz had no desire to deceive anyone, so he responded, "Mr. President, I now find myself in strong agreement with General MacArthur's view. China's campaign objective is not to defeat our military in a decisive battle, but to consume us. Our logistical strain places us at a disadvantage in a war of attrition. If we cannot field double China's equipment in a short time, could we perhaps provide a large number of submarines to sever China's shipping lanes and weaken their logistical advantage?"

Roosevelt neither opposed nor endorsed Nimitz's request. Instead, he continued to press on whether the U.S. military could hold the line. Roosevelt was responsible for strategy. As long as the strategy was correct, the loss of an army group, or the loss of several—or even a dozen—carrier battle groups, could be remedied by producing more equipment and drafting and training more troops to throw into the grinder.

But once the strategy failed, no amount of equipment or personnel thrown in would matter. History offered no precedent of reversing a strategic defeat through tactical victories. For Europeans and Americans, they rarely cited the Chu-Han Contention, preferring instead the example of Hannibal.

Hannibal had won numerous classic battles that were passed down through history; the Battle of Cannae was the dream of every general. Yet, that single victory did not reverse Carthage's fate. Rome, on the contrary, grew stronger as it fought, eventually annihilating Carthage.

Based on the disparity of power between China and the U.S. revealed by the war, Roosevelt and his core team of advisors had already determined America's subsequent strategy: integrate Europe's industrial capacity and first withstand China's offensive. Once China showed signs of fatigue, a total counteroffensive would begin. Therefore, at this stage, the U.S. military absolutely could not be driven out of the Pacific. Regardless of the cost, they had to hold.

During the conversation, Roosevelt judged that Nimitz understood this strategy and was indeed thinking along its lines. However, Nimitz's assessment of the battle situation appeared rather pessimistic. Listening to Nimitz, it sounded as if there was a high probability the U.S. military would not be able to withstand China's attacks in the current phase.

There was no issue with Nimitz's competence, yet Roosevelt began to consider whether a change of command was needed. The White House knew China's offensive was incredibly sharp; right now, the White House needed a general capable of holding off the Chinese attack at any cost. Every shipyard in Europe and America was full, with shipbuilding capacity stretched to its limit.

In various American shipyards and naval research institutes, designs for American carriers modeled after the new Chinese carriers were nearly complete. Within a year at most, new American carriers would be launched. What the White House needed now was time, and a general who could win that time for the White House.

Roosevelt asked, "General, if you are in command, how long can the U.S. military hold?"

Nimitz answered frankly, "Mr. President, if it is merely a matter of holding Hawaii, I can guarantee holding it for nine months."

Roosevelt said nothing more. Although he knew the U.S. would certainly lose quite a few islands in the coming campaigns, the level of performance Nimitz could promise was far from what Roosevelt expected. Without continuing the discussion, Roosevelt ended the meeting. Once Nimitz had left, Roosevelt asked the Chief of Naval Operations, "Are there any other candidates?"

The Chief of Naval Operations had no desire to mislead Roosevelt. Nimitz's judgment was not made in isolation; it was the shared view of many outstanding officers within the Navy. The worst problem the U.S. military faced at this stage was that the U.S. wanted to win the war by defeating China, while China wanted to win the war by exhausting the United States.

Before the war broke out, the United States truly did not believe China had the capacity to stand against the powerful U.S. for long. The Chief of Naval Operations was unwilling to say it aloud, but in his heart, he had already admitted that on the strategic level, the United States seemed to have truly fallen to a disadvantage.
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The Japanese military circles generally considered Navy Commander Yamaguchi Tamon to be rough in his methods. After Yamaguchi Tamon took charge of the Japanese Navy, the number of Japanese pilots dying in training accidents annually increased fourfold. It reached the point where some secretly gave Yamaguchi the nickname "Evil Spirit."

However, the Japanese military also considered Yamaguchi a standard man of action—one who would never waste words when he could take action. When Yamaguchi issued the order for the Japanese Navy to mobilize, the entire Japanese military knew a major battle was imminent!

Yamaguchi did not like to hide facts. After the previous operation to attack Midway Island was abandoned halfway, Yamaguchi explained the reason to the Japanese naval officers and men: "Due to the US military's extremely advanced air defense systems, our forces have not yet found a way to crack them. Rashly attacking would only increase casualties in vain. Therefore, the military operation was aborted."

So when Yamaguchi ordered the sortie this time, the Japanese naval officers and men, who had already mastered aluminum foil interference technology (chaff), began writing their wills. Many wept as they wrote. Based on their understanding of Yamaguchi, since he ordered an attack, the Japanese army was really going to put their lives on the line this time. The training presided over by Yamaguchi was already extremely harsh; in war, the Japanese naval officers and men would inevitably face brutal combat. Every single Japanese sailor faced the possibility of death.

Crying aside, and fear aside, the morale of the Japanese Navy was not poor. Although Yamaguchi Tamon was strict, he was not tyrannical. Naval officers and men not only mastered tactics during training but also, through ceaseless instruction, came to understand *why* they had to act that way in combat. After understanding the internal logic of combat, although death still terrified the Japanese sailors, the fear of death itself was greatly weakened.

Yamaguchi's operational plan completely aligned with the strategic thinking he had explained to Ishiwara and Yamamoto: to drain the US military's combat power. The Japanese Navy quickly communicated with the Chinese Navy within the Allied forces. The Chinese Navy indicated they would prioritize coordinating with the Japanese Navy's actions to create pressure on the US military. At the same time, the Chinese Navy also dispatched 5,000 fighter jets to coordinate with a series of Japanese Navy offensives.

Before the Japanese fleet set sail, Yamamoto's order was transmitted to all participating units: "In this battle, our army must win. Therefore, I require all officers and men to not treat the US military with the slightest contempt. The US military is an army with great courage and perseverance. A lion uses its full strength even when hunting a rabbit; even if our army fights the US military with absolute superior forces, any contempt for the US military will only increase our losses. Gentlemen, please go all out to win the war!"

The Battle of Wake Island was the first step of the Battle of Midway. The fighting proceeded just as Yamaguchi had expected. The dozen or so fighter jets on Wake Island, defended by over 1,800 US troops, were easily wiped out by the Japanese army. But even though the US military suffered wild bombing from the Japanese and Chinese air forces, their will to fight remained firm.

When the Japanese landing ships approached Wake Island, the concealed US artillery immediately opened fire and accurately hit a landing ship, inflicting heavy damage. If it hadn't retreated in time, this landing ship would very likely have been sunk.

Receiving the report, Yamaguchi Tamon did not fly into a rage. Instead, under the uneasy gazes of the officers in the headquarters, he calmly ordered: "Order the destroyers to continue probing the US positions on Wake Island. Once exposed firepower points are discovered, let the Air Force destroy them with full force! In addition to eliminating ground targets, the Air Force must also guard against US Air Force reinforcements at all times."

The Japanese army began the attack at 8:00 AM, and it wasn't until 4:00 PM that they destroyed all US military fortifications and firepower points on Wake Island. Surprisingly, the US military did not send any aircraft to the rescue. At 4:48 PM, the Japanese landing troops stepped onto Wake Island. At 5:08 PM, the US troops on Wake Island received orders from the Pacific Fleet Command to surrender to the Japanese. The Japanese army's first objective had been achieved surprisingly easily.

Yamaguchi ordered emergency repairs to the airfield on Wake Island and the stockpiling of fuel and supplies. Meanwhile, the aircraft carrier formation and the Navy Marine Corps, coordinating with the Chinese land-based naval aviation, launched an attack on the Marshall Islands.

Wake Island had never been a US airbase for supporting the Marshall Islands, but as an atoll, its internal lagoon was already used by the US military as an anchorage for 5,000-ton vessels and submarine forces. After taking Wake Island, Yamaguchi immediately began deploying an anti-submarine defense line centered on the island.

Three hours after the order was issued, the first anti-submarine formation composed of six destroyers began to move. When the anti-submarine formation reached a position 200 nautical miles northeast of Wake Island, they discovered traces of US submarines.

The warships currently used by the Japanese Navy were all built within the last three years. Yamaguchi fully cooperated with China's requirements, and these destroyers all carried helicopters. When the listening sonar detected a US submarine, a helicopter immediately took off and dropped depth charges at the location where the submarine was found.

The shape of the depth charges looked very much like oil drums. Since depth charges only need to explode at a set depth and use the shock wave to destroy the underwater submarine, the cylindrical shape was actually more suitable for combat.

Sure enough, after the first three bombs exploded at a depth of 30 meters, the signal of the US submarine on the sonar strengthened. Judging by the trajectory, the US submarine realized it had been discovered and was going full speed in an attempt to escape.

The underwater speed of US submarines was less than 9 knots. As long as they were discovered by Asian Allied anti-submarine destroyers with speeds exceeding 30 knots, they could not escape. Three destroyers spread out and advanced at a speed of 25 knots, encircling the US submarine. While sailing, the Japanese submarines also very cautiously searched carefully with sonar.

Relying on advanced Chinese sonar systems, Japan's "Sonar Sages" used their amazing hearing to detect very subtle abnormal signals amidst a mass of chaotic signals. Ensign Kogure, who discovered the signal first, reported his discovery to his superior without hesitation. Originally, the Japanese Navy did not have such a process; given Japan's culture of "not causing trouble for others," doing so was tantamount to making the superior take responsibility.

But after "Evil Spirit Yamaguchi" took charge of the Japanese Navy, he conducted forceful reflection and discussion on the problems brought about by this culture. Any Japanese naval officers who insisted on traditional habits were all cleared out of the Japanese Navy. However, cultural traditions are not easily changed. To solve the problem in a short time, Yamaguchi directly appointed many Chinese naval officers within the Japanese Navy, using these Chinese officers to change Japanese traditional culture.

The object of Ensign Kogure's report was precisely Chinese Navy Major Su Youzhuo. Serving in the Japanese Navy, Major Su Youzhuo understood Japan's "Sage" culture quite well, so he immediately ordered his destroyer to adjust frequencies. Sure enough, in the search by China's new equipment, the subtle abnormal signal was amplified and strengthened. Several other Japanese Navy listeners immediately judged that it was the slight sound emitted by one, or possibly even two, submarines starting their electric propulsion systems while maintaining silence. It was very likely that the US military had a trap laid by 2-3 submarines in this area.

The Allied Navy's method of dealing with this kind of trap was very simple and crude: "Blast the hell out of them." While using active sonar to probe the suspicious sea area, anti-submarine helicopters dropped depth charges of different depth settings one after another.

In less than ten minutes, the US submarines could no longer hide. They began to evade the depth charges, making their signals clearly visible on the sonar. Unexpectedly, not just three, but four US submarines were bombed out. This made Major Su Youzhuo feel fortunate but also quite fearful in retrospect. If the anti-submarine formation had been slightly slack, a major disaster would have occurred. If a destroyer were hit by a single torpedo, it would likely be finished right there.

This retrospective fear was meaningless to the underwater US submarine force. When the Chinese Navy anti-submarine force fired active sonar at the submarines, the US submarine sonar operators immediately yanked off their headphones. The sound of active sonar was deafening in the headphones, nearly rupturing the operators' eardrums.

But the horror did not end there. Once the sound waves emitted by the Chinese active sonar collided with the US submarines, they caused a thumping sound inside the submarines, as if someone were standing outside smashing the hull with a large sledgehammer.

The current US submarine force had learned the Wolf Pack tactics of the German submarines through exchanges with the German submarine force. This tactic had exerted tremendous power from 1939 to early 1941, before Britain and Germany made peace.

The specific method of the German Wolf Pack tactic: generally, several submarines are sent to hunt at sea during an operation. When a target is found, they track it underwater. A "Wolf Head" boat commands the unified action of the "Wolf Pack." The Wolf Pack generally attacks at night. The submarines in the pack pass covertly through the gaps or flanks of the opposing escort fleet. Because multiple submarines launch attacks on the same target simultaneously, the hit rate is increased, and several torpedoes can hit the same target at the same time. Thus, "Wolf Pack tactics" can achieve relatively large combat effects, hence the name.

The industrial strength of the United States far exceeded that of Germany, and the US military already had its own submarine construction plan. After both the United States and Germany joined the Allied Powers (note: context suggests opposing alliance, usually "Axis", but text implies US/Germany alliance against China/Japan. In this timeline, US/Germany are allied against China/Japan/Russia?), the United States obtained many technologies and tactics from Germany by providing raw materials and technologies Germany urgently needed.

The quality and tactics of current US submarines were in no way inferior to Germany's, and the US production speed of submarines far exceeded Germany's. Facing the disadvantage of the US Navy, the US military mass-produced submarines. After the failure of the previous Marshall Islands campaign, the US military dispatched more than 200 submarines to the waters between Wake Island and the Marshall Islands, seeking opportunities to inflict heavy damage on the Asian Allied Navy.

Because US electronic technology was very advanced, the US fleet's anti-submarine capabilities were as powerful as its air defense capabilities. The US submarine forces attacking Chinese aircraft carrier formations suffered heavy losses, so the US military had to adopt Wolf Pack tactics, preparing to ambush Asian Allied fleets passing through these waters. But they did not expect the Asian Allied forces to be so cautious, conducting comprehensive anti-submarine operations in the waters they controlled.

Seeing they could not escape, the four US submarines each chose their own course. Two submarines attempted to flee, one surfaced to surrender, and one sank rapidly, preparing to use depth to evade the Chinese anti-submarine formation's search.

The first to be sunk was the diving submarine. Although it dove at maximum speed, it was not fast enough compared to the depth charges. It only reached a depth of 70 meters before the water pressure generated by a depth charge exploding within 10 meters of the submarine blasted a large hole in it. Under 7 atmospheres of pressure, seawater poured in. Before long, this submarine completely lost buoyancy and sank uncontrollably into the deep sea.

The other two submarines fled underwater at speeds of less than 9 knots. To anti-submarine helicopters, this speed was a big joke. Since the US submarines continued to resist, they naturally suffered fierce attacks and were soon sunk.

Only the one submarine that surrendered survived. When this *Gato*-class submarine, reaching 95 meters in length, surfaced, most of the Chinese and Japanese anti-submarine officers and men seeing a US submarine of this class with their own eyes for the first time were shocked by its massive size.

Both China and Japan had submarines of similar tonnage. Such submarines had a cruising range exceeding 10,000 nautical miles at cruising speed and were killers that roamed the oceans. At least theoretically, the ultra-long range of large submarines meant their demand for supplies was not very high. Even if a large number of Pacific islands were liberated by China, the large submarine force would still possess the ability to attack Chinese coastal shipping.

However, large submarines carried limited torpedoes and lacked battlefield survivability. Once discovered, even a destroyer could easily eliminate the submarine. Even so, the threat of submarines was real and could absolutely not be taken lightly.

The US submarine that surfaced was not merely cowardly. As soon as it surfaced, the radio on the submarine immediately began transmitting rapidly, sending out large blocks of encoded text. The US military had adopted automatic transmission technology. While the personnel inside the submarine were rapidly destroying codebooks and other classified materials as well as much advanced equipment, the prepared information was automatically transmitted via long paper tapes as the 50-plus US naval officers and men worked quickly. They transmitted the location and process of this battle to the US side, providing experience and lessons for the next battle.

The Asian Allied anti-submarine destroyers received these messages from close range. The officers and men on the ships did not stop the US military from transmitting. According to the Geneva Convention, once a US submarine executed this act of surrender, they could not be killed. Moreover, more US radio content would help in deciphering US codes. As for this captured submarine, it was excellent material for studying US submarine development and really could not be wasted.

The US Pacific Fleet soon received the information and learned that four submarines had been wiped out so quickly. This caused regret in the command of the US Pacific Fleet, which currently possessed only 398 submarines. And this defeat contained even more terrifying content: the Asian Allied forces had ample vessels to perform anti-submarine missions. This was very bad for the US military.
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Yamamoto, Commander of the Asian Coalition Fleet, returned to Lianyungang, the current location of the Coalition Naval Headquarters. While busy with his work, he also kept a close watch on the movements of the Japanese Navy.

Yamaguchi's execution gave Yamamoto a great sense of relief. After resolving the Wake Island issue, Yamaguchi did not advance rashly. Instead, he coordinated with the Chinese fleet in the Coalition to capture the Marshall Islands while simultaneously strengthening anti-submarine measures. If one did not know Yamaguchi's nickname, "The Evil Spirit," one might think he was a cool-headed, theoretical commander... though Yamaguchi had indeed made significant contributions to aircraft carrier theory.

Setting aside Yamaguchi's affairs, Yamamoto carefully re-read the analysis section at the very beginning of the submarine warfare plan submitted to He Rui, the Supreme Commander of the Asian Coalition. Yamamoto believed He Rui must have heard of submarine warfare, but his tactical understanding of submarines likely ended there. However, He Rui certainly understood *why* submarines should be used—this was the level of strategy.

Yamamoto had been very busy previously and had assigned a Japanese captain to write the report. The content had disappointed him greatly. The captain seemed to have issues with his understanding of strategy versus tactics; the report submitted to He Rui was mostly filled with technical details of submarine operations. Yamamoto considered this captain a typical example of putting the cart before the horse.

Fortunately, after Yamamoto's criticism, the captain cleared his head, and the logic in the newly submitted report had become normal. The current version was finally presentable.

"...In the East Pacific region, the scarcity of islands and the vastness of the seas make it extremely suitable for submarine warfare. To achieve the goal of depleting the United States' war potential, we must seize underwater dominance in this region..."

Yamamoto paused his reading. He found himself becoming somewhat sentimental. The term "East Pacific region" stirred deep emotions in his heart. Asia was located in the West Pacific, yet it had long been unable to defend even its own coastlines, suffering constant invasions from European and American nations.

The report before him was not a vision of the future, but a description of the present. The Coalition fleet was constantly advancing. Given the current comparison of strength between China and the US, it was only a matter of time before the Coalition seized all the islands in the Pacific. At that time, the entire East Pacific would be laid bare before the Coalition, and the boundless coastline of the East Pacific would be open to Coalition attacks.

Thinking of this, Yamamoto could not calm his heart. He simply set aside the document and began to look at other official papers. The latest report on anti-submarine warfare in the Indian Ocean caught his attention. The report described a sudden surge in British naval submarine attacks on Chinese convoys in the Indian Ocean. According to pre-war analyses of British naval strength, Britain could not possibly build so many submarines. It was highly likely that the British military had purchased a large number of submarines directly from Germany to throw into the war.

Therefore, the naval commander of the Indian Ocean Theater requested in the report that if the coastal regions of the Indian Ocean could not be liberated in the short term, more anti-submarine vessels must be deployed to the Indian Ocean to ensure the safety of the shipping lanes on the eastern side.

After finishing this report, Yamamoto did not immediately issue instructions. He picked up the report on deploying more carrier groups to the East Pacific again. The East Indian Ocean was now under Chinese control, just as the East Pacific was under US control. Feeling the oppression brought by the threat to the East Indian Ocean, Yamamoto had a more intuitive understanding of the pressure the US was feeling from the East Pacific.

With a sense of empathy for the US military, Yamamoto read the report once more and submitted it before turning back to the report on increasing anti-submarine capabilities in the Indian Ocean. Once China liberated the Indian Ocean region, the Chinese military would be at Europe's doorstep. Europe would surely do everything in its power to attack China. At that time, the Indian Ocean shipping lanes had to be extremely secure to fully satisfy logistical supply needs.

However, there were only two waterways from the Indian Ocean into Europe: the Cape of Good Hope in southern Africa and the Suez Canal in Egypt. Both waterways were very easy to control. Overall, the pressure of anti-submarine warfare in the Indian Ocean would be resolved as the coastal regions were liberated.

Yamamoto's report was quickly delivered to He Rui. After reading the report, He Rui's gaze fell upon Australia.

If the goal was to annihilate US forces on a large scale, the best method was undoubtedly to let the US Army go to Australia and New Zealand. Although Australia and New Zealand were rich in local resources, lacking neither iron ore nor coal, their industrial strength was very weak. If the US wanted to fully utilize local resources, it would need to make massive investments.

Even so, the demand to maintain millions of troops would place immense pressure on US material production. Therefore, China's current fierce offensive in the East Pacific seemed to cause the Americans great pain, but in reality, it prevented the US from committing even larger forces to Australia and New Zealand.

According to intelligence, the US military currently had 500,000 troops in Australia. This number looked far too small. Although He Rui did not underestimate the US military command, out of self-interested considerations, He Rui hoped the US would commit at least 8 million troops to Australia. As for whether these 8 million troops were committed in batches or all at once, He Rui did not care. The more US troops went to Australia, the better.

Putting down the report, He Rui had his secretary call Premier Wu Youping and Minister of Resources Li Chongxi, asking them to come immediately to report on the development plan for Australian iron ore. After that call, He Rui dialed Zhong Yifu, Director of the Political Department, asking him to come over.

Zhong Yifu was the first to arrive at No. 7 Renmin Road. He Rui went straight to the point. "Yifu, what are your thoughts on the Australian campaign?"

Zhong Yifu was stunned for a moment, then overjoyed. Among the five who had followed He Rui the earliest, Xu Chengfeng, the Commander-in-Chief of the Coalition Forces, and Zheng Silang, who was in charge of the Southeast Asian campaign, would obviously be the first to be promoted to Marshal. The next to be promoted would likely be Cheng Ruofan and Hu Xiushan. Although Zhong Yifu was certain he would also be promoted, it would likely be in a position like the Political Department, which seemed to have limited direct relation to the war.

Zhong Yifu did not mind this too much. The gap between whether this war was an imperialist war or a socialist liberation war was vast. However, Zhong Yifu did not object to becoming the person in charge of the Australian campaign. He asked, "Chairman, where do you think the difficulty of this battle lies?"

"The difficulty lies in precise manipulation. I personally very much hope to force the US military to continuously commit troops to Australia. Of course, before that, we must annihilate a very large number of ANZAC forces. Therefore, the Australia-New Zealand campaign will not only be long but will also involve a large amount of security warfare."

Hearing the words "security warfare," Zhong Yifu knew He Rui was indeed being frank. The Boer War fought by the British was largely a security war. Therefore, the content of the war was extremely cruel; the things the British did in the concentration camps were considered excessive even by the British people themselves.

Zhong Yifu probed, "Since this war requires such detail, Comrade Xiushan should be very suitable."

He Rui explained, "Xiushan is very detailed in war, but fighting a political war is not his strong suit. As for Ruofan, I worry his attention is too focused on politics and not concentrated enough on the military aspects."

Zhong Yifu gave a bitter smile. Viewed positively, He Rui's evaluation meant Zhong Yifu could balance the military and political aspects well. But viewed negatively, Zhong Yifu was inferior to Hu Xiushan in the purely military field and inferior to Cheng Ruofan in the purely political field.

Adjusting his mindset, Zhong Yifu said, "Chairman, I believe that we will engage the US military on the frontal battlefield. Should we continuously force the US to increase its troop levels?"

He Rui nodded. "The current US troop strength in Australia is not enough. As for how much is enough... 3 million is too few, 10 million is not too many. Of course, I think you are well aware that the United States cannot possibly send that many troops to Australia."

"Chairman, should we consider landing operations on the US mainland?" Zhong Yifu probed. Because US industrial capacity was sufficiently strong, no one had raised this possibility at this stage. However, Zhong Yifu believed China must seriously consider this matter.

Taking current China as an example, even if the war situation were so critical that the US military hit China's doorstep, China would not give up the fight. To force China to withdraw from the war, foreign armies would have to win huge victories on Chinese soil. Zhong Yifu believed the US was the same. China could only force the US to withdraw from the war by annihilating US forces on a large scale on the US mainland. The war in America would be extremely bloody.

"Yifu, the American campaign will be extremely cruel. That is why I hope to weaken the US's ability to wage foreign wars to the limit before the American campaign breaks out. If Xiushan were to command this battle, he would have trouble grasping the American mindset. If Ruofan were to command this battle, he would consider how to make the US realize the evils of colonialism and would have difficulty truly putting himself in the Americans' shoes."

"...Is it fear?" Zhong Yifu asked, his tone filled with emotion.

He Rui nodded. "It should be that feeling. It is the sense of powerlessness watching the world change regardless of how hard one tries. And the fear triggered by the sense of crisis resulting from continuous defeats. Making the United States feel helpless is not an easy task. But we must fight to create that feeling, keeping the US constantly expecting that with just a little more effort, they might break the deadlock. When the failures accumulate to a sufficient degree, the US government will no longer be able to suppress the doubts.

"Even at that stage, after we land on the US mainland, the US will still try its best to counterattack. A series of battles will be needed to crush the US military thereafter.

"Also, regarding the internal US divisions I am about to discuss, can you discuss them with a purely theoretical mindset, rather than with a mindset of genuine expectation?"

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu immediately felt that he might indeed be stronger than Cheng Ruofan and Hu Xiushan in this regard, and he nodded immediately.

He Rui explained, "After the Civil War, the North imposed military rule on the South for over a decade. Of course, the North called this Military Reconstruction. Although the US North withdrew its troops from the South after 1876, the separatist sentiments in the American South have not disappeared. The new book *Gone with the Wind* from a few years ago, as well as our movie *Legend of Maoshan Demon Slaying*, are very popular in the US. Aside from both works being excellent, their common point lies in their opposition to the US North's policies. They believe the US North has an evil center.

"The current US war against China is already widely perceived by the American public as a war launched by the Northern bloc to establish a US-dominated world order. I quite like this clear-cut perception. This perception makes the war itself purer.

"We are mobilizing our forces to do our best to spark a discussion within the US about 'who is a real American' because we want to exploit this issue. Because this issue, for China, and for the nation-states of Europe, is actually not an issue."

Zhong Yifu nodded repeatedly. For China, the motherland was the land of one's ancestors. Chinese people had lived here for thousands of years, their bloodlines blending; who was a real Chinese person was not an issue at all in terms of ancestry. If a discussion on "who is a real Chinese person" were to appear in China, the content of the discussion would inevitably be about rights and duties.

The United States was a nation of immigrants. People from various countries went to the US for a better life compared to their home countries. So, "who is a real American" was actually a matter of national identity. When the US was powerful, life was prosperous, and it won every war, this discussion would naturally become a pledge of loyalty from all sides. But once the US fell into a cruel war where going to the battlefield meant death, this discussion would truly become a torture of the soul. It was a question about how one should live and how one should die.

Understanding this, Zhong Yifu asked, "Chairman, how many casualties do you think the American public can actually bear? I believe a considerable number of American people actually dare not express their views. These people must make up about half of the US population."

"How did you reach the conclusion of half the population?" He Rui asked.

Zhong Yifu had analyzed this issue long ago and answered immediately, "I used class analysis, not racial analysis. Although blacks seemingly ought to oppose the US, in reality, blacks are currently more expectant of class mobility. If they can gain higher social status after the war ends by fighting, blacks might not be unwilling to fight desperately on the battlefield.

"Up to now, military service has always been a ladder for social advancement in US society. By proving one's loyalty to the US to American society, one can obtain higher social status. I believe half of Americans at least hope this is a rule the US government should abide by. So what they are after may not be the present, but the future."

He Rui agreed with Zhong Yifu's method of analysis and asked, "Then what do you think of the *Gone with the Wind* author kicking the bucket?"

Zhong Yifu had only read the book and had no special interest in the author, Margaret Mitchell. He had only heard that after *Gone with the Wind* was made into a movie and released, Margaret Mitchell died in a car accident on her way home from the premiere. Zhong Yifu himself actually had no love for a work so full of "female power." Hearing He Rui ask this, Zhong Yifu asked, "I have no opinion. What do you think, Chairman?"

He Rui answered, "This book happens to embody one thing: the soldiers of the American South did not receive true respect. Instead, they lost everything because of the war. If this idea only existed in peacetime, it would be acceptable. But now is a time of war."
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Zhong Yifu had little interest in the death of an American female writer, but since He Rui mentioned it, Zhong Yifu was forced to consider He Rui's perspective. Initially, Zhong Yifu thought the US government was eliminating a famous writer with separatist tendencies. However, the US federal government was already semi-openly persecuting Communists and leftists, while state governments were doing so openly. So, Zhong Yifu negated his own line of thought.

After pondering for a moment, Zhong Yifu suddenly had a new idea. Just then, He Rui's secretary entered and said, "Chairman, the Premier and the Minister have arrived."

Zhong Yifu felt he had vaguely grasped the key point, but since it concerned the division of the United States, he couldn't immediately formulate a complete logic. Just as Zhong Yifu hesitated between leaving or thinking a bit more, He Rui said, "Yifu, stay and listen."

Relieved, Zhong Yifu stood up along with He Rui. Soon, Premier Wu Youping and Minister of Resources Li Chongxi walked in quickly. Before even sitting down, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, the plan to mine Australian iron ore is simply too massive!"

He Rui could well understand Wu Youping's shock. Transporting over a billion tons of iron ore a year was indeed an unimaginable shipping volume in this era. Motioning for the three to sit, He Rui didn't answer immediately. Instead, he lit a cigarette and smiled at Li Chongxi, "Minister Li, is it possible that Australian iron ore doesn't catch the eye of the Ministry of Resources?"

Li Chongxi shook his head hurriedly. Like most leadership members with a background in science and engineering, he had long become accustomed to He Rui's "occasionally proposed" decisions. For instance, regarding the super-large iron mine in Western Australia, although exploration confirmed it fit the deductions of the "Great Oxidation Event" in He Rui's "History of Earth's Evolution," when they discovered they couldn't currently measure the reserves of this super iron mine, Li Chongxi and the experts sent for on-site surveying were all dumbfounded.

At this moment, Li Chongxi shook his head and replied, "Chairman, I just don't understand why we must develop such iron mines *now*. These open-pit mines are indeed very... simply a dream come true in terms of high quality and ease of mining. But the environment in that area poses some difficulties."

"I've seen the photos. Is it harder to develop than those mining pits we've dug?" He Rui said, offering cigarettes to everyone.

Everyone waved their hands in refusal. Premier Wu Youping's health was deteriorating; not only had he quit smoking, but he was also prepared to resign after the war ended no matter what. Zhong Yifu had also quit smoking, and Li Chongxi didn't smoke at all.

He Rui lit his own cigarette before hearing Li Chongxi reply, "Chairman, the cost of transporting these iron ores back to China is too high!"

"From my perspective, the massive scale of domestic infrastructure construction, the 100,000-ton transport ships, and efficient large-scale metallurgical enterprises can all improve our country's technical level. Besides, I read the Premier's report. Our current demand for steel is very high. Producing 300 million tons of steel a year can be fully absorbed. With technological progress, perhaps within 20 years, we can produce 1 billion tons of steel products annually." At this point, He Rui raised a finger, "Please note, I said steel products, not just steel!"

Steel products refer to processed items like steel pipes, rebar, and steel beams, not simply molten steel fresh from the furnace. Hearing this, Li Chongxi suddenly lost the desire to express further objections. Because the figure of 1 billion tons indeed exceeded the limits of Li Chongxi's imagination.

By 1941, China's steel output had already reached 55 million tons, yet this amount could no longer satisfy the demands of the China-led economic community. To produce more steel, more iron ore was needed. Currently, various iron mines within the Asian Community had been developed. If they wanted to obtain more iron ore from these mining areas, extraction costs would rise rapidly.

The conference room fell into a temporary silence. Seeing that Li Chongxi no longer wanted to raise any objections, Wu Youping had to ask, "Chairman, can we guarantee the safety of the shipping routes?"

He Rui turned to Zhong Yifu and smiled, "Well, Yifu, can we guarantee it?"

Zhong Yifu hadn't yet decided whether to accept the post of Commander of the Australian Theater. Hearing this, he smiled somewhat awkwardly and didn't answer.

Wu Youping knew it was useless to ask anyone else about this. He Rui was very arbitrary in many decisions, so he rarely gave such clear instructions. But when He Rui did give instructions, he insisted on results. So Wu Youping said, "If the Chairman aims to drive the economy, I have nothing more to say."

"Not only to drive the economy but also to drive the research and development of various large and super-large mining equipment. For this kind of mineral deposit, equipment weighing a few tons is still too small," He Rui laughed.

Seeing He Rui had made up his mind, Wu Youping actually calmed down. So far, China had issued 480 billion Chinese Yuan in bonds. At the pre-war exchange rate of 6:1 between the Chinese Yuan and the US Dollar, this was equivalent to 80 billion US dollars. According to some judgments within the economic department, assuming the bottom line that the economy wouldn't collapse due to bonds, China could issue between 1.2 to 1.6 trillion Chinese Yuan in national bonds.

This national debt, averaged across every Chinese citizen, would be about 2,000 Chinese Yuan. If China could win the war and establish a world economic order led by China, this money could actually be paid off.

The method to pay off this money wasn't really through looting the world, but because China's total industrial and agricultural output value reached 1 trillion Chinese Yuan in the full year of 1941. At the current rate of economic development, in four years, China's total industrial and agricultural output value could potentially reach 2 trillion Chinese Yuan.

Based on a 35% tax rate, the Chinese government could obtain 700 billion Chinese Yuan. The Chinese government's current normal annual fiscal expenditure was around 580 billion. With an annual tax surplus of 120 billion, the 1.2 trillion in bonds could be repaid in 10 years.

He Rui had long planned that newly liberated countries must use the Chinese Yuan as their trading currency and hold the Chinese Yuan as foreign exchange reserves. This plan was being executed smoothly at this stage, with foreign governments already holding 60 billion Chinese Yuan daily. If He Rui's plan were completed, foreign governments would hold 400 billion Chinese Yuan.

China's industrial capacity was advancing by leaps and bounds now, with no worry about lacking capacity to sell industrial goods. Moreover, China's import volume was huge. In the next 20 years, the money flowing abroad could exactly offset China's over-issued currency. 1.2 trillion + 0.4 trillion; this was the basic logic for the Ministry of Finance setting the bond issuance at 1.6 trillion. If the war was won, China would soar to the skies. If the war was lost, then everything would cease to matter.

"Chairman, what is the appropriate maturity period for these bonds?" Wu Youping asked.

He Rui thought for a moment, "Issue 25-year bonds first."

Hearing "25-year term," Minister of Resources Li Chongxi took a slight breath of cold air, while Wu Youping felt indifferent. Since they were issuing 25-year bonds, there was nothing more to say. Although a rough calculation showed it would take over a decade and at least 100 billion Chinese Yuan in investment to make the Australian iron ore development profitable, as long as China won the war, what would 50-year bonds matter, let alone 25 years?

Moreover, an investment of 100 billion compared to 1.6 trillion in national debt wasn't a particularly outrageous figure. China currently didn't lack labor; what it lacked were massive resources and a vast market. As long as these two were obtained, and with enough time, no amount of money would be a problem.

Finally, after He Rui and Wu Youping reached a consensus, Minister of Resources Li Chongxi also let go of all his worries, trying hard to build up a "just do it if you don't agree" ambition in his heart. But Li Chongxi was a science and engineering man and really couldn't generate such ambition out of thin air. In the end, Li Chongxi could only say, "I will arrange it immediately."

After seeing off Wu Youping and Li Chongxi, He Rui looked at Zhong Yifu. Zhong Yifu thought He Rui would ask if he wanted to go to Australia, but unexpectedly, He Rui asked, "Regarding the American matter, you seemed to have some thoughts just now."

Zhong Yifu had been stimulated into a train of thought by the Australian iron ore development plan. Hearing He Rui ask about the earlier issue, Zhong Yifu recalled for a while before remembering his previous thoughts. The mood from that moment was gone, and as he answered, Zhong Yifu felt his idea was truly a bit too illusory, but he still said, "Chairman, does the United States really... really need to undergo division to obtain..."

Zhong Yifu stopped here. He realized it was hard to find suitable vocabulary to describe the feeling in his heart. After pondering again for a while, Zhong Yifu finally placed himself in the shoes of the American public before continuing to ask, "Would the United States choose division out of its own needs?"

He Rui gave a big thumbs-up to Zhong Yifu's internal logic in his heart. Truly excellent political analysts always analyzed a country's internal needs from that country's perspective. Although such analysis could be high or low in quality and inevitably involve some wishful thinking, placing oneself inside the true analyst's perspective was the correct direction. Achieving this point alone required considerable accomplishment. As for arriving at the correct answer, it required even stronger penetrating power. Zhong Yifu passed the test this time.

"Margaret Mitchell was a very interesting person personally. she held multiple identities. On one hand, she was the daughter of a female representative of the women's liberation movement; on the other hand, she was a true American Southerner. Lenin had a saying: politics is the continuation of economics. What does it prove that this person could write a book like *Gone with the Wind*, and that *Gone with the Wind* could receive a huge response in the United States?"

After listening to He Rui's question, Zhong Yifu really didn't know how to answer.

He Rui then introduced some necessary knowledge points. Although Mitchell never publicly supported slavery during her lifetime, her work contained dissatisfaction with the North and nostalgia for the past life of slave owners. Mitchell neither believed slavery was a bad thing nor agreed with the view of equality between blacks and whites.

*Gone with the Wind* flatly denied the fact of slave escapes. The following remarks by the heroine Scarlett are a unique piece of writing by the author to obliterate the historical fact of slave escapes: "Those Yankee women heard that Southern landlords kept fierce hounds to chase runaway black slaves, and they believed it all true... They also asked about branding irons for branding serfs' faces, and the nine-toothed iron caltrops used to beat serfs. In fact, Southern landlords didn't have these things; they were all just propaganda materials for Northerners."

In fact, for forty years before the American Civil War, Southern newspapers almost daily published full-page advertisements for capturing runaway slaves. The descriptions of runaway slaves in the advertisements almost invariably included marks like brands on the face, whip marks on the chest and back, and scars. There were even advertisements selling hounds specially trained to hunt runaway slaves!

The Ku Klux Klan was a representative organization of racism formed in the South after the Civil War ended, advocating white supremacy. But in *Gone with the Wind*, the Ku Klux Klan was depicted as a chivalrous group protecting white women. The entire Chapter 45 described the "heroic deeds" of the Ku Klux Klan with a legendary color. In the novel, all "true Southerners" joined the Ku Klux Klan: Melanie, Ashley, and even Scarlett's second husband—Frank Kennedy, who had "always been dispirited and accomplished nothing"—was also a Klansman, and he "died gloriously" to avenge his wife who had been attacked by a black man.

After explaining these points, He Rui continued, "So, looking through the phenomena to the essence, Yifu, how do you view the essence of these matters?"

Zhong Yifu felt his mind was a bit chaotic. To answer He Rui's question, Zhong Yifu tried desperately to exclude the specific details he had heard from his thinking. The remaining things were few but very scattered. However, these content points were combined from a very grounded perspective, allowing Zhong Yifu to suddenly find a key point from many materials he had read before.

"Chairman, the economic status of the American South now has a huge gap compared to its economic status during the Civil War. And this gap has not only failed to shrink but has widened!" This time, Zhong Yifu felt he had grasped the key point. Although he was still unconfident, he answered firmly: "The American South is extremely disappointed with the current situation and is unwilling to accept it!"
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He Rui made a slight adjustment to Zhong Yifu's judgment. "The American South is extremely dissatisfied with the North dominating the war once again."  Zhong Yifu pondered for a moment, trying to keep up with He Rui's train of thought. "Does the American South truly not wish to see American world hegemony?"  "Heh." He Rui chuckled. "The last war dominated by the North already caused the South to lose its wealth and status. Before the Civil War, the South was wealthier than the North and was the leader in American exports. After the war, the North turned the South into a source of raw materials, causing the South's economic status to plummet. Let's analyze it from the South's primary economic model: in this war for world hegemony, even if they win, what benefits could the South possibly gain?"  Having said that, He Rui called over Zhong Yifu, and the two began writing out the economic situations of the American North and South on the blackboard in the conference room. By the time they sat back down on the sofa, the blackboard was filled with content.  In comparison, the American South had no financial centers for international trade; the major commodity futures centers for grain and cotton were in Chicago, in the North. The South did not have powerful industrial centers like the North; the South's primary agricultural products were all controlled by the North.  Compared to their economic weakness, the South's conscription received no special treatment, following the same regulations as the North. In contrast to this superficial fairness, the American conscription regulations stipulated that technical personnel would enter relatively safe technical branches. The North's industrial and technological levels were far higher than the South's, so most Southern officers and soldiers entered front-line units. While it hadn't reached a point of extreme divergence yet, as the war became bloodier and more brutal, the casualty rates for Southern manpower would certainly be higher than the North's.  Zhong Yifu looked at it for a while and said with some hesitation, "These gaps might not necessarily lead the South to choose independence."  He Rui nodded. "Correct. It certainly wouldn't happen at this stage, and it might not even happen in the future. I simply hope the American South can become the oriole. Not the oriole that harvests the world, but the oriole that gains independence through war."  Initially, Zhong Yifu felt that He Rui's words seemed to carry a strong sense of irony, but putting himself into the shoes of the American South, he felt that after an American defeat, the South truly would have an internal need to secede. The economic models of the North and South were too different, and the American South seemed to truly consider themselves the 'authentic' Americans. The Yankees, on the other hand, were an economy dominated by financial capital and immigrants.  "Chairman, who will be responsible for this aspect of the work?" Zhong Yifu asked.  "Oh... are you prepared to go to Australia?" He Rui was gratified. Zhong Yifu was not a high-purity idealist like Cheng Ruofan, nor was he a high-purity imperialist like Xu Chengfeng. If one had to characterize Zhong Yifu, he was a thoroughly pragmatic socialist. In this highly political war, Zhong Yifu was a very suitable commander to handle operations against the United States.  "If it can truly help the American South gain independence, I am willing to help the American people," Zhong Yifu replied.  He Rui was very happy and gave Zhong Yifu a hearty pat on the shoulder. This answer proved that Zhong Yifu was indeed suited to help the people of the American South achieve independence. If one could not view the issue from the perspective of the American people, the Southern people would surely believe that China was setting some kind of trap to trick them into independence. What He Rui looked forward to was America breaking free from imperialism; he truly had no intention of seizing American territory. The independence of the Southern American people would be a good thing for the world. If the world improved, both Northern and Southern America would improve as well.  Before the appointment could be issued, a report arrived from Li Runshi, Secretary of the Southern Bureau. The old colonial rule in Southeast Asia had been eradicated, and the first phase of work was basically complete.  In the second phase of work, the trade efforts were going exceptionally well. Generally speaking, a change in regime inevitably leads to economic turmoil. However, China possessed a massive manpower advantage. Over the past nearly twenty years, China had produced tens of millions of high school graduates and hundreds of millions of middle school graduates. The citizenry had basically all received literacy education. While liberating Southeast Asia, hundreds of thousands of "Southward Cadres" had already arrived and begun taking on roles as economic cadres in the region.  This group of cadres rapidly took over foreign trade in Southeast Asia. The trade that was originally controlled by the colonizers was transitioned seamlessly into the Asian Economic Community. The former Southeast Asian colonizers had sold many commodities to other parts of the world, which violated economic laws. China was now adjusting these distorted trade directions back to their naturally most efficient channels, so Southeast Asian products were flowing into China like a tide. In return, a large volume of China's high-quality, high-value-for-money industrial goods flowed into Southeast Asia.  Li Runshi's report emphasized that the internal economic structure of Southeast Asia was currently extremely distorted, a result of long-term colonial rule that could only be adjusted, not reversed, in the short term.  Take, for example, the abundant coconut production in the Philippines. Originally, the coconuts harvested by the local people were first shipped to crude processing plants owned by Americans, processed into copra, and then shipped to the United States for fine processing. American capital desperately suppressed prices, leaving the local people with very little compensation, and the long shipping distances resulted in serious waste.  Now, China's purchase price was based on domestic demand, which was double the price previously paid by American companies, and all of it went into the hands of the local Filipino workers harvesting the coconuts. China's utilization rate for coconuts was much higher. After ship after ship of coconuts were transported to the Kwantung region, they were used for coconut milk processing, oil extraction, and shredded coconut production in the food sector. Coconut shells could be made into buttons, and the waste material was burned into high-quality activated carbon. Because China's purchase price was fair and China would buy as much as the Filipino people could produce, the income of the Filipino people from coconut exports increased at least sixfold.  At this stage, the Philippines exported not only coconuts but also rubber, tobacco, sugar, and bananas. China's low-temperature transport ship technology was sufficient to bring products like bananas into the country.  Based on the ethnicity, religion, and traditions of the Philippines, and following preliminary democratic conferences, it was basically determined that four independent states would be established. Currently, China had taken over trade in the Philippines and had accumulated a significant amount of Renminbi foreign exchange reserves. these reserves were already beginning to help the people of the four regions form governments. Once the independence of the Philippine regions was complete, these reserves would be entirely handed over to the independent states of the Philippines.  It wasn't just the Philippines where independence was being promoted; the British and Dutch colonies had also been liberated. On the island of Borneo, there were already two states: one was the historically significant Sultanate, and the other was the Lanfang Republic. The establishment of states for the Malays and local indigenous people was also being promoted.  The Dutch colonies were more problematic. Sumatra had gained independence, as had Java. Other regions, due to lower levels of development, did not yet understand the difference between establishing a state and organizing a tribe. Li Runshi was currently holding discussions with the Malayan Communist Party, planning to resolve these issues through a trusteeship model for the time being.  Seeing this, He Rui almost wanted to pen an instruction: "The work is completed to a very high standard. The comrades of the Southern Bureau have worked hard."  However, there was still much more to the document. He Rui restrained himself and instead leaned back in his chair, reflecting on the progress in the Indian region.  As Southeast Asia entered the second phase, the next stage of the world revolution would inevitably follow the complete independence of India. Indian independence would mean the European and American Allies losing their largest colony, especially the vast human resources of the Indian colony.  Although Africa had a large population, and the British and French colonial powers could theoretically squeeze out an army of several million if they tried, no more than 500,000 of those millions would have actual combat effectiveness. Britain and France knew their colonial troops very well; they wouldn't waste massive resources training millions of soldiers who wouldn't serve any purpose.  The second phase of world liberation would be a war between the World People's Liberation Army and the white European and American armies. In World War II, civilian casualties were enormous. European military casualties were primarily between the Soviet Union and Germany. Although surrendering nations like France had lost much of their population, most of it was due to being plundered too severely, leading to death from malnutrition. There were also the members of the resistance killed by Germany, but the casualty rate was far lower than in World War I.  However, when the Allies formed by Europe and America fought against the World People's Liberation Army seeking liberation—whether it was the Anglo-Americans of the Allies or the German-Italian Fascist bloc—they would have to fight using their own domestic populations. Thinking of the image of arrogant white racists being gunned down on a large scale, He Rui couldn't help but let out a soft chuckle.  Although war was cruel, a just war always pushed social development forward. While it was unknown exactly how many Europeans and Americans would die for their sense of racial superiority, given the current level of Western civilization, over 90% of Europeans and Americans held quite strong racist ideologies.  After considering the future for a while, He Rui continued reading Li Runshi's report. The report detailed the latest progress, where progressive forces in Southeast Asia had requested the release of local imprisoned revolutionaries. Li Runshi believed that the work of the trials could begin.  He Rui knew Li Runshi would take the lead, but seeing him so determined, He Rui felt a sincere admiration, and his thoughts began to drift away from the administrative affairs themselves.  Once the world liberation war entered the second phase, a world government would need to be established. He Rui quite liked the name "United Nations" and could use it directly. At this stage, He Rui's own position would inevitably have to change. If He Rui were to serve as the leader of the future United Nations, he would have to resign from his position as China's leader. Holding both leadership roles simultaneously would not be good for the future United Nations.  In the New World Order created by Roosevelt in history, the United States did not directly appear as the leader. This was Roosevelt's political maturity. From a political perspective, China could establish a New World Order, and He Rui could serve as the world's leader, but China itself could not serve as the world's leader.  The United States' most brilliant action was the first Gulf War. George H.W. Bush organized a coalition in the name of the United Nations, defeated Saddam Hussein's Iraq, and after restoring Kuwait, did not go on to eliminate Saddam but instead withdrew from Iraq. Militarily and politically, they gained credibility and demonstrated the world order led by the United States. It had a flavor quite like Duke Huan of Qi.  However, the level of American civilization was low. While a few elites could achieve this, it was only the inspired strokes of a small number of political elites. As for America itself, it was far from reaching such a high level of civilization.  Long before the elder Bush, Roosevelt's successors had continuously emphasized America's direct leadership over the world. This direct leadership madness consumed America's national strength. Even though America had brilliant politicians like Nixon at the time who could formulate strategies in line with American interests, the control these American politicians had over the American empire had rapidly faded.  He Rui had great confidence in China. The primary reason Chinese civilization was highly advanced was that it understood very clearly how historical cycles functioned and had found the endogenous driving force that allowed Chinese civilization to continuously develop. Even if He Rui were to die, or even if all the elites selected by He Rui were to pass away, China would still be able to understand the fundamental reasons for the world's direction as established by He Rui. This was because the policies established by He Rui were not meant to satisfy Chinese civilization's demand for world hegemony, but to satisfy the demand for the world's common development.  China once held an incomparably leading position in the world, yet it too could not resist historical cycles. With the establishment of the economics of Communism, China's historical cycles not only gained a scientific explanation but also a direction for resolving those cycles.  If humanity were to simply continue wasting away on Earth, even if a new world order were built, they would not escape civilization's historical cycles. When the upper limit of productivity is sealed, the cycles will repeat again and again. To break this limit, humanity must work together to break through the cradle that is Earth.  As for where human society would go after truly breaking through that cradle, He Rui didn't care about such a future. When productivity reaches that stage, there will inevitably be a corresponding social structure and moral standards to match it. He Rui's imagination was far from sufficient to construct the system of that era.  However, He Rui himself was very confident. As long as the core of "seeking problems within oneself"—the most critical endogenous driving force of Chinese civilization—continued to exist, Chinese civilization would not perish even upon entering the space age; on the contrary, it would become even more brilliant and powerful.  Finding that his thoughts had wandered too far, He Rui pulled his focus back and wrote an instruction on the document: "The issue of the trials shall be decided by Comrade Li Runshi. Please directly state any support required. At this stage, our country will continue to issue invitations to legal scholars from all European and American countries, inviting as many people from the global legal community as possible to participate in the trials against colonialism. Doing so is not for the sake of fishing for fame, but to allow the people of the world to be liberated from the poison of colonialism as early as possible."  After finishing the instruction, He Rui picked up his pen and began to write. This was an open letter in which He Rui called upon all people of insight who wished for the human world to move to the next stage to break through all prejudices and self-imposed limitations and participate in the upcoming trials for the various crimes committed in the colonies.  "...The liberation war initiated by the Asian Alliance is not intended to thoroughly eliminate any race, but to liberate the entire world. Therefore, China's invitation is not about forming factions or punishing the losers as victors.  You people of insight who care for humanity: from the perspective of the human world, colonialism, as a stage in human history, is about to breathe its last. The current trials are undoubtedly the final verdict on colonialism.  Whether one supports colonialism or racism, China will not refuse any scholar who comes to participate in these Great Trials. Setting the final verdict on colonialism is like a funeral for the human world. The people who come to attend the funeral will have widely varying evaluations of the deceased—some supportive, some opposing.  However, as a human community, if one does not come to participate in this funeral, it would appear both lacking in class and lacking in confidence. Blindly hiding away, fantasizing that the deceased is still alive, or delusionally trying to revive the deceased, will only result in being buried alongside them..."
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Even during wartime, the Great Powers always had plenty of channels to exchange news with each other. He Rui's open letter appealing for legal experts from around the world to attend the trial of colonial crimes was not only delivered to the heads of state of various countries, but was even published openly in newspapers in France and Hungary.

From 1928 to 1938, France experienced a wonderful "Golden Decade." Even though France was defeated in 1940 and subsequently joined the Allied Powers to declare war on China, in early 1942, the ordinary French populace still held deep affection for He Rui, who had created France's Golden Decade.

*Le Figaro* not only published the full text of He Rui's open letter but also ran introductory articles about France's former Indochina colonies. Inside the editorial room of *Le Figaro*, editors were flipping through stacks of reader mail. Letters with just a few sentences were glanced at and set aside; only those with a certain volume of text were read carefully. Particularly long letters were read for a bit longer before being placed in another pile. Once the text exceeded a certain length, it ironically lost reading value.

As if possessing the ability to see through walls, just as the editors had read through more than half of the reader mail, the Editor-in-Chief walked out of his private office and asked the editors, "What is the general situation?"

The Editor-in-Chief thought the French public would discuss the former French Indochina. Unexpectedly, the editor responsible for reviewing comments on Indochina spread his hands; there were hardly any letters in front of him. The Editor-in-Chief looked at the other editors and found that the editor with the most letters was the one responsible for discussions on the French political system.

"How troublesome," the Editor-in-Chief muttered before calling out, "Joseph, come to my office."

Watching Joseph carry several stacks of letters regarding the French political system into the Editor-in-Chief's office, the other editors showed not a hint of jealousy. Instead, they took the opportunity to stop their work. By habit, this conversation would take a long time. Everyone was tired from reading, so it was a good time to rest and chat for a while.

The editor responsible for economic content took out a small paper packet from his drawer, carefully opened it, and brewed the tea leaves inside. In the past two years, due to the war, the trade route for Chinese tea to Europe had been cut off. Even worse, during the time the Germans occupied France, they had frantically scrounged for tea.

When the faint aroma of tea wafted from the teapot, several cups had already been placed in front of this brother. He helplessly poured half a cup of tea into each cup, then hugged the teapot to his chest. The others went to add hot water, holding the cups in their hands and sipping slowly. One editor cursed, "Damn Germans, they've been importing tea from Russia all along!"

Hearing this, the editors began to curse Germany one after another. Especially the editor who most staunchly supported the democratic system, who loudly cursed the evil of the German dictatorship.

Meanwhile, inside the Editor-in-Chief's office, Editor Joseph, sitting across from the Editor-in-Chief, carefully summarized: "At this stage, our people are very interested in China's republican system under centralized power. They believe France needs a leader like He Rui. Even if such a leader cannot emerge at this stage, we must at least create the corresponding political environment."

The Editor-in-Chief did not answer immediately. Before the war, there were quite a few right-wingers in France clamoring for France to adopt a dictatorship, but this was obviously angry talk directed against the system of the French Third Republic; France had absolutely no popular or economic basis for implementing a dictatorship.

In the past thirteen years, the French public found that both China, which brought France a beautiful era, and Germany, which brought France a shameful defeat, were very centralized in their national leadership.

In modern political systems, the difference between China's republican system and the European democratic system is actually quite small. Under the European democratic system, government officials who are only responsible to the current administration are produced through elections. Under China's republican system, although elections are de-emphasized, the responsibility borne by the ruling party itself is far greater than in the democratic system.

Now the French people expect a responsible French government to appear, led by a statesman like He Rui, rather than the irresponsible politicians of the French Third Republic.

He Rui declared that he wanted to finalize the verdict on global colonialism. This boldness gave the French public a huge shock. The French public's attitude toward protecting the French colonial empire was very divided, with many supporters and opponents. Regardless of whether they supported or opposed it, most French people believed that if the French people continued to listen to the manipulations of this bunch of politicians, they would only shed blood in vain under government orders. And after defeat, the French government would continue to shamefully choose surrender.

Under He Rui's leadership, the Chinese government not only had clear political concepts but also policies capable of leading China forward, and a clear strategy to win the war. Compared to China's republican system, France's current system was undoubtedly the dregs of humanity.

The Editor-in-Chief of *Le Figaro* felt that the French public's views were similar to his own. After thinking for a while, he asked, "Joseph, if the Chinese army attacks, will you surrender?"

Joseph was stunned. He had joined *Le Figaro* right after graduating from university in 1928. His first ten years in society happened to be France's most beautiful ten years. So Joseph always felt that He Rui was a friend of France, and to some extent, even a leader guiding France's progress. Given the current situation, war between China and France was likely to break out. But Joseph really couldn't bring himself to see He Rui as an enemy.

After thinking for a moment, the thought in Joseph's heart blurted out, "If Mr. He Rui uses half a year to reorganize France and then leaves, I absolutely will not resist."

This time it was the Editor-in-Chief's turn to be stunned. Editor Joseph's view also fit the Editor-in-Chief's mood quite well. If He Rui appeared in France in the capacity of restoring order, he also had no intention of opposing it. France had become rotten from the inside; as long as France could truly be saved, it really didn't matter whether the person saving France was Chinese or French.

At this time, the French Vichy Government was also discussing He Rui's open letter. Compared to the French public, the leaders of the new government were not so sentimental. After being liberated from German occupation, the French government analyzed the current world situation and reached several consensuses.

Through a review of the Western European campaign, the French military discovered that the breakthrough in the Ardennes Forest only reduced German losses; even without the Ardennes breakthrough, the French army would still have failed. Given the comparison of military strength between France and Germany, France would still not be a match for Germany within five years. Germany remained France's greatest threat at this stage.

After the end of China-France economic cooperation, the French economy lost the support of the Chinese economy. The strong Franc plummeted, and France's Golden Decade could no longer be reproduced. The French economy was now not only suppressed by the United States and Britain but even far surpassed by Germany. The French economy, once the envy of the world, was truly finished.

The total failure in military and economic affairs led to the French public having zero confidence in politics. The reason France's political system could still be maintained now was simply because the French public had not yet made a decision. Once the French people had a new choice, the current political system would be immediately abandoned.

Faced with total collapse in politics, economy, and military, the new French government found it had no way to cope. And He Rui's open letter undoubtedly gave the French upper echelon an opportunity.

The Minister of Economy was the first to speak to the Minister of Education: "Mr. Minister of Education, I believe it is necessary to dispatch French academics to Southeast Asia to present our views on the unjust trial."

The Minister of Education understood the underlying meaning and immediately replied, "I also believe it is necessary to communicate with China and express France's attitude regarding their wrong choices."

Hearing the views of the two ministers, other cabinet members immediately went with the flow, all expressing that this should be done. Everyone's gaze then fell on President Pétain.

Pétain's reputation in France at this time was not very good, but compared to history, his reputation was much better. France's defeat was not Pétain's responsibility, and Pétain's policy of surrender had at least avoided greater personnel losses for France. Moreover, Germany withdrew from France in 1940, although it caused great losses during the occupation. However, France had already experienced the defeat of 1871; compared to that time, the losses were not unacceptable. In a situation where the group had no leader, Pétain managed to sit in the position of President.

Seeing the cabinet members express their stance in this way, the aged Pétain expressed in a weak voice, "I agree to send legal experts to China."

The French upper echelon said "legal experts" with their mouths, but in their hearts, they were thinking of representatives for secret negotiations with China. Fortunately, France had agreed as early as 1926 to send a large number of legal experts to China to participate in the Asian International Tribunal to try the massacre case by the ANZAC corps in the British army. This time was also a familiar road.

The only problem now was guaranteeing the safety of the French personnel, but this matter was not considered difficult. France had colonies in East Africa; as long as they didn't make a big fanfare when selecting personnel, they could use ships to transport the experts to ports in the East African colonies.

At this stage, the Chinese army had already liberated Sri Lanka and almost the entirety of India. As long as French ships were not sunk by British submarines, these French experts and negotiation representatives could successfully make contact with China. Compared to Britain, which directly attacked the French Mediterranean Fleet after the Western European campaign, France completely trusted China's level of civilization.

In Berlin, Hitler asked Professor Karl, the President of the Academy, "Professor, are you willing to go to China?"

Professor Karl replied politely, "If the Führer wishes for me to undertake academic discussions, I will go to China."

After speaking, Professor Karl observed Hitler. He saw hesitation in Hitler's expression, as well as some anticipation, a look of trying to find a reasonable explanation for himself. Hitler's reaction made Professor Karl feel somewhat emotional; among those still alive today, He Rui was undoubtedly the person who gave Hitler the strongest sense of frustration. From the Munich Conference to before the Western European campaign, if Britain and France had adopted He Rui's policies, Nazi Germany would very likely have been defeated.

China was even ahead of Germany in the military field. He Rui's paper "The Transformation of Time and Space on the Battlefield" was regarded as a golden rule by the German General Staff. This was not the German General Staff deliberately using a tiger's skin as a banner, but because the military experts of the German General Staff read from this paper a highly condensed combat theory and practical operation of armored forces and ground-air integration.

Besides strategy and military affairs, although Hitler's economic policies had achieved huge success, France's economic achievements in the same period were not inferior to Germany's at all, and were even more brilliant than Germany's. As a world currency, the Franc fought back and forth with the Pound and the Dollar. Not to mention the German Mark acting as a world currency; if it wasn't treated as waste paper after leaving Germany, that would be considered Hitler's great success.

Being suppressed by He Rui in every field caused Hitler to seem to have an obsession with He Rui. Moreover, He Rui adopted an attitude of ignoring Hitler, so that Hitler himself couldn't figure out his attitude towards He Rui.

Just as Professor Karl thought, Hitler indeed didn't know what exactly he wanted to get from He Rui at this time. From a geopolitical perspective, Germany and China, located at the two ends of the World Island, had very broad space for cooperation. But from political concepts, Hitler knew that there was no possibility of cooperation between Germany and China.

More importantly, Germany did not have a strategy to dominate the globe. China not only had one, but was also steadily implementing it. Once Britain thoroughly lost India, the entire world would be divided into two.

Hitler, who had been silent for a while, felt he had to break this damned silence, otherwise he would have a feeling akin to drowning. Hitler asked, "Professor, do you think He Rui's open letter is a hint to attempt negotiations?"

Professor Karl knew what Hitler wanted to hear, but as an expert, the Professor replied, "Führer, He Rui has no intention of negotiating with Europe and America. Even if He Rui hopes to facilitate negotiations, he only hopes that Europe and America will surrender."

Hitler was not unhappy because of this explanation; instead, he felt that He Rui ought to have such boldness. If Germany and China swapped places, Hitler definitely wouldn't have any intention of negotiating a truce either. Having confirmed this point, Hitler made up his mind. "Professor, I appoint you to lead the German legal experts to go participate in the Southeast Asian trial."

Professor Karl indeed really wanted to go participate in this "grand event." As a geopolitical expert, he really wanted to understand He Rui's true thoughts. Although Professor Karl felt that He Rui's proposal to liberate the whole world should be real, Professor Karl believed there were too many unreasonable parts in this plan. A geopolitical master like He Rui shouldn't make these unreasonable judgments.

At this time, General Montgomery, Commander of the British Command in India, listened to the order brought by the British special envoy. "General, the War Office has agreed to your retreat plan. As for the specific execution, please take full responsibility."

General Montgomery's hand inadvertently pressed on He Rui's open letter. He asked, "What about apart from this?"

"The government requires the announcement of a statement allowing for India's future independence," the special envoy replied.
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Hearing the British government's instruction for the Commander of the British Army in India to announce a declaration allowing for India's future independence, Montgomery felt that the cabinet was still playing their traditional political games, phrasing the decision to abandon India so euphemistically. Although he knew that politicians never did anything decent, Montgomery did not dwell on their ugly faces. As a British soldier, he felt a profound sorrow washing over him like a tide, giving him the sensation of impending drowning.

But Montgomery did not have much time to immerse himself in these emotions. The sound of air raid sirens from outside brought him back to a commander's mindset. Just as he stood up with the special envoy, an orderly ran into the headquarters. "Report, Commander, the shelter is ready."

Montgomery told the orderly to take the envoy to hide, but the envoy decisively refused. "Commander, I want to see the latest situation."

Seeing the envoy was so bold, Montgomery had someone accompany him to the observation post. The observation post was established in a civilian house in Delhi. The air was filled with the smell of excrement; the envoy was not yet fully accustomed to such an atmosphere, but he made no complaints.

Inside the observation post disguised as an ordinary house, the envoy looked towards the sky with binoculars. He saw the faint silhouettes of a large group of fighter planes in the sky. A few Chinese fighters dove down alone, leveled off at an altitude of several hundred meters above the ground, and began to fly over Delhi.

At this moment, air raid sirens blared throughout Delhi, yet no British fighters took off to intercept them. The envoy knew that Britain had left only a minimum air force at home, sending everything else to India. These planes had been almost completely lost in the past two months—nearly 4,000 fighters and over 500 pilots. To hold onto India, Britain had exhausted its war projection capability.

But these efforts had not changed the war situation in the slightest. The Chinese Air Force occupied India's skies with absolute numbers and conducted daily air raids on the British forces in India. The British forces in India once reached a scale of 700,000, but according to General Montgomery, fewer than 400,000 were still capable of fighting.

The other 300,000 British troops had either been killed or wounded by bombing, or had lost contact with the main force due to the ceaseless Chinese bombardment. If the British troops scattered across India wanted to reach Delhi, they could not carry any heavy weapons and could only move in dispersed groups with light arms. Even if such troops returned to Delhi, they would be useless stragglers. With the power of modern artillery, troops without heavy weapons would collapse at the first blow when facing a regular army with complete artillery units.

In the blink of an eye, the few Chinese reconnaissance fighters had flown past Delhi. To avoid exposing their firing points, the British forces did not open fire. The Chinese Air Force did not conduct indiscriminate bombing either, merely flying over Delhi at an altitude of several hundred meters. Afterward, a few more Chinese fighters flew past in the same manner, without any combat erupting during the interval.

The envoy was momentarily unsure what the British forces were doing. He asked the officer accompanying him. The British officer replied with a wooden expression, "The purpose of the Chinese military doing this is to confirm that our heavy equipment has not left Delhi. They are probably waiting for the Indian rebel armies to arrive and besiege us."

Hearing this, the envoy didn't know what to say. The British War Ministry had already determined that the British forces in India needed to break out, but this was India, millions of square kilometers in size, not Dunkirk, which was only a few dozen kilometers from the British homeland.

Now, everyone in Britain used "Meyer" to refer to the Nazi German Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring. This was because of a rumor that during the Siege of Dunkirk, Göring had stated that if the Luftwaffe under his command could not annihilate the British and French Allied forces in the encirclement, he would change his surname to "Meyer." Meyer is a common Jewish surname; in Germany, where racism was at an all-time high, this was undoubtedly a poisonous oath. Yet the Dunkirk evacuation was successful, and Britain was very proud of this.

Before coming to Delhi, the envoy had heard about the current situation. Seeing the peaceful scene where the Chinese Air Force seemed to stay out of the British Army's way with his own eyes, he felt the situation was even worse. The Chinese Air Force did not attack civilians or cities, but British heavy equipment and supply convoys would face fierce bombing the moment they left the city.

It was impossible for hundreds of thousands of British troops to march to the Middle East carrying only rifles and whatever ammunition and food they could carry on their persons. Although they didn't need ships to go from Delhi to the Middle East, they had to walk 1,900 kilometers on two legs. This route had to cross deserts, wilderness, and rivers. If the British Army really did this, the Chinese wouldn't even need to act; the Indian rebels along the way could wipe them out.

Just as the envoy was at a loss, he heard the officer accompanying him say, "Your Excellency, I actually think breaking out is better than staying in Delhi to become prisoners. Delhi's food won't last much longer. At this stage, no part of India listens to the Governor-General's orders, and no food is being transported to Delhi at all."

The British envoy paused for a moment before realizing that this was India, not the British homeland. In the British homeland, British Army supplies could at least be met. If worst came to worst, they could directly requisition grain from nearby villages and towns. But right now, the British Army only controlled limited cities like Delhi. Once they left the cities, their safety could not be guaranteed at all. Even if the local Indians dared not attack the British Army, the British Army did not have the ability to conduct countryside sweeps to collect enough food from rural India to meet the needs of the troops in Delhi.

The Chinese fighters in the sky continued to fly over Delhi in groups of a few, but the large formations never launched any attacks. The envoy asked the officer beside him, "Are the Chinese always like this?"

"Yes." The officer nodded. "The Chinese Air Force flies until dark before returning. During this time, as long as we don't move, the Chinese won't move either."

Hearing that China was not actively attacking, the envoy felt inexplicably relieved, but then became even more agitated. He looked in astonishment at the numb-faced officer, then at the few Chinese planes strolling through the sky like they were in a garden. Only one thought remained in his mind: if China was monitoring Delhi all day long, wouldn't it be even more impossible for the British to move a single step?

Fortunately, the Chinese planes truly did not actively attack as the British officer said. The envoy simply returned to the British headquarters, where he saw the officers working calmly, as if there were no Chinese planes passing overhead at all.

When Montgomery saw the envoy enter, he didn't wait for the envoy to ask questions. He called in a few staff officers. The staff officers immediately introduced the British retreat plan to the envoy.

The British Army was not waiting to die. Since they couldn't leave with heavy weapons, the British Headquarters in India had devised a plan to leave India on foot. The core of this plan lay in the assumption that those princely states relying on Britain could provide a certain amount of supplies along the way.

If this hypothesis held, the British Army would split into small teams and advance toward Iran along a web-like network of routes. In China's classification, Iran belonged to the nations oppressed by imperialism. If China adhered to its own philosophy, it would not attack Iran. The British Army only needed to travel 50 kilometers a day for 30 days, crossing the Indian desert, crossing the Indus River, and passing through the wilderness of Balochistan to reach Iran.

The more the envoy listened, the more wrong it felt. By the time he finished listening, he felt the British Headquarters in India had gone mad to devise such an outrageous plan. But apart from this plan, the envoy couldn't think of any other possibilities.

At this point, Montgomery said, "Ten days ago, a unit already set out. They have now moved to a position 600 kilometers from Delhi."

"General, why did you make such a decision?" the envoy asked painfully.

"I can't just let the entire expeditionary force surrender," Montgomery replied.

In his silence, the envoy suddenly felt he could understand Montgomery's decision. If a few thousand... no, if a few tens of thousands of British troops could really enter Iran, the defeat in India would not be so tragic. At least the British War Ministry could announce the reconstruction of the Army in India with this breakout force as the core. Montgomery's seemingly absurd military decision was actually fighting for the last shred of dignity for the British Army.

Just then, an officer came in from outside. Montgomery ordered the officer, who was looking at the envoy, "Speak."

The officer replied, "Report, Commander, today we dispatched another three regiments to attack toward the northwest."

The envoy savored this news, feeling that these officers were quite skilled at using rhetoric. Describing a retreat to the northwest as "attacking toward the northwest" gave it a rather inspiring feel.

Montgomery turned to the envoy. "Mr. Envoy, after you return to London, could you urge the War Ministry to send troops through Iran into the Indian region to support our forces?"

Montgomery did not believe his actions could deceive the Chinese military. Now, he only hoped that the Chinese military did not have the capacity to intercept all the British troops, allowing at least one British force to break out.

***

As Montgomery expected, the India Theater Commander, Yu Cen, had already received news that the British were breaking up into parts to escape. Although the Chinese Air Force could also conduct large-scale bombing in India, such target-less bombing could very easily accidentally injure the people of the Indian region. The essence of the India Campaign lay in being 70% political and 30% military. Accidental injury to the Indian populace would cause very serious political problems.

Dispatching the army to strike the British forces created the possibility of being exploited by the Indian regions. The local Indian upper class was so cunning that Chinese soldiers were very wary of them. There had been instances where local Indians reported false intelligence to China, attempting to get the Chinese army to attack another Indian separatist faction.

To pursue the British Army independently with minimal losses would require the use of armored units. If the scale of the armored units was large, Chinese logistics couldn't keep up. Regardless of whether the current British submarines came from Germany, the Chinese Navy had not entered the Indian Ocean on a large scale in the past few hundred years. British submarines, familiar with the hydrological conditions of the Indian Ocean, posed a massive threat to the Chinese fleet within it.

Yu Cen had the staff department propose a plan while he continued his previous work of promoting the independence of various Indian regions. At this stage, the Muslim regions of India had all declared independence, and the southeastern regions, dominated by those considered "untouchables" by Hindus, had also declared independence. The only part that temporarily seemed intact was the region dominated by Hinduism.

A few years ago, China had established many research institutes; the South Asia Institute belonged to the Military Commission. Comrades from the South Asia Institute submitted an analysis to General Yu Cen regarding the currently seemingly intact regions of India. The King of England had for a time styled himself as Emperor; this crown came from the Mughal Empire of India.

The researchers at the South Asia Institute believed that while China certainly could not restore a feudal system, Mughal, as a very traditional title, was necessary to preserve. If they imitated China's restoration of the Lanfang Republic in Borneo and established a Mughal Republic centered in Delhi, the Indian people likely would not object.

Currently, there were hundreds of princely states led by princes across India. These states were all loyal to the Indian Imperial Government, which was the British Government. Rebuilding a Mughal Republic would not be difficult.

The researchers at the South Asia Institute believed that the contradictions between the hundreds of princely states and the various regional governments in India would inevitably intensify. Civil wars of varying intensities could break out within the various independent governments of India.

China opposed "four big mountains," one of which was the feudal system. If civil war broke out in India, China could not stand on the side of the feudal lords. However, if the Chinese army went on a killing spree in India, it would also affect the relationship between China and the various countries in the Indian region. The best method was to let the various Indian states resolve it themselves.

Yu Cen listened to the report and felt his head swelling. He didn't force a solution but directly sent a telegram to the Military Commission, reporting the latest situation. Soon, the Military Commission sent a reply, telling Yu Cen to contact the Southern Bureau.

Seeing the telegram, Yu Cen immediately remembered various rumors about Li Runshi, the Secretary of the Southern Bureau. Looking at it now, these rumors were likely all true. Li Runshi was already a candidate for the next leader of the Civilization Party.

Yu Cen was only interested in fighting wars and had no thoughts of his own regarding who the future leader would be. Moreover, He Rui was only 52 years old, far from having an urgent need to select a successor immediately. Yu Cen sent a telegram to Li Runshi.

He thought Li Runshi would take a few days to reply, but he received Li Runshi's reply that same day: "It is best for our army not to intervene in India's internal affairs. The Party will dispatch personnel to do the work in India. Regarding specific details, comrades will immediately head to the India Headquarters to communicate."
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The currents in other oceans do not change direction, only fluctuating in strength with the seasons. In the Indian Ocean, however, the westward-flowing South Equatorial Current is only highly developed south of the equator. In the equatorial region itself, wind directions shift twice a year due to monsoons, meaning surface currents near the Indian Ocean equator can flow either west or east.

China had already acquired theoretical knowledge in this area, but when it came to collecting actual ocean current data, China was a layman. Every time the minesweeping fleet set sail, they would bring the latest collected information on Indian Ocean currents while simultaneously conducting data collection for the Chinese Navy.

On February 27, 1942, the 4th Anti-Submarine Formation left the port in Sri Lanka, sailing westward. Measurement instruments indicated that surface currents in the Indian Ocean were currently flowing from east to west. According to hydrological data, in just a few months, these surface currents would shift to flow from west to east.

Clarifying these details was not for scientific research, but a matter of life and death for the minesweeping fleet. Failing to navigate according to hydrological data could lead to deviating from the course, and sonar detection would also suffer significant deviations. Although the combat effectiveness of British Navy submarines was unknown, avoiding various detailed errors would better protect the fleet and destroy the enemy.

At 16:00 local time in the Indian Ocean on the 27th, the 4th Anti-Submarine Formation spotted a convoy consisting of three civilian ships. According to previously received intelligence, these were cruise ships carrying legal experts from France, Germany, Hungary, and other countries. Ostensibly, these people did not support China's trial of colonialism and were coming to China to participate in discussions. However, the Chinese side had still accepted their request to visit.

Because British submarines were active in the Indian Ocean and constantly attacking Chinese convoys, China did not send large warships to greet them, dispatching anti-submarine destroyers instead.

Ma Qianli, commander of the 4th Anti-Submarine Formation, watched the cruise ships slowly approach through his binoculars. Lowering the binoculars, he said to the sonar operators, "Comrades, be careful! Try not to let these signals affect you."

Hearing this reminder, the team leader of the sonar operators asked back, "Major General Ma, should we keep some distance from these ships?"

Ma Qianli frowned unconsciously. Keeping a distance from large cruise ships of tens of thousands of tons would indeed reduce the interference from their signals. But his mission was escort; if he stayed too far away, would it damage the national image?

After pondering for a moment, Ma Qianli clarified his thoughts. Headquarters stated that there were no British nationals among the foreign experts arriving this time. This indicated that the British did not want to communicate and were expressing their resolute opposition by not participating in the conference. Since the British side had expressed such profound hostility, they had every reason to cause trouble.

In the view of the anti-submarine commander, it was entirely possible for the British to use the noise generated by three large cruise ships to mask the sound of British submarines, thereby launching a close-range attack on the Chinese minesweeping fleet. If they could sink Chinese minesweepers in front of experts from France, Germany, Hungary, and other countries, it would achieve a demonstrative effect.

As for diplomatic disputes—such as foreign experts accusing Britain of putting their ships in danger—the current Britain had no need to care at all. If Britain lost India, it would merely be a European power, no longer possessing the strength to command awe from continental European nations.

Running the headquarters' analysis through his mind once more, Ma Qianli ordered, "Send a telegram to the commander of this convoy. My fleet will provide protection at a distance of 30 nautical miles, and the Chinese Air Force will provide continuous escort for the convoy."

30 nautical miles is about 54 kilometers, basically beyond visual range. However, due to continuous attacks by the Chinese Air Force near the Indian subcontinent, there were no British convoys at this time. There was no fear that the foreign experts' ships would be sunk by British surface vessels.

The telegram was quickly delivered to the convoy. On the ship chartered by Germany, the captain delivered the message to the cabin of Professor Karl, Dean of the German Academy of Sciences. As the leader of the German experts this time, Professor Karl's cabin was very large, complete with a drawing room. After reading the telegram, the professor handed it to the man opposite him.

This man was over fifty years old. Although dressed in civilian clothes, he was clearly a battle-hardened general. The sharp aura emanating from him suggested he was definitely not the type to sit in an office. However, wearing a monocle over his right eye and looking composed, he did not seem like a brute force commander either.

Once the man finished reading the telegram, Professor Karl asked, "Mr. Reichenau, as a military strategist, how do you view China's reaction?"

The German opposite Professor Karl was Walter von Reichenau, an active Field Marshal of the German Army. Hearing Professor Karl's question, Marshal Reichenau replied calmly, "Apologies, I do not understand naval warfare."

Professor Karl was somewhat surprised by Reichenau's answer. During the Western Campaign, General Reichenau commanded the 6th Army, consisting of 14 infantry divisions and two panzer divisions, within General von Bock's Army Group B, launching an offensive with ferocious action.

There was a non-mainstream view in post-battle discussions within the German military: if the panzer units had not been transferred to Army Group A after its breakthrough from the Ardennes Forest approached Army Group B—forcing Army Group B to transfer its two panzer divisions to Army Group A's command—but instead had continued to be commanded by Army Group B to attack the Anglo-French Allied forces, then the retreating Allied forces would have faced fierce pursuit from two German panzer divisions. With the power of the German armored forces, the main body of the Anglo-French Allied forces might not have been able to retreat quickly, ultimately failing to escape to Dunkirk at all.

However, there were many such non-mainstream views. The Western Campaign was ultimately very successful, and everyone wanted to look good. Reichenau himself did not express any opinion on this, because his command art in this campaign was extremely outstanding, flexible, decisive, and smooth. His offensive was fierce, his coordination rapid, his division of forces timely, and his pursuit fast and ruthless.

In particular, the battle to capture Fort Eben-Emael, with close ground-air coordination and a raid perfectly timed with the assault, was a miracle in military history, setting the first such model example in World War II (German soldiers' military quality was fully reflected in this battle).

Reichenau also performed very bravely in combat, personally commanding assault teams to advance, leading by example and crossing walls under a hail of bullets, greatly boosting morale. Of course, this was also related to his love for sports in his youth, his abundant physical strength, and his personality that loved self-expression, all prompting him to be heroic on the battlefield for once. Because of his significant military exploits, Reichenau was promoted to Field Marshal by Hitler on July 19.

Since Reichenau had already become a Marshal, making remarks to claim credit would obviously be considered ungenerous. Moreover, Reichenau was very confident in himself and couldn't be bothered with such talk.

For such a renowned Marshal to frankly admit he knew nothing about the navy... Professor Karl scrutinized Reichenau's expression and found that Reichenau was truly not pretending to be profound, but simply stating a fact. This demeanor impressed Professor Karl quite a bit.

Reichenau was not pretending to be aloof either. After expressing his ignorance of the navy, the topic returned to the upcoming conference. "Professor Karl, I believe Mr. He Rui will not meet with us. do you have any channels to change Mr. He Rui's view?"

Professor Karl shook his head. If possible, he naturally hoped to meet He Rui in person. The strength China was currently displaying made Professor Karl look forward to cooperation between China and Germany even more. Although from a geopolitical perspective, He Rui could not change the basic posture of strategic mutual trust between China and the Soviet Union, communicating with He Rui face-to-face could still yield information very important to Germany.

Although considered "one of us" by Hitler, Professor Karl only entrusted his ideals to the German national movement stirred up by the Nazi Party; he did not feel he was a lackey of Hitler.

After thinking for a moment, Professor Karl shook his head, "I don't have any means either. However, I believe perhaps some heavyweight personnel will meet with us."

Marshal Reichenau thought for a moment and asked, "Do you think China can understand Germany's national needs?"

Professor Karl nodded, "I believe China possesses top-tier strategists; they will certainly be able to understand Germany. But they do not support Germany's solution."

Reichenau took off his monocle, his gaze sharpening. "Professor, do you believe the Chinese side has a strategy more suitable for Germany?"

Professor Karl recalled Reichenau's personal history. Walter von Reichenau was born in 1884 into a noble family in Karlsruhe; his father was also a soldier, later rising to General of Artillery. In 1903, Reichenau enlisted and began serving in the 1st Guards Field Artillery Regiment stationed in Berlin, promoted to Second Lieutenant the following year. He loved sports and joined the Berlin Sports Club as a Guards officer, excelling particularly in javelin and discus, gaining fame for a time due to his excellent results. In 1912, after graduating from the War Academy, he returned to his original unit. Two years later he was promoted to First Lieutenant and Adjutant, and went to the front lines with his regiment in World War I. He participated in battles in the Masurian Lakes, Lithuania, Flanders, and other places, performing outstandingly in combat.

In terms of background, Reichenau was the traditional template of an excellent German soldier.

After Hitler came to power in 1933, Reichenau served as the Chief of the Ministerial Office in the Ministry of War, actively engaging in military expansion and war preparations, becoming a loyal member of the National Socialist Party and a fanatical Nazi. He made no secret of styling himself as a faithful believer in Hitler, deeply convinced that Hitler's National Socialist movement was the only path to reviving Germany.

His actions of loyalty to Hitler were highlighted on August 2, 1934. Within twenty-four hours of the death of the aged President Hindenburg, Army Commander-in-Chief Fritsch ordered the Wehrmacht to swear allegiance to Hitler. This oath of allegiance, which violated the then-still-valid Weimar Constitution, was dictated by Reichenau and recorded by another major. At the time, many officers foresaw the evil consequences it would produce. General Beck, then Chief of the Troop Office, called this day "the darkest day of my life."

Although he strongly doubted whether Reichenau's political leanings would affect his political philosophy, Professor Karl, who was also a Major General during World War I, was willing to trust Reichenau once. He replied, "Marshal, have you seen the European Coal and Steel Community proposal put forward by Mr. He Rui?"

Reichenau frowned slightly, thinking for a moment before answering, "I am not aware of it."

Professor Karl then explained it. The Coal and Steel Community proposal put forward by He Rui involved formally establishing a supranational power institution—the High Authority. The High Authority, composed of nine members, would hold the power of the Coal and Steel Community, responsible for coordinating coal and steel production among member states and ensuring effective competition within the community. It would possess powers over production, investment, prices, and raw material distribution within the community, as well as the power to develop or close certain enterprises or sectors, and manage the community's relations with third countries and relevant international organizations. Decisions made by this institution must be executed by all member states. In addition, the European Coal and Steel Community would also have a Council of Ministers, a Common Assembly, and a Court of Justice.

Reichenau listened quietly. After hearing it out, he asked with a frown, "What is the purpose of this proposal by He Rui?"

"For peace in Europe," Professor Karl answered decisively.
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Field Marshal Walther von Reichenau stared at the retired Major General, Professor Karl Haushofer. If Professor Karl were not a former Major General, Marshal Reichenau would have concluded that everything Professor Karl said was the wishful, foolish talk of a literati.

Since Professor Karl, sitting opposite him, had also once risked his life in the fires of war, Reichenau did not employ any diplomatic rhetoric and asked straightforwardly, "Professor, what is He Rui's reasoning?"

"Some might think that He Rui is doing this to preserve France and ensure China's interests in Europe. I believe this is the position and interest of the Chinese government, but not the position of Mr. He Rui. A supranational political system has never appeared until now. The supranational political system proposed by Mr. He Rui is intended to resolve conflicts between nations. Take the Asian Coal and Steel Community of China, Japan, and Korea as an example. Since the Coal and Steel Community is not in the hands of any single country—China, Japan, or Korea—the data on steel, which serves as the industrial foundation, allows all three countries to understand each other's industrial capabilities. Military power relies on industry; the transparency of steel flows resolves the issue of security trust first. There is no suspicion regarding the objectives of each other's military investments."

Reichenau understood what Professor Karl was explaining, so he expressed his objection, "China's power holds an overwhelming advantage among the three nations, which is why this kind of security trust can be achieved."

Professor Karl waved his hand. "Marshal, your intuition is the exact opposite of the facts. Precisely because Japan and Korea are powerless to confront China, and these two countries have little influence on China's economy, politics, and military, the security trust between Japan and Korea is actually more fragile. Once the European Coal and Steel Community is established, since the power gap between nations is limited and no single country with absolute dominance can emerge, participating nations can bring their internal domestic conflicts into this supranational consultative system to play out their strategic games. Only then do nations have a mechanism to resolve problems through negotiation.

"If Germany seeks absolute leadership within the European Coal and Steel Community, this organization will have little practical significance. Contradictions between nations would be unsolvable, eventually leading to the outcome of exporting domestic issues through war."

Marshal Reichenau did not retort directly this time, but he clearly felt the immense gap between the solution proposed by He Rui—which belonged entirely to the political realm—and German militarism. If Reichenau discussed this from a soldier's standpoint, the conversation was destined to fail. However, Reichenau could not change his military mindset in such a short time to understand this arrangement through a political lens.

Professor Karl, on the contrary, hoped to make Reichenau understand the role of politics in international relations. He continued to explain, "The people of France and Germany have now accepted a fate: every few decades, the youth of both countries must march onto the battlefield. Those lucky enough to survive will reproduce, waiting for the next Franco-German war to let their descendants continue the slaughter. Marshal, do you not find this destiny sorrowful?"

Reichenau felt nothing about this, so he did not answer. For hundreds of years, when France was strong, they marched in and out of Berlin. When Germany was strong, they marched in and out of Paris. For Prussian military aristocrats, the meaning of their existence was to win wars against France. As for whether they themselves would die in war, Prussian military aristocratic families and military academy education were designed to eliminate their fear of their own deaths. As for how many people would die for the war, that was even less within Reichenau's consideration.

Of course, this did not mean Reichenau himself was a cold-blooded and heartless person. As an elite who had received complete military education, the academy required officers like Reichenau to be very concerned about army losses and to make rational judgments based on national power and army casualties. This was also why, at the end of the First World War, although the German army still occupied a large territory in northern France, they decided to surrender.

The German General Staff, through their judgment of Germany's military and economy, determined that the German army no longer had any possibility of victory. Continuing to fight would inevitably lead to tragic losses. Calling a truce at that moment could preserve Germany to the greatest extent.

Reichenau understood Professor Karl's explanation. If European nations formed a supranational organization economically, they could conduct more effective economic coordination. As long as the economy was passable, European countries would naturally be unwilling to flip the table and fight. However, Reichenau intuitively felt that such a whimsical model could not stop war at all. If economic conflicts between nations were limited to within their borders, there would still be various anti-war forces domestically. When conflicts were placed on the platform constructed by a supranational system, all conflicts would have no room for mitigation and would collide nakedly. This was more likely to intensify conflicts and trigger war.

Thinking this in his heart, Reichenau spoke his views. After listening, Professor Karl felt Reichenau's reaction was quite on point and explained with some anticipation, "The purpose of the Coal and Steel Community is to ensure that participating nations no longer break out in war. Taking the Asian Coal and Steel Community led by China as an example, because China's power is too strong, even with such a supranational organization, if China really prepares to wage war, other member states would be powerless to stop it. Whether China wages war depends on the domestic attitude towards peace in China.

"The situation in European countries is different. If only one or two countries prepare to wage war, because information within the Coal and Steel Community is transparent, as soon as war preparations begin, they will be discovered. Other countries opposed to war can form an alliance to confront the countries preparing for war. And during the war preparation period, the Coal and Steel Community can also seek methods to resolve conflicts through collective meetings and individual meetings. It can oppose war to the greatest extent."

"...I oppose this means of opposing war," Reichenau stated his view. Professor Karl had indeed clearly explained the fundamental concept of establishing the Coal and Steel Community, as well as the method of operating it. So Reichenau now had his own clear view. That was to oppose this anti-war supranational organization.

All the education Reichenau had received was on how to conduct war effectively. Whether it was a war of aggression or a war of national defense, it emphasized gaining dominance over one's own national regime and economy. In political terms, this meant the most complete national sovereignty possible. The supranational model of the Coal and Steel Community would genuinely cause Germany to hand over a portion of its national sovereignty, causing Germany's initiative in waging war to be hugely weakened. For this point alone, Reichenau had to oppose the Coal and Steel Community model.

Professor Karl was not surprised. After he had researched and understood the European Coal and Steel Community model proposed by He Rui, he had communicated with people in Germany's political, military, and academic circles. Only those who understood economics very well, such as experts like Schacht, and a portion of the academic community expressed support. According to Professor Karl's private assessment, no more than 30% of the German academic community genuinely supported the Coal and Steel Community.

As for the German political and military circles, they either decisively rejected it like Reichenau, or they thought of using the Coal and Steel Community, turning it into an institution where Germany used other countries to serve itself.

For those who firmly opposed it, Professor Karl believed it was just a divergence of ideas. Professor Karl was quite disgusted with those who held a speculative mentality. European countries were all industrialized, after all; everyone was a seasoned old fox, so how could they really be deceived by mere ghost stories?

Moreover, He Rui's suggestion to establish a European Coal and Steel Community was based on the sincerity of pacifism and did not carry any utilitarianism. In Professor Karl's view, if such a plan were exploited by a group of speculators, it would simply be blasphemy.

Since Marshal Reichenau was not a blasphemer, Professor Karl attempted to continue communicating, "Marshal, are you opposed to peace?"

Reichenau had not considered the issue of peace much. Being asked this by Professor Karl, he pondered for quite a while before answering, "I do not oppose peace. But I oppose a peace that makes our side lose dominance. If peace is merely the objective, peace will inevitably obstruct struggle and progress, and what it brings will inevitably be decay."

Professor Karl was speechless for a moment. In the fundamental concepts of geopolitics he advocated, he believed that the state is an organism that can grow and die; the strong can acquire the land and resources for their own growth just like in nature, and some countries with small populations but vast lands do not have the right to survive alone, such as some small countries in Eastern Europe and the Baltic Sea.

Therefore, although Professor Karl and He Rui were both world-renowned scholars of geopolitics, the differences between them were very obvious. He Rui's geopolitical theory also recognized that many small countries could not possibly possess the ability to survive alone, so He Rui's view was to establish a New World Order to ensure that all countries in the world, regardless of size or strength, should have the right to be free from aggression and the right to continue developing.

If what He Rui advocated was a New World Order led by China, to build a Chinese hegemonic system, Professor Karl would feel that He Rui, as a national leader and a top politician with decisive influence in the world, was perfect. Even now, Professor Karl consistently believed that He Rui was a very formidable military strategist and strategist, with breathtaking achievements in politics, but Professor Karl believed that the political ideals in the Chinese culture that He Rui followed were perhaps too idealistic.

A major reason Professor Karl wanted to see He Rui this time was to discuss a question with him. If the New World Order advocated by He Rui were established, this order would inevitably be built on the foundation of restricting powerful nations from fully obtaining benefits. This formed a paradox: the countries capable of supporting He Rui's philosophy were those powerful nations. Once the powerful nations were restricted, why would they support He Rui's political philosophy?

After Professor Karl identified his own doubt, his expectation to communicate with He Rui became stronger and stronger. With He Rui's level of cognition, the political system he designed absolutely could not have such a paradox. But He Rui had proposed it nonetheless!

So, how exactly did He Rui plan to resolve this almost unsolvable paradox? Professor Karl was truly very interested.

At this moment, Marshal Reichenau was sorting through his own views on peace and the Coal and Steel Community. The more he thought, the more Reichenau felt there were no issues with his line of thinking. As an excellent soldier, the Marshal also admitted that the vision of peace proposed by Professor Karl made a lot of sense. However, this was just a vision and had not been proven at all. Even if this vision eventually became reality, the conflicts between nations were so fierce that the deliberately constructed peace system would eventually be destroyed.

In European history, there had been many outstanding politicians who, with a vision exceeding that of narrow nations, had made very many efforts to establish overall European peace, and there had been quite a few results that made Europe very expectant at the time. But no matter what kind of peace efforts they were, they all failed in the end!
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Professor Karl and Field Marshal Reichenau failed to reach a consensus on the issue of peace. The British submarines did not track this civilian convoy, which safely entered the port of Colombo in Sri Lanka.

Reichenau had traveled all the way from Germany to China, and not just to watch the show. After disembarking, Reichenau went to a hotel in Colombo city with Professor Karl. On the way, Reichenau pondered the arrangements for this trip. Hitler had exhausted his diplomatic channels and surprisingly established contact with the Chinese Civilization Party through the Hungarian Communist Party. As a member of the Fascist Alliance, Hungary still allowed its domestic Communist Party to exist and even exert influence, which Reichenau found quite fascinating.

The car stopped at a seaside hotel with a distinct Portuguese style. As soon as Reichenau got out of the car, he could tell from the standing posture and movements of the personnel at the hotel entrance that they were people who had undergone strict military training. In other words, the Hungarian Communist Party had indeed fulfilled its mission.

Upon entering the hotel, the lobby was largely empty. A waiter led Professor Karl and Reichenau to a reception room on the second floor. inside the living room, two Chinese men were standing by the window chatting. Hearing the two enter, they turned around. Professor Karl was delighted and stepped forward, saying, "Professor Zhao, long time no see."

Reichenau's gaze swept over the gentle and scholarly Zhao Tianlin, then settled on the tall man beside him. This man was not of military background, but his bearing commanded Reichenau's attention. Zhao Tianlin chatted with Professor Karl for a moment before introducing everyone. "Secretary Li, this is Mr. Reichenau."

"Mr. Reichenau, this is the Secretary of the Southern Bureau of the Chinese Civilization Party, Li Runshi."

Hearing the name Li Runshi, Reichenau's expression remained unchanged, but he felt a bit disappointed internally. The intelligence department of the German Ministry of Defense collected internal intelligence on major countries around the world. In the intelligence introducing the Chinese political model, the Chinese "Secretary" was considered a role combining a political affairs official and a personnel official. However, the role of a political affairs official in China was different from that in Europe and America. Under China's republican system, officials were not elected but started their careers as civil servants.

Reichenau did not dislike such a system, but Li Runshi was not an early cadre of the Civilization Party, nor had he worked alongside He Rui for a long time. Reichenau believed that Li Runshi could not represent He Rui's attitude. As for Zhao Tianlin, Reichenau didn't care at all. Although Zhao Tianlin was very famous in the academic field, he had left the He Rui administration very early and was at most a scholar with a deep background.

Both Professor Zhao Tianlin and Professor Karl could speak several languages, and Professor Karl's Chinese was quite good. However, in this informal meeting, both sides used their own interpreters.

Professor Karl asked the first question, "Is there any possibility of peace talks between China and the Allied Powers?"

Li Runshi replied, "Any country that opposes colonialism, imperialism, and racism, whether it is an industrial country or not, whether it is a capitalist country or a socialist country, is a friend of China."

Reichenau was somewhat surprised by the view that China did not care about capitalism or socialism. But after thinking for a moment, Reichenau determined that He Rui did not mind cooperating with capitalist countries; it was just that many European countries now called themselves socialist. For example, France called itself a socialist country rather than a capitalist one. That was why He Rui seemed politically left-leaning.

Hearing Li Runshi's answer, Professor Karl felt a wave of regret. In terms of colonialism, imperialism, and racism, Germany occupied all of them. Although Professor Karl hoped for Sino-German cooperation, this hope was obviously dashed.

Just as Professor Karl fell silent, Reichenau asked, "How will China proceed after liberating Asia and Africa?"

Li Runshi looked at Reichenau with interest before replying, "The World People's Liberation Army, which has already been formed, will liberate the people of Europe from Fascist rule."

Reichenau had heard of the World People's Liberation Army. The German General Staff had various names for it in their collected data; some considered it a Chinese puppet army, others thought it was a "Homecoming Legion" composed of traitors from various European countries. Still others believed it was an organization similar to the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War.

Hearing Li Runshi's answer, Reichenau believed that China's goal was undoubtedly to conquer the world, so he asked, "Will the World People's Liberation Army attack the American continent?"

"The World People's Liberation Army is an armed force with the goal of liberating the whole world. What actions it takes will be based entirely on the circumstances of each country," Li Runshi replied.

Neither Professor Karl nor Professor Zhao Tianlin made a sound. It was more appropriate for them to observe the conversation between the Field Marshal of Nazi Germany and the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission of the Chinese Civilization Party.

Although Reichenau had not been explicitly authorized with anything, he was very clear about his identity, so he spoke quite casually, "Is China's strategy not to conquer the world?"

"Conquering the world is meaningless. Everything established by various so-called great conquerors has vanished like smoke. Judging from the experiences of these people, they were nothing more than a group of armed bandits. Only the spread of civilization can truly influence humanity. Just like the current world, it is not about one side destroying the other, but about completely ending colonialism and establishing a more advanced and reasonable world order on this basis. The war between the two sides is not a dog-eat-dog fight between colonialists, but a struggle between liberation and colonial oppression."

Li Runshi's answer made Reichenau feel a bit bored. He stopped mentioning such grand matters and turned to more specific content. "Does China consider the German national movement to be China's enemy?"

Reichenau's question improved Li Runshi's evaluation of him slightly, so he replied, "China does not designate any country or movement as an enemy. In China's analysis, regarding the inherent needs of any movement, is it anti-imperialist and anti-colonial, or is it striving to achieve imperialist hegemony and colonization? Taking the German national movement as an example, we believe that the German national movement is, to a considerable extent, the German people seeking a solution to economic problems, which belongs to the endogenous needs that any country has.

"However, regarding the means adopted by the German national movement and its staged development, it ultimately chose racism and imperialist means, which we oppose. But choosing racism domestically does not necessarily require war to resolve. But since Germany chose the imperialist route and launched an unjust war, China must oppose it."

Reichenau did not care about a future war between China and Germany, so he asked, "Why does China not agree with Germany's strategy?"

Li Runshi replied, "Germany's strategy has no possibility of success, so of course we will not agree with it."

Reichenau frowned; this was the most arrogant criticism he had ever heard. Before Reichenau could say anything more, Li Runshi continued to explain, "At this stage, Germany cannot accurately position itself at all. If Germany is defined as a powerful industrial country, then this industrial country's raw materials and markets are controlled by foreign countries. For example, Britain can blockade Germany's shipping lanes at any time.

"If Germany is defined as a threatened country, Germany's neighbors all believe that they are threatened by Germany. This makes Germany feel strong malice because it cannot achieve security and mutual trust with neighboring countries. Since Bismarck established Little Germany, Germany has been in such a position. It has never been able to solve this.

"If it were only a military threat, Germany's military power would be sufficient to deal with it. But Germany's economic problems have never been solved. If Germany wants to develop its economy peacefully, it will face hostility from neighboring countries. This is because Germany has an export-oriented economy and adopts a mercantilist stance, which really will suck its neighbors dry..."

Hearing this, Reichenau's brows furrowed. Especially when it came to the part about mercantilism, Reichenau felt that Li Runshi's accusation was too excessive, so he simply interrupted Li Runshi, "Does China think that Germany shouldn't earn profits?"

"It is not that Germany cannot earn profits, but what is the cost of such profits? If Germany could solve the problems caused by profit-seeking, then countries would not only not oppose Germany making money, but would also support it. However, the policies adopted by Germany so far have failed to solve this problem.

"If this problem cannot be solved, it will only intensify contradictions. Intensified contradictions will increase the risk of war. War brings destruction. It destroys the results of Germany's hard work and the established political direction in one day.

"Mr. Reichenau, since our country believes that Germany's strategy cannot solve the problem, we naturally cannot agree with it. And Germany has already taken a very extreme route at this stage. If Germany is allowed to continue like this, the people of the world will suffer very painful losses, which is why we are waging war against Germany."

Faced with such an accusation, Reichenau was very unhappy. He asked coldly, "Doesn't China blame France?"

As soon as these words came out, Reichenau also realized that he was being a bit emotional. Although he was not an expert on Chinese issues, he at least knew that China did not agree with the Anglo-French Versailles system and did not agree with the Anglo-French exploitation of Germany. After Germany declared war on China, the General Staff held many meetings to study China, where some of He Rui's views on Germany were introduced.

Among them, He Rui's evaluation of the hyperinflation that occurred in Germany around 1923 made Reichenau appreciate him very much. Although He Rui was a foreigner, his analysis made Reichenau, a German, feel that he had grasped the pulse of the issue. The internal cause of Germany's hyperinflation was that a large number of German war bonds were due, and the inhuman German upper class reneged on their debts through hyperinflation.

However, Reichenau was a high-ranking German officer after all, and the people who reneged on the debts protected the interests of the upper class like Reichenau. So Reichenau did not make any evaluation verbally.

Reichenau felt that his political level might be inferior to Li Runshi's, so he looked at Professor Karl. Professor Karl then took over the topic, "Mr. Li, do you think there is a possibility of adjustment in Germany's current strategy?"
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Li Runshi lit a cigarette. Reichenau, catching the scent of the smoke, frowned slightly but maintained his politeness, showing no sign of displeasure. Reichenau was a sports enthusiast; in his youth, he had joined the Berlin Sports Club as a Guards officer and was particularly skilled in javelin and discus, gaining fame for his excellent results. He had little interest in smoking.

Li Runshi offered one to Professor Karl. Smelling the Manila tobacco, Professor Karl accepted and lit it. Amidst the fragrant smoke, Li Runshi explained, "Where do correct ideas come from? They come from three kinds of social practice: the struggle for production, the class struggle, and scientific experiment. To a large extent, they are derived from the summation of failed practices."

Professor Karl and Professor Zhao Tianlin both nodded slightly upon hearing this description. Reichenau's expression remained unchanged, but internally, he also strongly agreed with Li Runshi's view.

"Every country draws lessons from its own history. China is like this, and so is Germany. The centralization of the Nazis aims to solve the acute contradictions Germany faces by improving efficiency. In an era of unprecedentedly acute contradictions, this is an effective solution. The Chinese government does not criticize Germany's centralization.

"However, while Germany's current policies seem to be solving its economic problems, the issues of Germany's raw material supply and market demand have not been resolved. With the liberation of all colonies in the world, Germany's problems will erupt again.

"Professor Karl, let me ask a question. Will Germany treat Black people as equal, respectable human beings just like Aryans?"

Professor Karl did not answer immediately. He wanted to cite Germany's respect for He Rui as an example of Germany respecting other races. But Professor Karl knew this would be sophistry. Nazi Germany's policies determined that they did not consider the Chinese to be a great nation equal to the Aryans. The so-called respect for He Rui was merely awe of China's powerful military strength, and the fact that Germany could not erase the strength He Rui displayed in political, economic, and military fields. Thus, they were forced to respect such powerful strength.

As for Black people, they were even less within the consideration of Nazi Germany's policies.

After pondering for a moment, Professor Karl shook his head.

Li Runshi continued to explain, "Since Germany regards the people of future independent nations as inferior races, on what basis does Germany think it is qualified to demand equal trade with these countries?"

Hearing this, an impulse for military confrontation instinctively rose in Reichenau's heart. But Reichenau did not speak, because he understood the military implications of the new world order China was establishing. If these countries were unwilling to trade with Germany, leading to a German invasion, China would immediately go to war with Germany. As the leader of the new world order, China had the responsibility to maintain the security of that order.

"With the liberation of the world, Germany will become increasingly unable to maintain its current economic situation. According to Germany's current policies, it is inevitable that Germany will launch a new war to solve its economic problems. Not just Germany; Europe and America have numerous historical success stories of exporting domestic contradictions abroad. How can path dependence accumulated over hundreds of years be so easily changed?" After Li Runshi finished speaking, he flicked the ash from his cigarette and looked at Professor Karl.

Professor Karl had long completed his analysis of the political and economic logic behind this. Hearing Li Runshi explain it so clearly, he said somewhat helplessly, "Mr. Li, China will pay a huge price for this!"

"That doesn't sound like something Professor Karl should say." Li Runshi said with some regret, "Professor, the price China will pay is not as great as you imagine. Before China launched the War of World Liberation, the colonies of the world were already yearning for liberation! Over a billion oppressed people around the world yearn for liberation, yearning to be freed from the fate of being killed, exploited, and discriminated against. China is not launching a war, but answering the longing of these billion-plus oppressed people.

"Let's do a simple calculation. Germany is an industrial nation with very high mobilization efficiency. Judging from the experience of the First World War, after total mobilization, Germany can send 20% of its population to the battlefield. The mobilization capacity of the people in oppressed regions of the world is far inferior to Germany; we believe they can only send 1% of their population to the battlefield.

"So, even if there are only 1 billion oppressed people in the world, 1% is 10 million. We in China have the ability to provide sufficient training for this 10 million-strong army, provide them with first-class equipment, and provide an adequate officer training system. The Asian Alliance can also provide an army of over 10 million. Added together, that is 20 million well-equipped, well-trained troops capable of sustaining high-intensity and high-severity warfare for a long time.

"So, how much mobilization and projection power do Europe and America need to send 20 million troops to the battlefield to suppress the liberation of the world's people? Even if everyone trades lives one-for-one until they are gone. Which country in Europe or America is willing to take on the role of the main force of suppression?

"I assumed earlier that the mobilization power of the liberated countries is only 1%. What if, with the completion of social revolution, the mobilization power reaches 2%? That would be another 20 million troops. Can Europe and America, having already lost 20 million people, produce another 20 million?"

Professor Karl's face turned a bit pale. He felt a firm will and unwavering determination from Li Runshi. More importantly, strategically, Li Runshi's description of the oppressed people was a reality that was entirely possible.

Reichenau's expression finally changed. As a soldier, he was sensitive to military losses. The 20 million troops in the first phase described by Li Runshi would inevitably be the elite of Europe and America. Once this group died, no matter how long Germany's military tradition was, the combat effectiveness of the army mobilized afterward would inevitably drop drastically. Even if the scale remained the same, the war capability would plummet.

According to the experience of the First World War, if Germany really had 5 million soldiers killed in action and had to conscript another 5 million, the German domestic economy would collapse directly. If a second wave of 5 million died again, the German nation would not recover for the next 100 years.

And what these highly valuable Germans would be facing were "inferior races" with a population dozens of times that of Germany. Germany's losses would seem worthless no matter how you looked at it. But if Germany couldn't even defeat the inferior races and was forced to accept a world order established by them, what qualification did Germany have to call itself a superior race?!

A wave of anger boiled in Reichenau's chest, so much so that he couldn't help but speak up, "War is not won by numbers alone. War requires a feasible strategy and outstanding commanders. If Mr. Li is confident in war, would you allow me to conduct a strategic wargame with you?"

Li Runshi had long anticipated that he might encounter such a challenge. When Reichenau proposed it at this moment, Li Runshi readily agreed. Soon, maps and blackboards were set up, and the Vice Chairman of the Chinese Civilization Party's Military Commission began a military exchange with the Field Marshal of Nazi Germany.

Professor Karl, as a former Major General, also helped on the side. Zhao Tianlin, as a great scholar, set the rules first: "If the wargame turns into a discussion of army group confrontations, I think it would be a good choice not to argue."

Almost simultaneously, Professor Karl and Marshal Reichenau nodded in agreement. Both had very high levels of strategic understanding and knew clearly that correct strategy was the core. As long as the strategy was correct, even if a lack of campaign execution ability by some generals led to losses at the army group level, losing one army group and forming two more would suffice. But once the strategy was wrong, no matter how many battles were won, the ultimate result would be failure.

Seeing that both Germans agreed to his request, Zhao Tianlin sat aside and watched quietly. However, the strategic wargame did not start with how to fight battles, but with how to operate the government, how to establish a mobilization system, and how to conduct troop training, equipping, and deployment.

Zhao Tianlin was He Rui's early comrade and comrade-in-arms, with rich work experience. Listening to the discussion between the high-level officials of China and Germany, a profound sense of nostalgia rose in his heart. This was the path he had walked together with He Rui back then.

Professor Karl and Reichenau grew more alarmed the more they chatted. Li Runshi opposite them was undoubtedly an outstanding statesman, military strategist, and grand strategist. His understanding of economics and politics was extremely profound. How to implement liberation policies in colonies, how to quickly establish order and systems in colonies, how to organize armies based on local economic conditions, and how to use these armies—Li Runshi's description was extremely actionable, definitely not armchair strategizing.

Moreover, many figures Li Runshi mentioned casually opened the eyes of Professor Karl and Reichenau. The description of these key figures coincided with the data collected by the German government and the German General Staff, and could even link the contents of many German military and government reports into a single thread.

Reichenau's brow furrowed involuntarily. He was certain that everything Li Runshi had said earlier was no joke. Although the figure of 20 million World People's Liberation Army troops was indeed a bit exaggerated, the judgment of maintaining combat operations with over 16 million troops was very actionable.

China and Japan could provide 8 million troops to shoulder the burden of battles requiring the highest technology and tactical skills. The 8 million colonial troops would serve as line-filling units and peacekeeping forces. The vast liberated colonies were fully capable of providing forward bases and a portion of material supplies for the front lines.

In the First World War, the soldiers killed in action from both the Allied and Entente Powers totaled only 9 million, and they really couldn't go on fighting. This time, even including the United States, if Europe and America had 16 million troops killed in action, they definitely wouldn't be able to continue either.

At this stage, China would have already liberated Asia and Africa.

Li Runshi emphasized from a strategic perspective: When Asia and Africa were both liberated, Europe and America's sources of raw materials would suffer a devastating blow, and their markets would also be severely set back. Europe and America, unable to sustain their own economies, would absolutely not die down and would inevitably continue to fight.

Reichenau had to admit this fact. But after 16 million deaths, if Europe and America still wanted to fight, it meant that the white world would have to maintain the war at the cost of national foundations that would be extremely difficult to recover in the second phase of the war. If another 16 million troops died, the vitality of Europe and America would be exhausted, unable to recover for decades.

Of course, Reichenau had realized a more terrifying outcome. That was the war entering a third phase. Europe and America, with their vitality exhausted, would face millions of swarming troops. By then, the manpower of European and American countries would be depleted, and their economies collapsed. With such weak strength, they simply could not resist. They could only let China occupy them completely.

If it were just China occupying Europe and America, that would be one thing. But when Reichenau thought of the World People's Liberation Army containing at least several million Black people, and these Black people destroying German cities as victors, parading arrogantly through German towns and villages where few men remained, his head buzzed. This scene was more terrifying than the end of the world!

If he wanted to be shameless, Reichenau could actually steer the discussion to the operational level. But as a Marshal, Reichenau held onto his dignity and refused to do such a thing. When the wargame of the North African campaign was completed, and Li Runshi proposed China's subsequent strategic arrangement—cutting off maritime transport between North America and Europe so that both Europe and the United States could only fight with local resources—Reichenau stood up, said "Let's end it here," and turned to leave the living room.

The German Marshal felt exhausted, but strong emotions surged in his heart. He walked aimlessly in the hotel corridor, and for some reason, kept following the stairs upward. Unknowingly, he arrived at the rooftop terrace of the hotel.

The city of Colombo was built right next to the harbor and had now been liberated by China. In the distance over the harbor, formations of fighter jets flew by from time to time. Beneath the sky, ships moved in and out of the port. It was as if no war had ever happened here.

On the streets beside the hotel, although there were soldiers coming and going, the dark-skinned locals still lived very normal lives. Vendors shouting their wares along the street, workers transporting goods, and all sorts of people walked peacefully on the streets.

Reichenau immediately recalled Li Runshi's confident attitude: China was not another colonizer, but a liberator. Under China's leadership, the colonies would no longer be exploited and sucked dry, while China could provide industrial goods at fair prices to these colonies, goods they could originally only obtain at high prices from European and American countries.

As a German Marshal, Reichenau was very confident in his own intelligence. He wasn't foolish enough to think that the lives of colonial people were like paradise. But the policies adopted by China could truly allow the people of the liberated colonies to obtain a good life they had never dared to imagine before.

And Li Runshi emphasized, "Our political propaganda in the colonies is only one thing: defend the fruits of the revolution. If the colonizers come back, the liberated people will suffer a second time and endure a second round of misery!"

In this peaceful urban environment, Reichenau's mood gradually calmed, and his thinking returned to composure. Although he was still unwilling to admit it, Reichenau had to make a hypothesis: if China could really execute their strategy, the strategy of Europe and America would definitely fail.

While assuming China might succeed, Reichenau also considered the possibility of China's failure. Strategic deception exists in this world, and the highest level of strategic deception is seemingly choosing a certain national policy while actually executing another. The reason this strategic deception is the highest level is that national policy itself cannot be hidden or faked. Any national high command with a certain level of competence can see through it.

In the current situation, the possibility of Chinese strategic deception was minimal. The most likely scenario was that China was actually practicing colonialism while disguising colonial means as liberating colonies. At the same time, it was deceiving the colonial people and other countries, making the colonial people provide war resources for China to "protect the fruits of victory," while intimidating other countries into choosing retreat out of fear of war.

However, this high level of strategic deception was truly hard to pull off. One only needed to go to the areas "liberated" by China personally to take a look and investigate to get accurate results.

Reichenau decided that he must go to China to see for himself. His main goal was not the easily understood trade between China and former colonial countries, but the true social revolution.

Now China had monopolized the markets of former colonies through war. Regardless of whether China engaged in legitimate trade or predatory trade, other countries could do nothing about it. But to truly conscript combat-effective troops through a mobilization system, even if such troops only had the combat effectiveness of line-filling units, it placed extremely high demands on the country's political philosophy and social system.

Although Li Runshi spoke with fervor and logic during his explanation, and Reichenau was greatly shocked at the time, now that his mood had calmed, he began to feel that Li Runshi might be largely deceiving. Leave aside whether Li Runshi could achieve 100% of what he said; as long as Li Runshi could achieve 50%, Germany could only choose to avoid the brunt of China's edge.

Thinking that He Rui had so openly convened an international seminar, he should open some areas for scholars and experts from various countries to visit. If China prohibited on-site inspections by scholars and experts from various countries, it would prove that China was engaging in strategic deception. As long as China opened some areas, Reichenau believed he would definitely be able to see clues.

Compared to Reichenau's doubts, Professor Karl, because he had taught in Northeast China and researched its development, did not have as many suspicions about Li Runshi's account. At least he did not doubt that China was truly engaging in revolution in various colonies. As for the extent of the revolution, Professor Karl himself did not particularly care. Based on his observations of China, as long as the colonial revolution could achieve a minimum level of success, it could mobilize an army exceeding 1% of its population. The 20 million-strong army mentioned by Li Runshi could be easily realized.

As for the logistics and material supplies provided by the colonies, that was even less of a problem. Professor Karl had many academic discussions with Schacht. When analyzing China's economic characteristics, they reached a consensus more and more. China was a populous country with vast territory and a huge market. For the Chinese economy, the biggest threat was that the higher the level of industrialization, the greater the unemployed population. Therefore, the colonial liberation policy proposed by Li Runshi was the best solution to the threat to China's economy. China gained a market of over a billion people. Although it might not fundamentally solve China's unemployment problem, it could greatly alleviate it.

These billion-plus colonial people lived on more than 50 million square kilometers of land. On this vast land, there were all known types of resources in the world, and their output was incredibly huge. China solved the market issue and also possessed almost endless raw materials. It indeed solved the biggest economic problem China would face in the next hundred years.

Thinking of a China that could develop freely for a hundred years, Professor Karl could not imagine how powerful such a China would become. Therefore, Professor Karl did not want Germany to break out into a devastating war with China. If Germany could obtain the opportunity to ally with China by selling out other European and American countries, Professor Karl would support Germany doing so without hesitation.

In his conversations with Zhao Tianlin and Li Runshi, Professor Karl confirmed that he could investigate freely in the liberated areas. He immediately decided to conduct full research with the hundreds of German experts on this ship. The current German head of state, Hitler, was a smart man. If a large amount of first-hand information could be submitted, Professor Karl believed Hitler would make the correct judgment.
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After finishing his talks with Professor Karl and Reichenau, Li Runshi did not meet with experts from other European countries and instead flew directly to Chennai, India.

Currently, there are six regions in India that have clearly declared independence and established states. There are two Muslim regions: Bengal in the eastern part of the Indian peninsula and the Muslim region in northwest India (the Pakistan region). In the eastern and southern parts of India, which belong to the secondary civilization area of Hinduism, there are three republics. From north to south, they are the Oriya Republic with Kolkata as its capital, the Kakatiya Republic, and the Tamil Republic.

Distinct from the Hindus and Muslims, there are two others: the (Sikh) Punjab Republic and the (Buddhist) Sri Lanka Republic.

Chennai now belongs to the Kakatiya Republic and is located on the border between the Kakatiya Republic and the Tamil Republic. This city is a famous port city in eastern India. Although the Asian Allied Forces' anti-submarine units failed to eliminate British submarines west of India's west coast, in the Bay of Bengal region on the east coast, they have sunk more than thirty British submarines and are able to provide all-around escorts for convoys. At this stage, the Asian Alliance's logistics center on the Indian peninsula is located in Chennai, while the Allied Navy's anti-submarine unit base is in Sri Lanka.

Although Chennai is further north than Sri Lanka, the temperature is equally hot. Li Runshi wore a jacket on the plane, but took it off as soon as he disembarked, revealing short sleeves. The Commander of the India Theater, Yu Cen, who came to welcome him, was also wearing short-sleeved summer military dress. Upon meeting, Yu Cen said, "I really didn't expect Chairman Li to come personally to give guidance."

Li Runshi replied, "I just came to discuss things with Commander Yu, it can't be called guidance."

Yu Cen was about to say a few polite words when he heard Li Runshi continue, "Since I've come to this city of Chennai, I'd actually like to walk around and take a look. When I arrive at a place, if I don't walk through it personally, I feel uneasy in my heart."

Yu Cen felt that Li Runshi probably had a deeper meaning, so he personally accompanied Li Runshi into a military vehicle. The car started and began to drive along the city of Chennai.

Chennai is located on the Coromandel Coast of southeastern India, sitting on the shores of the Bay of Bengal. This city has played a key role in trade routes across the Bay of Bengal and is nicknamed the "Gateway to South India." It is not only a resting point for merchants journeying from the Spice Islands to the West but also a center of economic and cultural activity.

It was originally a fishing village. In 1639, the British East India Company established a trading post on the north bank of the Cooum River, and the following year built Fort St. George. Thereafter, the city developed around this fort. By 1652, Madras was already the British base for cotton textiles and handicrafts in South India. As overseas trade continued to expand, it was established as a municipality and became the capital of the British Madras Presidency. After 1801, the territory of the Madras Presidency continued to expand westward and northward. The harbor was dredged, and railway, road, and canal transportation were developed. The city expanded accordingly, becoming the political, economic, trade, and transportation center of southern India.

The shops on both sides of the street were mostly open for business, and there was even a feeling of jubilation. This feeling of jubilation might not necessarily be a good thing for a city.

Chennai's chic European-style buildings, ancient Indian temples, banks, restaurants, hotels, and other structures were very luxurious and imposing, but some public facilities were extremely backward. There were no traffic lights at the intersections of the main streets in the urban area. When pedestrians crossed crosswalks, they often competed for the road with horse-drawn carriages, ox-carts, and caravans, easily leading to standoffs and conflicts. Although there were quite a few police officers, apart from standing there with a wooden stick in hand, they were powerless against the crowded flow of people and traffic.

Although the city had a large population, its scale was limited. After just an hour of strolling, Li Runshi ended his cursory tour of Chennai.

Yu Cen was very composed, and he himself hadn't walked much on the streets of Chennai. Now, observing the lives of the Indian people at close range, Yu Cen felt that some things in his thinking were becoming clearer, and his mindset seemed to have broadened considerably.

Upon arriving at the headquarters office, Li Runshi finally said, "Commander Yu, do our troops still regard this place as a foreign country?"

Yu Cen was stunned for a moment, unable to grasp Li Runshi's train of thought. It wasn't that the troops regarded the Indian region as a foreign country, but that the Indian region was indeed a foreign country to China.

Li Runshi continued, "At this stage, it is necessary for us to view the Indian region as a trusteeship region. The future of the Indian region is our responsibility."

"...Wouldn't that turn the troops into a constabulary force?" Yu Cen managed to find the appropriate words.

Li Runshi laughed, "Don't worry about that. Soon, troops from the World People's Liberation Army will come to take over from our troops at the grassroots level. Our troops will mainly be stationed at various strategic points and prepare for continued combat operations. moreover, our political work cadres will also arrive in the Indian region within a very short time."

Yu Cen was somewhat surprised. His biggest feeling after arriving in India was that India was a genuine foreign country. Not only was the language incomprehensible and customs different, but the race was also vastly different. Yu Cen originally didn't quite understand the discomfort in foreign wars, but after truly arriving in a foreign country, he discovered that this discomfort wasn't just in a few points or aspects, but in every aspect.

If China prepared to do very detailed work in India, the problems would be huge!

Yu Cen still used words that were as non-conflicting as possible, "Chairman Li, India is vastly different from Burma, Assam, and the Southeast Asia region!"

"I just came from Southeast Asia, and in this city of Chennai, I felt an exotic atmosphere. It really is vastly different from back home." As Li Runshi spoke, he lit a cigarette and offered one to Yu Cen. Yu Cen shook his head and declined. Li Runshi took a drag and continued, "In Southeast Asia, there are still many Chinese people. Just now in Chennai, I looked around, and we can't possibly have a direct mass base."

"In that case, should we implement such radical policies?" Yu Cen then spoke more plainly.

Li Runshi very much agreed with Yu Cen's concerns. He explained, "It's not about whether we should or shouldn't. It's that we have no other choice! If we don't intervene with full force at this stage, there will be no way to stop the ensuing civil war. We must do this!"

"What does the Chairman think?" Yu Cen asked almost instinctively.

Li Runshi replied, "This is the Chairman's preliminary view. And the Chairman also gave an explanation."

"...I would like to hear the details." Yu Cen asked for instruction. Actually, when Yu Cen heard the decision made by He Rui, he had intended to agree. But because Li Runshi's words contained the word "preliminary," Yu Cen felt he couldn't be completely at ease. He Rui rarely asked comrades to execute preliminary plans; generally speaking, He Rui's pre-war strategies were executed to the end.

As for why a preliminary plan was created this time, Yu Cen's view was that India had too large a population and its internal situation was extremely complex. Even a Great Immortal would have a headache. Although He Rui had extraordinary abilities, it was impossible for him to have a complete plan when facing India.

This matter was exactly as Yu Cen said, and Li Runshi's view was completely identical. Furthermore, Li Runshi began to introduce the Indian liberation movement up to the present.

In December 1920, the Nagpur annual session of the Congress Party adopted the "Non-Violent Non-Cooperation Movement Plan" drafted by Gandhi. From then on, "Non-Violent Non-Cooperation" became the guiding ideology and programmatic strategy of the Congress Party, and Gandhi became the most authoritative spiritual leader of the Congress Party.

He launched and led the vigorous nationwide non-violent non-cooperation movements from 1920 to 1922 and from 1930 to 1934. Gandhi struggled for India's national independence for a long time, fasted more than ten times, and was arrested and imprisoned three times. In the anti-British non-cooperation movement, he practiced what he preached, personally spinning cloth with a hand-cranked spinning wheel to boycott foreign cloth. To oppose the British salt monopoly, he boiled salt together with the masses. He advocated unity between Hindus and Muslims, implemented social reforms and equality of status for women and untouchables, and enjoyed extremely high prestige among the people. Due to class limitations, he opposed violent revolution and adopted a hostile and condemning attitude towards mass struggles that exceeded the scope of "non-violence," even to the point of compromising with the British colonial authorities. However, the non-violent non-cooperation movement he launched had extremely broad mass appeal, dealt a heavy blow to British colonial rule, and laid the foundation for India's independence. Because Gandhi made outstanding contributions to India's independence, he was honored by the Indian people as "Mahatma" and the Father of the Nation.

But He Rui's view on this was a bit caustic. When Li Runshi relayed He Rui's view, he also quite agreed, "Non-violent non-cooperation, the purpose is to increase the cost of British rule in India. The Congress Party's choice was also to be able to fully cooperate with local forces. Rather than calling it non-violent non-cooperation, it would be better to say that the Congress Party is trying to let the Indian people feel that they have other paths to choose from."

Yu Cen didn't quite understand, but he didn't speak either, just took out a cigarette and lit it.

Li Runshi continued his introduction. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, an economic crisis occurred in the capitalist world, affecting India. The Congress Party decided to launch a mass civil disobedience movement initiated by Gandhi.

At the Congress Party's Lahore annual session in 1929, the demand for Indian independence was put forward, authorizing Gandhi to lead the movement.

In January 1930, Gandhi put forward eleven demands. After being rejected by the Viceroy, Gandhi selected the violation of the Salt Act as the start of the movement. On March 12, he led 78 followers from Ahmedabad to the west coast, walking 426 kilometers. Crowds of farmers followed along the way. On April 5, they arrived at the Dandi coast and boiled salt personally, lasting for three weeks. This is known in history as the Salt March. After hearing the news, the authorities suppressed it wantonly. On May 4, Gandhi was arrested, and the nationwide resistance struggle developed into a revolutionary situation. From April to June, anti-British uprisings occurred successively in Chittagong, Peshawar, and Sholapur, resulting in the arrest of nearly 30,000 people.

On March 5, 1931, the Gandhi-Irwin Pact (also known as the Delhi Pact) was signed. Both sides compromised, and the Congress Party agreed to stop the movement.

When Li Runshi finished explaining this process, Yu Cen understood a bit, but felt it was very funny, "Has British rule in India really weakened to this extent? Such simple economic fluctuations could cause such a big reaction from Britain?"

Li Runshi explained, "In ancient China, selling private salt could result in beheading. In our Hunan, during the Xiang Army era, the salt tax was an important source of national funds. The Congress Party's actions made Britain feel that the Congress Party might build a new economic system. This is what Britain fears most."

Yu Cen didn't know how to evaluate this. Because Britain's military power in India was extremely fragile, Yu Cen himself truly couldn't make an accurate judgment on the current situation.
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The situation in India was quite complex. Yu Cen knew he had neither the ability to sort it out clearly nor the time and responsibility to do so, so he raised the question: "At this stage, who are our friends, and who are our enemies?"

Li Runshi also hadn't had time to study India, so he lacked the confidence to answer this question directly. Fortunately, He Rui had given clear instructions on strategic judgment: "At this stage, China's highest strategic requirement in India is not to complete the revolution, but to guide the revolution in the Indian region onto a path centered on developing productive forces. At this stage, even if East Asian land policies are not entirely applicable to the current Indian region, we must start somewhere.

"We will cooperate with advanced local revolutionary forces in India to complete the land revolution. Afterwards, through trade between India and the advanced industrial system, we can effectively and continuously drive India's social progress. Therefore, Chairman He believes that at this stage, we should bravely go deep among the Indian society. If we don't, not only will we fail to achieve our goals and solve India's problems, but we will also be misunderstood by the Indian people."

Hearing the phrase "misunderstood by the Indian people," Yu Cen subconsciously pressed his lips together tightly. The discipline and political nature of the Asian Allied Forces—or rather, the Chinese troops—were impeccable. They absolutely never infringed upon the Indian people, let alone acted high and mighty or bossy. Consequently, the "obedience" of the Indian people had left a deep impression on Yu Cen.

The obedience of Chinese people was the result of postnatal training, and this obedience was mostly directed towards a correct direction. If Yu Cen weren't a staunch materialist who had undergone systematic study in logic and psychology, he would have thought India's obedience was "innate."

He Rui had long emphasized to the troops marching into India: *never trust the promises of Indians*. Yu Cen had felt the importance of this instruction from He Rui's rare emphasis from the very beginning and had always paid close attention to it. But after actually making contact with Indians, Yu Cen was still shocked.

Corresponding to this laziness and unreliability was the Indians' "obedience." No matter what the Chinese said, the Indians would be "very obedient" on the surface, doing whatever they were told. But when things reached the stage where Indians were actually needed to complete tasks, their reaction was as if they were deliberately working against you, enough to make the Chinese National Defense Force furious. Fortunately, the Chinese National Defense Force had not relied on India and had avoided cooperation with Indians as much as possible, which prevented any disasters.

Recalling all this, Yu Cen sighed, "Did Chairman Li misunderstand the 'misunderstanding' of the Indian people?"

Although Li Runshi had never worked in India, he had seriously studied reports on India. When it came to a laziness that didn't even qualify as passive aggression, many regions in Southeast Asia were quite similar. Li Runshi explained, "Commander Yu, the core work of politics lies in the realms of institutions and interests. Faced with tangible interests, the eyes of the masses are sharp. Whether it is the Chinese people, the Southeast Asian people, or the Indian people, there will be no difference in this regard.

"If there is any difference, it is that Chinese civilization has after all developed to a certain height. This height allows China to understand that we shouldn't engage in empty talk. As long as we dare to truly face the distribution of people's interests, while inevitably triggering new contradictions, it is also possible to resolve old ones.

"At this stage, our troops must demonstrate our daring to struggle. Political work is to let the Indian people understand that even if the social status quo has remained unchanged for hundreds of years, we dare to challenge it, and we will break all shackles for the Indian people! A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained, and magnanimous. A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class overthrows another."

Hearing this, Yu Cen was quite shaken. He had originally thought Li Runshi was a scholarly leader, but he hadn't expected that profound academic grounding gave Li Runshi the courage and ability to face cruel reality.

But at this moment, Yu Cen didn't dare to completely trust Li Runshi either, so he replied, "Please arrange the work, Chairman Li."

***

While Li Runshi began to operate the revolutionary work in the independent regions of India, a small number of German experts remained in Sri Lanka for inspection, while the majority flew directly to Singapore. The discussion venue for this Grand Trial was not set within China, but in Singapore. In the liberated areas, there were various branch venues.

According to the arrangement of the Grand Trial, it was best to conduct the trial locally where the colonialists committed their crimes. The trial should ideally be public, and the executions after the trial should also be carried out in the places where those colonialists committed their crimes.

Any European scholar knew this was to kill people to establish authority. Supporters appreciated this quite a bit, while non-supporters felt this was a kind of revanchism. Of course, the non-supporters were legal experts after all; even if they criticized it in their hearts, they did not publicly oppose it.

Retaliation, revenge, has always been considered one of the traditional forms of justice in ancient human civilizations. As law has developed to the present, some in the legal community even call this behavior "self-help." Moreover, this trial was a judicial act; deciding whether those people were guilty or innocent relied not on emotion, but on legal judgment. If one truly did not support trying colonialists, one had to defend these people from a legal perspective, rather than using moral slogans like "opposing retaliation."

The head of the German delegation, President of the German Academy of Sciences Professor Karl, looked honest, but when facing Chinese government staff, he still spoke in somewhat broken Mandarin with a slight Northeast accent: "These German experts are going to Hanoi to inspect the legal construction of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam."

The Chinese government staff member opposite him had a strange expression, obviously holding something back. As for whether he was holding back unhappiness or laughter, Professor Karl pretended not to see. After all, these inspection applications included rural basic organizations, urban workers' lives and organizations, military reserve organizations, military training systems, intelligence systems, and political ideological education. No matter how one looked at it, these were far removed from law.

Fortunately, the Chinese government staff member seemed to have considerable work experience; he held it in and finally said, "I will report this up and see if it gets approved."

Having passed this first hurdle of reporting, Professor Karl returned to the residence and saw Reichenau and the German military personnel evaluating newly obtained clothes. Germany in March was still very cold, requiring thick coats. Singapore, however, was hot all year round. Although the German army had tropical combat uniforms, Reichenau was appearing as a legal scholar this time and had not brought a military uniform.

Walking over, he heard Reichenau praise, "This fiber is very suitable for the tropics. When we go back, we must give it to the research department to study its composition."

After saying this, he turned around. Professor Karl took Reichenau to the balcony of the residence. A tropical scene unfolded before their eyes; those unique tropical plants, as well as the different sky and clouds, made Professor Karl, who had come from Germany, feel happy. but Professor Karl's words were not so happy: "Is the Marshal really not worried about safety?"

Reichenau was very dismissive of such petty tricks and rolled his eyes at Professor Karl. He answered slowly, "Since the Chinese side is so confident, and He Rui is a true soldier, he inevitably hopes I will bring what I see back to Berlin."

Just as Reichenau expected, China naturally knew Reichenau's identity, so this application was sent directly to the Southern Bureau. Since Li Runshi had left first, the one presiding over the work of the Southern Bureau was Secretary-General Wu Hao. After reading the content of the application, Wu Hao smiled confidently: "Since the German Field Marshal is willing to cooperate with us, we naturally should cooperate with him a bit."

The comrade beside him didn't have the courage to shoulder such responsibility and reminded Wu Hao, "Secretary-General Wu, will letting German soldiers visit at will leak many of our secrets?"

"No matter how long they walk in Vietnam, they cannot possibly learn our secrets. Moreover, there are no secrets in state governance to begin with; only in the old society did so much deception exist. That kind of deception wasn't actually to fool foreigners, but to deceive one's own people."

After listening to Wu Hao's explanation, the comrade was still not very confident. Wu Hao knew what the comrade was worried about, so he replied, "I will send a telegram to the Chairman explaining my view. *In the time of Shun, the Youmiao were not submissive. Yu wanted to attack them. Shun said: 'No. To take up arms when one's virtue is not thick is against the Way.' He thus cultivated civil virtue for three years, and performed the dance of shields and battle-axes, and the Youmiao submitted.* Since Germany is so sincere and has sent such a high-ranking officer to inspect, let them look!"

Sure enough, Li Runshi wrote this passage into the report, and He Rui also replied quickly, "Agree with Comrade Wu Hao's arrangement."

With someone taking responsibility, Reichenau and the others soon took a plane and arrived at Hanoi Airport. Upon seeing the scale and arrangement of Hanoi Airport, the German military experts looked solemn. This airport was obviously designed and built by China, and the standard was very high. In German records, when France was allowed to make the Indochina region independent in 1940, they did not leave behind such excellent infrastructure. Now it was only early 1942; that China had completed such outstanding construction within three years was enough to prove that China, as stated in political propaganda, was providing massive infrastructure to former colonies to help them improve rapidly.

Reichenau looked at the Chinese officials who came to welcome them—two men and two women, all young people under 30. After the other party greeted them, Reichenau asked the male who looked like the leader, "I would like to inspect the operation of this airport."

The male official looked at a female official beside him who was not very tall. The female official had a round face and was very cute. She answered calmly, "Mr. Reichenau, you must first complete identity registration and obtain an identity certificate. No matter how much you want to visit and inspect immediately, you must complete these steps first."

Reichenau frowned again. His frequency of frowning in China was far higher than in Germany because many things in China were vastly different from Germany. For instance, there were female employees in the German government, but few female officials. If China hadn't sent a female ambassador after Hitler came to power, Reichenau would have suspected that China sending a female official to receive him was either deliberately looking down on him or playing a honey trap.

But the point raised by the female official surnamed Bai was unexpectedly proper, and Reichenau did not refuse. So, taking photos, making identity cards, and signing identity documents took a whole day. On the second day, Reichenau took his people straight to the airport.

This airport was built in a rather distant suburb. Reichenau only asked Deputy Director He Jiongming after arriving at the airport entrance, "It is safe here."

He Jiongming replied, "Our design thinking did indeed consider safety, but the biggest consideration was future development. The urban area of Hanoi will continue to expand; we can't have airport planes taking off and landing within the city."

Reichenau's expression remained unchanged, but he felt quite emotional inside. This kind of forward-looking consideration proved that China was very confident; if they lost the war, all of this would become empty talk.

Entering the airport, Reichenau began to ask questions. He learned that the land ownership of this airport belonged to the Vietnamese government, the airport ownership belonged to the Vietnamese Ministry of Transportation, and the airport operation belonged to Vietnam's Dai Viet Airlines. At this stage, Dai Viet Airlines had handed over the airport and route operations to a joint venture established by China Southern Airlines.

This ownership model seemed very reasonable to Reichenau, only it was currently impossible to determine how profits were distributed. Afterwards, Reichenau asked many more questions and learned that at this stage, the grassroots staff of Hanoi Airport had all undergone training in China, and Chinese personnel once accounted for 70% of the total.

As Vietnamese grassroots staff finished their training, and after more than a year of masters teaching apprentices, the proportion of Vietnamese among the grassroots personnel of the airport and the airline had reached more than 80%. It was estimated that in another year, the grassroots staff here would be entirely Vietnamese.

In technical positions, most Vietnamese personnel hadn't yet finished their studies and returned; less than 20% of Vietnamese personnel were working at the airport while learning from Chinese masters. However, within three years at most, the proportion of Vietnamese personnel in technical positions would reach half. The Chinese personnel remaining here to work would be increasingly concentrated in the core technical and management layers.

Reichenau held onto his status and didn't ask some questions. At this point, it was the turn of other German officers to ask. A lieutenant colonel raised a matter that other German officers were very concerned about: "According to what Mr. He said, after China handed over this airport to the Vietnamese government at the end of 1941, the corporate cooperation contract was signed for ten years. Then how does the Chinese enterprise protect its own interests?"

"The Chinese enterprise has not lost money in the cooperation," He Jiongming replied.

The German lieutenant colonel was stunned. A major beside him was young and aggressive, and asked a question the lieutenant colonel felt inconvenient to ask, "Did China provide training services to Vietnam just to meet the standard of not losing money?"

Reichenau felt He Jiongming probably wouldn't answer such a tricky question; cooperation between nations always required keeping a card up one's sleeve. Hanoi Airport was fully funded and built by China, constructed according to Chinese provincial capital standards—a huge investment and very advanced. If China just left after completing training, China would encounter various problems in recovering its costs.

He Jiongming's expression clearly showed he didn't take these concerns seriously. He replied naturally, "What we in China need is for Hanoi Airport to provide services for the Asian aviation industry. The higher the operational level and service quality of Hanoi Airport, the greater the contribution to the Asian aviation network. As for making money, the faster Hanoi Airport makes money, the faster it pays back. The risk of us recovering our investment cost becomes smaller."

These open and aboveboard words stunned the German officers. having been immersed in European culture since birth, the German officers hadn't expected He Jiongming to describe national cooperation so brightly, as if nations would naturally cooperate fully rather than deceive each other. For a moment, Reichenau didn't know what to say.

Since there was nothing to say, they continued the inspection. Walking a bit further, Reichenau saw a squad of soldiers protecting the airport patrolling the periphery. Those soldiers wore uniforms similar to the Chinese National Defense Force, only their figures were notably thinner. When patrolling, they looked spirited to the point of showing off a bit, somewhat similar to German recruits.

As an extremely excellent soldier, Reichenau could see quite a few things just by looking at the patrol of what should be Vietnamese soldiers. These Vietnamese troops must have undergone relatively systematic military training, but they had no combat experience. What Reichenau cared about most was that this group of former colonial Vietnamese soldiers actually possessed a military temperament. This feeling was hard to describe directly; one could only realize it after fighting many battles and seeing many armies—those soldiers truly realized in their hearts that they were soldiers different from civilians, and they had a sense of identity with their soldier status.

In Germany, in Europe, it was not surprising for soldiers to have this military temperament. But Reichenau hadn't expected to see soldiers with military temperament in Vietnam, which had only been liberated for a few years. German intelligence recorded that after Indochina was liberated, the original armies basically weren't absorbed into the new army. The current Vietnamese army was all newly formed in recent years, not an old-school army with historical accumulation.

The German lieutenant colonel asked, "I wonder where those Vietnamese troops received their training?"

"At this stage, after Vietnamese troops complete recruit training, they go to China to receive training," He Jiongming did not hide anything.

Reichenau felt the question of why the Vietnamese soldiers before him had military temperament was partially answered. Receiving military training inside China naturally meant Chinese officers acted as instructors at all levels. But thinking of this, Reichenau realized another problem. If China treated Vietnam as a vassal state, the trained Vietnamese troops would naturally show obedience to China and contempt for Vietnamese people, but the Vietnamese soldiers seen before him were obviously not like that. This squad of Vietnamese soldiers did not look superior when facing commoners. Instead, they looked more like purely native soldiers.

Continuing the tour with doubts, Reichenau noticed that the soldiers inside the airport not only had military temperament but were also very amiable towards their own people and did not show fear when facing obvious foreign travelers. This was not simple military temperament; it had reached the level of possessing military self-esteem.

At this time, the German lieutenant colonel asked again, "I wonder what kind of training these Vietnamese soldiers received in China?"

Reichenau waited somewhat seriously for He Jiongming's answer, but he didn't really believe a civilian official could say anything substantive. He heard He Jiongming reply, "I don't know the content of military training either. I only know that Vietnamese soldiers have received the same political education as the Chinese army. The people are water, the army is fish; without water, fish cannot survive. For every specific soldier, they are the sons and brothers of the people, so soldiers must defend the people."

Hearing this, Reichenau suddenly suspected that the Chinese youth under 30 before him might be a high-ranking political work cadre who had been engaged in various political propaganda works, which was why he could speak this passage so smoothly. If not for this, how could an ordinary reception official casually speak such fluid political philosophy?

Thinking that he was with a political commissar, although Reichenau didn't feel uneasy, he was somewhat unhappy. Afterwards, Reichenau and the German officers didn't continue asking questions. After seeing the airport and arriving at the conference room, when Reichenau communicated with the Vietnamese personnel, he discovered that He Jiongming actually couldn't speak Vietnamese. The translation was done by other personnel.

What the Vietnamese personnel said was not much different from what He Jiongming said, only their language organization ability was poor, and they spoke a bit incoherently. Obviously, they lacked experience in how to operate an important modern airport, to the point of being somewhat uneasy.

When the visit was over and they were riding back, Reichenau asked somewhat casually, "Mr. He, what is your official position now?"

"I am a consultant for the Ministry of Finance of Hanoi Province, responsible for financial work."

"Were you a political commissar before?"

Facing Reichenau's question, He Jiongming laughed: "Haha, I've never been a soldier, how could I become a political commissar?"

"Then where does your understanding of the army come from?"

He Jiongming answered somewhat puzzlingly, "We have received this kind of education since we were young, and every time there is a disaster in the country, the first to go to the disaster area for relief are the troops. This is our Chinese National Defense Force. Doesn't the German army know this?"

At this, the German soldiers all fell silent. They had indeed heard of these things, but they didn't really believe them. In Europe, the army pledged allegiance to and served the government, the emperor, the king. As for loyalty to the people, saying it was enough. Real European military men knew very well that one of the important tasks of the army was to suppress people's movements.

That the army was for protecting the people—this statement was actually somewhat inconceivable in European reality. It was only after the Nazis came to power that they began to promote this theory on a large scale. And that had only been for a few years!
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Hitler and the Wehrmacht were desperate to understand just how powerful their Chinese adversary truly was, which is why they had dispatched Reichenau—considered exceptionally brilliant in both strategy and actual combat—to lead the team. Not only was Reichenau of the highest caliber, but the accompanying German officers were all regarded as the future elite of the Wehrmacht, capable of shouldering great responsibilities.

After a ten-day inspection tour, these young elites of the Wehrmacht grew increasingly silent. When they first arrived in Vietnam, they were shocked by the modern airports. Although Vietnam was a former colony, it had not been left behind by the times. Europe had state-of-the-art airports, and so did Vietnam.

After three days of touring, these young German soldiers still viewed Vietnam as merely a colony. True, Vietnam had a north-south railway, relatively modern ports, and a highway network beginning to cover the entire country. Factories had been established in various cities. Yet, the Vietnam they saw was a fragmented one.

Perhaps millions of Vietnamese had begun to enter modernity due to massive Chinese investment, but the vast majority of the country remained in the agrarian age. Vietnamese peasants lived in huts made of bamboo and thatch, with only oil lamps and no electricity. Oxen roamed the fields, and transportation relied on two legs or small boats. There was no sign of mechanized production tools, nor were there many metal products.

The shift in perspective began on the sixth day. Spring plowing was starting in Vietnam. When the production teams opened the sluice gates to release water, although farm tools were scarce, metal was indeed used where it was needed most. Moreover, these tools were clearly mass-produced, not forged individually by each peasant household.

Thousands of peasants stood side-by-side in the paddy fields, bending over to transplant rice seedlings. This uniformity, combined with the use of mass-produced tools, appeared no different from an army.

Over the next three days, although the planting scenes Reichenau and the German soldiers witnessed varied, the level of organization in rural Vietnam was even higher than that of German farmers. Furthermore, every one of these peasant households owned their own land—these highly organized Vietnamese peasants were all yeoman farmers!

On the roads and rivers connecting cities to the countryside, vehicles and boats shuttled back and forth, transporting agricultural production supplies. These roads had been repaired before the spring plowing; though they were earthen country roads, they allowed vehicles to bump along their way. The boats on the rivers were also well-suited to the waterways.

When the German soldiers reached the cities, they found Vietnamese state-owned enterprises, foreign enterprises invested by China, and small workshops and factories funded by local Vietnamese capital. Although wages varied, production operations were passable. Vietnam's commerce wasn't bad either; due to the dense population, the commercial streets had their merits. In particular, the commercial districts left behind by the French were operating no worse than they had under French rule.

Although they hadn't yet observed Vietnam's conscription or training, the German officers no longer had the mood to judge Vietnam from a position of superiority. As a militaristic nation, Germany had extensive experience with conscription. Generally speaking, the best conscripts were yeoman farmers and urban industrial workers. The German soldiers could say Vietnam's industrial level was low, but they could not say Vietnam lacked a broad base of yeoman farmers and industrial workers.

Reichenau remained silent most of the time, but he understood perfectly well in his heart. Previously, Li Runshi had said that one could conscript 1% of the total population from liberated colonies. By Reichenau's assessment, given Vietnam's current situation, conscription could easily reach 4%. Reportedly, the Vietnamese census results showed that by 1941, the population had reached 22 million. By the 4% standard, Vietnam could provide 880,000 troops. Such a scale would allow Vietnam to maintain a sustained combat force of around 300,000 on the front lines.

The entire Indochina region reportedly had a population of over 44 million, which should be able to provide China with 600,000 troops. China didn't need these 600,000 troops to fight the powerful German army; they only needed this force to defeat the British and French colonial troops and maintain order in China's newly occupied territories.

Moreover, Reichenau began to suspect he might have underestimated these Vietnamese troops trained by China. During his short tour of Vietnam, Reichenau noticed schools everywhere, as well as literacy classes for ordinary people. This proved that China was helping Vietnam eradicate illiteracy and build an education system.

In the First World War, the main force of the German army consisted of ordinary Germans who had completed primary compulsory education, and they held a huge advantage on the European battlefield. Germany's opponent, Russia, which had crushed the Austro-Hungarian Empire, caused Germany considerable trouble. Yet the majority of soldiers in that Russian army were illiterate and had no opportunity to experience modern industrial life before enlisting.

Reichenau had to suspect that, given China's ability to fully arm the Vietnamese military, these Vietnamese—who were clearly well-adapted to highly organized production work—might possess combat capabilities similar to the Russian army. If Vietnamese soldiers truly reached that level, with the assistance of the Chinese Air Force and artillery, they could completely hold their own lines when fighting against Britain and France.

These thoughts merely surged through Reichenau's mind; he did not voice them. Seeing the increasingly grave expressions of the elite German soldiers, Reichenau assumed they likely shared similar views. As China's enemy, the feasibility of China obtaining 600,000 line-filling troops out of thin air was terrifying to Germany.

Five days later, Reichenau concluded his "investigation" of the Vietnamese army. The group of German officers looked exhausted. Perhaps because the blow was too severe, their evaluations seemed devoid of substance. During the meeting, they only discussed details like machine gun placement, artillery application, and battlefield ammunition transport of the Vietnamese army.

Looking at this bunch of cowards, Reichenau ordered coldly, "If you think this is the level you should be displaying, I can only express my regret!"

Seeing Reichenau angry, the German officers dared not be perfunctory anymore. The lieutenant colonel who spoke frequently spoke up first: "Vietnam has accepted a systematic modern warfare system. I believe China's decision to place advisors at the platoon level in Vietnam is one that completely meets the current needs of the Vietnamese army. With such equipment and training levels, what the current Vietnamese army lacks is actual combat experience. As for their ability to sustain casualties, I don't think it will be too poor."

As soon as the lieutenant colonel finished, the major immediately followed up: "The Vietnamese army's offensive will shown in drills is not bad. The officers are somewhat rigid in their grasp of attack timing, but it can't be called wrong. However, the height and weight of the Vietnamese troops are poor, which I believe affects their close-quarters combat ability."

Reichenau listened quietly, feeling that the German officers finally dared to speak some truth. However, this truth was a bit sour, because it was an assessment made by treating the Vietnamese army as an opponent on par with first-rate European armies. If the Vietnamese army could really trade blows with first-rate European armies, Europe's only choice would be to sue for peace decisively to avoid greater losses.

Because the armies in Upper Burma and Assam had defeated the British in the Burma theater, making Britain the laughingstock of Europe. Aside from these troops that had never entered the Europeans' field of vision, Korea—liberated from colonial rule ten years ago—had a population of 40 million, and Japan had nearly 60 million. Korea could provide 500,000 qualified line-filling troops, while Japan could provide 1 million troops capable of launching offensives.

Reichenau's evaluation of these elite German officers' level was merely acceptable. There are always accidents in war, so strategy must be the calculation after excluding accidents. If they were officers without strategic level, they would likely keep discussing how German tactics had a huge advantage over the Vietnamese army. That is not the attitude of strategic thinking.

As long as an army can continue to fight, it will naturally absorb lessons from the brutal life-and-death struggle of war to improve its tactics. Even if the German army could inflict heavy casualties on the Vietnamese army at the beginning of the engagement, as long as the Vietnamese army could continuously replenish its troops, the German army would fail to defeat Vietnam strategically. As the war progressed, the Vietnamese army would certainly grow stronger with each battle, eventually reaching the same level as the German army. At that time, the tactical abilities the German army boasted of would be a joke.

What's more, Vietnam was following the fierce and brave Chinese army. The Chinese army was fighting a heated war with the United States in the Pacific. In this great war for hegemony over the Pacific, the ratio of participating troops to the number of aircraft and warships reached an unprecedented low in the world.

On the European battlefield, the death of a soldier might just mean the loss of a uniform; the weapons and ammunition carried by that soldier would likely be taken by comrades. China and the US were each deploying tens of thousands of fighter jets to battle in the Pacific; the death of a soldier meant the loss of a fighter jet. And in landing operations, when a soldier died, the weapons and ammunition they carried sank to the bottom of the sea with them, with no possibility of recovery.

If it were Germany fighting China right now instead of the United States, Germany would certainly have been dragged down by the unprecedented war consumption. This is what strategic consideration needs to focus on: when the Chinese army can continuously send fully armed troops to the front lines while Germany's equipment is exhausted and its forces are hollowed out. No matter how Germany struggles, it has already failed strategically! As for the day of actual defeat, there is no value in discussing it.

Having discussed to this point, Reichenau did not want to continue. Although the white world had not yet reached the stage of strategic failure, the struggle for dominance with China in the Pacific and Indian Oceans had clearly placed unprecedented pressure on the white world.

As Li Runshi had said, the white world had to keep fighting. If China were allowed to smoothly occupy the entire Pacific and Indian Oceans, the white world's economy would collapse first. At least in the view of a strategist like Reichenau, the reason the white world continued to fight now was not to maintain the ideal of white supremacy, but to prevent the economic collapse of the white world.

The more they fought, the greater the losses for the white world. The greater the losses, the higher the probability of economic collapse. To prevent economic collapse, the white world had to fight on a larger scale and with greater intensity. A vicious cycle was gradually forming. This put Reichenau in a very bad mood.

In a bad mood, Reichenau turned on the radio, wanting to listen to some music. The Chinese-style music didn't last long before the broadcast was suddenly interrupted. The announcer's cheerful voice cut in, "The Battle of Midway has erupted. The Allied force executing this campaign is the Japanese Combined Fleet. Admiral Yamaguchi Tamon, Commander of the Japanese Combined Fleet, has stated that this battle will definitely inflict heavy damage on the US military!"

"Midway..." Reichenau murmured. He had heard naval admirals discuss several focal areas of the Pacific campaign, and Midway was one of them. Once China occupied Midway, it would gain a springboard to attack Hawaii. Hawaii would henceforth be constantly exposed to the range of the Chinese Air Force, and this anchorage of the US Pacific Fleet would no longer be safe.

Currently, the high-ranking generals of most industrial nations in the world were not poor at operational assessment. At this moment, not only did German Field Marshal Reichenau know the importance of Midway, but the generals of Britain, France, the US, and the Soviet Union also knew.

Yamaguchi Tamon, Commander of the Japanese Combined Fleet, remained in high spirits when he returned to the command room after holding a press conference for reporters. Although he said he would inflict heavy damage on the US military, once the US Pacific Fleet fully assembled in Hawaii, Yamaguchi Tamon prepared to wage guerrilla warfare against the US Pacific Fleet, which far outnumbered the Japanese Combined Fleet. He would try his best to lure the US fleet near the Marshall Islands, where a large number of Chinese land-based naval aviation forces were already stationed, and let the land-based aviation deal with the US Pacific Fleet.

No matter how reckless, Yamaguchi Tamon was not a fool who would bang his head against a wall. Under the current war situation, the Chinese Navy was launching fierce attacks on the islands of the Central Pacific. The US Pacific Fleet returning to defend Hawaii meant abandoning the Central Pacific region. As long as Yamaguchi Tamon could tie down the main force of the US Pacific Fleet for one or two months, the shipping lanes between the US and Australia would be completely cut off by the Chinese Navy. At that time, if US convoys wanted to transport supplies to Australia, they would have to break through layers of land-based naval aviation and blockade lines formed by Chinese submarines.

If the US was really that stubborn, the unscathed Japanese Combined Fleet could launch the Battle of Midway again. The US military would still face the choice of whether to return to defend Hawaii.

Once a strategic advantage is revealed, its power is just that great. No matter how strong American industrial strength is, as long as the US does not have the strategic advantage, it has to run itself ragged. China, occupying the strategic advantage, continuously liberates colonies and integrates them into the Asian economic community, constantly gaining new strength. As one side falls and the other rises, America's strategic disadvantage will only grow.

Sitting in the command chair, Yamaguchi gave the order with high spirits, "First wave of bombing, begin!"

Midway is a coral atoll with a circumference of 24 kilometers. It has a land area of 5 square kilometers and consists of Sand Island, Eastern Island, and Spit Island, with a subtropical climate. Although Midway's strategic significance is great, Midway itself is nothing special.

Less than three hours after Yamaguchi's order was given, the J-9 formation taking off from Wake Island had flown 1,900 kilometers and arrived over Midway. From a distance, they could faintly see US fighter jets already circling over Midway.

Moments later, fighter jets from both sides met head-on. The Battle of Midway, after several interruptions, had finally erupted!
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In the command room of the Japanese Combined Fleet, Yamaguchi Tamon's high-pitched voice echoed. "Even the short-legged P-47s can fly here! Find the American aircraft carriers!"

In the dispatch room adjacent to the command center, rows of Japanese operators sat behind instrument panels covered in buttons and rotary switches. These operation rooms were not singular; they constituted the largest internal spaces on the aircraft carrier aside from the hangars. The aisles behind the rows of operation stations were spacious enough to accommodate at least two people walking side-by-side. Given the smaller stature of the Japanese personnel, it was enough for three to walk abreast.

If these aircraft carriers had been designed by the Japanese, they certainly would have exerted the "Immortal" spirit, pushing Japanese subjective initiative to its limit, and the passageways would naturally have been cramped and narrow. Fortunately, the carriers were designed by China, which had mandatory requirements in these areas. The Japanese formation management personnel, having received their orders, walked briskly and comfortably through the aisles, issuing commands to each responsible operator.

Yamaguchi Tamon's single order was transformed into actionable reality, involving a multitude of elements. Although the sky appeared empty, in the eyes of the experts, this boundless sky was a three-dimensional space. To maximize the combat effectiveness of the military, the airspace required strict control.

The J-9 fighters engaged in air combat over Midway were solely responsible for bombing operations and screening against the US Air Force. Searching for the US carrier positions required J-9 reconnaissance aircraft taking off from the carriers.

To prevent the enemy from deducing the carrier's location based on the return routes of carrier-based aircraft, the carrier formation needed to move constantly. This required the control center to provide highly rational formations and signal calibration. This was an incredibly complex task. Before the extensive involvement of computers in calculation, relying solely on human manpower for planning and management resulted in very low management levels. Even with auxiliary equipment like computers, the Japanese still found it extremely difficult.

Nevertheless, Yamaguchi Tamon's order was executed perfectly. Within half an hour, five J-9 reconnaissance crews flew off the deck, heading in the direction where the US carrier formation might exist.

During this half-hour, Japanese and American air force fighters clashed repeatedly. Both sides found they could not drive the other away, and neither retreated a single step. The tempers of both air forces flared higher as the fighting intensified. Planes billowing thick smoke continually crashed into the sea, while parachutes drifted amidst the blue sky and white clouds.

The reason the Japanese Combined Fleet had dragged things out for so long was that much time had been spent on preliminary anti-submarine warfare. On the sea surface near Midway, Japanese destroyers were shuttling back and forth, fishing out pilots from both sides who had fallen into the water. Midway Island had already been turned over once by rocket fire, and the artillery on the island had temporarily lost its effectiveness. Coupled with the absence of American submarines underwater, the Japanese Navy felt that salvaging even one precious pilot was a significant gain.

In every scheduled report, there were updates on the combat situation and how many pilots from both sides had been rescued. Yet, there was never the location of the US carriers that Yamaguchi Tamon was waiting to hear. This made Yamaguchi Tamon's heart grow heavier. In previous naval battles between China and the US, both sides had deployed their formations and fought head-on. This time, the US military had begun to fully conceal their carrier positions, which showed that the US plan was to deal a killer blow to the Japanese Combined Fleet at Midway. Finding the US carrier positions sooner would allow them to fully utilize the advantage of the Asian Allied Forces' land-based naval aviation, allowing the Japanese Combined Fleet's superiority to be fully unleashed.

Just as Yamaguchi had anticipated, Admiral Nimitz's pre-war objective was to inflict heavy damage on the Japanese Combined Fleet. The Pacific Campaign had been fought to this point, and the US Navy already felt immense pressure. If Hawaii were lost, the US Navy's core anchorage would have to retreat to California on the West Coast, severely restricting its range of action.

To reverse the current advantage of the Asian Allied Forces, the only option was to unilaterally inflict heavy damage on one of the two navies of China or Japan. The Chinese Navy now relied on the islands of the Western Pacific. These islands were massive in area, allowing for the easy establishment of airfields and ports, and were very close to China. The difficulty for the US military to fight there was too great.

Compared to the Chinese Navy, the Japanese Navy's possible directions of operation were narrow, making it easier for the US military to locate the Japanese Navy's main force. There was a chance to inflict heavy damage on it. Therefore, before the battle, Admiral Nimitz had formulated a plan with considerable risk: after the battle began, he would move the positions of the ten US aircraft carriers to the north of Midway, rather than deploying them within the safer range of the Hawaiian Islands.

Three hours into the battle, Admiral Nimitz, based on calculations made by the US military regarding the possible locations of the Japanese carrier formation, dispatched reconnaissance planes.

At this moment, the sky over Midway was like a boiling cauldron, with fighters from both sides tumbling up and down. As the so-called objective of the war, half of the land on Midway Island presented a scorched black color. The US troops on the island had almost no heavy weapons left. Only when fighters carrying large amounts of rockets approached did the US troops who could still fight on the island, under the command of their officers, fire volleys at the pouncing Japanese planes. If one only looked at the combat method, it was as if the US military had traveled back to the First World War, fighting with the most primitive air defense methods.

But the Japanese Air Force did not mock the US military. Midway had already been attacked for several rounds, and the heavy firepower of the US military on the island had been basically destroyed. The US heavy firepower that hadn't been discovered was all prepared for anti-landing operations. That the US troops on the island could still command volley fire after enduring round after round of air strikes showed the quality of a first-rate powerful army.

In the reports sent back, the Japanese Air Force repeatedly emphasized the fortitude of the US military. And they requested to implement even more powerful fire strikes against the US military. In this world, the highest expression of respect was nothing other than extermination.

In this Battle of Midway, the General Headquarters of the Japanese Combined Fleet was on the aircraft carrier *Izumo*. However, Yamaguchi Tamon was not the type to grasp everything in his own hands. The command authority for the land-based naval aviation centered on Wake Island was in the hands of Lieutenant General Taira Toyonori.

Lieutenant General Taira Toyonori was an outstanding young officer in Japan, but those who liked to gossip about background matters were more focused on Lieutenant General Taira Toyonori's father, Japan's current President, Taira Toyomori.

But this kind of background meant nothing to Yamaguchi Tamon. Yamaguchi Tamon's style was very rough: if you have the ability, you go up; if you don't, you get out. As for who these officers' fathers were, Yamaguchi Tamon never had any interest in knowing. The reason he chose Lieutenant General Taira Toyonori was that the Lieutenant General had graduated from the philosophy department of a university and had a very high level of mathematics. After graduating from university, he tested into the Naval Academy and subsequently displayed exceptional military talent. Profound mathematical prowess was the powerful support behind Lieutenant General Taira Toyonori's ability, which Yamaguchi Tamon valued highly.

Lieutenant General Taira's headquarters was set up on a warship off Wake Island. At this time, Wake Island was covered with airfields. Due to limited space, all space was used for fighter take-offs and landings. Not only was the command on a ship, but even fuel supplies were piped from tankers in the island's lagoon to the edge of the space-constrained tarmac.

Based on mathematical risk calculations, Lieutenant General Taira formulated a specialized ammunition supply process. Even if it meant risking certain accidents during transport, attack ammunition was stored on ships near the shore as much as possible.

After receiving the request for frontline combat, Lieutenant General Taira quickly made an assessment. "Change to a bomber formation centered on the H-5, and implement a thermobaric bomb attack on Midway."

Once the order was given, the Japanese calculation room began rapid organization. At this stage, the air route could already be ensured to be safe, so there was no need to dispatch a specialized escort formation to take off from Wake Island together with the H-5 bombers. The Japanese air routes naturally had specialized aviation units protecting each segment of the route.

Previous Japanese military operations were all very clear purpose-oriented operations. Since introducing the concept of airspace control from China, the entire air war had turned into a theater management mode. What the H-5 bomber group had to do was merely take off at the determined time and fly at the designated speed and direction, and they would receive the maximum degree of protection during the flight. During the flight, at every node, they had to switch to receiving management from the airborne early warning and control aircraft. When the H-5 group arrived over Midway, there would naturally be a corresponding escort formation to provide protection during air combat.

Since this kind of operational command thinking completely jumped out of the Japanese military's tradition, it gave Lieutenant General Taira Toyonori, with his profound mathematical foundation, room to perform.

The organization room calculated quickly and soon provided a plan. Thirteen minutes later, the ammunition ship began transferring thermobaric bombs to the island. These schedules had to be calculated in minutes; even being one minute early would cause chaos in the scheduling. In this direction, the Japanese "Immortal" spirit actually demonstrated its positive significance.

The thermobaric bomb was a new type of weapon developed and evolved from the fuel-air explosive (FAE). Although its basic concept and operating principle were similar to the fuel-air explosive, its fuel composition had undergone significant changes. Its characteristics were: strong ability to kill concealed targets, particularly suitable for dealing with various targets hidden underground or in caves; generating relatively high temperature and pressure upon detonation; the detonation shock wave having a long duration and great power; and causing personnel to die from suffocation due to lack of oxygen.

At this stage, the "thermobaric bomb" was just a term borrowed by He Rui; in essence, it was still a type of fuel-air explosive. However, this was not a fact that the Asian Allied Forces could understand. In the domain of islands, the quantity of fuel-air explosives dropped was related to wind speed. This required very good weather measurement capabilities.

More importantly, if conditions were insufficient, quantity would make up for it. Midway Island was only 5 square kilometers. Theoretically, 5 fuel-air explosives would be enough. Lieutenant General Taira directly approved 20, simply fearing that the combustion would not be sufficient and the power not great enough!

The US military at this time did not know what they were about to face. In 1966, during the Vietnam War, the US military used the BLU-82 fuel-air explosive, which could be said to be the predecessor of the thermobaric bomb. When this type of bomb exploded, it could turn an area with a radius of over 500 meters into scorched earth.

He Rui had absolutely no thought of taking revenge on the US military. They weren't even from the same spacetime, so where would talk of revenge come from? He simply ordered continued research to strike targets within reinforced bunkers and underground fortifications (especially caves and caverns) on the battlefield, merely to win victory.
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Hawaii did not become a state until 1959; at this stage, it was merely a US territory. The core island of Oahu, where Honolulu is located, covers an area of 1,554 square kilometers, and the United States had established massive naval bases and airfields there.

At this moment, the various airfields of Honolulu were densely packed with fighter jets, with formations taking off incessantly. These formations were not heading directly for Midway Island, but rather to islands further west in the Hawaiian chain. The ferry range of the P-47 was over 2,700 kilometers, and the P-51 over 3,700 kilometers. They could not fly directly from Honolulu to Midway for combat; they had to land and refuel at other Hawaiian islands closer to Midway before they could proceed to the battle.

The US military was well aware of the significance of the Hawaiian Islands. At this time, the number of fighter aircraft on the islands exceeded 8,000, and including carrier-based aircraft, the total was over 10,000. Now that even the combat groups on the eastern island of Honolulu were being mobilized, the sharp-witted pilots understood just how intense the situation at the front line must be.

Lieutenant Harris was a land-based pilot with over 30 combat sorties. His earliest combat experience had been flying from Singapore during the aid to Britain, where he had the fortune to participate in the "Battle of a Thousand Planes." That battle had left a deep impression on Lieutenant Harris. Chinese and American fighters had filled the sky, and the explosive sparks of death blossomed in the air.

In his hometown in Maine, as an Air Force pilot, Harris was the center of the girls' attention every time he went home on leave. But in the skies over Singapore, he was just one of thousands of fighter pilots.

Since then, Lieutenant Harris had understood that he was merely an insignificant member of a normal, grand-scale war. There was a vicious joke circulating in the US military now: planes were "dry goods," and pilots were "wet goods." Whether dry or wet, they were all consumables of war.

Harris felt his luck was good. He had participated in twelve air battles and survived with all his limbs intact, even shooting down two Chinese fighters. Afterwards, Harris received orders to return to the Hawaii command with other outstanding comrades to teach combat tactics to their Air Force peers. Not long after arriving in Hawaii, he learned the news that the US forces withdrawing from the Singapore theater had been intercepted and slaughtered by the Chinese Naval Aviation in the Sulu Sea. If Lieutenant Harris hadn't left early, he likely would have faced fatal danger over the Sulu Sea as well.

Now, flying a P-51, Lieutenant Harris left Honolulu, first arriving at Kauai airfield to refuel, and then proceeding towards Midway Island with his flight group. Guided by various US navigational beacons along the way, the formation did not get lost over the sea but headed straight for Midway.

Just as they arrived near Midway, they saw the Japanese fighters over the island scattering like a school of frightened fish, moving away from Midway in waves. Lieutenant Harris was somewhat surprised. he had always felt that Asia was China, and China was Asia. Japan's status relative to China was like Maine's relative to the United States. So, seeing the US forces arrive, the opposing Chinese pilots shouldn't have scattered in such a panic. In Singapore, the Chinese pilots had shown absolutely no fear of battle.

Before Lieutenant Harris could figure it out, he heard someone shouting angrily over the radio, "Dammit! The Chinese are dropping poison gas on Midway!"

Harris was stunned. Dropping poison gas on an island? That was a tactic he had never heard of. Moreover, the United States was a major power itself—did the Chinese dare to use gas attacks against the US? Were they not afraid of American retaliation?

Before Harris could process this, he saw a sky-high explosion suddenly erupt on Midway. Balls of fire expanded in layers in a diffusion pattern Harris had never seen before. Many American fighters over Midway were swallowed by the giant waves of fire, and planes further away lost control, blown away like toys by the blast.

There was no time to think. Harris only felt his fighter plane shaking violently, as if hit by a hurricane. Almost subconsciously pulling the control stick, Harris flew towards a safe direction on the periphery. After flying for several kilometers, the plane finally stabilized. Only then did Harris's attention return to his headset, which was filled with howling. The comrades of his flight group were cursing and screaming, inadvertently revealing their current state. In the sky, the US formation was in chaos, flying around like headless flies. At higher altitudes, the "Chinese fighters" that had just fled had now occupied the superior position and were diving down for the kill.

"Damn it!" Harris cursed, then fled towards safety. Even in this chaotic moment, he managed to steal a glance at Midway. He saw the entire island shrouded in fire and thick smoke. The vast sea seemed to have sunk into the flames of hell; the shape of the island was completely invisible.

The cloud bomb [fuel-air explosive] is not a conventional explosive weapon, but a type of incendiary bomb. After the warhead lands, it first releases a large amount of combustible gaseous material, forming an aerosol in the air, and then detonates. When the aerosol burns violently, it consumes the oxygen in the vast area it covers, killing enemies over a large area through high temperature, severe hypoxia, and blast shock.

It wasn't just the US military that was frightened by the power of the explosion; the Japanese forces were equally shocked. Seeing several square kilometers turn into a sea of fire in an instant, any normal soldier witnessing it for the first time felt the terror of war.

These shocked Japanese soldiers sent the news back to the Combined Fleet Headquarters. Yamaguchi Tamon read several telegrams in succession, confirming that Midway had been subjected to devastating fire coverage. Although the wording of the telegrams was somewhat chaotic, making it unclear to Yamaguchi exactly what had stimulated the frontline soldiers, he didn't care about that. He stood up abruptly and shouted to Lieutenant General Hatoyama Kōichi, who was in charge of the landing operation in the command center: "Order the landing troops to land immediately at all costs! Set up radar and air defense equipment!"

Lieutenant General Hatoyama Kōichi did not hesitate at all. With a loud "Hai!", he ran out of the command room, his face full of excitement.

Yamaguchi Tamon turned to the other officers. "Have we found the US aircraft carriers yet?"

The officers looked at Rear Admiral Harada, who was in charge of the search. The Rear Admiral stepped forward and answered, "Apologies, we still haven't found them."

Yamaguchi did not reprimand Rear Admiral Harada, but shouted with agitation, "Then keep looking! If the US military had any reservations before, they have none now! The Americans should be very clear that if they give up Midway, it is equivalent to giving up all of Hawaii!"

These words made the Japanese officers shudder silently. Although Yamaguchi had a rough personality, no one in the Japanese officer corps dared to question his operational judgment. Up to now, many officers in the Japanese Navy did not want a decisive battle with the US Navy. They preferred to attract the US forces towards Hawaii, letting the Chinese Army, Navy, and Air Force constantly seize islands in the Pacific, thereby forcing the US military into a dilemma. This would allow the Japanese military to win the greatest results with the minimum losses.

Yamaguchi Tamon was not wrong. Once the Japanese army landed on Midway and established an airfield link between Wake Island and Midway, the Japanese army could use land-based aviation in coordination with the navy to contest the Hawaiian Islands. The US military would have no room to retreat. Thinking of the losses Japan would have to bear, many naval officers felt their hearts beating uncontrollably faster.

"Send a report to the Allied Navy Headquarters in Asia and the Japanese Ministry of Defense immediately. Report the battle situation!" After adding this order, Yamaguchi Tamon strode to the chart and began to examine it.

***

Ten minutes later, Yamamoto picked up the telegram and read it, unable to help a slight sigh. Yamamoto also believed that the US military would absolutely not retreat. Thinking of the great battle the Japanese Combined Fleet was about to face, the image of Yamaguchi Tamon's ferocious face floated in Yamamoto's mind.

Sighing gently again, Yamamoto ordered, "Send a telegram to Marshal He Rui." After speaking, he stood up with his hands behind his back and walked out of the command room. Deep in his heart, Yamamoto both looked forward to the Japanese Combined Fleet winning the impending tragic battle and worried that Yamaguchi's uncompromising command style would cause the Japanese Navy to suffer huge losses.

But in war, there is no return without sacrifice. Up to now, apart from the Chinese army, the army rushing to the very front of the Asian Alliance was the army of the Republic of Upper Burma.

In the past month, the Korean President had submitted a letter to He Rui. In the letter, he strongly expressed Korea's willingness to dispatch one million troops to participate in the war, and requested that China directly command these one million troops.

Yamamoto understood Korea's thinking very well. Given China's traditional way of leading Asia, as long as China won this war, Korea would inevitably have a bright future. And the more effort Korea contributed to the war, the higher the returns it would receive. Japan could also obtain a bright future, but exactly how bright it would be was directly linked to Japan's contribution.

Soon, Yamamoto put away his emotions. He could now only hope that the Japanese Combined Fleet commanded by Yamaguchi could display powerful combat effectiveness and deal a heavy blow to the US Pacific Fleet.

***

At this time, Japanese Prime Minister Ishiwara got off the plane. Seeing that it was almost evening, Ishiwara held his wife's hand, gave a polite smile to the Japanese reporters, and hurriedly got into the car.

Inside the car, Ishiwara said to the Japanese Ambassador to China, "Time is tight today, so I won't go to the embassy. He-kun is not a man who cares about minor details."

The Japanese Ambassador to China quickly replied, "Hai!" Only then did he order the driver, "Go directly to Chairman He's official residence."

At dusk, the convoy entered No. 7 Renmin Road. Lady Guangzi [Hikari?] was waiting at the building entrance with her son to welcome Ishiwara. After the greetings, Guangzi saw the urgency on Ishiwara's face and smiled, "He-kun is waiting for you in the living room. I'll have a few words with your wife before we go in."

Ishiwara agreed and was about to enter, but Mrs. Ishiwara pulled him back and shoved a gift into his hands. Ishiwara walked quickly into the living room holding the gift and saw He Rui reading documents. Hearing Ishiwara enter, He Rui stood up and smiled, "Ishiwara, Yamaguchi-kun still has that temper. He grounded two warships on Midway."

Ishiwara had received the telegram, so he wasn't surprised. He presented the gift. "I am very happy to see that He-kun is in good health."

He Rui thanked him, handed the gift to his secretary, and invited Ishiwara to sit. "Speak, why have you run here in such a hurry?"

"Teacher, I heard that Korea submitted a memorial to you?" Ishiwara said jokingly.

He Rui felt that this fellow Ishiwara was getting more and more cunning, so he nodded deliberately. "Korean President Kim wrote me a letter. How did it become a 'memorial' in your mouth?"

Seeing He Rui so frank, Ishiwara felt much more at ease and asked, "It is said that President Kim quoted a passage from the *Veritable Records of the Joseon Dynasty* in his letter: 'China is the parent; our country and Japan are both foreign countries, like children. However, our country is a filial son, while Japan is a rebellious son; how can we be treated equally!' I wonder if this is true."

"Heh heh..." He Rui couldn't help but chuckle dryly. When he first saw this passage in the letter, he had indeed felt a bit surprised. Kim Gu's thinking wasn't unusual, but writing it so nakedly in a letter to win more benefits for Korea made He Rui wonder if Kim Gu's thinking was a bit too archaic. Or was Kim Gu trying to use the traditional relationship between China and Korea to influence Chinese public opinion?

"Teacher, I think this news was deliberately leaked to Japan by Korea." Ishiwara began to sow discord very frankly. Ishiwara believed that He Rui was too smart, so lying to him was meaningless. Korea's demands were not excessive; if Japan's future benefits depended on Japan's contribution to the war, Korea's future benefits depended on Korea's sacrifices in the war.

He Rui didn't dislike Ishiwara's attitude. The historical Ishiwara had been just this roguish—after launching the September 18th Incident, he had actually kept demanding that Japan must not provoke China any further and should be friendly with China. This was truly no ordinary brazenness.

Since Ishiwara was so frank, He Rui didn't want to waste words and asked directly, "Is this your view, or the Japanese Cabinet's view?"

Hearing this, Ishiwara immediately sat up straight and replied, "The guys in the Cabinet feel we should wait and see, but I felt I must come to discuss this matter with Teacher. I want to state first that the Japanese government is very moved by the consistent restraint of Teacher's government. The Japanese government has also profoundly realized the errors of colonialism and has conducted a comprehensive reflection on this. Japan, now and in the future, will take the maintenance of peace as its primary foreign policy."

Listening to Ishiwara's speech, He Rui felt that this guy's nature would absolutely never change. As a strategist, Ishiwara would change his strategy at any time according to the status quo; this was the characteristic of a strategist. As for whether this guy would maintain peace, He Rui never harbored any illusions.

Fortunately, Ishiwara was a strategist. This speech proved that Ishiwara admitted Korea had reasons to hate Japan and was prepared to face Korea's hatred with a sincere attitude. At least he was heading in the right direction. After Ishiwara finished this part, He Rui asked, "And then?"

Ishiwara bowed slightly, lowered his head, and asked, "Teacher, I would like to ask you. How will China treat the relationship between Japan and Korea?"

He Rui didn't coddle Ishiwara and answered frankly, "It is a fact that Japan is ahead of Korea in the industrial field. The future new order is one where the whole world develops and progresses together. Korea's industry will inevitably continue to develop."

Hearing this, Ishiwara's heart churned. Thirty years ago, He Rui had described the future world this way. At that time, Ishiwara had just felt that many of He Rui's ideas were too idealistic. Thirty years later, today, He Rui still wanted to do this, but what Ishiwara felt was a sense of helplessness.

He Rui hadn't changed, and Ishiwara hadn't changed much either. But as He Rui and Ishiwara became leaders of their respective countries, the pressure Ishiwara bore was completely different. The Japanese Cabinet knew very well that Korea was playing the emotional card, expressing obedience with genuflection, just to get China's help through Korea's contribution in the Second World War and become a true industrial country.

In the eyes of the Japanese Cabinet, if Korea became an industrial country, it would become Japan's competitor. The world market was only so big; if Korea took a piece, Japan would have one less. So what the Japanese Cabinet cared about most was to what extent China would allow Korea to industrialize, and what impact Korea's industrialization would have on Japan.

In the current world, the person who could decide these things was He Rui. That was why Ishiwara had run to the capital to see He Rui and seek his attitude. Now it seemed that since He Rui's attitude hadn't changed, Korea might become a tough competitor for Japan.

Thinking of this, Ishiwara pleaded, "Teacher, can you analyze the future economic situation of the world for me?"

He Rui happened to be dealing with this matter during this period. The exchange of scholars from various countries in the name of putting colonialism on trial was a mid-war conference. That was why He Rui had allowed a German Field Marshal like Reichenau to come to China forcefully identifying as a German scholar.

The Second World War had been fought to this point, and its process had exceeded He Rui's imagination. Although strategic considerations must be serious and cold, He Rui felt that the situation was developing a little bit better than imagined. Since Ishiwara had come specifically to ask, He Rui also wanted to hear Ishiwara's views, so he said, "In the past, wars ended either because they couldn't be fought anymore, or because destroying the opponent's production capacity was a major goal. But this war will not be exactly the same. I believe that in the future new world order, through worldwide economic, technical, and cultural cooperation, the world economy can be pushed to a brand new height in a very short time. At least in the next twenty years, the world economy will show unprecedented explosive development. So the worry about being marginalized—this idea is not keeping up with the situation.

"Ishiwara-kun, I think you can understand to this level."

Ishiwara sighed in his heart. It wasn't that he couldn't understand He Rui's ideal. But politics is the continuation of economics; it is an incredibly serious matter. No matter how lofty He Rui's ideals were, they had to face cold reality.

But since He Rui had asked, Ishiwara wasn't going to fudge it. He replied, "Teacher, based on my understanding of you, you do not intend to restrict yourself, so I don't think the market will become that huge. Because at this stage, if you want a ceasefire, you must promise benefits to Europe and America. If you divide this portion of the benefits out, the market scale will be much smaller."

"I convened this meeting to give Europe and America the bottom line. If they still want to carve up the market using the old model, then they have misunderstood the purpose and meaning of this war. The New Order is not an order of plunder, but an order of cooperation and development. Advanced countries have an obligation to help backward countries, and it must be genuine help. So I personally am not that optimistic; I don't think peace will just descend.

"Because I think Europe and America will be very clear that if they lose the markets of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, relying solely on their own domestic economies, they will have a minor economic crisis every three years and a major economic crisis every nine years. They simply cannot solve their domestic problems."

Hearing this, Ishiwara sighed, "Teacher, I think you overestimate the European and American countries. You can understand such a future, but Europe really cannot understand it! Unless their homelands are thoroughly liberated, they really won't believe that what you say is true."

He Rui found Ishiwara's old-school thinking quite interesting, but this judgment might not necessarily be wrong. He asked, "Ishiwara, who do you think will be the main force advocating for war next? Will it be the capital of various countries? Or the politicians? Or will it be the people of various countries?"

Ishiwara answered decisively, "I don't know who will support it, I only know that the first to withdraw from the war will be the capital of various countries, followed by the politicians, and finally the people of various countries!"
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"If victory is impossible, first capital decides to withdraw from the war, then the politicians decide to withdraw, and finally the people decide to withdraw." He Rui felt that since Ishiwara could say this, it showed that Japan had already conducted a serious analysis of the war's future outcome.

"Judging from the historical performance of various countries, Ishiwara, your description isn't entirely precise. However, those who suffer the most in war are inevitably the first to generate the idea of withdrawing. Modern governments have very strong operational capabilities. Under the influence of media propaganda and institutional punishment, a considerable portion of the populace will become the group that is hoodwinked until the very end."

He Rui did not analyze this further, but instead offered a perspective from a broader direction. "Ishiwara, there will be a consensus at this conference. China has no intention of eliminating capitalism through this war. The enemies of the world's people in terms of ideology and systems are colonialism, imperialism, and racism. The economic enemy is bureaucratic capitalism, which is to say, privilege. The competition between capitalism and socialism does not require meeting on the battlefield."

Ishiwara nodded slightly. Like most European countries, China called itself a socialist country. China's socialism was vastly different from the Soviet Union's socialism, and also vastly different from the socialist countries of Europe. Japan had never called itself a socialist country. Although Japan had also learned from China and carried out land reform through violent revolutionary means, Japan's economic system was generally considered to be that of "capitalism."

Japan, which chose the capitalist economic model, and China, which chose the socialist system with Chinese characteristics, did not break out into war because of their different economic models. Instead, they coexisted peacefully under the Asian Economic Community model.

However, Japan had indeed eradicated the policy sources of colonialism and imperialism through violent revolution. As for racism, with Europe and America before and China now, reality did not support the theory of Japanese racial superiority. Present-day Japan merely looked down on Korea and non-industrial countries, but this degree of prejudice was completely understandable. Disliking the poor and loving the rich is a common part of human nature; it is not just Japan that holds such views, but countries all over the world are much the same.

He Rui continued, "I believe the standard for whether this conference is successful is not whether certain agreements are reached, nor is it whether countries choose to end the war and achieve peace. The standard for the success of this conference is whether it can allow the scholar class of countries around the world to understand the position of the World People's Liberation Army in this war. At this stage, the majority of the public in various countries thinks that the current war is merely a war of colonialism to carve up the world. As long as the people of the world know that there is another new choice, then so many casualties will have had value."

Ishiwara shook his head. "Teacher, do you believe the people of the world can understand that this war is a war launched by the just, and not, as in the past, a war launched by villains? Even if some people really believe it, in the face of nationalism, and under that political propaganda, do the people of various countries have the ability to remain calm?"

Hearing Ishiwara finally get to this point, He Rui laughed. "That is where the problem lies. Can we truly establish a brand-new world order? If we can build it, the people of the world after the war ends will be able to understand the significance of this war. And they will understand that the victims in the war were merely hoodwinked by their own countries' reactionaries into going to the battlefield.

"If we ourselves are indeed as the propaganda that slanders us claims—engaging in hegemonism, colonialism, and racism across the world—then even if we win the war, the order established will be overthrown. When facing real interests, the eyes of the masses are sharp!"

Ishiwara originally wanted to refute this for a moment, but abruptly shut his mouth and said nothing. Because he suddenly realized that He Rui was stating his attitude: Japan should not expect fixed interests or a fixed status. But this result had a huge gap with the expectations of the Japanese cabinet members. These members of the Japanese upper echelon were powerless to change He Rui's position, but they could pressure Ishiwara.

After thinking for a while, Ishiwara asked, "Teacher, I would like to increase the export volume of some Japanese military supplies."

He Rui knew that Ishiwara was preparing to fish for some benefits to go back and appease the Japanese upper crust. Although He Rui personally did not like such practices, Japanese society's economy and culture were just like that. If He Rui couldn't give some benefits, they would definitely stir up something.

Finally, He Rui picked up the phone and connected to Premier Wu Youping. "Youping, Ishiwara will go to your place tomorrow."

Wu Youping on the other end of the phone immediately replied, "It's good that he's coming. I happen to have a meeting; let's invite Ishiwara to attend. What is being discussed at the meeting happens to be the issue of the proliferation of a portion of sensitive technology."

"What sensitive technology?" He Rui was a bit interested. It wasn't easy to make Wu Youping say "sensitive."

"The meeting is about domestic enterprises obtaining a portion of technology from military research institutions. At this stage, we are selecting partners from private enterprises. Part of this is finding enterprises for the processing and production of integrated circuits proposed by the Chairman... Chairman, do you think it is a bit risky?" Wu Youping asked.

He Rui also wasn't quite sure if his decision was completely correct. If it were peacetime, integrated circuit technology could indeed be made into an industry through the state, but in wartime, there was a risk of technology leakage. But He Rui still made up his mind. "I made the decision; go ahead and do it boldly!"

Ending the call, He Rui told Ishiwara, "Go find Premier Wu tomorrow; he is preparing to hold a meeting there."

Ishiwara didn't ask any more questions at all, simply nodding to express his agreement. A moment after the conversation ended, Mitsuko and Ishiwara's wife walked in from outside hand in hand, as if they had just finished chatting outside and were walking in at this moment.

He Rui immediately stood up to shake hands with Ishiwara's wife, and then invited everyone into the dining room to eat. After the meal, Ishiwara's face was very ruddy. He was no longer prepared to discuss those taxing political issues, but rather the military issues he could deal with very easily.

"Teacher, how many troops do you think the US military will commit to the Hawaiian Islands?" Ishiwara asked as he lit a cigarette.

He Rui also lit a cigarette. "At this stage, the US military's air force pilot plan seems to be between 500,000 and 1 million. I am actually quite looking forward to the US military really doing this, because this scale of training requires a large number of pilots with flight experience. This would cause the number of pilots the US military puts into the battlefield to plummet."

Ishiwara hesitated for a moment before asking, "Teacher, have you already prepared more advanced weapons?"

He Rui did not answer immediately. Of course, he had prepared more advanced conventional weapons. As for the matter of nuclear weapons, He Rui was preparing to discuss in the Politburo whether to inform the Japanese upper echelon. However, He Rui himself was not in such a hurry, because nuclear weapon tests would generate seismic waves that could not be hidden. China, having already conducted a dozen or so nuclear tests, had rich experience in this regard.

If one wanted to miniaturize nuclear weapons, the better nuclear material was plutonium. China was currently walking on two legs: on one hand, carrying out the miniaturization of uranium-route nuclear bombs, and on the other hand, starting to develop plutonium nuclear bombs.

As long as either the United States or Germany conducted a nuclear test, China would immediately discover it. At that time, even if He Rui didn't want to use nuclear weapons, he would have to conduct nuclear strikes against the nuclear test research centers of these two countries.

However, He Rui did not think it was necessary to tell Ishiwara these things right now. After pondering for a moment, He Rui asked, "What do the more advanced weapons you speak of refer to?"

Ishiwara did not hide it either. "We also have some connections in Britain. According to news provided by some British intelligence sources, Britain is working with Germany on a weapon called a ballistic missile. It is said that it can launch a ballistic missile loaded with hundreds of kilograms of explosives to a designated target hundreds of kilometers away."

Hearing Ishiwara say this, He Rui couldn't help but laugh out loud. If it was this kind of weapon, China not only had it but it was already very mature. It was just that because China currently had no way to produce early carbon fiber, the heavy casing delayed the speed of deployment.

He Rui had seen the sour criticism from Europe and America in the 21st century regarding China's space launches. These criticisms held that the debris generated by China's space launches within the atmosphere threatened the safety of various countries. They also attached some photos. In the photos were parts of the outer casing that had detached according to procedure during the flight of Chinese rockets.

It was also at that time that He Rui discovered through the photos that the outer casing of China's rockets was an internal multi-layered hollow structure. What amazed He Rui even more was that the outer casing, which obviously looked like metal, could actually float on the sea surface. China's progress in materials science truly made a layman in the aviation field like He Rui gasp in admiration.

"If they have it, they have it," He Rui replied after finishing his laugh.

Hearing this, Ishiwara probed, "Teacher, can we in Japan participate in this?"

After speaking, Ishiwara stared at He Rui. The impact of this kind of cutting-edge technology on the Japanese economy was minimal, but as a military strategist, Ishiwara simply hoped that Japan would not be excluded from this field.

He Rui didn't mind too much, because historically, after Japan received carbon fiber technology from the United States, it indeed did quite well for a long time. Seeing Ishiwara's nervous expression, He Rui nodded. "You can."

Ishiwara was overjoyed and hurriedly gave his thanks. In his heart, He Rui was judging whether to transfer a portion of electronic technology to Japan. After thinking for a while, he still couldn't make up his mind.

He Rui was not afraid of Japan surpassing China in electronic technology, because Japan's natural endowments made it impossible for Japan to achieve this.

At this stage, Japan had already started to engage in the corporate management model of lifetime employment and the seniority wage system.

Because talent was scarce in Japan, enterprises robbed people from everywhere. The job-hopping of excellent employees caused great economic losses to enterprises. In order to stabilize the personnel system, Japan's major zaibatsu successively adopted the lifetime employment system, which is to say, the "iron rice bowl." This temptation was great, and the government also strongly supported it.

If you wanted to keep people, you could only give these people regular promotions and pay raises; this was the origin of the seniority wage system. Later, in order to continue to improve labor-capital relations, a peacemaker union was created.

This terrifying corporate cohesion allowed Japanese manufacturing to be world-renowned in the last century. The work philosophy of some employees—self-sacrifice and striving for perfection—was also known as the "craftsman spirit."

But this success had a premise, which was that the technical direction was clear. Japan, like South Korea, adopted the "catcher-up strategy." Because Europe and America had already cleared the path, you just had to try hard to catch up. At this time, this kind of collectivist cohesion could allow Japan to catch up with or even surpass Western multinational companies. Typical industries were steel, chemicals, shipbuilding, automobiles, home appliances, etc.

However, when new technologies arrived, and everyone was on the same starting line with the future technological path unclear and relying entirely on one's own exploration, Japan's problems appeared. Under normal circumstances, Japan's technology development could only be bet on large enterprises. And large enterprises were where the boss had the final say. Whether radical or conservative, the people below simply dared not refute and could only do as they were told. But once a decision was wrong, it would be beyond redemption.

The reason He Rui couldn't make up his mind was that He Rui himself was also under huge internal pressure. Even though He Rui promoted industrial division of labor and cooperation, as well as a competitive system, and no one in the country dared to directly oppose it, there would still be undercurrents surging. To really engage in this kind of cooperation, it would have to wait until after the war ended.

Finally, He Rui sighed, "Ishiwara-kun, let us still strive to end the war."
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Ishiwara returned to his lodgings. The room was elegant and comfortable, but Ishiwara felt vexed. He ordered his secretary, "Go out and buy a world map!"

The secretary was slightly taken aback but immediately went to obey the order. In early March, the wind on the streets of Beijing, China, was cold, but streetlights illuminated the city in the night. Restaurants on both sides of the street were full of people, and lights shone from the windows of residential communities along the road. Beijing at night was even more bustling. Many restaurants of some scale had televisions inside, and various images on the screen attracted diners to look.

In this city that seemed sleepless, Ishiwara's secretary asked the driver to drive slowly; there were many cars on the street. Four-wheeled, three-wheeled, and two-wheeled motor vehicles were all honking their horns, adding a sense of irritability to the city at night, while also making the city's lively atmosphere thicker.

In front of a stationery store, Ishiwara's secretary got out of the car. Japan had listed Chinese language courses as the first foreign language, and those Japanese university students who looked forward to a brighter future would all study Chinese. Inside the stationery store, Ishiwara's secretary asked in Chinese, "Excuse me, do you have a world map?"

The owner was not surprised by the obviously accented Chinese, and simply answered in Henan dialect, "Sorry, sold out."

Ishiwara's secretary was stunned for a moment, but didn't find it unexpected. In Japan over the past few months, world maps, as well as specialized pins and magnetic markers for war gaming, had sold extremely well. Japanese people, especially young men, were deducing the development of the war on maps. Those newspapers with high nationalist sentiments were even discussing what benefits Japan could gain after winning the war.

The Japanese government, however, had conducted large-scale interviews with editors of all Japanese newspapers, stipulating what could be discussed and what could not. Although the Japanese public looked forward to obtaining vast colonies after the war victory, the Japanese government clearly understood He Rui's definition of this war. At this time, Japan must not equate this war with colonial wars domestically.

"Boss, do you know where I can buy a world map?" Ishiwara's secretary asked politely.

"New maps will be delivered tomorrow," the owner replied.

"Someone in my family needs it urgently. Where can I buy one today?"

"Hehe, *Laoshi'er*, is it for a child at home?" the shop owner laughed. It was already past 8 o'clock, and the owner was about to close, so he started chatting with Ishiwara's secretary.

After a few sentences, seeing that Ishiwara's secretary was really anxious to buy a map, the owner said, "If you can wait a while, the delivery will arrive. If they hadn't insisted on delivering tonight, I would have gone home to sleep long ago."

Ishiwara's secretary made a judgment in his mind and decided to wait a while. He took out a cigarette and offered one to the owner. The owner took it and looked, saying with some surprise, "Oho, Mild Seven, Japanese cigarettes. Buddy, you're doing alright."

The knowledge of this Beijing shop owner surprised the secretary. The secretary smiled and lit it for the owner, but did not reveal his identity as a Japanese person. The owner pulled up a stool for the secretary, and the two began to chat.

Although he had seen many Chinese people, Ishiwara's secretary was still not quite used to the style of Chinese small shop owners. Japanese shop owners treated customers as God and were basically people with some say on their streets, generally feeling a bit more rigorous. Chinese shop owners looked like ordinary people; although shrewd, they lacked any "self-awareness," only complaining incessantly.

The secretary didn't want to leave any handle against himself, so he changed the topic, "Boss, has your family been exempted from agricultural tax?"

China's policy of exempting agricultural tax had caused a huge shock in Japan, making Japanese people also develop expectations. Many Japanese supported it, more Japanese cautiously expected it, and the number of opponents was not small. The reason for opposing the abolition of agricultural tax in Japan was that, apart from the reduction of national tax revenue at the practical level, abolishing agricultural tax in Japan would cause a huge impact on the current agricultural associations in rural Japan.

Now, the Japan Agricultural Cooperatives were gradually becoming middlemen selling Japanese agricultural products to Japanese cities, and to a large extent, they also undertook the work of helping the government collect taxes. If the agricultural tax were abolished, the responsibility of the Japan Agricultural Cooperatives would be reduced. In Japan, reduced responsibility meant that power would also be weakened. Therefore, a strange situation appeared in Japan where cities supported the abolition of agricultural tax, while rural areas opposed it.

Hearing about the agricultural tax, this Chinese stationery store owner didn't look happy. Instead, he sighed, "Sigh, anyway, they say agricultural tax won't be collected this year. Who knows if the policy can be implemented."

"You think there's a problem with the policy?" Ishiwara's secretary didn't quite understand the Chinese shop owner's reaction.

"It's not that there's a problem with the policy. The Chairman's policy is definitely good for us. It's just that I feel it's a bit late. Now grain can't sell for much of a price. A few years ago, grain sold well. If they didn't collect agricultural tax back then, we could have earned a bit more," the shop owner sighed.

Ishiwara's secretary first felt that the Chinese people really had a bit of a "unruly people" flavor. The Japanese people actually weren't grateful to the Ishiwara government either, but all Japanese people were finally not starving, so the Japanese public wouldn't express dissatisfaction with government policies so openly.

Just as he was thinking, the owner sighed again, "Nowadays everything costs money. No matter how much you earn, it's not enough."

Ishiwara's secretary didn't want to respond. This kind of complaint also existed in Japan. The transition from a traditional agricultural society to an industrial society, the first stage of the monetary revolution, was the monetization of all labor and transactions. The people's feeling at this stage was "people's hearts are not what they used to be, money reigns supreme." Japan had also experienced such a process, and this process was cruel, even bloody. Europe encountered such a stage even earlier, which produced colonialism and committed countless sins globally.

At seminars in Japanese domestic academic circles, China's industrialization and urbanization process could be described as "tender and affectionate." The He Rui government had provided countless job opportunities and industrial subsidies for the industrialization of the whole of China in the past 20 years. In order to allow China to undergo this recent super-large-scale urbanization, the He Rui government even launched a global war of liberation, providing massive employment opportunities by creating a global market led by China. Ishiwara's secretary felt that the Chinese people really didn't understand what the He Rui government had actually done for China. As an official, Ishiwara's secretary felt a sense of sadness like the fox mourning the death of the hare.

However, on second thought, Ishiwara's secretary felt somewhat emotional again. He followed Ishiwara and had heard Ishiwara talk about He Rui. He Rui had no selfishness. The Chinese Civilization Party was clean and progressive from top to bottom, advocating "serving the people wholeheartedly." Therefore, the He Rui government certainly didn't care whether the people appreciated it, nor would they expect the people to be grateful.

After getting drunk once, Ishiwara roasted, "My teacher, He-kun, is a very proud yet humble person. If the Chinese people can truly benefit from the policies of He-kun's government, He-kun would have to thank the Chinese people profusely for their support. A tiny bit of progress by all citizens is a great progress for the whole country."

Now looking at the ungrateful appearance of the stationery store owner, it actually felt a bit like the populace of a great power. What these people demanded was actually not excessive, because they only demanded a better life in the industrialization process they had never experienced before.

And the stationery store owner didn't care about the cancellation of the agricultural tax at this time. He chatted with Ishiwara's secretary about his child's schooling. He kept complaining that there were all kinds of students in school now, children didn't study hard, and their grades were bad.

"With bad grades, he won't even be able to become a soldier!" the owner lamented greatly.

Ishiwara's secretary thought this topic was really good. Because it was the same in Japan, everyone believed that knowledge changed destiny, and only by studying hard could one achieve class ascension. The message contained in the complaint of this Chinese stationery store owner was actually terrifying. Countries naturally hoped to recruit soldiers with excellent grades and good health who could proficiently master modern military equipment. But such people already had a good future, so naturally, they wouldn't be willing to be soldiers.

China's domestic supply of such excellent youth was enough to meet China's conscription demands. For China's allies, this was good news. At the same time, this also meant that China had the possibility of winning the war independently. The greater the responsibility China bore in the war, the greater the proportion of benefits it would harvest after the war. And since the total war dividends were fixed, if China took one more piece, Japan would have to take one less piece.

Just as he was venting to this point, the *tuktuk* sound of an engine came from outside. With the friction sound of brakes, someone outside shouted, "Old Zhang, I've arrived. Hurry up and move the stuff, I still have to deliver to the next one!"

Shopkeeper Zhang hurriedly got up and moved a few boxes of things from the three-wheeled motorcycle outside into the store. The delivery master didn't even count the goods, said a few words, and left. Ishiwara's secretary was a bit confused by this transaction method; such a style could be called "heroic" in Japan. Receiving goods without careful inspection—people in Japan really wouldn't dare to do this.

He didn't know if this was because the moral level of the Chinese people was higher, or if China's degree of industrialization was not enough, and Chinese shop owners hadn't yet suffered the social beating of large-scale deception by unscrupulous merchants.

The owner opened a long box, hugged out a large roll of rolled-up maps from inside, pulled one out, and handed it to Ishiwara's secretary. Ishiwara's secretary pointed to the map rack next to it again, "Get me one of those too."

When the owner brought these over, the secretary asked, "Give me an invoice."

Hearing "invoice," the owner was unhappy, "For an invoice, come back tomorrow."

Ishiwara's secretary was stunned. Although he was Ishiwara's secretary, he couldn't get reimbursed without an invoice. Although the map and rack didn't cost much—cheaper than similar products in Japan—as a bureaucrat's habit, Ishiwara's secretary felt very uncomfortable. But seeing the shop owner's frowning and unwelcoming expression, Ishiwara's secretary decided to bear this small expense himself.

Returning to the hotel, Ishiwara had his secretary hang up the map and sat in front of it to look. His gaze swept across the world map but unconsciously returned to Midway Island at the westernmost end of the Hawaiian Islands.

At this time, Midway Island had also entered the night. Both the Chinese and American sides had preliminarily completed night-fighting radars, but they hadn't been deployed on a large scale. So the sky over Midway Island was quiet. The Japanese Navy had even set up many huge searchlights on the scorched island. Those shallow-draft vessels drove directly into the natural lagoon in the atoll and transported various equipment onto the island.

Some unlucky Japanese Navy personnel undertook the work of moving corpses. The Navy hadn't considered chemical warfare and wasn't equipped with gas masks. These Japanese soldiers could only wrap towels around their faces to filter the scorched smell.

Compared with the corpses of US troops killed by explosions, the appearance of US troops who died from fuel-air explosives was more terrifying. Almost all corpses were burned black and had their mouths wide open. This was not a cry before death, but a subconscious opening of the mouth to breathe after being burned by 2500-degree flames. And under the high temperature, the deceased were instantly roasted from the inside of the mouth to the throat, losing the ability to close their mouths.

When Japanese Navy soldiers entered the US underground bunkers, what they saw was even more terrible. Although these US corpses were not roasted, they also rolled their eyes, opened their mouths wide, their mouths were full of white liquid, and their fingers clutched at their throats. Not only was the death state terrifying, but it was also colorful, as if poisoned. Because when the fuel-air explosive burned violently, it drained the oxygen in the air in this area, and the US troops all died of hypoxia and suffocation.

These few unlucky guys carried the corpses to a corner of the island and put them down, starting to collect the relics of the US dead. These corpses must not be left behind, and there was no place to bury them on Midway Island, so they could only be piled up and burned as soon as possible. Out of the humanitarian regulations established by the Asian Coalition, the relics of the dead had to be collected so that they could be handed over to the families of the deceased.

Unlike the unlucky ones who cursed repeatedly, the Japanese troops responsible for other work worked in full swing. The radar equipment had been debugged and could be turned on as soon as it was dragged onto the island. And the anti-aircraft weapons, as well as the supporting fortifications, were also prepared in advance; finding a position to put them down, they soon formed an anti-aircraft fire net.

The runway of the US military airfield was not damaged much. Perforated steel plates were laid on the runway and fixed. Then land-based fighter jets could take off and land. Busy until 3 a.m. local time, the Japanese troops landing on Midway Island sent a telegram calling for fighter jets on Wake Island to come and land.

After the fuel-air explosives eliminated nearly a thousand US troops on Midway Island, the operation to occupy and utilize Midway Island proceeded methodically. On the sea nearly a thousand kilometers away from Midway Island, the lights were on in the fleet command rooms of both the US and Japan. The combat systems of both countries could determine that their own side was currently safe. So the command headquarters were brightly lit.

Admiral Nimitz's face was grim. The loss of Midway Island only opened the door to the Hawaiian Islands; the US military was still far from defeat. But the taking of Midway Island presented a huge variable to the US Pacific Fleet's previous plans.

A group of US Navy officers were also somewhat exhausted. Now the views within the headquarters were divided into two factions: one advocated retaking Midway Island first, and the other advocated attacking the Japanese Combined Fleet first. Obviously, the view of attacking the Japanese Combined Fleet was too radical; let alone whether the position of the Japanese Combined Fleet could be found, even if it was found, the US military might not be able to supply it. Retaking Midway Island was a very practical and feasible goal.

Admiral Nimitz was more inclined to find the main force of the Japanese Combined Fleet and inflict heavy damage on it. In Admiral Nimitz's view, at this stage, the Japanese Combined Fleet's operational space had become larger after capturing Midway. If the Japanese Combined Fleet could not be found and its combat power contained, it was entirely possible for Japan to continue capturing other islands in the Hawaiian Islands. If the Japanese army captured a larger island, the US military's operational situation in the Hawaiian Islands would deteriorate rapidly.

But looking for the main force of the Japanese Combined Fleet meant that the US military had to enter the area south of Hawaii. At this stage, the threat to US carrier formations in the area south of Hawaii was much greater. If they went rashly, they would likely be attacked.

In the end, Admiral Nimitz had to propose suspending the plan to seek a decisive battle with the Japanese Combined Fleet and aiming to retake Midway Island first.

The command headquarters of the Japanese Combined Fleet was also brightly lit. Yamaguchi Tamon had already persuaded the members of the headquarters. At this time, he stood up, and other officers stood up one after another. Yamaguchi ordered loudly, "The Combined Fleet will proceed to Wake Island, ready to reinforce Midway Island at any time. At the same time, the Combined Fleet will vigorously search for the traces of the US carrier formation. Once discovered, prepare to engage in a decisive battle with it."

A group of Japanese Navy officers answered in unison, "Hai!"

Yamaguchi Tamon immediately ordered, "Then, gentlemen, take advantage of the present to rest quickly. The upcoming battle will require us to commit to combat command at any time! Dismissed!"

After giving the order, Yamaguchi Tamon led by example, turned and left the headquarters, heading straight for his cabin. At this time, in the passage of the aircraft carrier, the Japanese troops were patrolling in an orderly manner. Seeing Yamaguchi walking with large strides, they stood at attention and saluted one after another.

Even facing ordinary officers and soldiers, Yamaguchi returned the salute without distinction. Back in his cabin, Yamaguchi lay directly on the bed, only feeling his heart beating fiercely. This order could be said to be very different from the Japanese military tradition. Japan lacked resources, so it could only gamble on national destiny. After the establishment of the Asian Coalition, quite a few Japanese Navy officers still had this habitual thinking. Either gamble everything or play speculation.

Yamaguchi's order was for a war between great powers competing in strength with the United States, so Yamaguchi spent a lot of energy to persuade the Navy officers, telling them not to think about easily hanging the US military and letting the US military follow Japan's baton. And don't think about inflicting heavy damage on the US Pacific Fleet in one go, thereby quickly seizing the Hawaiian Islands.

Although these guys in the Navy were unreliable, Yamaguchi decided to force them to take the correct path no matter what. As for what the real result would be, Yamaguchi didn't consider it at all.

Soon, Yamaguchi felt drowsiness surging up. He randomly took off his military uniform, lay down, and fell asleep.

Dawn broke, and the streets of Singapore became lively. Singapore was originally a major town for the British Navy, with tens of thousands of British troops. At this time, after the British troops surrendered, they were all sent to China for detention. The appearance of a large number of foreigners on the street did not make Singapore residents feel uncomfortable. Watching this group of foreigners busy under the accompaniment of Chinese officials, Singapore residents just felt somewhat baffled.

Since this meeting was held while the war was in progress, scholars didn't have to pretend to accuse others. On March 6th, the first plenary session was held to begin electing members of the presidium. This election had a special condition for the present: everyone who came had to first express their stance and views in a position survey. German Marshal Reichenau finished reading the thick survey book and felt that perhaps he should return to Germany.

The survey book required the participating experts from various countries to express their attitudes on political and economic stances. Political stances included colonialism, imperialism, and racism. Economic stance was to express stances and views on the monopoly economic model represented by bureaucratic capitalism.

Reichenau found that the German experts didn't have much hostility towards this survey book, and the experts from European and American countries were similar to Germany; they didn't seem to feel that the survey content was disrespectful, and even started discussing the content.

The reaction of these scholars made Reichenau very unhappy. As a staunch supporter of Nazi views, Reichenau felt that what he could face most easily was colonialism. Although Reichenau supported Germany taking back the colonies stripped after WWI, that was 20 years ago after all. Reichenau himself had no experience serving in colonies, and only had views on colonialism, no feelings.

The term imperialism was very negative in Germany at the moment, used to describe the Entente Powers' oppression of Germany. Reichenau didn't have strong feelings about this word either. Even if Nazi Germany called itself the Third Reich, it was just a so-called "free monarchy." Hitler himself never thought of engaging in blood inheritance. Although the Führer's power was comparable to an emperor, or even greater than the German Emperor, the Nazi Party believed that Germany's Führer should be chosen by the people, not by blood inheritance.

Reichenau thought for a while and found that his views on imperialism were actually quite chaotic. Reichenau opposed other countries practicing imperialism against Germany, and he couldn't brazenly think that Germany could casually and openly practice imperialism against other countries.

As for racism, Reichenau thought for a while and found that the concept that Germany was the most excellent nation could only be practiced domestically; it didn't hold water internationally. The international arena spoke of the jungle rule where the weak are prey to the strong; there were no naturally superior or inferior nations. The winner is king, the loser is a bandit. Today you are more excellent, tomorrow someone else will be more excellent. France had suppressed the German region for hundreds of years; if calculated this way, France was more excellent than Germany for hundreds of years.

Thinking and thinking, Reichenau was stunned to find that his previous emotional views actually had no theoretical basis, let alone any real logical support. Although Reichenau was not prepared to change his political stance because of this, his initial fierce emotions had calmed down a lot.

Although still unhappy, Reichenau still picked up his pen and began to write on the survey book. Not being selected was normal; if he were selected, Reichenau felt he would be somewhat surprised.
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Reichenau did not know that his investigative report would be personally reviewed by Zhao Tianlin, let alone receive such high praise from him. In the realm of scholarship, there is a certain universality—it all comes down to the integrity of internal logic. Although different professions are like different worlds, Reichenau, as a military expert, inadvertently displayed rigorous internal logic when he wrote down his observations rather than just personal opinions.

The core of this Grand Trial was not for a group of legal experts to define the world using so-called legal spirit, but to let experts from various countries discuss colonialism, imperialism, racism, and monopoly privileges in economics. The Chinese side hoped to bring these elites together in a relatively relaxed environment to reach some basic consensus.

Of course, some of these elites were undoubtedly obstinate. For this lot, the only option was to wait for them to undergo the baptism of war. Since these people wanted to be martyrs for colonialism, imperialism, and racism, their wish would be granted.

But their presence in the discussions could also serve as a good supplement to the concepts of this Grand Trial. And Reichenau belonged to that category of people who were very capable and thought highly of themselves, yet had significant limitations.

Zhao Tianlin thought for a long time but couldn't make up his mind to recommend Reichenau. He simply placed Reichenau's report in the category to be jointly reviewed by other panel members.

The first stage of review took five days. For the busy Zhao, these five days flew by. For Reichenau and the German officers, these five days spent on observation and analysis were also very fulfilling. It was just that Reichenau had been very concerned about the development of the Battle of Midway, but no new news had come through.

Meanwhile, on Midway Island, the defending Japanese forces and the counter-attacking US forces were in a living hell of war. Yamaguchi Tamon had made up his mind to fight a dignified battle between great powers against the United States. The US Pacific Command, including Nimitz, had to accept the challenge in order to have a chance to inflict heavy damage on the Japanese Combined Fleet.

During the day, fighter planes from both sides crisscrossed the sky over Midway. Every few minutes, a fighter was shot down. Neither the US nor the Japanese forces gained a clear advantage. The sky over Midway was like a millstone, grinding down the forces thrown into it by both sides.

However, the entire process was not monotonous. Both the US and Japan constantly adopted brand-new tactics. Sometimes the US forces had the upper hand, sometimes the Japanese won more. The fierce battles were rarely repetitive. But no matter how hard the officers and men on both sides tried, the nature of the war of attrition did not change.

On Midway, the core of this war millstone, the Japanese forces were constantly replenishing troops and equipment over the five days. Just the air and sea search radars alone had seen 31 units damaged. To destroy the Japanese radar stations on Midway, the US military adopted various methods, especially using aluminum foil interference, to the point that the seabed near Midway was covered with a layer of aluminum foil.

Even with such cost-no-object attacks, the US lost over 100 ground-attack aircraft just to destroy the radar stations, and over 400 fighter jets were shot down trying to destroy Midway's air defenses. Many Japanese anti-aircraft positions were destroyed by dying US pilots crashing their fighters into them.

Adding the losses from attacking Midway to the fighters shot down in air combat, the US military lost over 2,000 aircraft of various types.

The Japanese losses were also huge, with 1,500 fighters shot down or damaged. The losses of pilots and the army defenders on the island also exceeded 2,000.

Both the Japanese Combined Fleet and the US Pacific Fleet were enduring this war of attrition. Even though their hearts felt like they were being roasted over a fire, neither side rashly launched a carrier battle, nor did they send battleship-centric bombardment fleets to engage near Midway. An all-out attack must be launched when a fleeting opportunity appears; the US and Japanese forces clearly saw no need to choose a decisive action due to such a war of attrition.

At this time in Tokyo, Japanese Minister of Defense Nagumo Chūichi had an extremely gloomy expression. Facing any Japanese officers who came to ask him for permission to launch an all-out attack, Nagumo Chūichi offered no opinion. At most, if the other party had enough influence, he would say one sentence, "I know!"

As a scholar-type general, at least half of General Nagumo Chūichi's expression was deliberately maintained. In his heart, Nagumo actually agreed with Yamaguchi Tamon's decision. Japan's national strength had developed well in recent years, but it still did not have the capital to fight an all-out war with the United States.

At this stage, even if the United States lost all 24 aircraft carriers and 28 battleships it currently had, it could still build twice the number of lost carriers and battleships within two years.

This is the depth of a powerful industrial nation. If the Asian Alliance wants to win, it must not only destroy the super-large fleet centered on hundreds of aircraft carriers and battleships that the United States can produce, but also cross the vast Pacific Ocean and launch an attack on the US mainland.

Leaving aside the consumption of maintaining such a long supply line, even if the Asian Alliance forces could land in North America and occupy a landing point, there are still over 9 million square kilometers of the US mainland to conquer. With America's industrial capacity, it could easily arm a force of 40 million; every adult American man and woman would fight as an enemy against the Asian Alliance forces.

Compared to the United States, America's margin for error is almost infinite. Compared to the United States, Japan has no capital to make any mistakes. If the Japanese Combined Fleet suffers heavy damage, even if China can help Japan build warships, Japan would need to spend at least three years to restore its navy. During these three years, the Japanese Navy would basically withdraw from the war and could only look on.

The war of attrition Yamaguchi is currently adopting can ensure that Japan can continue fighting. Japan has over two thousand elite carrier-based pilots, over 20,000 land-based fighter pilots, and nearly 100,000 pilots undergoing air force training. Japan can hold on even if such a war of attrition lasts for a year.

Yamaguchi Tamon knew that China was desperately seizing islands in the South Pacific. Nagumo Chūichi also knew, and perhaps even more timely than Yamaguchi. For example, at this stage, the Chinese Air Force and Navy were fighting fiercely alongside the British and American forces of the Allied Powers in the Solomon Islands. The daily losses of the three countries—China, the US, and Britain—were much greater than those in the Battle of Midway.

Midway is just a small island, while the islands in the Solomon Islands are large. Battles were taking place not only in the air and at sea, but the armies of both sides were also engaged in tragic combat. Whether day or night, the armies of both sides were fighting to the death. Every minute there were military casualties.

What Nagumo Chūichi could do now was to help Yamaguchi Tamon drag it out, drag it out until the moment when a huge change occurred in the war situation.

Just as one group of officers left, another group came to request an audience. Nagumo stared gloomily at this incoming group, making the officers immediately much more cautious. Listening to words that could callous his ears, Nagumo stood up with feigned depth, and the officers opposite immediately stopped speaking.

Nagumo looked gloomy and signaled for them to continue, while he walked to the window with his hands behind his back. This group of officers looked at Nagumo's majestic back, guessing in their hearts to what extent their words had moved Nagumo. But Nagumo was turning a deaf ear to their words at this moment; he stood up because he had been sitting for too long and was uncomfortable. To make himself more relaxed, Nagumo even started doing simple arithmetic problems in his head.

According to current battle reports, the US military is losing 400 fighter jets every day. Based on this number, it would take about 250 days to exhaust all 100,000 US pilots. That is to say, in at most another 8 months, the Battle of Midway will have a result no matter what.

Of course, this calculation is a completely extreme scenario. Adding the consumption in the Solomon Islands, at the current rate of consumption, the United States can fight for at most another 4 months before it has to consider whether to continue the Pacific War...

Using elementary school arithmetic to judge war seems like child's play, but strategic judgment itself does not require complex mathematical formulas. The more complex the formula, the more it is aimed at the tactical level.

US President Roosevelt was currently using only elementary school arithmetic to calculate how big of a problem he had encountered. Before the war, the United States did indeed draft and train 100,000 fighter pilots, and so far over 10,000 have been lost. Moreover, these 10,000 pilots belonged to the category of pilots capable of operating at sea, which requires higher technical skills. Due to the characteristics of the Pacific theater, once these pilots failed to fly back, they were basically considered lost. The authenticity of this number is very high.

According to the report data submitted to President Roosevelt, the number of pilots the United States can continue to consume is less than 30,000. At the current rate of consumption, the United States can fight for another 4 months under full-scale confrontation. The number of pilots that can be replenished in 4 months is roughly 6,000 to 8,000. It can support another month.

This is war. Americans do not lack planes, nor do they lack population, but they lack pilots who can be used immediately.

Roosevelt could let the US military pause fighting and prepare with all its might; in half a year, the United States might have 100,000 naval aviators. But within the half-year of stopped fighting, all islands in the Pacific would be occupied by China. The US military would have to pay a huge price to retake these islands one by one.

Facing such a situation, Roosevelt was not exasperated, nor even angry. He finished reading the report and began to seriously consider two questions. The first question was how to let the US military fight as long as possible to buy more time for the United States. If the US military could fight for a year, the United States could recover from the unfavorable situation.

As for how to achieve this goal, several methods flashed through Roosevelt's mind. Changing generals, promoting outstanding generals, and making China endure huge pressure in other operational directions.

Roosevelt thought for a while but couldn't figure out which method he was confident in. The thing Roosevelt was most confident in right now was letting the current US military system continue to function.

Having finished thinking about the first question, Roosevelt began to consider the second question, which was solving the war through political means.

Many American experts went to Singapore this time to participate in the Grand Trial. This was a very good diplomatic environment. But Chinese officials had not contacted experts from various countries at this stage. Some American experts did try to communicate with Chinese experts and indeed discussed a lot of things. However, the Chinese experts all stated that they had no communication channels with the Chinese decision-making layer.

Although Roosevelt felt that the He Rui administration wanted to make full use of this Grand Trial against colonialism, Roosevelt had to suspect that the direction of He Rui's utilization was to mislead the United States into thinking that China would negotiate with the United States.

As the president of the imperialist country of the United States, Roosevelt was very clear about the ways of imperialism. The Chinese government led by He Rui would definitely use all its current advantages to the limit to extract maximum benefits. This is the essence of imperialism. In Roosevelt's view, He Rui had been full of imperialist elite style for the past nearly 30 years. Every policy played international politics clearly and thoroughly.

Including this time, He Rui actually used "overthrowing the four big mountains" as the reason for launching this war. Anti-colonialism, anti-imperialism, anti-racism, and anti-bureaucratic capitalism indeed met the needs of the majority of the people in this world. But once He Rui could really realize his vision, China would act as the next world hegemon, extracting countless benefits from the globe.

The British Empire could be the world hegemon for a century; with China's volume and industrial level, once it sat on the throne of world hegemon, it could sit firmly for at least a century. During the century when Britain dominated the world, the United States suffered various oppressions and blows. In the next century ruled by China, the United States obviously would have no chance.

While thinking about this issue, Secretary of State Hull and Army Chief of Staff Marshall came to see Roosevelt together. Army Chief of Staff Marshall handed a document to Roosevelt. Roosevelt flipped through it; it was a plan regarding the complete US control of Canada.

The United States had always had a plan to turn Canada into a US vassal, and had tried once in 1814. The result of that execution was a sound beating by British troops and Canadian militia, followed by a counterattack on Washington, causing US President Madison to flee in panic. The British troops and Canadian militia burned the presidential residence of that time. Later, the British troops retreated, and the US government returned to Washington. To eliminate the scorched black marks on the presidential residence as soon as possible, they painted the US residence with white lime.

This emergency measure inadvertently made the presidential residence look very good. From then on, the US presidential residence adopted white paint. Thus came the name "White House."

Although the United States behaved itself at that time, the plan to annex Canada was never laid down, and many versions had been updated over the past hundred years. At this stage, Canada, as Britain's most staunch colony, had no intention of being controlled by the United States. But for the United States, Britain, having lost India, urgently needed US support, which created a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for the United States to completely control Canada.

Army Chief of Staff Marshall's plan was a plan for military control of Canada. For the current United States, it couldn't beat China with a population of 670 million, but beating a Canada with a population of a few million was a sure thing. Even though Canada was very wary of the United States and had made war preparations, the number of troops mobilized by the United States was almost twice the population of Canada, so Marshall was very calm when making the report.

After Marshall finished speaking about the war part, Secretary of State Hull recounted the part about political solution. From a political perspective, the best way for the United States was to let Canada become completely independent, and then the United States would control Canada economically. Therefore, what the United States was most dissatisfied with regarding Canada right now was that these colonial fellows still firmly chose Britain up to now.

So Hull formulated a roadmap for the United States to completely control Canada. At this stage, Canada was already a member of the British Commonwealth, so first let Britain allow Canada to gain complete independence, and then through political maneuvering, let Canada domestically request independence. Once Canada was independent, the United States would sign a series of economic cooperation agreements with Canada, thereby controlling the Canadian economy.

The United States had done this many times in South America according to this roadmap. As long as the economic agreements were signed, the United States was completely confident in turning Canada into a US vassal. In this way, the United States would not have to worry about political repercussions at all.

Roosevelt listened to their reports, calculating the timing of the action in his heart. Originally, Roosevelt thought that China's strength would at most cause trouble for the United States in the Western Pacific, while the United States could use the war to weaken Britain's power, thereby taking over slowly. But he didn't expect the Asian Alliance forces to be so fierce; Britain's colonies in the Pacific were swept away. The United States not only lost the Philippines, but even Hawaii was attacked.

Canada, which could have been taken over slowly, now became urgent. If the United States had to accept China's peace conditions, the United States must completely control Canada.

After all, both the United States and Canada are descendants of Anglo-Saxons, and they are very clear about the nature of Anglo-Saxons. Don't look at how Canada seems incredibly loyal to Britain and full of hatred towards China now. Once China becomes the next world hegemon, Canada, for its own security, will not hesitate to choose to establish a relatively close relationship with China.

And China, as an extra-regional country, would definitely be happy to use Canada to contain the United States. Moreover, the United States' neighbors include not only Canada in the north but also Mexico in the south. Mexico's attitude towards the United States cannot be described as friendly. China could easily use Canada and Mexico to pincer the United States from north and south, making the United States endure terrible geopolitical pressure.

Mexico has a population of tens of millions; the United States really can't do anything about Mexico. Even if it occupied the whole of Mexico, it would have to withdraw in the end. If it could swallow Canada at this stage, leaving only Mexico in the south, it would be much easier to deal with.

So Roosevelt asked Marshall, "General Marshall, in your plan, how long will it take to end the military operations in Canada?"

Marshall answered calmly, "About six months."

Roosevelt had thought Marshall would think Canada could be solved in three months, because many previous military plans against Canada believed that Canada could be destroyed within three months.

As Army Chief of Staff, how could Marshall not know Roosevelt's thoughts? But Marshall did not compromise just because of Roosevelt's mood. In fact, Marshall himself was skeptical about the possibility of solving Canada in six months. If it were defeating the Canadian regular army, let alone three months, one month would almost be enough. After all, Canada's core area is just a line of more than 200 kilometers bordering the northern United States.

Canada is a neighbor that has existed with the United States for nearly 200 years. Canadians do not consider themselves Americans, and the United States does not consider Canadians to be Americans. Although both are descendants of Anglo-Saxons, there is a separation in national identity. Even though Canada has only a few million people, it is not easy to completely annex a nation-state of a few million people.

Seeing that Marshall did not answer further, Roosevelt did not force Marshall to promise anything. Because Roosevelt was now basically certain that his future reputation would not be very good, but this did not make Roosevelt smash the pot. On the contrary, Roosevelt put aside concerns about himself and wanted to do something for the United States even more. Annexing Canada was the policy Roosevelt formulated for the current situation.

"Hull, after this Singapore conference ends, you will start executing it," Roosevelt ordered.

Secretary of State Hull stood up and agreed. He wanted to say something more, but Roosevelt said, "I'm tired, let me rest for a while."

Hearing this, Hull had to get up and take his leave with Marshall.

After the two left, Roosevelt turned the wheels of his wheelchair and stopped in front of the French window. Looking at the last bit of residual snow that had basically melted outside, Roosevelt suddenly felt it was very comical. If China won and became the hegemon of the new era, Roosevelt's own evaluation would actually be much better. After all, it's not like the United States hasn't lost to a world hegemon before.

The most unfavorable situation for Roosevelt would be if the United States held on at this stage, engaged in a brutal slaughter with China, and the United States only lost the war after millions of Americans died. Roosevelt would inevitably be nailed to the pillar of shame in American history and spurned by future generations!

If it were for himself, Roosevelt's choice would become very strange.
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March 13, 1942, 3:00 AM. Under the cover of darkness, Midway Island had once again replenished its radar and anti-aircraft positions. The Japanese 6th Army, fully re-equipped and manned, waited nervously for the arrival of dawn.

The antennas of the air and surface search radars rotated rhythmically, scanning for signals from the sky or sea. Since Japanese fighter jets carried transponders, their signals did not appear on the fluorescent screens as unidentified blips. Judging solely by the radar display, the sky over Midway was completely empty.

By 8:00 AM, the sun shone brightly on Midway. The sea breeze brushed over the island, and while the smell of gunpowder, fuel, and blood still lingered like a thin mist around the Japanese defenders, the fresh breeze brought a ceaseless sense of comfort, gently but stubbornly stripping away the scent of war.

Upon learning that US aircraft were not attacking, the Combined Fleet Headquarters immediately ordered transport ships to bring more equipment and supplies onto the island. In addition to strengthening defenses, they were to repair the runway as much as possible.

The war had not ended; instead, it was developing into a more intense new stage. The Combined Fleet's goal had never been just to hold Midway, but to occupy the entire Hawaiian archipelago. Regardless of the reason for the US military's halt in attacks, the Japanese forces had to complete their operational objectives.

***

In the US Pacific Fleet Headquarters in Honolulu, Admiral Kimmel stared at the adjutant before him. Withstanding the admiral's angry gaze, the adjutant relayed the latest news, "Logistics informs us that the inventory of aviation gasoline has been depleted. From now on, we can only ship what is produced."

Admiral Kimmel had not expected American production capacity to hit a bottleneck at this moment. The high-octane aviation gasoline produced in the United States was one of the fundamental reasons for the superior performance of US fighter jets. The Rockefeller Company's oil cracking technology was unrivaled globally, having always provided a stable supply of aviation gasoline to the US military. How could there suddenly be a shortage?

The adjutant continued, "Admiral, I have already contacted the logistics department. They explained that domestic pilot training has been expanded, and a large amount of aviation fuel has been provided to various training centers..."

"Fxxk!" Admiral Kimmel cursed aloud in anger. At a time like this, with the war on the front lines being so brutal, to suddenly have a gasoline supply cut—there must be something wrong with the brains of the logistics department!

The adjutant waited for Admiral Kimmel to finish cursing and for his emotions to recover slightly before continuing his explanation. "Logistics said that Pacific Command agreed to their arrangement plan."

Hearing this, Admiral Kimmel stood up in anger, muttering under his breath but not cursing out loud. The US logistics department really wasn't joking; this plan had indeed been submitted to Pacific Command and approved. Kimmel remembered that at the time, everyone within Pacific Command was looking forward to expanding air force training to increase the number of American pilots as quickly as possible.

But that was then, and this is now. Back then, the Pacific Fleet believed the number of combat aircraft needing supply was only 50,000, with daily fighter sorties numbering no more than 6,000. Currently, US fighter sorties exceeded 30,000 per day. The scale had expanded fivefold. Naturally, fuel consumption had also increased fivefold.

It took quite a while for Admiral Kimmel's emotions to settle. He ordered his adjutant, "Contact the Navy General Board immediately. Ask them to prioritize mobilizing fuel supplies for the front line's needs at once. The front line is the highest priority!"

Before this telegram was even sent, the US Navy General Board had already completed its third debate on fuel supply. The Chief of Naval Operations, heads of the logistics department, and officials responsible for war logistics sat around the table, staring at each other in exhaustion.

The War Production Board had already ordered the Rockefeller Consortium to immediately begin building new aviation gasoline processing plants. Whether to build new ones or renovate existing refineries was left to Rockefeller's discretion. The US government demanded that aviation gasoline production be increased fivefold as soon as possible.

The Rockefeller Consortium replied, "Our company has already increased capacity as much as possible. At this stage, we can only complete production according to normal schedules. If the War Production Board believes that forcing Rockefeller to hand over production technology will increase output, Rockefeller is willing to fully cooperate!"

This really wasn't the Rockefeller Consortium deliberately trying to price gouge or hold the US government hostage via production capacity. During the war, representatives from the War Production Board and the military were stationed in every enterprise that accepted US military orders. The job of these "military representatives" was to supervise production. As soon as signs of fuel supply shortages appeared, the US military representatives at the refineries investigated with full force, inspecting and watching the production lines 24 hours a day. After a meticulous investigation, they found absolutely no issue of the Rockefeller Company deliberately holding back production.

The fuel supply for the front lines was five times greater than planned, and the fuel required for training 200,000 pilots in the rear had also increased five times over the plan. Under such ultra-high demand, relevant American industries were running their equipment at full capacity, producing as if their lives depended on it. In the near term, one really couldn't count on a rapid increase in capacity.

Seeing that the others remained silent, the Chief of Naval Operations asked, "Can the War Production Board continue to increase investment?"

The War Production Board representative looked troubled. The issue of money was indeed one of the core difficulties right now. The Pacific War had exceeded the imagination of the War Production Board from the very beginning. Originally, they thought 24 aircraft carriers and 100,000 pilots would be enough to fight this war. When the war actually broke out, the US War Production Board discovered that such preparations were barely enough to wet one's lips; the scale of the war was far beyond their imagination. Consequently, funds were currently stretched to the limit—simply insufficient. The Treasury Department and the Federal Reserve were considering how to solve the funding problem. Money was needed everywhere, and it was impossible to pour massive amounts of capital into the aviation gasoline production sector.

But this couldn't be said aloud, so the War Production Board representative pondered for a moment before asking, "I wonder when the new engines and new fighter jets can be committed to the war?"

The officers of the Navy General Board turned their faces away at this, unwilling to meet the representative's gaze. A large reason why the fuel supply had ended up like this was that Chinese fighter jets burned aviation kerosene. The oil fields in Southeast Asia produced mostly light crude oil; the high-quality portion, after slight processing, became excellent diesel or kerosene. Therefore, Chinese fighter jets burning aviation kerosene not only obtained ample fuel more easily, but the price was also much lower than aviation gasoline. Calculating the overall cost, the supply volume of Chinese aviation kerosene was ten times that of US aviation gasoline, and the price was one-fifth.

The US military naturally knew that this type of engine had a massive advantage, but developing an engine that burned aviation kerosene would take several years—it was impossible to finish in the short term. As for the jet engines based on prototypes provided by Germany, even if the plan proceeded very smoothly, they wouldn't be deployable to the battlefield in large numbers until the end of 1942. They couldn't be used to turn the tide of the war right now.

As an old fox in American officialdom, the Chief of Naval Operations waited quietly for what the War Production Board members would say next. Because the other party could not possibly be unaware that such a request was ridiculous.

Sure enough, seeing the Navy General Board members staying silent, the War Production Board representative let his subordinate speak. The young man who spoke said, "What the Pacific Fleet needs now is gasoline. We can prioritize meeting the gasoline demand."

As soon as these words came out, some people in the Navy General Board attending the meeting immediately changed their expressions. Before long, several naval officers who understood the issue also showed a change in their demeanor. The gap between "meeting gasoline demand" and "meeting aviation gasoline demand" was vast.

Could fighter jets fly after burning some ordinary quality gasoline? Of course they could!

Was the difference between a fighter jet burning aviation gasoline and ordinary gasoline significant? The difference wasn't exactly heaven and earth!

But in this moment where the US and Japanese militaries were fighting to the death, a slight difference in fighter performance was enough to lead to being shot down in air combat. As soldiers, their natural thought was how to use the best equipment and fuel to achieve the best combat results. This bit of difference, in the eyes of soldiers, was enormous!

No one in the conference room continued to speak. Especially the US military top brass and the members of the War Production Board; they all knew how to distinguish between priorities. Between "no fuel at the front" and "fuel quality not high at the front," this group knew how to choose. Since the decision had already been made, how to whitewash this decision was not the job of this group of high officials, but the work of the "experts."

Whether it was the generals of the Navy General Board or the committee members of the War Production Board, their gazes inadvertently turned toward some of the experts present.

The meeting went on for another day. Pacific Command received news that they didn't need to worry about fuel supply anymore. The very next day, a report regarding fuel standards was delivered to the US Navy Command and the War Production Board. The United States was indeed the world's top industrial power; by slightly relaxing standards, the US military's aviation gasoline supply problem was solved.

However, the report that the Rockefeller Consortium's technical research division presented at their internal high-level meeting was another matter entirely. This solution was originally obtained by Rockefeller from a competitor. This "aviation gasoline" used more cheap components. Its impact on fighter combat performance was relatively small, but carbon buildup was severe, causing a significant impact on engine life.

The top executives of the Rockefeller Consortium originally thought it was a major issue. After listening carefully to the report, the executives all expressed "acknowledged" with flat expressions. When the head of the technical department left, some among the Rockefeller executives even revealed smiles. Cheaper additives meant it was easier to mass-produce, and Rockefeller's output could increase rapidly.

As for the engine life issue, in the eyes of the executives, it had no impact. At this stage, the average survival time of US fighter jets on the battlefield was less than 100 hours. No matter how severe the carbon buildup was within 100 hours, it couldn't cause real danger. Even if a few unlucky ones crashed due to carbon buildup issues, such losses were negligible.

***

On the morning of March 15, the US military once again launched an attack on Midway Island. Several thousand kilometers to the south, the battle between China and the US for the Solomon Islands had not ceased at all.

The Solomon Islands are located in the southwest Pacific, directly north of eastern Australia, consisting of over 900 islands. The land area is 28,400 square kilometers, with the largest island, Guadalcanal, covering 6,475 square kilometers.

Midway Island, currently being fiercely contested by US and Japanese forces, has an area of 5 square kilometers. The Solomon Islands have a land area of 28,400 square kilometers. To seize the Solomon Islands, China had committed 110 aviation groups, totaling 11,000 fighter jets, as well as 200,000 army troops and hundreds of warships.

For the United States to save Australia, it had to hold the Solomon Islands. And for the United States not to be driven out of the Pacific, it had to hold the Hawaiian archipelago. From the current perspective, the United States wanted to hold Australia and also did not want to be driven out of the Pacific. Therefore, massive forces were committed to both Midway and the Solomon Islands.

The battle for the Solomon Islands had only been going on for nearly two months, yet the waterways near the islands were already filled with large numbers of mines laid by both China and the US. The navies of both sides swept for mines laid by the other daily to ensure the shipping lanes to the islands they occupied. Furthermore, both sides deployed submarines in those broad channels to ambush enemy vessels and submarines.

In the air, as long as weather conditions permitted, air combat between China and the US was continuous.

At this stage, the forest coverage rate of the Solomon Islands was as high as 90%. When the war between China and the US first began, the forest coverage was about 95%. Approximately 5% of the forests—over 1,000 square kilometers—had been destroyed under the fierce artillery fire of both nations!

On these densely forested islands, assault squads from both sides moved through the woodlands, launching lethal raids. Both China and the US were powerful industrial nations, and they showed no hesitation when it came to unleashing saturation bombardment. Moreover, eliminating the forest made enemy movements easier to expose, which made commanders on both sides even less unscrupulous.

On March 15, heavy rain fell over the Solomon Islands, and both Chinese and US forces temporarily ceased fighting. At this time, a ship braved the heavy rain at a dock on a Chinese-occupied island to load a massive crate wrapped in layers of oilcloth. Under the protection of an anti-submarine squad, the ship left the dock and headed straight for the west.

Also on this day, Reichenau looked at the observer ID card he had received, pondering whether to actually attend as an observer. Or perhaps he should just leave Singapore directly.

Over the past few days, Reichenau had not received the news he expected regarding the Battle of Midway. With this ample time, Reichenau completed his assessment of Malaya and the Lanfang Republic. These two regions were undergoing land reform, and the effects were quite good.

Malaya had a population of over ten million. Although grain production in this place wasn't great, it was extremely suitable for planting economic crops like rubber, sisal, palm, and coconut. Therefore, based on Malaysia's geographical environment, China provided a planting direction focused on tropical economic crops.

Malaya still produced some grain itself. By joining the Asian Economic Cooperation Organization, Malaya could obtain grain from Vietnam, Champa, the India region, and Burma through the cooperative organization. Reichenau believed that as long as China could truly ensure the grain trade within the AECO, Malaya's food supply would not be a problem. Economic crops, on the other hand, could allow the living standards of the Malayan people to rise quickly.

Taking the current stage as an example, the Malayan section of the Indochina Railway being built by China was progressing rapidly. Through trade in tropical crops with China, Malaya had started no fewer projects than Vietnam.

One must know that Vietnam had been conquered by China several times since ancient times, and the local people in the regions bordering China belonged to the same ethnicity. In Germany's view, the relationship between Vietnam and China was equivalent to the relationship between Alsace-Lorraine and Germany. The relationship between Malaya and China was similar to the relationship between Belgium and Germany.

Malaya had only been free from colonial rule for a few days, yet it had already started projects similar to those in Vietnam. aside from Malaya's extremely important geographical location, a very important reason was that Malaya had a higher level of development and more commodities available for trade. Precisely because of its high level of development, the Malayan region, with its population of ten million, could provide 200,000 troops.

Among the various countries, the Lanfang Republic was the one that interested Reichenau the most. This country had a very long history; during the Ming Dynasty, some Chinese had settled here, and it gradually developed. It was eventually destroyed by the Dutch colonial government. Therefore, China specifically wanted to restore this country which had strong Chinese bloodlines.

The Lanfang Republic is located on Borneo, also known as Kalimantan Island. Here, mountain ranges extend from the interior in all directions, with the northeast being higher, featuring Southeast Asia's highest peak, Mount Kinabalu, at 4,102 meters above sea level. The terrain undulates gently, rainfall is abundant, and there are many large rivers that branch out into the sea. The forest coverage rate is 80%. Agricultural products include rice, rubber, pepper, sago, coconut, etc. The center of the island is mountainous, while the surroundings are plains. The terrain in the south is very low, forming vast wetlands. Indonesia occupied a large area of this island, mainly distributed in the southern region.

Kalimantan Island is located in the southern part of the Eurasian Plate. The geology is relatively stable, with earthquake zones distributed only along the southern coast. The center of the island is mountainous, while the surroundings are plains. The southern terrain is very low, becoming large wetlands where few people enter, though some indigenous tribes live in the forests. Many places in Kalimantan are covered by primeval forests; aside from the tropical rainforests of the Amazon River basin in South America, the tropical forests of Kalimantan are the largest in the world.

Because of its strong Chinese lineage, even though the population was only over 8 million—several hundred thousand of whom were local tribes—the Lanfang Republic, in order to demonstrate its utility, had openly declared that it would provide 200,000 troops one year after completing land reform.

At this moment, German officers came over with newly obtained newspapers to ask Reichenau for advice. Reichenau saw an article in the newspaper; China's investment in the Lanfang Republic was extraordinary. Targeting this highly humid and hot country, China had signed cooperation agreements with the nation for the planting of agarwood, sandalwood, teak, and Dipterocarpaceae plants. Logically, China's highest priority should be tropical crops, not these precious timbers.

The German General Staff personnel who came here were very puzzled by this and asked Reichenau for the reason. Reichenau's mind was clear at this moment; with a little thought, he understood the logic. So, Reichenau asked, "Do you consider a place that abounds in precious products to be a region similar to a living hell, or a very beautiful region?"

The German officers were stunned, but some had already begun to understand.
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"If a country's most famous products are expensive goods, the image of that country will always be superior to those that produce bulk tropical commodities. The Chinese government understands such propaganda tactics very well, which is why they want to reinforce the image of the Lanfang Republic as a producer of expensive timber and spices," Reichenau explained.

The German officers, all the cream of the crop, quickly understood this small, realistic propaganda tactic. Since the Chinese government wanted to help the Lanfang Republic so much, the German officers naturally began to consider from a German perspective how to utilize this opportunity. But after thinking about it briefly, they determined that Germany currently had absolutely no ability to start from this aspect, so they didn't waste their energy and mood on it.

Reichenau only regarded the Lanfang Republic as a source of soldiers for China. As for the Lanfang Republic's political stance and economic model, Reichenau did not care at this stage. A tropical island nation, no matter how much it leaned towards China, could not provide the military strength and products to change the strategic situation.

At this time, Reichenau's train of thought returned to the question of whether to hurry back to Germany. In the latest report from the German intelligence department, a major event had occurred in the Soviet Union, which was about to complete its third Five-Year Plan in 1942. General Secretary of the CPSU Central Committee, Stalin, had ordered the transfer of thousands of enterprises from the western Soviet Union to the east, a large part of which were moved to the region east of the Ural Mountains.

This incident caused a huge sensation among the upper echelons of Nazi Germany and the Wehrmacht. The German government and military generally believed that the Soviet Union was preparing for war. The western part of the Soviet Union had always been the most elite part; both agriculture and industry were the regions with the highest level in the Soviet Union. According to information collected by German intelligence personnel, the living standards of the people in the western regions undergoing massive migration were quite high. Compared with the current level of European economic development, the living standards of the people in the western Soviet Union were above those of Germany. Because the Soviet Union's distribution model was highly planned, the degree of equality was very high. The gap in living standards between government officials, factory managers, and ordinary people was very limited.

In order to unite the people, Nazi Germany had put great effort into welfare. Movies of German workers taking German cruise ships for holidays at sea every year were played everywhere in Germany, striving to make the German people believe that the Nazi German government was not a government like the Weimar Republic with a high gap between rich and poor and unfairness at its roots.

However, the results Nazi Germany was striving for had long been realized in the Soviet Union. Soviet people also had the opportunity to travel abroad every year. The double-tracking project of the Trans-Siberian Railway had been completed, and the Soviet Union had also introduced passenger plane technology from China. Soviet *damas* (matrons) and Soviet officials all had the opportunity to travel to China, Northern Europe, and Eastern European countries.

At this stage, the French economy was terrible. Soviet *damas* could even go to Paris, France for shopping, and the Soviet Union invited Italian designers to hold fashion weeks in the Soviet Union every year. This kind of activity was completely public. German intelligence personnel didn't even need to use any means; they only had to go to Moscow, Leningrad, and Kiev to see how popular Italian designers were in the Soviet Union.

The new styles of clothing launched by Italian designers every year were quickly "borrowed" by the Soviet people. Various similar clothes, as well as those modified according to personal preferences, were all over the streets. Although European people thought the Soviet Union should be a serious, rigid, totalitarian country with completely uniform clothing, in reality, the Soviet people, especially the women, dressed in colorful and competitive ways. Compared with the Soviet Union, Germany was the serious and rigid country.

Besides the western region, another elite area of the Soviet Union was the oil-producing region centered on Baku. Whenever Soviet oil was mentioned, the German government and military would all be envious to the point of distortion. Reichenau himself had discussed many times with many German Field Marshals and Colonel Generals (Generaloberst) how to bring the western and southern parts of the Soviet Union completely under German control.

Reichenau still hadn't been able to make a final judgment. He personally tended towards attacking the Soviet Union. However, Germany's current economic situation was okay. Relying on military technology cooperation with the United States in the Allied camp and providing industrial products to the United States and Britain, the German economy had not deteriorated so far, and they had even redeemed quite a few Mefo bills.

Previously, the financial genius Schacht had created more than 200 denominations of currency to make it difficult for the German people to exchange currency. Now, they had also begun to recall those special denominations of German Marks created to deliberately reduce currency liquidity on a large scale, and began to restore normal denominations of German Marks. These policies made the German people feel very good, believing that the suffering they endured for Germany to win the war and get rid of the shackles of the Anglo-French Versailles system was now being rewarded.

Therefore, the current German public could completely withstand a war against the Soviet Union, but the German people now looked forward to taking a breather and living a few good days. In Reichenau's view, perhaps an excuse was needed as a reason for war against the Soviet Union.

If Reichenau knew the content of the discussion between Soviet and American experts meeting in Singapore right now, he would probably feel that the reason for war against the Soviet Union not only existed but that war was absolutely necessary!

Many of the American experts had instructions from the U.S. government behind them. Coupled with American stereotypes about the Soviet Union, the American experts first downed a bottle of vodka each with the Soviet experts in a lively atmosphere before someone asked drunkenly, "I wonder if the Soviet Union is willing to cooperate with the United States in civil aviation."

Chinese fighter jets used turboprop engines. The engine itself was turbojet technology, but the rotational speed was reduced through a reduction gearbox to drive a propeller. Therefore, Chinese engines used aviation kerosene, drastically reducing the operational costs of the air force.

This technology was not just military, but also civilian. After the domestic aviation industry in the Soviet Union introduced Chinese turboprop engines, the level of Soviet passenger planes was greatly improved. After the U.S. Air Force suffered setbacks, it had always wanted to get hold of Chinese engine technology. Since there was no way to get it from China, getting the same principle of civilian engines from the Soviet Union would also work.

Nominally, those coming from the Soviet Union were all law professors from Moscow University and Leningrad University. When the Asian International Tribunal tried the ANZAC Corps for massacres, the Chinese government, out of its own interests, did not specifically invite Soviet experts. The situation was different this time. The Soviet experts were gearing up to amaze the world with a single brilliant feat at this Singapore Conference trying colonialist crimes, allowing the Soviet Union to achieve breakthroughs in international image and substantive diplomacy. Therefore, the research level of many Soviet experts in international relations was higher than their level of legal research.

Just listening to the American experts' words, the Soviet experts winked at each other and immediately expressed, "Since you want to cooperate, you must show sincerity! Come, come, come, let's drink first!"

After speaking, the few Russian experts with great capacity for liquor opened the wine bottles again. After a few rounds, the American experts were drunk and swaying. At least the few American experts who proposed cooperation had already been drunk under the table.

The United States was a country that had enacted Prohibition; how could there be no heavy drinkers in the country? Moreover, facing the huge reality of the battlefield, the U.S. upper echelon had also adjusted part of its strategy. So, two American heavy drinkers easily counterattacked, drinking a swathe of Soviet experts under the table. In the end, two people remained on each side. As professionals who were very outstanding in the diplomatic field, the four exchanged glances and roughly determined each other's identities.

At the central table of the banquet, a group of swaying experts were speaking drunken nonsense. In the corner, the four people were exchanging views on some topics soberly and calmly. The U.S. government representative was obviously very interested in the European situation and asked about the Soviet Union's view on the current European situation. Since asking for the Soviet view, the U.S. representative expressed very sincerely, "The United States has absolutely no intention of becoming an imperialist country. Given Europe's population, industrial capacity, and national quality, the United States absolutely does not consider controlling Europe. As a member upholding world peace, the United States hopes that Europe and America can build a peaceful and mutually helpful friendly relationship. This kind of peace must have the participation of a responsible great power like the Soviet Union."

Since the United States was so sincere, the Soviet representative also expressed his own views very sincerely, "Since the Tsarist era, our country has always been a victim of the unjust international order. Therefore, no country is more willing than ours to establish a just world order. As an important European country, the Soviet Union is always willing to maintain good relations with European countries."

Both the United States and the Soviet Union were the most powerful industrial nations in the world at present, so discussing the unfair treatment the US and USSR had suffered, they had quite a common language. When the United States mentioned being constrained by France and invaded by Britain, it was truly heartbroken.

Russia's history was much longer than the United States, so mentioning this history was even more stained with blood and tears. From the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth killing its way into Moscow centuries ago, deposing and setting up Tsars, to Napoleon invading Russia, killing until rivers of blood flowed in Russia. In recent decades, there was the ruthless blow by Britain and France in the Crimean War, eventually leading the Tsar to commit suicide due to defeat.

In short, when facing Europe, the US and the USSR had a great deal of common language.

Finally, the legal experts from both the US and USSR, solely in the capacity of private scholars, believed that Europe needed to undergo profound reforms to become a truly peaceful region. And only a peaceful Europe could create a bright future for Europe and America.

The legal experts' wording did not contain any threats or violence; it was completely compassionate, filled with the pursuit of justice and peace. So after a discussion, the experts from both the US and USSR believed it was necessary to strengthen cooperation between the two countries in the judicial field. The American expert said with emotion: "The United States knew before that Russia had its own unique points in legal construction. This meeting further proves that such a view without any discrimination is correct. As a law professor at Yale University, I hope that Yale University can establish law school cooperative exchanges with Moscow University, from which you graduated. I wonder what your opinion is?"

The Soviet expert, who held a law degree from Moscow University and a degree in international politics from St. Petersburg University, nodded kindly, "I will contact Moscow University immediately."

Such a discussion, if observed by a European representative, would basically confirm that the US and USSR were attempting to draw closer, and the reason for drawing closer was most likely for the purpose of containing Europe. If Marshal Reichenau heard such remarks about "pacifism and academic cooperation," he could basically confirm that the Soviet Union was full of hostility towards Europe, especially the continental European order currently implicitly led by Germany.

Reichenau would absolutely not think that peace was bad, nor would he think that the US and USSR could not talk about peace. But this way of the US and USSR talking about European peace and Euro-American peace while casting aside Europe, in the ears of anyone above a certain level, even if not in the current state of war, would be considered a naked display of hostility.

Of course, the representatives of the US and USSR would not be so naive as to think that such a talk could decide US-Soviet cooperation. The reason for the current US-Soviet rapprochement was that China had raised the banner of establishing a brand-new world order and had truly begun to execute it through means of war.

Even if the Soviet Union had realized that there seemed to be problems with its own global strategy, it did not mean that the Soviet Union would abandon its global strategy and choose to accept the new world order led by China. The United States was even more so; Roosevelt was able to pass the resolution declaring war on China in Congress because those American congressmen who voted in favor truly believed that the United States could not accept a new international order led by China.

But the economic, political, and military capabilities displayed by China made both the US and USSR understand that the result of either country fighting China alone would likely be an inability to win. After analyzing the world situation, both countries realized that if the US and USSR could truly cooperate, they might be able to contain China.

Therefore, after the meeting ended, the Soviet representative immediately sent the news back to Moscow in code. General Secretary Stalin personally read the report and asked the commissar of the People's Commissariat for Culture to let the Law Department of Moscow University contact Yale University in the United States. Just a few hours after the telegram was sent, Yale University replied, expressing willingness to establish academic cooperation with Moscow University immediately. And they asked if Moscow University was willing to immediately send personnel to Yale University for exchanges regarding cooperation matters.

Now, General Secretary Stalin felt that the United States' current attitude was very sincere and very urgent. The U.S. government could not be blamed for being impatient; as an opponent fighting a Pacific War with China, the pressure the United States was under was too heavy. Although most European countries declared war on the Asian Allied Forces, the one truly exerting effort was Britain, which was being beaten painfully. The fascist bloc was only using the war to make money and was not truly exerting effort. So much so that the United States urgently sought stronger assistance.

Up to now, the Soviet Union did not want to go to war with China. Even if China seized all of Asia and Africa, it did not pose a realistic threat to the Soviet Union. As for future threats, that would be discussed when they happened. From a geopolitical perspective, the Soviet Union's threats and greatest interests always lay in Europe.

Regarding the Nazi bloc's inaction, the Soviet Union's view was not that benevolent, believing that the Nazi bloc simply wanted to fish for some benefits. According to Soviet analysis, the threat of the Nazi bloc to the Soviet Union at this stage had not decreased, but actually increased a lot. This was also the reason why Stalin issued orders to move thousands of Soviet enterprises from the west to the east.

The Soviet Union had received relatively accurate news in the past six months that Nazi Germany was ready to attack the Soviet Union in June 1941. It was only because Britain decided to make peace with Germany that Hitler stopped the attack at the last moment of the war. This was an unacceptable fact for the Soviet Union.

Not to mention that with the intensification of the Pacific War, neither China nor the United States could achieve a decisive victory in the short term. Even if China won, it would need to project a large amount of power into Asia and Europe, and did not have the strength to fight in Europe. The benefits the fascist bloc gained from Britain and the US also stopped growing because the war consumed more and more of Anglo-American strength. The call from the German domestic populace to improve the economy was also getting louder. The Nazi Party came to power under the banner of thoroughly solving Germany's economic problems; they could not ignore the calls of the German people in this regard.

According to the theory of path dependence, Nazi Germany solved part of Germany's economic problems through military invasion. In order to solve Germany's fundamental economic problems more thoroughly, Nazi Germany would inevitably choose military invasion. Now that Nazi Germany already controlled Central and Eastern Europe, the only object left for military invasion was the Soviet Union.

Politics is the continuation of economy; this is the cruelty of politics. Since there are only so many ways to solve problems, the choice of national strategy becomes very simple. Even if the chosen path looks extremely baffling, it is like the Chinese idiom "drinking poison to quench thirst"—in order to solve the current core contradiction first, no matter how great the later impact, that choice must be made now.

What's more, Germany was very confident in its current strength. The German Army was the most advanced in the world, and also possessed a tactical air force tested by war; its war strength was more powerful than during the Battle of France. In the intelligence the Soviet Union obtained from Germany, Germany had already developed tanks with fiercer firepower and thicker armor. The previous thin-skinned Panzer I, II, and III tanks were being rapidly retired.

In addition to these economic and military changes, Germany had also obtained a large amount of new technology through military cooperation with Britain and the US because it made peace with Britain and joined the Allied camp.

The Soviet Union certainly did not want to go to war with Germany, but the Soviet Union's wishful thinking could absolutely not influence Germany's decision. The Soviet Union had to make very realistic preparations. Since Germany was very dangerous, the Soviet Union was also happy to cooperate with the United States, which had suffered huge losses.

On the second day after Moscow University received the invitation from Yale University, it dispatched personnel to the United States to discuss the content of cooperation with Yale University.

Amidst the surging undercurrents, the Singapore Conference officially convened. In the first stage of the conference, countries first discussed the significance of the existence of colonialism in the present.

Contrary to outside expectations, even the colonial powers Britain and France did not sing the praises of current colonialism, nor did they excessively beautify past colonialism. As for the small Eastern European countries that never had the chance to participate in the colonial wave, even if they were currently members of the fascist bloc, they not only did not support colonialism but also expressed fierce criticism of colonialism based on their own country's experience of being colonized by the Ottoman Empire.

If ordinary, simple, and kind-hearted people of various countries saw this, they would very likely think that opposing colonialism had become the mainstream internationally. Some former members of the Spanish International Brigades who observed the meeting thought so.

Fortunately, these former members of the Spanish International Brigades had now joined the World People's Liberation Army. The World People's Liberation Army adopted the political commissar system. Through the meeting, these matters were immediately reported, and even He Rui received the report.

After reading the report, He Rui sighed, "The people are too kind!"
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"The people are too kind!" After expressing such an emotion, He Rui swallowed the second half of his thought. Imperialism not only cannot disguise its true intentions, but it also uses every available means to gamble through conflict and probing.

This is the essence of Anglo-Saxon civilization, of Euro-American civilization. Just like a line from an American TV show He Rui couldn't quite recall, written on a note: "Chaos is a ladder!"

The greatest characteristic of Chinese civilization lies in making peace, solving problems, and moving forward. Euro-American civilization, however, harbors a "Doomsday" complex. They feel that at worst, it's the end of the world, but if their probing succeeds, they will gain immense benefits. Compared to such benefits, the price paid for stirring up trouble is completely acceptable.

Beside him, He Rui's secretary heard him say "The people are too kind!" and began preparing to receive He Rui's next order. Unexpectedly, He Rui just went back to reading the report. The secretary waited for a while, then retreated to his desk to watch the documents, awaiting He Rui's next command.

But there was no other sound in the office except for the turning of pages. The secretary looked up at He Rui and saw him reading the latest economic report with rapt attention, his focus entirely absorbed.

The faint sound of a child crying came from outside the office, but He Rui seemed completely unaffected. It wasn't until the little one struggled to push open the actually lightweight door from the outside that He Rui looked up. He saw a little girl wiping her tears, sniffling as she walked toward He Rui's desk, sobbing and calling out "Papa" in a grievance.

He Rui stood up, walked over, and picked up He Neyan, his daughter with Mitsuko. Looking at his daughter, He Rui smiled. "What's wrong, darling?"

As he spoke, he carried his daughter to the washroom. The little girl hugged He Rui's shoulder and sobbed, "Daddy, I don't want to go to Japan. I don't want to go."

He Rui's heart softened immediately. He filled the basin with warm water for his daughter, placed the little one on the radiator beside it to sit steadily, used a towel dipped in water to wipe her face and hands, and then washed his own hands. Seeing that his daughter had stopped crying, he led her back to the sofa in the office to sit down.

"Why don't you want to go to Japan?" He Rui asked softly.

"I don't like Japan!" He Neyan answered aggrievedly.

He Rui didn't immediately try to persuade his daughter. At this moment, He Neyan was still wearing sleeve protectors over her jacket. He Rui gently helped his daughter straighten the elastic cuffs of the sleeve protectors so her wrists wouldn't be constricted, before saying, "Darling, your mother is taking your younger brother to Japan. Look, your brother is only three years old; isn't he smaller than you?"

"Don't take brother either," He Neyan pleaded, trying to win the chance for herself not to go to Japan. The last time she went to Japan, she wasn't used to the environment there at all. Moreover, it was summer when she went last time, and the Japanese mosquitoes were fierce, biting the child and leaving several bumps that took two weeks to fully disappear. So at the mention of Japan, He Neyan was full of fear.

"Darling, you are the older sister. Do you think you should protect your brother?" He Rui asked softly.

"...Mmh." In terms of sibling affection, He Rui's children had learned quite well. Although she felt aggrieved, hearing her father say this, He Neyan answered reluctantly.

"So, this time you go, you must help Mom protect your brother," He Rui explained to his daughter first.

Seeing that his daughter seemed ready to accept it, He Rui continued to make a promise. "Darling, Daddy promises you. After this time, no one will force you to go to Japan again."

"Really?" He Neyan became skeptical.

"Daddy never lies to you. It's true." He Rui's words were quite persuasive because he never used deception to lure the children into doing things. It could be considered a tradition from the 21st century.

"But, Daddy, why do we have to go to Japan?" He Neyan pressed.

He Rui still didn't use coaxing to persuade his daughter, but answered as much as possible in a way the child could understand. "Darling, because there are many people in Japan who, although they can't see you, know that you have arrived in Japan, and they will feel at ease. It's just like every time you and your brother play outside, we worry that you might encounter something bad. Only when we see you obediently inside the house do we feel at ease."

Although small children do not yet have logical thinking at this stage, they are very sensitive to their parents' emotions. Mom and Dad's worries can be felt by the children, and when they have finally played enough and returned home, they can also feel their parents' relaxed mood.

So although He Neyan didn't understand why some people insisted on her going to Japan, she somewhat understood why her parents wanted her to go to that place she loathed. More importantly, He Neyan discovered that her father also required her to go to Japan with her mother, He Mitsuko.

The reason Dad was annoying was that his real decisions never changed. But Dad, He Rui, was very kind to He Neyan, so in the end, He Neyan acquiesced.

He Rui saw his daughter's attitude, so he picked her up and went downstairs, delivering the child to Mitsuko. Just as he was about to go back to read documents, Mitsuko, who was arranging clothes for their son, said, "Anata (Dear), aren't you going to Japan this time? I think it would be better if you went."

Mitsuko had been a reporter at the *Yomiuri Shimbun* for several years and had a considerable understanding of politics. He Rui explained, "No. At this stage, the war is too important, and the domestic economy is also experiencing the tail end of the first Currency Revolution. This process is too cruel; I cannot leave. Moreover, if I go to Japan, some people in China will definitely think that I have a request for Japan, or think that I am going to make more demands of Japan. I cannot go."

Mitsuko didn't say much after listening, but in her heart, she considered the Currency Revolution He Rui mentioned. Even though there was absolutely no possibility of interfering in politics by He Rui's side, Mitsuko's knowledge had improved rapidly. The Currency Revolution was one of the important social contents after society entered industrialization.

The first stage is that all social behaviors have their monetary value. In this stage of moving from an agricultural society to an industrial society, due to changes in traditional social production methods and transaction methods, the huge conflict between thoughts and morals that match social productivity and social systems will cause the society to breed chaos where "people's hearts are not as they were in old times, and money reigns supreme."

The characteristic of a traditional society of human relationships lies in the fact that an individual in society neither has enough money to solve problems, nor, even if they had money, could they solve problems without social connections. This is a common form of low productivity and low social development.

As long as the first stage of the Currency Revolution is completed, individuals in society can purchase legal services with money. For example, young people can choose not to marry, and when they get sick, they can use money to purchase services, solving the difficulties they encounter by themselves.

Thinking of this, Mitsuko looked at her daughter, who was already playing with her brother, and sighed. "Anata (Dear), when I go to Japan, please pay attention to your health. You..."

"Don't talk about that." He Rui held Mitsuko's hand, stopping his wife from continuing. These years, He Rui clearly felt that his body had been severely consumed by heavy work, aging exceptionally noticeably.

This was not just He Rui's problem; the health of many members of the entire government core was very poor. If it weren't for the war requiring domestic stability, Premier Wu Youping, who was nearly ten years younger than He Rui, would have retired long ago. Comrades like Zhao Tianlin who looked very healthy were only so because they had left the government early and turned to academic research. Otherwise, Zhao Tianlin wouldn't be much better off.

The reason Li Runshi could be gradually accepted as his likely successor at this stage was largely because Comrade Li Runshi's health was truly extraordinarily good. Vigorous energy and efficient work are one of the essential qualities of a leader. Compared to Li Runshi, He Rui was just holding on.

Mitsuko looked at He Rui, feeling very uncomfortable in her heart. He Rui's body looked fine, but the fact that his body was rapidly weakening couldn't be hidden from Mitsuko. But this is the destiny of a leader, and Mitsuko knew that He Rui was not doing this to maintain power, but was truly doing things for China, for Japan, and for the people of the world. Trying to persuade He Rui wouldn't work, and Mitsuko couldn't bear to persuade him. Because the things these men did were responsibilities only they could bear.

The husband and wife had the thoughts of adults in their hearts, while the small children were very carefree. Even He Neyan, who was sobbing just now, had thrown her unhappiness to the nine heavens and was already pulling her brother to go out and play.

He Rui patted Mitsuko's hand, then got up and took the two kids to the courtyard, before returning to the office to continue reading documents.

China's time of industrialization was too short, and it had not yet experienced a 60-year large economic cycle. So many things could only be solved by He Rui. This was not because the comrades' levels were insufficient, but simply because the comrades had not experienced, or rather had not seen, a complete large economic cycle.

The root cause of such things is very complex, yet it can also be explained in very simple words. Just as it is generally believed in China that the Year of the Dragon is not a very good year and is unstable. This is a result of data induction. In He Rui's view, different climate cycles determine the magnitude of the impact on traditional production models. The so-called "instability" is simply a greater impact.

After human society entered industrialization, productivity developed rapidly, and the ability to cope with bad situations improved greatly. But there was also a stronger feeling towards bad situations.

Just as 1940 was the Year of the Dragon, beacons of war rose everywhere in the world, and the Great Powers began a bloody battle. If the concept of the Year of the Dragon were to be utilized a second time, it would be said that "the Dragon is a very fierce creature, so there will be disasters of blood in the Year of the Dragon." In fact, the reason for the frequent wars in the world in 1940 was the economy, and one of the important reasons affecting the economy, climate, was definitely one of them. In an agricultural society, climate change has a very large impact.

1942 was the Year of the Horse, considered a year with a relatively mild climate. So the economy at the beginning of 1942 was very good. With the policy of abolishing agricultural taxes beginning to be implemented, the people were all looking forward to gaining something during the war. Otherwise, with death notifications of thousands of soldiers being sent to the country every day, the influence would be very negative. Pure negative emotions accumulating would have a huge impact even on the currently very stable China.

Entering industrial society, the economy is affected by more diverse factors, and the impact of economic cycles stands out exceptionally. 60% of the population has entered the cities, and in the future, 80% of the population will become industrial population. The current shock is already very serious, and subsequent shocks will only be greater. So when He Rui studies economic data, he needs to have exceptionally correct imagination to see deeper clues from the data.

At this stage, due to the opening of vast markets, China's economy is very strong. People entering the cities have basically received junior high school education and can find jobs. Since China has adopted a non-predatory external model, the export of monetary capital is very vigorous. Coupled with the Renminbi being the international currency of the liberated areas at this stage, the huge deficit has also been digested. This has entered the second stage of the Currency Revolution, which is the stage where currency, as capital, begins to enter the money-begetting-money phase.

It's just that China has a huge land area. Although the total economic volume is large, the population is large. Even with massive amounts of capital, it has not been able to fully upgrade the entire China through industrialization. This is why a part of Chinese society still remains in the late stage of the first Currency Revolution. And this time will last for a long time.

Old production methods and transaction methods have not been completely replaced, and a large number of people have not mastered the production and transaction means of the new era, but society has already moved to a new stage. In this period, a situation has truly emerged where a large number of people cannot integrate into society no matter what.

Although most people in the world who study China and the He Rui government believe that the He Rui government is a government that highly pursues efficiency, and He Rui never defends himself, He Rui does not think this view is correct. If He Rui were truly only pursuing efficiency, there would be absolutely no need to launch a war at the current stage. Instead, he would have hunkered down and let the whole world beat itself into a pulp before making a move.

The reason China had to strike first is that hundreds of millions of people in the country who are at a loss in the new economic stage need sufficient employment environments to help them survive this cruel and difficult stage.

The reason this stage is very cruel is not that someone is intentionally doing evil, but that the people really have no way to raise themselves to a stage that fully conforms to industrialization by their own ability. For the sake of domestic fairness, the government must come out to provide a safety net for these people, helping them survive this stage so that they can continue to have the ability to participate in social games when entering the next economic cycle. Only people who can participate in social games have the opportunity to gain benefits from social development, thereby supporting them to enter the economic cycle after the next one.

Regarding bearing such responsibility, He Rui found that he had neither the tragic mood of a sacrifice nor the arrogance of being the only one sober while everyone else is drunk. He Rui felt that this was his responsibility. If he could complete his work, he really had to thank the people for their strong support, as well as a part of rather metaphysical luck.

He Rui survived another sleepless night, seeing from the thick reports that the current economic situation was okay. Although finances were still very tight, they were far from a crisis level. Apart from the domestic situation, a pleasant surprise came from the Soviet Union. According to intelligence, the United States was approaching the Soviet Union, which was truly good news. Once the US and the Soviet Union join hands, their target is certainly China, but the largest area of cooperation between the US and the Soviet Union is in Europe.

Attacking China is a huge burden for the Soviet Union, while joining hands with the United States to carve up Europe brings tangible benefits. The Soviet Union controlling Eastern Europe and the United States controlling Western Europe can solve the US economic crisis. It also solves the Soviet Union's geopolitical security crisis.

Of course, Europe cannot just surrender and let the US and the Soviet Union carve it up. The threat of China is far away on the horizon, while the threat of the US and the Soviet Union is right before their eyes. The countries of the European continent will definitely think of ways to maintain their own interests, and their solution will naturally be to unite to resist the crisis brought about by the US-Soviet approach. Therefore, the greatest possibility is that European countries led by Germany will launch an attack on the Soviet Union.

Stalin is a strategist. Stalin saw the major crisis before him, so he moved thousands of Soviet enterprises from the west to the east to avoid the Soviet industry suffering huge losses due to the outbreak of war.

But the Soviet Union's actions aroused Nazi Germany's suspicion of the Soviet Union. Because a powerful Soviet Union is itself Germany's geopolitical security crisis. As long as the Soviet Union possesses powerful military strength, it is Germany's nightmare.

Now He Rui has no intention of fueling the fire. If the Soviet Union gives a chance, He Rui will still strive to maintain peace. Because the foundation of peace between the Soviet Union and Germany is extremely fragile, no matter what China does, it cannot maintain this peace.

From a geopolitical perspective, it is naturally impossible for the Soviet Union to be pro-China. If the Soviet Union cooperates with Europe, the Soviet Union is the strongest country in Europe and naturally one of the leaders. When the Soviet Union faces Japan and Korea, it is indisputably the Celestial Empire, and Japan and Korea have to lower their posture and negotiate with the Soviet Union as the passive party.

But if the Soviet Union cooperates with China, the Soviet Union becomes the Golden Horde, or rather the Red Horde. From a geopolitical perspective, this is an unsolvable situation. So no matter how the Soviet Union does business with China, it is impossible to let China intervene in the Soviet Union's national defense security.

If China does not intervene in the Soviet Union's security, the Soviet Union will feel safe. But the Soviet Union also loses the means to deter Germany through China. This is a wonderful cycle. In He Rui's view, the Soviet Union gets what it seeks, and China treats it with courtesy; such a situation would be great.

At present, this is what China needs to do, so deep down He Rui actually feels quite guilty towards Mitsuko. He Rui originally thought he would not marry, and Mitsuko was a friend He Rui had known since his teens, considered a childhood sweetheart. So, marrying Mitsuko, although showing the good relationship between China and Japan, He Rui did not like such an impure relationship.

Mitsuko shouldered a heavy responsibility she didn't have to bear at all. And from a politician's perspective, this kind of thing cannot deceive oneself. China indeed needs Japan, which is why it expresses such an attitude towards Japan.

Thinking of this, He Rui felt a little guilty. Although He Rui knew that what he did was not wrong, this feeling of guilt still couldn't be eliminated.

In the early morning, He Rui made breakfast. This small thing was still within his ability.
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The main building complex for the conference was designed to accommodate thousands of participants, with several annexes provided for hundreds of jurists and experts. To meet these requirements on such short notice, the Chinese Engineering Corps followed the design concepts of domestic experts. The main frames utilized welded steel, while the walls were constructed from a vast quantity of compressed bamboo boards shipped from China, along with white palm ropes made from sisal, a specialty of Southeast Asia.  From the outside, the main building was an octagonal structure, while the annexes were mostly irregular rectangles. Although the painted color palette was neither complex nor gaudy, the completed site gave off a sense of refreshing grandeur. The use of fresh construction materials, combined with the presence of air conditioning, ensured the air inside was crisp and clean, completely free of the musty odors common in the tropics. This made for a very comfortable environment for the attendees.  "The existence of colonies has its own historical context. If we recognize the legitimacy of colonial retaliation, it will not only fail to solve any problems but will plunge the world into even greater turmoil."  Inside the main hall, just as the French expert finished his speech, a chorus of boos erupted from the left-wing intellectuals attending the public discussion. This was particularly true for the former members of the International Brigades who were auditing the session; the sliver of hope they had recently built up for the colonial powers evaporated instantly.  The colonists had carried out far too many retaliatory massacres and manufactured countless tragedies in their colonies. Now that they were being driven out, they suddenly began to argue that retaliation should be forbidden. In the eyes of the world people's liberation army (WPLA) left-wing members, such a demand was profoundly wrong.  The French expert did not show any sign of displeasure at the boos; he had known long before speaking that he would face opposition. Ignoring the jeers, he continued to elaborate on his philosophy. "The non-retroactivity of law is a universally recognized fundamental principle of jurisprudence. Until new laws are formulated, many actions must still be measured against the legal principles of the old era. If we break this principle, this conference will no longer be a legal assembly but an act of war carried out under the banner of law. I trust that the experts present can distinguish between judicial action and military aggression."  These words triggered another round of boos from the leftists. However, this time, security personnel tasked with maintaining order stepped forward and issued low-voiced warnings. "Gentlemen, please do not interfere with the proceedings. If you cannot observe discipline, we will be forced to ask you to leave the hall."  Among the jeering leftists were Frenchmen themselves. Hearing this, one stood up to argue. "In the debates of the French National Assembly, this level of expression is considered quite restrained. If the law does not apply retroactively, why can we not express our own attitude?"  The security personnel remained calm. After listening to the rebuttal, one replied politely, "The current session is for academic presentations, not a debate or a vote. The scenario you described does not apply here."  Faced with such a well-reasoned response, the leftists realized they were somewhat in the wrong. Furthermore, they did not wish to lose their auditing privileges. Still, the bitterness in their chests was hard to swallow, leaving them momentarily deadlocked.  Fortunately, other leftists provided a way out. One stood up to pull his defiant comrade back into his seat while apologizing to the security staff. "Please forgive our impulsiveness. For the remainder of the session, we will strictly observe discipline."  The security personnel, of course, understood the emotions of these leftists and even sympathized with their position in their hearts. However, they had a duty to perform. Since the other side had backed down, the guards nodded to the auditors and turned to leave.  Inside the hall, Reichenau found it difficult to tell whether the security guards were from mainland China or were overseas Chinese. He felt that China's organization of the conference was quite exceptional. There were enough translators for all participants, and every seat was equipped with headphones providing real-time translation in the wearer's native language. Those who did not wish to be in the main hall could choose an annex, which was equipped with loudspeakers and live projections for synchronized viewing.  Reichenau had little interest in these legal matters. If law actually worked, what would be the need for an army? He was merely listening in while waiting for word on whether his request to visit Northeast China would be approved.  The Fascist bloc's declaration of war on China was largely intended to break the British blockade and restore normal global trade. A smaller reason was the antagonistic stance He Rui's government had taken toward Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy. If China agreed, Germany would be perfectly happy to "jump ship." In the view of the German General Staff, as long as China had its own designs on Siberia, Germany might still have an opportunity.  Reichenau's application carried this flavor of testing the waters. Currently, British and Soviet newspapers were reporting on his participation in this conference as a "private scholar." If China allowed him to go to the Northeast, it would serve as proof of China's attitude toward the Soviet Union.  The French jurist's speech was filled with various legal theories that Reichenau found incredibly tedious. Turning a deaf ear to the presentation, he began considering plans for an invasion of the Soviet Union.  At this stage, the German General Staff could already estimate roughly how many troops China could mobilize. Through his observations, Reichenau had also developed a clear analytical method for estimating the number of former colonial troops China could call upon. In his assessment, once Germany launched its offensive against the USSR, if the Soviets turned to China for aid, China could dispatch two million troops to participate in the conflict.  Under such circumstances, if Germany were to launch an attack, it would have to capture Yekaterinburg within six to eight months and cut the Trans-Siberian Railway to prevent the two nations from joining forces. If they failed in this, Germany would have to endure even if the Soviet Union posed a massive threat to eastern Germany.  While strategists considered strategic arrangements and jurists discussed legal theories, soldiers continued to fight and die on the battlefield. After the U.S. forces resolved their aviation fuel issues, the air battle over Midway, which had been suspended for two days, resumed. The U.S. Pacific Fleet was relentlessly searching for the position of the Japanese Combined Fleet. After sacrificing dozens of brave reconnaissance pilots, the Americans determined that the Japanese fleet was cruising in an area roughly 600 to 800 kilometers from Midway. This region was supported by land-based naval aviation from several islands. If the U.S. launched an attack, they would be met by a number of Japanese fighters far exceeding their own. There was essentially no chance of victory.  Yet, the U.S. Pacific Fleet could not simply ignore the Combined Fleet and launch an attack on Wake Island, as the Japanese fleet was positioned to provide immediate air support to the island at any time. For now, the only viable solution seemed to be a continued war of attrition at Midway, until Japan's war potential was exhausted.  In Western Australia, General Zhong Yifu, Commander of the Australian Theater, had arrived at Darwin, the designated theater headquarters. Outside the port, there were more than a dozen long floating piers, and engineers were working feverishly to build permanent docks to allow Chinese convoys to unload cargo more efficiently.  Zhong Yifu inspected the port before heading straight to the headquarters. Inside, the sand table was ready, and the completed offensive plan was clearly marked. After exchanging brief pleasantries with his comrades, Zhong stepped up to the table.  Since the U.S. was determined to hold the Solomon Islands and there were a large number of American submarines active along the eastern coast of Australia, this plan did not utilize a sea route. Instead, the troops would depart from Darwin and strike southeast, crossing Queensland with the ultimate goal of capturing Brisbane.  Looking at the journey of over a thousand kilometers, Zhong Yifu felt a "headache" just thinking about the logistics. The staff officers had been very diligent; in constructing the sand table, they had clearly painted the yellow representing deserts and wilderness, and the green representing grasslands. The vast stretch of yellow along the march route was unmistakably clear, visually demonstrating the logistical pressure.  However, this route was not without its advantages. Australia's total population was currently only 7.5 million—roughly equivalent to the population of Shanghai. Furthermore, the population was concentrated on the East Coast; the population along this march route was very sparse, perhaps only a few hundred thousand.  Seeing Zhong Yifu's look of helplessness, the Chief of Staff explained, "Commander Zhong, we plan to have Japan dispatch 200,000 army troops to control the Australian villages within 200 kilometers of both sides of the march route. This will ensure absolute security for the line of march."  Before coming to Australia, Zhong Yifu had already familiarized himself with the geography. As a Chinese soldier, he had heard Zheng Silang—who had liberated the Northwest—speak of regions where no soul could be seen for hundreds of miles. Now that he was facing a similar theater of war himself, he realized that such environments, while seemingly easy, were actually terrible. This was because Australia's groundwater had a high salt content and was unsuitable for human consumption. During the liberation of the Northwest, Zheng Silang's greatest pain had been logistics, especially water supply. Now, Zhong Yifu had to face the same issue.  Fortunately, the Chief of Staff was well-prepared. He introduced the plan to utilize Australia's abundant groundwater and mass-produced Chinese solar-powered equipment to prepare fresh water. "Commander, based on our assessment, the fresh water produced along the route can meet the needs of 200,000 troops. As long as the Japanese forces can control the villages, we can ensure the equipment will not be sabotaged."  Hearing this, Zhong Yifu's brow relaxed slightly. After a moment of thought, he said, "I order a readjustment of the proportions of Allied soldiers used. Japan, Korea, and the four Southern nations must each dispatch troops."  Noticing the Chief of Staff's confusion, Zhong Yifu explained, "We must let the liberated people understand that they are truly participating in an anti-colonial war. Also, Burma and Upper Burma should dispatch troops, but the scale should be limited to one regiment. We must also avoid excessive retaliatory tendencies."  The Chief of Staff knew that Zhong Yifu had served as the Director of the General Political Department several times, so this arrangement was quite politically sensitive. He accepted the order immediately.  Zhong Yifu's gaze returned to the long transportation line. This expedition route of nearly two thousand kilometers did not seem to conform to military principles in any way. However, under the current conditions of military equipment, it actually adhered to a significant degree of military logic.  For a moment, Zhong Yifu even felt like complaining to Zheng Silang, the Commander of the Southeast Asian Theater. If Zheng Silang had dealt with the U.S. forces in the Solomon Islands, the Chinese convoys could have simply followed the coastline, avoiding a great deal of trouble.  As it stood, this military plan was actually helping Zheng Silang solve his problems. Once the Chinese army reached the East Coast of Australia, the U.S.-Australian Command would be forced to concentrate a massive number of troops on Australian soil. Given America's shipping capacity, the personnel, equipment, and supplies deployed to the Solomon Islands would be greatly reduced or even cut off.  Once Zheng Silang captured the Solomon Islands, the U.S. transportation lines to Australia would be under the threat of Chinese aviation and submarine forces. America's ability to transport supplies to Australia would be severely compromised, and the attrition of their transport convoys would skyrocket.  At this time, the Japanese forces were still engaged in a war of attrition with the Americans in the Hawaiian Islands. Although American national strength was immense, the next major "surge" in U.S. equipment would not arrive until 1943. If China could liberate Australia and New Zealand before July 1942, they could launch a full-scale offensive on the Hawaiian Islands and liberate them.  By that point, while the Pacific War would not necessarily be over, China would hold all the advantages. The difficulty for a U.S. counteroffensive would be astronomical. As long as China did not encounter internal problems, the possibility of a successful American counterattack through its own strength would be extremely low.  As for He Rui's suggestion of exhausting American strength in Australia to promote the split of the United States, Zhong Yifu himself felt there was no need for such a move. Moreover, as the Commander of the Australian Theater, Zhong Yifu could formulate plans according to battlefield needs until He Rui's idea was formally issued as a Central Military Commission order.  After some discussion, Zhong Yifu approved the plan developed by the Australian Theater comrades.  While the bloody war continued to advance, the participants were all among the world's handful of great powers. Even Britain, relatively weak among them, had sufficient capability to censor the news. As long as there was no large-scale government propaganda about losses, the war remained very distant in the eyes of ordinary people.  As a member on the front lines, General Montgomery, the British Commander in India, felt a glimmer of hope amidst his despair. The British government had finally "persuaded" the Iranian government to allow British troops to be dispatched into Iran to meet the forces retreating from India. Furthermore, the vanguard of the British Indian Army, which had departed from Delhi and marched on foot to the Iranian border, had actually been rescued.  Although Montgomery was certain that the British Indian Army would at least avoid the infamy of total annihilation, he knew that the majority of his forces would never leave India.  According to reports, of the two British regiments that had marched over a thousand kilometers, only 35% of the troops remained by the time they reached the Iranian border. The rest had fallen behind for various reasons and remained unaccounted for. Even those who had reached the border and were met by the British relief force could no longer be called an army; they were gaunt and haggled, having lost almost all their weapons. From their appearance, they were nothing more than a group of refugees who had successfully escaped.  Even if the Chinese army did not pursue them, if the main British force in India had the marching capability of these two regiments, 65% of them would still fall behind. Furthermore, it was impossible for China to simply watch and allow the main British force to leave unhindered. At this moment, Montgomery could only try his best to arrange for the British forces to depart; even if many couldn't make it, saving even a few more was a good thing.  In London, the Churchill government had already begun preparing for the shock that the collapse of British rule in India would bring. However, the British Foreign Secretary brought new news: "Prime Minister, the Soviet government demands an explanation for our move into Iran!"  Churchill's rotund face trembled slightly. While the UK, US, China, and Japan were fighting desperately, the Soviet Union—much like the Fascist bloc—was a classic example of making a fortune in silence. At this stage, Britain did not want to add unnecessary complications and thus had no desire to provoke the Soviet Union.  In Churchill's view, the diplomatic demand raised by the Soviets was excessive. As far back as the Tsarist era, the Tsar had spoken of "washing his boots in the warm waters of the Indian Ocean," and thus had always harbored ambitions for Iran. Was the Soviet Union now trying to take advantage of the fire, using Britain's dire straits to demand control over Iran?  As an Anglo-Saxon, Churchill was annoyed but not surprised. Had Britain and the Soviet Union swapped places, Britain would certainly have chosen such a traditional, offensive diplomatic model. After all, once Britain withdrew from India, it would be unable to hold Iran anyway. Iran was like a ripe fruit, ready for the picking.  On second thought, however, Churchill felt this situation might be exploitable. Even now, he did not believe that He Rui's government had no interest in global expansion. If China intended to expand, Iran could be used to sow discord between China and the Soviet Union.  But having reached this point, Churchill abandoned that line of thought. The immediate priority for the British government was to extract their forces from India; they had no strength left to consider provoking Sino-Soviet relations. Even if Britain ever regained the capacity for such maneuvers, it would have to wait until after the shock of losing India had passed. Whether the Churchill cabinet would even exist by then was an open question.  Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs of the Soviet Union, soon reported the British Foreign Office's reply to a meeting of the Central Committee of the CPSU. Normally, such a matter would not warrant a report in such an important venue. However, the members of the Central Committee viewed the issue with great importance.  On August 31, 1907, Britain and Russia had reached a secret agreement dividing their respective spheres of influence in Iran. This included northern Iran—incorporating Tehran, Tabriz, and Mashhad—as a Russian sphere of influence, while the southeastern corner of Iran (north of the Arabian Sea) was a British sphere. In this regional game, Tsarist Russia clearly gained more benefits, as its sphere included eleven of Iran's twelve major cities and seven of its eleven trade routes. Britain's considerations, however, were not commercial but strategic. For years, Britain had feared a Russian advance toward the Sistan region and the Indian Ocean; with the birth of the 1907 agreement, that fear had been resolved.  Just as Churchill suspected, the Soviet Politburo indeed wanted to use Iran as a buffer zone. At this stage, the Soviet Union had no intention of annexing Iran, but that did not mean the Politburo was not considering their neighbor as a Middle Eastern buffer.  Thus, Molotov proposed his view: "At this stage, we can attempt to reach an agreement with Britain. We will not interfere with the British withdrawal, but to ensure Iran's independence, we must dispatch personnel to ensure that Iran's sovereignty is not violated."
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The Soviet Ambassador to the UK, Banganov, had a round face that made him look quite young. British Foreign Secretary Edward Wood felt extremely displeased the moment he saw that face. Banganov’s diplomatic conduct was incredibly aggressive.

"Has the Soviet Union already defected to the Chinese bloc?" Foreign Secretary Wood asked in a mocking tone.

He deliberately emphasized the words "defected to China." From the British perspective, the Soviet Union's opportunistic actions clearly suggested possible collusion with China. Without China's tacit approval, the Soviet Union would never dare to threaten Great Britain.

Ambassador Banganov feigned an expression of surprise on his round face. "Secretary Wood, are you willing to take responsibility for your statement just now?"

Hearing this, the muscles on Edward Wood's face twisted involuntarily. By diplomatic rules, what Wood had said was indeed somewhat excessive, bordering on an outburst of anger. Such a loss of composure only proved that the Soviet actions had indeed inflicted pain upon Britain.

Calming himself, Wood continued, "We do not understand the Soviet side's demand to send troops to supervise the British withdrawal."

In Ambassador Banganov's view, the customs of war within international rules were completely at odds with Foreign Secretary Edward Wood's irrational arguments. Since Edward Wood was still posturing as a world hegemon, Banganov was willing to play along.

Coughing once to clear his throat, Banganov said, "As a sovereign nation, Iran allowed British forces to enter its territory to carry out combat missions against China. This change means that Iran's stance of neutrality up to this point must be discussed.

"Iran is a very important neighbor to the Soviet Union, and the Soviet Union is paying close attention to the drastic changes currently occurring there. Our special envoy has already met with the Shah of Iran, Reza Pahlavi. The situation described by the Shah is clearly different from your account, Mr. Secretary.

"Shah Pahlavi believes that all of Iran's actions were merely unavoidable measures taken to avoid war. Therefore, the Soviet government believes it has an obligation to ensure that the sovereignty of the Iranian government is not violated. The best method is to dispatch personnel into Iran."

Banganov's round face looked young, and his tone was soft when stating the Soviet government's attitude. However, his words represented an extremely harsh interrogation. This attitude could completely be taken as a prelude to military conflict.

Hearing this statement filled with the style of imperialism, Secretary Edward Wood felt extremely unpleasant!

Although he didn't say anything extreme out loud, Wood had already mocked the Soviet Union several times in his heart. Like other European countries, Britain considered Russia a barbaric nation, and an untrustworthy one at that.

Even though China and Britain were currently in a state of war, many in the British upper echelons trusted He Rui's government far more than they trusted the Soviet Union. Although the He Rui government was extremely tough, at least He Rui operated according to a self-consistent logic. The reason the British upper class couldn't accept it was that Britain was the party whose interests were being sacrificed, and He Rui's thinking was too unconstrained. Even if his logic was sound, he walked a path no one had ever trodden before. So, amidst their anger and confusion, the British elite also felt a sense of awe.

The Soviet approach, however, was purely the European brigand style they understood perfectly, only the Russians' barbaric style was cruder than the Europeans', making it even more repulsive to Secretary Edward Wood.

If Britain were doing this, at this stage they would naturally be discussing the division of spheres of influence. But the Soviet Ambassador Banganov sat opposite him, deliberately interrupting the process. This made it easy for Secretary Wood to feel that the Soviet Union was trying to wait for Britain to actively prepare for more concessions.

Since the opponent was a barbaric Russian, Wood chose an attitude suitable for dealing with barbarians: clearly stating that Britain would never back down. Wood replied calmly, "The Soviet view is baffling and completely disrespects the facts. Iran and Britain have a traditionally good relationship. Therefore, in Iran's choice to contribute to humanitarian causes, it was not subjected to any coercion. On the contrary, the Soviet view is a disruption of world peace! Britain absolutely cannot accept the Soviet attitude."

Although Britain had suffered heavy blows at this stage, its strength in the Middle East still exceeded that of the Soviet Union. At times like this, the Soviet Union had to be made to understand that if they really wanted to solve problems through war, Britain was confident in dealing with a Soviet offensive.

In fact, Secretary Edward Wood's judgment was not wrong; the Soviet Union was merely testing Britain's attitude at this stage.

In 1921, Reza Khan, an officer of the Qajar dynasty's Persian Cossack Brigade, used the brigade to support a coup against the Qajar government. By suppressing rebellions and maintaining order, Reza Khan established himself as the most powerful figure in the country. A constituent assembly convened in 1925 deposed the last ruler of the Qajar dynasty, Ahmad Shah Qajar, and appointed Reza Khan as the new Shah.

Reza Khan had ambitious plans to modernize Iran, including the large-scale development of industry, the implementation of major infrastructure projects, the construction of a trans-national railway system, the establishment of a public school mechanism, the reform of the judiciary, and the improvement of healthcare. He believed that a strong, centralized government led by intellectuals could implement these plans.

Reza Khan sent over a hundred people to study in Europe, including his son. During the sixteen years from 1925 to 1941, Reza Khan's development plans urbanized the country, public education progressed ideally, and a professional middle class and working class emerged.

Now, the attitude of the Iranian Pahlavi dynasty was very clear: their most urgent need at this stage was to ensure security. The Soviet Union had sent people to see the Shah, but the conversation was not actually as friendly as Banganov described. Shah Pahlavi, after all, was a military representative who had come to power through a coup. He explicitly stated, "Whoever can guarantee Iran's independence, Iran will stand with them."

Although Shah Pahlavi did not publicly mention China, his words implied that if China could guarantee Iran's independent security, the Pahlavi regime would not mind cooperating with China.

In the Soviet view, there was a high probability that the He Rui government would reach an agreement with Iran on independent security. So while appearing to pressure Britain, what the Soviet government truly expected was to carve up spheres of influence in Iran *with* the British government.

Moreover, the Soviet government was also working on multiple fronts. In several regions, members of the Third International (Comintern) who obeyed Moscow's commands had arrived in liberated colonies and were beginning to make contact with Soviet nationals who had joined the World People's Liberation Army even earlier.

Among all the liberated colonies, the Socialist Republic of Champa (Vietnam) had a very large number of foreign personnel. Among the four southern countries, Champa's economy was developing the best, and it hosted the largest number of foreign volunteers. March in the Soviet Union was still freezing cold, but in Saigon, the capital of the Champa Republic, the dry season had arrived. The average temperature was around 28 degrees Celsius. As the rainy season had ended, the air was humid but without that feeling of being wrapped in steam.

China's aid to the four southern countries was roughly similar; all their capitals had airports, and the Central-South Railway passed through three of the countries, excluding Laos. As an important station on the Central-South Railway, Saigon saw a large volume of trains passing through, making the city appear quite prosperous.

The arrival of comrades from the Third International gave the former Third International members who had joined the World People's Liberation Army a joyful feeling of meeting old friends in a foreign land. The group held a dinner party in Saigon. The government of the Champa Republic was also happy to see more foreign volunteers coming to help with the country's construction and proactively provided a very good venue.

The dinner was buffet-style. The Foreign Minister and the Minister of Economy of the Champa Republic spoke successively before the meal officially began. The next speaker was an advisor to the Champa Ministry of Finance, a German named Maximilian. Maximilian's identity was interesting; he was a member of the German Communist Party (KPD) and a classmate of the German economic expert Hjalmar Schacht. He had once worked in the German economic sector. When Nazi Germany persecuted the Communists, Maximilian first fled Germany to France, and then went to China to seek support along with German members of the International Brigades in Spain.

Maximilian had a cheerful personality not often seen in Germans. He first recalled everyone's unease upon arriving in China, and their surprise when China made inquiries. "...Comrades, when the Chinese comrades asked me if I was willing to continue engaging in economic work, the first image that came to my mind was of me, who could only speak German and English, working in an office with a group of Chinese economic talents who could only speak Chinese. At that time, I felt I wouldn't be able to do anything.

"Now, I know that many Chinese comrades can actually speak English. However, I did not expect to be working in Saigon with comrades who can only speak the local language. Furthermore, I can proudly say that the work my comrades and I have done has been very successful. We have truly contributed our abilities to the progressive cause of the people of the world!"

The members attending the dinner nodded one after another, and some enthusiastically applauded and cheered.

The Third International members, shouldering secret missions, looked around the room and found that those expressing agreement were not only revolutionaries and leftists from Europe and America; the people of the Champa Republic held the same view. People of all races expressed the same view on their cooperation, making the atmosphere extremely harmonious.

This harmony made the Third International members feel somewhat uncomfortable because the positions held by members of the World People's Liberation Army in the Champa Republic were varied, covering every field of the Champa Republic.

The speaker, Maximilian, was an advisor to the Ministry of Finance. Before departing, the assessment report received by the Third International Committee stated that the KPD member Maximilian and China's Lin Fengshan were the *de facto* leaders of the Champa Republic's financial work.

Besides Maximilian, the Chief of Surgery at the Saigon Medical College Affiliated Hospital was Norman Bethune, a Canadian. The principal of the Saigon Medical College, James Debon, was English, a graduate of the University of Edinburgh Medical School, just like China's late former Minister of Commerce, George Morrison.

Since producing a figure like Morrison, the University of Edinburgh Medical School had been very interested in China, establishing good academic relationships with several Chinese medical schools and engaging in much exchange work. Now, within the medical circles of the four southern countries, quite a few graduates of the University of Edinburgh Medical School with leftist stances were employed by these governments, taking up various teaching and medical positions.

This was something that the Third International found both surprising and very displeasing. After liberating the colonies, China did not turn these countries into Chinese satellite states by providing experts to control their core positions, thereby achieving control over these nations.

China merely provided advisors in various professional fields and helped these countries with training. China was also happy to recommend professionals among leftists willing to dedicate themselves to world revolution to take up these technical posts. As a result, in these liberated countries, the number of non-Chinese experts among the foreign advisors approached half.

Politically, this did not look like a plan to control other countries at all. Because among these leftist revolutionaries, a significant number detested big powers controlling small countries. The reason these people had broken away from the Third International was their dissatisfaction with the Soviet Union turning the Third International into a tool under Soviet leadership.

China used these people so boldly to provide advisory work for the liberated colonies. Unless these people were only against Soviet chauvinism but not Chinese chauvinism, then China truly was not engaging in chauvinism/hegemony.

The revolutionaries were not pretentious. Maximilian's speech wasn't long; after recalling the past and looking forward to the future, the meal began. The aroma of food filled the venue, and the food being prepared on-site attracted the Third International personnel with their secret missions. They saw lobsters the size of a forearm being split in half with a single knife cut and placed directly on the iron grill to roast. For Europeans, this was a delicacy that could only be enjoyed on the dining tables of top European aristocrats.

Even though they felt in their hearts that this treatment was excessively good, the Third International representatives couldn't help but line up to get the large prawns. If they only looked at such gourmet food without getting to eat it, they would feel great regret.

Queuing together naturally led to conversation. Faced with such luxurious, giant green lobsters, the Third International members discussed the current treatment of these revolutionaries with Maximilian.

Maximilian showed not the slightest unease regarding this question; he even explained with some pride. Among the foreign volunteers who came to participate in the construction of former colonial countries, not all were necessarily revolutionaries. Many were technical experts who came seeking employment opportunities because of economic depression in their home countries, hoping to gain work experience and good remuneration through their achievements.

The governments of these countries would provide salaries equivalent to those in their home countries based on the nature of their work, ensuring the principle of payment for labor. At the same time, as the inviting party, the Chinese government would also provide a subsidy based on these people's income, bringing their income standard up to the level of ordinary wages for similar work in China.

The Third International comrades had plenty of saliva in their mouths [from the smell of food], so their articulation was quite clear and fluid. "If you put it that way, doesn't it deviate from the revolutionaries' philosophy of being content with poverty?"

Maximilian felt some contempt for these bumpkins. Indeed, European revolutionaries knew very well that the revolutionary cause they engaged in would inevitably subject them to poverty. Moreover, Christian culture also advocated being content with poverty; especially for those pursuing morality, being content with poverty was even more important. In this regard, both Chinese and Western cultures shared similar views.

Maximilian explained, "Since no one lives in a vacuum, one naturally has to live. There is a view in China: if those who do good deeds do not receive sufficient returns, then who will be willing to do good deeds? Giving them sufficient income is respect for labor. As far as I know, among these volunteers, many donate their income and have done a lot of work for the local people. We are very moved by this. These comrades are truly of noble character."

These words were simply a shock, leaving the Third International representatives unsure of what to say for a moment. But a bigger shock was yet to come. Maximilian added one more sentence, "Comrade, poverty is not socialism."

After saying this, Maximilian patted the Third International representative on the shoulder, took the plate with his grilled prawn, turned to the dining table, sat down, and began to eat.

The prawns grilled quickly, and the Third International representatives soon received their portions. This type of prawn was called the Ornate Spiny Lobster, also known as the Green Dragon. The Ornate Spiny Lobster might have been called the "Divine Shrimp" in ancient times. In the *Taiping County Annals*, there was such a description: *In the first year of the Tiansheng era of the Northern Song Dynasty, a fisherman caught one in the sea. It was over three *chi* long, its front two pincers were about two *cun*, with red whiskers over a *chi* long at the end. Its head was like a vessel holding several *sheng*, appearing like a painting. It had two eyes, twelve legs, and patterns like a tiger or leopard. Generally, it possessed all five colors, and its imposing shape was especially strange. The imperial commissioner Wu Zhonghua painted its image to report it, and by imperial decree, it was named the Divine Shrimp.* According to this description in the county annals, the appearance of the "Divine Shrimp" had similarities to the Ornate Spiny Lobster, which was called "Green Dragon" in China.

The meat of this lobster was delicious, and they were very abundant in Southeast Asia. As for the Third International representatives, they had never seen one before. Although their moods had suffered a great shock, the entrance of the delicious lobster meat still attracted their appetite and attention.

The Soviet probing included not only these former Third International members; the Soviet Union itself was very much looking forward to establishing the strength of the Third International in the liberated countries.

Therefore, in the capital [Beijing], the Soviet representatives preparing to meet with the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs were also preparing how to convey the CPSU's thoughts to the Chinese government. Stalin hoped that the Chinese government could accept the Soviet Union's mention [of this issue]. In the independent countries, except for racist parties, all political parties should be protected by law and possess the right to vote and to be elected.

In short, besides establishing diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union and not engaging in various hostile actions against the Soviet Union, the political systems of these newly established countries must not persecute Communist parties and party members. Once Communist party members in these countries obtained positions such as members of parliament through elections, they could not be deprived of their positions.

If possible, the Soviet representatives hoped even more to discuss this matter with Chinese Civilization Party leaders like Li Runshi. But Molotov also knew that in any case, it was impossible to bypass He Rui on such a major matter. In China, things that He Rui did not agree to simply had no way of passing.
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Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang had already learned of the Soviet Union's objectives through preliminary contacts within the Sino-Soviet diplomatic channels. Before deciding whether to engage with the Soviets, Li Shiguang was filled with revulsion!

The Soviet Union's asking price at this stage was simply too high. Yet, no matter how unhappy Li Shiguang was, he still had to talk to them. China and the Soviet Union had dealt with each other countless times over the past twenty years. Based on the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' understanding of the Soviet Union, although Stalin's demands were nakedly ambitious, his credibility was acceptable.

At a Ministry of Foreign Affairs meeting, the director responsible for analysis presented their findings: "At this stage, the Soviet Union believes that communist parties in various countries will naturally incline towards the Soviet Union. Their current demands are aimed at being able to influence the policies of newly independent countries in the future, rather than directly intervening in their internal affairs right now.

"As for whether the Soviet Union's ideas can be realized, our analysis concludes that since our country's trade can already satisfy the needs of these newly independent nations, the Soviet Union cannot be truly recognized for its economic capabilities by these countries at this stage. However, in the future, these countries will also choose to exploit contradictions between major powers politically. Based on the national interests of these newly independent states, they will certainly do so."

Li Shiguang completely agreed with this analysis. He believed that the Soviets would only start causing trouble several years later, by which time the Second World War would be over. Li Shiguang himself planned to retire as soon as the war ended. After so many years of hard work, he was full of anticipation and longing for retirement. If the Soviet Union were to begin their operations then, Li Shiguang certainly did not want to bear the infamy after he had retired.

Despite this unhappiness in his heart, it did not affect Li Shiguang's judgment. He quickly made a decision: before formal negotiations, they needed to ascertain if Stalin had any other demands. Although "Russian insatiability" was a stereotype, there is no smoke without fire. The Russian nation is very young, and combined with the harsh environment of the Russian region, this has led the Russian nation to easily go to extremes in foreign relations. They are either brothers or opposing enemies.

In particular, the Russian view of "brothers" is very childish, full of the flavor of the Mongol court. To be "brothers" implies "what's yours is mine." For low-level modes of production, this is indeed a common situation.

The comrades from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs exchanged views on other issues. One of the more important ones was that German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop had been requesting a visit to China through various channels. China could accept German military experts like Reichenau visiting newly liberated areas in the capacity of other experts, because China indeed wanted to use Reichenau's investigation to let Germany understand the war potential China could mobilize from these newly independent countries.

Once Germany felt the pressure, it might make them serve the Axis powers more cautiously. As for conducting formal diplomatic communications with Germany, China had absolutely no need for that at this stage.

After vetoing any diplomatic negotiations with Nazi Germany, the next item was He Rui's wife, He Guangzi, taking their children to Japan to express sympathy to wounded soldiers and conduct other friendly diplomatic actions. Japan vigorously coordinated with these diplomatic activities this time, carrying out propaganda within Japan. They strove to maintain Japanese society's enthusiasm for Sino-Japanese friendship. So far, the overall situation was quite good.

Another issue was the relationship between newly independent countries and China. Although China helped these countries establish state systems, and although the Chinese Civilization Party was a communist regime, the international community did not see it that way. The prevailing international view was that the Chinese Civilization Party was a bourgeois party, or at least a left-wing reformist bourgeois party. Even though the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs spent effort explaining, it was useless. On the contrary, it was the establishment of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), and China handing over a large amount of technical work assisting newly independent countries to personnel from abroad, that greatly changed the views of China within the WPLA.

These left-wing revolutionaries had all experienced various struggles. Many communist party members who had broken away from the Third International were quite dissatisfied with Soviet great-power chauvinism and were initially very wary of China as well.

China's foreign policy was simple: once these countries established a government, official Chinese forces would withdraw. Those remaining in the country were NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations). China did not pretend to have no influence on the internal affairs of other countries; these NGO organizations also received funding support from China.

In order to trade more effectively with China, various newly independent countries naturally needed expert assistance. These experts were not Chinese citizens but came from all over the world, which greatly reduced the concerns of these governments. Moreover, the governments and armies of these countries were not controlled by China, and China did not station troops in these countries. Basic sovereignty was guaranteed. At this stage, these countries still had strong feelings of gratitude toward China and had not yet reached the stage of keeping their distance.

So far, many newly independent countries have requested China to station troops. Except for the Lanfang Republic, China politely refused all such requests, only asking these countries to allow China to use their bases during the war. These requests were quickly granted, and China obtained many military bases in the South China Sea, such as the Cam Ranh Bay base.

Through personal experience, members of the World People's Liberation Army had not completely eliminated their concerns about China engaging in Chinese chauvinism. After all, compared to these countries, China was too powerful; if China insisted on interfering in their internal affairs, no one could stop it. But overall, they admitted that China was indeed doing as it proclaimed externally: merely establishing a fair and just new world order, without engaging in any territorial expansion, and certainly not turning these independent countries into colonies or economic colonies of China.

As for China's special treatment of the Lanfang Republic, it did not trigger any dissatisfaction or suspicion among left-wing revolutionaries. In the eyes of these revolutionaries, the Lanfang Republic was a country established by Chinese people to begin with, possessing thick Chinese bloodlines. Even if China merged with the Lanfang Republic, it would not seem strange to people of various nations.

Especially for revolutionaries from the Polish region, they believed even more strongly that China was truly not imperialist. At least at this stage, China was absolutely not imperialist. Because the legal principles upon which Poland's restoration relied fully supported China's merger with the Lanfang Republic. If one denied China's sovereignty over the Lanfang Republic, it would be equivalent to denying the legitimate rights to a considerable part of Poland's territory. This was a situation the Polish revolutionaries could absolutely not accept.

Therefore, China's garrisoning of troops in the Lanfang Republic did not trigger any accusations. The vast majority of people believed that if China *didn't* work so hard to protect the Lanfang Republic, that would be the hard thing to understand.

At the Ministry of Foreign Affairs meeting, after reporting these situations, it was generally believed that there were no problems with the current policy. China should absolutely continue to execute the current policy. Especially regarding military bases, China held trusteeship over very many areas inhabited by extremely primitive indigenous peoples. Constructing military bases in these areas was already enough to satisfy China's needs for projecting military force abroad. For a considerable time to come, China only had a need to seek military bases near the Strait of Malacca. Other newly independent countries could obtain complete sovereignty.

After the meeting concluded, Li Shiguang issued a request to the Director of the Department of East European Affairs: "Obtain more content regarding the Soviet side as soon as possible. Do not mind the diplomatic tricks the Soviet Union learned from Europe. You can even explicitly tell the Soviet personnel that China's diplomatic logic is different from the offensive diplomacy of Europe. Our goal is to advance national interests by solving problems, not to seek national interests by creating problems for other countries and engaging in hedging games. The European and American diplomatic model, in China's view, is an attitude naturally carrying hostility."

Seeing Li Shiguang's attitude was so tough, the Director of the East European Affairs Department understood that the Foreign Minister really didn't want to play games with the Soviet Union right now. He asked, "If that's the case, can we directly start direct talks with the Soviet representatives?"

Li Shiguang shook his head. "Don't do that yet. The Soviet Union has currently dispatched quite a few personnel from the Third International to the newly liberated countries. I believe the Soviet Union holds strong prejudices. Let's delay for a while and wait for the report from the Southern Bureau comrades."

This view somewhat wronged the Soviet Union, but also didn't entirely wrong them. Prejudice is an unfair, unreasonable, negative, and denying attitude held towards a certain person or group; it is a negative perception and attitude built by people detached from objective facts. The Soviet government's attitude in dispatching Third International personnel to newly liberated countries for investigation was very serious and earnest.

Historically, there had never been a case of truly liberating foreign countries. The Soviet Union did not believe in the He Rui government's policy of liberating the world. From the definition of prejudice, was it really prejudice? Because prejudice must be based on views of things that have happened; regarding things that have essentially never happened, the Soviet government had no prejudice.

Speaking from a "seek truth from facts" attitude, regarding the He Rui government's policy of liberating the world, the view of *not* believing He Rui would liberate the world was the one seeking truth from facts. Truly believing the He Rui government would liberate the world would be the genuine "prejudice"!

Carrying this attitude of seeking truth from facts, members of the Third International communicated with members of the World People's Liberation Army. The Third International members soon discovered that the WPLA members had not changed their original aspirations and still firmly looked forward to world liberation. This was the ideal of the Third International itself, so it wasn't strange.

However, the members of the World People's Liberation Army seemed to have been brainwashed by the Chinese Civilization Party; their views on liberating the whole world had undergone a massive change. The first huge divergence lay in whether to eliminate the state. The WPLA generally no longer believed that the concept of the state could be eliminated in the short term, and thus no longer considered establishing a global socialist alliance, but instead sought the independence and autonomy of each nation-state as the direction.

The Soviet Union could understand this concept; after all, General Secretary Stalin's "Socialism in One Country" theory was the current Soviet policy. But under this policy, there naturally had to be a leading country, and the WPLA members believed China was *not* this leading country. This caused a debate to unfold between members of the Third International and members of the World People's Liberation Army.

"If the Soviet side believes China controls these newly independent countries economically, then you might as well go visit these countries. You will certainly see very many foreigners; these foreigners are all volunteers. These countries are providing jobs for these expert volunteers based on their personal professional abilities and their personal willingness, with the consent of the receiving country. If China controlled these countries, how could they possibly do this?"

After listening to the WPLA members' views, the Third International members slandered in their hearts, *How do I know you aren't one of China's people?*

Such things could be thought privately, but if really said out loud, they would meet with fierce opposition. Especially since these WPLA members had originally broken away from the Third International precisely because they opposed Soviet leadership. So, the Third International members could only start from economics. "Comrade, can you explain the wage subsidies for these people?"

Hearing this question, the WPLA member stared unhappily at the Third International member for a moment before replying, "Shouldn't work provide income? Even capitalist countries know to give wages for better exploitation. Has the communist organization regressed to the slave era, where even wages don't need to be paid?"

This remark really hurt feelings. The competition between capitalism and communism was a very sharp issue within the Third International. The Third International member unhappily put forward his own view: "China does not oppose the capitalist system at this stage. How should this be explained?"

The atmosphere in the room temporarily cooled down. Just as the Third International member thought the WPLA member would think of a way to defend this, he heard the other party ask back in a tone filled with mockery, "Why do you think what the Soviet Union is executing *is* the communist system?"

In an instant, the atmosphere in the room was no longer cold, but frozen solid. Accusing the Soviet Union of not practicing communism was tantamount to accusing Christians of not believing in God. In the era of religious wars, just this one sentence would be enough to create a large-scale military conflict, or at least mutual brawling or killing between individuals!

Fortunately, the Third International members knew they had entered someone else's turf. Now they were certain that they were probably deep in enemy territory. In the end, although no conflict broke out, this news was sent to the Soviet side. Molotov, upon reading this report, was not angry. He just stood up, walked to the window, and looked at the Soviet land outside, which was icy cold but showing signs of green life, feeling very emotional in his heart.

Over these years, the Soviet Union had learned more and more about the He Rui government, and their attitude towards China's communist construction became increasingly puzzled. In the Soviet view, China's domestic economic system was considered a bourgeois reformist line. Any Soviet person who had not lived in China could not understand China's mode of controlling capital.

China not only recognized the existence of capital but also supported promoting national development through industrial development. And within industrial development, the private economy held a huge share. It could be said that if China's private economy were eliminated, even if the Chinese economy wouldn't be completely finished, it would at least suffer an extremely severe blow.

Of course, the Soviet Union was very astonished by China's economic development. This was a result of reality that forced the Soviet Union to be amazed, not that the Soviet Union appreciated China's economic achievements.

No matter how efficient China was at managing capital, the Soviet economic model could not possibly tolerate a model where "capital" and the private economy existed on such a large scale. Therefore, while studying the Chinese model, the Soviet Union never forgot to make these researchers realize that China was not a true socialist country.

Originally, Molotov thought China's attitude towards the Soviet Union would be the same as that of capitalist countries. Capitalist countries were equally very wary of the Soviet economic and social model, and always analyzed and attacked the Soviet model from the standpoint and interest angle of capitalism.

It must be said, the Soviet Union faced the systems of capitalist countries with the same attitude.

Only China's analysis of the systems of the Soviet Union and capitalist countries started from the perspective of political economy and historical materialism. Although its content, in the eyes of Molotov as a Russian and a Soviet, seemed somewhat like scratching an itch from outside the boot, these analyses Molotov had read were not only far more reasonable than those of capitalist countries but were even slightly more objective than the Soviet Union's own analyses.

The current conflict did not surprise Molotov, but it made Molotov more determined to support the process of building communist parties in newly liberated countries. If China and the capitalist countries joined hands, communism would truly be in danger!
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Reports from members of the Third International in various Southeast Asian countries and liberated areas were transmitted to Moscow via wireless telegraph. Through the efforts of Soviet radio operators, they were transformed into a flurry of documents delivered to the CPSU. As one of the first Politburo members to see them, Molotov, who was in charge of foreign affairs, felt increasing pressure.

These reports covered the politics, economics, education, and military affairs of various countries and regions in Southeast Asia. By the time Molotov had to report to General Secretary Stalin, the pressure weighing on him was immense.

General Secretary Stalin read the reports for a while, then habitually lit his pipe. Amidst the fragrant aroma of tobacco, Stalin slowly leafed through the documents. After finishing, Stalin stood up and continued smoking his pipe. Just as Molotov thought Stalin was about to sink into deep thought, Stalin asked, "Comrade Molotov, do you believe China is using these so-called NGOs—non-governmental organizations—to establish comprehensive control over these countries?"

Molotov answered with some uncertainty, "Analyzing the current situation, I believe this is indeed China's method. Controlling the internal affairs of other countries while avoiding accusations of interfering in their internal affairs."

Stalin frowned. His dissatisfaction was not with China controlling other countries' internal affairs, but with Molotov's lack of confidence. If the Soviet Union were to liberate Eastern European countries, Stalin would certainly want to control them, so he was not at all puzzled or surprised that China wanted to control Southeast Asia.

After a moment of thought, Stalin asked, "Comrade Molotov, do you believe the He Rui administration trusts that they can control a country relying solely on non-governmental organizations? Especially given that your report emphasizes China does not control the ruling parties and armies of those countries!"

Molotov was actually quite puzzled by this as well. It diverged significantly from his knowledge system, and he could offer no explanation. However, Molotov was convinced that the He Rui administration definitely intended to comprehensively control these countries, and these NGO organizations held immense influence across the various nations and regions of Southeast Asia.

However, there were some paradoxes here. According to intelligence provided by comrades of the Third International, more than half of the members in these NGOs were left-wing revolutionaries from various countries. These left-wing revolutionaries were strongly opposed to the organizational model where the Third International directly led the Communist Parties of various countries. Revolutionaries mostly possessed strong personal beliefs, and their intense likes and dislikes were almost impossible to change. It was unlikely that these people opposed Soviet control of other countries while in Europe, only to support Chinese control of other countries after arriving in Asia.

The reports sent back all mentioned that the left-wing revolutionaries within the World People's Liberation Army believed China was not controlling the internal affairs of other countries. Currently, China was providing loans to help Southeast Asian countries and regions with infrastructure construction, assisting them in building capable governments, and maintaining close trade relations. These were all forms of help urgently needed by Southeast Asia at this stage.

As NGO members participating in this cooperation, the left-wing revolutionaries of the World People's Liberation Army were extremely vigilant against traps within the cooperation. They were also very wary of China using the content of this cooperation to coerce Southeast Asia in the future. Members of the Third International emphasized in many reports that the left-wing revolutionaries in the World People's Liberation Army had frequently negotiated with the Chinese government regarding cooperation details they found suspicious, demanding clear explanations from the Chinese government. Actions like this, fully protecting the interests of Southeast Asian nations and regions, shocked the various countries and regions of Southeast Asia. Unknowingly, they had won the goodwill of nationalists within these countries.

At least until now, these left-wing revolutionaries had not seen any signs of China controlling Southeast Asia. Therefore, this group was very supportive of China's actions in the region.

Just as Molotov was unsure how to present his own view, Stalin asked while changing his tobacco, "Comrade Molotov, do you think China will demand the dissolution of the Third International?"

Molotov's body stiffened instantly. This was one of the top possibilities he had concluded after much thought. It was no exaggeration to say that the Third International was essentially a tool for the Soviet Union to control other countries. According to the Third International's charter, the Communist Parties of various countries were branches of the Third International, and a hierarchical relationship existed between them.

Currently, the demands He Rui made to Stalin were not many: simply that Communist Parties in various countries be legalized, and that Communist Party members possess full civil rights—specifically, the right to vote and to be elected. Given the relationship between the Third International and national Communist Parties, if Communist Party members became public officials, it would equate to the Third International leading the political judgment of those public officials. If a Communist Party accepting the Third International's leadership became the ruling party, that ruling party would have to execute the Third International's leadership politically.

Specific problems require specific analysis. Currently, there were no cases in the world where a Communist Party accepting the Third International's leadership held power, so such theoretical matters were merely hypothetical. Moreover, if such a situation truly arose, the Third International would also consider the nationalist sentiments within those countries and make adjustments accordingly.

However, when European and American countries cracked down on their domestic communist movements, they used this hypothesis as justification. A single phrase—"Communist Party rule equals Soviet rule"—was enough to create immense distrust of that country's Communist Party in the hearts of nationalists.

Molotov himself had seriously considered the possibility of dissolving the Third International. After consideration, he had given up on pushing for it. Because this proposal would require the Soviet Union to cripple its own capabilities, and Molotov, as the proposer, would have to bear enormous political risk.

Now that Comrade Stalin asked this, Molotov instinctively wanted to dodge. But Stalin did not give him the chance. Seeing Molotov had no intention of answering, Stalin continued to ask in a tone pregnant with meaning, "Comrade Molotov, I wish to hear your honest thoughts."

Asked this way, Molotov knew he could not escape. Moreover, at this point, whatever view Molotov expressed would be taken by Stalin as his attitude. Since that was the case, Molotov decided not to dodge and answered briskly, "Comrade General Secretary, I believe that at this stage, we can indeed halt the activities of the Third International. Even if the Communist Parties of various countries are no longer branches of the Third International, the Soviet Union's leadership position will not suffer a devastating blow..."

Stalin listened quietly to Molotov's explanation, not saying a word throughout. When Molotov finished, Stalin ordered, "Comrade Molotov, draft a report on this aspect immediately after you return. I will convene a Politburo meeting, and I hope you will speak at the meeting."

Molotov had always been worried that Stalin would firmly refuse to dissolve the Third International. Finding that Stalin was actually prepared to seriously consider the matter, he couldn't help but breathe a sigh of relief. As the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Molotov was very clear that the Third International's impact on Soviet diplomacy was very negative.

The world situation when the Third International was founded, especially the situation in Europe, had indeed given the Third International a lot of space. But with changes in the world situation—China in Asia building the Asian Economic Community, the communist movement in Europe suffering heavy blows, and Roosevelt adopting the New Deal after becoming President of the United States—nationalist sentiments in the countries surrounding the Soviet Union were running high.

Communist ideology had an advantage when facing capitalist ideology, but it struggled when facing nationalism. One of the characteristics of nationalism was "country first." No matter how left-wing a nationalist's stance might be, they could not allow a foreign leader to stand above their own country. This led to situations where Communists opposed Communists, creating significant resistance to the development of Communist Parties in various countries.

Take China, which claimed to practice communist economics, as an example. No matter how much He Rui claimed to be a Communist, he would not face opposition from the Chinese public. Because He Rui's communism was a self-proclamation and had absolutely nothing to do with the Third International. Furthermore, China had legislated to define the Third International as a foreign organization, and any of its actions in China would be subject to strict surveillance. If China was like this, other countries went without saying.

If the Third International were dissolved, it might actually serve to promote the world communist movement. Since General Secretary Stalin was prepared to discuss this matter, Molotov immediately rose to take his leave, returning to begin writing the report.
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It is common knowledge that Comrade Stalin is the man who determines the scent in the conference room where the Politburo of the CPSU meets. General Secretary Stalin does not favor just one type of tobacco; he selects different flavors and tends to prefer a specific one for certain periods.

During the meeting discussing whether to dissolve the Third International, General Secretary Stalin was smoking Zimbabwean tobacco. This tobacco released a unique "burnt sweetness" into the air, a scent that drifted elegantly and was exceptionally pure. This mild aroma, lacking any impurities or harsh notes, made the Politburo members present feel quite at ease.

However, in this atmosphere, the Politburo members discussed the issue of dissolving the Third International with somewhat heavy hearts. Among the communist parties of Europe, the CPSU was considered a young junior; the French and German Communist Parties had much longer histories. Because the CPSU was the first ruling party in the world to hold complete power, the Soviet Union had secured its position as the leader of communism through the organization of the Third International. Through the Third International, the CPSU and the Soviet Union wielded tremendous influence globally.

Once the Third International was dissolved, the CPSU would be an equal political party with all other communist parties in the world. Even the Politburo members who supported the continued existence of the Third International felt terrible inside. Those more nationalistic members expressed their views frankly: "I believe Comrade Molotov's view is rather pessimistic. Even if the Third International does have problems in the execution of the international communist movement, these problems can be solved by adjusting the way the Third International works. Once dissolved, it will make communist parties in various countries feel that they have been abandoned!"

Molotov listened to the criticisms directed at him without any change in expression. Even though it was Molotov who had proposed the dissolution of the Third International at this meeting, he had nearly denied his own view in agony many times during his careful analysis. The Third International had been of immense help to the Soviet Union and the international communist movement; Molotov did not deny this fact at all. But in reality, the Third International had caused a great negative impact on the international communist movement, and the majority of this impact did not come from "blind commands" by the International.

The international communist movement had already conducted in-depth discussions and reflections in July 1939 regarding the failures of communist movements in multiple countries. In its resolution, the Third International determined that in the future, if the opinions of communist parties in various countries differed from the International, the International would no longer order them to obey its resolutions, but would instead respect their decisions.

Previously, the Third International's demand that parties accept its decisions had caused too many regrettable failures, one of the greatest being in China. China clearly had a massive number of leftists, yet the Chinese Civilization Party, under He Rui's leadership, launched a political offensive against organizations that obeyed the Third International. With just the single phrase—"It was the Chinese people who chose communism, not communism descending upon China from abroad"—the Third International's influence among the Chinese left vanished into thin air.

This failure cut the Third International to the bone. China clearly had so many leftists, clearly had accumulated industrial workers numbering in the hundreds of millions during its rapid industrialization. Yet a very simple call to nationalism caused China's leftists to stand under the banner of prioritizing the protection of Chinese interests.

China's case proved to the Third International that war does not only break out between imperialist and capitalist countries; it is entirely possible for it to break out between communist countries as well. While there is no lack of internationalists among communists worldwide, the majority of leftists view communism as a tool to liberate their own country. They have little interest in the ideal of forming a global communist alliance, and are even quite wary of it. Even if these party members implement communism domestically, it does not mean they accept relinquishing national sovereignty.

It was only after so much analysis that Molotov finally decided to support the idea of dissolving the Third International. The current international communist movement had clearly not reached the level imagined by the Soviet Union; the proletariat of the world was not yet one family. regarding this, Molotov even strongly agreed with a saying of He Rui's: "Only after the global unity of capitalists can there be global unity of the proletariat."

From the perspective of the Soviet Union's current interests, if the Third International continued to serve the Soviet Union, the Soviet Union would have to shoulder a burden that the current Soviet Union simply could not bear. In the domestic political struggle, Trotsky had already been exiled, and the victory of the Politburo members represented by Stalin in this struggle meant that the majority of CPSU members opposed the policy of the Soviet Union unconditionally sacrificing for the world communist revolution.

Now that the Third International was no longer an effective tool, the United States, Britain, and other Allied nations all mentioned the Third International when courting the Soviet Union to join the Allies...

Just as the speech criticizing Molotov ended, the People's Commissar for Heavy Industry, Grigory Konstantinovich Ordzhonikidze, began to speak. "We are discussing the introduction of 2.4 billion US dollars worth of technology and equipment with the United States. According to the intermediary from Yale University, if the US government reaches an agreement with the Soviet Union, it will be a political scandal for the Roosevelt administration. Because the American public detests other countries interfering in American internal affairs. Therefore, the suggestion from Yale is that dissolving the Third International would leave the opposition forces within the United States unable to find an excuse to attack the US government."

Hearing this, several committee members who had intended to criticize Molotov immediately decided not to speak. The Soviet Union had obtained massive benefits from Soviet-Chinese trade, which had played a very important role in driving Soviet economic development. However, the ubiquity of Chinese goods in the Soviet Union made the CPSU very wary. Even though the CPSU Central Committee believed that the He Rui administration would not change its trade policy towards the Soviet Union, nor use trade to threaten the Soviet Union, the Central Committee still decided to introduce American technology to balance China's influence.

The members from the economic departments decided to support the dissolution of the Third International because of Commissar Ordzhonikidze's statement. The members from the military departments also agreed to the dissolution because they anticipated the large-scale introduction of American technology.

From the Red Army's perspective, communist parties in various countries were facing unprecedentedly powerful adversaries. Given the powerful military strength possessed by China, the US, and Germany, communist parties elsewhere could at most fight guerrilla wars or organize urban riots. There was absolutely no hope for them to engage in frontal combat with these powerful armies.

The establishment of the Red Army's new-style military forces was not going smoothly; even after a large-scale adjustment, it still failed to reach the planned level. Fortunately, after this policy adjustment, combined with intelligence provided to the Soviet Union by European communists, the Soviet Union identified the technology and equipment it urgently needed now.

The negotiations currently underway with the United States included these technologies. Once the Red Army could obtain them, they could upgrade their equipment level and achieve the planned combat effectiveness. Driven by such needs, since the Third International was of little help to the Red Army, the military department members believed the decision to dissolve it was completely acceptable.

Within the current internal power structure of the CPSU, the economic and military departments held immense influence. Kirov and Beria had special status, but both had very special relationships with Comrade Stalin. So when both of them expressed agreement with Molotov's view, all members knew that the fate of the Third International's dissolution was irreversible.

At this stage, no one discussed whether to dissolve the Third International anymore; instead, they discussed the method of execution. Bukharin did not express support or opposition, but suggested, "We can inform the communist parties under the Third International of the current international situation and hear their views."

This suggestion was agreed to by the Politburo members. As the one who proposed the dissolution, Molotov felt a strong sense of loss. Regardless, the Third International had existed for 23 years, from 1919 to 1942. These 23 years were precisely the time of fastest development in Molotov's life. The end of such an important organization from those years made Molotov feel very low.

After the meeting ended, Molotov continued his work. The news coming in made the already low-spirited Molotov feel very unhappy. Members of the Third International, unaware that their fate had already been decided, continued to work hard in Southeast Asia. There were quite a few political parties with close ties to the Third International in the Southeast Asian region; the Vietnamese Communist Party was established with the help of the Third International, and the Malayan Communist Party, though closely related to China, also had many dealings with the Third International.

After communicating with these communist partners, the representatives of the Third International were all disappointed. The Vietnamese Communist Party expressed unwillingness to accept the leadership of the Third International, and the Malayan Communist Party's answer was even more direct: "Our current goal is independent statehood, and to participate in the movement to liberate colonies worldwide."

The MCP's answer at least saved some face for the Third International by not directly saying: "We choose comprehensive cooperation with China."

The Third International representatives were very disappointed by the strong nationalist stance shown by the VCP and MCP. This was not to say they opposed nationalism and colonial liberation; rather, they were very wary of the rapidly rising influence of the World People's Liberation Army represented by China.

The Second International had completely split when facing the First World War. Parties in the Second International were discussing world revolution together one day, and the next day announced they wanted the proletariat of their own countries to participate in the imperialist war for hegemony.

Currently, left-wing forces in various countries and regions of Southeast Asia were clearly rallying under the banner of nationalism, and clustering around China, this nationalist country. Such a situation could not help but worry the members of the Third International.

Having personally experienced so much, many Third International representatives developed the same worry as Molotov: the probability of war breaking out between socialist countries was very high.

In Beijing, China, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang took the meeting documents to see He Rui after hearing the latest report from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He Rui's two wives had each borne him two children. Usually, the official residence was never lacking the sound of children. Arriving this time, it felt noticeably quieter. Li Shiguang knew this was because He Guangzi had taken two of the children to Japan.

Walking through the quiet corridor, he found He Rui sitting in his study reading, as always.

He Rui put down his book and took the documents Li Shiguang handed over. While He Rui read the files, Li Shiguang looked at the cover of the book He Rui had set down, seeing the words "*Records of the Three Kingdoms*" printed on it.

Everyone in the party knew He Rui loved to read, and from the examples He Rui used in daily conversation, it was certain he loved reading history books. The chaotic situation of the current world, and the situation that was beginning to clarify, gave Li Shiguang, upon seeing the title *Records of the Three Kingdoms*, an inexplicable feeling that it struck a chord in his heart.
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In Chennai, India, Li Runshi, Secretary of the Southern Bureau of the Chinese Civilization Party, sat face-to-face with the newly arrived Chandra Bose. The temperature in Chennai was high, and fine beads of sweat appeared on Chandra Bose's forehead, making his eager expression seem somewhat urgent.

"Secretary Li, I don't understand why the Chinese military insists on dismantling the Dum Dum Arsenal," Chandra Bose asked, staring at Li Runshi.

Li Runshi did not answer immediately but offered Chandra Bose a cigarette with a smile. To Chandra Bose, it seemed Li Runshi was already confident. In reality, Li Runshi was using this brief moment to consider Chandra Bose's true intentions.

He Rui had long ago made strategic arrangements for the future of the Indian region. Since India had been subdivided into too many castes by the caste system, restoring various Indian regions based on these castes would not only be meaningless but also reactionary. Therefore, the foundation of independence for the Indian region was to restore the traditional ancient states of India. On this basis, factoring in language, history, and other elements, there was no need to restore hundreds or thousands of princely states; instead, the aim was to divide it into independent countries of medium size. In the process of Indian independence, although religious factors must be considered, they should not be used for overt propaganda. If religion had to be mentioned, the term "civilization and lifestyle" should replace the word "religion."

Before the Chinese army withdrew from India, following these principles and methods, 7 to 9 independent countries would emerge in the Indian region. So far, the plan was proceeding smoothly. Although the various regions that had already gained independence had their own internal problems, with the help of comrades from various countries in the World People's Liberation Army, these problems were being successfully resolved.

Of course, within the British Indian colony, there were some who held different views from the He Rui government; they hoped for the Indian region to exist as a single complete country. Chandra Bose was considered a supporter of this view.

Now that Chandra Bose had made a special trip after completing the uprising in the Mumbai region of western India, and was bringing up the issue of the Dum Dum Arsenal in Kolkata, eastern India, Li Runshi had to suspect that Chandra Bose had his own agenda.

After thinking for a moment, Li Runshi decided not to proactively mention this issue for now, but to follow Chandra Bose's topic first. Having made up his mind, Li Runshi saw that Chandra Bose had only politely taken the cigarette and taken two puffs before staring at him with an urgent look, so he asked with a smile, "Is something wrong with the Dum Dum Arsenal?"

Chandra Bose immediately replied, "The Dum Dum Arsenal is a very famous arsenal, producing the ammunition we use. I don't understand why China wants to dismantle the Dum Dum Arsenal."

"Does Mr. Chandra believe that Chinese weapons are inferior to British ones?" Li Runshi asked.

Chandra Bose's brows furrowed slightly, and after a moment of hesitation, he asked, "Will China provide us with a full set of weapons and equipment?"

"Why wouldn't we?" Li Runshi retorted. Seeing the expression of distrust within Chandra Bose's grave look, Li Runshi continued, "Mr. Chandra has cooperated with the Upper Burma People's Army for a long time; they use a full set of Chinese equipment. China fully understands the security anxieties of liberated peoples and is very willing to help these countries build their own reliable military forces."

Chandra Bose had always been accused by the Indian National Congress of being "pro-China," but he didn't care at all. Because throughout his life, Chandra Bose was only "pro-Indian people." As long as India could be liberated, China, the United States, the Soviet Union, and Germany could all be partners for Chandra Bose. Any country that prevented India's liberation, or attempted to continue colonizing or controlling India after driving out the British, would be fought to the end by Chandra Bose.

Hearing Li Runshi's words, Chandra Bose didn't believe them in his heart at all. He asked politely, "According to what Secretary Li said, if we need to build an arsenal in Mumbai..."

Li Runshi only wanted to understand Chandra Bose's objective and didn't want this goal to be affected by meaningless verbal disputes. He simply interrupted Chandra Bose, "The Chinese government will firmly support this plan. We can start discussing right now what level of arsenal needs to be built and within what timeframe. Afterwards, professional technical personnel will be responsible for formulating the plan."

Chandra Bose was made very uncomfortable by Li Runshi's decisive answer. He couldn't help but ask, "Why must your country dismantle the Dum Dum Arsenal? Isn't it good to utilize the Dum Dum Arsenal directly?"

"The equipment of an arsenal is very specialized; it cannot be used to produce other weapons and equipment just by making minor modifications. Moreover, the core of military equipment lies in standards. If the Indian region wants to establish its own military industry, it must consider which standards to adopt. Generally speaking, there are two choices: the Indian region starts from scratch and formulates its own military equipment standards, or it introduces military equipment standards from other countries," Li Runshi explained. Although these contents were common knowledge within the high levels of the Civilization Party, they were high-end knowledge in the colonies, so Li Runshi tried not to make it too complicated, keeping it simple and brisk.

"Developing it yourself takes a long time and costs a huge amount of money, but once the standard construction is completed with huge manpower and material resources, the national defense industry can achieve autonomy. If there is no such time and funding, then introduce mature military industry standards. By learning such standards and producing weapons and equipment, military production capacity can be obtained in the short term. Through the accumulation of usage experience, the country's own military industry talents can be cultivated. As for how to choose, it depends on one's own needs."

Chandra Bose himself had studied in China. Although he spent most of his time learning how to mobilize the masses for revolution, as a famous independent revolutionary in India, China had also given him a lot of training that leaders must accept. Hearing Li Runshi speak so briskly at this moment, he could understand.

When Li Runshi finished speaking, Chandra Bose asked somewhat hesitantly, "British colonial rule in India has basically ended, but I didn't expect India to fall into a state of division."

Li Runshi was basically certain that this was Chandra Bose's real purpose for coming. He advised, "Mr. Chandra, what the people of the Indian region need at this stage is true independence; they need to start a new life in a short time. We attach great importance to the feelings of the people in the Indian region. So far, there has never been an opinion from the people of various countries in the Indian region stating that they have been forcibly divided. Judging from what has already happened, the people of various countries in the Indian region are very satisfied with the current situation."

Chandra Bose certainly knew Li Runshi wasn't wrong. India was a colony forcibly cobbled together by the British. The British used different races and religions in India proper to check and balance each other. It wasn't that Britain had the ability to facilitate such division, but that the British utilized the division that originally existed in the Indian region.

But the India Chandra Bose expected was a complete, Greater India. Seeing various countries in the Indian region becoming independent one after another, although this independence was real, it was still too far from his ultimate ideal.

Seeing that Li Runshi did not yield in the slightest, Chandra Bose knew he could not confront China, so he tried asking, "If India holds an All-India Conference, will Secretary Li help us?"

After speaking, Chandra Bose gazed at Li Runshi's expression, trying to glean more information from any changes. He saw Li Runshi answer frankly, "I think this is a very good idea. Matters of the Indian region must be decided by the people of the Indian region. If Mr. Chandra can gather various forces in the Indian region to hold such a meeting, I will certainly support it."

Chandra Bose felt a joy in his heart and hurriedly asked to what extent this support could go. No matter how he asked, Li Runshi stuck to the same principle: China would support the people of the Indian region in holding a meeting to discuss the future of the Indian region, but would not forcibly require the Indian people to do anything.

Although Chandra Bose knew Li Runshi was definitely hard to deal with, he still hoped for a chance to make India a unified country. If China was willing to help, Chandra Bose was willing to give China various benefits while ensuring Indian sovereignty. But Li Runshi disappointed him; Li Runshi clearly stated that China would not attempt to control India at all. Since China wouldn't even try to control India, Chandra Bose's calculation of trying to utilize China fell through.

After determining Chandra Bose's position, Li Runshi ended the meeting. As a Chinese person, Li Runshi was naturally inclined towards Great Unification. But after being responsible for work in Southeast Asia and South Asia for a few years, Li Runshi discovered that these regions really had no foundation for unification. It wasn't that there were no people in these countries and regions calling for the establishment of a "Greater Vietnam," "Greater Burma," or "Greater India." The people who really wanted to accomplish these things were detached from regional reality, while those shouting to do so wanted to use these slogans to satisfy their own demands.

Great Unification was never that easy. China's unification was built upon the "Tianxia concept" proposed by the Duke of Zhou during the Shang-Zhou Revolution. In the Shang Dynasty, the Shang court practiced a unity of politics and religion; the Shang people had their own gods, their own Heaven. Other states were merely vassals or partners of the Shang people and were not qualified to participate in the Shang's institutional system at all.

By the time of King Zhou of Shang, the territory and colonial points controlled by Shang had retreated from south of the Yangtze River in its heyday to a limited area south of the Yellow River. To solve this problem, King Zhou implemented reforms, attempting to reverse the decline. The result was an intensification of contradictions, and Shang perished.

But Zhou did not have a systematic culture like Shang, so the Duke of Zhou revolutionarily proposed the concept of "Tianxia" (All-under-Heaven). All states were under Heaven, and the Son of Heaven was the one who conformed to the will of Heaven. From then on, "Son of Heaven" replaced "Human Emperor," laying the foundation of Chinese culture. Although the development of Chinese culture experienced twists and turns, it gradually grew and developed. China also became the only civilized country in the world to continue to this day.

The cultures of Southeast Asia and South Asia had never experienced these things. The "Greater India" Chandra Bose saw was not something produced by India itself, but a colonial system created by external forces to facilitate ruling India. Wanting to drive out the colonizers while maintaining the system established by the colonizers was obviously inconsistent with reality.

However, Li Runshi did not oppose holding some meetings in the Indian region. Only at a peaceful meeting could such matters be clearly presented. It could also prevent India from falling into a chaotic great war due to the erroneous actions of ambitious careerists or fanatics.

However, Li Runshi did not expect that before he could make any arrangements, he received a telegram from the Central Committee, ordering him to rush back to the capital to attend an important meeting with the Soviet Union. As the plane flew over the mountains of Burma, Li Runshi looked out the window at the continuous mountain ranges and felt a sudden urge to write poetry. But right now, he had no time to compose poems; the documents in front of him clearly showed that the Soviet Union expected to legalize the Communist Party in the Southeast Asian and South Asian regions liberated by China. China agreed with Stalin's view on the legalization of the Communist Party, so China's condition was that the Third International must be dissolved.

Based on Li Runshi's observation of the international situation and the Soviet Union, he was basically certain that the Soviet Union would accept such a request. As a former member of the Chinese Branch of the Communist International under the Third International, Li Runshi didn't expect that he would be the one to propose the dissolution of the Third International and witness its end with his own eyes.

In Moscow, when Molotov heard that the Chinese representative meeting him was actually Li Runshi, he couldn't help but widen his eyes. But a moment later, Molotov regained his composure. Among the former members of the Chinese Branch of the Third International, Li Runshi was the one who had achieved the highest political status.

Just as Comrade Kirov was General Secretary Stalin's successor, intelligence obtained by the Soviet Union indicated that among the several competitors likely to succeed He Rui, Li Runshi had a very large advantage. Although He Rui always considered himself a believer in communism, the Soviet Union believed that within the Chinese Civilization Party, Li Runshi was the true communist.

However, China's communism was built on the foundation of nationalism; communist ideals could not harm China's national interests. This was one of the reasons why the Soviet side never considered He Rui a communist. Molotov believed that if Li Runshi wanted to succeed He Rui's position, it was impossible for him not to accept He Rui's stance. Molotov believed that such a Li Runshi would be even harder to deal with than imperialists.

But the Soviet Union could not interfere in China's internal affairs. Whoever China sent to negotiate with the Soviet Union, the Soviet Union had to accept. Unless the Chinese Civilization Party was a member of the Third International and had to accept the leadership of the Third International.



★


Intermission Talks (24)

Volume 7 — Chapter 97

❧ ❧ ❧


March 29, 1942. A twin-engine passenger plane landed at the airport in China's capital. Molotov noticed that the accompanying engineer from the Mikoyan-Gurevich Design Bureau (MiG), Antonihov, had his gaze fixed on the porthole, showing no intention of looking away.

Bending down, Molotov followed the direction of Antonihov's gaze out the adjacent porthole and saw a massive passenger plane on a distant runway. Unlike the Soviet twin-engine passenger planes, that Chinese aircraft had two engines on each wing.

Although Molotov's specialty was not aviation, he could imagine that a huge aircraft using four engines must possess a very long range. The Soviet Air Force had invested heavily in the development of heavy bombers, but the results had not been satisfactory. Presumably, Engineer Antonihov was filled with emotion upon seeing a large aircraft that China had already put into actual flight operations.

Molotov said nothing and turned to walk towards the gangway. Stepping out of the cabin, he saw several familiar figures standing on the red carpet at the foot of the stairs, the one at the very front being Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang. As he walked down the stairs, Li Shiguang came forward to meet him. After the two shook hands and exchanged brief greetings, Li Shiguang invited Molotov to take a car to the state guesthouse where he would be staying.

Having been to China so many times, Molotov found that China, like the Soviet Union, was changing very quickly. Comparing Moscow with China's capital, Molotov had to admit that China's changes were faster than the Soviet Union's. Unlike Soviet architecture, which was full of Russian style, Chinese architecture clearly lacked a distinct style.

Massive blocks of six or seven-story buildings formed the main content of Chinese cities. Some foreign architectural critics used the term "honeycomb cities" to describe China, because these residential buildings only considered practicality, with basically no consideration given to decoration. However, Molotov found that although foreign architectural critics mocked them somewhat, they also admitted that the new type of architectural brick used by China was quite advanced.

Unlike the red bricks universally adopted abroad, China used a type of large brick that appeared blue-grey, which had good sound insulation and thermal insulation effects, and was very light in weight. Similarly built quickly to accommodate a large population entering the cities, the living experience of Chinese residences was much better than that of Europe and America.

Although Europe and America did not rate China's characterless large-scale residential buildings highly, they evaluated China's urban planning level very well. Perhaps this was because China had invited quite a few foreign urban planning experts to work in China, so these foreign architectural critics were unwilling to deliberately belittle their own compatriots working in China.

After resting for two hours, at 6:00 PM China time, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs hosted a banquet for Molotov and his party. At the dinner, Molotov saw that tall figure he cared about very much; Li Runshi also attended this banquet.

Seeing this former member of the Third International's Chinese Branch, a sense of loss surged in Molotov's chest again. The changes of the times were so drastic. The Soviet Union had always hoped to build a Communist Party in China, but now there was no way to maintain the existence of the Third International.

The banquet did not discuss official business, and the Soviet personnel did not ask about things related to the war. Everyone talked about national construction and economic development as if the war had not happened. Molotov was also very concerned about this matter. Only the slogans and banners related to the war on the streets reminded one that China was currently at war, but one could not feel the atmosphere of domestic war at all from the flow of cars on the streets and the bustling markets.

Li Runshi's attitude during the banquet made Molotov feel that this Chinese leader did not treat the war as a big deal either, as if the war between the world's most powerful industrial nation, the United States, and the former world hegemon, Britain, against China in the Pacific and Indian Oceans did not exist. Molotov could only sigh in his heart that China's geographical location was truly excellent. The Pacific and Indian Ocean battlefields were too far from the Chinese mainland, and neither Britain nor the United States could directly attack the Chinese mainland. Instead, China was beating the British and American armies soundly on oceans and lands far from its own soil.

Although Britain had not made any concessions on the Iran issue, when the British representative mentioned the Iran issue in front of Soviet Foreign Ministry personnel, his inner anxiety was not well concealed. At least when Molotov met with the British special envoy, the envoy displayed the threat mode peculiar to Anglo-Saxons, mentioning several times that the Soviet Union's Baku oil fields were sufficient to supply the oil needed by the Soviet Union, and that the Soviet Union did not need Iranian oil.

These words sounded fine, but mentioning the Soviet Baku oil fields was a threat. The Soviet Union had long obtained the "Operation Thunderstorm" plan formulated by Britain since the time Chamberlain was Prime Minister. In this plan, Britain would send planes from Middle Eastern airports to bomb the Soviet Union's Baku oil fields and destroy Soviet crude oil production.

If it were before, Molotov would definitely have felt a bit of pressure. Now it was different; all British aircraft in the Middle East were fundamentally unable to cope with China's pressure, let alone threaten the Soviet Union's Baku oil fields.

Compared with the British special envoy, Li Runshi's attitude was mild, his wording friendly, and his whole person appeared calm and unhurried. It could be seen that even if China could not talk about having victory within its grasp at this stage, at least it did not feel heavy pressure.

The banquet ended, and both sides amicably agreed to meet again at 10:00 AM the next day. Molotov returned to his residence and began to look at materials. The Soviet economic model was completely different from China's, so the Soviet Union had no way to systematically evaluate China's war expenditures based on the Soviet economic model.

Molotov could only rely on the judgments made by the Soviet Foreign Ministry's intelligence analysis department based on the data stated in the Chinese government's reports. The Chinese government stated that at the current stage, China's tax revenue reached 30% of the gross value of industrial and agricultural output. If the Soviet Union were to do this, since Soviet industries belonged to the state, it would just order 30% of industrial capacity to produce military supplies and directly order the requisition of 30% of agricultural products.

China, like Europe and America, adopted currency as a means. The collected tax money purchased products in the Chinese domestic market, and China's state-owned enterprises and private enterprises obtained orders through bidding. Moreover, the Chinese government also required that after the profits of these enterprises that won the bids reached a certain level during the war, the excess profits would be directly levied into the national treasury.

Viewing the He Rui administration's methods through the lens of the Soviet economic model, there was a strong feeling of "taking off one's pants to fart—completely unnecessary." This was also one of the reasons why the Soviet Union consistently did not consider the He Rui administration to be a Communist government. The gap between the economic models of China and the Soviet Union was immense, and it was a huge difference at the fundamental level. If the Soviet Union admitted that the He Rui administration was a Communist government, then the Soviet Union could also completely admit that European and American countries were also Communist governments.

Molotov was not in charge of Soviet ideological work; his focus in reading the report at this time was China's wartime economic situation. The report published by the Chinese government not only contained tax revenue but also employment data, and industrial and agricultural data. What concerned Molotov most here was that China's urban population had actually reached 400 million. The population participating in industrial enterprise production was as high as 210 million.

What was the concept of 210 million people in industrial enterprise production? Even if the entire Europe and America were added together, the industrial enterprise employment population was not 210 million. If the Soviet Union were also counted on the Allied side, the Allied powers would only have 210 million people employed in industrial enterprises.

No matter how Molotov looked at it, he felt there was a problem with this number. China had a population of 680 million. Without total mobilization in the country, labor employment was 55% for males and 55.3% for females, which was already an extremely high ratio globally. If this number were true, excluding the elderly who did not participate in labor, students in school, and children, China basically had full employment.

The Soviet Union had been a top-tier Great Power since the Tsarist era, and its industrial level was not poor. The Soviet Union had also engaged in socialism for twenty years and had done some research on employment. The Soviet Union's land area was double that of China, its population was 25% of China's, yet its employment rate might not be as high as China's. This super-high employment rate in China seemed problematic no matter how one looked at it.

Studying this was not Molotov's own hobby, but rather because these contents could be used as little tactics during negotiations. For example, the Soviet Union could friendly remind China that Sino-Soviet trade was of great help to China's employment rate.

The next day, March 30, at 10:00 AM, the talks between China and the Soviet Union began at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Molotov formally raised General Secretary Stalin's concern, "...The Central Committee of the CPSU and the Soviet government believe that the Communist Party should have legal status in all countries, and Communist Party members should possess complete citizenship and political rights..."

After Molotov finished speaking, Li Runshi replied, "The Central Committee of the Civilization Party and the Chinese government agree that the Communist Party and Communist Party members should obtain all due rights. However, the Central Committee of the Civilization Party and the Chinese government believe that the rights of citizens of various countries lie in the freedom of their political choices. For example, should the Malayan Communist Party be a political party formed by citizens within Malaya who believe in Communism based on their own choice, or a political party influenced and controlled by extraterritorial forces? The difference between the two is very large!"

Hearing Li Runshi use "citizen" instead of "people" in his speech, Molotov's gaze unconsciously became sharp.

In Western politics, citizens possess political rights and participate in discussions of national political affairs. Molotov believed that Li Runshi knew very well that the Soviet Union identified itself as a European country, so he used the term "citizen."

Citizens possess complete political rights in the legal sense; city residents only possess personal freedom and lack political rights. And the term "people" is a general reference. According to the differentiation between "shi (scholars/officials), guo ren (people of the state), and ye ren (people of the wilds)" in the Zhou Dynasty of Chinese culture that Molotov had learned, citizens correspond to "shi," city residents correspond to "guo ren," and people correspond to "ye ren." Although the term "people" had been used more and more in the past few decades, in traditional understanding, the political rights possessed by the people were actually not high.

Since Li Runshi was discussing whether "citizens" should have the right and freedom to believe in Communism and form a domestic Communist Party, then what Li Runshi was talking about was the legal status of the Communist Party in the host of colonies liberated by China. And Li Runshi's mention of whether the Communist Party belonged to the manipulation of extraterritorial forces naturally referred to the Third International.

Sure enough, Li Runshi explicitly stated in his subsequent speech, "Every country should have the power to choose its own domestic political system and economic development model. The Chinese Civilization Party believes that Communism is the future of mankind, and Marxist economics is the most scientific and effective economic research model to date. In the future, as various countries develop economically and society progresses, they will all choose this direction that can truly bring a beautiful future to the country.

"However, whether to choose this direction, and when to choose this direction, is the power of each country itself. It cannot be manipulated because of the interests of other countries."

Listening to Li Runshi's words, Molotov could not help but slander inwardly, *Isn't this just wrapping nationalism in a socialist skin? There are too many such political parties and even governments in Europe!*

Thinking of this, Molotov asked, "May I ask, is the Chinese government willing to support the CPSU's view on the legality of Communist Parties in various countries?"

"The prerequisite for the legalization of Communist Parties in various countries is that the Third International must terminate all activities!" Li Runshi replied decisively.
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The ringing of the telephone interrupted Li Runshi’s thoughts. Picking it up somewhat unhappily, he heard a rather excited voice on the other end. "It's Cheng Ruofan. Chairman Li, are you free today?"

Hearing that it was Cheng Ruofan, who was currently responsible for the establishment of the World People's Liberation Army, Li Runshi’s mood improved considerably. He immediately replied, "I am. But I can’t go out."

Cheng Ruofan had come prepared. "It’s good that you’re free. I’ll come to pay a visit."

It wasn't clear where Cheng Ruofan was working when he called, but forty minutes later, there was a knock on Li Runshi's office door. Cheng Ruofan walked in briskly, followed by an orderly carrying a food box. Once only Cheng Ruofan and Li Runshi remained in the office, the box was opened to reveal braised pork and other dishes that Li Runshi enjoyed.

Cheng Ruofan opened a bottle of beer for himself and clinked it against Li Runshi’s cup of water before they began to eat and drink. After three rounds of drinks and five courses of food, Cheng Ruofan finally asked, "I wonder what Chairman Li’s views are on this Singapore Conference? Can we make the various nations understand the significance of this war?"

Li Runshi felt that Cheng Ruofan was indeed quite idealistic, though it was understandable that as a General, Cheng Ruofan might not want to discuss military matters. After eating another piece of braised pork, Li Runshi replied, "As I see it, very few people in European and American countries currently genuinely want to understand the political significance of world liberation. Most are still focused on military victory or defeat."

Cheng Ruofan stared at Li Runshi. After Li Runshi had stated his view, Cheng Ruofan drained the little remaining beer in his glass in one gulp. As he poured more, he said, "It seems I really overestimated those people. They don't seem to understand that war is the continuation of politics, and politics is the continuation of economics."

Li Runshi felt a sense of regret. Cheng Ruofan was speaking of the European and American nations, but as a socialist country, the Soviet Union also didn't seem to understand this theory. Or rather, the Soviet economic model caused the Soviet government representatives' understanding of 'politics as the continuation of economics' to differ too greatly from China's.

Lifting his cup to take a sip of water, Li Runshi picked up a piece of green pepper chicken and chewed slowly. The spicy flavor of the green pepper satisfied him greatly, and combined with the rich taste of the chicken skin, the texture was excellent. However, this small delicacy couldn't improve Li Runshi’s mood. During the day, no matter how many times Li Runshi emphasized that the localization of communism was the correct direction for the international communist movement, Molotov’s reaction clearly proved that he believed Li Runshi was opposing the international communist movement.

Seeing Li Runshi deep in thought, Cheng Ruofan simply voiced his own question. "Chairman Li, do you think the Indian region can maintain basic peace after independence? From the news I’ve heard, the Indian Congress Party is very keen to take over the political legacy of the British in India and has already begun to coordinate with the British withdrawal."

Li Runshi had been transferred to handle political work in India, so much intelligence was not reported directly to him. Cheng Ruofan was responsible for the organizational construction of the World People's Liberation Army; determining who was a friend and who was an enemy naturally had to go through him first. However, Li Runshi still asked, "I haven't looked at the reports these past few days. Is it in the report?"

"The report has already come out," Cheng Ruofan replied.

Once he was sure there were no security concerns, Li Runshi asked about the content of the report. Cheng Ruofan recounted another aspect of the situation in India that Li Runshi had guessed at but hadn't had time to focus on. Last year, that is, in 1941, within the various princely states in northern India, the princes and kings feared revolution. Intellectuals of Dalit origin and colonial officials became targets of their suppression. Although Cheng Ruofan still didn't know what He Rui meant by the "April 12th" he had clearly mentioned inadvertently upon hearing this news, Cheng Ruofan guessed it was likely a counter-attack by feudal forces, whose power was based on land control, against emerging progressive forces.

As China rapidly liberated India and explicitly refused to cooperate with the various Indian princely states—striving instead to unite India's progressive forces to launch an Indian people's revolution from the grassroots—the princely states, large and small, turned one after another to cooperate with the emerging Indian forces they had attacked not long before. The Indian National Congress, representing the Indian upper strata, already contained a great many members of the traditional upper class. Lacking its own armed forces, the Congress Party naturally ignored the situation where a large number of its members had recently been killed, and reached a cooperation with the feudal landlord princes.

Hearing this, Li Runshi sighed inwardly and couldn't help but interject, "I actually think that the killing of a large number of Congress Party members from Dalit backgrounds actually facilitated the cooperation between the Congress Party and the feudal princes more effectively."

Cheng Ruofan was stunned for a moment, then slapped the table in praise. "This methodology is excellent! Chairman Li, if you were to write this report, it would certainly be more penetrating."

Li Runshi didn't take up the compliment. When he was the Propaganda Minister and Principal of the Party School, he was responsible for writing articles for the party, and they were always highly rated. If he accepted the compliment now, it would smack of criticizing other comrades for their lack of ability. Li Runshi had absolutely no interest in stepping on others to highlight himself and would never do such a thing.

Cheng Ruofan’s character was also very pure; his previous words were simply heartfelt praise. After speaking, he continued, "At this stage, the Congress Party can basically be considered the largest reactionary faction in India. I believe we must formulate a plan targeting the Congress Party."

Li Runshi had also entered work mode by now. The negative emotions triggered by the dissolution of the Third International were completely banished from his mind. He was about to say something when he saw the bowls and chopsticks in front of him, so he said, "Let's talk after we finish eating."

The two of them swept through the food like a whirlwind, then let the orderly clear away the dishes. They moved to the small conference room next door, and the orderly quickly brought in clear tea. Amidst the aroma of the tea, Li Runshi said, "I don't think the Congress Party's goal in state-building is to let the Indian people continue to suffer under the feudal system. Judging by the Congress Party's current platform, even by Chinese standards, the Indian Congress Party is a political party pursuing national liberation. It cannot be discussed as a reactionary faction."

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "I think the Congress Party is very clear about the role of land revolution in economics and politics. Since the Congress Party is cooperating with the feudal princely states, they cannot possibly achieve the reorganization of land assets that was completed in East Asia. As long as the Indian people continue to endure the exploitation brought about by private land ownership, even if the new global order led by China helps India solve its security threats, the Congress Party cannot truly solve its economic problems."

Li Runshi thought Cheng Ruofan’s view showed a high level of understanding, but he still explained, "I think the Congress Party truly does not know what price they will have to pay for merging with feudal forces. At such a time, what we need to do is help the Congress Party, not treat it as a reactionary faction. In India, there are too many political forces more reactionary than the Congress Party."

Cheng Ruofan continued to shake his head. "As per the joke the Chairman tells: absolute loyalty means absolute disloyalty is impossible. I believe this 'loyalty' refers to one's attitude towards core concepts. The Congress Party is a party incapable of conducting armed struggle. The staunch revolutionary within the party is Chandra Bose. Chandra Bose is not only a minority within the Congress Party, but his concepts are also resolutely opposed by the Indian Congress Party. Chairman Li, you must be very clear about how Chandra Bose was thoroughly opposed by the Congress Party's upper echelon!"

Li Runshi nodded. In January 1938, Bose was elected President of the Congress Party. Upon taking office, he set about establishing a National Planning Committee, proposing new economic platforms for the Congress Party such as rebuilding India, land reform, and implementing national industrialization. This formed a sharp opposition to the passive economic propositions represented by Gandhi's hand-spinning wheel. This economic proposition of Bose encountered strong opposition from the conservative clique within the Congress Party.

In early 1939, the Congress Party's conservative clique put forward the right-wing leader Pattabhi Sitaramayya as a candidate for the Congress Party presidency, hoping to undermine the passage of Bose’s action plan at the plenary session. The radical faction of the Congress Party again nominated Bose as a presidential candidate. Proposing two presidential candidates at once was a first in the history of the Congress Party. This reflected the irreconcilable nature of the contradictions within the party.

On January 19, 1939, the Congress Party held elections. The result was that Bose was re-elected as Congress Party President by a margin of 203 votes over Sitaramayya. The conservative faction of the Congress Party reacted strongly to Bose's re-election. Gandhi took the lead in opposing it, and the entire membership of the Congress Working Committee, with the exception of one person, refused to cooperate with Bose and resigned en masse.

On March 10, 1939, the Congress Party convened its 52nd annual session. Bose was unable to attend due to illness, and his action plan miscarried. These events left Bose feeling very disappointed. He believed that after losing the support of the Gandhi faction, he would not achieve anything by remaining within the Congress Party. Therefore, in April, he resolutely resigned from the post of Congress Party President. In June of the same year, he organized the Forward Bloc to break with Gandhi's Congress Party and prepared to concentrate all radical factions in India within this group to continue the resolute struggle against the British colonial authorities.

It was also during this stage that Chandra Bose completely turned to cast his lot with China. Prior to this, a large number of revolutionaries in the Indian region had chosen to cooperate with China, but Chandra Bose had always believed that from a geopolitical perspective, China posed a huge military threat to an independent India, and had never decided to cooperate.

Now, Chandra Bose led the radical members of the Indian Congress Party in a successful uprising in Mumbai, establishing a political entity in western India. Li Runshi had heard that the split within the Congress Party had reached almost hostile levels. If one considered that Chandra Bose was prepared to unify the Indian region—or at least unify central and northern India which were not yet independent—through military struggle, it was perfectly understandable why Chandra Bose cared so much about dismantling the backward Dum Dum Arsenal.

Li Runshi emphasized to Cheng Ruofan again, "I still must emphasize, we absolutely cannot view the Indian Congress Party as a reactionary faction. The Indian region has not completed a thorough institutional and economic revolution like China, nor has it crossed the threshold of becoming an industrial nation. Therefore, the Indian Congress Party is not committing a crime knowingly; they truly do not know. This is a discussion of essence: the Congress Party is not reactionary."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan picked up his teacup and drank. After savoring the tea for a while, he put down the cup and said, "Alright. Although I have my own views, I am willing to continue the discussion on the basis proposed by Chairman Li."

Li Runshi liked this attitude of Cheng Ruofan very much. Cheng Ruofan’s immaturity was only because he didn't know, or lacked ability. In terms of personal character, Cheng Ruofan was quite pure. Therefore, among the Five Tiger Generals of Baoding, everyone believed that He Rui had always been very "partial" to Cheng Ruofan. And Cheng Ruofan was also the guy who made He Rui worry the most.

The reason He Rui treated Cheng Ruofan this way was genuinely because of Cheng Ruofan’s pure personality, not because He Rui had any intention of cultivating a favorite retainer; those who tried to be favorites had all been ruthlessly kicked out by He Rui.

Since Cheng Ruofan was willing to reserve his personal opinion, Li Runshi continued to explain, "According to what you said, the Congress Party is taking over the legacy left by the British by helping them withdraw. The Congress Party's primary goal right now is to obtain as much political power as possible; cooperation with the British is a means, not an end. Then, among the many British legacies the Congress Party receives, what they lack most is undoubtedly armed forces. The armed forces that the Indian princes can provide will fill the power vacuum of the Congress Party's mainstream faction."

"Allow me to interrupt. Does Chairman Li consider that Chandra Bose no longer counts as a Congress Party member?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

Li Runshi laughed. "Hehe, the relationship between the Beiyang and Northeast governments is the relationship between the Congress Party and Chandra Bose."

This analogy made Cheng Ruofan, one of the fierce generals of the Northeast Government back in the day, understand immediately. "Please continue to deconstruct the problem, Chairman Li."

"The Congress Party will reach an agreement with the forces represented by these military personnel. Will this agreement continue to maintain India's current land policy, or will it adopt a policy of land revolution, or will it seek a balance between the two that both sides can accept?"

Cheng Ruofan frowned involuntarily, thinking for a moment before replying reluctantly, "It will definitely be a compromise agreement."

Li Runshi nodded. "So the Congress Party is not a reactionary political party. Even on policies they know will certainly have problems, they are not insisting on a reactionary stance, they just have no choice but to do so."

Cheng Ruofan sighed somewhat helplessly. "Did I overestimate the Congress Party's ability?"

"It's not that you overestimated or underestimated the Congress Party, Comrade Ruofan. It's that you have never been able to put yourself in the actual mindset of the Congress Party. So you cannot empathize with them, and can only understand and analyze their behavior subjectively."

Cheng Ruofan shook his head, feeling truly regretful about his lack of ability in this area. However, he quickly moved to the next stage. "Does Chairman Li believe there is no need to conduct... no need to establish operations targeting the Congress Party?"

"We are going to liberate India, not to coerce India. The Congress Party seems special only because it possesses organizational power and experience that other regions of India do not, giving it greater appeal. In essence, there is no difference between the Congress Party and the nations in the Indian region that have already become independent. At this stage, everything the Congress Party does is highly consistent with the direction of our efforts. Both are to liberate the Indian region from British rule as quickly as possible. As for the next stage, the Congress Party's policy goals and our goals are actually also highly consistent.

"If we believe there is only one path to liberation in the world, this judgment is very arbitrary. The path the Congress Party is taking is their path of liberation. Any action we take targeting the Congress Party is tantamount to negating our own policy."

After thinking for a moment, Cheng Ruofan replied with regret, "Thank you, Chairman Li, for clearing up my confusion. I just feel the Indian people are very pitiable."

Li Runshi knew Cheng Ruofan’s thoughts very well. He comforted him, "Compared to the colonial period, the Indian people have obtained liberation, so they are not pitiable. In the future, in the country established by the Congress Party, the people will also continue the struggle for liberation. The Indian people have their own choices; one must not mark the boat to find the sword."

Cheng Ruofan shook off his emotions quickly and continued to the next question. "Based on the intelligence so far, we very likely cannot count on the nations in the Indian region to truly become members of the World People's Liberation Army."

Li Runshi shook his head. "I don't think so. Even if the Congress Party doesn't join the World People's Liberation Army, other countries will. At the very least, the Forward Bloc led by Chandra Bose will certainly join. If we look at the problem from the perspective of the various nations in the Indian region, they will certainly hope their country can become a member of this global organization, the World People's Liberation Army. By participating in this organization, they can obtain national benefits. In this era of universal world liberation, there is very important room for cooperation between the interests of these former colonial countries and the new world order. Europe and America simply cannot provide the resources these countries urgently need for nation-building at this stage, while we are genuinely willing to support their construction."

Cheng Ruofan thought for another moment, then sighed. "It seems I am still too emotional."

"I don't think this is the result of being emotional. Comrade Ruofan has always been engaged in work in the military field, without experience in civil administration, and even less experience in colonial liberation work," Li Runshi replied kindly.

Cheng Ruofan waved his hands repeatedly. "No, no, no, it's not that I lack experience, but that I am very clear that I cannot come up with the correct train of thought from the start, so everything I do is wrong. In order not to cause losses to the revolutionary work, I choose directly not to intervene in work in these areas."

Li Runshi appreciated Cheng Ruofan's sincerity and quickly shifted the topic to military struggle. "Comrade Ruofan, what problems do you think the World People's Liberation Army will encounter in the military struggles in the Middle East and Africa?"

As a military expert, with the war having reached its current stage and the strength of Europe and America basically determined, Cheng Ruofan immediately gave an explanation. "Operations in the Middle East and Africa depend on the extent to which we can defeat the regular armies of European and American countries and limit the projection capability of European and American military systems in the Middle East and Africa. At this stage, we cannot capture the Suez Canal in a short time. To solve the British submarine threat and completely seize command of the sea in the Indian Ocean, we must rely on India as a springboard to block the entrance to the Red Sea as soon as possible.

"As long as the European and American submarine threat is solved, our country's transportation capacity can play a decisive role. But once the war enters the southern coast of the Mediterranean, our logistics will turn from an advantage to a disadvantage. This change in the balance of power will make many comrades very unaccustomed to it. I am currently making adjustments regarding problems in this area. In the current war zone, a company commander can call for air support at will.

"Once we reach the southern coast of the Mediterranean, it will be the turn of the air forces over in Europe to demonstrate their power..."
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Cheng Ruofan spoke about military issues with composure. Li Runshi noticed that when Cheng Ruofan described the disadvantages China might face, there was a light in his eyes. Li Runshi looked forward to the professional ability behind Cheng Ruofan's sharp, knife-like gaze, an ability comparable to Paoding's dissection of an ox—skillful enough to find space where there is none.

Cheng Ruofan smiled and raised a question, "Chairman Li, at this stage, when we formulate plans, we have to consider a possibility: the possibility of a Soviet military invasion of Iran. At present, in order to fully take over the British legacy, the Congress Party has already helped hundreds of thousands of British home army troops in India move 600 kilometers towards the Iranian border. Although I can't figure out why Gandhi's so-called slogans of love and peace would lead to this... in my view, if the Congress Party forces hundreds of thousands of British home army troops to surrender to the Congress Party, and then gains benefits from Britain through a direct exchange of interests, I'm afraid the gains would be even greater than this..."

Li Runshi felt that Cheng Ruofan's judgments often became emotional when involving the actual execution of diplomacy and politics, so he interrupted, "I believe that Britain's handling of captured soldiers at the executive level will be exactly the same as Japan's. After the war between the Northeast Government and Japan, however Japan treated captured Japanese soldiers, Britain will treat British soldiers captured in India the same way. Purely from the perspective of interests, the Congress Party's method of dealing with British home soldiers stranded in India would actually allow the Congress Party to reap greater benefits right now."

"Hmm... that is indeed true," Cheng Ruofan replied after a moment of thought.

Li Runshi found that as long as the military content in the discussion increased, Cheng Ruofan's judgment and understanding improved. But for a comrade like Cheng Ruofan who knew where his shortcomings lay, this wasn't a flaw. Moreover, when Cheng Ruofan raised the possibility of a Soviet invasion of Iran, Li Runshi felt that Cheng Ruofan's strategic judgment was very sharp. Based on the materials Li Runshi had seen, there were indeed people within the CPSU who were restless, wanting to fulfill Russia's traditional political ambition: "to wash their military boots in the warm waters of the Indian Ocean."

At this stage, Britain certainly hoped for a deterioration in Sino-Soviet relations, or even a direct war. A Soviet occupation of Iran would stand in opposition to China's anti-aggression strategy, and China could not accept it. The British government could probably also judge that China would not accept a Soviet occupation of Iran.

Cheng Ruofan continued to explain at this time: "So we must first capture the island of Diego Garcia in the middle of the Indian Ocean to ensure our transport lines. After that, we will liberate those ports in the southern part of the Arabian Peninsula, as well as the colonies."

Li Runshi knew the location of this island. Diego Garcia is the largest and southernmost coral island of the Chagos Archipelago in the central Indian Ocean. Because of its location right in the center of the Indian Ocean, liberating it would allow control over the various shipping routes in the Indian Ocean.

Controlling Diego Garcia, plus the ports in the southern Arabian Peninsula, would be enough to sustain the subsequent war. Although Cheng Ruofan didn't say much about Iran, after controlling these areas, Iran would just be a peripheral region in the Indian Ocean strategy. No matter what happened in Iran, it would not affect the overall Indian Ocean strategy. However, if the Indian Ocean strategy used Iran as a springboard, the possibility of a Soviet invasion of Iran would pose a huge threat to the Indian Ocean strategy.

"According to various materials provided by the Ministry of Commerce's Institute of African Studies, the situation in Africa is completely different from that in Asia. In sub-Saharan Africa, Europe and America do not have more advantages than we do. My intuitive feeling is that perhaps a valuable campaign will break out in Ethiopia. In my intuition, that would be a campaign to help the Ethiopian people drive out the invading Italian army. I wonder what Chairman Li thinks?"

This question made Li Runshi feel pressure. Cheng Ruofan was indeed the kind of guy who appeared smarter the closer he got to military affairs and the further he got from politics. This question concerning the nature of the war was actually quite serious. Li Runshi replied: "If you suspect that Europe might change its policy in Africa because of the Singapore Conference, I think it's impossible. Given the European mode of thinking, even if Europe demands that Italy withdraw from Ethiopia, Ethiopia cannot help European countries in the Indian Ocean strategy. And demanding that Italy withdraw from Ethiopia would only consume European diplomatic resources for nothing.

"Even if Europe really considers the Ethiopian issue, they would hope that Italy holds out in Ethiopia and fights us. Since Italy is an important country in the Fascist alliance, Nazi Germany must support Italy, so that the forces of the Fascist bloc can be consumed in the region south of Egypt.

"Occupying Ethiopia is an important political achievement in Mussolini's own view; we cannot expect Mussolini to voluntarily withdraw from Ethiopia. And Nazi Germany will be very clear that investing forces in Ethiopia is meaningless, merely a pure consumption, and exploited by Britain and France. So there is a possibility that Nazi Germany will not only not support Italy, but will also demand Mussolini withdraw when Italy falls into a disadvantage.

"As for how the Western European group led by Britain and France will game this out with the Fascist group, we just have to wait and see. If the Anglo-French group and the Fascist group really reach cooperation, they should fight a fierce battle with our army in the Red Sea exit area, rather than waiting until our army attacks into Ethiopia to start discussing it."

Cheng Ruofan just nodded and didn't say much more. His judgment from a military perspective was the same: after the Indian region is liberated from British colonial rule, the fierce battles will unfold in the Red Sea region. The reason China controls the sea routes first lies in the fact that after cutting off the sea transport of European countries in the Indian Ocean, European countries will have to struggle on land.

Whether it is the Arabian Peninsula or the Middle East, the contradictions among European countries are very numerous, so numerous that Cheng Ruofan was sure he didn't have the ability to straighten it all out. As a strategist and politician, Li Runshi's explanation just now, although an impromptu answer, had already benefited Cheng Ruofan greatly, making him feel that several points he couldn't figure out before were finally resolved.

Having clarified the methodology for analyzing the Fascist bloc, Cheng Ruofan thought of the Soviet Union and couldn't help but want to ask about the negotiation results. But this violated discipline, so Cheng Ruofan held back. However, Li Runshi saw Cheng Ruofan's hesitation and sighed, "Have you guys analyzed the European situation over there?"

As long as he didn't ask about the recent negotiation results, Cheng Ruofan was happy to discuss the Soviet Union with Li Runshi. "In the analysis results, Germany's tolerance for security in the east is getting lower and lower. Neither Hitler nor Stalin believes that the other will truly abide by the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact. The validity period of this treaty is 10 years. We believe that if the validity period were set at 5 years, perhaps there would really be a chance to last until the end of the term.

"In terms of the Soviet Union's development speed, this non-aggression pact is extremely beneficial to the Soviet Union. Moreover, the Soviet Union has not signed a new treaty with Germany that takes into account the security needs of both sides up to now. From a military perspective, the current situation is very prone to inducing military conflict."

Li Runshi was more willing to listen to the views of high-ranking generals like Cheng Ruofan in the military field, and since Cheng Ruofan was not a general who only considered military affairs, Li Runshi found it easier to communicate with him.

Hearing Cheng Ruofan's evaluation of the Soviet Union's status quo, Li Runshi asked, "Is Germany choosing to go to war with the Soviet Union out of consideration for eastern security rather than with the idea of occupying the western regions of the Soviet Union?"

"From a military perspective, Germany has no way to truly annex western Soviet Union. Different ethnicities, different languages, different scripts. Germany can win many battles in the western Soviet Union through the advantage of military technology, but it doesn't have the resources to annex the western Soviet Union. From a military perspective, Germany's strategy is to defeat the massive number of Soviet Red Army troops, temporarily occupy Leningrad, Moscow, and the Baku oil fields. Drive the Soviet government east of the Ural Mountains. Then use the time difference to establish a series of nation-states in the western Soviet Union. As a buffer zone between Germany and the Soviet Union.

"There is a huge chain crisis in this plan. If the Soviet Union loses Ukraine after being defeated, the Soviet Union might request China to support the Soviet Union. Then the German army must complete the occupation of the western Soviet Union before the Chinese army arrives in the western Soviet Union region. This undoubtedly increases the difficulty for Germany to formulate this military plan.

"But Germany cannot accept the Soviet Union initiating an attack. Once the Soviet Union attacks, Germany's East Prussia will be the first target to be attacked, followed by Warsaw, and then the German capital, Berlin. The Soviet Union cannot play small skirmishes with Germany; once they make a move, it will be a full-scale strike. With tens of thousands of tanks coordinated with tens of thousands of fighter planes pushing west all the way, it would be difficult for Germany to organize a very effective defense line on the East European Plain.

"If both the Soviet and German sides launch offensives against each other on the East European Plain, Germany needs 5 million troops to maintain the front line. After the peace between Britain and Germany, Germany has actually already completed a round of large-scale demobilization. The reason Germany's combat power still looks strong is not because the number of German troops has increased, but because the current 2 million German Wehrmacht troops have completed a round of re-equipment. This batch of troops is Germany's core elite, said to be entirely armored and motorized units.

"After these 2 million German troops are used up, the remaining German troops can only use rifles and mortars to confront the Soviet steel torrent. The Soviet Union doesn't need to take the entire Germany; after wiping out Germany's core elite, they can maintain the western front line at the Elbe River. Then they can sweep south, occupying Eastern and Central Europe.

"At this time, the United States is fighting fiercely with our country in the Pacific. After Britain loses India and the Middle East, it returns to Africa preparing to accept our army's attack. Eastern Europe happens to have no intervention from powerful countries; it is a very favorable timing for the Soviet Union."

Hearing Cheng Ruofan describe the war landscape in a calm tone, Li Runshi couldn't help but ask, "What time unit is such a military plan planned in?"

"Looking at European tradition, when formulating the first phase objective, it's probably in units of days. The next phase after completing the first phase objective is relatively freer," Cheng Ruofan answered very calmly. As a military strategist, formulating such operational plans was one of the basic professional capabilities.

"Moreover, when I consider these things, I have largely substituted in our army's combat style. European war plans themselves are much more rigid than ours. The reason I do this is that Germany uses mission-type tactics (Auftragstaktik), where every commander who receives an order has a high degree of freedom in combat. In Europe, the German army's command level and combat ability are top-tier. The level of the Soviet Red Army is difficult to evaluate."

Li Runshi was very interested in this and pursued, "What if it were our army fighting?"

Cheng Ruofan's tone held a bit of pride, "Our army is currently already in an air-ground integrated combat mode and has strong capabilities in strategic air force. If the Soviet army were replaced by our army in situ, from the start of the war, the entire Germany would not have a so-called rear area. After Germany's bit of tactical air force is exhausted by our army, all of Germany's industrial centers, warehousing, transportation hubs, and port terminals will be thoroughly bombed. Germany's supplies will cease to exist, and its combat will present a situation of stock consumption.

"After the German regular army is exhausted, when our army enters Germany to fight, we will face militia-level troops lacking heavy weapons. After the German militia-level troops are exhausted and their transport vehicles are mostly destroyed, what remains of Germany will only be various small-scale guerrilla units in cities and rural areas. Fighting to this extent, troops from Korea, Vietnam, and Upper Burma could all smoothly complete the military task of clearing the countryside."

"Comrade Ruofan, do you personally think Germany needs to actively attack the Soviet Union?" Li Runshi asked the core question, because this question was very closely related to some major moves by the Soviet Union. And although He Rui was extremely ruthless and thorough when it was time to act, He Rui would never act rashly.

Dissolving the Third International was a huge loss of strength for the Soviet Union; it was absolutely impossible for the Soviet Union to use the dissolution of the Third International as an exchange just because China allowed Communist parties in the Asian region to be legal. If the Soviet Union agreed, it must be because of a more realistic threat.

Cheng Ruofan didn't think for long. He answered in a gentle tone, "Under a completely irresponsible speculation, I personally think Germany should remove the threat in the east through war. Of course, having been by the Chairman's side for so long, I think there should be a possibility of a political solution. But at most one year, if the two countries, the Soviet Union and Germany, fail to resolve the strategic security issue through political means, the possibility of Germany actively attacking becomes very large."

Li Runshi nodded. Although this conclusion was viewed from a military perspective, it really had its internal methodology. When Cheng Ruofan didn't consider politics, his answer actually had a kind of high political level.
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Molotov did not open the telegram from Moscow immediately upon receiving it. Sitting behind his desk, agitated, Molotov stared at the envelope containing the telegram for a long time before opening it with a sense of self-abandonment. The content was not unexpected; the Central Committee of the CPSU informed Molotov, "We agree to China's request, but China must first issue a commitment recognizing the activities of the Communist Party."

Though disappointed, the fact that there were no unexpected changes in the Central Committee's orders made Molotov feel considerably better. If this telegram had contained other orders, Molotov would not have known how to respond.

Two days later, at the Southeast Asia Political Consultative Conference in Jakarta, representatives from various countries passed the "Basic Program of the Constitution of Independent Nations of Southeast Asia." The document explicitly stipulated that the people had the right to form parties and associations. After passing this document, the representatives of various Southeast Asian regions specifically passed a document opposing extremist ideologies. This document stipulated that extremist ideologies such as fascism and racism were thoughts that hindered the healthy development of society. Therefore, party-building actions holding these ideologies would not be recognized by the state as legal behavior. The Communist Party, however, was a completely legal political organization.

As soon as the news came out, it shook the upper echelons of the industrial nations. The experts meeting in Singapore were particularly astute; merely by looking at the content of the documents, the legal experts understood that under China's coordination, the Southeast Asian region had agreed that the Communist Party would be completely legal within the various Southeast Asian countries.

By this time, the phase of declarative statements had ended. In the sub-venues that were supposed to be preparing for various debates, the topics of the experts' discussions turned to the legalization of the Communist Party in various countries. These experts were well aware of the organizational structure of the Third International. In their view, the attitude of the Southeast Asian countries was clearly a manifestation of a compromise between China and the Soviet Union.

Many experts opposed to war were worried about this. The Soviet Union had not entered the war, and the world war was currently limited to the Pacific and Indian Oceans. Even if China really intended to practice the ideal of eliminating colonialism and liberating all of Africa, the battles would not necessarily erupt within the territories of the major industrial nations.

Once the Soviet Union joined the Chinese camp, it would mean that all of Europe would be swept into the flames of war. If war broke out in Europe, the United States would likely be unable to stay out of it this time. If the currently stalemated Pacific War produced a result favorable to China, and China crossed the Pacific to attack the US mainland, then all the industrial nations of the world would fall into an even more tragic war.

This anxiety lasted for two days until the news of the dissolution of the Third International shocked the world, delivering another blow to the experts attending the Singapore conference.

Reichenau, attending the conference as an expert, immediately informed the equally worried Professor Karl, "Professor, I must return to Germany first."

"Is it an order from the General Staff?" Professor Karl felt he could understand why Reichenau was leaving in such a hurry. Up to now, Chinese officials had refused Reichenau's requests to visit China or meet with the Chinese upper echelon. There was clearly no possibility of improvement in Sino-German relations.

Meanwhile, at the Singapore conference deciding the fate of the colonial system, experts from various countries expressed their opinions. Overall, no experts claimed that the massacres by colonial powers in the colonies were just acts. Even those experts who were very willing to defend colonialism only claimed that "these bloodshed events were legal."

From Karl's geopolitical perspective, the United States was backing down, and Britain and France were attempting to compromise with China. If China only wanted India, Southeast Asia, and the Pacific islands, France would certainly agree, and Britain would have no choice even if it disagreed. A Sino-Soviet compromise was even worse news for Germany. Back then, Russia had taken advantage of China's successive defeats to extract quite a few benefits from China. Now that a similar environment existed, Professor Karl did not believe for a second that the Soviet Union would change its ways.

Reichenau slowly shook his head and answered calmly, "It is I who wish to return to Germany."

Professor Karl wanted to know why Reichenau wanted to leave, but looking at Reichenau's calm face, as a former elite officer of the General Staff, Professor Karl sensed the killing intent in Reichenau's heart. Although officers of the General Staff did not intentionally mimic others' expressions, through constant association, when officers of the General Staff looked calm, they were likely about to do something that was by no means gentle.

Reichenau himself did not notice his own expression; he was currently considering how to solve the Eastern threat facing Germany. The Soviet Union's dissolution of the Third International was a signal of goodwill, but to whom was this goodwill directed? Reichenau did not think it was aimed at Germany. There were no longer any Communist Party organizations within Germany, and the Communist parties in Central and Eastern Europe were all underground. Only Hungary, that descendant of the Eastern Huns, allowed the limited existence of a domestic Communist Party. Regardless of whether the Third International was dissolved, the influence of that limited Communist Party in Hungary on the fascist bloc was negligible.

The signal released by the Soviet Union through dissolving the Third International was likely directed at only two countries: one was China, and the other was the United States. From the perspective of continental European strategy, both China and the US were the greatest threats to Europe. Currently, China and the US were contending for control of the Pacific. Before the war broke out, the US only held Hawaii and the Philippines in the Pacific. Even if they lost these two key locations, it would have an impact on the US, but it would not be fatal. In other words, there was a distinct possibility of peace between China and the US.

Once China, the US, and the Soviet Union joined forces, plus Britain—that European shit-stirrer—the strategic situation for Europe's most powerful fascist bloc would become extremely dangerous.

Reichenau rose to take his leave. Walking out of Professor Karl's office, the sky outside was extremely bright and warm. This office was very close to the sea; at a glance, one could see the line where the sky met the sea. The two shades of blue merged into a hazy color at the horizon. Reichenau actually could not distinguish where the sky ended and the sea began. The warm, humid sea breeze blew against his face; Reichenau felt that in a place beyond his vision, a storm was gathering.

The next day, heading to the airport to take a plane back to Germany, Reichenau saw a large group of Europeans and Americans walking out of the exit as soon as he arrived. The people welcoming them outside the exit raised national flags or school flags. Judging by the emblems, Oxford and Cambridge from Britain, Harvard and Yale from the US, École Normale Supérieure from France, the University of Marseille—all these famous European and American schools were picking people up.

In addition to these renowned universities, people had also come from universities in Hungary, Romania, and Italy. Reichenau also noticed that some German schools had sent people.

Because Reichenau was wearing civilian clothes, no one noticed him. It seemed that even the departure of Reichenau, a German Field Marshal attending the Singapore conference as a civilian scholar, had no impact on the conference. Regardless of whether Reichenau participated, the Singapore conference's trials would certainly proceed. Up to now, the Asian Allied Forces led by China had captured hundreds of thousands of Europeans and Americans in Southeast Asia, the majority of whom were military personnel and colonial government staff.

Since China had the full capacity to try these people, the Singapore conference, which originally had only a few hundred European and American scholars attending, saw more and more scholars casting aside their scruples and coming in person to participate in this increasingly substantive conference as the Asian Allied Forces led by China demonstrated powerful combat capabilities.

Boarding the plane with the officer delegation, the first thing Reichenau did was change into the military uniform he hadn't worn for months in the small compartment of the first-class cabin. Once dressed, Reichenau felt relaxed all over. Previously, wearing a uniform every day, Reichenau hadn't noticed that the uniform was already a part of him. Apart from the attribute of being a soldier, Reichenau did not acknowledge any other identity.

The Chinese Secret Service personnel responsible for monitoring Reichenau breathed a sigh of relief as they watched his plane take off. Besides monitoring Reichenau, a large part of their job was to protect this Nazi German Field Marshal from any personal safety issues. Since this Nazi Field Marshal had arrived in Chinese-controlled territory, China had an obligation to protect him. Even if they were to meet on the battlefield in the future in a life-or-death struggle, a country had an obligation to protect foreign personnel who came in peace. With Reichenau gone, everyone truly laid down a heavy burden.

Zhao Tianlin also learned of Reichenau's departure at this time. He didn't care about it at all because his teacher from his days at Harvard University had come to Singapore in person. The old gentleman was over seventy this year; since he had come such a long way at such an advanced age, Zhao Tianlin naturally had to entertain him well.

However, the thing Zhao Tianlin worried about most happened. His teacher looked in poor health as soon as he got off the plane, and that very night, the old gentleman fell ill. This frightened Zhao Tianlin; if anything untoward happened to his teacher, Zhao Tianlin would have no way to explain it to his teacher's family.

He hurriedly sent his teacher to the hospital and asked domestic doctors for treatment. Zhao Tianlin called every day to ask about the condition. Fortunately, the old gentleman's constitution was still tough; although he had fallen ill, there were no major problems for the time being. Zhao Tianlin had no choice but to send a telegram to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, asking them to help coordinate the best doctors in China to come to Singapore to treat the old gentleman.

Even though Zhao Tianlin was very influential domestically, top-tier doctors were a scarce resource. Foreign Minister Li Shiguang could not make the decision on his own, so he asked Premier Wu Youping for instructions. Wu Youping approved it immediately. Later, when he met He Rui to discuss work, he mentioned the matter to He Rui during a break.

He Rui felt this might be a signal released by the United States, but he didn't dare to be certain. Because at this stage, there was absolutely no mutual trust between China and the US. If China achieved the objectives of the Pacific campaign, the US would be directly facing the Hawaiian Islands, 4,000 kilometers from the US.

Wu Youping was too familiar with He Rui. Seeing He Rui's thoughtful expression, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, are we really going to attack the US mainland?"

He Rui wanted to shake his head, but also wanted to nod. If the US really backed down, China would naturally be unwilling to expend enormous capacity to fight its way onto North America and slaughter the 110 million people of the United States. But news from the US indicated that even though Oppenheimer had not gone to the US, the US had still set up a nuclear test center at Oak Ridge to research and develop nuclear weapons.

China had completed six nuclear tests so far, and research was entering the stage of nuclear weapon miniaturization. The development of plutonium-based nuclear bombs was progressing rapidly. Based on these nuclear tests, China had already determined the data of seismic waves triggered by nuclear bombs. If the US also developed nuclear weapons before a truce was reached between China and the US, China would have to strike the US weapons research centers.

Moreover, He Rui was also considering whether to launch a preemptive bombing of US nuclear weapons research centers like Oak Ridge to ensure the US could not develop nuclear weapons. To achieve such a goal, landing in the US would be unavoidable. Without landing in the US, China's current technology simply could not allow bombers to fly from the US West Coast to the East Coast, not even for a suicide mission.

Seeing He Rui's expression involuntarily turn cold, Wu Youping knew that He Rui definitely had a major plan targeting the United States. Although Wu Youping knew about nuclear weapons, he really hadn't expected that He Rui had basically decided to use this terrifying weapon.

Just as Wu Youping was considering whether to interrupt He Rui's thoughts, it became lively outside. The commotion was quite loud, definitely not a government leader arriving. As Wu Youping was thinking this, he heard the voice of a child. This noise pulled He Rui back from the thoughts that were putting so much pressure on Wu Youping.

Not long after, the door was slowly pushed open. He Rui's daughter ran in, wearing a smile as she entered. But the moment she threw herself into He Rui's arms, the little girl's mouth puckered, and she began to cry. "Dad, I never want to go to Japan again!"
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Watching the little toddler sniffling and complaining to her father, Premier Wu Youping felt his mood inexplicably lighten, infected by the scene. However, He Rui's child was still small. Wu Youping thought of his own child, who had entered a rebellious phase, and felt a wave of helplessness.

He Rui's daughter, He Neyan, was full of grievances. She pulled up her sleeve to show her father the big bump on her arm where a Japanese striped mosquito had bitten her. The toddler's skin was delicate, and several bumps on her arm hadn't completely faded yet. Even Wu Youping couldn't help but sigh at the sight.

He Rui picked up his daughter and went to the cabinet. He took out a small bottle of green ointment, carried her back, and applied it for her. Seeing He Neyan obediently letting her father apply the medicine and then clinging to his side, Wu Youping said, "I can come back later."

"No need, let's talk directly," He Rui said, letting his daughter sit beside him. He Neyan actually just missed her father. Leaning against him, she stopped fussing. Her father handed her a colorful picture book, and she picked it up, leaning against He Rui to read.

He Rui then said, "Regarding the urbanization rate and the plan for increased expenditure on strengthening social management, do you think it's too conservative?"

Wu Youping felt a surge of joy. Just as He Rui said, the war had generated enormous demand. In addition to domestic demand, it had added an international market calculated in the hundreds of millions. Even if the demand level of these foreign markets was low, the accumulated total was extremely staggering. Enterprises in China that had been investing in production before the war were now working overtime, yet they still couldn't complete the endless stream of orders.

For domestic military orders, not only was the profit margin controlled, but there was also a profit cap mechanism. Once those enterprises reached a specified profit amount, any excess profit had to be turned over to the national treasury. However, although there were price controls on exports to Southeast Asia and South Asia, there was no profit cap mechanism. Therefore, a massive amount of social investment was building more factories to meet foreign orders.

During the years of poor economy before the war, the country had invested a large amount of money in infrastructure, industrial upgrading, and public education. These policies, which were considered at the time to relieve employment pressure, had now become assistants. Tens of millions of people entered industrial enterprises for employment, fully meeting the needs of the enterprises.

For the government, this was a sweet agony. The capacity for urban management was undergoing an unprecedented test. The only real solution was the one hinted at in He Rui's words: "increasing the establishment."

Wu Youping didn't dare to be too optimistic. Increasing the establishment of government employees was very troublesome and the cost was particularly high. He probed, "This is a large sum of money, and the requirements for personnel quality are also very high. Is the Chairman not planning to let the first batch of retired personnel return to active duty?"

He Rui had long considered this matter and answered decisively, "At this stage, it seems the pressure of the war is not that great. I think we can give it a try."

Wu Youping had discussed arrangements in this regard in detail many times during State Council meetings. Since He Rui had made the decision, as Premier, Wu Youping certainly would not refuse. "If the Chairman gives the order, this can be executed immediately."

"I think regarding the plan for the agricultural population returning to their hometowns after leaving, it's too optimistic. Even if it doesn't go as far as 'Seven Captures of Meng Huo,' there will be several oscillations of fleeing the cities and fleeing the countryside..."

Just as He Rui said this, He Neyan looked up and asked, "Dad, is it 'Seven Captures and Seven Releases of Meng Huo'? I want to hear it."

"I'll tell you tonight," He Rui said, gently stroking his daughter's back a few times, making the girl, who was hunching over her book, straighten her soft waist.

Seeing hope for a story, He Neyan made a new request, "Dad, I want to eat biscuits."

He Rui picked up his daughter and walked to the cabinet. He opened the door and let her take the biscuit tin she liked at the moment, issuing an order at the same time, "You must rinse your mouth after eating biscuits." As he spoke, he also took out the mouthwash placed next to the biscuit tin. The mouthwash was a dilute solution prepared from table salt and baking soda (sodium bicarbonate). The ingredients were non-toxic and could well neutralize the acid in the oral cavity. Even if accidentally swallowed, it would be no problem at all. He Rui had prepared quite a bit and placed it where it could be accessed at any time.

Although He Neyan didn't really like the taste, she didn't hate it either, so she obediently agreed, "Okay."

Sitting on the sofa, Wu Youping's thoughts were all on the issue of farmers returning to their hometowns. Population mobility placed high demands on management. If possible, the government hoped that the masses would be like trees; even if they occasionally moved, it was best if they moved under government arrangement, and remained firmly rooted in place at other times.

As the leader of the State Council, Wu Youping certainly knew that this requirement was unrealistic. However, departmental interests made Wu Youping first consider how to avoid trouble rather than how to solve problems. Thinking of tens of millions or even hundreds of millions of people moving back and forth across various regions, Wu Youping's mood immediately became heavy, running somewhat contrary to the mood when he heard He Rui propose increasing government employees and expenditure just a moment ago.

He Rui had already carried his daughter back to the sofa. After placing the mouthwash on the table and helping He Neyan open the biscuit tin, He Rui looked at Premier Wu Youping. Wu Youping didn't hide it either. "This will increase the volume of administrative management work too much. It might also affect the implementation of the new land contracting going on in the countryside. Once the number of people returning to their hometowns exceeds the limit, land contracting will be greatly affected. Chairman, the State Council has very high expectations for the new land contracting. The countryside has gone from many people with little land and small-scale operations to finally having the opportunity for large-scale land management. Should we consider the comrades' enthusiasm more?"

"The reason so many rural people come to the cities is largely because they have a way out. Once they think their retreat is blocked, will everyone still have such great enthusiasm? We must let the masses return to their original lives so they can make a comparison. Aren't those models produced by the State Council a very good comparison?"

Hearing He Rui say this, a simple model immediately came to Wu Youping's mind. A rural laborer enters the city to work and live, experiences the convenient lifestyle of the city, likes certain aspects of it, and will imitate them after returning to the countryside. These attempts might succeed or fail. Even if the imitation is rough and simple, it is already bringing the industrialized city life back to the countryside. Naturally, it will have a certain impact on the countryside and promote the development of China's urbanization.

But from a manager's perspective, any uncontrollable change is considered "a danger caused by instability." Even if these changes are likely beneficial, there is no way to change the management layer's vigilance against "uncontrollability."

Just then, Wu Youping heard He Rui say, "Youping, we are living in such an era of drastic change. Twenty years ago, we were still under immense pressure for the execution of the First Monetary Revolution. Every day, even if we weren't like birds startled by the mere twang of a bowstring, any slight change would make our nerves highly tense. Twenty years later, we have already begun to enter the stage of the Second Monetary Revolution, and we have to start worrying about the huge income gap that will follow. Based on the experience of the past twenty years, let's just go for it. As long as the economy continues to develop, the problems arising during development will be solved by development. Even if we become notorious in the process, at least the issues get resolved. Haha!"

Wu Youping heard the helplessness and emotion in He Rui's laughter, and felt the same emotion in his heart. He Rui's achievements were too great, and his prestige was extremely high. In Chinese culture, the masses believed that it was impossible for Chairman He Rui to make mistakes. But when problems appeared in economic development that seemed completely unsolvable at the time, the masses thought there was a problem with the officials, who failed to effectively implement Chairman He Rui's "sage policies (decrees)." As the Premier of the State Council, Wu Youping was responsible for managing government departments, so when various departments were scolded, Wu Youping was scolded along with them. Especially during the period before the war when the economy was not good, Wu Youping's reputation had fallen to the level of a treacherous official.

Since He Rui was a recognized heroic leader, no one used Cao Cao to describe Wu Youping. Those who had studied history but hadn't studied it clearly used the nickname "Wu Song" to allude to Wu Youping. This "Song" referred to "Yan Song" of the Ming Dynasty. When he first heard the nickname "Wu Song," Wu Youping felt very unhappy. If he was Yan Song, wouldn't that mean He Rui was the Jiajing Emperor? But Wu Youping didn't care about this at all, so he didn't think deeply about it.

The year before last, during the Central Committee's vacation, Wu Youping and Li Runshi happened to be assigned to adjacent residences. When the two families ate together, Wu Youping and Li Runshi chatted about the cutting-edge economic field of capitalist pricing power versus socialist pricing power. As they sighed, they ended up arguing due to their opposing viewpoints. Wu Youping was in a bad mood, and somehow brought up his nickname "Wu Song."

Li Runshi's wife, Ms. Tao, was a gentle person. Seeing that both of them were getting emotional, she said, "Premier Wu, although the people who gave you this nickname didn't have good intentions, at least they had to admit your loyalty to the Chairman."

When Wu Youping first heard this explanation, he was very unhappy in his heart, but suddenly he understood the matter. At that time, Wu Youping felt both emotional and aggrieved, and his eyes actually became moist.

Hearing He Rui speak of being "notorious" now, although Wu Youping was emotional, he no longer held any resentment. Even if he had suffered many grievances and misunderstandings because of He Rui, Wu Youping did not regret it. Because He Rui's actions were never for He Rui himself; that was why Wu Youping had chosen to become He Rui's comrade-in-arms back then. Twenty-seven years had passed, and Wu Youping had never regretted that choice.

After a brief moment of self-pity in his heart, Wu Youping quickly adjusted his mood and followed He Rui's train of thought, saying, "The impact of the Second Monetary Revolution will be greater than imagined. I only understood this after experiencing it personally. Chairman, in the future shocks, how are we to protect the core productive forces while facing the polarization of wealth?"

"Youping, don't be impulsive. Think again about what the Second Monetary Revolution is," He Rui advised in a gentle tone.

Wu Youping could only think for a moment following He Rui's reminder. From the perspective of the domestic populace, the First Monetary Revolution was the settlement of all social behaviors using currency. The Second Monetary Revolution was currency possessing the attributes of assets.

But from the perspective of the entire country, the First Monetary Revolution was the paper currency issued by the government using national credit entering every aspect of domestic society. The Second Monetary Revolution was the paper currency issued by the domestic government using its national credit entering the economic operation of countries around the world.

Taking China as an example, before He Rui rose to power, because China lacked government credit, gold and silver were still the mainstream currencies. After He Rui's government became the central government, the issued paper currency, the "China Yuan" (CN Yuan), became the only legal tender, and precious metals like gold and silver withdrew from the currency field, becoming valuable commodities. At that time, the CN Yuan had no international credit. He Rui chose to cooperate with France, pegging the CN Yuan to the French Franc, gaining recognition in international trade. Only then did the CN Yuan begin to have a place internationally, while France gained huge benefits through the pegging of the Franc and the CN Yuan, allowing France to have a golden decade of good days before 1940.

After China launched the World Liberation War, the CN Yuan, as the paper currency issued by the Chinese government, began to circulate in the vast former colonies. Taking the four southern countries that became independent earlier as an example, the creditworthiness of the Renminbi (CN Yuan) in these countries far exceeded that of the four countries' own currencies. These countries not only needed large amounts of CN Yuan in trade, but their domestic trade also required large amounts of CN Yuan.

Originally, when China over-issued currency, the Ministry of Finance, the Central Bank, and the departments executing investments had to hold numerous meetings to discuss it. From issuance to execution to currency recovery, countless deductions were performed. Many people bet their political lives to push for investment.

When the CN Yuan became a world currency, the pressure to issue currency within China decreased sharply. A large amount of over-issued currency did not circulate within China but served as a very valuable currency, becoming the actual anchor for the domestic currencies of the four southern countries.

Many projects were planned to be profitable in three years, but the actual time of profitability was hard to estimate accurately. The four southern countries, besides providing China with massive orders and meeting China's domestic employment needs, also turned currency that would have had to be withdrawn in three years into currency that didn't need to be withdrawn for five or even ten years. Compared to the bit of money earned, the precious time won was undoubtedly more valuable to China.

For example, China's domestic rail transit developed extremely fast with huge capacity. In order to popularize rail transit as soon as possible, He Rui's government could only lower ticket prices so that the people could afford tickets. Low ticket prices made the recovery cycle for the super-massive investment invested in the early stage very long. Relying solely on revenue from railway operations was even a bit of a loss, and the state had to subsidize the railway every year.

It wasn't that the state couldn't afford this bit of subsidy money. The problem the railway system encountered was that if the state didn't continue to invest, there would be no money for R&D to continue upgrading the railway system. And if the state invested again, it would require funds far exceeding the first phase of investment.

Now China was lending to the four southern countries, Thailand, and Malaya, to build the Indochina Peninsula Grand Railway. At this stage, it looked like Chinese investment; China provided a large amount of CN Yuan to the countries of the Indochina Peninsula. In reality, the CN Yuan was banknotes printed by the Chinese government backed by credit. Since China's financial industry had entered the Indochina Peninsula countries, they didn't even need to print money; they just had to record some numbers in the ledgers.

China's national credit was directly realized into railway assets actually existing on the Indochina Peninsula. The Chinese railway system also obtained a large amount of credit currency, CN Yuan, by virtue of the use value of these assets, and then used these CN Yuan to continue investing in railway technology R&D. Following the complete replacement of steam engines with internal combustion engines domestically, current electric locomotives had also been completed and began to replace internal combustion engines.

Since the basic electricity level on the Indochina Peninsula was very low, and they would not be able to build a power system comparable to China's in the foreseeable twenty years, China's internal combustion locomotives were sold to the Indochina Peninsula countries. Both sides also had an intention that after the power systems of the Indochina Peninsula countries developed, China would engage in new cooperation on electric locomotives with them.

The cooperation between China and the Indochina Peninsula countries was very sincere and did not adopt colonialism or an economic colonial model. China did not conceal anything in its cooperation with the Indochina Peninsula countries and also helped provide various training to help them understand what a modern country is. Coupled with the concerns about "Chinese Imperialism" from the NGOs organized by left-wing revolutionaries in the World People's Liberation Army, the cooperation became even more transparent.

The Indochina Peninsula countries also proposed the idea of going directly to electric locomotives. China led the representatives of these countries, as well as relevant members of the World People's Liberation Army, to China to study and visit electric locomotive operations. Seeing and understanding the astronomical figures of funds required to build an electric locomotive system, the vast majority of representatives from the Indochina Peninsula and the World People's Liberation Army willingly signed agreements to use internal combustion locomotives.

A very small number of visionaries proposed the view that China should help the Indochina Peninsula countries build power systems free of charge. The Chinese side did not get angry, but just glossed over it lightly. After all, visionaries will never disappear, but visionaries are always a small group of people being used. As long as the officials and technical experts of the Indochina Peninsula trained by China have a pragmatic attitude of self-reliance, the visionaries cannot stir up any waves.

Up to now, China's plan to train various reliable experts for the Indochina Peninsula has been advancing very steadily and effectively. Those experts who accepted China's training learned real skills. They did not rely on fantasy to build their motherland.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping felt his train of thought had diverged somewhat, but he was sure it hadn't diverged too far. Wu Youping then decisively adjusted his question according to his own thoughts, "Chairman, how do we hope to promote the development of the people through the Second Monetary Revolution?"

He Rui liked this question very much. This question looked simple, but it touched upon the essential issue. The question just now about what constitutes core productive forces was already very high-level, but core productive forces and the polarization of wealth are inevitable results of normal economic operation, and it is not easy to define them separately.

First taking the biscuit tin that was almost emptied by his daughter and putting the lid on, He Rui unscrewed the bottle of mouthwash and handed it to his daughter. He Neyan knew that if she refused, she wouldn't be able to sit by her old dad's side and cling to him. After weighing it for a moment, she honestly rinsed her mouth.

After dealing with the toddler's affairs, He Rui tightened the bottle cap and said to Wu Youping at the same time, "Youping. The people must pass this screening to enter the next round of social games, and through the games obtain the right to the next distribution of benefits. How to let as many people as possible pass the screening is our biggest problem."
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"Chairman, I don't want to discuss the future anymore. It's not that I'm unwilling to serve the country, but I have decided that once this war is over, I will resign. So, I don't want you to have unrealistic expectations of me," Wu Youping said.

He Rui felt as if his heart had been constricted by a thin wire, a sharp pain throbbing in his chest. Looking at Wu Youping, he saw that this old comrade-in-arms, nearing fifty, had graying hair. Although he didn't have many wrinkles, his exhaustion could not be concealed. From 1915 to the present, Wu Youping had been working for twenty-seven years. "Working day and night" was not a figure of speech for him, but a literal description of his life.

Wu Youping's life was representative of the comrades who had thrown themselves into the revolutionary cause in the early days. Their monthly work and study time started at 360 hours, with 400 hours being the norm. In extreme circumstances, such as during the war between the Northeast Government and Japan, working 480 hours a month—sixteen hours a day—was standard for this group of comrades.

He Rui was no exception. Back then, he slept less than six hours a day. It was to the point that after the war with Japan ended, when he finally relaxed and went for a bath, he almost drowned in the shallow pool because he fell asleep.

For the construction of the nation, this generation had sacrificed too much. As the pain in He Rui's heart faded, a sense of guilt welled up. These comrades were like sugarcane being repeatedly crushed in a press, every last drop of their energy squeezed out. Wu Youping's intention to retire was completely reasonable.

However, He Rui was still reluctant to let him go. He sighed, "Youping, you could take on a lighter workload."

Wu Youping shook his head decisively. "Either I do it, or I don't. Doing 'a little less' doesn't count for anything."

"...Do you feel that the changes in the era are too cruel? That everything we've just built will have to be abandoned in the blink of an eye?" He Rui probed, trying to persuade him.

Wu Youping shook his head again. "I spoke with Mr. Zhou Shuren about life. He said his only wish was to decay quickly after death. At the time, I thought it was just the affectation of a literary man. But looking at it now, if the tools we constructed are indeed abandoned quickly because they cannot keep up with the development of the era, that would actually be our glory."

He Rui couldn't help but interrupt. "I agree with everything else you said. But Mr. Zhou, precisely because he doesn't understand industry, does indeed have some of that literary affectation."

Wu Youping smiled. "That's not important... but thank you for the compliment, Chairman. In terms of social development, I can no longer be bothered to worry about the 'me of the past' being negated by the 'me of the present.' I simply don't have the energy to continue. As for your views on social screening, I completely agree. However, when I think about the opposition between fairness and equality in social development, and the impossibility of achieving both efficiency and fairness in economic development, I feel quite distressed.

"Unless we reach the stage of immense development in social productivity described by Marx, there seems to be absolutely no other solution. I feel that perhaps we can only wait for the socialist pricing model being studied by Comrade Li Runshi and others to achieve a real breakthrough before this problem can be solved."

He Rui naturally fell into thought upon hearing this. Hearing Wu Youping raise such issues, he couldn't help but shake his head. "This touches upon another level of the definition of the state. Is the state a tool for the dominant class to exercise class rule, or is it a tool to provide services to society? This involves the definition of humanity itself."

Seeing He Rui's gaze brighten, Wu Youping felt moved. He advised, "Chairman, I am completely replaceable, but you are not. Please take care of your health. The new Premier will still have to work under your leadership, and you will need to expend a great deal of effort communicating with them. I will simply wait to see the results of everyone's research."

He Rui chuckled at this, but a moment later, a sour sensation rushed up his nose, and tears almost fell. Over the past two years, He Rui had clearly felt his body aging. This aging wasn't a loss of spirit—he could still maintain his previous intensity of work—but his body could no longer support heavy workloads as willfully as it did when he was young. Moreover, his body no longer felt the same joy upon completing a difficult task.

To work himself to death like this... it was truly a bit pitiful. But He Rui knew he had to work until he died; it was the necessity and demand of the era. Aside from Churchill—that fellow whose head was full of restoring Victorian glory and who rose and fell repeatedly—every statesman in history who distinguished themselves in World War II died at their post.

Stalin, the Great Ancestor, Roosevelt. When reading *The Glory and the Dream*, he recalled that when Roosevelt died during his fourth term, the American newspapers published his obituary. That obituary was listed first on the list of war dead for that day: "Franklin Roosevelt, Place of Death: The White House."

Among the leaders of the defeated Fascist bloc, Mussolini and the Japanese wastes were too incompetent to even earn the right to die at their posts. The only one considered the true leader of the Fascist bloc, the little mustache Hitler, also died at his post.

In this era, having a strong leader capable of controlling the state apparatus was one of a nation's core combat capabilities. It wasn't that He Rui didn't dream of retiring in a beautiful era, watching the great nation he had built flourish among the mountains and rivers. It was that he knew he had no other choice in this era. Working until death was the only correct path for him.

Since he had already seen his future, He Rui put away his emotions and turned back to work. "What is your view on Comrade Li Runshi?"

Hearing this question, Wu Youping felt physically and mentally relieved. "I think he is a comrade full of promise. His breadth of mind, ambition, and work ability are all impeccable. Comrade Li Runshi's physical constitution far exceeds ours; having such a comrade is a blessing for the nation. However, how do you intend to use him? I don't think the position of Premier suits him."

He Rui knew that the core circle of the Civilization Party basically supported Li Runshi. Those with doubts weren't opposing him, but rather didn't know how to handle the relationship between He Rui and Li Runshi. As Wu Youping said, everyone believed Li Runshi was not suited for a subordinate role; in a true leadership position, he could unleash his maximum potential. But China only had one true leader, and the Party core didn't think He Rui should leave his post.

"I see it the same way. A World Government will certainly be established in the future. My idea is to hand over domestic work to Comrade Li Runshi, while I take on work in the World Government. Of course, if Comrade Li Runshi is willing to take on work in the future World Government, I would be very happy to swap fields with him," He Rui explained his arrangement. China could not adopt the backward model of the Soviet Union controlling the Third International. Since a World Government was being built, it absolutely could not be a tool of China. China would be just one member of the World Government, not its controller.

Wu Youping thought for a moment and nodded. "That is good."

After speaking, Wu Youping looked to He Rui's side. He Rui followed his gaze and saw his daughter, He Neyan, with her hand on a book, asleep leaning against him. Wu Youping smiled. "Chairman, I will take my leave."

"Mn." He Rui moved the book away from his daughter and gently picked her up. He Neyan didn't wake up in her father's arms; it seemed the little girl was very tired from the journey. Holding his daughter, He Rui walked Wu Youping to the door. "Youping, work must be done, but pay attention to your health."

Wu Youping laughed. "Haha, if my body really can't hold up, I'll immediately submit a report to the Politburo. Right now, I just can't make any progress, and my body is failing. Once the war is over, let younger comrades take over. Only then can I be at ease."

He Rui didn't ask for Wu Youping's opinion on a successor for Premier. The successor to a national leader was a political choice, open to discussion and communication within the Politburo. But the Premier of the State Council was an extremely professional position with huge, hard standards. Management philosophy, methods, experience, and achievements were the conditions for entering the selection process. While personal judgment had significant influence, it was not decisive. He Rui couldn't ask Wu Youping about this, at least not at this stage.

At 8:00 PM that evening, Li Runshi, having received the notification, arrived at 7 Renmin Road, the Official Residence of the State Chairman. After discussing the international situation with Li Runshi, He Rui asked, "Comrade Runshi, in the second phase of the currency revolution, it is highly likely that the vast majority of the masses will pass the second social screening. But the third social screening requires guidance from more advanced theory. We cannot be sure when a new technological revolution will erupt. If a new technological explosion occurs before the third social screening, or during this natural process, everything will be easy. If it doesn't, a massive contradiction between equality and fairness will inevitably arise."

Hearing that He Rui wanted to discuss this, Li Runshi unconsciously took out a cigarette. He Rui did the same. Old smokers might not necessarily love smoking itself, but when engaging in mental activity, they unconsciously needed nicotine to stimulate their blood vessels.

The human brain's volume and weight are a low proportion of the body, but it consumes 20% of the body's energy. During intense mental activity, consumption is even higher. Although nicotine is harmful to the body, it makes the body feel a bit better while bearing the huge burden of intense mental work.

Amidst clouds of smoke, Li Runshi said with some emotion, "Ever since I embraced communism, I always thought it would be a long process. Back then, I never imagined it would be possible to assess social costs so efficiently and profoundly, thereby allowing the state to provide effective services to society. This makes me agree very much with the concept of socialism with characteristics."

He Rui nodded repeatedly. In his youth, when his thinking was still binary, He Rui had been very dismissive of "characteristics," believing there should be an ideal state deeper and closer to the truth. Later, as he learned and understood more knowledge and theory, He Rui had to admit that if judgment wasn't clouded by morality and private virtue, the theories made public were not lies based on malice.

The Soviet Union's natural environment determined that, given the same resource supply, its light industry simply couldn't win against subtropical regions. In the hot and humid environment of Upper Burma, the cost of heavy industry was naturally much higher than in the Soviet Union. Therefore, the Soviet Union had Soviet-style socialism, Upper Burma had Upper Burma-style socialism, and China would have socialism with Chinese characteristics. Every country would have a unique model best suited to itself. As long as one thought based on materialist dialectics, this was an inevitability.

To believe there is a single model that transcends all natural environments is inherently non-materialist. If such a truth really exists, we'll have to wait until humanity transcends the current three-dimensional world concept, which only exists in hypothesis, and enters a higher level of worldly cognition.

If human development really enters such a new era, the "humans" of that time probably wouldn't count as the same species as current humans.

He Rui knew he definitely wouldn't live to see that day, so the discussion naturally confined itself to current human society.

Li Runshi continued, "As long as knowledge is constantly popularized and productivity constantly develops, the masses' opposition to privilege will become clearer and more intense. The people of Europe and America have been resisting capitalists for longer than we have. But as privilege is greatly curbed, the contradiction between fairness and equality becomes the biggest problem. Unless productivity develops to a certain level, the state cannot afford the cost of solving the contradiction between fairness and equality. I believe we should still prioritize solving the problem of equality. If we can't solve it, I'm afraid the majority of the masses won't be able to pass the third screening."

He Rui knew Li Runshi would definitely support equality over fairness, so he asked, "The fairer it is, the more unequal it becomes. The more equal it is, the more unfair it becomes. This dialectic has existed since ancient times. What I care about is the people's acceptance, and what proportion of the people can consciously resolve this developmental contradiction by transforming themselves."

"The Chairman seems very pessimistic?" Li Runshi asked, his expression calm.

Seeing Li Runshi's attitude so firm, He Rui waved his hand. "I'm not pessimistic. I just think that the human body actually resists such trends. In Marxist theory, because the level of productivity was relatively low at the time, to explain problems, there was a tendency to assume every person is a rational actor. From the perspective of solving concrete problems, irrationality is the human norm. At this stage, the human body does not inherit rationality; rationality, or correct thinking, is acquired through postnatal learning, practice, and reflection. What I am prioritizing now is where the cost to solve the problem comes from. Even if we have the resources to pay the cost, we have to consider if the efficiency is high enough, and whether we can maximize efficiency."

Li Runshi did not oppose He Rui's view. In an environment where privilege was greatly curbed, humans competing entirely on equality would naturally produce winners and losers. And after the winners received the rewards of victory and accumulated experience through correct practice, they would become stronger and more likely to win the next time.

Analyzing from the reality of human genetic diversity, the fields in which each person excels are different. Because resources are insufficient, it is impossible for everyone to receive optimal training tailored to them individually. Everyone is on the same track. Because of individual characteristics and each person's unique life experiences, absolute fairness will inevitably lead to absolute inequality.

For example, the huge gap in income is just one manifestation of the inequality brought about by this fairness.

Conversely, given insufficient social resources, pursuing absolute equality necessitates making those who create more wealth through their personal ability pay more. It might even require restricting or striking blows against those who are outstanding. Therefore, absolute equality inevitably creates absolute unfairness.

The function of the state as a tool is to adjust policies in different periods according to different economic conditions, constantly making trade-offs between fairness and equality to maintain the maximization of overall social interests in the current situation.

Marxism believes that the communist system will develop to the point where everyone receives sufficient resources for personal development. Under previous conditions of low productivity, this factually vague statement couldn't be nitpicked because it was sufficiently distant.

Marxism believes that a person is the sum of all social relations. If an era of abundant social resources really arrives, a paradox exists. Why would a person want to establish subjective relationships with society?
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He Rui and Li Runshi, two heavy smokers, were conducting a social discussion amidst clouds of smoke, involving many hypothetical scenarios of extreme cases. Li Runshi's romantic poet style was admirable, while He Rui excelled in his broad knowledge, having seen a vast number of cultural and film works generated by related speculation, so they chatted very happily.

Even in this kind of relaxed chat, when the two discussed the relationship between the individual and society, they couldn't help but get serious. When Li Runshi heard He Rui ask why individuals should establish a subjective relationship with society, he still couldn't quite accept it. He stared at He Rui and asked, "If one cannot obtain feedback from society, how can humans obtain knowledge?"

Seeing Li Runshi so serious, He Rui answered easily, "With the Brain-Computer Interface technology that will inevitably appear in the future, humans, in the absence of their own evolution, can obtain knowledge from machine equipment by directly connecting their brains to machines, and conduct cognitive training in related modes. With the thinking speed of the human brain, it can have hundreds of times the efficiency of ordinary cognitive training."

After speaking, He Rui paused for a moment, took a drag on his cigarette, and then continued to narrate leisurely, "After humans learned to use tools, it was equivalent to developing an external evolutionary system. The development speed of this technology is much faster than imagined."

Li Runshi looked at He Rui speaking words that seemed like a delusion, but had to think seriously. Except for He Rui's status and position, the look on He Rui's face, as if he had actually seen it, made Li Runshi feel that he was not participating in a delusional discussion.

He Rui himself didn't notice the impact caused by his attitude. Although He Rui hadn't seen a high-level Brain-Computer Interface fully realized, he had seen precursor technologies where the brain controlled equipment to complete simple actions. This proved that this direction could be realized in theory, only requiring more precursor technologies to be completed before this part of the technology tree could be lit up.

Li Runshi didn't have such an experience, but after thinking for a moment, he felt he found He Rui's train of thought, so he asked, "If technology can cause such a drastic impact on society, the key point at the current stage is to promote China's lifestyle."

After speaking, Li Runshi wanted to see He Rui's reaction. But a moment later, Li Runshi had a new idea. This idea made Li Runshi feel happy and have a sense of clarity, "China's most important job now is to propose to the world an explanatory system for various past behaviors of the world under the socialist pricing system!"

He Rui thought they would have to chat for a while longer before reaching this point. Since Li Runshi had already understood the main point, He Rui immediately followed up, "After this war ends, Europe and America will completely lose the ability to reasonably explain their own success. The world's ideological systems will fall into total chaos. But great chaos under heaven leads to great order. At this stage, China must unhesitatingly bring out its own logical system and methodology to guide the world's direction.

I know many comrades are not confident. This is not the comrades' fault; people all have path dependence. The glorious experience of ancient China in its time cannot provide direct case studies for industrialized China today. And China's industrialization time is short, so it's impossible to produce a discussion of a complete cycle.

So at this stage, we are very likely to take the victory itself as the cause and provide a simplified explanation. Either use the saying 'a sage emerges every 500 years' from ancient Chinese culture to explain it. Or use the barbaric expansionist path of Europe and America, believing that whoever has the biggest fist can dominate everything. This is the problem I feel most pressured about, because most people will face history irrationally; they want to find laws from results, rather than finding laws from experiences and lessons. Comrade Runshi, this is the big problem you have to face."

Before hearing the last sentence, Li Runshi agreed with He Rui's view. But the last sentence made Li Runshi feel a sense of entrusting final affairs. Although Li Runshi himself had long seen through life and death and did not taboo it, He Rui's attitude made Li Runshi feel a bit incongruous.

After pondering for a moment, Li Runshi decided to ask, "Chairman, did the physical examination reveal any problems?"

He Rui extinguished the cigarette butt, "There is no problem on the medical report. But I feel my health is not good. I'm not hiding my sickness from the doctor, I just feel I must make preparations in this regard. After all, I am already 52 years old this year, and it is time to consider my final affairs."

Li Runshi didn't want to discuss this issue. Although everyone will die, Li Runshi just wasn't willing to discuss the life and death of a comrade. He immediately changed the topic, "What the masses want is immediate returns. If we win the war, it is indeed not easy for the masses to understand the laws within it. The Chairman explained before the war mobilization that if we win, China can complete the social security system. From the current economic situation, this judgment is very accurate."

Benefits are different from rewards; rewards are more pay for more work, while benefits are for everyone. The reason why the Soviet Union and Europe are called "welfare societies" is that the social security systems of the Soviet Union and Europe are directly allocated from the annual national income. This is also why European politicians always make various promises on welfare. The more they promise, the more votes they get.

The social security system established by the He Rui administration is different from the Soviet or European models, divided into two parts: state security and personal savings. Social security is the state providing a bottom line, constructing a safety net. But this bottom line is not a politician's promise, but a figure derived by the government after analyzing and discussing the current state of society. Personal savings are money saved by individuals, distributed after retirement.

China has a large population and a huge gap in productivity levels. Astronomical resources are needed to complete a social security system covering all of China. When He Rui mobilized within the party, he did not hide anything and explained the promoting effect of the war on China's national social security system very clearly. Although there is no lack of idealists in the party, most are still cold nationalists. If this war plan was purely for the dedication of the people of the world, even He Rui's prestige and achievements could not have started this war.

Even though the nationalists in the party accepted He Rui's decision, quite a few people were still very skeptical about the reality of China obtaining huge benefits while liberating the world in a non-colonial way.

Now that the war has been fought to this point, the majority of comrades in the Civilization Party are basically certain that He Rui has made a precise judgment just as before. Under a reasonable global order, normal economic and trade cooperation is enough for China to obtain unprecedented benefits. As long as this income can continue, China can really build a social security system covering the whole country.

"Comrade Runshi, you must be sure of one point, we must never exclude Europe, America, and the Soviet Union from this world order. Since it is a world order, it must be open to the world. Unless foreign countries resolutely do not participate themselves, we must accept all participants equally." Speaking of this, He Rui added, "Please note, it must be equal acceptance."

Li Runshi recalled the content just mentioned and smiled, "Absolute equality leads to absolute unfairness. So why is it not fair acceptance?"

"The purpose of the new international order is to improve the productivity of all countries. And fair acceptance must first emphasize obligations. Equal acceptance emphasizes rights. If most countries participate fairly in the new world order, it will inevitably lead to their economic collapse. This deviates from the original intention. Comrade Runshi's research on socialist pricing power will be of great use in this.

At this stage, we must provide the world with a cognitive system and methodology to explain various problems encountered in this stage. If we don't do it, others will. It's either the East wind prevailing over the West wind, or the West wind prevailing over the East wind. The struggle at the level of the cognitive system is extremely fierce, and absolutely no contempt can be allowed."

Hearing He Rui's words, Li Runshi suddenly realized why he was assigned to the position of Minister of Propaganda. Back then, after he completed his work in Upper Burma, he thought he would go to a certain province to be a secretary or governor. But he didn't expect to be the Minister of Propaganda, and then was arranged to be the principal of the Party School. Without the tempering of those jobs, it would indeed be difficult to grasp the key points of this ideological struggle.

"Chairman, the recent Singapore Conference is part of this plan, right?" Li Runshi asked.

"Correct. Ending colonialism itself will make Europe and America lose their traditional path dependence. So the Singapore Conference is only a part of this plan, pointing out the future direction for the world. I know many people think we want to split the interior of Europe and America; that is only a result, not the goal. Of course, I do not oppose the racists in Europe and America launching fierce attacks on us out of despair. Getting rid of this batch of granite heads, and this batch of granite heads who actively come to kill, is a very good thing for world liberation. It saves us a lot of time and lets those European and American people who are not stubborn accept shock education."

Li Runshi lit another cigarette and asked easily, "But among those sent to the battlefield, most are ordinary people."

"This is not important. Whether this group of people are performing so-called military service or are forcibly conscripted, if they really oppose colonialism, they will naturally resonate with that part of the progressives in the European and American armies, and thus make contact. Have you read the internal reports of those European and American left-wing revolutionaries who contacted us?"

"No."

"I'll give you permission, you can read them. But I think you may not be interested in reading these."

Li Runshi nodded. He indeed didn't have much interest in this kind of work behind enemy lines. Although at certain times, these jobs seemed to have a huge impact. But in this special period, it is actually in the stage where the outcome is clear. At this stage, the Asian coalition forces led by China and the Allies are still in a strategic stalemate stage, and the help of such small matters is not great.

"So, if you want to see it, tell me. I think your current work is political work. This war has been fought to the present and has basically become a political decision. For example..." He Rui paused for a moment, and finally said, "For example, implementing nuclear strikes on the United States and Germany."
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Faced with the question of whether to launch a nuclear strike, Li Runshi was also unable to answer immediately. After thinking for a while, Li Runshi realized that he did not reject the use of nuclear weapons, but simply could not calculate the timing for a nuclear strike.

Since he couldn't calculate it, Li Runshi asked He Rui, "Chairman, before you consider the timing of a nuclear strike to be right, will we have already invaded Europe?"

He Rui's thinking was exactly the same as Li Runshi's; he had completely accepted the inevitability of using nuclear weapons. Since there was no consideration of whether or not to use them, He Rui only cared about the timing of their use. Analyzing from American cultural traditions and the madness of Nazi Germany, a nuclear strike would not be sufficient to destroy the determination of these two countries to resist, and might even stimulate their resolve to fight to the death.

Although there was a view that the American bourgeoisie would calculate costs in detail and thus the US would not fight to the bitter end, He Rui did not see it that way. Before realizing that nuclear weapons could completely destroy American industry, the US would not refuse to fight to the end.

Take the Cuban Missile Crisis in history as an example. That conflict, which almost erupted into a full-scale nuclear war, ended with Khrushchev exposing his bottom line, so some people thought Khrushchev had chickened out and the Soviet Union had failed.

In reality, during that global nuclear crisis, the CPSU did indeed reveal its bottom line, which was an unwillingness to suffer massive population losses. The reason Khrushchev was later overthrown was not that he revealed the CPSU's bottom line, but that he knew the bottom line yet misjudged America's strategic determination, thus bringing humiliation upon himself. From this perspective, the CPSU's handling of things was very rough and repulsive. But their bottom line was much higher than America's.

There is a saying that the thought of the most innocent and weak children was enough to make then-US President Kennedy hesitate on the issue of starting a war. But in the concept of the military machine, casualties are just numbers. According to estimates at the time, if air strikes and an occupation were launched against Cuba, the US military would suffer 25,000 casualties; if war broke out, the Soviet missiles already deployed in Cuba alone were enough to kill 80 million American citizens.

But the American generals still wanted to fight. The generals had successfully abstracted these lives, separating the numbers from flesh and blood bodies. This is the special cruelty endowed upon generals by modern push-button warfare. Lives are just numbers that can be calculated back and forth in an office.

A scientist working for the US military recalled a defense discussion meeting. His recollection made me see particularly clearly the scene of the military decision-making circle digitizing human life: "Once, we redrafted an attack plan using slightly different settings, and found that the number of immediate deaths dropped from the original 36 million to 30 million. Everyone sat there nodding in agreement, saying: 'Great, that's really amazing, only 30 million dead.'

Suddenly, that scientist realized what they were saying and blurted out: 'Wait, I just suddenly realized what we are talking about... only 30 million dead. Only 30 million dead.' Silence immediately enveloped the room, and no one answered a word. They didn't even look at that scientist. And that scientist wrote later, 'The atmosphere was truly terrible. I felt like a woman. In the operating norms of the military machine, it is not permitted to discuss the reality of the blood behind the numbers. Otherwise, you will be seen as a woman, not a man, and you will also be fired. I think it is very likely that in the eyes of the military generals, President Kennedy was a woman.'"

This competitiveness is the true folk custom of America. Because they have never suffered disastrous losses, America's capacity to endure is extraordinarily strong. He Rui had always been unwilling to discuss this speculative process with his comrades, because He Rui believed that even if the Great Lakes were wiped flat, the United States would continue to fight.

He Rui quickly fished out another cigarette, lit it as if it were saving his life, and took a drag. Although considered a chain smoker, He Rui himself had no special feeling about smoking. As long as it was smoking and not drug use, there was only the difference between uncomfortable and more uncomfortable. Now He Rui just needed the stimulation brought by smoking. Since He Rui was bound to die working, he didn't care about the possibility of smoking himself to death.

"Chairman, I actually hope the American South can become the mantis that stalks the cicada. That way we can end the war!" Li Runshi's voice rang out.

He Rui felt his mood improve immediately. The joy of having a confidant in life immediately diluted the pain brought by thinking. He Rui stubbed out the cigarette he had just taken one drag of. "Comrade Runshi, tell me your views."

Li Runshi spoke slowly, "My views are not yet perfect. Since the war must continue, why don't we let the American upper class feel our intention to split the United States?"

He Rui heard the hesitation in Li Runshi's voice, because this kind of strategic thinking itself involved too many aspects. Even Li Runshi, as Vice Chairman of the Military Commission, did not have such authority.

He Rui liked this kind of strategic firmness very much, but still didn't quite dare to completely trust Li Runshi. So he probed, "Comrade Runshi, if we do this, there is another possibility, which is to discuss it with US President Roosevelt."

Li Runshi immediately expressed opposition. "Roosevelt did not start the war by his own power, so his personal opinion is no longer enough to make the decision to stop the war."

Only then did He Rui feel at ease with Li Runshi. There were very few leading cadres who could be firm in this view. In the upper echelons of the Civilization Party, including He Rui and Li Runshi, there were a total of four. They were He Rui, Li Runshi, Cheng Ruofan, and Hu Xiushan. Hu Xiushan's analysis was entirely from a military perspective. Cheng Ruofan's firm view stemmed from his idealistic sentiments, because Cheng Ruofan would instinctively classify the leaders of imperialist countries as heartless villains. This intense emotion was incorrect, and the analytical method was not scientific. However, the result was unexpectedly correct.

It is said that Kennedy happened to have read *The Guns of August* by Barbara Tuchman before the crisis. This history book recounting World War I made him highly vigilant against a war that no one wanted but everyone added fuel to until it muddledly broke out. There was such a story in that book: "At the outbreak of World War I, former German Chancellor Prince von Bülow said to his successor, 'How did this happen?'"

The answer was, "Ah, if only we knew."

Kennedy gained inspiration from the history book, which played a very important role in his proper handling of the crisis. He repeatedly talked about this book to decision-makers. During the crisis, he had hoped to immediately distribute this book to every naval officer on every ship, but he immediately thought, "They might not read it."

He Rui knew that the American elites of 1942 were actually very formidable. Besides professional ability, they also had a very high degree of culture. But the cultural level of this group was American level after all. China had thousands of years of history to draw lessons from, while America did not.

Thinking of this, He Rui asked, "Has Comrade Runshi read that report on the means America is currently using to mobilize the populace?"

Li Runshi answered decisively, "I have been paying attention to those reports. The more I read, the less I think the US will choose to compromise. The reports state very clearly that the US is currently using racism, white supremacy, religion, and other means to stimulate the willpower of the American people to join the army. In the view of the American upper class, these means can fulfill their conscription goals very well, but these means will cause the US to lose the room to withdraw from the war."

He Rui had the same feeling. Even if the American rednecks, who feared the government like a tiger and were submissive in every way, truly ignited their patriotism, they would dare to storm even the White House. When the American upper class used every means to incite the war enthusiasm of these rednecks, there was no hope that the rednecks would consider stopping the war themselves. He Rui expressed appreciation, "I agree with your view. Can you be responsible for the work of making the US realize that we are attempting to split the United States?"

"I... alright," Li Runshi answered. He actually wanted to focus his main attention on India, but the matter at hand was not difficult, just time-consuming. As long as arrangements were made properly, Li Runshi could still focus his attention on India.

He Rui also felt that India was very important, so he laughed, "Haha, don't worry, this matter is actually not that urgent. At this stage, we don't yet have channels to contact the southern US states."

Li Runshi also laughed, "I wonder what the literacy rate in the US is. If the US literacy rate is really as high as they claim, it would actually be easier for us to conduct propaganda directly to the US. We just need to drop leaflets on the US mainland after taking the Pacific."

After speaking, Li Runshi told He Rui about his meeting with Chandra Bose. At the time, Li Runshi was considering Chandra Bose's vision for the future India, and instead forgot the characteristics of Chandra Bose himself.

Thinking back on it afterwards, Chandra Bose's view on the Chinese side dismantling the Dum Dum Arsenal was entirely the view of an agricultural society.

In Li Runshi's view, the technology of the Dum Dum Arsenal was backward and its production efficiency was low. Maintaining this broken arsenal would only affect China's projects to provide new military industrial enterprises to the local government, so Li Runshi believed that from an economic perspective, completely dismantling the Dum Dum Arsenal was an economic issue. So after agreeing on the cooperation intention to build a new arsenal with the local government, he immediately ordered the dismantling of the Dum Dum Arsenal.

As an elite of an agricultural society, Chandra Bose instinctively believed that destroying an operational arsenal was a huge waste. Just like an old Chinese farmer seeing someone directly destroy furniture that was perfectly usable, he would sigh, "What a sin."

Industrial nations don't think this way. If the old doesn't go, the new won't come. Painting a brand new picture on a clean canvas is much easier than tinkering on an old painting.

After discussing this view with He Rui, Li Runshi spoke of his own view. "I originally thought the Chairman wanted to restore the traditional model of the Indian region to avoid India posing a security threat to us as a unified country. After the meeting with Chandra Bose, I think that revolutionaries like Chandra consider development based on what the British left behind, so I think the Chairman's view is correct. The Indian region can only truly burst with vitality if it is restored to the traditional model. An India that only thinks of maintaining an old model will inevitably bring immense suffering to the people."

He Rui nodded repeatedly. In history, Taizu said, "For ten days and ten nights I couldn't understand why India would mess with us." Actually, the reason is simple. India regarded itself as the heir to Britain; they didn't consider themselves a weak country. The worst part was that India inherited Britain's strategic concepts. It was only a matter of time before a war broke out between China and India; it was impossible for it not to break out.

Now Li Runshi clearly understood what a unified India would look like.
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**Chapter 805: Colony to Federation (6)**  "Send Lieutenant Colonel Tom to the disciplinary center first." The generals of Pacific Command quickly reached a decision. At this stage, no US personnel were allowed to leave the Hawaiian Islands. Due to the nature of the combat zones, pilots wounded in aerial combat who could fly back to base did not need to leave Hawaii. If they allowed Lieutenant Colonel Tom to leave because of a mental breakdown, it would lead to other personnel following suit.  However, letting Lieutenant Colonel Tom continue his duties would undoubtedly affect the surrounding troops. The disciplinary center was certainly the place he needed most right now; confinement plus other measures should be enough to cool his excessive emotions.  With that settled, it became the standard operating procedure: any US personnel showing similar symptoms would be thrown into the disciplinary center. The Deputy Chief of Staff then moved on to the next matter: "I believe we should immediately announce that China has violated the Geneva Protocol and used poison gas shells on the battlefield..."  The US generals at Pacific Command listened thoughtfully. Accusing China was meaningless; the next step was how to carry out reciprocal retaliation.  "...Therefore, we announce that we will carry out reciprocal retaliation against the Chinese forces," the Deputy Chief of Staff stated his opinion.  The generals' brows furrowed. Ever since Japanese fighters destroyed a small Hawaiian island, the US forces had been forced to resume daily attacks on Midway. Losing just Midway had already given the Japanese a base to rely on; if more islands were lost, the Japanese would pose an even greater threat to the US.  Despite identifying the threat, the Pacific Command generals knew clearly that the US had no way to drain the Japanese forces, at least not in the short term. The current way to break the deadlock was to kill all the Japanese on Midway in one go, and have the US Marine Corps quickly land and occupy the entire island.  As for how to eliminate the Japanese on the island in a short time, the Pacific Command Operations Section, after repeated discussion and verification, believed that using poison gas shells was the most effective means of combat. The US military was not at all afraid of using poison gas; what they feared was Chinese retaliation. The US chemical industry was indeed excellent, but it was not so excellent that it surpassed the level of China's chemical industry. A unilateral US claim that China used gas, followed by direct "retaliation" with gas, would only result in reciprocal retaliation from China.  But the current battle had fallen into a brutal war of attrition, and the Pacific Command generals had completely lost their patience. No one was willing to bear the responsibility, so the generals shared the responsibility through a vote, which passed unanimously.  On April 2nd, during the Singapore Conference, when it was the American representative's turn to speak, Joseph looked serious: "Distinguished gentlemen, I am here to recount a cruel war crime..."  For these past few days, there had been no lack of various war crime exposures at the Singapore Conference. The participating scholars all had indifferent expressions, listening absentmindedly.  "The Chinese Allied Forces used poison gas to attack an island in the Hawaiian chain, and I express extreme indignation at this!" the American scholar Joseph said loudly.  This sentence finally attracted the attention of some scholars. Before Joseph could continue his attack, a Black scholar from a British African colony asked loudly: "Excuse me, where is the evidence?"  At a conference for the total overthrow of colonialism, when scholars from colonial powers faced crimes committed by colonizers raised by colonial scholars, they would always say, "Where is the evidence!"  Now that the people of the colonies were beginning to resist and had a chance of success, the scholars of the colonial powers were very focused on "evidence," because this was the data that was hardest for the colonial people to compile.  When an African scholar loudly questioned the white American scholar Joseph, Joseph was stunned. A strong sense of displeasure rushed to his head. But in Singapore, controlled by China, the colonizers' ways were completely useless. Moreover, that Black brother was about 30, with a solid build and vibrant vitality. Joseph was 55, and the old man felt that if he took the initiative to hit this Black brother, he would probably be beaten back.  The furious Professor Joseph glared at the Black scholar. The man was momentarily stunned, but then glared back. The two faced off like fighting cocks. Then, another Black man sitting next to him stood up. He was slender and upright, with the features of an East African—meaning a higher bridge of his nose. This refined-looking gentleman, dressed in a sharp deep-blue suit, spoke in a British accent: "Professor Joseph, any accusation must be backed by evidence. Your huffing and puffing not only fails to prove you are right, but conversely makes people feel you are unable to provide more evidence. If you have more evidence, please present it. If you cannot, you may request the formation of an investigative team to go to the site of the incident. If you do not do this, please stop displaying behavior that insults the demeanor a legal scholar should have, shall we?"  Professor Joseph was rebuffed once again. Looking around, he saw that the majority of the room was white. For a moment, he wanted to call for someone to throw this nonsensical Black man out. But after the impulse passed, Joseph had to accept the reality that white people could no longer do as they pleased.  But one must not lose the battle of presence. Professor Joseph said in a forced, calm tone: "In the coming days, I will submit more evidence. I believe the gentlemen present will never refuse to condemn, and even judge, war crimes!"  With that, Professor Joseph walked down from the podium. Perhaps he was too agitated; he nearly missed a step and wobbled, almost falling flat on his face. Fortunately, nearby scholars reached out to catch him, preventing him from making a major fool of himself.  Next to the stage was the French scholar Jean Franca. As soon as he got up, he said: "Latest news: the French government has announced that all colonies have become free states within the French Union. Since French colonies no longer exist, I believe there is no need to continue discussing colonies that are already non-existent."  The audience fell silent for a moment, then many participants burst into a discordant wave of laughter. The low laughter was sarcastic; the loud laughter was nakedly insulting. Professor Jean Franca also felt some displeasure at these laughs, but more than that, he felt a sense of sorrow. Allowing the colonies to have a status nominally equal to France was already a major insult to France. Compared to this inner pain, being laughed at to his face was nothing.  Professor Zhao Tianlin also attended this meeting. Watching the performance of the American and French scholars, Zhao Tianlin felt he should be happy, yet he felt a sense of loss. He had truly hoped this conference would provide the world with a new set of civilizational standards, but he hadn't expected things to develop this way.  Just a few days ago, Zhao Tianlin was still hopeful. After dozens of days of discussion, the Western scholars seemed to have a basic framework: if the responsibility of colonizers were to be pursued, it could only be the responsibility of individual crimes, not the state.  The Western scholars were very realistic. They used very skillful legal language to indicate that in the areas already liberated by China, since all colonial officials were arrested, Western legal scholars could only act according to the law. If there was no law, they would formulate some provisions for this trial based on recognized legal concepts.  Although British legal experts participated in the discussion, they would from time to time point out that Britain was now the Commonwealth and had no colonies—an attempt to muddle through.  Unexpectedly, the situation had suddenly changed. The French government announced that France had changed from a colonial country to a "French Union," also trying to muddle through. And the US was clearly going to take a hardline approach, directly accusing China of using poison gas in the war.  From these signs, the possibility of solving the colonial issue through a compromise conference was already very low. At least this conference could not achieve such a goal. Although He Rui had said before the conference began that this meeting should be treated as a halftime negotiation where both sides expressed their attitudes, it seemed the Western powers had truly shown theirs.  If Zhao Tianlin was not mistaken, the British and French meant that China could obtain a sphere of influence matching its strength. Britain and France were willing to recognize China's power and re-divide the world's spheres of influence based on mutual recognition. The new "international order" would change from being led by Britain and France to being led by China, Britain, and France.  The US didn't have many colonies, so the US naturally refused to accept a new "China-Britain-France" world order. If this new order were built and joined by a strong China, the US would be locked in North America for who knows how many years. Therefore, the US had to prove it had enough power to have a seat in the future new order.  But Zhao Tianlin knew that He Rui had never thought of a Chinese sphere of influence from the start. In He Rui's view, the new world order must be a global one, and didn't need spheres of influence.  Since France had such an attitude, Zhao Tianlin had no intention of speaking. At least at this stage, this attitude was already the limit of the concessions the Western powers could show.  The news from the US about the Chinese use of "poison gas" was quickly sent to the Military Commission, which took the American reaction very seriously. If the Chinese National Defense Force were to claim that the US was using poison gas, it would mean the National Defense Force's poison gas was ready for use and had submitted an application to Commander-in-Chief He Rui. Once He Rui approved, the National Defense Force would officially begin gas attacks.  He Rui held the same view. Although the US was not yet at the end of its rope, it was at least under great pressure in the Pacific. In He Rui's view, Yamaguchi Tamon, commander of the Japanese Combined Fleet, was fighting very well. While exhausting the Pacific Fleet's strength, he had begun island-hopping landings. If this continued, the Combined Fleet might suddenly occupy several small islands in the Hawaiian chain and set up radar to build an air defense early warning system.  Although Japan was being exhausted, the Pacific Fleet was probably being exhausted even more. If a multi-point breakthrough occurred, the US might find it impossible to keep up, allowing Japan to establish several new strongholds in Hawaii. Given He Rui's understanding of Yamaguchi Tamon, once the situation reached that point, he would no longer remain cautious. This brusque character would very likely plan a decisive battle with the US Pacific Fleet.  He Rui thought over various things, but his expression remained very calm. He said to his secretary, "Tell the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Culture that if US President Roosevelt asks for communication, agree to it first."  The secretary's expression changed slightly. His first reaction was that President Roosevelt might be ready to show weakness. Otherwise, He Rui wouldn't have been so decisive about communicating.  "I'll go notify the Ministry of Foreign Affairs now," the secretary replied.
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**Chapter 804: Colony to Federation (5)**  "Send Lieutenant Colonel Tom to the disciplinary center first," the generals at Pacific Command quickly decided. At this stage, no US military personnel were permitted to leave the Hawaiian Islands. Due to the nature of the combat zones, pilots wounded in aerial combat who could fly their planes back to base remained in Hawaii. If they allowed Lieutenant Colonel Tom to leave because of a mental breakdown, it would set a precedent that other personnel might follow.  However, letting Lieutenant Colonel Tom continue his duties would undoubtedly affect the morale of those around him. The disciplinary center was the most suitable place for him at the moment. Confinement, combined with other measures, should help calm his excessive emotional distress.  Settling this matter established a standard response; any US personnel exhibiting similar behavior in the future would be sent to the disciplinary center. The Deputy Chief of Staff then moved on to the next item: "I believe we should immediately go public with the fact that China has violated the Geneva Protocol by using poison gas shells on the battlefield..."  The Hawaiian archipelago consists of eight major islands (four large, four small), 124 smaller islands, and the reefs, pinnacles, and towers that surround them. The US military currently had troops stationed on every single island. Upon receiving a telegram from an island under attack, the US immediately dispatched fighters as reinforcements. By the time the American squadrons arrived, that small island had already been reduced to scorched earth. After driving off the Japanese fighter groups, the US Navy went ashore to investigate, only to find the island looking as if it had been scorched by hellfire; fire damage was everywhere. Curiously, there were very few craters on the ground, making it seem unlike an explosion capable of such immense destruction.  While searching for survivors, the landing US troops witnessed scenes they would never forget. All buildings on the site were in ruins; personnel were either charred to a crisp or had suffocated to death, suffering heavy casualties. Strangely, the bodies of the deceased were mostly intact, without shrapnel wounds, but with their mouths wide open. Most tragic were the soldiers who died in the hidden bunkers; they had scratched their own throats before dying.  In the bunkers specifically, the dead US soldiers all had purplish faces, with marks from various fluids expelled from their mouths and noses. It appeared as if they had been poisoned.  However, the US military medical examiners, after careful study, found that not a single one had died from poisoning. At least, after testing various parts of the deceased, absolutely no known American toxins were found in their blood.  According to some coroners with experience in fire-scene autopsies, this manner of death was similar to those who suffocate in confined spaces beneath a fire.  Yet, the views of these coroners were not given much weight. Due to the high temperature and humidity in Hawaii, bodies could not be stored for long. Thus, these remains were disposed of, and the autopsy reports all stated: "These soldiers died inside their bunkers after inhaling an unknown Chinese poison gas. Therefore, these soldiers died of poisoning, not in combat."  The reports were all signed by American medical examiners. In truth, the examiners did not entirely agree with the poisoning explanation, as the manifestations on the bodies did not match those of death by poisoning. Particularly on the bodies designated by officers as poisoning deaths, although there were various purple-black patches, the examiners knew well that those were marks caused by the heat of the fire, not signs of poisoning.  The reason the medical examiners all signed was that they could not rule out the possibility that China had used a poison gas unknown to the US. As for the seemingly most logical explanation of "death by oxygen depletion," the examiners found it difficult to explain. What kind of flame could consume all the oxygen in a relatively enclosed space in such a short period? At least, the examiners couldn't figure it out. This forced them to accept the officers' view.  Of course, some examiners also knew the underlying reasons for the officers' actions, which could not be made public: If the death were ruled as "killed in action," a large amount of compensation would have to be paid. If it was not a combat death but a death by poisoning, the standard would be much lower.  The US military's criteria for determining "killed in action" (KIA) were very detailed.  First, the individual must have perished on the spot under hostile fire. If they were wounded on the battlefield and survived, but were pronounced dead on a stretcher or during post-battle treatment, this was usually not considered KIA.  Second, there must be definitive evidence of identity: the identity of the fallen soldier's remains must be confirmed by comrades, facial features must be recognizable, and the deceased's identification tags must be effectively collected. If a fallen soldier's identity could not be confirmed through facial or other markers, their death might not be recognized as KIA.  Third, the remains must be located on the battlefield: if a fallen soldier's remains were not on the battlefield but found elsewhere outside the combat zone, then the death was not considered KIA.  Fourth, the death must be confirmed by witnesses: if a fallen soldier was witnessed being killed, then that fact could be ruled as KIA; otherwise, lacking such evidence, the death might not be so recognized.  A special case applied to pilots: a pilot was only considered KIA if the aircraft was destroyed in the air. If a pilot died on the ground or in the air after parachuting because the plane was hit, this was also not considered KIA.  In the battle for Midway so far, Pacific Command claimed to have "lost over a thousand fighters." According to the US KIA criteria, where "a pilot is only considered KIA if the plane is destroyed in the air," not a single pilot had been ruled as KIA despite the loss of "over a thousand fighters."  To date, perhaps because American fighter designs were sufficiently safe, there reportedly hadn't been a single case of a plane exploding in mid-air. As for pilots plunging into the sea with their planes, that was not considered KIA, but rather dying from the crash. Furthermore, a pilot might not necessarily die after crashing into the sea, and once the plane sank to the bottom, there was no way to determine if the pilot was alive or dead. Naturally, it wasn't counted as a combat death.  Now that the US dead on the islands had been found, and had died on the battlefield, they met a significant number of the criteria for combat death. Ruling that they had died from the effects of poison after being gassed meant they did not meet the KIA criteria, saving the military a massive sum in survivor benefits.  Between spending money on buying more equipment or on survivor benefits for the dead, the military had made a very clear decision.
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US Congressman Carl Vinson was the Chairman of the House Naval Affairs Committee. For a long time, Carl Vinson had aimed to build a "Two-Ocean Navy" and had passed numerous acts. These acts were often collectively referred to as the "Vinson Acts." Therefore, "Carl Vinson" was not the name of a single act, but a general term for many.

Early on the morning of April 4th, Congressman Carl Vinson left his home for his office. The streets of Washington were plastered with various posters. Some featured the famous "Uncle Sam Wants You," where an uncle with a goatee, wearing a suit and top hat with the Stars and Stripes pattern, pointed out from the poster, looking quite fierce.

Apart from the Uncle Sam posters, the majority depicted American GIs carrying guns on land or looking heroic on warships. Others showed American soldiers pointing bayonets at a group of hideous enemies. These enemies wore queues (pigtails), and although they held weapons, they carried large opium pipes on their backs. Smoking opium and wearing queues was the stereotypical image of China in this era of America.

Congressman Carl Vinson had long grown accustomed to these posters as his gaze swept across the streets of Washington. As the US capital, Washington had never been an industrial zone. The streets lacked the rolling flood of workers on bicycles seen in New York or the cities of the Great Lakes industrial region. The Congressman recalled what he had seen during his recent visits to shipyards along the East Coast; every dry dock was filled with ships under construction. Many of the workers were women. The US manufacturing industry had always been short of labor, and in wartime, women began entering factories in large numbers to replace the men drafted into the army, joining the war effort. Compared to those bustling production scenes, Washington seemed far too deserted.

Arriving at his office, Carl Vinson's secretaries were already there. Seeing him enter, they quickly stood up to greet him. The Congressman's eyes swept over the desks, seeing a pile of letters on each, with many piles divided into two stacks. He responded with a casual remark, picked up a letter from the top of the highest stack, and walked into his inner office.

Sitting in his chair, he opened the letter. It was written in a very humble tone: "Respected Congressman, as your constituent, I recently saw a piece of news in the morning paper. The Chinese shamelessly used poison gas of undetermined composition against the US Hawaii region. I am burning with anxiety over this and would like to ask you, Congressman, what you know about this news..."

After reading the letter, Congressman Carl Vinson felt very displeased with the American newspapers. As Chairman of the House Naval Affairs Committee, he had good relations with many officers within the Navy. According to information provided by these people, the Pacific Command actually could not confirm whether China had used gas shells. The term "poison gas of undetermined composition" mentioned in those reports was very traditional phrasing.

Even battlefield smoke is harmful to the human body, so any combustion product mixed into the battlefield air could be classified as "poison gas." And "undetermined composition" was a very interesting modifier. In Congressman Carl Vinson's mind, "undetermined composition" meant it couldn't be determined if it was poison gas, which was the core part of the entire modifier. But ordinary American citizens would take "poison gas" as the core content, first determining that the Chinese had used poison gas against American troops.

Moreover, the American public's perception of Asia differed from Congressman Carl Vinson's. Although the Congressman also felt that there were only four types of people in Asia—Chinese, Indians, Persians, and Arabs. The land west of India and Persia was inhabited by Arabs, and the land east of India and Persia was inhabited by Chinese. What Japanese, Koreans, Southeast Asians? They were all Chinese, or mixed-blood of Chinese and Indians.

Even though the Congressman knew this view wasn't accurate, he still felt that the Japanese were simply Chinese people in Japan. The American people were even more confused about these matters. Currently, the Japanese army was fighting the US Pacific Command's Army, Navy, and Air Force in Hawaii, yet the American public firmly believed that the ones fighting the US military were the Chinese.

Congressman Carl Vinson did not want to get involved in the "poison gas" issue. He tossed the letter aside and began thinking about today's schedule. The US had currently completed the second round of war bond issuance. Driven by strong patriotic impulses, American war bond sales were quite good. The two rounds had raised $120 billion, but the money was still not enough. The combat effectiveness displayed by the Asian Coalition far exceeded US expectations. Even though the US had completed numerous shipbuilding plans from the Vinson Acts and currently possessed 24 aircraft carriers and 24 battleships, they were still suppressed in the Pacific.

The Asian Coalition reportedly only had 12 battleships, but they had around 36 aircraft carriers. Even worse, the Asian Coalition did not rely on carriers to gain air superiority, but on land-based naval aviation. The US was located on the east coast of the Pacific, far from the Pacific islands. The nearest Hawaiian Islands were still 4,000 kilometers from the US West Coast. This resulted in US land-based aviation becoming the main force of the war. Even though the US had 50,000 pilots before the war and had launched a 300,000 pilot training program in the months following the outbreak of war, the frontline still cried out for a shortage of pilots.

After thinking for a while, Congressman Carl Vinson picked up the phone and connected to the US Navy General Board. Soon, the operator connected the call, and Admiral Melkin's voice came from the other end, "Congressman Vinson, this is Melkin."

"Admiral, I would like to talk to you about the issue of aircraft carrier usage. According to some news I've heard, why have aircraft carriers become weapons for a decisive final battle, rather than offensive weapons in naval warfare?" Congressman Carl Vinson was an old acquaintance of Admiral Melkin, so his inquiry was very direct.

The other end of the phone fell silent for a moment. After a good while, Admiral Melkin said, "Congressman Vinson, if you have time, I would like to invite you to dinner."

Carl Vinson checked his schedule. He still had to go to the White House today, so he replied, "How about this evening?"

"Alright, I will send a car to pick you up this evening," Admiral Melkin replied.

Putting down the phone, Carl Vinson looked at his briefcase. Inside was the latest naval procurement plan. Since China had 36 carriers, the US had already passed a supplementary carrier plan. There were 12 carriers currently under construction, expected to be launched in 1942. To gain an equipment advantage over China, the US Congress had passed even more carrier construction plans. Under the lobbying of US shipbuilding companies, some radical congressmen had proposed a plan to build 120 aircraft carriers.

With America's industrial capacity, it could indeed complete a carrier construction plan of this scale. However, the US government currently did not have that much money to give to shipbuilding and military industrial enterprises. If all these plans that seemingly could ensure a US victory were passed, the US would need an investment of 1 trillion, or even 1.2 trillion dollars.

Even in Congressman Carl Vinson's view, if it took 1 trillion dollars to win the war, he would choose to stop the war. Because if 1 trillion dollars were spent, the US itself would collapse first.

Seeing that it was time, the Congressman left his office and got into a car, heading straight for the White House. There were more pedestrians on the streets now, but the number was still small, far from comparable to New York or the Great Lakes industrial zone.

At the White House, President Roosevelt finished reading the construction plan for 50 large aircraft carriers submitted by Congressman Carl Vinson, and his brows furrowed. The two remained silent for a while before Roosevelt asked, "Mr. Vinson, will the House pass this proposal?"

"I believe it is entirely possible," Carl Vinson replied.

Roosevelt fell silent again upon hearing this. After a long while, he said, "If that is the case, I am glad to see this result."

Carl Vinson then discussed some other matters he was concerned about with Roosevelt, and Roosevelt joined the discussion. Although it was wartime, the US had not adopted the European model of total mobilization. The European model of total mobilization required all industrial and agricultural capabilities and manpower within the entire country to be placed under the direct management of the central government.

The United States was a federal country, and state rights were very significant. The relationship between state governors and the US President was not one of superior and subordinate; in fact, one could say there was almost no relationship. If states refused the federal government's total mobilization orders, the US President could do nothing about it. Some state laws even stipulated that if US federal troops were to enter the state, they must have the permission of the state governor. The most famous example of this was Texas, famously known as the Lone Star Republic; Texas truly believed that the US federal army was the greatest threat to the state of Texas.

What Roosevelt and Carl Vinson were discussing was how to get the states to accept the federal government's war orders without generating confrontation. At this stage, the US military losses were not high, and various US corporate consortiums wanted to make a fortune from the war, so they were very supportive of it. State tax revenues also relied on these corporate consortiums; since the enterprises and consortiums supported the war, the states naturally supported it too.

However, both Roosevelt and Carl Vinson had access to top-secret documents, and they both sensed that the entire war situation was different from what the American public had initially imagined. In the imagination of the American people, China was still that backward Eastern country of opium smokers and pigtail wearers, and Asia was still that ancient, decaying continent. As the City upon a Hill in the New World favored by God, the United States possessed overwhelming capability and moral superiority over China and Asia. Once the celestial troops of America arrived, the armies composed of Asian yellow monkeys would naturally collapse and beg for mercy on their knees.

Although a considerable portion of Americans knew that China had long been a powerful industrial nation, the number of such Americans was at most 5%. 95% of the American public did not understand China, nor were they interested in understanding China.

Therefore, when the Pacific War first began and China won quite a few victories, the American public believed it was because China had sneak-attacked the US. These victories were dishonorable and shameful. To cover up their failures, the US military and politicians also fueled this narrative. In the view of Roosevelt and Carl Vinson, this false propaganda was very dangerous. Once punctured, the emotions of the American public would swing in the opposite direction.

During their discussion, both felt immense pressure in their hearts. Carl Vinson was the first unable to hold back, and he asked the question he had originally intended to ask last, "Mr. President, does the military intend to use poison gas in the war?"

Roosevelt did not answer. He had already received the military's plan to use poison gas. It was evident that the Pacific Command was somewhat at their wit's end and wanted to use abnormal means to turn the tide of the war.

Looking at Roosevelt's expression, Congressman Carl Vinson guessed what had happened. He continued to ask, "Mr. President, do you accept such a line of thinking?"
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Congressman Carl Vinson saw President Roosevelt sitting in his wheelchair like a statue, the expression on his face extremely cold, resembling a dictator of ancient Rome. For a moment, Congressman Carl Vinson felt he had asked the wrong question; perhaps mentioning the US military's preparation to use poison gas shells had underestimated Roosevelt's fortitude. Even if the US military was currently encountering setbacks, Roosevelt would not choose a method that would suffer fierce retaliation.

Roosevelt remained silent for a long time, then suddenly turned his wheelchair. The left wheel moved back, the right wheel moved forward, and the entire wheelchair rotated in place, turning from facing away from the French windows to facing them. He smoothly pulled open a drawer containing cigars, took out a Manila cheroot and lit it. Roosevelt took two puffs before asking, "Do you smoke, Congressman Vinson?"

Carl Vinson walked over, stood beside Roosevelt, and lit a cigar. The two smoked in silence for a moment before Roosevelt asked again, "Congressman Vinson, do you believe the He Rui administration is a government that wars for the sake of war?"

Carl Vinson thought for a moment and shook his head. "Mr. President, my job is to study what kind of weaponry and equipment the United States needs to win wars. In the eyes of many, I am engaged in work that is for war for the sake of war. So it seems I am not qualified to criticize the He Rui regime."

Roosevelt felt that Carl Vinson was truly an old fox, giving Roosevelt no opening at all. However, if Carl Vinson were a simple and honest man, he could not have become the Chairman of the House Naval Affairs Committee. So Roosevelt prepared to press Carl Vinson a little. "Congressman Vinson, when you formulated the 50-carrier plan, did you believe that such a quantity of aircraft carriers could win the Pacific War?"

Carl Vinson did not want to answer this question because he didn't know either. When facing war, the Senate (the House of Elders) managed power and personnel, while the House of Representatives (the House of the People) managed money. A large number of companies were now running to the House of Representatives wanting to make a fortune from arms procurement, so the arguments used to lobby Carl Vinson were truly by every possible means and full of strange things.

The number of aircraft carriers to be built was determined by the military. These companies would on one hand tell Carl Vinson how powerful the new aircraft carriers were and what advantages they had when facing China, so the expensive price of the new aircraft carriers was value for money and absolutely could not be low. Before long, these companies would tell Carl Vinson how fierce the Chinese aircraft carriers were and that they posed a threat to American aircraft carriers; in order to win victory, the number of aircraft carriers must be sufficiently high.

The combat capability level of aircraft carriers fluctuated high and low—powerful yet weak, indestructible while simultaneously possessing an Achilles' heel-like weakness. The only constant insisted upon was that the number of aircraft carriers was naturally the more the better. In short, the core was that more money had to be added.

Carl Vinson himself attached great importance to interaction and communication with core officers of the US Navy and considered himself reasonably knowledgeable about the Navy. Even so, Carl Vinson could not truly grasp the situation of naval warfare; often he could only rely on his intuition to make judgments.

Seeing Roosevelt's current lack of confidence, Carl Vinson sighed in his heart that neither he nor Roosevelt were military strategists and could not make precise judgments about the war. Just as Carl Vinson was wondering how to communicate with Roosevelt, he heard Roosevelt continue to ask, "Congressman Vinson, are you willing to believe the Army and Navy General Staff's assessment of the war, or are you willing to believe He Rui's assessment of the war?"

Carl Vinson felt a bit alert in his heart; this question carried a hint, implying that Roosevelt had no confidence in the Pacific War currently underway. Since he had faced successive probes from President Roosevelt, Carl Vinson took the initiative. "Mr. President, are you more willing to believe He Rui's judgment?"

"I believe He Rui is a military strategist. He has an extremely profound understanding of modern military affairs," Roosevelt replied. After speaking, he extinguished the cigar in his hand.

Carl Vinson had to admit in his heart that his view was about the same as President Roosevelt's. But admitting He Rui's military talent could not solve the predicament the US military currently faced. The US military had already completed the breakthrough in aircraft carriers within the Navy, and He Rui had also chosen the aircraft carrier route for the Chinese Navy. China and the United States were advancing side by side on the same track, but the United States currently had no way to obtain the specific methods of the Chinese Navy's application of aircraft carriers. Carl Vinson thought for a while and cut in from this angle. "Mr. President, can the intelligence agencies collect the core secrets of the Chinese Navy?"

Roosevelt did not answer this question, which was obviously somewhat evasive. What he wanted to get from Carl Vinson was the professional opinion possessed by this congressman who had long focused on the military field, and moreover, a professional opinion provided by a professional outside the naval system.

High-level officials all over the world knew that He Rui had entered a cadet school to study from a young age, had an extremely complete military educational background, and had personally formulated plans for several major campaigns, displaying his extraordinary military ability. And He Rui's abilities in politics and economics were even above his military ability. Military affairs are the continuation of politics, and politics is the continuation of economics; He Rui's talents in the three aspects of economics, politics, and military affairs gave He Rui a very complete strategic ability.

Although Roosevelt was very envious of He Rui's ability, he could only admit the gap between himself and He Rui. In the military field, He Rui knew very well where money should be used, without being perfunctory and misled by Chinese generals in various ways. So as the Commander-in-Chief of the US Armed Forces, every time President Roosevelt thought of He Rui, he felt very unconfident. This lack of confidence was increasingly reinforced as the war continued. To the extent that Roosevelt wanted to get some suggestions from Carl Vinson.

Since Carl Vinson was also unconfident, Roosevelt prepared to change to a more direct way of asking, which was whether the current US military could win the Pacific War.

Before Roosevelt could ask, there was a knock on the door. Carl Vinson looked gratefully at the door that had been knocked by someone unknown; he also sensed that the question Roosevelt was about to ask would be extremely difficult to answer. Carl Vinson had once believed that the series of acts named after him would allow the United States to possess a navy with quality and quantity that could gain an advantage in any war. When Carl Vinson's plan was implemented, he discovered that his plan only kept the US Navy from being defeated as soon as the war started, but did not enable it to overwhelm the opponent.

In the new shipbuilding plan, the number of aircraft carriers had already reached 50, yet Carl Vinson still could not be sure of winning the war. And the sudden knock on the door indeed helped Carl Vinson out of the predicament.

The door was pushed open, and Roosevelt's female secretary walked in lightly and said, "Mr. President, Admiral Melkin, the Chief of Naval Operations, wants to see you."

Congressman Carl Vinson was startled; before coming to the White House, he had reached an agreement with Admiral Melkin, the Chief of Naval Operations, to have dinner together that evening. Why did Admiral Melkin suddenly request to visit President Roosevelt?

---

Near the Mariana Islands, nearly ten thousand kilometers from the White House, the main fleet of the Japanese Combined Fleet was slowly cruising on the sea. On the flagship *Yamato*, Yamaguchi Tamon, Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet, looked excitedly at the chart of the Hawaiian Islands before him and said loudly to the officers of the Combined Fleet Headquarters beside him, "This surprise attack seized four islands in one fell swoop, very good! Do not care about those eight transport ships that beached; if necessary, another sixteen transport ships can be sent to beach!"

The officers of the Japanese Combined Fleet did not cheer, but just looked expectantly at the four small islands marked on the chart. In the war of attrition over the past few months, more than 2,000 Japanese fighter pilots and the planes they flew had silently sunk to the bottom of the sea, and more than 4,000 fighter planes had crashed into the sea after being hit, with the pilots managing to survive by parachuting. The Allied logistics department only asked, "Have the pilots been rescued? How is the performance of the new planes sent to the front line? Are the fuel supply and ammunition supply sufficient?" but never asked about the various losses. The Japanese officers had also gradually become accustomed to this degree of "extravagance and waste."

If more islands could be seized, what did it matter if each island required the consumption of 10 transport ships? Even if the cost of a transport ship was as high as several million or even tens of millions of yen, so what?

As long as logistics could afford the supply, the front line was happy to use equipment with maximum efficiency. For this beaching, the Japanese army extensively modified the transport ships. The upper structures of the transport ships were reinforced, and several anti-aircraft gun positions were installed on top. Because of these additions, the cost of the transport ships used for beaching skyrocketed, and after the center of gravity of the transport ships shifted upward, they were no longer suitable for navigation in strong wind and wave environments.

Warships are like people; if the chassis is stable, they can move very steadily. If top-heavy, falling over is the norm. The Japanese army spent a lot of effort to allow these modified transport ships to successfully arrive near the target. After wiping out the US troops on the island with fuel-air explosives, they used the transport ships to beach directly.

Now these transport ships were stuck on the shallows near the shore. The anti-aircraft turrets and radars on them constituted a simple anti-aircraft position. Coupled with the equipment and facilities moved onto the island from inside the transport ships, the anti-aircraft firepower on these four islands was quite powerful. Japanese land-based aviation also went to the skies above the four small islands to participate in the defense. As long as they could hold out for a few days, it was possible to build even more powerful anti-aircraft systems on these few islands. At that time, perhaps Midway Island, which could get rid of US bombing, could build a very powerful anti-aircraft system, forming a pincer movement with other lucky Hawaiian islands that could protect themselves.

Yamaguchi Tamon did not offer a vision of the future. He looked up at the Chief of Staff and said, "Send telegrams immediately to the commanders in the Mariana Islands, Marshall Islands, and Wake Island, etc., requiring them to immediately report their current air force capabilities to see if relying solely on air transport can meet twice the transport capacity required for current operations. If the numbers cannot be reached, ask the commanders in each place what conditions they need to be able to do it! When can they do it!"

Even the Japanese officers who had become accustomed to the days of "extravagance and waste" in the past few months looked at Yamaguchi Tamon at this time. Their eyes were full of incomprehension or sympathy.

The Chief of Staff of the Japanese Combined Fleet could understand Yamaguchi Tamon's thinking; this commander had already moved his mind to a decisive battle. If relying on the current offensive efficiency, the US and Japanese armies would have to fight for another half a year before the Japanese army could seize the Hawaiian Islands. But once the Japanese Combined Fleet could inflict heavy losses on the large aircraft carrier formation of the US Pacific Fleet, relying on air transport capabilities to provide twice the supply of materials, Japan could completely seize the Hawaiian Islands within about two months.

But the Chief of Staff of the Japanese Combined Fleet did not answer immediately. He had a question at this time: was it necessary for the Japanese Combined Fleet to implement a plan that would let China win the war at the risk of being heavily damaged?

Yamaguchi Tamon did not offer any explanation. Seeing that the Chief of Staff did not act immediately, Yamaguchi Tamon asked, "Chief of Staff, did you hear my order clearly?"

The Chief of Staff naturally knew the reality that if Japan could not make enough contribution, it would not be able to obtain enough return. He immediately replied, "Commander, I will contact them right now!"

Waiting for the Chief of Staff to go and execute the order, Yamaguchi Tamon looked at the Chief of the Operations Section. "Major General Morita, where does the Operations Section believe the main force of the US aircraft carriers is?"
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Admiral Melkin, Chief of Naval Operations, led two other naval officers into the Oval Office. Seeing President Roosevelt, Congressman Carl Vinson, and several other high-ranking government officials responsible for logistics already present, a sense of wariness rose in Admiral Melkin's heart.

But Admiral Melkin did not feel fear. From its founding, the United States had relied on a certain ferocity to expand rapidly. In America, being a killer was not shameful; if one killed enough people, they might even become a figure praised by the public. Just as when Roosevelt's uncle ordered the massacre of Indians, many bounty hunters, after killing Indian women, would cut off their private parts, string them on iron wire, and stick them on the brims of their hats to display their martial valor.

So, after saluting President Roosevelt, Admiral Melkin asked in a rather imposing tone, "Mr. President, the Navy would like to know your views on implementing reciprocal retaliation for the Chinese military's poison gas attack."

As soon as these words came out, the breathing of the politicians in the Oval Office momentarily stalled. Congressman Carl Vinson's first thought was that this ferocious soldier simply did not consider the political consequences of using poison gas; perhaps Admiral Melkin was not suitable for the position of Chief of Naval Operations.

However, Carl Vinson had deep contact with the US military after all, so a next thought quickly emerged: "Does Admiral Melkin not want to do this job anymore?"

This thought had not just appeared now. The war with China had been fought to this point, and the US military had suffered heavy losses. After US officials used the excuse of a "Chinese sneak attack" to temporarily quell the defeat of US forces in the Philippines, the pressure shifted to the engagement between China and the US in the Pacific. The US upper echelons were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with the stalemate, and some congressmen were already privately discussing whether senior American military officers were competent.

According to Congressman Carl Vinson's observations, the once high morale within the US Navy had also suffered huge damage in the war of attrition. Especially after losing tens of thousands of pilots, the US Navy internally began to express dissatisfaction with Admiral Melkin, believing that Admiral Melkin was incapable of leading the US Navy to victory.

Admiral Melkin did not offer his own views on these criticisms or opposing opinions. Congressman Carl Vinson sensed a flavor of "smashing a cracked jar" — acting recklessly out of despair — from the question Admiral Melkin raised. Because Admiral Melkin was not stupid; he could not possibly be unaware of what consequences using poison gas bombs against China would trigger. Since Admiral Melkin raised it so forcibly despite knowing the outcome, Carl Vinson believed that Admiral Melkin was probably not worried about being dismissed, and might even be expecting it.

Thinking of this, Carl Vinson looked at Roosevelt, wondering if Roosevelt would attack Admiral Melkin, or even dismiss him.

He saw Roosevelt listen quietly to Admiral Melkin's words, think for a moment, and then say, "Admiral Melkin, if you believe China used poison gas, you should submit relevant evidence to Congress."

Congressman Carl Vinson couldn't help but sigh in his heart: *Old fox, truly an old fox!*

The US President is the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces; theoretically, he has the power to issue orders to the US military. But the use of poison gas bombs is no longer a purely military issue, but a political one. Since it involves political issues, it can naturally be taken to Congress. As long as Congress determines that China used poison gas, in addition to condemning China, the Congressmen would naturally discuss whether the United States should use poison gas in retaliation. As long as the US Congress believes the US military can use poison gas against China in retaliation, Roosevelt has pushed all political responsibility onto Congress.

If US Congressmen do not accept the evidence submitted by the US Navy, Roosevelt can essentially push the responsibility onto the US Congress as well, and Roosevelt himself does not have to bear the responsibility for using poison gas against China.

Carl Vinson stared at President Roosevelt, inwardly admiring Roosevelt's practiced political methods. However, Carl Vinson was somewhat over-interpreting Roosevelt's thoughts; President Roosevelt was not thinking that much at this moment. Since he was clear about the gap between himself and He Rui in terms of military talent, Roosevelt had given up any direct interference in the war. Since he could not interfere, not only the matter of poison gas had to be left to the military and Congress to decide, but other specific decisions also had to be pushed to Congress and the military.

Seeing both President Roosevelt and Congressman Carl Vinson staring at him, the little bit of American valor in Admiral Melkin's heart suffered a considerable shock. When fooling his direct superior, the US President, Admiral Melkin was not flustered in the slightest. Although he and the American generals were unhappy because Roosevelt understood military affairs far less than He Rui, when it came to specific work, the generals were quite satisfied with the reality that the US President did not understand military affairs.

The US President is the Commander-in-Chief. The solutions to military problems submitted by the generals must be selected by the President. Because the President does not understand military affairs, he naturally cannot truly understand the professional relationship between the solutions submitted by the generals and the specific problems. Since the solutions the President chooses are all provided by the generals, it seems like the President is making the decision, but in fact, the generals are making the decision.

If American generals worked under a grand strategist like He Rui, any of their plans would have to undergo He Rui's review. One can imagine how great that pressure would be.

However, compared to such pressure, Admiral Melkin found it even more unacceptable to explain military issues to a group of Congressmen. Leaving aside whether Admiral Melkin himself doubted the accuracy of the claim that China used poison gas bombs, even if the matter was absolutely true, the Congressmen were a group of guys who loved to torment people. How would they make things difficult for Admiral Melkin or other American officers attending the inquiry hearing? He feared these officers could not endure such torture.

"Mr. President, I believe it is your authority to make a decision on this matter," Melkin began trying to hoodwink Roosevelt.

Congressman Carl Vinson immediately understood that there must be major problems with Admiral Melkin's claim that China used poison gas. If the evidence for this matter was conclusive, Admiral Melkin would have to gamble in Congress no matter what.

More importantly, the US Navy must have encountered very big problems at this stage. So much so that Admiral Melkin hurriedly wanted President Roosevelt to lift restrictions and let the US military fight with all they had.

Just as Congressman Carl Vinson was considering how to get Admiral Melkin to state the problem, President Roosevelt asked, "Admiral, can you recount the latest situation of the war?"

Admiral Melkin was already prepared for this. Although the news of losing four islands would likely get him reprimanded or even dismissed, Admiral Melkin had no intention of concealing it. Facing the President and the Chairman of the House Naval Affairs Committee, Melkin said in a steady voice, "Mr. President, the Japanese Navy used poison gas attacks on seven small islands in the Hawaiian chain. After receiving distress calls, we immediately counterattacked and retook three islands. On the three islands, we found US officers and soldiers who had died from poisoning. They were all foaming at the mouth with purple-black faces. Data and photos are on their way to Washington. Four other islands were taken by the Japanese army. The Pacific Naval Command is organizing forces to retake those four islands."

After speaking, Melkin signaled to the adjutant beside him, who hurriedly took out a report and presented it to Roosevelt. Roosevelt originally believed that He Rui would not approve of the decision to use poison gas bombs. With the Chinese navy gaining the advantage, it was even less likely for them to take the lead in using special weapons like poison gas bombs that would inevitably invite fierce retaliation.

But Japan is not China. Roosevelt believed that in their thirst to win victory in the Hawaii campaign, Japan was indeed very likely to use such underhanded weapons as poison gas bombs.

With this thought, Roosevelt read the document carefully. After finishing, Roosevelt, who had been a lawyer for many years and especially had defended numerous gangs, already did not believe Admiral Melkin's claims. When defending various gangs in the US, Roosevelt demanded these gangs tell the truth. As a lawyer, he would naturally adjust the wording. If the US Navy was viewed as the victim, the report by the US Navy on China's use of poison gas bombs could only be considered legally as a wishful statement. Apart from the description of the terrible appearance of the deceased, the only things that could serve as evidence were some testimonies from those who had been forensic doctors before enlisting, the content being "should have been killed by an unknown toxin."

If the families of the victims back then could only provide such testimony, perhaps a prosecutor would take the case, but Roosevelt could certainly prove the defendant innocent. The defendant appeared at the scene of the crime, the deceased appeared at the scene of the crime, and the deceased looked terrible, seemingly poisoned. It looked like a chain of criminal evidence. But this chain of evidence was entirely the defendant's statement, without any factual evidence, and simply could not stand up to scrutiny.

Roosevelt did not want to make Admiral Melkin look too bad, so he asked in a calm tone, "When can it be determined what toxin the deceased were poisoned with?"

Admiral Melkin was not surprised that he failed to hoodwink the President, because he had indeed asked the Pacific Command about this specific question. The Pacific Command gave a response of "we are researching carefully," and after such a brief response, attached a long-winded argument that the appearance of the deceased was enough to prove China used poison gas bombs.

Now that the President asked about this obvious flaw, Admiral Melkin signaled his adjutant to take out the three response plans from the Navy General Staff and submit them to President Roosevelt.

Roosevelt began to look them over. Plan 1: The US military continues to expose China's act of using poison gas bombs, while continuing to confront the Chinese army with the current forces in the Hawaiian Islands. Plan 2: The US military directly uses poison gas bombs in the Hawaiian Islands to attack the Chinese army, retake the captured small islands, and drive the enemy out of the Hawaiian Islands. Plan 3: The US military increases its forces in the Hawaiian Islands, relying on superior strength to drive the enemy out of the Hawaiian Islands.

The Naval Staff submitted three solutions to the current problem following the most common pattern. One was the most conservative status quo plan. One was the most radical plan. And one was a plan in between the two.

Generally speaking, a US President who does not understand military affairs will abandon the most conservative plan and will not choose the most radical plan either. The plan between radical and conservative will undoubtedly be chosen. The US Navy General Staff believed that the US currently needs to invest 30,000 to 50,000 new combat aircraft to form an overwhelming advantage over the Japanese army, thereby driving the Japanese army out of the Hawaiian Islands.

Admiral Melkin also hoped to adopt this plan. Moreover, when thinking alone, Admiral Melkin also substituted himself into the position of the opponent, Japan. He discovered that the biggest disadvantage of working under a grand strategist was losing the initiative of the actual command structure.

He Rui would definitely ask very sharp questions, requiring the Navy General Staff to explain the thinking behind every plan. Moreover, He Rui could understand the various details of such explanations. This was a terrifying thing. Because the US Navy General Staff was not confident of achieving the goal at this stage, they proposed these three plans. If the operational thinking was really clarified, one plan plus one contingency plan would be enough; why formulate three plans?

Looking at the contemplating President Roosevelt, Admiral Melkin hoped that Roosevelt, this President who did not understand military affairs, could make a decision quickly. That is to say, President Roosevelt should hurry up and shoulder the responsibility.
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Roosevelt naturally knew that Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Melkin hoped for him to shoulder the responsibility. Thus, after reading the plan, Roosevelt did not speak immediately but sat quietly, waiting for Admiral Melkin to explain his reasoning. After a moment, seeing that the Admiral remained silent, Roosevelt was forced to cough once and stare directly at him.

Under such a clear hint, Admiral Melkin bravely stated the current situation. "Mr. President, the Japanese forces in the direction of Hawaii are engaging us in a war of attrition. Based on the Navy's understanding of Japan, they have never favored attrition warfare. The Japanese military's pre-war conceptualization envisioned a quick war and a quick resolution—a single decisive victory. Therefore, I believe this is China's order to Japan. If our forces engage in a war of attrition with China across all Pacific theaters, our disadvantages will eventually manifest. Thus, in the short term, our forces must rely on superior troop strength to deal the Japanese army a head-on blow. Only by making Japan realize they lack the power to exhaust us can we win opportunities in the ensuing war."

After listening to this explanation, Roosevelt turned his head to look at White House Special Advisor Harry Lloyd Hopkins. Hopkins had engaged in social welfare work in his early years. He met Roosevelt in 1928 and became his closest aide. After Franklin Roosevelt was elected president in 1933, he successively served as Administrator of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, Administrator of the Works Progress Administration, and Secretary of Commerce, assisting Roosevelt in implementing the New Deal. In 1939, Hopkins was appointed Secretary of Commerce. In 1940, he resigned from his cabinet post due to illness.

After the war broke out, Harry Lloyd Hopkins served as Roosevelt's personal advisor, responsible for military industry and policy work, and was known as the "Shadow President."

Seeing Roosevelt look over, Hopkins nodded with some difficulty. He had suffered from typhoid fever as a child and was frail and sickly, earning the nickname "Skinny Monkey." Because of his constant illnesses, he had never been fat in his life. At this time, his stomach ailment was already severe, accompanied by other conditions. Coupled with his busy work schedule, his body was exceedingly emaciated.

Even so, Hopkins' gaze remained sharp. He strongly agreed with the Chief of Naval Operations' view. Since before the war broke out, Hopkins had believed that China possessed powerful capabilities, and China's leader, He Rui, was himself a military strategist capable of effectively leveraging the Chinese military's strength.

After the outbreak of war, Hopkins quickly determined that China had adopted what seemed to be the clumsiest and bloodiest mode of warfare, which was simultaneously the most effective mode: waging a war of attrition against the United States. Therefore, in late January of 1942, Hopkins had formally suggested to Roosevelt that the United States had no choice but to wage a war of attrition against China as well.

Although China's construction of a modern navy was a matter of less than twenty years, China had clearly taken the aircraft carrier route from the very beginning. On this new track of warfare, there was no true gap between China and the United States. Therefore, the United States could not hope to rely on superior tactical abilities to accumulate victories and thereby overwhelm China.

Moreover, China had a vast population, and its national income was lower than that of the United States. During twenty years of rapid development, the He Rui government had accumulated absolute prestige among the Chinese people. This prestige was sufficient for China to endure a considerable degree of tactical losses. In contrast, the United States, due to a standard of living higher than China's and its own traditions, relied on the patriotic sentiment of its citizens for its endurance in war, rather than on unconditional trust in the government.

Therefore, the United States absolutely could not hope to rely on a decisive battle mode to deliver a "one-wave" knockout blow to China. The United States could only compete in consumption, using the massive quantity of equipment built by its powerful industrial level to wage a war of attrition against China.

Facts had proven that Hopkins' judgment was correct. The Asian Allied Forces, relying on overwhelming air superiority, had beaten the British home forces until they were scrambling for their teeth, and the so-called millions of colonial troops had shown no ability to resist. The United States, precisely because it had not rashly launched a decisive battle, had managed to hold its ground when facing China's seemingly endless stream of aircraft. If the United States had gambled everything on a decisive battle, even if they hadn't been wiped out in one go, they would at least have lost the ability to maintain the Pacific front.

Since Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Melkin had decided to drag it out, Hopkins would naturally agree.

Seeing Melkin nod, Roosevelt turned back to the Admiral. "Within three months, the thirty thousand fighter planes desired by the Naval Staff will arrive in Hawaii."

After speaking, Roosevelt thought Admiral Melkin would accept this result happily, but he saw no trace of relief on the Admiral's face. Admiral Melkin pressed his lips together, clearly dissatisfied. Roosevelt's heart sank; he sensed the war situation was likely even worse than he had imagined.

Admiral Melkin had already prepared himself mentally. He said, "Mr. President, we need fifty thousand. Up to now, the fighter losses on the Hawaii front have already exceeded nine thousand, and it is possible they have now surpassed ten thousand. Since we have no way to rescue pilots who land in the water, we need a replenishment of fifty thousand pilots and fighter planes within three months."

"...Japan has fifty thousand pilots?" Roosevelt asked, almost word for word.

Melkin nodded. "According to our intelligence, Japan has one hundred thousand pilots who have completed basic training."

Roosevelt did not answer immediately. According to the report provided by Hopkins, the United States currently produced one hundred thousand fighter planes and ten thousand bombers annually. Even so, since the Australian theater also required a large number of fighters at this time, for the United States to maintain such high-intensity consumption, annual aircraft production needed to reach two hundred thousand. America's industrial strength could withstand such losses, but if this continued, the U.S. government might not be able to withstand the economic pressure.

The relatively cheap P-51 fighter had a cost of 50,000 USD (1942 prices). Two hundred thousand planes would cost 10 billion USD. Furthermore, fighters required fuel, personnel training, wages, and pensions for the fallen. This cost would likely be another 100,000 USD. Calculated overall, the value of a P-51 and a pilot over a full combat lifespan was 150,000 USD. Two hundred thousand planes would be 30 billion USD. The war bonds issued by the United States and military expenditures to date had barely reached 150 billion USD. If they followed Admiral Melkin's request, 20% of that 150 billion USD would be spent on fighter planes alone.

The United States was not only using fighter planes in this war; there were many places that required money. It was impossible to invest such a large proportion in fighters alone.

But Roosevelt was Roosevelt, after all. He did not get angry; instead, he replied calmly, "Admiral, those thirty thousand fighters will definitely be sent to Hawaii within three months. The other planes will be prepared."

Admiral Melkin knew this was the limit Roosevelt could accept at this stage. He did not bargain further, simply stating, "Mr. President, the Pacific Command will do everything in its power to defeat the Japanese forces. It is just that the Naval Staff believes that victory can only be guaranteed by obtaining fifty thousand fighters within three months."

Roosevelt nodded, signaling for Admiral Melkin to leave. After the Admiral left the conference room, Roosevelt maneuvered his wheelchair to spin 180 degrees on the spot. He took out a cigar and lit it. The gloom in his heart was difficult to dispel, so he simply thought of He Rui. Roosevelt very much wanted to know if He Rui was also enduring immense pressure.

Half of what Roosevelt thought was correct; the He Rui government was indeed enduring the immense pressure brought by war consumption. Premier of the State Council Wu Youping currently had no time to consider consumption, nor was he willing to. After all, before the war broke out, He Rui had clearly pointed out the direction for victory: China must rely on powerful production capacity to overwhelm the U.S. military. Facing such a powerful industrial nation as the United States, no tactical ability could play a decisive role.

At Politburo meetings, whenever military personnel giving reports introduced the war situation between China and the U.S., there were often statements made with lingering fear: "If not for the Chairman's previous instructions, we would have been overtaken by the U.S. military's [XX] system." These answers caused Premier Wu Youping to lose all optimistic expectations for the war. It had to be said that before the war, seeing so many high-end technologies and equipment, Wu Youping had felt the Chinese military could definitely defeat the "backward U.S. military" as easily as slicing melons and cutting vegetables. And in reality, while China had indeed thrashed the former world hegemon, Britain, with ease, when facing the U.S. military, they had met their match.

If there was anything left that made Wu Youping sigh, it was probably that American "endurance" exceeded his pre-war imagination. With the technological and numerical advantages the United States possessed, Britain was simply unqualified to go head-to-head with them; the U.S. military could completely crush the British forces. Yet, possessing such a massive advantage in strength, the United States had managed to endure until now without directly uprooting British power in North America. This endurance, this patience to wait for an opportunity, truly made Wu Youping wary.

Wu Youping had personally participated in the nation's construction and knew very well that the He Rui government had only come to possess such strength through more than twenty years of painstaking effort. If China had possessed such strength earlier, needless to say, they would have made their move in the West Pacific long ago! In contrast, the United States had been able to endure until now. Therefore, Wu Youping believed that even if China established a new world order, the United States would remain the most powerful and dangerous opponent challenging that new order.

What exceeded Roosevelt's imagination was He Rui's attitude. At this moment, He Rui felt no pressure at all, because he knew the strength of the United States very well. What He Rui could not be certain of at this stage was the influence of the American character on the war. If one viewed the entire United States as a rational actor, once China won the Pacific War, the United States would choose a truce.

However, anthropomorphizing a nation is an extremely erroneous attitude in political thinking, because a nation with a definite form does not fundamentally exist. He Rui could only fight on with "bottom-line thinking," watching as he fought. The United States was too large, and its industrial strength was extremely strong. As long as the United States could still produce massive amounts of military equipment, it was unlikely that there would be a thorough internal anti-war movement before 10 million U.S. troops were annihilated.

Compared to the United States, the future of a medium-sized country like Germany could be predicted. If Germany wanted to continue fighting, given its industrial strength, population, and land area, it could be completely crushed. Historically, Nazi Germany only surrendered after being completely crushed.

China did not have the capability to crush the United States, or rather, China could not bear the cost required to crush the United States. So, they could only continue fighting like this, seeking opportunities in each stage to force the United States into peace talks.

Therefore, Roosevelt did not expect that He Rui was currently very much looking forward to Roosevelt's personal death. Because once Roosevelt died, China would obtain a very good opportunity for peace talks with the United States. He Rui did not hate Roosevelt as a person, but he was currently considering how to utilize the opportunity if Roosevelt were to die. Thus, he was considering what kind of offensive should be manufactured against the United States at this stage to make preparations beforehand.
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"Chairman, General Hu and General Cheng request an audience."

Hearing the secretary's report, He Rui felt a touch of anticipation. Cheng Ruofan was responsible for the formation of the World People's Liberation Army, while Hu Xiushan was in charge of staff work and military industry coordination. With these two coming together, there must be some progress.

"Please let them in," He Rui ordered.

Sure enough, as soon as Cheng Ruofan and Hu Xiushan entered, Cheng Ruofan said, "Chairman, let Xiushan speak first."

Listening to Cheng Ruofan's eager tone, Hu Xiushan remained composed. After sitting down, he spoke in his consistently calm manner. "Chairman, I was ordered to study the acquisition of bombing base locations in the United States. The current research result is that it would be best to first obtain a bombing base in the Alaska region of North America. However, to acquire a bombing base in Alaska, it is best to have Soviet support. Therefore, I believe it is necessary to send some signals to Germany."

These brief remarks had Cheng Ruofan nodding repeatedly. As a member of the Military Commission, Cheng Ruofan was naturally very clear about nuclear weapon development. He also knew that the theoretical basis of nuclear weapons originated from atomic research proposed by scholars of several Nordic quantum schools. Many of these scientists were currently in the United States, and many of their students were German. Germany currently also possessed a very capable nuclear weapons development team. This was why He Rui had formulated plans for nuclear strikes against both the United States and Germany.

Although China had already developed ballistic missiles, and with the positioning provided by laser gyroscopes, the accuracy of Chinese ballistic missiles was already very high—the landing error after flying over a thousand kilometers was approximately one kilometer. Given the power of nuclear weapons, a deviation of one kilometer had a very limited impact. However, one thousand kilometers was not enough to attack America's nuclear weapons research and production bases; China could only use long-range bombers to launch attacks on American nuclear test sites. Even so, the bomber formation would essentially be on a one-way mission. If they could only take off from the sea, the bombers would be completely unable to reach their destinations. Therefore, obtaining a good air force airfield in the United States, or rather North America, was the key to the success of the bombing operation.

Hearing this, He Rui frowned slightly. But he didn't say anything, choosing to continue listening.

Hu Xiushan was considered the most excellent staff officer in the army, with an extremely high level of planning ability. After speaking, he took out a map. This map was centered on the North Pole, rather than the common map centered on the equator. Looking at this map, once Alaska was taken, bombers could cross the vast, sparsely populated areas of Canada and head straight for the core Great Lakes region of the United States.

"Alaska has very little population to begin with, and no railway access. Once our army captures Hawaii, we can blockade American maritime transport to Alaska. As long as we can obtain ports provided by the Soviet Union, our army can easily capture Alaska. I know the Soviet Union cannot agree at this stage, so we can exert influence on Germany. For example, warn Germany not to attack the Soviet Union. In my judgment, Germany will be greatly stimulated by this," Hu Xiushan finished, staring at He Rui, waiting for him to express his opinion.

"Does Xiushan believe that war will definitely break out between Germany and the Soviet Union?" He Rui asked.

"Yes," Hu Xiushan answered decisively.

"In that case, write an analysis report and discuss it with Comrade Li Runshi. Then provide the Soviet Union with a suggestion on how to avoid war."

"The Chairman believes it is possible to avoid a war between the Soviet Union and Germany?" Hu Xiushan was somewhat puzzled.

He Rui looked at Hu Xiushan, this relatively pure soldier, and couldn't help but smile. The purer the soldier, the more lovable they were—provided that one must never let soldiers engage in non-military work. Hu Xiushan could certainly write a superb war analysis, but this did not mean Hu Xiushan could understand what truly avoiding war entailed. So He Rui could only explain to Hu Xiushan.

Putting away his involuntary smile, He Rui kept a straight face and replied, "Avoiding it completely is impossible. But there are capable people within the CPSU, and they will certainly be able to understand our suggestions. Moreover, when giving this suggestion to the Soviet Union, I will tell the CPSU that if the Soviet Union can avoid being dragged into this war, it would be very beneficial to China."

"Does the Chairman really hope that the Soviet Union will not be dragged into the war?" Hu Xiushan asked straightforwardly, without hiding anything.

"My purpose in doing this is to hope that after the war breaks out, we can obtain the Soviet Union's understanding. The Soviet Union is hesitant at this stage. On one hand, Soviet military construction has not completed the goals expected by the CPSU Central Committee. On the other hand, the Soviet Union also has to worry that we might use Soviet interests to trade for a compromise with Nazi Germany. With Germany's Reichenau visiting Singapore this time, the Soviet side is actually very nervous. Therefore, we must give the Soviet Union an explanation that the Soviets can understand."

Hu Xiushan lowered his gaze for a moment, then quickly looked up at He Rui again. "Chairman, the Soviet Army's level of understanding of modern war is not high. According to the intelligence we have obtained, the Soviet Union currently believes that the Soviet Union is there to win wars, not to fight wars. In terms of military understanding, the Soviet Army is far inferior to the German Army. An explanation that the Soviet Union can accept will be difficult to form a logical closed loop."

He Rui laughed. "You are right. What the CPSU is considering now is how to gain benefits by winning the war, so you have to explain modern war to them. If the Soviet Union wants to fully introduce our propeller fighters, we can discuss it with them."

Hu Xiushan fell silent again, obviously thinking. Cheng Ruofan felt that this fellow Hu Xiushan was indeed not very good at international politics. Seeing Hu Xiushan fall silent, Cheng Ruofan said, "Chairman, Xiushan believes that the Soviet Union worries about its western heartland suffering a German invasion, so they keep strengthening the west. The more they strengthen the west, the more it constitutes a threat to eastern Germany. To make Germany feel that the threat from the east has been reduced, the Soviet Union would have to reduce its troops on a large scale in the west, but the Soviet Union currently cannot accept the west being subjected to an active German attack. This is an unsolvable problem."

"Therefore, we must provide the Soviet Union with our views. When facing Germany, the Soviet Union must show the same sincerity with which we reached the demilitarization of the border in the Northeast and Mongolia regions with the Soviet Union. The nearest Soviet garrison point to the border was only 200 kilometers away, while we retreated to 500 kilometers away. This is not because we are afraid of the Soviet Union, but because if the Soviet Union were to deploy reciprocally, their garrison points would have no way to retreat onto the ice sheets. The same goes for Germany; Berlin is too close to the border line actually controlled by the Soviet Union and Germany.

"Of course, Hitler is indeed a person who subjectively expects to solve problems through war, but Hitler is not a fool. If the Soviet Union can really come up with a plan that drastically reduces the pressure on Hitler, he might not necessarily refuse. Moreover, not everyone within Nazi Germany hopes for war; there are also many among them who hope to watch the world change in a relatively peaceful environment."

"...I always feel that the Soviet Union will not accept our suggestions," Cheng Ruofan sighed.

He Rui nodded. "I feel the same way. So we must present our suggestions to the Soviet Union very seriously. Under such tense circumstances, conducting frank negotiations with Germany is a rational choice. Furthermore, Stalin has already moved a large number of factories in the west to the Ural Mountains. If the Soviet Union cooperates by withdrawing its troops, it would actually allow Nazi Germany to sense the logic of Soviet war avoidance. Otherwise, moving factories to a safe location on one hand, while hoarding a large number of tank-led troops on the border on the other—what kind of logic is that?"

Cheng Ruofan was just about to answer when Hu Xiushan spoke first. "Chairman, European thinking places such emphasis on force. In the Soviet view, once the troops on the border are withdrawn on a large scale, it is a sign of weakness. Instead, it would stimulate Nazi Germany's desire to actively attack the Soviet Union."

"Sigh... this is the gap in understanding of war between the Soviet and German armies," He Rui lamented. In the past, He Rui also believed that the struggle between nations was tit-for-tat and that one must absolutely not show weakness. But from a strategic perspective, not showing weakness does not necessarily mean being at daggers drawn. Chinese military science has always considered 'striking later but arriving first' to be the highest state of employing troops; the Soviet Union obviously hasn't understood the essence of this way of using troops.

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Hu Xiushan asked somewhat hesitantly, "Chairman, I'm afraid the Soviet Union cannot understand the views of excellent strategists in the German army. If it were a strategist like Reichenau, what he would care about is whether the Soviet Union can blockade the transportation hubs leading to the Soviet Union for our army before our reinforcements arrive. If a military strategist like Reichenau believes Germany cannot do it, then Reichenau would not agree with Germany launching an attack. Simply fighting into the Soviet homeland and fighting a war of attrition with the Soviet Union has no meaning for Germany. But the Soviet Union thinks that the German General Staff will consider occupying a part of Soviet land to be the meaning of German victory. If we explain this to the Soviet Union, I feel the Soviet side is very likely not to accept it."

Hearing that Hu Xiushan was actually very clear about the difficulties of communicating with the Soviet Union, He Rui replied, "That is why I asked you to communicate with Comrade Li Runshi. Comrade Li Runshi can certainly come up with a solution to this contradiction. Moreover, I emphasized from the beginning that we want the Soviet Union to understand one thing: if the Soviet Union is not dragged into the war, China can have the vast territory of the Soviet Union as a shield, allowing our north to be in a completely safe environment. Our army can then concentrate on fighting the south without any worries about the rear.

"I believe the Soviet Union can understand this. And I also believe that the Soviet Union actually very much wants to know our dependence on the Soviet Union. In this way, the Soviet Union will propose conditions to us without hesitation. This is the Soviet style; they can't change it!"

Cheng Ruofan heard He Rui's description of the Russian personality and couldn't help but sneer, his voice filled with disdain.

He Rui knew that Cheng Ruofan considered the Soviet Union to be revisionists and did not care for them. There was no helping it; this was the so-called factional struggle—heretics are always more detestable than heathens!
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In mid-April, as if by prior arrangement, two four-engine passenger planes arrived at Moscow airport on the same day. Molotov, the Soviet People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, was busy the entire day. In the morning, he welcomed Harry Hopkins, the special advisor to the American President, and in the afternoon, he received Li Shiguang, the Chinese Foreign Minister. During this time, Molotov made no mention of anything other than the Soviet Union to either the American or Chinese personnel.

It was only in the evening, after returning to his residence, that Molotov wondered if China and the United States were attempting to use Moscow as a venue for a private meeting. Ultimately, Molotov decided not to involve himself in the affairs of the two nations. After all, both had embassies in the Soviet Union; if they wished to have private contact, they would have made arrangements long ago.

As it turned out, it was merely a coincidence. Harry Hopkins, the American presidential envoy, had come to the Soviet Union at great political risk. The United States had a long history of anti-Soviet sentiment, and reaching a political cooperation agreement with the Soviet Union could become a scandal for the Roosevelt administration. While most members of the Roosevelt cabinet were well aware of the Soviet Union's importance, American public opinion did not share this view—especially the conservative forces who feared that the Communist Party posed a threat to the American capitalist system and refused to accept deep cooperation between the two countries.

Hopkins was well-prepared. As soon as he met Molotov the following day, he praised the "correct decision" of the Soviet Union to dissolve the Comintern. Molotov listened quietly, saying nothing at first, until Hopkins remarked that "the Soviet Union's dissolution of the Comintern has had a positive effect on stabilizing the political order of various nations." Molotov couldn't help but retort, "The Soviet Union believes that states which suppress the Communist Party are regimes that completely ignore the needs of the people."

Hopkins smiled slightly, unbothered. Having served as the head of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration during the Great Depression, he understood the suffering of the people. Hopkins only opposed the violent destruction caused by the Communist Party; he did not oppose the people's desire for a better life.

Seeing that Molotov had been provoked, Hopkins stopped mentioning the Soviet concessions and turned the conversation toward his purpose in Moscow. "Commissar Molotov, the current world has fallen into total chaos due to the war. As a major power with significant global influence, I wonder what views the Soviet Union holds regarding the present international situation?"

Molotov felt that the United States was finally considering utilizing the Soviet Union. Sensing an opportunity to name his price, he asked with an air of calm indifference, "Does the American government realize that Germany, though part of the same Allied camp, is currently formulating plans to invade the Soviet Union?"

Hopkins was not surprised by the topic; the American military intelligence analysis department had indeed raised the possibility of a German invasion. Furthermore, the diplomatic system led by Secretary of State Cordell Hull had received various probes from the German side. German Foreign Ministry personnel had privately informed the United States that Germany had intercepted "intelligence suggesting the Soviet Union might launch a proactive strike against Germany."

The American military and diplomatic systems believed that Germany had plans for a proactive invasion of the Soviet Union, and the Soviet Union likewise had plans for a proactive invasion of Germany. Despite the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, both Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union were merely using the treaty to buy time. Once either side was ready, the pact would be torn up at a moment's notice.

Despite this understanding, Hopkins pretended to be ignorant. "Does the Soviet Union have any preparations in response?"

Seeing that Hopkins wasn't biting, Molotov tightened his expression and replied, "The Soviet Union will strike back without hesitation against any external aggression."

Hopkins had long heard experts in the State Department describe the Russian personality. Unmoved by the threat, he simply nodded. "Since the Soviet Union is so prepared, the United States' only concern is whether the war will affect the feasibility of importing industrial technology between our two nations."

Sensing the blunt American personality, Molotov found these business-minded Americans truly detestable. However, since the meeting wasn't for the purpose of arguing over national characteristics with the presidential envoy, he asked, "As a member of the Allied camp, has the United States considered restraining Germany?"

Only then did Hopkins reply, "If the Soviet Union joins the Allied camp, the entire alliance will do its best to organize against internal wars between member states. As for the current situation, the United States indeed does not wish to see a conflict break out between Germany and the Soviet Union. If Germany were to consult the United States on the idea of invading the Soviet Union, we would certainly oppose it firmly. But it is impossible for Germany to notify the United States in advance. If the United States were to issue a warning to Germany, we would at least need to obtain concrete evidence of a German invasion first."

From the American attitude articulated by Hopkins, Molotov understood that the United States indeed had no way to deeply influence Germany, let alone control it. But this was not the result the Soviet Union wanted. The Politburo of the CPSU currently wished to continue profiting from the Soviet Union's neutral status. To date, the Red Army had only just begun its equipment rollout, and its overall combat capability had not reached the expected level.

Particularly after witnessing the Western European campaign, the Red Army had raised its standards for combat capability. This made the gap between the Red Army's current strength and the anticipated level appear even wider.

Since President Roosevelt had sent an envoy to the Soviet Union, he presumably did not want the Soviet Union to side with China and become an enemy of the Allies. Molotov spoke more directly: "Mr. Hopkins, if the Soviet Union is attacked by Germany, we must ensure we can win the war. Therefore, we will require external cooperation. I believe the United States understands the necessity of this very clearly."

Hopkins was well aware of the Soviet Union's security needs. Unmoved by Molotov's soft threat, he continued to explain: "The Soviet Union is a powerful nation. The United States has no desire to interfere in Soviet affairs, nor does it have the capacity to do so. The United States very much hopes to help the Soviet Union resolve its security concerns. What ideas does the Soviet Union wish to express to the Allies through the United States?"

Molotov felt that Hopkins' attitude lacked sincerity, as the Soviet Union expected the United States to do much more. Since the Americans were being this way, Molotov could only try to raise the price again. "Isn't the American attitude a bit too passive?"

***

Compared to the conversation with Molotov, Li Shiguang's talk with the members of the Soviet People's Military Committee was much more proactive. The Soviet Red Army sent a team centered around Marshal Tukhachevsky and General Zhukov. Li Shiguang knew that the current status of these two within the Red Army was delicate. Marshal Tukhachevsky, who had always advocated for an offensive-oriented Red Army, had been sidelined because the implementation progress fell far short of the CPSU Central Committee's expectations. General Zhukov's more pragmatic military strategy had also drawn criticism from Stalin, and he had been relegated to overseeing the construction of reserve forces.

Although on the surface both appeared to be excluded from the Red Army's decision-making core, they could be reactivated at any time. Precisely because they weren't part of the core decision-makers at this stage, they were more capable of discussing substantial matters.

However, at the very beginning, upon hearing Major General Guo Tang's suggestion that the Soviet Union and Germany reduce military threats through border demilitarization, Zhukov expressed his opposition. "If the Soviet Union does this toward Germany, it will only stimulate Germany's ambition to invade."

Li Shiguang had expected Marshal Tukhachevsky, the proponent of an offensive Red Army, to be the one to object directly. After Zhukov finished expressing his opposition, Li Shiguang looked at Tukhachevsky, only to find the Marshal's expression calm, showing no signs of displeasure or dissatisfaction.

According to intelligence gathered by the Chinese Foreign Ministry, Tukhachevsky's military style was extremely resolute. With such a personality, he likely wouldn't bother to hide his disagreement. In other words, it was possible that Tukhachevsky agreed with a defensive-counteroffensive strategic layout.

While Li Shiguang was considering this through a diplomatic lens, Major General Guo Tang asked, "If the Soviet Union's goal is to maintain peace, there is no reason to deploy heavy military groups on the front line. From China's accumulated war experience, the only purpose for maintaining large numbers of troops on the front line is for an offensive. For defense, large forces could be stationed between 300 and 500 kilometers from the border. If an invasion occurs, there would be ample space for a counterattack."

"In the Western European campaign, it seemed as if the German army's first battle was the decisive one because the nations of Western Europe are small and lack sufficient strategic space. Thus, once the British and French forces were defeated, France lost air superiority. The area of the western Soviet Union is nearly ten times that of Western Europe. If heavy military groups are placed on the great plains, wouldn't you be repeating the same mistake?"

Although Li Shiguang did not understand military matters, he could grasp battle-level war plans. If the goal of the war was to annihilate the enemy's effective strength, there was no need to fight for every inch of land. Therefore, Li Shiguang himself felt that the Soviet Union's current placement of heavy military groups near the border was indeed difficult to understand. At least from a diplomatic perspective, it was a blatant military threat.

The two Soviet generals did not agree with Major General Guo Tang's view. General Zhukov believed that not one inch of the Soviet Union's sacred territory should be invaded. Had Li Shiguang not read Zhukov's dossier, he might have thought him a simple and crude general. But Zhukov was a commander who had completed training for many large Soviet army groups; that experience alone proved he was by no means a "blunt" soldier. To say Zhukov didn't understand the value of retreat would be an insult to the Red Army.

Hearing this, Li Shiguang sensed that the two generals had reservations. This was quite different from what he had initially expected. Li Shiguang adjusted his thinking, putting himself in the position of the Soviet generals, and realized they didn't have it easy. General Secretary Stalin was an iron-fisted figure. Moreover, Stalin was neither the founder of the CPSU nor the Red Army. Therefore, Stalin's suppression of the Soviet upper echelon was surely far more severe than He Rui's.

Understanding this, Li Shiguang gave a signal to Major General Guo Tang. Seeing the hint, Guo Tang abandoned the exchange and instead gave a detailed, unilateral presentation of the Chinese General Staff's proposed solution to the Soviet-German security threat.

During the presentation, the two Soviet generals cooperated by remaining silent, simply listening quietly.
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**Chapter 810: American Personality (7)**  Being able to hear the attitudes of the messengers from the two great powers, China and the United States, in succession made the General Secretary of the CPSU, Stalin, feel somewhat invigorated. The CPSU had always been very concerned about the recent war situation between China and the United States, but had never been able to obtain more specific intelligence.  Soviet intelligence agencies had achieved major breakthroughs in the United States at this stage. Under the inspiration of communist ideology, many American leftists who identified with the Soviet system provided a great deal of intelligence to the Soviet Union, including officers serving in the US Navy Staff. From this line, Soviet intelligence agencies obtained many battle reports that had not been published externally.  These reports showed that the United States was bearing immense pressure in the Pacific. In the Hawaiian Islands, where the US Pacific Command was located, the Japanese army clung to the US military like a "dog-skin plaster." As long as the US military slightly reduced its offensive intensity against Japanese-occupied Midway, the Japanese army would use Midway as a base to launch attacks on nearby small Hawaiian islands. The war of attrition between the US and Japanese forces in the Hawaiian archipelago was like a millstone, grinding up tens of thousands of fighters and the pilots on them.  In the Solomon Islands in the South Pacific, since both China and the Allied Powers had committed land, sea, and air forces, the fighting was even bloodier. The Allied Powers had consistently maintained a force of about 110,000 in the Solomon Islands; in less than three months, the Allied forces' casualties exceeded 170,000. Among the 40,000 Allied soldiers killed, 12,000 were Americans. The British Home Army and the ANZAC (Australian and New Zealand Army Corps) accounted for about 28,000.  Britain believed that holding the Solomon Islands would mean holding Australia and New Zealand, so the British side had dispatched 50,000 Home Army troops and organized a 600,000-strong ANZAC force. They had already successively sent 200,000 ANZAC troops to the Solomon Islands.  The United States, on the other hand, consistently maintained a force of 34,000. The US Navy Staff's reports were very detailed in their descriptions of the British Commonwealth forces. One report, in particular, left a deep impression on Stalin.  "...These arrogant British people have a baffling misunderstanding of the results of the 1926 Sino-British War. Especially the successors of the ANZAC, who were recognized as a criminal group by the Asian International Court; the results of the Sino-British War in their memories are jaw-dropping. Australians seemingly believe that Britain was the victor of that war.  ...Our officers and soldiers only found out after communicating with the ANZAC that after the ANZAC were completely wiped out in 1926, Australia and New Zealand imposed a total news blackout. News about the ANZAC being convicted is strictly forbidden to be mentioned in Australia and New Zealand. Anyone attempting to spread this news in Australia and New Zealand is arrested and imprisoned on various charges.  Through a comprehensive news blackout and information control, ordinary people in Australia and New Zealand believe that the ANZAC were only dishonorably surrounded and wiped out, while the Sino-British War ended in a British victory.  Therefore, these colonial troops possess a baffling stupidity; they believe their white skin is a guarantee of victory. In the early stages of the war, the ANZAC's actions were extremely reckless, often launching foolish charges against the Chinese army when the battle reached a critical moment, as if the Chinese army would be so frightened by seeing their faces that they would drop their weapons and flee.  After a dozen ignominious defeats, the ANZAC finally recognized the combat power of the Chinese army, which in turn gave rise to great fear.  ...Fortunately, the arrogance of these colonial troops makes them absolutely unwilling to surrender, to the point where the ANZAC can still hold their positions even when facing annihilation. They would rather be killed in the trenches than have any intention of surrendering. This stupidity has actually helped us hold the line, giving us time to dispatch reinforcements and save the positions.  Based on conversations with some ANZAC survivors after the battle, we found that the ANZAC firmly believe the Chinese army will execute prisoners without hesitation. Even surrendering British soldiers will not be shown mercy. Therefore, these ANZAC soldiers would rather die in battle.  ...It is said that the ANZAC do not spare the local natives and will execute prisoners by various cruel means after the battle. The ANZAC soldiers firmly believe that Britain is the most civilized country in the world, so when facing the 'barbaric' Chinese army, they cannot expect any treatment other than execution.  The chaplains in the ANZAC repeatedly transmit a view to the soldiers: China launched an attack on the white world for the sake of Asian revenge. Therefore, China has long ago set out crimes of genocide and crimes against humanity. Britain and the ANZAC have exterminated too many tribes in Asia, so they can never receive China's forgiveness. And God will never forgive believers who surrender to an atheist army..."  The reason Stalin was so impressed by this report was not only that the content described contained a huge amount of information, but also that the way Britain mobilized its troops in the report was very distinctive. Britain used the terms "genocide" and "crimes against humanity," which China had developed during the Asian International Court period, to intimidate the ANZAC, and it really wasn't without basis.  In addition to these threats with a realistic basis, Britain also used the racist view of a "white world" and religious threats of going to hell after death. It must be said that Britain was truly afraid, so it used all the concepts of maintaining white supremacy.  From the American description, Stalin felt that the US military actually bought into this stuff as well. The US military's dissatisfaction with the ANZAC was not directed at the white supremacist views within the ANZAC, but rather at the combat power of the white supremacist ANZAC. That is to say, the views of American soldiers were about the same as those of the ANZAC.  In terms of the sins they had committed, the United States was not behind Britain.  The Soviet strategic analysis department believed that if China won the Pacific War and occupied the entire Pacific region, the United States would face enormous security concerns. The United States would have to move closer to the Soviet Union and request Soviet help. Stalin agreed with such a judgment, so he had considerable expectations for this visit from the US presidential envoy.  However, the content relayed by Molotov began to make Stalin's mood unpleasant. At least in Molotov's description, the Americans blithely stated that the United States was willing to help the Soviet Union ease relations with Germany.  Stalin couldn't quite understand this blithe personality of the Americans. The Soviet Union and Germany were now bordering each other; the Soviet Union had plenty of ways to ease relations with Germany, such as sending a Soviet envoy to Berlin to talk directly with Hitler. The United States and Germany were separated by an ocean, and the US had no ability to directly attack Germany. Moreover, the US Army only had 100,000 men a few years ago; even if they now had 3 million active duty and 10 million reserves, the combat power of the army could not undergo a comprehensive change in just a few years. Even if the US military landed in Germany, they would just be "delivering food." Perhaps the combat power of the German police would be enough to arrest the US military on the coast.  Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov, of course, knew the combat power of the US military. He started from the possibility of a Soviet-German war, mainly wanting to see the United States' influence within the Allied Powers. Now Britain, among the Allied Powers, was being beaten by China. Without the support of the US Navy, British influence in Asia would probably be uprooted.  However, no matter how powerful the US Navy was, it could only fight at sea. Both the Soviet Union and Germany had experience being blockaded at sea by Britain, and adding the United States would not pose a greater threat.  Seeing Stalin's expression recover from unpleasantness to calm, Molotov continued to introduce the views of the American envoy Hopkins: "Comrade General Secretary, the American government asked for our views on the 'Yellow Russia' proposed during the Tsarist era. It seems they still hope for us to go to war with China."  Stalin felt he couldn't listen anymore, and his overall evaluation of the Allied Powers fell even further. The "Yellow Russia" proposed during the Tsarist era referred to Northeast China. Russia certainly had its own ambitions for Northern China; there was nothing to be ashamed of in admitting that. But the "Yellow Russia" theory proposed by Tsarist Russia was built on the basis of the extreme corruption and decline of the Qing government. If the Qing government had been as strong as China is now, Russia would only have sought ways to maintain friendly relations with China.  The Soviet Union's Third Five-Year Plan was about to be successfully completed, and the Soviet Union's war strength had been greatly enhanced. Even so, according to the battle simulations of the General Staff of the Soviet Red Army, if the Soviet Union exerted all its strength to fight the Sino-Japanese combined forces in the Far East, the result would be certain defeat. This battle simulation was not conducted just once or twice, but multiple times.  In several of them, it was presupposed that China and Japan were completely unprepared for the Soviet Union, and the Soviet "Steel Torrent" assembled in the Far East almost ignoring physical reality, completely silently, and launched a surprise attack on China and Japan.  Under such combat conditions, China used its vast territory as a backdrop to pin down the Soviet army, and the Soviet army was ultimately unable to break through China's Yanshan Mountains. Although the Northeast was a very important industrial center for China, China's industrial centers were not limited to the Northeast. Beijing-Tianjin in North China; Yinchuan, Xi'an, and Taiyuan in the Northwest; Wuhan and Xuzhou in the center; Sichuan in the West; the Yangtze River Delta in the East; and the Pearl River Delta in the South all had industrial centers.  If the Soviet army couldn't break through the Yanshan Mountains, it would have to engage in a long-term war of attrition with China. Although the Soviet army exerted all its strength, its logistics supply lines were severely bombed by the Chinese air force and could not maintain supplies. Under impossible preconditions, even if they occupied large areas of Chinese territory, it would leave the Soviet army in a dilemma.  And the result of ending that strategic simulation was a short simulated telegram: "Germany has launched an attack on the Western Soviet Union!"
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**Chapter 811: American Personality (8)**  "Comrade Molotov, is it possible that the United States is already prepared to accept China's control over the entire Pacific?" After posing this question, Stalin took another puff from his pipe.  Amidst the pure aroma of Zimbabwe tobacco, Molotov voiced a judgment he wasn't yet entirely certain of: "Comrade General Secretary, I believe such a possibility exists. However, at this stage, it's impossible to judge when China will be able to defeat the US military in the Pacific. The US will not accept such a result until they have exhausted their navy."  Stalin did not further discuss military issues with the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs. Ending his meeting with Molotov, he contemplated the war between China and the United States while waiting for Tukhachevsky and Zhukov to arrive.  Russia had never been a major naval power, and Stalin could find no way to truly understand the great Pacific war between China and the US from Russian naval history. The thought of a war conducted across tens of millions of square kilometers of vast ocean left Stalin deeply perplexed.  The battles between the Asian Allied forces and the Allied forces in the Solomon Islands were still within the realm of Stalin's understanding; after all, those islands ranged from a thousand to ten thousand square kilometers in size. There, both sides could deploy a certain amount of force. But Stalin could not understand the reason for fighting for dozens of days over a tiny island of just a few square kilometers.  Since he couldn't make sense of it, Stalin gave up on imagining the war and turned his thoughts back to strategic issues. The Soviet Union had reaped enormous benefits from the Western European campaign, acquiring eastern Poland and the three Baltic states. The CPSU, having tasted success, was eager to seize even greater interests in World War II.  The Soviet Union currently had a population of 180 million, a number roughly equal to the combined populations of Germany, Britain, and France. The Third Five-Year Plan had greatly enhanced the Soviet Union's strength; by any measure, the time had come to seize more interests. However, the progress of World War II had exceeded the Soviet Union's expectations, and the great naval battles between China and the US were simply not a field in which the Soviet Union could intervene. The Soviet Pacific Fleet was insignificant before China and the US; even the Japanese Navy could easily destroy it.  The German Army was very powerful, and the Soviet Red Army General Staff's simulations targeting Germany did not satisfy the Central Committee of the CPSU. Stalin himself could not accept those wishful battle simulations.  Given the current situation, Stalin was inclined to continue waiting. But watching China capture territory in Asia and rapidly gain a sphere of influence with a population of 400 million by liberating colonies made Stalin feel an uncontrollable restlessness in his heart.  "Comrade General Secretary, Marshal Tukhachevsky and General Zhukov have arrived," the secretary's voice interrupted Stalin's thoughts.  As the two Soviet military leaders entered the office, Stalin asked point-blank: "If we were to join the Allied Powers, would China attempt to ally with Germany?"  Both Tukhachevsky and Zhukov were stunned; they hadn't expected Stalin to ask such an aggressive question. Zhukov couldn't help but answer: "Comrade General Secretary, I believe that if our country joins the Allied Powers, China will definitely choose to ally with Germany."  After speaking, Zhukov thought for a moment and continued with a deeper thought: "Although Nazi Germany joined the Allied Powers, its purpose was not to protect Britain or Europe, but to gain leadership over the Fascist bloc. What the Fascist bloc hopes for is hegemony in Europe, thereby gaining the Suez Canal, and subsequently meeting their demand for Middle Eastern oil."  Marshal Tukhachevsky did not participate in the discussion. As a Marshal, he maintained his status and was more concerned with how to command the mechanized Soviet Red Army to sweep across Europe. Serious simulations within the Red Army had long concluded that the Soviet Union was absolutely no match for the Sino-Japanese forces in the Far East. As a Marshal of the Red Army, Tukhachevsky opposed fighting a war that was certain to be lost—unless China struck first in the Far East.  After hearing Zhukov's serious answer, Stalin became even more firm in his decision to reject the American invitation. Since the Soviet Union could not join the Allies, the remaining choice was to fight the Allies—or remain neutral.  Asking the two generals to sit, Stalin inquired about the suggestions brought by the Chinese delegation. Hearing the two generals describe China's expectation for the Soviet Union and Germany to maintain peace, Stalin's brow furrowed slightly. At first glance, this suggestion was much more peaceful than the American one and seemed to have no ill intent. However, upon closer reflection, this Chinese suggestion contained two intentions.  China, out of its own interests, hoped that the Soviet Union, by maintaining a neutral and peaceful status, would use its vast territory as a screen behind China, providing strategic security and allowing China to focus on the war in the south.  Once Stalin understood this layer of meaning, he said to the two generals: "From this suggestion, He Rui is truly a man who loves war."  Marshal Tukhachevsky couldn't help but express his agreement: "Comrade General Secretary, China does not understand the war in Europe. Following China's suggestion might very likely trigger a German offensive."  Stalin tended to agree with Tukhachevsky's view: "The demilitarization of the border between China and the Soviet Union is a plan that can only be implemented between countries with vast territories like ours. The Chinese side seems to have misunderstood the meaning of demilitarization; they see it as an 'attitude' and have not realized that demilitarization simply turns the border between two countries into a military buffer zone..."  Zhukov did not participate in the discussion between Stalin and Tukhachevsky because he personally agreed more with the Chinese suggestion. In Zhukov's view, the Chinese suggestion looked at the war from a strategic perspective, while the military deployments currently being executed by the Soviet Union looked at the war from a tactical perspective.  From a strategic level, considering a possible Soviet-German war required considering its ultimate result. The German General Staff's level of understanding of war was very high, at least not inferior to that of the Chinese National Defense Force Military Commission. Therefore, the German General Staff would inevitably consider the possibility that once the Soviet-German war broke out and the Soviet Union fell into a total disadvantage, it would inevitably seek help from China.  If the war reached this stage, would China help the Soviet Union? Zhukov believed there was a very high probability that China would help, and he believed the German General Staff would also think that given the current situation, the Soviet Union joining China's side would bring much greater strategic benefits than a Sino-German alliance.  From such strategic considerations, He Rui was undoubtedly a brilliant strategist. A truly brilliant strategist would never easily let the situation change, but instead worked to maintain the strategic status quo in the most favorable and easiest position for themselves. It was based on this philosophy that He Rui had sent people to the Soviet Union to convey China's concerns.  This expression contained two aspects: first, expressing China's willingness to help the Soviet Union cope with a war crisis if one broke out; second, expressing China's expectation for the Soviet Union to maintain a peaceful status quo while war had not yet broken out.  Zhukov internally disagreed with Stalin's assessment of He Rui as "bellicose." He Rui's war aims were very clear: to establish a new world order. Although Zhukov did not believe in so-called eternal peace, the new order proposed by He Rui could clearly reduce the chances of future continuous wars.  Conversely, the Soviet Union was currently seeking interests by exploiting the wars of other countries, to the point where there was now a strong impulse within the CPSU to seek even greater interests by participating in the war. Zhukov believed this might be the true reason He Rui sent people to convey the Chinese view. Based on the views proposed by the Chinese representatives, Zhukov further believed that He Rui thought the Soviet Red Army's chances of winning were not high if it took the initiative to attack. Regardless of whether He Rui thought so, Zhukov, who was responsible for reserve work, believed the Soviet Union's chances of winning an offensive were indeed not high.  By now, Stalin and Tukhachevsky had finished criticizing He Rui, and Stalin asked: "Comrade Tukhachevsky, how long do you think it would take for us to complete a military operation to 'liberate' Poland if we took the initiative?"  Marshal Tukhachevsky did not believe the Red Army would lose, so he skipped the unasked question of victory or defeat and answered confidently: "To liberate Poland, we would need to deploy 3 million Red Army troops. With the equipment the Red Army has now completed, it would take about 4 to 6 months."  Stalin felt the judgment of defeating the German elite in Poland within 3 to 6 months was a bit too optimistic. The German army had eliminated Poland in three weeks and defeated France in 42 days; its combat power was extremely formidable. Even if Germany currently had only 2 million regular troops while the Soviet Red Army had 6 million, even if the Soviet Union sent all its troops, it might not necessarily defeat the German army in six months.  However, Tukhachevsky's judgment wasn't excessively optimistic either; the German-controlled area of Poland was only so large, and the Red Army also had to place enough troops in the southern region. Even if the risk of war between China and the Soviet Union was extremely low, at least 100,000 troops would have to be kept in the Far East. Completely withdrawing troops from the Far Eastern Military District would be a very unprofessional military decision. Therefore, the Red Army that could truly fight in Poland would be about 3 million.  Seeing Zhukov remaining silent, Stalin asked: "Comrade Zhukov, what do you think?"  Zhukov immediately replied: "I believe that with our current logistical capacity, we can maintain the logistical needs of 3 million Red Army troops in Poland for 3 to 6 months."  Previously, Zhukov had been removed from the position of Chief of the General Staff because he spoke very directly and did not cater to the views of the Politburo. Although Zhukov also felt he had learned his lesson, he truly could not say things that went against his conscience.  Sure enough, Stalin heard the meaning in these words, and his expression became somewhat unpleasant. But Stalin took a puff from his pipe and continued to ask: "So, what does Comrade Zhukov think of the Chinese suggestion?"  "Personally, I think it is an option that can be chosen. Germany is currently not sure of completely defeating our army. When our main force withdraws to the previous border line and continues to rely on the previous 'Eastern Line' to complete the defense system, Germany will certainly not dare to easily invade our country." Zhukov continued to state his true opinion.
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**Chapter 812: American Personality (9)**  Although General Zhukov did not go against his own thoughts, he was no fool. No matter how much he believed China expected the Soviet Union to join the Chinese camp, he would not voice the hypothesis of "a major defeat for the Soviet Union once war breaks out with Germany." Publicly suggesting that the Soviet Union might lose to the Wehrmacht was already an extremely dangerous statement; to further suggest seeking help from China after a defeat would be suicidal.  While he believed China would support the Soviet Union, Zhukov couldn't clearly figure out what demands China would make at that time. Moreover, nothing was absolute; what if Germany and China reached an agreement, with Germany leaving the Allied Powers and joining China's side? From a strategic perspective, excellent conditions for strategic cooperation existed between China and Germany. A Sino-German alliance held no logical inconsistency.  In fact, Zhukov had always found it difficult to understand why the He Rui government had consistently been anti-Nazi over the past decade. The Comintern was anti-Nazi because it was competing with the Nazis for dominance in Europe. There weren't many actual conflicts between the Nazis and China, yet China's opposition to Nazism was a genuine ideological war. However, in Zhukov's impression, the He Rui government never seemed like one that prioritized ideology.  Therefore, Zhukov could only express his purely military views on the Chinese suggestion. After finishing, to avoid Stalin's misunderstanding, he added: "As the General Secretary said, China's suggestion seems defensive, but in reality, they are already prepared for war with Nazi Germany."  Stalin hadn't initially considered the possibility of Zhukov being pro-China. Seeing Zhukov support the Chinese suggestion, Stalin said with some displeasure: "He Rui is a man who does things very extremely, preferring to use war to solve problems. Anyone who doesn't accept his suggested peace plans is viewed by him as having war intentions, and he resorts to military means."  After emphasizing this point, Stalin first took a puff from his pipe, watching the reactions of Marshal Tukhachevsky and General Zhukov. Marshal Tukhachevsky merely said, "He Rui simply doesn't care about the safety of the people in the Western Soviet Union." Zhukov just nodded in agreement.  Seeing that the reactions of the two military leaders were not intense, Stalin didn't truly get angry. He cared about this point himself. The sacred territory of the Soviet Union had been invaded by foreign powers before, but the Soviet Union was weak then and had no way to resist the enemy outside its gates. The present Soviet Union was in no way comparable to that time. As someone who had resisted foreign invasions, Stalin could not accept the prospect of the Soviet Union being invaded again.  If they followed China's suggestion and the Soviet Union adopted a posture of "if you Nazis dare to attack, you will be annihilated on Soviet soil," it could indeed release a signal to Nazi Germany that the Soviet Union was prepared to fight to the end. But with such determination, why not fight the battle on German soil?  Seeing that the two generals had nothing more to say, Stalin changed his tobacco before speaking: "From the Chinese side's statement, what do you think is China's attitude toward a possible Soviet-German war?"  Marshal Tukhachevsky spoke first: "The Chinese statement was polite enough; they didn't make a specific statement at all, only emphasizing the traditional friendly relations between China and the Soviet Union."  Having stated what could be confirmed, Tukhachevsky fell silent. Zhukov merely echoed him, saying nothing more. Zhukov felt this was already the greatest goodwill toward China—at least they hadn't distorted China's attitude. On issues concerning major national affairs, there was never a lack of speculation. These speculations were often distortions of the greatest malice; after all, one cannot use goodwill to explain major national affairs.  Stalin also didn't believe China would be wholeheartedly friendly toward the Soviet Union; if China were friendly, it wouldn't have maintained a distance for twenty years. Since the two generals' descriptions contained no friendly views toward China, Stalin moved to the next discussion: "If the United States supports Germany, how much influence will it have on Germany?"  This time, Tukhachevsky did not speak. After waiting a while, Stalin looked at Zhukov. Zhukov could only reply: "I don't think the impact on Germany will be very large. Although there is extensive military-technical cooperation between Germany and the United States, the US currently has no way to provide weapons and equipment to Germany; their own equipment is being used in the war against China."  After hearing Zhukov's judgment, Tukhachevsky expressed his agreement. Hearing this, Stalin furrowed his brows. Information about whether there were large-scale arms deals between the US and Germany could actually be obtained from the American presidential envoy, Hopkins.  At that moment, Harry Hopkins sneezed. He rubbed his nose, a puzzled look on his pale face. The delegation this time consisted of more than just Hopkins; there were also some young aides. These aides were outstanding young elites from various fields; working in the White House team was a very important experience in their lives. With this experience, they would have great prospects in various fields in the future.  Hopkins asked Major Smith, who was accompanying them: "Major, do you think the CPSU leadership truly understands that their current actions are seen as a provocation by Germany?"  Major Smith was a top graduate of the military academy, particularly brilliant in strategy. His graduation thesis, which studied the military application of He Rui's geopolitical theory, received extremely high praise. He was considered the person in the American military who best understood Chinese culture.  In response to Hopkins' question, Major Smith replied: "Russian philosophical and military thought are very different from China's. This is based on the fact that China has a rich variety of climates and geography, while Russia's territory and climate are too singular. So, the Soviet Union realizes it is provoking, but it doesn't think this provocation will trigger a violent reaction from Germany. In this regard, China's attitude is very similar to that of the United States."  After hearing this, Hopkins nodded slightly. In Hopkins' view, there were huge differences between China and the United States, not only in race and geographical location but also in history; Chinese history was so ancient that it would give the US a headache just thinking about it.  But Hopkins discovered that China and the United States shared a very mysterious similarity. Previously, Hopkins hadn't had time to study the origin of this similarity; hearing Major Smith's answer now gave him a sense of enlightenment.  Indeed, the greatest similarity between China and the United States lay in the enormous natural differences between their northern and southern regions. When it was snowy in the American North, one could still wear short sleeves in the southernmost US. In this regard, there was truly no difference between China and the US. To maintain continuous production under such diverse climatic conditions, the United States naturally had to adopt organizational methods very similar to China's.  Compared to China and the US, the Soviet climate was highly singular; after it snowed, the entire Soviet Union was covered in ice and snow. Naturally, production patterns everywhere were very similar. The only difference was between cold and colder.  In terms of threats, the American response to a threat itself was much more cautious than the Soviet one. Threats must exist, but the degree of the threat was chosen very skillfully. If the US were to station a large number of troops on a border, it was very likely they were going to fight. If it was just a threat, the US would also make sure the opponent fully believed the US was truly threatening.  If the US placed a large number of troops on a border while telling that country "what we want is peace," then there was nothing more to say; the US would inevitably go to war.  It was precisely based on this "American personality" that Hopkins had spent quite a bit of effort, with the help of American elites, to finally understand that this Soviet approach, in the Russian style, might truly be intended only for intimidation, rather than for war.  Even having accepted such an explanation, Hopkins often still couldn't understand why the Soviet Union couldn't grasp that stationing so many troops in border areas was actually very stupid.  After some discussion, Hopkins asked another question he felt he couldn't quite understand: "Does the Soviet Union really believe it can gain huge benefits from the war without participating in it? If the Soviet Union really has such great ambitions, it must pay the corresponding price!"  A PhD in Political Science from Columbia University in the American team replied: "This is also a Russian tradition. They only show their fangs when facing the weak. The last time Russia gained the support of a strong power was during the Napoleonic era. During the anti-Napoleonic wars, Russia's firm decision to strike down its opponent came only after Napoleon captured Moscow. Other than that, Russia's strategic thinking has always been about grabbing benefits—grabbing benefits in various ways. Their strategy often serves their tactical objectives."  Hopkins felt this evaluation was a bit too acerbic. But this explanation did make many things clearer. At least comparing the Soviet Union's actions over the years with He Rui's actions—especially comparing He Rui's "Asian International Court" with the Soviet-led "Third International" (Comintern)—one could really see the differences between the two countries.  China's He Rui used the Asian International Court to form an international exchange platform. As the war continued to this point, he could bring "scholars" from various countries together to promote China's position and describe the world order China wanted to establish. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union's Third International had come to a dismal end, dissolving itself.  Between the Asian International Court and the Third International, the latter clearly spent more money and had more members. But their strategic height was worlds apart. He Rui's goal was to propose a world order through the Asian International Court, making various governments follow China's direction. The Third International's goal was to subvert those governments. The gap between them was truly enormous.  Thinking of this, Hopkins suddenly found the similarity between China and the US to be even greater. The United States also wanted to establish a new world order, while what the Soviet Union wanted to establish was a more Europeanized sphere of influence.  Hopkins couldn't help but ask: "Does the Soviet Union realize the gap between their national personality and China's?"  This proposal left the members of the American delegation somewhat stunned; no one had thought of "national personality." But with Hopkins saying this, the Columbia University PhD was the first to express agreement: "I don't think the Soviet Union has realized the similarity between the Chinese and American national personalities. And the Soviet Union also hasn't realized that at the core of the Soviet national personality is that of the Tartars (Mongols). At the same time, Russia very much admires the German national personality."  At the mention of the view that the Soviet Union and Germany were more similar, the members of the American delegation expressed their sincere agreement. in the eyes of the United States, the Soviet Union and Germany were truly completely similar. It's just that the Soviet Union and Germany themselves wouldn't admit it.
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**Chapter 813: Empire's Survival (1)**  In the Reich Chancellery in Berlin, German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop watched Hitler's reaction closely after finishing his report on the arrival of Chinese and American envoys in Moscow. He paid no heed to the reactions of Rudolf Hess and Göring beside him; lately, both had shown strong animosity toward Ribbentrop.  However, after a while, Ribbentrop saw no trace of displeasure on Hitler's face. The Führer of Nazi Germany was clearly in deep thought, prompting Ribbentrop to quickly prepare himself for even the most difficult questions.  After another interval, Hitler finally spoke. "Ribbentrop, where did this news come from?"  Ribbentrop did not hide it. "My Führer, the intelligence initially came from the British. We have confirmed it is true."  Hearing that the intelligence came from the British, a smile appeared on Hitler's face. In that relaxed smile, Ribbentrop saw a look full of mockery. Beside him, Göring let out a laugh.  Lately, when talking about Britain, Ribbentrop had seen that same look of contempt on the faces of most high-ranking Nazi officials. Germany had many "pro-British" elements, making it very easy for Britain to obtain German intelligence. Similarly, there were many in Britain who favored Germany or admired Fascism, allowing Germany to obtain a vast amount of British intelligence through them.  Britain had been having a truly miserable time lately. First, they lost all their colonies in Southeast Asia; now, the British Indian Army had retreated to the border between India and Iran under the "protection" of the Indians. According to those in Britain who were heartbroken over the loss of India, in order to pay protection fees to the Indians, the British forces had even handed over their last rifles to the Indian National Congress's armed forces before entering Iran.  Even the soldiers' guns had been confiscated by the Indians; British assets and property in India were naturally taken over by the Indian National Congress. Furthermore, to get the troops out, Britain had made no arrangements to evacuate British citizens in India. In internal meetings with the upper class, the British Cabinet told them, "Britain has requested the Red Cross to look into the safety and rights of British citizens in India."  When Ribbentrop heard this news, he actually laughed out loud for a full minute. It was just too funny; Ribbentrop laughed until he almost couldn't catch his breath. It wasn't just Foreign Minister Ribbentrop; although the German leadership had long believed that India was Britain's "testicles," when the truly "castrated" Britain appeared, the Nazi leadership still felt immense joy.  Ribbentrop didn't develop any friendship with Göring just because they both mocked Britain. He even recalled that Hermann Göring was now mockingly referred to by the British as "Marshal Hermann Meyer." During the Dunkirk evacuation, Göring had bragged that if the Luftwaffe didn't annihilate the British and French forces trapped there, he would change his last name to "Meyer." Meyer was a common Jewish surname, and Jews were at the bottom of Germany's racial hierarchy.  But there was no time to think about Göring now. Just as Ribbentrop thought Hitler was going to mock the absurdity of a "gelded" Britain still trying to play its "shit-stirrer" games, he heard Hitler say: "Ribbentrop, do you know? I once promised the General Staff that Germany would never repeat the same mistake and fall into the foolish situation of a two-front war as in the First World War."  Hearing this, Ribbentrop felt a tremor run directly down his spine. Hitler's words contained an implication: Germany might very well move against the Soviet Union.  Hitler looked at the changing expressions of Ribbentrop, Göring, and Rudolf Hess, feeling a bit disappointed. The changes in their expressions were only shock, without a trace of joy. Since Reichenau returned from Singapore, Hitler had several talks with the German military high command, and their reactions were similar. The Soviet Union's immense strength made the Nazi leadership reluctant to take the initiative to attack; even the German generals who insisted that Germany must eliminate the eastern threat were very cautious.  "Ribbentrop, do you think the United States wants the Soviet Union to join the Allied camp, or to join the American side?" Hitler asked.  Hearing Hitler's question, Ribbentrop quickly worked to recover from his shock and began to think. Soon, he felt he had regained his rhythm. After thinking seriously for less than a minute, he replied: "My Führer, the United States wants the Soviet Union to join its side."  Having answered Hitler's question, Ribbentrop added: "My Führer, I believe that once they lose the Pacific War, the United States might start peace talks with China."  Hitler nodded. "Once the US and the Soviet Union cooperate and jointly propose peace demands to China, China might agree. The Soviet Union will demand Eastern and Central Europe, while the US will demand Western Europe. As long as China agrees to their demands, the US and the Soviet Union will likely agree to China turning Africa into its sphere of influence."  At this point, a mocking expression appeared on Hitler's face. "The Vichy government will likely request to restore the traditional friendship between China and France in exchange for France continuing to control its North African colonies. After all, those regions are now members of the 'French Union'!"  Ribbentrop agreed with Hitler's view and added: "My Führer, I believe the US, the Soviet Union, and France would be happy to see the downfall of Britain. If the entire island of Ireland becomes independent, Britain might not even be able to hold Scotland. Then, the US could use Britain as a springboard to enter Western Europe."  Hitler appreciated Ribbentrop's view and said in a relaxed tone: "That's why Britain is so concerned about the Chinese and American envoys going to the Soviet Union. Although Churchill is self-important, he at least still hopes to maintain the glory of the Victorian era."  Ribbentrop thought for a bit and found it hard to oppose the plan to attack the Soviet Union. World War II had only been going on for six months, and Europe's decline was already fully exposed. Today's Europe couldn't even maintain its colonial system, let alone protect itself.  The British Army and Navy had failed completely and were entirely unreliable. After losing the Western European campaign, France had begun to "let itself go," having no desire to support Europe as the center of the world. Italy was unreliable, and Eastern Europe was just a group of "weaklings."  If the US and the Soviet Union merged and then reached peace terms with China, the Soviet Union could strike at Eastern Europe without any hesitation. At that time, Germany would have to fight almost the entire world alone. Because if a Soviet-German war broke out, France would certainly threaten Germany's west, and by then, Britain would likely have colluded with the US to block Germany's trade lines.  Of course, Britain wouldn't even need to be so aggressive. As long as China and the US gave a nod to other countries, they would all cut off trade with Germany. If the situation reached that point, Nazi Germany would be in the worst possible position.  To make the situation develop to this stage wouldn't even require any provocation from Germany; as long as Germany focused on internal affairs as it was doing now, the situation would naturally reach that point.  Even if the Soviet Union didn't yet have the ambition to defeat Germany, once Chinese troops entered Ethiopia to fight Italy, Nazi Germany would have to face the choice of whether to send troops. After all, China had long made it clear that it firmly opposed Italy's invasion of Ethiopia.  "My Führer, if we attack the Soviet Union, we will lose the opportunity to aid Italy," Göring spoke up.  Hitler felt that Göring had lost his offensive edge since the Anglo-German peace, as shown by these words, which were clearly a deliberate attempt to find a reason not to go to war with the Soviet Union. Hitler had considered Göring's reasons many times. But Hitler knew European politicians too well; when Europe faced a crisis of complete downfall, these politicians would be capable of nothing but issuing a bunch of meaningless slogans, lacking the courage to fight. Just like in Britain today; China hasn't even reached the Middle East, yet slogans about "protecting the British homeland" are already being shouted. At least wait until China reaches the English Channel!  As for the French Vichy government, it was full of "traitors to Europe." As a member of the Allies, the fact that France sent a large number of scholars to the Singapore Conference was enough to prove their attitude.  At that moment, Rudolf Hess spoke. "My Führer, I believe it is necessary to attack the Soviet Union."  Göring and Ribbentrop both looked at Hess; Göring with displeasure, Ribbentrop with admiration.  Hitler looked appreciatively at his secretary and head of Nazi Party ideology. A big reason the Anglo-German peace succeeded was that Rudolf flew to Britain alone to express Germany's clear attitude. Although the external condition that ultimately prompted the peace was China's immense military pressure on Britain, Rudolf Hess's heroic actions had indeed made the British leadership feel Germany's sincerity.  "Rudolf, what is your reason for supporting this?" Hitler asked.  Rudolf Hess immediately stated his view: although the German Army was extremely strong, Europe was not unified. The current Soviet Union possessed strong military power, but relying on its good relations with China, its heart was set on annexing Eastern Europe.  Facing this bunch of bastards, Germany's security was not guaranteed at all. Because theoretically, China, which should most likely be allied with Germany, had maintained a posture of intense political opposition toward Germany since the Nazis took power. Looking at the results, it was precisely China's hostility toward Nazi Germany that encouraged the Soviet Union's hostility toward Germany. If China had shown even a hint of cooperation with Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union would have had to cooperate more sincerely with Germany out of fear of a two-front war.  Hitler nodded slightly; what Hess said was precisely the main reason Hitler finally decided to go to war with the Soviet Union.  Ribbentrop also admired Hess's view. He had originally thought that since Nazi Germany had always been anti-communist, relations with the Soviet Union were always very tense. Moreover, Hitler had advocated for seizing eastern territory in his early years to lay the foundation for a thousand-year German Reich. The representatives of China and the US going to the Soviet Union was definitely not a good thing for Germany, which was why Hitler proposed the plan to attack the Soviet Union.  What Hess said was a deeper view: without China's hostility toward Germany, the Soviet Union wouldn't dare move against Germany. In other words, as long as China continued to win, Germany wouldn't have a good outcome even if it did nothing. At least, the Nazi Party wouldn't.  Göring, Hess, and Ribbentrop were all members of the Nazi Party's core circle. Although Himmler, the head of the SS, was also considered core, the SS was more responsible for internal security and some Waffen-SS work. Going to war with the Soviet Union was not something the SS was responsible for. When Hess and Ribbentrop both agreed to the war, Göring also had to give his consent.  As the three left the Reich Chancellery, they didn't discuss it among themselves, but got into their respective cars and left. Ribbentrop went to the Foreign Ministry. At this time, large-scale construction was underway in downtown Berlin, making traffic very congested. However, the German workers on the street looked to be in good spirits, which made Ribbentrop feel happy.  Since the surrender of France in June 1940, Germany had not fought another major war. After the Anglo-German peace, Germany rapidly restored trade with foreign countries. The first to be restored was trade with South America; because Germany defeated France in 40 days, the South American countries' admiration for Germany reached an unprecedented height. South American countries wouldn't even buy British or American goods, only German goods.  Trade between the Soviet Union and Germany was still going smoothly. And after the Sino-British war began and World War II fully broke out, Britain and the United States also began to restore trade with Germany. Thus, Germany was finally able to get enough raw materials for production. To provide enough employment opportunities, the "Welthauptstadt Germania" (World Capital Germania) plan began within Germany.  Welthauptstadt Germania was the name Adolf Hitler gave to the reconstruction project for the German capital, Berlin. This was part of his vision for the future of Germany after an expected victory in World War II. The title "World Capital" was chosen because it was felt that Berlin's architecture at the time was too conservative, and it was necessary to bring Berlin up to the level of capitals like London and Paris, and even surpass them.  The entire Germania plan was designed by Hitler's personal architect, Albert Speer. The north-south traffic artery in the planned "Germania" was called the "Avenue of Splendor." This avenue was 8 kilometers long and 120 meters wide. Both sides of the avenue were to be lined with theaters, shops, and office buildings for all Nazi German ministries, including a new General Staff headquarters building, a Field Marshal's Memorial Hall, and a new Reichstag building.  A new German "Triumphal Arch" would be built in the center of the avenue, twice the height of the French Arc de Triomphe at 100 meters. Perhaps inspired by the Place de la Concorde in Paris, Hitler and Speer intended to build an Adolf Hitler Square in the middle of the "Avenue of Splendor" that could accommodate a million spectators. Additionally, Hitler and Speer designed a massive bronze-domed building as the Great Hall. Modeled after the Roman Pantheon, the building would be over 400 meters high and accommodate 150,000 people; once completed, it would be the largest hall in the world.  A large number of old buildings in the planned construction area were demolished before the war. Although the world war was still being fought, Germany was temporarily in a state of peace. Thus, the "Avenue of Splendor" was basically completed through the efforts of German engineers. As long as this main artery was finished, Berlin's congested traffic situation could be greatly improved.  Magnificent office buildings would be built for various German ministries on both sides of the Avenue of Splendor. The Foreign Ministry was naturally a very important department; Ribbentrop had seen the design for the German Foreign Ministry building, and it was indeed very beautiful.  However, the bureaucrats of various German departments were not so expectant. For efficiency's sake, they looked forward more to building a super-government office area that could accommodate all German government ministries, allowing all departments to work within this area to improve efficiency. These bureaucrats were not happy about running back and forth on an 8-kilometer main artery just for a single document.  Returning to the Foreign Ministry, Ribbentrop had his secretary contact Marshal Reichenau's office to ask if the Marshal was in. Ribbentrop thought Reichenau might delay for a while, but unexpectedly, ten minutes later, Reichenau called back. Over the phone, Marshal Reichenau asked in a somewhat cold voice: "What is it, Mr. Minister?"  Although Ribbentrop did not show weakness before Göring, as a veteran of the First World War, he naturally showed politeness before a German Marshal. Ribbentrop first shared his views with Marshal Reichenau: China had already driven Britain out of India, and next, China would surely enter the Middle East for combat. With the French "letting themselves go" and the British remnants, it was only a matter of time before China took the Middle East. After taking the Middle East, China could naturally reach Ethiopia via the Red Sea.  Having said this, Ribbentrop paused, waiting for Marshal Reichenau to express his view. There was only a slight static on the line, but no one spoke. Just as Ribbentrop suspected something was wrong with the phone, Marshal Reichenau's voice came through: "Mr. Minister, what you've said is to be expected. I wonder what you want to ask?"  Ribbentrop asked bluntly: "Marshal, once China enters the Red Sea, will they immediately launch an offensive against the Italian troops in Ethiopia?"  "I believe it is inevitable. As long as the Chinese army enters the Red Sea, they will surely strike at the Italian army." Marshal Reichenau told Ribbentrop the conclusion without even thinking.  "Thank you for the answer, Marshal," Ribbentrop replied.  "Anything else?" Reichenau asked.  "Nothing else," Ribbentrop quickly replied.  "Goodbye," Reichenau said, and the line went dead.  Ribbentrop didn't mind not receiving any special courtesy from Marshal Reichenau. He had to figure out how far Nazi Germany was from a war with China. The British were completely "silver-plated spears"—unreliable and easily defeated. It was impossible to count on them to hold the Middle East.  On the way back to the Foreign Ministry, an idea occurred to Ribbentrop. Although he had expressed support for attacking the Soviet Union, there was another possibility: that the Soviet Union would attack Germany first. If the Soviet Union made the first move, Germany would be in a much more favorable diplomatic position. At the very least, Germany could demand that the United States state its position.  Ribbentrop had been considering one thing: that in China's concept of "overthrowing the Four Great Mountains," imperialist aggression was one of them. If the Soviet Union took the initiative to attack Germany, Germany could then question how hypocritical China's so-called concept of liberating the world truly was.  Diplomacy couldn't change the war, but as Foreign Minister, Ribbentrop had to at least do something for Germany in the diplomatic field.
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**Chapter 814: Empire's Survival (2)**  "Minister, the British Ambassador has invited you for dinner."  Hearing the secretary's words, Ribbentrop's brow furrowed, then quickly smoothed out. Britain was undoubtedly the most formidable "shit-stirrer" in the world. When it came to mucking up relations between nations, if Britain, the world hegemon, claimed second place, no other country would dare claim first.  "Tell the British Ambassador I will attend," Ribbentrop said. He then stood up to call a hotel owner he knew well, asking him to prepare a bottle of single-malt whisky.  Two hours later, the aroma of single-malt whisky lingered over the restaurant table. The British Ambassador took a sip and couldn't help but praise, "Excellent whisky."  Ribbentrop had been a wine merchant for several years and was well-versed in fine spirits. He showed no reaction to the Ambassador's praise and simply continued eating. Since the Anglo-German peace, Germany had restored its foreign trade. The butter on the table was no longer artificial margarine, but genuine butter from Argentina. Argentina now had very good relations with Germany; German businessmen had set up butter production plants there, finally allowing Germans to eat food fit for human consumption.  Seeing Ribbentrop remain silent, the British Ambassador went straight to the point. "Mr. Minister, the Soviet Union is becoming increasingly dangerous." Having said this, he watched Ribbentrop's expression, trying to discern something.  Ribbentrop merely gave a slight nod and continued eating. Since the British Ambassador had initiated the invitation, it was up to him to speak his mind. Sure enough, seeing that Ribbentrop still hadn't responded, the Ambassador pushed a file folder toward him. "According to our intelligence agency's reports, the Soviet Union intends to invade Iran."  Hearing "Iran," Ribbentrop finally stopped eating. He wiped his mouth with a napkin, but instead of looking at the documents, he replied directly: "Iran has already passed intelligence to us; they indeed feel the pressure from the Soviet Union. However, the Iranian government also stated they are very concerned about Britain's refusal to withdraw from Iranian territory."  "It's not that our country is unwilling, but rather that our transport capacity in the Middle East is limited; we cannot quickly transport hundreds of thousands of troops to Egypt," the British Ambassador replied.  Ribbentrop didn't believe for a second that Britain intended to move its troops to Egypt. If Britain retreated to Egypt, it would mean giving up the Middle East and preparing to hold the Suez Canal to the death. China's Ministry of Land and Resources had long been developing oil in Saudi Arabia alongside the American Rockefeller syndicate and had successfully found massive oil fields. Once China occupied the entire Persian Gulf, it could transport Middle Eastern oil back to China at will, completely resolving China's oil shortage.  With this in mind, Ribbentrop said bluntly, "Doing so will incur the wrath of the Americans."  The British Ambassador's orders were to heighten the animosity between the Soviet Union and Germany as much as possible. The British Foreign Office now had a new view: let the Great Powers fight each other. The war between China and the US had already helped Britain gain American support. Without the support of the US South Pacific Command, Australia and New Zealand would surely have been lost.  At this stage, the British Foreign Office didn't doubt at all that Germany desperately wanted to get on China's "boat." The only reason Germany had joined the Allied Powers was because it was forced there by China's hostility. Now that Britain had suffered a heavy blow, Germany would surely have its own plans. Rather than let Germany consider how to deal with Britain, it was better to have the Soviets and Germans fight each other.  Once a Soviet-German war broke out, all the Great Powers would be embroiled in conflict. Even if Britain's strength had suffered, if the other powers suffered heavy losses in their mutual slaughter, Britain might still maintain its relative position.  Seeing Ribbentrop starting to discuss it, the British Ambassador replied: "Britain has already lost over sixty submarines in the Indian Ocean, and the shipping lanes from Britain to the Persian Gulf are being harassed by Chinese submarines, making them nearly impassable. At this stage, Britain must send its troops to Egypt as quickly as possible for reorganization. The United States will surely understand Britain's difficulties. If the Minister can convince the Führer to send troops to fight in the Middle East, Britain will fully support Germany in fulfilling its obligations as an ally."  Ribbentrop was a bit tempted by the idea of German troops going to the Middle East. But he quickly suppressed the impulse, as it was impossible for Germany to send a large force to the Middle East to fight to the death with China. If they only went to help Britain against the Chinese army, Germany would never get any of the Middle Eastern oil.  With this thought, Ribbentrop asked again: "Can Britain be certain that the Soviet Union is preparing to invade Iran?"  "If the Minister doesn't believe it, he can wait for news from the German Ambassador to Iran. If the Soviet Union invades, the Ambassador will surely send a telegram to Berlin," the British Ambassador said, then began to eat and drink.  Ribbentrop had time to think, so he considered the possibility of a Soviet invasion of Iran. Although the German expert delegation attending the Singapore Conference kept sending back news that the Chinese government was explaining its concept of a New Order to experts from around the world and promising that this was China's aim in starting the war, most of the German elite did not believe China would truly establish a world order against the "Four Great Mountains." Ribbentrop was among the few high-ranking Germans willing to believe He Rui, though he was reluctant to voice his opinion.  The New Order China wanted to build was an anti-aggression order. To this day, China had never recognized the legality of the Soviet Union's possession of eastern Poland and the three Baltic states. The Soviet Union's annexation of these regions was part of the secret Soviet-German pact—the result of the nighttime bargaining between Ribbentrop and Molotov. Germany could hardly mock China for this.  But Germany not only opposed the Soviet Union's annexation of Iran, it also opposed China's. The Pahlavi government in Iran, in order to boost morale and forge a consensus, had been promoting the glory of the Persian people. Nazi Germany's racial ideology held that the Aryans in Germany were the highest race. Iran believed that Persians were of the Aryan race, and since the Iranian government had always pursued complete independence, it had very good relations with Nazi Germany. Naturally, Germany didn't want Iran to be controlled by another country.  Thinking of this, Ribbentrop believed Germany could use this situation to its advantage. He asked: "Mr. Ambassador, I hope Britain can exchange intelligence regarding the protection of Iranian sovereignty from infringement."  The British Ambassador hadn't expected Ribbentrop to state his position so quickly. He hurriedly swallowed the beef in his mouth, wiped his lips, and replied: "What kind of cooperation does the Minister have in mind?"  Early the next morning, Ribbentrop, sporting dark circles under his eyes from an all-nighter, sought an audience with Hitler. Fortunately, Hitler admired the Spartan lifestyle and, since Germany was currently at peace, woke up very early. By 6:30 AM, the two were in the Chancellery office.  Hitler finished reading the plan Ribbentrop had put together overnight, his eyes narrowing thoughtfully. After a moment's reflection, Hitler asked: "Ribbentrop, do you think we can communicate with Chinese officials through this Iranian channel?"  "My Führer, since China claims to want to liberate nations from colonialism, Iran, as an independent state, should not be subject to Chinese invasion. Furthermore, the advisory group we sent consists of foreign personnel hired by the Iranian government at their invitation, not personnel under German command. As long as the Iranian government follows our advice in diplomatic communication with China, from the perspective of international law, Iran is not China's enemy."  Ribbentrop finished his explanation and looked at Hitler. He saw Hitler continue to reflect. Ribbentrop hadn't slept all night and felt his legs going weak. Just as he was trying to stand straight, he heard Hitler say: "Ribbentrop, sit down."  After thanking Hitler, Ribbentrop sat bolt upright on the sofa. After a moment, he heard Hitler ask: "In your plan, Germany is to issue a formal diplomatic statement to the Soviet Union, expressing deep concern over a possible invasion of Iran. Do you think this will provoke the Soviet Union?"  Ribbentrop then elaborated on his thinking to Hitler. "My Führer, if the Soviet Union takes the initiative to attack Germany, it will completely spark the anger of Germany and its allies against the Soviet Union..."  Hitler listened intently. He had also considered the possibility of the Soviet Union taking the initiative to attack Germany, but he believed it would only happen after a compromise was reached between China and the US. Although the Soviet Union had heavy troop concentrations on the border, Hitler believed the Soviets wouldn't attack as long as the German army hadn't suffered any losses.  Ribbentrop's suggestion pointed out a possibility: by striking at the Soviet Union's confidence, they could trigger Soviet action. If the Soviet army initiated a conflict with the Wehrmacht, it would provide Hitler with a perfect pretext.  Once Ribbentrop finished explaining his logic, Hitler quickly made a decision. "You may proceed with this."  Returning to his office, it was only 8:00 AM, and the Foreign Ministry staff had just arrived. Without immediately calling a meeting, Ribbentrop first opened a secret compartment in his drawer and took out a small bottle of Pervitin, swallowing two pills. Although Germany strictly prohibited drugs like heroin and morphine, stimulants like Pervitin (methamphetamine) were legally sold. During the Western European campaign, the German army had relied on the stimulating effects of Pervitin to fight for days on end without sleep, crushing the French army.  Soon, his fatigue vanished, and Ribbentrop felt invigorated. Gathering the Foreign Ministry staff, he began assigning tasks. At 6:00 PM Berlin time on April 19th, Ribbentrop summoned the Soviet Ambassador to Germany and formally announced Germany's serious concern for Iranian territorial integrity.  By 8:00 PM, Molotov had received the news. He had just finished a banquet hosted for Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang. China was a great power, and its diplomatic delegates didn't care much for alcohol, so the Soviets didn't dare press them to drink. Molotov was very clear-headed. He was reflecting on China's suggestion for Soviet-German peace, finding it somewhat strange.  His thoughts were interrupted by his secretary, and after reading the telegram transcript, he felt a sense of sudden enlightenment. But this feeling didn't last long, as a new suspicion arose in his heart. Why was China able to anticipate Germany's actions? Was it the result of He Rui's brilliant diplomatic intuition, or did China actually have intelligence sources within Germany?  But these questions weren't the most important ones. Molotov immediately dialed the Kremlin. Stalin was still awake, and Molotov reported the latest intelligence to him over the phone.  Stalin's initial reaction was similar to Molotov's; he also suspected the Chinese side knew something, which was why they had specifically come to propose a suggestion to the Soviet Union. But there was no way to be certain unless China voluntarily disclosed its sources, and Moscow couldn't proactively ask about such things.  With this in mind, Stalin had his secretary bring the telegram while he looked through the report on Li Shiguang's visit.  The content of the report was consistent with what Tukhachevsky and Zhukov had reported: China advised the Soviet Union to watch for a potential German surprise attack. Given that the current German army possessed the capability for sustained offensives within a 300-kilometer range, the Chinese General Staff believed that the Soviet Union's concentration of heavy forces on the border would be easily subject to a surprise strike.  As for China's suggestion of a tiered defense at the border with the main force in the rear, to launch an armored counterattack after the German offensive was exhausted—that was the Chinese response after the two Soviet military leaders had asked what China considered a reasonable operational arrangement. Although the answer had been prepared in advance, the Chinese delivery was quite friendly, not at all condescending or aggressive.  After reading the report, Stalin confirmed once more that He Rui was indeed a man who loved war. This plan was built on the premise that war was inevitable, and it was a direct confrontation between German and Soviet forces while both were still intact. In the wars He Rui had launched over the past thirty years—against Japan in the Northeast, the Sino-British war, and now World War II—China had never waited for the enemy to be weakened before attacking, but instead fought openly against enemies at their peak.  The Soviet Union wouldn't do that. Since the Tsarist era, the Russians were happy to fight the weak but would not challenge the strong. From the traditional Russian perspective, He Rui's actions all proved his love for war and his readiness to launch it.  The telegram had arrived, and after reading it, Stalin decided not to call a Politburo meeting or summon Molotov immediately. There were indeed Politburo members who favored invading Iran, but this view hadn't even gained enough support to be discussed in a formal meeting. The Central Committee knew well that this was not the time to compete with China for spheres of influence. Furthermore, China had already issued a statement that it would never invade Iran.  Although that statement said China would not allow the Allies to use Iranian territory as a springboard for an attack on China, issuing such a statement was already very different from the colonialists, who would attack first and state their case later. To Stalin, the statement even seemed to be helping Iran in a way, giving them a reason to drive the British out as soon as possible.  Persia was an ancient country with its own civilization and a considerable level of awareness. If Britain truly refused to leave, the Iranian government might very well join forces with China to drive them out, then find ways to secure Persian interests from China or even achieve complete independence.  Having thought this through, Stalin decided not to sleep. He had his secretary invite Commissioner Kirov. Kirov had just returned from an inspection in Ukraine. Upon hearing the summons, Kirov, who was also still awake, immediately took a car to the Kremlin.  In recent years, the Ukrainian region had suffered severe natural disasters, and resistance to collective farms remained strong. Although the Central Committee had gradually gained the compliance of Ukrainian peasants at a low cost by using a large amount of light industrial goods imported from China and offering various rewards based on grain delivery—turning severe opposition into ordinary opposition—Stalin's impression of the Ukrainian peasants remained terrible.  Kirov believed that domestic workers and peasants must unite, so he frequently visited Ukraine for inspections and to direct work. Kirov knew well that if anyone else had done this, Stalin would have kicked them out of the Politburo long ago. On the way to the Kremlin, Kirov was prepared to be scolded.  But his fears were not realized. After Kirov reported on the recent situation in Ukraine and Belarus, Stalin's expression was quite relaxed. Lighting a pipe, Stalin cursed with a smile, "Those kulaks only know how to exploit loopholes in state policy!"  While it was still a curse, compared to Stalin's views ten years ago, these words were like a warm spring breeze. Back then, Stalin had denounced the Ukrainian peasants as counter-revolutionaries who could only be forced to hand over grain at the point of a bayonet!  When Stalin inspected the West last year, he saw that the state's planning for agricultural zones had been implemented. Neatly planned fields, trains racing along new railways—although the frost-thaw roads in the permafrost were still uneven, large trucks were constantly shuttling back and forth, transporting large quantities of grain and materials that required short-distance transport.  The influx of a large amount of cheap Chinese light industrial goods—or at least, the imported Chinese goods were much cheaper than those produced within the Soviet Union—allowed the governments of the Ukrainian and Belarusian SSRs to stimulate the peasants' enthusiasm to sell grain to the state at a low cost.  With an adequate supply of grain and a large amount of Soviet industrial investment, the core cities in the Western Soviet Union developed extremely rapidly. Kiev, the capital of Ukraine; Minsk, the capital of Belarus; and Leningrad (Saint Petersburg), the most important city in Western Russia, were even more prosperous than Moscow.  Stalin had never wanted to massacre the Soviet people; what he wanted was to turn the Soviet Union into a powerful industrial nation as quickly as possible. Since the goal was being realized, Stalin had no intention of using violence against those "cunning" Ukrainian kulaks.  Discussing work with Kirov, the time soon reached late at night. As before, Stalin gave up his bed in the office to Kirov and spread a mattress on the sofa for himself.  Stalin pulled a woolen blanket bought from China over his legs. While smoking his pipe, he asked about the changes in the industrial zone of Eastern Ukraine after the factory relocation. Kirov didn't lie down on the bed; he sat on the sofa opposite Stalin, describing the impact of the relocation.  "General Secretary, the relocated factories and workers haven't affected production in the Western region. On the contrary, because there are more new factories and new jobs, more industrial population has appeared in Eastern Ukraine. Moreover, these people come from the countryside, which has further promoted the collectivization process in rural areas. With traditional farming methods, there aren't enough peasants to till the land, so various collective farms have funded the purchase of agricultural machinery; the cultivated area hasn't been affected. Furthermore, the new types of pesticides produced by pesticide factories introduced from China have indeed effectively controlled pests and crop viruses. It's just that the peasants in Ukraine are very reckless when using pesticides, and there are many problems with excessive use."  Hearing that the Ukrainian peasants were being disobedient again, Stalin's face immediately darkened. But this time he didn't lose his temper; he just took a few puffs of smoke before saying unpleasantly, "How is Comrade Korchagin working?"  "...Comrade Korchagin has passed away," Kirov replied with some regret.  Stalin hadn't expected the "little soldier" of the 1st Cavalry Division, who dared to write to him about the specific situation in Ukraine, to have passed away. He felt a bit regretful and didn't mention the issue again.  Then Stalin switched the conversation to relations with Germany. "Kirov, the German Foreign Ministry just issued a serious concern to our Ambassador in Germany, asking if we will violate Iran's sovereignty."  Kirov was stunned. Discussions within the CPSU about joining the war were increasing, but hearing Stalin's words, Kirov felt as if war had moved one step closer.  "General Secretary, is Germany expressing concern, or is it preparing to take some action?" Kirov asked.
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**Chapter 815: Empire's Survival (3)**  Stalin habitually demanded that his subordinates complete their tasks and rarely offered them explanations. However, Kirov's question fell within the bounds of what Stalin permitted, though Stalin did not answer with his own judgment on Germany. This was because the current state of the Soviet Red Army didn't yet allow him to form a definitive conclusion.  To Stalin, the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was a tool—a tool used to safeguard the Soviet Union's peace at this stage. In his heart, Stalin hoped to defeat Germany, thereby gaining control over all of Eastern Europe and securing Central Europe as a bridgehead into Western Europe.  On paper, the military strength of the Soviet Red Army was formidable. In the descriptions of some Red Army generals, the Red Army was sufficient to defeat Germany. Simultaneously, in the descriptions of another group of generals, the Red Army was rife with problems and insufficient to defeat the Wehrmacht. This superposition of "capable yet incapable" left Stalin unable to make a clear judgment.  Seeing that Stalin remained silent, Kirov knew his question had been somewhat inappropriate. Attitudes toward war within the Politburo of the CPSU were not unified—or rather, they were very much unified. All Politburo members wanted victory. Therefore, some members believed the current strength of the Red Army could defeat Nazi Germany, while others believed it was insufficient. In Kirov's view, a consensus had already formed within the Politburo to go to war with the Fascist bloc. As for how the war would turn out, Kirov wasn't sure; he simply felt that past standards could no longer be used for evaluation.  While Kirov was reflecting, Stalin asked: "Kirov, do you think Germany believes it can defeat us?"  Kirov organized his response with moderate language: "General Secretary, with the drastic changes in military technology, past standards can no longer be used to evaluate the current situation. Before the Western European campaign, no one expected Germany to possess such formidable combat power. Before China went to war with Britain and America, no one expected the Chinese Navy to possess such powerful strength. Germany likely believes it can defeat the Red Army."  Stalin was struck by Kirov's words. The Red Army General Staff hadn't been able to accurately predict any war since 1939. Before Germany's campaign to eliminate Poland, the General Staff believed that a million-strong Polish army could hold out for six months. Before the Western European campaign, they believed the Germans would again turn the war into a war of attrition like the First World War. Before the Pacific War broke out, they believed the Chinese Navy would face an extremely difficult time against the British Navy.  At this stage, Stalin was no longer willing to pay attention to the General Staff's predictions of a Soviet-German war, yet he was forced to focus on the conflicting assessments within the Red Army.  "Kirov, where do you think the problem lies?" Stalin asked his most trusted and close comrade.  Kirov did not fear Stalin's anger and replied bluntly: "General Secretary, to date, although the Red Army has kept pace with the direction of change in military development, it has not developed its own military-technical understanding. Thus, while the Red Army has followed the general direction, it is lost on its military path due to a lack of supporting military theory."  After giving this blunt evaluation, Kirov watched Stalin's expression. Stalin continued to smoke his pipe calmly, though his teeth bit down on the stem a bit harder than usual. This proved that although he was displeased, he could continue listening.  Kirov then added a gentler assessment: "General Secretary, the comrades in the Red Army have worked very hard. But in the field of military development, perhaps because they are too eager to create a military theory that belongs entirely to the Red Army, they cannot fully absorb new views from the frontier of world military thought."  "...For example," Stalin asked in a somewhat cold tone, then began to smoke again.  "I recently read the collected military papers of He Rui that were compiled within the Red Army. Looking at the Red Army's annotations on these papers, as early as his 1926 article 'The Exchange of Time and Space on the Battlefield,' He Rui had already elaborated on the core concepts and operational modes of air-land integrated warfare," Kirov gave an example.  "1926..." Stalin put down his pipe, a ghost of a smile on his face, a dangerous light flashing in his eyes.  Kirov knew that Stalin judged comrades by KPIs: if they couldn't do it, they had to go; if they refused to go, they were purged. This ruthless method was why Stalin was known for ruling with an iron fist. Kirov didn't want Stalin to use a "settling accounts after the fact" mode against the Red Army leadership, so he continued: "Comrade Stalin, I believe at this stage, we must choose a military philosophy and complete our mode of warfare with that philosophy at its core. Previously, there was a major adjustment within the Red Army because the results of the route execution did not meet expectations, and then another major adjustment for being too conservative. If external conditions force the Soviet Union to choose war, please decide on the Red Army's military philosophy as soon as possible, or at least its mode of warfare."  Hearing Kirov's words, Stalin momentarily felt an impulse to put Kirov in charge of the Red Army's military development. But he quickly suppressed it. Kirov's job was to serve as Stalin's deputy, helping him complete the Soviet Union's economic construction. To put it more bluntly, the Central Committee believed the Red Army's frontline combat units were about 6 million strong; Stalin and Kirov had to complete an economic system capable of providing sufficient logistics for these 6 million.  The "major adjustment because results did not meet expectations" Kirov referred to was Marshal Tukhachevsky's idea of building a powerful Red Army with strong offensive capabilities by equipping it with advanced technical weaponry. When Stalin supported Tukhachevsky in building such an army, he had made massive investments in heavy industry.  As it turned out, even after the Soviet Union completed its Second Five-Year Plan, its heavy industry still couldn't support such a Red Army. Moreover, while Tukhachevsky was well-suited to be a military academy commandant, he was not suited for the specific work of building the Red Army. During the years Tukhachevsky had a free hand, he first tried to build a Red Army without new equipment based on his military vision, making the units wait for the equipment. This approach directly created a Red Army that was out of touch with reality. According to a Central Committee investigation, the grassroots Red Army units at that time hadn't even learned how to dig trenches for a modern defensive system. That was why Tukhachevsky had been removed.  The "backlash from conservative forces" Kirov mentioned referred to the removal of General Zhukov. Stalin knew that Zhukov was largely a scapegoat, because what Stalin had expected was for the Red Army to reasonably summarize and organize the work Tukhachevsky had already completed, retaining the excellent parts while compensating for his shortcomings. Instead, the CPSU's traditional "campaign-style" way of doing things turned into first striking down Tukhachevsky and completely negating all his work. To stop such destructive behavior, Stalin had to intervene and reorganize again.  After a period of relatively peaceful reflection, Stalin felt in a good mood. With such an outstanding comrade as Kirov for a deputy, Stalin felt he was no longer alone. Driven by this emotion, he asked: "Kirov, He Rui has suggested that we prepare for war with Germany. For what reason do you think he did so?"  Hearing Stalin ask for an analysis of He Rui, Kirov felt as if a great mountain had been pressed onto his heart. Over the past twenty years, as Sino-Soviet relations—especially trade relations—had grown closer, Kirov increasingly wanted to understand He Rui to predict China's strategic decisions and policy-making. In the process of studying He Rui, Kirov went from being baffled at first, to being strongly opposed later, to feeling he could use He Rui's theories to explain his decisions, to his current feeling of inferiority. Though he never dared say it, Kirov truly believed no one in the CPSU reached He Rui's level.  Analyzing He Rui's past decisions, one could argue he was a bourgeois reformist, or at least a "capitalist roader" among socialist revolutionaries. But He Rui's decisions differed from Soviet policies. Soviet policies were designed to achieve a fixed goal; for instance, if in 1941 Soviet steel production was to reach 18.4 million tons, industry would be planned and allocated to achieve that exact figure.  He Rui also had Five-Year Plans with mandatory regulations, but overall, what He Rui mastered was the direction of change. He Rui's policy was to invest China's resources into a certain direction; making the nation develop rapidly in that direction was his method of governing.  Comparing the two countries, Stalin built reservoirs containing exactly as much planned water for national use. He Rui, however, mastered a constantly changing river, using its water to meet the nation's needs. Stalin's iron fist was used to manipulate the state to achieve goals; He Rui's was to keep the state running within the direction he prescribed.  Judging from the difficulty of the two modes and the construction achievements of both countries, Kirov believed China was clearly more successful and He Rui clearly more outstanding.  This wasn't to say He Rui was smarter than Stalin or the Chinese Civilization Party more capable than the CPSU. Rather, mastering the direction of development required a clear theoretical guidance and precise judgment of the development process. More bluntly, before mastering the river, He Rui had to have a clear understanding of it. Although Kirov didn't know how the He Rui government managed this, judging by the results, he admired their achievements to date.  Knowing he was not He Rui's equal, the pressure in Kirov's heart was soon released. He analyzed based on his understanding of He Rui: "General Secretary, the suggestion He Rui proposed must be most beneficial for China. And He Rui surely knows that the Soviet Union will definitely make the decision most beneficial to itself. Therefore, He Rui must have made judgments on whether the Soviet Union would accept this suggestion. If we accept China's suggestion and adopt a defensive mode, we indeed have a high probability of defeating a German offensive. If we don't, and if we are attacked by Germany, we won't hold a grudge against China."  Stalin's eyes brightened. He picked up his pipe again and began to pack it with tobacco. Kirov knew Stalin's only hobby was this smoke, so the only personal items he paid attention to were his pipes and tobacco. As for food, clothing, and housing, Stalin's level was no different from that of the ordinary Soviet people—perhaps even a bit lower. At least an ordinary Soviet person's bedroom was more comfortable than the office Stalin lived in year-round.  Kirov paused for a moment, allowing Stalin to think while he packed his pipe. Stalin caught the key point Kirov intended: "China believes Germany *will* attack the Soviet Union." This judgment explained some of Stalin's previous questions—for instance, why Germany was now expressing serious concern to the Soviet Union regarding the possibility of an invasion of Iran.  China and Germany were ten thousand miles apart, and China's stance on a Soviet-German war would certainly differ from the Soviet Union's. The Soviet Union was anxious about the war, while China was only concerned about whether it would break out. Thinking about it this way, the US sending Hopkins to Moscow was also to determine whether the Soviet Union would proactively find a way to resolve a potential Soviet-German war.  From the perspective of both China and the US, they believed the risk of war between the Soviets and Germans was extremely high, and that both sides had the intention to fight. However, their interests differed; based on their respective national needs, neither China nor the US wanted a Soviet-German war to break out.  China didn't want it because they didn't want to exhaust their own strength over such a war. The US didn't want it because they didn't want the Soviet Union to join China's side once it broke out.  Thinking of this, Stalin felt somewhat displeased. He lit his pipe and, after a puff, asked: "Kirov, do you think it would be more beneficial for the Soviet Union to cooperate with the United States?"  Kirov sensed that Stalin had moved beyond his initial confusion and was beginning to consider the issue from a higher strategic level, which made him truly happy. Suppressing his joy, Kirov replied: "General Secretary, if the United States can truly cooperate with us, such cooperation would be more beneficial to the Soviet Union. What is worrying is that once the Roosevelt administration is defeated, such cooperation might fail. Therefore, at this stage, we must establish a cooperative relationship that transcends our governments—a stable cooperation between the two nations."  Hearing Kirov's words, Stalin felt he fully grasped Hopkins' potential purpose for visiting. But at that thought, a sense of resentment arose in his heart. He took another puff and asked: "Kirov, do you think Roosevelt has that kind of political understanding?"  Kirov heard Stalin's dissatisfaction, but having seriously studied He Rui, he had a clearer sense of the world's heroes. He Rui was a human, and as a human, he didn't possess abilities beyond human capacity. No matter how outstanding he was, he was still limited by human possibilities. Even if there was a gap with He Rui, the world's outstanding figures wouldn't be too far behind him.  A figure like Roosevelt, who could stabilize the United States from the impact of the Great Depression through the New Deal, would certainly not be too far behind He Rui.  With this in mind, Kirov replied: "General Secretary, I expect Roosevelt's political wisdom to reach the level you expect."  This answer pleased Stalin. He smoked his pipe, his mind quickly organizing the situation based on Kirov's line of thought. Soon, he elevated his judgment of the situation to a higher level. For a long time, Stalin had wanted to escape the subordinate position in the Sino-Soviet trade relationship—even if he couldn't reach a dominant position, he wanted at least to escape dependence on China's industrial system.  Stalin always felt the Red Army's military judgments were inaccurate; in Sino-Soviet trade, his own judgments had also been far from reality. After World War II broke out, Stalin thought the Soviet Union could take advantage of China's entry into the war to escape dependence on its industrial system. Instead, China hadn't even conducted a general mobilization against Britain and the US. They had sustained the war just by increasing taxes.  What puzzled Stalin even more was that Sino-Soviet trade hadn't been affected at all. China's light industrial production was sufficient; the quality of light industrial goods hadn't even declined due to many factories providing supplies for the war.  Conversely, to complete the Third Five-Year Plan, the Soviet Union's industrial and urban populations had greatly increased. The Soviet Union actually had to import more light industrial goods from China to meet market demand.  Thinking of this, Stalin couldn't help but say: "Kirov, we need to use the simultaneous existence of China and the US to balance."  Kirov immediately replied: "General Secretary, we can absolutely pressure Germany by balancing our relations with China and the US. If this balance is handled well, the Soviet Union can prevent Germany from launching an offensive and, together with China and the US, form the foundation of a New World Order."  Stalin was deeply struck by Kirov's words. But having been General Secretary for so many years, he didn't show it. He simply nodded and tapped the ash from his pipe. "Kirov, go get some rest. Tomorrow you have to report to the Politburo on the situation in the West."  Kirov lay down on the bed in Stalin's office and was soon asleep. Stalin, however, couldn't sleep. He lay there for a while, still completely awake. He lit another pipe and pondered the "USSR-US-China" triangle Kirov had proposed.  Although Kirov, as Stalin's recognized deputy and future successor, should have had an international strategic vision, its depth exceeded Stalin's imagination. Especially since Kirov's view actually came from a misunderstanding of Stalin's own thoughts.  What Stalin had thought was first using US technology and capital to balance the influence of Chinese goods within the Soviet Union. But Kirov understood it as Stalin wanting to use the Soviet Union to balance China and the US, hence his proposal for a "USSR-US-China" relationship.  From Kirov's words, Stalin saw that this triangle was not one of simple allies or simple opponents, but a complex relationship of mutual restraint and cooperation, possessing the flavor of the balance of power between Great Powers in Bismarck's era.  After thinking for a while, Stalin couldn't imagine what the basis for cooperation between the three nations would be. But he was attracted by the suggestion. China claimed to be establishing a New World Order, and the US was the world's most powerful industrial nation; if the Soviet Union could stand on equal footing with them, it would undoubtedly be a huge boost to its international status. It would not only give the Soviet Union the preeminent position in Europe but also make it a truly global power.  As he thought, Stalin gradually fell asleep. In his dreams, he was presiding over a victory parade in Berlin. At the moment the Nazi flag fell from the heights, the dreaming Stalin dimly realized one thing: the Soviet Union had finally surpassed Germany, treading its powerful rival underfoot. From then on, Germany would never again be able to stand on equal terms with the Soviet Union.
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**Chapter 816: Empire's Survival (4)**  Molotov woke up at six in the morning. He didn't linger in bed; after washing up, he found his wife had already prepared breakfast. Molotov quickly finished his meal, said goodbye to his wife and children, and took a car to his office.  Because Soviet streets were built very wide, the buses filled with workers moved quite efficiently through the traffic. Inside the car, Molotov recalled a rumor that the wide, straight roads in Soviet cities were built so they could serve as runways for fighters during wartime. Molotov found he didn't believe such a claim. Given the vastness of Soviet territory, there were plenty of places to build airfields; there was no need for city streets. Since he had thought of it, Molotov couldn't help but reflect that with so much land, the Soviet Union didn't lack space for roads; even if the roads were twice as wide, it wouldn't matter.  Just as he reached this conclusion about the roads, a thought popped into his head: "That's why so many countries covet Soviet land." He wasn't surprised by this sudden thought. In the CPSU's internal explanations of a potential German invasion, the most important point was that Germany wanted to seize the prime regions of the Western Soviet Union. As the war progressed to this point, only the Soviet Union and Germany among the Great Powers had not yet entered the fray. France's spine had been broken in the Western European campaign; there was no longer any force in Europe capable of restraining a German offensive against the Soviet Union.  The possibility of a German invasion weighed heavily on Molotov's mind. Currently, neither China nor the United States wanted a Soviet-German war, but neither had the power to restrain Germany's actions. The Chinese delegation, led by Foreign Minister Li Shiguang, had already left Moscow after conveying China's concerns about the war. The American delegation remained, seemingly wanting deeper communication with the Soviet Union. Molotov had probed several times and found that Harry Hopkins actually hoped the Soviet Union would take the initiative to bring the two nations closer. While Molotov believed US-Soviet cooperation would benefit the Soviet Union, there was currently no reason for the Soviet Union to join the Allied camp. At the very least, there was no reason to provoke China.  Arriving at his office, Molotov received a call from Stalin's office. Entering, he smelled the lingering scent of tobacco, indicating Stalin had been smoking there for a long time the night before. Just as he sat down, Kirov came in wearing somewhat wrinkled clothes; Molotov was certain Kirov had another long discussion with Stalin yesterday.  Though it was morning, Stalin had already picked up his pipe. Exhaling a puff of fragrant smoke, Stalin said, "Comrade Molotov, is the attitude of the American representative clear now?"  Molotov shared his view: "General Secretary, I believe the American President hopes we can take the initiative to show goodwill toward the US, to help President Roosevelt ease US-Soviet relations."  Stalin, who had discussed things deeply with Kirov the previous night, immediately gave instructions: "Comrade Molotov, I require you to find out exactly what the American envoy is thinking. Does he want the CPSU to help Roosevelt personally, or does he hope for a closer relationship between the US and the Soviet Union? Do you understand?"  Fifteen minutes later, Molotov walked out of Stalin's office. He didn't notice his brow was furrowed, nor did he notice that the leaders walking toward him saw his expression. Molotov hadn't expected Stalin to actually think the United States might want to cooperate with the Soviet Union to counter the potential New Order China was building.  Previously, Molotov had thought the US wanted to use the Soviet Union rather than establish an equal relationship. If it were to be an unequal relationship, Molotov believed the Soviet Union would be better off maintaining its current relationship with China. Although the Soviet Union was heavily influenced by China economically, at least they didn't have to worry about a conflict breaking out between them.  Did the United States truly want an equal relationship with the Soviet Union... was that possible? Anti-communist sentiment in the US was incredibly high!  Whether it was truly possible could only be known after more communication. Molotov met with the American delegation that morning. When he took the initiative to propose an equal relationship between the two countries, a look of relief appeared on Hopkins' thin face. Out of excitement, some color actually returned to Hopkins' pale skin. His tone was sincere: "Commissioner Molotov, if you truly believe that a close relationship must be built between the US and the Soviet Union, it would be a huge boost for world peace."  Molotov did not share his excitement. Facing the visible emotion of Hopkins, who was not a career diplomat, Molotov even furrowed his brows. But they soon smoothed out as he asked, "Mr. Hopkins, have you been authorized by President Roosevelt?"  This reminder made Hopkins realize his reaction didn't fit diplomatic norms. He quickly calmed his excitement, though his tone remained firm. "Commissioner, shouldn't building a close relationship between the US and the Soviet Union be the long-term direction for both our countries?"  Hearing "the relationship between the US and the Soviet Union," Molotov felt a jolt. Before meeting Hopkins, Stalin had shared this view. Stalin believed that at this stage, it was impossible for the US and Soviet governments to establish a lasting, reliable relationship—after all, if the Pacific War were lost, the Roosevelt administration would likely fall. With this consideration, Molotov began his talk with Hopkins.  After the meeting ended that day, Hopkins sent a telegram to President Roosevelt. In it, he proposed a recommendation to advance a comprehensive US-Soviet relationship. Roosevelt read the telegram, trying to understand Hopkins' view. Based on his knowledge of Hopkins, Roosevelt believed that after communicating with the Soviet leadership, Hopkins felt the Soviet Union was a country that could be fully understood and with which one could communicate normally.  Roosevelt did not disagree with Hopkins' judgment, so he considered whether the American elite could be persuaded. The US elite each had their own interest groups to protect, most of which sought to profit from military contracts. If Hopkins was certain the Soviet Union could become a future partner for the US, he could try to convince those at the top.  Thinking of this, Roosevelt recalled the recent battle reports. None of them contained good news. After six months of war, the American military machine was running smoother and smoother. But the Chinese military machine opposite them, having also passed its initial period of friction, was showing increasingly formidable capabilities.  Roosevelt had originally thought the Chinese army would go for a "one-wave" strategy, using the massive amounts of equipment built over the last decade to launch a surprise attack on the US. Most American generals shared this view. As the world's most powerful industrial nation, the US didn't believe China could turn from an agricultural country into a truly industrial one in less than twenty years. What matters most for an industrial nation is "heritage"—the capability gained through long-term accumulation of trial and error.  For example, by frantically building armaments in the short term, China might reach a combat power of 100. Meanwhile, the US, as an industrial nation with heritage, would normally perform at 80. Even if the US met some setbacks initially, it could grow stronger as it fought, raising its strength from 80 to 100. China, due to constant consumption, would find it hard to maintain its power at 100; it would decrease with usage, or at the very least, not improve.  However, after six months of war, China showed no fatigue; on the contrary, it grew stronger as it fought. US forces on the front lines found that the Chinese military constantly adjusted its equipment and tactics according to the needs of the war. Not long ago, the US had deployed a fighter squadron equipped with a nascent night-fighting system to the battles in the Solomon Islands, achieving significant results in several night raids.  But shortly after the US night-fighters were deployed, a Chinese fighter unit also equipped with night-fighting gear was sent to the battlefield. The US side had deployed a group of fighters to escort a squadron of heavy bombers for a night raid on a Chinese base. The US report claimed that this night-flight unit was attacked by approximately three Chinese night-fighter groups. Because the US was outnumbered, 56 out of the 100 fighters in the mission were lost, and the remaining aircraft were forced to retreat.  Without the protection of the fighter groups, eight newly arrived B-29 Superfortress bombers were all shot down under the coordinated attack of the Chinese night-fighter groups.  Roosevelt had believed that, relying on its industrial heritage, the US could continuously develop new equipment and defeat a Chinese military that lacked the capacity for self-upgrading through increasingly powerful combat capabilities. The defeat of the night-flight group made him realize he might be wrong.  The US Air Force had great confidence in the equipment used by the night-flight group; from the reports Hopkins submitted, Roosevelt knew these new devices were a collection of the most advanced avionics technologies currently available to the US military. The report indicated that the US would not be able to develop more advanced technology in the short term.  The battle reports presented Roosevelt with a situation he was unwilling to accept. China possessed equipment on the same level as the US and had research and development capabilities that were not inferior. The Air Force was the field where the US industrial heritage could best be leveraged; if they couldn't even win in this field, the US would be forced into a brutal war of attrition with China.  The US had already acquired German jet fighter technology through technical exchange. Through the efforts of the American industrial team, the US had already determined the first generation of improved fighters based on the German jet prototype. The prototype was expected to be completed in April 1942; as long as it performed well on the battlefield, it could enter small-scale production by June at the earliest.  With several prior lessons, Roosevelt had to consider another, worse possibility for the US: that China, like the US, also possessed jet fighters. If the situation reached that stage, Roosevelt wouldn't have many cards left to win the war.  At this stage, the US military believed there were two weapons that could inflict mass casualties on the Chinese army. The first was biological warfare—releasing powerful viruses in Chinese-occupied areas or the Chinese mainland to cause massive illness and death.  Biological weapons were very suitable for release in the colonies "liberated" by China; the technological level in those areas was low, making it impossible to detect such weapons. Furthermore, the medical level in those colonies was extremely poor; once a bacteria began to spread on a large scale, it would surely propagate wildly.  Thinking of biological weapons, Roosevelt's brow furrowed. It wasn't that he pitied those "liberated" colonies; he had read reports from China and knew that through "Patriotic Health Campaigns," the He Rui government had built a very effective domestic medical system in the less than ten years since liberating China. Through vaccinations and the popularization of medicine, they had eliminated large-scale infectious diseases within China. In the past decade, no large-scale epidemic had broken out in China.  Once the US implemented biological warfare, it would likely be discovered by China. Then, the US could completely deny it, but China would continue to hammer the US with moral attacks on the issue. Moreover, if the US used biological warfare against China, China might very well retaliate in kind. Roosevelt himself was a victim of a virus; he knew very well what the medical system in the US was like. If they faced large-scale biological warfare from China, the US might not be able to endure it.  Having rejected biological warfare, Roosevelt found his remaining trump card was nuclear weapons. At this stage, the US had already begun building a nuclear weapons test site at Oak Ridge, Tennessee.  In 1939, Albert Einstein, who had just arrived in the US, wrote a letter to Roosevelt explaining the necessity of developing nuclear fission-based weapons.  In the letter, Einstein emphasized: "...I understand that Germany has actually stopped the uranium trade from the Czechoslovakian mines and has taken them over. That it should have taken such early action might perhaps be understood on the ground that the son of the German Under-Secretary of State, von Weizsäcker, is attached to the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Institut in Berlin where some of the American work on uranium is now being repeated."  Roosevelt believed Einstein was "clearly indicating" that Germany was conducting nuclear weapons research. If the US didn't keep up, it would fall behind Germany's research progress.  Following that, the US Army began nuclear weapons research. Roosevelt had originally given his tacit approval for these studies. By early 1942, although American scientists had a rough idea of the mechanism of an atomic bomb, the direction they should work toward, and even the cost and time, the massive project of nuclear research had exceeded the capabilities of scientific research institutions.  At that time, the US economy had already shifted toward war, and no industrial company could complete the construction of the relevant production facilities in the short term. Vannevar Bush, one of the heads of US nuclear research, believed that only with the military's highest priority could nuclear materials be produced before the end of the war. In a report to President Roosevelt on January 9, 1942, he emphasized the bright prospects of the atomic bomb and proposed handing over all development and production management to the military.  On February 17, Bush prepared a detailed report for Roosevelt on placing the nuclear program entirely under military leadership. At the time, in his White House office, Roosevelt had already studied Einstein's letter and had been indecisive. Upon receiving Bush's suggestion, Roosevelt immediately approved the report.  If biological warfare was not an option and jet fighters couldn't become the trump card to defeat the Chinese army, Roosevelt could only pin his hopes on the nuclear weapons under development. According to data provided by American scientists, the power of a single nuclear weapon could destroy a city.  Roosevelt believed the US was capable of developing nuclear weapons, but an ominous thought haunted him. What if China also possessed nuclear weapons?  At this moment, Roosevelt felt a surge of self-pity; as a leader, he had to bear such heavy pressure. For those responsible for specific tasks, they only had to focus on their professional fields. For instance, the person in charge of developing the night-fighting electronic system, upon learning that China had the same system, strongly expressed his dissatisfaction with the US government, believing it was because the government started the project too late that the US hadn't developed the system sooner.  As someone working below, such a reaction was not surprising. Having worked so hard to develop such breakthrough equipment, they certainly weren't willing to take the fall for the US Air Force. However, from the perspective of night-fighting system development, this was a false accusation. The technology used in the night-fighting system was all newly developed. Even if the Air Force had started the project earlier, it wouldn't have advanced the development time by even a single day.  The reason the US Air Force was so dissatisfied was not to blame the development company for delays, but because the company had bragged too much before delivering the equipment. They had claimed that China wouldn't be able to develop night-fighting technology for another ten years. For some reason, the US military had actually believed such claims.  According to Roosevelt's son, the US military had even prepared the press release boasting about American night-fighting equipment, just waiting for this night raid to be effective before publishing it in the newspapers. The sudden turn of events caused the military's beautiful imagination to fall flat. This was what made the military fly into a rage and try to blame the development company!  As Roosevelt thought about this, the door opened and his female secretary entered the office with a tray. When she reached him, Roosevelt naturally patted her buttocks and slid his arm around her soft waist.  With the warm body of a woman in his hands, Roosevelt felt the immense pressure he was under ease somewhat. A new thought suddenly occurred to him: could it be that He Rui was trying to control the intensity of the war, which was why he was acting this way?  Once this thought emerged, Roosevelt felt many of his confusions could be explained reasonably. For example, the Chinese Air Force had used gasoline-fueled radial engines in the Western European campaign and achieved great results, leading all nations to believe that the direction of Chinese fighter development was the same as that of the rest of the world.  It wasn't until the Sino-British war broke out that China revealed its fighters using kerosene-fueled engines, completely disrupting the Western powers' judgment of China's combat capabilities. Because the Chinese government had long cooperated with the American Rockefeller company in the oil field, Rockefeller understood China's high-octane gasoline capacity very well. Based on the detailed data provided by Rockefeller, the US side believed China could maintain a combat scale of at most 50,000 fighters. Although this scale was already large, it was something the US, with its industrial strength, could handle.  Having had these experiences, Roosevelt had to consider that He Rui was trying to control the rhythm of the war. As for exactly what rhythm He Rui wanted to control, Roosevelt, still holding his secretary, fell into a new line of thought.
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**Chapter 817: Empire's Survival (5)**  Roosevelt found that he seemed to have grasped He Rui's thinking, but every realization, after initially reinforcing his confidence, created new, opposing perplexities for him. Roosevelt knew that He Rui must have already arranged roles for countries like the United States, Britain, the Soviet Union, and Germany in his future New Order. Roosevelt knew that for the US to obtain greater benefits in this new order, it had to demonstrate its ability to destroy He Rui's New Order.  To the extent that the US possessed the capability to destroy He Rui's New Order, it would possess the power to demand a higher price. If the US fully opposed He Rui's New Order, it could prevent He Rui from establishing it entirely. Then, the US would have the capability to establish a "US-China New Order."  At this stage, Roosevelt discovered that the abilities He Rui displayed were gradually exerted in response to American capabilities. The US had taken the path of aircraft carriers and air-land integrated warfare, and China was taking the same path—and seemingly walking faster and further on it than the US.  In order to gain a combat advantage, the US had deployed its nascent air night-fighting system into the war. The He Rui government immediately countered by deploying an air night-fighting system that was clearly more mature than the American one, giving the US a head-on blow and severely frustrating its confidence.  Roosevelt currently couldn't figure out if He Rui truly intended to rely on absolute strength to grab other countries by the collar, drag them to the negotiating table, and force them to agree to his New Order.  The actual New Order Roosevelt envisioned overlapped significantly with He Rui's. Roosevelt agreed with the global market that He Rui's New Order could bring to the US, which was precisely the source of his greatest current dilemma. If the US could not lead the New World Order but were instead forced to join He Rui's, it would be unable to obtain the maximum benefits. Besides this reason, which forced Roosevelt to choose to fight on against China, he also had a profound fear.  Just as Roosevelt was holding his secretary, using the touch of a warm and soft female body to alleviate the anxious pain brought by rational thought, there was another knock on the door. The person outside was well aware of Roosevelt's interests; barging into the office while Roosevelt was alone with his female secretary often meant seeing content not suitable for children.  Roosevelt released the secretary's waist, and she smoothed her skirt a bit before opening the office door. Another secretary stood outside. The female secretary politely made way, and once the official secretary entered, she walked out of the office and closed the door.  Three hours later, Roosevelt left the White House by car. The car stopped in front of a hotel in Washington. With the help of Secret Service agents, Roosevelt, in his wheelchair, reached the hotel elevator.  The wheelchair stopped, and Roosevelt looked back at the agents. The agents looked at Roosevelt with troubled expressions, but they saw determination in his cold gaze. With a "ding," the elevator doors opened. The agents finally yielded; they pushed Roosevelt into the elevator, but when it stopped on the third floor, they stepped out first. Seeing no bystanders in the corridor, they headed for the stairs and soon vanished.  Roosevelt turned the steel rims of his wheelchair alone to the door of room 3014. A true playboy would have seen the passion hidden behind his cold gaze and set jaw. It was a passion usually reserved for youth—or rather, the emotion a mature man feels only when facing his true soulmate.  After knocking a few times, Roosevelt listened to the sounds inside the room, but didn't hear the expected footsteps. A sense of worry spontaneously arose in his heart. This emotion moved him to raise his head and knock twice more with greater force, though the third knock was slightly weaker. However, the subsequent knocks became powerful but less frantic.  After about ten or twelve knocks, footsteps finally came from inside. A moment later, the door opened. A woman in the late stages of middle age opened the door. Seeing his beloved, who had finally appeared before him of her own accord after more than twenty years of forced separation, Roosevelt's long-dry eyes suddenly welled up.  Lucy Page Mercer Rutherfurd was a beautiful woman. Her beauty was not the sharp, striking kind, but a gentle, inclusive feminine beauty, loyal to love—even if that loyalty was directed at his infidelity, Lucy herself remained loyal to her love. Unlike many women, Lucy was someone who truly shared a deep love with Roosevelt. She didn't take love for granted and knew what it truly was.  Seeing Roosevelt before her, Lucy stepped out of the room and looked casually down the empty corridor before pushing him inside. After closing the door, she knelt down and stared intently at his aged face. Just looking at him brought her joy. Realizing they were alone, she knew Roosevelt had come specifically for her; after receiving her letter, he hadn't wasted a moment and had come to meet her as quickly as possible.  Then Lucy knelt on the floor and, at a height slightly lower than Roosevelt in his wheelchair, took him into her arms. Feeling her warm embrace, Roosevelt held her back.  In 1913, because Roosevelt's wife, Eleanor, was in poor health, a secretary named Lucy Mercer was hired for her through an introduction. Lucy was young and beautiful, got along well with others, had a gentle voice, and was charming. Roosevelt was mature, steady, and an extraordinary conversationalist. Thus, an affair began between the two.  The affair lasted for several years until 1918, when Eleanor accidentally found love letters from Lucy to Roosevelt in his bag. Faced with his wife's interrogation, Roosevelt admitted it.  At the time, divorce meant "political suicide." For the sake of his political future, Roosevelt did not intend to divorce. Eleanor didn't want to give up her current position and proposed conditions for not divorcing: first, to break up with Lucy, and second, to live separate lives. Thus, both got what they needed, and the marriage continued.  Thereafter, Roosevelt and Eleanor became political partners who shared the same bed but had different dreams. He once told Eleanor: "You are my First Lady, we can discuss all issues, but except for emotional ones." Lucy showed great understanding of Roosevelt and married someone else after leaving him.  Although Roosevelt found ways to find Lucy again, they maintained an "ambiguous" relationship. But this ambiguity had become a kind of Platonic love. Roosevelt knew he could never be with Lucy in this life, and Lucy knew she could never affect her lover's political future. In this emotional entanglement, although their love seemed to have no future, it became simpler and more solid through this struggle.  By February 1942, suffering under the brutal war of attrition between China and the US, Roosevelt finally realized the possibility that even after a cruel war, the sacrifice of millions of lives and the expenditure of trillions of dollars, the US might still lose to China.  In this emotional state, under such immense pressure, Roosevelt wrote a letter to Lucy. In it, he didn't mention the pain he faced but couldn't help but express his most sincere love for her.  After receiving the letter and thinking it over, Lucy went to Washington. Lucy also came from a prominent family, and as early as 1918, all of Washington's elite knew of her relationship with Roosevelt. Now, although she didn't know the course of the war, she felt the despair inadvertently revealed between the lines of her lover's writing. Lucy decided to no longer worry about her reputation and would accompany her lover to the end of this journey of love.  Feeling her lover's breath by her ear and the warm, wet tears on her cheek, Lucy knew she hadn't misunderstood his current mood. She let go of her embrace, took out a handkerchief, and wiped away Roosevelt's tears.  Then, Lucy pushed Roosevelt to the bedside, helped him up, and assisted him in lying on the bed. Lucy first undressed herself, then helped Roosevelt undress, and soon they were lying in bed together in an embrace. They didn't do anything; they simply nestled together.  Before Roosevelt could speak, Lucy said, "I won't leave. As long as you dare to contact me, I will go to the White House."  Roosevelt gave a bitter smile. "Heh, I don't like the White House."  Lucy gently stroked his chest and smiled. "I'll go wherever you like to go."  Hearing this, Roosevelt knew Lucy had made her decision. He didn't ask about her family, nor did he consider what her husband would think. Roosevelt asked, "Have you ever been to the town of Warm Springs?"  Lucy propped up her upper body and looked at him. "Will you go there often?"  Warm Springs in western Georgia was Roosevelt's favorite vacation spot. Seeing Lucy's question, Roosevelt replied, "I'll be going to Warm Springs in two days. I'll have the agents contact you first."  Lucy happily gave Roosevelt a kiss before asking, "How long will we stay there?"  Roosevelt smiled and reached out to touch her face. "I'll arrange a place for you to stay in Washington."  Lucy leaned back into his arms and replied in a lazy voice, "I'll go to Warm Springs tomorrow."  Different from what Lucy expected, early the next morning, agents came to find her and took her to the Washington airport. That evening, in a quiet suburban residence in Warm Springs, Lucy had just finished her bath and walked out of the bathroom in her nightgown, only to see Roosevelt already sitting in his wheelchair at the living room table, looking at a document.  Lucy didn't rush over; she stood by the bathroom door in her nightgown, watching Roosevelt look at the document in the living room. In her dreams, she had seen this scene countless times. She and Roosevelt in a room where no other mistress existed. Roosevelt was her man alone, and she was his woman alone.  After watching for a while, Roosevelt closed the file and looked up at Lucy. Their eyes met for a moment, and Lucy walked toward him. Halfway there, her robe slipped off, landing softly on the wooden floor.  An hour later, Lucy and Roosevelt were sitting in the bathtub. Roosevelt felt the warmth and said with emotion, "Lucy, I might become the lowest-rated president in American history."  "Can you decide if that happens?" Lucy asked lazily.  A surge of tenderness rose in Roosevelt's heart. Lucy loved the living person that was Roosevelt, not the politician. The pain he faced could not cause her pain. Lucy might not be able to help him solve his problems, but she had never considered being his help. She only wanted to give him love.  So, Roosevelt spoke to her of his pain. This was a fear that belonged only to him, which he had never dared to tell anyone else. Lucy just listened. When he paused, she asked, "Will this affect the time we spend together?"  After saying so much, Roosevelt's mood had improved significantly. He finally recovered some courage and confidence and replied, "The time we spend together has nothing to do with the outcome of the war."  Lucy actually knew this was largely a lie, but she didn't dwell on it. She pinned her hair up, as this was the look he liked best. Lucy stepped out of the bath and wrapped herself in a towel. She took out another towel and then said, "My dear, I wonder if I have enough strength now to lift you up."  If General Zheng Silang and General Zhong Yifu knew of Roosevelt's current situation, they would likely be very envious. They were so busy they didn't even have time to write to their wives thousands of miles away.  When the four-engine H-5 bomber landed at the Asian Allied airbase fifty kilometers south of Darwin, the moment the massive tires touched the runway, a piercing sound reached the ears of Zheng Silang, Commander of the Southeast Asian Theater of the Asian Allied Forces, who was there for an inspection.  Standing by the runway, feeling the vibration as the massive H-5 moved along it, Zheng Silang nodded with satisfaction and turned to his old comrade, Zhong Yifu. "Yifu, can we combine the bomber units of the Southeast Asian Theater and the Australian bomber groups into a larger centralized bomber hub?"  Generally speaking, every branch and unit of the military hoped to receive the best logistical support for itself and was not keen on sharing bases with friendly forces. Seeing Zheng Silang's sincere expression, Zhong Yifu sighed, "It's been hard on you all, building airfields in Southeast Asia."  "It's not that it's hard," Zheng Silang shook his head frankly. "It's just that it's impossible to complete runways for large bombers in the short term."  "Meaning, you actually can do it?" Zhong Yifu teased Zheng Silang, who was considered a brave general.  Zheng Silang replied heartily, "Even if they're built, the subsequent maintenance costs are too high. After all, ordinary fighters can take off and land just by laying perforated steel mats on the ground. Large bombers require specialized runways."  Zhong Yifu didn't intend to tease him further; he also needed Zheng's cooperation at this stage. There is a north-south divide near the eastern coast of Australia; the mountains block the moisture in the monsoons from east to west, resulting in abundant rainfall in the narrow eastern coastal region. This created fertile land in the east. West of the divide, the climate is dry and rainfall is scarce, providing good conditions for building solid foundations.  Since his old comrade had shown an intention to cooperate, Zhong Yifu also stated his own requirements. "Silang, the biggest problem currently facing the Australian theater is that fresh water resources in central and western Australia are too scarce! We need you to keep the British and American forces occupied in the Solomon Islands."  Zheng Silang nodded. Water resources are a very peculiar resource; both too much and too little can have a very detrimental effect on war. Zhong Yifu complained of too little water, while Zheng Silang complained of too much. Zheng Silang asked, "Yifu, do you think the Chairman will agree to our request to build a joint airbase?"  Zhong Yifu was quite confident about this. "The Chairman now requires us to achieve the results we expect. As long as we can sufficiently weaken the American forces, there's no difference between building joint airbases and building them separately."  Hearing this, Zheng Silang thought of the American fighters with night-fighting capabilities. Those hateful things had caused China greater losses in Southeast Asia. If the order he received hadn't been to "exhaust the US military," he would have long ago used his powerful air force to destroy the American logistical bases in the Solomon Islands.  General Zheng Silang, who commanded operations in Southeast Asia, also worked hard to build airfields in the region as a foundation for war. However, the damp and rainy Southeast Asian islands made the engineers complain incessantly. Moreover, the US had been putting military equipment with new devices into the war, which forced Zheng to seek help from Zhong Yifu.  Facing Zheng's expectations, Zhong Yifu was also quite helpless. In his plan, a powerful Chinese army unit would depart from Darwin, cross the vast wilderness, and launch an offensive against the core ruling area of eastern Australia. But in several preparations, Zhong had been forced to repeatedly postpone operations. He sighed, "According to our surveys, fresh water resources along this offensive route are too scarce. Without sufficient water sources, it's very hard for us to ensure the successful completion of the campaign. Although I believe the US military lacks the ability to fight a guerrilla war against us in Australia, I don't dare bet on that possibility. Silang, I've read your report; the combat power shown by the US military in the Solomon Islands proves they aren't as bad as the legends say. The US military has combat power!"  President Roosevelt was worried about the "industrial heritage" shown by China; if the US could never suppress China, it might fail. If Roosevelt's thoughts were known to Zheng Silang and Zhong Yifu, they would likely feel that he was underestimating the US military.  In the Solomon Islands campaign, the US military was not at all like the "rich boys" of legend. The real weakness of the US military was a lack of army tradition, but a lack of tradition wasn't necessarily a bad thing. Especially when both the US and China adopted air-land integration, both sides didn't hesitate to provide air support for company-level combat.  Although the Chinese army was strong enough, Chinese soldiers weren't supermen either. Fierce bombing by the US Air Force could indeed effectively block the vigorous attacks of the Chinese army. And the US military could not only hold the line to the death but also launch powerful offensives.  Zheng Silang gave a bitter smile. "Then how do we decide who the Air Force helps first?"
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**Chapter 818: Empire's Survival (6)**  The matters that fell to two founding generals for discussion were always critical to the victory or defeat of the war. As Zhong Yifu listened to Zheng Silang discuss how to allocate long-range bomber resources, he felt that no matter how they were divided, the immediate problem could not be solved. Since it couldn't be solved, Zhong Yifu began to seek other, more stable solutions.  After a moment's thought, Zhong Yifu asked, "Silang, how many engineering units do you still have in your hands?"  Zheng Silang calculated; he currently had 180,000 engineering and transport troops under his command. With so many men scattered across the vast Pacific, it was impossible to solve the shortage in a short time. He answered frankly, "I am also requesting reinforcements from the mainland. Right now, I can't spare a single person!"  This answer was much as Zhong Yifu had expected. China had made extremely meticulous preparations for this war, and the Military Commission had prepared various contingency plans for unfavorable outcomes. Looking back now, Zhong Yifu couldn't help but sigh. "Sigh... Silang, I've always been a firm supporter of the Chairman. But looking at it now, I only understand what true genius is when I see the results. We mortals, at best, can only understand things after the fact. When making plans, we simply can't comprehend how the abilities of geniuses can leave us mortals so dumbfounded."  Zheng Silang immediately understood what Zhong Yifu was lamenting. He nodded in agreement. "If we hadn't put so many resources into potential problems, how could there be a shortage of engineering troops at this stage?"  After sighing, Zheng Silang added seriously, "But as a mortal, I don't regret it. I've reflected on the war situation many times; if I hadn't been allowed to make so many preparations then, I wouldn't have been able to prepare for war with peace of mind. If I had prepared for war entirely according to the tempo the Chairman suggested, I wouldn't have been able to carry it out."  Zhong Yifu nodded repeatedly at Zheng Silang's sincere answer. During the pre-war preparations, Zhong had used all the knowledge he had mastered through work and study to construct a combat system for a world war. It wasn't until now, six months into the war, that he realized the military technology and warfare models He Rui had proposed twenty years ago were correct.  This was the difference between geniuses and mortals. Mortals can only summarize past experiences based on things they have personally experienced, while geniuses can make precise judgments about the future based on things that happened in the past. Zhong Yifu believed that the comrades in the He Rui government were all top-tier talents, so everyone could quickly reach correct summaries and judgments through the experience they had mastered.  Therefore, Zhong Yifu didn't feel regret. As Zheng Silang said, if they had initially prepared for war using the future warfare model pointed out by He Rui, they would have been a group of blind men leading the blind. They wouldn't have grasped the essence at all, let alone been able to implement He Rui's ideas. Although what was happening now left Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang feeling regretful, they didn't regret their actions. Because they had used their abilities to the limit; if they had 100 points of strength, they truly strove to squeeze out every bit of energy in their bodies and put in 120 points of effort.  With such an attitude, Zhong Yifu proposed his solution: "What we lack most now is time, and what the US military lacks most is also time. Given time, both the Chinese and US armies can build powerful logistical systems, allowing the war to continue with intensity and ferocity far exceeding the present. Therefore, I believe we can transfer a portion of the Japanese Army in Southeast Asia to become temporary engineering troops. Let them be responsible for the high-intensity construction of long-range bomber bases. I just thought about it; if we have two corps, roughly 80,000 Japanese troops, converted to engineers, we can complete bomber bases within two months capable of supporting a thousand four-engine heavy bombers to cover all of Australia and New Zealand."  Zheng Silang thought for a moment and proposed a different view: "Didn't the Chairman put you in charge of drawing more American forces into the South Pacific?"  Zhong Yifu replied with regret: "I have determined that I might not be able to fully complete the task the Chairman gave me. At this stage, all I can do is first enable the South Pacific troops to have the capability to seize the entire South Pacific in one fell swoop. If the US still doesn't have the capability to maintain large-scale operations in the South Pacific by then, I can consider how to annihilate the US military more effectively. If the US military has stronger logistical capabilities by then, I can only first destroy the US military in the South Pacific in one blow and seize the region."  Zheng Silang thought for a while. Although he felt that if Zhong Yifu dared to take a risky move, there was still a chance to heavily exhaust the US military in the short term and play the "political war" well. However, since the Asian Allied Forces had achieved a situation where they were on the offensive and held the advantage across the entire Pacific, they were the ones who could even less afford to lose.  On the other hand, the US military had already been beaten soundly by China, first losing the great air battle in the South China Sea and then losing the entire Philippines. Although the US military now has the confidence to defeat the Asian Allied Forces, they actually place themselves in the position of the weaker party. As a powerful country with the self-awareness of being the weaker party, it is actually very difficult to defeat. Even if they suffer several more defeats, it's impossible for the US military to lose the determination to fight on.  Conversely, the Chinese military, being in a superior position, has a very low tolerance for failure precisely because it believes itself to be superior. Moreover, China has a very large disadvantage, one that He Rui has repeatedly emphasized among the high-level leadership: China lacks confidence.  If China had strong confidence, it wouldn't care about victory or defeat at all. Just as during the most prosperous period of China's Han Dynasty, the Han army knew very well that one Han soldier was enough to handle four nomadic soldiers. Therefore, the Han army's tolerance for defeat was very strong, and its judgment of defeat was very reasonable.  In reality, present-day China is not confident. Not only can the people absolutely not accept failure, but the military's acceptance of defeat is even lower. A medium-scale defeat could affect the military's view of past military preparations. The number of Chinese officers with such unstable views serving as the backbone is not small; it is the majority. The actual military capability of the remaining few clear-headed officers also needs the test of war to be accurately judged.  Zheng Silang agreed with Zhong Yifu's view and sighed, "Sigh, Yifu, this responsibility can only be borne by us. I hope the plan we propose doesn't make the Chairman angry."  Zhong Yifu smiled. "We've done so many things wrong; what's one more? Don't worry, for the signatures this time, mine will be at the very front."  "Do you look down on me that much?" Zheng Silang deliberately asked as if he were angry.  Zhong Yifu laughed. "Fine! We'll co-sign side-by-side. However, the names won't be in any order, but there's always a top and bottom. Since the airfield is to be built in Australia, my name will be on top."  Zheng Silang didn't argue over who was higher. He only said with some concern, "I hope the Chairman won't truly be angry."  Zhong Yifu was also a bit concerned, but he answered readily, "If the Chairman got angry over something like this, he would have been angered to death by us long ago. Don't worry, the Chairman has plenty of experience in this area!"  The two made their decision and immediately drafted the document. Just as Zhong Yifu said, when signing, their names were level. At the same time, they marked "names in no particular order." However, when actually signing, Zhong Yifu's name was on top and Zheng Silang's name was below.  The two generals weren't being deliberately affected. Both Zheng Silang and Zhong Yifu believed that China's commander, He Rui, was a political, economic, and military genius with unparalleled talent. As long as He Rui continued to lead China, even if Zheng and Zhong were removed, China could achieve final victory under his leadership.  With the education Zheng and Zhong had received, they both knew such firm trust was irrational, but they were willing to stick to their view; this was what is called "faith."  Faith is a kind of idealist apriorism that goes against historical materialism. Precisely because the comrades believed He Rui could never be wrong, if they encountered failure, it must be because they hadn't correctly understood He Rui's views and had deviated during execution.  This faith was not based on ignorant religious-style blind faith or fanaticism. In this Republican era they built together, through their studies at the Party School, everyone knew very well that although China, having entered the industrial age, hadn't completely eliminated the feudalism of power, at least the industrial age had replaced the basic security provided by personal dependency with social security. Thus, the people had been liberated from personal dependency.  Comrades like Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang were all true talents. As long as they were true talents, each had the persistence of believing their own judgment was correct—what was called having a "rebellious bone behind the head" in the agricultural era. Talents have the professional ability to complete work in their own fields, so they never followed He Rui the person, but the ideal He Rui represented.  Over the years, facts had proven that He Rui was a true idealist. His ideal was to complete China's liberation and establish a just and fair New China. Everything He Rui did was not for himself, but to realize this ideal.  Although most comrades were dissatisfied with many aspects of China's current situation and all believed that once China built the New World Order, there must be a major internal reshuffle—many comrades had already chosen the targets they wanted to strike down—at this stage, the vast majority of comrades believed the current top priority was to first complete the ideal they had placed in He Rui: establishing a New World Order led by China.  Based on this realistic understanding, everyone's experience proved that the more they implemented He Rui's leadership, the greater the victory China could obtain. Based on nearly thirty years, for the sake of completing the ideal, the comrades were all accustomed to this understanding. As long as He Rui was still leading China, the comrades believed victory would surely belong to China.  Rather than saying the comrades believed in He Rui, it's better to say they strongly believed that only He Rui could truly realize everyone's ideal. If failure occurred due to their own lack of ability, a comrade, even if they felt wronged, could accept becoming a sacrifice. They themselves could lose, but their ideal could not lose, and the China to which they had dedicated everything could not lose.  When He Rui received the report signed by Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang in no particular order, he simply read it seriously and didn't realize the internal conflict of the two comrades, because he had no time to consider such "small matters."  Having received a complete 21st-century education, He Rui's understanding of political economy was far higher than that of this era. First establish a political system capable of reasonably developing the economy, then rapidly promote economic development, and thereafter possess the capability for military struggle. Furthermore, China hadn't just completed this process within its own borders; China had united nearly a million international leftists and completed preliminary construction in the vast liberated colonies. This allowed China to escape the situation of fighting alone. As soon as the colonizers were driven out of those colonies, China quickly filled the gap in normal production and trade that had been affected by the destruction of the colonizers.  The tapping of this internal potential had actually reached its limit within six months. No one can create a world based solely on their own ideas. The land and resources under the coverage of the New World Order are only so much. The revolutionary achievements that land reform can complete only give the people of the colonies, who were previously not treated as humans, the rights humans should have. But the development of productivity cannot advance by leaps and bounds in a short time.  But China's enemies had been terrified by everything that had happened. These enemies were uniting and desperately tapping their own domestic potential to continue the fight against the revolution.  After reading the report, He Rui could understand Zhong Yifu's current frustration. in He Rui's view, Zhong Yifu was a top-tier comrade; he was brave in taking on responsibilities. Facing a strategic vision he couldn't realize, although he was pained and frustrated, he bravely admitted the inadequacy of his own ability.  With admiration and sympathy for Zhong Yifu, He Rui couldn't help but feel a bit of disappointment toward US President Roosevelt. Historically, Roosevelt's mettle truly commanded He Rui's admiration. Although the New World Order Roosevelt envisioned served American interests, at least Roosevelt dared to promote the idea that all humanity should possess universal human rights.  Precisely because He Rui had expectations for Roosevelt, he had organized the Singapore Conference. The purpose of the Singapore Conference was to allow Roosevelt to compromise—or at least give him a ladder for compromise. He Rui was prepared to negotiate with Roosevelt. Although the "American personality" is one that never backs down, He Rui still couldn't help but hope Roosevelt would display the stature and mettle he should have had historically.  But reality proved that Roosevelt's bottom line for compromise was too high. To this day, as a representative figure of the "American Blue Bloods," Roosevelt clearly wouldn't be convinced until he faced utter disaster, and wouldn't admit defeat until his head was bloodied. Although He Rui knew the so-called "American Blue Blood Aristocracy" was a joke—and in his novel *Maoshan Monster-Slaying Legend* he had characterized the American elite as demons with blue blood—he now couldn't help but feel that evil blue blood flowed in Roosevelt's veins. It was precisely because of this evil that Roosevelt decided on the deaths of millions.  Although the diplomatic door opened to the US hadn't been closed, He Rui had to decide to execute the plan to land on the North American continent. It didn't have to be like this; as long as Roosevelt sent someone to China, China could discuss the post-war division of interests with the US based on the principle of strength. Then several million more Americans wouldn't have to die, and China could avoid more soldiers dying in battle and reduce the countless resources that could be put into future economic construction.  After venting his frustration, He Rui had his secretary send a telegram to Japanese Prime Minister Ishiwara Kanji, informing him of the idea of converting two Japanese corps in Southeast Asia to engineering troops.  Theoretically, as Japan was a member of the Asian Allied Forces, a single order from the Allied Command could complete this requirement. However, Japan's involvement in the war alongside China was also for the pursuit of Japan's national interests. Honor and respect were a very important part of those interests. If the Japanese were led to believe they weren't a member of the alliance that must be respected, it would greatly damage the unity within the alliance.  As He Rui expected, when Ishiwara Kanji received the telegram, he felt troubled. In present-day Japan, China was the big brother and Japan was second; only these two countries possessed true, complete sovereignty. Although Japan admitted in its external speeches that all countries are equal, in Japan's eyes, such words only existed on the tongue.  While the Japanese military believed engineering troops held an important status, that was limited to the value of engineers in combat. Converting active combat units to engineers would indeed make the Japanese army, which was striving to establish merit and careers, feel they were being downgraded. Ishiwara Kanji certainly knew the important role of engineers, but he was only one man and had no way to make the Japanese army fully accept his philosophy.  After all, in any country, people who work the hardest and sweat most in the rear are not instinctively considered very important. Engineering troops are precisely those who undertake such work. It was China that truly strove to reverse this feeling. All of China's evaluations for advanced workers had a hidden standard: only frontline laborers were eligible for the title of "Advanced Worker." The highest honor for workers established by the He Rui regime, the May 1st Labor Medal, was given entirely to frontline workers. It was this persistence that gave the Chinese people a different view of the definition of labor compared to other countries.  Fortunately, Ishiwara Kanji himself was no fool. He was capable of recognizing the current necessity and grasping the Japanese military's perception. Ishiwara soon summoned the Chief of the Japanese Defense Ministry, Nagumo Chuichi.  Nagumo was a theoretical-type general. Ishiwara first explained to him the necessity of building heavy bomber bases near Darwin. After hearing the introduction and thinking for a moment, Nagumo asked, "I wonder what the Prime Minister believes Japan should do?"  Ishiwara replied readily, "I believe it is necessary to convert the actual work of the two Japanese corps in Australia to that of engineering troops."  Nagumo's expression changed. He also understood the Japanese military's view of combat units versus engineering units. Such an order could be carried out, but it would make the Japanese soldiers of those two corps feel a great sense of unfairness.  Ishiwara waited for a while, and seeing that Nagumo didn't speak further, he pressed, "With Nagumo-kun's insight, do you actually not dare to offer your own opinion on such a need?"  Seeing he couldn't avoid it, Nagumo asked bluntly, "Prime Minister, what do you think the Defense Ministry should do?"  Ishiwara was quite bold in taking responsibility and immediately stated his steps. "First, given the contributions these two corps have already made, it is necessary to grant them honorary titles. Furthermore, all officers and soldiers of these two corps should be given commendations and bonuses."  Nagumo was a clever man and instantly understood that Ishiwara intended to solve the problem through "buying them off." If these two corps first received honorary titles... several suitable titles already came to Nagumo's mind, such as "Untiring and Selfless," "Unafraid of Hardship," "Moving Mountains and Filling Seas," "Resolute and Unyielding," or "Cornerstone of Victory." As long as they received a suitable honorary title, these Japanese divisions that received great honor could face their comrades in the military with heads held high.  Compared to these honors, bonuses were undoubtedly more motivating. However, Nagumo felt this sum couldn't be small. The monthly pay for an Army Major was 220 yen, and for a Navy Major, it was 194 yen.  A first lieutenant's monthly pay was 94 yen, and a second lieutenant's was 84 yen (some said 86 yen). The pay standard for second lieutenants in the Japanese Army and Navy was the same, 70 yen per month.  Nagumo's view was that in order to stimulate the enthusiasm of the Japanese troops, at least 100 yen in bonuses per month must be given to every participating soldier for two months. This sum was the biggest problem; for 80,000 men in two corps, it would require 16 million yen in bonuses.  Nagumo didn't hide his view. After stating his standard, he asked, "May I ask the Prime Minister, who will pay this sum?"  Having gained Nagumo's support, Ishiwara replied immediately, "I think 16 million is too little. How about 20 million?"  Nagumo was momentarily stunned but soon realized that Ishiwara intended to have China pay. However, such a request was not excessive; since China made the demand, it was natural for China to bear the expenditure. Since China was paying, Nagumo said, "Prime Minister, I believe the officers might think 32 million is a more appropriate figure. At that time, do you intend to have the officers change their attitude?"  Seeing that Nagumo also knew quite well how to squeeze more out of a deal, the figure of He Rui immediately appeared in Ishiwara's mind. Although he didn't think He Rui was a stingy person, he didn't dare speak with absolute certainty. He replied, "The views of the officers must naturally be given certain consideration."  Seeing there was room for adjustment in the bonus, Nagumo replied immediately, "I will go back and discuss this matter now. I will convey the result of the discussion as soon as possible."
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**Chapter 819: Empire's Survival (7)**  Zheng Silang and Zhong Yifu received notice at their respective theater headquarters that 80,000 Japanese troops in Australia would be converted to engineering troops and placed under the command of the engineering units of the Australian Theater Command.  When Zhong Yifu saw the news, a surge of gratitude welled up in his heart. At the end of the document, the Military Commission had directly transferred the 30-million-yen bonus for the Japanese troops into the Australian Theater's account, with the theater responsible for distributing it to the Japanese. Breathing a long sigh of relief, Zhong Yifu decided to personally inspect the construction site once the Japanese troops arrived.  At this time, these Japanese troops were scattered in company-sized units throughout the vast countryside between Darwin and the east coast of Australia. Their initial orders were to sweep the area within 100 kilometers on either side of the offensive route, eliminate armed resistance in the sparse Australian rural areas, take complete control of these villages, and prevent potential harassment of transport lines by Australian cavalry.  When the various Japanese units received their honorary titles, they truly hadn't expected the titles to be a prelude to becoming engineering troops. These units believed the honors were in recognition of their hard work in "mopping up" the Australian countryside. After all, sweeping the Australian rural areas was a truly arduous task.  Australia is vast and sparsely populated, with enormous farms in the interior, each large farm comparable in size to a Japanese village. A Japanese village has at least a thousand people, and if the natural conditions are good, the population might reach ten thousand.  In contrast, an Australian farm might have only a few families, or even just one large family plus a limited number of farmworkers. The total population would be around twenty or thirty, and even the largest wouldn't exceed a hundred. Consequently, these farms were equipped with a large number of weapons for defense against wild animals.  Besides numerous weapons, every farm had many sheepdogs. As soon as the Japanese approached these farms, they would be immediately discovered by the guard dogs. Subsequently, the men of the farm would immediately pick up their guns and fight the Japanese.  When Zhong Yifu initially issued the sweeping orders, he believed the Japanese would encounter only very limited resistance in the Australian villages. After taking out a few die-hard holdouts, he thought stationing a squad of troops in each village would be enough to control the area. To his surprise, the Japanese encountered extremely fierce resistance; even a platoon might not be enough to solve the problem.  After the new orders were issued, the Japanese units all believed their vigorous suppression had been praised, so they intensified their efforts.  A few days later, the bonuses reached the hands of the Japanese troops. This distribution had a distinctly Chinese character: the bonuses were given per person, rather than using the traditional Japanese hierarchical distribution model. The effect was excellent; an additional 100 yen per month greatly stimulated the combat will of the ordinary Japanese soldiers.  When the official document ordering two Japanese corps to return to the Darwin area reached the relevant units, many in the ranks felt they had to prove themselves worthy of such a reward.  The Military Police (Kempeitai) within the Japanese army believed they had to strictly supervise military discipline in the occupied areas and maintain the image of the Asian Allied Forces as a "civilized army." To achieve this goal, the entire Kempeitai went into action, using various vehicles to head into the countryside.  It was with this mindset that the Saotome Squad headed to a small town called "Luxembourg" for an inspection. The squad leader, Saotome Genma, was originally from the cavalry branch. In any army, the status of the cavalry is higher than that of the infantry. Even now, as cavalry was being replaced by armored units, Saotome Genma still placed great importance on his cavalry background and conducted riding training within his unit.  Australia didn't lack horses, and the Saotome Squad had fully transformed into a mounted Kempeitai unit. On the vast semi-wasteland, the small stature of the Japanese soldiers placed a very low burden on the horses, allowing for much greater travel distances. Riding on a tall European horse, Saotome Genma felt very pleased.  After a day's journey, the town of Luxembourg appeared in sight. Saotome was quite thirsty by now. Australia didn't lack water; one could see various puddles and ponds after traveling for a while, but these were either salt water or water bubbled up from underground with a strong smell of iron ore, making them completely undrinkable. Only sheep, with their naturally high blood salinity, could adapt to these water sources.  Since the town was before them, they could be certain there was enough drinking water. Saotome was in no hurry now; as the Kempeitai, they had to maintain their image at all times. Neatly pressed uniforms, polished boots, and the Kempeitai insignia were necessary to maximally display their special status and privileges.  "Stop and rest for a while first!" Saotome ordered his subordinates.  The unit stopped by a saltwater puddle, and the officers and soldiers began to tidy their appearance. Salt water couldn't be drunk, but it could at least be used to wipe their boots. The horses initially leaned over the puddle and touched the water's surface with their noses. After doing so, none of them drank; instead, they turned away to graze.  After tidying their gear, the men of the Saotome Squad also took the opportunity to drink some water and rest. Everyone began to chat. The requirements for Kempeitai members were relatively high; in education, height, looks, and personality, they far exceeded ordinary combat troops. However, human interest in gossip never changes because of education; at most, the content of the conversation is different.  A lieutenant from the military academy asked, "Captain Saotome, I heard a very strange rumor. It's said that Chairman He wants to introduce cheetahs to Australia. I wonder if it's credible?"  In recent years, Japan's view of China hadn't been so friendly, but the Japanese public were generally fans of He Rui. In Japanese eyes, He Rui was an extraordinary person cultivated by Japan, and one of his two wives was Japanese. This meant China's success was not only Japan's success but also that Japan's bloodline had been integrated into China's most noble family. Even though the entire Chinese nation had been rejuvenated, the Japanese felt Japan played a very important role in it.  Saotome Genma shared this view. Moreover, he happened to know that the talk of He Rui introducing cheetahs to Australia was not groundless. A friend of his was a Japanese official who had participated in the reception of He Rui's Japanese wife, He Guangko (Mitsuko). This matter was mentioned during a conversation between Lady Mitsuko and the Japanese President, Taira Toyomori.  Since he had this chance to show off, Saotome immediately gave a detailed account. The Australian region had suffered from invasive species, leading to a very poor local ecological environment. Feral cats, rabbits, rats, and wild dogs were rampant. Thus, when He Rui spoke of these things, he believed that since the old ecological environment had already been destroyed, they might as well introduce creatures at the top of the food chain.  Tigers, lions, and leopards were too ferocious and not suitable for introduction to Australia. The cheetah, a small feline, displayed its superiority.  The men of the Kempeitai were stunned to hear Saotome call the cheetah a "small feline." To these Japanese who had never seen a cheetah, they assumed that since it was called a "leopard," it must be very ferocious. They all raised this point.  When Saotome first heard his classmate talk about cheetahs, he also thought they were extremely ferocious creatures. Later, he specifically consulted a Chinese encyclopedia and gained an understanding of them. Seeing that he could fully show off, Saotome felt triumphant inside, though his face remained as solemn as possible. He began to introduce the cheetah in a serious tone.  Many would believe the cheetah originated in Africa, but the oldest fossils of North American cheetahs were found in the US states of Texas, Nevada, and Wyoming. Cheetahs were once common in Asia, Africa, Europe, and North America until the end of the last Ice Age about 10,000 years ago, when massive climate change led to the disappearance of many mammals.  Cheetahs that migrated from North America to Africa survived the freezing period of the Younger Dryas. The word "hunt" (lie) is in the cheetah's Chinese name because they are very easy to domesticate, which is why Egyptian pharaohs took cheetahs hunting.  Although cheetahs run fast, their bodies are not large, and they primarily hunt small to medium-sized herbivores. Given the abundance of large rats, wild rabbits, wild dogs, and wild donkeys throughout Australia, cheetahs should take these animals as their primary prey. They could play a role in curbing the spread of these animals.  Listening to the captain's explanation, the squad members showed looks of admiration, and some were very interested in the possibility of taming cheetahs. Naturally, all the men wanted to see with their own eyes what a cheetah looked like and hoped to have close contact with one someday.  By now, Saotome had finished showing off all his knowledge about cheetahs. Seeing that everyone had finished resting, he immediately ordered with a stern face, "Gentlemen, our rest is over. Let's move out."  Upon the captain's order, the Kempeitai men immediately mounted their horses and continued toward Luxembourg. By now, the distance was short, and an hour later, the squad entered the town. Then, the members of the Kempeitai were all stunned.  They saw seven or eight white bodies hanging from trees on both sides of the street, both men and women. Looking at the stretched shape of their necks, it was clear they had been hanged to death, rather than being hung up after dying.  By now, the commander of the Japanese garrison in the town, Major Nishimura Toshiyuki, had received the news and led his men out to greet them. Saotome pointed at the hanged white people and asked, "Nishimura-kun, what happened to these people?"  Major Nishimura Toshiyuki looked indignant. "After our troops entered the town, these people launched a sneak attack from their houses, killing several of our soldiers. After we dragged them out, we executed them according to the method for dealing with guerrillas!"  Saotome Genma was shocked to hear this. It wasn't that there was anything wrong with executing guerrillas, but that the process of this execution was incorrect. If they had been killed directly in combat, then these local Australians would just be unlucky. Since these people had been captured, they should, according to regulations, have provided testimony to the military legal department, which would have ultimately conducted a trial. Direct execution did not comply with the regulations of the Asian Allied Forces.  But after all, the man before him was a Japanese comrade, so Saotome decided to ignore this for now. He entered the town with Nishimura Toshiyuki. There were dozens of buildings of various types in the town, which should have been quite lively, but not a single white colonist was to be seen. Those coming and going were all Japanese soldiers, and they all looked very relaxed, with no sense of concern at all.  Saotome Genma felt something was wrong and said as if casually, "Nishimura-kun, take us to see the prisoners."  Nishimura Toshiyuki's expression changed. After a moment of silent walking, he said in a somewhat muffled voice, "These colonists resisted extremely fiercely, so only a few children survived."  Saotome Genma was now certain that Nishimura Toshiyuki had conducted a massacre in Luxembourg. So he put on a look of regret. "I never expected the colonialism of the Australians to reach such a high pitch! Nishimura-kun, you've worked hard!"  Hearing this, Nishimura Toshiyuki seemed to have found a kindred spirit and spoke at length about the hardships of "bandit suppression." Australia was indeed the descendant of convicts, and combined with the Australian government's propaganda, the men and women on the farms believed that the "evil Chinese" would kill all Australian men. Among the women, the elderly would be taken by the Chinese for dissection and physiological research. Young women would first be defiled by the Chinese and then made into specimens for exhibition. Young girls would be taken to China and, when they grew up, assigned to Chinese men to bear children for them.  Since the Australian colonists had done precisely this to the local aborigines, this propaganda was especially effective. Under the drive of terror, Australian men fought with extreme bravery, the women all had experience with guns, and young women joined the fight as auxiliary troops. The elderly and children transported weapons and provided reconnaissance for the Australian combatants.  In order to completely eliminate hostile armed forces, the fighting was very brutal. Moreover, the Australians completely disregarded the laws of war; they would often surrender on the surface, but actually launch a sudden attack when the Japanese were relaxed. Those white men and women hanged at the entrance of the town were executed by hanging after being captured because of such actions.  "I see. Nishimura-kun, I completely understand your feelings!" Saotome praised.  After an inspection accompanied by Nishimura Toshiyuki, Saotome found that truly only a few white colonists remained in the town. Those who survived were basically four- or five-year-old children. Furthermore, the children were all on the verge of death from starvation; if they weren't given food quickly, they would surely starve.  Saotome was certain he had encountered an extremely serious war crime. On the surface, he continued to play along, but in his heart, he decided to leave immediately and report this to a higher-ranking Kempeitai officer.  After a circuit, Saotome declined Nishimura Toshiyuki's invitation for dinner and said seriously, "Right now, our Kempeitai has a lot of work. I still have to inspect three places in the next four days. Nishimura-kun, I really didn't expect Australia to be so large; even if we travel non-stop over the next four days, I'm afraid we won't finish all three places."  "Since it's so arduous, you should rest here for a bit," Nishimura Toshiyuki urged.  "No need. As soldiers, we must first complete our mission. Nishimura-kun, farewell." With that, Saotome Genma gave Nishimura Toshiyuki a military salute and was the first to mount his horse.  The Kempeitai held a high status in the army, and ordinary infantry could not block their actions. Seeing the Saotome Squad all mounted, Nishimura Toshiyuki bit his lip and suddenly drew his pistol. Most of the Japanese infantry members beside him also raised their rifles.  Saotome Genma immediately drew his pistol as well and shouted at Nishimura Toshiyuki, "Nishimura-kun, what are you doing!"  Nishimura knew that while He Rui showed no mercy in war and would judge colonists after the war—showing no forgiveness to those who committed crimes—He Rui also resolutely opposed massacres. The Nishimura Company's actions upon entering Luxembourg were still considered a normal combat mission, but the high casualties during the operation led the company to carry out a massacre in their rage. The Kempeitai squad leader before him, Saotome Genma, seemed to express great understanding but hadn't made a single suggestion to help Nishimura clear his name. Now that Saotome was about to leave, there was a very high probability he was going to report him.  Currently, the Japanese army was fighting under the command of the Asian Allied Forces, which had emphasized military discipline many times. For an army to carry out a massacre, even if they weren't executed, they would be sentenced and dishonorably discharged, becoming prisoners.  Hearing Saotome Genma's shout, Nishimura Toshiyuki lost his last hope for a way out. He gritted his teeth and said, "Saotome-kun, you were ambushed by the despicable Australians and all fell in battle. In order to avenge you, we annihilated those despicable Australian rebel guerrillas."  Before the words had even faded, Saotome Genma had already fired first. The bullet grazed Nishimura Toshiyuki's left cheek and struck the shoulder of a Japanese soldier behind him.  As a member of the Kempeitai, Saotome Genma had received strict training in suppressing his own army's soldiers. The current situation told him that Nishimura Toshiyuki and the others hadn't acted yet only because the pressure of the military system still held them back, making them fear taking the initiative to kill Kempeitai members. But this pressure couldn't last; before long, Nishimura Toshiyuki would still act. If any of Saotome's squad were to survive or break out to report, they had to strike first!  Seeing that he hadn't killed the company commander, Saotome immediately fired again. The Japanese troops were well-trained; although ambushed, they immediately performed evasive tactical maneuvers. While the members of the Saotome Squad also immediately followed Saotome in firing, they only killed or wounded fewer than ten men from the Nishimura Company. After the other men of the company dodged, they immediately returned fire.  Ignoring the constant sight of his squad members being wounded and falling from their horses, Saotome turned his horse around and shouted, "Retreat! Back to Darwin!"  It was a brutal pursuit. Even though most of the Nishimura Company participated in the chase, the Saotome Squad still lost more than half its members. Moreover, the Nishimura Company's cavalry followed closely behind, seemingly determined to kill Saotome and all the others.  The two groups of riders continued the chase for several hours, until all the horses of the Saotome Squad were foaming at the mouth. If it weren't for the fact that the squad had received good training, carried no luggage, and had paid great attention to preserving the horses' strength along the way, the horses would have collapsed long ago!  But seeing that the horses truly couldn't run anymore, Saotome Genma sadly realized that he might really be killed by "Australian rebel guerrillas"!  Just as he was at a loss, he saw several jeeps driving this way in the distance. The jeeps flew the flag of the Asian Allied Forces and the flag of the Chinese National Defense Force. Seeing the Chinese flag, Saotome Genma felt hope again. He firmly believed the Chinese National Defense Force would never participate in a massacre.  Raising his pistol, he fired several shots into the air until his magazine was empty. To his excitement, the Chinese NDF unit on the jeeps noticed them, and the jeeps slowed down. Previously, no one had been behind the machine gun positions on the jeeps; now, the Chinese NDF machine gunners immediately took their positions.  Just as Saotome's horse reached a distance of about 100 meters from the jeeps, its front legs gave way and it tumbled. Saotome's horsemanship was good; he pressed down on the saddle and rolled in the direction of the horse's fall. Although his body hit the ground with painful force, he didn't lose his ability to move.  Scrambling up from the ground, Saotome held his hands high and ran toward the Chinese NDF, shouting, "I'm from the Japanese Kempeitai! I'm from the Japanese Kempeitai!"  The Chinese NDF's reaction was very sharp. Two jeeps stayed in place, their machine guns aimed at the pursuing Japanese troops, ready to fire at any moment. The other two jeeps carefully circled around from both sides, forming an arc. If the Japanese troops made any move, they would immediately strike with machine gun fire.  Saotome Genma ran to the jeeps that stayed in place, feeling as if his lungs were on fire. His legs went weak, and he knelt on the ground, but he still tried his best to shout, "I... am... Saotome of the Japanese... Kempeitai... cough, cough."  Despite his physical agony, Saotome Genma's heart felt much more settled. With the protection of the Chinese National Defense Force, he was finally safe!



★


V07C121 - Empire's Survival (8)

Volume 7 — Chapter 121

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 820: Empire's Survival (8)**  Before Japanese President Taira Toyomori entered Ishiwara Kanji's office, he expected to see an Ishiwara either raging or despondent. Upon entering, he found everything as usual: Ishiwara's secretary was quickly packing luggage, while Ishiwara sat at his desk reading a report.  Seeing Taira enter, Ishiwara rose to greet him. Seeing that Ishiwara was not in a state of exasperation, Taira felt relieved. He asked, "Is the Prime Minister going to China?"  Ishiwara nodded with regret. "I must explain the government's attitude to He-kun. I'm also somewhat perplexed and wish to consult him."  Taira felt Ishiwara truly needed to make this trip. The report of the Japanese army massacring Australian civilians had reached Tokyo, and its contents had stunned Taira. It was one thing to massacre civilians, but for the commanding officer to go so far as to attempt to murder the Military Police to cover up the crime was sheer madness.  "Prime Minister, I'm afraid He-kun will be very angry," Taira probed.  Ishiwara gave a bitter smile. "Heh, I don't think this matter is quite that simple. If our army hadn't undergone such deep-seated propaganda and education, how could that Major Nishimura have been so terrified! I believe He-kun will surely understand this layer."  Careful thought led Taira to agree. However, with Japan currently following China in anti-colonialism, only to produce a massacre, Taira felt somewhat disgraced.  Seeing Taira's academic sensibilities flaring up, Ishiwara invited him into a small office and advised him: "Such things are unavoidable in war. If that Nishimura hadn't tried to cover it up, he would have been convicted, but it certainly wouldn't have turned into this. So, on this trip to China, I will tell He-kun what happened. What's happening now won't just happen in Australia; as the Asian Allied Forces continue to win, we will eventually set foot on the European continent. At that time, we will surely encounter even fiercer resistance."  Taira could only nod in agreement. At that moment, Ishiwara's secretary knocked on the door; the luggage was packed. Ishiwara bowed to President Taira. "President Taira, I shall take my leave now."  "Safe travels," Taira wished him.  The flames of the Pacific War were far from China and Japan, and the Allied forces could only operate in the Eastern Pacific, so the journey was peaceful and smooth. Upon meeting He Rui, Ishiwara first conveyed Taira's concerns. After listening, He Rui smiled. "Professor Taira is indeed not a soldier; he always assumes that soldiers in war think about many things unrelated to the conflict."  Hearing He Rui's explanation, Ishiwara then said, "Teacher, I believe such things happen because the officers and men of the Allied forces still view Europe and America as the strong and fail to look them in the eye as equals. If they could understand that Westerners are also just a group of ordinary people, then even if the Allied units used heavy hands in battle, they wouldn't be so agitated after the fact."  He Rui sensed Ishiwara's intention to plead for the Japanese troops and replied, "Ishiwara, Australia is the region with the most intense colonialist sentiment; the resistance of the local people will surely be extremely fierce. I am not surprised by the intensity of resistance encountered by the Allied units during their sweeps."  Feeling that He Rui didn't want to escalate the matter, Ishiwara immediately took the opportunity. "Teacher, I will surely punish those lawbreakers severely. Please wait for the good news."  Seeing Ishiwara wanting to "hush things up," He Rui shook his head. "I believe there is no need to hide this. Such a serious matter must naturally be reported to the entire army..."  At this point, He Rui saw Ishiwara becoming somewhat nervous and softened his tone. "The unit designations need not be mentioned; just say it was the Allied forces in Australia."  Seeing that He Rui truly had no intention of exploiting the incident, Ishiwara felt completely relieved and replied, "That would be for the best."  He Rui then added, "The matters must also be discussed separately; they don't have to be lumped together. The ferocity of combat is not a problem. But losing rationality after the fact and engaging in wanton slaughter—that is wrong! Being a 'just army' doesn't mean our entire military has problems. But everyone's basic emotions are similar; if any unit loses its correct perception, such things can happen to any unit. In internal army education and domestic propaganda, we must ensure both the military and the people understand exactly what we oppose and why."  Ishiwara's concern was not to damage morale and military spirit, rather than showing mercy to those who committed the massacre. What He Rui said was exactly what Ishiwara hoped for, and he immediately agreed.  With that matter settled, Ishiwara asked, "Teacher, currently the Pacific War is very brutal, but the Indian Ocean region is basically in the hands of the Allied forces. As long as the entrance to the Red Sea is blockaded, the European armies will lose the ability to continue harassing the Indian Ocean. I assume you intend for the World People's Liberation Army to take the stage next. Can the WPLA handle such a burden?"  He Rui had originally planned to wait until the Red Sea was completely blockaded and the Pacific War was over before discussing this with Ishiwara. Since Ishiwara raised it now, He Rui explained, "The responsibility of the World People's Liberation Army is to liberate the entire world. The Asian Allied Forces only need to handle the highest intensity and ferocity of combat within it, not lead the WPLA."  China and Japan would contribute the most, yet wouldn't play the nominal lead role—Ishiwara was somewhat unwilling to accept this. However, he could understand the political significance of the WPLA and nodded in agreement.  Seeing Ishiwara's reluctance, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Ishiwara, do you think the Japanese army will be unwilling to continue fighting once the Pacific War is over?"  Ishiwara shook his head. "Teacher, I believe Japan needs to see more concrete interests at this point. I wonder what you plan to do after settling Australia?"  He Rui knew Ishiwara represented the view of Japan's top leadership. Up to now, the Japanese economy had become active due to war orders, but everyone in Japan believed the war would eventually end and this prosperity wouldn't last. In Japan's eyes, the interests China won were immense. After driving out the colonizers, the entire Southeast Asia could be seen as part of the Chinese cultural sphere. Especially after the restoration of the Lanfang Republic, a country considered to be established by Chinese people appeared on Borneo, occupying most of its land. Although such a country was not Chinese territory, it could certainly be viewed as such. In comparison, Japan was still confined to its narrow homeland.  "Ishiwara, what is the thinking over there in Japan?" He Rui asked.  Ishiwara did not hide it. "Teacher, if Australia becomes independent, could it be divided into several new regions?"  Hearing that the Japanese side intended to obtain actual colonies, He Rui immediately shook his head. "Australia must be independent and establish its own constitution. There is no need to carve up Australia."  Seeing that He Rui didn't want to give Japan colonies, Ishiwara was very disappointed. Yet he continued to ask, "Teacher, do you intend to recognize the ownership of Australia by its white population?"  Noticing the reluctance in Ishiwara's expression, He Rui deliberately picked up his teacup and began to drink. However, He Rui had no talent for acting; his deliberate nonchalance was instantly seen through by Ishiwara. Hope rose again in Ishiwara's heart, and he stared at He Rui. "Teacher, your acting is truly poor. If you wanted to make me anxious, you should have at least scolded me with a stern face to make me feel the pressure."  "So that's how it is. Haha," He Rui laughed.  Seeing He Rui laugh, Ishiwara felt even more relaxed. He also felt thirsty and picked up his teacup to drink. While he was drinking, He Rui suddenly spoke: "A portion of the white Australians must be sent back to Europe."  This sentence made Ishiwara so excited that he choked, putting down his cup and coughing incessantly until his face turned red.  He Rui didn't like playing tricks on people. Seeing Ishiwara like this, he felt a bit apologetic and went forward to pat Ishiwara's back. After a few heavy pats, Ishiwara managed to cough up the water from his airway. With a flushed face, he asked, almost panting, "Which white people?"  No longer teasing Ishiwara, He Rui explained, "Australia's new constitution will fully allow immigrants from all countries. Everyone will be equal. Those who insist on racism must be sent back to their ancestral homes."  Ishiwara listened intently. Although he still felt like coughing, his brain began to think rapidly. He soon reached a conclusion: He Rui intended to completely replace the old immigrants with new ones. Although Australia would remain independent, it would no longer be a white man's country.  At this stage, only China and Japan had the capability for large-scale migration—or rather, only they could determine their economic control over Australia through large-scale migration.  Although both countries were capable of migrating, Ishiwara knew that Japan actually didn't have that many migrants, because Japan also needed a massive amount of labor to support its own industry. If few people remained in Japan, even if the contradiction between land and population were solved, domestic demand would disappear along with the migrants. If there were no domestic demand, it would naturally be impossible to maintain a powerful industry.  Compared to Japan, China's situation was much more optimistic. China's own territory was vast, and its single market of 670 million people was unique in the world. This enormous demand provided the foundation for China's powerful industrial capacity. Even if China migrated 20 million people, it wouldn't affect its industry; on the contrary, it could release excess population and allow Chinese people to live a good life.  If Japan migrated 20 million people, leaving only 30 million on its home islands, the Japanese economy would surely collapse. Therefore, what Japan truly hoped for was to acquire a large piece of new territory, not a region where they could migrate.  Ishiwara didn't voice his opposition, as there was no room for colonialism in the New World Order led by He Rui. Not only would Ishiwara's view of acquiring new territory be rejected by He Rui, but even if all of Japan demanded territorial expansion, He Rui would never accept it.  After thinking for a while, Ishiwara said, "Teacher, I don't oppose your view. However, if you want the Japanese people to be eternally grateful to you, you surely know what means to adopt."  He Rui smiled but didn't answer. To make the Japanese people eternally grateful, there was no need to give Japan new territory. When MacArthur was the "Supreme Overlord" of Japan, he only carried out land reform, and the Japanese people knelt to see him off when he left Japan—and that gratitude was from the heart. As America's junior partner, Japan was even more grateful. Everything He Rui had done so far was enough for the Japanese people to be grateful to him for at least a hundred years.  After discussing these grand directions, Ishiwara spoke with He Rui about the economy. Previously, through the Asian Economic Community, the two countries had already cooperated closely. Now, their industrial capacities were fully engaged; not only did they adopt identical standards for weapons, but they also provided each other with vast amounts of components. For instance, China's J-9 and J-10 fighters used components from both countries. Although China's production was larger and its components more numerous, if Japan stopped providing parts to China, China's military production would suffer significantly.  Of course, Japan wouldn't stop providing parts to China, as doing so would cause China to take reciprocal action. Then, Japan's war equipment would face an even more serious shortage of components. Separation would lead to mutual damage of interests, while cooperation ensured that both sides gained immense benefits.  Ishiwara was quite satisfied with Japan's current economic situation. Japan had eliminated unemployment, and its domestic imports were fully met. Goods filled the shelves of Japanese stores, and the people's purchasing power was quite high. Ishiwara was a follower of the Nichiren sect of Japanese Buddhism and had previously implemented the "Rice for Everyone" plan, which was a huge success, solving the food problem for the Japanese people. This achievement earned him the title of "Rice Bodhisattva" among Nichiren followers in Japan.  At this stage, the Ishiwara government had also absorbed China's experience in urbanization, vigorously pursuing housing construction, improving state-provided subsidized housing, and perfecting the mortgage loan business. In the midst of a thriving war economy, they provided mortgage loans to nearly ten million urbanizing Japanese, allowing them all to live in apartment buildings.  Ishiwara was betting everything; if China won the war, the massive loans Japan had issued could be smoothly recovered, thereby solving the most difficult step in Japan's urbanization. Therefore, Ishiwara didn't even consider failure; to win, he was willing to pay any price.  He Rui also didn't hide from Ishiwara the reality that the current potential of the New World Order had been temporarily tapped out. This didn't mean that the liberated areas would stop developing, but that their development had entered a normal phase. This normal development was still fast, but at most 10% per year—far from the 300% to 500% growth rate achieved by driving out the colonizers.  Ishiwara's acceptance of this was high, as Japan was only a small part of the New Order; receiving gains commensurate with that power already far exceeded what ordinary Japanese had imagined before the war. Thus, Ishiwara replied, "Teacher, the Japanese people are currently very supportive of the war. I believe they will be even more supportive hereafter."  "Heh. Speaking of which, Ishiwara, have you ever thought about opening a Shogunate?" He Rui joked.  Hearing this, Ishiwara couldn't help but burst into laughter. Japan was an extremely conservative country. Facing the label of "Regicide" pinned on Ishiwara, many of his supporters had proposed a suggestion—it was hard to say if it was a joke—that Professor Taira Toyomori succeed as Emperor, with Ishiwara establishing a Shogunate (Bakufu).  This approach was very "Japanese." Ishiwara had killed the Emperor's family and established the Republic of Japan, making him a regicide. According to Japanese tradition, if Ishiwara had killed the Emperor's family but allowed a descendant of the "Taira" clan (who had Imperial blood) to succeed as Emperor, with Ishiwara as the Great Shogun, then Ishiwara would not only not be a regicide but would become a famous figure in Japanese history.  Although Ishiwara himself had never considered opening a Shogunate, seeing that even He Rui had heard the rumor made him feel quite proud. At this thought, Ishiwara tapped the table and sang Oda Nobunaga's famous song: "A life of fifty years, under the sun and moon, is but a dream and a phantom. Once given life, how could it not perish!"  Although singing was never Ishiwara's forte, it was now filled with sincere emotion and a generous atmosphere. After finishing, Ishiwara said, "Teacher, when I decided to serve Japan, I never thought of personal honor or disgrace. The Minamoto, the Ashikaga, the Tokugawa—even if they were once powerful, compared to my achievements today, what do they signify?"  At this point, Ishiwara felt emotion welling up, and regret showed in his expression. "Teacher, in terms of talent, I am actually inferior to Nagata Tetsuzan. When Nagata-kun and I had that late-night talk in the snow at the Army War College, what he wanted to establish was an actual Shogunate dominated by the military; I laughed at him for being backward. The Republic of Japan belongs to the people; it is through the efforts of the Japanese people that Japan is what it is today. Establishing a Shogunate is just the result of some Japanese comrades being over-concerned. You should just take it as a joke."  He Rui didn't believe Ishiwara really wanted to open a Shogunate. Mentioning it was only to remind Ishiwara not to be held hostage by the Japanese elite. As Ishiwara spoke, He Rui wanted to say more but felt it inappropriate. Ishiwara had been Prime Minister for over a decade with outstanding achievements; He Rui's reminder held little meaning for him. And as Japan's leader, he was inevitably close to the Japanese elite.  With this thought, He Rui said, "By the way, when you go back, help me take a copy of a new manuscript I've written to Professor Taira Toyomori."  Ishiwara was momentarily stunned, then overjoyed. "Teacher has written a new book?"  He Rui went to his desk and handed a manuscript to Ishiwara. Ishiwara looked at the title: *The Story of Income Inequality in the 21st Century*.  Reading the title, Ishiwara was stunned. He looked up and asked, "How can this book be about the 21st century? Are you planning to predict the future so far ahead?"  Hearing this, He Rui was amused. It was 1942; Ishiwara, born in 1889, naturally saw the 21st century as the distant future. To He Rui, the 21st century was the more real world of his life.  Seeing He Rui laugh, Ishiwara thought his own impatience had triggered He Rui's mockery. He quickly said, "Teacher, I will surely deliver it to Professor Taira."  After putting the manuscript in his bag, Ishiwara asked, "I wonder what is described in this book?"  "It's about how economic development leads to inequality," He Rui replied frankly. "The more the economy develops, the more its inequality will be highlighted. And the impact of industry on society will completely change the social operation model. We call ourselves revolutionaries, standing at the forefront of the trends of the times. But the social changes caused by economic development are so profound that our views will be considered the senile conservative ramblings of the elderly by the 21st century."  At this point, He Rui reflected and laughed. "At that time, we will probably be called... the 'Old Guards' (Lao Bao)! Haha!"  "Are we very conservative?" Ishiwara was completely baffled.  He Rui didn't explain, just pointed to the bag containing the manuscript. "See for yourself. I think you'll curse me after reading it."  Ishiwara was puzzled; he didn't know what He Rui could have written that would make Ishiwara himself curse him.
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**Chapter 821: Empire's Survival (9)**  In his hotel room, Ishiwara slapped the manuscript onto the table and tightly pressed his lips together. If he hadn't, a "Baka!" would have escaped his mouth. He restrained himself, pacing back and forth with his hands behind his back, forcing his thoughts toward the war against the United States he had discussed with He Rui.  Normally, such military considerations would quickly focus his attention, but not this time. He barely managed to think about how the US would continue to raise war funds after being defeated in the Pacific. No sooner had he thought of the American lifestyle than his mind jumped back to the Japanese way of life, and then he remembered He Rui's predictions for future social development.  In that book, *The Story of Income Inequality in the 21st Century*, He Rui argued that in the future world, as productivity developed rapidly, the traditional agricultural family lifestyle would be shattered, and everyone would have the opportunity for higher education.  If it were just such a prediction, Ishiwara would not only be unsurprised but would think He Rui was being too conservative. Ishiwara also hoped every Japanese citizen could receive higher education, so that men and women alike could master professional skills and secure their place in society through them.  But He Rui argued that even if everyone received sufficient education, it didn't mean everyone could reach a level in their chosen—voluntarily or involuntarily—professional field where they wouldn't be phased out. This inevitability, coupled with production increasingly entering the stage of socialized mass production, would lead to the "head" of the population capturing most industry profits. Even if the state adjusted income inequality through tax models, the issue of unequal "personal success" would remain unresolved.  When society developed to this stage, the "old" pre-modern lifestyles would completely collapse. Love and friendship would become merely personal qualities, and the family would turn into a purely economic relationship. To pursue their own success, individuals would invest all their strength into themselves, leading to the total disintegration of the traditional family.  Recalling this terrifying logical chain, an indescribable anger welled up in Ishiwara. This anger wasn't directed at any individual, but was the natural response when one's values are challenged. Yet Ishiwara was helpless, for He Rui's logical argument was cold and clinical: "...This is not an issue of feudalism or capitalism; the core problem of family disintegration lies in the gender differences between men and women, differences that have existed since the appearance of human ancestors millions of years ago. These gender differences present different patterns under different levels of productivity. In a future where productivity is highly developed, the form they take will inevitably be vastly different from current lifestyles."  Reflecting coldly and effectively on He Rui's description, Ishiwara for a moment almost hated himself for having the intelligence to understand such things. If his IQ weren't so high, he could just shout "Baka!" and stubbornly insist He Rui was talking nonsense. The world would surely continue to develop according to the current model, gradually solving the dissatisfying parts of society, and eventually making the current world perfect.  But Ishiwara *could* understand He Rui's description, and that description pointed to a future he could not accept. It meant that the result of all the life-and-death struggles and sacrifices made by him and the Japanese elite was not the perfection of the present, but the creation of a future where "rites had collapsed and music was ruined"!  This was not Ishiwara's ideal!  Thinking it over and over, Ishiwara found he could find no way to reject this future. If one wanted to maintain the traditional family, there had to be a level of productivity and a social environment where it was most logical. But productivity would surely continue to develop, inevitably surpassing the productivity compatible with traditional social models, providing the impetus for changes in future social and family models.  Just as seen from Earth, the sun must set in the west, and the next day, a new red sun will leap above the horizon.  After a long while, an exhausted Ishiwara finally gave up on further thought. The war against the United States naturally occupied his mind. He couldn't help but give a bitter smile; compared to the future global upheaval, the war against America seemed somewhat trivial. At least, it no longer seemed so important.  In this dejection, Ishiwara continued to ponder the future development of the Pacific War. The war itself was clearly approaching a point of drastic change. In the direction of Hawaii, Japan and China had together built long-range bomber bases in the Mariana Islands. With these bombers participating, the Japanese army could launch simultaneous attacks on dozens of small islands toward Hawaii, clearing out the US forces in a short time and transporting troops and equipment onto these islands regardless of the loss of beached landing ships. Japan had already built over 390 landing ships for beaching and sent them to the front. Japanese shipyards were ready to start work at any time to build hundreds more consumable beaching landing ships.  As the attacking side, the Japanese army didn't expect to occupy dozens of islands simultaneously. As long as they could occupy five small islands in the Hawaiian chain and build airfields on them, the original Japanese daily attrition of 400 fighters could be expanded to 3,000-4,000. Within a month, they could exhaust America's 50,000 fighters.  The United States bragged about its national strength and now claimed to have 100,000 fighter pilots. But the US military in the Pacific was divided between the Hawaii theater and the Australian theater, and they still had to keep a portion of pilots to protect the American homeland. The number of fighters they could commit to the Hawaiian Islands was only around 50,000.  To withstand the attrition, Japan had prepared 50,000 pilots, with 70,000 more about to complete training. Another 180,000 had passed screening and entered pilot training schools. With current Japanese equipment, a one-for-one trade with the US Air Force was no problem. Japan had made up its mind to spend all 50,000 pilots against the US in the Hawaiian Islands.  The US had proposed a 300,000-pilot plan, and it was said it might even expand to a million. Ishiwara felt no fear; in this meeting with He Rui, they had agreed that if the Japanese army spent its 50,000 pilots, all subsequent fighters would be provided by China.  Ishiwara believed He Rui was not one to make idle promises. Since He Rui promised to support Japan, they would fight. Ishiwara truly wanted to see how many pilots the US could produce to fill the line. If the US could truly commit a million pilots to the war, Ishiwara felt that being able to fight such an enemy would leave him with no regrets in life.  After considering various possibilities for the Pacific War, Ishiwara again felt admiration for He Rui's precise judgment. Ishiwara once thought the future main force of war would still be the army, while He Rui insisted it would be the air force. Now it appeared He Rui was still the one who saw the correct direction.  Thinking of this, Ishiwara couldn't help but look at the manuscript of *The Story of Income Inequality in the 21st Century*. Although He Rui had always been correct, Ishiwara, recognizing himself as a thorough "Old Guard," sighed, "He-kun, this time I truly hope you are wrong!"  The future where Ishiwara and He Rui diverged hadn't happened yet; the present where they agreed was unfolding. At this time, it was night at the massive bomber bases built in the Marianas and Marshall Islands, which were brilliantly lit. Four-engine heavy bombers had completed their final checks and maintenance, lined up neatly on either side of the runways.  The bomber pilots were currently resting. To ensure they received the best recovery, the rooms located in the quietest spots on the islands not only used soundproofing materials but were also equipped with air conditioning powered by large diesel generators. The pilots slept soundly in comfortable temperature and humidity.  On the sea 1,200 nautical miles away, Yamaguchi Tamon, Commander of the Japanese Combined Fleet, had gone another night without sleep. He finished reading a report and asked his Chief of Staff, "According to our reconnaissance, have the US Pacific Fleet's carrier groups returned to port for refitting during this period?"  The Chief of Staff shook his head. "At least our reconnaissance hasn't found any such movement."  Hearing this, Yamaguchi leaned back in his seat and replied in a relatively relaxed tone, "In that case, the US Pacific Fleet is just like us, floating at sea for months. Their vessels also face various malfunction issues; we are not at a disadvantage."  Faced with such a view, the Chief of Staff was for a moment unsure whether to consider Yamaguchi optimistic or insane. But Yamaguchi was right; with the US carrier groups at sea for months, their ships couldn't possibly be without wear and tear. During long-term sea operations, complex combat platforms like aircraft carriers would develop various faults over time. Therefore, carriers had to return to port periodically for maintenance to deal with small issues. Every year, they required a full overhaul at a shipyard, and every few years, a major refit.  Furthermore, it was impossible for the US fleet to run back to the West Coast for repairs, as one overhaul was measured in months; if a US carrier went back to the West Coast, it certainly couldn't make it back in time. Currently, the air war between Japan and the US was extremely intense; as mobile combat forces, carriers had to be ready to commit to the decisive battlefield at any moment, with no possibility of leaving.  Thinking of this, the Chief of Staff dropped the current subject and asked, "Excellency, the next offensive won't begin for another five hours. Please go rest for a bit."  Yamaguchi didn't answer; he knew he should get some sleep. Finally, he said, "I'll just sleep here for a while."  With that, Yamaguchi leaned back in his chair, pulled his military cap down, crossed his hands over his abdomen, and closed his eyes.  This wasn't Yamaguchi deliberately striking a pose; he knew well that once he lay down, it would take a certain amount of time after waking up to fully enter his working state. This offensive could very well change the subsequent combat situation, and Yamaguchi wanted to be ready to make judgments in his best state at any moment.  The Chief of Staff said nothing; he merely sighed, gave Yamaguchi a salute, and left the command room. Outside, he asked an aide, "Any new news?"  The aide thought for a moment and replied, "No new news from any of the battlefields. However, the Iranian government claims they have hired some German experts. According to analysis, most of these so-called experts are in the oil field, but a portion will be military personnel."  Hearing this, the Combined Fleet's Chief of Staff furrowed his brows slightly. Iran was an oil-producing country; the previous Iranian oil companies were run by the British, and after their defeat in India, there was no way they could continue to control Iran. Hiring German oil experts wasn't surprising. But Iran hiring German military personnel was a piece of news worth pondering.  However, changes in Iran had no impact on Hawaii. Confirming there was no other news, the Chief of Staff returned to his cabin for a nap. Yamaguchi might be better at ensuring his state by sleeping sitting up, but the Chief of Staff was the type who ensured his state by sleeping lying down. The upcoming battle was very important, and he needed to maintain a good state.  While it was night in the Pacific, it was evening in Iran. Shah Pahlavi, having finished meeting the German employee group, had his secretary, Hossein, send a telegram to Germany. Hossein had completed his university studies in France, visited Germany many times during his studies, and learned German. Receiving the King's order, Hossein hurried to carry it out, sending a very friendly telegram to Germany.  The telegram crossed the atmosphere at the speed of light, reflected off the ionosphere, and reached the Iranian Embassy in Berlin. Within half an hour, it was delivered to the German Foreign Ministry. German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop took another 40 minutes before appearing before Hitler with the telegram.  However, Ribbentrop primarily discussed another matter, relaying news obtained from the British: "My Führer, the British say a consensus has been reached between the US and Soviet Union on building friendly relations. The US side is prepared to sign a technology and equipment transfer agreement with the Soviet Union. Payment is in US dollars, reportedly based on the actual purchasing power of the dollar in 1942. The Soviet Union currently lacks that many dollars, so the US has provided a loan. In turn, the Soviet Union will provide Britain with commodities like oil, minerals, and grain to repay the debt. The US will then use these materials as war loans from the US to Britain."  Hearing this relationship, Hitler scoffed. Britain's ability as a shit-stirrer to provoke relations between countries was indeed formidable, pulling the US in to provide support while simultaneously provoking Germany behind their backs by leaking the source of the aid they received.  Hitler understood the nature of European politicians too well, which was why he had been able to play European governments like fiddles diplomatically over the past decade. This little trick of Britain's held no technical merit in Hitler's eyes. Britain acted this way because its greatest rival was the United States. Even after suffering heavy blows from China, Britain was still viewing the current situation from a global perspective. For Britain, the best outcome would be for China and the US to annihilate each other, while Germany and the Soviet Union fought to mutual exhaustion.  France had never recovered after the Western European campaign, and while Britain's power had been greatly diminished, it was still above France's. If China, the US, Germany, and the USSR were all exhausted in the war, Britain could still rely on its relatively greater strength to pull France in as a junior partner and restore its status as world hegemon.  In Hitler's view, such thinking was undoubtedly wishful. However, it had to be said that Britain's vision was not entirely impossible to realize.  Seeing Ribbentrop staring intently at him, Hitler felt he needed to give him some reassurance. He said, "Ribbentrop, our attack on the Soviet Union is not because of British provocation. It is because we cannot stand by and watch the US and Soviet Union draw closer and carve up Europe. You've done well on the Iranian matter; we have no interest in conquering India, but the western border of the Aryans must at least be Iran. I believe the Chinese side hopes to obtain Asia, Africa, and the Pacific. We, on the other hand, will establish an Aryan Union from Iran to Europe. Only then can European civilization be protected."  Hearing Hitler mention Iran, Ribbentrop quickly brought out the telegram from there and placed it before Hitler with both hands. Hitler read it and smiled. He praised, "Ribbentrop, it seems the Aryans of Iran still possess political wisdom."  Ribbentrop fully agreed with Hitler's view and replied, "My Führer, we haven't received a telegram from the German expert group yet, so we can't confirm if the Shah has accepted the advice of our diplomatic experts. However, from the telegram's content, Iran clearly intends to use China's power against Britain and the Soviet Union, while simultaneously using the concept of colonial liberation proposed by the He Rui government against China to ensure Iranian sovereignty is not violated. My personal intuition is that China will not violate Iran's independence. China will then have to go to war with the British in the Egyptian region. The British are fully capable of destroying the Suez Canal to prevent Chinese navigation."  Hitler nodded. If the situation developed to this point, it would buy time for Germany's invasion of the Soviet Union.  Ending the meeting with Ribbentrop, Hitler summoned Field Marshal von Brauchitsch, Commander-in-Chief of the Army, to inquire about the military plan for invading the Soviet Union.  The plan to invade the Soviet Union had long been completed; if not for the Anglo-German peace, it would have taken place in June 1941. After ten months of continuous refinement, the plan von Brauchitsch presented was even more detailed. Most officers in the German General Staff believed the eastern threat had to be eliminated. The few German officers who disagreed with the invasion only believed it couldn't be won, not that it shouldn't be fought.  The plan von Brauchitsch presented aimed to severely cripple 4 million Soviet troops within 6-8 months and seize key railway lines from China to the Soviet Union as its strategic objective. The Axis combat force reached 5.5 million, expected to fight 6 million Soviets.  Hearing the prospect of being outnumbered, Hitler's brow naturally furrowed slightly. Von Brauchitsch quickly explained, "My Führer, based on Sino-Soviet relations, the Soviet Union may very well keep only minimal forces in the Far East—perhaps fewer than 100,000. All other units will rush to the Western Soviet Union for combat. At this stage, the Soviet Union has about 4.3 million active troops and 1.8 million who have been drafted and are undergoing training. Therefore, we must use 6 million Soviet troops as our combat assumption."  Hitler nodded and signaled von Brauchitsch to continue. Von Brauchitsch began to describe the force allocation for the campaign. Germany now had 2 million core troops with brand new equipment. This force was fully mechanized and motorized, equipped at least with improved Panzer IV tanks.  After the Western European campaign ended, Germany had nominally conducted a large-scale discharge. In reality, a large number of German units were maintained at at least half-strength. The remaining German officers and men were battle-tested, selected backbone personnel. Germany's reserve system was excellent, capable of summoning 6 million reserves into active duty at any time. These reserves had been undergoing high-intensity military training since the end of the Western European campaign.  According to the General Staff's judgment, the Wehrmacht could complete its personnel replenishment within one month. Since these recruits would directly join units that already had half their personnel, they could be led directly by the veteran personnel of the old units. There would be no problem of declining combat power due to a large number of new recruits.  At this point, von Brauchitsch said confidently, "My Führer, the scale of the Luftwaffe has been heavily replenished over the past twenty months; the fighter fleet has reached 50,000 aircraft, and the number of pilots has reached 90,000. Compared to the Soviet Union, our air power has an overwhelming advantage. Based on the situation so far, the Soviet Air Force is fragile."
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**Chapter 822: Empire's Survival (10)**  As the Commander-in-Chief of the German Army, Field Marshal von Brauchitsch should not have used the term "fragile" to describe the Soviet Red Army, yet he did. This led Hitler to believe that von Brauchitsch fully supported going to war with the Soviets, prompting the Führer to nod repeatedly in agreement.  Beside him, Reichsmarschall Göring was less than pleased with von Brauchitsch's attitude, as the Field Marshal seemed to have his own ideas on how to employ the Luftwaffe. Göring viewed the Air Force as his personal fiefdom; even if von Brauchitsch was praising the Luftwaffe's superiority over the Soviet Air Force, Göring remained disgruntled.  Hitler didn't dwell on this. He continued to inquire about von Brauchitsch's views on the invasion. Von Brauchitsch continued to outline the Army's perspective. In the 1941 version of Operation Barbarossa, the invading forces were divided into three Army Groups, each assigned specific regions and major cities:  Army Group North: Departing from East Prussia under the cover of over 1,000 aircraft, passing through Daugavpils and Ostrov, crossing the central-western Soviet Union (present-day Belarus) to occupy or destroy Leningrad. Total strength: 29 divisions.  Army Group Center: Departing from east of Warsaw under the cover of over 1,600 aircraft, passing through Brest, Minsk, and Smolensk to attack Moscow. Total strength: 51 divisions.  Army Group South: Under the cover of over 1,400 aircraft, attacking the densely populated agricultural heartland of Ukraine, deploying from Lublin to the mouth of the Danube to take Kiev, then advancing toward the Donbass, eventually striking into the southern Russian steppes toward the Volga and the oil-rich Caucasus. Total strength: 63 divisions.  Now it was 1942. While the Wehrmacht had strengthened, the Soviet reinforcement had outpaced them. Taking the Air Force as an example, the 1941 Barbarossa plan intended to commit 4,000 fighters. Now, after 20 months of preparation, the number of fighters the Wehrmacht could actually deploy was only 11,000. While von Brauchitsch's figure of 90,000 pilots was accurate, Germany only had 27,000 fighters total, and a portion of those were scheduled for retirement.  This was not only because the Wehrmacht was upgrading its equipment—including developing fighters with better air combat capabilities and jet fighters—leading to the suspension of old production lines.  Another reason was the deep division within the Luftwaffe over whether to build a strategic air force. Strategic air operations typically target the enemy's rear political and economic centers, heavy troop concentrations, strategic bases, and transportation hubs. These operations are organized independently by the air force or in conjunction with other branches to strike strategic targets and weaken the enemy's war potential. The primary weapons used are heavy bombers (strategic bombers), and the forces executing these missions are known as strategic forces.  China and the United States were at the forefront of air force R&D, both equipped with four-engine heavy bombers. These bombers could carry 10 tons of bombs to targets 3,000 kilometers away. Although Germany also wanted a strategic air force, it was only a medium-sized country with a compact territory; passenger planes with a range of 1,000 kilometers could fully satisfy domestic needs. There was no domestic demand for aircraft with a range exceeding 3,000 kilometers; they would have to run international routes to be profitable.  After the Great Depression, Germany lacked the capability to join the competition for international air routes, and domestic demand was non-existent. Hitler had to rely on state takeovers of aircraft companies and forced orders to compel the German aviation industry to invest in fighter R&D. To date, Germany could only produce the tactical aircraft it needed—fighters with a range not exceeding 2,000 kilometers.  Conversely, China and the United States both possessed vast territories and enormous demand. Furthermore, China's economic and trade relations with the Soviet Union were extensive, and it had a decade of good cooperation with France. China needed long-range civil airliners not only for domestic travel but also for transcontinental routes, accumulating rich experience over more than ten years.  The United States also had massive domestic and international demand, coupled with an advanced industrial base, giving it great strength in this field.  Germany only began attempting to develop long-range large aircraft after the Western European campaign, and it was simply too late. Moreover, this short-term research had already occupied a large number of German engineers, causing Germany to fall behind in the development of piston-engine fighters.  Hitler was well aware of this. He didn't question von Brauchitsch further but turned to Göring. "Göring, when can the Luftwaffe be equipped with 50,000 fighters?"  Göring had been a famous German pilot in the First World War; the Air Force was his professional domain. Even feeling Hitler's expectation, Göring did not yield. He answered decisively: "My Führer, if we want an air force that completely overwhelms the Soviet Union, we need until early 1943 at the earliest. Currently, the Soviet Union can produce 30,000 fighters a year. Even if their models are very outdated, the quantity is large enough. Our forces will encounter massive Soviet air attacks during the war."  Hitler understood Göring's meaning: the war should ideally start after early 1943. Do not strike now. If we strike now, do not expect to gain air superiority.  The Wehrmacht's victory in the Western European campaign was largely due to the tactical air force's seizure of air superiority, allowing them to relentlessly bomb the French front and rear. The French army was unable to resist the attacks from the air and eventually collapsed.  But Hitler was no longer prepared to wait. If he continued to wait, the Soviet military equipment would likely achieve a huge advantage, and Germany would completely lose the initiative for an offensive. More importantly, if Germany went to war with the Soviet Union now, the United States, as a member of the Allied Powers, would be forced to support Germany. Once the US and Soviet Union truly reached a compromise, the US might very well make peace with China in exchange for US-Soviet privileges in Europe.  Since he could wait no longer, Hitler asked again: "Göring, can the Luftwaffe currently achieve superiority?"  After a moment's hesitation, Göring replied quite confidently: "We can win!"  Hitler then turned to Field Marshal von Brauchitsch. "Marshal, if we wait until early 1943, given the quantity of Soviet equipment you are aware of, do you have confidence in winning?"  Von Brauchitsch shook his head. "If the Soviet Union possesses 30,000 tanks, we will likely fall into a stalemate with the Soviet army along the Dnieper line. The General Staff judges that once we capture Kiev, the Soviet Union will immediately seek help from China. In the first stage, China is very likely to send a large number of fighters to help. At that time, we may lose all our air superiority."  Von Brauchitsch didn't state the consequences of losing air superiority, but both Hitler and Göring understood what such a situation would mean. Once the Wehrmacht lost air superiority, its armored offensives on the ground would be subject to air strikes at any time, making a smooth offensive impossible.  Current German armored tactics followed the tactics of the Teutonic Knights from centuries ago: flanking maneuvers. Since the era of the Teutonic Knights, there had been a saying among German knights: "No flanking, no war." The same was true for current German armored warfare: using air bombardment to create conditions for armored units to break through enemy lines. Once both flanks broke through, the two German wings would meet at a point in the enemy's rear, cutting off their supply lines. Then, the armored units would turn back and attack from the enemy's weak rear.  Throughout the entire process, the German forces at the front would use fierce attacks to draw the enemy's attention, preventing them from diverting troops to defend their rear, leading to the enemy's annihilation within the encirclement.  This flanking tactic required constant air support. Once the enemy air force launched a fierce attack on any part of the encirclement, the outnumbered German forces would be unable to maintain the ring, allowing the trapped enemy to break out or even conduct a counter-encirclement.  Hitler understood this very well; he knew Germany's opportunities were running out. If they waited, even if Germany's offensive gained an initial advantage, it wouldn't be able to defeat the Soviet Union. Whether or not to launch the war depended on Hitler's own judgment.  Ending the meeting, Hitler spent another two hours alone in his office before finally making up his mind and summoning Rundstedt, Manstein, and Reichenau.  After nightfall, the two Marshals and General Manstein arrived at the Chancellery. Upon entering, they saw Hitler with Rudolf Hess and Foreign Minister Ribbentrop. The expressions of the three generals turned cold. To them, Hess and Ribbentrop were mere Nazi partisans, not true statesmen. Even if Ribbentrop had secured the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and Hess had secured the Anglo-German peace, both had been achieved by forcing the other side's hand through Germany's war strength, not through any extraordinary ability of their own.  Hitler had seen enough of this. He invited the three generals forward and stepped out from behind his large desk, stopping before them. Facing Field Marshal von Rundstedt, the most senior and prestigious officer in the German military, Hitler asked: "Field Marshal von Rundstedt, do you believe that in 1943, our army can defeat the Soviet Union through an offensive?"  Rundstedt had already conducted multiple simulations at the General Staff on this. He answered decisively: "Impossible."  Hitler continued: "Then, Field Marshal, do you believe that in 1944, we can completely defeat a Soviet invasion of Germany while both China and the United States are indulging and secretly supporting the Soviet Union?"  Rundstedt didn't hesitate: "Impossible."  Hitler believed Rundstedt's judgment reflected the view of the General Staff and asked further: "Field Marshal, under what conditions do you think the Soviet Union would choose to take the initiative to attack Germany?"  This was a question of higher technical caliber. Although Rundstedt had studied it carefully with the high command of the General Staff, they had yet to reach a consensus. Hearing Hitler's inquiry, Rundstedt reflected for a moment before giving his view: "Personally, I believe the Soviet Union would conduct a military invasion of Germany after Germany has been attacked by another country."  Hitler, hearing this answer, turned to the other two generals. Manstein had now been promoted to General. Although the rank of Colonel General (Generaloberst) still stood between him and Field Marshal, Hitler actually valued Manstein's assessment more than that of some Marshals. Manstein's strategic judgment during the Western European campaign had been clearly superior to that of some who were promoted to Marshal after the campaign.  Seeing Hitler look his way, Manstein simply stood straight and did not speak. In the German General Staff, Manstein was currently viewed as a near-traitor who "sided with outsiders." In the final stages of the French campaign, Manstein had only served as commander of the 38th Corps, tasked with pursuing the remnants of the French army—effectively being pushed out of the General Staff through a "promotion" that was actually a demotion.  Although Manstein's superior, Rundstedt, had been trying to help him return to the General Staff, progress was slow. Therefore, Manstein did not want to stand out at this time, at least not before Field Marshal Reichenau spoke.  Furthermore, Hitler's question was indeed difficult. Although Rundstedt was Manstein's old boss, Manstein did not agree with Rundstedt's view. Thus, he was even more reluctant to speak first.  Hitler also knew Manstein's situation at the General Staff. Seeing no intention from him to speak, Hitler turned to Field Marshal Reichenau, the one most loyal to Nazism among the Marshals. "Field Marshal, under what circumstances do you think the Soviet Union would strike first?"  Reichenau had also been worrying about this lately. The Soviet Union's equipment and troop numbers were constantly increasing; by 1943, they would become an opponent Germany would find very difficult to defeat. Everyone in the General Staff believed the eastern threat was growing larger and remained unresolved.  The few German generals who opposed an invasion of the Soviet Union believed Germany needed to build a long defensive line along the border between the Soviet Union and the Axis powers to deal with a Soviet offensive. Even the generals who didn't want to attack knew this was unrealistic. The line was extremely long, and there were militarily weak countries like Romania that would require German support. Given such resources, it would be better to use them for an offensive to knock the Soviet Union out in one go.  Facing Hitler's question, Reichenau replied: "My Führer, my view is similar to Field Marshal von Rundstedt's. The Soviet Union would launch an attack on Germany when Germany is being attacked by China, taking advantage of the dispersal of German forces."  Hitler wasn't very satisfied with this answer. He felt Reichenau placed too much importance on China; if China could reach the German border, it would mean they had at least conquered Southern Europe. If China truly had such power, Germany should simply make peace with them. Whether or not the Soviet Union would attack would then become secondary.  Turning to General Manstein, Hitler asked the same question.  Only then did Manstein reply: "My Führer, I believe the Soviet Union might not attack Germany, but would instead strike at Eastern Europe once China has seized the Suez Canal, in order to link up with China."  Hitler was taken aback. This view was enlightening, reminiscent of the feeling he had when he first saw Manstein's plan before the Western European campaign.  "Why?" Hitler asked.  "Attacking Germany would require a massive price, and the Russians never fight such battles. Taking the initiative to attack Eastern Europe would be low in difficulty, and the Soviet Union could directly control Eastern Europe after the war. As for an attack on Germany, that would only be a choice made after Germany has already suffered a crushing blow. By then, whether or not the Soviet Union attacks Germany would hold little meaning for us."  Hearing this, Hitler was certain that the three generals, like von Brauchitsch, all believed it was necessary for Germany to take the initiative to attack the Soviet Union. He turned to Foreign Minister Ribbentrop. "Ribbentrop, tell the generals your views on how to contact China."  Ribbentrop immediately stepped forward and said respectfully to the three generals: "At this stage, concerning the Soviet Union, we only wish to ask China one question: what is China's view on how much of the eastern Soviet territory belongs to them? Is it the Far East, or Siberia, or even up to the Volga? As long as China allies with Germany, we can agree to their demands."  The expressions of the three generals were grim. The General Staff had long considered the issue of allying with China. It wasn't just about ceding everything east of the Volga. If China proposed that everything west of the Volga went to Germany and everything east to China—or even if China's price for an alliance was the overthrow of the Nazi regime—a considerable portion of the General Staff would find it completely acceptable. Trading the mere Nazi Party for Germany's bright future would be a great deal for Germany!  However, the generals knew well that such things were just wishful thinking. He Rui would never agree; if he had, China and Germany would have allied long ago! It never would have dragged on until now with the two sides still in a state of war.  This was also one of the reasons the German generals looked down on Ribbentrop the "parvenu." If he were truly so capable, why hadn't he been able to change Sino-German relations in ten years?  Ribbentrop didn't mind. He continued: "As for territory, our requirement is that China does not restrict Germany from obtaining oil from the Middle East. If China can accept this, Germany doesn't mind China obtaining the Middle East and Africa. On this matter, the Foreign Ministry has commissioned Professor Karl [Haushofer] to make contact with Chinese officials and convey our views."  Hearing Ribbentrop mention Professor Karl, the expressions of the three generals softened. Professor Karl had been an elite officer in the General Staff before the First World War and was a grandmaster of academia. Even though he had retired, the General Staff still held great respect for him.  Once Ribbentrop finished, Hitler said: "Gentlemen, regardless of the results of the Foreign Ministry's contact with China, we must prepare for war against the Soviet Union as quickly as possible. I wonder what views you three have regarding the timing of the offensive?"  Rundstedt was the first to speak again: "It would be best to be prepared before May 10th."  Hitler looked at the other two generals and received the same answer.  In the modified Barbarossa plan proposed by von Brauchitsch this time, the Wehrmacht was no longer divided into three Army Groups, but into two. The goal of the Northern Army Group was to attack toward Moscow after defeating the Soviet frontier concentrations, threatening Moscow along the way to force the Red Army to concentrate there.  The Southern Army Group would target Kiev. After taking Kiev, they would drive south to seize the Baku oil fields and capture the eastern hubs of the Trans-Siberian Railway. Commando units would then be sent to completely destroy the railway, preventing China from assisting the Soviet Union in the short term.  Only after these goals were achieved would the Wehrmacht move the Southern Army Group's forces north to cooperate with the Northern Army Group in the assault on Moscow.  Compared to the 1941 plan, the 1942 Barbarossa plan shifted from a general offensive to a focused one. The Army Group North was abolished; although an offensive in the north still existed, its purpose was only to seize the three Baltic states and help them build up military forces to resist Soviet attacks from the direction of Saint Petersburg.  The forces of the original Army Group North were used to reinforce the Southern Army Group to quickly seize southern Soviet territory and annihilate the heavy Soviet concentrations in that area. This way, the troops dispatched by the various Axis nations could function as security forces to maintain order, allowing the Wehrmacht to focus its attention on fighting the Red Army.  Although time was short, Germany was well-prepared. The first wave of combat troops required only 3.3 million; the remaining 2.2 million would only need to be replenished within two months to be committed to the war.  The three generals all supported taking the initiative to attack the Soviet Union to completely eliminate the eastern threat. Seeing that Hitler had made his decision, they all saluted him. At this moment, the Nazi leadership reached a final consensus on the invasion of the Soviet Union.
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**Chapter 823: The Era of Global Ebullition (1)**  May 1, 1942. Before dawn, a warm sea breeze blew across the airfields of the Mariana Islands, the Marshall Islands, and other Pacific islands within 3,000 kilometers of the western Hawaiian chain capable of supporting heavy bombers. Sufficiently far from the "meat grinder" of the western Hawaiian front, the air here was fresh; the faint scent of kerosene, diesel, and engine oil was too thin to be unpleasant.  Japan and China had reached a consensus that Japan would take primary responsibility for the strategic direction of the Hawaiian Islands, so the pilots about to enter battle were almost entirely Japanese. The airfields were brilliantly lit as short-statured Japanese pilots lined up neatly, each with a solemn expression, listening to their officers' final instructions.  "...Gentlemen, for this sortie, you will have fighter escorts. According to the plan, the fighter formations will protect the bombers at all costs to ensure the completion of the mission. However, the battlefield is ever-changing; the 'American devils' will surely fight like cornered beasts and will attack your bombers at any price. Therefore, please be prepared for the worst. Once the US forces break through our fighter screen, you must skillfully use the machine guns on your bombers to protect yourselves! We await your return. I shall treat you all to a drink!"  At different airfields, commanders gave similar speeches. The officers and men of the bomber units felt no dissatisfaction, because the commanders giving the pre-battle instructions would personally participate in the combat, rather than commanding from safety just because of their higher rank.  As the briefing ended, all the commanders raised their arms and shouted, "Japan! Banzai!"  In the past, it would surely have been "Great Japanese Empire, Banzai." After the Tokyo Blood Night, the Great Japanese Empire no longer existed. But shouting "Long live the nation" was undoubtedly the best mobilization model to encourage morale. The Japanese troops all followed their commanders in shouting, "Japan! Banzai!"  The commanders waited for the shouting to stop, then yelled, "As planned, all units, sortie!"  The bomber crew members immediately moved into action in their groups. In this brief interval, some Japanese soldiers not participating in the mission gave their friends headbands inscribed with "Long-lasting Martial Fortune" (Budo Chokyu). The departing men tied the bands around their heads, saluted the comrades who gave them, and ran quickly toward their assigned bombers.  The greatest advantage of land-based bombers taking off was that they could carry a full load of fuel. All heavy bomber fuel tanks were filled to capacity. Although the range of heavy bombers rarely required drop tanks, given the vastness of the Pacific, the Chinese H-5 bombers (Hong-5) were all equipped with drop tank interfaces, providing an additional 800 kilometers of range.  The propellers reached full power in less than a minute after starting, and the heavy bombers began to move slowly. On the runway, Japanese ground crew waving glow sticks directed them according to procedure; the different colors were bright yet soft in the night, providing clear guidance to the pilots.  The heavy bombers, comparable in weight to blue whales, began to taxi rapidly on the runway, the friction between tires and pavement producing a rumbling sound. The wing flaps were adjusted to provide maximum lift. The rumbling suddenly diminished as the nose lifted and the front landing gear left the ground; moments later, the rumbling ceased entirely as the rear gear also left the earth. The thirty-plus-ton bombers, relying on their own power, broke free from the ground and soared into the sky.  On the ground, hundreds of new computers were calculating at full speed. Output data constantly appeared on fluorescent screens, with more entering new magnetic drums. Although these magnetic drums were far from the level of later hard disks, they already far exceeded earlier models; their storage capacity and read speeds were more than ten times that of previous equipment.  This was modern warfare. While other nations still relied on human calculation, China had begun to enter the electronic age. Although the United States lagged behind China, it at least had one foot in the door and the other about to cross the threshold. The confrontation between two superpowers that had appeared a hundred years early was unfolding across every cutting-edge technological field.  The Chinese computer clusters ran at full capacity just to serve the operations. In this large-scale campaign, Japanese fighter units provided full escort for the bomber formations to ensure they destroyed twenty-three small Hawaiian islands. A hundred Japanese beaching landing ships would cross over a thousand kilometers to beach directly on those islands after the bombers had destroyed them.  Thereafter, Japanese fighters would engage US fighters at any cost to provide air cover for those twenty-three islands, buying time to build temporary airfields. As soon as an airfield was completed on any island, the Japanese would immediately dispatch planes there, building an air defense system centered on that island to fight the US forces to the death.  Both Prime Minister Ishiwara and Combined Fleet Commander Yamaguchi knew clearly that the goal of this campaign was not just to occupy these islands, but to increase the efficiency with which the Japanese army exhausted the US military. If the previous war of attrition was like bleeding from a ruptured vein, the purpose of this campaign was to sever a main artery, letting the blood spray from the cut with unstoppable intensity.  The heavy bombers had large cabin spaces and were equipped with automatic flight devices, so even after nearly seven hours of flight, the crew members still possessed sufficient energy. Under round after round of escort and guidance—like knights protecting a queen—the bomber formations arrived precisely at the combat zone. When they could see the outlines of islands through gaps in the clouds, the crews' attention was drawn to the fierce dogfights already unfolding in the sky. In the battlefield the bombers were about to enter, the US and Japanese air forces had already begun a violent aerial battle.  The voice of the bomber formation commander came over the radio: "All aircraft attention, begin bombing as planned. Disregard other fighters. I repeat, begin bombing as planned, disregard other fighters."  Although extremely nervous, all the pilots in the formation obeyed the order, pushing and pulling their control sticks to begin descending toward their targets.  Regardless of how much consideration the command system had given or how many calculations had been performed, actual combat was not complicated—at least for the bomber pilots, who didn't need to consider so many things. All they had to do was follow their daily training, dropping their assigned bombs in the simplest and most effective way from a height of 800 meters onto the islands below.  The standard for judging a bomber pilot's excellence was whether the aircraft could pass directly over the target and, while doing so, maintain the most suitable speed. Before dropping, they had to accurately determine wind direction and make precise adjustments to the bombs based on climatic data.  These tasks had originally placed high demands on the crew members, but with computers, they were even relieved of these complex calculations; what they had to do was simple and straightforward.  After precisely executing their simple operations, the crews only had time to look back at the results. They saw circular walls of fire appearing on the islands nearly ten kilometers away, firewalls that covered the entire islands with magical, startling speed. Violent explosions formed small mushroom clouds rising into the sky.  Before the crews could high-five in celebration, a new order from the commander came over the radio: "Proceed immediately to the next target."  At this time, President Roosevelt was in bed with his lover, Lucy. After a bout of pleasure, both were satisfied. Roosevelt held Lucy and soon fell into a deep sleep. Paralyzed for twenty years, Roosevelt had rarely been able to sleep soundly. But beside Lucy, while he was clearly aware of his physical disability, he was also able to fully accept it. When truly coexisting with his reality, the inconveniences became entirely acceptable, and the feeling of pain dissipated significantly.  Lucy had just fallen asleep when the telephone rang. She opened her eyes, without the tension and unease she used to feel when they were having an affair. Even if Washington's upper crust had known and looked the other way, Lucy would always feel uneasy when awakened by a call while in bed with Roosevelt. An affair was an affair, after all; any interruption from legal channels would make her feel unsettled.  Now, that unease had vanished. Lucy answered the phone somewhat tiredly, asking in a low voice, "Who is it?"  The person on the other end was clearly taken aback, pausing for a moment before asking, "This is Chief of Staff Marshall. Has the President retired for the night?"  "Please wait a moment," Lucy said. She put the receiver aside and gently shook Roosevelt's shoulder. When his eyes opened slightly, she whispered in his ear, "It's Chief of Staff Marshall."  Roosevelt's eyes snapped open. He first lay flat on his back, then used his arms to prop himself up, dragging his body toward the headboard to sit halfway up. Lucy had already covered the receiver with her hand before passing it to him. Roosevelt took the phone and said, "This is Roosevelt."  "President, the Chinese military has launched a massive offensive against Hawaii... no, it's the Japanese army," Marshall corrected himself precisely. In truth, the US had long known it was the Japanese army attacking Hawaii, but in Western habit, Asia was China and China was Asia. The Japanese were just Chinese people on the Japanese islands. So they habitually referred to the Asian Allied Forces as the Chinese military.  The Westerners truly didn't think they were wrong; they knew that across China's vast territory, people's appearances varied by region. Northern and Southern Chinese looked different. But these differences were minimal compared to those in Europe. And the appearance of Japanese, Koreans, and Chinese was indistinguishable. From a bloodline perspective, they were the same race.  In fact, after studying He Rui's papers on racial distribution, many Europeans found this view reinforced. According to He Rui, the Bering Strait was once a land bridge; during the Younger Dryas, temperatures dropped and the area froze, allowing Indians to enter the Americas from Asia. This actually proved that Asia was indeed the Asia of the Chinese, and that the original inhabitants of the Americas were also Asian, only now decimated by Europeans, leading to a change in the race of the Americas.  Marshall's precise mention of the Japanese this time was not because he intended to become an expert in human migration, but because he found China had also intensified its troop commitments in the South Pacific. The Japanese offensive was likely one link in a massive offensive across the entire Pacific.  Hearing this, Roosevelt remained silent for a long time before replying, "Can we hold out?"  Marshall answered over the phone, "We can hold for now, but the General Staff is very worried about a massive offensive in the South Pacific as well."  Roosevelt was now fully awake. After a moment's thought, he replied, "I'm returning to Washington immediately."  On May 2nd, Roosevelt returned to Washington. Marshall, meeting him at the airport, smelled a faint scent of French perfume on the President as they sat in the car. Marshall didn't care how many women were around Roosevelt; he cared about Roosevelt's ability as a national leader. Just as Marshall, a Christian, didn't care that He Rui had two wives but focused on He Rui's political, economic, and military capabilities instead.  "President, the Hawaiian Islands have come under heavy bombardment. Twenty-six small islands have lost contact. Furthermore, the Japanese bombed Kauai, causing major damage to the airfields there," Marshall briefed him on the situation.  Roosevelt didn't answer immediately. He didn't understand military matters himself; although the President is the Commander-in-Chief, Roosevelt always believed his task was to raise money for the military, not to actually influence their decisions.  Sure enough, after Marshall finished his briefing, he raised what he believed must be done: "President, at this stage, we must immediately dispatch 5,000 fighters to the Hawaiian Islands to make up for the combat losses."  Hearing "5,000 fighters," Roosevelt's face changed slightly. He hadn't expected to need to maintain the Hawaiian battle with such intensity so soon. But for the United States, 5,000 fighters wasn't a huge number. Roosevelt simply nodded and continued to listen silently to Marshall.  Marshall's expression had turned grim. "President, would you be willing to visit Oak Ridge?"  On May 3rd, Roosevelt, accompanied by some cabinet members and the chairmen of the House and Senate Military Affairs Committees, arrived at Oak Ridge. Congressman Carl Vinson, Chairman of the House Naval Affairs Committee, had heard rumors about Oak Ridge but had never been there. He had once searched for the name on a map but couldn't find an Oak Ridge related to military industry. The places marked as Oak Ridge on the maps were all tourist spots or timber forests. None looked like military installations.  Now personally at Oak Ridge, Vinson saw a massive site surrounded by barbed wire. Dozens of meters inside the wire was a high wooden wall that stretched for miles—he couldn't see the end of it.  Between the wire and the wooden wall, military vehicles full of soldiers patrolled the road from time to time. The soldiers were armed with live ammunition, clearly ready to attack intruders at any moment. Listening to the briefing from the General Staff officer, the roughly 1,000 Tennessee families living there had only two weeks or less to move; protests and appeals were futile. The area was subsequently declared a restricted military zone, and no one was allowed to enter without military permission. The final cost for the entire 68,000 acres of Oak Ridge was only $2.6 million, or about $47 per acre.  "That's not much money," Vinson muttered to himself.  Entering Oak Ridge, the security at the gate was tight; even the presidential motorcade underwent strict inspection, with no slackness due to the status of these figures. Passing the check and entering within the walls of the Oak Ridge base, Congressman Vinson saw a giant poster featuring the classic three monkeys covering their eyes, ears, and mouths, signifying "See No Evil, Hear No Evil, Speak No Evil."  Vinson was intrigued by this interesting image, but soon realized it was just one of many security posters found everywhere at Oak Ridge.  To secretly manufacture nuclear weapons, the United States had gathered as many as 75,000 people at the Oak Ridge base. But because of security, these workers were completely isolated; they didn't know what kind of work they were engaged in or its significance.  Oak Ridge was highly secretive at the time; no markings for it could be found on public maps. Even in leaked photos of children, the kids were only identified by their first names, not their surnames, to prevent outsiders from identifying which scientists were working there.  One of these posters made Vinson look for a long time: it depicted a man collapsed on the ground, with the sign reading, "This is the only way he gets a day off."  Although such high-intensity work wasn't rare in America—it had been part of American tradition since the era of slavery—seeing it so brazenly used as propaganda made Vinson feel the pressure within the base. Oak Ridge workers weren't allowed to tell anyone what they did; scientists and workers had to work around the clock. When could they rest? According to the sign, working until you collapse "is the only way he gets a day off."  Other things that left a deep impression on Vinson included signs on two restroom doors reading "Whites" and "Coloreds."  On the left, a small boy received a security badge; on the right, a man spoke on a dedicated work telephone.  A group of children at Oak Ridge were participating in something like a fire drill; some were all white, some all black. At this time, black children could not go to school with white children. Seeing that racial segregation was well maintained within the Oak Ridge base, Vinson felt satisfied. However, he was surprised to see black people working at Oak Ridge. Why were there black people at such an important research base? Vinson couldn't understand what they were used for.  While waiting to visit the nuclear facilities, a puzzled Vinson asked the officer in charge of receiving them, "Excuse me, what are the black people used for here?"  The officer, fearing he might misunderstand Vinson's meaning, first asked, "Congressman, are you asking about the black employees?"  Hearing this, Vinson became even more confused. He furrowed his brows and asked, "Are the black people here divided into two types?"  The officer didn't dare speak further and answered vaguely, "The black people here are indeed somewhat different; there are considerable distinctions."  Vinson probed, "Are some of the black people not used for nuclear radiation tests?"  The officer truly didn't know how to answer that. The black people in the base weren't used for radiation tests; they were experienced construction workers or manual laborers. Because the selection process at Oak Ridge was extremely strict and the base needed a large amount of heavy labor, these black people were descendants of black slaves who had been loyal to whites for several generations and had white guarantors. Naturally, the US military couldn't use these people for experiments.  As for nuclear radiation tests, the officer felt he couldn't explain that to Congressman Vinson. Near the test site, some black people, released prisoners, and poor whites had indeed been relocated to live in semi-confinement. This was to test what effects nuclear explosions would have on humans outside the direct kill zone.  Not telling Vinson about these things wasn't because the officer felt bad for the black people, nor did he see any moral problem. It was simply a military secret that couldn't be told to anyone without explicit authorization. So the officer brushed off the question.  Congressman Vinson felt displeased; he thought the US military had degenerated, allowing even black people to enjoy the same rights as whites. The Congressman believed this was the beginning of America's decline!
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**Chapter 824: The Era of Global Ebullition (2)**  Facing the visiting delegation led by the President, the experts at Oak Ridge were extremely cautious in introducing the project's progress. They feared being too profound, making it incomprehensible to these non-science-background dignitaries, yet also feared being too superficial, causing them to underestimate the research.  But experts will be experts. Many points that were the simplest knowledge to them sounded very counter-intuitive to the American elite, who mostly had legal backgrounds. For example, the idea that matter could actually turn into energy was something those who hadn't studied physics truly couldn't imagine.  Fortunately, the American leadership came here to understand the power of the atomic bomb, not to nitpick. Professor Fermi, through a set of equations, derived that the power of a single nuclear bomb carried by a plane would be equivalent to the simultaneous explosion of 30,000 tons of TNT. The great figures of the American elite couldn't help but nod slightly in satisfaction, some even revealing smiles.  Congressman Carl Vinson, who had been displeased by the presence of black employees at the base, was now also shaken by the power of science and forgot about the racial issue. In his view, such a weapon could allow the United States to resolve the war easily. However, exactly how it would do so remained unclear to him.  As the briefing ended, Vinson asked, "What is the power of this weapon in naval combat?"  A fluid dynamics expert in the team immediately explained to the Congressman: while nuclear weapons could destroy several square kilometers of a city on land, naval fleets were distributed more widely, easily covering an area exceeding several square kilometers.  Vinson had initially assumed the scientists didn't understand warfare. As the legislator who had pushed through the most US Navy acts to date, Vinson's understanding of naval operations was quite profound. He had thought the experts wouldn't know about sea battles, only to find they had accurately anticipated the very problem he was worried about before he even raised it.  The expert continued to explain: given the power of a nuclear weapon, if it exploded after entering the water, it would trigger a miniature tsunami several or even a dozen meters high, dealing a direct blow to ships across a hundred square kilometers.  Hearing of a tsunami reaching several or even a dozen meters, Vinson felt this power was sufficiently formidable. While such a tsunami might not sink a capital ship, destroyers would likely go down.  Roosevelt's personal visit was intended to satisfy the "masters" of Congress who held the purse strings. The true power of nuclear weapons was presumed to be vast, but its exact scale wouldn't be clear until an actual test. Roosevelt didn't have to come at this moment, but he did so because he was truly being pushed to his limit. If nuclear weapons could be developed before the Pacific War ended, he could use them to deter China, or at least boost American morale.  If the Pacific War was lost, the Roosevelt administration would have to rationally choose to seek peace with China. Even if Roosevelt didn't believe China intended to invade the US mainland, seeking peace would mean white supremacy itself had become a joke. This would be an unimaginable blow to the confidence of America, which viewed itself as the "City upon a Hill."  The experts' introduction satisfied the congressional delegation, and Roosevelt accompanied them through various laboratories. It wasn't until evening that Roosevelt requested a private meeting with Fermi, the lead expert of the base. Facing Professor Fermi, Roosevelt asked bluntly, "Professor, how soon can an actual test of a nuclear weapon be conducted?"  Fermi reflected for a while before answering, "If progress goes smoothly, it could be completed by June 1943 at the earliest."  Roosevelt didn't even discuss it, but asked directly, "Can it be tested in January 1943?"  Such a tight timeframe made Fermi feel that Roosevelt was indeed a law graduate; people in the legal profession often believed everything could be resolved through negotiation. But science cannot be negotiated; even the most extraordinary scientist cannot negotiate with the laws of nature.  Looking at the silent Fermi, Roosevelt asked, "Professor, how much additional investment do you think is needed?"  As President, Roosevelt could have had other officials handle this. But he truly couldn't wait; the war situation was critical, and he wasn't sure if he could be re-elected if the US suffered a defeat. Based on his knowledge of American politicians, there was currently no one who could truly succeed him. With the traditional style of current American politics, if that bunch took power, they would be toyed to death by He Rui.  Professor Fermi couldn't understand what Roosevelt was considering. Additional funds could indeed speed up the research, but the help provided wouldn't be particularly obvious. Theoretical verification of nuclear weapons had been completed in the early 1930s; now, American research institutions had built graphite reactors and neutron accelerators, practically verifying the chain fission reaction.  Nuclear weapons had to be practical, which required their size and weight to be as small as possible; what was truly lacking now were the engineers to complete this part. Finally, Fermi answered, "Mr. President, if all progress is accelerated to the maximum speed, a test explosion might be completed in February 1943."  Even with the time advanced by four months, the test would still be nine months away, which Roosevelt still found hard to accept. But he knew that at this moment he could only trust these European scientists. America didn't lack engineers to turn theory into reality; it lacked the scientists to propose the theories and experimental methods. Without these European scientists who had fled to the US, America's own scientists wouldn't have been capable of developing a nuclear research path.  As a lawyer, Roosevelt was well-versed in the art of negotiation. He didn't push further but asked what kind of help was needed. Fermi raised several points, but the support required was so extensive that he soon said, "Mr. President, I will submit a report to you."  The meeting should have ended there. Roosevelt's mood had settled somewhat when he suddenly remembered an intuition that had been bothering him. "Professor, I believe that given China's capabilities in science and engineering, their progress in developing nuclear weapons shouldn't be as advanced as the Manhattan Project. I wonder if you agree with my view."  As the war progressed, the US indeed had a gap in scientific heritage compared to Europe, but its performance in advanced technology had surpassed Europe's. If it were a war between the US and Europe, American technical equipment would be superior and its production volume incomparable. The reality of the Pacific War, however, made Roosevelt feel something was wrong; China's strength in technology didn't seem inferior to America's at all.  For ten seconds, Fermi didn't speak. By fifteen seconds, a look of difficulty appeared on his face. When the silence stretched to twenty seconds, Roosevelt felt his heart sink for no reason. Having helped too many gangsters with lawsuits, he was quite familiar with such silence.  "Mr. President..." Fermi searched for the right words. "Have you read the articles *Space Phantasy* and *Solar System Hypothesis* written by Mr. He Rui?"  Roosevelt shook his head. He knew He Rui was a strategist, a politician, and an economist. Those abilities were already enough of a headache; as for whether He Rui was a scientist, Roosevelt hadn't bothered to care.  Seeing that Roosevelt was unaware of He Rui's scientific attainments, Fermi actually felt relieved. Explaining to someone who knows nothing is far easier than explaining to someone who knows a little. He introduced: "Mr. He Rui proposed two hypotheses. The first is the theory of discontinuous space, and the second is the hypothesis of the existence of neutron stars. Based on the proportion of heavy atoms on Earth, he believes the solar system we live in might be a galaxy that appeared after the original solar system was destroyed multiple times."  As Fermi spoke of things Roosevelt couldn't understand at all, Roosevelt noticed emotions like excitement and admiration in Fermi's expression. These were emotions a professional usually has only when facing a superior master of the field. Although Roosevelt couldn't understand the content of Fermi's words, the professor's reaction made him feel that He Rui's papers proved he had an extraordinary level of cognition in the natural sciences.  "Professor, can you explain He Rui's papers using concepts from the nuclear field?" Roosevelt asked. He had, after all, read quite a bit of material on nuclear weapons and had some understanding of the basic theories.  Faced with his area of expertise, Fermi spoke much more fluently. "Discontinuous space is a hypothesis about quantum physics, and also a hypothesis about the composition of the world. This hypothesis must be built on a profound understanding of quantum mechanics."  Roosevelt's heart sank again. Quantum mechanics was the theoretical foundation for nuclear weapons development; a deep understanding of it meant potentially mastering the basis of nuclear research.  "The neutron star hypothesis, and the hypothesis about the generation of heavy elements, imply a profound understanding of high-energy particles and neutron collisions," Fermi continued. "*Solar System Hypothesis* was an entry in an encyclopedia in early 1935. We cannot determine the exact time this article was written; if it was completed by early 1934, it was a hypothesis proposed before the Joliot-Curies bombarded aluminum with alpha particles to produce the isotope Phosphorus-30..."  Though excited, Fermi noticed the blank look on Roosevelt's face and lowered the difficulty of his explanation. "Mr. President, do you know aluminum and phosphorus?"  Roosevelt nodded. He had seen many charlatans and knew they often used phosphorus for various tricks.  "Bombarding aluminum with a certain particle can turn a tiny amount of aluminum into phosphorus," Fermi explained.  "...Alchemist's gold?" Roosevelt asked after a moment's hesitation.  "You could say that," Fermi answered very directly.  "...Meaning, the Professor is saying that He Rui not only understands the principles of nuclear weapons but also their power?" As Roosevelt voiced these judgments, he felt his heart truly plummeting into an abyss.  With a scholar's confidence, Fermi replied bluntly, "If those articles were written by He Rui, your judgment is logically sound. If they weren't, then logically speaking, China has scientists who understand the principles of nuclear weapons."  Fifteen minutes later, Roosevelt ended his meeting with Fermi. He felt his head buzzing. Fermi's description of the *Solar System Hypothesis* sounded like a fantasy story: assuming the universe at its birth was in the simplest state of hydrogen atoms, which then gathered, underwent particle reactions, and produced many larger atoms. Then some "old sun" was destroyed, forming neutron stars and nebulae; the neutron stars ejected massive amounts of high-energy particles, which the nebulae absorbed to produce radioactive elements, which then decayed into stable elements. These elements then clustered to become another solar system.  To Roosevelt, this story felt somewhat similar to religious tales like Genesis. But it was a scientific Genesis, not a religious one. If it were religious, it would just be "God said, let there be light, and there was light," with no need to detail the process.  Rubbing his brow, Roosevelt's thoughts cleared. Since a scientist like Fermi believed He Rui understood nuclear physics, it was likely true. That is to say, Roosevelt's greatest fear might have really come true: China possessed nuclear R&D capabilities, or even worse, they might have already developed nuclear weapons.  Going outdoors in his wheelchair, Roosevelt saw the Oak Ridge base brilliantly lit, with massive construction underway through the night. For a moment, he questioned whether such effort had any rational meaning. If China already had nuclear weapons, the significance of the massive investment in the Oak Ridge project would be greatly diminished.  Looking up, the stars sparkled coldly in the clear sky. Suddenly, a streak of light flashed across—a shooting star. Roosevelt smiled bitterly to himself; there was a saying that if you make a wish on a shooting star, it will come true. But a shooting star lasted only an instant; where was the time to wish? And he didn't even know what to wish for. Could he wish that China had no nuclear R&D capability, and truly make it so?  Suddenly, a thought occurred to him. If China had nuclear weapons, why hadn't they used them?  At this thought, Roosevelt felt much more at ease. If China really had them, even if they didn't use such devastating weapons against the US, they would at least use them to threaten America. To date, China hadn't raised anything related to nuclear weapons. This meant that even if China had truly started developing them, they weren't finished.  Roosevelt felt much better. But there had been several prior lessons—like the new radar and the new air night-fighting system—where research institutions had claimed their technology was world-leading with no competitors.  Twenty minutes later, Professor Fermi, who thought he could return to his research, received an order from the President: "Using the assumption that China possesses nuclear weapons as a target, propose a method to prove it."  Roosevelt expected his request would take a long time to answer, but when he woke the next morning, Fermi had already provided a reply. If China had nuclear weapons, they would surely have to test them. The impact of an explosion equivalent to tens of thousands of tons of TNT would directly create a shockwave similar to seismic waves, which could be measured by the equipment of the US Coast and Geodetic Survey.  While there are many earthquakes on Earth each year, their number within China's borders is limited. By checking the seismic data from China detected by US sensors—especially abnormal single quakes separated by a certain interval in a specific region—the US wouldn't need to send anyone to China; they could find suspicions just by checking the data.  "Mr. President, is something the matter?" Marshall asked, puzzled by Roosevelt's smile.  Roosevelt wiped the smile away and handed the report directly to Marshall. He breathed a sigh of relief, feeling admiration for the scientists. If he had thought of it himself, he could only have imagined spending massive sums to send numerous spies and taking a long time to find out. But the scientists had found such a clever and effective way in so short a time.  Before Marshall could finish reading, Roosevelt gave a few instructions to a cabinet member with ties to the geological authorities, who immediately replied, "I'll get on it right away, Mr. President."  The rest of the tour was formal; Roosevelt and the others didn't make a special appearance before the ordinary employees. This wasn't a lack of desire to be close to the people, but because the Manhattan Project was top secret. Of the 150,000 people working in the "Manhattan Engineer District," only 12 knew the full plan; few even knew they were working on an atomic bomb. The appearance of these high-ranking figures would only cause those who didn't know about the project to start thinking.  During this day of the tour, Roosevelt spent more time persuading the "masters" of Congress to approve more funds. Initially, they had been very excited after the introduction. It wasn't until Congressman Vinson raised the question of "why there are so many black people in such an important project" that they suddenly became alert and tense.  General Marshall, usually a man of few words, spoke up just as Roosevelt was finding the question tricky: "It is precisely because so many black people are involved in this project that no one will think it is a classified project."  Roosevelt was stunned, feeling Marshall's answer was worthy of a politician. Looking at the congressmen, he saw their expressions go from surprise to displeasure, from displeasure to contemplation, and finally to relief. Thereafter, they no longer mentioned this sensitive matter.  That evening, a tired Roosevelt went to bed. He dearly wished Lucy were beside him; her presence always made him feel at ease. But Lucy couldn't appear, and exhausted as he was, sleep soon overcame him.  Meanwhile, in the research institution, scientists like Fermi and Einstein sat around a pile of records, looking at one another with anxious expressions. At this moment, they were all thinking the same thing: "Should we report this immediately?"
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**Chapter 825: The Era of Global Ebullition (3)**  Einstein scratched his messy, nest-like hair and voiced his greatest confusion at the moment: "I am not a specialist in geology..."  Before Einstein could finish, a scholar well-versed in geology spoke up: "An earthquake of this magnitude would inevitably have aftershocks. However, seismic instruments have detected no aftershocks. Furthermore, these tremors occurred multiple times in the exact same region; crustal structures do not behave this way."  Even without being a geology major, Einstein understood the scientific principles. Since childhood, Einstein's performance in manual labor classes had been extremely poor, which also made him curious about the field of balance. Earthquakes are caused by the breaking or sliding of geological strata; according to mathematical and physical theories, once a large-scale change occurs in the crust of a certain area, it remains stable for a long time. Einstein understood this well, yet he could never maintain that wonderful theoretical balance with his own body.  Professor Fermi wanted to ask whether earthquakes of this magnitude could be triggered by nuclear explosions, but he couldn't bring himself to say it. Scientists often have fanciful ideas, but as a scientist, Fermi knew clearly that China would not be so bored as to simultaneously detonate tens of thousands of tons of TNT in one place. Doing so would be both meaningless and a waste of resources.  After final verification, the scientists found that thirteen nuclear tests were the most logical explanation for thirteen earthquakes of similar magnitude occurring in a specific region of Xinjiang, China.  Having essentially confirmed that China had developed nuclear weapons, Professor Fermi was not afraid; on the contrary, he felt a strong urge to go to China and see for himself. Up to now, the greatest difficulty for the US in developing nuclear weapons was not in theory, but in engineering practice. Building a nuclear weapon required solving countless detailed problems. If the industrial and technical strength of the United States had not yet solved them, then "backward" China had actually achieved it. Fermi was full of interest in China's solutions.  "It's truly difficult to understand that the Chinese could actually build nuclear weapons," Einstein's voice rang out in the quiet meeting room.  Professor Fermi heard surprise, incomprehension, disdain, and displeasure in Einstein's voice. This instinctively surprised Fermi. In the scientific world, truth is truth, and falsehood is falsehood. Einstein's attitude seemed very unrefined.  Before Fermi could figure it out, Einstein continued: "Do the Chinese really understand science? I think there's something wrong here!"  Only then did Professor Fermi realize that Einstein was a racist who believed in white supremacy. This realization greatly surprised Fermi. Most of the European scholars at Oak Ridge had fled to America because of racial persecution; Einstein, a Jew, had suffered deeply from it, yet Fermi hadn't expected Einstein himself to be a racist.  Before Fermi could think of a reply, the door opened, and Chief of Staff General Marshall entered the room. Standing before the scientists, Marshall asked, "Professors, can you tell me exactly what's going on?"  As Marshall listened to the briefing, Professor Fermi carefully watched the general's expression. Marshall's face went from stunned to solemn to expressionless. It was clear Marshall was shocked, but no disdain or contempt for China could be seen in his expression.  Having heard the experts' briefing, General Marshall asked, "Professors, can you be certain of this conclusion?"  No scholar answered. They could only judge based on the data. This morning, a member of President Roosevelt's cabinet had helped establish a dedicated radio channel connecting them to the Coast and Geodetic Survey. Upon receiving the experts' request, the Survey had identified "abnormal data" from among the records by noon. Based on basic physics, the experts calculated that these were earthquakes triggered by explosions equivalent to 30,000 to 50,000 tons of TNT.  The experts then sent a telegram back to the Survey, asking if they had noticed this abnormality earlier. The reply was: "We have no interest in China and have not studied that data."  All of this was merely an inference based on the data; no one had been to the site, so they naturally couldn't be certain. No one was willing to give a definitive answer.  Marshall waited for a while, and seeing that the experts did not answer, he switched to another question: "Professors, what do you think is the probability that China has conducted nuclear tests?"  The scholars hadn't discussed probability; they looked at one another, still unwilling to answer.  Seeing that this group of scholars couldn't even answer this, Marshall felt very displeased. However, Marshall himself was a scholarly general; he didn't get angry but instead proposed a new solution: "Professors, please write down the probability you believe on a piece of paper and hand it to me."  This method clearly solved the scholars' concerns. Scratch paper was not lacking here, and someone soon picked up a stack and distributed it. The scholars only had to write a percentage; some habitually folded the paper, preparing to tear it.  Marshall had been restraining himself, but now he could no longer hold back and ordered coldly, "Do not tear it. Just write it on the paper!"  Having spoken, Marshall felt he might have been too harsh out of anger. He managed a brief explanation: "This way, it will be easier for us to collect the papers."  Professor Fermi took a piece of paper, thought for a moment, and wrote "75%." He then handed the paper to General Marshall.  Marshall didn't look at the numbers on the papers but watched the other scholars with a set jaw. Once all the scholars had written their estimated probabilities, Marshall collected the papers and tapped them on the table several times to align them. He then ordered, "I hope everyone will maintain secrecy. This matter must not be leaked."  The scholars showed little reaction. To them, the principles of nuclear weapons development were too simple to be worth keeping secret. As for the specific research progress, everyone had their own specialty and didn't understand the areas other experts were responsible for.  After saying this, General Marshall turned and left the meeting room. Professor Fermi couldn't help but follow him out. Seeing Fermi following, Marshall stopped. Fermi immediately asked, "General, I have a question—a rather tricky one. I wonder if you can answer me?"  In the darkness, Marshall merely gave a slight nod and asked, "What question?"  "Do you feel insulted by this news?" Fermi asked. Based on his observations of racists, they felt instinctively angry when they were convinced a "lower race" had surpassed them in an important field. Racists interpreted this anger as "feeling insulted!"  Marshall was stunned. After a pause, he replied, "Professor, I do believe that China lagged behind in modern times and became extremely weak. But that does not mean I will ignore reality. In reality, China possesses powerful military force and an advanced level of technology. For America to defeat China, we must pay a massive price. Despising China will only lead to America's failure. Professor, I do not want America to be defeated, so I require you to lead your team to continue working hard and complete America's nuclear weapons as early as possible. If China does not possess nuclear weapons, we will use ours to defeat them. If China does possess them, we need them all the more to protect ourselves! Professor, do you hear me?"  Professor Fermi felt General Marshall's heartfelt anxiety, which was expressed in a very dignified manner. This made Fermi admire Marshall. He replied, "General, please rest assured; we will continue to do our absolute best!"  Early the next morning, after Roosevelt woke up, he first listened to the morning briefing from Marshall and the others. Even at Oak Ridge, bad news followed him like a shadow. The US and British forces were still engaged in a bloodbath with China in the Solomon Islands; three Marine divisions had already had to be withdrawn to the US mainland for replenishment, and a fourth was heavily decimated. Ordinary supplies could no longer maintain its combat effectiveness. The brutal fighting on tropical islands and the harsh environment had led to the replacement of 32% of its officers; the unit was exhausted and requesting relief.  The news from the Hawaiian Islands was equally grim; US daily air losses had reached as high as 700 fighters. With the P-51's ultra-long range, equipped with drop tanks, they could fly in a straight line from the US West Coast to Hawaii. The previous transfer of 5,000 fighters over 4,000 kilometers to Hawaii had been boasted of by the US Air Force as an unprecedented epic in human aviation history.  Roosevelt also thought the Air Force was extraordinary, but 5,000 fighters could only sustain seven days of attrition in Hawaii. This number made the "epic" transfer somewhat meaningless. An epic that only lasts seven days is truly nothing to brag about.  The only thing that made Roosevelt feel a bit better was Australia; the Chinese military hadn't managed to do anything major there yet. Although Roosevelt felt this quiet couldn't last, at this stage he could only hope the Australian region remained quiet for as long as possible!  There was some good news, however. The patriotism of the American people had been fully ignited, and sales of war bonds were good. With sufficient funds, US military production was thoroughly driving the economy. After a large number of relatively well-educated men joined the military, many well-educated women joined the production sectors, providing the US economy with an ample labor force.  This situation didn't even require Roosevelt to inspect industrial areas; right here in the Oak Ridge base, there were many female laborers employed, especially in the technical departments, which had recruited many female college graduates. In Oak Ridge, the proportion of female employees was even higher than that of black people.  While the congressmen were dissatisfied that black people and whites were employed together, they were much more enlightened on the issue of female employment. Congressman Vinson had seen many white female employees in various shipyards, so he showed unusual open-mindedness.  Roosevelt hoped this situation would continue. As long as nothing went wrong with the domestic economy, America was fully capable of fighting China for three years. By now, Roosevelt was convinced that China was not just a "one-wave" wonder but possessed strong production and research capabilities. Yet he still believed the white world could ultimately defeat China.  After the morning meeting, the other cabinet members left. Roosevelt saw that Marshall had no intention of leaving and knew he had something to say. He was already used to the dark circles under Marshall's eyes. Once only Marshall remained, Roosevelt asked, "Is there some new news?"  There was bound to be plenty of bad news during a war; Roosevelt was prepared for bad news from the Pacific. Marshall looked grave and spoke in a voice trying to suppress his unease: "Mr. President, the investigation you ordered yesterday has yielded preliminary results."  Roosevelt couldn't help but frown; he couldn't remember what investigation he had ordered yesterday. After thinking for a while, he asked, "An order to investigate what?"  "The order to investigate whether China possesses nuclear weapons," Marshall replied, still in a voice suppressing his unease as much as possible.  Roosevelt was stunned. He thought the nuclear investigation would take a long time and hadn't thought in that direction. Now, of course, he remembered asking the experts to look into Chinese nuclear research the previous morning. Looking at Marshall's expression, a sense of foreboding instantly swallowed Roosevelt's soul.  But Roosevelt held on, using his greatest courage to ask, "What were the results?"  As he spoke, Roosevelt heard the unease in his own dry voice. Marshall, suppressing his own anxiety, briefed him on the investigation. After finishing the specific details, Marshall continued: "Last night I ordered the military to immediately send people to check the records. This morning we received a reply: those data are all real. And..."  Marshall pulled out a piece of paper and handed it to Roosevelt. "This is an average derived from the judgments submitted by the scholars."  Roosevelt felt his arm go numb, yet relying on the self-control he had practiced through many years of turbulence, he steadily took the paper. The upper half contained the probabilities provided by each scholar. At the bottom, the average was written: 68.31%.  From a probability perspective, 68.31% was considerable. Although not yet a certainty, it was enough to completely influence judgments based on such a probability. Combined with his intuition, Roosevelt was almost certain that China indeed possessed nuclear weapons.  The room fell silent, but not for long. Roosevelt soon rebuilt his inner resolve and asked, "Marshall, I believe you are a man of wisdom. I ask you to tell me sincerely: if you possessed the authority to decide on the use of nuclear weapons, under what circumstances would you use them?"  Marshall hadn't slept all night, spending most of it considering this very question. He himself leaned toward believing China had nuclear weapons, so the torment this question brought him was unprecedented. As an American, Marshall naturally characterized He Rui as a competitive person, but under that logic, He Rui should have already ordered the use of nuclear weapons.  In fact, the fact that He Rui was fighting a war of attrition proved he was much more calm and steady than Marshall had imagined. Characterizing He Rui as an enigma made Marshall's thoughts even more painful. America was engaged in a war of attrition with China because, at this stage, it could only compete using the world's most advanced technology and equipment. A plane costing tens of thousands of dollars had a flying life of less than 100 hours from factory to being shot down and sinking into the sea. If it could be avoided, the US military certainly didn't want to do this. The cost of such high-tech attrition was immense even for America.  Even after calculating that the cost for the Chinese Air Force was roughly half or even a third of theirs, such attrition was still a great burden for China. Marshall found only one logical explanation for He Rui's choice: He Rui believed China could defeat America through conventional warfare. Therefore, there was no need to launch devastating strikes against American industrial zones.  It was like an adult not using lethal force against a child because the adult is confident of victory. But before the war broke out, Marshall had believed America was the adult and China the child.  If he didn't believe China had nuclear weapons, Marshall could still hold to his previous view. but he found he truly couldn't believe, like a racist, that China lacked them simply because it was "naturally backward."  "Marshall, I'm still waiting to hear your view."  Roosevelt's voice pulled Marshall's thoughts back to the brutal reality. Marshall steadied himself and answered as firmly as possible: "Mr. President, I would choose to use nuclear weapons only when it is absolutely necessary to turn the tide of the war."  "And what do you consider a tide-turning situation at this stage?" Roosevelt asked further.  Marshall had long considered this. He had to admit that at this stage, America didn't even have nuclear weapons, so there was no possibility of using them. And with the Pacific War having reached its current point, the situation was clearly unfavorable for the US. Marshall voiced his opinion: "Mr. President, assuming China will not use nuclear weapons in the Pacific War, our choices at this stage are only two. The first is to end the war in the Pacific, pull our forces back to the mainland, and focus entirely on home defense. The second is to hold out against the Chinese offensive at all costs until we have nuclear weapons, then use them to bomb the core islands occupied by China in the Pacific, completely destroying Chinese military power on those islands."  As the discussion shifted to the assumption of the US possessing nuclear weapons, Marshall felt his breathing become much smoother. He continued in a less heavy mood: "In that case, we would be conducting the Pacific War under the condition that both sides have nuclear weapons."  Roosevelt was not fooled by Marshall's little trick. He pushed aside the assumption and went straight to the point: "Marshall, do you believe we *must* maintain the war in the Pacific until we have nuclear weapons?"  Seeing his trick seen through, Marshall no longer hid it. He replied bluntly, "Yes, Mr. President. If China lands on the American mainland, it will mean a nuclear war fought on our own soil. Regardless of the final outcome, a large number of American cities will be destroyed in the process."  "...Is your assumption built on the condition that America does not use nuclear weapons against China?" Roosevelt again caught the key point.  Marshall felt a wave of relief. Working under a leader with high strategic capability avoided many of the frustrations of low-level discussion. Before Marshall could answer, Roosevelt asked further: "America must never fight a war that breaks out on American soil—is that your view?"  "Yes, Mr. President," Marshall answered decisively, but he wasn't prepared to say more. Although he had to consider that America would face a very humiliating situation, Marshall believed that even if they lost all the islands in the Pacific and gave China dominant control over Pacific navigation, as long as they could reach a truce, America would have to "hold its nose" and swallow the bitter pill.  If Chinese boots stepped onto American soil, the nature of the war would change completely. A war for Pacific hegemony would cost America dearly if lost. But that was, after all, an external war; no matter how great the loss or how much face was lost, the damage remained controllable. America could still decide on a truce to prevent even greater losses.  As a soldier, Marshall could not interfere in politics. Even if a Sino-American truce were reached, Marshall, as the wartime Chief of Staff, was destined to be disgraced. Not only Marshall, but the entire Roosevelt administration would fall into disgrace. The reason he still considered a truce after realizing this was because Marshall was certain that once the war between China and the US turned into an American war of national defense, the conflict would spiral completely out of control. Enormous, unimaginable changes would occur within America; Marshall had performed some simulations and found these changes impossible to predict.  In the worst-case scenario, the United States might split from within. From then on, the US would cease to exist. Compared to such an outcome, Marshall felt his personal honor and disgrace were not that important.



★


V07C127 - The Era of Global Ebullition (4)

Volume 7 — Chapter 127

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 826: The Era of Global Ebullition (4)**  The news regarding China's possession of nuclear weapons was known only to a few and was not allowed to spread. The tour of the Oak Ridge nuclear weapons development center continued, with Roosevelt and Marshall both appearing unaffected, having completed their respective tasks. After the tour, the congressional "masters" and cabinet members were filled with increased confidence in America's prospects for winning the war. Upon returning to Washington, meetings were convened across Congress, the government, and the military.  As the war progressed to this point, the patriotism of ordinary Americans had been thoroughly whipped up. To the average citizen, the war and the enemy were quite abstract; the information they possessed was insufficient to construct a real picture of the conflict. As for those already on the battlefield or preparing to go, they saw tens of thousands of planes, tanks, and cannons produced by America's powerful industrial system, along with various advanced technical equipment that ordinary people never had the chance to see. This filled the American populace with confidence and expectation for victory.  Compared to these ordinary citizens, the American elite, with their more complete knowledge systems and better understanding of China, were not as confident. The leadership of the Rockefeller Syndicate was representative of this tiny, less-than-optimistic minority.  Hearing that the Roosevelt administration's cabinet members intended to hold another syndicate meeting, Rockefeller told his secretary directly, "Send the CEO. Tell him not to believe a single word the government says!"  Seeing Rockefeller's firm attitude, the secretary didn't dare ask more and hurried to make the call. Rockefeller himself, feeling agitated, simply stood up and left his office, taking the elevator to the top floor of the Rockefeller Building to look down over the New York skyline.  New York, like other industrial cities, was shrouded in smog. Even with the building's excellent view and the sea breeze from the coast, the city in his sight was a blur, offering no sense of tranquility.  Looking at the chimneys belching thick smoke in the distance, Rockefeller couldn't help but feel a twinge of compassion. These companies thought they were making a fortune now, but Rockefeller had witnessed the misery of Germany after the First World War. The price of a loaf of bread had reached 500,000 marks; even with the largest denominations of the time, the weight of the marks would have been dozens of times that of the bread itself.  According to articles He Rui published during Germany's hyperinflation, that inflation was indeed affected by the Entente's debt collection, but the true cause lay in the bonds issued by the German government during the war. When it came time to repay them, the government could print money but couldn't provide jobs or products. That was the real reason for Germany's hyperinflation in the 1920s.  Present-day America was following that same old path, issuing astronomical amounts of bonds. If America could win the war and gain world hegemony, a bright future would attract investors, and the government could digest war debt by issuing new bonds to pay off the old. Simultaneously, American goods would see booming production and sales, so that even when large amounts of war bonds came due, America wouldn't trigger inflation.  The Rockefeller Syndicate had cooperated with China for over a decade and was well aware of its industrial strength. Especially after the war broke out, learning that the fuel for China's massive air force was actually aviation kerosene, they immediately calculated that the cost-efficiency ratio of the US Air Force's funding was far lower than China's. Under such a ratio, America lacked the strength to defeat China. Failing to defeat China meant America could never win postwar hegemony. And without that hegemony, the massive war bonds would directly crush America when they came due.  The smog-shrouded New York City was like the future Rockefeller saw. The tall buildings were shadowy and indistinct, yet once a gale blew through, their true forms would inevitably be revealed. This was an inescapable future unless they changed direction now and stopped marching down a path of certain defeat.  Thinking of this, despite his irritability, Rockefeller made a decision. He Rui had already made multiple gestures of compromise, indicating he didn't want war for war's sake. The conflict had only been going on for six months; although American losses were great, they hadn't reached the point of being unbearable. At this stage, someone had to start doing something.  Rockefeller returned to his office and called a meeting of the syndicate's top brass. He didn't try his best to explain the war's direction; they had seen the data and would surely make the correct judgment. If anyone still didn't understand by now, Rockefeller wouldn't mind kicking such a fool out of the decision-making circle.  As he expected, these leaders understood that the US war situation was far from optimistic. Odin, head of the syndicate's strategic department, asked worriedly, "Will China try to invade the American mainland?"  Others shared similar concerns. America would likely lose the Pacific War; after China occupied all the islands and mastered the entire Pacific, would they take further action?  Rockefeller replied calmly, "I have met Mr. He Rui; he is a very rational man. I don't believe he will continue to expand the war just because the US military adopts a posture of continuing the fight. At this stage, we need to worry about America; if the US is determined to continue the war, China will be forced to fight on."  The syndicate leaders basically trusted Rockefeller's judgment. Those who didn't wouldn't have made it into the upper circle. Since Rockefeller had given a very simple structural judgment, the others found it easier to make their own. Soon, a leader with a Southern accent asked, "Mr. Rockefeller, do you think we can resume cooperation with China after the war?"  Rockefeller shook his head. "I believe what we need to consider now is what kind of commercial opportunities we want to occupy in the New World Order Mr. He Rui is trying to create. Will the new economic system he wants to build be open or closed? If it's open, where are the boundaries of that openness?"  Capital doesn't need governments to teach it how to operate; in brutal competition, the victors are those who first figure out the operation model themselves. For a capital group like the Rockefeller Syndicate, what they need from the government is to know where the permitted boundaries are!  For example, in the New Order He Rui was establishing, would the Rockefeller Syndicate be allowed to compete in all related fields, or only some? Or perhaps they would be barred from many areas, even their own professional fields.  As long as they could figure this out, the syndicate could determine its position: support the war, oppose it, or just endure until it ended. Their judgment of future interests determined their current choice.  Although these were the standards for the syndicate leaders, Rockefeller himself didn't emphasize them. Because of individual differences, everyone would make their own judgment under the same conditions. Rockefeller only had one thing to do now: tell them that "considering the order led by the He Rui government is already one of the directions the Rockefeller Syndicate can consider."  The syndicate's CEO did not attend this meeting, as he had to be at the meeting in Washington. Upon receiving the call from Rockefeller's secretary, he felt quite regretful. Personally, he certainly hoped the US could cleanly defeat China and even rule the world. But he was well aware of the difference between reality and a fairy tale; defeating China in a dream had nothing to do with defeating them in reality. What the US government was doing now was painting a fairy-tale future for the American people.  In fact, the content of the Washington meeting was exactly that. Cabinet members first presented a seemingly perfect data table to the syndicates, showing they had earned unimaginable wealth. Furthermore, through their work, the syndicates now possessed a force of engineers and workers never seen before—a force sufficient to complete the projects of their dreams and earn the wealth of their dreams.  The Rockefeller CEO tried his best to appear immersed in this dream; he found many were truly immersed, while some were also faking it.  Once the "painting of the pie" phase was complete, the cabinet members began describing the latest requirements: the government intended to set up production lines for jet fighters. Compared to piston-engine fighters, the technology was far more complex. The military's research centers had developed the relevant technology, but as for how to actually build them, companies would have to spend heavily on their own R&D.  Given that the participating companies had already earned a fortune from military demand, most showed great enthusiasm. When the bidding phase began, many companies tried to participate almost desperately. The Rockefeller CEO showed no less enthusiasm than his peers, but he spoke with absolute honesty. He stated the syndicate's advantages clearly, but also didn't hide its shortcomings.  In this reality-based attitude, several key parts of the jet fighter project were bid away by other companies. At this, the CEO fell silent with a displeased expression. To outsiders, it appeared the powerful Rockefeller Syndicate was unwilling to participate in the "odds and ends" because they disdained fighting over such small profits. This was a perfectly reasonable choice; after all, they had already earned enough.  To the representatives of Rockefeller and other syndicates that also failed to "win" large projects, this was a choice to not participate and to avoid offending others.  The Roosevelt cabinet members were a bit surprised; they truly didn't want a few syndicates to keep growing larger, so they wouldn't have gone out of their way to favor them. But the situation where the major syndicates came away empty-handed was indeed unexpected. Yet they couldn't overturn the completed bids and could only watch as the giants were not selected.  Once the meeting ended, the Secretary of Commerce specifically invited the syndicate representatives together to recommend war bonds. Faced with this request, as if by prior arrangement, they all brought up their current orders as an excuse.  These excuses were very reasonable: to complete these orders, the syndicates were all pre-funding production. Now they were all short on cash and couldn't buy war bonds.  No matter how eloquently the cabinet members spoke, trying to convince the syndicates to borrow from banks, the representatives refused. Although the conversation was polite throughout, their attitude was extremely firm; they wouldn't fall for it.  Borrowing from banks could indeed fill the capital gap, but it required paying interest. Furthermore, after military products were sold, a large portion of the profit had to be handed over, and the remaining profit had to be used to buy war bonds. This meant the more they borrowed, the more bonds they had to buy. The Rockefeller CEO already believed it would be difficult for the US to defeat China and naturally wouldn't let the syndicate shoulder heavy debt. Holding cash only meant considering inflation risk; holding bonds meant facing the risk of a default. Which was more important was obvious.  In contrast to the mixed results on the government side, the situation in Congress was quite optimistic. Although the congressional "masters" who had visited Oak Ridge couldn't reveal any information due to non-disclosure agreements, seeing that the money Congress invested was truly being used to develop a nuclear weapon that could destroy China greatly boosted their confidence. They passed several bills regarding war mobilization and appropriations in succession. It wasn't until the proposal for Black Americans to join the military reached Congress that their brows furrowed.  Although a minority, Black Americans had participated in all of America's wars. But each time, they had failed to receive rewards equal to those of whites. Especially during the Great Depression, the military at least paid regular wages, which led to a ban on hiring Black people during that era.  As the war progressed, manpower began to run short, so a bill to allow Black people to serve was submitted to Congress. According to this bill, Black recruits could receive treatment "similar to whites," and in return, their enlistment would be subject to no additional restrictions. This bill caused strong unease among the congressmen, especially those from the Democratic-controlled Southern states.  On May 13th, *The Washington Post* published a report on four US divisions being sent to fight in the Solomon Islands. Although filled with praise for the US military, it was the first report to describe the brutality of the battlefield in detail. In that tropical archipelago, every day, the British-American Allied Forces led by the US were engaged in a bloodbath with the Chinese military. The US land, sea, and air forces fought bravely, inflicting heavy casualties on the Chinese. Simultaneously, the US military was also suffering horrific losses.  The report left many American readers in tears and chilled the hearts of the congressmen. Unlike ordinary Americans who didn't understand the power of 155mm artillery, the congressmen had visited many live-fire exercises and knew a 155mm shell left a crater at least ten meters in diameter.  The report stated that the two armies were firing tens of thousands of 155mm shells every day, while the air forces fought from morning till night. To maintain supply lines, the two navies constantly clashed. Carrier groups were vulnerable near the island-dense Solomons, so most ships involved were battleships, cruisers, and destroyers, all of which had to fight at night. In daylight, these ships would become sitting ducks for both air forces.  Dark nights or torrential rain only stopped the air forces; beneath the waves, submarines from both sides stalked transport fleets. Submarines, in turn, were hunted by escort groups; once locked on by anti-submarine vessels, they had little chance of escape.  Just in April, the Chinese military intensified its bombardment of the Solomons, causing massive casualties to the US Army. To cover the ground forces, the US Air Force had to fly high-intensity sorties, and its losses skyrocketed. By May 9th, when the draft was finished, US casualties in the Solomons had exceeded 100,000 and were rapidly increasing.  The reporter clearly wasn't trying to demoralize the military; in his report, he interviewed a US soldier. The reporter asked, "With the current situation, casualties might exceed 200,000."  In the report, the soldier replied firmly, "Even if there are more casualties, we must fight on."  Such a politically correct report truly terrified the congressmen. Before the war, they could certainly shout about "bleeding the last drop" and "fighting to the last man." but seeing that casualties might really exceed 500,000 in the short term, they found themselves under immense pressure. The deaths of the soldiers themselves were secondary, but their families represented votes. 500,000 casualties might have limited impact, but at the current trend, they could break 2 million. With a US population of 110 million, 2 million casualties meant 1 out of every 50 people. By then, votes would certainly be affected.  Moreover, with the entire globe at war, America could no longer absorb Europeans through "war green cards." Thus, the enlistment of Black Americans quickly became an excellent choice. Currently, Black Americans had no voting rights; no matter how many died, it couldn't affect the polls.  From the perspective of white supremacists, if Black Americans, regardless of age or gender, could trade lives one-for-one with the Chinese on the battlefield, they would surely be moved to tears and thank God: "After all these years of eating the white man's grain, they've finally given something back!"  Thereafter, the direction of the bill discussion shifted. The congressmen no longer refused to let Black people serve, but the "masters" from the Southern states, from a realist standpoint, raised new questions. Although a Black life was far less valuable than equipment, America could afford the weapons. But the purpose of equipping them was to have them kill Chinese on the battlefield; the white army hadn't been able to do that yet, so could a Black army?  This was a sharp question, and many congressmen felt the combat power of a Black army was highly doubtful. At this point, a representative from Texas offered his view: "I believe Black people will perform excellently in night combat."  The room fell silent, but the answer was so unique that after a brief pause, many of the self-important congressmen burst into laughter. Using their "advantage" for night combat was indeed a path they hadn't considered.  The Texan representative's expression didn't change. Once the laughter subsided, he continued, "The climate of the Solomon Islands is similar to Africa's."  The congressmen didn't laugh again. What they needed now was facts, not the actual combat power of a Black army. The Texan's answer was enough, because his meaning was that a Black army could at least be used as cannon fodder. As for whether they could win, that wasn't really a consideration for the "masters." If Black people were truly battle-hardened and successful, the congressmen would be even more afraid.  On May 15th, Congress passed the bill for Black enlistment. On May 16th, recruiters across every state moved into action!  At this time, the US military relied on conscription, not voluntary enlistment. Conscription was a civic duty; at the state's command, any eligible citizen receiving a notice had to go to the front.  Up to now, the young men willing to serve had already joined. This group included many talents; for example, most teachers and students in science and engineering at various universities had chosen to enlist. At Columbia University, 70% of eligible male faculty had joined, forcing the university to suspend enrollment because it could not maintain normal teaching. Other universities were in similar straits, so in 1942, the number of new freshmen in US universities was less than 20,000, and mostly female.  Roosevelt's sons had all joined, as had scions of the Kennedy and Bush families. These were not isolated cases; all upper-class families had male members in the service.  Those who hadn't joined by now were either lucky or had used connections to avoid it. Conscription had entered a difficult phase. But Black people, previously prohibited by law, had not joined. Now that the door was open, recruiters found themselves finally relieved of their heavy KPIs. They took their rosters and drove to Black neighborhoods, dropping off notices house by house. The order had come down: this round required over 1.2 million Black recruits. Just delivering the notices was a massive task.  This matter was so large that He Rui received a report on May 18th. Most of the Military Commission comrades were busy elsewhere; Cheng Ruofan, who had been in Beijing, was now in Guangzhou preparing for the official formation of the World People's Liberation Army. Only Hu Xiushan remained, and while he was good at everything, his sense of humor was a weak point.  He Rui looked at the other staff and swallowed the urge to laugh. Black humor aside, He Rui thought for a moment and sent a telegram to Li Runshi: "Comrade Li Runshi, please contact the American Black comrades in the World People's Liberation Army and ask them to write anti-discrimination and anti-racism flyers in Black slang."  Historically, there had been cases during the Korean War of entire Black units surrendering to the People's Volunteers. He Rui didn't know if the current Black army realized that America's institutional racism was their enemy, but he had to try. One of the key points of politics is to "make friends many and enemies few." To defeat America, Black Americans were entirely capable of being united with. In the World People's Liberation Army, there was plenty of room for our Black brothers.
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**Chapter 827: The Era of Global Ebullition (5)**  The decree for the United States to conscript Black Americans into the military was public knowledge, and Hitler in East Prussia received this news on the 18th as well. Now that Germany and the United States were both members of the Allied camp, German intelligence was exceptionally precise.  Upon reading this news, Hitler's first impression was: the war has only been going on for six months, and the US is already conscripting Black people? Could America really be that weak!  On second thought, Hitler decided not to dwell on it. Germany's mobilization system had been a model for the world since the Franco-Prussian War. After seventy years of refinement, especially the tempering of the First World War, the plan initiated in mid-April to complete the conscription of 3.3 million frontline troops by May 15th had already been accomplished.  Since the end of the Western European campaign, the Soviet Union had been stationing massive forces on the border, and Germany had done the same. Hitler had arrived in East Prussia specifically to be with the troops when they launched the offensive against the Soviets. As for why America was conscripting Black people, that was for the relevant departments to handle. Once this busy period passed, someone would naturally provide Hitler with an analytical report.  With clear priorities, Hitler focused on inspecting the Wehrmacht units. Guderian, the acknowledged tank expert of the German military at this stage, was responsible for introducing the armored equipment to Hitler. By now, the Panzer I, II, and III had all been retired from active service; the core of the German panzer force consisted of the Panzer IV and the Tiger tank, both perfected using British and American technologies.  With his sharp intellect, Hitler could hear from Guderian's words that the expert actually hoped to continue using the more agile Panzer III in large numbers. Hitler did not take the bait but instead inquired about the new Anglo-American technologies adopted for the Panzer IV and the Tiger.  Though disappointed, Guderian pulled himself together to brief Hitler on the upgrades to the German tanks. While the details were numerous, the general direction fell into two categories, the most important being the power system. Hearing Guderian describe the raw power of the latest diesel engines, Hitler nodded. "Colonel General Guderian, you have done well."  At these words, Guderian felt several less-than-friendly gazes from behind him. It might have been an illusion, but Guderian still felt a pang of fear. He quickly replied, "This was the Führer's brilliant decision."  As soon as this phrase—which could easily be seen as sycophancy—was uttered, several German generals around Guderian actually looked at him with surprise in their eyes.  Guderian, however, didn't think there was anything wrong with it. Unlike the Soviet model of tank development, Germany had initially chosen gasoline engines. After the Western European campaign ended, elements within the German Army still hoped to continue using gasoline. However, at that time, the Chinese European Volunteer Corps fighting in France had left a deep impression on the Luftwaffe. Göring was the supreme leader of the Air Force, and his good relationship with Hitler had indeed overturned the Führer's impression that Chinese technology was backward. Consequently, after hearing reports from tank experts including Guderian, Hitler had ordered the rapid development of diesel engines and appointed Guderian as Inspector General of Armored Troops.  At that time, Guderian was promoted to Colonel General (Generaloberst) for his achievements in tank development and his combat record in France. But Guderian himself didn't mind serving in the technical post of Inspector General. Subsequently, with the Anglo-German peace and the restoration of trade with Britain and America, Germany didn't need to mass-produce equipment immediately during this period of peace, giving them time for planning and upgrades. By trading German armored technology for a vast array of technologies from Britain and the US, the diesel engine for tanks was finally realized.  Despite the strange looks from his comrades, Guderian still believed his praise for Hitler was not flattery. Without Hitler, the development of German tanks could not have been so rapid. Regarding the implementation of diesel engines in German tanks, Guderian, as a specialist, could certainly distinguish between the pros and cons of diesel versus gasoline.  "My Führer, the new tank tracks are wider, and their off-road capability has been greatly enhanced," Guderian said, introducing the armored units to Hitler.  Hitler listened intently. The western Soviet Union was similar to northern Germany: flat land with many marshes. For German armored units to play a greater role here, they needed more powerful engines and better off-road capability. Although Hitler hadn't attended university, he was at least a secondary school graduate. That wider tracks mean a larger contact area and lower ground pressure, reducing the soil requirements for passage, was a basic physics principle Hitler understood well.  Guderian, of course, didn't dwell on such basic points but spoke of the combat fields the new German tanks were suited for. After the briefing, Guderian summarized: "My Führer, if the current German armored force were to face itself of two years ago, it would win a crushing victory."  This was exactly the judgment Hitler hoped for. He praised the development of the German military and then went to visit the Air Force.  Given Hitler's relationship with Göring, the latter would have liked to show off any progress to Hitler immediately. But since he was there, Hitler had to visit the Air Force. Under the Luftwaffe's arrangements, Hitler visited the unit where the German jet fighters were being tested.  The unit equipped with jet fighters was the 1st Group of Jagdgeschwader 52 (JG 52). The Luftwaffe did not use "Division" to name its units; instead, above the Groups (Gruppen) were the Wings (Geschwader), which were equivalent to a flight division. A fighter Group possessed 100 aircraft.  The Wehrmacht was now convinced that jet fighters were the future direction, but as the German jets were still in development, it was impossible to equip an entire Wing with them.  Hitler enthusiastically finished his visit to the Air Force, shaking hands and talking with the men one by one. The officers and soldiers were very excited. When they heard Hitler ask about the fighters' reliability, the men of JG 52 all stated that the newly equipped Me 420 was truly world apart from the Me 262 prototype.  The Me 262 had a turbine engine installed on each wing, while the Me 420 had the engines integrated into the fuselage, greatly improving safety and maneuverability. For experienced pilots, safety and maneuverability were the top requirements. If the flight speed wasn't fast enough, it could be compensated for through various tactical maneuvers. After all, speed had its advantages, and so did slowness.  Hitler listened seriously to the pilots' answers, then shook their hands and offered encouragement before moving on to inspect other units. On the way, he felt some regret. German industrial strength was insufficient to complete this round of technical upgrades alone; the German military faced many problems exposed in actual combat that they couldn't fully resolve. Although the Anglo-German peace and joining the Allied camp had allowed Germany to solve these problems through technology obtained from Britain and the US, this undoubtedly meant German military R&D could not be fully independent. Hitler was not without thoughts of Germany becoming world hegemon; this incompleteness in military research not only frustrated that expectation but also allowed him to clearly feel the gap between Germany and the Anglo-Americans.  Although the British and Americans lacked war experience and couldn't reach Germany's level at this stage, they had the technology but didn't know how to use it most effectively. However, as the war progressed, the gap between them and Germany in land and air forces would rapidly close and might even be reversed. Hitler had to consider another possibility: that the British and Americans might become Germany's enemies.  While Hitler was conducting his final inspections before the war against the Soviets, in Moscow, Stalin was highly dissatisfied with the development report provided by the Red Army. Stalin wanted a clear, concise report, but what lay before him was one filled with nitpicking criticism of past shortcomings and various visions for the future.  While Stalin wasn't about to shoot anyone over such a report, the urge to give the Red Army a good thrashing truly made his head buzz.  As the war progressed, the military strength shown by the Chinese army was astonishing. The cycle for naval construction is much longer than for the army; China had never been a naval power, much less had a naval tradition. Yet in less than twenty years, the Chinese Navy had gone from nothing to being able to soundly beat both Britain and America in the Pacific and Indian Oceans simultaneously. As for the Chinese Army, it had simply steamrolled its way forward, currently having seized India, the "testicles" of the British Empire.  In contrast, the Soviet Red Army not only had powerful equipment but also German and Chinese war experience to absorb and learn from. Yet they couldn't even finalize a complete military system. Stalin strongly wondered what on earth they were doing!  However, Stalin ultimately didn't explode but decided to give the Red Army leadership a bit more time. He had already lost his temper with Kirov recently, and Kirov had listened calmly before saying, "General Secretary, the Red Army's goals are different now. If our opponent were the Germany or China of five years ago, we would have the confidence to win. but the targets we are chasing now are the most powerful armies in the world. The more the comrades want to finish the work in a short time, the more confused their perceptions become."  Though these words made Stalin even angrier, he admitted Kirov was right. The Red Army was no longer targeting second-rate or even first-rate forces, but the most advanced militaries in the world. The world's top militaries didn't just have the best equipment; what gave them the strength to terrify other nations was their ability to *use* that equipment. This is something that can only be found through one's own exploration; it cannot be copied.  So, anger aside, Stalin didn't explode. He simply issued a stern instruction, requiring the Red Army to produce a system as soon as possible and stop making do with such unreliable material. At the same time, Stalin required the Red Army to be ready for a German offensive at any moment. They must not be careless!  Lately, rumors of a German invasion had been increasing, and the Kremlin had long since lost the sense of shock from such strange reports. Since June 1940, pro-Soviet sources in Britain and Germany had repeatedly said Germany was about to invade. Each time, it hadn't come to pass. Especially in June 1941, the Soviets had found German movements very peculiar. Pro-Soviet elements within Germany had even given the Soviets what was said to be the German plan for invasion. Still, nothing happened. So Stalin could only tell the Red Army "not to be careless," because the Kremlin truly couldn't judge from these messages which one truly demanded attention.  Forty-eight hours passed in a flash, and soon it was the morning of May 20, 1942. It was near the summer break, and students were desperately preparing for final exams. Students at various universities and professional schools had begun choosing the units they would join after graduation. In the current Soviet Union, industrial enterprises were undoubtedly the best choice. Many students also hoped to work in the agricultural sector. With the rapid development of Soviet agriculture, the living standards of collective farms were rising very quickly. Furthermore, the agricultural sector was one of the few departments in the Soviet Union with room for individual initiative; working there, one might get their own small car earlier than in industry, and those cars were likely to be Chinese-made.  At 4:00 AM on May 20, the morning sun appeared on the Soviet horizon. In the sky east of the Soviet-occupied Curzon Line, a large number of fighters suddenly appeared. Early-rising peasants watching the swarms of black dots overhead had no idea what was happening.  At this moment, Hitler was in his bunker, the "Wolf's Lair" in East Prussia, quietly waiting for the first battle reports. The invasion of the Soviet Union had consumed too much of his mental energy. The Soviet Union was, after all, the only powerful state in Europe capable of competing with Germany. It was also a country against which Hitler had to consider military action.  It wasn't that Hitler hadn't considered a defensive posture against the Soviets; he had considered it seriously. But doing so meant Germany had to be prepared to passively suffer a Soviet attack. The best strategists in the General Staff had explained the simulations to him: the Soviet Union would never stand with Germany. If they had intended to, they would have joined the Allied camp long ago.  Through simulation after simulation, the relationship between Germany and the USSR had acquired a clear direction. The Soviet aim was to seize the maximum benefit by temporarily maintaining a peaceful posture. Whether China won or the Allies won, the Soviet Union would attack the soon-to-be-defeated opponent.  Under such circumstances, there was no need for Germany to consider greater cooperation with the USSR. Rather than waiting for the Soviet Union to grow stronger, it was better for Germany to act now and defeat this great rival first.  After all, the most favorable situation for Germany was for Germany and China to divide the World Island. If China refused to ally with Germany, Germany's attack on the USSR would mean seizing the Soviet western regions and helping the Allies eliminate a potential great rival. If China decided to ally with Germany halfway through, then China could attack the eastern Soviet Union and join Germany in eliminating them.  At this stage, the more severely Germany beat the Soviet Union, the higher the probability of China joining Germany!  By 8:00 AM, the first battle reports finally reached Hitler. Through a surprise attack, the Luftwaffe had dealt a major blow to the Soviet frontline airfields. There wasn't much news from the German Army; Hitler, having been through life and death in the First World War, knew that frontline units needed full decentralization to choose their own most effective combat methods. Directing frontline combat from the top offered no benefit.  By 10:00 AM, Göring hurried into Hitler's office in the Wolf's Lair. Hitler's eyes lit up, but he said nothing. Sure enough, a beaming Göring said loudly to Hitler: "My Führer! Our jet fighters have engaged the Soviet Air Force! The 3rd Squadron of the 1st Group, JG 52, shot down 27 Soviet fighters in a short time without a single loss of our own!"  Hitler broke into a smile for his old friend and comrade. "Göring, please commend these Luftwaffe pilots!"  Göring was already overjoyed, and hearing Hitler's reply, he quickly said, "My Führer, I have already prepared the commendations. The day after tomorrow, I will decide whether to go to the front personally to award the medals based on the combat situation!"  From late October 1914 to late June 1915, Göring served in the 25th Field Aviation Battalion under the 5th Army as an observer for the reconnaissance plane piloted by Loerzer. During his time as an aerial observer, Göring, with his extensive mountaineering experience, was exceptionally skilled at such tasks and became an excellent observer who took many high-definition photographs. He was soon nicknamed "The Flying Trapeze."  Loerzer and Göring partnered and, after several failures, successfully took clear photographs of the Verdun fortress.  For this achievement, in March 1915, both were awarded the Iron Cross 1st Class by Crown Prince Wilhelm, commander of the 5th Army. Because they had to explain the photographs, the two were often invited to high-level military meetings.  However, Göring was not satisfied with just being an observer. From July to September 1915, he continued with pilot training in Freiburg, and in September 1915, he finally became a fighter pilot with the 25th Field Aviation Battalion.  Thereafter, Göring showed his talent as a pilot, his tally of kills constantly rising. By June 2, 1918, Kaiser Wilhelm II personally awarded Göring the highest honor for an ordinary soldier—the Pour le Mérite (Blue Max)—for his merit in shooting down 18 enemy aircraft. Generally, the Blue Max was awarded to pilots with at least 25 kills, but Göring was seen as an exceptionally outstanding soldier at the time, so the award was approved as a special case.  On July 7, 1918, Göring was appointed commander of the 1st Fighter Wing, famously known as the "Richthofen Wing." It was generally expected that Ernst Udet (62 kills) or Erich Löwenhardt would succeed to the command, but to everyone's surprise, Göring was appointed.  The Richthofen Wing included many aces like Udet, Löwenhardt, and Lothar von Richthofen, who were initially not very accepting of Göring's appointment. However, Göring exercised his leadership, focusing on cooperating with other aces to shoot down enemy aircraft rather than pursuing his own personal tally.  Within the Wehrmacht, Guderian was the acknowledged panzer expert. While the German elite had various views on Göring, they all agreed he was indeed an expert within the Luftwaffe. Furthermore, Göring was not dictatorial in the construction of the Air Force; he did his best to promote people with real talent and didn't directly interfere in the specific construction of the force. Thus, the development of the Luftwaffe was very rapid.  The reason Göring now placed extreme importance on jet engines was that he saw the immense potential of these fighters, which were still unstable and had very short ranges at the time. No technology is perfected overnight; various technical problems can be solved through continuous investment. But directions with true potential must be carefully nurtured; if these future stars were allowed to suffer setbacks without support, those at the top who knew nothing about the air force would utterly destroy the saplings!  So even though he was very confident in the jet fighters now, Göring was in no hurry to issue public commendations. The waters in the military are deep; if Göring showed unusual attention, it would inevitably attract unnecessary negative resistance for the jet pilots. Göring believed that the jet fighters had to earn their rightful place through their own efforts.
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**Chapter 828: The Era of Global Ebullition (6)**  Stalin was stunned for only a few seconds after receiving news of the German offensive at 6:47 AM, before shouting the order: "Order! The Soviet Union is to enter a state of war!"  For a country as vast as the Soviet Union, even with fierce battles already raging at the front, placing the entire nation on a war footing would take considerable time. The specific duration depended on the operational efficiency of the Soviet combat readiness system.  After issuing the command, Stalin rose to change his clothes. The Soviet Union had conducted numerous state-of-war drills, and based on his experience, he wouldn't have time to rest for days. As he dressed, he felt no surprise—rather, a sense of relief, as if the other shoe had finally dropped. A war between the Soviet Union and Germany was inevitable; this was the consensus among the majority of the CPSU leadership. If there was anything Stalin regretted, it was perhaps only the missed opportunity for the Red Army to strike first.  Naturally, the first to enter the state of war was the Red Army, which was always prepared. At this moment, the Red Army on the western front was under a full-scale German assault and forced into battle. Units in other regions immediately issued mobilization orders; all leaves were canceled, and personnel rushed back to their posts.  Departments like the railways received notice of full military control. Permanent military representatives immediately took their positions, while those departments without them awaited their arrival.  At this stage, not many Central Committee members had reached the Kremlin. Everyone had their own duties; in a state of war, the Central Committee needed them at their posts to execute the mobilization orders across the country.  Only members of the Politburo Standing Committee arrived—more accurately, only Commissioner Kirov, considered the successor, could truly make it. Even Beria, head of the KGB (NKVD), went first to headquarters to activate the state of war.  In the first few hours after the war broke out, Stalin and Kirov spent their time reviewing telegrams from Soviet leaders. Most were informing the Kremlin that they had reached their posts and were directing their departments into a war footing.  Once the major departments had reported in, the communication center directly linking the Kremlin to various military units was preliminarily completed. Only then did the Chief of the General Staff arrive at the Kremlin. After hearing the briefing, Stalin did not offer his own views but told the Chief, "I am about to deliver a nationwide radio address. We will discuss the war in a moment."  At that moment, radio stations in Moscow suddenly interrupted their programs to broadcast the latest news: "Comrades and citizens of the nation. This morning, the evil Nazi German army launched an attack on our western border. Our army has begun a full-scale counterattack against the German invasion. Next, we will broadcast a speech by General Secretary Stalin."  The people of Moscow were stunned by these words. Although the Soviet Union had been under immense security pressure since its founding, it truly hadn't experienced a war affecting the entire nation for twenty years. Even if officials often made speeches filled with the scent of gunpowder, the Soviet people had indeed grown accustomed to peace over those two decades.  Many listeners dropped what they were holding in a daze. Sturdy objects hit the floor with a thud, while glassware and porcelain shattered. Ordinarily, such losses would have pained them, but now no one cared as they leaned closer to their radios, hoping to hear more clearly.  Soon, a familiar voice came through the speakers: Stalin was delivering his speech. In it, he informed the listeners that after launching a sneak attack on the Soviet Union, the Germans had shamelessly claimed they were attacked first. This war was provoked by Germany, and the Soviet Union would respond in full. Therefore, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics formally declared war on Nazi Germany!  Stalin's radio address was not long. After it ended, Moscow residents remained in place, stunned; although they were certain war had broken out, they could not comprehend the fact of the war itself.  Stalin's speech was rapidly rebroadcast in cities across the Soviet Union, and this shock spread throughout the country. By evening, various commissioners in Moscow, having finally finished issuing mobilization orders for their departments, contacted the Kremlin. Once approved, they rushed to the Kremlin for a meeting.  Stalin was not responsible for this organizational work; he was reading the latest war reports, his brow furrowed. While the Red Army's ground forces were locked in fierce combat, the Air Force had provided some battle reports. Lacking time for precise statistics, the reports Stalin received estimated Soviet fighter losses—both destroyed on the ground and shot down in air combat—between 200 and 1,000. German kills were "estimated between 500 and 1,000."  Stalin had fought for many years; even if he wanted to believe the Red Army's reports, he didn't dare, and couldn't. Arbitrary reporting of successes had happened many times during the Civil War; Stalin was very experienced in this and knew better than to trust battle reports during such periods of uncertainty.  In Beijing, He Rui had also confirmed the outbreak of the Soviet-German war. He felt a bit of regret at the result. If possible, he actually didn't want to see it happen. Not because peace was particularly beneficial to China, but because he truly hoped to see world history undergo a massive change due to China's transformation. If such a "one in a million" thing happened, it would prove that the changes in the world could often exceed the scope of rational judgment.  The outbreak of the Soviet-German war proved that geopolitics and political economy were indeed scientific modes of research. The reason for the US-China war was more due to the laws of economics within political economy: both needed to establish a global economic order they dominated. Two tigers cannot inhabit the same mountain; after the collapse of the Versailles system, both had to fight for their own interests.  As for the Soviet-German war, it was driven more by geopolitical factors. Neither the USSR nor Germany had the capacity to establish a world economic order they dominated, so the focus of their conflict lay in security threats. Although the ultimate goal of the war was still economic, both countries currently wanted to resolve their security concerns first.  "How boring!" He Rui sighed, his relaxed attitude surprising the secretary beside him. The secretary had seen how seriously He Rui once discussed the possibility of a Soviet-German war; now his attitude couldn't even be called relaxed, only excessively nonchalant.  After a moment, He Rui said casually, "Call Minister Li. The Foreign Ministry must immediately contact the countries that have joined the alliance and ask if they agree with the idea of inviting the Soviet Union to join our side. After the call, send a telegram to the Soviet government conveying China's shock and stating that China firmly supports the Soviet Union's war against aggression."  Before the Foreign Ministry's calls were even finished, the Kremlin had already received the Chinese government's telegram. Stalin was in a meeting when his secretary entered and whispered in his ear, "General Secretary, the Chinese government has sent a telegram."  Stalin was not surprised and signaled the discussing Central Committee members to be quiet. They didn't know what was happening until the secretary finished reading the telegram, at which point their heavy moods improved slightly.  Most of the members present believed China would support the Soviet Union, yet hearing the Chinese government's statement with their own ears still brought the Politburo much peace of mind. Especially the head of the Trade Ministry breathed a sigh of relief; Chinese goods had consistently satisfied Soviet domestic demand to a large extent. During wartime, the Soviet demand for materials would increase, and the role of Chinese industrial products in supporting the USSR would be even more pronounced.  The meeting continued late into the night as news poured in. Most were updates on various departments entering a war footing. So far, this vast country was mobilizing according to its many drills; at least the necessary notices had been sent out. Experience suggested that the truly troublesome reports would start flooding in tomorrow, and that's when the commissioners would be screaming into phones or at their subordinates.  It wasn't just the CPSU that wasn't sleeping; Nazi Germany wasn't either. The Soviet construction over the years was obvious to all, its industrial strength having advanced by leaps and bounds—a fact the Nazi leadership was well aware of before the invasion. Although German command capability exceeded that of the Red Army, they didn't expect an easy victory.  At the moment, the busiest man was not Hitler, but Foreign Minister Ribbentrop. The Fascist bloc within the Allied Powers was quite unified now, with one country after another declaring war on the Soviet Union. The group led by Britain, France, and the US, however, was not so quick to react. Especially the US; Secretary of State Hull, when summoning the German Ambassador, even asked in a very blunt tone, "How can Germany prove that the Soviet Union attacked first?"  Having taken the initiative to attack, Germany naturally claimed they were struck first and were only counter-attacking. Such talk might fool a child, but it was useless against the leadership of a great power like the United States. The US elite knew a war between the two was coming, and with the American delegation having just visited the USSR, while they couldn't be 100% certain the Soviets weren't prepared for war, they had concluded that the USSR wouldn't strike first in the short term.  Now that the US and Germany were both members of the Allied Powers, the US technically had an obligation to join the declaration of war against the Soviet Union. However, out of its own interests, the US truly did not want to declare war.  To get the US to declare war, the German Ambassador tried every way to persuade Secretary of State Hull, but without any noteworthy progress.  The German diplomats were not only failing to gain support in Washington, but in London as well. The British Foreign Office had been doing its best to push Germany toward war with the Soviets, yet as soon as it began, London changed its tune, stating that Britain needed a deeper understanding of the causes of the conflict.  This attitude did not surprise the German Foreign Ministry; they even suspected the British were holding a victory banquet—or at least would hold one after meeting with the German diplomats.  It must be said that the German diplomats were wrong. The British government had cut spending due to the war, leaving the Foreign Office without a budget for banquets. The Foreign Secretary had to rely on the civil service catering service. With chefs, kitchens, and ingredients already available, the Foreign Office ordered a large dinner for every diplomat involved in pushing for the Soviet-German war, citing overtime. The Foreign Secretary then brought out the hospitality sherry and Scotch whisky he had managed to secure through the government budget earlier.  Inside the office, the Foreign Office held a "working dinner." With "large dinners" specially ordered, the amount of food was no problem. As the drinks were poured, the Foreign Secretary expressed his gratitude to his subordinates. In a warm atmosphere, the British diplomats talked over what had happened while they ate.  After the loss of India, the British economy had taken a heavy blow. If they weren't in a war, many British companies would have gone bankrupt simply from losing the Indian market. With China's strength, Britain knew it couldn't retake India alone. Therefore, Britain had decided to drag all the world's major powers into the conflict.  The USSR and Germany were both European giants; if neither participated, they would certainly overshadow Britain after the war. Britain exploited their conflict to the full, striving to provoke them into war. Now that it had begun, the British diplomats were happily discussing their expectations for the future.  Since all the major global powers were now involved, what Britain most looked forward to was the mutual destruction of China and the US, and of the Soviet Union and Germany. Only if the other giants were thoroughly crippled in the war could Britain reap the benefits. Talking about their hopes for the future, the diplomats were incredibly expectant.  After bragging for a while, the Foreign Secretary turned to the main topic, inquiring about the relative strength of the two nations. Diplomats responsible for the USSR and Germany spoke up: "Soviet production exceeds Germany's; Germany can never catch up."  "German combat power exceeds the Soviets'; the USSR will have to make more sacrifices to bridge the gap."  "Overall, the USSR has a better chance of winning."  "No! I think Germany's chances are better!"  "Don't forget, the Soviet Union can ask China for support at any time, while Germany can only rely on itself. China's industrial strength is greater than the USSR's. The American Desk said the US is always thinking with a defensive mindset."  Hearing someone mention them, a diplomat from the American Desk piped in: "The American mindset is different from other countries'; their basic idea is to hold North America. At this stage, the US has lost the intention to continue external expansion. It's strange, but that's truly how they think."  As soon as he finished, another diplomat interrupted: "What the US wants is North America; I believe they have their own views on Canada."  At this, the atmosphere at the Foreign Office dinner became somewhat awkward. Canada was a very important part of the Commonwealth, and it was a thorn in America's side. The US dearly wanted to annex Canada, or at least have it independent from Britain as a US satellite.  This conflict had always been the biggest issue between Britain and the US, and Britain was naturally unwilling to let go of Canada. But Britain no longer had the strength to protect it.  In this atmosphere, a diplomat who clearly didn't care much for his colleagues' opinions said, "If the US core is to hold North America, once they believe the war's losses are too high, they might choose to make peace with China. At that time, one of the conditions the US proposes to China might be to acquire Canada."  The laughter from moments ago instantly vanished; this was an extremely likely reality. Even if the US didn't do it, China would surely have military plans to attack Canada. Once Chinese troops landed on Canada's west coast, the US military would inevitably enter Canada to fight them. Once the US was in, Britain wouldn't be able to kick them out. Faced with a wolf in front and a tiger behind, what choice would Britain have?  For a moment, the joy brought by the outbreak of the Soviet-German war was swept away by more realistic interests.  On the Eastern Front, the Red Army was engaged in fierce combat with the Wehrmacht. Since the Western European campaign, senior Red Army commanders had been seriously studying the course of the war, trying to hypothesize the characteristics of German warfare and conducting targeted training.  But once actually facing the Wehrmacht, the Red Army found their assumptions falling through. The German tactics in their simulations were completely different from those in reality. The Red Army knew the Germans would use pincer movements, but they hadn't expected to meet German units attacking head-on. The Red Army immediately conducted a frontal counterattack; the Soviet main battle tank was the T-34, and the opposing German tanks were equipped with 50mm guns, which couldn't penetrate the T-34's frontal armor.  Just as the Red Army thought they could push back, their T-34s were suddenly destroyed. Shells directly penetrated the T-34's frontal armor, taking out several tanks. This left the Red Army completely baffled; they hadn't seen a German artillery barrage, proving the T-34s weren't destroyed by area fire but by targeted, aimed fire. Not seeing any German tanks, they naturally suspected hidden ones were responsible.  Most of the front ended the first day of combat in such engagements. Hitler was quite happy at the moment, because German breakthrough units had pierced the lines and begun flanking maneuvers. The scale of the encirclement was so large that the Soviets hadn't realized it. Early the next morning, Hitler called Governor Heydrich in Poland.  Before the start of Operation Barbarossa, the Governor of Poland, Heydrich, had utilized his astonishing energy to complete the railway operational capacity in the region. Once the campaign began, the German and Polish officials under his administration actually found themselves less busy than before.  The smooth railway system sent personnel and supplies to the front. To ensure the lines remained open, Heydrich had tripled the number of railway employees in advance and increased their bonuses. To the Poles, the Germans were of course a hated target, but the sight of Germans and Russians slaughtering each other was something they were happy to see. With ample manpower and bonuses in place, the Polish Railway Company personnel worked with great diligence.  Wartime logistics are always criticized, so no one praised Heydrich. He didn't care for such empty fame; having temporarily solved the transport problem, he turned his energy toward Polish industrial and agricultural production. In Heydrich's view, the Soviet-German war could not be settled quickly; the higher Poland's production, the greater the help in defeating the Soviet Union.  When Hitler called Heydrich to ask if the supply flow could be maintained, he learned that Heydrich had actually gone to the countryside for an inspection. This moved Hitler to remark to SS leader Himmler, "I truly wish I had thirty Heydrichs."  Himmler's personal feelings toward Heydrich were complex; Heydrich had once been his right-hand man, and Himmler had naturally promoted him. Now that Heydrich's status in the Nazi Party was comparable to his own, Himmler naturally felt a bit resentful. However, he knew that as one of the most outstanding of the party's younger generation, Heydrich's position was unshakable even by Himmler himself. So Himmler only reminded Hitler, "Heydrich likes using the locals too much."  This reminder made Hitler laugh out loud. Heydrich was the founder of the Gestapo and had subsequently been appointed governor of Bohemia and Moravia. In the Czech lands, he had shown startling administrative talent, quickly straightening out the local economy and social order and making Czech industrial capacity a part of the Nazi industrial system. To this end, he had even organized a parliament and government with full participation from the local Czechs. This was what Himmler meant by "heavy use of locals."  With his success in the Czech region, Heydrich had achieved the same in Poland since becoming Governor. While there was various resistance in present-day Poland, overall it had been integrated into the Nazi economic system. Unlike other dim-witted SS leaders who only knew how to use violence, Heydrich understood how to use terror. Poles who opposed Germany would often be taken away in the middle of the night by secret police who smashed through their doors, never to be heard from again. Months later, these Poles—broken and dazed from their time in concentration camps—would suddenly be dragged into cars at night, driven to a street near their homes, and simply dumped on the roadside and released.  Such methods instilled fear in those Poles who hadn't joined resistance organizations, making them much more compliant. The name of the Gestapo became renowned, exerting more pressure on the Poles than the SS units who committed murders in the streets.  Hitler didn't care about such trifles. If he did, a man like Heydrich, with his obvious "Jewish nose," wouldn't have become the man the Nazi elite considered the future leader of the party. Now Hitler only wanted to defeat the Soviet Union, and that required a greater contribution from Poland. Within the Nazi Party, Heydrich's administrative ability already commanded high praise, and Hitler had great expectations for him.  "Contact Heydrich as soon as possible," Hitler ordered.
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**Chapter 829: The Era of Global Ebullition (7)**  Two dozen representatives of German farm owners in Poland sat uneasily along both sides of a long table, every one of them sitting bolt upright, not daring to show any slackness. Though they ventured a few glances at Reinhard Heydrich, the Governor of Poland sitting at the head of the table, their gazes quickly darted away.  Heydrich was satisfied with the farm owners' performance. After Germany's defeat of Poland, some Germans had moved there and acquired ownership of farms. These individuals all had some background back in Germany, and those capable of sitting before Heydrich were the exceptionally well-connected among them. Otherwise, Heydrich would not have granted them seats.  From their expressions, Heydrich saw fear. He knew well that these men actually had no idea exactly how many people his Gestapo had killed. In reality, the number of people the Gestapo truly executed might be less than a tenth of what these men imagined.  Heydrich looked down on those who relied on mass killings to establish authority or who killed the innocent indiscriminately. Killing can create terror, but it cannot establish true authority. Death is a sort of bottom line; once you go that far, you have nothing left to threaten people with. Moreover, wanton killing, besides proving incompetence, only triggers fierce hostility.  True fear does not come from death, but from the creation of an aura of omnipotence. For example, during his time as "Acting Protector" of Bohemia and Moravia, Heydrich had announced martial law in major Czech cities on the night of his arrival in Prague and began striking at the Czech underground resistance.  The martial law lasted three months, during which 404 people were sentenced to death, including six generals and ten colonels of the former Czech army, while over 5,000 were sent to concentration camps. Of the 404 executed, 169 were economic criminals, primarily speculators.  Heydrich could confidently say that everyone shot had been convicted with solid evidence. However, those 404 were chosen not because others were less guilty, but because they were the most representative, their backgrounds and crimes covering every facet of Czech society at the time. Executing them sent tremors through every field.  As for the 5,000-plus in concentration camps, most were taken from their homes in the middle of the night by German personnel and released in the same manner, dumped near their doorsteps. The purpose of this tactic was to let these individuals and those around them know, without saying it directly, that the secret police knew exactly where they lived and could come for them at any time to inflict immense suffering.  There were arrests, and there were releases. The actions didn't need to follow legal processes and were entirely at the Gestapo's discretion. This created an implication: as long as one didn't attract the Gestapo's attention, one could continue living. Through this approach, the "larger than life" persona of the Gestapo, existing outside the law, was constructed. As long as the Gestapo existed, ordinary Czechs would feel an ever-present pressure and would not dare to make a move.  While this tactic worked well against foreigners in Germany and directly controlled areas, Heydrich still calmly believed it might not be so effective against well-connected Germans. He was prepared to do battle with this group.  At this point, one German farm owner finally succumbed to the pressure and spoke cautiously: "Your Excellency, you require us to pay Polish laborers according to new regulations and without delay. But you must know, those Poles are lazy and do not work well."  "Then fire them," Heydrich replied coldly. Coming to this region where German farm owners clustered, Heydrich's purpose was to tell them they must strictly implement the decrees of the Governor's office, especially the wage regulations.  Hearing Heydrich's voice, which was cold enough to freeze someone, and seeing his blue eyes and expression as sharp as a blade, the farm owners actually overlooked the seriousness of the content of his answer.  Heydrich didn't feel he was deliberately intimidating them; he even explained with some patience: "The farms must now complete the orders issued by the Reich. These figures were formulated based on analysis reports from agricultural experts. As long as the farmworkers work hard, they can be completed. Therefore, what I care about is whether the workers can work hard. Those who do not must be fired."  Although suppressed by Heydrich's aura, the German farm owners still felt the pain of those wages. Compared to pre-war Polish farm wages, this standard was significantly higher. These men had paid money to acquire these Polish farms; higher wages meant it would take longer to recoup their investment. No one wanted to run a losing business.  Since the farm owners there all had backers, someone finally mentioned a German aristocrat with whom Heydrich had a decent relationship, hoping to drop a hint. Heydrich didn't answer immediately because his aide entered from outside, clearly having something to say.  When the aide approached and spoke a single sentence, Heydrich acted as if he couldn't hear and told him, "Speak louder."  The aide took the hint instantly and said loudly, "Reporting to the Governor, the Führer requests that you contact him as soon as possible."  Heydrich nodded. "I understand."  Turning back to the farm owners, Heydrich said, "I have business, so this meeting cannot last too long. I will ask only one thing: you will surely obey the law, won't you?"  The head of the Gestapo speaking of obeying the law—if He Rui heard this, he would surely be amused by the farcical contrast. But to the group of farm owners, the sense of both law and violence was so overwhelming that they didn't dare answer immediately.  Seeing that Heydrich was about to leave, the farm owners hurriedly expressed their absolute support for the Reich's Governor's office. But because of their full support, they claimed they had to adopt certain measures that better suited realistic difficulties.  Hearing this, Heydrich stood up. "The Führer is waiting for me; I cannot continue talking with you all."  Though the farm owners had backers, Hitler was far more powerful than any of them. Hearing Heydrich's words, no one dared say more and they could only rise to see him off. Walking to the manor gate, Heydrich said to his aide, "Arrest all of them in the coming days for tax evasion and interrogate them."  "Specifically which ones?" the aide asked, pulling out a notebook.  "All of them," Heydrich replied, then stepped into his car. The aide watched the car drive away, momentarily stunned. He hadn't expected Heydrich to arrest everyone, but Heydrich's orders were not to be questioned. Putting the notebook back in his pocket, he realized that since they were all being arrested, the attendance list from the meeting records would save him a lot of trouble.  Back at the Governor's office, Heydrich immediately called the Wolf's Lair. He didn't expect to be connected to Hitler right away; Hitler had too much news to process at the moment. Out of self-confidence, Heydrich didn't believe there was anything particularly major in his administration of Poland that required the Führer's immediate attention.  Sure enough, Hitler's adjutant answered, saying he would notify the Führer and then hung up. Heydrich immediately began preparing for a meeting; while there were no major events in Poland, there were many minor ones. Soon, the meeting at the Governor's office began, and Heydrich asked first, "How is the recruitment for the logistics maintenance factories progressing?"  Poland's strength before the outbreak of World War II was neither weak nor strong. Especially in industry, Poland's heavy industry level lagged far behind Germany's. In Heydrich's plan, Poland was to be built into a German logistics hub. This center would provide not only material transport but also equipment maintenance and other services.  Although the Polish officials in the Governor's office were somewhat submissive, it was clear they didn't internally resist this policy. Sensing their mood, Heydrich asked, "Then where is the problem?"  "...Governor, may we use some 'inferior races' to work in the maintenance factories?" the Deputy Minister of Education asked cautiously.  Nazi Germany's racial policy was not simply about killing Jews, but a system of racial superiority. Based on this, Nazi Germany divided races into categories: first were the European Aryans, followed by European Germanics—the two Hitler considered most superior. Third were the Italians, Apennines, and Latins. The fourth tier were Aryans born in India—the Brahmins, a race produced by European Aryan men interbreeding with native Indian women. The fifth were Asians like the Chinese and Japanese, referred to as Mongolians. Sixth were the Slavs, who shared an ancestral feud with the Germanics. Seventh were Black people, referring to all black people regardless of location. The eighth tier were the Jews.  Heydrich knew the Polish Deputy Minister was referring to "Jews." He smiled. "If they possess professional knowledge..."  At this, Heydrich saw the officials become tense, which he found somewhat puzzling. Heydrich was actually quite handsome, but the aura surrounding him made his smile appear dangerous to others.  He continued, "Then dedicated factories can be established, and a portion of the work can be assigned to them."  In this era, while a mechanical professional might not have high status, it was at least a decent job. Heydrich's words were at least an acknowledgment of the professional capabilities of Jewish personnel. The German staff was fine, but the Polish officials were truly shocked. they couldn't imagine that the head of the Gestapo would admit that Jews were not all usurious "bloodsuckers," but that some among them were workers engaged in honest labor.  This view had quite a Western European feel. In Heydrich's eyes, racial superiority was a concept that didn't need to be taken too seriously in practical execution. When in Germany, he had felt the Third Reich was the country in Europe most capable of moving against the Jews. Once he had the chance to go abroad, he found that while Germany might be anti-Semitic, the intensity of hatred toward Jews there couldn't compare to that in other European countries.  With Heydrich's own "Jewish nose," if he were in France or Poland, just having such a nose would get him arrested. In Nazi Germany, whether you had Jewish blood wasn't the issue; the issue was only whether Germany *considered* you Jewish. In the Wehrmacht, there were a significant number of officers and men with Jewish blood, even those whose parents were both standard Jews. While not necessarily 300,000, there were certainly more than 200,000.  As for the German elite, even the Nazi elite, such things were merely excuses brought up during internal conflicts. No one actually took them seriously. For instance, Professor Karl, President of the German Academy of Sciences—his wife was a genuine, full-blooded Jew. After Hitler took power in 1933, he personally issued "Honorary Aryan" certificates to the Professor's family at a victory banquet.  Even as far back as after the 1923 Beer Hall Putsch, when Hitler was imprisoned, Professor Karl and his wife had visited him. At that time, Hitler had been very respectful to the Professor's wife; many ideas in *Mein Kampf* regarding Germany's Eastern policy were actually proposed by Professor Karl.  Another somewhat farcical case involved the current Luftwaffe Commander, Field Marshal Kesselring, whose father was a standard Jew. Originally this wasn't an issue at all, but when Kesselring was promoted, jealous rivals brought the matter to the top. Even Göring, who had publicly declared "I decide who is a Jew in the Air Force," couldn't suppress it.  Because of Kesselring's merits, he was clearly destined to be a Marshal, which left Hitler in a difficult position. It was Heydrich who came up with an idea: having Kesselring's mother write a statement saying his father had been "cuckolded." But the elder Mrs. Kesselring was a standard conservative housewife who hadn't had any male friends since her youth, let alone after marriage. The Gestapo personnel responsible for the "investigation" were nearly moved to tears in their report, saying they had never seen such a virtuous and chaste woman.  Moved as he was, Heydrich had to find a way. Since those attacking Kesselring were persistent, a flawless answer had to be given. After a careful investigation, they had to take another path. By this time, Kesselring's uncle—his mother's brother—had passed away. In the document, the elder lady claimed that Field Marshal Kesselring was the product of an incestuous affair between siblings and had no relation to her Jewish husband. Thus, Kesselring was of pure German blood.  Even though the German elite all knew this was nonsense, both Göring and Hitler expressed their acceptance of the statement. Coupled with the fact that Kesselring had been greatly insulted, the attackers had no choice but to desist.  The fact that even a serving Luftwaffe Field Marshal's Jewish blood could be handled this way made Germany's true attitude toward Jews self-evident. Thereafter, no one in the Luftwaffe was ever "found" to be Jewish. Or rather, once you joined the Luftwaffe, a Jew was no longer a Jew.  So, facing the surprise of the Polish officials, Heydrich felt nothing. He wanted people who could run logistics well; as long as they did their job, whether they were Jews or Poles was not an issue. Of course, if they failed, those of Jewish blood would be treated more cruelly.  Seeing the Polish officials, though not daring to speak, had accepted the order, Heydrich added, "Then begin work immediately. Jews can be sent to work in specially established Jewish concentration camps."  After this meeting, Heydrich immediately began the next, focused on cracking down on speculators. Here, Heydrich was not so "tolerant." He told the officials in charge, "As long as those people's backgrounds cannot be fully proven, declare them Jews!"  In present-day Poland, to be called a Jew was truly to be seen as a low-life. One's family would surely suffer. Heydrich's requirement to pin the Jewish label on speculators was not just about killing, but about destroying their souls.  The third meeting concerned the handling of Polish university students' unrest. Heydrich severely scolded the Polish regional Education Minister, demanding that the ministry stop the "nonsense propaganda about German-Polish friendship." Those hot-blooded students were already full of rebellion; such education would only trigger more problems. Therefore, current propaganda must turn toward hatred of the Russians, highlighting the immense suffering Russia had brought to Poland!  The Education Minister, a somewhat brave scholar, asked Heydrich how he intended to deal with the students. Heydrich only said coldly, "While true subversives will not be let off, among the students who were caught up in it, no one will die."  The Gestapo gave an impression of lawlessness, and although Heydrich's words were filled with threats, the Education Minister breathed a sigh of relief upon hearing the factual guarantee that students wouldn't be killed. He felt some trust in Heydrich's promise.  While everyone feared Heydrich—who was indeed a man who cared nothing for killing and had been nicknamed the "Blond Beast" by European nations—the European elite unexpectedly felt a sense of trust in him. This was Heydrich's characteristic: he was a beast, he was cold, but he possessed wisdom, was quite self-controlled, and knew clear priorities. Such men were rare in the Nazi Party.  The fourth meeting concerned laws for military order. A case had recently occurred where some Polish workers watched a German military transport vehicle suffer a blowout. The German soldiers, already in a bad mood, were infuriated to see the Poles laughing at them and proceeded to beat the workers. One hotheaded worker returned with his associates and knives for revenge, stabbing two German soldiers to death.  Heydrich informed those present, especially the heads of the Wehrmacht and SS garrisons, that the two Polish workers who committed the murders had been shot. However, the German squad that beat the workers had also been reported by Heydrich to the Wehrmacht; they had now been sent to the most intense section of the front.  "What I value most are victory and order. All who disrupt order must receive commensurate punishment. No exceptions!" Heydrich summarized coldly.  At this, the German officials, especially the military officers, looked grim, while the Poles were somewhat moved. The Poles never believed Heydrich would love Poland, but what they needed was a just Governor. As long as Heydrich was just, their lives would be much easier.  Heydrich looked at his subordinates' expressions with satisfaction. He believed Poland would ultimately have to gain independence in some form, so the best way now was to give the Poles hope—hope of being treated fairly and of future independence. Before the war, Poland had a population of about 35 million, including 3.3 million Jews. Currently, most Jews had been driven out, leaving a population of about 30 million. Heydrich believed that in this war against the Soviets, Germany could soon seize the remaining Polish regions, so effectively utilizing a Poland of 30 million could be of immense help to Germany. Thus, Heydrich had to manage Poland well.  The fifth meeting had not yet convened when Hitler's call came through. Heydrich hurried to his office to answer. Despite the static, Hitler's voice was clear: "Heydrich, can the plan you submitted before be realized?"  Heydrich replied immediately, "My Führer, I believe it can."  Hitler trusted Heydrich but was still somewhat skeptical. Germany's war against the Soviets had been launched very suddenly; while surprise made the war go more smoothly, it also presented many problems—such as logistics.  Heydrich's previous report detailed the materials he could raise from Poland; based on the numbers, these were sufficient to support the Wehrmacht's needs outside of munitions and energy. Hitler trusted Heydrich, so he had believed the report. When formulating military plans, Heydrich's report became an important part of the process.  The war had been going for less than forty hours, yet the ammunition consumption had already surprised Hitler. Facing the stubborn counter-attacks of over two million Soviet troops, the Wehrmacht's consumption was enormous. Hitler couldn't help but feel some concern, which prompted the call. Hearing Heydrich's assurance, Hitler had no choice but to continue trusting him.  Ending the call, Hitler turned back to the battle reports. After a day of fighting, German progress was relatively smooth. Although the Soviet troops were well-equipped, they clearly lacked the skill to use that equipment. Thus, while German breakthroughs and flanking maneuvers encountered some trouble, it wasn't enough to affect the offensive. By tomorrow, May 22nd at the latest, several large "pockets" would be formed, and the heavy Soviet concentrations would be encircled.  Scanning the map intently, Hitler hoped for news of a German victory as soon as possible.
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**Chapter 830: The Era of Global Ebullition (8)**  By the third day of the war, news of disaster for the Soviet Western Front arrived in succession; several armies had been encircled by the Wehrmacht. The greatest shock the surprise attack brought to the Red Army was not the timing, but the sheer number of German troops attacking simultaneously and their tight coordination.  In various Red Army sand-table simulations, the German offensive force was estimated at around two million; the Red Army believed that even if they couldn't achieve a decisive victory, they could at least stall the advance. But once war broke out, the Wehrmacht's strength was far greater than imagined.  When the Red Army used more troops and equipment than planned to counterattack the German spearheads, they found that the advancing forces' numbers and equipment surpassed their own. The counterattacking units were crushed in a single wave by superior enemy forces.  Worse still, the Soviet Air Force's performance in actual combat fell far short of plans. No matter how many air units were sent up, the Wehrmacht maintained a firm grip on air superiority. After every shrill scream of a Stuka dive-bomber, Soviet tanks would be left in ruins. Occupying the heights of the air, the Germans launched fierce attacks on Soviet armored clusters and logistical depots, making sorties by frontline Red Army tank crews synonymous with suicide.  When Stalin received these reports, he fell into a state of absolute fury. Aside from ordering the front to hold at all costs, he had no other commands for the moment.  On the seventh day of the Soviet-German war, the Western Front submitted a report to Stalin requesting a retreat.  In the Kremlin, Stalin roared, "Tell Pavlov that if he cannot hold, let him die!"  Kirov had been trying these past few days to get definitive news about the previous Western Line of defense from the Red Army. But he didn't dare inquire too openly; he was, at best, the future leader of the CPSU, while the current leader was Stalin. Kirov's job was to execute Stalin's orders and complete his arrangements. Politically, if Kirov proposed a view differing from Stalin's, it would constitute a split within the party.  But the situation had reached a point where Kirov believed the war's progress had diverged from Stalin's vision and instead closely mirrored the direction He Rui had sent messengers to describe. Kirov felt he should perhaps tell Stalin this, but seeing the leader's violent behavior, he lacked all confidence in his ability to dissuade him.  By the ninth day, more than half of the Western Front's troops were encircled. Two armies had been essentially annihilated, and the army headquarters requested a breakout.  More terrifyingly, reconnaissance indicated the Germans had completed a massive encirclement of the Western Front, which had insisted on head-to-head confrontation. Reinforcements were indeed rushing to the front, but Kirov felt the war situation had truly reached the point where retreat had to be considered. Over these nine days, the Red Army had been nothing if not heroic, with epic bloodbaths occurring on many battlefields.  The Wehrmacht didn't dig in their heels just because they were blocked on a few battlefields. Instead, they maintained their own tempo, continuously launching breakthrough tactics to encircle one Soviet unit after another that was holding its position.  On May 30, Stalin had just woken up in his office when his secretary said, "General Secretary, Comrade Kirov requests to talk with you about the war situation."  Stalin felt exhausted and feebly waved his hand. "Let him in."  Moments later, Kirov entered the office. Before Stalin could speak, Kirov voiced his opinion. Initially, Stalin's emotions didn't fluctuate much as he had just woken up. But he grew angrier the more he heard, especially when Kirov suggested considering preparations on the previous Western Line—having units retreat in stages to the relatively complete defensive lines and using them for defense. Stalin finally roared, "The Red Army must never retreat! We must fight to the end and crush the Germans!"  Kirov knew that Stalin at this stage could not accept the suggestion of retreat, as the Red Army had only suffered heavy losses and hadn't been routed. But this was a matter of strategic judgment. According to He Rui's judgment, the Red Army should have placed intercepting forces in tiers within 200 kilometers of the border, exhausting the German offensive tempo through layers of resistance.  When the Wehrmacht attacked, the Soviets should conduct targeted counterattacks. The purpose would not be to annihilate the Germans, but to delay their tempo through these actions, preventing them from driving inward with irresistible force.  After layers of delay, as the German supply lines stretched and reached the Soviet solid fortifications, the Red Army could then leverage the advantage of their vast territory to attack German weak points. This would maneuver the Germans, continuously exhausting them, eventually using the Soviet advantage in manpower and military production to wear them out completely, before a final counterattack to destroy them.  At this stage, however, Stalin was like a bull facing a red cloth, directing the Red Army to attack the Germans head-on. But the combat zone was too close to Poland; while the Wehrmacht suffered significant losses, those of the Red Army were even greater.  At this moment, Kirov mustered all his courage and said, "General Secretary, can we consider another strategy? If you oppose it, I will continue to execute your orders unswervingly. If you are willing to consider defeating the Germans through another strategy, then let us discuss it. May we?"  The seriousness of Kirov's speech calmed Stalin's emotions somewhat. He nodded. "We can discuss it."  Seeing that Stalin was aware of what he was doing, Kirov shared his view. Initially Stalin didn't object violently, but as the discussion entered the more substantive stage—that the Soviet Union must temporarily cede some territory to trade space for time—Stalin's expression went from displeasure to rage. He bellowed, "Kirov, that is impossible, absolutely impossible. Soviet land is for defeating the enemy, not for the Red Army to retreat through! And tell me, where do you plan to retreat to? If the situation continues to be unfavorable, are we to keep retreating? Just where do you intend to stop!"  Kirov did not persist. He was now certain of Stalin's bottom line: never choose retreat when victory was still possible. Even if the possibility of such victory was minuscule, Stalin would persist. In He Rui's strategic judgment, there was no possibility of the Soviet Union defeating the Wehrmacht on the border. Thus, Kirov gave up his effort to persuade Stalin, as this bottom line was fundamentally opposed to He Rui's strategy. As a Politburo member who had chosen to support Stalin firmly, Kirov had no choice that involved negating Stalin's ideas.  "General Secretary, I will do my utmost to execute your arrangements," Kirov replied with a heavy heart.  Seeing Kirov yield, Stalin's anger dissipated significantly. He asked in a heavy tone, "Kirov, do you believe the Red Army cannot defeat the Germans?"  Kirov immediately denied it. "No, I believe victory will surely belong to us!"  "Then do you believe we cannot defeat them on the border?" Stalin asked again.  This time, Kirov was speechless. Personally, he certainly hoped the Red Army could cut through the Germans like a hot knife through butter. But he was facing reality, not personal hope. Kirov believed he didn't understand military matters and couldn't make a judgment.  Seeing Stalin staring at him, Kirov could only answer, "General Secretary, I believe only the Red Army leadership can answer that question."  Stalin was a bit surprised; he had expected Kirov to stick to his guns. Since Kirov had given up his persistence, Stalin didn't push further. He said to Kirov, "Kirov, go to Central Asia. See how the factory production is going there."  Kirov didn't see this as an exile and replied immediately, "General Secretary, I'll prepare to depart now."  Watching Kirov's back, Stalin's thoughts were complex. Sending Kirov to the industrial zones east of the Urals effectively stripped him of his voice at the center. But among the choices Stalin could trust, Kirov was the best. If it were someone else, Stalin wouldn't know what they might get up to. And with Kirov's status and influence, he could indeed solve many problems in those industrial areas.  On May 31, during the frontier battles, the Western Front held its established positions and launched counter-strikes and counter-attacks to prevent the German Fascists from driving deep into Soviet territory. However, they truly couldn't hold out against the superior German spearheads. The Western Front headquarters strongly requested permission to retreat. They expected a refusal, but to their surprise, Stalin conditionally agreed.  The condition was that the Western Front could abandon Minsk and its fortified region, but they had to continue resisting west of Minsk and could not retreat further.  The Western Front felt as if they had received a royal pardon and immediately executed the retreat. Just before the German encirclement was complete, the Western Front retreated north. During the withdrawal, they blocked the German units trying to cut off their rear, ensuring a corridor for the retreat.  On the German side, Hitler restrained an explosion of anger when he learned the Wehrmacht had failed to annihilate the Soviet Western Front. The war so far had truly shown him Soviet strength. German equipment had been upgraded, but facing the T-34, the Panzer IV's 50mm gun could at best penetrate its armor from the side or rear. Only the Tiger tank, equipped with the 75mm gun, could barely pierce the T-34's frontal armor.  Furthermore, the Red Army had the KV heavy tank. Its armor was thick beyond imagination. On the second day of Barbarossa, a single KV tank engaged in fierce combat with a German column in Lithuania. To take out this one KV-2, the Wehrmacht lost six trucks, twelve artillery pieces, four tanks, and an 88mm gun.  When the Germans thought the KV-2 was finished and went to check their success, they found that of six 88mm shells, only two had penetrated; they also confirmed seven shallow dents left by 50mm shells, while 37mm shells hadn't even left a mark. Just as the German soldiers finished their inspection and climbed onto the KV-2, the turret began to rotate. The soldiers had to run alongside the turret to avoid being hit by the machine gun. Finally, German engineers pried open the turret hatch and tossed in several grenades to kill the crew, ending the battle.  Although German reports later claimed the KV heavy tank had extremely poor mobility and was unsuitable for field operations, and Hitler agreed, the Soviet advantage in tank production made his mood very sour. The USSR could produce even more powerful tanks in the future. The German advantage could very well be ground down bit by bit by the Soviets.  But there was some good news. Heydrich, with his startling organizational ability, had dispatched a large number of laborers and technical workers to take over and begin fully repairing the railways within Soviet-occupied Poland. After ten days of work, they had actually repaired over 200 kilometers of track, allowing some supply trains to reach the vicinity of German rear positions, where trucks could then smoothly transport the supplies to the front.  Furthermore, the US had softened slightly on declaring war on the USSR. Secretary of State Hull stated that if Germany could provide enough evidence, the US could indeed consider declaring war based on the situation.  On this matter, Hitler felt the US had seen the proclamations issued by the Asian Allied Forces and believed the Soviet Union might very well join them. If that happened, the US would have to declare war. Once the US did, it meant the USSR would no longer have any chance of allying with America to change the world order. Germany would have solved its strategic crisis in Europe. If the US declared war, Germany could then demand more American technology to speed up cooperation.  He Rui's view was similar to Hitler's. Anti-Soviet forces in the US were strong, and even Roosevelt couldn't overturn that immediately. In any case, He Rui had made his suggestions to the USSR before the war; while the Soviets wouldn't be grateful now, they would seriously consider joining the Asian Alliance. This move proved China's friendly attitude and reduced the concerns of Soviet nationalists regarding China.  Of course, the USSR could also choose to fight the Fascist bloc alone. If they chose that and could truly pull it off, He Rui would be happy to see it. If the Soviets held out on their own, China wouldn't have to spend massive sums to support them. That money was value given by the hard work of the Chinese people; spending less was naturally better.  Currently, more of He Rui's attention was focused on the Indian Ocean rim. In his proposed New World Order, the basis of trade was that the Chinese Yuan (CNY) would not follow the gold standard. The Yuan was just a piece of paper, or some numbers in an account. What gave value to that paper or those numbers was the labor of the people of all nations.  During the pre-war economic crisis, China's strongest production sector was shipbuilding. It drove a series of industries, maintained millions of jobs, and produced tens of millions of tons of shipping. Previously, those ships had completely saturated domestic routes; as soon as the war began, they were suddenly insufficient.  After driving out the foreign colonizers, Chinese merchant ships immediately replaced their fleets, beginning trade between China and the various liberated colonies. This seamless commercial trade indeed stabilized the colonial economies and provided a foundation for political reform. However, it also changed China's domestic industrial structure. For instance, the domestic jute industry suffered a devastating blow.  Jute from the Indian and Bengal regions was of high quality and produced in massive quantities. After China absorbed the Indian jute that originally went to Europe, domestic production found no market. Fortunately, the domestic textile industry had risen and could satisfy the people's demand for cloth. The influx of Indian and Bengali jute only affected the side businesses of hundreds of thousands of Chinese farmers who continued to grow it—still within controllable limits.  There were many positive effects as well. Britain had forced India to grow long-staple cotton. China's massive imports of Indian cotton solved the shortage caused by the disruption of the long-staple cotton trade between China and the US.  The Indian region and other independent areas had far too many industries; as the world's largest single market, China had to open up to them. Similarly, with its already complete industrial chains, China gained vast markets by fully satisfying the needs of these countries and regions.  This wasn't "maintaining war through war," but common prosperity. The reason He Rui dared to challenge both Europe and America simultaneously was that he believed this economic circle could generate enough resources to sustain the war. As for that wretched place called Europe, leave it to the World People's Liberation Army to liberate.  The immense power of economy is not something an individual's will can sway. China was not the only one benefiting from the New Order; through cooperation with China, Japan obtained far cheaper and more stable raw materials from the bulk commodity markets than before the war. By exporting goods and components, Japanese companies could sell production volumes that far exceeded pre-war levels. Japan had enjoyed such a boom during the First World War and was now even more adept.  Even if the Japanese didn't understand the principles behind it, they could feel the reality of the prosperity through their mortgaged apartments, the higher salaries they received each month, and the abundant goods in the markets. In letters from home, while families of Japanese soldiers on the front were worried about their safety, these people—used to being poor—all encouraged their relatives to win the war.  So while the war in the Hawaiian Islands was brutally cruel, Japanese morale remained at a very high level. Especially since Japanese casualties were lower than American ones, it led the Japanese to believe victory was inevitable.  Ever since heavy bombers could take off from more distant airfields to attack Hawaii, the Japanese frontline airfields had focused entirely on fighters. The pressure on the US increased sharply. Worse still, the Japanese had built temporary airfields on five islands besides Midway. Thereafter, every island in the Hawaiian chain began to come under Japanese attack.  By June 6, the US could finally no longer hold out in Hawaii. On that day, the Japanese completed temporary runways on six islands in one go, bringing the number of islands capable of supporting fighters to eleven. The Japanese Air Force's heavy bombers were no longer primarily performing bombing missions but were instead executing air-drops. Consuming ten tons of aviation kerosene and aircraft life just to drop ten tons of fuel to the front—something Japan wouldn't even have dreamed of before was now reality.  Admiral Yamaguchi Tamon, Commander of the Combined Fleet, ordered the fleet to move north, preparing for a decisive battle with the main carrier force of the US Pacific Fleet.  At the same time, the US Pacific Fleet Command confirmed that Japan was heavily attacking Kauai, the westernmost of the Hawaiian Islands, clearly intending to seize it. Once Kauai was lost, Japan could station a large force there—not just air units, but a large army. Thereafter, the US forces in Hawaii would go from having the advantage to being at a disadvantage. To prevent the capture of Kauai, the US carrier groups were also moving north of the Hawaiian chain.  Admiral Nimitz, commander of the carrier groups, knew well that a massive carrier battle between the US and Japan was imminent. Whoever won this battle would win the advantage for the coming period.  However, Nimitz was personally pessimistic. Once the Pacific Fleet's carrier groups suffered heavy losses at Hawaii, the Chinese carrier groups would surely rush there immediately for the next major battle. For the US carrier groups to win then, they would have to defeat the Japanese carrier groups in this upcoming battle at minimal cost. Such a thing... one could only pray to God for.  On June 10, every ship in the US carrier groups held prayers. The US Navy specifically transported Puritan ministers, Christian bishops, and clergy of other faiths to preside over religious ceremonies. Conversely, the Japanese Navy also held pre-battle rituals.  The clergy on the American side presided over the ceremonies with an unprecedented level of piety. Representing their churches, they prayed to God for victory and called down curses upon the enemy, assuring the US personnel that if they fell in battle, they would enter heaven immediately.  On the Japanese side, all fleet members received small charms sent from various folk religious sites by their families. There were also "hundred-blessing" shirts hand-sewn by their families and headbands inscribed with "Long-lasting Martial Fortune."  On the afternoon of June 10, both sides discovered traces of the other's fleet.  At 4:28 AM on June 11, carrier-based planes took off from the decks, completed their formations in the sky, and headed toward the location of the enemy carriers.  Wars are mostly fought on battlefields accepted by both sides; at this moment, both the US and Japan knew this battle was unavoidable. Once it was over, a new page in the Pacific War would be turned.
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**Chapter 831: The Era of Global Ebullition (9)**  The US Pacific Fleet committed 14 aircraft carriers, 12 battleships, and a total of 208 cruisers, destroyers, and frigates to this decisive battle. For this showdown, every warship capable of reaching Hawaii had come.  The four carrier groups and four battleships that couldn't come were all fighting in the Solomon Islands; this was already the minimum force the US Navy could maintain for escort operations there, and not a single ship could be spared.  The Japanese committed 177 warships, centered around 10 aircraft carriers and 9 battleships. This was the entirety of the fleet Japan could muster. Any increase in vessels would require a request for support from China.  The Combined Fleet had determined that the US carriers carried an average of 75 aircraft, making a total of 1,050 fighters for the 14 carriers. The Japanese used the standard aircraft carriers of the Asian Allied Forces, each carrying approximately 100 aircraft. The air strength of the two sides was 1,000 to 1,050—essentially a match.  As for battleships, Yamaguchi Tamon didn't pay them much heed. Based on extensive testing, a single group of fighters equipped with torpedoes was sufficient to deal with a combat formation centered on 12 US battleships. Moreover, the Japanese also had 9 battleships, so they were not at a disadvantage in terms of combat power.  According to reconnaissance reports, the average distance between the US and Japanese carrier groups was approximately 450 kilometers; after taking off, the fighters would need only an hour to reach the enemy carriers.  At 5:19 AM on June 11, the Japanese fighter formations radioed headquarters: the US carriers had been sighted, and they were preparing to begin the attack. At 5:25 AM, the US carrier-based aircraft also arrived near the Japanese carrier groups and began their strike.  Interestingly, both the US and Japanese carriers were steaming north at approximately 30 knots, keeping the relative distance between the formations almost constant.  The last major carrier battle had been 100 days ago. After 100 days of preparation, while there were no breakthrough developments in electronic equipment, both sides had made numerous improvements in actual combat details. As the fighters of both sides became entangled, the bombers encountered a more fierce and three-dimensional anti-aircraft fire net during their attack.  While the aluminum foil scattered through the air could affect radar detection, the anti-aircraft radars of both fleets now used different frequency bands. Radars capable of detecting enemy signals transmitted data rapidly through the fleet's signal transmission systems. The fleet's anti-aircraft fire continued to fire at the enemy planes in an orderly fashion. Whether Japanese or American, the bombers in this net of fire were like moths to a flame, falling into the sea in flames one after another.  Seeing that the first wave of heavy attacks had been easily dealt with, the air commanders of both sides immediately ordered the second wave to begin. This was the meaning of "a kind man cannot lead an army"—even knowing the probability of a fighter breaking through the fire net was less than 30%, and the probability of hitting an enemy ship less than 10%, hundreds of fighters were sent just to increase the success rate through sheer numbers. If one lacked even this determination, they should have stayed home with their mother.  Both sides had discovered in combat exercises that the anti-aircraft net was most effective at the start of the engagement. As the battle unfolded, various gaps would appear in the distribution of the net. the subsequent combat relied on the commanders' keen observation and effective judgment to let the following attacks cut through these gaps.  Sure enough, the second wave soon yielded results. The USS Virginia was hit by three torpedoes in succession, while the Japanese battleship Kirishima was struck by two aerial bombs, completely disabling the command of its No. 3 turret.  Before the second wave had ended, the third wave began. Pilots from both sides charged through the gaps in the fire nets at all costs, launching attacks on the enemy warships. Meanwhile, the escorting fighters had also joined the fray.  A J-9 fighter from the Japanese carrier Saitama, carrying a torpedo, cut in and flew directly toward the carrier USS Lincoln at an altitude of about 80 meters above the sea. Anti-aircraft fire from the US cruisers and destroyers on either side fired fiercely, but this J-9 was lucky; the bullets all passed close by. Upon reaching a distance of 1,500 meters from the Lincoln, the Saitama pilot pressed the button; a torpedo entered the water and sped toward the Lincoln.  The pilot didn't have time to look at the white wake of the torpedo before pulling his plane up. At that moment, a US P-51 fighter that had been following the J-9 from above fired down upon it. The bullets shattered the cockpit glass, and the pilot inside was pulverized along with the cockpit.  Perhaps fortunately, the P-51 pilot used 20mm cannons. When the first 20mm shell pierced the Japanese fighter's canopy, it entered directly through the pilot's chest, shattered his spine, passed through the flight seat, and exited through the bottom of the plane. The pilot on the Saitama died instantly from the heavy blow, suffering no pain before death.  The plane of Lieutenant Frank, a pilot from the USS Franklin, was already burning. Even through the flight seat, Frank felt the rolling heat from behind. He had participated in the previous carrier battle near the Marianas and Marshalls; only three people in his squadron had survived.  Frank knew he wouldn't escape this time. He had once applied to leave the unit and tried other ways, but none had succeeded. Finally, he had to fly again. And this time, his luck had run out.  Realizing his fate, a wave of hatred surged in Frank's chest. Since this world wouldn't let him live, he would take someone with him. His plane was still controllable, so Frank steered it toward a Japanese carrier ahead and to the side.  The burning plane indeed struck the deck of the Japanese carrier Saitama. The decks of the Asian Allied carriers used special steel produced in China, and since Frank had hit it at a shallow angle despite his intentions, the burning fighter did not punch a hole, or even a large crater. The P-51's landing gear snapped, letting out a piercing sound as the plane slid across the deck for thirty meters in a spray of sparks and electricity before coming to a stop.  Ground crews rushed forward, first spraying large amounts of fire suppressant on the burning plane. They managed to suppress the flames. A crewman in a thick protective suit pulled open the canopy, unbuckled the harness, and dragged Lieutenant Frank out of the cockpit.  Because of the violent impact, Frank's ribs were almost all broken. More lethally, during the collision, his chest had slammed into the control stick, and a broken rib had pierced his internal organs. The Lieutenant felt agonizing pain, but his body wouldn't move at all. Although he hoped to survive, the severe injuries were causing his mind to wander. He didn't even see the Japanese ground crew driving a forklift to scoop up the shattered main body of the P-51 and push it toward the edge of the carrier.  On the swaying Saitama, the forklift reached the edge, where it might have slid into the sea because of the ship's roll. Although anti-skid devices were installed on the carrier to help the forklift stop safely, such an operation was inherently high-risk; there was no absolute safety.  Before long, the skilled Japanese ground crewman had pushed the wreckage of the P-51 to the edge, the forklift stopping steadily by the anti-skid device. As the forks were raised, the broken P-51 seemed to receive a push and slid into the sea. Seeing the major danger removed, the ground crews involuntarily cheered. Even those busy cleaning up small scattered parts cheered as they worked.  Lieutenant Frank was now in his final moments, the voices around him no longer meaning anything to him. Just then, a voice in broken English reached his ears: "Lieutenant, I am Captain Murakami, who studied at the Virginia Naval Academy. Your heroism is admirable even to me, your enemy. I wonder if you have any last words to say?"  Though he heard the voice, Frank couldn't grasp the meaning. Of course, the broken English had a Virginia accent, and Frank was a Texan. But his mother tongue did awaken his emotions, and he whispered, "Mama, mama..."  Captain Murakami, in charge of damage control, was momentarily stunned, a look of sadness appearing on his face. While the Japanese soldiers nearby were furious at this reckless enemy, they turned their faces away in anger upon hearing these words.  In this world, every nation has its own language. Within one country, different regional dialects can seem like foreign tongues. but in all civilizations, only the word "mama" is universal.  Lieutenant Frank was lucky; his identity and last words were recorded and sent back to America after the war. But on the battlefield at this moment, the Japanese didn't spend much time on the matter. The primary reason Captain Murakami tried to speak with Frank was that his act of crashing his plane into the carrier reminded Murakami of the suicide attacks China had launched against the British fleet in 1924.  Although China hadn't conducted suicide crashes since then, the 1924 actions near Shanghai had yielded great results, and that spirit of disregard for one's own life had left an indelible impression on the world's navies—especially on the Japanese officers and men watching from a distance.  Frank's crash had awakened the memories of Captain Murakami, who had been in the Japanese observation fleet then, which was why he had come over to try and communicate, hoping for an answer.  Since Lieutenant Frank couldn't say anything more, Murakami hurried back to his command post and told the Saitama's commander what he had done. The carrier's commander soon reported the incident to Combined Fleet Commander Yamaguchi Tamon.  Yamaguchi didn't even need to think before answering decisively: "If the US had such a plan, the pattern of this attack would be completely different. I believe this was merely an individual act. Do not be shaken by it!"  Ending the call, the Saitama's commander remained a bit worried but didn't let it affect his command further. Yamaguchi, however, couldn't help but reflect with emotion on that scene from early 1924, where a few small fighters had dealt a fatal blow to a detachment of the then-invincible British Royal Navy. That sky-reaching fire was still clearly visible in his memory.  Before seeing the Chinese suicide attacks with his own eyes, Yamaguchi hadn't been very willing to accept Chinese leadership of Asia; after that, his mind had changed.  As for whether the US would send suicide planes, Yamaguchi believed it hadn't come to that stage yet. Even if they lost the Hawaiian Islands, the Americans could still retreat to the North American continent for defense. But from current indications, the Asian Allied fleet was destined to launch a campaign to land in North America; at that time, the "barbaric" Americans would display a madness unimaginable today.  Even now, hadn't a US pilot chosen to crash his plane into a ship when certain of death? And those US pilots in the sky, performing incredibly frantic maneuvers, were also betting their lives.  On the US carriers, those sharing such reflections were not the American sailors and airmen—who were currently focusing every bit of mental energy on the battle—but the British naval observation mission on the US battleships.  Britain was, after all, a naval power, the former number one navy in the world. Even if they had fallen behind, the depth of their officers' heritage remained, and the battle between the US and Japan left the British observers spellbound. In the initial view of the British officers, any attack would find it hard to succeed against the American computer-assisted anti-aircraft system.  Yet the Japanese, from scattering aluminum foil to the first wave of fighters sacrificing themselves to tie up the US defense system, to the subsequent groups cutting through the defensive gaps... such a fluid yet brutally cruel operation made the British officers understand that the British Empire had truly fallen behind the world's most advanced level.  This was no longer just a lag in production or technology, but a comprehensive one. Even if Britain possessed the American carrier groups today, the Royal Navy couldn't be sure how long it would take to train such excellent airmen. Especially what left the British officers feeling helpless was that such excellent pilots were being used merely as a war consumable. Even if Britain had trained such pilots, they couldn't afford to send them to their deaths.  But war equipment had reached its current level; if Britain sent a group of low-level pilots, the advanced anti-aircraft systems would simply crush them, making it impossible to sink the enemy.  "These people are beasts!" a British officer exclaimed. This sentiment was echoed by the others. The American and Japanese pilots in the sky were indeed fighting with a beast-like ferocity.  Since it was a beast-like struggle, bloodshed was inevitable. The first wave was almost exhausted and had to retreat, only for both sides to launch their second waves immediately.  The sacrifice of the first wave was not without value; both sides had determined the limits of the other's defensive system and confirmed they could continue the fight. Furthermore, the commanders of both fleets had reasons why they *had* to continue. Their carriers had been at sea for months and were nearing the point where they required port maintenance regardless of combat.  Mechanical failures accumulated during long operations were a disadvantage to oneself but an advantage to the attacker. The enemy's ships were likely to have weaknesses in various areas; with a bit of luck, a hit could yield immense results.  As the commanders expected, the second wave was more technically sophisticated and even bloodier. Right at the start, capital ships on both sides were damaged. By the second round of the second wave, the USS Arizona and the Japanese carrier Taiho were both struck by multiple torpedoes in succession. Seawater poured through the gashes, and the hulls began to list rapidly.  The carrier commanders immediately ordered the crews to evacuate. The men who had been desperately fighting to save their ships dropped their work upon hearing the order and began the retreat.  On the Chinese-designed carriers, all evacuation indicator lights were lit. These lights were shaped like arrows, so the men didn't need to ask their officers; they only had to follow the arrows to reach the various emergency exits. At regular intervals, there were life jacket stations. Japanese sailors who hadn't had time to get a life jacket could grab one at any of these points.  This design had initially been mocked by the Japanese Navy, who considered it a violation of naval tradition. The Chinese Navy had calmly replied, "China has no naval tradition; we design ships according to our own concepts." The Chinese philosophy was simple: a ship can be rebuilt if lost, but the officers and men carefully trained by the Navy are more valuable, especially in terms of time.  Now, the Japanese sailors suddenly felt that these lights and life jacket stations were so lovely. They allowed their fear to be maximally suppressed. In the moment when they had to abandon ship, when the command system was no longer functioning normally, the sailors could still receive orders and directions.  The situation on the US side was much worse. Although the US Navy conducted abandon-ship drills, they didn't have automated guidance for evacuation. When the word came to retreat, many posts still relied on manual notification. Naturally, much time was lost. Especially at posts in the lower levels, the massive holes blown by torpedoes allowed seawater to pour in, blocking escape routes. In their desperation, the American sailors forgot the emergency passages and could only watch frantically as the water rushed in.  Congestion became a major problem in the upper passages; once a narrow corridor was blocked, it was extremely difficult to clear. Since these were the passages the sailors were used to in their daily lives, everyone crowded into them in their panic, completely sealing them off.  Over the past few months, both US and Chinese torpedo technology had improved, with many new devices installed. Although the precision of the torpedoes had actually decreased, their power had increased greatly. Seawater rushed through the gaps.  In less than 40 minutes, the heavily damaged carriers of both nations had completely capsized and then began to sink rapidly. Of the 4,109 men on the USS Arizona, 2,876 were killed or missing. Of the 4,155 on the Japanese carrier Taiho, 1,766 were killed or missing.  And this was only the beginning. The more ships that sank, the more gaps appeared in the anti-aircraft nets. Both sides simultaneously launched their final attack waves, wanting to deliver a killing blow before they themselves were finished—leaving nothing in reserve.  When the last wave of aircraft reached the battlefield, they saw thick smoke rolling over the sea, many burning vessels listing in various directions, some floating, others slowly sinking.  There were carriers and battleships among them. The remaining enemy ships were still in formation, retreating. Faced with this last chance, the pilots of both sides refused to let it go, and the battle unfolded with unprecedented ferocity on the sea and in the air.
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**Chapter 832: The Era of Global Ebullition (10)**  Fear, sorrow, anger, reluctance, expectation—in the final wave of the battle, everyone aboard the machines in the sky and the vessels on the water was swept up in these emotions. But the cold machines felt nothing. As before, electromagnetic waves swept across the sky and sea, returning data to sensors that directed various anti-aircraft fire with violent precision.  Even the damaged fleets maintained powerful firepower; the third wave of attack was no easier than the first two. However, gaps inevitably appeared in the fire nets. This was precisely what both the US and Japanese had been studying for the past 100 days. Directed from the air, fighter pilots pierced through the gaps in the nets, charging at enemy warships. Amidst a rain of falling aluminum foil, ships were hit and fighters were shot down in a continuous stream.  After nearly an hour of combat, the number of fighters in the sky dwindled. The surviving pilots from both sides chose to end the engagement and return to their respective formations.  The lucky pilots returning to their carriers witnessed scenes of devastation on the sea. Every surviving ship bore scars; the battleships, the core of the fleet's defense, were belching thick black smoke from their rugged hulls, evidence of the punishment they had taken.  The carriers had taken even more damage than the battleships. Many of these maritime behemoths had vanished, while others burned, devoid of sailors. They had clearly been abandoned and were awaiting their final plunge.  Some officers in both navies proposed using their battleships for a final charge, but they were overruled by Yamaguchi Tamon and Nimitz respectively. While the fleets still had some fight left in them, no one knew how many submarines were lurking beneath the waves. When the fleets were still intact, they had deployed simultaneous surface and subsurface reconnaissance systems.  Nimitz asked his subordinates, "We have 29 submarines below the surface; how many do you think the Japanese have dispatched?"  Yamaguchi Tamon simply replied, "We've fought enough for now. Our next goal is to get as many ships as possible back to port. Let the submarines guard our rear, ready to ambush any pursuing Americans."  As both sides tactfully pulled apart, the post-battle statistics began to come in. Of the 14 US carriers, 4 were sunk and 4 heavily damaged. Of the 10 Japanese carriers, 3 were sunk and 4 heavily damaged. Each side had 1 battleship sunk and 5 heavily damaged. Among other vessels, the US lost 39 ships, while the Japanese lost 41. Statistically, the two sides were evenly matched; neither had achieved a decisive victory.  In terms of aircraft, Japan had 394 shot down and 407 damaged. Due to the lack of remaining carrier space, the Japanese were only able to recover 288 fighters; the rest were pushed into the sea after landing.  The US was in a similar position: 408 shot down, 421 damaged, and only 328 recovered, with the remainder pushed overboard.  Addressing the surviving Japanese officers, Yamaguchi Tamon offered encouragement in a firm tone: "Gentlemen. In the Battle of Jutland, the Germans gained a massive advantage in kills. If it hadn't been for that pre-dreadnought taking on too much water and being forced to scuttle, the tonnage ratio would have looked much better. But did the Germans win? Strategically, they lost! From then on, the High Seas Fleet became a 'fleet in being,' unable to play any role. Through your valiant struggle, the US Pacific Fleet has now also become a 'fleet in being,' losing the capability to launch a decisive battle. Until the US Pacific recovers its strength, let other branches of the military complete the remaining tasks."  Yamaguchi was known for his brusque character and lack of mercy for subordinates who failed him. Hearing him speak these words with such resonance, the officers before him and those listening on other ships via radio felt their spirits lift.  "Therefore! Return home with heads held high; our countrymen will welcome your triumphal return with the highest enthusiasm! Here, as the Commander of the Combined Fleet, I thank you for your struggle. And now, gentlemen, please stand at attention, remove your caps, and pay your respects... to the officers and men who have heroically died for the nation!"  Over the next two days, the two battered fleets performed numerous burials at sea in accordance with military regulations. To the sound of military music, bodies wrapped in national flags were committed to the deep, sinking to the bottom with weights. This was the final home for the sons of the sea within the Western naval tradition, and the peace they could enjoy after leaving the battlefield.  In the Hawaiian Islands, the Army, Air Force, and those elements of the Navy still engaged continued to fight in a landscape of blood and fire. The Hawaii Command's requests to the US mainland had been reduced to three phrases: "Send more planes," "Send more navy," and "Send more supplies"!  Originally, the deterrent effect of the carriers lay in the fact that if the Japanese Air Force conducted an excessive offensive, the US carrier air groups could intercept them at any time. Now that the threat of the carriers was nearly gone, the Japanese land-based fighters became brazen. Air raid sirens wailed day and night throughout the Hawaiian Islands. The US had night-fighting systems for its planes, and so did China. With pilots now being mere consumables, nighttime combat was often used to achieve better attrition.  On June 14, the Japanese landed on Kauai; by the 16th, the US forces there were either annihilated or had surrendered. On the 18th, a simple airfield was completed, and on the 19th, Honolulu suffered a major bombing raid by the Japanese. The entire civilian population of the city was evacuated.  On June 20, 1,200 fighters scraped together from within the US arrived in Hawaii. By June 22, this batch of pilots was essentially exhausted. By this time, the Pacific Command had moved to the sea, directing operations from 1,200 kilometers east of Hawaii. The Command wanted to maintain a final shred of dignity and was unwilling to return to the US mainland. But everyone knew America could no longer hold in Hawaii.  In six months of combat, the Pacific Command had lost over 28,000 pilots in Hawaii. These were all elites, not comparable to the "green" recruits currently in the rear.  In the White House, Roosevelt was certain the campaign for the Hawaiian Islands had failed. And the situation in the Pacific campaign as a whole was becoming even more unfavorable for the US. In the South Pacific, Chinese carrier groups were aggressively moving forward, beginning to threaten American supply lines. The prevailing view in the White House was that this was because the US Pacific Fleet's carriers were too heavily damaged to restrain them.  In reality, the White House was wrong. The reason for the aggressive Chinese move was that they had intercepted US telegrams and discovered the US was considering a withdrawal from the South Pacific. Currently, there were 580,000 US Army troops in Australia and New Zealand; there was no way China would repeat the mistake of Dunkirk and allow them to escape.  Unaware that their codes had been broken, the White House only felt that China might be trying to exploit the US failure in Hawaii to intensify its offensive in the South Pacific. Regarding the possibility of massive losses there, the White House believed such a thing could not be allowed. The only way to avoid the annihilation of the US forces in Australia was to withdraw them to the mainland.  While Secretary of State Hull didn't oppose the withdrawal, he raised the consequences it would bring: "Withdrawing our forces to the mainland means the relationship between the US and Britain will face a massive test. Britain cannot hold Australia and New Zealand on its own."  The cabinet members agreed. Yet they didn't voice another reason: that a withdrawal from the South Pacific meant a total US failure in the Pacific War. Next, the American mainland would face threats from the sea. Such a blow would be even more significant for the United States.  Chief of Staff Marshall then presented the result of the Joint Chiefs of Staff's discussions: "President, we believe it is necessary to station troops at the Canadian border, ready to help Canada repel an invading Chinese army at any moment."  Despite the continuous setbacks, Roosevelt was satisfied with this suggestion. At this stage, the US had to consider the possibility of making peace with China. If Canada could be severed from British rule, the US could ensure its control over the North American continent.  At this point, Secretary of State Hull said with some concern, "General Marshall, this view might be misunderstood by the British as America demanding compensation for its losses."  Although they knew Hull didn't want to worsen relations with Britain, the idea of "compensation" truly pleased the cabinet members. There was no reason for America to bleed for Britain; since they had already paid such a high price, Britain naturally had to compensate them. Canada was indeed an excellent form of compensation.  Secretary Hull, of course, understood domestic public opinion; even with the war ongoing, the hatred ordinary Americans felt for China still couldn't match their hatred for Britain.  Ultimately, the future actions of the US forces in the South Pacific were left to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The plan to station troops on the Canadian border began execution immediately.  After the meeting, Roosevelt kept Hull behind to ask about finding a channel for secret contact with China. Hull immediately reminded him, "Mr. President, the Singapore Conference is ongoing."  Roosevelt knew that, of course; American legal experts were in Singapore right now discussing colonial crimes with China and representatives of former colonies. But those scholars were under great scrutiny; Roosevelt wanted a more private channel.  Secretary Hull couldn't think of one immediately. A month ago, perhaps the Soviet Union could have been a bridge, but now with the Soviet-German war, the probability of the USSR joining China's side was increasing. The US embassy in the Soviet Union had already begun preparing for evacuation, destroying vast amounts of secret intelligence. Now was clearly not the time to use the USSR as a bridge.  Fortunately, there were still many countries—especially in South America—that hadn't joined the Allied camp. With some maneuvering, a contact channel wasn't entirely impossible. But this couldn't be rushed; it required advance planning. Hull explained his thinking to Roosevelt: they could make contact within a neutral country, followed by an official visit by Hull to that nation, where he could find an opportunity to meet a secret Chinese envoy.  Roosevelt knew this matter must not be leaked. If it were known, he would very likely be forced from office. So he could only hint for Hull to proceed without giving any explicit promises.  As Secretary Hull left the Oval Office, he found Marshall waiting outside. He gave a brief greeting and hurried away. Marshall entered the office; having shared the knowledge that China likely possessed nuclear weapons, the relationship between him and Roosevelt had grown oddly closer.  Marshall raised a request from the Air Force: "President, the Air Force wishes to send observers to Germany to look into the situation with their jet fighters."  "Is there a problem with that?" Roosevelt asked, somewhat puzzled. Even if Germany and the US had their own agendas now, they were still partners in the same camp. The German jets utilized a great deal of American technology; wanting to understand their performance in actual combat was an entirely reasonable request.  Marshall explained, "Mr. President, Germany has proposed that they wish to purchase American jet fighters."  Roosevelt's brow furrowed. Selling American jets to Germany wasn't an excessive demand within the Allies. Especially since the prototype had been provided by Germany to Britain and the US, and the three nations had signed a joint development agreement. If Germany was willing to buy American jets, it would also share the R&D pressure on the US.  However, once Germany obtained them, with Ribbentrop's style, he would surely promote it heavily. If the American engines performed superiorly, the Soviet Union would certainly believe America had chosen to stand fully with Germany, leading them to join the Chinese camp.  Even if the US didn't have many options left, they didn't want to drive the USSR toward China so easily. After all, so far the Soviet Union had only declared war on Germany and the Fascist states that struck it, not on the US, Britain, or France.  After weighing it for a moment, Roosevelt told Marshall, "Go talk to Secretary Hull."  Though phrased as a suggestion, Marshall understood Roosevelt's view. Hull had always advocated against pushing the USSR too hard; the plan to sell the most advanced fighters to Germany would surely be opposed by him. What Marshall didn't expect was that Britain had already learned of the German request, and the Foreign Office was evaluating it.  Britain didn't care if the Soviet Union declared war on them; if the Red Army reached a distance where they could attack Britain, it would mean Germany and France had been thoroughly eliminated, a possibility the Foreign Office considered unlikely. Based on this, they didn't care about a Soviet declaration of war on the US, as Britain was very keen to see the US and USSR in a state of war.  After discussion, the Foreign Office believed it necessary to conduct full cooperation with Germany on jet fighters. While American technology was impressive, it was only in certain areas. British technology was not lagging, and in terms of engines, it was even more advanced. Previously, the Germans had wanted to modify their prototype; the British technical departments, after studying it, had immediately proposed placing the engines within the fuselage. Through cooperation with the Luftwaffe, they had successfully completed this massive improvement.  As for how Germany would drag the US into it, the Foreign Office had great faith in Ribbentrop. With his style, he would surely emphasize the technology jointly developed by the three nations. By grasping the key points of propaganda, they could completely create the impression for the USSR that America had given Germany the technology. That's how propaganda worked: even without a single lie, you could lead the other party to a false conclusion.  As if the German and British Foreign Offices were in sync, no sooner had the recommendation been handed to 10 Downing Street than Germany placed a massive order for British engines. The RAF immediately requested that Germany share its data and allow a British observation mission to inspect the German jet fighters.  Germany agreed immediately, and on June 22nd, the British military observation mission arrived at the Eastern Front. Like the naval observers with the US Pacific Fleet, they were instantly stunned by the battlefield.  Destoyed tanks from both sides were scattered across the vast plains. After even a brief assessment, the mission determined that the tank production capacity of both Germany and the Soviet Union far exceeded that of Britain.  A year ago, after the Anglo-German peace, Britain had spent a massive sum to import tank technology from Germany. After study, British technical experts admired the German philosophy of tank usage but expressed a certain disdain for their technology. In their view, not a single German tank technology fully surpassed Britain's. Many German components were clearly rushed into service; Britain could take any single technology and leave their German counterparts unable to hold their heads up.  However, military experts had a different view: the best equipment on the battlefield can gain an advantage, but in the face of absolute numbers, a small quantity of technologically superior weapons cannot play a decisive role. The Eastern Front was no fake; they saw hundreds of destroyed tanks with their own eyes, and there were surely more elsewhere. After inspecting captured Soviet T-34s, the British experts had to admit that this Soviet tank was indeed superior to British ones.  With the Soviets, equipped with tens of thousands of such powerful T-34s, still in retreat before the German offensive, the British Army would likely have shared the same fate if the roles were reversed.  Fortunately, the most important part of the mission was the jet fighters; the report on the Army could wait. The observers soon saw a report that filled them with delight. The 52nd Fighter Wing was equipped with about 50 jet fighters; two pilots had been killed in accidents, and one wounded and retired. Of the remaining 47, the lowest tally over the past month of combat was 33 Soviet aircraft downed. The top-scoring pilot, named Franz, had downed 88. That was an average of nearly three per day. If Göring hadn't resisted the pressure and allowed JG 52's request for Franz to continue flying, the pilot—who had reached the rank of Lieutenant Colonel—would have been ordered off the battlefield by the General Staff.  In contrast, most other pilots in the 52nd Fighter Wing had fewer than five kills. Especially the wingmen, whose tallies were very low. But the jet pilots, whether lead or wingman, all had massive hauls.  By First World War standards, five kills made one an ace. By those numbers, the British observers didn't know what to call the pilots of the German jet squadron. Should they be called Super-Aces? Or Ultra-Aces?  The Germans were very eager for more cooperation, so they hid nothing when asked about their operations. The greatest advantage of the jet fighter was its extreme speed, making it very difficult for the Soviet Air Force to encircle them.  Even when an encirclement seemed about to be completed, a German pilot could simply accelerate and easily break out at over 800 kilometers per hour, leaving the Soviet propeller planes in their smoke. German pilots had even developed a tactic of deliberately falling behind to invite Soviet pilots to surround them. Once they closed in, the German pilot would exit the ring, perform a "Reverse-8" maneuver, and quickly double back.  The Soviet pilots would lose their target in an instant and be forced to break formation, unable to regroup quickly. The German pilot would then strike back from the rear. This tactic worked every time, turning the Soviet "hunters" into the hunted.  The British mission sent its report on the Luftwaffe back to London that same day. In it, they described the effects of the new equipment with great enthusiasm, pleading with London to begin full cooperation with Germany on air forces as quickly as possible.  The report concluded: "...Given the disadvantage of the RAF against the Chinese Air Force, we urge full cooperation with Germany to reverse this situation. The current advantage of the Chinese military is built upon the foundation of its powerful air force. Aside from adopting jet fighters, there is currently no other way for Britain to surpass the Chinese Air Force..."  On that very day, He Rui arrived at Nanyang Airbase to witness a military exercise by China's own jet fighters. When his plane landed, designers like Wang Dongliu stood straight by the ramp like a group of schoolboys. As He Rui stepped down, Wang Dongliu stepped forward and said loudly, "We have not failed your trust, Chairman; we have completed the development of the new fighter. Please inspect it."  "You've worked hard, comrades," He Rui said, stepping forward to shake hands with each of the designers.
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**Chapter 833: World People's Liberation Army (1)**  The design team used "balance" as the core philosophy for the J-13 fighter. Hearing this, He Rui was completely satisfied. The J-13's appearance was highly similar to that of the F-5 fighter—a slender fuselage with side intakes, indeed a model of balance.  "Chairman, welcome. My colleagues and I have a few questions. The first is: if you could completely dominate the US aviation industry, how long would it be before the J-13 was forced out of service?"  The designers were stunned by Wang Dongliu's opening. They wanted to know He Rui's view on the J-13's potential, but hadn't expected Wang's question to be so tricky. Yet no one objected; the question was actually quite piercing.  He Rui liked the question. After reflecting, he replied, "Within eight years, the J-13 would need a comprehensive upgrade. Within fifteen to twenty years, under the conditions of great power confrontation, the J-13 would have to be abandoned."  Wang Dongliu felt an itch he couldn't scratch; such an answer was either prophetic or based on a vast array of considerations. Before he could speak, other designers eagerly asked, "Why?"  "In future air combat, beyond-visual-range (BVR) operations will become the mainstay as the electronics industry develops. The J-13 has room for upgrades in this area; its nose design is sufficient to accommodate a fair amount of electronic equipment. Once we enter that stage, electronic equipment will require larger apertures, and the J-13's nose is too narrow, limiting its potential. That is why, if I led the US industry, the J-13 would have to be discarded within fifteen to twenty years at most." He Rui explained. The surrounding designers nodded; this was the talk of an expert. They all believed that if they kept asking, He Rui would surely speak of various technical directions and even key breakthroughs.  The designers of China's air force fighters had long admired He Rui, both for his ability to point the way and for not making excessive demands during their R&D. If they hadn't asked so directly, He Rui would have only brought up his knowledge step-by-step after the prerequisites were met. In the nearly thirty years of Chinese aviation and industrial development, the desire for perfection had led to many failures. It was only because He Rui guided the nation that these didn't turn into major disasters.  Wang Dongliu didn't want to discuss these things now. He asked another question: "Chairman, how many J-13s do you think we need to produce?"  "For domestic use, 1,500 would be too many. I'm not making a requirement, but from a cost perspective, 800 to 1,000 would be enough. Subsequent upgrades will take time, and this war offers a window of less than three years. For foreign use, I think about 800 to 1,000. It could reach 1,500. It depends on foreign demand."  "Chairman, are we really going to sell the J-13 to foreign countries?" Wang Dongliu was still a bit reluctant.  "Good things should be shared with friends. Although the J-13 is an excellent aircraft, as long as we have all of you, we will surely develop even better ones."  "Where will the J-13 primarily be used at this stage?"  "Australia and New Zealand. Comrades, you must be prepared to go to the Southern Hemisphere and see the Southern Cross."  "Haha!" Hearing this, the designers were finally amused.  He Rui didn't want to say too much, as the formal founding of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) was scheduled for July 3rd. Checking his watch, he ordered, "We came here to see the planes. Comrades, let's stop chatting for now and watch the Air Force boys take the stage."  The first item of the flight demonstration was passing through the "arch." High-pressure water cannons sprayed two streams of water, forming half an arch each in the air. The J-13 fighters passed through the "water arch" and headed down the runway. As the engines roared with afterburners, the screaming sound grew louder. the fighters began their taxi, and soon, these representatives of the most advanced technology took to the sky, showcasing their combat power with a variety of dazzling maneuvers.  Immediately after the inspection, He Rui flew back to the capital. Preparations for the formal establishment of the WPLA were essentially complete. In the plan, the WPLA's goal was to liberate European and American nations, so the liberation of Hawaii was a crucial prerequisite.  At 2:00 PM on June 26th, in front of the US Pacific Fleet headquarters in Honolulu, Hawaii, a US military band played the national anthem as the color guard began the flag-lowering ceremony.  The sky was filled with aircraft. The only large island still under US control was Honolulu (Oahu). Relying on airfields built on other islands, the Japanese were launching wave after wave of attacks on Honolulu.  The sound of bombs hitting the ground was incessant. The US had built a solid defense system on Honolulu, and the Japanese were working hard to destroy the coastal defenses to clear the way for landing forces. Japanese planes occasionally entered the airspace over the naval base to drop bombs; though the color guard tried to maintain their bearing, the nearby explosions caused their bodies to instinctively flinch.  Fortunately, no bomb struck to blow both the color guard and the American flag to pieces. The folded flag was quickly placed in a wooden box and sent to the harbor. Under the prayers of the US troops, night finally fell. The American flag and the Pacific Command's flag, both of symbolic value, were prioritized for transport on small boats, sailing out to sea under the cover of darkness.  The US military had indeed considered using large vessels to evacuate as many troops as possible to the mainland and had actually begun executing the plan. Until June 23rd, when a convoy of four transport ships was ambushed by Japanese submarines and all were sunk. Of the over 9,000 soldiers on board, fewer than 1,000 were rescued. The US was forced to abandon its large-scale evacuation plan. Small boats were cheap, and presumably, submarines wouldn't risk exposure to attack such insignificant targets.  The Japanese submarine force indeed had no interest in small boats, focusing all their attention on severing the shipping lanes between Hawaii and the US mainland, while also contending with American submarines.  Honolulu was too far from the Asian Allied heavy bomber bases at this stage, so Japan assigned the bombing tasks to J-9s, while J-10s were used to eliminate the last of the US air power.  The newly arrived US air units in Hawaii had lost another 2,000 aircraft, bringing the total number of US fighters lost in the Hawaiian Islands to 30,000. Because of this, the director responsible for dispatching air units, upon receiving the order, said with bloodshot eyes, "I would rather be shot than sign another order to send planes to Hawaii."  The director was subsequently dismissed, but no one would take the post. Every officer asked if they would sign the orders replied that they had no interest in the position at this time.  The lack of new air units arriving in Honolulu meant the US Air Force had abandoned Hawaii. Furthermore, the entire Air Force knew that sending more pilots to Honolulu was merely sending them to their deaths. The shipping lanes from the US West Coast to Honolulu had been cut. Even if planes reached Honolulu, there was no fuel to continue the fight.  At 9:00 AM on June 27th, the last twelve US planes, filled with the remaining fuel, carried high-value officers out of Honolulu. At 10:00 AM, the Japanese landed on Honolulu and began the ground battle with the US forces.  By 6:00 PM, the US troops, who had lost all will to fight, were in full retreat and had reached the harbor. To utilize the harbor as much as possible, the Japanese sent envoys to demand surrender. After several hours of negotiation, the last US forces in Hawaii decided to surrender and sent a telegram to the Army Staff: "Requesting permission to decide our own subsequent actions."  General Marshall did not reply—not because he was unwilling to take responsibility, but because the Chiefs of Staff for the Navy and Air Force both opposed a reply. Losing Hawaii meant the US lost its foothold in the Pacific. This was a responsibility Marshall could not bear alone, and the Navy and Air Force chiefs would inevitably lose their posts as well.  The US troops defending the harbor were honest enough; without orders, they simply wouldn't surrender. At 7:00 AM on June 28th, the Japanese began their final assault. Chinese-made rocket launchers had been sent to the front and began an indiscriminate bombardment of the harbor.  Paths of fire dragons covered the harbor; no matter the fortification, they were as fragile as paper under the blanket bombardment. At 7:20 AM, the Japanese ceased fire. The remaining Americans in the ruined harbor requested surrender. Post-war statistics showed that because of a single decision by the US commander, over 17,000 US personnel were killed or wounded in that single barrage. Among them, deaths—including those who died of heavy wounds after surrendering—exceeded 12,000.  Thus, the Hawaii campaign ended in a total victory for the Asian Allied Forces. A total of 118,000 US troops surrendered; adding previous fatalities, the US lost 240,000 men in Hawaii.  Although the battle was basically completed by the Japanese alone, their equipment, logistics, and supplies were mostly provided by the Asian Alliance, with China contributing over 80%.  The White House did not hide this failure. Roosevelt announced it to the American people over the radio, then informed them that America would fight on and would never surrender to China. To commemorate the officers and men who fell in the Hawaiian Islands, the White House flew the flag at half-mast for three days, from June 30th to July 2nd. On July 1st, Roosevelt would personally lead a national day of mourning at the Washington Cathedral.  At 7:00 AM on July 1st, the front of the White House was packed with cars. All of Roosevelt's cabinet members had arrived. A White House secretary whispered to Roosevelt, "Mr. President, all the members of Congress you invited have gathered at the Capitol and will meet you at the cathedral entrance."  Roosevelt nodded. This move was indeed very risky. After all, China had not proactively declared war on the US, nor had they launched a sneak attack. The total war between China and the US only began after the US Congress declared war on China. This defeat would surely strike a heavy blow to Roosevelt's prestige. At this moment, the opposition Republican Party had every opportunity to fiercely attack him or even launch impeachment proceedings.  From the current situation, the congressmen opposed to Roosevelt were clear-headed enough and had not done anything foolish.  "Let's go to the cathedral," Roosevelt ordered.  The Washington Cathedral, formally the Cathedral Church of Saint Peter and Saint Paul, is also known as the Washington National Cathedral. Despite the word "National," the US Constitution stipulates no state religion, and the government had never invested in the cathedral; its construction over centuries was entirely through donations.  Nominally, the cathedral is open to all citizens and in that sense belongs to no denomination, reflecting the "generalized" tendency of American Christianity. In related Chinese research reports, it was argued that the US was simply a Christian nation without a legally defined state religion. Due to the overwhelming advantage and actual dominance of Christianity, no deliberate state religion was needed.  The cathedral is built in the Gothic style, one characteristic of which is that the entire complex forms a cross-shaped structure. Inside the main building, there is inevitably a cross configuration. This cross is not equilateral; the altar is located at the center of the cross.  When the Washington elite gathered at the cathedral, they entered the interior. On the altar, the rites for the dead were underway. The religious composition of the US forces in the Hawaii campaign was diverse; Black people were naturally ignored, and minorities like Indians were even less mentioned. Participating in the memorial were clergy from Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish faiths. This group had participated in the religious ceremonies before the carrier battle not long ago and was now well-versed in the routine. When it was their turn to speak after the ceremony, they recounted various events from before the battle, mourning the heroes of twenty days ago. They assured the surviving US troops and citizens that if they died, God would look after them and give them a direct ticket to heaven.  Once the procedures were finished, it was the turn of the main figure of the event, President Roosevelt. The eyes of reporters and dignitaries fell upon him. The President looked somber, but not defeated. Having endured this failure, Roosevelt was clearly not broken.  Roosevelt's wheelchair stopped before the altar. He picked up the microphone. "First, on behalf of the United States government, I wish to observe a moment of silence for the fallen in Hawaii. Amen."  "Amen," came the response from within the cathedral.  "On behalf of the United States government, I express my condolences to the families of the fallen. Amen."  "Amen," the dignitaries followed the President's lead with the prescribed words.  "On behalf of the United States government, I express concern for the captured American servicemen and demand that the Chinese government provide them with humanitarian treatment in accordance with the Geneva Convention."  This time, no one followed suit; they knew Roosevelt was about to deliver a defense of himself and his administration's role and responsibility in the war.  "According to statistics provided by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, in the Hawaii campaign, the US Air Force flew nearly a million sorties, and the US Army, Navy, and Air Force consumed a total of 2.4 million tons of ammunition. In such a short time, in such a small area, a war of such high intensity is unprecedented in military history. Judging by history as it has occurred, the victor should have been America!"  This opening stunned everyone in the cathedral. The dignitaries hoping to challenge Roosevelt's power through this failure were dumbfounded by these figures. They truly hadn't known the US military had fought such a tragic battle.  "Yet we were defeated. From our statistics of the enemy found on the battlefield, intercepted telegrams, and intelligence from interrogating prisoners, taken together, it appears the Chinese military flew 2.3 million sorties and used roughly twice as much ammunition as we did. The reason we were defeated is that we encountered an enemy far greater in number and one who had invested far more in war preparations than we had." Roosevelt pointed out the cause of defeat with resonance.  Although Roosevelt's purpose was to defend himself, his data were basically in line with the facts, and his explanation for the cause of defeat was correct.  "Gentlemen, citizens of America. As early as 1938, we realized that China was preparing to launch a terrible war. At that time, we were not in the majority; isolationism was rampant in America, believing that we should not participate in any war. We failed to notice that He Rui's government in China was already prepared to promote his desired world order across the globe.  America is part of the world; any world order will affect America. Regarding the power to decide world order, if we cannot sit at the table, we are very likely to be on the menu."  A collective gasp echoed low through the cathedral; Roosevelt's metaphor was cruel but resonated deeply. The tens of millions of indigenous people on the North American continent and the Black people sold there had experienced exactly that. The white Americans, as the perpetrators, felt an unusual empathy for this.  "Since 1938, the government and Congress have passed the Two-Ocean Navy Acts and, through a series of mobilizations, built an armed force that the American people believed was unprecedented on Earth. Yet we still suffered a fierce attack from an enemy with twice our numbers. Let us imagine what situation we would be facing now if America had not conducted such high-intensity war preparations.  Starting last October, an enemy ten times the size of the US Navy would have swept across the Pacific; Hawaii would likely have been taken in two weeks. Millions of enemy troops would have landed on the US West Coast, crossing mountains, fording rivers, and traversing plains, marching like locusts toward the East Coast. And we would have had only 100,000 federal troops to oppose them, with every state having to mobilize its youth to fight independently against many times their number.  Therefore, I do not regret declaring war on China. Because when the He Rui government collaborated with France in 1928, they began preparing for this war. And we only began our preparations in 1928 as well. If I have anything to regret, it is not being able to let the American people know this sooner, to persuade them and let them see the true future.  I know some will say it was America's war preparations that triggered China's insecurity, which is why China built more weapons to defend its homeland. To such a hypothesis, I wish to pose a counter-question. Between America and the Chinese mainland, there are 10,000 miles of distance; China only needed to possess the same strength and equipment as America to ensure America would not dare attack. Yet China built twice as much equipment as we did; was China's purpose truly defense?"  Roosevelt paused to catch his breath after finishing his basic defense. These were his true thoughts; he was 120% convinced that He Rui had long been prepared for total war and that striking America was a predetermined goal. The He Rui government had never considered avoiding war with America, but eagerly awaited an American declaration of war.  At this time, the cathedral fell into a brief silence, followed by whispers. Suddenly, someone clapped loudly and shouted, "Mr. President, I support you!"  Everyone looked; it was a Republican senator. Originally, Roosevelt's cabinet members had decided to show their support, but if a cabinet member had been the first to clap after Roosevelt's speech, it would have left a very bad impression. Now that an opposition Republican senator had expressed support, the cabinet members followed suit with applause and cheers. The atmosphere in the cathedral quickly turned in Roosevelt's favor.  Roosevelt raised his hand and waved, and the cabinet members immediately grew quiet. He continued: "America will never compromise with an aggressor; we will surely wage war against any aggressor who invades the American mainland and fight that war to the end. No matter who the aggressor is, they will certainly fail.  To the people of the colonies: America is a nation that opposes colonialism. As far back as the era of President Wilson, America proposed the view of national self-determination. Therefore, America will never enslave any nation, nor will we oppose colonial independence. Thus, to those former colonial nations that consider themselves independent: America is not your enemy, but your friend. Therefore, newly independent nations, please do not be misled and incorrectly define who your enemy is. America, from the past to the present, has not been your enemy.  Finally, the US Constitution stipulates that America is a nation established on the basis of realizing the beautiful wishes of its people. America is a nation that pursues and maintains peace. America's war is for the pursuit of peace; America is not the enemy of peace, but its friend.  Citizens of America, God bless the USA."  This time, Roosevelt's cabinet members were the first to clap in support. even those who felt there was something worth pondering in Roosevelt's speech couldn't think because of the atmosphere. Seeing more and more people around them clapping, they too clapped politely.  Those sensitive to diplomacy had already analyzed a hint from Roosevelt's words. Roosevelt emphasized that America would fight to the end with any country that invaded the American mainland, yet was willing to be friends with independent former colonies. That is to say, after colonies like the Philippines gained independence, the US would not seek to regain its former status. As for the Hawaiian Islands, they were not legally a US state at this time, only an area administered by the US government. Whether such an area counted as part of the American "mainland" lacked at least some legal support.  If analyzed this way, Roosevelt was indicating that his administration believed China should stop while it was ahead and not break America's bottom line. ...It seemed like a request for peace.  Throughout the entire speech, Roosevelt never mentioned seeking peace; every sentence was beyond reproach. If one wanted to use this to accuse him of yielding to China, there was no handle to grasp.  Before they could think further, Roosevelt's secretary pushed his wheelchair. Roosevelt shook hands with the clergy one by one and left through a side door of the hall.  The "cross" of a Gothic building consists essentially of two ends of a longitudinal axis—one the main entrance, the other the rear wall. On the rear wall is a massive window composed of dozens or hundreds of stained glass panels. The ends of the transverse axis are the two side doors. By leaving through a side door, Roosevelt avoided the many seats along the main aisle. Those opposed to him could have expressed their dissatisfaction as he passed; Roosevelt clearly wouldn't give them the chance.  The speech was broadcast live, and the American people heard it first. Soon, American newspapers reprinted it in full, and He Rui saw the English-Chinese bilingual document in less than 24 hours. He Rui's view was also that Roosevelt was drawing a bottom line, warning his government not to invade the American mainland.  While seeing the possibility of peace, He Rui did not trust the Roosevelt administration or the United States. Putting down the report, He Rui looked at the map. The formal founding of the World People's Liberation Army was to be held in Kuala Lumpur, the capital of Malaya. If the founding took place in China, it would encounter negative interpretations, seeing the WPLA as a military organization established by China.  If the Chinese government invaded America, it would naturally incur American hatred. If the WPLA, two-thirds of whose members were not Chinese, entered America to "liberate" it, the situation would be vastly different.  Thinking of this, He Rui picked up Roosevelt's speech and read the last few paragraphs again. It was clear that Roosevelt, from the height of a strategist, saw the threat of the WPLA, which was why he appealed to the newly independent nations, hoping they wouldn't become enemies of America.  But this was like Roosevelt realizing early on that China wanted to build a New World Order—it was still too late. Whether America was an enemy of the colonies should be judged by the colonial peoples themselves. If Roosevelt could make former colonial peoples believe America was a friend with just a few words, it would only prove he had the powerful ability to create a world with his mouth.
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**Chapter 834: World People's Liberation Army (2)**  On July 4th, Cheng Ruofan, along with Xu Chengfeng, Hu Xiushan, Zheng Silang, and Zhong Yifu, received orders for promotion to Grand General. Simultaneously, 127 officers were promoted to general officer ranks, while 98 others received promotions within those ranks.  Cheng Ruofan was delighted; without winning battles, where would such promotions come from? However, his joy lasted less than a minute before he returned to the work of organizing the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) with a relaxed mind.  Originally, Cheng had thought the proportion of Chinese soldiers in the WPLA would reach over 40%, quite a contrast to He Rui's estimate of 30%. Yet events continued to develop in the direction He Rui had foreseen: the number of foreign applicants for the WPLA had reached a staggering 4.96 million.  In the earlier plans, the first phase of WPLA operations was directed toward Africa. Although Africa was large, the enemy's strength there was weak. A force of 2 million with ample logistical support would be enough to eliminate the enemy in Africa, requiring about 1.4 million foreign volunteers.  Since the formal recruitment of volunteers began, over 1 million youths from Korea alone had submitted applications. These 1 million Korean youths all met the recruitment criteria. The second largest source of volunteers was not India, but South America. By July 2, 1942, 130,000 South American youths had arrived in Asia to request enlistment in the WPLA.  At the meeting, Cheng Ruofan, who hadn't yet had time to change his rank insignia, asked Brigadier General Wu Guangzu, who was in charge of recruitment, "Is the analysis report for India out yet?"  Brigadier General Wu shook his head with some regret. "Secretary Li [Runshi] has just returned to the capital, and the new comrades from South Asia haven't arrived yet. There is no report. I should have sent a telegram to Secretary Li earlier."  "Send it now, in my name," Cheng Ruofan said decisively. As far as Cheng knew, Li Runshi's return was to oversee investigations into domestic economic work. This position seemed to lack actual power, but Li was also serving as Vice President of the Party School. Politically speaking, Li Runshi now held considerable personnel authority and a voice in policy. That was why Cheng could telegram him to ask for his views on the low recruitment numbers from the South Asian region.  However, Cheng Ruofan couldn't wait for Li Runshi's report before discussing the matter. He asked Brigadier General Wu, "What do we think is the reason for this situation?"  "The application requirements specify completion of primary education. Korea has strengthened compulsory education over the past decade or so; basically all eligible youths have at least a primary education. Out of 1 million applications, 320,000 have completed junior high school. Survey results show these youths believe that joining the WPLA is equivalent to joining the Chinese military. Upon returning home, they could receive higher treatment—at the very least, it could completely change their social background," Brigadier General Wu explained.  Cheng Ruofan felt he fully understood this. Not just for foreigners, but even within China, anyone who could become a soldier was considered more outstanding and had obtained status within the system.  Within the military-political system He Rui had been building since 1915, a small number of Koreans who already held Chinese citizenship had joined. Back then they were just common soldiers or low-level clerks. By the mid-1930s, many of them went to Korea as representatives of Chinese enterprises; some in Korea even used a term from the Daimyo era, calling them "Angels."  According to investigations, a rumor was circulating in Korea: join the WPLA, and as long as you fight bravely and are recognized by China, you could obtain Chinese citizenship and become a Chinese-Korean. To the Koreans, this possibility was equivalent to "ascending to heaven in one step."  Cheng Ruofan didn't know who had spread this news; he personally guessed it might have been those Koreans who already held Chinese citizenship. After all, the He Rui government had indeed discussed such matters internally. At a meeting, someone had proposed that after the victory of the future world revolution, WPLA members should be granted the title of "Honorary Citizen of China."  The purpose of this was to reflect Chinese friendliness toward those who had bled and fought in the world revolution, given that China could not implement a national policy of mass immigration.  Cheng Ruofan had attended that meeting and the proposal had left a deep impression. Personally, he didn't oppose it. Most countries adopted preferential policies for foreigners who served in their militaries. Offering "Honorary Citizen" status was not particularly extraordinary treatment.  If it hadn't been for the political consideration that the WPLA was a collective of world revolutionaries, Cheng would have expressed support then.  However, when this consideration turned into a channel for Koreans to obtain Chinese citizenship, Cheng felt some displeasure. Since this hadn't been discussed as a formal agenda item, Cheng felt he shouldn't get involved for now.  Brigadier General Wu was unaware of the high-level discussions and continued: "Commander Cheng, there's a somewhat problematic issue now: many revolutionaries from South America have expressed an expectation. They request that once the imperialist nations are crushed, the WPLA go to liberate their countries and free them from the oppression of great landlords and capitalists.  From this perspective, the current Indian revolutionaries are working hard to liberate their own countries from such oppression, which is why they have no interest in joining the WPLA.  I remember the Chairman saying at the Party School about the people's desire for upward mobility. Analyzing the data, the smoother the upward mobility within a country or region, the fewer people are willing to join the WPLA. Korea's upward mobility is narrow; that so many youths want a faster channel completely explains their actions."  Previously, Cheng Ruofan would have expressed agreement with this view. Now, he had only one standard: no investigation, no right to speak. His job was to organize the WPLA and provide support for its subsequent battles. He had even less reason to speak on fields he wasn't involved in.  Regarding the work Cheng had completed at this stage, progress was satisfactory. The Chinese military did not recruit foreign soldiers, and the units from various nations in the Asian Allied Forces were not broken up and reorganized. For instance, the Korean units maintained their organization under Allied Command.  The WPLA was divided into two parts. One part joined as whole units, such as those from the People's Republic of Upper Burma, the Republic of Burma, the four Southern nations, Malaya, and the Lanfang Republic. Since their numbers weren't large, they joined the WPLA as intact units and received WPLA designations. Thereafter, these designations would be maintained, with members rotating internally.  Other units were handled similarly in the early stages: personnel from different continents and nations would first be organized into the same unit and given a designation.  However, some departments, such as the General Staff and Logistics, which served the entire army, were different. Although currently dominated by Chinese personnel, these were newly formed units from the start, created by personnel from various nations.  Furthermore, the WPLA had only positions, no military ranks. In the General Staff, which had the largest number of Chinese personnel, there were only functional titles. A Chinese Brigadier General there would not wear his rank; others would simply see him as the Chief of a certain staff office.  As for what treatment these personnel would receive in their home countries after leaving the WPLA, that was for each nation to decide. For example, a Chinese NDF internal meeting had decided that for Chinese personnel serving in the WPLA, their time served would count toward their active duty time in the NDF, and their merits would be included in NDF promotion evaluations.  Thinking of this, Cheng Ruofan suddenly remembered the enthusiasm of the Korean youth. In Korea, the WPLA was viewed as an army raised by China, the "Celestial Empire," from its various vassal states. Once a Korean joined, he was a soldier of China. Achieving officer status there carried more weight than within the Korean army. Coupled with the possibility of gaining Chinese citizenship, it truly felt like "ascending to heaven."  Cheng forcibly interrupted these thoughts and asked, "How are the preparations for the advance into Madagascar?"  "Ready to move at any time," replied the Operations Chief, Brigadier General Dong Sheng. The Chinese Navy wasn't just fighting the US in the Pacific; a significant portion of the fleet was continuously engaged with the British in the Indian Ocean. After six months of effort, the Navy had basically cleared Allied submarine forces from the Indian Ocean and established a defensive line near the exit of the Red Sea. Firmly controlling the Red Sea exit ensured that Chinese convoys wouldn't be attacked by Allied submarines from that direction.  Now, with Madagascar as the first target for the liberation of Africa, the goal was to seize the island and sever the route for Allied submarines entering the Indian Ocean by rounding the Cape of Good Hope. After liberating Madagascar, the next step would be the British colony of South Africa, thereby thoroughly driving Allied navies from the Indian Ocean. Only then could Chinese merchant ships travel between Indian Ocean ports without concern, smoothly transporting military and civilian supplies.  Cheng Ruofan said to Brigadier General Dong, "Suggest to the WPLA Commander-in-Chief, Margerie, that he begin operations as soon as possible."  The WPLA Commander, Pierre Margerie, was originally Pierre de Margerie. Before the French Revolution, his family had been nobility. The Revolution had shattered the old aristocratic system; the "de" in his name only proved his ancestors had been nobles.  Before joining the WPLA, Margerie was a member of the French Communist Party. After the Western European campaign, he had come by ship to the Republic of Champa and joined Free France. Following the Anglo-German peace and Germany's withdrawal from France, Charles de Gaulle, the leader of Free France, returned home. Over 60% of Free France members followed, but Margerie was among the few who did not.  With Vichy France continuing to hold power and beginning to settle scores against the systems of the Third Republic, Margerie believed the Third Republic had been established from the start to restore the monarchy. Therefore, its problems were not those criticized by the Vichy government.  Vichy argued that the French democratic system had led to its defeat; Margerie believed the great capitalists wanted France to be a state that served only them—a fascist state for the big bourgeoisie. Thus, while France had restored its independence, it had completely become a nation ruled by capitalists and racists.  Based on this understanding, Margerie united the Frenchmen remaining in Asia and reconstructed Free France. This Free France aimed to overthrow the reactionary rule of the French elite and capitalists and establish a truly democratic France.  A major reason the Civilization Party Central Committee chose Margerie as the first commander of the WPLA was his reputation in Europe, especially in France. Pierre de Margerie's name was perhaps not a household word to the man on the street, but those who read mainstream French newspapers had seen it many times.  The Vichy government had already twice tried Margerie in absentia. The first time, after he announced the reconstruction of Free France to overthrow Vichy, he was sentenced to 15 years' imprisonment for treason.  The second time was when Margerie appealed to the French people to join Free France and the WPLA, to fight back to Paris and liberate all of France. The Vichy government sentenced him to death in absentia for treason and rioting.  I wonder if something was wrong with the Vichy government's political judgment, but they also placed a 1-million-franc bounty on Pierre de Margerie, dead or alive.  In an "old revolutionary district" like France, if a person hasn't committed any crime but is targeted solely for their political ideas or for saying "I'm going for a violent revolution," they are seen as a political figure. Trying such a person in absentia only makes the French people view them more favorably. When the ruling government puts a "dead or alive" bounty on such a figure, the people become even more interested.  While Margerie himself certainly possessed great courage, exactly how much of his current reputation had been forcibly added by the Vichy government was indeed hard to judge.  Upon receiving Cheng Ruofan's suggestion, Commander Margerie immediately convened a military meeting. To his surprise, during the meeting, a commissioner of Soviet nationality raised a question: "Will our air force be equipped with jet fighters?"  Given that the vast majority of the WPLA at the time didn't even know what a jet fighter was, the question couldn't be discussed further. However, the Chinese personnel within the WPLA paid close attention to this, and the intelligence reached the Military Commission in short order.  He Rui had just finished a Military Commission meeting and was waiting for Li Runshi to arrive. He didn't like to be idle and came across this report while reading. He couldn't help but let out a cold laugh. Li Runshi arrived then, and He Rui put down the file to chat with him.  Li Runshi was quite interested in the Soviet-German war and asked for He Rui's view. He Rui showed him the report and then introduced the situation.  Unlike in history, Germany was currently equipped with jet fighters where the engine was located within the fuselage, with a nose intake. Historically, German jet engines were located on the two wings, a layout with a major problem: turbojet engines had heavy vibrations, making it very unsafe for the aircraft.  Whether Soviet or American, their jet engines were nose-intake, with the engine inside the fuselage. And the British, with their foundation in advanced R&D still intact, had developed side-intake jet fighters in the early stages.  Of course, He Rui didn't say all this. Nor did he mention another piece of history: that Göring had actually chosen the 52nd Fighter Wing (JG 52) as the test unit for jet fighters.  Among Chinese military buffs, JG 52 was legendary. The wing had long consisted of only two groups, with the number of fighters maintained between 120 and 200. With just these 200 fighters, by the time of Nazi Germany's unconditional surrender, the unit had accumulated over 10,000 kills—achieving a dizzying record of 10,800 downed enemy aircraft, likely unique in world history. Such an ace unit had remained relatively unknown in the West for a long time, primarily because 98% of its record was achieved on the Eastern Front.  This unit under the Luftwaffe produced the three highest-scoring aces in the history of aerial combat: Erich Hartmann (352 kills), Gerhard Barkhorn (301 kills), and Günther Rall (275 kills). The unit overall possessed 31 "super-aces" with over 100 kills and 85 aces with 5 or more.  At this stage, the situation had changed drastically. He Rui only told Li Runshi that JG 52 was one of the Luftwaffe's earlier units and hadn't performed exceptionally well in the Western European campaign. But since the outbreak of the Soviet-German war, according to Nazi propaganda, a pilot named Graf had already downed 100 Soviet fighters, and the unit had 40 pilots with over 50 kills. Furthermore, JG 52 had been fully re-equipped with jet fighters, totaling about 110 aircraft.  As Li Runshi listened, his brow furrowed slightly, and he instinctively reached for a cigarette. Once He Rui finished the introduction, Li asked, "So, you're saying just these 100 or so people have shot down over 2,000 Soviet fighters?"  "If Nazi propaganda is not mistaken, they've already downed 3,000," He Rui said, then sighed and lit a cigarette himself.  Although from a purely national-interest perspective, heavy Soviet losses might not be a bad thing for China, He Rui had once been a "German fan" but had long since become desensitized. Now, he felt it was a pity for the Soviet pilots to lose their lives for some of the CPSU's calculations.  "Do you think those Soviet members in the WPLA are acting on orders from the Soviet Union?" Li Runshi pointed out the possibility shown in the report.
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**Chapter 835: World People's Liberation Army (3)**  "Do you think the Soviet Union is already unable to hold out?" He Rui asked Li Runshi.  Li Runshi shook his head immediately. "One or two technical weapons are not enough to change the overall course of the war."  "...That depends on whether there is a generational gap in equipment between the Soviets and the Germans, especially a generational gap in tactics." He Rui was somewhat hesitant as he spoke. The broad trends of history had not changed much, because the fundamental contradictions between nations had not undergone a basic transformation due to China's changes. However, China's influence had caused massive changes in many details.  Li Runshi was somewhat surprised by He Rui's words. "Chairman, surely Germany cannot decide the outcome of the war with just a few hundred jet fighters?"  He Rui sighed. "Sigh... out of personal curiosity, I actually really want to see the result."  Li Runshi found He Rui's view a bit strange, but he could understand his thinking. If a few hundred German jet fighters could completely seize air superiority in the Soviet-German war, the weakness of Soviet military power would be self-evident. Li Runshi didn't quite grasp the influence of changing military equipment on war, so he consulted He Rui: "Chairman, if jet fighters achieve overwhelming superiority, where will the greatest impact be?"  "According to my judgment, Germany could completely use 1,000 jet fighters to suppress 30,000 Soviet Air Force fighters, winning every air engagement. Compared to 6,000 propeller fighters, 1,000 jets require far less logistical material, significantly reducing the logistical pressure on the Luftwaffe. If the Wehrmacht maintains its current level of air force logistical supply, they can sustain much more powerful combat capabilities at the front. For example, they could increase the number of Stuka dive bombers. Stukas will pose a massive threat to Soviet armored units." After speaking, He Rui couldn't help but sigh softly.  By now, He Rui had completely moved beyond the mindset of watching the Soviet Union's embarrassment. However, according to his judgment, the USSR would likely not formally request Chinese aid so quickly, which would lead to even greater losses resulting from their military failures.  Although He Rui was curious about various historical possibilities, among the many discussions he had read, there was a view that the Soviet military leaders killed during the Great Purge were not actually that firm in their support for Stalin. If the war losses were too great, Stalin would face a massive backlash. If the anti-Stalin faction within the CPSU were to stage a coup, the history of World War II in this timeline would become a giant farce.  Stalin had his problems, but from a historical perspective, he was undoubtedly a leader capable of leading the Soviet Union. Once he was removed, the USSR's direction would be completely different.  Li Runshi's thinking was very sharp; after reflecting for a moment, he asked, "Could Stalin's leadership be forcefully challenged?"  He Rui could only reply, "Faced with such a colossal failure, even if Lenin were leading the CPSU, he would face strong questioning. In my personal view, Stalin's leadership remains stable. The current passive situation of the Red Army cannot all be blamed on Stalin; that wouldn't be fair. The key is whether the Soviet Union's subsequent policies can turn the tide. Comrade Li Runshi, I believe China's attitude can completely determine the outcome of the Soviet-German war. So, I want to ask you: what choice do you think China should make?"  Li Runshi fell into deep thought again, while He Rui took the opportunity to read the report on the Soviet-German war. The content was vastly different from He Rui's original history. In that history, while the Central Committee of the CPSU didn't exactly avoid the war, they at least restricted the Red Army's freedom of movement at the time.  In the current war, the Soviet Union had not undergone a Great Purge, and a large number of experienced Soviet generals were still fighting on the front lines. But their performance was no better than in He Rui's original history; the Soviets had fought some rather brilliant local engagements that caused the Wehrmacht quite a bit of trouble. He Rui felt that causing some trouble was the limit for the Soviets; the Wehrmacht's operational objectives were still being achieved. Every Soviet unit that managed to escape did so by the skin of its teeth, resolving the immediate crisis through a retreat just before being encircled.  The German attacks did not pause just because an operational objective wasn't completed for a moment; currently, the German offensive was like a Russian nesting doll—one encirclement after another. Their offensive seemed as if it would never stop; the Red Army was constantly suffering losses, and the various units were unable to receive proper supplies. Moreover, He Rui strongly doubted whether the Soviet Union's current supplies could enhance the Red Army's combat effectiveness.  As he was considering this, he heard Li Runshi say, "Chairman, I suggest we send personnel again to inquire about the Soviet Union's needs."  "Mhm." He Rui thought so too. However, He Rui always felt that sending people at this time might result in a cold shoulder from the Soviets. This was because China's air force equipment was vastly different from the Soviet Union's. Especially since China's current J-9 and J-10 fighters only had a certain advantage over German propeller fighters and lacked the capability to face German jets. If they truly wanted to help the Soviet Air Force, they would have to directly provide them with jet engines.  He Rui asked, "Comrade Li Runshi, do you think the Soviet Union will make unreasonable demands?"  Li Runshi was stunned again; he hadn't expected He Rui to suddenly worry about "face" at such a moment. In Li's view, the Soviet situation was so tense, how could they possibly still refuse Chinese help?  Of course, proactively asking the Soviet Union about its needs might indeed be seen as excessive enthusiasm. In diplomacy, such over-enthusiasm can be interpreted as a sign of weakness or having ulterior motives. Li Runshi replied, "Chairman, isn't our goal at this stage to help the Soviet Union? I don't think we have to wait for them to come begging at our door. If the situation reaches that point, would our aid even earn their gratitude? I don't think so. The Soviet Union is a great power, and a great power inevitably has its own pride. No matter how we support them, it won't change their geostrategic considerations."  "You've misunderstood me," He Rui sighed. "I'm only considering the Sino-Soviet relationship from the perspective of Soviet culture. Given their current economic level, anyone who tries to stand out must take away a portion of someone else's interests, which leads to many people wanting to see that person dead. In the Soviet Union, a person dying doesn't require someone to actively kill them; as long as it's certain they've lost the protection of a powerful force, they will die."  At this point, He Rui couldn't help but give a bitter smile. "This isn't a situation unique to the Soviet Union; it's true of any country with insufficient social resources. Even here in China, it's much the same in many fields."  Hearing He Rui talk about political economy, Li Runshi was even more puzzled. But he soon followed He Rui's train of thought. "Chairman, are you worried that after the initial failure, a Great Purge will occur in the Soviet Union?"  Seeing that Li had seen through his thoughts, He Rui replied immediately, "Yes. Our support comes from goodwill. But the internal contradictions in the Soviet Union are too intense; any Central Committee member who advocates for immediately requesting aid will become a thorn in many people's sides. That will affect the effectiveness of our support."  He Rui's explanation made Li Runshi's brow furrow. It wasn't that he couldn't understand, but he personally loathed such meaningless internal friction. He didn't even know what to say for a moment. After a silence, he asked, "Chairman, when can China move beyond such an intense stage of struggle?"  "I believe that what I can call an achievement is not the unification of China. China could not have been carved up by foreign powers; without me, He Rui, there would still be Comrade Li Runshi to unify the country," He Rui said in a level tone.  Li Runshi was taken aback; he hadn't expected He Rui to give him such a high evaluation. Although Li was a romantic by nature, he was a very pragmatic man; the praise didn't distract him from his line of thought. He asked, "What is the Chairman's true achievement then?"  He Rui's tone remained calm. "My true achievement was completing the first phase of China's industrialization. Once we win this world war, China will gain an unprecedentedly vast market. Only with a market can China's industrial system earn profits to sustain its own self-replication, self-proliferation, and self-upgrading.  However, I always feel I won't live for long. Therefore, the subsequent development of China's economy must be handled by the comrades in the Party. I'm very worried whether China's industrial capacity can continue to develop in the coming era."  Li Runshi knew He Rui was posing a question, but he stuck to his previous line. "Chairman, can the problem of insufficient domestic resources not be solved at this stage?"  He Rui explained: "At this stage, the Chinese economy is still not enough to allow every class to obtain sufficient resources. Right now, to succeed in China still requires seizing resources from many other fields, because the government's ability to serve society is still insufficient, while its ability to strike down non-central leadership forces is already sufficient.  Comrade Li Runshi, you know I have never been a friend of capital, but neither am I its enemy. I am simply a man trying to utilize capital to drive the development of productivity. I believe that after this world war ends, a comprehensive internal struggle will occur. Many comrades do not clearly realize that the targets they wish to strike are not actually the source of what is called 'evil.' Many unpleasant social phenomena are merely the result of capital's power in China growing stronger.  I certainly don't believe everyone is a good person, but many do wrong not out of a desire for evil, but because the capital operation model they rely on must operate according to a certain pattern to obtain maximum profit.  Just like the internal struggle in the Soviet Union today. I believe every Soviet leader involved in the struggle wants the USSR to be better, but with their current capabilities, they can only achieve the route they desire by seizing resources held by others and running them themselves."  "I believe the Soviet Union's ability to provide social services is very strong," Li Runshi offered a subtle disagreement.  He Rui countered, "With over 70% of our population now having become industrial, is our ability to provide social services weak?"  "...Does the Chairman believe this problem is not related to the war, but is a matter of the nation's system?" Li asked.  He Rui nodded. "As long as we can enhance effective social service capacity, China cannot fail. But even if China wins the war, it doesn't mean no problems will arise in the subsequent industrialization. Because China has now assumed the position of world leader, we will encounter more and more complex problems. This requires the government to be able to provide even more powerful social services. I believe this will be a very serious test for you.  I emphasize once more: we are not the friend of capital, nor are we its enemy. we are simply using capital to drive the development of productivity. In this process, there will surely be a large number of vicious incidents that make one's blood boil. Whether one can grasp the core of the issue is the key to solving it.  The means to solve these problems is definitely not a simple piece of paper ordering certain industries to close. The greater the influence of capital in the nation, the more people will suffer from capitalist alienation. What we must provide are social services—a better way of life. Providing a completely new way of life for the people will be extremely difficult in the future informationized world. In that era, the people can obtain immense resources from new communication tools; even before the government receives local news, it will have already spread. At that time, the difficulty of social management and service will be beyond anything imaginable today."  Li Runshi felt that He Rui was seeing the world with a vision that pierced the future. But he was not afraid of such challenges. He replied, "Chairman, I hope to hear your description. But isn't the current task discussing whether to aid the Soviet Union?"  Seeing that Li had seemingly had enough, He Rui shifted the subject. "The reason I have reservations about proactively aiding the Soviet Union is my concern that our aid will exacerbate their internal contradictions. When the Soviet Union proactively requests help, it will mean a consensus has been reached within their leadership. Then our help won't cause excessive negative impact."  "Is the Chairman certain that an intense struggle will break out within the Soviet Union?" Li pressed.  He Rui shook his head. "I'm only raising my concern through an understanding of Russian culture. It's not that I've obtained accurate intelligence on their internal conflict. Personally, I truly hope no problems arise within the Soviet Union."  Li Runshi nodded slightly. "If that's the reason, I support the Chairman's view. Then, Chairman, regarding China's future development: I believe that after the world war ends, the massive demobilization and the disappearance of large military orders will have a significant impact on China's economy."  Seeing Li return to the previous discussion, He Rui was pleased. He lit a cigarette and replied, "Those affected will be the enterprises that use a large amount of specialized equipment—those whose assets are entirely geared toward military gear. Based on the data I've seen, the scale of these enterprises is not large. Even if there is an impact, it won't be that great. As for enterprises originally engaged in military production, the problem can be solved through conversion to other products.  Regarding the problems caused by large-scale demobilization, reports show quite a few people aren't comfortable with being part of the industrial population. They will likely leave industrial production once the war ends—either returning to the countryside or shifting to other fields, such as the service industry.  The problem we will encounter in the industrial field will be the greatly increased proportion of imports and exports in the domestic economy, impacting the existing economic structure.  The problem we will encounter in the economy will be the terrifying impact on our current structure after the Chinese Yuan completes its second stage of currency revolution.  Once China becomes the core of the world economy, two Chinas will appear. One will be the China of the mainland, and the other will be the China of the world. Initially, these two will appear to merge perfectly. As the world economy develops rapidly, the 'Global China' will have to provide financial services to the world. Comrade Li Runshi, do you remember Morgan's description of the contradiction between finance and physical production in 1930?"  Li Runshi thought for a moment and couldn't help but smile. "Morgan believed that the development of the finance industry would make the profits from physical production seem insignificant. In such a situation, asset prices would skyrocket, forcing physical production to succumb to the financial sector. When funds all entered the financial sector, the Great Depression broke out."  He Rui sensed from the answer that Li was still preparing to establish a socialist pricing system, so he continued: "Once the level of industrialization reaches a certain point, the nation's operation must completely shed the model of an agricultural society. At that point, the model driving the Chinese economy will become debt- and risk-driven. Developing more advanced technology and providing products that make life more convenient requires taking enormous risks. The state's ability to bear risk is limited, so a vast amount of risk must be borne by social capital. Comrade Runshi, what do you think those who bear these risks seek?"  "...Immense returns," Li replied.  "If we can enter this stage, it means China's government governance and social service capabilities have reached an extremely high level. And China can earn super-profits through providing financial services to the world. Compared to the risks of industrial development, in which direction do you think the people will invest their wealth?"  This time Li Runshi didn't answer immediately. He knew people would invest their money where the returns were greater. He could still accept companies taking great risks to develop new industrial products and earning super-profits at a certain stage. But earning super-profits *only* through financial operations was, in Li's view, a kind of evil. This mode of making money would corrode the foundation of a socialist nation.  After reflecting for a long time, Li asked He Rui, "Chairman, is there no other solution?"  "I certainly don't want China to eventually become a financial empire. However, I likely won't live to see that day. Until the specific problems occur, I can't conjure an enemy out of thin air. After all, the West has finance with Western characteristics, and China will have finance with Chinese characteristics. The experience I've gained through observing Europe has a high probability of not being applicable to China."  "Does the Chairman have a vision that would be more favorable for China?" Li continued to ask.  "A more favorable model would be China actively conducting a certain amount of technology diffusion, enabling nations around the world to develop their economies in ways suited to their own circumstances. While maintaining the world's largest industrial system, China would not pursue super-profits. Only if the world economy as a whole is strong enough can China's complete financialization be curbed."  After stating his vision, He Rui couldn't help but laugh. "Haha, but if this line of thought were known to the comrades, they might consider me a traitor."  Li Runshi did not laugh. He pondered He Rui's proposed line of thought, feeling it seemed logical, yet also potentially very problematic. As for what the problem was, Li could not yet figure it out.
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**Chapter 836: World People's Liberation Army (4)**  On July 10, 1942, three days after his long talk with He Rui, Li Runshi received a letter from the WPLA General Staff, forwarded through the Military Commission. In the letter, Cheng Ruofan asked for Li's help in analyzing why Indian revolutionaries were not keen on joining the World People's Liberation Army and for his valuable opinions.  After reading the letter, Li Runshi also felt it was a difficult request. Having worked in India for a time, the characteristics of Indian civilization had left a deep impression on him. He spread out his stationery, initially intending to write a refusal. But thinking of the revolutionary cause, he ultimately did not put down his pen.  The strongest impression India left on Li was its various internal disparities. While India's problems could be analyzed using the methodology of political economy, that analysis suggested the only solution was for India to return to its previous state of fragmentation.  In such a fragmented state, Indian revolutionaries lacked the motivation to commit themselves to the WPLA. There were many reasons, but a representative one was that India currently had no impulse to change its internal state by introducing external forces. Lacking a need for external resources, they naturally had no requirement to go abroad.  Ultimately, Li Runshi wrote down his core views in the reply but did not elaborate. Aside from the complexity of India's problems, Li did not want to waste time on the region. He had once believed India was fertile ground for revolution, but after experiencing many things, he realized he might have been too optimistic.  Compared to India, revolutions in other colonial areas were actually easier. This was because those areas had not formed mature top-down social models; as long as China struck in, drove out the colonizers, and quickly connected the colony's economy to the Chinese market while purging die-hard enemies, those former colonies immediately began to operate smoothly.  Unlike other colonies, India's problem was not about fragmentation versus unification, but that its various regions had never completed a thorough construction of a modern society. Old social systems were kneaded together with the British means of forced integration, forming a stubborn system after 300 years of colonial rule. To break this system, a completely new one had to be introduced first. This process would take a long time.  If China truly wanted to thoroughly transform the Indian region, it would have to undergo a bloodbath across its various nations. Such an approach was neither desirable nor did China have sufficient time.  Especially after his long talk with He Rui, Li Runshi saw a great future possibility along the direction He Rui pointed out. Since China decided to become the world's economic center, it was determined that two Chinas would inevitably appear: one the China of the mainland, and the other a "Chinese Imperialist" China providing financial services to global capital. If the domestic financial imperialist faction gained the upper hand and took the wrong path, these two Chinas would be at loggerheads and incompatible.  Faced with such a difficult problem, Li truly had no time to consider Indian affairs. No matter how much India struggled, it would ultimately only be able to submit to the future world economic order. The most significant factor determining India's future fate did not come from within India, but from China's development.  And it wasn't just India in a passive state; the entire world would be swayed by China, the dominant power.  By the time he finished the letter, most of Li Runshi's brainpower was actually on China. A few seconds after finishing, he completely forgot the matter. He Rui had described many possibilities for China's future during their talk, along with the methodologies behind them.  For instance, the most important thing for China at this stage was not to seize its own interests, but to first strike at its own allies. Only by first placing shackles on its allies could China proceed more smoothly.  Recalling He Rui's words, Li suddenly felt some agitation. He had once thought He Rui's thoughts were all on the bright side; this talk had allowed him to see the incredibly dark part of He Rui's mind. This darkness was not evil, but a realistic methodology of political economy that sought truth from facts.  Among the many methodologies He Rui described, the one that left the deepest impression on Li was the treatment of Japan. In China's traditional thinking, since Japan had contributed greatly, it must be given commensurate rewards. He Rui did not oppose rewarding Japan, but rather used an "open scheme" (Yang Mou) to place shackles on Japan through industrial division.  Li had heard many comrades speak of their concerns about post-war Japan and had considered various plans himself, but he had temporarily been unable to think of a methodology to restrain Japan without offending it.  He Rui's methodology was simple: cultivate Japan into China's most valuable asset. The value of this asset lay in its status as a follower. Japan's greatest weakness was its lack of markets; China needed to use the markets it controlled to restrict Japan's economy to certain fields.  These fields would surely allow Japan to earn abundant returns, but only that. Out of national considerations, China could not use violence or hostile means to strike or restrict Japan, but instead had to constrain it by defining market access standards. This means of restriction first required China to possess powerful strength in industrial and technical development—meaning industrial China must have an absolute advantage. At the same time, it would utilize the internal profit demands of various regional markets to formulate access standards that actually restricted Japan.  Even with Li Runshi's talent, he could currently only understand the framework but hadn't yet been able to straighten it out. Even so, Li was certain that such means were sufficient to keep world development proceeding according to China's intentions for a long time.  As long as this methodology was fully mastered, not only Japan but all other allies would be submissive before China, following China's steps and obeying its arrangements.  After reflecting for a while, Li felt tired. His gaze fell casually on the letter he had just finished. Thinking of India again, Li felt that with this "dark" methodology, India was like a piece of dough that could be kneaded at will.  The means by which China wanted to control India was not violence or conspiracy, but an "open scheme." First, foster a highly progressive concept within India that economic development is the correct direction for the future. Simultaneously, build a very reasonable internal game system within India. Industrial upgrading or currency revolution are both extremely cruel processes.  If the nations of the Indian region fell during the social upgrading revolution, China only needed to spend money to help India quell internal unrest. If China believed that the social upgrading revolution of an Indian nation threatened Chinese interests, it would, at the most difficult point of the reform, provide the most sincere help aimed at "mitigating conflict and helping breakthroughs."  As long as this help was sincere enough—strictly not interfering in internal affairs, but emphasizing that no internal violent revolution must occur—the upgrading revolution of the Indian nations would never succeed. For a truly successful revolution is invariably built upon the foundation of crushing the old classes that obstruct the development of social productivity.  China preventing violent revolution within Indian nations in the name of humanitarianism was not only humanitarian but also unlikely to trigger opposition from other countries, especially gaining the approval of neighbors of the nation in revolt. After all, once civil war breaks out, neighboring countries are destined to be affected. Stability is the demand of a world entering the track of economic development.  The more China did not interfere in those nations' internal affairs, the more violently their internal problems would explode. Then, due to the lack of sufficient social structural change, they would ultimately fail to achieve a breakthrough. Moreover, social revolution itself possesses great uncertainty; even a successful civil war does not mean a successful revolution.  This was the "open scheme" in the methodology He Rui proposed.  Executing such a methodology did not require a genius like He Rui; anyone who could pass through China's republican selection system based on their own merit would have sufficient ability to execute such policies. Because China's means were to let go at the right time and propose completely reasonable plans that benefited all parties. The social and political level of Indian nations was such that if China intervened fully, it might be caught in its own weak points by India. Facing China's "letting go," India was simply powerless to resist.  Theoretically, India could still unite with other nations to solve its own problems. This possibility existed only in theory, because doing so meant first enduring the price of foreign intervention before seeing any results. China didn't need to lift a finger; simply by publishing discussions in international media about an Indian nation being subjected to full-scale foreign intervention, China could use its dominance of international public opinion to make the nationalists within that Indian nation full of distrust toward the upgrading revolution.  Li Runshi had been a Minister of Propaganda; such an operation was but a small trick to him, the cost so low as to be negligible.  Thinking of all this, Li felt He Rui's mood even more keenly. With an incomprehensible vision, He Rui saw the problems China, as the inevitable core of the future world economy, would face. Such a China wouldn't even need colonial expansion or imperialism. China never lacked true nationalist patriots, among whom talented people appeared in succession. At least for the foreseeable sixty years, these patriots wouldn't be completely corrupted. China could easily stand atop the world and play it like a fiddle.  Yet Li Runshi could not move against these people, because destroying them was not just a matter of "striking the rat while fearing for the vase." The world revolution Li identified with was not the opposite of nationalism, but a higher realm transcending it. Destroying China's nationalist elite would be breaking China's spine.  And were those who waved the banner of "cosmopolitanism" truly good? The economic drive for cosmopolitanism was inevitably economic interest; those pursuing global financial interests would surely be firm supporters of "cosmopolitanism."  After reflecting back and forth, Li found that He Rui's jokingly proposed solution was actually the most workable: while maintaining the world's largest industrial system, China would not pursue super-profits. Only if the world economy as a whole was strong enough could China's complete financialization be curbed.  Following this line of thought, one could see the core of He Rui's thinking: "Opposing the 'Global China' becoming a global financial empire." But this path was not without its own drawbacks; if China didn't become a financial empire, it had to remain the world's industrial center. And what drives human initiative is the "will to power"—fame, wealth, greater social influence, and higher social standing are all biological manifestations of that will.  In the evolution of Earth, the will to power ensured the continuation and development of the species; this part of the genetic code has survived to the present. Looking at human development, many do not seek these things to harm others, yet once the drive of the will to power becomes a social righteousness, it inevitably creates countless tragedies. To solve this, as He Rui said, a new way of life must be proposed—using a way of life to balance the negative effects brought by individual pursuits triggered by the will to power.  Li recalled He Rui's talk, which felt like a deathbed entrustment: "The work of shaping the future social way of life must be done by Comrade Runshi." This made Li give a bitter smile; He Rui had truly thrown a massive problem his way. This attitude of entrustment seemed to hide a suspicion that He Rui was being a slacker, trying to escape the responsibility he should have borne!  Having straightened out a considerable line of thought, Li also felt he should put these matters aside for now. If he continued to dwell on them without seeing these social realities, his thoughts would inevitably slide toward idealism.  One of the specific tasks before Li was observing the economy and preparing for the highly likely aid to the Soviet Union. Currently, Li also served as Vice President of the Party School, and one of the powers of this position was selecting talent. What Li had to select were the people to support the Soviet Union.  Meanwhile, the letter Li wrote was first filed with the relevant Military Commission departments for backup, while the original was sent to Cheng Ruofan. When Cheng first read it, he simply couldn't catch the main point. After several re-readings, Cheng still wasn't sure his understanding was correct and could only call a meeting for discussion.  Once the democratic meeting began, the views raised by the comrades immediately opened up Cheng's space for reflection. The attendees first confirmed one thing: the current priority for Indian revolutionaries was solving their domestic problems. This was highly consistent with the view of Brigadier General Wu Guangzu, who was previously in charge of the matter.  In the subsequent analysis, the comrades identified a phrase in the letter: "technology spillover." Based on the basic framework of technology spillover Li Runshi proposed, many things became much easier to understand.  Li believed the current Indian revolution had encountered a ceiling. The core limiting it was India's internal powerful tradition, which provided enough social stability. Britain, which had long colonized India, was one of the few industrial nations on Earth; although the British hadn't deliberately cultivated Indian industry, the effect of "technology spillover," along with the large number of administrative, judicial, and technical personnel the British trained to facilitate their rule, had indeed encountered more advanced industrial civilization through that spillover.  But "spillover" meant the knowledge India obtained was non-systemic and entirely dependent on the British industrial system. This made the nations of the Indian region appear to have everything—railways, factories, administrative systems, and parliamentary models left by the British could all be utilized directly.  A deeper influence was India's own perception. As a British colony, India had truly had full contact with and understood Britain. They knew that the world hegemon of not long ago had indeed maintained its status through these political, economic, and cultural models that the Indians had seen.  The parliamentary system India established was learned from Britain, which had the same system at home. India's industrial equipment was made in Britain, and the many Indian technical personnel who had worked in Britain used the same equipment and production methods.  This led the nations of the Indian region to believe that they had no intention of becoming a world hegemon capable of competing with China. If their goal was to become an industrial power like Britain, the British system was what they were familiar with; as long as they took it and used it directly, they could fully develop and become a regional power with strength comparable to Britain's.  At this point in the analysis, Cheng Ruofan felt his problem was solved. But a new problem was clearly presented. India truly did not understand the "technology spillover" Li Runshi had proposed.  Li's analysis report also raised the "capability for national independence and self-reliance." China had walked this path under He Rui's leadership. Cheng sighed, "Self-reliance is not that easy. Under the Chairman's leadership, every large-scale investment undertaken by the state has succeeded. And during that success, we obtained investments and technology transfers from Britain, France, and America during the First World War and the subsequent civil war between the Red and White armies. Then, through cooperation with France, we bought almost their entire industrial system. After the Japanese revolution, we fully utilized the industrial and technical results accumulated since the Meiji Restoration. Over the past decade or so, there have been 150,000 French and Japanese experts working in our country, and there must have been 1 million person-times of technical workers coming to help China receive technology.  With the Chairman's guidance, using every resource available, plus the people's hard struggle, throwing in nearly 10 billion US dollars of investment, and having China's own advanced civilization as a foundation—along with a national consensus to complete industrialization and thoroughly change China's weak position—even so, our path has been extremely painful and arduous!  Can these small nations in the Indian region stand on their own? Do they even know what self-reliance means?"  No one answered. The content Cheng described reminded the comrades of their own pioneering days, of the "Foolish Old Man Moving the Mountain" spirit that had erupted in an era when they knew nothing yet were full of confidence.  Looking back now, that sacred "folly" had its problems, yet it was truly pure and pious. To expect such self-sacrifice to appear in India... difficult!
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**Chapter 837: World People's Liberation Army (5)**  "Sigh..." Cheng Ruofan let out a sigh. "We cannot recreate the scenes of 'trampling the bones of the nobility' in the Indian region. We can only provide as much help as possible to the Indian revolutionaries and hope they can achieve a more thorough revolution as soon as possible."  The attending comrades expressed their agreement. With the direction pointed out by Li Runshi, everyone could see a part of the relationship between China and the Indian region more clearly, and their romanticized revolutionary imagination of India returned to reality.  Looking at India from a realist perspective, with its population of nearly 400 million, it could still provide a massive number of troops. Cheng Ruofan proposed his own view: "Cooperate with the Indian revolutionary comrades to incorporate the personnel and units of the old Indian upper-class forces, who are still within the revolutionary regimes, into the World People's Liberation Army. What do you think, comrades?"  Although Cheng Ruofan had an idealistic personality, it didn't mean he was a simple child when it came to formulating and executing plans. Especially after understanding certain matters from fundamental principles, his response methods were often even more cold and decisive.  The attendees understood Cheng's logic. It's not that there were no revolutionaries among the youths of the old upper classes of various nations; the officers who followed He Rui to the Northeast in 1915 were all from old upper-class backgrounds. This group, including Cheng Ruofan himself, showed no mercy when it came to burying the old order.  But being from the old upper class doesn't mean identifying with its ideals, let alone representing its interests. Which member of the top tier of the Northeast government was not from the old upper class? They had either studied abroad on government funds during the Qing era or on Beiyang funds during the Beiyang era. During the revolution, the interest group represented by these people did not include the Beiyang. These revolutionaries were ruthless when taking the lives of reactionaries.  The current revolutions in the Indian region faced a problem: the new governments inevitably had to absorb some people from the old era, especially being unable to refuse a portion of the old-era armed forces that joined with their weapons.  It couldn't be said that these old-era Indian armed forces were reactionaries, but the difference between the revolutions in the Indian region and China's was that while He Rui's organization also had people joining for various purposes, these people shared a consensus: to save the Chinese people, they didn't mind completely destroying the Old China to build a New China.  The current Indian revolution was largely triggered by China's proactive intervention. Because China had driven out the British colonizers, the nations of the Indian region had to establish completely new states. The local Indian revolutionaries did want to establish more advanced social systems, but their strength was insufficient, forcing them to absorb a portion of the enlightened old forces.  At this stage, the Indian revolution, strongly influenced by external conditions, began to enter deeper social construction. Sending those old-era military forces into the World People's Liberation Army and taking them to fight in Africa and Europe could reduce the internal pressure within the Indian nations, allowing the revolution to proceed with less resistance.  Cheng Ruofan thought this way, and everyone understood; the meeting quickly reached a decision.  On July 15, the Bengal government held a cabinet meeting. During the meeting, the Prime Minister, who was from the Bengal Civilization Party, informed the cabinet members: "The World People's Liberation Army is willing to provide us with 15 million Chinese Yuan in support."  Hearing there was 15 million in aid, the cabinet members' eyes lit up. Given that the British had been thoroughly defeated in the Indian region by Chinese troops with overwhelming speed, the Pound Sterling had instantly become waste paper in Bangladesh. Even without understanding political economy, these educated cabinet members knew that unless the British completed a counter-offensive, the Pound could only be spent in Britain. Currently, the only international currency Bengal could use was the Chinese Yuan.  Although Bengal's agricultural products could be sold to China, earning a lot of money, there were even more places to spend it. Bangladesh is situated on a plain with many rivers. To achieve more effective inland water transport, they needed to purchase a large number of motorized vessels. Bengal had already signed a cooperation agreement with China and obtained a batch of ships. Originally, the government felt they had bought enough, but once they truly began operating shipping companies, they found the number insufficient.  With 15 million Chinese Yuan in aid, they could buy more ships for inland transport. The greater the transport volume, the more agricultural products they could sell to China, earning more money.  The Minister of Transport hurriedly asked, "When will the money arrive?"  The Foreign Minister looked at the cash-blinded Transport Minister and offered his view: "What are the WPLA's requirements?"  The Prime Minister replied, "China... the World People's Liberation Army wants Bengal to provide them with troops."  Selling mercenaries was nothing to Bangladesh. They didn't lack manpower; they seemed to lack everything *except* manpower. The cabinet's discussion quickly turned to how to demand a high price; whether to send troops was not even a consideration.  And it wasn't just Bangladesh; except for northern India where the National Congress was striving to maintain distance from China, all other nations began discussing the "sale price" with the WPLA.  The amount of aid the WPLA could provide was quite decent, and a consensus was soon reached with various countries. With this step settled, everything else followed logically.  After the WPLA proposed the required unit designations, there was some pushback within the nations. The military personnel from the old upper class didn't want to go off to war and wanted to send less experienced members of the lower-level revolutionary army to risk their lives instead. The WPLA refused such requests, giving their reason: "We naturally hope for experienced officers and units to join our ranks; the candidates you propose lack combat experience, which would affect our battle arrangements."  This explanation didn't trigger alarm among the old upper class, as the British had done the same in India—the chosen soldiers had to have some heritage. Some younger and more vigorous old upper-class officers even felt their value was being recognized by the Chinese, hence their specific selection.  When it came to conspiracies, the Indians were no worse than the Chinese. But when it came to "open schemes" (Yang Mou), they lagged far behind. In less than a month, the armies of various Indian nations that had received transfer orders arrived at the planned military camps. Soon, they were aboard ships, heading for their target destination: the port city of Zanzibar in Tanzania. No sooner had they boarded than the officers heard the latest war news over the ship's radio.  On July 15, Chinese forces launched a vigorous assault on the Solomon Islands in the South Pacific.  The British-American Allied Forces in the Solomons felt as if the end of the world had come. Chinese four-engine heavy bombers poured a rain of bombs onto their positions. Before the heavy bombers arrived, slender and sleek Chinese jet fighters easily downed the US jet fighters just dispatched to the islands, then cut through the remaining US propeller fighters like a hot knife through butter, completely seizing control of the Solomon skies.  In Washington, Chief of Staff Marshall listened to an Air Force officer, veins bulging on his forehead, report the latest battle situation. Due to agitation, the officer was somewhat incoherent. Marshall sensed his shock but showed no emotional fluctuation.  The intense reaction of the US Air Force officer was not surprising. The US had gained much inspiration from the jet fighter prototype provided by Germany. Coupled with America's own powerful industrial strength and advanced technology imported from Britain, the US had done its utmost to produce its own jet fighter, naming it the F-86.  The F-86's engine was also inside the fuselage. Once tested, the clouds covering the minds of the US Air Force under the shadow of defeat were swept away, and their confidence in defeating China was restored.  A battle between jet fighters and propeller planes was like an adult fighting a junior high student; the advantage was immense. During the Hawaii campaign, the US military had reached a basic consensus on modern warfare: the role of the air force was paramount. The US was at the forefront of carrier and air force construction; the reason for their heavy defeat at the hands of China was that the Chinese Air Force's level of development was superior to that of the US.  Talking about the Chinese Air Force, the US military's sense of frustration was actually not that strong. Since China had used suicide planes to sink the British fleet in 1924, the US had considered the Chinese Air Force powerful. Because the US had tried to imitate them and found that the US at the time didn't have fighters capable of carrying so much explosive and striking a ship at such high speed.  When the Sino-British war broke out in 1926, the Chinese fighters' brand-new layout and various new tactics had been highly admired by US observers. The fact that the Chinese Air Force had soundly beaten the RAF in 1926 led the US military to believe China possessed an excellent air force.  In the current World War, the Chinese Air Force's performance didn't surprise the US. Moreover, the US military had grown very quickly; in 1926, its strength was below that of Britain. After making great strides, the US Air Force was now capable of engaging China in evenly matched, intense air combat. This progress had to be recognized.  When the jet fighter appeared, the US immediately sent them to the South Pacific for actual combat. They performed with startling effectiveness, achieving kill ratios of 8:0, 6:0, and 7:0 in three successive sorties.  Believing the urgent need was to deal a heavy blow to the Chinese Air Force, the US rushed 150 domestically produced fighters to the Solomon front and planned a general offensive.  Initially, on July 14th, the offensive went very smoothly. The US jet formations eliminated or drove off all Chinese propeller fighters in the area in short order. The US Army and Navy launched a full-scale assault under the cover of the jet fighters.  Then, 300 Chinese jet fighters suddenly appeared before the Americans. After a fierce battle, almost all the US jets were shot down. Subsequently, the Chinese heavy bombers began relentlessly pounding the attacking US Army forces.  While the Chinese propeller fighters couldn't deal with US jets, they still possessed lethal power against US Navy vessels. Even as the US fleet immediately tried to block them with intense anti-aircraft fire, they were still breached by the Chinese Air Force, which began sinking the US ships one by one.  If it were just another defeat, the US military would have been used to it. but this defeat meant the hope of America defeating China had been shattered. Furthermore, from then on, the US would face massive numbers of Chinese jet fighters; the subsequent war would only become more arduous. That terrifying future was far more unacceptable than a single defeat.  After listening to the report, Marshall stood up and walked to the office window with his hands behind his back, looking out. If one believed China was on the correct path of military development, the fact that the US was struck by the same types of equipment and technology after every breakthrough proved they too were on the right path. This wasn't bad news.  However, Marshall was now essentially certain that China had completed the development of nuclear weapons. Given current US production capacity, even if they finished development, their output would inevitably be extremely low. Since China had conducted over ten nuclear explosions, Marshall didn't believe they were doing it out of boredom; those tests must have greatly advanced their development. While he didn't know the exact results, Marshall believed Chinese nuclear weapons must be far more practical than current US ones.  In other words, if America used nuclear weapons against China, it would surely face a violent Chinese retaliation!  Marshall found it hard to describe his current mood. Gloom, fear, hesitation—yet also, unexpectedly, a sense of relief.  Yes, it was indeed relief. In Marshall's view, America had lost the possibility of winning the war. Since they couldn't win, all that remained was to find a dignified exit and secure the best possible future for the country.  With this thought, Marshall turned around. He found the office filled with generals from the Army Staff who had heard the news, as well as the Air Force officers already there. Marshall had been so focused on his thoughts that he hadn't even noticed them entering.  Looking out the window into the corridor, he saw many more officers standing there. Major and Brigadier Generals dared to enter the office, while Colonels and lower ranks stood in the hall. Seeing Marshall turn, the tormented officers stared at him, wanting to know his attitude.  Fearing his mission might not be completed, the Air Force officer stepped forward and said, "General, our commander requests you come to the Air Force Staff. He has important matters to discuss with you."  Marshall nodded. Going to the Air Force would allow him to avoid the current embarrassment. Most importantly, he didn't know what to say to the Army officers. Leaving now gave him time to think.  Picking up his cap, Marshall said to the gathered generals, "I am going to the Air Force Staff and then to the White House. You don't need to wait for me today... the Staff should first conduct an analysis and assessment of what has happened."  With that, Marshall put on his cap and walked out. The officers in the corridor made way for him, their expressions filled with gloom, fear, and hesitation—the very same emotions Marshall felt. Following through the crowd, Marshall didn't see a single relieved face, and he gave a bitter smile.  Aside from that smile, he had no other way to release the pain in his heart.  Atmosphere at the Air Force HQ was extremely heavy, though the sky hadn't fallen yet. Amidst the dejection, the Air Force Chief of Staff said gravely, "General Marshall, the Air Force requests the Army immediately provide the most detailed observation reports to help us analyze the combat power of the new Chinese fighters. Of course, our research centers are also doing their utmost to improve the F-86's performance. General, in my view, this is merely a setback. We still have the capability to fight on against the Chinese."  These words made Marshall feel much better. If he didn't know about the nuclear weapons, he might have found the courage to continue thinking about how to fight on.  Even knowing victory was impossible, Marshall was still moved and shook the Air Force chief's hand. "Rest assured, I will have the Army provide that intelligence immediately."  Seeing the Air Force chief breathe a sigh of relief, Marshall continued, "If there's nothing else, I am going to the White House. Would you like to come with me?"  Marshall saw hesitation in the Air Force chief's eyes. After a moment, the chief said, "Please wait a moment; the telegraph operators haven't received all the reports yet. General, let's look at what we have, and we can read the rest in the car."  Since the Air Force chief was so determined, Marshall nodded. "Let me see what has arrived."  By the time Marshall and the Air Force Chief of Staff reached the White House, Roosevelt had just finished some time with his lover, Lucy. At this point, Roosevelt didn't care much anymore and had completely let go in many matters. Since his wife was a social activist and mostly away from the White House, his actions had not been discovered.  Hardly had he straightened himself up when Roosevelt learned of their arrival. A sense of foreboding made him sigh, and he headed straight for the Oval Office. After hearing the latest reports, he wasn't angry. He asked, "Is there a plan for what comes next?"  In the car to the White House, Marshall and the Air Force chief had agreed that the top priority was no longer competing for the South Pacific but doing everything possible to withdraw the US forces from there. The Hawaii campaign had lasted so long only because the Japanese lacked good airfields.  Now, China had a vast number of airfields in the South Pacific, and the solid ground of Australia provided everything the Chinese Air Force needed. In the short term, the US Air Force was completely unable to protect the Army and Navy. If they continued to hold out, the US forces in the South Pacific were doomed.  To the President's question, Marshall replied, "The best course at this stage is to first withdraw the troops to New Zealand and strengthen its defenses to repel a possible Chinese offensive. Simultaneously, the Navy will form escort groups to evacuate the troops to the nearest South American nations."  Roosevelt felt this was the best plan. Withdrawing from New Zealand to the US West Coast was a long journey, certain to be ambushed by Chinese submarines. Since Chinese submarine ports were limited, it would be hard for them to set ambushes between New Zealand and the South American continent.  As for whether the South American nations would agree to the landings, that would require diplomatic effort. Given current US strength, the South Americans couldn't resist. Even if the US couldn't handle the Chinese, they could certainly handle South American nations.  Furthermore, sending Secretary of State Hull to South America would provide an opportunity to push for contact with the Chinese. Roosevelt too now believed America couldn't win; the focus had shifted to how to secure America's maximum interests while accepting the Chinese World Order.  "Then I await your plan," Roosevelt replied.  After Marshall took his leave, Roosevelt returned to his private office and had Lucy kneel before him. This damned war brought not a single piece of good news, but under the stimulation of conflict, Roosevelt's interest was piqued. Or rather, this was the only pleasure he had left.
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**Chapter 838: World People's Liberation Army (6)**  On July 18, several cars stopped in front of Marshal Tukhachevsky's residence. As the doors opened, grim-faced members of the KGB stepped out. They didn't knock immediately, but first prepared their weapons before ringing the doorbell.  The door was opened by Tukhachevsky's orderly. The KGB agents immediately flashed their IDs; the orderly was stunned and instinctively moved to resist. The KGB had come prepared; someone immediately seized the orderly by the neck from behind, while two others moved in to pin him down. Other members of the team rushed into the house with their weapons drawn.  The KGB agents secured the exits and searched the rooms one by one. When they pushed open the door to the study, they found Tukhachevsky standing before a massive map. Hearing them enter, the Marshal turned around. He showed no surprise at the sight of the KGB agents.  The agents had prepared for resistance or protestations of innocence, but Tukhachevsky's face only looked somewhat gray; otherwise, he remained motionless.  The officer in charge pushed through the others, stepped up to Tukhachevsky, and produced an arrest warrant. He said loudly, "Mikhail Nikolayevich Tukhachevsky, you are under arrest for organizing a counter-revolutionary rebellion with the intent to overthrow the Soviet regime. You are charged with treason and terrorist insurrection!"  Tukhachevsky did not resist. The KGB agents quickly handcuffed him and led him out.  This wave of arrests was not limited to Tukhachevsky; from July 18th to the 20th, many high-ranking members of the CPSU were seized. Among them were several senior Red Army officers arrested directly at their frontline headquarters.  The reason the Soviet leadership moved against Tukhachevsky and others was certainly because they had formed an opposition faction against the Stalinist line, and Stalin believed they had to be eliminated. Another crucial reason was that the CPSU genuinely believed these men bore significant responsibility for the recent defeats.  Marshal Tukhachevsky had long been responsible for Soviet military construction. During his leadership, the Central Committee and the Red Army had done their best to cooperate with his vision. However, since the outbreak of war, facts had proven that Tukhachevsky's military theories not only failed to help the Red Army but had led to the current disastrous failures due to his incorrect line.  Furthermore, Tukhachevsky and his followers had implemented a ruthless crackdown on dissent during their tenure, dismissing, imprisoning, or even executing generals who argued that Soviet military development must fit Soviet reality.  Most of those executed had been officers in the Tsarist Army. They were first labeled as "White Army" sympathizers and then charged as a conspiracy group for "plotting to obstruct the Red Army's technical progress." In Russian cultural tradition and social habit, once a member of the elite loses the explicit protection of the most powerful force, only death awaits.  Because Stalin had not spoken up, these Red Army generals faced certain death. Tukhachevsky, meanwhile, had built his "prestige" by physically eliminating generals who clearly opposed him and forced through his military concepts. When the backlash came, Tukhachevsky himself was naturally the first to be struck.  At this point, the German offensive had been underway for nearly two months. The Wehrmacht's reserve organization was extremely efficient; the first wave of 3.3 million Germans, after two months of fierce fighting, had defeated nearly two million Soviet troops and achieved a series of victories.  Now, the Battle of Kiev was nearing its end. The Germans estimated that about one million Soviet elite troops were trapped in an encirclement. They were launching a final assault to completely annihilate this Soviet concentration.  As early as June 7, following a series of frontier battles and the failure of the Dubno-Lutsk-Rovno tank engagement, the Red Army High Command had concluded that the southwest was the main German axis of attack. Consequently, they deployed the majority of the Red Army's strength in Ukraine: the Southwestern Front (5th, 6th, 26th, and 12th Armies) and the Southern Front (18th and 9th Armies), totaling six armies, 69 infantry divisions, 11 cavalry divisions, and 28 armored brigades, commanded by Marshal Budyonny. Following orders from the Stavka (High Command), the Southwestern Front began its withdrawal from Western Ukraine on June 10, 1942.  Stalin believed strategy couldn't be changed immediately just because of a defeat, yet he wasn't foolish enough to simply hold out blindly. The Southwestern Front's task was to have field units occupy the fortified regions constructed on the old border—Korosten, Novohrad-Volynskyi, Shepetivka, Starokostiantyniv, and Proskuriv—by June 15th and organize a solid defense along that line.  This defensive line was precisely the point He Rui had suggested to the Red Army before the war. At that time, He Rui's advice was to place the main heavy concentrations on this line—built on the old border to guard against a Polish offensive—and station units in tiers between this line and the Polish-Soviet border. When attacked, these tiered units would continuously strike at the German armored units, absorbing the impact of the first wave. By the time the delaying forces withdrew to the main line, the Red Army would be ready to launch a vigorous counter-attack against an already exhausted Wehrmacht.  He Rui did not overestimate the Red Army; in his suggestion, he explicitly stated that if the German offensive remained sharp, the Red Army should hold the complete fortifications and engage in a war of attrition. At this point in the war, the Kremlin's orders to the Southwestern Front were to hold the line and seek opportunities for counter-attack.  The German Army Group South (1st Panzer Group under von Kleist; 6th and 17th Armies under von Reichenau and von Stülpnagel respectively) launched its main force toward Kiev to break through the Soviet front along the old fortified line and seize bridgeheads on the Dnieper River. Thereafter, the assault groups would turn southeast to prevent the main force of the Southwestern Front from retreating across the Dnieper and annihilate them with strikes from the rear.  While a significant portion of Soviet officers were still prepared for a fight to the death, the Southwestern Front had 44 divisions—all heavily weakened in combat—facing 40 German divisions (including 10 panzer and motorized divisions). The Wehrmacht had more than double the infantry, artillery, and mortars of the Red Army, and 50% more aircraft.  More lethally, the Wehrmacht had confirmed the power of jet fighters through combat and had strained every nerve to assemble 160 of them. The Luftwaffe's fighters were already more advanced than the Soviets', giving them a huge advantage in air combat. With these 160 jets, the Germans swept the skies, completely seizing air superiority.  Originally, the Southwestern Front believed its lines were long and deep enough to withstand the Germans. They hadn't expected that after taking the sky, the Germans would break through both Soviet flanks under air cover, trapping the entire Front in an encirclement. Inside the pocket, the Southwestern Front tried to break out, but no matter how fearless or desperate the Soviet tank attacks were, the Luftwaffe's Stuka dive-bombers easily destroyed one tank after another.  Inside the Kremlin, Stalin had handed over the management of the Southwestern Front's breakout to the current Chief of the General Staff, General Zhukov, while he discussed Chinese aid with Foreign Minister Molotov.  At the outbreak of the war, China had explicitly stated there was no upper limit to its aid for the Soviet Union. The CPSU leadership at the time believed the Red Army had a chance of victory, so they were unwilling to join the Chinese camp just because of the invasion.  Theoretically, the Allies were meant to act in unison, but in reality, the camp was divided into three forces: the United States, the Fascist bloc, and the Western European nations. The relationships among these three were not harmonious. The Western European group—including Britain, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg—had been defeated in the 1940 campaign and felt no affinity for Germany.  When Germany became the leader of the Fascist bloc, the Western Europeans saw the danger of Germany gaining full control over Central and Eastern Europe. Germany becoming the preeminent European power would inevitably lead to Western Europe being completely subject to the Fascists. France, in particular, had always viewed Central and Eastern Europe as its sphere of influence.  The US hoped to control Western Europe, especially with the fellow-Anglo-Saxon British clinging to its leg. To the Soviets, as long as they defeated the Fascists, it was entirely possible to trade with the US and Western Europeans over the division of Europe. Joining China's side, however, would sever the possibility of such a deal.  This was because the Soviet Union had previously sounded out the He Rui government and received a response that left them highly dissatisfied. He Rui's government stated that the war China promoted was a just war of liberation. If the USSR joined China's side, China could not publicly accept any Soviet moves to change borders or treat other nations as Soviet satellites.  In Russian culture, He Rui's opposition could be seen as hostility. After all, the USSR had sincerely stated its recognition of Chinese control over Asia, arguing that the nations "liberated" by China had every reason to accept Chinese guidance politically and economically.  Based on its own ambitions and ideological differences with China, the Central Committee of the CPSU had only requested Chinese help in the fields of industry and equipment. They had not asked for a large Chinese army to enter the USSR.  These were decisions made after Central Committee discussions; currently, Stalin and Molotov had no time for reflection or evaluation of the personnel involved. Stalin stated his requirement to Molotov: "Commissioner Molotov, at this stage we need Chinese jet fighters. I am certain China has its own jets by now."  Molotov did not reply, simply memorizing the request and judging Stalin's overall direction from the contents of the aid he proposed.  Had Chinese aid arrived? It certainly had. After the Soviet Union entered a state of war, many enterprises turned to war production, and numerous light industrial factories stopped producing civilian goods. Yet to this day, in cities and villages outside the areas occupied by the Nazis, store shelves remained fully stocked.  The Trans-Siberian Railway was currently congested, with train after train from China filled with every kind of commodity: from clothes and footwear to cigarettes, ham, butter, and instant noodles.  Stalin listed several requirements, all technical needs for the non-military system, leading Molotov to believe Stalin's view hadn't changed. To a great power, only one's own strength is reliable. As the saying goes in Russia: "Russia has only two allies: its Army and its Navy."  If they used Chinese-supplied weaponry and military technology in large quantities, the Soviet military industry would inevitably become dependent on China's. The USSR had, after all, completed three Five-Year Plans and possessed a considerable understanding of modern military industry. Once their industry turned to Chinese technology, it would remain dependent on it in the future.  Therefore, the most important items on the aid list the Soviets had proposed were 10,000 Chinese-produced J-9 and J-10 fighters, along with some dual-use technologies. They hadn't even requested the introduction of J-9 and J-10 production lines.  "In addition to advanced fighters, we need the technology and equipment to process and produce them," Stalin added.  Molotov simply nodded; with his memory, he wouldn't forget these details. Stalin didn't say much and soon finished. Molotov then asked, "Comrade General Secretary, do we need to request that China dispatch troops? Or if China proposes to send troops, how should we answer?"  Stalin did not answer immediately. Chinese troops entering the war meant the two nations would fully enter a military alliance; even if the USSR hadn't formally joined the Chinese camp, other nations would no longer accept a separate peace.  Even now, Stalin was still hesitating. Finally, he replied, "If China suggests sending troops, tell them to consider having those forces ready first."  Molotov felt Stalin was perhaps truly being muddled by the current situation. China was not a Soviet vassal; how could they possibly set aside troops specifically for the USSR!  As for China's current situation, that was even more interesting. The USSR was at war with Germany, while China was at war with Britain and America. Even if Britain was no longer powerful, it was still one of the few industrial giants. As for America, if they were at war with the USSR, the pressure would be immense.  China was fighting in the Pacific and Indian Oceans simultaneously, with front lines and logistics stretching tens of thousands of kilometers. To ask China to reserve troops for the USSR was something Molotov didn't dare propose. Believing Stalin had spoken out of agitation, he simply ignored that part.  After finishing with Stalin, Molotov returned to his office and received a call from the head of the Supply Department. This comrade was very direct: "Commissioner Molotov, I hope you can request the transfer of pellet fuel technology from China."  "...What is that?" Molotov was completely puzzled.  After the other explained, Molotov was speechless.  Pellet fuel is heating fuel made from compressed biomass. The most common type is wood pellets. As a form of wood fuel, they are usually made from compacted sawdust or other waste from sawmills and other wood products. Other woody biomass sources include palm kernel shells, coconut shells, and tree tops or branches left after logging. Grasses can also be pelletized. Pellets are produced in several grades for power plants, homes, and other applications. They are extremely dense and can be produced with low moisture content (below 10%), allowing for high combustion efficiency.  Furthermore, their regular geometry and small size allow for finely calibrated automated feeding. They can be fed via auger or pneumatic transport. Their high density also allows for compact storage and reasonable long-distance transport. They can be easily blown from tanker trucks into customers' bins or silos.  "Comrade, we in the Soviet Union have plenty of timber!" Molotov reminded him.  The head of Supply replied, "That is why I hope China will transfer the technology."  Molotov was in a bad mood but couldn't vent it over major affairs; this "small matter" provided an outlet. He shouted into the phone, "Comrade, what makes you think the Foreign Ministry should handle such trifles! Must we do the same work as the Ministry of Commerce? Why not just rename us then!"  The man on the other end was perhaps too stubborn and began explaining to Molotov. Highly efficient Chinese wood pellet stoves and boilers had been developed, typically providing over 85% efficiency. Compared to liquid or gas fuel systems, they offered limited control over combustion speed, making them better suited for hot water systems with large thermal storage capacity. There were even pellet burners that could be retrofitted into oil boilers.  Currently, Soviet oil and coal supplies were very tight. Rather than waiting for fuel shortages to leave people in the war zones freezing, it was better to solve the issue now.  Molotov was about to lose his temper again when a possibility occurred to him: "Is China refusing to export this technology?"
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**Chapter 839: World People's Liberation Army (7)**  In the fifteen minutes Molotov spoke with the People's Commissar for Commerce, he felt his impression of China being struck by a considerable shock. Compared to several prior instances, Molotov felt this one was particularly violent.  During the Russian Civil War, Molotov viewed China as a declining nation. After the Northeast government effectively defeated Japan in 1923, he realized China was still a great power with the strength to match.  By the time the Sino-British war of 1927 ended with Britain ceding Upper Burma and Assam, Molotov saw the He Rui government as a powerful elite administration. This government possessed significant governing capacity, and China already had the ability to threaten the eastern Soviet Union.  With the Sino-French economic cooperation of 1928, Molotov believed China had seized the opportunity and would inevitably grow stronger.  In June 1942, the Asian Allied Forces captured the Hawaiian Islands. Molotov had to admit China possessed formidable war strength. The capture of Hawaii relied on naval and air power, not the absolute numerical superiority of the Chinese Army.  This meeting made Molotov realize that Chinese industrial technology had, unknowingly, fully surpassed the Soviet Union's. For a long time, Molotov believed China's most advanced technology was purchased from France through their cooperation.  The Commissar for Commerce, however, told a different story: Chinese civilian technology was more advanced than France's. Pellet fuel was a relatively new product in China, reportedly aimed primarily at mitigating the smog caused by coal burning in rural areas. As China rapidly industrialized, the smog problem grew more serious by the day.  What truly astonished the Soviet trade officials were the various electronic products suddenly becoming popular in China—small in size, with simple components. Because the USSR had no similar products, their earlier proposals to import the technology had been politely declined by China. Thus, the USSR hadn't introduced these products and continued using its own vacuum-tube devices.  Molotov tried to confirm once more: "Even after China refused our request for technology transfer, we couldn't complete reverse engineering after buying their products?"  The Commissar gave a clear answer: "Yes. we spent a great deal of effort on reverse engineering, but we simply couldn't figure out the core Chinese technology. Chinese civilian goods suddenly abandoned vacuum tubes and began using entirely new electronic controllers. These controllers can be used in various electronic products, and their control capacity and precision are simply not comparable to vacuum tubes."  Having said this, the Commissar pulled a palm-sized box from his bag, plugged in a pair of headphones, and handed it to Molotov. Molotov took it and looked it over, unable to understand what this box-shaped object with buttons was for.  Under the Commissar's guidance, Molotov put on the Chinese-made lightweight headphones. They were extremely light, seemingly containing no steel. While surprised, Molotov found the padding on the earpieces felt like kidskin—very soft and delicate.  Pressing the play button, the new Soviet song *Katyusha* played in the headphones. Compared to the phonographs common in the USSR with their large horns, the sound quality in the headphones was much better.  Halfway through, Molotov took off the headphones with a sense of lingering interest and looked again at the box that could play music, still unable to see the trick. This device was world apart from a gramophone; there was simply no comparison.  The Commissar stopped the music, opened the lid, and removed a cassette tape. He then demonstrated the device's radio function and its ability to record and play back using tapes.  Suppressing his emotions, Molotov asked a question: "How much does one of these cost?"  "Half a month of your salary; the tapes are extra," the Commissar replied.  Molotov found his first reaction was actually a desire to buy one. In many instances, he needed to record things. And this device was perfectly suited as a gift for his wife and children.  Once the instinctive impulse faded, Molotov realized this equipment was practically of military grade. He pressed further: "Is this a civilian product in China?"  "I believe Chinese officials certainly use such equipment. However, as long as one has money, this product can be bought freely in Chinese stores." The Commissar added, "This is just one of many Chinese commodities."  "Is this product representative?" Molotov asked.  The Commissar replied bluntly: "If you go to the Air Force, they will tell you that Chinese aircraft contain no vacuum tubes. According to teardowns by the technical departments, the electronic components used in Chinese planes are similar to those in this player."  Molotov didn't pursue these questions further; he needed time to digest these latest feelings. Staying alone in his office for ten minutes, he was forced to truly realize that China had indeed surpassed the Soviet Union in every field—and very likely surpassed America, Britain, France, and Germany as well.  As People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Molotov had to adjust his view of prior Chinese actions based on this new understanding. When He Rui warned the USSR before the war that a conflict was likely and "unreasonably" claimed Soviet war preparations were deeply flawed, Molotov had thought China had obtained information from within Germany through some channel.  If one accepted that China possessed technology that fully surpassed the USSR's, that warning changed its flavor. It became a case of China truly believing Soviet military strength had significant defects and was fragile before the Chinese military.  Thinking this over, Molotov felt only a slight sting to his pride; his overall outlook tended toward optimism. The reason the USSR had been so reluctant to cooperate with China was largely because they didn't want to be tied to the Chinese war machine and controlled by them. Having hundreds of thousands or millions of Chinese troops fighting within the USSR would place immense pressure on the Soviets.  Recognizing Chinese power now could actually reduce the pressure on the Central Committee. With such formidable strength, China still hadn't allied with Germany, which meant they truly hoped to cooperate with the USSR. As a high-ranking member of the CPSU, Molotov believed that if the roles were reversed and the USSR held such an advantage, it likely would have made a completely different choice.  With this judgment, Molotov felt the pressure in his heart ease sharply. He and the top leadership had most feared that China would take advantage of the continuous Soviet defeats to "rob a burning house" and make various malicious demands. Robbery and kicking someone when they're down were Russian diplomatic traditions.  According to Soviet research on China, the Chinese possessed an unusual moral arrogance in their foreign relations and wouldn't engage in such behavior—especially when China held the advantage. That being the case, Molotov only needed to show China sufficient respect and politeness to obtain adequate support.  Before departing for China, Molotov gave a report to the Central Committee, laying out his logic. The Committee had lost many members but continued to function normally. Hearing Molotov's line of thought, the members were quite skeptical. Molotov's overall idea was simple: go to China and say to He Rui, "The Soviet Union faces a massive external threat and hopes China can provide [specific] aid to help us defeat Nazi Germany."  This request seemed too much like wishful thinking, so Kirov, who had rushed back from the Urals, asked: "Commissioner Molotov, do you think we need to propose the goals for which the help is required?"  Molotov wasn't very confident about the proposal for achieving a certain goal, yet he replied firmly: "If we cannot propose some clear goal to China, we will have no way to demand that Chinese troops leave the USSR after reaching a certain level of success."  The Committee members naturally thought that using Chinese reinforcements in such a simple manner would be great, but they all felt it was unlikely.  Looking at their expressions, Molotov said: "If China wanted to seize Soviet land, they could easily have allied with Germany. Since they have consistently refused to do so, it proves they have no intention of seizing our territory. Of course, there is one possibility: that after China builds its New World Order, it will go to war with the USSR separately. But I believe the probability of that is very low."  The members fell silent for a moment. Molotov looked at Kirov, who had just returned today, with a sense of emotion. Given Kirov's character, if he had remained in Moscow, he likely wouldn't have supported this round of internal purges.  Furthermore, according to plans seized from some of the conspiracy groups plotting to overthrow Stalin, they didn't care about Kirov's moderate attitude; they believed that as Stalin's successor, Kirov had to be eliminated first. Only by completely depriving Stalin's line of its heir could he be thoroughly overthrown.  If Kirov had stayed in Moscow, his safety might not have been guaranteed. But this raised another possibility: that Stalin had already decided on the internal purge when he sent Kirov to the new industrial zones in the Urals. In Russian tradition, Tukhachevsky and his lot had caused such damage to the Red Army that they *had* to be purged. Otherwise, it would be impossible for the group represented by Zhukov to smoothly take over command.  Stalin saw it this way, and so did Tukhachevsky's side. If they didn't want to be purged, they had to get rid of the Stalinist faction first.  While Molotov was lost in thought, Kirov looked at Stalin. Stalin stopped smoking and said, "If Comrade Molotov is willing to take responsibility, I believe we can try."  Molotov was not intimidated and immediately declared, "I will do my absolute best."  Authorized by the Central Committee, Molotov departed for China immediately. As soon as his plane landed at the Beijing airport, the Soviet Ambassador to China rushed up and thrust a telegram into his hand. Looking at the Ambassador's somewhat ashen face, Molotov even wondered if something had gone wrong at the Kremlin.  Opening the telegram, he saw it read: The Southwestern Front has begun an all-out breakout; the operation has suffered catastrophic losses.  While this meant the Southwestern Front might be annihilated, to Molotov, it was far less dangerous than the Kremlin being taken over by conspirators. Handing the telegram back to the Ambassador, Molotov ordered, "When is the meeting with Chairman He Rui scheduled?"  "The Commissioner can see Chairman He right now," the Ambassador replied.  Molotov felt He Rui likely already knew about the Battle of Kiev. He steadied himself, judged for a few seconds, and made a decision: "To the embassy first. I must contact Moscow."  Arriving at the embassy, Molotov immediately made contact. The news from Moscow left him with a heavy heart: Marshal Shaposhnikov, former Chief of the General Staff, had passed away.  Marshal Shaposhnikov had not been on the purge list; he had stepped in as Chief of the General Staff while ill after both Tukhachevsky and Zhukov had been removed. Recently, due to his poor health and the string of disastrous battle reports, the Marshal had been overcome with rage and entered a critical stage of emergency treatment. His death could not have been an assassination; before Molotov left, it was understood the Marshal was merely clinging to life.  Originally the CPSU had intended for Molotov to seek aid from China; now the Central Committee formally ordered him to negotiate the formation of an anti-fascist alliance. Molotov's work was now centered on building this alliance.  Molotov inquired about the Southwestern Front's breakout; the answer was simple: "A small number of units have managed to break through."  With his understanding of the USSR, Molotov knew this couldn't be taken as good news. With hundreds of thousands of troops breaking out together, any single path would involve tens of thousands of men. Once a gap was truly opened, the troops would pour out in a torrent. That only a small number had succeeded meant the breakout had failed, or at least had not yet succeeded.  Molotov was right. At this point, fewer than half the units of the Southwestern Front were still capable of a breakout. And among these, the number of tanks leading the way was very small. The total number of troops in various breakout groups was around 300,000, but the tanks still operational numbered fewer than 300, and they were scattered across different units, completely unable to be used in a concentrated manner.  Having seized the sky, the Wehrmacht was relentlessly bombing Soviet logistical depots and transport lines. Stuka dive-bombers had dealt massive losses to the Red Army armored units during previous breakout attempts. After bombing various targets, the Stukas and other propeller planes didn't rest but continued searching the battlefield for Soviet trucks and attacking operational trains.  With transport capacity thoroughly destroyed, Soviet units found themselves either with tanks or with fuel, but rarely with both. After all, the tanks that had fuel had been sent out to fight and were subsequently destroyed by the Germans.  Of the fewer than 300 tanks used in this breakout, at least 120 had their fuel carried to them by small Red Army units walking under the cover of night. German propeller fighters would swoop down and strafe any large Red Army formation they saw during the day. In severing supply and communication lines, the Wehrmacht was extremely thorough.  Outside the encirclement, the Red Army continuously used armored units and tactical air power to strike the German ring. But the German jet fighters possessed a generational advantage over the Red Army's planes. Even though the Soviet fighters' appearance had now fully adopted the Chinese layout and their combat power was much stronger than in another timeline, it still couldn't bridge the gap.  At this moment, the Luftwaffe's JG 52 had just seen its 47th "super-ace" reach 100 kills. To balance this issue, the German General Staff had again raised the requirements from a month ago; back then, any pilot with 100 kills automatically received the Knight's Cross of the Iron Cross.  Due to the disparity in aircraft on the Eastern Front, the General Staff had now decoupled the Knight's Cross from the number of kills. If they didn't, it would greatly demoralize ordinary German pilots.  In the sky, Soviet fighters were being shot down in a stream—this was no longer combat, but a massacre. Only when the USSR sent air units flying Chinese J-10s into battle did things change slightly. However, even as strong as the J-10 was—approaching the parameters of German jets in many areas—it couldn't turn the tide. This was because the training time for these Soviet pilots had been too short; even with Chinese instructors giving their all, one month wasn't enough for the pilots to fully master the new aircraft.  Though these J-10s couldn't beat the German jets, they finally had a fighting chance against German propeller planes. Even so, the struggling Soviet Air Force remained unable to break the German aerial defense.  On the ground, the 5th, 21st, 38th, and 26th Armies of the encircled Southwestern Front—five armies in total—held out desperately in their pocket. Stalin's stirring speeches, broadcast through loudspeakers, echoed across the battlefield.  Without fuel or ammunition, Red Army soldiers fixed bayonets and launched repeated, valiant charges by the battalion against German tanks, artillery, and machine guns, attempting to break the encirclement and retreat eastward. Yet flesh and blood were no match for steel; under the shelling, strafing, and crushing of German tanks, the Soviets died or were wounded by the tens of thousands. Aside from a few units that managed to escape, the main force remained trapped.  By July 21st, the Southwestern Front's breakout had completely failed. The remaining forces were fragmented into six isolated defensive pockets by the Wehrmacht, completely losing contact with one another.  Even as the Red Army continued to fight on, anyone with a correct understanding of the situation knew the Southwestern Front was doomed.  Meanwhile, in the Wolf's Lair in East Prussia, Hitler and his senior officers were happily watching the war's progress. In the original plan, the Wehrmacht hoped to reach the area east of the southern Urals within six months, completely destroying the Trans-Siberian Railway to prevent large-scale Chinese aid from reaching the USSR.  From the current stage, the offensive was proceeding very smoothly. After annihilating the Soviets at Kiev, the Southern Group could drive straight east. The Axis had already begun the siege of Crimea. In Reichenau's view, they didn't even need to capture the peninsula yet; as long as they destroyed the Soviet Black Sea Fleet and besieged the fortress, they could ensure German supplies could arrive via the Black Sea shipping routes.  Hitler noticed Göring's mood was not high. After the meeting ended, he spoke with him privately. Göring didn't hide it: "My Führer, a jet fighter has been shot down."  Hitler was shocked. Those dozens of pilots with over a hundred kills were now Germany's national treasure; the General Staff had been repeatedly asking the Air Force to transfer them back to Germany as instructors to train more jet pilots. The loss of even one super-ace was a massive loss for the Wehrmacht.  Seeing Hitler's expression turn solemn, Göring added, "The one shot down was a pilot who had just recently transitioned to flying jets."  Hitler said nothing, but his expression silently signaled: "Go on."
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**Chapter 840: World People's Liberation Army (8)**  Facing Hitler, Göring suddenly felt a strong urge to refuse to recount the incident of a German jet fighter being shot down by a Chinese J-10 propeller fighter. To Göring, a former ace pilot, this was no small matter. He had always believed that the Air Force should never be a collection of lone wolves, but a branch that emphasized team coordination. Therefore, he preferred to view the matter from a more systematic perspective.  Hitler did not understand the air force, but he trusted Göring. Seeing Göring's reluctance, Hitler offered encouragement: "Göring, I believe in you."  With that encouragement, Göring voiced his current view: "My Führer, the engines used in the Chinese fighters are very peculiar. According to intelligence we obtained from the US, these engines utilize some form of turbojet technology. Although the Chinese fighters use propeller power, their operational performance is extremely high. The performance parameters of the J-10 are not inferior to our current jet engines.  However, what concerns me more is whether the people piloting those fighters are Soviet or Chinese. If they are Chinese, we may encounter a large number of Chinese pilots in the Soviet Union. the Air Force is currently discussing how to respond to this possibility. There are no satisfactory results yet."  Hitler understood Göring's anxiety but said nothing more. After seeing Göring out, Hitler's gaze returned to the map. A mass of red and blue pencil circles marked the current Soviet-German engagement. The Wehrmacht's advance was like a runaway horse, crushing over three million Soviet troops and striking heavy Soviet reinforcements on the periphery of the Kiev encirclement. According to German tactical models, they would soon launch an encirclement and annihilation battle against these Soviet reinforcements as well.  The Wehrmacht's series of victories were built upon the Luftwaffe's startling superiority. When the sky over the battlefield belonged entirely to the German forces, victory on the ground also belonged entirely to them. Based on this recognition, if the sky no longer belonged to the Luftwaffe, the Wehrmacht's combat would suffer setbacks or even failure.  Building a powerful air force is not easy, but once built, it possesses various conveniences in terms of redeployment. Although the USSR was currently being soundly beaten by Germany, the war also proved that the Soviets possessed powerful industry and immense war potential.  To date, the number of Soviet troops annihilated far exceeded the number of British and French troops in the Western European campaign. German losses also far exceeded those in the West. Yet even after suffering such colossal casualties, the USSR was still able to organize armored groups to launch offensives against the Wehrmacht, and Soviet fighters were constantly in the sky engaging the Germans. Such a Soviet Union was fully capable of building a large number of airfields awaiting the arrival of the Chinese Air Force.  An air force has high demands for logistics and maintenance, but in absolute numbers, its needs are far lower than those of an army. After arriving in the USSR, the Chinese Air Force would only need the Soviets to provide airfields and fuel. In terms of engagement with the Luftwaffe alone, ammunition consumption wouldn't be massive. What the USSR needed at this stage was not for the Chinese Air Force to crush the German Army, but to defeat the Luftwaffe and regain air superiority for the Soviet Air Force. Therefore, Chinese air aid could arrive very quickly.  With this thought, Hitler did not dwell on it further. Recently, Professor Karl had finally obtained an opportunity to speak with the Chinese top brass. Hitler believed that with the USSR being beaten like this by Germany, China only needed to attack the USSR to seize its entire eastern region. No matter how he thought about it, Hitler felt it wasn't entirely impossible to persuade the He Rui government.  Professor Karl's thoughts were similar to Hitler's; his geopolitics was a discipline closely related to military science. From the perspective of the war situation, after cooperation between China and Germany, they could easily control all of Asia.  Many scholars around the world now believed China wanted to conquer the entire world. Professor Karl did not agree. From a geopolitical analysis, if China wanted to conquer the world, the best step was precisely to cooperate with Germany to thoroughly eliminate the Soviet Union. China would simultaneously attack the US and drench the North American continent in blood.  After completing these steps, China would then engage in a final decisive battle with Germany, thoroughly defeating it, thereby completing the great task of conquering the whole world.  It was midsummer in Singapore. Sitting on his balcony, Professor Karl wiped the fine sweat from his forehead, looking at the blue sky and white clouds that could never be seen in Germany, feeling the high temperature that could never be felt in Germany, and couldn't help but sigh.  A Red Flag limousine drove up the driveway in front of the hotel. It stopped, and a lean scholar stepped out. It was Zhao Tianlin, the former Vice Premier of the He Rui government. Zhao hadn't originally been thin, but after staying in the tropics for a long time, his build had become similar to that of the locals; the influence of climate on humans is just that great.  Soon, Professor Karl opened the door to the knock, finding Zhao Tianlin standing outside. Entering the room, Zhao remarked, "The hotel's air conditioning is truly cool."  Professor Karl agreed. The air conditioning here utilized centralized cooling, with each room receiving cool air from a central unit—very comfortable.  After closing the door, the two sat down. Professor Karl said, "Dr. Zhao, I have a rather arrogant vision. I hope to see a powerful nation that unifies the entire world within my lifetime."  Zhao Tianlin laughed. "Haha, then you should find some junior high students to discuss this. Many soldiers in their teens have made various designs for world conquest while staring at a world map."  Undeterred by Zhao's teasing, Professor Karl continued sincerely: "Do not misunderstand; I do not mind if the nation that conquers the world is someone other than Germany. Conquering the world does not mean massacring it; Germany is not incapable of choosing to join the side of the strong. Furthermore, Professor Zhao should be well aware that most people within Germany actually do not believe the Chinese are inferior to the Aryan race of Europe."  Zhao Tianlin smiled and didn't take the bait, but he felt a sense of emotion at the Professor's sincere expression. Under that emotion, Zhao said, "Mr. Karl, according to my observations as an educator, ever since Chairman He Rui returned to the country in 1915, the concept of the 'Celestial Empire' (Tian Chao) began an astonishing explosion within China."  "Oh?" Professor Karl was momentarily taken aback. He had been seriously observing various trends of thought within China over the years and fully agreed with Zhao's view.  To establish a true nationalist ideology, the people producing it need to have received at least a junior high education. As Zhao's earlier tease suggested, a person who hasn't even completed junior high is incapable of conceiving a true plan for world conquest.  Before He Rui, the Chinese concept of the Celestial Empire was actually quite peaceful. The vast majority of people encountered it through opera, novels, and other literary works. This was not much different from the internal propaganda of various European nations promoting their own greatest legends. Only a small portion of the educated Chinese elite understood the dangers and challenges faced in maintaining such a status.  When He Rui returned to China in 1915, everything changed. The number of educated people created by the He Rui government was greater than the total populations of Europe and the United States combined. When these people, through schooling, reading newspapers, and listening to news broadcasts and commentary programs, felt the immense pressure facing China and learned of its historical glory and the humiliations of the past few decades, Chinese nationalist sentiment was ignited as never before. What was once the talk of the old upper class, the "Celestial Empire," became the universal self-identity of the Chinese people.  Professor Karl said with emotion, "Mr. Zhao, I have a very high opinion of the He Rui government and the Chinese people, especially regarding morality. The sentiment of revenge within the He Rui government and the Chinese people has not led China down the old path of Genghis Khan."  These words were from the heart. The Nazis believed that superior races not only had the right but the duty to conquer or even eliminate inferior ones. They believed racial struggle accorded with natural law. The Nazi strategic vision was for the dominant German nation to rule over alien races, especially Slavs and the so-called Asians (by which they meant the people of Soviet Central Asia and the Muslim populations of the Caucasus). In their eyes, these races were naturally inferior. For propaganda, the Nazis often varnished this strategic vision as a crusade to save Western civilization from the "Eastern" or "Asian" barbarians and their Jewish leaders and organizers.  With China's long history and the formidable power it now possessed, if He Rui had incited China with revanchism, he could have made the current war even bloodier. Scenes like Genghis Khan's "killing everyone taller than a cartwheel" might well have occurred.  Zhao Tianlin nodded. "That is what I admire most about Chairman He. He has moved beyond the level of revanchism; every direction he strives for is to advance human civilization to a higher level. Professor Karl, in my view, the dawn of a new civilization for the human world is before us; we may well see the breaking of that dawn with our own eyes in the not-too-distant future."  Professor Karl shook his head. "I believe that to allow the world to enter a completely new era, one must first conquer the whole world."  "Professor Karl, what is your evaluation of the theories of Karl Marx?" Zhao Tianlin asked.  Professor Karl hesitated before asking, "Are you speaking of the Karl Marx promoted by the Comintern, or the Karl Marx promoted by China?"  In truth, these two Marxes were the same person, but the world at that time indeed saw two different images of him. The Marx promoted by the revolutionaries was a revolutionary who advocated for the destruction of all old orders; the Marx promoted by China was a scholar of vast knowledge and extraordinary ability who had proposed an advanced methodology to the whole world. Western nations did their utmost to suppress the revolutionary Marx, yet found themselves inevitably attracted to the Chinese version.  Seeing Karl's hesitation, Zhao laughed. "Just speak of the Karl you're interested in."  Professor Karl thought for a moment and described him somewhat reluctantly: "He was a classical economist."  Zhao poked fun at him: "I don't see it that way. Among Karl Marx's various methodologies regarding economics, there is one that is very interesting—and you Germans have adopted it."  "I'm listening," Professor Karl said, somewhat defiantly.  "A common characteristic of advanced economic systems is the most efficient allocation of productivity. Backward economic systems, on the other hand, formulate operational models most beneficial to the ruling class. For their long-term interests, the ruling classes naturally choose control and naturally turn economic operation into something akin to a slave system.  During Schacht's era, German economic allocation was extremely efficient. During the years Göring oversaw the economy, that efficiency dropped. However, Göring's policies were goal-driven; because he truly knew what Germany needed, although efficiency was a bit lower, the goals were clear and the results were quite good.  Once Germany won the Western European campaign, it turned into the internal ruling classes carving up the spoils of victory. Especially in the German-occupied territories, any economy not included in the war-goal-driven sector saw severe alienation problems.  That is why Heydrich is the Governor in several places; Hitler saw the problem yet couldn't solve it himself, so he had to let someone capable do it.  I hear Hitler is grooming Heydrich as his successor. At a time like this, shouldn't Heydrich be kept within Germany, quickly familiarizing himself with more areas of work to eventually take over part of Hitler's power?"  Professor Karl had always considered Zhao Tianlin a relatively pure scholar, but hearing him evaluate the German situation, he suddenly felt that Zhao was indeed China's former Vice Premier. These evaluations were very sharp and indeed grasped the core of politics.  Furthermore, Zhao didn't use a "shoot the arrow first, then draw the target" model, but employed a methodological analysis which, to Karl's ears at least, was more persuasive.  Methodology is the theory regarding the methods by which people understand and transform the world. Generally speaking, a worldview explains what the world "is," while a methodology explains "what to do."  Methodology is the way and method by which people observe things and handle problems. It analyzes, researches, and systematically summarizes a series of specific methods to ultimately propose relatively general principles.  Professor Karl asked, "Is there an analogy between German economic development and China's liberation of the world?"  "From a geopolitical analysis, one must first understand that the natural conditions of every country are different, so even if one conquers the world, governing each nation and region requires different methods. I used the German example because the ways to achieve the most efficient allocation of productivity in each country at the same time are all different.  Since China's ideal is to liberate the world, once China obtains dominance over the global economy and enables the domestic productivity of every nation to be optimally allocated, China's goal can be achieved. And achieving this goal doesn't require China to conquer the world at all.  Conquering the world through strength and the accumulation of bloodshed and hatred that process entails would be harmful to the realization of China's ideal. China only wants to realize its ideal; if conquering the world were most beneficial to that realization, China would do so without hesitation. If there are other, more effective means, China will also without hesitation abandon the method of world conquest.  I emphasize once more: China's aim is the realization of its ideal, not necessarily choosing a specific means."  Such a confident statement made Professor Karl's heart sink. Up to now, he had wanted to talk with Zhao about Sino-German cooperation. He knew He Rui was a strategist, not a mercenary ruler. The way to persuade He Rui was not to make promises to him, but to point out to him the path to realizing his ideal.  To date, the discussion between Karl and Zhao had been about what He Rui's ideal was and how to achieve it. But the discussion had never entered the track Karl hoped for, because Zhao's level was already above his.  Since persuading He Rui was impossible, Professor Karl could only ask about reality: "In China's ideal world, what place does Germany occupy?"  "Germany hasn't actually come up with anything new; Nazi theory is just radical Germany taking Western racism and colonialism and brewing them in the cauldron of national rejuvenation. I must state that because Germany is merely picking up others' scraps, what they've collected is all old, stale material, and the resulting brew is neither nutritious nor novel."  Zhao's words were quite blunt, as the Nazi system truly held no value. Ignoring Karl's embarrassed expression, he continued: "Therefore, the crimes of colonialism and Nazism must be liquidated. This is not conquest, but a step that human civilizational progress must complete. If the evils of racism and colonialism are not liquidated but allowed to continue existing, it is equivalent to announcing that such practices are correct. Then, in the future, when other countries face difficulties, they will continue to adopt such solutions. It would only cause more unnecessary harm to the world."  Karl asked with a dark face, "How can you be sure this trial won't turn into a trial of the German people?"  Zhao had long been immune to such questions; during the discussions in Singapore on the trial of colonialism, many scholars from colonial nations had raised similar points. He replied decisively: "Because such a trial will be conducted within the environment of a brand-new world economic order. Politics is the continuation of economics; when the old economic order collapses and a new one is built, everyone can discuss old political issues.  Let's take colonialism: when the colonial economic order is thoroughly destroyed, the British and French, out of national pride, will of course claim they brought civilization to the world. But if such talk is used to whitewash colonialism, do you think the colonized nations will accept that view?  Out of anger at such an incorrect view, those nations will refuse to cooperate with British or French governments that hold it, breaking off trade relations. They will bar individuals and companies that hold such views. Do you believe that under the New World Order, the British or French governments would have the power to force open the doors of those former colonies through armed invasion and compel them to trade?  Of course, I am referring to the time *after* those who committed colonial crimes in the war have been thoroughly liquidated. By then, those who haven't been liquidated will be people who never participated in colonial acts. Will these people let themselves live a hard life just for the sake of those criminals?"  "...Killing and then destroying the soul?" Professor Karl's face looked even worse. After a pause, he asked, "Then how will China determine who is guilty?"  "Whoever promoted the policies is guilty. Of course, our judgment of crimes cannot all be death sentences; most people will ultimately be judged as having joined a criminal organization. It won't go as far as actually killing them."  Hearing this, Karl's face improved slightly. At least China's standards meant they wouldn't conduct massacres. He then asked, "If we use me as an example, what would happen to me?"  Zhao's expression showed some regret. "While there are no explicit standards at this stage, based on fundamental principles, Professor Karl, you would be sentenced to a few years in prison. But your crime wouldn't be a capital offense. As long as you do nothing further, you won't die in prison."  Professor Karl gave a bitter laugh. "Heh, I personally don't mind. However, I must state once more: the German people are revolting against unfair treatment."  "We believe the crime of the German people was not in revolting against injustice, nor in supporting Hitler. Their crime was in the implementation of unjust atrocities against other humans under the concept of racism. And I must tell you, in my personal view, a significant portion of Jews were indeed not good people. Or rather, those Jews who served the elite, were in the moneylending business, or the financial speculation industry truly harmed many people.  In our China, among the foreigners who exported opium to us, a very large proportion were Jews.  But individual crime and systemic crime are two different things. Individual crimes can be punished according to the law. But systemic crime—that system *must* be judged and struck down.  In this regard, I despise Germany. Because Germany has not judged the crimes of the system, but has pushed the guilt onto individuals.  But please rest assured, Professor: what Germany could not do, we Chinese will. After being judged by China, the German people will be able to hold their heads high and say to themselves: the true evil has been judged, and we can now live in peace!"  Professor Karl did not immediately retort. Because for a split second, he actually felt a sense of expectation for a thorough trial.  But a moment later, he said coldly, "Nonsense!"
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**Chapter 841: World People's Liberation Army (9)**  "What?!"  In the hotel where foreign experts resided in Singapore, and in the offices of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Beijing, surprised voices rang out in German and Russian.  Professor Karl and Molotov both asked the same question: "The World People's Liberation Army?"  Facing Professor Karl, Zhao Tianlin nodded. "That's right. The next force to aid the Soviet Union will be the World People's Liberation Army."  Professor Karl recovered his basic composure. He had asked just as Zhao was preparing to leave: if China supported the USSR, which unit would they send? To his surprise, Zhao had replied, "The World People's Liberation Army."  With his understanding of politics, Karl increasingly felt that China sending the WPLA to aid the Soviets was politically advantageous. As a German, he was convinced the USSR had ambitions to control all of Eastern Europe. He wasn't sure if the He Rui government's constant talk of "liberating the whole world" was true, but what was certain was that all of China's actions to date adhered to that philosophy.  Because China insisted on world liberation, it would never allow the USSR to join the Asian Allied Forces while still maintaining direct control over Eastern Europe. And so far, the USSR had shown a corresponding lack of interest in joining the Asian Alliance, likely unwilling to pledge against establishing its own spheres of influence.  Since both sides had a conflict on this point, China sending the WPLA to aid the Soviets perfectly bypassed the political friction. As long as it wasn't the regular Chinese National Defense Force entering the war, both China and the USSR could theoretically argue that they were not allies.  Formal political statements were serious matters; every word carried national-level weight. Once a responsible nation made such a statement, it had to bear the consequences. Whether people outside political circles believed it was actually unimportant.  As long as China and the USSR were not allied, each could take serious countermeasures against the other's actions. Once they allied, that room for maneuver would vanish.  For instance, within the Allied Powers, no matter how much the US didn't want to declare war on the USSR, because it was in the same camp as Germany, its current attitude was leaning toward a declaration. Of course, the US could continue to refrain, but doing so would give Germany a perfectly reasonable justification to suspect the US of preparing to betray the Allies, leading to various countermeasures.  Zhao said "Goodbye" and headed for the door. Professor Karl recalled his meeting with Li Runshi a few months ago, when Li had said that Western white supremacists would face an army of ten million former colonial subjects. At the time, Karl thought it was mostly a threat; he hadn't expected that in just a few months, what seemed like a threat might truly become reality.  In Beijing, Molotov had considered many things from the perspective of Soviet interests and had concluded that the USSR likely could not refuse this aid. China was a great power; if the WPLA it dispatched proved fragile before the Wehrmacht, it would only have a massive negative impact on China.  Since the WPLA's combat power should be no issue, Molotov could only ask, "When will it begin?"  "If the Soviet government and the Central Committee of the CPSU agree, we will dispatch WPLA units into the Soviet Union as quickly as possible. Naturally, this is entirely contingent upon a formal invitation from the Soviet government," Li Shiguang calmly stated China's position.  "I will contact Moscow," Molotov replied.  Two days later, Molotov received authorization from Moscow and had a formal meeting with He Rui.  It had been nearly a year since Molotov last saw He Rui. He found He Rui's hair had turned entirely gray, and his beard was almost completely white, with only a few black hairs standing out. Although He Rui hadn't been to the front and still appeared very spirited, the physical aging was very apparent. The 52-year-old Chinese leader before Molotov had fully entered his old age.  Though his body was aging, He Rui's mind remained sharp and his conversation even more mature and seasoned. After expressing his indignation over the German invasion and mentioning the long history of Sino-Soviet friendship, He Rui stopped speaking. Molotov knew well that his task now was to express the Central Committee's attitude. He voiced the Soviet Union's friendly stance toward China and praised the value of previous Chinese aid. Finally, Molotov stated that the USSR identified with the WPLA's concept of a just cause and wished to invite the WPLA to the Soviet Union to jointly fight against evil Nazi Germany.  Listening only to their exchange, one would think they were merely having a simple chat. In fact, that was the case; they only spoke for a few minutes. In such high-level talks, He Rui only needed to say "I know, and I agree" regarding major matters. That was the leader's prerogative: making the final decision.  After He Rui said, "I look forward to the WPLA thoroughly defeating Nazi Germany alongside the Red Army," Molotov simply said, "We will surely inform you of the latest victory reports at the earliest opportunity," and took his leave.  This was the style of a great power. The leader of one giant only engaged in long talks with the leader of another to build personal mutual trust. Though Molotov's status within the CPSU was high, for He Rui to give him five minutes was already a very high courtesy.  After seeing Molotov out, He Rui invited Li Runshi in. His talk with Li wouldn't be just minutes; if needed, they could talk for days and nights.  "What do you think of the latest domestic economic data?" He Rui asked as he pushed an open pack of cigarettes toward Li.  Li didn't light up immediately but shared his views on the recent survey data. "Chairman, I have fully grasped the value of market scale. Therefore, I have some views on the current birth data. The decline in the birth rate caused by the industrial way of life may be a problem."  He Rui had already lit a cigarette and said with some helplessness, "It can't be helped. Runshi, like the example I gave before: go to a buffet, and you can understand 'spending ten thousand a day on food, yet saying there's nothing to eat.' In the industrial age, people no longer just exist; they want to *live*. When it involves living, the cost is extremely high. Saving on living costs by reducing the number of children and investing those resources into a few to increase their probability of success in competition is an easily understood and implemented survival strategy."  Hearing He Rui's view, Li Runshi felt a sense of powerlessness. Much of this stemmed from the fact that he was facing He Rui. If it were someone else, Li could have debated. But He Rui was not someone Li could defeat through debate at this stage. Because He Rui was pointing out facts that didn't rely on a specific stance; even if Li won the debate, he couldn't change reality through words.  After a silence, Li asked, "Chairman, is it possible to use propaganda to make the people follow state policy?"  He Rui asked back, "How much benefit are you prepared to offer in your policy? Or are you prepared to implement discriminatory measures against families who have fewer children to concentrate resources on them?"  "Will future development make this situation increasingly serious?" Li asked.  "Of course. As long as the state continues to pursue efficiency and we continue to promote communist ideals—that is, the belief that productivity is the main driver of social development—and as long as we don't implement discriminatory policies against the winners of competition, the people will choose the survival strategy of having fewer children to achieve class mobility.  It's not just families with children that will change; future youth will undergo even more drastic transformations. To gain more opportunities for class mobility, they will choose a survival strategy of not marrying and not having children.  Matching this survival strategy, marriage will become a purely economic relationship. The morality and culture based on agricultural productivity will collapse in the industrial age. Everything praised in that era will be unrecognizable."  "I believe such a choice is unhealthy," Li said with displeasure in his tone.  "I agree," He Rui nodded. "However, I believe that to some extent, it is a responsible choice."  Li found He Rui's attitude highly unsatisfying and his tone grew sharper. "Responsible? The state provides so many resources for education, and these people would even evade their basic social responsibilities?!"  He Rui wasn't agitated by this at all, even managing a bitter laugh. "Heh. I must say, that view has the clear logic of an agricultural production model. Because resources are scarce, those who can continue the lineage must be viewed as resources. If a person cannot provide resources for society, they are seen as having no meaning for existence. I can understand the logic in that view, but I cannot endorse it unconditionally."  Li's brow furrowed as he pulled out and lit a cigarette. After a couple of puffs, he asked, "Chairman, a new way of life cannot be devoid of pain and challenge, of endurance and persistence. Such propaganda is harmful."  He Rui looked at Li with sympathy and nodded. "Yes. But if we promote to the youth that they should be grateful just for being alive, and that pursuing a better life is not a right they should possess... is such propaganda reasonable? Is it appropriate?"  Li saw the sympathy in He Rui's expression and knew it was genuine. Forging a new path was extremely difficult. The discussion they were having had occurred many times in history. It wasn't just the two of them debating such issues.  Encouraging childbirth is the most common policy among human nations; once the birth rate is insufficient, the nation's power suffers a massive loss. While encouraging births, governments also try every means to utilize human resources with maximum efficiency.  So, before He Rui took power, there had been nonsense discussions within the Republic about China's population being too large. Those who considered themselves high and mighty truly thought they were considering the nation's interests, that China had too many people and insufficient resources to support them. Of course, those "lofty" types never mentioned that they were on the side of the exploiters.  He Rui truly stood with the people, so the questions he posed were very sharp: "Can the state provide sufficient resources to raise the people's standard? Can the state propose a new way of life that the people can choose?"  Li took two more puffs, his gaze growing brighter. "The core components of civilization should be survival and development. The realization of survival and development is manifested in production and distribution. In practical application, production and distribution manifest as the unsolvable conflict between efficiency and fairness. Chairman, after all these years, have you still not thought of a solution?"  Hearing Li bring up the view He Rui himself had proposed before 1915, He Rui smiled. Soon, his mood turned somber again. "Comrade Runshi, my time is running out. If I could live another fifty years, I would propose new views based on the economic development of that time. But I won't live that long; these problems must be solved by you all.  Methodologically speaking, everything we do requires fulfilling prerequisites. At this stage, the concept of national governance is constrained by the development of productivity, so from the government's perspective, humanity has not yet escaped the limitation of being viewed as a resource. The state is already the most powerful organization born of human society, yet it still has such great shortcomings. The prerequisites for solving the unsolvable conflict of efficiency and fairness are something I cannot think of at this stage.  There is another problem: once productivity is highly developed, the definition of humanity will become an ethical question. Who has the power to define what a human being is?!"  Such a highly philosophical question placed great pressure on Li. After reflecting for a moment, he asked, "Chairman, do you believe the productivity fifty years from now might solve this problem?"  "I don't know," He Rui shook his head. "My general judgment is that fifty years from now, about half of the Chinese people will have received a fairly complete education. They will be able to understand that the various knowledge systems we use are tools that have been created, neither correct nor incorrect. In such an era, many things can be discussed.  It won't be like now, where if I say something, everyone instinctively feels I must be right. In the future era, the people will understand and analyze the logic and methodology in my views. At that stage, they won't yet have reached the level of freedom—but at least they will have reached the stage of 'consciousness' (zi jue)."  As Li simulated such an era in his mind, the clouds on his face dissipated significantly. Even if only half the population reached the stage of consciousness, that would be a truly remarkable achievement. Li was full of expectation for such a future.  But faced with the brutal reality of the present, Li composed himself and said, "Let's stop discussing birth rates for now. At this stage, I have some new views on why China must never become a financial empire. From the perspective of human survival instinct, a financial empire means greater power. Such power is lethal to the corrosion of social organizations—that is, 'virtue not matching status.'  He Rui nodded immediately. "When virtue doesn't match status, disaster surely follows; when a person doesn't match their wealth, something will surely be lost. At least before entering the stage of consciousness, a financial empire is a very real threat to China. It's like gambling; if a person doesn't recognize the essence that one is destined to lose, they are doomed to fail."  Li continued, "Given the current economic situation, I believe there is still a considerable gap between China's current development stage and the second currency revolution. Avoiding a situation like the Great Depression is a key point for the future economy. And the crackdown on the rentier class must be very serious, so I have reached a conclusion: we must prevent China from consuming most of the world's development dividends!"  "Haha! Comrade Runshi, aren't you afraid of being viewed as a traitor?!" He Rui laughed.  Li gave a bitter smile. "Heh, since this is the truth, it makes no difference whether I am afraid or not."  He Rui didn't pursue the topic, as it wasn't a pleasant one. He shifted the conversation to the topic men all liked: war. "Comrade Runshi, I believe we shouldn't expect the aid we give the Soviets to be returned. This is precisely what you meant by China not consuming most of the world's development dividends."  "I understand," Li expressed his full agreement.  He Rui's smile vanished, and he said seriously, "Based on my understanding of Russian culture, the Soviet Union should possess powerful military capability and powerful production capability. The USSR should become China's resource supplier and enjoy its due dividends from that."  Hearing He Rui begin to arrange the future destiny of their allies, Li listened intently. He felt that in this darker, more machiavellian side of political maneuvering, He Rui's talent was no less than his military genius.  "As for Germany, it must be thoroughly crushed!" He Rui continued. "Germany's significance lies in being an excellent case study. It provides an immediate case for all the crimes of the West. Through the trial of Germany, we can essentially achieve a trial of Europe's institutional and cultural crimes." He Rui continued to display his talent for "black-hearted" politics.  Meanwhile, in Kiev, the fires that had burned for four days finally flickered out for lack of fuel. The blaze, which destroyed nearly half the city, was triggered when Soviet internal security forces (NKVD) blew up several buildings on Khreshchatyk Street that housed some representatives of the occupation administration. Explosions and fires had continued for days, with Kiev residents constantly pouring water on their roofs to avoid the flames. During the war, no one went to put out the fire; it raged for four days and nights.  The German occupiers in Kiev now posted 2,000 notices, requiring local Jews to assemble at the corner of Melnikov and Degtyarevskaya Streets by August 1, 1942, so the Wehrmacht could implement a "relocation plan."  The next day, tens of thousands gathered at the designated spot. They were ordered to walk from Melnikov Street to the outskirts of Kiev, to the Babi Yar ravine guarded by German troops.  As they approached the ravine, all men, women, and children were ordered to strip, fold their clothes neatly, and sort their valuables into categories. Then, they were led into the ravine in groups. The Germans massacred them with machine guns.  The German justification for the slaughter was simple: "The Kiev fires were deliberately set by Jews trying to destroy the city! The Jews must be held responsible!"  As for why the Jews would set the fires, the Germans believed that no atrocity committed by Jews would be surprising.
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**Chapter 842: World People's Liberation Army (10)**  By August 5th, the Wehrmacht had essentially annihilated the Soviet Red Army's Southwestern Front. The Soviet forces that had come to relieve Kiev became the next target of the German offensive.  Stalin adjusted his command style, handing all decision-making power to the Red Army General Staff. On August 6, 1942, Zhukov was promoted to Marshal, and the General Staff under his leadership assumed full responsibility for military command. Zhukov's first order upon his promotion was to stop the "bull-fighting" head-on tactics and shift to more pragmatic maneuvers.  Starting August 6th, Marshal Zhukov's decisions were finally passed at the highest-level meetings of the Red Army. From now on, the Red Army would utilize the vastness of Soviet territory to continuously exhaust the Wehrmacht without losing contact, maintaining the front through strategic withdrawals.  After the subsequent operational plans were approved, Zhukov personally delivered them to Stalin. As Stalin read the plan, the resentment in his expression grew deeper. The core of the plan was to stretch the German supply lines, delaying them at least until autumn, when muddy roads would slow their advance.  The true counter-offensive would unfold in winter. By then, the German logistics lines would be extremely long, while Soviet home-turf operations, transport, and casualty care would far surpass the enemy's. This would allow them to fully leverage the advantage of interior lines and superior numbers to defeat the Wehrmacht.  Most of the construction Stalin had undertaken over the years was concentrated in the western regions; he truly did not want the prime areas of Western Russia to become a combat zone. But Zhukov's plan was pragmatic, for the current situation was no longer about territorial loss but the survival of the Soviet Union itself.  "You... go out and cool down at the door, then come back and report again!" Stalin said fiercely to Zhukov.  Zhukov stood up without hesitation, gave a military salute, and strode out the door.  The other core members of the Politburo watched the nearly raging Stalin, none of them daring to make a sound.  Only after Zhukov's figure vanished did Stalin hammer his pipe several times against the desk, venting his helplessness. A step forward might lead to a vast horizon, but a step back only made him angrier the more he thought about it. Stalin knew the current war situation didn't allow for more bargaining. Out of necessity, he forced himself to imagine: what would He Rui do in this situation?  For the first minute, his mind was filled with He Rui's style of seizing the strategic initiative. If He Rui faced this, he would surely attack first, letting the flames of war burn on German soil.  After a few moments of fierce visualization, Stalin gradually became able to consider the problem with more composure. In the war against Japan, He Rui had possessed air superiority, the mobile advantage of truck transport, and the Yalu River line as his bottom line. The combat zone was also Northern Korea, which was better suited for those equipments and tactics. He Rui had defeated Japan from the Northeast not by sneak attacks, but by fully unleashing his own strength.  While the USSR was currently in retreat, it still possessed its own advantages. The greatest was its population, followed by a certain equipment advantage in its armored forces. There were many other advantages, large and small.  If they blindly continued head-to-head combat, the USSR could not leverage its strengths. Zhukov's plan, however, could indeed bring those strengths into play by trading space for time.  Just as he thought this, Kirov spoke up: "General Secretary, the General Staff's plan can indeed buy us time."  With Kirov leading the way, the other Politburo members waited for Stalin's reaction before offering their own views. Kirov continued: "China's promises cannot be the only thing we rely on. Even if China helps us seize air superiority, it doesn't mean our Army can defeat the Wehrmacht. To truly defeat them, we must deal a heavy blow to the German Army. So far, our defeats have largely been because we cannot defeat them with equal numbers; to truly crush them, we need Red Army units that vastly outnumber the Germans. The time the General Staff buys will allow us to organize forces on that scale."  Stalin's gaze fell on Mikoyan. Mikoyan was currently the Vice Chairman of the Council of Ministers, responsible for military supplies and foreign trade. Stalin asked, "Comrade Mikoyan, what is the status of material preparations for arming 12 million new troops?"  Mikoyan replied immediately, "To date, we have completed the conscription of 6.7 million personnel, and new training is underway. The plan for the remaining 5.3 million has been finalized and is being executed. Regarding the production gap caused by the enlistment of 12 million men, we have already sent orders to China. Our negotiations with the Chinese side on this matter have concluded; China has agreed that these supplies can be paid for 'on account,' with the credit period extended to three years."  Hearing that China allowed a three-year credit line, Stalin and the core members felt much more at ease. This meant that for the next three years, all supplies purchased from China would not need to be settled. This was undoubtedly a gesture of great goodwill, or at least highly beneficial to the USSR.  Although China was also at war, it was on the offensive and the conflict was far from Chinese soil; domestic production had suffered no loss and was running smoothly. A three-year credit line effectively meant Chinese production capacity was now the Soviet Union's logistical support.  Stalin asked further, "Comrade Mikoyan, what is the current efficiency of Chinese deliveries?"  The others watched Mikoyan intently. A verbal promise to provide supplies for three years wasn't the same as actually receiving them. Only the goods arriving in the USSR counted as true support.  Mikoyan replied cautiously, "To date, railway transport on the Sino-Soviet border has reached saturation. Every car on the Trans-Siberian Railway is running at full capacity. We have ordered 1,000 new locomotives from China that meet Soviet requirements, along with 20,000 railcars; 35% have already been delivered. This new equipment is already operational."  Having said this, Mikoyan asked carefully, "General Secretary, can we build a second track for the Trans-Siberian Railway?"  Although the He Rui government had consistently maintained good relations with the USSR, gradually resolving security and trade concerns, Soviet anxieties remained. Mikoyan raised the issue of doubling the tracks precisely because the USSR, out of caution, had always refrained from increasing the railway's capacity.  The reason was simple: doubling the track would double the transport capacity. A massive increase in the Trans-Siberian's capacity meant that if China ever attacked the USSR, they could use that railway for a rapid advance.  Increasing the capacity now meant the USSR had decided to fully trust that China would not seize the opportunity to attack. This was why Mikoyan was so careful in proposing the plan.  Regarding an issue affecting the very survival of the USSR, the core members present did not dare to offer their views easily. All looked to Stalin, waiting for the General Secretary to make a judgment.  Stalin felt an intense internal struggle facing this question. From every angle, the probability of a Chinese attack was minimal. Yet Stalin knew well what Tsarist Russia had done to China. It was not impossible for present-day China to copy those methods.  Nationalists within the USSR had always been more wary of China than of Germany. Just last year, for some unknown reason, Russian nationalists had organized to celebrate the 83rd anniversary of the Treaty of Aigun. Beria had moved immediately to arrest them all.  When Stalin heard of it, he was incandescent, ordering everyone involved to be seized—the ringleaders shot, the others sent to Siberian labor camps for reform. Simultaneously, Stalin had vetoed a proposal to forcibly relocate the Crimean Tatars to Central Asia and severely criticized the Central Committee member who proposed it. That member had been arrested in the recent purge and was likely to be sentenced to death.  Stalin was currently doing his utmost to avoid disputes with China over historical issues—not out of love for China, but because he truly feared China using the war to retake lost territories. With this complex in his heart, he really didn't want China's influence in the USSR to expand.  After reflecting for a while, Stalin asked the Commissar for the Tank Industry, Malyshev, "Comrade Malyshev, is there sufficient manpower available at this stage to build the second track?"  Although Malyshev was the Commissar for the Tank Industry, he was effectively the head of Soviet military industry. Building the second track would require a massive labor force, which was in direct conflict with conscription.  Malyshev reflected for a moment before answering, "If this track must be completed, the impact on conscription will not be too great."  With that answer, Stalin turned to Kirov. "Comrade Kirov will be responsible for the construction of the second track of the Trans-Siberian Railway."  The core members felt relieved at this order. Current military work was left to the General Staff under Marshal Zhukov; the Central Committee's task was to satisfy the Red Army's needs for personnel and supplies to thoroughly defeat the Germans. Chinese productivity could effectively fill the gap in Soviet material needs, and once the second track was finished, the Red Army's supplies would be even more abundant. The Russian winter was long; with enough supplies, the Red Army would launch one counter-offensive after another during those months.  Half an hour had passed in the discussion of supplies for Zhukov's plan. Stalin had his secretary call Zhukov back. When the Marshal re-entered the room, Stalin's expression had returned to its previous look of displeasure.  Zhukov stood still, seeing that Stalin still looked completely unaccepting of his plan. The leader asked coldly, "Comrade Zhukov, do you have any changes to make to your plan?"  During his half-hour standing outside, Zhukov had indeed been reflecting on his plan—not to negate it, but to think through the steps in more detail. Hearing the question, he replied immediately, "Comrade General Secretary, I still believe this plan *must* be executed!"  Stalin didn't say anything at first. He lit a pipe, took a few puffs, and asked, "You believe this is the only way to defeat the Wehrmacht?"  Zhukov straightened his back, standing like a polished sword. "Yes, I maintain that this is the *only* way to defeat them!"  This time, Stalin didn't continue testing Zhukov's resolve but said in a level tone, "Go and execute your plan then. The Central Committee has approved it."  Zhukov was stunned; he had been prepared to convince Stalin at any cost and had visualized all sorts of arguments. He hadn't expected the plan to be passed after just a short wait at the door. For a moment, he couldn't help but look at the Politburo members, unable to figure out who had convinced the leader.  After a moment, Zhukov stared at Stalin, stood at attention, and saluted. "General Secretary, permit me to take my leave."  Stalin put down his pipe, stood up, and offered encouragement: "Comrade Zhukov, the fate of the Soviet Union is now in your hands."  Everything was simplified during the war, and Zhukov soon left the Kremlin. The high-level leadership discussed some broad directions for a bit longer before heading off to their own duties. Vice Chairman Mikoyan returned to his office and had his subordinates send out the long-prepared orders to China.  The day after this meeting, August 6th, Li Runshi, who was immersed in a sea of reports, received a call from Premier Wu Youping, asking him to attend a meeting regarding the provision of supplies to the USSR.  Looking at the reports, Li thought of He Rui's decision to provide "essentially unconditional aid" to the Soviets. He felt a sense of profound emotion.  On the way to the State Council, Li remained immersed in the high spirits brought by the data. Before World War II broke out, the China led by the He Rui government was actually insolvent.  This situation had happened once before, in the brief period after the Northeast government defeated Japan but before it unified the country. Back then, the Northeast government had issued a massive amount of bonds and was living on credit. From a purely fiscal perspective, it was unsustainable.  In that fiscal crisis, the Northeast government rapidly unified the country, and with the issuance of astronomical amounts of currency, quickly completed the establishment of a legal tender nationwide. Not only were the debts thoroughly resolved, but because the resources of all China were utilized uniformly and efficiently, the entire economy entered a period of activity.  It was the same this time. The astronomical amounts of currency were rapidly absorbed by actual commodities, industrial products, and labor through trade and investment with newly independent nations. Money that was originally just paper or numbers in a ledger suddenly acquired value equal to gold and silver. Insolvent China had transformed in the blink of an eye into a powerful nation with solid strength and anything it needed.  Substantial aid to the USSR might instinctively feel like a loss, but China had already weakened the US and UK, and aiding the Soviets would greatly weaken the Fascist bloc. The core of the Allied camp was the UK/US and the Fascist group; with the entire camp weakened, China could realize its strategic advance of establishing a New World Economic Order. From this perspective, the seemingly losing aid fell into the category of "taking a loss is a gain."  By the time he entered the State Council's large meeting room, Li Runshi was certain of his view. Once the meeting began, the speeches of the members proved they too had recognized this. The discussion was about whether domestic productivity could fully satisfy Soviet needs on top of supporting China's own operations.  At this point, China truly had the resources, the manpower, and the industrial scale. The meeting quickly concluded that they could fully satisfy the needs list just received from Mikoyan. The only limit to Chinese support was the Soviet transport capacity.  Having finished that topic, Wu Youping continued, "Next, we will discuss economic arrangements for the Arabian Peninsula. Vice Chairman Li, what are your thoughts?"  Li felt this question was the true purpose of Wu Youping's invitation, as the aid plan for the Soviets wouldn't have undergone fundamental changes even if he hadn't attended.  Geopolitical issues were something Li was very interested in, so he rose and walked to the newly hung map. The map included the Arabian Peninsula and surrounding areas. Li picked up a pen and first drew three large circles over Turkey, Egypt, and Iran. Then, picking up a pointer, he indicated Iran. "Comrades, if Iran occupies the Middle East, that is the ancient Persian Empire."  Then, his pointer moved to Turkey. "If Turkey occupies Egypt, that is an Eastern Roman Empire."  These two analogies invigorated the State Council comrades, who were overwhelmingly men of science and engineering with a fondness for history. Everyone was well-educated; the key points of world history didn't need further explanation.  Li continued: "The Mediterranean is an economic circle, and trade relations in the Eastern Mediterranean are especially tight. The prosperity of the Eastern Roman and Ottoman Empires was built upon their control of Eastern Mediterranean trade. The Roman Empire split into East and West not because of a strong separatist consciousness, but because each had its own economic circle. The circles appeared first, followed by the empires based upon them.  Therefore, economic arrangements for the Arabian Peninsula must first consider the economic circles of each region. Regardless of what form you all wish the Peninsula to ultimately take, start with the economic circles."  The comrades in the State Council were clever; they heard what Li hadn't said—or rather, exactly what he *had* said.  What did "regardless of what form you all wish the Peninsula to ultimately take" mean? The nationalists present shared a very consistent view: the existence model of the Arabian Peninsula must be beneficial to China.  What Li proposed was a methodology: since the rise of any one of the three—Turkey, Egypt, or Iran—could lead to an excessively powerful force in the Middle East, China's task was to restrict their expansion while dividing the Arabian economic circles into a form that favored intervention by external powers.  Only two things remained to be discussed: first, whether there were any issues with Li's methodology. If everyone accepted it, the next step would be how to implement it in the future arrangements for the region.  *Clap, clap, clap...* several comrades were already clapping to express their support for Li.  Wu Youping watched as more and more comrades supported Li Runshi, feeling a sense of relief. Lately, he felt his health was deteriorating, fearing he might collapse at any moment. That Li could smoothly gain the recognition and support of his comrades meant that in this turbulent era, China had taken the lead in completing its echelon construction. Even if something unexpected happened, the nation could still stably execute its various policies and ideas.  At the thought that he no longer had to worry about the future, Wu suddenly felt his strength drained away. He wished he could resign right now. It wasn't that he was unwilling to serve, or that he feared death. He only worried that his death would affect the interests China gained in this great era of global change.  A wave of fatigue hit him, and Wu shook his head, trying to pull himself together. Suddenly, his heart began to race uncontrollably. He reached for a pill bottle to take his medication, but his hand began to shake. *Clatter*—the bottle fell to the floor and shattered into several pieces.
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**Chapter 843: World People's Liberation Army (11)**  On August 10th, Wu Youping finally regained consciousness. He looked at the walls around him—white on top and green on the bottom—having no idea what had happened. It wasn't until his vision cleared and he saw the IV drip and the medical equipment that he guessed he had fallen ill. But as to how he had collapsed, Wu was completely in the dark.  At that moment, the sound of footsteps approached, and several doctors walked to his bedside. The leader wore a mask, obscuring his face, and said, "Premier Wu, do not move. Your condition is still very serious."  Wu didn't know his own status, but hearing he was in serious condition, he immediately said, "Doctor, please contact my secretary."  Hardly had he spoken when more footsteps rang out, and Wu's secretary rushed into the room. Seeing Wu awake, the secretary leaned down and said, "Premier, the doctor says that as long as you've regained consciousness, you can pass the critical stage."  Wu felt these words were truly hard to believe. He had been pushing his body to the limit through work and had long felt that the day he collapsed, he might not get back up. Since he was still lucid, he voiced his most urgent thought: "Contact the Chairman and say I wish to see him."  The secretary was momentarily taken aback but replied immediately, "Yes," and turned to leave.  Wu stopped speaking, hoping to use his remaining strength to wait for He Rui. In the face of death, he only wanted to see He Rui one last time.  To his surprise, it wasn't long before He Rui's familiar figure appeared before him. Before Wu could speak, He Rui said, "Youping, I've asked the doctors. They say this isn't a brief flare of lucidity before the end. Don't overthink it."  Hearing He Rui say this, Wu felt a great weight lift from his heart and shared what he wanted to say. "Chairman, I have work matters to discuss with you."  He Rui turned to look at the secretary and the doctors, and they immediately left the room. Once only Wu, He Rui, and the guard at the door remained, Wu said in a low voice, "I'm afraid I cannot continue. I ask the Central Committee to immediately appoint a new Premier."  He Rui shook his head. "That wouldn't be quite according to the rules. This isn't a general election; the Vice Premier can serve as Acting Premier."  Wu reflected and accepted He Rui's view. "In that case, I have no concerns about other work, but I am still uneasy about the aid to the Soviet Union. The budget for dispatching the WPLA to the USSR has not been finalized yet."  He Rui knew Wu was extremely responsible; a perfunctory answer would never satisfy him. He explained patiently, "Don't worry. The first wave consists entirely of our Air Force units. The organization of the second wave hasn't been finalized yet; currently, there are three mobilization routes: via the Trans-Siberian Railway, the Mongolian Railway, and through Pakistan in the Indian Ocean. Let the comrades in the State Council handle these; you just focus on your recovery."  He Rui patted Wu's arm gently. "Youping, on the day of victory, we will review the returning victorious troops together."  Seeing that his collapse hadn't affected national affairs, Wu finally felt at ease and replied, "Chairman, I knew a month ago that we had already won. From the data, 71% of the extra currency we issued is now backed by actual content in the new world economy, and the remaining 29% can be completed within the next two years. By then, our annual GDP will be equivalent to 163% of America's. Based on a 33% tax rate, the funds we spend on the war are 53% of America's total annual industrial and agricultural GDP. The US military budget currently accounts for 40% of their GDP; even if they push it to the limit, it will at most match ours. And I'm only calculating what China contributes; adding what the liberated areas bear, our war budget exceeds the entire Allied camp."  At this point, Wu felt his heart race again and his head spin; he could speak no more.  He Rui patted his arm again. "Since you know the war is won, then listen to the doctors and defeat this illness. When the time comes, you will win along with the people of the world."  Wu wanted to nod but lacked the strength, only blinking his eyes.  "Rest well. I'm going back to work now," He Rui said, rising to leave.  As he stepped out, the attending physician immediately approached. "Chairman, the Premier must rest quietly..."  He Rui replied instantly, "Don't worry, I have already ordered that no one is to disturb his rest."  The physician continued, "Chairman, we actually suspect the Premier has suffered some myocardial infarction... the infarcted tissue cannot be recovered."  The doctor was apprehensive while delivering this medical information, as families often lack medical knowledge and cannot accept the sudden loss of a loved one. Explaining the danger clearly often triggered emotional outbursts. But as the attending physician, he had to say it.  Amidst this apprehension, he saw He Rui, looking pained but speaking in as calm a voice as possible: "I understand the situation with myocardial infarction. Doctor, I make only one requirement: you must keep Premier Wu alive no matter what. I am making the decision for his family; you do not need to perform conservative treatment. As long as it keeps him alive, use every advanced technology and piece of equipment, assemble the best doctors in the country, organize teams, and research solutions. I don't care if your treatment results in countless papers on new medical approaches. If the expert team decides a plan requires custom equipment no one has dared to propose before, the Central Committee will cooperate."  The physician felt a chill run down his spine, cold sweat breaking out. He Rui's seemingly cooperative approach was actually like placing the doctors over a fire to roast.  He Rui continued, "Regarding the problems caused by myocardial infarction—fibrillation, thrombosis, inflammation, and other complications—unconventional treatments are required. I'm telling you, drugs including pethidine (Demerol) can be used. If it reaches an emergency, you can open the chest and use manual cardiac massage to restore the heartbeat. I only ask that you help the Premier pass the most dangerous stage and enter a recovery period. Doctor, do you understand what I am saying?"  The physician looked into He Rui's sharp gaze, unable to figure out how the leader knew so much about the key points of managing an MI. The Chinese medical community had heard that it was He Rui who came up with sulfonamides and antibiotics, and that he had provided decisive ideas for treating malaria and tuberculosis.  However, medicine is specialized; there was no necessary link between a pharmacologist and a surgeon. Yet He Rui's points were quite accurate and not at all excessive. At least he understood clearly how grave Wu Youping's illness was.  Finally, the physician nodded. "Chairman, if doctors could guarantee results, no one would ever die. I can only promise you that we will do everything humanly possible."  He Rui simply gave an "Mhm" and walked past the doctor toward the stairs. The doctor watched his back, wondering if the leader was a bit too harsh.  In truth, the doctor misunderstood him. He Rui looked so cold only because he knew that pleading with anyone was useless now. What could improve Wu Youping's chances of survival, besides his own mindset, were bold and meticulous treatment and care. Based on his knowledge of Wu's wife, she was not one to make decisive judgments. A family's hesitation would affect the doctors' resolve. Therefore, He Rui was willing to take responsibility. If it could save Wu Youping, he didn't care about others' opinions or criticism.  On the way back to his office, He Rui stared out the car window in silence. Managing China required immense mental and physical energy; Wu Youping had been ground down by the heavy workload. He Rui felt he himself might not last much longer either.  From today's exchange, Wu Youping did not fear death, a trait he shared with He Rui. The reason He Rui had to persist was only that he didn't want his death to affect China winning the war, or the direction China took after winning.  Historically, the US won World War II, but as soon as the last leader with strategic vision, Roosevelt, died, his successors lacked his ability and thoroughly botched the post-war layout he had planned. Though the US remained powerful, it lost many opportunities. He Rui didn't want China to go down a "wicked path" like the historical United States.  And the reasons that could lead China astray were precisely contained within what Wu Youping had struggled to say. China was truly wealthy now—incredibly wealthy. To what extent? While the other major powers had all entered a total war footing, China had carried the cost of the war using only a 33% tax rate, without even needing a total mobilization.  Furthermore, that 33% didn't fully include the "Special War Tax." This wasn't unique to China; almost all Allied members were implementing it. Companies engaged in military production had to hand over profits exceeding a certain amount to the treasury.  If He Rui included that money, the tax rate would be around 36%, completely exceeding the war expenditures of the Allies.  With the highest combat efficiency, the highest military spending, ample manpower, and the highest average education level in the military, as long as He Rui didn't suddenly die, winning the war was a high-probability event.  Wu Youping's view was simple: he knew the war was already won.  *Youping, you must live!* He Rui thought silently to himself. Over the years, he had experienced the departure of too many comrades and friends; he found that his tolerance for this hadn't increased, but rather that he could bear the loss even less.  Returning to his office, it took He Rui some time to recover enough to continue working. He picked up the file his secretary had placed first—it was about the Indian National Congress (INC) in the North colluding with the British.  The summary of the file surprised him. It wasn't that the INC colluding with Britain was strange, but that they were doing it *now*, which He Rui found puzzling. Britain was currently incapable of helping the INC; while this meant they weren't a threat, it also meant they could offer no support.  He Rui hadn't paid much attention to India lately. Looking at the report, the first part of the details mentioned that Northern India had named itself "Bharat" (婆罗多). This made He Rui chuckle.  The name "India," especially its English form, was viewed by some Indians—especially Hindus—as having strong British colonialist connotations. Some anti-colonial revolutionaries from a Hindu background claimed the British colonial rulers created the name "India" as a "symbol of slavery," and that "Bharat" was India's original self-designation.  In truth, this was a Hindu-centric view. The name "India" had a long history; in Sanskrit, the pronunciation of "Indus River" was *Sindhu*. Ancient Chinese texts referred to India as *Shendu* and *Tianzhu*, which were phonetic Chinese transliterations of the local pronunciation at the time.  The pronunciation of *Sindhu*, following the accents and terminologies of surrounding nations, became *Hindu* in Old Persian, *Indu* in Ancient Greek, and *India* once it reached Europe. These pronunciations shared a common origin in the Sanskrit term and were quite ancient.  China's use of the name "Yindu" (India) was thanks to the monk Xuanzang, who had traveled there for sutras. Xuanzang had deep feelings for India and felt the pronunciation of *Shendu* was fine, but in Chinese characters, it didn't look like a good word. Thus, he determined the place of his studies should be called "Yindu." Thereafter, *Yindu* and *Tianzhu* gradually became China's official names for the region.  Now the INC naming their state "Bharat" was truly interesting.  The term "Bharat" originally referred to the ancient "Bharata tribe," a tribe of Aryans who invaded India during the Vedic period, around the 10th century BC.  The Bharata tribe had achieved hegemony in Northern India for a time during the Vedic era, perhaps equivalent to one of the "Five Hegemons" of China's Spring and Autumn period. The ancient Indian epic *Mahabharata* (composed between the 4th century BC and 4th century AD) primarily tells the story of the rise and civil wars of the Bharatas (according to the epic, the tribe was named after their ancestor, Bharata). Although heavily fictionalized, it reflects part of the history of Aryan tribes gradually taking control of India.  From a historical perspective, the "Bharata tribe" could not possibly be the source of the main Indian ethnic group, at best being an influential regional regime. After all, the subcontinent was then filled with hundreds of small states, the Bharatas being just one. It wasn't until the 3rd century BC that Ashoka's Maurya Empire managed a tenuous unification of Northern India.  However, the *Mahabharata* was also a primary religious text of Hinduism. Under long-term Hindu influence, "Bharat" gradually became a spiritual symbol for the Kshatriya caste (royalty and nobility), and many later Indian ruling classes and nobles considered themselves "descendants of the Bharatas." Ultimately, "Bharat" became an alternative name for Indians themselves.  Reflecting on it, He Rui felt that the Bharat established by the INC was "so-so." Their control covered Northern and some Central Indian regions; if the INC could cede the Delhi area—the capital of the last Indian dynasty, the Mughals—and allow the Mughal dynasty to be restored, then the other regions truly would be relatively traditional Northern India. There was nothing wrong with the people there calling themselves Bharat.  Of course, since the INC didn't want the title "India," it might be taken by the Irelan (Iranic/Indus) region in the West. This area wasn't called Pakistan yet, and its largest river was the Indus—the *Sindhu* of Sanskrit.  Having roughly determined that Bharat would be a Hindu state, He Rui relaxed. His move to have India return to the state of its various historical civilizations building their own nations could be said to be aimed at eliminating strategic threats to China's southwest. But He Rui truly believed that simpler nation-states, especially in regions like India, would develop better the more homogenous they were internally.  Based on the history of India in the other timeline He Rui knew, the country was riddled with contradictions and heavily fragmented, leading to continuous internal friction. Ultimately, "Modi the Great Immortal" had to resort to a fascist model to forcibly shape an Indian national identity, making the Muslim minority a target for suppression.  Fascist methods rapidly consumed India's internal vitality, much as Hitler's Nazi Germany—seemingly vigorous—had quickly fallen into a state of stagnation.  In more homogenous states, because the number of people who can be defined as internal enemies is small, such friction ends quickly, and the fundamental national contradictions are highlighted more strongly, forcing the state to undergo reform. The things Modi did, because India had 200 million Muslims and tens of millions of Sikhs, meant those contradictions could be exploited long-term, making true Indian reform extremely difficult.  Thinking of all this, He Rui felt China could just watch how the various Indian nations developed and stopped his analysis to focus on the files. One report mentioned that the INC was actually hiring large numbers of British people abandoned by the British Army in Bharat, and in secret meetings, asking Britain to exchange technicians for British civilians in Bharat.  He Rui felt there was nothing wrong with this; if they could fully utilize British resources, it would indeed help Bharat. More importantly, doing so now would create some problems for Bharat's future development. After all, Britain was no longer the most powerful nation; since they could no longer through colonial means forcibly turn the Indian region into a market for British goods, the technology and equipment Bharat bought from Britain could not provide super-profits. Without profit, the British economy—lacking orders—would plummet. In less than twenty years, Britain would automatically de-industrialize.  Since that was the inevitable course, He Rui set the file aside. because Bharat currently lacked an outlet to the sea, China couldn't conduct large-scale trade with it, so He Rui had no interest in the place.  The second file concerned communications between the WPLA and the Jews who had been forcibly relocated to Madagascar after its liberation. Some of these people were indeed requesting to return to the Israel region to re-establish their nation.  Seeing this, He Rui hesitated for a few seconds about the choice of inserting a "shit-stirrer" into the Middle East. He quickly shook his head to dispel the thought.  Israel's career as a Middle Eastern shit-stirrer had essentially gone bankrupt after 1924. A force like Hamas alone had shown strong combat power. Israel had existed in the Middle East for over 70 years, and its greatest result was that the overall military strength of the Arab region grew stronger by the day *because* of Israel's existence. That was a situation He Rui did not want to see.  Continuing with the file, the WPLA had told the Jews in Madagascar that after victory, if the European nations that persecuted them could not ensure their safety upon return to their homelands, the WPLA would carve out a piece of land in Europe for them to establish an independent state.  Among the Jews in Madagascar, over 60% favored the plan for an independent state in Europe. Less than 20% leaned toward a state in their ancestral land of Israel. The remaining 20% had no clear stance.  He Rui looked at the map of Europe, his mind already made up. Since they were to be given space in Europe, it should be carved from the border between Germany and Poland—the two who had persecuted them most harshly. For instance, the cradle of Prussia: East Prussia would be an excellent place.  If that wasn't large enough, then throw in Danzig as well. That should be enough for them to survive. And if the Jews felt they couldn't make it in Europe, they could always migrate to America.  At this thought, He Rui gave a cold laugh. It seemed his machiavellian level was still holding up; age hadn't caused his sense of humor to decline.
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**Chapter 844: Aiding the Soviet Union (1)**  The train from Seoul blew its whistle as it crossed the Sino-Korean Border Bridge. By then, the Korean passengers had already crowded the windows, excitedly taking in the scenery outside.  The Yalu River was not particularly wide, and the railway bridge was only 944.2 meters long. Even at a modest speed, the train took only a few minutes to cross. The port city of Dandong on the Chinese side unfolded before the Korean travelers.  Yun Taeda, a Level 3 Technician in the assembly workshop of the Korean branch of China's Forever Bicycle Company, was visiting China for the first time. Seeing a Chinese city with his own eyes for the first time, he actually felt a bit of disappointment. Admiration for China within the Korean People's Republic had been rising steadily over the past decade; ordinary Koreans' calendars were filled with pictures of grand Chinese architecture or beautiful landscapes. Chinese people working in Korea lived much more affluent lives than the locals.  After the war broke out, news of the Asian Allied Forces' invincibility constantly reached home. Yun's classmates who had joined the Allied forces sent letters every month, and those military families would buy food, clothing, or daily necessities with the government allowances they received.  In Yun's mind, China was a glitzy, polished country. While Dandong was indeed more advanced than most Korean cities, it couldn't compare to the capital, Seoul, or even the major city of Pyongyang. This inevitably left Yun somewhat disappointed.  "Dandong... is like this, then." The colleague in the seat opposite, Kim Tae-soo, spoke with a clear note of disappointment.  Hearing this, Yun felt somewhat relieved. It seemed he wasn't the only one who thought so.  A middle-aged man across the aisle laughed at their words. "Kid, Dandong is just a border city; what did you expect? By the way, where are you two headed?"  Before Yun could speak, Kim Tae-soo answered proudly, "To Shenyang for company training."  "Oh?! Which joint venture are you from?" the man asked with surprise.  Kim replied immediately, "The Forever Company."  The middle-aged man nodded. "That's a good company. My family bought a Forever and a Phoenix."  Hearing that the man had two bicycles at home, Kim instantly tucked away his pride and spoke respectfully: "Sir, why are you going to China?"  "I'm going to Shenyang for a bit of business," the man laughed.  Seeing that this middle-aged Korean was well-dressed, wore a watch on his left wrist, and reportedly had two bicycles, Yun Taeda immediately became respectful. But before they could chat further, Yun's gaze was drawn to the scenery outside. It was a vast plain, with block after block of farmland stretching beyond the horizon.  For a moment, Yun truly understood what it meant to be a great power. Northern Korea was mountainous, and while the south was flatter, it was still hilly; one could see the end of any field with a single glance. Yun was mesmerized by the seemingly endless fields and the golden waves of wheat within them. He couldn't look away.  Hours later, the train entered the outskirts of Shenyang. As block after block of buildings came into view, Yun felt elated. Before coming to China, his mood had been akin to a pilgrimage. He had feared that Chinese cities wouldn't be grand and prosperous, that the country wouldn't be beautiful and happy. The stronger China was, the more secure Yun felt. as an employee of a Chinese-invested enterprise in Korea, he viewed Chinese power as his backing.  As the train came to a stop, the group of young men hurried off. Soon, Yun followed the crowd onto the wide, flat platform. Once he found his footing, he suddenly remembered he had been so excited that he hadn't said goodbye to the middle-aged "uncle." But just then, several tall female railway workers in uniform stepped forward to direct the crowd toward the exit.  There were no women that tall in Korea; Yun's attention was immediately captured by them, and the matter of the uncle was forgotten.  Only after Yun and the others had entered the exit passage did the middle-aged Korean man step off the train. Two Koreans were already waiting on the platform; as soon as they saw him, they bowed. "Chairman Lee, did you encounter any trouble on the way?"  The man was Lee Byung-chul, Chairman of the Korean Samsung Corporation. Though only 32, he was a veteran of the business world. In Korea, 32 was already entering the "uncle" category. Lee laughed, "I took the train this time specifically to see the security situation in China. Don't worry."  "Chairman, the car is outside; please follow us," the Samsung representative in China said hurriedly.  Samsung was a rising giant in Korea. Lee Byung-chul had graduated from the business school at Waseda University in Japan and had secured Japanese investment through his Waseda connections as early as 1931. Shrewd and naturally gifted in business, he had seized almost every opportunity over the past eleven years, becoming one of Korea's leading metallurgical giants and expanding into construction and shipbuilding. A man like him could cause a stir in Korea just by stamping his foot.  In China, however, Lee Byung-chul was very low-key. He exited the station like any other traveler and got into a car in the distant parking lot, heading straight for the Shenyang SASAC (State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission) office building. This building had once been the headquarters of the Northeast Government, and the elevator shafts reserved back then had long since been fitted with elevators. Taking the elevator to the fourth floor, Lee knocked on a door.  Soon, someone opened it. After a brief exchange, the man sitting at the desk inside realized it was Lee Byung-chul and hurried to greet him. "Lee-kun, why did you just show up? You should have called; I would have sent a car for you."  Lee laughed. "Jing-kun, between old classmates, what need is there for that?"  Talking as they went, they entered the office. Within the current Japanese Mitsui Syndicate, one branch of the family had changed their surname to "Jing." For Japan, such branch name changes were not uncommon. And this "Jing" branch was a prominent one within the Mitsui family.  In 1916, Mitsui Yasuhiro, the future leader of the syndicate, had decided to invest in He Rui. He Rui was not stingy and allowed the Mitsui family to send personnel to work in the joint-venture bank between the Northeast Government and the Mitsui Syndicate. Back then, a cover identity was arranged: the new Mr. "Jing" was a cousin of Wu Youping.  For twenty-six years, the several members of the Jing family truly wished to be Chinese. Now, the Deputy Director of the Planning Bureau of the Northeast SASAC, Jing Xiangyang, was the second generation of the family, also a graduate of Waseda University and a classmate of Lee Byung-chul.  The two old classmates didn't reunite for nostalgia; Lee inquired about the issue of exports to the Soviet Union. China, Japan, and Korea were the first nations to form the Asian Coal and Steel Community, one of whose primary tasks was military—especially now, as Korea utilized its rich iron ore reserves not only to export to China and Japan but also to vigorously build its own steel enterprises.  With China's decision to aid the Soviet Union, exports of metal products to the USSR would surely increase significantly. For a Korean enterprise, how could such an opportunity be missed? Lee had come to China personally to use his old classmate's connections to learn more about the specifics of these exports.  Jing Xiangyang didn't mislead his old friend. After hearing Lee's purpose, he replied immediately, "The policy from above is a three-year credit line for the Soviets. Can your company accept such a long recovery period for its funds?"  Lee nodded. "In Korea, we can take our orders to the bank for loans; I'm not worried about the cash flow. What I don't understand is: does the Celestial Empire truly intend for the Soviets to pay them back?"  Jing knew his classmate was extremely sharp in business, and now he had a direct understanding of what "sharp" meant. There was a rumor within SASAC that the Central Government didn't actually intend to force the Soviets to repay the debt for war materials. There was even talk that the government might agree to a 40-year interest-free repayment plan.  Given the scale of the war, China would inevitably provide an incredible amount of aid. An interest-free, 40-year plan was essentially giving it away.  Jing didn't answer that question. Seeing this, Lee asked another: "According to what I've heard, the accounts will only be settled after the war. I want to know what kind of payment timeline applies to these Soviet aid businesses."  "I don't know," Jing replied. He truly didn't know how the payments would work, and even if he did, he wouldn't tell Lee—that was organizational discipline.  Lee didn't mind. He continued, "The Celestial Empire has the stature of a great power; if the aid to the Soviets is essentially a gift, it won't be levied upon Korea. However, my Korea is also a 'Little China'; in such a matter of duty, how can we lag behind? Even if the Soviet aid business isn't profitable, Samsung is willing to undertake it. I'd like my old classmate's help in putting in a word for us."  Jing thought his old friend was truly extraordinary. "Taking a loss is a gain"—the profits from military orders during wartime were never as large as people imagined. Not just in China, but even in the West, what good ever came to those called war profiteers?  Accepting low or no profit now meant breaking into the Chinese supply chain. With the war situation highly favorable to China, there would be countless opportunities to make money after the war. What Lee sought was not a quick score today, but the ability to earn for a long time in the future.  Seeing his classmate's clear thinking and proper attitude, Jing asked, "You must have brought approvals from the Korean government and the Coal and Steel Community on this trip?"  Lee didn't answer but took several documents from his briefcase and laid them before Jing. Jing looked through them one by one, then said, "There's a bidding session coming up; why don't you attend?"  Having said this, Jing added a warning: "This isn't Korea; don't you dare go looking for people to pull strings."  Lee replied hurriedly, "The Celestial Empire's system is strict, and it's wartime besides. The current Emperor is a man of grand vision; how could he tolerate collusion between officials and businessmen? I would never cause trouble for the Empire or my old classmate."  Seeing Lee so sensible, Jing felt much more at ease. After seeing his friend out, Jing sat in his office, reflecting on his own fate.  Although born in Japan, Jing Xiangyang had come to China before starting primary school and had acquired Chinese citizenship. He attended the Shenyang No. 2 People's Primary School and Shenyang No. 1 Middle School. Over twenty years had passed; although he went back to Japan for Waseda University and his family arranged a Japanese wife for him, Jing found during his years at university that his Japanese self had been so frightened by Japanese culture and social atmosphere that he had no desire to be Japanese ever again.  China was a nation that valued rules, yet one could live there with perfectly normal and straightforward emotions. In Japan, everyone had to live according to the model society expected of them. Individual will was firmly suppressed by the social atmosphere, not daring to show any flair.  After living in China for so many years, Jing felt his "Chinese component" was far greater than his Japanese one. So when his great-uncle Mitsui Yasuhiro asked if he was willing to return to Japan and take back the Mitsui name, Jing had refused decisively. Facing the pressure his great-uncle projected, Jing had to say some pretty words: "My Jing family has always prioritized loyalty and duty—eating the master's grain and doing the master's business. Although I am now Chinese, the backbone of the Mitsui/Jing family must not be lost."  Once he had cleared that hurdle with his great-uncle, Jing reflected that he truly was Chinese. Only a Chinese would naturally take "loyalty and duty" as the root of being human. As for the Mitsui family, after 300 years of maneuvering among Japanese power-holders, they didn't have a shred of true loyalty.  Deep down, Jing felt a genuine loyalty to China, so why mention it further? Just thinking of himself as Chinese made him feel secure. Now, a trend of searching for Chinese ancestral ties was emerging in Japan; the two countries were so close, and historically there had always been Chinese residents in Japan who became Japanese. Jing felt that as someone with Chinese blood who had become a Chinese citizen again, there was nothing to worry about.  With these thoughts, Jing returned to his work. Seven or eight years ago, the Northeast—once China's strongest industrial region—had seen its economy struggle as the center of gravity shifted south. Since the war broke out, its economic fire had been fully restored. Now, with the Soviet-German war, the Northeast had received so many orders that its capacity had reached its limit. Consequently, the Northeast SASAC had submitted a report requesting increased investment.  The Central Government, however, believed the Northeast was currently too dependent on the war economy; once the war ended, its economy would inevitably suffer a major shock, so they were not inclined to invest there.  As Deputy Director of the Planning Bureau, Jing had to rack his brains to propose a rational plan to gain Central support. This request for investment was much like Lee Byung-chul's request to serve the Empire: if not 10 billion, 5 billion would do. If not 5 billion, then 1 billion. In short, they had to get *something*. It wasn't that the investment was so critical right now, but failing to get it now meant likely having no seat at the table in the future.  Inventing reasons was a hassle, and before he knew it, it was 8:00 PM. Seeing that it wasn't yet fully dark, Jing called his wife. Though she was a Japanese bride, after several years in China—especially in the hearty atmosphere of the Northeast—she had changed significantly. As soon as Jing called, she complained indignantly that their eldest son had caused trouble at school and she had been scolded by the teacher for half an hour.  Hearing this, Jing had no heart for overtime and told her, "I'm coming home right now to handle that little brat!"  On the way home, watching the brightly lit streets, he thought of his son likely standing in a corner with a bowl of water on his head as punishment, and his heart softened. He felt his boy wasn't bad, just a bit too clever, always wanting to get to the bottom of everything and often offending people without knowing it. *Well, I'll find out what happened first,* he thought.  As Jing's car passed an intersection, Yun Taeda and his Korean colleagues were waiting for a red light. Looking at the stream of cars—seeing more in this single afternoon than he had in his entire life—Yun felt this was truly the aura of the Celestial Empire. No wonder the colleagues who had been to headquarters for training always praised China so sincerely.  The light turned green, and the pedestrians crossed. The dinner was at a Hunan restaurant just across the street. Yun didn't go in immediately, but stopped at the door, trying to identify that elusive feeling he couldn't quite name. Just then, a scent wafted on the breeze, leading Yun to look toward the flowerbeds between the bike and car lanes, where a long row of flowers was in bloom.  In that moment of admiration, a spark of inspiration hit him: he understood why Shenyang felt so superior to Seoul. Seoul had developed fast in recent years, with many buildings along its streets similar in appearance to Shenyang's. The real difference wasn't the architecture, but the city's design.  In Seoul, buildings were packed tight against each other, with huts filling every gap. There was no room for flowers in those cramped spaces; even the few who grew them had to use their own indoor space.  Shenyang, from its inception, had been designed with ample public space. Flowers could bloom and trees could offer shade, providing a beautiful backdrop for the lives of all its people. Realizing this, Yun marveled in his heart: *The Celestial Empire... this is truly the Celestial Empire.*  The group ate until they were stuffed. The next day was a company tour, and the third was a collective meeting. At the meeting, the headquarters leadership announced that due to the massive number of Soviets entering the military, their bicycle enterprises lacked skilled engineers and technical workers. Therefore, the company had decided to select a group of volunteers to go to the Soviet Union to provide support. As it was overseas work, the allowance would follow the overseas standards.  Yun Taeda, who had never had the chance to go abroad until now, was even more intrigued by the prospect of going to the USSR. When the leadership mentioned the allowance standard, Yun felt Kim Tae-soo beside him move strangely. Turning, he saw Kim looking excited and already restless.  Kim's reaction wasn't surprising; by the standards of the Korean branch, the overseas allowance was double the base salary, making for triple pay in total. Yun decided he had to apply as well; besides the triple pay, there was the rare chance to go to a foreign country like the Soviet Union. On his normal salary, who knew when he could afford such a trip?  After the meeting, the application forms were brought in. Yun immediately went to get one, only to find that the Chinese employees hardly moved; among the Koreans, only five took forms. Yun didn't think much of it; fewer competitors meant a better chance for him.  Two days later, the exchange trip to headquarters ended. As he prepared to return to Korea with the others, Yun was called to the HR department. The official asked directly, "Master Yun, are you truly willing to go to the Soviet Union?"  "Yes! Smida!" Yun answered without hesitation.  "If you had to depart today, could you accept that?"  Yun reflected for a second and replied firmly, "Yes! Smida!"  Thus, the following day, after his first trip abroad, Yun Taeda experienced the unforgettable first flight of his life to another country.  The flight itself was an ordeal. The roar in the cabin made him uncomfortable, and even his excitement couldn't make him used to flying.  After flying for an unknown duration—during which Yun went from excitement to discomfort, then to numbness and a sleepiness he couldn't satisfy because of the noise—the plane finally landed.  This was the industrial zone east of the Urals. Thinking they had arrived, they were surprised to find that after only one day of rest, they were back on a plane. This time was better, and the plane finally landed in Moscow.  Moscow now looked like a soldier city, with swarms of troops throughout the urban area. Yun and the others passed them in their car, finally stopping in an open space within a factory.  Though he knew it was a bicycle factory, Yun felt something wasn't right. Korean bicycle companies were already somewhat backward compared to China's, yet Forever still used assembly lines centered on several conveyor belts.  Judging by the workshop's scale and layout, this Soviet factory clearly lacked the space for assembly-line production. Yun knew Russia was a powerful nation, and the USSR even more so than the Tsars, so he couldn't understand why such a large plant lacked assembly lines.  "Remember, everyone: there are many women working here. Many of them are likely 'military wives' whose husbands are at the front. You must not cause any trouble. During the war, breaking a military marriage could very well get you executed." The leader gave this humane reminder.  Yun felt the words were a bit redundant; he was here to work and make money. Once he had enough, he'd go back to Seoul, buy a house, and get a wife. There was no need to get involved with Russian women!  Soon the group got out of the car. The Forever Company representative leading them said they would tour the workshops first to prepare for starting work. Upon entering the first workshop, Yun saw a large group of foreign-looking women stand up to greet them. At that, his eyes fixed. Facing a crowd of blonde, blue-eyed foreign women, Yun completely forgot the leader's words from moments before.
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**Chapter 845: Aiding the Soviet Union (2)**  Being able to work with a crowd of Russian women—even if some were sturdy Soviet "matrons"—left Yun Taeda feeling full of spirit and drive.  The first day at the factory was spent familiarizing themselves with the site. On the second day, just as Yun was rolling up his sleeves to get to work, an order arrived from the headquarters: they were to construct continuous production lines for the Soviet bicycle factory.  In China and Korea, developing continuous production lines for mature products had gradually become the standard model. Without the ability for continuous production, costs could not be lowered. And "continuous production" didn't just mean adding a few conveyor belts; it required a vast array of supporting elements.  For example, a single bicycle chain consists of hundreds of parts. Relying on human labor, efficiency could never scale. Therefore, manufacturing chains required machines for continuous processing, with humans responsible only for what the machines could not do.  Yun Taeda couldn't fully comprehend the technical details of continuous production, but fortunately, as a Level 3 Technician, he wasn't responsible for that level of planning. The headquarters simply informed the first wave of personnel that the company's engineers and senior technicians were on their way by plane. Although the equipment would take time to arrive, it wouldn't be long. For now, Yun and his colleagues were to work alongside the Soviet laborers to get used to the environment and understand the techniques the Soviets already mastered.  After the meeting, Yun finally understood his purpose there and quickly joined the others in the workshops.  It wasn't just the bicycle factory; according to the agreed-upon aid terms between China and the USSR, large numbers of Chinese experts, engineers, and technicians were arriving in batches by plane. Their tasks included helping build production lines and factories, as well as assisting Soviet enterprises in upgrading their existing methods.  The CPSU was very grateful for Chinese aid, but they weren't prepared to let Soviet industry fully adopt Chinese models and standards. There were many reasons for this, one of the more trivial being a lingering, century-long dependence on Western technology that had fostered a mysterious trust in European and American standards.  The primary reason, however, was that the Soviet Union was a great power. Such a nation could never accept its industry being controlled by a foreign power. Even if Chinese technology was superior, it had to be grafted onto the Soviet Union's own industrial system. It could not be the other way around—letting the Soviet industrial system become a dependency of China's scientific and technical apparatus.  Regarding this, many within the He Rui government and the top tiers of the Civilization Party expressed dissatisfaction and complained. But it was mere complaining; in truth, they identified with the Soviet attitude and believed that China's own technological development had to follow such a path.  He Rui himself cared even less. The Soviets had always been this way, and this attitude was beneficial to both them and China. Even if China couldn't control the USSR through technology, it meant the West couldn't either. China's expectation for the Soviet Union was for it to be a resource supplier and a market for Chinese goods. As for internal Soviet changes, there was no need for China to interfere. Moreover, this vast country did not block East-West trade; perched upon the frozen plains, it served as a continuous source of various experiences for China.  The upper members of the Civilization Party had not experienced the history He Rui knew, and they were skeptical that the USSR would remain compliant forever. However, China was also a great power, and one stronger than the Soviet Union. For China, security did not depend on the attitudes of other nations, but on its own strength. As long as China remained powerful, nothing would be a problem.  Li Runshi was among the few in the leadership who truly looked forward to the experience the USSR could bring to China. When chatting with He Rui about it, Li even made a joke: "Chairman, I see you even sent Stalin a special little gift."  He Rui knew Li was referring to the half-track motorcycles and laughed. "Heh, I'm a man of science and engineering myself; I can't help but have these odd impulses. I didn't just prepare a gift for Stalin; I also want to introduce cheetahs to Australia to see if they can improve the ecosystem there."  Li was always willing to speak more directly when facing He Rui. "Chairman, I think your views on predators are indeed unique. You not only set aside nature reserves to protect tigers and leopards but want to introduce cheetahs to Australia. I've read about them; they're called 'small felines'—isn't that underestimating them?"  Seeing that Li didn't understand, He Rui only smiled and said nothing more. Li watched He Rui's reaction with interest, trying to analyze his personality. He Rui was different from others; while most people inevitably worried about their legacy and reputation, this common human trait seemed completely absent in him. Before Wu Youping fell ill, Li had spoken with him about He Rui. Cheng Ruofan believed that He Rui had already won even before seeing the results of his actions. He Rui had no time to watch the outcomes, giving an impression of complete nonchalance.  The view of Cheng Ruofan, often seen as He Rui's favorite, was from another angle: "In this world where even nonentities can become famous, a hero like the Chairman won't lower himself to their level."  Li sensed the methodologies of these two men in their views of He Rui, yet felt he hadn't quite touched He Rui's true heart through them. Seeing He Rui in a good mood today, Li asked bluntly, "Chairman, what do you believe is the foundation of life?"  He Rui hadn't expected such a personal question and didn't initially want to answer. But Wu Youping's collapse had struck him deeply. He worried that once he too was gone, the nation's policies could not be maintained. Currently, there were as many nationalists in the party as one could want, but the proportion of true communists was truly not high. Cheng Ruofan was indeed idealistic, but he was a far cry from a politician. If Cheng were given power, he'd be toyed with by the bureaucrats in no time.  So, He Rui answered Li's question: "Personally, I believe the foundation of life is to have a clear conscience (wen xin wu kui). My knowledge is limited; I don't know what the future holds. Therefore, I can only ensure that I have no ill intent and that I am striving for human civilization. If I can have a clear conscience in everything, then I feel I have done right by myself."  Li still didn't know He Rui's true heart, but he agreed with his view. Just as Li was about to raise the next issue, He Rui continued: "Comrade Runshi, I believe you have always held that workers, peasants, and soldiers should be the masters of the nation. I wonder if such a sentimental and broad description matches your feelings?"  This made Li feel comfortable, for He Rui was right. Although Li already understood that the simultaneous optimization of efficiency and fairness was unattainable, he still insisted that the common people were the masters of the country.  Seeing Li nod, He Rui said, "I know many comrades are preparing for a settling of accounts at home after victory in this war. I believe your philosophical logic, methodology, and ability to seek truth from facts are what's needed to lead the nation through the coming turmoil. Productivity growth doesn't bring social stability; it brings more turmoil. This change is both the driver of a nation's strength and the source of its disorder.  Currently, many comrades think they can engineer a final struggle to decide between good and evil once and for all. I say that's absolute nonsense. People should read history when they have time; before the First World War, the worthless leaders of European nations all thought that way. They even coined a phrase: 'the war to end all wars.' If you ask me, those people should all be cast into iron statues and made to kneel before Marshal Foch's grave."  Li wanted to laugh but had no heart for it, only replying, "Chairman, your health is fine."  "I certainly hope I still have time to knock some sense into these fellows, but at my age I'm entering the stage where I could die at any moment. Comrade Runshi, when you formulate policies in the future, you must clearly consider what the true cost is, and you must include 'sunset clauses.' The future China will be very wealthy—wealthier than now. It is precisely at such times, when money seemingly isn't a concern, that you must be extra careful to understand the costs. Every policy you make will surely be utilized to its maximum extent, and before long, it will drift far from its original intent. By then, all vested interests will oppose changing the policy. All your efforts will be condemned by everyone."  At this, He Rui couldn't help but sigh. "Runshi, you surely know some people have nicknamed Youping 'Wu Song' [after the historical official known for his sternness and the nickname of a famous traitorous official], don't you?"  Li gave a bitter smile and nodded.  He Rui felt a pang of sadness. "The comrades took the heat for me; I'm the one who should have been scolded, yet it's them who are. If it's like this now, it will only become more intense later."  As Li was about to nod, He Rui's eyes lit up and he added, "By the way, 'Socialist Giant Babies' will inevitably appear. In large numbers, too. You must be careful."  "Socialist Giant Babies?" Li was taken aback.  "If they are protected too well, a portion of the people will be adults physiologically but not psychologically. They'll feel everything is their due. Furthermore, some 'exquisite individualists' will pretend to be giant babies to stir the pot. It will become a state of 'whoever makes the most noise is right,' and 'whoever's voice is loudest is right.'"  Li reflected and soon replied, "Isn't that just a problem of insufficient social management? If 'governance by tantrum' appears, it proves the executive's law enforcement has failed."  He Rui was satisfied with the sharp analysis and emphasized: "Exactly. So this will happen at a stage when society seemingly has peace and good development. At that stage, the executive hasn't yet been able to fully implement surveillance cameras and popularize the rule of law.  Look, the most powerful industrial nations in this world are, without exception, giants of the rule of law. What is the reason?"  To this question that would make many high-level officials frown, Li gave the answer immediately: "Because the amount of wealth involved far exceeds that of the past."  "That is the reason. So you must never use a state distribution model to solve this conflict; that will only lead to greater unfairness. People grow through various forms of 'gaming'; the early stages of this game will see all sorts of problems that look like moral decay, but as the game continues, honesty and trustworthiness will eventually highlight their true value. At that point, you need the rule of law to maintain social order. And the rule of law especially needs sunset clauses.  Of course, if you don't support a bunch of organizations, people will say: how can a socialist country have unemployment! Comrade Runshi, such problems will be a very heavy and serious challenge for you."  Li's thinking fully kept pace with He Rui's. He gave a bitter smile. "Isn't this also a challenge for the Chairman?"  "It's a challenge for me too. But I likely won't live to that stage; these people can't exactly drag me out of my grave and resurrect me to demand solutions. If they truly possessed such power, I'd have to be impressed."  "Resurrecting the dead... heh." Li managed a bitter laugh. After a moment, he composed himself and asked, "Why is the Chairman so pessimistic about the future?"  "I'm not pessimistic; I just think about how you will inevitably face these things, and I feel for you, so I can't help but say a few more words. And personally, I don't like abandoning the people. Toward those individuals, I feel more grief than anything." He Rui reached for a cigarette but instead picked up his glass and took a sip of water.  Li had noticed that since Wu Youping fell ill, He Rui had suddenly cut back on smoking. It was clear He Rui didn't want to collapse before winning the war. As for the problems He Rui raised, Li wasn't too concerned. Those people didn't just exist in the future; there were plenty now. Li wasn't worried about them; they belonged to "contradictions among the people," and those contradictions shouldn't be seen as a single level but divided into many.  Trusting the people was Li's foundation; he believed the people would surely see the backwardness of such individuals and struggle against them. So He Rui's problems seemingly weren't problems at all.  To lighten the mood, Li asked, "Chairman, that little gift you sent Stalin—why don't we use it in our own army?"  He Rui sensed Li's intention and dropped the future troubles for a lighter topic. "Because half-tracks are suited for vast muddy regions, which only the Soviet Union has. Even if they exist elsewhere, the area is tiny. There's no need to manufacture specialized equipment. Even in the USSR, the most suitable use for half-tracks is limited to the autumn and spring in the West. That's why it's called a 'little gift' for Stalin."  "...Isn't autumn almost here?" Li caught the point.  "Yes," He Rui nodded.  "Why send 20,000 to the Soviets? Wouldn't it be better to help them build some production lines?"  "A wild boar cannot eat fine grain; the Soviets can't handle delicate work. To save space, those vehicles have a low profile and use an overlapping, interleaved road wheel structure. If they were produced there, the Soviets wouldn't have enough maintenance personnel for effective battlefield repair. That's why it's a gift, not a tool.  You've seen the latest intelligence; Zhukov's operational plan is very reasonable. What the USSR needs now is to hold out until autumn and let the muddy roads delay the German offensive. In the winter counter-offensive, the Soviets will surely push the Germans back. The next time suitable for major operations after next spring will be after April. It's now August; there are eight months left. While eight months isn't enough to train a truly excellent army, the Red Army still possesses a massive advantage in numbers and equipment. Even if they can't defeat Germany next year, they will by the year after at the latest.  A half-track isn't enough to decide the outcome. It's called a gift simply to give the struggling Red Army a little surprise."  Li, from a very young age, had never considered matters from the perspective of minor battlefield gains and losses. He could naturally hear that when He Rui spoke of a "little gift," he was actually speaking of his strategic judgment of the Soviet-German war. So Li continued to probe: "Does the Chairman want to use these gadgets to make the Soviet people feel Chinese technology is very advanced?"  "Exactly. It's not out of war considerations, but to lay the groundwork so the Soviet people will trust Chinese goods more in the future. The Soviet Union is and will be a very important market for China. You see how many merchants give out small, worthless gifts for promotion? I'm using the same little trick."  Li couldn't help but smile again. Many of He Rui's actions looked like a merchant's, yet his starting point was always a higher level of strategic consideration. China was growing more confident as it fought precisely because it had gained an unprecedentedly vast market; the people's standard of living hadn't slipped because of the war but had improved day by day. If China had supported the war with only its domestic market, the situation would be completely different. While people wouldn't have starved, the state would have had to prioritize all resources for the war. Back then, forget eating meat regularly; the state's best efforts would have been just to keep everyone from going hungry.  The reality before him reminded Li of Wu Youping's assessment of the war: "Before it even began, we had already won."  As described in *The Art of War*: "Therefore the victorious army is victorious first and then seeks battle; the defeated army seeks battle first and then seeks victory. One who is skilled in war cultivates the Way and preserves the Law, thus becoming the master of victory and defeat."  A line from *Strategies of the Warring States* described the He Rui government's behavior from an even higher level: "This is what is called being victorious in the court!"  Li switched to another question: "Chairman, do we still need to continue maneuvering the US forces in the South Pacific?"  "Yes. We must continue to maneuver them and exhaust their strength. I think Roosevelt likely won't negotiate with us until the US forces in the South Pacific are annihilated. But I inevitably have some luck in my heart, thinking he might negotiate.  As you said, we hold the initiative at this stage. Whether the US is tightening its West Coast defenses, accelerating equipment production, or desperately trying to save its South Pacific forces, it is all continuously exhausting America's national power.  Comrade Runshi, if you could directly guide a propaganda offensive, I think spreading news in America that the former Confederacy is preparing for independence would be very interesting."  "Interesting...?" Li sighed. He didn't find it interesting, only that He Rui was ruthless to a chilling degree when facing an enemy. Even though seventy years had passed since the American Civil War, the contradictions between North and South remained and had not been fully healed. If China could utilize the current situation for information and psychological warfare, the internal split in the US would rapidly intensify.  With news of constant major defeats at the front reaching America, it's entirely possible the South might start by refusing military service. The federal government naturally couldn't sit idly by, especially with the West Coast under such threat, requiring a massive troop levy...  "Comrade Runshi, start with the federal government using the war to destroy state rights," He Rui shared his view.  Li nodded in deep agreement. Inciting conflict between the federal government and the states didn't need to start with the Civil War itself. The split caused by that war was not the core contradiction in America today. The real issue lay in the states' fear of their powers being further eroded by the feds.  He Rui continued: "Creating chaos is very easy. For example, some Western states have blood feuds with Southern ones. Spread rumors in America that certain states resolutely oppose soldiers from other specific states entering their territory, the reason being that they view them as liars, thieves, and robbers. Don't mention the Civil War hatred. Let it ferment within the US on its own.  Also, since the US is conscripting Black people on a large scale and forming Black units, claim in the Southern states that the Black regiments are coming back—and coming back as organized units. Didn't a new movie called *Gone with the Wind* just come out? Say those Black units watched it several times before they left."  "Haha!" Li laughed out loud. During his time as Minister of Propaganda, Li had fought against all sorts of ill-intentioned characters and accumulated rich experience. And from those experiences, he had sensed a deeper methodology.  What He Rui said sounded "interesting," but it all adhered to a single methodology: using these interesting tidbits to trigger the internal emotions of Americans, letting the existing underlying content ferment. Once emotions ferment, they lead to all sorts of irrational behavior.  Irrational behavior, in Washington's eyes, often takes a different appearance. And if those emotions are strong enough, politicians and local powers will naturally use that "public opinion" to bargain with the federal government. The Roosevelt administration might well view this as betrayal.  Once such a chain of suspicion forms, the administration's response might not be a gentle one. As long as internal and external pressures are great enough, many things are bound to explode. Even if they don't, it gives China more opportunities to exploit.  It's the same for America, and the same for China. If He Rui were to die now, major events would occur within China, giving America an opportunity. Great powers are indeed powerful, but they are also unexpectedly fragile.



★


V07C147 - Aiding the Soviet Union (3)

Volume 7 — Chapter 147

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 846: Aiding the Soviet Union (3)**  On August 20, 1942, in Kiev, the headquarters of German Army Group South, Field Marshal von Reichenau received word that after seizing Kharkov, his spearheads had reached the outskirts of Stalingrad.  Colonel General Manstein, Chief of Staff of Army Group South, studied the map. Hitler had met with him before the war and suggested that the Southern Group's goal should be to control the resources of the southern Soviet Union. Reichenau's view was simpler: the Southern Group's most critical current objective was to completely sever the Trans-Siberian Railway.  Connecting Moscow and Vladivostok, the Trans-Siberian was the most vital transport line for Sino-Soviet trade. Manstein supported Reichenau's view; only by severing the link to China could the USSR be left truly isolated and helpless, allowing the Wehrmacht to seize the Western Soviet Union while it held its massive advantage.  Geographically, the best point to cut the railway was Omsk. However, Omsk was too far and lay north of Lake Balkhash. Historically, the area south of the lake had been Chinese territory until taken by Russia. After the He Rui government became the central authority of China, the USSR had returned a portion of those lands, including the region south of Lake Balkhash. Now, the presence of the Chinese military there made the Germans wary of pushing too far west.  Since Omsk was out of reach, the initial German objectives were Yekaterinburg and Chelyabinsk. Currently, however, even those seemed difficult to achieve.  Manstein's thoughts were interrupted by Reichenau: "Stalingrad will not be an easy fight. We must prepare a strike force to attack Samara after the Soviet forces have been maneuvered."  Having received the order, Manstein immediately considered the best candidate for the task. Soon, he asked, "Field Marshal, General Rommel might be the right man."  Reichenau quickly recalled the short-statured Rommel. During the Western European campaign, Rommel's 7th Panzer Division had performed exceptionally well, its thrusts decisive and resolute. His adaptability, in particular, had left a deep impression on Reichenau.  "Have Rommel report to headquarters," Reichenau ordered.  In Moscow, Marshal Zhukov's mood was slightly calmer than it had been a month ago. Frontline news remained dire, but the Red Army command system had finally been unified. A large number of commanders had been replaced, with many officers once struck down by the Tukhachevsky faction returning to command. While these officers were not perfectly suited to the current high-tech war, they possessed rich experience in defensive operations and were slightly better at delaying the Wehrmacht than those they replaced.  More importantly, after losing over three million elite troops, the General Staff no longer considered head-to-head offensives against the Germans, but focused on holding the lines. After the loss of massive armored units, Soviet tactics had also changed. The remaining Soviet armor was now primarily used for counter-thrusts against German panzers to block breakthroughs. The infantry's task was to hold their lines to the death, with retreat permitted only when other sections of the front became untenable.  Being on the receiving end was painful, but the General Staff had no choice. Nearly half of the men in many units had been drafted only after the German invasion; their combat effectiveness was best utilized in trenches. At this stage, they had to rely on these units to hold out until winter, when they could deploy troops with six months of training for a counter-offensive. Launching an all-out counter-offensive now would only exhaust the Red Army's remaining strength.  Fortunately, Zhukov found that the new tactics were working. The German offensive remained sharp, but under the Red Army's targeted operations, it was no longer able to breach the lines and encircle army-sized concentrations as easily as in the first three months. Thus, Zhukov turned his attention to maintaining the current situation.  Soon, the Red Army's Chief of Logistics delivered a list of requirements. Zhukov scanned it, his eyes lingering on the demand for trucks. On this list, the General Staff requested 600,000 heavy trucks. Even knowing they wouldn't get that many, Zhukov offered no corrections.  One fights the war one's logistics permit. 600,000 trucks was the requirement for the Red Army to fully unleash its potential, not a minimum to prevent a collapse. How many could be provided was a matter for the leadership, not the General Staff.  The requirements list soon reached the Kremlin. Stalin, no longer directly interfering in details, passed it to Kirov's working group for analysis. Soon, Kirov reported to Stalin the extent to which these needs could be met.  To Stalin's surprise, over 75% of the logistics requirements could be satisfied. Of course, this wasn't a flat 75%; for food, uniforms, and small arms ammunition, the fulfillment rate was nearly 100%. The rate for uniforms actually exceeded 100%, reaching 108%.  The fulfillment for artillery and tanks was lower, at 68%, because a vast number had to be allocated to training units—especially those Red Army units being rebuilt after being annihilated in the first phase.  Trucks had the lowest fulfillment rate, at only 24%. After Kirov finished, Stalin raised a question about the truck supply. Kirov then invited Mikoyan in to answer.  Mikoyan had come prepared and explained immediately: "General Secretary, our domestic truck production can currently only satisfy 24% of the demand. However, we are adjusting our production model. Until the second track of the Trans-Siberian Railway is completed, we will reduce the import of complete vehicles and use the freed-up capacity to import more Chinese-made truck components for domestic assembly."  Stalin understood the arrangement. Since its founding, the USSR had faced various blockades, so it had always emphasized self-reliance. Even with China, which had never blockaded them, the USSR had no intention of full reliance. Among imported equipment, trucks were high-value items, so Soviet truck imports from China had never been high. An arrangement that benefited the USSR in peacetime presented problems during war.  Stalin didn't blame anyone but asked about the progress of cooperation with China on trucks. Mikoyan reported that China had agreed to the Soviet request, with China First Automotive Group (FAW) providing assistance.  Hearing it was First Auto, Stalin vaguely recalled that when China cooperated with France, they had established the Guangzhou Automobile Company together. French trucks were of a high standard; for Sino-Soviet cooperation, perhaps Guangzhou Auto would have been more suitable.  Mikoyan explained that First Auto was a company He Rui had established during the Northeast Government era. Being located in the Northeast, its products were primarily for northern users and were naturally designed for northern climates. Guangzhou Auto's partnership with France was because the French climate was closer to Southern China's.  With that answer, Stalin inquired about production volume. Mikoyan's response didn't satisfy him, but there was no other way at this stage. The Trans-Siberian's capacity was limited, and while China was working to open the Arctic shipping route, the USSR had previously not opened those regions to China. Lacking such cooperation, China—despite its powerful shipping—couldn't immediately master the Arctic route.  After Mikoyan left, Kirov asked, "General Secretary, the Chinese side has privately proposed that if an inner-Asian railway line could be completed, or at least a Central Asian transport route opened, it could largely satisfy our needs."  Hearing this, Stalin didn't even pause to reflect, answering instantly: "Absolutely impossible!"  Kirov didn't try further. He had asked from the standpoint of reducing Soviet war losses, but from a national strategic height, the USSR truly could not allow China free entry into Central Asia.  Once Kirov left, Stalin lit a pipe and looked at the Central Asian region on the Soviet map.  Geopolitically, Central Asia lay at the junction of Asia and Europe, situated between the great or regional powers of Russia, China, India, Iran, and Pakistan. It was the transportation hub linking the Eurasian landmass, the essential passage for East-West and North-South movement, and the route of the ancient Silk Road.  According to Soviet research, the nomads of Central Asia had long been in conflict with the surrounding agrarian peoples. The nomadic lifestyle was clearly more suited to war; their steppe cavalry was once the world's most powerful military unit, but their combat power was often checked by internal fragmentation. The Silk Road across Central Asia often promoted nomadic unity, periodically producing great leaders to unify the tribes into an almost unstoppable force. The Huns' pillaging of Europe, the Wu Hu era in China, and the Mongol Empire that nearly conquered Eurasia all occurred this way.  In 750 AD, the Tang General Gao Xianzhi eliminated the state of Shi (Tashkent), extending Tang influence into the Afghan region. But with the Tang defeat in Central Asia and subsequent internal chaos, China shifted from competing for the region to a defensive posture. Until the rise of the Mongols, most of Central Asia belonged to the Chagatai Khanate.  By the late 17th century, the advantage of the nomads and semi-nomads ended as the development of firearms and military technology gave dominance to settled peoples. Persia, Tsarist Russia, and Qing China all expanded; in the 18th century, much of the region fell under Persian influence, but Tsarist Russia overtook them, defeating Persia in the Russo-Persian Wars. By the end of the 19th century, the Tsars occupied most of Central Asian territory.  The Soviet-controlled Central Asia underwent industrialization and urbanization, but this was accompanied by suppression of local cultures and environmental issues. Thousands died in the agricultural collectivization movement, causing long-term ethnic tension. Furthermore, Soviet resettlement policies moved millions into Siberia and Central Asia—sometimes entire nations—creating new conflicts.  Stalin pondered the current situation in Central Asia. Since the He Rui government unified China, they had first restored the Han Dynasty name for Xinjiang: "The Western Regions" (Xi Yu). According to Soviet Sinologists, "Xinjiang" meant "New Territory" in Chinese, while "Western Regions" was a geographical term referring to the lands to the west.  Renaming Xinjiang to the Western Regions signified a change in cultural philosophy and implied that China likely intended to use the region as a springboard into Central Asia.  Stalin could never accept China partitioning Central Asia, nor could he accept an expansion of Chinese influence there. Opening a Central Asian railway meant opening the door to a Chinese economic invasion. Stalin believed he must never leave such hidden conflicts for future generations.  After reflecting for a while, Stalin called Beria to inquire about the Chinese experts sent to the USSR.  Beria naturally guessed Stalin's unease. "General Secretary, to date, based on agreed aid projects, China has dispatched 7,566 engineers and 14,238 technicians to the Soviet Union. The number of Chinese experts required for projects currently under negotiation is around 40,000. For projects listed for discussion, a rough current estimate is that 60,000 Chinese personnel will arrive. To place them all under full surveillance, we would need to add 10,000 KGB members."  Stalin waved his hand immediately. "No need for that. What we need to focus on is the influence of these experts on the Soviet Union, not worry about them stealing our technology."  Beria knew Stalin was right. These Chinese experts were here to aid the USSR, not as manual laborers. Since it was aid, China clearly possessed technical capabilities the USSR lacked—capabilities desperately needed now. Thus, guarding against them stealing Soviet technology was pointless.  However, Beria didn't assume Stalin was at ease with the Chinese. He asked further, "Then regarding the security protection of the Chinese personnel, should it be made more meticulous?"  "Of course!" Stalin replied. Yet after saying this, he felt a deep disappointment.  "Have Bukharin attend the meeting," Stalin ordered.  Bukharin didn't know that because of the changes in China, his own fate had been altered. In the original history, in the 1937 film *Lenin in October*, there was a famous line: "Tell Comrade Lenin that Bukharin is a traitor."  Now Bukharin, while not at the absolute core, was at least within the inner circle and had not been killed. The reason for this change lay in the 1920s, when Stalin—completely unprepared—took charge of Sino-Soviet trade. This led to the USSR avoiding the total blockade it faced in history.  Trade with China provided the USSR with enough light industrial goods to trade with its rural population, significantly easing agrarian contradictions. This mitigation, along with an economy much better than in history, made Stalin's industrialization results brilliant, lowering internal party opposition to the point where Kirov's assassination didn't happen and the CPSU's basic unity was maintained. Otherwise, with his political views, Bukharin would have been eliminated long ago.  In the relatively relaxed domestic environment, Bukharin's views had gradually gained attention. More importantly, his own outlook had changed.  When Bukharin joined the discussion, it soon turned into a situation where he, the editor of *Pravda* in charge of party propaganda, did most of the talking while Beria listened intently.  Bukharin first acknowledged Stalin's concern: China indeed held an advantage in ideology. Toward personnel from Europe, the CPSU had always been very confident in inviting them to visit the USSR, not minding them communicating with the Soviet people. Since the USSR had implemented socialism and taken the communist path, it held high moral confidence. While not wealthy at this stage, it was politically more advanced than Europe.  This attitude had indeed brought the USSR great benefits, with many progressive figures from Europe and America proactively seeking to serve the Soviet cause.  But between the USSR and China, the situation was reversed. The standard of living on the Chinese border surpassing the Soviet side was a matter of only the last six or seven years. And the economic disparity was manifested not in basic needs, but in various new lifestyle products.  While food and drink differed little, radios and televisions had entered ordinary Chinese homes in large numbers, and Chinese families had begun buying motor vehicles. this lifestyle gap highlighted the disparity between the border populations of the two nations.  One must realize that in Europe, few countries had private cars. People on the European and Soviet borders still traveled by animal power. Since the Soviet border now met Eastern European states, it was actually the bicycles and motorcycles of Soviet border families that the Eastern Europeans envied.  Aside from lifestyles, China's political field was in no way inferior to the Soviet Union's. The weakness of the Qing had left China as a passive victim of aggression, its few border victories occurring on its own soil. This allowed China to claim it lacked any aggressive malice—a propaganda claim the whole world had to acknowledge as reality.  Besides its "clean" history, China's ideological morality was beyond reproach. The Chinese Civilization Party, like many left-wing parties in Europe, called itself a socialist party following a communist line. While in Soviet and European eyes, the Chinese model could not be compared to the Soviet one, China had established another model of Marxism and Communism from an academic perspective.  In the Soviet explanation, Communism was a revolutionary ideology.  In the Chinese explanation, Communism was first and foremost an academic concept; based on the advanced nature of this concept, the logical conclusion was drawn that the capitalist system was destined to perish. Thus came the socialist revolution—an effort to forge a new path suited to high levels of productivity.  Since the USSR and Western nations didn't believe the He Rui government was a "true" Communist Party, this framing held high influence among the moderate left in the West.  Within the CPSU, a portion of the core leadership led by Stalin had actually realized that China was competing with the USSR for ideological leadership.
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**Chapter 847: Aiding the Soviet Union (4)**  Bukharin was the theoretical soul within the CPSU. When he spoke of China's ideological challenge to the Soviet Union, his logic was clear and his details comprehensive. Beria was the practical executor; while Bukharin spoke, Beria appeared calm and expressionless, yet he was constantly monitoring Stalin's reactions.  Beria knew well that while the USSR needed Chinese aid, Stalin could not allow that aid to create new "line struggles" within the country. He noticed that even if Stalin didn't particularly like Bukharin, he maintained a silent support during the latter's presentation.  Having confirmed Stalin's stance, Beria asked after Bukharin finished the first stage of his report: "In which areas does Comrade Bukharin believe we need to be especially cautious?"  If it had been someone like Trotsky, he would have started lecturing Beria on his requirements. To Beria's surprise, Bukharin replied, "The specific work is for Comrade Beria to decide; I am merely stating my views."  This "passing the ball" tactic was indeed suited to the moment: Bukharin did the talking, Beria did the doing. Both were serving Stalin.  Knowing this, Beria stopped communicating with Bukharin and turned to Stalin. "General Secretary, do you have any further instructions?" No matter how much Bukharin talked, if Stalin didn't speak, Beria wouldn't adopt a single word of it.  Stalin was also calculating. As the war progressed, especially after the loss of Ukraine, Soviet coal and iron production had plummeted, and industrial and agricultural output had taken a massive hit. At such a time, Chinese aid would inevitably trigger domestic expectations and goodwill toward China. Stalin knew this was unavoidable; he simply wanted to prevent China from using the opportunity to interfere in internal Soviet affairs or stir up a new round of ideological strife.  Facing Beria's question, Stalin believed Beria understood the stakes and replied, "Comrade Beria, submit a proposal to me."  Beria returned to his office and convened a meeting. The KGB had already formulated a plan; now it just needed to reinforce the points Stalin cared about. The core staff quickly proposed specific methods: since the goal was to isolate the political influence of Chinese aid personnel from Soviet workers, the best way was not through hard restrictions on their movement, but by filling their non-working time with social events like dances and dinners.  Regarding potential issues in the workplace, the Party Committees of Soviet enterprises receiving aid were instructed to strengthen internal education, ensuring technical staff and workers focused entirely on accelerating production for the war effort. Production teams were to be rotated frequently while learning from Chinese engineers and technicians, preventing long-term exposure to the same individuals.  In selecting the core personnel for training, political screening was to be rigorous. Technical backbones loyal to Soviet socialism were to be chosen; these individuals would naturally favor the Soviet model and instinctively resist "invasion" by other ideologies.  Beria approved of the plan. While it might look flawed to "purge experts" who had risen through ideology, Beria knew the urgent need was Chinese aid and the rapid enhancement of Soviet strength.  If the Central Committee felt Chinese aid was harmful, they simply wouldn't accept it. Since they had invited Chinese experts, they couldn't project hostility that might lead to an interruption of that aid. This was the KGB's current bottom line.  Beria's plan was approved immediately, with no dissent. Thus, within a week, the aid personnel—including Yun Taeda—were enjoying the "Soviet lifestyle," attending two dances and a dinner every week.  For Yun Taeda, the Russian women were indeed attractive. The food provided was exotic and acceptable at first. But by the second week, he began to feel uncomfortable. There was more meat than in Korea, but the preparation was different, and the vegetables were even more distinct.  The bicycle factory was entering the stage of line adjustments. To shift the model from traditional labor-intensive production to assembly lines, they had to adjust both equipment and workflows, leading to a sharp increase in work intensity. Under these conditions, the unpalatable food left Yun feeling unwell. Even the dances and dinners couldn't alleviate his physical fatigue.  As a Korean employee of a Chinese company, Yun knew it wasn't his place to offer a differing opinion. When he was told to skip a dance to attend an internal activity for the aid personnel, he found himself able to resist the allure of the dance and went.  Arriving at the rendezvous point, Yun saw over a dozen "glass houses" erected in an open space within the factory grounds. Inside, he realized they weren't entirely glass; only the south-facing sides were glazed, while the shaded sides remained thick brick walls.  Inside these simple rooms, rows of racks were packed tight, divided into four tiers, each with a long water trough. Yun leaned in to look and saw rows of objects floating in the troughs—circular items, each with a tiny green plant in the center.  The convener said to Yun and the others, "Comrades, this is our hydroponic room. Everyone will work here at least one day a week."  With that, the work was assigned. Yun was tasked with transplanting lettuce seedlings that had finished sprouting into cultivation baskets and placing them in the water. Though different from his experience in the Korean countryside, it was still farm work. Initially confused, he didn't dare speak up.  It wasn't until the Chinese personnel around him started talking that Yun understood they were also puzzled. Under the direction of the hydroponics technicians, they awkwardly set to work. Yun found his hands were quite skillful; though he was just learning, he could place the lettuce into the small plastic pots without damaging the roots.  After finishing a few, he looked around with some pride, only to see the Chinese personnel were all quite dextrous. Their initial awkwardness was simply because they hadn't done it before; with a little experience, the work proceeded smoothly.  The convener had prepared a four-speaker recorder in the greenhouse, and once everyone was familiar with the work, he started playing music. Against the background of the latest Chinese pop songs, the work became even more relaxed. Some worked meticulously as if with small toys; others were brisk and efficient, as if venting. They chatted as they worked, lighthearted and joyful. Before long, thousands of lettuce seedlings had been transferred to the growing ponds.  Yun didn't think much of it at first. After finishing the lettuce, he was led to see other greenhouses. These weren't all hydroponic; most were soil-based, with tomatoes, radishes, chives, garland chrysanthemum, and asparagus lettuce. Regardless of the method, the vegetables had at least sprouted, and some were already quite tall.  After the tour, the group lined up again. Only then did the convener say, "Whether we get to eat well in the future depends on your own efforts. The only thing we can be sure of is that the mainland won't be shipping vegetables to us. Self-reliance brings ample food and clothing (zi li geng sheng, feng yi zu shi)."  The thought of finally eating familiar vegetables cheered Yun up. But he had worried the Chinese engineers wouldn't want to do farm work. He was a technical school graduate, but in the company, he found all the Chinese engineers were university graduates, or at least had high school diplomas through adult education. Such people were "dignified" in Korea; how could they work the soil?  The reaction of the Chinese engineers and technicians surprised him; they were all excited, saying "No problem!"  One asked, "Is the soil in the greenhouse fertile enough? If we're to grow vegetables in the short term, it has to be rich!"  Before the convener could answer, an engineer with a Northeast accent spoke up: "Didn't you see? It's prime black soil; anything you plant will grow like lightning!"  Seeing the Chinese engineers so eager to farm, Yun felt a sense of both surprise and kinship.  Time flew into September, and the news from the front remained a string of disasters. The Wehrmacht continued to advance, the Red Army to retreat. If there was any good news, aside from the heavy defeat of a Soviet counter-offensive from Crimea into southern Ukraine, it was only that there hadn't been another catastrophic rout like in the early months.  Beria finished his work and stood by the window, looking at the clear Moscow sky. He couldn't help but hope for an early winter. According to the General Staff's plan, given the heavy early losses, a comprehensive counter-offensive could only begin in winter.  The Russian winter starts in November, and the counter-offensive was tentatively set for January '43—at least three months away. With the Germans drawing closer to Moscow, Beria couldn't be sure whether winter or the Wehrmacht would arrive first.  Moscow had begun digging defensive works around the city—not that the Kremlin feared the Germans would reach it *now*, but because after November, the ground would freeze. You couldn't hope to dig a trench then.  Most of the USSR lies on permafrost; in winter, once the soil is saturated with water, it freezes solid. Across the vast land, the earth becomes not just hard, but quite resilient. Shovels and spades are almost useless against it. To have defenses ready, they had to start now.  Even with his internal anxiety, Beria's expression remained cold and calm—the hallmark of the KGB.  He sat back down to process more files. The man responsible for monitoring the Chinese aid personnel entered and placed a file before him. As Beria read, his cold expression flickered. He looked up, his gaze sharp. The subordinate proactively explained.  Minutes later, Beria understood what had happened. Weeks ago, he had heard the Chinese technicians were building greenhouses so they could have their accustomed vegetables. The KGB hadn't taken it seriously then, only carefully inspecting the structures to ensure they were what they claimed to be.  As for what the Chinese said to one another inside, the KGB couldn't interfere. Their job was to ensure the aid personnel weren't here for sabotage, not to treat them like enemies.  Beria took off his glasses, wiped them, and put them back on. "The report says the Chinese greenhouses have already produced vegetables. The Chinese have begun picking and eating them."  "Yes," the subordinate replied. The brevity was because he didn't know how to evaluate the matter. Eating a variety of fresh vegetables at this time of year in Russia was a luxury reserved for the high elite. But for the Chinese to be both the growers and the eaters was hard to judge—in Russia, such a thing simply never happened.  Neither the subordinate nor Beria knew how to view this. Finally, Beria said, "Continue to observe."  Meanwhile, Yun Taeda was participating in a banquet within the bicycle factory. Unlike the Soviet-hosted events, this was the Chinese aid personnel inviting their Soviet workmates. On the grill pans, sliced meat sizzled. Lettuce leaves picked by the Chinese were spread out, filled with grilled meat and various sauces, then rolled up and eaten in large bites. The vegetables crunched in their mouths. The combination of meat, spicy sauce, and vegetables felt exceptionally good. The Russians couldn't handle the heat and only used their favorite mild sauces, yet they too were eating happily.  The highlight of this meal was that the proportion of vegetables was finally high. As Yun ate, he felt his stomach become much more comfortable. The Chinese were equally happy. In contrast, the Soviet workers looked as if they were eating something miraculous.  From that day on, various Chinese vegetables began appearing regularly on the aid personnel's table. Their diet became fully sinicized. With the work being so hard, no one had much energy for elaborate meals; pork dumplings became the most common food. The vegetable filling was half chives and half yellow leek shoots—the "gut-brushing grass" (shua chang cao)—and the Chinese staff thoroughly said goodbye to constipation.  By late September, the Battle of Stalingrad had entered its final stage. In the headquarters of German Army Group South, every commander looked grim. Field Marshal von Reichenau still appeared full of vitality, but the fatigue in his eyes could no longer be hidden. With that look, he finally posed a question: "Did we underestimate the Soviet mobilization capability?"  No one answered. But the generals, including Colonel General Manstein, had to admit this might be the most difficult issue they faced. The Wehrmacht was certain they had thoroughly annihilated over three million elite Soviet troops.  If they were facing a giant like China with its population of nearly 700 million, three million might not be enough to shake the nation. The General Staff's pre-war assessment was that China's first wave could mobilize 12 million men, fully equip and train them, and follow that with a second wave of another 12 million.  The USSR only had 160 to 180 million people; there was no way they could do that. By German estimates, the Soviets should have had only 2 million mediocre troops left, plus some raw recruits with zero combat power. Numerically, that shouldn't have been enough to fight a 6-million-strong Wehrmacht.  Yet in reality, the Germans were like dwarves in a giant maze, attacking for four months, fighting almost daily, having advanced over 1,000 kilometers—some units over 2,000 kilometers from their jumping-off points. The war hadn't ended; it was raging as fiercely as ever. The Germans were no longer sure how many Red Army troops were before them, let alone how many they would have to fight in the future.  At least one thing was certain: although the Red Army had lost over three million elite troops, it had not lost its combat effectiveness. By German judgment, there were still 4 million Red Army soldiers on the lines continuously engaging the Wehrmacht.  Manstein, the Chief of Staff, tactfully remained silent, allowing the other generals to do the same.  Fortunately, Reichenau wasn't truly asking for an accurate judgment; his question was more a complaint born of genuine helplessness. When the original plans were made, the General Staff hadn't dared to imagine an encirclement as vast as the one at Kiev.  Even so, in the initial vision of the war, after defeating the Soviets at Kiev, the continued advance westward should not have encountered major obstacles. Even if the Red Army could still fight, the Wehrmacht should have been able to easily pierce their lines and drive on.  Because in Reichenau's view, the key to defeating the USSR was cutting off Chinese aid—especially destroying the Trans-Siberian Railway to prevent China from sending massive forces before June 1943.  Now, the German spearheads were still nearly 1,000 kilometers from Yekaterinburg and were held fast by the Soviets at Stalingrad. The Red Army resisted with startling will. With the Russian winter approaching, if the Wehrmacht couldn't resolve Stalingrad quickly and send units to thoroughly destroy at least several hundred kilometers of track before winter, Operation Barbarossa would have failed.  With this thought, Reichenau felt he had to make some unconventional military arrangements.
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**Chapter 848: Aiding the Soviet Union (5)**  Within the General Staff of the Soviet Red Army hung a frequently updated map of the Western Soviet Union, densely covered with red and blue dots representing the two opposing armies. These points of different colors formed a battle line stretching for thousands of kilometers. This line existed only on the map; in the eyes of the soldiers on the actual battlefield, they saw the vast wilderness of the Western Soviet Union—plains dotted with unharvested fields, rivers devoid of boats, and forests hiding various dangers.  Even though the Red Army had not achieved a single noteworthy victory since the start of the war—suffering defeat after defeat—the generals led by Zhukov did not despair, much less give up. Instead, they exerted every ounce of their mental energy to find a way to win this war.  Alexander Alexandrovich Novikov, Commander of the Soviet Air Force, handed a report to Zhukov. "Chief of the General Staff, the latest batch of Chinese-aided fighters has arrived at the border. Our pilots can fly them back soon. The Air Force Command believes all these aircraft should be used to equip the units in the Moscow sector."  Zhukov was somewhat surprised; he had expected Novikov to distribute the fighters evenly, or at least provide some to other sections of the front.  Before Zhukov could question him, Novikov began to explain: "At this stage, only the J-10 in our hands can contest the German Me 420 jet fighters. The J-9 can be used as a frontline bomber and also possesses the capability to counter German propeller fighters. The German jets are concentrated in the Army Groups attacking Moscow, so we can only reinforce the units there."  Zhukov was not entirely satisfied with this explanation. He asked, "Do you believe the southern units can win with our current Soviet fighters?"  A flicker of pain crossed Novikov's expression, yet he replied firmly: "Chief of the General Staff, we cannot allow Moscow to be captured. Please give me another two months; the Air Force will do its best to find a deployment model within that time that more effectively utilizes the long-range advantage of the Chinese fighters."  Hearing the phrase "Chinese deployment model," Zhukov's brow furrowed even tighter. Beside him, General Konev broke the silence: "Chief of the General Staff, I believe it is necessary to ask the Central Committee to send personnel to China to communicate and obtain the Chinese Air Force's command system as much as possible."  Zhukov had always paid close attention to Chinese military development and had long believed that China possessed a very unique and advanced model for air force command. Konev's suggestion struck a chord with him, yet Zhukov hesitated.  The scale of the war in the Pacific was immense; a single battle between the US and China could involve maneuvers across thousands of kilometers. Even if the number of fighters involved was only in the thousands—different from the tens of thousands in land warfare—it still required China to possess extremely powerful air combat scheduling and command capabilities. In Zhukov's understanding, Chinese command capability was not just a matter of surpassing the Red Army; it was something at a higher level, something fundamental to the Chinese Air Force and even the entire National Defense Force.  As a soldier, although Zhukov didn't know exactly what China possessed, his instincts told him that China would likely not teach the Soviet Union the capabilities they had mastered.  General Konev actually shared a similar judgment with Zhukov, yet he was willing to take a gamble. His life had been saved by Zhukov from Stalin; since he had already lost all honor in his prior defeats, Konev saw no reason to put on airs. He suggested sincerely: "Chief of the General Staff, if we request aid from China, we still have a chance. If we do not, there is no way we will obtain what we need. Don't you think?"  These words helped Zhukov set aside his reservations. He immediately ordered the drafting of a report to the Kremlin and asked Novikov, "Do you think two months is enough?"  "We will do our best," Novikov gave a less-than-confident answer. Perhaps feeling it was inappropriate, he added: "I will prioritize the next batch of Chinese aid for other Army Groups. Therefore, Chief of the General Staff, we might propose a report to the General Secretary: if the remaining service life of the current Chinese frontline fighters is still considerable, we can also accept second-hand Chinese equipment."  Zhukov didn't mind this and had the content added to the report. Soon, Stalin saw the General Staff's report. After reading it, he felt highly uncomfortable—a mixture of humiliation and dissatisfaction with his own nation's military industry.  Chinese aid was not only massive in quantity but also very timely. As of now, Soviet pilots had already flown back 4,000 J-10s and 3,000 J-9s from the border between China's "Western Regions" (Xinjiang) and Soviet Central Asia. China had not only made no additional demands when providing the aid but had also expressed a willingness to support the USSR fully in defeating the Fascist states.  With such an attitude and level of aid, no matter how much Stalin feared China, he could find no words to say against them. If he insisted on expressing dissatisfaction now, it would undoubtedly be a declaration of intense hostility.  If the report had only mentioned requesting more fighters—even second-hand ones—Stalin felt he wouldn't be so distressed. After all, China couldn't have tens of thousands of brand-new fighters ready at a moment's notice.  Stalin realized that what he was most dissatisfied with was the Air Force's request for China to provide aid regarding its "command system." No matter how much it angered him, he understood that such a request was equivalent to the USSR learning how to fight from China. Setting aside whether China would agree—and they likely wouldn't—if they did, the USSR would have placed itself in a position inferior to China.  The USSR was currently behind America and Germany, but one could argue that America had been the world's leading industrial power since 1890 and was half a century ahead of the world. Germany had long been a European industrial titan, becoming the largest in 1909. The reason the USSR had been able to persist with the "Stalinist Line" was that its people believed it was correct, excellent, and demonstrated a communist superiority that other nations lacked. It allowed the USSR to rapidly close the gap with the world's strongest industrial powers.  Yet China, until He Rui's return in 1915, was an agrarian nation far behind Tsarist Russia. In a similar timeframe to the USSR, China had become the world's foremost power, to the point where the USSR had to learn the most cutting-edge warfare models from it. Once the USSR positioned itself as weaker than China, it meant admitting the He Rui government's economic line was superior to the Stalinist Line. This would undoubtedly shake the legitimacy of the Stalinist model.  In the Soviet Union—or rather, in Russian culture—once legitimacy is shaken, it faces all sorts of challenges. And the leader is highly likely to be driven from power. Stalin could never accept such a future.  After reflecting for a long time, Stalin finally decided to trust He Rui—or rather, to trust Chinese culture. Chinese culture had moral requirements that Europeans found incomprehensible: according to Chinese culture, when aiding others, one must consider entirely from their perspective and not use the aid to cause trouble. Otherwise, the provider would be viewed as having a moral problem.  Though the moral requirements of Chinese culture seemed mysterious to Europeans, the He Rui government seemed to be following them. Therefore, even if the USSR's request for core knowledge was refused, Chinese morality would require the He Rui government not to use the incident to destabilize the USSR.  Even if he believed such morality was unreliable, Stalin was unwilling to cross his own bottom line. Many criticized Stalin, saying too many had died under his rule. He never defended himself, for his policies were never intended to kill Soviet citizens; everything he did was to make the USSR powerful as quickly as possible. To refuse Chinese aid now was, in Stalin's eyes, to sit idly by while his people died. He could not make that decision.  The high-level leadership of the He Rui government was in no way inferior to the CPSU's. When Minister Li Shiguang finished reading the latest Soviet aid request, he momentarily felt an urge not to submit the document. Li never considered himself an expert in military affairs, yet even he saw that the Soviets wanted China to provide its Air Force operational system.  An operational system is the core of war, crafted by a military genius along with a mass of military and technical talent. Teaching it to the USSR meant they would immediately possess the potential to oppose China.  Soon, Li Shiguang realized he could not withhold the file. Based on his recent observations of He Rui, he believed the Chairman might actually agree to the request. With a conflicted heart, he submitted the document.  The provision of a military system required a Standing Committee meeting. Soon, the Civilization Party's Politburo Standing Committee convened. Even Li Runshi had no intention of speaking first; everyone simply looked at He Rui, the creator of China's war system philosophy, waiting for his opinion.  He Rui read the Soviet request and felt a sense of profound emotion. He said casually, "I hadn't expected the Soviets to reach this level of understanding so quickly."  The Standing Committee members didn't respond. As the core of the party, each was a master of at least one management system; even if they didn't understand the operational system, they understood what it represented.  He Rui soon noticed everyone looking at him and said, "I believe we should adapt our response to their circumstances: provide the USSR with our early-model vacuum-tube computers and the mathematical models associated with that level of computing power."  The members felt a bit better at this level of aid, but only a bit. The hardest part of technical development lies in the breakthrough directions. China's management systems hadn't appeared out of thin air but had evolved step-by-step from the level of early vacuum-tube computers. Providing this level of aid was undoubtedly opening a door for the Soviets, allowing them to proceed down that path.  Understanding their thoughts, He Rui explained: "As the saying goes: 'In a group of three, there must be a teacher; choose what is good and follow it, and what is not and change it.' The Soviet economic model has major problems, but that doesn't mean they haven't exhausted their abilities to explore its limits.  From a civilizational perspective, the Soviet model is also a direction of human exploration. The deeper they explore, the more knowledge we can gain from them. This is undoubtedly of great help to us. The USSR's scale, education level, and organizational capability make it fully qualified to be our 'teacher' in certain respects.  Comrades, I know what you worry about. So this time I will analyze the matter from an extremely utilitarian angle—that is, making a prophecy like a mystic. The Soviet model is destined to fail, perhaps in thirty years, perhaps in fifty. In short, the USSR will not last. Yet there are some in China who are very fond of the Soviet model and believe it is correct.  By helping them now, we can make the USSR our long-term teacher and, after its collapse, draw countless lessons from its history. I believe this holds long-term value for China."  He Rui's judgment shook even Li Runshi, and the other members were stunned. They were conflicted for a moment, as He Rui's prophecies had never failed, yet for such a powerful nation to fall seemed against the norm of history.  Just as they were considering how to question him, He Rui proactively explained: "Soviet history shouldn't be viewed starting from its founding. Its birth was in a large sense a continuation of the Russian Revolution, which can be traced back to the French Revolution. Because current Soviet pursuits are essentially no different from those of the Russian elite during that era.  Comrades, Russian civilization has not undergone a fundamental change. That is the root of the USSR. All the Soviet reforms are merely different institutional means applied on the foundation of Russian civilization. Institutions are the surface; civilization is the core. Thus, while the Soviet Union is new, Russia is an old nation. From this perspective, Russia has had a hundred-plus years; once it reaches two hundred, it will be finished. This is nothing strange.  If you compare Russia to Spain or Portugal, you can understand my view of the USSR. Back when Spain and Portugal began colonizing and created the Pope's Meridian (Treaty of Tordesillas), how confident they were. And now? They've returned to their historical borders. If the first colonial powers were thus, what is so strange about the USSR ending in a few decades? It won't be the end of the Soviet Union, but rather Russia returning to its proper form."  The members had a question this time: "What is the Pope's Meridian?"  Li Shiguang was about to explain but looked toward Li Runshi. Li didn't try to show off and looked toward He Rui. Wanting Li Runshi to display his knowledge, He Rui asked, "Comrade Li Runshi, can you help explain?"  With He Rui's call, Li explained: the Pope's Meridian was the line of demarcation for dividing colonies between Spain and Portugal, arbitrated by Pope Alexander VI in May 1493. It stipulated a meridian 100 leagues west of the Azores and Cape Verde islands as the boundary, with all lands west of the line belonging to Spain and all lands east to Portugal.  According to the text, Spain and Portugal were in a posture of dividing the world.  The members listened to the explanation and, thinking of present-day Spain and Portugal, their expressions turned complex.  He Rui then continued: "Without a civilizational breakthrough, all means are useless. Qin Shihuang was great not because of how long the Qin Dynasty lasted, but because of how long the policies he formulated and the system he planned for the nation endured. Under that system, Chinese civilization achieved continuous development and reached today's heights.  The USSR is likely the peak moment of Russian civilization, but if the essence of that civilization remains unchanged, the peak will eventually pass. In terms of such changes, our China's experience is incredibly rich. We've had the heroic era of 'Those who offend the mighty Han, however far, shall be punished,' and the decline of 'Better to give to allies than to one's own servants.' The ups and downs of a nation are normal in history. There is no need to be surprised by such changes."  Once the discussion was elevated to this height, the level of aid became acceptable. Only then did Li Runshi ask, "Chairman, can this help ensure the USSR defeats Nazi Germany?"  "More than enough," He Rui judged decisively.  Given that the members all believed their military expertise was inferior to He Rui's, the motion passed quickly.  The subsequent discussion had nothing to do with the USSR. Over the past two months, American losses had been exceptionally large. Chinese submarine forces, in coordination with carrier groups, had struck frequently in the East Pacific, sinking nearly 2 million tons of merchant and naval vessels, dealing a near-crippling blow to US convoys heading for the South Pacific.  Without ships, the US forces trapped in the South Pacific cannot return to the Americas; their annihilation by China is only a matter of time. Despite this, the Roosevelt administration has shown no sign of seeking peace, continuing to prepare for the next stage of the war. This choice led the He Rui government and the party core to feel that America surely had a "trump card" yet to be revealed.  He Rui and Li Runshi listened quietly, both thinking of "nuclear weapons" but not speaking the words.  Most members of the core leadership hoped the US would soon sue for peace to end the war. Since America intended to fight on, from a military perspective, China was forced to prepare for the opening of a North American theater.  Hearing the comrades reach this point, He Rui finally spoke: "I believe we must prepare to land in North America. Not in the United States, however, but in the North American colony of Canada. Since we are to fight on, I have an idea. If we land in North America..."  At this, He Rui scratched the skin over his eyebrow. In the brief pause, the comrades watched him with excitement and tension, guessing what he might propose. Some thought he intended for Canadian independence, others that he wanted to split the US. Li Runshi, who was responsible for the propaganda war against America, felt He Rui truly intended to dismantle the country entirely.  After scratching, He Rui voiced his view to the expectant comrades: "Western Canada and the American region of Alaska were originally the territory of the Indians (Native Americans). I believe it is necessary to allow the Indians to establish a nation there."  The comrades were stunned by the boldness and radicalism of the idea. Even Li Runshi began to worry that if China truly did this, the war would not end soon but would instead explode with even greater intensity. This seemed to conflict with He Rui's original intent.  But on second thought, Li felt he might be overthinking. He Rui's idea didn't necessarily have to be realized; as for He Rui himself, if he could make peace with America immediately, he would naturally abandon the idea. The reason he held such a thought now was entirely the responsibility of the Americans who refused to negotiate.
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**Chapter 849: Aiding the Soviet Union (6)**  On September 17, 1942, when Sergei Alekseyevich Lebedev looked through the window and saw two KGB agents stepping out of a newly parked car, his first thought was whether he had been slandered.  Although the purge of the "traitorous group" led by Marshal Tukhachevsky was essentially over, Lebedev had originally worked at the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences and had been evacuated just before the Wehrmacht encircled the region. After many dangers, he had finally escaped and reached Moscow. Among the experts who escaped with him, some had already been arrested for alleged ties to the Tukhachevsky anti-party group.  Thinking of the fate of impending arrest, Lebedev trembled, paralyzed by a mix of grievance and terror.  Footsteps in the corridor stopped outside his door. It was pushed open, and two KGB agents stepped in, showing him their IDs. The leader said, "Comrade Lebedev, you have been mobilized. Please come with us immediately."  It was only when he heard he was being "mobilized" that Lebedev felt his heart beat again. The KGB didn't conduct secret arrests in broad daylight, and they certainly didn't tell a target they were being mobilized. In the current life-or-death crisis of the war, they would only say to a designated enemy: "XX, you are under arrest for counter-revolutionary crimes!"  The sense of safety allowed Lebedev's brain to function normally again. He recalled that the agents had called him "Comrade," which proved he was not an enemy.  Despite his relief, he saw the icy expressions on their faces and quickly stood up. "When do we leave?"  "No need to bring anything. We leave now!" One of the agents stepped aside to clear the way to the door, while they flanked him.  Moments later, as figures peeked from behind the windows of the Moscow Academy of Sciences, Lebedev emerged from the building. A dozen cars were parked outside. Some individuals were already being "assisted" out by KGB agents; Lebedev recognized a professor of mathematics. An automation professor was being led out, shouting "I am not a counter-revolutionary!" before being shoved into a car.  This caused Lebedev's mood to plummet into an abyss once more. But before he could speak, he was ushered into a car, which started up and drove out of the Academy courtyard.  Within ten minutes of arriving at the destination, Lebedev realized he truly had been mobilized. The General Staff personnel hadn't handed the experts a rifle and sent them to a unit; instead, they had been brought to an independent, heavily guarded compound. It looked like a barracks, but contained a building with several large meeting rooms.  Lebedev and the other scientists, who had finally regained their composure, had no idea what the building was for. If they had known it was a training site for senior Red Army officers, they would have been stunned.  Half an hour later, when these brilliant minds in mathematics, electronics, and automation finally understood they had been invited to learn about vacuum-tube computers, they were shocked. Computers were not a new concept in this era:  1614: John Napier (1550–1617) of Scotland published a paper on a device capable of four-function arithmetic and square roots. 1623: Wilhelm Schickard (1592–1635) built a "calculating clock" that performed addition and subtraction up to six digits and signaled the result with a bell, operated by gears. 1625: William Oughtred (1575–1660) invented the slide rule. 1668: Samuel Morland (1625–1695) of England built a non-decimal adding device suitable for currency. 1671: Gottfried Leibniz designed a multiplying tool with results up to sixteen digits. 1822: Charles Babbage (1792–1871) designed the Difference and Analytical Engines, with forward-thinking designs similar to computers a century later, especially the use of cards for data and programming. 1834: Babbage envisioned a general-purpose Analytical Engine using read-only memory (punched cards). By 1840, he had increased the word length to 40 bits and realized the concepts of a central processor (CPU) and stored programs with conditional branching, capable of additions in seconds and multiplication/division in minutes. 1848: George Boole established Boolean algebra, paving the way for modern binary computers nearly a century early.  By 1900, mechanical computers could be analog (using smooth mechanisms like cams or slide rules) or digital (using gears). They reached their peak during World War II, forming the basis for complex bombsights like the Norden and similar naval fire-control equipment.  The Soviet Union had its own mechanical computer research departments. With new electronic developments, scientists worldwide, including in the USSR, were envisioning electronic computers.  Now, learning that China had actually developed an electronic computer, the Soviet scientists were skeptical. Lebedev was among the few who fully believed it. Being in the field of automation, he had long been perplexed by the quality and quantity of Chinese versus Soviet industrial output. The gap was far beyond what logic could explain.  China's population was four times the USSR's, so theoretically its capacity should have been about four times as well. In reality, it was far more, and the gap wasn't in artisanal products but in identical assembly-line production.  Automated lines relied entirely on machines linked by precise control devices. Lebedev had judged that China might have mastered more effective machine control capabilities.  Now there was a more logical explanation: China possessed computers capable of more complex calculations and logic, allowing them to control intricate automated lines and thereby increase production.  With excitement, Lebedev and the others went to the lecture. The instructors were Chinese experts, provided with three interpreters by the Red Army to ensure accurate translation into Russian.  This rigor paid off, as misunderstandings soon arose regarding the Russian translations. Thus, the lecture turned into a dialogue. To avoid future confusion, the Soviet scientists sought to understand every "newly coined" term.  Though progress was slow, enthusiasm was high. They wanted to keep learning deep into the night.  Alongside the scientists were Red Army officers, who made up half the class. The officers were truly exhausted, and since it was late, they requested the lecture continue the next day. Only then did the session end.  The next day, September 18th, the first thing Lebedev did upon waking was dive to his desk to annotate his notes while the content was still fresh. This was his learning style; many points became especially clear the next morning.  Some scientists shared this style, others did not. Regardless, everyone prepared thoroughly before class resumed.  Before the second day's lecture, the Chinese experts provided a glossary of terms asked about the previous day. Lebedev was deeply moved by such meticulous preparation.  By 7:00 PM, the officers requested the class end. By 7:30, all the Soviet students gathered for discussion. The military men were dazed, while the scientists were exhilarated—Lebedev especially so. The first asked to speak was the mathematician Kolmogorov. This genius of probability theory was pale with excitement, his voice trembling as he said, "I believe the principles provided by the Chinese are entirely feasible! Even after just these two days, we could build an electronic computer."  Lebedev fully agreed, and the other scientists nodded and voiced their opinions without waiting for a turn. Lebedev hadn't seen such a sincere meeting atmosphere in a long time.  The military personnel remained skeptical. Though they were academy graduates with science backgrounds, their knowledge wasn't enough to grasp the complexities of an electronic computer. But the scientists' emotional reaction moved them, giving them an intuition that what China had provided was of genuine value.  On the third day, September 19, under heavy military escort, equipment from China arrived at the training center. The Chinese experts worked through the night to assemble and tune it. A day later, on September 20, the Soviet scientists and officers saw an electronic computer in operation for the first time.  Lebedev was spellbound, especially by the logic gates, which opened a new world to him. Programming the Chinese computer was achieved through the switching of these logic gates to design the calculations.  Amidst his excitement, Lebedev saw the look of pain on the officers' faces and felt a surge of sympathy. To understand such programming required profound mathematical foundations. One who could not truly grasp calculus could not understand the application of a computer, let alone program one. Even Lebedev only understood the *methods* of programming and didn't fully grasp the model about to be run.  While the Soviets held their breath, Kolmogorov walked to the whiteboard by the computer and wrote an equation. This drew everyone's attention. Lebedev had only read half of it before he felt intense admiration. Kolmogorov's equation was precisely the one the computer was about to run. Though he hadn't finished it, his mathematical genius commanded Lebedev's heartfelt respect.  The lecture ended that evening, but the scientists didn't leave the room. They asked the soldiers to bring in bunk beds, discussing the machine while they studied it. Those too exhausted would squeeze onto a bed for a nap. Due to the discomfort, sleep was brief—exactly what the scientists wanted. They only wanted a short rest so they could resume learning as soon as they woke.  In the Red Army Air Force headquarters, Commander Novikov was listening to the dejected reports of officers who had attended the course. The briefing was short, as there wasn't much they could report with precision. But Novikov understood: the Soviet Air Force couldn't handle this new equipment.  Novikov was not discouraged. He asked, "The equations the Air Force gave you—did you get results?"  The officers realized they had forgotten and quickly produced the calculations. Novikov compared them with results produced by Soviet mechanical computers and human calculation teams. His expression grew increasingly strange. The Chinese computer's results were identical to the Soviet ones, yet while the Soviets had used expert personnel and a long time, the Chinese machine had done it in a single afternoon—and with five extra decimal places of precision.  After a long silence, Novikov made a decision. "Tomorrow, you will consult the Chinese experts about the Chinese model for air force scheduling."  After finishing with his subordinates, Novikov reflected before finally calling Zhukov. They talked for a long time until Zhukov decided Novikov should see Stalin the next day.  Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe had completed a massive redeployment. All 231 jet fighters previously assigned to Army Group Center were transferred to the Southern Front. At the headquarters of Army Group South, Reichenau finally breathed a sigh of relief. To obtain the jets, he had personally returned to Berlin to analyze the stakes for Hitler.  Manstein, though calm, was clearly excited. With the jets, they could seize air superiority over Stalingrad, where reinforcements were converging for a desperate struggle. They had to take the sky to deal a crushing blow to those reinforcements.  Even more excited was General Rommel. Once the line was breached, his unit was to ignore its rear and strike toward Samara, destroying hundreds of kilometers of track before winter to ensure no large-scale Chinese aid could reach the USSR for months.  Although Rommel had done something similar in France, this raid was far more dangerous in both distance and timing. It was an offensive that defied military common sense—a nine-out-of-ten chance of death.  Sensing his subordinates' concern, Reichenau called Manstein and Rommel into a field tent. He said to Rommel first, "General Rommel, I allow you to decide again whether to accept this order. If you refuse, I will not blame you."  Rommel's heart was in turmoil, but he finally reached a decision. "Field Marshal, I accept the order."  Despite his resolve, he knew he was taking a massive risk. But the thought that he might be the first general to deal a massive blow to the Trans-Siberian Railway offered him some solace.  The Trans-Siberian is the world's longest railway. Construction began in 1916 at Vladivostok and expanded from Chelyabinsk in 1892, with the main line completed in 1904. The branch through Chinese Manchuria (the Chinese Eastern Railway) linked to Vladivostok, while the Lake Baikal section was initially bypassed via ferry. Later construction through the Amur region and around Baikal formed the current route.  The second track was completed in the 1930s, and electrification began in 1929. Rommel remembered these details; as for the extent of electrification, he didn't care. If the whole line ran on electricity, it would be easy: destroy the power plants and lines instead of the track. But that was a pipe dream.  Manstein then asked, "Field Marshal, do you believe using paratroopers alongside the panzers would increase efficiency?"  Reichenau gave a cold snort. He rarely did such a thing, but he couldn't help it now, as Hitler had said the same in Berlin.  In Reichenau's view, Hitler had been somewhat blinded by the early victories and wanted Army Group Center to drive straight into Moscow for a crushing psychological blow. Reichenau had bluntly told him: "My Führer, Napoleon captured Moscow, and look what happened. I don't believe the current USSR is any weaker than the Tsars were then!"  Hitler had looked at him with an expression that seemed almost hurt. This surprised Reichenau; such an expression represented weakness. He hadn't expected Hitler to be so soft!
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**Chapter 850: Aiding the Soviet Union (7)**  Colonel General Manstein, Chief of Staff of Army Group South, had considerable confidence in Rommel's assault capabilities. Seeing Rommel express his willingness to undertake the strike mission, Manstein expected Reichenau to outline an operational program. However, he waited in vain for Reichenau to speak, which left him somewhat surprised.  Reichenau himself felt that he was indeed too distracted at that moment. He pointed to the Volga River on the map and said, "After breaking through the Soviet defenses on the Volga, your assault will be covered by the Luftwaffe."  Rommel asked bluntly, "Field Marshal, when do you expect the breakthrough to be completed?"  Reichenau did not answer directly but ordered, "Your unit will serve as the strategic reserve. Withdraw from combat now and begin preparations."  Rommel was currently the commander of the 21st Panzer Corps. The corps had just completed the task of repelling two Soviet Red Army corps from the north. Panzers were not suited for urban combat, and Rommel himself had no desire to enter the city. With Reichenau's order, he was quite elated. His troops had been fighting for four months since May 21st; being designated as the strategic reserve meant they could receive an ample period of refit and rest.  "I will begin preparations immediately," Rommel accepted the order with pleasure.  Once Rommel left, Manstein offered his own view: "Field Marshal, isn't setting aside an entire corps as a reserve a bit too much of a strain on our current combat operations?"  Had he been facing his old superior, Field Marshal von Rundstedt, Manstein might have voiced his thoughts sooner. Of course, if Rundstedt were commanding the southern front, he likely wouldn't have considered a plan to attack Samara, the Central Asian railway hub—let alone cutting off Yekaterinburg, the vital Trans-Siberian hub.  In the initial vision of the Battle of Stalingrad, capturing this important industrial city and the transport hub connecting Moscow to the southern USSR would sever the country in two, greatly weakening the link between Moscow and the Ukraine region.  The start of any major operation triggers a chain reaction. Once the battle for Stalingrad began, the Soviets would inevitably dispatch massive forces to relieve it. From an overall strategic view, Moscow being forced to send more troops to Stalingrad would weaken its own defenses, reducing the resistance faced by Army Group Center as it drove straight for the capital.  However, from the perspective of Army Group South, this placed them under even greater pressure.  Field Marshal von Rundstedt was an exceptionally fine soldier—pragmatic but not conservative, and one who avoided military gambles. Manstein, having served many times as Rundstedt's chief of staff, believed that if the old Field Marshal were in command, he would have made the annihilation of the Soviet forces in the Stalingrad area his core objective, and would never have set aside a panzer corps as a reserve for a future operation.  Manstein soon heard Reichenau's reply: "Chief of Staff, do you believe that if our forces seize all the land west of the Urals, it will force the Soviet Union to surrender?"  Manstein was momentarily taken aback. He didn't believe the USSR would surrender simply because it lost its western regions, so he chose not to answer.  Reichenau was feeling somewhat emotional at that moment.  A few months ago, when he attended the Singapore Conference as a civilian scholar, Li Runshi had told him that European nations—whether Germany or the Soviet Union—subconsciously clung to "Eurocentrism." As a communist, Li Runshi recognized only productivity. If one looked at the world seriously, one would find that Europe was no longer the region with the most powerful productivity. Both North America and East Asia had surpassed it.  Communists had always insisted on productivity determinism rather than historical claims. China's history was an excellent example: from a productivity standpoint, China had led the world for twenty centuries. Yet over the last three hundred years, hadn't it lost that leading position precisely because its productivity development lagged?  Since his meeting with Li Runshi, Reichenau had undergone a painful reconstruction of his strategic thinking, finally breaking the myth of Eurocentrism. Having discarded that habitual thinking, he saw things much more clearly.  When he went to Berlin to see Hitler recently, Reichenau had found that the Führer also tended to believe the Soviets would negotiate once they lost their prime western regions. This had infuriated Reichenau!  Politically, Reichenau was a staunch Nazi supporter, but that didn't mean he would indulge Hitler militarily. He had engaged in a tense argument with the Führer and ultimately forced him to make concessions.  Now, facing Manstein, Reichenau asked, "Chief of Staff, do you consider yourself a Eurocentrist?"  Manstein hadn't expected the Field Marshal to pose such a grand strategic question and was momentarily dazed.  Seeing Manstein's stunned expression, Reichenau didn't go into a long discourse but spoke from the heart: "Eurocentrists believe Europe is the center of the world, the hub of the great terrestrial wheel. Therefore, they believe that whatever other nations and regions want to do globally, it must be achieved through negotiation and compromise with Europe. Without this European center, no effort can succeed.  Those who believe the Soviets will surrender once they lose their prime western regions largely don't realize they are committed Eurocentrists, which is why they think a Soviet Union deprived of its European portion will be capable of nothing.  If one discards this trivial Eurocentrism, a different picture emerges. Even if they lose the Western USSR, if five million Soviet troops are fully armed in their Asian territories and launch a counter-offensive along with five million Chinese troops, do we have the capability to hold the West?"  As Manstein looked at Reichenau's grim expression, a powerful sense of fear rose from the soles of his feet to the top of his head, making him shudder violently despite it being September.  Reichenau saw the goosebumps on Manstein's neck and felt no urge to mock him, but rather a sense of sympathy. He had gone through the same mental journey. During his "visit" to the four Southern nations, Reichenau had seen them acquire a vast amount of modern infrastructure in just two years under Chinese drive. Through trade, China had easily incorporated them into its economic circle.  Though their industry was far below Spain's, they were located in subtropical regions with abundant resources and large populations. Once they established economic systems suited to their conditions, they developed with startling speed. Compared to Europe, it felt as if Spain had approached Italy's level in just two years.  This change meant China had restored its capacity as the world's axis. China didn't need European support; it only needed to act according to its own steps to achieve its goals.  As a European, abandoning Eurocentrism was undoubtedly painful. But Reichenau felt that even more unbearable than that pain was the prospect of self-destruction caused by one's own stupidity.  Looking at Manstein's pale face, Reichenau said, "What Germany must prioritize now is not European hegemony. In an era where Europe is no longer the world's center, even if we gain that hegemony, we will soon lose it.  What Germany must consider now is how to secure its place in the new global configuration. Severing the transport lines between China and the USSR is not to defeat the Soviets, but to buy time for Germany. During that time, we must effectively pressure the USSR to abandon its cooperation with China and then construct a system favorable to Germany leading Europe against external influence.  China will not use the European colonial model; after all, even Europe itself is no longer willing to do so. After China leaves Europe, it will certainly choose partners. Chief of Staff, at this stage France is undoubtedly China's best partner. But in all of Europe, is France the only one capable of cooperating with China? Why can't that partner be Germany?"  Manstein also possessed strategic vision. Although his mind was in turmoil, his intuition told him Reichenau was speaking from a very high strategic level. He spoke with some difficulty: "Field Marshal, permit me to withdraw for now."  Reichenau didn't expect Manstein to fully absorb these ideas immediately and granted the request. After Manstein left, Reichenau sat alone for a moment. He recalled the look on Hitler's face—as if he had been hurt—during their intense discussion.  But Hitler was Hitler, and he had ultimately accepted a portion of Reichenau's views. While the possibility of China arming five million Soviets in Asia existed in theory, it would not be an easy feat to accomplish.  Moreover, some of Hitler's strategic reactions had given Reichenau cause for hope. Although Hitler himself was a Eurocentrist, he was capable of maintaining thoughts outside that framework, however reluctantly.  Under such thinking, Hitler believed that as a great power, the USSR would never be willing to submit to another. Therefore, if Germany abandoned the intention of annexing Soviet territory and instead forced the Soviets to recognize they couldn't defeat Germany, it might be possible to force them into neutrality by dealing them a crushing blow.  If such a strategic situation could be achieved, the Allied camp could form two strategic axes—Germany and America—forming a North Atlantic fortress to counter China.  Germany's goal was not to fight a war of mutual exhaustion with the Chinese expeditionary force, but to conclude a favorable truce with China as the axis of Europe. Thereafter, through cooperation with China, they would become the future core of Europe. If this strategy could be reached, the dream of a thousand-year Third Reich might truly be realized.  Thus, Reichenau and Hitler had reached a brief consensus: the Trans-Siberian Railway must be destroyed to win sufficient time for Germany. Only then did Hitler agree to transfer the jet fighters to Army Group South.  Soon, with the commitment of the jets, the Soviet Southern Front—which had not received new fighters—felt unprecedented pressure. Their already precarious air superiority was completely lost. Although a million Soviet troops could continue fighting under bombardment, their losses began to increase markedly.  While this change didn't surprise the Red Army General Staff, telegrams from the Southern Front arrived like snowflakes, many phrased quite bluntly. Some were even directed to the Kremlin, with the Front reporting directly to Stalin about the harm caused by the Air Force's favoritism.  General Novikov, Commander of the Red Army Air Force, managed to restrain himself, as he had no other choice. The Soviet side had urgently requested that the Chinese Air Force provide second-hand equipment, and the Chinese had agreed.  However, the distance from Western China to the furthest regions of the Pacific theater was twenty thousand kilometers. Furthermore, those fighters had been modified for Pacific operations and had to be refitted for the Soviet theater. This required time.  Additionally, the Soviet Air Force had not fully adapted to Chinese aircraft; even if a large number were delivered, they would require a period of familiarization flight.  So Novikov had to temporarily focus on the use of existing aircraft. At a meeting, he inquired about the status of joint Sino-Soviet upgrades for current Soviet fighters.  A comrade from the military industry department shared the situation with regret: "Chinese engines and ours are completely different models. All the data accumulated from Chinese wind tunnel tests is useless for modifying our fighters. Can we now agree to have Soviet fighter improvements completed entirely within the Chinese wind tunnel complexes?"  Those attending the meeting were industry experts and fully understood the implications. This massive problem in technical interoperability had been discussed before. Before the Soviet-German war, China was already at war, and many new aircraft had shown their strength in the Pacific and Indian Oceans. After inspecting the Chinese Air Force, the USSR had indeed considered importing their technology.  Back then, they had discovered this problem: the Soviet Air Force couldn't simply borrow Chinese tech. And the USSR's national positioning and political ideology prevented them from adopting the Chinese technical system. The gap in air technology was immense; unless the Soviet Air Force fully adopted the Chinese system, they couldn't truly utilize the technology.  The industrial official spoke even more bluntly: "If we continue with the upgrade model, in the short term we can only rely on Chinese wind tunnels and design systems. All our fighter data will be known to China. I request a decision from higher departments on this matter."  General Novikov didn't find this particularly thorny; he couldn't make the decision anyway—it had to be the Kremlin. And he felt the matter would likely be debated within the Politburo for some time, so for now the Air Force didn't need to be distracted by it.  The meeting immediately moved to the next agenda item. Novikov asked, "What is the progress on learning the Chinese Air Force's operational system?"  It was clear this question hit a nerve with the Air Force leadership; their expressions were a mix of excitement and hesitation. Novikov worked to dispel their concerns: "Only by speaking of the problems can we solve them."  The Lieutenant General in charge immediately invited Academician Lebedev, who had been temporarily appointed as group leader, to report. Lebedev, like the other scientists in the group, was now in Red Army uniform. When the KGB had taken them, they were told they were being mobilized. The KGB hadn't lied; based on their status and expertise, they had been commissioned as Lieutenant Colonels or Colonels.  Facing a room full of air force generals, Colonel Lebedev was inevitably excited. But as a former university lecturer, once he cast the generals in the role of students, he felt at ease and his delivery became much smoother. "After several days of study, we are already capable of operating the electronic computers. Based on the principles of these machines, we have also had the calculation centers rerun the results of our completed data operations. To date, the results match."  The generals listened intently, and everyone felt a sense of relief that Lebedev didn't launch into a technical discourse. It was wartime; aside from the officers sent to learn, no one in the high command of the Air Force or Red Army wanted to waste time on suddenly appearing new technologies.  Before coming to report, Lebedev had received guidance from military commissars and understood what the military needed. He continued on the requirements for more effective use of the computers: "After detailed discussion, the working group believes we must purchase peripherals from China—storage devices, displays, and even keyboards."  Hearing these requests, Commander Novikov wasn't particularly worried. At this stage, China allowed a three-year credit line; buying a few more items wasn't a problem. What he cared about was whether the scientist believed they had to buy Chinese computers in large quantities.  Just as Novikov was about to ask, Lebedev said, "At this stage, our vacuum-tube production capacity is fully capable of meeting our needs with domestic tubes. The greatest problem we face is what scale of Chinese computers to buy. The larger the scale, the greater the computing power. Yet we would also encounter many problems. In this area, we are still novices. We can complete the design and production of a small electronic computer in a very short time..."  "How long!" Novikov interrupted him.  "We can produce a computer capable of over 500 operations per second within a week," Lebedev replied confidently. He added, "We have already learned the design philosophy of the Chinese machines. If time is not a factor, we can develop Soviet computers through continuous experimentation."  At this, the generals all breathed a sigh of relief. They had feared China was holding back and not telling them the basic principles. Now that Lebedev's report matched those of the other participating officers, it seemed the USSR indeed mastered the basics. And with the scientists and officers in agreement that Soviet tubes could replace Chinese ones, the generals felt there was no cause for concern.
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**Chapter 851: Aiding the Soviet Union (8)**  Having mastered the principles of the computer, possessing its key components, and being capable of replicating it in the short term, most of the Soviet Air Force generals present felt much better.  At that moment, General Novikov, Commander of the Soviet Air Force, spoke up: "Comrade Lebedev, you must have sensed something. Can you speak boldly of your concerns?"  The generals felt as if a Siberian cold front had swept through; in an instant, grimness replaced the relaxed or even smiling expressions on their faces. Everyone stared coldly at Lebedev, causing the pressure in his heart to spike. However, he was not afraid; on the contrary, he felt a surge of respect for General Novikov. That the commander could grasp the core issue so quickly proved his mind was entirely focused on solving problems.  Lebedev replied, "The computer China aided us with this time performs 30,000 operations per second. I believe China must have larger ones at home. According to my observations, the Chinese scientists are extremely skilled in many specific operations. I believe they have fixed solutions for various calculation formulas. I have tried to ask about this, but they did not give me a clear answer."  Most of the generals could not immediately comprehend Lebedev's answer. Seeing their expressions, Novikov explained calmly, "I believe Comrade Lebedev is referring to regulations and operating procedures—the instruction sets."  At this explanation, the generals had an epiphany. Their unified grimness shifted into a mixture of worry and displeasure. Providing equipment without training is a common way to "throttle" (Ka Bo Zi) an opponent. Mastering any complex, advanced equipment takes a long time; doing so through self-exploration takes even longer. Those who believed China would not readily provide these specific methods felt worried; those who already feared China's power were incensed.  Lebedev felt even more admiration for Novikov. The analogy of "regulations and procedures" was exactly what he had been trying to explain, and Novikov had used language that both soldiers and scientists could understand, showing he viewed this technology transfer from a very high level.  General Novikov didn't care about Lebedev's opinion. He noticed the generals' displeasure and knew that with the Soviet army in retreat, the emotional stability of the command layer was precarious. They would look for any excuse to deflect blame or vent frustration.  While Novikov himself had pointed out the next key problem, he fully endorsed the Chinese aid received so far and expected cooperation to comprehensively enhance the Air Force's combat power. Seeing the generals looking as if they had been betrayed by China, Novikov didn't suppress their emotions but tried to resolve the immediate issue quickly. He asked, "Comrade Lebedev, how soon do you think we will have a definitive answer?"  Seeing the hostile looks of the generals, Lebedev felt he might have spoken out of turn. According to the agreed schedule, the full course on instruction sets would only begin in three days. He had only been lamenting Novikov's technical sensitivity and had followed his lead.  Now Novikov had given him a way out, and Lebedev took it. "Commander, the Chinese scientists said training on that portion will begin in three days."  The majority of the Soviet generals were clear-headed men. Hearing this, some immediately wanted to curse. They had assumed China might withhold the operating procedures or use them to throttle the USSR and demand more money. Yet China wasn't refusing the training; it was simply starting in three days. Wasn't that just looking for trouble?!  General Novikov had participated in the internal factional struggles of the Red Army and knew how terrifying they could be. At this moment, the USSR had to unite against the German invasion. He slammed his hand on the table with a *thwack* that made the generals who were about to curse flinch.  In the ensuing silence, Novikov asked Lebedev, "Comrade Lebedev, as a scientist, what is it that you care about?"  Lebedev had also participated in the struggles within Soviet academic circles; in this era, every field in the USSR was embroiled in intense internal strife. He had only maintained his position by defeating challengers. He knew he had invited trouble, but fortunately, General Novikov wanted no part in internal bickering and had steered the discussion back to pure academia.  Now Lebedev dared not play games and answered from a purely academic standpoint: "I believe that at this stage, we must import Chinese computers on a large scale. At the same time, it is unlikely we can import China's most advanced machines."  This answer touched upon the contradiction but fell within acceptable bounds. The generals feared China wouldn't provide the procedures for the aided computers; they didn't simply assume China would hand over its top-tier technology. If the roles were reversed, the USSR wouldn't give its best secrets to China either.  General Novikov caught the main point and dismissed Lebedev. Next to be called in were the Soviet officers sent to the course. Their answers were similar to the scientist's. Seeing how pervasive internal struggle had become, Novikov felt a sense of sorrow.  Fortunately, with Lebedev's "pioneer" testimony, the generals' emotions were stable. Although the students habitually held a mindset of internal conflict, their answers allowed the high command to understand the current progress.  After the questioning, the top brass of the Air Force breathed a collective sigh of relief. The greatest fear—that the technology would be unusable after import—had not materialized. While the students showed a tendency toward bickering, the basis of their conflict was that they had learned so much they felt entitled to more authority. From the perspective of utilizing new technology, this proved the training was a success.  After some discussion, Novikov spoke again: "Send personnel to consult the Chinese: how many computers does China use to command 1,000 fighters? And specifically, in which areas are these computers employed?"  As Vice Chairman of the Military Commission, Li Runshi was the first to see the Soviet request, which was phrased politely and sincerely. After reading it, he felt the Soviet talent was of a high standard; they had caught the core issue very quickly.  But the Soviets posing a sharp question meant it was China's turn for a headache. Li Runshi was reluctant to join the discussion. According to his observations, before the war—especially when the Chinese economy faced difficulties—many comrades still spoke of socialism, at least on the surface.  Now, nearly a year into the war, the Chinese economy had reached unprecedented heights. Comrades who once suppressed their emotions no longer hid them amidst such a roaring economy. They were people who thought in terms of departmental interests and nationalist sentiment; with China in a clearly dominant position, their speech and decisions had acquired a distinctly "imperialist" flair.  Li Runshi didn't want to get involved in internal struggles now, partly because He Rui had asked him not to become a focal point of conflict. On the other hand, He Rui had already taken action.  Before China gained its advantage, He Rui's style was undoubtedly that of an authoritative leader who mastered and wielded imperialist tactics to perfection. Now that the Chinese leadership was finally full of confidence and ready to play the imperialist game, He Rui had become the breakwater preventing that shift.  In this era of drastic change, what Li Runshi needed most was to identify comrades who could continue the journey. Now was actually a good time, as people no longer suppressed their emotions and showed their true selves. This made the selection process much easier. Those with a bottom line could still maintain their composure even in these headlong times.  When the Military Commission discussed the matter, most members didn't offer their own views but chose to support He Rui's decision. Li Runshi found this interesting; not long ago, many had expressed concern about the future development of the USSR. Now, the likely reason for their silence was He Rui's earlier commitment to aid the Soviets.  He Rui, however, didn't think that much of it; he admired the Soviets' sense of boundaries. To the Russian nation, the greatest problem was being "too young" with a poor sense of boundaries—it was either being thick as thieves or outright hostility. This was perhaps because the Russian environment was too harsh, and disasters were always devastating.  "A thousand miles of ice and ten thousand miles of snow" was a rhetorical flourish in China, an artistic conception. In Russia, it was the reality every year. In such a natural environment, Russian culture naturally developed into a form best suited for physical survival. Russia couldn't maintain an ambiguous tug-of-war for long—like a traveler seeing a cabin in a blizzard; if the host and the traveler haggle at the door, the traveler will likely freeze to death during the negotiation.  "Organize a model for an operational scale of 1,000 fighters and give it to them," He Rui answered.  It was clear the comrades were somewhat resistant, yet no one voiced an objection. The Soviet request was reasonable; a large-scale campaign indeed required the coordination of 1,000 fighters.  However, the number of powers on this planet capable of effectively coordinating 1,000 fighters could be counted on one hand. Someone looked toward Hu Xiushan, head of the General Logistics Department, hoping he would speak.  Hu was usually a man of few words and had no intention of speaking now. But He Rui felt the comrades were indeed nervous and needed reassurance. He said to Hu, "Comrade Xiushan, say a few words to everyone."  Only then did Hu explain: "We've conducted actual tests; a system to command 1,000 fighters is essentially the limit for future jet combat. To improve operational efficiency, the information transmission of the command system requires input from different datalinks. Even if the Soviets get the current system, they won't reach our current level of understanding. This aid cannot pose a threat to us."  If Hu had analyzed it from the perspective of our ability to handle the Soviets, the comrades would still have had reservations. One of the greatest factors in winning a war is scale; when the Military Commission assessed the Soviet-German war, they leaned toward a Soviet victory. The reason was simple: though Germany currently controlled more area and population, its mobilization capacity could not match the Soviet Union's.  According to data analysis, even after losing over three million elite troops, the USSR had still raised a new force of 12 million through mobilization. What they lacked now was time and the technical capacity to expand military production. As long as they survived this German wave, the most dangerous period would be over.  Hu Xiushan clearly pointed out that the scale of future major air battles would be around a thousand, not like the current model of several thousand or even ten thousand propeller planes in sustained combat. China's numerical advantage over the USSR was absolute, and future wars would be a contest of technology, which naturally set the comrades' minds at ease.  That issue settled, they moved on to the details of the aid. To date, China had provided 30,000 experts, engineers, and technicians. Feedback showed the Soviet economic model was very suited for war. Although the Chinese industrial model conflicted with the Soviet one, the Chinese side had begun to adjust, no longer forcing the Soviet production model into a Chinese mold but providing technical aid based on actual Soviet needs.  On this topic, Li Runshi spoke more frequently. While studying the Chinese model, he had used the aid to the USSR as an opportunity for a detailed study of the Soviet model. With investigation comes the right to speak, and Li's words were highly valued by the Military Commission.  Before the Soviet-German war, the USSR had a population of over 200 million and its land was flourishing. Per capita grain was 492.5 kg, meat 23.2 kg, and milk 173.1 kg. For a people who had recently emerged from hunger, it was indeed a miracle.  Now, 45% of the population—85.6 million people—lived in occupied areas, including over 56 million agricultural workers. More lethally, the USSR had lost 38% of its grain-producing land. The loss of massive numbers of harvesters and tractors worsened the manpower shortage caused by the war.  However, with Chinese support, and if it weren't for Soviet wariness, the USSR could currently obtain enough grain to satisfy its people's needs.  Besides the food crisis, the Eastern Front—that unprecedented human black hole—had created a manpower crisis for the already battered nation. After the initial heavy losses, the Red Army had rebuilt a force of ten million men. As a price, the economic sectors serving the various industrial chains were left with only 18.4 million employees (down from over 34 million in 1940), over 50% of whom were women. Large numbers of the elderly, disabled, youth, and children were also forced into production.  To meet wartime quotas, factory heads had the authority to demand 1–3 hours of unconditional daily overtime, and compensation was frozen in so-called "special deposits." Under the German onslaught of 1942, the world's largest country faced a grim outlook in terms of food and manpower.  To adapt to this unprecedented war, the highly centralized Soviet planned economy had conducted a mobilization unparalleled in history. Only 56% of the Soviet GNP went to civilian consumption, while military spending reached 44%. Civilian industry was suppressed to the maximum extent. Current imports and stocks of civilian goods could last at most eight months.  According to Chinese data, after eight months, the total circulation of commodities in the USSR would drop by over 60%, while currency circulation would grow to 280% of pre-war levels. Massive inflation would cause great hardship. This was a sharp contrast to China, where a 30% tax rate kept the economy vibrant and provided a clear advantage on the battlefield.  The Military Commission members were astonished by Li Runshi's briefing. Someone asked, "Since that's the case, why do we support the Soviet economic model instead of improving their capacity by changing their production organization?"  Li felt the comrades were being a bit simplistic and explained: the Soviet model was a command model—the state invested in industrial construction with the goal of each enterprise producing a specified quantity and quality of goods.  The Chinese model was neither a pure command model nor a competitive model like the West's. It was a model where the state drove development through industrial policy. Because different Chinese industries were at different stages, development appeared to be a mixed system.  "Comrades, that is a matter of appearance. In fact, our core remains consistent: aiming for an independent, world-leading level. Our aviation industry has always been at the forefront, so it shows a strong state-led model using capital operation to perfect the chain.  Our machinery industry, however, lacked accumulation and was unable to meet all industrial needs. But we achieved breakthroughs in economic measurement, precision control, and materials, becoming number one. So we adopted a 'two-legged' approach of combining import and assimilation.  Our greatest problem used to be that the Yuan was not a global currency, forcing us to cooperate with the French Franc. This created an appearance that China needed Europe for its full value.  Now, our currency has finally become a global one. Consequently, our economic model has undergone a massive shift."  Li paused to observe their reactions. Seeing they understood, he continued: "The Soviet economic model is vastly different from our industrial model. The USSR does its best to suppress redundancy and rapid change. Forcing our model on them would only cause chaos. The fewer the surprises in war, the higher the chance of victory. The Soviet model is highly favorable for them to win *in their own way*."  He Rui always discussed war through economics. The Military Commission felt Li Runshi was becoming more and more like him. Regarding the current situation, they felt Li needed to be clear. Several hands went up for questions. Li was prepared; he had to demonstrate that his vision and ability were in no way inferior to He Rui's.
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**Chapter 852: Aiding the Soviet Union (9)**  Strategic height lies in the ability to judge the future. As the saying goes, "To see a thousand miles, one must ascend another floor." Even a single level of elevation makes the world look vastly different.  The future Li Runshi saw was indeed beyond what other comrades could envision. Thus, he didn't even notice that he wasn't suppressing their views, but rather incorporating their concerns into a larger strategic framework.  "...The Soviet bottom line is that they must never be throttled by any great power. They have always viewed themselves as players, not pawns. Even if China gains significant control over the USSR through aid, their first reaction after the war will inevitably be to shake off all Chinese influence. Since this is a certainty, we have no need to take any action in that regard.  Currently, the USSR has stabilized its position through Chinese aid. They would only be forced to ask for Chinese troops to enter their borders and help a counter-offensive if they were to fail completely in the winter campaign. Therefore, our current goal is to help them enhance their combat power as quickly as possible while maintaining basic domestic life. Only thus will our aid gain internal acceptance within the Soviet Union.  Our purpose in doing so is to maintain Sino-Soviet security trust; we must avoid anything that triggers Soviet security anxieties."  Hardly had Li finished when a comrade spoke up in dissatisfaction: "Vice Chairman Li, in that case, aren't we just accommodating the Soviets? Why should we adopt such a low posture?"  This touched on the nationalist sentiment of the comrades. Back then, the He Rui government lacked strength and had to build geopolitical security around China. But today's China was no longer the underdog of the past; they felt continuing this way was truly stifling.  Li understood their mood. In these times of "Tiger-like ambition," who would want to be unhappy? He replied gravely: "Comrades, since we have chosen the path of Communism, the most important thing for us is productivity, not 'low-level tastes.'  Low-level tastes—because they are low, they can arise at any time. Because they are tastes, they are popular. Our China did indeed suffer eighty years of extreme humiliation. Toward those nations that caused us painful memories, we naturally desire revenge. But that emotion stems from the flesh, not from reason. It belongs to the category of low-level tastes.  We have all participated in the great work of China's rejuvenation. In this process, low-level tastes do not solve the problems China faces. Only by ridding ourselves of them and entering a more rational, pure stage of consciousness can we complete our cause.  I know many of your concerns, and I also believe that in diplomacy, we still lack experience in some of our practices. For example, in expressing our stance, there are still traces of old literati traditions—over-reliance on flowery language and an excessive focus on surface harmony. I believe the solution lies in raising the standard of our diplomats so they can more confidently and precisely defend China's interests, rather than gaining low-level pleasure through displaying imperialist arrogance.  As for now, the Soviets are humans too; they have the capacity for normal judgment. What we must do at this stage is defeat Nazi Germany and crush the Fascist bloc. In negotiations with the USSR, aside from that, we discuss nothing else. Of course, when the atmosphere needs to be lightened, a few pleasantries about Sino-Soviet friendship shouldn't make you all feel like we're being subservient, should it?"  Li thought this would be enough to appease them, but he was surprised to find their mood growing even more displeased.  He Rui knew why they were unhappy but remained silent. Sure enough, Hu Xiushan spoke calmly: "What does Vice Chairman Li think of the official Soviet proposal to celebrate the anniversary of the Treaty of Aigun?"  Li sighed internally; that incident indeed had a massive impact on Sino-Soviet relations. He didn't answer immediately but looked at the other comrades. No one else intended to speak, as the matter was enough to cause universal displeasure.  Seeing that the dissatisfaction had reached its limit for now, Li replied: "To forget the past is to betray history. But to be obsessed with the past is to stand still. We must admit one thing: we have currently lost the historical window of opportunity to retake our old lands. This is not the time for us to reclaim them. Does any comrade oppose this view?"  No one answered. Despite their emotions, the Military Commission members possessed a high level of basic strategic cognition; they wouldn't let petty immediate gains cloud their judgment.  Li continued: "Since you ask, I will share a piece of classified news with you, which I hope you will keep strictly confidential. Last year, the USSR arrested all those who advocated for this celebration, and the ringleaders were shot. Furthermore, in the recent purges, another large group of them was executed."  Hu Xiushan and the others showed surprise. While they felt a sense of relief, they also wondered about Stalin's true motive for the executions.  Li explained: "This wasn't a formal Soviet notification, but news passed to us through unofficial channels. After all, the USSR also has to deal with domestic nationalism. Such things are unavoidable, so we must shed the old literati ways in these matters. We struggle where struggle is needed, to let the USSR understand that maintaining good relations is not just China's responsibility. Do you all still have any feelings about this?"  Hearing that the Soviets had indeed "paid in heads," Hu Xiushan's displeasure vanished. He asked, "How does Vice Chairman Li judge the current Soviet-German war situation?"  "Judging by the current Soviet mobilization system, it is essentially certain that Germany has already failed. The USSR will inevitably defeat Germany; the only differences will be time and the scale of casualties. The Central Committee of the CPSU is capable of rational judgment; they hope Chinese aid will reduce their losses. Through the first phase of aid, we have gained access to their key technical factories and can judge their current technical level. Our aid is also limited to this field. Based on their request for an air force operational system, it's clear the USSR has not fallen into irrationality. Their requests are mindful of boundaries. If anything is wrong, it will soon manifest in the winter campaign. If the Soviets can make the German Barbarossa plan bankrupt in the winter, it means time is on their side. Through our aid, we can help their war strength be fully enhanced before next April."  Hu Xiushan simply nodded after Li's explanation, saying nothing. Given his usual taciturn nature, everyone knew this meant he fully agreed. Hu was considered one of the top three military minds in the Commission; since he had nothing more to say, no one else wanted to embarrass themselves.  Li continued: "Based on our predictions for the future, our military's next task is to support the WPLA in the complete liberation of the Arabian Peninsula and the entry into North Africa for combat. Simultaneously, our war with the US should enter a new phase. After thoroughly resolving the US forces in the South Pacific, it will be necessary to propose negotiations to America. Our military will decide whether to enter the North American theater based on their attitude."  Still no one spoke; all looked toward He Rui. He Rui knew what they were thinking and simply stood up to smoke a cigarette by the window. This told every comrade that He Rui was temporarily ceding strategic command; his decision to let Li Runshi take the reins was now only a matter of being formally stated.  He Rui had long wanted to hand over military operations to Li. At this stage, the overall situation was essentially determined. No matter how the US struggled, it couldn't change the broad trend. Even if they resisted to the bitter end, once the WPLA liberated Europe, America would be forced out of the war. The reason for maintaining high pressure on them now was that American culture dictated they would never quit while they were ahead.  He Rui truly had no interest in this "play-house" war, much as he had no interest in humoring the "cute" wartime Stalin. By handing command to Li, He Rui could focus his attention on the economy.  When the Central Committee of the CPSU requested aid for its air force operational system, they didn't hold especially high hopes, feeling they were asking for too much. Soviet industrial planning placed high importance on technology, especially electronics. Before the war, they produced tens of millions of vacuum tubes annually for various fields. Because they could produce them, they knew vacuum tubes were not a cheap commodity.  The Chinese-supplied computer used 30,000 tubes—all of them small-scale tubes the USSR lacked the capacity to produce. According to the Chinese parameters, these small tubes were low-power, high-stability, and long-lived.  Under the Soviet command economy, even a common tube cost about two US dollars; these small Chinese ones were likely even more expensive. Even at two dollars each, 30,000 tubes alone were worth $60,000. Adding the various peripherals and electrical components, even a price tag of $200,000 would not be an excessive profit.  Amidst this apprehension, China agreed to provide the aid the Soviet Air Force desired. Reading the quote, Molotov breathed a sigh of relief. China's plan provided 30 computers along with 1.2 tons of manuals. For all this, China only asked for 40 million CNY—approximately 10 million US dollars for the equipment and technology transfer.  Molotov knew the aid was to enable the USSR to defeat Germany and was based entirely on China's own interests. Even so, a sense of gratitude arose in him. The USSR wasn't just getting equipment; it was opening up an entirely new technical field. Compared to what they received, the Chinese price was quite low.  Subsequently, China dispatched 50 large transport sorties to deliver the equipment and data to the USSR within ten days. Chinese personnel made it clear that because the equipment was expensive and they had no spares, the computers being sent were dismantled directly from Chinese calculation centers. While battle-tested and of good quality, the tubes had already suffered some wear and tear.  Stalin only expected the Air Force to use the equipment quickly to enhance its combat capability. However, bad news arrived: on October 4th, after a bitter struggle, the Wehrmacht finally occupied Stalingrad. Thus, one of the most important cities in the southern USSR fell. Furthermore, the Germans had crossed the canal, their spearheads entering the region east of the Volga.  At this point, General Rommel, commanding his 21st Panzer Corps, began moving north, launching an attack on Samara, 387 kilometers away.  In the Battle of Stalingrad, both sides had committed hundreds of thousands of troops. Following their defeat, the Soviets lacked the immediate capacity to organize a new line. Rommel's offensive met no fierce resistance. Even when encountering Red Army units, he easily broke through their interceptions.  As in previous campaigns, Rommel insisted on being at the very front of his troops. Fields, villages, and forests were left behind by the panzer columns, while new ones appeared ahead, seemingly without end.  A saying was circulating within the Wehrmacht: invading the Soviet Union was like marching through a giant's maze. Moving across the vast Soviet landscape, Rommel felt the description was increasingly apt. His command had been in combat for nearly five months, having traveled over 2,000 kilometers. No matter how many enemies they broke or trenches they crushed, Rommel still couldn't see where the end of victory lay.  Fortunately, Rommel had been commander of the 7th Panzer Division during the Western European campaign and, like other famous panzer leaders, had experience in what was mockingly called the "Tour de France." Long-distance raids were no problem for him; in France, while other commanders at least rested at night, Rommel's division marched through the darkness without stopping.  He employed the same method now. The unit drove for a day and a night without pause, covering over 100 kilometers. As they were bridging a tributary, the first Soviet armored units finally appeared ahead.  Rommel was not a product of the General Staff. The primary reason he had been allowed to remain as a company commander during the post-WWI disarmament was that he held the Pour le Mérite (Blue Max), Germany's highest military honor. From the end of the war until Hitler took power, the General Staff was abolished, and the de facto staff consisted of aristocratic Junker officers. There was no room for Rommel.  When Hitler came to power and expanded the military, Rommel was finally promoted from the rank of captain, which he had held for over a decade, and became a military academy instructor. There, he wrote the famous book *Infantry Attacks*. According to German tradition, having rich frontline experience and serving as an academy instructor gave him some renown; the next step should have been a staff officer post at the General Staff.  However, things changed in August 1939. Hitler admired Rommel and used his power to facilitate an "unconventional" promotion to Major General, skipping the necessary exams and placing him directly as an intern at the Army General Staff. Lacking any prior staff experience, he was the subject of some criticism within the Wehrmacht.  During the French campaign, becoming a panzer division commander only increased the animosity toward him. Looking at the other commanders of the "darling" panzer divisions—Guderian, Kleist, Hoth, Hoepner—every one was a General Staff product with close ties to its core figures.  Even so, Rommel had encountered an acquaintance from the General Staff: Manstein, now Chief of Staff of Army Group South. Their close relationship was relatively recent, primarily dating from just before Operation Barbarossa. What initially brought them together was their discussion of German military equipment.  Rommel's fame in France came because he was the panzer commander who faced the most Allied tank counter-attacks. Several times he had encountered British Matilda heavy tanks and French B1s, nearly losing his life on the front.  In those life-and-death moments, he had relied on using 88mm anti-aircraft guns in a direct-fire role to destroy the heavy tanks. Consequently, Rommel believed the Wehrmacht must not rely too heavily on tank combat capability alone, but should consider air-land integration and the application of mobile 88mm anti-tank guns.  Manstein fully agreed. He had been pushed out of the General Staff to command the 38th Infantry Corps after his operational plan for the West had been adopted through Hitler, only entering the French campaign in its later stages.  Even so, Manstein had fully leveraged the power of anti-tank fire during the campaign to crush French armored counter-attacks.  While talking with Rommel, Manstein found him to be one of the very few army officers who believed even the 50mm anti-tank gun was useless. Rommel thought so because he had seen 37mm shells strike a Matilda at ten meters only to bounce off, after which the British tank simply crushed the gun.  The two found much common ground, and Rommel felt he benefited greatly. For this raid on Samara, Rommel requested that Reichenau provide him with more 88mm guns and had left all his 37mm guns behind at headquarters, taking only a few 50mm pieces.  Now, at the head of his column, Rommel watched through binoculars as Soviet tanks on the opposite bank moved into concealed positions to block the bridging operation. He felt no ripple of emotion.  Soon, the Soviet tank crews saw smoke being released from the German positions, under cover of which engineers began laying a pontoon bridge. This made the Soviet crews nervous. Half an hour later, the smoke cleared, and they saw the German engineers working frantically. Some of the Soviet crews, unable to restrain themselves, opened fire on them.
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**Chapter 853: Aiding the Soviet Union (10)**  Near every crossing point where the German 21st Panzer Corps had forded the river, the wrecks of numerous Soviet tanks lay scattered. The Wehrmacht had not even engaged in direct tank-on-tank combat; relying solely on 88mm gun positions hastily arranged during the brief cover of smoke screens and the support of Stuka dive-bombers, they had neutralized the Soviet armored units attempting to intercept them.  After crossing, the Germans fought as they moved. The heroic attacks of the Soviet infantry failed to yield significant results. The panzer units under Rommel's command easily breached the field positions established by the infantry and continued their northward drive.  Rommel's unit was not the only one advancing north along the Volga; Army Group South had also dispatched forces along the opposite bank. News of the twin German advances reached Moscow, leaving the generals of the Red Army General Staff in a state of extreme tension. The Volga lay east of Moscow; if the Germans were allowed to continue this advance, not only would the link between Moscow and the southern USSR be severed, but the Germans would form a massive encirclement around the capital.  Marshal Zhukov was undoubtedly the most composed among the Soviet high command, directing the war methodically and remaining unmoved. Even when Stalin urgently summoned him to the Kremlin, Zhukov's expression remained calm.  Seeing Zhukov's composure, even Stalin felt his agitation subside somewhat. However, his tone remained stern: "Chief of Staff Zhukov, the German offensive has become a grave threat to national security. The Red Army must immediately launch a counter-offensive to crush the German arrogance."  Stalin used such a fierce tone because he knew the difficulties the Red Army faced. Without sufficient pressure, they would not launch a powerful counter-attack. Just as Stalin was about to erupt in rage at an expected refusal from Zhukov, the Marshal replied: "General Secretary, the Red Army will launch a counter-offensive in the Volga basin on October 16th to deal the Wehrmacht a head-on blow."  Although Stalin had demanded a counter-attack, hearing Zhukov speak so calmly actually made him worry for a moment. At the start of the war, he had repeatedly ordered frontline units to hold or counter-attack, and they had resolutely obeyed. The results had been disastrous, causing many unnecessary losses.  Now, with Stalingrad lost, Stalin feared a counter-offensive forced by pressure might be too hasty and lead to another failure.  In this state of uncertainty, Stalin paused before asking, "Chief of Staff, do you believe the time for a counter-offensive has arrived?"  Zhukov replied steadily, "If the Red Army does not counter-attack the southern Germans now, their thrust will severely impact the entire front. Furthermore, it is entirely possible the Germans will drive south to sabotage the Baku oil fields. A powerful counter-attack will ease the pressure on the units defending Baku."  This answer met Stalin's expectations, and his tone finally softened. "When will the counter-attack begin?"  "Today is October 6th. The counter-attack will begin on October 15th," Zhukov replied.  "It must begin on October 13th!" Stalin immediately upped the ante.  Although Zhukov felt Stalin's attitude disregarded military common sense, he committed nonetheless: "The counter-offensive will begin on the 13th."  On October 7th, the German forces on the left bank of the Volga were checked by Soviet troops occupying high ground and were forced to halt and engage. Rommel, on the right bank, did not wait but continued his advance north. Ahead lay the last small tributary of the Volga blocking his path to Samara. Once across, his 21st Panzer Corps could drive straight for its objective.  On the morning of October 8th, Rommel successfully crossed the river again. This time, the Red Army showed no sign of retreating, engaging the Germans in fierce combat from fortifications built over the last three days.  By noon, inside the 21st Panzer Corps headquarters, Rommel's brow was deeply furrowed. The terrain here was undulating hills; even without a solid urban complex like Stalingrad for support, the Soviet troops held every height and refused to budge.  The Germans tried to pass through the gaps between the hills, but the Soviets had laid numerous mines in the passages, causing significant losses to the panzer crews. Multiple attempts failed to find a path for the offensive.  The 21st Corps Chief of Staff couldn't help but sigh: "General, has the USSR placed its main force here?"  Rommel did not answer. He knew the Chief of Staff was subtly warning him of a potential threat. Previous German campaigns had involved full coordination between units in pincer movements. Rommel's current operation was not a full campaign but a raid to destroy a railway hub. Thus, the 21st Panzer Corps was a lone unit striking deep. The Red Army likely viewed it as the spearhead of a massive encirclement and was naturally doing everything possible to stop it.  After reflecting, Rommel ordered his Chief of Staff: "Organize the demolition engineers from all units and have a brigade protect them as they skirt the very edge of the Soviet lines to carry out a full demolition of the railway bridge."  The Chief of Staff's face looked grim; he felt the plan was too risky. He suggested, "Should a full division be responsible for the thrust?"  Rommel shook his head. "No. We must make the Soviets believe our goal is to capture Samara and control the rail line, rather than retreating after destroying it. Therefore, our main force must project such an offensive posture."  Tactical deception was an essential tool for the Wehrmacht. The Chief of Staff finally agreed and began arranging the battle. Rommel, as was his custom, went directly to the front, observing the Soviet defenses from a forward post.  The Germans launched another attack. Planes roared overhead, relentlessly strafing and bombing the Soviet positions. Smoke rolled over the Red Army lines amidst constant explosions. After the aerial bombardment, German artillery struck Soviet strongpoints to clear obstacles for the advance.  As Rommel lacked a solid supply line and relied on carried ammunition, the barrage was brief. As soon as it ended, the infantry in position moved forward, crouching low as they charged the Soviet lines. After an exchange of fire, the Germans took out the machine gun nests and finally breached the defenses.  Through his binoculars, it was hard to see clearly, but from the shifting figures and violent movements, it was clear hand-to-hand combat had begun. Ten minutes later, word came from the front that they had captured the Soviet position.  Before long, another report arrived: the Soviets had organized a counter-attacking force to retake the ground. No sooner had the news arrived than the Soviet artillery began its barrage. The Luftwaffe immediately struck the Soviet batteries. Yet the suppression failed to stop the counter-attack; the Soviets paid a heavy price, charging onto the position and engaging in fierce combat. The German attacking force, having lost over half its strength, was driven from the heights and retreated in disarray to its starting point.  Watching this, hope rose in Rommel's heart. The Red Army was fighting so desperately that its attrition must be enormous. If their strength wasn't at least triple that of the Germans, the 21st Corps, with its absolute air superiority, could potentially fix the Soviets onto the frontal defense of Samara, creating an excellent opportunity to destroy the railway.  Furthermore, Rommel had an even bolder idea. But whether to execute it depended on the Soviet unit designations and numbers he could obtain—which meant seeing how many prisoners were taken and how much intelligence could be squeezed from them.  By 3:00 PM, Rommel finally received the intelligence he sought. The opposing Red Army consisted of three corps, two of which were units being rebuilt in the Samara area after being heavily damaged in the first phase of the war. One was an armored corps that had been fully replenished with tanks.  Having determined the general situation of his opponent, Rommel finally issued his orders. He generally disliked head-on battles, but this time he acted against his nature, ordering a powerful push. Simultaneously, he ordered his 88mm guns moved forward. Though puzzled, the troops obeyed.  Near dusk, clouds of dust rose behind the Soviet lines. German reconnaissance planes reported that the Soviet armored corps had begun a counter-attack from the west.  Only then did Rommel breathe a sigh of relief. Based on his experience on the Eastern Front, he judged that while the Red Army often performed well initially, as the battle continued, their commanders would begin doing strange things.  If Rommel were defending with superior numbers, he would have done so rigorously, enduring normal losses until the opponent made a mistake, then striking a decisive blow. But the Soviet commanders thought only of how to defeat the enemy more quickly, rather than adjusting based on the battlefield situation.  As with this counter-attack: although Rommel hadn't expected it so soon, he felt it was likely they would do it. Even if they hadn't, he would have used various feints tomorrow to draw them into it.  The Soviet tank charge was actually well-conceived, utilizing the sunset to strike from the west. This took full advantage of the poor visibility for the Germans. And being dusk, they could retreat smoothly if things went poorly, preventing pursuit by German panzers.  But Rommel hadn't prepared a tank counter-attack for them; he had prepared a trap of 88mm guns. Sure enough, as the Soviet tanks charged unimpeded toward the German lines, the 88s fired their first shots. At such close range, the turret of the first Soviet tank struck was sent flying into the air.
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**Chapter 854: Aiding the Soviet Union (11)**  Rommel had long considered that the thrust of his 21st Panzer Corps would surely be noticed by the Red Army. Not only had Rommel realized this, but the 21st Corps staff and even the staff of Army Group South were well aware of it.  But far from feeling fear, Rommel took this as one of the cornerstones of his operation. Since the Red Army was well aware that the 21st Panzer Corps was striking deep alone, detached from the rest of the front, there was a high probability they would choose a tactic to crush this isolated unit in one blow.  Rommel was right; the Red Army had indeed adopted a heavy, pressuring offensive, only to fall into the counter-attack trap he had set. A rolling torrent of over 100 tanks and accompanying infantry attempted to overwhelm Rommel's forces. Lacking Soviet air reconnaissance or cover, the tanks serving as the main assault force were picked off one by one before the line of 88mm guns.  The Red Army fought heroically, to the point where their tanks were destroyed one after another. In an instant, the Soviet infantry following the tanks was exposed to the Germans, then mowed down like grass by 105mm howitzers. Rommel immediately ordered his panzers to counter-attack; modified Panzer IVs rumbled forward, their coaxial machine guns' tongues of fire harvesting Soviet lives like scythes.  The Red Army's offensive was thoroughly broken in less than half an hour. The German tanks then counter-attacked along the very tracks left by the Soviet armor; the Red Army could not have laid mines on the path their own tanks had taken. Those clear tread marks were unmistakable signposts to victory.  Among the infantry following tanks into the assault, the Germans were far luckier than the Soviets. They followed behind the panzers or simply climbed onto the hulls, being carried by the tanks into the Soviet lines.  Seeing the Wehrmacht utilize a decisive and clever counter-attack to breach the Soviet defenses, Rommel's secretary's eyes lit up. He asked, "General, shall we break through from here?"  Rommel also felt a strong urge to continue the offensive, but his intuition warned him against overextending. He chose to trust his gut and told his aide, "An overly courageous beast only becomes the hunter's assistant."  The 21st Panzer Corps Chief of Staff shared Rommel's view, so he didn't demand the counter-attacking force punch through the Soviet lines in one go, but instead required them to halt if they could not maintain contact with the following units.  Commanding the Soviet forces in the Samara region was Lieutenant General Rokossovsky. Although the attempt to ambush the Germans had failed miserably, he did not panic. He immediately adjusted his deployment, ordering his artillery to brave German air strikes and use shelling along with infantry resistance to create a gap between the German panzers and the infantry following them.  As the latest battle reports reached his headquarters, Rokossovsky's brow furrowed tighter and tighter. After a series of breakthroughs, the German panzer units realized their following infantry couldn't keep pace and actually halted their advance to pull back.  This move completely scuttled Rokossovsky's plan for a counter-charge. The general had intended to utilize the failing light of dusk to send strike teams to cut off the German tanks' retreat and destroy the isolated units under the cover of night.  The German panzers' decisive withdrawal not only eliminated their vulnerability but helped their infantry seize several heights before night fell, creating a situation where the Wehrmacht had pierced deep into the Soviet lines.  Rokossovsky was forced to order a night counter-attack. Having issued the command, he even felt a sense of guilt, for he knew the cost would be immense. But aside from a night offensive, the general had no other means to stabilize the front.  The loss of over 100 tanks and their accompanying infantry just moments ago had deprived him of high-combat-effectiveness units; without those losses, he could have held the heights tomorrow. Deprived of those elites, the units composed mostly of new recruits would find it very hard to hold the ground.  At 1:00 AM on October 9th, as a deep darkness blanketed the earth, the commissars of the Soviet assault units finished their final pre-attack motivation. Among the world's militaries today, only China and the USSR possessed over twenty years of development in the commissar system (Zheng Wei). But there were systemic differences between the two.  The Soviet system was more akin to the "supervising generals" (Jian Jun) of Chinese history—an independent unit. However, with the added power of the communist system, the Soviet commissars were ideologically driven; they not only provided spiritual motivation but also charged in the first wave, fulfilling their duty to boost morale by personal example.  In Chinese history, the supervising generals were viewed by the civilian bureaucracy as almost equivalent to the enemy precisely because most of them fulfilled their duties, preventing the officials from easily shirking responsibility. The Soviet system at this stage undoubtedly reached the highest standard of those historical supervisors.  Once they had finished inspiring their men, the Soviet commissars stood ready for battle. Just moments before the attack was to begin, the night sky suddenly turned bright. Rommel had ordered the Germans to launch flares, each illuminating nearly a square kilometer. The Soviet plan for a night counter-attack under the cover of darkness was temporarily thwarted.  Facing this change, the Soviet commissars did not hesitate; on the contrary, it ignited their battle passion. To many of them, the bright light of the flares dispelled the darkness and solved the visibility problem of night combat. These commissars had no intention of living to see the war's end; they were trained to complete their missions, and if their lives could help achieve success, they would not hesitate for a second.  Thus, from the German perspective, the Red Army seemed galvanized by the flares, leaping from the woods and trenches like moths to a flame as they charged the German-held heights.  The Wehrmacht had long prepared its defensive fire. Although the flares were not as effective as the sun, they illuminated the areas covered by interlocking fire. The Germans didn't even need to aim specifically; they only had to fire fiercely into the pre-determined kill zones according to their tactical layout.  Rommel did not love the defense; all his defensive moves were for the sake of a counter-attack. Learning the Soviets had launched a night raid, he immediately ordered his prepared mixed units of panzers and artillery to open fire. The dense shelling produced conspicuous smoke when illuminated by the flares. In the intervals between flares, the bright muzzle flashes appeared like a brilliant firework display.  In the Western European campaign, Rommel had used this tactic of concentrated fire to make the French hiding in forests believe they were facing the main German artillery force, prompting them to return fire. Rommel then used the exposure of enemy firing points to locate their heavy batteries, using panzer thrusts to destroy the core of their firepower in one go, before overrunning the French positions now deprived of heavy support.  Rommel succeeded again. The Red Army believed the German-held heights near the front housed their heavy guns and began concentrating their own artillery to relentlessly shell those locations.  The German tanks withdrew immediately after firing a salvo, while the artillery crews retreated into deep shelters. Although some unlucky souls were hit by Soviet fire, they were the minority. Meanwhile, every German observation post immediately reported the data on the observed Soviet batteries. Inside the 21st Panzer Corps headquarters, the positions of the Soviet heavy guns were rapidly calculated from this data.  Ten minutes later, the Soviet infantry suddenly saw bright lights appearing ahead. Under the glare, they couldn't help but squint. In that fleeting opportunity, the German armored assault units began strafing the Red Army with machine guns. By the time the heavily hit Soviets managed to take cover outside the direct line of fire, the panzer formations had already passed through their ranks and were driving toward the Soviet heavy battery positions. In short order, they breached two Soviet lines and closed in on the guns.  In the Red Army's understanding, German panzer crews would always turn aside when encountering minefields, so a belt of mines had been laid before the heavy batteries.  When the German tanks charged heedlessly into the minefield, the Soviets believed they would turn back after taking some losses. Then the Soviet artillery could strike the retreating panzers for even greater results.  But after several lead tanks were destroyed or slowed, the following panzers continued to charge as if unaware of the mines' power. Under the ghastly white light of one flare after another, the Soviet troops defending before the heavy guns saw that even when their tracks were blown off, the German tanks still struggled forward until the tracks fell away completely and the road wheels spun uselessly, only then coming to a halt dictated by the laws of physics.  The surviving crews of the disabled tanks didn't stop either; they leaped out with their weapons and followed the tanks still advancing through the minefield, joining the assault on the Soviet line.  Though shocked by the German ferocity, the Red Army did not falter but opened up with everything they had. For at the very front of the Soviet troops, the commissars were in a fierce exchange of fire with the Germans. The commissars told the men that Nazi Germany was an imperialist army, and that such armies lose their fighting spirit and flee once they suffer enough losses.  But the commissars' understanding of Nazi Germany was quite one-sided. While it was an imperialist state, its rise was built on a revolt against the shackles the Anglo-French imperialists had placed on it. In other words, the Nazi soldiers believed they were the oppressed, not the oppressors.  If the Soviet leadership had taken He Rui's advice and adopted a full defensive posture at the border, the Nazi troops might still have realized they were aggressors. But the CPSU believed an offensive posture would intimidate them. Instead, it led the Nazi soldiers who had fought in the West to see the Red Army's posture and believe that Germany was only launching a preemptive strike against an intended invasion.  While the Nazi army was indeed an imperialist one, to the frontline troops less than six months into the war, the invasion was a war of national defense, not one of aggression against the weak. At this moment, they believed only the total crushing of the Red Army could ensure Germany's safety.  For Germany, they did not fear death. Before Hitler took power, they had experienced a life that seemed worse than death to an industrial nation. Hitler was the one who led them to break that tragic fate; the lesson he taught the German people was simple: defeat the enemy and protect Germany to let the nation stand tall among the world's peoples.  Hitler's philosophy aligned perfectly with traditional German militarism. Under his leadership, Germany had defeated its centuries-old rival France and forced Britain to make peace. Now, if they defeated the Soviet threat, the Third Reich could begin its great future as a thousand-year empire.  Under this simple and austere belief, the German officers and men disregarded the loss of tanks and forced a path through the minefield, reaching the Red Army soldiers.  Facing the invaders at point-blank range, and with their machine gun nests mostly destroyed by German tanks at close quarters, the Soviet commissars—still convinced they were defending their homeland—drew their pistols and charged out of the trenches with a shout of "Ura!" Moments later, the soldiers of both armies were locked in a lethal melee.  Under the pallid light of the flares, even blood appeared a dull color. The combatants seemed like actors on a stage, fighting with a fierce yet ghostly intensity.  Even with all the crews of the destroyed tanks joining the assault, the Germans were too few. Facing wave after wave of counter-charging Red Army infantry, the German forces struggled to resist, holding on only with the few panzers that had cleared the minefield and the limited infantry they carried.  At 4:15 AM, the minefield was suddenly illuminated. Although Rommel hadn't expected the night battle to turn into a successful counter-attack, he had already made his decision. Half of the 21st Panzer Corps' trucks were concentrated to carry an infantry regiment through the minefield.  The trucks lined up in a single file, all their headlights blaring. The regimental commander, Lieutenant Colonel Weidell, stood straight on the third truck, his uniform neat. He wasn't on the first because his adjutant, Lieutenant Gauss, had insisted on taking the lead vehicle.  As the convoy advanced along the path cleared through the wrecks of the tanks, the first truck hit a mine while swerving around a panzer and was destroyed. The following trucks didn't pause but bypassed the wreckage and drove on.  Nearing the end of the minefield, the second truck, carrying the 2nd Battalion commander, Major Mask, also hit a mine and was turned into a torch.  Lieutenant Colonel Weidell finally reached the combat zone as the first surviving vehicle of the column. Waving his pistol, he shouted orders for the men to dismount and join the fight. Hardly had the order left his lips when a burst of machine-gun fire stitched several holes across his chest, killing him and two soldiers beside him instantly.  But by then, the Germans didn't need orders. Or rather, every man reaching the front only needed to jump out to join the fray. With this fresh force, the once-suppressed Germans resumed their offensive.  The surviving tanks finally had enough accompanying infantry; they continuously picked off Soviets attempting to sabotage the panzers, while the tanks—now unconcerned by swarms of infantry—used their main guns and coaxial machine guns to cut down Red Army troops at middle and long range.  By 4:53 AM, the German assault force finally broke into the midst of the retreating Soviet heavy artillery units. After a night of combat, all rationality had vanished from the battlefield; the soldiers fought almost entirely by muscle memory. Crazed German tank gunners forgot about friendly fire or ricochets, firing on Soviet guns at twenty meters. Tanks out of ammunition revved their engines and charged at full speed, crushing the Soviet gunners before ramming into the heavy guns, the momentum toppling the pieces.  The Red Army also lost all fear of death, swinging empty weapons, bayonets, entrenching tools, rifle butts, knives, helmets, or even their bare fists. Anything that could kill was used. Both sides fought like madmen; some German soldiers, after being mortally wounded, would grab the Soviet who struck them and roll together under the treads of an oncoming tank, their blood and flesh becoming indistinguishable. A Soviet commissar, run through the belly by a bayonet, pulled the pin on a grenade, his body and those of the Germans and Red Army soldiers around him shredded by the shrapnel.  Both sides believed they were defending their homeland and were filled with hatred for the enemy. Yet their blood ignored that hate, flowing and mixing across the crazed battlefield.  At 7:00 AM on October 9th, General Rommel found that the night battle had unexpectedly achieved the goal of breaking and splitting the Soviet line. Facing him, General Rokossovsky was forced to contract his lines, pulling his units back to the vicinity of Samara for defense.  Hardly had the order been executed when Rokossovsky received word: the Wehrmacht had begun a full-scale destruction of the Central Asian line of the Trans-Siberian Railway.



★


V07C156 - Aiding the Soviet Union (12)

Volume 7 — Chapter 156

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 855: Aiding the Soviet Union (12)**  Even by the morning of October 10th, the Red Army commander defending Samara, Lieutenant General Rokossovsky, still believed that Rommel's actions on the opposite side were intended to lure the Soviet defenders out of their positions by threatening the Trans-Siberian Railway.  However, the Red Army General Staff had issued strict orders. Zhukov required Rokossovsky to pin down the Germans at all costs; Soviet units tasked with encircling and annihilating this German force had already been dispatched and would arrive by dawn on October 12th at the latest. As long as the Samara garrison could fix the Germans in place—even if it meant the enemy breached the city—Rokossovsky would be considered to have successfully completed his mission.  The General Staff's orders were crystal clear, leaving no room for doubt. Rokossovsky immediately mobilized his forces for a counter-attack. By 2:00 PM, good news arrived from the front: the Red Army had retaken several heights, and the Germans were beginning to fall back.  By 5:00 PM, the counter-attack continued to proceed smoothly, with several more heights captured. Since the outbreak of the war, the Red Army had never had such a successful engagement.  Studying the map, Rokossovsky suddenly suspected that this German force was preparing to retreat! His first reaction was that he might be mistaken. The Wehrmacht was extremely tenacious; no matter how the Soviets counter-attacked, the Germans usually found a way to resist and even launch new offensives from their defensive positions. Rokossovsky feared the enemy was merely contracting their lines to organize a powerful counter-strike.  But he soon moved beyond wishful thinking and considered the situation within a larger strategic context.  The General Staff had ordered him to fix the Germans in place. If they issued such an order, it must be because they were prepared to annihilate the 21st Panzer Corps.  The Germans opposite him had displayed startling combat proficiency and will, proving they were an elite unit. The commander of such a force was no ordinary man; he likely saw through the Red Army's plan. From a German perspective, a single corps striking deep alone had no chance of independently annihilating several Soviet corps-sized units. Their best choice would be to evacuate the unfavorable region immediately and return to their own lines.  With this logic, Rokossovsky realized his initial assessment was wrong. The German objective likely had been to destroy the railway from the start, not to capture Samara.  Though he still worried about a trap, Rokossovsky could no longer afford hesitation. He ordered immediately: "Command all units to attack with full force. If the Germans counter-attack, engage them in a head-on battle!"  Not long ago, the Samara garrison had fought a fierce meeting engagement with the 21st Panzer Corps. Hearing the General's order, the Chief of Staff did not immediately move to organize the troops. Seeing the hesitation among his staff, Rokossovsky felt even more certain of his judgment.  From the perspective of a retreat, the best method was to maneuver the enemy into a battlefield layout that made pursuers wary; the Red Army's current defensive-mindedness would only help the Germans withdraw smoothly. Rokossovsky ordered again: "If we do not pursue with everything we have, the enemy will likely slip away. Even if our entire army dies in battle or we lose Samara, as long as we annihilate them, our sacrifice will be worth it. Chief of Staff, do you intend to disobey the General Staff's orders?"  Hearing Rokossovsky's stern voice and seeing the political commissar staring intently at him, the Chief of Staff dared not say more and hurried to issue the commands.  But the Red Army was still too slow. Rommel had not only ordered a phased withdrawal of his frontline units but had been preparing for a full retreat for over a day. By now, the Germans had blown up four vital railway bridges and destroyed over 100 kilometers of track, with the total length of demolished roadbeds exceeding eight kilometers.  The goal of this offensive had been the destruction of the Trans-Siberian Railway, and Rommel had achieved it. It was now October 10th, and the Soviet Union was on the verge of winter. Any attempt to repair the damage would have to wait until at least next spring. Rommel had bought the Wehrmacht six months of time, fulfilling the orders of Field Marshal von Reichenau.  The 21st Panzer Corps began its retreat as if being driven off by the Soviets. The Luftwaffe units from the Southern Command provided a wave of heavy bombardment at dusk, finally allowing Rommel's forces to put ten kilometers of distance between themselves and the Red Army.  Based on their experience, the Soviets judged that continuous pursuit through the night could erase this distance. But after chasing all night following the tracks of German tanks and trucks, the Red Army reached the second river Rommel had breached by dawn, only to find a series of explosions racking the water. The Germans were thoroughly destroying every pontoon bridge they had built. Lacking the immediate capacity to bridge the river themselves, the Soviet engineers could only watch helplessly as the Germans continued their retreat.  When the news reached the General Staff, Zhukov finally lost his temper. He slammed his fist onto the map with such force that the markers and pens on the table leaped into the air before clattering back down.  Zhukov was incensed because he truly had prepared enough strength to thoroughly annihilate the 21st Panzer Corps. If the Germans had delayed their retreat by even one more day, the Red Army would have completely encircled that audacious elite unit.  After venting his frustration, Zhukov shouted a question to his Intelligence Chief: "What is the current position of this German force?"  The chief hurried to make contact. After Zhukov had processed three other matters, the intelligence arrived: "The German 21st Panzer Corps has already begun crossing the second tributary, retreating toward Stalingrad."  Zhukov's anger flared again, though less intensely than before. He realized the opportunity to annihilate them was gone. If the 21st Corps hadn't retreated toward Stalingrad but tried to return to the main German lines elsewhere, the Red Army might still have caught them. But the German generals were indeed capable; their actions were thorough, and they would not pause until they reached a secure area.  Studying the records once more, Zhukov memorized the name Rommel. He hoped that the next time they met, he would teach this cunning German general a severe lesson.  In Berlin, Hitler shared a similar sentiment. Even the fact that Rommel was a general he had personally promoted did nothing to dampen his rage. If anything, knowing Rommel was "his man" only increased it.  Upon learning that Rommel had pierced through to the vital hub of Samara, Hitler had hoped he would capture the city and choke the corridor leading to Moscow.  Of course, Hitler knew well that Rommel had only a single corps—not enough to hold Samara alone against swarms of Red Army reinforcements. Therefore, he had demanded that Reichenau prepare a new plan to conduct a decisive battle around Rommel's position with the arriving Soviet forces.  In Hitler's view, if the Soviets at Samara could be crushed, the Red Army would be forced to divert troops from around Moscow to defend the hub, allowing Army Group Center to seize the capital more easily.  When Hitler questioned Field Marshal von Reichenau, the commander of Army Group South calmly informed him that he had already ordered Rommel's withdrawal. Hitler was furious, demanding to know why Reichenau was so "fearful of the enemy as if of a tiger." Reichenau replied steadily, "Our forces were insufficient to conduct a larger-scale campaign in the Samara region. Furthermore, by destroying the railway, we have severed the link between Moscow and Baku. Oil from the Baku fields can no longer reach Moscow smoothly, which will significantly degrade the combat power of the Soviet forces there."  Hearing this, Hitler momentarily felt an impulse to replace Reichenau. But the Field Marshal commanded great respect within the army, and despite the retreat from Samara, his overall operations remained successful. Hitler had no justification for dismissal.  Still fuming, Hitler contacted the commander of Army Group Center, Field Marshal von Rundstedt, to complain about Reichenau. He had hoped Rundstedt would offer some criticism that could be used to prepare for Reichenau's future removal.  Unexpectedly, Rundstedt replied in his habitually arrogant tone: "My Führer, I am not aware of the specific details. Judging by the situation you describe, I believe Field Marshal von Reichenau's decision was correct. Our forces lacked the conditions for a decisive battle with the Soviets at Samara."  Meeting this "soft nail," Hitler's mood worsened, leading to intense displeasure with Rommel. But after sulking for a while, he set aside his anger. He knew the two Marshals' judgment was sound, and Rommel had indeed completed his mission with minimal loss.  Hitler turned his attention to the southern USSR, specifically the Baku oil fields. If Germany seized Baku, it would not only solve its own oil needs but leave the Red Army without fuel. He believed Reichenau at least wouldn't refuse an order to strike there.  On October 13th, Hitler contacted Reichenau again, proposing he divert forces to attack Baku. Reichenau replied calmly as before: "My Führer, the current target of the Wehrmacht should be Moscow, not Baku. While seizing the oil fields would indeed deprive the Soviets of fuel, they have China behind them. Northeast China is a major oil producer. China's West Pacific shipping lanes are now very secure, allowing them to ship vast amounts of oil from Southeast Asia and even the Middle East to Southern and Central China, and even to the industrial zones of Hebei like Tianjin. All of China's current industrial centers have ample oil supplies. Northeast production exceeds 20 million tons annually, more than enough to provide for the USSR.  At this stage, taking Moscow would deprive the Soviet Union of its railway hub, further reducing the efficiency of its military mobilization. My Führer, in the battle for Samara, the 21st Panzer Corps faced Red Army units several times its size. Personally, I believe our assessment of Soviet mobilization capability may be wrong. They possess a capacity far beyond our projections.  In other words, while many in the General Staff believe there are only 50 divisions in the Moscow area, the actual Red Army strength likely far exceeds that number."  Hitler said nothing until Reichenau finished, as he didn't yet know how to evaluate the Field Marshal's view. Finally, he skipped the topic and asked directly: "Marshal, do you believe the USSR still has enough strength to fight us?"  Reichenau replied firmly: "Soviet strength depends entirely on their mobilization and Chinese aid. Even with part of that aid blocked, their numbers will still be greater than we imagine."  Hitler said no more. After hanging up, he began seriously considering candidates to replace Reichenau.  On October 14th, hardly had Hitler woken up when his adjutant informed him that Göring requested a meeting. Hitler invited his old comrade into his small dining room rather than the official office. Hitler's breakfast was simple: a few slices of bread, two glasses of milk, and an apple.  Long used to Hitler's frugal diet, Göring merely requested a cup of coffee to sip. Once Hitler finished, Göring spoke: "My Führer, the Air Force reports that the Soviets have launched a counter-offensive in the south."  Hitler's gaze sharpened instantly. Göring continued: "According to the reports, the speed of this Soviet offensive far exceeds previous ones. Furthermore, they are not advancing along the railway lines but are using vehicle transport. If the 21st Panzer Corps hadn't withdrawn, they would be encircled by now."  Göring's purpose was not to flatter Reichenau or upset Hitler, but to relay the Air Force's findings. Previously, Soviet operations had been heavily dependent on rail, allowing the Wehrmacht to predict their operational range. Once beyond the limits of rail transport, a Red Army lacking trucks would see its combat power plummet.  Hitler demanded details, and Göring explained: the Red Army was moving rapidly along the east bank of the Volga, utilizing a massive and highly flexible logistical motor pool.  After the narration, Hitler waved a hand. "Göring, the Air Force can destroy the Soviet transport lines."  Normally, Göring would have boasted about the Luftwaffe's strength. This time, however, he did not echo Hitler's view, and the Führer noticed the anomaly. Facing his old friend, Hitler remained silent, waiting for an explanation.  Göring explained that the Soviet transport units were extremely flexible. By operating away from the railways, these truck convoys could quickly take cover once a German air strike was detected. Furthermore, they carried anti-aircraft guns, allowing them to strike back at dive-bombers and making German strikes far less effective.  Even more surprising to the Luftwaffe was that the Soviet Air Force seemed to have suddenly "seen the light," no longer entering the battlefield along rigid, poorly simulated routes. Instead, they were able to appear in the necessary airspace at the necessary time according to the needs of the moment.  This change had shocked the Luftwaffe. After the fighting on October 13th, they had begun analyzing the shift in Soviet air operations.  Currently, the Luftwaffe still held the sky. But the German jets did not possess performance that completely crushed the Chinese-made J-10. And German propeller fighters held no inherent technical advantage over the J-10. Previously, Germany had relied on flexible and effective command to deal heavy blows to the Soviets; with the Soviet Air Force's sudden improvement, the German advantage was narrowing rapidly.  Hitler respected Göring's expertise. "Göring, do you believe China has dispatched a large number of personnel to take over the Soviet Air Force?"  Göring reflected before answering, "My Führer, I don't believe the USSR would accept Chinese command. But from the current changes, I believe China has likely sent a massive amount of personnel to augment the Soviet units."  Though highly displeased, Hitler had no way to stop the cooperation. He could only order Göring to increase jet production as quickly as possible.  On this topic, Göring assured Hitler that since Britain had just delivered a large batch of ordered jet engines, three Luftwaffe wings would be fully equipped with jets by December 1942. With such a force, Germany would soon regain its air superiority.  Meanwhile, the atmosphere in the Soviet Air Force headquarters had changed significantly. During the four-plus months of suppression by the Luftwaffe, the staff had been anxious, with even the smallest trifles becoming outlets for frustration. Arguments were frequent; without the strict discipline of the headquarters, they might have come to blows.  Now, everyone in the headquarters was moving with purpose, busier than before, but the previous aura of hostility had vanished. Even in the route management department, where shouting matches had been most common, personnel were now speaking in low tones.  It wasn't that these people had suddenly changed, but that the Soviet Air Force's operational model had undergone a massive revolution. Before receiving the Chinese system, they had relied on experience for route analysis. Officers attended discussions with hand-written notes; by the time they finished this paperwork, they were exhausted and refused to yield an inch in debate.  With the aid received, computers and electronic printers had relieved them of the heavy burden of calculation and paperwork. Moreover, since the Air Force had lost so many in the early war, the current officers lacked both extensive combat experience and the corresponding authority. In the past, this had led to endless arguments where no one would defer to another.  Now, with sufficient data support, the lack of individual authority forced the officers to rely more on calculated data rather than personal guesswork to simulate the war's progress. In this situation, even Soviet officers who hadn't fully grasped the Chinese operational model had to work according to standard procedures, and the previous chaos in the headquarters was largely resolved.  Currently, the Commander of the Soviet Air Force was addressing a large group of newly joined mathematical talents, welcoming them into the service.
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**Chapter 856: Aiding the Soviet Union (13)**  Major Miao Daduo was assigned to the intelligence section of the air force operational system aid group. Despite his very "earthy" name, Major Miao was not from a rural household. He was born in 1915 into an ordinary urban family in Siping. His parents were originally peasants who had moved to the city; his father, Miao Shengxiao, made a living doing manual labor.  Upon He Rui's arrival in Siping, a new social system was immediately established. Miao's parents joined a construction company and a sugar refinery, respectively, becoming ordinary frontline employees.  In the years that followed, the Miao couple lived a modest life. Following the system built by the He Rui government, Miao Daduo started primary school at age six and finished at ten. In the year he was to graduate, the education system was reformed, establishing a five-year compulsory education system.  Compared to those before him, Miao Daduo studied for an extra year to complete his compulsory education. Afterward, as the son of a Northeast worker family, he and his classmates entered junior high, and more than 40% of them went on to senior high. Upon graduating high school in 1932, he joined the military. In 1934, he was admitted to the military academy, graduating from the Shenyang Military School in 1936 with the rank of second lieutenant.  Over the next six years, Miao worked in the units for four years and spent two years in advanced studies. Before coming to the USSR, he had become a member of the military intelligence department.  Once in the Soviet Union, Miao was very focused on his professional duties. Relying on Russian that was grammatically passable—though his trilled 'r' was lacking—and an iron liver for vodka, he integrated reasonably well with the Soviet personnel.  Seeing the large influx of new Soviet mathematical experts, Miao did not rush to communicate but instead observed them while carefully studying their basic profiles.  Aiding the air force operational system was a major undertaking, and the Soviets were forced to provide a roster of the personnel receiving training. These rosters contained only basic data, yet to a trained officer like Major Miao, that data contained a great deal of interesting information.  From the founding of the USSR in 1922 to 1942 was exactly twenty years. Regardless of the problems during its establishment, the great achievements the Soviet Union had made were beyond doubt. Taking the mathematical talents recruited by the Air Force as an example, they were all very young—none over thirty, and some even just twenty and fresh from university.  Since its founding, the Soviet Union had invested heavily in education. These youths had been educated under the system established by the Soviet government. Those twenty-year-old graduates had been born, raised, and educated entirely within the USSR—the first pure generation of Soviet-trained university graduates.  As a native of the Northeast, Miao Daduo could well understand the life paths of these young Soviet mathematicians, for he had walked a similar road. While in school, they didn't know much about specialized subjects, simply believing that the higher the degree, the more capable the person. As for exactly where that capability lay, it was beyond Miao's understanding then.  Through one exam after another, stumbling through to high school graduation, Miao hadn't known how "great" a university was, only that by taking one more entrance exam, he might enter those once-distant halls of education. This transformation had thrilled him.  Before he could fully process this, military recruiters arrived at the school. To the people of the Northeast, the military was a very familiar presence; during the war between the Northeast Government and Japan, out of a population of 30 million, the combined active and reserve forces had reached 4 million. Miao's parents, as workers with over seven years of experience, had both been enrolled in the reserves.  To the locals, that conflict had been a total war for the entire Northeast. Aside from a few families disqualified due to their social background, every Northeast household had at least one person in the reserves. It was a collective memory. Miao had been only eight then; though he hadn't known exactly what was happening, he had a deep impression of the changes around him.  Between joining the military and taking the university entrance exam, Miao had chosen the military. Because the government arranged jobs for veterans, his parents felt it was the better choice—certainly more reliable than the university life the family had never encountered.  The Soviet mathematicians before him had likely faced a similar choice. However, they had chosen university and thus followed a different path. While Miao felt some envy, he didn't regret his own choice for a second.  After analyzing the basic profiles of the Soviet students, Miao and his colleagues discussed where to start building relationships with them. Chinese intelligence was not adept at traditional clandestine gathering, and since their opponents were white, they naturally lacked the conditions to infiltrate European and American circles. Thus, the Chinese intelligence community had invested heavily in public information analysis and had made significant progress.  Based on their experience in Southeast Asia, the Chinese intelligence departments believed that one dollar spent on propaganda often yielded better results than five spent on the military. Miao had been assigned to Borneo then; the propaganda concept formulated there emphasized that the people of Borneo had varying proportions of Chinese blood.  In truth, after the fall of the Lanfang Republic, the number of its descendants was small. But the Borneo population was of Asian descent, genetically close to the ancestors of the Chinese and vastly different from European colonizers. This propaganda had been an unprecedented success, especially when Chinese troops entered Borneo, eliminated the colonizers with ease, and conducted trials—including public trials and executions of Chinese nationals who had participated in the colonizers' crimes.  Throughout that process, the scale of combat was limited and few were killed—only a few thousand. Yet millions of Borneans now identified as being of Chinese descent, becoming a strong pillar for China in Southeast Asia. That was the power of propaganda.  The people needed a hope and a guarantee of a better life; China had proved it could provide both. Having accepted the propaganda, the Borneans naturally chose to identify as Chinese to secure a more reliable future.  But for the USSR, such a method was inappropriate. Miao and his colleagues realized the Soviet people didn't need Chinese guarantees; they needed guarantees from their own government.  Before coming to the USSR, the aid personnel had undergone training. One rule was that they were forbidden from communicating with the Soviet people from the perspective of a "benefactor." So Miao asked, "How should we highlight the role of our aid?"  Among the attendees were experts in both military and civilian technology. While the military personnel like Miao saw no clear breakthrough, those from technical backgrounds replied: "We don't need to highlight the role of our aid at all. What matters is the extent to which the Soviets realize its value. Once they do, they will surely formulate policies to accelerate their learning. By then, even if the Soviet experts don't realize the importance of our aid, they will at least know that the faster and deeper they learn, the more they will be utilized. Then, they will gravitate toward us of their own accord."  The intelligence personnel realized that only with the guarantee of their own government would the Soviets approach the Chinese aid group. The Soviet government would inevitably be wary of Chinese influence and would deliberately control such interactions. Hearing the technical staff, they realized they could simply wait for the Soviets to take the initiative.  But as the situation shifted, the Chinese intelligence officers became wary of the *reasons* for this proximity; the Soviets weren't coming for China's benefit, but for their own. Thus, those who approached would certainly include those seeking to acquire more Chinese technology.  In this sudden shift of thought, the Chinese perspective also changed. The Soviets went from being potential tools to being objects of necessary precaution.  Facing the concerns of the military-background intelligence officers, those from technical backgrounds smiled and urged patience, explaining the current situation: "The technology we are providing, in the permitted areas, is shared without reservation. Therefore, we have no reason to worry when the Soviet experts approach us. As for the aid we *don't* wish to provide, based on our understanding, it is entirely beyond the scope of this technology. Although they share a general direction, the technical paths taken are now indistinguishable. So comrades, have no fear; work boldly."  In Beijing, He Rui sat by the window of the recovering Premier Wu Youping, saying something similar: "Youping, we already possess a generational advantage in electronics over every other nation, so you have absolutely no need to worry. Furthermore, in the future, even if the electronics industry develops explosively, we will still hold the industrial and labor advantages. As long as other nations engage in free trade with us, China will be invincible. If they don't, and instead erect trade barriers, they will have to face the industrial pain of lagging behind us. If a great or middle power invests desperately in a certain field, they might gain a certain advantage there. But China crushes across the entire industrial spectrum, not just in individual sectors. As for other nations being able to surpass us in some areas, that would be a great thing! China can gain experience extremely beneficial to us from their development."  Hearing He Rui's analysis, Wu Youping felt his worries vanish. Although he had long passed the critical stage, he still frequently felt chest pain and shortness of breath. He knew this was due to myocardial necrosis, which was irreversible.  Thinking of his future inability to work, Wu suddenly asked, "Chairman, I heard you ordered the attending physician to take any extreme measure necessary if my life was at risk. Is that true?"  He Rui hesitated for a moment but nodded. "Yes. I did issue such an order. I requested that they prioritize saving your life above all else. As for any collateral damage caused in the process, we simply set that aside."  Wu couldn't help but chuckle at the phrase "collateral damage." But the laugh left him short of breath and his heart aching again. Knowing this was due to his emotions, he said as calmly as possible, "Chairman, 'collateral damage' is truly a massive subject. I've been reflecting on it lately—sometimes feeling happy, sometimes very worried. If policies are poorly formulated or executed, the collateral damage can be severe."  Having handed over military command, He Rui could now discuss economics calmly. Seeing Wu's concern, he advised: "Ultimately, collateral damage is the result of incomplete industrial development. Every industry has its cycles, and their development inevitably leads to collisions and contradictions. Since choices must be made, collateral damage is inevitable. So we look forward to future Chinese industry developing more smoothly, and to the global economy triggered by technology diffusion having more vitality and stability. If so, the pain from collateral damage will be less."  Hearing that He Rui only dared to speak of *reducing* the pain of collateral damage rather than the damage itself, Wu dropped the subject. He switched to another: "Chairman, based on our experience applying computers to various fields—especially national economic management—the USSR will surely invest heavily in its own computer industry. Are you truly not worried?"  "Let me first tell you technically how far Chinese computer industry has advanced." He Rui intended to thoroughly dispel Wu's anxiety.  Wu, however, felt he truly had no interest in specific technology, as it had already advanced beyond his comprehension. He declined the technical explanation: "Chairman, what I most want to know is: if the USSR doesn't adopt our industrial model, can they still build their own computer industry?"  "Not necessarily. But they can only build it on a limited scale, because the cost of developing the electronics industry is too high—so high the USSR simply cannot afford the investment. Even if they threw everything they had into it, they would face the problem of an excessively long period to recoup their investment.  Youping, it's not actually a matter of only China being able to handle the electronics industry. Our advantage lies in having 300 million workers, over 100 million of whom are true industrial workers. In the future, China will inevitably have a population over 1 billion. Only such a massive population with considerable purchasing power—along with the billions within the Chinese-led world economic system—can sustain the series of powerful tech enterprises and industrial upgrades China will possess.  The Soviet population has already determined their future upper limit. And their culture has determined they cannot build a massive economic circle. Thus, their achievements will be limited. Of course, for Russia, this is already an unprecedented peak."  Wu no longer cared about Russia's future; his mind was captured by the prospect of a future Chinese population of over a billion. Back in 1915, foreign and domestic scholars alike had argued that China couldn't develop because of its large population. Even within the He Rui government, some had viewed the massive population as a burden rather than a driver—though no one dared say so publicly.  But the government had proven through facts that the population was a driver, not a burden. Especially now, as the future of winning the world war grew clearer, Wu knew well how much resources China would obtain from the world to enrich itself.  With that wealth, China could surely complete nine-year compulsory education within a decade and provide further education almost for free to all who desired it. Once the education problem was solved, China would continue to grow even more powerful.  With nearly 700 million people now, Wu remarked with emotion, "I truly wish to see the day when our population doubles again."  "Heh," He Rui gave a dry laugh, unwilling to discuss that point. He instead turned to "showing off" to Wu. After all, the breakthrough in electronic computing had been an unexpected surprise even to him. Once given the correct guidance, the strength displayed by Chinese technical personnel made He Rui want to shout "Long live the working people!"  "Youping, at this stage I won't talk about materials or design logic. I'll just speak of the instruction sets—the series of standard diagrams for logic gate switching designs we developed through experimentation, which were in the air force command system we aided the Soviets with."  As He Rui finished, Wu replied, "I know those; they indeed played a massive role in government work. Is that what you call an instruction set?"  Wu wasn't joking; as much of the calculation required by the government was specialized, it required rigorous proceduralization.  He Rui shook his head. "That is a program, not an instruction set." He then explained the difference.  Computer instructions are the directions and commands that tell a machine to work; a program is a series of such instructions arranged in a certain order. Executing a program is the process of the computer working. An instruction set is the collection of commands used by a CPU to calculate and control the system, and each new CPU design defines a series of such instructions to interface with other hardware circuits. Whether an instruction set is advanced relates to the CPU's performance; it is a major hallmark of that performance. The strength of the instructions is a key metric, and the instruction set is one of the most effective tools for increasing microprocessor efficiency.  "We have already integrated the instruction set into the chip." He Rui made his final reveal to Wu with pride.



★


V07C158 - Aiding the Soviet Union (14)

Volume 7 — Chapter 158

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 857: Aiding the Soviet Union (14)**  "Can software and hardware truly be separated to the point where ordinary people can perform tasks just by operating the software?" Wu Youping marveled.  He Rui replied confidently, "The state's investment in the electronics industry has been so massive, and combined with the efforts of so many technical personnel, we have finally reached such a standard."  Though he didn't understand the electronics industry, Wu understood industry. During his tenure leading the State Council, computers had been classified under the electronics sector. Even with the industry's high profits, the He Rui government had invested another 1.5% of GDP into the sector. Such immense investment had given birth to a gargantuan industry.  The capacity of this industry had granted the Chinese military an edge in electronics that suppressed Western forces. Furthermore, based on this electronic advantage, China had built its operational systems. From then on, China had taken the lead in entering the stage of warfare systems confrontation. Not only did China possess this advantage, but even the USSR could reach new heights in systems confrontation through Chinese aid.  Wu knew well the enormous impact of the electronics industry on the nation. He asked He Rui, "Chairman, are you planning to take charge of the economy?"  "I don't intend to manage it directly. But I am prepared to oversee the next round of industrial layout." He Rui didn't commit himself too strictly.  To Wu's ears, however, this already meant He Rui agreed to manage the economy. He smiled happily. "Heh, if the Chairman comes back to the economy, I can set down my burden entirely."  He Rui shook his head. "I hope to have Comrade Runshi responsible for formulating future industrial development."  Wu was somewhat skeptical. "Chairman, you shouldn't place such a heavy responsibility on him."  He Rui sighed. "Youping, you are a very pure comrade. But rest assured, Comrade Runshi is stronger than you think!"  Wu only gave a sigh and said nothing more. As for the "purity" He Rui mentioned, Wu felt he deserved the praise, for he would never accept himself becoming someone whose personal desires affected the nation.  Yet he also knew well that while there were many such comrades in the Party, they did not form an overwhelming majority. Most were still influenced by personal interests to varying degrees.  As a major world power today, China's leaders naturally possessed immense power. In the future, China would be the world's leader, the true Celestial Empire; the sheer scale of the power its future leaders would hold was something even He Rui hadn't personally experienced. And since He Rui's chosen successor, Li Runshi, would naturally inherit that power, many had their own thoughts in the face of such unprecedented temptation.  Since that wasn't a topic for discussion, Wu shifted the subject. "Chairman, now that the USSR has the air force operational system, will the Germans opposite them possess one of equal standard in the short term? After all, German military technology is far ahead of the Soviet Union's."  He Rui shook his head. "According to our intelligence, the Germans haven't even managed to develop their own vacuum-tube computer. Lacking that hardware support, they certainly cannot create an air combat system equivalent to the Soviets'."  He Rui's judgment was correct. The USSR had requested ten sets of systems capable of commanding 1,000 fighters each. This was because they believed they had the capability to rapidly domesticate the Chinese operational system and computers, so they only purchased enough to command a total force of 10,000 aircraft.  Since the system became operational, Soviet air losses had shown a clear downward trend. Yet no one in the Air Force Command was discussing this, as the General Staff's goal was to deal the Wehrmacht a heavy blow through a powerful counter-offensive. Before operations began, the units were already mentally prepared for heavy casualties.  Originally, Zhukov had planned to attack the isolated German 21st Panzer Corps, but he hadn't expected them to move so fast, causing the encirclement plan to fail. But the Red Army's counter-offensive couldn't stop; since the Germans had withdrawn from the east bank of the Volga, the Red Army drove southeast along the river to restore the link with the Baku oil fields.  The Wehrmacht did not cross the Volga just because Soviet units appeared to its east. On the contrary, Field Marshal von Reichenau was happy to see it. The more the Red Army diverted troops to the south, the more they had to pull from the Moscow area, the heart of the Soviet railway network. Fewer defenders around Moscow meant fewer German troops needed for the assault.  The General Staff also realized this, so once the Red Army had established key point defenses along the east bank, they resisted pressure from the Kremlin and did not organize an immediate counter-offensive.  On the morning of October 20th, a north wind rose, and clouds filled the sky. By afternoon, a fine rain began to fall. Starting that day, the rain along the entire Eastern Front was almost incessant.  For the first two days, both sides could continue fighting in the rain. By the third day of non-stop downpour, the soft earth was saturated; terrain that had once allowed easy movement now swallowed tank treads.  The autumn rain showed no sign of stopping. As gust after gust of north wind blew, water fell from the rolling clouds, making the ground slicker and muddier.  In such an environment, the German advance grew slower and slower. And slow movement was not the worst part; since the Wehrmacht didn't rely on the railways for their offensive, their logistics faced a severe challenge.  Even tanks with wide tracks bogged down in the mud, and the supply trucks were in even worse straits. Currently, Soviet tank units carried logs on the back of their vehicles. These were roughly a dozen centimeters in diameter; when a tank bogged down, the logs were placed under the treads to provide traction in the slurry. The German panzer units initially lacked this experience and suffered several counter-attacks from the Red Army as a result.  While the Luftwaffe held air superiority and could use Stukas to destroy Soviet tanks immobilized in the mud, the Soviet tanks still had time to strike at the even less mobile German panzers before the aircraft arrived.  The autumn mud season, the "Rasputitsa," was not long—only a month or so. Yet for the vast majority of German soldiers, this was their first time witnessing nearly a million square kilometers of mud. In any direction, anywhere on Soviet soil outside the cities, was a nightmare of muck that grew slicker and more saturated every day.  For the past twenty years, the Soviet government had dreaded this season. Yet for the first time in history, they found the autumn rain precious. No blood needed to be shed; the climate alone had weakened the German offensive. The rain from late October until the freeze in late November would buy the Red Army sufficient time.  In the General Staff under Zhukov, a vast amount of intelligence on German movements was being compiled. After analysis, they confirmed that the Wehrmacht was currently making no move to construct defensive positions. Furthermore, they weren't reinforcing or repairing the Soviet defensive lines they had captured.  Although the Red Army was still being pushed back, the General Staff had begun planning a full-scale counter-offensive centered on Leningrad and Moscow, with a projected range of over 300 kilometers.  If the Germans were building defenses now, they could retreat into them once the counter-offensive began and launch vigorous counter-strikes. Since they weren't, another two weeks would mean they'd have no chance to build a line before the freeze.  With this confirmed, Zhukov ordered full mobilization to prepare for combat once the ground froze. If the Germans hadn't destroyed the Central Asian rail line, a massive amount of equipment from that region could have reached Moscow. With Rommel's sabotage, the Red Army had to take a longer route.  Originally, Moscow was not directly linked to the Trans-Siberian Railway, but with the rapid growth of Sino-Soviet trade, surveys had begun for a spur line. Before the war, survey and design had been finished, and 38% of the preliminary construction complete.  After the invasion began, the USSR prepared a second track for the Trans-Siberian and simultaneously finished the Moscow spur. Due to the security trust with China, only one division had been left in the Far East. Besides the military mobilization, Stalin ordered all younger, fit convicts in Siberian prisons to work on the railway. They managed to complete the Moscow-Trans-Siberian spur by October 27th. Thus, new equipment could travel north on the main line and then straight south to Moscow.  The first batch of equipment arriving featured many new technologies, especially on the T-34. Much of this had been partially developed by the Soviets and was finished with help from Chinese technicians.  Even so, Stalin was somewhat surprised during a quick inspection. The tanks were for the first time equipped with "Cyclone" air filters—imported from China and identical to those on the Chinese Type 59 tanks.  This device was inside the tank, so Stalin didn't see it or care much. What he noticed was the changed shape of the T-34 turret. Besides that, the cylindrical external fuel tanks were very eye-catching, the most prominent feature of this model.  The box-type external tanks held 40 liters, with two usually fitted for an extra 80 liters of fuel. The cylindrical ones held 50 liters, with three typically fitted for a theoretical 150 liters. In practice, one was often used for extra lubricant, so they generally added 100 liters of fuel capacity.  As for the new hexagonal turret, it had a story of its own. Stalin listened patiently to the briefing. Soviet R&D often proceeded in independent groups, each unaware of the others. Commercially, this was inefficient, but for military security, it was perfect.  During wartime, no place was safe. If teams collaborated and a core team suffered heavy losses, research would stop or be severely impacted.  Independent groups avoided this. If six teams worked separately, even if five failed, one completing the task meant progress wasn't delayed.  Of course, the Soviets planned for extremes. In reality, multiple teams succeeded with the hexagonal turret designed by Nabutovsky. Depending on the manufacturer's techniques, there were three main types: stamped and two types of cast. Finer distinctions included "hard-edge" and "soft-edge" variants, along with at least five other process differences.  Some "hard-edge" turrets had as many as ten components, with seven in the turret ring alone. "Soft-edge" versions had only two—the main body and the ring. In both, the roof armor was a separate plate welded on.  The most complex versions likely came from Factory 183. Due to equipment shortages, the Ural Heavy Machinery Plant (Uralmash) initially struggled with the turret. P. P. Malyarov was forced to design an even more complex workflow, manufacturing parts separately and then assembling them. One "hard-edge" type had three components for the main body (upper, lower, and bustle floor), while another was divided into front, rear, and bustle floor. As technical hurdles were cleared, these assembly methods were replaced by monolithic casting.  Stalin felt the man briefing him might have ulterior motives, perhaps trying to criticize the Soviet R&D system. But knowing the USSR couldn't afford the massive expenditure of such teams, he ignored the implication.  Finally, they reached the last hexagonal turret, developed by Uralmash. Because of the technical difficulties in casting, they had abandoned complexity for a "brute force" approach.  This turret used a stamped structure for the basic hexagonal shape, with other parts cast and produced in sync. The upper half was 45mm armor plate, originally intended to be pressed monolithically by a 5,000-ton hydraulic press designed by Varyushev and Arsenyev, then welded to the cast base.  This was already excellent technology, but now the Soviets had Chinese aid. Chinese engineers helped convert the water presses to oil-hydraulic ones. Since the Soviet engineers had numerous spares for the 5,000-ton machines, the Chinese utilized them to assemble two additional 5,000-ton oil presses.  Stalin felt complex emotions after the briefing. While the Chinese restraint in their actions reassured him, the technical gap between Soviet and Chinese engineers left him profoundly uneasy.  Still, such things were secondary; the new technologies were a success, and turret production could now proceed at three times the previous speed.  After the inspection, Stalin returned to the Kremlin and immediately asked Kirov about the oil supply from China. Kirov soon provided the report.  Chinese domestic crude production was around 60 million tons. The He Rui government had pushed for this before the war because data indicated it would meet China's basic needs during conflict. They hit that target in 1941.  According to published data, China currently required a total of 150 million tons from domestic and imported sources to fully satisfy its needs. Stalin was displeased to see this. Normally, such critical data underwent various adjustments before publication.  Yet the He Rui government didn't do that; since 1924, its published data had been remarkably accurate and honest. Stalin was envious. In 1942, Soviet production reached 35 million tons—but that was dependent on holding Baku. China had large fields too, but their reserves and output were clearly less than the USSR's.  Stalin felt that if China had a giant field like Baku, its production would likely top 200 million tons, matching the United States.  The next set of data soured his mood further. In 1942, China had already obtained 21 million tons from Southeast Asian fields and 29 million from the Arabian Peninsula and Iran.  These 50 million tons didn't fully satisfy Chinese demand, but they solved a massive problem. What angered Stalin even more was that China possessed the shipping capacity to transport 50 million tons of oil—that in itself seemed unrealistic.  If China continued like this, they could satisfy the needs of a 700-million-strong nation entirely through imports. This felt wrong to him—very, very wrong!
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**Chapter 858: Aiding the Soviet Union (15)**  Kirov sensed Stalin's unease from his subtle expressions and movements. Although the CPSU leadership had basically determined that China would not join forces with Germany and that its anti-fascist stance was firm, Kirov, like Stalin and others, felt a certain anxiety regarding the power China displayed.  From the Far East to Central Asia, the Sino-Soviet border stretched for over ten thousand kilometers. The stronger China grew, the greater the pressure the Soviet Union felt. Most unsettling was that the strategic initiative between the two was irreversibly shifting toward China.  It wasn't that the USSR currently desired to attack China; the leadership knew they must avoid war and even maintain good relations. Their true unease stemmed from the fact that while the USSR could never defeat China, China possessed the strength to defeat them at any moment. This was a matter of strategic initiative.  Kirov's concern about China's oil supply was because the USSR currently needed Chinese fuel. China solving its own oil problem was good for China, but for the USSR, it had two sides. On the positive side, the USSR could obtain ample supply. On the negative side, China could launch an offensive against the USSR at any time without being affected by external energy factors.  China, through its own strength, could do whatever it wanted to the Soviet Union at any moment, including launching a massive war. That is strategic dominance.  Kirov did not voice these thoughts to Stalin, as he had no alternative solution. World War II was a struggle for world leadership in the next era, and from China's attitude so far, they would never proactively withdraw.  Stalin also didn't raise this future strategic issue, but instead discussed industrial production in the Urals. The earlier strategic decision to relocate factories to the Ural Mountains was paying off immensely. Even after losing Ukraine and Stalingrad, the USSR could continue mass-producing weapons to fight the Nazis.  Having just returned from the Urals, Kirov understood the local situation well. To Stalin's inquiry, he replied simply, "General Secretary, my view is that the production reports from the Urals are credible."  Hearing this, Stalin asked, "Comrade Kirov, is there a way to increase production in the Urals in the short term?"  Kirov knew Stalin was looking to meddle again, yet he understood that the leader's urgency wasn't mere short-sightedness. With the winter counter-offensive approaching, more weapons and equipment were definitely better.  Kirov shook his head. "General Secretary, currently both the quality and quantity of production in the Ural industrial zone are stable. I believe as the number and skill of the technicians grow, production will increase naturally."  Stalin barked with half-feigned anger, "Do these people not understand that we are fighting a war of national defense?!"  Having known Stalin for so long, Kirov knew that if he echoed this view, Stalin might truly start interfering. Despite the risk of angering him, Kirov replied firmly: "General Secretary, the factories in the Urals are doing everything possible to explore ways to increase capacity. Any order you issue now will not improve efficiency, but may instead cause unnecessary disruptions."  Hearing this, Stalin flew into a rage. "Kirov, are you suggesting whose subjective thinking is flawed?!"  Enduring the rage, Kirov replied as calmly as possible: "General Secretary, I don't believe anyone has a subjective problem. At a time like this, we need to respect objective reality more."  In Kirov's experience, when alone with Stalin, such an answer could usually calm him down. To his surprise, Stalin's reaction was like a cat that had its tail stepped on. He reined in his outward rage, his gaze turning sharp and dangerous, his voice calm—the prelude to a true explosion. Stalin asked a very calm question: "Kirov, I would like to hear your view. Why is it that China, which in 1915 was but a backward nation, has achieved such great results over the last twenty-odd years?"  Lately, Kirov had heard similar laments or questions multiple times during discussions with other high-level officials. The more the USSR feared Chinese strength, the more questions they had about its development. If the USSR held such power, its attitude toward China would likely be very different from China's toward them. Hence, the instinctive fear.  Kirov replied as calmly as he could: "General Secretary, China's great achievements mean only one thing: that their opposition to racism and white supremacy is correct. China's prior string of defeats was not because the white race possesses some inherent advantage, but because China's own development had encountered problems.  The prevalence of white supremacy and even chauvinism led to a massive slandering of China's strength. In reality, China has always been a global power with immense strength and potential. General Secretary, Western scholars have researched China's true strength over these years; according to their results, China's industrial and agricultural output in 1915 was still above Russia's.  That is to say, Russia never surpassed China economically; it only surpassed it in industrial technology. After 1915, the He Rui government launched China's comprehensive industrialization—even seven years before the USSR began. General Secretary, the Northeast region He Rui ruled had 30 million people, rich minerals, and fertile land. From 1915 to 1922, he had provided four years of education to those 30 million, giving nearly ten million of them an education equivalent to seven years of compulsory schooling.  In 1941, the USSR had about 24 million secondary-school-aged children. Only about 10 million were receiving a seven-year education equivalent to China's junior high level. According to Chinese data, they have over 6 million high school graduates every year.  By any metric, Russia has not been able to surpass China. And the USSR has endured war; since 1922, it has consistently been left behind by China. That the West and the USSR believed China was backward was largely due to the massive bias caused by the poison of white supremacy and racism.  General Secretary, if we simply acknowledge the facts, China's achievements become perfectly logical. Of course, acknowledging the facts means we have to challenge our own inherent prejudices. That pain is immense; compared to that, it is easier to believe that China's rise is a miracle."  As Kirov spoke, Stalin's gaze shifted from sharp to hesitant, his expression becoming more complex. When Kirov finished, Stalin looked even more enraged. In reality, he was now less dangerous, for he was trapped in a state of self-denial.  As Kirov said, admitting that China had remained a powerful nation from the Tsarist era to the present completely contradicted the logic of white supremacy. In that view, white dominance was a law of nature. If so, how could the USSR, as part of the white world, be weaker than China?  Furthermore, from a realist perspective, Russia had always taken land from China—something only the strong can do. Admitting Russia was weaker meant admitting it was a backward, barbaric nation. This logic truly distressed Stalin, for he did not believe Russia could be more backward or barbaric than China.  Kirov didn't care about the shock to Stalin's mental world; he had said it specifically to prevent the leader from acting impulsively and doing something foolish. Seeing Stalin fall into a state of deep dejection, Kirov took the opportunity to end the discussion.  As Kirov hoped, Stalin truly became more restrained in the time that followed. As the days passed and November approached, the mud in the Western Soviet Union grew even worse.  In mid-October, the German Army Group Center continued breaking Soviet resistance, advancing along the Orel-Tula highway. In the direction of Vyazma, west of Moscow, the Western and Reserve Fronts fought grueling defensive battles. On October 7th, the Germans reached the Vyazma area, encircling the majority of both Fronts, which resisted stubbornly until October 12th-13th.  By the 13th, most of the Soviet forces at Vyazma were annihilated; some units broke out, while others remained behind enemy lines for guerrilla warfare. The Bryansk Front also fell into an operational encirclement and retreated; on the 23rd, most were destroyed. The Wehrmacht captured 580,000 Red Army prisoners in the Vyazma-Bryansk campaign. Only 85,000 Soviets broke through the lines.  In mid-October, Army Group Center finished the annihilation of the Soviet forces at Vyazma, while Zhukov diverted another batch of new units to Moscow. At this time, the autumn rain season began; muddy roads plagued both armies, hindering the German offensive while simultaneously impeding the Soviet defense. Many combat vehicles on both sides bogged down, some requiring tanks to tow them out.  Because Stalin was occupied with his internal cognitive adjustments, his pressure on the General Staff decreased.  This allowed the General Staff to perfect the defensive system around Moscow without being constantly pushed by Stalin to launch counter-attacks.  Since July, the Soviet government had been pressing civilian workers to build fortifications on two lines west of Moscow. Over three-quarters of these workers were women. The first line was the Vyazma Line, running over 200 miles from east of Ostashkov to south of Kirov. The second was the Mozhaisk Line, about 80 miles west of Moscow, stretching 160 miles from Volokolamsk to Tikhvin. There were also four arc-shaped lines west of the city.  Simultaneously, with Chinese support, the USSR was able to pull troops from Central Asia and the Far East to defend Moscow. Furthermore, they employed tank ambush tactics, first proposed by Katukov, primarily around Mtsensk. These proved effective, as Katukov bought time to consolidate the Tula line and blunted Guderian's thrust toward southern Moscow.  As the General Staff's plans were implemented and it was confirmed the Germans weren't preparing for a long war, by November 2nd, the Staff determined preparations for the defense of Moscow were complete.  On November 3rd, Marshal Zhukov, Chief of the General Staff, proactively visited the Kremlin with a completed counter-offensive plan. He was accompanied by several senior generals in charge of various theaters, ready to provide expert answers to Stalin's questions.  When Zhukov saw Stalin, he noticed the leader's mental state was odd. Usually, the iron-fisted Stalin issued commands with a hard attitude, filled with an unsettling power. This time, while the unsettling feeling remained, it was different. Zhukov couldn't say why, but he instinctively felt the sense of danger was no longer directed inward, but toward a direction he couldn't identify.  Zhukov was not affected by this; his urgent task was to go over the imminent counter-offensive with the Central Committee.  His gaze swept the core members present: Kirov looked even calmer, while Mikoyan—responsible for foreign trade—looked very confident. Zhukov understood Mikoyan's confidence, as recent Chinese aid had indeed provided immense help to every sector of the USSR.  The other core members also appeared steady.  The pressure now fell on Zhukov. All the Soviet Union's efforts were for this: to defeat Germany. At this stage, that meant retaking major cities in the prime western regions through a successful counter-offensive.  Once seated, Stalin called on Zhukov directly. The Marshal reported that by November 1st, the Moscow defenders had received another 100,000 men, 300 tanks, and 2,000 artillery pieces.  Moscow citizens had also been mobilized. In the past three days, 25 worker battalions, 120,000-man militia divisions, and 169 street-fighting groups had been organized. 600,000 people were building three defensive lines around the city, three-quarters of whom were women.  Regarding the defensive system, women and children alone had dug 700 kilometers of anti-tank trenches, moved over 3 million cubic meters of earth, and built over 3,800 temporary and fixed firing points. Moscow was a fortress, sealed off by barricades, roadblocks, and fortifications.  At this point, Kirov interrupted Zhukov. He turned to Mikoyan: "Comrade Mikoyan, have the specified supplies been delivered?"  Mikoyan replied confidently, "All have reached the designated depots. And at current temperatures, food spoilage is not a major issue. Especially the imported supplies—the packaging is very suited to our climate, and the shelf life is longer."  Hearing this, Zhukov felt a rare sense of relief. Mikoyan was right; many Soviet factories had solved numerous problems and achieved breakthroughs in new technologies. Before the counter-offensive, depots were filled with newly arrived supplies. Besides weapons, they were packed with canned meat, cigarettes, candy, and vodka.  The vodka was even thoughtfully bottled in 125ml, 250ml, and 500ml sizes. According to logistics regulations, a soldier could choose 125ml of vodka, 50g of candy, or a can of meat every three days.  Achieving this was usually a pipe dream for the Red Army. Yet Mikoyan had secured these supplies through trade and aid from China. Zhukov was impressed. It significantly eased the pressure on the General Staff. These supplies greatly enhanced internal unity; while an individual might wait days for a treat, a squad pooling their special rations could have a meal of bread, military soup, meat, wine, and candy every day.  Kirov knew Mikoyan wasn't playing games; domestic conditions had indeed improved. With the nation on a total war footing, production and distribution were highly planned. The old bickering remained, but under military law, failure meant at best a disciplinary battalion and at worst execution. So operations had become much smoother.  Kirov asked Zhukov to continue on the preparations. The Marshal described the fierce fighting from mid-October to early November in the Mozhaisk region, where the Red Army had stubbornly resisted superior German forces, stopping them at the Lama, Ruza, and Nara rivers. Moscow had evacuated many government organs and key enterprises.  On October 20, 1942, the State Defense Committee (GKO) had declared martial law in and around Moscow. Residents were ordered to build fortifications in the streets—even near the Kremlin—and new militia divisions were formed to prepare the city for street fighting.  At this stage, the USSR had finally restored its numerical advantage. Especially in frontline units, Zhukov was certain the forces committed were either veterans or troops with five months of training.  Of course, there were things Zhukov didn't want to say. In modern war, a soldier should ideally join a support unit after 18 months of training, gaining combat experience there before moving to a main unit. Only thus could casualties be reduced and combat power realized.  The Wehrmacht had been expanding since 1933 and had the experience of 1939 in Poland and 1940 in the West. Millions of their troops were battle-hardened.  As for the Chinese, they had fought three wars in the 19 years since 1922 and had been constantly preparing. In comparison, the Soviet 5 months was far too short!
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**Chapter 859: Aiding the Soviet Union (16)**  Zhukov did not raise the issue of the Red Army's insufficient training; he had mentioned it before but chose not to emphasize it now. It wasn't that he didn't care about human lives, but that he simply couldn't conjure up more time. If the battle for Moscow failed, the situation for the Soviet Union would become even more dire. This battle *had* to be fought.  "In the first stage, our army will use the climate and the Germans' lack of a stable front to strike with everything we have at their penetrating units. Once the front stabilizes, we will launch concentrated breakthrough counter-attacks."  Having finished the basic vision for the campaign, Zhukov rose and walked to the map, marking the primary axes of the counter-offensive. Since its founding, the USSR had lacked trucks and had never been able to organize large-scale off-road operations. During the early phases of the war, Soviet truck losses were immense; currently, the counter-attacks in the Moscow campaign could only rely on railway transport.  Stalin and the core leadership listened to Zhukov's briefing and fully accepted the General Staff's plan. It wasn't until one particular request from Zhukov that their expressions changed.  "I request that the Central Committee evacuate Moscow during the battle and that the 20th anniversary celebrations of the founding of the state and the October Revolution be canceled." It was a reasonable request. During the campaign, German aircraft would likely relentlessly bomb the city; staying in Moscow would be extremely dangerous.  When the core members looked at Stalin, they saw a look of absolute determination. The iron-fisted leader wasn't angry, but spoke with firm resolve: "The Central Committee will never evacuate Moscow. And the October Revolution celebrations will proceed as usual."  With that, Stalin lit his pipe, took a few puffs, and continued: "Every unit must send personnel to participate in the October Revolution parade. After the ceremony, the troops will head directly to the battlefield!"  While Stalin's iron hand often caused negative side effects, his resolve to hold the parade in the midst of war truly galvanized the core leadership. With the counter-offensive imminent, the fact that their supreme leader didn't fear death gave everyone a stronger will to win the battle for Moscow.  Zhukov's proposal had been entirely from a perspective of military security; since Stalin decided to proceed with the Red Square parade, Zhukov immediately expressed his compliance. From a morale standpoint, the fact that the Central Committee not only remained in the frontline city but that the leadership led by Stalin would hold the customary parade indeed boosted the Red Army's spirit.  On the morning of November 7, 1942—the 25th anniversary of the October Revolution and the 20th of the Soviet state—a massive parade was held in Red Square. Personnel from 98 infantry divisions, 10 air divisions, and various auxiliary units already near Moscow were dispatched to participate.  This great parade featured no fancy floats, only the square formations of the various units arriving for the battle, marching past Red Square in perfect order. On the reviewing stand, Stalin, Kirov, Mikoyan, Bukharin, Molotov, and other Soviet leaders sat steadily, waving to the armed units passing by.  Stalin had initially required Kirov to remain in a safe location, but Kirov had resisted strongly. He said only one thing: "The one who needs to remain safe is the General Secretary; even if something happens to me, as long as you are here, the Soviet Union will surely defeat the Nazis."  These words moved Stalin deeply, though he showed no outward sign of approval. He simply said calmly, "Comrade Kirov, when we review the troops, you shall stand beside me."  The columns formed by hundreds of units were like a long dragon with no end in sight. Every ten infantry formations were followed by an armored group. The sight of brand-new tanks rumbling past brightened the expressions of the Soviet leaders. Although they had lost tens of thousands of tanks in the early war, Soviet industry was persisting, forging a new "Steel Torrent" for the Red Army.  After the tanks passed, a flight of fighters roared overhead. Like Germany, the Soviet Air Force used the 100-plane "Group" (Daitai/Polk) as its core combat unit.  To coordinate these groups, Germany used the "Wing" (Geschwader). Taking the now-infamous JG 52 as an example, it currently had three groups, not necessarily fighting on the same front. They operated as independent groups across various sectors.  Because of its weaker air power, the USSR had to increase its numbers to maintain operations amidst heavy losses. Thus, they organized the "Air Division" as a unit above the group. For the Moscow campaign, the Air Force had assembled 10 divisions, comprising 40 groups and a total of 4,000 fighters.  Every ten formations, a division of fighters flew over Red Square, prompting the Soviet leaders to look up and point. Wave after wave of troops increased the confidence of the top brass. Despite the massive losses, the Red Army could still assemble such a vast force, and with the Germans now far from their supply bases, the Red Army was fully capable of winning.  The soldiers in the parade felt a great sense of peace seeing the top leadership remain calm and composed in Red Square. They didn't expect the leaders to charge the front lines with them; they just didn't want the Kremlin to be empty while they were defending the city.  Since General Secretary Stalin and his close comrades remained in Moscow, the soldiers felt the imminent battle held meaning.  The participating units carried wartime weapons—not those specially prepared for a parade, but the ones they were actually using. These weapons were not loaded, not because the leadership feared the troops, but because ammunition was only distributed during the final preparation phase before entering the battlefield.  As the soldiers left Red Square, those units that had already received orders awaited the return of their parading personnel, immediately drew their supplies, and began moving toward their assigned sectors. Learning that Stalin remained at the helm in Moscow, the battle enthusiasm of the frontline troops reached a fever pitch.  Word soon reached the He Rui government. Inspecting Shenyang in the Northeast, He Rui remained unmoved. Stalin often seemed a bit "cute" and wishful when facing real war, but the man never lacked courage. As long as he wasn't personally directing large campaigns, he was a capable and responsible leader.  The Northeast had once been China's premier industrial zone and remained one of the most important today. The war economy had filled its core cities with momentum. Countless orders arrived like snowflakes, and the factories in the industrial cities ran day and night.  Shenyang had always been a modern city, and it had now undergone a comprehensive municipal upgrade. The city's lighting system had been strengthened; even now that it was dark, the streets were brilliantly lit. Even at night, transport vehicles shuttled back and forth, delivering vast quantities of materials to the factories.  Inside the office of the Northeast No. 1 Heavy Machinery Plant, He Rui finished reading the report and asked his entourage, "Have our troops at the border been withdrawn?"  "We received a telegram; they have withdrawn. And the joint Sino-Soviet inspection team has conducted a special check," an aide replied hurriedly.  The non-stationing agreement for the border stipulated that each side dispatch monitors to the other's territory to form a joint inspection team. This was hard to announce to the public, as it might trigger a nationalist backlash. After all, having foreigners monitor troops within one's own borders easily looks like "selling out" to a nationalist.  Yet it had to be done. Trust cannot be built with words alone. Just as when the US and USSR reached their nuclear agreement in history, they dispatched personnel to each other's production and storage sites for monitoring.  Because both had made plans to destroy the other's military and cities with nukes, neither wanted an accidental spark to trigger a catastrophe.  Now, the USSR had essentially stripped the Far East of troops, sending all new levies to the west to ensure the survival of the Eastern Front. Consequently, their wariness of China had increased. Believing they could defeat Germany independently, the negotiations for WPLA aid had stalled. China had no choice but to withdraw the units originally intended for the USSR from the border.  The entourage was clearly dissatisfied with the Soviet demands. After describing the troop movements, the aide looked at He Rui, wanting to hear his view. He Rui understood their feelings and knew that even with his prestige, he couldn't directly oppose Chinese nationalist sentiment. The best way was not to say anything, allowing the emotion to subside naturally. Nationalist sentiment's positive side was the desire to resist pressure and ensure a better life for the people; it couldn't handle provocation and had to be handled with extreme calm.  With the military arrangements discussed, He Rui began his scheduled inspection. The plant's flagship products fell into two categories: hydraulic oil presses of over 1,000 tons and processing equipment.  Engineers and technicians worked in three shifts. The factory head introduced the current schedule: "Chairman, our primary focus is on producing 3,000-ton oil presses for vehicles and 5,000-ton ones for military components..."  Military industry is the most advanced because the combat environment is complex and intense. Taking bearings and gears as an example, their required strength is at least 20% higher than for a heavy tractor, yet their volume must be smaller.  To achieve this, materials alone aren't enough; large hydraulic presses are required. Components forged by a 5,000-ton press have uniform internal density and high strength. But producing such machines is a technical feat and requires massive investment.  The high-strength aluminum alloys and other alloy components used in Chinese fighters require 10,000-ton hydraulic presses. Four-engine heavy bombers even more so. And the shipbuilding industry also had massive demand for such parts. While applications seemed widespread, only a powerful industrial nation could afford the investment and have sufficient demand.  He Rui finished his tour of the heavy machinery plant, speaking with night-shift workers before heading to the tank production line. The staff there were quite proud: "Chairman, the Soviets have already handed over production of those T-34 components to us. They've even requested aid for their own production lines."  He Rui sensed their reservations about such thorough aid to the USSR. He only nodded in silence. To him, the USSR was not a threat, and Russia even less so. Aiding the Soviets now only increased the post-war insecurity of Europe.  From a realist perspective, the USSR defeating the Nazis actually destroyed the possibility of a powerful Western European bloc. While a weakened Germany might dream of a Franco-German core, history proved that a Europe deprived of world hegemony would only continue to decline.  Furthermore, in the current world, China was not waiting until the 1970s for colonies to become independent; it was thoroughly crushing the global colonial system in the 40s. Europe would lose thirty years of direct exploitation and another half-century of invisible economic colonialism. This was a lethal blow to Europe.  If the USSR wasn't strong enough, Europe might have the courage to oppose China's global liberation. Only a powerful USSR would force European nations to unite in the face of an immediate threat from the east.  This was the cold logic of realist politics. Like the discussion in Japan before their surrender in history: some soldiers wanted to resist to the end. The opposition asked one question: "If we surrender now, the US and USSR will fight for hegemony in Korea. If we don't, it will be Japan that becomes the battlefield! Gentlemen, which do you choose?"  The inspection schedule was dense. In Shenyang, He Rui visited leading enterprises across various sectors, learning that the proportion of orders for Soviet aid had jumped from 23% to 65% in recent months, with signs of further increase.  In other words, with current policy, Northeast China would become the "great rear" of the Soviet-German war, providing a continuous stream of products to the USSR.  The results satisfied He Rui. As he walked out of a meat processing plant, the sight of pigs being stunned by electricity and hung on assembly lines gave him a bit of a shock—not that he hadn't seen such things, but the scale of life meeting its end struck him.  Before he reached his car, He Rui felt a slight dampness in the air. He reached out and felt cool droplets. Rubbing his hands, he confirmed it was a fine rain, not snow. But having spent so much time in the Northeast, he knew it wouldn't be long before the rain turned to flakes. The days of heavy snow were coming.  He headed for the train station, bound for the "Motor City" of Harbin, to see the production of heavy trucks. One of the main reasons the USSR couldn't defeat Germany immediately was the lack of heavy trucks—equipment necessary for sustained combat capability.  While "spiritual atomic bombs" could raise combat power to impressive levels—proving that "the song of humanity is the song of courage"—only powerful equipment allowed that courage to be translated into actual results.  In Moscow, the leadership had received reports from the border inspection teams confirming China had truly withdrawn its troops 500 kilometers from the border. Most felt a mix of joy and concern, but Stalin breathed a long sigh of relief.  He could not allow his strategic judgment to be proven wrong; if China had suddenly turned and invaded, it would have been his greatest humiliation!  Certain that his rear was truly safe, Stalin finally ordered the Moscow campaign to proceed in full.  In mid-November, heavy snow began to fall in Moscow. After days of non-stop blizzards, the snow lay nearly a meter deep. To avoid detection by the Luftwaffe, units cleared paths along the shortest routes using the simplest of tools: horse-drawn rollers. They set up diversion points, built snow banks 2-3 meters high along the roads, and painted vehicles white, making them hard for high-altitude reconnaissance to spot.  On November 13th, the German Chief of the General Staff, Halder, convened a meeting of corps chiefs of staff at Army Group Center headquarters and issued the "1942 Autumn Offensive Order." Army Group Center concentrated 51 divisions for the task. The frontal assault was assigned to von Kluge's 4th Army; to its left, Hoth's 3rd Panzer Group and Hoepner's 4th Panzer Group were to encircle Moscow from the north and west respectively. Thus, the 3rd and 4th Panzer Groups redeployed to the northern line near Kalinin and Volokolamsk; their units bypassed the Istra reservoir and took Klin and Solnechnogorsk. On the right, Guderian's 2nd Panzer Group encircled from the south, breaching the Tula line but being delayed for hours by a single Soviet company.  Through stubborn defense and multiple counter-strikes in late November and early December, the final German attempt to break into Moscow was bankrupted. Though often in a state of crisis, the Red Army finally held out and exhausted the Wehrmacht.
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**Chapter 860: Aiding the Soviet Union (17)**  At 9:00 AM on December 4th, the wide tracks of Soviet tanks crunched through the snow, driving toward the German lines opposite them. This was a Red Army spearhead consisting of twelve tanks, their turrets brushed with white oil paint. Supplies were precious, and the paint had been applied hastily, even sloppily; large patches of the original green rust-preventative paint still showed through, along with areas of the tank's natural black.  Yet this white-green-black pattern unexpectedly functioned as excellent snow camouflage. The tanks and the accompanying Soviet infantry in their white winter combat gear weren't detected by the Germans until they were within 400 meters of the lines.  At this point, despite their best efforts, the Germans had only captured the first of Moscow's three outer defensive rings. While parts of the second ring had been taken, the Red Army held its ground stubbornly, refusing to retreat an inch.  It had been a year since Marshal Tukhachevsky was removed as Chief of the General Staff, and in that time, the Red Army had adjusted its training to focus heavily on defensive operations. At least in the construction of the Moscow fortifications, the Red Army's work was essentially a passing grade. These works were formidable facing the attacker, but offered little advantage to an enemy looking back toward Moscow.  The Soviet counter-attack met no fierce fire from the frontline trenches. Although German artillery opened up, it failed to impact the spearhead units. The Soviet lead elements reached the vicinity of the trenches with relative ease.  Just then, several German Marder tank destroyers arrived from the rear. The Marder was open-topped and open-backed, with only a gun shield for protection. In the biting wind, the German crews—wearing reversed Soviet winter coats—were pale with cold, yet they struggled to steady themselves, took aim, and fired at the Soviet tanks.  The Soviet tank gunners had already noticed the Marders and opened up with their coaxial machine guns. Bullets struck the 30mm shields of the Marders with a series of metallic clangs but failed to penetrate.  Now, both the Soviet gunners and the Marder crews had each other in their sights and fired simultaneously. In an instant, the Soviet-made 76mm shells of the Marders and the 76mm rounds of the T-34s struck their targets at the same time.  A Marder's shield was punched through with a massive gap, the shell continuing through the gunner and loader behind it. Their bodies were pulverized in mid-air, death occurring before they could even hit the ground.  The T-34's frontal armor was also pierced. Three of the four crew members inside were instantly reduced to fragments; the lucky survivor was only fortunate for less than a second before the shell that had breached the armor exploded, blowing the soldier apart.  More German tank destroyers arrived, followed by panzers that engaged the Soviet tanks. German strongpoints exerted themselves to suppress the Soviet infantry. After a fierce engagement, the counter-attack of this single Red Army regiment was forced to halt.  But the Soviet counter-offensive was not limited to one regiment. Along the vast front, Red Army units participating in the Moscow campaign were all beginning to strike back. While most of these attacks failed due to insufficient numbers, they forced every German unit on the front to feel the pressure.  Data from the attacks reached the General Staff, where Zhukov and his colleagues carefully studied the German fire patterns along several key axes. Yesterday, December 3rd, Stalin had issued the order for a general counter-offensive in the Moscow sector. He had dared to do so not because of some arbitrary whim, but because the General Staff, after constant data collection, had submitted a report on November 30th stating that the timing was essentially mature. Following a Politburo decision, the counter-offensive was to begin on December 3rd.  Stalin had merely announced the command.  The head of Soviet military intelligence looked grave as he delivered the latest news from the occupied territories. Handing over the report, he said, "About twenty-four more radio stations have lost contact."  The General Staff fell silent for a moment, but no one spoke. Losing twenty-four stations meant at least forty-eight trained personnel had been sacrificed. With thousands dying every day, such a loss was technically not huge.  However, these personnel were all junior high graduates with talent, selected after technical training. This made their value seem higher.  Zhukov remained silent. Brigadier General Vasilevsky took the file and finished it quickly. He remarked, "According to the report, Army Group Center only received twenty-nine supply trains yesterday. they are nearing the end of their rope."  The staff officers had also finished analyzing the data submitted by the various units and reported to Zhukov. German ammunition reserves were likely at their limit, especially tank fuel and artillery shells.  Yet the Germans were still trying to push forward. Judging by their supply situation, the entire Army Group Center's stocks were essentially exhausted. Though they appeared aggressive, it was the spent strength of an arrow at the end of its flight.  The Red Army judged based on data and could see through the German facade. Zhukov ordered the units to continue counter-attacking along the entire line tomorrow, December 5th, to continue draining German ammunition and prevent the enemy from identifying the main axis of the Red Army's strike.  The headquarters of Army Group Center had also judged based on Red Army movements that a major counter-offensive was likely. However, having annihilated four million Soviet troops, they were not overly afraid. They had seen fierce Soviet counter-attacks before, and today's performance seemed no different—grandiose attempts to overwhelm the Germans along the entire line.  Even with the Soviet winter severely impacting their combat effectiveness and supplies running low, the Germans remained confident they could hold.  However, Army Group Center and the units in the rear discovered that since November, a large number of Soviet radio signals had appeared. The number of people operating them was small, but they were extremely annoying, providing the Soviets with vast amounts of intelligence from the occupied zones.  Although the Germans conducted targeted strikes, they had failed to eliminate these radio teams entirely. Army Group Center issued another order to the rear: "These Soviet stations must be thoroughly eliminated immediately!"  In the region south of Saint Petersburg, upon receiving the order, the commander of the SS Totenkopf (Skull) Division, Theodor Eicke, immediately summoned all officers of battalion rank and above.  Thanks to the efforts of Governor Heydrich in Poland, logistical supply was minimally adequate. At least in the autumn, Heydrich—founder of the Gestapo and now Governor—had squeezed out transport capacity to provide winter uniforms to the front. The Totenkopf men were now in winter camouflage gear.  In the division headquarters, Eicke produced a map with several locations marked. Eicke had a square face with heavy features, looking very resolute. Yet his eyes appeared somewhat melancholy, a trait seemingly at odds with his background as an SS concentration camp commandant.  Pointing to the targets on the map, Eicke said to his officers, "The small teams with radios are in these areas. Sweep them out unit by unit, at the company level."  The officers discussed briefly and assigned tasks based on proximity. Seeing them finished, Eicke merely said, "Dismissed," and spoke no more.  The officers rose, saluted, and filed out. Eicke watched their backs with those melancholy eyes until they vanished, then returned to his map.  The Totenkopf units boarded their vehicles and headed for their destinations. The first to arrive was the 1st Company, 1st Battalion of the 5th SS Panzergrenadier Regiment. Reaching the outskirts of a village, they immediately blocked the exits before entering and herding all the villagers from their homes into a barn.  Throughout the process, the SS men were unresponsive to the villagers' pleas and questions, executing their task with cold indifference. One villager, sensing the atmosphere, tried to flee. An officer said coldly, "Kill him."  Two soldiers dropped to a knee and took aim. With a couple of cracks, the villager pitched forward. The soldiers ran to the fallen man and fired into the back of his head.  They showed no excitement during the killing. Even when the man's skull shattered before them, they didn't even twitch an eyebrow. Task completed, they walked briskly back to their commander and joined the others in driving the villagers into the barn.  Once the trembling peasants were inside, the SS men doused the exterior with gasoline and set it ablaze. The villagers had assumed the Nazis were there for grain; they never expected the soldiers to say nothing and simply set about killing them.  Smoke soon filled the barn. Some of the stronger men tried to force the wooden doors. They succeeded, but a burst of bullets immediately cut them down. The pile of bodies blocked the exit.  As the fire spread rapidly, others tried to rush out regardless, only to be shot. Soon, the door was completely blocked by corpses. Nearly a hundred villagers were trapped in the inferno, their cries tragic beyond description.  The SS troops remained unmoved. Some stood guard to ensure no one escaped, while the rest entered the houses for a room-by-department search. They sought no treasure, only survivors in hiding.  Soon, several people were found in a cellar, and a brief fight broke out. The SS didn't bother with a frontal assault or demands for surrender; they simply tossed grenades into the hole. They had no intention of taking prisoners or interest in interrogation.  Division commander Eicke had been a camp commandant since the early days of the SS, and many of his officers had also run camps. In Germany, they had conducted far too many interrogations; they had lost all interest in it.  Once the grenades had killed those inside, the soldiers entered to drag out the bodies. Beside the remains, they found a strange, broken radio.  Though their task was done, the SS did not depart immediately. They continued searching the village until they found and killed every living soul. After a further search of the outskirts to ensure no one remained, they formed up and left.  Not long after they departed, the charred barn collapsed. There was no more human sound from within. Among the embers lay blackened, charred forms—it was impossible to tell if they were unburnt timbers or carbonized human limbs.  And it wasn't just this one unit; the entire Totenkopf Division acted thus. Before the mission, the commanders had reached a conclusion in just a few words: "In this climate, isolated radio teams cannot survive in the wild; they must rely on local villages."  The Totenkopf had conducted massacres in Poland and the West. In the USSR, it was the same; once the enemy was confirmed to be in or near a village, what to do needed no special emphasis.  Most villages were simply wiped out. In some, the residents tried to save themselves by giving up the Red Army radiomen, but this only delayed the slaughter. After the SS killed the radiomen, they massacred the villagers anyway. Only then did they return with the captured new-model radios.  The SS men felt no discomfort after killing so many. The division firmly believed in Nazi racial theory: that only through massacres could these "inferior races" be cowed. If they could eliminate these races and leave only the noble German Aryans, the world would be an infinitely better place.  On December 5th, the Red Army continued its counter-attacks. The General Staff found that all radio contact in the Demyansk region had ceased. Demyansk was a vital railway hub in the north; monitoring these lines was a major source of data on German supply flow. Losing that data would introduce variables into their once-precise judgments.  The counter-attacks on December 5th achieved no clear breakthrough. But after many sacrifices, Zhukov was essentially certain that the German units at his chosen breakthrough points lacked the strength for sustained combat.  Just then, Vasilevsky informed Zhukov of the loss of the radio teams in the Demyansk sector. As he finished, his gaze fell on Air Force Commander Novikov. The other generals followed suit.  With the air force operational system aided by China, and the Soviet computers replicated by their own experts, they could now make essentially correct judgments about Luftwaffe sorties and effectively direct the Soviet Air Force.  Furthermore, the USSR had purchased a batch of new radios from China—advanced electronic devices that were small, powerful, and easy to carry. The Air Force had utilized gaps in Luftwaffe movements to air-drop 297 teams into the German rear to monitor rail traffic and provide daily data to the General Staff.  Of the 297 teams, only 248 had made contact after landing, and losses had occurred daily since. Now the Demyansk teams were wiped out. Most of the generals hoped for another drop.  Commander Novikov was confident in the Air Force's current capabilities. Though they still couldn't down German jets in large numbers, they could now judge German movements fairly accurately through calculation and ground observation. Coupled with the radars bought from China, their judgments were increasingly precise. Another drop was no problem for the Air Force.  Just then, Zhukov spoke coldly: "Since the Germans have discovered our radio groups, sending more will only make them more vigilant. Therefore, I order: tomorrow, December 6th, the general counter-offensive plan will be fully executed!"  The Staff members were left speechless. Most believed they could delay for a few more days to let the Germans grow even more exhausted.  But before they could speak, Zhukov continued in his cold tone: "If we cannot win tomorrow, we won't win a few days from now either. The time has come to leverage the surprise of the offensive. Any further delay will allow German commanders to adjust their deployment and increase the difficulty of our task. Do any of you have questions?"  Zhukov's words were filled with a lack of trust in his generals, prompting some to move to object. But Zhukov cut them off: "Anyone with a differing opinion can take it up with the General Secretary!"  At this, no one dared say a word. Stalin had been asking constantly when the counter-offensive would begin. To tell him it must be delayed would, they believed, result at best in dismissal and at worst in execution.  Under the dual pressure of Stalin and Zhukov, the generals accepted the order to begin the general counter-offensive on December 6th.
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**Chapter 861: Aiding the Soviet Union (18)**  Inside the Soviet Air Force headquarters, a crowd of Soviet experts surrounded two dozen newly assembled vacuum-tube computers. The wiring and interconnects for these machines were imported from China, while the tubes were entirely of Soviet manufacture.  Because China had already taught the design and operational concepts of these computers to the USSR, the Soviet experts were no longer struck by the initial shock; instead, they felt the pressure of using this technology to solve specific problems. During this period of the Soviet counter-offensive, the freezing climate was extremely unfriendly to aircrews. But this hostility wasn't directed only at the Soviets; the opposing Luftwaffe bore the same grueling conditions.  The frigid Russian climate significantly narrowed the gap between the two air forces. Entering December, the battle between the Soviet and German air forces was no longer one-sided, but a back-and-forth struggle.  Before the general counter-offensive began, the Air Force Command had continuously accumulated predictions of Luftwaffe movements but hadn't utilized them to formulate more targeted combat plans. In this counter-offensive, the Soviet Air Force was finally going to show the Germans what they were made of.  The requirements proposed by the Command included predicting Luftwaffe flight paths starting from December 6th and organizing targeted ambushes and other operational means. Simultaneously, they were to factor in German adjustments once they realized their paths were being predicted and rapidly formulate new, targeted attack plans in response.  Without vacuum-tube computers, even if the Soviet Air Force knew such a move could turn the tide, they lacked the computing power to realize the plan. But the technical breakthrough directly meant that methods once existing only in imagination could finally be executed in reality.  The combined computing power of the Chinese-supplied and Soviet-manufactured computers reached one million operations per second. Problems that previously couldn't be solved in a short time could now be calculated clearly.  As the expert team produced calculation after calculation, Red Army officers trained in staff work plotted the results, creating flight charts for various scenarios along with corresponding takeoff and landing schedules.  Under a vast number of different organizational models, all 4,000 fighters of various types participating in the Moscow campaign were utilized to the fullest to unleash the maximum combat power of the Soviet Air Force.  Major Miao Daduo, as a representative of the Chinese side, was also inside the Air Force headquarters. Watching the busy crowd, he noticed Colonel Meng Qingyuan beside him, silent and lost in thought. He asked, "Colonel Meng, you've been watching for so long; what do you see?"  The reason for the question was that while the Soviets had invited Chinese experts to the staff office, it was only to maintain the computers; they hadn't allowed the Chinese to participate in the actual calculations. Watching others being so busy made Major Miao feel exceptionally bored.  Colonel Meng didn't look away, but remarked with some emotion, "Some say geniuses surpass mortals. But looking at this, I suddenly feel that as long as mortals master the tools and methods geniuses use to solve problems, they can surpass those geniuses. Little Miao, a few geniuses simply can't handle such a massive workload in a short time."  Miao was taken aback; he had assumed the Colonel saw something specific in the Soviet experts' actions. He hadn't expected Meng to be looking at the problem from a different level of perspective.  Looking again at the people shuttling back and forth, their firm and hurried steps, and their smooth paths of movement, he suddenly felt the Colonel had indeed seen much. So many people walking quickly in a not-very-wide space yet without a single collision—it was clear these Soviet experts had indeed researched scheduling thoroughly.  After watching a bit longer, Major Miao felt a sudden surge of indignation and couldn't help saying, "But we *must* have geniuses!"  Colonel Meng heard the slight awkwardness in Miao's tone and looked over. He saw Miao deliberately setting his face, watching the Soviet experts like a child having a sulk.  "Heh. I know," Meng smiled. He then said, "Major Miao, we actually don't need the Soviets' gratitude, and we must be able to endure them causing trouble for us after victory. We cannot forget history, but we cannot remain trapped in it either."  "Colonel, that's what was emphasized at the Party meeting; I know. Sigh..." Miao let out a sigh. "We've already lost the strategic window of opportunity to retake our land."  Though he spoke the words, Miao still felt a sting in his heart. He had been in the USSR for months and saw that their industrial strength was not powerful. Especially in advanced technical sectors, it wasn't a total blank, but it was certainly unremarkable.  Europe feared the Soviet "massive population," but China didn't fear it at all. The USSR didn't even have 200 million people yet, while China was nearing 700 million. Given the current gap in strength and the massive crisis the USSR was currently mired in, China wouldn't fail even if it moved against them.  While Miao supported the strategic judgment that China couldn't turn against the USSR from a rational standpoint, thinking of the land forcibly taken away still ignited his emotions. The desire to reclaim it at this opportunity couldn't be entirely snuffed out.  Hearing the gloom in Miao's voice, Meng sighed, "We all want the Sino-Soviet border to return to the Treaty of Nerchinsk, even to the boundaries of the Ming Dynasty. Therefore, we must understand one thing: our interests come from the new world of the future, not the past."  As Meng spoke, he still felt a bit uneasy. He wasn't sure if his words were to comfort Miao or himself. But he knew well that as a member of the glorious Chinese National Defense Force, he had to fulfill his duty and help the Soviet Union defeat Nazi Germany.  The Soviet Air Force headquarters was brilliantly lit—from dusk to deep night, from night till dawn. Everyone worked intensely, preparing for the battle after daybreak.  On December 6th, the sky cleared. At 8:43 AM, the local sunrise in Moscow, the fighters crowded onto every Soviet frontline airfield began to start their engines. On runways cleared by Soviet soldiers and civilians, inside the cockpits of Chinese-made J-10s, the air conditioning systems exchanged heat from the engines to warm the cabins. The anti-fog glass developed by China for high latitudes remained crystal clear. With excellent visibility, fighters began taxiing on the not-so-smooth runways and took off successfully.  After the J-10s providing escort took off, the J-9 advanced trainers followed, carrying bombs. Forming up in the air, they headed toward the battlefield. These fighters did not fly in straight lines; some headed for the 15,000-meter ceiling, preparing to dive from on high to attack German jets. Others circled toward different airspaces, preparing for flanking strikes and interceptions.  In the seemingly boundless sky, the Soviet Air Force had laid out a three-dimensional combat web, effectively linked by various radio equipment, turning the Soviet fighter clusters at different positions into a single whole.  This technology, which the Chinese Air Force had mastered three years ago, was still an operational mode the Soviets had to hone to master. But at the very least, they had taken a solid first step on a completely new path.  At 9:18 AM, the German Army units being bombed by the Soviets called for Luftwaffe support. By 9:43, the first German jets appeared on the edge of the battlefield. Shortly after these jets began engaging the "plump" J-10s, the J-10 groups that had already occupied the high altitude dived down, utilizing the high speed of the dive to launch a vigorous assault on the German jets.  In the first few minutes, the J-10s even possessed speeds comparable to the jets. It was in those minutes that the arriving force of over twenty German jets was heavily hit; four jets plunged toward the earth trailing thick smoke. Another nine were damaged and forced to leave the battlefield.  The intact German jets abandoned their familiar hunt and were forced to cover the retreat of their damaged comrades. Within the German cockpits, the American-made communication systems were filled with various bewildered questions. The Luftwaffe pilots never expected that their side, which had always held a massive advantage over the Soviets, would suffer such heavy losses.  War is fair; if you can't win, you can't win. Although the German jets held a speed advantage, they could only struggle to shake off the pursuing Soviets and flee toward their airfields. But their misfortune hadn't reached its end; no sooner had the pursuers' silhouettes vanished from the edge of their vision than more Soviet aircraft appeared ahead, having circled around. The Germans were forced into battle once more.  Soon, two more German jets were shot down. This placed the Luftwaffe under immense pressure. In the early stages of the war, they had lost only three jets in a full month of combat. Now, in less than an hour, six had been downed—twice the loss of that first month.  This loss was only the beginning. Faced with the sudden precision of the Soviet Air Force's scheduling, the Luftwaffe was completely unable to adapt. By noon, 61 jets had been lost along the entire front. At this stage, the Luftwaffe possessed only 600 jets at the front; a loss of ten percent stunned the Air Force command.  Field Marshal Kesselring, the Air Force commander, hurriedly contacted Reichsmarschall Göring. Göring was momentarily agitated on the phone, but he soon steadied himself. His tone was firm: "Field Marshal Kesselring, I require you to ignore the losses for now. A new batch of fighters is about to be sent to the front. We are fully capable of making up the losses and maintaining combat effectiveness. What matters most now is that we must not panic, and do not be hesitant about using the jet fighters. If we pause their use, we will only fall into an even greater disadvantage and lose more precious pilots.  Tell the boys equipped with the new fighters that they are the Reich's firmest sword and shield. Though their numbers are few, they are all we have to hold the Reich's skies. If they collapse now, the Reich's Army will suffer a massive blow!"  "Marshal, I understand!" Kesselring replied decisively. "I will issue the new orders to the Air Force immediately!"  Putting down the phone, Kesselring first struggled to calm his emotions. On October 1, 1933, he had very reluctantly left the Army to become the head of the aviation supply department (Reichskommissariat für die Luftfahrt) and was promoted to Colonel. As a department head, Kesselring had had to scrounge for personnel everywhere. He participated in the reconstruction of the German aviation industry, building secret factories; he worked with the Finance Ministry to compile budgets of millions for the Air Force, supervised aircraft production, and prepared the necessary funds. Everything from real estate—including airfields, barracks, and other military installations—was planned and implemented by him. Even personnel issues for civilian staff, employees, and workers fell within his purview. For his hard work and superior results in building the Air Force, he was given priority promotion to Major General in 1935 and to Lieutenant General in 1936. Like other generals of the Third Reich, Kesselring also received a private allowance from Hitler; the 6,000 marks he received was no small sum at the time.  While serving in the aviation department, Kesselring gradually realized that to manage pilots well, one must have first-hand knowledge of all aspects of flying. Therefore, at age 48, he began learning to fly. Although his results matched neither the veteran pilots nor the fresh recruits, he didn't mind and used it to motivate himself. Kesselring could fly various single- and multi-engine aircraft, flying three or four days a week.  Recalling his past, the Marshal felt his mood improve. Back then, he only knew the air force was a rapidly developing branch and had done his utmost to learn the latest technology. But he never imagined its development would be so meteoric.  Though the Marshal also wanted to learn to fly jets, after actually studying them, he found his age no longer allowed him to master the combat techniques; handling such a spirited steed as a jet fighter was beyond his capacity.  Hearing Göring's command that the jets must continue to sortie despite the risk of heavy loss made the Marshal feel uncomfortable. But after some reflection, he realized he had perhaps become too dependent on fighters with a massive combat advantage, unconsciously turning them into a myth.  In a large-scale war, no matter how extraordinary the equipment, it is merely a consumable.  At this thought, Kesselring felt even more pained. But more thoughts emerged, trying to lead him to the correct conclusion.  Finally, he remembered something. The aircraft carriers of China and the US could carry over 70 fighters each. According to the logic of mythologizing equipment, a carrier should be unsinkable. Yet in the intelligence Kesselring had obtained, while both nations certainly valued these costly weapons, they had both simultaneously positioned the carrier as a consumable combat unit.  If even an aircraft carrier could be treated as a consumable, what could not?  Having reached this realization, Kesselring dialed the number for Army Group Center and explained Göring's view to its commander, Field Marshal von Rundstedt. Rundstedt actually let out a rare sigh of relief upon hearing it. After a moment, he replied, "Field Marshal Kesselring, I fully agree with the Air Force's view."  Rundstedt was a man of few words, but for a man of his character, that was a massive endorsement. After all, Rundstedt was the only man in the Wehrmacht who dared to wear gloves when shaking hands with Hitler, and the man who dared to say "Hitler is just a corporal."  Having reached a consensus with Rundstedt, Kesselring issued the order to the Luftwaffe: "New fighters will continue to be replenished. Every combat unit must resolutely continue to engage the enemy. Leverage the German soldier's tradition of clear thinking; do not let temporary setbacks affect your capacity for cool analysis."  Having made the arrangements, Kesselring immediately began gathering intelligence on the new situation. While busy, he received a call from Himmler. On the phone, the former chicken farmer posed a question: "Marshal, has there been an internal personnel problem?"  This immediately infuriated Kesselring. He replied coldly, "There is no problem within the Air Force! I am busy and cannot chat with Your Excellency."  He hung up without hesitation, his anger flaring. He had had enough of nonsensical excuses to deflect responsibility. Finally, the Marshal decided to go to the front lines himself.
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**Chapter 862: Aiding the Soviet Union (19)**  While flying, Field Marshal Kesselring could still sense from the subtle vibrations of the aircraft that something was wrong with the flight status. Looking out the window, he saw a bright layer of frost had already formed on the wings.  Even knowing that a crash could occur if the icing continued, the Marshal remained silent. Those who didn't know better might assume the pilot's inaction caused the icing. But the Marshal, who had flown many types of fighters, knew that the problem stemmed from the damp, cold Russian climate. Far from being negligent, the pilots were doing their utmost. Without their efforts, the icing would only be worse.  At this moment, the correct approach was not to criticize the pilots, but to stay quiet and not add to their distraction.  Sure enough, the plane pierced through the thick clouds and finally reached the clear sky above. Before long, the ice began to melt and, with a shudder, fell away from the wings.  Only then did the pilot breathe a sigh of relief and turn to report to the Marshal: "Field Marshal, we've reached safe conditions. However, we'll need to dip below the clouds again later to confirm our course. We may encounter problems then; I will inform you in advance."  "Fly according to your own judgment," Kesselring replied, then turned his gaze back out the window.  The pilot was moved. Within the Luftwaffe, Göring was the idol of the new generation of pilots, but Field Marshal Kesselring was the one they trusted. Seeing the Marshal looking away, the pilot turned back to his controls. Germany had obtained an automatic cruise control system from the United States, saving the pilots a great deal of physical and mental energy. Staring at the endless clouds, the pilot adjusted his state, preparing for a better performance on the next descent.  Kesselring's attention was focused beneath the vast blanket of clouds. The Luftwaffe had accepted his orders: even as losses grew, the jet fighters continued to sortie. Simultaneously, the Air Force had shed its arrogance, making more meticulous preparations before each mission. After these adjustments, losses hadn't continued to skyrocket.  The jet fighters, after all, possessed a massive advantage. Although losing over twenty per day, they still managed to hold the line at the front through sheer combat power. However, the groups equipped with propeller fighters enjoyed no such advantage; their kill ratio had dropped from 1:5 or even 1:10 to roughly 1:2.  Watching the clouds, Kesselring had identified one major cause for the declining ratio: the Russian climate was too harsh, severely impacting an outnumbered Luftwaffe. If they were forced to continue fighting throughout the winter, the Soviet war of attrition would place the Germans in a highly unfavorable position.  Originally, the General Staff had believed that taking Moscow, the Soviet railway hub, would force the Red Army to disperse across several regions. Now it appeared the Wehrmacht lacked the strength to take the USSR. Kesselring was anxious yet helpless. Since Dunkirk, the Luftwaffe had realized one reality: they lacked the capacity to settle the war on their own. This wasn't just true of the Luftwaffe, but of every air force in the world.  Reflecting on what to do, Kesselring barely noticed the vibrations of the subsequent descents. Compared to the overall war situation, this small matter involving his personal safety was truly insignificant.  Because nighttime flight was impossible, the journey took two days. By the time Kesselring safely reached Army Group Center headquarters, it was December 9th—the fourth day of the general Soviet counter-offensive.  As soon as he arrived, Kesselring sensed an atmosphere of panic. Even though Field Marshal von Rundstedt maintained his attitude of "you all work hard, I'll take the responsibility," the German generals commanding the various corps and armies were truly panicked.  Since the situation had reached this point, Rundstedt simply had a private talk with Kesselring in the spartan headquarters. Rundstedt looked quite exhausted, yet his tone remained polite and calm: "Field Marshal, the Red Army has conducted airborne drops in our rear to coordinate with their ground counter-attacks. Although our forces have inflicted heavy casualties on their ground units, Zhukov himself cares nothing for losses and continues to focus his counter-attacks with full force. I want a definitive answer from you: can the Air Force continue to maintain its current advantage?"  "As long as the Air Force can obtain new fighters at the current rate, the advantage can be guaranteed," Kesselring gave a very blunt answer.  Rundstedt's expression did not soften at this piece of relatively good news; instead, the worry in his eyes deepened.  Kesselring had been reflecting during the journey and now posed his question: "Excellency, do you believe the subsequent war will become one of attrition?"  Rundstedt did not evade the question. "Field Marshal, can you describe the situation of the Air Force?"  Kesselring hid nothing. Britain was currently providing 200 new engines per month, and Germany had obtained the technology transfer to produce another 200 itself. The war could not continue at such intensity every single day. At least until jet engine production increased to 400 per month, they could likely hold out.  But the General Staff and Hitler sought a quick resolution—a powerful offensive to defeat the Red Army in one blow. If that failed, Germany would have to maintain a force of over five million and engage in a protracted war of attrition.  From the Air Force's perspective, the Soviets were growing stronger as they fought and had made massive progress in a short time. The reason wasn't hard to guess: after receiving Chinese aid, they had preliminarily assimilated it. At this rate, the Red Army would only grow more formidable.  Finished, Kesselring said no more. For a strategist like Rundstedt, what Kesselring could think of, he surely had too. Kesselring only wanted to know one thing: whether the most prestigious man in the German Army agreed that the war had become a brutal struggle of attrition—and would support such a strategy from now on.  After a long wait, Rundstedt offered no answer. Kesselring realized that even if Rundstedt recognized the shift, he did not *support* a war of attrition.  This was not to say Rundstedt was cowardly. Even Kesselring didn't want such a war. An attrition war between great powers was terrifying—two evenly matched sides fighting non-stop, with thousands of casualties every day along a vast front, and several times that number wounded, many permanently disabled.  But Kesselring had made his own decision: even if it meant attrition, the Wehrmacht must fight on.  Just then, Rundstedt finally spoke: "Field Marshal, can the Air Force ensure that the Army receives air superiority in all subsequent operations?"  Kesselring felt a pang of sadness but didn't probe Rundstedt's thoughts further. He simply replied, "I can ensure it."  On the front lines, the clear weather that had lasted only two days ended. The Siberian winds brought thick clouds and intermittent snow back to the Western USSR.  The Red Army units in the Moscow campaign had, after three days of fierce fighting, pushed back several of the leading German units. These units were commanded by men like Guderian and Bock, who had performed brilliantly in the West.  By December 9th, even though the Wehrmacht had determined the Soviet counter-offensive was concentrated along the railway lines, they lacked the weapons and equipment to respond to a well-prepared Red Army. The Russian winter was not just cold; the snow was incredibly deep. German units were no longer able to coordinate effectively and could only maneuver within limited ranges.  From the start of the invasion until the autumn mud, the Wehrmacht had relied on this tight coordination to conduct massive flanking maneuvers over hundreds of kilometers, achieving one victory after another. With their signature move now impossible, the Soviet numerical advantage was fully unleashed.  Every German unit attacking Moscow was either at a severe disadvantage or pinned down, unable to provide much help to their neighbors due to the lack of mobility.  Guderian was the first to reach his breaking point. Although Hitler, seeing the crisis, had ordered not a single step back, Guderian was not a man to take a loss. To him, holding positions now was no different from a death sentence. He first tried maneuvering his units through the deep snow to achieve something, but once he saw they truly couldn't defeat the Soviets, he adopted his "free movement" style from the French campaign and began to retreat.  At this point, the high command of the General Staff finally convinced Hitler to adopt a plan to straighten the lines, withdrawing in stages to the west of the Volga, the Oka, and a series of rivers suited for defense to establish a solid winter line.  Hardly had the plan reached the front when Guderian took the opportunity to retreat at full speed, ignoring his neighbors.  Guderian's retreat did bring his units to temporary safety, but the price was that the units beside him became a salient, struck by the Red Army from three sides.  This infuriated Hitler! Despite Guderian's record in the West, the Führer showed no mercy. He summarily dismissed Guderian and ordered his successor to counter-attack immediately to restore the line.  But Guderian was only the first of many German generals who wanted a full retreat. Even Field Marshal von Bock, deputy commander of Army Group Center, hoped for it. And the units he commanded were indeed retreating under a Soviet version of the German pincer tactics.  For a moment, German frontline units were either retreating or being encircled. If the battle continued this way, the Wehrmacht faced a catastrophic defeat.  However, Hitler's luck held. Stalin, seeing the great results of the campaign, reached a decision of his own. He sought not just to push the Germans back a few hundred kilometers, but a truly "Great Victory."  As He Rui had long said, whenever he personally directed a major campaign, Stalin appeared "cute" and wishful. He appointed Lieutenant General Vasilevsky as Acting Chief of the General Staff and ordered him to immediately draft a counter-offensive plan.
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**Chapter 863: Aiding the Soviet Union (20)**  The Soviet counter-offensive plan was divided into three sectors: North, Center, and South. Regardless of the sector, they employed the pincer tactics learned from the Wehrmacht, aiming to encircle and annihilate the enemy.  Forces in the Leningrad region were to drive south, coordinating with the northern assault cluster of Moscow to wipe out the northern units of the German Army Group Center.  The southern cluster of the Moscow Group would conduct an encirclement of the remaining Army Group Center forces.  The Southwestern and Caucasian Fronts were to encircle German Army Group South.  At this time, Zhukov was ordered to command the Leningrad (Saint Petersburg) front, while Acting Chief of Staff Vasilevsky was tasked with formulating the new counter-offensive plan.  Vasilevsky was not entirely satisfied with Zhukov, especially regarding the tactics employed during the Moscow counter-attack. Zhukov's method of concentrating superior numbers for dense frontal charges had resulted in staggering casualties that struck Vasilevsky deeply. Every battle left the Red Army soldiers carpeted across the landscape. in Vasilevsky's view, Zhukov had ruthlessly used mass-charge tactics to achieve goals in the shortest time, causing many avoidable deaths.  Initially, Vasilevsky felt an impulse and confidence that he could formulate a more rational plan. However, when the first draft was submitted, Stalin gave it only a cursory glance before putting it down and asking calmly, "Comrade Vasilevsky, you seem to have failed to grasp what our army needs most right now."  Vasilevsky was taken aback. While he didn't know Stalin's specific expectations, he sensed they were beyond his imagination. He mustered the courage to reply, "General Secretary, our army needs to repel the Germans as quickly as possible and deal them a heavy blow."  Stalin remained calm. "I do not see in your report any plan aimed at the total annihilation of the Wehrmacht."  In that moment, Vasilevsky felt he understood why Zhukov had accepted the transfer and obediently headed to Leningrad. If Stalin's goal was the total annihilation of the Germans, the current Red Army was clearly incapable of fulfilling it.  But Vasilevsky knew Stalin's toughness and understood his urgency. After weighing the options, he said, "General Secretary, I will immediately adjust the current operational plan."  "I give you twelve hours. I hope you can produce a reasonable plan!" Stalin replied.  This exchange occurred at 9:00 AM on December 10th. He Rui received the report at 4:00 PM on December 11th. Currently, there were elements within the USSR highly dissatisfied with Stalin, yet they had no intention of collaborating with Nazi Germany. To them, the He Rui government, with its philosophy of world liberation, was the most viable partner.  In terms of governance, He Rui held a high opinion of Stalin. The USSR indeed needed a leader like him. But in terms of warfare, Stalin's performance to date had done nothing to dispel He Rui's "cute" and wishful impression.  He Rui had just finished an inspection of the Beijing-Tianjin industrial zone and was preparing to pay respects to Zhang Xiluan. Seeing the expectant look of the Central Secretariat staffer delivering the intelligence, He Rui reflected for a few seconds before asking, "Please have the Central Committee find out the quantity of rations carried by the Soviet units during the counter-offensive."  The staffer was dazed, unsure how to interpret this order. He Rui looked at the young man and didn't explain further, knowing humans cannot truly imagine what they haven't seen. Since the Northeast era of 1915, the Chinese National Defense Force had never faced a supply shortage. The comrades in the government simply couldn't conceive of millions of men launching a major campaign without adequate logistics.  He Rui added, "Just pass my suggestion to the Center; the comrades there will surely be able to obtain this information."  The message was sent to Beijing via encrypted line. The Center conducted an intelligence gather, and forty-eight hours later, the findings made even the usually stoic Hu Xiushan stand up and walk to the window in silence, hands behind his back.  By now, Lieutenant General Vasilevsky had submitted the new plan, and Stalin had made extensive adjustments to it. Even so, the new plan didn't seem excessive to the Chinese leadership. Utilizing the harsh weather to launch an annihilation battle against three million Germans who were 500 to 1,000 kilometers from their primary bases was a sound choice.  However, the advancing Red Army units typically carried only about a week's worth of supplies. The spearheads of the northern Moscow assault cluster, to save time, had begun their deep-penetration thrust with only three days' worth.  Hu Xiushan remained silent, and the non-military members of the Central Committee didn't know what to say. Even during the 1922 war with Japan, the self-proclaimed "stoic" Japanese army hadn't done anything so absurd.  Fortunately, the door opened, and Li Runshi, having rushed back from Wuhan, appeared. In He Rui's absence, Li was temporarily in charge of Central affairs. While some comrades had reservations about He Rui's decisions, they felt a sense of relief at Li's arrival. With someone to make the final call, the meeting could proceed.  Hardly had Li reached his seat when a secretary handed him the file. After reading it and re-reading the sections highlighted in red, he couldn't help but reach for a cigarette.  Hu Xiushan returned to his seat and said to Li, "Vice Chairman Li, the USSR already lacks sustained combat capability. Carrying so few supplies, they cannot execute a long-duration thrust. Stalin's plan cannot succeed."  Li didn't answer immediately, puffing on his cigarette and furrowing his brow in thought. The comrades waited; those who didn't wish to see Li take the reins of China's future felt his reaction was far slower than He Rui's. Had He Rui been presiding, he would have given an answer by now.  Just as some thought he would remain silent, Li spoke: "What we need to focus on now is not the Soviet pursuit, but whether the Wehrmacht will fall into the same retreat trap that Napoleon once did. Faced with highly unfavorable conditions, retreating to a secure area seems the most rational choice. But once the Germans retreat, it will turn into a total rout. In such a rout, they will abandon all the equipment they cannot use. This would severely damage their ability to fight next year. Therefore, the German leadership will choose a 'hold firm and not a step back' plan."  From the moment Li began to speak, Hu Xiushan's attention was intensely focused. Li's line of thought was at a very high strategic level; Hu had only seen such a mode of thinking that pierced directly to the core in He Rui.  Once Li finished, Hu stared at him for a moment before looking down. A non-military committee member asked, "Vice Chairman Li, how do you view Chairman He's focus on the Soviet logistical supply?"  This question reflected the thoughts of most of the committee. They were used to He Rui's sharp judgments and profound analysis. They felt his mention of Soviet logistics must have deeper meaning.  Li Runshi knew what they were thinking. For years, as long as they implemented He Rui's policies and understood his intent, they had achieved seemingly impossible goals. Li didn't want to break that habit, but he felt the comrades were currently on the wrong path.  Seeing they all wanted an explanation, Li replied, "I believe Chairman He wanted us to notice a point we were unaware of. Now we have that information. The subsequent work will be left to the Military Commission."  Hearing this, those who favored Li felt a sense of familiarity, reminiscent of He Rui. The government had always had a clear division of labor; professional military work was naturally for the Commission. However, those who didn't like Li were dissatisfied, feeling he lacked He Rui's aura of total command.  Li said no more, as he had no desire to prove himself. He'd rather spend the time doing his job. He Rui possessed an extraordinary insight that was precious. But China was already the world's foremost power; that insight was no longer an indispensable crutch.  As long as everyone did their job, China's problems would be solved.  Li continued: "Once this meeting ends, I will convene the Military Commission. For now, let us discuss resolving the South Pacific colonial issues."  The committee member who had posed the question spoke again, dissatisfied: "Vice Chairman Li, do you not have a view of your own?"  Li smiled slightly and replied, "At this stage, the USSR has already bankrupted Germany's strategy for a quick resolution. The Allies have suffered a heavy blow. Currently, the United States will not give up so easily. Therefore, we must focus our attention on the war against America.  The Western powers once believed that the submission of the Qing meant they had conquered the world. Therefore, any nation that believes it has the duty to uphold white global conquest must accept the duty of war with China. Now, America believes it has a duty to fight on. If they give up, it would be an admission of our righteousness. This war is only at halftime; the second half will be even more intense.  How to respond to such a future—that is our current goal."  Hu Xiushan nodded slightly. He had no intention of succeeding He Rui himself, but that didn't mean he fully accepted Li Runshi as the next Chairman. Now, hearing Li's judgment, Hu truly believed he was qualified to compete for the position.
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**Chapter 864: Cute Stalin (1)**  Three days after the discussion in the Central Committee regarding He Rui's concerns about Moscow's logistics, Li Runshi convened a meeting of the Military Commission.  The members of the Commission were already accustomed to He Rui's style: not being seen for days, and then producing a programmatic document at a meeting. Currently, He Rui was on an inspection tour and had no plans to return to the center to preside over affairs in the short term. Even the most dull-witted member knew the purpose of this; thus, everyone remained silent, watching as Li Runshi walked to the Chairman's seat and sat down. For nearly thirty years, that seat had belonged to He Rui. Having a newcomer sit there suddenly left many feeling very unaccustomed, even uncomfortable.  Li Runshi did not speak. Over the past three days, he had completed a report. After the document was distributed, he observed the comrades' reactions as they read. Li held no interest in the status He Rui possessed; his presence in that seat now was solely because he wished to dedicate his all to the nation. Therefore, he needed to gauge the strength of his comrades.  In Li's view, He Rui was not perfect. He believed He Rui's greatest problem was his inability to create a leadership system that could sustain itself. This wasn't because He Rui liked absolute power, but because the situation in China before 1915 permitted no political model other than authoritarianism.  He Rui was no god; he couldn't solve problems through idealism. If he was to persist in the strategy of building an independent great power, the political models available to him were few. Only by utilizing all resources with maximum efficiency could China be transformed from a backward nation into the world's most powerful industrial state in less than thirty years.  To date, He Rui had fulfilled his historical responsibility. Li Runshi believed his own task was to transition China from an authoritarian system to one of People's Democratic Dictatorship.  Although Li had never explicitly asked He Rui's view on this, he believed the Chairman was indeed considering it.  In the preface to *A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy* (1859), Marx wrote: "No social order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it is sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never replace older ones before the material conditions for their existence have matured within the framework of the old society."  Li believed that the genius of He Rui's achievement lay in his ability to continuously formulate policies and, during their execution, lay the foundation for the next stage of productivity and production relations.  If one had to describe it, He Rui's moves were no longer preparing for the next ten steps of the game. Every move he made was preparing for the next *game*—or even the next three games.  Even with his ability to understand He Rui, Li still marveled at his vision that transcended the current era and his precise recognition and control of its development. This was why Li willingly accepted He Rui's expectations and decided to undertake the heavy burden handed to him.  To be the one who says "this is my duty and mine alone" requires not only great confidence but a resolute determination. Li Runshi had decided to dedicate his all to the liberation of the Chinese and global peoples.  The comrades of the Military Commission were unaware of Li's thoughts, and even if they had known, they likely wouldn't have understood. However, their attention was now captured by Li's document, titled *On Protracted War*, leaving no room for thoughts about generational transition.  Within the He Rui government, anyone who reached the high levels was a choice selection. The Commission members were quickly drawn into the report and had no energy or mind for other matters.  In *On Protracted War*, Li Runshi proposed a series of questions and related viewpoints:  Compromise or resistance? Corruption or progress? The "National Subjugation" theory is wrong, as is the "Quick Victory" theory. Why is it a protracted war? The three stages of protracted war; a "dog-tooth" interlocking war; fighting for permanent peace; initiative within war. War and politics; political mobilization. The objective of war; offensive within defense; quick decisions within a protracted war; exterior lines within interior ones; initiative, flexibility, and planning; mobile, guerrilla, and positional warfare; war of attrition and war of annihilation; the possibility of exploiting enemy gaps; the question of the decisive battle in the Soviet-German war. ...  The style of *On Protracted War* was vastly different from He Rui's documents. He Rui's style was like that of a man of science and engineering writing a manual—and as a manual, it read like instructions for use, severely lacking in warmth. Furthermore, while He Rui possessed many virtues, over the years a consensus had formed among the comrades: his personality lacked warmth.  They felt they couldn't reach He Rui's level; even if everything he did was to advance the liberation of China and its people, and even if his political philosophy was the liberation of humanity as a whole, He Rui himself didn't display particularly intense emotions. It was as if everything he did was merely the pursuit of a process, not a result.  He Rui would occasionally speak of his expectations for the future, but those expectations were too close to the origin, always possessing an inexplicable distance from reality. The more he pursued the origin, the further he grew from daily life.  In contrast, Li Runshi possessed far more warmth. In *On Protracted War*, Li also used highly theoretical dialectics to judge the Soviet-German war. But this theorizing was built upon intense emotion; it was vivid and filled with human feeling that others could understand.  After the comrades finished browsing the document, Li began his explanation. The reason the USSR could not achieve a quick victory lay in the massive gap between the industrial and military professional levels of the two nations, a gap that could not be erased in a short time. The USSR could only solve the problem gradually through serious and meticulous work.  This narrative was also He Rui's style. But the Commission members clearly felt that while Li's logic and methodology were similar to He Rui's, He Rui's policies were more detailed and easier to implement in terms of practical operation.  Li's *On Protracted War* provided more guidance and room for maneuver at the methodological level. At this level, the Commission members were quite proficient. Therefore, they actually preferred Li's style.  Once Li finished explaining the key points, Hu Xiushan—who usually disliked taking a stance—was the first to express support: "Vice Chairman Li's *On Protracted War* has extremely high operational utility."  But after saying this, Hu added, "However, is the Soviet side capable of understanding it to this degree?"  Li Runshi immediately shared his view: "The Soviet political model dictates that the Central Committee *can* certainly understand it to this degree. But whether they choose such a methodology is determined by their management model. If they believe certain points in *On Protracted War* would weaken their leadership, they will not choose them!"  "If there's a better way, why would they refuse?" Hu asked. This was a point of confusion for most of the members.  Li explained: "In the twenty years since the founding of the USSR, one of the CPSU's greatest administrative achievements was the construction of what traditional Chinese thought considers a true bureaucracy. For China, our ancient bureaucracy has many problems. Compared to Western civilization, however, bureaucracy is very advanced.  A fully developed bureaucracy is a rigorous functional system for implementing organizational management. It turns the entire society into a massive, impersonal machine, basing all social action on functional efficiency relationships to ensure the organization maximizes economic benefits. Under such a system, the people believe the maintenance of public spirit is thanks to the bureaucrats and officials."  *Heh.* Some Commission members couldn't help but chuckle. Although the leaders of the He Rui government were also bureaucrats, China's long history with the system meant they fully understood its problems.  Li knew their feelings and continued: "For Chinese civilization, bureaucracy is an ancient system, so we fully understand its issues. But for Europe and America, it is a very new concept. The USSR is a very new nation; compared to the aristocratic system, bureaucracy at least turned the bearers of public interest into ordinary people who attained office through a republican examination system rather than being born into it. One could say it was a revolution of 'Are kings and nobles born to their status?'"  At this level, the comrades fell silent. Answering such theoretical questions required deep historical and philosophical foundations. To date, even among the high-level officials, not everyone had the leisure to figure these things out.  With the others silent, Hu Xiushan found the space to speak again: "Does the CPSU realize this problem?"  "They do," Li replied, again affirming the caliber of the Soviet Central Committee. "But their economic development does not support them in conducting reforms. Because the USSR has industry, but no 'sectors' (chan ye). Therefore, they cannot use industrial policy to regulate the national economy."  Mentioning this, the comrades were even less willing to speak. One of the major breakthroughs of the He Rui government in communist research was the establishment of the function of managing industrial policy.  Once China possessed this capability, a split in attitude had appeared within the Party. The attitude toward industry had created near-hostility among many comrades.  Those who favored pushing industrial policy felt the government should build the stage and let those in industry perform.  Those who opposed it thought the people on that stage were all singing absolute nonsense!  Hu Xiushan was a centrist. He believed most industry people were "singing nonsense," yet also believed they still had to be allowed on the stage. He asked further: "Since the USSR has shifted to a war model, can't they execute the ideas in *On Protracted War*?"  "I stated my view in the section on corruption versus progress. The primary goal of the CPSU is its own victory. In the struggle against the Nazi invasion, the CPSU's victory is the USSR's victory. Its failure is the USSR's failure. However, whether they can grasp the proper degree of this will determine the speed of their victory."  Having shared his view, Li felt some disappointment. He lit a cigarette to calm his excitement before continuing: "Chairman He's focus on the Red Army's logistics is a way of seeing the large within the small. Stalin bears immense responsibility for the early defeats, so he is very anxious to reverse the situation quickly. But the victory of the Soviet-German war and the victory Stalin personally expects do not perfectly overlap."  These were heavy words, but in a discussion within the Chinese Military Commission, Li wouldn't coddle Stalin. He explained further: "In our wars, we indeed consider political issues, but we never allow political needs to distort military command. Before war breaks out, the military plan is already fully subordinate to political and economic needs, which is why our military victories become great political ones. Stalin, on the other hand, hopes to use military victory to compensate for political failure. If we speak in terms of principles, this is political corruption."  The Commission members had been executors of every war the He Rui government launched. Because Li's description was so precise—economics first, then military, with military victory yielding full political and economic returns—they hadn't thought deeply about it. Now, hearing it from their new leader, Vice Chairman Li, they felt a sense of sudden enlightenment.  Li had already considered these issues thoroughly and felt no such emotion. He continued: "According to our intelligence, Hitler has decided to engage the USSR in a protracted war. But Stalin wants to reverse his political failure. As long as the Central Committee fails to realize their strategic error and continues to expect a quick victory, the Red Army will only encounter more defeat."  Hu Xiushan had no specific preference for the next leader of the party. Having followed He Rui for nearly thirty years, he only hoped the successor would possess strategic judgment in warfare. Li's views to date had satisfied all his expectations, so he simply nodded and asked no more.  But having reached this point, many of the other members finally felt like engaging Li in discussion. Someone asked, "Does Stalin realize he is being very 'un-serious' regarding the war?"  Before Li could answer, another member scoffed, "Heh, the Chairman said it: whenever there's a major war, Stalin looks 'cute.' I think that 'cuteness' means feeling wronged whenever a problem arises."  *Haha.* *Pfft.*  The members found the description vividly accurate, and laughter broke out.  A few, including Hu Xiushan and Li Runshi, did not laugh. Since Stalin had rejected He Rui's pre-war advice, they had already felt he was simply not up to modern warfare.  Of course, they didn't judge him too harshly. For in their eyes, He Rui was the premier strategist and military mind in the world. That Stalin couldn't understand his advice was not strange, but perfectly normal.  Hu Xiushan suddenly remembered something and asked, "Vice Chairman Li, in which newspapers will your *On Protracted War* be published?"  Li replied confidently, "In the *National Defense Force News*, the *National Daily*, and others. We want the whole world to see our views—especially the Soviet Union."  On December 16th, *On Protracted War* was published. On December 18th, *Pravda*, edited by Bukharin, published an article titled "The Red Army Will Cleanly and Thoroughly Defeat Nazi Germany."  Because trade with China had provided immense help to Soviet construction and prevented domestic contradictions from boiling over, Bukharin had escaped the fate of being labeled a "traitor." His article was meant to counter Li's.  Li Runshi's signed article truly provoked the Central Committee members. This desire to "compete" was not Bukharin's alone; most members shared it.  One member even voiced a view at a meeting that, if translated with its emotional weight into Chinese, would be: "Who do you think you're looking down on!"  General Secretary Stalin, though highly displeased, was reminded once more of the advice the He Rui government had given before the war.  Although over half a year had passed, the memory still pained him. Judging by the results, while the Red Army would still have suffered losses due to the disparity in strength, they wouldn't have been nearly this large!  Though Stalin made no decision at the meeting to harm relations with China, once it ended, he called Beria and ordered him to identify the "Pro-China faction" within the CPSU.  Beria immediately understood Stalin's intent. Without needing it stated explicitly, he took the order and left. He knew well that Stalin, who already viewed China as a threat, had decided to eliminate the danger posed by the pro-China elements within the USSR.
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**Chapter 865: Cute Stalin (2)**  To Stalin, Li Runshi's *On Protracted War* was a strategic masterpiece. Had it only circulated outside the Soviet Union, he would have been more willing to adopt its useful points.  However, Chinese influence in the USSR was growing daily. If the ideas proposed in the document shook Stalin's decisions and became the strategic foundation of the nation, it would mean that China was, in essence, deeply interfering in Soviet internal affairs.  After ordering Beria to identify the "Pro-China faction" that relied too heavily on Beijing, Stalin turned his attention to the progress of the counter-offensive. He advocated for the total defeat of the Germans in a short time. Seeing the Red Army successfully employing the pincer tactics learned from the Wehrmacht, Stalin couldn't help but begin searching the map for key points where the enemy could be thoroughly crushed.  Currently, the primary axes of the counter-attack had achieved breakthroughs. The exhausted German lines had snapped, and their units, lacking the will to resist, were in hasty retreat. The Soviet assault groups, carrying only minimal supplies, were more mobile and flexible as a result.  The German withdrawal meant the Soviets didn't have to worry about their following units and supplies being struck; even attacking with only three days of food, they could be continuously replenished. Thus, on the map in the Demyansk sector, Soviet units were encircling several German armies.  In Army Group Center, the 9th, 3rd, and 4th Armies were already caught in the center of a massive Soviet pincer and faced potential encirclement.  In the south, the counter-attacking Red Army was encircling Stalingrad. Although the ring wasn't yet complete according to the plan, Soviet forces in Crimea posed a threat to the flank of Army Group South. If those units could break out, they might sever the retreat of over 600,000 Axis troops and surround the entire Southern Group.  At least on paper, the situation looked excellent for the Red Army. Stalin decided to pull units from the center of the German Army Group Center front to reinforce the flanks, aiming for an even larger encirclement. He hoped to annihilate the entire Army Group Center in one stroke.  Simultaneously, Stalin's gaze fell on Sychevka and Vyazma, south of Rzhev. Rzhev was a railway hub, as was Vyazma. The Germans were holding Rzhev to the death; Stalin believed the Red Army could send a powerful force to strike from the west, breach the German lines, and capture Sychevka and Vyazma.  In *On Protracted War*, Li Runshi had proposed that the Red Army should not be maneuvered by the Germans. In operational planning, one should "you fight your way, I'll fight mine," maneuvering the enemy rather than being maneuvered by them. While Stalin had no desire for Chinese interference, he thoroughly identified with these methodologies. Thus, he believed a breakthrough in the Sychevka-Vyazma axis would shatter German deployment and allow the Red Army to dominate the strategic development.  Word soon reached the Chinese side. Li Runshi already knew of the Soviet reaction to *On Protracted War*; even if he understood their wariness of foreign interference, he still felt disappointed. The Red Army had won the battle for Moscow; had Li been commanding, the purpose of the winter counter-offensive would not have been to annihilate the Germans wholesale, but to act according to their strength in the harsh weather, ensuring the battle-weary Red Army could recover and rapidly enhance its effectiveness before the next summer campaign.  Of course, this didn't mean the Red Army should remain idle. What was needed now was to maintain pressure, causing even greater chaos and loss for the Germans in the severe cold. The Soviets could then exploit the mistakes born of that chaos to achieve breakthroughs, thereby maneuvering and exhausting the enemy.  But taken as a whole, the Red Army's combat effectiveness was still inferior to the Wehrmacht's. Such maneuvering had to be done within reason, not through head-on brute force. War is conducted by living human beings: "Save the land but lose the people, and both are lost. Save the people but lose the land, and both are saved" (Cun ren shi di, ren di jie cun).  With these feelings, Li Runshi finished reading the intelligence from the USSR. From the analysis, it was clear Stalin believed retaking land was more important than preserving his soldiers' lives. Having made his judgment, Li ended the session.  Hu Xiushan, who had been analyzing with him, asked, "Vice Chairman Li, why end the study now?"  Li replied with some displeasure, "I find it hard to endure meaningless, large-scale casualties."  Hu stared at him, trying to discern his thoughts. Hu had experienced bloodbaths firsthand and had judged from the intelligence that the coming battles would be exceptionally bloody, with both sides paying a massive price.  Precisely because he had commanded such wars, Hu's own tolerance for meaningless slaughter was not high. In fact, this was true of the entire NDF high command. Because such carnage was unavoidable, strategists led by He Rui only engaged in attrition as a last resort. If any other feasible option existed, massive casualties were never the priority.  Hu identified with Li's view, but he wanted to understand its depth. Was the opposition to bloodbaths born of a physical dread, or from a genuine cherishing and respect for the soldiers?  But Li gave him no time for further study, immediately moving to the next agenda item: launching the annihilation of the remaining US forces in the South Pacific.  By December 25, 1942, in a desperate attempt to save the hundreds of thousands of troops trapped in Australia and New Zealand, the United States had made several efforts to establish large-scale maritime corridors. Every attempt had been struck fiercely by the Chinese military, with over a hundred engagements of varying scale breaking out along the routes to the South Pacific.  The US was truly desperate to control the lanes and held nothing back. Since the end of the Hawaii campaign, they had lost 88 submarines, 64 frigates, 97 destroyers, 29 cruisers, 3 battleships, and 2 carriers.  As China had few battleships, it suffered no losses in that category or in carriers; its total naval losses were less than half of America's. Coupled with the fact that the US strategic objective remained unfulfilled, China had already won control over the South Pacific waters.  Having suffered immense losses, the US Navy had dispatched no more forces to the South Pacific since the start of December. At this stage, Chinese surface and submarine units had essentially isolated America from Australia and New Zealand. Since the US had abandoned the attempt to save its troops, China would naturally seize the entire region, ending the Pacific War phase and beginning the next stage of operations.   胡 Xiushan saw no issue with the high-intensity, high-ferocity war fought between the Allies and the Asian Alliance in the Pacific. All Allied operations had chosen the most effective models and had been fully prepared to maximize their potential.  The Pacific War appeared cruel only because the most effective model happened to be one of attrition. In designing these operations, the Asian Allied Command under Xu Chengfeng had conducted maximum simulations. With tens of thousands of officers and over a thousand computers, even the most unorthodox ideas were simulated as long as they were feasible. the process and results closely matched the simulations, which could be considered a total success.  The reason Hu disagreed with Stalin's command was something Sun Tzu had explained two millennia ago: "The skilled warrior positions himself where he cannot be defeated and does not miss an opportunity to defeat the enemy. Therefore, the victorious army is victorious first and then seeks battle; the defeated army seeks battle first and then seeks victory. One who is skilled in war cultivates the Way and preserves the Law, thus becoming the master of victory and defeat."  The USSR had won the Battle of Moscow because they chose the correct strategy: building massive fortifications in the decisive sector and utilizing the vast land and harsh climate to exhaust the Germans before launching focused breakthroughs.  But after the victory, Stalin's command seemed to follow the rules of a traditional counter-attack, yet in reality it did not. When the Soviets struck back, while the Germans were vulnerable, the roles of offense and defense had shifted. The Red Army, lacking sustained combat capability, became the passive party.  On December 19, Hitler dismissed von Brauchitsch and assumed personal command of the Army. He issued an order stating: "Everyone must hold their current position and fight back. When there are no prepared positions in the rear, retreat is absolutely prohibited." Although his generals had repeatedly requested a withdrawal—and both Guderian and Hoepner were dismissed for doing so without authorization—Hitler believed a retreat would lead to a Napoleonic disaster. While his stubbornness had brought the campaign to the brink of catastrophe, it also prevented him from falling into the abyss. There was no doubt that by refusing to withdraw from the USSR or from areas east of Smolensk, he saved his army from a fate worse than 1812.  Hitler's plan differed from Napoleon's: instead of a total retreat, he moved units toward the rear, turning his former supply lines into defensive strongpoints. By late December, the Red Army had retaken Kaluga in the southwest, Kalinin in the northwest, and relieved Tula in the southeast. The Battle of Moscow ended, giving the Red Army its first major victory of the war. The Germans lost over 500,000 men, 1,300 tanks, and 250 vehicles, along with vast amounts of other equipment. They were forced to abandon the Blitzkrieg for a protracted war.  At such a time, the Soviets clearly failed to recognize the change in German strategy and continued attempting large-scale encirclements. This was simply blind meddling.
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**Chapter 866: Cute Stalin (3)**  Due to the schism of the Roman state religion, the Orthodox Christmas and the Catholic Christmas fall on different days. On the night before the Catholic Christmas—Christmas Eve—Roosevelt delivered a fireside chat.  On this significant day, Roosevelt spoke to the American people, telling them that while they should enjoy the holiday, America would fight China to the bitter end.  In this address, Roosevelt labeled China as the country that had proactively launched the war. In Western culture, there is no "double standard," but rather a very singular standard: "My interest is the only interest." Any statement that fits this standard is considered politically correct. As for whether such statements are self-contradictory or conflicting, Western culture insists on judging them solely based on whether they "accord with my interests."  Roosevelt cared nothing for the fact that the Pacific War had begun with Britain's proactive declaration of war on China in late October 1941. According to the singular standard of Western culture, since the US had immediately provided substantial support to Britain after that declaration, and both nations had subsequently been beaten soundly by China, the initiator of the war must surely be China, not Britain.  Having finished his fireside chat, Roosevelt returned to his lounge and began reading the latest reports by the warmth of the fireplace. At the top was an assessment of domestic public opinion.  With the US having effectively lost control of the Pacific, anti-war sentiment at home had become negligible. The few representative figures of the firm pacifists and anti-war movement were either under strict surveillance and control, in prison, or had been physically eliminated. The small number of cleverer ones had fled abroad, where they were too few to stir up any trouble.  Roosevelt was not excited by the report. During the Great Depression, American media had displayed high political self-discipline. Mainstream media avoided "scar literature" and alarmism, adhering instead to positive propaganda. Even when facing major social contradictions, they adopted a "small criticism, big help" model. This had provided Roosevelt, who took power during the Depression, with immense benefit from the media.  Furthermore, Roosevelt showed no mercy toward media or journalists who were "untimely" and focused only on exposing America's problems. When the US banking syndicate eradicated European banks in America, over a hundred thousand bankers had "disappeared." Dealing with a few hundred or a thousand untimely media figures was hardly an effort.  The next report was a summary of He Rui's recent itinerary and speeches. It showed that He Rui was conducting a nationwide inspection of China's industrial and agricultural production. The He Rui government had divided China into six major industrial zones: three inland zones (Northeast, Northwest, and Central) and three coastal ones (Bohai, Yangtze Delta, and Pearl Delta).  In the initial planning of these six zones, the Bohai region centered on Beijing-Tianjin and the Yangtze Delta radiated toward Japan and Korea, forming the largest foreign trade areas. Trade volume between the USSR and China was massive; while the Northeast had the advantage of proximity, the USSR required a vast amount of light industrial goods, so exports were not the exclusive domain of the Northeast.  As the war progressed, the explosion in China's foreign trade had altered the domestic industrial layout. Only the Central and Northwest regions remained focused on domestic demand, while the foreign trade proportions of the Northeast, Bohai, Yangtze, and Pearl Delta zones had skyrocketed.  In his foreign speeches, He Rui emphasized: "China shall never engage in any form of colonialism, including military or economic colonialism. China's economy must be open, and we must be extremely vigilant against actions aimed at earning super-profits through investment and trade. China is part of the world; by establishing a new world economic model, let all nations share the dividends of China's economic development, allowing China to make a greater contribution to global economic growth."  Roosevelt put down the file and gave a soft sigh. He had hoped that the current He Rui would be blinded by victory and become a bellicose dictator. But the reports showed He Rui's thinking remained clear, and he had already begun planning the postwar world order at a strategic level.  Facing such an opponent, Roosevelt felt admiration yet couldn't help but wish: "If only He Rui would drop dead right now!"  Lamenting He Rui's danger, Roosevelt continued with the next report. The Soviet counter-offensive to date appeared effective, with the once-invincible Wehrmacht in a state of continuous retreat.  The US high command generally believed the Wehrmacht's failure to achieve its strategic objectives in the Battle of Moscow proved the USSR indeed possessed powerful war-making capability. Roosevelt's experience led him to believe that since the Germans had been unable to take Moscow in May 1942 despite their massive advantages, the gap in military strength between the two would only narrow thereafter. No matter how hard the Wehrmacht struggled, they could never again defeat the Soviet Union.  Since the USSR would likely achieve a total victory over the Fascists, the Allied Powers—centered on the US, UK, and Germany—would face an even more dangerous situation.  Roosevelt had been considering this for some time, and his emotions had gradually recovered from initial fear to relative calm. From China's inherent strength and great-power qualities, the China of the Qing era had been highly abnormal; the China under the He Rui government was what China ought to be.  Though China under He Rui possessed immense power, it was currently insufficient to unify the globe. From He Rui's various policies, it was clear he understood reality, which was why he utilized the contradictions among the other great powers to realize Chinese interests.  Originally, the major powers had considered uniting as a "white world" against China. But because their internal contradictions were too deep and He Rui's caliber and vision too high, he had been able to play them like a fiddle.  However, quantity leads to quality. As China grew stronger and sought to dominate the world, global primary contradictions would become secondary, while the conflict between the various powers and China would become the primary one.  Intelligence showed that even the USSR, currently forced to cooperate with China, was highly wary of it, striving to ensure its internal affairs remained free from Chinese interference and control. Other nations were even more so.  Regardless of the victor of the Soviet-German war, the final winner would reject Chinese control. Even if defeated, the Allied Powers would not become Chinese vassals. Therefore, Roosevelt believed He Rui's greatest success would be securing control over Asia and Africa and occupying a dominant position in the global economy. Furthermore, he believed the He Rui government recognized China's limits and would not seek higher goals.  Thus, Roosevelt believed the US must continue fighting China at this stage. The Battle of Moscow proved the Germans who swept Western Europe were not invincible. America had only to fight on and deliver a campaign proving China was not irresistible. Only then could China be prevented from smoothly becoming the core of the global economy.  As long as China did not achieve that status, Roosevelt believed America could even accept Chinese control of Asia and Africa. Once the conflict between the major powers and China became the world's primary contradiction, they could unite to exhaust Chinese strength, causing it to collapse from internal issues like so many other great powers over the past five hundred years.  Having organized his thoughts, Roosevelt realized another possibility existed. That was...  The door opened silently. Roosevelt saw his old flame enter, wearing a red Santa Claus robe with white fur cuffs and collar. Her bare jade-like feet stepped noiselessly across the carpet. She gave him a charming smile, walked to the window to look at the white snow, then drew the curtains, turned, and untied the robe's belt.  Looking at her honesty, Roosevelt couldn't help but smile. Before she could attend to him, he pulled her close, reflecting on the most dangerous possibility. What Roosevelt could think of, He Rui surely had as well. How would He Rui face such a challenge?  By then, Roosevelt's hand was inside the robe. Her body twisted slightly as if in resistance. Roosevelt felt an impulse—one of both body and mind, and also his judgment.  Conquer her!  While it was Christmas Eve in America, it was morning in China. He Rui walked into the memorial service taking place in the auditorium of Wuhan University. It was for the second son of Zhang Xiluan. The university leadership had known He Rui was inspecting Wuhan and had prepared reports, but they hadn't expected him to attend the service for Zhang's son.  The children and grandchildren of the second branch expected it even less. Back when Zhang Xiluan was alive, he had emphasized at every New Year's gathering that no member of the family was ever to disturb He Rui. Anyone violating this rule would be effectively disowned.  The Zhang family were not fools; they knew that given the relationship between Zhang Xiluan and He Rui, and Zhang's substantial contributions to the government, as long as the descendants didn't "seek death," the door to the core of society would always be open to them.  Zhang's second son, for instance, had lived out his life as an employee of Wuhan University. His descendants, male and female alike, had all—at the family's insistence—graduated high school and been admitted to Wuhan University, completing or currently undergoing higher education. Ensuring every child could receive higher education and possess the ability to serve the state was the true protection Zhang Xiluan had provided for his progeny.  After He Rui finished talking with the University's Party Secretary and President, he came to offer condolences to the family. Zhang's eldest granddaughter stepped forward and said, "Grandpa He, we are deeply grateful that you came despite your busy schedule."  He Rui was born in 1890, Zhang Xiluan in 1843—He Rui was 47 years younger. Yet Zhang had always treated him as a brother and made the family accept this hierarchy. Even though He Rui was only a few years older than this lady, she addressed him as "Grandpa He."  He Rui felt a surge of emotion. "A few days ago, I went to sweep your grandfather's grave. I didn't expect... sigh. Please accept my condolences."  "Thank you," she replied, her eyes already red.  For people of He Rui and Zhang Xiluan's level, many of their bonds differed significantly from those of ordinary people. But in her eyes, He Rui had shown enough profound affection and loyalty.
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**Chapter 867: Cute Stalin (4)**  The cadres of Hubei Province had expected He Rui to say something regarding the funeral of Zhang Xiluan's second son, but to their surprise, he only offered condolences to the Zhang family, chatted for a few moments, and took his leave. In the subsequent inspection meetings, he made no mention of any private matters related to the family. Seeing that He Rui—ordinarily not one for sentiment—could be so humane while strictly keeping personal affairs out of public business left the officials feeling quite relieved.  Hubei, located in Central China, is the "Thoroughfare of Nine Provinces," enjoying the convenience of Yangtze River shipping; its heavy industry had developed quite rapidly. However, after the Hubei Provincial Party Secretary delivered a report on expanding heavy industry and creating a heavy industry center, he found that He Rui made no response at all. The Secretary and the other Hubei leaders were quite taken aback.  Every region in China was vigorously developing industry, and Hubei naturally didn't want to lag behind, hoping for massive investment to leverage its advantages. Whenever He Rui supported a region, he would usually offer a few words of praise.  Now, He Rui was silent, showing no sign of support, which reminded the Hubei officials of rumors regarding a "re-layout of industry." Since the He Rui government took power nationwide, China's industry had focused on satisfying domestic demand. Before the outbreak of World War II, under the influence of the global recession, the Chinese government had borrowed heavily, spending the money on industrial investment and strengthening infrastructure, basic education, and vocational training.  According to news from the State Council, the government was preparing to adjust the entire nation's industrial layout to adapt to the future global configuration. As for exactly how that configuration would affect Chinese industry, there were many theories, with every department having its own view. Amidst the varying interests, the only point of consensus was that the State Council intended to temporarily freeze investment.  If the rumor were true and the Central Government was tightening the purse strings, then all of Hubei's current industrial plans were unlikely to pass. From He Rui's reaction, the officials couldn't help but suspect the rumor was likely true.  The provincial government had expended immense effort on this plan; if it failed, not only would that effort be wasted, but the comrades in Hubei would think their leadership was out of step with the times. For the sake of his own prestige, the Secretary was naturally unwilling to let it slide. He asked, "Chairman, I wonder what your view is on Hubei's status as a transportation and logistics hub?"  When it came to such theoretical questions, He Rui was always interested in a discussion. Moreover, while Hubei's industrial proposal didn't meet his expectations, it did have its merits. He replied, "China is bound to enter an era of 'Dual Circulation.' On one hand is the domestic economic circulation, and on the other is the circulation of international trade and finance. Hubei Province will see great development in both areas."  Hearing this, the Secretary's mind raced. He took a gamble and said, "Chairman, as the Thoroughfare of Nine Provinces, Hubei has a strong desire to improve its transportation..."  This time the answer interested He Rui much more, though the standard of the Hubei comrades was clearly below Li Runshi's. Through his various roles, Li had seen the future direction of the economy and had keenly realized the demographic problems China would face after comprehensive industrialization. The Hubei comrades were still unable to judge the future economy from such a height.  After the Secretary finished describing the transportation plan, he hesitantly raised the most difficult part: "However, massive infrastructure investment requires an ocean of capital. And Hubei doesn't wish to rely solely on Central allocations; we hope these projects can drive Hubei's own industrial development."  This answer satisfied He Rui. In 1942, to understand "using a point to drive a whole area" and using an investment axis to drive industrial development—this level of provincial-level cognition was likely unique in the world. Neither Europe nor America could compare.  But He Rui wasn't satisfied with this level and asked, "Wuhan is a city with a very bright future. I wonder what kind of population growth Hubei expects for it?"  At the mention of population growth, the Hubei leadership looked embarrassed. From 1924 to 1942, less than twenty years into high-speed industrialization, population had become a source of both pain and joy for leaders in industrialized areas.  Ultimately, neither the Secretary nor the Governor asked for He Rui's view on population. It wasn't that they lacked courage, but that the topic was now highly sensitive, almost taking on the flavor of a line struggle. And this struggle wasn't limited to Hubei; every industrial province faced conflicting opinions triggered by their chosen development paths. It had become a problem at the level of the Civilization Party and the Central Government.  Seeing that the Hubei comrades were unwilling to "poke through the window paper," He Rui didn't intend to say much. China's industrialization had been too brief; any definitive statement on such a problem would be inappropriate. Even in the year 2030 of another timeline, where China had rich experience and full understanding of the problems caused by industrial development, the issue of line struggle remained unresolved.  Seeing He Rui appeared unwilling to talk further, the Hubei Governor still wouldn't let it end so abruptly. He mustered his courage and asked, "Chairman, asking for the answer now feels like cheating. But we still hope for your guidance."  The Hubei provincial and government comrades were stunned by such a blunt question. In the eighteen years of national construction under the He Rui government, getting promoted required the ability to understand the leadership's thinking—especially the Center's. More plainly, one had to understand He Rui's policy logic.  For the Governor to ask this way would be viewed as a lack of comprehension.  Just as the other comrades were growing uneasy, the Secretary spoke up: "Chairman, even if we cannot understand it now, we still hope you can point the way, so we may do our best to grasp it."  Seeing both leaders speak thus, the various bureau chiefs had to follow suit. For a moment, there was quite a groundswell.  He Rui didn't really want to explain; even if the direction wasn't something meant to be secret, he still preferred it to be handled by the State Council. But on second thought, the second stage of the world war was nearing completion; talking about it with the Hubei comrades wouldn't affect the broad direction. So he decided to share his view.  "Comrades, urbanization under high-speed industrialization means a comprehensive increase in governance pressure. But population growth is limited after all. I have a question: how many permanent residents do you believe the city of Wuhan will grow to have?"  The Wuhan Municipal Secretary and Mayor were both members of the Provincial Committee; every gaze fell upon the Mayor. He didn't panic, but reflected for a moment before answering, "Wuhan currently has 4 million people; I believe it can reach 6 million."  He Rui shook his head. "In China's era of continuous industrialization, Wuhan's population will peak at around 11 million."  The Hubei leaders' expressions changed; they knew well what a terrifying challenge population posed to social management. Currently, even during wartime with strong social control and a tendency toward harsh sentencing, they still hadn't completely suppressed crime in Wuhan. Especially since the population had nearly doubled in five years—from 2.4 million to 4 million—criminal cases had more than tripled.  Facing the pressure of public order, two opposing views had emerged within the Provincial Committee, which had become new content for conflict within the party and government.  If He Rui's judgment was correct and the population rose from 4 million to 11 million... just thinking about it made the Hubei comrades' heads ache.  He Rui naturally knew their thoughts, having at least heard of the social chaos in China during the 70s through 90s. At that time, because basic education had been completed, the population exploded; though industry was developing, it couldn't provide enough jobs, and industrialization was just starting. Powerful pressure and savage economic growth had made society very chaotic.  Seeing the Hubei comrades looking so troubled, He Rui asked the question he had discussed with Li Runshi: "Comrades, are the people the object of our service, or are they a kind of national resource?"  At this question, the expressions of the Hubei comrades shifted. Some were filled with righteous indignation, some with helplessness, and some with a rapidly rising sense of defiance.  He Rui knew this wasn't just a Hubei problem; he had encountered similar reactions in every province. Productivity development is not only the fundamental driver of society, but also the source of its upheaval.  Sure enough, in his talk with the Hubei comrades, He Rui sensed the internal divide. China's industrialization had proceeded faster than they had imagined, especially the three-year pre-war recession, which had given the comrades a profound understanding of the "economic crisis" described by Marx and Engels.  During the crisis, central and local state-owned enterprises had struggled to survive, bearing a heavy burden for the nation. Meanwhile, the "black-hearted" private capitalists had looked only to their own interests, their methods of making money crossing every line—even to the point of shutting down and firing workers to save themselves.  The contrast had led to a large number of leftists appearing in Hubei and other rapidly industrializing provinces who believed capitalists should be "hanged from lamp posts."  With the full outbreak of World War II and China's liberation of vast colonies, the Chinese economy had exploded through trade and investment with the new nations. Investments that had seemed impossible to recoup during the crisis were suddenly running at full capacity and making a killing. Social capital began flowing into production in massive amounts, again making money from the booming productivity.  Some comrades labeled as "rightists," who hadn't dared to speak during the grim economic times, began weakly suggesting that state funds came from the people's taxes; given the risks of industrial investment, arbitrary state investment would only leave a mess. Social capital, they argued, was indeed a powerful supplement to China's economic development, providing necessary flexibility.  The gap between the left and right in Hubei was growing, as it was in industrial regions across the nation. This divide, along with other contradictions, had led to a kind of "angry talk" within the Party: once the war was won, a final reckoning must occur, perhaps even a life-and-death struggle.  Discussing these issues with a grand strategist and politician like Li Runshi, He Rui could speak freely, but the Hubei comrades were clearly unable to rise to that level. They weren't to be blamed for their lack of vision; they were the generation that graduated in the 20s and entered the workforce. For twenty years, their job had been to complete the tasks handed down by the Center. To win the world war that would decide China's place as the global economic core, these excellent comrades had lacked room for comprehensive development.  They lived in a state of being "Serious, Lively, United, and Tense"—the standard for an ideal team's working state.  United: members respect, help, and cooperate closely with one another toward a common goal. Tense: work is methodical and well-paced, maintaining pressure and efficiency while being flexible to avoid burnout. Serious: a professional attitude, adhering to rules and proper conduct, avoiding unprofessional behavior. Lively: while remaining serious and professional, members maintain a relaxed, positive attitude in daily life and leisure, fostering creativity.  Under the pressure of pursuing this ideal state, the comrades' development had been incomplete. The greatest problem this caused was that they did not identify with other ways of life—ways that were often more mundane, perhaps lower-brow, or could be seen as "unambitious." Therefore, the true significance of this "Left-Right struggle" was far less than imagined.  He Rui knew he couldn't persuade them, because in a sense, he himself was the culprit. To increase China's war strength as quickly as possible, he had been forced to abandon comprehensive development and build an idealized organizational model first.  But he couldn't say that now. Instead, He Rui lowered the level of the question to one appropriate for a provincial department.  "Comrades, let us take Wuhan as an example. How do we want the potential 11 million people of Wuhan to live in this beautiful city? This is nothing more than food, clothing, housing, and transport. And with the first currency revolution complete and the second underway, the people—though still holding agricultural-society concepts—find their way of life inevitably monetized.  In an industrial society, making money is no longer an optional mode of production but the foundation of an industrialized way of life. In the Party School, we have repeatedly taught that the social wealth of an industrial nation is the industrialized way of life of its people, not just materials, goods, precious metals, or cash.  I've looked at the Hubei comrades' proposal; its starting point remains industrial production. While the content regarding improving the people's way of life isn't absent, it is clearly not the primary consideration.  Of course, I don't think there's anything wrong with your plan. For you have already reached the point of consciously recognizing industrial development and striving for it.  However, industrial development itself requires social consumption. And social consumption is not just about production and survival; a large part of it is *living*!  Through this world war, we have built economic cooperation with vast areas of Asia and Africa. For China, these regions are massive consumer and raw material markets. That is, by developing industry, you have achieved a boost in productivity, which will produce an ocean of goods. and those goods can, for a certain time, be absorbed by those markets.  So, who wants to tell me: once domestic profits are earned, what must we consider?"  No one dared to answer immediately. After a short silence, Jiang Ying of the Hubei Development and Reform Commission said loudly, "We must consider the allocation of those funds between continued investment and the people's consumption!"  He Rui had heard of Jiang Ying. "Jiang" was his surname, and "Ying" was the surname of the Qin royal house, the most famous member being Ying Zheng (Qin Shihuang). Jiang Ying was known for his intense personality; when complaining about problems—especially external ones—he loved to say "kill them all!"  Yet such comrades, the more they blustered, the more they tended to think about how to actually solve problems. After all, one couldn't become a deputy head of SASAC through bluntness alone; he had to pass screening.  At least now, Jiang Ying's statement was serious and earnest, if somewhat blunt.  No one had wanted to speak first, but now that Jiang Ying had stuck his neck out, everyone looked to He Rui for his reaction. He Rui nodded. "Our socialist state must practice thrift, and our policy of state land ownership ensures China is fully capable of realizing that.  We start from how we want people to live in the China of fifty years from now: a per-capita living space of 40 square meters, meaning a family living in a house of 177 to 200 square meters. Young people, in the transition after leaving home, would first live in smaller units like apartments. With such a matching line of thought, following the path of development, we can determine how to plan the city.  With such a mindset, we can then consider the planning of supporting facilities like work, education, fitness, and entertainment.  Comrades, until now, our national construction has revolved around production. In future development, industrial growth will remain one of our core tasks—but only one."
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**Chapter 868: Cute Stalin (5)**  January 1, 1943. While the Northern Hemisphere was in the grip of a freezing winter, the Southern Hemisphere was in the heat of midsummer. General MacArthur, Commander of the US Pacific Command, was in no mood to celebrate the New Year. The Pacific Theater headquarters in Melbourne, Australia, had moved into a basement with poor ventilation. The British and American officers in the headquarters had "let themselves go," smoking every tobacco product they could get their hands on.  Recently, the Australian government had provided the headquarters with a batch of tobacco leaves; generals had their orderlies roll cigarettes, while colonels and below rolled their own. The outcome of the campaign held no more suspense, and with Australia being a giant island, these officers had no other thoughts. They were never without a cigarette in hand, filling the basement with a choking smog.  The latest battle reports had reached the headquarters, but the officers—feeling the ground tremble from the bombardment—showed little interest in them.  Watching MacArthur study the map with an indifferent expression, a British lieutenant colonel found an excuse to leave the headquarters. Once outside, he reported the latest situation within the command to Governor General Alexander Hore-Ruthven.  The Governor's residence had not been bombed. Ruthven's secretary reported to him, concluding with the key piece of information: "Your Excellency, MacArthur has not fled."  Ruthven merely nodded, then asked with some irritation, "Has China still not issued a surrender proclamation?"  The secretary shook his head with regret. "Your Excellency, to date, the Chinese side has shown no intention of negotiating."  Learning that China had left them no room for bargaining, Governor Ruthven said bitterly, "It seems those damnable Chinese truly intend to conduct a great massacre!"  The secretary had no answer. Over the past six months, Britain had conscripted every man in Australia between the ages of 16 and 60 and diverted 200,000 troops from New Zealand. These British forces, mixed with American units, formed an army of 1.81 million.  Because the white British colonists in Australia and New Zealand believed the Chinese would conduct a massacre, their will to resist was quite firm. Relying on their massive numbers, resolute spirit, and supplies desperately shipped from America, this British-American Allied force held a defensive line built into the eastern Australian mountains, engaging the Chinese military in grueling combat.  According to British tradition, if Britain were the dominant side, they would have long ago proposed surrender negotiations to their opponent. This practice served two purposes: first, to shake the enemy's resolve; second, to see if a peace faction existed within the enemy ranks. If the peace faction's demands weren't excessive, Britain could make certain compromises to end an expensive war as quickly as possible.  But China hadn't done so. Instead, they had completed the encirclement of the Allied forces and were relentlessly inflicting casualties with heavy ground and air fire.  In six months, this 1.81-million-man force had suffered 500,000 casualties. Mass graves were everywhere in Melbourne and other eastern regions, while hospitals only provided treatment for officers. Wounded soldiers were sent to monasteries to live or die on their own.  Voluntary surrender was certainly impossible; Australia had to fight on for the King. But a consensus had formed within the Governor's office and the senior ranks of the British South Pacific Command: if China sent anyone to negotiate, Ruthven was fully prepared to accept their terms for surrender.  Yet China wouldn't even give Britain that ladder to climb down. To Ruthven, it seemed China was truly bent on a massacre. After a silence, he asked his secretary with some shame, "Are there any reports of mutiny in the units?"  The secretary was stunned and replied hurriedly, "Your Excellency, the units' fighting spirit remains very firm!"  This answer left Ruthven speechless. He felt guilty for his own cowardice, yet also a faint resentment toward the local Australians!  If a mutiny occurred, he could use the inability to quell it as an excuse to take his staff and flee to New Zealand. Since the army still had the will to fight, he couldn't use that move.  Currently, within the frontline defensive positions held by the Australian army, survivors of a round of heavy Chinese attacks returned to the trenches like the walking dead under the command of British officers. They had long grown used to this daily routine: simply clearing the bodies of fallen comrades and sending the wounded to a designated area.  That area had long since become a mass grave. A group would be sent there each day, and the next day those who had died—and some who hadn't—were buried, only for a new batch to be sent.  Those surviving were mostly adults; the elderly couldn't endure the harsh conditions of the trenches and had died off. Hot-blooded youths and teenagers had launched charges and been spent in the attacks.  Through this battlefield selection, the average life expectancy on the Australian front had reached 33 years. These men had varying thoughts, but all had seen British massacres of non-whites and were convinced that if they surrendered, the Chinese would do exactly what the British had done. And with the Chinese lines opposite them so tight, the white Australians dared not attempt a surrender.  Anglican clergy emphasized daily that the Chinese massacred prisoners and that surrendering to "infidels" would affect a Christian's place in the afterlife. If God decided that those who surrendered to heathens lost their ticket to heaven, the men who had held out this long would lose everything!  The Asian Allied Forces opposite them were quite puzzled by the Australian reaction. Because the Japanese had conducted several massacres in Australia and had completed their task of taking Hawaii, the Allied command had agreed to let the Japanese Army withdraw to Japan. Unless the war situation underwent a major shift, the Japanese Army likely wouldn't participate in the conflict again.  Korean units filled the slots left by the Japanese. To the Koreans, the Australians' performance proved they had chosen to fight to the death. In Asian culture, an enemy who chooses to fight to the end must be "uprooted by the roots" (zhan cao chu gen). Thus, the 18 divisions of the six Korean corps newly arrived on the Australian front were undergoing full internal mobilization.  The Asian Allied South Pacific Command had now merged with the Central Pacific Command; Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang were currently formulating the final battle to thoroughly resolve Australia.  The two old comrades had previously argued over whether the Air Force should first support the Solomon Islands or the offensive into Eastern Australia; Zhong had ultimately decided on the Solomons. Looking back, his decision was correct. Having driven the US Navy back to the East Pacific coast, Zhong's initial plan to bleed the US Navy by drawing them into supporting Australia and New Zealand was realized once they retreated.  Throughout December, US maritime transport had been minimal. Zhong and Zheng sat drinking tea, waiting for the data compiled by the staff. At this stage, the Command needed one last piece of clear intelligence: were the ammunition and supplies the US was shipping to the South Pacific going to New Zealand or Australia?  Of course, the defensive capabilities of either would not affect the Chinese military. China's plan included arrangements for the total destruction of the battlefield. Massive quantities of fuel-air explosives (FAE/cloud-burst bombs) had arrived at the front; these had proven their power in Hawaii. They could cover an area of approximately 1,500 square kilometers—roughly the size of the area where the Allied forces were concentrated.  Zheng Silang didn't mention this. He took a sip of tea and remarked with some emotion, "Yifu, I think we might rely more on the Korean units."  Zhong Yifu knew exactly what he meant, as he too was not entirely in favor of such blanket fire coverage. More importantly, He Rui had only approved the ammunition supply and hadn't offered any suggestions on its use.  This gave Zhong the impression that He Rui might not be so supportive of it either. But he didn't dare ask, fearing He Rui might very likely favor using these weapons of mass destruction.  Besides the potential use of FAEs, Zhong's rank allowed him to know about the progress of nuclear weapons development. Thus, he expressed support for Zheng's suggestion: "I too believe the Koreans should have the chance to participate and win their own glory."  These words from two high-ranking military leaders were profoundly significant. At their level, they couldn't speak of the aid to Korea. Yet that aid had been discussed within the party core and the government.  A simple discussion of rewards for merit would have been one thing. But with the government leadership involved, industrial planning was naturally brought into the conversation. Zhong and Zheng then learned of a view held within the party and government: that Japan's excessive development must be restricted through industrial division.  Based on the New Economic Order China wanted to build, it couldn't simply use traditional means to pressure Japan. Industrial policy layout was entirely different from military or political pressure. It was based on comparative advantage; fostering industry in regions with greater comparative advantage was highly persuasive.  Even more brilliantly, China could suggest that Japan invest in certain Korean industries, allowing Japan to earn investment profits.  From a capital operation perspective, China was truly helping Japan find ways to make money. But from an industrial development standpoint, this was using Japanese money to help industries that would compete with Japan.  So Zheng Silang sighed, "Yifu, I don't think I'm cut out for politics. After the war, I think retiring to an old folks' home would be a good choice."  Zhong Yifu gave a bitter smile. "Silang, someone always has to step up and bear the political responsibility."  Hearing this, Zheng immediately thought of the recent results in nuclear research. With the help of massive computer calculations and several tests, China had mastered nuclear miniaturization.  Originally, nuclear weapons required a vast amount of fissile material; the first one had used 24kg of Uranium-235. Now, only a few kilograms were needed to achieve the same yield.  To a soldier, this meant China's nuclear weapons were fully combat-ready. As a Chinese, an instinctive resistance to mass slaughter made Zheng Silang unwilling to bear such a burden.  Seeing Zhong's expression, Zheng was certain he wasn't playing games. He said decisively, "Then it can only be Vice Chairman Li who bears the necessary responsibility."  Zhong was somewhat surprised that Zheng expressed support for Li Runshi succeeding He Rui. But considering the cost of war, he found he truly was willing to make way.  Many political decisions were simply things Zhong Yifu was unwilling to shoulder!
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**Chapter 869: Cute Stalin (6)**  While the officers and men operating the weapons on the battlefield focused on the immediate victory or defeat, those at He Rui's level had to bear responsibility for the policies themselves. He Rui understood the pressure on Zheng Silang and Zhong Yifu and thus did not press them for results.  However, He Rui did not simply sit back and wait for others to bear the burden. On January 2nd, in Jiangning (Nanjing), he met with Kim Gu, President of the Korean Socialist Republic, who was visiting China.  As soon as he saw He Rui, Kim Gu practically beat his chest as he declared, "Chairman, every officer and man in the Korean military is willing to shed their hot blood for the world revolution!"  Not wanting Kim Gu to continue with such bloodthirsty talk, He Rui smiled. "The relationship between China and Korea has a long history. China fully understands Korea's desire to build a beautiful homeland and believes Korea has completely realized that a fair and just international order is the foundation for all nations to develop."  Hearing He Rui's words, Kim Gu felt encouraged and immediately began introducing Korea's developmental achievements over the past decade. The Korean economy had seen sustained growth, with massive state investment in infrastructure and a surge in the educated population.  "Chairman, Korea has reversed its past errors; Chinese language education has been restored exceptionally well. Now, Korea is capable of seamless connection with the Chinese heritage!" Kim Gu said with visible emotion.  This was no joke. The predecessor of the Korean language was a mix of Baekje, Silla, and ancient Goryeo tongues, influenced by the Buyeo language. Modern Korean was "Standard Korean," based on the dialect of the capital, Hanseong (now Seoul).  Hangul, the Korean script, had been created by King Sejong the Great in 1446 and gradually gained influence. After the Japanese annexation of Korea, it suffered significant setbacks. Following the consensus reached between China and Japan on East Asian borders, Korea had gained full independence by 1930.  By 1930, China had already finished its war with Japan in the Northeast, the 1927 Sino-British peace agreement had been signed, and the 1928 Sino-French economic cooperation agreement was proceeding smoothly.  China had once again become the dominant power in East Asia. At least within this region, the Western powers like Britain and France had to respect China fully. Without Chinese permission and cooperation, they had no opportunity for action in East Asia.  The truly independent and restored Korea, having reflected deeply, had once again chosen a policy of following China comprehensively. And the best way to follow China was to express the highest cultural respect. Thus, Korea had exerted all its strength to reinforce Chinese language education.  Economically, the revival of the Chinese language also brought immense practical benefits. Learning Chinese allowed for the direct reading of Chinese literature and data, making the introduction of Chinese technology and equipment simple and easy.  He Rui was not misled by Kim Gu's passionate and sincere attitude. Historically, everything Korea did was not for China, but for Korean interests. Now, it was the same.  However, even while pursuing Korean interests, there were differences in the caliber of Korean leaders. While Kim Gu himself might lack certain levels of vision, the Korean elite who regularly came to China for study and training performed reasonably well. They realized that Korea *must* have its own industries.  And having industry was not enough. Given Korea's national strength, even if they built industries at the cost of everything else, they would easily be crushed by foreign competition. To sustain industrial development, Korea had to integrate its industry into China's system. At least, Korea had to become a part of China's industrial planning. As long as China permitted Korea to handle certain industries, those Korean sectors could develop.  To win such an opportunity, the Korean leadership believed they had to demonstrate a "shared fate" with China in the world war. Thus, Kim Gu's purpose on this trip was not to request aid, but to assure He Rui that Korea would use its performance on the battlefield to prove its willingness to sacrifice many lives for the cause of China's global economic leadership!  Through his exchange with Kim Gu, He Rui understood the Korean attitude. He finally said, "President Kim, I believe the people of the world will surely remember Korea's contribution."  Hearing that He Rui finally accepted Korea's offer of sacrifice, Kim Gu was overjoyed, even to the point of being moved to tears. "China paid a massive price for Korea's liberation, which the Korean people hold deep in their hearts. This is the third time since the Imjin War of the Ming Dynasty that China has made such a massive sacrifice.  Chairman, now it is finally Korea's turn to sacrifice for China, and for the world liberation led by China. Rest assured, the Korean military is prepared; even if they die in battle, the officers and men will surely descend to the underworld with a smile!"  On the very day the meeting ended, Kim Gu sent a telegram to the Korean forces in Australia. In it, he encouraged the troops to fight bravely and disregard their own lives, to make the white colonizers realize the end of colonialism had arrived!  The commander of the Korean forces in Australia, Yoon Jeong-shin, issued instructions to all units. After listening to the messages from the President and the Commander, Park Bu-seong, commander of the 1096th Division, drew his dagger before his entire division and cut his finger. An adjutant immediately produced a bottle containing freshly drawn rabbit blood.  In Australia, rabbits truly were everywhere. Korean units often used hunting rabbits as part of their daily training, which provided both marksmanship practice and a meat supply.  The blood of General Park, mixed with the rabbit blood, allowed a hundred-word blood letter requesting battle to be written in a single go. Every character was a deep, rich red, with no shortage of "ink."  With Park leading the way, every Korean division felt this was an excellent method. One blood letter after another was delivered to the South Pacific Theater Command. Seeing this, Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang looked at each other with bitter smiles.  The intelligence analysis was now complete. Since Chinese submarine units posed an extreme threat to shipping between Australia and New Zealand, it could be assumed that material transport between the two was essentially zero.  Of the supplies the US sent, 60% had gone to New Zealand to strengthen the defenses of that island. Thus, while the combined British and American forces in Australia were numerous, their logistics were near the point of exhaustion.  Zheng Silang knew there was no longer any reason to refuse launching the final campaign. He said to Zhong Yifu, "Based on the situation before us, let's simply order the units to attack."  Zhong knew Zheng didn't want to use massive quantities of fuel-air explosives (FAE) to "wash" the entire front. Once those bombs were used, the Allied forces on the front would have no possibility other than total annihilation.  All humans possess compassion. Even career soldiers cannot be without it.  Or rather, precisely because they were professionals, soldiers who had crossed between life and death understood the necessity of compassion all the more. If a soldier only understood killing, he would be no different from a beast. The Chinese National Defense Force differed from other armies in Chinese history because it was a people's army, possessing the high moral standard of Chinese culture.  Zhong Yifu replied, "I agree with your view. This time, we won't conduct a full-scale fire destruction. Once we've suppressed the enemy artillery, we'll begin the infantry assault."  The staff office of a modern military was not a place for idle work. Every day, the staff officers formulated various operational plans to meet needs under different combat conditions.  With the two commanders' decision, the headquarters immediately identified an operational plan that met their requirements from the staff's archives. After adjustments based on the current situation, the plan was issued to all units.  Despite the distance, the Allied forces opposite them sensed a subtle difference in the massive troop realignments. Although they didn't know exactly what the Chinese were doing, they felt a grave threat.  Word immediately reached the headquarters in Melbourne. While the British officers there were tense, they felt a strange sense of relief as well. After six months of devastation, their mindset no longer contained any consideration of victory. Compared to sustained torment, a final end was not necessarily a bad outcome.  With this attitude, the British officers attending the military meeting were in high spirits, some even displaying twisted, joyful smiles.  General MacArthur, the Allied commander, looked at the British officers with displeasure but did not voice it. He had long since realized victory was impossible and had understood over the past months that China intended to exhaust Anglo-American long-range deployment capabilities, which was why they hadn't launched a strategic offensive.  Not long ago, MacArthur had received a telegram from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It stated that a large number of new US Navy vessels had formally entered service, and the Navy was preparing a massive transport operation.  Thus, MacArthur strongly doubted whether China truly intended to end the South Pacific war completely. If pressure continued on Australia and New Zealand, the Roosevelt administration would be forced to send troops as a gesture. If they truly abandoned the American GIs in the South Pacific, the administration would likely fall.  Since neither the British nor American officers took defeat seriously, the meeting's atmosphere was actually decent. MacArthur's demands for a rigid defense were met with outward, total support from all sides.  The meeting seemed destined to end with everyone going through the motions before returning to their own duties. Just before it concluded, a communications officer delivered a telegram from Washington, ordering MacArthur to proceed immediately to New Zealand to command the defense there.  Before the fall of the Philippines the previous year, the Roosevelt administration had ordered MacArthur to leave the islands for Australia to continue the fight. This order was much the same. Ultimately, Washington did not want an officer of his rank to be captured or killed in action. To avoid the loss of face, they had made this decision.  MacArthur had long considered this possibility. His pride made him reluctant to evacuate. Retreating to New Zealand wouldn't change the island's inevitable fall. Eventually, he would have to retreat from New Zealand to South America, and from there back to the US mainland. Given Chinese control of the sea lanes, only the South Pacific Command staff would be able to return home.  And returning home would bring MacArthur no benefit. After suffering such horrific losses, he as commander would have to bear the responsibility. Even if he avoided a court-martial, his reputation would be ruined.  So MacArthur's eyebrows rose, and he shouted, "I cannot understand what Washington is trying to do!"  Hardly had he spoken when Major General Robert of the British forces replied calmly, "General MacArthur, I believe Washington's order is very sensible. You will surely be able to play a greater role by commanding the war from New Zealand."  With Robert leading the way, the other British officers followed suit, praising Washington's view as correct.  MacArthur looked at the British officers, seeing sincerity in their eyes—which he found farcical. The British idea was simple: as long as MacArthur fled to New Zealand first, the British could proactively surrender. As long as MacArthur remained in Melbourne, the US forces could continue fighting without being hindered by the British. In that case, a British surrender would likely be seen as a fake one.  "Hmph!" MacArthur snorted, rose, and left the meeting room without another word.
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**Chapter 870: Cute Stalin (7)**  On the morning of January 4, 1943, the Chinese military conducted only a single preparatory artillery barrage before its armored units began driving deep into the British and American positions along paths cleared by the sustained fire.  The tracks of Type 59 tanks crunched over shattered trenches, piercing the British lines. Inside the armored personnel carriers (APCs), the dim yellow lighting flickered as the officers and men gripped their weapons, waiting in the jolting vehicles for the order to charge.  Accompanying the first wave were several photographers—strapping young men who rode in various APCs, ready to record the fierce combat.  Finally, the order came over the vehicle radios: "Attack!"  The APCs skidded to a halt, and their rear doors swung open. Bright sunlight poured in as the infantry surged out with weapons ready. The photographers leaped from their respective carriers, cameras balanced on their shoulders.  However, the expected roar of massed gunfire did not materialize on the positions. While the rumble of distant explosions could be heard, they were far from the APCs. The photographers followed behind the soldiers, only to find them not moving with the practiced tactical maneuvers of their training, but lingering near the vehicle exits as if stunned by what they saw.  Adjusting their cameras, the photographers saw several white flags appearing in their lenses. The flags were being waved gently, a clear sign of goodwill.  The photographers tilted their heads for a better look, and the scene became clearer: the nearby British troops were not resisting, but were hoisting white flags.  Thinking he might have misunderstood, one photographer climbed the ladder on the side of an infantry fighting vehicle (IFV) to stand on the roof. From that height, he could see much further. As far as the eye could see, white flags were fluttering across the British positions. There were so many that the photographer couldn't even estimate how many units had chosen to surrender.  With no other choice, the photographers faithfully carried out their duty, filming the scene from every angle. At their elevated positions, they were easy targets, yet they remained completely safe. Seeing the cameras, several British officers even walked out of their trenches, preceded by subordinates carrying white flags.  Approaching a Chinese tank, a British officer asked bluntly, "Excuse me, does China currently recognize the Vienna Convention?"  "Of course!" a Major and battalion commander replied, stepping down from his IFV.  Hearing this, the British officers visibly relaxed. They continued, "Before surrendering, we require a guarantee from the Chinese military that the surrendering officers and men will receive treatment in accordance with the Vienna Convention."  The Chinese Major was also a bit dazed. Although he knew the British had zero chance of victory, he hadn't expected them to surrender so thoroughly. Especially with the white flags everywhere—it wasn't just battalion-level units that had prepared them; companies and even platoons had done so in advance.  Witnessing such a shameless display, the Major felt an impulse to draw his pistol and shoot the lot of them. But NDF discipline was deep-seated; he suppressed his rage and said in a heavy tone, "Follow our orders and hand over your weapons. We will grant you POW status in accordance with the Geneva Convention."  A few British units did continue to fight, but compared to those who surrendered, this handful was negligible.  Meanwhile, along the hundreds of kilometers of the front where the Korean units were leading the assault, the sound of gunfire was deafening. Once the Type 59 tanks broke through the lines, the US Army immediately abandoned its positions and began fleeing toward the rear.  The US Army had expanded rapidly after 1938; in 1930, it had numbered fewer than 200,000 men. Compared to the British, the US Army could be said to have no military tradition at all.  Given that the US forces were also short on ammunition, the task of attacking them had been assigned to the Korean military. However, the Command hadn't expected the Americans to simply abandon the British and desert their posts as soon as the battle began.  The Korean 6th Army was forced to give chase. The Americans on their two legs were no match for tracked vehicles. The Korean troops, lacking extensive war experience, assumed the white men were planning some sort of counter-strike. Machine gunners on the APCs fired relentlessly at the backs of the fleeing Americans, mowing them down row by row.  Realizing they couldn't escape, the US troops dove into trenches to begin a counter-attack. While an IFV couldn't withstand a heavy shell, small-arms fire against its armor was merely an "itch." Ducking behind their shields, the Korean gunners fired fiercely, pinning down the resisting Americans.  Under the cover of machine-gun fire, the rear doors of the APCs opened and the Korean infantry leaped out. Following their training, they advanced along the American trenches under the suppressive fire.  More APCs poured through the gaps opened by the lead vehicles, striking deeper. Before long, several kilometers of positions were completely breached. A portion of the Korean APCs drove deeper to hunt for American artillery batteries and seize key transport nodes to cut off the retreat. Other assault units expanded to the flanks to help further groups sever the American lines.  The Asian Allied offensive was a textbook display of fluidity, while the British and Americans chose, each in their own way, to abandon their allies.  Upon receiving the news at headquarters, Zheng Silang and Zhong Yifu both breathed sighs of relief, seeing the same sense of release in each other's eyes. If they had used high-intensity fire coverage, who knows how many more would have died.  By January 8th, combat across Australia had essentially ceased. The Asian Allied Forces announced to the world that they had captured over a million British and American troops. The Australia campaign was over.  The news spread rapidly. Most Allied members were not surprised, but felt a heavy pressure. Now, only the colony of New Zealand remained in the Pacific, and it likely wouldn't hold for long. Once China took New Zealand, the Pacific campaign would be over. By then, the powerful Chinese military would be able to deploy even more force toward Africa and Europe.  While the Central Committee of the CPSU sent a congratulatory telegram, no joy could be seen in their high-level meetings. From Stalin down, the leadership looked visibly pressured.  Stalin said nothing about the Chinese victory but instead emphasized the latest compiled battle reports: "According to the General Staff, in the period from November 16, 1941, to December 5th alone, the Germans suffered over 155,000 casualties near Moscow and lost approximately 800 tanks, 300 guns, and nearly 1,500 aircraft. The German invaders have suffered a heavy blow and lost the capacity for continued operations. Now it is our turn to annihilate them! Every unit must fight bravely to recover our territory and drive the German invaders from Soviet soil!"  Such an order wasn't strange; Stalin's greatest wish now was to rapidly annihilate the Germans and retake the prime regions of the Western USSR. Those areas produced over half of the Soviet Union's steel and coal. Furthermore, a massive natural gas field had been discovered in the lands seized by the USSR under the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact.  Currently short on electricity, the USSR could use that gas to power its plants. Before the war, they had just finished a pipeline from the field to Lviv, but the Germans had seized it before it could be used!  The core of the Politburo shared Stalin's view. Yet these leaders didn't voice their opinions immediately, fearing they might be seen as stealing Stalin's thunder. Moreover, the Red Army had raised some differing opinions, leading the core members to exercise a bit of caution regarding the current vigorous counter-attack.  After all, the General Staff had submitted not only the German losses but also the Soviet ones. From the figures, Red Army losses were even higher than the Wehrmacht's.  This was despite the Red Army having used fortifications to deal the Germans heavy blows, and then counter-attacking from a well-supplied Moscow. Theoretically, Soviet losses should have been lower.  Stalin didn't dwell on that but switched to domestic disciplinary matters: "Those officials and cadres who fled Moscow in late October must be severely punished."  The Central Committee agreed. On October 16, 1942, the State Defense Committee had passed a resolution on "evacuating the residents of the Soviet capital." Many had interpreted this as Moscow being handed to the Germans. Chaos ensued: the metro closed, trams stopped. Some CPSU officials were the first to flee in panic.  According to a KGB investigation: "On the first day, 779 leading cadres fled the capital, carrying money and valuables worth 25 million Rubles; they also used 100 cars and trucks to transport their families."  Seeing their leaders flee, ordinary citizens also packed up and tried to leave. For three days, the roads out of the city were packed. But once Moscow was placed under siege on October 20th, the mass flight ceased.  Now that the battle had reached the stage of a general counter-attack, Russian tradition dictated that to boost morale, these cadres must be punished severely.  Seeing this approved, Stalin raised another matter, looking at Bukharin, editor of *Pravda*: "Comrade Bukharin, *Pravda* must counter the Western slanders. Use data to prove that the winter of 1942 was not the coldest in Russian history, as the Western media claims."  Bukharin nodded immediately, a look of righteous indignation on his face. Western media, seeking to disparage the Red Army, had described the 1942 winter as the coldest on record, claiming the Wehrmacht failed only because they weren't adapted to it. In truth, that winter wasn't exceptionally cold, just average.  The truly frigid days had only occurred during the Red Army's counter-attack; during the defense of Moscow, temperatures had actually been a degree or two higher than normal.  Against the Western media's smears, Bukharin was determined to strike back!  Seeing his resolve, Stalin finally raised the new issue: "The counter-offensive must be even more thorough!"  Once again, the room fell into silence.
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**Chapter 871: Cute Stalin (8)**  Whenever the specific details of the counter-offensive were raised, no one in the CPSU leadership voiced any disagreement with Stalin's views. From the perspective of expelling the invaders or retaking the prime western regions, Stalin held absolute political correctness.  However, as the fighting progressed, more and more members of the top leadership grew uneasy at the horrific losses on the front. Retaking a piece of territory allowed the Soviet Union to utilize its minerals, grain, and manpower, but the cost of doing so was so immense that many felt the gain was not worth the loss.  Many waited for Kirov to speak, yet he consistently avoided the issue. It wasn't that he believed the counter-offensive was flawless; on the contrary, he saw all its problems clearly. It was precisely because he identified the military issues that he was reluctant to trigger a political conflict by voicing opposition.  Months ago, Kirov had argued with Stalin over whether to adopt the Soviet-German war strategy suggested by He Rui. From that debate, Kirov had determined that Stalin was not entirely ignorant of modern warfare; his comprehension of basic issues was sound.  However, as the nation's supreme leader, the perspective from his level was vastly different from those below. Stalin certainly knew that defeats would continue in the latter half of 1942; during the period of rapid German advance, the USSR was simply unprepared to implement He Rui's plan. Suddenly changing the strategic layout would only have caused internal chaos, leaving no one responsible for the subsequent failures.  Without a clear mechanism of responsibility, Stalin would have been unable to use his power to punish incompetent generals, and his power base would have been shaken.  Therefore, the Soviet Union had eventually adopted the Chinese military advice, but the process could not be at the cost of Stalin's authority. The current CPSU operational model was centered on Stalin's absolute leadership. In a sense, Stalin himself was a subordinate to this model, rather than its master.  Kirov's consistent refusal to mention any suggestion that might damage Stalin's prestige was born not of cowardice, but of political responsibility. Stalin was a hostage to the "Stalinist model"—this was something one could think about, recognize, and understand, but never discuss. Once raised, it could shake the very foundations of the state.  Since Kirov remained silent, Stalin met no opposition. Yet various commissioners, when discussing the provision of men and equipment, subtly expressed their dissatisfaction with the immense consumption at the front.  Stalin did not flare up at this dissatisfaction. Whenever politics or economics were discussed, he remained generally reliable. It was only when discussing purely military matters that he displayed that natural state where everything must develop according to his expectations—a state that overlapped significantly with that of a "cute" young child.  The defense of Moscow was over, and the general counter-offensive had begun. The advancing units could no longer rely on the railway network around the capital for supplies and were highly dissatisfied with the logistics department.  Kirov noticed the People's Commissar for the Tank Industry, Vyacheslav Alexandrovich Malyshev, looking his way and gave a slight nod. With that signal, Colonel General Malyshev produced his proposal and said confidently, "Comrade General Secretary, our technical trials along the Trans-Siberian Railway have fully achieved their objectives. Full implementation of the new technology will significantly enhance transport efficiency."  Malyshev's work was outstanding, and the leadership felt a sense of relief hearing him say "achieved objectives." Malyshev was not exaggerating; he described the two automated scheduling centers recently established on the Trans-Siberian using vacuum-tube computers.  Previously, Soviet railway management relied on massive amounts of manpower, supplemented by Cheka personnel tasked with preventing sabotage and ensuring operation. With the computers, a portion of the signals from locomotives and rolling stock was transmitted directly to the calculation centers, where the machines' automated processing took over.  This trial effectively provided the Soviet railways with a dual management system. Humans make mistakes; machines suffer only from malfunctions or human operational errors. The computer's automated control saved vast amounts of labor and possessed high accuracy.  Previously, when a train was delayed, rescheduling the entire line required many people and much time. The new method relied on the computer's high-speed processing; over the past month, the test sites had rapidly handled over a thousand schedule adjustments caused by delays. The Soviets had only needed to add fewer than 400 staff members. The results were indeed brilliant.  Furthermore, the system didn't just solve delays; through the management system, the railway department had immediately discovered hundreds of instances of delayed or erroneous dispatches that hadn't been reported. In the past, resolving these would have required countless calls and telegrams, and sending investigators to the site.  With computers involved and the use of standard signals from various regions, the machines could process the data independently. Errors were discovered instantly, incorrect dispatches identified, and schedules rewritten. The problem was largely resolved.  Once Malyshev finished, some members of the Central Committee asked with dark faces, "Have the personnel responsible for the incorrect dispatches been punished?"  This question was quintessentially Russian. Too many things, when not weighed, seem insignificant; once placed on the scale, even a thousand pounds isn't enough.  There was a joke in the USSR—and not a funny one—that if you wanted to ruin a man, you put him in charge of the railways. No matter how capable or dutiful he was, after a year his reputation would be ruined and everyone would call for his head.  Scheduling errors were common in the Soviet railway system. Before Malyshev raised the issue, the leadership had looked the other way. But now that he had, it was another matter entirely. If a severe punishment wasn't handed out, how could the CPSU prove it was still in charge of everything?  Malyshev knew he was being put on the spot. By creating the new system, he had inevitably offended those within the railway system. Those people, while cursed at, all had backers. Punishing them would surely invite a counter-strike from those behind them.  It wasn't that Malyshev felt bad for the erring railway workers. It was wartime, and the railways were a quasi-military unit under military law. Firing squads for errors were no problem. But Malyshev's technical progress was intended to solve problems, not create more contradictions. The priority was better cooperation with the railways, not a condescending punishment of personnel.  The other departments had backers, but Malyshev was not alone; he looked toward Kirov. Kirov supported the new technology and thus had to support its spread. Sure enough, Kirov spoke up, his face grave and his tone steady: "Comrades, at this stage, the most important issue is winning the war! Everything for the war!  Regarding the logistics crunch, the only solution is to strengthen railway transport and bring the entire Trans-Siberian to full capacity as quickly as possible. The technical hurdles we previously encountered have been solved through our breakthrough in vacuum-tube computing. We must now bring this new technology into operation across a wider area as rapidly as possible. Any action that hinders its spread is harmful."  Hearing Kirov speak thus, those leaders with close ties to the railways breathed a sigh of relief. They had been nervous moments ago; wartime military law was no joke. Kirov's address indicated an attitude of not using the issue as a pretext—at least, he wouldn't make things difficult for them.  But Kirov was not a man of unconditional leniency. He continued: "However, any practice that obstructs the implementation of new technology will severely damage our efficiency in winning the war. For such actions, we shall show no mercy."  This threat was necessary, for Kirov knew the interests of each department were complex. Adopting new technology meant departmental authority would be affected. Every department naturally seeks to expand its own powers; without such a requirement, who knows what trouble the railway department might stir up. Kirov had to lay down the law first.  The top leadership wasn't about to hinder technical progress over a minor railway issue. Since Kirov didn't intend to start trouble and pointed out the direction, they accepted his view.  Seeing Kirov handle the matter well, Stalin added, "The computer breakthrough has greatly enhanced our management capacity. According to the statistics department, the application of computers in the national economy far exceeds their use in the military. Therefore, I believe it is necessary to establish the People's Commissariat for the Computer Industry to handle computer R&D and application."  Hearing of a new post, the leadership grew excited. A new department meant immense political and economic interests. Take Malyshev, for example: the USSR hadn't originally had a Commissariat for the Tank Industry, but since its creation, Malyshev had done well, and it now effectively dominated Soviet military production.  Once established, the Computer Industry Commissariat would surely become a vital department. Many were eager to lead this clearly long-term organization.  Stalin, intending to boost Kirov's standing, asked, "Comrade Kirov, what kind of authority do you believe the Computer Industry Commissariat should have?"  Since returning to Moscow, Kirov had resumed oversight of national economic work and was very optimistic after encountering the computers. Seeing Stalin let him set the tone, Kirov kept it brief: "Previously, our economic work was limited by the speed of data transmission and processing; often, we could only perform very limited calculations. In responding to problems, we couldn't consider everything comprehensively. This wasn't due to a lack of effort, but because the workload was too vast and the responsibility too heavy. We relied more on experience and personal judgment.  Computers cannot replace humans in making judgments, but they can process vast amounts of data and pre-calculate numerous models for various possibilities. This provides more comprehensive data support for policy formulation and execution.  Therefore, I believe the core work of the Commissariat should be the R&D of computer technology and applications. Every department, in its work, should utilize the data and plans provided by the computers.  We cannot let the computers control our judgment, but neither should we make judgments in the absence of data. The task of the Computer Industry Commissariat is mutual cooperation to comprehensively enhance the capacity and standard of government management."  Kirov's view was restrained and modest, very much in his style. The Central Committee members didn't fully believe his description, but they believed his attitude.  After all, in the development of the USSR, many departments were established to make the nation run more efficiently. But as situations changed and departments grew, those that were initially service-oriented had greatly expanded their authority to become leadership organs.  The KGB was an excellent example. It was the successor to Dzerzhinsky's "Cheka" and Stalin's NKVD.  The Cheka and NKVD were originally for economics and protection; who could have imagined that as the economy developed, the KGB would handle all sorts of troublesome tasks and thus expand its purview? By early 1942, before the war, its primary personnel were actually working on anti-smuggling and anti-trafficking. Even the social support issues for unwed mothers, being too troublesome, had been handed to a powerful organization like the KGB to manage.  Currently, the Computer Industry Commissariat looked like a service department, but it would likely fall under Kirov's management. With such powerful backing, and given the tradition of service departments, the members felt it would inevitably become a powerful organ in the future.  Stalin knew this too. Seeing Kirov's comprehensive briefing and clear logic, he proposed that Kirov oversee the preparations for the new Commissariat.  Stalin's NKVD was a "service department" that cooperated with every other Soviet department; knowing the history of such organs, the Committee members naturally raised no objections—especially since Kirov had said the new Commissariat would cooperate with everyone.  Kirov, at least, worked through policy and statistics, making him far more moderate than the NKVD. To oppose his moderate approach might well invite a "heart-to-heart" talk from the NKVD.  The meeting was largely one of good news. Afterward, Kirov held a working session with Commissioner Malyshev. Malyshev was considered a genius manager of military industry; there was a saying that his brain held all the data of the Soviet economy and could allocate it with precision.  In this meeting, Malyshev didn't discuss his own abilities but gave a high evaluation of the computers. "Comrade Kirov, your view on computer application is profound. The greatest role of the computer is not to replace humans, but to help those who previously lacked the capacity to formulate or understand plans to gain the necessary ability and cognition."  As this was a working meeting rather than one for setting development directions, Malyshev was very blunt.  Kirov understood his point and remarked with emotion, "Commissioner Malyshev, when do you think China developed the computer?"  Malyshev had already considered this. "I believe it was no later than 1930. By then, the Chinese government already possessed vacuum-tube production technology."  Kirov nodded. "How much do you think the computer aided China's rapid development?"  Malyshev shook his head. "Comrade Kirov, I cannot make that judgment. He Rui's influence on Chinese politics, economics, and industry is too great to be measured by ordinary standards."  "Then give me your intuition." Kirov still wanted more perspectives. Malyshev was right: only by removing the He Rui variable from China could one see a "normal" development path. And a China on that path would still be a nation suppressed by the Great Powers, never one of the strongest in the world.  After reflecting, Malyshev replied, "The most singular aspect of Chinese industrial development is the appearance of entirely new electronics, chemical, and aviation technical... sectors. These sectors exploded after 1926, and they required China to possess a massive number of skilled engineers with good technical accumulation. Yet China clearly lacked those conditions in 1926."  Kirov noticed Malyshev's brief pause, replacing "technology" with "sectors" (chan ye). This small shift told Kirov that Malyshev's economic thinking had already been heavily influenced by China's unique Marxist economic theory.  However, Malyshev's next point shifted Kirov's attention back to Chinese industry. Kirov asked, "You believe China was already relying on computers to assist its industrial development back then?"  "Yes," Malyshev said firmly.  Kirov was shocked. Before seeing the computer, he hadn't found China's development strange—it seemed quite rational. Since the full Sino-French cooperation of 1928, China had bought massive technology from France and added its own huge investment, roughly $10 billion worth in industry.  Soviet industrial development had only invested the equivalent of $2 billion. With five times the investment, China naturally had more results.  But thinking of China's computer development, Kirov saw another world. China's investment not only far exceeded the USSR's, but the "quality" of its industrial growth surpassed it even more.  China's industrial development had far more depth and power than Kirov had previously imagined!
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**Chapter 872: Cute Stalin (9)**  Kirov hadn't originally intended to praise China, as the most important thing for the Soviet Union at this stage was stability; the introduction of a more advanced model could potentially disrupt that stability. However, his working meeting with Malyshev necessitated a discussion of China's advanced state. If not for the urgent need to enhance the Soviet Union's own strength, Kirov would have been reluctant to do so.  Malyshev's professional perspective on China offered Kirov significant insights. After some reflection, Kirov asked, "Comrade Commissioner, do you believe Chinese vacuum-tube computers were put into large-scale practical use as early as 1926 rather than 1928?"  Malyshev answered without hesitation, "Yes. Developing vacuum-tube computers takes time, and I do not believe China would provide us with their most advanced technology. The tech we received is likely two to four years behind theirs. Judging by what we have, China has already accumulated a vast number of calculation models. Establishing these models requires a massive amount of specialized mathematical talent. According to our Academy of Sciences, completing these models would take around 3,000 scientists over ten years of research and accumulation. By calculation, China must have begun its research into computer applications by 1926.  This also aligns with our assessment of China's technical personnel numbers. Their scientific system construction began in the Northeast in 1916; by 1924, China was graduating around 40,000 university students annually. These graduates would need two to five years of work experience to shoulder the burden of industry R&D. China only began large-scale cooperation with France in 1928. This overlap in timing creates the illusion that Chinese development is entirely based on French technology.  If we assume China began large-scale use of computers for assisted calculation in 1926, we find a logical explanation for their current technological level. Industrial development in all nations is built step-by-step on accumulated data—it is true for us, and for the West.  As you said, Commissioner Kirov, computers effectively help decision-makers obtain solutions based on massive data. China must have utilized the vast amounts of data provided by computers to derive and execute more valuable plans. This is what allowed China to achieve its current results in such a short time."  The more Kirov heard, the more surprised he became. He had made his judgment based on personal experience, while Malyshev was analyzing the application and results from the perspective of an implementation specialist.  The expert analysis not only gave Kirov a sense of enlightenment but provided a more solid foundation for his vision of future reforms to the Stalinist system.  Kirov had long been convinced that he must transform Stalin's autocratic model. Yet the greatest benefit of that model was its ability to solve problems effectively. If Kirov changed it only to lower national efficiency, it would be better not to reform at all.  If computer assistance could provide more precise data and effective solutions, Kirov could adopt more moderate means to manage the nation once he received power from Stalin.  After a moment's thought, Kirov set aside the unanswered questions and raised another matter: "Commissioner Malyshev, what is your evaluation of *On Protracted War*?"  Though he didn't say it publicly, Kirov was seriously studying Li Runshi's *On Protracted War*, trying to understand his strategic views. He hoped the people he chose would also have a deep understanding of it.  Malyshev decided to align himself with Kirov and answered the tricky question truthfully: "Commissioner Kirov, I believe *On Protracted War* is a strategically highly condensed paper. Its core is sound, but in execution, effectively judging which operational model to use places extremely high demands on the command structure.  Given the current situation, many of the tactics in *On Protracted War* are not suited for the Russian winter. Our tactics, though monotonous, are relatively effective. Rapidly enhancing our tactical capability will take time, and we currently lack the time to build more complete training models."  After hearing Malyshev's evaluation, Kirov decided he was an outstanding talent who had to be brought into his circle. He then asked Malyshev for his views on personnel for the Computer Industry Commissariat. Malyshev, recognizing the opportunity, immediately recommended several people. He also made a request: "Commissioner Kirov, I believe the members of the Computer Industry Commissariat should engage in full exchange with the personnel of the Tank Industry Commissariat."  Kirov nodded. Full exchange was beneficial for training, but from a Soviet political perspective, it meant that once the war ended and military production was scaled back, members of the Tank Industry Commissariat could transition seamlessly into the Computer Industry Commissariat.  Only if Kirov guaranteed the future of the tank industry comrades would they be loyal to him. Kirov had already decided to take the Tank Industry Commissariat—responsible for all Soviet military production—under his wing.  For now, Kirov could only build his team one supporter at a time. Therefore, he offered no views on Stalin's policy execution.  Stalin, meanwhile, was constantly making demands of the General Staff. Ignoring troop density and logistics, several encirclements had been completed on paper. Furthermore, the Germans were also facing logistical difficulties and severe damage to their combat effectiveness from the prolonged fighting. Thus, during this period of direct command, Stalin was hearing a constant stream of good news. This greatly increased his confidence in himself and his trusted old comrades.  On January 8, 1943, Stalin finally received the news he had long awaited: the encirclement of the German 16th Army had been realized. The participating Soviet forces included the Northwestern Front (11th and 34th Armies) and the Kalinin Front (3rd and 4th Shock Armies). The two fronts totaled approximately 230,000 men, equipped with over 300 tanks and 1,000 guns.  The encircled German 16th Army numbered about 120,000—roughly half the size of the encircling Soviet force. Furthermore, the Red Army had destroyed the railway lines the Germans relied on, leaving their logistics severely depleted.  Stalin was overjoyed. Annihilating 120,000 Germans would provide a massive boost to Red Army morale. Moreover, with the Wehrmacht under heavy pressure along the entire front, they couldn't possibly spare enough units to relieve the 16th Army.  But the General Staff was not so optimistic. This was the largest German concentration trapped in an encirclement since the start of the war. The Soviets were far from prepared to handle so many Germans and found it psychologically difficult to accept all at once. To devour such a powerful force in one go was, in their eyes, impossible.  The elite Germans in the pocket were not like the raw recruits the Soviets often threw into battle. They were highly trained, battle-hardened veterans, including about 20,000 tenacious SS troops wearing winter gear recently sent from the Riga station—most of it stripped from Jews. With ample communication equipment, the Germans could effectively direct these units to conduct stubborn resistance from strongpoints, avoiding the rapid disintegration the Soviets suffered when their communications were cut. Moreover, the Soviets lacked the capability for further flanking and infiltration, especially lacking sufficient armored groups to split and annihilate the Germans.  But Stalin gave the General Staff no choice, ordering Zhukov—who was commanding operations in the north—"Resolutely annihilate the encircled German forces!"  After sending the telegram, Stalin felt highly displeased. This battle proved Zhukov's ability. Initially, Zhukov had ordered airborne drops, but they had performed poorly due to logistical failures, improper command, and a lack of heavy weapons.  Yet on January 1st, the Red Army had committed airborne units deep into the German positions to disrupt their defense. The 2nd Guards Rifle Corps, attacking from Staraya Russa, had driven deep into the nearly undefended German rear, encircling about 5,000 Germans. While those Germans were surrounded at Kholm, a larger encirclement was forming.  At the time, the Germans had reinforced their defense with four reserve divisions, stalling the Soviet advance. On January 5th, another fresh Soviet unit—the 1st Guards Rifle Corps attacking from the north toward Ramushevo—linked up with the 42nd Rifle Brigade of the 34th Army from the south, north of Zaluchye. Behind them, the German II Corps (under General von Brockdorff-Ahlefeldt) and part of General Hansen's X Corps were trapped in a pocket near Demyansk about 60 kilometers long and 30 kilometers wide. In this campaign, the Soviets advanced over 250 kilometers toward Vitebsk, bypassing the Demyansk group of the 16th Army from the south. Approximately 120,000 men of the German 16th Army's II and X Corps were surrounded in the Demyansk region.  This series of interlocking encirclements had been proposed by Stalin and resisted by the General Staff. Now Stalin hoped Zhukov would fight this battle well to boost morale. Annihilating 120,000 Germans meant the Red Army could annihilate even more.  The Germans naturally did not want their heavy concentration destroyed. On January 9th, Manstein, former Chief of Staff of Army Group South, was ordered to the north to take direct command of the encircled 16th Army.  As soon as he reached headquarters, Manstein began reviewing the reports. They showed that the Red Army was using a model of continuously committing troops into the offensive to maintain the encirclement. This resulted in a very "dynamic" ring; a road surrounded today might not be tomorrow.  The Soviets were unable to maintain a "ring of steel," which reassured Manstein. However, this dynamic nature was because the Germans were constantly engaging the Soviets and defeating their units, forcing the Red Army to constantly replace the encircling forces. Once the Wehrmacht lost the ability to continuously defeat the Soviets in winter, the dynamic ring would quickly become a solid one.  Having identified the cause of the situation, Manstein immediately investigated which German units were capable of dealing the Red Army heavy blows. This was easy to determine: the 16th Army currently comprised the II and VI Infantry Corps, including the 12th, 30th, 32nd, 123rd, and 290th Infantry Divisions, the SS "Totenkopf" Motorized Division, "Eicke" Group, and "Arko" Group, with a total strength of about 120,000.  To Manstein's surprise, among the units capable of sustained combat in the freezing northern Soviet Union, the Waffen-SS ranked at the very top.  At the mention of the SS, Manstein furrowed his brow. He had dealt with them during the Polish campaign. Back then, they had the courage for war, but they preferred murdering civilians and Jews. Those actions satisfied the racial ideology they had been fed.  Nazi Germany's political philosophy was built on racism, with Germans as the superior race. Slavs like the Poles were inferior, and Jews even more so.  The Waffen-SS believed firmly in this theory, yet in Germany, they had no opportunity to practice it through killing. Once in another country, they naturally resorted to slaughter to "clarify their thoughts."  After reading the reports, Manstein didn't particularly believe these men, immersed in their own world, could possess sufficient combat capability. So while demanding more reports from his staff, he also issued operational orders to the 3rd SS Panzer Division "Totenkopf," which had performed most prominently. He ordered them to hold the lines in the Demyansk sector most likely to face a Soviet assault.  After sending the order, Manstein worried the SS might complain. Such complaints were normal, especially as Wehrmacht generals found themselves fighting defensive and attrition battles in the snow.  Hitler was well aware of this problem and had conducted a massive reshuffle of commanders at the General Staff and the front, replacing complainers with those willing to fight hard.  To Manstein's surprise, the Totenkopf did not complain. Division Commander Eicke only asked a few questions about the mission arrangements—all very useful tactical questions.  Manstein, a tactical expert himself, did not dislike such questions. While the Wehrmacht had some experience in winter combat, it was a situation they tried to avoid. Their most recent experience was the First World War, when they mostly held defensive lines against the Tsars in winter. While small actions continued, the front remained relatively stable. Only with the arrival of spring would the Wehrmacht choose to attack.  The questions Eicke posed were exactly the knowledge Manstein hoped to impart—combat techniques he hoped to perfect through Eicke's practice.  Commanding the Red Army, Zhukov also faced the problem of winter combat. Since the Tsarist era, it had been a major issue. The Russian military, understanding its homeland, also avoided large-scale winter operations.  Zhukov had no choice; he had to execute Stalin's orders. Fortunately, he held one trump card: the 10,000 half-tracks imported from China were now coming into their own. Small and low-profile, they could carry four men and provide offensive transport. One vehicle could transport a squad.  During the Battle of Moscow, these half-tracks had provided immense mobility, allowing the Red Army to rapidly move personnel and weapons to German breakthroughs to repel them and hold the lines.  However, these vehicles used an interleaved road wheel structure; while enhancing mobility, they were extremely difficult to maintain. The Soviets preferred to abandon a broken-down half-track rather than ship it back for repair.  After the Moscow campaign, only about 4,000 of the original 10,000 were still operational. The northern Red Army had been allocated 800, with the rest sent to Stalingrad for its recovery.  In his first assault, Zhukov committed 400 half-tracks and 120 tanks against the Germans at Demyansk.  When Division Commander Eicke received the report, his melancholy expression did not ripple. He only asked, "Are the special operations personnel ready?"  The firm voice of an SS commander came over the line: "They are ready."  Eicke then ordered: "Eliminate those Russian tanks, and the pressure on us will be greatly eased. This time, do not let a single tank return."  "Heil Victory!" came the reply.  Soon, Manstein also received word: Soviet armor had launched a fierce offensive. At this moment, the encircled 16th Army had only a bit over 100 operational tanks left. These were for counter-charges, not targeted strikes. This left Manstein extremely uneasy. He moved to mobilize nearby tank units for a counter-attack while calling Eicke to ask what he needed.  Expecting a long list of requests, he was surprised when Eicke replied calmly, "We can destroy the Russian offensive."  Putting down the phone, Manstein was dazed. The answer left him completely in the dark. Any Wehrmacht officer would have demanded everything from air support to tank reinforcements. The SS's cold reply made him feel something was very wrong, yet he could say nothing.  Manstein could only hope for now that the Waffen-SS's combat power could hold until aid arrived.
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**Chapter 873: Cute Stalin (10)**  Chinese-made half-tracks, towing Soviet-produced sled trailers, crunched across the snow before stopping at their offensive jumping-off points. These open-air vehicles offered no windshields; only the driver and the personnel in the front trailer could benefit from the warmth of the exhaust pipes and radiators for their legs. The Soviet soldiers in the rear trailers had to huddle together for warmth.  Even so, the Red Army troops did not complain. Their white snow combat uniforms were thick and sturdy, supplemented by black balaclavas that left only their eyes exposed behind goggles. In the severe cold, this gear provided a level of thermal protection previously unimaginable.  The half-tracks had transported the units over distances of several, or even a dozen, kilometers, sparing the men from having to march through the deep snow. Before the attack, everyone's strength was well-preserved. Simultaneously, a sense of tension filled the air, causing many a soldier's body to tremble uncontrollably.  The lead tanks were in position, and political commissars were delivering pre-battle speeches. The stirring and generous oratory dispelled the fear in many hearts. Breaking the German lines and further encircling them would win the "Great Victory" General Secretary Stalin expected. For Stalin, this battle *must* be won.  The mobilization was brief: "The Soviet Union must defeat the enemy... liberate our enslaved Soviet brothers... Long live General Secretary Stalin! Ura!"  "Ura! Ura! Ura!" the soldiers responded in unison. In the biting frost, they indeed needed such short, powerful slogans to lift their spirits.  "Charge!" The commissars were the first to enter combat.  A tank unit commissar was the first to crawl into the lead tank, followed immediately by his men. It was a Red Army tradition for commissars to lead the way; although the CPSU had recently ordered them not to lead charges due to excessive losses, they remained active on the front lines. To these men, it was a disgrace for those who called upon others to disregard death to hide in the safe rear!  The tank crews closed their hatches. With a screeching sound, the treads began to rotate. Accompanying infantry leaped onto the hulls or followed behind the tanks with rifles greased with anti-freeze, charging toward the German positions.  German artillery soon began its counter-fire. Before winter, the Soviet armored units would have met a massive barrage. Now, however, German fire density could not compare, not only due to ammunition shortages but because shells striking deep snow lost much of their effectiveness compared to those hitting soil.  It wasn't until the tanks reached within 500 meters of the lines that German anti-tank guns opened up. The T-34s in this charge utilized new shells and armor; components and technology from China had helped the USSR produce several high-capacity hydraulic presses. Forged under thousands of tons of pressure, the armor steel was denser, stronger, and harder than previous models.  50mm anti-tank shells were useless against this armor, bouncing off with a series of metallic clangs. It wasn't until the 76mm guns of the Marder tank destroyers joined the fight that the T-34s suffered some losses. Meanwhile, Soviet artillery began its own bombardment, smothering German firing points. Soon, the Soviets held the upper hand. The tanks cleared the remaining 500 meters and reached the German front line.  The German fortifications were meticulously constructed, utilizing every available material including boards and poles. In many areas, they had even built ramparts of ice and snow.  In the minus-twenty-degree winter, wooden poles and boards were as hard as steel. Ramparts made of ice blocks were also effective in preventing Soviet infantry from easily vaulting over them.  Yet the tanks ignored these obstacles, their nearly 40-ton weight crushing right through the barriers to close in on the next trench line.  The Soviet troops on the tanks had already jumped off, following the armor to assault the trenches from both sides or spreading out under its cover to widen the attack.  In the lead tank, a Soviet commissar saw a German soldier in a thick uniform leap from the trench and lunge toward his vehicle.  The commissar couldn't understand what the German was trying to do. There was no time for thought; he ordered, "Crush him!"  The commissar firmly believed the German invaders deserved death. Since they wouldn't surrender, let the treads grind them into the dirt!  A moment later, the tank's floor was shattered from below. Jagged iron fragments sprayed upward into the interior, piercing the bodies of the commissar and the other crew members, killing them instantly.  The Soviet soldiers outside saw a different scene. Facing the tank about to overrun the trench, a German soldier leaped out and dove beneath it. A violent explosion followed; the tank shuddered violently and ground to a halt.  Other Germans immediately leaped from the trench, using the disabled tank as cover to open up on the Soviet infantry. With the snow so deep, any Soviet attempting to wade through it would move at a crawl and become an easy target. Thus, the Red Army troops charged along the paths flattened by the tanks.  Using the wrecks as shields, the Germans strafed the flattened corridors, immediately killing or wounding a large number of Soviets.  This wasn't an isolated incident; other tanks approaching the trenches met the same fate. A German soldier would crawl beneath a tank and detonate a harness of explosives, destroying the vehicle through its vulnerable bottom.  Lacking supplies, the Germans launched no tank counter-attacks. This allowed the Soviet armor to advance in a solid wall toward the trenches—a formation that prevented the tanks from seeing the suicide attacks against their neighbors.  By the time the Soviet armored units realized something was wrong and began to withdraw, 64 of the 120 attacking tanks had been destroyed. The retreating tanks then became the focus of German anti-tank guns; by the time they reached safety, another 27 had been lost. Adding the 8 destroyed during the initial advance, the Soviets had lost 99 tanks in a single assault. The attacking armored force had been essentially annihilated.  The Germans conducting these "human-flesh" attacks were from the SS Totenkopf Division. After studying the enemy, they had determined that the primary objective was to never allow Soviet tanks to enter the trenches. In the absence of sufficient tanks and anti-tank weapons, the only reliable method was suicide bombing. The most fanatical of the Totenkopf personnel had volunteered for these one-way missions, dealing a heavy blow to the unprepared Soviet armored units.  Soviet tank numbers were also limited at this stage. These 120 vehicles represented the strength of two tank divisions. Accompanying them were two infantry divisions, behind which were two full corps.  Despite the loss of the tanks, the Soviet infantry did not retreat. Commissars with pistols in hand led the way, followed by a dense mass of infantry. The Red Army surged like a flood toward the nearby German trenches.  Machine guns in the trenches opened up, but the numerous tank wrecks in front of them severely hampered their lines of fire. The Soviets weren't fools either; they utilized the formations and the blind spots created by the destroyed tanks to advance. Soon, they were on the verge of entering the trenches.  Inside the trenches, several Germans who looked unusually bulky under their greatcoats leaped out into the midst of the nearest Soviets. They threw open their coats, revealing bundles of explosives. The fuses were already lit; even when Soviets shot them in the head, it couldn't stop the detonation.  The explosions were massive, clearing everything within a dozen meters. Tens or even dozens of Red Army soldiers were killed or wounded in each blast. Those not seriously hurt were thrown back by the shockwave. The Soviet advance on those axes was instantly choked. The Germans then concentrated their fire on those points, sealing the gaps that had nearly been breached.  The superior Soviet numbers repeatedly reached the edge of the Totenkopf-held trenches, yet each time victory seemed within grasp, a fanatical SS soldier with explosives strapped to his chest would leap into the human torrent to stop the advance with his own death.  Outside the trenches, the Soviets attacked with reckless abandon. Inside, the Totenkopf men fired fiercely, while more fanatical Nazi believers strapped on explosives for their suicide missions.  Before the battle, the Totenkopf men had underestimated the Red Army. They had believed that once the tank attack was smashed, the infantry would halt. Thus, the number of volunteers for the suicide squads had been limited to around 150.  While the Totenkopf men did not fear death, Division Commander Eicke believed every man's life was important and could not be wasted lightly. That was why he had set the 150-man cap.  The Soviet ferocity now forced the defenders to rely on suicide attacks to ease the pressure. Those who hadn't made the cut for the first group now had their chance to join the suicide squads.  The battle raged for over an hour. Thousands of bodies were piled before the German trenches, some less than a meter away. These were utilized by the Totenkopf men as a reinforcement layer for the exterior of their fortifications.  Despite reaching so close so many times, the Red Army was never able to enter the trenches. Finally, having suffered excessive losses, the two infantry divisions were forced to withdraw.  When Manstein learned that the Totenkopf had truly repelled a massive tank and infantry assault and held the line, his first reaction was disbelief.  It wasn't that he looked down on them, but rather that the Soviet force possessed such a massive advantage in numbers and armor, while the Germans lacked anti-tank weapons and personnel. Given his own military caliber, Manstein simply couldn't deduce how a normal operation could have stopped the Soviets from breaching the second trench line.  An hour later, detailed reports reached him. Reading the Totenkopf's methods, Manstein was left speechless. In his few days at the 16th Army, he had heard the Wehrmacht's accounts of Totenkopf atrocities. They had not only murdered Soviet prisoners but slaughtered civilians in massive numbers. Rumors put the civilian death toll at their hands between 20,000 and 100,000.  Manstein knew these men placed no value on Soviet lives, yet he hadn't expected them to place none on their own.  After a long silence, Manstein looked up, a cold light in his blue eyes. He ordered, "Have other units relieve the Totenkopf."  His adjutant was stunned; he hadn't expected Manstein to pull these "human demons" out of the fight. Though savage, they had displayed incredible combat power. Withdrawing them would deprive the front of a very potent force.  Manstein pointed to another sector. "Place them in defense of this region. The Red Army will attempt their next breakthrough there."  In his brief reflection, Manstein had devised a new defensive plan. He didn't intend to exhaust the Totenkopf; once they were in position, he would place his panzer units and counter-attack reserves nearby, creating a powerful "Defense-Counterstrike" layout.  It was a gamble, but Manstein had no better options. Since the Soviets were so eager to annihilate 120,000 Germans, they would have to launch vigorous attacks. Lacking the strength for a general offensive, they would have to focus their effort. Manstein believed he could judge where their next blow would fall.  Over the next half-month, the battle to annihilate the German 16th Army was intense. 230,000 elite Soviet troops attacked relentlessly. No matter how much Zhukov and the other Soviet generals racked their brains to produce and execute brilliant plans, the units leading the assault always faced the Totenkopf. The SS division's combat was savage, their will to fight even firmer than the Soviets'. Whether through breakthroughs or rotation, the Red Army could not achieve success.  In other sectors, the German will to fight was equally tough. Because the Soviet elite was concentrated against the Totenkopf, their secondary and feint units were unable to defeat the Germans elsewhere.  After half a month of struggle, the Soviet forces encircling the 16th Army had to halt for rest and refit. Zhukov went personally to Moscow, hoping for Stalin's permission to prioritize supplies for the northern pocket.  In the Kremlin, Stalin did not answer immediately after hearing the request. Seeing the leader's grim expression, Zhukov stood at attention, waiting in silence.  Stalin finished an entire pipe before saying in a muffled voice, "Comrade Zhukov, I order you to take over command of the Southwestern and Caucasian Fronts from Marshal Timoshenko and retake Stalingrad."  Zhukov was stunned. He had been focused on the northwest and hadn't closely followed the Stalingrad theater. He had only heard rumors that the attempt to retake the city was going poorly. From Stalin's order, it seemed Timoshenko's command had indeed failed. Otherwise, Stalin wouldn't have transferred the command to Zhukov.  Knowing Stalin as he did, Zhukov knew the order could not be refused. Yet he continued: "General Secretary, I hope that after I go south, the northern units can be given priority supply."  Stalin merely gave a snort without a definitive answer. He continued: "Stalingrad holds a vital position; it *must* be retaken. Comrade Zhukov, do you have the confidence to take that city?"  Zhukov reflected for a moment before nodding firmly. "I have the confidence!"  "The handover in the northwest is not your concern; other comrades will handle it. Proceed to the Southwestern Front immediately and take command of the southern operations!" Stalin ordered.  Only after Zhukov left did Stalin's brow furrow. The winter counter-offensive appeared to be going smoothly, yet every axis of attack was being met with fierce German resistance just as a breakthrough seemed imminent. Success always seemed just out of reach.  In the northwest, they had surrounded the Germans but couldn't annihilate them. In the center, three German armies were encircled, yet the Soviets still couldn't resolve the undersupplied Germans. In the south, the counter-attack at Stalingrad had initially seen the Germans contracting their lines as if about to be driven out.  Yet just as Timoshenko's Southwestern Front launched its main assault and seemed about to enter the city, the Germans counter-attacked. The supposedly fleeing German 71st Panzer Corps suddenly turned back, crushed a Caucasian Front infantry corps, and tore a gap to launch a counter-encirclement against the Southwestern Front.  The commander of that 71st Corps was General Rommel, the same man who had destroyed the Central Asian railway. His offensive was razor-sharp; if not for three corps of the Steppe Front arriving late due to their slow march and happening to be in Rommel's path, holding him off at any cost, the entire counter-offensive would have been turned into a counter-encirclement by Field Marshal von Reichenau.  Realizing his objective was unreachable as Soviet units converged on him, Rommel had abandoned the fight and slipped through a gap like a slippery eel to escape.  After discussion within the Central Committee, Stalin had decided to make Stalingrad the primary focus of the counter-offensive, moving his best men and units to the south.  Stalin suddenly felt a surge of unease. He had ignored He Rui's advice before the war, and had subsequently ignored Li Runshi's *On Protracted War*. The current situation led him to suspect that his own strategic logic might be failing him once again.
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**Chapter 874: Time for North America (1)**  Stalin's fears soon became reality. As the war rolled into February 1943, the once-sharp Soviet counter-offensive reached a stage where victory seemed within reach, yet they could advance no further.  In the Demyansk sector, 120,000 German troops remained deeply encircled. Under Manstein's command, they relied on air-drops and an iron will to withstand a siege by a Red Army force twice their size.  In the Rzhev region, General Model, commanding the 9th Army, began a counter-cutting operation against the Soviet units that had pierced his lines.  The German 4th Army had been cut in two by the Soviets. The commander of the units outside the pocket ordered his men to "dig through the snow" to forge a path to rescue their trapped comrades.  In the south, Field Marshal von Reichenau was well aware of the Red Army's determination to retake Stalingrad. Although his Chief of Staff, Manstein, had departed to command the 16th Army, Reichenau utilized his own command ability and the efforts of the Army Group South staff to exploit the Soviet objectives, inflicting massive casualties on the Red Army at every opportunity.  The Wehrmacht had executed Hitler's "hold-in-place and no retreat" order, finally stabilizing the lines. The Napoleonic total collapse the Soviets had hoped for did not materialize. However, Hitler's life was also far from easy. Within the German high command—especially among the General Staff—many did not support a protracted war.  What displeased Hitler most recently was being forced to carefully study *On Protracted War* written by Li Runshi.  Initially, Hitler didn't believe Li Runshi possessed a caliber that demanded his attention.  Over the past twenty years, Hitler had held complex emotions toward He Rui. He Rui had fought Japan, fought Britain, utilized France, reeled in the Soviet Union, and maintained a precise distance from the United States. These were the things Hitler had always wished to do but lacked the capacity for. In Hitler's eyes, He Rui was an exceptionally fine leader; Hitler wouldn't even dare claim he was superior.  After finishing his first reading of *On Protracted War*, Hitler was first stunned, then ordered the German files on Li Runshi. Only after confirming that studying the Soviet Union had never been Li's primary focus was Hitler forced to study the document again.  Hitler had studied the Soviets and Germans deeply, so the various methodologies explained in *On Protracted War* left him shaken. Li's responses weren't even specifically targeted at the USSR or Germany, but were born of his own strategic thinking capability. This made his views exceptionally instructive. Even Hitler gained many new ideas through studying the paper.  Li Runshi's strategic ability as displayed in *On Protracted War* was in no way inferior to He Rui's. This led Hitler to realize that China had taken the lead in completing its preparations for institutional continuity; even if He Rui died, the Chinese leadership could maintain a high level of strategic caliber. With even major accidents unable to break China's current stride, Hitler's feelings about the future began to be tinged with unease.  In this mood, Hitler was highly resistant to the pessimism within the German elite, yet he could do nothing about them. His earlier large-scale reshuffle of commanders had already soured his relationship with the General Staff. Now, the marshals and generals commanding the Eastern Front were all men he approved of; he could not move against them again.  Setting aside the defeatists, even the favorites he now relied on did not give him peace of mind. General Model, opposing Hitler's operational arrangements, had flown directly from the front to the "Wolf's Lair" in East Prussia to argue with him. Model didn't even bother to listen to Hitler's explanations, asking bluntly: "My Führer, is the frontline commander you or me?"  Forced into a corner, Hitler could only say a few words to save face—such as "you will take full responsibility for your decisions"—before handing total command over to Model.  While Manstein left Hitler at ease, the general had never learned to be a people-pleaser, a trait that made Hitler feel he was somewhat unreliable.  Field Marshal von Reichenau was even more of an intensely subjective character, causing Hitler more trouble than Model and Manstein combined. Hitler was already considering the direction of the 1943 campaign; since Reichenau had taken Stalingrad, Hitler believed the goal before 1943 should be to seize the oil-producing regions of the southern USSR to allow the Wehrmacht to fight on a self-sufficient basis.  The General Staff mostly agreed with Hitler. Reichenau, however, argued that since Germany had joined the Allied Powers and received support from Britain and America, the Wehrmacht lacked for neither oil nor minerals. Seizing more resources was not the Reich's urgent priority.  Reichenau believed the primary goal was to continue inflicting maximum damage on the USSR, greatly reducing its ability to utilize Chinese aid in the future. Furthermore, Reichenau had recommended *On Protracted War* to Hitler, hoping the Führer would grasp its internal logic and methodological essence.  In Reichenau's view, if the Soviets learned *On Protracted War*, the Wehrmacht would be doomed. But currently, the Red Army was clearly focused on learning the tactical application of the German pincer movement. While the pincer was an advanced tactical concept for the Soviets, such tactical improvement was far inferior to a boost in strategic cognition.  If Germany could fully exploit the Soviet choices now, they could deal the Red Army heavy blows. At this stage, Soviet training was only six months; as long as the Wehrmacht could cause continuous large-scale losses, the Soviet leadership—to maintain the front and morale—would be forced to send units with only six months or even less training to the front. The Germans could then fully leverage their advantages in training and command.  Staring at the cover of the German edition of *On Protracted War* on his desk, Hitler's mind was in turmoil. Although Reichenau often displeased him, the Marshal's strategic judgment commanded his belief.  Among the German Marshals, the one Hitler most wished to lean on was Rundstedt. But the one he *could* lean on was Reichenau. So Hitler could only endure, waiting until winter passed and the Wehrmacht had cleared the most dangerous stage before making further adjustments.  Finally, Hitler picked up the document, telling himself: "This is the last time I read this damnable thing." Yet as he opened it, he was soon drawn in. In *On Protracted War*, Li emphasized that in the first and second stages, the USSR should implement offensive battles within a strategic defense, quick-decision battles within a strategic protracted war, and exterior-line operations within strategic interior lines. The third stage should be the strategic counter-offensive.  On the surface, the Red Army was destined to pursue the route of major campaigns to thoroughly defeat the invaders. But that meant falling into the old war model—rigidly and mechanically following the line of absolute command.  If the USSR wanted to fully utilize the human and material resources of the occupied areas, it had to fully trust, mobilize, and organize the masses. It had to organize combat not just on the frontal battlefield, but in the enemy's rear, organizing production and life to contest the invading Germans.  Once the Soviets could build organizations on both the frontal and rear battlefields, the Wehrmacht would be drowned in the vast ocean of a people's war, its operational efficiency inevitably crippled.  Li Runshi firmly believed the primary form of combat for the USSR overall would be mobile warfare, followed by guerrilla warfare conducted by regular units. He thus criticized the error of a purely defensive policy, the "Quick Victory" theory based on exploiting German shortcomings, and the mistake of disparaging guerrilla war.  Li conducted a profound critique of the view that looked down on rear-area guerrilla warfare. In his view, operations in the rear required exceptional work capability; successful organization of the rear would unite the Soviet people even more firmly around the CPSU. Such a solid mass foundation would make the counter-offensive much smoother.  Hitler finished reading *On Protracted War* again, his heart once more shaken by its concepts. Currently, the Wehrmacht was terrified that a counter-attacking Red Army would utilize Soviet infrastructure to fight more effectively. Thus, the Germans conducted a brutal destruction of the areas they evacuated.  After fighting through the freezing winter, the Nazis understood the combat value of infrastructure. They not only burned grain and slaughtered livestock they couldn't take, but filled in all the wells and burned down the people's homes.  Hitler knew well that a massacre of the Slavs could only be conducted once victory was essentially assured. Currently, Nazi atrocities could still be brushed off as the tragedies of war, but the army could not yet issue a formal order for a general massacre.  This meant there was a massive space for *On Protracted War* to be applied within the USSR. Even if the Soviet countryside didn't join the fight directly, as long as the CPSU could organize underground governments in the German-occupied zones, the villages could provide grain and intelligence to the counter-attacking Red Army. Various Soviet guerrilla groups could be supplied to continue the fight.  These groups wouldn't even need to destroy the railways; as long as they caused some damage daily, they would make the already-strained German logistics even worse.  Feeling a profound internal unease, Hitler recalled Reichenau's suggestion and picked up the book once more, finding a certain sentence: "Lose the land and save the people, and both are saved. Save the land and lose the people, and both are lost."  It was clear that Reichenau had likely been inspired by this phrase to set the 1943 objective of annihilating the Red Army in great numbers. Hitler also had to admit that before the invasion, they had indeed overestimated Soviet combat power, yet he himself and the General Staff had incorrectly assessed their mobilization capability.  If the USSR were forced to incorporate more personnel into its combat units, there would naturally be a lack of qualified personnel for work in the rear. That is to say, the rear-area operations Li described in *On Protracted War* would be heavily impacted by the pressure of frontal combat.  At this thought, a wave of dejection hit Hitler. China had He Rui, and now Li Runshi—that was enough of a headache! If more such excellent strategists appeared in China, Germany might as well just surrender. With China's strength and so many top-tier minds in command, they would surely be invincible.  Had Li Runshi known Hitler's view, he likely would have considered it a rational judgment. For the Military Commission had already judged based on the latest Eastern Front reports that the USSR could not possibly lose the war in 1943.  Lacking experience in large-scale offensive operations and short on mobile units, the Red Army had failed to fully complete its task of annihilating the core of Army Group Center.  By early February, German reinforcements from Western Europe (12 divisions and 2 brigades) had arrived. Furthermore, the German battlefield replenishment of recruits was proceeding well, with at least 300,000 new soldiers added to the units in sustained combat. Thus, the northern wing of Army Group Center launched a counter-strike.  While the CPSU and Red Army didn't feel in immediate danger, it was clear that the various operational goals set by Stalin were unreachable. In the eyes of the Chinese Military Commission, the Red Army's posture was deteriorating. If they continued, they would suffer heavy losses.  Nonetheless, the Red Army had achieved its objectives for the Moscow campaign. The Germans attacking the city had suffered massive casualties and been driven back 100 to 350 kilometers. The Red Army had finished the hardware for the Moscow fortified region; even if the Wehrmacht launched another desperate assault, they would never again get near the city. The Soviet-German war had entered a phase of stalemate.  Chinese aid over the past months had helped the large factories near Moscow complete their technical upgrades. This support ensured the Red Army, with Moscow as its base, could receive even more abundant supplies.  Even as Stalin and the top leadership disparaged the rear-area battlefield, they were desperate to retake occupied areas to utilize their population and resources. Thus, the CPSU would make new errors—even very significant ones. But the USSR had held its ground, and China was fully capable of helping it through the subsequent hardships.  As long as the USSR didn't collapse, China could commit more of its combat power elsewhere. The Military Commission meeting led by Li Runshi was to discuss whether the next focus of commitment would be Europe or North America.  For this meeting, He Rui's "Five Tiger Generals" had all returned to the capital. He Rui himself was in Guizhou, reportedly inspecting the construction of a massive new computing center.  Li Runshi, having served as a deputy in the "colonial government" of Upper Burma, understood the Southwest well. He didn't believe the current power requirements for Chinese computers necessitated construction in the Southwest. With current capacity, a few new power plants would be enough to run a center anywhere.  Yet the arrangement wasn't hard to understand. The Southwest had always been disconnected from "high tech," while China's explosive growth was built upon it. The people there were envious yet helpless. Among high-tech fields, two were suited for the Southwest at this stage: aviation and data centers.  If technicians, engineers, and even scientists appeared continuously among the people of the Southwest, they would realize there was no barrier between them and high technology. With hard work and development, they could surely catch up.  The computing center itself required massive infrastructure in communications, providing an opportunity to drive development in that field in the Southwest. The Center also required faster and more precise information from the region.  Of course, Li also knew clearly that He Rui's refusal to return and preside over the meeting was so that Li could face the "Five Tiger Generals" alone. Historically, the Five Tigers should have been called the "Five Mansion" (Wu Fu) Generals.  The word "Shogunate" (Bakufu/Mufu) was not a Japanese invention, but a Chinese one. The Japanese Shogun's full title, *Seii Taishōgun*, was a Chinese term.  A *Mufu* was originally the office of a general, later a general term for a government office. It appears in the *Records of the Grand Historian*.  Historically, the "Five Tiger Generals" were those who possessed the right to "Open a Mansion" (Kai Fu). Cao Cao, as Chancellor, held shogunate authority.  Zhuge Liang wrote in his *Memorial on the Case for War*: "The Palace and the Mansion are one whole. Promotions, punishments, praise, and blame should not differ." The "Palace" referred to Liu Shan's imperial bureaucracy, the "Mansion" to Zhuge Liang's own administrative apparatus.  In later eras, there was the title "Open a Mansion with the same honors as the Three Excellencies" (Kai Fu Yi Tong San Si), meaning a loyal minister with the right to his own staff had the same honors as the highest officials.  Although this was abolished in the Ming Dynasty, under the He Rui government—due to the rapid expansion of controlled areas—the "Five Tiger Generals" actually possessed certain characteristics of that status.  For example, Xu Chengfeng (Allied Commander), Cheng Ruofan (WPLA Logistics), and Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang (South Pacific) all held effective command over significant administrative staffs.  It was only because He Rui was so dominant—a giant before whom even the most "unmanageable" heroes of other eras were submissive—that no one considered the government to have a tendency toward warlordism.  But while these Five Tigers might be "kittens" before He Rui, they were true tigers to anyone else. Li Runshi had to gain their respect and obedience in this meeting.
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**Chapter 875: Time for North America (2)**  The clerk for the high-level Military Commission meeting made his records in silence. Beside the written notes, a tape recorder spun quietly, preserving every word.  The more formal the meeting, the more complete the record. Li Runshi and the "Five Tiger Generals" were well aware of this and had long been accustomed to the routine. Li spoke directly to the purpose of the gathering: "The Chairman wishes to determine the next operational objectives and requires us to discuss them. Comrades, do you have any opinions?"  No one voiced a disagreement. It was indeed time to decide on the next strategic direction. Xu Chengfeng was characteristically blunt: "I believe the operations already underway in Africa cannot be stopped. The real question to consider is the feasibility of operations against North America."  With Xu being so direct, the other four no longer engaged in probing. The General Staff had long ago begun formulating plans for an advance into North America, constantly updating them as the war progressed. By now, these plans were quite mature.  To focus the discussion, Xu continued: "Over the past few months, the Navy has dispatched nine scientific survey ships to conduct hydrographic data collection in the waters from Hawaii to North America. Naval vessels have also conducted large-scale training cruises. Naval Command has completed a vast number of operational plans; a landing in North America can be launched at any time."  Li Runshi listened to Xu's description, waiting for the word "but." These plans were no secret to him; he had studied them and their progress carefully. China possessed the strength to land in North America, yet that didn't mean the war would continue to follow a plan once they were ashore. At this moment, Li wanted to hear more diverse views.  Xu did not say "but." After finishing his brief overview of the preparations, he said simply, "The preliminary work for a North American landing is complete. The plan for *how* to land requires a decision from the Center."  With that, Xu fell silent, waiting for others to speak. This seemingly "hands-off" or aristocratic approach initially displeased Li. But on second thought, he felt a sense of release. The Five Tiger Generals were all under fifty and had been extremely busy for the past twenty-seven years; where would they find the time for posturing?  In Li's view, Xu was simply accustomed to He Rui setting the policy and viewing himself as an executor rather than a formulator. As Xu had said, "a decision from the Center" was needed. He Rui always made his judgments from an extremely high vantage point, allowing comrades of Xu's level to understand what role the war played in the nation and the world. Now, Xu likely expected Li to perform the same function.  Li questioned the other comrades; four of them indicated that the preliminary work was essentially set. Only Cheng Ruofan, responsible for the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), said a few words more: "The situation in North America differs from Africa. Currently, the liberation of Africa is proceeding more smoothly than we imagined, yet the white military in South Africa continues to issue arrogant statements. In North America, the numbers and strength of the white population are overwhelming. They do not rely on colonialism or slavery to maintain production. Therefore, we cannot simply copy our experience of liberating colonies."  Cheng Ruofan could have remained silent, but he held a high opinion of Li and thus chose to express his goodwill.  Li understood Cheng's intent and gave him a nod before turning to the others. "At this stage, there are two choices. One is a direct landing in North America, which will inevitably trigger a fierce land war with the US. The other is to ignore North America for now and continue the liberation of Africa and Europe. North America lacks the capacity to project forces that could change the course of the European war; they can only watch as the situation develops according to our plan. Once the rest of the world is liberated, North America will become an isolated island.  If we adopt the latter strategy, we only need to send someone to discuss the issue of the US forces in New Zealand with the Americans. That will essentially determine the attitude of the Roosevelt administration."  Hearing that Li intended to use the US forces trapped in New Zealand as a bargaining chip, Zheng Silang finally decided to join the discussion. "Vice Chairman Li, do you trust American credibility?"  Li replied immediately, "Imperialists have never been reasonable; once they start reasoning with you, it's because they've been driven to a dead end. However, no matter how unreasonable they are, they cannot create a world out of thin air. What America needs is a global market to solve its internal economic crisis. And we launched the world liberation war to establish an entirely new world economic and trade order.  If we choose to negotiate, it certainly won't be over the simple matter of whether to let the New Zealand troops return home. Instead, it will revolve around the core issues of America's participation in the war. On such fundamental issues, the US cannot deceive us."  Hearing Li speak from such a height, Zheng was essentially certain that he wasn't looking to use the New Zealand pocket as a mere "door-knocker" for talks. He relaxed and looked toward Zhong Yifu.  Zhong, like Zheng, hoped for a landing in North America. This was more out of a soldier's instinct—like a feline that can't help but strike at any target it can. Zhong and Zheng shared a glance, then looked away, waiting for Li to continue.  Li was feeling considerable pressure. A North American landing would inevitably trigger a war of high intensity and ferocity, the future of which was unpredictable; even He Rui hesitated to make a definitive judgment. Li was equally reluctant. However, He Rui was not one to dump a burden on others; to ensure victory after a landing, he had made extensive preparations, giving the comrades ample room.  Now Li only needed to discuss with them to what extent they should proceed after landing, without worrying about shifts affecting the overall strategy. For a decision-maker, this was an exceptionally friendly environment. Li asked, "Comrades, there are two choices for a North American landing: Canada or the US West Coast. The difference is vast. Commander Xu, what is the General Staff's latest assessment of a Canadian landing?"  Xu replied immediately, "The latest assessment is that after landing in the Vancouver area, as winter temperatures there remain around 0°C, our army can utilize Vancouver and the ports to its north to provide approximately 50,000 tons of supplies per week at this stage. Naval combat supplies can be provided from Hawaii. Our divisions require 125 tons of supplies per day. With a ceiling of 100,000 tons [bi-weekly?], we can sustain 50 divisions in combat."  At this, noticing the intense gazes of the others, Xu added hurriedly, "The prerequisite is that we must capture the ports intact and continue their construction to expand their handling capacity. If we fail to do so, our landing force will be subject to a heavy counter-attack by superior US numbers.  In that case..."  Xu stared at Li but did not finish his sentence. Li sensed he was considering the possibility of a nuclear strike against US concentrations. A massive US force encircling Vancouver would be an ideal target for nukes; a few bombs could cripple hundreds of thousands of troops.  Li simply spoke plainly: "I do not believe it is necessary for us to use nuclear weapons against America first. With our current combat capability, even relying solely on carrier-based aircraft, our forces can hold out until Vancouver and the northern ports are repaired.  Furthermore, regarding strategic objectives: unlike fuel-air explosives or thermobaric bombs, nuclear weapons have far too large a kill target. Once China uses them first, the US will have every reason to believe China's war aim is their total destruction.  Only if a great power intended the total destruction of another—and possessed that capability from the start—could they use nukes first. Otherwise, do not use them against a great power.  Moreover, the great powers of today have no need to destroy the world. Once industrial strength reaches a sufficient level, a power needs global markets, not global ruins. In this regard, the views of China and America differ little."  Seeing Li had finally stepped into his role, Xu asked, "While unlikely, should we discuss the possibility of the US leadership 'jumping the wall' in desperation and trying to drag the world down with them?"  Li found the question interesting; it seemed Xu had no intention of opposing He Rui's arrangements. At most, he was testing whether Li intended to use a North American offensive to cement his own prestige.  With a general idea, Li replied, "We did not launch a global liberation war to establish Chinese hegemony. Over the past five hundred years, Western efforts to do so have caused countless tragedies. And every nation that attempted it has, without exception, failed. China has no reason to repeat their mistake.  As for the US leadership acting in desperation, they would certainly want to. But few in America would be willing to serve as their cannon fodder. Even among the elite, few would be willing to do such a thing.  Most of the US elite expect their interests not to suffer, or even to gain more through the war. At this stage, we must provide America with a political way out, rather than letting them feel the Sino-American conflict is a zero-sum game."  At the mention of "not a zero-sum game," Xu felt a surge of irritation. Currently, the US was clearly the one playing a zero-sum game, yet Li was following He Rui in opposing it. Xu found it hard to swallow.  Before Xu could speak, however, Li continued: "We can take Japan as an example. In 1922, Japan's industrial GDP was roughly two-thirds of all China's. By 1942, the money Japan earned within the Asian Economic Community was over 15 times its 1922 level. Yet China's industrial GDP is now over 15 times Japan's.  With current Chinese strength, America cannot threaten our homeland. China can fully allow the US to earn Chinese legal tender, but as development continues, our strength will reach several times that of America. Economic cooperation invariably leads to such results.  What China needs is not to conquer America, but to establish the world economic order we envision, along with our leadership position within it."  Xu heard this but said, "But the US truly wishes to destroy the New Order China has established."  Li nodded. "But the US couldn't even destroy the Versailles system established by Britain and France; on what basis can they destroy ours?  Unless they can provide a better trade system to the world—and such a system must rely on the status of the Dollar as a global currency. China currently has about twenty to thirty years to establish the new borders of Africa. Thus, the US currency lacks the capability to gain a foothold even there. Let alone the Dollar controlling Europe!"  Xu wanted to retort but found his own knowledge insufficient to do so in the field Li had pointed out. He looked at the others; Cheng Ruofan's eyes were shining with admiration for Li's strategic depth. Zheng and Zhong were pensive yet clearly had no intention of arguing.  Finally, Xu asked bluntly, "Vice Chairman Li, do you believe it is necessary to land in North America?"  Li replied decisively, "It is not a matter of whether *we* believe it is necessary. It is whether the *United States* believes it is necessary to fight a land war at its own doorstep. If they believe so, we land. If the Roosevelt administration can withstand the pressure and make a wise decision, why should we exhaust vast human and material resources fighting in North America?"  Dissatisfied with this perfectly logical view, Xu asked further: "Vice Chairman Li, let me ask you: do you personally *expect* a North American landing?"  This question made the other four generals' eyes light up. As soldiers, they often had strong impulses. Even knowing that "a nation, though large, that loves war will surely perish," they remained highly emotional.  Li had intended to give a direct answer but found he couldn't speak of such considerations. After a silence, he said, "The cause of human liberation is long and arduous; we are at the end of our days. Simply using correct concepts to work is enough to exhaust our strength. Let us not go looking for trouble. We have no right to speak of our own whims."  Xu was very unsatisfied with the answer. Yet he had an intuition that Li likely also hoped to land in North America—to water his horses in the Mississippi, boat upon the Great Lakes, and look out over the Atlantic from the East Coast.  That he could still treat strategy with such cold calm despite such expectations proved Li possessed extremely powerful capability and confidence. Xu had long wished for such strength yet found he could never achieve it. After much reflection, he had to admit his talent lay only in the military. Thus, his vision was limited to military strategy.  He Rui was a strategist, but military ability was perhaps not his most outstanding talent. That was why He Rui never called himself a strategist but preferred to say he loved economics and philosophy.  And rumor had it that Li Runshi claimed he'd rather be an artist or a poet. Xu had initially thought it was just a romantic affectation, but after reading *On Protracted War* and hearing him now, he had to admit he was likely not Li's equal.  Seeing that Xu—the leader among the Five Tigers—had finally given up his probing, Li pulled the conversation back to pure military matters. "Comrades, personally I believe the Roosevelt administration will very likely march into Canada and take full control of it as soon as our forces land there. If that happens, it means they are preparing for an end to the war.  So no matter how fierce the offensive we face in the initial stage of the Canadian landing, as long as we clear that phase, the Roosevelt administration will likely choose a truce.  And we need not demand bases in North America. Our requirements will be political: specifically, the establishment of a Native American nation."  At this, the last of Xu's doubts vanished. A Native American state would inevitably choose China to protect its security. And Chinese help would be filled with righteousness and a high moral ground.  Or more plainly, China would seize the moral high ground. The US would likely argue that its massacre and displacement of the Indians was a righteous act. As long as they did, it would only cement China's moral height. As for the strategic benefits China would gain in North America—there was no even need to discuss them.  After some discussion, the Military Commission under Li Runshi reached an operational plan for the next stage and submitted it to He Rui.  Once the meeting ended, Cheng Ruofan raised a question: "Vice Chairman Li, some within the WPLA believe we must allow Africa to become independent immediately. How should we respond to such views?"  Xu and the others hadn't paid much attention to African affairs and were puzzled. They looked to Li, who replied easily: "We also believe Africa must become independent as quickly as possible. But how are the borders to be drawn? How is the social organization to be built?  If we rush into independence, we will inevitably use the borders drawn by the colonizers. We cannot accept such a result. Adopting colonial borders means the vast African continent will continue to develop under the order established by colonialism. That holds only harm for Africa, no benefit.  We must emphasize to our WPLA comrades that we are there to liberate Africa, not to establish our own careers there. Therefore, we welcome them to monitor our decisions at any time and offer their opinions. Only thus can we truly let the African and global peoples understand that the cause of liberation is not a fancy garment or an ornament, but serious, hard work.  China's short-term full trusteeship of Africa stems from our willingness to undertake this arduous task, regardless of idle chatter or even malicious slander from outside."  Cheng felt a sense of clarity and couldn't help but clap, praising loudly: "Excellent! I'll go back and arrange it just like that!"
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**Chapter 876: Time for North America (3)**  To He Rui, accustomed to the vast North China Plain, the mountains of Yunnan and Guizhou possessed a sense of desolation that bordered on despair. Mountain upon mountain, river upon river—only someone with immense passion could gaze upon such terrain and feel the heroic urge to "transform heaven and earth."  Looking at the cloud-shrouded peaks before him, He Rui seemingly saw the sheer amount of capital required to carve paths through those mountains. To possess the capability for large-scale infrastructure there, an even greater investment would be required in the early stages.  Withdrawing his gaze, He Rui said to the accompanying secretary, "Let's go back."  "Chairman, back to the provincial capital or to Beijing?" the secretary asked hurriedly.  "To Beijing," He Rui replied. He tightened his coat; even in Yunnan, the February mountain winds were biting. He Rui felt a sense of regret; in his youth, the stimulation of cold or heat had always made him feel his body's vitality. With the aging of his inner strength, every movement of his body made him feel as if he were "fishing by draining the pond"—it took a long time to recover his strength.  The secretary, following beside him, could sense the toll on He Rui's body. Hearing he was returning to the capital, the secretary felt a great weight lift from his heart and immediately issued the notification.  The motorcade hurried to the airport. After a jolting journey, He Rui felt even more exhausted. Yet as soon as he boarded the plane, he opened the newly delivered documents and began to read. The secretary watched his fatigue and wanted to speak but hesitated. He knew He Rui could not simply stop working, especially given the current state of the war.  Ultimately, the secretary only went to the cabin to have the steward add more meat to He Rui's meal. The steward silently obeyed. Watching He Rui eat the large portion while reading the files, the secretary finally felt a bit more at ease.  In the *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, when Sima Yi and Zhuge Liang were at a stalemate at Wuzhang Plains, Sima Yi heard of Zhuge Liang's meager diet and laughed: "Kongming eats little yet handles many affairs; his life will not be long."  Setting aside differences in nutrient absorption efficiency and considering only intake, there is a bottom line for the nutrition a human requires daily. The human brain consumes 20% to 30% of the body's daily energy. If one persists in high-intensity mental activity while under-nourished, the body will inevitably fail.  Whenever He Rui's secretaries returned to the Organization Department for training, they received instruction on this. China today desperately needed He Rui's health; the Department even emphasized that if He Rui were unwell, they must persuade him to temporarily cease working.  China did not lack talent to execute policies, but it lacked a leader like He Rui who possessed such immense global influence. As long as he was alive, he was the most powerful deterrent to all other nations.  He Rui wasn't considering those things now. China's future was reflected clearly enough in this report. Reading the Military Commission's discussion, He Rui saw the expectations and worries of his comrades. Their hopes and fears were his own.  Establishing an entirely new world order required bearing immense pressure—the burden a world hegemon must inevitably shoulder. China lacked experience as a global leader, just as it lacked experience in industrialization. If the strategic window weren't so narrow, forcing them to "drive a duck onto a perch," He Rui would have preferred twenty more years for China to learn the art of diplomatic maneuvering.  Having finished the report, He Rui approved the strategic execution route Li Runshi proposed. No one could judge how the US would choose now, and even He Rui couldn't make a precise prediction as he once had. He couldn't even judge whether the US leadership would ultimately decide on "war for war's sake" in their internal struggle.  If Roosevelt could maintain the influence he built through the New Deal, He Rui might believe the US wouldn't act in desperation. But this war was continuously battering the prestige of the Roosevelt administration. This was a total subversion of the American history He Rui knew.  If the Americans could maintain rational thought under the weight of war, they certainly wouldn't choose war for war's sake. But currently, the US faced crushing pressure that would surely warp their thinking. He Rui could not make a precise judgment.  By the time the plane reached Beijing, it was already dark. Stepping off the plane, He Rui found Li Runshi waiting for him. Once in the car, He Rui asked, "Which methodology did the Commission decide upon?"  Li Runshi was momentarily taken aback but replied decisively, "You fight your way, I'll fight mine."  He Rui immediately felt at ease. The world is a complex interactive process, but in the broad direction, either the East Wind prevails over the West Wind, or the West Wind over the East. As long as China could firmly execute policies that allowed its full strength to be unleashed, the question of "correctness" was secondary.  In this regard, Li Runshi possessed an indestructible will, and his health was far superior to He Rui's. Handing things to Li, He Rui was completely at peace.  Seeing He Rui silent, Li didn't speak either. The two enjoyed a rare moment of relaxation in the car speeding toward the Military Commission offices. After a while, Li handed He Rui a cigarette; both smoked, feeling relaxed. Only then did Li ask, "Chairman, is the winter in Yunnan very cold?"  "How should I put it... high-altitude regions aren't that hot," He Rui replied lazily. At this, he remembered something and said to Li, "You should take a vacation with the comrades. Since the war started, the US President and their elite have been on vacation who knows how many times. I think I've set a bad example. You must help reverse this bad tendency. Long-term intense work warps the psychology."  "Doesn't the Chairman wish to go on vacation?" Li smiled.  He Rui shook his head with helplessness. "The ideals of my life have already been constrained by the past; no matter how warped I get, it won't go much further. But the comrades are different; they must experience the future."  In the front seat, the secretary felt a sudden, inexplicable pang of sadness. To present-day Chinese, He Rui was undoubtedly a guardian deity. In less than thirty years, he had reversed everything, returning China to its rightful historical place while guarding its sovereignty and interests. He Rui's words struck the secretary's heart deeply.  The secretary had been with He Rui for three years and could feel that the "future" he spoke of was indeed not his own, but that of the Chinese people—even the world's people.  Such a feeling is hard to describe but easy to understand.  Even after lightly wiping the corners of his eyes, the secretary couldn't calm his emotions. He had to press his finger between his teeth and bite down hard. Only through the pain could he suppress the urge to weep.  After a silence, Li Runshi asked, "The 'past' the Chairman speaks of seems to be on a massive time scale."  At this, the secretary could no longer hold back and suddenly burst into tears of grief.  Seeing this, He Rui could only laugh. "Don't misunderstand. The future I speak of is the future where humanity breaks out of the Galaxy. According to calculations, the Milky Way we live in seems to have entered a dying stage. Thus, the heavy metal content in our galaxy is very high. The number of high-mass celestial bodies appears unusually large. Unless a massive change—let's call it a 'transformation' (bian gua)—occurs, these high-mass bodies will eventually turn back into hydrogen and be released into the galaxy where humanity resides. Otherwise, the Milky Way will fall into a state of rigid death.  So, the future of humanity breaking out of Earth, out of the Solar System, and out of the Galaxy... that must rely on you all, comrades!"  This future He Rui described was so bright and so discordant with his own personal future. The secretary listened intently, yet found himself at a loss, unable to figure out why He Rui would make such a joke.  Li, however, did not think He Rui was joking. He asked with some confusion, "Chairman, the universe will not perish."  "The universe will not perish. but humanity in its current form certainly will. What I say is built on the foundation that humanity will likely not undergo a disruptive change in its own structure for the next few millennia. And... look at the ginkgo trees outside." He Rui pointed out the window.  Both Li and the secretary looked at the ginkgo trees lining the avenue. They had been planted over a decade ago and looked robust. Though the heart-shaped leaves hadn't appeared in February, the trees would soon begin a new round of growth.  "Ginkgoes appeared over 300 million years ago. After 300 million years, there are now no bacteria or insects in nature that target them. If you'd seen the ginkgoes near the nuclear test sites, you'd know that even a nuke can't kill a ginkgo. After all, when they appeared 300 million years ago, the radiation on Earth was far higher than it is now. While such longevity is enviable, it would not be a blessing for humanity to be thus." He Rui sighed.  The mention of time measured in hundreds of millions of years made the secretary feel an inexpressible sense of the distant and profound—a scale of time that seemed capable of swallowing a person whole. Yet listening to He Rui and seeing the actual trees, the secretary felt that time was perhaps not so long after all. For He Rui was before him. As long as He Rui was there, even the washing away of eons seemed potentially resistible.  Li Runshi spoke then: "Chairman, the people of the world will surely enter an entirely new way of life. No one can block that."  He Rui nodded. "That is our responsibility. I am also an ordinary person, and I often consider problems with a very realist mindset. So I too cannot figure out when a nation like the United States will choose to accept reality and move toward a new future when faced with a massive threat.  There are two possibilities. One is that the US quickly abandons its past and decides to take another step forward. In the other, more tragic possibility, the US still believes in its past experiences, seeing the new era merely as a cycle of the old. The US used massacres to deal with the indigenous people of North America; now, they fear China will use the same means against Americans.  If it is the latter, the war will be exceptionally bloody. For the US believes that only by returning to the past, to a period where they have nothing left to lose, can they have their own security."  Li knew He Rui wasn't debating, but stating his view. Such an unknowable future indeed contained too many uncertainties—ones that would cause the world to bleed far too much. Li explained his own reasoning: "Chairman, I believe there is nothing to fear in such a future. For without breaking that fear, the US cannot emerge. I too have considered a policy of directly isolating the US, but I believe even if they are ultimately isolated, it must be their own choice. I intend to inform the Roosevelt administration of this possibility clearly in our upcoming negotiations."  He Rui shook his head. "I think you should find a way to inform the 'masters' of Congress. How much longer the Roosevelt administration can exist is a difficult thing to determine. Even if Roosevelt dies, it doesn't mean the US will change its attitude. After all, the US may well have its way of looking at problems warped by fear."  Returning to the Military Commission headquarters, they found the Five Tiger Generals already waiting in the meeting room. Seeing He Rui return, everyone was delighted. After the pleasantries, He Rui waved a hand. "I am very tired, so this time I will be brief. I fully agree with the meeting's report."  At this, Xu Chengfeng's face turned pale. He Rui had been tired before, but he had never used fatigue as a reason. This break from custom gave Xu a very unsettling feeling.  Zheng Silang, with his intense personality, replied with an uneasy face: "Since the Chairman is tired, let us wait a few days to discuss it."  He Rui shook his head. "Silang, work cannot be delayed. I've also looked at the Red Army's counter-offensive; its standard, while what one would expect of the USSR, still allows America to harbor a sense of luck—thinking we might choose to support the Soviets first.  Only by starting the plan immediately can we make the situation develop as quickly as possible. So do not worry about me; just execute according to the report."  Zheng Silang shook his head vigorously. "Chairman, I think it really can wait."  Hardly had he spoken when Zhong Yifu said, "Silang, we do whatever the Chairman tells us to do!"  Cheng Ruofan followed suit: "Silang, we should be sharing the Chairman's burden now." Turning to He Rui, he said, "Chairman, I will launch the general offensive in the spring according to the plan. Until all of Africa is liberated! I even feel that perhaps before the American problem is solved, Africa will already be liberated!"  He Rui looked at Cheng Ruofan's mature face, yet could still see the beautiful-featured youth he once was. The Cheng Ruofan of then was little different from the one today—at least he was still as clumsy in expressing his unease.  Turning to Zheng Silang, He Rui patted his shoulder. "Don't worry, I won't die. At least not yet. I will surely see the arrival of the new era."  He Rui gave him another pat. "And since the comrades in the Party are all shouting about having a 'showdown' after total victory, I certainly can't die yet. I *must* see how exactly that showdown is handled after victory!"  At this, the atmosphere grew awkward. Even among these old comrades who could be said to be very frank with one another, their stances on the economy had diverged significantly.  Only Cheng Ruofan straightened his back at those words. For he indeed had spoken of having a "showdown" in a moment of emotional heat. Cheng didn't refuse to accept that his thinking might be problematic, but he couldn't accept a version of himself that hid or held back.  "That's all. Dismissed," He Rui ordered.  "Don't dismiss yet. I have a question," Cheng Ruofan said.  Zhong Yifu, fearing Cheng might say something excessive, immediately objected: "Say whatever you want after you've liberated Africa!"  Cheng shook his head. "I'm not talking about the showdown. I want to ask: when will the promotions to Marshal occur?"  *Pfft!* Zheng Silang was amused. Though he knew Cheng wasn't a man who craved power or rank, this was just too "cute." For everyone's sake, he'd rather be misunderstood.  He Rui, however, would not misunderstand. Seeing that Cheng didn't intend to change the North American landing report, he pointed to the seats and took his own at the head of the table. Once the comrades were seated, He Rui said, "My view is that once our negotiations with the Roosevelt administration conclude, we can decide whether to land in New Zealand. After all, the Roosevelt administration believes they have built New Zealand into an impregnable fortress. It should hold for at least two to three months, I'd say."  Xu Chengfeng gave a light laugh. "The General Staff assessment is that New Zealand won't last a month."  He Rui waved a hand. "The question holds little discussion value. If the Roosevelt administration decides to withdraw from the war, that would be best. But the probability is low, so once the New Zealand campaign is over, we will conduct the promotions. That way, the commander landing in North America will be a Chinese Marshal. *Cough, cough...*"  He Rui coughed for a moment, then caught his breath and smiled. "Heh, I imagine none of you wants to be a defeated Marshal."  "Victory and defeat are common in war. I don't... ah!" Cheng Ruofan suddenly called out in pain, as Xu Chengfeng had kicked him under the table.  He Rui knew Cheng was trying to lighten the mood and didn't pay any mind to an overly-tense Xu Chengfeng.  "Comrades, to date the world's configuration is essentially determined; the nations blocking the world's liberation have all jumped out and stood against the people of the world. I also hope you future Marshals will let these nations feel the power of a just war. Therefore, it would be best if the forces that capture those capitals are not the Chinese military, but the World People's Liberation Army." Having spoken, He Rui fell into another uncontrollable fit of coughing.  This time it was quite severe, and it took him a while to stop. Waving his hand to calm the room, he used the table to pull himself to his feet. "I'm going back to rest now. You are all busy; do not come to visit me. I don't want to infect any of you."
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**Chapter 877: Time for North America (4)**  February 14, 1943. Valentine's Day. Roosevelt felt he had received the best possible Valentine's gift: news had finally arrived from the Chinese government through the secret diplomatic channel Secretary of State Hull had been cultivating.  On this occasion, Roosevelt did not call for his lover but spent the holiday with his wife. Mrs. Roosevelt, the social activist, was unaware that her husband had resumed his affair. As she set the meal before him and took her own seat, she spoke of the encounters she had had during her advocacy for women's rights across America.  "Dear, some families have been asking if it's possible to exchange prisoners with China," Mrs. Roosevelt said, her expression filled with genuine compassion.  Due to his wife's cold and inflexible personality, Roosevelt generally disliked talking with her. This time, however, he felt she had provided an excellent channel for Sino-American communication. Swallowing a mouthful of mashed potatoes, he asked, "In which states did you meet these voters?"  "Mostly in the Northern states," she replied, recalling the pained looks of the servicemen's families. "Virginia, Maine, New York, North and South Carolina. People were asking in all of them."  Roosevelt noted the names of the states, memorizing them. As long as such people existed, he could use them to build political momentum. The US currently held some Chinese prisoners of war—mostly pilots who had parachuted during the Singapore campaign starting in October 1941, along with a smaller number of soldiers captured in the Solomons.  That the number of captured Chinese pilots exceeded that of common soldiers was abnormal, but the value of airmen was far higher than that of ordinary infantry. More importantly, negotiations for a POW swap would constitute official Sino-American talks. As long as the officers attending were of sufficient rank, the two sides could set the stage for subsequent meetings.  The day after Valentine's Day, Roosevelt had the State Council contact China.  In Mexico City, people in broad ponchos and wide-brimmed hats rode horses through the streets. Horse-drawn wagons shuttled between factories, creating a steady stream of traffic.  Before the war, the US had invested heavily in Mexico—investments truly aimed at boosting Mexican industrial capacity rather than just resource extraction. As the war progressed, US imports from Mexico increased steadily, and Mexican domestic employment saw significant growth.  In this prosperous city stimulated by the war economy, ordinary people failed to notice two cars arriving at a famous seafood restaurant. First to arrive was the US Ambassador to Mexico, Michael. Seated in a pre-booked private room, Michael checked his watch.  According to the arrangement, Michael was to arrive at 10:45 AM and the Chinese personnel at 10:50. Seeing it was already 10:48, Michael said to his secretary with some resentment, "I expect the Chinese will be a few minutes late."  The secretary said nothing. In an ordinary meeting, lateness was an insult. But with the two nations at each other's throats and China holding a massive advantage, such a delay would project a winner's arrogance. From a negotiating standpoint, applying pressure was a necessary choice, and a slight delay was a perfect minor tactic.  Ambassador Michael sat down and looked out from the balcony. He had just begun watching the bustling streets of Mexico City when there was a knock on the door. Thinking it was a waiter with the menu, he didn't turn around.  The secretary opened the door, and a moment later footsteps entered. Michael was surprised when the secretary remained silent. Turning, he saw two Chinese men had entered—it was the Chinese Ambassador to Mexico, Li Xiong. Michael's secretary closed the door. Ambassador Li Xiong checked his wrist and said to Michael, "It is 10:50. Shall we begin?"  The atmosphere in the room was heavy. The two ambassadors sat facing each other over a checkered tablecloth, neither looking friendly. Finally, Michael spoke: "On behalf of the United States government, I express our firm rejection of China's act of initiating war!"  As Michael said, with China holding a massive advantage on the battlefield, Li Xiong felt a sense of superiority. He was actually pleased by Michael's statement and replied in a level tone, "I fully understand America's emotions. If you are finished expressing them, we can proceed with the discussion!"  Michael was loath to express anger like a "loser." Hearing Li Xiong, he immediately moved to the main topic. "The war has created too many tragedies. Those who have lost their lives have already brought immense pain to their families. And the captured servicemen cause their families constant, agonizing fear. America believes it is necessary to allow families to visit the POW camps."  While Li Xiong felt this was an excellent opportunity for further communication, he shook his head. "I believe neither of us has the authorization to discuss this. Especially myself; I have no such authorization at all."  Michael felt that by mentioning authorization, Li was actually agreeing to contact and was steering the topic toward a higher-level meeting. Though resentful, he didn't probe further, instead asking, "When shall we meet again?"  "I will notify you," Li said, then rose and left the room.  Watching the two Chinese diplomats vanish, Michael began considering how to report this to the Secretary of State.  In China, the Central Committee members who should have been happy at the news were instead in a state of deep depression. For He Rui had fallen ill. It began as a simple cough and cold but quickly developed into a pneumonia-like condition. Thereafter, He Rui ran a high fever, his temperature reaching 39.2°C at one point.  This terrified the committee members, especially those who had participated in eliminating past epidemics; with their basic physiological knowledge, such a high fever was a shocking development.  Fortunately, the fever lasted less than an hour. It then settled into a pneumonia-like state, but soon his temperature spiked again to 39°C.  By now, the Medical Academy—using electron microscopy to analyze samples—had finally confirmed the diagnosis: He Rui had contracted the "American Virus," the same strain that had broken out after the First World War.  The West, especially the US, claimed the 1919 pandemic had simply vanished. In truth, it had never left but was rapidly mutating. Only because the lethality had dropped and the Western powers wanted to quell panic did they claim it had "suddenly disappeared" after three years.  The Center immediately ordered a strict investigation into how He Rui had been infected. Based on his itinerary, they soon determined he had visited a POW camp in the Yunnan-Guizhou region. According to latest reports, a new batch of US prisoners arriving at the camp had triggered an outbreak of the American coronavirus there. Members of He Rui's entourage had also fallen ill.  With the cause identified, the committee members felt slightly relieved, yet their anger flared. Currently, visitors were only allowed a few glimpses through a protective door. Representing the others, a comrade who visited saw that He Rui's face and hands—visible outside his hospital gown—were as white as paper, as if all the blood had been drained from his body.  Since falling ill, He Rui had been completely unable to handle work, a situation unprecedented for the Center. Even with Li Runshi presiding over the Standing Committee in his stead and the nation running smoothly, the overall unease was reinforced by this unfamiliarity, making the work feel somewhat frantic.  When the Roosevelt administration sent out feelers for communication, some agitated committee members stated flatly, "While the Chairman is unwell, we refuse to communicate with that filthy country, America!"  Li Runshi fully understood their surface emotions, for he himself was furious. He had spent the most time with He Rui after his return to the capital, yet he and the Military Commission comrades were fine. Li faced immense pressure and held a strong resentment toward the US. Especially with China holding such a massive strategic advantage, the fact that He Rui had been struck down by an American virus felt more like an outrage than a misfortune.  Aside from the surface emotions, Li also realized a portion of the comrades did not internally accept his leadership. This was why they wanted to leave all major matters until He Rui's recovery. While He Rui had passed the critical stage, the virus had damaged some of his organs, leaving him increasingly frail.  "Illness comes like a mountain falling, and leaves like drawing silk"—He Rui's full recovery would take a long time. Li Runshi could not allow work to stall. Thus, he first held a meeting with Foreign Minister Li Shiguang.  Li Shiguang said immediately, "Vice Chairman Li, I believe it is necessary to begin negotiations with America at once."  Seeing the Minister's clear attitude, Li Runshi confirmed his support and discussed the core issues of the negotiation with him. They soon reached a consensus. Li Shiguang summarized: "At this stage, we must create a meeting of sufficient rank. By March 25th, we must determine whether America is willing to exit the war."  Li Runshi nodded. March 25th was the deadline for completing preparations for the New Zealand offensive, involving 230 warships—centered on 12 carriers and 8 battleships—along with roughly 1,000 merchant transport vessels.  Such an operation was too costly to be delayed for negotiations. Unless the US made a clear decision to exit the war by the 25th, the New Zealand campaign would proceed.  Li Shiguang continued: "By May 1st, if America has not clearly indicated its withdrawal, we will launch the plan to land in Canada."  Li nodded again, feeling a sense of relative ease. Logically, a Canadian landing would trigger a violent US reaction and an intense war. But once it began, all US strength—especially the Navy—would be tied down in the North Pacific. Even if defensive gaps appeared elsewhere, the US would lack the capacity to exploit them.  If America was defeated there, it was essentially finished. Even if China were defeated in North America, it would only mean an inability to advance on that continent, without affecting China's overall strategic position.  Whether the Roosevelt administration was willing to talk depended on America's strategic choice. Explaining China's strategy and inviting the US to join the New World Order would not require long negotiations. Such things couldn't be faked; the American elite would surely understand. The only difficulty was whether they would choose to join.  Finishing with the Foreign Ministry, Li then convened a State Council meeting. Although Wu Youping had requested to resign, the Central Committee had asked him to continue.  Wu, who had previously handed work to the Vice Premiers, attended this meeting personally. He appeared quite tense. Before it began, he conferred with Li Runshi. "Vice Chairman Li, are you certain the Chairman is completely out of danger?"  "I have asked four doctors," Li replied.  Wu did not press further but swallowed two pills and steadied himself before saying, "Vice Chairman Li, the Chairman *must* be fine. If any misfortune befalls him, while subsequent matters can be solved, it will surely cause massive internal damage."  Li knew Wu was referring to the "showdown after total victory." Some comrades still spoke thus because they felt that with He Rui present, staking a claim now might yield advantages later. But once He Rui was gone, if Li had not attained his position through the electoral system, things would turn very ugly.  "Premier, rest assured. The Chairman will certainly be fine," Li emphasized once more.  The State Council meeting primarily discussed economics. Compared to 1942, the leadership was far more composed. Data showed China's 1942 GDP had reached 1.8 trillion CNY. At the pre-war exchange rate of 1:6, that was $300 billion—18% higher than projected.  Based on current demand, the 1943 GDP was projected to reach 2.1 trillion CNY, or roughly $350 billion. While China still trailed the US in per capita terms, in total volume—especially industrial and agricultural output—it had comprehensively surpassed America.  Intelligence showed US military spending in 1942 had reached $79.1 billion. China's total tax revenue was about 30%, or $90 billion. After basic government expenses, China's war spending was around $66.5 billion.  While the absolute figure seemed lower than America's, China had finished building its shipbuilding, aviation, electronics, and materials industries before the war. These sectors had formed complete chains and were profitable in their own right. China hadn't made special investments in new industries after the war began, but simply issued massive orders to existing ones. Thus, China's $66.5 billion in military spending was equivalent to roughly $90 billion or even $100 billion in US terms.  A report from SASAC argued that if the war continued at this rate, America would face fiscal collapse by 1944.  Of course, the US wasn't entirely without a chance. If they abolished the federal system and turned the states into provinces, giving the federal government the full powers of a centralized state, they could continue.  But the report judged that in such a scenario, the Roosevelt administration would lack the capacity to fight both domestically and internationally at the same time.  Li Runshi had called the meeting not to gloat over China's advantage, but to let the data soothe the leadership and keep them from meddling in other matters.  Seeing the various departments were steady after their reports, Li raised a new requirement: "Fully safeguard the interests of Chinese nationals (Qiao Min) overseas and ensure they can rapidly integrate into their local societies and economies. To this end, we can accept larger deficits."  In a narrow sense, "migrants" meant former Chinese citizens who became foreigners. Focusing on them now would mean a drain on China's population. "Overseas Chinese" (Qiao Min) were different—the term applied to all citizens residing abroad.  At the mention of overseas Chinese, the State Council leaders were invigorated. While they would meet problems initially, intelligence showed there were many countries and regions where Chinese productivity could be leveraged.  Even setting aside remittances, simply considering the release of domestic labor surplus could solve a great many issues.  The official from the Ministry of Land and Resources was the most excited. "At this stage, we indeed need a large number of overseas Chinese to develop the iron mines of Western Australia. Once those ores start flowing into the country on a large scale, our shortage of high-quality ore will be solved once and for all."  The official from Agriculture was equally enthused. "Transporting alfalfa and other fodder from Australia to China yielded no profit in the past. But high-quality alfalfa hay can satisfy the livestock needs of the Southeast; even a hundred million tons a year could be fully absorbed."  Other officials didn't interrupt, not because they didn't know what the nation needed, but because iron ore and alfalfa were clearly the two largest and most urgent commodities. They were critical both now and for China's future.  Around the transport of hundreds of millions of tons of these commodities, China's industrial layout would shift. The Ministry of Transport, for instance, would need to invest in domestic shipping and canals to ensure these goods reached landlocked areas directly.  The Ministry of Industry would adjust the location of metallurgical enterprises. Placing steel plants on the coast had once been seen as foolish, but with high-quality Australian ore arriving by the hundreds of millions of tons, it became the smart choice.  Before the war, the State Council had known a globalized China would undergo massive changes, but only now that the change had begun did they feel the great power of globalization.  Li Runshi had only made the opening remarks; in their excitement, the comrades grew increasingly proactive. The meeting's mood lifted. Li gradually stopped speaking, listening to his ministers happily discuss future development, his heart more settled.  Finally, he looked toward Wu Youping, who returned his gaze with a slight nod—a sign of approval. Once consensus was reached in the State Council and with the Foreign Ministry, all that remained was to finalize the view of the Military Commission.  Economy, military, and diplomacy are the pillars of national operation. Ensuring the state runs smoothly allowed Li to then communicate with the comrades in the Party.  With the party, military, and government running under his leadership, Li effectively held power in China. All that remained was to ensure his election in 1945 through continued work.  Though Wu Youping would unconditionally support He Rui's decision—even if he chose someone else—for now, Wu stood firmly with Li. He dearly hoped Li could take over He Rui's work, if only to allow the Chairman time to rest.
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**Chapter 878: Time for North America (5)**  Washington, D.C. Roosevelt's plane for his vacation had already taken off, a departure the cabinet members had grown accustomed to. Under the continuous blows of defeat, the members of the Roosevelt administration all felt a desperate need for rest. This was especially true for the Chiefs of Staff of the Army, Navy, and Air Force—including Marshall—who had gathered in a small restaurant just as the President's plane left Washington.  It was just after noon, and the restaurant was nearly empty of diners. A waiter crossed the vacant floor to the three men. Admiral Kimmel, the Chief of Naval Operations, looked up and said, "Absinthe, please."  The waiter was taken aback and about to speak when Kimmel added, "Make it the green leaf."  The other two Chiefs said nothing. The US Prohibition had begun in early 1920 and was repealed in December 1933. But Absinthe, banned in Europe and America since 1915, had yet to be legalized.  Just as the thirteen-year Prohibition had thoroughly altered American liquor supply channels, the Western ban on Absinthe had made China the world's primary producer of the spirit. Because brewing Absinthe required a high level of technical skill, all the Absinthe available in America was imported via smuggling channels from China.  The kitchen was preparing a meal centered on roasted cod. Appetizers like bacon and eggs and fries were brought out first. Simultaneously, a brown bottle was placed on the table. From the outside, the liquid within looked dark, but when poured, it was a vibrant emerald green and filled the air with its aroma.  Kimmel raised his glass toward Marshall and General Carl Spaatz. "To your health."  The two took a drink and felt their spirits lift. One of the primary reasons Absinthe had been banned and highlighted in propaganda was its alleged hallucinogenic properties and its tendency to incite criminal impulses.  Once China had secured its position as the world's leading producer, it began to debunk these myths. The Chinese distilleries' counter-propaganda didn't claim hallucinations didn't exist, but rather informed the public that Absinthe compliant with Chinese food safety regulations contained no hallucinogenic or psychoactive stimulants.  Any such reaction in a drinker, they argued, was because the distillers had added ingredients specifically to cause hallucinations during the production process.  To support this, the Chinese Food Association had released several reports labeled by the Western media as the work of "muckraking experts." These reports detailed the two-hundred-year history of "food additives" in Europe and America. Because the content was so close to Western daily life yet so horrifying, Marshall felt a strange mental shock even as the Chinese Absinthe provided him with a sense of ease.  Marshall was not the only one affected; the entire American elite was shaken. During lunch, Roosevelt had read an insider report by the muckrakers on American meat processing plants; he was so disgusted he vomited up the meat he had just eaten. Thereafter, Roosevelt refused to eat food produced by processing plants. He was not alone; the American upper class all began eating privately slaughtered meat.  Admiral Kimmel clearly didn't care about the meat. After two quick glasses, he spoke: "The Navy is at a total disadvantage in the Pacific and can only offer a passive defense. Furthermore, once China launches a landing operation, our Navy will be exhausted in a very short time."  General Carl Spaatz, the Air Force Chief of Staff, did not agree. He stared at Kimmel and said, "The Air Force can coordinate with the Army and Navy. Isn't that how China won its previous battles?"  Kimmel downed another glass before retorting, "We can build numerous fortifications along the coast, but what about Canada? Can we enter Canada immediately upon discovering a Chinese move toward the West Coast?"  Spaatz fell silent. The Roosevelt administration had discussed common defense with Britain regarding Canada, and the British government's attitude had been decent. But someone had leaked the news, and all of Canada was now in a panic. Local Canadian units had mobilized and begun taking up positions along the US-Canada border. Clearly, the Canadians' wariness of America far outweighed their fear of China.  Marshall had a modest tolerance for alcohol, and with Absinthe being a potent spirit, he hadn't touched his glass again after the first. Only then did he say to the other two, "The Army has completed its plan to enter Canada. This plan *must* be carried out."  "Why?" Spaatz asked, somewhat puzzled.  Marshall found the question foolish but felt he had to explain: "If we fail to acquire Canada, we will be nailed to the pillar of shame."  Even with Marshall speaking so bluntly, it took Spaatz a moment to understand. Draining his glass, he sighed, "Damnable politics!"  Yes. This was politics—damnable politics. The US military had suffered defeat after defeat, and at the hands of the once-"weak" Chinese. Domestic public opinion was largely one of bewilderment. Fortunately, the American media was highly disciplined, desperately portraying China as an evil, barbaric, and ferocious nation that won only through numerical superiority. This had finally given the American public a reason they could accept.  But swallowing Canada was another matter. With his level of comprehension, Spaatz now understood the reason: the Roosevelt administration was preparing for defeat. If they merely lost men and territory like the Philippines and Hawaii, the administration would be viewed as incompetent.  If they swallowed Canada, Roosevelt would undoubtedly have fulfilled a mission of expansion. Losing to a "barbaric" China with vast numbers would then seem not so unacceptable.  Perhaps unable to stomach such political maneuvering, or perhaps out of unease, Spaatz asked, "What if China occupies the West Coast?"  Marshall did not want to answer. Kimmel, however, gave a nonchalant laugh. "By then I'll have been dismissed; whatever I say won't matter."  This self-abandoning attitude displeased Spaatz. Becoming emotional, he pressed, "What does Chief Kimmel believe we should do?"  Kimmel had long made up his mind and replied immediately, "Seek peace with China immediately and exit the war. That way, we can bring the units in New Zealand back."  The suggestion was so decisive that Spaatz found the shock hard to accept. Yet upon reflection, he felt Kimmel's words weren't without merit. But his pride as a US General made him voice his opposition: "Our Air Force will surely hold the West Coast. Does China truly dare to attack it?"  Marshall agreed with this assessment. The Army Staff had conducted two simulations and concluded that millions of US soldiers and hundreds of thousands of Air Force personnel could thoroughly annihilate any Chinese landing force. So Marshall said, "China may not even have the capability to take New Zealand."  Hearing this, Admiral Kimmel downed another glass of Absinthe and let out a low, cold laugh. The laugh contained no disdain, but rather a profound sense of sympathy and a weary, weathered feeling.  For some reason, both Marshall and Spaatz felt a sudden, inexplicable unease.
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**Chapter 879: Time for North America (6)**  When the three Chiefs of Staff ended their gathering, Admiral Kimmel, Chief of Naval Operations, was drunk. As he stumbled toward his car, he suddenly spun around and grabbed the arm of General Marshall, who remained standing ramrod straight. Unable to contain his emotions, Kimmel's voice rose: "If China invades North America, I will die at the front! I will not be branded with the shameful stigma of defeat!"  Marshall had been in a foul mood throughout the drinking, as Kimmel's constant insistence that the US could not win had been grating on his nerves. Seeing Kimmel suddenly making a scene of "seeking death," Marshall felt a surge of intense loathing.  Sensing Marshall's expression, Kimmel released his arm with a look of reciprocal disdain and turned to General Carl Spaatz, the Air Force Chief of Staff. "Carl, do you too lack faith in my ability?"  Spaatz was also displeased, yet as the head of a service with higher technical requirements than the Army, he looked at Kimmel's haggard, bleak smile and felt a twinge of sympathy. To date, the Air Force had also been left bloodied and bruised by Chinese military technology. Though they had done everything humanly possible, the Air Force was, in reality, also defeated.  After a moment of internal conflict, Spaatz stepped forward half a pace. "Admiral, you are drunk."  "Heh," Kimmel gave a hollow laugh. He removed his cap, smoothing the thin remnants of his curly hair, and said with self-mockery, "I am indeed drunk. Please, pay no mind to anything I've said."  With that, Kimmel put his cap back on and, with movements as steady as he could manage, climbed into his car.  Watching the car drive away, Spaatz was speechless. Then he heard Marshall speak: "General, the Air Force must coordinate closely with the Army. I believe it is necessary to establish a dedicated joint operations group."  Spaatz was highly displeased that Marshall showed not a shred of emotion toward Kimmel's despair. Currently, while the Army was also defeated, they were the most adept at deflecting blame. Before the "masters" of Congress, Marshall had represented the Army by stating: "Deprived of Naval and Air cover, the Army can only be encircled!"  Although Roosevelt hadn't used the Navy and Air Force as shields, they were already under immense pressure. If China attacked North America, Spaatz feared Marshall would use them as shields once more.  Suppressing his irritation, Spaatz said as calmly as possible, "I believe we must cooperate with the Navy. Without them, the West Coast cannot be defended."  Marshall looked at the blunt Air Force general, for a moment unsure how to make this "simple soldier" understand that at this stage, one of the Chiefs *must* be sacrificed to pacify the panic in Congress.  As Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Marshall knew the Navy had done its best. But the congressmen didn't believe the three services had truly exerted themselves; those "masters" were not prepared to study the rapid progress of military technology, their understanding of warfare likely still stuck in the era of the Civil War.  And the bloody cruelty of the Civil War was undoubtedly the peak of American history. European observers at the time had nearly soiled themselves witnessing the combat, stating in post-battle discussions: "We in Europe would never fight this way!"  The US military level then was indeed inferior to Europe's, yet the North and South had performed a preview of the First World War's bloodbaths half a century early by completely disregarding human life, effectively snuffing out any European desire to invade the American mainland.  Now, many in Congress believed the cause of defeat lay in the US military having lost the courage and offensive spirit of the Civil War. Their reasoning was sound: the current US strength, equipment, and technology were incomparable to that era.  Given that the scions of these congressional families were also on the battlefield, their understanding of the front wasn't poor. They believed the current US equipment level far exceeded that of contemporary Europe. China didn't possess equipment that completely outclassed America's; they just had more of it. With US universities essentially empty and millions of college-educated men at the front, there was no issue of an inability to leverage the equipment's potential.  Therefore, the string of defeats was not a matter of equipment, but of men. The cause was entirely due to officers lacking the courage to endure a 70% casualty rate in a single engagement.  Marshall wanted to offer Spaatz a hint, but before he could, the Air Force chief spoke with a gaze full of regret: "General, in every campaign, the Air Force and Navy have lost over half their strength. I do not agree with the representatives; both services have done their utmost. As for the failure to win, it is not because the Chinese are unafraid of death. Singapore, Hawaii, the Solomons—the reason China adopted a model that disregarded death was that it was the only way for a military lacking Pacific island support to gain the initiative.  Therefore, I maintain that the Army and Navy are not at fault. If Congress holds more hearings, I shall tell the representatives exactly that.  General, I too have reached my limit with the drink. Farewell."  With that, Spaatz turned and got into his own car, driving away without a backward glance.  Marshall stood alone at the hotel entrance, his heart filled with melancholy. When he arrived, he had intended to tell the other two about the atomic bomb, but things hadn't gone as planned. First there was Kimmel's self-abandonment, then Spaatz's emotional outburst.  Rubbing his forehead, Marshall felt isolated and abandoned. Suddenly, a surge of anger rose within him, and he could no longer suppress the urge to wash his hands of the whole mess.  *To hell with them all!* Marshall thought. If the "masters" believed it was his incompetence that led to this defeat, he wouldn't mind being removed.  With this anger, Marshall climbed into his car and sped away.  On February 20th, as Roosevelt prepared to leave his vacation retreat, Secretary of State Hull appeared at the door. Roosevelt saw excitement on Hull's face, which surprised him. He hadn't authorized the negotiating team to discuss peace or war, so Hull couldn't have made concessions. For Hull to be happy, the concessions must have come from the Chinese.  Hull hurried to Roosevelt's side, kneeling to whisper urgently, "Mr. President, He Rui has not appeared for half a month. He didn't even deliver the important Lunar New Year address. According to several intelligence channels, he appears to be gravely ill."  Roosevelt felt a mysterious surge of joy. Among current world leaders, He Rui was the most senior in terms of experience, yet the youngest in age. If he had indeed fallen ill, it must be something very serious.  But Roosevelt dared not believe things would turn out so well and asked another question: "How are the negotiations?"  Taking a seat on a stool pulled over by Roosevelt's lover, Hull replied in high spirits, "The Chinese have indicated a willingness to exchange prisoners. They have also agreed to higher-level talks."  Roosevelt found both pieces of news excellent, but not necessarily linked. He cautioned, "Proceed with the high-level talks as quickly as possible; we must find out what kind of agreement the Chinese want to reach."  By the end of the month, a relatively reliable report reached the US. He Rui, missing for a month, had indeed fallen ill—reportedly very seriously, and had yet to recover.  The Sino-American talks on a POW swap were quite blunt. China required that the US produce *all* Chinese prisoners for exchange. In return, China was willing to provide a very large number of Americans.  Hull knew the Chinese attitude was arrogant, yet he was helpless. China currently held 1.2 million British and American prisoners; they had no shortage of bargaining chips.  At a cabinet meeting, Hull described the American soundings: "We proposed a 1:10 exchange ratio. The Chinese representative stated that if they can get back every single Chinese prisoner in US hands, they can accept that ratio."  The cabinet members' faces darkened. Such arrogance was insulting, and the Chinese negotiator's little trick infuriated them.  If the US accepted such terms, it meant that after the swap, the US would hold zero Chinese prisoners, while China would still hold hundreds of thousands of Americans. A request that seemed to favor the US was actually a massive loss, throwing away their only leverage for nothing.  Hull knew this was unworkable and added, "Our representative has stated that any swap must be by proportion, not absolute numbers. The Chinese have yet to respond."  Swapping by proportion would equalize the relative standing of the two nations; Hull's handling of the matter made the cabinet feel much better.  Roosevelt, however, knew they would at most get back some high-value personnel, like captured US generals. A large-scale swap was no longer possible.  One cabinet member then asked if the news of He Rui's illness was true. The others were clearly just as interested; if He Rui died, Chinese pressure on the world would drop significantly. China would need a long time to stabilize its allies, giving the US precious time to prepare.  Hull didn't dare exaggerate. "We obtained the news through Chinese brokers; according to them, his illness is not a top secret. Since the blackout has been lifted, he has likely already recovered."  Disappointment clouded the cabinet members' faces. Roosevelt was also displeased; he naturally wished He Rui would die, but whether he did or not didn't change China's powerful industrial strength. As long as that industry remained, a US comeback would be difficult.  "Gentlemen, how are the statistics?" Roosevelt asked, pulling them back to reality.  The cabinet members hurried to report the latest data. After two months of compilation, the 1942 figures were out. Stimulated by the war economy, US industrial and agricultural GDP had reached $292 billion. Military spending had reached $79.2 billion. Through ten successful rounds of war bonds, $61 billion had been raised.  Since bond purchases were tax-deductible, they were mostly bought by the syndicates; Rockefeller alone had bought $1.38 billion. The dozens of syndicates were the primary purchasers of US war debt.  As for the ordinary public, they were indeed enlisting and buying bonds enthusiastically. But per capita GDP was only $2,700, and a family of five had an annual income of just $1,200. Even so, the 110 million ordinary citizens had bought roughly $30 billion in bonds—an average of $270 per person. American war enthusiasm had reached an unprecedented level; they had essentially handed over every penny beyond their basic needs.  Roosevelt showed no sign of joy upon hearing this news, leaving many in the cabinet puzzled.  These major data points were public, so He Rui saw them too from his sickbed. Looking at the first report he had received since falling ill, it felt a bit foreign. After reading for a while, the familiar feeling gradually returned.  There was a knock at the door, and Wu Youping appeared, wearing a mask. He Rui waved him in. "Youping, it's cold outside."  Wu walked to his side, smelling of medical alcohol. He Rui smiled. "Heh, I'm the one who should be spraying alcohol."  Wu said nothing, but studied He Rui. His face was still pale—not terrifyingly so, but combined with his pinkish lips, it gave him an almost otherworldly, ethereal look. Wu didn't marvel at this; he knew He Rui's hematopoietic system had been severely damaged by the virus, resulting in this complexion.  "Chairman, rest well. We will handle the work; you shouldn't be so eager to read reports," Wu advised.  He Rui patted the file. "You must have seen it. Tell me, how much more war enthusiasm can be squeezed from the American public?"  Wu's mood was complex, and he had no heart for analysis. He asked back, "What does the Chairman think?"  He Rui replied slowly, "I think they can give another 30 billion before the sense of sacrifice without return leads to a massive frustration. If at that moment they receive a blizzard of death notices, American anti-war sentiment will reach a new peak."  Wu hadn't intended to talk shop, but couldn't help pressing: "Chairman, have you decided on the North American landing?"  "Youping, we truly have no choice. *Cough, cough...*" He Rui began coughing again.  Wu moved to pat his back, but He Rui stopped him with a hand. When it came to strategy, he remained proactive and refused to be treated as an invalid. Once his chest felt better, he continued: "I suspect the US is only trying to feel us out and hasn't prepared their own requirements yet."  "Indeed," Wu admitted.  "That means the Roosevelt administration has already prepared to accept the annihilation of the US forces in New Zealand. Roosevelt has likely already chosen the successors for his Chiefs of Staff," He Rui added.  Wu's attention was now fully on the war. "Chairman, you seem to value those three defeated generals highly."  "I do," He Rui nodded. "They are the best America has to offer right now. Most importantly, they understand strategy and can think at that level. If they are replaced, their successors will inevitably be chosen to achieve specific [political] ends. We must admit that American military heritage is not as deep as Germany's. Young German officers can carry the weight of command; young Americans cannot."  "You mean Manstein and Model?" Wu asked with some surprise.  "Mhm," He Rui hummed.  Wu was highly displeased. Someone had been giving He Rui other intelligence while he was supposed to be recovering; whoever did it would be severely reprimanded if Wu found out.  After his own heart attack, Wu had studied cardiovascular medicine. He knew both he and He Rui faced the problem of significantly increased blood viscosity. Anyone who affected He Rui's recovery and caused his health to worsen was a criminal!  He Rui didn't notice his friend's mood. "What have those two done?"  Wu had no choice but to reply briefly: "They held out against the Soviet elite. Meanwhile, the USSR launched a massive counter-attack to retake Stalingrad and another large pincer movement elsewhere. Both were counter-struck by those two. Losses were heavy, and they lost their best units."  He Rui wasn't surprised and smiled. "Now that *is* interesting. Once America hears of this, they'll be even less willing to truly quit. We'll soon see if the Roosevelt administration is sincere!"
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**Chapter 880: Time for North America (7)**  February 23, 1943. At the Washington, D.C. airport, Roosevelt's plane had just landed after his vacation when he was swarmed by reporters. As he was being lifted from the aircraft, the American press corps lunged forward almost as one.  Fortunately, Secret Service agents struggled to hold them back, preventing the situation from spiraling out of control. Seeing the commotion, the Presidential Guard rushed over to help maintain order, finally allowing Roosevelt to reach the designated interview area.  "Mr. President, have we already begun negotiations with China for a prisoner swap?" a reporter from *The New York Times* shouted above the din.  Roosevelt did not hide it, answering readily: "The Chinese side has expressed an interest in exchanging prisoners of war. In the spirit of humanitarianism, our country has dispatched personnel to make contact."  "Mr. President, aren't prisoner swaps usually conducted after a war ends?" the reporter pressed.  "There are many instances of exchanges during a conflict," Roosevelt explained. "They are not exclusively for the post-war period."  This answer gave the reporters much room for imagination. A journalist from *The Washington Post* interrupted, shouting, "Mr. President, which situation are we in now?"  Roosevelt's reason for admitting to the contact publicly was to gauge the direction of American public opinion. He replied, "From the moment China launched its war of aggression, America has vowed never to accept a humiliating surrender. Current contacts are intended to ensure China understands the POW regulations of the civilized world."  "Mr. President, are you implying that China is mistreating our captured servicemen?" the Post reporter followed up quickly.  Roosevelt shook his head. "We are currently investigating with the Chinese to determine the conditions under which both sides' prisoners are held. Any accusation requires definitive evidence."  "Mr. President, will we enter peace negotiations with China?" the reporter from *The Wall Street Journal* asked the question most on everyone's mind.  "Peace is the pursuit of all people," Roosevelt answered. "As long as China can recognize that its aggressive actions are wrong, America certainly will not close the door to peace talks."  The subsequent questions were primarily about the war; few reporters inquired about the US economy. After half an hour of the press conference, Roosevelt reflected on the matter during the drive back to the White House.  Stimulated by war demand, the American economy was booming. While not "excellent," it was certainly the best period since the start of the Great Depression in 1929. Although such a war economy would inevitably burst, America could fully sustain itself for the time being.  Back at the White House, Roosevelt immediately held an economic meeting with his cabinet. Reports from the Treasury and Agriculture Departments indicated that domestic supply and demand were quite good. While America's poor remained poor, at least employment was maintained. Especially with so many people sent off to fight, the unemployment rate was remarkably low.  Facing such a favorable economic outlook, Roosevelt asked how long it could last. The Treasury Secretary replied confidently, "Based on current data, we can maintain this for eighteen months."  Roosevelt felt that was enough time for China's attitude to shift. Ending the meeting, he convened a military session, where he learned the Soviet counter-offensive had run into serious trouble.  Although outnumbered by the Red Army, the Wehrmacht was clearly capable of sustained combat in the winter. Having imported vast amounts of raw materials and technology from America, their endurance had been greatly enhanced. In this campaign, the Luftwaffe had committed a large number of aircraft to air-drop supplies to encircled German units.  These air-drops satisfied the defensive needs of the frontline German troops. Once they no longer lacked ammunition, they began counter-attacking the Red Army in the frozen wastes.  In terms of endurance and stoicism, the Germans were in no way inferior to the Soviets. The commander of the 4th Army had directed his units to use manual labor to dig through snow over two meters deep, managing to clear dozens of kilometers of road within a month to restore contact with the other sections of the 4th Army cut off by the Soviets. They then launched a counter-encirclement of the Red Army units that had infiltrated their rear.  The Soviet offensive, which had looked so grand, was now exhausted and unable to advance further, forced to watch as the Wehrmacht dismantled their gains. Furthermore, the 9th Army commander, Model, had launched a counter-attack in the Rzhev salient, annihilating over 100,000 Red Army troops who had seemed poised to take the city.  Roosevelt saw the Rzhev salient on the map. The current front between the Soviets and Germans was generally smooth, except for a German-controlled zone 150 kilometers long and 100 kilometers wide driven deep into the Soviet lines. This was the Rzhev salient.  Except for the rear, which was German-held, the salient was surrounded by the Red Army on three sides. Even without a military background, Roosevelt could grasp the threat it posed. If the Wehrmacht committed a large force here, they could split the Soviet front in two and defeat them piecemeal.  Worse still, the salient was only 200 kilometers from the Soviet capital, Moscow. With German armored capability, a thrust from there could reach the gates of the city in three days if the Soviet defense faltered.  Seeing this situation, Roosevelt was forced to conclude that the Wehrmacht showed no signs of defeat yet.  With renewed hope, Roosevelt asked General Marshall, "Chief of Staff, do you believe the Wehrmacht still has a chance to defeat the Soviet Union?"  Marshall realized Roosevelt still intended to fight on. For the first time, he decided to voice his own thoughts: "Mr. President, the Wehrmacht cannot truly defeat the USSR. Even if they lose Moscow and Saint Petersburg, the Soviets will still be able to fight back with Chinese help."  Roosevelt felt an immediate surge of displeasure. Fortunately, he quickly reminded himself, *I am not He Rui.* This made him feel slightly better.  Yet this self-limitation triggered another form of anger. Even if He Rui was the globally acknowledged master strategist and military mind, as the President of the United States, admitting he was entirely inferior to the Chinese Chairman left Roosevelt feeling stifled and humiliated. They were both men; why must he admit he could never measure up, no matter how hard he tried?  This foul mood made Marshall seem increasingly loathsome in his eyes. Then he heard Marshall continue: "Mr. President, what we should prioritize now is withdrawing our troops from New Zealand."  Roosevelt could hardly believe Marshall would say such a thing. In the past, Marshall had been very sensible, never interfering in the President's political choices.  Doubtful, Roosevelt probed with a nonchalant tone: "Chief of Staff, do you believe it is necessary to negotiate peace with China?"  Marshall shook his head. "Mr. President, it is not yet time for peace talks. However, feeling out a truce with China is a sound choice."  Roosevelt felt a pang of distress, to the point where he turned his wheelchair to face the window. While he admired Marshall and believed him the best choice for Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, he now had to accept that Marshall could no longer be used.  Military personnel must not interfere in politics; this was not just a political taboo, but a challenge to the President's authority. A power-holder's bottom line is never allowing their power to be touched.  However, Roosevelt did not lose his composure. He soon turned back to face Marshall. This time, he saw a look of relief on the general's face. Marshall seemingly hadn't realized he was committing his greatest political error.  This reaction surprised Roosevelt, yet further cemented his resolve to remove Marshall. Given Marshall's personality, by saying those words, he had clearly decided that losing his post was a price he was willing to pay. In that case, Roosevelt would oblige him.  "Chief of Staff, America shall never surrender," Roosevelt said calmly.  Marshall saw the determination in Roosevelt's eyes, and he too felt a sense of relief. After careful assessment, he had concluded that if America did not exit the war now, China would inevitably invade North America. America might not surrender, but it no longer had the capacity to defeat China, and very likely could not defeat a Chinese force landed on the continent.  For his own sake, Marshall was unwilling to command a war that was destined to be horrific. Facing Roosevelt's sharp gaze, he said no more; there was no need.  On February 25th, in the US Congress, the Republicans launched a new round of fierce attacks against Roosevelt. Their pretext was the "defeatist views" the President had seemingly expressed while answering reporters at the airport. No powerful nation lacks experts in character assassination. In the USSR, Stalin had even remarked that some party workers were specialists in it. These specialists were adept at taking things to an extreme level of principle. In this regard, the congressional "masters" could proudly claim that the hundreds of them across both houses were all professionals!  Because they could all tell Roosevelt had been testing public opinion at the airport, the Republican attacks were exceptionally sharp: "President Roosevelt decided to declare war on China; now his statements lead us to suspect he is preparing to sign a surrender agreement!"  In truth, the Republicans knew well that Roosevelt would never surrender. But since he wanted to test the waters, they were determined to show him what the waters looked like. Public opinion might well come to believe Roosevelt was a surrender-prone president!  The Republican representatives weren't opposed to the war, but they were unanimous in their desire to force a change in administration. After their fierce attacks on Roosevelt, they turned their fire on the Democratic Party.  The Democrats, unwilling to be così insulted, immediately struck back. Bellicose rhetoric began to flood the halls of Congress. Seeing the Democrats emphasize their own toughness, the Republicans threw out their pre-planned proposal: demanding the power to conclude a truce be placed within Congress to ensure no "cowardly leader" could commit an act of national humiliation.  The Democrats had to support Roosevelt, and the war was yielding them rich profits. Ending the war now seemed highly inappropriate.  However, this stance did not dampen their political sensitivity. Realizing the Republican proposal was a power grab—where even a tiny slice of presidential authority would be a major political victory for the opposition—the Democrats naturally voted it down.  The Republicans had come prepared; they had more than one trick. Congressional sessions were open to the public, and pro-Republican reporters had already prepared their drafts. As soon as the vote ended, they filled in the blanks with specific names and quotes and rushed them to press.  Soon, American newspapers were screaming about "traitors within the country." The traitors were the "defeatists" and "surrenderists" who were selling out American interests.  These reports quickly ignited the rage of the American public. To date, the US military had suffered defeat after defeat. While the people still supported the government, they wanted to find a scapegoat for the losses.  In any nation, searching for a scapegoat for military failure naturally leads to the military leadership in command at the time. Roosevelt had done his best to protect Marshall until now. Thus, after a brief period of argument and vitriol, the removal of Marshall became the primary demand of the public outcry.  Marshall had long been prepared for removal, yet he felt he had received too much favor from Roosevelt to resign voluntarily. Until now, no member of the Roosevelt cabinet had resigned under pressure. Marshall doing so would imply the administration had lost control under the fierce challenges.  For several days after the tide turned, Marshall remained silent. It wasn't until March 8th, after Roosevelt had met several times with high-level Democrats and refrained from defending him as he once had, that Marshall knew his time had come.  On March 9th, Marshall proactively submitted his resignation to Roosevelt.  On March 10th, Roosevelt accepted the resignation without even a symbolic gesture of retention.  On March 12th, General MacArthur, Commander of the South Pacific, arrived back in Washington after a 72-hour flight from New Zealand.  As soon as he arrived, MacArthur headed to Congress for inquiry. As an influential scion of an American "Blue Blood" family, MacArthur faced the array of "uncles, brothers, and cousins" in Congress and used highly infectious rhetoric to summarize the series of wars.  In MacArthur's view, America's greatest problem was that it was too peace-loving, failing to see China's wolfish ambitions. In 1900, many in the US had believed China should be partitioned, yet those views were ignored.  From 1900 to 1942, China had used American goodwill to secretly develop itself until it finally possessed the capability for revenge.  MacArthur described the bravery and tenacity of the US troops on the battlefield before turning to the performance of the Chinese military. If the traveling persuaders of China's Warring States period two millennia ago had heard him, they would have found his description familiar.  "The Chinese military (the Qin army) trains its units as suicide squads; these soldiers don't even wear helmets on the battlefield, truly showing a disregard for life or death. When ordinary Chinese (the Qin people) hear of war, they stomp their feet and bare their chests in their eagerness to reach the front and begin the slaughter...  China's population is several times that of America; when they attack, they always dispatch forces ten times the size of ours, striking from all eight directions.  ...Bare-headed and bare-chested, they charge forward. Compared to the Qin army, the Allied (the Six States) forces are like a cup of water thrown into the desert, sucked dry in an instant.  Allied machine guns fired until their barrels turned red and they could fire no more; the dead Chinese soldiers carpeted the ground beyond all calculation (MacArthur cleverly used descriptions instead of numbers to avoid the issue of casualty statistics).  When the Allies ran out of ammunition, facing the endless Chinese hordes was like an egg hitting a rock... The Chinese are extremely savage in combat; even surrender is not shown mercy. They pursue their opponents relentlessly; after a battle, the ground is littered with the headless corpses of other nations' soldiers..."  Perhaps MacArthur retained a shred of self-respect, or was unwilling to spin a tale *too* far-fetched, for he didn't claim the Chinese pursued the enemy "with a head in the left hand and a prisoner under the right arm."  The congressional "masters" knew China's population was six times America's and naturally believed him. Some Democratic representatives had visited the front to boost morale and knew China indeed held a massive advantage. But they disliked MacArthur's exaggerated attitude and asked, "General MacArthur, can you do more than tell stories? As a soldier, do you have no analysis from a military perspective?"  As the holder of the highest scores in West Point history, MacArthur indeed possessed genuine military talent. Hearing this challenge, he replied immediately: "I characterize the Chinese tactics as 'Human Wave Tactics' (Ren Hai Zhan Shu). Human wave tactics utilize a force that exceeds the defensive side's kill capacity to launch an offensive, ensuring that the capacity to advance always exceeds the number of losses, thereby winning through a brutal mode of combat."  Such rhetoric would have been useless against high-level officers, yet it was effortless and highly effective against a group of congressmen. Moreover, having been born into the American elite, MacArthur had understood the power class from childhood. in this regard, he was infinitely stronger than a commoner like Marshall.  In MacArthur's view, the American elite cared most about their own power, not the outcome of the war. If they couldn't provide the public with a persuasive explanation, even a scion like MacArthur would be sacrificed.  And the explanation the elite required was not complex; it only had to fool the public. And what did the ordinary public know? The "human wave tactics" that were so ridiculous to an elite officer were enough to instill a profound fear in the masses. And that was enough!  Faced with fear, the people would seek protection. And the ones who could provide immediate protection were undoubtedly those currently in power.  A threat not only allowed the elite to avoid responsibility but allowed them to stabilize their power. Thus, MacArthur truly didn't understand how Marshall had allowed himself to be ousted.  Marshall might have been a fool, but MacArthur was not!



★


V08C008 - Time for North America (8)

Volume 8 — Chapter 8

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 881: Time for North America (8)**  As a defeated general, MacArthur had coined the term "human wave tactics" to save his own skin. A few days later, as the American media began filling page after page with stories of the "human waves" launched by China, even MacArthur himself was somewhat surprised.  What he hadn't expected was that the media, instead of pursuing his failure, began advocating for him to become the next Chief of Staff of the Army. Seeing this, MacArthur instantly sensed the political maneuvering behind the scenes.  His recall from New Zealand to Washington had actually been a face-saving measure by the American elite to avoid high-ranking officers being captured; "recall" was merely a polite term for flight. MacArthur hadn't been the only one; essentially every officer of brigadier general rank and above had been evacuated with him.  MacArthur had intended to use the "human wave" narrative to clear his name, but found that others were helping him—or rather, taking actions for their own ends that unexpectedly salvaged his career. Thus, he chose to remain behind closed doors.  With undercurrents swirling within the American elite, any proactive move on his part could lead to his downfall. As the son of Arthur MacArthur Jr., he knew exactly what to do.  As he expected, reporters swarmed his residence, desperate for an interview or public appearance. MacArthur simply refused all guests, prompting a flurry of stories extolling the MacArthur family legacy.  His father, Arthur MacArthur Jr., was born in Springfield, Massachusetts, on June 2, 1845, and later moved to Milwaukee, Wisconsin. In his childhood, his hero was Abraham Lincoln. In August 1862, at age 17, the "Blue Blood" scion donned a uniform as a first lieutenant and adjutant of the 24th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry Regiment.  In those days, the American elite were referred to as "Blue Bloods." A child of such status, even joining at 17 without military academy training, would start as at least a junior officer.  The elder MacArthur indeed possessed military talent. Over the next two and a half years, he displayed fearsome bravery and tenacity, earning numerous accolades. In the Battle of Chattanooga, his regiment suffered 40% casualties, and every mounted officer was killed except Adjutant MacArthur. He galloped across the field, rallying the units, reorganizing companies, and commanding with flexibility and courage, finally planting the regimental flag atop Mission Ridge. For this, he received the Medal of Honor and was promoted to major. He eventually led the 24th Regiment until the war's end. When promoted to lieutenant colonel and then colonel, he was not yet 19—the youngest colonel in the Union Army, known as the "Boy Colonel of the West."  Thereafter, his career was smooth sailing. After the Spanish-American War broke out in April 1898, he was promoted to brigadier general and commanded an infantry brigade in the Philippines. Operating within the 3rd Corps, he led his brigade bravely against the Filipino insurgents led by Emilio Aguinaldo, successfully defending Manila in February 1899.  General MacArthur kemudian fought a dozen bloody engagements to take full control of the Philippines, his exploits headlined in American newspapers. He soon became commander of all US forces in the islands and was appointed Military Governor.  In July 1901, Arthur MacArthur Jr. was removed and recalled to the US following a conflict with the civilian governor, William Howard Taft. Over the next few years, he served as commander of the Department of the Colorado, the Lakes, and the East. During the Russo-Japanese War, he served as a military attaché and senior observer in Japan.  In August 1906, after a tour of Asia to observe various armies, he returned home to command the Pacific Division and was promoted to lieutenant general. This was the first time in US history that a lieutenant-general-level officer was given such significant military responsibility; this group of lieutenants held status comparable to marshals or grand generals in nations with longer military histories.  Seeing his father's glorious history raised once more, MacArthur felt more strongly than ever that a force was indeed pushing this agenda. On the night of March 19th, as he was writing his reflections on the war, his adjutant announced, "General Marshall requests an audience."  MacArthur was stunned and put down his pen. After reflecting for a long while, he finally decided to see Marshall.  Watching the adjutant's back, he considered it once more and remained firm. He believed Marshall was not one to cause trouble.  Unlike a top student like MacArthur, Marshall had been a "bottom-of-the-class" student in his youth. Marshall himself had early on accepted he was destined to be a poor student, yet he loathed being teased for it by his siblings.  Some officers close to Marshall had told MacArthur that Marshall had repeatedly begged his parents to send him to his brother's alma mater, the Virginia Military Institute (VMI). He later admitted he wanted to go not out of love for the military or a desire to show off in uniform, but to outdo his pretentious brother who mocked him.  Marshall's ability to hold his ground at VMI wasn't due to grades, but his conduct. In September 1897, the 16-year-old Marshall entered VMI. Upon arrival, he faced an upperclassman's "test": he was ordered to squat over a fixed bayonet for ten minutes. Having just recovered from typhoid and still frail, he couldn't hold it; after a few minutes, he sat onto the blade, his buttocks suffering a severe wound that bled profusely. He was taken to the infirmary for emergency care but never revealed the cause of his injury. His silence won the respect of his peers, allowing him to establish himself at the institute.  In a sense, MacArthur was now getting a new opportunity by stepping over Marshall. If it were anyone else in Marshall's place, MacArthur wouldn't have seen them. But Marshall lacked the character to engage in a death struggle to drag others down with him. MacArthur decided to get some information from him.  Furthermore, MacArthur was prepared: if Marshall cooperated, he wouldn't mind helping him within his capacity.  Sure enough, Marshall showed no anger upon entering, offering sincere congratulations on MacArthur's return.  The congratulations did not please MacArthur. During the evacuation, the Air Force had prepared a B-52 [B-29?] fighter. All unnecessary weight was stripped. MacArthur and the others were squeezed into a cabin filled with fuel drums. As each drum was emptied, it was tossed into the sea to lighten the plane.  Had they encountered Chinese interception, everyone would have died. And if these US generals had died that way, the American elite wouldn't have shed a tear.  MacArthur ignored the pleasantry. "I hear war preparations on the West Coast are proceeding smoothly?"  Seeing MacArthur cut to the chase, Marshall asked, "Do you believe we can win?"  MacArthur frowned; he now understood why a man as socially adept as Marshall had been discarded by Roosevelt. To confirm his view, he asked, "Do you believe that is something we need to consider?"  Marshall was dazed. He was not close to MacArthur, largely because he felt he was not on the same level as the "star student." He had come because he didn't want to see horrific US casualties in the likely North American campaign.  Seeing MacArthur lacked his usual arrogance and seemed ready for any assignment, Marshall's doubt burst out: "General, do you believe we can win?"  MacArthur countered immediately: "Do you believe we should *not* fight?"  Marshall was speechless. The question had haunted him for a long time without an answer. Though America had declared war, he still felt they had been forced into it; the battle had to be fought.  So Marshall voiced his concern: "Is it to be the meaningless sacrifice of millions of lives?"  At this, MacArthur confirmed Marshall was still the "poor student." From a military perspective, the lives of millions was not a matter of emotion, but of mechanics. Whether to end the war was a task for politicians, not a consideration for soldiers.  A soldier's only task was to win! And he only needed to consider how to win!  Before MacArthur could think of a reply, Marshall said gravely, "We should fight a war we can win. Not continue fighting while knowing that even the sacrifice of millions will not yield victory."  "Enough, Marshall. You... should have been a politician," MacArthur sighed. He now realized that Roosevelt hadn't sacrificed Marshall, but had kicked him out of the cabinet only as a last resort.  Indeed, Marshall's words were not without logic. He even possessed a certain prophetic air. But a soldier's job was to win—or at least to seek an opportunity for victory and persevere.  After a moment of internal struggle, MacArthur couldn't bear to see Marshall continue his "folly." After all, Marshall was a man of conscience who valued the lives of millions.  "Marshall, my friend. A nation is not an army where orders are always obeyed instantly. Politics is too complex; it is beyond your understanding. There are certainly politicians who see the possibility you do, but they will not say it. Those who can see the future you see are all outstanding men. But they know clearly that the war cannot be stopped at this stage. It can only end when it can no longer be fought, when the people demand its end." MacArthur stopped there, fearing Marshall might take his words the wrong way.  Marshall asked sadly, "Must such a massive price be paid?"  "To those politicians, the price is not large. In the Civil War, a million died. America still became the strongest nation on Earth. Even if we are defeated this time, it won't stop America from becoming strong again. But without fighting this battle, how can we be certain we are destined to lose?"  Seeing MacArthur possessed a gambler's heart, Marshall found it hard to accept. He switched to military discussion: "General, how do you believe we can win?"  MacArthur explained: "By fighting a true defensive war. We can inflict immense casualties on the Chinese. They, like us in the Philippines, will have to supply themselves from halfway across the world. This will significantly weaken their combat power at the front."  Marshall shook his head, his tone turning icy. "Only if the Chinese employ human wave tactics can the result you describe be achieved."  This did not anger MacArthur, for he knew well that truly excellent officers did not believe the "human wave" nonsense.  Seeing Marshall remained obstinate, MacArthur actually nodded. "Indeed. Only by having the Chinese use human wave tactics can our victory be ensured."  Marshall knew the conversation could go no further. "Then I wish you luck. I shall take my leave."  Watching Marshall's back vanish, MacArthur sat back down to continue his reflections. Marshall's words were unpalatable, yet the methodology within them was correct. For America to win, aside from a powerful defense, it required the Chinese to make a mistake.  MacArthur considered He Rui a great commander because he had never directed a battle personally in his previous wars, simply making strategic decisions and letting his subordinates execute them.  But during the war, MacArthur hadn't sensed any exquisite tactical ability from the Chinese generals. China relied entirely on its massive industrial strength to launch vigorous assaults, forcing the US into head-on wars of attrition. If the US was defeated in the Pacific, it was better to say they were exhausted to death.  Once the North American campaign began, the situation would be entirely different. The West Coast was not suited for large formations; the US Army, utilizing its developed railway network, would possess a massive advantage in manpower and equipment. MacArthur didn't believe they lacked a chance to win.  Of course, the cost would be horrific, yet entirely worth it. If America made peace now, it would have to acknowledge Chinese world hegemony. By paying a massive price but thoroughly crushing the Chinese landing, America would remain the master of North America. It could even seize the opportunity to fully control Canada, fulfilling its long-held dream.  As for the million casualties, they held no value worth noting. If Congress and Roosevelt cared for those lives, they wouldn't be preparing for a home defense war.  Thus, Marshall simply wasn't willing to understand the politicians' thinking. That was the problem of his background!  As long as Marshall could continue executing Roosevelt's policies—ignoring the million lost in the Pacific just as he would the million lost in North America—he could have continued in his post.  With this mindset, MacArthur continued his preparations. Sure enough, on March 21st, Roosevelt summoned him. MacArthur was fully prepared, speaking at length about how to deal the Chinese heavy blows in a North American defense, without mentioning the cost even once.  After the talk, MacArthur saw satisfaction on Roosevelt's face. Of course, Roosevelt didn't commit himself easily, continuing to pose many questions with his cabinet. MacArthur answered truthfully, especially when asked about losses: "We will inevitably face massive ones, yet our rear is fully capable of providing adequate care, significantly reducing the death rate. Moreover, our tolerance for war is above China's; their defeat is only a matter of time."  No matter how Roosevelt and his cabinet asked, MacArthur relied on his solid military knowledge to explain his core point: as long as America persisted, it could surely defeat China on the North American continent.  The meeting lasted over an hour. By the end, Roosevelt looked exhausted, yet clearly full of confidence.  MacArthur knew the final decision would come soon. If he wasn't mistaken, Roosevelt was determined to fight on at any cost.  Returning home, he waited only one day before being notified to attend a joint hearing of the House and Senate Military Affairs Committees on the 23rd.  On that day, in a brand-new uniform, MacArthur appeared in Congress. Compared to the cabinet, the "masters" of Congress were far less professional. MacArthur continued to hit the key points, opening with a single answer: "Gentlemen, in my view, China will surely attack the American mainland; this battle is unavoidable!"  This was exactly what the congressmen feared. even those with pacifist leanings feared that if they showed them, and China attacked anyway, their political careers would be over.  MacArthur's clear answer saved them much breath, and they moved into discussing the war.  Starting with US logistics, MacArthur described what the military could achieve. As he spoke, the worry on their faces faded. As he expected, the "masters" needed victory. Whether that victory occurred in the Pacific or North America mattered little to them. As long as a victory was delivered, their political lives were saved!  As the meeting concluded, the newly elected Republican Senator McCarthy suddenly asked, "General, if you were given command of the US forces, what would be your top priority?"  MacArthur knew the question held a trap; any specific answer would be subject to criticism. But MacArthur was a "Blue Blood." Facing the tricky question, he replied decisively: "Senator, my top priority would be ensuring victory!"  McCarthy was momentarily taken aback; clearly, the answer didn't satisfy him. After a moment, he asked, "General, where do you believe America's primary enemy comes from?"  MacArthur replied readily again: "I am a soldier, responsible only for combat. As for who the enemy is, that is a matter for the political field; a soldier must not interfere. But as long as Congress and the government together identify a traitor, I will strike that enemy upon orders!"  McCarthy's eyes narrowed. "And if those enemies are from within America?"  Before MacArthur could answer, a Democratic senator shouted, "Senator McCarthy, your words have nothing to do with this meeting! I require you to mind your remarks!"  McCarthy shook his head with disdain but said no more. MacArthur could see McCarthy had little influence now. Yet as a man who had secured a Senate seat at 34, MacArthur did not underestimate him.  On March 24th, US time, Roosevelt appointed MacArthur as the new Chief of Staff of the Army.  At that time, it was March 25th in China. The Chinese military launched "Project Hurricane"—the offensive against the British and American forces trapped in New Zealand.
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**Chapter 882: Time for North America (9)**  Zhong Yifu really wanted to look at the map of New Zealand, yet he found himself resisting the urge. Standing up, he looked out the window; Melbourne was now in autumn, the grass having lost its summer emerald for a deep, dark green. Before long, it would turn to a withered yellow.  Not long ago, when he left the capital, the grass on the yellow earth of Beijing hadn't even sprouted. The change from spring to summer, and then from autumn to winter, was truly mysterious; annual plants transformed through the four seasons, a cycle of endless life that reached its death in the blink of an eye.  Zhong suddenly remembered what Zheng Silang had said before ceding command of the New Zealand campaign: "I only wish for the war to end, yet it does not end as simply as I imagined."  At the time, Zhong had thought Zheng was merely indulging in a literati's lament, but now he felt he understood his comrade's mood. For the current Chinese military, the New Zealand campaign was merely a mop-up operation. Zhong could find nothing in it to excite him.  Recalling late 1922, when he participated in the war between the Northeast Government and Japan—a conflict far lower in intensity and ferocity than the present—Zhong had been completely immersed in the struggle, feeling that even if he died then, he would have no regrets for having participated.  For then, he knew clearly that every casualty was for the sake of China's strategic window. Only by winning could they win a future for China.  But the current war was for the sake of *ending* the war. The outcome was already crystal clear, yet to bring it to a close, so many lives had to be sacrificed just to make a defeated opponent understand that further resistance led only to a dead end.  Zhong didn't feel he had changed fundamentally. Yet after experiencing so much war, he found it no longer brought him excitement or satisfaction. The war itself sat like a mountain on his heart; whenever he considered the numbers of dead and wounded on both sides, it was difficult to even breathe.  This weight did not make Zhong abandon his responsibility. Battle reports arrived like snowflakes, a constant reminder of the foolish progression of the war.  The colony of New Zealand consists of the South and North Islands, along with Stewart Island and several smaller nearby islands. Between the two main islands lies the Cook Strait. The climate is temperate maritime; the terrain mountainous, with narrow plains and rich forests.  Along the New Zealand coastlines suitable for landing, nearly a million British colonial and US troops stood ready. From observation posts in the hills, one could look through high-powered binoculars and see hundreds of Chinese vessels at sea, a fleet with no end in sight.  Allied fighters were either shot down by Chinese jet fighters or dared not take off at all. The skies over New Zealand had been seized by China. Countless leaflets fluttered down from Chinese bombers, drifting onto the positions.  The leaflets were written in English. The main graphic depicted the entire Pacific in red, with New Zealand—situated in a corner of that red ocean—shown in white and surrounded by a ring of red arrows.  Across the top, large black English letters formed a single question: ARE NEW ZEALANDERS PREPARED TO BE DESTROYED FOR THEIR BRITISH LORDS?  The New Zealanders and American GIs were not fools; they knew the strategic picture described was reality, and that New Zealand's destruction was only a matter of time. Yet for the past few centuries, the arrival of a white man's army had always meant achieving its goals. The New Zealanders and Americans were not intimidated by the leaflets, remaining at their posts as if that alone could hold the line.  In the Governor's Mansion, a group of white and Maori council members sat in the meeting room. Governor Ruthven's face was distorted with agitation as he asked loudly, "The Chinese have issued an ultimatum; there are only two hours left until the deadline for a response. Gentlemen, have you reached a decision?"  The council members looked bleak and remained silent, as if silence could form an invisible barrier to keep out a non-white army the likes of which had never been seen.  Finally, a Maori council member asked, "If we surrender, will we be separated from Britain?"  The question struck the members like a heavy hammer. Governor Ruthven felt his face contort even further and quickly covered the lower half with his hand to hide his ugliness.  After a long pause, his voice came muffled from beneath his palm: "Once we surrender, we will become a region ruled by China. Those who persist in their loyalty to the British Empire will be shot or cast back to Britain."  The members were speechless. They could not imagine what it would be like to no longer be a British colony; it was as if their roots had been torn out, leaving them as floating weed in the Pacific with nothing left to rely on.  Finally, a white member rose and addressed the local assembly: "Gentlemen, it seems our only fate is to die for Britain."  The reason the Maori held significant power in New Zealand was their extreme prowess in battle—shown not only in their tattoos but in their long wars with the British colonizers. That was why Britain had accepted their status.  Hearing the white member, the Maori did not flinch. Their blood was up. After a silence, a Maori member suddenly stood and, without a word, walked to the side of the room and picked up a broom. He snapped off the head and, holding the wooden handle, kicked off his shoes and removed his hat. Barefoot and bareheaded, he looked toward heaven and let out a Maori war cry.  Stamping his feet rhythmically on the floor, he began a Maori war dance (Haka). Other Maori members immediately joined in, throwing off their hats and shoes.  The white members were moved by the combat dance and rose as well, hands over their hearts, singing loudly: "Hallelujah! Hallelujah! For the Lord God Omnipotent reigneth! The kingdom of this world is become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His Christ!  And He hath on His vesture and on His thigh a name written, KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS! Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah!"  In China, all religions—including Taoism—were defined as "commercial organizations." The Christian chanting and the Maori Haka now formed a bizarrely harmonious pair, perfectly integrated in this exchange of "mutual commercial fluffery."  As the council members were lost in their self-indulgence, the Chinese deadline passed.  The Chinese military system utilized computers extensively, so no sooner had the deadline expired than the silhouettes of China's newest heavy bombers, the H-7 (Hong-7), appeared on the horizon.  Taking off from newly built airfields on the Australian coast, 1,800 kilometers away, the jet-powered H-7 had a range of 11,000 kilometers. Designed to bomb the US West Coast from Hawaii, this was its first minor test.  Reaching the target, the H-7's advanced computers calculated at full speed. By now, China had "He Rui's Law," similar to the "Moore's Law" of another timeline.  In that other timeline, Intel co-founder Gordon Moore had observed that the number of transistors on an integrated circuit (IC) doubled every 18 to 24 months, while performance doubled and costs fell accordingly.  Over the past five years in China, "He Rui's Law" had been fully realized. After three cycles of improvement, Chinese computer performance had increased by 2 to the 3rd power—eightfold—while the cost of an IC had dropped to half its original price.  With lower power consumption, the total computing power of each H-7 was 30 times that of five years ago. Coupled with the commitment of massive laser and radar measuring equipment, bombing precision had reached terrifying levels.  The entire New Zealand coastal defense system was carpeted with thermobaric (FAE) bombs in an instant. In the Hawaii campaign, a few such bombs had been enough to wipe out all US forces on a small island. The detonation of thousands of them made the Allied forces across several thousand square kilometers feel the sensation of oxygen deprivation instantly.  These troops were all equipped with gas masks. While these could filter out various toxins, they could not enrich oxygen from the air. As the intense combustion of the thermobaric bombs sucked the oxygen from the surrounding area, over 200,000 Allied officers and men were either killed instantly by the blast and shockwaves or fell into a state of uncontrollable gasping. Starved of oxygen, they tore off their gas masks and frantically clawed at their own throats, chests, and cheeks, desperate for the air that was no longer there.  These scratchings left trails of blood on their throats and faces, yet could not stop the self-mutilating behavior of the Allied troops.  They were not self-mutilating; they simply could not breathe! They only wanted to keep breathing!  The Chinese landing fleet now advanced rapidly toward the New Zealand coast. Landing ships struck the beaches, their bow doors dropping to form ramps for armored vehicles.  IFVs packed with troops surged onto the shore and drove inland. Many vehicles reached terrain where they could no longer move, yet still encountered no resistance. When the landing troops dismounted, they found only a profound silence. The trenches that should have been packed with enemies were indeed filled with them.  The Chinese soldiers' enemies lay there, their faces covered in blood-red scratches, their fingernails filled with their own flesh. Their faces were purple, their tongues lolling from their mouths, their eyes rolled back as they died in twisted positions. It looked as if they had been struck down by a celestial curse.  Even for battle-hardened Chinese soldiers, the sight of this "cursed" scene left them pale with shock. Many less-stoic men doubled over and began to vomit.  On March 25, 1943, the Chinese military seized the New Zealand coast in a single day. On the 26th, the landed Korean units became the primary offensive force. Facing the remaining Allied remnants and New Zealand militia, the Korean Army—now at the level of Chinese second-line units—broke through positions like a hot knife through butter, encircling and annihilating the enemy.  By March 27, following the 370,000 Allies annihilated by the Chinese, the Koreans had wiped out another 480,000 local resistance members.  Starting March 28, the locals fled into the mountains for guerrilla warfare. The 670,000 Korean troops, also from a mountainous homeland, began mountain operations in battalion-sized units.  While the war continued, the outcome held no more suspense. Zhong Yifu had no interest in continuing to command the campaign and ordered the Chinese main force to return to ship and head for the Hawaiian Islands. By May, the primary Chinese offensive force would gather there for the assault on North America.  At this time, He Rui's face remained otherworldly white, his pink lips looking quite delicate. Such a countenance placed immense pressure on the team of doctors. Although they had done everything to check him and confirmed the virus was gone, the damage to his heart and lungs was beyond imagination.  So much so that when the team's representative reported to the Civilization Party Politburo, his own face was as pale as He Rui's. Dr. Liu was not only pale but his voice trembled. An upbeat Northeast native, he had attended school with Health Minister Pang Congcong in 1916 and graduated from Shenyang University Medical School in 1922.  In an uncharacteristically shaky voice, Dr. Liu briefed the 23 Politburo members—whose own expressions were as grim as can be—on He Rui's status. "...The Chairman's recovery is extremely slow; we have found signs of minor internal bleeding. And at this stage..." At this, he couldn't help but choke up. He Rui's actual contributions to medicine were no less than in other fields; the thought that he couldn't save his admired mentor from disease brought Dr. Liu inexpressible pain.  But as the one delivering the report, he forced himself to maintain his composure. He had to make the members understand the reality. "...The Chairman's blood vessels are very fragile. Although the thrombosis is controlled, we cannot guarantee their safety at this stage."  The members were all men of the world, for whom life and death were usually of little concern. Yet now they were speechless, lacking even the courage to ask a question.  Fortunately, Dr. Liu was a true scholar and offered no false optimism, laying out the danger: "The Chairman's vessels can be seen as ticking bombs; any rupture could be fatal. We have arranged 24-hour nursing and hope he pulls through."  The members remained silent. No one dared be the first to ask the terrible question. He Rui was only 53—very young for a statesman. They had assumed he would lead until at least 70, or at the very least until retirement at 68.  While he was healthy, many of them had tried to struggle with him to gain more ground. But knowing he might die at any moment filled them with an abyssal fear.  The foundation of their struggle was a healthy, long-lived He Rui. With that foundation gone, they were all at a loss.  Finally, it was Premier Wu Youping who spoke: "If all goes well, when will the Chairman recover?"  Dr. Liu's voice lacked confidence as he replied low, "For the vessels to recover well, his blood pressure must not be too high. But due to his organ damage, the body is raising blood pressure to maintain function. High pressure in turn affects the vessels. For now, he must rest quietly."  "If he rests completely, can a recovery be ensured?" Wu asked immediately.  "...We can be certain of nothing. We can only do our best," Dr. Liu answered.  Wu wanted to tell the doctor that they *must* save He Rui's life. But the words died in his throat.  After his own recovery from an MI, Wu had learned that He Rui had explicitly told the doctors they could use any radical means to save him. Wu didn't know the true purpose of the man who recounted He Rui's decisive words—the man had praised his resolve. Yet the order to manually massage the heart if necessary was truly terrifying.  Wu firmly believed He Rui had taken the responsibility with great courage, determined to save his life at any cost.  But when it was Wu's turn to make such a heavy decision, he found he could say nothing. Even if he were truly willing to die in He Rui's place, the words wouldn't come.  Finally, overcome with grief, tears welled in his eyes. He hated his own incompetence, yet he truly could not shoulder such a responsibility.  A dead Wu Youping could be replaced. But if something happened to He Rui, there was no one.  Ultimately, the Politburo members—men who could decide the fate of the world and the lives of hundreds of millions—could only tell the doctors to find ways to ensure He Rui's life. They could offer no substantial decisions.  On March 29th, He Rui grew even weaker. Word reached the Politburo that he had fallen into a temporary coma due to a persistent high fever. The members convened, but no one spoke.  No one dared to make a decision.
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From the beginning of February to the end of March, He Rui did not appear in public once. The joy among the members of Roosevelt's cabinet reached an almost indescribable level.  In the reports Roosevelt saw every day, the first item mentioned was whether He Rui had shown his face in public that day. By April 15th, there was still no news of He Rui appearing. Although the news of New Zealand being "liberated" by China was extremely disheartening to the Roosevelt cabinet, the high probability that He Rui was critically ill offset this frustration.  On April 16th, during a meeting in the Oval Office, Secretary of State Cordell Hull made a suggestion to Roosevelt. "Mr. President, I believe we can soon propose sending a special envoy to meet with Li Runshi."  As the Chinese proverb goes, "A new Son of Heaven brings a new court." English has a similar saying: "New king, new followers." If He Rui was no longer able to hold power, China's leaders would inevitably select a new leader, and a new leader would surely bring new policies.  As he watched Secretary of State Hull eagerly describe the diplomatic maneuvering with China's next leader, Li Runshi, Roosevelt did not voice his own opinion. He had heard of Li Runshi and had read many of his articles. *On Protracted War* had left a very deep impression on Roosevelt. In *On Protracted War*, Li Runshi spoke from the height of a strategist about how a backward but vast nation should handle the challenge of a powerful, medium-sized country. This was not just aimed at the Soviet Union; it was an effective methodology suitable for various strategic considerations regarding foreign aggression.  Facing such a new opponent, Roosevelt did not feel relieved. The selection process for the next leader in a unitary, centralized state like China was completely different from a federal election system like that of the United States. The power structure in the United States was bottom-up; the feudal forces within each state were extremely powerful, and a new leader had to gain the support of these local feudal lords to take office. Therefore, while the American electoral system was very stable, it was actually very inefficient when pursuing a clear future. The policies of two consecutive presidents would inevitably swing significantly.  Under China's cultural traditions and political model, policies would inevitably possess a high degree of continuity. At the very least, China's next leader would always strive to complete the goals set by the previous one.  Secretary of State Hull quickly sensed Roosevelt's attitude. He stopped talking and ceased describing his beautiful visions for the future.  Roosevelt's gaze fell upon the face of the new Army Chief of Staff, Douglas MacArthur. MacArthur immediately spoke up: "Mr. President, should we enter Canada first at this stage?"  The operational plan for entering Canada had been completed during Marshall's tenure, and the upper echelons of the United States all agreed with this military plan. Since the American Revolutionary War, gaining complete control over Canada had been a long-held ambition of the U.S. government. It just had never been achieved.  MacArthur firmly believed that if they couldn't deal with China, couldn't they at least deal with Canada? As long as he could effectively annex Canada, MacArthur could win a historical status that surpassed his father, Arthur MacArthur.  "Mr. President, the Army Staff judges that China will likely not directly attack our territory, but will instead choose to attack Canada. If they directly attacked our territory, China would have to achieve enough results to answer to its domestic audience. That is an impossible task. By attacking Canada, the difficulty of their operations would drop several levels. Furthermore, if they attack Canada and we send troops, we would be fighting abroad. China can also greatly reduce the difficulty of its operational objectives."  MacArthur did his best to describe various reasons for occupying Canada to Roosevelt, attempting to get Roosevelt to make a decision.  Roosevelt felt some internal resistance toward the direct annexation of Canada. This was not to say that Roosevelt himself didn't want to fulfill America's long-standing ambition—the Roosevelt administration had already tried many times to gain the consent of Winston Churchill's cabinet. But while Churchill was willing to make various deals with the United States on the grand strategic direction, he absolutely would not accept giving up Canada.  It wasn't just Churchill who disagreed; the members of Churchill's cabinet were even more adamantly opposed to a substantive American annexation of Canada.  The Roosevelt cabinet was not surprised. The British Empire, having completely lost the Indian region, had been thoroughly emasculated. Before losing India, Britain was a world power with a home population of over 40 million and 400 million Indian subjects. Now, Britain was just an ordinary power with 40 million people at home and nearly 20 million white colonial subjects.  Of those 20 million white colonial subjects, Canada accounted for about 12 million. Now that the 8 million white residents of Australia and New Zealand had been captured by China, if they lost another 12 million Canadians, Britain would be reduced to a European power with only 40 million white people at home and a vast, empty African colonial empire.  The People's Liberation Army of the World, led by China, was continuously liberating Africa. Once Africa was completely lost, Britain might not even maintain full sovereignty over the British Isles. The Irish autonomous government, which held a blood feud with Britain, had long ago stated that if Northern Ireland could be recovered, a complete Republic of Ireland would be restored on the island.  All that would be left for Britain was Great Britain (which had annexed Wales) and the United Kingdom after the union of Great Britain and Scotland. Even without losing Northern Ireland, the land area of this United Kingdom was 244,100 square kilometers (including inland waters). Britain was divided into four parts: England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, with London as its capital. England was 130,400 square kilometers, Scotland 78,800 square kilometers, Wales 20,800 square kilometers, and Northern Ireland 14,100 square kilometers.  A United Kingdom of such tiny proportions could only be described as weak. Whether it was China or the United States, either could easily destroy it.  Facing such a future, the British cabinet could never allow the United States to annex Canada; even if it meant a complete rupture with the U.S., Britain would not hesitate.  The members of the Roosevelt cabinet were well aware of this. At least before there was a possibility of China landing in North America, the Roosevelt cabinet did not want to push Britain too hard. However, the current situation was completely different. As MacArthur said, China might very well land on the Canadian west coast, thereby creating a scenario for the United States to fight a war outside its borders.  To protect their own territory from invasion, the various states of the U.S. could still reach a consensus. But for the sake of Canadian independence, the states might not necessarily be willing to fight to the end with heart and soul. To enable the United States to keep fighting, the annexation of Canada became the best reason for war for the Roosevelt administration.  Roosevelt also could not be certain of his choice. The fact that He Rui was seriously ill might weaken China's centripetal force, but it also weakened the United States' judgment regarding the credibility of China's future.  Li Runshi, after all, was not a Chinese leader with the immense influence of He Rui; in China, no one could be mentioned in the same breath as He Rui. Therefore, China's future would likely be one where Li Runshi had to accommodate the sentiments of the entire nation, and the current sentiments of the Chinese public were not complex. According to America's understanding of China, the current thinking of the Chinese people was singular: no matter what domestic changes occurred in China in the future, the current Chinese government must achieve the goal of Chinese world hegemony.  Originally, the Chinese people firmly believed that He Rui could achieve this goal. Therefore, even those who opposed He Rui ideologically or politically were willing to support him in achieving world hegemony.  As long as Li Runshi could achieve the goals planned by He Rui, he would gain support. And if Li Runshi were to achieve this goal, it would run counter to American interests, and the two sides would inevitably continue a war to the death.  Roosevelt could not determine the simple yet unchangeable state of affairs, so he simply asked Secretary of State Hull, "What is the situation with the Soviet-German War?"  Up to now, the United States had not declared war on the Soviet Union. However, the Soviet side had cut off all official contact with the United States and clearly told the Roosevelt administration: "The Soviet Union will not engage in official communication with a U.S. government that fully supports Nazi Germany."  This could not be said to have completely closed the door to Soviet-American communication. The Soviet requirement was clear: the United States must cease all trade, technology, and other interactions with Germany that impacted the war. If the United States continued to help Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union would not restore official relations with the U.S. government.  Secretary of State Hull understood what Roosevelt cared about and proceeded to describe the Soviet Union's current predicament. Based on intelligence gathered by the U.S. from the Allies, the American side reconstructed the battlefield situation as accurately as possible.  On January 17, 1943, the Soviet Red Army recaptured Kalinin, north of Moscow. By early February, the counter-offensive in the western strategic direction was complete. The exhausted German forces had retreated 100 to 250 kilometers. Thirty-eight German divisions, including 15 panzer and motorized divisions, had been heavily damaged. The assault group attacking Moscow was routed, throwing the German army into panic. Hitler demanded that every settlement be held to the death, without a single step back, until the last man.  Due to a lack of experience in conducting large-scale offensive operations and a shortage of mobile formations, the Red Army failed to fully complete the task of encircling and destroying the main forces of Army Group Center. In early February, German reinforcements from Western Europe (12 divisions and 2 brigades) and the northern wing of Army Group Center launched counter-attacks, and the Red Army's situation deteriorated. The Stavka (Soviet High Command) ordered the forces in the western direction to transition to defense and withdraw units operating on the exterior, and the battle ended there.  By April 1943, the German forces attacking Moscow had suffered 500,000 casualties and had been driven 100 to 350 kilometers away from the city. The Soviet Union paid a heavy price with over 700,000 killed, wounded, or captured, but secured the final victory in the Battle of Moscow.  The German army, however, endured the most difficult defensive phase and did not experience a collapse like Napoleon's. Furthermore, under a new generation of front-line leadership, a group of brilliant "commoner" generals emerged in the German army, such as Manstein, Model, and Rommel. These generals, seen as commoners by the "red stripes" of the German General Staff, fought a series of stunning campaigns and held off the Red Army's counter-offensive.  Now, from Hitler down to the generals and soldiers, Nazi Germany optimistically believed that once the Soviet Union lost the help of the winter, it would be soundly defeated again by the German army in 1943.  However, after finishing this, Secretary of State Hull informed Roosevelt of a new piece of news. "Mr. President, according to our reports, Field Marshal von Reichenau, commander of Army Group South, seems to have died of illness. Germany has not yet released this news."  Although Roosevelt recognized the name Reichenau, he was not familiar with the Field Marshal. He only knew that Reichenau was a loyal believer in Nazism and possessed considerable military capability.  Hearing Hull mention this, Roosevelt asked, "Does Reichenau's successor not possess his abilities?"  Hull immediately replied: "At this stage, Germany has not decided who will succeed Reichenau. According to our judgment, two people are most likely. One is the former Chief of Staff of Army Group South, Colonel General Manstein. The other is the current acting Chief of Staff, Colonel General Paulus."  Roosevelt, hearing these complex names, had no interest in understanding them. To Roosevelt, these people were but minor characters who could not fundamentally affect America's strategy. He replied, "Hull, tell me once there is news."  At this time, Manstein, whom the Americans considered very likely to succeed Reichenau, was preparing for the breakout from Demyansk. After nearly four months of desperate fighting, Manstein knew very well that the only unit capable of taking on the heavy responsibility of the breakout was the 3rd SS Panzer Division "Totenkopf."  The bravery and fighting prowess of this unit were unmatched among the SS units. Besides the extraordinary mental state of the Totenkopf Division, its commander, Eicke, was the primary reason the division continued to perform so exceptionally.  Eicke was the original head of the "death camps." Politically, he was an extreme believer in Nazism, loyal to the point of complete self-abandonment.  In this state of self-abandonment, Eicke—who looked like a melancholy executioner—firmly believed that only by possessing the highest military skill could he better serve the Führer, Hitler, and the Nazi cause. If Eicke's own military ability was insufficient, it would inevitably lead to meaningless losses for the SS in battle.  Therefore, this man born in 1892, after the age of 45, devoted all his energy to studying military knowledge and training the Totenkopf Division into a unit with extremely high combat capability.  Manstein himself was a top-tier student and military scholar, outstanding in both strategy and tactics. Thus, Manstein found that Eicke would never become a strategist in this lifetime. However, through his diligent study, Eicke had acquired what could be called excellent tactical proficiency.  After discovering this, Manstein deliberately assisted Eicke. To Manstein's surprise, Eicke did not refuse to learn even though he was already 51 years old in 1943. Based on his infinite loyalty to Nazism and the Führer, Eicke did his utmost to learn the knowledge Manstein taught him.  This learning process caused Manstein to question his own long-held beliefs. In the past, Manstein felt that military talent was highly dependent on innate personality. Eicke's rapid progress in learning forced Manstein to admit that the power of human internal drive was so strong that it could potentially allow a person's aptitude to achieve breakthroughs that were theoretically impossible.  Of course, such a miraculous change required extremely harsh conditions. Eicke had been active in areas of intense combat almost every day for the past several months. Moreover, Eicke himself had worked hard for several years.  Even so, for Eicke—who just a few years ago was merely a "jailer" in a death camp—to become an excellent division commander with rich combat experience and a firm will was something Manstein could never have imagined.  Therefore, after the plan for the Demyansk breakout was approved by Hitler, Manstein immediately ordered the Totenkopf Division: "The Totenkopf Division must open a withdrawal corridor through the Soviet lines within two weeks!"  After issuing this order, Manstein gave the Totenkopf Division no further instructions. Because during the Battle of Demyansk, the elite Soviet Red Army had consistently applied immense pressure on the encircled 16th Army. The Totenkopf Division was simply the best-performing unit in the 16th Army, and every unit in the entire 16th Army, surrounded by Soviet forces on the frozen Soviet soil, had shown incredible fighting power.  Now Manstein had to command the entire 16th Army to break through the encirclement and link up with German forces 70 kilometers away. Since Commander Eicke possessed an aptitude worthy of Manstein's trust, Manstein gave Eicke the highest respect, which was to no longer interfere with Eicke's command.  The Totenkopf Division was well aware of the fight to the death it was about to face, and the entire division felt no fear because of it. Eicke only ordered the division to conduct a "clearing" of the breakout area to ensure no news would leak during the process.  After receiving orders on April 17th, the Totenkopf Division immediately sprang into action. They had long ago determined the distribution of Soviet villages in the breakout area. From April 17th to April 19th, the Totenkopf Division carried out a total massacre in the 68 villages of the region. Regardless of gender or age, all were executed.  During three days of inhuman slaughter, a total of 39,481 Soviet civilians were murdered.  On April 18th, the Totenkopf Division regrouped. The breakout operation began immediately.  On the first day of the breakout, the German attack was quite difficult because the Soviet side was also putting up stubborn resistance. After the artillery strikes, there followed horrific close-quarters combat. In hand-to-hand fighting, the outcome was either you die or I do, causing both the Soviet and German sides to lose a large number of troops.  After the battle, when the Soviet Union interrogated a soldier of the SS Totenkopf Division, they saw the following entry in his diary: "After we ran out of bullets, we grappled with the Soviets. I used my teeth to bite him. The Soviet planes also bombed indiscriminately, not distinguishing between friend and foe... We quickly gained the upper hand. The Soviets seemed afraid of us; they had never seen us so crazed. Even I felt my comrades beside me were strangers."  The members of the Totenkopf Division continued the tradition of "human bombs." When encountering areas that could not be breached, they used individual soldiers to charge in and perish with the enemy. On the third day, they successfully opened a gap four kilometers wide and forty kilometers long. A large number of German troops fought a brutal battle with the Soviets to consolidate this "lifeline." The Totenkopf Division, leading the way, suffered immense casualties but maintained the flow of the "lifeline." Meanwhile, German forces on the exterior also fought with the Soviets and moved toward them step by step. By April 22nd, the breaking-out German forces linked up with the German forces waiting outside. From that moment on, all the efforts the Soviet Union had put in were declared a failure.
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After Wu Youping suffered a myocardial infarction, the Politburo determined that he could no longer undertake excessive work. Consequently, Wu Youping had plenty of time to accompany He Rui and ensure that he did not overexert himself.  While successfully carrying out this task, Wu Youping also felt quite happy. Over the years, he had accumulated too many doubts, and now he finally had the time to seek guidance from He Rui. What troubled Wu Youping the most were those things that had eventually been resolved but remained ambiguous. Taking this opportunity, he began to tentatively ask about them one by one.  "Humans only believe in what they have seen," He Rui used this phrase again. "China had never previously possessed an industrial chain within its system. The comrades wanted to be able to effectively control the industrial chain while simultaneously preventing others from making trouble through intermediate products. At that time, I gave Anhui Province a harsh dressing down for this very reason. But I wasn't angry. I only hoped they could understand it sooner."  Hearing He Rui recount this matter so calmly, Wu Youping no longer worried that He Rui harbored any feelings of settling scores after the fact, as Wu Youping himself often felt very unhappy when remembering these things.  Having clarified one aspect of the "management relaxation" that had been a major issue four years ago, the grudge in Wu Youping's heart finally dissipated. He sighed, "Chairman, it seems Chairman Li also figured this out early on. He has already considered solving the other side of the problem."  He Rui asked calmly, "Comrade Li Runshi has the courage to engage in struggle within the party. Take that Anhui matter—those comrades who wanted to control the development of the industrial chain indeed had issues that needed adjustment. But were those comrades who advocated for complete deregulation necessarily right?"  Hearing this, Wu Youping quickly looked at He Rui. He saw that He Rui's gaze was unusually calm. Wu Youping hurriedly replied, "Chairman, I didn't hear a thing just now."  He Rui trusted Wu Youping. Seeing that Wu Youping had clearly expressed that he would never get involved in internal party struggles, he replied, "Formulating and executing policy is like this. It's not that going east is wrong, so going west must be right. Control is not necessarily wrong, and indulgence is not necessarily right. We need to develop China's industries through policy execution. Therefore, Comrade Runshi needs more support, especially for his vision."  "Chairman, your health will recover," Wu Youping replied decisively.  Seeing Wu Youping's excessive tension, He Rui couldn't help but laugh. "Haha, that's not for us to consider. The China of today has entered a completely new era. Original history was the history of emperors, generals, and ministers. The future is the people's view of history (People's History)."  "The people's view of history?" Wu Youping replied thoughtfully.  Seeing the confusion on Wu Youping's face—as someone who had never seen a world based on the people's view of history—He Rui posed a question: "If a six or seven-year-old child said he wanted to inherit his father's business as the governor of the Agricultural Development Bank, what would you think?"  "Inherit the business? A six or seven-year-old?... Chairman, are you joking?" Wu Youping's face changed slightly.  He Rui stopped smiling and asked calmly, "You certainly thought of hereditary succession and have a fair amount of vigilance toward it. But how would the ordinary people see it? Would they think it's right?"  Wu Youping didn't know how to answer. He felt the ordinary people might feel envy and jealousy, but they might not necessarily be firmly opposed.  Before Wu Youping could think of an answer, He Rui continued: "The hereditary system has huge benefits for those in power. I can tell you clearly, Youping, that Chinese civilization has accumulated so much depth that it knows exactly what hereditary succession is. It is very clear about the problems that inevitably arise from it. Therefore, what we need now is for the people to move from the stage of spontaneous, ignorant opposition to privilege into a stage of conscious opposition to privilege.  "But abroad, privilege is still the mainstream. The children of politicians are still politicians; the children of zaibatsu (financial cliques) are still the heads of zaibatsu. This is the reality of the world.  "For us, for Comrade Li Runshi, the question is whether we ourselves can firmly oppose privilege! Youping, do you have the courage to stand on the opposite side of so many... comrades?"  Wu Youping had originally been hesitating to speak, but now he could say nothing at all. Generally speaking, in the early stages of a new regime, systems are strict and ideals are firm. Therefore, many things do not happen.  However, China had developed too quickly. It seemed that in an instant, employment and personal development opportunities that once required connections and status had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. As Premier, Wu Youping was naturally very aware of many things happening within the government—things he personally despised.  Wu Youping himself couldn't stand many things and wouldn't support them; if given the chance, he would certainly strike hard at them. But to have him stand on the opposing side to struggle and reverse them—Wu Youping knew he had neither the strength nor the courage to face it.  Facing the sense of powerlessness generated by this great opposition, Wu Youping felt regret and shame. But He Rui said: "It's not your fault. If our goal were not to liberate the world and make China the leading force in the world, I would have made adjustments myself. But our goal is that large, so I first had to let the economy grow wildly. All policies were aimed at making the economy develop more rapidly. Since efficiency was the priority, the pursuit of equity/fairness was naturally placed in a secondary position."  "But...", Wu Youping wanted to defend He Rui, because he felt what He Rui said was unfair to He Rui himself.  "No 'buts'," He Rui interrupted. "The massive gains the people have received are actually the gains that can be provided by fairness when it is placed in a secondary position. Therefore, Youping, you can surely understand the great power of industrialization."  Wu Youping could only nod. As Premier, he had already deeply understood the great power of industrialization.  "Once we finish this war, if China continues to pursue efficiency, it will move directly to the opposite side of the people's view of history. Furthermore, in the future era, many people will try every means to confuse concepts. For instance, they will use the concept of 'freedom' to replace the concept of 'fairness,' and use the talk of 'money' to replace the concept of 'assets.' They will attempt to use 'opposition' to stealthily replace the concepts of 'maneuvering' and 'struggle.' Do you believe it?"  Wu Youping noticed that when He Rui said this, there was an unmistakable emotion in his expression. It was clear He Rui cared deeply about these things. And Wu Youping could understand, because politics is a highly conceptualized ideal; indeed, a miss by an inch is a loss by a thousand miles. Wu Youping himself had dealt with too many low-level entanglements, and they had infuriated him.  "This is the future Comrade Li Runshi will have to face; I even feel a bit of sympathy for him. Haha." Speaking to this point, He Rui couldn't help but give a bitter laugh.  Wu Youping was now more certain of the reason He Rui supported Li Runshi. If Li Runshi's historical stage required him to complete this task, he would be a great politician who was completely worthy of respect, or even sympathy.  After a moment of reflection, He Rui continued: "So, let's just finish the war first. After all, this is the war we decided to launch. If the comrades of the Politburo ask you, tell them that we can now clearly send the signal: we will thoroughly crush the representative nation of colonialism, Britain. Oh, right—from now on, use the formal name: the United Kingdom."  He Rui did not preside over the Politburo meeting; Li Runshi was in charge. In the meeting, Li Runshi already skillfully arranged the work and inquired about various progress. His ease of movement made Wu Youping appreciate him more and more.  Especially after talking with He Rui, Wu Youping's thinking had shifted to a completely new political direction, allowing him to see the essence of Li Runshi's own "people's view of history."  He Rui himself also held the people's view of history, but while Li Runshi had the heroic spirit of "regarding the lords of the past as mere dust," He Rui had a certain hostility, like "treading upon the bones of the nobles in the streets of the capital." Of course, He Rui would not show this, but the subtle difference was, in Wu Youping's eyes, glaringly obvious.  Therefore, Wu Youping even felt a sense of relief. If the person launching the internal struggle were He Rui, things would become exceptionally cruel.  Amidst these thoughts, Wu Youping heard Li Runshi say: "...At this stage, we must release news to the outside world. We must deal another heavy blow to the United Kingdom and liberate Canada from colonial rule!"  Wu Youping's spirits lifted. It seemed Li Runshi and He Rui shared exactly the same thinking. Even though everyone knew China and the U.S. were bound to have a massive battle in Canada, both Li Runshi and He Rui were quite restrained in their public statements.  No one expressed opposition, so the proposal put forward by Li Runshi was quickly passed. The day after the meeting ended, as the secretary of this meeting, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang distributed the documents to the members of the Politburo Standing Committee. After reading them, Wu Youping found that the resolutions passed in this meeting did not encounter internal resistance.  Generally speaking, the content discussed in meetings is not nonsense from the participants, and the possibility of gaining recognition is quite high. However, the many proposals that are passed often conflict with each other on some content, or at least encounter priority conflicts.  Therefore, it is rare for a situation to arise where all proposals do not conflict. After all, a country has only so many resources; if Resource A is given, it's unlikely B will immediately get enough. Such "ladle hitting the pot rim" situations are all too common.  Even comrades who are very good at cooperation and compromise, as long as they enter the low-level decision-making meetings, must quickly learn the internal struggle for interests. This is a necessary skill to learn.  In this meeting, although the resource demands proposed by the various standing committee members were very large, the country's existing resources could still meet them. Wu Youping couldn't help but marvel; He Rui's correct strategic direction and policy execution had truly accumulated terrifying resources that could temporarily satisfy China's needs. This was the startling strength possessed only by great strategists.  Or to go a step further, the fact that Li Runshi could effectively allocate the terrifying resources created by He Rui proved that Li Runshi was a great strategist entirely on par with He Rui.  Li Runshi did not know Wu Youping's thoughts. Even if he did, he probably wouldn't care. Because He Rui and Wu Youping were the kind of people who gained ability through study, while Li Runshi had more innate talent. For him, mastering details required study, but walking in this direction didn't require thought at all—he just would do it that way. Therefore, Li Runshi's current focus was more on how to enable the comrades to keep up with his pace.  Of course, Li Runshi also recognized the massive resources He Rui had created and felt sincere admiration. As the saying goes, "He who has much wealth is a good merchant, and he who has long sleeves is good at dancing." If the country's foundation is thick and its strength is high, many things that other countries consider impossible can be achieved in a powerful nation.  However, Li Runshi did not feel a sense of gratitude, because he believed He Rui didn't need it at all. In Li Runshi's view, He Rui's goal in working so hard to achieve these things was to give the comrades more space to operate. If he were to be grateful to He Rui for this, it would undoubtedly be an insult to He Rui, or even a desecration.  The war against the United States was the core of the present. Li Runshi had always believed that the U.S. was unlikely to quit while it was ahead, while the comrades always felt that the U.S. might choose to withdraw from the war after suffering a series of losses.  As for He Rui, although he had been preparing for the invasion of North America and had made preparations for a super-massive war with the U.S. there, he himself also had a certain illusion about the United States, expecting it to proactively back down. Of course, as a strategist, He Rui never allowed his personal thoughts to influence strategic preparations. Therefore, war preparations had reached the limit of what China could achieve, so even though He Rui's personal expectations failed, it did not affect the subsequent war arrangements at all.  This is the characteristic of a strategist. Even if the strategist's personal expectations do not align with reality, it does not prevent the strategist from pushing reality according to the facts themselves. Since everything was ready, Li Runshi had proactively taken on the responsibility of commanding the North American campaign.  On May 4th, the British cabinet received the latest news: China was about to deal another lethal blow to Britain.  When Churchill saw that China was going to "liberate" Canada, a smile appeared on his chubby face. Not just Churchill—the members of the Churchill cabinet were also quite relaxed. Some smiled, some sighed. Someone even pulled out a flask and took a swig.  Smelling the aroma of alcohol, Foreign Secretary Edward Wood, Lord Halifax, suggested to Churchill: "Prime Minister, let's have a drink together."  Churchill readily agreed. Soon, several bottles of sherry were opened and biscuits were served. The members of the British cabinet, who had been very nervous about the United States annexing Canada, relaxed and raised their glasses. Churchill said: "To the British Empire!"  "To the British Empire!" the cabinet members echoed in unison, drinking the fine wine in their glasses in one go.  After the next round of drinks was poured, Foreign Secretary Halifax sighed: "I suggest we do not invite the United States to send troops."  The other ministers expressed their agreement, as did Churchill. Once Britain proactively requested the U.S., the United States would have a reason to stay in Canada and not leave. Now the United States certainly could not stay out of it, so it would definitely proactively request to send troops to help Britain. What Britain had to do now was designate the regions of Canada the U.S. could enter; they couldn't let the Americans enter just anywhere.  Of course, the United States certainly wouldn't agree. So a cabinet member asked: "If the United States forcibly enters Canada, what should we do?"  Churchill had already lit a cigar. Amidst the curling fragrance, he replied: "Then we only have one thing to worry about, and that is a peace deal between China and the United States."  Several cabinet members changed color, but Churchill remained composed. "From the current situation, unless the United States suffers massive losses—losses so great that it can no longer maintain the war—it is impossible for the U.S. to reach a peace deal with China."  The British Empire had extensive experience in "bandit politics," so the cabinet members all supported Churchill's view. The war between China and the United States was quite similar to the Anglo-French Napoleonic Wars. The greatest conflict between Britain and France was not their mutual historical hatred, let alone the beheading of Louis XVI.  The Anglo-French Napoleonic War was a battle for economic dominance. Just as the war between China and Britain itself was not China seeking revenge for the Opium War of 1840, or even a struggle for colonies, but a battle between China and Britain for dominance over the world economy.  If the United States stopped the war, it would mean giving up economic dominance. The Chinese Yuan would replace the British Pound as the greatest competitor to the U.S. Dollar. Furthermore, China's shouting about global liberation this time meant that after defeat, the dollar would become a domestic U.S. currency, and even the dollar shares the U.S. had worked hard to accumulate over decades would be lost.  For these reasons, the United States would certainly have to fight until it could no longer do so before it would consider a peace deal. And what Britain needed now was for China and the U.S. to fight a major war, just as Britain was currently supporting Germany and the Soviet Union in their fight to the death. Only when the other major powers of the world were greatly consumed in war could Britain possibly reap the benefits and maintain its status as a major power after the war.  As for a place like Canada, while it was also important to Britain, for the sake of Britain's major power status, it appeared not so important.  The reason a great power is a great power, besides possessing a vast territory and a huge population, is that it also needs strong manufacturing power, strong currency and financial capabilities, and vast wealth that can endure a difficult war. Only by possessing these conditions, along with a national elite capable of operating them, can a great power continue to be strong.  The British cabinet had strong confidence in Britain. All the true great powers of the world now—the United States, China, the Soviet Union, Germany, and France—had once been defeated by Britain. Therefore, the British cabinet had strong confidence that this time, Britain could still win!  In Washington, Roosevelt felt some regret. Although his actions were indeed to fight to the end, he had also once had expectations of China—that China would realize it was likely to be defeated in North America and would therefore be the first to lower its head and humbly seek U.S. support.  If China had been willing to lower its head, Roosevelt could have truly pushed for Sino-American peace. But He Rui's government clearly did not intend to do so, and Roosevelt could only regretfully watch as this war continued.  Furthermore, Roosevelt had another reason for regret: the progress of nuclear weapons development was not as fast as imagined. Even the new generation of jet fighters, which were originally expected to be finished later, were completed ahead of schedule, but the research and development of nuclear weapons had been delayed. The specific problem seemed to be one of project execution, which Roosevelt didn't understand.  If they could first develop nuclear weapons, Roosevelt would have a sharp tool to deal with the Chinese army. A weapon that could destroy over 100,000 troops would surely cause immense shock to China. At the very least, now that it was highly likely China possessed nuclear weapons, the United States could use nuclear weapons to deter China.  But Roosevelt did not immerse himself in meaningless imagination. He ordered: "Have MacArthur come to see me, and have Eisenhower come along too."
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After the German army successfully broke out at Demyansk, of the original 120,000 troops, the total number capable of immediately returning to combat was only 20,000. This included 6,800 from the Totenkopf Division and over 14,000 Wehrmacht troops.  Of the remaining 100,000 troops, nearly 10,000 had been killed, 40,000 had fallen ill, and the rest were exhausted and completely unable to fight.  These units were immediately formed into a combat group and established a defensive line approximately 70 kilometers long along the outer edge of the original Soviet encirclement. They were placed under the unified command of Eicke, who was promoted to SS-Gruppenführer in April.  Commander Eicke immediately formulated a plan for a counter-attack against the Soviet Red Army, which was expected to pursue them. Although both the Totenkopf Division and the Wehrmacht were extremely fatigued, the Totenkopf Division still possessed a tenacious determination to fight. They had survived four months of encirclement in the freezing snow and ice. Now, with a large number of German troops behind them and a continuous flow of supplies, the Totenkopf Division believed it was fully capable of dealing a heavy blow to the pursuing Soviet forces.  However, after waiting for several days, the Red Army never appeared on the muddy ground of western Russia. This was not because the Red Army was afraid to fight, but because they had also endured the harsh natural environment for more than four months of winter, suffering massive casualties.  The cost paid by the Soviet Northwestern Front, which had surrounded the German forces, was as high as 245,511 men, of which 88,908 were permanent losses and 156,603 were sick or wounded. Upon hearing this news, Stalin merely cursed the limited strength of the Southwestern Front but did not issue orders to continue the offensive.  During the brief respite on the front lines, the German propaganda machine went into full operation. The horrific losses in the winter defensive battles were glossed over, with German propaganda emphasizing: "The German army has triumphed over the Russian winter; Russia's greatest advantage no longer exists!"  As a member of the Allies, German propaganda spread rapidly in countries like the United States, Britain, and France. Especially in the United States, the American people felt greatly encouraged by Germany's success in the winter. Discussions about the war in American newspapers also changed to: "If the Germans can do it, we can certainly do it in Canada too!"  Compared to the United States, Canada was a place similar to the Soviet Union—equally freezing, equally muddy and slippery. A consensus formed among many well-informed people in the U.S. that China would likely not directly attack the American mainland, but would instead attack Canada.  As an imperialist nation, the American intellectual community easily understood the benefits of China attacking Canada. If the United States merely held the U.S.-Canada border and did not enter Canada to fight, China could easily crush the Canadian army and successfully occupy the country.  If the U.S. sent troops, both China and the U.S. would likely fight a protracted war near the U.S.-Canada border. As long as China did not intend to completely destroy the United States, the difficulty of reaching an agreement with the U.S. would be much lower.  The Roosevelt administration was not influenced by such amateurish geopolitical assessments. Before these so-called intellectuals had their late realizations, the Roosevelt cabinet had already analyzed these possibilities very clearly.  At this time, members of the Roosevelt cabinet were nervous about the latest news. After a three-month disappearance, He Rui reappeared in public by participating in May Day (International Workers' Day).  May Day is extremely closely tied to the United States. In the 19th century, as the U.S. and many European countries transitioned from capitalism to the imperialist stage, capitalists constantly increased labor hours and intensity to stimulate rapid economic development and extract more surplus value to maintain the high-speed capitalist machine, cruelly exploiting workers.  In the United States, workers had to work 14 to 16 hours a day, some even as long as 18 hours, but for very low wages. A supervisor at a shoe factory in Massachusetts once said: "Let a strong, healthy 18-year-old boy work here at any one of these machines, and I can make his hair turn gray by the time he is 22." Heavy class oppression incited immense anger among the proletariat. They knew that to fight for their survival, they had to unite and struggle against the capitalists through strike movements. The condition proposed by the workers was the implementation of an eight-hour workday.  In 1866, the Geneva Congress of the First International proposed the slogan for an eight-hour workday.  In 1877, the first national strike in American history began. The working class took to the streets to demonstrate, demanding improved working and living conditions from the government, shorter hours, and the implementation of an eight-hour workday. Soon after the strike began, the ranks expanded, union membership surged, and workers everywhere joined the movement.  Under the powerful pressure of the labor movement, the U.S. Congress was forced to enact laws for an eight-hour workday. However, some capitalists simply ignored them, and the law was nothing more than a piece of paper.  On May 1, 1886, more than 350,000 workers from over 20,000 enterprises in the United States stopped work and took to the streets for a massive demonstration. Workers of all colors and trades joined in a general strike. In Chicago alone, 45,000 workers flooded the streets. This paralyzed major American industrial sectors—trains became like frozen snakes, shops were silent, and all warehouses were closed and sealed.  With Chicago at the center, a massive strike and demonstration involving about 350,000 people took place across the U.S., with demonstrators demanding improved working conditions and an eight-hour day. On May 3, 1886, the Chicago government sent police to suppress the movement, shooting and killing two people. The situation escalated, and on May 4th, striking workers held a protest at Haymarket Square. Due to an unidentified person throwing a bomb at the police, the police opened fire, resulting in the deaths of four workers and seven police officers, in what became known as the "Haymarket Riot" or the "Haymarket Massacre." In the subsequent sentencing, eight anarchists were charged with murder; four were hanged, and one committed suicide in prison.  To commemorate this great labor movement and protest the subsequent sentences, labor protests were held worldwide. These activities became the precursor to "International Workers' Day."  In July 1889, at the founding congress of the Second International organized by Engels, it was announced that May 1st of each year would be International Workers' Day.  Naturally, the United States would not set May 1st as Labor Day. In August 1889, President Benjamin Harrison signed the American Labor Day bill, independently setting the first Monday of September each year as Labor Day. Americans would have a one-day holiday, and people across the country would generally hold parades, rallies, and other celebrations to show respect for labor. In some states, people would hold picnics after parades, eating, drinking, singing, and dancing. At night, some places would set off fireworks.  Roosevelt's cabinet did not consider whether He Rui's choice to reappear in public on this day was intended to mock the United States, as most cabinet members were unaware of the history behind May 1st.  But He Rui's reappearance was a signal. He Rui had recovered his health and could once again take charge of China's policy direction. Seeing that China, America's greatest enemy, had avoided a potential internal power transition, the members of the Roosevelt cabinet felt intense pressure.  Roosevelt felt the same pressure, and he intuitively felt that perhaps his failure to release more signals through diplomatic channels when He Rui was ill was an unwise decision. Now that China would again follow the direction pointed out by He Rui, things were becoming very dangerous.  If He Rui knew Roosevelt's thoughts, he would likely think Roosevelt was under too much pressure, causing a lapse in judgment. If Roosevelt had released many signals to China, He Rui would have fully exploited them to strike at the Roosevelt administration once he reappeared.  Engaging in extensive private diplomatic probing is very easy for an interested party to exploit, eventually turning it into a diplomatic scandal. If Roosevelt dared to discuss a Sino-American ceasefire with the goal of deceiving China, the Chinese side would explain these negotiations as Roosevelt trying to deceive the American people—pretending to keep fighting while secretly negotiating for peace with China for his own sake.  As long as China released this information, Roosevelt would have to defend himself. His defense would naturally be, "I was deceiving the Chinese."  Such an explanation would not be accepted by the American public, and if members of the Roosevelt cabinet still wanted to negotiate with China, they would first have to explain this issue. They would have to make China believe that this time the Roosevelt administration's negotiations were sincere and credible.  In reality, such an explanation is generally impossible to gain China's understanding; the only possibility would be the fall of the Roosevelt cabinet and the new president's cabinet first expressing great sincerity to China.  Such foolishness has happened many times in history, always ending in a mess that cannot be resolved. Even in the 21st century, during the Russo-Ukrainian War, former German Chancellor Angela Merkel stated that Germany and France pushed for the "Minsk Agreement" negotiations in 2014 to "buy time" for Ukraine so it could "strengthen its military power." In the eyes of Western countries, Ukraine's military strength at the time was simply unable to compete with Russia. Reality did indeed develop as the West had seen; as seen now, Ukraine used those seven-plus years to become stronger. Compared to the Ukraine of 2014 and 2015, today's Ukraine has indeed seen a significant military improvement.  This statement was made by Merkel in response to questioning from the German media, who believed she was too pro-Russian. On the surface, Merkel appeared shrewd and cunning, having deceived Russian President Putin. Thus, Merkel was not only not pro-Russian but was a staunch anti-Russian fighter.  However, politically, Merkel lost significantly. At least on a diplomatic level, everything Merkel said would become untrustworthy. Just as Hitler's political credit completely collapsed after tearing up so many agreements.  Political credit is a very important political asset. To this day, He Rui has indeed struck at many Western countries, but this does not mean his political credit has been affected. Because the cultural level in the West is quite low, reaching only the level of "If I say I will kill your whole family, I will kill your whole family." Conversely, because He Rui never lies and always does what he says, his political credit has been reinforced.  As for He Rui attacking whoever he says he will, in Western culture, this is a symbol of strength and justice. Because in Western culture, victory equals justice. When Western countries attacked others, their repeated victories further reinforced this bandit logic.  And the West must reinforce this bandit logic to provide an innocent defense for their own actions. If the West also started shouting, "The victor of a war is not necessarily righteous," then all subsequent Western victories would be questioned. All the arguments supporting white supremacy and Western exceptionalism would be overturned and nailed to the pillar of historical shame amidst the evidence of countless Western crimes.  He Rui looked at the latest report, reassessing the course of the war in his heart. He Rui had initially felt that the Western resistance would not be so intense and that they would back down when they saw the situation was going poorly. However, the facts proved that not only had the West not backed down, they actually had an even more crazed flavor.  Although He Rui considered himself very firm, he also had to admit that having been born in the era of China's rise, he was inevitably influenced by the world at that time. The West then was truly a paper tiger; in the face of China's overwhelming industrial advantage, the Western resistance was fierce in words but weak in reality. The bear-like appearance of those declining nations was laughable.  But the West now was different; every country had a complete industrial chain from the 1930s and 1940s and a powerful social mobilization system. Therefore, the West at this time still had the ability to launch massive wars and send hundreds of thousands or millions of soldiers to their deaths on the battlefield. Their domestic populations could also endure hunger and material shortages.  If it were the 21st century, the level of nutritional intake in Britain, which was just enough to avoid starvation, would inevitably lead to massive domestic opposition.  Of course, the reason the 21st-century UK could afford to be anti-war was because only the United Kingdom of Great Britain remained. In 1942, Britain still had vast colonies.  As He Rui was reading the documents, his secretary walked over. He Rui immediately raised his arm. "Don't try to persuade me."  Although the secretary was a bit troubled, he continued: "Chairman, the doctor asks that you do not work more than four hours a day. Excessive working hours are detrimental to your health."  Hearing this, He Rui showed no intention of compromising. Among the many reports he had seen recently, Li Runshi was making very rapid progress in gaining the support of comrades within the party. This was Li Runshi's leadership charisma; as long as they were comrades who truly put the cause first, they were easily won over by Li Runshi's deep philosophical level and exquisite methodology.  Therefore, He Rui was not afraid to die at this moment. Or rather, He Rui had never been afraid to die; what he feared was being unable to save China. Now China had been saved and had entered a completely new stage of development. While He Rui's death would be a shock to China, it could not pull China off its path of rapid development.  Tapping the large stack of files in front of him, He Rui said, "I'll finish these. Just these."  Actually, He Rui didn't need to care about the secretary's opinion, but he still didn't want to make things difficult for him. The secretary himself meant no harm; he was also there to work, and there was no need for comrades to face unnecessary criticism.  Just as the secretary wanted to say something more, the door opened, and Wu Youping walked in with a smile. "Chairman, I have been entrusted by the Politburo to monitor your schedule. You mustn't be annoyed with me."  He Rui laughed. "It's always been you who's annoyed with me. How could it be reversed now?"  Wu Youping pointed to the secretary. "Help the Chairman up; we're going for a walk."  Once He Rui stood up, Wu Youping gestured to the secretary. The secretary understood and quickly put the files away.  He Rui acted as if he didn't see it and walked with Wu Youping in the early summer garden. Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, is the great battle in North America really about to happen?"  He Rui nodded. "You've surely seen it. Now it's the United States that wants to fight us, not that we must fight them."  Wu Youping nodded slightly and said helplessly, "Initially, I also believed the judgments of some economic and commercial experts. They always felt that the U.S. would quit while it was ahead—that as long as we showed powerful strength, the American public would become entirely anti-war. Now I know that is not the case."  "With sharp weapons in hand, the desire to kill arises. The United States can still keep fighting now, so why wouldn't they?" He Rui replied.  "Chairman, I want to ask you, if you were in this environment, would you keep fighting?" Wu Youping posed the question again.  He Rui shook his head. "If it were me, I would first negotiate with China on the status of the Philippines to ensure it remained under U.S. control. Then I wouldn't participate in the war, but would instead use the status of a neutral country to reap benefits. Why fight when you clearly can't win?"  Wu Youping felt He Rui was bragging a bit and laughed. "Haha, but before the war broke out, how could one see our strength? At that time, many of our technologies had not yet achieved breakthroughs. Forget the Americans; even our own people didn't know our military technology was so powerful."  "Therefore, the United States loses because of its comprehensive backwardness. The problem with the capitalist system is that its drivers cannot be the central government for long. America's strong culture of feudal states also dictates that its waste is extremely high, and a vast amount of resources cannot be utilized effectively. Youping, which state of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods do you think the U.S. resembles?"  "I'm certain it's not the State of Qin," Wu Youping laughed.  He Rui proceeded to give his own view. "I think the United States is like the State of Qi. Think about how Xunzi evaluated Qi."  "Hmm." Wu Youping thought for a moment and replied: "The State of Qi was able to prosper and become strong by virtue of its fish and salt wealth. It can be said that Qi's strength was built on an economic foundation. When it lost its vast wealth, even the maintenance of its special elite troops—the 'Qi Ji-ji' (skilled fighters of Qi)—became difficult. Because the combat power of the 'Qi Ji-ji' was built on the basis of generous pay and required vast wealth for rewards. After the restoration of the state, without strong financial support, it was difficult to reorganize the 'Qi Ji-ji.' Therefore, the newly formed troops were not the same as before."  He Rui was about to offer praise when Wu Youping added: "This is what Chairman Li said."  Hearing it was Li Runshi's view, He Rui smiled. It seemed Li Runshi had already begun to fulfill the responsibilities and duties brought by his position. The job of the Party Chairman is not to manage things the Premier should manage; otherwise, there would be no need for the position of Premier.  The duty of the Party Chairman is to point the direction, formulate strategy, and get the comrades within the party to accept them. Then, work is assigned to various departments; if a department cannot effectively execute, either the people are changed or a new department is created to do the work.  Just as the Warring States period serves as an analogy for the present, China is not even the State of Qin...  Thinking of this, He Rui asked, "Who does Chairman Li believe is more like the State of Qin?"  "The Soviet Union," Wu Youping replied immediately, a look of hesitation in his eyes.  "Haha, well said. Indeed so." He Rui expressed complete agreement. "Chinese civilization has already transcended the Warring States era; we were never a nation within this game. It's just that the Manchus were too much of a mess, forcing China to degenerate to the point of having to participate in such a foolish game. Chairman Li's view is entirely correct."
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Both Douglas MacArthur and Dwight D. Eisenhower were graduates of West Point, but MacArthur graduated in 1903 while Eisenhower graduated in 1915. By the time MacArthur became the superintendent of West Point in 1919, Eisenhower had already been gone for years, so the two had no personal connection from their academy days.  As Eisenhower and MacArthur took their seats in the Oval Office, Roosevelt noticed they sat at opposite ends of the sofa, with a distinct distance between them. Roosevelt was aware of the friction between the two, and this observation confirmed it once again.  "How likely is it that China will launch a direct offensive against the American West Coast?" Roosevelt asked.  MacArthur immediately replied, "It is entirely possible that China will conduct a feint in California to draw away our forces..."  As a military man, MacArthur viewed the problem from a purely tactical perspective. If China's main direction of attack was Canada, they would need to tie down American forces elsewhere even more. MacArthur even believed China might use an invasion of Canada as a ruse to draw the main American forces toward the Northwest, thereby making a direct strike on the American mainland easier.  These judgments were reasonable. Although MacArthur could only analyze using his military intuition and couldn't be entirely certain, the Chinese General Staff had, in fact, simulated all the operational plans MacArthur mentioned. Specifically, the plan to strike the Western United States after diverting the U.S. military was one of the three main scenarios for this campaign.  Roosevelt listened quietly, feeling a sense of deep regret. This was the bitter fruit of insufficient naval power; the Chinese Navy could come and go as it pleased, choosing any location favorable for a landing operation.  The Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, had clearly stated his intention to lead the U.S. Navy in a decisive battle against the Chinese Navy off the West Coast. Roosevelt did not relax because of such a passionate view; he separately consulted Chester W. Nimitz and other senior naval officers. These admirals all believed that if the U.S. Navy were to sortie now, it would inevitably pay a horrific price.  After MacArthur finished speaking, Roosevelt asked Eisenhower for his view. Eisenhower replied, "Mr. President, I believe China will still commit its main forces to Canada. British defenses in that region are weak, and at this stage, China's primary desire is to strike our Navy."  Roosevelt found himself agreeing with this view. Nimitz and other naval officers held the same opinion. The U.S. military had absorbed the lessons of the Pacific War and had conducted extensive training and preparations in sea-air coordination. The Chinese military could not possibly be unaware of this.  Therefore, fighting in the Canadian region was most advantageous for the Chinese military. First, the United States had no repair facilities in the Northwest; ship maintenance could only be performed in California ports.  Currently, the Chinese submarine force held underwater superiority. The U.S. Navy would have to break through layers of Chinese submarine-controlled zones to reach Canada. If a ship were damaged, it would have to return from the Northwest to California for repairs. This back-and-forth would be extremely detrimental to the United States.  If China attacked California first and succeeded, they could naturally cut off the U.S. Navy's opportunity to sail north and assist Canada. However, this would force the Chinese Navy to "gnaw on a hard bone." If they couldn't break it, their plan to invade Canada would have to be delayed.  While Roosevelt internally favored the view of Eisenhower—the Army Chief of Operations and the Operations Director of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—he still looked toward MacArthur.  MacArthur was not persuaded by Eisenhower at all. He explained decisively, "Mr. President, if China prioritizes attacking our territory, they can similarly draw our Navy into a decisive battle. If they attack Canada first, they can indeed use submarines to intercept part of our fleet, but a significant number of our ships could still reach Canada to engage them. This would not be advantageous for China."  Roosevelt then asked, "But you previously believed China would make Canada their main direction."  Seeing Roosevelt bring this up, MacArthur felt disappointed. Using the little patience he had left, he explained to Roosevelt: "Heavily damaging our Navy so that it cannot appear off the West Coast is China's highest priority."  At this point, Roosevelt realized that MacArthur and Eisenhower's views were actually consistent; the only difference was *how* China intended to deal that heavy blow to the U.S. Navy. Although Roosevelt still leaned toward Eisenhower's view, MacArthur was the Army Chief of Staff. Since Roosevelt had no intention of removing MacArthur, he simply ordered the Army to begin preparations.  At 11:12 AM Panama time on May 10th, a U.S. convoy that had just passed through the Panama Canal was less than 20 nautical miles away when a nervous observer shouted into his microphone, "Torpedoes!"  Beneath the surface of the sea, three gray objects were seen moving rapidly toward the ships. When they reached a position about 200 meters away, the three objects suddenly leaped out of the water, sending up sprays of foam. The observer breathed a sigh of relief; they were three playful dolphins, not torpedoes.  "Report to base: three dolphins, not torpedoes," the observer quickly corrected his report to the bridge.  In the bridge, there had been a moment of panic. The "attack" had come so suddenly that there was no way to evade. Just as the captain and others fell into despair, they heard it was only dolphins. Amidst the relief, someone began cursing profanely. The captain steadied himself, walked to the weapons locker, took out a key, unlocked it, and pulled out a rifle.  The first mate and others were startled. Someone immediately blocked the door, fearing the enraged captain would go out and kill the observer.  The captain pushed the mate aside and barked, "I'm going to shoot those dolphins. As long as they're around, we'll eventually be scared to death."  Hearing he intended to kill the dolphins, the mate felt some pity. Dolphins were smart and often liked to lead or accompany ships. Sailors generally didn't like to harm such beautiful animals. But on second thought, the mate stepped away from the door.  Dolphins were indeed intelligent; as long as someone on a ship attacked them, they would never approach that vessel again. The captain was right—if dolphins kept approaching like that, who knew when they would be scared to death by those things.  The captain walked to the bow and began scanning the water. He couldn't see them on the port side, so he ran to the starboard. Sure enough, three dolphins were ahead and to the right, diving and leaping, swimming happily.  As a man of the sea, the captain stood firm on the slightly swaying deck. He raised the rifle, aimed for a moment, then lowered it to bolt a round into the chamber. As he aimed again, the dolphins seemed to sense danger; they dove deep and vanished from sight.  The captain kept aiming, fearing the playful creatures were up to some trick. Under the blowing sea breeze, the skin on the back of the captain's neck felt a series of chills. Amidst the sound of the wind, there were strange noises that grew louder and louder. The captain lowered his rifle and looked up to see black dots in the distance rapidly expanding. It was a speed he had never seen in anti-aircraft drills—it was far too fast.  The Chinese J-12 fighter was a carrier-based jet, its appearance very similar to the American F-4 Phantom. He Rui was a man who respected science and was also quite lazy. Since the United States had eventually chosen the Phantom as its carrier-based aircraft, it must have undergone various tests and balanced choices. He Rui simply borrowed the design.  The J-12s, each carrying two 250kg bombs, lunged at the American convoy at subsonic speeds. Their speed was so great that the radar observer on the escorting U.S. destroyer let out a piercing scream.  Hearing the chubby technician scream like a woman, the radar officer glared at him in disgust. He looked at the screen himself and saw light dots moving at an unprecedented high speed. The officer, possessing more "manly" composure, cursed "Fuck!" and rushed out of the command room, wanting to see the enemy aircraft with his own eyes.  Although the American fire-control radars had a high rotation speed, the radar targets were moving too fast for them to keep up. The radar officer simply gave up the useless effort, wanting only to see what was happening with his naked eyes.  However, the sky outside was already marked by the trails of bullets. Not all anti-aircraft fire commanders were so rational; seeing the Chinese fighters lunging at them at such incredible speeds, most anti-aircraft commanders ordered their men to open fire.  Amidst the rising smoke, a massive flame erupted from a 10,000-ton American freighter with a thunderous boom. Another explosion followed as another freighter was hit.  The radar officer had to run back to the command room. This time, he saw on the radar screen that those green dots continued to move rapidly, showing no intention of stopping.  In less than ten minutes, five 10,000-ton freighters in the convoy had been sunk, and four more were damaged. The Chinese Air Force fighters were completely unharmed and quickly left the battlefield after completing their objective.  Although this attack caused losses to the U.S. military, the damage was not catastrophic. Because the United States had a railroad network of over 200,000 kilometers, rail transport could still guarantee basic supplies for the front. With American shipyards working at full capacity, the loss of over 50,000 tons of shipping was nothing compared to the losses suffered earlier in the Pacific War.  But this was the first time China had begun attacking U.S. ships near Panama. Out of necessity, the U.S. military had to send a fleet south to provide more escort.  It was over 4,000 kilometers from San Francisco to Panama. The U.S. military had always expected Chinese submarine attacks but hadn't expected China to use fighters this time. Judging by the flight speed, they were jet fighters.  This matter caused an uproar in the Joint Chiefs of Staff. MacArthur, with a dark expression, asked Admiral Kimmel, "Do you have a contingency plan?"  Although his face was grim, MacArthur did not explode in anger. He knew this matter was no longer the Navy's responsibility. Since developing jet fighters, the United States had been trying every means to develop carrier-based jet engines. The R&D departments had done their best, and the Navy had been pushing them.  Since under the American system, R&D was a matter for corporations and research institutes, the Chief of Naval Operations could not be held responsible for this.  Admiral Kimmel, though surprised, did not panic. The Navy had already discussed this possibility and reached a basic judgment: once China possessed carrier-based jet fighters, the U.S. Navy would have no way to counter them. The speed of jet fighters far exceeded that of propeller-driven aircraft; a battle between the two was not in the same league. Forcing propeller planes to fight jets was like a lightweight boxer challenging a heavyweight.  Looking at MacArthur's expression, Admiral Kimmel felt a surge of satisfaction. He spoke his mind bluntly: "It seems China wants to engage our forces in the Panama region."  MacArthur did not pay attention to Kimmel's tone; he was considering the odds of victory in the war. If the U.S. Navy came to the Panama region for a massive carrier battle with the Chinese Navy, it would mean the advantage of American land-based aviation would vanish. The U.S. Navy might suffer a catastrophic defeat.  If the U.S. Navy did not fight a decisive battle with the Chinese Navy in Panama, the Chinese Navy could cut off traffic through the Panama Canal, isolating the U.S. fleet that had already reached the West Coast. America's main shipbuilding centers were on the East Coast in the Atlantic; the U.S. fleet on the West Coast would be unable to receive proper maintenance.  In other words, the U.S. military seemingly had no choice but to accept China's invitation to battle.  Admiral Kimmel looked at MacArthur's contemplative state and couldn't help but say in as calm a tone as possible, "Our airfields in Panama are not sufficient to support the war. If we don't fight, China can completely block the Panama Canal temporarily. General MacArthur, must we enter Mexico and force the Mexicans to join the war?"  Even though Kimmel's words contained a fair amount of mockery, MacArthur didn't get angry. Kimmel was right—if the United States wanted to fully utilize Mexican airbases, it would have to get Mexico to join the Allies and declare war on China. At the same time, it would have to invite the U.S. Air Force to move into Mexico.  Given the relationship between Mexico and the United States, MacArthur didn't believe Mexico would join a war against China for America's sake. As long as China guaranteed it wouldn't invade Mexico, the most likely choice for the Mexicans was to watch the show.  If soft tactics didn't work, the U.S. would have to use force. But Mexico was a large country; even if the U.S. attacked with full force, it would take several months to conquer it. With the Chinese already striking at the edge of North America, the U.S. certainly couldn't afford such a war.  Even if the U.S. really used force and actively invaded Mexico, the Mexicans, with nowhere else to turn, would likely invite China to enter Mexico to fight the U.S. military. They might even join the Chinese camp directly.  In that case, the Chinese military could directly attack the Southern United States. The U.S. would fall into a completely disadvantageous position.  After sorting through the various possibilities, MacArthur confirmed once again that the U.S. military might only have the option of a decisive battle with China in the waters west of Panama to thoroughly crush the Chinese Navy. But if they did so, China could successfully land in Canada; the "luring the tiger from the mountain" tactic would still be achieved.  MacArthur finally spoke, discussing the possibility of a decisive battle with the Chinese Navy. The U.S. Navy General Staff had already formulated plans in this area, so Admiral Kimmel replied: "We have plans for engaging Chinese propeller aircraft, but we have no plans for engaging jet fighters..."  On the night of May 10th, Roosevelt heard the report from the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the Oval Office. Seeing the pain on the faces of the cabinet members present, his resolve finally wavered. Just as Admiral Kimmel introduced the plan for a decisive battle, Secretary of State Hull pushed open the door. He walked quickly to Roosevelt's side and whispered, "Mr. President, the Chinese have sent a message through our previous channels. They hope to conduct effective negotiations."  Roosevelt's arm jerked, knocking over his teacup. The tea immediately spilled out, and for a moment, the Oval Office was filled with the aroma of tea.  Casting a glance at the somewhat excited Hull, Roosevelt suppressed his impulse. He had Hull sit down nearby and continued listening to Kimmel's presentation.  The U.S. Navy's plan was not complex: it was a decisive battle with the Chinese carrier task force in the waters west of Panama. Currently, the number of American aircraft carriers had recovered to 27, all imitating the design of Chinese carriers with through-decks and angled flight decks. Their displacement was between 36,000 and 40,000 tons, capable of carrying 90 aircraft of various types.  In terms of numbers alone, the U.S. carrier force was fully capable of fighting a battle to the death with the Chinese carrier task force. Furthermore, the U.S. had the advantage of being close to its own bases; Panama, now under complete U.S. control, was also an excellent supply point. American troops could also rotate to Panama for rest. Once in the Caribbean, they could quickly reach Florida, which was an even better place for refitting.  Despite the generational gap in fighters, Roosevelt still felt they might be able to hold their own against China. However, the subsequent statement by the Air Force Chief of Staff put Roosevelt under great pressure. "Mr. President, based on extensive simulations, the Air Force has determined that as long as the number of propeller fighters in an air battle does not exceed the number of jet fighters by at least four to one, the chances of victory for propeller plane formations will drop significantly. Especially without the cover of anti-aircraft fire, losses will be exceptionally high..."  If a decisive battle between jets and propeller planes were to take place, both sides would fly 200 kilometers, during which there could be no anti-aircraft support. Roosevelt still possessed this basic knowledge.  After the briefing, Roosevelt ordered the U.S. military to prepare for battle. After the others left, he asked Secretary Hull, "What are the Chinese requirements?"  Roosevelt did not believe He Rui was so weak that he would truly negotiate with the United States. Since they proposed negotiations, they must be demanding massive concessions from the U.S.  Sure enough, Hull replied, "Mr. President, the Chinese require the negotiations to be completed within seven days."  Roosevelt, who already felt this was a threat, asked, "Where is the location for the negotiations?"  "...In Panama," Hull replied.  This location showed some sincerity, but Roosevelt thought for a long time before finally answering, "Refuse them!"  Hull did not voice opposition, but his expression grew somber. In his view, this was the closest opportunity they had had to resolve the Sino-American war. Of course, to reach an agreement, the United States would inevitably have to pay a massive price. At the very least, the Roosevelt administration would completely collapse.  "Very well, Mr. President," Hull finally replied.  Roosevelt said nothing more. He knew he had rejected peace, but he had no other choice. Because even if he had agreed, Congress would never pass it. Since either path would lead to ruin, Roosevelt could only consider seeking opportunities through changes in the war.  If China suffered a catastrophic defeat, Roosevelt would surely seize the opportunity to negotiate.
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May 12th, 10:00 AM local time in Ecuador. In the capital city of Quito, situated on a mountain plateau, a unit of local armed forces marched boldly toward the Presidential Palace.  On the streets of Quito, other military forces were nowhere to be seen. Occasionally, a police officer who hadn't received the news appeared, but upon seeing the formation—and seeing blond-haired, blue-eyed American officers in U.S. military uniforms among them—they immediately turned and fled.  To the great powers in a time of war, such a small unit was nothing. But Ecuador was a small country with a population of only 500,000. A force of 300 soldiers was enough to turn the capital upside down.  The American officers in the group had received orders from above to lead this unit to teach the current President of Ecuador a lesson. This was because the President had stated on the 10th that he firmly opposed the U.S. invasion of Ecuador's Colón Archipelago.  The Colón Archipelago is also known as the Galápagos Islands. Belonging to Ecuador, they are located in the Pacific Ocean about 1,000 kilometers west of the South American continent. The islands cover over 7,500 square kilometers and consist of 13 small islands and 19 reefs formed from solidified lava from submarine volcanic eruptions.  The archipelago's diverse climate and the unique natural environment of its volcanic landscape allow plants and animals with different habits to grow and breed simultaneously on this land. A gathering place for exotic flowers, rare birds, and strange beasts, it is known as a "living museum of biological evolution." The islands are home to many species rare elsewhere in the world.  However, the islands are most famous for Charles Darwin's visit in 1835, which prompted him to later propose his famous theory of evolution. In Chinese textbooks, this is a very important piece of knowledge.  After the U.S. military suffered catastrophic defeats in the Pacific War, they lost all their islands in the Pacific. Especially after the defeat in New Zealand, they proposed to Ecuador to lease the Galápagos Islands. They initially thought a small country like Ecuador would surely agree. To the great surprise of the United States, Ecuador—a South American nation of 500,000—directly refused the U.S. request.  The current President stated clearly: "As a neutral country, Ecuador must strictly adhere to the obligations of neutrality. The U.S. request is undermining Ecuador's neutral status, and Ecuador cannot accept it."  In the past, when the United States encountered such a disobedient South American country, it would surely orchestrate a coup to overthrow the president. But with the Chinese already striking at America's doorstep, the U.S. simply didn't have enough time to launch a proper coup, so it adopted a strategy of bribery.  The 300-man unit was a battalion stationed near the capital. Its commander supported the former military government. When the Americans came to bribe him, the battalion commander proposed that he could send troops to take out the president, but after doing so, the elected government had to be overthrown and replaced with a military junta.  If time permitted, the American representatives would surely have agreed and written a letter of appointment for the commander: "So-and-so is the President of Ecuador."  But with the Chinese Air Force suddenly attacking Panama, the U.S. military was out of time and agreed verbally.  The battalion commander was a reckless man; he immediately gathered his troops and headed for the Presidential Palace. Combined with the Americans' prior activities, they reached the palace gates without incident.  The Presidential Palace was a three-story building in a Spanish style. The guards at the gate, seeing the 300 troops arriving arrogantly, immediately closed the doors and ducked inside.  The battalion commander took a megaphone and shouted toward the interior: "Brothers inside, how much pay do you get? Is it worth risking your lives? Let me ask you, have you received your wages for the past two months? Listen to me: open the gates, and I'll give you a full year's salary right now."  Fearing the palace guards wouldn't believe him, the commander brought the American officers to the front so the guards could see them clearly. Then he continued: "If you don't believe me, don't you believe the American masters? The American masters have done so much in our Ecuador; when have they ever failed to deliver the money they promised the brothers?"  U.S.-backed coups in South America were common. Although the reckless commander's language was crude, it was the honest truth. An American officer pulled out a bag and took out a stack of green bills, showing them to the Ecuadorian palace guards. These were U.S. dollars, not local Ecuadorian currency. They could be exchanged for local money on the black market instantly.  Under the combination of carrots and sticks, the palace guards wavered. An officer opened the gates and came out, bowing and scraping as he asked: "American masters, is it possible to give the money now?"  The American officer, accustomed to the nature of South American locals, pulled out a stack of cash and handed it over, saying arrogantly: "The rest of the money will be given after we catch your president."  The guard officer beamed with joy and immediately returned inside. A moment later, he led the guard unit as they withdrew.  Seeing no one blocking his path, the Ecuadorian battalion commander immediately directed his troops to charge into the Presidential Palace. The interior space was not large; a small country of 500,000 didn't need a massive office.  However, as the lead troops entered the palace, gunfire suddenly erupted. The windows of the three-story building were thrown open, and rifles and machine guns began spraying the rebel soldiers.  Simultaneously, the palace guards who had just "withdrawn" to the perimeter and surrendered their weapons suddenly pulled out 20-round Mauser "Broomhandle" pistols hidden in their trousers and launched an attack on the rebels. The rebels hadn't expected those who had just taken the money to turn on them so quickly; unable to react, they were mowed down in droves. Hearing the gunfire inside the palace, the other rebels didn't dare fight on; they all threw down their weapons, abandoned their American masters, and fled in all directions.  The American officers didn't have time to run. Seeing themselves surrounded, they weren't particularly afraid. The palace guard officer who had just been talking to them walked over, pointed a gun at them, and snatched the bag of money. The lead American officer's lips curled slightly in a look of disdain. But since the situation was unfavorable, he said as politely as possible: "Brother, you've taken the money; how about letting us go?"  The guard officer weighed the money bag and suddenly pulled the trigger. In moments, several American officers lay in pools of their own blood. In his final moments, the lead American officer was still in disbelief, only to see the guard officer crouch down and whisper: "You brought so much money; if I don't take your lives, I won't have a moment's peace."  The amount of money wasn't small, but to the American officer, it wasn't really much. Even if he were held hostage, the U.S. would surely be willing to pay much more to ransom him. But in that case, the guard officer wouldn't be able to keep this money for himself.  Thinking that he had died for such a small sum, the American officer wanted to scream at the heavens in his agony. But their wounds were fatal; in his agitation, his vision went black, and he plummeted toward death.  The rebels who participated in the American operation also suffered heavy casualties. Seeing that the entire force was about to be wiped out, the battalion commander quickly tried to escape with his personal guard. But the sound of dense footsteps came from the street; a unit suddenly appeared, cutting off his retreat.  Seeing no escape, the commander immediately raised his hands in surrender, losing all the bravado he had when charging toward the palace.  After thwarting the coup, Ecuador immediately relayed the news through its embassies and proxy channels in various countries. Ecuador only had 500,000 people and embassies only in major nations, but this was enough. Major countries knew Ecuador's strength and didn't believe it could prevent the U.S. from occupying the Galápagos.  The real significance conveyed by this suppression of the rebellion was that South America was attempting to break free from U.S. control. If a small country like Ecuador dared to do this, the larger South American nations would have even more strength to resist U.S. control.  Nations within the Allied group, in particular, saw a future that was far from pleasant. Even before the U.S. was defeated, South American countries were showing this attitude. If the U.S. were defeated, South American nations would surely bring in China to counter American influence in the region.  When the Roosevelt administration received the news, they were angry but momentarily had no solutions.  Ecuador was on the eastern coast of the Pacific. With U.S. strength, they could indeed directly strike into Ecuador. But defeating Ecuador didn't mean they could directly use its resources to fight China. Instead, such a military deployment would weaken the U.S. defensive system.  The members of the Roosevelt cabinet only felt humiliation, yet they never considered that America's casual manipulation of Ecuador's sovereignty was also a humiliation for that nation.  At this time, the unit that had helped the President of Ecuador crush the rebellion had also assembled and was withdrawing to its place of origin: the Republic of Colombia. Before their departure, the Chinese Ambassador to Ecuador went to see them off, putting considerable pressure on the commander of the Ecuadorian guard garrison who had also come to "see them off."  In the Republic of Colombia, the Colombian President was having lunch with the Chinese Ambassador to Colombia. The President was quite direct: "If your country defeats the United States, you would agree to Colombia recovering Panama, wouldn't you?"  In 1903, with U.S. support, Panama achieved its "second independence," seceding from the Republic of Colombia. That same year, the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty was signed, giving the U.S. a permanent monopoly on the construction and operation of the Panama Canal, as well as the permanent occupation and use of the Canal Zone. In 1914, the U.S. opened the canal.  The Panama Canal generated significant revenue, and Colombia had long coveted it. Colombia was willing to support China because China promised that if it defeated the U.S., it would allow the people of Panama to hold a referendum to determine Panama's status.  The Chinese Ambassador to Colombia smiled and replied: "We will certainly hold a referendum. After all, Panama's independence was a U.S. conspiracy, not a fair independence."  This answer was the limit of what the Chinese Ambassador could say. While China did not support U.S. control of Panama, it also wasn't keen to see Colombia swallow it. Panama's best role would be as a small country with a canal.  Of course, to win over South American nations against the U.S., China couldn't directly show an intention to control their internal affairs. Therefore, the domestic view at this stage was still somewhat vague, with the more supported view being that even if Panama returned to Colombia, it should exist as a highly independent special zone.  In Chile, another South American Pacific nation, the President was also having lunch with the Chinese Ambassador to Chile. Chile was very far from the United States, and the U.S. currently had no ability to strike at it. Therefore, the Chilean President's main topic was trade between Chile and China.  Chile was rich in saltpeter and copper mines, and China most wanted to import Chilean copper. However, at this time, saltpeter was also an important war resource. Thus, the Chinese Ambassador, Bai Chongxi, assured Chile that China would purchase as much as Chile could produce.  As for the method of payment, Chile currently had significant doubts about the creditworthiness of the Chinese Yuan. Therefore, the Chinese side would provide industrial goods and munitions to Chile, including various infrastructure and industrial construction, in exchange for Chilean minerals.  The Chilean upper class no longer had any doubt about China's military victory. Since China could achieve such results, it must possess powerful industrial strength. Thus, the host and guests talked convivially, determining the direction of future cooperation.  During the coffee hour after lunch, Ambassador Bai Chongxi again conveyed Chairman He Rui's promise to the Chilean President: China would conduct diplomacy with Chile on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. Chile had no reason to fear that China would threaten its sovereignty or security.  After the lunch, the Chilean Foreign Minister invited Ambassador Bai Chongxi for afternoon tea. In the bright room, the fireplace had been lit. Chile is in the Southern Hemisphere, and it was now winter. The Chilean Foreign Minister reflected on the background of the Chinese Ambassador before him.  Bai Chongxi, born in 1893. In 1914, he entered the Baoding Military Academy. Because he wasn't a graduate at the time, he didn't make it onto He Rui's list of selected talents.  In 1924, the He Rui government gained national power in China. Bai Chongxi was then ordered to Baoding Military Academy for further training as an instructor-cadet. In 1925, he underwent reassignment and entered the University of Political Science and Law. After graduating in 1928, he transferred to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, serving in diplomatic posts in Japan, Korea, and other countries. In 1934, he became the consul at the San Francisco consulate in the U.S.  He returned home in 1941 and was later appointed Ambassador to Chile. From Bai Chongxi's resume, it appeared he might become the Director of the South American Department of the Chinese Foreign Ministry, or even hold a more important position.  Since Bai Chongxi came from a military background, the Chilean Foreign Minister asked calmly: "I have a hypothetical question. If a coup were to break out in Chile, I wonder how the Chinese side would respond?"  Ambassador Bai Chongxi replied solemnly: "China will conduct comprehensive cooperation with Chile to promote its economic development. As long as the national economy is good and the people's lives are stable, the possibility of civil war is very small."  The Chilean Foreign Minister laughed. "Haha, my dear friend. This is a purely private conversation, and what I'm speaking of is not civil war, but a coup. I want to hear your sincere advice."  Ambassador Bai continued solemnly: "China will never encourage a coup in another country. Because such a thing is, in the long run, very foolish. China has five thousand years of history; even fifty years is but a blink in China's history, not at all surprising. And for a nation, the decision to stop economic and trade relations can likely not be maintained even for five years.  "Even if trade disputes are intense, they can be resolved after a few years of negotiation. Why would we launch a coup?"  Hearing the description of "five thousand years of history," the Chilean Foreign Minister was startled and soon grew serious. Yes, compared to five thousand years, fifty years was indeed insignificant. But for a government, it was more than a dozen terms. This sense of historical weight gave the Chilean Foreign Minister an inexplicable shock.  After a pause, the Foreign Minister continued: "My friend, can you answer my question more directly?"  "We in China only deal with legitimate governments and legitimate political parties," Bai Chongxi replied.  The Chilean Foreign Minister frowned. "Doing so is admirable, but it doesn't seem to maximize China's interests."  Bai Chongxi shook his head. "If you extend the time to fifty years, doing so is what maximizes China's interests. Because only in this way can we gain the trust of the entire Chilean people. Let's imagine: fifty years, three generations. If three generations of Chileans believe that China will not interfere in Chile's internal affairs, then no matter what kind of government is in power, it can cooperate with China based on normal commercial trade and national interests.  "If China only considers the maximization of its own interests, and the standards for maximizing national interests are constantly changing, then every Chilean will believe that cooperation with China is unreliable."  The Chilean Foreign Minister thought for a long time before he could barely understand what Ambassador Bai was describing. This was not because his intelligence or comprehension was lacking, but because he couldn't understand why a seemingly rigid policy could be executed for fifty years or even longer. And why a powerful country like China would constantly give up short-term interests for fifty-year or longer-term benefits. In the eyes of South American nations, this choice was clearly not the tradition of world powers, nor was it the tradition of South American nations.  Finally, the Foreign Minister spoke: "My friend, I wonder if you have heard a rumor that the left-wing forces in Congress, led by the Communist Party, want to nationalize all Chilean copper mines. Meanwhile, the center-right parties still insist on corporate ownership."  Bai Chongxi nodded. "We in China have no intention of intervening in Chile's internal affairs. However, from an economic perspective, the nationalization of minerals is beneficial to the national treasury. As for the organizational model of mineral extraction—state-owned or private enterprises—each has its characteristics. This is decided by the operational capability of the enterprises.  "As for the Chinese government, it only considers doing business normally and does not consider obtaining any special privileges."  "Does China not want to obtain cheaper minerals?" the Foreign Minister pressed.  Bai Chongxi shook his head. "For a great power like China, no matter how cheap the minerals are, they won't be that cheap. China is fully capable of bearing the normal fluctuations of mineral prices. Imperialist nations don't actually care much about price fluctuations; what they truly want is to control the economic lifeblood of other countries.  "China is not an imperialist nation and will never choose the path of imperialism. China will never take control of Chile's economic lifeblood; China will also promote mutual development through cooperation with Chile. If the Chilean people become wealthy, they will surely buy more Chinese goods. This is excellent development for China."  China always used such rhetoric, so the Chilean Foreign Minister didn't care much, his expression showing some indifference.  Bai Chongxi saw this and offered an explanation regarding the core issue of copper prices: "Chile is not the only place in the world with copper mines. If Chilean copper prices become absurdly high, they will naturally lose competitiveness in the Chinese market. Chinese enterprises would then reduce contracts to buy copper from Chile.  "Mr. Minister, the price of copper is just a commercial issue, and commercial issues are resolved with commercial rules. Political mutual trust is very expensive, especially since it takes a long time to build. China can never use such an expensive price to gain a tiny bit of mineral profit. In our view, such an approach is extremely foolish—like exchanging gold and silver for stones; the values are completely disproportionate."  At this point, the Chilean Foreign Minister didn't intend to discuss it further. He had obtained the answer he wanted: China would not intervene in the internal struggles of the Chilean government for the sake of mineral trade or development rights.  At this stage, the Chilean government was a coalition government with many internal divisions. Each party wanted its own views to prevail, resulting in many internal messes.  Although Bai Chongxi spoke this way, the Foreign Minister didn't fully believe him. Whether the Chinese government would execute the diplomatic line Bai described would only be proven by time.  The United States was deeply rooted in South America, and some political figures in Chile were pro-American. Thus, the content of this meeting was quickly sent to the diplomatic department of the U.S. State Department.  Secretary of State Hull finished reading the report and actually hoped China's foreign policy was truly as Bai Chongxi described. If a pro-Chinese government appeared in Chile, it might join the Chinese military camp. If the Chilean government didn't change, the State Department was confident Chile would remain neutral.  But this relief lasted only a moment before Hull involuntarily frowned. The American war situation had worsened again. On the 12th, jet fighters from a Chinese carrier task force attacked Vancouver; China's military forces had officially begun their attack on North America. For the United States, this was an extremely dangerous beginning.
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Before the offensive against North America, China possessed a total of 48 aircraft carriers. Although less than eight years had passed since the keel of the first 36,000-ton carrier was laid, China had already begun constructing a new generation of second-generation carriers with a standard displacement of 64,000 tons.  These second-generation carriers were designed entirely for jet fighters, capable of carrying 84 various jet aircraft and carrier-based helicopters.  To date, China had built a total of 63 first-generation carriers. Eleven had been sunk in a series of naval battles, and eight had been delivered to the Japanese Navy. China now had 44 remaining. Of these 44, four were undergoing major overhauls, and the remaining 40 were divided into Northern and Southern Task Forces, each with 20 carriers.  The Northern Task Force was responsible for the invasion of Canada, while the Southern Task Force was tasked with completely severing U.S. shipping routes in the Panama region, ensuring that all current U.S. fleets on the West Coast could not receive supplies.  At 6:00 AM on May 13th, the reconnaissance wing of the Northern Task Force confirmed that the waters between 300 nautical miles south of Vancouver and Prince Rupert were completely free of U.S. submarines. At 7:00 AM, the Northern Fleet issued the order for an "All Deck Attack."  Sixteen of the 20 carriers were loaded entirely with jet fighters. Due to the greater weight of jet aircraft and the increased impact on the deck during takeoff, the 36,000-ton carriers only carried 30 jets each—just one-third the capacity of propeller planes.  On the planet today, the United States was not the only power capable of conducting large-scale combat training between jets and propeller planes; China had completed such training and subsequent evaluations even earlier. China's evaluation results were similar to those of the U.S.: when the number of propeller planes did not reach at least four times that of the jets, even top-performing propeller aircraft like the J-10 (Panda fighter) could not compete with a formation of jet fighters.  This model of the J-12 jet fighter had a range of 2,600 kilometers and a top speed of Mach 1.1—1.1 times the speed of sound. Taking off from a distance of 560 kilometers from Vancouver, including the low-speed flight time during takeoff, they arrived over Vancouver in just 30 minutes.  British jet fighters had already scrambled to meet the challenge, and British soldiers in the defensive positions craned their necks to watch the battle in the sky. To maximize their combat effectiveness, both the Chinese and British pilots instinctively chose to engage at altitudes above 4,000 meters. At this height, the human eye can barely see jet aircraft clearly.  While a few spots could be seen through binoculars, the extremely high speed of the jets made sustained observation difficult. Only a few British observers skilled in tracking could follow the planes' movements based on experience.  Less than five minutes into the engagement, a British jet fighter plummeted, trailing thick smoke. The Chinese Air Force had conducted extensive training specifically against the performance of British and American jets. After quickly becoming familiar with the British pilots' combat techniques, the 36 British jets that had scrambled began to be shot down at a rate of two to three per minute.  The British pilots were indeed the elite of Britain. Even facing losses that bordered on a massacre, they continued to fight. Their retreat had been cut off by the Chinese fighters; if they turned to flee, they would be pursued and subjected to continuous fire from behind.  With no escape to the front, back, left, or right, the only directions left were up or down. As long as they reached a different altitude, they might have a chance to survive. However, the British pilots' desperate efforts to spiral up or dive down failed. Compared to these British subsonic jets with top speeds around 800 km/h, the J-12's maximum speed of 1,200 km/h was 400 km/h faster. Whether in climbing or banking, the British planes were simply no match.  In simulations, Chinese pilots playing the role of British or American planes didn't even need to go at full speed, giving them more maneuverability when escaping. The planes flown by the British pilots lacked such power; they either lost speed due to excessive maneuvering or accelerated at full throttle, making their flight paths too straight.  This change indeed exceeded the experience of the Chinese pilots, to the point where the British pilots' attempts to escape were something the Chinese were quite unaccustomed to. But Britain had fewer than 600 pilots capable of flying jets. China possessed 120,000 combat pilots with actual battle experience; through rigorous screening—selecting one in ten—they had selected 12,000 jet pilots.  The British Air Force put its elite in the cockpit and trained them to fly. The Chinese Air Force selected the elite of the elite—pilots who were already highly experienced. Every single one who was promoted to a jet pilot was a talent capable of fully mastering the aircraft.  The Chinese pilots quickly understood the reasons behind the British pilots' various maneuvers and adapted to their rhythm. Before the British pilots could feel they had escaped danger, their aircraft were already locked in the Chinese pilots' sights. Under bursts of machine-gun fire, one British plane after another was hit and lost its ability to fly.  Having cleared the British jets, the Chinese Air Force then pounced on the British propeller fighters. It must be said that the firepower of the British Spitfire was very fierce—even fiercer than that of the Chinese J-11 and J-12.  Both Chinese jet models were equipped with only one machine gun and one autocannon. The British Spitfire propeller fighter was generally equipped with eight 7.7mm machine guns, or two 20mm Hispano cannons and four 7.7mm or two 12.7mm Browning machine guns.  When eight 7.7mm machine guns fired continuously, the flames from the muzzles were incessant, appearing extremely formidable. And the fighter itself was indeed impressive. A single machine gun on a Chinese J-12 could not compare in terms of raw firepower.  Yet that single machine gun hit almost every time. Moreover, the Chinese J-12s flew so fast that they could easily avoid the Spitfire's firing zones, attacking from above or behind, sending the British Spitfires plummeting like roosters on fire.  One really couldn't blame the British pilots for not trying. The Chinese Air Force's fire control systems had been continuously upgraded for over a year. Equipment for automatic measurement of weather, humidity, and wind speed, as well as airspeed indicators, used computers to determine the flight speed of bullets at different positions.  Radar ranging equipment determined the distance between the British and Chinese aircraft, allowing for the calculation of firing time. Laser gyroscopes could determine the flight angle.  By integrating these data points, all the pilot needed to do was keep the British plane within the firing frame. The aircraft's fire control system would adjust for fine details, greatly increasing shooting accuracy.  Jet fighters had no propellers, meaning there was no obstruction in front of the gun ports and no need for mechanical synchronizers to prevent bullets from hitting propeller blades. Chinese pilots could fire however they pleased.  This Chinese fire control system was the result of engineering design and massive calculations, with custom chips responsible for each system. A dozen system architects, hundreds of senior engineers, thousands of intermediate engineers, and tens of thousands of various other engineers worked together on the same project, aided by thousands of computers.  Compared to China's investment, the amount of technology and effective R&D time spent on an average British fighter was less than 1% of China's. The British Air Force didn't lose because of pilot ability; they had lost thoroughly before the engagement even began.  The British Air Force resisted heroically, but once the massive gap in technical strength became reality, such heroic resistance only appeared tragic.  In less than an hour, Britain lost 300 fighters. Upon hearing the news, the Air Force Commander of the Vancouver Theater almost wept as he shouted to the Defense Commander: "Commander, please invite U.S. reinforcements immediately!"  During the campaign in Western Europe, a French Lieutenant General had cried out as German panzer units surged forward: "France is defeated!"  At that time, British officers had mocked the cowardice of the French general. Now, when the British army found itself completely disadvantaged in direct combat, unable to reverse the situation, they wept no more like gentlemen than the French general had.  The Vancouver Defense Commander was currently in a state bordering on delirium. After Douglas MacArthur returned to Washington, he proposed the concept of "Human Wave Tactics." This concept had gained immense acceptance not only in the United States but also throughout the Allied nations.  The few British officers who knew that "Human Wave Tactics" was nonsense kept their thoughts to themselves. The remaining British officers, even through self-hypnosis, tried to convince themselves that China won only by exhausting British ammunition through suicidal charges.  This view was indeed very deceptive. Because China did adopt a very traditional military logic: fighting with superior numbers. Within permissible limits, the Asian coalition led by China would always assemble forces exceeding those of the Anglo-American coalition to launch attacks, maintaining extremely high intensity throughout the battle to deplete the Anglo-American forces as quickly as possible.  To those mediocre British officers, "Human Wave Tactics" made perfect sense. And as long as the British people thought of China's population of nearly 700 million, they naturally believed in the human wave.  Thus, the Vancouver Defense Commander had truly prepared a vast force, especially a large air force, intending to deal a heavy blow to the first wave of Chinese invaders, who would surely be far fewer in number than the British forces.  Now, fewer than 60 Chinese fighters had shot down 300 British fighters in less than an hour. This was no human wave; this was "riding alone for a thousand miles"! China was slaughtering with a combat power that far exceeded British imagination.  The cries of the Air Force Commander finally woke the Defense Commander from his delirium. But the Defense Commander did not call for the Americans. His facial muscles contorted as he barked: "Send all the air units up! We must take out the Chinese Air Force!"  Military orders are like mountains; the Air Force Commander had to accept the Defense Commander's order. Even so, he still tried to persuade him: "Should we request assistance from the U.S. military?"  "Execute my order immediately!" the Defense Commander shouted. So-called U.S. assistance did exist, but it included Army assistance. Once the Americans were invited into Vancouver, it would be impossible to drive out those American rebels who had coveted Canada for a century.  Seeing that the Defense Commander would not be moved, the Air Force Commander picked up the phone and issued the order. The British military was a modern force, after all, and they took the formulation of operational plans seriously. At the very least, when they drew up the plans, they had considered the possibility of the first wave of the British Air Force being wiped out and had made corresponding arrangements.  Two hours later, another 300 fighters arrived in Vancouver. By then, the first wave of Chinese attackers had already returned. The British quickly took control of the skies and nervously made further preparations.  The Chinese Air Force did not launch a second wave immediately. The pilots from the first wave requested to exchange information with the subsequent units.  To minimize combat losses, the overall commander of the carrier task force agreed to the suggestion.  China had conducted many simulations, so their data was very complete. As soon as the first wave of pilots landed, they immediately relayed the details to the units. Encrypted computer telegrams were immediately sent between the various carriers.  In the past, a 500-kilometer flight and landing took an hour; now it took only half an hour. The round trip saved an hour. Therefore, although the second wave of attacks was three hours later than planned, to the British, who were used to a slower pace, it didn't feel like a particularly long wait.  For the second wave, China deployed fighters from 15 carriers, with each carrier sending one four-plane formation. These 60 pilots were those who had performed exceptionally well in air combat training against the British and were best at adjusting their combat rhythm.  Despite departing three hours late and forming up in the air, the formations arrived over Vancouver at 11:48 AM. This time, the battle took only 48 minutes to deal with 300 British fighters.  Based on China's understanding of British strength, at 12:30 PM—taking off 30 minutes earlier than the jets—J-9 advanced trainers loaded with bombs arrived near Vancouver and began bombing British defensive positions.  Simultaneously, Chinese Naval Aviation began its attack on Prince Rupert. As the second wave of fighter formations returned, the Chinese carrier task force again summarized the combat information. The third wave of fighters, arriving in the combat airspace, performed even better.  By 4:00 PM, the British Air Force had lost 780 fighters. Although Britain had deployed 3,000 fighters in Western Canada, by the time these planes were sent to Canada, only one wing of fighters remained in the British home islands.  Because the British Air Force had a rigid hierarchy, its total number to date was only 32,000 fighters with assigned pilots. However, these units had been exhausted in the wars in Southeast Asia, India, Australia, and New Zealand.  Excluding the 3,000 pilots sent to Canada with their planes, there were only 1,085 pilots left. Moreover, because Britain was preparing to shift entirely to jet production, there was only one wing of fighters left at home.  But a single wing of fighters meant the British Air Force only possessed a certain coastal patrol capability and no actual combat capacity. Britain had truly exhausted all its strength for this defense.  Losing a quarter of its fighters in a single day terrified the British cabinet. At such a rate of consumption, Britain could only hold the skies over Canada for two days. This wasn't to say the British cabinet believed all fighters would be gone in two days, but that Britain had to reserve at least 500 fighters to guard against a U.S. invasion.  Churchill was filled with despair. Because his heart was pounding so violently, he felt his face trembling. The cabinet members also looked pained, but no one spoke. In this silence, Churchill voiced his opinion: "Invite the United States to send troops into Western Canada."  None of the cabinet members spoke, for they didn't want to bear the guilt of "inviting the wolf into the house." During World War I, when the United States sent a massive army to Britain and the U.S. mainland, Britain had absolute confidence in facing the American troops. With British combat power, even if those few Americans had launched an attack on British soil, the British army could easily have crushed several hundred thousand U.S. troops.  The Britain of today was no longer the Empire on which the sun never set. Allowing the U.S. military into Canada was tantamount to letting the United States annex Canada.  Churchill did not hesitate; he emphasized once more: "The U.S. military can enter Western Canada, but they cannot enter the Great Lakes region."  A large section of the border between the U.S. and Canada was formed by the Great Lakes, and the region of Canada north of the Lakes was its heartland. Churchill had no intention of selling out all of Canada.  Finally, some members of the British cabinet began to voice their support.  Meanwhile, in Washington, the Roosevelt cabinet had already received news of Chinese troops landing in Alaska. In May, the snow in Alaska had not yet fully melted. In this vast mountainous region, fewer than 300,000 white Americans lived.  In this land of extreme cold, the Roosevelt government had not made significant military investments. Aside from arming the locals, the U.S. federal government had only placed one infantry corps in Alaska for defense.  In fact, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had issued a report phrased very subtly. To someone without military knowledge, it would be impossible to understand what the rambling report was actually saying.  The members of the Roosevelt cabinet, however, understood it perfectly. The Joint Chiefs believed that Alaska had no defensive value and that sending even one corps was too much. It would be best for the locals to take the weapons and ammunition provided by the federal government to conduct guerrilla warfare against the Chinese, thereby tying down the Chinese army and covering the retreat of that federal force, which actually had only 12,000 men.  Faced with such a reasonable judgment, the Roosevelt cabinet naturally chose to support it with a tacit understanding.  The cabinet members had also prepared a speech for after the fall of Alaska. Thus, at 5:00 PM, Roosevelt addressed the nation via a national broadcast.  The American people had long heard that war might break out in North America. So when the announcers began broadcasting every 15 minutes, two hours in advance, that the President would give a national address at 5:00 PM, the news spread rapidly to all areas reached by radio.  The American public waited nervously for Roosevelt to deliver what was bound to be shocking news. At factory speakers, public broadcast points on the streets, taverns, and even hotel lobbies—wherever there was a radio, large crowds began to gather.  As the time approached 5:00 PM, the number of people grew larger and larger, until they seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see.
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"My fellow Americans, today, May 13th, the Chinese aggressors have landed in Alaska and begun an assault on our territory. Furthermore, the Chinese aggressors have attacked the Canadian territory of our ally, Great Britain.  "Hostilities already exist. It would be useless to deny that our people, our territory, and our interests are in grave danger.  "We will fight on the vast territory of North America; we will fight in the air, we will fight on the seas, until the Chinese aggressors are completely driven off the North American continent!  "With confidence in our armed forces—and with the unyielding determination of our people—we will gain the inevitable triumph—so help us God."  At 5:00 PM on May 13, 1943, Roosevelt announced the news of the Chinese landing in North America via national broadcast. Hearing this, a significant portion of the audience felt as if a heavy stone had finally been lifted from their hearts. Before this, all of America knew that China was fully capable of landing in North America. The threat of an attack on the U.S. mainland had been hanging over the heads of the American people; now that the threat had become a reality, the public actually felt a bit more at ease.  After Roosevelt's broadcast ended, the station began playing the national anthem. Many Americans stood solemnly with their hands over their hearts. Nothing unites a nation internally more than a foreign invasion. At this moment, tens of millions of Americans indeed felt themselves closely linked with their country.  Meanwhile, in the capital of China, He Rui still did not preside over the Politburo meeting. At the meeting, Li Runshi answered the questions of his comrades. "Some comrades believe that since China's war in North America has fully begun, we should directly invade the American mainland instead of fighting outside it.  "I do not agree!  "The American media will at least not dare to fabricate the fact that the U.S. military is entering Canada to fight. Therefore, for the ordinary American citizens, they are indeed going abroad to fight. This unconscious perception will make the average American feel that they still have a way out.  "Of course, comrades believe Alaska is also considered U.S. territory. This view is not entirely accurate. In the eyes of Americans, Alaska is just a region of the United States, not a state. Alaska's status is still the same as Hawaii's—it is merely controlled by the U.S.  "If we were to invade the U.S. mainland at this stage, the American public would feel their homeland was being invaded, thus uniting them. Only by letting America believe they are always fighting abroad can we gradually divide the American public. Once the American people find the losses of war unacceptable, the desire to end the war will naturally arise."  Had He Rui been present, he would surely have fully supported Li Runshi. But since He Rui was absent, the comrades of the Politburo naturally put forward different views. "Chairman Li, are we really just not going to attack the American mainland?"  This question reflected the view of the majority. If China hadn't landed in North America, that would be one thing. But since they had, China could never force a great power like the United States to surrender simply by destroying its military outside its borders.  Li Runshi had considered this long ago and replied easily: "At this stage, we are striking at the arrogant, warmongering mood of the American people. Only by completely dispelling their bellicose sentiment and making them desire peace can we strike at the American hardliners. At that stage, we can enter American territory to crush the hardliners and thoroughly end the war."  This logic was sound, but to the Politburo comrades, it sounded somewhat idealistic.  Seeing the expressions on his comrades' faces, Li Runshi's tone grew heavier. "The reason the Eight-Nation Alliance's invasion of China led to the collapse of the Qing was the 'Southeast Mutual Protection' movement. The Qing could only rely on the limited forces of the north to resist the alliance.  "Such a situation is not unique to China. As long as we deal a heavy blow to the United States, divisions will surely appear within it. At that time, the American forces seeking peace will view those stubbornly insisting on war as enemies even more dangerous than us. When that time comes, our entry into the United States to fight will align with the needs of the majority of the American public.  "Therefore, at this stage, we must insist on fighting outside U.S. borders, making the American public realize they are going abroad to die. Furthermore, since the Roosevelt administration has abandoned peace, they must insist on fighting on. If the Roosevelt government dares to abandon some states to lure us into fighting on the U.S. mainland, we can exploit the reality that the U.S. is a federal country and unite with those abandoned states.  "Thus, I believe the Roosevelt administration must continue sending troops to Canada. We can then continuously strike at the United States."  This judgment was already at the strategic level. Since it was a prediction for the future, if it were to be accepted by the Politburo comrades, Li Runshi would have to bear the political responsibility.  The reason He Rui's status was extremely stable was that he had stood his ground under pressure in one strategic judgment after another, executing the strategies he firmly advocated. Those strategic judgments were not initially fully accepted by the comrades, but what happened later was exactly as He Rui had described beforehand. As He Rui's strategies were proven scientific and realistic, his prestige was built alongside his logic and methodology.  Li Runshi did not lack ability, but he lacked the opportunity to prove his logic and methodology. He Rui's absence from the Politburo meetings was specifically intended to give Li Runshi that opportunity.  If Li Runshi's judgment was correct, he would attain a status equal to He Rui's. If he was wrong, he would have to pay a political price.  The reason transitions in leadership often face problems—besides the logic and methodology of the two generations of leaders being vastly different—is that the successor often fails to first pass such a rigorous political test, gaining status through institutional regulations instead. This is frequently why successors cannot smoothly take over power.  Seeing that Li Runshi was prepared to take responsibility, the Politburo members stopped offering different opinions. Now that He Rui's health was out of danger, it meant that even if Li Runshi made a wrong judgment, He Rui could still provide a safety net.  Currently, He Rui was already setting Li Runshi up to succeed him. If it were a matter of struggle, everyone felt they couldn't change He Rui's mind. If Li Runshi failed on his own, even He Rui wouldn't be able to protect him. Then everyone could compete for the position again.  Seeing his comrades decide to wait and see, Li Runshi felt a bit more relaxed. Although he knew what they were thinking, he didn't care. That was his personality; what he loved and strove for was the opportunity to do real work. As long as he could do that, it was enough.  Furthermore, Li Runshi had carefully analyzed the situation and was convinced his approach was correct. To strike a great power like the United States, one had to act like peeling an onion—peeling away the layers of the seemingly unified enemy one by one, letting America's internal cohesion fall apart. If one used the method for dealing with a small or medium-sized country and took a single massive bite, it would undoubtedly trigger the collective resistance of all levels of American society.  Roosevelt did not see the United States as an onion, but his inner logic was the same as Li Runshi's: he hoped China would stand on the opposite side of the entire American public. Therefore, while Roosevelt intensified war preparations, he did not act immediately. Instead, he pressured the British cabinet, demanding that Churchill's cabinet proactively invite the United States to enter Canada to fight.  The mobilization figures for Canada were already on Roosevelt's desk. With a national population of nearly 12 million, Britain had already mobilized 30% of Canadians into the military. The entire country had entered a state of total mobilization, with all adult Canadian men and women assigned work. Churchill's cabinet had also sent 400,000 troops from the British home islands to Canada to participate in its defense.  Roosevelt believed these 4 million British and Canadian troops could hold out for a while. Since he intended to effectively control Canada, the more Canadian troops died before the U.S. military entered, the better. Only in this way could the difficulty of the U.S. annexing Canada be reduced.  The thinking of the Chinese and American high commands was so consistent that the British army immediately became the sacrificial lamb. On May 14th, the Chinese Air Force once again entered the skies over Vancouver and Prince Rupert. Jet fighters from 18 aircraft carriers participated in the air battle. The various carriers had shared combat insights, so on the 14th, compared to the 13th, the number of sorties reached seven waves.  Aside from the first two waves, the subsequent five waves of aircraft were all loaded with bombs, relentlessly pounding the British positions. Under such bombardment, the British anti-aircraft positions were fully exposed and subjected to heavy bombing by the Chinese J-9 advanced trainer fleet.  On the afternoon of May 14th, the British Foreign Secretary met with the U.S. Ambassador to Britain, and the British Ambassador to the U.S. also sought a meeting with Secretary of State Hull. They consulted on inviting U.S. troops into British territory.  Both sides were "Anglo-Saxon old foxes." Secretary Hull and the U.S. Ambassador to Britain were quite polite and calm when facing the solemn and emotional British diplomatic personnel. The American side was certain that the British proposal to have U.S. troops fight in Vancouver was entirely an attempt to use the United States.  China was America's current enemy, while Britain had been America's greatest threat for the past hundred-plus years. The United States currently had opportunities to exit the war; even as China pressed forward step by step and even as both sides fought bloodily, China maintained a very precise diplomatic bottom line. As long as the U.S. chose to exit the war, it could immediately reach a ceasefire with China.  Even as the war continued, as long as the Chinese military did as they declared—dealing a heavy blow to Britain without proactively invading the U.S. mainland—the United States could still exit the war at any time.  Even though some among the American elite already believed the decision to continue the war was foolish, China had left an opening, so the American elite still felt the war could go on. In case China suffered a catastrophic defeat, the United States could end the war honorably.  Because of this, the United States could even choose to cease fire, yet there was no reason to let Britain off the hook. Even though the British wording was ingenious, the American side merely stated, "The United States stands ready at all times to assist Britain."  This was a very "Anglo-Saxon" statement. The Americans were politely saying the price Britain was offering was not yet satisfactory to the United States.  On May 15th, China's heavy bombers finally made their appearance. This included the experimental H-7s, which joined the bombing. These bombers carried a large number of thermobaric bombs (FAE), which they dropped on confirmed British positions.  With the widespread lethality of the thermobaric bombs, the positions on the Canadian west coast instantly became oxygen-depleted hells. The Chinese military had long ago confirmed the power of thermobaric weapons through actual combat. After a wave of "plowing" bombardment, a large number of transport planes appeared over the scorched positions.  The transport doors opened, and the green indicator lights all lit up. Wearing their packs and having checked their equipment, the paratroopers donned their goggles and filed to the hatch. Hooking their static lines to the anchor cable, a paratrooper squad leader shouted: "Jump!" and was the first to leap into the air.  As they cleared the aircraft, the drogue chutes opened first. Once the paratroopers were at a certain distance from the plane, with the assistance of the drogue's tension, the main chutes opened. One white cloud-like parachute after another unfurled, descending toward the silent landing zones.  At this time, on the sea a dozen kilometers away, Chinese landing ships carved long white wakes as they sped toward the Canadian west coast.  Once the paratroopers hit the ground, they gathered quickly and advanced toward the coast, following the unique ground patterns created by the thermobaric shockwaves.  Two hours later, the Chinese landing ships successfully docked with the coordination of the paratroopers on shore. When the ship hatches opened, wheeled infantry fighting vehicles (IFVs) were the first to cross the shore and drive onto the land.  Until this moment, aside from the Chinese military, no enemies had appeared on the coast. The Chinese military had struck the British with a heavy hand, showing no intention of allowing any British units near the landing site to survive and obstruct the landing.  After the first wave of medium equipment came ashore, most of the landing forces immediately began expanding the beachhead, advancing in three directions: north, east, and south.  The Rocky Mountains rose along the North American west coast, with much rugged terrain and few plains. The Chinese wheeled IFVs moved quite smoothly through this geography. When encountering fortified British positions, the Chinese infantry would leave a unit to tie down the position and call for J-9 advanced trainers to conduct bombing. The rest of the troops would proceed on foot through the mountains.  If they encountered broken British positions, they would simply unload 80mm mortars from the IFVs and commence shelling.  At 4:21 PM, the Chinese troops who had broken through the shattered British lines reached a highway. The roar of engines could be heard across the mountain peaks. The Chinese infantry immediately took up positions beside the road, and soon a column of British Matilda infantry tanks appeared in their sight.  The British military classified tanks as infantry tanks, cruiser tanks, and light tanks. The requirements for infantry tanks were: strong armor protection; a relatively low speed to allow infantry charging on foot to keep up; and not requiring strong offensive power—a machine gun alone was considered sufficient. These requirements were indeed not high, but the cost restrictions were also very strict, with the cost of a full vehicle being only 6,000 pounds.  The Matilda's armor was very thick, sufficient to handle 50mm anti-tank guns. However, its firepower consisted only of a machine gun and a 2-pounder (40mm) gun. Its top speed was 28 kilometers per hour. This speed, armor, and gun perfectly fit the definition of an infantry tank.  At this time, the cannons on the Chinese IFVs were only 40mm and could not penetrate the Matilda's armor at all. After a brief exchange of fire, the Chinese IFVs realized they couldn't destroy the enemy; their three pairs of wheels turned, and they retreated rapidly.  The British tank units were positioned in the rear, having absorbed many lessons from the war. Knowing the power of the Chinese Air Force, they had placed the tanks and a significant amount of infantry in the rear, waiting for the Chinese infantry to land before launching a counter-charge.  Seeing the Chinese IFVs flee, the British troops, relying on the Matilda's thick armor, pursued them. Although the British knew there were Chinese infantry on both sides of the road, Britain also had paratroopers and was extremely proficient in landing operations.  In the eyes of the British commander, the fact that China could send wheeled IFVs onto the shore had already exhausted the transport capacity of the Chinese landing ships. The Chinese infantry now possessed only light weapons and had no heavy firepower that could threaten the Matilda tanks. Therefore, the British commander ordered some infantry to counter-attack the positions held by the Chinese, while the tank unit pursued down the road.  The British were facing the Chinese 472nd Airborne Brigade. This brigade came from the 55th Division, which had fought in the war against Japan in Northeast China. That division had once fought all the way from the Yalu River to Seoul and was one of China's earliest motorized units.  Over the years, Chinese military equipment had made rapid progress, but they had never lost the essence of China's elite mountain infantry. On the road, the British tanks chased the retreating Chinese IFVs; before them, British infantry were cautiously approaching. Through their radios, the company, platoon, and squad leaders were all informed by scouts that the British infantry were attempting to flank the Chinese units.  From the looks of it, the Chinese units on both sides of the road were falling into an encirclement and were being subjected to an even more comprehensive surround.  But the units were not nervous. The infantry used Type 81 assault rifles to spray the British in front, suppressing their fire. Anti-tank specialists hoisted RPG-7s, waiting for the squad leader's command. Upon receiving the report, the squad leaders immediately used their radios to inform the platoon leaders that they were ready.  The platoon leader did not issue the order immediately; he waited for the scouts' report. Soon, a scout reported: "The last vehicle of the British tank column has arrived."  The platoon leader immediately ordered: "2nd Squad, destroy the last vehicle first." Then he turned the dial on his headset and said: "Is that 1st Squad?"  "Yes, this is 1st Squad," a very energetic voice came through the headset.  "1st Squad, destroy the leading tank as much as possible. Then, it's free fire!"  "Understood!" came the excited voice of the 1st Squad leader.  A moment later, the infantry of 1st and 2nd Squads began spraying with their assault rifles. In the moment the British infantry were suppressed, the anti-tank specialists of both squads stood up, aimed at the identified British tanks, and fired rapidly. The moment they fired, they dropped back down, not even looking for the result.  the RPG-7 rounds did not fly particularly fast; the finned projectiles did not rely on kinetic energy to destroy a tank. The shooters were well-trained, and both RPG-7 rounds hit the British tanks. The rounds were equipped with shaped-charge warheads creating a metal jet.  A metal jet, also known as a HEAT (High-Explosive Anti-Tank) warhead, has a symmetrical concave cavity at the front of the explosive charge, lined with a metal liner. When the warhead detonates, the detonation wave from around the cavity converges toward the center, causing the metal liner to collapse rapidly toward the axis, forming a high-speed metal jet that moves forward. The speed at the front of the jet can reach over 8,000 meters per second.  Under such a high-speed metal jet, even the armor of a Type 59 tank couldn't hold. Let alone the British Matilda. The jets fired by the two RPG-7 warheads cut through the Matilda's armor like a knife through bean curd, instantly punching dozens of holes of various sizes into two of the three tank crew members inside.  The two Matildas shuddered and then stopped. The surrounding British infantry had no idea what had happened, merely thinking the crews had spotted something and stopped.  And at this time, the Chinese infantry were spraying with what the British thought were "submachine guns," so the British infantry were temporarily seeking cover. In this time, the anti-tank specialists, as if at target practice, began picking off the British tanks one by one.  Finally, the shells on one British tank's ammunition rack were hit, causing a secondary explosion. The violent explosion inside the tank finally made the British infantry realize something was wrong.  But by then, most of the British tank column had been annihilated. The Chinese infantry operated their prepared 60mm mortars and began shelling the British infantry.  The British force, which just minutes ago possessed the advantage in preparation and firepower, was instantly at a disadvantage. Although the number of British troops still exceeded that of the Chinese, being completely outmatched, they could only take a passive beating.  And the Chinese infantry further ahead had already destroyed the remaining three leading British tanks. The IFVs that had been fleeing rapidly now surged back at even greater speed. At this point, the Chinese military's equipment and firepower completely overwhelmed the British. The British force collapsed instantly, fleeing in all directions under the assault of a Chinese force only one-fourth their size.
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On the 15th, Rolls-Royce received a visit from several high-ranking members of the British cabinet. The Secretary of State for War, the Minister of Industry, and the Minister of Transport, among other cabinet members, arrived together to inspect the company.  In terms of aero-engine capability, Rolls-Royce remained a top-tier global enterprise, its strength second only to Chinese aviation companies. Compared to its American and German counterparts, Rolls-Royce possessed a significant advantage.  Britain is rainy, with few sunny days, and London is famously known as the "Big Smoke." Inside the company, the final assembly workshop ran 24 hours a day under bright lights to ensure engine installation proceeded smoothly. Over 40 jet engines in various stages of completion were fixed to the assembly lines. Various production workshops transported a massive number of finished components to the assembly warehouse, ensuring continuous production.  The cabinet members inquired about the company's output and learned that it could produce 25 to 30 engines a day. Upon hearing this, the grim expressions of these British dignitaries improved slightly.  At 30 engines a day, they could produce about 10,000 engines a year. Currently, most British jet fighters were single-engine designs, meaning these engines could support the production of 10,000 fighters annually.  Even with such high production, the number of jet fighters on the front lines remained critically low. A fighter requires more than just an engine; it consists of many other components. After visiting Rolls-Royce, the dignitaries proceeded to the British Aircraft Corporation.  Production here was only ten aircraft per day. The aircraft company stated, "We have done our best! If we want to increase output, we must expand the scale of investment. First, let us double the number of engineers and technicians. After a six to twelve-month break-in period, we can increase fighter production to twenty per day."  Ten a day meant 300 a month. Britain had previously produced about 500 jet fighters, but in the last three days, roughly 100 jets had been shot down each day. The remaining fighters had to be kept back to protect Eastern Canada and could not all be committed to the battle on the West Coast.  Such a production speed was lightning-fast for Britain. If Britain had possessed such capacity before the outbreak of the Battle for Western Europe, the British military believed it could have soundly defeated the "Jerries."  However, three years later, Britain's production was still insufficient for a war of attrition. The British high command no longer knew how to wage an equal war against China. Ultimately, the cabinet members returned to 10 Downing Street with the data to attend a cabinet meeting.  The Secretary of State for War had no mood for flowery language and suggested bluntly: "Prime Minister, send all our jet fighters to the front."  Currently, 300 jet pilots were undergoing training in the British home islands. These pilots could at least manage takeoffs, landings, and basic flight. As for tactical training, it was indescribable, and no one wanted to discuss it.  Churchill had also seen the relevant data and did not voice opposition. The proposal to send pilots who hadn't finished their training to their deaths on the front was passed. The British cabinet then resumed the discussion on whether to allow U.S. troops into Canada.  In previous discussions, Britain wanted to "eat soft rice the hard way"—letting the Americans go to their deaths in Canada while keeping control. But according to recent news, the British military situation was unfavorable. More cabinet members believed they could allow the U.S. to enter the Canadian regions occupied by China to launch attacks. In terms of playing minor tricks, Britain could indeed proudly state it was professional.  Ultimately, the proposal was passed by the cabinet, and the British Foreign Office immediately contacted the U.S. State Department.  The U.S. State Department found the British approach foolishly unreasonable, as the British suggestion was to invite U.S. troops to fight only in the regions occupied by China. The U.S. State Department's plan, however, was for Canada to be fully open to the United States, allowing the U.S. military to choose where to station its troops.  Since the British cabinet still clung to unrealistic illusions, the U.S. State Department believed it was necessary to wait longer. Furthermore, the Joint Chiefs of Staff also believed they could wait.  The Joint Chiefs had initially feared China would directly attack the U.S. mainland, so they suggested proactively entering Canada to ensure that when full-scale war broke out in North America, the U.S. military would not face the hardship of being caught unprepared.  Now, China truly was focusing its main attack on Canada and had not entered U.S. territory. Canada's heartland was limited to a strip of territory about 200 to 300 kilometers wide along the U.S.-Canada border. China would inevitably attack Canada along this narrow region. In the view of the Joint Chiefs, this would cause the Chinese operational units to stretch out like a "one-word snake" formation. When the U.S. military crossed the border to fight, they could cut off the Chinese units.  Currently, the Chinese operational area was in the Rocky Mountains. Even if they turned south after penetrating to a certain extent, they would still be attacking in a mountainous region where they couldn't fully deploy their forces.  Although the State Department didn't understand military matters, the Joint Chiefs' view supported the strategy of leaving Britain out in the cold for a while longer, so the Joint Chiefs and the State Department reached a temporary consensus.  On May 16th, after a series of intense battles, China captured most of the high ground around Vancouver. The British side was forced to rely on the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway to transport large numbers of troops to Vancouver.  British war correspondents had already written countless stories about "Human Wave Tactics," and this time they were prepared to report on the heroic British army slaughtering endless waves of Chinese troops.  The reporters soon reached the front lines and found themselves very lucky: the British had assembled at least three divisions to launch an attack on the areas occupied by the Chinese and had already surrounded two pieces of high ground held by Chinese forces.  How could the reporters pass up such an opportunity? They immediately rushed to the front line. When the few isolated peaks appeared in the reporters' binoculars, the bunch from Fleet Street were all astonished. These peaks didn't look large; the space on the high ground was only enough to deploy battalion-sized units. Britain had mobilized three divisions, a numerical advantage of nine to one.  But the reporters quickly came up with a reasonable explanation: the British army surely intended to capture these heights quickly, and the three divisions were troops prepared for subsequent offensives.  Soon, the battle began. British artillery conducted a round of shelling, sending stones flying and creating a shroud of dust over the high ground. The British infantry, who had moved forward as much as possible during the shelling, launched a fierce assault as soon as the bombardment ended.  In the reporters' binoculars, a massive number of British troops advanced toward the peaks in squad and platoon formations. There were dozens of meters between each unit, and the assault was deployed in an orderly fashion. Two regiments were committed to this attack, so British soldiers could be seen everywhere on the slopes.  A British reporter couldn't help but exclaim: "Never did I imagine the majesty of our Heavenly Army would reach such heights."  When the British reached within two hundred meters, the Chinese troops holding the high ground began firing with mortars. The British immediately suffered casualties, but they continued to advance fearlessly, completely undeterred.  When the British reached about one hundred meters, the infantry in the Chinese positions began to fire. The leading British infantry platoons immediately stopped their advance and began to return fire.  The British reporters were not strangers to war. At this stage, the British infantry could continuously deplete the Chinese defensive strength, create a gap, and then break through the Chinese lines.  However, the duration of this attack far exceeded the imagination of the British reporters. Gunfire was constant from the Chinese positions on the peaks, and the British infantry's attacks from all angles were met with counter-fire. The British soldiers tried to charge up again and again, only to be driven back time and again. On the paths from the peaks to the foot of the hills, stretcher-bearers carrying the wounded never stopped. The Chinese troops in the defensive positions on the heights continued to fight, showing no signs of fatigue.  The battle raged for nearly an hour, yet the British army remained unable to advance further. The British reporters were stunned. There was nothing inherently strange about such a battle—normal combat should be like this. But those on the other side were the Chinese army—the Chinese army whose numbers supposedly never ran dry. This did not fit the pattern of "Human Wave Tactics"!  Seeing they couldn't take the peak, the British infantry withdrew. Immediately, British artillery began a fierce bombardment, and the Chinese positions on the high ground were once again shrouded in explosions and thick smoke.  The shelling continued until the British commander believed the Chinese troops on the heights had been sufficiently weakened, and then the British infantry launched another attack. Yet this assault still made no progress. At least in the eyes of the British reporters, the Chinese troops on the high ground still possessed enough manpower and firepower to maintain a continuous strike against the ascending British forces.  The offensive proceeded like this three times. The British reporters eventually lost interest in watching further, and some went to interview the field hospital. On the path to the field hospital, stretcher-bearers were constantly bringing in the wounded. At least 40 could be seen at once; as for how many were in the field hospital in the mountain hollow, a rough estimate by the reporters from a distance was at least 300.  As for the British soldiers who had already been killed, they were placed directly into body bags and sent elsewhere. In other words, having fought until now, the British had suffered over 400 casualties, yet they still hadn't managed to take a height held by at most one Chinese infantry battalion.  At this time, the sound of artillery was incessant as the fourth round of British shelling began. The British reporters also couldn't understand why a single battalion of Chinese troops was able to hold onto a hilltop the size of a pillbox. Were these Chinese people not afraid of artillery fire?  Before this mystery could be solved, the reporter heading to the field hospital was stopped by British soldiers. The reporter desperately tried to explain that they were British journalists here to conduct interviews. But after the explanation, a British soldier coldly told the reporter, "We have orders: no one enters except medical personnel."  The reporter was about to explain further that a journalist could interview the logistics department. Just then, two lieutenants strode over. Seeing the reporters hadn't left, the lieutenants shouted at them: "Get the hell out of here, right now!"  On the battlefield, life and death can change in an instant. The language used by British officers and soldiers at the front was heavily laced with profanity, devoid of any gentlemanly grace or fraternal sentiment.  The reporters didn't mind the "ancestor-greeting" language; they understood the soldiers' emotions perfectly, so they requested again with the utmost politeness to go to the field hospital for an interview.  Seeing that the reporters were obstinate, a lieutenant directly drew his pistol, pointed it at the reporter, and barked: "The field hospital only takes the wounded. If you want to go in, that's fine—you just have to take a bullet first."  The reporters saw the murderous intent in the lieutenant's eyes. How could they dare to hold out against these "tommies"? They quickly said "sorry" and turned to leave.  Though they were angry along the way, the reporters dared not say anything disrespectful about the soldiers. After all, these men had suffered so many casualties and were filled with rage. If they provoked a soldier, they might face physical suffering.  Fuming with resentment, they returned to the front just as the shelling ended. This time, the British attacking units were lined up in neat formations. Each unit began to advance toward the high ground in dense ranks. The flag-bearers of each British unit held their colors high, charging at the front. Following the flag-bearers, the British soldiers let out a deafening roar that shook the mountains as they launched an assault on the high ground held by the Chinese.  The crowd surged; the British soldiers were like a wave of anti-gravity floods, rushing straight from the foot of the hill toward the Chinese positions on the heights. It seemed that in the next instant, they would sweep away the Chinese lines.  On the Chinese positions, which had endured four rounds of shelling, the sound of guns and cannons erupted once more. The Chinese army was still holding the high ground, and their fire remained fierce. But there were too many British soldiers in the massed charge. They fired as they advanced; although they were mowed down row by row, the British relied on their sheer bravado, using their lives to exhaust the Chinese ammunition as they continued their arduous and bloody push.  The British reporters were dumbstruck. Finally, someone said in a nearly neurotic, trembling voice: "This is the human wave tactic!"  Indeed, this was a human wave tactic—a competition to see if there were more bullets or more lives. These two peaks had been surrounded on all sides by the British. No matter how brave and skilled the Chinese army was, there would come a moment when their ammunition ran dry. When that time came, the British army could rely on their absolute numbers to storm into the defensive positions and tear the Chinese soldiers to pieces to satisfy their deep-seated hatred!  The front wave of the human ocean composed of British soldiers crashed against the reefs of the Chinese defense and was shattered into foam. The subsequent second wave continued to strike and was again broken by the reefs. Then came the third wave, and the fourth.  Although the reefs formed by the Chinese defensive positions appeared to be in peril, they stood firm, using bullets and grenades to continuously strike at the British human wave.  However, the ammunition that mountain infantry could carry was limited after all. Finally, the gunfire from the Chinese positions weakened. Immediately, Chinese military flags were suddenly raised over the Chinese positions.  As if it were a signal, several fire-spitting objects suddenly appeared in the distant sky. They lunged straight toward the high ground and subsequently exploded there. The British reporters felt the ground shake like a wild horse; one reporter was directly thrown to the ground by the vibration. Another reporter felt a surge of nausea, opened his mouth, and the lunch he had just eaten gushed out.  These fire-spitting objects fell from the sky one after another. Fierce explosions swept through the dense British ranks in the middle and lower parts of the high ground. Shrapnel and shockwaves, like the scythe of the Grim Reaper, harvested a massive number of lives.  The reporters' minds had fallen into a state of chaos until one suddenly shouted in terror: "Suicide planes! Suicide planes!"  This shout completely awakened the fear of the British reporters. In early 1924, when the army of the He Rui government captured Shanghai, a British squadron went to intervene. They were subjected to Chinese suicide attacks, which directly annihilated the British fleet. Since then, the fierce impact of Chinese suicide planes falling from the sky had become a thorn in the hearts of many military reporters.  Now that someone had shouted "suicide planes" again, that sense of terror was reawakened. Indeed, these objects spat fire from their tails and fell from the sky with immense explosive power. These must be Chinese suicide attack aircraft!  At this moment, the Chinese troops on the high ground had already fixed bayonets and charged out. The British troops across from them had failed in several attacks, and their subsequent units had been struck from the sky. The courage of the British to fight on vanished instantly without a trace.  Seeing the gleaming bayonets charging toward them—one bayonet instantly killing a comrade beside them—the British let out a scream and turned to flee.  Fewer than two squads of Chinese soldiers launched a bayonet charge against a British force more than ten times their size. In less than half a minute, the foremost British troops had already turned and run. The fleeing soldiers carried the British troops behind them like an avalanche toward the bottom of the hill. They were driven off the high ground like sheep by fewer than 20 Chinese soldiers.  The Chinese army did not pursue them relentlessly; they quit while they were ahead and quickly withdrew to their positions. As soon as they were back inside, the shapes of J-9 advanced trainers appeared in the sky. These J-9s all carried bombs and began bombing the chaotic British forces.  The British commander, seeing the situation was about to spiral out of control, was forced to order his troops to withdraw in the direction they had come. The British reporters were also swept up in the retreat. It wasn't until they had retreated more than three kilometers that the panting reporters and soldiers finally stopped.  The shaken British reporters fell dejectedly to the ground. Someone panted: "Human wave tactics! Human wave tactics!"  The term was so appropriate at this moment. The reporters had indeed seen a human wave tactic, and they had seen how it failed miserably under the fierce, relentless, and death-defying attack of the opponent, ultimately resulting in the loss of a massive number of officers and soldiers before complete failure.  The British reporters finally understood why the human wave tactics launched by China could win. With such an army that was not afraid to die, it would be strange if human wave tactics *didn't* win.  The summer sunset in Canada is exceptionally late. Before dark, Chinese relief units broke through the British defensive lines and reached the two heights. In the sunset, on one of the heights, the Chinese military flag fluttered in the mountain breeze.  Leading the relief unit was a deputy brigade commander. Seeing the flag and the British corpses that almost covered the entire height, the commander—hard as iron as he was—couldn't stop tears from welling up.  Wiping away his tears, the commander immediately began to arrange a new defensive line. Soon, the troops began to execute his orders. The commander stepped onto the black-red slope and strode into the field fortifications. Even though they had been dug for only a short time, it was clear the positions were laid out with exquisite precision; the soldiers who had built them had fully mastered the essence of field defensive works.  Sixteen officers and soldiers stood up. The lieutenant at their head had lost his left arm. He stood with the support of a comrade and saluted with his right hand.  The deputy brigade commander looked at the comrades, each of whom was wounded, and his eyes grew hot again.  The lieutenant said loudly: "Report, sir! I am currently the commander of Height 2319. When my unit arrived here, it was a battalion of 319 men, with 275 actually in place. Now, the total number of personnel back with the unit is 21, including five seriously wounded."  With casualties exceeding 90%, they were still able to persist in fighting. The commander was so moved he didn't know how to praise his comrades. Finally suppressing his emotions, he returned the salute and said loudly: "Received! Now, I order your unit to return to the ranks! Also, which comrade called for indiscriminate bombardment of your own position over the radio?"  Upon hearing this question, the lieutenant immediately puffed out his chest and replied loudly: "Report, sir! It was the radio operator who called. He has fallen. The decision was made by all the comrades on the position! We will never be taken prisoner; if we die, we die together with the enemy!"  The deputy brigade commander's eyes grew wet once more. A strong sense of guilt arose in his heart; what had he done to deserve such subordinates? Yet because of a command error, he had allowed such men to be trapped in a death trap.  At this point, the commander could only say loudly: "Comrades, the motherland thanks you! The motherland thanks all of you!"
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A fierce battle gave birth to the first group of First-Class Merits and combat heroes of the Chinese National Defense Force since the start of operations in North America.  Mid-level comrades needed to propagate these hero stories throughout the country, allowing the people to see that on this brand-new battlefield of North America, the young Chinese soldiers had not only avoided complacency but had developed a stronger and more resolute will for war.  The upper echelons naturally cared about this as well, but their vision encompassed much more. For instance, the first combat application of Chinese ballistic missiles—their performance in actual combat—made the comrades responsible for equipment research and development extremely excited.  In He Rui's original timeline, during World War II, humanity waged a comprehensive war on land, in the air, on the sea, and under the water. Blitzkrieg, air-land integration, broad-front deep operations, and elite infantry squad-and-platoon tactics—all these maneuvers that would greatly influence future military development were created.  In the realm of equipment: jet fighters, ballistic missiles, and drones. Although the technology of this era was not as advanced as that of the 21st century, in terms of pioneering, the new weapons and equipment created during World War II remained the core equipment of warfare even in the 21st century.  The use of the Dongfeng-2 (DF-2) ballistic missile in North America sparked a discussion at the Central Military Commission (CMC) meeting. At this time, Marshal Cheng Ruofan was stationed in Mozambique, overseeing the logistics for the World People's Liberation Army. Marshal Zhong Yifu was in Singapore, responsible for the Central and South Pacific regions. Marshal Hu Xiushan was in Hawaii, coordinating the logistics for the North American war. Xu Chengfeng was in Japan, coordinating the work of the entire Asian Coalition.  Only Marshal Zheng Silang remained in the capital. Although he was effectively holding the center, he also had the task of commanding domestic forces to respond to any unexpected situations at any time. To put it more bluntly, he was prepared to execute military tasks against the Soviet Union should any unforeseen changes occur there.  Therefore, Zheng Silang was very interested in the application of ballistic missiles on the battlefield. During the CMC meeting, he posed his own question: "Should ballistic missiles become weapons for executing daily tasks?"  Li Runshi asked, "Do we not already have rockets equipped with gyroscopes?"  Faced with such a response, Zheng Silang frowned and thought for a while before asking, "Does Chairman Li believe these are two pieces of equipment with different operational models?"  Li Runshi immediately nodded. "I do indeed believe so."  After speaking, Li Runshi had his secretary write the key points he had excerpted from the report on the blackboard. China currently possessed both missiles and multiple rocket launchers. Although the two weapons appeared similar in shape and propulsion, once the specific key points were clearly listed, the fundamental differences between them were immediately apparent.  **Range:** Rockets have a relatively short range, generally not exceeding 100 kilometers; missiles have a much longer range, currently reaching several hundred kilometers. The range of missiles also has immense potential for improvement.  **Guidance System:** Rocket guidance systems are relatively simple, and some rockets have no guidance at all. Missile guidance systems are more complex and advanced, typically equipped with autopilots and various guidance methods, resulting in higher strike precision.  **Flight Pattern:** Most rockets fly within the atmosphere with continuous propulsion. Missiles may fly both within and outside the atmosphere and are propelled only during the active phase; after the engine shuts down, the warhead flies by inertia, following a parabolic trajectory.  **Control System:** Rocket control systems are simpler, perhaps only correcting errors and controlling the flight path at a few set points on the trajectory. Missiles possess a full-time control system, flying under the control of the guidance system from the moment of launch.  **Targets:** Rockets are primarily used against area targets such as fortifications, armor, and concentrations of personnel. Missiles can more precisely strike specific strategic and tactical targets.  **Launch Mode:** Rockets typically use inclined launches; missiles mostly use vertical launch methods. ...  After Marshal Zheng Silang and other junior members of the CMC finished reading the comparison, Li Runshi offered his own view: "I have also studied the Chairman's initial system settings for missile R&D. In those settings, the Chairman defined the application of missiles for specific targets."  Hearing Li Runshi's view, Zheng Silang did not immediately voice his opinion. As a soldier, Zheng Silang rated the role of the missiles in this battle very highly. These DF-2 ballistic missiles carried a 500kg explosive warhead. According to reports, when a missile landed among dense British attacking forces, it killed hundreds of British soldiers in an instant.  From the perspective of the cost-effectiveness ratio, missiles were too expensive. Multiple rocket launchers of equivalent value would have killed several or even a dozen times more British troops in a dense formation.  Rockets have a short range, but aircraft have a range far greater than that of missiles. The cost of an aircraft dropping a bomb with a 500kg warhead from the air is even lower than that of a missile.  Although Zheng Silang had various less-than-positive views on missiles, he also believed their response speed was extremely fast—something rocket launchers and aircraft could not match. If the support weapons this time had been rocket launchers or aircraft, they could not have provided such rapid assistance.  Watching Zheng Silang's reaction, Li Runshi wasn't certain of his train of thought, but he understood that Zheng Silang was surely considering ballistic missiles from a purely military perspective.  Such a thought was a perfectly normal reaction for a professional soldier like Zheng Silang. However, in Li Runshi's view, this consideration seemed somewhat narrow.  Just as Li Runshi was about to discuss other issues, he heard Zheng Silang ask, "Chairman Li, from a political perspective, how would you consider the scope of a missile's application?"  Li Runshi replied with his usual frankness: "Although this world is indeed filled with constant war, overall, the cost of war is becoming higher and higher. The two major reasons for the outbreak of war are that the benefits of winning are too high and the cost of initiating war is too low. In the future, missiles can effectively increase the cost of war and decrease the cost of conflict."  Just as Li Runshi said this, Zheng Silang couldn't help but praise: "Well said! Decreasing the cost of conflict through deterrence—this view is incredibly precise. Being able to increase deterrence against strategic targets is an entirely acceptable cost from the perspective of preventing war."  Seeing that Zheng Silang could actually accept the deterrent power of missiles, Li Runshi was indeed a bit surprised. Because Zheng Silang could not possibly be unaware that China's missiles could threaten other countries, and other countries' missiles could also threaten China. In Li Runshi's view, the underlying color of the He Rui government's philosophy to date was still a nationalism seeking liberation.  Even those who held doctoral, master's, or bachelor's degrees from abroad had not become more inclined toward communist ideals just because they had seen more of the world. In fact, the opposite was true; because these outstanding students had seen the reality of foreign countries, now that China possessed a massive advantage, they were more inclined to return everything the "foreigners" had done in kind.  Imperialism, as a low-level political model, is actually very close to human instinctive reaction: an eye for an eye, and the strong bullying the weak. One doesn't even need to specifically learn it to possess such a mindset.  Seeing that Li Runshi did not speak, Zheng Silang thought he had interrupted at an inopportune moment and said with a smile, "Please continue, Chairman Li."  Li Runshi nodded and continued: "Therefore, from a political perspective, it is necessary for us to continue the research and development of ballistic missiles. End of report."  "...That's it?" Zheng Silang was somewhat surprised. However, there was nothing wrong with Li Runshi's conclusion. Zheng Silang knew very well that with China's current strength, as long as they won this war, they would become even more powerful. At that point, only a madman would directly provoke a head-on war with China. Such madmen are rare and cannot serve as a reason for maintaining China's super-strong military system.  Although Zheng Silang didn't say it aloud, he had actually begun studying how to maintain a military capable of fighting a world war after the conflict ended. To maintain such a powerful military, one must have a reasonable justification. If no force existed that could cause the world to erupt in war again, China indeed had no need to maintain a world-war-capable military.  Thinking of this, Zheng Silang praised: "According to the reports, the young people today are truly patriotic. Originally, many old comrades thought these young people, living entirely in an era of peace, might lack mettle. Now it seems their mettle is not lacking at all. Calling for headquarters to conduct an indiscriminate bombardment of their own position—even in the days when we were fighting with blood-red eyes, few had such courage!"  Li Runshi did not want to discuss this with Zheng Silang. It wasn't that he didn't know how to manipulate such an excellent case for operation, nor that he didn't know such cases were actually an inevitability. Li Runshi knew these things, so he very much wanted to discuss them with He Rui, not with Zheng Silang.  Fortunately, Zheng Silang was only speaking from sentiment, and the CMC meeting soon moved to strategic issues. The fact that the United States had not launched a crazed assault indeed lowered the difficulty of the war, but it also caused deviations from previous arrangements. The CMC had to create contingency plans, and the prerequisite for these plans was undoubtedly making a judgment on American actions. Was this lack of movement short-term, medium-term, or long-term?  Making such judgments was Li Runshi's forte, and he soon proposed his view. America's current hesitation stemmed from the fact that they hadn't yet obtained the substantive control over Canada they desired. Once Britain relinquished control, the U.S. military would enter Canada en masse. At that time, war would inevitably erupt.  Therefore, at this stage, what needed to be judged was not American intentions, but British intentions. What exactly did Britain intend to exchange Canada for!  This judgment made the comrades' eyes light up. It must be said that although at the beginning of 1940 Britain was still the world hegemon—the maintainer and greatest beneficiary of the Versailles order—less than three years later, when the CMC considered problems, Britain was no longer a nation that had to be considered independently. No one even thought back to the fact that Britain had once been the world's hegemon.  Only when considering the U.S., the Soviet Union, and Germany, and only when considering the liberation of the vast African colonies, did Britain exist as an interested party.  China was too busy now, and Britain truly couldn't be considered a main dish. It was only when it was mentioned that Britain could determine a change in the nodes of a major Sino-American campaign that everyone remembered Britain could still exert a certain influence on the current world.  But realizing Britain's role didn't mean they could make an accurate judgment. Some comrades even sighed: "Since Britain is hard to judge, let's just continue executing our previous plan."  Li Runshi did not like such indolence. He made a suggestion: "Let's contact the British who are cooperating with us or who have expressed an interest in cooperation. Have them search for intelligence. Simultaneously, we can also ask the Soviet Union to activate their intelligence system to get the information we need."  Zheng Silang's brow furrowed slightly, and he asked with uncertainty, "Is the Soviet Union reliable?"  As soon as these words were spoken, the other members of the CMC nodded. As China's largest neighbor, the Soviet Union's attitude toward China was increasingly annoying the Chinese upper echelons. From a geopolitical perspective, the Soviet Union's eastern territories were at all times under Chinese military threat.  The Chinese high command was well aware of this and, conversely, didn't care about the bunch in the Soviet Union who were shouting about the "China Threat Theory." After all, those who truly said such things were in a defensive mindset, and China was indeed a massive threat to the Soviet Union.  What made the Chinese high command very unhappy with the Soviet Union were the groups of people who held an offensive attitude. Among them were officials and civilians. Their main characteristic was using the possibility of a real threat from China as a reason to consider how to "thoroughly eliminate the Chinese threat."  From the perspective of geopolitics and global reality, the Soviet Union could never permanently eliminate the threat from China unless it could bring about China's permanent division.  From the Chinese standpoint, those who thought this way had undoubtedly cast themselves as enemies of China. They could already be called enemies. Therefore, more and more Chinese who could obtain relevant information held an increasingly negative view of the Soviet Union, and Zheng Silang was one of them. Because the information Zheng Silang could obtain far exceeded that of ordinary Chinese, his view of the Soviet Union was exceptionally negative.  Li Runshi, on the other hand, was indifferent. In terms of acknowledging facts, he found his own vision far exceeded that of the party's high command. Even when facing so-called enemies, he didn't hold much personal hatred. From the perspective of materialistic dialectics, those people did not shape their personalities and views through their own ability. They were simply a result, not a cause. Just like at a banquet, although every dish has its own characteristics and flavor, the one truly responsible for the dish is the chef, not the ingredients. Li Runshi was interested in the chef, but held no personal opinion on the ingredients.  "Comrades, whether the Soviet Union is reliable is actually not important. What we need is to gather intelligence. Since the Soviet Union currently has certain channels, why not ask? Besides, if we make a request of the Soviet Union, they will actually feel more at ease," Li Runshi replied.  This CMC meeting proceeded relatively smoothly, yet it didn't make most of the comrades very happy. After the meeting, Zheng Silang invited Li Runshi to dinner. After several rounds of drinks and dishes, Zheng Silang solemnly posed a question: "Chairman Li, you said before that if China became an imperialist country, you would call on the people of the world to overthrow an imperialist China. Do you really believe such external checks and balances can help China avoid the old path of the Dynasty Cycle?"  Even though this was a sensitive question, Li Runshi didn't care at all. Hearing Zheng Silang ask about the "Dynasty Cycle," he was actually quite heartened. Previously, senior cadres like Zheng Silang had naturally seen themselves as founding heroes and unconsciously used the traditional mindset of establishing a powerful dynasty to build the New China.  Every regime established after a total war overthrows a previous one; at the beginning, there are many official positions and resources. Coupled with high organizational levels, these new dynasties are mostly vibrant in their early stages, with high-level self-discipline, presenting what is known as the "spirit of a new dynasty."  But no matter how strong the spirit of the new dynasty, it is only one link in the Dynasty Cycle. From the vibrancy of its founding to the unequal distribution caused by rapid development, followed sixty years later by a comprehensive reform—if a "Restoration Sovereign" appears, the dynasty will flourish again for several decades. After that, it becomes difficult to reverse the accumulated problems, and the state step-by-step heads toward an inevitable decline and fall.  Li Runshi replied: "I certainly don't believe that relying on external conditions can solve China's problems. The internal contradictions of anything determine its attributes; external contradictions determine when the internal contradictions will erupt. If we expect external pressure to ensure China doesn't become an imperialist country, that's equivalent to giving up China's sovereignty. Comrade Silang, that doesn't sound like a question you would ask."  Zheng Silang's face flushed. After thinking for a moment, he nodded solemnly. "Indeed, Chairman Li, you are right. The reason I said that was because I remembered when I talked about this with the Chairman before, he said that even from a utilitarian, result-oriented perspective, so-called absolute dominance is not necessarily a good thing. 'If at home there are no law-abiding families and wise counselors, and abroad no hostile states and external threats, the state will usually perish. From this we know that we live in adversity and die in comfort.'  "China must not only become a self-disciplined country internally but must also accept the checks and balances of other countries. Only in this way will we not hold 'looting parties' domestically, but instead maintain an atmosphere of serious discussion on issues.  "It's only through your methodology, Chairman Li, that I've suddenly understood the Chairman's meaning!"  Seeing that Zheng Silang was in a good mood, Li Runshi made a request: "Since we've mentioned the Chairman, why don't we go to his place today and see if he's free?"  Zheng Silang hadn't chatted with He Rui for a long time. Having just straightened out a thought but not being entirely sure, he nodded in agreement. If he could see He Rui, he planned to find an opportunity to ask him privately whether what He Rui said and what Li Runshi said were based on the same methodology.  Li Runshi and Zheng Silang had both prepared for the possibility of not being received, but to their surprise, upon arriving at He Rui's, they were quickly invited in. They saw He Rui wearing quite thick clothes, sitting on the sofa in his study and reading. Seeing the two enter, He Rui stood up and said with a smile, "Marshal Zheng, you've only come now, making it impossible for me to congratulate you in person."  Hearing He Rui say this, Zheng Silang felt very happy. The promotion to Marshal was a decision made at the Politburo plenary session, something He Rui alone couldn't have pushed through. Since He Rui said this, it was naturally for Zheng Silang's joy.  However, from another perspective, Zheng Silang actually suspected He Rui was using this as a nudge, not wanting to see Zheng Silang get too big for his boots.  Just then, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman, Marshal Zheng and I have come together this time because we very much want to ask how you consider the problem of developing ballistic missiles."
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Inside the Chairman's residence at No. 7 Renmin Road, Li Runshi looked pleased, feeling that the visit had been well worth it.  The research and development of the Dongfeng-2 (DF-2) was not much different from that of other advanced equipment. The main difference was that by the time work began on the DF-2, He Rui no longer needed to establish technical categories from basic theories.  In 1940, with the maturation of various jet engines, China had accumulated immense experience in the R&D of high-temperature and high-pressure engines, and aerodynamics had seen massive development.  With the realization of laser gyroscopes and integrated circuits, He Rui's request to build ballistic missiles did not cause much of a stir. Once He Rui provided two system architects to the project, the comrades felt the project was as good as done.  And so it was. The job of a system architect is not to direct how to do things, but to provide systemic solutions for project R&D. As for the specifics, they were all researched and resolved by the scientists working on the project through their own study and discussion.  Having reaffirmed the application of system analysts and system architects in policy-making, Li Runshi had no further thoughts on the technical details.  Zheng Silang felt somewhat relieved, yet he laughed with a hint of embarrassment. "So, in the Chairman's eyes, missiles are far less important than launch vehicles."  Seeing Zheng Silang looking a bit dejected, He Rui could understand his frustration. He Rui's starting point for developing rockets was the "sea of stars"—the primary reason for rocket research was not weaponized use like ballistic missiles. This original intent had indeed stung Zheng Silang.  He Rui encouraged him: "Silang, you don't necessarily have to think my view is right. Rockets are a strategic type of equipment; you don't need to get hung up on it."  Zheng Silang felt drained by these words. Having clarified the R&D logic of ballistic missiles, he was indeed quite discouraged. While the "sea of stars" was very attractive, for Zheng Silang, seeing China achieve world hegemony was the most valuable thing.  But He Rui meant well, so Zheng Silang could only glance at Li Runshi and accept it in his heart. After all, He Rui had said long ago that war-fighting ability was perhaps the weakest of the disciplines he mastered—He Rui's greatest pride was in strategy, and Li Runshi was precisely a fellow strategist, so He Rui naturally appreciated Li Runshi more.  Amidst these reflections, He Rui had some snacks served. "Silang, it's been a while since we've just had a casual bite."  Zheng Silang looked at the snacks and sighed, "Has the Chairman heard about the 'sky-high price mooncakes'?"  Snacks were common enough, but Zheng Silang rarely saw He Rui having time for such seemingly leisurely activities. Looking again at He Rui's complexion, which still showed a lack of vitality, Zheng Silang decided to stay and chat with him.  Although they called it chatting, even though Zheng Silang avoided the topic of missile R&D, he couldn't avoid the war. After a few sentences, Zheng Silang posed a question that had been troubling him: at what point of desperation would an imperialist nation finally surrender?  Zheng Silang had personally interrogated many captured British and American generals and had sought advice from scholars of various countries. These people had offered various opinions, but not one was something Zheng Silang truly agreed with.  Now, with the sweet snacks and the slightly bitter Mingqian tea, Zheng Silang felt the mood was perfect for discussing such a problem.  He Rui did not give a direct answer. He smiled and said, "Haha, I can understand."  Having said that, He Rui pointed to Li Runshi. "If you want to solve such problems, look to Chairman Li. You two should get closer."  Zheng Silang knew what He Rui meant, but at this moment, he didn't want to let He Rui have his way, so he continued: "There is a theory that resonates with me—that the most fundamental thing for a society is its lifestyle. To protect their lifestyle, many people are not even afraid of death. So I want to know, if this theory holds, how many people in the United States would rather die than fight us to the end?"  Li Runshi looked at He Rui and saw that he was pouring tea for Zheng Silang but didn't answer. Li Runshi didn't intend to answer either, since Zheng Silang was asking He Rui.  However, Li Runshi had his own guesses. There were two possibilities for why Zheng Silang would ask such a question. One was that even a commander as fierce as Zheng Silang had developed a resistance to massive casualties. In the early stages of the war, breaking a hundred thousand enemies, seizing a thousand miles of land, and "swallowing a thousand miles like a tiger" had indeed given Zheng Silang great satisfaction. Not just Zheng Silang, but nationalists across China were experiencing a psychological carnival. More than 80 years of humiliation had been washed clean, and Li Runshi himself was happy in his heart.  But as the war had reached this point, it was the imperialist nations' turn to show a facade of being willing to protect their homeland at any cost. This would inevitably cause massive casualties.  Li Runshi believed that a fierce general like Zheng Silang was not a demon; he was a normal person. Having witnessed such widespread death, and even slaughter-style combat, Zheng Silang's heart had been deeply moved. At least in his subconscious, he had begun to consider how to end the war.  However, Zheng Silang was a soldier after all; his mastery was in the military sphere. And military struggle alone cannot end a war in a way acceptable to a normal human being.  The other possibility was that Zheng Silang still couldn't skillfully apply the transformation of contradictions in his thinking.  The view Zheng Silang mentioned—that people would sacrifice for a lifestyle—is correct at a certain stage. But things themselves are constantly changing, and especially the internal contradictions that constitute the things themselves will constantly change with the shifting of objective facts.  To simplify Zheng Silang's view: the American people enjoyed a more comfortable and wealthy life than Europeans. To protect this lifestyle, they did indeed join the war. Because in the U.S. government's propaganda, China's war against the U.S. was due to envy of the American people's wealthy life. Therefore, China supposedly intended to carry out a massacre of the American people, just as the Americans had massacred the Indians, in order to replace the current white population of North America.  However, as the war progressed, the American people would soon discover that because China had not invaded the U.S. mainland, protecting the "American lifestyle" meant going to Canada to die.  Whether the American lifestyle could be protected was an uncertain future, but dying in the war was a reality right before their eyes.  As the contradiction shifted, the American people would begin to oppose a lifestyle that required them to die immediately. As for whether China can formulate new forms of political struggle based on this shift in the contradiction—letting the peace-seeking American people break away from the hardliners—that is a very serious test for a politician.  Because this requires not only a very accurate grasp of the changes in the American people but also the ability to grasp the internal emotions of the Chinese people and raise their level of cognitive understanding. It is necessary to ensure that China itself does not slide toward the backward path of savage conquest like Genghis Khan.  While Li Runshi was thinking, he heard He Rui say: "To solve the doubts in your heart, at your level, Silang, I will offer a suggestion. Silang, do you consider yourself a radical or a conservative?"  Zheng Silang was taken aback. "What's the difference between a conservative and a reactionary?"  "Reactionaries want things to stay the same. Every historical era has such people. Conservatism itself, however, is closely linked to industrialization," He Rui explained.  "The conservatism I speak of is opposed to so-called radicalism and utopian idealism. Conservatism does not seek to avoid progress; it also seeks progress. It's just that on the philosophical question of human nature, conservatism believes that human nature is flawed and believes that social ills can only be mitigated, not eradicated. The core concept of conservatism is opposition to all radical revolutions and innovations, advocating for restrained politics and the use of compromise to harmonize the interest conflicts of various social forces. Conservatism views the state as an organism—the parts cannot exist independently of the whole. Inequality of status and property is naturally formed, and social leadership should belong to the virtuous elite rather than to the leaders of the masses. Conservatism emphasizes law and order representing continuity and stability, maintaining traditional social bonds such as family, ethics, and religion."  After hearing this explanation, Zheng Silang felt even more confused. He asked: "If seen this way, then so-called conservatism itself is not any ideology, but a kind of mature state of being?"  He Rui took a bite of a peanut cake, his mouth filled with sweetness. He replied: "I think you are quite right. Therefore, I am a conservative, and Chairman Li is a radical revolutionary. But based on appearances, many might feel I am far more radical than Chairman Li."  Li Runshi also found He Rui's words very reasonable and listened carefully. Zheng Silang felt He Rui was entirely right but couldn't find a rational explanation. While eating some mint paste, he looked at He Rui, his silent gaze urging him to continue.  He Rui explained: "Because Chairman Li advocates building a new world, he unconsciously chooses to cut ties with the old world. I personally fully understand Chairman Li's view from a technical perspective, because the people cannot distinguish between the fundamental differences of the new and old worlds. In fact, the people are more accustomed to the old world.  "Everything I personally do is not entirely severed from the old era. I acknowledge we come from the old world, so we must move forward even more. We must criticize the old systems.  "It's equivalent to me doing a very dangerous and potentially futile work; once economic development is interrupted, everything I've pushed forward could see a regression."  By the end, Zheng Silang didn't know how to comment. What He Rui said was very clear, especially since the patterns of the new era were truly fair, based on equity of property. On such matters, even Zheng Silang felt it was very dangerous. Only He Rui could still hold it together; once He Rui passed away, there would surely be trouble.  But it wouldn't be appropriate not to speak, so Zheng Silang said: "Whoever opposes the Chairman, I will oppose them!" After saying this, he swallowed the rest of the mint paste.  He Rui smiled. At least Zheng Silang's statement was heartwarming. So He Rui chatted with Li Runshi and Zheng Silang about global changes.  London's East End is a working-class district. On the streets at this time, a group of unemployed British citizens were marching, their leaders holding signs against hunger. As the march proceeded toward the city center, a group of British mounted police appeared. The officers raised their batons and began striking their saddles. The front of the saddles were made of iron, and the striking produced a dull, heavy sound.  The protesting British public on the other side let out boos, mocking the police as the rich man's dogs. To the British mounted police, this was already the gentlest way to express themselves, and they felt somewhat wronged.  But the ordinary British citizens didn't see it that way. Those ordinary laborers who did the most difficult work found their way of life severely disrupted. First, they were unemployed. The reason for their unemployment was that their employers had fired them for various very strange reasons—reasons that sounded as if they were intentionally making things difficult for the workers.  As for the actual reasons they were fired, the unemployed workers didn't know.  At this time, at 10 Downing Street, the cabinet members hoped the police would quickly suppress the workers' march. As for the fundamental reason for the march, these cabinet members were actually aware of it.  The reason was not complex: mainly that China had released the ordinary British citizens from the areas it had liberated. Especially in India, it had released a million British people all at once.  These British people needed jobs upon returning home. The British cabinet felt they had to give these people work, so they took certain measures. The result of these measures was that a large number of the original British "poor devils" became unemployed. And the British military at this stage didn't even have the capacity to absorb so many poor devils, and the poor devils didn't want to be soldiers either. Thus, the contradiction became this intense.  Here, the Home Secretary had already made a suggestion: "I suggest that those who disrupt the general mobilization be exiled."  The Home Secretary's suggestion was not original; during the Victorian era, prisoners had been exiled to Australia. But Australia had also been "liberated" by the Chinese. According to the Chinese side, they were currently repatriating the British in Australia back to Britain. If millions of people like this returned, Britain's employment situation would be completely finished!  On the streets of Britain, a mounted officer shouted: "You lot, move aside!"  The crowd of marchers hesitated; they couldn't be sure what to do. From all angles, it seemed the British government wouldn't let them starve to death. But this time they were wrong. After receiving orders, the police on their high horses charged into the crowd. The way they gripped their batons was almost identical to the way knightly lords of old had charged with their weapons.  While in the United States, North America, and Canada, the war was dominated by jet fighter air battles, in the Red Sea and Arabian regions, the war had downgraded. Propeller fighters flew back and forth in the skies over the Arabian Peninsula and Northeast Africa.  Both sides used such fighters, to the point where China didn't even need aircraft carriers cruising the Indian Ocean and the East African coast now. Such fighters were enough to pose a threat to the enemy.  In Johannesburg, the negotiations between the representatives of the World People's Liberation Army and the South African Boers had entered their final stage. On this land, the Boers had shed too much blood. They couldn't accept waiting even one more day; as long as they could escape British control, the Boers were willing to do many things.  The representative of the World People's Liberation Army emphasized with a serious expression: "We welcome the Boers to join the World People's Liberation Army, but in all areas liberated by the World People's Liberation Army, everyone must be equal. Black and white, as well as people of other skin colors, all possess the same rights."  Hearing this, the Boer representative couldn't help but bite his lip. He couldn't understand why the Boer delegation would suddenly be subjected to such an insult. Compared to continuing as a colony under the British, having the same rights as black people was even more unacceptable.



★


Chapter 892: Liberating Canada (9)

Volume 8 — Chapter 19

❧ ❧ ❧


"Silang, if you must find another goal for yourself, then strive for the sake of the human race's journey toward the sea of stars. The reason we must create a new world order on the foundation of Chinese civilization is that the new orders other civilizations can provide are destined to be unable to support humanity's long future journey in terms of culture and systems. Imperialism, which seems so formidable now, is destined to have no future."  Although Zheng Silang was criticized by He Rui, he felt no shame. It wasn't because there were many comrades in the party sharing his views, but because the "sea of stars" pointed out by He Rui indeed ignited Zheng Silang's ideals.  Zheng Silang's ancestors were caravan guards, so he placed great importance on making friends and befriending heroes from all over. From the Earth where humans live to another planet, from the solar system where humans live to another solar system, from the galaxy where humans live to another galaxy—the mere thought of such a journey made Zheng Silang feel exceptionally happy.  Furthermore, He Rui's personal expectations for Zheng Silang made him feel warm. Whether Zheng Silang was just a young lieutenant graduated from Baoding Military Academy or the world-shaking Marshal of the Chinese National Defense Force he was now, someone was always paying attention to *Zheng Silang*, not the lieutenant or the marshal.  Zheng Silang stood up and saluted. "Chairman, to be able to follow you is the greatest honor of my life. Even if I were useless in this life, by being by your side, there are no regrets."  He Rui stood up, patted Zheng Silang on the shoulder, and turned to Li Runshi. "Chairman Li, your calligraphy is excellent, and your poetry even better. I ask for your calligraphy of a famous piece—write a copy of *Yi Qin E: Loushan Pass* for Comrade Silang."  Zheng Silang immediately followed up: "I will personally visit Chairman Li tomorrow to request his calligraphy."  Li Runshi laughed. "No time like the present. Hearing about the sea of stars has left me excited and unable to restrain myself. I shall write it now!"  With that, Li Runshi went to He Rui's desk. He Rui and Zheng Silang pushed the stacks of files to the side, cleared a space, and laid out Xuan paper. The secretary hurried to grind the ink. Li Runshi stubbed out his cigarette, closed his eyes in thought for a moment, then took up the brush and wrote with sweeping strokes:  *Fierce the west wind,* *Wild geese cry in the vast sky under the frosty morning moon.* *Under the frosty morning moon,* *The clatter of horses' hooves rings sharp,* *And the bugle's call is muffled.*  *Do not say the grim pass is like iron,* *Today we stride across it from the very beginning.* *From the very beginning,* *The green mountains are like the sea,* *And the dying sun is like blood.*  Zheng Silang's level of poetic understanding was not high; he generally thought Tang poetry was good and the "bold and unconstrained" style of Song Ci was good. He had no intention of actively improving his own poetic attainments.  But at this moment, hearing He Rui's description of the sea of stars, his heart was filled with passion. Looking at this piece on Loushan Pass and thinking of his past battles, he found it truly excellent.  However, Zheng Silang was straightforward by nature. After praising it, he added: "Chairman Li, this poem is well written. But it feels as if it's not quite 'powerful' enough. I wonder if Chairman Li has any other even more captivating works?"  Li Runshi thought for a moment, changed the paper, and began to write: *North country scene, a hundred leagues sealed with ice, a thousand leagues of whirling snow...*  Zheng Silang had served in the Northeast for nearly ten years. Seeing this, he felt an immense sense of familiarity.  He Rui couldn't help but smile but remained silent. The secretary, on the other hand, looked on with eyes full of anticipation. But when *Qin Yuan Chun: Snow* was finally finished, the secretary's expression became very cautious.  Zheng Silang sighed from the heart: "Such is the beauty of our mountains and rivers, that has caused countless heroes to bow in homage. Pity that the Emperors of Qin and Han lacked literary grace, and the Sovereigns of Tang and Song were short on poetic soul. Even the pride of a generation, Genghis Khan, knew only how to draw his bow at the great eagles. All are past and gone! To find men of true distinction, we must look to the present age."  "Such a great poem—I cannot accept it. It should be given to the Chairman instead."  Hearing this, the secretary's nervous expression faded. There was no literary inquisition under the He Rui government, and they advocated the people's view of history. But comparing the famous emperors of history would inevitably be seen as a taboo. Li Runshi's poem was indeed superb, but in the secretary's eyes, Zheng Silang's reaction was even more praiseworthy.  He Rui couldn't help but laugh. "Haha, Silang, that's your 'imperial thinking' talking. These 'prides of a generation' were but mere humans. If the future Chinese people cannot even surpass these individuals, how can we speak of the sea of stars as our conquest? Only when you truly believe that the people are the greatest power—and that you, I, and Chairman Li are all but members of the people—can you calmly accept such a fine poem."  Zheng Silang gritted his teeth and finally said: "Then I thank Chairman Li."  Li Runshi looked at He Rui and saw him as composed as ever. This magnanimity increased Li Runshi's admiration for He Rui by another degree.  He Rui then had the secretary prepare to frame this masterpiece before inviting the two to sit down. "The current war has exceeded our previous expectations because we overestimated America's cultural depth.  "The American people are just normal humans; they cannot imagine things they haven't seen. In China, expecting a harmonious and equal lifestyle is the wisdom of Chinese civilization—it's a lifestyle we've seen. The American people have not seen such a life, so talking until our throats are sore is useless. In the past 500 years, China itself hasn't lived such a life, so we can't blame foreigners for not having seen it.  "Therefore, this war must lead to one result: fighting until the American people understand.  "This is not something we can solve through mere compassion. Human power has its limits; we are not the kind of powerful beings who can create a world with just a word."  Zheng Silang replied: "Since the Chairman has made his judgment, I can only continue with a sense of helplessness, hoping the American people will wake up sooner."  Even Zheng Silang, a soldier, could eventually understand the inevitable tragedy caused by the culture of the American nation, but the American people could not. Because plunder and savage competition indeed aligned with the objective conditions of America's past century. And the American people were still moving on the inertia of that mindset.  The American troops stationed on the U.S.-Canada border, hearing the rumbling of artillery, felt an itch to join the fight. Although the GIs were not strategists, they had their own understanding of the war. They believed that only by driving China out of North America could they ensure America's safety and the continuation of their past way of life.  From a realistic perspective, if the U.S. military could achieve its military objectives, those goals could indeed be realized.  The Chinese troops who landed on the North American continent also understood clearly that they had crossed the vast Pacific for the purpose of winning this war. Both sides had a clear understanding of the war and were prepared to give everything to win.  On May 18th, the first roll-on/roll-off (Ro-Ro) pier, designed with ramps for berthing and loading operations, was finally completed. Ro-Ro ships were equipped with drawbridges that could tilt up and down, and some could swing left and right. By connecting these drawbridges to the pier ramps, cargo vehicles could drive on and off between the pier and the ship for loading and unloading.  Combined with long floating jetties, the Ro-Ro pier could facilitate extremely rapid loading and unloading. The Chinese National Defense Force had fully implemented mechanization and motorization, so the cargo on the Ro-Ro ships consisted mainly of various vehicles. Tanks, armored personnel carriers, and trucks moved somewhat shakily over the passage formed by the drawbridges and floating jetties, but the Chinese soldiers applied their training, driving the vehicles onto North American soil slowly but steadily.  Once the vehicles reached the shore and gathered at the assembly points, the personnel and equipment were immediately loaded onto trucks. After forming up, the units sped toward the front lines.  In the sky, the carrier task forces currently bore the operational burden. Chinese National Defense Force engineers applied the experience accumulated in war to construct simple runways at the fastest possible speed.  Meanwhile, specialized vessels commissioned by the Chinese Navy arrived at the captured Prince Rupert carrying a large number of J-11 fighters. Prince Rupert is located several hundred kilometers north of Vancouver. Looking at a flat world map, there's nothing special about this port. In reality, based on actual shipping distance, Prince Rupert is closer to Asia than Vancouver.  Of course, the closest distance would be departing from a Soviet port to reach North America. But the CPSU Central Committee was filled with terror regarding China's expedition to North America. Viewing the Sino-American war from the Soviet perspective, the USSR certainly hoped the U.S. would win. If the U.S. failed, it meant the Soviet Union would share a border over 10,000 kilometers long with the world's sole hegemon, China. This was a nightmare for any pragmatist strategist.  Furthermore, internal discussions within the CPSU showed that most members of the Central Committee were unwilling to believe China would truly maintain a long-term peaceful policy, let alone that China was attempting to maintain a peaceful new world order.  Even more bizarrely, those CPSU members who truly believed China would maintain a peaceful world order were mostly even more opposed to China defeating the United States. Because if the world truly became peaceful, China, as the hegemon, would earn profits far exceeding those of other nations. If the Soviet Union wanted to gain greater profits, it would be bound by the peace policy and rendered helpless.  The peace policy created by this Chinese hegemon was undoubtedly a shackle for the Soviet Union. For the sake of Soviet interests—following the Russian tradition of spheres of influence and strategic buffers—Britain could be the world hegemon, or even the United States, but China absolutely must not.  At this stage, however, the CPSU was powerless against China. So when the Soviet Union received China's inquiry as to whether the USSR could provide intelligence on the British cabinet, the CPSU Politburo analyzed the situation and decided the Soviet Union could not provide port assistance to China at this time. Simultaneously, they would leak China's request to the Roosevelt administration.  In the Soviet view, this warning should alert the Roosevelt government. But the Politburo hadn't expected that once the core members of the Roosevelt cabinet received this intelligence, they would all feel discouraged.  Secretary of State Hull even stated somewhat excitedly during a meeting of the inner cabinet: "Mr. President, we should perhaps consider holding talks with China."  Roosevelt did not answer immediately. With his strategic ability, he had already judged from the intelligence provided by the Soviet Union that the He Rui government had identified the American strategy of seizing Canada. Far from being afraid, the He Rui government was prepared to fully exploit America's annexation of Canada to advance its strategy for North America.  Regarding the idea that the He Rui government did not intend to destroy the United States, Roosevelt believed they were actually prepared for peace talks. But once the He Rui government saw through the Roosevelt administration's cards, Roosevelt lost many means of strategic deception and much bargaining space. The He Rui government could use this leverage to trade with the Roosevelt administration.  The reason Secretary Hull made the proposal so excitedly was that he understood this and hoped to cut their losses. And Hull wasn't the only one; other inner cabinet members surely saw it too.  Roosevelt thought of the dismissed Marshall, who had seen this even earlier and unseasonably advocated for compromise with China. Roosevelt didn't regret discarding Marshall, as he had to consider himself as well. If Roosevelt were to compromise with China now, he would rather take his own life.  Looking at the anxious expressions of the inner cabinet members, Roosevelt issued an order to Hull: "Hull, you must immediately determine what decision Britain is actually prepared to make!"  On May 21st, a piece of news was delivered through the Chinese foreign service's intelligence sources. After reading the report, Li Shiguang gave a bitter laugh at the channel for this news. This message was passed on May 20th from a Scottish individual in the British Foreign Office to a pro-China French individual in the French Embassy in Britain.  Afterward, the Frenchman sent the news back to Paris, which then passed through Paris to Hungary. From the secret channel between Hungary and China, it reached China.  At this stage, France was quite divided internally. Most French people hoped to rebuild the pre-war relationship between China and France. Most French people also opposed China's cause of colonial liberation.  Hungary, however, held a different attitude. Regardless, Hungary was fully qualified to say that it shared distant blood ties with China. Therefore, although Hungary had joined the Nazi bloc, most people in the country did not oppose China defeating other European powers. The Hungarians believed their blood ties with China would lead to China's full support for Hungary after its victory.  After World War I, Hungary had been stripped of vast territories and population by the Entente. Hungary's joining the Nazi bloc was due not only to its lack of strength to resist but also to its expectation of defeating Romania—which had taken a large portion of Hungarian land after the war—and reclaiming the Carpathian Mountains.  As it turned out, Nazi Germany, for its own interests, made both Hungary and Romania members of its bloc, preventing Hungary from realizing its ideals.  China's firm opposition to Nazism gave Hungary an opportunity. As long as Hungary could cling to the "thigh" of the victorious China, it could settle scores with the Nazi state of Romania. At that time, as an ally of China, Hungary could obtain what neither the Entente nor Nazi Germany could provide.  With such intentions, there was a powerful pro-China faction in Hungary. As China grew increasingly powerful, the influence of this faction grew daily. Hungary was more than willing to serve as an intelligence transit point.  As China's Foreign Minister, Li Shiguang was very clear about Hungary's thoughts. This approach was actually nothing to mock; a small, weak nation in the current world order must rely on a great power to survive. Such things had happened for centuries during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods in China over 2,000 years ago. Confucius's denunciation that "there were no righteous wars in the Spring and Autumn period" was not the old man's cynicism; he was simply pointing out the reality of that era with deep sorrow.  Churchill's cabinet had delivered its bottom line to the Roosevelt government on May 20th. The British cabinet expected its ally, the United States, to exert its proper influence in North America, but it could not accept the U.S. demand to enter all of Canada. At the very least, Britain would only request the U.S. enter Western Canada—the region west of the Great Lakes—under certain conditions.  In Li Shiguang's view, this news was indeed the maximum concession Churchill's cabinet could make. Britain also had its bottom line: it could not sell out British interests and let the U.S. use them to trade with China.  Although Britain was no longer in China's sights, a "broken ship still has three catties of nails." If Britain refused to proactively sell out its national interests, the United States could do nothing about it for now. Canada, after all, was a colony with 12 million people; the United States, with its 110 million people, could use military force to defeat Canada but couldn't simply swallow it.  Li Shiguang was not at ease because of the "dog-eat-dog" business of imperialism; he saw another possibility. The United States might, in its desperation, launch a fierce offensive against China.  Just as Li Shiguang made this judgment, new information was placed before him. After reading the two-sentence message, he gave a sigh. The Roosevelt government, at the invitation of the British government and the Canadian colonial authorities, had dispatched troops into Western Canada to fight on May 22nd.  Li Shiguang closed his eyes; the scenario he didn't want to see had appeared. Neither China nor the U.S. likely wanted to fight a war for the sake of war, but their diametrically opposed strategic goals had brought the conflict to this point. It was perhaps inevitable, but it was indeed a great tragedy.  Beginning at 1:11 PM local time on May 22nd, the Anglo-American air forces and the Chinese Naval Aviation fought the largest jet fighter battle in human history to date in the Vancouver region.  One hundred and forty-five British jet fighters and 594 American jet fighters clashed with 400 Chinese jet fighters in five hours of fierce combat. In the end, a total of 48 British fighters were damaged or downed, 28 of which were shot down. The United States had 271 fighters damaged or downed, 61 of which were shot down.  The Chinese Air Force had 57 fighters shot down and 107 damaged.  In the post-battle summary, the Chinese Air Force concluded that the American air combat command system had improved greatly over the past six months, allowing the U.S. military to exert even greater combat power when they possessed numerical superiority.  Although this possibility had always been considered by China, when the reality finally appeared, the Chinese North American Expeditionary Force indeed felt significant pressure.  Furthermore, the U.S. military had not only deployed its air force; under air cover, the U.S. Army crossed the border in waves and launched an offensive against the Chinese landing units.  After overnight discussions, the Chinese North American Expeditionary Force requested the CMC: "We hope to receive more ballistic missiles as soon as possible to destroy the U.S. military's logistical and transportation lines."
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May 27th. Inside the office of General Dwight D. Eisenhower, U.S. Army Chief of Operations, the echoes of an enraged "Motherfucker" rang through the room. The officer across from him reporting on the war situation dared not speak and could only lower his head.  Eisenhower cursed for a while, finally venting his fury. He grabbed the telephone and called MacArthur. By the time MacArthur's voice came through the receiver, Eisenhower's voice had calmed down. "Chief of Staff, the Air Force still hasn't seized air superiority. Has the Chinese military built airfields in such a short time?"  MacArthur's voice was not agitated; he had already proposed the possibility that China was likely relying on the extreme transport capacity of its carriers to maintain the air war. Hearing Eisenhower so worked up, MacArthur replied: "We can only exploit the weakness of China's insufficient transport capacity and wear them down. General Eisenhower, the Army must intensify its offensive!"  Eisenhower did not want to lose face before MacArthur, nor did he want to admit to him the difficulties the Army was facing. However, the situation was far from optimistic, and Eisenhower could only say: "The operational plan needs adjustment. If we want to break through the Chinese lines, we need to send more troops."  General MacArthur, the Army Chief of Staff, had already received the latest situation reports, but since Roosevelt trusted Eisenhower more, MacArthur had stepped back to let Eisenhower, as Chief of Operations, command the war.  Seeing that Eisenhower was finally lowering his head, MacArthur said: "I agree to your request. But General Eisenhower, do you believe the engineers can achieve your goals?"  Eisenhower fell silent. MacArthur had graduated from West Point with record-breaking scores before joining the Corps of Engineers and had shown amazing ability in military command. The Sino-American theater of operations was located in the Rocky Mountains, and as MacArthur said, Chinese heavy rockets were currently destroying key transportation nodes on the U.S. axis of advance with an incomprehensible level of precision.  Once bridges and roads in the mountains were destroyed by heavy rockets, repairs were extremely difficult. The number of Chinese fighters was not as large as the U.S. force, and they suffered daily losses, yet they remained unexpectedly resilient, maintaining a scale of 400 aircraft for five consecutive days. Eisenhower had to admit that MacArthur's pre-war prediction was correct.  On MacArthur's tactical map, the Chinese aircraft carriers had become mobile operational platforms. Every night, they moved toward Hawaii; Chinese jet fighters taking off from Hawaii moved toward the carriers and finally landed on them. The Chinese carriers would then move back toward the American West Coast to catch the daytime battles.  When first hearing of such a possibility, at least half the personnel in the entire Army Staff had not believed in this fantastical scheme. At the time, a young and brash staff officer had asked: "Do those damaged planes have to take off while wounded?"  Eisenhower remembered MacArthur calmly puffing on his corncob pipe and replying coolly: "Just throw the planes into the sea."  This concept had made Eisenhower think MacArthur was mad. Jet fighters were nothing like propeller planes; the cost of manufacturing one jet was enough to produce four or five propeller fighters. To simply push damaged aircraft into the sea was something even the United States wouldn't dare to do.  However, as the war had raged for five days and the Chinese Air Force continued to maintain its fighter numbers, Eisenhower had to consider that MacArthur might be right.  And worse, if China maintained the battle through such massive waste, the U.S. military truly had no way to counter it. Because China *really could* afford such extravagance.  While Eisenhower was silent, MacArthur said: "General Eisenhower, at this stage, we can only rely on numbers to overwhelm China. I hope you don't think China will give us any further opportunities."  Hearing MacArthur talk to him like he was lecturing a cadet made Eisenhower very unhappy. But he didn't argue, because MacArthur's statement also accepted part of the responsibility for him. If Eisenhower used tactics involving massive casualties, MacArthur would stand behind him.  Ending the call, Eisenhower began to adjust the arrangements. Because China had used giant rockets to destroy many traffic nodes within 200 kilometers of the battlefield, the U.S. troops launching fierce attacks against the Chinese were bunched up at these passages, unable to advance. Eisenhower ordered the various units to speed up repairs and to proceed to the battlefield via infantry march in the meantime.  After the orders were issued, Eisenhower's mood grew even worse. Currently, the U.S. Navy was sandwiched between China's Northern and Southern Fleets. The Northern Chinese fleet was attacking Northern Canada, while the Southern fleet constantly threatened Panama. Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Kimmel proposed that aside from a plan to split his forces, he was willing to execute a decisive battle in either direction.  But the Army, Air Force, and Roosevelt cabinet all believed the Navy should not act rashly at this time. If the Navy fought in either direction, it could be flanked from behind by the massive Chinese carrier task force from the other direction.  As long as the Navy still existed, it could at least protect the West Coast. If the Navy on the West Coast were wiped out, the Chinese fleet could head south at any time to destroy the Panama Canal and then land anywhere they pleased along the American West Coast. At that point, the United States would be just like the Qing Dynasty of old, paralyzed by the fear of a Chinese army that might invade from the sea at any moment.  But the U.S. Navy's inability to deploy in force also meant the U.S. Army couldn't strike from the Canadian west coast to cut off the Chinese offensive against Canada and Alaska. According to the latest news, hundreds of thousands of Chinese troops had landed, completely annihilated the U.S. forces in Alaska, and occupied the territory. They were now beginning to move south along the coastline.  If the Chinese troops occupying Alaska moved south and linked up with the Chinese troops attacking Western Canada, the strategic situation in North America would undergo a fundamental shift.  The reality was even worse than Eisenhower imagined. On May 23rd, a fishing fleet centered around three 10,000-ton ocean-going factory ships and ten 1,000-ton fishing vessels arrived in the Gulf of Alaska under naval escort.  Late May was the peak season for salmon fishing. Upon arriving at their destination, the fleet immediately began fishing operations. As the great nets were cast, countless salmon were hauled from the sea.  While the 10,000-ton ships also engaged in fishing, their most important job was actually the processing of the fish. Following a workflow of Raw Material → Descaling → Filleting → Deboning → X-ray → Brine Wash → Skinning → Brine Wash → Salting → Marinating → Brine Wash → Drying → Smoking → Maturation → Semi-Freezing → Slicing → Inspection → Quantitative Packaging → Sealing → Flash Freezing → Metal Detection → Crating → Warehousing, the workers on the factory ships toiled with feverish intensity.  The salmon, with their beautiful scales, were first frozen to a core temperature of -3°C to prevent the meat from breaking during handling. Workers on both sides of the conveyor belt used specialized descaling knives to completely remove the scales from the surface of the fish, then rinsed them with fresh water.  The meat was then sent by conveyor to the next processing room, where rotating cutting machines spun as workers skillfully removed fins and belly bones after filleting, selecting slices of Grade 24 color or higher.  The next phase was more delicate and mostly performed by women. They used tweezers to remove the nervous spines, ensuring no fragments or broken bones remained.  The completely deboned cod was then deep-skinned to a fat line width of no more than 3cm, with edge fat and silver membrane trimmed away. After a rinse with 5% salt water to remove surface impurities, it was sent to the smoking workshop.  In the smoking workshop, a marinating powder made of coarse salt and sugar in a 2.5:1 ratio was prepared. Workers applied it evenly to the surface of the fish, averaging 30-40g per fish. When producing the same batch, the amount of salt followed the principle of less first, then more. Before use, the coarse salt had to be ground as fine as possible.  The salted fish bodies were placed in the marinating warehouse at 18-20°C for refrigeration. To ensure flavor, they could not be stacked too high. The marinated salmon were rinsed again with 5% salt water to remove residual salt, then kept at a warehouse temperature of 6-8°C for 3 hours to dry the meat.  After this series of processes, the salmon were hung in rows inside the smoking machines, maintained at 27°C for 4 hours. During the smoking process, a consistent, thick white smoke was required; no open flame was allowed at the smoke source. If a flame appeared, water had to be sprayed or cherry wood added to produce more smoke.  The low-temperature smoked products were then sent to a maturation warehouse at 0–4°C for at least 8 hours.  Finally, the salmon were sent to a freezer to be chilled to a core temperature of -4°C to 0°C. Once the meat's firmness had increased, a slicer was used to create slices 2.5-3.0mm thick.  The first batch of delicious smoked salmon had left the warehouse. Quality inspectors performed random checks, inspecting individual slices for residual bones and removing fragments or bruised pieces to ensure only the best smoked salmon reached the front lines, providing delicious food for the Chinese soldiers fighting bravely there.  As food for soldiers, the Chinese workers were extremely conscientious, and the inspectors were equally dutiful. On May 27th, the inspected smoked salmon was delivered to the military dining cars in Prince Rupert and Vancouver.  Although the deliciousness of the smoked salmon indeed won praise from the officers and soldiers of the Chinese National Defense Force, they only had a brief moment to appreciate it. After finishing their meal, the soldiers immediately threw themselves back into the fierce fighting.  Mountain warfare was the specialty of the Chinese National Defense Force. Currently, the 190,000 troops who had landed had shifted from the offensive to the defensive following the arrival of the U.S. military. they held a "beachhead" of approximately 200,000 square kilometers.  On a plain, 190,000 troops could never have held 200,000 square kilometers. But in the mountains, the situation was entirely different. The combatants fought for individual passes and key heights. Once the Chinese held these strategic locations, one man could hold off ten, preventing the enemy's advance.  At this stage, the longer the time was dragged out, the more advantageous it was for the Chinese military. Even though the Soviet Union had not allowed China to use its ports, China didn't care. Currently, China had stockpiled a vast amount of supplies in the Hawaiian Islands, with a large number of troops waiting there to head for North America.  Every minute, Chinese troops and equipment were landing. These newly landed units quickly replaced those that had suffered significant damage to continue holding the strategic points, and they worked day and night transporting supplies and building airfields.  Based on the situation so far, by mid-June, the number of Chinese troops landed would reach one million, at which point large-scale breakthrough tactics could be employed.  The Chinese military did not simply engage in a war of attrition. Some small units had departed from Alaska, marching southeast to eliminate scattered Canadian towns in the western region and open a road from north to south, seeking to insert themselves behind the Anglo-American forces.  Even if only a small number of Chinese troops appeared behind them, it would cause a major shock to the Anglo-American forces and create a degree of chaos.  Having reached this point in the war, the Chinese commanders understood perfectly that this was a competition of national strength. At the start of the war, China had dominated in the South China Sea because of its massive advantage in force projection compared to Britain, the U.S., and the Netherlands.  As the war broke out in North America, the situation changed: China had to expend enormous human and material resources to transport its army across the vast Pacific. Meanwhile, Britain and the U.S. could wait at their leisure and fight the Chinese army at their doorstep. Unknowingly, the roles of attacker and defender had undergone a massive shift.  But this was inevitable. If China truly wanted to win the war, it had to win this battle. Only then could the North American region understand that China was fully capable of conducting a large-scale war in such a distant region. In this way, the outcome of the war would be truly decisive.  To lower the difficulty, China had dispatched the fishing fleet during the war to provide the army with fish, including smoked salmon. The shorter the supply line, the lower the cost.  Not only in the Eastern Pacific, but China was also conducting a long-distance power projection in Africa. Compared to North America, the farming conditions on the East African coast were much better.  China had dispatched 50,000 members of a construction corps with extensive agricultural experience to Africa. These personnel had already been working in Mozambique, Tanzania, and other places for about six months. On the African soil, large tracts of fertile fields had already begun to appear—these were construction projects completed by the Chinese reclamation teams and the local Africans who had joined them.  No decent food crops had ever been grown on these lands. Even when there were crops, they were grown by white plantation owners using black slave labor. For profit, the white owners mostly grew cash crops, while the local Africans ate local root crops. Until the Chinese came.  The African blacks were initially quite reserved when facing the Chinese, because the Chinese had thoroughly defeated the very small local white military forces and occupied the white-owned towns.  While the East African blacks had not been ravaged by the white slave trade for 500 years like the West Africans, they had been oppressed for at least a century. Seeing that the Chinese could cleanly and efficiently deal with the whites who had previously been so fierce and had casually bullied and murdered them, they naturally didn't dare to act rashly.  Soon, new military units arrived in East Africa, including over a thousand local East Africans who had been international students in China. With this group joining, the East African blacks began to rapidly build relationships with the Chinese.  A short time later, a large number of whites also appeared in East Africa. These were all new faces unknown to the local tribes. But seeing those whites obediently following behind the Chinese, the East African tribes finally knew that a new group of masters calling themselves "Chinese" had arrived, and these new masters were even more noble and powerful than the whites. The black tribes accepted their new fate and, as before, no longer refused when the "Chinese masters" asked them to work.  It must be said that initially, the East African tribes did not like the Chinese and were very afraid of them. Because these Chinese masters, besides working day and night themselves, would also make both whites and blacks work day and night. Furthermore, the work appeared completely nonsensical to the blacks.  To the blacks, scattering seeds on the ground was understandable behavior. But digging stones out of the ground and filling in pits was simply making things difficult for people. The blacks believed there was no lack of land; if one didn't like the terrain, one could just find level ground. That was how the white masters had done it.  The blacks didn't understand why so much effort was spent on uneven land. Moreover, the Chinese not only cleared the land but also dug irrigation canals. To the East African blacks, this was even more absurd. When it rained, everyone left the flooded land and returned when it was dry. Digging ditches in the ground specifically to transport and drain water—what kind of nonsense was that?  The local East Africans didn't understand the Chinese, and the Chinese reclamation teams in Africa were also infuriated by the local blacks. The veins of the Chinese teams were filled with an army of antibodies against all known infectious diseases, ensuring their basic health. From their perspective, the fertile East African soil was even healthier than the reclamation teams themselves.  Although the East African climate differed from China's four seasons, being divided into wet and dry seasons, the Chinese teams were accustomed to such climates from their time in South Asia. Moreover, in the past decade or so, due to agreements with European colonial nations, a small number of Chinese had already conducted farm planting and research in East Africa. In East Africa, as long as the land wasn't too bizarre, anything would grow well.  The problem was that these Africans had no farming experience at all, which the Chinese saw as a terrible waste of natural resources. Things a Chinese child could easily do left the Africans lingering with confused expressions. Eventually, the Chinese aid personnel gave up trying to solve the Africans' conceptual difficulties and simply required them to complete simple tasks—though even these were not simple for the Africans.  The Chinese firmly believed that "a point of effort brings a point of harvest." This belief, passed down through thousands of years of Chinese civilization, functioned normally on the soil of East Africa as well.  When the first batch of vegetables and peanuts matured, it immediately shocked the East African tribes. They hadn't expected that in just three months, they could eat green plants they had never tasted before, and that the flavor of these things was vastly different from anything they had eaten in their lives—even quite delicious.  Next to mature was the sesame. Large iron pots were set up in the villages, and the sesame seeds were roasted until fragrant, making the gathered black brothers and sisters salivate. Although they had never eaten sesame, their physical reaction was no different from humans of any other skin color.  The World People's Liberation Army reclamation teams mixed flour and cornmeal, baked it into cakes, sprinkled them with sesame, and shared them with the blacks. Everyone ate very happily.  Later, after the local tribal elders ate a hotpot meal with sesame paste, cilantro, scallions, and crushed peanuts as seasoning, most stated: "We'll follow the Chinese from now on."  Even those tribal elders who had been cheated so many times by whites that they didn't dare make a decision were completely conquered by this delicacy after a second hotpot meal. They finally decided to try cooperating with the Chinese.  Thus, after six months of hard work, the World People's Liberation Army obtained the labor of 4.8 million local able-bodied men in East Africa, providing them with a relatively stable base.  From then on, the full-scale African campaign finally had its first large, stable African base. 州。



★


Chapter 894: Colonial Great Linkage (1)

Volume 8 — Chapter 21

❧ ❧ ❧


At 4:00 AM local time on May 28th in Ethiopia, Marshal Rodolfo Graziani, commander of the Italian garrison, felt a violent shudder through his body. As a career soldier, he woke instantly, followed by the sound of heavy explosions nearby.  With a rapid roll, Marshal Graziani dove under a table. A succession of nearby blasts followed, making the Marshal feel the true power of the Chinese Air Force's bombardment.  Fortunately, this wave of bombing did not last long. The Chinese Air Force withdrew from the airspace after a brief strike on the Italian occupation headquarters. The Italian Air Force was not weak, and the Chinese did not want to suffer unnecessary losses, especially in a region as unfamiliar to them as Ethiopia.  The raid in the early hours of the 29th was not large in scale, but it was far from a mere probe. The World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) had decided to launch the campaign to liberate Ethiopia on the 28th. The bombing was the opening statement of the campaign—a formal declaration to the Italian invaders that their doom had arrived.  Winston Churchill's cabinet soon received the news. While the cabinet members felt the pressure, they also experienced a sense of relief, like the second shoe finally dropping. Ever since the Allied navies had been driven step-by-step out of the Indian Ocean, China had been sitting on the "second floor" of Europe, and the first shoe had landed with a resounding thud.  At this time, Germany was invading the Soviet Union, and China was pounding the Anglo-American forces in the Pacific. It wasn't that the Allies hadn't tried to counter-attack, but the two strongest combat powers in the Alliance—the United States and Germany—had not yet fully committed to this theater. Britain, for its part, had to divert vast amounts of energy to the defense of Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. The counter-attacks were primarily executed by a portion of the British and Italian armies. Due to their limited strength and inability to achieve results, even the Allied newspapers had lost interest in printing much news about these counter-offensives.  The Allied powers had all been waiting for the sound of the Chinese tenant's second shoe hitting the floor—the beginning of a Chinese offensive into the Mediterranean. That would mark the start of Europe's full entry into the war.  The Churchill cabinet did not discuss reinforcing Egypt; instead, they spoke of the recent food problems within Britain. The Home Secretary stated emotionally: "We cannot accept any more population withdrawals from the colonies to the British home islands. This is a Chinese conspiracy!"  The other cabinet members agreed. Over the past year, China, citing humanitarian reasons, had been repatriating ordinary British citizens from the areas it "liberated" back to Britain. Initially, Britain had accepted these white colonists, but with a home population of only 40 million, China had quickly sent back over a million.  These million-plus British citizens had originally lived as masters in the colonies and possessed few assets in the British home islands. Upon their return, the British government was required to provide for them. Britain was not a socialist state; its land and real estate had long since been divided among the domestic population. In their haste, the government was simply unable to provide relief and had to support these people as if they were paupers.  Having lived as lords in the colonies, these British citizens had long since developed arrogant temperaments. They could endure it for the first month or two, but once they confirmed they were destined to be nothing more than futureless paupers in workhouses in the home islands, they immediately took action, demanding the restoration of their voting rights as British citizens.  The Churchill cabinet quickly discovered this extremely dangerous trend and hurriedly ordered that voting rights not be granted to these returning citizens in any constituency. The cabinet also made an internal decision: British citizens from the colonies would no longer be sent back to the home islands.  But how could China allow the British to have their way? They used their massive transport capacity to continue the population transfer, subsequently sending back another three million. These three million people had been captured at least twice: first in India, and then on the Arabian Peninsula.  The Chinese military even escorted groups of these British citizens to the borders of French colonies and drove them directly into French territory.  The French government was truly sparing no effort or cost to undermine Britain. they packed these three million British citizens like sardines into a vast number of ships and transported them to concentration camps in the French port of Calais, where one could see the British coast on a clear day. Through constant day-and-night media propaganda, they forced the British government to hold its nose and transport these "refugees" back to Britain.  At this point, the domestic population of Britain had reached nearly 50 million. It could be said that the British home islands had never possessed so many people. Similarly, the British government had never shouldered such intense internal problems.  Before the war, Britain could obtain vast amounts of grain from its extensive colonies and release domestic population and class struggle pressures through them. Now, having lost India and the Middle East, with South Africa in peril and the East African colonies completely cut off, the British government, relying only on its few West African colonies, was utterly incapable of maintaining the pre-war standard of living. The unemployment rate was skyrocketing even under general mobilization. Large numbers of overseas British were seeking solutions through various protests and demonstrations, and the members of the Churchill cabinet felt they were on the verge of collapse.  But once a strategy fails, the government's meager strength is incapable of reversing it. The Churchill cabinet members knew this very well. Even if they didn't, the Chinese strategic analyses reprinted in the British media explained it clearly.  Britain, having lost its Indian Ocean colonies, had lost 60% of its market share. Even if British industry was concentrated in the home islands, without market purchasing power, such vast production capacity could not possibly be absorbed by the British war economy.  Although the surge in the home population seemed to create demand, under the British social system, these people possessed no purchasing power and could only survive on relief. Far from solving Britain's domestic demand problem, they instead consumed British resources under the capitalist system, becoming a massive burden on the home islands.  Theoretically, these British people could be sent into the military. However, in reality, fewer than 25% of them were fit for service. If the British government were to conscript them, it would need to invest even greater resources. Equipping and training an army is very expensive. Furthermore, after training a million-man army, the British government could not guarantee that these soldiers wouldn't turn their guns against the government out of a desire to save their starving families...  The Churchill cabinet knew Britain had to endure and wait for a strategic opportunity. To endure, they had to delay China's progress.  Therefore, the Foreign Secretary proposed again: "Let us return Emperor Haile Selassie I to Ethiopia. Although he may no longer be under our control, at least it will prevent China from controlling the country."  Ethiopia is an ancient nation with a genuine 3,000-year history. Among the current global powers, only China and Italy can stand alongside Ethiopia in terms of historical heritage. Both Britain and France must bow to Ethiopia in matters of history, let alone Germany and the United States.  The greatest advantage of historical heritage is that a nation has its own roots. When the rest of Africa was colonized, Ethiopia held out. Even though the Ethiopian government was defeated in 1935, the nation did not perish but continued to fight the Italian invaders.  However, this resistance from the Ethiopian people naturally produced political forces that were not under British control. In the British view, it was entirely possible for China to control the local resistance forces' "Committee for Unity and Cooperation," established in the summer of 1937. The Ethiopian Committee for Unity and Cooperation had been receiving Chinese support and had selected a unified command and political leadership in the war against Italy.  Although Emperor Haile Selassie I might no longer follow British orders upon his return, at least he could regain power and prevent the Chinese from seizing the opportunity to take Ethiopia.  While a desperate move, this was the best choice the British cabinet had to date. Ultimately, the cabinet passed the Foreign Secretary's plan and began to act quickly.  Meanwhile, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, a member of the WPLA Presidium and Director of General Logistics, was preparing to add more fuel to the fire under the pot in which the British were sitting. The liberation of Ethiopia was not the only source of that heat; Marshal Cheng had decided to thoroughly dismantle the white colonial regime in South Africa and sail the Chinese fleet into the South Atlantic. He was even considering a visit to Argentina.  After nearly two years of war, Britain had lost most of its colonies and 60% of its markets. The value of the Pound Sterling had plummeted accordingly.  If Britain wanted to solve its food problem now, it had to import from overseas. The United States was not an easy partner; purchasing grain from the U.S. required hard currency—gold and silver.  If they didn't import from the U.S., they had to import from Argentina. If a Chinese fleet visited Argentina, it meant China could cut off British merchant ships traveling to and from Argentina at any time. And Britain's current naval strength was simply insufficient to defeat the Chinese Navy in the South Atlantic.  By now, Cheng Ruofan fully recognized the great power of economics. A trade route rendered inoperable had an impact on Britain greater even than the loss of a fleet. If Britain were reduced to the British Isles, even with five million troops and a hundred warships on those islands, it would be finished. The economic scale that the British Isles alone could maintain was pathetic. If China simply left the islands alone, the British would be eaten hollow by those five million soldiers and hundred ships; they would either explode internally or begin large-scale demobilization, thereby lowering their own combat capacity.  In contrast, although China's population of 700 million placed immense pressure on economic development, once China possessed the entire Asian market, a significant portion of Africa, and the Soviet market, it could maintain full production and full employment. The wealth created by industrial production was enough to sustain a high-intensity, high-烈度 global war without even entering a state of total mobilization.  Of course, Cheng Ruofan also expected the military operations in the South Atlantic to shake America's resolve. The United States had already lost the Pacific; once the Chinese Navy entered the South Atlantic, from a broad perspective, the U.S. would be fighting a two-front war, surrounded on both sides.  While the Roosevelt administration's nerves seemed very resilient, Cheng Ruofan felt that its members were also human—and elite individuals with considerable strategic vision. These men could not fail to see the danger, and the more they understood the danger, the more likely they were to become emotional.  The military organization of the WPLA fully adopted the brigade-battalion model. Besides the fact that the established Chinese units used this model, the enemies in the African liberation wars were weak, and division-sized units were too large, placing higher demands on logistics. Thus, they were discarded.  The Boers in South Africa had decided to fight on. After all, thirty-some years ago, the Boers had relied on guerrilla warfare to fight the British for several years, causing them much suffering.  On May 30th, the South African 1st Cavalry Division clashed with the 23rd Brigade of the WPLA 8th Corps. At the start of the battle, an aerial strike formation of 16 Chinese J-9 advanced trainers hammered the South African positions with bombs and machine guns.  The South African army had a large number of horses, in keeping with Boer tradition. During the Boer War, they had relied on cavalry for guerrilla tactics.  Soldiers could hunker down in trenches to avoid air strikes, but horses had nowhere to hide. Panicked by the noise, the horses began to flee in all directions. In less than an hour, the 1st Cavalry Division lost half its horses. Among the remaining cavalry, about one-tenth saw things going poorly and used "chasing the horses" as an excuse to temporarily leave the field.  At this point, over 2,000 men of the WPLA 23rd Brigade began their assault. Due to its small size, the brigade completed its logistical resupply with only 50 trucks.  With continuous air support and 80mm mortars pounding key points on the South African line, the WPLA units, while not having fully mastered the essence of squad and platoon tactics, at least put up a proper showing. The machine gunners of the 1st Cavalry Division, facing an infantry assault that seemed to be everywhere yet sparse, could only fire by feel.  As soon as a fire point was exposed, it was struck by squad-level 60mm mortars. Even if their accuracy wasn't great, several shells landing together provided enough lethality.  Seeing the situation turning unfavorable, the 1st Cavalry Division launched a decisive counter-charge, attempting to drive the WPLA from the front of their positions.  The first wave of the charge was initiated by pure infantry. As these white troops approached, they were first subjected to bursts of assault rifle fire, suffering significant losses. When the whites reached the WPLA officers and soldiers, who rose to meet them with fixed bayonets, they were stunned to see that among the troops were many whites—and many blacks.  That whites had "betrayed" whites was a fact that deeply saddened the Boers. And that blacks dared to charge toward their "white masters" with bayonets was an insult to them.  Letting out a cry from the depths of their souls, the Boers rushed at the WPLA soldiers. Bayonet combat is exceptionally cruel, as there is no such thing as a duel of hundreds of rounds. While there were sounds of clashing steel, there were more sounds of bayonets entering flesh and the screams of the wounded.  Squad and platoon tactics rely heavily on three-man combat teams, and bayonet fighting depends even more on coordination. In this first round of clashing, the Boers suffered much more. Especially when images of black soldiers' bayonets piercing Boer bodies appeared on the battlefield, the shock to the colonial troops was immense.  While black soldiers had participated in the wars erupting in Europe, their overall proportion was limited. Furthermore, blacks were an absolute minority in the European home islands, so whites weren't particularly worried.  But on the African continent, and especially in the southernmost reaches like South Africa, whites were the absolute minority. When whites were cleanly and efficiently killed on the battlefield by black soldiers, it triggered the greatest fear in the hearts of the white troops. If this situation became widespread, all whites would face only death, with no other possibility.  Stimulated by fear, the white soldiers in the 1st Cavalry Division's front ranks launched a fierce offensive. Based on their century of experience, they believed they had to completely crush the blacks' courage to resist in order to maintain white superiority.  The Boers shouted and cursed, charging the black soldiers with their weapons. But war would not be changed by such disorganized charges. The officers among the black soldiers had received over two years of training, and the soldiers at least six months.  In a theater like the Soviet-German front, which demanded high levels of skill and tactics, six months of training was far from enough to produce elite units. But the level of warfare in South Africa was at most that of the Franco-Prussian War; six months was enough for brave black soldiers to master shooting and bayonet techniques.  The Boer charge not only failed to terrify the black soldiers but allowed them to fully demonstrate their combat ability. They quickly used three-man team coordination to kill the Boers before them, then continued to use squad tactics to inflict casualties on the hot-headed white colonizers.  At this time, a new wave of Chinese fighters arrived, laden with ammunition. Facing Boers who lacked anti-aircraft weapons, the Chinese propeller fighters took advantage of their slow stall speeds to conduct thorough "ammunition carpet-bombing," pinning the white colonial troops in their fortifications.  When the aircraft finally pulled up and ceased their attack, the soldiers of the WPLA 23rd Brigade had already stormed into the trenches, beginning a fierce close-quarters battle.  Gunfire, screams, shouts, and curses rang out incessantly. Relying on the firepower advantage of assault rifles and advanced squad tactics, the 23rd Brigade soon carved through the white army's lines, infiltrating their positions and attacking from all angles.  In this battle, the Boers had followed tradition and used a large number of blacks in logistics. when the black soldiers of the WPLA broke through the lines and appeared before the stunned black auxiliary units, the auxiliaries were at a loss, not even attempting to attack.  For the South African blacks, this was also the first time in their lives they had seen a black army slaughtering the white masters. A black army that even the white masters couldn't defeat left the auxiliaries with a deep sense of confusion and shock—so intense that they had no impulse to resist.  At this moment, skin color served as a powerful friend-or-foe identification. The black soldiers of the WPLA shouted in the local tongue: "Brothers, you are liberated! When we've killed all the whites, their things will be ours, and we will share it all with you!"  With these simple, direct words, filled with a primal sincerity, even those blacks who might have wanted to fight felt it necessary to wait and see. Especially those who had suffered cruel lashings were even eager to join the divine-looking black soldiers before them in seeking revenge.  Thus, the South African 1st Cavalry Division lost all its combat effectiveness. 州。
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South Africa is located in the Southern Hemisphere, and June is winter. Being in a subtropical region, the South African winter temperatures are manageable, generally ranging between 5 and 20 degrees Celsius.  Columns of white prisoners of war marched across the arid savanna. Their hands were handcuffed behind their backs, and their necks were encased in iron collars—the same kind once used to capture blacks—connected by sturdy white palm ropes.  Beside the columns, black officers and soldiers on horseback kept pace with the prisoners, monitoring them from an elevated position.  In addition to the black cavalry preventing escapes, many other black soldiers wore South African Army uniforms inside-out, with red scarves around their necks and red armbands on their sleeves. In their hands, they carried leather whips taken from white officers who had once used them to drive black transport teams. They watched the prisoner columns with predatory eyes.  Although the weather wasn't hot, food and water supplies were limited to prevent an uprising among the two thousand-plus white prisoners. After marching for two days, the prisoners' steps were heavy, and their faces pale.  Finally, a white lieutenant snapped under the weight of exhaustion and humiliation. He stopped and shouted at a nearby black soldier: "Bring me water!"  These black soldiers were newly liberated former servants. Hearing this, one was taken aback for a moment, then swung his whip and lashed out. With a *crack*, a deep, bloody welt appeared on the white man's face.  Just two days ago, this lieutenant had been casually ordering black servants about, lashing and cursing them for the slightest dissatisfaction. Now, the one hitting him was the very servant who had been under him two days prior. Unable to suppress his emotions any longer, the white lieutenant tried to lunge forward, but the rope around his neck jerked him back, leaving him jumping and bucking like a donkey, unable to advance an inch.  Fuming with rage, the white lieutenant shouted: "You bastards! If you have the guts, kill me!"  The newly liberated black soldiers had never learned about treating prisoners kindly from the whites; they naturally applied the violent whipping they had learned from their former masters. The whip lashed down across his head and face, and soon the lieutenant was forced to retreat.  But the other white prisoners on that same rope couldn't stomach it and began shouting curses. Aside from "greeting" the black soldiers' ancestors and barking loser's threats like "I'll kill you later," they hurled every insult in their vocabulary.  In the past, whites would whip a resisting black person until they begged for mercy, only then announcing the number of lashes for the punishment. Whipping until someone begged for mercy was one thing; giving a set number of lashes *after* they begged was another.  The liberated blacks used the white masters' own methods against them. As long as the whites were still cursing, they kept whipping—relentlessly. Seeing this, the other columns of white prisoners were both furious and terrified. Many tried to bolt. To maintain order, the black soldiers had to govern the "camp riot" in the white masters' own fashion.  However, the blacks didn't realize that the white masters hadn't undergone a hundred years of training and couldn't correctly grasp the meaning conveyed by the whip. The blacks whipped them for nearly twenty minutes until the white masters finally fell silent while being lashed, simply because their strength was exhausted—just as the black servants had once done.  Seeing that the white masters had finally "learned the rules," the blacks stopped, panting from the exertion. The twenty minutes of whipping had consumed a lot of energy, and the black guards took out their canteens to drink and rest.  Yet the white masters still wouldn't let them be. One exhausted white man shouted: "Kill me! Kill me!"  Hearing this startling request, a black guard capped his canteen, walked over to the white man lying on the ground, and crouched down. "What did you say?"  "Kill me," the white man repeated, his head and face covered in blood, his breath weak.  The black guard looked troubled. He stood up and said: "Your request is truly nonsensical. I've never heard of such a thing."  Whether he was exceptionally brave or had completely lost his mind, the white man continued: "Kill me, kill me."  At this, the whites nearby couldn't watch any longer and joined in: "Kill us! Just kill us!" After speaking, whether out of despair or grief, the white men began to cry.  Seeing the white masters so "resolute," the black guards were quite moved. They untied the white masters who had asked to be killed, dragged them to the side, and placed them in a kneeling position. Taking out a revolver and cocking the trigger against the back of a white man's head, a black guard asked loudly: "Are you requesting that we kill you?"  "Kill me, kill me," the exhausted white man continued to mutter as if in a dream.  *Bang! Bang! Bang!* Three shots rang out, and the white man's "mind was opened," finding his release.  The other white masters who had made the request were also brought forward and placed in a kneeling position. After a polite inquiry and receiving clear confirmations, several white masters "attained the virtue they sought" as their minds were opened.  Seeing this, the white masters dared not utter another word. Just then, lunch arrived. Given that the black guards had spent much energy maintaining order and were too tired to unlock the handcuffs one by one, they placed two bowls before each white man: one containing a food mush and the other clean drinking water. The white masters only had to kneel and lap it up like adorable cats to enjoy their meal.  Obviously, the white masters felt insulted, and over a hundred more immediately shouted the request to "kill me."  However, these white masters had likely lost their heads from hunger. When the blacks satisfied the request of the 46th white man, the others suddenly snapped to their senses, declaring they had misspoken and had no intention of dying. Then, these white masters who had avoided having their minds opened began to lap their food like docile cats. The scene was no longer chaotic but orderly and quite harmonious.  Over the next two days, the white masters became familiar with the signals conveyed by the whip. At most three lashes, and the white man's head didn't ache, his pride didn't itch, and he found strength in his limbs. They arrived at the POW camp in a perfectly orderly fashion.  Originally, these white masters expected to see whites in the camp, but when the gates opened, those who came out were all blacks. The lead black man shouted in the local language: "We are the glorious World People's Liberation Army! We will give you POW treatment in accordance with the Geneva Convention!"  Most of the South African soldiers had no idea what the "Geneva Convention" was. Even the few who did didn't believe they would actually receive such treatment, given their own past behavior.  Seeing the camp filled with blacks, the captured white masters immediately thought of South Africa's special prisons for blacks and the "special treatment" therein. The white masters knew those prisons very well; they had often spoken of them with pride, considering them the best tools for maintaining order in South Africa. After punishing black servants with whips, the masters would even self-righteously warn them that not sending them to a special prison was an act of mercy.  Now, seeing the open gates of the POW camp, the white masters felt as if they were looking at the gates of hell and tried to flee.  Twenty minutes later, the white masters finally accepted the signals transmitted by the leather whips in the blacks' hands and began moving slowly into the camp.  At this time, on the soil of South Africa, POW camps were being built continuously. Simultaneously, WPLA units were fighting white armies and the defensive militias of various white towns.  Compared to open-field battles, urban defense was extremely bloody and cruel. Especially when they saw that one-third of the attacking force was black, the whites defended every single house. In a family, the adult males would fire from windows while the women helped transport ammunition. Young children, led by slightly older ones, hid in basements or back rooms.  After suffering heavy casualties, the WPLA had to pause its offensive and wait for Type 59 tanks to arrive. The tanks used their 100mm guns to "call out" each resisting house. The high-explosive shells were immensely powerful; a single round could collapse an entire wall being used as cover.  Only after the enemy lost their cover did the WPLA units resume their assault. Even though the pace increased, the battle still had to be conducted room by row. The disadvantaged whites fought fanatically, as if death were of no consequence.  In one instance, after the WPLA cleared the first floor and living rooms, they began searching basements or inner bedrooms. Relaxing their guard upon seeing a group of half-grown children, they were caught off-balance when the oldest child raised a gun and opened fire, causing several unprepared soldiers to fall.  The comrades behind them, not knowing what had happened inside and assuming there were many hidden enemies, immediately threw in grenades.  The South African campaign was not proceeding as quickly as the WPLA had imagined, but they were in no hurry. On the entire African continent, South Africa was undoubtedly the strongest white bastion, with a solid local foundation. As long as South Africa could be thoroughly resolved, the defensive power of European colonial nations in other regions would be essentially non-existent.  As heavy bombers destroyed South African airfields and docks over these few days, a Chinese battleship task force rounded the stormy Cape of Good Hope and sailed toward Argentine waters. The purpose of this trip was to announce the Chinese Navy's presence in the South Atlantic. Besides arriving near Argentina and requesting a visit, the task force had another mission: to capture the island of Saint Helena in the South Atlantic.  This 121-square-kilometer island sat isolated in the South Atlantic—a volcanic island. From a strategic perspective, it possessed some value, but not much. Once China liberated Africa, Saint Helena would be insufficient as an anchorage for a large fleet.  But China wanted to take Saint Helena not only to demonstrate its naval presence but also because it was the place of exile and death for Napoleon, Emperor of the First French Empire.  In the early 19th century, after the fall of the Napoleonic Empire, Napoleon's reputation had been poor for a time. At that time, the reputation of the French Cardinal-Minister Richelieu had been equally bad.  Richelieu was seen as the representative of autocracy, while Napoleon was a rebel and the enemy of Europe. But when the Franco-Prussian War ended in total Prussian victory and the Second German Empire was established in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, the French people's views on Richelieu and Napoleon were completely transformed.  Richelieu had indeed established a centralized system in France, but his enemies had been the previous aristocratic feudal system. Compared to centralization, feudalism was naturally backward.  Furthermore, Richelieu had formulated France's geopolitical model, winning over the forces of Southern Germany to ensure the region remained a collection of small states, thereby establishing France's strategic advantage on the European continent for centuries. When the geopolitical system Richelieu built for France collapsed, France fell into ruin.  When the Franco-Prussian War ended in a crushing defeat, the French suddenly realized that the Richelieu they had cursed and criticized was actually the guardian deity of France. When France discarded Richelieu's legacy, it naturally fell into its current tragic state. Thus, Napoleon and Richelieu were rehabilitated together, becoming heroes of France once more.  Occupying Saint Helena would deeply touch the feelings of the French people. Although the current French government was clearly a colonial power to be defeated, the French people were still a force that had to be united.  From a geopolitical perspective, China needed a lever in Europe, and France needed a connection with China. The potential for cooperation far outweighed the conflict.  On June 10th, the Chinese battleship task force arrived 400 nautical miles from the Argentine capital of Buenos Aires. The Argentine government had initially wanted to refuse the visit, but when the Chinese fleet actually arrived and was not attacked by the Royal Navy, the Argentine cabinet began to hesitate.  Aside from Britain's failure to deploy its navy against the Chinese, recent news from the Canadian west coast showed that China had not only held its ground, but the Inuit in Alaska had sent telegrams to the world announcing the establishment of the Republic of Alaska.  Argentine government think tanks submitted photos of the Inuit, who appeared no different from the Chinese. The Argentine government understood China's intentions and also confirmed that the Chinese military had actually secured a foothold in North America.  In other words, it was now unlikely that either the United States or Britain could send troops to South America. Argentina had a population of 15 million in 1942; while this population could put up a fight, Argentina did not believe it could defeat a China of 700 million.  Ultimately, on June 12th, Argentina dispatched a fleet to meet the Chinese task force in Argentine waters. The two sides exchanged gifts at sea and, after a brief joint celebration, parted ways in a peaceful manner.  Watching the brand-new Chinese battleships leading a host of other new vessels disappear into the distance, the Argentine naval commander couldn't help but cross himself. Having seen the Chinese fleet up close, he was certain his side didn't stand a chance. Offering a friendly greeting was undoubtedly the wisest choice.  On June 15th, the Chinese battleship fleet arrived at Saint Helena. At the time, the island had only 800 defenders and 400 militia drawn from the 2,000 residents.  This small force was easily crushed by the battleships' guns. When the Marines landed in their craft, there were no living souls in the coastal fortifications—only piles of mangled corpses.  On June 16th, French newspapers were the first to publish the news of the Chinese occupation of Saint Helena. In terms of mocking the British, the French were always direct, and their revenge never waited overnight.  The First Lord of the Admiralty in the British cabinet no longer felt any fear. When Churchill raised the issue of Saint Helena, he immediately submitted an operational plan: Britain would dispatch a fleet centered on one aircraft carrier and two battleships to the South Pacific to recapture the island.  Churchill, having served as First Lord of the Admiralty himself, saw the fat on his face tremble with rage as he read the plan. While the loss of Saint Helena was bad, it was nowhere near worth the risk of sending such a fleet. The First Lord was clearly just shifting responsibility.  However, Churchill didn't explode. Everyone here was a "thousand-year-old fox"; they all knew how to play the game. The First Lord's move was an account; Churchill didn't have to adopt it. But if the First Lord hadn't provided such a thing, Churchill would have every reason to berate him and demonstrate his own "manly vigor."  Suppressing his anger, Churchill asked: "Are there any other options?"  "If we don't fight, we can only do nothing," the First Lord replied candidly, not attempting to deceive.  The members of the Churchill cabinet looked pained. In 1834, Saint Helena had become the property of the British Crown. It wasn't even a simple colony but Crown property—British soil. The cabinet members never imagined that after losing the colonies, they would lose actual territory, and the Britain that had ruled the world three years ago would be helpless to respond.  Ultimately, the topic was dropped. Britain, having been a world hegemon, knew well that "a little lack of restraint ruins great plans." Saint Helena was likely now a bait to draw out the British Navy, with Chinese submarines lying in wait nearby.  The Churchill cabinet was now discussing whether to strengthen ties with Argentina to ensure it would continue exporting agricultural products to Britain.  Until 1942, the United States was still exporting grain to Britain. But by 1943, the U.S. had stopped. Because of soaring prices at home, the U.S. had to keep its grain domestic. This forced Britain to import from South America, with Argentina being a vital supplier.  But after talking for a while, the cabinet members knew it was all nonsense. As long as the British fleet couldn't provide escort to South America, Argentina wouldn't dare export grain to Britain on a large scale.  Just as the meeting was about to stall, a secretary rushed in with news: "Prime Minister, China has officially proposed to Argentina to purchase grain from them." 州。
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"In our economic landscape, the Africa and South America puzzles are nearing completion. Once these two major pieces are finished, only the North Atlantic Economic Circle, the Mediterranean Economic Circle, and the semi-subordinate Black Sea Economic Circle will remain. At this stage, the Black Sea and Mediterranean directions are the easiest to resolve..."  The members of the Chinese Civilization Party Politburo listened intently as Premier Wu Youping reported on the current situation. Two years ago, He Rui had already pointed these out, but at the time, the comrades had felt they were far off, even somewhat unrealistic.  Had it been anyone other than He Rui saying these things—even Premier Wu Youping—there would have been a degree of opposition and a general sense of being at a loss.  But now, the comrades held no such thoughts. What Wu Youping was describing was no longer a vision, but a fact.  The standard for materialists is to acknowledge the primacy of matter over consciousness. To put it bluntly, it means acknowledging reality.  Taking religion as an example: a materialist is not necessarily an atheist but is opposed to the ghosts and gods proposed by current religions. If "gods" truly existed in the world, materialists would acknowledge the existence of the truly existing "gods."  Two years ago, when He Rui pointed to the future, the Politburo comrades chose to firmly obey him despite their disbelief because they believed supporting He Rui was the best choice at the time. Now that the future He Rui pointed to had become reality and China truly controlled such vast liberated areas, no one doubted any longer; they only considered how to complete their work.  Wu Youping's mood was much the same as his colleagues', so his attention was entirely focused on how to effectively complete the World Liberation War.  Li Runshi listened quietly, but his mind couldn't help but reflect on yesterday's report.  After China liberated Asia, Australia, and New Zealand, it gained vast markets and unprecedented resources. But from a numerical calculation, it was still unlikely that China could win World War II without a total mobilization.  However, once East Africa was liberated and the World People's Liberation Army gained a base for advancing into Europe, the calculations changed fundamentally.  China did not conduct an offensive in Africa like a "autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves"—or rather, the first stage of the WPLA's liberation of Africa only swept away the colonial forces in East Africa and carried out a targeted purge of the local black vassal forces created by the European colonizers.  In the subsequent six-plus months, the WPLA spent enormous effort in East Africa to build a very crude "pre-agricultural era" social structure, organizing four million households of *Bianhu Qimin* (registered households of equal subjects).  In the eyes of the global powers, the agricultural era was already a relatively backward stage of social development, and the "pre-agricultural era" was even less developed. But compared to the more primitive production models of the East African people, it was a great step forward.  As for *Bianhu Qimin*: managing the people by household unit is called *Bianhu* (registering households). Simultaneously, the original local leaders under the old feudal system—nobles, elders, patriarchs—were abolished, and everyone became a subject of the monarch, called *Qimin* (equal subjects). Together, they are called *Bianhu Qimin*.  What level of strength does four million households of *Bianhu Qimin* represent? The peak of the Eastern Han's official census was in the third year of Yongshou (157 AD), with 10,677,960 households and 56,476,856 people. By the time the Three Kingdoms were unified under the Jin, the population that could be officially counted was less than six million, with households falling to just over a million.  Of course, the population hadn't actually dropped by 90%; a vast number of people were held by local powerful clans and were not in the government's statistics. Even so, according to later judgments, when the Western Jin was established, the population was only around 16 million.  Under the leadership of the world's most powerful nation, China, an African base with four million households of *Bianhu Qimin* possessed a strength greater than that of the Western Jin. Combined with the 3.47 million WPLA personnel as of early May 1943, its strength was greater than that of Italy—the "pauper imperialist." It could rank seventh in the world.  Thus, a day later, Li Runshi was still deeply shaken by the massive change in the results of the two calculations, and his emotions were hard to restrain.  According to assessments, as the African liberated areas continued to expand, the scale of *Bianhu Qimin* would increase by about 1.3 million households per year. By the end of 1944, it would reach six million households. Since Africa was vast and sparsely populated, land was not scarce. On average, every household of African *Bianhu Qimin* would provide enough food for two full-time soldiers and provide 1.5 recruits.  That meant nine million soldiers and food for 18 million. Africa also had a large number of displaced people who would engage in mining or be organized into engineering teams for infrastructure construction.  Although Africa lacked domestic industry, China had overcapacity. Therefore, China would handle shipping and raw material processing, while Africa provided food, raw materials, manpower, and labor.  Through such calculations, the African local base could already bear at least two-thirds of the resources for a 12-million-man European Liberation War. Through trade with Africa, China's tax revenue alone could cover one-sixth of the resources. With the Chinese government providing another sixth, the basic requirements for a European Liberation War based in Africa were complete.  Li Runshi had once discussed the European Liberation War with the late German Field Marshal Reichenau. At that time, since the source of fiscal expenditure was not yet determined, it had to be based on China's unilateral contribution. Although Li Runshi was confident then, he knew the difficulty of such a war.  The current situation was entirely different. China only had to bear one-sixth of the cost, which was no longer a particularly large pressure.  Furthermore, the current calculations used a very conservative model. In a less conservative one, by the end of 1943—six months from now—China could have eight million households of *Bianhu Qimin* in Africa. Then, China wouldn't even need to rely on fiscal spending to fight the European Liberation War; it could sustain the effort solely through trade and investment returns from Africa.  Fighting the European Liberation War would not only cost China nothing but could even turn a profit. Li Runshi had gained an extremely intuitive sense of the dividends of being the world hegemon. Simultaneously, he was also intuitively certain that after World War II ended, the interests brought by China's hegemonic status would be closely linked to the lives of ordinary Chinese, making the imperialist tendency within China terrifyingly strong.  Under Chinese civilization, the Chinese people were a people with a sense of justice and a concept of good and evil. But the people would inevitably demand more from the global dividends of the world hegemon. Even if the Chinese people did not advocate for aggression and oppression, there was a high probability they would not oppose sharing the interests obtained through such means.  With these thoughts, Li Runshi reflected as Premier Wu Youping's report came to an end.  This report triggered no discussion. At this point, the Chinese leadership was very clear on what they had to do. Moreover, during the Chinese economic adjustment (economic crisis) that began in 1938, China had built up a powerful transport capacity through industrial development via debt and government orders for ships. At this stage, there was no situation of "hastily embracing Buddha's feet" or rushing production.  The leadership only needed to let China's existing strength play out normally to resolve all the problems they faced. For these experienced leaders, the nation had goals and resources, and they themselves had experience and ability. There was no easier situation than this.  Just as the Politburo members were preparing to end the meeting and return to work, Li Runshi spoke. "I have already requested the Chairman to return to his post. The Chairman is still somewhat worried about his health and is hesitating. I hope the Politburo can jointly write a letter to the Chairman, asking him to continue presiding over the work as his health permits."  The Politburo members were all stunned. But they quickly understood Li Runshi's true purpose—or at least, they believed they did.  He Rui had created the opportunity for Li Runshi to hold power, but the position ultimately had to be proven by strength. If Li Runshi could not prove to He Rui at this stage that he had mastered the situation, He Rui would certainly have a negative view of him.  The method of proof was certainly not for Li Runshi to sideline He Rui, but for him to be able to make a unanimous decision as the Politburo leader—for example, asking He Rui to resume presiding over the work.  Although they knew this was a good time to make things difficult for Li Runshi, the members chose to support him. The reason was simple: they believed Li Runshi indeed possessed the strength to succeed He Rui. Moreover, the entry point Li Runshi had chosen was very clever.  Those comrades who supported Li Runshi naturally supported He Rui coming out to lead, while those who opposed He Rui would be viewed with suspicion, so they couldn't oppose it and had to support it.  The Politburo secretary quickly drafted a letter to He Rui, which was approved by the comrades. The content explicitly stated that the letter was written by the Politburo at the proposal of Chairman Li Runshi.  When the signing began, Li Runshi's name was first. After him, it was naturally Premier Wu Youping, the person with the highest seniority and status, who would sign.  Wu Youping first looked around and did not pick up the pen. After a moment, he said something to his secretary, then sat down and picked up his teacup to drink. No one knew what Wu Youping was doing; those hoping for trouble waited expectantly for his next move.  Soon, the secretary returned and handed a paperweight to Wu Youping. Wu Youping placed the paperweight over Li Runshi's signature. With the paperweight pressing down, the name Li Runshi signed first was no longer just the first in line—it occupied the first line all to itself.  Having secured the position, Wu Youping picked up the pen and signed his own name as the first on the second line before yielding the spot.  The members all saw Wu Youping's actions, and their expressions grew serious. Li Runshi alone on the first line. Premier Wu Youping as the first on the second line. This was He Rui's position within the party.  Wu Youping had followed He Rui since 1915. In Siping, while he wasn't the first to be mayor, he was the first in the administrative system to hold real power—from Siping Mayor to Governor of the Northeast Government, and then to Premier of the Republic. The party high command knew that Wu Youping had always been He Rui's loyal follower and had never thought of usurping power.  Therefore, Wu Youping's action could not possibly be him jumping onto Li Runshi's boat; it represented the opinion of Wu Youping and his entire faction. This faction's strength within the party was immense, and the power of those members who currently did not support Li Runshi was completely disproportionate to the ideals of Wu Youping's faction.  Ultimately, all the signatures were written below the paperweight, after Wu Youping's. Not one person dared to sign their name in a position more prominent than Li Runshi's.  From the perspective of political struggle, bowing one's head at such a time was equivalent to publicly expressing a non-oppositional attitude to the faction supporting Li Runshi. And bowing this once meant they would have to bow in public from then on.  Those who did not support Li Runshi could only rely on their own strength to persuade He Rui in private or seize upon a problem of Li Runshi's later to make an issue of it.  In future public occasions, the political seating order was already set. Anyone who went back on their word would only be seen as breaking the rules.  When He Rui received the letter, he quickly recognized Li Runshi's progress from the signatures. He felt very relaxed. Setting the letter aside, he walked to the window and took a long stretch.  Looking at the vibrant garden outside, a thought suddenly occurred to him: he would likely be vacating No. 7 Renmin Road very soon. Although he felt no lingering attachment, the thought of moving was a bit of a hassle.  As for what to do in the future, He Rui now had a clear goal. Before China attacked North America, because there was a possibility of the U.S. directly yielding, He Rui hadn't been entirely certain about serving as the leader of the future United Nations.  Now that the United States had decided to fight to the end, the path forward was clear. Once the U.S. was thoroughly defeated and Europe liberated, the United Nations would transform from the organization of He Rui's original timeline—which was more about consultation and speech—into something like the U.S. federal government or the model of the Holy Roman Empire.  Whether the U.S. federal government or the Holy Roman Empire, their structures were composed of sovereign political entities. The future United Nations would be the same: a union of sovereign states possessing a degree of supra-national sovereignty. Therefore, there was no longer a need for the UN Secretary-General to come from a non-permanent member state; they should come from a permanent member.  He Rui serving as the first Secretary-General of the United Nations was the most suitable choice. Of course, the prerequisite was that China must defeat the U.S. and liberate Europe.  Actually, He Rui didn't care if some European countries and the United States didn't join the United Nations and instead organized their own little circles.  Thinking of those countries naturally becoming the fringe of the civilized world after not joining the future UN, and gradually declining due to their sought isolation, He Rui couldn't help but laugh aloud.  Hearing the laughter, his secretary hurried in. He saw He Rui in high spirits and in an excellent mood. The secretary couldn't help but guess that perhaps He Rui saw the issue of the successor finally being resolved, and that was why he was so happy.  Seeing that He Rui had no orders for him, the secretary closed the door and breathed a long sigh of relief outside.  In Chinese history, power transitions—especially between strategists like He Rui and Li Runshi—never had good outcomes. Between Li Yuan and Li Shimin, or the Jingnan Rebellion after Zhu Yuanzhang's death—it was always the same.  Even if it wasn't a transition between strategists, as long as it wasn't a mediocre one, whenever both the predecessor and successor had strong personalities, the transition would trigger intense upheaval. The history books were full of such accounts.  And the strength possessed by the Civilization Party, as the ruling party, was unprecedented in Chinese history. The talent within the party was like schools of fish crossing a river—every one of them having achieved great merit and possessing superb ability. If these people were to riot, it would surely cause a monumental disaster, potentially even leading to a civil war.  Now Li Runshi had finally settled the Politburo and established his leadership. Since He Rui was not a man with an obsession for power, this transition should satisfy him.  If the current Churchill cabinet knew the secretary's thoughts, they would likely be so envious they'd burst into curses. In the current British Parliament, the opposition parties only hurled insults at the Churchill cabinet, belittling them as worthless.  What frustrated the cabinet was that although the opposition parties cursed, they did not move to bring down the government. They simply let the Churchill cabinet face the reality of constantly losing land. The cabinet members knew very well that even if the government fell and the opposition took over, they would have no way to solve any problems.  Therefore, the opposition would likely maintain the status quo until the war ended. What they expected was to let the Churchill cabinet members bear all the responsibility after the war, so they could govern with a clean slate and escape all blame.  Compared to the change of government between Britain's ruling and opposition parties, China's power transition could indeed be described as great, glorious, and correct.  But Churchill truly had no solution. When the Royal Navy could no longer suppress the four seas, Britain was just an ordinary power. After the Chinese fleet captured Saint Helena, it continued to cruise northward. The He Rui government issued a succession of requests to visit South American countries.  According to intelligence gathered by the British intelligence system in South America, those nations had indeed politely declined the requests for Chinese fleet visits, but they generally believed that Anglo-American strength had suffered a major setback and was no longer sufficient to interfere in their internal affairs.  At this stage, the various South American governments decided to strengthen the level of diplomatic exchange with China, striving to understand China's attitude toward South America.  Previously, for their own interests, Britain and the U.S. had propped up many South American regimes. The stability of these regimes came from foreign support, rather than the government's own ability to master domestic politics. Given the setback to Anglo-American strength, signs of impending regime adjustments had appeared in many South American countries.  In British eyes, China had gained a massive opportunity. As long as China could reach an agreement with some of the internal forces in South American countries, they could bring pro-Chinese governments to power.  If that happened, the Allied nations on both sides of the North Atlantic would fall into complete isolation. Furthermore, China was attacking the Allied bloc from West to East, while the Soviet Union was attacking from East to West.  The doom of the West had reached a stage where it could be seen with the naked eye. But even as the Churchill cabinet saw this doom, they could only watch. This pain was like the torment of purgatory. 州。
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June 20th. In Khartoum, the capital of the British colony of Sudan, Stevenson, a secretary from the Governor-General's office, met with the Emperor of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie I. He said respectfully: "Your Majesty, we ask that you immediately proceed to the border between Ethiopia and Sudan. We have made the necessary contacts; the nobles and people loyal to you are ready to welcome you home."  Haile Selassie I looked at the British official, his heart filled with doubt. He had arrived in Khartoum from London six months ago, and while the British had been polite, they had shown no urgency in helping him return to Ethiopia. This sudden, desperate request meant something major must have changed.  "I heard that Chinese troops have already entered Addis Ababa," Haile Selassie I probed. He knew that the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) had entered Ethiopia at the invitation of the Committee for Unity and Cooperation to fight the Italian invaders. Although he didn't know the exact situation, he used this as a gambit.  Hearing this, Stevenson could no longer maintain his composure, and his face soured. He replied with difficulty: "Your Majesty, I do not know who is spreading such false rumors. I can assure you that Chinese troops have certainly *not* entered Addis Ababa!"  Haile Selassie I didn't actually know the truth, but he was certain the Italians had been defeated. Now that Britain and Italy were both members of the Allies—whose common enemy was China—Britain's haste to send him back was clearly intended to prevent China from gaining control of Ethiopia.  "Very well. When do we depart?" the Emperor asked. Though he knew the British were using him, he also did not want a communist nation like China controlling Ethiopia. Compared to Italy, China was undoubtedly far more powerful. Even if the Chinese didn't attack Ethiopia, many European nations could defeat Italy. But from the intelligence he had gathered, even the entire Allied bloc might not be a match for China.  The British escorted Haile Selassie I by train toward the border. About 100 kilometers from the frontier, a large number of troops appeared walking beside the tracks. Judging by their uniforms, they were Italian soldiers leaving the Ethiopian border.  Every one of the Italian soldiers looked dejected, marching listlessly under the scorching sun. Seeing his enemies in such a pathetic state, Haile Selassie I felt immense joy. Those damned Italians had finally suffered a shameful defeat.  But on second thought, he grew nervous. As far as he knew, communist nations opposed monarchies and supported the formation of "people's governments." He had to get back before the Chinese could put forward their own proxy in Ethiopia.  The Italian soldiers had no idea that the train passing them carried the very Emperor they had once been so desperate to capture. All the Italians could think about was reaching the next station, getting on a train, and heading for an Egyptian port to leave this godforsaken place as quickly as possible.  The defeat was so absolute that the Italian army had lost all will to fight. On the ground were the countless combined forces of the WPLA and local Ethiopian militias; above were Chinese fighters constantly bombing and strafing. The Italians had resisted for only two days before choosing to retreat. Not even Mussolini's direct orders could make them hold their ground.  The British, for their part, closely monitored the movement of the defeated Italians. They had required their allies to proactively disarm upon entering Sudan and kept a tight watch along the route, fearing the Italians might cause trouble.  For the first few days, the defeated Italians were extremely cooperative, much to the Britons' delight. Britain had originally planned for the Italians to retreat from the border to Alexandria on the Mediterranean in two weeks. However, during these days, the Italians did nothing but march day and night, aside from eating and sleeping.  Finding their equipment too heavy, the Italians followed the agreement and turned over all weapons and ammunition to the British for transport. Only a small guard force carried rifles, and officers carried pistols. The rest of the Italian soldiers marched empty-handed.  With a shortage of trains and ships, the Italians didn't wait for assistance. Instead, they marched north in neat columns, covering over 60 kilometers a day on foot.  By shedding their burdens, the entire army retreated rapidly. The rearguard was constantly moving north, significantly shortening the round-trip distance for trains and ships, thereby reducing transport time. Although rail and sea were the primary means of transport, over 10,000 defeated Italians managed to march 2,000 kilometers in just seven days to reach Alexandria. This average retreat speed of 300 kilometers per day shocked the British, leaving them wondering how an army capable of such marching could have been defeated so thoroughly.  However, the British had no time to analyze the Italians' speed. On June 29th, WPLA ground forces, supported by a powerful air force, attacked Port Sudan and captured this vital Red Sea port in a single day.  Port Sudan, built between 1906 and 1909, handled 95% of the country's exports and 90% of its imports, shipping cotton, gum arabic, peanuts, sesame, and livestock. It possessed large oil refineries and industries such as ship repair, cotton ginning, metalworking, and food processing. Due to the hot climate, the area was also a major producer of salt.  The British government had expected China to attack Khartoum—the political and economic center—first and hadn't expected the WPLA to seize the port instead. But looking back at the results, the British could understand: by taking Port Sudan, the WPLA effectively controlled most of the Red Sea and could even launch a direct sea-based assault on the Suez Canal.  The British garrison in Egypt was now in a state of total alarm. WPLA headquarters claimed to have six million troops, with an expeditionary force of 600,000 marching toward Egypt.  Assessments by the British government suggested the actual WPLA strength was only 1,536,000. The British in Egypt had no idea how the government experts had calculated such a precise number. Fortunately, the British commander in Egypt didn't care, as the British government's reputation in the colonies was at an all-time low. The colonial authorities generally felt they had been abandoned.  Currently, Britain had indeed sent five divisions of reinforcements, bringing their total strength in Egypt and Sudan to 300,000. Но how could 300,000 men stop a WPLA force of 600,000 marching north?  Just then, a rumor suddenly erupted in Cairo and the Suez Canal Zone: the Churchill government was going to order the scuttling of a large number of ships in the canal to completely block it and prevent the WPLA from passing through.  The most intense reaction to this news came from the Egyptian employees of the Canal Zone. Accompanying the news of the blockage was word that the Suez Canal Company would stop paying its Egyptian staff.  While a few Egyptian employees came from wealthy families and didn't worry about food, many more relied on their jobs with the Canal Company to support large families. Since China had taken control of the southern exits of the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea, wages had already been greatly reduced, with only a minimum payment provided. More importantly, the job itself provided a sense of security and status—it proved these employees held a higher position than other Egyptians.  Once they lost everything, the employees had nowhere to turn.  In this state of despair, a significant number of low-to-mid-level Egyptian employees in the Canal Zone received various invitations. The initiators were influential young radicals from Cairo and the Canal Zone. Previously, these employees with stable jobs would never have associated with such radicals. But now, even with their suspicions, most of those invited attended.  At the gatherings, these young radicals did not hide their views. Each asked the same question at their respective meetings: "If China liberates Egypt, shall we cooperate with them?"  This question did not trigger fierce nationalist sentiment. Among the educated classes of the Arabian Peninsula, cooperating with the strong was an understood choice—even a consensus. For thousands of years, various powers had marched through the region, and they had never been able to maintain independent status. Faced with this, the region had even developed methodologies for actively bringing in powerful external forces to be utilized by the locals to the greatest extent possible.  Because the Quran mentions China several times—including the famous saying "Seek knowledge even if it be in China"—the region maintained an awareness of China despite the lack of direct relations for many years.  Not only religious texts but cultural works also provided an awareness of China. A famous story from the *Thousand and One Nights*, "Aladdin's Lamp," is set in a city in Western China. Aladdin was Chinese. Many other stories in the collection share a Chinese background, reinforcing the people's recognition of China.  However, the Egyptians in the Canal Zone were educated and were not easily deceived. They asked, either directly or subtly: "What do we get?"  The young radicals answered without hesitation: "The Chinese have stated that Egypt can obtain complete independence. Furthermore, the Suez Canal will belong to Egypt. At that time, all of you will replace the expelled British and take over their positions!"  The Canal Zone employees were now essentially certain that China had infiltrated Egypt through various channels and that the young radicals before them had chosen to join the Chinese side. Reflecting on the news of the past two years—especially the fact that China had blockaded the Red Sea for the last six months—it was clear the British were no longer reliable.  The employees weren't sure if China would dominate the canal after driving out the British, but they felt it was better to have another friend and potentially hedge their bets.  Seeing they had moved the employees, the radicals proposed their plan. It was not complex: currently, there were no British ships in the southern canal; they were all moored in the north. Since the British intended to block the canal, it would be better to strike first. In coordination with Chinese air strikes, they would scuttle a large ship at the northern entrance of the Suez Canal.  Only in this way could they ensure the canal wouldn't be permanently blocked. Once China liberated Egypt, they could quickly clear the sunken vessel and restore traffic.  Even among Egyptians, there were various positions and judgments. By July 1st, the British had learned of this plan. Since it was wartime, they immediately moved to make arrests. But the young radicals had already gone into hiding, and British intelligence could not find them.  The British urgently contacted the nominal ruler of Egypt, the King of the Farouk Dynasty, asking the local power to arrest the radicals. Before any results could be reached, on July 2nd, the Chinese Air Force took off from airfields in Yemen and began a fierce bombardment of British warships at Port Said, the northern entrance of the canal.  Britain had deployed over 500 fighters in the Suez Canal region. As the first wave of Chinese attacks began, the British Air Force scrambled heroically to meet them. However, Chinese fighters taking off from Iraq soon arrived, quickly gaining numerical superiority.  The battle lasted less than two hours before China seized air superiority. They then launched a fierce assault on the British warships, which hadn't even finished raising steam. Trails of torpedoes cut through the water toward the ships. In the sky, J-10 fighters, using massive amounts of aluminum foil (chaff) for interference, flexibly penetrated the anti-aircraft nets the British had worked so hard to build. These pilots had participated in the great carrier battles of the Pacific; the British anti-aircraft fire appeared amateurish to them.  After breaking the nets, the J-10 pilots released their bombs from an altitude of only 100 meters, accurately hitting the British ships or blowing away shore-based anti-aircraft positions.  The bombardment lasted two hours. One by one, British warships were blown in two by ammunition magazine explosions or capsized outright. Once the British fleet was thoroughly sunk and the air force driven from the zone, Chinese heavy bombers arrived over the British Army units in the Canal Zone, dropping thousands of tons of bombs on command centers and barracks.  Although the nearby Egyptian crowds were terrified by the ferocity of the air strikes, their excitement at seeing the British garrison suffer such devastating blows from the sky outweighed their fear. More and more Egyptians gathered on high ground outside the battlefield to watch. Every bomb that exploded in a British camp triggered a round of cheers.  The bombing was only the beginning. On July 3rd, the WPLA landed on the Egyptian coast 50 kilometers from the Suez Canal and, under air cover, began outflanking the British defensive lines. The British Army launched a spirited counter-attack, but their bravery was met by the Chinese Air Force covering the infantry movement.  While the British Army considered itself more valiant and skilled than the Italians, they performed no better when faced with such intense aerial strikes. At least the Italians, seeing they couldn't win, rationally chose a rapid retreat. The British instead chose to retreat and hold, preparing to launch an attack after nightfall.  Night finally fell, and the British Army gathered its surviving Matilda tanks to attack the expected rear of the WPLA advance.  After they had driven 30 kilometers, they suddenly heard the sharp whistle of falling bombs. Moments later, the bombs exploded within the British infantry columns.  Some well-informed British officers immediately remembered that in the Pacific War, both China and the U.S. had used night-combat systems. These systems utilized several types of radar to accurately determine altitude, horizontal attitude, flight direction, and to search for enemy aircraft.  While this night-combat system didn't allow pilots the same efficiency as during the day, it provided a massive advantage for night bombing.  Realizing what kind of enemy they were fighting, the British commanders demanded that the overall commander stop the operation. If they continued, the British army would likely be the first to perish.  Meanwhile, the WPLA units continued to push forward through the night. The officers and soldiers of the black units, in particular, had great confidence in night operations. After a night of forced marching, the encirclement of the British was mostly complete. At dawn, the Chinese Air Force resumed its fierce attacks, while the WPLA infantry continued their advance despite their fatigue, striving to complete the movement.  From the sky, parachutes opened from time to time. When they landed, the WPLA soldiers obtained weapons, ammunition, food, and fresh water from the dropped crates.  The soldiers were parched; they immediately opened plastic jugs of fresh water and drank greedily. Many weren't satisfied with drinking and poured water into their helmets to wash their faces, brush their teeth, and even dump distilled water over their heads. This makeshift shower, though incomplete, made the soldiers feel much more comfortable and cleared their heads.  After a hearty meal, the units continued forward. They finally completed the encirclement before dusk.  The British Army did not attempt another night raid, but in the early hours of July 5th, they launched an attack on the encirclement with tanks leading the way.  Since their opponent had no armored units and consisted entirely of light infantry, the British commander had over a hundred Matilda tanks line up in a neat parallel formation and advance. Their tracks kicked up clouds of sand as a large number of infantry followed behind, launching an assault on the WPLA lines.  The Egyptian desert was quite flat, with no obstacles in sight. The tanks soon covered two kilometers and encountered a wide, shallow trench.  This was a delaying trench the WPLA soldiers had spent the night digging. The Matilda tanks were forced to slow down. As they crossed the trench and their fronts appeared in the sights of the infantry in the field trenches, the RPG-7s delivered via airdrop began to fire one after another.  In less than fifteen minutes, nearly a hundred Matilda tanks were destroyed. The remaining British tank crews had no idea what was destroying their allies, but they knew that continuing the charge would lead to no good end. Yet they did not retreat, for they had nowhere else to go.  For the past hundred years, Britain had relied on courage to win incredible victories time and again, so the remaining crews attacked with that same courage. Many tank commanders shouted: "We must not learn from the Italians!"  And so, the Italians who fled lived. The British tank units that attacked so bravely were entirely annihilated.  At that same moment, a large number of parachutes landed on the outskirts of Cairo. Twenty-five-year-old Captain Nasser led his hand-picked members of the Free Officers Movement as they received airdropped weapons and ammunition.  Once the 1,200 men were equipped, Nasser stood before them and shouted: "Long live Egypt!"  The soldiers were all young, and no further slogans were needed. Their young faces were set with determination as they echoed "Long live Egypt!" before striking toward the interior of Cairo according to plan.  These young officers had long understood that while Britain was Egypt's enemy, it was not the only one. Perched within Cairo was Egypt's greatest enemy: those damned traitors who called themselves a dynasty! 州。



★


Chapter 898: Colonial Great Linkage (5)

Volume 8 — Chapter 25

❧ ❧ ❧


The gunfire in Cairo was intense, though the actual "battle" was quite average. For every soldier of the Farouk Dynasty who fell in urban combat, ten or more would turn and flee.  All the great powers had their own military pension systems, and these systems were generally functioning. While the Farouk Dynasty also spoke of pensions, the soldiers didn't believe a word of it. Ordinary Egyptians took up arms to get a paycheck and a meal; for that meager wage, there was no reason to throw away their lives.  On July 5, 1943, after less than eight hours of "fierce fighting," Nasser's troops stormed the royal palace. They found only a few scavengers attempting to loot property; from the King down to his ministers, the Farouk government had long since vanished. Only the lingering scent of water-pipe tobacco in the private quarters and parlors remained.  That night, Nasser moved quickly to occupy key positions in Cairo and sent telegrams to garrison commanders throughout Egypt: "The Egyptian Revolutionary Government, on the basis of reclaiming the Suez Canal, will establish an independent Egyptian Republic with full sovereignty!"  Before receiving this telegram, military strongmen across Egypt had already learned of the Free Officers' uprising. Soon, they received intelligence that the King had fled Cairo and that most of the young officers in the Cairo military academies had joined Nasser.  The regional military bigwigs had no intention of letting these brash young upstarts take power. Some had already ordered their troops to prepare and contacted friendly colleagues, planning to find the fleeing King Farouk, bring him under control, and then march on Cairo to seize real power.  However, when Nasser's telegram arrived, these strongmen immediately became cautious. The condition Nasser set for the new state was "reclaiming the Suez Canal." The canal was the vital waterway between Asia and Europe; whoever controlled it possessed a powerful voice in the world. Even when the British propped up the puppet Farouk Dynasty and nominally handed most of Egypt over to them, they had kept the canal firmly under British control.  If Nasser truly could take back the canal, it meant he had not only joined the Chinese side but had gained their full support. The regional strongmen felt that if the British were being soundly beaten by China, they themselves certainly wouldn't be a match.  They immediately halted their plans to attack Cairo and instead dispatched envoys to Nasser to communicate.  The bigwigs within Cairo also received the news. Some were skeptical, while others sent messengers to probe how much credibility Nasser's telegrams and public announcements actually held.  By this time, Nasser was repeatedly emphasizing to the officers gathered around him: "I, Nasser, can surely reclaim the Suez Canal!"  Aside from those who had followed him from the beginning, the other young officers were also somewhat skeptical. Reclaiming the Suez Canal was a claim so monumental in Egypt that few even dared to boast of it. Seeing Nasser's resolute expression, even the wavering officers couldn't help but think he truly had Chinese backing.  To these vacillating officers, as long as the canal could be recovered, Egypt's reliance on China didn't represent a sell-out of sovereignty; rather, it meant Egypt had latched onto a powerful "thigh."  Clinging to one of the world's strongest thighs—China—was not a negative for Nasser; it was a major positive!  After pacifying the officers, Nasser finally had time to rest. A twenty-five-year-old could easily go a day or two without sleep. Wearing his uniform, Nasser leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.  Although he appeared unfailingly resolute before those outside his faction, Nasser was internally quite anxious when alone. He had indeed been in contact with WPLA (World People's Liberation Army) special envoys for over two years and had received their promises.  Nasser even knew that most people couldn't distinguish between the WPLA and China. The general view was that the WPLA was a subordinate of China, or even that the WPLA *was* the Chinese military.  The WPLA did indeed have very close ties with China, but the two were merely in the same camp at this stage. Nasser knew very well that a WPLA promise was not the same as a promise from the Chinese government.  While he was reflecting on potential betrayals, a comrade strode in. Nasser opened his eyes to see two men at the door. One was wearing a common Egyptian robe and possessed a dignified bearing—it was Ibrahim, the WPLA liaison.  As China's global influence had grown in recent years, some Egyptian intellectual youth had gone there to study, seeking a path for Egypt's liberation. With the establishment of the WPLA, most Egyptian youth willing to join the cause of liberation had signed up. Ibrahim Hashim was one of them.  Nasser hurried forward to embrace him. Initially, Nasser had felt some internal reservation toward Ibrahim because Hashim was a descendant of Muhammad and came from a noble Arab family. Although in this era, Arab nobility wasn't what it used to be, Nasser came from a common background and his radical thoughts made him look unfavorably upon the decaying nobility.  Beyond the issue of birth, Nasser himself was not fond of communism, while Ibrahim Hashim was a committed Communist. This added an ideological conflict.  But now, Nasser couldn't care about such things. Ibrahim's appearance meant Nasser could confirm the WPLA's promises. What Nasser needed most right now was a clear commitment and firm support.  After the embrace, Nasser asked: "My brother Ibrahim, what kind of surprise have you brought me this time?"  "No surprise," Ibrahim replied with a smile.  Nasser's face changed slightly at this, and his smile vanished. He had imagined that at his most vulnerable moment, China and the WPLA would surely make various demands to constrain him. The British and the Egyptians all played politics this way; Nasser was prepared for it. He waited silently.  Ibrahim continued: "Congratulations on the success of the uprising. I have come to discuss with the Revolutionary Military Government how to implement the items we discussed previously."  Nasser's mood soared from the depths to the heights. Ibrahim might be from a noble family and a Communist—two things Nasser disliked—but in their dealings, Ibrahim's style was different from other Arabs. He never joked at work; in fact, he was so precise and methodical that he didn't seem like an Arab at all.  As Nasser expected, every topic Ibrahim raised went straight to the heart of the matter: how to establish a provisional government, how to organize military units, and how to prevent the organization from being eroded by old forces, ensuring the fruits of the revolution weren't usurped.  Initially, Nasser patiently described his preparations. But at this stage, he had only 1,200 truly usable troops. There were 214 newly joined officers whose lists were still being compiled. Those new officers could supposedly lead between 2,400 and 4,000 soldiers, but their names hadn't been recorded yet either. Other work hadn't even begun.  So Nasser simply stopped discussing those details and asked bluntly: "My brother Ibrahim, when will China announce its recognition of Egypt's reclamation of the Suez Canal?"  "The WPLA will announce tomorrow that it recognizes the Suez Canal should belong to Egypt. The day after, the Chinese government will also recognize it," Ibrahim Hashim replied calmly.  Nasser and the comrades of the revolutionary government beside him all breathed a sigh of relief. Their force of 1,200 was insufficient to control Egypt; the reason the various factions currently dared not move was entirely due to "pulling the tiger's skin to make a banner"—by creating an image of Nasser representing Chinese interests, they had successfully bluffed the regional forces. Ibrahim's assurance of support by tomorrow meant Nasser's influence was secured.  With this promise, Nasser immediately proposed a thought in line with Egyptian tradition: "Where does the WPLA intend to station troops in Egypt?"  If a Chinese person were to ask a foreign power where they wanted to station troops in China, they would be tried as a traitor. In Egypt, only a truly capable politician could ask such a question.  Ibrahim produced a map and pointed to several locations at both ends of the canal and west of Alexandria. As Nasser reflected, Ibrahim explained: "The WPLA does not intend to further expand the Mediterranean theater at this stage. Our main strength will be committed to the offensive pushing north from Southern Africa."  Having said that, Ibrahim asked Nasser: "Do you have any thoughts on this?"  Nasser instinctively felt this was to his advantage. If the Chinese military used Egypt as a base for an offensive against Europe, they would inevitably strengthen their control over Egypt. At that point, Nasser might become Egypt's representative, but it was also possible that someone more powerful would replace him.  If China didn't expand the war for now, Nasser could use the WPLA to solidify his own strength.  Of course, there were risks. Someone in Egypt would surely want to become a Chinese proxy. To say Nasser wasn't afraid would be a joke. But Nasser believed that as long as he controlled the Suez Canal, he could unite the administrative clerks within the Egyptian system around him. These people were decent in number and ability and could quickly get the Cairo region running for him.  Cairo was the heart of Egypt; by mastering it, Nasser could compete with other regional forces.  In their discussions and planning, the morning of July 6th arrived unknowingly.  By this time, the WPLA had completely surrounded the five British divisions in the Canal Zone. As in previous battles, the side with the powerful air force—the Chinese—had won. Even though the units had carried only light weapons during their rapid movement, airdrops had provided the infantry with enough weapons to destroy British armored units.  Even if the WPLA soldiers had only mastered the basics of Chinese light infantry tactics, it was enough to crush the British attacks. Furthermore, over fifty Type 59 tanks had already been unloaded at the WPLA landing site and were heading for the northern end of the canal to handle any British counter-attacks.  More tanks and APCs were landing. By July 9th at the latest, they could deliver a killing blow to the encircled British and ensure the WPLA didn't suffer excessive losses in the battle of annihilation.  At 10:00 AM local time on July 6th, WPLA headquarters issued a telegram informing the world: the WPLA supports the Egyptian people in reclaiming the Suez Canal and considers ownership of the canal to belong to the Egyptian people.  The Churchill cabinet and the Roosevelt government took it relatively well. After all, the focus for the U.S. and Britain was now North America and Western Africa. Once China occupied Egypt, the ones first in the line of fire were Southern and Eastern Europe, along with Turkey.  The news of China occupying Egypt had a far greater impact on the German and Soviet governments than on the U.S. or Britain. The CPSU Politburo felt terrible; if China seized the Suez Canal, they could head straight for the Black Sea.  The Soviet Union had an outlet on the Black Sea; looking at the map, another transportation line was about to be opened between China and the USSR. From a geopolitical perspective, China was about to enter the Eastern European region that the Soviets sought to control. From now on, the pressure the Soviet Union had to bear became even greater.  But the Soviet battlefield situation was poor. After the winter of 1942, the German army had begun its summer offensive. The Soviets had hoped to recapture Stalingrad during the winter but had failed. Now they could only maintain the Volga line to prevent the Germans from cutting the transport routes between the USSR and the Baku oil fields. This meant the Soviet Union had no strength to spare for Eastern Europe.  China, however, could strike into Eastern Europe. And now there was Hungary, which shared blood ties with China. If China truly broke through the Black Sea straits and entered Bulgaria and Romania, Hungary might just dare to turn on Nazi Germany.  While China entering Hungary would mean a massive increase in pressure on Germany—allowing the Soviets to counter-attack—the Soviet plan to enter Eastern Europe would be thoroughly shattered.  Compared to the Soviet Union, the pressure on the German high command was even greater. China and the USSR were in an anti-fascist alliance—a war alliance against Germany and Italy. China seizing Eastern Europe at most meant the Soviet plan for a Western European buffer zone failed. But Germany would have to face a combined assault from both China and the USSR.  Hitler was in a state of high agitation. Inside the Wolf's Lair, he shouted at his marshals, declaring that he would make the Chinese know the strength of Germanic warriors and make China re-experience the "glory" of the German army during the Boxer Rebellion.  But after all the shouting, Hitler made no substantive decision to deploy troops to the Mediterranean. When Field Marshal Keitel relayed Mussolini's request for German reinforcements, Hitler replied unpleasantly: "Tell Mussolini that I have already allowed Italian units to leave the Soviet Union and return to Italy; that has already affected the war in the East."  Keitel, who had no fondness for the Italians, continued to relay the requests professionally. "Führer, Italy requests that we provide more weapons."  Hitler's expression soured further. "We have already provided so much machinery and equipment. I believe the Italians are capable of using that equipment to enhance their own combat capacity."  This wasn't just an excuse. After the Battle for Western Europe ended, Nazi Germany had looted a vast amount of machinery from France as reparations. This had been planned before the war; Germany had originally thought French equipment wouldn't be as good as their own and that since they had already invested heavily in domestic industry, they didn't lack machinery. The real reason for the looting was to weaken French production so that the resulting market scarcity could be filled by German goods.  This was an economic solution to warfare: the purpose was to eliminate "overcapacity" and balance supply and demand. The French market was vital to Germany. Therefore, the looted equipment might have just been destroyed.  But after defeating France, the Germans discovered that the Chinese equipment used in France was of high precision and quality. Germany could replace its own machines with Chinese ones to produce higher-quality components, so the looting became very important.  After a massive round of looting, enterprises in Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia were all using Chinese equipment. To win over allies, Germany gave a large amount of the replaced equipment to members of its bloc; even Italy received quite a bit. Feedback gathered by Germany showed that industrial capacity in Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Italy had all significantly improved after receiving these machines.  So when Italy requested aid, Hitler still hoped they could solve their own problems.  Marshal Keitel, having completed his task, said no more. Hitler had vented his emotions; with a left hand that trembled involuntarily, he removed his glasses and ordered the meeting room: "Meeting adjourned!"  As soon as the meeting ended, an adjutant came to report: "Führer, Heydrich reporting as ordered."  Hearing that his favored successor had arrived, Hitler felt much more relaxed and had him brought in. Soon, the handsome Heydrich appeared before Hitler, led by the adjutant. Upon seeing Hitler, Heydrich immediately raised his right arm in salute. "Heil Hitler!"  Hitler had Heydrich sit across from him and asked about the situation in Poland. Heydrich brought nothing but good news. Through his efforts over the past two years, the local economic order in Poland had improved comprehensively, and the efficiency of human labor in the region had greatly increased.  Currently, supply levels had increased by 43%. Most notably, a large number of Polish engineers and laborers had been used to convert over 4,000 kilometers of railway within the Soviet Union. Trains departing from Germany could now reach 700 kilometers into Soviet territory without changing. Furthermore, a communication system surrounding material transport had been completed, and rail transport efficiency had more than doubled.  Every time he spoke with Heydrich, Hitler felt very reassured and happy. As a successor, Heydrich's ability was beyond doubt; while generals and bureaucrats only knew how to demand supplies and complain, Heydrich was constantly solving problems and pushing Germany forward.  Perhaps because he was relaxed, Hitler couldn't help but pour out his grievances to Heydrich. "Heydrich, to this day I still do not understand one thing. Why does He Rui hate Germany so much? Why does he hate me? For more than a decade, he has been targeting us. This obsession has reached a pathological level.  "We in Germany are not a colonial power; we would even welcome the overthrow of colonialism! Yet He Rui still targets us. Is he mad?"  Although Heydrich had his own views, he replied firmly: "Führer, He Rui is a madman. It is the great responsibility of the Third Reich to use all its strength to eliminate this madman for the sake of the world!"  Hitler gave a bitter smile at this and finally nodded. 州。
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Heydrich's report on Poland caused Hitler's unease to subside somewhat. After Heydrich left, Hitler once again turned his attention to the map of Europe. Since the map only covered the regions he intended to occupy, the detestable Chinese sphere of influence did not appear on it.  The Soviet Union's three major cities—Saint Petersburg (Leningrad) and Moscow—were within the German army's offensive range. Stalingrad was already under German control. In the summer offensive launched in 1943, Manstein had been appointed commander of Army Group North, which had already advanced to within 120 kilometers of Saint Petersburg.  Army Group Center was commanded by Field Marshal von Bock. On this front, where both the Soviets and Germans had committed massive forces, the Red Army was suffering constant defeats.  The southern front was commanded by Colonel General Paulus. Initially, Hitler had believed that after taking Stalingrad, they could strike south in one move to seize the Baku oil fields. However, reality had taught Hitler that he had been too presumptuous. Even when Reichenau was alive, the Red Army had not collapsed after the fall of Stalingrad but instead continued to organize resistance based on the terrain.  Although extremely unwilling, Hitler had to admit that the plan to sweep through the southern Soviet Union had to be postponed. Thus, Paulus—calm, composed, thoughtful, and strategically minded—was demonstrating excellent combat capability on the southern front.  Stalin remained desperate to retake Stalingrad and was launching constant counter-attacks. The Army Group South under Paulus met these challenges calmly, repeatedly crushing the Red Army's counter-offensives at a low cost, achieving high casualty ratios and continuously wearing down the Soviet forces.  If one were to look only at the war between Germany and the Soviet Union, the German army was likely to win in 1943. But viewed from a global perspective, it was a different story.  The Chinese military had already compressed the Allies into North America, Western Europe, and Western Africa, and was continuing to shrink their controlled zones. If China's progress continued at this rate, the Allies would likely be confined to North America and Western Europe by the end of 1943.  Hitler believed there was only one way to break this situation: for Germany to thoroughly defeat the Soviet Union and take control of its European portion.  "Call Ribbentrop," Hitler ordered.  Soon, Nazi Germany's Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, appeared before Hitler. Hitler asked: "Ribbentrop, how do you think the Allies should respond to the current situation?"  Ribbentrop immediately stood straight and replied: "We should start with the enemy's weakest link. The Soviet Union is the weakest link. The Allies should tilt their resources toward Germany to help us drive the Soviets east of the Urals in '43. Germany could then swing its armies south, rendering China unable to attack Europe. This would solve the Allies' predicament."  Hitler had always appreciated Ribbentrop's strategic intuition. Seeing that Ribbentrop's views aligned with his own, Hitler immediately told him: "I want you to visit the United States and explain Germany's strategic thinking to the Roosevelt government."  Ribbentrop replied at once: "I will do everything in my power to persuade them."  This was not Ribbentrop merely flattering Hitler. To date, Germany's war supply situation was decent. The United States possessed vast resources and was selling large amounts of raw materials and supplies to the Allies. The German economy, having purchased these supplies, was running quite well and achieving significant success in the war against the USSR.  Ribbentrop was very clear about his goal: to get the United States to sell even more supplies to satisfy Germany's full-scale offensive in 1943.  On July 13th, Ribbentrop arrived in Washington. Secretary of State Hull met him at the airport. As the car passed through the streets of Washington, Ribbentrop instinctively felt a sense of depression in the air.  At this time, China and the U.S. were engaged in fierce combat on the North American west coast. Washington, being on the East Coast and thousands of kilometers away, shouldn't have been so affected in theory. But Ribbentrop had personally seen the changes in German cities before, during, and after the outbreak of war. Having remained at the center of Nazi power, he had access to a vast amount of high-level information. The subtle phenomena he had seen in German cities were now appearing in the American capital.  From the street scenes visible outside the car window, the number of young men of military age was noticeably low. Middle-aged workers over 40 had become the primary social workforce. As in Germany, the number of female workers in uniforms was clearly increasing, and these women formed their own groups when traveling, making them particularly conspicuous.  With the experience of the 1942 winter defensive battles, the German army believed they could continue to deal heavy blows to the Soviets in winter. The German high command was prepared for a total mobilization in 1943, expanding the army to 11 million men. This had led to a massive labor gap in Germany, which naturally had to be filled by women.  To maintain social stability, the husbands at the front had to be convinced that their wives-turned-workers would not be unfaithful. Female workers had to be organized into internal organizations that kept men away.  The Nazi government had long ago organized social groups like the Women's League, which were functioning well. On the streets of Washington, Ribbentrop also saw posters for similar organizations.  In addition to posters for women's organizations and U.S. military recruitment, Ribbentrop saw posters for nurse recruitment—all quite new. It was evident that American war losses had reached a point where existing medical personnel were insufficient. The U.S. government was forced to "embrace the Buddha's feet" and conduct emergency recruitment.  Secretary of State Hull could likely guess the purpose of the Nazi German mission. Sure enough, soon after arriving at his hotel, Ribbentrop held a meeting with Hull and proposed that the U.S. increase the supply of war resources to Germany.  The Roosevelt cabinet had already seriously discussed the current situation. Some believed Germany should break the stalemate to draw Chinese strength toward Europe. The German army was valiant; if they could strike into the Middle East and open an Asian front in reverse, it should consume Chinese power.  Therefore, Hull posed a question to Ribbentrop: "Mr. Minister, do you believe Germany is capable of occupying India?"  Ribbentrop did not answer immediately. Before his visit, he and Foreign Office staff had analyzed potential questions. Hull's question was among them. Ribbentrop believed that among the senior German generals, the one with the most strategic vision was Manstein. Thus, through Hitler, a portion of the war-related questions had been given to Manstein for his answers, to serve as a reference for this diplomatic mission.  Manstein believed that Germany might be able to occupy the western part of India, but doing so would be useless. Never mind western India—even occupying the entire subcontinent would not shake China's strategy.  Seeing that Hull had no other questions for the moment, Ribbentrop replied: "Does the United States believe that China's strategic core is controlling colonies?"  This response gave Hull some pause. The U.S. Joint Chiefs had also analyzed and judged the prospect of supporting Germany. Douglas MacArthur, who was now effectively in a leadership role within the Joint Chiefs, had stated: "The greatest threat to the Allies comes from the sea. As long as the Chinese Navy continues to possess such a massive advantage, even losing India won't stop China from maintaining its current offensive.  "If we want to truly turn the tide, the fundamental requirement is to get the Soviet Union to choose neutrality. As long as the USSR is neutral, China, even if it doesn't commit a vast army to guard against the Soviets, will have to maintain the current scale of the war alone. At that time, several million elite German troops could exert their combat power in Southern Europe."  From a strategic perspective, Hull agreed with MacArthur. But at this stage, to get the Soviet Union to be neutral, Germany would have to make massive concessions. And for Germany to make such concessions, the United States would have to pay a massive price. Hull very much wanted to complete this task but found his own ability seemingly insufficient.  But the situation being what it was, Hull had to put forward the American view: "If the Soviet Union agreed to withdraw from the war, what would Germany want in return?"  Hearing this question, Ribbentrop's admiration for Manstein increased further. To date, Manstein differed from other senior German generals in that he dared to voice his own thoughts.  In that questionnaire, Manstein had provided an answer to the question "How to respond to the Chinese offensive": force the Soviet Union out of the war so the German army would have the capacity to deal with the Chinese.  To achieve this goal, Manstein believed a two-pronged approach was best: capture Saint Petersburg and Moscow, dealing a crushing blow to the Red Army in the process, then force the USSR out of the war by establishing buffer states to resolve the threat to Germany's east.  Once the Soviet Union withdrew, a weakened USSR would likely become a target for China. The Soviet Union joining the Allied camp would undoubtedly be a major boon for the Allies.  Even if the He Rui government possessed enough strategic resolve to refrain from attacking the USSR, the Soviet Union could not possibly become an assistant to China in the short term. At that point, the strength gap between the Allies and China would narrow significantly, rendering a two-front China no longer so overwhelmingly advantaged.  As for Germany, it could fully integrate the resources of Northern and Central Europe to prepare for the subsequent war with China.  With the logic provided by the strategist Manstein, Ribbentrop believed he understood Hull's view and asked with a skeptical tone and expression: "Does the United States already have some agreement with the Soviet Union?"  As a member of the Allies, a private U.S. agreement with the USSR would be a scandal. Hull immediately denied it: "The United States has no agreement with the Soviet Union."  However, given the current state of the war, the Roosevelt government had to push the situation in a direction favorable to the U.S. Hull continued: "The United States still believes it is necessary to unite the white world to meet the current crisis."  "Germany is very much looking forward to the white world uniting. But German interests cannot be sacrificed for the sake of that unity."  "And what does Germany consider its interests to be at this stage?"  "Germany needs a supply of raw materials. Simultaneously, Germany needs security in the East. If Germany cannot obtain security in the East through diplomacy, Germany must ensure it for itself." Ribbentrop's voice was loud, and his expression and tone were severe.  Secretary Hull, however, felt his mood brighten instantly. For in the logic provided by the Joint Chiefs, they had also identified Germany's needs. If Germany's goal was to ensure security in the East, the American side believed there was still room for negotiation with the Soviet Union.  The worst-case scenario at present was Germany wanting to occupy Soviet territory with the current front line as the new border. As long as Germany agreed to retreat to the pre-war lines, the U.S. would have space to communicate with the USSR.  After all, although the U.S. Embassy had been withdrawn from the Soviet Union, the U.S. had still not declared war on them. There was still room for negotiation.  After a few more exchanges, Ribbentrop was extremely firm in other areas, besides expressing that Germany had not closed the door to peace with the Soviets.  Seeing no immediate progress in the talks, Hull rose to take his leave. "Please rest well, Minister Ribbentrop. We will arrange further meetings as soon as possible."  Soon, Hull went to see Roosevelt and informed him of the meeting's content. Roosevelt pondered for a long time after hearing it, then posed a question to Hull: "Is Ribbentrop truly not the madman of legend?"  Hull knew this question was vital. Ribbentrop had a terrible reputation in the Western world, considered a man full of lies who excelled at deceiving Western nations—and a fanatical Nazi racist to boot.  If it were confirmed that Ribbentrop was not a madman, it meant he had to be treated like a rational, normal person. In that case, the United States would have to engage in serious discussion with him to arrive at a solution favorable to the Allies, and especially to the U.S.  Hull finally replied with difficulty: "Perhaps Ribbentrop himself is not truly a madman. It is just that his ideology is too insane."  This answer kicked the ball back to Roosevelt. Roosevelt understood Hull's meaning: believing Ribbentrop was not the same as believing Nazi Germany. Even if Ribbentrop were persuaded, there were many more true madmen on the Nazi side, and what those Nazi fanatics might do was something the U.S. could not be certain of.  Yet Roosevelt also faced an extremely difficult situation. Convincing the Soviet Union to withdraw from the war would be incredibly hard; if Stalin still wanted to salvage his sunk costs, the USSR could choose to follow China and continue the war. Over the past nearly 30 years, He Rui's ability to grasp grand strategy had left a deep impression on Roosevelt.  In terms of self-restraint, patience, and waiting for opportunity, He Rui was more cunning and resilient than a 70-year-old veteran politician. In meeting the reasonable demands of allies, He Rui possessed the generosity and bottom line of a 50-year-old statesman. And in seizing strategic opportunities, He Rui had the sharpness, delicacy, and forward-momentum of a 30-year-old.  America's current windows of opportunity were few, and they could not afford any delay, for the war on the North American west coast was raging with extreme ferocity. Roosevelt intuitively sensed a massive crisis.  Roosevelt couldn't help but vent to Hull: "Hull, I feel the Chinese have become madmen under excessive stimulation. But I must say, perhaps during the Boxer Rebellion, the Western world was too arrogant. That arrogance undoubtedly convinced the Chinese people that the West was hostile toward them. That is how He Rui was able to convince his people that only by thoroughly defeating the Western world could China obtain true security."  Hull agreed wholeheartedly and sighed: "The Qing was a truly open and inclusive nation; under its rule, China was willing to reach a truly peaceful and stable relationship with the world. But Western politicians were short-sighted and greedy; for their own political gain, they proposed many foolish conditions, creating a misunderstanding among the Chinese people toward the West.  "Furthermore, afterward, the West did not recognize the terror of this misunderstanding. Although the insulting clauses were effectively canceled, they were not actively promoted in China, leading to a deepening of the misunderstanding. He Rui then fully exploited this.  "If the United States had proactively canceled the Chinese Exclusion Act instead of doing so under the political offensive launched by He Rui, the situation would be entirely different."  Roosevelt knew that was actually impossible. It was only in hindsight that the U.S. had clearly missed a vast number of opportunities—opportunities that would have allowed the U.S. to gain massive benefits through cooperation with China. But things had reached this point, and Roosevelt had no other way.  Nevertheless, Roosevelt made a request: "Hull, from now on, I will not inquire into your communications with China."  Hull was taken aback. He knew that Roosevelt was now truly thinking of exiting the war. 州。
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The Chief of Operations was peaceful and steady. In Dwight D. Eisenhower's dreams, the sounds of muffled thunder-like explosions and various whistles blended into one.  Eisenhower stood atop a peak, surrounded by a tide of American soldiers surging toward a Chinese-held height. Countless rockets roared like fire-dragons from artillery positions in the rear, turning the earth into a sea of fire.  Looking up at the sky, American and Chinese fighters darted back and forth like shuttles, spiraling and diving with sharp shrieks as they pursued one another.  At the center of this battlefield, Eisenhower felt a searing anxiety within his breast. As Chief of Operations, he wanted to command the fight, but he could find no path to victory. He could only hope that the American military could rely on its tenacious will to overwhelm the Chinese and win.  But the battle remained a stalemate, and Eisenhower could only wait for the moment the situation changed. Yet somehow, an intuition that filled him with panic arose: the development of the war would not go as he wished.  Just then, he felt someone behind him. Turning, he saw the Army Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Douglas MacArthur. MacArthur was composed, his corncob pipe between his teeth as he came to stand beside Eisenhower.  Eisenhower said something to him—as for exactly what, Eisenhower wasn't sure. After listening, MacArthur took a leisurely puff of smoke and spoke a single sentence. Hearing those words, Eisenhower felt as if he had been struck by lightning; his entire body jerked. In the next instant, he was awake.  As the boundary between dream and wakefulness still overlapped, the words he had heard in the dream suddenly returned to him through the haze: "You must be responsible for the current war situation!"  The memories of the dream rapidly faded from General Eisenhower's mind, and MacArthur's line almost vanished with them, but Eisenhower made a conscious effort to remember it. For he had finally found the reason that had been torturing him for two months.  As the U.S. Army Chief of Operations, Eisenhower *did* have to be responsible for the situation as it stood. The Anglo-American forces and the Chinese military had been in fierce combat since early May. By July 14th, the Chinese had occupied Alaska and Northwestern Canada and were using the region as a base for a full-scale push into Western Canada.  The United States had reached its mobilization peak, calling up over twenty million men. Canada had mobilized four million. Britain had transported 450,000 troops from the home islands.  Yet this combined force of 25 million had gained no advantage against the Chinese. Those Chinese soldiers were like demons from hell; they seemed never to rest, never to eat or drink, as they moved through the rugged mountains of the North American west coast. They engaged in brutal slaughter with the Anglo-American forces and won most of the mountain mobile battles.  Every day, the Allied forces suffered 20,000 to 30,000 casualties. According to internal U.S. statistics, the daily death toll exceeded 10,000. In two months, the Allies had lost 1.2 million men. At such a rate, in two and a half years, the 25 million Allied troops would be completely consumed.  And that was just paper calculation. Once the American elite were exhausted, the rate of loss in the later stages would be several times higher. The Allies couldn't last two and a half years.  As Chief of Operations, Eisenhower had to be responsible for this outcome!  Thus, he felt himself being tortured to the point of madness. He was now willing to do anything to obtain victory! Even if the price was going to hell after death, if it led to victory, Eisenhower would choose it without hesitation.  Meanwhile, in Oak Ridge, Albert Einstein scratched his messy hair and said to the thin, almost sickly-looking Harry Lloyd Hopkins: "We still need two months."  Hopkins himself was in poor health and had been frail since childhood. As Roosevelt's close friend and special envoy, he coughed a few times after hearing Einstein's answer. His already pale face turned even more ghastly, making his bright eyes stand out like twin ghost-fires against his pallor.  "Professor, you have already delayed the schedule for the nuclear test twice. Can you tell me the reason?" Hopkins's voice was raspy but heavy with pressure.  Einstein had never thought highly of the scientific literacy of officials, and he was even less impressed now. He thought for a while before answering: "The experimental data has not matched the calculated figures. We are searching for the problem; we can only conduct the test after it is resolved."  To the Italian-born scientist Dr. Enrico Fermi standing nearby, this was a scientist's answer. But as an Italian, Professor Fermi was many levels ahead of Einstein in the ways of the world. Seeing that this answer would inevitably trigger doubt from Hopkins, Fermi felt compelled to step in and help with the explanation. "Mr. Hopkins, with all our current efforts, we can only produce enough nuclear material for fewer than two bombs a year. I believe you have seen the reports on this."  Hopkins turned his gaze toward Fermi. Since Fermi's explanation followed a bureaucratic logic—that the progress of nuclear material production was not decided by Einstein but by the various manufacturing enterprises—Hopkins had no immediate questions. Since the U.S. government managed those companies directly, he accepted the point.  Nodding, Hopkins asked: "And then?"  Seeing they had a basic consensus, Fermi continued: "Do you believe that after a nuclear test, if it is not successful, a significant portion of the failed nuclear material can be recovered?"  Einstein was taken aback by this. It took him considerable effort to realize that the officials didn't understand how much nuclear material a test actually consumed.  Hopkins, too, had spotted a point he hadn't considered and pressed: "Is that not the case?"  Seeing the misunderstanding had been identified, Fermi hurriedly explained. The basic engineering principle of the American-designed bomb was to use HMX (C4 explosive) to drive multiple blocks of uranium—each small enough not to reach a self-sustaining chain reaction—together into a single mass that exceeded the critical limit under high temperature and pressure.  Simultaneously, a neutron generator would fire "slow neutrons" into this large mass of material, triggering the fission of the uranium. The fission would release new neutrons, which would trigger further fission in other uranium atoms, creating a chain reaction. Ultimately, the weapon would explode, releasing massive energy.  Having explained this, Fermi could see from Hopkins's expression that he understood: regardless of success or failure, there was no possibility of recovering the uranium from a failed test.  Nevertheless, Professor Fermi gave the answer in the clearest possible language: "Therefore, recovery of the uranium is impossible. To ensure success, the result of every step of our testing must match the calculations before we can proceed to the next phase. Only when all pre-test data matches the pre-calculated figures can the final weapon succeed."  Hopkins now understood that the scientists were indeed working diligently, yet he was still disappointed. For the war had reached a critical moment where a weapon of such massive lethality as the atomic bomb was required to deal China a staggering blow.  Before the Chinese landed in North America, the U.S. military believed that as long as the Allies launched an all-out counter-offensive, no matter how tenacious the Chinese were, they could not secure a foothold in Vancouver.  However, reality proved the U.S. military had overestimated itself. The tenacity of the Chinese exceeded their imagination, and the level of Chinese weaponry exceeded it even further.  Besides the Air Force, which had long been proven world-leading, the Chinese Army used rockets of varying ranges—some 100 kilometers, some 20 kilometers. Regardless of type, they constantly frustrated American offensive efforts with jaw-dropping precision, inflicting massive losses.  Several times, the U.S. military had launched death-defying charges. Overwhelming American positions were covered by precise volleys from Chinese rocket launchers; in two hours, American KIA exceeded 20,000, with 30,000 wounded. An entire corps was wiped out before even engaging the Chinese face-to-face.  This had happened not once or twice, but five times. To the point where the U.S. Army could no longer formulate plans for massed group assaults.  After the operational density was reduced, the U.S. military still failed to achieve a breakthrough. China's level of mountain warfare far surpassed that of the Americans; basically every U.S. offensive was thwarted, while most Chinese offensives achieved their objectives.  As the war stood, China's controlled zone in Canada had pushed over 200 kilometers eastward, and they were on the verge of breaking through the Canadian portion of the Rockies. Once China built a transportation line across the Rocky Mountains, the U.S. military would no longer be able to restrict the deployment of Chinese forces in North America. Such a result would be catastrophic.  The American high command realized that besides causing widespread destruction, nuclear weapons could deal a massive shock to China—undoubtedly the most effective of the few means available to stop the Chinese advance.  While some believed China already possessed nuclear weapons, this was not important to the U.S., for Hopkins believed that once the U.S. used nuclear weapons, it could negotiate with China and seek an honorable way to exit the war.  If the Chinese military were allowed to continue their unscrupulous advance at this stage, the United States could only keep fighting until it could fight no more—until confidence was lost and national cohesion was utterly destroyed.  The Einstein before him seemed unable to understand this. Hopkins turned back to Dr. Fermi, who clearly did. "Professor, can you confirm that you can deliver on your promise in two months?"  Professor Fermi could indeed understand the government's pressure, but science was science; the movement of atoms followed its own laws and would not differ one bit whether facing civilians or officials. Fermi even internally believed that even before God, atoms would follow their own laws.  However, as an Italian with 3,000 years of civilization behind him, Fermi replied with a level of tact far exceeding Einstein's: "I believe that in two months, we will certainly be able to give you a satisfactory answer."  Einstein blinked in confusion; he didn't quite understand why Hopkins wanted a result while Fermi was giving him an "answer." But through his dealings with officials, Einstein had gained some experience: officials needed an *answer*. Although he still couldn't fathom why that answer was so important to them.  Out of a well-intentioned desire to soothe Roosevelt's special envoy, Einstein spoke: "Mr. Hopkins, the lifestyle of the Chinese is difficult to understand; their environment is filthy, their reactions slow. Chinese children are listless and dull-witted. This is an industrious but numb race; the Chinese are like a flock of sheep, like machines rather than humans, lacking thought and mathematical talent. Therefore, I do not believe China can possibly surpass us in the progress of nuclear weapons development."  Hopkins had intended to take Fermi's answer back to Roosevelt, but hearing Einstein speak this way, a surge of fury erupted in his heart. He had been to the front and witnessed the combat personally. He had seen the oceans of hospital beds filled with wounded in the rear.  In terms of creativity in war technology, the Chinese were far from numb; instead, they were filled with a terrifying imagination.  As for the papers He Rui had written on politics, economics, and military affairs—Hopkins had read them all. Their thoughtfulness and logic were undoubtedly the level only a true philosopher could reach.  But Einstein's tone and expression were filled with goodwill, and after all, Einstein was on the American side and working with all his might for the country. Hopkins finally suppressed the urge to burst into curses. He stood up, put on his hat, and as he reached the door, he turned back to Einstein. "Mr. Einstein, I feel that what you just said is identical to the propaganda of the Nazi German Ministry of Information."  With that, Hopkins turned and pushed through the door, leaving the two stunned professors standing in place.  The Rocky Mountains form the backbone of the North American Cordillera, composed of many smaller ranges. Known as the "spine" of North America, the main chain stretches from British Columbia, Canada, to New Mexico in the Southwestern United States, over 4,800 kilometers north-to-south, vast and lacking vegetation. Its name is derived from an Indian tribal name. The towering Rockies undulate for thousands of kilometers; the entire system consists of numerous sub-ranges, 39 of which are named. Except for the St. Lawrence, almost all major North American rivers originate in the Rockies, making it the continent's major watershed.  At this time, the newly appointed Chinese North American Theater Commander, Marshal Hu Xiushan, was quietly gazing eastward from a mountain peak 200 kilometers east of Prince Rupert. This was the highest peak of the Rockies at this latitude. The Chinese military had captured it two days ago and begun setting up a radar station.  Due to the lack of time to dig bunkers, the radar vehicles were hidden in concealed spots on the peak. Engineers were busy erecting antennas and radio-wave transmitters, connecting them to the vehicles with thick cables.  "To see a thousand miles, ascend another floor." The same applied to radar. The higher the altitude, the greater the direct detection range, allowing the Air Force to react more quickly.  While the U.S. military feared the Chinese offensive, Hu Xiushan was not complacent. The Anglo-Americans were not incompetent; they had demonstrated the level a first-class global power should possess in the production and manufacturing of jet fighters. Even though China had built some airfields in North America and the fighters contesting air superiority no longer relied entirely on Naval Aviation, China still had not gained air superiority.  He Rui had proposed the concept of air-to-air missiles, and Chinese technical departments were working desperately on them. But the technology was too far ahead of its time; it was still in the R&D stage with no prototypes yet. Thus, the current air war still relied on machine guns and autocannons. In the mode of aerial dogfighting, the Chinese Air Force was engaged in a brutal war of attrition with the Allies—killing a thousand enemies while losing eight hundred of its own.  The endless mountain ranges unfolded before Hu Xiushan. Usually a man of few words, he gazed at the scenery in silence, his mind coolly assessing the war.  In World War I, the Entente and the Central Powers had ten million killed and ten million wounded. If the war continued this way, the battle for North America would be no better.  Furthermore, while China's current progress was smooth, the geography and climate were not in their favor. Once the currently occupied regions entered winter, the mountains would be sealed by heavy snow, making transport extremely difficult. The truly viable window for operations was only from April to November each year.  Therefore, to smoothly break the stalemate, it depended on the WPLA successfully liberating Africa and pushing into Europe. Simultaneously, the Chinese Navy had to launch a fierce assault on the U.S. East Coast from the Atlantic.  At that point, the United States would transform from a nation shielded by two oceans into one fighting a two-front war. Because the central U.S. lacked water, it could only be an agricultural zone and could not support large-scale industry. American industry was concentrated on the West and East Coasts.  In other words, if the United States remained stubborn and fought to the end, China would have to begin bombing the industrial zones on both coasts, thoroughly destroying American industry to force a surrender.  As a soldier, Hu Xiushan didn't mind doing so. But having followed He Rui for so long, he knew that doing so would inevitably trigger immense hatred toward China in the U.S.—hatred that would take many years to resolve.  As a member of the Chinese leadership, Hu Xiushan hoped for a more favorable solution. But he found his own level insufficient for such thinking. For when he put himself in the position of the U.S., he naturally felt they *had* to fight to the end. At the very least, Hu Xiushan, acting as an American, could find no reason *not* to continue the struggle.  *Chairman, hurry up and give us the next plan,* Hu Xiushan thought expectantly. 州。



★


Chapter 901: Fighting for White Supremacy? (2)

Volume 8 — Chapter 28

❧ ❧ ❧


Mention Miami to an American, and they would think of sunshine, beaches, palms, coconuts, and a sweltering climate. Some would also recall the posters plastered across cities in every state before the Great Depression.  In that era of decadence before 1928, Miami was at the peak of a real estate speculative frenzy. Countless Americans, believing the future would only get better, hoped to save enough money to spend their twilight years in Miami.  Driving through the outskirts of Miami, one could see rows of wooden buildings neatly arranged along the roads. Most were small—some only about ten square meters—barely livable "snail dwellings" rather than proper houses.  The vast majority of these structures were now rotting away from neglect, victim to the humid climate and termite infestation. Some had collapsed during the passage of hurricanes over the years. The sight of these ruins stretching beyond the horizon was enough to remind one of just how crazed that era of speculating on housing, land, and every possible asset had been.  A car carrying Representative Flamenco, a Miami native, stopped before a residence in the city's outskirts. A butler came out and greeted him in Spanish.  The house used a reinforced concrete frame and masonry walls, rare in the United States. Compared to the flimsy wooden houses nearby, it felt heavy and imposing. Entering the lobby, the floor was laid with white marble, the joints filled with metal thread, lending it an air of noble elegance. These building materials prevented the faint smell of decay found in wooden houses, and combined with the fragrance of fresh flowers used for decoration, they proclaimed the status of the owner.  The master of the house was a retired director of the Rockefeller group, Hoffman Schmidt, who was also Representative Flamenco's financial backer. The old man descended from the second floor, greeted Flamenco in somewhat clumsy Spanish, and the two entered the parlor.  The parlor featured floor-to-ceiling windows, the same marble floors, and furniture made of black walnut—bright and elegant. It gave Flamenco an impulse to own such a house himself.  But such thoughts were best kept as fantasies. Flamenco was only a junior Representative. Given the current economic situation and the presence of more powerful colleagues, he would have to personally sponsor five to eight major House bills through corruption to afford such a mansion.  Even if he did earn that much, Flamenco didn't want a house in Miami anymore. Property taxes on concrete-frame houses were much higher than on wooden ones, and the maintenance costs for a beachfront property were astronomical. Furthermore, the reason so many people ultimately didn't live in Miami was that the local language was Spanish, not English. Despite being in the U.S., there was a language barrier. This had hindered local industrial development, as few major enterprises were willing to invest in Miami.  Flamenco hoped to move his family to New York once he had the money. New York was where the money flowed in America; as a retired Representative, he could surely enter the right circles and make a fortune. Even if he didn't make big money, he would be closer to Washington, the center of American politics.  Mr. Schmidt entertained Flamenco with rich South American coffee while servants set up a projector. Flamenco noticed Schmidt dismiss the servants and personally draw the curtains, operating the projector himself in the dimmed room.  After a standard intro of flickering lines, a vast desert appeared on the screen. Soon, Chinese soldiers appeared in the frame. Although Flamenco didn't know what they were busy with, his breathing quickened.  Where the Chinese military was concerned, there was never good news for America.  The scene cut several times, eventually showing a tall iron tower standing in the distance. Then, an explosion occurred at the top of the tower.  Representative Flamenco had never imagined an explosion could be so violent. A tiny point erupted into a blinding white light that turned the entire screen pure white. As the light faded, the image was even more staggering. The sky near the blast changed color; surging airwaves and flames seemed to burst from the screen, rushing toward Flamenco's face.  Judging by the footage, the camera—located at an unknown distance—was also hit by the shockwave, causing the image to shudder. Finally, when the vibration stopped, a mushroom cloud appeared on the screen, piercing the heavens.  The camera filmed the massive mushroom cloud for several more seconds before the screen went black.  "...What... what was that?" Flamenco muttered. Although stunned by the horrific explosion, he still didn't understand what he had just seen.  "That is a nuclear weapon. The same kind of new weapon the United States is currently developing," replied Hoffman Schmidt, the former Rockefeller director.  "...Let me see it again," Flamenco squeezed the words from his throat.  Ten minutes later, Flamenco felt as if his heart had gone numb. In this state, he listened to Hoffman Schmidt speak: "The message delivered from the Chinese side confirms that if the United States does not use nuclear weapons first, China will not use them against the U.S. China believes that no matter how tragic the Sino-American war becomes, it has not reached the point of mutual destruction. At the very least, China does not wish to destroy the United States."  "You... this is treason!" Flamenco voiced his internal feeling.  Hoffman did not argue or deny it. He asked calmly: "If not wanting the United States to be destroyed is treason, then letting America be turned into a sea of fire with tens of millions of casualties is patriotism, I suppose."  Flamenco remained silent, his head buzzing. Given the Rockefeller group's partnership with the Chinese government, the film China used to warn the U.S. was likely real. But current American public opinion was entirely in favor of war. Never mind a junior Representative like Flamenco; even a senior Senator couldn't overturn the public will to continue the conflict.  While he was thinking helplessly, he heard Mr. Schmidt continue: "I have also heard that China is likely to bomb industrial facilities on the West Coast in the near future. From the current situation, the U.S. Navy and Air Force likely cannot stop these bombings.  "Representative Flamenco, if these bombings occur, how do you think the industrialists will view it? You are on the Finance Committee; I very much want to know your view on the future trend of U.S. War Bonds."  At the mention of money, Flamenco felt a chill down his spine. The American economy to date looked very good on paper. Full employment drove income, and with massive conscription, workers' wages were rising. But all of this was built on a foundation of skyrocketing national debt. To date, the U.S. national debt was approaching 75% of the total industrial and agricultural output value, and it was rising fast.  The largest single expenditure currently was the procurement of jet fighters. An F-86 jet fighter cost $400,000. Facing China's overwhelming numbers, the U.S. government had already purchased 10,000. According to military demand, that number would likely reach 30,000 or more. The cost of the aircraft alone reached $12 billion.  Adding the cost of pilot training, ammunition, and spare parts, the total expenditure for 30,000 jets would be around $24 billion.  The Navy, to replenish its vessels, had spent another $18 billion. Although 22 million men had been conscripted, 17 million of them had received only basic training and had not been equipped. Now, these troops likely had to be fully armed.  Even if equipped at the scale of a motorized infantry division, an average American soldier would require $10,000 worth of equipment. That would be $170 billion.  Adding these three items together, the U.S. government would need to spend $212 billion. Meanwhile, the total industrial and agricultural output of the U.S. in 1943 was roughly $290 billion. In other words, the scale of the national debt would soon exceed 150% of the annual output value.  At such a time, if the industrial zones on the West Coast were bombed, the total output would plummet, and the debt would explode further. And since one of the Rockefeller group's primary businesses was oil extraction and refining, the destruction of West Coast industries would directly impact America's energy supply, triggering a chain reaction.  Thinking of this, Representative Flamenco suddenly calmed down. Since China had released this signal through the Rockefeller group before acting, they surely had their own considerations. He asked: "What does China want? The United States will never choose surrender!"  "China wants the United States to exit the war," Hoffman provided the Chinese demand. Although Hoffman himself had brought the message to the Representative he supported, Hoffman Schmidt had no personal desire to exit the war. He felt that in a "fish die and net breaks" struggle, China might not necessarily conquer the U.S.  However, such a war would be one of national annihilation. After destroying American industry, China would use its modern military equipment to conduct a counter-insurgency against guerrillas in every state across the country. That would inevitably be like General Sherman's scorched-earth policy during the Civil War, thoroughly destroying the United States. Even if China eventually withdrew, America would be ruined—perhaps unable to recover for a hundred years.  The Rockefeller representatives had asked the Chinese during their contact what they would do if the U.S. insisted on fighting to the end. The Chinese answer was simple: "Then we will fight to the extent the United States desires."  Rockefeller strategic analysts hadn't initially believed in such an attitude. But as the campaign on the North American west coast progressed, the resolute will and cold advance shown by the Chinese military forced the Rockefeller group to abandon all illusions.  Representative Flamenco realized he had nothing left to ask. He finally posed the vital question with a cold face: "What do the Chinese want me to do?"  "The Chinese hope the Representative will not obstruct any peace proposals," Hoffman answered.  "Is that all?" Flamenco was somewhat puzzled.  Hoffman sighed helplessly. "Alas... to date, the Chinese side only hopes that Representatives will not block peace proposals."  As he said this, Hoffman didn't believe it himself. History had proven He Rui to be a very reasonable man. Therefore, when He Rui made an excessive demand, he had surely already prepared extremely excessive means to back it up. Before reaching his goal, He Rui was an infinitely cruel man. If the enemy did not bow, He Rui would cleanly and efficiently take their head.  Meanwhile, in Washington D.C., Secretary of State Hull was consulting with the visiting Nazi German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop on whether to make peace with the Soviet Union. Ribbentrop had received advice from strategists like Manstein, so he spoke with great sincerity: "If we wish to eliminate the threat to Germany's eastern border, the Soviet Union must be further weakened. Otherwise, all Soviet promises could be false. Mr. Secretary, you know of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Stalin, who participated in that treaty, is now the General Secretary of the CPSU."  The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed in 1918 during World War I between the Soviet government and the Central Powers led by Germany.  In the treaty, the Soviets made massive concessions, ceding vast territories and paying reparations to Germany. Initially, the treaty's terms were rejected by the CPSU Central Committee, but ultimately Lenin used his personal prestige to force his comrades to accept his demands.  On February 24, 1918, the Soviet government sent a new delegation to negotiate with Germany. On March 3rd, the treaty was officially signed. Under the agreement, Soviet Russia ceded 3.23 million square kilometers of territory and paid 6 billion marks in reparations. Trotsky was removed as People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs. But Soviet Russia successfully exited World War I, buying breathing space for the newly born Soviet regime.  After Germany's defeat, the Armistice was signed on November 11th, and the Soviet government immediately declared the treaty void on November 12th, rendering its terms a piece of paper.  It was generally considered a successful diplomatic move by the Soviets to exchange space for time. It fully exploited international contradictions to give the new regime time to consolidate, creating favorable conditions for its survival. Furthermore, the success of this strategy brought Lenin's personal prestige to its peak.  However, every action has a price. By playing such a game, the Soviets enraged the Entente powers, leading them to view the CPSU as untrustworthy. Afterward, the Soviets refused to repay the loans France had given to Tsarist Russia, prompting the Entente to support the White Army in the Russian Civil War.  He Rui's Northeast Government had stepped forward at that time, providing weapons to the White Army and thereby gaining technical and industrial support from Britain and France, which laid the solid foundation for the Northeast Government's military industrial development.  Of course, He Rui was acting as part of the Entente then, fulfilling his obligations with the greatest enthusiasm and ability. Thus, even later, no fault could be found with his actions. Furthermore, He Rui had provided full-scale humanitarian aid at the time, preventing nearly a million White Russians from starving. He also mediated the conflict between the White Army forces that had fled into China and the Soviet government; from a humanitarian perspective, He Rui was undoubtedly a humanitarian who had saved countless lives.  Therefore, Ribbentrop did not criticize He Rui but pointed out that the CPSU's promises were unreliable.  Secretary Hull had no interest in these accusations. Since Ribbentrop believed the CPSU was unreliable, Hull asked: "Then can Germany achieve its own strategic goals?"  "Germany needs the United States to provide more resources to increase German combat power," Ribbentrop put forward Germany's demand.  Hull was almost amused by the gall. Suppressing his irritation, he said with a cold expression: "Then Germany needs to buy copper from Chile. U.S. copper stocks are nearly empty."  Ribbentrop did not press the issue; he knew Chile had signed a trade agreement with China to provide massive amounts of copper. Even if the Chilean government hadn't agreed, with China blockading the U.S. West Coast and the Panama Canal, the Chilean copper wouldn't reach the market. So Ribbentrop said: "We need more oil."  Europe's minerals were actually sufficient for Germany's war, but Europe itself was oil-poor. At this stage, Germany needed more oil to maintain its panzer and motorized units in battle.  This was not an unreasonable request; U.S. oil production was nearly 200 million tons, more than enough for domestic use. Ultimately, Hull proposed that the U.S. and German militaries form a joint group to discuss German operations against the USSR.  Ribbentrop, for his part, stated that as long as the German army could continue to deal heavy blows to the Red Army in the coming months, Germany was willing to negotiate peace with the Soviet Union and sign a treaty.  To make Hull understand that Germany wasn't just bluffing, Ribbentrop even emphasized: "Now Germany's greatest enemy is already China. The Soviet Union's exit from the war will allow Germany to withdraw troops to fight China in the Mediterranean and even the Arabian Peninsula. Only in this way can Europe and the white world be saved. Germany desires the end of the war more than the Soviet Union does. If the United States contacts the USSR, please make sure they understand this."  At this time, Ribbentrop did not know that a U.S. special envoy had already arrived in Moscow and was discussing a Soviet ceasefire with the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Molotov.  The envoy was Harry S. Truman, a Democratic politician and U.S. Senator.  Truman was a staunch anti-communist, and his appointment as envoy had not triggered a backlash in Congress. After meeting Molotov, Truman offered a polite greeting before stating frankly: "Mr. Commissar, I believe the Soviet Union should consider peace on the condition of a return to the pre-war borders."  Molotov was no pushover and immediately retorted: "Mr. Senator, I believe the United States should consider peace on the condition of a return to its own borders."  Truman had come prepared. Despite the rebuff, he replied readily: "If China withdraws from North America, returns Hawaii, and all the lands it has occupied, the United States will naturally choose peace."  These words left Molotov momentarily speechless. China would never give up the vast regions it had conquered, but the Soviet Union was the party whose territory had been taken. If the lost lands could be recovered through peace, the CPSU Central Committee would indeed consider the possibility.  Truman seized the opportunity to continue: "The Allies look forward to restoring peace with the Soviet Union. And in the eyes of the Allies, China is using the Soviet Union. They are also trying to compress the Soviet Union's strategic space.  "Mr. Commissar, Chinese troops have occupied Egypt and the Middle East. What will be China's next target? As far as we know, China has sent several groups of envoys to Turkey, using the maintenance of Turkish neutrality as leverage to exchange for Turkey not obstructing Chinese entry into the Black Sea.  "If the Chinese military enters the Black Sea, occupies Bulgaria and Romania, and links up with Hungary, a powerful military bloc will appear to the Soviet Union's south. From a geopolitical perspective, the USSR will be surrounded by China on three sides. What strategic space will be left for the Soviet Union?"  In negotiations between great powers, there are few conspiracies or tricks. Only by pointing out the core of the problem can a great power be persuaded. Truman was pointing out the Soviet Union's strategic threat.  Of course, Truman did not mention the strategic predicament the U.S. was currently facing. He was waiting for Molotov to bring it up.  Sure enough, Molotov said with a mocking expression: "Is the United States not also surrounded?"  Truman nodded solemnly. "Exactly, Mr. Commissar. The United States is also being surrounded. Therefore, should two great powers both facing Chinese encirclement not draw closer, or even cooperate effectively?" 州。
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As a politician born of elections, Truman's rhetoric could deceive the average American, but it could not fool Molotov. Facing Truman's claim that both the U.S. and USSR were threatened by China, Molotov replied calmly: "The United States has consistently supported Germany's invasion of the Soviet Union, while China has consistently helped us. Your view, Mr. Senator, is clearly divorced from reality."  A politician like Truman would never retreat just because he hit a snag; in their mouths, butter wouldn't melt. Even though Molotov was so blunt, Truman still sensed the CPSU's internal needs. If the CPSU weren't seeking cooperation with the U.S., Truman wouldn't have had the chance to stand before Molotov.  "Mr. Commissar, both Germany and the Soviet Union are paying a massive price for this war. The only one profiting is China. If the USSR and Germany can restore peace, this massive loss can end. Precious resources could be used to improve national well-being. Peace is very beneficial for the Soviet Union."  Truman's view did indeed align with Soviet interests, so Molotov inquired: "The Soviet Union believes Germany must withdraw from our territory and pay reparations."  "The United States believes restoring the pre-war borders is necessary. However, the matter of reparations requires discussion between the Soviet Union and Germany. Furthermore, Mr. Commissar, I believe a pragmatist diplomatic philosophy is the foundation for stabilizing the current situation."  Hearing the American attitude Truman brought, Molotov was slightly moved. Stalin's obsession with a massive counter-offensive was driven by the desire to restore pre-war borders and re-utilize the population, minerals, and industrial capacity of the Soviet Union's western heartland.  If they could truly achieve this goal, the CPSU wouldn't mind feigning cooperation with Germany. As long as their strength was sufficient, the Red Army could attack Germany again at any time. As for so-called neutrality, the Red Army was so powerful it wouldn't be constrained by Western nations. Once they recovered their strength to pre-war levels, they could fight whenever they pleased.  But Molotov didn't believe Truman's pitch represented the full extent of the American view. If it were merely to let the USSR profit from the war, the U.S. would never be so "fond" of the Soviet Union. Molotov asked: "What other requirements are there?"  Truman immediately stated the other American demands: "The Soviet Union must terminate its alliance with China and firmly oppose Chinese expansion in Eastern Europe, the Black Sea, and the Mediterranean."  At first glance, Molotov almost thought this was reasonable. But after a moment's reflection, he decided it didn't quite suit Soviet interests. If peace were restored with Germany, the USSR could simply end the alliance aimed at Nazi Germany anyway.  The Soviet Union had long-held ambitions for Eastern Europe and had always wanted control of the Black Sea. Excluding China from those regions also aligned with Soviet interests.  However, an alliance represented national policy. If the USSR followed Truman's suggestion, the result would be a cooling of Sino-Soviet relations. While it might not lead to open enmity, it would at least become very cold. If Germany attacked the USSR again, China would have no reason to support them. This was the norm for relations during a period of estrangement.  Molotov himself believed Allied hostility toward China currently far exceeded their hostility toward the USSR, so once Germany retreated to the pre-war border, a new offensive was unlikely in the short term. But the USSR truly had no reason to let relations with China turn cold right now.  As for opposing Chinese expansion in Eastern Europe: at present, Germany controlled Eastern Europe. Opposing Chinese expansion there meant either supporting Germany against China or using Soviet power to drive both Germany and China out.  Since Truman proposed a ceasefire and peace, the implication was that the USSR should not restart the war with Germany. Thinking of this, Molotov asked: "The Soviet Union cannot support a German presence in Eastern Europe."  Hearing this, Truman smiled. "Haha, if Germany cannot hold Eastern Europe, I believe the Allies would expect the Soviet Union to become the guardian of the region. As long as it is not China mastering Eastern Europe, the Allies do not mind who does."  Molotov was speechless for a moment. The Allies were promising too much!  Of course, these promises also contained a massive trap. Once the USSR blocked China from Eastern Europe, it would be seen as standing on the side of Europe. There was another possibility: the USSR could consult with China and obtain a promise of control over Eastern Europe.  But there was deep-seated resentment within the CPSU regarding acting only after obtaining Chinese approval. The Soviet Union should not be a Chinese vassal; it had to possess the capacity to decide its own strategy. Otherwise, it would be equivalent to returning to the status of the Golden Horde before China.  Molotov soon ended the meeting with Truman and immediately reported to Stalin. Stalin's expression didn't change much, but Molotov could tell he was truly interested.  Sure enough, after silently smoking a pipe, Stalin asked: "Did the Americans clearly state they can decide Germany's strategic judgment? Or did Germany authorize the U.S. to convey its attitude?"  Although both questions were skeptical, to a diplomat like Molotov, Stalin's desire for a rapid ceasefire was becoming impossible to hide. Molotov replied: "Judging by the American representative's words, this is the American view, and Germany does not oppose a ceasefire. However, Germany will surely make other demands, which will inevitably be based on unilaterally satisfying German needs."  In Molotov's view, if Stalin didn't want a ceasefire or hoped to overwhelm Germany, he would have refused further talks. But Stalin smoked his pipe for another while before finally ordering: "Find out the bottom line of all the American representative's demands. At the same time, make him understand that the Soviet Union will not cede a single centimeter of territory. As the commissars shouted during the Battle of Moscow: the Soviet Union is vast, but we have nowhere left to retreat."  As Molotov and Truman continued their negotiations, both sides came to understand each other's bottom lines frankly.  At this time, Ribbentrop had also returned to Hitler's headquarters, the Wolf's Lair, in East Prussia. Ribbentrop had been worried that Hitler would be unwilling to exit the war, yet when he informed him of the American suggestions, he saw no anger on Hitler's face. Because he was thinking, the Führer's expression held only a hint of regret.  Ribbentrop looked toward Propaganda Minister Goebbels, Secretary and Deputy Führer Rudolf Hess, and Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring. All three were silent, appearing pensive.  Standing beside Hitler with his hands behind his back, Goebbels—who had just finished a propaganda tour of Germany—saw Hitler's expression and understood something. In late February 1943, after the German army had finally stabilized its lines following a command shake-up and was enduring the winter war, Hitler—having finally relaxed a bit—had said to Goebbels: "If I had known the Soviet Union could mobilize so many troops, I never would have chosen to invade."  At that time, Hitler had just relaxed from a state of extreme tension and worry. Based on Goebbels's understanding of the man, those words were heartfelt. And as the Führer, Hitler naturally didn't want to fight a war with no chance of victory.  Now, while the hope for peace was slim, it was at least not impossible as before. Goebbels believed it was only natural for Hitler to seriously consider peace.  This subtle silence lasted for some time before Hitler asked Ribbentrop: "Does the Soviet Union realize they are fighting for China's global hegemony?"  Ribbentrop felt an immediate relief. Since his conversation with Secretary Hull, he had reflected repeatedly on how to persuade the USSR. The best angle was undoubtedly "the Soviet Union is using its own flesh and blood to nourish Chinese hegemony."  This was not a fabricated reason. The reasons for the outbreak of the Soviet-German War had nothing to do with China, but having fought this far, both sides had paid a massive price. Through the cruelty to date, both the USSR and Germany realized that neither could achieve their pre-war goals.  During the war, China—no longer worried about potential Soviet pressure—had fought the Allies with all its might and achieved a series of startling victories. If the USSR continued to fight Germany, its strategic effect would merely be to tie down Allied forces in Europe for China's benefit.  China had indeed stopped demanding payment for aid supplies after the war broke out and might not seek repayment in the future. But for aid valued at less than $10 billion, they had achieved such a massive strategic goal—China had made a fortune.  Besides sharing China's strategic pressure, the USSR had been severely weakened in the bloody struggle with Germany. Even if the Soviet Union emerged as the ultimate victor of this great war, it would lose its ability to check China due to excessive casualties. It was effectively trading the Soviet future for Chinese victory.  Since Hitler asked so directly, Ribbentrop laid out his planned logic in full. Not only did Hitler nod slightly, but even Goebbels, Hess, and Göring showed a rare look of appreciation.  Ribbentrop felt a surge of emotion. As Foreign Minister, he had put enormous effort into the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and the Anglo-German Peace Treaty, yet he had endured endless disdain for being seen as a "social climber." Now, his views were being accepted by the Nazi high command, but only because they were facing an unprecedentedly powerful enemy in China and the situation was turning grim—making the high command temporarily set aside their prejudices.  Hitler, having finished his reflections, spoke: "Ribbentrop, contact the Americans and see if you can have direct contact with the Soviet side. Simultaneously, the Wehrmacht and the SS must intensify their offensive. Once Stalin feels the pressure starting to decrease, he will develop many unrealistic ideas. Furthermore, we must be careful; Stalin will likely use ceasefire negotiations as a means to turn the tide. That is exactly what the Russians did with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.  "The reason the Soviet Union chose to cooperate with China was also because He Rui applied enough pressure at the time. It was not that the USSR chose peace with China out of the goodness of its heart."  Seeing Hitler's thinking remain clear and rational, the Nazi high command felt reassured. It must be said that a Soviet-German ceasefire, or even peace, held a massive attraction for all present. They all found themselves eager to facilitate this peace.  Only after hearing Hitler's cold and realistic logic did their wishful thinking receive a shock, and they all calmed down.  The Nazi high command were not the only ones whose wishful thinking was shocked; the upper echelons of the He Rui government, who attended He Rui's first meeting after his return to work, were also shaken. He Rui's approval of the bombing of U.S. West Coast industrial zones made some who had hoped for a peace initiative feel that peace was going to be much harder to achieve.  He Rui explained calmly: "From 1840 to the present, not a single Western war has ended because of goodwill. They all ended because financial collapse made them unsustainable. Furthermore, judging by development after wars, while there is civilian hatred, on the level of interest, normal commercial and personal exchange between countries is not affected. In other words, the more violently we strike the United States and the more miserably they are defeated, the greater the 'goodwill' the U.S. will actually have toward China."  This sentiment could be summarized as "The barbarians fear might but do not respect virtue; they have small manners but no great integrity." But He Rui disliked such incomplete sayings and chose a description with ample historical support.  Hearing He Rui prepare to expand the war, some high-level officials—while not opposing him—felt that even after a brush with death, He Rui's judgment remained full of edge and void of fear.  Of course, officials like Li Runshi, who knew that nuclear weapons had been miniaturized and made practical, believed He Rui had, as always, avoided the detour of a Mongol-style government. Even at this stage, He Rui remained calm and restrained.  Since the decision had been made at the highest level, on July 23rd, Chinese bombers—covered by 700 jet fighters from the southern carrier task force—launched an attack on the oil-producing regions of California on the West Coast.  Simultaneously, all 540 fighters capable of taking off from Chinese airbases in North America scrambled to attack the U.S. forces at the front. Under this pincer attack from north and south, all 1,600+ American jet fighters capable of taking off on the West Coast also scrambled to meet them.  For a time, the skies over the North American west coast were filled with fighters darting, circling, and diving as a fierce air battle between China and the U.S. unfolded. Under the cover of one Chinese fighter group, six formations of four J-9 advanced trainers used their low-altitude performance to penetrate the West Coast at maximum speed, following aeronautical maps to several locations with obvious surface landmarks.  The J-9s, suffering zero losses, each carried only two oddly shaped bombs. Reaching their landmarks, they all climbed rapidly to an altitude of over 4,000 meters before releasing one of the strange bombs and accelerating away.  These objects, appearing to be bombs, auto-glided for ten seconds before their tails erupted in flames. Aided by the tail propulsion, their trajectories shifted from a diagonal glide to a vertical drop. As they accelerated, massive parachutes deployed from their tails.  The enormous drag of the parachutes caused long, sharp rods to spring from the front of the objects. The middle and rear portions then separated from the front, which fell dozens of meters further before the rods pierced deep into the soil. Momentum caused the objects to slide forward slightly, dissipating some of the impact.  Once these strange devices stabilized, the transmitters inside began emitting radio signals. The signals from 24 different locations were received by signal collection devices equipped with large-scale electronics on the ground, at sea, and in the air. Computers rapidly calculated the latitude, longitude, and relative distances of the 24 devices according to pre-set programs.  The results were then passed to the Air Force, which was asked to perform a relative position comparison with the locations of oil facilities in California.  The United States was one of the few great powers remaining, and it was the only one at this stage with the capacity to "wrestle" with China in the field of electronics. These extraordinary radio signals were soon discovered by the Americans, and orders were issued to nearby U.S. troops and the California National Guard to "search for the Chinese small units invading the American mainland."  However, when the nearest National Guard unit reached one of the devices, they found only a charred, ruined cylinder hanging from a metal rod in the ground. The components inside were blown to bits, and the surrounding parts were shattered into countless fragments. It was impossible to tell what it had been for.  Beyond their surprise, the National Guard felt the Chinese "commando team" must have withdrawn. They had no idea there was no "commando team" at all. Controlled by integrated circuits, the devices transmitted telegrams and then self-destructed automatically—no human control was required. These devices worked for only 45 minutes before self-destructing as their power ran out.  Just before the Chinese fighters withdrew from North American airspace, devices broke through the sky over California—the former Lone Star Republic—and came shrieking down. The DF-2 missile had a range of 1,500 kilometers, just enough to strike from Vancouver to San Francisco. Since the Air Force was still present, they could observe the impact points.  In a span of 15 minutes, a total of 15 DF-2 missiles landed. Four were lucky enough to hit oil extraction points directly; 1,200 kilograms of high explosives created circular shockwaves on the ground, instantly toppling surrounding drilling rigs as if they were made of paper. The other equipment and workers near the rigs were reduced to fragments.  The impact points of the missiles that missed were also recorded. The Chinese Air Force then immediately withdrew, breaking off the engagement and heading back before suffering heavy losses.  News of repelling a massive Chinese air raid and damaging or downing over a hundred Chinese fighters was immediately sent to Washington, giving the Air Force Chief of Staff a quiet sense of satisfaction.  However, starting in the afternoon, the Chinese military launched a total of 120 DF-2 missiles. Their targets were either oil extraction plants or refineries.  The U.S. military had long ago prepared a powerful defensive system on the West Coast to prevent a Chinese landing. But while these systems could counter the Chinese Air Force, they had no way to counter missiles falling from the sky at supersonic speeds. From the moment U.S. radar detected the signal, the missiles landed in just a dozen breaths. There wasn't even time to sound an alarm.  The one feeling the greatest pain was Rockefeller himself. As he headed toward a destroyed refinery, he was still 20 kilometers away when he saw the rolling black smoke piercing the sky. Over 14 hours had passed, yet the fire at the destroyed refinery still hadn't been extinguished. Millions of dollars had vanished just like that.  And it wasn't just one refinery or oil field; in this single round of attacks, the Rockefeller group had lost $20 million.  Rockefeller's face was ashen. He knew that these losses were only the beginning.  That night, as a weary Rockefeller returned to a nearby hotel, his secretary brought him a brief message. It came from the Chinese side and consisted of only a single line: "Is it worth paying so much for White Supremacy?" 州。
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On July 24th, China launched 185 DF-2 missiles in North America. By July 25th, the number reached 517. The targets expanded from the initial oil fields and refineries to bridges, railways, industrial zones, and airfields.  On July 26th, China launched 841 missiles against strategic targets on the U.S. West Coast. Several large U.S. Army barracks in Washington, Oregon, and California were also hit. Three of these barracks were severely damaged; while the U.S. Army could not immediately tally the casualties, estimates exceeded 10,000, possibly reaching as high as 30,000.  In these few days, the Rockefeller group lost hundreds of millions in property. This included oil field and refinery facilities, as well as tens of thousands of tons of crude oil, refined products, and cracked petroleum compounds consumed in the fires.  Especially painful for Rockefeller was the loss of 691 experienced engineers, with technician losses counted in the thousands. These nearly ten thousand personnel represented the accumulation of the Rockefeller group over the past decade; while financial losses could be resolved through bank loans, the loss of personnel could not be compensated for in three or five years.  On July 28th, the Rockefeller group ordered all technical personnel on the West Coast to migrate east to the group's enterprises in states like Texas and New Mexico.  Simultaneously, Rockefeller sent an explanatory letter to the U.S. War Commission: Given the military's inability to provide security for the West Coast, the Rockefeller group, to ensure employee safety and maintain production in currently secure regions, must halt all industrial operations on the West Coast. Any resulting delays in orders were cited as *force majeure*. The Rockefeller group expressed deep regret and sincerely suggested the War Commission immediately seek capacity from other regions.  This news was like a boulder dropped into a pond; the entire West Coast industrial zone fell into panic. After the Great Depression, a large number of American companies had invested in the West Coast, with China as their primary market. With the outbreak of war, trade with China halted, but government orders had kept these factories running at full capacity. The leader of these companies was the Rockefeller group.  With even Rockefeller fleeing, industrial towns across the West Coast saw a massive wave of evacuation. The wealthy flew out; core technical staff took company-prepared convoys or chartered trains; ordinary workers either fought for train tickets or rented trucks with other families to carry both people and belongings. A refugee tide from west to east quickly formed.  Even though some didn't need to flee, the cities were under attack, and locals fled to the countryside to escape the fires of war.  The Roosevelt government was well aware of the monumental consequences of the attack on the western industrial zone. However, before the government could formulate a response, the zone had effectively ground to a halt within a week.  Roosevelt immediately ordered a meeting. At the head of the long table sat a pale, sickly Roosevelt. He raised his hand to tap the table, and a significant portion of the cabinet noticed that his hand was strangely swollen—his fingers were as thick as small carrots and possessed a dull, purple-black hue.  The Secretary of Health looked away from Roosevelt's fingers. From a medical perspective, a 61-year-old Roosevelt should not have such severe swelling. Yet the symptoms had appeared, and as a disabled man lacking sufficient exercise, the situation was far from optimistic.  The other cabinet members, however, didn't think so much of it. These men understood the U.S. economy perfectly: the western industrial zone produced 23% of America's industrial goods and 38% of its crude and refined oil. The sudden disappearance of this capacity might not have caused an immediate impact, but if the problem weren't solved, supply issues would become critical within three months.  There was no fierce debate; the proposals put forward by the cabinet members were quickly passed. Every suggestion focused on how to solve the immediate crisis.  After the meeting, the cabinet members acted instantly. The first to move was the FBI. Under the personal command of Director J. Edgar Hoover, the FBI went into full operation to locate the industrialists, starting with Rockefeller. Hoover's orders were explicit: "Even if you have to use a gun, make those sons of bitches return to the West immediately to restore production. If they say production can't be restored, have them go back to their western offices and issue press releases stating that it has!"  The reason the United States had become one of the world's few powerful industrial nations was that at such critical moments, the American elite never sat still. They would use every means available to maintain a facade of stability. Roosevelt's cabinet had done this consistently since the Great Depression.  The military received orders to launch an immediate, fierce offensive against Chinese-occupied North America, with the primary objective being the destruction of Chinese "long-range rocket positions." If those positions couldn't be found, the offensive was intended to force China to commit its long-range rockets against the U.S. advance rather than against the western industrial zones.  When this order reached the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the representatives from the Army, Navy, and Air Force all smelled the thick scent of blood in the command. Over the past two months of fighting, the Anglo-American forces could not be said to have lacked effort. Although KIA numbers were not public, the Joint Chiefs had relatively reliable statistics: to date, the Allied forces had lost over one million killed, with the number of those wounded and unfit for service exceeding two million.  The Purple Heart remains the oldest military honor still awarded in the world and was the first to be given to ordinary soldiers. Established by George Washington on August 7, 1782, as the Badge of Military Merit, it was awarded to those wounded in action or to the next of kin of those killed. While not the highest-ranking medal today, it marks bravery and self-sacrifice and holds a high place in the hearts of Americans.  Every service member wounded or killed in the U.S. military since April 5, 1917, was awarded the Purple Heart. As a result, the number of factories producing the medals had been temporarily doubled to meet the skyrocketing demand.  As the battle stood, the U.S. military was truly beginning to flag. The most resolute soldiers had already been consumed on the front lines—either dead or wounded. The troops now filling the lines no longer possessed the same fighting enthusiasm as before.  Now the cabinet was demanding an even larger-scale campaign. While possible in terms of manpower and equipment, the members of the Joint Chiefs were not optimistic about the outcome.  Despite various pressures and misgivings, they could not avoid the offensive. Just as the Joint Chiefs decided to move up the schedule for several offensives already in preparation, a staff officer rushed in with the latest battle report.  Seeing that the Chinese military had broken three British mountain divisions and finally "pierced" the Rocky Mountains, the Chiefs were not entirely surprised. The Chinese performance in mountain warfare had been superb, as had that of their Air Force and engineers. The Anglo-American forces in the mountains had done their best, yet peak after peak and pass after pass had been taken.  The breaking of the Rocky Mountain line had been expected; they just hadn't expected it to happen at this critical moment.  However, a director responsible for propaganda asked nervously: "Should we publicize this?"  The room fell silent. After a long pause, someone suddenly began to laugh. Everyone looked toward Admiral Kimmel, the Chief of Naval Operations, who had covered the upper half of his face with his hand and was letting out a somewhat hysterical laugh.  At such a time, the laugh was wildly inappropriate, yet no one stopped or criticized him. Everyone felt Admiral Kimmel's mental state was in question. Over the past several months, he had consistently stated that as soon as the cabinet ordered the Navy on the West Coast to sortie, he would do so—clearly a man seeking death on the battlefield.  For a soldier seeking death, any mockery seemed unseasonable and meaningless.  Soon, Admiral Kimmel removed his hand and stopped laughing. He said loudly: "To date, we have publicized that China uses human wave tactics and that we have killed at least 20 million of them. It just occurred to me: after 20 million deaths, the Chinese military has broken the Rockies. By the time we've annihilated 100 million of them, where will they have reached? New York? Or Washington?"  Though his words sounded mocking, his tone was one of deep sorrow. By the end, he was in tears. The Admiral said nothing more to vent his anger; he simply wiped his eyes, said "Excuse me, I'm going out for a smoke," and strode out of the meeting room.  After he left, a collective sigh echoed through the room. The generals present were filled with grief and indignation, but they were helpless. After two months of fighting in North America, the American officer corps had come to realize that the Chinese army was entirely different from their own.  Through interrogating the few prisoners they managed to take, the U.S. high command found that ordinary Chinese soldiers knew far too much. Every objective and method of a campaign was known even to a common private. In contrast, the American "GIs" only knew to follow the squad leader's orders.  Furthermore, Chinese soldiers were at least middle-school graduates—a level that in the U.S. would qualify one as a non-commissioned officer. They had all studied English and could even read it a bit. This was even more absurd given that many ordinary American soldiers couldn't even grasp English properly, let alone Chinese.  The Chinese officers were high-school or even university graduates. Most staggering was that while they were military academy graduates, they didn't need recommendations from politicians to enter. Many officers were former conscripts who had completed their service and wished to continue; they applied for military schools, passed the entrance exams, and became officers after finishing their studies.  This meant many Chinese officers were children of ordinary workers and peasants who had climbed the ranks from common soldiers. This was incomprehensible in America; if the U.S. high command were composed of officers who believed "people are equal" like the Chinese, the U.S. military would have a civil war first. But in the Chinese army, this didn't happen. Regardless of background, Chinese soldiers believed that officers and men simply held different roles, not different social status.  Such an army composed of ordinary people possessed an unexpectedly intense patriotic spirit. That the Chinese could fight to the last man without surrendering was something the U.S. military found hard to imagine. Even more unimaginable was that a Chinese unit reduced to a single squad could continue to fight against several Allied companies for hours, or even days.  In comparison, the Allied forces also had moments of bravery, but this was usually shown during large-scale assaults. When surrounded by one's own people, courage comes easily. But when facing a superior enemy, small Allied units would surrender once they felt their situation was hopeless.  Therefore, in the North American theater, it was the Allies who were employing "human wave tactics." The density of Chinese units was very low, making a human wave impossible for them. Yet these dispersed Chinese units could concentrate in an incredibly short time to create local numerical superiority. When the Allies could not maintain high-density fire, their lines would be suddenly breached at one point, through which the Chinese would pour and rapidly expand, throwing the entire Allied line into chaos.  Although the Allies would launch their next offensive with absolute numerical superiority, the American officers at the Joint Chiefs were not optimistic. They had done this before, only to have the offensive blunted by the Chinese, followed by a series of defeats and being pushed back.  "Gentlemen, we must attack. It is the President's order." MacArthur, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, broke the silence. He appeared unruffled now, his tone cold. "Let us continue our previous discussion."  From late July to August 4th, China launched at least 700 missiles a day against strategic targets in the Western U.S. Many exposed U.S. airbases were damaged, forcing the Air Force to move its fighter airfields to northern regions and into Canada to maintain air combat density.  On August 6th, Spain's Canary Islands and Portugal's Azores in the Mid-Atlantic were suddenly attacked by the Chinese Navy. Chinese Marines successfully landed and rapidly annihilated the island garrisons.  It wasn't until August 9th that Spain and Portugal informed the Allies of the news. These two archipelagos held vital geographic positions, yet the Allied reaction was quite flat. Spain and Portugal couldn't even put together a decent fleet, let alone talk about recovering lost territory.  The Italian Navy, effectively a Mediterranean fleet, lacked the capacity for independent operations outside that sea.  France was "playing dead"; although they had declared war on China, their main fleet remained in the Mediterranean. Furthermore, many in France actually hoped China would win to thoroughly weaken Britain and Germany, allowing France to use Chinese power to restore its European status from the era of Richelieu. Thus, France had no intention of joining the fight.  Only the U.S. and Britain had the capacity to counter-attack these islands, but their primary focus was on Western North America.  Once the major South American nations cut off trade with Britain, the British fleet lost its operational goals and will to head south.  The U.S. fleet happened to pass through the Panama Canal on August 5th, entering the Pacific. The reason for this movement was simple: the U.S. hoped to interrupt China's destruction of strategic points in the West. Thus, the Navy wanted to adopt a posture of a fight to the death. While not ready for a total "all-in" gamble, the U.S. had to at least strike the pose to satisfy Congress and the American people.  Roosevelt was now exhausted in body and mind. He had met with one head of a major U.S. corporation after another; besides soothing capital magnates like Rockefeller who were starting to waver, he had to get bankers like those at JP Morgan to continue supporting the U.S. stock market.  Despite the news blackout and the blocking of some personnel fleeing the West to force them back to the industrial zones, some information had still leaked. Consequently, some people had begun selling stocks in Rockefeller-owned and other West-invested companies.  The current American stock market was performing quite well, as the Roosevelt cabinet had restricted the accounts of the American people, forbidding them from withdrawing more than $250 in cash. Over these years, the bonds issued by the Roosevelt government had exceeded 80% of the total output value, to the point where the government itself didn't want to comment on the matter.  A portion of short-term bonds had reached maturity. In this regard, the government adhered to the old principle of maintaining bond credit, paying out on time without delay. But such a massive influx of money into the hands of the public, given the current currency circulation, would cause a massive inflation if not handled carefully. Thus, the government restricted cash flow.  To prevent the public from feeling their money was being seized, the Secretary of the Treasury had relaxed restrictions on purchasing stocks. Since the money couldn't be withdrawn, and with government propaganda, the public felt they had to put their money into the market. This led to skyrocketing stock prices. On paper, the assets of the American people were constantly growing.  At this time, a sell-off of Rockefeller stocks would have a massive impact on the market. They had to rely on financial titans like JP Morgan to step in and stabilize the market.  Having finally finished with these titans, Roosevelt felt completely drained and headed to a resort for a vacation. By the time he received the news, it was already the afternoon of the 11th.  Roosevelt wasn't particularly concerned now. America's true industrial heartland was in the Great Lakes region—the area just south of the U.S.-Canada border. This was why the U.S. was moving vast military strength to the north. The southern U.S. had always been an agricultural zone; Chinese carpet-bombing of agricultural areas would not have a significant impact.  So Roosevelt asked: "Where is Wallace?"  "Vice President Wallace has gone south," the secretary replied immediately.  Roosevelt said nothing. The current Vice President was Henry Agard Wallace. Compared to the previous Vice President, Wallace held immense real power. After taking office, he also chaired the Supply Priorities and Allocations Board, an institution Roosevelt had modeled after the Soviet State Planning Committee to hold the reins of the wartime economy.  Furthermore, Wallace had served as Roosevelt's envoy to the Soviet Union and even oversaw the "Manhattan Project." His current trip south was for the Manhattan Project. Now, the only remaining option to deal a massive shock to China was nuclear weapons. Roosevelt was already prepared to use exiting the war as his bottom line for peace talks with China. To increase his bargaining chips, the nuclear weapons had to be completed at any cost.  If China hadn't developed nuclear weapons, the U.S. could use them for blackmail. If China *had* developed them, it wasn't necessarily bad for the U.S.—only a China that understood the true power of nuclear weapons would truly choose peace.  And so, Roosevelt dismissed his secretary. Soon, his lover, wearing only a silk nightgown, walked out. With a look of immense charm, she approached Roosevelt and leaned down to plant a soft kiss on his forehead.  Roosevelt closed his eyes, savoring the rare moment of relaxation. Now, even if the world were to end, he didn't want to think about matters of state anymore. Any thought would only bring him pain and despair. 州。
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5:00 AM, August 12th. Four task forces consisting of twelve aircraft carriers from the Republic of Japan, having departed from the direction of the Azores, arrived at a position 400 kilometers off the coast of South Carolina and continued their approach.  Previously, Chinese submarine units had conducted intelligence gathering near the U.S. East Coast and found no signs of the U.S. fleet. According to domestic intelligence from the U.S., the main strength of the U.S. Navy was still in the Pacific, with the remaining vessels either patrolling the Caribbean or the northern reaches of the East Coast.  The U.S. military had not completely discounted the possibility of a Chinese attack on Florida, but Florida lacked major industrial centers, and with China having already landed in North America, the political significance of an attack there was minimal. Thus, the maritime defenses off South Carolina and Florida were currently in a brief window of vulnerability.  The Japanese carrier task forces were entirely composed of Chinese-made carriers or those built to Chinese design standards. The Chinese pilots and deck crews already on the flight decks felt no disorientation; everything was identical to operations on Chinese carriers.  As they drew closer to the U.S. coast, the flight squadrons received their final mobilization: "This time, we must proceed with the resolve to sacrifice our lives for the cause. We are launching an assault on the U.S. nuclear weapons base at Oak Ridge.  "As we said before, this operation is not just for the Chinese people, but for the American people as well. Everyone here is a comrade whose political standing has been verified. Therefore, we believe you will complete this mission with the highest sense of political responsibility."  The pilots' expressions were not nervous. Besides being veterans with hundreds of sorties under their belts, as the political commissar said, they fully understood the political significance of the mission.  They had previously watched numerous documentaries on nuclear weapons. Aside from the magnificent scenes of the explosions, the range and power of the resulting destruction had given them a full understanding of the weapon's terrifying lethality.  By destroying America's nuclear R&D base, the U.S. would be unable to use nuclear weapons against China, and China would not have to retaliate in kind. This would keep the intensity of the war under control.  If China were forced to retaliate with nuclear weapons, major American cities and tens of millions of people could be reduced to ash. Only party members with a high sense of responsibility could truly accept such a mission of salvation rather than destruction.  "From the takeoff point to Oak Ridge, Tennessee, is roughly 900 kilometers. Our fighters will all carry external drop tanks, giving them a range of 3,000 kilometers. Comrades, do not linger in combat; return as quickly as possible!" The commissar did not provide long-winded exhortations. Everything that needed to be said had been said; the rest depended on the valor of the pilots themselves.  At 7:00 AM, the task forces reached their planned launch point, 280 kilometers from South Carolina. In the morning sun, half of the 360 jet fighters—180 planes—took off in succession, while all 180 J-9 advanced trainers took to the air, heading northwest.  From the bridge of the flagship, Admiral Tamon Yamaguchi of the Japanese Navy witnessed the entire process of the jets roaring off the deck. Watching the fighter formations vanish as small dots on the horizon, Yamaguchi said with regret to the Naval Aviation commander beside him, Rear Admiral Mitsuo Fuchida: "Fuchida-kun, the Chinese have an old saying: 'When the cunning rabbit is dead, the hound is cooked.' I do not believe He-kun will purge Japan, but our war may well end after this operation."  Rear Admiral Fuchida had participated in a series of Pacific naval battles, flying over 600 sorties in total—including over 400 during the Hawaii campaign. Hearing this, despite his own regrets, Fuchida replied: "Yamaguchi-kun, peace is a very good thing. You know, after the Hawaii campaign, I personally delivered the death notices to the families of all my subordinates. I do not wish to hear the crying of those families a second time in my life."  Admiral Yamaguchi frowned at this, his gaze becoming complex. He had hoped to continue building his military record, yet he unexpectedly found himself unable to offer a rebuttal. Finally, he sighed: "Peace... I truly do not understand it..."  The carrier task forces then began to come about. It took half an hour for the carriers in the four massive formations to complete their turn, after which the remaining 180 jets took off to catch up with the lead units.  The speed of jet fighters far exceeded that of propeller aircraft. The 180 jets launched later took only half an hour to close the 400-kilometer gap to about 100 kilometers. At that point, radar detected enemy aircraft signals to the front-left.  Everything proceeded according to plan. The second wave of jets launched an attack on the U.S. fighters that believed they were flanking the rear of the Chinese formation.  Meanwhile, the first wave of Chinese jets had arrived over Oak Ridge. Along the route, every 100 kilometers or so, there were several guidance signals emitted from the ground. Although they didn't know who was guiding them, the pilots felt grateful to these "humanitarian individuals" with a strong sense of responsibility.  Seeing the continuous sprawl of factories, dormitories, and facilities on the desolate landscape, and following the striking prompts on their signal receivers, the Chinese pilots identified their targets. The J-12 was the naval variant, while the J-11 was the army variant. This mission utilized only J-12s; although naval, their combat capability was not inferior to the J-11—only their range was slightly shorter.  At this time, the U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff had just received word that a large Chinese fighter group had entered "South Carolina, which has no strategic targets." The Chief of Staff shuddered and immediately barked: "Order all nearby fighters to scramble! Whether jets or propeller planes, get them all in the air! Destroy that Chinese force at all costs!"  Seeing their commander in such a panic, the staff officers were confused but immediately went to relay the orders. In that brief interval, beads of sweat the size of beans had appeared on the Chief of Staff's forehead, and his shirt was soaked through.  The mid-to-lower levels might not know what was happening, but the Chief of Staff knew very well: while South Carolina had no strategic targets, to its northwest, in eastern Tennessee, lay the Oak Ridge base where the U.S. was secretly developing nuclear weapons. The Chinese military was not the kind of fool to choose targets at random; since they were launching such an all-out raid, their target *must* be Oak Ridge.  Roosevelt's Vice President, Henry Agard Wallace, was currently inside the Oak Ridge base. Alarms were blaring throughout the facility. FBI agents, holding bulletproof briefcases, shielded the Vice President as they ran toward an air-raid shelter.  On the open ground, most technicians and workers were somewhat bewildered. Since the start of construction at Oak Ridge, management had been extremely strict and no attacks had occurred. Thus, they subconsciously believed that as long as they followed orders, they wouldn't be in danger. In this state of mind, many even thought this was a surprise drill.  That changed when the fighter group arriving over Oak Ridge began dropping bombs. The largest building was hit, its wooden roof blown away. Feeling the massive vibrations, the personnel finally realized an attack was underway. Survival instincts immediately overrode the rigid reactions formed by long-term restrictions; they ignored all regulations and fled into dormitories, offices, and any building with a roof.  As the number of people fleeing grew, the Oak Ridge base finally fell into chaos.  China had been unable to obtain a detailed layout of the interior, so they could only start by attacking the largest buildings. However, the largest structure was a warehouse filled with construction materials and raw supplies. The higher-value equipment was in smaller warehouses.  The mission of the first wave of jets was not total destruction; this initial bombing was merely "beating the grass to startle the snake." After dropping their bombs and external fuel tanks, the fighter formation began patrolling the perimeter of the base, somewhat puzzled. According to the plan, the U.S. Air Force should have arrived by now, yet there was no sign of them.  In less than ten minutes, the second group of jets finally came within communication range. Learning that the second wave had annihilated the scrambled U.S. aircraft, the first group immediately began their return journey.  According to plan, the first wave would return to the carriers to refuel and rearm before taking off again to escort the bombers and the second fighter wave during the withdrawal.  In the shelter, Vice President Wallace had calmed down slightly. Besides ordering his secretary to contact President Roosevelt, he used his authority to contact the military, demanding immediate rescue.  Once these tasks were arranged, Wallace's first thought was that there must be a mole within the U.S. government. These moles had conspired with China to launch the air raid while he was visiting.  The more Wallace thought about it, the more convinced he became. As a powerful man of wide experience, he had seen many coincidences. He believed China must have obtained information about Oak Ridge from traitors within the U.S. and launched the attack specifically because he was there today, to maximize their gain. Thus, there were traitors in the White House—high-ranking ones, and likely several.  His face soured as he ran through potential names in his head. His heart was filled with hatred; he thought only of returning to the White House and dragging the moles out! He would make them wish they were dead!  Before he could name a suspect, the shelter shuddered violently. Nervous FBI agents again surrounded Wallace to protect him. He no longer had the mind to consider moles; the successive explosions were becoming louder and louder. Although the shelter was sealed, the walls and ceiling trembled, and dust cascaded down. Wallace began to fear China had sent heavy bombers; if so, even the shelter might not hold.  On the ground, the J-9 advanced trainers each carried their maximum load of five bombs. Since the J-9 had a range of nearly 4,000 kilometers, bombs were also carried under the wings, while the largest bomb under the fuselage was a thermobaric weapon (FAE). Once the FAE was used, the plane had to pull up; before that, the other bombs had to be released.  Lacking an internal map, every building with a roof received at least one bomb. The J-9's stall speed was less than 150 km/h; while that's fast for a ground vehicle, for a pilot, it's like a leisurely stroll.  Propeller planes could also fly very low, making the bombing even more precise. Those technicians and workers who had fled to open ground were relatively safe; the purpose of this raid was to destroy production equipment, not personnel. Thus, they were not directly targeted.  Those hiding under buildings were not so lucky—especially those in dormitories, dining halls, and laundries. The roofs of these buildings were only made of wooden planks; the bombs punched through and exploded inside. These buildings contained much wooden furniture; the flying shrapnel and wooden splinters had similar lethality, and the splinters were more numerous. Many unlucky souls were riddled with various fragments but didn't die immediately, left to scream and struggle in pools of blood.  Compared to ordinary technicians, the scientists fared much better. The U.S. government had naturally dug specialized air-raid shelters for them, reaching depths of about ten meters, fully enclosed with thick walls.  The Manhattan Project involved a vast number of scientists. In many technical departments, the number of PhDs was more than double that of ordinary employees.  It had taken considerable time to get these hundreds of people into the shelters. Although the Chinese Air Force didn't know this, they had finished dropping their ordinary bombs and had identified the most reinforced buildings. After all, a standard building hit by a bomb exploded outward from within, making it easy to distinguish.  Then, following their standard training, the 180 J-9s rapidly reformed their ranks and pulled up. From the perspective of the escorting fighters, these planes looked like elegant pelicans climbing straight toward the sky. They then formed a neat formation and released their largest bombs toward the ground.  True men never look back at the explosion, for they might be caught in it themselves. Having completed the final bombing, all Chinese aircraft turned and fled. Just as they reached an altitude of 5,000 meters, the shockwaves from below reached the planes, causing every aircraft in the group to tremble.  Some looked back, but below 5,000 meters, the clouds were thick; they could only see red light flickering through thin patches in the cloud layer, with the ground entirely obscured.  The group continued to climb, reaching nearly 10,000 meters. With plenty of fuel, this altitude was no problem. More importantly, it allowed them to better handle any approaching enemy aircraft.  But no enemy aircraft appeared. Maintaining a neat formation, the group flew back toward the sea. Guided by the carrier task forces' radio, the aircraft moved with the carriers to leave the waters where they might be attacked.  It wasn't that the U.S. Air Force hadn't considered pursuit, but after taking off, they received a sudden order from command to patrol the coastline to guard against a new wave of Chinese attacks. This order gave the Chinese force the chance to exit the battlefield from a high altitude. By the time the U.S. Air Staff realized the Chinese were withdrawing, they could only pursue, not intercept. Although the window of opportunity was only half an hour, the Chinese force hit it perfectly and left U.S. airspace.  America's elite naval combat forces were all on the West Coast, and even the elite units that hadn't been moved were transferred there because of the massive Chinese attacks in the Western U.S. As a result, the East Coast was left with a large number of inexperienced fighter groups.  At 10:00 AM, the aircraft began landing. Once they were confirmed to be in relatively safe territory, Admiral Tamon Yamaguchi, seeing that all aircraft had returned without a single loss, sighed to Rear Admiral Fuchida: "Fuchida-kun, do you believe in destiny?"  Rear Admiral Fuchida was deeply moved. He looked toward the east, in the direction of the Chinese capital, before replying: "This offensive plan was issued by He-kun. I once thought it a massive gamble, yet in these 30 years, He-kun's martial luck has always flourished. But I do not believe this is accidental."  Seeing that Fuchida's thinking hadn't quite caught up with his own, Yamaguchi felt he had to elaborate: "As early as 30 years ago, during He-kun's time at the Army War College, teachers and classmates saw him as a scholar-type talent. But I believe his command ability is not inferior to his academic ability. It is just that He-kun has always been too lazy to spend effort on such matters.  "He-kun's victory today is not a victory of tactics, but of strategy. Sun Tzu said that those skilled in war master others and are not mastered by them. But to manipulate an opponent, one must make them automatically choose the decision most favorable to *you*. Before the opponent makes their choice, they are destined to lose thoroughly.  "Fuchida-kun, what I am saying is that for a man like He-kun to descend upon this world, it can only be destiny (天意)."  Fuchida thought for a while before understanding: Yamaguchi didn't mean that He Rui's thorough victory was favored by destiny, but that He Rui *himself* was the person destiny had sent. Thinking of this, Fuchida felt a pang of shame and hurriedly bowed. "My apologies, Yamaguchi-kun; I failed to grasp your vision. A man like He-kun could only appear under destiny."  Despite Fuchida's apology, Yamaguchi remained melancholy. He watched the deck crews running across the carrier and the pilots coming out of their cockpits, high-fiving in celebration. He watched for a long time before speaking again.  "I am but a mortal man; I cannot bear a great mission. For a mortal like me, to throw myself into war and survive is the greatest happiness I can achieve. Therefore, Fuchida-kun, you were right: all I can do is protect Japan, so that Japanese families can live happily and not suffer the pain of losing loved ones. This is what I, as a mortal, can do."  Fuchida never expected a man as intense as Yamaguchi to accept fate. But on second thought, now that He Rui had descended upon the world, all mortals—whether his subordinates or his enemies—were but chess pieces of destiny.  This operation had been meticulously planned and accurately executed, yet before departure, the high command knew everyone involved might die and the fleet could be wiped out. To return unscathed without a single casualty was luck, not destiny.  Destiny favored He Rui, not anyone else. If one believed their survival was due to destiny's favor, they would eventually die because of that thought. Realizing this, Fuchida suddenly felt a desire to retire. Since He Rui wanted Japan out of the war, this gave Fuchida the chance to live safely to an old age.  Just as his mood relaxed, another thought occurred to him: if it was destiny that Japan exit the war, would Japan suffer severe punishment from heaven if it defied this destiny and tried to obtain interests through war in the future?  Fuchida did not voice this view but said to Yamaguchi: "Sir, I will go gather the Japanese pilots for a meeting. Standing on the deck like that is too impolite!"  "Go on," Yamaguchi replied listlessly.  The Japanese carrier task forces retreated south at maximum speed. According to He Rui's orders, they were to retreat to Saint Helena and transition to an alert state, providing combat power for potential future operations on the East Coast. At the very least, they were to make the West feel the pressure from the Atlantic.  In Yamaguchi's view, this was a very understandable military arrangement. Even with 20 million troops, the U.S. could not maintain a flawless defense across the entire country. But at this stage, they *had* to try. This inevitably led to inefficient troop movements, thereby reducing the pressure on China's operations on the North American west coast.  If Yamaguchi were the Asian Coalition commander, he would have made the same arrangement.  Thinking of this, Yamaguchi began to doubt himself. Had he been in charge, he surely would have chosen a more radical approach, which would have instead created vulnerabilities in China's military arrangements.  Yamaguchi had to marvel once more at the extraordinary steadfastness of the Son of Destiny. So-called steadfastness was not just about not giving up in the face of setbacks, but also about not going too far when in a dominant position. Such grace and composure were something even Yamaguchi could not achieve.  As an ally of China, Yamaguchi had the space to think at a high level. Vice President Wallace, as an enemy, had just emerged from the air-raid shelter. The scene before his eyes made him wonder if he was seeing things.  Oak Ridge had been filled with buildings—especially the tall watchtowers and wind-monitoring towers. But now, the landscape was empty, with only a few broken structures remaining because they were reinforced concrete.  Wallace was responsible for the Manhattan Project and knew the function of every building. Those few remaining structures were primarily processing facilities; the truly core extraction plants and other processing factories were now almost certainly destroyed. In other words, the Manhattan Project had suffered immense damage. It would take at least six months to even begin rebuilding. If the scientists had suffered major losses, the time could be even longer.  Wallace was in despair; his legs gave way, and he fell to the ground.  At that time, President Roosevelt was with his lover, having a portrait painted. He already had many portraits and photos; he was having another done not out of narcissism, but because he was happy with his lover.  Sitting in his wheelchair, reflecting on unavoidable national issues, Roosevelt saw his secretary hurry over and nervously hand him a paper. Seeing the news of the massive destruction at Oak Ridge, Roosevelt felt his head swell violently, followed by a surge of sharp pain radiating from his brain across his scalp and down to his neck.  "Ah..." Roosevelt let out a cry of agony, clutching his head and doubling over.  His vision went black. Although he could smell his lover's scent as she embraced him, the pain was agonizing. Soon, his heart began to pound violently. Every beat felt like a hammer striking his skull, causing waves of pain. He cried out again, his body twisting.  As the pain began to numb and fade, Roosevelt felt everything around him receding.  At 12:31 PM on August 12, 1943, doctors arrived to check on Roosevelt, but they could only record his time of death as 12:33 PM.  At that same moment, He Rui finished reading an urgent telegram and began to cough uncontrollably. The secretary stood up and moved to leave, but He Rui called him back. "No need to call the doctor."  "Chairman," the secretary pleaded, "the acupuncture doctor recommended by Chairman Li will be here soon. At least try it."  Before He Rui could respond, the door opened and Li Runshi walked in with a smile. "Does the Chairman look down upon the experience of our ancestors?"  He Rui gave a bitter laugh. "I certainly believe in acupuncture. But the ancestors' experience hasn't been updated in so many years; I worry that doctors' understanding of body structure and physiology remains at the level of air-to-air concepts created through second or even third-hand conceptualizing."  Li Runshi replied readily: "Coincidentally, I spoke with this doctor about 'second-hand conceptualizing,' and he agreed wholeheartedly. Chairman, this doctor graduated from a traditional Chinese medicine university and has practiced acupuncture for over a decade. He's also a skilled surgeon in modern medicine. I think he's worth a try."  Faced with Li Runshi's kindness, He Rui had to invite the doctor in. After all, Li Runshi was so busy that it was a burden to have him spend time discussing TCM theory with a physician.  The doctor who entered was around 40, very steady. Even before He Rui, he showed no shock, though his grip was firmer when they shook hands.  Soon, He Rui was lying on a treatment bed, his back covered in needles and heated by lamps. He asked Li Runshi in a muffled voice: "Any progress at the front?"  Li Runshi replied easily: "Lately, many American black units have appeared at the front, and their will to fight is quite unstable. A black regimental-sized unit just surrendered immediately after being surrounded."  "There will be more. Ouch..." He Rui couldn't help but grimace. Once the electric-like tingling subsided, he continued: "Runshi, I'm thinking... once we've captured enough black soldiers, we'll launch a counter-offensive. It would be best to settle a large number of captured black troops in Oregon and have them take charge of everything there, and then we withdraw."  Li Runshi couldn't help but smile. He Rui was no "good man" during wartime; every one of his schemes was designed to maximize the internal contradictions of the enemy.  American blacks had been liberated for 70 years yet still lacked the right to vote. Putting black POWs in charge of Oregon would be seen by whites as an inversion of the natural order—slaves riding on the heads of their masters. Once the Chinese military withdrew, the whites would immediately rush back to "restore order."  Under such a stark contrast, the conflict between white and black Americans would intensify, and their mutual internal distrust would be reinforced many times over.  Li Runshi asked: "Does the Chairman hope to establish several black-majority states?"  "Why not?" He Rui replied, grimacing again. The effectiveness of the acupuncture was yet to be seen, but the intensity of the reaction proved the doctor's skill in locating and needling the points was superb.  When his body felt comfortable again, He Rui continued: "Having black states, black Senators, and black Representatives would be a very healthy development direction for the United States."  Li Runshi didn't echo the sentiment but pondered for a while before asking: "Chairman, do you believe this will facilitate the breakup of the U.S.?"  "Haha, whether there will be a USA and a USB, I don't know. But as long as we push toward 'fairness,' changes will certainly occur." After speaking, He Rui suffered another fit of coughing. But he soon noticed that the coughing was indeed much lighter.  *Could I really live a few more years?* He Rui couldn't help but feel a spark of hope. 州。
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According to Article 2 of the United States Constitution, when the office of the President becomes vacant, the Vice President shall succeed to the powers and duties of the office. Upon receiving the news of President Roosevelt's death on the afternoon of August 12, 1943, the leaders of both houses of Congress immediately contacted Vice President Wallace, who was preparing to rush back to Washington. After a brief exchange of telegrams, it was confirmed that the "temporarily surviving" Vice President Wallace would take over as President.  Wallace needed to return to the capital immediately to formally take the oath of office before the congressional leaders, key cabinet members, and a representative of the Supreme Court.  Despite his narrow escape from the bombing, Wallace chose to return to Washington by air. On the plane, the corners of his mouth occasionally lifted in a faint smile, only to droop again a moment later, his expression turning somber.  Becoming the President of the United States was naturally cause for joy, but Henry Agard Wallace also held some affection for Roosevelt and felt sincere regret that he had passed at only 61. Most of all, Roosevelt had simply died and dumped such a monumental mess into Wallace's lap. Thinking of the current situation gave the President-to-be a massive headache.  At 7:00 AM on August 13th, Wallace boarded a plane at a military airfield. In Washington, the top elite were in a state of high anxiety. The Chinese raid on the Oak Ridge base in Tennessee had not yet been disclosed to the public, who still felt relatively safe. However, the high-ranking officials were terrified by the Chinese Air Force's sharp and ruthless targeted elimination.  At 11:00 AM, President Wallace's plane landed at a heavily guarded Washington airport. Stepping out of the hatch, he saw only the solitary figure of Secretary of State Hull waiting to receive him. FBI agents quickly shielded Wallace and ushered him off the plane. It was only after they entered the fortified airport building that they found the leaders of the House and Senate and a representative of the Chief Justice waiting.  Handshakes and greetings were exchanged. The Chief Justice's representative whispered to Wallace: "President Roosevelt's casket will arrive soon. I personally suggest you take the oath before it."  Wallace felt a pang of displeasure at the suggestion. But the Chief Justice's idea had merit, so he said nothing. Fortunately, they didn't have to wait long; the plane carrying Roosevelt's remains arrived within the hour.  Inside the cleared airport building, the upper door of the casket was opened, revealing a groomed Roosevelt. It had to be said that the cerebral hemorrhage had taken a heavy toll; even with the best embalming, those familiar with the President could see the torment he had endured before death.  Once the identity of the remains was confirmed, the inauguration ceremony began. Under the U.S. system of separation of powers, with representatives from the legislative, judicial, and executive branches as witnesses, Vice President Henry Agard Wallace placed his hand on the Bible and solemnly swore the oath to become the 33rd President of the United States.  Although the number of reporters present was small, they represented all the major newspapers. Flashbulbs clicked incessantly and cameras rolled, recording this historic moment.  Immediately upon taking office, President Wallace delivered an inaugural address titled "We Will Fight to the End," and subsequently announced a wake for former President Roosevelt at the White House.  Initially, President Wallace felt this event could be manipulated to unify the fighting spirit of the American public. He appreciated the *Washington Post's* report, which placed Roosevelt at the head of the casualty list, citing his place of death as "The White House."  However, Wallace never expected Eleanor Roosevelt to have an outburst during the wake. It happened with startling speed. Initially, dressed in black mourning clothes, Mrs. Roosevelt had performed with the poise expected of a First Lady.  But after a close friend whispered something to her during a break, Mrs. Roosevelt suddenly burst out, her expression turning fierce. Approaching Wallace, she asked coldly: "Who was with the President when he died?"  Wallace was taken aback. When Roosevelt had gone on vacation, Wallace was being bombed by the Chinese Air Force at Oak Ridge; for Mrs. Roosevelt to question him was absurd. However, he guessed the answer: it must have been Roosevelt's old lover, Lucy Mercer.  Mrs. Roosevelt was clearly on the verge of a breakdown. Seeing Wallace's silence, she took it as an admission and began shouting at him and the congressional leaders: "You dogs! None of you are any good!"  Fortunately, the White House was a place of rules. Seeing things go awry, several high-ranking ladies quickly surrounded Mrs. Roosevelt and escorted her away. Amidst the group, she continued to scream: "I will never forgive you! Never!"  Wallace shook his head helplessly, disapproving of her behavior. If she couldn't satisfy her own husband, she had no business making a scene. It was no wonder Roosevelt's lover hadn't left his side for over twenty years; there was a reason the President had died in her arms.  While indecent, such matters were minor. President Wallace spent some time discussing with the congressional leaders which bills might be prioritized for passage.  Both sides were "old foxes." While each wanted to bait the other into mentioning exiting the war, they were extremely cautious, speaking instead at length about how they would slaughter the Chinese on the battlefield and achieve victory. The fruitless dialogue only ended when the British Ambassador arrived to offer condolences.  Late that night, Wallace convened a cabinet meeting. The contents of the reports submitted by the members were familiar to him, but with his change in status, Wallace soon recovered from the excitement of the presidency to a normal state.  As Vice President, he had had plenty of leisure time to mentally criticize Roosevelt's decisions. Back then, he felt many of Roosevelt's choices had room for discussion. But as President, he immediately realized he was now responsible for his own decisions. And if he couldn't be responsible, he had to find someone who was.  Just before Roosevelt's sudden death, the U.S. military had launched a new round of offensives. Like previous efforts, they were hard-fought but achieved almost nothing. The Chinese military blocked the American advance and simultaneously pushed eastward along the Canadian Pacific Railway.  The CPR spanned from Vancouver in the west to Montreal in the east, with cross-border routes to major U.S. cities like Minneapolis, Chicago, and New York. Since the Chinese had broken the Rocky Mountain line in Canada, their advance across the vast plains was even faster.  When Wallace asked about the latest situation, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Douglas MacArthur, replied coolly: "The British are about to engage the Chinese in a major battle."  Hearing this, Wallace discarded his previously conservative mindset and said: "Provide full support to the British. Let them strike with advantage!"  The cabinet members did not nitpick; they found Wallace's shift from his earlier conservative stance to be a positive development. The U.S.-Canada border was incredibly long. In the mountains, the U.S. had suffered much at the hands of the Chinese. Now, they hoped for a change in the battlefield scenery.  Not only the Army Staff but the cabinet as well felt that the Chinese were skilled at mountain warfare, which was a theater that favored smaller forces. China had demonstrated impressive combat capability in northern Korea as early as 1922; it was only natural that after twenty years of development, their mountain warfare was even more advanced.  Now that the Chinese had pierced the Rockies, the Allies had established multiple layers of defensive positions where the mountains met the Western Canadian plains. MacArthur did not provide a detailed explanation to President Wallace, for Wallace didn't understand military matters; a technical briefing would have been incomprehensible to him.  A shallow, simple introduction carried the risk of Wallace believing he understood, leading to him issuing "clever" but counterproductive orders. After all, when men encounter war, they naturally want to chime in—not because they want to cause trouble, but because they have an innate interest.  Though he offered no further explanation, MacArthur was clear on the operational concept and intended to use a victory in this battle to boost American morale and public spirit.  Wallace did not offer many opinions. Personally, he did not want to continue the war, but the U.S. military had already suffered over five million killed, wounded, or captured. While the Chinese had not invaded the U.S. mainland, and the domestic front was relatively stable, the 22 million men most capable and willing to fight had already been called up. Female soldiers had already begun appearing in the ranks. Although they served only in auxiliary units, it proved that the pool of military-age males was nearing exhaustion. If the war continued, the U.S. might not be able to hold out.  The refugee tide triggered by the destruction of the Western industrial zones proved that the fighting spirit of the average American was not as firm as politicians and newspapers claimed.  Driven by this pressure, President Wallace personally hoped for a major victory to provide America with an honorable exit from the war. Originally, he had hoped to use nuclear weapons as that tool for an honorable withdrawal.  Late that night, after the meeting ended, President Wallace lay down in his bedroom and soon fell into his first sleep as President.  MacArthur, meanwhile, returned to the General Staff and read the operational orders once more.  "...Given the Allied disadvantage in mountainous terrain, the General Staff believes that a heavy blow must be dealt to the Chinese military in the plains, where our combat advantages can be best utilized.  "A Chinese brigade consumes 10 tons of supplies daily. At this stage, China relies entirely on long-distance sea transport for logistics, which inevitably makes their supply situation difficult. If the Chinese currently wish only to use their mountain warfare advantage to gain time, they must eventually attempt a move into the plains.  "Comparison of forces and equipment: "The Allied forces have deployed 500,000 elite troops in the Western Canadian plains, including 12 U.S. divisions and 8 British divisions... "Among the British units, two divisions are light rapid mechanized divisions equipped with British cruiser tanks, suitable for long-distance rapid raids. "Four divisions are equipped with Matilda tanks for trench and mobile warfare. "Two divisions are fully equipped with American M4 Shermans, possessing powerful firepower, armor, and penetration capability, intended as the main force against Chinese primary armored divisions. "All 12 U.S. divisions are armored divisions equipped with M4 Shermans.  "Operational Concept: "Once the campaign begins, the Allied forces will rely on already constructed layers of defense to resist. After delaying and weakening the Chinese army and luring them more than 100 kilometers away from their supply bases at the mountain-plain junction, the Allies will cease their retreat and launch a pincer movement... "When the Allied Air Force has secured air superiority, the Army will encircle and annihilate the Chinese units far from their supply lines..."  MacArthur did not feel this battle was a guaranteed win; after all, it was far from the time for a decisive blow. It was not even certain if the Chinese would launch a probing attack. But MacArthur believed that with their numerical advantage, the Allied air forces were not currently at a disadvantage. If they wanted to deal China a heavy blow, now was the best opportunity.  In the Chinese capital, He Rui did not show his joy at the Politburo meeting, but he was indeed very happy in his heart. Roosevelt's personal ability had been excellent, and he had demonstrated great skill as a politician when fighting from a position of advantage.  Historically, Roosevelt's concepts of global governance had provided He Rui with much experience, so he did not wish to appear to be gloating. Instead of mockery, he said seriously to the meeting secretary: "Send a message of condolence to the United States in my name, expressing my regards to Mrs. Roosevelt."  The comrades were stunned. While Roosevelt had assisted during the Sino-American reconciliation, the President at the time had been Hoover. After Roosevelt took office, because China and France chose a substantive alliance, Sino-American relations had been average. Such a message might be seen by the Americans as a taunt.  But seeing He Rui's unconcerned manner, the comrades remained silent. They turned their attention to the materials they had just received: data on the new U.S. President, Henry Agard Wallace.  He Rui read along with them: "Henry Agard Wallace, graduate of Iowa State College. Since 1924, an editor and lead writer for agricultural newspapers. Later became an agricultural expert, conducted experiments on high-yield corn varieties, achieving major breakthroughs in plant genetics. Later entered the hybrid corn business, earning significant profits.  "Joined the Democratic Party in 1928. Served as Secretary of Agriculture from 1933 to 1940, participating in the implementation of New Deal laws, especially the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933, to raise and stabilize farm prices, protect soil, build reserves, and control production..."  At this point, He Rui couldn't help but laugh. "So, he is another 'Sui Zong'."  Sitting beside him, Li Runshi heard the term "Sui Zong" and asked: "How are those characters written?"  He Rui took up a pen and wrote the two characters. Li Runshi, himself famous for his literary skill, looked at them and gave a chuckle. For in the records, a colleague had once described Henry Wallace: "He always responds to calls his fellow men cannot hear." Wallace truly felt a mission calling him: this son of a former Secretary of Agriculture born in Iowa said his greatest wish was "to make the world safe for corn growers."  With such a personality and his deep affection for corn, calling him "Sui Zong" (Ancestor of the Ears/Grain) was not misplaced.  Wallace's path in politics had not been smooth; he was not a career politician, leading to strong opposition to his election within the Democratic Party, but Roosevelt had strongly supported him for Vice President in 1941.  During his vice presidency, Wallace had shown a strong desire for U.S.-Soviet cooperation, to the point of being attacked by the staunchly anti-communist Senator Truman as a "Stalinist lackey."  Had it not been for Roosevelt's sudden death, Wallace could never have succeeded to the presidency.  Li Runshi replied: "This man clearly cannot master real power."  Premier Wu Youping added: "Wallace cannot unify the Roosevelt cabinet. In the 1944 election, he likely won't even secure the nomination."  With these assessments from Li Runshi and Wu Youping, the Politburo members were unwilling to offer further opinions. After reviewing the materials, they didn't dislike this "Sui Zong." But they were all experienced politicians; Wallace's resume would qualify him, at most, as the head of a municipal grain bureau in China. With a bit of luck, he might reach the deputy-director level in a provincial grain department. That was Wallace's limit in China. Such a man was not worth much discussion.  He Rui had no particular impression of Wallace and naturally shared his colleagues' view. But he posed a question: "If the U.S. elite are unwilling to take the blame, will Wallace become the one who steps out to carry the responsibility? After all, there are still fifteen months until the 1944 election."  U.S. elections happened every four years, regardless of how chaotic the world was. Generally, they took place in mid-November. The 1944 election would be around November 17th, with the inauguration in early 1945. Even if Wallace didn't pass the primary, he would make an excellent "scapegoat" (背锅侠).  Hearing He Rui's view, the Politburo remained silent. Since their youth, they had never seen a scapegoat within the Chinese leadership. As for the messes they encountered after taking leadership roles, those were at a much lower level. Their experience was insufficient to understand how to be a U.S. presidential-level scapegoat.  He Rui was just speaking from sentiment. If the current Vice President were Truman, He Rui would have no misunderstanding of his decisions. Finally, He Rui stated they should just observe. This reasonable view met with unanimous agreement.  Before the comrades could fully relax, He Rui announced the CMC's decision: "Our forces will launch a probing offensive in Canada... on the territory of the People's Republic of North America, to determine if our combat power can achieve a large-scale campaign in the plains."  The comrades were surprised to hear He Rui speak so vaguely of war. He continued: "Our enemy will surely be well-prepared there, intending to deal us a staggering blow. If the U.S. military commits all its elite units to the potential battle, I do not guarantee our victory.  "However, this battle must be fought. Only after fighting can we determine the core combat power of the U.S. military. If their power is average, our subsequent war progress will undergo a massive change."  At this, the comrades relaxed. The battle He Rui described didn't sound dangerous; at least now, having fully considered the risks, there was no possibility of a cautious commander like Marshal Hu Xiushan "hitting his head against a wall."  However, He Rui's tone grew heavier. "The most important thing for this campaign! Before winter, our forces must seize stable launch bases capable of conducting missile attacks on the U.S. Great Lakes region. If we want the U.S. to exit the war, the five major industrial zones must be destroyed!"  At these words, all the comrades involved in economic work were invigorated. They knew He Rui was right, but they had never imagined how the Great Lakes industrial heartland could be destroyed. Now, the possibility had finally appeared. Even if it meant taking a risk, it was not unacceptable. 州。
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With Roosevelt’s death, Rockefeller was immediately liberated. Once the FBI agents stationed in his office had all withdrawn, he wasted no time booking a flight to Washington.  Paying one’s respects to Roosevelt was a matter of upper-class etiquette. Rockefeller made a polite, brief appearance at the White House before immediately heading to New York. His timing was precise; he arrived at JPMorgan Chase headquarters exactly on schedule.  Led by staff into the conference room, Rockefeller saw the familiar faces of the leaders of America’s top financial syndicates. The tycoons stepped forward to shake his hand, none of them showing any inclination for banter. They were all too aware that the Rockefeller syndicate’s assets in the West had taken a staggering hit, with paper losses alone exceeding $500 million. The losses yet to be tallied were undoubtedly even greater.  If the situation did not turn around, it was Rockefeller’s misfortune today; tomorrow, it would be the turn of Morgan, Ford, the Edison family’s General Electric, and the rest.  Since the Rockefeller syndicate had the deepest ties with China, the task of speaking fell to him. Despite his crushing losses, Rockefeller showed no sign of desperation. Instead, he calmly presented his assessment of the future to the assembly. "Gentlemen, once China advances along Canada’s Pacific Railway and reaches Thunder Bay on Lake Superior, the entire Great Lakes region and even New York will be within range of Chinese long-range rockets."  He continued, "I believe China will not hesitate to destroy the Great Lakes industrial zone. From their perspective, doing so would force the US government to exit the war. Of course, some congressmen claim they will fight to the end, even if they have to carry rifles back to the countryside and wage guerrilla war. I find such views laughable! Such talk only proves their minds are still stuck in the Civil War era."  At this sharp critique, a few of the magnates let out short laughs, but the vast majority did not. The current situation was not merely unfunny; it was terrifying.  Rockefeller did not smile either. Since the worst-case scenario had already unfolded, he saw no point in ambiguity. "Gentlemen, I do not believe China will occupy the United States, as doing so would serve no purpose for them other than incurring massive casualties. As long as they deal a heavy blow to America’s industrial base, it will be impossible for the US to continue threatening Chinese forces in Canada..."  "Do the Chinese forces truly have the confidence to continue defeating the US military through the winter?" the CEO of General Electric interrupted loudly.  Rockefeller sensed that the GE group was still brooding over their disadvantage in the technological race. Moreover, these titans were clearly reluctant to accept the possibility of such a massive threat to the Great Lakes region, instinctively wanting to deny it.  As the representative of those currently suffering, Rockefeller replied, "If most of the enterprises in the Great Lakes region were to halt work, how long could your companies maintain production based on the spare parts in your warehouses?"  Most of the Morgan syndicate’s business was no longer in physical production. Hearing Rockefeller’s candid appraisal, Morgan asked, "Rockefeller, has your enterprise truly reached the point where it can no longer maintain production so quickly?"  "There are several reasons why my enterprises cannot maintain production. As long as we have our lists of suppliers, we aren't lacking parts for the time being. However, I must tell you two of the many reasons why my companies cannot continue. The first is a shortage of raw materials, making it impossible to start work. The second is that products cannot be shipped out; the warehouses are full. This has forced several of my refineries to halt operations." Having said this, Rockefeller couldn't help but give a bitter smile before adding, "As a result, several factories that were halted—because their storage tanks were filled with gasoline and other chemical products—were attacked. Almost all the products were consumed in a single fire. Gentlemen, can you be certain your production can continue in the absence of fuel?"  The American tycoons of the 1940s were not those of the 2020s. At this time, America possessed a powerful productive capacity, and these men understood how to organize it. Hearing Rockefeller’s description—especially regarding the inability to ship products—they could no longer laugh. The heavy blow struck against the Western industrial zone could very likely appear in the Great Lakes region before long.  The Ford syndicate was involved in automobile production, and their assembly lines required an extremely high degree of stability. Never mind the destruction of a production line; a problem with the supply of just one key component could bring the entire line to a halt.  Henry Ford opened his mouth to say something but then closed it. Rockefeller had already pointed out that even if cars were produced, the chaos in the American industrial system meant there was a risk they would have to be stored in warehouses with no one to drive them away. If a parking lot holding hundreds or thousands of cars were destroyed, Ford would truly have no time for tears.  Seeing that everyone understood how dire the situation in the Western industrial zone had become, Rockefeller stepped down from the podium and returned to his seat among the tycoons.  A silence fell over the magnates. Before the Western industrial zone had been hit, even with Chinese troops landing in Western Canada, the American tycoons hadn't been worried.  Since before the outbreak of the war, each syndicate had reaped enormous profits from the Roosevelt administration’s defense orders. After the war began, orders had flown in like snowflakes, and the syndicates continued to make a fortune. Thus, they had remained optimistic in their assessments of the war. After all, China lacked the capacity to land on the US mainland, so they naturally couldn't sabotage American enterprises. As for how many American soldiers died on the battlefield, the syndicates didn't much care.  Now, however, they suddenly realized the war had begun to pose a direct threat to them; their factories were within reach of Chinese forces. A few long-range rocket shells could cost a syndicate tens of millions of dollars. No syndicate could withstand such losses.  Because they understood economics, the tycoons kept the possibility of American defeat to themselves, not daring to speak it aloud. Once America’s industry was crippled, defeat would only be a matter of time.  It was Morgan who broke the silence. Since he had initiated the meeting, as the host, he could not afford to look too cowed. Stepping to the front, he suppressed his emotions before speaking smoothly. "We have asked Professor Frank of the University of Chicago to provide us with an assessment of the current balance of power between China and the US."  A man with red hair stepped forward. Introducing himself in English with an Irish accent, he began his presentation. The tycoons showed little interest in his figures. They held a massive advantage over the average American, but they were weak compared to the Chinese military. Any Chinese grunt could kill an American tycoon with his weapon.  At this moment, the tycoons had never realized so clearly that in this international jungle of the survival of the fittest, personal success meant nothing in the face of state violence without a powerful nation as a backstop.  Rockefeller’s account had already shown them a terrifying future; a professor’s opinion was essentially useless. Unless, that is, the professor could point toward a way for them to reach an agreement with China.  But the professor clearly had no such intentions. When he finished, no one applauded. Some even felt Morgan was out of line for wasting their time at such a critical juncture.  Just then, Professor Frank continued, "Gentlemen. Given the disparity in strength between China and the US, you have two choices. The first is to participate in the federal government’s enterprise relocation plan, moving part of your production capacity to regions designated by the government to build new industrial chains and continue production."  At this, the tycoons finally showed a spark of interest. Professor Frank went on, "If you believe your assets will suffer significant losses, I suggest you borrow as much money as possible to purchase US Treasury bonds. This will mitigate your future losses."  This time, even Rockefeller was stunned, to say nothing of the others. He believed that since there was a high probability of American defeat, the Treasury bonds would, if not become scrap paper, at least plummet in value. Purchasing a large amount of bonds now seemed, if not delusional, then at least dangerously unorthodox.  Professor Frank saw their unease and explained calmly, "Gentlemen. Even if we set aside the destruction of your enterprises in the war, your companies will inevitably face a severe crisis once the war ends. In an era of skyrocketing inflation, things like the stock market will become nearly useless. Gentlemen, your assets are likely to fall back to shocking levels. As for gold, if you get your hands on any, you'll be targeted by the FBI and arrested.  "Aside from stocks and gold, cash might relatively hold its value, but you simply won't be able to get cash. Therefore, at this stage, the only reliable direction for investment is US Treasury bonds.  "The US government has a powerful need to maintain its bonds. If it cannot raise money through bond issuance, it will certainly collapse due to a total loss of credit. This collapse would have repercussions for decades or even a century. In comparison, even an American defeat would only affect the economy for a few years.  "Therefore, the US government will certainly repay its debts on time. While inflation will occur, causing you significant losses, from a holistic perspective, bonds are precisely what will best preserve value. In addition to full payment, they possess high liquidity. In contrast, stocks will fall, and assets will fall. Moreover, the liquidity of non-operational assets will be very poor."  Experts were indeed different from tycoons. Through Professor Frank’s explanation, the tycoons understood the internal logic of this judgment. However, whether the US government would act as the professor said was something no one dared guarantee. Many even felt that Professor Frank might be a government shill, intended to trick them into buying war bonds that clearly had no future.  Professor Frank didn't seem to care what they thought. He continued, "I have analyzed the future trends of various assets, including stocks, and have submitted the report to Mr. Morgan. This is the outline of the report; if you are interested, you can take a look."  With that, he placed a stack of typed documents on the table and left the room unhurriedly.  Morgan had his secretary distribute an outline to each attendee before saying, "Gentlemen, we are facing an unprecedented choice. Whether to believe in the government or believe in America depends on your choice. As for the Morgan syndicate, we have no other option. China’s current objective is to destroy the white world and establish a world order dominated by the Chinese. In this order, America’s status will only be lower than it was before the war began. Because China will certainly not accept the pre-war monetary system, the Chinese Yuan must inevitably replace the international status of the Pound, the Dollar, and the Franc. The Morgan syndicate will choose to continue defending American interests; it is our only choice."  At this point, Morgan felt he had done his duty and announced the start of the dinner.  Although the tycoons had no heart for food and drink, they were indeed hungry. Moreover, they could use the meal as an opportunity to discuss with others. Twenty minutes later, as Rockefeller had just filled his plate with what he wanted to eat and returned to his seat, the CEO of General Electric also brought a plate of food and sat down beside him. He asked, "Mr. Rockefeller, do you believe China will truly choose to completely destroy American industry?"  Rockefeller forked a piece of bacon and chewed slowly, making his own judgment. After swallowing, he replied, "I believe China will attempt to destroy the industrial zones of the West and the Great Lakes. They will not choose to completely destroy the entirety of American industry."  The GE CEO’s expression was somewhat dismal. He ate a bite of tomato salad and asked with a frown, "Do you think China does not want to invade American territory?"  "I do," Rockefeller answered seriously. These past few days, he had carefully recalled his dealings with the Chinese government, especially his very limited contact with He Rui. In Rockefeller’s view, though He Rui was like a predator that would never accept a threat, he was also like a predator that would not hunt when he was not hungry. Defeating the US was a necessity for He Rui, but he did not want to destroy America, nor even conquer it.  From an American perspective, this attitude was actually quite arrogant, but Rockefeller could only hope his judgment of He Rui was correct.  As Rockefeller reflected, the GE CEO asked despondently, "If the Great Lakes region is destroyed, will the government choose to exit the war?"  To Rockefeller, this sounded like the talk of someone who had lost his wits. As long as China had not swept across the US mainland, it was impossible for the government to voluntarily choose to withdraw. At this stage, whoever first proposed the idea of exiting the war would be branded a traitor and become a target for those who also secretly wanted out.  As a "wicked capitalist who controlled American politics from behind the scenes," what the GE CEO should be doing now was finding congressmen and mobilizing his resources in the media and among the populace to raise a cry of "exit the war," which would then be relayed by congressmen as representatives of the people’s will.  Since all parties had developed the intention to exit the war, an armistice was no longer a sentiment the government had to suppress; instead, it was something all parties would utilize.  The Rockefeller syndicate had already begun doing so. At this stage, exiting the war had not yet become the mainstream view of the American people, so the syndicate could only ask those congressmen "not to block peace proposals." Once the American people could no longer stand the war, the Rockefeller syndicate could provide various funds to those congressmen supporting withdrawal, helping them transmit this "popular cry" to every state.  The GE CEO was clearly too green, or perhaps GE’s style was too much like a STEM student, believing the world followed laws like mathematical equations and that a derivation would yield a clear right or wrong result.  Evidently not realizing Rockefeller’s impatience, the CEO continued, "But at the moment, it seems the congressmen are all very much in favor of continuing the war!"  Rockefeller could listen no longer. He stood up, took his plate, and moved to sit beside Morgan. Morgan was discussing the conditions for China’s ability to attack the Great Lakes region in low tones with Ford. Seeing Rockefeller sit beside him, Morgan looked at him, seeing his face like frost, but Rockefeller simply continued eating. Morgan could only continue, "I can invite people from the Air Force General Staff for a meal. I hope Mr. Ford will attend."  Henry Ford’s primary assets were located in the Great Lakes region, making the odds of being bombed very high. Moreover, the Ford group couldn't even manage to relocate. Ford’s assembly line production required a large number of supporting enterprises in the automotive chain. Simply moving Ford’s assembly plants in Detroit and elsewhere wouldn't solve the problem.  If they wanted to relocate effectively, they would have to move thousands of other companies. This wasn't a sum Ford could afford, and if there were other places in America better suited for Ford’s investment, the company would have invested there long ago. In reality, Ford could only realize its full advantage in the Great Lakes region. Rather than considering relocation, the company was better off considering how to prevent the Great Lakes from being bombed. Since Morgan was going to invite people from the Air Force General Staff, Ford naturally wanted a clear answer from them.  "I will certainly attend," Henry Ford said, then looked at Rockefeller, who was eating silently. In Ford’s view, Rockefeller’s choices were similar to his own.  Noticing the gaze, Rockefeller looked up. "I won't be attending. If one wants to rob America of its war-making capacity—or at least greatly weaken it—destroying its oil production and refining is undoubtedly an extremely effective method. I don't believe China would pass up such a strategy. So, it no longer matters to me."  At these words, both Morgan and Ford looked at Rockefeller with a measure of sympathy. Rockefeller was right, so China likely wouldn't spare America’s oil production. Rockefeller’s tragic fate was simply a consequence of being an American oil tycoon.  Rockefeller had come to terms with it. Now half-full, he took a sip of coffee and asked, "I’ve been in the West and don't know the latest progress of our negotiations with the Soviet Union. You two should know something, right?"  Morgan had been busy solving stock market problems lately and truly hadn't had time for such things. Ford explained that through truck cooperation with Britain and Germany, his company had received some word from the German side. It was said that Germany had prepared a negotiating team for Foreign Minister Ribbentrop. Many of the German officials in this team were considered pro-Soviet.  Hearing of such a configuration, Rockefeller didn't ask further. Ford himself couldn't possibly have more information, and if he did, he certainly would have shared it. As for Ribbentrop’s pro-Soviet team, they were surely prepared for negotiations with the USSR.  Rockefeller continued, "Do you know Britain’s attitude?"  This time, Morgan felt he had something to say. "Britain has been trying to establish a private channel of communication with China, but without success. At this stage, they seem to have given up on the idea."  Rockefeller nodded. "Thank you." These two pieces of news were quite valuable, especially for his strategic judgment of the future. Then Ford asked, "Mr. Rockefeller, do you believe He Rui truly intends to strike at white supremacy and work to establish an equal new world order?"  "I do. I believe He Rui has indeed made this his goal," Rockefeller answered frankly.  Ford shook his head slightly in confusion. "I mean, does He Rui truly believe a world of equality is beneficial for China?"  "He does. Based on the progress of the war so far, China has clearly reaped enormous benefits from this policy," Rockefeller reaffirmed.  At this, Ford fell silent. Rockefeller was telling the truth. If China, like the European and American colonists, held itself aloof and treated colonial peoples as sub-human—or simply carried out genocide against indigenous peoples like America had—it could never have swept across half the world as it had now.  Having finished the food on his plate, Rockefeller stood up to take his leave of Morgan. Back at his residence, he began to study Professor Frank’s research.  To the Rockefeller syndicate, the most valuable asset was its technical team of rich experience, followed by oil fields and factories. At this stage, the factories and oil fields likely couldn't be saved, but while the Chinese could bomb oil wells, they couldn't destroy the oil beneath the earth. Thus, Rockefeller’s current losses were not fatal. On the contrary, with Roosevelt’s death, America no longer possessed a truly powerful president. Rockefeller’s movements were finally free.  Rockefeller’s current funds could be used to maintain the survival and safety of his technical team; with that calculation, not much cash remained. As for company stock, he remained confident. Whether in war or peace, oil and chemical products had become daily necessities. As soon as the war ended, Rockefeller could continue to make money in a safe environment.  Recalling Professor Frank’s speech, Rockefeller felt the professor’s judgment of American bonds was valuable. If the US government could maintain its attitude toward bonds, it would still possess nearly perfect credit. The Rockefeller syndicate could continue to trust the US government’s bonds.  Having cleared his thoughts on these matters, he considered whether China had the capacity to destroy the Great Lakes industrial zone. Generally, the Great Lakes region was freezing by November, as was the Canadian territory occupied by China.  If the syndicates could think of China destroying the Great Lakes, it was impossible for the American top brass not to know. From now until the deep freeze, there were three months—ninety days. Could China truly advance over two thousand kilometers in ninety days against the full resistance of the US military?  Rockefeller harbored a significant distrust of China’s combat power.  ***  Meanwhile, at the ports of Australia and New Zealand, a large number of white families were being herded onto ships. These were locals who had refused to declare Australia’s independence, accounting for roughly 80% of the surviving population.  New Zealand and Australia had not only declared independence from British colonial rule but had also established entirely new constitutions. According to these constitutions, those who had voted against independence were being sent back to the colonial origins they so loved.  The sirens wailed as great ships arrived at the ports of Australia and New Zealand. Disembarking were large numbers of Asians, most of whom were Chinese expatriates, with a few from Japan and Korea.  According to the constitutions of Australia and New Zealand, these two nations welcomed immigrants from all countries equally. Within China, there were many people with little land who were willing to immigrate to these two independent nations or stay there as expatriates.  As the Chinese disembarked, the whites of Australia or New Zealand were herded onto the ships.  Having seen too many whites, especially these dejected ones, the Chinese had long since lost any special feeling toward them. Midwinter in Australia and New Zealand was nearly over. A year’s plan begins in spring, and the Southern Hemisphere’s Australia and New Zealand possessed vast stretches of land.  Some were suitable for crops, some for grazing, some for growing fodder, and others for olive trees. In short, the Chinese had come to Australia and New Zealand to obtain a better life through labor. Through their own hard work, they could earn an income while contributing to the cause of world liberation.  For example, grain from the Chinese mainland was being shipped to several indigenous republics in Western North America, which would lead to a shortage of grain within China. The grain from Australia and New Zealand could be shipped back to China to compensate. Furthermore, after the Southern Hemisphere harvest, the reaping, drying, and processing would coincide exactly with China’s lean season. Sending tens of millions of tons of grain and hay back to China at that time would maximize its value.  Thinking of the mutual benefits for themselves and the nation, the Chinese who disembarked felt a sense of eager anticipation, itching to throw themselves into their work immediately.
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On August 18th, the weather in Moscow was exceptionally fine. The azure sky was clear and transparent; even the thick columns of smoke billowing from the industrial district's chimneys failed to make the air appear murky.  Observing such a scene, members of the Chinese technical support team in the Soviet Union couldn't help but feel sentimental. China's industrial zones were too massive and closely packed, resulting in an enormous pollution footprint. Once smog appeared, it would blanket several cities or even entire provinces in a single, massive shroud of gray.  Compared to China, although the Moscow region had many factories, there were no other large industrial clusters within several hundred kilometers. No matter how much pollution the Moscow industrial zone released, it would be dispersed by the wind, avoiding the problem of overlapping pollution from neighboring industrial belts.  The Chinese experts were in the mood to discuss such things not only because they had been tormented by air pollution back home, but also because the recent work upgrading Soviet industrial technology had yielded remarkable results. The upgrades possible within the existing Soviet operational model were essentially complete. If they wanted to proceed further, they would have to build factories and establish rules according to the Chinese production model.  The Soviet side considered the Chinese corporate production methods to be "following the capitalist road" and rejected them on institutional grounds. With further progress appearing slim, the Chinese aid team relaxed, finding themselves with more leisure time.  And when people have idle time, things tend to happen. While the discussion of weather was serious enough, the proportion of young people among the personnel here was high, and most of them were unmarried. After all, when recruiting for support in potentially dangerous regions, the preference leaned toward single youth. Now that the Moscow region was temporarily safe, these idle young men began attending dances with Soviet beauties, visiting Moscow's historical landmarks, or flocking to the internal restaurants run by the Chinese aid team.  During the war, the Chinese government sold supplies to the Soviet Union without immediate settlement, essentially letting the Soviets use them on credit. China had also dispatched tens of thousands of experts and technicians to help the Soviet Union upgrade its industrial technology, significantly increasing Soviet military and civilian output. Both forms of assistance provided immense help to the Soviet Union.  However, among ordinary Soviet citizens, what became truly famous wasn't this industrial aid, but rather the "Chinese Restaurants" and "Chinese Vegetable Gardens" in the Moscow and Ural regions.  Most Chinese people, both men and women, love to grow things. The popular foundation for vegetable gardening is quite deep. Whether in the Moscow or Ural industrial zones, there was plenty of waste heat and even carbon dioxide available from boiler exhaust. The power supply in these two industrial zones was also sufficient to energize the violet lamps in the greenhouses.  Thus, greenhouse gardening, which began more as a form of entertainment, somehow transformed—after receiving domestic greenhouse technology and equipment—into projects with an annual per capita vegetable yield exceeding one ton. Since the 50,000 aid personnel couldn't possibly consume ten thousand tons of vegetables, they began setting up internal cafeterias to eat alongside the Soviet workers and technicians from the same factories.  Later, for some reason, Soviet officials became keen on visiting the grassroots level to eat in the factory cafeterias. The reputation of Chinese restaurants spread like wildfire, quickly becoming synonymous with "high-end enjoyment" in the Moscow and Ural industrial zones.  Due to the many regulations under the Soviet wartime state, Chinese aid personnel couldn't even spend their rubles if they had them. Consequently, when Chinese young men wooed local girls, they would take them to the Chinese restaurants. Many Soviet girls discovered that with a meal of four dishes and one soup, they could eat for two weeks without ever having the same dish twice, leading them to believe that Chinese young men were sincere, considerate, and generous.  On August 18th, the food at the Moscow Tractor Factory was no different from usual. Today was much like any other; a portion of the vegetables from the tractor factory's greenhouse was taken away and supplied to the kitchen for patients at the Moscow Military Hospital.  At that time, Stalin and several Politburo members happened to be visiting the military hospital and stayed to have a "patient's meal." The meal included chive and eggs, sliced pork with green peppers, steamed eggplant, and broccoli with minced garlic. Stalin and the others ate comfortably and were quite satisfied with the hospital's food supply.  After leaving the military hospital and returning to the Kremlin, Stalin convened a Politburo meeting. Molotov, who had not gone to visit the wounded, handed a document to the Politburo. The document indicated that the current US President, Wallace, represented those who wished to establish good relations with the Soviet Union. Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt's highly trusted personal advisor—known as the "Shadow President"—shared Wallace's desire for friendly US-Soviet relations.  Once the Politburo members finished reading the report, Molotov provided his analysis. "While we cannot be certain if Wallace can truly grasp Nazi Germany's real intentions, it is at least unlikely that he would deliberately deceive the Soviet Union. Furthermore, considering that a staunchly anti-communist figure like Truman remains in Moscow, it is very likely that Truman has been entrusted with some new diplomatic mission."  Malenkov, the Vice Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Soviet Union (equivalent to a Chinese Vice Premier), asked, "Has Truman received his authorization yet?"  Molotov replied, "Truman is likely waiting for new authorization."  The gap between having authorization and waiting for it was vast, so the CPSU Politburo members stopped discussing that point. Everyone looked toward Stalin. Recently, an unspoken consensus had emerged within the Politburo: if Germany truly withdrew from Soviet territory, the Soviet Union could consider a temporary peace with Germany.  Just like the previous Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the CPSU still viewed this as a stalling tactic. Germany had caused the Soviet Union heavy losses, and this great enmity had to be avenged. However, if they continued to fight Germany now, the Soviet Union would only suffer greater losses. China, meanwhile, would use the opportunity of the protracted Soviet-German war to continue its rapid global expansion.  If the Soviet Union exited the war, China would have to fight the Western powers, while the Soviet Union could recuperate and wait for new opportunities. Therefore, making peace with Germany was not a bad choice.  Of course, given the volatility of Nazi German Führer Adolf Hitler, the Soviet Union did not trust any Nazi promises. Thus, a US endorsement was necessary before Stalin could make a decision.  Stalin had already pondered the current situation many times. Seeing that his comrades remained silent, he asked, "Comrade Malenkov, have the latest figures come out?"  Hearing Stalin ask for data, many Politburo members looked at Beria, the People's Commissar for Internal Affairs. Over the past three months, the KGB had conducted a new round of purges. The targets were not anti-Stalinist conspiratorial groups, but rather local cadres who had been considered Stalin's loyalists.  The reason for targeting them was the CPSU's great emphasis on computers. They had invested immense manpower and resources and achieved fruitful results. Computers were rapidly becoming widespread in the Soviet Union, and computing power had increased several hundredfold. This provided enough capacity to calculate the country's resources and operational data.  The results shown by these calculations shocked the Politburo. Too many figures simply didn't add up, and the discrepancies were enormous. Stalin immediately ordered the KGB to conduct a thorough investigation. With the vast amount of data available, the KGB's targets were clear before they even struck. After this rigorous investigation, it was discovered that many comrades who claimed to be Stalin's loyalists were extremely irresponsible in their work. To please Stalin, they had fabricated all sorts of data.  Stalin did not show mercy and promptly arrested these individuals. Those with serious crimes were executed, while those with lighter offenses were sent to penal battalions and deployed to the front lines.  After gaining control of a vast amount of data, Beria not only investigated the fabrication of figures but also inspected production processes. The Soviet economic model was often called a command economy because all production had to be executed strictly according to central arrangements.  Previously, the central government simply didn't have enough manpower to conduct audits. Now, with the computer—a tool that was entirely unemotional and unaffected by any social considerations—as an assistant, discrepancies in production data quickly became apparent.  By investigating these suspicious points, and with Malenkov, who controlled many reports, providing cooperation to Beria, many problems were unearthed. Whether it was corruption, negligence, or technical upgrades and equipment replacements that should have been adjusted but were obstructed by superiors—a multitude of issues were identified and began to be resolved.  In just these few months, industrial production had noticeably improved, and the penal battalions had received a large influx of new personnel.  Beria's reputation rose once again, ascending from the level of an executioner to something akin to the God of Death. After all, those lazy cadres could never have imagined how the KGB could suddenly seize upon matters that the central government had previously been unable to know.  Malenkov didn't care about Beria; at this stage, he was working closely with Molotov and Beria. He had also earned the praise of Comrade Kirov. The reason everything was going so smoothly was that Malenkov's grasp of Soviet data was becoming increasingly precise.  "Comrade General Secretary, according to our calculations, if Germany begins withdrawing from Soviet territory in September '43, we will be able to restore the reconstruction of local organizations by March '44. At the same time, based on the data, by November '44, we can have 25,000 T-34-85s (T-34 tanks equipped with 85mm guns) and 30,000 aircraft, all of which are copies of Chinese fighters. Our military's jet engines will also enter mass production..."  Malenkov had an extraordinary memory and introduced his work in an orderly fashion. Furthermore, with computer assistance, the method of task allocation, which previously relied solely on official experience, had undergone a massive change. As long as the parameters were set, the computer could run continuously. The management of officials' work shifted from issuing orders to periodic assessments. Malenkov believed that by using this method, completing plans would become much easier.  Stalin soon realized that Malenkov leaned toward making peace with the Allies. Therefore, the data presented focused on the favorable aspects of peace. Stalin, however, was somewhat hesitant. He wasn't particularly worried about Chinese retaliation; a man as clever as He Rui would never make an enemy of the whole world. But Stalin feared that making peace with the Allies would be viewed by China as a betrayal. Thus, the Allies might play some tricks when relations between the Soviet Union and China significantly cooled. In that case, the Soviet Union would lose far too much.  Stalin wasn't the only one worried about Germany breaking its word; the other members of the CPSU Politburo were also very concerned. Even the US special envoy, Truman, was anxious. However, Truman's concern was entirely out of American interests. Waiting for news in his hotel, Truman had already sorted out the general outline. The United States not only hoped for a ceasefire between the Soviet Union and Germany but also wished for the Soviet Union and China to turn against each other.  As for whether the Soviet Union would join the Allies, Truman was not optimistic. If the United States and the Soviet Union were to swap places, the US would surely also want to watch the whole world fight and be ground down together. Therefore, no matter how much the Soviet Union offended China, its bottom line would be to avoid military conflict with China. What the US needed most now was for the ceasefire to be executed smoothly. Thus, Truman was full of doubts regarding Hitler.  It must be said that Truman was overthinking. At this time, what Hitler looked forward to was not trapping the Soviet Union, but resolving the war first. The summer offensive appeared to be going smoothly, but the Soviet frontline units were mainly composed of the old, the weak, and penal battalion troops lacking combat will.  In the past, Hitler would surely have thought the Soviet Union was at its end, only able to fill the lines with such cannon fodder. Now, however, Hitler didn't see it that way, because the designations of those elite Soviet units had not appeared at the front. Information obtained from interrogating prisoners indicated that those elite units were undergoing personnel replenishment, equipment refitting, and training. Because the best supplies and troops were given to the elite units, the overall quality of the Soviet frontline troops continued to decline. This also meant that once the October rainy season and the muddy period arrived and the German offensive stalled, the elite units of the Red Army would launch a counter-offensive just as they had last year.  Therefore, Hitler also believed it was necessary to make peace with the Soviet Union now. However, peace could not be achieved by a unilateral German withdrawal. Germany no longer expected to carve out Soviet territory; its demands had been reduced to establishing a demilitarized zone at the border. Since the Soviet Union was willing to sign such a treaty with China and effectively implement it, Hitler felt the Soviet Union should be able to do the same with Germany.  Soon, August 19th arrived. Truman received authorization from the new President Wallace, allowing him to judge whether to initiate a call for Soviet-German negotiations. Truman immediately requested to see Molotov and presented the formal request for Soviet-German negotiations.  Molotov did not get excited; he asked coldly, "If Germany refuses to participate in peace talks, or refuses to implement the agreement after negotiations, what will the United States do?"  If it had been two days ago, Truman would surely have talked around the subject. Now, Truman replied decisively, "If Germany does that, the United States will announce its withdrawal from the Alliance."  Molotov was finally somewhat moved, but he still asked, "Has the Congressman received authorization from within the United States?"  Truman stood tall and replied proudly, "That is correct! I have received authorization from the US government!"  In the face of such a major matter, Molotov did not easily believe him. He sent a telegram to the US government for verification. A clear reply soon arrived: "The US government has indeed authorized Congressman Truman to judge the credibility of the Soviet-German negotiations and to make his own judgment."  With things having reached this point, the war-torn Soviet Union had little choice. The meeting was held in Geneva, Switzerland. Starting from August 19th, both the Soviet and German armies ceased hostilities, and the German army even retreated 30 kilometers to show sincerity.  This meeting didn't involve much haggling. The Soviet representatives looked very cold and did not hide their hostility toward Germany. Although they hadn't crushed the Soviet Union, the German representative, Ribbentrop, whose side had gained quite a few advantages during the war, completely ignored many of the hostile terms used by the Soviet side. In Ribbentrop's view, if he were cursed out by the Soviet representatives but reached a ceasefire agreement in exchange, he wouldn't mind the Soviet representatives venting their resentment over their defeat.  The contents of the Soviet-German negotiations included the complete withdrawal of German troops from Soviet territory, the demarcation of the demilitarized zone, and the timing of prisoner exchanges. Given the importance of these negotiations, the Soviet Union did not raise the issue of reparations. Germany also didn't raise the demand for a buffer state between the two countries.  Both sides knew that as soon as the other side recovered, war would likely break out again. But the most important issue now was no longer when the Soviet Union and Germany would fight again, but rather that neither was willing to stand by and watch China easily obtain world dominance, forcing both to become minor lackeys under Chinese global hegemony.  Compared to strategic interests, many things can indeed be put aside.  On August 21st, the Soviet and German negotiators reached a ceasefire agreement and submitted it to their respective governments. Hitler was currently questioning General Manstein, commander of the North Group, who had rushed back from the front: "How long do you think it will be before the Soviet Union possesses the strength to invade Germany on its own?"  Manstein didn't want to please anyone, especially after fighting such a long war and experiencing all sorts of nonsense. Whether it was Hitler or the "red-trousered aristocratic gentlemen" in the General Staff sitting in their offices, they all made Manstein feel annoyed, or even disdainful.  Thus, Manstein replied frankly, "Based on current Soviet strength, by January 1945 at the latest, the Red Army will possess the capacity to invade Germany alone."  Manstein's judgment shook Hitler, but he felt Manstein's attitude was very sincere. Moreover, Hitler had already dismissed so many generals from the General Staff that he had few trustworthy ones left. Generals like Manstein, Model, and Paulus had performed excellently in the winter campaign of 1942.  "How long will it take for the North Group to retreat back to the country?" Hitler continued.  Hearing Hitler didn't mention anything other than the retreat, Manstein's opinion of him unexpectedly rose slightly. After a moment's thought, he replied, "It will take three weeks."  Hitler was somewhat surprised; he had thought it would take at least two months, maybe even three. Although Hitler didn't intend to cause trouble, there was no guarantee what the Red Army might do. But if the retreat only took three weeks, it meant the German retreat speed would be far faster than the Red Army's pursuit. Once the German army retreated within its borders, based on Hitler's judgment of Stalin, Stalin would absolutely not dare to actively cross the demilitarized zone to cause trouble.  "Will we abandon a lot of equipment?" Hitler asked.  Although Manstein felt Hitler was underestimating him, he shook his head and replied, "We will try to bring back all our equipment."  Although the German army was ending its war with the Soviet Union, it would next have to fight the powerful Chinese military. Abandoning a large amount of equipment would affect German combat efficiency. While Manstein knew they would surely leave behind some worthless gear, as a military strategist, he was unwilling to let his tactical command capabilities be questioned.  Seeing Manstein so confident, Hitler didn't say much more. He stood up and extended his hand to Manstein. "Colonel General Manstein, I will see you at the decoration ceremony in Berlin."  On August 22nd, Soviet People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs Molotov and Nazi German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop signed the ceasefire agreement in Geneva, Switzerland. Britain, the United States, and Italy all sent diplomatic personnel to observe the signing.  However, according to a verbal agreement, the ceasefire would be announced on August 27th. From the moment the agreement was signed, both sides completely ceased fighting, and German forces began to retreat.  The German General Staff had initially thought the fastest to retreat would be the North Group. To their surprise, the South Group, commanded by Paulus, began its retreat with astonishing efficiency. By August 27th, the day the agreement was announced, the South Group had already retreated 400 kilometers, while the North Group had only retreated 230 kilometers.  Paulus, commander of the South Group, didn't find this surprising at all. As a staff-oriented commander, Paulus had barely slept these past few days, handling all sorts of information continuously. Under this meticulous command, the South Group's movements were neat and orderly, always maintaining a complete rearguard line ready to respond to any Red Army breakthroughs. Other units retreated rapidly through the flat Ukrainian region without worrying about their rear.  The reason Paulus dared to do this was largely because after retreating 600 kilometers, he could reach the standard-gauge railways built by Heydrich, the Governor-General of Poland. Even heavy Tiger tanks could be loaded onto trains for transport. The South Group's infantry retreated by train, while the armored and motorized units retreated using their own vehicles, providing cover for the infantry under the protection of the Air Force.  Initially, Hitler feared that if the North and South groups retreated too quickly, the Center Group would be left isolated. Unexpectedly, General Model, who had been urgently promoted to the Center Group, displayed astonishing staff capabilities and was equally outstanding in organizing the retreat.  General Model had made his name through defensive warfare. In the Battles of Rzhev, he had won against superior numbers, held the salient, and maintained a continuous threat to Moscow. Throughout the Rzhev campaign, Model directly commanded battalion-level units within the defensive lines, demonstrating an incredible capacity for elastic defense.  Hitler looked at the orderly retreat of the Center Group's units on the map, as if seeing the flavor of the Rzhev elastic defense in them.  Just as the German army expected, the elite units of the Red Army were desperately chasing them. Stalin did indeed want to attack the disorganized Germans during their retreat; since the Germans were in full retreat, they wouldn't turn back just because a few units were annihilated.  However, no matter how hard the elite Red Army—the Guards—chased, they could never catch up with the Germans, except for occasionally picking up broken equipment the Germans had abandoned.  Stalin ordered that the Red Army must not enter the demilitarized zone. Seeing the Germans running so fast, the Guards units of the Red Army simply marched through the night, striving to catch up. At this point, the Red Army wasn't even thinking of finding a chance to destroy a few German units; they only wanted to catch up and "force" the Germans out in a following-and-observing posture.  But as for night marching, the German army had rich experience from as early as the Polish campaign, which peaked during the French campaign. To catch up with the armored units that had raced off to who-knows-where, various infantry divisions didn't sleep for three days and nights, relying on drugs to keep marching. Now, the German troops invading the Soviet Union only wanted to get home safely; how could they give the Red Army a chance?  Both armies marched day and night. By September 6th, all German troops had withdrawn from Soviet territory. On September 7th, a vanguard unit of the Red Army reached the border of the demilitarized zone and encountered the Allied verification personnel stationed there.  The propaganda machines of Britain, the US, and Germany worked at full capacity to broadcast the news, especially emphasizing that the Red Army had fully complied with the ceasefire agreement and had not entered the demilitarized zone.  When Japanese Prime Minister Ishiwara Kanji saw the news, he immediately sent a telegram to He Rui, violently attacking the Soviet Union's "traitorous" behavior. He stated, "Japan will never betray its allies!"  He Rui didn't feel the Soviet Union had betrayed China. The Soviet Union would naturally prioritize its own national interests. What truly made He Rui sigh regarding the Soviet-German ceasefire was Nazi Germany's calm judgment. Hitler knew very well that Germany's greatest threat was no longer the Soviet Union, so he made a decisive choice. Initially, He Rui had somewhat doubted whether Hitler might choose to crush the Soviet Union first for the sake of pride or other reasons.  At the Politburo meeting, the comrades did not show any displeasure. It was clear that they also felt both the Soviet Union and Germany had made the best choice.  Li Runshi raised a question: "Chairman, since the Soviet Union and Germany have signed a peace agreement, should we ask the Soviet Union to start repaying the debt for our aid?"  He Rui shook his head. "Our priority at this stage is to bring back our comrades who were aiding the Soviet Union. As for the debt, we only need to tell the Soviet side that since they have stopped fighting, future trade will return to a credit-on-account model, with a settlement audit every quarter."  Hearing that He Rui was not in a hurry to press for the debt, the comrades neither opposed nor supported him; no one truly thought the Soviet Union had done anything wrong. However, since the Soviet Union had done this, especially making peace with the Allies privately without consulting China first, it was only right for China to use the debt repayment as a way to prod them.  Li Runshi shared He Rui's view. The Soviet Union had already unintentionally done enough for China, and its "betrayal" would only become its own burden. China had secured both the substance and the prestige. The Chinese government had already publicly expressed its regret and stopped Sino-Soviet military-technical exchanges. Ending the matter there was the best choice.  However, seeing that the comrades were still somewhat unwilling to let it go, Li Runshi laughed. "Comrades, the peace agreement between the Soviet Union and Germany is actually announcing to the whole world that China is already the dominant power. To deal with China, even the deep-seated hatred caused by the Soviet-German war can be temporarily put aside. No amount of money could achieve such a propaganda effect. I don't think everyone needs to be angry."  These words seemed to ease the comrades' tension slightly, yet they also didn't seem to fully relax. Li Runshi could only continue, "I believe that, judging by Soviet interests, they have lost the strategic window to stop China from becoming the world's dominant force. There is a saying in China: 'It's lonely at the top.' Whether we agree or not, China has indeed become the dominant force. From now until the moment China loses that dominance, any country dissatisfied with the current world order will inevitably become a force challenging the new order established by China. This is the reality we face.  So, comrades, shall we persevere or give up? Have you made your decision?"  Li Runshi's words gave many comrades a sense of sudden enlightenment. Realizing that China was already at the center of the world and seeing the current situation of the Great Powers sharpening their blades for a counterattack, the comrades discovered that the feeling of standing at the peak of the world was not the same as the imagined glory of a victorious empire with the surrounding nations paying homage.  The feeling of being surrounded by enemies wasn't pleasant, even if logic told them this was the fate of a world hegemon. When China wasn't yet the hegemon, it had played every trick, both overt and covert, to undermine the British hegemon and enjoyed it immensely.  Not only China, but other countries were also doing the same at that time! Even France, a member of the Versailles system, was undermining Britain. This was the situation China would face from now on.  Finally, Premier Wu Youping spoke. "Then, let us get to work. Resolving the issue of the United States will require even greater effort from us."
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Calgary, located 160 kilometers from the US-Canada border at the junction of the Canadian Rockies and the Great Plains, had become a vital region for defending the Alliance of North American Indigenous Nations since its liberation by the Chinese National Defense Force (CNDF).  On September 8, Calgary endured three Allied air raids, which had by now become routine. Through the valiant efforts of the Air Force and air defense units, approximately 410 Anglo-American jet fighters were shot down. Crucially, the strikes failed to disrupt the ongoing construction of the airfield.  The Chinese Air Force remained vigilant, with fighters continuing their combat air patrols. The city’s most striking feature was the backdrop of magnificent, perpetually snow-capped mountains, which remained beautiful even amidst the smoke of war. Since China’s arrival in North America and its protection of the enslaved indigenous populations, several North American indigenous nations had been established according to their traditional territories.  The Chinese government had issued a series of postcards featuring local scenery; the view of Calgary against the snow-capped mountains was particularly well-received.  In the North American Theater Command, a postcard depicting the Calgary mountains lay before the Commander, Marshal Hu Xiushan. He had intended to send it to He Rui as a greeting for the upcoming Mid-Autumn Festival and had already drafted the message. Yet, he hesitated. Since August, the eastward offensive launched from Calgary had failed to achieve its primary objectives.  The soul of any army bears a direct resemblance to its founder. Beyond injecting the CNDF with a spiritual core similar to the later PLA, He Rui had deeply embedded the tradition of "battles of annihilation." Hu Xiushan had also made significant contributions to this tempering process.  However, "Operation Spring Thunder," launched from Calgary, had failed to annihilate the enemy forces in Regina and Saskatoon. After nearly twenty days of fierce fighting against numerically superior forces, the CNDF was forced to withdraw to Medicine Hat, over 100 kilometers east of its starting point.  The Anglo-American propaganda machine was now in full swing, trumpeting a "great victory" comparable to the Battle of the Marne. They claimed the Chinese offensive had suffered a shameful defeat and that ultimate failure was only a matter of time.  Hu Xiushan had already telegraphed the Central Military Commission (CMC), requesting punishment for his failure to win the campaign. Sending the postcard to He Rui now felt unsettling.  "Report: A telegram from the CMC. And one from the Chairman," the guard said, rushing in to hand the telegrams to Hu Xiushan’s confidential secretary.  The secretary looked at Hu Xiushan, unsure which to read first.  Internally, Hu Xiushan was moved, but his expression remained impassive. He ordered, "Read the Chairman’s first."  The secretary smiled inwardly. Even Marshal Hu Xiushan, who commanded millions and held immense power, still instinctively feared his mentor, He Rui. He wanted to hear He Rui’s personal take first.  Opening He Rui’s telegram, the secretary read: "Xiushan, you haven't faced many significant setbacks in your life. While I don't believe the results of Operation Spring Thunder will break you, I can't help but worry if you'll end up crying from frustration. My personal view is this: Imperialists are paper tigers strategically, but tactically, they are real big cats. I expect you to quickly adjust your mindset and accept that in a war of this scale, anything can happen. Face the coming campaigns with a composed mind. — He Rui."  After the reading, the secretary felt more envy than amusement. Even though Hu Xiushan was a Marshal nearing fifty, He Rui, as his mentor, still looked out for him with such care—a bond few could replicate.  Hu Xiushan’s face flushed red for a moment, showing a hint of lingering defiance. But after a few minutes, he simply sighed, and the heavy shadow in his eyes dissipated. To the secretary, he once again looked like the "Silent Strategist" of old.  "Read the CMC telegram," Hu Xiushan said, his voice steady and powerful.  "Comrade Hu Xiushan, the CMC has received your telegram and the North American Command’s summary of Operation Spring Thunder. The CMC believes that the combat will of the Anglo-American forces was not as severely damaged as the North American Command estimated. While a number of Black units surrendered in their entirety during mountain operations, this was primarily a reaction to long-term racial oppression by whites, rather than despair over the war's outcome."  "The white soldiers of the Anglo-American forces still maintain a considerable level of combat will and were well-prepared for operations in the plains. In the coming campaigns, these white units are likely to grow and adapt."  "Therefore, based on the campaign’s results, the CMC issues a formal verbal warning to Comrade Hu Xiushan. Your assessment of relative combat power overestimated our forces and underestimated the enemy."  "Regarding the operation itself, the CMC notes that despite the enemy outnumbering us several times over, the concurrent 'Operation Autumn Wind' successfully seized the northern transport hub of Edmonton and established a plains defense system. This proves that even when both sides face logistics insufficient for large-scale mechanized operations, our forces possess the capability to defeat the enemy when facing equal numbers."  "We expect Comrade Hu Xiushan and the North American Command to learn from this experience, recognize the reality that our troop strength and equipment are limited by transport capacity, and leverage our advantages to achieve greater victories in future operations..."  The secretary breathed a sigh of relief. Operation Spring Thunder had taken place in the plains, a region crisscrossed by rivers that placed high demands on logistics. The CNDF currently had 2.1 million troops to hold a front spanning thousands of kilometers and to secure 3 million square kilometers of territory, ensuring the safety of millions of non-combatants in established agricultural and industrial zones. Manpower and logistics were indeed stretched thin.  The CMC’s assessment was fair and avoided nitpicking; this setback shouldn't have a lasting negative impact.  Hu Xiushan then spoke, "Bring me the latest progress reports for the World People's Liberation Army in Africa."  The secretary hurried off and soon returned with a summary of recent combat reports and maps. Hu Xiushan spread the map and, with the secretary’s help, placed small flags to mark the current positions of WPLA units.  On the African continent, the WPLA had liberated all of East Africa. Surveying had begun for a "Two-Ocean Railway" traversing Central Africa, starting from Tanzania in the east and ending in Angola in the west; construction on the Tanzanian section had already commenced.  Ancient African nations like Ethiopia and Egypt were now fully independent. The WPLA’s main force was currently in Southern and Central Africa. In the south, progress was slower as they cleared white-settled towns in South Africa one by one. In the center, liberation efforts followed the planned railway route.  With the Japanese fleet having reached Saint Helena, some WPLA units had also boarded ships for Angola, preparing for landing operations to accelerate the liberation of Central Africa.  Hu Xiushan had followed He Rui since the Siping days in the Northeast. Although many assumed Hu Xiushan had little experience in civil administration, he actually possessed extensive experience in managing the earliest liberated zones. Reading the progress report, even without explicit mentions of "land reform," Hu Xiushan understood the nature of the thorough liberation work being conducted in Africa from the seemingly "inefficient" pace of the advance.  Feeling he lacked sufficient data, Hu Xiushan requested statistical data from government work reports accessible only to high-ranking cadres.  The data made it even clearer: China had achieved full employment in 1943. A significant reason was that 19.37 million people had left the mainland for overseas.  Of these 19.37 million, 7.8 million were military personnel; the rest were non-combatant support personnel. The North American Theater under Hu Xiushan’s command had one million of these non-combatants.  Among the non-combatants, 1.6 million were in Southeast Asia, 7.2 million were in Australia and New Zealand, and 400,000 were in India. Roughly 1.3 million were not explicitly categorized—they had clearly gone to Africa. They were there to help develop African agriculture and industry, often serving as "chiefs" in local tribal villages.  Hu Xiushan calculated that since Africa was hotter and lacked a general winter, the WPLA would likely reach North Africa—the Sahara region—by April 1944 at this pace, potentially liberating a significant portion of the southern Mediterranean coast. This timing would coincide with the spring thaw in North America, when the CNDF could resume large-scale offensives.  In other words, as long as the North American front did not collapse by mid-April 1944, the European members of the Allies would find themselves in a total war against the WPLA. At that point, the pressure on the North American Theater would drastically decrease.  If the European Allies were defeated, only a solitary United States would remain. The US would then have no choice but to surrender. Of course, it wasn't ruled out that the US might choose to exit the war voluntarily once they realized the situation was irrecoverable.  Having considered these factors, Hu Xiushan turned his gaze to the map of Europe. The Soviet Union had returned to neutrality, but given the deep-seated enmity between the USSR and Germany, the Soviets would inevitably strike Germany if the European situation turned sour. The collapse of Europe would only be faster then.  Pushing the maps aside, Hu Xiushan stood up and ordered, "Call a meeting!"  Soon, Hu Xiushan stood before a group of commanders who looked ashamed. Despite being forced to retreat under assault by an enemy 1.6 times their size, the CNDF commanders still felt immense shame. Over the past twenty years, the Chinese military had won victory after victory and had no experience with campaign-level retreats.  Even the retreat from Seoul during the war with Japan in Korea had been a pre-planned strategy from the start of the campaign, not a forced withdrawal because they could no longer hold.  As commanders of the units that had set the precedent for a forced retreat, they felt humiliated, even if the order had come from Hu Xiushan himself.  Hu Xiushan didn't criticize anyone. If staying had been an option, he would never have ordered the withdrawal. There was nothing remarkable about American armored tactics, but the Anglo-American forces were well-equipped and well-trained. Moreover, their air forces were equipped with large numbers of jet fighters. Because their logistics were far superior to the CNDF's, their sortie rates were nearly double that of the Chinese Air Force. That the CNDF managed to withdraw without being surrounded and annihilated was due entirely to the powerful combat capability and extraordinary spirit of sacrifice of the Chinese Air Force.  "In this campaign, the Air Force is to be commended. We will request awards for the outstanding units!" Hu Xiushan announced.  Hearing commendation instead of criticism, the Air Force personnel were surprised, but they relaxed considerably.  Hu Xiushan remained calm. Over the next hour, the usually taciturn Marshal conducted a thorough review of the operations and responses of all participating units. His review was so clear and precise that even the commanders who had led the fight felt enlightened. Simultaneously, many commanders flushed with shame as they realized how their own choices had impacted the campaign.  Soon, it was time to summarize. Hu Xiushan said, "Based on the overall performance, I believe you all recognized the Anglo-American attempt to lure us into a trap and felt their efforts to use defense to fix our units in place."  "Faced with this, you all leaned toward aggressive offensives to disrupt their tactical deployment and defeat them in a single decisive engagement."  "According to our intelligence, our actions did disrupt their tactical arrangements to some degree. However, the enemy's numbers, equipment, and training exceeded our expectations. Ultimately, with a very high margin for error, the Anglo-American forces still managed to launch their planned pincer movement to surround us."  "In that situation, our forces chose to retreat, continuing to strike the enemy throughout the withdrawal. We did not allow their scheme to succeed."  "Therefore, in upcoming operations, do not let this campaign discourage you. Use it as the baseline for Anglo-American combat power. We still have too little experience in plains warfare; rashly assessing the situation will only hinder our operational planning."  "At this stage, our primary objective is to leverage our advantage in mountain warfare to push the enemy out of the highlands. Meanwhile, in the plains, we will conduct localized raids against overextended enemy units to keep them guessing about our true objectives."  "The areas we must hold now include the mountains and the Edmonton region."  The sharper commanders among them realized a possibility: the CNDF might shift its focus toward winter defensive warfare rather than simply preparing to push the front eastward to seize launch sites for striking the US Great Lakes industrial zone with DF-2 missiles.  Destroying the Great Lakes industrial zone would deal a crushing blow to the US and likely force them to exit the war. Forcing a US exit and establishing North American indigenous nations in Central and Western Canada were the stated goals of the North American Theater.  Realizing that the delay in Operation Spring Thunder might push back these goals, many commanders lowered their heads in shame.  Though Hu Xiushan was a man of few words, he was far from obtuse. Gauging their reactions, he knew exactly what they were thinking. While generals knew that "I am the best in the world" was a dangerous mindset in military struggle, the competitive drive to win was often a precious trait of outstanding officers.  Having followed He Rui for nearly thirty years, Hu Xiushan had initially felt He Rui had two faces. In war, he could be incredibly demanding of victory, yet suddenly seem indifferent to it. This had puzzled Hu Xiushan for a long time.  It wasn't until he finally grasped the relationship between economics, politics, and the military that he found clarity. Military action is an extension of politics, and politics serves the economy. At the very least, when He Rui spoke of "military struggle being conducted for the happiness and life of the people within the war's reach," Hu Xiushan felt it was the truth.  In arts, there is no absolute first; in martial matters, there is no second. Officers will inevitably be competitive—it is the nature of the soldier. However, only by transcending this instinctive impulse and entering the stage of rationally accepting facts can a general evolve into a strategist.  If one can truly make war serve the economy of creating a better life for humanity, they transcend being a mere military strategist and enter the realm of a statesman and revolutionary.  However, the comrades present were clearly far from such a level. Hu Xiushan spoke at a level they could understand: "Our forces excel at fighting with an advantage. At this stage, the North American Theater is supported by a superior Air Force, though that advantage is being diluted by our insufficient numbers. Therefore, while we must work to increase our advantage as quickly as possible, we must also recognize this reality. This does not mean I want you to fear or avoid battle. Rather, I want you to recognize the balance of power so we can fight more effectively."  Having stated the core point, Hu Xiushan, worried some might still miss the mark, added in a toneless voice, "Anyone who cannot understand this will not be given the opportunity to continue commanding troops. I expect you to correct your thinking and prepare for the coming war with the most realistic attitude."  With his piece said, Hu Xiushan allowed the command and various units to begin their discussions. As Commander, he needed them to reach their own understanding, and he intended to read their ideological reports.  As he expected, most were confused—it was a case of old revolutionaries facing new problems.  Since 1923, twenty years ago, the CNDF had recognized that China was a great power and the CNDF was one of the world's few elite armies. Twenty years of war and international struggle had proven these facts.  Because China was a great power, it had struck from a position of strength in every war. This reality had shaped not only their psychology but also their military education. After all, a great power inevitably attacks with an advantage; even the mobile and guerrilla warfare conducted by a regular army was far beyond the level of an agrarian nation.  Thus, the balance between acknowledging China's status as a superpower and accepting the North American Theater’s current relative weakness was not easy to find. With so little experience in disadvantaged plains warfare, the comrades were somewhat bewildered.  Fortunately, they had received excellent military education. After a soul-searching discussion, a basic consensus on the current situation was reached. But whether they could grasp the "point of balance" in a dynamic environment would depend on their individual talent.  Hu Xiushan was in no hurry. It was in times like these that those with real talent had the chance to stand out. He believed the Chinese military did not lack exceptional soldiers; he just needed to give them time to emerge.  Meanwhile, Bai Chongxi, the former Chinese Ambassador to Chile, arrived in Mexico. In his capacity as a Counselor at the Chinese Embassy in Mexico, he met with the Mexican Minister of Commerce. Bai Chongxi straightforwardly stated the goal of the meeting: "China wishes to import refined oil and petroleum from Mexico."
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The Mexican Minister of Commerce did not immediately respond to Bai Chongxi's request. Diplomacy is an interesting game; before engaging in this seemingly broad and strangely targeted conversation, the Mexican Ministry of Foreign Affairs had already learned through various channels that Bai Chongxi possessed extensive authorization.  The Minister was considering how to tactfully decline China's request to purchase refined oil and crude. As a neighbor long bullied by the United States, the Mexican government was unwilling to provoke Washington. While Bai's request would be a normal commercial transaction in peacetime, during a world war, it was a trade in critical strategic materials.  For China, this would undoubtedly save massive amounts of time and transport costs. For the United States, however, it would be concrete evidence of Mexican betrayal. The U.S. might very well launch military strikes against Mexico. Mexico could afford to offend neither the U.S. nor China. The U.S. could send troops across the border; so could China.  At that moment, Bai Chongxi smiled and asked, "Mr. Minister, have you heard that the American fleet has passed through the Panama Canal and returned to the Caribbean?"  The Minister was stunned. He hadn't even known the Great Fleet had reached the Pacific, and now he was hearing from Bai that it had already left. For a moment, he felt an urgent need to verify this information.  Bai Chongxi’s diplomatic mission was an attempt to pull the Mexican government away from the American orbit. Even if Mexico didn't join China's side, he wanted them to at least stop providing strategic materials to the U.S.  Of course, if Mexico provided oil and crude to China, that would be ideal. China could send refined oil from Mexico to the North American theater—a distance of only about 3,000 kilometers, far faster than shipping from Japan or the Chinese mainland. Crude oil could be sent to Hawaii, processed, and shipped back to North America; the total transport route of 9,000 kilometers was still only the distance of a one-way trip from Japan to North America.  Currently, China was engaged in a massive infrastructure push in North America to increase port capacity. Part of that precious capacity was being used to transport high-pollution, low-efficiency small-scale refining equipment to the continent. If China could establish a refining capacity of 2 million tons per year in North America, combined with current shipping, it would be enough to launch large-scale campaigns at will. That would spell the end for the Anglo-American forces. If Mexico cooperated, the time required for China to achieve total victory would be significantly shortened.  Seeing the Minister’s look of astonishment, Bai Chongxi pushed further to undermine his confidence in the U.S. "Mr. Minister, the United States has already abandoned its West Coast. They are in such a hurry because the U.S. East Coast is facing a massive threat from the World People's Liberation Army. By the way, you might be aware that many Mexican citizens, out of personal conviction in the cause of global liberation, have volunteered for the WPLA."  The Minister replied quickly, "Those are individual actions, not the stance of the Mexican government."  Bai Chongxi nodded. "I am well aware of that. But the WPLA contains not only Mexican volunteers but American ones as well. In today's world, the total destruction of colonialism and the establishment of a brand-new international order has become the desire of the vast majority of the world's people. As of now, the only countries stubbornly clinging to colonialism and White Supremacy are in Europe and America."  These words made the Minister nervous. Since China had helped several indigenous groups in North America establish their own nations, both South and North America had been deeply unsettled. Although he knew he shouldn't ask questions meant for the Foreign Minister, he couldn't help himself: "Mr. Bai, does China support independence for the Indians?"  Bai Chongxi knew the nations of the Americas were terrified. Indigenous populations still existed in significant numbers across the continent, often facing systemic discrimination. China's actions in establishing indigenous states were seen as a signal of intent to forcefully intervene in internal affairs. Following the logic of European colonialism, they feared China would use "liberating indigenous peoples" as a pretext for war.  "Mr. Minister, do you believe the indigenous peoples are human beings?" Bai Chongxi asked.  The Minister, his nerves frayed, answered carefully, "They are certainly human."  "Then should Mexican indigenous people possess Mexican citizenship and enjoy the legal rights that Mexican citizens deserve?" Bai continued.  At this, the Minister began to sweat, thinking of Mexico's past persecution and current neglect of its indigenous people. He hurried to respond: "Mexico's new constitution stipulates that all Mexican people, including the Indians, enjoy complete equality."  "Since the indigenous people are not being persecuted, what is there to worry about?" Bai asked.  The Minister was not reassured by Bai's clear logic. In Mexico's eyes, China—capable of crossing the vast Pacific to wage war against a power like the United States—was undoubtedly the most powerful imperialist nation in the world. Moreover, this "imperialist" power had demonstrated terrifying combat capability in the Pacific War, killing millions of British and American troops.  Now, in the name of liberation, China was directing the WPLA across the vast African continent, seizing colonies that had belonged to the Western powers.  If the Great Powers were being beaten into the dirt, Mexico had no hope of resisting. Thus, even though he received a relatively benign answer, the Minister quickly found an excuse to end the meeting.  Bai Chongxi was not disappointed. If Mexico had immediately requested to join the Chinese camp, he would have been surprised. After the meeting, he went to a dinner hosted by a local Mexican chamber of commerce. As long as he continued to appear in public, it would signal to the U.S. that China was aggressively courting Mexico. If the U.S. sent a harsh warning to Mexico, China would be delighted. If the U.S. sent troops into Mexico, Bai would receive an immediate commendation from the Foreign Ministry.  However, the U.S. was not focused on Mexico. Although American diplomats there reported Bai's activities back home, the State Department had no time for it.  In the White House, MacArthur was briefing the new President, Henry Wallace, on the recently concluded battle. Wallace was not cheered by MacArthur’s self-congratulatory tone, as the White House had received a report on Anglo-American casualties.  In this battle, China had deployed 24 brigades—about 300,000 troops—to fight a brutal engagement against 600,000 Anglo-American soldiers. Although Chinese forces had indeed withdrawn after the operation, the casualty reports were stark: China had lost 1,600 tanks, while the Anglo-Americans had lost 2,800.  Furthermore, internal statistics showed that China’s actual permanent losses were likely around 1,000 tanks. The other 600 had been seen withdrawing from the battlefield under their own power; whether they were truly "destroyed" was highly questionable.  After months of combat, the White House had grown tired of the military's rhetoric about "Chinese human wave tactics." The White House had sent its own observers to the front, and every report from those who had witnessed the fighting indicated that the Anglo-Americans used at least twice as many troops as the Chinese in every engagement. Attacks with three to four times the numbers were common.  Even with "human wave tactics" on their side, the Anglo-Americans were still being hammered. The Chinese troops in the mountains were like demons, appearing and disappearing supported by powerful air and artillery strikes. Peaks that seemed impossible for men to scale were crossed by Chinese troops as if they were level ground. Chinese forces would suddenly appear on the front, rear, or flanks of the Anglo-American lines, launching ferocious assaults on weak points.  As for this recent plains battle, the White House had many observers. Their accounts differed wildly from MacArthur’s report. Throughout the campaign, the Chinese forces had almost seemed to let victory slip through their fingers. The well-prepared Anglo-American defensive lines had been shattered one by one by Chinese armor, rather than being abandoned according to a plan.  MacArthur had more than once ordered American units into forced counterattacks, engaging Chinese armored units head-on on the plains without any prepared fortifications. These included elite units like the 1st Cavalry Division and the 1st Infantry Division (the "Big Red One").  These two ace divisions had fought the Chinese Army on equal terms with fierce determination. In the most desperate moments, even rear-echelon supply units had been thrown into the fray. Now, the 1st Infantry and the fully armored 1st Cavalry had been ordered back to the U.S. for replenishment. Eighty percent of their combat troops had been destroyed. The remaining twenty percent were mostly logisticians and headquarters staff.  "Replenishment" was a euphemism for reconstruction. If they hadn't been elite units, their designations would have been struck from the rolls entirely.  In the final stage of the battle, the U.S. had paid a massive price to hold the line. The Type 59 tanks equipped by Chinese armored units were ferocious, possessing a distinct advantage in duels with the American M4 Sherman. Had MacArthur not ordered the Air Force to intervene at any cost, the Chinese air cover would have remained unchallenged. The Chinese offensive likely would have punctured the defensive lines entirely, collapsing the Anglo-American front.  It was only after the British rushed four elite armored divisions, just arrived in North America, to the front for a violent counterattack that the massive gaps in the line were plugged.  Despite a two-to-one advantage in manpower and equipment, the Anglo-American pincer movement had failed. The Chinese attacked with ferocity and withdrew with speed. They inflicted heavy casualties even while retreating, slipping out of the trap before the circle could be closed.  Failing to annihilate a major Chinese force on the plains despite a two-to-one advantage and suffering nearly triple the casualties left Wallace with little confidence in his military. Not just the President, but his entire cabinet shared this profound skepticism.  MacArthur, ever the shrewd politician, saw the distrust on their faces. However, he felt no unease.  From a military perspective, MacArthur’s plan had been to use superior numbers to lure the enemy deep and then surround and destroy them. The objective was to strike a heavy blow to the probing Chinese armored units and dampen their spirit.  The objective had been met. As for the Chinese escape, MacArthur didn't see it as a failure of his command. Instead, it was the British armored units—forming half of the pincer—that had failed. Those fools had thought victory was assured and sent armored divisions equipped with high-speed, light tanks to block the gap.  Furthermore, the British command seemed to have completely forgotten the common sense that a cornered beast fights hardest, assuming the rapidly withdrawing Chinese had lost their will to fight. In contrast, the American armored divisions had been much more cautious, sticking to MacArthur's orders to cling to the retreating Chinese like "sticky candy."  The result was that the Chinese Army simply formed up and steamrolled over the British lines. Those British cruisers were indeed fast, but their armor was as brittle as glass. The 100mm guns of the Chinese Type 59s destroyed them with a single shot. By the time the Americans arrived at the planned closure point, the British divisions had been literally pulverized.  One side of the iron pincer had shattered, and the Chinese poured through the gap. MacArthur’s meticulously crafted plan and the tireless efforts of the entire U.S. General Staff had come to naught.  If such a result was still considered a failure of command, MacArthur felt the Wallace cabinet was simply being unreasonable. In any normal military assessment, MacArthur had won.  As for the high U.S. losses, MacArthur didn't even care to explain. Analysis of captured Type 59s revealed a tank that was nearly perfect in firepower, armor, and mobility. Interrogations of Chinese prisoners showed that China had begun large-scale deployment of the Type 59 six years ago. Six years ago, Germany was just establishing its armored doctrine with the now-laughable Panzer I and II. While China’s Type 59 had been upgraded, that 100mm gun had been standardized six years prior.  Beyond the gap in equipment and training, the Chinese Army had won every battle for the past two years, accumulating vast experience. The U.S. Army’s overseas forces had been annihilated. If Roosevelt hadn't had the foresight to rush experienced officers like MacArthur back to the States, the 1st Infantry and 1st Cavalry would have been led by paper-pushing armchair generals, and the U.S. would have lost its last shred of dignity by now.  Seeing that the cabinet wanted to question him but lacked the courage, MacArthur didn't want to waste more time. Suppressing his contempt, he said, "Mr. President, if there is nothing else, I must return to headquarters to command the upcoming defensive operations."  Seeing him turn to leave, Wallace wanted to say something but didn't know what, glancing at his cabinet. They were equally silent. This was the first large-scale American victory so far. MacArthur’s reputation had been salvaged; his previous defeats were overlooked. The American public generally believed the U.S. Army could indeed defeat the Chinese.  If they said something cross now, MacArthur might very well resign. He might be a son of a bitch, but until they found another senior commander capable of facing the Chinese, they couldn't afford to offend him. If a conflict broke out and he resigned, any subsequent defeats would be blamed on the Wallace administration's interference.  The cabinet members were all sharp operators; not one spoke up to criticize him. Seeing this, President Wallace had to graciously agree to MacArthur's departure, adding with a complicated mix of emotions, "I wish you further victories."  MacArthur ignored the President’s underlying tone, gave a breezy thank-you, and strode out of the Oval Office.  Breathing the relatively fresh air on the White House lawn, MacArthur felt magnificent. The most important benefactor in his life had been the elder President Roosevelt, the uncle of the recently deceased FDR. During MacArthur's time at the academy, he had served as a military aide to the elder Roosevelt. In a country where regional factions competed for power, MacArthur’s ties to the Roosevelt family defined his standing.  Now that FDR was dead and a weakling like Wallace had taken over, there was no one left to suppress him. MacArthur felt he was finally free. From now on, he would no longer be seen as a subordinate to other Great Men; MacArthur himself was a Great Man, standing equal to any other!  Walking toward his car, he thought of Eisenhower, whom FDR had thought could replace him. The previous string of failures had been based on plans drawn up by Eisenhower, the Chief of Operations.  But this campaign had been planned and personally directed by MacArthur. If not for that coward Wallace giving the British so much say in the command, MacArthur would have achieved a total victory.  MacArthur felt that with Eisenhower’s intelligence, the man surely realized the gap in their abilities and would be much more humble from now on.  Just as MacArthur thought, Eisenhower was currently reviewing the battle with his staff. Although they all detested MacArthur, as senior officers, they had to admit he was far more capable than other American generals.  Take the deployment of the 1st Infantry and 1st Cavalry. They had been nearly annihilated because they possessed a sense of honor far exceeding other units; they had truly risked their lives to defend that honor. Because of this, even though the remnants of those divisions could only be called "army skeletons," they had fulfilled their mission, holding the line against the fierce Chinese offensive at the critical moment.  Any other units would have collapsed, and their collapse would have bankrupted the entire military plan. Knowing how to use men—that was everything.  While Eisenhower was discouraged, he was also somewhat relieved. Under MacArthur’s command, the U.S. Army could at least keep fighting.  The review had just finished when a report arrived from the domestic propaganda department. As Chief of Operations, Eisenhower was responsible not only for battle plans but also for overseeing internal propaganda and morale. He took this part of the job very seriously.  Opening the report, Eisenhower’s expression darkened. The latest internal propaganda revolved around the idea that White People were the chosen instruments of God to manifest His holiness and glory, the race destined to lead the world. Therefore, White People must remember God's glory and take it upon themselves to lead other races into civilization, fighting to the end against God's enemies—the "evil Chinese race" that sought to rule the world.  While Eisenhower himself believed in White Superiority, he could not accept this propaganda. China’s international message was, quite simply: "All humans are equal; all humans enjoy the same rights."  The American message had shifted to "fighting to the death for White Supremacy." To Eisenhower, this was a clear admission of being ideologically overwhelmed by China.  ---  **Translator's Note:** The term "Human Wave Tactics" (人海战术) is used here with heavy irony by the narrator, contrasting the American perception of the Chinese military with the reality that the Americans were the ones using overwhelming numbers to compensate for tactical and technological inferiority.
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Eisenhower held a meeting to determine which slogan would best inspire American officers and soldiers to fight. Because his focus was entirely on combat operations, he had prepared several directions of thought himself before the meeting. As soon as the session began, Eisenhower asked, "‘Defeat the Chinese, Liberate the World.’ You must have considered this slogan, right?"  The attendees were all personnel specialized in propaganda and slogans. Upon hearing such a phrase, many lowered their heads. Those who didn't looked at Eisenhower with expressions ranging from shock and contempt to pity.  As for those who lowered their heads, they had dealt with their superiors—the "client fathers"—many times and understood their mindset perfectly, so they didn't want to go looking for trouble. In the eyes of these people who actually did the work, the big bosses always assumed everyone else was a fool; they believed that as long as they said a few high-sounding words, the fools below would be moved to tears, let out a long howl, and rush to the front lines to die.  Seeing the expressions of the propaganda staff, Eisenhower knew they didn't agree with his view. He said in an encouraging tone, "If you have something to say, why not speak up?"  A major named James Gan finally couldn't stand the atmosphere and couldn't help but speak. "To 'liberate the world,' so we go to Canada to lose our lives?"  Although everyone felt Major Gan would likely face some punishment and felt sympathetic, they also felt he had voiced their inner thoughts. If China had invaded the American mainland, it would be easy for the American people to understand they were being invaded and thus must defend their homes and country.  However, up until now, America's war was still being fought at the borders. If the American people wanted to defend their homes, they had to go abroad to Canada to fight. This made many propaganda slogans difficult to use.  Eisenhower did not get angry at Major Gan's remark. He had wanted to see if he could find a more mobilizing way of propaganda. The propaganda of White Supremacy did indeed resonate with white Americans, but such propaganda was not much different from Nazi Germany.  Seeing that these workers were behaving very passively, Eisenhower had to ask a sharper question: "Has morale dropped so low that we must rely on preaching about the apocalypse to maintain it?"  Hearing this question, Major James Gan was no longer willing to speak. The other attendees were full of silent criticism because the current fighting will of the US military was indeed maintained by the theory of White Supremacy. At this stage, before troops set out, they relied on intensive religious propaganda from religious figures, emphasizing that those who believe in God gain eternal life. This was the only way to make the subsequent troops, who had heard plenty of news about brutal battles, believe they could "not die."  As for White Supremacy, it was actually boasting that white heavenly soldiers were invincible, belonging to the same school as Nazi Germany's Aryan supermen.  The problem America faced now was that the troops killed, wounded, or captured numbered nearly five million. The subsequent troops were concerned with how to survive on the battlefield.  It wasn't that the American propaganda department didn't know how to create high-end, elegant slogans. "Destroy evil China, liberate the world enslaved by China"—that slogan was, of course, very good. However, Chinese fighters in the sky were engaged in air combat with the US military every day, and Chinese bombers were dropping bombs. The immediate priority for American soldiers was not to liberate the world, but to stay alive first.  At a time like this, the idea that white people are naturally less likely to die, that white people have a destiny and are protected by God, making them invulnerable to blades and guns, water and fire—this was the kind of propaganda that could make American soldiers bravely step into the battlefield. As for whether this propaganda was White Supremacy, that would have to wait until the American officers and soldiers survived before they could possibly consider it.  But these were all thoughts held by the US military propaganda crowd; they couldn't possibly say them out loud. Major James Gan's words, though rebellious, were at least sayable. If the more pathetic reality were spoken, they would truly be looking for death.  Eisenhower was a man of great ideals and ambitions. He ignored the passivity of the guys in front of him and proposed a series of new slogan directions. The American officers in attendance instinctively displayed the usual workplace behavior: everyone took careful notes, echoed Eisenhower's words, and tried their best to fathom General Eisenhower's mood.  After the meeting ended, these guys looked through discarded drafts to find content that fit Eisenhower's philosophy. After re-summarizing and packaging it, they just waited.  Indeed, as workplace "cogs," they couldn't submit the drafts immediately at a time like this. Instead, they had to appear busy and only submit them when the higher-ups were getting a bit impatient. If submitted immediately, it would make the bosses think the work was effortless, leading to nitpicking and demands for repeated revisions.  Eisenhower, however, didn't think this way because he was already too entangled in the work that followed to escape. Due to MacArthur's previous victory, the American domestic scene was completely excited under a flood of victory propaganda. For so long, although various American propaganda tirelessly recounted how brave and battle-hardened America was and how it was slaughtering in all directions, the reality was that the front line had retreated again and again from Southeast Asia, finally reaching Canada. Even the American mainland had been hit by the Chinese Air Force and long-range fire.  A victory that defeated a heavy Chinese troop formation came just in time; the American people needed such a victory too much. And the American people needed *more* victories!  The "gentlemen" of the US Congress were no good at fighting, but they were first-rate at sensing changes in American public opinion. These gentlemen immediately held meetings, expressed various views, and finally proposed the suggestion: "Achieve a few more such victories within three months and strive to drive the Chinese out of North America by winter."  Eisenhower was fed up with these talkative gentlemen, but that was politics. As the representative of American public opinion, the US Congress indeed held powerful authority. Moreover, this power was authorized by the people, and as a soldier, Eisenhower couldn't shake it in the slightest. Furthermore, while Eisenhower detested the Congressional gentlemen, he still maintained a friendly feeling toward the American public. The American "doughboys" fighting to the death on the front lines were, after all, the American public.  However, Eisenhower was just a bit worried. The Congressional gentlemen had been relatively restrained in the early stages of the war, trying to focus their attention on proposals for military production without affecting the war. Now these gentlemen finally couldn't resist meddling in combat operations—would they become even more excessive in the future?  This news was public, and Marshal Hu Xiushan, Commander of the North American Theater, also saw these reports. Hu Xiushan actually hoped that US Congressmen could influence US military operations, especially by forcing the US military to take the initiative and attack. Defensive wars were much easier to fight than offensive ones.  However, after September 20th, the front-line units of the Chinese National Defense Force (CNDF) resumed their offensive posture, and the number of combat results began to skyrocket. Hu Xiushan felt this change was strange and immediately began an investigation. The reports he received were very heartening. This series of offensive successes was not fabricated for the sake of appearances. Each unit had exerted the power of democratic life meetings, conducting "Zhuge Meetings" and other grassroots-level military research meetings involving both officers and soldiers, coming up with many new combat methods.  The front-line soldiers had strong feelings about how to exert the power of combat equipment and their regrets when executing tactics, even if most new views were just "brainstormed." However, the Chinese military itself had a high level of education, and most officers came from grassroots backgrounds and had received military education, so their discussions on various combat methods followed the methods of logic.  The main points of logic were not complex: the logical form must be valid, and the propositional form must be correct. For soldiers crossing the line between life and death, this was no joke. After the officers subjected these ideas to scientific analysis, they produced many highly targeted new combat techniques.  The experimental ideas of each unit were different, but the opposing US military appeared too rigid and conservative compared to the Chinese military. All of the US military's progress consisted of countermeasures designed against Chinese tactics. When the Chinese military on the other side suddenly changed its tactical methods, the US military was immediately dazed.  Especially in mountain warfare, the Chinese Army used helicopters as the mainstay of troop transport regardless of cost. The transport efficiency of the Chinese military reached more than ten times that of the US military, allowing them to assemble large numbers of troops in an instant to launch attacks from various angles. Within ten days, the stubborn highlands on the Canadian side of the US-Canada border held by the US military were all captured by the Chinese army.  Chinese artillery positions were established on these highlands, beginning heavy shelling of targets within US territory. Rocket artillery units, in particular, could strike targets behind another mountain peak through high-angle curved fire. Based on Air Force observation and guidance, just three volleys of fire destroyed 14 railway bridges near the Canadian border, temporarily interrupting US railway transport along the border.  The cost of this kind of offensive was high and the risk was great. Most of the losses in these attacks were actually caused by helicopter malfunctions, rather than being inflicted during combat.  Even Hu Xiushan felt conflicted about this kind of tactical-level technical innovation. However, Hu Xiushan had served as the Director of the General Logistics Department; he immediately contacted the homeland to submit the requirements for helicopter operations in mountainous areas.  The next day, the response from the CMC was delivered to Hu Xiushan: "Crossing the border is strictly forbidden!"  Hu Xiushan immediately replied, "The border will absolutely not be crossed."  Although the answer was concise, Hu Xiushan still couldn't help but feel a bit wavering in his heart. In matters of war, it was naturally a case of "The bandits can go there, so can we!" From the perspective of war theory pursuing operational efficiency, things like national borders were meant to be broken during war. The Rocky Mountains in the western United States were extremely vast; in such a region, America's home-field advantage would be greatly weakened. Hu Xiushan very much hoped to strike into the western United States and deal a heavy blow to the US military on their own soil.  But He Rui believed that psychological warfare must be fought. Now, if the American military wanted to fight the Chinese, they had to go abroad to fight. This internal self-limitation would significantly affect the US military's will to fight.  Hu Xiushan felt he couldn't persuade He Rui, yet he still held his own views on this matter. In Hu Xiushan's view, now that the war had reached such a stage, continuing to hold onto such a bottom line seemed a bit pedantic.  But as a soldier, Hu Xiushan had to obey orders. So, Hu Xiushan suppressed his internal impulse and continued preparing for the wintering plan that had already begun.  Canada's latitude was further north than Northeast China. Although the coastal areas had the warm Pacific current, making the minimum winter temperature in regions like Vancouver around 0 degrees Celsius, preparations for winter had to be complete.  As the "Double Tenth Day" was approaching, Hu Xiushan did not prepare to send a congratulatory card to He Rui. Although he couldn't explain the reason clearly, Hu Xiushan sensed that He Rui seemed very dissatisfied with the Double Tenth Day. The reason the National Day hadn't been changed was entirely because He Rui himself had once used the Double Tenth Day as the National Day, which formed a custom.  Furthermore, changing the date of the National Day meant a complete political break with the previous dynasty. Without a very persuasive reason, even someone with He Rui's political prestige would have to pay a great price. A person like He Rui would naturally not consume political prestige over personal emotions.  Hu Xiushan felt that as long as He Rui won World War II, he could completely establish a new National Day according to his own wishes. At this time, what Hu Xiushan had to do was complete the most difficult North American campaign in the Second World War.  On October 1st, Hu Xiushan received a report that reconnaissance units had detected some unusual movement from the Anglo-American Allied forces, appearing as if they were about to launch an offensive against the CNDF within Canadian territory.  Hu Xiushan felt this was good news; a defensive war would always be easier than an offensive one. The Chinese National Defense Force's current shortest board was insufficient manpower and extreme logistical pressure. A defensive war just happened to be able to reduce the unfavorable effects of both.  The one commanding this offensive was Eisenhower. The reason he was put on the hot seat was largely that there were people in the US government and Congress who disliked MacArthur and intended to find someone who could replace him. Previously, in Roosevelt's cabinet, there had been Marshall as a candidate, but to everyone's surprise, Marshall turned out to be a rationalist who advocated exiting the war. This ultimately led Roosevelt to abandon Marshall, resulting in Marshall's resignation and his replacement by MacArthur.  With Marshall gone, Eisenhower became the alternative. Whether to support Eisenhower or oppose MacArthur, Eisenhower received this extremely uncomfortable task.  Eisenhower knew this task was very difficult and even expected MacArthur to come out and cause trouble. Unexpectedly, MacArthur not only didn't oppose it but even publicly expressed high praise for Eisenhower to reporters.  When reporters asked MacArthur if Eisenhower had the ability to independently command a large-scale campaign, MacArthur smiled and said, "As the Chief of Staff, I naturally firmly support the campaign commanded by General Eisenhower. I am very pleased to see excellent young soldiers taking on heavy responsibilities! Old soldiers never die; they just fade away. When old soldiers fade, naturally young soldiers are needed to guard the country."  After seeing the report, Eisenhower cursed MacArthur in his heart as an old fox! Such public support would weaken the hostility of MacArthur's opponents, and Eisenhower, having been pushed to the front, was left with no way out.  But the "gentlemen" at the top were gentlemen because they held the power of the state. Under the corruption of power, the gentlemen truly believed their decisions were correct national decisions beneficial to the country and the people. In the eyes of the gentlemen, MacArthur was not a good sort. Having a more reliable person replace MacArthur was a good thing for America.  Eisenhower also felt MacArthur had various problems, but from a military perspective, MacArthur was a very excellent Chief of Staff. During the war, MacArthur's abilities had to be utilized.  After careful thought, Eisenhower decided to request an audience with MacArthur. After the meeting request was sent out, a response was quickly received. MacArthur invited Eisenhower to his residence for dinner.  Soldiers were at home anywhere in the world; MacArthur's residence, like Eisenhower's, was very simple. The food was also prepared and brought over. Eisenhower said straightforwardly, "Chief of Staff, I hope to receive more support this time."  MacArthur replied with a calm expression, "Ike, I truly hope you succeed. You can raise any kind of request you have."  Eisenhower smiled. "If I am defeated, can the Chief of Staff share the responsibility?"  Hearing this, MacArthur couldn't help but laugh out loud. After laughing for a moment, MacArthur put away his smile. "Ike, if Congress holds a hearing, I will tell the Congressmen that I am willing to bear the responsibility for defeat."  Eisenhower had originally thought MacArthur would refuse immediately, and Eisenhower would then use the "I was joking" approach to cover up what was actually not a joke. He hadn't expected MacArthur to be so serious, leaving him momentarily speechless.  MacArthur continued solemnly, "Ike, if America is defeated, we will all become criminals. That's why I firmly support you. By protecting you, my reputation can still be cleared. If even you fall together with me, I don't see any other candidates who can save America. Others' understanding of war is simply a pile of sh*t; under their command, the US military will fail completely!"  Eisenhower inexplicably felt willing to believe MacArthur's view. In these past years, both MacArthur and Eisenhower had served as the Superintendent of West Point and had carried out comprehensive reforms of the academy, making it a military institution that conformed to new modes of warfare.  The other Superintendents outside their terms were either just following the old ways or messing things up. They completely failed to see the profound changes in future warfare.  Only then did Eisenhower voice his concern: "I personally have always advocated air-land integration, but the Chinese military has gone much further than America in air-land integration. I have no confidence in how to defeat the Chinese military."  MacArthur nodded. "I have no confidence either. So my suggestion is that you might as well formulate your battle plan on the premise that you cannot defeat the Chinese military. The purpose of this campaign is to satisfy domestic demand, not to really have you completely defeat the Chinese military. As long as you fulfill the demands of those people in Congress, they will firmly support you."  "...Could you speak more clearly?" Eisenhower was very interested in MacArthur's idea.  "You only need to prove that you can break through some level of the Chinese defense line and hold the captured line to fulfill the domestic demand. I've said it to this extent; is there anything you still don't understand?" After MacArthur finished, he began to eat the food on the table.  Eisenhower also thought as he ate. MacArthur's view indeed fit political needs, but it was perhaps too biased toward politics.  The two ate in silence for a while. MacArthur had already finished a steak in front of him and picked up a water cup to drink more than half of it before continuing: "Ike, I think you have a great chance of capturing a portion of the Chinese defense line because at this stage, the Chinese very much want to lure the enemy in deep. Therefore, they will place bait on the trap and will not engage in very fierce contention with you. Capturing a portion of the Chinese defense line is not difficult; the difficulty is how you will hold the areas that the Chinese have yielded."  Having spoken to this extent, Eisenhower, of course, completely understood. While thinking, Eisenhower's brow had already furrowed. After a period of thought, Eisenhower asked with some helplessness, "Is there really no way to defeat the Chinese?"  "There is!" MacArthur answered decisively. "As long as we drive the Chinese military out of Africa, we will have a chance to defeat the Chinese military in North America."  Eisenhower sighed but did not respond. It wasn't that there was a problem with what MacArthur said, but that America currently had no strength left to compete with China for Africa. The matter of competing for Africa could only be left to European countries to do. Or rather, to Germany and France.  However, thinking that China actually had the ability to fight in Africa and North America simultaneously, Eisenhower felt very oppressed. The gap between the national strengths of China and America was too large; at this stage, America actually saw no possibility of defeating China alone.  At this time, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Director of the General Logistics Department of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), was just looking at the latest statistics. About 64% of the white towns in South Africa had been eliminated. Large numbers of local black people had also completed the "Bianhu Qimin" registration; at least they could be expected to provide a bit of grain and a considerable amount of labor for infrastructure construction within the next six months.  Seeing the huge progress in Africa, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but feel sympathy for Hu Xiushan in North America. Canada was too cold, and the winter daylight was too short. As a result, the North American theater, which had liberated millions of square kilometers, still couldn't utilize the vast North American land to support the army.  In comparison, Africa was much better. After a few more months, Cheng Ruofan's fondness for the African people had greatly increased. The African people were truly not lazy; the reason they looked indolent was that they didn't know how to engage in production in Africa.
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*The Times* of London and *Le Figaro* of France were the two most prominent media outlets in Europe. These two institutions were the earliest major newspapers to introduce He Rui and his ideology to the European public.  On October 10, 1943—the National Day of the Republic of China—a European press delegation, led by these two newspapers, arrived at the important frontline port city of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. They had come to interview the General Headquarters of the World People’s Liberation Army (WPLA).  Arriving alongside the European press delegation were representatives from the Vatican. Beyond the Vatican, the WPLA itself comprised citizens from nearly every recognized independent nation on Earth at the time.  Upon arrival, the Vatican representative immediately began inquiring if there were any Catholic organizations in the area. He soon learned that such organizations did indeed exist and, coincidentally, were about to hold a Mass.  The Vatican representative’s eyes lit up. The Holy See was deeply concerned about whether the WPLA would follow through on its claim to "liberate Europe." However, it must be said that if such a thing truly happened, the Vatican would have no choice but to accept it.  For the Vatican, with its tiny population, the most critical issue was whether it retained the authority to appoint Catholic bishops in various countries. If a national government conceded this power to the Vatican, the Holy See would maintain good relations with that state.  However, if a nation refused, the Vatican was powerless. For instance, the United Kingdom had its own Anglican Church; the Soviet Union employed state atheism to combat religion; and China refused to recognize the legality of any religious figures appointed by foreign powers within its borders. The Vatican’s relations with these three nations were abysmal, yet there was nothing it could do.  Since there were religious activities in the WPLA-controlled regions, the Vatican representative excitedly set off to observe the Mass.  As he approached the church, he encountered a long row of signboards. After stopping to read them for a moment, the Vatican representative shook his head and sighed in helplessness. The first large board bore a single sentence: "Religious organizations are commercial organizations; this is the unchanging essence of their nature!"  This statement did not make the Vatican representative angry. He sighed because the sentence accurately and bluntly described the essence of religious institutions.  Without money, who would interact with a religious organization? The Papal Court was powerful precisely because it held vast wealth, allowing it to undertake numerous public projects and assume many functions of a government. This was what allowed the Papacy to maintain its prestige and "decency."  When the nature of religious organizations was described so transparently, the Vatican representative realized his opponent was indeed Chinese. He Rui’s government had been dealing with religious organizations domestically using exactly this logic.  Since its inception, the Vatican had attempted to cultivate good relations with this great Eastern power. He Rui’s government did not refuse to establish diplomatic ties, nor did it reject normal commercial interactions. However, it absolutely refused to recognize the Vatican’s ecclesiastical authority over Chinese believers.  Faced with such demands, the Papacy initially tried to bypass the issue by proposing the establishment of a Vatican representative office in China. In response, China stipulated that a Vatican embassy would be considered an official organization and must not possess any religious attributes.  Furthermore, any other Vatican organizations in China beyond the embassy would be classified as commercial entities and were required to register with China’s tax bureau and commerce department. If the Vatican established organizations outside its embassy, it was legally obligated to fulfill "propaganda responsibilities."  Specifically, any Vatican organization in China (excluding the embassy) had to repeatedly emphasize to the Chinese public that the Vatican was a profit-seeking commercial organization. It had to state that any religious content was merely a tool for making money. Furthermore, it had to inform the Chinese people that, for the sake of profit, the Vatican had historically sold indulgences and invested in state and private ventures involving robbery, murder, slave trading, and drug trafficking, as well as operating brothels and casinos. As long as it was profitable, the Vatican—under the guise of a religious organization—would provide various means for so-called believers to absolve the guilt brought by their crimes.  When the Vatican received these official documents from He Rui’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, its shock far outweighed its anger. This was because He Rui’s assessment was, in fact, the exact business strategy the Vatican had employed for over a thousand years.  Faced with an opponent as shrewd and formidable as He Rui’s government, the Vatican voluntarily abandoned further attempts at interaction. Instead, in internal meetings and private Masses, they continuously prayed for the rapid and total collapse of the He Rui government.  The truth might not hurt a common man, but the Vatican’s thousand-year foundation was built upon the exploitation of human psychological weaknesses and the manufacturing of suffering. Only when the human spiritual world continued to bleed could the Vatican thrive.  All of He Rui’s demands of the Vatican were based on facts; he was asking the Vatican to acknowledge the truth of its own history. Yet, for the Vatican to admit these truths would undoubtedly be suicidal. If even an ordinary person cherishes their life, how much more so the Vatican?  Continuing to read the religious propaganda, the Vatican representative saw nothing but factual history. The WPLA listed every celebration and blessing the Vatican had historically held for European colonialists who invaded, plundered, and stole. For every instance of colonial resistance, they provided the Vatican’s public condemnations and curses.  Yet, while negating the Vatican, the WPLA still allowed religious Masses. This was deeply confusing to the representative.  Inside the church, there were Black ushers. Seeing the Vatican representative in his finery, a Black religious worker dressed in vestments approached and said in English, "Come to our place to pay money, but you don't have to pay taxes."  English was the most widely spoken language at the moment, and the representative could also speak fluent Latin. He asked in a pious tone, "My brother, if your church doesn't collect money, how does it survive?"  The Black priest immediately replied, "Our church generates income through social services and by teaching courses on religious history and propaganda."  The Vatican representative had prepared himself for the worst, including the possibility that these church personnel were directly on the local government’s payroll. But hearing that Catholic personnel were essentially "social service providers" felt like having his tail stepped on. He blurted out in shock, "How can you be so blasphemous?!"  For many years, the Church had used rhetorical gymnastics to separate the Papal Court’s stance from the actions of its clergy. The standard defense—"the actions of a certain bishop do not represent the entire Papacy"—allowed them to deflect criticism from those lacking logical depth.  But by initiating propaganda about "Religious History," the WPLA was striking at the very root of the Church’s power. To claim the right to interpret religious history was to claim ownership of the "God" the Vatican served.  The He Rui government did not completely suppress religion; they did not burn priests or destroy churches. Instead, they promoted the "He Rui Government Authorized Version of Religious History." These interpretations, rooted in historical materialism, were taught as part of compulsory education.  The Vatican had originally hoped the Chinese people would be a source of support. Instead, after receiving this compulsory education, the image of the Vatican in the minds of the Chinese people was that of a commercial organization specializing in the sale of indulgences and cold-hearted "spiritual services."  The Vatican and the Papacy, as commercial organizations, were extremely wealthy and invested heavily in technical research within their service sectors, making them very effective at deceiving the masses. In contrast, Russian culture was blunt and crude, employing direct and total suppression of religion. This approach had actually produced many loyal and resilient religious followers within the Soviet Union.  The He Rui government’s removal of the "sacredness" of religion was the true strike at its roots. If the characteristics of mysticism and sacredness they had carefully manufactured were stripped away, the Vatican was no different from a street vendor selling orange soda.  Seeing this being implemented in Africa, how could the Vatican representative not be horrified?  The two Black priests, seeing the Vatican representative so agitated, could only offer a bitter smile. "You must have learned about the government's policies from Europe. Our Mass here consists of three segments. The first is a lecture on religious history according to the government’s version. Then comes the normal Mass. The third segment is another lecture. We even have special lecture weeks for medieval religious history, and we organize seminars for believers interested in the subject. We even publish papers in newspapers to earn royalties."  "Are you blaspheming the Divine?" the Vatican representative shouted.  One of the Black priests first recited a prayer, then said solemnly, "My brother, you should have read the Gospels to understand why Jesus was nailed to the cross."  The Vatican representative could guess what the priest was about to say, but he couldn't bring himself to admit he hadn't read them carefully in this context, so he nodded helplessly.  The Black priest continued, "Wasn't Jesus nailed to the cross precisely because he did what we are doing now? He tried to seize the interpretation of Judaism from the priestly class, so the high priests had to kill him."  If this were a discussion with a white European scholar, the Vatican representative would have remained calm. But hearing such "truths" from a Black man in Africa made him curse inwardly: *Do you people even deserve to be compared to Jesus?*  However, those words could not be spoken aloud. Back then, Jesus was crucified because he had no guns and couldn't defeat the Romans or the Jewish priestly class. If the Black people today didn't have guns to fight for themselves, the Vatican representative would have personally sent these two Black priests to the gallows.  But the Black people of today were truly waging war against the white world and winning a series of victories.  Before this representative came to Africa, the Papacy had emphasized to him: even if he were killed, the Holy See would only condemn China and the WPLA—nothing more. Since the Black people had guns, the Vatican had no desire to provoke "accidents" through radical behavior.  The WPLA had already declared its goal to liberate Europe and punish colonial crimes. The Vatican had no defensive capability. Once the Vatican was overrun by Black armies, and they hanged the entire Papal Court for "war crimes" or "colonial crimes," the Vatican would be powerless to resist.  Forcing down his anger and fear, the Vatican representative squeezed out a distorted smile. "My brothers, I understand what you've said. May I join today's Mass?"  Since the representative showed no outward hostility, the two Black priests found his overall demeanor acceptable.  When the Mass ended and the "Amen" was said, a Black priest took the pulpit and spoke with infectious tone: "Brothers, today we will discuss: The Vatican’s financial crisis and the Church’s desperation. When Pope Urban II saw an opportunity, he issued indulgences..."  From a purely historical perspective, the Vatican representative felt there wasn't much factually wrong with what the Black priest said. But the priest told this history like a street storyteller, bringing it to life. The Black congregation below was highly emotional, especially when hearing how Urban II used indulgence money to support mistresses and illegitimate children for various bishops.  Someone in the crowd shouted, "No wonder the Popes and Bishops are so rich, their business is massive!"  Another Black man joked with a lewd smile, "Wasn't there a female Pope who gave birth in public?"  By the time the sermon reached this point, the Vatican’s dignity was crumbling, just as it had in Europe. Originally, the Church had hoped to suppress such talk, believing "Church matters are not for outsiders to judge," but the WPLA's version was now the "official" history.  After finally enduring the Mass, the Vatican representative walked out of the church with the congregation. Hearing the historical stories being discussed by the people around him, he felt a surge of hatred, wishing the WPLA would perish soon so he could send these "believers" who discussed religious history to the stake for purification by fire.  However, just then, a squad of soldiers passed by on the street. They were mostly Black, marching in neat formation with powerful strides. Their assault rifles gleamed with the cold light of polished metal.  Seeing this squad of Black soldiers, the malice in the Vatican representative's heart instantly melted like snow. He lowered his gaze and walked back to the headquarters with a pace that wouldn't attract attention.  Inside the headquarters, reporters were busy conducting interviews. Since people from almost every country except the Vatican participated in the WPLA, and there were representatives from every nation on the executive committee, European reporters sought out their own countrymen.  The reporters from *The Times* and *Le Figaro* interviewed Cheng Ruofan, the Chief of General Logistics. *Le Figaro*, being a French paper, was more friendly toward China. The reporter began, "I personally congratulate you on your promotion to Marshal."  Cheng Ruofan replied, "A soldier's promotion means casualties. I feel no joy in being promoted to Marshal."  Hearing such high-sounding words, the *Times* reporter couldn't help but say, "It's surprising that the Marshal is so compassionate. I've read your statements; you seem to have a very strong passion for war."  Cheng Ruofan smiled. "I am proud to be fighting for the freedom of hundreds of millions of people."  The *Times* reporter didn't attempt to refute this directly, as it was difficult to argue against such a stance. Instead, he asked, "Your Excellency, are you directing this war with a mindset of revenge?"  Cheng Ruofan replied, "Revenge is an animalistic behavior. I support the punishment of criminals; I do not seek revenge."  The *Times* reporter asked, "Cables sent from all over the world claim Black mobs are destroying white towns in South Africa. Isn't that revenge?"  Cheng Ruofan asked back, "Could you be more specific?"  The British newspapers were now characterizing the WPLA as a mob organization. The *Times* reporter knew the Chinese wouldn't define it that way; his goal wasn't to argue but to get a big scoop.  Dropping the entanglement over labels, he asked, "The distress signals from South Africa say the WPLA is destroying white towns. Can you stop these atrocities?"  Cheng Ruofan replied, "Violence by one class against another may seem like an atrocity to the British, but do the vast oppressed people find this view strange? Should the people of South Africa use peaceful means to deal with the British who use violence against them?"  The *Times* reporter felt he could now pivot the interview to the "British sense of order."  Cheng Ruofan laughed. "Do the people in the colonies even have the opportunity to vote? Didn't you know that? Peaceful petition?"  He continued, "The British Colonial Office decided to use violence from the very beginning. According to the documents we captured, this is clearly proven. If you are interested, you can go to the WPLA trial office to see these materials—they are all official documents with the British government's seal and signatures."  The reporter was stunned. "The WPLA captured such documents? They are truly damned!"
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When Cheng Ruofan pointed out that the British government had issued official orders for massacres, the reporter from *Le Figaro* was not surprised. The governments of colonial powers had all issued such orders; the British government had been doing it for centuries, as had the French.  Seeing the reporter from *The Times* temporarily silenced, the *Le Figaro* reporter asked, "I wonder what China considers to be the standard for decolonization?"  Cheng Ruofan replied, "We believe the standard for decolonization is that the local people possess full citizenship rights. Of course, this standard is best discussed with France."  Hearing this, the *Le Figaro* reporter laughed out loud, completely ignoring the *The Times* reporter beside him. Citizenship was a system unique to republics; Britain had subjects and nationals, but no citizens. China currently had no monarchy, and France was the same. When it came to the concept of citizenship, the French were filled with pride.  However, Cheng Ruofan's next words caused the French reporter's expression to change.  "Let's take Algeria as an example. If the local people of Algeria possessed French citizenship and the right to hold seats in the French Parliament, we would consider Algeria not a colony, but an integral part of France itself."  In Africa, there was one country that had remained consistently independent: Ethiopia. Similarly, Algeria was considered the most 'Frenchified' region of Africa. There were over a million white people born in Algeria, nicknamed the "Pieds-Noirs" (Black Feet) in France. These Algerian "Pieds-Noirs" held French citizenship. However, the native Algerians did not.  Furthermore, the *Le Figaro* reporter knew very well that no matter how much France claimed Algeria was a French province, neither the French government nor its people would ever accept the decision to grant French citizenship to the local Algerians.  Cheng Ruofan was well aware of this point, which was why he specifically mentioned Algeria. Seeing the other party remain silent, Cheng Ruofan continued, "The people of Africa will obtain independence and establish their own nations. The nationals of each African country will possess the citizenship rights of their own nations. This is the prerequisite for independence and liberation. Without these, there can be no talk of the liberation of the African people."  The reporter from *The Times* quickly asked, "But according to the news we've seen, China has made the decision to place Africa under long-term trusteeship. I find it difficult to reconcile such a decision with so-called independence and liberation."  The decision for China to act as a trustee for Africa was not fabricated news; the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) had indeed petitioned the Chinese government to take Africa under trusteeship, and the Chinese government had accepted.  Cheng Ruofan, however, did not see this as an issue at all. He replied solemnly, "In the process of partitioning Africa, Europe drew the control lines of colonial nations entirely based on the needs of European colonialism. These lines completely ignored the needs of the local people; many Africans who originally spoke the same language were forcibly divided into different countries.  "China's trusteeship of Africa is not for the purpose of colonizing Africa, but to redraw reasonable new national borders based on Africa's geographic environment, as well as ethnic, cultural, and historical factors. The history of colonialist colonization and plunder in Africa must never become the foundation for Africa's liberation. Evil colonialism must be eliminated, and its malignant influence must be thoroughly eradicated!"  At this point, Cheng Ruofan's voice turned cold. "These sins must be punished!"  Given China's current strength, especially the troop numbers and logistical capabilities possessed by the WPLA, Cheng Ruofan did not feel in the least that what he was saying was a threat. At this stage, the reason the WPLA had not made a thunderous advance was primarily because its logistics and manpower were not yet sufficient to destroy the European colonial governments.  To resolve these issues, the WPLA had spent enormous human and material resources to enhance the productivity of the African people. Based on the rapid increase in African productivity, they aimed to generate the supplies and manpower necessary to liberate European nations.  In the eyes of the colonialists, this choice undoubtedly seemed like taking the long way around, but in the eyes of the WPLA, only this kind of liberation would allow Africa to truly be free. If African soldiers could not liberate cities like London and Paris, and could not put the crimes of the colonialists on trial, then Africa's liberation would never be truly complete.  The reporter from *The Times*, seeing Cheng Ruofan speak so resolutely, felt his blood boil. He asked loudly, "How does China plan to judge the crimes of the colonialists? Is it to kill all the descendants of the colonialists? Or to dig up the bones of the colonizers from their graves and behead them in public?"  "Hmph. British history is indeed so barbaric," Cheng Ruofan sneered. "You actually dug up Cromwell's corpse for post-mortem flogging and execution. Oh, and you also burned Joan of Arc to death."  Hearing Joan of Arc, the French reporter immediately nodded.  Cheng Ruofan continued, "The African people and the Chinese people are not so barbaric. We only demand that those still living take responsibility! Those still alive whose hands are stained with the blood of the African people must be punished. If the British Colonial Office has not burned the documents recording the numerous crimes of colonialism, once we capture those documents, we will conduct trials of the living colonizers based on them.  "Please rest assured, the British people; the African people will not carry out genocide against ordinary people. In this regard, the African people are much more civilized than the colonialists!"  The reporter from *The Times* was terrified by the future Cheng Ruofan described. He questioned loudly and indignantly, "Are you planning to kill all British people?"  Cheng Ruofan immediately barked with displeasure, "Are you qualified to represent all the British people? I believe you have no such qualification at all!"  With both sides bickering to this extent, the interview could no longer proceed. Moreover, by this point, the basic stance of the WPLA and their goals had been made very clear.  Not only did Cheng Ruofan's interview end in such an unpleasant manner, but the interviews of other European reporters were much the same. Although Europe prided itself on being civilized, it was cowardly at its core and dared not admit its crimes.  The Belgian reporter, in particular, upon hearing that the WPLA intended to punish colonialist evils, cursed the Belgian members of the WPLA in a rage, "You damn traitor, you turncoat!"  The Belgian member of the WPLA being cursed did not get angry. He waited pitiedly for his compatriot to stop his tirade before asking, "In other words, you believe that the 15 million Congolese black people massacred under Belgian colonial rule are existences of no significance?"  "That is no reason for you to attack your own motherland! As a Belgian, you must be patriotic!" the Belgian reporter questioned in a voice that was almost a scream.  "To someone like you who supports genocide, I really have nothing more to say. Even the people massacred by Nazi Germany were not as many as those by Belgium. Such crimes must be settled! Go back and wait for the arrival of the judgment of justice." After saying this, the Belgian member of the WPLA stood up and left, leaving the almost demented Belgian reporter in the reception room.  After all the interviews were concluded, the WPLA members who had participated were no longer interested in discussing the news drafts. The reason everyone had accepted the interviews was the hope that, seeing European colonialism on the verge of total collapse, the European nations might express a realization of their crimes out of a desire for self-preservation.  The members of the WPLA had not devoted themselves to the world revolution because they hated their motherlands; rather, it was precisely because they loved their countries that they hoped their nations could be liberated from backward cultures.  When they saw with their own eyes that their countries, instead of shedding the colonialist phase through judgment, continued to cling to colonialism, the revolutionaries felt a sense of sorrow.  Seeing his comrades' spirits flagging, Cheng Ruofan encouraged them, "Comrades, we oppose genocide. Even those who persist in colonialism—as long as they have not committed crimes or met the WPLA on the battlefield in arms—the people of European nations will be able to survive and live on in a new era where colonialism has been eliminated."  Cheng Ruofan was not lying. He Rui had repeatedly emphasized that the WPLA was not a retaliatory organization. China supported the world revolution so that revolutionaries of all nations could liberate the world—not so that the Chinese army could conquer it! No matter how reactionary or backward someone's thoughts might be, that was not a reason for their execution.  After re-emphasizing these basic principles, Cheng Ruofan turned the discussion to their work. The liberation movement in Africa was going exceptionally smoothly, proving that the African people were perfectly normal human beings, not the naturally stupid, backward, and barbaric race described by the colonialists.  Low productivity could be resolved through methods like "the veterans teaching the newcomers." At this stage, the WPLA was in direct cooperation with over 100,000 African tribes, large and small. In the past few months, a large number of African families had voluntarily requested to become *Bianhu Qimin* (Registered Households). Combined with a semi-forced model, the number of *Bianhu Qimin* who had entered the early stages of agricultural development had reached 10 million households.  From Cheng Ruofan's experience, a scale of *Bianhu Qimin* like this would inevitably lead to numerous problems. Thus, Cheng Ruofan emphasized, "At this stage, the establishment of the state must not be relaxed in the slightest. We have already eliminated the local African elites who were in full collusion with the colonizers. In order to better mobilize the African masses, the urgent task is to establish local African nations."  The Commander of the WPLA, Maurice Thorez, was French. Although he greatly respected Cheng Ruofan, he still raised a different view. "If our strength is primarily focused on this area, it will affect our military struggle."  Cheng Ruofan felt that Thorez was perhaps not bureaucratic enough. However, the members of the WPLA were more idealistic; meticulous work was not their forte. Since Commander Thorez had not grasped the key point, Cheng Ruofan replied, "Perhaps I didn't make myself clear. I don't intend to completely divide the new map of Africa right now. However, the conditions for one or two African nations already exist at this stage."  Hearing that Cheng Ruofan did not mean to weaken the military struggle, the members of the WPLA Committee were all relieved. Currently, the work of building Africa was primarily handled by the Chinese side. Aside from the Chinese comrades, even the black comrades had little interest in such tedious and arduous work. If they were made responsible for these tasks, the comrades from other countries felt it would be asking a bit too much.  The discussion then turned to the war of liberation. Rainfall in Africa was very unevenly distributed, concentrated mainly in the central-western regions. North Africa had the world's largest desert, the Sahara. The proportion of arid regions in East and Southern Africa was also very high.  Currently, the WPLA had essentially liberated Southern and Central Africa. To continue pushing north, they would have to enter the Sahara region. From a military perspective, this was very inefficient. Therefore, the Committee believed it was necessary to launch a "leapfrog" offensive escorted by the navy. This involved using the Marine Corps to continuously seize port cities in West Africa, quickly establishing a shipping line reaching the western coast.  This was how the Europeans had done it back then, except the European colonialists had launched their attacks from north to south. The WPLA would do the opposite.  Cheng Ruofan immediately voiced his opposition. "Comrades, from a military standpoint, doing this will only result in our spearhead units coming into contact and engaging in combat with Allied forces earlier. If we adopt a leapfrog approach for our offensive, our logistical lines will not be sufficient to support a large-scale war with the European Allied forces. I believe we need to continue with a comprehensive liberation of the African colonies. This choice may seem inefficient, but it is actually the most efficient one."  In terms of such strategic considerations, even though Cheng Ruofan was not the Commander of the WPLA, his voice carried immense weight. After all, in terms of military capability, Marshal Cheng Ruofan's track record and seniority were incomparable to anyone else. Cheng Ruofan had truly fought large-scale wars against the Great Powers of the world.  However, these committee members still did not want to follow blindly. They asked about the question of "what is fast and what is slow." Cheng Ruofan was forced to answer this somewhat naive question.  "The Chinese troops in North America are China's elites, and even they have been unable to completely open up the situation on the plains; they can only gain advantages in mountainous areas that are not suitable for large-scale operations. The most important reason is that logistical capacity has limited their performance.  "If we continue pushing into North Africa, the combat environments will be wasteland and desert. The terrain is flat, with not much usable cover. Fighting in such an environment will cause our logistical pressure to become prominent. The Chinese troops fighting in North America cannot utilize North American resources, especially since the indigenous population is too small. But we have a huge advantage in Africa. To not utilize these advantages now, and instead choose to go head-to-head with the European Allied forces, is a very inefficient way of doing things.  "The most efficient method is precisely the model of thorough liberation that appears most inefficient. This is equivalent to giving us a solid foundation, so that when the time comes, it will be the European Allied forces being consumed, not us."  Although he had explained his views, Cheng Ruofan knew that these youths dedicated to the world revolution had not received systematic state-level management training, nor did they have experience managing hundreds of millions of people.  Sure enough, most of the WPLA Committee members did not agree with Cheng Ruofan's view. These young people were not acting out of malice; they truly believed that as long as they had sufficient troops and equipment on the front lines, they could defeat the enemy. Although they knew that logistical supplies were indeed not smooth at this stage, it was always China that solved such troublesome problems. And indeed, these problems were being solved by the Chinese.  Ultimately, the Committee held a vote and decided to implement the leapfrog offensive on the West African coast. They also decided to commit 200,000 troops to Egypt, attacking westward from there to seize Italy's colonies in North Africa. This would provide a jumping-off base for the WPLA to enter Italy for combat.  Cheng Ruofan did not strongly oppose them, because the growth of young people always requires paying a price; many times, they must bash their heads against a wall before they learn. Moreover, at this stage, the WPLA indeed had the capital to learn from experience.  More importantly, the WPLA was, after all, not the Chinese army. In the future, they would be the main force liberating Europe. They had to grow faster now to perform well in the future European campaigns.  Seeing that Cheng Ruofan did not refuse but instead accepted the Committee's resolution, the WPLA members were very excited and immediately went to prepare for the upcoming campaign.  Watching the retreating figures of the committee members, Cheng Ruofan felt a sense of unease. Besides those reasons, there was one reason for his agreement that he could not state aloud: the WPLA engaging the European Allied forces in Africa would greatly affect the war sentiment in the United States.  The reason the current United States could be as stubborn as a "rock in a latrine"—both foul-smelling and hard—was largely because America and Europe still formed a North Atlantic economic circle, which gave the US a sense of security. China had indeed had the Japanese fleet launch an airstrike against the Oak Ridge nuclear research base, but that was just a single tactical action—a tactical action taken at great risk. If the Japanese fleet were to maintain continuous patrols in the North Atlantic, they would surely face extreme risks.  However, once the European Allied forces were forced to fight fiercely with the WPLA in North Africa and the Mediterranean, the United States would surely feel immense pressure. Once Europe was defeated, the US would naturally be isolated and without help. At that time, the United States would have no choice but to exit the war.  The WPLA's offensive would provide immense help to Hu Xiushan, but as a military commander, Cheng Ruofan also felt a responsibility toward the WPLA, so he could not for the moment completely shake off a certain sense of guilt.  Just as Cheng Ruofan had expected, on October 20th, the 7th Army of the WPLA, which had long been making extensive combat preparations in Egypt, began its westward offensive. On the same day, with the cooperation of the Japanese carrier fleet, the 200,000 troops of the WPLA's 4th Group Army moved north by sea, seizing cities at the mouth of the Congo River and continuing their northward advance via maritime transport. Both pieces of news put significant pressure on the US high command.  Mussolini's government in Italy, however, expressed confidence to the Allied powers. "It is merely an armed force composed of a bunch of black thugs led by a few white thugs. In essence, it is still a black army and is completely vulnerable. Since the Roman era, we Italians have been very adept at dealing heavy blows to such a motley crew."  Mussolini, who said this, was indeed full of confidence, but the members of the Allied powers did not see it that way. Even the French army, which had been thoroughly defeated by the German army in the campaign for Western Europe, was mocking the Italians for overestimating themselves. In the final stages of the Western European campaign, hundreds of thousands of Italian troops had attacked the border between Italy and France, which was held by only tens of thousands of French troops. Not only had they failed to gain an inch of ground, but they had also been driven back in successive retreats by the counterattacks launched by the tens of thousands of Frenchmen.  Even when facing a black army, the European nations did not believe Italy could win. Thus, the eyes of all nations fell upon Germany.  Hitler had genuine affection for Mussolini. Upon hearing that Mussolini was preparing to engage the WPLA, Hitler immediately summoned General Rommel.  The view within the German military was very blunt: "If Italy were our enemy, we would only need two divisions to wipe them out. If Italy remained neutral in the war, we would only need five divisions to hold them off. But if Italy is our ally, then we have to spend over twenty divisions worth of strength to help them, and in the end, we might still fail."  With such views, no one in the General Staff wanted to go fight in Africa, let alone wipe Mussolini's backside. Hitler was also very dissatisfied with the General Staff at this time and was preparing for a major reshuffle. At this moment, he needed a candidate who could prove he had an eye for talent. Rommel, a general without a General Staff background and one who had been personally promoted by Hitler, became the best choice.  Rommel did not realize he was being used politically; he simply loved war. Hearing Hitler ask if he was willing to go fight in North Africa, Rommel immediately replied, "I am willing!"
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Chapter 913: The True Liberation of Africa (3)

Volume 8 — Chapter 40
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On November 1st, the sky remained trapped in a uniform, murky gloom. Even though the weather forecast had announced a clear day, the sun was nowhere to be seen at high noon.  Since the appearance of smog in China, its duration had rapidly increased. From the initial half-day to two or three days, this particular bout of smog had already lasted three and a half days, setting a new record.  Li Runshi gazed at the darkness outside the car window, sighing inwardly at the sheer power of industrialization. He had heard of London, the "City of Fog," and had seen reports of similar incessant smog in the steel centers of the American Great Lakes. Although Li Runshi knew that China had to industrialize, he hadn't expected that China's path would not be particularly unique; it seemed that not a single bit of the expected pollution would be spared.  The car headed straight for No. 7 Renmin Road, the official residence of the State President. Li Runshi hadn't been here for fifty-six days. Although He Rui had resumed work, with the arrival of the smoggy days, the low-grade fever that had seemingly been resolved earlier began to flare up again. Although the doctors could generally determine that there was inflammation in He Rui's body, they were unable to pinpoint the exact location of the lesion. The persistent low-grade fever was constantly draining He Rui's physical strength and energy, forcing him to reduce his working hours. Naturally, this portion of the workload had to be taken up by Li Runshi.  Li Runshi's status as the successor had basically been finalized. The reason it was called "basic" was that in China's new system, there was no such political position as an "heir." Even if the leadership had accepted Li Runshi's status, all of his authority resided within his specific posts in the Party, government, and military. If anything were to suddenly happen to Li Runshi, someone else would naturally step in. This represented a massive leap forward in the political system.  As the car drove into the residence, Li Runshi glanced at the cotton ball held by medical tape on the back of his hand and casually pulled it off. He had just finished a comprehensive physical examination and immediately plunged back into work. He was now the General Secretary of the Chinese Civilization Party, a member of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, Vice Chairman of the Military Commission, Vice President of the State, and President of the Party School. His daily routine was extremely hectic.  Under the smoggy sky, the interior of the residence remained brightly lit even during the day. Entering He Rui's study, he saw He Rui reviewing documents. Whether it was the effect of the lighting or not, Li Runshi felt that He Rui, sitting at his desk, seemed to lack a sense of presence.  He Rui had a relatively fair complexion and deep facial contours. Because he rarely went out, his cheeks had taken on a porcelain-white hue, and his lips were a pale pink. Combined with the composure emanating from within, he looked quite handsome.  Even though He Rui's appearance didn't look sickly, Li Runshi felt a strong sense of unease. He would have preferred He Rui to be like he had been for the past thirty years—tanned dark with coarse skin. For that was the look of health.  Seeing Li Runshi enter, He Rui pressed his hands against the armrests of his chair to stand up. As Li Runshi stepped forward to urge him to stay seated, He Rui smiled and, leaning on the table with his left hand, took a few steps forward. With this movement, his blood began to circulate, and some of his physical mobility returned.  "Come, let's take a walk outside," He Rui said, heading toward the door.  A pang of sorrow hit Li Runshi's heart. He Rui, who had once held up the heavens with a single hand and manipulated human society across the entire globe, had now reached a point where he could not naturally support his own weight with his legs. Birth, old age, sickness, and death were truly unyielding!  The flowers in the garden had all withered. Although the leaves hadn't turned yellow yet, subtle color changes were visible at the edges and stems. After walking for a while, He Rui entered the greenhouse, where flowers were in bloom, emitting a delicate fragrance. He Rui sat down on a chair and asked, "What problems have you encountered?"  Along the way, Li Runshi's mind had been filled with the various opinions raised by comrades from the Politburo and the Ministry of Finance, and he was still somewhat disorganized. Hearing He Rui's question, Li Runshi sat in the chair opposite him and took a moment to organize his thoughts before asking: "The Ministry of Finance currently believes that real estate should be made into a 'reservoir' for the economy. Once this is done, it will be equivalent to granting real estate a vast amount of financial attributes. I wonder what the Chairman's view on this is?"  He Rui did not answer immediately. He could well imagine what kind of debate the views of the Politburo and the Ministry of Finance would trigger. Using the development of real estate to solve the problem of the massive amount of currency currently flooding Chinese society was a method He Rui had proposed to Premier Wu Youping. It seemed Wu Youping had kept his mouth shut and had not revealed that it was actually He Rui who had suggested it. If Wu Youping had stated clearly from the start, "This is Chairman He's view," there wouldn't have been so much debate.  He Rui began to communicate with Li Runshi. "My view hasn't changed at all. The foundation that supports a modern industrial society is the lifestyle of an industrial society. In an agrarian society, selling one's house is considered the act of a prodigal son. This is a view resulting from a long-term economic situation. So, Comrade Runshi, do you think it is reasonable for a person to own several houses?"  Li Runshi couldn't help but frown. China's current cities possessed quite advanced infrastructure. There were wide roads, factories, commercial buildings, schools, hospitals, parks, fitness centers, and parking lots in every city. In particular, the comprehensive large-scale shopping malls—integrating cinemas, restaurants, game rooms, shops, department stores, and supermarkets—had made urban life extremely convenient.  In coordination with the ever-expanding scale of the surface cities, every city was heavily engaged in the construction of drainage pipes, natural gas pipelines, and heating pipes for the northern regions.  In large cities, to address the traffic issues caused by the massive number of cars, elevated bridges and underground railways were also being planned. In major cities like Zhengzhou, Beiping, Tianjin, and Shanghai, trials for these extremely costly infrastructure projects had already begun to accumulate experience.  In such a China, a person owning several properties shouldn't be a problem. However, Li Runshi felt that this meant a trend of wealth concentration was forming in China. Thus, Li Runshi replied, "What I am most concerned about is whether China's economy will slide toward a capitalist model."  "The reason capitalism is an evil path is that the goal of capital operation is capital appreciation. Therefore, capital will try every possible means to shift the cost onto other classes. With you here, I am not worried that this will become a future trend for China. The current problem is that with China's development, the Chinese people will inevitably possess more and more wealth. So, Comrade Runshi, do you intend to adopt a policy of channeling or blocking?" After He Rui finished speaking, he looked quietly at Li Runshi.  For top-tier politicians, these questions were actually quite cruel. The more sensitive a politician was, the more they would feel various levels of unease or even panic within the gap between their ideals and reality. The reason He Rui didn't panic was that he had seen this stage before. Every day, pessimistic views would emerge, lamenting the decline of social morals and claiming that each generation was worse than the last—as if China were on the brink of ruin!  However, throughout this process, the younger generation's level of understanding of communism would advance by leaps and bounds, and they would become increasingly adept at using the methodology of class struggle to analyze what was happening in society.  Precisely because he had witnessed this, He Rui looked forward to Li Runshi being able to convey the correct way of thinking to the masses in this era of extremely active thought and rapidly rising levels of cognition, helping the masses sharpen their eyes and continue moving forward.  With such expectations, He Rui looked at Li Runshi, trying to read something from the expression of this highly anticipated politician.  However, Li Runshi's expression didn't change much. After a while, he asked, "Chairman, class contradictions will intensify along with the struggle over the ownership of wealth. When everyone is drawn into this struggle, social problems will also become unprecedentedly acute. Real estate is exactly like this; it is destined to trigger all sorts of issues."  Hearing Li Runshi speak this way, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Heh... *cough, cough*..."  The coughing lasted for a while. He Rui found that his body could no longer handle emotions of joy, anger, or sorrow; he could only calm his emotions and lower his heart rate. Once the coughing stopped, He Rui sighed, "Comrade Runshi, I'll say it again. You are too kind; you cannot bear to see the people suffer. I am no benevolent sort. In my view, when the people rapidly gain immense benefits thanks to the social system and the dividends of a global war victory, most of them will be unable to realize that all their gains are actually backed by even more support. Ordinary people instinctively believe that whatever they receive is due to their own efforts. If others have something they don't, they assume it's the work of villains.  "I have always believed that at such a time, one must tear away the veil to reveal the true face of the world and do one's best to teach the people the methodology of seeing the essence of the world—rather than making them feel happy or comfortable. As for the feelings of pain involved, I believe they are unavoidable.  "I wonder what your take is on this matter."  Li Runshi did not like watching tragedies, especially this kind of large-scale tragedy that could already be foreseen. He was well-read and had seen many literary works by European authors regarding the development of European capitalist industrialization. Human nature ebbs and flows, struggling in the whirlpools caused by intense social change. Since China's industrialization had led to massive physical and climatic pollution, it was unlikely that psychological impact and alienation could be avoided either. This was undoubtedly a source of tragedy.  Seeing that Li Runshi remained silent, He Rui wanted to speak but couldn't help coughing again. But this time, He Rui suppressed the cough and said seriously: "Comrade Runshi, problems encountered in development can only be solved through further development. I can understand your worries for the future, but it is impossible for humans to imagine something they have never seen. Only by seeing and experiencing it can they generate cognition regarding such a change.  "In my view, the development of real estate will allow a massive amount of liquid currency to enter the real estate market. At the same time, through large-scale mortgage loans, it can create a vast amount of debt. Currency backed by debt becomes highly controllable, and this currency will inevitably enter the production sector to produce a large quantity of commodities. On the basis of enhancing China's production capacity, it will create employment, taxes, and cash flow—thereby providing resources for the war we are currently waging.  "Although the battles in Africa are being fought by the World People's Liberation Army, what determines the victory or defeat of the war might very well be the unprecedented infrastructure construction currently taking place in China. The more skyscrapers China builds, the more supplies there will be for the war. Because the China of today has already mastered a powerful borrowing capacity and provides resources to the war through specialized loans.  "This operation is also likely to produce a result you might not like: through an astronomical amount of mortgages, it will firmly bind a population numbered in the hundreds of millions to construction and the war. If the people want to live a life where their property is recognized and protected by the state, they must fully support the war."  Having described the present and a certain period of the future to this point, He Rui couldn't help but cough. This time the coughing was violent; He Rui's porcelain-white cheeks turned slightly crimson, but against his still-pale forehead, this color—which should have looked vibrant—instead gave off an eerie, unsettling feeling.  Li Runshi did not like the reality He Rui described, and he was even more worried about He Rui's health. He quickly said, "Chairman, let's stop here for today. I will support this plan."  After taking his leave from He Rui, Li Runshi rushed back to his office. He once again picked up the report from the State Council and began to read. This time, Li Runshi was no longer overly influenced by his personal emotions and could finally consider it according to the report's logic.  At this stage, the world war had formed three fronts. The first was naturally the North American front, where Chinese troops were engaging the Anglo-American Allied forces on the front lines. The second was the African front; as the front line pushed all the way north, it would eventually face off against Europe across the Mediterranean.  The third front was relatively hidden; it surrounded the Soviet-controlled areas. China had no intention of attacking the Soviet Union as of yet, and from the current situation, the Soviet Union had no plans for a military confrontation with China either. In a sense, this front was a guarantee to eventually force the Soviet Union to launch an offensive to the west.  The so-called "White World" had already been surrounded by these three fronts. All possibilities within the war had vanished; the final campaign had already begun. The progress from here on could be called the beginning of the end, or perhaps the end of the beginning.  If Li Runshi agreed to the real estate plan, even if He Rui were to pass away, the current trajectory could not be changed. Given the bureaucracy's aversion to surprises, the State Council must have seen the future possibilities when they drafted such a plan and decided to extinguish any possibility other than a final decisive battle.  It wasn't to say that China could end the war simply by doing infrastructure construction. Just as He Rui had said: once the definite future direction was struck, the 700 million Chinese people, in order to prevent their future assets from going up in smoke, would have to be firmly bound to the strategy of the final decisive battle.  The assets China possessed up to now were simply not enough to match the currency issued. Roughly speaking, one yuan's worth of assets corresponded to 1.5 yuan of currency. Only by winning the war and winning the future could the trillions of yuan be linked to the productivity and consumption represented by mines, farms, factories, railways, and ports all over the world. The torrent formed by this currency would provide a steady stream of profits for China, repaying debts for the Chinese people and increasing their purchasing power.  Li Runshi already understood this, but at this very moment, he could almost touch the pulse of this great change. Although there was no sound in the office, Li Runshi seemed to hear this grand pulsation from the void. This pulsation was like a torrent, like a mountain roar or a tsunami. All the roaring of guns and cannons in the world at this moment, as well as the shouts, cries of pain, groans, and prayers issued by the mutually slaughtering armies, were merely component parts of this grand pulsation.  For a moment, Li Runshi felt restless. He simply stood up and walked to the office window, pushed it open, and lit a cigarette.  Outside the window remained the Hades-like darkness. The streetlights had already been lit, but they couldn't dispel the mist that felt like an obscure and uncertain future. The vehicles and pedestrians passing in the distance were all shadowy and indistinct; their details could not be made out.  After finishing his cigarette, Li Runshi closed the window, sat back at his desk, and signed the document. Although he was still conflicted in his heart, Li Runshi decided to keep going. If everything before him was the result of He Rui's efforts over the past thirty years, then dispelling the mist and bringing back the sunlight was Li Runshi's responsibility.  On November 3rd, the smog that had persisted for nearly a week was finally blown away by strong winds from the north. The strong winds caused the temperature to drop rapidly, finally stopping on November 5th. Then, a southeasterly wind blew in. On November 6th, the sky turned dark again. But this darkness was not that uniform smog; it was a layer of clouds with seemingly infinite depth. On November 7th, it rained.  The rain pattered against the glass windows with a rhythmic *shua-shua* sound, and the discussion on the real estate plan was also completed. The central discussion established programmatic regulations. In these regulations, the state opened up the sale of urban commercial housing in three stages. In the first stage, employees of central enterprises, retired military personnel, and government personnel could all obtain eligibility for mortgage loans to buy houses. At the same time, the state established a public fund in addition to pensions and universal medical insurance. Anyone who contributed to the public fund could use their contribution certificate to apply for preferential mortgage loans from banks.  The second and third stages involved expanding the eligibility for purchasing commercial housing, which would be implemented after the war ended. The core of the entire real estate plan was to utilize the urbanization and industrialization promoted by the war to rapidly push China into the era of urbanization.  Seeing the plan pass, although the comrades in the economic departments were all exhausted, they were all relieved. Some department heads couldn't even help but smile—the urban construction department, for instance.  To do a good job in infrastructure construction, one could only rely on smashing money into it—and astronomical sums at that. No country could achieve the collection of such astronomical sums of capital through tax revenue alone; they couldn't even do it by running the printing presses until they sparked. But this real estate plan could achieve it. Because those who would bear this debt were hundreds of millions of Chinese people; the power of an industrial nation was vividly reflected in such policies. Only hundreds of millions of Chinese people could bear dozens of trillions of yuan in debt and repay it all.  The content of the deal between the He Rui government and the people was not money, but a promise of a wealthy future to hundreds of millions of Chinese people.  On November 8th, with the arrival of even stronger northern winds, the rain stopped. The long-lost azure sky reappeared before the people. Even if the sun in the sky didn't provide much warmth, the people looked up at the sky with joy and excitement.  When the sunlight pierced through the glass window and cast bright shadows onto the report Li Runshi was reading intently, he only then noticed that the sunlight had returned. This feeling of both strangeness and anticipation caused Li Runshi to put down the report on the latest battle situation in Africa and stand up to walk to the window.  Bathing in the sunlight at this moment, Li Runshi suddenly remembered a sentence: "Why are humans not afraid of the night? Because everyone knows that tomorrow, the sun will rise as usual."
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El Alamein: a vital transportation hub situated between Libya and Egypt. After the British forces in Egypt had been annihilated by the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), they established a defensive line at El Alamein. Behind it lay Tobruk, followed by other major cities like Cyrenaica.  If the WPLA succeeded in liberating these cities, they would enter northern Tunisia—once known as Carthage—where they would stand across the sea from Sicily, the home of the Mafia in southern Italy.  The objective of the WPLA's North African campaign was to push into Tunisia and threaten Sicily. Professional Chinese soldiers within the WPLA General Staff viewed this plan as somewhat fantastical, noting that the understanding of logistics involved was rather rudimentary.  Still, having a strategic goal was better than having none at all. Viewed through the lens of European colonial warfare, the plan wasn't entirely without merit. Ultimately, the General Logistics Department approved the plan and provided the necessary supplies.  With adequate provisions, WPLA units marched directly toward El Alamein, colliding head-on with the combined British and Italian forces.  During the first three days, extensive minefields inflicted significant losses on the WPLA. Reading the reports sent back to headquarters, Cheng Ruofan felt the veins on his forehead bulge with frustration. When the WPLA had fought in South Africa, they had managed to demonstrate the effectiveness of their infantry. At the very least, when facing South African troops who fought at a World War I level, the WPLA had proven their worth in urban combat.  However, when confronted with a modern, layered defensive system, the WPLA’s shortcomings were laid bare. Despite receiving superior logistical support, this army had failed to elevate its combat capability from the standards of the Great War to those of the current conflict.  Cheng Ruofan rubbed his temples for a long time, forcing himself to accept the reality. The use of technical arms was now universal in the Second World War, and the intensity of combat far exceeded that of the first. Had a Chinese army been leading the assault, the engineers would have operated with an astounding sense of responsibility and high technical skill to clear paths through the minefields before the attack even began.  When the infantry followed, even under a deluge of enemy artillery fire, they would have maintained rigid discipline, advancing along the safe routes marked by small flags.  The WPLA units were clearly incapable of this. Their engineers lacked flexibility in the field, often triggering mines themselves and compromising their missions.  Furthermore, some mine-clearing units lacked a sense of duty, performing their tasks haphazardly and filing false reports. When the subsequent infantry waves attacked, they often charged into uncleared minefields, needlessly throwing away soldiers' lives.  Non-Chinese commanders within the WPLA noticed these issues but were powerless to solve them. They resorted to using tanks to probe for mines to reduce casualties, which led to the senseless destruction of equipment.  Equipment, however, was meant for the offensive. By the time the planned tank battalion reached the front, not even a full company remained. To expect a handful of tanks to exert the power of an entire battalion was pure fantasy. Even though the Chinese Type 59 tanks were exceptional, they could not overcome such overwhelming numerical odds to fight ten-to-one.  Cheng Ruofan had expected the initial phase of the campaign to go poorly, but he had to admit his expectations had been far too optimistic.  The Chinese military had never displayed such incompetence, and Cheng Ruofan had no experience in disciplining a force like this. Nevertheless, the basic principles of military management still applied: when a defeat occurred, those responsible must be punished. Courts-martial and the disbanding of units were standard operations. Identifying and purging unqualified officers and men was the only way to ensure better performance in the next engagement.  Cheng Ruofan waited several days but received no such news. A few days later, word arrived that Italian forces had bypassed the defensive lines and struck the WPLA’s southern flank. After a bitter struggle, the WPLA was driven from its positions and fell back in retreat. Had the Air Force not quickly seized air superiority and provided total cover, the WPLA might have collapsed into a rout.  Upon receiving this report, Cheng Ruofan felt as though he were on the verge of a breakdown. He had served for nearly forty years, starting from his days in the Junior Military Academy, and in his entire life, he had never seen "subordinates" like these.  For the first time, the Chinese officers in the General Logistics Department saw Cheng Ruofan kick over an empty stool and roar in a fit of rage, "A batch of them must be shot! They must be executed!"  Being a veteran soldier, however, he quickly regained his composure. Cheng Ruofan asked as calmly as possible, "Why is this intelligence only arriving now?"  The Chief of Communications, nearly fuming himself, barked back, "Reporting to the Chief! It's said the North African campaign commander knew how poorly he was performing and felt he would lose face. He deliberately cut off communications, hoping to launch a desperate, all-out assault to break the El Alamein line and redeem himself."  "That motherf—ing..." Cheng Ruofan finally couldn't help but curse the ancestors of the WPLA's North African commander.  The officers at the meeting were almost all Chinese. They were men who had, at minimum, graduated high school before joining the army, started as privates, and then attended military academies. Having passed through round after round of rigorous testing, these Chinese officers could not fathom witnessing a performance as wretched as that of the old Beiyang armies.  They shared Cheng Ruofan’s fury. Beyond the anger, however, was a growing concern: if the WPLA’s performance in modern warfare was this abysmal, they could no longer harbor any illusions about its effectiveness.  After his outburst, Cheng Ruofan’s emotions finally settled. He righted the chair he had kicked over and sat down to issue orders. "Order the troops to withdraw to Cairo. Begin a comprehensive internal review and discussion. Simultaneously, start drafting units from other regions in Africa to take over the North African campaign."  "Which units should we draft?" asked the Deputy Minister of the General Logistics Department.  Without hesitation, Cheng Ruofan replied, "Follow the model we used during Land Reform. Draft black officers and men who are politically reliable and steady in character. Specifically, look for those who have shown they can understand and follow procedural steps in agricultural planting."  These had been the recruitment standards in the Northeast twenty years ago, though they had since been refined into more systematic procedures. To the others, Cheng Ruofan’s request sounded almost crudely simplistic, unlike his usual self.  Sensing their hesitation, Cheng Ruofan explained, "Our understanding of the African masses isn't yet precise enough to grasp their psychological nuances. So, do exactly as I say. Also, telegraph the General Staff immediately and ask for our early regulatory standards. It’s been so many years; I can’t remember all the details."  As the WPLA General Logistics Department began cleaning up the mess of the North African defeat, the Allied powers began to celebrate the victory. Italy, in particular, was ecstatic. They had been thoroughly routed in Ethiopia by the WPLA units led by Chinese forces. This successful offensive and the defeat of the WPLA felt like a restoration of national honor. Mussolini publicly declared that the Italian army would redouble its efforts to reclaim Egypt from the "black armies." He announced that he would personally ride a white horse into Cairo, like an ancient Roman emperor.  In Beijing, the Central Military Commission (CMC) even debated whether to inform He Rui of the news. Since returning to work, He Rui had not taken any leave. Even when the smog was at its worst, he remained in the capital. The heavy smog had caused widespread respiratory illness among the public, and He Rui’s own health had worsened. The CMC members felt there was no need to upset He Rui with such a trivial, frustrating matter.  Li Runshi was also concerned about He Rui’s health, but he asked, "What organizational regulation allows us to withhold battle reports from the Chairman?"  At these words, the CMC members fell silent. Deliberately withholding reports was, at best, a failure of duty; at worst, it was an intentional infringement on the Chairman's right to know. If word of such an action got out, everyone involved would be dismissed.  Li Runshi didn't look at the officer whose face had gone pale. He continued, "If the comrades are worried about the Chairman's health, find someone specifically to report this matter to him."  The CMC members looked at each other and agreed that Li Runshi was the most suitable choice.  Li Runshi accepted the task. He worried for He Rui's health but did not believe He Rui would be truly angered by such news—though it was certainly an irritating affair. It was particularly a blow to He Rui’s insistence that the WPLA serve as the primary force for the liberation of Europe.  Just as Li Runshi expected, He Rui's expression turned serious upon hearing the news. After a moment of thought, He Rui asked, "What is the follow-up?"  Li Runshi immediately presented Cheng Ruofan’s plan. After reading it, He Rui relaxed slightly. Placing the document on the table, he pushed himself up from his chair and walked over to the map of Africa, standing there to study it.  "Chairman, I believe Marshal Cheng can resolve this," Li Runshi advised.  He Rui shook his head slightly. "We must maintain collective leadership within the WPLA. This concerns the casualty rates once we enter the European theater."  Li Runshi was taken aback, quickly realizing what casualties He Rui was referring to. Not entirely certain, he ventured, "Do you believe that if European units are the ones to enter Europe, it will lower the local population's will to resist?"  He Rui nodded. "I hope those in Europe who are loyal to White Supremacy are consumed in the North African campaign. At the very least, by the time the WPLA enters Europe on a large scale, the opposing forces should be driven primarily by a nationalism focused on defending their homes."  Hearing this, Li Runshi felt a sudden urge to make a small joke. He Rui had several times called Li Runshi too kind, unable to bear the suffering of the people during the intense domestic industrialization process. Teasing He Rui for being "too kind" to the European people might have offered Li Runshi a bit of internal balance.  Just as he was considering it, He Rui asked, "Runshi, do you think I am too concerned for the people of Europe?"  Having his thought voiced by He Rui made Li Runshi feel a bit embarrassed. But being who he was, he nodded. "The Chairman is indeed very concerned about the European people."  "Heh. If you think killing ten million European soldiers has no impact on Europe, then I suppose I am being 'overly concerned.'" He Rui finished speaking, and his body suddenly swayed.  Li Runshi rushed forward to support him. Upon making contact, Li Runshi was shocked to find that He Rui’s arm was much thinner than he had imagined. Before Li Runshi could recover from the shock, He Rui pushed his hand away and slowly walked to the sofa to sit down.  "Comrade Runshi, I have already stirred up the fires of racialism in Europe. Based on my understanding of Europe, the public is desperate. In their desperation, they will only become more frantic. Despite all our considerations, the war will be exceptionally cruel. From my perspective, if we kill ten million people in Europe, that hatred will persist for a very long time."  Li Runshi's attention had been primarily focused on domestic affairs. Hearing He Rui's words, he quickly drew connections between the massive casualties of the Anglo-French forces in North America—who nevertheless maintained their offensive—and the Italian army’s daring strike. If one set aside the differences in equipment and combat power between the Italians and the Anglo-Americans and looked at the deeper similarities, the only thing they shared was a commitment to Euro-American superiority.  Considering this innate fear, Li Runshi realized his own predictions regarding war casualties had been far too optimistic.  He Rui saw the change in Li Runshi's expression and sighed inwardly. However, seeing Li Runshi look so grave, He Rui didn't want him to carry too much psychological pressure. He explained, "At first, I had hoped the West would be as frank as they boast to be. I expected them to see that things were going wrong and decisively admit defeat, choosing a path that involved less sacrifice. But reality has proven that the West cannot voluntarily exit the war until their White Supremacy is thoroughly demolished by reality.  "This development isn't actually surprising. I have always believed the Chinese are the greatest nation in the world. I simply won't bet everything China has just to prove that point. But that is because I was educated by Chinese civilization. After seeing so many ups and downs in China's history, I finally admit that China's greatness lies in its more advanced internal logic and methodology.  "A civilization can only exist for thousands of years if it inherently possesses a concern and love for humanity itself. In the genes of Western civilization, the accumulation of this aspect is too thin. Therefore, they are destined to return to their rightful place in history. But the West is like a reckless youth who thinks he is invincible. In the 'jungle' of global society, such a youth is destined for a bad end. This is why Chinese civilization has endured for thousands of years while other civilizations from various historical periods no longer exist."  Li Runshi understood He Rui's words and felt a thick sense of killing intent beneath his compassionate tone. At that moment, Li Runshi suddenly regretted his earlier thought of making a joke; it had been too flippant. He Rui wasn't being "too kind"—he was simply weary of having to take tens of millions of lives and was trying to minimize the loss to human society.  "Chairman, you are trying to take responsibility even for your enemies," Li Runshi sighed.  Li Runshi’s insight comforted He Rui, who remarked, "I have my own malice as well. Heh. Most people's malice is about inflicting pain on those they hate; my malice is about destroying the world. I know very well that such malice is meaningless. It’s just a compensatory expectation born of my hatred for my own powerlessness."  Li Runshi could actually understand the idea of "destroying the world." A teenager might truly hope to save the world, but a fifty-year-old, upon hearing the world might end, would likely smile and ask, "There's actually such a good thing?"  Thinking of this, Li Runshi felt he understood why He Rui set seemingly pedantic bottom lines. Not invading the US mainland and striving to have European WPLA units liberate Europe wasn't due to cowardice; He Rui truly did not want to create deep-seated hatred that could not be resolved for a century.  To confirm He Rui's thoughts, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman, do you believe the colonial British Empire and Nazi Germany deserve their destruction?"  "Yes, they deserve it. But that is absolutely not a reason for us to carry out massacres. If every single person in the West were willing to die for White Supremacy, I wouldn't care about killing them all. But humans are not that purely spiritual. What drives people to madness is a total lack of identification with the other side—a total lack of any sense of security from them. They feel they must destroy the other just to feel at peace. I set these bottom lines to give the European people a sense of security; I don't want the spiral of hostility to keep rising. *Cough, cough*..." At this point, He Rui began to cough again.  Li Runshi wanted to say something, but He Rui felt a metallic taste in his throat. Suppressing the urge to cough, he ordered, "I need to rest. You should head back."  Once back in his office, Li Runshi read Cheng Ruofan’s report once more. Cheng Ruofan’s decision didn't look high-end or sophisticated, but it was very grounded. This put Li Runshi at ease. If European and African troops must be the ones to liberate Europe, they had to be built into effective fighting forces. Cheng Ruofan wasn't taking the long way around; he was solving the problem at its root.  Recalling He Rui's assessment of the war's brutality, Li Runshi felt that prolonging the war slightly might actually serve to break the West's will to fight.  This wasn't to say that if the war dragged on, the Westerners would reflect and repent. Currently, the North Atlantic economic circle had cut off trade with the rest of the world. Even the wealthiest economic circle could not withstand the drain of such high-intensity, high-magnitude warfare.  The inherent defect of White Supremacy lay in its binary nature. Win or lose, live or die. White Supremacy defined clear standards.  When everything was going well, White Supremacy acted like an aphrodisiac, exhilarating the people. But when things went poorly, they were forced to make a definitive choice between life and death. The human body is pragmatic; if one had to die for the sake of White Supremacy, the human instinct still chooses life.  Li Runshi did not believe for a second that the Westerners were so eager to die.
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On January 1, 1944, it rained in Cairo. The pitter-patter of the light rain dampened the streets of the city, washing away the lingering stench of sewage.  In Egypt, spring rain is as precious as oil. Even as the drizzle soaked their uniforms, the officers and soldiers of the 11th Army of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA)—preparing for another assault on El Alamein—felt no displeasure. Instead, they savored the rare moisture as they awaited the order to advance.  The 11th Army consisted of the 41st, 42nd, and 43rd Corps. Following the WPLA’s "triangular" organizational structure, a single army group included specialized transport units, bringing its total strength to over 200,000 men.  News that the 11th Army, composed primarily of Asian and Black personnel, was returning to the El Alamein front left a bitter taste in the mouths of other units currently undergoing reorganization and training in Egypt. The WPLA prided itself on integrating personnel from all nations across its units to avoid divisions. However, in the previous Battle of El Alamein, those units had performed abysmally.  The infantry of the 41st, 42nd, and 43rd Corps were selected directly by China from the *Bianhu Qimin* (registered households) of East Africa. Their commanders were almost exclusively Chinese, Japanese, or Korean. The urgent formation of the 11th Army was a clear sign that the Chinese leadership no longer believed other units could improve their combat effectiveness in a short period.  The vast majority of WPLA personnel were men, and men have pride. Seeing themselves so slighted, many members felt a sense of spiteful anticipation, hoping to see the newcomers fail. While the other units rested and trained in the Egyptian interior, their commanders held informal meetings to discuss the situation.  Because the WPLA Committee generally opposed strict military discipline, the aftermath of the previous defeat resulted only in administrative reshuffling rather than the executions or imprisonments common in other national armies.  Observing the 11th Army’s composition, many WPLA committee members—already lacking confidence—felt embarrassed. Unlike the conscript armies of nation-states, which demanded the physical and social death of those responsible for failure, the WPLA was composed of volunteers. By its very nature, it lacked the foundation for such draconian measures.  The committee argued that while the WPLA could execute individuals for personal crimes based on humanitarian principles, humanitarianism could not support the execution of individuals for military failure. Even if they wished to perform such an execution, they would first need to prove treason or deliberate sabotage to justify a charge of intentional homicide.  Executing a commander simply for losing a battle would be seen as oppression, conflicting with the fundamental nature of a volunteer army.  Since they had lost the battle, no one used this to make a point. Instead, the non-Asian committee members debated the 11th Army’s combat potential.  "These Black soldiers have only been trained for about a year. Due to the language barrier, most haven't even completed military academy education," one noted.  "But the Japanese and Korean officers are fluent in Chinese. Could this be a new model for a colonial army?" an Indian volunteer asked with concern. This organizational model bore a striking resemblance to the British Indian Army. The only difference was that while the British Indian Army’s officers were British and its NCOs and lower officers were Indian, the 11th Army’s high command was Chinese, with NCOs and lower officers being Japanese and Korean. Furthermore, the 11th Army contained units composed entirely of Japanese and Korean troops.  In the eyes of the world at that time, Europeans viewed the peoples of China, Japan, and Korea as being far closer in blood than the various European nations were to each other. They likened the relationship to that between the Habsburg Dynasty and the free territories of the Holy Roman Empire. Many Europeans even considered Korea a Chinese overseas province and Japan a Chinese client state.  Regardless of the relationship, the immediate priority was whether the Second Battle of El Alamein could be won. If the 11th Army failed, it would prove that the WPLA was inherently inferior to the armies of the Great Powers. If the 11th Army won, it would prove that a national-style army was simply more capable than a volunteer-based one. This posed a significant challenge to the WPLA’s current organizational model.  Thus, the non-Asian committee members were torn—they both hoped to see the 11th Army humbled and prayed for its victory.  Far away in East Africa, Cheng Ruofan understood the contradictions facing the WPLA. He also knew that, logically, they could not resort to executions. This was why he had deployed the 11th Army to the front to take charge of the second offensive. The 11th Army was built on the national army model, its construction mimicking the core principles of the old Northeast Army era.  Initially, even Chinese comrades felt that the army’s "grassroots" workshop-style approach gave it an indescribably "rustic" feel. If one had to describe it, the army seemed more like a team of elementary school students—or even preschoolers—than a modern military force.  None of them expected that they would eventually have to rely on this 11th Army to carry out the assault on El Alamein.  On December 31, 1943, Cheng Ruofan sent a telegram to Hu Xiushan in North America. After exchanging greetings, he asked if the WPLA’s failure at El Alamein had affected the North American campaign.  Hu Xiushan replied on January 1 with only six words: "No impact. Happy New Year."  The answer left Cheng Ruofan feeling slightly awkward. However, if Hu Xiushan said there was no impact, then there truly was none. After all, heavy snow was already falling across Canada, and the Chinese forces could rely on the mountainous terrain for defense. In such harsh weather, the difficulty of defending the mountains was greatly reduced. Given Hu Xiushan’s meticulousness and the elite nature of the North American theater troops, the defensive war should be manageable.  Satisfied that there were no chain reactions, Cheng Ruofan turned his attention back to the liberation of Africa, merely instructing his secretary to record the latest battle reports for him to read when he had time.  Corporal Obama, a Black soldier in the 11th Army, was a member of the combat engineers. He came from a middle-class urban family in former Mozambique; his father was a minor civil servant, and his maternal grandfather was a local merchant. His older brother and sister had already gone to China to study, and Obama had expected to follow them. Given his grades, he could never have gotten into a British school, nor could he afford the local ones.  Local schools were harder to get into because they were filled with the children of local Black officials and "comprador" families. The qualification bars were so high that a minor civil servant like Obama’s father would have to bankrupt the family just to send one child for higher education.  Then, the Chinese army arrived to liberate Africa. Obama’s siblings returned with them and quickly became important local officials. After a political screening, it was determined that Obama’s father had no deep ties to the British, and his grandfather was a local merchant rather than a comprador. Thus, Obama joined the army.  At this moment, Obama wasn't thinking about complex political issues. He was huddled with his Korean comrades in the engineer regiment, discussing several samples of British and Italian mines in broken Chinese.  Because he wanted to study in China, Obama had begun learning Chinese early. He used to think his Chinese was mediocre, but after being stationed with Korean comrades, his confidence returned. In terms of thick accents and mixed dialects, his Korean brothers-in-arms were about the same.  The current topic of discussion was indeed fascinating. Obama had always believed the British were formidable, so their equipment surely had to be better than the Italians'. However, the mines before him told a different story. The British mines were simple in structure and easy to disarm. In contrast, while the Italian mines were cheaply made, they were incredibly devious in their details. Disarming a British mine took seven steps; an Italian one took ten, one of which required extreme caution.  Across from him, Song Yongfu frowned and said unhappily, "Obama, your hands are fast and steady. You take the job of pulling the retaining pin."  At those words, Obama’s already dark face darkened further. He used to think the sun in his hometown was intense, but the North African sun was even fiercer; he was thoroughly tanned. Besides, pulling the retaining pin was dangerous, and Obama was reluctant.  Seeing his expression, Song Yongfu immediately ordered, "Finish ten of them, and you won't have to touch an Italian mine for a week!"  The work of a combat engineer might not involve charging the front lines, but it was often more dangerous. Clearing mines, erecting field bridges, laying pontoon bridges, and even stringing telephone lines were no safer than active combat. Once the enemy spotted engineers, they would prioritize them as targets.  The prospect of only having to disarm ten Italian mines tempted Obama. At that moment, Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji spoke up: "It's settled then. Our Black comrade will disarm ten, and we’ll handle the rest."  The El Alamein region was only 350 kilometers from Cairo, serving as a vital transportation hub. The 11th Army was fully motorized; their ten-wheeled trucks reached the destination in a single day.  By now, the Anglo-Italian forces had laid massive minefields in the eastern Alamein area near Cairo. Early on the morning of January 2, the 11th Army’s artillery began shelling the flat terrain of the minefields, attempting to clear the mines with fire.  Simultaneously, Obama’s engineer unit, dressed in desert camouflage, began clearing mines further south. The required clearance width was less than 100 meters, intended to allow an armored unit to break through once the battle commenced.  In the sky above, Chinese fighters maintained a continuous bombardment of the distant Italian positions. Snipers and marksmen from the 11th Army stood ready to pick off any Italian soldiers who approached the minefields. Under this protection, the engineers began their advance.  Obama took out a magnetic detector, a device that reacted to large metallic objects underground. Soon, the green light on the detector went out, replaced by a red glow. Obama knelt on the sand and pulled a strap from his uniform, which was covered in paperclips. He took one, straightened one end, and probed the sand with the needle.  This was a technique he had mastered after dozens of mine-clearing operations in South Africa. Although the probe seemed inefficient, it almost never triggered a mine upon contact. Using this method learned from Chinese mine-clearing experts, Obama quickly located a British mine and disarmed it.  Beside him, whether Black, Chinese, Japanese, or Korean, everyone worked with the same meticulous focus. It wasn't that people with similar traits were naturally drawn together, but rather that detailed social surveys had identified their aptitudes, leading to their specific assignments.  Judging by the sounds of explosions and gunfire, the Italians opposite them were being hammered. Yet, these distractions did not affect the careful work of the engineers. Mine after mine was cleared, its fuse removed, and sent to the rear.  Although this was an Italian-held sector, the mines laid at the front were British-made, which gave the engineers some peace of mind. After disarming his twentieth mine, Obama lost count. It wasn't that he couldn't do the math, but the mental strain was so great that he stopped thinking about numbers.  After an unknown number of mines, Obama felt he couldn't go on. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he turned to see the squad leader and the others equally drenched, their camouflage uniforms soaked. But they showed no signs of stopping. Everyone knew they had to clear the designated area completely; a single missed mine could stall the entire armored offensive.  Exhausted, Obama drank the last of his water and lay down in a small hollow within the minefield to rest. No one criticized him; this was common practice among engineers in the field.  If one were to look down from a high-altitude aircraft, these small dots in camouflage would be nearly invisible against the vast desert. Even if seen, they were like a line of tiny ants in the immense wilderness. The idea of these ants opening a kilometer-long path through the desert through sheer effort seemed like trying to extinguish a fire with a cup of water.  Yet, though these "ants" were weary and drenched in sweat from the tension, none abandoned their duty. Lying in the sand pit, Obama thought of the rice fields of his home, of his parents, and his siblings. He had joined the army to drive away the white colonial officials who looked down on his father, and the local Black comprador leaders who despised his family. Once they were defeated, Obama could return home and reunite with his family. According to their agreement, he would also be able to study in China, fulfilling his dream.  As for his major, Obama had already decided. The political officers had discussed it, suggesting that engineers should work on the railways after demobilization. The railway was an industry that would last for centuries; entering it meant a "guaranteed iron rice bowl."  Obama had only seen operational railways in educational films and books. Though he didn't know the internal workings of those steel machines, he had decided to attend the Lanzhou Railway University. A Chinese officer had told him that Lanzhou was sandy, very similar to African terrain. While Lanzhou Railway University might not be the absolute best among China’s railway academies, it was the one best suited for him.  After a moment of idle dreaming, his mood lightened and his strength returned. Obama climbed out of the pit and resumed his mine-clearing.  Another hour passed. When his probe struck something, Obama’s expression changed. From the subtle feedback of the needle, he knew he had hit a godforsaken Italian mine. Carefully digging away the sand, he revealed the devious shape of the Italian device.  This mine was essentially a long wooden box filled with seven pounds (about three kilograms) of explosives, triggered by pressure on the lid. The use of wood was largely due to Italy’s lack of industrial resources; wooden boxes were cheap and easy to manufacture. However, this crude method unexpectedly made them difficult for Chinese magnetic detectors to spot.  The Italian wooden boxes also resulted in irregular internal wiring—good for Italian workers’ production speed, but a nightmare for engineers who had to face various unexpected configurations.  Following the disarming procedure, Obama found the retaining pin. Holding his breath and taking several long, deep breaths, he used his nimble fingers to smoothly draw the pin. This action wasn't based on cognitive knowledge but on pure feel. It required three bursts of pressure and two relaxations in a very short time. Obama’s comrades could never achieve his level of fluidity.  With the pin removed, he carefully opened the box, only to find the installation inside was absurd. Although the wires were all there, the explosive was facing the opposite direction of the regulations. While this wouldn't make the mine a dud, opening it the "correct way" by mistake could have triggered it.  The engineers had seen the power of these explosions firsthand. With three kilograms of explosives, if it went off, Obama was a dead man.  After disarming the Italian mine, Obama was confused. He turned to the squad leader, who had come up to carry away the disarmed device, and asked, "Why are there Italian mines all of a sudden?"  Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji looked grim. Seeing that expression, Obama knew instinctively that his superior was thinking. Sure enough, once Liu’s brow cleared, he answered, "We’re likely to encounter a large number of Italian mines from here on."  Obama didn't understand the logic and wasn't even sure if he should ask. Liu Zhaoji was a Chinese high school graduate; his way of thinking was often quite peculiar, at least to Obama.  But this time, Liu Zhaoji didn't keep him in suspense. He asked, "Obama, who laid the British mines we were clearing earlier?"  "The British," Obama replied immediately. This was an easy question, and he liked proving he wasn't slow.  "And who laid the Italian mines?"  "The Italians."  "So, are the Italians in front of the British, or hiding behind them?"  Hearing this, Obama felt a sudden clarity. He had always believed the British were more capable than the Italians, so the Italians would naturally hide behind the stronger British forces. He answered immediately, "Are you saying, Squad Leader, that there are Italians behind this defense line?"  Liu Zhaoji was stunned. He hadn't expected Obama to follow the logic that far. Suddenly, he felt a pang of shame, for he too had harbored the stereotype that Black people were naturally dull. But the fact before him proved that Obama was simply inexperienced.



★


## Chapter 916: The True Liberation of Africa (6)

Volume 8 — Chapter 43

❧ ❧ ❧


After ten hours of labor, several lanes marked with small red and white flags appeared in the southern sector of the El Alamein line. Red represented mines; white represented safety.  As dawn illuminated the desert, the Chinese Air Force resumed its bombardment of the El Alamein defenses. In the northern sector of the line, a dense barrage of rockets blasted a path through the sand. Much of the dust billowing into the sky was kicked up by the rockets themselves, but a significant portion came from the sympathetic detonation of buried mines.  The Anglo-Italian forces had experienced the fury of Chinese rocket artillery during their previous encounter. That first Battle of El Alamein had exerted immense psychological pressure on the Allied troops—until they realized the attacking force was composed entirely of green recruits.  The primary difference between a "rookie" and a "veteran" in a regular army is that the rookie believes he can rely solely on superior equipment to overwhelm the enemy. He forgets that the enemy is a living entity, capable of adjusting his deployment to meet the tactical reality.  In the previous battle, the Italian units had withdrawn from the WPLA’s artillery kill zones with remarkable speed. While the British retreat was not as swift, they did not hesitate either. Where the British surpassed the Italians was in leaving behind sufficient observation posts.  These observers quickly discovered that the WPLA units merely followed the paths opened by their firepower. Their ability to expand the front after a breakthrough was amateurish. To the astonishment of the British command, even after sacrificing heavily to breach the line, the WPLA failed to leverage its numerical advantage to open additional corridors and deploy its full strength effectively.  Consequently, the British command quickly formulated a plan for a decisive counter-stroke. British jet fighters were scrambled in full force to tie down the Chinese Air Force, while their infantry launched a pincer movement against the WPLA. Simultaneously, the Italians were ordered to bypass the southern end of the line and strike the Chinese flank.  To ensure the Italians complied, the British command went to great expense, providing them with 800 trucks and the necessary fuel. The WPLA breakthrough units fought heroically, but they were too "green"; their understanding of modern warfare was severely limited. After a bloody struggle, the WPLA was forced to retreat.  Because there was only a single corridor, the retreat was agonizingly slow. By the time the units finally pulled back, they were hit by the Italian flanking maneuver. Sustaining heavy losses in men and equipment, they only managed to escape with the help of the Chinese Air Force, eventually retreating all the way back to Cairo.  This time, while the Anglo-Italian forces were still awed by China’s overwhelming firepower, they were no longer terrified. The Italians, in particular, after securing another 540 trucks and fuel from the British, formed a strike force, intending to repeat their successful flanking action.  However, this time, the first to encounter the enemy was not the main British force at the center, but the Italians in the south.  Asian soldiers were far more disciplined than their European counterparts. Once the armored units passed through the minefields, the engineering units—including Corporal Obama—began large-scale mine clearance. Because rocket strikes left behind vast amounts of metallic shrapnel, and because the "damned Italians" had used so many wooden-box mines, all three engineering battalions of the 43rd Corps in the southern sector employed magnetic detectors for their sweeps.  With armored units and air support suppressing the Italians ahead, the engineers no longer needed to stay under cover. They formed long rows and swept forward in a "level push." This change in posture dramatically increased their efficiency.  After eight hours of combat, six new lanes—each 100 meters wide—had been opened through the minefields, providing breakthrough corridors for the three divisions of the 43rd Corps. By 2:00 PM, the infantry of these divisions, riding in ten-wheeled trucks, followed the armor through the minefields and reached the staging area for the assault.  When the Black infantrymen leaped from their trucks, their trembling hands and uncoordinated movements betrayed their extreme tension, even if their complexions didn't show the typical paleness. Many had fought white colonial armies and their levies in Southern Africa, but those engagements were small-scale. They rarely involved even regimental-level maneuvers, let alone division-sized operations. Capturing a white-held town, even if it meant house-to-house fighting, could usually be handled by a battalion.  Looking at a desert front so wide the eye couldn't find the end of it, the Black infantrymen felt a profound sense of shock.  Fortunately, their commanders were Chinese veterans, many of whom had served in the Australian campaign and were well-versed in desert warfare. The Japanese and Korean volunteers also brought combat experience. Under the leadership of Japanese junior officers and Korean NCOs, the orders of the Chinese officers were carried out to the letter.  "On the vehicles! On the vehicles!"  "Follow the vehicles!"  The Japanese and Korean soldiers directed the Black troops to follow behind the tanks and IFVs or to climb onto them. Regardless of the method, the Black soldiers were placed in the safer positions, while the Japanese and Korean soldiers took the more exposed, dangerous perimeter spots, effectively maintaining the formation's integrity.  Before the campaign, the Japanese and Korean volunteers had attended briefings to clarify their post-war compensation.  Even without a specific citation for bravery, simply completing their combat duties would earn them immigration quotas for two to three families. If they performed with distinction on the battlefield, they could earn more.  Should they unfortunately fall in battle, regardless of their performance, their families were guaranteed quotas for three households. The destination regions included Australia, New Zealand, and Africa.  If they chose not to emigrate, the Chinese authorities guaranteed them administrative positions within the Japanese or Korean systems or permanent employment in their respective state-owned enterprises.  Any of these options relieved the Japanese and Korean volunteers of their worries. The Chinese system’s ability to guarantee institutional benefits was exceptional; every individual had a personnel file, ensuring no one would simply disappear without a trace.  With steadfast command and resolute execution by the junior officers, the offensive was—even by the standards of elite Chinese units—at least "competent."  Faced with a competent offensive, the initial Italian reaction was also competent. The Italian units on the El Alamein line were standard for the time, utilizing a "2-2" organizational structure rarely seen in that era.  Under this system, an Italian infantry division numbered over 12,000 men. A brigade consisted of two infantry regiments, each with two battalions, which in turn had two companies. This structure differed from most WWII armies and was somewhat reminiscent of the "Square Divisions" of World War I.  To maintain combat effectiveness, Italian infantry squads were unusually large: one squad leader, one assistant, and the squad divided into two four-man machine gun fire teams and one eight-man infantry maneuver group. Totaling 18 men, an Italian squad was essentially equivalent to a reinforced squad in other contemporary armies.  Due to the sustained fire from their machine gun teams, the Italian reinforced squads fought with some determination at the start. The curtain of fire from their machine gunners and riflemen looked quite formidable.  However, ordinary Italian infantry companies lacked mortars or other heavy support; such assets were concentrated at the battalion level. An Italian infantry battalion included a weapons company, also following the "2-2" structure, with two heavy machine gun platoons and two light mortar platoons, totaling eighteen 45mm mortars.  In contrast, the 11th Army—under direct Chinese command—featured ten-man infantry squads, each equipped with its own machine gun and a 60mm mortar.  Following the Chinese Army's tradition of a powerful land force and its extensive experience with light infantry, these machine guns and 60mm mortars were extremely lightweight, designed to be man-portable on the battlefield.  While the 11th Army was not "heavy" infantry, each platoon had at least one truck. The Black infantrymen carried their mortars and machine guns, and when they encountered resistance from the oversized Italian squads, they immediately halted and deployed into formation.  While the machine gunners engaged in duels with their Italian counterparts, the 60mm mortars hammered the Italian positions. Within the 11th Army, Black soldiers already accounted for 21% of machine gunners and mortar crews. Future plans called for this to rise to 60%. In other units where white volunteers handled technical roles, there were virtually no Black technical specialists.  However, the presence of Black technical troops in the 11th Army did not hinder its efficiency. Although they lacked foundational education and experience in modern warfare, the Black soldiers selected for these roles demonstrated competent combat skills.  Even if their scores in geometry and ballistics exams were "indescribable," it did not mean they failed to understand how to use those principles to achieve their combat objectives. It was simply that, at this stage, they lacked the specialized vocabulary to communicate fluently using modern technical descriptions.  The Italian battalion-level artillery also fought hard, firing fiercely at the WPLA infantry and armor, which did have some effect.  But most Italian squads were left without artillery support. Though the Italian Army initially maintained a firm will to fight, they watched as 60mm shells arrived at a rate of ten rounds per minute, tearing their squads apart. At this point, the 11th Army infantry resumed their advance.  With mortar fire and machine gun suppression, and the Type 81 assault rifles proving far more efficient than Italian bolt-action rifles at ranges under 200 meters, Italian morale collapsed as one would expect. Although Italy was mocked as a "beggar imperialist" power, it was still an industrial nation with half the industrial output of France. Unless it was a total victory, dying in an overseas war represented a massive loss for an Italian soldier's family.  Conversely, for the 11th Army, the death of a Japanese, Korean, or Black African soldier earned their family exceptional benefits, raising their standard of living and providing future opportunities.  Though the Chinese military personnel were also volunteers, their benefits remained unchanged, supplemented by overseas combat stipends. Thus, the Chinese volunteers could satisfy their ideals and passion without worrying that their death would leave their families in hardship. In terms of pensions for Chinese volunteers, the opportunities afforded to their families were even greater than those for Japanese and Korean volunteers.  In China, a family with ten *mu* (approx. 1.6 acres) of land per person was considered well-off. If they moved overseas, they were eligible for a minimum of 200 *mu* per person—1,000 *mu* (approx. 165 acres) was not uncommon.  This was the advantage of an expansionist power. The world was vast; once conquered, it could be shared with the laborers of the world. As for the colonialist masters, there were more than enough lampposts in the world to give each one two or three to hang from, swaying in the wind.  When the Italian forces on the southern El Alamein line broke and fled, the British "masters" had no interest in understanding the struggle of the common Italian soldier. They merely snorted with irritation and contempt, cursing, "Damned Italians!" before activating their backup plan: shrinking their perimeter to rebuild a defense centered on British troops.  The British could afford this composure because the 41st and 42nd Divisions of the 11th Army facing them had not yet launched a full assault. The British could still move their troops efficiently. Moreover, after receiving reports from their observers embedded with the Italians that the 11th Army was essentially a "Black army," the 80,000 British troops holding El Alamein felt confident they could hold the line.  By the late night of January 2, the Italians had fled, and the British lines had been adjusted. The British had already prepared to defend alone, constructing a system that protected their eastern and southern flanks from the sea inwards. The Italians had built their own system outside this perimeter.  Even with the Italian collapse, the British maintained their integrity.  After midnight on January 3, the 11th Army engineers attempting to open lanes into the British defenses were quickly hit by British fire.  Unlike the Italians, the British had prepared numerous forward outposts within their defense system, allowing them to control small-scale skirmishes within the minefields and providing a sophisticated early-warning capability.  A British bullet grazed the top of Corporal Obama’s helmet. The impact felt like a hammer blow to his head, and the chin strap tightened like a noose around his neck. Even after he scrambled back to safety, his neck burned with a sharp pain.  Seeing the rigor of the British defense, the units halted their advance. The soldiers either prepared for the next day's battle or hurried to get some rest. On the morning of January 3, the combat would resume with even greater intensity.  Corporal Obama was jolted awake by heavy artillery fire. He scrambled out of his cold sand hollow and looked around to see a flurry of activity. Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji spotted him and immediately told him to get some food.  A long queue had formed near the field kitchen. Soldiers could choose from three meal sets. Although Obama had heard his family might be Muslim, he still chose his favorite: a *Jianbing Guozi* (savory crepe) set with extra eggs and ham. He added a large portion of pumpkin millet porridge, topped with a generous spoonful of sugar.  Still unsatisfied, he went back for two *Caijiao*—fried vegetable pockets. He loved the taste of the vermicelli, minced pork, and chives inside. After setting his portion down, he went to a large barrel of Chinese pickles and grabbed two large chopsticks-full of shredded mustard greens, then sat on the ground and began to feast.  His comrades were also eating heartily; once they entered the battlefield, there would be no time for such a relaxed meal.  As Obama ate with gusto, he pondered how he would handle his engineering duties during the day. The reason his engineer platoon had been spotted the previous night was that the British minefields were interspersed with German anti-tank mines.  The Italian mines were merely "clever," their wooden casings accidentally hindering the effectiveness of magnetic scanners. But German mines were truly high-tech.  The German pressure-triggered mines were of such high quality that once the fuse was set, the casing was completely sealed and nearly impossible to dismantle. They would trigger under the slightest required pressure. They couldn't be disarmed from the edges or the bottom, and the top was too sensitive; they had to be carefully unearthed and moved elsewhere to be detonated, as they couldn't be disarmed in place.  As he finished his *Caijiao*, Obama pulled open his camouflage jacket to check the strap on his chest. There weren't many paperclips left. He had used too many in the previous sweeps. Obama gulped down the last of his sweet pumpkin porridge, grabbed his *Jianbing*, and hurried to the logistics point, where he asked a Black comrade for a box of paperclips.  He shook the small cardboard box, the rattling sound inside bringing him a sense of peace. Even a German pressure mine wouldn't explode from a paperclip touching its surface.  On January 3, the battle raged on. Despite the WPLA’s rocket barrages, the British command did not panic. Instead, they ordered heavy guns in pre-constructed, concealed positions to return fire fiercely. At the same time, British units followed their comprehensive defense plans, engaging in a head-to-head duel with the 11th Army’s technical branches.  After analyzing reports from British intelligence assets embedded within the WPLA, the British command concluded that the newly arrived 11th Army was a unit favored by the "Chinese faction." If they could defeat it, they could deal a heavy blow to the prestige of the Chinese military within the WPLA, potentially further inflaming internal conflicts.  British intelligence had initially sought to suborn white volunteers within the WPLA, only to be rebuffed repeatedly, losing several agents in the process.  However, by chance, they discovered that many white volunteers from humble backgrounds held a deep admiration for the "freedom and rule of law" typically associated only with the European upper classes, and they maintained this stance firmly.  Originally, British intelligence had intended to exploit personal grievances to incite infighting. To their surprise, a conflict did indeed break out, but its focus was not personal revenge. Instead, it centered on whether the WPLA should be built into a strong, highly disciplined organization, sparking an ideological clash between the "Democrats" and the "Republicans."  In Europe, "Democracy" was not a positive political term. In European politics, democracy was synonymous with "mob rule," chaos, and slaughter.  Classic examples of democracy in European eyes included the Athenian citizens voting to kill Socrates, and in the modern era, the French Revolution, where citizen representatives voted to send Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette to the guillotine, allowing groups of knitting women to decide which aristocrats should hang from the lampposts.  Currently, the Soviet Union firmly claimed to be a democratic state, yet it had built Stalin’s reign of terror, sweeping away the old Tsarist elite and establishing a new state ruled by workers and peasants.  Another example was Nazi Germany, a fanatically anti-communist regime that had used democratic systems to propel the commoner Hitler and a group of Nazis without "von" in their names to the pinnacle of German power.  Thus, when the Pétain government was established, it declared with satisfaction: "I may not have defeated Germany, but I have defeated democracy!"  Anything "democratic" was viewed as inherently evil by European conservatives.  In contrast, while He Rui’s government also spoke of democracy, institutionally, China was a standard Republic. The difference between a republic and a democracy was that while democracy relied on the ballot box, a republic relied on an institutionalized selection process. All power-holders underwent layers of screening and testing, obtaining power only after passing these institutional hurdles.  Every member of He Rui’s government had gained power this way, including He Rui himself. While this power did not stem from bloodline, the exceptional education and resumes of these individuals commanded the respect of even the British elite.  Consequently, the strength of the democratic leanings within the WPLA surprised British intelligence and brought them great joy. The British leadership placed immense value on this opportunity, releasing radical democrats from within Britain whom they had previously been unwilling to let go, allowing them to join the WPLA.  These democrats believed they had escaped Britain through their own strength or the help of their comrades. They had no idea that the greatest force supporting them was the British government.  The British believed that if the "Democratic" faction within the WPLA could overwhelm the "Republican" faction, British victory in Africa would be assured.
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Above the minefields, fighter jets shrieked as they darted back and forth. Flying slightly lower than the jets were the shells exchanged between Chinese and British batteries, each side desperately attempting to suppress the other's artillery positions.  Within the minefields, the battle raged at the level of infantry squads and platoons. Although squad-level tactics were the bread and butter of the Chinese military, the British, as the defenders, held numerous advantages. The Chinese infantry had no knowledge of the British mine layouts and were forced to provide cover for combat engineers as they cleared paths, which significantly slowed the pace of operations.  Sergeant Obama had never experienced such intense combat. Even during the siege of Johannesburg, a major city in South Africa, he had never witnessed a bombardment this fierce.  The artillery on both sides never ceased its pounding. Thick smoke and pulverized sand choked the air, creating a dense, suffocating haze. Combined with the massive amount of smoke grenades launched by the 11th Army to mask the engineers' work, visibility within the minefield was severely limited.  Initially, the newly promoted Sergeant Obama felt his limbs go weak under the shelling. At one point, his grip faltered from a lack of strength, and a mine he had just unearthed began to slip through his fingers. In that split second, Obama’s sharp instincts suddenly returned. He didn't lunge for the mine; instead, he dropped into a quick crouch, flicking his fingers upward as he moved. This upward motion cushioned the mine's descent. Obama released his fingers and used the height difference from his lowered posture to reach out again. As he landed hard on his backside in the sand, he managed to catch the mine just in time.  The mine did not detonate. Sergeant Obama felt as though he couldn't breathe, but he forced himself through the suffocating pain to gently set the mine down on the sand. He then rolled sideways into a nearby crater.  He lay in the depression for a long time before he could finally catch his breath. He had never imagined death could be so close. Breathing the dusty air with painful gasps, Obama even wondered for a moment if he had already died.  Half a minute later, he crawled back toward the mine. Despite his body shivering as if electrified, he resumed the clearing work.  Just a few hours ago, his squad leader, Liu Zhaoji, had been killed. The deputy squad leader and the rest of his comrades were gone as well. They hadn't died from a mine detonation while clearing; they were vaporized by a sudden, concentrated British artillery strike. Obama was only alive because the squad leader had heard the ominous whistle in the air and screamed, "Everyone down!" while simultaneously shoving Obama to the ground.  As the shells rained down in succession, Obama felt the very earth vibrate. Dust and sand showered over him, and he lost consciousness. When he was finally dug out from the sand that had nearly buried him alive, he saw that the spots where his comrades had been were now littered with human fragments coated in thick grit.  Obama knew that if he continued to fight, he would likely die. Yet, he applied to return to the line anyway. He didn't even know why he felt compelled to keep going, but he simply couldn't stop.  Finally, he found a reason for himself. That morning, Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji had told them that once the mine-clearing was finished, they could go to the rear for a rest. The day wasn't over yet. To earn that rest, Obama had to finish the day's work.  In the hours that followed, Obama felt he had regained his former agility, yet he was not quite the same. Previously, his agility had included a sharp awareness of his surroundings; now, his mind was focused solely on the mines. Only this singular focus provided him with a sense of peace.  As a child, Obama had not been strong and often came out on the losing end of scraps with the local kids. His older brothers and sisters were the tough ones on the street, and they would always step in to help him. But every time his siblings won a fight and bragged to their father at home, the father would smile and praise them before turning a stern face toward Obama. "Why did you run away?" he would ask.  After he joined the military, Obama saw a look of gratification on his father's face that he had never received before.  On the battlefield, Obama had been paralyzed by the sound of gunfire many times, even wanting to retreat. But his squad leader and comrades had protected him, carrying him forward with them.  Now, the squad leader and his friends had gone to their rest ahead of him. For the first time in his life, Obama truly did not want to run. Even if he were to leave this place, it would only be after the day's work was done.  After that, Obama had no clear memory of what happened around him. He simply kept his head down, desperately clearing mines while small units around him engaged in skirmishes with the British. Comrades from these units seemed to appear in front of him constantly, but Obama didn't care; he just kept working. Occasionally, he had to stop because the smoke stung his eyes so fiercely he had to wipe away the tears to see the sand in front of him.  At some point, he could no longer find any more mines. The small units that had been moving around him somehow converged, surging past him with a roar of shouts.  Obama heard the sound of the charge bugle. Instinctively, he shouldered his magnetic detector and tried to run forward with the main body, but someone grabbed him from behind and forcibly dragged him back.  Waiting for him at the rear was his company commander, a tall man from Shandong who was said to be a fellow provincial of Chairman He Rui. The commander looked ecstatic. He slapped Obama on the shoulder and shouted, "Kid, you're too damn brave!"  Obama could no longer process the meaning of the sounds around him. Even though he seemed to understand the commander's words, he couldn't comprehend them. After the commander shouted for a bit longer and then stopped, Obama finally spoke: "Commander, if there's nothing else, I have to go back to clearing mines."  The commander’s expression turned strange. His excited shouting ceased, replaced by a look of shock. "Are you... are you ill?"  Obama roughly understood the implication—the commander wanted to remove him from the unit. Due to his exhaustion, Obama wasn't even angry. He tried to explain but didn't know what to say. Finally, he fell back on his earlier reasoning. "The squad leader and the others have already gone to rest. Once I'm done, I'll go rest, too."  The tall commander froze. This grown man suddenly burst into tears. Seeing that he had made the commander cry, Obama felt guilty and wanted him to understand that he was just trying to finish the job. Once the work was done, he would definitely go back to sleep. The guys in the squad had joked many times that Obama slept like a pig, so soundly that he wouldn't know if someone carried him off to be sold.  Obama really wanted to sleep now. As soon as the work was finished, he wanted to lie down and sleep for three days and nights. But the work was as irritating as those damned homework problems—it never seemed to end. If he didn't hurry up now, he might not finish even if he worked all night.  Before Obama could think of how to say it, the commander placed both hands on his shoulders and said solemnly, "Comrade Obama, I am telling you on behalf of Comrade Liu Zhaoji: your work is complete. Now, go to the rear and rest."  "Really?" Obama asked, hardly daring to believe it.  "Really. I wouldn't lie to you."  The commander's voice was gentle yet filled with a firm conviction that Obama found believable. Finally certain that his work was over, Obama’s vision went black, and he lost consciousness.  When Obama woke up, it was already January 5th. Only then could he truly process the fact that Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji and the entire squad had been killed. He sat on his bed in a daze. Whenever the grief pierced his heart like a knife, he would weep. After a few cries, he would find himself unable to produce more tears, and he would return to sitting quietly in a stupor.  On January 6th, the commander brought men to help Obama out of bed. Several individuals wearing complex, patterned rank insignia appeared before him. The leader of the group pinned a medal to Obama’s chest, offered a few words of comfort, and then departed with his entourage.  The commander stayed behind. He sat next to Obama and explained that this was a Chinese Gold Star Medal, an honor awarded only for first-class combat merit. He noted that it was extremely rare for this Chinese medal to be granted to a foreign soldier within the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA).  Although the commander tried to speak with great excitement, he himself was actually quite drained of emotion. Finally, he said to the still-silent Obama, "Comrade Obama, the organization has a task for you. You will represent the organization in returning the personal effects of your fallen comrades to their families. Prepare yourself. You'll head back with the logistics personnel tonight. You will first deliver the effects of the African comrades to their families, and after that, you will go to Asia."  At the thought of having to face the families of his fallen friends, a surge of fear rose within Obama. He shook his head repeatedly, finally choking out a single sentence: "I won't go."  The commander stood up and dropped a final line: "You're the only one left alive in the squad. If you don't go, who will?"  With that, the commander turned and left. As Obama watched the commander's retreating back, he thought he saw the silhouette of someone fleeing under immense pressure. It was a feeling both familiar and strange to him.  In the Second Battle of El Alamein, Sergeant Obama was the only soldier in the WPLA to receive such a high honor. During the fierce fighting, he had braved British artillery fire to persist in clearing mines, opening a corridor over 400 meters long that allowed the infantry to storm the British positions and open the door to victory.  This news triggered a heated reaction among the committee members from other nations. The 11th Army had utilized a direct-assault method to annihilate the Anglo-Italian forces at El Alamein, which had already surprised and unsettled other units.  The fact that the one who achieved this great merit was a Black sergeant was even more shocking. The battle reports stated that while far from the main body and supported only by a few infantry squads, Sergeant Obama had helped hold off several British platoons. At the height of the battle, he had completely disregarded his own life, maintaining a fearless composure as he rapidly cleared mines amidst a hail of bullets.  The European committee members were not unfamiliar with the Black auxiliary troops of Europe. Those auxiliaries were not cowardly on the battlefield, and a few Black officers had shown remarkable courage and loyalty. However, those men were officers, not technical specialists. In European and American militaries, Black men were not recruited as combat engineers. It was believed their technical skills were insufficient, and more importantly, that they could not endure the constant threat of death under artillery fire. At such times, even white officers and soldiers struggled to hold their ground, let alone Black troops.  "How exactly did the Chinese find such a Black man? Have they been keeping all the elite personnel for themselves?" asked the British committee member, Hacker, with some irritation.  The other members remained silent. The Chinese comrades had gone deep into the grassroots of Africa and possessed a vast amount of first-hand data. Excellent Black soldiers would certainly be prioritized for selection by them. Unless the volunteers from other countries also immersed themselves in the grassroots as the Chinese did, China would inevitably pick the best soldiers first.  Finally, the French member said, "We should conduct a personnel exchange with our Chinese comrades."  Personnel exchanges could efficiently improve the quality of unit personnel, and the other members eventually agreed to the proposal. However, when this suggestion was raised at the general committee meeting, it was rejected by the Chinese representatives.  "Conscripts are different from volunteers. Especially when dealing with our African comrades, we cannot do this," the Chinese representative explained.  "In our China, any officer or soldier who performs excellently in fierce combat is, in practice, eligible for discharge. Of course, our military will ask those servicemen if they would consider becoming volunteers, but we will respect the choice of the soldier in question. If they wish to be discharged, we will not compel them."  The British member, Hacker, immediately retorted, "There are so many Chinese people, how could you possibly lack soldiers?"  The Chinese representative shot back instantly, "Africa has a massive population; it doesn't lack conscripts either. I must emphasize that in the culture of New China, military service is but a stage in one's life. For soldiers who have already participated in fierce combat, they must be given the right to choose!"  Initially, both sides intended only to have a discussion, but it quickly escalated into an argument, with emotions running increasingly high.  This was unavoidable, as the cultures of different regions varied greatly. And as Hacker had pointed out, the size of Britain's population meant it could not implement the same policies as China. Furthermore, the common soldier was viewed as a consumable by the British upper class; the better a soldier performed, the more value there was in continuing to consume them. Not only was this the British way, but it was also the same across all of Europe.  The argument grew so heated that the news eventually reached Li Runshi. There was no need to disturb He Rui with an issue of this level. Li Runshi quickly convened a CMC meeting and presented his views: "The scale of the World People's Liberation Army has reached as many as 12 million. Among them, the number of Black officers, soldiers, and personnel has reached 7 million. Non-Chinese Asian soldiers and personnel number 3.7 million, while the number of volunteers from Europe and the Americas is 1.3 million.  "I believe that at this stage, a unified personnel utilization plan must be formulated. If we continue along the current path, the situation may spiral out of control to some extent."  The CMC members had long been concerned. Now that the matter was being discussed seriously, they asked frankly, "Do the European volunteers possess excessively strong racialist sentiments?"  Li Runshi did not wish to dwell on this point, for any discussion would inevitably lead to unfriendly conclusions. He replied immediately, "The environment in which the European volunteers were raised means they will inevitably carry the marks of their upbringing. Our task is to turn their perspectives through the revolutionary life. To achieve this, we can only rely on the system. Given the composition of the WPLA, no discussion could ever yield a satisfactory result."  Hearing that Li Runshi's solution was based on the fundamental concepts of European racialism, the CMC comrades did not object. It had to be said that the fact the WPLA had developed to its current state had already exceeded the CMC's imagination from two years ago. Back then, the WPLA was seen as little more than another name for an Asian alliance. They had not dared to believe that the WPLA could become an army capable of independent operations.  After deciding on the solution for the WPLA's current issues, Li Runshi turned the discussion to recent developments in the North American theater. Although the General Staff of the Chinese National Defense Force (CNDF) had long ago formulated military plans for the liberation of North America, those were routine matters. Now that the war had actually progressed to the point of landing in North America, the perspectives of the comrades had shifted several times.  "At present, production in the Western United States has basically ground to a halt under our continuous air strikes, which has placed immense pressure on the US military's logistics. Consequently, the US military has begun to use a large quantity of weapons brought directly from Germany. I didn't expect that the US, which adheres to imperial units, and Germany, which adheres to the metric system, would face so many issues regarding sizing and units," Li Runshi said, making a small joke to lighten the mood.  However, the CMC members only offered a light grunt, refraining from joining the mockery. This was because the weapons the US had introduced were those that Germany had found very effective in practice during the war—mines, for example.  Because Germany advocated and practiced armored warfare, it had led to the rapid development of mine warfare. Beyond the experiments from the First World War, Germany had developed some of the best anti-tank mines of the conflict before the outbreak of WWII. These included four types of plate-shaped mines, a single one of which could destroy a tank or shatter its tracks. Many of these models were equipped with overall anti-handling devices or secondary fuse wells, which greatly increased the danger and difficulty of bomb disposal.  The Canadian region of North America was now covered in ice and snow, and US logistics were under heavy strain, leading to the massive use of mines. These damned German mines could be used against both tanks and infantry. The units deployed in the North American theater were the elite of the CNDF, and the losses suffered by these elite units triggered a more intense reaction.  Furthermore, China would launch an even larger-scale offensive next year. By then, the Anglo-American forces would certainly use more defensive weaponry, which would significantly increase the CNDF's casualties.  Thinking of this, one comrade indignantly proposed, "Can we transfer some Black units to fight in North America?"  The intent behind this suggestion was too obvious, and the other CMC members rolled their eyes at him.  Li Runshi, however, felt his mind open to the idea. He said, "I think there is merit in this approach."  The CMC members were stunned. Using Black units transferred from Africa to fight the Anglo-American forces... it seemed strange no matter how one looked at it.  Li Runshi continued, "Among the white US military, there is a widespread issue with reading disabilities... No, reading disabilities are very common among Americans in general. I don't believe a Black unit would be any worse than a group of white soldiers who can't even understand written English."
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On February 4, 1944, the 12th Army of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) relieved the 11th Army and launched an offensive against Tobruk.  Much like the 11th Army, the 12th Army displayed the serious professionalism expected of qualified soldiers, thoroughly executing a standard frontal assault plan.  Facing the WPLA's superior firepower and numbers, the Anglo-Italian forces put up a stubborn resistance, but it was to no avail. When tanks began breaching the lines—advancing along corridors opened by Black combat engineers who disregarded their own blood and sacrifice—the Anglo-Italian forces were forced to abandon their outer perimeters and retreat into their core defensive positions.  Just as Chinese rocket artillery units arrived at their firing positions, prepared to plow every inch of the core positions with a deluge of fire, the Anglo-Italian forces accepted the 12th Army's demand for surrender.  The Italian troops had no psychological burden to speak of; officers and men surrendered their weapons with ease. As they laid down their arms and passed through the human wall of Black troops watching them, some of the more vivacious Italian soldiers even waved to the onlookers. "Hey, neighbors! We'll be in your care from now on."  The British prisoners, however, kept their heads low as they lined up to depart after handing over their regimental colors and weapons. Black political commissars immediately began distributing leaflets to the soldiers. Upon reading them, some British soldiers felt an immediate surge of relief.  The first line of the leaflet was written in English: "The World People's Liberation Army will provide humanitarian treatment to surrendering forces in accordance with the Geneva Convention."  The third sentence stated clearly: "The World People's Liberation Army will not manage prisoner-of-war camps by separating officers from soldiers. All prisoners will receive the same treatment, and no privileges shall exist."  Lieutenant General Auchinleck, commander of the British Tobruk fortress, walked at the head of the surrendering British column, accompanied by two Black majors. General Auchinleck remained silent, not uttering a word even after boarding a jeep. Some of the British officers behind him worried whether the general was being taken away to be shot; others secretly hoped he would be executed in the desert.  General Auchinleck cared little for what his subordinates thought. He sat in silence as the jeep carried him twenty kilometers into the desert. When the vehicle stopped, the general saw rows upon rows of rocket launchers being assembled, preparing to shift their firing positions.  Having seen these rocket launchers with his own eyes, Auchinleck felt significantly better. He had decided to surrender because he had witnessed the terrifying accuracy and power of Chinese rocket artillery. When the WPLA's 12th Army demanded his surrender, they had made it perfectly clear: if General Auchinleck refused, the Anglo-Italian forces within the core positions of Tobruk would be left to their own devices. Whether they could survive a saturation bombardment would depend entirely on luck.  Although Auchinleck had chosen to surrender, he had made one request: he wanted to see the rocket artillery units for himself.  Staring at the sheer number of launchers, General Auchinleck said nothing and simply walked back toward the jeep. The two Black majors were puzzled by the British general's intent, but they did not dare to ask. The pressure exerted by a British Lieutenant General was still far too great in their hearts.  Though General Auchinleck's expression remained calm, his heart felt light. He was certain he had made the wise choice; had he harbored the slightest bit of wishful thinking, he would have only dragged tens of thousands down to the grave with him.  February 14, Valentine's Day. The WPLA's 13th Army, which had relieved the 12th, engaged in a massive encounter with British armored forces in the Libyan desert.  Seeing their regular infantry operations failing one after another, the British organized their armored units for a flanking maneuver against the 13th Army. The 13th Army was a fully mechanized force, with all three of its corps being armored divisions. After aerial reconnaissance detected signs of the British flank attack, the 13th Army moved to engage them head-on.  The British deployed over a thousand tanks, and the 13th Army fielded a similar number. The British will to attack was extremely firm. Within the 13th Army, one-third of the officers and men were of Asian origin. Seeing a battle of this scale, none were willing to back down.  In the first two days, the British units equipped with domestic British tanks were beaten back severely. It was not until the British armored units equipped with Sherman tanks arrived that the 13th Army, equipped with Chinese-style Type 59 tanks, suffered some setbacks.  The American Sherman tank, which began mass production in 1942, was an excellent machine. Its design process had absorbed a vast amount of experience from the European war, showcasing America's formidable industrial strength to the fullest.  The Sherman weighed 30 tons and was armed with a 76mm gun. Its armor and firepower were quite balanced. Moreover, the United States was remarkably open at this time; because its own military industrial base was insufficient, the Sherman utilized a British-made 76mm gun. It must be said that British technology was quite remarkable in many individual fields, and the 76mm gun possessed enough power to penetrate the front armor of a Type 59 tank to a certain extent.  As the battle entered its third day, the 13th Army prepared a pincer movement, intending to deliver a heavy blow to the British forces before them.  On February 16, Li Runshi visited He Rui, bringing the government's latest statistical report. The data showed that China's economy had grown by 31% over the past year—a growth rate comparable only to the period immediately following the nation's total liberation.  He Rui's two wives took the rare step of stopping Li Runshi, inviting him into a room on the first floor. Li Runshi could sense their helplessness, even a touch of despair. This made him feel deeply saddened. Listening to the two wives trying to glean specific details about He Rui's health from him, Li Runshi found himself in a difficult position.  Ultimately, Li Runshi chose to be frank and shared some basic information with them. From their expressions, it was clear they were already aware of the situation.  Not wanting to cause trouble, Li Runshi stood up and said, "As family members, this is all I can say. At present, even the Party is at a loss regarding the Chairman's health; we can only follow the advice of the doctors and the Chairman's own wishes."  The two wives could not help themselves, and a look of sorrow appeared on their faces. However, neither was the type to complain to outsiders, so they forced a polite reply: "We have delayed Chairman Li's work. We ask for your understanding regarding our feelings as family."  Li Runshi let out a long sigh and answered, "The Chairman's physical condition is primarily due to that previous illness. Please do not blame yourselves. Such things are not within the power of humans to change."  "...Chairman Li should go up first. The Chairman has been waiting for you for a while now," Mitsuko said politely.  But as soon as Li Runshi stepped out, he heard the faint sound of low sobbing coming from behind the door before it fully closed.  Going up to the second floor, Li Runshi felt as if the place had completely changed. Previously, the Chairman's residence was a constant hive of activity. He Rui worked with a reckless abandon, often requiring six secretaries working in three shifts just to keep pace with his output. Now, the corridor was deathly silent. The secretaries no longer rushed about as they once did, moving instead with extreme caution and care.  Entering the study, Li Runshi found that He Rui's aura seemed to have vanished as well. Previously, as soon as one entered, one could feel that the man behind the desk was the center of everything, constantly pulsing the rhythm of China and the world. Now, He Rui leaned quietly in his chair, reading a book. The scene was so tranquil that for a moment, Li Runshi could not even sense He Rui's presence.  Walking up to He Rui, Li Runshi saw that He Rui's complexion had become even paler. If not for the continued depth in his gaze, He Rui would have looked as thin and frail as a figure painted on paper.  Yet when they began to discuss work, He Rui's thinking remained as sharp as ever. Even when Li Runshi tried to lighten the mood with a few sentimental remarks, He Rui simply waved them away. "Comrade Runshi, the past is the past. We must spend our time where it is most useful. If you feel such sentiment, why not write a report comparing the basic characteristics of economic development during the liberation period with those of 1943? With your prose, it would surely find many young readers in the future world of the internet."  Li Runshi simply nodded, unwilling to say more. Everything He Rui said now sounded like he was settling his final affairs, and the impact of He Rui's predictions for the future was immense.  If there truly existed a future where a Li Runshi could conduct a lecture or a briefing that hundreds of millions of viewers could see simultaneously...  Just imagining such a change left Li Runshi profoundly shocked. And He Rui's description of the future did not stop there; he spoke to Li Runshi of a future where all social action would be completely swept into the torrent of the economy.  He spoke of these things because he hoped such a future would arrive as soon as possible, and because he hoped Li Runshi would become a lighthouse in that chaotic yet orderly era—a helmsman capable of piloting the ship of China through the boundless future.  Such expectations made Li Runshi deeply sad. In his view, what He Rui had built was the foundation of this era. When that magnificent future arrived, Li Runshi hoped He Rui would be standing in the captain's bridge, not hanging on a wall.  He Rui clearly gave no thought to such things. Li Runshi's comparison stirred some emotion in him. In his youth, He Rui too had felt sentimental about the history of great men. As his age and experience grew, he came to understand the correctness and necessity of the People's View of History more deeply.  If a hero does not see himself as one of the people, he will inevitably go astray. The core of preventing such a drift lies not only in the governance of the Party but also in providing the people with a materialist methodology for understanding the world.  He Rui continued: "The rapid growth during the liberation period and the growth in '43 were both the result of institutional revolution releasing productivity. When you write this investigative report, Comrade Runshi, you must emphasize the fact that the landlords deliberately abandoned large tracts of land just to maintain their rents. I may not favor education based on hatred, but I harbor a deep loathing for the production relations of the landlord class. You can expose these matters without any psychological burden.  "In '43, we carried out revolutions in all liberated areas. Our institutions allowed the laboring people to obtain the means of production. Their expectations and efforts to earn more through their labor created a massive market for our industry.  "If we do not thoroughly smash the old production relations, the liberation of the people is impossible. This is the heart of the matter. The people must realize that the only ones who can liberate them are the people themselves, and we are but members of the people... *cough, cough*..."  Li Runshi nodded solemnly. "Please rest assured, Chairman. Only the People's View of History and people's democracy can break the Cycle of Dynasties."  He Rui nodded and then asked, "I saw the latest report on the North African campaign. Rommel has arrived in North Africa. That fellow is very clever in battle."  "How can the Chairman be so sure?" Li Runshi felt that discussing military matters might make He Rui feel a bit better. After all, military capability was the weakest of He Rui's many skills—and the most relaxed.  He Rui smiled. He hadn't expected that Rommel, having fought on the Eastern Front for so long, would ultimately be transferred to North Africa after all. Furthermore, in history, Rommel had fought while lacking logistical support. At this moment, the Allies in North Africa were still working together, so Rommel would surely perform even better.  With a hint of concern, He Rui explained: "Our armored units fell into the trap of the German 88mm guns and suffered heavy losses. That is Rommel's style. He did the same thing in the Soviet Union. Moreover, that fellow is very good at reading his opponent's mind. The emotions of the WPLA commanders are still too unstable. They always want to defeat the enemy in one stroke. In comparison, the seemingly simple tactics of the 11th and 12th Armies are actually the more technically sophisticated ones."  Li Runshi understood He Rui's point. As long as a unit could fearlessly and firmly execute a prepared tactic, the battle could generally be won. However, making a unit disregard life and death required a very high level of political skill.  Conversely, the battle where the 13th Army hit a wall showed they were acting more like the small, elite units of Europe or America. Armored assault and air-ground integration were not wrong in themselves, but once a commander's mindset shifted from 'I am doing my duty' to 'Watch me display my divine prowess,' no amount of superior equipment could guarantee victory.  But Li Runshi felt there was no need to trouble He Rui with such minor details. He stood up and said, "Chairman, I shall take my leave now. Please get some rest."  "Comrade Runshi, the coming war will be a campaign where every nation must exhaust its very foundations. The casualties will be enormous. The pressure on the Central Committee and on you will be immense!"  Hearing He Rui's concern for him, Li Runshi was deeply moved. He smiled and said, "Chairman, the people will surely prevail!"  He Rui nodded. "Go then."  As Li Runshi left the room, he made sure to turn and look back. He Rui showed no intention of standing up. Li Runshi sighed in his heart. He Rui no longer stood up; this was a very dangerous situation indeed.  If there was one way to let He Rui relax instead of pushing himself so hard, there was only one: to win this war.
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Less than a year after the founding of the Republic of Australia and the Republic of New Zealand, the third wave of deportations for "traitors" had already begun. Previously, Australia and New Zealand had held their first round of independence referendums, in which 80% of the local colonists voted against independence. This 80% was immediately subject to deportation, loaded onto specially constructed ships—vessels that resembled livestock transports—and sent to labor camps in Africa to work on road construction and other infrastructure projects.  However, the colonial mindset was not so easily eradicated. Among the remaining 20% of the population in the two republics, excluding the Māori, there remained a strong colonial sentiment.  Australia and New Zealand had already passed the *Anti-Colonialism Act*. Under its provisions, eventually, approximately 9 million colonists out of a former population of nearly 10 million were deported. By now, the remaining white population numbered fewer than 200,000.  Yet, this massive population loss did not adversely affect the industrial or agricultural production of Australia and New Zealand. In less than a year, over 15 million overseas Chinese and immigrants from various regions had entered Australia, quickly bringing local production back to full operation and even sparking rapid economic growth.  As February arrived, the autumn harvest in Australia and New Zealand was completed. Bulk commodities from the Southern Hemisphere—grain, fodder, and minerals—began to be transported on a massive scale to Asia and Africa. Australia had become a hive of activity to facilitate the transport of hundreds of millions of tons of logistics annually.  Hundreds of major engineering projects were launched. To raise funds, the two nations took out massive loans from China, providing the Chinese Ministry of Finance with ample opportunities for high-quality bond issuance.  The Chinese Ministry of Finance also produced promotional films to introduce the people of China to Australia and New Zealand.  He Rui had been watching television more frequently of late. With a discerning eye, he watched one such promotional film. As the program began, a soft, deep male voice introduced: "Australia possesses a diverse geography, with vast plains and rainforests in the north, snowfields in the southeast, and deserts in the center. The fertile lands suitable for farming are primarily concentrated in the southeastern and southwestern coastal regions. The nation is highly urbanized, with major cities concentrated along the eastern coast. The capital is Canberra, and the largest city is Sydney; other major cities include Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth, and Adelaide..."  He Rui waited patiently as he watched. Soon, the "meat" of the program arrived.  As dark beetles appeared on the screen, the narrator’s baritone became more engaging.  "...The scientific name for the dung beetle is the scarab. Adult dung beetles are black, slightly glossy, and about 3.5 centimeters long. They prefer to inhabit animal waste. The dung beetle is the strongest insect on Earth; they can push objects 250 times their own body weight—the equivalent of a human pushing five heavy trucks. Thus, their ability to transport manure is formidable; it can be said their ancestors survived on this very skill. If you have ever lived in the countryside or a pastoral area, you will have noticed a phenomenon: manure dropped by livestock on the first day will completely disappear by the second. This is the contribution of the dung beetle."  These scenes were quite interesting, especially the introduction to the vast pastures of Australia with their herds of cattle and sheep. He Rui felt that, given the Chinese people's love for land, they would certainly appreciate these expansive territories.  However, propaganda required a specific methodology. If one simply told the Chinese people, "Pick up a gun and go to Australia to kill the white men and take their land," it might work, but it did not align with China's current cultural traditions. Cutting in from a grounded perspective like the dung beetle made the message far more intriguing.  The promotional film was skillfully crafted. Why did Australia need to import large quantities of Chinese dung beetles? Was it because Australia had no dung beetles of its own?  Not at all. Australia had hundreds of native dung beetle species. However, the traditional "flavor" for Australian dung beetles was the waste of kangaroo and koala. In the 18th century, British colonists brought cattle and dairy cows to Australia, but the native dung beetles disliked cow manure because it was too wet. Compared to the dry waste of marsupials, cow manure was viscous and difficult to clean; the water-logged dung balls were heavy and difficult to roll.  The pastures were piling up with unwanted cow manure, and Chinese dung beetles were brought in to solve the problem perfectly.  In the documentary, the narrator's voice remained filled with an almost childlike infectiousness. Over images of Chinese dung beetles quickly resolving the manure problem, the narrator continued: "If you have ever lived in the countryside or a pastoral area, you will have noticed a phenomenon: manure dropped by livestock on the first day will completely disappear by the second. This is the contribution of the dung beetle."  Had someone not arrived, He Rui might have finished the documentary. But the visitor was Wu Youping, so He Rui had his secretary turn the television volume to the lowest setting before inviting him in.  Wu Youping had come to bring He Rui a report on the economic situation in Africa. The changes in Africa over the past year had been even more dramatic than those in Australia, especially in the field of infrastructure. The local Africans' assistance in the utilization of investment had been very, very significant.  "The population of liberated Africa has exceeded 100 million. The life patterns of these local Africans have been highly bound to the local colonial economy. They are either indigenous people completely detached from modern life or proletarians at the bottom of the production chain. Regardless of which they are, is there a possibility that a period of 'madness' might occur following a major economic fluctuation at this stage?" Wu Youping spoke directly, giving He Rui no time to read the documents.  Hearing Wu Youping’s final sentence, He Rui wanted to ask whether this view was proposed by Li Runshi or some other research team.  A "major economic fluctuation" did not merely refer to the economy turning sour or the people being left destitute. An economy developing at a super-dynamic, high-speed pace also constituted a major fluctuation. It was just that the probability of such a fluctuation was far lower than that of economic recession and destitution, so people rarely considered it in those terms.  Furthermore, for human beings, whatever best situation they had witnessed would be regarded as the "natural" or "normal" state. Thus, few people would consider economic recovery after a great collapse to be a "major fluctuation"; instead, they would see it as merely "taking back what was lost."  But once one reached the state of an old man like He Rui, one no longer thought that way. The world was in flux; there was no such thing as an eternal standard. Regardless of how an individual perceived it, the world was fluctuating.  Seeing that He Rui did not answer, Wu Youping probed, "Does the Chairman think there is a problem with this line of reasoning?"  He Rui shook his head. "The reasoning is fine. I was just thinking of our own country. At this stage, the changes at home and the changes in Africa are in the same phase."  Wu Youping shook his head. "We in China have, at the very least, several thousand years of history involving cycles of order and chaos. Consequently, various corresponding systems have emerged within Chinese culture. Chairman, you and I are both 'Old Conservatives' (Old-Guards). But this conservative attitude and the instinctive reaction toward maintaining order is not something the African people can achieve. They have not seen these things, nor do they know this history."  He Rui sensed that what Wu Youping was about to say was not simple content. He asked, "Do you already have an idea of what kind of historical culture to export to Africa?"  Wu Youping nodded slowly. "We must erase the colonial historical view in Africa. This presents a troublesome issue: once the colonial view is removed, what kind of historical view do we import? This requires Africa to have a foundation capable of carrying such a view. We are not optimistic about this."  Hearing this, He Rui felt even less optimistic. He had considered this problem before, though his initial purpose had nothing to do with Africa's troubles, but rather a discussion from his original timeline regarding the so-called "Chinese population decline."  In that timeline, He Rui had lived reasonably well, and his circle of friends were birds of a feather. Because of his work, he had to study and research these issues. Naturally, everyone enjoyed bragging and "brainstorming" on these topics.  Thus, at one gathering, while gnawing on garlic-scented spare ribs, a colleague from the petroleum sector had said: "Solving the problem of China's population decline isn't difficult. You just need to re-attract the Chinese people from the areas historically radiated by the Chinese population and open various channels for them to naturalize in China. As the Chinese population continues to decrease, a gap of over 100 million might appear in the next decade. Absorbing this population wouldn't pose a problem for China. People from Southeast Asia, Vietnam, and other places can be absorbed. Combined with China's economic radiation, a path to 'digest' these regions would emerge..."  Now, hearing Wu Youping mention the idea of exporting culture and history to Africa—especially after hearing his words—He Rui felt that something was very wrong.  Sure enough, Wu Youping said, "I believe that in addition to having African armies participate in the war to sweep away colonialism—and allowing them to achieve significant results and gain sufficient honor—we must also help Africa create an 'external input.' We should create some content using a somewhat racialized approach. For example, the population left behind in Africa when Zheng He sailed to the Western Oceans."  Hearing Wu Youping actually say this, He Rui could not help but sigh.  Previously, in his "group," those brothers had indeed mentioned this issue. Although China in the original timeline eventually surpassed the United States and restored its position as the world's number one power, when it came to the matter of "genetically identified Chinese people in Africa," the conservatives in the group all stated that such a thing could not be done! It was entirely inconsistent with China's cultural traditions and had no corresponding cultural foundation in China.  Furthermore, if such a thing were actually done, it would lead to opportunistic Africans trying to come to China to "claim relatives."  He Rui then said, "If many West African blacks come to China to claim relatives, how do you plan to handle it?"  Wu Youping was aware of He Rui's conservative tendencies. Hearing this question, he replied, "I believe there are ways to solve these problems."  Hearing this, He Rui could not help but snort in derision. "After all is said and done, you're still dumping the work on the comrades at the grassroots level. How should I put this... the grassroots is not for that. We can keep them busy so they have no time to look for trouble; we can execute a batch every once in a while; but we cannot burden the grassroots with things they cannot handle."  As the head of the State Council, Wu Youping was responsible for managing the grassroots. Hearing He Rui speak this way, he felt somewhat offended and said unhappily, "The grassroots at this stage has the capacity to complete such work."  "I don't think so," He Rui immediately expressed his opposition. "At this stage, we still cannot have the staff take simple responsibility, because they cannot afford it. Let me tell you, currently, just a household registration adjustment involves dozens of stamps. This kind of thing cannot be solved until the future networked era. Otherwise, all sorts of things will definitely go wrong."  These words were not He Rui intentionally making things difficult for Wu Youping; he had truly experienced it. When He Rui was young, he had followed his parents to handle a household registration transfer. At that time, the grassroots police stations had not yet implemented networked offices, so a single matter required over a dozen trips.  At that time, He Rui had seen many jokes online and felt those jokes were correct. However, after graduating from university, He Rui handled a household registration transfer himself. He had prepared himself to make a dozen trips, but he did not expect that the police station had already popularized integrated office equipment. He didn't even need to travel between the two stations. The staff at the destination station had He Rui submit photos, ID photocopies, and the property deed, then had him perform an electronic signature on the transfer application and take a photo at the integrated machine.  All this took less than fifteen minutes. After paying the processing fee for the household register, a brand-new register with the relevant information printed by the machine was complete.  The time spent in the office was actually much shorter than the time spent traveling to it, which had greatly surprised He Rui.  When he mentioned this to his parents upon returning home, they had simply said, "Now that there is a network, the grassroots personnel can truly take responsibility."  These words had been a sudden realization for He Rui. What had changed was not the system or the personnel; government employees were also human beings. As humans, there were all kinds: good ones, bad ones, but most were just normal, ordinary people. In an era where China's economic development reached a point where income was sufficient for everyone to get by, there weren't many truly bad people. Thus, most government personnel were just there to work and earn money.  Being a civil servant was just a job; if someone made a mistake at work, they were punished, and that was no big deal. But civil servants could not accept bearing all sorts of "responsibilities," because in the government, many matters that wouldn't weigh four ounces on a scale can weigh a thousand pounds once they are "on the scale."  To be responsible was not wrong, but because people could not afford the responsibility, situations where people "floated through their duties" (bureaucratic inertia) occurred.  He Rui and his parents had made a dozen trips for a household transfer not because the civil servants were intentionally difficult, but because the civil servants could only ensure their own work was error-free, so at that time, there couldn't be a single mistake.  Similarly, He Rui had handled it in one trip not because the civil servants no longer cared about responsibility, but because the upgrading of hardware and the emergence of large databases meant that civil servants no longer had to verify work time and again. The civil servants only needed to complete the equipment operation and provide procedural guidance; many things that originally had to be done manually were now handled by computers.  However, what Wu Youping was describing clearly exceeded what the civil servant system could bear. He Rui even wondered: could it be that the victory was so great that even a fellow like Wu Youping was starting to "drift" (become overconfident)?  With this suspicion, He Rui asked again, "Youping, why do you think Africans truly want to rely on themselves?"  Wu Youping answered decisively: "Anyone who has the ability to rely on themselves will actively choose to cooperate with us. I know that most Africans certainly want to rely on us. But, it is necessary for us to let them rely on us."  He Rui immediately shook his head. "I don't think that's realistic. We cannot open that door."  "Chairman, we have killed so many of the old African upper class; at this stage, we must quickly instill new things. In the field of ideas, if the East Wind doesn't prevail over the West Wind, then the West Wind will prevail over the East Wind. If we are picky and choosy at this stage, Africa will soon be occupied by new ideas. Even if the current ideas are wrong, we should do it first and talk later."  He Rui did not want to agree with this view, yet he felt that Wu Youping was truly not just imagining things or acting blindly. Just as he was considering how to express his thoughts, he heard Wu Youping continue: "Chairman, the fact that we can do whatever we want to do right now—isn't that the full range of possibilities brought by our status as the world hegemon? I know that such possibilities will inevitably lead to ultimate failure, but at a time like this, we instead need to be more transformative!"  Hearing this, He Rui's initial suspicion vanished completely. Wu Youping was not "drifting"; he had truly accepted the reality that China was about to grasp world hegemony. And he had truly accepted the mindset of holding world hegemony.  World hegemony was just like this: since the hegemony is mine, I can do whatever I want.  Some would say this is wrong; the sages summarized experiences through various failures, believing that one should be extremely cautious and careful when in such a high position.  However, reality was quite dull; everyone just wanted to live a life where "I can do whatever I want." None of those empty platitudes; let’s enjoy ourselves first.  Seeing his old comrade Wu Youping enter the world-hegemon mindset so quickly, He Rui smiled. "Youping, when did you realize that China is no longer that country that gets bullied, but a powerful nation?"  Wu Youping was taken aback. "Chairman, you could tell?"  "Does it even need telling? Back when we met in '15, you wouldn't have spoken like that. Haha," He Rui said nostalgically.  "I nearly died that time, and I felt very uncomfortable during the recovery process," Wu Youping recalled with some emotion. "Then one day, my secretary brought me many letters of condolence—all from foreign countries. Most were from countries established in the colonies we liberated. I looked at the names of those countries and couldn't recall them for a moment. I couldn't remember the names of those national leaders either. At the time, I felt very disappointed—had I become so ill that I had lost even my basic work capacity? Then, I suddenly realized something: those national leaders were only sending condolence letters out of courtesy; they didn't care who I was. Whoever was the Premier of China, they would offer their condolences. From that moment, I finally realized that China had truly become powerful. And not just ordinarily powerful. Thus, things like 'Ten Thousand Nations coming to Court' and the 'Air of the Celestial Empire'—as long as China is strong enough, they follow naturally."  "Heh. Speaking that way... it is indeed so," He Rui laughed. Wu Youping's reaction did not disappoint He Rui; on the contrary, it made him very happy.  In 1943, they could beat the global Great Powers; it was only fifty years since China was beaten by those same powers. And since 1924, through the efforts of He Rui and his comrades, China was already a globally recognized Great Power.  It seemed that realizing "the Great Power is actually myself" in 1924 had a somewhat different effect than realizing it in 2024. At the very least, compared to 2024, the year 1924 had a hundred fewer years of an oppressed mindset. Restoring the mindset of being world number one was much easier.  After He Rui finished laughing, he asked seriously, "Youping, the question I want to ask has changed. That is: does the comrade who proposed that view realize that he must be responsible for proposing such a line of reasoning?"  Upon hearing the word "responsible," Wu Youping's expression instinctively turned solemn. After a moment's thought, he asked, "Chairman, do you think this proposal is not serious enough?"  "I think the proposal is actually very serious, and research was truly conducted. But China has its own stability; the Chinese people do not accept China becoming an immigrant nation. This is China's cultural foundation. I do not believe the current situation is sufficient to support such a fundamental change. And that view—its core is global integration—is too far ahead of its time." He Rui gave his explanation calmly.
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Seeing He Rui in a good mood, Wu Youping intended to chat for a while longer. However, there was a knock at the door, and a doctor specifically assigned to He Rui walked in. Although the doctor was only in his thirties, his words were extremely polite but firm. "Premier, the Chairman needs to rest."  Hearing such uncompromising words, Wu Youping knew he likely couldn't persuade the doctor to yield. At that moment, He Rui stood up, supporting himself against the edge of the desk. Wu Youping instinctively took a few steps forward, only to hear He Rui say: "Africans are people too. The development of human society naturally follows its own laws; the level of productive forces determines the relations of production. During stages where production relations undergo violent changes, social culture will serve those changes. Therefore, I do not believe we should interfere excessively in Africa's development process."  As he spoke, He Rui walked slowly toward the study door. Wu Youping followed him, still feeling that this was a rare opportunity, and replied: "If we don't implant Chinese elements into Africa now, will it allow Africa to continue being influenced by Europe in its future development?"  "Africa began to be influenced by Rome two thousand years ago. Among modern Africans, how many know anything about Rome? Even in Egypt, how many people know the relationship between Egypt and Rome back then?" He Rui asked.  Wu Youping could understand He Rui's methodology and said: "I also believe that as Africa develops economically and education becomes widespread, the people will need a completely new historical education. Establishing Chinese influence at such a time would be more beneficial for our future work."  He Rui shook his head. "When people think of New China, they immediately think of 1924, when China was once again completely unified. Is it because we were once subjects of the Qing Dynasty that the people think we are the same as the Qing?"  "Africa is the same. As long as the African people recognize the existence of a New Africa and truly lead better lives in this new African era, African thought will have its own roots. As for Africa's future development, we don't need to believe it can surpass the basic laws of human understanding of the world. After driving out colonialism and establishing local nation-states, it doesn't mean the old Africa won't fall into internal strife or even war. The question only lies in what Africa can learn from each instance of upheaval. 'If he is not frustrated, I do not open him up; if he is not angry, I do not help him express himself.' At that time, there will be true reflection among some Africans, and that will be the moment for us to provide solutions to their problems."  "The Chairman's thinking... haha... is too conservative," Wu Youping teased.  He Rui stopped at the top of the stairs. "Haha, I have always been a conservative. I've said it many times, but the comrades refuse to accept this fact. Regardless of how the comrades see it, my thinking remains unchanged. Ultimately, what attracts the African people will surely be the lifestyle we provide."  Knowing He Rui would not change his mind, Wu Youping replied: "Chairman, I shall take my leave then."  Walking down to the landing of the stairs, Wu Youping looked up at He Rui. He Rui was still standing at the top of the staircase. Wu Youping waved goodbye and then walked out of the Chairman's residence at No. 7 Renmin Road.  Back in his car, Wu Youping immediately told the driver to hurry back to the State Council. Since He Rui had made a decision, Wu Youping could only choose to comply with He Rui's views. After all, Wu Youping's own perspective did not represent that of the majority.  This level of disagreement was essentially a non-issue for modern China. The change in real estate policy had increased sales by millions of units in a short period. The massive number of houses being built by various real estate companies had turned the somewhat surplus raw material capacity back into a shortage.  Currently, sand for the Yellow River basin was collected from the river itself, while that for the Yangtze basin was obtained from natural sand sedimentation sites like Dongting Lake, where the water was shallow. The basic minerals needed for cement production, such as limestone, were not scarce in China.  The main difficulty had originally been iron ore, but the gap created by this massive demand was unexpectedly filled to a large extent by the iron ore producing regions of Western Australia. To transport over 100 million tons of iron ore from Australia annually, even infrastructure and industrial layouts needed adjustment.  Thinking about economic development made Wu Youping feel significant pressure. To maintain such a massive internal demand, one had to acquire vast resources. However, the enormous capacity fostered to meet current demand would eventually become surplus. How would they face such immense pressure then?  It was just after the Spring Festival, and massive demand statistics were flooding into the various ministries of the State Council like a tide. After returning to his office, Wu Youping continued reading documents, quickly immersing himself in the reading and data analysis. The strongest part of China at this stage was that with the concept of industrial chains, many production organizations could be rationally coordinated.  Wu Youping soon became intoxicated by this enjoyment. Even though he realized that modern China was rapidly moving toward becoming the world hegemon, personally feeling this development through data made him quite obsessed. In fact, Wu Youping was already semi-retired; he had enough time to enjoy the thrill of seeing his dreams gradually become reality.  Li Runshi did not have such leisure. He had heard about Wu Youping's idea of injecting Chinese cultural genes into Africa and thought it indeed addressed some problems but was far too wishful.  Realizing that such a suggestion would likely not be accepted by He Rui, Li Runshi didn't take it to heart. What Li Runshi was considering was exactly the African campaign. If the war continued into 1945, Li Runshi felt that Europe and America would definitely be finished. But now it was only the beginning of 1944, and a series of true decisive battles was about to begin. How to upgrade the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) was what Li Runshi and the Central Military Commission (CMC) needed to consider.  On the North African battlefield at this time, British logistics were under unprecedented pressure. China and Britain were engaged in large-scale aerial combat over North Africa. Both sides had lost a significant number of fighters. The Churchill cabinet had just received an urgent plea from the commander of the North African theater, Montgomery, for more fighters.  The British domestic aviation industry was already working around the clock. However, Britain had to maintain the war in Canada on one hand and the war in North Africa on the other. Current British aircraft manufacturing companies had used all their strength to increase production but were still unable to achieve their goals.  Churchill put down the documents, thinking about where to find food to alleviate the scarcity of supplies in Britain. Domestic food production in Britain was insufficient to guarantee the needs of the British people. Britain now either had to buy food from the United States or from France. Now that its colonies were essentially lost, Britain was completely unable to obtain sufficient support from them.  Simply agonizing over it wouldn't solve anything, so Churchill summoned the Minister of Agriculture and asked if he had found a solution. The Minister of Agriculture had a distressed expression but actually answered Churchill's question. "Prime Minister, at this stage, we need to increase the price for purchasing grain from Ireland to ensure that we obtain more grain through the 'invisible hand.'"  Churchill knew why the Minister of Agriculture looked so distressed. From 1845 to 1850, Britain had caused a Great Famine in Ireland. At that time, due to the cultivation of potatoes, the population of Ireland had exploded, reaching 6 million.  After a continuous five-year Great Famine, 1 million people in Ireland starved to death, and another million emigrated overseas—a loss of one-third of the population.  Back then, Britain had held high the banner of free trade. Now, to practice free trade by buying grain from Ireland through higher purchase prices, Churchill felt that even more thorough preparations were needed.  After concluding his conversation with the Minister of Agriculture, Churchill summoned the Secretary of State for the Colonies. Although Ireland had established a local parliament and was effectively almost independent, for the survival of the British people, Churchill didn't mind certain things.  Perhaps sensing Churchill's mindset, the Colonial Secretary proposed two aspects: "Prime Minister, either we must increase the security protection for the grain transport teams, requiring them to take machine guns to Ireland to purchase grain. Or we directly station troops in Ireland and increase the population influx into Northern Ireland, allowing these new immigrants to ensure the demand for grain purchases."  The Colonial Secretary had once been tasked with managing colonies dozens of times the size of the British Isles. Although British colonies were now rapidly shrinking, with those under direct control limited to the British mainland and Canada—a total area of about 7 million square kilometers. From the numbers, this was indeed a world power. But from the geographical distribution, Canada's true grain-producing regions were concentrated in a narrow strip within 100 kilometers of the US-Canada border. Thirty percent of this area was already embroiled in war.  In contrast, Ireland, with its more than 60,000 square kilometers, was instead a region that could provide Britain with more grain.  "You believe that machine guns can solve the Ireland problem?" Churchill asked.  The Colonial Secretary nodded. "Prime Minister, I believe that moving a large number of immigrants into Northern Ireland is the most appropriate course of action."  After some discussion, the British cabinet ultimately decided to implement the plan of increasing population movement in the Northern Ireland region. This was on February 27th.  On March 1st, local Irish newspapers began to announce at great length: "One hundred years after 1845, Britain is again preparing to manufacture a new Irish food crisis."  "Northern Ireland is the territory of Ireland. We must never allow those traitors who converted to the Church of England to collude with the British again."  On March 2nd, several major landlords in different parts of Ireland were subjected to intimidating attacks. Lucky landlords and grain merchants were protected by bodyguards and suffered no physical harm. However, there were also unlucky ones who were beaten or even stabbed.  The experience of one major Irish landlord with a British peerage was the most bizarre. This landlord owned a thoroughbred mare. After receiving a threatening letter warning him not to provide grain to Britain, the landlord immediately chose to strengthen his residential security.  But on the morning of March 6th, the landlord woke up in his bed and found the head of his beloved mare drooping at the foot of the bed. The landlord was quite confused—how had his horse come to sleep in his bedroom?  Walking over in his nightgown, the landlord immediately began to scream. His large bed was of an older design with a wooden headboard and footboard. The horse's head was on the other side of the footboard; because his line of sight was blocked, he couldn't see that the horse's head had been severed at the base of the neck. The horse's head and a large piece of its neck were impaled on a long steel spike with a base.  Hearing the landlord's scream, a maid quickly pushed open the door. She saw the blood-soaked floor, the severed horse's head, and her terrified, screaming master. With a shriek, the maid fled from the doorway and rushed toward the butler's room on the first floor. When the maid reached the butler's door, the door opened. The maid cried out, "Go save the master!" then fainted in front of the butler due to extreme agitation.  That same day, the Irish landlord left his mansion in Ireland, fled to his residence in Northern Ireland, and requested full security protection from the British police.  The British police immediately assumed that the perpetrator of such terrorist acts was surely the Irish Sinn Féin. Sinn Féin was founded by Arthur Griffith in 1905, advocating for the establishment of an Irish Republic covering the entire island of Ireland.  This habitual thinking was quite accurate; this terrorist operation was indeed launched and executed by Sinn Féin. Upon learning that the landlord had fled to Northern Ireland, everyone at the internal Sinn Féin meeting was very happy.  In 1916, Sinn Féin participated in the anti-British Easter Rising, which was brutally suppressed by the British, with fifteen leaders executed. However, in the February 1917 elections, Sinn Féin was victorious in the Roscommon election. Eamon de Valera, a participant in the Easter Rising, became President, and Griffith was Vice-President. In December 1918, in the British parliamentary elections, Sinn Féin achieved an unprecedented victory, winning 73 out of 103 seats. In January 1919, the Sinn Féin members elected to the British Parliament refused to go to Britain and formed the National Assembly of Ireland (Dáil Éireann) in Dublin. They then declared the establishment of the Irish Republic, set up governments at all levels, and formed the armed "Irish Republican Army." Britain refused to recognize the Irish Republic, thus sparking an anti-British guerrilla war (1919–1921). During this period, two regimes appeared in Ireland: one was the British colonial regime, and the other was the revolutionary regime led by Sinn Féin. The former became increasingly paralyzed, while the latter's prestige grew daily.  In December 1921, Britain and Ireland signed a treaty allowing the 26 counties of southern Ireland to form a "Free State" with autonomy, while the six northern counties remained under Britain as Northern Ireland. In 1922, the Irish Republican Army was suppressed due to its opposition to the Anglo-Irish Treaty that split Ireland into North and South.  After Ireland's independence in 1937, Northern Ireland remained under British rule. The Irish Republican Army declared it would continue the struggle for North-South unification and engaged in violent activities.  By this time, Sinn Féin had split. Most people were willing to shed their blood before achieving substantial independence, but once a certain degree of independence was gained, they were no longer willing to continue using their lives as the price for winning more. With the split of Sinn Féin, the faction advocating for the independence of all of Ireland quickly became a minority.  At this meeting, everyone was praising the role played by the young comrades led by Valle. Valle and others modestly accepted the praise of their comrades. This behavior was actually not very Irish, but Valle and several hundred other young Sinn Féin members had gone to China to study at the age of 14 or 15 and had been there for more than eight years. Even through mere immersion, they had accepted Chinese culture in many aspects.  Valle believed that struggle required skill. Sinn Féin had sent hundreds of Irish youth to study in China with the aim of having them learn techniques of struggle to return and fight for Irish independence.  If Valle and the others led the old-timers to believe that they had returned to seize power, it would be of no benefit to the Irish independence movement. At this time, modesty was undoubtedly the best way to lower the sense of mistrust.  After the old-timers finished their praise, someone asked Valle why he had insisted on letting the major Irish landlord go. Only then did Valle speak. "If we had killed him, it wouldn't have reduced the amount of grain he sends to Britain. Moreover, Britain would certainly have sent troops to conduct large-scale arrests because of the killing."  "More importantly, if we killed him now, other landlords would think it's impossible to negotiate with us and would thus turn completely toward Britain."  "Do you think if we don't kill people, these individuals won't turn toward Britain anyway?" an old-timer asked.  Valle shook his head. "Those people are turning toward Britain at this stage to protect their profit margins, not because they are collaborating with Britain to survive. Once we kill someone, the nature of the conflict changes."  Listening to this, the Sinn Féin veterans could understand a little bit, but they couldn't understand it emotionally. Since the Sinn Féin split, many loyal Sinn Féiners who were determined to liberate all of Ireland had been arrested. It was hard to say that there wasn't reporting by these local Irish landlords involved.  Valle had majored in law when he studied at Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law. The law department of that school did indeed teach law; as for how much of the content was actually law, it was a bit hard to say. However, if political struggle, military struggle, and revolutionary struggle were also considered part of the legal professional foundation, the basic knowledge of Valle and many of his Irish classmates was quite solid.  By fully utilizing the basic professional legal skills he learned in China—using methods such as bribery, winning people over, and threats to make a significant portion of the estate staff choose to support or remain silent—and then formulating a complete plan and using means such as the deployment of prepared drugs to put some key personnel who hadn't been bought off into a deep sleep, he completed a task that should have required a great deal of commotion without "waking" anyone.  The great success of this operation confirmed a belief for Valle. Although their own people weren't very loyal, the opponents were actually much the same. As long as one could understand where the opponent's interests lay and act with a baseline of principles, one could use many means to reach a compromise with a portion of the opponent's camp.  According to the Chinese saying, it was: "In his conduct of himself, he maintains a sense of shame; sent to the four quarters, he does not disgrace the lord's commission. Such a man may be called a scholar."  Valle did not show off the education he had received. He continued: "We have currently received two guarantees: China will support the unification of the entire island of Ireland into one country, and China will provide us with weapons and equipment through maritime transport. I believe that with these two guarantees, we can strengthen the equipment of the Irish Republican Army, allowing it to engage in guerrilla warfare with the British army. Furthermore, by striking the British army, we can form a deterrent against the wavering elements among the local Irish."  Hearing Valle speak of taking on the British army immediately, even the hearts of the staunch members within Sinn Féin wavered slightly. The island of Ireland was not large; if fighting broke out now, the chances of everyone surviving were not high.  However, as staunch members, these elders did not voice any discouraging words.  Valle continued: "We will soon go to the countryside. On one hand, we will spread the news that Britain will increase its plunder of Irish agricultural products; on the other hand, we will begin preparations for military struggle. We haven't been back to Ireland for a long time, so we must ask the Executive Committee to provide us with help such as guides."  Hearing that these young people were willing to take on such arduous work right away, the slight displeasure in the hearts of the Executive Committee members vanished. They immediately replied, "We will make the arrangements."
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On March 7, 1944, grain sales in Dublin, the capital of the Irish Free State, were completely exhausted, and all grain merchants began to raise their prices. Three days later, on March 10th, the price of grain in Ireland had risen to more than three times its previous level.  With the rise in grain prices, the prices of other commodities followed suit, beginning to skyrocket; the prices of daily necessities rose by at least 70%.  At this time, the ruling political party in Ireland was the Liberal Party. The reason for the Liberal Party's rise was simple: after gaining Free State status, most people in Ireland no longer considered the liberation of the entire island. The original national liberation movement began to disintegrate from within, and the Liberal Party quickly rose from a small faction to become the largest political party in Ireland.  Faced with soaring grain and commodity prices, Liberal Party members of parliament cursed Sinn Féin members during parliamentary sessions. The Sinn Féin MPs were not willing to take the abuse lying down and immediately fired back: "Which one of you doesn't have ties to the landlords and profiteers who are selling grain to Britain? If we in Sinn Féin had the ability to make grain and commodity prices soar to this level, you wouldn't dare curse us; you would surely be kneeling like dogs at our feet, licking them."  "If you're really so tough, then find a way to stop the British from buying grain from us! On one hand, you sell massive amounts of grain to the British for blood money, and on the other, you curse us patriots. Your consciences..."  Before the words were finished, the Liberal MPs opposite jumped up like cats whose tails had been stepped on, rushing over to swing their fists at the Sinn Féin MPs.  In terms of internal strife, humans are the same the world over. The anger of the Liberal MPs was not because they had been slandered by Sinn Féin, but because Sinn Féin had pointed out the Liberal Party's true colors. The Liberal Party, which relied primarily on Irish landlords and elites for campaign funds, didn't mind making money by selling grain to Britain.  Although the Sinn Féin MPs were significantly outnumbered, their origins were more grassroots. In terms of physical fitness and fighting ability, they were not inferior to the Irish upper class. More importantly, Sinn Féiners loved a fight. If it weren't for this innate "fight if you disagree" spirit, they wouldn't have been able to form the Irish Republican Army to wage a sustained struggle against Britain.  The result of this massive brawl was that while the Sinn Féin members were all battered and bruised, they relied on their ruthless grit to drive the Liberal Party out of the parliament.  The MPs from both sides left the parliament with their injuries and immediately launched a propaganda offensive through their respective newspapers. The Liberal Party, which controlled a large number of newspapers, pinned the entire responsibility for the brawl on Sinn Féin.  However, the Liberal Party soon discovered that the Irish public was not at all affected by the newspapers they controlled. Instead, at the reminder of the Sinn Féin MPs, people began to hoard goods.  Since the Liberal Party was the ruling party, this massive surge in grain prices had a huge impact on the lives of the Irish people, causing public support for the Liberal Party to plummet.  The Liberal Party's major donors then made a demand of the MPs: "You must lower the price of grain!"  Not all Liberal MPs were from major landlord backgrounds; many were local intellectuals and cultural celebrities. The demands of the major Irish landlords were unacceptable to this portion of Liberal MPs. While they were unwilling to engage in armed struggle with Britain, these intellectuals also did not want to strike at the ordinary merchants who were caught up in this price surge.  Ordinary merchants were indeed making money from the skyrocketing grain and commodity prices, but the money they made could not be compared to that of the Irish landlord class. These ordinary merchants were making money from local Irish people, whereas the Irish landlords had created this massive price surge by exporting Irish grain to Britain.  Misfortunes never come singly. As a sharp confrontation emerged within the Irish Liberal Party, Britain increased its efforts to purchase grain from Ireland. The grain merchants who came to buy grain began to enter the Irish countryside, an action that directly triggered the vigilance and anger of the ordinary Irish public.  Sinn Féin had long warned the Irish people that Britain was coming to plunder Ireland's grain. Seeing the British merchants finally arrive, their anger was tinged with a certain glee.  If anything could unite the Irish, it was British atrocities against the ordinary Irish people. Moreover, Britain's massive purchase of Irish grain this time was not essentially different from the Great Famine Britain had manufactured in Ireland 100 years ago—both were plundering the food of the ordinary Irish people to feed the British.  However, Sinn Féin had underestimated Britain. Before the British grain merchants entered the Irish countryside, the British side had already made preparations. With the help of the major Irish landlords and elites, a list of Sinn Féin members, their residences, and their places of activity had long been sent to the British.  When the British merchants entered the Irish countryside and Sinn Féin began its propaganda centered on the Great Famine, British agents and troops set out from Northern Ireland, swept into Ireland, and raided the Sinn Féin headquarters, arresting everyone inside.  Fortunately, Sinn Féin had considerable experience in struggle and had received word to evacuate just as the arrests began. Ultimately, they only lost half of their headquarters staff.  But Britain had been fighting the Irish for centuries, and its experience was equally rich. British agents and troops began entering various towns in Ireland, continuing to arrest Sinn Féiners with the secret support of those MPs who had been beaten by them.  Once a Sinn Féiner was caught, they were sent to prisons in England for detention. There, they were subjected to torture and interrogation, with demands that they confess to being under the dual leadership of China and the Comintern, conspiring to overthrow the British government and assassinate the British Royal Family.  The arrested Sinn Féiners knew that as long as they admitted to these charges, they would be sentenced to severe crimes—at least life imprisonment, if not execution. While these Sinn Féiners were not particularly afraid of becoming martyrs, Sinn Féin was indeed not the Communist Party, and they still had their own resistance to communism.  Thus, the brutal torture continued, and many Sinn Féiners were soon near death under the ordeal. The intelligence departments responsible for the torture quickly reported to their superiors in the Colonial Office and the Home Office.  The Colonial Secretary and the Home Secretary listened to the report. The Colonial Secretary asked the Home Secretary, "What do you think of these people's intentions to commit suicide?"  "Aren't those Irishmen Catholics? If they commit suicide, they won't be able to go to heaven," the Home Secretary replied.  The head of the intelligence department who had come to report knew he hadn't said anything about the Irish Sinn Féiners wanting to commit suicide. But with the two powerful figures speaking this way, he understood perfectly: the British Colonial Office and Home Office had no intention of caring about whether the Sinn Féiners lived or died. This time, they were out to eradicate the Sinn Féin MPs.  Once the two high officials finished their conversation regarding the Sinn Féiners' "suicides," they looked back at the head of the intelligence department. The head of the British intelligence department immediately said, "Your Excellencies, the Sinn Féiners will choose to commit suicide after confessing to their crimes of murdering the British Royal Family and overthrowing the British government. We will do our best to ensure the confessions are obtained."  The Home Secretary nodded with satisfaction, saying in a compassionate tone, "Some sinners simply cannot achieve redemption."  With instructions from above, not only did the intensity of the torture remain unchanged, but the confessions for the Sinn Féiners were prepared by the British intelligence department. Those Sinn Féiners who died "signed" the confessions. After all, forging signatures was one of the basic skills of the intelligence department.  As Britain applied heavy pressure, the confrontation and divergence within the Irish Liberal Party were not reconciled but rather intensified. Many of those Liberals who did not come from elite backgrounds were former Sinn Féiners who had left the party.  If it were only a matter of making the Irish people suffer a little to maintain the Liberal Party's status, they might feel uncomfortable but would not stop it.  However, Britain's current approach looked for all the world like draining the pond to catch the fish—wanting to take all of Ireland's grain. What was even more shocking to these nationalist-leaning Liberals was that the MPs of elite origin, based on the current situation of skyrocketing grain prices in Ireland, proposed a bill to freeze grain prices and increase agricultural taxes.  Doing it this way meant that the grain of the Irish people would be subject to massive extortion. These Liberals were beginning to lose track of what these elites were actually trying to do. They surely didn't think they would be able to continue governing after this, did they?  The proposal did not receive sufficient support in parliament. As the results of the vote came out, those Liberal MPs who had voted against it breathed a sigh of relief.  But the MP who had proposed the bill said coldly, "Do you think that by opposing this proposal you can stop Britain from buying grain? Are you prepared to let British troops enter Ireland once again for slaughter? To all you MPs who voted against it, the slaughter caused by your irresponsible voting will all be on your heads."  For a moment, the opposing Liberal MPs were stunned. They couldn't understand where these elites got the courage to ignore the possibility of losing the upcoming parliamentary elections.  That night, these Liberal opposition members held a meeting, still unable to figure out what the elites were thinking. They talked until nine o'clock, but the opposition MPs still couldn't come up with a reasonable line of thought. Just as everyone was yawning and considering ending the meeting to talk again tomorrow, a doorman came in to report: "A returned overseas student is asking for an audience."  There were many overseas students in Ireland, and the fact that the doorman emphasized the "overseas student" status puzzled the MPs. Someone followed up: "An overseas student from which country?"  "From China."  The doorman's answer stunned all the opposition MPs. A returned student from China—this identity was indeed worth mentioning specifically. Ireland had not joined the Allies at this stage, and the Irish people had a very good impression of China. This wasn't because there were any extraordinary interactions between China and Ireland, but simply because the Irish appreciated any country that could beat the British.  Ultimately, the opposition MPs invited this Irish student who had studied in China to enter.  The one who came was indeed Valle. As a follower of He Rui, Valle loved hearing stories about him. For example, when He Rui first arrived in the Northeast in 1915, he went alone to the Japanese Kwantung Territory Headquarters and persuaded the high-ranking officials there, ultimately resolving the conflict between China and Japan.  Faced with these Liberal MPs, even if they were the opposition faction within the party, they could be seen as enemies to some extent.  Standing before the crowd of Liberal MPs, Valle silently repeated to himself: "In his conduct of himself, he maintains a sense of shame; sent to the four quarters, he does not disgrace the lord's commission. Such a man may be called a scholar." Only then did he greet the Liberal MPs.  The Liberal MPs looked at Valle with suspicious eyes. This student looked to be in his early twenties, quite young. Moreover, Valle had shaved his beard. Although there was no local Irish proverb about "a hairless lip means an unsteady hand," this clean-shaven look indeed didn't inspire much reliability in the local Irish.  Valle was prepared. He began: "Gentlemen, do you think those in the elite faction haven't considered at all the possibility of Sinn Féin winning more seats in the next parliamentary election?"  The MPs did not answer. They had indeed discussed this possibility tonight, and ultimately everyone felt it wasn't that likely, because the intelligence of those elites couldn't possibly fail to consider this. The MPs just couldn't figure out what those elites were thinking.  Valle continued: "Those elites surely know that Sinn Féin's seats will increase, but they have definitely been threatened by Britain that troops will be stationed to suppress the Irish. Britain is currently under immense pressure on the battlefield, to the point where even if Britain understands that the Irish people have a deep memory of the Great Famine, it still must come to Ireland to plunder grain. Because Britain can now only continue to extort Ireland; the other colonies have already been liberated by China."  Valle knew this wasn't strictly accurate, but it was enough to fool these local Irish provincial MPs. Moreover, it was only lacking in precision; it wasn't far from the specific facts.  Seeing the expressions of the MPs finally change, Valle continued: "Precisely because the British are at the end of their rope, they have gone mad. And have you considered that even if Sinn Féin wins more seats, will the British allow Sinn Féin MPs to perform their duties smoothly?"  "Therefore, the elites' view is simple: they believe that even if they lose some seats, they can still maintain their position as the number one political party in Ireland."  "As for the lost seats, those elites have likely already considered it. All of you sitting here are the ones they intend to sacrifice."  With these words, the opposition within the Liberal Party finally couldn't sit still. Some among them had already sensed the elites' attitude but still felt that they were, after all, Liberal MPs and had influence locally. The Liberal Party surely wouldn't push them to the opposing side. Valle's words shattered their illusions, presenting a part of the cruel reality to these MPs.  Valle struck while the iron was hot: "If you don't believe me, you can wait and see. Will the support you used to get during elections be there in the upcoming ones? And will those elites make demands of you—that if you want to be re-elected, you must support certain proposals from the elites?"  The Liberal MPs said nothing. Although Valle's words gave them a huge shock, they felt there was no need to discuss such matters with an outsider.  Someone asked: "So, what is your purpose in coming here? To be a lobbyist for Sinn Féin?"  Valle smiled and said: "I am not here for Sinn Féin. I only want to ask you: do you really want Ireland to always remain as it is now? If you also look forward to the Irish people leading better lives, why not choose to cooperate with China when China liberates Europe?"  Hearing mention of China, these Liberal MPs fell silent again. They liked a China that beat Britain, but China was, after all, a socialist country. This made the Liberal MPs feel a very large sense of unease.  Valle then continued: "The biggest problem in Ireland at present is that land reform has not been carried out. If all land in Ireland were bought out by the state and the Irish people henceforth gained the freedom of land use rights, do you think the current elites could continue to restrain you? The current power base of those elites does not come from Britain, but from the fact that they control 80% of the land in Ireland. Ireland is currently still an agricultural country; whoever owns the majority of the land holds the dominance over Ireland."  "Britain dares to treat Ireland so crudely because the British know that the Irish people might dare to oppose Britain, but they don't dare not pay land rent to the landlords. As long as these Irish elites continue to receive huge land rents, they will not fall. Because social elites like yourselves are also forced to rely on the money given by these elites for your campaigns. Only without these elites can you gain true freedom."  "Communist, get out!" an MP cursed.  Valle smiled and turned to leave. He knew the current view of communism in Ireland: the Irish elites naturally hated the Communist Party to the bone. And the Irish were Catholics; the Roman Curia also basically regarded communism as an enemy. Those bishops would very skillfully preach hatred of communism to their congregations during various religious occasions.  Once outside, the waiting comrades quickly covered Valle's departure. Once in a relatively safe place, a comrade asked in a low voice: "How was it?"  Valle replied confidently: "I've made those MPs believe that the elites are going to conduct an internal rectification by abandoning some of the disobedient MPs."  "Will they really believe it?" the comrade asked skeptically.  Valle replied readily: "It doesn't matter; as long as it happens, it doesn't matter whether they believe it or not. The most important thing now is to quickly spread the idea of land revolution throughout Ireland. As long as we still want to unify Ireland, we must make the ordinary people understand that so-called Catholicism or Protestantism are just tricks played by colonizers and elites. If the people can't even fill their stomachs, what's the use of religion?"  These comrades had all gone to China to study when they were very young. During their years in China, they had seen with their own eyes that the Chinese people, without religious influence, lived quite happily.  Although Ireland was a European region, under British colonial rule and the oppression of local Irish feudal landlords, the Irish people lived quite poorly. Their standard of living simply could not compare to that of ordinary Chinese people after the 1930s.  Throughout the 1930s, the Chinese economy developed rapidly, and cities grew at an astonishing pace. In just a year or two, Chinese cities underwent huge changes.  During their social investigation courses and practices, the Irish youth saw that although the changes in the Chinese countryside were not as fast as in the cities, huge changes had also occurred there.  When they returned to Ireland after seven or eight years of study, they had long since become accustomed to the rhythm of high-speed national and social change. Seeing their hometown, Ireland, which had been somewhat blurred in their memories, undergo no change whatsoever in the past seven or eight years—perfectly overlapping with those blurred memories—the shock was unbearable for the Irish youth.  Even those youth who had originally been unsteady about launching a social revolution in Ireland became "radical."  Valle said confidently: "Whether in Ireland or Northern Ireland, the enemy of the ordinary people is the same: Britain and the local elites! Only by overthrowing them can Ireland be saved!"
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As the British collaborated with local Irish elites, Sinn Féin became the primary target for both parties. With many of the older generation of Sinn Féin backbones arrested, the younger generation who had returned from studying in China, like Valle, naturally became the party's new core.  Valle and the other young people had predicted that they would soon become the next targets for the British and the Irish elites. Faced with this future, they all moved into the countryside to begin building grassroots organizations.  In this time of skyrocketing prices, what ordinary Irish people needed most was an organization that could protect their interests. Someone was needed to help them effectively hide their grain, bypass the surveillance of landlords and their lackeys within the same village, and obtain necessary items through bartering.  When a single village could not meet its needs, an organization spanning a wider area was required to facilitate trade between different settlements.  Sinn Féin's previous work in these areas had been weak, but Valle and his colleagues had received training and practice in these very tasks. They quickly took root in the countryside.  The current population of Ireland was only about 4 million, half of its peak of 8 million. However, 4 million people provided enough cover for eight hundred enthusiastic young people to hide among them.  The expected crackdown against Valle and the others did not arrive, though they didn't know why. The three British divisions originally slated for deployment to Ireland had been diverted to other purposes just before boarding their ships.  Temperatures in the North American theater had begun to rise. Even though it was still a world of ice and snow, the Chinese army, having received large amounts of grain from the Southern Hemisphere, launched its first round of offensives for 1944.  The Anglo-American forces were caught off guard and suffered heavy blows; their defensive lines in the plains, established during the winter of 1943, were broken in one fell swoop. The British government urgently mobilized four corps of troops to Canada to plug the gaps in the line.  In North Africa, more than 300,000 troops from the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) were engaged in sustained combat with 450,000 Allied troops from Britain, Germany, and Italy.  As the two reorganized WPLA armies led by white volunteers began their offensive into Morocco in southern Spain, the 120,000 poorly equipped Spanish government troops suffered a heavy defeat. Britain and Germany each dispatched two corps to fight in Morocco.  Following these diversions, British domestic troop strength was severely insufficient, forcing them to scrap the plan to send troops into Ireland.  Although Valle and the other young revolutionaries were unaware of these changes, they hadn't held back from the start out of fear of a crackdown. They simply put all their effort into organizing the masses in the countryside and maintaining their livelihoods.  Time quickly moved into April, and spring plowing in Ireland had begun. Sinn Féin held a secret meeting on the West Coast. Before Valle set off, several male heads of tenant households in the village came together to find him. There were no pleasantries; the man leading them said, "Brother Valle, can you get us some iron plows?"  Valle nodded and looked at the other men. Seeing him nod, the men were actually a bit hesitant to believe him fully. However, the difference between having iron plows and not having them during spring plowing was too great. Although Valle was just a young man twenty years their junior, the men still told him about their current poverty.  "...Brother Valle, you've been in the village so long, you must know how hard life is now."  Despite being in a hurry to get to the meeting, Valle listened patiently as the local peasants aired their grievances. Once they had said almost everything they could, Valle said, "Don't worry, everyone. If it's just for plowing with farm tools, these tools definitely won't cost you a penny."  The reason the men had rambled so much was precisely because they didn't want to pay any more for their planting.  After the initial surge, commodity prices in Ireland hadn't continued to skyrocket excessively because the market had reached a stage where goods were priced but unavailable. Ireland was not large; since prices no longer had meaning, speculation became meaningless.  Acquiring metal farm tools was now very expensive, far beyond what an ordinary farming household could easily accept. Current prices were such that even in a bountiful harvest year, well-to-do families could not afford them, let alone ordinary people.  Hearing this young man Valle say they could get tools without paying, the men didn't quite dare believe it. They truly didn't think he had the ability to achieve such a thing, and more importantly, they weren't sure what his motive was for doing so.  Valle was not a clergyman who could collect taxes from a parish, nor was he a public official. Of course, if Valle were a public official, these uncles wouldn't have dared to approach him. Actively seeking out a public official meant walking right into a trap to be extorted. No one had any interest in that.  Since they couldn't imagine what Valle could do, the men were unwilling to speak. They waited quietly for him to continue. Since he was willing to provide a service, it meant he would surely make a request.  As expected, Valle said: "Brothers, the tools I can get are not in the village; they need to be transported from outside. When the time comes, I'll need your help to transport and escort them."  Hearing that Valle's request was so simple, the men immediately agreed.  Valle also stood up. "Brothers, if there's nothing else, I have to head out."  The men hurriedly escorted Valle to the entrance of the village. As they watched his figure recede along the wet road, they were all moved, though they didn't know what to say.  Finally, one man sighed, "Who knows when Brother Valle will be back."  The others looked at each other, and some began to wonder if Valle was just boasting. He likely couldn't do what he said, so he had run off, planning to return after the spring plowing was over. By then, everyone would no longer need the tools, and Valle could conveniently renege on his promise to get them for free.  They thought this, but no one said it aloud. At least for now, Valle was the only hope for the village.  Valle was heading to Galway, a port city in western Ireland. It had a good harbor and a population of 40,000. Entering Galway, Valle truly couldn't see it as a city. He had lived in Hangzhou for a long time and had visited Suzhou, Shanghai, Wuhan, Jiangning, Beiping, Tianjin, and the Chinese capital.  Compared to those cities, Valle really couldn't see Galway as a city. The level of this city was just that of a Chinese county seat—and a poor one at that.  You had to pay to enter the city, a European tradition of over a thousand years. Fortunately, this meeting was held outside the city. The youth working in the Irish countryside held their meeting in a mansion on the outskirts.  The owner of this mansion was the father of one of the youth. The old man was a staunch patriot; although his ancestors were indeed aristocrats, he had become a committed republican after being oppressed by British nobility.  However, when the old man met Valle this time, he didn't give him a friendly look. He immediately questioned: "I heard from my foolish son that you're going to implement land buyouts?"  Under the old man's sharp gaze, Valle squared his chest and replied confidently: "Yes. To ensure no one in Ireland starves to death again, land buyouts must be executed."  "Doing this just means you don't want me, an old man, to have a good life!" The old man's tone was full of anger.  "Uncle, Ireland has a small population and very poor conditions for industrialization. To make life better for the Irish, there are only two ways: one is trade, and the other is developing certain industries uniquely suited to Ireland. But no matter what is done, Ireland cannot industrialize in the short term. Do you know why large-scale collapses of the poor didn't occur during the industrialization processes of the United States and China?"  Hearing this, the old man sat down heavily in his chair and asked in a contemptuous tone, "Why don't you tell me, boy?"  Valle saw that the old man looked disgruntled but was asking these deep questions, obviously pretending to have no interest in the revolution while actually caring a great deal.  In a revolution, one needs to make many friends and few enemies. In any country, those truly capable and courageous enough to oppose a revolution are a minority. Most people, when hearing of a revolution, first consider what they will lose.  And given that this old man could send his son to study in China, it wasn't as if he didn't want a revolution. That was certainly not the case.  The reason he was so unhappy now was likely that he wanted to hear the views of the leader of this new group in Galway, which was currently under the guise of the Irish Sinn Féin but had actually chosen a socialist path.  If the old man was willing to listen to revolutionary theory, Valle was more than willing to tell it. "Uncle, the United States is vast and sparsely populated. If urbanization failed, one could go to the countryside to farm. China is a country with thousands of years of agricultural history. With the completion of land reform, all those who choose to join industrial production can return to the countryside even if they don't want to live in the city anymore. At least they won't starve."  "But in our Ireland, 80% of the land is concentrated in the hands of less than 20% of the people. This results in 80% of the population being unable to withstand any upheaval. If we want Ireland to become a country where everyone can lead a good life, we must ensure that everyone has at least a basic fallback. Therefore, we firmly believe that the process of state land buyouts must be completed, nationalizing the land and having the state guarantee that everyone can obtain land use rights."  "In the end, it's still us old-timers who suffer!" the old man expressed his displeasure with the land nationalization policy.  "Uncle, in our vision, the entire population of Ireland will eventually live in cities. In a place where a city has a population of millions, living there can hardly be considered suffering," Valle laughed.  The old man's eyes instantly became sharp. "Didn't you say you were going to distribute land to everyone? Why are they moving to cities now?"  Valle was now even more convinced the old man had a genuine interest in revolutionary policy, so he immediately explained: "Agriculture, after all, doesn't generate much wealth; only urbanization can sustain massive wealth. In the future, as Ireland's industry develops, cities will clearly be more suitable for living. In this process, the vast countryside will consist only of various farms and ranches. Only a few people will be needed to complete the farming and production, while the majority of the population will perform more efficient production work in the cities."  The old man's brow furrowed. After thinking for a while, he spoke in a somewhat low voice: "I heard from my foolish son that Ireland is still to establish an alliance-like relationship with China. Aren't you afraid of China controlling Ireland?"  "The Chinese leaders are very clever. They know very well that where there is oppression, there is resistance, so they won't spend huge sums on colonizing Ireland. However, as an extra-regional power, China needs a foothold in Europe. France is an important partner for China, but France alone is not enough. To weaken Britain's ability to blockade the European continent, Ireland must also be an important partner for China."  "Uncle, don't you think Britain is like a big lock on the European maritime routes, capable of blockading Europe's sea lanes at any time?"  The old man thought for a moment and nodded silently.  Valle continued: "Then Ireland is a knife at Britain's throat, pressed against its jugular to balance Britain's trade threat to Europe. Ireland must take responsibility for the security of Europe's trade routes to prevent Europe from being threatened by Britain. This will also highlight Ireland's value."  "Only when Ireland can provide security guarantees for European routes will China and Europe invest in Ireland. These investments will surely be in the cities, and only Irish cities can accommodate a large population. The future urban population will earn money from trade, security, and industries that maintain a good urban life. The vast countryside will earn money through efficient agricultural production, ensuring that everyone in all of Ireland has a job and can earn money through that work."  "If we only rely on distributing land to live, the Irish may not necessarily lead a good life. By then, destitute Irish will still only be able to emigrate overseas or look for very meager wages in those pitifully small cities. The Irish people will still live in great pain."  Hearing this, the old man's expression finally softened slightly. He sighed, "Valle, you're all good children. But you're still too young; perhaps you'll be deceived by those powerful nations. Ireland has been colonized by Britain for centuries, and no great power has ever truly made an effort for Ireland's independence. This time, don't let yourselves be cheated."  Valle nodded. "Uncle, once we've achieved the independence of the entire island of Ireland, we will surely invite you to become a Member of Parliament or a head of government. You are well-traveled and experienced; you will surely see the dangers we cannot see."  The old man sighed. "You've all been to China; your experience is greater than mine. I'm worried you're too radical and will end up sacrificing yourselves. Valle, too much Irish blood has been spilled already. You must protect yourselves."  Valle replied solemnly, "Uncle, 1 million people have already starved to death in Ireland, and 2 million have emigrated overseas to struggle for survival. We must never let such things happen again. For Ireland, we will do our best."  Having first won over the old man, the subsequent national meeting was held within the mansion. No investigation, no right to speak—641 members attended this national meeting. According to the current administrative division of Ireland's 26 counties, it was held in 26 group sessions.  The first order of business was to conduct elections. The group committee members for the 26 counties were first elected. The committees included a secretary, as well as party, government, and military members. Subsequently, each group submitted reports based on social investigations by its members, including people's livelihoods, customs, production relations, and special local figures.  This was not something the young Irish overseas students had come up with themselves, but experience accumulated over nearly thirty years by the He Rui government, learned from lectures at the Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law.  After the members of each group submitted these reports, the groups began internal discussions on each report. The group chairmen determined the subsequent discussion topics, and after discussion, a vote was taken on the contents of each document.  For example, in a county in southwest Ireland, one report concerned an analysis of the class attributes and personal positions of three people. The member who wrote the report believed these three prominent local figures were moderate nationalists. However, in the discussion, most people believed that among the three, one was an Irish comprador, one was a political broker closely linked to religion, and the third was actually a diehard republican.  The youth had all just returned from China and were not familiar with local Irish conditions. Therefore, everyone utilized the analytical methodologies they had learned to conduct their analyses.  Finally, after the group vote determined the basic attributes of the three, the group established a special investigation committee and executed investigation methods targeting them.  Such meticulous work required each young person to perform a massive amount of work every day. The old man providing the venue sometimes listened in and sometimes handled the logistics related to the youth's meeting.  After the group meetings, a plenary session discussed and analyzed the submitted reports. Finally, the group leaders of the 26 counties submitted their own reports to all attendees based on the current situation. In addition to analyzing the current state of Ireland, the reports had to propose their own views.  When all reports were delivered, the attendees voted to elect the members of the Central Committee of the Irish Youth Sinn Féin, the General Secretary, and the Party Chairman.  This process was highly similar to the Chinese Civilization Party. Valle, with his sufficiently profound views, was elected Chairman of the Youth Sinn Féin. Subsequently, the Sinn Féin Central Committee selected a Standing Committee to be responsible for the daily work of the Youth Sinn Féin.  The Central Committee was not just about official positions; their task was to summarize the reports from the 26 counties, come up with national solutions for common problems, and leave individual cases to specialized committees (various ministries) for processing.  After the meeting, each participating youth returned with their own assigned tasks. Valle then requested another audience with the old man who provided the venue. "Uncle, we hope you can help us contact ships capable of maritime transport."  "What are you going to do?" The old man's expression was calm this time, but he was very cautious.  Valle did not hide it. "We want to provide farm tools to the poor. You know the current prices, so we've already contacted channels in France. We'll get a batch of tools from France and distribute them to the poor."  The old man stared at Valle for a long time before saying, "Even if you can get the tools into Ireland, do you have a way to transport them to the local areas?"  "Please rest assured. If someone is willing to help us transport the goods, we can provide farm tools as payment. Or we can pay with food and other supplies. As long as the supplies are brought into Ireland, we will mobilize the masses to help transport the tools to the countryside for the poor to use."  The old man fell silent again. He recalled what he had seen and heard of these proposals. The actions of the Youth Sinn Féin led by Valle these past days had greatly surprised him. Their methods even made the old man feel a bit of awe—the organizational power and analytical ability, and the conclusions ultimately reached, far exceeded the vision of the current Irish upper class.  After thinking for a while longer, the old man asked: "I have one question. Why are you so opposed to lavish funerals?"  Valle was somewhat surprised but replied immediately: "In rural Ireland, weddings are expensive and can only be attended by invitation. Conversely, anyone in the community can attend a wake and funeral."  "During Irish wakes, people enjoy refreshments (mostly alcohol) and entertainment (mostly singing) until late into the night. Their funeral services are mostly Requiem Masses."  "Many families fall into debt and eventually go bankrupt because they must hold such funerals."  "Uncle, don't the Irish know the danger of these funerals? But what can they do? If they don't hold these funerals and spend heavily to invite religious figures to hold a Mass, the family will be seen as outcasts in the village, as unfilial and dysfunctional. They don't do it for the funeral, but to continue living in their current environment."  "So we oppose lavish funerals because only by liberating the people from such traditions can everyone live better."  The old man hesitated for a moment and continued asking: "But in some of what I heard, you believe those who hold these funerals are being exploited, or that there's man-made malice involved. Can you explain?"  "Being exploited refers to those who have already incurred heavy debts to hold funerals, so they naturally don't want others to have it better. They don't realize that their hardship actually has nothing to do with the funeral itself; these are the exploited people."  "As for those with malice, Uncle has surely seen the guys who provide loans for funerals, supply the alcohol, and invite the religious figures for the deceased. These people have actually monopolized the content of these funerals; they do it deliberately. They're a bunch of vampires sucking the blood of the Irish people, and they never tire of it."  "These people are doing it deliberately, so they belong to the malicious group. We must not only eliminate the blood-sucking system but also the vampires themselves—and we must eliminate both!"  The old man stared at Valle for a long time before replying, "I know a few people in the maritime business. I can only be responsible for introductions; you'll have to talk to them yourselves."  The meeting happened quickly, and the talk was very difficult, but Valle and his comrades felt these smugglers were more respectable than the vampires. Because the smugglers only wanted to make money through "illegal" acts, whereas those who relied on the system were making money by sucking blood.  Ultimately, the smugglers demanded 30% of the goods as payment. Although this was a significant amount, the funds provided by China were sufficient, and the 30% cost had to be accepted at such a time.  Three days after the agreement was reached, the smugglers completed the delivery at sea and, as agreed, handed over 70% of the supplies to Valle and his colleagues.  Valle and the others relied on the poor organized by the Youth Sinn Féin to build a transport line. Once the poor received the farm tools promised by the party organization, they spared no effort in transporting the supplies under the cover of darkness. With the current Irish Free State covering an area of over 70,000 square kilometers and with the help of the poor in each village, the tools were quickly transported to various locations.  When Valle returned to the village he was responsible for and handed the tools over to the village organization formed by the Youth Sinn Féin, the men who had first asked for his help were astounded. Upon learning that the tools were for free use, but the village had to organize internally and ensure those who got them first didn't monopolize them, the men were somewhat surprised. They had originally thought Valle would provide tools to their families alone, but they hadn't expected him to be serving the entire village.  The agreement was made, and three days later, Valle led several young men from the village's Armed Work Team to block a family. Valle asked coldly, "It's time for your family to bring out the tools."  This family were also local thugs. Hearing Valle say this, the leader spat in front of him, rolled up his sleeves, and shouted, "We got them by our own ability, why should we bring them—"  Before he could finish, Valle, who had received combat training at the Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law, punched him in the face.  Knocking the thug to the ground, Valle tossed aside his coat and said coldly, "I prefer to convince people with virtue, but since you refuse to follow morality, I also know a bit about fighting."  The thug was not willing to submit. He got up and lunged at Valle. A few minutes later, Valle had knocked the thug's family to the ground for the fourth time. The family could no longer get up, groaning in pain on the floor.  Seeing that he had convinced the thugs with his fists, Valle and the Armed Work Team members went straight into the house, searched out the tools, and left. That same day, the families who should have had the chance to use the tools received them.  Following this "criticism by weapons," everyone in the village accepted the fact that Valle and the other youth had mastered the "weapons of criticism," and order quickly improved.  Although Valle looked relaxed, the pressure on him was still immense. He was surprised that the British government hadn't dispatched troops to suppress Ireland. Although he didn't know what had happened, he still made a judgment: either Britain was preparing something big, or it had weakened to the point where even dispatching troops was very difficult.  A few days later, a suppression force mainly composed of Northern Irish locals finally entered the Irish Free State. Valle was then certain that Britain was indeed very weak.  Valle left the village overnight and headed to the current location of the Youth Sinn Féin Central Standing Committee to begin formal operations. His first order was: "Prepare for military struggle!"  Britain was indeed in a dire state because the troops just sent to the Kingdom of Morocco in southern Spain had been ambushed by WPLA forces. The losses were very heavy.  The Spanish troops in Morocco were annihilated. Many members of the units participating in the encirclement of the Spanish government troops were from the International Brigades and the Republican faction who had been defeated in the Spanish Civil War. Therefore, this campaign was very bloody; the members of the International Brigades and Republicans hated Franco's government forces to the bone. Not only did they fight very hard on the battlefield, but they also executed a large number of Spanish Francoist government troops after the battle.  France, while shouting about sending troops, held fast to the Algerian border and did not actually launch an attack on the WPLA within Morocco.  At the request of the Spanish Franco government and the German Nazi regime, Britain had to once again dispatch two corps to enter Morocco to fight alongside two Nazi German corps.  As for Ireland itself, Britain was no longer able to attend to it, so it let local forces mainly composed of Northern Irishmen enter Ireland.  By this time, the faction in France advocating for friendship with China had used the established smuggling channels to send a large batch of weapons and ammunition to the Youth Sinn Féin.  As long as it could hurt Britain, the French would support it. Even the French conservatives, who advocated giving China a "lesson," didn't particularly care about the Irish killing British.  If French conservatives were faced with two choices—prioritizing a strike against Britain or a strike against China—most would likely choose to strike Britain first.  On March 15th, a small detachment of the Northern Irish force was ambushed on its way to the countryside and was completely wiped out. The attack was launched by members of the Youth Sinn Féin and a portion of the Irish Republican Army.  The war of the Irish people against British colonial rule had begun once more.
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On March 16, 1944, in the vast Libyan desert, Germany's latest Panther tanks lunged toward the 13th Army of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA). This Panther tank was different from the Panther tank of another timeline. This version was a German 42-ton variant of the M26 Pershing tank.  The American Sherman tank was inherently well-designed with a very reasonable layout. As a member of the Allies, Germany provided a great deal of military equipment technology to other Allied nations and naturally received much in return. The new Panther tank was a German version of the Pershing tank developed jointly with the United States.  The American M26 Pershing weighed 41.9 tons, while the German version was 42 tons. The Americans equipped it with a British-made 90mm tank gun, whose power was similar to that of the Chinese Type 59 tank. The Germans, on the other hand, equipped it with their famous 88mm "anti-everything" gun, which was even more formidable.  With this, Britain, the United States, and Germany had essentially standardized their respective tanks. At least the US and Germany had determined their heavy tanks to be 42 tons and their medium tanks to be 30 tons. They began rapidly phasing out various other tanks, focusing all the resources and research and development capabilities of their armies on these two models.  The German army named the 30-ton tank the Tiger and the 42-ton tank the Panther. While they looked very different on the outside, their internal differences were limited. Both the US and German armies used gasoline engines again, and many internal components had become essentially interchangeable.  The German army was quite satisfied with the Panther tank; its firepower, armor, and speed met their expectations. Moreover, the production technology was within Germany's capabilities, allowing for mass production.  On the North African battlefield, the Panther tank could penetrate the frontal armor of the Chinese Type 59 tank, something the previous Tiger tanks had found difficult to do.  However, the Panther was only comparable to the Chinese Type 59. The German army possessed elite armored crews they were proud of. After re-equipping with the Panther, the stigma of previously being unable to defeat Black armored crews was finally washed away. In several subsequent large-scale armored battles, the German army gained a certain advantage and successfully defeated Black armored units several times.  In this engagement, the fighting remained extremely fierce. Panther and Type 59 tanks were being destroyed continuously. Yet the armored crews on both sides were not deterred; driving their steel beasts, they fought each other with a ferocity that left them exhilarated, even manic.  With blows traded back and forth, both sides continuously committed new forces, causing the already intense battlefield to truly catch fire. The American M26 used a gasoline engine, while the German Panther, like its Chinese and Soviet counterparts, used a diesel engine. Consequently, the destroyed tanks burned with billowing black smoke. The intensity of the fires was such that the engineers assigned to recover tanks dared not approach. The tank crews who died were burned black in the inferno, making it impossible to tell whether they were Black or white.  The German armored units were indeed elite. Seizing an opportunity, they cut into a gap in the WPLA 13th Army's armored formation, creating a three-sided encirclement.  Seeing the situation turn unfavorable, the 13th Army's armored units began to retreat. The maximum speed of the Type 59 tank was 50 kilometers per hour, while the German Panther was 48 kilometers per hour. Although this appeared to be only a 4% difference, the effective engagement distance for tanks was only a few hundred meters. For every half hour of travel, the distance between the two sides would widen by one kilometer, effectively breaking contact.  The German army was now swept up in the heat of the moment. The massive pursuit involving hundreds of tanks on both sides undoubtedly stimulated the nerves of the German tank commanders. They pursued relentlessly, regardless of everything.  However, less than an hour into the pursuit, a Panther tank suddenly exploded into flames. Soon, Panthers were being hit one after another. Yet the German armored commanders, their blood up, paid it no mind until over a dozen Panthers had been destroyed. Only then did the German frontline commanders realize they had been ambushed.  The German army was, after all, the German army. Even when caught up in the heat of the moment, it was because they believed the pursuit would expand their gains. Seeing themselves starting to suffer, the German tank groups immediately turned around to retreat.  But the WPLA was using 155mm howitzers. These guns had good precision and a high rate of fire. In a few moments, they destroyed another dozen German Panthers. During the German retreat, they destroyed another twenty or so.  Ultimately, when the German army retreated back to their starting point, they found they hadn't gained any advantage in this engagement. Because of the ambush by the Chinese artillery, the Germans had actually suffered a slight loss.  When news reached General of Armored Troops Rommel, commander of the Afrika Korps, his expression remained firm, but his tone became stern. "Do not underestimate the enemy because they are Black. This is clearly our own tactic, and they have quickly learned it!"  Reprimands aside, the German Afrika Korps commanders were only ashamed, not angry. Even as a high-ranking general, Rommel shared the hardships of his officers and men and frequently appeared on the most intense front lines. While this style was unpopular within the German General Staff, the officers and men deeply loved Rommel, who often braved enemy fire alongside them.  As Rommel said, using the 88mm gun for anti-tank work was a specialty of the German army, dating back to the Spanish Civil War. Having gone through the Polish campaign, the Western European campaign, and the Soviet-German war, this anti-tank method was very mature. When the 88mm gun was mounted on the Panther tank, there was celebration within the German army.  Now that the German tactics had been learned by the Black armored crews, it posed a significant threat to the German army. And it wasn't just ambushes they had learned; they had also picked up many technical and tactical skills from German armored units and were using them against the Germans.  Rommel sighed from the heart. "Gentlemen, we are facing a real army, not African tribes. I require everyone to face them with an attitude of respect. If anyone continues to underestimate the Black army, they will only find themselves unable to return home alive."  These words were not a mere reprimand; Rommel himself truly felt uneasy. From the interrogation of captured prisoners, the intelligence Rommel received showed that initially, 60% of the 13th Army were soldiers from China, Japan, and Korea, with Black soldiers making up only 40%.  As the war progressed, the proportion of Black officers and men in armored units continued to rise. Initially, they became loaders in tank crews. Later, Black drivers and even gunners appeared.  The reason there were no Black tank commanders for the time being was entirely because a tank commander needs to master many categories of technology, which Black personnel were currently unable to handle.  Such personnel changes had increased the proportion of Black soldiers in the 13th Army from 40% to the current 60%. To Rommel, it was not an exaggeration to call a unit with a Black majority a Black army.  According to prisoner statements, those experienced Asian soldiers had joined other units. Among the known designations were the 11th Army and the 12th Army. The units under these two armies had already begun converting from motorized infantry divisions to armored units.  The statements also mentioned three yet-to-be-encountered armies: the 27th, 28th, and 29th. Based on scattered information from prisoners, the intelligence analysis department of the German Afrika Korps Headquarters believed these three armies were likely being upgraded from infantry units to motorized units.  If all six of these armies appeared on the front line, it would be a force of a million men. While this army still had some gaps when facing the Germans, Rommel knew the British army well. He believed that when facing these Black armies with equal strength, the British would likely not gain an advantage.  Furthermore, the British had only 300,000 men in Libya. When their numbers were inferior to the Black army, the British were very likely to be broken, just as they had been in the Battle of El Alamein and the Battle of Tobruk.  As for the German army, the General Staff did not want to maintain a million-man German force in Africa. Rommel had fought in the Soviet Union and could understand the General Staff's thinking.  Although the Soviet Union had signed an armistice with Germany, the German army did not believe the Soviets would truly withdraw from the war. The Soviets were simply seizing time to recover their strength and rebuild their elite units. In two years, the Soviet Union would inevitably become a major threat to Germany again. The combat effectiveness of the Red Army should be able to pose a significant threat to the German army.  However, Africa was so large that not even a million German troops, let alone 500,000, would be enough to contest Africa with China. Not to mention that the number of Black units led by Asians in the WPLA was already very large. With 4 million Asian soldiers as a core, an elite Black force of 10 million could be established.  Rommel was not a subscriber to racism; he looked down on citizens of non-industrialized nations but treated them as human beings. Therefore, Rommel didn't think 5 million German troops would fare well against 10 million elite Black soldiers.  On March 18th, the German Luftwaffe, which was constantly in fierce combat, sent Rommel a piece of news. Based on some signs seen during their intense battles, the Black army opposite them appeared to have retreated. New units had replaced the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies.  Learning of this possibility, Rommel prepared to test the strength of the potentially new Black units by launching an active offensive. However, before Rommel's plan could unfold, the Black army opposite them took the initiative and began an offensive. The German army, unwilling to humor their opponents, immediately implemented a counter-offensive.  After the fighting on March 19th ended, the German army had essentially determined that the new units opposite them were the 28th and 29th Armies. Rommel hadn't expected these two armies to be motorized, but rather fully armored.  In the combat on the 19th, the 28th and 29th Armies performed quite impressively. Aside from some slight clumsiness in battle, their basic training was excellent and not inferior to the 13th Army that had been rotated out.  On March 20th, the German army engaged in the fight received a distress telegram from the British, requesting support from German armored units. Rommel's Afrika Korps consisted of 11 armored divisions and lacked corps-level units. This was because Rommel believed that in the North African desert, corps-level units were too unwieldy; direct command of the 11 armored divisions from headquarters would be more effective.  Hearing the British plea for help, the atmosphere within Rommel's headquarters was somewhat suppressed. Rommel had previously shared his analysis with the staff of the Afrika Korps, and everyone agreed that the British might not actually be able to defeat elite Black units, but they hadn't expected this pessimistic prediction to become reality so quickly.  If anything was more pessimistic than the German predictions, it was likely the British African Corps, which was currently under heavy assault by the 27th Army.  There were currently three "African Corps" in Libya: those of Germany, Britain, and Italy. Even members of the Allies who had not committed troops to Africa believed the Italian African Corps was surely the weakest, even weaker than the WPLA.  As everyone judged, the Italian African Corps had been beaten down from its original 670,000 to only 150,000. Even Mussolini was unwilling to send more reinforcements to the Italian African Corps.  The British African Corps had been reduced from its original 410,000 to 130,000. Proportionally, it was not much more glorious than the Italian one. And at this time, the British African Corps on the southern front was facing the 27th Army of equal strength. The British indeed fought very bravely but were being pushed back by the raw power of the 27th Army opposite them, unable to stabilize their line.  Seeing that if they continued to fight this way, the British line would likely be punctured by the 27th Army, the British African Corps had to request German support.  Based on an analysis of the battle situation, the German Afrika Korps Headquarters concluded that they could not provide support at this time. With 11 armored divisions facing two armored groups opposite them, the German forces were only barely maintaining their position. Once reinforcement units were dispatched, the Germans would have no reserve forces to deal with unexpected situations.  Since the Germans couldn't go out, the burden of reinforcement was naturally pushed onto the Italian army behind the British and German forces.  To be more persuasive, Rommel specifically sent a telegram to Hitler, informing the Führer of the current combat situation. What Rommel didn't say was that he hoped the Führer would pressure Mussolini to order the Italian African Corps to reinforce the British.  Rommel didn't know that his reputation within the German General Staff was currently not good. Many German generals with strong racist ideologies believed that Rommel hadn't achieved any resounding, overwhelming victories against the Black army, and instead, it had become a war of attrition. This was cited as proof that Rommel had failed Hitler's high regard.  Fortunately, the current Acting Chief of the General Staff was Field Marshal Manstein, and the Army Chief of Staff was Colonel General Paulus. Both knew Rommel, and both were staff-type talents with rich frontline experience. After reviewing a large number of battle reports, both were deeply impressed by the rapidly improving combat effectiveness of the WPLA. Both expressed their support for Rommel through silence, which prevented any farce regarding Rommel's dismissal.  While Hitler had a deep-seated contempt for Black people, he greatly admired Rommel. Upon receiving Rommel's telegram, Hitler's sharp attention focused on the fact that it was the British African Corps that had requested aid first.  The British were currently transporting 200,000 troops from their homeland to North Africa, striving to strengthen the British African Corps. Before the British reinforcements arrived, the British on the front line couldn't hold out—this, in turn, showed that Rommel's concerns were very well-founded.  Hitler first sent a telegram to Mussolini, then had the General Staff report on the current war situation.  During the Soviet-German war, Hitler had monitored the conflict from the "Wolf's Lair" in East Prussia. Now that the two countries were at peace, Hitler was back at the Chancellery in Berlin.  Although the Soviet-German war hadn't achieved a sweep like the Western European campaign, the German army had indeed gained a huge war advantage and had retreated back to Germany before suffering catastrophic losses. Therefore, the morale of the German public remained unaffected. Every time Hitler appeared on the balcony of the Chancellery at recent rallies, he received enthusiastic cheers from the mass of Germans below.  This time, Hitler very much wanted to go out to the balcony, but he restrained himself. Life in Germany was still fairly comfortable; although raw materials from the US and South America were no longer supplied to Germany, Britain and France were similarly cut off from resources in the Americas and Africa. Compared to Britain and France, Germany possessed the largest sphere of influence in Europe and had raw material supplies far exceeding those of Britain and France.  However, Hitler felt an uneasy pressure from the entire situation. This pressure made him even less inclined to appear before the German masses.  Soon, Field Marshal Manstein, Acting Chief of the General Staff; Colonel General Paulus, Army Chief of Staff; Colonel General Model, Chief of the Army Operations Department; and Colonel General Guderian, Inspector General of Armored Troops who had been reinstated by Hitler, arrived at the Chancellery.  Looking at this group of generals and marshals, Hitler said with some emotion, "Seeing all of you reminds me of when we were planning the Western European campaign."  This remark triggered memories for the four. Only four years had passed since the Western European campaign, but it felt like a century ago. Manstein, Guderian, and Paulus all recalled the struggle between the younger generation and the "old fossils" of the General Staff at that time.  Back then, the General Staff believed it was impossible for the German army to completely defeat the Western European Allies led by Britain and France in the first offensive. Manstein, however, firmly believed that if they couldn't defeat them in one fell swoop, there was no point in launching the campaign. So he had asked Guderian if armored units could pass through the Ardennes Forest.  Manstein and Guderian had personally driven through the Ardennes once, ultimately determining that it was sufficient for a large number of German armored units to pass through smoothly.  Although during the Battle of Moscow, Guderian had abandoned other friendly forces and fled first, nearly allowing the Soviet Red Army's counter-offensive to break through the gap he had left.  But the camaraderie from the Western European campaign remained. While Manstein felt Guderian's character lacked the stubborn tenacity of someone like Model, Guderian had indeed shown outstanding expertise as an armored specialist during the process of introducing and absorbing the American M4 Sherman and M26 Pershing tanks. Thus, Manstein always treated Guderian with courtesy.  Model didn't have much interaction with Guderian and didn't particularly care.  Paulus had risen rapidly while serving as Chief of Staff to Field Marshal Reichenau. At that time, Paulus was Chief of Staff of the 6th Army under Army Group B, a pure infantry force fighting the Anglo-French forces head-on. He had some opinions about Guderian. However, Hitler's current attitude was clearly aimed at smoothing over relations, so Paulus naturally wouldn't deliberately spoil the mood.  After a bit of sentimental reminiscing, the relationships among the group appeared more harmonious. Only then did Hitler ask for their analysis and judgment of current Britain.  As Chief of the General Staff, Manstein said straightforwardly: "Britain is currently fighting on two fronts. Although they have received manpower supplements from colonial personnel withdrawn to Britain, the British population can at most reach 60 million. Due to massive manpower losses, the number of women in the British population already exceeds half. Even if Britain continues to persist, it is impossible for them to field more than 10 million troops."  "My Führer, I believe that China is now prepared to exhaust these 10 million British soldiers through a war of attrition, thereby ensuring that Britain will not be able to recover for the next thirty years."  Manstein's voice was not loud, and his tone was not dramatic. But his calm delivery of the analysis caused a psychological shock to the listeners even greater than that caused by Hitler's hysterical voice.  If China really wiped out 10 million British men, Britain's current 60 million people would be left with only 500 million. Among them, 30 million would be women, and the remaining 20 million men would be the old, weak, and disabled. Britain would certainly not be able to recover in the next thirty years.  Although the group was under great pressure from such an analysis, no one felt sympathy for Britain. They just continued to look at Manstein, waiting for him to continue analyzing Britain's future.  Manstein continued: "At this stage, Britain is likely to take preserving Canada as its primary goal. Canada has abundant resources and is the foundation for Britain to maintain its domestic industrial production at this stage. If Britain continues to suffer blows in Africa, they may completely abandon Africa. Once Britain withdraws from Africa, France, Italy, and Spain will be the first to bear the brunt. Britain could entirely concentrate its forces in Canada at this stage to fight a life-and-death struggle with China. I believe Britain is likely discussing whether or not to do so."  After hearing Manstein's analysis, Hitler's expression was somewhat somber. Italy was an ally of Germany, and Mussolini was Hitler's good brother. Hitler had sworn that as long as Mussolini needed him, regardless of the circumstances, he would help. As for Franco in Spain, he was also a close partner of Nazi Germany. If Britain shrugged its shoulders and ran, Hitler could not possibly fail to support these two allies.  After thinking for a while, Hitler looked at Paulus. "Chief of Staff, what is your view on the combat effectiveness of the current Black army?"  Although Paulus was extremely loyal to Hitler, as a soldier, especially a staff-type soldier, he did not have the habit of fabricating lies just to please Hitler. He replied decisively: "According to intelligence, Black soldiers with combat experience, when provided with superior equipment, can indeed demonstrate effective combat capability. Moreover, the commanders of the Black army are Asians. Asians believe that Black people are also a people oppressed by whites and are natural allies of Asians."  Hitler stared coldly at Paulus. He really didn't like hearing these words—not one bit.
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Colonel General Paulus saw that Hitler's expression was extremely displeased and knew that his evaluation of the Black army's combat effectiveness had indeed touched upon Hitler's racialist sensibilities. He turned his head to look at Model beside him, intending to let Model take over the conversation.  Hitler, for his part, did not want to berate Paulus for telling the plain truth and took the opportunity to turn to Model. "Model, what are the Army's conceptions for the campaign?"  As a defensive expert, Model had already conducted numerous simulations. When Hitler asked, Model replied immediately: "At this stage, our army does not possess the capability to launch an offensive by crossing the Sahara region."  Hearing this, Hitler felt an impulse for his facial muscles to twitch. It was already annoying enough that a fellow like Paulus dared to speak the truth. Model not only dared to tell the truth but also had an overbearing personality, so his truth-telling felt somewhat insulting.  But what Model said was the real, absolute truth: the German army truly lacked the capability to cross the Sahara and launch an attack. Yet this also seemed to imply that China possessed such a capability.  Model, however, didn't care. During the defensive battles of 1943, when faced with Hitler's questioning, Model had dared to ask Hitler to his face: "My Führer, is the frontline commander you or me?"  In the current situation, Model felt he was being very restrained. He continued: "Since our army does not possess the capability to launch an offensive by crossing the Sahara, whether in North Africa or Europe, the fighting will be a defensive war."  "Conducting a defensive war in North Africa places immense pressure on our logistics, and the consumption of maneuver warfare far exceeds that of defending from behind fortified lines."  "However, if we cede North Africa, we must consider whether our partners in the Allies are reliable. Therefore, my view is not to abandon North Africa for the time being. While the Afrika Korps ties down China, we should construct a defense ring centered on Germany within Europe. Outside this defense ring, we should build another ring utilizing the terrain, and we must have our allies join it."  After hearing such a detailed analysis, Hitler was temporarily unable to keep up with Model's train of thought. But Hitler didn't want to keep up with it anyway. He asked in a stern tone: "Model, do you believe our army has no way to win in North Africa?"  Model nodded immediately. "Yes, my Führer. Our army can win many battles in North Africa, but the terrain and environment there cannot support a continuous defensive line. No matter how many victories we win, we will only face enemies who continue to swarm in, and we will engage in a fierce war of attrition with them."  "My Führer, as long as the enemy is willing to keep fighting, can continuously mobilize manpower, arm their troops with the most sophisticated equipment, and conduct sufficient training, we cannot win in North Africa."  Hitler's face almost turned black with rage. Reichsmarschall Göring and Propaganda Minister Goebbels, who were listening to the generals' war predictions beside him, looked even worse. Propaganda Minister Goebbels, in particular, completely hadn't expected Model, who hadn't retreated a single step during the Soviet winter operations, to say such things.  Just as Goebbels was about to berate Model, Hitler suddenly raised his arm to stop him. Though Hitler was indeed incredibly angry, he turned to Guderian, who hadn't yet had a chance to speak. "Guderian, what is the current state of our army's equipment?"  Guderian, not being responsible for battlefield command, didn't feel as much pressure. He replied immediately: "My Führer, within 14 months, we can complete the equipment plan for the troops. The 500,000 active German troops will be fully equipped."  "14 months?" Hitler caught the key point. He followed up: "And what about now?"  "Currently, we can only achieve full equipment for 2.6 million troops," Guderian replied without any evasion. Although he knew Hitler wouldn't be happy about this, Guderian still felt he had a clear conscience. This was because the German army had finally settled on its main combat equipment: jet fighters for the Luftwaffe, and 30-ton Tiger and 42-ton Panther tanks for the Army. From this point on, the kaleidoscope of semi-finished equipment in the German army finally entered history. Focusing on producing main combat equipment saved a vast amount of resources and improved production efficiency.  Hitler stared at Guderian for a few seconds, then said to Manstein, "You may go!"  Manstein hadn't expected that Hitler wouldn't lose his temper but instead ended the meeting when it should have ended. He immediately saluted, and after the other three had also finished saluting, Manstein lowered his arm and turned to leave.  Once outside the Chancellery, Manstein breathed a soft sigh of relief. He felt very gratified by the answers of the other three; at least all three had told the plain truth and hadn't said anything inconsistent with the current situation for any reason.  As for what the war would become, Manstein couldn't figure it out now either. He had once imagined various scenarios, even including the great military strategist He Rui personally being stationed in Egypt to command the Chinese army in an attack on Europe. But Manstein truly hadn't expected that the enemy Germany would face would be millions of Black soldiers.  Just then, Paulus spoke: "Gentlemen, when the late Field Marshal Reichenau was conducting strategic analysis with China's Li Runshi, Li Runshi guaranteed to Field Marshal Reichenau that China could establish a non-Sino-Japanese army with a scale of 12 million. If necessary, the scale of this army could reach 24 million."  "Field Marshal Reichenau believed there was a theoretical possibility for this direction of development, and he also believed China truly intended to execute such a plan. I want to hear your thoughts: before Europe sheds its last drop of blood, can we defeat an army of 24 million?"  Manstein remained silent, as did Guderian, though there was immense unease in his expression. Model, however, spoke in a sarcastic tone: "Does the possibility you mention include the Black army, driven by an impulse for revenge, beginning a genocidal massacre of every European they see after landing in Europe?"  "Hmph!" Manstein snorted and walked away.  Guderian was startled by what Model had said, but he suddenly realized that such a hypothesis was not without possibility. Europe had committed countless sins across the world, especially in Africa, where the number of Black Africans who had died at the hands of Europeans likely exceeded 100 million. When Black people set foot in Europe as an army, they would have every reason to seek revenge.  Paulus's face had already turned somewhat pale by now, but he forced himself to nod. "That can also be taken into consideration."  Model had conducted multiple massacres in the Soviet Union and knew very well what a massacre was. Seeing that Paulus actually dared to face such a bleak situation, Model finally became angry. He stepped forward and grabbed Paulus by the collar, shouting, "Paulus, do you really think—"  However, Model couldn't continue. He shoved Paulus hard in the chest, making him stagger backward. Model then turned his head and walked away quickly.  For centuries, white people had faced no rivals in the world. But Model was forced to face a war that might not be winnable against a Black army on the battlefield. Moreover, if the war were lost, the fate of the Germans would be in the hands of the victorious Black army. Model felt he couldn't catch his breath.  Guderian also felt as if the strength had been drained from his body. To avoid being trapped in such emotions, he turned and left.  By this time, Manstein was already in his car. His driver said something, but Manstein didn't hear it at all. He just waved his hand for the driver to drive on, his thoughts having completely returned to the memory of his conversation when Field Marshal Reichenau was still alive.  "Manstein, if Germany were faced with 10 million enemy troops invading its territory and the German army was already exhausted, what would you choose?" After Reichenau spoke, he took a sip of strong coffee.  Though surprised, Manstein replied calmly: "I would continue to fight to the end."  "Why wouldn't you choose to stop the war?" Reichenau followed up.  Manstein replied, "If the government chose to seek peace, I would obey the order."  Listening to this very cautious answer, Reichenau couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Haha, Manstein, can you accept living in an era where white people no longer have any glory?"  Manstein hadn't answered, because he didn't believe China could completely defeat Europe.  Looking back now, Manstein had to admit that Reichenau's strategic judgment indeed had more depth. China not only had the capability to defeat Europe but could do so even more thoroughly. China had the capability to arm and train a Black army and let that army defeat and conquer Europe.  Just thinking of the scene where squads of Black soldiers sang songs of victory as they marched through the streets of Germany as conquerors made Manstein want to die.  But Model's judgment of the war was correct: Italy was simply not fit for major tasks. If Germany continuously committed troops to Africa, they would be constantly consumed until they were completely drained. And Germany wouldn't even have the chance to shed its last drop of blood, because it had to guard against a Soviet surprise attack. Once domestic troop strength in Germany fell below 2 million, 6 million Soviet Red Army troops would launch an offensive against Germany!  In other words, no matter how hard the German troops on the front line fought, it would be useless. It was inevitable that a Black army would land in Europe and launch a war of conquest!  Unless the Allies could now reach an armistice with China.  Manstein considered the possibility of an armistice, only to feel it was extremely slim. Germany, which had essentially no colonies, might still be able to accept an armistice, even if China followed the European standard where the front line was the armistice line.  However, Britain could never accept it. If they accepted such an armistice demand, Britain would only be left with Western Canada, or might not even be able to save Canada. If peace only left Britain with the British Isles, then Britain had absolutely no reason to stop the war; instead, they had every reason to drag the rest of the Allies down with them. If we're going to die, we all die together!  Manstein's judgment of Britain was very correct. The Churchill cabinet had indeed made a judgment regarding future developments: "Britain will never surrender, nor will it accept the Allies making peace with China."  However, the members of the Churchill cabinet didn't think they were dragging the Allies down with them; they were truly making a judgment based on a defensive mindset.  The Chinese army was fighting very hard in North America but had never broken through the US-Canada border. This approach was undoubtedly giving the United States a graceful exit, allowing them space to withdraw from the war.  Once the United States withdrew from the war, Britain certainly wouldn't be able to hold Canada. Britain had already lost too much; once Canada was lost, all that would remain were the British Isles. Therefore, Britain had to ensure that Germany and the United States continued the war to maintain their hold on Canada.  Based on this attitude, the Churchill cabinet decided to immediately dispatch 200,000 troops to North Africa to sustain the British African Corps in continued combat. They also requested that the German Afrika Korps must help the British.  As a "shit-stirrer" of several centuries, Britain knew very well that it could not withdraw its troops from Africa at this time. Once the British African Corps withdrew, Germany would certainly not persist in fighting in North Africa. The German army must not leave North Africa, because once they did, France would surely surrender.  According to intelligence obtained by Britain, the high-level French leadership was currently engaged in fierce debate, but they had actually reached a consensus: once China occupied the whole of Africa, France would never refuse to negotiate with China.  The pro-China faction in France had even prepared the contents of the negotiations, including the issue of Algeria's ownership if France withdrew from the war, and how China would help France guarantee the security of its territory should France be attacked by Britain and Germany.  Therefore, the Churchill cabinet utilized all its capabilities to transport troops to North Africa. At the same time, the Churchill cabinet maintained a seemingly calm attitude, once again issuing a declaration that "the white world must unite," and calling on the Soviet Union to join the Allies.  Upon receiving the public appeal from the Churchill cabinet, Stalin did not respond at all. This was because the internal upheaval in the Soviet Union was currently greater than imagined. In Stalin's conception, once the western regions were regained, the Soviet Union would quickly reuse the manpower and resources there. However, the reconstruction work in the west required more resources than imagined and necessitated the import of more industrial goods from China.  China, as before, had not set up obstacles for Sino-Soviet trade. But although China hadn't pursued the more than 30 billion Chinese yuan that the Soviet Union had taken from China for free during the war (at this time, the exchange rate between the US dollar and the Chinese yuan was about 1:4), it demanded that subsequent trade return to the pre-war model.  This was not an unreasonable demand, but it was one the Soviet Union could not meet at present. Before the war, Soviet industry had developed rapidly, with a large part of its capacity increased specifically for Sino-Soviet trade. Currently, the Soviet Union had suffered heavy losses, with a large amount of industrial capacity converted to military use, and it was impossible to return to civilian tracks in a short time. This resulted in the Soviet Union being unable to provide goods for trade with China.  Moreover, Stalin knew very well that he had signed the Soviet-German armistice agreement without prior notification to or consultation with China, which had led to great dissatisfaction and distrust from the Chinese side.  China naturally knew that the Soviet Union's current situation was simple, but before the Soviet Union made further commitments and guarantees, China's lack of help was also a perfectly normal attitude.  But the view within the Soviet Union was completely different. Some people believed there were problems with Stalin's leadership that led to the German invasion. Others believed his leadership had major problems by being tied too closely to Chinese aid. Besides these, there was no lack of those who believed Stalin had failed to maintain the Sino-Soviet relationship well, which was a major strategic error.  In short, the German withdrawal from Soviet territory had not only failed to make Stalin's prestige soar but had actually damaged it.  As for the various difficulties encountered in the western reconstruction, they further intensified the struggle between regional factions within the party. Therefore, it was impossible for Stalin to accept the appeal of the Churchill cabinet, or even to refute it.  Stalin was currently just hoping that Britain would hurry up and be finished, so he could release the pent-up anger in his chest.  In Canada at this time, the Chinese army's offensive was extremely sharp. This winter, the aerial combat between China and the Anglo-American air forces hadn't stopped for a moment. Both sides lost at least a hundred aircraft, and sometimes as many as four or five hundred fighters, every day. And these were all jet fighters.  Hu Xiushan, commander of the North American theater, believed that although the cost of such attrition was high, it was very effective. Since the large-scale use of integrated circuits in Chinese air force fighters, the room for improvement for the Chinese air force had become immensely vast. The technological breakthroughs of the Anglo-American forces had reached their end; their scientists and technical personnel had indeed done their best, but they could only make minor repairs and patches to their air forces.  He Rui had proposed that "the number of integrated circuits on a chip doubles every 18-24 months, and chip performance doubles." By now, Chinese military chips had been upgraded twice, and their computing power had increased to four times the original.  The war had catalyzed true demand, and the military technology competition between China and the US had led both sides onto the correct path at this stage, with the direction of research and development essentially determined. On this clear track, Chinese technical personnel pushed for technological progress with difficulty but significant results.  Since February '44, the application of aerial combat tactics between China and the Anglo-American forces had reached its limit, and the loss ratio between the two sides had reached 1:2. For the Anglo-American forces to shoot down one Chinese fighter, they had to pay the price of two of their own.  Such an exchange ratio led to a greatly increased survival rate for experienced Chinese pilots, while the number of experienced Anglo-American pilots plummeted. According to intelligence, the instructors in American flight schools were at best pilots who had shot down five jet fighters. The instructors in Chinese flight academies were pilots who had shot down at least ten jet fighters. Besides quality, the number of instructors in Chinese flight academies was more than three times that of the US and Britain. Even while rotating out experienced pilots at such a high intensity, the number of experienced Chinese pilots on the front line still greatly exceeded that of the Anglo-American forces.  Hu Xiushan launched this offensive not only to take advantage of the Anglo-American complacency but also to force out and consume the last capabilities of the Anglo-American air forces.  With the war reaching this point, the concept of ground-air integration had been completely proven. Any side in the North American war that lost air cover would face destruction.  Hu Xiushan didn't know that the pressure on the Anglo-American forces was even greater than he imagined. Because when China collected intelligence, much of it came from Anglo-American propaganda, unconsciously magnifying their strength.  In reality, the plan to produce 1 million pilots in the US had actually been implemented with every effort. But there simply weren't that many qualified personnel within the United States who could serve as pilots.  The initial 50,000-plus fighter pilots were essentially all consumed; this group of pilots had indeed been elite, most having flying experience from their own farms. But this group had already been exhausted during the propeller era.  Jet fighter pilots had higher physical requirements, and the US government had scoured the country to find another 100,000 people. Of these 100,000, more than 60,000 had already been lost, leaving a bit over 30,000.  The remaining 100,000-plus pilots had indeed completed training, but this group had various problems and had not achieved the capability to face the Chinese air force head-on. In recent battles, these secondary pilots, acting as wingmen, had become the source of the Chinese air force's kill counts.  Once even these 100,000-plus secondary pilots were exhausted, what the US could field would be 200,000 inferior pilots—worse than secondary. These inferior pilots had decent physical fitness, but many had reading disabilities; despite being pilots from an English-speaking country, they couldn't even understand English well. The combat quality of such pilots could be imagined.  The US Air Force also submitted an evaluation of these inferior pilots to Congress: "...In summary, they can handle solo flight missions, but as soon as they join coordinated operations, their combat effectiveness plummets... and in modern aerial combat, coordinated operation is already an essential quality..."  So since Hu Xiushan launched the new offensive, US air force losses immediately reached a new record of 600 fighters shot down per day. If the war weren't being fought right next to the United States, the US military wouldn't even be able to dispatch new planes and pilots to supplement the losses.  President Wallace had originally thought he would face various challenges; the Republican Party would surely strive to seize the presidency, and the Democrats would surely try to drive Wallace from office. Seeing that the election was less than eight months away, although the Republicans were cursing Wallace incessantly, it was clearly random cursing—for example, when Wallace went to the front line with comfort items, the Republicans cursed him for bringing too many, claiming it was unfair to those officers and men who didn't receive them.  The Republicans seemed to curse everything, but they specifically avoided cursing the Wallace government's war command. Even the Republican presidential candidate, Dewey, tried his best not to mention anything related to the war, as if the war weren't the most important thing currently facing the United States.  The powerful old politicians within the Democratic Party also hadn't come out to declare their candidacy, with only a few ordinary congressmen jumping in.  Even someone like Wallace, who had absolutely no campaign experience, could see the pattern: these Democratic candidates actually received no funding support. Without money, they couldn't place ads in national newspapers, nor could they present their political views on national radio stations or the Federal Broadcasting Company.  Those who had jumped in could only express their views in local newspapers and small local radio stations directly related to them.  National newspapers and radio stations with influence, while giving these candidates some reporting out of politeness, just glossed over it. They clearly weren't prepared to give these people a chance.  As Roosevelt's Vice President, Wallace clearly saw that the American high-level leadership was not prepared to keep fighting. Or rather, the American elite was waiting for a powerful anti-war wave to emerge within the country. Once such a wave came, the elite would prepare to cater to it; even if they didn't end the war, they would at least withdraw from Canada. Whoever was in power then would be the scapegoat. Once the person in power was sacrificed, those American power players would come to collect the benefits.  Thinking it over, Wallace saw that he was bound to become the scapegoat. Wallace's personality was also not one to be easily manipulated. Since these politicians wanted him to die, he wasn't prepared to let them have it easy.  On March 21st, after listening to an American Broadcasting Company bulletin about the British African Corps being driven back, Wallace continued listening to a radio broadcast by a Democratic presidential candidate. It was clear this candidate was quite excited to have such an opportunity, to the point where he directly and recklessly attacked Wallace during the broadcast as "acting like a woman."  Faced with such an attack, Wallace not only didn't take it to heart but was actually amused. Saying such things wouldn't increase that congressman's support rate.  After the boring broadcast ended, Wallace had intended to sleep for a while. Seeing the bed, he thought of women, and then of that playboy Roosevelt. Subsequently, a thought suddenly popped into his head.  On March 22nd, Wallace arrived at Mrs. Roosevelt's door. At this time, Mrs. Roosevelt did not appear to have been crushed by her husband's death, nor was she depressed because her husband had died in his mistress's arms. Looking closely, Mrs. Roosevelt seemed to have more inner vitality. When meeting Wallace, she was polite but not at all warm.  Thirty minutes later, Mrs. Roosevelt personally escorted Wallace to the door. Her eyes were a bit red, and when they parted, she gripped Wallace's hand warmly. Mrs. Roosevelt said, "Once I've made a decision, I'll let you know."
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On March 24, 1944, after more than a day of internal struggle, Mrs. Roosevelt finally overcame her hesitation and called President Wallace. "Please come to my residence for a discussion."  President Wallace immediately set aside his meetings and took a car to Mrs. Roosevelt's estate. The desolation of the streets along the way filled him with intense unease.  The United States was already vast and sparsely populated, and most of the time the streets were not crowded. But the current emptiness was different; it felt as if a vast number of houses were empty. The industrial zones of the cities were still producing, but even the smoke billowing from the chimneys seemed thinner.  This was no illusion. Before the war, the Roosevelt government had truly prepared a manpower pool of 22 million through social surveys and other means. With the war continuing to this point, the United States had already lost over 9 million troops.  Because the number of casualties was so large, statistics could no longer be accurate to the nearest ten thousand; it was only roughly estimated that about 3 million officers and men had been killed. More were wounded or captured. However, the entire 22-million-man pool had already been conscripted. Women already made up more than half of the civilian labor force supporting the United States.  While the men were at the front, the women were either in factories or on farms. The elderly, with the children, naturally stayed home and didn't venture out. Even with a population of over 110 million, the US labor force had inevitably entered a state of exhaustion.  Wallace no longer cared about so-called prestige. He had become President of the United States only because he had been Roosevelt's Vice President and Roosevelt had died in office. Therefore, Wallace didn't mind being the president who negotiated peace with China, even if it meant his death.  The desolate scenes he saw along the way only strengthened his resolve. Arriving at the Roosevelt family estate in New York State, he saw several of Roosevelt's sons already waiting at the door. When President Wallace stepped out of the car, Roosevelt's eldest son immediately stepped forward to greet him, while the youngest son hurried back into the house to report to Mrs. Roosevelt.  Soon, Mrs. Roosevelt personally came out to invite Wallace into the house. The Roosevelt family was part of the American "blue-blooded" elite, where the blood in their veins was surely of the purest blue. Although Roosevelt had only inherited a million dollars in 1910, through two generations of Roosevelt presidents, the family estate exuded an air of noble refinement amidst its simplicity. Moreover, no one dared to attempt a tally of the Roosevelt family's wealth.  Wallace had not come to discuss such trivialities. After taking a seat, he first asked, "I wonder what decision Mrs. Roosevelt has made?"  "I am willing to serve as your Vice President and run for election with you," Mrs. Roosevelt replied straightforwardly.  Wallace had roughly guessed her decision but continued to advise: "Do you want to consider it further?"  Mrs. Roosevelt shook her head firmly. During her previous deliberations, she had several times wanted to refuse because of the terror of American politics. But whenever she thought of her husband Roosevelt dying in his mistress's arms, she felt the status of American women was too low—so low as to be inferior even to a mistress. If she, as a woman, could become Vice President of the United States, it would be an unprecedented inspiration for American women.  President Wallace, however, did not want Mrs. Roosevelt to make a decision based on impulse. He said: "Mrs. Roosevelt, I have already decided that once I am elected, I will seek peace negotiations with China. At the very least, there must be an armistice. I think you can understand what kind of malicious criticism this will bring. I personally am prepared to accept such a fate because every day, thousands of American soldiers die at the front. I cannot accept this continuing. Therefore, I hope you will think about it seriously once more."  Hearing this, Mrs. Roosevelt not only didn't hesitate but was actually somewhat moved. Joining the political arena was one of the channels for the children of the American elite; these scions were tempered by war and formed deep friendships on the battlefield, which would be very beneficial for their futures.  However, tempering was not the same as being crushed. The current casualties of the US military were unprecedented. Every day, the children of the American elite were dying at the front. Three direct descendants of the Kennedy family had already died in battle, to the point where the Kennedy family now met the US military regulation that disallowed all male siblings of a family from serving at the front.  The Sino-American war was a meat grinder of flesh and blood. China refused to stop, and American tradition also made the US refuse to stop. The commanders on the front line faithfully executed the wills of both China and the US, and every minute, countless lives, thrown into the grinder like beans, were crushed and flowed out as chaff.  Many families in the United States lived off the military, with generations serving. In China, such families were called "military households." Mrs. Roosevelt knew of several extreme cases. In some Southern military households, because of early marriages, a male might become a father before age 20, a grandfather before 40, and a great-grandfather before 60.  There were cases of a great-grandfather who reached the rank of colonel, a grandfather who was a major, and a father who was a junior officer. Over a dozen males from these three generations were fighting on the battlefield and had died one after another. Finally, there remained only a 16-year-old uncle who had just enlisted, and four infants or toddlers at home.  The US Joint Chiefs of Staff had even held a meeting for this purpose, allowing that sole 16-year-old boy to be discharged and sent home. This was the reality of the war: if it continued, the United States would shed its last drop of blood.  Looking at President Wallace's martyr-like expression, Mrs. Roosevelt replied firmly: "Please rest assured, I have made all necessary preparations."  Hearing her speak this way, the faces of Roosevelt's sons changed. But with one look from Mrs. Roosevelt, the young men didn't dare say a word.  President Wallace couldn't help but say: "Thank you, Mrs. Roosevelt. In the future, your name will surely be left in American history! Not just as Mrs. Roosevelt, but your own name."  Mrs. Roosevelt gave a bitter smile, but after a moment, she nodded. "Then please announce this as soon as possible."  On March 25, 1944, Wallace announced his candidacy for the upcoming presidential election and revealed that Mrs. Roosevelt would be his vice-presidential pick. This news immediately shocked the entire United States. American women had gained the right to vote in 1920. Before gaining the legal right to vote, the first female member of Congress, Jeannette Rankin, appeared in 1917. However, this was the first time a woman had been nominated for Vice President, which made many conservatives feel a sense of being insulted.  After the entire United States was shaken, by April 4th, major American newspapers conducted polls. The polling data for President Wallace from most newspapers was very low, less than 45%. Only the New York Times produced a different poll, where his support rate was as high as 71%.  Such an exaggerated figure was naturally questioned by peers. On April 6th, the New York Times published their polling method. While other newspapers habitually interviewed men, 40% of the respondents in the New York Times poll were women.  "In current American society, women already possess the right to vote. Furthermore, in present-day America, women are the backbone of social labor. To ignore the attitude of these women is to ignore the reality of America," the editor of the New York Times wrote at the end of the article.  After reading the New York Times article, other newspapers immediately conducted new polls. This time, the polls were quite consistent, with Wallace and Mrs. Roosevelt generally polling between 60% and 70%. The Southern states were already the stronghold of the Democratic Party, yet the polls showed that the further north a state was—the traditional territory of the Republican Party—the more people supported the Wallace presidential ticket. This was because the proportion of women entering factories was higher in the northern states, and Mrs. Roosevelt had been engaged in social activities for years, giving her significant influence among northern women.  China naturally received this news. Although Li Runshi very much wanted to see if the US would have a female Vice President, he felt that the US likely wouldn't have the chance. This was because China's grain and logistics in the Southern Hemisphere had truly been completed, and at this stage, the North American theater already possessed the conditions to launch a large-scale offensive.  Furthermore, although He Rui's health had not recovered, it hadn't deteriorated either. As long as He Rui remained, the morale of the Chinese people and the National Defense Army remained as solid as a rock.  Although nearly a million Chinese officers and men had been killed and over 3 million wounded, the 18 million soldiers prepared before the war—at least junior high school graduates—had all been conscripted. But China's advantage was established. Among the people of other oppressed nations and ethnicities outside of China, 20 million had joined the army to liberate the world.  From theoretical data, even if the Western countries decided to fight until their entire populations were dead, China and the liberated peoples of the world could conscript another 18 million Chinese soldiers and 20 million foreign soldiers. With an army exceeding 76 million, they would completely smash the Western nations!  As the saying goes, "with great wealth, it's easy to be a good merchant; with long sleeves, it's easy to dance well." With such a factual basis, Li Runshi felt that doing anything became easy. Moreover, from the current stage, the 38 million already conscripted troops were sufficient to resolve the Western nations.  Li Runshi sent an order to the North American theater: "Currently, the primary target for strikes is Britain, the core colonialist nation. Britain is already the weakest among the European nations continuously fighting China. Crushing Britain will cause the Allies to lose an important connecting center. This will help the Western nations see the situation clearly, change their positions, and minimize the losses of the war."  After reading the CMC order, Hu Xiushan immediately and completely understood their view. Originally, during the stalemate period, Hu Xiushan had some opinions about not launching operations within US territory. Now that the war situation had finally become favorable for China, this approach of maintaining a baseline for the US undoubtedly gave the US a reason to withdraw from the war.  However, to make the US withdraw, they had to continue to fiercely annihilate US forces in Canada. As long as the US forces in Canada were completely wiped out and a devastating blow was dealt to the US Great Lakes industrial zone, the US would very likely withdraw from Canada. At that point, Britain, left to face the Chinese army alone, was destined to completely collapse.  The plan Hu Xiushan had previously formulated used exactly this line of thought. At this moment, Hu Xiushan was in no hurry; instead, he focused all his energy on the specific campaign.  In North Africa at this time, General Rommel felt the pressure of a colossal wave. In March, three enemy armies—the 11th, 12th, and 13th—withdrew, replaced by three new armies—the 27th, 28th, and 29th—to maintain the offensive. In early April, the WPLA committed three more fresh armies—the 34th, 35th, and 36th. Even though Britain had strengthened the British African Corps to 280,000 men and the German army had rotated its troops for rest—with all 11 original armored divisions, which had suffered extreme losses, withdrawn to Italy for refitting—Rommel had five newly sent armored corps, a total of 15 divisions. Yet the Anglo-German Allied forces, totaling 800,000 men, could still only barely hold on.  The offensive of the Black army seemed endless, reminding Rommel of scenes from the Soviet-German war, where combat never ceased for even a single day. Moreover, the Black army was well-trained, far better equipped than the Soviet Red Army, and their combat will was no less than that of the Soviets. To avoid being driven out of North Africa, the Anglo-German forces had to continue fighting.  On the battlefield, for every Black man who died, a white man had to be sacrificed. This made Rommel increasingly desperate; the Black population also numbered in the hundreds of millions. If the fighting continued like this, the German population would sooner or later be exhausted. Once the European men were all dead on the battlefield, were women to be relied upon to protect the country?  Amidst such torment, time moved to June. The Black army opposite Rommel had been rotated twice due to the attrition of fierce warfare. Now maintaining the offensive were the 51st through 60th Armies of the WPLA—a total of ten full armies.  The units of the Anglo-German forces had also been rotated twice. From April to June, the Allied forces suffered 700,000 casualties and replaced 1.6 million troops. Rommel, as a senior general not from the General Staff, had an average relationship with the General Staff as a whole. Only the Luftwaffe maintained good relations with him. Based on conversations between Luftwaffe Field Marshal Kesselring and many Luftwaffe officers and Rommel, the acting Chief of the General Staff, Manstein, had firmly held back a group of stupid generals who still looked down on the Black army, preventing them from launching a move to strip Rommel of his command.  The more seasoned and prudent marshals in the German General Staff, such as Field Marshal Rundstedt, believed there was no need to continue maintaining the North African front. This was because Germany could not afford a war of attrition. Once the consumption continued and the number of elite, experienced German troops fell below 2 million, Germany's own security could not be maintained.  As commander of the Afrika Korps, Rommel agreed with Field Marshal Rundstedt's view. At the current rate of consumption, by October of this year at the latest, German casualties in North Africa would exceed 3 million. And this was under conditions where the German Afrika Korps was already very familiar with the tactical methods of the Black army opposite them.  If the General Staff truly sent a new commander who believed that launching a decisive offensive could annihilate the Black army, commanding 600,000 German Afrika Korps troops in a surprise attack against over a million Black soldiers, Rommel believed the North African situation would likely collapse immediately. The Afrika Korps likely wouldn't even have a scrap left.  Field Marshal Kesselring also relayed Reichsmarschall Göring's view. Göring no longer believed Germany could win the North African campaign and was considering whether to withdraw from North Africa to establish a European defensive line. Göring had even thought of a name for the line: "Fortress Europe."  Given that Göring was a close comrade of Hitler, his views could largely be seen as some of Hitler's own thoughts.  Rommel, however, didn't particularly want to withdraw from North Africa. Withdrawing would mean Europe would lose its last shield, and the European homeland would be completely exposed to the enemy.  Fighting in the vast North African desert, it was still a clash of army against army. Once the Black army entered Europe, there would be no such clear demarcation line, and by then, Europe would surely face total destruction.  While Rommel was agonizing over the war, he unexpectedly received a request from the General Staff regarding the United States. The Americans wanted all information in the hands of the Afrika Korps regarding the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies of the WPLA.  Rommel was puzzled and asked Major General Helein, who had come to deliver the General Staff's order. Major General Helein said helplessly: "It seems China has transferred these three armies to fight in North America. The appearance of these Black soldiers on the battlefield has caused mass surrenders among the Black soldiers in the US military. And the Americans have also begun implementing measures against Black people within their own military."  At this point, Major General Helein lowered his voice and said: "I heard that a view has emerged within the United States that with white casualties so high, the proportion of the Black population in the US will increase significantly. This is very unfavorable for America."  Hearing this, Rommel felt a wave of disgust. But he also knew this was inevitable. Just as he was now fighting bravely against the Black army—how much of his purpose was out of expectation of defeating the opponent, and how much was out of fear of Black rule over Europe? Such a proportion was hard to say.  Ultimately, Rommel had the materials prepared for Major General Helein. The amount of material was significant; a simple military transport plane likely couldn't carry it all, and it involved a great deal of copying work, which was quite troublesome.  Back in the United States, how to deal with Black people had indeed become an important domestic issue. Discrimination and oppression against Black people in America were systemic. Systemic racism was rooted in the history and reality of American racist society, with a rich theoretical and empirical basis involving the surface and deep structures of racial oppression. It included a series of complex anti-Black actions, political and economic privileges obtained by whites, persistent inequality between races, and a racist framing created by whites aimed at maintaining and rationalizing their privileges.  It encompassed the attitudes, ideologies, emotions, images, and behaviors of white racists, manifested in all American institutions. Systemic racism theory pointed out that American society was a racist organism, with racist oppression permeating its complex, interconnected, and interdependent social networks, organizations, and institutions. White economic dominance, racial hierarchy, the white racial frame, and the struggle and resistance of people of color together constituted the system of oppression, where each element was interconnected, interdependent, and worked together.  Since it was systemic, it covered all aspects. But the core was white dominance. In the American population ratio, Black people currently made up only about 10%, unable to influence the 90% white majority. But the war had changed the American population ratio. How to continue maintaining white dominance was currently the thing many white people were most anxious about.  At this time, a thought emerged within the United States: what if Black males were all made to die on the battlefield...
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"Reporting to the Commander, we have broken through the American lines. The US forces are in retreat, and our troops are encircling the British." The signalman tried to suppress his excitement as he reported the latest news to Hu Xiushan.  Even the normally cool-headed Hu Xiushan looked up in astonishment. The frontline units deployed for this offensive were the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA). From a combat effectiveness standpoint, Hu Xiushan had felt they were capable of contending with the Americans, but he hadn't expected these three armies to actually shatter the American defenses.  After thinking for a moment, Hu Xiushan stood up. His orderly noticed that his eyes had widened slightly. Hu Xiushan ordered: "Head for the front lines now."  The battlefield was located in the Canadian plains. The vast expanse was a mess, littered everywhere with destroyed equipment from both sides. Along the designated corridors, large numbers of troops were racing eastward in vehicles. Conversely, there were few pursuing units on the road where the Americans had retreated.  The Americans were, after all, the Americans; their combat effectiveness was not poor. They were capable of turning back for a counter-strike or planting mines on the road. A road that looked ripe for pursuit was not necessarily advisable.  The jeep carrying Hu Xiushan stopped on a road that had already been cleared of mines. Canada did not lack forests, and both sides of this road were lined with trees. Tied to almost every tree on both sides of the road was a killed Black man—judging by the uniforms, they were American soldiers.  The executioners had not hidden their views; written in English either on the trees or on the bodies themselves was the word "TRAITOR."  Just then, a truckload of Black infantrymen passed by. Seeing the scene of such a brutal massacre, the Black soldiers in the truck immediately became agitated.  Hu Xiushan had heard that these African Black soldiers could communicate in simple Chinese, but when they were emotional, they would still curse in their native tongues. Presumably, the unintelligible words were the local dialects of the Black soldiers' homelands.  "Bury them," Hu Xiushan ordered. As a soldier, he did not like this kind of propaganda. It wasn't that he didn't want his troops to have a fighting impulse, but excessive excitement could affect the cold-headedness required for combat.  The jeep continued forward, and more of the war's horrors unfolded before Hu Xiushan. The place where Black American officers and men had been executed was not the only one; large-scale execution sites appeared in several locations.  From the layout of these sites and the general condition of the Black corpses, these massacres had all occurred before the battle. That is to say, before being defeated by the three Black WPLA armies, the US military had already conducted large-scale killings of Black people within its own ranks, only to be completely defeated in the subsequent combat.  Hu Xiushan tried to find the connections here but found that they weren't necessarily absolute. There were many reasons for the American collapse. For instance, under high-intensity attrition, the quality of US Air Force pilots had declined rapidly. Originally, the cost of Chinese Air Force bombing of the American interior was very high; now, they were able to bomb targets over 600 kilometers behind the ground front lines.  Furthermore, the elite units of the US Army were also exhausted—for example, the 1st Marine Division and the 1st Cavalry Division had each been rebuilt twice, committed twice to the most intense combat, and completely drained. In the latest fighting, the combat effectiveness shown by the 1st Marine Division was as weak as a toddler compared to when they first fought the Chinese army.  But these factors had existed before, and previously the Americans had still been able to continue fighting. Even with high casualties, they hadn't shown such a poor performance. It was only after the units with a Black proportion of around 70% became the main force of the offensive that all of the US military's internal contradictions exploded. Hu Xiushan was forced to conclude that perhaps political factors truly could play a massive role, much like the "Four Sides Song" that signaled the end for Xiang Yu.  But since the situation had reached this point, Hu Xiushan had no intention of letting the opportunity pass. With the Americans in retreat, the position of the British became prominent. Li Runshi, who had ordered the Black army to North America, had decreed that the primary target for strikes should be the British. Hu Xiushan naturally executed this order resolutely.  Soon, Churchill received news that two British armies were surrounded. In the report, the British cursed the Americans as "shit-eating bastards." In the front-line distribution, the British were to the north and the Americans to the south. When the Americans fled, they ran directly south, able to hide within US territory once they crossed the border. The British couldn't flee south and were surrounded by the surging Chinese army.  Churchill was furious but had no choice but to request that the US government dispatch American troops to save the British. The American reply was lukewarm: "The US military is constructing a defensive line at the border to prepare for the subsequent Chinese invasion. Once the defensive line is complete, we will counter-attack."  Hearing this response, the flesh on Churchill's face trembled. If China were going to invade US territory, they would have done so long ago—why wait until now? Even if the US government was making up lies, they could at least show some sincerity!  However, the worst news didn't come in the following days. The 500,000 surrounded British troops contracted their lines urgently, and their temporary defensive positions actually held against the Chinese attacks. Churchill began to feel a glimmer of hope; if the British troops in northern Canada could reinforce them in time, the surrounded forces might be able to break out and escape.  At this time, Hu Xiushan was outside the encirclement, carefully observing the combat effectiveness of the Black troops. The American collapse under these Black units' offensive had forced Hu Xiushan to re-evaluate the Black army. Therefore, he had assigned them the task of attacking the surrounded British.  From a combat perspective, the Black units fought very well and were very methodical, even showing a certain flair in many attacks. However, the British, though tired and nervous, were clearly not affected by fighting a Black army and fought equally by the book. The combat between the two forces was a very conventional attack-defense battle.  Seeing that the Black units didn't possess any extraordinary combat capability—even failing to utilize their skin color advantage in night combat to any effect—Hu Xiushan finally confirmed one thing: political factors indeed have a massive influence on military affairs.  The reason the Americans were so heavily affected wasn't that their combat effectiveness was inferior to the British, but that the proportion of Black people in the US was over 10%. Thus, the US was truly terrified of the Black people they oppressed rising up to resist systemic racial discrimination and oppression. This internal friction had caused a deviation in the US military's focus, leading to a great defeat.  Britain and Germany, on the other hand, had very few Black people within their borders. While they were unwilling to be defeated by a Black army, they only wanted to resolve the problem through combat and didn't worry about Black soldiers in their ranks causing trouble. There were essentially no Black people in the German army, and the number of Black people in the British army was extremely small—nothing to worry about.  Having resolved this doubt, Hu Xiushan felt great admiration for Li Runshi. With such a level of understanding of politics, Li Runshi would surely have an outstanding performance in the future war.  Hu Xiushan quickly set aside his thoughts and began rotating frontline units, restoring the main assault force from Black units to Chinese troops, while simultaneously preparing to strike any reinforcements sent to the surrounded pocket.  As it turned out, even after the rotation was complete, the British reinforcements in the west showed no movement. Hu Xiushan waited no longer and immediately ordered a general offensive. On June 9th, the surrounded British headquarters surrendered, and 500,000 British troops were completely wiped out. The Chinese army subsequently continued to advance, finally arriving on June 16th at Winnipeg, Canada—the missile launch site they had originally planned to capture in 1943.  At 10:00 PM on June 18th, the sky over the US Great Lakes region finally darkened. As a high-latitude region in the Northern Hemisphere, the sky turned dark very late as the summer solstice approached.  At this time, residents in Chicago and Detroit who were still awake saw a series of "shooting stars" streak across the sky. Unlike the fleeting meteors people were used to, the light at the tails of these shooting stars grew brighter and brighter, and they were getting closer and closer. Finally, they crashed into the ground, letting people feel the tremors coming through the earth.  At this time, the accuracy of navigation systems was not entirely reliable. Even though the Chinese missiles used laser gyroscopes, the hit rate of the 48 DF-2C missiles launched at the "Motor City" was a bit hard to describe.  According to statistics after the war, out of the 48 missiles, 15 hit the city area, while the rest landed in the suburbs. Another 9 flew directly into Lake Illinois beside Detroit.  However, the one and only missile to hit a valuable target actually landed in an empty lot in Chicago's urban area. But this lot was the site of the city's power distribution center. Dense clusters of transformers were destroyed in one stroke, leading to a massive blackout in Detroit's automotive production zone.  Hundreds of auto enterprises and nearby component factories all lost power and were plunged into darkness. Several unlucky workers, unable to stand steady, fell into machinery and were crushed to death by rotating equipment carrying its final inertia. There were over a hundred night-shift workers injured by falls or other causes.  The Ford syndicate suffered the greatest impact. In the past six months, the Ford syndicate had indeed tried to move its enterprises to other safer areas of the United States, but had never succeeded.  The United States did not lack land; the reason the relocation plan never started was primarily because the US government refused to pay to compensate for the losses caused by relocation. Secondly, the shipping on the Great Lakes made this the region with the lowest industrial costs in the US, and the Ford syndicate could never find a region that could effectively replace it.  They had procrastinated until they were hit by the missile attack.  On June 19th, after the opening of the New York Stock Exchange, Ford's stock plummeted, triggering a chain reaction that caused stocks across the entire United States to crash.  Hu Xiushan was unaware of this. He had already received a CMC order to continue advancing westward and launch attacks against the US Great Lakes industrial zone.  This order was clearly overly hasty, but it brought Hu Xiushan an unexpected boon. That was the US Air Force taking the initiative to launch a large-scale offensive, with fighters protecting a large number of bombers in an attempt to heavily bomb the westward-moving Chinese army.  Hu Xiushan had always hoped to fight a war of attrition with the US, particularly to exhaust the US Air Force. But the US Air Force was no fool; their operations were very cautious, and they didn't engage in such proactive sorties. Instead, they limited their combat objectives to providing air cover for the US Army and restricting the Chinese Air Force from strategic strikes—defense-oriented goals.  This time, the US military, driven to desperation, had taken the initiative, and since the roles of attacker and defender had changed, the results were bound to be different.  Just as Hu Xiushan expected, on June 19th alone, the US military lost over 1,700 aircraft of various types. The impact of this proactive sortie was not just the loss of equipment and personnel; it also created a flaw in the US Air Force's defensive system. The Chinese Air Force finally seized the opportunity to drop bombs on Detroit and Chicago—and more importantly, radio beacons.  Various signals were continuously transmitted from the radio systems. Search equipment, based on the location and angle of these signals, and through massive calculations, obtained many precise coordinates.  At 10:00 PM on June 20th, missiles visited Detroit again, and Chicago also welcomed missiles for the first time since its founding. With more precise coordinates, the hit rate for this round of missiles was greatly improved. Each of the two cities was hit by 64 DF-2C missiles, and more than half of them landed within the city limits.  The damage caused this time was far greater. Although the actual damage was far less than that of a single hit on a power distribution center, dozens of violent explosions occurring throughout the city had an unprecedented impact on the local populace.  At around 2:00 AM on June 21st, about four hours after the missile attack ended, the roads leading out of Detroit and Chicago were jammed with cars. The cars were stuffed with people and all sorts of belongings as American citizens fled in fear of death.  The massive traffic flow blocked the roads completely. Local police were no longer sufficient to handle it, and the military had to be called in to maintain order. However, facing a flow of cars and people that had no end in sight, the military was also helpless and could only blockade the roads. They were prepared to use force at the slightest sign of trouble.  Fortunately, it was only one day before the summer solstice; the sky grew light by 4:00 AM. The US military ultimately did not resort to mass killing, and the people of Chicago avoided a calamity.  On June 21st, all railways, roads, and docks were crowded with American citizens trying to flee. Facing the menacing checkpoints set up by the US military to the south, many citizens had an idea—they decided not to flee south but north, trying to enter Canada, then fleeing east through Canada, then turning south again to re-enter US territory. Or they abandoned their belongings and walked along small paths, bypassing the military checkpoints to flee south.  Whether south or north, on that day, more than half of the workers in Detroit and Chicago's factories did not show up for work, leading to the shutdown of thousands of factories in the two cities.  On that same day, the US stock market continued to plunge. The curve reminded many of the terrifying situation of Black Friday in 1929.  Unlike the 1929 crash, even with such a total sell-off, there were still people who thought the market would bottom out and rebound. This time, no one thought the market would rebound; they watched as the stock indices performed a free fall in a true diving posture.  Various US stock exchanges even announced their closure without receiving orders from the federal government. Sure enough, less than ten minutes after the closure, a large number of FBI agents rushed into the various stock exchanges. The agents, wearing black suits, shouted: "Close the market now! All stock trading is to stop!"  Even after quickly learning from the shaken stock traders that the market had already closed, the FBI agents still blocked the doors and took control of the exchanges.  This shock was like a flooding river, instantly washing away a dam already riddled with holes. The chaos triggered by the shock began to spread across the entire United States.  In all major American cities, including Chicago and Detroit, banks were lined with depositors trying to withdraw money. Those who had already gotten their money ran to stores to sweep the shelves. Food and daily necessities were quickly sold out.  Those American citizens who could get their money first and buy goods were considered lucky. The subsequent mass of people blocked the stores. Since many males had gone to the battlefield, women made up the majority of those in the shopping frenzy.  When thousands upon thousands of women were squeezed into banks, stores, and streets, the scene was truly hard to describe. If it had been men so crowded, they would have started fighting long ago. Physical conflicts did break out among the women, but mostly in the form of hair-pulling and face-scratching. In these areas, high-decibel screams were the greatest attack. The police and soldiers who came to maintain order found their heads spinning and aching.  This chaos lasted for three days. The US government ordered 24-hour military control throughout the country. Various states subsequently issued their own military control orders, and the National Guard took to the streets to maintain order.  US industrial production came to a halt, and logistics were heavily impacted. The American war machine also couldn't withstand such a shock and took the opportunity to stop its attacks on the Chinese army in Canada.  On June 30th, Chinese vanguard units broke into the city in Canada and set up rocket launchers to begin shelling the American city of Sault Ste. Marie on the opposite bank. Meanwhile, the vanguards already headed toward their next target, Toronto, the Canadian capital.  Although the British army continued to fight, they had fallen into a completely passive situation. At the same time, the London Stock Exchange also announced its closure amidst a plunge.  When the financial system could no longer maintain the flow of funds, the era of "cash is king" began. The first thing people with cash did was engage in a shopping frenzy. This subsequently led to skyrocketing prices and market chaos.  To maintain order, the British government had to announce comprehensive controls, leading to a standstill in all production.  At this point, even the most resolute Britons realized that they might starve to death before a victory in the war was achieved. From then on, anti-war sentiment in Britain began to soar.  For an industrialized modern nation-state, as long as there is food and social order can be guaranteed, even if citizens are forcibly dragged into the army by conscription officers, they can still fight on. But their combat effectiveness can no longer be complimented.  However, when normal life in the cities of an industrialized nation can no longer be maintained, the citizens can find no reason to continue fighting. Industrial society differs from agricultural society in that the cities—the core power of the nation—rely on the constant flow of goods for resources. Once this flow has a major problem, it's like a human body with blocked blood vessels; it simply cannot persist.  Li Runshi received the report at 11:00 AM. After reading it, he truly couldn't sit still. He called Premier Wu Youping: "Premier, let's go for a walk in the streets."  On the other end, Wu Youping laughed: "Don't walk; let's drive around the city."  When Li Runshi reached the office building, a car stopped in front of him. The door opened, and Wu Youping, sticking his head out, smiled at Li Runshi.  Soon, the car they were in was driving through bustling streets. Watching the prosperous and stable city functioning with vitality, Wu Youping wanted to say something but suddenly choked up. Subsequently, the 50-year-old man covered his face and actually began to sob.  Li Runshi sighed but didn't try to comfort him. He knew this mixture of joy and sorrow was something Wu Youping had to process himself; others' words could not reach his heart.  Lighting a cigarette, Li Runshi felt a sense of emotion. This was war, and this was economics.
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Wu Youping found it difficult to describe his current mindset. The joy of proving China's strength, the joy of realizing that the so-called Anglo-American world powers were nothing more than this, and the sorrow that China had actually been bullied by such nations—various emotions were tangled together, leaving him unable to contain himself.  However, after weeping for a moment, Wu Youping regained his composure. Wiping away his tears, he asked Li Runshi, "Should we personally go and inform the Chairman?"  Li Runshi felt conflicted. Before the war broke out, He Rui had already pointed toward such a future. But the comrades' reasons for supporting He Rui had actually been unrelated to his predictions; they had committed to war because it was truly the best means to resolve China's problems.  Now that the situation had finally reached the state He Rui had described, informing him felt somewhat redundant. Moreover, the most important thing currently was to keep He Rui as healthy as possible—at least until the end of the war. If He Rui were to die suddenly now, there was no guarantee that the seemingly suppressed situation wouldn't explode with other variables.  Thinking of this, Li Runshi asked, "Premier, do you think the Soviet Union might suddenly do something?"  Wu Youping had indeed had the economic departments use computers to conduct serious evaluations and calculations. Since Li Runshi asked, he replied: "At this stage, the Soviet Union might not be able to break through the Eastern European lines. Given the current situation, Britain is very likely to withdraw the British African Corps to Britain, and the German Afrika Korps might do the same. If we liberate regions outside of Europe, major problems will emerge in the European economy, especially for Britain."  Li Runshi hadn't conducted such detailed evaluations, so he consulted Wu Youping: "Premier, I seem to remember that the British mainland also has iron and coal mines. Aren't these enough to sustain Britain?"  "Britain's resources cannot sustain the current lifestyle of the British people. France is unlikely to help Britain, because even France can no longer obtain resources from its colonies. Currently, there are only two and a half Western countries that still have resources: the United States and the Soviet Union can rely on domestic resources for production and consumption. Germany can use the resources of the Fascist bloc to maintain a certain level of production and consumption—that counts as half. Britain and France are merely returning to their rightful historical positions. When the dream ends, it will just be dust to dust, ashes to ashes."  Hearing Wu Youping's assessment, Li Runshi felt that Wu was becoming increasingly confident. This was a good thing, yet it left Li Runshi somewhat melancholy. He had truly believed that the future would involve twenty years of long-term, fierce struggle with the Great Powers, but he hadn't expected these nations to be so fragile.  Ultimately, Li Runshi made a decision: "Let's go see the Chairman."  When they met He Rui, Li Runshi felt that he shouldn't have come, yet also felt that he had to. He Rui's physical weakening continued, but his spiritual strength had not withered with his body. On the contrary, because He Rui no longer had the strength for excessive discussion, his words had become more straightforward.  "Europe and America can no longer maintain their old ways of life. As for the demands for an armistice, I suggest the comrades focus on providing a future path for the Western nations—their productivity must be integrated into the new world economic order," He Rui said, and then, feeling a bit weak, he forced himself to stand up.  This action made his heart race, but it also made his thinking a bit more flexible. He Rui continued: "For Europe, we must fight our way in. As for the United States, I am still not entirely sure. The consequences of invading the US are hard to predict. However, one thing is certain: as long as the Great Lakes region is destroyed, the US cannot make a comeback. As for how to do it, Youping, you must help Chairman Li reach a conclusion within the Politburo."  Wu Youping sighed, "Will a full-scale massacre of minorities break out within the United States?"  He Rui nodded. "The US federal government likely won't issue an order for slaughter, but it's hard to say for the various states. And the armed civilian organizations in the US will certainly take action; this is America's path-dependency. I've read the reports: killings of Black officers and men have already occurred within the US military. We should publicize this now and issue a warning: if the US federal and state governments cannot stop the massacre, our Chinese military will enter the United States to protect human rights... *cough cough*..."  Wu Youping watched as He Rui, who had been walking slowly with his hands behind his back, coughed until he doubled over. He hurried forward to help He Rui sit down. Once He Rui caught his breath, Wu Youping gave Li Runshi a look. However, to his surprise, Li Runshi had no intention of leaving and instead continued to ask: "Will the United States directly turn Fascist?"  He Rui admired Li Runshi for touching upon such a profound question. At this stage, what most other comrades were capable of considering was likely only how to defeat the United States. If asked about the fundamental nature of the US as a nation, those comrades would likely just reply "I don't know."  Li Runshi's ability to conduct more profound research was supported by his strong constitution and mental capacity, in addition to his talent. Regarding this physical quality, He Rui indeed envied Li Runshi.  Wu Youping wanted to stop He Rui from continuing. He knew the question of whether the US would turn Fascist was too deep; explaining it would be exhausting. Yet to his surprise, He Rui didn't even stop to think but began explaining directly.  "Racism is deep-seated in the United States. Moreover, the US has indeed achieved great success through methods of genocide, persecution, and racial discrimination. It's impossible for the US not to continue its path-dependency on this."  Hearing this, Wu Youping couldn't help but nod in agreement. The reason China didn't engage in path-dependency now was that it had finally broken free from an agricultural economy and become an industrial nation. In this entirely new game, Chinese culture's understanding of civilizational development could be inherited, but there was no path-dependency in its direction of development.  Industrializing was not the same as using industrialized means to implement an agricultural path. An agricultural nation naturally has an agricultural way of life, while an industrial nation has an industrial one. If the two are confused, major trouble will follow.  The reason Wu Youping admired He Rui more as he progressed and matured was that he found He Rui was always very clear on these key issues and would find ways to prevent the comrades from going down the wrong path.  At this point, He Rui continued explaining US racism—specifically, the method of white economic dominance—to Li Runshi.  White economic dominance included both direct economic exploitation and exclusion and marginalization, aimed at increasing white economic advantage.  Whites had accumulated massive wealth through slave labor, job segregation, discriminatory wages, and the exclusion of other people of color to preserve white socio-economic opportunities. At the same time, white-controlled government agencies, through a series of "affirmative action" plans for whites, ensured the transmission of property among whites.  For example, the Homestead Act, implemented by the federal and state governments from the 1860s to the 1930s, helped many white families acquire significant family assets. Through the long-term exploitation and oppression of people of color, whites obtained various forms of "unjust enrichment," while people of color were left in a state of poverty due to that same exploitation and oppression. This "unjust impoverishment" led to people of color and their descendants having lower levels of education and weak survival skills, forcing them into low-end service jobs with meager incomes, making it difficult to escape poverty and thus falling into a vicious cycle.  "Therefore, I personally do not strongly support invading the United States. If we followed our usual practice, after invading we would have to build a 'New America,' which would only place a massive burden on China. Given my personality, I would choose to let the US solve its own problems. Since there would be no complete reckoning, American revanchism would cause them to reject the new world order and maintain a state of hateful isolation. Ultimately, the US would slowly rot in its isolated island state. Such a large-scale human social observation experiment would be very interesting." After saying this, He Rui couldn't help but let out a cold laugh.  Seeing that He Rui could still maintain his composure, Li Runshi was also full of admiration. Moreover, what He Rui said confirmed his own judgment: the cost of completely liberating the United States was too great, and the process too uncontrollable. This matched Li Runshi's own assessment.  Originally, Li Runshi had intended to ask how to reach a compromise with the United States, but given He Rui's current physical state, he truly couldn't invest significant energy into specific work. Li Runshi stood up and said, "Chairman, I have no more questions."  Wu Youping also stood up but asked: "Does the United States still need a large social underclass to exploit?"  He Rui felt that Wu Youping was becoming a bit soft-hearted and smiled: "A nation like the US particularly needs a large social underclass as fuel for capital accumulation. However, in the coming decades, the global climate will be relatively stable, which will allow US domestic agriculture to be maintained. But a nation like the US will never reach the civilizational height of China. Even in China, there is a saying: 'Without killing the poor man, one cannot become rich.' Exploitation and plunder are the quickest means of accumulating wealth."  Wu Youping had originally felt that a peace of a higher civilizational height could be reached with the US. Hearing He Rui speak this way, he also felt he should perhaps abandon such considerations. He said, "Chairman, next time I come to see you, I won't talk about work."  He Rui used his strength to stand up. "There's nothing wrong with talking about work. If I'm not allowed to work, I can't stand it myself. Also, I originally wanted to submit my will to the Party Central Committee now, but I think doing so might scare the comrades. So I have already handed my written will to the Chairman's Office. If I die suddenly, you can go directly to the Office for the document."  Wu Youping and Li Runshi didn't know how to respond. He Rui's attitude toward life and death was perfectly fine; both Wu and Li hoped they could face death with such equanimity.  But this attitude of complete indifference toward death was truly frightening, leaving Wu and Li afraid to offer any comment. They simply took their leave.  By now, Li Runshi effectively held the power, and he was no novice without experience in struggle. Once He Rui passed away, Li Runshi would take over He Rui's position according to the system. But to obtain He Rui's power, Li Runshi would have to be elected in the Party's regular elections.  Regular elections within the party involved factions. Currently, the various factions within the Chinese Civilization Party were not the "clique-forming" groups of the feudal era, but rather groups formed based on departmental and policy interests.  For example, as Premier, Wu Youping naturally became the representative of the interests of the civil servant system. To ensure the smooth operation of the civil service, Wu naturally had to look after the reasonable—and some not-too-excessive—demands from within.  He Rui was able to execute policies according to his own vision as a leader because he personally could propose outstanding policies and norms in all three areas of party, government, and military, ensuring the interests of all of China. Even if only for the sake of China and for their own and their departments' interests, no one could oppose He Rui.  A leader without He Rui's strategic capacity would have to rely on relationships with various factions to gain sufficient support. This required various games with each faction.  Everyone liked He Rui's model of leader-politics because it appeared highly efficient and productive. However, history records most often the "having no alternative." That state of mutual compromise in politics is the norm. Although Li Runshi didn't want to wallow in such political games, he found that he had to do so, at least until he secured power.  Thus, Li Runshi said to Wu Youping: "Premier, there will be elections early next year. Do you have any plans for the future direction of our work?"  Hearing this, Wu Youping let out a soft laugh but did not answer. This wasn't because he wanted to use his influence to demand quid pro quo from Li Runshi, as Li's ability in the economic field had not been proven. He Rui had the ability to bypass Premier Wu and manage the economy directly; Li Runshi likely couldn't do that at this stage.  If Li Runshi couldn't do what He Rui could, then the responsibility for economic work would inevitably have to be handed to the State Council. There was no need for Wu Youping to make any demands.  The reason Wu didn't answer was that he truly hoped He Rui would live a hundred years. He Rui's physical condition was no longer sufficient for him to continue being responsible for the work, so he would likely resign from his party and government posts.  As long as He Rui didn't die and was alive during the next election, Li Runshi's chance of being elected was 100%. A leader is a leader because their decisions are executed. Even if people disagree, they have to do it, and do it seriously.  Seeing that Wu Youping didn't answer, Li Runshi continued: "Over the past thirty years, the Chairman's policies have always pursued the highest efficiency in economic development, accumulating a massive void in terms of equality. In the coming thirty years, I believe that in the new lifestyle we provide to the people, equality must be strengthened. Especially the push for education—I fear it will cost us dearly."  Hearing that Li Runshi wasn't talking about votes, Wu Youping finally replied: "Recently, many ignorant fellows have been shouting for some internal strife. They likely don't understand themselves that what they are trying to seize is actually the power to lead policy, the power of distribution."  "I support Chairman Li's view. The cost of education is so high; making the people realize that individual strength can only be exerted by relying on the development of the nation and society is not something that happens overnight."  Seeing that Wu Youping was not engaging in "path-dependency" but agreed that policy needed to be balanced between efficiency and fairness, Li Runshi felt much more at ease.  Subsequently, Li Runshi truly hoped He Rui would live a hundred years. This thought was based on more than just respect and love for He Rui; it was because He Rui's prestige allowed him to make large-scale adjustments to policy without triggering excessively violent upheavals.  If He Rui were to die now and Li Runshi declared, "We must take fairness into account," many people opposed to such a policy would object: "The Chairman's body is barely cold, and you already want to overturn his policies?"  Yes. That is human nature!  Those people would never say they wanted to sustain a certain policy to protect their own interests. Instead, they would criticize Li Runshi from a moral height. If He Rui hadn't clearly publicized that the old morals attached to the agricultural era were not entirely suitable for the new industrial age, some might have used feudal-era phrases like "not changing the father's way for three years" to oppose Li Runshi.  Thinking of this, Li Runshi simply discussed these matters with Wu Youping. Wu actually admired Li Runshi and believed he was indeed the best choice for the next leader. Therefore, after hearing Li Runshi's views, he didn't feel any sense of transgression; rather, he felt Li's thoughts proved his maturity.  Wu Youping completely agreed with Li Runshi's views on policy adjustment and expressed his own thoughts.  The people now indeed knew they were in a new era and were indeed affected by the current state of industrialized China. But the people were not yet capable of understanding the essence of politics. Thus, their love for He Rui might actually be used by others to oppose Li Runshi.  So-called "enlightening the people" takes a long time. It's not that the people don't understand or can't comprehend policies, but because they cannot imagine things they haven't seen. Now China needs time to complete its first long economic cycle under an industrial state. This industrial economic cycle takes about 60 to 65 years.  Wu Youping even stated his view directly: "The starting point of this long cycle was not 1924, when we liberated the whole country. It must be counted from after we win this war and establish a new global economic order. That is to say, although we have already completed China's industrialization—something not commonly seen—under the Chairman's use of all sorts of judgments and means amidst favorable timing, geography, and popular support, it still cannot be considered the start of the industrial economic cycle."  "The current war has not placed China within a stable, industrialized way of life. It can only start being counted when China is in a state of peaceful industrialization. Chairman Li, you will be responsible for this opening stage."  Seeing that Wu Youping was supporting him, Li Runshi was also very gratified. "The massive wealth created by industrialization will cause the people's demand for the rule of law to rise rapidly. In my personal conception, strengthening the rule of law is also the starting point for promoting fairness."  "Haha, after the people have mastered unprecedented wealth, various disputes will surely arise around that wealth. But 'even an upright official finds it hard to settle family disputes.' Chairman Li, have you truly prepared yourself for this?" Wu Youping laughed.  Though his tone was light, Wu Youping knew that starting from the rule of law as Li Runshi intended would not be an easy task. While the driving force behind social progress is indeed the productive forces, at every key node, it is instead the most emotional tragedies that can exert a huge influence, thereby allowing society to begin progressing. The ability to seize and grasp opportunities at these key nodes is not something just anyone can do.
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The tank units of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) rumbled toward the coastline, initially expecting one last struggle on the shores of North Africa. However, what they encountered were two corps of the Italian National Defense Force—the last European troops holding out in Africa—already formed up in neat ranks.  All officers and men stood in formation according to their units. Heavy weapons and ammunition were stacked tidily on both sides of the roads the WPLA armored columns were to pass through. The Italian officers guarding these stockpiles had already completed the inventory, with dense rows of precise figures covering their statistical tables.  Flying alongside the Italian national and battle flags were white flags of surrender. The white flag in front of the headquarters, in particular, was made of imported Chinese silk; as it danced in the hot North African wind, it possessed a certain ethereal grace.  Though surprised by the proficiency and professionalism of the Italian army in the art of surrender, the WPLA followed protocol, announcing the prisoner-of-policy to the Italians and quickly completing the surrender formalities and subsequent prisoner relocation.  The Italian troops had every right to hold their heads high as they marched into the POW camps, for they were the last European units left on the continent. The British and German expeditionary forces had completely withdrawn from North Africa by early July. The forces of the Spanish Franco government had met a more tragic end; they were utterly annihilated by WPLA units containing a large number of members from the Spanish International Brigades.  The Spanish Civil War had been so brutal that both sides frequently executed captured enemy troops. Franco’s army faced a bloody reckoning this time. By the time other WPLA units arrived to stop the vendetta, a large number of Francoist officers had already been executed by firing squad. Due to this incident, the two army groups involved in the mass executions were rotated out and barred from entering Spain in the future.  By July 23, no European or American troops remained within the borders of Asia, Africa, or Latin America. By this time, the United States had withdrawn to its own mainland, and Chinese forces in Canada were advancing irresistibly, pushing desperately toward the east.  On July 31, the day before the August 1 Army Day, Hu Xiushan, Commander of the North American Theater, sent a telegram to He Rui: "Chairman, I am now standing on the Atlantic coastline to send you my greetings. Please take care of your health; do not worry about the situation at the front."  A light rain was falling by the Atlantic shore. Hu Xiushan held an umbrella, listening to the pitter-patter of tiny droplets hitting the surface. Hu Xiushan never imagined that seeing the Atlantic would leave him without sentiment; nor did he find the scenery before him particularly breathtaking. Compared to defeating the enemy, Hu Xiushan was more concerned about He Rui’s health.  According to the information available only to someone of Hu Xiushan’s rank, He Rui’s health was already in a very precarious state. The only stroke of luck was that he had not yet collapsed. Hu Xiushan only hoped that when the war ended, he could personally stand behind He Rui to review the troops returning in victory, just as they had done after every previous triumph.  Along the coastline, the North American Theater troops were currently cheering "Long live Chairman He," their voices rising in wave after wave.  China had an ample supply of soldiers, and recruitment was extremely strict. At the time of enlistment, regular soldiers were required to have a junior high school education, technical troops and non-commissioned officer candidates required a high school diploma, and officer candidates were university graduates. Therefore, the vast majority of Chinese servicemen were born after 1924.  Twenty years had passed from 1924 to 1944. These soldiers had heard their elders and older siblings tell stories of how foreigners once threw their weight around in China and how foreign armies had once run rampant. But they had never seen it themselves.  From birth until now, these young people had received compulsory education. Neighborhood and village committees had pressured their elders daily to ensure the children went to school.  In their homes, these young people had watched as their elders shifted from arguing and complaining about not having enough to eat to arguing about not having good enough clothes. After they turned ten, the purchase of a radio, applying for an installment loan for a bicycle, buying a motor vehicle, or adding household goods became the new subjects of contention.  The children learned of the hardships of life and the coldness of the world. Now, their families were struggling over the purchase of a house. They knew that if they wanted a better life, they had to uphold socialism and have a good job.  When the Civilization Party and Chairman He Rui—who had appeared in all forms of propaganda throughout these twenty years—called on everyone to join the army and fight, the young people flocked to enlist, eventually considering themselves lucky to have earned the qualification to serve.  They had experienced life and death and witnessed countless foreign sights. These young soldiers, who had traversed tens of thousands of miles, understood that the war had finally reached a new turning point. As long as they stormed the hornets' nest of the colonialists, the war would end, and everyone could return home.  At some point, it became common belief among the people that Chairman He Rui had promised the Chinese people a bright future. The young soldiers all believed that when they and their comrades returned to their hometowns together, all the hardships of life would be resolved, and the happy life Chairman He Rui had once described would be realized.  Thus, the soldiers shouted the slogan "Long live Chairman He" from the bottom of their hearts to celebrate their arrival at the Atlantic. They truly wanted to dedicate these victories to Chairman He Rui to express their gratitude.  The joy of the Chinese soldiers was, however, the agony of China's enemies. In London, on the other side of the Atlantic, Big Ben tolled with a mournful sound. By this time, the British Empire, which once held territory at every degree of longitude, had lost all its lands outside the British Isles, becoming the three islands once more.  The British didn't even have time to mourn the collapse of their empire; they understood all too well that the British Isles were not safe. The relentlessly pressing Chinese would never stop; they would inevitably set foot on British soil, setting the entire islands ablaze with war.  At 10 Downing Street, Prime Minister Churchill actually felt quite relaxed. Now that both boots had dropped, he no longer had to worry about other possibilities and could focus solely on preparing for the war that would soon erupt on British soil.  As for the outcome of the war, Churchill was largely indifferent. The current British government didn't even need to consider how many people would die; since Britain had already lost millions of troops on the battlefield, what would a few million more matter?  Churchill was not handling state affairs; instead, he was writing his own will. Having set aside all pressure, he was even able to deliberate over his choice of words, just as he had done during his days as a journalist.  With the end so clearly defined, Churchill felt there was nothing left to worry about. Whether he was killed in battle, hanged after being captured by the Chinese, or killed at the hands of domestic radicals, he simply no longer cared.  August 1st was the Army Day of the Chinese Defense Force. Military police on the streets of London found many emaciated civilians in tattered clothes emerging from every side street. The thin crowds were all lethargic; those walking at the front held pieces of cardboard or wooden boards with the words "We want food, we don't want to starve to death."  The British military police were armed, with rounds already in the chambers of their rifles. Even without orders from their superiors, many military police prepared to rack their bolts upon seeing these protesters appearing from all directions.  As an island nation with the North Atlantic Drift passing through, Britain’s winters aren't considered cold. However, due to its high latitude, temperatures remain low; even during the hottest days of summer, they rarely exceed 27 degrees Celsius. In such a climate, the British harvest season generally begins after the autumnal equinox—between September 20th and 22nd.  August was precisely the time when the "old grain was gone and the new was not yet in."  With China liberating Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the Western nations could no longer ship grain from those regions. Although the United States was a major grain exporter, the US government had already banned food exports due to skyrocketing domestic prices. Currently, the British government relied on stockpiles to provide basic rations to the military police, but ordinary British citizens had no such luxury. they could only subsist on the minimum amount of grain provided by the government to sustain life, so British people were starving to death every day.  The British military police knew very well that these people on the streets weren't there to cause trouble; the slogans they carried addressed the most urgent problem they needed to solve. If the situation did not improve, these people would truly starve.  It was because they understood this that the military police became even more nervous. The destructive power of a starving crowd is terrifying; they don't take to the streets for catharsis, but to survive. As long as the agonizing hunger felt by every starving person isn't alleviated, there is no reasoning with them. Anyone who tries to stop them—even military police—cannot intimidate them.  On August 1, 1944, the British civilians on the streets broke into violent clashes with the military police, resulting in countless casualties.  In subsequent investigations, various descriptions emerged. Some said the starving people looted shops, triggering city-wide riots; some said the hungry provoked the police and were met with retaliation; still others said the police attacked first, causing the chaos.  Historians and journalists of later generations recorded various accounts of this Great London Riot, all of which had eyewitnesses. However, depending on the standpoint, the emphasis of these reports differed greatly. The only consistent record was that almost all shops in London were destroyed that day. The military police had received orders from above to fire on anyone suspected of rioting or looting, ultimately resulting in thousands of deaths and tens of thousands of injuries.  On August 2nd, London was placed under total martial law. No one was allowed on the streets, leading to the cessation of food distribution. By August 3rd, even the most pro-government research reports had to record this fact: "On August 3rd, a large number of starving London residents knelt in churches or at street corners, pleading for the government to distribute food. Because of the previous riots, the government could not fully trust these crowds who ignored orders and left their homes. Ultimately, the British police began to disperse the crowds, leading to dozens of deaths on the spot and thousands of injuries... If the British public could have been more proactive in communicating with the government, this tragedy could have been avoided..."  The ruthlessness of the British government even shocked King George VI, who finally issued an order allowing British citizens to leave London and head for the countryside.  This order was not regarded as a benevolent act; at least in the eyes of the British government and the plutocrats, George VI was just a well-fed king issuing blind orders for the sake of his own reputation.  To these people, while fleeing to the countryside might temporarily allow the poor to find a bit of food and avoid immediate starvation, everything had a price. The mass exodus of the poor from the city directly caused urban industry to come to a halt, leading to a plunge in the output of all British industrial goods.  Furthermore, in the eyes of the British government and the plutocrats, there were some things that were inconvenient to say out loud, yet they knew them in their hearts: the current supply of grain was indeed very low, which was actually not a bad thing. Only by having some people starve to death could those skilled workers who originally had higher incomes be satisfied with rations that merely kept them from starving.  If all those poor wretches ran to the countryside for food, those skilled workers would no longer be satisfied with a meager daily supply of grain and would choose to leave the city to seek a way to survive.  Of course, these reasons could not be stated publicly. The newspapers began to fiercely attack the British public: "...These short-sighted people do not realize that only by restoring urban order can the distribution of supplies continue, allowing everyone to escape the threat of starvation. These urban populations heading to the countryside do not realize that there is actually no food in the villages either; their move will only disrupt rural order, making it impossible for the government to collect more grain from the countryside, which will in turn cause even more people to starve..."  The British upper class was most adept at shifting blame, and this time was no exception. Britain's catastrophe was the joint result of external enemies and internal, ignorant "unruly people." The British government was innocent and completely without responsibility.  With the situation as it was, Britain was utterly incapable of responding to the Spanish Franco government’s pleas for troops, leaving the Franco regime to face the WPLA’s sea-borne invasion alone.  On August 1st, the WPLA sent only a small scouting force to land in Spain. This force was only a battalion in size; if the Francoist government had sent a single brigade, they certainly could have repelled this landing force.  However, the weaponry and equipment of the Francoist army were truly abysmal, even worse than that of the Italians. Italy at least could manufacture its own planes and artillery; the Spanish government forces had only a few propeller planes and cannons provided as aid by Germany, most of which had been lost in previous battles.  Even the few surviving propeller fighter pilots refused to fly to their deaths, so the Spanish troops on the beaches collapsed under a fierce bombardment.  By the time this battalion reached the shore, they faced only empty positions. The landing force simply moved forward, occupying the trenches abandoned by the enemy.  By August 4th, a full corps had landed in Spain. At this time, German troops were in a standoff at the border with French forces huddled behind the Maginot Line.  Since the Anglo-German compromise and the German withdrawal from Northern France, the French army had focused all its attention on defense. The previous collapse of the Maginot Line had occurred because the Germans passed through the Ardennes Forest to enter the rear of the Anglo-French forces.  The French army had conducted numerous post-mortems and believed that if they held the Maginot Line, they still had the capability to continue fighting the Germans. Thus, the French had reinforced the Maginot Line, laying over ten million anti-tank mines in all dangerous areas.  The German military believed that opening a front against France now would indeed defeat them, but the price of victory would be the loss of over a thousand tanks and hundreds of thousands of casualties. That price was simply too high! Therefore, the German government was currently attempting to resolve the problem through diplomatic means.  However, the French were currently adamant about not allowing German troops to pass through French territory or airspace to reinforce Spain. The French Foreign Minister emphasized to Nazi German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop: "If the German military provides aid to Spain by sea, France will certainly not stop it and would even help the German navy with escorting."  Ribbentrop wanted to curse him out but was helpless. Currently, the range of German jet fighters was insufficient to assist Spain; if they simply sent some jet fighters to Spain, it would have no impact on the battle. The massive Chinese air force would quickly wipe out those German units.  In a fit of exasperation, Ribbentrop asked a question: "Does France believe China will return Algeria to you?"  These words were like a branding iron, causing the French Foreign Minister to snap back in anger: "Does Nazi Germany believe your Nazism will escape China's reckoning?"  At this point, the foreign ministers of the two countries were nearly at blows. For both German Nazism and French Algeria were massive problems both nations currently faced regarding China.  France had always considered Algeria an overseas department and did not view it as a colony. However, China's standards for colonialism were very clear: as long as France recognized that Algerians possessed French citizenship, Algeria would not be treated as a colony.  China's standard was very reasonable; especially in the presence of a powerful military, the justice of China's standard was practically a divine truth.  However, perhaps because the French believed they had a very good relationship with China, a French special envoy had once asked China in a fit of pique whether Algeria was to France what Western China was to China.  The Chinese envoy, seeing the French envoy’s exasperation, couldn't help but be amused. After laughing for a bit, the Chinese envoy solemnly informed the French envoy: "The people of Western China enjoy political rights no different from any other part of China. I can tell you a fact: for hundreds of years, as long as the people of Western China could pass the imperial examinations, they would become officials of China.  Due to China's social system, there was no such thing as a parliament at that time. Being an official meant that the political power of the people in Western China was no different from other regions.  Our Chinese judging criteria are formulated according to France's political characteristics, which is why we proposed citizenship. If France can prove that Algerians can sign up for French civil service examinations at any time and that a certain percentage pass every year, China can also consider Algeria to be French territory and not a colony."  These requirements were certainly standards the French government would not accept. Furthermore, China really wasn't making things difficult for France on purpose; these were standards set after central discussion. If France truly passed laws at this stage to grant Algerians French citizenship, China was prepared to recognize Algeria as part of France.  But just as the Chinese government expected, the French government ultimately didn't even make an attempt, allowing the WPLA to liberate Algeria.
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German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop had not even left Paris when the French Foreign Minister arrived at a café along the Seine. Upon entering this establishment, one could see a photograph of Chinese Chairman He Rui hanging on the wall. During He Rui’s visit to France in 1928, he had eaten in this very café, which primarily catered to the city's working class.  The shop owner, limping slightly, came forward to greet him. After the German occupation of Paris, the Gestapo had attempted to force the owner to surrender that signed photograph of He Rui. The owner was a practical man who cared about his business; the first thing he did after obtaining the photo was to summon all his courage and find the Chinese delegation before they left Paris, requesting He Rui's signature.  For a politician, such gestures were standard practice, and the shop owner quickly secured the signed photo. Since then, it had become the shop’s greatest treasure and was regarded as one of many symbols of Sino-French friendship.  Naturally, the German Gestapo was displeased by the existence of such a signed photograph. However, the shop owner held out, refusing to reveal where he had hidden it. In his view, the revenue the photo brought in was worth far more than his own life. Moreover, despite being a businessman, he was a patriot. He would rather endure torture than let the Germans have their way.  The French Foreign Minister had heard the shop owner's story and politely said, "Could you reserve two quiet seats for us, please?"  The shop owner led the Minister to a private room on the second floor. His loyalty to France and his resistance against German oppression had earned him a stellar reputation; even with the French economy in dire straits, his shop remained successful. He had even managed to buy the second floor while real estate prices were low.  Shortly thereafter, a Chinese special envoy appeared in the room. Since they were not meeting in an official capacity, the conversation was much more relaxed.  The Chinese envoy asked, "Mr. Minister, has the French Parliament decided to discuss the issue of citizenship for Algerians?"  Regarding Algeria, China's stance had remained consistent: as long as France granted Algerian citizenship, China did not mind letting Algeria make its own choices. In fact, many Algerians were not particularly opposed to joining France as citizens. Within the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, many held a "spectator" attitude, curious to see how France would handle it.  The French Foreign Minister smiled bitterly and did not answer the question directly. Instead, he asked, "We have heard that Chairman He Rui’s health is not very good. If possible, many old friends would like to travel to China to convey our regards."  These words were somewhat barbed. France had fully awakened its national consciousness during the Hundred Years' War and achieved centralization by the era of Richelieu. The French understood perfectly well how the health of a nation's top leader could impact the country.  The Chinese envoy, formerly the Deputy Director of the European Affairs Department at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, remained silent upon hearing this, simply taking a sip of his tea. It was old tea, but since it was Pu-erh, the flavor was acceptable.  After this initial exchange of barbs, they quickly moved on to matters of mutual concern. The French Foreign Minister said, "France currently needs to strive to ensure its security. My old friend, you may soon see France undergo another national mobilization."  Although France had joined the Allies, it had not mobilized. Aside from not wanting to provoke Germany, France was currently "lying flat." Since the world was turning into a sea of blood, France was content to ensure its own safety within such an environment.  The Chinese envoy smiled. "Many in the Chinese Volunteer Army are willing to return and join their comrades in France's anti-fascist war. I have met some of those pilots; they fondly remember their old French brothers-in-arms."  "But the radicals within France are very dissatisfied with China."  "I completely understand. But time heals all wounds, does it not? And I have heard that in the end, memories only preserve the most beautiful things."  The French Foreign Minister agreed with this poetic response. He nodded and turned to more practical matters. "The financial cooperation between China and France is undoubtedly beautiful. I believe it is necessary to restore those wonderful times of the past."  "The new era will have an even more beautiful future," the Chinese envoy agreed, while also hinting that the old model of pegging to the Yuan was no longer possible. The Yuan had already replaced the US Dollar and the British Pound in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, becoming the most powerful currency on the planet.  After saying this, the Chinese envoy tossed out a "carrot." "By the way, your son has a distinguished reputation at the Bank of France. I wonder if he would be interested in a position at the newly forming World Bank?"  The French Foreign Minister was indeed tempted. China was currently establishing the World Bank and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The World Bank was intended to provide financial services for the China-led world order. If his son could become an official there, his future would be brilliant, and the Minister's own influence in France would be greatly enhanced.  After reflecting for a moment, the Minister sighed, "I must ask my son about his intentions."  The Chinese envoy smiled and asked another question, "I heard that Britain wants to import grain from France?"  Upon hearing this, the French Foreign Minister’s mood instantly brightened. French diplomatic missions in Britain had sent back reports of the dire situation there. France was a major agricultural power in Europe, and Britain's land could not compare. Reports of starvation were already emerging in Britain. While the Minister felt some sympathy, it did not stop him from feeling a sense of satisfaction. Those damned British newspapers had invented far too many jokes at France's expense.  For instance: "No one can capture Paris before Paris surrenders."  Or: "What does the French flag look like? It’s white, though sometimes they paint parts of it red and blue."  Or: "What is the standard drill for a French soldier? Holding a rifle high with both hands."  Britain had not stopped its mockery when France was down. Now that Britain was suffering, France felt no obligation to empathize with their pain.  However, the French Minister joked, "Does China intend to send its submarine fleet to the North Atlantic to stop French convoys?"  The Chinese envoy shook his head. "I don't believe China has any such intention. Furthermore, I am unaware of what capacity Britain still has to pay for such goods. Britain’s gold was shipped to American vaults long ago. As for the paper called the Pound, I don't believe it holds any value."  The French Foreign Minister nodded. He then asked a crucial question: "The French government believe that only another meeting with Chairman He Rui can ensure the French people's confidence in China."  This was the second mention of a high-level state visit to China. Even in this private meeting, the Chinese envoy could no longer demur. Fortunately, the Chinese government had already authorized the envoy with certain diplomatic powers, and such a commitment fell within them. Given the current situation, if France were to leave the Allies, it would inevitably face great pressure. If the French leader could not meet He Rui directly, it would indeed fuel French anxiety about restoring a quasi-alliance with China.  "I wonder if our old friends in the French government would find a long-distance flight uncomfortable?" the Chinese envoy finally replied.  At this stage, France had no desire to continue fighting. The French Foreign Minister quickly brought the news back to the government. The current French government originated from the Vichy regime, which believed its greatest achievement was the defeat of the democratic system. Although the Vichy government had not abolished the parliament, it had made significant adjustments to the system of the Third Republic. Parliamentary power was strictly limited, and government authority was ensured. All reforms aimed to establish a "normal" presidential state. The Vichy government had actually utilized the shock of defeat to achieve this.  The French Third Republic had originally been designed as a transitional system for a royal restoration, which led to a "stable throne but rotating cabinets" model. However, since the King failed to be restored, the ruling parliament refused to relinquish power, turning France into a country where cabinets fell every few days.  The presidential system established by the Vichy government was a standard one. Voters separately elected the executive and legislative branches, with the President serving as the head of state and head of government.  Upon implementing the presidential system, the Vichy government defined the president's powers in the constitution. Compared to a parliamentary system, the presidential system featured the President as the chief executive, with the executive branch subordinate to the President rather than the parliament. Under this system, the President was independent of the parliament and elected periodically by citizens, either directly or indirectly; the President was responsible only to the voters, not to the parliament.  France was indeed a "veteran of revolutions"; even as the Vichy government proclaimed, "I have destroyed democracy," they had essentially created a normal presidential system where the president no longer had to answer to the parliament. As for the chaos and dismissals within the parliament, they would not directly affect the President’s decisions under this system.  The current president was still Marshal Pétain, who was not a dictator in the traditional sense. He simply wanted France to become a "normal" country where the government could focus on its proper duties. For example, regarding the issue of whether France should withdraw from the Allies, Marshal Pétain first discussed it with his cabinet members and obtained their consent.  Once the basic principles were approved, the Minister of Defense briefed the cabinet on the fundamental military preparations. Only after the cabinet members expressed support for this major move did the French government prepare to submit the matter to the parliament for a vote.  After all, the parliament represented French public opinion. The French President held the power over major matters such as declaring war or truces, but the decision to exercise that power required the approval of the parliament as a representative body. This political structure was a consensus between different spheres of power on major issues, no longer the chaotic situation of the parliamentary system where public opinion could whimsically dictate national affairs.  The French Finance Minister, Murat, was somewhat distracted as the meeting neared its end. As soon as it concluded, he immediately left the conference room. Half an hour later, Minister Murat appeared at the home of his mistress. She was an Italian beauty with a classical look—an Italian Countess, in fact.  For a long time, there had been close interactions between Italian and French nobility. During Mussolini’s rule, life had become even harder for Italian nobles, leading many to flee to France.  As for the various relationships between nobles, they had a long history. When Minister Murat’s mistress saw him, she embraced him directly, laughing and complying with his desires.  After the Minister was satisfied and they lay in bed together, Murat said, "Tell your friends to quickly withdraw their money from Swiss banks and bring it to France. An investment opportunity has arrived."  The Countess was somewhat surprised. She propped herself up, her beautifully shaped upper body completely exposed. "What is the French government planning to do? Are they going to build a canal?"  This sounded like a joke, but it wasn't. The presidential system had an advantage: its cabinet members were mostly technical experts rather than mere politicians. In the current Pétain government, although officials were still corrupt and used their power for personal gain, the ministers were at least graduates in relevant fields with considerable professional experience.  For instance, Minister of Finance Murat was a graduate of the École Normale Supérieure (ENS); before that, he had graduated from the Economics Department of the University of Paris. After ENS, he worked at the Bank of France and had several years of experience in the Ministry of Finance.  In the past, however, Murat could never have become Finance Minister because he lacked experience as a member of parliament.  As for that canal plan, it was a grand project proposed jointly by the Ministry of Land and Resources and the Ministry of Transport. The plan was to carry out a large-scale expansion of France’s current canals to ensure that the post-war economy could achieve rapid growth through cheaper inland water transport.  Murat looked at his mistress’s beautiful breasts and felt a surge of impulse again. He reached out toward her chest but was brushed away. Murat could only put his arm around her waist and replied, "It's more profitable than that."  Seeing that Murat refused to tell the truth, the Countess pounced on him and began to tease him. However, just as Murat’s desire returned, she got up and began to dress. Minister Murat could not withstand such teasing and felt his previous explanation was indeed unconvincing. He pulled the Countess back to the bed and said, "The Franc is very likely to be pegged to the Chinese Yuan again. What price do you think the German Mark, the Italian Lira, or even the Swiss Franc will be after the war? If you exchange all your money for Francs now, you can exchange it back for several times that amount later."  Hearing this, the Countess lay back on the bed, looking at Minister Murat with elegance and beauty. However, this elegant expression was merely her natural look; in reality, she was observing Murat, trying to gauge the truth from his expression. Her friends indeed had a lot of money, but during wartime, that money was their lifeline. Unless she could be absolutely certain the information was correct, she wouldn't be able to convince them.  Fortunately, while men might be capable, their minds are often quite simple. For the Countess, seeing through a man was all too easy. In Minister Murat’s face, she saw honesty—and the ambition to use this opportunity to make a fortune.  The Countess’s eyes crinkled into a beautiful smile. She laughed, "Darling, seeing how serious you are, I almost thought France was going to withdraw from the war."  At this teasing remark, Murat’s expression changed. Seeing this change, the Countess was essentially certain that France was up to something big. She pulled Murat into her arms, gently biting his earlobe while her body writhed. Under this passionate stimulation, the Minister quickly forgot about the remark he had just made.  After their second round of passion, Minister Murat left, his body exhausted. He still needed to find several other friends so they could all invest in this matter together.  The Countess, meanwhile, took a shower. Amidst the rushing water, she had already decided how to maximize the profit from this intelligence. Finding friends was important, but like many minor Italian nobles, she was quite poor—otherwise, with her beauty, why would she be content being the mistress of a French minister?  The Countess did not doubt the information Murat had revealed and wanted to make a fortune for herself. To make money, she needed capital. There weren't many countries that could provide such capital, and before coming to Paris, the Countess happened to have connections with German intelligence. She imagined the German intelligence department would pay a handsome price for this information.  As Minister Murat said, after Germany’s defeat, the exchange rate of the Mark to the Franc would plummet. Getting a sum of money now was a matter of timing.  Thus, the news that France was preparing to leave the Allies reached the German side. A few days later, German intelligence even obtained film. The Countess had Murat bring over cabinet documents for her to see, supposedly to confirm the reliability of the information. She then exhausted him in bed and, with the help of sleeping pills in the wine, he fell into a deep sleep. The Countess then photographed the documents.  Germany was now basically certain that France intended to "jump ship," though they were unsure of when exactly it would happen. Upon receiving the intelligence, the German intelligence department immediately brought the news to Hitler.  When Hitler saw that the French government was preparing for a parliamentary vote in September, he was furious. He immediately ordered the German military to submit plans for an invasion of France. If France really switched to China’s side, Hitler did not mind conquering France all over again.  However, the German government was also heavily infiltrated by British intelligence, and the news quickly reached the British Cabinet. When the British Chancellor of the Exchequer learned of the news, he immediately ran to one of his many mistresses—a Polish one.  This Polish mistress was of noble descent and claimed to be the illegitimate daughter of a Polish noblewoman and Napoleon, from when Napoleon created the Duchy of Warsaw and invaded Russia.  Claims of being someone’s illegitimate child were very popular in European high society. The British Chancellor didn't care; his reason for seeking out this Polish mistress was that her mother was French and had considerable connections in France. The Chancellor wanted to use these connections to exchange a large sum of his Pounds into Francs.  In Europe, the flow of money was quite smooth. The British Chancellor believed the Pound was destined for a massive devaluation, so he wanted to exchange it for other currencies before that happened. The Chancellor himself was willing to fight to defend Britain, but he also believed his money should earn more—at least, there was no need for it to be buried with Britain.  The Polish woman then traveled to France. The European upper class had their own circles. She quickly found her cousin. Upon hearing that her cousin had become the mistress of the French Finance Minister, the Polish woman felt a sudden urge to compete with her.  The two female relatives met soon after. They reached a consensus on how to handle the future. While treating her cousin to a drink, the Countess asked about the current situation in Britain. The Polish woman smiled bitterly, "The British government has mobilized millions of poor people to build fortifications on the coast, supposedly to deal with a Chinese landing."  At this point, the Polish woman lowered her voice. "I heard from the British side that it is very likely a Black army that will attack Britain. They say if the Black army lands, they will kill all the men and rape the women. Do you believe it?"  The Italian Countess was speechless for a moment. Finally, she comforted her, "Don't worry, Black people aren't that powerful."  The Polish woman looked a bit off as she asked, "Are they really not that powerful?"
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When a state grants power to its diplomats, it must bear the consequences of that delegation. Li Runshi did not wish for the leaders of the French government to disturb He Rui’s rest, yet he felt compelled to relay the results to him. Each time he saw He Rui, Li Runshi felt an increasing sense of heartache.  Seeing the look of pity on Li Runshi’s face, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Comrade Runshi, I heard a joke once."  "Oh? What joke has made such an impression on the Chairman? Let’s hear it," Li Runshi said, forcing a smile.  He Rui spoke lightheartedly. "One day, a mother was looking at a photo album, staring at one particular picture for a long time, sighing deeply. Her daughter, hearing the commotion, leaned over to look. In the photo, a long-haired young man was playing the violin in a courtyard at night."  Hearing this, Li Runshi smiled. "That is quite a poetic scene."  "Indeed," He Rui nodded. "The daughter asked her mother who the man was. The mother said nostalgically, 'That’s your father.' The daughter was shocked and quickly asked, 'Then Mama, who is that bald, fat guy in our house?'"  After finishing, He Rui couldn't help but laugh.  Li Runshi laughed along for a few moments, but then a sudden wave of grief washed over him, and he couldn't help but reach up to wipe away his tears. *Since ancient times, beautiful women and famous generals have not been permitted to see their hair turn white.* Seeing He Rui, who had pushed the entire world to its current stage, now unable even to support his own weight, Li Runshi truly felt the cruelty of human mortality.  He Rui, however, seemed unconcerned. As the war neared its end, he worried more that his comrades might fail to see the essence of things. The essence of many matters was far more cruel than imagined; even a top-tier politician like Li Runshi could make imprecise judgments due to a lack of detailed knowledge.  Wait for Li Runshi's emotions to settle, He Rui continued, "In the world today, if we rank countries by how 'docile' their people are, Britain undoubtedly ranks first. The United States would be in the top three. The most defining characteristic of the populace in these nations is that they are docile subjects, possessing unparalleled obedience."  "Surely not the United States?" Li Runshi immediately sharpened his focus to listen to He Rui's explanation.  He Rui shook his head. "In the past four hundred years, Britain's taxes have been the heaviest in the world, yet the British people endured them. In other parts of the world, even in Japan, the Shogunate issued one 'Frugality Ordinance' after another. Whenever an *Ikki*—a peasant uprising—occurred, the local lords and the people would be killed together.  "Britain was different. For four hundred years, the core theme was the government and the lords working together to demand the death of the poor. Once a poor person became a vagrant, they were to be hanged. Under such harsh policies and exorbitant taxes, only the docile could survive in Britain.  "The United States was slightly better due to its abundant resources. However, the American people are capable of enduring all sorts of taxes, bowing submissively before the Internal Revenue Service. Comrade Runshi, you must have heard the saying: in America, only death and taxes are unavoidable.  "The people of these two nations are docile subjects. Therefore, in a war against them, this factor must be taken into account."  Li Runshi sensed a thick aura of lethality in He Rui's words. If the British and Americans were such docile subjects, it meant the war to finally and completely destroy these two nations would have to be even bloodier to thoroughly extinguish their will to resist.  "Chairman, I feel it shouldn't come to that now, should it?" Li Runshi asked.  He Rui had seen the Britain of 2030, where the docile subjects were still as obedient as a flock of sheep. He replied, "We've barely begun. The British poor are currently digging fortifications on the coast under the orders of their lords. These docile British subjects will surely fight to the end on the coastline, until their lords tell them to lay down their weapons."  "I... find that hard to believe," Li Runshi answered seriously.  "Then let the facts prove it. Whether the docile British subjects continue to fight or fight to the death," He Rui replied somewhat apathetically. At this stage, his physical condition no longer allowed him to continue detailed work. Since Li Runshi was unwilling to believe in the obedience of the British subjects, then let the facts demonstrate it. In any case, the current Britain no longer had the capacity to cause any major trouble.  Although Li Runshi had countered He Rui's words, he quickly felt a lack of confidence and asked, "Has the Chairman abandoned the use of historical materialism and class analysis to analyze problems?"  He Rui laughed. "Haha, when the teacher Marx arrived in Britain and saw that under such harsh oppression the British people remained so submissive, he believed that a communist revolution would first erupt in advanced capitalist countries. In my view, the teacher was clearly misled by the social conditions in Britain. A country that can even collect a 'Window Tax' must be founded upon a base of docile subjects."  Li Runshi knew the story of the Window Tax. "'Since the Window Tax began, sunlight and air are no longer free,'" he quoted. The British writer Dickens complained in 1850: 'These are blessings bestowed upon us by nature, yet we must pay so much tax for every window each year. The poor who cannot afford it are deprived of two essential things for life.'  The Window Tax was once popular in several countries, including Britain, France, and Spain. This loathsome tax was also known as the 'Sunlight and Air Tax.' Britain levied the Window Tax for 155 years before it finally exited the stage of history under strong criticism from doctors, writers, and social activists. France began collecting it in 1798 and did not abolish it until 1926.  The Window Tax originated in Britain. In those years, counterfeit coins were rampant. After Newton became the Master of the Royal Mint, he cracked down on counterfeiting while simultaneously creating a new system and introducing new technologies to raise the threshold for forgery. The Royal Mint vigorously collected old coins, melting them down to cast high-quality new coins for the market. To encourage the public to turn in old coins and phase them out as quickly as possible, they even allowed old coins to be exchanged for new ones by face value rather than weight. The benefit was stabilizing the financial order in the shortest time, promoting market prosperity, and boosting the value of the Pound, but it caused massive losses to the government.  To compensate for the losses brought by the currency reform, under the promotion of King William, the British Parliament in 1696 introduced the 'Act for Remedying the Ill State of the Coin,' preparing to tax windows.  Taxing based on the number of windows in a house was unheard of in Asia, but it was actually implemented in Europe. When Napoleon was at war with Britain and heard of this tax, he immediately introduced it to France. However, the French people were not docile subjects, and in the end, it was France that was defeated.  The reason Britain abolished the Window Tax in 1851 was that they created a new tax—the 'Property Tax'—to replace it. The United States learned of the Property Tax and implemented it firmly. Although the rise of the United States was due to its full-scale industrial development, the Property Tax did indeed provide the state with a massive source of revenue.  Whether a nation can bear a heavy tax burden determines its upper limit, and Britain has indeed led the world in this regard for four hundred years.  Li Runshi had intended to argue with He Rui, but ultimately decided to be more cautious. He asked, "Does the Chairman believe that we will inevitably encounter fierce resistance on the coast when we land in Britain?"  He Rui shook his head. "Fierce resistance will only end after the British government completely surrenders. As long as the British government does not surrender, the British poor will fight to the end. Of course, the British army will only surrender when the officers are dead or when the officers take the lead in surrendering."  "What about America?" Li Runshi asked. Li Runshi, along with the Central Committee and the Military Commission, felt that ending the war was proving more difficult than imagined. Yet He Rui's description was unexpectedly consistent with reality. They had originally thought the highly individualistic American people would have no intention of surrendering by now. Populist figures were desperately inciting the American public to continue the fight, and the US military was indeed baring its teeth and engaging in combat along the borders with the newly formed North American indigenous nations. There was no sign of an intention to withdraw from the war despite losing nearly ten million troops.  Originally, Li Runshi thought this was the result of deep-seated racist sentiments in America. But He Rui's "docile subject" theory gave Li Runshi another very persuasive line of thought.  "This is path dependency. If being a docile subject brings benefits, then being docile becomes a moral tradition. Comrade Runshi, breaking a moral tradition is an extremely difficult task. I remember we released a group of American POWs. Afterward, some of those American POWs, who had previously appeared to strongly identify with socialist ideals, directly murdered the POWs who truly believed in socialism, as well as the Black American soldiers among them."  He Rui paused here. On one hand, he was indeed very tired; on the other, he wanted to let Li Runshi digest such negative news. For this news was true. China and the US had conducted a prisoner exchange. At the time, China's goal was simple: to boost morale and also to prevent the Americans from using Chinese prisoners to practice amputation surgeries.  Most of the American personnel in the Chinese POW camps claimed to identify with socialism and oppose America's racial discrimination policies. It must be said that most of the American POWs at that stage truly believed it. However, once these prisoners had the chance to return to America, their first reaction was not to prepare to go back and eliminate injustice within the US, but to first eliminate the converted POWs who had witnessed their statements, ensuring that after returning to America, their "shameful deeds" would not be revealed.  This was the true color of America. As long as Americans lived in America, they would be brainwashed by this combination of feudalism and fascism. This was a matter determined by their way of life, not because these people were born evil.  Only those POWs who truly decided to give up returning to America truly escaped this fate. From a cold political perspective, however, keeping these POWs in China was far less effective than letting them return to America to start a revolution.  According to intelligence provided by American socialists within the US military, those American POWs who murdered their comrades had actually made the right choice—after all, Americans understood Americans best.  The US government conducted careful screening and investigation of the exchanged POWs. Those American prisoners deemed unreliable were immediately incorporated into units performing the most dangerous tasks. These units soon received new combat orders and were consumed on the battlefield.  He Rui looked at Li Runshi, and Li Runshi looked back at He Rui. After a short while, Li Runshi lowered his gaze, avoiding He Rui’s eyes. He Rui knew that Li Runshi was too kind. In a straightforward military struggle, Li Runshi could be described as ruthless, never stopping until his goal was reached. But for an action that clearly intended to waste lives, Li Runshi would carry a very heavy burden.  In this regard, the reason He Rui was calmer and more cruel than Li Runshi was simply because He Rui had truly witnessed the traditions of Western racists and knew that these people likely could not be saved.  But He Rui did not pressure Li Runshi. He believed that as long as a leader was not pedantic, kindness was actually more beneficial for the future of China. Of course, the premise was that China's leaders did not carry an imperial burden. Including the United States, there existed an imperial burden: wanting to act like a predator while maintaining a facade of virtue!  One of the advantages of the Chinese government was its absolute pragmatism. Pragmatists would respect bottom lines and rules, but they would not destroy reality by putting on airs to appear grand.  "Comrade Runshi, you should head back for now. I am a bit tired and want to rest for a while," He Rui said, giving Li Runshi an out.  After Li Runshi left the Chairman's residence, his mood remained quite heavy throughout the journey. However, upon returning to the Military Commission, he decided to first see how the situation developed. Perhaps He Rui’s view was flawed; maybe the British people still had a bit of a fighting spirit left and were not as docile as He Rui described.  As the days passed, one of the latest pieces of news was that units commanded by former members of the Spanish International Brigades, who had previously been barred from returning to Spain, had finally marched onto Spanish soil. These men had extensive experience in fighting Franco's forces, especially in the screening of prisoners.  After Franco's troops were captured, despite various political works being carried out—even telling them about the changes in the world and the destined end of colonialism—the personnel within Franco's army appeared to agree on the surface while actually resisting resolutely.  By this time, Nazi Germany had also discovered the Soviet massacre in the Katyn Forest. Facts proved that it was still the Soviets who understood Europe. Following this massacre, the Polish intellectual class suffered catastrophic losses, which meant that in the areas allocated to the Soviet Union, Polish resistance was mediocre. They were easily manipulated by the Soviets.  Li Runshi did not intervene in this matter. At this stage, liberating Europe required this group of European revolutionaries, and China could not manage too much. Furthermore, the units currently fighting those difficult, high-tech battles were Chinese troops. In many arduous combined-arms campaigns, Black units had paid a heavy price. The work of the European units was more about launching revolutions on European soil and building a new society. Whether the European units possessed exceptional combat capability was not, in fact, the most important matter.  In September, Franco did not die on the battlefield as he had proclaimed. Seeing that the war had no possibility of victory, Franco boarded a plane directly for Britain and fled Spain. He subsequently established a government-in-exile in Britain.  Li Runshi looked down on Franco somewhat; this man, who had suppressed Spain with bloody means and obtained resources through a quite clever stance, was unexpectedly cowardly.  However, news from France at this moment captured all of Li Runshi's attention: the French Parliament had passed a resolution to withdraw from the Allied powers. Neither Germany nor Britain had launched an offensive against France. As for the United States, currently unable even to look after itself, an offensive against France was even more impossible.  The only one to issue an order to attack France was Mussolini in Italy. It was unclear whether Mussolini was simply foolish or if he wanted to boost morale, but he once again ordered 200,000 Italian troops to seize the border between France and Italy. As it turned out, the 200,000 troops still couldn't handle 60,000 French soldiers. After a brief and intense conflict, the French launched a counteroffensive, and the 200,000 Italian troops collapsed entirely, with 60,000 captured by the French.  Although the French revolutionaries did not recognize the Vichy government, France, as a member that had actively withdrawn from the Allies, could not be subjected to a military invasion to overthrow its current government. Moreover, the presidential system established by Vichy France was actually a political advancement. The stable political situation maintained by the presidential system ensured that France could finally designate long-term plans, and these plans had the consent of the entire French government rather than being bargaining chips for secret political deals among politicians.  At this time, Northern Italy was pinned down and forced to deploy large numbers of troops to defend against the French. The World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) took the opportunity to launch a cross-sea operation. After traveling over 300 kilometers, the fleet liberated Sicily in southern Italy.  In the prisons of Sicily, large numbers of the Italian Mafia were being held. In history, these Mafia members had been released by the US military and transformed into local officials, causing the Italian Mafia to become an incurable cancer ever since. So much so that by the 21st century, many right-wing parties in Italy deeply admired Mussolini. Their reason was simple: Mussolini had almost eliminated the Mafia, and he had at least made the Italian trains run mostly on time.  This time, the WPLA not only executed all these Mafia members by firing squad but also began land reform on Sicily and conducted a more thorough purge of the local Mafia. The targets of the purge included not only the Mafia but also the officials and capitalists who had utilized them to construct monopolies.  The Sicilians participated in many public trials and execution rallies during this period. In these meetings, these locals, who had adhered to the law of *omertà*, heard true revolutionary principles for the first time.  These revolutionary principles differed from those of the traditional Italian Communist Party, as the latter had never become a ruling party, nor had they possessed a powerful armed force. Thus, their revolutionary principles often tended toward emotional venting.   The WPLA's revolutionary principles were much more pragmatic. The reasons for resolving these Mafia members and capitalists were listed one by one. First, they began by dealing with the officials and police who engaged in extortion. These individuals, who held public power and exploited the people, were the primary culprits in corrupting the atmosphere of Italy.  Seeing the officials killed, the Italian people attending the rallies felt the resistance in their hearts begin to loosen.  Next were the capitalists who monopolized local resources, keeping the people under their thumb. Seeing the lords killed, the Italian people began to feel some joy.  When the Mafia, acting as the running dogs and executioners, were legally executed, the Italian people began to feel that perhaps these outsiders could bring true justice.
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On October 19, 1944, Mussolini walked into the Fascist headquarters. Unlike before, the members of the Grand Council of Fascism—notoriously unpunctual—had all arrived earlier than Mussolini. Consequently, the Grand Council session actually convened on time.  Seeing that the crisis had finally made these fellows nervous, Mussolini stepped onto the podium with a measure of satisfaction and delivered a speech on "carrying the war through to the end."  "...As descendants of Caesar, Italy must never surrender to the yellow race!" Mussolini concluded the first segment of his speech in a sonorous and powerful voice.  As soon as he finished, Dino Grandi, a veteran of the Fascist Party, shouted, "Two thousand years ago, Italy was trading with the Great Qin! Back then, Caesar had no intention of going to war with China!"  Mussolini was stunned by these words. The Fascist council members broke into applause for Grandi’s view, and many even hissed at Mussolini.  Witnessing this, Mussolini knew things had gone awry, yet he insisted on finishing his speech about fighting to the end.  Immediately after the speech concluded, Grandi stood up and shouted, "The war has reached this point precisely because Mussolini's dictatorship has led to Italy's defeat! we must hold him accountable for this responsibility!"  Most of the Fascist council members expressed their stance with applause. Seeing this, Mussolini finally realized that his opponents had come prepared. Finding himself trapped in a snare set by his rivals, Mussolini immediately shouted, "I demand a recess! A recess immediately!"  Grandi sneered, "Heh, whether to recess shall be decided by a show of hands from the council members!"  The attending members immediately began to vote: twenty against a recess, eight in favor. Once the tally was finished, Grandi stared at Mussolini and barked, "According to the rules, the session continues! I now propose the motion to dismiss Mussolini from his position as Prime Minister!"  Mussolini knew the situation was beyond salvage and slumped into his seat. The voting proceeded regardless of his attitude, and in the end, Grandi's proposal passed with nineteen votes in favor, eight against, and one abstention.  Seeing these men actually dismiss him, Mussolini forced himself to stand and sneered at them, "As surrenderers, you people will be nailed to the pillar of historical shame!"  With that, Mussolini turned and left the Grand Council. Returning to his residence, he immediately contacted the King of Italy, requesting an audience the next day. In Mussolini's eyes, these spineless council members were merely cowards who had been frightened. To dismiss Mussolini required the King's consent. As long as the King did not agree, Mussolini remained the Prime Minister of Italy.  Soon, the King's side responded, agreeing to Mussolini's audience the following day. Mussolini tested the waters, asking, "Does His Majesty know about the farce in the council today?"  It was an aide-de-camp who answered from the King's side, his voice sounding very solemn over the telephone: "His Majesty has always placed great trust in the Prime Minister."  Having received such confirmation, Mussolini breathed a sigh of relief. He immediately sent a telegram to Hitler in Berlin, stating that Italy was willing to agree to the plan for the "Fortress Europe" (European Barrier).  Originally, when Germany proposed the Fortress Europe plan, Mussolini hadn't opposed it in principle, but he had objected to Germany's price. The Italian economy was in poor shape and could not bear the vast funds, manpower, and resources required by the plan.  Now, Mussolini still didn't want to pay, but if the Fortress Europe plan were executed, Germany would have to send troops. Once German forces reached Rome, Mussolini would no longer have to worry about those cowardly oppositionists.  The next morning, Mussolini headed to the Royal Palace early. The King of Italy was Victor Emmanuel III. Upon seeing Mussolini, Victor Emmanuel III spoke first: "Mussolini, according to the motion submitted by the Council, you have been dismissed!"  Mussolini was shocked, but Victor Emmanuel III gave him no chance. He looked at the Captain of the Guard, who immediately waved his arm. A group of Carabinieri rushed out from the surroundings of the audience hall, surrounding Mussolini.  Faced with this situation, Mussolini thought of the Praetorian Guards in various palace coups throughout ancient Italian history. He had planted many informants in the King's guard, thinking he could avoid personal safety issues when meeting the King. He hadn't expected that the role of the Praetorian Guard this time would be played not by the Royal Guard, but by the Carabinieri.  The Carabinieri did not mistreat Mussolini. The leading captain even gave Mussolini a salute: "Duce, since His Majesty the King has made his decision, please leave with us."  Mussolini had intended to say some harsh words, but in front of so many people, he decided to maintain his dignity. Without bidding the King farewell, he turned and left. This leader of the Italian Fascist Party, who had seized power in 1922 and become Prime Minister, was finally driven from power after twenty-two years of rule.  King Victor Emmanuel III appeared very calm while dismissing Mussolini. But after Mussolini was led out, an uneasy expression finally surfaced on his face.  The reason for dismissing Mussolini was that Victor Emmanuel III was certain that Europe could not win the war. Furthermore, France had already chosen to leave the Allies, and Spain was not only entirely occupied by the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) but had also begun a comprehensive revolution under the guidance of WPLA personnel.  If Mussolini wasn't removed now, Italy would have no way to conduct peace talks with China. But the question was how Italy, after removing Mussolini, could successfully complete negotiations with China—and how to handle those Fascist military units during the process.  While King Victor Emmanuel III was agonizing over these issues and convening Italy's current elite for discussion, a large number of Sicilian-born Italian prisoners of war had already gathered at the port of Tunis in North Africa.  The WPLA personnel who had entered Sicily for liberation work included a large number of Italian citizens. Therefore, after taking Sicily, they quickly took over the government and conducted a thorough cleaning of the island based on the local government's household registration archives.  Currently, the validated and revised Sicilian household registration data in the WPLA's hands covered 99% of the local population. These Sicilian prisoners, brought to Tunis—not far from Sicily—had all undergone political screening to ensure they were officers and soldiers from ordinary Sicilian working-class backgrounds.  "Pratini."  "Present."  "State your place of origin."  "My home is..."  Tens of thousands of prisoners were lined up in over a hundred columns. There were many in the WPLA who understood Italian; China's foreign language academies had educated and trained hundreds of thousands of personnel over the years who knew the languages of most industrial nations in the world, and they supplemented the shortage of manpower.  After inquiry and verification, the first batch of 3,000 qualified Sicilian local prisoners boarded the ships. These prisoners were initially somewhat worried; they didn't believe the words of these "Chinese military lords." Not only were they, as prisoners, being allowed to go home, but their families had supposedly been allocated land.  But the 300-kilometer voyage was not long. As the sun slanted westward, the silhouette of the port of Palermo appeared before these ordinary Sicilians. Under the fiery red sunset, Palermo looked peaceful and graceful. But these Sicilians did not think so.  When they had left, the one lording it over Palermo was a Governor even more fierce than the Mafia. Although this Governor also pocketed some money, he was exceptionally brutal toward the Italian Mafia. Many families had been suppressed by the Governor's iron fist and bloody methods, so although the Sicilian people lived a hard life, it was at least relatively quiet.  The ship docked. Far off in the port, the lights were bright, and squads of Black soldiers were setting up cordons, which were crowded with people. This made many Sicilian prisoners feel that perhaps something major had happened.  But as they were escorted by the African units toward those people, the Sicilian prisoner at the very front suddenly cried out, "Mama! Why are you there?!"  This shout startled the surrounding Sicilian soldiers. However, during these past few days, those disobedient Italian prisoners had been dealt with quite harshly by the African camp administrators. Even though they were shocked in their hearts, the Italian prisoners maintained at least basic order.  Then, the people from both sides finally drew close. It turned out that the crowds far off on the pier were the relatives of these prisoners. Thus, dozens of tables were set up in the middle of the isolation lines between the two sides.  The prisoners' side shouted for parents, brothers, and sisters. The people on the opposite side called out the names of relatives they had originally thought dead in the war.  When the clerical staff completed the verification and signatures, the relatives were taken to a temporary camp for residence. The Sicilian local autonomous government established by the WPLA provided simple food and accommodation. After these relatives reunited, they ate this simple food, crying, laughing, and talking about everything since their separation. The camp did not quiet down until late at night.  The next day, these families crowded onto packed trucks and headed toward their hometowns. To solidify its influence, the trucks insisted on delivering all the Sicilian people right to their doorsteps. From a cold political calculation, since the military's trucks could deliver these prisoners to their doorsteps, they could also bring soldiers to these people's doors to handle these families by various means.  Other residents in the villages looked on in amazement as these reunited families climbed down from the trucks, their eyes filled with envy. It was unclear whether they envied these families for their reunion or for being able to ride in such motor vehicles as trucks.  Many small children, ignoring their elders' restraint, ran up to the side of the trucks, patting the wheels that were as tall as they were, or trying to climb up. Some bold little mischief-makers even wanted to climb into the trucks.  The drivers opened their doors and got down, taking out small bags of candy prepared in the driver's cabs to distribute to the children. With China's construction over the years and the liberation of Southeast Asia, China's supply of cane sugar was fully met. These candies were high-quality hard candies that would be considered top-tier in Europe. After eating a piece, the children all broke into smiles.  Of course, there were also some unruly boys who tried to snatch others' candy, only to be ruthlessly disciplined by the drivers.  On the first day, 3,000 prisoners were released, and the speed of release thereafter became much faster. In four days, over 60,000 Sicilian prisoners were released and returned home.  Just as they had heard, not only had they survived the war where life and death were uncertain, but upon returning home, they found that their families had received land confiscated from the lords and the Mafia. What shocked them further was that a brand-new order had been established in Sicily, where all forces and individuals who disrupted production suffered punishments, including the death penalty.  Public resources such as water sources and roads, which had once been monopolized, were all nationalized. Although the people still had to pay a fee when using them, the amount was on a completely different scale from before; this money was truly used only to maintain the public resources and pay the salaries of the national management personnel.  These public expenditures were all formulated under the supervision of the People's Representative Assembly. Even if the current Sicilian people did not dare to question anything, they at least possessed the right to be informed.  In addition to this, every day a large number of Italians with northern accents arrived in the villages. They worked while learning alongside the political cadres of the WPLA.  Some more social Sicilians spoke with these northerners and learned that they were members of the Italian Communist Party or other left-wing parties. They had come to Sicily to learn revolutionary experience, as well as experience in mobilizing the masses and conducting administrative operations. Once all of Italy was liberated, these Communist and left-wing personnel would return to the Italian Peninsula to carry out a comprehensive revolution across the whole of Italy.  The Sicilians didn't entirely believe this talk, but they had seen how the Italian members of the WPLA, leading Black, White, and Chinese soldiers, had swiftly occupied Sicily and used unprecedentedly bloody methods to round up the officials, nobles, landlords, capitalists, and Mafia who had once plagued the Sicilian people, hanging them from utility poles, trees, and in front of their mansions.  The Sicilians might not have understood revolution very well—since the last Sicilian uprising was back in 1872—but they understood violence very well, especially this kind of all-sweeping violence. When violence, like a violent storm, swept away that group of once high-and-mighty, vicious people, the people who had once been suppressed so hard they could barely breathe could finally straighten their chests, and while breathing deeply, they could also let out their own cheers and curses!  The changes in Italy quickly reached Britain. Not just Italy—the WPLA had also landed in Greece. In Greece, those guiding the WPLA were the Greek people among them. Once the WPLA entered Greece, local Communists and leftists responded in succession.  According to intelligence obtained by Britain, the WPLA immediately gathered these "Greek traitors" and began training them. The training included not only military training but also political training. Greece and Sicily were both similar agricultural societies; by the standards of Britain and China, they were far from reaching the level of industrial societies.  This training was very suitable for these non-industrialized countries, involving nothing more than thorough land revolution and relentless strikes against all forces and personnel that hindered the normal operation of society. "Tyrants" of water, roads, and ships, along with the feudal forces they relied on, were all targets of the strikes.  Although they felt the all-sweeping power of the revolutionary storm, the British government was powerless at this time. Decades ago, the British government could still arrange its own people to be the King of Greece; now, Britain couldn't even leave the British Isles.  To guard against the revolutionary armies attacking Britain from the sea, the British government conscripted a large number of civilians to begin building defensive fortifications along the coast. Fortunately, Britain had been able to formulate clear policies for four hundred years, and under these clear and distinct policies, the British government could afford not to act like human beings for four hundred years, giving no way out for the "poor ghosts." They either worked to death in factories or went to overseas colonies to plunder and kill.  The British "docile subjects" created by four hundred years of unswerving policy were quite obedient, especially after the previous round of starvation that had seen people die of hunger. The British subjects became even more submissive. If the government provided food, they would obediently go to build fortifications.  By October 28, a defensive line hundreds of kilometers long had been completed along the coast of Britain facing Belgium and France. After the civilians who built the line left, hundreds of thousands of troops entered the fortifications to begin preparing for anti-landing operations.  On October 29, the Chinese landing forces did not appear, but bomber formations escorted by jet fighters arrived. What fell from the sky this time were not ordinary bombs, but thermobaric bombs.  These thermobaric bombs had been fully verified and upgraded during the island-hopping battles in the Pacific. The fortifications guarded by hundreds of thousands of British troops could indeed cause trouble for sea-landing forces, but they were utterly useless against thermobaric bombs. As thousands of thermobaric bombs covered these fortifications, over 300,000 British soldiers died in a single day.  British Prime Minister Churchill received the news the next day: the British troops guarding the coastline were retreating toward the cities under the leadership of their officers. London was the target for most of the retreating troops.  Churchill was initially shocked that the British army could be so undisciplined, but upon hearing the news that 300,000 British troops had died in one day, and confirming that these bombs were the "gas bombs" that had once been so famous in the Pacific War, Churchill’s face turned ashen, and he asked his secretary to leave first.  Sitting in his chair for a long while, Churchill pulled open a secret compartment in his drawer. Inside was a pistol, with a box of ammunition placed next to it. Churchill picked up the pistol, feeling the weight in his hand, and fine beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. Even in the early winter of late October, Churchill couldn't help but tremble all over from the terrifying feeling of suicide.  But Churchill considered himself a man of dignity. Two days ago, he had met with the Spanish ruler, Franco. Franco had once given Churchill the impression of being as arrogant and poised as a rooster. But the Franco before him was already as dejected as a defeated cock, his whole being withered.  Furthermore, Franco had not proposed any plan to counterattack Spain and regain power; he merely requested to go to Germany. Hearing this made Churchill feel a sense of sorrow. Currently, Chinese submarines had begun patrolling beneath the surface of the North Atlantic; while engaging Allied submarines, they also cut off the North Atlantic shipping lanes. With Britain about to be attacked, the only countries Franco could go to were Germany and the United States. And Franco chose Germany, which had once helped him.  Churchill, however, hadn't decided where he would go once China occupied Britain. Theoretically, the United States was the best choice. But Churchill, as the British Prime Minister, was unwilling to end his life in a foreign land as a fugitive.  Moreover, could the United States truly survive the global storm stirred up by China? Churchill wasn't that confident. According to intelligence from the US, over the past few months, China and the US had engaged in brutal air battles along the borders, and the US Air Force had finally been exhausted. The Chinese Air Force then carried out saturation bombing of the Great Lakes region and the New York area. Although the US Northwest industrial zone, of which they were so proud, had not yet been wiped from the face of the earth, it had been bombed beyond recognition.  The industrial zones on the US West Coast were also basically completely destroyed by now, and the Great Lakes region could no longer maintain production. American industrial production, which had once looked down upon the world, had suffered a tragic blow. While the current United States was not quite an agricultural country, China's industrial capacity was undoubtedly overwhelmingly superior to that of the Allies.  Churchill believed that if he fled to the US only to be captured by the Chinese army as they fought their way into the country, it would be a colossal joke. It would be better to end his own life decisively before the Chinese army broke into 10 Downing Street.  But thinking that suicide might be very painful, Churchill put away the pistol and summoned his personal physician, inquiring about what kind of poison could be fatal in a short time.  The personal physician showed a look of sympathy after hearing Churchill's inquiry, but he did not stop him. Instead, he calmly described potassium cyanide and several other drugs and chemicals that could take effect quickly.  After listening, Churchill felt he had mastered the method of suicide and asked the doctor to procure those drugs.  However, just as the doctor left, the telephone rang. Churchill didn't really want to answer, as the telephone only brought bad news. But his self-respect made him pick up the phone regardless. The person on the other end said, "Sir, this is the Aide-de-Camp. His Majesty wishes to see you."  *Am I to be dismissed?* Thinking of such a possibility, Churchill’s heart suddenly filled with joy.
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Inside the magnificent halls of Buckingham Palace, Winston Churchill met with the reigning King of the United Kingdom, George VI. To Churchill’s surprise, the King did not even inquire about the three hundred thousand British soldiers killed on the beaches. This rendered Churchill’s prepared remarks entirely redundant.  Since the King didn't ask, Churchill inferred there must be something more important at hand. Britain was a nation that could endure significant loss of life, provided those deaths were deemed "valuable." By now, Britain had seen over seven million of its people killed or captured in combat, with millions more missing or dead from non-combat causes. Three hundred thousand was a drop in the bucket compared to that.  From Churchill's perspective, the death of those three hundred thousand proved one thing: Britain's conventional defenses were utterly incapable of protecting against China’s specialized bombardment. Even though Chinese troops had not yet landed on British soil, the prospect of street-to-street fighting—exchanging lives for time—had lost its value.  As expected, King George VI's eyes were rimmed with red. He spoke with a mix of grief and indignation: "I have contacted the American President to demand that the United States fulfill its promised military aid. President Wallace stated that he is currently unable to convince Congress. Therefore, I have decided to send the Queen and the Princes to the United States to lobby Congress personally. Only with American aid can we save Britain from its current predicament."  Churchill's heart sank. He knew His Majesty was making arrangements for the end. China had consistently used the "liquidation of colonial crimes" as its justification for the war. As the world's once-greatest colonial power, Britain’s "crimes" were numerous indeed. The fact that the King wasn't even considering surrender negotiations with China showed that he, too, had reached a state of despair.  Moreover, Churchill noticed that the King had no intention of dismissing him as Prime Minister. This meant Churchill had no way to escape his responsibilities. There were three ways for a British Prime Minister to leave office: losing an election, resigning, or being dismissed by the Monarch. With the King preparing to flee to America and the Labour Party not yet calling for a general election, two of those paths were blocked. Only the path of voluntary resignation remained for Churchill.  Finally, Churchill asked, "Your Majesty, whom have you chosen as your traveling party?"  "Some from the House of Lords wish to accompany us," George VI replied. After a pause, he asked, "Does the Prime Minister wish to go as well?"  Churchill certainly wanted to, but a sense of indescribable desolation made him shake his head. "Your Majesty, I shall defend Britain unto death."  In this solemn atmosphere, the King's previously stern expression suddenly wavered. The monarch hesitated before asking, "Is there truly no channel left to negotiate with China?"  Hearing this, a surge of fury rushed through Churchill's chest. He tried his best to speak calmly to the wavering King: "Your Majesty, among our enemies are millions of Black soldiers. During Britain's history of the slave trade, tens of millions of slaves were thrown into the sea to drown. How do you intend to negotiate with them?  Regarding our invasion of China, how do you intend to negotiate with the future victors?  The great era of Britain was built upon a pedestal made from the bones of hundreds of millions. If you were to pull even the smallest bone from that foundation, the entire pedestal would collapse. Your Majesty, do you truly wish to completely negate Britain’s greatness?"  George VI looked as if he had been struck. He was pained at first, then soon became resigned. After a long silence, he sighed, "I never personally ordered the killing of people in the colonies..."  Churchill had spoken those words largely to bolster his own spirit. Hearing George VI attempt to distance himself from the reality of their situation made his anger flare up again. So, the bad deeds were to be borne by British civil servants and political parties, while the Royal Family kept the good name?  In the past, Churchill would have maintained their mutual decorum. Now, he felt no reason to coddle the King. He replied immediately: "Your Majesty, as far as I am aware, during your reign alone, the British government has killed between six hundred thousand and 1.3 million people in the colonies. Had China not launched this war, that number would likely have reached two million. As the master of Britain, you may claim you did not know, but those deaths are very real."  George VI's face twisted as if he had been lashed—anger and resentment mingled on his features. But he did not give Churchill the satisfaction of a response. He stood up abruptly and said unpleasantly, "Today's meeting is over."  With that, he turned and left, leaving the Prime Minister—who had failed to lose his job—standing alone in the hall.  On November 1st, China began dropping massive quantities of leaflets over British industrial cities such as Manchester and Birmingham. As the leaflets fluttered to the ground, the British public rushed to pick them up. They found that the leaflets were not calls for surrender, but rather demands for residents to evacuate immediately to avoid unnecessary loss of life.  The bombardment was scheduled for November 5th. The British government didn't even bother to issue global telegrams condemning China's "humanitarian atrocities" of large-scale urban bombing. To the British government's surprise, Nazi Germany proactively inquired if Britain needed assistance.  Finding a "sucker" in their hour of desperation, the British government replied readily: "If the German government can provide anti-aircraft assistance for these cities, the British government would be most welcome."  In Germany, "Anglophilia" was a tradition, largely because the British monarch was of German descent. Furthermore, Germany had always believed Britain possessed the world's most advanced shipbuilding technology and held the British Navy in high esteem.  Seeing an opportunity to do Britain a favor, Nazi Germany immediately redeployed two anti-aircraft battalions from its coastal defense system to Britain.  The British government mobilized its maximum transport capacity to send the two German battalions to Manchester. The Germans used vehicle-mounted 88mm cannons. Known as the "anti-everything gun," this superb weapon was originally built for anti-aircraft use. On the Eastern Front, the German army had fully exploited its potential by mounting it on vehicles to give it high mobility—a significant innovation.  The two anti-aircraft battalions entered Manchester on the night of November 3rd, finding the city empty. The German troops had already fought the World People's Liberation Army in North Africa and knew that China would eventually enter Germany. Thus, these two battalions were filled with the courage to fight.  On November 4th, within the deserted city of Manchester, the two German battalions had ample space to set up their positions. In their spare time, following European military tradition, the German soldiers entered the empty British apartments to scavenge.  To their disappointment, the fleeing British families had taken all their valuables. There was nothing of worth to be found. In the end, the German soldiers took random trinkets as souvenirs, adhering to the thief's code of never leaving empty-handed.  The German soldiers also discovered there was no food in British homes. Even when they occasionally found a scrap, it was of poor quality and tasted terrible. Colonel Schmidt, the commander of the two battalions, recalled the end of the First World War when Germany launched the "Kaiser's Offensive." The German army had pushed back hundreds of thousands of British troops and found that the British front lines still had meat and alcohol. The food the Germans had then was remarkably similar to what they were finding now in the homes of British civilians: nutritionally poor, foul-tasting, and extremely scarce.  At 8:00 AM on the morning of November 5th, Chinese jet fighters flew over Manchester. The German guns opened fire, but it was clearly ineffective. Soon, leaflets began fluttering down again. The German soldiers picked them up and read: "At 10:00 AM British local time on November 5th, Manchester will be bombed. Residents who have not yet left the city are urged to do so immediately to avoid unnecessary casualties."  The German anti-aircraft crews felt the Chinese leaflets were overly arrogant, and many began cursing. However, Manchester was deathly silent, and the British military—who were only supposed to be there for liaison—were nowhere to be found. This made the two German battalions feel uneasy.  By 9:00 AM, the Germans tried to contact the British command by telephone, but no one answered. This made the German Colonel very suspicious. He had been an eighteen-year-old youth at the end of the First World War and had survived entirely on his instinct for danger.  Now, that intense sense of unease returned. The Colonel immediately ordered his subordinates to pack up their anti-aircraft guns and move toward the outskirts. Disassembling the guns took time; by the time the unit was ready to move, it was already 9:45 AM.  As they drove toward the city limits, they saw neither British civilians nor British soldiers. The entire city felt like a massive cluster of tombs. The Colonel felt as though danger had materialized into something tangible, filling his heart and the air around him.  Just then, the low drone of bombers echoed from the sky. The Colonel decided to take cover first, ordering the convoy to pull over alongside the buildings. He picked up his binoculars and saw neat formations of Chinese Air Force bombers flying over in what seemed like an endless stream, at an altitude of approximately five kilometers.  "How arrogant!" the Colonel cursed. The maximum range of an 88mm gun was eight to ten kilometers. By dropping bombs from five kilometers, the Chinese bomber formations were completely ignoring their anti-aircraft fire.  Then, the bombs fell like rain. The Colonel saw a mushroom cloud erupt in the street ahead. Then, the air warped, and a flood of fire surged down the empty streets. The windows on both sides of the street shattered, glass flying through the air before being completely consumed by the flames.  Naturally, the Colonel closed his eyes before the indescribable heat. He and the two German anti-aircraft battalions were swallowed by temperatures of several thousand degrees in just a few seconds. The Colonel and the German soldiers wanted to scream, but the moment they opened their mouths, the intense heat instantly scorched their throats, stripping them of the ability to cry out.  Worse still, they remained alive in this agony for a dozen seconds, experiencing the taste of a living hell. Only when their uniforms and flesh began to burn together in the high heat did they finally find release in death.  After the shockwaves and flames from thousands of thermobaric bombs passed, the entire city of Manchester was ablaze. Cameras mounted on the Chinese bombers recorded everything, providing valuable research data.  Meanwhile, in the General Staff Headquarters in Beijing, several staff officers at the general rank were engaged in a discussion titled "The Utility of Nuclear Weapons and the Humanitarian Necessity of Promoting the Nuclear Winter Theory."  Major General Hong Wei, Deputy Director of the Operations Department of the General Staff, said, "Gentlemen, shockwaves and high heat are the primary damage effects. The radiation zones caused by nuclear weapons are extremely detrimental to the logistics and supply lines required for our troops to continue fighting. Therefore, I agree with the Chairman's view: nuclear weapons possess their greatest deterrent power while they are still on the launchpads!"  These generals had all participated in the assessment of nuclear weapon tests, so no one opposed Hong Wei's view. Major General Li Hongjun sighed, "Military technology has developed to its current level, even nuclear weapons have emerged, yet the most effective means are not much different from the way the Romans salted the earth at Carthage two thousand years ago. I don't know if one should call it a tragedy."  Such an expression was quite lyrical. However, compared to the hollow logic of later sentimental writings, Major General Li Hongjun's lament was truly compassionate—the kind of reflection only soldiers who had traversed battlefields could have, and a luxury only soldiers in a position of absolute superiority could afford.  Lieutenant General Hong Wei nodded. "But I believe there is a necessity to use nuclear weapons. Only by demonstrating this strategic strike capability can we ensure that for a considerable period in the future, there is sufficient awe regarding global war. The conceptual frameworks constructed by human society are the strongest breakwaters; without such imagination, peace cannot be supported. History proves that once these ideological structures of human society are deconstructed and dismissed as nonsense, war will inevitably break out."  In the hallway, Li Runshi happened to be passing by and stopped when he heard the officers' discussion. Another officer inside said, "But the radical changes in human society will inevitably lead to the breakout of war. As the saying goes, 'Even if a country is large, it will perish if it loves war; but even if there is peace, it will be in danger if it forgets war.' Yet in the industrial age, the manifestations of social crisis are vastly different. I believe even the worst life in an industrial age is far better than that in an agricultural society.  So, will this fundamental improvement in living standards lead to the cost of war being so high that starting a war becomes worthless? Will it lead to a situation where there is conflict between nations, but war never breaks out?"  Li Runshi appreciated this line of thinking. However, other comrades in the room laughed and said, "Don't speak so circuitously. Be more direct."  The officer explained, "To put it simply, if everyone has shoes to wear, will that greatly reduce the probability of war? Industrial wealth is built upon an industrial lifestyle, and war only destroys that lifestyle. Even if you defeat the opponent, the wealth you can plunder is simply not enough to compensate for the cost of the war. This makes a war intended to completely defeat an opponent utterly worthless."  When the discussion reached this level of depth, the people in the room could not reach a conclusion. After all, no one had the ability to calculate the forces and interests of a world where everyone had entered the industrial age. The scale of the question had become an obstacle to the discussion.  Hearing this, Li Runshi continued walking. Even Li Runshi could not be certain how the world order established by China would change the world. He was only certain that the future China must establish a new world that opposed war. The analysis provided by these soldiers from their own perspective suggested that the path of opposing war was likely the correct direction.  Of course, Li Runshi always advocated for struggle. Conflict between nations was the manifestation of struggle, and he did not believe for a moment that the future world could eliminate conflict. He simply hoped the world would never again break out into war.  To end the war, the Chinese Air Force was carrying out devastating bombings of British industrial cities. Simultaneously, over the island of Ireland, it was a rare clear day. In the azure sky, one white parachute after another opened, slowly descending.  The World People's Liberation Army had made a risky decision: to conduct an airborne landing in Ireland. While British cities were being dealt devastating blows, they would turn Ireland into China's bridgehead.  The soldiers who landed immediately unhooked their parachute lines. Irish Republican Army members waiting nearby approached with agreed-upon flags. When they met, they heard pure Irish accents from the mouths of the WPLA paratroopers: "Comrades, we are back. The doomsday of the British devils has arrived!"
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Only a few months prior, Valle and his comrades were merely green recruits fresh from their studies in China. Now, that youthful naivety had vanished, replaced by a profound steadiness. When Valle spoke, the experience of crossing through fire had transformed external pressure into an internal focus.  "The British are currently employing the 'Iron Chain and Cage' tactic against Ireland," Valle explained. "They use railways and roads as the bars of the cage, and towns as the iron locks. They’ve constructed a vast number of blockhouses across the country to interdict the Revolutionary Army’s communications..."  In another timeline, this sounded remarkably like the Japanese tactics used in North China during the War of Resistance. In reality, these methods had been pioneered by the British during the Boer War in South Africa.  After describing the current situation, Valle fell silent, waiting for the paratrooper commander to speak. The commander was a company-level officer—specifically, a company political instructor within the Chinese National Defense Force. He sensed that the young man in his early twenties before him already possessed the essential quality of an officer: the ability to form opinions based on enemy intelligence rather than personal expectations.  "Comrade Valle, where do you believe the best direction for our next operation is?" the instructor asked.  Valle immediately produced a map. It was clearly captured from the British, bearing their military cartographic symbols. He pointed to two key points. "These are several large fortifications built using forced Irish labor. If we break this 'link' in the chain, the base areas here, here, and here can be unified into a single territory."  The instructor nodded but remained silent. He took another look at the young commander, noting the large scar on the right side of his forehead. Valle had been lucky; had the bullet strayed a fraction of an inch to the left, it wouldn't have just grazed him—it would have fractured his skull.  The other young revolutionaries around Valle were less mature, but they clearly looked to him as their leader. This meant Valle had already secured the leadership of the Irish youth revolutionary movement.  Shifting his focus to the map, the instructor studied it for a moment, finding Valle’s assessment reasonable. However, he tapped a spot closer to the coast. "Can we break through here?"  Valle nodded. "We could. But the Northern Irish units dispatched by the British have blockaded the ports. Rather than entangling ourselves with them, it is better to first liberate central Ireland and sever the roads. This will allow the people in various villages and towns to interact, reducing war casualties. The British blockade is currently causing heavy losses among our comrades."  Hearing this, the instructor felt Valle acted more like a political commissar. In the Chinese National Defense Force, commissars were expected to understand combat while prioritizing political factors like morale and public sentiment.  Agreement was reached quickly. Before dusk, the mixed force reached their objective. Seeing the blockhouses in the sunset, the paratroopers felt a sense of relief. By Chinese standards, a blockhouse was a reinforced military structure capable of withstanding heavy artillery. The British versions in Ireland were 5-to-7-meter-tall brick-and-stone constructions—by Chinese standards, they were quite perfunctory.  However, the Irish Republican Army possessed only light weapons, mostly obsolete rifles. The British blockhouses were perfectly capable of withstanding those.  Among the current units of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), paratroopers were classified as standard light infantry. Consequently, they mimicked the Chinese organizational structure, carrying as many weapons and as much ammunition as possible by hand. The paratroopers quickly assembled their standard 60mm mortars, setting the bipods into a flat-fire configuration.  In most cases, mortars are high-angle fire weapons. When used against vertical barriers, much of the kinetic energy from the propellant gas is wasted, making them ineffective at breaching. To counter this, China had developed a flat-fire mount to increase the mortars' destructive power against fortifications.  These designs proved their worth in Ireland. After just three rounds, several holes were blasted into the lowest level of the British blockhouse. The Northern Irish troops inside let out a chorus of cries and immediately switched on their searchlights, sweeping the ground with brilliant beams in an attempt to locate the attackers.  While the rate of fire dropped during flat-fire, the well-trained paratroopers could still manage five rounds per minute. Before the British could lock onto them, the paratroopers fired another six rounds, all hitting their mark.  The base of the blockhouse was now a ruin, unable to support the weight above. With a grinding roar, the upper structure tilted and snapped at the joint. It crashed to the ground with a thunderous boom.  Having lost their high-ground advantage, the British position was charged by the IRA led by Valle, following the plan they had discussed on the road.  In China, middle school students began drill training, and high schoolers underwent formal military training. At the university level, military training was closely integrated with physical education. For the foreign students in the Law Department of the Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law, where Valle and his peers studied, military training was a core requirement.  Valle and his comrades possessed the knowledge to command an infantry operation. Furthermore, their opponents were Northern Irish auxiliaries, not regular British troops. Due to the pressures of the war in the British mainland, the best officers and men had been withdrawn; the Northern Irish units assigned to suppression duties in Ireland were second-rate troops.  The paratrooper instructor organized his men to provide fire support while remaining ready to take over the assault. However, once Valle and his core group were armed with the familiar Chinese Type 81 assault rifles, they were able to exert their full combat potential, completely suppressing the Northern Irish automatic fire positions.  Yet, the other IRA soldiers fighting alongside Valle were of a different caliber; it was obvious they were not accustomed to formal, regular warfare. The instructor, a graduate of the Baoding Military Academy’s infantry program who had later transferred to the airborne, noted that if the Northern Irish troops had been even slightly more competent, Valle’s group would have suffered heavily.  Nevertheless, Valle was a graduate of a Chinese school, while his opponents were a unit that struggled even with machine-gun placement. In this clash of "rookies," the ones trained by China were clearly superior.  Seeing Valle’s group finally breach the defensive line and begin a decisive sweep, the instructor had a different thought. Perhaps the Northern Irish troops were even weaker than he’d imagined; having grown accustomed to a blockhouse-centric combat model over the last few months, they were completely exposed once the blockhouses were gone.  Of course, this was just a hypothesis. Once Valle’s group finished the cleanup, the instructor immediately led the combined force toward the next blockhouse.  The unit, guided by Valle, needed to pass through a village. By Chinese training standards, it was best to avoid villages during wartime. Valle, however, insisted on passing through.  As they entered, several figures emerged from the village entrance. Though it was dark, they rushed forward to greet Valle. "Brother Valle, you said you were coming, and you really did!"  Valle shook hands and hugged them warmly, speaking in an encouraging voice: "The blockhouse at Smith Village has been taken. Now we're going to take the one at Wood Village."  The instructor found the names interesting. Smith Village likely meant "Blacksmith's Village," and Wood Village spoke for itself. Based on the names, it seemed logical for the British to establish blockhouses there.  The villagers were excited. "Take us with you to Wood Village! The British dogs there killed several of our people. Brother Valle, you have to take us to get revenge!"  The villagers didn't just talk; they quickly brought out two old horses and hitched them to a cart. The paratroopers placed the cart in the middle of their formation, loading it with heavy gear like mortars and rocket launchers to conserve their strength.  The term "light" in light infantry referred to their ability to carry only light fire support. Heavy infantry required significant transport for their equipment. Before the advent of motor vehicles, heavy infantry relied on mules and horses to maintain their march and preserve the soldiers' stamina.  After two hours of marching, the Wood Village blockhouse came into view. Its searchlight was frantically sweeping the area, indicating they had likely received word of the previous attack.  The paratroopers performed exceptionally well against a fortification that could be handled by 60mm mortars. Their camouflage uniforms were specifically designed for Ireland's rainy and humid climate. Beyond being water-resistant, the pattern was highly synchronized with the environment, featuring enhanced black sections.  In a rainy, humid region like Ireland, grass grows lushly. The low temperatures mean that dead grass doesn't decompose quickly; instead, it gradually turns into peat while soaked in water. Many Irish rivers appear black, not because of high industrial pollution—the British would never allow Ireland to industrialize—but because the black peat soil particles are washed into the water.  Valle didn't quite understand the science, but he watched as the paratroopers crawled forward on their bellies, dragging their 60mm mortars. When the distance was fifty meters, Valle could still see them. Once it exceeded a hundred meters and the paratroopers stopped moving, Valle could hardly distinguish their silhouettes. Even when the searchlight swept over them, Valle found it difficult to tell the camouflage from the ground.  Twenty minutes passed before shells suddenly hammered the British blockhouse. It was destroyed in short order. Valle told the villagers to wait while he led the charge.  To Valle's surprise, the paratroopers didn't just watch this time. Immediately after destroying the blockhouse, they joined the assault. The paratroopers included Chinese, whites, and blacks, but Valle couldn't distinguish any difference in their combat effectiveness based on race.  The battle lasted only ten minutes. A position that Valle estimated would take at least half an hour to clear was resolved almost instantly.  Before Valle could even secure the area, the vengeful villagers rushed forward with wooden clubs. When the British had forced them to build the blockhouse, they had been beaten and kicked daily. Once completed, the British forbade them from passing nearby, killing and wounding several locals in the process. This was a centuries-old British tradition: the British military would not tolerate being offended.  The Irish were a fierce people with a tradition of "white blade in, red blade out." Since the British military hadn't allowed the villagers to live, the villagers saw no reason to let the British soldiers live now that they were defeated.  Valle hurried to intervene. He understood the Irish temperament, but he also understood Chinese military discipline. For the Chinese, the mistreatment or execution of prisoners was a serious crime.  Ultimately, the villagers didn't kill them. Besides their respect for regular military authority, they believed Valle’s promise. Valle repeatedly guaranteed that there would be public trials for the prisoners, and any British soldier involved in the killing of Irish villagers would certainly be executed to give the people justice.  Under the cover of night, Valle led the exhausted unit several kilometers to another village. Even in the dead of night, once the locals confirmed it was Valle, they welcomed them warmly.  When they learned that Valle’s group had already taken two blockhouses and brought British prisoners, the villagers became ecstatic, howling about "nailing the British to the trees!"  The instructor watched as Valle spent a long time earnestly persuading the villagers to abandon the idea. Once the villagers left to hitch up more livestock, the instructor asked, "What kind of tradition is 'nailing to the trees'?"  Valle whispered in Chinese: "It involves tying someone to a tree, slicing their belly open, pulling out their intestines to wrap around the tree, and then nailing the intestines to the wood. Apparently, it was a Viking tradition. When an old chief was ready to step down, he would do this to himself to prove he was brave enough, thereby securing his son's right to succeed him. In Ireland, it became a form of retributive punishment used against enemies with whom there is a blood feud."  The instructor, who had fought in Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and Africa, was well-traveled. Hearing of such a cruel method was an eye-opening experience.  By then, the livestock were ready: an old horse and a mule joined the two horses from the previous village to handle logistics. To conserve energy, Valle offered the carts to the paratroopers. The instructor felt his men could still march and insisted that Valle’s exhausted subordinates take the carts instead.  Valle didn't refuse. His unit consisted of IRA regulars and Irish citizens who had joined the revolution after being moved by its principles. Though they had received training, they couldn't compare to regular troops. After two battles within twelve hours, their physical and mental strength was at its limit. Allowing them to ride would help maintain the combined unit’s overall combat effectiveness.  At dawn, the third blockhouse was taken. Valle ordered the men to rest while he went to contact two more villages. He hadn't returned by daybreak.  The instructor used his radio to contact the base in Spain, requesting an aerial supply drop. While paratroopers were elite, they were still light infantry. No matter how strong their bodies were, they were human, and they could only carry so much ammunition and equipment.  In the telegram, the instructor highlighted that he now possessed four carts and requested two tons of equipment and ammunition.  A reply came quickly: the drop would arrive in fifty minutes.  This meant the supply plane was likely already in the air. Indeed, after spending forty-eight minutes setting up drop markers and three radio beacons spaced three kilometers apart, several J-9 advanced trainers arrived.  The J-9s flew low, at only about 500 meters. Three torpedo-shaped canisters were suspended under the wings and fuselage. They were released at 500 meters, their parachutes opening in the air. Even so, the outer shells were dented upon impact. Fortunately, the equipment inside was meticulously packed and undamaged.  Among the two tons of supplies were 600 mortar rounds. This was enough for the paratrooper company to handle significant combat. If their opponents remained these blockhouse garrisons, the instructor felt the coming battles would be relatively easy.  The resting paratroopers were jolted awake by gunfire. They scrambled up, only to see a large crowd gathered nearby, shots ringing out. By the time the instructor arrived, the last British prisoner had been executed. The surrounding Irish villagers were cheering, seemingly unbothered by witnessing the execution of over a hundred men.  The instructor found Valle and asked what had happened. Valle sighed helplessly. "The masses demanded a life for a life. There was nothing we could do." Lowering his voice, he added, "The comrades within the unit felt the same way."  Seeing the crowd in a state of cathartic relief, the instructor gained a deeper understanding of the legends surrounding Irish gangs. He also sensed the cultural gulf between China and European civilization.  Checking his watch, it was 10:00 AM. He looked at the sky; in a country like Ireland where it was clear only a fifth of the time, the sky was a dull gray, with occasional misty rain. The instructor pulled out a medicine bottle and asked Valle, "One pill per battle. Do you want one?"  "Pervitin?" Valle asked.  "Not exactly," the instructor shook his head, speaking solemnly. "I'm telling you, only one pill per battle, and at most twice a month. Any more and you'll definitely get addicted. If you don't take it, sleep on the cart. We have to keep attacking blockhouses all day today to prepare a safe zone for the next drop."  Valle rubbed his face. He felt like he could fall asleep instantly. Staying awake for twenty-four hours straight while marching and fighting was exhausting. Valle knew how severely China cracked down on drug trafficking, so the provision of battlefield stimulants—something usually forbidden—meant the upcoming combat would likely be even more intense.  The instructor didn't want to take them either. In Chinese education, using addictive stimulants was not only a crime but a moral failure. But this was the dilemma of light infantry’s limited sustained combat capability. Since the paratroopers were tasked with operating behind enemy lines, certain compromises had to be made.  Soon, their spirits bolstered by the drugs, the unit guarded their carts and continued their march through the Irish mud. There were many more locations to hit today.  As they left, the instructor looked back. The Irish villagers were digging pits to bury the bodies. Those not digging were tying crosses together with vines and sticks, preparing to mark the graves.  Looking at this display of respect for the dead, one would never imagine these were the same people who had just supported the execution of over a hundred men. But this was reality—just as the instructor had seen many things in the wider world that were diametrically opposed to life in China.  The instructor noted this in his heart, intending to include it in his memoirs after the war. Having traveled so far across the globe, he increasingly hoped to record these experiences, if only so his descendants would know what their ancestors had lived through.
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"...For hundreds of years, Britain has spread civilization to the entire world. Now, to defend that very civilization, Britain will never surrender. All forces will disperse into every village and town to fight to the end against the barbarians invading our land.  "My fellow countrymen, we shall fight the savage invaders in every village, every woods, every canal, and every building. Whether the opponent is Chinese, Black, or a shameful white traitor, we shall inevitably annihilate them and win the final victory."  At this point, Churchill paused. As a politician, he understood the power of cadence and emphasis. Most importantly, since those spineless cowards wanted him to take responsibility, as long as he remained in the Prime Minister's seat, he would wield the Prime Minister's power. Thinking of the reactions of those shameful, weak-willed men, Churchill felt a surge of grim satisfaction.  Taking a sip of water, Churchill continued: "My fellow countrymen, the British Cabinet and His Majesty the King will fight alongside you. There are only two possible outcomes to this war: either every Briton dies, or every invader is wiped out. There is no other possibility!"  Having finished his radio broadcast, Churchill looked at his pale-faced close friends and staff members and said easily, "Gentlemen, we must prepare for the upcoming battle. Go and make your preparations."  With that, Churchill puffed out his portly belly and leisurely left the broadcasting room, preparing to return to the Prime Minister's residence.  Recently, due to food shortages, many people had fled to the countryside to forage, leaving London exceptionally quiet. It was so quiet that the London fog, which once seemed eternal, had dissipated, revealing a cold sky.  Now, London was becoming crowded again. Some people from the bombed-out cities had fled back to the capital. Although they were all emaciated and jaundiced from hunger, Britain had harvested in October, so they weren't at the point of starving to death just yet.  The people on the streets had dull, glazed looks, appearing as if they could find no direction for the future. Churchill had already pointed the way: as long as everyone took up arms and waged war against the invaders, their blood would surely stain the soil of the British Isles red.  Back at 10 Downing Street, Churchill found one of his few remaining cigars in a hidden compartment in his office. As a veteran smoker, Churchill had purchased a large quantity of cigars before the outbreak of the war, ensuring a basic supply throughout these painful days and nights.  He used a cigar cutter to snip the end, then lifted it to his nose. He could feel that the few remaining cigars were starting to lose their flavor. If he didn't smoke them soon, they would become unpalatable. Just as he lit the cigar, he heard a great commotion outside 10 Downing Street—the sound of a significant number of troops on the move.  Churchill had only taken a few puffs when the noise grew louder. Before long, the office door was pushed open, and a Colonel led over a dozen soldiers, armed and ready, into the Prime Minister's office. The soldiers did not salute Churchill; instead, they leveled their rifles at him.  *Has it finally come?* Churchill felt a sense of relief. His hand did not tremble as he took another puff of his cigar and looked at the Colonel. He recognized the man; his name was Heidworth, an officer from a minor noble family.  "Colonel Heidworth, are you here to achieve historical fame by assassinating the Prime Minister?" Churchill asked.  This composure, coming from a man who was completely unarmed, momentarily allowed Churchill to dominate Colonel Heidworth in presence. However, Heidworth quickly regained his footing and said coldly, "Prime Minister, was your broadcast just now intended to force the entire British people to be buried with your policies?"  Faced with this accusation, Churchill found it laughable. He chuckled. "Hehe. Colonel Heidworth, who sent you? Have those cowards still not found the courage to dismiss me in Parliament, opting instead to seize power through assassination? If they resort to assassination, how will the next Prime Minister treat you when he takes office?"  Hearing Churchill's mockery, Colonel Heidworth realized Churchill had misunderstood his intent. He replied, "Prime Minister, you are mistaken. Those elitist dogs of Britain are currently facing a situation similar to yours. The revolutionaries believe that you elites can only bring more suffering and sacrifice to the British people. Only by getting rid of you can Britain be saved."  Churchill was surprised to hear that these men had not been incited to carry out a sudden assassination but were planning a purge of the British upper class. Alongside his surprise, he felt a certain sense of perverse pleasure. He had indeed heard rumors that some in the British Army wanted to resort to "extreme measures," but he hadn't expected them to actually dare to launch such an operation.  For some reason, Churchill's old journalistic instincts kicked in, and he asked, "Colonel, I do not care about my personal life or death. I am simply curious: how did you coordinate with these soldiers?"  Seeing Colonel Heidworth's look of bewilderment, Churchill added, "Colonel, if you believe that a few hundred men can launch a successful coup, I think that idea is perhaps too naive. Forgive my bluntness, but if you merely kill some of Britain's leaders without being able to unite the entire British Army, you will likely fail. Even if your raid succeeds and the Chinese army rapidly invades Britain to force a surrender, you will only go down in the history books as a traitor who invited the wolf into the house. I know you truly believe you are saving Britain, but future history books will not record it that way."  Colonel Heidworth's face turned somewhat pale because his line of thinking was exactly what Churchill had described. The unit he led had been stationed behind the coastal defense lines Britain had constructed, allowing them to escape the massive Chinese thermobaric bombings.  Afterward, a large number of British Army troops who were unwilling to die defending the coast retreated toward the London urban area. The chaos within the British headquarters allowed these units to begin communicating with one another. Through this contact, Colonel Heidworth discovered that far more soldiers than he had imagined wanted to kill the damned British Cabinet.  The war had reached a point where Britain had utterly failed, yet the British Cabinet insisted on continuing the fight. What had particularly triggered Colonel Heidworth occurred a few days ago: his unit had been assigned to port defense. Two large ships were docked at the harbor, both painted with Red Cross symbols to indicate they were non-military vessels.  The people boarding the ships were all wealthy and powerful, dressed in mink, silk, and other expensive materials. With the help of servants, they were loading large piles of luggage onto the ships. Some noblewomen were even leading expensive lapdogs; though the dogs were on leashes, they still walked with an arrogant gait.  The soldiers had been cursing the entire time. At a time like this, even dogs could board a ship and leave Britain, while the soldiers were expected to stay behind and die. They might as well rise up in rebellion!  "Prime Minister, we are here today to take you all to your deaths!" the Colonel shouted, his voice tinged with a mix of frustration and fury.
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Churchill did not feel terror because of the death threats uttered by Colonel Heidworth before him. Given Churchill's experience, if someone were going to kill, they would have acted long ago rather than wasting breath. The Colonel appeared to have much to say, likely because this action was a spontaneous outburst rather than a planned operation.  Earlier, Churchill hadn't had time to think deeply, but now, following this line of reasoning for a moment, he asked with a serious expression, "Colonel, you didn't encounter any resistance along the way, did you?"  Colonel Heidworth, after all, had been forged on the battlefield. Hearing this, he quickly arrived at a judgment similar to Churchill's. Before he could even ask, he saw Churchill already standing up. "Follow me. Those who want to conspire will be here very soon!"  As Churchill expected, as he led Colonel Heidworth and the dozen or so soldiers following him out through the back door of 10 Downing Street, a great commotion broke out at the front door.  Churchill took no chances. He led these men, who had originally intended to execute him, straight to the Admiralty. Although some members of the Admiralty might be among those who wanted to eliminate him, Churchill believed that most of the Admiralty's upper echelons were merely at a loss, not so foolish as to believe that by getting rid of Churchill, the next Prime Minister could sign a peace agreement with China.  By the time the group reached the entrance of the Admiralty, Churchill was somewhat out of breath, but Colonel Heidworth, who was beside him, had stopped in his tracks. Churchill turned and said, "Colonel, I believe your goal is to stop the war and seek peace. If you can find a channel to contact China now, you can do so. If you don't have one, I suggest you either protect my safety now or go back. The reason I am still Prime Minister is that those at the top do not want to surrender, nor do they want to bear the responsibility for defeat. Even if a new Prime Minister is replaced, what they do will be no different from me."  At this point, Churchill said confidently, "Because those people are even less firm and even more inexperienced."  Hearing this, Colonel Heidworth's murderous intent rose sharply. It was clear that Churchill intended to continue his policies, and the very reason Heidworth and the other soldiers had rushed to the Prime Minister's official residence at 10 Downing Street was to prevent Churchill from continuing.  Seeing Colonel Heidworth raise his pistol, even though Churchill was in no mood to laugh, he was almost amused by the Colonel's simplicity. Facing this Colonel who was as simple as a fool, Churchill asked, "Colonel, were some of your comrades supposed to attack the Admiralty?"  Although Colonel Heidworth was somewhat simple in politics, he was not stupid; he immediately understood Churchill's meaning. The group of military personnel who had been in contact were deathly angry after hearing Churchill's broadcast, and combined with their previous discussions, they were to launch separate attacks on key personnel and important departments.  Since Heidworth could rush into the Prime Minister's residence, if other places were also unprepared, the Admiralty should have been breached by now, or at least be in a state of combat. Yet Heidworth had smoothly entered 10 Downing Street, while the Admiralty had not been subjected to a surprise attack—even a fool could sense something was wrong.  Colonel Heidworth could accept dying to change the current critical situation. However, being killed after being deceived was not the life ending he desired.  Seeing several soldiers emerging from the Admiralty with weapons and heading toward them, Colonel Heidworth steeled his heart and put away his pistol. "Prime Minister, we part ways here." With that, he led his soldiers back. Although killing high officials was important, finding the traitors was Heidworth's strongest thought at this moment.  Just as Churchill had expected, the Admiralty had not yet decided to kill him. The several officers and soldiers who hurried over had all seen Churchill before; they immediately saluted and escorted him into the Admiralty's offices.  As soon as they entered, the officer in charge asked, "Your Excellency, was that group just now your escort?"  Given Churchill's temperament, he certainly would not let off those who had threatened him. But he suppressed the urge to have Heidworth arrested; what needed to be found now was the actual leader of the rebellion, not the incited underlings.  The First Lord of the Admiralty was bloodshot. Seeing Churchill enter, he saluted and immediately said, "Prime Minister, the Americans have basically agreed to implement the plan for the Atlantic Sea Defense Line. Germany fully supports this plan..."  Churchill, having served as First Lord of the Admiralty himself, quickly recalled this plan through the First Lord's narration. In the plan, the British, American, and German fleets would unite to patrol the North Atlantic and prevent the Chinese fleet from entering.  Long ago, Britain and Germany had cooperated on submarines. In addition to building hundreds of submarines, Germany had also completed four Bismarck-class battleships. The Americans still had more than 40 aircraft carriers. At least on paper, the Atlantic Defense Line plan had sufficient equipment.  On paper was one thing, reality was another. Now China had occupied the entire Africa, Spain had been completely resolved and joined the Chinese camp. Italy had lost Sicily, and Mussolini was imprisoned. It was estimated that before long, that group of spineless Italians would surrender and join the Chinese camp.  Although France had not joined China, it had withdrawn from the Allies. Although the French were very proud and refused to follow China, France's own role could be ignored.  Canada in northern America had been completely occupied by China. Canada no longer existed, having been divided by China into five indigenous nations. And using these nations as bases, they were carrying out a saturation bombing of American industrial areas like the Great Lakes.  China had taken Greece and stationed troops on the Bulgarian border, already beginning to engage with the Nazi group. Churchill believed that the current American "basic agreement" to execute the Atlantic Line was most likely American prevarication. Because the result of executing the Atlantic Line would only lead to the American fleet being exhausted, and it could not change the war situation at all.  Since he understood the Americans were bluffing, Churchill pretended to agree with the weary, bloodshot First Lord, listening to him talk about vague plans that seemed to give Britain hope but were actually impossible to realize.  At this moment, Churchill had to cooperate with the First Lord. Because if Churchill rejected this plan, the British Navy would have to consider dealing with the Sino-Japanese naval offensive with its own strength alone. Let alone the Chinese Navy, even the Japanese Navy, which possessed 12 aircraft carriers, was not something the British Navy could handle. If the British Navy were forcibly ordered to leave port for battle, it would likely be like the end of World War I, when Germany's demand for the navy to execute a suicidal offensive led to the German naval mutiny, triggering a mutiny in the British Navy.  Just an hour ago, hadn't Colonel Heidworth led troops into the Prime Minister's residence? Churchill didn't care if the Colonel's purpose was for revolution. Because in Churchill's view, Heidworth's starting point was just that he didn't want to die in vain under orders. If an attack order were given to the Navy, the British Navy would also feel they were being ordered to commit suicide.  The First Lord finally finished explaining the latest progress, then opened his mouth wanting to say more, but ultimately closed it and fell into silence. Seeing the First Lord in such a state, Churchill felt a bit more relaxed. This reaction proved that the First Lord also knew that this so-called "prospect" was just an imagination and did not mean he believed it could succeed.  This was good. If the First Lord really took the "Atlantic Defense Line" seriously, it would prove that Churchill had been blind in choosing him.  The reason Churchill listened here, besides wanting to give the people in the Admiralty an illusion that the situation was still running, was that he was waiting to see who would come to fetch him first. Whoever came first, that person must be the one who wanted to get rid of Churchill, or at least a member of that group.  After waiting for a while, no one came to see Churchill. Instead, gunfire was heard in the distance. London's public security had deteriorated severely lately, with gunfire every day. Although this gunfire was very dense, it did not surprise the First Lord.  Churchill waited a while longer until the gunfire finally weakened. At this point, the First Lord's telephone rang. The caller was Churchill's secretary. On the phone, the secretary, with extreme panic, confirmed that Churchill was safe and unharmed, and then asked Churchill to stay at the Admiralty and not return, or to go directly to see His Majesty the King.  After hanging up the phone, Churchill's hatred for the mastermind of this matter grew even stronger. Although he still couldn't be sure who did it, the mastermind's shrewdness was considerable, not in a hurry to come out.  The last time a British Prime Minister was assassinated was in 1812. For over a hundred years, the submissive British people had been quite honest during Britain's era of glory, completely forgetting how to assassinate a great figure. The mastermind behind this clearly belonged to those whose skills were unpracticed, incapable of organizing an effective assassination.  However, precisely because of this, Churchill was even more annoyed. He did not want to die as a failure and an assassination victim. In the end, Churchill accepted the secretary's suggestion and went to pay his respects to the King of Britain.  His Majesty looked even thinner. He asked Churchill whether the King should lead the guards to fight the Chinese troops invading London.  Churchill felt the King's reaction was a bit affected, so he frankly told King George VI, "Your Majesty, if you participate in the battle, you will likely engage with black troops."  Hearing that he might be killed by black troops rather than by the currently most powerful and fierce Chinese troops in the world, George VI immediately stopped talking about participating in the battle.  Only then did Churchill probe, "Your Majesty, this servant feels a great responsibility for the war and hopes to be dismissed."  George VI's expression clearly became hesitant. Churchill had long felt that the King wanted to dismiss him, and this confirmed it. However, George VI remained silent for a while before saying, "Prime Minister, what you have implemented is the will of the British people. Even if there is responsibility, the responsibility does not lie with you."  After these official words, George VI asked, "Prime Minister, have you considered your own solution?"  Churchill knew George VI wanted to negotiate peace. Now the capitulationists in Britain no longer expected to get back lost colonies at the negotiating table; at this stage, they only wanted to withdraw from the war like France.  Churchill replied, "Your Majesty, China demands that we settle the crimes of colonialism. From what I have heard, this includes apologizing to the people of countries and regions where Britain launched colonial wars, punishing living colonial officials who committed crimes, tearing down statues of colonialists, and returning cultural relics looted through colonial wars to those countries. In short, China wants to define Britain's behavior."  Henry VI (Note: Raw says Henry VI, likely George VI) closed his eyes in pain. He felt that if China were to define Britain's behavior, he would rather die.  Churchill knew George VI would certainly think so, and the thoughts of the British upper class were the same as the King's, which was why those cowards refused to withdraw from the war. Once these guys accepted China's conditions, their bodies would be hanged, and their reputations would be nailed to the pillar of shame in history. Rather than dying like that, these people would rather drive the poor British wretches to die together on the battlefield.  However, some of the softies at the top now didn't want to die anymore and wanted to get rid of Churchill and then take power. This idea was absurdly ridiculous because none of the softies in the British upper class dared to say they were willing to accept China's demands, and the new Prime Minister wouldn't dare either.  Seeing that the King did not have the idea of getting rid of him, Churchill rose to take his leave.  The King of Britain did not want to get rid of Churchill, but the King of Italy very much wanted to get rid of the Italian Fascist Party. After dismissing Mussolini and imprisoning him in a mountain palace, the King of Italy and the Italian peace faction had numerous meetings with the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA).  Ultimately, the Italian side received a response: "Only by looking at Italy's performance can we decide whether to recognize the current Italian political system and government."  This made the Italian upper class feel immense pressure. Not recognizing the Italian political system meant denying the political system of the Kingdom of Italy. If the WPLA fought its way into Rome, it would certainly overthrow the King and establish a republic.  Not recognizing the Italian government meant that the current Italian government would inevitably be regarded as an illegal government and become war criminals along with Mussolini.  But what the Italian government hoped for was to withdraw from the Allies and the Fascist alliance like France, maintaining neutrality until the end of the war. If Italy were forced to join the Chinese side, heaven knows what demands China would make on Italy.  Although the Italian upper class had joined forces to get rid of Mussolini, they themselves were still fascists. Many members of the Italian Fascist Party began to consider joining forces with Mussolini. Just then, news that Mussolini had been rescued by German special forces reached Rome, shocking the Italian upper class.  The process of Mussolini's rescue was very simple. Many members of the Italian Fascist Party did not admit defeat; they provided the Germans with the location where Mussolini was imprisoned. Germany dispatched a small plane to land on a small patch of level ground on a steep mountain peak. When the death-defying German special forces rushed into the villa, the guards watching over Mussolini were shocked and subsequently surrendered.  The German special forces brought Mussolini onto the plane, took off again against the biting mountain wind, and flew back into German territory relying on superb flying techniques.  This news had just shocked the Italian upper class when Hitler ordered German troops into northern Italy.  From the perspective of Sicily, the Italian peninsula were all northerners. However, regional views are relative; even on the Italian peninsula, there were northerners. Turin, Milan, Genoa, and Venice were all in northern Italy. In the eyes of Romans, northerners referred to the north composed of these several important cities.  The Italian troops in these areas could be said to have surrendered at the sight of the rolling German troops. Soon, Mussolini returned to northern Italy, which his old German friend Hitler had fought for him, and once again became the leader of Italy.  But Mussolini's return actually allowed the Italian upper class in Rome to reach a consensus, which was that they must join the Chinese side.  Germany's occupation of northern Italy was largely to help Mussolini. If Germany had abandoned Mussolini, the member countries of the Nazi alliance would certainly worry that the Nazi Party would also abandon them.  Similarly, the mountainous terrain of northern Italy also helped the Nazi group complete a defense line centered on the mountains. If Mussolini were allowed to gain a foothold, the entire Italy would become a battlefield.  Although it was now considered a very decent hair color to be blonde in Italy, long gone were the confident days of the Italian Republic and Empire when seeing non-black hair was considered a barbarian. But Italy was still an ancient civilized country and knew very well what an Italian civil war would bring.  At this time, if one wanted to protect Italy, one had to let the WPLA go to the front line to fight to avoid fratricide among Italians.  Thus, on November 15, 1944, Italy announced its joining of the global anti-colonial and anti-fascist camp, becoming the first country in all of Europe to actively change camps. Although Spain was the first country in Europe to join the anti-colonial and anti-fascist camp, Spain's new government was only formed and joined after the entire territory had been liberated.  The Italians demonstrated the heritage of an ancient civilized country, changing the facade with the old government.  At the same time, the Italian Parliament passed a series of fascist laws, such as the abolition of the Anti-Communist Law, re-recognized the legal rights of the Italian Communist Party and the left wing, and invited the Italian Communist Party to join the cabinet. They also promised to hold new national elections after resolving northern Italy controlled by Mussolini's fascist faction.  Although members of He Rui's government did not know what happened in another space-time, they all knew of Italy's switching sides in World War I. Everyone couldn't help but sigh that this group of Italian guys were indeed very clever; when it came to choosing sides, Italy really never missed.  Compared to Italy's betrayal, the more important good news for He Rui's government was that He Rui's health seemed to be improving rapidly. At least the medical team believed that He Rui's internal bleeding symptoms had shown significant improvement. Although the location of the bleeding could not be determined in the end, from other signs, even if the internal bleeding had not completely healed, it had at least been greatly alleviated.  The cessation of internal bleeding meant that He Rui no longer frequently had low-grade fevers, and his physical strength increased rapidly. At least He Rui could walk in the yard every day.  If they weren't worried that He Rui's going on vacation to other places might trigger unpredictable changes, everyone would certainly vote to let He Rui leave the four provinces of mountains and rivers where smog was once again frequent.  But no one thought there was anything wrong with this. He Rui was someone who could not sit idle. After his health improved, He Rui began to resume a bit of work. Everyone had a great many things they wanted to consult He Rui about.  Li Runshi's status gave him the best opportunity, so he brought the latest report on Britain to see He Rui. After He Rui finished reading the document, Li Runshi asked point-blank, "Chairman, we are working hard to mobilize the British masses, but with little success. Should we really take the destruction of Britain as our only means at this stage?"  "Haha, Runshi, the Qing Dynasty was so rotten, yet it persisted from 1852 (Note: Raw says 1952, likely 1852 or similar) to 1911, holding on for another sixty years. If the Qing were like Britain, would the Qing have been overthrown?" He Rui did not give a direct answer but raised a question.  "Then what should be done?" Li Runshi was indeed a bit anxious and simply asked for the answer directly.  He Rui only then replied, "We continue to point out our solutions to the British people. As long as the British people recognize our demands, they will make a choice. Bombers carrying bombs and leaflets are the same flight, aren't they?"
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As Vice-Chairman of the Military Commission and its de facto leader, Li Runshi possessed full decision-making authority. Consequently, he could sense the murderous intent within He Rui's words.  "Chairman, a political solution could save many lives," Li Runshi proposed tentatively.  He Rui always felt that his comrades in this era suffered from historical limitations, and Li Runshi was clearly no exception. However, Li’s limitation lay in his relative lack of understanding of Euro-American culture, leading him to habitually assume that Westerners were much like Chinese in many respects.  Indeed, Westerners—particularly the Anglo-Saxons—were similar to the Chinese most of the time, but they differed vastly at critical junctures. He Rui decided to offer his advice, but he would leave the final choice to Li.  "Comrade Runshi, you may make your decision according to your own judgment," He Rui said.  Li Runshi took organizational systems very seriously. Hearing He Rui's words, he felt no thrill of absolute power, nor did he think He Rui was shirking responsibility. He asked, "Chairman, I understand that the British public believes Britain shouldn't be in its current state. But if the fighting continues like this, British casualties will be immense. Furthermore, with such an attitude, casualties across all Euro-American nations will be higher than imagined. I do not wish for Europe to be reduced to a complete ruin by the time the war ends."  "Comrade Runshi, what does Europe call Attila?" He Rui asked.  Li Runshi replied immediately, "The Scourge of God."  "That is European culture. Famine, plague, war, and death—those are the Apocalypse. These are presided over by the Four Horsemen. The will of God is manifest in them. Thus, to the Europeans, Attila, a Hun who dealt heavy blows to Rome and the Goths, was seen as one who carried out God's will. Do you expect such a culture to reflect on right and wrong in the absence of a God? They will only reflect after they have been defeated in war."  At this point, He Rui felt he might have underestimated Li Runshi, so he asked, "Are you worried that the West will form a tighter alliance after the war?"  Li Runshi shook his head. "If Europe and America are completely defeated, the post-war struggle will center on collective European defense and leadership. The United States has been greatly weakened in this war, and the restoration of indigenous nations in North America means it is no longer a secure two-ocean power. Therefore, the US cannot suppress Europe through sheer strength alone.  "Moreover, the French government representative is about to visit. Based on previous exchanges, France's main expectation is that China does not intervene directly in Europe; France itself doesn't mind establishing extra-regional relations with China. France hopes to strengthen its influence in Europe through cooperation with us. Of course, Italy is interested in such a role as well."  He Rui had pushed the war forward based on exactly this strategic vision. Seeing that Li Runshi fully understood this, he continued: "Thus, France is very keen to see Britain and Germany suffer heavy blows. It’s not just France; every European nation has varying expectations for the war's brutality based on which side they are tethered to. The only country that truly opposes war is China. This is the result of the high development of Chinese civilization.  "Even if Britain and Belgium lose half their populations to maintain the 'glory' of their colonial history, they wouldn't care about the war itself—they would merely see it as their own response. Ultimately, the West is not anti-war; they are only anti-defeat."  Li Runshi was slightly surprised to hear He Rui mention Belgium. He Rui hadn't yet seen the reports on this small nation, yet his judgment aligned perfectly with actual events.  Li Runshi probed, "Chairman, do you know what happened in Belgium?"  "Why would I need to? For such a small country, Belgium mobilized nearly fifty divisions during the Battle of Western Europe. Even against the German Army Group B, which lacked armored units, Belgium fought with great discipline. This nation committed monstrous sins in the Congo during its colonial era, causing the deaths of twenty million Black people. We intend to settle the accounts of colonial crimes; how could Belgium possibly accept that? Since you mentioned Belgium, tell me, what has been their reaction?"  Li Runshi sighed. "The World People's Liberation Army sent representatives to communicate with the Belgian government. Belgium claimed that while certain tragedies occurred during the execution of colonial policies, tragedies are not crimes. Therefore, they insist the Belgian state has no 'colonial crimes' to answer for.  "One of the WPLA representatives was from the Congo. He told the Belgians bluntly that his family had been murdered by Belgian colonizers and that there were criminals among the Belgian populace."  At this point, Li Runshi glanced at He Rui and saw a trace of anger in his expression, but more so a sense of sorrow. Li continued, "The Belgian negotiators stated that Belgium would not accept any communication outside of peace talks. If the Black people wish to pursue criminal charges, they argue that the colonial enterprises of the time have already been dissolved, so the government cannot trace those past actions. They are willing to conduct an investigation into the matter on humanitarian grounds.  "The Congolese comrades stated that the WPLA will not accept such a dismissive attitude and will personally enter Belgium to arrest the colonizers.  "Chairman, I believe justice must be served. But I do not believe we have the capacity to control the combat triggered by such deep-seated hatred."  Hearing this, He Rui confirmed once more that Li Runshi did not quite understand Europeans. He explained: "Comrade Runshi, the Belgian government has finally faced reality when confronted by Black people who possess actual power. For them to speak this way is already to treat Black people as human beings; that is a form of progress.  "As for who committed the crimes, the European cultural view is that one cannot condemn the victors. Thus, Belgium is fighting for its own 'innocence.' In times like these, what is needed is the 'criticism of weapons.' As the saying goes, 'When in Rome, do as the Romans do.' We must admit that we do not possess the ability to change the world through words alone.  "Rest assured, while the Belgians are stubborn, they won't truly choose to die to the last man rather than surrender. Once the losses of war reach a point where the Belgians realize this is a European-style trial of their sins, they will indeed surrender and admit guilt."  Li Runshi was not some moralist who would wail over every death, so he sometimes struggled to understand why He Rui thought he was "too kind-hearted." Seeing that He Rui was prepared for millions of deaths in Europe, Li chose a more abstract angle: "Chairman, must we truly abandon a political solution?"  He Rui's tolerance for tens of millions of deaths was not unshakable, but at present, he saw no other way. More importantly, He Rui believed they were running out of time.  Since his health had slightly improved, He Rui had reviewed more reports. Data showed that if the war did not end within a year, the Chinese economy would enter a downward curve.  The Chinese people's trust in He Rui was not unconditional. The four million casualties had already dealt a significant blow to his prestige. It was only because the Chinese people were accustomed to He Rui's authority that they were instead expressing their dissatisfaction toward the frontline commanders. He Rui knew very well that, given the relative weakness of their opponents, the military commanders had performed exceptionally well. The high casualties were because China had adopted a war of attrition, trading the lives of its own soldiers for more of the enemy's.  Once Chinese casualties exceeded eight million, the endurance of the Chinese people would break. At that point, under the pressure of intense public opinion, the war would likely descend into outright slaughter. To secure final victory, the army would view all Europeans and Americans as enemies and move to eliminate them entirely.  If the war reached that stage, its progressive political nature would vanish. He Rui would not allow the war to become such a thing, yet he could not voice this to others.  Suppressing the frustration of being misunderstood, He Rui patiently explained: "Current Europeans still believe this war is an imperialist struggle for global spheres of influence; that is why they harbor illusions. We only need to make the Belgians realize that this is a just, global war, and they will truly start to think. Those who refuse to accept the nature of this war will simply die.  "That is fine. Once those people are gone, the survivors can be liberated."  Li Runshi conceded that this was one possible path, and he too felt the war could not be dragged on. Ultimately, he signaled his acceptance of He Rui's view, though he did not explicitly promise to follow it to the letter.  On his way back to the office, Li Runshi reflected on He Rui's perspective. He still found it difficult to accept this "war for war's sake" logic.  In Li’s view, even if the offensive were halted now, much could still be accomplished. It wasn't strictly necessary to force the European public to accept decisions that bordered on political humiliation.  Of course, that would have its own problems. The colonizers would temporarily escape punishment. However, such apparent indulgence would not last long. Excluded from the new world order established by China, the standard of living in the West would plummet, and social contradictions would become unprecedentedly fierce. At that point, internal revolutions would likely erupt within Europe and America.  Despite these thoughts, Li Runshi admitted that He Rui's approach was not irrational. If the oppressed and enslaved peoples of the world did not set foot on European soil, how could the justice of this war be proven?  Thinking of this, Li Runshi suddenly realized that the reason he couldn't keep up with He Rui's thinking was perhaps because He Rui's vision was so radical that even he struggled to match its pace.  In their dedication to resolving the issues of global revolution, Li Runshi and He Rui were no different. But He Rui's approach was to cut the Gordian knot rather than seek a political compromise.  As for which was superior, Li did not dare say he was right. Europe and America might very well conclude that their failure was merely a matter of insufficient military strength, leading them to turn toward fascism during economic crises and export their contradictions through new wars.  If the situation turned out that way, He Rui’s strategy of resolving the issue once and for all through war would prove correct.  Should he trust himself, or trust He Rui? Li Runshi pondered calmly. Finally, the image of an aging He Rui appeared before him. In just over a year, He Rui's hair had turned almost entirely white. Yet, paired with that pale, thin face, the white hair looked rather distinguished...  Ultimately, Li Runshi decided to support He Rui's view.  At this moment, Europe had no idea that its fate had been decided. King Leopold III of Belgium, after hearing reports from the Prime Minister and the Minister of War, decisively approved the plan for the Belgian army to resist to the end.  Belgium's population was roughly 8.3 million. Although Belgium had never counted them, the number of Black people killed by their colonial policies was over 20 million—meaning, on average, every Belgian bore the weight of three Black lives.  The Congo was a Belgian colony, and its people were now arriving in Europe. Now that the Belgian upper class was forced to treat Black people as human, they saw no possibility of being forgiven.  If Belgium itself were reduced to a colony and subjected to such harsh and murderous treatment by colonizers, they knew that given the chance for revenge, Belgians would never show mercy!  With the King's approval, Belgium, which had already undergone national mobilization, pushed it to the maximum. The army's size increased from 800,000 to 1.8 million. Not only were all men of age conscripted, but young women were also drafted in large numbers. Guerilla units were formed in every town, preparing for a death struggle against the invading Black armies.  King Leopold III of Belgium even delivered a stirring, passionate speech on the radio: "Fellow citizens, we face a barbarian Black army filled with a spirit of revenge. Our government has made it clear to their representatives that we are willing to investigate certain tragic events of the past on humanitarian grounds. The Black representatives savagely rejected our proposal and insist on invading our country.  "Fellow citizens! We have no reason to submit to barbarism. For they will point at our corpses and say with contempt: 'Look, there lie slaves!'  "For the freedom and dignity of Belgium, we must fight to the end!"  The Belgians understood exactly what the King was saying—especially over the past six months, since Black people had finally been treated as human beings by Belgians. Now that they saw Black people were indeed human—humans capable of using modern weapons and waging modern war just like themselves—the Belgians naturally recalled what they had done to their fellow human beings and felt a profound sense of terror.  Under the pressure of this fear, the Belgians believed that dying in battle was far better than facing retribution. Thus, after joining the army and taking up arms, the Belgian soldiers felt a sense of security. At least their lives and deaths could be defended with the weapons in their hands.  Beyond their own preparations, the Belgian government also asked the Netherlands if they would join the alliance, but they were met with a polite refusal.  There was a joke that a typical EU official has the following traits: German humor, French humility, Dutch generosity, Belgian imagination, Italian organizational skills, and Irish intelligence.  The Dutch were seen as stingy in Europe, but compared to the Belgians, their imagination was perfectly fine. With their business acumen, the Dutch government had already secretly communicated with China.  They had learned that "punishing colonial crimes" meant admitting that colonial policies were wrong, apologizing for colonial actions, punishing those among the surviving colonizers who had committed murder, and removing colonial symbols—especially statues.  The Dutch government found these demands entirely acceptable. The reason they were so quick to agree was that their colonies were in Southeast Asia. When China liberated Southeast Asia, those among the Dutch colonial personnel who were guilty had already been hanged alongside their guilty Chinese counterparts. Therefore, the Dutch government in Europe could essentially pass through unscathed.  In addition, the Chinese side confirmed to the Netherlands that assets acquired through war in the colonies would be confiscated, but legitimate business assets would be protected. In Europe, such a demand was considered quite reasonable.  Aside from the confiscated assets, the Dutch government learned they wouldn't have to pay extra reparations. Thus, the Dutch cabinet reached a silent consensus on these terms with extreme speed.  The only reason the Dutch government hadn't announced this yet was that they lacked the strength to oppose the Nazi German army, and could only play a double game with the Third Reich led by Hitler.  Even so, the Dutch government felt there was no need to get mixed up with those fools in Belgium. Most European nations were flexible enough; as long as the conditions were right, they would surrender when necessary. But the Belgian blockheads were truly incapable of changing their minds. If they said they were going to fight, they would truly fight to the end.  Once a consensus was reached in the cabinet meeting, the Dutch Foreign Minister immediately set off for France. The Dutch government now needed to reconfirm France's position. Currently, France remained neutral and was gradually restoring diplomatic relations with China. But once France shifted to the Chinese camp, the situation in Europe would change completely.  If they couldn't confirm France's stance after Britain's defeat, the Dutch government might face disaster. For instance, if France did not join the war, Germany might very well invade the Netherlands again after Britain fell, using Dutch territory to defend against the WPLA's advance.
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From the moment he entered French territory, the Dutch Foreign Minister observed thick smoke billowing from the chimneys of every French industrial zone. Without a massive influx of orders, French industry could not possibly be operating at such a high capacity.  The normal domestic demand of France alone could never justify such a frantic level of production. Were these enterprises working themselves to the bone for France's military-industrial complex, or were they fulfilling overseas demand?  Recalling the withered state of the Dutch economy, the Foreign Minister felt a profound envy for France's fortune. Although the Netherlands was not a top-tier European industrial power, it possessed a complete industrial system. The current decline in Dutch industry was partly due to a lack of orders, but seen from another perspective, the Netherlands had previously relied on cheap raw materials from the global colonial system. Now that this system had utterly collapsed, Dutch firms were forced to source raw materials from within Europe.  Most European raw materials were currently controlled by the Nazi-led group headed by Germany. Using such expensive materials to manufacture goods had caused Dutch production costs to skyrocket. Even with industrial prices so high, the Netherlands still found it difficult to exchange its goods for the necessary supplies on the internal European market.  France's industry was indeed stronger than that of the Netherlands, but it was far from capable of keeping every factory running at full tilt on its own. Nor could French domestic resources fully provide the raw materials needed for such widespread operation. Thus, with all its colonies lost, a significant portion of the raw materials France now used must be coming from Chinese-controlled regions.  As for whether French products were being used to arm the French military against a Nazi offensive or sold to the World People's Liberation Army, the Dutch Foreign Minister had no interest in asking.  Upon entering Paris, his envy only deepened. While the city lacked the sheer opulence of the "Golden Decade" (1928-1938), it still retained the silhouette of those prosperous years. While other Western nations had tossed and turned in the agony of the Great Depression, France—leveraging the "Franc Hegemony" funded by China—had enjoyed a prosperous, industrial life that was the envy of every other nation in the West.  During those years, the streets of Paris were filled with wealthy foreigners of every stripe, alongside the Soviet tour groups that European newspapers mockingly dubbed "The Soviet Auntie Tourist Groups." After the establishment of the Soviet Union, the state provided foreign travel benefits to its citizens, giving every Soviet national a chance to visit Europe.  The Soviet people looked down upon impoverished Eastern Europe and Germany; Paris was the city they truly loved. Even if they lacked the funds to buy luxury goods at Galeries Lafayette, they would still purchase cheap trinkets as souvenirs.  While wealthy foreigners indulged in luxury, ordinary ones shopped and dined. Combined with full employment in France, Paris was then not only the most magnificent city in Europe but the most prosperous in the world.  Six years had passed in a flash. Even though France had been defeated and Paris occupied by Germany, and though the veneer of luxury had been washed away by war and upheaval, the internal skeleton of the city still moved the Dutch Foreign Minister.  During those ten golden years, Paris had undergone large-scale modernization and construction. These modern infrastructures still functioned well today, and this momentum alone ensured that Paris remained the most thriving city in Europe.  The French Foreign Minister looked to be in good spirits, showing no signs of anxiety. He greeted his Dutch counterpart with a warm handshake and an embrace, saying with a bright smile, "Welcome to Paris."  The Dutch Foreign Minister sensed a current of confidence in France. Once they reached the reception room, he asked bluntly, "Is France currently capable of providing military protection for Europe?"  Even though both nations had surrendered to Germany during the Battle of Western Europe, the French Foreign Minister showed no sign of displeasure. He answered confidently, "At this stage, France can only do its utmost to maintain its own independence. However, on that foundation, France is willing to provide assistance to its friends."  "Belgium has currently chosen full cooperation with Germany. The Netherlands seeks peace. If our country is invaded by another power, I wonder if France has the capacity to alleviate the pressure on us?" The Dutch Foreign Minister expressed his frank desire to avoid another occupation.  European nations were small, and their diplomacy was correspondingly direct. Hearing this, the French Foreign Minister knew it was time to name his price. He immediately asked, "I wonder what the Netherlands' assessment is of the European Coal and Steel Community?"  "The European Coal and Steel Community? That was a proposal made by Mr. He Rui," the Dutch Foreign Minister replied with cautious composure.  "France has already begun consultations with the Italian government regarding the European Coal and Steel Community. In our view, the Netherlands has a complete need to join such a body."  The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs had studied the East Asian Coal and Steel Community (EACSC) very carefully. It was a supranational organization whose governing authority was the High Authority.  This High Authority was composed of nine members who held the supreme power of the EACSC. They were responsible for coordinating coal and steel production among member states and ensuring effective competition within the community. It held the power over production, investment, prices, and raw material distribution within the community, as well as the authority to expand or shut down certain enterprises or sectors. It also managed the community's relations with third countries and international organizations.  Member states were required to implement the decisions made by this body. Furthermore, the EACSC featured a Council of Ministers, a Common Assembly, and a Court of Justice to serve its development.  Since the establishment of the EACSC in East Asia, the steel production of China, Japan, and Korea had surged. China was vast and rich in resources, and Japan’s industrial system was long-established, so their rapid growth was no surprise.  However, Korea’s steel industry had unexpectedly become the fastest-growing among the three. Korea possessed ore and coal, and through the EACSC, it gained capital, technology, and markets. The steel industry quickly became Korea's pillar industry, fueling its rapid development over the past decade.  Precisely because the Dutch Foreign Minister had studied the East Asian model so closely, he asked warily, "Does France believe the internal organizational model of the European Coal and Steel Community should copy East Asia's?"  Korea’s rapid development had not come without a price. Its domestic market was small; its iron ore and coal had to be exported to China, and the steel it produced was heavily dependent on the Chinese domestic market. This meant that Korea's internal economic development was heavily influenced by China.  Not only did the Netherlands view Korea as a Chinese satellite, but the whole of Europe saw it that way. The Korean elite today were almost entirely people who had either lived in exile in China or had been educated there.  If France demanded such power, the Netherlands would rather find its own way to maintain its independence.  The French Foreign Minister shook his head. "France believes the internal organizational structure of the European Coal and Steel Community will be an equitable one, and it will definitely not copy the East Asian model. France does not seek a dominant position. Every nation that joins the Coal and Steel Community will be of equal status."  Somewhat reassured by this promise, the Dutch Foreign Minister followed up, "Which nations does France believe have a need to join?"  "France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg."  Hearing that France did not intend to include all of Europe in the community further eased the Dutch minister's mind. However, the implication that the community required Germany's participation was intriguing.  "Does France intend to defeat the Nazi regime?" the Dutch minister asked.  "Does the Dutch government believe that a Nazi German government would be beneficial to the European continent?"  "...Will France join the anti-fascist camp?" The Dutch Foreign Minister did not believe France had the capability to defeat Germany alone. Although the German military had suffered losses in the Soviet-German War and the North African campaigns, they had also gained immense experience. Given their ability to fight on their own soil, one should not assume the Wehrmacht's combat effectiveness had weakened. If one wished to defeat such an army, France alone could certainly not do it.  Even if France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg cooperated fully, they would be no match for the German army. To truly defeat Germany, one had to rely on China.  "Joining the Coal and Steel Community can at least reduce the pressure Germany exerts on each nation. Among the various threats the Netherlands currently faces, who is more dangerous: China or Germany? France views China as a massive threat, but the contradictions between France and China can be resolved through peaceful discussion. Until Germany completely abandons its fascist ideology, however, it will only choose war to solve its problems."  The Dutch Foreign Minister nodded helplessly. If the Netherlands weren't entirely worried about a second German invasion, they would never have accepted China's demands, given China's fierce anti-colonial stance.  The reason the Dutch government sought cooperation with France, even knowing France was collaborating with China, was that Hitler’s Nazi Germany resorted to war whenever it encountered an unsolvable problem. This had reached the point where the Dutch government would rather trust China than Nazi Germany.  Since there were few other choices at this stage, the Dutch Foreign Minister, seeing that the French Foreign Minister hadn't answered directly, asked bluntly: "Does China know that Germany is prepared to fight to the last man?"  The French Foreign Minister sighed. "As far as I know, both China and the World People's Liberation Army have a very clear understanding of this. The He Rui government's view has never wavered: Nazi Germany, representing the most radical racism, must be eliminated."  From a purely political perspective, the French minister's words were precise. But the Dutch Foreign Minister couldn't help but think of the racial ideologies within the Netherlands itself. In terms of racism, the only difference between the Netherlands and Germany was that the Dutch were less extreme. In essence, all European nations possessed strong racialist ideologies.  If China completely annihilated Nazi Germany, would they then turn their punishment toward the Netherlands?  However, the Dutch Foreign Minister chose not to ask this. When the Chinese special envoy negotiated with the Netherlands, they had explicitly stated that the rejection of racism must be the official position of the Netherlands!  In other words, if the Netherlands wanted to escape the fate of being attacked by China, it had to establish the political concept of human equality—that no race is superior or inferior—in its official stance and textbooks. The percentage of Dutch citizens who truly shared such a belief was certainly less than half.  The Dutch Foreign Minister temporarily set these troublesome matters aside and returned to his original question: "Is France willing to send troops to protect nations that seek peace?"  The French Foreign Minister smiled. "The French government believes that we must first determine how many European nations are truly seeking peace."  This was no joke. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs had indeed sent envoys to the Nordic countries to ask about their views on "peace."  The French government had done this based on the decisions of a professional cabinet under a presidential system, working with total focus. France believed that China had no possibility of maintaining a long-term military presence in Europe. In the short term, France could build its own image and status by providing security assistance to nations that did not wish to be dragged into the war.  France was already a major power on the European continent. If it could help European nations achieve the strategic goal of escaping the war now, it could certainly restore French influence in Europe.  As for the grueling battle with the German army, that could be left to China. Once Chinese military forces withdrew from Europe, France could use the establishment of the Coal and Steel Community to build a core European power.  "What do you think, Foreign Minister? Does the Netherlands believe it can benefit from the decision to join the Coal and Steel Community?" The French Foreign Minister brought the conversation back to the previous topic.
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The Dutch Foreign Minister stayed at the Hotel des Champs-Élysées. Lying on the soft, large bed, he felt the immense power of "Great Power Diplomacy" in his relaxation.  The conversation that had just concluded made him feel that France was indeed a major European power. Despite its poor performance in the ongoing Second World War, France had at least endured. While other nations were still bobbing in the vortex of the war, struggling not to drown, France had already begun to contemplate and layout the future of post-war Europe.  To the Dutch Foreign Minister, the outline of the future France sought to build was clear. Its main goal was to establish a collective defense system on the European continent and exclude Britain as much as possible. To achieve this, France was even willing to cooperate with a Germany that had eliminated racism and militarism.  The French Foreign Minister had even hinted to him that as long as the European continent excluded Britain, China would be happy to see a peaceful Europe.  Faced with such a statement, the Dutch minister didn't dare fully believe China would be so wide-ranging, yet he couldn't help but hope for such a development.  In the traditional European view, this was the essence of Great Power Diplomacy—only major powers could negotiate with one another based on equal terms. What the French minister had described was undoubtedly a result that could only be achieved through such high-level statecraft.  Since the Netherlands was weaker than France, the French Foreign Minister inevitably displayed a Great Power mindset. He had bluntly stated that Britain must undergo a "thorough liquidation of its colonialist and racist crimes" and asked for the Dutch minister's opinion.  Britain had been able to act as a continental "shit-stirrer" for centuries not because European nations were foolish, but because they indeed needed to borrow the strength of this extra-regional power. Thus, the Netherlands did not particularly look forward to a complete liquidation of Britain; they hoped that a post-liquidation Britain would retain some strength to balance the power dynamics on the continent.  Therefore, the Dutch Foreign Minister could only state cryptically that Britain bore an uncompromising responsibility for the tragedies that occurred in Africa! He added that they expected such a liquidation to be reasonable and not excessive. As for joining the Coal and Steel Community, he promised to convey the proposal personally to the Dutch government.  In the Dutch minister's view, if China's wrath was mainly directed at Britain and Germany, the Netherlands would certainly not fight to the death like those blockheads in Belgium.  If the issue could be resolved by merely modifying some domestic laws, issuing government announcements, rewriting a few passages in textbooks, and toppling a few statues, then Britain could go to hell for all he cared.  This sentiment was not unique to the Netherlands. When Chinese secret envoys contacted Sweden and Norway, they encountered a similar attitude. The highest hope of Sweden and Norway was to ensure their own security; neither had any interest in colonialism nor any intention of dying for another country.  Synthesizing these reactions, the Military Commission of the Chinese Civilization Party assembled a mosaic of the continent. "Grey nations," whose primary goal was to survive the war, occupied most of Europe outside of the Soviet Union.  The "Deep Blue," representing those committed to the fight, included only Germany, Britain, and Belgium. The United States, also still fighting, was colored "Light Blue."  Previously, China had engaged in a war of attrition with the United States because the US had chosen a strategy of holding key strongpoints. Both sides had persisted at any cost to seize these strategic locations.  Particularly after MacArthur was dismissed and Eisenhower took office, China was in the midst of firebombing the Great Lakes region. MacArthur had been impeached by Congress for his "Elastic Defense." After taking over, Eisenhower threw the last elite remnants of the US Air Force into a death struggle against the Chinese Air Force and once again dispatched the Army into Canada.  In response, Chinese forces crossed the US-Canada border to fight on American soil. Once the elite of the US Air Force and Army had been exhausted within two months, the Chinese military withdrew to the territories of the five indigenous North American nations.  Following this, Eisenhower attempted suicide and resigned as Army Chief of Staff. His successor, Matthew Ridgway, was a highly conservative and capable soldier. He ordered the US military to hold the border and strictly forbade firing the first shot, causing the combat between China and the US to subside.  From both a military and political perspective, this was the stage where peace was most achievable. China held the advantage; if it could resolve Britain and Germany, the US would find it impossible to maintain a state of war and would inevitably sign an armistice.  Li Runshi, who was in charge of the Military Commission's work, found that the extermination he had feared had not erupted; instead, the West had accepted reality. The foundation for this acceptance was precisely the severe military strikes China had dealt to Britain.  This fact greatly deepened Li Runshi’s understanding of the world. Different levels of civilization indeed led to vastly different diplomatic methods.  Having resolved this issue, Li Runshi still did not issue crude orders regarding Britain. Since the European nations wanted to see the fate of those who resisted to the end, China had to satisfy their expectations. Although such a practice seemed primitive to the Chinese, they had to "do as the Romans do" and see it through.  Li Runshi took a considerable risk in judging that the United States would not send a massive fleet to protect Britain, and formulated a military plan based on that assessment.  On December 1st, the Japanese fleet, which had been operating in the South Pacific, surged northward and reached the western coast of Britain. They began executing the "East Wind" operational plan. Under this plan, 300,000 WPLA troops were to be landed in Ireland to liberate and unify the entire island.  On the first day of the operation, 43,891 officers and men were landed on the island. Over the previous month, the Irish Youth Sinn Féin had already liberated vast rural areas. Guided by the local population, the Northern Irish capital of Belfast was liberated on December 3rd, and all British military presence in Ireland was eliminated.  On December 4th, the Youth Sinn Féin announced the establishment of the Republic of Ireland, with territory encompassing the entire island and its offshore islands.  China announced its recognition of the Republic of Ireland on December 5th. On December 6th, the other liberated nations followed suit.  On December 7th, the Republic of Ireland announced its entry into the World Anti-Colonial and Anti-Fascist Alliance and declared war on the Axis.  On December 8th, bomber formations taking off from Ireland began striking Britain. 186 Irish volunteers participated in that day's raids.  As Britain was finally reduced from an Empire where the sun never set to a United Kingdom consisting only of England and Scotland, the Chinese government at last formally presented its peace demands.  Upon learning that China had finally issued formal requirements, the British Foreign Secretary burst into tears. While there was humiliation in those tears, the greater part was the release of the grievance of having finally waited for a chance at peace.  Throughout the war, the British elite had hoped for China to present peace terms early, but China had consistently refrained from doing so. Under pressure from the upper class, the British Foreign Office had actually formulated many plans, ranging from recognizing China's hegemony in all of Asia to recognizing it in both Asia and Africa.  It wasn't that Britain didn't know it couldn't win; it was that it didn't know how to exit the war. As long as China agreed to peace, Britain's posture was actually quite flexible.  Wiping away his tears, the Foreign Secretary carefully examined China's conditions. They hadn't changed: Britain must admit the errors of colonialism, oppose racism, and punish those responsible for the murder of locals in the colonies.  Beyond this, China did not demand territory or official reparations.  Soon, the British Cabinet convened a meeting. Among the group of cabinet members whose faces were pale from the torments of war, Prime Minister Churchill was absent. As of December 7th, Churchill was still insisting on the policy of the British people resisting to the end.  When it seemed likely that China would drive millions of Black troops to conduct an extermination campaign on the British Isles, the Cabinet could still tolerate Churchill as Prime Minister. Now that this possibility had been removed, Churchill's utility had reached its end.  The British Prime Minister is the First Lord of the Treasury, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer is the Second Lord of the Treasury. While the Chancellor often seems inconspicuous during wartime, the ability to continue the war rests entirely on how much money the Treasury can secure.  Seeing that his colleagues, including the Secretary of State for War, remained silent, the Chancellor asked the Home Secretary, "What is the Labour Party's reaction?"  The Home Secretary and the Secretary of State for the Home Department are not the same; the Home Secretary’s role is similar to that of the Soviet NKVD, dealing with various internal domestic contradictions. Intelligence agencies fell under the Home Office rather than the Department of the Interior.  The assembled ministers all knew the Chancellor was expressing a desire for peace, and they looked to the Home Secretary. He immediately briefed them on the situation. With the bombing of Britain and the mass movement of people to the countryside, elections were impossible. If the Conservatives removed Churchill and began diplomatic activities aimed at peace, Labour would have no ability to trigger a general election.  Assurred that Labour could not seize the opportunity to hijack the process, the cabinet ministers were relieved. They began discussing how to negotiate with China.  Though Britain had shrunk from a global empire to a nation on the British Isles, it still had its final shred of dignity—China had not yet invaded its home soil. The opportunity had not vanished; Britain could still maintain its final modicum of face.  The cabinet members were quickly assigned their respective tasks, which primarily involved persuading the British upper class. If the elites, such as the noble lords in the House of Lords, were determined to reject an armistice, the plan would fail.  Fortunately, about half of the noble lords had already fled to the United States. Those remaining in Britain were the ones truly prepared to fix bayonets and fight once China invaded. These lords didn't actually want to die; if an immediate armistice were possible, they would likely agree.  Having assigned the tasks, the cabinet members immediately set to work. But the MPs soon found they were mistaken. The noble lords in the House of Lords opposed the armistice. Although they did not voice their opposition publicly, they used the procedural rules of the House to block a vote, claiming that since the number of lords present was insufficient, the meeting lacked legal validity.  The MPs in the House of Commons were furious, but there was nothing they could do. They could only continue communicating with the lords to find out what they really wanted.  But before a conclusion could be reached, on December 10th, the 38th Army of the World People's Liberation Army took the lead in crossing the sea from Ireland and landed in Southwest England.  As soldiers of various ethnicities stormed the British beaches, the British troops across from them either fled or immediately lowered the Union Jack and came forward to merge with the WPLA units.  The British noble lords still wanted to play games with the British system, but the ordinary British people had completely despaired of it. Under China's political offensive, ordinary British soldiers were reluctantly convinced that China did not wish to colonize or occupy Britain.  Since war inevitably meant death, no matter how "docile" the common British people had been rendered over 400 years of domestication, they still believed their own lives were more important than those of the British lords. If people had to die, it was better for the lords to die than themselves.
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Units of the World People's Liberation Army landed in Southwest England and immediately advanced toward London. In early December, the temperature hovered around ten degrees Celsius. With British industry largely at a standstill, the skies over Wales and England had gradually returned to a clear, brilliant blue, much like the transparent skies of Africa.  Though they encountered some resistance along the way, it was exceedingly fragile. Some of these units were old adversaries of the WPLA—veterans of the British Afrika Korps. They had fought tenaciously in Africa, but in defending their own soil, their performance could not even match that of the Italian Afrika Korps.  The Italians in Africa hadn't lacked effort; they had simply been overwhelmed by the WPLA’s superior numbers and equipment. In contrast, the British officers and men fighting on their home turf were behaving passively, showing no will to win the war and merely executing orders mechanically. When attacked by the WPLA, they chose to retreat, and often that retreat quickly devolved into a full-scale rout.  By December 11th, despite the WPLA’s cautious advance, the lead elements could already see the arches of the Thames bridges and the spire of Big Ben in the distance.  The citizens of London faced these events with numbness. As long as the British government could still provide grain, these subjects felt fear at the thought of an invasion by a Black army. But now that the day had truly arrived, the starving Londoners were left with no other choice.  Some troops in London continued to resist; the Royal Guard, for instance, was defending Buckingham Palace. Most other British units, unwilling to continue the fight, had withdrawn from the city to the outskirts.  Gaunt, sallow-faced Londoners stood on the roadsides, watching with cold eyes as small WPLA squads cautiously entered the city districts. These soldiers wore camouflage uniforms that obscured their silhouettes, and the skin tones between their helmets and collars were not particularly striking.  It wasn't until they reached the vicinity of the Thames bridges that they met fierce resistance. It was unclear what motivated this particular group of British soldiers to hold their ground so desperately. However, there were only a few hundred of them, and it wasn't long before they were outflanked. In the ensuing urban combat, after exchanges of fire between Lee-Enfield rifles and Type 81 assault rifles, this determined British force was quickly driven into nearby buildings.  The WPLA did not launch a frontal assault on these red-brick structures. Instead, they brought up several flamethrower tanks. British bullets and grenades clattered harmlessly against the hulls of the Type 59 tanks, unable to injure the crews. When thick pillars of fire roared from the windows into the rooms, the British soldiers within were incinerated.  Compared to such skirmishes, the forces concentrated around Buckingham Palace were much larger. The Royal Guard was indeed a full regiment in size, bolstered by numerous other units.  When King Henry VI learned that personnel from the WPLA were requesting an audience, he cursed the London Defense Commander in his heart for being so unreliable. But since things had come to this, he granted the visitors entry to the Palace.  The WPLA delegation consisted of three members: Henry, a British volunteer; Abu, a Kenyan from Africa; and Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, a Chinese officer.  Wang Xinli walked silently through the corridors of Buckingham Palace. Observing the ornate carvings and gilded beams of the building, he felt that in terms of sheer, extravagant decadence, Britain was a truly rotten nation.  Since the establishment of the Palace Museum in 1927, the Old Summer Palace and the Summer Palace had all been returned to the state as public attractions. While a cadet at the Baoding Military Academy, Wang and his classmates had visited these sites during their holidays.  He had to admit that those buildings had been somewhat disappointing to a man from the Western Frontier Province. In terms of scale and grandeur, the imperial architecture was respectable, but the actual living quarters were cramped and narrow—not even as spacious as the large dormitory at the Baoding Academy.  After Wang Xinli graduated and joined the army, he had returned home on leave in early 1944. Seeing his family’s new four-bedroom, two-living-room apartment—purchased with a military housing loan—he felt that the rooms in the Forbidden City and the Summer Palace were simply incomparable to the housing enjoyed by ordinary Chinese people.  The modern residential buildings were standard eight-story structures, with two households per floor, equipped with both elevators and stairs. After driving into the underground garage, one could take the elevator directly from the second basement level to their own floor.  Wang Xinli felt deeply proud of the lifestyle of New China. As people said, except for the lack of a large retinue of servants, the standard of living for an ordinary person was not necessarily inferior to that of so-called royalty.  Indeed, being "served" was regarded as a moral sin in New China. If one required assistance with daily life, they could purchase labor services. Whether one provided the funds or the service, they were equal human beings. As the saying went: "There are only differences in labor roles; there is no such thing as high or low among people."  Wang Xinli had been a member of the New China established by the He Rui government since he was old enough to understand the world. Raised with such education, he believed it was precisely these ideals that had built the great China of today.  Although his political education in the military taught him to acknowledge that buildings like Buckingham Palace were representatives of human culture, his internal sense of disdain did not fade.  He mentally rehearsed what he was to say, repeatedly warning himself not to speak the truth—that is, he must not tell King Henry VI that the only reason the WPLA hadn't stormed Buckingham Palace was that the King's life was worth no more than the palace building itself.  This was a factual view, documented in meeting records. Since they believed there was no hierarchy among human beings, Henry VI was just a man—one human being no different from any other.  The Kenyan, Abu, was visibly more emotional. A graduate of a Chinese university's law department, he possessed full military training. But Abu had never imagined that one day he would walk into Buckingham Palace to announce the decisions of the World People's Liberation Army to the British King as an equal. The feeling gave him a sense of surreal disorientation.  Henry, the British revolutionary, felt mostly anxiety. As a Briton, he had truly worked hard to overthrow the current evil political system of his country and establish a new one. Yet, as his expectations were about to be realized, he felt the pressure. He truly did not want to see Britain's cities turned to ash and its people slaughtered in heaps.  This meeting with Henry VI to persuade the King to surrender made Henry feel a sense of trepidation. He wasn't sure if the King would capitulate; if the persuasion failed, the war would inevitably become unimaginably brutal.  A similar sense of trepidation was felt by the units tasked with seizing Whitehall—specifically the Colonial Office and the archives.  The Chinese members of the WPLA Committee believed that these colonial records were of the utmost importance. Once they possessed this data, they could conduct a well-founded and evidence-based trial of Britain.  Colonial history was filthy and filled with sin, but the history of mankind was simply history. These primary source materials were vital to the record of human civilization.
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When the heavy doors were opened, the scent inside made the Chinese soldiers at the entrance feel as if they had returned to a university library. The smell of a vast quantity of paper gathered together is very distinct; once experienced, it is not easily forgotten.  Stepping into the archives, they saw rows of towering shelves filled with stacks, layers, and files of documents. The Chinese soldiers immediately moved forward at a steady pace, clutching their weapons and raising their lanterns to probe the gaps between the wooden racks.  They had reached the final stage; nothing could be allowed to go wrong! Only after eliminating all risks within the archives could the records be fully protected.  The First Secretary of the Colonial Office, standing at the door, felt a sense of profound loss, but he had no desire to mount the gallows and be hanged like a common criminal. He turned to the Chinese officer, Chen Changsheng. "Mr. Chen..."  Chen Changsheng cut off the unnecessary pleasantries. "If you have other business, you may tell me. If you are merely worried, there is no need to speak. We place great importance on our promises and will never be as treacherous as the Spaniards who tricked the Inca King."  The First Secretary of the British Colonial Office was struck by this statement. Although he knew the Chinese soldiers had received a thorough, systematic education, the fact that they could cite the example of Spanish colonials deceiving the Inca King suggested their knowledge was remarkably comprehensive.  "I certainly believe you, Mr. Chen," the First Secretary said, falling silent.  Chen Changsheng turned his gaze toward the archives of the British Colonial Office, a great weight finally lifting from his heart. Seizing the British archives was the ultimate task of this assault on London—perhaps even *the* most important one.  This level of importance reminded Chen Changsheng of the knowledge he had learned in history class. After the fall of the Qin Dynasty, when Liu Bang entered Xianyang, he took away the Qin archives. When Xiang Yu entered Xianyang, he merely vented his bravado against the Qin nobility, leaving the city in ruins.  Confronted with the mess he had created, Xiang Yu excused himself by saying that for a man to achieve wealth and honor and not return to his hometown was like "wearing silken robes and walking in the night." One of Xiang Yu's subordinates couldn't help but whisper: "People say the men of Chu are but monkeys wearing crowns; it is indeed true."  The idiom "a monkey wearing a crown" (沐猴而冠) originated from this event. When Xiang Yu heard of it, he had the man arrested and boiled alive in a cauldron.  Looking at the vast scale of the British archives, Chen Changsheng finally felt firsthand what the weight of Chinese history had bestowed upon the Chinese people. Even a simple mocking idiom carried behind it profound historical lessons of all kinds. The wisdom of ancient Chinese people from two thousand years ago was not at all outdated two thousand years later.  ***  Meanwhile, in Buckingham Palace, another Chinese officer, Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, shared similar sentiments. Across from him, the British King, Henry VI, declared that if he were not granted treatment befitting a monarch, he would never surrender.  Henry, the British representative of the World People's Liberation Army, tried to persuade King Henry VI to recognize reality and stop playing the games of "kings and nobles." But Henry VI clearly did not agree with the views of this British subject standing before him. In the King's view, he was naturally entitled to royal privileges; if this point was ignored, he would rather fight to the end with his final guards within Buckingham Palace, seeking a mutual destruction.  Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli could finally contain himself no longer. He spoke to Henry VI in English: "Your Majesty, over seven hundred years ago, a Chinese official and man of letters wrote a poem that left a deep impression on me."  Henry VI had not expected this young Chinese officer to speak of literature. It must be noted that in Europe, literature was considered high culture, a pursuit highly favored among the nobility. Thus, Henry VI immediately felt that Lieutenant Colonel Wang might be someone he could converse with.  "What did that official write?" Henry VI asked. Since the other party was an official and writer from seven hundred years ago, by European standards, he must have been an aristocrat. Henry VI felt that discussing the poetry of the nobility would be to his advantage. Had the opponent been a mere revolutionary, Henry VI would have had no interest in the discussion.  Wang Xinli nodded to Henry VI, then recited the poem *Shan Yang Po: Meditations on the Past at Tong Pass* first in Chinese, and then in English.  "The peaks gather like clouds, the waves rage like fury; the road through Tong Pass winds between mountains and rivers. Looking toward the Western Capital, I hesitate in sorrow, grieving for the places where the Qin and Han once trod. Ten thousand halls and palaces have all turned to dust. When the empire prospers, the people suffer; when the empire falls, the people suffer."  The Briton, Henry, and the African, Abu, had both studied in China for several years and could basicially understand Chinese poetry. But this was the first time they had heard this piece, and they could not fully grasp its nuances. However, both could tell it was a lament for past dynasties, especially the final lines—"When the empire prospers, the people suffer; when the empire falls, the people suffer"—which left them both deeply shaken.  Hearing the English version of "Goat Slope" (Shan Yang Po), Henry VI felt a strange sense of familiarity. This was because British and European place names, in essence, were mostly literal translations similar to Chinese names like "Date Palm Grove" or "Horse Station." "Goat Slope" certainly had a European ring to it.  As a soldier, Wang Xinli's translation used more military-inflected terms: "The mountain ridges huddle together like defensive barriers of war, and the towering waves of the great river seem like the furious will to sink any who attempt to cross. Within the ramparts formed by mountains and rivers, the fortress-gate named Tong sits upon the only passage. Standing atop the fortress looking toward the capital of a previous dynasty, the desolation in my heart makes me reluctant to personally enter those great ruins.  When I pass through the open ground before the ancient capitals of the Qin and Han Empires of sixteen hundred years ago, and think of how history records tens of thousands of royal palaces and gardens once stood here, only to see them now reduced to the very soil before me.  With the rise of a new empire, the people are the ones who suffer most. With the fall of an old empire, the people are likewise the ones who suffer most."  Henry VI fell silent. He never expected that an ancient Chinese poem he had never heard of would strike him so deeply in the heart. In his view, the beauty and poignancy of this verse could only be compared to the poetry of Shakespeare. If set to music, it would surely become the most famous troubadour song in Europe.  After hearing it just once, Henry VI thought of the Rome he had once visited. Such a great city could no longer manifest its appearance of sixteen hundred years ago; later generations could only see fragments of that great empire and great civilization from the surviving ruins.  The accompanying Henry and Abu watched Henry VI's darkened expression, unable to tell exactly what the British King was feeling. They looked again at Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, both starting to wonder about his background and the level of education at the Baoding Military Academy.  The current Baoding Military Academy was a university and a world-renowned military institution. This was because New China’s five Marshals had all followed He Rui from the time they graduated and were assigned from the academy's predecessor, the Baoding Land Army Officers' School.  Even with such illustrious alumni, the Baoding Military Academy remained a school for training junior and field officers. Similar prestigious institutions included the Shenyang Military Academy and the Jiangning Military Academy. The training of generals was the task of China's National Defense University.  Therefore, the fact that graduates of Baoding could not only fight but also possessed such a level of literary skill seemed to prove that, by European standards, Baoding was an aristocratic military school... and yet, in daily life, Lieutenant Colonel Wang appeared no different from any other officer. He would curse when necessary, and there was nothing of the "aristocrat" in his conduct.  As the two were pondering, Henry VI had already made his decision. "Lieutenant Colonel Wang, may I have a private word with you?"  At this moment, Henry VI believed Wang Xinli must be a Chinese aristocratic officer. If a surrender had to be discussed, Henry VI would rather communicate with a fellow aristocrat. After all, only an aristocrat could understand an aristocrat.  Wang Xinli had originally only wanted to persuade Henry VI to stop resisting so that the area centered on Buckingham Palace would not be turned to scorched earth. In this operation, the goal of the World People's Liberation Army was to liberate London, not to preserve it. The units were already equipped with various weapons, including thermobaric bombs; once combat began, the WPLA would pursue the lowest possible casualty rate for their own side.  If not for the fact that a peaceful surrender could minimize casualties to the greatest extent, the assault would have already begun.  Seeing Henry VI request a private talk, Wang Xinli, though not having made comprehensive prior preparations for such a scenario, could only reply: "I accept the invitation."  Upon hearing this, Henry VI felt that Wang Xinli clearly had not received a European aristocratic education. A European aristocrat, though meaning the same thing, would have said something like, "It would be my honor."  However, Eastern aristocrats were clearly different from Western ones, and under the current circumstances, Henry VI decided to be a bit more tolerant. Thus, the two went to a small reception room in Buckingham Palace, where Henry VI asked: "Lieutenant Colonel Wang, I would very much like to hear China's arrangements for me."
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In a modern state, military and diplomatic powers belong directly to the core leadership. In China, these powers were held by the Party Chairman—He Rui.  When Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli heard King Henry VI inquire about his diplomatic authority, his heart pounded. He answered cautiously, "As a soldier, I have not been granted such authorization."  Henry VI did not press him. Instead, Wang’s response only confirmed the King’s belief that the Lieutenant Colonel was an "aristocrat." The mere phrase "I have not been granted authorization" proved that Wang was not ignorant of the diplomatic system and its internal jargon.  "Can the Lieutenant Colonel contact the Chinese capital directly?" Henry VI continued.  As a soldier, Wang Xinli dared not bypass the chain of command. He replied frankly, "I will report to my superiors."  "How long will it take?" the King asked.  "I can hardly move my radio station into Buckingham Palace, can I?" Wang was forced by the strict regulations to speak the truth.  "What if I agree to it?" Henry VI was more inclined to deal with this "aristocratic officer" who seemed inevitable under the British system. In the King's eyes, Lieutenant Colonel Wang was reliable.  Ultimately, Wang Xinli, adopting a "dead horse as a living doctor" approach, sent a telegram to the WPLA General Logistics Department in Kenya. Just as he was prepared for his message to vanish into thin air or be met with a reprimand, a reply arrived: "Ask the British King if he is willing to establish a dedicated line."  A "dedicated line" in radio telegraphy meant that at a certain time and on a certain frequency, no other stations would transmit. Wang asked the King’s Grand Chamberlain, who was standing beside him, and quickly received the answer: "It is possible."  With this, Wang Xinli felt as if a great weight had been lifted. Such high-level matters were not for a mere Lieutenant Colonel to handle; in such situations, it was best to hand it over as quickly as possible.  Of course, Wang was curious about the contents of the exchange, but fearing the punishment that would follow any delay of major affairs, he suppressed his curiosity and waited quietly for the result.  Upon learning that the person on the other side was actually Chinese Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Henry VI felt he was indeed being treated with importance. His only regret was that He Rui himself did not appear. What Henry VI did not know was that Cheng Ruofan had established a dedicated line with the capital and was reporting directly to the Central Government. Although He Rui was not actively participating, Li Runshi was in charge, and He Rui was at least "listening in."  Naturally, Cheng Ruofan would not tell Henry VI any of this. He quickly received word from Li Runshi and relayed it to the King: "If the British King intends to go into exile, China will not stop him."  Hearing Cheng Ruofan's answer, Henry VI did not ask if Cheng had been authorized. If one of the five Marshals of China did not have the authority or the discretion to handle such matters, the management of the Chinese central government would be absurdly incompetent.  Henry VI pondered, considering whether to ask about the possibility of peace talks at this stage. Compared to exile, he naturally preferred a negotiated peace; even if it cost a great deal, the government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland would have at least survived the war. Exile meant the end of the nation.  Seeing things had come to this, Henry VI decided to cast aside his pride and sent the question across.  Soon, Cheng Ruofan’s reply was delivered to him: "Please discuss this matter with the Executive Committee of the World People's Liberation Army. The Chinese government can only guarantee the safety of the King's exile."  As he finished reading the telegram, Henry VI felt a pang in his heart, his handsome face twisting with pain. An exiled king might never return to his homeland, but these radical revolutionaries of the WPLA advocated for the sweeping away of feudal autocracy and the establishment of people's republics. To realize their political ideals, these men of various ethnicities had absolutely no respect for ancient history. They even believed that the long histories of nations were merely accumulations of rot that had to be smashed and rebuilt.  This attitude was like a pack of wild beasts charging into a porcelain shop, completely ignoring the exquisite porcelain and the culture and history carried by their shapes and patterns, and simply wrecking the shop according to their animal instincts. After the depredations of these brutes, only ruins would remain.  Gazing at the ornate carvings and complex decorations of the Buckingham Palace briefing room, Henry VI was overwhelmed by a surge of emotions. Somehow, he suddenly recalled the ancient Chinese poem translated by Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, "Meditation on the Past at Tong Pass."  Being the master of Buckingham Palace was indeed a fine thing. But if Buckingham Palace were to become his tomb, Henry VI felt his own life was more valuable.  Many years later, when Wang Xinli was telling his grandson about the pursuits of life, he remarked with deep feeling: "Nothing is brought into this life, and nothing is taken out. So never let yourself be weighed down by external things. Don't be like that King—when he went into exile, he brought a dozen fucking trucks..."  At this point, Wang saw his wife glaring at him for his coarse language. He quickly switched to more refined terms. "A single bag is enough for the necessary tools. Now even laptops have dedicated backpacks. With a backpack on your back and a small suitcase in your hand, you can go anywhere in the world..."  These words were truly from the heart, for Wang Xinli had never expected that after becoming the officer escorting the British King into exile, he would have to coordinate the transport for him. He had thought it would be a matter of a few cars and a truck—taking the King to a British port, putting him on a ship, and that would be that.  He never expected the King would organize an entire convoy. Not only did he take a dozen trucks of antiques and paintings, but there was even a truck specifically dedicated to hauling the British Royal Family's Gold State Coach, used for receiving foreign guests.  Seeing that glittering, magnificent Gold State Coach, Wang Xinli felt this was the very picture of a doomed nation. If a national leader used such ostentatious and impractical things every day, could they still claim to be part of the people? Could they still go among the masses and become one with them?  However, orders from above were not to stop the King's exile. Moreover, when the King fled, he took the British fleet with him. Wang Xinli finally felt his hard work had some value. Letting the British fleet run off together would help in the liberation of Britain. At the very least, without their ships, the British sailors wouldn't have to go down with them.  As for the combat capability of the British fleet, Wang was not interested at all. Compared to the massive American fleet, these few British ships were pathetic. Thus, his disdain for things like "royalty" only deepened. If they had sold those antiques and paintings, they could have at least built a few more warships!  King Henry VI had no idea what was going on in Lieutenant Colonel Wang’s mind. As he was leaving, he invited Wang to share his car and asked with a weary air, "Lieutenant Colonel, do you have any knowledge of poems regarding parting?"  Wang Xinli did his best to make his expression solemn. He translated the lyrics of Li Yu, the Last Ruler of Southern Tang, into English. Fearing the Englishman wouldn't understand the references to the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers, Wang told Henry VI beforehand that he would substitute some terms with English names. Then he recited:  "When will the spring flowers and autumn moon end? How much of the past is known? Last night, the east wind blew again at Buckingham Palace. One cannot bear to look back at the old country in the smoke and dust. The carved railings and jade steps should still be there; only the coat of arms has changed. Ask how much sorrow a man can have? Just like the Thames River flowing east."  He had just finished when he looked at Henry VI and saw him staring blankly out the car window. Before long, the King burst into tears.  Wang Xinli maintained a polite expression, but in his heart, he thought: *If you knew it would come to this, what the hell were you doing before? Now you have the face to cry? Ptooey!*  The confirmation of the British King’s exile to the United States occurred on December 14th. Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the General Logistics Director of the WPLA, was more concerned with the current position of the WPLA in London. Upon receiving news that the British forces in London had completely surrendered, Cheng let out a long sigh of relief. He had expected to be overjoyed, but his greatest feeling at that moment was actually: "It's finally over!"  With a deep sense of exhaustion, Cheng Ruofan decided to get some sleep. Just as he stood up, he remembered he still had to send a telegram to He Rui. At such a time, only by personally sending the telegram could Cheng feel that he had truly completed his task.  Sitting back down, Cheng Ruofan picked up his pen several times, but he didn't know what to write to express his current mood. Before 1915, Cheng Ruofan had looked forward to the day Britain would be destroyed. Thirty years had passed in the blink of an eye, and when that day truly arrived, Cheng found that what he had sought was perhaps not the destruction of Britain, but for China to become the world’s hegemon.  Now that China had truly become the hegemon, Cheng Ruofan felt a strong sense of unease. The man who had led China to this point and achieved the great deeds Cheng had never even dared to dream of was He Rui. If He Rui were in good health now, Cheng Ruofan would not feel such intense pressure; he would certainly be indulging in the feast of Britain's collapse.  But He Rui’s health was so poor. Once He Rui passed away, it would be up to Cheng Ruofan and the others to shoulder the burden of the world’s hegemon. Cheng Ruofan found that he was not prepared for this, and he felt immense pressure regarding the challenges that a hegemon must face.  The so-called hegemony of the white world, which had once seemed so invincible, was but a sandcastle before He Rui. He only had to surge the waves, and the castle would turn back into a pile of sand.  If China could not learn from this, it would be the next one.
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"...I have often heard the Chairman say: 'Benevolence is cooperation; Righteousness is the distribution of benefits.' At this moment, I am suddenly reminded of Jia Yi's *On the Faults of Qin*.  "Jia Yi wrote: 'Thus, with a mere fragment of land, Qin achieved the power of ten thousand chariots and ordered the eight provinces to pay court to it for over a hundred years. Then, it made the world its home and the Hangu Pass its palace. Yet a single commoner raised a revolt, and the ancestral temples were destroyed. The ruler died at the hands of others and became the laughingstock of the world—why? Because benevolence and righteousness were not applied, and the conditions of offense and defense had shifted.'  "Contemplating China's current power and majesty, I feel both fortunate and, inevitably, a trace of trepidation..."  He Rui set the telegram aside. Cheng Ruofan’s sudden use of Classical Chinese moved him. That even a man like Cheng would feel "the coldness of the heights" showed that China's global deployment had given even this idealist the "border anxiety" that came with far-flung expeditions.  The "Zhong" in the name *Zhongguo* (China) referred to the Central Kingdom—the center of all under heaven. In the 21st century, He Rui had expended much effort to purge Eurocentrism from his cognition. But the people of Cheng Ruofan's era had suffered no foreign aggression since the unification of China in 1924. Because the period of China's lost confidence had been so brief—barely twenty years in total—this generation had never formed a rigid sense of Eurocentrism. They easily reconnected with the traditional view of Sinocentrism.  Thus, even if Britain styled itself the world hegemon, in Cheng Ruofan’s eyes, it was merely a frontier of barbarians distant from China. Yet, the task of governing the world made Cheng feel the heavy pressure of being so far removed from China, the world's center.  Indeed, if China relied solely on imperialist methods to maintain global hegemony, the pressure would be crushing, quickly leading to a situation where expenditures exceeded returns.  Thinking of this, He Rui initially wanted to call Li Runshi over to discuss the governance of the world. However, his hand rested on the telephone for a long time before he finally let go.  Power, by its nature, is exclusive. An incomplete handover is no handover at all. Since he had decided to step down, it should be Li Runshi who sought out He Rui when he needed him, not He Rui seeking out Li whenever he had a thought.  Having settled this, He Rui sat back at his desk and looked through documents regarding foreign affairs. The US presidential election, which should have yielded results in November, had been delayed slightly due to the Chinese invasion of American territory. Even so, on December 11th, the American people elected the ticket of Henry Wallace and Eleanor Roosevelt.  Wallace’s campaign platform was centered on ending the war. The Republican candidate, Thomas Dewey, had been swept up by public opinion demanding the restoration of order in North America. Although the high-minded Dewey had received cheers from the public, his support rate was only 31%—a clear proof of the American people’s true sentiments.  He Rui’s requirement to begin a full prisoner exchange with the US before December 20th was being executed quite well. The new Wallace administration had reached an agreement with China to start the exchange on December 16th. By December 24th at the latest, all Chinese officers and men captured by the US would be released. In exchange, China was handing over four times the number of American prisoners.  As He Rui was reading, the telephone rang. It was Li Runshi. Soon, Li appeared before him, inquiring about the separate release of Black prisoners of war.  "I simply want to see what the result will be. What America thinks is America's business," He Rui said without compromise.  At this stage, He Rui had entered a phase of acting according to his own whims. Releasing Black POWs in the US Northwest was indeed not an act of goodwill. He Rui didn't necessarily believe that by releasing them there, they would use their numerical advantage to establish a Black state. But if the Black people caused trouble in the Northwest, He Rui would be content to watch from the sidelines.  Li Runshi was somewhat unaccustomed to He Rui's new style. Given He Rui's usual caution, he wasn't one to play low-level tricks. As Li stared at him, he found He Rui looking back at him as well. For most people, such an act would trigger a tense, adversarial feeling often called "offense."  Li Runshi trusted He Rui implicitly. Faced with such pressure, he expected He Rui to say something sharp. Soon, He Rui spoke: "Comrade Runshi, if until now there has still been a path for us to follow and learn from, from now on we must make our own decisions. Present-day China has entered a new stage that no other country—nor China itself—has ever reached. We often do not know what will happen."  Li Runshi was startled. Over the past period, as he contemplated future strategy, he too had realized this reality. Hearing He Rui state it so simply and clearly made him feel that He Rui had likely already thought through many things.  From the unification of China in 1924 to the present moment, as China was about to achieve world hegemony, following He Rui's judgment had invariably yielded positive results. Even Li Runshi had begun to grow accustomed to this pattern. He couldn't help but ask, "Chairman, is your arrangement for the Black people strategic or experimental?"  "It is an experimental move. To put it somewhat bluntly, in my view, concentrating Black people in the US Northwest is much like importing cheetahs from Africa to Australia—it is an experimental act," He Rui replied.  Li Runshi felt a sense of discomfort with these words, yet he couldn't help but think that He Rui's physical functions were likely still at a very low level. Only such an explanation could account for He Rui’s seemingly callous disregard for human life.  He Rui had studied psychology and understood Li Runshi's feelings perfectly. He spoke this way because he felt Li had to accept the cruelty of the industrial age. In many instances, Li’s heart was too kind, and the reason for this was that he truly believed in "Man conquering Heaven."  As for the definition of "Heaven," in He Rui's view, it was undoubtedly the understanding of humanity itself achieved in the 21st century.  During the period when He Rui’s physical vitality was abundant, impulses originating from the flesh had a significant impact on his thoughts. Now that his body was weak, the influence of these physical impulses had greatly diminished. While this meant death was very close, it also provided the external conditions for He Rui to think beyond the influence of the flesh.  Until the human body evolved, most revolutionary principles were used by humans to justify their own physical impulses.  If one could not acknowledge this with cold rationality but instead acted purely out of revolutionary passion, they were destined to face many heart-wrenching situations. Especially for a man like Li Runshi, who was filled with an almost unbelievable vitality—his biological state destined him to be more passionate than others.  He Rui did not believe this passion born of vitality was wrong; it was even a commendable trait of humanity worth celebrating. Yet, he still couldn't help but hope that Li Runshi would become an even more powerful existence.  Seeing Li's confusion and heartfelt resistance, He Rui knew that his objectivity could not for long defeat physical reality.  But Li Runshi could not understand He Rui. He asked, "Chairman, do you believe in absolute rationalism?"  "Human observation is inherently laggard compared to reality. As a product of that reality, how can humans possess absolute rationality?" He Rui answered logically.  Having said this, He Rui observed Li Runshi. He saw Li’s brow furrow and his gaze waver; he clearly could not grasp He Rui's current state of mind.  He Rui then switched the topic. "Comrade Runshi, have your thoughts on the future lifestyle yielded any periodic results?"  Li Runshi’s gaze immediately sharpened, and his demeanor became steady—a reaction typical when a question touched upon his area of expertise.  "Chairman, the result of my thinking is that no definite lifestyle can be provided. At this stage, the costs China can provide are only enough to ensure that everyone receives nine years of compulsory education, followed by vocational training and basic education in sociology and logic. Moreover, this vocational and sociological education is a double-edged sword. These efforts might create a progressive future, or they might create a source of chaos. After all, progress and chaos are merely different manifestations of the same thing."  A typical philosopher might sink into despondency or agony after saying such things, but Li Runshi, as a philosopher-statesman, was filled with an innate vitality.  "The future you described before, Chairman—I could not see the material foundation for it, so I could not understand it. Now, I am beginning to understand parts of it, especially the method of future wealth distribution you mentioned. In the China of the future, capital gains will no longer hold a dominant position. Functional gains and capital gains will create immense inequality. And to resolve these inequalities using the moral models of the agricultural era, or the simple and crude models of political stability, will only lead to even greater injustice from a theoretical standpoint."  Li Runshi’s perspective made He Rui’s heart leap with joy. He thought to himself: *Exactly!*  Great politicians can masterfully employ various means—whether it is "stability above all else" or "striking down all monsters and demons"—these are all tools. Their goal, without exception, is to promote the development of productive forces and social progress.  But social progress is never easy. Progress itself is destruction, and the objects being destroyed are not necessarily fallacious or evil within old moral systems and lifestyles.  At such times, only the great or the dull can truly grasp the strategy. He Rui hoped that the leaders of China would be great men.
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Li Runshi’s car stopped in front of the office building. The secretary opened the door, but seeing that Li had no intention of getting out, he asked cautiously, "Chairman, is there somewhere else you need to go?"  Li Runshi shook his head, finally breaking his train of thought. He had intended to step out, but in the end, he said, "To see Premier Wu."  When Wu Youping saw Li Runshi enter, he smiled immediately. "Chairman Li, have you seen the statistical reports?"  Li Runshi nodded slightly. The State Council's data was encouraging. Since the start of the war, actual military expenditures had never exceeded national tax revenue. As a result, the war bonds that had been planned remained solely on paper.  This fact gave Li a starting point for their conversation. "Premier, do you believe that everything has meaning?"  Wu Youping was slightly surprised, and his expression quickly turned serious. "I’ve heard the rumors too—some are saying that 'a single word from the Chairman is worth ten thousand words.'"  Li Runshi had heard this as well. Some comrades who had clearly failed to gain influence were now resorting to a cult of personality, fervently extolling He Rui. In Li’s view, these people were of low caliber, which was why they spoke such nonsense. Apparently, they hoped to win He Rui's favor through this idolization.  It was an incredibly foolish approach.  "The Chairman recently discussed the future lifestyle with me. It was only after personally seeing the budget allocations that I became certain: the era where everyone can receive twelve years of education has truly arrived. Twenty years ago, I also envisioned such an era, but after a few quick calculations, I immediately abandoned the thought. Now that the national budget can finally sustain such expenditures, it feels somewhat surreal," Wu Youping remarked nostalgically.  Li Runshi felt a deep sense of resonance. "Thus, the 'meaning' those people believe in doesn't actually exist. However, the lifestyle itself requires a higher level of meaning. If we look at it through the Chairman's 'Hierarchy of Needs,' he is, in fact, not a normal human being."  Wu Youping saw Li’s predicament and couldn't help but smile bitterly. "That is why propaganda is an offensive field. It’s either the East Wind prevailing over the West Wind, or vice versa. The true reasons behind it often cannot be explained openly. Chairman Li, this burden will have to be carried by you."  Li Runshi hadn't expected Wu Youping to act as if he were washing his hands of the matter again, and he felt the pressure mount. Wu Youping was He Rui’s close comrade-in-arms, who had created the present-day China alongside him. In the eyes of ordinary people, China had returned to the pinnacle of the world, and Li Runshi was inheriting an incomparably wealthy family estate.  Yet He Rui, Wu Youping, and Li Runshi all knew very well that the path China was about to take was not one of sitting idle on a mountain of gold. They had to keep moving forward, onto a road they had never traveled before...  "Winning the land is easy; holding it is hard. As for continuing the journey, that is harder still. Chairman Li, whether now or in the future, if you need me for anything, just say the word. I will support you." Wu Youping’s tone carried a heartfelt sympathy.  Wu Youping had long felt that having seen the China of today, he could die without regrets. Thus, he felt a profound pity for Li Runshi. For Li, the hardest part was that the price China had paid for its success thus far was so low that only a tiny minority could understand that this was abnormal—even unreasonable.  Human beings naturally assume that what exists is meant to be, no matter how irrational that existence might be.  Wu Youping advised, "A few days ago, I went home and spoke with my children. I realized that to these little ones, a peaceful life, sufficient food, and clean water are all taken for granted. All they have to do is go to school on time, get their vaccinations on time, and take their deworming medicine on time. In short, as long as they follow the system set by their superiors, a peaceful, prosperous, and happy life is guaranteed. Heh..."  Li Runshi heard the sympathy in Wu’s voice and felt truly grateful, as he had noticed very similar views in his own children. The perspective of today's youth was entirely different from when Li was young. When they first began to understand the world in 1924, China had just concluded the Sino-Japanese War and the Unification War that decided the order in Asia. China truly possessed the strength of a first-rate power in Asia and one of the few in the world.  When telling children about the humiliations China had once suffered, their reaction was anger, not despair. To them, China had simply suffered from a serious illness called "the Manchu Qing." Once that illness was cured, a healthy China could naturally continue to be the world's strongest.  Three years later, in 1927, the Sino-British War ended. This made the children believe that China could defeat any opponent, whether it was the world hegemon Britain or poverty itself.  If there was no clean water, they built waterworks. If there wasn't enough water for the fields, they built irrigation projects. If there were no warships, they built shipyards.  ...If they were scolded by their parents for poor grades, they would reluctantly "look for problems" within themselves.  The children did indeed feel a lot of pressure and hardship while growing up, but they never knew the meaning of despair. Precisely because they did not know what despair was, the young people charging across the battlefields today were filled with confidence and passion.  When China faced technical problems in industrial development, He Rui cooperated with France and bought all of France’s science and technology back home. When the country needed industrial support, He Rui invited global investment, allowing foreign firms to make money in China and thereby completing the industrial supply chains.  Even when China faced immense economic crisis pressure after 1938, the children never felt despair. Because at that time, He Rui introduced the two-day weekend model and strengthened universal education and adult re-education.  During the economic crisis, Chinese adults believed that even if they made less money, life from 1938 to 1941 was far better than the precarious days of 1924.  The youth fully accepted the explanation He Rui offered: "The problems encountered in China's development must be solved through continued development. Science and culture are the primary productive forces."  He Rui gave the people a method and a meaning, and the people truly believed in that explanation. But the central leadership knew that during those three or four years of pushing cultural education with all their might, the Chinese economy had encountered problems that were almost unsolvable. He Rui’s solution was to "smash the old world and build a new one."  Feeling the immense pressure, Li Runshi sighed. "The Chairman never lies; he merely speaks to different audiences in terms they can understand. I admire that greatly."  Wu Youping saw that Li Runshi had truly entered the state of mind of a supreme leader and felt much more at ease. He switched to a lighter topic. "Not long ago, I met that grandson of Master Zhang who is in the shipping industry. His son is only ten. The little fellow asked me a question. There’s a card game now called *Azur Lane*. He couldn't understand why we couldn't treat the warships the Americans helped us build after World War I as our own warships from that era. Hahaha..."  By the end, Wu Youping couldn't help but laugh out loud.  Li Runshi couldn't help but smile as well. He could understand why Wu was laughing. The children of today truly couldn't understand why, if China’s aircraft carriers were launched in 1940, the few destroyers "built" by China in 1919—twenty-one years earlier—couldn't be considered ship types designed and produced by China itself.  In their minds, the Chinese warships of 1919 should have a natural lineage with those of 1940.  It wasn't just ten-year-olds who didn't understand that a historical gap had truly occurred; most young people in the country weren't very clear on it either. They simply happened to be born in New China, and thus naturally possessed peace, health, food, and a bright future.  This was the achievement of He Rui’s generation of leaders—a greatness that even the Chinese people who lived through it could not fully grasp at their current political level.  Li Runshi sighed, "Its rise was sudden, and its fall may be just as swift!"  If the people remained as they were, then the result of "holding onto the boat to find the sword" would inevitably occur.  Wu Youping nodded heavily; he shared the same feeling. If the future youth of China could not understand this achievement and eventually formed a rigid, reactionary mode of thinking, they would naturally believe that as long as a few exceptional figures appeared and fought a few battles with foreign powers, all of China's problems could be solved. That would be disastrous.  "Chairman Li, the Chairman has an idea. He intends to change the national name and the National Day. He wants to mark October 1, 1924, as the day New China was founded. Only by completely breaking with the old era in these most fundamental aspects can we establish the legitimacy of a People’s View of History. If we continue with the 'Republic of China,' someone will inevitably try to shape Sun Yat-sen and Yuan Shikai as 'Founding Fathers.' What do you think?"  Hearing Wu Youping’s words, Li Runshi was overjoyed. He knew this would not be Wu’s idea alone; it must be He Rui’s decision.  Feeling a sense of liberation as if chains had been broken, Li Runshi felt a strong respect for He Rui’s restraint. The reason He Rui hadn't done this in 1924 was that it would have caused a massive internal split and wasted time for China’s development.  The strategic window He Rui created was too short. If they couldn't have finished unification at top speed then, the China of 1926 wouldn't have possessed the strength to go to war with Britain. And if they hadn't defeated Britain, France would never have accepted the proposal for full cooperation.  "This must be proposed by the Chairman himself," Li Runshi quickly judged.  Wu Youping nodded heavily. "Since you agree, let’s begin the process."  In Li Runshi’s previous thoughts, how to make a clean break with the old era was one of the hardest tasks. Some remnants of the old era, in order to gain legitimacy, had colluded with certain capitalists to launch an offensive in the press. Li Runshi had dealt quite harshly with such propaganda.  In a famous closure case, the *Christian Times* in Shanghai was shut down for serializing a novel. The novel followed the traditional pattern of "emperors and generals," telling a story like this:  He Rui had been a chosen official of the Manchu Qing since he was ten, receiving focused cultivation from both the Qing and the Republic. Qing ministers like Cixi, Yuan Shikai, Zhang Xiluan, and Duan Qirui all thought highly of him and supported him with all their might. He Rui did not fail the trust of these great men and eventually reached the pinnacle of power, realizing their ideals.  Li Runshi had immediately ordered the closure of a batch of newspapers and launched a crackdown on stories of this type. For this, he was once privately called the "Lai Junchen of the current age" by literati, and the nickname "Wu Song" for Wu Youping became popular for a time.  But once the bill to change the national name and National Day was passed, New China would possess complete legal and historical legitimacy. Since the Civilization Party was a party of the People's Democratic Dictatorship, He Rui was simply a revolutionary born in the Qing era and living in the Republican era. The New China he founded was a people's regime from start to finish, and all "old eras" were merely objects of his struggle.  From experience, Li Runshi knew that once the new legal and historical legitimacy was formed, He Rui’s "United Front" would be maliciously attacked as "how to most effectively use others." But he firmly believed that He Rui would not care about such misunderstandings. He Rui’s life was dedicated to serving the Chinese people and the working people of the world. Kings, nobles, and generals were never his fellow travelers.  Recovering from his joy, Li Runshi quickly sorted out several main threads and felt that the possibility of success was nearly 100%. With the prestige gained from winning World War II, the backlash from breaking with the old era would be negligible. Most Chinese people not only wouldn't oppose such a break, they would welcome it.  Having fundamentally resolved the issue of the political line, Li Runshi finally relaxed. He suddenly remembered the original reason he had sought out Wu Youping and said, "Premier, I was originally distressed about what kind of new lifestyle to provide. Now I feel the future is bright. In this relaxed atmosphere, I’d like to ask the Premier for his views on functional gains versus capital gains."  Wu Youping hadn't been in a hurry to tell Li Runshi about this, but seeing him so distressed, he couldn't bear it and informed him early. Seeing Li had regained his spark, he was very happy and spoke more lightheartedly.  "The aristocrats of France and England, following their historical status and mission, were to write works attacking modern bourgeois society. In the July Revolution of 1830 in France and the Reform movement in England, they were once again defeated by the hateful parvenu. From then on, there was no more talk of serious political struggle.  "All they could still engage in was a literary struggle. However, even in the literary field, it was impossible to harp on the old tune of the Restoration period. To arouse sympathy, the nobles had to pretend they no longer cared for their own interests and were writing indictments against the bourgeoisie solely for the sake of the exploited working class. The means they used to vent their anger was to sing songs cursing their new rulers and mutter to him some more or less sinister prophecies.  "Thus arose Feudal Socialism—half elegy, half lampoon; half echo of the past, half menace of the future; at times, by its bitter, witty, and incisive criticism, striking the bourgeoisie to the very heart's core, but always ludicrous in its effect, through total incapacity to comprehend the march of modern history.  "In order to rally the people to them, the aristocrats waved the proletarian alms-bag as their banner. But no sooner did the people follow them than they beheld on their hindquarters the old feudal coats of arms, and deserted with loud and irreverent laughter.  "A section of the French Legitimists and 'Young England' played this part."  Hearing Wu Youping fluently recite the *Communist Manifesto* from memory, Li Runshi nodded, feeling that after China’s full entry into industrialization, it had indeed reached this era.  Wu Youping continued, "The Weihua Company—many say it’s a good company, and more who have some economic knowledge say it’s a bad one. In my view, Weihua is a company composed of 'techies' whose corporate direction is to realize their dreams.  "This company is not listed; it does not serve investors. it only serves the outstanding 'techies' gathered together. They are undoubtedly the typical representatives of dual gains—both functional and capital.  "Does Chairman Li think such a company is good or bad? I believe that in different economic environments, one's view would change greatly. That is all."
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The Weihua Company was an enterprise that had risen to prominence in recent years. Internally, the company employed a system of virtual shares distributed according to a member's ability. While the formula for calculating these shares included parameters for tenure, it placed far greater emphasis on individual learning, experience, participation in projects, and actual contribution.  Within the industry, Weihua was most criticized for its practice of "persuading to resign" once an employee’s personal potential was deemed exhausted. There was no room for veterans to rest on their past laurels—a policy many regarded as "callous."  However, this systemic "callousness" ensured that seniority carried little weight, leaving the employees highly motivated. Counterbalancing this perceived coldness was the fact that Weihua's average salary was three to five times higher than the industry standard, attracting a vast influx of top-tier talent.  In present-day China, there was no shortage of orders or technical demands. These "techies" organized themselves into research groups following a model of technical iteration. While competitors could produce similar products, Weihua invariably held a technical advantage in several key areas. This edge allowed them to sweep up contracts in every bidding competition.  Li Runshi had studied the case of Weihua. His research had given him a profound understanding of the level of subjective initiative that could be sparked by combining "technical gains" with "capital gains."  Those who applied to Weihua believed they were the best, and their goal was to work and learn at the most elite enterprise while earning a fortune.  Where talent congregates, strange and troublesome things inevitably follow. To address this, Weihua had built a powerful internal management system. While they couldn't achieve perfection, they strived to ensure that "mistakes are not repeated and anger is not displaced." The company even maintained its own Marxist research team, which used a materialist approach to analyze the root causes and conditions of various internal problems. Once a study was completed, the findings were codified into management regulations.  This went beyond minor matters. Weihua possessed a Strategic Department, a Systems Analysis Department, an Execution Department, an Organizational Department, and a Lifestyle Management Department. It could be said that every system found in a state was replicated within the company. Furthermore, it truly operated according to the methods of state management.  The Strategic Department formulated the company’s development strategy. This strategy was not merely a list of the company's wishes; it involved analyzing the development direction of China and the world. Based on these trends and the company’s own strengths, they formulated Weihua’s path.  When Li Runshi studied this, even a cursory glance revealed an extremely familiar pattern. The He Rui government and the internal organs of the Civilization Party were organized exactly this way.  In Li's view, Weihua could no longer be described as simply "good" or "bad"; it had to be judged by "whether it is capable." Just as present-day China possessed formidable governing capacity, Weihua possessed a powerful corporate organization and operational ability.  Thus, Li Runshi felt that if it ever became necessary to act against Weihua for the sake of regime stability, he would not hesitate. Yet, even if he were to destroy Weihua in the future, he would not criticize the enterprise. For like a treasure trove, it possessed a value that demanded respect.  Seeing Li Runshi fall silent, Premier Wu Youping assumed he was overly concerned about the combined impact of technical and capital gains. Wu offered his own suggestion: "Chairman Li, as long as Weihua continues to operate according to a model of free competition, I believe we should leave them alone. But the moment they attempt to establish a monopoly, they must be struck down."  Li Runshi, realizing Wu had misunderstood his attitude, explained: "I share that view. However, Weihua’s Strategic Department has reached the same conclusion. I wonder if the Premier is aware?"  "I’ve heard of it," Wu replied with a smile. "Since they have such strategic vision, we are naturally pleased to see it."  Li Runshi nodded. "I cannot judge how long this model of brutal competition will last. Absolute fairness only creates absolute unfairness, and absolute unfairness triggers system collapse. Heh. I first heard this argument from the Chairman, but it was in Weihua’s Systems Analysis Department that I first saw this mathematical model."  Wu Youping was amused. "The government cannot conduct such research internally because its inherent goal is to maintain the stability that ensures its own survival."  Li Runshi couldn't help but smile bitterly at this harsh reality. The more thoroughly one researched the future world, the more one realized that all present governments were makeshift operations. It was hard even to consider the He Rui government as anything else.  However, the greatest advantage of the He Rui government was that within its centralized system sat an incomparably powerful strategist guiding the direction of policy. The makeshift governments of other nations lacked a strategist of the same caliber—they often lacked any qualified strategist at all. This gave China an overwhelming advantage over other nations.  Wu Youping understood where Li’s pressure came from. As long as China’s current institutional model remained unchanged, it required its leaders to be powerful strategists. In this regard, Wu felt He Rui was an excellent leader, and his selection of Li Runshi proved his own strategic depth.  Just as he was about to give Li a word of encouragement, Li asked, "Premier, do you think the war will end next year?"  "...I believe that even after the sessions of Congress and the Central Committee conclude, the war will not have ended," Wu Youping gave his assessment.  China held elections every five years. Normally, the Congress and the Central Committee of the Chinese Civilization Party convened in March of years ending in 0 and 5. They would elect the new leadership of the Civilization Party, followed by a new session of the Congress of the Republic of China, which would then elect the National Chairman from among the MPs.  Li Runshi smiled. "Heh. In that case, the Allies will get to witness the death of the Republic of China."  Wu Youping was momentarily stunned, but then he burst into laughter. "Haha, you're right. I imagine the member states of the Allies would be very happy to see that. *Cough, cough, cough...*"  Because he laughed so heartily, Wu Youping choked on his own saliva.  *Cough, cough, cough!* US President Henry Wallace coughed as he set a bottle of Coca-Cola on the desk in the Oval Office.  Recently, Wallace had received numerous threatening letters, mostly from hardliners opposed to an armistice. The Coca-Cola in the bottle had a strange taste, leading Wallace to suspect it might have been poisoned.  Though he thought this, he did not voice it. He had never been a politician and had no desire to become one. In this election, his platform had been clear: an armistice with China.  Wallace didn't truly believe he could win. The reason he ran was because he believed he had a responsibility to the United States. Since he didn't understand politics, he simply spoke of his armistice plan in language that ordinary people could understand.  Now that he had been elected, many people secretly told him that most within the Democratic Party had believed he couldn't win. If it weren't for the fact that the presidency was such a difficult role at this time, the old Democratic politicians would have risen up to get rid of him.  The Republican candidate, Dewey, had thought he would win. He never expected that the vast majority of American voters would firmly support Wallace. After all, Dewey was a politician, and the things he spoke of were too elitist. They required explanations from the educated upper and middle classes for the American people to understand what he was saying.  In contrast, Wallace, who had no politicians to help him, spoke in a way that required no translation for ordinary Americans. He frankly admitted that the American people had made immense efforts and sacrifices to win the war. In fact, America's military progress had been such that it could easily defeat any enemy except China.  But China had also made great progress—a fact that America had not understood at first. This had led to the series of failures thus far.  At present, what America needed was not meaningless sacrifice, but the signing of an armistice agreement rather than a peace treaty. Even with an armistice, America would continue to assert its ownership of places like Hawaii and Alaska.  Although it was humiliating, Wallace decided to take responsibility and end this meaningless war first. At the end of his crucial campaign speech, he had said: "We must first allow the fathers, brothers, sons, and sisters of the American people to return home from the prisoner-of-war camps. Only when we ensure everyone has returned to their hometowns can we begin the next step. God bless America."  Wallace’s words struck a chord with the American people. While people everywhere cursed him and even threatened to kill him, seventy percent of the voters chose him when it came time to cast their ballots. It wasn't that these voters thought Wallace was highly capable, but because they believed he would truly carry out his campaign promises.  Ordinary Americans were now weary of the war; they only wanted to return to their former lives. Wallace’s speech mentioned "hometown," giving many Americans a sense of homecoming.  Setting aside the strangely flavored Coca-Cola, Wallace discussed the arrangements for the Sino-American prisoner exchange with Secretary of State Hull. Hull was an old bureaucrat who understood American politics well. Seeing that Wallace was truly concerned about the exchange, Hull felt the man before him was a truly remarkable fellow.  He understood nothing of politics, yet he had been pushed into the presidency by the times. Because he understood nothing of politics, he chose to tell the truth, which instead narrowed the distance between him and the American voters.  And as for the current prisoner exchange, because Wallace truly understood nothing of grand strategy, he had unexpectedly gained He Rui’s cooperation.  Seeing such a man become President and truly fulfill his duties, Hull couldn't help but wonder if some mysterious power, like God, had intervened on Wallace’s behalf.
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"Stop!" A massive loudspeaker atop a tall utility pole blared.  Captain Dan, along with the other American prisoners of war, halted in the snow-covered corridor. Looking forward, there were endless columns of uniforms; looking back, the line of American POWs seemed just as infinite.  Beside them, the Chinese soldiers, armed and alert, were clearly tense. Their numbers were insignificant compared to the mass of prisoners. Standing amidst the crowds, some Chinese soldiers simply pulled off their thick cotton gloves and gripped their assault rifles, ready to respond to any incident.  Soon, several large trucks drove up. Chinese soldiers leaped out and began unloading devices that consisted of a large drum base topped with a massive metallic umbrella-like structure. As each was unloaded, the soldiers climbed back on the truck and moved forward, while those arriving in jeeps began setting up the equipment.  Before long, these devices were lit. The massive metal umbrellas reflected heat downward, allowing the surrounding American POWs to feel a sliver of warmth. Naturally, the prisoners in the freezing cold crowded toward the heating equipment.  The Chinese soldiers from the jeeps pushed through the crowd of prisoners, leaped back onto the trucks, and headed for the next location. No American prisoners caused trouble; they huddled around the radiant heaters, stretching out frozen palms to catch the fire.  The winter in the northern United States was brutal. Standing for long periods in such extreme cold could easily prove fatal.  Several hours later, shivering and teeth chattering, Captain Dan arrived at the exchange point with his unit. Beneath a long row of hundreds of radiant heaters sat personnel from both the Chinese and American militaries. Beside them were many workers under various national flags.  Coming from a family of career soldiers, Dan recognized the Mexican flag among them at a glance. Upon closer inspection, he also identified the flags of Brazil, Argentina, and other South American nations.  Representatives from these South American countries worked alongside the Chinese and American personnel, checking and questioning based on the registers. Once identities were confirmed and records made, the exchange of American prisoners was completed.  When it was Dan's turn, the process encountered some friction. Many American officers and men could write their own names but lacked the ability to write the required statement on the release documents: "I, [Name], was released at [Time] on December 18, 1944, and have entered United States territory."  This did not surprise Captain Dan. Half of the men in the company he led suffered from dyslexia; they could speak English but were unable to read or write fluently.  Fortunately, the exchange teams had prepared for this. They brought out large boards for the American prisoners to copy fixed content, then guided them in filling in the specific details.  Ultimately, a large number of American prisoners, including Captain Dan, completed the procedures and returned alive to US soil.  Seeing that he was no longer surrounded by Chinese soldiers but by American troops, hot tears welled up in Dan’s eyes, leaving a cold trail on his cheeks.  He was not alone; many American soldiers were weeping. But this emotion was immediately cut short by the shouts of the domestic US troops before them: "Officers to the left, soldiers to the right! Move out immediately, don't block the way!"  Half an hour later, Captain Dan and about twenty other officers marched into the cold wind toward their next destination: the US military receiving camp.  The greatest difference between the American and Chinese sides was that the Chinese military had cleared the snow and prepared the roads. On the American side, the roads were left as slick, trampled corridors created by the released soldiers themselves. Dan nearly slipped several times, yet no one paid them the slightest mind.  After walking an unknown distance and arriving in a near-catatonic state at a concentration camp, Dan and the other officers were herded into a freezing room.  The room had no stove, something Dan found unfamiliar. Although China was the enemy, they had been meticulous in such details. The places where prisoners lived had heating equipment; even if the temperature wasn't high, at least they didn't freeze.  Despite the cold, Dan felt a sense of relief. With twenty or thirty people in the room, the collective body heat made the interior somewhat more tolerable.  There were no beds in the room. The officers thought perhaps they wouldn't be staying long. But one officer remarked, "Maybe they just forgot to give us beds."  No one dared to contradict him. That they had been captured was, of course, due to the formidable combat strength of the Chinese military. Yet these officers all felt that if they had received sufficient supplies, they could have certainly fought on.  They knew well that supplies for both sides were limited by the control of the front and rear lines. The Chinese military possessed a superior long-range deployment capability, allowing them to cut off American logistics. This was why, whenever a campaign reached a critical moment, the US military would find itself unable to continue due to a lack of supplies.  But this was the American mainland; surely they wouldn't be made to sleep on the floor?  Yet America was a strange place where whatever one feared most was exactly what would happen. By nightfall, no beds had been delivered to the officers, and they hadn't even been fed.  Some officers demanded that the guards outside let them out, but the American guards only looked at them coldly without responding. Furthermore, the doors were locked from the outside. Consequently, the American officers had no food, no place to sleep, and were forced to relieve themselves in the corner.  After being confined for an entire day, someone finally came to lead the officers out. These men were fierce in demeanor, showing no trace of fellow-feeling. After being taken into a freezing room, Captain Dan asked for a drink of water. The men told him to sit, confirmed his identity, and then asked: "Captain, we hear that some in your unit converted to communism!"  Dan was stunned. China had indeed given the American prisoners some lectures, covering anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism. As for communist propaganda, Dan had no recollection of it. However, he had heard rumors that some American POWs had apparently engaged in communist promotion within the camps.  Faced with such a severe accusation, Dan shook his head quickly. But the interrogators across from him had no intention of letting him go; a series of harsh questions followed. Why had Captain Dan surrendered? So many of his comrades had died in battle; how did he survive? How exactly did he surrender?  Listening to these questions, Dan initially tried to defend himself. But after a period of mental torment, he could no longer endure it. He suddenly asked, "Have you ever been to the battlefield?"  The interrogators were taken aback. Dan continued, "Has anyone among you ever been to the battlefield?"  Seeing that Dan actually wanted to reason with them, the lead interrogator barked, "What do you mean by that?"  Dan came from a military family and knew how to destroy an opponent’s mental state. When he was an officer, the first thing he did upon receiving new recruits was to break them, making them too afraid to resist so that obedience could be hammered into their minds.  Now that these people were using the same tactic on him, Dan had no intention of letting them manipulate him. He had to draw the line of the order he would accept; even if he was being interrogated, if the other side accepted even one of his demands, it would be enough to break their psychological offensive.  The interrogators were furious. One of them stood up as if to strike him. Dan remained unmoved. He had been captured during combat with the Chinese military, not like those who surrendered after being surrounded.  Adopting the same attitude he had held when facing a Chinese offensive, Dan said loudly, "I demand to be interrogated by someone who has been to the battlefield. If you have never been there, you have no right to ask me these questions!"  During several battles, Chinese shells had fallen like rain, and bullets had swept over the American positions like a storm. Every minute, every second, Dan could have been killed. He had survived by pure chance. Ultimately, it was a shell exploding nearby that had knocked him unconscious, leading to his capture.  Compared to the combat with China, the interrogators before him were laughable. Dan knew he would likely be beaten, yet he felt no fear. The Chinese soldiers had charged through a hail of American bullets to defeat them. Those Chinese soldiers did not fear death, nor had they mistreated Dan and the other prisoners.  The American interrogators before him, on the other hand, were merely a group of people who acted like petty tyrants because they had the backing of the US government's violence. Without the government behind them, they were nothing. In a one-on-one fight, Dan was confident he could easily handle these fools.  Seeing they couldn't intimidate him, the interrogators roared for a while longer before having him thrown into solitary confinement. The cell was small, dark, and freezing, the air thick with dampness.  Dan wrapped his uniform tightly around himself and huddled in the corner. China had issued the American prisoners cotton-padded clothes of decent quality. By huddling in the corner, he could wrap his entire body.  After an unknown amount of time, during which people in adjacent cells were dragged in and out, Dan listened to the guards' fierce rebukes and the prisoners' retorts or pleas. The more he thought, the more aggrieved he felt.  Being captured was not honorable, but the Chinese military had not mistreated the American prisoners; they had provided them with sufficiently humane treatment. He never expected that upon returning to America, he would be treated like a traitor.  In the weakness brought on by hunger and cold, Dan muttered to himself, "You were the ones who sent me to fight; I didn't ask you to go to war!"  But in the pitch-black cell, no one heard his voice.  Before he could starve to death, Dan was finally dragged out of solitary. The soldiers took him to the infirmary and gave him a bowl of mashed potatoes. After just two bites, he felt the urge to vomit. It wasn't because he wasn't hungry, but because he was *too* hungry; his stomach had almost no capacity for food.  After forcing down the bowl of potatoes, a wave of exhaustion hit him, and he fell asleep on a bed in the infirmary, which was equipped with a fireplace. When he woke the next day, he was sent in a daze to a receiving station—a proper one, where the people were kind and friendly to the released personnel.  Soon, Captain Dan and the other released officers and men were categorized by their home states. They were then put on trains arranged by the military to return to their hometowns. For Dan, it was Montgomery, Alabama.  Alabama, in the southeastern United States, was much warmer than the north. When Dan stepped off the train at the Montgomery station, he saw few people on the streets. Most of the houses on either side of the road were shuttered, and there were few people at the shopfronts. The city, which should have been vibrant, was shrouded in an atmosphere of desolation.  Dan's home was not in the state capital but in a nearby town called Williamton. The original founder of this town was a man named William, Dan's great-great-grandfather. Thus, the town was named Williamton.  Williamton was over two hundred miles from Montgomery. Like the other released American soldiers, Dan had received no back pay. The federal government that sent them home had only given each soldier twenty dollars and arranged for the train; they washed their hands of everything else.  Dan went to a shop he had visited before. The owner was an old man whom Dan vaguely remembered. Before the war broke out, Dan had shopped there and chatted with him. The old man had expressed disappointment at not being able to join the army, saying he was 58 and the government didn't think he was fit to serve. Now, the old man was probably 62.  Entering the shop, he saw the old man was still there, wearing an old uniform without rank insignia. Upon seeing Dan, the old man instinctively made as if to stand at attention.  Dan was surprised. After a brief chat, the old man recalled him and said, "When I was drafted, I often thought of you."  "...You were drafted?" Dan was greatly surprised.  The shopkeeper sighed. "It was last Christmas. The draft officers were grabbing people everywhere. If you were a man, you were taken." I was minding the shop when they grabbed me.  Dan was momentarily speechless; he had never imagined a 60-year-old man would be drafted. Seeing that the old man had survived, he assumed he hadn't been sent to the front.  But the old man continued, "Thank God, when I was sent to the front, the regiment next to us was the Madman Regiment..."  Dan initially thought "Madman Regiment" referred to a unit of people like the "Texas Mad Dogs," but to his surprise, the old man’s story revealed that the regiment was literally composed of psychiatric patients.  Since late last year, the US had been conscripting people indiscriminately. Even a 60-year-old man wasn't spared, and mental hospitals—full of living people—certainly wouldn't be overlooked. Those patients who appeared somewhat normal were drafted to make up the numbers, but because of the shortage of troops at the front, they were sent directly into battle.  Under the Chinese offensive, the psychiatric patients had episodes, running and screaming without regard for their lives. This instantly created gaps in the line, allowing the Chinese military to break through. The entire front collapsed in a moment.  The old man’s unit had retreated quickly, which had saved his life.  After hearing this, Captain Dan didn't know what to say. He simply managed, "God bless you."  Seeing that Dan did not mock him, the old man sighed and whispered, "Captain, if you want to go home, please don't wear that uniform—or at least take off the rank insignia. It's not safe lately; some people are killing federal officers."
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Before leaving the shop, Captain Dan thanked the owner profusely. Prices in the United States were currently four times what they had been, yet the shopkeeper had sold Dan food at only double the original price.  Faced with Dan's gratitude, the shopkeeper remarked with some emotion, "Captain, you're a West Point graduate. The colonel and major of the regiment I served in were both your seniors. They looked after me because they heard I knew you."  Dan felt a similar sense of resonance regarding the nature of human connections in the South. To get into West Point required a recommendation from a heavyweight figure; while ordinary people might have seen politicians during campaigns, they rarely had such specific ties. The shopkeeper's ability to remember Dan’s face and full name spoke to an impressive memory and a deep understanding of social relations.  On his way back, Dan changed into the regular soldier's uniform he had exchanged with the shopkeeper—one without rank insignia. The shopkeeper had made it clear that within the Southern states, some members of the National Guard were assassinating federal officers. In an era where most American men had served, the uniform of an ordinary discharged soldier provided a measure of safety.  Carrying a large bag of food, Captain Dan set out on the long walk home. As an outstanding graduate of West Point, a two-hundred-mile journey was not particularly daunting. By managing his physical strength according to the principles of military endurance marches, he would have enough to return home before his food ran out.  His first two days of walking went smoothly. On the third day, dust suddenly rose from the distance of the empty dirt road. Soon, the sound of hoofbeats followed, and a troop of cavalry approached from ahead.  The leading rider wore an old-fashioned uniform that Dan had seen in history book illustrations and museum displays—it was the uniform of the Confederate Army from the Civil War.  Of the two riders behind the leader, the one on the left bore a flag. The flag had a red background with a blue X-shaped cross edged in white. On the blue X were white stars—one in the center and three on each of the four arms, totaling thirteen stars, representing the original thirteen colonies.  This was the Confederate flag. Dan had seen some radical Southern soldiers use this flag during the Pacific War. Those arrogant Northerners thought themselves superior but were too foolish even to know the significance of the banner.  Seeing Dan, the cavalry troop showed no fear. Instead of merely moving to the side of the road to let him pass, they stopped. The leader, wearing the Southern Civil War uniform with the rank of colonel on his shoulders, looked down at Dan from his horse. The other riders naturally surrounded him.  "What is your name?" the Colonel asked.  "Dan."  "What rank?"  "Captain." Dan did not hide the truth. It wasn't that he wished to cause trouble, but he could see that the man before him was a school-trained officer, not some country bumpkin in the National Guard who had self-commissioned as a colonel. There was no point in trying to deceive such a man; it would only provoke his anger.  The Colonel studied Dan for a moment before asking, "Where are you going?"  "Home."  "Do you need a horse?"  "Thank you, but I don't."  "Give him a horse," the Colonel ordered one of his men. He then turned back to Dan. "If you wish to return the horse, find Colonel Bourbon in Louis Town."  With that, the Colonel spurred his horse and rode off without another word.  Soon, leading an old horse, Dan watched the silhouettes of the cavalrymen receding down the road like a dark cloud. He felt a deep admiration for the Colonel's style. This was the true demeanor of a Southern grandee—generous, unconstrained, and benevolent. Dan had never seen the wealthy South of the pre-Civil War era; he had only heard of it from his grandfather, and later read about it in history books and works like *Gone with the Wind*.  The South had been built on slavery, but back then, it was wealthier than the North. It was the Civil War that had seen the South's wealth plundered. Afterward, the United States had banned the South from selling cotton to Britain, ordering them to sell their raw materials to the North instead. Under the predatory trade of the Northerners, the economies of the Southern states had plummeted.  When the South was wealthy, crimes certainly occurred. However, as long as one was a respectable person and lacked a horse, they could usually borrow one from a manor.  Patting the old horse beside him, Captain Dan climbed somewhat awkwardly into the saddle and slowly urged the animal toward home. Along the way, the fields were desolate and the inhabitants few. This state of affairs made Dan wonder if he had returned to a world that had just been burned and plundered by the North. Normally, even if the Southern population was sparse, it shouldn't have reached a point where one saw no one for tens of miles.  It wasn't until he reached an intersection and saw a dozen corpses hanging from a tree, with a sign reading "The Fate of Thieves" beside them, that Dan began to understand the current situation in the South.  With a massive number of men conscripted, bandits had appeared. The Colonel and his cavalry were likely patrolling the area to hunt down these thieves and protect the peace. This was a Southern tradition: private armed forces, under the leadership of local grandees, ensured the security of their districts. When trouble struck, the people would go to the grandees' doors, and the leaders would tirelessly take the local figures out to punish evil and maintain order.  Naturally, during elections, the Southerners would return the favor by voting for these grandees.  Three days later, Captain Dan arrived in Louis Town with two of his cousins. Colonel Bourbon’s grand estate was heavily guarded, and the parking lot was filled with horses and cars.  The people stepping out of the cars were all well-dressed, looking like individuals who wielded considerable power. Dan had originally thought Colonel Bourbon merely wanted to be a local leader, but seeing this, he realized the Colonel’s ambitions were far beyond being a simple "grandee."
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After returning the horse, Captain Dan had expected to leave immediately. To his surprise, the guard at the gate told him, "Captain Dan, the Colonel requests your presence inside."  Dan looked down at his clothes. He had rushed home and then straight back here with almost no rest. His uniform was filthy, hardly suitable for visiting distinguished guests.  The guard brushed aside his concerns and went inside to announce him. Before long, a butler appeared and extended a second invitation. With no other choice, Dan entered the grand mansion.  A number of people were seated in the hall, clearly guests of high standing. The Colonel stood prominently at the head of the room. Seeing Dan enter, he beckoned the travel-worn officer to his side.  As Dan approached somewhat hesitantly, Colonel Bourbon explained to the assembly: "Gentlemen, allow me to introduce Captain Dan. He was a prize pupil of General Matthew Ridgway, the current Army Chief of Staff, back when the General was an instructor at West Point."  Hearing this introduction, Dan finally understood. The Colonel had known exactly who he was all along, though he hadn't mentioned it during their first meeting. His connection to Ridgway was something Dan hadn't initially given much thought to, but after his sudden release, he had begun to suspect it might have played a role in his freedom.  The other guests looked at Dan with interest. Colonel Bourbon continued, "I would like to ask Captain Dan to share his thoughts, if you don't mind."  The guests offered no objection. Bourbon then briefed Dan on the Conscription Act and the Special Tax Law recently passed by the US Congress. As he listened, Dan felt many things clicking into place. Since the Colonel was being so polite, Dan summoned his courage to provide an analysis.  "Gentlemen," Dan began, "the objective of these laws is to fortify the northern border. Previously, the border between Canada and the United States was peaceful and largely ungarrisoned. The new Conscription Act mandates that the US military maintain a standing army of over 1.5 million men, supported by a special tax. If this were about expanding the Navy, one could argue it was to break the Chinese maritime blockade. But a federal army of 1.5 million can only have one possible target: China. These laws were amended specifically to sustain a long-term garrison in the North."  The guests’ eyes brightened; it was clear they found Dan’s analysis highly persuasive.  Dan continued his breakdown. The United States had originally been a two-ocean nation. Even when Canada was a British colony, Britain lacked the capability to defeat the US militarily, so a large standing army had been unnecessary.  Now, Canada had been replaced by five indigenous nations. Although the US did not recognize them, it was powerless to change the reality. The future United States had lost its "Pacific Barrier" and would face immense military pressure along its entire northern border, from the Pacific to the Atlantic. The Special Tax existed precisely to fund such a massive deployment.  Several guests began to nod. One asked, "Captain, how do you think the federal government will resolve such a threat?"  Dan felt a certain confidence in his military knowledge. During his time at West Point, he had been an avid reader, particularly of He Rui’s military works: *An Introduction to Geopolitics*, *The Transformation of Time and Space on the Battlefield*, *Land-Air Integration*, *Wide Fronts and Great Depth*, and many others.  Among these works that had given him such great inspiration, his favorite was *Victory Without War: The Roots of National Strength*.  Much of what Dan had just said was drawn directly from that book. He Rui had proposed a methodology for the application of national strength, and that methodology provided the perfect answer to the guests' question.  "From a geopolitical perspective, the environment surrounding the United States has become extremely hostile," Dan explained. "If we cannot ease relations with China, the US will be forced to pour enormous resources into maintaining a defensive line in the North.  "China’s point of departure for deploying military force is right on the American border. From there, they can cause massive destruction to the northern industrial zones of the US. Even if the United States takes the initiative to attack, it can only damage a few key points in Canada. An army of 1.5 million cannot possibly retake the Canadian territories, let alone strike at China’s home industrial base.  "In this asymmetric mode of warfare, America’s defensive expenditures will far exceed China’s offensive costs. Maintaining such a drain means the United States will have a wound on its body that will never heal, and the Special Tax will be the lifeblood that constantly leaks from it."  A low sigh rippled through the guests. Colonel Bourbon chose this moment to cut in. "Gentlemen, the Captain borrowed my horse three days ago. He rushed here immediately after seeing his family. While the young man is in good health, as his elders, we should show him some consideration. Let us allow the Captain to rest for a while."  Once Dan had been shown out, Colonel Bourbon turned to the grim-faced guests. "Gentlemen, I think the Yankees' intentions are clearer than ever. It was they who provoked this war, yet it was our Southern sons whose blood was spilled. Now that the war is lost, the Yankees still expect the South to continue paying the price for the North. I believe such a practice is not only unfair, but fundamentally immoral."  The Southern elites nodded in unison. They had gathered at Bourbon’s estate specifically out of dissatisfaction with the new conscription and tax proposals. Dan’s briefing had provided the strategic framework that resolved their doubts.  The Southern states certainly hated China, but they had had little direct interaction with the country. Their primary connection to the conflict was the fact that their children had died for a war started by Northerners. Consequently, the Southern gentry had felt somewhat hesitant to openly oppose the new laws, given the context of national enmity.  But now, they understood that the Yankees actually had another choice. Though Dan hadn't said it explicitly, he had mentioned that the federal government could choose the path of peace. If the Special Tax could be avoided, the South could perfectly well continue to hate China while enjoying a peaceful life.  The Yankee proposals were clearly intended to drag the South into a hopeless state of hatred and war that the Northerners themselves had initiated. To the Southern guests, this was unacceptable.  Bourbon watched their reactions with inward delight. He and some of his Southern friends harbored a much deeper ambition: to restore the Confederacy and never again share a country with the "evil Yankees."  The new American Confederacy would be a pure white nation. Chinese, Indians, Black people, and Mexicans could all go North; as long as they left the Confederacy, those people of color could go wherever they pleased.  During his service in the federal army, Bourbon had seen enough of the greed, cowardice, evil, and deception of the federal government and the Northerners. To solve these problems, Bourbon believed it was necessary to establish a new America under a true confederal system, where each state possessed strong autonomy and the right to secede.  Only then could the evil deeds of the federal government be blocked by the democratic elections of the individual states.  If his ideal could be realized, then splitting the United States would not be a mistake, but a form of holy justice.
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Washington, like other northern American cities, had been subjected to bombing by the Chinese Air Force. However, China had not carried out a campaign of total destruction; rather, the strikes were calculated to ensure that the members of the US Congress felt the weight of the threat.  Capitol Hill had been hit, but the main structure of the Capitol building remained intact. As the congressmen traversed the potholed roads, they could not help but feel a sense of trepidation. Once inside, the voting commenced.  Senators from the Northern states were adamant about passing the new Conscription Act and the Special Tax Law. They had assumed that the Southern states would fall in line, but as the results were tallied, the Northerners were shocked to find that every Southern senator had voted against them—including those who had previously pledged their support. Ultimately, the Senate vote resulted in a tie.  The US Senate is composed of two senators from each state, a structure that naturally allows for such deadlocks. To resolve this, the system provides for the Vice President to cast the deciding vote.  All eyes turned to Eleanor Roosevelt. As President Wallace’s Vice President, it fell to her to break the stalemate.  Watching her, many were reminded of various sentiments, both good and bad. Those who admired FDR hoped his widow would display a political wisdom worthy of his legacy. Those who did not recalled that Roosevelt had died in the arms of his mistress; they had little confidence in a woman who, in their view, could not even satisfy her own husband.  Eleanor Roosevelt had not expected to hold the fate of such a momentous political decision in her hands. For a moment, amidst her fluster, she felt a surge of intense delight. The excitement of wielding the power over the nation's destiny stirred a trace of malice within her.  Realizing she did not truly know the "correct" course of action, she chose to follow her own impulses. The men in politics had brought her nothing but profound pain; now, it was finally her turn to make them feel something just as powerful.  "I support the proposal," Eleanor stated directly.  The moment the words left her lips, the pro-proposal senators let out a sigh of relief. The opposition, however, was consumed by a mixture of fury and desperation. One senator shouted across the floor: "Warmonger! You and your husband are both warmongers! He provoked this war and saw six million die. Now you intend to starve another six million! You are all warmongers!"  The President of the Senate, seeing the Southern senator had lost all sense of decorum in his rage, pounded his gavel and shouted to the agitated assembly: "Order! Order!"  By January 7, 1945, the news reached Li Runshi. He was struck by the reports of the Southern senators’ fierce opposition and their vow to block the bill in the House of Representatives. He had not expected a major power like the United States to display such weak internal cohesion when faced with an external challenge.  By all rights, America should have been pursuing a policy of national unity. Instead, the internal rift was so deep that some Southern senators had begun wearing makeshift armbands featuring the Confederate flag. The message was clear: they were pressuring the North, hinting that if this continued, the South was not afraid to split once again.  Setting the report down, Li Runshi finally felt a sense of relief. China did not fear the United States, but if America were united, the cost of suppressing them after the war would be immense. With America tearing itself apart, China could more easily manage the other European nations.  His gaze fell upon the current map of Europe. The Nazi Third Reich in Central Europe was a glaring sight. After the annexation of Austria, it reached from the North Sea deep into the heart of the continent.  If post-war Germany were allowed to maintain such borders, it would remain a perpetual threat to Europe. Therefore, Austria had to be independent, and a second Austro-German union must be strictly forbidden. Poland, of course, had to be restored, and East Prussia on the map required a more rational attribution.  Li Runshi pulled out a report submitted by the WPLA General Logistics Department. It described the miserable lives of the Jews liberated on Madagascar, as well as the crimes those same Jews had committed on the island.  The Jews were indeed a pitiable people in exile, yet they had also proven themselves capable of great cruelty. When faced with the native Malagasy, they had committed numerous atrocities—acts so blatant they fell under the definition of genocide.  The WPLA had already conducted public trials and executed those responsible, totaling approximately 300,000.  Originally, when Europe transported the Jews to Madagascar, they had been indifferent to the survival of the eight million souls. Over 500,000 had died during the transit. At that time, the World Jewish Association, desperate to prevent those on the island from starving, had petitioned the Chinese government for humanitarian grain shipments.  He Rui had agreed, sending food to the island. Even so, plagued by shortages of food and medicine, another 200,000 had perished. Combined with the 300,000 executed, there were still some seven million Jews remaining on Madagascar.  Now, He Rui told Li Runshi that he intended to take East Prussia after the war and establish a Jewish Republic there. He wanted the Jews to no longer be a landless people. Moreover, this would serve as a means for Germany to atone for its sins.  Li Runshi could not quite fathom He Rui’s thoughts on the matter. Even when discussing this plan, He Rui remained notably cold. It was clear he harbored no personal affection for the Jews.  After some consideration, Li Runshi asked the Foreign Ministry to handle communications with the Jewish leadership while he went to preside over a meeting of the Military Commission. This session was critical, as three Marshals—Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and Zheng Silang—had returned to the capital.  The three Marshals were exceedingly polite when they met Li Runshi. For them, this was sufficient acknowledgement of the reality that Li was soon to take full power. Upon their return, their first act had been to pay their respects to He Rui. He Rui had made two things clear: first, he would not run for public office again; second, the national name and National Day would be changed. The only symbol to be preserved was the Five-Star Red Flag, established during the Northeast Government era.  To the three Marshals, these two matters were of secondary importance. Seeing that He Rui appeared to be in good health was enough to convince Xu Chengfeng that all was well.  As the Military Commission meeting began, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Overseas garrisons will inevitably become a long-term reality. What will be the core of Chairman Li’s assessment model?"  Li Runshi did not answer immediately. He still felt a degree of conflict regarding the issue. If it were up to him, he would prefer the unity of the world's people rather than cooperation under a Chinese-led hegemony. Yet, while politics was filled with ideals, reality demanded stability. And where stability was concerned, the bureaucrats held the home field.  Ultimately, Li Runshi agreed to Xu's request. "Begin formulating the model," he replied.  Zhong Yifu felt a wave of relief. He had worried Li might refuse, given He Rui's own inexplicable lack of enthusiasm for overseas garrisons. Of course, the kind of garrison He Rui detested was the "control-oriented" type. In this, Zhong agreed with the Chairman. Once the purpose of a Chinese garrison was to suppress a region, its entire nature would change.  For instance, Chinese garrisons in the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea had to be there to combat piracy and provide safety for ships in distress, not to strike at the maritime capabilities of potential rivals.  However, Li Runshi’s attitude toward garrisons was even more passive than He Rui’s. Zhong Yifu had truly feared Li would use a "delaying tactic." From a practical standpoint, if Li dragged his feet, the Chinese Navy would be unable to return home. At this stage, the sentiment in the military was already: "The war is nearly over; we can go home once we've finished off Nazi Germany!"  With that settled, Zheng Silang asked, "Did the Chairman truly order a halt to military industrial production?"  "Yes," Li Runshi answered immediately. "The Chairman believes that at this stage of the war, large-scale production of current equipment is no longer necessary. The focus of military research must now shift entirely toward the development of next-generation equipment."  Zheng Silang, who had served as Director of General Logistics, followed up: "Is this new direction one established by the Chairman?"  Li Runshi nodded in affirmation. Zheng Silang felt satisfied. He had wanted to ask He Rui this question himself but had refrained since the Chairman hadn't brought up work. Over the years, Zheng had become much more composed and knew better than to pester He Rui with such matters. Now that he had his answer, he was fully at ease knowing it was He Rui’s direction.  The others felt similarly reassured. To this day, while there were debates over specifics like the use of 7mm ammunition on the battlefield, He Rui’s broader directions for equipment had yielded excellent results. They were now only willing to trust He Rui, for beyond his shocking insight, he was a man capable of taking responsibility.  In a normal system, the higher a person's position, the less willing they are to take responsibility, as any failure could weaken their political prestige. He Rui was the opposite; he dared to take responsibility and point the way. This alone had made life much easier for those below him. There was someone at the top who was willing to take the blame!  Seeing that Zhong Yifu had no further questions, Li Runshi asked, "What is your assessment of the shuttle bombing plan?"  "Total agreement," Zhong Yifu replied instantly.  The others concurred. China had largely completed its airbases between Britain and Italy and was prepared to begin shuttle bombing Germany. The bomber formations would no longer turn back over Germany but would fly directly from Britain to Italy, and vice versa. This would be highly effective in reducing losses.  Li Runshi then asked the final question: "Can the World People's Liberation Army defeat the Wehrmacht on the ground?"  No one dared answer immediately. In terms of equipment and military skill, the Wehrmacht remained one of the strongest forces on Earth. Even the regular Chinese Army could not guarantee victory in every engagement.  Finally, Xu Chengfeng spoke: "If the WPLA cannot hold its own, our regular forces will take over."  Li Runshi immediately objected. "No. The Wehrmacht must be defeated by the World People's Liberation Army!"
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At 7:00 AM on January 16, 1945, China's most elite air force units had gathered at airfields across Britain and Italy. In the cold morning air, as the four-engine bombers issued the characteristic roar of their turboprop engines and began taxiing down the runways, the control towers flashed a specific light signal: "Safe journey."  This was the Chinese Air Force's first "Thousand-Bomber Raid" on Germany. 1,024 bombers participated in the operation, carrying over ten thousand tons of aviation bombs.  The bombers were relatively slow. Only after the first wave of bombers had taken off did the fighter bases begin their own launches. Compared to the low, thundering rumble of the bombers on the runway, the engines of the J-11 fighters were quieter but far sharper in pitch.  Each fighter bore a slightly different livery. It was a customary habit among pilots to paint stars representing their confirmed kills. The Chinese pilots had designed even more detailed markings, with different star patterns for fighters, reconnaissance planes, and bombers.  When a few fighters painted with the "Golden Dragon" emblem began taxiing onto the runways, the ground crews couldn't help but erupt in cheers. A single star represented one enemy aircraft shot down; a Golden Dragon signified that the pilot’s tally had reached one hundred.  The fighter pilots participating in the campaign against Germany were all aces who had shot down at least five jet fighters. The movements of these "centurion" Chinese pilots as they took off were visibly smoother than those of their peers. That such a distinction could be perceived by the naked eye was proof enough of their extraordinary skill.  Even in China, pilots who had shot down a hundred enemy aircraft were generally no longer allowed to fly combat missions. They were the military’s most precious educational resources, bearing the heavy responsibility of training the next generation.  However, to rapidly gauge the combat effectiveness of the Luftwaffe and bring the war to a swift conclusion, the Air Force had ultimately selected forty-six of these elite pilots to participate in the battle. Among them were ten lieutenant colonels, twelve colonels, twelve senior colonels, and twelve brigadier generals. Most had fought through at least four major theaters: Southeast Asia, South Asia, the Pacific, and North America. The twelve brigadier generals had completed the full cycle of campaigns in all four.  As they approached the German coastline, the early warning aircraft issued an alert: "Luftwaffe formations approaching at eleven o'clock."  For this raid, all bombers maintained a service ceiling of 10,000 meters, while German jet fighters could reach altitudes of 15,000 meters. But the bomber crews were not particularly worried. During the North American campaign, the fighter pilots had long grown accustomed to swarms of American F-86 Sabres. Even with rumors that the United States had recently transferred large amounts of military technical data to Germany, the Chinese Air Force’s analysis suggested this would, at most, bring the Luftwaffe up to the level of the US Air Force.  Moreover, for this raid, the Chinese Air Force had dispatched 5,000 escort fighters—a number that exceeded the total sum of all German jet fighters. Even in a one-for-one trade, after the Luftwaffe was entirely annihilated, there would still be Chinese fighters left over.  Military science is a cold discipline, and the results of rational analysis are invariably ruthless.  The 18th Division of the Chinese Air Force, responsible for this sector, immediately surged forward to meet the enemy. Both sides were flying jet fighters with cruising speeds exceeding 700 kilometers per hour. In less than ten minutes, blips representing the enemy appeared on the radars of the J-11s.  Leading the Luftwaffe’s charge was *Jagdgeschwader* 52. The Wing Commander, Lieutenant Colonel Erich Alfred Hartmann, flew a fighter painted with his signature black tulip pattern.  Hartmann considered himself half-Hunanese, having grown up in Changsha. Although he had been teased as a "German brat" (小鬼) as a child, the terms "German devil" (鬼子) and "German brat" carried very different meanings in Chinese. In Hunan specifically, "brat" (小鬼) was a common term of endearment adults used for children.  The German fighters were equipped with American air-to-air radar, so Hartmann’s JG 52 did not suffer any particular disadvantage in initial detection.  Four minutes after the mutual detection, the Chinese and German fighter groups clashed in the sky.  On the Eastern Front, Hartmann had been accustomed to annihilating enemy fighters before turning his attention to the bombers. This time, however, he knew the Chinese Air Force would grant him no such luxury. The Luftwaffe's objective was to shoot down the Chinese bombers; once that was accomplished, the German fighters were to retreat immediately. Thus, Hartmann attempted to shake off his interlocutors and punch through the aerial barrier formed by the Chinese fighters.  Yet, within thirty seconds of engagement, Hartmann knew he would not be able to complete his task. These Chinese pilots were not only of the highest caliber, but their J-11s had clearly undergone upgrades. Both in terms of speed and maneuverability, they were superior to those encountered in previous battles.  Forced into a corner, Hartmann had to focus on defeating the enemy before him. It wasn't that he was stubborn; rather, he realized that if he attempted to flee now, he would likely be pursued and killed by the enemy in front of him.  JG 52 was the ace of the Luftwaffe, a wing that produced over a hundred pilots with more than 200 kills. This single wing had shot down 30,000 Soviet aircraft, accounting for 30% of the 100,000 planes downed on that front.  Even when encountering the formidable Chinese Air Force, the commander of the 1st Group, Major Günther Rall, drew first blood, shooting down a Chinese fighter. Not long after the fighter began its descent trailing black smoke, a snow-white parachute blossomed in the sky.  Though the war had entered the jet age, the probability of a pilot being killed outright remained relatively low. To destroy a fighter in one go required large-caliber cannons, yet current fighters were mostly equipped with 20mm cannons. Anything larger would cause issues due to recoil. As long as one could damage an enemy fighter enough to render it unable to fly, it was sufficient.  A few minutes later, Lieutenant Colonel Hartmann finally found an opening in his duel with the Chinese pilot. He executed an inverted-eight maneuver, intending to cut in behind his opponent.  The effort failed. The Chinese pilot performed an even more bizarre reversal—a series of short afterburner bursts that made his flight path an erratic, non-continuous curve. Consequently, while Hartmann was elegantly seizing the high ground with his maneuver, the Chinese pilot flew an elliptical path around the outside of Hartmann’s arc, seizing the high ground himself.  Hartmann was now unable to evade. Although he tried his best to shake off the Chinese fighter behind him, his opponent was an extremely experienced pilot. The Chinese fighter clung to Hartmann’s tail, pursuing him with calm deliberation. Finally, as Hartmann attempted to accelerate and break away, entering a relatively steady flight path, the Chinese pilot opened fire.  After a series of violent vibrations through his airframe, Hartmann realized he could no longer effectively control the aircraft. With no other choice, he pressed the release button. This was an ejection escape system developed by the Americans, said to be a copy of Chinese technology.  The cockpit canopy and the pilot’s seat were blasted away, and the seatbelts automatically detached. Hartmann soon found himself suspended in mid-air. The wind was fierce, yet even so, he could still hear the faint, sharp whine characteristic of jet engines through his helmet.  Pulling his ripcord, Hartmann soon entered a relatively stable descent. Far off in the distance, tiny specks of other parachutes were faintly visible.  The Chinese and German aircraft that had not yet lost their combat capability continued to circle and chase, engaged in a fierce "dogfight." (A term used by the Air Force, where pilots described combat with machine guns and cannons as a fight between dogs).  "*Ni niǎo da ni māma bie!*" Hartmann, looking almost like a child, cursed in the roaring wind at high altitude. If his mother had heard this piece of Changsha slang, she would surely have given him a "bamboo-cane stir-fry." But shouting it out here in the sky felt truly liberating.  Hartmann was not worried about the Chinese Air Force shooting at pilots in parachutes. Having lived in China until he was nearly ten, he felt that while the people of Hunan were passionate and sometimes "barbaric" in a way that was quite startling, returning to Germany had made him truly unaccustomed to the German "moral level." The people of Hunan merely liked to scare people; it was the Germans who were truly terrifying.  At that moment, Senior Colonel Qiu Qingquan, a regimental commander in the Chinese 18th Air Division and a double ace with thirty-one kills in propeller fighters and thirty-one in jets, had just finished shooting down two German aircraft, bringing his total to fifty-four. But Qiu felt no joy. He cursed in his native Zhejiang dialect: "*Niang-xi-pi!* These Krauts deserve to die!"  Just moments ago, he had seen a German fighter deliberately fly close to a parachuting Chinese pilot. The jet wash from the engine had sent the Chinese pilot spinning uncontrollably in the air, his parachute lines quickly tangling.  They were all pilots; everyone could recognize such a loathsome tactic at a glance. Though the Air Force was said to be a branch of "knightly" chivalry, everyone was human, and the malice stirred by combat was unavoidable. Only armies with a high moral standard could prevent such malice from manifesting in action.  Cursing aside, Qiu Qingquan was powerless to stop it; Chinese political thought work didn't extend to the Wehrmacht. Moreover, this Thousand-Bomber Raid was intended to destroy Germany's industrial capacity. In the eyes of the Germans, the Chinese Air Force were simply murderers slaughtering the German public at will.  After his outburst, Qiu refocused his attention on combat command. Although he could easily shoot down more German fighters, that was no longer his primary task as a regimental commander. In an air battle, his job was to direct the fight, ensuring his pilots could eliminate the enemy more effectively.  The various fighter units advanced with the bombers, engaging the enemy one by one. The well-protected bomber formation reached its first target: Bremen.  Bremen was the capital of the state of Bremen within Lower Saxony, bordering the North Atlantic. Though the state was small, the city was of immense importance.  In the 18th century, a significant portion of Germany's overseas trade passed through Bremen. In 1817, a Bremen shipyard cast the first German-built steamship, the *Weser*. This paddle steamer transported passengers and mail between Bremen, Vegesack, Elsfleth, and Brake until 1833, its route eventually extending to Geestemünde.  From 1886 to 1895, after the river channels were improved, the navigation capacity of Bremen's inner harbor greatly increased, making it a major hub for various commodities. During the Weimar Republic, Bremen’s economy continued its previous growth. In 1920, regular flights began at Bremen Airport, and in 1928, the Columbus Cruise Terminal in Bremerhaven was completed.  Now, Bremen housed industrial hubs for shipbuilding, manufacturing, and power generation. Destroying the city would deal a heavy blow to Nazi Germany. Of the ten thousand tons of bombs carried by this raid, two thousand tons were earmarked for Bremen.  While the accuracy of high-altitude bombing from 10,000 meters was traditionally unreliable, the Chinese Air Force had achieved universal computerization. With computer assistance, the entire bomber fleet and the fighters equipped with weather-analysis devices worked in concert, transmitting data via radio to massive computation centers in Britain.  China had established four such centers, each equipped with hundreds of computers. A newly completed operating system had achieved a breakthrough in multi-threaded processing, allowing the master computer to distribute calculations across hundreds of units. Overall efficiency had reached 60% of the total computing power.  Leveraging this immense power, they calculated bombing parameters for temperature, wind speed, and humidity in a matter of seconds, updating them constantly as data changed.  Under the weight of this computational power, the citizens of Bremen saw bombs fall like rain from the sky. These were aviation bombs filled with 500 kilograms of explosives. Each bomb was designed with a certain degree of penetration and equipped with dual fuses.  Falling from thousands of meters, these bombs slammed into buildings, punching through multiple floors of masonry until they reached the foundations before detonating. Entire buildings were blown to fragments from within, with the remains of the occupants sent flying into the air.  Those that hit the ground directly plunged over a meter into the earth. Immediately, with the impact point as the epicenter, the ground convulsed violently. For those not instantly killed by the shockwave shattering their internal organs, the earth seemed to form a circular vent, with the blast carrying debris in every direction. The winds generated by the high-pressure air could reach or exceed Force 16 on the Beaufort scale; wherever they reached, buildings did not merely collapse from the blast—they were literally blown down.  Bremen trembled; Bremen wailed in agony; Bremen shattered; Bremen burned.  In less than half an hour, the next target, Hannover, felt the same destructive power falling from the sky.  At this time, German pilots scrambled into their fighters and charged at the Chinese bomber formation. Soon, they were locked in combat with the Chinese fighter groups. For their fatherland, for their homes, the German pilots expended every ounce of their flight skill and courage. They were using their lives to resist the destruction brought by the mighty China.
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When news reached the United States that Germany had begun to suffer heavy bombing, most Americans were indifferent. A few who did care found themselves feeling a touch of satisfaction.  Until now, the costs of the war had been borne primarily by Britain and the United States. Germany, as the initiator of the Second World War, had enjoyed the glory of conquering Western Europe and pummeling the Soviet Union without bearing much of the responsibility. Now that Germany was facing massive raids from China, these Americans felt that retribution, though delayed, had finally arrived.  At this time, Captain Dan had returned to Montgomery with Colonel Bourbon. During the days of the first Confederacy, Montgomery had served as the South's capital. As the Southern grandees reconvened there, the Confederate "Southern Cross" flags fluttered in the streets, and many people donned Southern military uniforms. For a moment, there was a profound sense of time-traveling back to that bygone era.  The great realignment of the Democratic and Republican parties would not happen until Ronald Reagan’s era in the 1980s. In 1945, the American South was firmly Democratic territory, while the North was the Republican stronghold. Thus, even though the current President was the Democrat Henry Wallace and the Vice President was the widow of the famous Democratic President FDR, the assembled Southern Democrats cared little for that fact.  The representatives from the Southern states quickly convened a meeting. Those who had come believed there was no longer a need to remain forcibly tethered to the Yankees. Their discussions skipped past the possibility of a successful war for independence and went straight into what kind of nation the American Confederacy of the South should be.  Unexpectedly, the representative from Florida immediately raised a question: "Are Spaniards considered white?"  To the Anglo-Saxons, the English were white, the Germans were white, and the French were likely white as well. But whether Latinos counted as white was a much more contentious issue. As for the Russians, they were seen as a people whose bloodlines had been "polluted" by the Yellow race.  That Florida could join the South was a good thing. But Florida’s mainstream language was Spanish rather than English, which already made it an outlier. While the other delegates wanted to gloss over the issue, the Florida representative was adamant about a definitive ruling, which greatly displeased the representatives of other states.  Many delegates turned their eyes toward Colonel Bourbon. They were local feudal chieftains, adept at politics in their own way, but they found themselves out of their depth when it came to such theoretical matters. Colonel Bourbon, a proper military academy graduate, was considered an intellectual. Surely, they thought, the Colonel would have an opinion.  Bourbon, knowing his own limitations, simply pushed Captain Dan forward to "take the bullet." Dan was reluctant to step into the spotlight at such a time, but seeing the serious gazes of Bourbon and the other grandees who had heard his strategic briefing earlier, he had no choice but to rise and greet the assembly.  Even with his polite demeanor, the grandees could not help but look with skepticism at this young man under thirty, his beard still relatively thin. Fortunately, Bourbon introduced him as a pupil of General Ridgway, whose intervention had saved Dan from dying in an FBI "black site" in Washington. This gave the grandees enough patience to hear the boy out.  GIVEN the opportunity, Dan went straight to the point. "If war breaks out, the foundation of this conflict will no longer be a dispute between slave states and free states. It will be a choice between the South and the North regarding the future direction of America.  "Gentlemen, the Yankees always claim the South is backward. But in terms of globalization, the South has always far surpassed the North. Our trade is primarily in agricultural products, and the one thing the world has always lacked most is food. A man can go a month or two without a radio or a television—even a year or two—and his life will continue. But a man can only go a day or two without eating before he begins to falter; after a week without food, he is essentially dead.  "Thus, in my view, while the question of who is white is certainly worth discussing, the core issue of whether Florida joins the Confederacy is about what kind of life you all wish to lead."  The Florida representatives, most of whom wore the pencil-line mustaches favored by Latinos, nodded slightly as they listened to Dan’s explanation. Not only they, but the representatives of other Southern states showed similar reactions.  Dan knew he should stop there and sat down quickly after a salute. However, the representative from Georgia spoke up: "Young man, what do you believe the ideology of the Southern Confederacy should be?"  Dan dared not answer immediately, and Colonel Bourbon tried to block the question directed at the "child." But the delegates from other states had become interested in Dan. While the polite, scholarly style of a young intellectual wasn't exactly the trend in the South, they still held considerable respect for men of culture—especially a young man who could articulate ideas that felt fresh and novel.  Ultimately, even Bourbon and the Alabama grandees could not refuse, and they allowed Dan to share his views. They only hoped the boy wouldn't say anything that would make them a laughingstock.  Dan had no choice but to pull out the content he had learned from reading He Rui’s works to fill the gap.  "Gentlemen," Dan began, "some say the cause of our failure in the last war was a lack of industry; others say it was our smaller population. Both points have merit. However, I believe our strategic disadvantage lay in our lack of allies. The North could draw on resources from all over the world to sustain the war, while the South could only dig into its own strength. After the South paid a massive price, it simply could not continue, leading to defeat.  "Therefore, this time, we too need allies. And those allies are the states—not just the Southern ones, but also some in the North, particularly those in the West.  "In this war, Roosevelt promised the American people that winning would contain Chinese expansion and build a bright future for America.  "What allowed Roosevelt’s decisions to pass? It wasn't just his silver tongue; it was the US Constitution, which mandates that external powers belong to the federal center. Once the vote in Congress is over, every state must obey the federal government’s orders regarding external affairs.  "The fault here is no longer a matter of state rights; it is a fault within the Constitution itself. We need to completely tear down this Constitution established two hundred years ago and draft a new one that fits our current era. Only then can we solve the problem at its root.  "I believe there are people in every state who desire this. Only by gaining the support of the states can we overwhelm that small clique of Northern politicians in Washington who care only for their own interests!  "Those politicians are opposed not only by the Southern states but by the Western states as well."  As he finished, Dan sat down hurriedly. If he could, he would have vanished on the spot to avoid being called upon again. The methodology behind these views was distilled from He Rui’s famous dictum: "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for the revolution."  However, the politically inexperienced Dan need not have worried. What the political grandees were fighting for was the power of decision and leadership. After Dan had presented such a refreshing perspective, their instinctive reaction was to seize ownership of this line of thought. Seeing the young man remain silent, the grandees actually found him quite sensible and endearing. Had he said more, they would have certainly moved to suppress such "presumptuous" behavior.  Finally reaching a break in the proceedings, Colonel Bourbon and the Alabama grandees took Dan to a private room. As Dan’s discoverer and current mentor, Bourbon issued his orders with the solemnity one might show a close nephew.  Dan was not to return to the assembly hall for now but was to remain ready for a summons at any moment. No matter what questions followed, he was expected to provide answers as brilliant as the one he had just given.  Once Bourbon had finished his briefing, several local Alabama grandees spoke with the kindliness they might show to the nephew of an equal: "If someone asks why we needn't worry about the Chinese for the time being, how would you answer?"  Dan gave his answer immediately: "China does not wish to invade the US mainland; at most, they want Hawaii and Alaska. Furthermore, China's primary goal right now is to eliminate Germany. Germany is powerful and will not be easily destroyed. From now until Germany’s total surrender, it will take at least nine months."  The grandees of this "backwater" of Alabama certainly knew of Germany, but they didn't quite understand why it would take nine months to defeat them. However, they were now inclined to believe Dan’s words.  They looked at Colonel Bourbon, who showed no sign of disagreement. The Alabama grandees then chose to leave and hold their own small meeting.  Dan, finally left in peace, felt a sense of relief. He instinctively began to reflect on China’s campaign against Germany.  Among the major powers of the current Allies, France had turned, Italy had jumped ship, and the Spanish Republicans had retaken power with WPLA support. Britain had been defeated by force.  The nominal members of the Allies now consisted only of the United States and Germany. With President Wallace preparing for peace talks, Germany was inevitably China's next target. As a soldier, Dan truly wanted to see how long Germany could fight. But he lacked intelligence channels to find out.  Regarding sources of information, Dan felt that since returning to the US, he had become like a man walking blind—he knew nothing. Paradoxically, while in the Chinese POW camp, China had provided the most timely news to the prisoners to break their psychological defenses. This news had included both world news and Chinese news.  During his time in the camp, Dan’s favorite thing had been listening to the Chinese news. Compared to American news, the Chinese reports were rigid, cold, and devoid of human sentiment—often even avoiding emotion entirely. Yet Dan had loved them; from these reports that never lied, he could sense the cold reality and the true threads hidden beneath it.  The more he understood the Chinese news and accepted the methodology of historical materialism, the more he felt himself growing. Yet at the time, the thought that he was growing within a POW camp had been quite distressing.  Still, thinking of the pain Germany was now facing, the finally-released Dan couldn't help but feel a touch of Schadenfreude.  Had the German people known of Dan’s current joy, they would likely have wanted to drag him out and shoot him. The first wave of the Chinese Thousand-Bomber Raid had dealt Germany immense losses.  The city of Bremen was in ruins, and twelve other German cities along the flight paths between Britain and Italy had been heavily struck. Not since 1937 had Germany felt the threat of invasion—until now, eight years later.  As bombs fell from the sky, killing loved ones, destroying homes and factories, and leaving the streets in unrecognizable chaos, the anger and terror of the German people rose to unprecedented levels.  In the aftermath of such a catastrophe, the first people to appear before the German populace were the organizers of the Nazi Party. Gestapo officers in black leather coats, shooting criminals on the spot, and members of the Hitler Youth began tallying losses and organizing the survivors to receive food at aid stations.  These people gave the survivors confidence. Such is human nature: as long as there is organization, there is hope. The man currently in charge of this effort was Reinhard Heydrich. Formerly the Governor-General of Poland, he had returned to Berlin after the signing of the Soviet-German Armistice to once again head the Reich's legal system.  After China eliminated Britain, Heydrich was appointed Deputy Leader of the Nazi Party and head of the SS. Himmler, the "chicken farmer," had long been a pawn in Heydrich’s hands. At this time, Himmler was much as he had been before Heydrich went to Czechia and Poland—a man immersed in his own world of ideology. Heydrich quickly sidelined him once again, seizing actual power.  It must be said that Heydrich’s political maneuvering was indeed effective. His rapid seizure of power was also due to the fact that the younger and middle-ranking cadres of the Party and SS, facing the threat of defeat, were deeply disappointed in Himmler and had actively shifted their loyalty.  Heydrich harbored no illusions; he realized that defeat was likely inevitable. But he intended to fight on. Surrender was an insult to him, and he believed that as long as order could be maintained in Germany, even if the Third Reich fell, there would still be immense room for Nazi members in the future Germany.  The Nazi Party had come from the people, born in response to their cries. If it abandoned the people, it would dissolve and cease to exist.  Thus, Heydrich directed all his energy toward maintaining domestic order under the war. As for the conduct of the war itself, he not only refrained from interfering but also kept his subordinates from doing so. Even if Heydrich considered the Wehrmacht generals to be "soft," he acknowledged they possessed true professional skill.  Heydrich chose not to actively interfere with the Wehrmacht, and the military was initially happy to be left alone to mind its own business. But such an arrangement is impossible in the operation of a state—especially one as fully mobilized for war as Germany. The allocation of resources is the most critical part of state governance. Heydrich was not only responsible for disaster relief but was also forming the *Volkssturm*, which naturally siphoned off resources that had previously belonged to the Wehrmacht.  Three days after the first Thousand-Bomber Raid, Acting Chief of Staff von Manstein appeared in Heydrich’s office. Manstein had originally intended to invite Heydrich to his own quarters, but Heydrich had declined, citing his busy schedule. Manstein was forced to come in person.  Any other general would have been more aloof after becoming Acting Chief of Staff. But Manstein, though from a noble family, was a true "muddy-legs" frontline officer at heart. Faced with the crisis of Germany’s destruction, he chose to express an attitude of open and honest cooperation toward Heydrich.  Manstein was a man of respectable appearance, and Heydrich was widely acknowledged as the "handsome man" of the military. The only reason Heydrich had been unable to stay in the Navy was that his superior’s daughter had fallen for him and, after being rejected, had turned her love to hate and engineered his forced resignation.  Manstein had always been dismissive of such petty matters. Thus, he did not use this as a starting point. He asked bluntly: "Mr. Governor-General, do you believe that total mobilization can save Germany?"  "Total mobilization can ensure the enemy suffers unprecedented losses," Heydrich replied coldly.  From the very start, the conversation between the two men crackled with sparks of friction.
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"The Governor-General believes Germany cannot hold its borders?" Manstein asked with a trace of indignation. Heydrich had just proposed that Germany enter a state of total mobilization, using the resistance of the people within the country to wear down the Chinese forces. To a soldier like Manstein, this was intolerable.  Heydrich did not back down. He replied frankly, "As the war has progressed thus far, I truly fail to see where the Wehrmacht possesses the capability to resist an offensive by the World People's Liberation Army. You tried in Africa, and you did not succeed."  Sensing that his accusation might have been too sharp, Heydrich added, "Britain has already sacrificed millions of lives and similarly failed. By now, Britain has been utterly defeated. The United States also tried, suffering nearly ten million casualties, and they too failed. Therefore, I cannot believe the Wehrmacht’s promise that it can hold the borders."  This meticulous rebuttal left Manstein speechless. Heydrich was stating indisputable facts. If Britain's defeat could be excused by the inherent weakness of its army, the defeat of the Anglo-American combined forces could not be explained away by a lack of strength. Particularly after the Wehrmacht had obtained vast amounts of American military technology, the advanced nature and creativity of American industry had deeply shaken the German generals.  Manstein looked at Heydrich and saw, in the eyes of this acknowledged heir to Hitler, a sense of tragic fury and unwilling resignation. It mirrored Manstein’s own state of mind.  Until now, Manstein could only attempt to understand from a political perspective why China was striking Germany so severely. At the very least, the He Rui government had made it clear: Germany represented the most radical form of Euro-American racism. China intended to build a new world of racial equality, and thus racism had to be eliminated.  Although soldiers were not supposed to interfere in politics, Manstein still attempted to discuss the defensive war with Heydrich using a relatively political framework. "Governor-General, do you believe it is truly impossible to reach a political compromise with China?"  Heydrich had given this considerable thought. While there was not *zero* chance for a political compromise, the price would undoubtedly be the thunderous collapse of the Third Reich. Not only would the entire Nazi Party undergo a thorough liquidation, but most of German cultural tradition would be purged as well.  Facing Manstein's question, Heydrich chose to sidestep the core issue. "Marshal, the resources required to arm a single Wehrmacht soldier are enough to equip three to five members of the *Volkssturm*. Furthermore, the Wehrmacht’s mode of operation allows the Chinese army to pursue and hammer your units relentlessly. I do not believe the Wehrmacht can sustain combat under the current conditions of this war."  Feeling Heydrich’s stubbornness, Manstein’s throat tightened. He almost blurted out the question: *Do you intend to have the entire German people buried alongside the Third Reich?*  But he could not say it. Beyond the basic military ethics that forbade political interference, the man before him, who wielded the Reich’s supreme judicial power, was extremely dangerous. If Heydrich so desired, a careless question could be used as evidence to question Manstein's loyalty to the Nazi regime.  Resigned, Manstein could only ask, "Can you explain the plan for total national defense to me?"  Heydrich did not hide anything. He briefed Manstein frankly. Every male between the ages of 16 and 60 not already conscripted for service would be included. Provincial party heads would be responsible for their formation and command, with Himmler serving as the Supreme Commander of the Replacement Army, responsible for military organization, training, and equipment. Their total number would reach six million.  Hearing the explanation that "members of the *Volkssturm* would be thrown into the war as soldiers," Manstein saw only earnestness in Heydrich’s blue eyes. He felt his scalp go numb.  Heydrich was not swayed in the slightest by this cruel description. He continued outlining the key points.  Because of Germany's high level of national preparedness, *Volkssturm* members would receive only the most basic military training at this stage, including an introduction to the Mauser Kar98k rifle and the *Panzerfaust* anti-tank grenade launcher.  Due to the weapon shortages caused by the prolonged war, weapon training would be reduced to the absolute minimum.  Given the lack of instructors, the *Volkssturm* would not engage in cross-country maneuvers or other drills that required high physical fitness or discipline.  Heydrich concluded definitively: "The members of the *Volkssturm* must familiarize themselves with weapon operation and tactical maneuvers in actual combat."  "Enough!" Manstein finally erupted. Since its unification, Germany had never truly experienced a foreign invasion. But Manstein was a military academy graduate with a decent grasp of history. Germany had only truly come into its own after the Franco-Prussian War. Before that, the performance of the various German states had been underwhelming.  During the Napoleonic Wars, after Prussia had lost its head and provoked France, Napoleon had marched out on October 7, 1806, quickly won the Battle of Jena, and entered Berlin in just eighteen days. At the time, King Frederick William III had fled in panic to Königsberg in East Prussia.  Earlier still, the German states being marched through by French armies had been a common occurrence. Thus, Manstein truly could not understand why Heydrich would rather have the entire German people die with the regime than adopt a more political solution.  Despite his outburst, Manstein could say no more. Soldiers could not interfere in politics; he could only offer his views within the scope of military affairs. Heydrich was a high-ranking Nazi official, a political figure; he could discuss these political matters, but Manstein could not.  Finally, Manstein spoke: "At this stage, the Wehrmacht is still fighting the Chinese!"  Heydrich looked at Manstein, his conviction that the man was a "softie" only deepening. While Manstein possessed formidable strategic and tactical skills—a rare balance—he was still merely a Junker, and one of the highest "Junker-content" officers in the entire Wehrmacht.  Manstein’s biological father had been a full general. His adoptive father—his uncle—had also been a full general. Another uncle, Hindenburg, had been a Field Marshal and President of Germany. Manstein had attended aristocratic military schools since childhood and entered the Imperial Guard upon graduation, maintaining close contact with the highest circles of power.  No matter how strong such a man’s military skill was, he was but floating dust attached to the body of Germany. A single gust of wind would blow him away. Heydrich knew full well that "total mobilization" within Germany—fighting the Chinese Army in every town and village—would lead to catastrophic casualties. But only this could make the Chinese realize that conquering Germany would require a truly horrific price.  Only when the Chinese Army or the WPLA realized the cost likely exceeded their tolerance would a political solution with China become possible. A softie like Manstein, however, would choose "political solution" the moment he saw that victory was impossible!  What a "political solution" led by these Junker officers looked like had been demonstrated once in 1919. When Wilhelm II asked his ministers, "Where is the oath of loyalty?" the minister had replied, "The oath is merely a reference."  Heydrich did not believe the current Wehrmacht would be any different from the last time. Thus, he didn't even care to mock them.  After a long silence, seeing Heydrich’s uncompromising expression, Manstein realized he could not continue the standoff. He asked, "According to your vision, how much equipment does the *Volkssturm* require?"  "Six million men require at least one 98k and one *Panzerfaust* each, along with corresponding ammunition. I believe this will be sufficient for current needs." Heydrich was not making an excessive demand, for he had seriously analyzed the requirements of total mobilization.  Currently, the most robust German males were serving in the Wehrmacht. The members of the *Volkssturm* would basically be boys and old men. Such armed personnel might be useful in defending their hometowns, but if they were asked to engage in mobile warfare between different towns and villages, they would likely disintegrate after a five-kilometer march.  Thus, the 98k and *Panzerfaust* would suffice; giving them more would be a waste of resources.  Furthermore, while Heydrich looked down upon the Wehrmacht's generals, he respected the ability of its soldiers. In a war of total mobilization, the regular army had to be the mainstay of mobile operations. While the militia pinned down the enemy, the regular forces would deliver devastating blows to larger enemy formations.  It was ironic that this concept of warfare originated from He Rui. Years ago, He Rui had written a military work called *Guerrilla Warfare* specifically for backward regions fighting colonial armies. In *Guerrilla Warfare*, He Rui systematically explained the model of cooperation between militias and regular forces.  Heydrich had been greatly impressed by He Rui's military genius after reading it. He had to admit He Rui was a truly great strategist, for great strategists never hoarded their works like a "precious broom."  After *Guerrilla Warfare* was published, Switzerland, which employed a system of total mobilization, had immediately licensed the rights. The book became a textbook in Swiss military academies alongside Rommel’s *Infantry Attacks*.  Heydrich had searched through many models of warfare and eventually determined that the principles outlined in *Guerrilla Warfare* were most suited to Germany’s current situation.  Manstein had no idea that Heydrich had studied *Guerrilla Warfare* so closely. He had only asked Heydrich out of resignation, but as Heydrich spoke, Manstein found the plan for total war surprisingly rational—and not entirely unfeasible.  Out of basic respect for a man of ability, Manstein probed, "According to current intelligence, the strength of the World People's Liberation Army has reached nine million. The regular Chinese Army is between eight and twelve million."  Heydrich knew these figures. He had even witnessed Himmler, the head of the SS, turn pale upon hearing them in a meeting, before descending into a fit of impotent rage and cursing the speaker.  Indeed, the enemy Germany faced was formidable. Their regular army was roughly equal in number to all German males between the ages of 14 and 60. The combat effectiveness of the *Volkssturm* would certainly be inferior to the enemy’s; if they could achieve an exchange ratio of one enemy for every two *Volkssturm* members, they would have reason to be grateful.  But this was no reason for the Nazi Party to give up. Heydrich chose to state his judgment plainly: "In the eyes of the Chinese, the war is still in its final stages. They naturally hope to live to see its end. Even if the current vanguard is composed of Black soldiers, they too wish to return home alive. This is our chance—an opportunity we must not miss."  Manstein was forced to conclude that Heydrich had not gone mad. Although such a cruel outlook was hardly distinguishable from madness, at the very least, Heydrich was viewing the matter with cold composure.  Rising to take his leave, Manstein felt only a deeper sense of despair for the current situation as he walked away.
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Li Runshi had already prepared for the inevitability that Nazi Germany would resist to the bitter end. Consequently, he had instructed his secretary to deliver any news regarding the Soviet response to him immediately.  Aside from China, the only other nation on Earth with a burning desire to see Germany utterly defeated was likely the Soviet Union. While France theoretically shared this goal to wash away the humiliations accumulated since the Franco-Prussian War, Li saw it differently.  In his view, the First World War had not truly redeemed France, as German troops had still occupied a significant portion of French soil until the moment of surrender. But France no longer possessed the same spirit; they truly did not expect to defeat Germany through their own strength alone.  From a rational perspective, this was a wise choice. France was no longer willing to sacrifice millions of lives to fulfill an old ambition. This was the hallmark of a middle power. A great power like China would achieve its goals at any cost, whereas middle and small nations were subject to forces beyond their control—the price of their ambitions was simply more than they could afford.  What surprised Li Runshi was that the Soviet Union had yet to propose a joint operation against Germany. In Li’s estimation, if the Soviet leader were He Rui instead of Stalin, He Rui would have cast aside all concern for "face" and actively sought a combined effort to crush the Reich.  To address this, Li convened a discussion with the Military Commission and the Foreign Ministry. The meeting was held in the newly renovated Military Commission building.  Previously, all civilian construction had been halted to prepare for the war. For the Civilization Party to finish renovating several major buildings while the nation was ostensibly pouring every resource into the conflict seemed like an invitation for public backlash.  However, once the war entered 1944, He Rui had personally authorized the commencement of real estate development. With massive construction projects erupting across the country, the completion of a few government buildings became negligible—just a handful among hundreds of thousands of new urban structures.  The most significant change was the installation of the latest elevators in the previously empty shafts. Comrades no longer had to squeeze into crowded lifts or climb stairs. Carpets now lined the tiled corridors, muffling the sound of footsteps.  The interior décor remained largely unchanged. Marshals Xu Chengfeng, Zheng Silang, and Zhong Yifu took the special elevator from the second basement directly to the third floor with ease. Stepping out, they found Li Runshi already seated in his office, smoking.  Once the doors were closed, the meeting began. It wasn't just Li who was puzzled by the Soviet silence; many shared his confusion. When it was his turn to speak, Zheng Silang smiled. "I don't have any specific intelligence, only my own analysis. The Soviets are likely waiting—waiting for us to wear down Germany, and then they will strike suddenly."  Xu Chengfeng, widely considered the foremost of the "Five Tigers of Baoding," was skeptical. He asked, "Silang, do you think the Soviets don't understand that if they strike, we will treat the Red Army as a threat?"  Zheng Silang was amused. "Haha, Chengfeng, if the Red Army moves, would you truly dare order your troops to open fire on them? And if you don't, will you use your strength to guard against the Wehrmacht or the Red Army?"  The methodology and internal logic of this statement was centered on a certain "shamelessness," yet Zheng was not wrong. If the Red Army truly acted this way, China would indeed find it difficult to produce an immediate counter-strategy.  Zheng was not one to mince words. Seeing the grim expressions of his colleagues, he added, "The Soviets do have a baseline: they are an extremely important trade partner for China. To this day, we cannot strategically define them as an enemy. So, what reason do they have *not* to take advantage of the situation?"  Zhong Yifu tended to agree with Zheng’s assessment, yet he voiced a doubt: "Surely the Soviets wouldn't be *that* unprincipled?"  Zheng Silang shook his head. "It's not about being unprincipled. Poland has always had internal restoration organizations. After we took Britain, the Polish government-in-exile was captured but did not surrender. Yet the restoration factions within Poland have not contacted us once. The Baltic states were forcibly annexed by the USSR, then seized by Germany. To this day, have they sent anyone to talk to us?  "Even Norway and Sweden have sent official personnel to meet with us. Is it truly harder for the Poles and the Balts to reach us than it is for the Scandinavians?"  Seeing that his words were sinking in, Zheng cracked a joke. "Perhaps I've just dealt with the Mongolian tribes too much. In their view, they would think we are too cowardly—that we dare not challenge the majesty of their model. If China is perceived as cowardly, we shouldn't blame those with a 'Mongolian' mindset for trying to test us!"  Li Runshi felt inspired by this. He asked directly, "Marshal Zheng, what do you think we should do?"  Zheng Silang chuckled. "Heh. I believe the best and most direct method is to demand a redrawing of the borders with the Soviet Union. If we do that, they will truly begin to believe in our strength."  No one replied. Whether or not Zheng’s judgment was correct, the demand to redraw borders deviated sharply from the policy toward the USSR that the He Rui government had maintained for years. Although they considered themselves "New China," the "New" referred to social relations of production, not the fundamental model of the centralized state.  The Chinese tradition of centralism required that diplomacy and the military remain firmly in the hands of the Center. Any major shift in diplomatic policy required a full discussion at a Central Committee plenum. It could not be changed by a single remark from Zheng Silang.  The issue was set aside, and the Commission moved on to the recent developments in the US and Germany. They quickly aligned with Li Runshi’s view that the United States was a more important nation than Germany. In this world, far more countries wanted to see Germany dead than the US.  When Li Runshi reported the Commission's conclusions to He Rui, he relayed this view. He Rui was indifferent. Having seen the world of 2030, he believed China had two choices: either pursue total expansion or no territorial expansion at all. Considering that a nation requires external pressure to remain vital, he did not believe China *needed* to dismantle the US or the USSR.  However, He Rui noticed something Li had clearly overlooked and felt compelled to remind him. "Comrade Runshi, we have already established a seismic monitoring network targeting Germany. We have seismic stations in Spain and Britain. If Germany tests a nuclear bomb, what do you intend to do?"  Li Runshi was momentarily speechless. If Germany obtained nuclear weapons, his choices would be drastically limited. Based on their performance thus far, the Nazis would not hesitate to use them.  To prevent massive casualties among the Chinese and WPLA forces, China would be forced to resolve the German issue immediately and completely. The method for doing so would be simple: destroy Germany’s nuclear sites in a very short time and rapidly annihilate the Wehrmacht and the SS.  From a political standpoint, these were not optimal solutions.  Guessing that He Rui wanted a definitive answer, Li replied with a note of resignation, "If Germany completes a nuclear test, we will have no choice but to use nuclear weapons against them."  He Rui felt a heavy weight in his heart upon hearing this. Although he harbored his own share of anti-human tendencies, he did not truly wish for the destruction of mankind.  Yet, to protect humanity, nuclear weapons might have to be used. Only through their use would the world realize that the risk of nuclear weapons destroying civilization was a very real one.  In hindsight, nuclear weapons were merely an effective tool for destroying the cities of an industrial nation and a massive strategic threat. In the nuclear age, national leaders hiding in the rear could no longer escape the threat. This would be the true reason they would become unwilling to start wars—the price was simply too high!  Having made his assessment, He Rui spoke: "If you make the decision to use nuclear weapons, I will support you."  With such explicit backing from He Rui, Li Runshi felt he should perhaps say thank you. But a decision of this magnitude was no grounds for gratitude. Ultimately, he only sighed. "We will increase the intensity of the bombing of Germany."  The Nazi leadership could not have imagined that their destruction was being negotiated in such a manner. In the first four "Thousand-Bomber Raids," the Chinese Air Force dealt crushing blows to the Luftwaffe's fighter units. Germany possessed some 2,200 jet fighters in early January 1945; by early February, that number had plummeted to 800.  On February 14, 1945—Valentine's Day in the West—China launched its first "Ten-Thousand-Bomber Raid." The remaining 800 German fighters did not even dare to challenge the formation.  The flight paths from Italy to Britain were so thick with aircraft that they set a record for aerial density in German airspace—a record that would remain unbroken for over a century.  A single ten-thousand-plane raid carried over 100,000 tons of bombs, nearly equal to the total tonnage dropped in all previous raids combined. Every German industrial zone was transformed into a sea of fire amidst the tremors. German power plants, in particular, were devastated.  Previously, Germany had sent telegrams to the WPLA and the Chinese government, stating that they had placed large numbers of captured Chinese pilots in industrial facilities to deter the bombing.  While the high commands of the Chinese Air Force and the WPLA cursed the Nazi tactics, they made no official response. As the massive raid commenced, air units received open-frequency telegrams from Germany once again, informing them that Chinese and WPLA prisoners were being used as human shields.  The pilots were furious, and many found their hands trembling at the controls. But every wing commander, without exception, issued the orders as agreed in their prior briefings: "The Nazis' words cannot be trusted. Even if they are true, are we to be manipulated by them?! Execute the mission immediately."  Over the cities, German anti-aircraft fire blazed desperately. Near the bombers, shells blossomed into black and white puffs—the flowers of death.  This was war. Even at ten thousand meters, there was no safety. Every position on the battlefield was a place where one could die at any moment. The only way out was the total annihilation of the enemy.  With a will of destruction, the bombs fell from the sky, raining death upon the soil of Germany.
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From a serious academic perspective, Fascism and Nazism cannot be considered the same ideological current. Fascism originated in Italy, a political concept with roots in the Roman era. Its hallmark was the belief that the state is supreme and that power must be centralized, coupled with a fierce opposition to democratic elections. Mussolini’s pursuit of this path was driven by a desire to restore Italy's national dignity.  Nazism, while also a model aimed at national revival through a centralized regime where the state was supreme, added the element of radical racism—the belief that humans are inherently unequal. Consequently, during its tenure, the Nazi regime engaged in the brutal slaughter and even extermination of those it deemed "inferior races."  The Jews were driven out, with several million dying over the years. Other groups, such as the Romani, were treated with equal cruelty. However, the Romani lacked the wealth of the Jews, and few voices were raised in their defense.  Based on these differences, Europe contained both a "Fascist Bloc" and a "Nazi Bloc." The Nazi Bloc consisted of the Central and Eastern European nations controlled by Germany, while the Fascist Bloc included these plus Italy and France.  Since France and Italy had withdrawn from the Axis, only the Nazi Bloc remained on the European continent. At this time, Bulgaria was its easternmost member.  In February 1945, the German forces in Bulgaria noticed a shift: the fighters supporting the World People's Liberation Army ground offensive had changed from jets to propeller planes. Had this occurred over the German mainland, the Luftwaffe would have been overjoyed. The German troops in Bulgaria, however, had no reason for celebration.  In previous air battles, the Luftwaffe’s jet strength in Bulgaria had been almost entirely exhausted. What few remained had been withdrawn to the fatherland to counter the massive raids by the Chinese Air Force. Now, the Germans in Bulgaria possessed neither jets nor propeller aircraft.  In the mountainous regions of southern Bulgaria, the slower speed of the propeller planes actually allowed for more precise strikes against German ground positions. The Wehrmacht, already struggling to build defenses in the mountains, found their movements paralyzed by constant overhead bombing and strafing.  The WPLA units utilized this aerial superiority to punch gap after gap in the German lines. Ultimately, the German command in Bulgaria was forced to order a retreat. If they did not withdraw soon, they would be encircled in the mountains.  German logistics were already incapable of sustaining high-intensity combat; once surrounded, they would lose all capacity to fight. From the common soldiers to the generals, the sentiment among the Germans in Bulgaria was that if they had to die, it was better to die at home.  But no sooner had they cleared the mountains than they received word: a Chinese paratrooper unit had landed in the Bulgarian capital of Sofia. The local garrison had immediately surrendered to the Chinese and turned their weapons against the Nazi regime in Bulgaria, capturing its leadership in a single sweep.  Upon hearing this, the German commander in Bulgaria felt a strange sense of relief. All obstacles to surrender had been removed; he could now lead his troops to capitulate to the Chinese military with a clear conscience.  If they returned to the German mainland now, they would likely die in battle. While dying on home soil was preferable to leaving one's bones in Bulgaria, returning home *alive* was better still.  To date, the reputation of the regular Chinese Army remained respectable. There were no rumors of them executing prisoners—a stark contrast to the World People's Liberation Army. The Spanish units of the WPLA had conducted brutal executions of captured Spanish government troops in places like Morocco. Having fought personally in the Spanish Civil War, the Germans simply did not have the courage to surrender to the WPLA.  Thus, the German command immediately contacted the Chinese Air Force to express their intentions. A few days later, tens of thousands of German troops hurried back to Sofia to surrender to a force of Chinese paratroopers that numbered only one-tenth of their own.  At this stage, the German General Staff was unwilling even to discuss the matter. They skillfully filtered the real news from Hitler and the other Nazi elite. In the art of deceiving those above them, there is little difference between the ancients and the moderns, East or West. Thus, the initial report Hitler received was that the German forces in Bulgaria had fought bitterly against overwhelming odds, but after a failed attempt to retake Sofia, they had found themselves trapped between a fortified city, pursuing enemies, and Chinese air superiority. With no escape, they had been forced to surrender.  However, Reinhard Heydrich, the de facto leader of the SS, possessed his own intelligence network. At Hitler’s demand, Heydrich provided a version of events much closer to the truth. This threw Hitler into a towering rage within the Chancellery.  "...*Zhazha!*"  "...*Wo dao Hebei Sheng lai!*" (I struggle alone!)  "...*Wei Sidalin!*"  "...*Sao furen... hao bang hao bang da...*"  Phonetic outbursts echoed through the vast offices of the Chancellery. Manstein, Model, and Guderian, who had been summoned, stood before Hitler, enduring the Führer’s furious roaring.  It must be said that while these three could understand the Bulgarian command's decision, they also felt it was a dishonorable act. Thus, they did not take Hitler’s vitriol personally.  In the end, Hitler’s fury was merely impotent rage. He had no way to send men to Bulgaria to arrest and trial the local commanders. And it wasn't just Bulgaria; German forces across the Nazi Bloc and in northern Italy were currently experiencing a crisis of morale.  Initially, these troops had truly believed that by holding the lines, they could prevent China from entering Germany. Their will to fight had been firm, and they had withstood the WPLA’s fierce onslaughts.  But as news of the continuous massive bombing of the fatherland reached the units abroad, their morale was dealt a crushing blow. At the thought that their families might be vaporized in the rear, many emotionally unstable officers and men wanted nothing more than to return home immediately.  Since Hitler was powerless to stop the Chinese raids, he was forced to accept the reality of his army's crumbling resolve.  Once Manstein and the others were finally dismissed, Hitler slumped into his chair, looking lost. In that moment, he even felt a longing for the Wolf’s Lair in East Prussia. The narrow, cramped spaces there had allowed him to curl up in a small pocket of perceived safety.  But with the Chinese attacking Germany from the south, for Hitler to remain in the north would be seen as cowardice. Driven by this feeling, he had returned to the Chancellery in Berlin. Yet the great building was so immense that he could find no place to put his mind at ease.  As he was brooding, an adjutant announced, "Führer, Governor-General Heydrich requests an audience."  Hearing that his chosen successor had arrived, Hitler felt a measure of comfort. At least Heydrich would not lie to him.  Heydrich brought another piece of bad news: "Führer, according to our intelligence, the Soviet Red Army is likely to launch an offensive against us in the near future."  Hitler was stunned. He pondered for a moment before asking, "Have Stalin and He Rui reached an agreement?"  A trace of pity flickered in Heydrich’s blue eyes. He could see that Hitler was now completely isolated from accurate information. Heydrich knew that Stalin had not met with He Rui; He Rui’s health had been so poor over the past year that he only appeared in public on major holidays, and the only foreign leader he had met was the French Premier.  Given He Rui’s political stature, he could have declined to see the French Premier. The meeting had only happened because President Pétain was too old to make the long journey to China, leaving the Premier to represent him.  Heydrich felt that Hitler was, to some extent, bringing this on himself. Every time Hitler heard bad news, he would descend into a neurotic rage and berate his subordinates. Over time, naturally, no one wanted to tell him anything that might trigger such an outburst.  Now that Hitler was asking, Heydrich told him what he knew. Hitler did not flare up at Heydrich. Instead, he thought for a while and said, "If we lose to China, we can at least say we did our best. If we lose to a Soviet sneak attack, we will be nothing but a joke. Heydrich, are you willing to command the Eastern Front?"  Heydrich had already guessed that providing this information would lead to him being sent to the East. Having served as Governor-General of Poland, he had effectively integrated the region. It was only logical for him to take charge of the entire Eastern Front.  "Führer, I request that 500 jet fighters be placed under my command," Heydrich stated his condition.  Hitler wanted to refuse but ultimately agreed. He was considering a counter-offensive when the Chinese attempted to land in Germany, and propeller planes against jets were mere lambs to the slaughter. The Wehrmacht had retained some 800 jets, and for now, he could provide Heydrich with a portion of them for a brief period.  Meanwhile, in the Kremlin, the members of the Soviet Central Committee did not believe their move against the Germans could be kept secret. This was because they had used the armistice period to completely overhaul the Red Army’s operational system.  Without the introduction of electronic computers from China, this reorganization would likely have mirrored previous failed reforms—a chaotic mess resulting in nothing. With the new tools, however, vast calculations were easily completed, and debates were settled with quantified data and comparisons.  Combined with intelligence gathered from around the world and the Red Army’s own battlefield experience, they had finally resolved the systemic issues that had plagued their operational doctrine since the 1920s.  With a proper system in place, there was no room for the small-scale "winning tricks" of the past. From a serious reconnaissance perspective, moving a million-man army was impossible to hide from an adversary with a professional military apparatus like Germany.  Since it couldn't be hidden, the Red Army focused entirely on how to fight with its maximum capability and unique characteristics.  The entire operational plan was of a high standard—at least, the Central Committee members found nothing to criticize. Although the armistice with Germany had been humiliating, the USSR had utilized the time effectively to perfect the Red Army’s combat power.  The logic of the strike was straightforward: even if the Red Army attacked, the Wehrmacht was incapable of a major counter-offensive. Thus, the Red Army split its forces into two main axes: one toward Poland and one toward Romania.  The Soviet Party no longer sought to seize all of Eastern Europe, but neither could they ignore the favorable situation. The plan incorporated elements of the previous Operation "Thunderstorm." The Soviet objective was to seize all of Poland and Romania. Invading the German mainland was not part of this plan.  If the objectives were met, the Red Army would halt at the German border and then formally contact China to discuss the final assault on the Reich.  After all, Russia had been a Great Power since the tsarist era; they understood the European mode of diplomacy. The reason for the "fight first, talk later" approach was simple: the Soviet Union did not wish to lose any more face.  Soon, Stalin made the final decision and approved the operation. Zhukov and Chuikov rose to leave. Though they walked out one after the other, Chuikov deliberately maintained a certain distance. Watching their backs, Stalin felt that Zhukov’s excessive pursuit of credit had already deeply offended the other generals of the Red Army.  Feeling resigned to his reliance on Zhukov, Stalin turned his gaze to Molotov. "Comrade Molotov, are you prepared to go to China?"  Molotov nodded. He was ready. As soon as the Red Army seized Poland and Romania, he would depart immediately. It wasn't that he didn't want to maintain a more aloof posture, but under the European diplomatic model, this Soviet offensive could easily be interpreted by China as a hostile act.  In Europe, hostility was basically synonymous with being a quasi-enemy. When two armies met, they might very well come to blows. While the USSR had no desire to submit to China, and even less desire to become a source of raw materials and a market for Chinese industrial goods, they had no wish to go to war with China over a misunderstanding.  Sino-Soviet peace was beneficial to the USSR, and even more so to China.  "I am prepared to accept He Rui's reprimand, Comrade General Secretary," Molotov replied. After this somewhat submissive statement, he added, "If He Rui's physical condition allows him to see me, that is."
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Molotov had stated plainly that He Rui’s health was poor, which, in the context of Russian culture, was a form of mockery. Not only in Russia, but throughout the world, it was an accepted reality that a supreme leader’s physical frailty was a condition that invited skepticism.  The Soviet Central Committee was satisfied that Molotov’s preparations were adequate. Stalin said nothing, but he was preoccupied. In his view, while He Rui’s health might be failing, he had already completed the political transition. At the upcoming "Two Sessions" in early 1945, a new core leadership team would be established. Under such circumstances, if He Rui were still physically robust, it might actually trigger instability.  Stalin’s thoughts drifted inevitably to his own situation. He Rui was born in 1890 and was fifty-five this year—already able to smoothly hand over power. Stalin, born in 1878, was sixty-seven. Although Kirov was widely regarded as his successor, there was no movement regarding a transfer of power in the Soviet Union. Stalin simply had no intention of considering it.  Stalin had initially thought He Rui was stepping down out of weakness, a manifestation of personal fragility. But with the actual handover imminent, he began to doubt his own judgment.  As the war stood now, no one in the world could consider He Rui a weaker. In Russian culture, the victor is beyond reproach. Moreover, He Rui’s actions could not be deemed a political mistake; a transfer of power was not necessarily a bad thing for an organization.  The successor, Li Runshi, was fifty-two and in excellent health. In terms of age, fifty-two was quite young for a leader who had attained supreme power through personal ability and seniority. Under normal circumstances, a supreme leader could govern until seventy—meaning that for the next twenty years, the Soviet Union would have to deal with a thoroughly tempered leader.  Stalin was eager to see the meeting records between Molotov and Li Runshi.  The Red Army’s war preparations were complete. Since the signing of the Soviet-German armistice, the scale of the Red Army had actually been compressed. In 1943, it had once reached ten million; by February 1945, it had been reduced to six million.  Of these six million troops, 3.5 million were frontline forces, with 2.5 million earmarked for immediate replacement. Whether frontline or second-line, beyond meeting age requirements, all these units had received more than twelve months of military training.  In addition, there were six million reservists, including a large number of educated women. After completing six months of formal military training, these reservists were assigned to various factories or large state farms. They received two weeks of military training every month and were always ready to be integrated into the second-line replacement units.  After this reorganization, the Soviet Union could maintain 3.5 million troops in sustained, high-intensity combat.  Beyond personnel, the Red Army’s equipment had been thoroughly overhauled. Revolutionaries from Britain and the United States had transmitted data on British, American, and German equipment through various channels. Combined with intelligence obtained from China, the Red Army confirmed that all the world's Great Powers were striving for equipment standardization.  Even Germany, a nation that had previously produced a dizzying array of models to win the war, had mended its ways and settled on main battle equipment: the 40-ton Panther tank and the 30-ton Tiger tank, along with standardized heavy and light trucks. Even half-track transports and motorcycles had been refitted, reducing dozens of models to just two motorcycle types and three half-track variants.  With limited industrial R&D capacity, the Red Army chose the same path. Their main battle tank was the T-34/85, refitted with the latest 95mm tank gun—sufficient to counter the German 88mm.  Since China began large-scale aid to the USSR in 1942, they had helped upgrade Soviet industrial production. These upgrades were built entirely on the Soviet industrial base, meaning the USSR did not have to switch to Chinese military-industrial standards. Thus, the Soviet Union had developed its own heavy and light trucks, as well as military jeeps.  Half-tracks were too complex; although the USSR had imported ten thousand units from China and utilized them for several campaign-scale offensives in late 1942, their own industrial capacity was insufficient to produce them. They ultimately abandoned this equipment that performed so well in muddy terrain. However, the Red Army was set to fight in Poland, where marshes were fewer, so the lack of half-tracks was not a critical issue.  In the air, the Soviet Union had finally developed its own jet fighter, the Yak-15, and developed the MiG-15 based on it. Originally, the MiG-15’s engine had been unsatisfactory, but before the collapse of Britain, large numbers of British experts had scattered. While most went to the US or Germany, a portion of Rolls-Royce engineers, aided by British revolutionaries, had brought vast amounts of technical data to the Soviet Union. This finally boosted Soviet engine performance, rendering the MiG-15 viable.  Naval power had little impact on the war between the USSR and Germany; the Soviet Red Navy was confident it could hold the line at sea. Thus, the Red Army entered this offensive with considerable confidence.  At 8:00 AM on February 21st, the fully prepared Red Army issued a declaration to "liberate our Slavic brothers." The 3.5 million frontline troops were divided into three Group Armies—North, Center, and South—and began their advance.  Army Group North moved into the Baltic states; Army Group South advanced into Romania; and Army Group Center pushed into Poland.  The first progress was made in the Baltic states. The Soviet Union had annexed the three nations once in 1939, only to lose them to the German invasion in 1942, after which Germany had granted them a nominal independence.  The total population of the Baltic states was currently only three million, while the Soviet Army Group North numbered 690,000. Most of the Baltic public loathed the Soviet Union, but they loathed war even more and watched the events with cold detachment. This time, the Red Army emphasized discipline and did not harm a single hair of the population.  The 690,000 troops of Army Group North escorted the party and government leaders of the three nations, who had fled to the USSR in 1942, back home. They quickly annihilated the local German forces and announced the restoration of the governments.  Army Group North had never believed the Baltics—with fewer than 100,000 defenders—could offer real resistance. Their plan was to resolve the Baltic issue quickly, reach the Polish border, and join the offensive there.  By February 26th, Army Group North had completed its task. Leaving 190,000 troops to garrison the Baltics against a highly unlikely German counter-attack, the remaining 500,000 troops were transferred to Army Group Center. This increased the size of the Center Group from its initial 500,000 to one million men.  Army Group South numbered 600,000, bringing the total offensive force to 1.6 million. The remaining 1.4 million frontline troops were ready to rotate in, while the replacement units stood by to keep the frontline units at full strength.  Meanwhile, the Polish government-in-exile had lost confidence in the Allies. They knew China was too far away to help. Consequently, the government-in-exile that had fled from London merged with the resistance government within Poland and decided to cooperate with the Soviet Union.  The Poles understood Russian tradition well. Thus, when the Soviets proposed redrawing the border along the Curzon Line, the Polish government readily agreed.  The Curzon Line was a boundary proposed by Lord Curzon after World War I. Later, the Soviet Union had invaded Poland but suffered a catastrophic defeat at the gates of Warsaw and was pushed back. The final border had been set further east at Brest.  With the Soviet Union’s strength restored, the Polish government knew they would not be getting Lviv back. They had no choice but to make concessions.  However, a question was raised within the Polish government: of the hundreds of thousands of Polish soldiers captured by the Soviets, tens of thousands of officers and intellectuals had vanished.  As a European Great Power, the Soviet Union could never acknowledge the Katyn Forest massacre. Furthermore, the NKVD personnel involved would never appear, and the military officers who had participated had mostly died in the war. Consequently, most of the Soviet representatives at the meeting had no idea what Katyn was.  Having already lost territory, the pro-British faction within the Polish government felt compelled to raise the issue. Katyn wasn't even in Poland; it was in the Smolensk Oblast of the USSR. It had been discovered and announced by the German government after they occupied the area during their invasion of the Soviet Union.  The Soviet government had immediately issued a denial. But when the Germans excavated the site, it had only been two years since the killings, and the corpses were not severely decomposed.  Moreover, the Soviets had used specifically purchased German pistols and ammunition to execute the Polish prisoners. This had led the German Propaganda Minister, Goebbels, to remark with disappointment: "It is a truly regrettable thing to find German weapons at the site of a massacre."  Thus, after the signing of the armistice, when the Soviets retook the area, they immediately dispatched an investigation team and announced that their findings proved Germany had carried out the massacre at Katyn and framed the Soviet Union.  Ultimately, the Soviet representative simply asked the Polish delegates with a stony face: "Why do you believe the word of the Germans so firmly? Is it because the ones occupying Poland are the Germans and not the Soviets?"  The statement was so quintessentially "Russian" that it convinced the Polish delegates of one thing: the Soviet Union had indeed committed the massacre.  Since the days when Poland was partitioned by Prussia, Austria, and Tsarist Russia, the Russians had a tradition of capturing and executing Polish patriots.  But the war was currently the priority, and the Polish government was forced to set the Katyn issue aside for the moment. From February 21st to 26th, the Red Army’s offensive proved effective. They employed a new "Grand Artillery" tactic: using saturation bombardment of the German front and rear lines to ensure the German defenses were pulverized and that their follow-up counter-attack units could not utilize the frontline fortifications.  This new tactic was highly effective. While the German counter-attacks were fierce, they were ultimately futile. This allowed the Red Army to advance approximately ten kilometers per day. By February 26th, the Red Army was prepared to launch a massive offensive to deal Germany a crushing blow.
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On February 26th, thousands of white parachutes blossomed in the skies over Budapest, the capital of Hungary. Members of the Hungarian Communist Party, who had been providing radio navigation for the Chinese Air Force, immediately relayed the news to their special task forces upon seeing the dandelion-like specks.  The commander of one such task force, positioned near the Presidential Palace, received the call and immediately ordered his comrades: "Move out!"  The members of the task force unfurled their sickle-and-hammer flags and began to assemble across the square from the Presidential Palace. On the other side of the square, the Presidential Guard watched the rapid gathering under the red banners. "Don't they think this is a waste of time?" some of them whispered anxiously.  A captain of the Guard walked over to them, thrusting a pre-prepared red flag into their hands. "Mind your own business," he reminded them. "We’re going to have a proper handover. Let’s not have any 'accidental' injuries."  Hungary’s economy had been poor for years, providing a fertile ground for the Fascists to take power. Under Nazi pressure, these elements had conducted "cleansings" of the Hungarian Communists and other leftists. While much of it was for show, the Hungarian nationalists truly loathed many leftist views, and the operations had seen their share of personal vendettas settled under the guise of official business.  Now that the Communists were about to take power again, the nationalists were desperate to avoid giving the leftists any pretext for revenge. They were being exceedingly cautious in their words and deeds.  Fortunately, it was not the Hungarian Communists' first time in power, and they had learned from their past failures. The handover proceeded with remarkable smoothness. When they burst into the President’s office, the pro-Nazi President was already prepared for arrest. Everything proceeded in orderly accordance with the Communist Party's directives.  Meanwhile, in Bucharest, the capital of Romania—the nation most loathed by Hungary—the Romanian President was shouting at his Foreign Minister: "Why has there been no word from China? How exactly did you contact them?"  As the war progressed, the nations of Eastern Europe knew that Germany was a lost cause. Bulgaria was China’s gateway into the region, and it was inevitably going to be resolved by them. For the past twenty years, Hungarians had been singing: "We come from Asia; we are cousins with China."  Romania, the only nation in the world with "Rome" in its name, could trace its origins back two thousand years to Roman military control. Yet the modern Romanians were not descendants of the Romans, whereas the Hungarians were indeed of Eastern descent and could establish good relations with China. Romania sought to appeal to Rome, but Rome was nowhere to be found.  Instead, the army of Russia—the self-proclaimed "Third Rome"—was hammering at Romania’s gates, attempting to turn the country into a Soviet satellite.  The Romanian Foreign Minister, having little left to fear, spoke his mind: "I have not been authorized to negotiate any change to Romania's borders."  The President was left speechless. During the Roman Empire, the ancestors of the Hungarians had conquered the Pannonian Basin, the so-called Hungarian Plain. This plain was surrounded by mountains, and while Hungary had been invaded by various powers over the centuries, it had largely held onto this territory.  The Carpathian Mountains in the east were traditional Hungarian territory. During the First World War, Hungary and Austria had been part of the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary. Hungary had not wished to participate and had not truly supported the war effort. They had assumed that after the war, when the monarchy dissolved, they would go their separate ways. They never expected that at the Paris Peace Conference, Romania would demand the Carpathians—a request the Allies granted. Thus, Romania, previously a lowland nation, seized the mountains in one stroke. From that moment on, Hungary and Romania had been mortal enemies.  Now, Hungary was greeting the Chinese military with such fervor because they clearly wanted the Carpathians back. Even if the Romanian President knew he couldn't stop it, as President, he simply could not bring himself to cede territory to China for peace.  Seeing that the President lacked the resolve to "sever the limb to save the body," the Foreign Minister rose to leave. "I still have to contact the Chinese. Farewell."  He ignored the President's sallow complexion and walked out. Once outside, he hurried back to his own office, where a Soviet representative was already waiting.  "Will the Soviet Union agree to my demands?" the Foreign Minister asked immediately.  The Soviet representative, still hoping to drive a hard bargain, replied, "We must first determine if you can fulfill your promises."  The Foreign Minister sneered. "If the Romanian army holds for just three more days, Chinese paratroopers will likely land on the front lines. I am very curious to see if the Red Army has the courage to attack the Chinese flag when it rises over the Romanian positions."  In the arena of verbal sparring, Foreign Ministers feared no one. Especially now, with Romania destined to be occupied by either China or the USSR, the Minister had cast aside all decorum.  The Soviet representative was left embarrassed by the remark. He wanted to continue threatening the Minister, but no longer dared. This was the inevitable result of acting alone without coordinating with China. The Soviet Union did not respect China, and thus could not expect respect in return.  Finally, the representative adopted a polite tone. "We will certainly abide by the agreement."  "Are the documents ready?" the Minister asked sharply. He demanded guarantees for the safety of himself and his family, as well as their property and status. He required these guarantees in writing from the Soviet government.  In truth, even if the USSR were to break its word, a former Romanian Foreign Minister would have little recourse. But with the documents in hand, any Soviet breach of faith could be used to damage their international credit. Thus, the USSR had little incentive to break the promise.  The Soviet representative reluctantly produced the files. After carefully comparing the seals and confirming their authenticity, the Minister tucked the documents away and began contacting the Romanian military command.  One reason Romania had not turned earlier was the presence of over a hundred thousand German troops in the country. This German force was currently resisting the Soviet offensive, utilizing the terrain to successfully halt the Red Army's advance.  Had it not been for Hungary’s rush to switch sides, the Romanian leadership would have preferred to wait. Although German defeat was inevitable, Romania truly did not wish to be occupied by the Soviets.  China was ten thousand miles away; its occupation would be temporary, and Romania believed the Chinese would soon withdraw. The Soviet Union was a neighbor; an occupation by them might last indefinitely.  Meanwhile, the offensive of the Soviet Army Group South intensified. After several days of combat, the Red Army had determined the scale and resolve of the German forces, as well as their core defensive positions.  Fighting one against five is difficult; fighting five against one is much easier. The Red Army had massed an enormous amount of artillery. Even with the Germans utilizing the terrain, the Soviets were not worried.  With the order given, the Red Army commenced a two-hour fire preparation. Bombers dropped their loads from above, while 220mm heavy guns and 150mm pieces reached a density of one gun for every three meters of the front. As a deluge of shells fell like rain, the German lines were instantly engulfed in fire.  The intensity of the bombardment was such that German officers who had served in the First World War felt as if they had been transported back twenty years. A sense of terror and despair welled up within them.  The Red Army did not fear death, especially when fighting the Germans. During the invasion of 1942, the Nazi-indoctrinated Wehrmacht had carried out horrific massacres in the Soviet Union. Combined with the deaths of their families and comrades, hatred was deeply etched into the souls of the Red Army soldiers.  When the bombardment ended, the Red Army did not believe the artillery alone could resolve the Germans. They began their charge.  The German defensive positions had been under preparation for over a year. Though heavily damaged by the Soviet artillery, they had not entirely collapsed. Germans who had not been killed or concussed by the blasts crawled from their tunnels and bunkers, entering their shattered trenches to defend.  Despite the war, the Germans—while acknowledging the Red Army's ferocity—did not hold them in high regard. In their view, the Red Army, possessing total superiority, would be arrogant and incautious in its assault.  Sure enough, as the Red Army surged forward in mass formations, German machine gunners opened fire, cutting down some of the attackers.  However, instead of panicking, the Red Army soldiers immediately took cover. Mortar teams following the infantry began to hammer the machine gun nests. In the preceding fire preparation, the German artillery positions had been virtually annihilated. While machine gun nests held an advantage against infantry, they were vulnerable to mortars. They were soon silenced.  Had the German artillery been intact, the mortar positions would have been countered immediately. But with the machine guns gone and no artillery support, the Red Army jumped from their cover and continued the advance. Before long, it was a battle of bayonets.  That the Germans were still willing to engage in bayonet combat proved they remained one of the world's elite forces. As Napoleon once remarked, "Germans are hatched from shells." But no matter how fierce, they were still mortal men. Faced with overwhelming numbers and an enemy equipped with the AK-47 assault rifle—ideal for close combat—the Germans were soon defeated.  After a day of bitter fighting, the Red Army seized several key strongpoints on the line.  Meanwhile, in Poland, the fire preparation by Soviet Army Group Center dealt a similar blow to the Germans, driving them from the Lviv line.  The man currently commanding the Polish campaign was Acting Chief of Staff von Manstein. His expression remained unchanged despite the heavy blow. Even if the Soviet fire preparation had greatly exceeded expectations, Manstein was calculating the rate at which such a scale of bombardment would consume their logistics.  He quickly reached a decision: withdraw slightly, then launch a counter-attack to clash with the Soviet mobile forces.  On the 27th, to the west of Lviv, German and Soviet armored units clashed. Germany committed approximately 500 tanks, half Panthers and half Tigers. Across from them were solid ranks of T-34/85s.  The German panzers dealt a heavy blow to their Soviet counterparts. Despite the massive bombing of their homeland, the German tank crews remained formidable. While the Soviet crews were no longer the novices of 1942, the Germans had leapt far ahead of their 1943 equipment levels.  By noon on the 27th, the Germans had lost 104 tanks, while the Red Army had lost 308. But just as the Soviets were suffering these frontal losses, other Soviet armored units began to outflank the German wings. Knowing better than to get bogged down, the Germans withdrew.  Over the next four days, Manstein commanded the German forces almost without sleep. The Red Army faced constant counter-attacks—sharp, stinging blows that nonetheless gave the Soviets the chance for direct engagement.  The Red Army did not fear fighting the Germans. With the German mainland under siege, the Wehrmacht would only grow weaker with every engagement.  By March 3rd, the Red Army had advanced another sixty kilometers. Then, German jet fighters suddenly appeared in mass over the combat zone, suppressing the Soviet MiG-15s in short order.  Some MiG-15s had been fitted with new engines, but the majority had not. Consequently, the MiG-15’s combat effectiveness could not match that of the constantly upgraded German jets.  Manstein’s eyes were bloodshot from days of continuous command. He had to analyze every situation with minute care. He trusted Model's assessment: "The enemy commander [Red Army] displays considerable skill in planning a campaign, but once the offensive is frustrated, he loses his reason and launches frantic, futile assaults on the line. While he has improved, he clearly cannot seize a favorable situation to expand his gains. The Russians worship brute force; in adversity, they lose their capacity for logical thought and cannot adapt."  This Soviet offensive followed the same pattern. On the map, it was a standard "arrowhead" formation—narrow at the front, wide at the rear. This model allowed for sustained pressure.  But that was the view of an amateur. To a tactical master like Manstein, the situation was vastly different. Different Soviet units had suffered varying degrees of damage, significantly weakening the sustained combat capacity of the rear units.  Manstein had prepared an encirclement, but before closing the trap, he allowed the Red Army to feel they were advancing in an orderly fashion. Along the way, they fought various battles, constantly pushing back the resisting Germans.  Model believed that while the Red Army possessed combat power, their understanding of military science was still severely lacking. They were merely "fighting a war," having not yet grasped the "art of war" itself.  Manstein agreed with Model, but his mind momentarily drifted. He thought of He Rui, the man who was about to defeat Germany. He Rui was a universally acknowledged military genius, a view Manstein shared after studying his campaigns.  However, Manstein was certain that He Rui was a great *strategist*—a man who decided the outcome of a war before it even began. As a fellow military man, Manstein couldn't help but wonder about He Rui's *tactical* skill.  But He Rui had been in supreme command since the age of twenty-five and had been Chairman of the Northeast Government at twenty-six. Since then, he had not handled tactical duties. China's tactical victories came from the universal deployment of advanced equipment that other nations were still testing. While everyone else was fumbling in the dark, China’s new equipment and tactics were dominant across the board.  By the time other nations realized China had chosen the correct equipment path, the Chinese army, accustomed to their superior gear, simply rolled over their enemies with new tactics based on that equipment.  Thus, Manstein could not be certain if He Rui counted as a top-tier tactician. He was inclined to believe he was—otherwise he couldn't have developed such advanced tactical equipment—but there were simply no actual examples of He Rui commanding at the tactical level.  In the current campaign, Manstein viewed the Soviet operational level as mediocre, but he wondered what the result would be if he were facing He Rui instead.  Ever the professional, Manstein realized his mental state was wavering and chose to rest. After two hours of sleep, he was awakened by an orderly. Feeling refreshed, he looked at the maps again.  As expected, the Soviet armored vanguard had resumed the offensive. The infantry on the wings were attempting to widen the front. This was the Red Army's new "Wide Front, Great Depth" operational theory.  A wide front ensured that German flanking maneuvers would be ineffective, while great depth allowed them to strike at German logistics. From the perspective of learning from experience, the Soviet logic was sound.  However, the Red Army had underestimated Heydrich’s management of Poland. Heydrich had prepared vast stockpiles and organized a transport system within the country. Manstein was now utilizing these resources, turning Poland into a massive killing field.  At least for now, the Red Army’s strategy was inferior to He Rui’s. He Rui was a strategist; his advances were not primarily aimed at combat, but at securing strategic points.  If He Rui were in command of the current Red Army, the offensive would likely have halted long ago. He would have advanced steadily, prioritizing the restoration of administrative control over the occupied areas.  That was what Manstein had feared most when drafting his plan. His current operation relied on utilizing the resources within Poland; if those supply points and transport links were destroyed, even Manstein would be powerless.  Furthermore, even if he won this counter-attack, Manstein lacked the strength to hold Poland indefinitely. The reason for the fight was to deal the Red Army a heavy blow so the main German force could withdraw to the fatherland for its defense. Another reason was pride—the Wehrmacht could not allow itself to flee ignominiously under Soviet pressure.  Politically, a crushing blow to the Soviets would be a powerful asset in any future Sino-German negotiations. Even in such dire straits, if the Wehrmacht could still devastate the Red Army, China might be willing to utilize Germany to continue suppressing the Soviets and keep them pinned in the northern tundras.  On March 4th, Manstein ordered the counter-attack. The Germans struck the Soviet rear units with fury, easily routing two Soviet infantry corps on the left and right. At the front, the Soviet armored vanguard was suddenly met with a ferocious German counter-thrust.  By March 5th, the situation had taken a sharp turn for the worse. The Soviet armor at the front was suffering heavy losses. To turn the tide, they would have to pull up armored reserves from the rear, but doing so would likely cause the infantry in the back to collapse.  The Soviet General Staff reacted quickly this time. Using their electronic computers, they ran numerous calculations and concluded that if they continued the head-on clash with the Germans, their probability of victory was only 42%.  Zhukov demanded they fight on and seek a decisive battle. But Chuikov and others felt something was wrong; they advocated for a retreat.  Zhukov was furious. "War is ever-changing!" he shouted. "Are we really going to leave victory or defeat to a computer manipulated by others?"  Chuikov understood Zhukov’s point, but he had personally overseen the programming of those computers. The war models had been set by a large group of generals, including himself—and even Zhukov had contributed many ideas. These concepts had been processed by mathematicians into equations. These were equations built on vast amounts of blood and experience, not just cold machine logic.  In Chuikov’s view, this was a carefully prepared German counter-attack. If the Red Army withdrew now, the Germans would have no way to touch them.  As Chuikov prepared to argue further, Zhukov barked, "Let the General Secretary decide!"
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When the members of the Soviet Central Committee read the report from the General Staff, some naturally focused on the friction between Zhukov and the other generals. In their view, the arrogant and overbearing Zhukov had finally met with a pushback from his peers, which threatened the unity of the Red Army.  Others, more focused on the substance of the matter, were astonished that a new-fangled computer could be used to predict the outcome of a war. After receiving a briefing from technical experts, they realized their amazement was somewhat misplaced.  The Soviet Union had first encountered Chinese vacuum-tube computers when they imported China’s air combat command systems. In aerial warfare, the number of aircraft involved is finite—tens of thousands at most. Thus, the current generation of Chinese air combat systems utilized an "exhaustion method," calculating every participating aircraft. By incorporating data from various detection systems, they could also account for the enemy's numbers. Using pre-set programs, the system could provide potential outcomes for various tactical scenarios.  This analytical capability allowed Soviet air commanders to issue orders with greater scientific precision. It was precisely this factor that allowed the Soviet Air Force to continue fighting despite the technological gap presented by German jet fighters.  This was highly classified information. Only after grasping the basic principles could the Central Committee members understand a major source of the conflict between Zhukov and his colleagues.  The computational load for an air combat system was relatively light. To date, no single battle in the Soviet-German War had seen ten thousand aircraft in the air simultaneously. But on the infantry battlefield, hundreds of thousands—even millions—clashed daily.  Setting aside the fact that current computing power could not model the behavior of hundreds of thousands of individuals, simply gathering accurate data on the number and scale of German forces was an impossible task, let alone obtaining real-time status reports on individual combatants.  Consequently, the Army was developing its own land warfare systems along two lines: one used battalion- and regiment-level units as the basic unit of calculation, while the other divided the battlefield into zones and calculated based on regional changes.  For this operation, the Red Army General Staff had run calculations using several different models. All yielded the same conclusion: if the offensive continued at its current pace, the probability of success was only 42%.  The reason Chuikov and the other generals advocated for a withdrawal was that the calculation used a binary result: victory or defeat. In other words, the system predicted a 58% probability of total failure if the Red Army pressed on.  Once the nature of the problem was understood, no Central Committee member dared intervene. Since Zhukov was looking to Stalin for a decision, the assembly waited for the General Secretary’s final word.  Stalin was well aware of the situation and was not surprised by the impasse. He did not even view it through the lens of internal power struggle, for he knew that both Zhukov and Chuikov were motivated by a desire for victory and a fear of defeat, not by a wish to undermine one another.  Currently, the Wehrmacht was indeed weakened, possessing none of the logistical capacity it had held in 1943. Perhaps, if the Red Army continued to advance, the Germans in Poland would find themselves unable to hold the line due to a lack of supplies, granting the Soviets the victory.  Until the fog of war cleared, no one could be certain.  Ultimately, Stalin made his choice: he supported Zhukov.  The time from the start of the dispute to the final decision was less than thirty-six hours. During those thirty-six hours, the Red Army forces in Poland continued to fight with valor.  Manstein, for his part, did not assume his plan was a guaranteed success. He continued to analyze every development on the battlefield with the minute care and composure of a master tactician, making precise adjustments. To Manstein, this was instinctive; but to his staff, his presence was as reassuring as that of a god of war.  The "muddy-legs" officers who had risen from the German ranks loathed the "red-pants" generals of aristocratic background. Although Manstein was of high birth, he had followed the path of a frontline officer, rolling in the muck with his men. It was often said that Manstein alone performed the function of a third of the General Staff. The remaining two-thirds were the basic machinery—the countless staff officers responsible for gathering intelligence and delivering it to him for judgment.  While the Wehrmacht lacked a computerized warfare system at this stage, the headquarters in Poland under Manstein operated with an efficiency that rivaled the Soviet computers.  At 7:00 AM on March 7th, Manstein received a piece of critical, unexpected intelligence. A Soviet artillery ammunition dump had been detonated during a routine bombardment by German heavy artillery. Both ground and air units reported seeing a massive mushroom cloud rising hundreds of meters into the air.  In Manstein’s plan, these heavy guns were considered "disposable assets." With the Reich’s power plants devastated by Chinese bombing, Germany had adjusted its production to focus on small-caliber ammunition that required little electricity. This managed to maintain a degree of supply.  The production of large-caliber shells, however, which demanded vast amounts of energy and space, had been crippled. Although underground factories had been built to hide from Chinese bombers, they could only meet a fraction of the domestic demand.  Manstein had therefore deployed all heavy artillery in Poland as far forward as possible. While this made them easier targets for the Red Army, he reasoned that they would become scrap metal once their shells were exhausted anyway. Forward deployment maximized their utility, and in this instance, the results had exceeded his wildest expectations.  The destruction of the ammunition dump meant the Red Army’s supplies would be thrown into chaos for a significant period. Manstein immediately ordered the general offensive.  Years later, the Polish counter-attack and the Battle of Jutland would remain favorite topics for military enthusiasts. While neither could change Germany’s ultimate fate, the "strategic loss, tactical win" nature of these battles invariably stirred deep feelings.  "What would have happened if that shell hadn't hit the ammo dump?" was always the focus of the debate.  Those who favored German combat effectiveness argued that even without the explosion, the Wehrmacht would have won. Manstein had already finalized the layout for the counter-attack; if it hadn't been the ammo dump, some other opportunity would have presented itself.  Pro-Soviet historians argued that the Red Army had fought exceptionally well, even maintaining defensive positions after being surrounded. Without the shell shortage, they could have held out until the 15th, by which time reinforcements would have broken the encirclement and rescued the majority of the force.  But such sentiments belonged to those in the safety of the future. On the smoke-choked battlefield of 1945, neither side had such a luxury. Every moment was a brush with death. Even the Germans, holding the advantage, faced ferocious Soviet counter-attacks.  The priority of Manstein’s encirclement plan was to break the Soviet armor. By March 7th, after a series of engagements, the number of German tanks under his command had dwindled to around 800. According to the Wehrmacht’s table of organization, a single full-strength panzer division required 336 tanks. Even if the Germans had never managed to fully equip their units during the war, 800 tanks amounted to little more than a single panzer corps. Given the 600,000 German troops in Poland, this was a pittance of armored strength.  Within the pocket, the Red Army possessed over 1,500 tanks—nearly double the German strength. However, the Soviet decision to attempt a breakout through the encirclement fell precisely into Manstein’s calculations. The two armored forces met in a massive, decisive clash.  By the morning of March 9th, the Red Army was down to 300 tanks, and the Germans were down to 300 as well. Parity had been reached. The Germans did not view this as a victory; in previous tank battles with the Soviets, an exchange ratio of 1:3 was common, and in extreme cases, it could exceed 1:5.  Having essentially neutralized the Soviet armor in the pocket, the Germans conducted on-site repairs of their damaged tanks. By March 10th, they had cobbled together 600 operational tanks. Using this force as a spearhead, they launched an assault on the elite Soviet infantry positions that were resisting desperately within the pocket.  On the battlefield, the Red Army’s resistance was incredibly stubborn. Numerous Soviet soldiers engaged in the tragic tactic of charging tanks with satchel charges. However, this was a tactic first pioneered by the German SS. In this campaign, the 3rd SS Panzer Division "Totenkopf" was a key participant.  The "Death's Head" division held a fearsome reputation on the Eastern Front. The Red Army generally believed that one should not attack the Totenkopf without at least a five-to-one numerical advantage. Their signature move in a bitter fight was for assault teams to strap on vast amounts of explosives and charge into the densest concentrations of Soviet troops to blow themselves up.  It was generally accepted that the Totenkopf’s combat capability was superior to the Red Army’s. Normally, a superior force has no need for such desperate measures; they are the refuge of the weak.  But the Totenkopf was an anomaly. Composed of a core of former concentration camp guards, these extremists existed in a state of profound nihilism. The only thing that could stir a brief sense of excitement in their dark mental world was slaughter; the more deaths they caused at once, the greater their pleasure.  This mindset, far outside the bounds of normal humanity, led them to pursue the efficiency of death with singular focus. Their superior skill provided them with far more opportunities for such acts than the Soviets. Once these mentally unhinged Nazis had blasted paths through the Soviet lines with their own bodies, the rest of the division, led by their remaining tanks, surged in to conduct the slaughter.  By the morning of March 11th, the Totenkopf had punched through the Soviet defenses, utterly routing the Red Army forces on the side of the pocket nearest to the Soviet border.  The Red Army soldiers fighting valiantly at the "bottom" of the pocket were suddenly struck from behind. The front lines began to disintegrate with shocking speed.  Of the three SS Panzer divisions holding off the Soviet reinforcements, the "Wiking" division fought with the greatest ferocity. Composed of Nazi volunteers from the Nordic regions, these men were sustained by fanatical ideology. Faced with Germany’s dire straits, these fanatics felt not discouragement, but an intensified sense of duty. They believed they had to fulfill their final responsibility.  The Soviet rescue forces fought desperately to break these lines, but failed every time. In the heat of the battle, these SS units held their ground amidst heaps of corpses. The Red Army broke into the core positions of the Wiking and other SS units several times, engaging in at least five large-scale bayonet battles, yet every one ended in a victory for the SS.  The efforts of the SS bought time for Manstein, and he did not waste it. On March 12th, with the order for the general offensive given, the Wehrmacht launched a total assault on the Red Army within the pocket. Numerous Soviet positions, already starved of ammunition, were overrun.  The Red Army did not repeat the sluggishness of 1942. They rapidly reorganized their deployment, leaving units behind to fight to the death while the main force attempted a breakout to the north.  On March 14th, at a massive cost, the Red Army finally punched through the northern line and linked up with their rescue forces. The Germans did not pursue. Their own 600,000-man force had suffered some 200,000 casualties; to continue the fight would have turned them into the hunted.  Manstein ordered his forces to begin a retreat toward the German mainland. He knew that his next task would likely be to fight the Chinese on German soil until the end.  The Red Army had no desire to pursue. Of the 600,000 men caught in the pocket, fewer than 200,000 had escaped. Many of the units were no longer merely "defeated"—they were carcasses of armies, possessing no remaining value for replenishment.  Worst of all, the Soviet armored units, which had committed over 2,200 tanks before the battle, were now down to fewer than 200.  Yet, historians of the future would emphasize that from this moment on, the Wehrmacht had lost all strategic mobility. While their armored units still existed, they lacked the numbers required for any offensive action.  Manstein was remembered as the commander who had drained the last of Germany’s mobility.
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Following the conclusion of the Polish counter-attack, the main German forces in the region withdrew toward the Vistula River, preparing to face the next Soviet wave. Even Hitler issued no criticism of this redeployment; the pressure within Germany was mounting so rapidly that every available man was needed at home. Hitler's attention was instead fixed on the units withdrawing from Romania.  The Soviet offensive in Romania had been a resounding success, with 600,000 troops utterly shattering a German force of 120,000. Fewer than 70,000 survivors were now fleeing toward Germany.  Hitler had initially worried that Hungary might interfere during the retreat, but those fears proved groundless. Hungary was preoccupied with a ferocious assault on the Carpathian Mountains in western Romania. As the Germans passed through, they witnessed combat of incredible intensity.  The Hungarian and Romanian forces fought savagely over every strategic peak, engaging in at least two major bayonet battles. Ultimately, the Hungarians managed to seize the heights, only to be driven back by a courageous counter-attack from the reorganized Romanians.  The two armies hammered each other into the dirt, showing total indifference to the German columns passing nearby. The Hungarians even displayed a certain flexibility of mind, asking the retreating Germans if they could spare any equipment for their continued fight.  Observing the carnage, the Germans were struck by Hungarian tenacity—and a degree of irritation. They felt that had the Hungarians shown such a will to fight against the Soviets, the Red Army might have suffered far greater losses.  Despite these thoughts, the Germans did not linger. They abandoned what equipment was too cumbersome to haul and continued their rapid withdrawal. Units of the World People's Liberation Army had already liberated Bulgaria and were now surging into Hungary.  The Soviet objective was to occupy all of Romania, ideally before the WPLA helped the Hungarians secure the Carpathians. From the Kremlin’s perspective, China’s deep penetration into Europe had already destabilized the continental balance; they assumed the Chinese weren't foolish enough to start a war with the Red Army over a few mountain passes after already taking Bulgaria and Hungary.  Meanwhile, Molotov had arrived in China by air. According to the original plan, the USSR would send an envoy once they had secured the Baltics, Poland, and Romania. These territories represented the Soviet baseline, and they had no intention of retreating.  While the defeat in Poland was disappointing, the Red Army was no stranger to setbacks, and it did little to dampen Molotov’s spirits. However, he soon discovered that He Rui would not see him. Li Runshi, currently occupied with the Two Sessions, was even less likely to find the time.  Molotov was received by the Chinese Foreign Minister, Li Shiguang. But this election cycle was a true changing of the guard. The He Rui government was transitioning into the Li Runshi government, and the heads of almost every major department were being replaced. Li Shiguang himself was preparing for retirement. Molotov would have to wait.  Fortunately, Li Shiguang’s remaining duties primarily involved attending meetings, leaving him with a relatively light schedule. During his reception of Molotov in the capital, he also invited Zhao Tianlin. Zhao had been one of the first premier-level leaders to leave the He Rui government and had since become a figure of immense academic influence. Molotov did not dare underestimate this refined scholar.  Zhao Tianlin made no mention of the Red Army’s unilateral offensive. Instead, he inquired about the restoration of schools in the Soviet Union. As an educator, Zhao was deeply concerned with academic exchange. Once the war ended, he hoped to see the resumption of scholarly ties between the two nations. Although Molotov was the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, his role as an international traveler made him an appropriate person to ask.  Ever the experienced diplomat, Molotov immediately extended an invitation for Zhao to visit the Soviet Union. This fell within a Foreign Minister’s purview: in non-professional fields, he would relay sentiments and facilitate mutual visits, or even issue direct invitations.  As they were chatting, someone entered and whispered something to Zhao. He apologized to Molotov, "My apologies, I must leave. I shall treat Mr. Molotov to dinner at a later date."  Molotov accepted graciously. After Zhao’s departure, he continued his discussion with Li Shiguang regarding the future. Li hid nothing; in an industrial age, concealing national policy was often more harmful than helpful.  However, given the sheer volume of current Chinese policies, Li Shiguang focused on external affairs rather than domestic matters. The future world economic order planned by China was a radical departure from the colonial era. It centered on the establishment of a United Nations, designed with a realist eye: the permanent members of the Security Council would possess a veto.  Hearing this, Molotov felt it was essential for the Soviet Union to join. But the details that followed made him somewhat uneasy.  The economic order China proposed was highly aggressive. Global trade would be managed by two organizations, one of which was the World Bank. The World Bank’s organizational model was a copy of the US Federal Reserve, where every nation’s status was analogous to that of an American state. Its primary function would be "the management of fiscal transfers between nations."  In China's vision, nations at different stages of development would have varying degrees of influence. This was intended to prevent countries with low levels of development from wielding power disproportionate to their actual strength. The formula for defining this influence was complex, but the basic principle was: "Power is proportional to contribution."  "Contribution" was further categorized into types, including economic and "specialty" contributions. At this stage, China's contribution was undoubtedly the largest, and it would provide the most in transfer payments. However, since China itself lacked a savanna climate, if it wished to conduct research in such a region, it would provide research funding to the host nation, and the two would jointly develop the area.  Molotov smiled but said nothing, thinking to himself that this was merely colonialism in a new guise. But such thoughts were best kept to himself for now.  In contrast to the economic order, the global security framework China proposed was surprisingly loose. China did not seek a formal military alliance, nor did it forbid other nations from forming their own. Li Shiguang argued that such things were inevitable. China’s goal was simply to establish a security system "against war"—while China opposed war, it acknowledged it could not forbid all conflicts.  After a period of conversation, Li Shiguang saw his guest out. As a party delegate, he still had sessions to attend. The meeting had taken place in a hotel; as they stepped out, they encountered Zhao Tianlin walking alongside a somber-looking elderly man. Molotov vaguely recognized him as Duan Qirui.  Duan was in low spirits and barely acknowledged the younger men. After resigning as Speaker of the Congress, he had intended to spend his final years in retirement. He had only rushed from Tianjin to the capital after hearing of the proposal in the People's Congress to no longer recognize the He Rui government as part of "Old China."  Seeing Li Shiguang, Duan let out a long sigh. "You... you young people of New China. Do as you see fit."  With that, Duan walked away with his hands behind his back. Li Shiguang and Zhao Tianlin exchanged a look, both seeing a sense of indifference in the other’s eyes. To the younger generation of Beiyang origin, they only felt an affinity for the Beiyang faction when they recalled that the "Republic of China" was an era-name created by the southern revolutionaries; otherwise, the Beiyang of their memories was little different from an enemy.  Previously, He Rui had only spoken of "New China" without pushing for a formal change. A change of national name was not without its costs, the greatest being the intensification of internal contradictions. But the situation now was entirely different. Bringing the ideological conflict into the open would allow them to cut through the confusion and clarify positions once and for all.  Previously, many within the country—and even within the upper echelons of the party—felt that after the victory, a reckoning was needed to eliminate the "enemies." While Li Shiguang and Zhao Tianlin were moderates who didn't want to cause trouble, that didn't mean they lacked the impulse to purge. The formal proposal of "New China" vs "Old China" actually gave them a sense of total liberation.  Molotov, watching the expressions of these three Chinese officials from different eras, felt a touch of disdain. The Soviet Union had long ago conducted its purges and made a clean break with Tsarist Russia. That China was only now doing so made him feel the Chinese revolution was insufficiently thorough.  Returning to his quarters, Molotov read through the Chinese newspapers. Unlike Soviet papers, the Chinese press had numerous foreign correspondents and reported with great timeliness, making them highly readable on international affairs.  Molotov was soon captivated by the latest news from America. Members of the US Congress had recently focused their fire on a demand for a new Constitution. The move had triggered a massive domestic shockwave. According to Chinese reports, the number of congressmen supporting a new Constitution was growing and now approached half of the total.  While the US had produced many constitutional amendments, the scope of such changes was limited, and they were always tinged with the flavor of "the laws of the ancestors must not be changed." If a true constitutional convention occurred, America would face a transformation of immense proportions.  At that very moment, on a railway headed for Washington, another Molotov sat silently in a soft-sleeper carriage with several companions. They shared a single goal: the assassination of US President Henry Wallace.  Molotov Konstantin Sheval was of Russian descent, his family having immigrated to the US a hundred years ago. A former shop owner and a retired staff sergeant, he sought to kill Wallace because he believed the President had betrayed the American military. After sacrificing millions of American lives, Wallace had chosen to sue for peace with China.  Another man, Jules, had also been a shop owner and was once an editor for a South Carolina newspaper and a member of the American Fascist Party. His desire to kill Wallace was driven entirely by his loathing for the Vice President, Eleanor Roosevelt. If Wallace were killed, America would face the prospect of a female President. Jules hated the possibility so much that he wanted the entire nation to be forced to confront it.  The third man, a young fellow named Sismon, was a veteran from Montana. He had served in the same unit as Sheval and Jules. Sismon’s motive was simple: he wanted to go home and marry a good girl. But he felt his life lacked any significant achievement. Hearing the plan to kill the President, he saw it as a way to create a "highlight" for his life.  With the President dead, Sismon believed he would have the confidence to propose to any girl back home.  It had to be said that the US Presidency was a high-risk occupation. The probability of assassination was high, with four Presidents already having died in office by such means. Thus, the three "brothers" did not see their plan as something incomprehensible.  They had discussed the "why" many times and were now clear on their purpose. After the initial surge of adrenaline, they were exhausted and sat in silence. Jules and Sheval were too drained to speak. Only the young Sismon still had some energy, and he went over the plan in his mind.  It was not a complex operation. Jules knew a friend who ran a gun shop in Washington. They would first purchase weapons from him, then locate the President. Once the deed was done, they would split up and flee to reduce the chance of capture. From a simple military perspective, the plan was entirely feasible.  Stretching his limbs, Sismon leaned back against the seat and fell asleep. In his dreams, he was on a date with the most beautiful girl in town, and it seemed they were perfect for each other.
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Throughout Washington DC, various communities were crisscrossed with thick hemp ropes marking them for demolition, yet within these cordoned areas, there was not a trace of actual movement. The city appeared dilapidated, yet it was filled with an indescribable, latent energy. Everyone seemed to be waiting for a signal to begin a grand endeavor, though no one understood what that signal actually was.  The three men plotting the assassination of President Wallace stepped off the train, walked two blocks, and arrived at a shop surrounded by hemp rope. The building was a traditional wooden structure that looked as if it had been in use for decades. The once-painted walls were mottled, the lower sections revealing wood that had already begun to blacken. The doorframe was equally aged, emitting a harsh creak when pushed open.  The owner was a gaunt man wearing an old uniform typical of veterans. Combined with the gun rack behind him, he radiated a sense of martial severity. He did not smile when the trio entered; instead, he fixed them with a stony face. His shoulders hung naturally, his stance was firm—he had the posture of a warrior who had faced life and death on the battlefield, a far cry from the exaggerated swagger of a movie cowboy.  Being a warrior, he was not prone to flamboyance. After a few brief words and a review of their letters, the owner sold them each a handgun. In the crucible of war, the US military invariably settled on the most reliable weapons, and the Colt M1911 had emerged as the clear favorite.  All three assassins had used the M1911 before. While they held it in high regard, it no longer satisfied them. They sought military-grade firepower, not a handgun with such significant limitations in range and rate of fire.  The shopkeeper listened to their requirements in silence. Then, he reached into a hidden compartment at the bottom of a cabinet and pulled out a box. When he opened it, three Chinese-made pistols were revealed.  All three were the same model. Had another "traveler" versed in modern firearms seen them, they would have instantly recognized them as clones of the Glock 9mm.  The hallmark of the Glock 9mm was its extensive use of polymer components, which drastically reduced the weight of the frame. In an era where metal-framed handguns typically weighed around a kilogram, the Glock weighed only 620 grams.  Chinese polymer technology was not yet advanced enough to reach that level, so their "Type 38" pistol still weighed 720 grams. Nevertheless, the overall weight was significantly lower than traditional sidearms. Combined with the use of 9mm rounds instead of the traditional .45 ACP, the handgun's handling and accuracy were vastly improved.  In close combat, the 9mm’s lethality and stopping power were more than adequate. Chinese soldiers and the officers of the World People's Liberation Army held the weapon in high esteem.  Because Chinese losses in the war had been minimal, few Type 38s had been captured. That the owner could produce three at once spoke to the depth of his connections.  The three assassins tested the handguns and were immediately impressed by the comfortable grip of the wide frame. Another feature was its ease of disassembly; one could easily field-strip the weapon using nothing but a single cartridge as a tool.  When they learned that the pistol also featured a select-fire mode for full-automatic fire, they were completely won over. To a soldier, a weapon capable of rapid fire—though more consuming of ammunition—greatly increased lethality.  The three men quickly purchased two Type 38 pistols each, along with three hundred rounds of ammunition. As career soldiers, they were obsessive about their basic load. A lack of ammunition was, more often than not, the cause of death.  On March 19th, the trio checked into a hotel in Washington. They had little to say to one another; planning an assassination was a drain on both mind and spirit. Instead, they focused on cleaning their weapons and practicing their two-handed shooting stances.  To ward off their silent anxiety, they listened to the radio in the hotel lobby. When a particular news item reached their ears, all three stopped their work.  "...The Chinese government's election cycle has concluded. Li Runshi has been elected as the new Chairman of the Chinese Civilization Party. Following a vote by the Chinese People's Congress, he has also been elected as the new National Chairman of China. ... The era of the He Rui government has finally come to an end."  To the three Americans, this was simply another election. The "Great Emperor" of China, He Rui, was stepping down, and a new "Great Emperor" had been elected to guide China’s direction for the coming decades.  Even knowing that elections were a system, the American "brothers" still felt that China was an empire. In their eyes, even emperors could be elected.  Knowing that the Chinese throne had changed hands, the trio finally began to converse again. Jules, the shopkeeper and former editor, spoke with disdain regarding the US presidency: "Maybe our President will go and lick the new Chinese Emperor's boots next!"  Sheval disagreed. "He’ll just keep serving the capitalists, same as always."  In the popular Western view, elected politicians naturally served the capitalists. Any time not spent serving their masters was spent finding ways to embezzle the people's taxes. Such simple perceptions were much the same the world over.  Sismon didn't think that far ahead. He only lamented that despite the vast number of widows the war had created, it was still no easier for a poor man like him to find a wife. Faced with this reality, he summarized: "Sooner or later, the poor will go extinct because they can't find wives."  After a period of talk, none of them found that the Chinese election had changed their own resolve. They returned to familiarizing themselves with their new weapons.  On March 20th, after eating breakfast, they realized they didn't actually know how to get close to the President. It must be said that while the three were straightforward men and the mission was vital to them, they lacked experience in actual planning.  Fortunately, Jules had his newspaper. He soon found an announcement: at 9:00 AM on March 20th—today—President Wallace would be holding a memorial service at the National Cathedral.  Checking the hotel clock, it was exactly 9:00 AM.  The three were men of action. Even without time for an ambush, they decided to head to the cathedral. Before leaving, Sheval had them synchronize their watches with the hotel clock.  They proceeded to the cathedral on foot, arriving at 9:47 AM. FBI agents had established cordons around the area, where groups of well-dressed elites stood among clusters of luxury cars. Seeing so many high-ranking "lords" for the first time was an eye-opening experience for the three veterans. They felt a mix of awe and an even deeper well of hatred.  Suddenly, a cacophony of gunfire erupted from within the crowd of elites. The three brothers' first instinct was to drop and crawl. This was a reflex honed on the battlefield—hitting the dirt and finding cover was the primary means of survival. Without this ingrained reaction, they would have died a dozen times over.  The elites clearly lacked this experience. Many, in their terror, were shuffled about by their bodyguards. Amidst the chaos, a particular group caught Sismon’s eye. They were the most heavily equipped and the most numerous. In their midst, they were escorting a relatively gaunt, elderly man. He looked exactly like the President in the newspapers.  In the confusion, Sismon instinctively chose this target. Meanwhile, the initial group of assassins did not falter. It was clear that their target was also President Wallace, and they were charging the FBI agents guarding him with no regard for their own lives.  The FBI agents did not flinch either. Their director, J. Edgar Hoover, had established a special operations unit known as "Hoover’s Suicide Squad" to combat the most vicious criminals. They were a formidable force.  Seeing the intense fire from the assassins, some of the Suicide Squad agents pulled out "Chicago Typewriter" Thompson submachine guns and returned fire. The introduction of these automatic weapons suppressed the assassins but only added to the pandemonium.  The elites attending the ceremony were crawling on the ground in terror. Many scrambled into their cars, screaming for their drivers to flee. Several religious figures in ornate vestments were particularly conspicuous in the fray.  The cars, driven in panic, soon choked the roads. The FBI agents' hope of whisking President Wallace away by vehicle was shattered. Just as they shoved the President into a car and attempted to ram through the traffic to break out, gunfire erupted from behind them.  The FBI agents attempting to return fire were cut down by a hail of bullets. The power of automatic weapons was fully on display in this chaotic close-quarters engagement. Using the military method of bounding overwatch, the three assassins advanced, taking down enemies as they moved.  Before long, they reached the President’s vehicle. They had purchased enough magazines to avoid reloading; when one magazine was dry, they simply swapped it out and continued firing.  Through the car window, they could make out the gaunt elderly man inside. There was no time for questions. All three pulled their triggers, shattering the glass. Each man emptied both of his pistols, pouring seventy-two rounds into the vehicle before immediately turning to flee.  The first group of assassins was still locked in a death struggle with the FBI agents at the front, which significantly reduced the difficulty of the trio's escape.  By the time the FBI finally realized the President had been killed, the three were long gone.  On March 21st, the US media announced the assassination of President Wallace. According to the official investigation, the assassination had been a meticulously prepared operation carried out by American gangsters at the behest of a certain foreign power.  The gangsters at the front had drawn the FBI’s fire, while another hit team had used unique Chinese 9mm handguns to launch the actual strike that killed the President.  China, of course, did not bother to respond. If the United States were still a rational nation, they would know China had no interest in assassinating their President. If they could no longer maintain even basic rationality, then anything China said would be futile.  Furthermore, the United States now faced the prospect of its first female President under the law. For a woman to take the presidency at a time of such massive domestic division was, in the eyes of the Chinese leadership, a turn of events of immense interest. They were content to watch the drama unfold and see what a female leader could bring to America in such a moment of crisis.  To the American elite, Wallace’s death was not an earth-shattering event. The death of a man with no political roots did not truly affect their interests. Moreover, Wallace had already fulfilled their greatest wish: he had de-escalated relations with China. With the Chinese military attacks halted, the elite could now catch their breath and deal with domestic affairs.  In their view, having a woman as President under these circumstances was acceptable. This view was shared by both the Northerners and the Southern grandees. However, the Southerners were prepared to exploit the situation. After the congressional elections, the South held the advantage. If Eleanor Roosevelt were to decline the presidency, it would fall to the Speaker of the House—which would pave the way for a new Constitution.  The Southern grandees had already coordinated with Western representatives and reached a consensus on redrawing state powers. None of the states were willing to allow the federal government to hold the absolute power of war. After China established five indigenous nations in Canada, it became clear the US could not drive China out of North America in the short term. America was destined to face long-term military pressure from the North.  America's industrial centers were in the North, and the North was destined to strengthen its military defenses. This meant that states not directly facing military pressure would be forced to provide tax revenue and resources for the North. In the eyes of those states, why should their money go to enrich others?  On March 22nd, Eleanor Roosevelt announced to the media that, in accordance with the Constitution, she had accepted the office of the President.  The news spread like wildfire through the American press, yet no one dared comment. Everyone knew that Eleanor’s decision had set America on a road of unknown and dangerous possibilities.  On March 23rd, the *Washington Post* published a shocking report: the released Black prisoners of war in Washington State had established an independent autonomous government, which now threatened the security of the entire state.  The news caused an immediate uproar. In most American states, Black people had neither the right to vote nor the right to stand for election. The American defeat, rather than uniting the different races who had fought together, had only intensified racial contradictions. Everyone wanted to shift the blame for the defeat onto others. While the white majority was deeply divided, they were united in scapegoating the Black soldiers.  Washington State, located in the Northwest and bordering what was once Canada, was very close to Vancouver, China’s most important base in North America. Consequently, many in the media immediately questioned whether the Black independence movement had Chinese support.  President Eleanor Roosevelt issued a statement: "...I believe now is the time to set aside prejudice and face our challenges together..."  If such a statement had been made by a man, or at a different time, it would not have been considered an error. But in the current tension, this attempt to clarify the facts met with immediate and violent backlash.  The first to jump out in opposition were the grandees of the Western states. They bordered Washington State, and China had released vast numbers of Black POWs in the region. Due to America's limited transport capacity and social organization, these Black veterans had gathered in large numbers in the West, sparking panic among the tiny white minority in those areas.  Eleanor’s reaction only intensified their fear. They immediately attacked her as indecisive, accusing her of allowing the problem to spread. The Western states demanded that the federal government send troops to restore order.  Under this pressure, Eleanor compromised. She announced that she would never allow any action that threatened American security to go unpunished and pledged that the federal government would protect the peace and tranquility of the Western states.  At this point, the Southern states, which had remained silent, suddenly voiced their opposition. The Democratic President of the Senate from a Southern state delivered a blistering attack on Eleanor. The American media immediately reprinted the speech in its entirety under the headline: "President Eleanor Roosevelt is a Black-Hating Racist! Today she suppresses the Black men who served their country; who will be next? The Irish? The Germans?"  As the descendants of slave owners, their governmental prowess was truly something to behold.
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When news reached China that American Southern grandees were accusing the new President, Eleanor Roosevelt, of hating Black people and practicing racism, many Chinese followers of international news were momentarily speechless. Soon, a flurry of satirical jokes was born over tea and dinner tables across the nation.  While the public could afford to view the matter with such leisure, the Chinese leadership enjoyed no such luxury. Many comrades felt the situation could be exploited, yet they were uncertain of the specifics.  Li Runshi, the newly appointed Chairman of the Party, the State, and the Military Commission, had already formed his own views, yet he still sought an audience with He Rui. By this time, He Rui had moved out of No. 7 Renmin Road—the official residence of the National Chairman. Since he no longer held public office, his departure was only natural.  He Rui’s new residence was near Huayuankou. The environment was pleasant, and he stayed at a hotel overlooking a small lake, a setting that was truly relaxing.  Because the historical flooding of Huayuankou by Chiang Kai-shek had never occurred, and thanks to years of continuous management, the condition of the Yellow River had vastly improved. He Rui was currently in communication with young scholars from the Northern Environmental Management Committee.  Over the years, China had made significant progress in northern governance. Previously, He Rui had been responsible for policy formulation and did not issue direct tasks. During that phase, had he done so, it would have inevitably attracted a crowd of "academic tyrants" using his name to monopolize resources. He Rui harbored no affection for those who seized resources for themselves.  Now, finally possessing the opportunity, he was directly selecting outstanding "techies" in fields such as botany, desertification control, and solar photovoltaics to assign specific missions.  Li Runshi, possessing a higher emotional intelligence than He Rui, did not bring up the American situation first upon his arrival. Instead, he praised the progress of the Sanmenxia-Xiaolangdi silt control project. The Yellow River was thick with sediment, and one aspect of the project involved spending considerable funds to develop specialized sand-sieving and dredging vessels.  Initially, many had failed to understand this design. It wasn't until the project was completed, just as China’s massive infrastructure boom began, that the dredged sand became a highly sought-after building material. The dredging vessels also provided excellent yellow clay for the topographic modification of the riverbanks.  Although the initial costs were seen as high, Li Runshi recognized that this round of infrastructure development would likely last twenty years. Once spread over two decades, the "exorbitant" costs became entirely acceptable.  "Chairman, perhaps in twenty years, the Yellow River will no longer be a 'suspended river' above the plains," Li Runshi remarked, looking forward to the future ecological benefits.  "My personal ideas are far wilder than yours," He Rui replied. "I hope to restore the Yellow River to its course of three thousand years ago. Furthermore, I want the Sui Dynasty Grand Canal restored. Ideally, we should dig out the ancient Yunmengze marsh and deepen the great lakes of the South." He paused, then added, "Also, begin planning a canal for Guangxi to reach the sea in the near future."  As a private citizen, He Rui knew he shouldn't speak this way. A retired official carries less weight than the one currently in power; as the wielder of authority, these were decisions for Li Runshi to make, not for him to take orders from He Rui.  Sure enough, Li replied sincerely, "I would ask the Chairman to draft a report on these matters."  He Rui laughed. "Heh. As expected, Comrade Runshi remains reliable."  Li Runshi smiled as well. He knew He Rui was not a man who misunderstood power. But having just stepped down from the leadership, He Rui would likely take some time to adjust.  Seeing that He Rui had no more to say on the environment, Li finally asked for his views on the recent changes in America.  He Rui smiled. "Has the advice we provided to the Black people reached them?"  This work had begun before He Rui’s handover, and within the system, he still maintained the highest level of information clearance. For Li Runshi to brief him on state affairs was no violation of protocol. "It has reached them," Li answered.  "Then it depends on whether the Black veterans are brave enough to struggle. Present-day America does not require a military struggle; even those Southern grandees know to play at politics. The situation for the Black people is excellent. As long as they can implement the policy of being prepared for military conflict while pouring every effort into political struggle *before* they are attacked, they have a great chance."  Li Runshi found his views aligned with He Rui's and felt relieved. With that issue settled, he moved to a new puzzle. "Chairman, why did you previously believe that the government would face a major crisis regarding the Marriage Law?"  "In Chinese culture, national governance is always prone to the use of pan-moralistic models. Marriage laws easily become a disaster zone for such thinking. Furthermore, as industrialization deepens and social management reaches the grassroots level, the Marriage Law becomes a case of an 'upright official trying to judge domestic affairs.' It would be strange if it *didn't* cause trouble. At this stage, many seek to use pan-moralism to gain a voice for themselves.  "Comrade Runshi, your stance is firmly based on labor rights. I am a little worried that you might be led astray. A gentleman can be deceived by what appears to be a righteous principle. Haha."  Seeing He Rui laugh at the end, Li Runshi felt a momentary flash of irritation. He suppressed it, however, knowing that his strengths lay in political and military struggle. He Rui was also a master of both, but his greatest strength was economics—and the future development He Rui spoke of was centered precisely on the economy.  Previously, He Rui had little opportunity to tease his comrades. Now, freed from the burdens of office, he no longer cared. Once Li had composed himself, He Rui continued his explanation.  "Comrade Runshi, I will make a prophecy for you. Within fifteen to twenty years, the divorce rate will skyrocket. What do you think the reason will be?"  "...Is this a matter for political discussion?" Li asked, finding it hard to accept. From a revolutionary perspective, if people couldn't live together, they could of course divorce, but such a thing was still very difficult for the people of this era to reconcile with.  "I only wish to ask from a political angle," He Rui countered. "Do you believe the Marriage Law should be adjusted based on the principle of equality, or the principle of reciprocity?"  Li’s first impulse was to answer "equality," but having grown accustomed to He Rui’s way of thinking, he was forced to consider "reciprocity." After a moment of frustrated thought, he threw up his hands. "Please, Chairman, analyze it for me."  "If we follow the path of equality," He Rui explained, "then upon divorce, assets are split exactly down the middle. The higher earner must provide alimony to the lower earner after the split."  Listening to this, Li Runshi realized he had seen similar proposals. Within a government, no one is willing to jump out and express a sharp opinion on such matters, so they had gone unremarked. But Li knew that while this was indeed "equal," He Rui had said many times that the most equal policies often lead to the most unjust results.  In an "equality" model, the moment a marriage scam occurs, the law is forced to protect an inherently unjust outcome.  "Chairman, what about reciprocity?" Li asked.  "Under reciprocity, the duration of the marriage and the presence of children would determine the ratio of the asset split."  Li Runshi immediately grasped that fairness itself could bring about inequality. This dilemma would put any government agency tasked with managing society in a very difficult position.  Before communism arrived in China, Li Runshi had briefly identified with anarchism, so he was well-versed in such dialectics. He knew clearly that one often had to choose between "fairness" and "justice." Many troubles were not caused by malice, but by a government’s sincere desire to achieve both simultaneously.  But since the government's role in the functioning of society is indispensable, its leaders must possess crystal-clear thinking on such matters. That is, they must have the resolve to act even knowing that problems will inevitably arise.  Thinking of this, Li felt much more at ease. He elevated the discussion to a higher level. "Chairman, will the economic development truly be that good?"  "As long as China does not pursue a financial empire but instead sticks to production, the economy will be far better than anything you can imagine. But I worry you are too idealistic—that you will think, 'since we have such good conditions, why not go a step further?' Comrade Runshi, I can promise you that things are not so simple. To put it in extreme terms: in the future, private enterprises will use the same rhetoric about 'greater sacrifice' used within state-owned enterprises to deceive their own employees."  Li Runshi could not bring himself to laugh at this. As a philosopher who had personally participated in China's hyper-accelerated rise, his feelings were profound.  To many, the thirty years from He Rui’s arrival in Siping in 1915 to China’s imminent global hegemony in 1945 seemed like a lifetime. But from a historical perspective, thirty years was but a blink of an eye. In that historical instant, He Rui had returned China to its rightful place in the world.  Such immense wealth—and the prospect of wealth dozens of times greater in the future—made Li believe the Chinese people would finally have the leisure to understand the world and elevate themselves. Yet this cold realist was telling him that such a thought was an error, and that a new lifestyle would not be so easily built. The more Li was forced to accept this view, the more despondent he felt.  Understanding his companion's feelings, He Rui smiled. "Thus, the comrades must have a clear view of the cost of social services. The cost of cultivating a human being is higher than we imagine, and the success rate is lower. Humans do not necessarily love understanding their own essence; they love their comfort zones."  "Then why do you love it, Chairman?" Li couldn't help but jab back.  He Rui was not provoked. Instead, he smiled with a touch of sympathy. "Understanding my own essence is simply part of my comfort zone, so I do it. That is why I say: do not teach the biographies of saints and great men to children. That is asking kind, normal people to learn from abnormal, anti-social, and anti-human madmen."  Li could understand the words, but he disliked the sentiment. "These natural laws exist," he challenged.  He Rui replied solemnly, "Given our lifespans, we are destined never to see the day humanity develops to that era. We cannot forbid scientific research, of course, but we cannot expect to progress to that stage in our current phase. That is a different lifestyle entirely—a newer version than the one you are currently striving to promote."  The meeting ended there. As Li Runshi left, he let out a long breath. Talking about the *real* future with He Rui always felt like swallowing a potent poison. The sharp pain and the "malice" stirred within his body were all too real.  Despite the pain, Li was unwilling to give up such opportunities for discussion. By feeling the agony of thought, the pain and indecision caused by making real-world choices diminished significantly. For instance, he could now view the issues of fairness and justice with greater composure.  Meanwhile, ten thousand miles away in the American Northwest, the Black population was feeling a sharp pain of its own in the ice and snow. An unjust world continued to treat them with injustice. Although they had shed blood and made sacrifices in the war, they were being scapegoated for the defeat.  The mass enlistment of Black men had occurred during the phase when the US was suffering setback after setback in the Pacific. The claim that this minority of Black soldiers was responsible for the national failure was a blatant and total lie.  But such was the reality for the Black veterans; they were treated this way simply because they were weak. Now, facing death by freezing or starvation in the Northwest, they finally decided to rise.  A transport line had been established between Washington State and Chinese-controlled Vancouver. Vast quantities of weapons, ammunition, food, and supplies reached the hundreds of thousands of Black people forced to remain in the region. And these people had reached a decision: they had to "apply" for citizenship in the State of Washington.  With citizenship, they could vote to enact state laws and then do many things legitimately and legally. At this time, various Black brotherhoods had reached a consensus, and they shouted a single slogan: "Guns in hand, follow me! Fight for civil rights, enjoy freedom!"
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The State of Washington possessed a diverse and vibrant geography. The towering Cascade Range ran north to south, splitting the state like a wall into two distinct parts. The western third was a land of heavy rainfall, home to Mount Olympus and temperate rainforests. The eastern two-thirds consisted mainly of the Columbia Lava Plateau, with the Rocky Mountains cutting across the northeast corner and vast desert regions created by the rain shadow of the mountains.  Due to this rugged terrain and the impact of the war, the population of Washington State in 1945 was only around 300,000. However, more than 400,000 released Black soldiers were currently stranded there. Under this immense pressure, the state had organized a National Guard force of 30,000 men.  By late March 1945, these 30,000 Guardsmen, stationed in various districts, found themselves subjected to a coordinated series of sudden strikes by the organized Black veterans.  The United States National Guard—important reserves for the nation's armed forces—traced its name back to 1824 in New York. After the Civil War, the term became the popular name for the militias established by each state. The Militia Act of 1903 had integrated these organizations into the Guard, and the National Defense Act of 1916 had finally made "National Guard" the official designation for organized militias receiving federal funding.  But in 1945, the federal government was drowning in debt. There was no money to pay the state militias. The 30,000 Washington State Guardsmen were little more than local vigilante groups organized out of fear of the massive influx of Black veterans.  Some of these units possessed a strong will to fight and resisted fiercely when attacked. However, their organizational capacity was mediocre—only slightly better than cowboys who had never received institutional training. Despite their spirited resistance, they were swept away by the Black forces, who were armed with state-of-the-art Chinese equipment.  Faced with the Black veterans' artillery, most of the Washington Guard units surrendered quickly. Having survived a long and brutal war, the white militiamen saw no reason to throw their lives away now that the conflict was ostensibly over.  The objective of the Black veterans was straightforward: immediate citizenship for the Black people stranded in the state, and the passage of laws by the Washington Legislature granting them full voting and elective rights.  With nearly 30,000 Guardsmen captured, the implementation of this plan accelerated rapidly. Months earlier, the Chinese military had conducted a general invasion roughly five hundred kilometers into US territory; the "brave" Americans who had resisted to the death were mostly gone. Those who remained knew all too well the terror of a modern army with guns in hand.  On April 4th, both houses of the Washington State Legislature convened in an emergency session to vote on several pieces of legislation. Although the white legislators were reluctant, they voted in favor, convinced that the laws would eventually be overturned and that the Black people would face a future reckoning.  With this mindset, several bills passed with over seventy percent support. Some legislators even whispered reassurances to their colleagues: "If those Black people dare to register as citizens, we’ll have the evidence we need to arrest them later."  Hearing this, the comforted legislators felt much better. Although they weren't entirely sure who would be coming to make the arrests, the sentiment felt right. For centuries, Black people had been the objects of oppression and capture; the idea that they could suddenly rise up and become the dominant race of a state through the ballot box was unprecedented.  On April 6th, the Black veterans began a mass registration for state citizenship. The Chinese government made no official statement on the matter, but it noticeably increased air and naval patrols in the Great Lakes region. The Great Lakes and Washington State sat on opposite sides of the country, but the Lakes faced America’s industrial heartland, just a short distance from the capital. This small demonstration was enough to paralyze the federal army in the East.  By April 8th, seats in local and state government across Washington were up for re-election, and every single one was won by a Black candidate. On April 10th, as the first wave of Black representatives appeared in the towns, cities, and the State Legislature to take their places among the white "lords," the white population of Washington finally felt the icy touch of fear.  That day, many white residents began packing their bags to flee the state. Along the way, they discovered that the cities of neighboring Oregon, Idaho, and Montana were also filled with large numbers of Black people. Terrified by their experience of Black political power, the refugees continued their flight toward ever more distant regions.  On April 14th, the Nazi German government once again publicly appealed to the United States to fulfill its obligations as an ally and help the Reich against the Chinese. The appeal made it into a few newspapers but triggered no reaction. America was struggling to save itself; it had nothing to spare for Germany.  On April 15th, the Southern states collectively passed the "American Family Reunification Act." The "American families" in question were the Black families of the South. According to the law, if a single Black person attained citizenship in Washington State, their family members in the South would be "reunified" with them by being sent to Washington.  To the non-Southern elites in both houses of Congress, this was nothing short of open rebellion. But at this moment, Congress was powerless. Among the forces supporting the acquisition of Black citizenship in America, none was more formidable than the ten-million-strong Chinese military.  During his life, President Wallace had tried to push for an armistice with China, making considerable progress. But the war had lasted a long time, and the issues of independence for Alaska and Hawaii made it impossible for an armistice to pass easily through domestic politics. Now, Wallace was dead, and Eleanor Roosevelt was President. The Sino-American armistice remained "on the way."  "...Given that a state of war still exists between China and the US, if the federal army is deployed, the Chinese military will likely launch another offensive in the Great Lakes region."  President Eleanor Roosevelt listened to the briefing from General Matthew Ridgway, the current Army Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. She felt that men were truly unreliable creatures, prone to twisting relatively simple matters into convoluted knots.  Ridgway did not know what the President was thinking. He had recently completed a survey of the military and found that the federal army had completely lost its appetite for war. The soldiers only wanted to get as far away from the conflict as possible and return to their families. Even if they had once been filled with hostility toward China, socialism, or communism, they now had no interest in fighting those forces.  To these federal soldiers who only wanted a return to peace, as long as the Black veterans weren't parading in front of them, they didn't care if a Black power base was established in the Northwest.  Ridgway had hoped to hear Eleanor say something that reflected this reality. Initially, however, she only listened in silence, her lack of reaction putting immense pressure on the General. Regardless of the circumstances, the woman before him was the widow of the powerful FDR—a woman even he could not make bow.  After a long silence, Eleanor finally spoke, her tone etched with impatience. "Does the federal army have no confidence in dealing with invaders and lawbreakers?"  For a moment, Ridgway was stunned. The question itself was nothing new; he had met many powerful "old ladies" before. When women faced problems they couldn't solve, they often resorted to an exaggerated show of strength. In short, it was virtually impossible to get one to admit they were wrong.  In the next instant, Ridgway despaired of his President. America needed a leader like He Rui—someone who could solve problems—not a President who used the system to interrogate her own cabinet. It was easy enough for a President to blame subordinates, but cabinet members chose to serve either for power and status or to achieve some lifelong ambition. Ridgway wanted to serve America in its darkest hour, not play servant to an old woman.  He considered the two parts of her question. If they could have defeated China, Ridgway would never have reached his current position. His predecessors, when they held the post, had possessed several—even dozens—of times more troops and supplies than he did. Their prestige far outstripped his. If those men could not achieve the impossible, how could she expect it of him?  As for suppressing the Black uprising, even Ridgway knew that while they were destroying American traditions, they were doing so through legal procedures. Legally speaking, they weren't rebelling or defying American law; they were merely fighting for their own legal status.  Ridgway found himself unable to answer. Fortunately, before he and Eleanor could come to blows, an agent arrived with a report. Eleanor immediately suspended the meeting.  As Ridgway stepped out, he saw several middle-aged and elderly women standing outside—likely the President's close friends. As he reached the corner of the corridor, he looked back to see Eleanor greeting the women at the door, embracing them. The women offered the shallow, "plastic" comforts typical of such circles, looking every bit the picture of heartwarming sisterhood.  Seeing this, Ridgway felt like a fool. He had harbored a naive hope that Eleanor might display a "feminine charm" that would reunite the wavering United States. Instead, she was just a woman crushed by the terrible reality of America, a woman who needed her girlfriends to comfort her.  When her husband, President Roosevelt, was under pressure, he would seek solace from his mistresses, but he would always emerge with the best possible solution for the time. And he never allowed his personal needs to interfere with public duty. At the very least, Ridgway had never heard of FDR having his mistresses come to the White House for public displays of affection and comfort.  Sitting in his car, Ridgway felt a chill in his heart. Back at the General Staff, he reviewed the reports submitted by his officers. America’s fuel reserves were exhausted. To date, American oil companies had not fully restored production. This meant that even if the Army were willing to suppress the Black veterans in the West, they could at most reach the region by rail and would then be forced to fight on foot or with pack animals.  As for utilizing horses, the military could neither procure enough mounts nor sustain the supply of fodder required to keep them alive.  While morale at the General Staff was low, they were at least facing reality. They estimated that a single division would be nowhere near enough to restore order in the West. The Air Force lacked sufficient fighters for cover, and those they had lacked fuel and parts. The Navy, meanwhile, had no survival capability in the Pacific.  Under these conditions, a hasty suppression campaign would almost certainly result in the annihilation of the federal forces.  If they did not act, the Black veterans would soon secure the majority of legislative seats across four northwestern states according to American protocols and begin drafting state laws. It was even likely that they would soon appear in Congress as Senators and Representatives from those states.  At that point, America would face a choice: fight a civil war before the watchful eyes of the Chinese, giving them the perfect opportunity to shatter the nation completely, or swallow its pride and allow the four states to become entirely Black-dominated.  Having finished the report, Ridgway pulled out a sheet of stationery and began writing his resignation. He had taken the post of Army Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs to save America. Since it seemed America could no longer be saved, he felt it was time to hang up his hat.  Ridgway did not know that at that very moment, Eleanor’s "plastic sisters" were recommending a completely new list of cabinet members to her. These women, coming from elite backgrounds or having long exposure to the circles of power, understood the basic rules of politics. They believed Eleanor needed to build her own cabinet quickly, and that those appointed should be obedient. Furthermore, these women possessed a fierce confidence in their ability to handle men, whom they regarded as childish and easily conquered.  Had Ridgway known he was on the list of those to be replaced, he would likely have felt a great sense of relief.  While America still had the energy for internal power struggles, the Nazi leadership—who had appealed for American aid knowing full well it was impossible—was in a state of absolute agony.  Many within the Nazi elite were considering surrender. But Britain was finished, and France had chosen self-preservation, refusing to participate in the war. German pride also forbade a surrender to the French.  Of the two great powers currently attacking Germany, one was the Soviet Union. Although they had been defeated in the Polish campaign by Manstein’s counter-attack, the Soviets showed no sign of wavering. Their Army Group South had first conquered Romania, establishing a temporary border with the Chinese at the Carpathian Mountains, thereby stabilizing the southern sector.  They had then diverted the forces of the South Group to join the Center Group for a second offensive into Poland.  Manstein’s counter-attack had been successful in dealing the Soviet Center Group a heavy blow, but it had also exhausted Germany's strategic mobility. The Wehrmacht could now only hold its ground, while the Soviet saturation artillery dealt them devastating punishment. Though every German counter-thrust achieved some local success, the lack of mobile reserves meant that successful units were often surrounded and annihilated by the subsequent waves of Soviet troops.  Having lost a vast number of elite soldiers, the Wehrmacht was now facing the reality that even Warsaw could not be held. The Polish government-in-exile had declared its cooperation with the Red Army, and the USSR had recognized its existence. Now that the Poles had their own government, they were no longer willing to support Germany against the Russians. Germany had, for all intents and purposes, lost Poland.  Given the traditional image of "barbaric" Russians, the German elite would not consider surrendering to the Soviets unless absolutely forced. Of course, that was what they said publicly; in truth, they knew they had committed countless crimes in the Soviet Union and would likely face execution after a military tribunal.  The only remaining choice was surrender to China. Germany had once looked down upon China, but that was ancient history. The Nazi elite now acknowledged that they were inferior to China in theoretical construction, inferior to the He Rui government in leadership capacity, and merely eating the dust of the Chinese in the military field.  If the forces attacking Germany now were composed of pure-blooded Chinese soldiers rather than millions of Black troops, surrendering to them in the face of defeat would have been a perfectly acceptable choice. But the current Wehrmacht simply could not stomach the perceived humiliation and despair of surrendering to Black men.  Yet the Slavic Russians and the Black WPLA continued their steady advance toward the German mainland. The Soviets had even taken up the slogan: "On to Berlin, Capture Hitler Alive!" Berlin sat in the north, close to the Polish border; once the Red Army secured Poland, the march on the capital was the next logical step.  German military leaders had several times attempted to broach the subject of "ending the war" during audiences with Hitler, only to be ruthlessly rebuffed. The General Staff, finding no other way, wanted Manstein to propose "other solutions" to the Führer.  Manstein was not so easily fooled and firmly rejected the officers' proposal. Left with no choice, the officers began to organize in secret.  On April 11th, Heydrich met with Hitler, presenting him with files obtained by the Gestapo. Hitler looked at the list of officers plotting rebellion and showed no anger. Instead, he asked Heydrich a question: "Heydrich, if we are defeated, what is the outcome you most desire?"  Heydrich’s blue eyes were like ice as he answered calmly, "Führer, I hope that the capacity for action accumulated by our national movement can seep into the lifeblood of the German people. I hope they can use the methods of organization and the ideologies learned from our movement to arm themselves, providing the strength for Germany’s next struggle and its next revival."  A wave of emotion washed over Hitler. Until now, the other Nazi leaders had been considering their own escapes. He had heard that Göring and several others were preparing secret submarines to flee to America upon defeat. Goebbels, ever loyal, was planning his suicide, while Rudolf Hess intended to stay by Hitler’s side until the end.  The most loyal could only prepare to die for the movement, yet Heydrich was considering how to pass on the Nazi ideology, knowledge, and capabilities.  After the initial emotion, Hitler felt a pang of heartache. He had decided to make Heydrich his successor, and the Party elite agreed he was the most suitable choice. Yet the fact that such a talented man would never have the chance to exercise his power caused Hitler immense pain. In that agony, his resentment spilled out: "Heydrich, if Germany is destroyed, it will only prove that the Germans were not a noble race after all. A weak and incompetent people deserve only death. And death is nothing to be feared; at least they avoid becoming slaves, and avoid the shame of living on in a more debased state."  Heydrich was unmoved by the poisonous words. He spoke calmly: "Führer, while the Third Reich may not last a thousand years, the German people have existed for two millennia since the Roman era, and they will endure for at least two millennia more. Führer, in the decades to come, countless slanders will be hurled at you. But with the passage of time, those views will inevitably fade. Two thousand years from now, when the German people speak of their most glorious history, it will surely be your great feat of conquering Europe."  Hitler felt Heydrich’s sincerity, and his gratitude was beyond description. For a moment, he was overcome with emotion. He raised a hand and waved it dismissively. "You may go."  "And these men...?" Heydrich asked, referring to the list.  Hitler didn't even look at the names. "Those men will only nail themselves to the pillar of shame," he said with disdain. "If we execute them now, we would only be granting them a dignified death."  Heydrich said no more. He rose, gave the Nazi salute, and left the office. Once alone, Hitler slumped back in his chair, his mind a blank. Germany was now alone against the two giants of China and the USSR. China, in particular, had completely resolved Britain, reducing it to its boundaries of five centuries ago. Even the American colossus had been beaten to the point where it no longer dreamed of hegemony. France was ready to collude with the Chinese to build a new, French-centered Europe.  The thought that his own efforts had paved the way for China to conquer the world, and for the USSR and France to dominate Europe, made Hitler unwilling even to think.  But he couldn't simply blame China. As far back as the Munich Agreement, He Rui had warned him of the risks of starting a war. Had Germany stopped then, it might never have reached this point. Even knowing that He Rui had long been prepared for war, Hitler had to admit the Chinese leader’s political foresight far exceeded his own and that of any other Great Power leader.  Just then, Martin Bormann burst into the room. His face was flushed, and he was gasping for air. Rushing to Hitler’s side, Bormann used the last of his breath to shout in an off-key voice: "Führer, He Rui is dead!"
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He Rui’s death came with shocking suddenness. At 10:00 PM on April 9, 1945, He Rui was taking a bath at his residence. The medical personnel on constant standby nearby caught the faint sound of a pained groan from the bathroom.  Ever since He Rui had contracted the coronavirus—which had severely damaged his physical functions—the state had established a specialized medical team dedicated to his care. Hearing the noise, the team members immediately attempted to call out to him. When no answer came, they burst through the bathroom door to find He Rui collapsed in the tub.  Despite the speed of their intervention, they could not save him. By the time they initiated emergency resuscitation, he was already fading. While the ambulance rushed him to the hospital, he was effectively biologically dead. Upon arrival, the assembled team of medical experts could only confirm his passing.  The core members of the Li Runshi government rushed to the hospital. At the moment they beheld He Rui’s remains, some felt as if he were merely sleeping. Because the staff had provided basic post-mortem care, Li and the others did not see the face that had been contorted in pain moments before his death.  He Rui had received a haircut just two days earlier; his short hair was neat and tidy. Fresh from his bath, his skin was smooth, and he radiated a faint, pleasant scent. Lying so quietly on the hospital bed, he appeared serene and at peace. It seemed as if he might stir and wake with a few calls to his side.  No one spoke; no one wanted to. The senior members of the government stole glances at the successor, Li Runshi.  Just then, a familiar voice shouted from behind them: "Out of the way! Let me through!"  Former Premier Wu Youping had arrived a few minutes late. He was in such a state of agitation and shock that he had cast aside all decorum. No one took offense; the crowd naturally parted to let the old Premier through.  Wu Youping stumbled toward He Rui, grabbing his arm. He could still feel a trace of warmth in the body. He shook the arm, pleading, "Chairman, wake up. Wake up..." But the body merely swayed limply under his touch, its movement fundamentally different from that of a living person.  At this sight, Li Runshi, whose eyes were already rimmed with red, finally broke into sobs. It was no act; even a man of his immense internal strength could not reconcile the concept of death with the man who was He Rui.  This was a man who could commit tens of millions of soldiers to war with a flick of his finger, a man whose words could fundamentally alter the world’s economic order. He Rui, who had personally resurrected China through his own strength, possessed a power so absolute that his death felt as surreal as the fall of a god.  Seeing the god who had walked the earth finally fallen, unable to answer the calls of his closest comrades, Li Runshi’s mind and body finally accepted the reality. An overwhelming sorrow welled up from within, and he wept aloud.  As if catching a signal, the other members of the Central Committee and the government began to sob as well.  Wu Youping shook He Rui for a while longer, but when no response came, his legs gave way. He sank to the floor beside the bed, his face drenched in tears.  It was a moment of profound grief. Most of the members of the new government were not so cynical as to be unaffected; they were human, and they experienced the same cycle of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.  And because it was He Rui, simply realizing that the man they had spent every day with was truly gone required not only time, but a considerable amount of courage.  At 1:00 AM on the 10th, Li Runshi ordered the formation of a funeral committee. The New Chinese government made no attempt to conceal He Rui’s passing. The day after the committee was established, Li Runshi, in his capacity as Chairman of the committee, announced the death to the world and publicized the plans for a state funeral.  At the end of the announcement, Li stated definitively: "The war to liberate the entire world has not concluded. Neither China nor the peoples of the world pursuing liberation have the time to wallow in the grief of losing a great leader. The task of the new Chinese government is to win this war of liberation completely, and we *will* fulfill our mission."  Due to the time difference and the need to verify the news, Hitler received the report at noon on the 11th, local time. After hearing Martin Bormann’s full briefing, a smile—unseen for a long time—spread across Hitler’s face.  He Rui was younger than any of the other major Great Power leaders of the Second World War. The late FDR, Hitler, Stalin, and even the imprisoned Churchill were all more than a decade older than He Rui. President Pétain of France, born in 1856, was thirty-four years He Rui’s senior.  Yet He Rui had entered the political stage early, and his seniority was immense. In 1916, when Pétain gained fame for his success at the Battle of Verdun and was promoted to general, He Rui had already replaced Zhang Xiluan as the General of Zhen’an.  The title of General of Zhen'an was not merely a military rank; it was the political leadership of the Northeast and Mongolia. At least nominally, He Rui was the supreme military and political leader of a region encompassing three million square kilometers and twenty million people. Even in 1945, such a population and territory would qualify a nation as a middle power.  Thus, Hitler had always felt that He Rui was a mountain weighing down on his head, an obstacle he could never shake. In this desperate moment, he had even approved Himmler’s suggestion to conduct mystical rituals of curse.  While he didn't truly believe He Rui had been cursed to death by the former chicken farmer, Hitler nevertheless felt as if a great weight had been lifted. With the mountain of He Rui removed, he momentarily felt he had no more rivals in this world.  This sense of joy was shared by many in the Euro-American leadership circles. Even the leaders of European nations that had joined the Chinese-led liberation camp felt a sense of relief.  Over the past thirty years, He Rui had left an impression of overwhelming pressure upon the world. Compared to him, Li Runshi’s presence was far more ephemeral. He was not nearly as well-known as the old Premier Wu Youping, the scholar-statesman Zhao Tianlin, or the "Five Tiger Generals" who had all been promoted to Marshal.  The leaders of various nations assumed that Li Runshi would be easier to handle than He Rui. While they had no concrete proof, the sentiment was universal.  Field Marshal von Manstein, the Acting Chief of Staff of the German General Staff, did not join in the celebration. He couldn't even fathom why his colleagues were happy. But he had no time to dwell on the matter, for Heydrich had come to visit him—an unusual occurrence.  Heydrich was as cold as ever. He asked immediately, "Does the Wehrmacht still possess the capability to execute mobile operations within Germany?"  Manstein shook his head frankly. "Our supplies are clearly insufficient to support the planned mobile war."  During the Polish campaign, Heydrich had rushed to the front and utilized his influence there to barely secure logistical supplies. But that was his limit. Now that a Polish government had been established, Heydrich no longer had the power to mobilize the Poles against the Russians.  However, the experience of cooperation had brought Manstein and Heydrich closer. Manstein was now willing to believe that when Heydrich spoke, he was being serious and that his views were worth discussing.  Having confirmed the Wehrmacht’s inability to conduct mobile warfare, Manstein waited for Heydrich's reaction. He saw Heydrich’s composure finally waver, a look of hesitation and distress surfacing beneath his cold exterior. After a long silence, Heydrich finally asked, "Marshal, do you believe nuclear weapons should truly be used?"  "Has the test blast been successful?" Manstein asked in shock.  Heydrich shook his head, the internal struggle more visible on his face. Manstein knew all about the Nazi leadership’s obsession with nuclear research. Hitler believed nuclear weapons were the "miracle weapon" that could turn the tide of the war. Not only Hitler, but the party elite and even many high-ranking Wehrmacht officers shared this fantasy.  Seeing Heydrich’s hesitation, Manstein felt a new level of respect for him. Manstein firmly believed that nuclear weapons could not save Nazi Germany at this point.  Germany had begun its nuclear research earlier than either the US or the UK. Before the collapse of Britain, a group of British nuclear scientists had fled to Germany with their data. Furthermore, since China had not struck the Atlantic passenger lines, a few German-American scientists who had participated in the Manhattan Project had also returned home.  With the aid of Anglo-American technology, German research had broken through its bottlenecks, and a test device had been completed.  Manstein had seen the intelligence and reached two conclusions. First, China had likely already completed its own nuclear weapons. Second, He Rui was well aware of their power and was thus extremely cautious regarding their use.  Trusting Heydrich more now, Manstein asked, "Are you worried that the probability of Li Runshi using nuclear weapons will increase?"  Heydrich nodded helplessly. "Li Runshi has completed every step of the power transition, proving he holds the authority. Now that He Rui is gone, what Li lacks is not legitimacy, but an opportunity to make the world realize he is as powerful as He Rui. Marshal, do you believe Li Runshi now has the chance to earn a reputation as a 'strongman'?"  Manstein felt a wave of resignation, yet the chance to discuss strategy seriously gave him an impulse to speak his mind. If Li Runshi could solve the German issue cleanly and suppress the United States, it would be proof enough of his power.  The late Field Marshal von Reichenau had held a very high opinion of Li Runshi, viewing him as a man who understood strategy and politics, and who displayed intense initiative and aggression when a choice was required—possessing all the qualities of a top-tier leader.  Based on Reichenau’s assessment, Manstein answered Heydrich's question: "I believe Li Runshi will not let such an opportunity pass."  Manstein then asked the question that had been on his mind: "Do you believe Germany will be occupied?"  "It will be worse!" Heydrich replied despondently.  Manstein was momentarily confused. He viewed China as a civilized, highly moral nation. If there was anything worse than occupation, it would be a massacre—which he did not believe China was capable of. "Worse?" he pressed.  "Yes," Heydrich answered. "Being occupied by one nation is bad enough. Worse than that is being occupied by multiple nations."  Manstein understood immediately and sighed. "The Soviet Union and France?"  Heydrich shook his head. "The Soviet Union. France lacks the strength for a long-term occupation, and China will not allow them to dismember Germany anyway. From an economic perspective, Germany is too valuable; if France controlled the southern German economy, it would be detrimental to China. But China cannot truly block the Red Army. I believe Stalin knows this well, which is why he continues his bold offensive."  Manstein couldn't be certain of this judgment, as his understanding of economics was limited, while Heydrich built his future projections on economic foundations.  However, Manstein agreed with the underlying military logic: with He Rui dead, the Soviet Union’s courage would naturally surge.
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The Kremlin blazed with lights. The senior members of the Soviet Central Committee attending the banquet looked radiant, clinking glasses and expressing their condolences and regrets over He Rui's passing. Yet the genuine smiles on their faces were proof enough of their internal joy.  Few things could bring the Soviet leadership to a true consensus, but He Rui's death had achieved a rare emotional alignment within the Party. While the He Rui government had not been hostile to the USSR, it had certainly exerted a crushing weight of pressure upon them.  Stalin himself couldn't quite tell if he felt a touch of peer sympathy or merely a simple lament for the transience of life. In any case, he could not bring himself to join the revelry. Fortunately, the Soviet elite held Stalin in great awe; seeing the General Secretary in low spirits, no one dared approach to risk his displeasure. Stalin was thus left alone amidst the noise to contemplate the path ahead.  He Rui possessed an insight into international affairs that Stalin found intimidating. Although He Rui did not use this insight for petty schemes, he had a way of ensuring that the Soviet Union invariably chose the direction he had planned for them.  Stalin did not believe He Rui's successor would possess the same strength. At the very least, upon hearing of He Rui's death, he hoped that Li Runshi would not match his predecessor's strategic judgment. But if Li were indeed inferior, the USSR would have to utilize diplomatic channels to ensure China understood and accepted the Soviet Union's upcoming military actions and geopolitical constructions.  Molotov entered the main hall. He had just finished receiving the Chinese Ambassador to the USSR in a small side room, away from the festive atmosphere. After expressing condolences, Molotov had conveyed the Soviet desire to send a special envoy to China to pay respects, as well as an expectation that the new Chinese President, Li Runshi, would visit the Soviet Union at an appropriate time.  Having concluded the diplomatic meeting, Molotov hurried over to report the results to Stalin. Molotov was no drinker, and Stalin was in no mood for spirits, so the two retired to another small room with glasses of juice to talk.  The Chinese Ambassador's acceptance of the special envoy confirmed to Stalin that Li Runshi had no immediate intention of downgrading Sino-Soviet relations. Stalin turned to Molotov and said, "Send Comrade Kirov to China."  Molotov immediately voiced his total agreement. According to Chinese cultural tradition, Kirov—widely regarded as Stalin's successor—was the perfect choice to represent both the Party and the Soviet government.  This was a cultural difference. If the Soviets were looking at China, the arrival of He Rui’s deputy would not be seen as a gesture of immense significance. Molotov was already certain that Stalin had not even considered the matter of a successor; Kirov was a close comrade-in-arms, but he was not the heir apparent.  Of course, such a judgment was only for private thought. Molotov did not dare voice it, nor even hint at it.  Beyond sending an envoy, Molotov suggested dispatching high-level diplomats to France. During the First World War, Tsarist Russia had possessed the Baltics, Finland, and Poland, sharing a direct border with the Second Reich. France also bordered Germany, allowing the two to easily align their interests and form an alliance to pinch the Germans from both sides.  Now that the USSR had retaken the Baltics and turned Poland into a sphere of influence, they could once again cooperate with France against Germany. Through such cooperation, the Soviet Union could increase its influence over the French. Molotov believed that while France might swallow the loss of its colonies, it would never accept being controlled by China. In the process of European resistance to Chinese dominance, the Soviet Union could provide significant assistance.  Stalin approved the suggestion. This was not because He Rui’s death had led him to underestimate China; rather, the Soviet Union still viewed itself as a European power and did not wish to see the continent controlled by an outside force. This consideration had also played a role in the previous Soviet-German peace.  Once the banquet ended, Commissioner Kirov received his orders. He accepted the mission immediately and, the following day, led a team onto a flight from Moscow to Harbin in northern China.  The aircraft was a C919—a civil airliner powered by jet engines. Although Kirov was a frequent flyer, he was still staggered by the powerful thrust of the takeoff. When he learned that the C919 could maintain a steady speed of 840 kilometers per hour during cruise, he marveled at the sheer speed of jet travel.  Spending fourteen hours on a plane was exhausting. But to travel from Moscow to the Chinese capital in just fourteen hours made the weary journey feel worthwhile.  The Li Runshi government provided no special treatment for Kirov. Although a meeting with the President was arranged, it was scheduled for only ten minutes.  Kirov felt he understood the reason. Beyond any disappointment China might feel toward the USSR, Li Runshi was incredibly busy. Among those coming to pay respects were representatives from over twenty nations liberated from colonial rule. While the borders in Africa were not yet fully drawn, the few nations that had been established sent delegates or their supreme leaders directly. Li Runshi had to meet with dozens of leaders in a very short time; ten minutes for Kirov was a sign of considerable importance.  The formal, polite exchanges took up about a minute. Kirov brought several questions from Stalin, but beyond those, he wished to communicate something of his own.  Many in the Soviet leadership truly believed that China was not a socialist state, but rather a capitalist nation led by a bourgeois reformist party. Kirov had once thought this a reasonable assessment, but he no longer shared it.  According to Lenin’s political theories, one hallmark of a socialist state was that it did not need to worry about the problem of industrial development. Marxism was, to a large extent, a doctrine for the social transformation of industrial nations; the inherent flaws of the capitalist system would severely impede the development of productive forces.  Once a capitalist nation transitioned into socialism through revolution, at least theoretically, the problem of developing productivity should no longer exist. The primary contradiction of a socialist state should be distribution—or, in He Rui’s terms, the trade-off between efficiency and equity.  Present-day China was undoubtedly the world’s most powerful industrial nation and one of its most technologically advanced. If China could not be called socialist, then no other nation had the right to the title. Stalin would certainly not allow Kirov to ask this question, yet Kirov was intensely interested.  The meeting was scheduled just before lunch, which Kirov found ideal. Although the state banquet would be shared with all the other foreign representatives, he would certainly get more than his ten minutes of face time. Even a single extra minute was precious in such high-level dialogue.  As rehearsed, the ceremonial greetings took one minute. Stalin’s questions centered on the definition of Sino-Soviet spheres of influence in Europe and mutual coordination in the final destruction of Nazi Germany to avoid misunderstandings. Li Runshi displayed considerable restraint, answering with an attitude of cooperation rather than confrontation.  With one minute remaining, Kirov asked: "I have heard that China's latest urban designs are based on the standard of private cars being the primary mode of transportation for the people. I wonder what stage of socialist development China believes it has entered when every citizen can afford their own car?"  Li Runshi had not expected Kirov to ask this, let alone that his entry point would be the standards of China’s ongoing massive infrastructure development. For a moment, he was at a loss for an answer.  The standard of every household having at least one motor vehicle for travel had been proposed by He Rui during his life. In Li Runshi’s view, this standard was somewhat too far ahead of its time. He wasn't alone; a significant portion of the central leadership shared this doubt. Yet, given He Rui's prestige, this "outrageous" standard had been approved. After all, He Rui had compressed 150 years of Western development into thirty—an achievement that, in hindsight, was even more outrageous.  While Li Runshi was not about to immediately overturn He Rui's standards, he felt that if they proved impossible to implement, he would have to relax them to achieve a more universal equity.  Kirov’s inquiry struck him with considerable force. He hadn't expected Kirov to place such importance on He Rui’s set standards. Soon, Li recalled Stalin’s famous remark: "Beef and potatoes is the communist life."  Ten years ago, many party cadres still believed that "upstairs and downstairs, electric lights and telephones" was the standard for communism.  In 1945, even as China waged the Second World War, its deployment capacity had sent millions of troops to North America and armed millions of WPLA soldiers in Europe. Domestically, the infrastructure standards for major cities already included apartment buildings with elevators and underground parking. Cities featured subways, underground tunnels, and elevated highways. If one assumed every family had a car, such a massive and costly infrastructure was necessary just to handle the driving and parking.  He Rui had said that if the infrastructure were insufficient, the roads of the future would become the world's largest parking lots.  Previously, Li Runshi had never seen a world where a single city held hundreds of thousands of private cars. Over the past year, living in such a city, he had discovered He Rui’s words to be true. To make getting in and out of their vehicles convenient, people truly did park them all along the roadsides.  With a car for travel, people suddenly found themselves unable to endure even a few steps on foot. This "inertia" had initially disappointed Li Runshi. But after he learned to drive himself and began driving to and from work, he truly discovered that this inertia was far more stubborn than he had imagined. After a month of walking ten minutes from the parking lot to his office and another ten back, even Li found himself reaching his limit.  When cars became a part of daily life rather than a tool for showing off wealth, Li Runshi had initially struggled to grasp Kirov’s question.  After a dozen seconds of reflection and organizing his thoughts, he answered: "The purpose of this standard is to meet the daily needs of the people and to reduce the burden of travel. If you are referring to the elevation of the people's consumption capacity, then it is not a standard, but a dynamic process. One would have to go back to 1927, when China began popularizing the use of bicycles through installment loans."  Kirov was intensely interested in China’s economic development and followed up: "If China does not advance its productive forces through set standards, then what model are your five-year plans and social development outlines based upon?"  Hearing this, Li Runshi became quite interested in Kirov's level of understanding. The Soviet model truly had a "plan"—from wage standards to social welfare, they meticulously formulated a series of benchmarks. Especially after obtaining vacuum-tube computers from China, their calculations had become more comprehensive and seemingly more scientific.  However, Li Runshi’s internal assessment of the Soviet economic construction logic was "unintelligible nonsense" (不知所云). It wasn't that he didn't understand the Soviet model; rather, even with his own radical thinking, he found the Soviet path too rigid and aggressive.  Kirov was one of the few in the Soviet leadership brave enough to ask critical questions directly. Li Runshi decided to use simple and clear language to explain the internal logic and methodology of the economic construction begun in the He Rui era.  "The Chinese economy strives to build a completely new model of industrialized life," Li explained. "The characteristic of this model is that the state provides the fundamental guarantees. By vigorously enhancing the people's learning capacity and promoting the domestic diffusion of technology, the state allows the industrial fields in which private capital can invest to constantly expand. This creates competitive environments within every specific niche. This overall environment is what has promoted the rapid development of the Chinese economy."  Seeing that his questions had indeed struck a chord with Li Runshi, Kirov continued with the issue he cared about most: "With China achieving a full industrial chain, how do you avoid the various problems that arise from it?"  Li Runshi never hid his views. Seeing Kirov's genuine interest and the fact that he had clearly studied the Chinese model, he smiled. "Heh. We ensure competition and gradually eliminate monopolies and privileges. We use the law to resolve issues of wealth distribution and inheritance. As for illegal acts, naturally, those who should be arrested are arrested, and those who should be executed are executed. In the field of propaganda, we use the 'weapon of criticism' to constantly expose the negative effects of crime, privilege, and monopoly on society."  Kirov had studied the Chinese model closely, reading numerous government work reports and industrial development summaries. Li Runshi’s answer proved to him that Li understood He Rui’s logic, but it didn't necessarily mean Li would truly inherit it in its entirety.  Just as Kirov might be seen as the heir to Stalin’s position, he did not believe he would necessarily follow Stalin’s economic construction path to the letter.  The ten minutes had long since passed, but Kirov no longer paid it any mind. He continued: "Capitalist nations also claim to practice free competition, especially after the global crisis of 1929—they all agree that monopoly is a problem. What is the difference between the free competition in China’s model and the free competition advertised by the capitalist world?"  Li Runshi pondered for a moment before answering: "A very large portion of China’s economic activity units utilize a capital operation model. Since it is capital operation, there is no fundamental difference between China and the West regarding free competition. However, China possesses a unique factor: our massive population. Furthermore, the total population that has joined the world economic system built by China now exceeds one billion. This means the number of economic units participating in free competition is dozens of times greater than in the West.  "Quantitative change leads to qualitative change. As long as Chinese policy maintains free competition rather than advocating for monopoly, such a vast number of economic units will inevitably maintain that competition."  Kirov had not expected such an explanation. He was momentarily stunned.
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Kirov’s exchange with Li Runshi lasted fifteen minutes. By the end, he felt that while he and Li shared many similarities, they were also worlds apart.  Senior officials in the West often viewed the Soviet model as rigid yet effective. Many within the Soviet Union shared this view. Kirov, however, found such an assessment simplistic. From the time of Lenin, the Party's governing line had actually been quite fluid. Driven by a traditional Russian focus on results, the Soviet Union never minded adjusting its policies or methods. The fundamental principle was that any adjustment had to yield immediate results.  In his conversation with Li Runshi, Kirov sensed the same realist streak, yet he also perceived a deeply idealistic side to the man. In this respect, Kirov understood Li perfectly, for he was cut from the same cloth.  Yet despite their similar temperaments, Kirov felt that Li Runshi had witnessed and participated in far more momentous events than any Soviet leader. This gap was not for lack of effort on the part of the Soviet leadership. Trotsky, the radical, had proposed a theory of global revolutionary division of labor: every nation would handle its own revolution, while the Soviet Union provided the materials, equipment, and funds.  This line, built upon the exhaustion of the Soviet Union itself, had been too radical and was eventually overturned by Stalin. Stalin’s "Socialism in One Country" was designed to concentrate strength on domestic construction. The subsequent five-year plans, with their massive importation of global technology and equipment, were aimed at that singular goal.  Malenkov had once remarked on Soviet construction: "We have truly achieved something great. Had we known at the start the effort and price required, we might not have dared to choose this path."  Kirov agreed wholeheartedly. The achievements of Soviet construction were unprecedented in Russian history, and the price paid was actually far less than in the Tsarist era.  Yet compared to China's achievements, those of the Soviet Union paled. After the defeat of the Trotskyites, Soviet domestic construction naturally returned to the standard of "immediate results." Consequently, the Party feared directly intervening in global affairs.  The He Rui government had been entirely different. From 1923 to 1927, China had been either at war or preparing for it—often fighting domestic and foreign wars simultaneously. Such a course would never have passed the Soviet Central Committee, yet He Rui had executed it.  After the Sino-British War ended in 1927, China had simultaneously pursued full cooperation with France and a diplomatic war with the United States, while also facilitating the Japanese revolution.  During the economic crisis of 1937, He Rui’s government had employed "counter-cyclical investment," utilizing massive debt to invest heavily in industry and raise the national education level. By 1939, China had identified Nazi Germany as its enemy and, in 1940, had successfully pressured Britain into declaring war first.  The Soviet Central Committee could understand the logic behind these moves in hindsight, but they could never have brought themselves to imitate them.  Thus, it was no surprise that Li Runshi possessed a vision far broader than that of the Soviet leadership. Over the past twenty years, he had served as Vice-Governor of Upper Burma, Director of Propaganda, President of the Party School, Vice Premier, and Vice Chairman of the Military Commission. He had been a full participant in the upheavals that had reshaped the world.  Compared to the transformations Li Runshi had overseen—calculating in terms of a billion people—the experiences of the Soviet Party seemed almost small-scale. The experience and vision accumulated by the two leaderships were fundamentally different.  After much thought, Kirov was forced to admit two things. First, the Soviet leadership could not match the experience or vision of their Chinese counterparts. Second, the inertia of Soviet policy-making would likely remain conservative for a long time.  Realizing this left Kirov despondent. He truly wished the Soviet Party could keep pace with the times and possess the same pioneering spirit. But as things stood, unless he could oversee a transition of power as smooth as China’s—moving from Stalin to himself—the Soviet Union would continue along its current path.  Yet a transfer of power was something Kirov dared not even contemplate, let alone promote. He had judged that while Li Runshi and the younger generation in the He Rui government were truly being cultivated as successors, he himself was merely a tool in Stalin's hand. In fact, every member of the Central Committee was a tool in Stalin's eyes. In the current Stalinist system, there was no room for the cultivation of a future heir.  Under such a political model, the Soviet Union would only change if Stalin himself chose to learn from the Chinese experience. Otherwise, anyone who jumped out to propose a policy adjustment would be struck down—Kirov included.  Having reached these disappointing conclusions, Kirov felt, if not total despair, then a profound loss of spirit. It was in this mood that he attended He Rui’s funeral.  After Lenin's death, his body had been preserved for future generations to pay their respects. The Chinese Civilization Party had made the same decision. Even if it went against the deceased's personal wishes, a founder bore the duty of remaining a national representative. Thus, there was no cremation; the final farewell was the last step.  Kirov passed before He Rui’s remains, which lay upon the party flag and were covered by the national flag. Beneath the crimson banners, He Rui’s features were solemn. He had died at only fifty-five, and his skin bore no signs of age or dullness. With firm, pale skin, a sharp-featured face, closed eyes, and long eyelashes, he looked noble and elegant.  Observing the new leadership of New China, Kirov noted that every one of them was young. While they showed sadness and regret, there was no trace of secret joy or fumbling uncertainty. The complete transfer of power had occurred smoothly before He Rui's death. His passing had caused no chaos within the new government; if anything, it had reduced potential instability.  Kirov could think of no smoother transition of power in history. A Soviet transition would certainly never look like this.  After paying his respects, Kirov stepped out of the hall. The area outside was carpeted with wreaths from world leaders and representatives of all walks of life in China. The sea of flowers was a grander spectacle than Kirov had ever seen, yet he felt it was entirely deserved. Although the Second World War was not yet over, had He Rui been willing to compromise with the West, it would have ended much earlier. China stood at the pinnacle of the world, dominating Asia and Africa, occupying Canada in North America, and controlling the entire Pacific.  Of all the conquerors in history, none could rival He Rui. This posthumous glory was well-earned.  As he was lost in thought, a voice behind him spoke in French: "Mr. Kirov, an era has ended."  Turning, he saw the French Premier. In the space of a few months, this man had traveled to China twice—first to sign a new treaty of friendship, and now to personally pay his respects to He Rui.  Kirov answered in his somewhat halting French, "It is the end of an era, but also the beginning of a new one."  The French Premier's eyes brightened. He pondered for a moment before issuing a decisive invitation: "Could I interest you in a cup of coffee?"  There were few coffee shops in the Chinese capital, and the local taste for coffee had been largely Sinicized. Outside China, coffee was a bitter, invigorating beverage. But the Chinese loved sweet drinks, and coffee here had been transformed into a coffee-flavored dessert.  Fortunately, the Russians also loved sugar. To Kirov, the taste was acceptable, if not quite sweet enough.  The French Premier took a sip, clearly finding the Chinese-style coffee unstimulating. He asked calmly, "Mr. Kirov, the trade volume between the Soviet Union and China is immense, accounting for the vast majority of Soviet foreign trade. I wonder if the Soviet side has conducted a comparative study between the traditional Russian trade structure and the current Soviet one?"  "Has France conducted such research?" Kirov asked steadily.  The Premier nodded emphatically. Though the French were known for their exuberant gestures, this move was not exaggerated. Yet Kirov felt that compared to the Chinese, the French Premier seemed somewhat less serious.  But he couldn't blame France. Their population was only forty million, while China’s was seven hundred million. If one included Korea, Upper Burma, and Assam—regions considered overseas provinces with closely related populations—the total reached eight hundred million. That was twenty times the population of France. It was only natural for the Chinese leaders to be more somber and composed.  Unaware of Kirov's thoughts, the Premier spoke of France's findings. In the Tsarist era, Russia's largest physical trade partner had been Germany, while its primary partner for finance and technology had been France. Trade with Europe had always been the core of the Russian economy.  "...Europe will no longer blockade or sanction Russia. Given the length of the trade lines and the nature of the trade itself, the Soviet Union remains a European nation."  Kirov had heard such discussions before. Escaping dependence on Chinese trade was a recurring viewpoint within the Soviet Central Committee. But it was the West that had blockaded the USSR. When the Soviet Union had been isolated, China had been its only channel for trade and finance. Setting aside national interest, China had been remarkably restrained in its trade with the USSR, avoiding any move—intentional or otherwise—to turn the Soviet Union into a dumping ground for Chinese goods.  Instead, China had constantly expanded the scope of trade, particularly in heavy industry. They had cooperated with the USSR to develop industrial standards and transferred technology to allow the Soviets to build their own heavy industrial base. China had even placed orders with these new enterprises and provided technical assistance to minimize the trade imbalance.  Kirov voiced the consensus within the Party: "The Soviet Union has no intention of weakening its trade with China."  The French Premier nodded in agreement. "The Soviet Union has a great need for Chinese trade. France is merely willing to provide more trade options and financial services to help develop the Soviet domestic economy."  Since France was not there to undermine the Chinese relationship, Kirov began to talk economic cooperation with the Premier. France had lost its vast colonies, every European nation had its own industrial system, and even Germany, the most populous, had fewer than eighty million people. There was immense room for trade between the Soviet Union and France.  Sensing the potential for cooperation, the French Premier asked, "How does the Soviet Union wish to handle Germany?"  "That is a matter for the Central Committee. In my view, Germany must be thoroughly de-Nazified and de-militarized. It must be restored to a 'normal' nation."  The Premier smiled but said nothing. The rise of Nazism in Germany might only go back twenty years, but Germany had followed a militaristic path since the Prussian era. As Napoleon had once remarked, "Prussia was hatched from a cannonball." To enforce de-militarization in Germany was hardly a return to a "normal" state. A non-militaristic Germany would, in fact, be a historical anomaly.  But there was no point in saying so. The Premier took Kirov's remark as proof of the Soviet Union's intent to thoroughly conquer Germany. That was enough.  Finishing his coffee, the Premier rose and shook Kirov’s hand. "I look forward to visiting the Soviet Union."  This was a clear signal. A state visit by the French Premier to Moscow would mean the normalization of Franco-Soviet relations. In the current European context, a rapprochement between the two would greatly influence the continental situation and the standing of both nations.  "I will convey your wish to the Central Committee," Kirov stated firmly. He hadn't expected that a task Stalin had intended for Molotov would be accomplished so casually.  "I look forward to seeing you in Moscow," the French Premier said meaningfully.
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The European leaders who had come to pay their respects did not scatter once the ceremonies ended. They had arrived with heavy political mandates. With the war having reached its current stage, even a power like France was severely depleted and naturally sought to define its new position in the future world economic system.  The Li Runshi government did not disappoint. It proposed three major initiatives: the establishment of the United Nations, the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).  Following the First World War, the League of Nations had been formed, giving non-Great Powers their first platform for a global voice. Compared to that era, the world now saw a new hegemon that had essentially defeated all rivals.  The core of the UN Charter was the principle that national sovereignty should not be violated and that all nations were equal. This served the interests of the many small and weak nations. While middle powers were displeased, they could not go head-to-head with the alliance of the superpower and the small states and were forced to agree.  Then came the matter of the permanent members of the UN Security Council. Establishing permanent seats with veto power within an ostensibly equal system seemed contradictory, yet it was a decision rooted in realist logic. Only a consensus among the powerful could resolve the world's most significant problems.  China was a certainty. Britain and France were no longer global colonial powers, and with Britain currently reduced to the British Isles alone, it was excluded.  Africa was under Chinese trusteeship, so its inclusion as a permanent member was not currently considered. South America had a small population and had not participated in the war; no nation truly sought a permanent seat for that continent. This left the Soviet Union and France as the leading candidates.  As a major socialist power, the USSR enjoyed support from many nations. France’s status, however, was met with considerable skepticism. Li Runshi found himself forced to personally lobby on France's behalf.  The most vehement opposition to France did not come from Europe, but from Asia. Nations in Europe and South America generally hoped for more permanent members—on the principle that "more mouths make for more noise." With three or more permanent members, they hoped to have more opportunities to veto Chinese proposals.  Li Runshi went first to see the Japanese Prime Minister, Ishiwara Kanji. Japanese premiers served four-year terms, and Ishiwara was currently in his fifth, a record for the longest tenure in Japanese history.  Among all the foreign leaders who had come to mourn, Ishiwara was the one who had wept openly in public. No one questioned his sincerity; his close personal friendship with He Rui was well-known. It would have been more surprising if he *hadn't* cried.  Ishiwara had no intention of using his friendship with the late Chairman to pressure Li Runshi. He simply stated frankly, "Given Japan's contribution, we have every reason to seek a permanent seat."  Li Runshi did not attempt to persuade him through argument. Instead, he produced a letter and handed it to Ishiwara. The Prime Minister recognized the familiar handwriting on the envelope immediately. He sat bolt upright; he had heard that He Rui’s death had been sudden and had not expected the Chairman to have prepared a letter for him.  Thinking of their decades of friendship, Ishiwara’s eyes reddened again. He closed them for a moment to steady his emotions before opening the envelope.  In the letter, He Rui spoke of the damage his physical tissues had suffered following his infection with the coronavirus, assessing that he might die at any moment. Seeing He Rui’s equanimity in the face of death, Ishiwara felt a profound surge of respect.  He Rui then addressed the matter of the UN Security Council. Permanent members bore the responsibility of maintaining global security and were required to shoulder the corresponding military costs. At present, every nation was fully armed, but as time passed, military expenditures would inevitably become a crushing burden.  He Rui did not directly ask Ishiwara to do anything. He merely posed a question: was Japan prepared to pay the costs that were not yet visible?  Ishiwara understood He Rui's meaning without it being stated. Japan sought a permanent seat to expand its global influence, while He Rui doubted whether Japan would use that power to stir up trouble.  Despite their deep personal bond and the fact that Japan was currently China's ally, such things could not be allowed to interfere with China's strategic layout.  Had He Rui still been alive, Ishiwara might have tried to press the point one last time. While he believed in Li Runshi's strength, he couldn't help but ask, "What is the purpose of France becoming a permanent member?"  "France will check Germany," Li Runshi countered. "Whom does Japan intend to check?"  At that, Ishiwara was certain that Li Runshi was a true strategist. Strategists consider the situation, not personal preferences. Still, Ishiwara made one final attempt: "Does China intend to personally intervene in every issue?"  Li Runshi answered without hesitation: "In the maintenance of world peace, China will spare no effort and will handle matters personally."  Ishiwara nodded and abandoned the effort to secure a permanent seat for Japan. That same day, he announced Japan’s withdrawal from the competition.  Korea had also been lobbying for a permanent seat, even as they ignored the private mockery of other nations. Their goal was simple: to ensure Japan did not get one. Seeing Ishiwara’s announcement, the Koreans immediately fell silent.  Having secured his core allies, Li Runshi turned to the other objectors one by one. His first European meeting was with the Netherlands. The Dutch were an old face in Asia; he had expected them to firmly oppose France, but to his surprise, the Dutch Prime Minister asked bluntly about the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).  Li Runshi went straight to the point. "The Coal and Steel Community is an institution for equal internal dialogue. There is no question of any single power dominating it. If one must speak of a dominant force, it is the demands of the market. Within those demands, Europe represents a large market, but the global market is far larger. GATT will help European nations gain access to that global market."  This was Li Runshi’s genuine stance, though to the ears of the former colonial Dutch, it carried a touch of irony. However, with the Chinese-led coalition having battered the globe, the Dutch Prime Minister chose not to be overly fastidious.  His second question concerned the definition of "enemy" within the United Nations. Germany was now a broken dog. The UN Charter had already specified that colonialism, Nazism, Fascism, and racism were the enemies of the victors of the Second World War.  Defining an ideology as an enemy was a terrifying prospect, as such things could easily be expanded. The Dutch government was willing to sacrifice a few individuals to ensure the nation's tranquility, but they were unwilling to give up too much—or rather, they were unwilling to allow others to exploit the opening.  Li Runshi smiled. "China too has its various currents of thought, and we too have people with extremist ideologies. The issue at this stage is determining whether these currents are harmful to the peaceful development of humanity. Even within Germany, we cannot say that the desire to resist foreign oppression is inherently wrong. What is wrong are the methods employed.  "More importantly, China believes the world requires peaceful development. Only by building a new world order conducive to such development can everyone truly abandon war as a means. Where there is oppression, there is resistance. There is an old Chinese saying: 'Injustice leads to a cry.' China opposes war, but it does not oppose resistance. We do not even oppose being questioned or opposed on many matters. Only through full communication and struggle can global development truly be advanced."  The Dutch Prime Minister wasn't sure whether to take Li’s words as a threat, but since China had not proposed the overthrow of the Dutch government or the rejection of the monarchy, he chose to accept the stance.  At the conclusion of the talk, the Prime Minister stated, "We do not oppose France gaining a permanent seat, but we oppose an imperialist France."  In his exchanges with other European leaders, Li Runshi found their attitudes mirrored those of the Dutch. They weren't necessarily opposed to France, but they feared French suppression of other nations. However, both Western and Eastern European nations shared a further concern: that China might lean too heavily toward the Soviet Union. The Eastern European leaders, in particular, were terrified of the USSR. Thus, these nations hoped for a power within Europe to balance the Soviets.  Ideally, that power would be China. If China refused, then France would do—or even Germany.  He Rui had discussed these matters with Li before his death, so Li understood the European mindset perfectly. Now, having had full contact with them, he had a very grounded realization: the civilization level of the European nations was roughly equivalent to China’s early Warring States period.  Intense, prolonged confrontation forced nations to seek breakthroughs. Two thousand years ago, China’s Warring States period had been an era of "a hundred schools of thought contending," a time of cultural explosion. Similarly, the universal loathing for continuous war and death had created the intellectual foundation for the subsequent era of the unified Qin and Han empires.  Exhausted, Li Runshi went to find the former Premier, Wu Youping. Wu was currently keeping vigil for He Rui. In his will, He Rui had requested a simple funeral with no specific requirements, and asked that the public not be disturbed.  The government had published the will but proceeded with a nationwide mourning period anyway. This was done for the sake of the government itself, not for He Rui. Such is the cruelty of politics: where there is an interest, it will be executed.  Wu Youping was at the edge of the mourning hall, watching the television broadcasts. Legitimacy is the foundation of any regime. The Manchu Qing had lasted over two hundred years, yet it was viewed as "barbaric" by Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, and as an alien race within China. When it fell, it did so like dust, and a lack of legitimacy was a primary cause.  Allowing everyone in China with a television to see He Rui’s remains was one means of reinforcing New China’s legitimacy. The desires accumulated through decades of suffering by the Chinese people—He Rui had fulfilled them. The goals pursued for millennia—He Rui had achieved them. Even problems the people had not yet realized, He Rui had articulated and addressed to the best of his ability.  With such achievements, even if He Rui had declared himself Emperor, no one could have stopped him. But his greatness lay in his ability to recognize the times, and thus he had pioneered new concepts. From start to finish, he had insisted on one thing: he was merely one member of China's vast laboring masses. "Serving the people" was the legal and historical foundation of New China.  Seeing Li Runshi approach, Wu Youping went to meet him. In a side room, Li asked a single question: "Premier, do you believe China’s industrialization has been 'tender and compassionate'?"  Wu Youping shook his head. "Industrialization is never tender. New China’s was merely more efficient than Europe’s, so the initial period of pain was shorter. Many didn't even have time to feel the suffering before the era of cruel high accumulation ended."  Li Runshi shared this view but hadn't been entirely certain. Hearing Wu’s confirmation gave him more confidence. "Do you have a new realization, Chairman Li?" Wu asked.  "Not a new one, just a deeper acceptance of this view," Li replied with a sigh.  In an era of high-intensity conflict, it was only natural for a rising Europe to have beaten the Manchu Qing into the dirt. But after He Rui founded New China, the nation was transformed. Li believed He Rui hadn't just "repaired" China; he had truly dragged it into the industrial age. Regardless of whether the Chinese people were happy about it, he had thrust them into an industrialized life by force.  The Soviet Party was much the same, but He Rui’s economic genius was such that what should have been a bloody and cruel industrialization, while still a form of paternal coercion, appeared tender and compassionate in comparison.  Li summarized his thought: "At least the people received the dividends of national development."  Wu Youping shook his head slightly and sighed. "The state possessed the capability to deliver those benefits to the people. Now that the Chairman is gone, I feel his economic insight and execution even more clearly."  Li Runshi shared the sentiment. In the Second World War thus far, China had suffered one million dead and three million wounded. In the final years of the Qing, the regular army’s casualties had never been so large. Furthermore, the Qing had possessed no capacity to bear such losses, and thus was nailed to the pillar of shame.  New China had endured these casualties without a single public negative repercussion. The reason, as Wu had said, was that He Rui had already made good on his promises to the people. The returns they received far exceeded their imagination or understanding.  Just then, voices could be heard from outside; it seemed the staff were trying to prevent something. Wu Youping walked to the door and saw the staff struggling to help up members of the public who were kneeling and kowtowing in grief.  Wu sighed but did not intervene. He turned to Li Runshi, who had also remained silent. "Chairman Li, in the future, as the people's capabilities grow, they will realize even more clearly what the Chairman did for them. I only hope this realization does not become a trigger for future conflict."  Li felt his burden grow heavier. Wu was right. He Rui had pushed the input-output ratio to such an extreme that future Chinese citizens would truly realize how he had created a global market led by China. When the economy eventually entered a downward cycle, many reactions would not be positive.  *When the direction is wrong, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary they become.* The thought flashed through Li’s mind. He hesitated to voice it, however; in the absence of an active struggle over the political line, highlighting such contradictions would not aid unity.  Finally, Li spoke: "Premier, according to your observations, do the people feel panicked?"  Wu Youping sighed. "Perhaps what the people find most confusing is that they feel they *should* be panicked, yet they can find no reason to be."
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World leaders utilized the occasion of He Rui’s funeral to discuss the future global order. They brought with them not only extensive diplomatic teams but also a massive influx of foreign media.  The most excited were not the journalists from distant Africa, but those from Europe, who had been barred from China for years by the war.  Stepping off their planes, many noted that the air quality seemed to have worsened compared to a few years prior. Severe air pollution was a standard accompaniment for any industrial nation of this era. While the Western media wrote a few articles on the subject, they didn't truly take it to heart. After all, the Western public was already constantly complaining about pollution at home; reports of similar conditions in China had little value in assuaging domestic sentiment.  Every media outlet had its specialty. Many rooted themselves in the fields of politics and economics, while others played to their strengths in human interest, travel, and local customs. Those focused on macro-level politics and economics clustered in the capital, while those with a more micro-level perspective fanned out across China's provinces, interviewing citizens and taking photographs. They aimed to introduce a version of China that was closer to the lives of ordinary people.  Western journalists who had previously visited the inland regions of Northwest China were astonished. When they had left a few years earlier, the cities of the interior had few multi-story buildings, consisting primarily of low-rise dwellings and limited in scale. Now, a few years later, they found themselves standing in the midst of modern metropolises.  Thousands upon thousands of apartment buildings seemed to have appeared out of thin air. In Europe, completing such a vast array of construction would take decades. American journalists—particularly those from New York—were more accepting of such changes. Since the 1920s, New York City had undergone its own massive construction boom, with skyscrapers rising to define the urban skyline.  The first wave of reports was dispatched. After describing the staggering transformations, both European and American media posed a question they deemed perfectly reasonable: "Exactly how much wealth did China plunder from the global war?"  Except for German and American papers, the Asian editions of all major Western newspapers had resumed publication in China. Louis, a journalist for *Le Figaro*, read through these reports and merely sighed without offering a comment.  Johnny, a journalist for *The Wall Street Journal* who had traveled with him to Yinchuan, finished reading the Chinese editions of the major European papers and remarked, "This isn't fair."  Louis knew Johnny was referring to the fact that *The Wall Street Journal* had not yet regained its right to distribute in China. Unable to resist teasing his colleague, Louis replied, "Do you think the monopoly is unfair, or the centralized system?"  Johnny rolled his eyes and answered crossly, "I have no desire to discuss these matters with you anymore."  Louis smiled and let the subject drop. A graduate of the economics department at the University of Marseille, he had found it difficult to secure work in economic departments because of the war. He had eventually gone to the University of Paris for a Master’s degree in politics, specializing in socialist thought.  Indeed, even during the Nazi occupation of Paris, Louis had sat in classrooms with his fellow students, learning communist and socialist theory from his professors.  In recent years, research into communist and socialist theory had diverged into two main factions: those studying Soviet social practice, and those studying Chinese practice. While pro-Soviet researchers tended to argue that the USSR truly inherited the fundamental spirit of Marxism, the pro-Chinese researchers—and most of the French academic community—viewed China as a genuinely socialist system. This faction believed the hallmark of entering the threshold of socialism was that the development of productivity was no longer a structural difficulty. The challenge of socialism lay in how to rationalize social relations to more effectively coordinate with that productive development.  Because of these ideals—and the fact that China was genuinely powerful and currently hammering the Great Powers—both Nazi Germany and the French fascists had confined themselves to mocking the study of Soviet socialism, not daring to lay a finger on the study of the Chinese version. At most, they increased their surveillance.  During his graduate studies, Louis had published several articles on China and met the classmate who would become his wife. After graduating from the University of Paris, he had joined *Le Figaro* and was eventually sent to China.  Louis had arrived in Yinchuan accompanied by the *Wall Street Journal* reporter. Johnny claimed to be a staunch supporter of capitalism, but through Louis’s analytical lens, he appeared to be merely an urban petty bourgeois who believed in free competition.  Whenever the subjects of monopoly or feudal privilege were raised, Johnny would jump like a cat whose tail had been stepped on, expressing his displeasure. A simultaneous love and hatred for monopoly capital and the privileged class were classic traits of the petty bourgeoisie.  Johnny pulled out one of Louis's articles from *Le Figaro* and asked, "Are you criticizing or praising here?"  The tradition of the Western media was to question and deny government—their own, and those of others. Overall, they tended to be more tolerant of foreign governments; only by praising a foreign state could they more fiercely criticize their own.  Now that China was the world hegemon, Western journalists would undoubtedly hammer the Chinese government, using magnifying glasses to find every flaw in Chinese society. This was the so-called "watchdog" power of the media. In the eyes of the Western press, one was only qualified to supervise the government by standing in opposition to it—and in private, acquiring benefits through deals with that same government.  Louis looked with a degree of pride at the title of his published article: *The Power to Define Corruption, and the Corruption of Political Systems vs. Systemic Corruption*. That his American colleague did not accept his views did not upset him; rather, it gave him a sense of intellectual superiority.  Through his university studies, Louis had discovered that once the proletariat, represented by figures like He Rui, seized power, they did not fear monopoly capital or feudal privilege. This was because New China had inherited China’s centralized system—a unitary system with the power to crush both monopoly capital and feudal remnants.  Only in a unitary, centralized state could the pursuit of becoming a bourgeois or privileged class truly be called "corruption." This was because it involved turning genuine public power to private use—a political degradation. If a government established an economic structure dependent on such privilege and monopoly, it was "systemic corruption."  With this confidence, Louis engaged Johnny. He explained his views, and while Johnny seemed to listen, he didn't truly understand. The United States, a federal system, was built upon the joint governance of feudal privilege and monopoly capitalists. Most social services were delivered through the operational channels of these two systems. Johnny could not imagine how America would function without them.  The discussion yielded no consensus, and Louis eventually gave up. He then answered Johnny’s original question: "Chinese civilization is at a higher level, so I am issuing a very serious warning to the Chinese government. I am not, as you think, merely praising them."  Johnny was unconvinced. He could not stomach the idea of Chinese civilizational superiority. Although he was forced to admit the New Chinese government possessed formidable war-making capabilities and that the Han were a valiant race of soldiers who matched those of any other nation, he would only admit China was strong—not that it was "ahead" in terms of level.  Louis didn't mind. He steered the conversation back to the reports of other journalists.  During the outbreak of the war, the West had described He Rui as a bloodthirsty tyrant or a puppet leader of a bloodthirsty Chinese mob. As the war progressed and China swept across the globe with irresistible force, such descriptions lost their audience. In Western culture, a leader like He Rui—possessing ten million troops and hammering the global powers—was a "Great Conqueror." Even if they were the ones being conquered, the Western public felt a sense of awe toward such a figure, pleading for him to show his "merciful" side toward them.  With the war nearing its end, only Belgium and Nazi Germany were still resisting. There was no longer any point in promoting He Rui's "brutality." Furthermore, with He Rui deceased, the "demon" narrative lacked a target.  Reluctance to continue the fight did not mean the Western media had no grievances regarding their defeat. Seeing China’s rapid development during the war, educated journalists naturally thought of colonial plunder. For five hundred years, that was how the European Great Powers had operated.  Beyond the plunder of occupied territories, some journalists with a better grounding in political economy recalled an article from *The Economist*.  When Western media left China in 1940, the country was in the midst of a massive infrastructure boom triggered by the 1937 economic crisis. Tunnels were being blasted through mountains, roads paved, and canals dug. China appeared to be one giant construction site. The cities that had seen their first phase of development after 1925, which had begun to look substantial, now seemed dirty and chaotic amidst the dust of the new works.  Based on their own national experiences, European scholars argued that the super-scale infrastructure projects of the Chinese government could only result in the largest "ghost cities" in human history. Several leading economists had collaborated on a data-heavy article for *The Economist*: "...China has a population of 700 million. Long-term poverty means this population simply cannot afford modern urban housing. According to Chinese government reports, the number of residential units under construction is over 20 million. When these units are completed, the Chinese government will have built a series of 'ghost mansions' on an unprecedented scale..."  Today, in 1945, the 20 million urban housing units promised by the Chinese government were complete. Beyond these residences were millions of industrial and commercial buildings.  To fill such a vast quantity of buildings and make them operationally viable required hundreds of millions of people with sufficient consumption power. Western journalists understood colonial plunder well; even at the height of their own plunder, they had never managed to extract such a vast amount of wealth.  Those journalists who considered themselves objective argued that while China had certainly plundered its colonies, it was impossible to have extracted so much wealth in such a short time.  They were certain the He Rui government had not adopted the Soviet model. Under the Soviet model, all property belonged to the state, which provided housing as a "welfare." The He Rui model was a "normal" one that Europeans understood: the state owned only a portion of fixed assets, while the majority were privately held.  Since the people lacked money yet possessed their own homes, they must be carrying massive debt. Based on Western experience, debt on the scale of tens of millions of units would inevitably lead to millions of bankruptcies.  As an American at the *Wall Street Journal*, Johnny agreed that China was headed for mass bankruptcy, for that was exactly what had happened at home. Over the twenty years since the Gilded Age of the 1920s, the US had chosen a path of developing domestic technology to replace European imports, achieving great success but also creating the terrible Great Depression.  Johnny did not believe Chinese civilization was more advanced than the West’s, let alone that the gap was one of different eras. Thus, he was convinced the Chinese economy would encounter the same problems—and that given the larger scale of Chinese investment, the eventual crisis would be far more violent than America’s.  Louis disagreed. "The scale of Chinese construction provides an incredibly vast application scenario for advanced technology," he answered. "The New Chinese government clearly recognized this and formulated its policies accordingly. Quantitative change leads to qualitative change. I believe China may have achieved a breakthrough."  At this level, the discussion became one of personal opinion. Johnny chose not to press further and turned the topic to interview techniques. He was eager to understand the Chinese public’s view on the economy—specifically their thoughts on He Rui’s round of infrastructure development.  As a *Wall Street Journal* reporter, Johnny felt that merely interviewing people about their opinions of He Rui would be too tedious. One could guess the answer: given his contribution to China, he would inevitably receive the highest praise. In America, if a President had achieved even a fraction of what He Rui had, he would be hailed as the greatest in history without question.  Louis agreed with Johnny’s direction but offered a piece of advice: "I suggest you try to get a Chinese person to treat you to dinner. Otherwise, you’re unlikely to get much of a response."  Johnny knew Louis was also new to China, so he didn't take the seemingly strange advice too seriously. As a journalist, he knew that a source who offered a meal was easier to interview, but he felt the difficulty and potential trouble were too high. He preferred his usual method of finding interviewees through recommendations.  By 10:00 AM, both men had their plans for the day and set out separately. Before leaving, Louis pinned a pre-prepared French flag emblem to his left chest.  The emblem was large and aesthetically questionable, making it very prominent. Louis strode down the streets amidst curious stares and whispered comments, taking photographs of everything he deemed valuable.  By noon, as he was looking for a place to eat, he heard someone at the door of a passing restaurant say, "A Frenchman? Is that a Frenchman?"  Louis stopped and smiled at the man, who appeared to be in his fifties. "That's right, I am French." He pointed to the emblem on his chest. "You're not mistaken; this is our national flag."  Embarrassed at being caught talking behind someone's back, the man laughed. "Have you eaten yet?"  Louis had never been to China, but he had studied the culture diligently. His wife held bachelor's degrees in both French and Chinese from the University of Paris. A conversation of this level was well within his capabilities.  The man was momentarily taken aback, then chuckled. "Heh. Let me treat you to lunch."  "Thank you very much," Louis replied without hesitation, stepping into the mutton shop. He didn't sit down immediately but went to the counter and bought a bottle of "Naked Fenjiu." His wife had told him that this was known as "ration liquor" in China. France, with its high alcohol consumption, had a similar concept.  Returning to the table, Louis opened the bottle and said frankly to the old man, "Let's drink this. I like this one."  The man studied Louis, the wariness in his eyes fading significantly. He smiled. "The mutton head meat here is delicious—it’s quite aromatic, though I don't know if you'll be able to handle it."  Louis laughed. "I've never tried it, but if you say so, it must be good. I'd like to try it."  Seeing that Louis was a good sport, the man turned to the owner and shouted, "One whole mutton head!"
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In culinary terms, "aromatic" often translates to "greasy." But in 1945, with oil and fat in short supply for people everywhere, a whole mutton head was exactly what was needed. Louis and the old gentleman, whose name was Ma Zheyuan, ate and drank with great relish.  "Uncle Ma, has your family bought a house yet?" Louis asked.  "My son is a middle school graduate, and my grandson is still in primary school. We haven't had that kind of luck yet," Ma replied. He clinked his glass against Louis’s. "But my cousin’s son joined the army. He bought a house in Xi'an and works at a machinery plant there."  Louis took a sip of the liquor, feeling the potent kick. Tearing off a strip of meat from the mutton head, he asked, "When Chairman He sent everyone to war, did the people not feel worried?"  "How could the Chairman’s words be wrong!" Ma’s eyes widened. "Chairman He was always on our side. Besides, if you want to join the army and fight, the government has to pick reliable people. They don’t want those who are just trying to dodge work or hide their past!"  Louis’s wife had explained the definition of "upstanding sons" (良家子) to him. In Louis’s understanding, the French equivalent would be a skilled technician in Paris with his own property. While some such men might join the military, they were rarely eager to fight. But from Uncle Ma’s description, the Chinese military *only* accepted such men, showing little interest in those from lower backgrounds.  This realization didn't make Louis think the Chinese government was overly picky; rather, it gave him a clearer sense of China's terrifying strength. Social resources that other nations only tapped into when they reached their wits' end were being utilized with maximum efficiency by the Chinese state.  In France, the inefficiency and incompetence of the government meant human resources were handled crudely. The state either arrogantly sent those it deemed "valueless" to the front as cannon fodder or, in a panic, sent high-value citizens to their deaths.  As the meal progressed and the alcohol took hold, Uncle Ma became more talkative. "Little brother, I was originally worried that with Chairman He gone, China might slide back to the way it was. Those were days no human should have to live through. But now I think... *hic*... now I think it won't happen. You’d have to be a special kind of failure to screw up the Chairman’s legacy. They don't have to do anything new; as long as they don't change the current system... *hic*..."  Louis, too, was feeling a bit lightheaded from the Fenjiu. He hadn't taken out his notebook to record anything; instead, he was simply absorbing the mood of the ordinary Chinese people. The French had little trust in their government, and the French elite expected little support from the public. Consequently, the French people hadn't felt they possessed a "national commander" in over a hundred years.  China had possessed such a commander for the past thirty years—a fact Louis envied. In French history, such leaders never met a good end. Louis was curious about how the Chinese public viewed He Rui, a man who had not only completed the conquest of the world during his life but also achieved the great feat of a smooth transition of power.  To Louis’s surprise, the primary sentiment among the public was one of "not being afraid." As a political science graduate, Louis believed there was no greater achievement than eliminating a people's fear and anxiety. In this cruel world, peace, stability, and development were scarce social commodities. Eliminating a people's fear of the future was a political luxury.  Driven by the alcohol, Louis asked a question that would have been unthinkable in France. Given the nature of French politicians, such a question would have been ridiculous—asking it would have been an invitation to self-ridicule.  "Uncle, do you love Chairman He?" Louis asked.  Uncle Ma was taken aback. It was clear the thought had never crossed his mind. After a moment, he answered hesitantly, "The Chairman was so good to us... I don't think that's the right word."  He pondered for another moment before answering definitively: "I think the Chairman was right when he said it. He was one of us."  Ma’s eyes brightened as he nodded emphatically. "That’s it! He was one of us!"  Louis felt as if something had struck him to the core. To describe a leader as "one of us" was the highest possible praise. In Louis’s estimation, He Rui had cost the Chinese people millions of casualties. From the war with Japan in the Northeast to the land revolution, China had likely lost millions of lives under his leadership, with millions more left permanently disabled.  By European standards, this was far beyond the limit of public endurance. When a people sacrifice so much for a leader, they inevitably develop a sense of exhaustion, even loathing. Yet after He Rui’s death, the people considered him "one of us." This meant that everything he had achieved was recognized by the people as their own. They didn't see themselves as sacrificing for He Rui, but as paying a massive price for their own interests.  As a student of politics, Louis felt nothing but envy and admiration.  Just then, the restaurant’s radio blared with the voice of an announcer: "Citizens, a special announcement. A national memorial service will be held on April 2nd. The service will be broadcast nationwide. Furthermore, all entertainment activities will be suspended for three days starting March 31st.  "In light of the current circumstances, National Chairman Li Runshi has composed a poem to express his thoughts:  *Over the world, wind and rain rise in a yellowing dusk,* *Ten million heroes steady the world.* *The dragon and tiger now occupy a land better than of old,* *Heaven and earth are overturned in a heroic surge.* *We should pursue the fleeing enemy with our remaining courage,* *And not seek fame by imitating the Hegemon King.* *If Heaven had feelings, it too would grow old,* *The true path of man is one of great change.*"  Louis’s wife, a Chinese major, had not quite imparted enough knowledge for him to understand the poem by ear alone. Yet, upon hearing the final line, he felt a sudden, profound sense of sorrow. His nose stung, and he found his eyes brimming with tears.  While Louis was immersing himself in local sentiment, Johnny was taking a more investigative approach. Though some were willing to be interviewed, they were visibly wary. Johnny had spoken with three Chinese subjects, none of whom believed they would be unable to repay their debts. A large portion of those purchasing new homes were veterans. The state had specific policies for them, including job placement and ultra-low mortgage rates of around three percent.  When the subject turned to He Rui, the interviewees became even more cautious. The war was not yet over, and the West was still considered the enemy. Most were initially unwilling to discuss their personal views of the late Chairman with a Western journalist.  Johnny promised he would hide their identities and ensure they faced no trouble. The tactic failed. Every person he approached stated they were unwilling to talk to a foreign reporter.  Fortunately, Johnny possessed a dogged persistence. He tried to understand *why* they refused.  China was no longer a stranger to foreigners, and the subjects spoke frankly: "We are still enemy nations. We do not believe your reporting will be fair or accurate."  Hearing the same answer from all three, a frustrated Johnny decided to head to the countryside. Even if the farmers wouldn't provide high-level analysis, seeing their lives would add depth to his report.  Yinchuan was in the Chinese West. Looking at the yellow landscape, Johnny was reminded of many regions in the American Midwest. Since the 1930s, the Great Plains had been plagued by constant disasters—much of it weather-related, but much of it man-made.  Unchecked cultivation had devastated the vegetation of the Great Plains, leading to the terrifying "Black Blizzards." The US was already a disaster zone for tornadoes; when the dust storms rose, they stripped inches of topsoil from the earth, turning the sky black as if the end of the world had arrived.  But when Johnny reached the rural areas near Yinchuan, he was stunned by what he saw up close. The Chinese Northwest was supposed to be arid; the yellow should have been the color of bare soil. Yet as he looked closer, he saw the truth of the yellow landscape. It was the color of continuous, dried vegetation. The supposedly water-starved Northwest was, in fact, carpeted in greenery.  Meanwhile, Li Runshi was also reviewing reports. He Rui’s final days had not been spent in quiet retirement or waiting for the end. In his final months, he had maintained a high-frequency, high-density contact with China’s various scientific teams.  Li Runshi had personally seen that in fields ranging from aerospace to chip technology, the research teams had received their technical directions and key points from He Rui himself.  Learning of He Rui’s final technical contributions made Li want to weep. To many, a leader providing technical direction seemed like a hollow gesture to gain fame. But Li knew how ridiculous that thought was. R&D carried enormous risks. Given He Rui's status, he had no need for the "political benefits" of the technical field.  In fact, providing technical direction was a drain on his political prestige. To risk one's prestige on a technical failure was political suicide.  Yet looking at the directions He Rui had provided, they were almost all centered on environmental protection. For a politician, this was an even greater gamble—staking everything on a long-term vision.  He Rui had even boldly pointed out the periodic fluctuations of climate change. He believed that since 1930, global temperatures had entered a warming phase that would likely peak in 1960.  Rising temperatures would inevitably lead to a surge in extreme weather events. The interaction between northern high pressure and southern sub-high pressure would create massive rainfall and droughts in the basins between the Yellow and Yangtze rivers.  Thus, He Rui had proposed taking advantage of the increased moisture moving north to clear the Huai River and initiate super-projects to restore massive lakes between the Huai and the Yellow.  Simultaneously, he called for large-scale reforestation in the Northwest, to be coordinated with the development of new energy sources like solar power. Once solar technology broke through its bottlenecks, it would have a vast space for future growth.  Beyond these theoretical guidelines, He Rui had also provided directions for new industries: solar energy, large-scale cheap seawater smelting, and utilizing coal to produce natural gas, methanol, and hydrogen.  Li Runshi felt his own knowledge in these areas was weak. He could understand the simpler technical points, but under He Rui’s pen, the "simple" was anything but.  He Rui was adamantly opposed to reclaiming land from lakes for farming. He demanded the full restoration of the lakes and radically proposed returning the Yellow River to its Han Dynasty course—where the river and the "Bian Canal" existed simultaneously. He even wanted the northern course of the Yellow River restored to its Zhou Dynasty path, hugging the Yan Mountains.  In the north, he sought to restore the Jiluze marshes and the Liangshan marshes. In the south, he prioritized the restoration of the ancient Yunmengze marsh to alleviate the pressure of the Yangtze’s flooding.  *Yunmengze*—a name filled with mystical charm. The modern Jianghan Plain had once been a vast wetland of numerous lakes. Whenever the Yangtze flooded, the waters would pour into Yunmengze, sparing the middle and lower reaches from the full brunt of the deluge. Today, only a few scattered lakes remained of that magnificent wetland.  He Rui’s plans seemed impossibly radical to Li Runshi. He wanted to dredge Yunmengze and many other Yangtze basin lakes into deep-water reservoirs. With such capacity for storage, the Yangtze basin could be managed with human precision, becoming a new "Land of Abundance."  But from the perspective of earthwork alone, this plan seemed like an impossible task for present-day China. Furthermore, He Rui’s opposition to land reclamation meant destroying existing fields to return them to the lake. Li Runshi felt an instinctive resistance to this.  Although China currently enjoyed a plentiful grain supply through foreign trade, the idea of "destroying fields" stirred a visceral opposition in his body.  Nevertheless, Li suppressed his discomfort. He decided not to reject the ideas yet, but to focus on the immediate issues.  The greatest problem facing China was the final resolution of the war in Europe. Only two nations remained determined to fight to the end. One was Nazi Germany, born of populism and possessing a broad public base. The German public refused to accept defeat, believing that by fighting on, they might change something.  Li Runshi had to destroy the Nazi regime completely. To do so was not only to carry the revolution through to the end but also a test for his own government. He Rui’s achievements were too numerous to list, but the deepest impression he had left on the Chinese people was that of an unshakeable "strongman." As his successor, Li could not afford to leave the people with an impression of being "soft."  If Li were seen as weak, his political career would suffer a devastating blow.  Beyond Germany, the tiny nation of Belgium was displaying an indescribable "lone courage." As a nation that had gained windfall benefits from the European colonial wave, the Belgians could not deny their past. To do so would leave them with nothing.  Thus, this minuscule nation had managed to organize an army of three million, including female soldiers, and was prepared to fight the WPLA to the last.  The Military Commission’s analytical department had yielded a result that stunned Li: their models predicted that Belgium would suffer over 1.8 million military casualties in a head-on clash. In the most extreme assessment, 1.8 million would die.  If Belgium truly lost that many men, the country would not perish, but it would take thirty years or more to recover.  Li Runshi had no interest in killing so many people. But in the face of destruction, the Belgians had shown no flexibility in switching sides; instead, they had publicly declared they would fight to the last person.  The so-called "flexibility" of the Belgians was an eye-opener for Li!  While he did not wish to annihilate them, the situation was another test of his resolve. To the Chinese public, if Belgium had stated that the death of its entire population was acceptable, then China should let them die.  Until the Belgians took the initiative to surrender, any decision by Li to spare them would be interpreted as "weakness."  Had He Rui still been alive, Li could have used political propaganda to reduce casualties. But He Rui was gone, and there was no one left to shield Li from the pressure.  Currently, not only did the Chinese military loathe Belgian arrogance, but the WPLA itself was seething with the desire to wipe Belgium from the map.  These pressures left Li in a passive position. He was still in a "probationary period"; his political prestige was enough to order the army to win the war, but it was not yet enough to allow him to forgive an enemy that resisted to the end.  Ultimately, he could only hope the Belgians were not as stubborn as the legends claimed, and that they would surrender after receiving a heavy enough blow.  Many years later, when Li Runshi recalled the decisions he made at the start of his administration, he would sigh at his own "naivety." He would realize he had been young, lacking in insight into the world. Had he been willing to pay the price to replace the attacking WPLA units with the regular Chinese Army, many things would have turned out differently.  But in late March 1945, beyond discussing the future world order with visiting heads of state, Li had to make decisions on economic development.  Just as he instinctively opposed the destruction of fields for lakes, he instinctively opposed any decision involving massive expenditures.  Whenever he felt this way, he would remind himself: He Rui seemed unrestrained in his spending, but the reason was simple. He knew that if the cost were not met, no matter how good the intention, the result would never be positive.  The price of building a new era was so vast that most people living through it subconsciously assumed it was controllable—that with good intentions, the goal could be reached at minimal cost.  Only those who were mistaken for "anti-social" or "anti-human" could reach an assessment of the cost that approached the truth.  In the military field, it was said that only the truly wise and the truly foolish understand strategy. The wise are forced to admit that only the strategic direction is consistent with objective law. The foolish never even imagine another path.  Both do the same thing: they cast aside their own emotions and ignore what is commonly called "humanity." They simply follow the objective laws of the time to execute a plan that accords with those laws.  Many criticized He Rui, both in life and in death. They called him treacherous, cunning, and cold-blooded. Yet these critics, intentionally or otherwise, overlooked one thing: He Rui was a pure man. His treachery, cunning, and coldness were merely manifestations of that purity in different environments.  If destroying Belgium were necessary to complete the cause of liberating humanity, He Rui would destroy it. He would not love the Belgians as fellow humans, nor would he hate them.  The destruction of Belgium would have nothing to do with the Belgians themselves, nor with He Rui’s personal feelings.
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Removing the brain and other perishable organs, performing cosmetic restoration, and then immersing the remains in a solution that would remain unchanged for a century—at the news of the steps required to preserve He Rui’s body in a crystal coffin, both of his wives suffered an emotional breakdown.  Yet no high-ranking official allowed the feelings of the two women to alter their decision. The people required a tangible source of consolation, and the state required it even more. In such a moment, all private emotions had to give way.  Li Runshi’s own feelings were indeed shaken, yet his reason acknowledged the necessity of the act. He could now understand why He Rui, in a separate letter to the Central Committee, had made no mention of his final arrangements. He Rui knew that the world at this stage was not yet so idyllic.  According to the Central Committee’s plan, the funeral procession and national memorial service were held on April 2nd. On this day, citizens across the country—even in the most remote villages—listened to the live broadcast on their village radios or watched the capital's ceremony on television.  The population of the capital had surged from six million to twelve million as millions more flocked from across the country and the world to participate. Over a million soldiers had been deployed to maintain order.  At 8:00 AM, the hearse carrying He Rui’s remains emerged from the funeral home. Within the crystal coffin, He Rui lay in eternal silence. At fifty-five, a man does not yet appear truly old; He Rui’s face was smooth and clean, devoid of significant wrinkles. His skin, rendered pale by the failure of his internal organs, only added to the solemnity of his features. With his pink lips and the long lashes of his closed eyes, he appeared even younger than he had in life.  The hearse moved with extreme deliberation, flanked by a guard of honor composed of hundreds of young soldiers, all at least 188 centimeters tall. They escorted the leader of China to his final destination with dedicated focus, their majestic bearing a perfect match for the gravity of the hour.  The ten-lane Renmin Road was lined with broad sidewalks, occupied by the millions who had come to see him off. A forest of national, party, and military flags stood alongside the banners of foreign delegations and civic organizations, all held in silent tribute to He Rui.  Though some wailed in grief, most were enveloped in a mood of profound solemnity. During He Rui’s life, China had been saved. Not only China, but colonies across the globe had achieved liberation from the rule of colonialism. Thus, most of those present felt no piercing tragedy; their expectations of He Rui had been fulfilled, and to weep too loudly felt almost out of place.  Surrounded by a sea of flowers, the crystal coffin moved slowly down Renmin Road.  Seated within the open-topped hearse were Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, and a few others—the oldest comrades who had followed He Rui into revolution from the start. They had requested to personally serve as pallbearers. No one contested them; only they were deemed fit for such a privilege.  The pallbearers did not wear traditional mourning white. For the state, He Rui’s private identity had long been suppressed; private attire was deemed inappropriate for the occasion.  Former Premier Wu Youping glanced back periodically at He Rui in his coffin. In 1915, he had felt that He Rui was a man who radiated light among the masses—wherever he was, he was the center.  He still felt that way now. Everyone here was here for He Rui. To reduce the strain on public order, the government had not actually hoped for so many people to attend, yet millions still lined the streets.  People scattered flowers before the convoy. It was not yet the season for blooming in Henan in March, so the flowers had been sent from the southern provinces. Some off-season varieties had even been flown in from the Southern Hemisphere.  The scent of jasmine, osmanthus, and lilies filled the air. The petals carpeted the streets, crushed under the wheels of hundreds of vehicles, yet no one paid it any mind.  Those within the funeral cortege had no thoughts of flowers. Wu Youping looked back at the coffin once more and suddenly burst into tears. Wiping his eyes, he spoke to Marshal Xu Chengfeng, who sat beside him in a crisp uniform: "Marshal Xu, if it weren't for the fact that we'll be able to see the Chairman again in the future, I would never have allowed him to be interred so quickly."  Xu Chengfeng knew that Wu had kept vigil by the coffin almost every day, a fact he envied. Having resigned all his posts, Wu could do as he pleased; Xu, however, still had the work of the Military Commission to complete. The war was in its final act, but it was not yet over. In these closing stages, there could be no room for error.  "Premier, once the war ends, we’ll go with Xiushan and Ruofan to visit him. They didn't make it back in time for the Chairman to personally review the troops returning with them. I can’t imagine how they must feel right now," Xu said, his own tears beginning to fall.  Seeing the high officials in the hearse weeping, the crowds on the sidelines were overcome with sorrow and began to cry as well.  Even the common people had pinned many of their hopes on He Rui. The vast majority of those hopes had been met through policy and systemic change during his life.  A good life, a future filled with hope—even if achieving them required great effort from everyone, those expectations had not been in vain. Thus, the people were there out of a genuine desire to see him off, not mere curiosity.  Most did not yet fully grasp that an entire era had ended with He Rui's death, yet they felt an irresistible compulsion to be there.  The convoy moved steadily past one mourning square after another.  Realizing that He Rui was truly departing from them, someone in the crowd suddenly began to sing: "The five-star red flag flutters in the wind, the song of victory rings so bright. Sing for our beloved motherland, moving from now toward prosperity and strength."  The rhythm of the song was upbeat, normally unsuitable for a funeral. Yet at this moment, the people felt no discord. Once one started, others followed, and soon the air was filled with the chorus of "Ode to the Motherland."  "...Over the mountains, over the plains, Across the surging Yellow and Yangtze rivers. The vast and beautiful land Is our beloved home. The heroic people have stood up, We are united, fraternal, and as strong as steel..."  Had the funeral been held immediately after his death, the people would have been immersed in shock and grief. But it had been over twenty days; the "Third Seven" had passed. As the public reflected on He Rui’s life, they found a man who had lived with a clear conscience and no regrets. His life's pursuit was perfectly mirrored in the lyrics of the "Ode."  Even those who did not consciously realize this felt a resonance with the words and joined in the singing.  Wu Youping, on the hearse, was initially indifferent to the singing, but soon he too began to hum along: "...We are industrious, we are brave, Independence and freedom are our ideals. How many hardships have we overcome To achieve today's liberation? We love peace, We love our home, If anyone dares to invade us, we shall call for their destruction."  Li Runshi and the other idealists in the following vehicles also found themselves emerging from their heavy grief. As He Rui’s comrades, they felt his departure was a tragedy, yet his life was anything but sad.  Status and power were as fleeting as smoke, but He Rui had truly left his mark on Chinese and world history. This mark would become the history that carried China forward. As long as Chinese civilization existed, He Rui would never be erased; he would live on in its story.  Among the sea of people were many foreign journalists. To a man, they were staggered by what they saw. Many had witnessed traditional Chinese funerals before—the wailing and frantic grief of the families had always struck them as a somewhat performative display of sorrow.  What they saw now was entirely different. The people were sad, yet they were not despondent. The collective singing of the "Ode" gave the funeral an air of vibrant vitality. It caused an inexplicable tremor in the hearts of the Western reporters.  The West had long considered He Rui a great man, but this funeral made the journalists feel that the Chinese people were truly great. They did not place their destiny in the hands of a single great leader; instead, they bound their destiny to that of their motherland. There were no greater people than these.  After the interment, the millions of mourners converged on People's Square. From the rostrum, Li Runshi addressed the millions in the square, the 700 million in China, and the 80 percent of the world’s population his voice reached. His voice was steady and rhythmic as he spoke: "Let the reactionaries at home and abroad tremble before us! Let them say we are capable of neither this nor that! The unyielding efforts of the Chinese people will steadily reach their goal.  "Eternal glory to the people's heroes who sacrificed their lives in the People’s War of Liberation and the People’s Revolution!  "Long live the People's Republic of China! Long live the great unity of the world's people!"  The journalists felt the emotions of the millions in the square being struck by this heroic oration. The red flags that had been lowered were hoisted high once again and began to wave. No one cheered, yet no one remained sunken in grief. At this moment, as the wordless emotion seemed to reach its peak, Li Runshi’s voice echoed across the vast square:  "Long live the people! Long live the people! Long live the people!"  That day, every foreign journalist in the square found themselves shivering. For some, it was a tremor of intense joy; for others, it was a suffocating touch of terror.  On April 3, 1945, the day after He Rui’s funeral, an article penned by Li Runshi appeared on the front page of the National Daily: "Carry the Revolution Through to the End."  It was also on this day that the World People's Liberation Army, having completed its emotional reconstruction, resumed its full offensive. The first to face its wrath was Belgium.  WPLA landing forces set out from liberated Britain, shielded by a formidable air and naval presence, and struck the Belgian coast. The final campaign of the Second World War had at last begun.
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Morocco served as the current headquarters for the General Logistics Department of the World People's Liberation Army. Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the Director of General Logistics, was presiding over an internal meeting concerning supply and disposal. As everyone in attendance was a Chinese officer, the atmosphere was particularly somber.  Not a single trace of a smile touched Cheng Ruofan’s face. Every task, every report, seemed to trigger memories of He Rui, and with those memories came waves of uncontrollable pain.  Nevertheless, Cheng pushed forward with the pre-arranged work. His voice was low as he asked, "I have reviewed the latest equipment plan. You wish to utilize European laborers. Is anyone prepared to take direct responsibility for any issues that may arise?"  The officers exchanged glances but remained silent. As the war entered this final phase, the WPLA General Logistics Department was forced to confront the problem of the organization’s eventual dissolution—adhering to He Rui’s definition that the WPLA was not a permanent entity.  Joining forces is easy; parting ways is far harder. If the dissolution were handled crudely, former partners could instantly become rivals. He Rui’s goal was to disband the WPLA, not to see it fragment into competing factions.  Cheng Ruofan, however, was not tasked with these high-level political considerations. His responsibility was technical. Since the outbreak of the war, He Rui had been extremely restrained in approving military production plans. Even so, China had manufactured 300,000 propeller fighters along with their necessary components.  Excluding those shot down or scrapped due to service life, China still possessed 120,000 propeller aircraft. Maintaining such a vast fleet was an enormous drain on resources, requiring daily upkeep. Consequently, the General Logistics Department of the Chinese National Defense Forces hoped that the WPLA’s logistics arm under Cheng Ruofan could help "consume" this surplus.  One proposal from the WPLA logistics team was to establish maintenance plants in Europe. Using local labor, they would dismantle aircraft reaching the end of their service life and use the salvaged parts to maintain the active fleet.  He Rui’s grasp of the war's timeline had been characteristically precise; the last dedicated components for these 120,000 fighters had been manufactured at the end of 1942. Thinking of this, Cheng Ruofan felt another pang of sorrow.  He forced himself to focus and issued the orders: "Instruct Italy and Spain to immediately organize enterprises to participate in the bidding for the dismantling work. For other liberated European nations, conduct tenders based on available intelligence and categorize the participating firms. For those only capable of basic dismantling, we shall send our own personnel to handle the more precision-oriented tasks."  With that concluded, Cheng adjourned the meeting and walked out alone.  Morocco is a North African nation on the western edge of the Mediterranean. Stepping out of the WPLA Logistics office, which was situated on a slight elevation, one could see the brightly painted houses of the capital, Rabat.  Although Morocco was not a desert nation, rainfall was scarce. The relatively dry climate meant the paint on the walls did not easily fade. At some point, the citizens had begun using a riot of vivid colors for their homes. From a distance, the multicolored buildings created a city scape that resembled something out of a fairy tale.  Cheng Ruofan stared at the exotic scenery for a while before he managed to suppress his grief. Being on active duty abroad meant he had missed seeing He Rui one last time, and he had even been unable to attend the funeral. It was a source of profound regret. Although he knew he had to remain calm and return to work with maximum efficiency, he found himself repeatedly unable to do so. The harder he tried, the more the pain seemed to redouble.  Just then, a flight of fighters roared overhead. Somehow, the sight seemed to clear his mind. He returned to his office immediately and drafted a telegram to the capital. In it, he made no attempt to gloss over his condition, but frankly admitted that he was currently emotionally unstable and unable to work at full capacity. He requested that the Military Commission send someone to replace him.  In ordinary times, such a telegram—even from Cheng Ruofan—would have invited severe criticism. But no one dared criticize him now. Everyone was aware of the depth of Cheng’s feelings for He Rui; it would have been more surprising if he *had* been able to continue as if nothing had happened.  Thus, the telegram was forwarded directly to the Chairman of the Military Commission, Li Runshi. After reading it, Li felt that someone was trying to test him. In the old days, such an emotional display would be labeled "loyalty," and one would engage in the ritualized game of "three refusals and three invitations."  Li Runshi had no interest in such games. He replied to Cheng immediately and directly: "...Our forces must resolve the European campaign as quickly as possible at this stage. The sooner the war ends, the less pain it will cause. Therefore, I ask Comrade Cheng Ruofan to do his utmost to set aside his emotions and remain at his post. If you truly find it impossible to control your state of mind, then please identify a comrade to temporarily take over your command so that the work does not cease..."  Finishing the order, Li let out a sigh. The world was watching for the impact of He Rui’s passing. If China could not maintain its stability and strength, it would invite many unfavorable shifts. But since it was impossible for no problems to arise, Li could only hope they wouldn't become unmanageable.  Had Li known the current state of the Belgian army, he might have felt differently.  Britain and Belgium were neighbors. Before the First World War, the two had signed a secret treaty because of their proximity. If Germany occupied Belgium, it could utilize the Belgian ports to launch a landing in Britain.  Now, the Belgian army was suffering a level of bombardment they had never experienced. While German industry was capable of producing jet fighters, Belgium possessed no such capacity. Consequently, the skies over Belgium were filled with Chinese propeller aircraft. In this "low-intensity" theater, propeller planes were actually more cost-effective.  Over the heads of the Belgian army, more than ten thousand fighters conducted non-stop strafing and bombing runs. This total air superiority not only caused massive casualties but also paralyzed Belgian movement. If an army is shattered while on the march, it loses all strategic value beyond static defense. Virtually the entire Belgian military was now in such a state.  Within both the regular Chinese Army and the WPLA, many had developed a visceral loathing for Belgium after hearing their government’s vow to "fight to the last man." Many felt the impulse to simply wipe the Belgians out entirely. However, military science demanded a more rational approach. Even if the goal were to annihilate all three million Belgian soldiers, the most efficient method was to cut their supply lines and encircle them. Only after they officially refused a surrender would one employ total fire coverage.  A hot-headed, direct assault was seen as inefficient and unwise.  To maintain ten thousand aircraft in constant attack required a pool of pilots three times that number—roughly forty thousand—and a fleet of around thirty thousand planes.  During his life, He Rui had transferred China’s domestic propeller fleet to the African and European theaters of the WPLA, partly to consume the aging equipment. This transfer had indeed boosted the WPLA’s combat power to the point where it could satisfy such high-intensity operations.  However, the consumption of spare parts was staggering, and the demand had exhausted the supply of dedicated components. Parts now had to be stripped from aircraft that were grounded for various reasons and fitted onto active planes.  This work had already begun, initially handled by the WPLA’s own logistics plants. But with many WPLA members returning to their home countries and the number of Chinese personnel decreasing, they had opened the work to tenders in liberated European nations near the combat zone.  King Leopold III of Belgium was unaware of this until April 4th, when the Belgian Ambassador to the Netherlands urgently contacted the cabinet. He reported that Royal Dutch Shell had successfully secured a contract to dismantle Chinese fighters and supply the parts to the fleet currently bombing the Belgian army.  The cabinet members were silent; they didn't know what to say. In Europe, the Netherlands was synonymous with "吝啬"—stinginess or extreme pragmatism. This translated into an obsession with acquiring wealth. In this regard, the Dutch had a history of providing loans to Britain to fund the English war against the Netherlands itself.  That the Dutch would sell out Belgium now was hardly a surprise. Thus, the cabinet members hesitated to even begin cursing their neighbors.  Recrimination was useless anyway. While the cabinet members came from different backgrounds and held varying positions, they all shared one thing in common: their ancestors had participated in the colonial crimes in Africa. In present-day Belgium, finding a citizen entirely untouched by the legacy of colonial sin was a difficult task.  Ultimately, no one raised the subject of surrender. The cabinet reached a decision: appeal to Nazi Germany for aid. They hoped Hitler would invade the Netherlands to "show those European traitors some color" (给颜色看看).  When the WPLA intercepted this intelligence, the translators were astonished to find that the Belgian government had literally used the phrase "show them some color." This was a quintessentially Chinese idiom that had first become popular in the English-speaking world before being adopted by the Belgians.  Seeing the sheer reach of Chinese influence, the translators found it quite incredible.



★


Chapter 969: The Sun Rises on the Ground (1)

Volume 9 — Chapter 11

❧ ❧ ❧


Tanks rumbled forward, but across the Belgian positions, the thunder of artillery had fallen silent. It wasn't that the Belgians had run out of shells; rather, their artillery batteries had been blasted to smithereens by low-flying propeller fighters.  Watching the tanks approach, the Belgian division commander in charge of the sector set down the telephone. His staff watched him with a mix of tension and hope. The commander’s face was etched with despondency as he spoke: "The High Command forbids us from surrendering. We must fight to the end."  The staff officers slumped in resignation. As Belgians, they truly did not know how to execute an order that guaranteed their own destruction.  But then the commander added, "Prepare the banners. I will go to the front myself."  In the Chinese capital, Li Runshi was following the progress of the war in Belgium. Even a man like He Rui—who had styled himself an anti-human, anti-social madman—believed that China needed to build a global order, and massacre was no part of that order.  King Leopold III of Belgium was also prepared to intervene in the battle at any moment. But fortune was not on his side. Although his Foreign Minister and two undersecretaries had reached France, Switzerland, and Italy, they brought back no news of a Chinese political concession.  As Black armies bypassed and encircled his forces, breaking the Belgian lines on the plains and annihilating vast numbers of troops, Leopold felt his head spinning. He could not believe that China truly cared nothing for Belgium.  In the eyes of the Belgian elite led by Leopold, their desperate resistance might stir a sense of solidarity in France and Italy—especially France. France had suffered immense colonial losses, and domestic sentiment was bitter. This was why France had not yet officially joined the Chinese camp.  But things went unexpectedly awry. No matter how hard the Belgians fought, and despite their diplomatic efforts across Europe, they could not even secure a meeting with the Chinese ambassadors in France, Italy, or Switzerland.  The vanguard of the World People's Liberation Army was the 88th Army. Since entering the European theater, the WPLA's composition had changed significantly. Many European comrades had returned to serve in their own national armies after liberation, replacing the old structures. Consequently, the proportion of Asian and African personnel in the WPLA was higher than ever.  The lead units, composed primarily of Black soldiers, encountered a group of Belgian soldiers displaying white markings. Their first instinct was not to blast them to pieces. Not long before, other Belgian soldiers had approached under a white flag, requesting a temporary ceasefire to communicate.  These Black officers and men had fought many battles against white European armies, and the current theater no longer stirred their fighting spirit. While the reasons were unclear, the performance of their opponents was certainly different.  Before long, a group of Belgian soldiers appeared before the offensive lines, holding banners that read "We Will Never Surrender" in Dutch, French, and German.  The commanding officer was a Chinese Colonel who understood both French and German. Seeing the banners, he was momentarily nonplussed. *If you won't surrender, what are you doing here?*  The following dialogue ensued between the Colonel and the Belgian division commander:  "Are you truly not surrendering?"  "We will never surrender!"  "Since you won't surrender, why have you come here?"  "We have come to tell you that we will never surrender."  "...We understand. You may go back now."  "No, you do not understand. We will never surrender!"  "I truly do understand. You will never surrender."  "No, you *truly* do not understand. We will never surrender."  "...Are you... trying to tell me... that you *merely* won't surrender?"  "Exactly. We will never surrender."  The Chinese Colonel did not take the commander’s words at face value. However, he could understand something of the man’s predicament. The tradition of the Chinese Army was indeed to never surrender; thus, unless faced with extreme circumstances where the reality of the battle differed fundamentally from pre-war preparations, they would not recklessly fight to the last man.  It was just that such discrepancies had almost never occurred in the history of the Chinese military, giving the appearance that they fought every enemy to the end as a matter of course.  If an enemy were too strong for a frontal assault, the Chinese would immediately shift to mobile warfare, striking the flanks and logistics. They were never so foolish as to die in a static defense against an overwhelming force.  However, Belgium was a small nation, a mere 30,000 square kilometers—roughly 300 by 100 kilometers. At the WPLA’s current advance speed, 300 kilometers was a week’s work; 100 kilometers could be punched through in three days. In a nation with no operational depth, even the most skilled soldiers were severely limited.  After a moment’s thought, the Colonel asked, "Can you guarantee that you are *only* refusing to surrender? Because if that is the case, you are not our current objective."  "As soldiers of honor, since the High Command has ordered us never to surrender, we shall not," the commander replied helplessly. "As for anything else, we can only respond to the needs of the battlefield." There were nominally fifty full-strength Belgian infantry divisions; he was only one. Even if he could order his own unit to cease military operations, what of the other forty-nine? He could not imagine the choices his colleagues would make.  Ultimately, this Belgian division remained in its positions under the watchful eyes of the Black troops. The WPLA units bypassed them and continued toward their next objective.  However, the next Belgian commander had a very different interpretation of "never surrendering." Not only did they resist fiercely, but they deployed sniper units composed of expert marksmen to pick off WPLA infantry with precision.  When WPLA armored vehicles attempted a breakthrough, Belgian soldiers even charged them with satchel charges. Though they failed, they left a deep impression.  Interrogations of captured prisoners revealed that the unit ahead was part of the Belgian 3rd Legion. This was no ordinary formation; it was composed of Belgian fascists and their followers.  Belgium might be small, but it was not devoid of a public that identified with "grand narratives." These followers hoped Belgium could become part of a "great history." In the current European context, Fascism was undoubtedly the grandest of narratives.  The 3rd Legion had no interest in serving as cannon fodder for Nazi Germany—not until the WPLA arrived to "liberate" Europe. They believed they had finally found the chance to be part of Belgium’s great story.  Upholding the glory of colonialism, resisting the alien invader, becoming the saviors of the white world, the loyal knights... and so on.  Faced with such an obstinate and misguided enemy, the WPLA had but one choice. The unit immediately called for air support, requesting thermobaric coverage. When the request reached the High Command, they hesitated to make the call and forwarded it up the chain until it reached Li Runshi.  Li Runshi was silent after reading the report. As he had said: *If the line is wrong, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary they become.*  A small nation like Belgium could never possess its own genuine grand narrative. To insist on one on home soil rather than joining the broader historical current was a fundamental error.  Li knew why the intelligence had been sent to him. Had He Rui still been alive, Cheng Ruofan likely would have made the decision himself, and He Rui would only have seen the report after the fact. Now, Li was being tested by those below him.  This was the nature of a management system: not only does the top test the bottom, but the bottom tests the top. On critical decisions, so long as no fundamental principle was at stake, whether Li’s choice earned the respect of his comrades would determine their support in future elections.  From a structural perspective, the transfer of power from He Rui to Li Runshi had been a masterpiece. But no event has only one side. Since power was subject to change through election, Li had to accept the constant supervision of his comrades, who could express their will through their ballots.  Li did not complain, for he believed even He Rui had been subject to the same reality. He Rui’s seemingly unshakeable position was built on overwhelming support. Had he been the one making the decision now, he too would have authorized the total annihilation of this 3rd Legion division.  Ultimately, Li Runshi reached his decision: "Annihilate the obstinate enemy!"  The effects of thermobaric coverage had been extensively tested in the Pacific; the result was not in doubt. When one grand narrative encounters another, the weaker side must bear the terrible weight of the consequence.  The units of the Belgian 3rd Legion had no time to grasp the nature of the conflict—a conflict far beyond their small nation’s comprehension. After all, Belgium had reaped disproportionate benefits during the colonial era and could not understand how heavy a genuine grand narrative truly was.  Fire covered an area of over ten square kilometers, utterly consuming the oxygen in the air. Deprived of air, the Belgian soldiers died in agony amidst the high heat in a matter of seconds.  The WPLA felt no shadow of guilt. Compared to the suffering of the colonial peoples, the entire population of Belgium amounted to less than a fraction of those who had been murdered under its rule.  Since the Belgians still clung to colonialism as their source of honor, they were destined to face the wrath of the liberated.  Across the blazing positions, the stench of charred flesh filled the air. The neighboring Belgian units, witnessing the true horror of war for the first time, were scared witless. Only one division commander managed to keep his composure long enough to call the rear command and ask what to do next.  The answer from the High Command was simple and cold: "We order you: Never surrender! Fight to the last man!"
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The order to "never surrender" had been issued by King Leopold III of Belgium. On the morning of April 6, 1945, representatives from the three main political parties—the Socialists, the Liberals, and the Communists—arrived at the Palace to ask the King if he would reconsider.  It had to be said that Leopold III was a handsome man. But his handsome features were set in a mask of indifference, matched by the coldness of his tone: "This matter has already received the consensus of the Belgian people. As King, I must stand with them."  "Your Majesty, as Head of State, you have an obligation to make correct judgments," the Socialist leader replied, his face grim.  Leopold looked at the three party leaders, all of whom appeared quite threatening, and let out a short, sharp laugh. "Heh."  At the sound of the King’s sneer, his guards tightened their grip on their weapons. These men knew they were likely to die in the coming days, but as Leopold had said, the decision to resist to the end was currently the consensus of the Belgian people.  The fact that Belgian colonial policies had caused the deaths of twenty million Black Congolese was not Chinese propaganda; it was the conclusion of an international commission of inquiry conducted by Western powers in 1905. Even Belgium itself had been forced to admit the primary facts.  Even after Belgium had been stripped of the ability to engage in direct, bloody plunder, the period from 1905 to 1940 had seen a continued regime of murder, looting, and torture in the Congo, leading to the deaths of another 3.9 million locals over those thirty-five years.  These bloody crimes had enriched the Belgian elite, but the ordinary Belgian people had also reaped the rewards. The Belgian Royal Family had deliberately utilized a portion of these ill-gotten gains to fund social security and welfare for the populace, effectively making every Belgian citizen an accomplice to the crimes of the upper class.  At the very least, the Belgian government had succeeded in making the people *believe* they were accomplices.  Thus, to trial Belgium for colonial crimes was, in their eyes, to trial the entire Belgian people. When Leopold’s government offered this explanation to the public, it was met with widespread agreement.  Had only the Royal Family been facing destruction, the public might have remained indifferent. But once the Chinese-led anti-colonial war achieved victory, all Belgians would be branded criminals—a label the vast majority of them truly refused to accept.  Even the Belgian Communists were mocked for their anti-colonial rhetoric, branded as "hypocrites who drink the blood of colonial slaves with one hand and preach anti-colonialism with the other."  Gazing at the party leaders who were threatening their King, and thinking of how they hoped to trade the reputation and safety of the Belgian people for their own political gain and "innocence," the Royal Guards stood ready to kill them at the slightest sign of hostility toward the monarch. Some guards were already contemplating taking matters into their own hands to remove these traitors.  Leopold knew perfectly well that Belgium lacked the strength to fight China to the bitter end. He addressed the three leaders: "The government’s stance is clear. Since Belgium no longer possesses colonies, we shall no longer seek ownership of them. As for the events of the past, the government expresses its regret on humanitarian grounds. The tragedies were not Belgium’s objective; they were merely tragedies.  "The government and the people have reached a consensus on this. On this basis, we are willing to engage in any peace negotiations with China."  The three leaders were left speechless. Everything Leopold said was true; the Parliament and the national plebiscite had confirmed these views. Belgium was a small nation; even after losing the vast Congo, the people had no intention of retaking it. In the referendum, they had even agreed to abandon Belgian investments in the Congo and across Africa. For the people, this represented a significant loss, as a portion of those investments funded their basic social services.  But such a loss, combined with some humanitarian compensation, was something the Belgian public could accept. To admit to *crimes* on top of that, however, was beyond their threshold of endurance.  Ultimately, the three leaders were forced to abandon their effort and departed in frustration. Outside the palace, they held a brief conference. All three agreed that to reduce public casualties, the army had to surrender.  But their influence within the military was minimal. The Belgian soldiers had not been tricked into fighting; they knew exactly what they were defending, and they were truly willing to defend it. "Do these men truly not know they are going to die?" the Communist Chairman asked.  The other two looked at him as if he were a fool. Of course they knew. But they had accepted the call to arms because to refuse meant open betrayal of the nation. No one could bear to be branded a traitor.  The Communist Chairman did not bother to explain further. He told his colleagues solemnly, "We will have our party members seize command where possible and lead their units to surrender. Our party believes this is the only way to save the Belgian people."  "Does China truly intend to create a hatred that will last a hundred years?" the Liberal leader asked uncertainly.  There was a rumor currently circulating within Belgium—no one knew its source, but most were eager to believe it.  The rumor held that since China proclaimed communism as its ideal, and since communism held that all people were equal and worthy of care, then China could not possibly bring itself to strike a truly crushing blow against a Belgian army that was merely defending its homeland. Mass casualties among the Belgians would prove that Chinese propaganda was a fraud, and their claim to be a communist state would collapse.  As party leaders, even if only of a small nation, the Socialist and Liberal chiefs did not truly believe this. Yet they found themselves *wanting* to believe it, much like the majority of the public.  The Belgians knew they would be defeated; they harbored no illusions of a miraculous reversal. But they felt that since they had been humbled to the point of no longer seeking victory, while the other side claimed to be fighting for noble ideals, then the other side ought to respect the Belgian will.  Seeing the two men lost in their fantasies, the Communist Chairman felt the urge to scream, but he held it back. He knew that the Belgian people truly believed they had already sacrificed enough. What they sought now was their final honor, nothing more. To prove them guilty by slaughtering millions seemed, indeed, an excessive price.  But for the Belgian Communist Party, the question of colonial guilt was a matter of principle. The WPLA had already sacrificed millions in the war for global liberation; they weren't seeking revenge, they were seeking to prove their principles were correct.  If Belgium were spared, every other nation could rightfully claim that the WPLA’s core philosophy was flawed, or at least incomplete. Thus, the WPLA was destined to crush the final Belgian resistance, even at the cost of a million Belgian lives.  Ultimately, the other two leaders agreed, somewhat reluctantly, to mobilize their members to seize command where possible. The Communist Chairman, trusting neither of them, returned to his headquarters and convened a meeting.  "...The weakness of the bourgeoisie lies in this: when a thorough revolution is required, they will prevaricate the moment the result is not the deal they expected. We cannot treat them as partners. We seek to save the Belgian people, and for that end, we are willing to endure the slanders and misunderstandings that follow. This is our duty!"  His words stirred the cadres in the room; many were moved to tears.  To the Chinese Civilization Party or the Soviet Party, such a display of self-sentiment would be labeled a classic symptom of "petty-bourgeois infantilism." Survival is a serious matter. Both China and the USSR had endured the harshest tests of existence. Compared to what they had faced, Belgium's predicament was nothing. Their choices were seen as little more than a "groan without an illness."  But the Belgians had never had the chance or the necessity to endure the trials of China or Russia. If a true catastrophe fell upon them, the only result of a total Belgian effort would likely be the near-extinction of the nation.  From the perspective of "choosing a general from among the cripples," however, the Belgian Communists had at least learned some basic principles. Thinking on the basis of materialist dialectics allowed them to reach relatively sound decisions.  Belgium was small. By April 7th, the party members had received their instructions. A portion of the Belgian Communists began to act. Fortunately, they had maintained contact with Belgian members of the WPLA, and finally managed to coordinate with the high command.  By April 8th, the Belgian army was categorized once more. Any unit containing Belgian Communist Party members was removed from the list for "destructive strikes." This meant that at least a third of the Belgian army escaped the fate of total annihilation.  But the Communist influence was limited; the other two-thirds remained on the list. Before the final strike, the report reached Li Runshi.  Reading the report, Li found his emotions fluctuating far more than he had anticipated. After the "erasure" of the 3rd Legion—regarded as a stubborn fascist military organization—the rest of the Belgian army had not given up. Even when beaten into a pitiable state under absolute inferiority, they fought on with valor. "Human bomb" attacks on tanks were constant, causing the WPLA offensive significant losses.  The reports indicated that while the infantry could still execute orders, a clear "war-weariness" had set in. This wasn't a refusal to fight, but rather a refusal to use the traditional methods that required personal sacrifice. The troops were now universally leaning toward using long-range fire to eliminate the enemy.  Traditionally, the WPLA's will to fight had been reliable. In North Africa, they had been brave enough to "fix bayonets to their artillery," engaging in fierce close combat to crush the German and British Afrika Korps.  But after the brutal offensive and the news of He Rui’s death, their will had been shaken. This instability allowed the Belgians to hide in their fortifications and utilize desperate raids to inflict greater losses on the WPLA.  As for the cause, the report suggested that He Rui's death had hit the WPLA harder than estimated. Li Runshi, however, more calmly concluded that a large reason was his own lack of courage to employ a tactic of total destruction against the Belgians. Or rather, when the Belgians displayed their desperate madness, Li had failed to inject greater courage into the WPLA.  Courage, or morale, is a subtle thing in war. If a unit believes it *must* pay a high price to win, it will accept that price. In the Pacific, the Sino-Japanese forces had paid a staggering price to seize islands, eventually exhausting the Anglo-American long-range deployment capacity.  In North America and North Africa, China and the WPLA had similarly used massed conventional combat to drain the reach of the US, Germany, and Britain.  Courage is not born from nothing; it requires a return. After He Rui’s death, Li found his assessment of the late Chairman becoming more objective. He had once thought He Rui’s stance on many issues was flawed; now, standing in his place, he realized it was his own perspective that had been limited.  What the people needed from He Rui was not to learn from him, but for him to bring them victory. Human needs were diverse—security, politics, economics—and society was far larger than any government. People’s needs covered every aspect of life.  He Rui had satisfied those needs—not one or two, but all of them. Whether it was what they could articulate or what they couldn't, or even what they hadn't yet realized, He Rui had fulfilled them in the process of achieving his goals.  The problem Li faced now was that he hoped to reduce casualties, but he had failed to make his comrades accept what kind of return would justify the massive price they were paying.  He Rui had been ruthless in war. In the campaign against Japan, any unit or individual guilty of war crimes was, upon capture, trialed and summarily executed. In the short term, he satisfied the people’s desire for revenge. In the medium term, no Japanese soldier dared commit another crime. In the long term, under a Chinese-led Asia, Japan had truly reflected on its ideology, acknowledged its crimes, and purged its own militarism.  This was the difference between He Rui and Li Runshi. Li believed people could be saved from their errors; He Rui never considered saving those whose errors had turned them into enemies. As He Rui had put it: "The cost is too high."  Having realized this, Li did not waver. He too was a man of resolve. Since the conditions allowed the WPLA to proceed without the need to unite with reactionaries, he issued a definitive order: "Inquire with every surrounded enemy unit. If they do not surrender, annihilate them!"  Receiving the order, the frontline officers and men, who had felt restrained for so long, finally felt their hands and feet freed. Even if the order had come late, they were not a soft people.  Thermobaric weapons were quickly in position, and the campaign to eliminate the Belgian reactionaries began. Surrender or die. Though the soldiers might feel a trace of sorrow for the brutality, it would not shake their determination to destroy colonialism once and for all.
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As every Belgian division was reduced to ash, the reports were delivered to Li Runshi. Originally, Li had not wished to involve himself in such minute detail, but during He Rui's life, he had inquired about the power of thermobaric weapons. He Rui had described the principles and combat effects of these mass-casualty weapons in a tone of eerie calm.  Initially, Li Runshi had felt nothing was amiss—until he personally visited the front. Beholding the scorched battlefields and the vast carpets of enemy remains that had been incinerated alongside their positions, his view of He Rui underwent a profound shift.  Because of his illness, He Rui had been unable to visit the front lines, leading many to assume he was unaware of the specific realities of the combat. Li Runshi now understood that He Rui had known exactly what was happening—better, perhaps, than most of the officers and men involved.  During the liberation of the British mainland, He Rui had still been alive. He had personally ordered the thermobaric saturation of the coastal defenses, annihilating over 300,000 British troops in one stroke. He had been fully aware of the consequences, and his decision had been made with absolute clarity of mind.  Possessing this realization, Li Runshi forced himself to monitor the Belgian campaign. When he had not understood the depth of He Rui’s awareness, he had felt he could leave the decisions to his comrades on the front. Now, understanding that He Rui’s silence had not been born of ignorance, Li required himself to watch the progress. It was his order; it was his duty to witness its execution.  Every report meant ten thousand Belgian soldiers had been turned to charcoal. Li bore the weight of this visualization until, at last, after the fourteenth battle report, the news he had been waiting for arrived: "The Belgian army has begun to accept surrender. According to our intercepts, the new orders from the Belgian Command no longer demand that units fight to the last man, but allow them to decide for themselves."  A long, pent-up breath escaped Li Runshi’s lungs. He asked for the exact count. "The fourteenth, Chairman," the secretary answered immediately.  Li had thought it was the fifteenth. Learning it was one less than he feared felt like a thousand-pound weight being lifted. One fewer attack meant twenty thousand lives spared from destruction. The objective had been achieved with only fourteen strikes and approximately 300,000 dead. Combined with the 200,000 lost in earlier engagements, the total Belgian casualties were 500,000—far less than the 1.8 million initially calculated by the Military Commission.  Yet Li did not dwell on the numbers. He simply issued his next order: "Inform all officers and men of the World People's Liberation Army: if they resolve the issue of Nazi Germany cleanly and efficiently, it is likely that no further large-scale campaigns will occur. Whether we can deter other nations with ill intent from entering the war depends on our performance in the coming battles! For the sake of peace, I ask our comrades to fight with valor!"  With that, Li Runshi rose and walked out of his office. Outside, the world was awash in the greenery of April. Zhengzhou was in full bloom, pulsating with life. Standing by a window, Li felt as if he could still see He Rui standing there, smoking—that thin figure, radiating a calm self-possession that betrayed nothing of the man who held the fate of tens of millions in his hand.  Li Runshi was a man of exuberant passion; he had always found He Rui too cold, even misanthropic. It wasn't how he thought a leader who liberated the world should look.  Now that the old friend was gone, Li found himself understanding many things he previously could not. It was precisely because he could decide the life or death of hundreds of thousands at any moment that He Rui had carried a burden Li once found unimaginable.  The greatest difference between the two lay in their perception of power. Li Runshi’s experience had taught him to strike the strong from a position of weakness; He Rui possessed an innate mindset of the strong striking the weak.  In hindsight, He Rui’s assessment of the balance between domestic and global forces had been correct. But at the time, no one would have placed China in a position of superiority, let alone possessed the capability to plan on the assumption of genuine Chinese dominance. Not even Li Runshi could do it then; he simply couldn't see where that power was to be unearthed.  Having personally ordered the destruction of 500,000 lives, Li looked at the window where He Rui had so often stood and felt a profound sympathy for the man’s loneliness. He Rui had not believed he could "save" the people, for he believed the people already possessed genuine power—even if much of that power was born of human greed and the evolutionary impulse for status.  Even Li Runshi had once regarded these views as merely "interesting ideas." But once He Rui had unearthed those forces, China’s potential became reality, culminating in the world before his eyes.  He initially reached for a cigarette but decided against it, returning to his desk. He was not a man bound by tradition; though he had inherited everything from He Rui, he had no intention of merely following his rules. He had his own views, his own cognitions. Even out of respect for He Rui, he intended to formulate policy according to his own philosophy, pushing China toward the path he believed in. This was what He Rui had expected. He Rui had indeed established many policies that led people to believe the current economic and social model was exactly what he wanted.  In reality, the status quo He Rui had built was designed to win the Second World War. Had he lived, he would have personally overseen a total transformation of the country. He had chosen Li Runshi because he believed the future Li chose was the one most beneficial to China.  Li did not believe that the debt of gratitude should cloud his political judgment, but his relationship with He Rui was that of a revolutionary comrade and close brother-in-arms. The expectations of a like-minded comrade were the greatest motivation for him to keep moving forward.  Currently, the situation he and He Rui had discussed had returned to a phase that Li could manage with cool-headedness. China lacked the strength to stop the Soviet offensive into Nazi Germany, so they had to consider where to draw the border between the Chinese and Soviet spheres of influence within German-controlled territory.  At the subsequent Military Commission meeting, no one raised the issue of Belgium. It was clear that the destruction of hundreds of thousands of lives weighed heavily on everyone. Even Bai Qi, who had buried 400,000 Zhao soldiers alive 2,200 years ago, had earned a dark reputation for it. Modern Chinese had no desire to take pride in such one-sided destruction.  The Commission skipped over Belgium and turned directly to Nazi Germany. Li Runshi shared his assessment: "Currently, Germany’s main strength is concentrated in the North, centered on Berlin. the Soviet Union is destined to engage in a brutal war with the Wehrmacht in that region. Our forces will strike from the West, through Belgium, and from the East, through Hungary, to converge on Southern Germany. In my view, our forces should enter Austria while avoiding Czechoslovakia as much as possible..."  As Li spoke, several members of the Commission felt a sense of familiarity. He Rui had also been in the habit of outlining the broad direction and key points before inviting questions.  The issue at hand was clear. Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman, do you intend to cede Czechoslovakia to the Soviets? Or have they already requested it?"  As he finished, Xu noticed looks of disdain on the faces of many of his colleagues. Zheng Silang even chuckled.  Li Runshi asked with a lighthearted air, "Comrade Silang, what are your thoughts?"  Zheng Silang, always direct, replied: "I’ve dealt with the Mongols and the Russians. They aren't as straightforward as Chengfeng here. In my view, the USSR has almost certainly already launched an offensive into Czechoslovakia. But they definitely won't touch Austria. They wouldn't dare. And the hallmark of their culture is to grab whatever they aren't afraid to take."  As if to prove Zheng’s point, the latest intelligence was delivered to the members. Sure enough, the Red Army had entered Czechoslovakia but had not sent a single soldier toward the Austrian border.  Even without Zheng’s analysis, the report proved that Li Runshi’s assumptions matched reality. Xu Chengfeng asked bluntly, "Czechoslovakia was the industrial heart of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Do we truly intend to let the Soviets control it?"  "If we give it to them, they won't be grateful," Li explained. "But if we don't, they will certainly hate us." He did not enjoy this game of imperialist maneuvering, but reality left him little choice.  Xu Chengfeng accepted the explanation, though he couldn't help but wonder how He Rui would have handled it. Still, he didn't think Li’s approach was flawed; He Rui had always been a master of "prioritizing the big and letting go of the small," avoiding strategic burdens for China.  Czechoslovakia was too far away; China's reach was limited. To force a presence there would be a losing proposition. Years ago, after the Japanese revolution, He Rui had simply built the East Asian Coal and Steel Community to develop the Japanese economy, rather than forcing Japan into absolute submission. To do the latter would have drained Chinese resources—something He Rui never did.  If he had done so with Japan, he would certainly not let China take on a strategic burden in Czechoslovakia.  Thinking of this, Xu asked, "In that case, should we be wary of France trying to fish in these troubled waters?"  The question turned everyone's eyes back to Li Runshi. It was indeed a major concern. Li answered readily: "France very much wants to, but its Parliament will never allow it."
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The work of a national leader is to make judgments on the country's broad direction. Many assume this is not a difficult task—after all, is it not simply making choices?  Yet, making correct judgments about the future is anything but easy. As the saying goes: "Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated." Knowing one’s own capabilities and effectively organizing and deploying them is difficult enough. Understanding the situation of foreign powers and making correct projections is harder still.  The reason He Rui’s prestige was so absolute was that he possessed this dual knowledge to a degree far beyond the reach of most of his comrades. He led them according to his own perceptions, which sometimes felt to those following him like "a blind man riding a blind horse toward a deep pool at midnight."  Even the most outstanding of his comrades only reached an epiphany after the events had concluded, realizing: "So, that was it." Most required several debriefing sessions after the fact to even begin to grasp what had transpired.  And then, of course, there were those who never understood at all. They cared little for the substance of the events, concerning themselves only with the benefits success brought: power, status, and the rewards they felt they were entitled to as executors of his will. They were content to rest on their laurels—the very reason why "heroes of the revolution" so often became loathed in their later years.  Li Runshi understood this well. Thus, he explained his reasoning regarding France to his colleagues on the Military Commission. During his life, He Rui had never concealed his logic, his methodology, or his practice of analyzing specific problems individually. This was not for show, but to empower his comrades and the Chinese people through "knowledge diffusion," strengthening their individual initiative.  Only through the emergence of stronger comrades could the unfit be weeded out. Initially, Li had found He Rui’s approach ruthlessly cold. Now, however, he understood why He Rui had always accused him of being "too kind-hearted."  The current members of the Military Commission, having survived this constant process of selection, easily grasped Li’s reasoning. There were two reasons why the French Parliament refused to wade into the conflict against Germany.  The Vichy government, though established by major capitalists and reactionary capitulationists, had at least built a presidential system that appeared normal to other nations. The President was elected by the people and appointed the cabinet.  However, such a system appeared fundamentally abnormal to the French. French politics over the past few decades had been a chaotic mess, yet one consensus remained: the French political parties and the general political climate would not tolerate the emergence of another Napoleon.  To the French parties, a normal presidential system was synonymous with dictatorship—an evil order designed to oppress the people. Consequently, the Parliament was currently united in its opposition to the President.  In this atmosphere of confrontation, whenever the President moved to declare war on Germany, the Parliament stood firmly against him. Their excuses were easy to find: for instance, there was no reason for France to endure further casualties in a war.  The Parliament acted this way both internally and externally. Lacking the strength to overthrow the Vichy government on their own, they sought external intervention. At present, the only power capable of such a feat was China. Many French parties had attempted to contact China, hoping for He Rui’s support to dismantle the presidential system.  He Rui had ignored them. After his death, they turned to the Li Runshi government. While Li’s administration was highly experienced in driving out colonizers and establishing people's regimes, they had no experience—and saw no necessity—in overthrowing another nation’s legitimate government. Thus, they too rejected the French parties' overtures.  Spurned by China, the French parties could reach no consensus on cooperation with the Soviet Union either. They believed that Chinese operations in Europe required French support, and thus opposed any plan to dispatch troops against Germany as a way to maintain their leverage. This was why Li Runshi was confident the French Parliament would never approve an expedition.  To the Chinese, for whom a centralized government was a fundamental cultural pillar, the actions of the French Parliament looked suspiciously like treason.  Fortunately, the members of the Commission were well-traveled and sophisticated. After an effort to understand the situation, Xu Chengfeng sighed, "It feels like a child throwing a tantrum, doesn't it?"  The description resonated with the others. Li Runshi smiled. "Previously, when France's military strength was formidable, we called such behavior 'imperialist savagery and irrationality.' Now that our overall strength completely eclipses theirs, the same behavior looks like the petulant meddling of a child. In essence, there is no difference; it is simply the model inherent in their political tradition."  Most of the Commission members felt Li had hit the nail on the head. From this analytical perspective, the seemingly chaotic France became entirely manageable. The French parties thought that by not helping China, they could cause trouble for Beijing. China indeed disliked trouble, but its strength was now absolute. If they could resolve the issue without French aid, then the infighting among the French parties actually served to prevent further complications.  Seeing that a consensus had been reached, Li proceeded with further arrangements. China would continue to help Africa elevate its productivity, thereby significantly reducing the pressure on Chinese long-range logistics. Africa, in turn, would export materials to China, earning the funds to purchase Chinese industrial goods and services, creating a virtuous economic cycle.  After the Military Commission meeting, Li convened a high-level economic session of the State Council. He found his patience for economic work to be far inferior to He Rui’s. He Rui had been tireless when it came to economics; even the most tedious or ambiguous problems received a minute analysis and solution under his hand.  But Li felt himself lacking. For instance, in this meeting, he sought to finalize the internationalization of the Renminbi. Even though He Rui had laid out the broad direction long ago, Li found the actual implementation daunting.  Fortunately, he was not alone in his struggle. The Premier, the Vice Premiers, the Finance Minister, and the Governor of the Central Bank all felt the weight of the task.  These comrades possessed stellar resumes, yet little of their experience had been accumulated in an environment where the Chinese Yuan was a global currency. The Pound, the Dollar, the Franc—these were the world’s currencies. Compared to them, the Yuan was still in its infancy.  Li Runshi worked to suppress his internal anxiety, engaging his colleagues in analysis and discussion. By the time the session adjourned, he felt exhausted. Had he been making strategic or military judgments, he would have felt no fatigue, no matter the effort. He loved that field and possessed the capability for it.  Economics, however, was not his forte. As he sipped his tea, Li realized He Rui had never lied to him. During his life, He Rui had claimed to understand military affairs, politics, and economics. In his view, since the world was run by makeshift governments—a "choice of a general from among the cripples"—his economic capability ranked higher globally than his political skill, which in turn outranked his military skill.  When he first heard this, Li had thought He Rui was joking. Instinctively, everyone regarded He Rui as possessing a terrifying military genius.  Now, sitting in He Rui's chair, Li finally saw the truth. He Rui possessed world-class economic skill, which had allowed his government to build the powerful economic system that enabled China to win the Second World War.  If the Li Runshi government wished to build a New World Order, it had to possess the economic capability to operate that order. Otherwise, as the saying went: "When status exceeds virtue, disaster will surely follow."  Truly feeling the power of economics and the corresponding burden it imposed, Li decided that whenever he found the time, he would devote himself to the study of economic theory. He might not enjoy it, but he knew he had no choice.
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Upon hearing that the Belgian army had surrendered on its own initiative, Hitler tightened his right fist. His left hand, afflicted by an uncontrollable tremor due to drug withdrawal, could not be closed. But Hitler no longer cared. Previously, to appear radiant before the public, he had accepted numerous injections. Now, he no longer required them; the German public was under constant firebombing by the Chinese Air Force, making large-scale rallies impossible.  Currently, northern Germany was facing a fierce onslaught from the Soviet Red Army, and Czechoslovakia and Slovakia to the east had already fallen into Soviet hands. The World People's Liberation Army was preparing a pincer movement from the east and west to deliver the final blow to the Reich.  Belgium’s surrender provided China with a stable staging ground in western Germany. At the news, Hitler could not help but shout: "Those spineless traitors!"  After his outburst, he felt the accusation was largely meaningless. Yet the rage made his head throb. Germany had once conquered nearly all of Europe; now, it was forced to fight a defensive war on its own soil against the invading WPLA.  The thought of being conquered by a Black army—whom he considered only slightly superior to the Jews—brought a wave of humiliation that submerged his entire being.  Before him, the high-ranking Nazi officials remained silent. To be conquered by a Black army was an end none of them had envisioned. Only the fact that Germany would be the last nation in Europe to fall to them provided a sliver of consolation. After all, the Germans had always looked down upon the Slavs, so the Soviet offensive was largely ignored by the Nazi elite.  Fortunately, Hitler was attempting to maintain his rationality. After a period of emotional condemnation, he asked with relative composure about the Siegfried Line. Positioned opposite the Maginot Line, any WPLA advance from Belgium would have to contend with this defense.  While the Wehrmacht excelled at the offensive, it did not mean they were unskilled in defense. The Siegfried Line was incredibly robust. In 1939, when Germany invaded Poland, France had not merely sat idle; they had dispatched the maximum force their logistics could sustain to attack the line.  That serious offensive had been bloodied against the Siegfried Line, suffering tens of thousands of casualties before being forced to withdraw. In He Rui’s view, it was an indisputable fact that the French military’s combat effectiveness was inferior to that of the contemporary German army. The claim of a "Sitzkrieg" or "Phony War" was merely a piece of British propaganda designed to undermine the French.  Back in 1923, during the war against Japan, He Rui had incorporated the design principles of the Siegfried Line into the construction of the Yalu River line. In terms of design, the Siegfried Line was a high-caliber military achievement.  The German High Command shared this view, and they immediately assured Hitler that the line would inflict catastrophic losses on the advancing WPLA.  Even as the Nazi elite were discussing the matter, the vanguard of the WPLA had already begun its assault on the Siegfried Line.  Unlike the Maginot Line, the Siegfried Line placed heavy emphasis on anti-armor defenses. Vast "Dragon's Teeth" zones consisted of reinforced concrete pillars over a meter high. These were cleverly designed: the attacker might think his infantry could hide behind the pillars to avoid fire, but the layout actually allowed defenders to utilize the gaps to easily slaughter the advancing troops.  In the Sino-Japanese War years ago, the Northeast Army had given the Japanese a bitter taste of how hiding behind such pillars only made them easier to hit. At a meter high, they also effectively blocked armored vehicles, forcing the separation of tanks and infantry.  However, in the face of thermobaric weapons, these ingenious designs became farcical. Or rather, precisely because the Chinese military understood the characteristics of such advanced lines so well, they had formulated targeted strategies to overcome them.  奠定胜局的命令刚下达，齐格飞防线被攻破的消息就传到了柏林。希特勒不得不再次召集刚走没多久的纳粹德国高层再次回来开会。  Göring brought two scientists with him. Knowing that discussing the ground war would only invite a berating, he invited the scientists to brief the Führer on the latest progress of the atomic bomb before Hitler could speak.  The scientists, unaware of the grim military situation, excitedly announced that preparations for a test blast were complete. The rage on Hitler's face vanished. He had heard several briefings on the atomic bomb and grasped the basic physics behind it.  Having finished the report, Hitler did not hesitate. He ordered an immediate test.  Although the experts noted that the nuclear material their colleagues had struggled to produce was only sufficient for two samples, Hitler insisted on the test.  After dismissing the scientists, Hitler seemed somewhat recovered. He issued a series of rebukes to the Army, though they were less severe than his earlier tirades. He had already vented his initial fury, and he knew in his heart that the Wehrmacht was no match for the WPLA. After all, the two had clashed in North Africa for a long time, and those Black armies were truly formidable. They had not only defeated the Germans but had virtually annihilated the British Afrika Korps in direct combat.  The meeting might have ended there, had Manstein not asked a question: "Führer, if the test is successful, will the second bomb be used on the Northern Front or the Southern Front?"  The question brought a chill of reality to the room. The Nazi leadership, Hitler included, realized they had not considered the specific execution of such a plan.  Assuming both devices functioned, one would be used for the test, leaving only one for actual combat. Germany now faced two enemies: the Soviets in the North and the WPLA in the South.  Hitler was stumped. His hatred was profound, yet when he thought of China, he felt a certain awe. When he thought of the Black soldiers, he felt only contempt. When he thought of the Soviet Union, he felt a deep, visceral loathing.  Comparing these emotions, his reason suggested striking the WPLA in the South. But his heart wanted to nuke the Red Army. The Slavs were more loathsome to him, yet they were also more "valuable" than the Black soldiers. From an emotional standpoint, a nuclear strike on the Red Army was more satisfying.  Maintaining a shred of rationality, he told Manstein, "Have the General Staff formulate a plan for me."  Manstein had no clear direction either, but receiving the order provided a measure of relief. On his way back to the General Staff, he quickly determined that a single nuclear weapon could not alter Germany's current fate. To maximize its effect, it could only be used to delay the situation.  The German front was deteriorating rapidly, driven by the relentless bombing and attacks of the WPLA. Delaying their offensive could theoretically grant Germany a breathing space, allowing them to concentrate their strength to deal the Soviets a heavy blow and gain a brief respite.  But this required a high level of national coordination—moving units and commanding a campaign while dancing on a knife's edge. If the WPLA were delayed but the rear was unable to rapidly shift units from the South to the North for a short, effective strike against the Red Army, the entire plan would be a joke.  Field Marshal von Manstein was considered a man who could perform the work of a third of the General Staff alone. By the time his car reached the underground headquarters, his reflections had led him to conclude that everything he was doing was little more than a farce.  Even if he utilized all his skill to draft a feasible plan for the use of the nuke, it would have no impact on the final outcome. Furthermore, there was another problem: according to the nuclear experts who had returned from America, just before the Oak Ridge site was to conduct its first test, it had been pulverized by the Chinese Air Force.  Those experts believed China already understood nuclear weapons and had likely mastered their application.  From this perspective, America’s failure to test its bomb might have been a blessing. Had they succeeded, China might have struck the US with nuclear weapons first. In other words, if Germany tested a bomb, China would likely strike Germany with one without hesitation.  If things reached that stage, the test would only place Germany in even greater peril.  At this thought, Manstein felt a sense of total despondency. He lost all interest in performing his duties.  Time passed in a flash. Another day had gone. Manstein received the latest news: at 2:11 AM today—April 12, 1945—Germany had successfully detonated a nuclear weapon at an underground test site in Thuringia.  Manstein felt as if a thin wire had been tightened around his heart. Although he was nominally religious, he had never felt much for God. But in this moment, he found himself wanting to pray—to seek the protection of an all-knowing, all-powerful deity.  It was now 9:00 AM German time on April 12th. At the bomber airfields in London, large contingents of Black WPLA soldiers maintained the highest level of security.  On the ground, the airfields were protected beyond all measure. In the air, fighter groups maintained a constant vigil, ready to intercept even German V-2 ballistic missiles.  However, Germany launched no attack on the airfields. At 9:04 AM, a squadron of bombers took off, heading for the test site in Thuringia.  China's seismic monitoring units in North America and Europe had established a rigorous surveillance system. The seismic waves triggered by the successful German test were detected by a series of stations around the country. Soon, stations in North America and Asia also received the signal.  Upon comparison, the nature of Germany's act was clear. Current Chinese equipment could determine the depth of the tremor; a source within one kilometer of the surface was unmistakable. Had a natural earthquake occurred at such a depth, all of Germany would have been reduced to rubble.  With the possibility of a natural event excluded, the alarm mechanism was triggered. It was still daylight in China when the Military Commission received the news. Li Runshi reached his decision: a nuclear strike on the Thuringia test site.  The members of the Commission knew the power of the weapon and hesitated. Finally, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman Li, did the late Chairman ever speak with you about this?"  Li recalled his discussion with He Rui after they witnessed China’s first nuclear test before the war. He Rui had expressed deep reservations about the direct use of nuclear weapons. Now, Li realized He Rui’s concern was for densely populated cities. He would have had no such qualms regarding a strike on a test site with few civilians.  Had Li decided to nuke a city like Berlin, his own reservations would have been far greater. But this was an easy choice.  Li offered no explanation. He simply said, "Nazi Germany’s nuclear capability must be utterly destroyed."  At 9:44 AM local time, the special Chinese bombing formation arrived over the Thuringia test site. A small number of German fighters rose to meet them but were quickly annihilated. That any fighters were committed at all was proof of the value the Nazi elite placed on the target.  Inside the aircraft carrying the bomb, the crew saw no outward difference between the nuclear device and a conventional bomb. China had already completed the initial phase of miniaturization; the core device weighed less than 200 kilograms. With its glide apparatus, the total weight was under 300 kilograms—significantly smaller than the 500-kilogram conventional bombs common at the time.  The deployment process was no more complex than that of a standard bomb. China had conducted extensive research into glide bombs; they were no longer simple tail-finned munitions dropped into the air to fall where they may. With computer assistance, the bomb was divided into the body, the glide wings, and the tail fins. While this made operation more complex, the speed of a precision hit was much faster.  At 9:54 AM, the nuclear weapon, fitted with its glide apparatus, was moved to the bomb bay by its chain mechanism. If there was any difference, it was that while ordinary bombers were packed with munitions, this one carried only a single device.  With the order given, the bomb was released. All aircraft in the formation received a recorded command: "All crew members, don your dark glasses and immediately egress the area. Do not look back toward the drop zone."  The glasses had been prepared long ago. Hearing the repeated order, the pilots complied, pulling down their shades and turning their aircraft to the quickest exit path.  The only eight individuals who did not obey were the photographers at the four camera positions on different aircraft. They wore thick, specialized glasses, and their cameras had been modified for the event.  Beyond their eyewear, they were encased in thick radiation-proof suits. Even so, when another sun rose from the earth with the nuclear blast, it was so brilliant that for a brief moment, the sky turned to night, leaving only the rising sun on the ground radiating its blinding light.  Even in their safety zones, and despite their suits, the photographers felt as if they were being consumed by the intense brilliance.  The shockwave instantly leveled all surface facilities at the Thuringia base. The shallower, less robust tunnels collapsed under the violent tremors. However, most of the deep-seated facilities were not directly destroyed.  But underground facilities are complex systems requiring connection to the outside world for ventilation and other functions. The shockwave and high heat surged through many of the conduits, destroying them and plunging the underground base into a state of isolation and chaos.  In short, for several days at least, the underground site would be inoperable.  This was the conclusion of the after-action report and the subsequent inspection by Chinese experts. The report remained highly classified and was never publicized. But within the high command of the Chinese Military Commission, the comrades who saw it months later confirmed that He Rui’s assessment of "nuclear weapon uselessness" was sound.  In the moment, however, when the Nazi elite received reports of a suspected Chinese nuclear strike on Thuringia, most were terrified into silence.  Manstein did not attend the subsequent meeting. He received his briefing from General Guderian, who was visibly shaken—Guderian lacked the composure of Model and the restraint of Rommel. According to his account, the officials had waited for Hitler to speak, but the Führer clearly did not know what to say to boost morale. The meeting had simply fizzled out.  Manstein asked, "What do you think?"  Guderian seemed to want to answer, but in the end, he only shook his head, unable to find the words. Manstein saw only confusion and aimlessness on his face—a reflection of his own state of mind. He felt they should simply surrender. That China could conduct such a strike so rapidly proved they had the capability to nuke any part of Germany.  That they had not done so proved they only wished to destroy the Nazi regime, not the German nation.  Just then, an adjutant reported that Heydrich requested an audience. Guderian took his leave. Manstein hadn't truly wanted to see Heydrich, but having nothing else to do, he invited him in.  Heydrich was as cold as ever, yet his despondency was visible. He asked Manstein immediately, "Marshal, if we only look at ground combat, how long can we hold out?"  "If we resist to the end, ten days," Manstein replied, willing to be honest. "But what is the point of such resistance?"  Heydrich hesitated before answering, "To surrender now would prove the Third Reich was entirely wrong. Therefore, I ask the Marshal to coordinate as much as possible with the rural guerrilla warfare."  Manstein wanted to argue that such resistance was futile, but his adjutant burst into the room with the latest combat update: "Chief of Staff! The Red Army has broken into the fatherland! The border garrisons are pleading for reinforcements!"  Manstein glanced at Heydrich and saw a flicker of surprise. It made him realize that Heydrich, too, was truly rattled—he had been so focused on the WPLA that he had forgotten the Soviets.  Germany was now fighting both the WPLA and the Red Army. As for which was the greater threat, Manstein was convinced the Soviets would be the first to reach Berlin.
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Along the border between Germany and Poland, Soviet artillery fire cascaded over German positions like an endless deluge. Even the German officers who most despised the Slavs had no time for contempt now.  While the barrages were intensely fierce, the Red Army’s fire was more organized, scientific, and massive than anything the Wehrmacht had encountered thus far.  A current full-strength Soviet infantry division numbered over 14,000 men. Beyond its three infantry regiments, it directly controlled two artillery regiments (one cannon, one howitzer), an anti-tank battalion, and an anti-aircraft battalion. Each infantry regiment possessed its own organic artillery: a company of six 45mm anti-tank guns and a mortar company with four 120mm pieces. The three battalions within each regiment had their own support as well: an anti-tank platoon with two 45mm guns and a mortar platoon with four 82mm mortars. At the company level, each unit was equipped with three 50mm mortars.  This "Grand Artillery" doctrine was the Soviet equivalent of the Chinese "Grand Infantry" doctrine, and it had become a living nightmare for the Wehrmacht. Although the Red Army lacked the battlefield mobility and total air superiority of the Chinese, they compensated with overwhelming firepower that delivered crushing blows to any German unit they engaged.  Before the infantry ever stepped off, the Red Army commenced fire preparation with several times the intensity of the German return fire. In this phase, any German position not built to the most exacting standards was reduced to fragments along with its garrison. Once the infantry advance began, regimental artillery swept away any point of firm resistance. As the combat closed to near distance, the battalion-level guns continued the destruction at point-blank range.  No matter how much higher the German level of training was compared to the Soviets, flesh and blood could not resist high explosives. German lines were torn apart by the pitiless Soviet fire, their positions rendered unrecognizable. Then, the Red Army, sworn to the destruction of Nazi Germany, charged into the remains of the trenches and bunkers, engaging the Germans in brutal hand-to-hand combat.  By this point, the Wehrmacht had reached its limit in both numbers and morale. Faced with close-quarters combat against an enemy that outnumbered them several times over, they were utterly routed, even in bayonet charges.  Assessments of Soviet combat effectiveness varied depending on one's perspective, but in the Second World War, the Red Army had indeed found a mode of warfare that suited it. Sustained by the USSR’s immense production and organizational capacity, the forces plunging into Germany moved like a steamroller, crushing everything in their path.  Meanwhile, the Wehrmacht was suffering from a functional internal split. The forces in the North facing the Soviets and those in the South facing the World People's Liberation Army operated with zero coordination.  Field Marshal Walter Model, commander of the southern German forces, spat in disgust before throwing the latest battle report under his desk. The papers fluttering to the floor contained the news from the North, which Model could easily imagine. A fully matured Red Army should indeed be capable of such power, and as a master of defense, Model knew there was nothing he could do about it. His only concern now was commanding the southern forces against the pincer movement of the WPLA from the east and west.  By the third day of the engagement, a sallow-faced Model was waiting for the counter-attack he had so anticipated. Compared to the Red Army’s lack of mobility due to its heavy reliance on artillery, the Chinese-led WPLA, utilizing its technical equipment, displayed staggering maneuverability. In the WPLA, the elite units were organized exactly according to the table of organization of the Chinese National Defense Forces.  Every infantry squad was equipped with an infantry fighting vehicle. Beyond specialized roles like snipers and riflemen, every soldier was trained to operate not only a rifle but also RPGs, 60mm mortars, and recoilless rifles.  Overhead, the aircraft had shifted from jet fighters to propeller planes. While propeller aircraft were at a disadvantage against jets, they were the superior choice for ground support, where their lower stall speeds allowed them to maximize their destructive power.  Finally, Model received the report. The counter-attack units were in position, but the data made him wonder if his eyes were failing him. Twelve divisions were assigned to the strike, and the report confirmed that units bearing those twelve designations had reached their jump-off points. But the actual numbers were absurd. The best-performing unit consisted of two regiments that, combined, did not even equal the strength of a single full regiment.  The worst-off units consisted of only two "battalions" in name only. The rest had been lost to the relentless Chinese air strikes during the march. The armored units in particular had been annihilated in entire columns by Chinese propeller fighters.  Model felt the urge to curse. Although he knew it was not entirely Manstein’s fault, in his state of extreme despair, he wanted to scream at that "prodigal son" for exhausting the Wehrmacht's mobile reserves in the Polish campaign.  "Mobile reserves" refers to forces that can be pulled from the line at any moment to form a temporary strike group. An armored division can only exert its full power when at full strength. In normal combat, units are rarely full; it is a dynamic flux where equipment is destroyed and then repaired. But once the numbers fall below a certain threshold, an armored unit loses its inherent combat effectiveness.  Manstein had dealt the Red Army a heavy blow with his incredible counter-attack in Poland. But the Soviets had not been broken; they were still capable of throwing mountains of tanks, guns, and men into the next battle. The Wehrmacht, by contrast, had seen its industrial efficiency plummet under Chinese firebombing. Frontline losses could not be replaced. Manstein’s counter-attack, while brilliant, had left every panzer unit with less than a third of its nominal strength.  Once those remaining tanks were gone, the panzer troops could only fight as infantry. But every branch has its specialty; panzer crews cannot be transformed into effective infantry divisions overnight. Furthermore, the very design of this counter-attack was predicated on the rapid mobility and breakthrough power of armored divisions. Utilizing them as infantry made their participation a farce.  Regret was useless. Field Marshal Model decisively ordered the plan into execution. It wasn't that he wished to send his men to their deaths, but rather that since they had already suffered such losses on the march, recalling them would only invite a second round of strikes and further wasted sacrifice.  Model possessed absolute confidence in German training and command. These fragmented, battered units were small, but their sudden appearance might achieve an element of surprise.  He was right. The sudden appearance of numerous small units did indeed cause significant confusion within the WPLA.  The WPLA had fought many bitter campaigns against Rommel’s Afrika Korps in North Africa. When they were suddenly struck from the flank by a German force, the officers and men naturally assumed this was merely the vanguard of a much larger offensive.  To deal with these Germans, the rapid advance ground to a halt. The WPLA shifted to a defensive posture, calling for air support and aerial reconnaissance.  At least on the first day of the counter-attack, April 16th, the WPLA's advance was stalled. The German offensive seemed bizarrely top-heavy—a group of elite troops charging in like moths to a flame, with no follow-up. The frontline officers were convinced a larger conspiracy was at play.  At dawn on April 17th, after reviewing the battle reports, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Director of WPLA Logistics, issued a new order: "Comrades, the Wehrmacht cannot conjure troops out of thin air. After the heavy blows we have dealt them, this counter-attack is but a spent arrow. It is nowhere near enough to halt our progress.  "Therefore, I order all units to continue their advance according to plan. Wherever you encounter a German attack, launch a full counter-strike on the spot. Once the immediate enemy is annihilated, resume the advance.  "Comrades, the end of the Nazi army is in sight. So long as we maintain our planned assault, the Wehrmacht will soon be utterly destroyed!"  With these orders, the WPLA units resumed their all-out push. The battle unfolded exactly as Cheng had predicted: once the immediate German units were crushed, no follow-up appeared. The Germans before them were like small stones—smelly and hard, yet easily pulverized under the WPLA’s treads.  Once the offensive regained its momentum, the German strikes appeared pathetic. By the afternoon of April 18th, the general offensive had returned to its smooth cadence. The distance between the eastern and western wings of the WPLA shrank rapidly: 280 kilometers, 230, 180. The air crews conducting shuttle missions could see both vanguards of the pincer within fifteen minutes of flight.  Model had fallen into total despair. The German southern lines were like paper, disintegrating under the WPLA's hammer blows. He had always known that a shell fired from the same gun had the same power, regardless of whether a Black or white man pulled the trigger.  Yet Model now realized his understanding of this fundamental rule had been flawed. He had always believed in Nazi racial theory—that there was a natural gap between Black and white. That the same weapon in Black hands would be less effective than in white ones.  China had always opposed this ideology. When the Chinese government attacked racism, they explained that the perceived "white advantage" was merely a result of longer training and more equipment. If Black and white men were given the same training and education, racial differences would yield no significant disparity in combat.  The gap between a brilliant commander and a mediocre one was unrelated to race. command capability varied wildly within the same nation and ethnicity. The combat power of a trained soldier and an untrained civilian differed just as greatly.  To link the advantage of early industrialization with racism was a shameful sophistry and a fraud. Only by shattering this deception could humanity enter a new civilizational future.  Previously, Model had viewed these Chinese arguments as mere political propaganda. Now, after personally suffering at the hands of a Black army, he finally realized the Chinese government was right.  Given his pride, although the proportion of Black officers in the WPLA was not high—most senior commanders were Chinese or Asian—Model did not feel he had been defeated by Chinese officers alone. In the current WPLA, the proportion of Black soldiers was nearly two-thirds. Model acknowledged that if Black people were inherently inferior, an army composed of two-thirds Black men would have been shattered by the Aryan Wehrmacht, regardless of their equipment.  Instead, the Black soldiers he faced not only operated their gear with expert skill but executed complex military orders and thoroughly defeated his own troops. This proved that with the same training, a Black man could become an elite warrior on par with any white man.  With this admission, the very foundation of Model’s Nazi ideology collapsed.  Seeing the Field Marshal so despondent, his adjutant, Major Bell, attempted to encourage him: "Marshal, we can still continue the fight in the Ruhr."  Model looked up at the anxious young major, seeing his own younger self reflected in those eyes. He stood and sighed, "I lead my men to fight with valor, yet I serve a government that has committed political crimes."  Major Bell was stunned. There was no shortage of officers cursing the Nazi government now that defeat was imminent. But the senior leadership had always maintained a veneer of loyalty and decorum. Never before had a high-ranking officer spoken of the government committing "political crimes."  Just then, Model walked to the center of the command post and shouted: "Attention! Begin execution of orders!"  The staff, Major Bell included, snapped to attention and faced the Marshal.  Model pulled out his pocket watch. It was a precise piece, a prize he had found in an old Parisian clock shop after the city fell. While not ornate, the shop owner had sworn with French theatricality: "This may not be the most precise watch in the world, but it is certainly among the most precise."  Model hadn't quite believed him then, but he wanted a souvenir of the conquest. That was five years ago. He hadn't expected the man's boast to be the truth.  "It is currently 19:43 on the evening of April 18, 1945. All personnel will synchronize their time to this mark!" Model commanded.  Once the staff had adjusted their watches, they looked back at him.  Model continued loudly: "All radio stations will now transmit using the fourth code set. The 23rd Army will disengage from the enemy and move southeast toward the Ruhr. The 1st Division of the 29th Army and the 2nd Division of the 33rd Army will serve as rearguard, leap-frogging to delay the enemy.  "Upon reaching the Ruhr, the 23rd Army will establish defensive positions to receive the rearguard.  "The 88th Corps will leave the 58174th Regiment as a rearguard and withdraw to the west..."  Even in defeat, Model’s command remained meticulously detailed. Had he not possessed the ability to direct units down to the company level, he would have been destroyed in the Soviet salients long ago. Directing at the regimental level was, for him, child's play.  Seeing their commander so composed, the officers at the headquarters felt a surge of renewed confidence. The orders were flashed out, and for the German troops suffering at the front, they were a reprieve from on high. They immediately began to move.
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After issuing the orders for his units to withdraw, Model did not stop. He turned to the staff officers in the command post and said, "Next, send a telegram to the General Staff."  One officer took notes while another prepared the transmission. All held their breath, waiting for the words of the Commander of the Army, Field Marshal Walter Model.  "From the Commander of the Army to the General Staff. Previous battle reports between our forces and the enemy have been forwarded. Now, I shall relay my assessment of this campaign. The victory of any army is built upon adequate armament, organization, and training. These, in turn, are founded upon the formidable economic strength of a nation. Therefore, regardless of ethnicity or race, any army capable of completing such training will possess corresponding combat effectiveness. No significant gap will emerge due to racial differences.  "Consequently, our discrimination against non-Aryan peoples and nations has led to our inability to make correct judgments regarding this war. War must be founded upon a correct national strategy, not upon an imagined view of the world. Recognizing the facts is terrifying; admitting them is painful. Yet the result of failing to do so is inevitably total defeat..."  Hearing Model’s words, many officers looked on in shock. Yet others remained composed, nodding in agreement. Most German officers were not fanatics but well-educated professionals. If Nazi theory were correct, given the Wehrmacht’s level of skill and its resolve to fight to the end, the Black armies should have been shattered long ago. Instead, the Black soldiers had proven themselves adept with their equipment and tactically superior at every level. To acknowledge reality was to acknowledge that Nazi theory was a lie.  Model did not deliver a long-winded tirade, nor did he launch a blistering attack on the government. He simply expressed his views with the same professionalism he always had. His statement was brief, yet every officer present felt the profound sorrow in his voice.  On April 20th, after two days and a night of relentless retreat, the southern forces finally reached the Ruhr. As Germany’s most vital industrial zone, the Ruhr produced the brown coal and coke used for steel smelting, while its byproducts yielded various organic compounds. This concentration of resources had made it the heart of German industry.  On April 21st, as Model’s convoy sped through the region, he saw that every factory in the once-prosperous Ruhr had been reduced to rubble. The power plants, as priority targets, had been struck by heavy ordnance, leaving massive craters in the ground where they once stood.  Passing a pulverized power station, the convoy encountered a group of civilians carrying various containers from a distance. judging by their direction, Model guessed they were coming from outside the city. Why would they travel so far in the middle of a war?  As he was thinking, the officer in charge of security suddenly shouted, "Aircraft!"  The convoy immediately ducked into a nearby concealed area. A large reason why the Chinese military was able to hammer the Wehrmacht so effectively was their complete air superiority. Just as Soviet artillery was attached down to the battalion and company levels, Chinese air support was available to even the smallest units. A single company, if its advance were checked, could call for immediate support from the sky.  Beyond that, the Chinese Air Force conducted "guard flights" day and night. Aside from supporting ground units, they patrolled along Germany’s railways, highways, waterways, and transport hubs. Any motorized vehicle or vessel spotted was attacked on sight.  Model felt no urge to scream in rage; he simply felt powerless. A German division might risk everything to reach its jump-off point, yet no matter how well they hid their march, they were invariably struck heavily before arrival. Had it not been for this air dominance, and had the war been a simple ground contest, the Wehrmacht would never have been defeated so ignominiously. At the very least, they would have inflicted ten times the damage on the Chinese.  Model and his men hid, and the German civilians joined them with practiced ease. Finding themselves under the same ruins, Model’s guards began a basic inquiry.  They learned that with the industry destroyed, the water supply had been severed following the bombing of the civilian waterworks. German industrial production had a long history of severe pollution; with the waterworks gone, residents preferred to walk several kilometers to fetch water from distant sources rather than risk the local supply.  Model felt a pang of sorrow. These civilians looked as if they hadn't bathed in months—filthy, gaunt, and sallow from months of food shortages. More than their appearance, although they answered questions truthfully, they pointedly avoided eye contact with the soldiers, as if terrified of being pressed into service.  Turning his gaze away, Model felt only a profound desolation. He remembered the march into the Rhineland, the annexation of Austria, and the heartfelt love the German people had shown the Wehrmacht then. Every soldier had been greeted with salutes, flowers, and even sweets.  He remembered the return to the fatherland after the one-month defeat of France. The crowds lining the streets, the cheering and applause—he could still remember it.  But now, five years later, the German people dared not even speak to their own soldiers.  The decision he had already made was now more resolute than ever. The Chinese fighters circled overhead several times without spotting anything and eventually departed.  Seizing the narrow window, the convoy resumed its journey. Upon finally reaching his headquarters, the communications officer immediately delivered Hitler’s latest order. Model didn't even have to read it to know what it said.  Sure enough, Hitler ordered Model to fight to the last man and the last gun. Model crumpled the telegram and tossed it aside. He turned to the assembled officers and said, "Gentlemen, I am now issuing orders to all units in the Ruhr region."  The officers rose, their nerves taut. Despite the unprecedented defeat and the staggering losses, under Model’s command, the southern and western units had reached the Ruhr with minimal cost. Even surrounded, the troops finally had a moment to breathe. Given Model’s tactical brilliance and his legendary composure under fire, the officers expected him to produce a miracle.  Thinking of the impending death struggle, many found it hard to breathe. Then they heard Model’s voice: "Given that all units have lost a functional chain of command and are unable to continue organized combat, I order, in my capacity as Commander of the German Army, that all units in the Ruhr and the Southern regions be disbanded on the spot. This order is to be executed immediately!"  The officers were stunned. If there was anything more unexpected than a hero's death, it was an order to disband. For those who had served under Model in the Soviet salients during the winter of 1942 and spring of 1943, the command was incomprehensible.  Back then, to defend against the Red Army, Model had personally directed tiny fragmented units amidst the fire. As the Soviets broke through at great cost, he would plug the gaps with these small units, turning crumbling lines into elastic new ones. In those battles, Model had been cold-blooded, treating his men as mere consumables to be thrown into the breach. That he would prepare a defense of the entire Ruhr, perhaps even utilizing the local population as human shields or cannon fodder, would have surprised no one.  To order the units to disband and find their own way to survive—this was an entirely different Model. Yet no one objected. Everyone realized he was offering the men trapped in the Ruhr a chance at life.  Model offered no further explanation. Seeing the communications officer dispatching the orders, he straightened his soiled uniform and walked toward the exit of the command post—a building that looked as if it might collapse at any moment yet remained stubbornly upright.  As he stepped out, footsteps echoed behind him. Major Bell, his adjutant, ran out and blocked his path. "Commander! Where are you going? I will organize a unit to escort you in a breakout!"  Model was touched by Bell’s loyalty, yet it only added to his sorrow. The WPLA, utilizing its massive armored fleet, had the Ruhr sealed tight. Surrendering meant a chance at life; a breakout was not a slim hope, it was a death sentence.  "Do not worry about me," Model said. "Since the units have disbanded, you should go your own way according to your own judgment."  Bell persisted. "Marshal, I will see you through the encirclement!"  Model shook his head and said solemnly, "A German Field Marshal does not become a prisoner. But a Major at such a time should live for himself. Thank you, Major. I have made my own preparations."  With that, Model called for his driver and departed by car. Bell watched the receding vehicle with a well of emotion, finally snapping to attention and saluting the car's silhouette.  The car headed for the outskirts. Perhaps because the Chinese air force had just finished their patrol, they did not return. The journey was peaceful until they reached the edge of a forest.  Model stepped out and dismissed his soldiers. Having received the order to disband, they guessed what he intended. While they did not stop his suicide, they refused to leave.  "Marshal, is there anything more we can do for you?" one soldier asked.  Model had reached the end of his tether. He removed his monocle, his eyes rimmed with red. Having never wept once in his adult life, he spoke with a choked voice: "I am utterly disappointed in the Third Reich. I am exhausted, and I need to rest."  With that, he checked his pistol, ensuring it was loaded. He stepped into the trees, leaving the soldiers looking at one another in confusion by the car.  They had expected some final words or a commemorative gesture before the end. But Model had not been gone long when a single shot rang out from within the forest. Judging by the sound, the Marshal had continued walking and then raised the weapon to himself without a second’s hesitation or pause.  The soldiers rushed into the trees. They found Field Marshal Model lying on the ground beside several large trees. A bullet had pierced his temple; he was dead.  The men marked the location, then returned to the car for entrenching tools. They dug a grave for their Marshal and, after a simple burial, placed a cross made of tied branches at his head.  Theoretically, the German forces in the south and west had ceased to exist with the order to disband. In reality, the vast majority surrendered. Only a handful attempted a breakout, and fewer still escaped the pocket.  News of Model's suicide reached Berlin via a staff officer from the "former command" still in the Ruhr.  Hitler, however, had no time to read the report. The Soviet Red Army was sweeping away all opposition, their vanguard already reaching the outer limits of Berlin. Along the way, the only units capable of a fighting retreat without being shattered were a few elite Waffen-SS divisions—particularly the 3rd SS "Totenkopf." Under the command of Theodor Eicke, the unit remained orderly even in defeat, conducting a leap-frogging rearguard with the "Wiking" and "Das Reich" divisions.  The regular Wehrmacht, by contrast, was surrendering en masse once defeated, showing no will to fight to the end.  While failing to annihilate these SS units was a source of regret, the Soviets noted they were all concentrating in Berlin. The Red Army immediately began outflanking the city. Mechanized units struck out left and right in a wide arc, cutting the roads south of Berlin. Infantry followed in rapid support, and by April 20th, Berlin was completely encircled.  According to Soviet intelligence, Hitler was within the city. The primary culprit for the agony of the Soviet Union was trapped. The Red Army was determined that not a single rat should escape Berlin; those who had committed atrocities on Soviet soil, along with their Führer, would be utterly destroyed.  When the news reached Moscow, Stalin did not treat it as his highest priority. His attention was focused not on the doomed Berlin, but on the meeting between the Red Army’s furthest scouting parties and the WPLA vanguard at the Elbe River.  The front reported that photos and film were being flown back. Stalin had just finished a stack of photos and was now watching the film with Kirov and Molotov.  In the footage, a troop of Soviet cavalry had dismounted. Across from them, the WPLA soldiers were in military jeeps and a single six-wheeled armored personnel carrier. The APC, with a machine gun mounted on top, looked exceptionally combat-ready.  Most of the WPLA personnel were Black. They looked on with curiosity at the Russians but appeared entirely composed. A few officers had Asian features—likely Chinese—and were seen conversing with their Soviet counterparts.  Sino-Soviet relations were those of neighbors. Kirov felt a wave of emotion seeing the two armies link up on German soil.  Stalin said nothing until the film of the friendly exchange and the trading of gifts concluded. When the lights were turned up, he returned to the photos. While the film captured the camaraderie, many of the photos were of the WPLA equipment.  It was clearly of the highest quality. Even without being an equipment specialist, Stalin could make that judgment by instinct. Chinese gear was fundamentally different from Soviet gear. Where the Soviet designs used simplification, the Chinese equipment appeared far more complex. Yet this complexity was not the over-engineered "patchwork" of German gear; the Chinese designs were noticeably more concise.  After making the comparison, any lingering thought of a conflict with China vanished from Stalin's mind. He judged that if he tried to seize more territory through friction, the Red Army would likely be beaten badly.  Since conflict was out of the question, Stalin turned to Molotov. "Will China’s attitude toward Turkey remain unchanged?"  Molotov sighed. The Central Committee knew they would not be sweeping through Eastern Europe. To avoid Soviet occupation, Bulgaria and Hungary had both turned to China. Turkey, which had remained neutral throughout the war, had been one of the first delegations to arrive in the Chinese capital for He Rui’s funeral diplomacy.  Turkey had feared China would sell them out to maintain relations with the USSR, only to find China guaranteeing that the security of legitimate national borders would be respected. Faced with the Soviets, Turkey showed no sign of backing down. They had immediately joined the Chinese-led UN order and requested UN protection for their territorial integrity.  The USSR was far more powerful than Turkey, and the traditional Russian habit was to create a *fait accompli* and then exploit it. But the Party had no intention of challenging China now and was forced to abandon its plans for Turkey, focusing its attention on Germany instead.  The traditional Russian diplomatic habit was described by the Chinese as "striking three times whether you have dates or not"—using intimidation to gain benefits.  He Rui was dead, but his successor, Li Runshi, was unshakeable. To every Soviet probe, the Chinese Foreign Ministry responded that since Turkey had never joined the Nazis, it was not an enemy nation. As a normal member of the UN, its legitimate territory was protected.  The Soviets knew well that the Ottoman Empire had lost vast lands in the Russo-Turkish wars. After World War I, the Empire had collapsed and modern Turkey was born. To reduce the number of surrounding enemies at the time, the USSR had signed border treaties with the new republic.  The Soviet government had not fallen, nor had the Turkish one. The USSR had no legal reason to demand territory, and China would never allow them to control Turkey.  "General Secretary," Molotov answered frankly, "China has stated they will not allow Turkey’s sovereignty to be violated."  Stalin was still unwilling to let it go. "What about the Turkish Communist Party? What is their attitude?"  Molotov smiled inwardly, though his expression remained solemn. "The Turkish Communist Party has announced that since the Third International has been dissolved, their goal is the maintenance of Turkish national interest."  Hearing that the Turkish Communists would not act as a vanguard for Moscow, Stalin felt a trace of regret. He turned his focus back to the siege of Berlin. "Comrade Molotov, do you believe China intends to strike at Berlin?"  Molotov was confident. While the He Rui government was ruthless, it never wasted resources on what was not essential. Taking Berlin was of immense importance to the USSR, but carried little meaning for China. Even if Germany were split in two, China had already won more than enough. They would not feel the need to "add flowers to the embroidery" at this point.  While the Li Runshi government had seen many personnel changes, Li himself had been a core member of the previous administration. Molotov had probed this as well and received word that if the USSR made a formal request, the WPLA would provide aid to the Red Army. Since the word came from Li Runshi himself, Molotov felt he could trust it.  "General Secretary, I do not believe China will contest Berlin. Our forces can proceed at full speed to prepare for the subsequent division of control."  Stalin, though still slightly unsatisfied, decided to follow Molotov’s advice. While the USSR had not gained everything it wanted, this was still an unprecedented victory for Russia. Compared to the past, when the "Gendarme of Europe" could enter Eastern Europe and Germany but could not stay, this was a triumph of historic proportions.  As long as they took Berlin and established a satellite state in eastern Germany, they could be satisfied. Ultimately, Stalin decided on a small piece of maneuvering: "Order Zhukov to advance as quickly as possible. But under no circumstances is he to trigger a conflict with the Chinese."
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Only a tiny fraction of the officers and men in the World People's Liberation Army possessed the ability to ride a horse into battle. This was not for a lack of talent among the African or Chinese personnel, but simply because neither Africa nor China was a major producer of quality steeds. Furthermore, while the Chinese budget had included funds for breeding stock since 1915, there had been no large-scale capital investment in horses.  With the proliferation of tractors in Chinese agriculture, large livestock had rapidly exited the farming sector. For the young generation of Chinese soldiers, the opportunity to ride a horse was practically non-existent.  Thus, as WPLA units drove their infantry fighting vehicles into German cities and villages, the sight of a troop of Soviet soldiers galloping toward them at high speed left them momentarily dazed.  From a distance, the galloping horses, the fluttering cloaks of the riders, and the raw display of vitality in the synergy between man and beast was a sight to behold. The cavalrymen bore lances on their backs and sabers at their saddles. Charging from the distance, they radiated a high-mindedness of those who lived for death. This inexplicable sense of moving beauty held the WPLA soldiers’ attention for some time.  The Soviet cavalry, for their part, had been tense upon seeing the WPLA units and their banners. But the WPLA was so inexperienced in the field of cavalry that they failed to perceive this nervousness.  Reaching the WPLA units, the Soviets leaped from their horses and saluted. Without bothering to check if the men across from them understood, they shouted in Russian: "This area has been liberated by the Soviet Red Army! In the spirit of friendship between our armies, we request that you advance no further!"  Having delivered the verbal declaration, the Soviets produced pre-prepared documents in Chinese and handed them to the Asian-featured officers.  It must be said that while the WPLA had shown a ferocity in battle that made the Wehrmacht bow, they were entirely inexperienced in the highly political game of "land grabbing." Thus, they unconsciously defaulted to accepting the Soviet declaration.  After all, the core ideology of the WPLA had always been to enter Europe, defeat the Nazis and Fascists, and liberate the European people. In all their political education and mission briefings, there was not a word about occupying European territory. In fact, they had been specifically educated not to commit acts of aggression.  Once the WPLA personnel understood the Red Army’s intent, they felt a degree of annoyance and confusion. Nevertheless, they exchanged pleasantries with their Soviet comrades, shook hands, and departed in their six-wheeled carriers.  Behind them, the Soviet cavalrymen—standing as tall and proud as they could—secretly let out sighs of relief. Their political commissars had indeed told them the WPLA was unlikely to trigger a conflict, yet they had also warned that the WPLA might forcibly evict them. To succeed, the cavalry had to display a supreme air of "righteous and bold" entitlement. Only then would the WPLA retreat.  Now that the commissars' advice had proven effective, the cavalrymen decided to continue the bluff. Few among them openly acknowledged the extraordinary friendliness the WPLA had shown them.  It wasn't that the Red Army soldiers were born villains who didn't understand kindness. But in Russian culture, such trust was a dangerous thing to voice. Furthermore, the Red Army held a profound respect—and fear—of the Chinese military.  Right before their eyes, those six-wheeled armored personnel carriers were incredibly nimble. In reverse, they displayed an ability to pivot on the spot like a tracked vehicle—a level of mobility for wheeled transport the Soviets had never even imagined.  Not only were they maneuverable, but they were remarkably stable, displaying excellent off-road capability on slopes, in wetlands, and on flat ground alike. Even from the outside, the design suggested a spacious and comfortable interior. Each was armed with what looked to be an 80mm gun and two machine guns—a formidable array of firepower.  In the Red Army's experience, a single Soviet tank might struggle against such a carrier, let alone a squad of cavalry.  Each carrier could transport an entire infantry squad. The Soviet scouts who had peeked inside during the friendly exchange noted that the WPLA squad carried a full complement of rifles, mortars, and other support weapons, along with ample ammunition.  To fight a squad of WPLA infantry supported by such a carrier, a single squad of Red Army cavalry was woefully insufficient. Those who had survived the blood and fire of the front knew that even a platoon would likely fall short.  Moreover, the WPLA could fight from within the vehicle, essentially possessing a miniature mobile fortress. In a race, the vehicle was no slower than a Soviet steed.  Many Soviet soldiers understood that the WPLA truly bore them no ill will. Had the Chinese-led force intended to fight for territory, many of these scouts would be dead.  Precisely because they knew their safety rested on the other side's goodwill, their understanding of that goodwill—as members of a civilization that viewed itself as European—was fundamentally different from the Chinese view. In their culture, they did not believe goodwill could overcome innate malice; it was a world where "hell is other people."  The fact that the land grabs had proceeded without incident and with considerable success soon reached the Soviet headquarters directing the siege of Berlin.  Zhukov, Chuikov, and the others received the assessment of the WPLA’s lack of hostility and noted on their maps that the USSR now controlled the majority of northeastern Germany. They instructed their forces: "Continue the advance, but under no circumstances is he to trigger a conflict with the WPLA. Do not fire the first shot."  In Russian culture, a lack of overt malice from the other side was interpreted as acceptance of the Red Army's advance. The culture of "yielding out of politeness" did not exist; for them, all courtesy was a diplomatic ritual adopted only after an intense struggle had forced a state of peace.  Furthermore, the attention of the high command was currently fixed on the siege of Berlin. The unit designations of the SS armored divisions within the city stirred a primal urge for slaughter throughout the Red Army. Too many Soviet soldiers and civilians had died at the hands of these Nazis. These units showed no intent to surrender, preparing instead for a defense of the capital. Without their total annihilation, Berlin could not be taken.  News of the Soviet land grabs did not reach Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Director of WPLA Logistics, until two days later, on April 23rd.  Before receiving the report, Cheng was occupied with two tasks. The first was the disposal of the equipment already in Europe. To arm millions of WPLA soldiers, tens of millions of weapons and hundreds of millions of spare parts had been shipped to the continent.  The WPLA had no plans for occupation; most of its soldiers would return home after the victory. The Logistics Department realized that shipping these weapons back to China would be a net loss.  This problem had first emerged during the Northeast Government’s war with Japan. Fortunately, that victory had been followed by the war to liberate all of China, allowing the surplus to be used for the newly raised national units. Later, the surplus from the Burmese campaign was used to arm local forces. Overall, the waste had been manageable.  But these tens of millions of pieces in Europe were another matter entirely. Given the shipping capacity required, it was far more economical to simply trade them or even push them into the sea rather than haul them ten thousand miles back to the Chinese mainland.  On this basis, Cheng and his department reached a decision: aside from using salvaged parts to maintain active equipment, they would directly donate the surplus to nations like Hungary to arm their new regimes, following the outcomes of Chinese government negotiations.  Hungary was already a major power in Eastern Europe, yet its wartime standing army was only 800,000. In peacetime, it would struggle to maintain even 200,000, meaning it could only absorb so much.  Although the African border settlements had been successful, they could not provide too many weapons to those new nations. As the saying went: "With a sharp blade in hand, the heart grows murderous." Newly formed nations lacked a sense of boundaries; give them too many guns, and they would inevitably fall to fighting one another.  The remaining options were North and South America. The five indigenous nations in Canada certainly needed arming against American pressure, but the NDF’s North American Command already had an inexhaustible supply of surplus and had no need for gear from Europe.  South America, meanwhile, showed little interest in full mobilization. After the initial fear of a Chinese invasion had passed, they were no longer concerned. Armies were expensive to maintain, even with free weapons. While they needed some new equipment, they lacked the capacity to absorb China’s retired stock.  This led to the second major question Cheng faced: which weapons were to be retired?  Fortunately, He Rui had long ago provided the research results for future force structure. Based on his views, the Military Commission had defined the military application scenarios for the next stage.  He Rui had predicted that it would take fifteen years for the two other Great Powers, the US and the USSR, to fully recover their strength. Between 1945 and 1960, China would only need to maintain a force of a certain scale to uphold its New World Order.  During those fifteen years, the focus of the Chinese military would be the integration of artificial satellites and new computer technologies.  Based on this, the Commission determined that the active force would be maintained at 2.3 million, with 1.3 million armed police and a reserve of 10 million. For China's population, this scale was negligible. Although China had been prepared to raise 30 million and had mobilized 6 million active and 12 million reserve for this war, the number of troops in sustained combat on the first line had never exceeded 3 million.  Reading the report for the next fifteen years of military construction, Cheng Ruofan was no longer surprised by He Rui's seemingly prescient vision. He felt only a gentle sorrow. Even in his final months, the man had been focused on the future of the nation and the world.  He Rui never demanded results from his comrades to glorify himself. Instead, he pointed the way and walked alongside them, surmounting the obstacles they deemed impossible and pushing both China and the world forward.  Based on He Rui's judgment, Cheng could form a basic assessment of future war risks and the boundaries of deterrence. Compared to these strategic insights, the equipment itself seemed less significant.  The Type 59 tank would remain the mainstay of the ground forces, to be continuously upgraded with auxiliary systems until its potential was exhausted. After fifteen years of accumulation, a major overhaul would result in a truly advanced new main battle tank.  Most other equipment, however, would shift to new models. The Air Force, for instance, was to enter an era of all-jet fighters. The Navy would gradually retire the carriers modified for jets over the next fifteen years, replacing them through technical iteration with larger ships using more advanced catapult technology—eventually reaching 100,000-ton supercarriers utilizing electromagnetic catapults.  Of all the equipment, the only one that truly caught Cheng’s interest was a ten-wheeled armored personnel carrier. As an officer with extensive combat experience, Cheng suspected this unit was a "playful" creation of He Rui’s.  Even though its annotations included futuristic tech like 4x4 missile launchers, the ten-wheeled IFV was not what the next phase required. Within the military technology Cheng was familiar with, such a weapon was impossible to realize. Yet he did not oppose its inclusion.  That He Rui’s vision could not be realized today did not mean it was impossible with the technologies of tomorrow. Seeing that He Rui could not resist such a fantastic concept made Cheng feel a touch of joy. At least it proved He Rui was a human being he could understand. Men, at a certain stage, invariably dreamed of "ultimate weapons" or technology beyond their time. Cheng himself had felt the same impulse at that age.  His improved mood soured upon reading the report of the Soviet land grabs. For a moment, he even regretted that his military education had been too idealistic. The WPLA instinctively viewed the Red Army as an ally—a thought that wasn't necessarily wrong—but the Soviet land grab was a blatant offense. That the WPLA had not immediately countered such behavior was a failure.  Ultimately, Cheng issued his order: from the moment this order is received, whenever the WPLA encounters the Red Army attempting to declare an occupation zone, they are to inform the Soviets that the WPLA does not recognize Soviet occupation of German territory. The Second World War was a just war against colonialism and racism; no occupation of another nation's territory would be acknowledged.  Having issued the order, Cheng telegrammed Li Runshi. Since he had not yet returned to China, he utilized the occasion to test the new Chairman’s mettle. He Rui had understood the nature of European civilization well and was adept at such struggles; he surely would have warned Cheng beforehand. Since Li had not, Cheng would test him after the fact.  Li Runshi had indeed not expected a major power like the USSR to behave so ungracefully. He had already passed a decision in the Politburo to negotiate military administration zones with the Soviets. His baseline was a division based on the nineteenth-century borders of the German states and provinces—a division that would grant the USSR approximately a third of Germany's territory in the northeast.  To convince the Politburo, Li had been forced to cite He Rui’s prior discussions on the matter. Only then did he gain unanimous support.  Now, with the reports of Soviet land grabbing, Li felt that Cheng Ruofan’s political awareness was extraordinary. Cheng's response both upheld political principle and pushed the Soviets toward a negotiated settlement.  But despite his admiration for Cheng, Li’s confidence in the Soviet Union had waned. Their actions thus far were quintessentially imperialist—at best, a "Red Imperialism."  Recalling He Rui’s assessments, Li had to admit that many of his predecessor’s seemingly biting remarks were merely accurate descriptions. Without a solid cultural foundation, the socialist system had not been enough to lift the Soviet Union onto a higher civilizational track.  Meanwhile, the Soviet Party, emboldened by the WPLA’s restraint, had turned its full attention to the capture of Berlin. The relationship between China and the USSR was now one of competition, but their relationship with Nazi Germany remained one of mortal enmity. The Nazis shared the assessment. The battle for Berlin was a bloodbath from the very start.  In the first wave of the assault, 200,000 Red Army troops annihilated vast numbers of SS units in a single day, but suffered such staggering losses that the entire force had to be rotated out for refitting.  In the Soviet-German War, it had been the Nazis—not the Red Army—who were the first to utilize "human bombs." Now, like a cornered beast, the SS continued this tactic, achieving frequent success in the confined urban combat of Berlin and inflicting horrific casualties on the Soviets.  While victory was inevitable for the Red Army, the Soviet Party was feeling the crushing weight of the price.  Stalin did not discuss the cost. He forced the agenda back to the integration of Eastern Europe. Romania, Czechia, Slovakia, and Poland were now Soviet-controlled. According to Russian tradition, these nations would become a buffer zone, their politics and economies subject to Soviet leadership.  To this end, Stalin prepared to convene a summit of these nations under Soviet auspices. "The meeting will be held the day after the fall of Berlin," he told the Politburo.  To use the total defeat of Nazi Germany as a display of power was classic Russian culture. The Committee members voiced their agreement.  Before the sycophants could begin, Stalin continued: "Furthermore, we shall establish a separate German regime within our zone of control."  Molotov heard this and wanted to speak, but he ultimately remained silent. The end of a war often meant that former collaborators became rivals. This was not a matter of human malice, but rather the simple fact that they had only cooperated because of a shared, more significant enemy.  Both the USSR and China had endured heavy external pressure and were forced to cooperate in many fields. Now, the shackles forged by the imperialists were being broken along with their makers. But China, the nation that had broken them, had emerged as the most powerful force on Earth—meaning China was now the greatest potential threat.  Regardless of the source, the Soviet Union had to meet the threat, and it had to do so by maintaining its independence and autonomy at all costs. To join an order built by China was, by definition, to lose that autonomy. The USSR could never adopt such a policy.  But Molotov also knew that China seemed to have no plan to split Germany. Therefore, any Soviet move to do so would meet with Chinese opposition. The public emergence of the Sino-Soviet conflict would likely begin right here.
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"Chairman, the Soviet Union wishes to begin negotiations on May 2nd regarding the division of occupation zones." Foreign Minister Li Shiguang relayed the latest critical task from his department.  Li Runshi signaled his agreement. Ending the war was his most fervent expectation at this stage. Even if it meant moving the struggle against the USSR into a different arena, the Chinese leadership was united in its desire to conclude the hostilities.  "Minister Li, are you certain you won't reconsider?" Li Runshi asked.  Li Shiguang shook his head. "I am prepared to retire. I’ve served for a long time, and I believe it is time for me to move on."  Li Runshi had hoped Li Shiguang would stay. Since 1928, his position as Foreign Minister had been virtually a constant. For seventeen years, he had been the face of Chinese diplomacy. Within the He Rui government, he held the record for the longest tenure in a single post. On the global stage, he was the most senior elder of the diplomatic community.  "What do you intend to do after you leave, Minister?" Li Runshi probed indirectly.  "I plan to teach," Li Shiguang answered decisively. "The political science department at Tianjin University has already extended an invitation. I’ll be colleagues with Principal Zhao once again."  Seeing his determination, Li Runshi said no more on the matter. He merely added, "When you see Principal Zhao, please tell him not to be consumed by grief. Tell him to take care of his health."  Li Shiguang nodded. Zhao Tianlin had been the first figure in He Rui’s Northeast Government to wield genuine academic influence, and one of the few core members who was older than He Rui. Born in 1886, he was only four years the Chairman’s senior, making him fifty-nine this year.  Following He Rui’s death, Zhao had suffered a profound shock and fallen seriously ill. He was currently in convalescence. Seeing the victory as a settled fact, the older comrades seemed to be fading away. Li Shiguang was filled with emotion. Since he was also leaving the government, he felt no need for decorum and sighed, "Chairman Li, lately I’ve been thinking of the term 'Destiny.' Though I do not believe in fate, there are some things I simply cannot let go of."  Though Li Runshi felt the weight of his companion’s mood, he answered firmly: "There is no destiny. The Chairman’s death was largely an accident. It was only because of his profound sense of responsibility and his grounded style that he made such thorough preparations beforehand."  Thinking of this made Li Runshi’s own heart ache. He spoke of something he had never shared before: "The Chairman once spoke with me about what work he might do after the victory. He said then that he might go to work at the United Nations. He wanted to give the UN a greater function in opposing aggression and stopping war. The Chairman never saw today’s victory as his endpoint; so long as he was capable of the work, he intended to continue."  The revelation lifted Li Shiguang’s spirits slightly. Yet the fact that He Rui would never see the day of true victory with his own eyes remained difficult to accept.  Seeing him still despondent, Li Runshi advised, "The war will not end quietly. This is a struggle over the future standards of justice for the world. The Red Army is facing the true reactionaries. One might even say these reactionaries are genuine, fanatical warriors with their own beliefs.  "I’ve said it before: when the direction is wrong, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary they become. In this final phase of the war, this truth will manifest with a fierce clarity. Minister Li, you should observe the attitudes of other nations toward this."  Li Shiguang didn't quite grasp the implication and asked directly, "What value is there in observing the death-struggle of the losers?"  Li Runshi understood the reaction. He himself had struggled to understand He Rui’s pre-death assessment of the war's possible final battle. It wasn't that the ideas were far-fetched, but that He Rui was capable of viewing the situation through the eyes of the Nazis themselves.  "For the German people, the Nazi government was the party that rescued them from despair," Li explained. "Compared to the previous era of poverty, hunger, and hopelessness, their standard of living improved. The shortages of food and daily goods only emerged in the last three months. Since 1937, their life hasn't been bad—better, certainly, than under the Weimar Republic.  "The German people did not firmly oppose colonialism, which proves they were not advanced. They chose racism, which shows they lagged behind the times and failed to struggle against the barbaric elements of their own culture. Their error lay in supporting a party that used war to solve domestic problems. Their crime lay in participating in racial slaughter.  "However, from their own perspective, Nazism was their national movement. The personal corruption within that movement did not change the fact that Nazism, as a German movement, was working with all its might for the benefit of the German people.  "Thus, the performance of the die-hard Nazis in these final battles can, in a sense, be described as tragically heroic. Fighting for the interests of one's own people against perceived external oppression—that is a sentiment that easily finds resonance."  Li Shiguang pondered this for a long time before answering. "Chairman, I have decided to leave the Foreign Ministry, and I will not change my mind. But Chairman He made it clear before he launched this war of liberation: its true meaning is to build a new world. In that future world, no people will be trapped in a life of extreme, societal despair. Without such despair, extremist ideologies may still exist, but they will not trigger extremist social movements. I believe in your capability, Chairman Li, and in our comrades in the Center. I do not believe such extremist thoughts will find resonance with the youth of the future."  Li Runshi could only nod. Li Shiguang’s understanding was sound, yet his impending departure left Li feeling a sense of loss.  After leaving the President’s office, Li Shiguang gave no further thought to the battle for Berlin. He felt only a deep melancholy. Leaving a post one has held for decades is always a mournful affair. Furthermore, he was not a man prone to desertion.  He had served the nation for over twenty years, partly out of a genuine desire to see China escape its fate of being bullied, and partly out of a willingness to serve the He Rui government. Now that He Rui was gone, China had achieved goals far beyond even his most optimistic dreams, becoming the leader of the world. In an era where countless individuals sought to work for the Chinese government, his departure was not a retreat at the height of his career, but simply because he could no longer find a reason to stay.  Particularly as he felt the hidden undercurrents of struggle within the Party and the nation, he had no desire to be involved. Recalling his years in the government—that sense of moving forward together, where even comrades who disliked one another could cooperate with sincerity, often discovering that their rivals were also working with a deep desire to improve themselves and push China forward—it all moved him profoundly.  *Let my memory of this place stop here.*  Amidst his melancholy, Li Shiguang found himself caught in an irresistible fantasy. *If He Rui hadn't died, would the upcoming internal reorganization be more moderate?*  Though he sincerely hoped the struggle would not be so fierce, he had followed He Rui too long and was too well-versed in historical materialism to believe otherwise. He knew it was impossible.  One's position determines one's perspective. The foundation of their unity had been the ever-growing benefits brought by China's victory. Under He Rui's systems and policies, those benefits had been distributed fairly to all Chinese people. The more abundant the social resources, the less intense the internal contradictions.  But everyone's position was different; some were even in direct opposition. Once the external contradiction, previously prioritized, vanished, the internal contradictions—hitherto treated as secondary—would inevitably rise to the fore.  Li Shiguang could see no "gentle" way to resolve these conflicts. If one existed, it would have required He Rui to utilize his unparalleled post-war prestige to force the opposing factions to yield.  But he didn't believe that thought was correct. In thousands of years of Chinese history, there had never been such a case. He Rui himself was not a man for the trick of "releasing military power over a cup of wine."  That tactic involved granting feudal privileges to the elite. He Rui would never allow feudal privilege to take root in New China. He would have faced the contradictions head-on, without a shred of compromise on principle.  With a sigh, Li Shiguang even forgot his conversation with Li Runshi.  Meanwhile, in Berlin, the final steadfast supporters of the Nazi cause were, just as He Rui and Li Runshi had predicted, fulfilling their oaths with desperate courage. They were fighting for Nazism until their final breath.  Since the battle for Berlin began on April 22, 1945, the Wehrmacht had fought a bloodbath with the singular goal of inflicting maximum casualties on the Red Army.  Previously, recruiting suicide squads had been no easy task. No one wants to die. But now, after months of carnage, many Nazi soldiers actually craved death; it was the most direct means of escape from their despair.  Dying was easy enough now; a "suicide squad" was truly a journey from which there was no return. The "Panzerfaust 3" anti-tank weapon, developed using imported American technology, granted its operator few chances to fire.  The original German Panzerfaust was a single-shot disposable weapon. But after the Americans imported the design, they had developed their own version. During their war with China, the US had studied captured Chinese RPG-7s and developed new technologies.  As the US effectively exited the war, these technologies had been funneled back to Germany by American experts supporting the Reich. The German rocket launcher had been upgraded to the Panzerfaust 2, and then, during the siege, to the Panzerfaust 3.  Recently, there had emerged "miracle" operators of the Panzerfaust 3 who had fired ten times and destroyed five Soviet tanks while remaining unscathed. The result was a literal ring of metal—a circle of Soviet tank wrecks—surrounding the city of Berlin. These carcasses became new fortifications, granting the German suicide teams even more protection.  By April 26th, the Soviets began using infantry to lead the assaults, while utilizing heavy vehicles to tow away the scrap. The combat instantly became even more bloody.  The German hit teams found that they could now easily achieve a one-for-one exchange. With proper preparation, ten-to-one was possible. Seeing their deaths as a final act with such a ratio, the Nazi soldiers—already driven to madness by the war—became even more frenzied.  The Red Army, fighting deep within the city, found every door and every hiding spot a lethal threat. They had expected a broken enemy; instead, they found an opponent that had moved beyond brutality into total insanity.  By April 27th, although the Soviets had secured the outskirts and were constantly compressing the perimeter, their losses had exhausted their second wave of units. They were forced to rotate them out and commit their third wave. A significant portion of this third wave consisted of penal battalions.  In the Red Army, the members of the penal battalions were a desperate lot. They knew their only hope of washing away their perceived sins was an honorable death in battle. Faced with the SS units that had once been their greatest headache, the penal troops felt a surge of excitement.  Killing the Nazis who had frustrated even the "pure" Red Army units gave the penal soldiers a sense of value and meaning. When the two forces clashed again, the brutality reached unprecedented heights.  The SS sent out "human bombs"; the Red Army countered with its own. Both sides carried "Glory Bombs"—suicide grenades—and never hesitated to pull the pin and lunge at the enemy once they were cornered.  In just two days, casualties on both sides reached historic levels. Stalin had ordered that Berlin be taken by May Day. It was now April 29th; less than thirty-six hours remained.  Berlin was a hellscape. the smoke in the air never cleared; under the dim skies, the sounds of gunfire and the screams of men were constant. The Red Army pressed on with grim determination. In the non-stop slaughter, the soldiers had grown numb. they no longer fought with their minds, but with pure instinct.  Across from them, the German remnants felt the same. They knew victory was impossible and death was certain. Yet something kept them in the fight. Only in the heat of combat could they temporarily quiet the agony that threatened to consume them.  But the Germans were being ground down, and the Soviet offensive was relentless. The Wehrmacht finally lost the capacity to hold a city-wide line and retreated into the final stage: defending the core Nazi government buildings.  These reinforced concrete structures were incredibly stout, with vast basements for stockpiling weapons, ammo, food, and serving as infirmaries and morgues.  The fighting around these buildings was even more savage. After paying a massive price to break the perimeter and enter, the Soviets often had to launch a dozen charges just to open a single corridor.  Nevertheless, seasoned by years of various bitter campaigns, the Red Army pressed on, taking the buildings one by one. Ultimately, only the defense centered on the Reichstag remained. By this time, only twelve hours remained before the May Day deadline. The Red Army launched its final assault on the building.  From 1894 to 1933, the Reichstag had been the seat of the Imperial and Weimar parliaments, the heart of German political power. To the Soviets, it was the ultimate symbol of the Nazi regime. To the Nazis themselves, however, it represented the democracy they loathed; it had been left in ruins since the fire of 1933. Consequently, they had felt no hesitation in modifying it, transforming the magnificent structure into a fortress of unparalleled strength.  The bloodletting around the Reichstag reached a point where, in the final moments, die-hard Nazis and Soviet soldiers cast aside their weapons and fought with their bare fists.  Guns and bayonets were no longer enough to satisfy nerves that felt as if they were on fire. Only by beating an enemy to death with their hands could these final combatants find any mental release.  As the clock neared 11:40 PM on April 30th, the small hatch of the bunker not far from the Reichstag was opened. Hitler and his new bride, Eva Braun, stepped out, followed by the entire Goebbels family.  Hitler gazed into the distance, obscured by the haze of war. He spoke to Goebbels: "Thank you for staying with me until the end."  Goebbels’ gaunt face showed no hesitation. He gave a sharp Nazi salute and shouted, "Führer, it is my honor."  Hitler nodded, embraced his wife, and pressed the button on the detonator in his hand.  A moment later, the ground beneath the Reichstag heaved. The massive structure twisted, shattered, and then dissolved into a cloud of debris that was hurled into the sky.  Germany’s second nuclear weapon had been hidden in the deepest cellar of the building. Hitler had detonated it.  Despite the fog of war, countless people who had not yet slept saw a sun rise in the midnight sky. Thousands of soldiers who had managed to drift into a dreamless sleep in their uniforms also saw, in their final, searing dreams, their grandmothers reaching out a gentle hand to them against the backdrop of that brilliant sun.
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Within forty-eight hours of Hitler's decision to commit suicide—on April 28th—he received word that Benito Mussolini, the leader of the Italian Fascists, had been executed by firing squad.  Upon confirming the news of He Rui’s death, Mussolini had decided to lead a force to northern Italy to link up with local fascists and launch a counter-attack on Rome. At least, that was what he had told Hitler.  However, as soon as he entered northern Italy, he was betrayed by his own. A large Italian government force launched a fierce assault on Mussolini and his entourage once they were encircled. In a position of absolute superiority, the Italians proved themselves capable fighters. The German remnants with Mussolini suffered heavy losses and were forced to surrender. Mussolini himself was captured.  Hitler had assumed that Mussolini, having served as Prime Minister for so long and contributed significantly to the nation, would at least be spared the death penalty. He had not expected him to be summarily executed.  This result forced Hitler to the agonizing realization that he, too, would likely face execution after a show trial.  He had always maintained that he would rather die than surrender. It was for this reason that he had placed the second atomic bomb in the cellar of the Reichstag, not far from his bunker, and had excavated a secret tunnel connecting the two.  Aside from Hitler’s direct manual trigger, there were two other ways to detonate the bomb, though the remote detonator held the highest priority.  In his final forty-eight hours, Hitler allowed those of his staff who wished to leave to do so. He wrote his will and married Eva Braun.  Many regarded Eva as a vain woman, a master of romantic maneuvering. But from the moment her relationship with Hitler was finalized, she had remained steadfastly by his side. Even now, facing certain death, she showed no hysteria and made no attempt to flee. She completed the wedding ceremony and remained with him until the end.  On April 29th, Hitler ordered the guards to let no one else leave. At 11:00 PM on the 30th, he met with the remaining staff in the bunker. By this time, most of the senior military officers were gone; even Göring had departed days prior.  Hitler was not surprised. He had seen how the German officer corps had treated Kaiser Wilhelm II at the end of the First World War. The only thing that truly moved him was Field Marshal Model’s suicide. Upon hearing the news, he had remarked to Göring and Manstein: "If Model could do it, I have no reason to do less."  To his surprise, the civilian staff chose to stay. It gave Hitler a sense of the worth of the common German people. At the end of the first war, it was he—a mere corporal—who had sworn to liberate Germany and avenge the defeat. Of all the "great men" on high, not one had truly taken the people's suffering to heart. Even when they spoke of revenge, it was merely an excuse for personal gain.  After bidding the staff farewell, Hitler requested they remain within the bunker. He did not know that this act would save them; at the time, he simply felt they might lack the courage to face death, and that the bunker would collapse quickly under the nuclear blast, granting them a swifter end.  To reduce their suffering, he had thoughtfully gifted each of his secretaries a small vial of lethal poison, apologizing that he had nothing better to give them.  Finally, at 11:40 PM on April 30th, Hitler emerged from the bunker, accompanied by the entire Goebbels family. Goebbels had already decided on a family suicide, but upon learning of the nuclear device, he and his wife joyfully agreed to join the Hitlers in their final journey.  At the thought of taking tens—perhaps even hundreds—of thousands with them, Goebbels felt only delight at the prospect of such a brilliant death. He was briefly concerned that the device might fail and anxiously questioned Hitler in private.  Hitler, who loathed this instability in Goebbels' character, told him coldly: "You have only to follow me!"  At 11:40 PM, the Hitlers, the Goebbels, and their seven children stood outside the bunker, enveloped in the smoke and haze of battle. Visibility was so low, and the final madness of the war so intense, that no one noticed them.  Hitler pressed the button, and the nuclear weapon exploded. Exactly how he died, no one would ever truly know. That his final moments were recorded so accurately was only because the device had a yield of 11,000 tons of TNT. While it caused immense destruction, it was not enough to totally level the Führerbunker; it only rendered the structure impossible to open for several days.  It was four days later that the survivors within managed to force their way out. By then, the area within five hundred meters of the epicenter was virtually devoid of life.  Before midnight on April 30th, the earth had heaved like a bucking stallion. The Red Army never expected to witness such a spectacle: the Reichstag was shattered from below. Then, a column of heat and light erupted from the ground, illuminating the surroundings with a brilliance that blinded anyone who looked directly at it.  The intense radiation killed everyone within a kilometer of the surface. Infrared rays inflicted severe burns on anyone within 1.5 kilometers who was not in a deep shelter. Many exhausted officers and men, sleeping in their dreams of home, saw their grandmothers reaching out to them before convulsing and dying in their sleep.  Those who died in such dreams were the fortunate ones. The unlucky were jolted awake by the agonizing pain, dying within a week.  Further out, radiation claimed hundreds of thousands of Soviet soldiers and German civilians. As the energy of the fission reaction finally dissipated, a black rain began to fall from the sky.  The atomic explosion produced a massive mushroom cloud filled with radioactive dust. Mixed with the moisture in the clouds, this became a black rain that fell over the Berlin area. The water was highly radioactive, contaminating the rivers. Most refugees who drank it in their desperation died within days.  There is an old Chinese saying: "It is easy to die early, hard to die late." Within the radius of a nuclear strike, this phrase found its literal truth.  When the survivors from the bunker emerged four days later, in addition to the 100,000 who had vanished or died instantly, another 100,000 had perished in agony. Even the Red Army believed the city was cursed, withdrawing their forces forty kilometers from the epicenter of the blast.  The intensity of the ground radiation had significantly diminished. The bunker staff carried water and food. Though they knew nothing of the world outside, they had decided to speak to no one and get as far from Berlin as possible.  Stunned as they were by the unrecognizable ruins of the city, they fled. It was not until May 15th, when Red Army units equipped with Chinese radiation detectors began a thorough search of the bunker, that it was confirmed someone had survived. By then, the staff had vanished. The details of these events would only emerge in the memoirs of one of Hitler’s secretaries, who settled elsewhere and only revealed her identity in 1990, shocking the world.  Based on her memoirs, the final fates of the large number of core Nazi officials who vanished after the blast were finally established.  The full scale of the losses from the 1945 Berlin explosion was not disclosed by the Soviets until the following year. According to their data, 280,000 Red Army soldiers died instantly, with another 170,000 passing within three months.  While some historians argue that the actual number of Red Army soldiers directly killed by the blast was around 120,000—attributing the rest to the failures of Soviet command during the siege—these claims have never been officially accepted. As the primary force that eliminated Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union’s narrative is treated with universal respect.  On May 4, 1945, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, representing the remnants of the German government and its organized military, signed the document of unconditional surrender.  Though isolated pockets of German troops continued to resist, serious historians agree that the Second World War ended there.  The war had divided the globe into the Chinese-led liberation camp and the Euro-American Allies. Ultimately, the global liberation movement achieved complete victory. From that moment on, not a single colony remained on Earth; every oppressed people had been liberated from the yolk of colonialism.  On May 5th, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, having handed over his duties to his deputy, landed in the Chinese capital. Stepping off the plane, he found his old comrade Zhong Yifu waiting for him.  Before a word could be spoken, Zhong opened the car door. "Let’s go see the Chairman."  Cheng sat inside and replied, "Let me wash first. The Chairman wouldn't like it otherwise."  He Rui had never demanded special treatment; his lifestyle was no different from anyone else’s. There was only one exception: his habit of bathing. Whenever conditions permitted, even in the dead of winter with cold water, he would wash.  By 1930, this was no longer a luxury in Chinese cities; every worker in a state-owned factory had access to a bathhouse. It was simply that most lacked the habit.  But Cheng, having fought alongside He Rui for thirty years, knew the Chairman’s preferences well. So did Zhong. He gave a quiet instruction to the driver, and the car headed straight for the airport staff quarters, where Cheng utilized the bathhouse for a thorough scrub.  Smelling of soap and shampoo, Cheng changed into a fresh uniform and returned to the car. The two Marshals sat in silence until they neared their destination. Zhong finally spoke: "Ruofan, shouldn't you go to the Military Commission first?"  "No," Cheng answered calmly. "I’ve submitted my report. I am here to see the Chairman."  Zhong sighed inwardly. Cheng was a man of pure sentiment. To others, "a new ruler means new ministers" was a law of nature. To visit the late Chairman before reporting to Chairman Li or the Commission could easily be seen as a political maneuver. But Zhong knew better; Cheng had no such intent. Thus, he said no more, remaining by his side.  By doing so, Zhong was showing his loyalty to his friend, ready to speak up for him if anyone tried to exploit the situation. If he kept his distance, he would be unable to help.  The car stopped before the newly completed memorial hall. Zhong noted that the security was being handled not by regular army units, but by the Central Guard Regiment.  As they stepped out, Li Runshi emerged from the hall. Zhong felt a surge of tension.  Li walked up to Cheng. To Zhong’s relief, Cheng showed no sign of resentment and saluted first. Half the weight on Zhong’s heart was lifted.  When the salute was finished, Li stepped forward and shook Cheng’s hand. "Comrade Ruofan, you have worked hard."  "It is the victory of the world's people against colonialism, imperialism, and racism," Cheng replied, his emotions still far from the conversation. "I was but one of them."  The rest of the weight left Zhong's heart, though a new worry emerged. He knew Cheng’s character; these were his genuine feelings, but all he wanted now was to mourn He Rui, not discuss work. If Li pressed him, the response might not be so diplomatic.  To his relief, Li said, "I will take you to see the Chairman. You should tell him the good news yourself."  With that, Li turned and led the way into the hall. Zhong let out a silent breath. By his assessment, Li was a man of great magnanimity; if he chose to let a slight pass, he would never bring it up again. Seeing a potentially explosive situation resolved so smoothly, Zhong was finally at ease.  Within the memorial hall lay a crystal coffin. Within it, He Rui lay in eternal rest, his expression serene as if in sleep. Two meters from the coffin, Li Runshi stopped and stepped aside.  This small gesture raised Li even higher in Zhong’s estimation. So long as Li did not hold this against him later, Cheng was safe. Still, Zhong himself would have stayed behind Li. To visit He Rui was a privilege a Marshal could exercise at any time.  He watched Cheng walk to the coffin and reach out to touch its polished surface. Zhong felt a twinge of envy; to maintain such pure emotion while reaching the rank of Marshal was something he himself found impossible.  Cheng had eyes only for He Rui. He saw the crisp uniform without rank insignia and the bare head—the way He Rui had dressed for most of their thirty years together.  Thirty years ago, when they had first met, He Rui was a young man. The man in the coffin, with his pale, fine skin and absence of wrinkles, looked as he had then. He Rui, at fifty-five, looked only twenty-five—exactly the age he had been when they first met. The man in the coffin and the man in his memory merged into one.  The memories of those thirty years erupted. Overcome with grief, Cheng Ruofan leaned against the coffin and wept. He had "cried" several times since hearing the news, but his heart had been so burdened that the emotions were stifled; he had only shed tears.  Now, having brought the news of victory, he finally accepted that He Rui had gone after fulfilling his most magnificent task. The blockage in his heart was gone, and the tears flowed freely. At last, he truly wept.  He didn't speak of his pain or choke out reports. He simply cried—for the loss of a comrade who was like a teacher, for the years they had spent together, and for the future they would not share. It was the pure sorrow of loss.  Emotions are contagious. Everyone in the room found themselves weeping once more.  Cheng did not cry for long. After wiping his eyes, he prepared to leave. He noticed that his touch had left a slight mark on the glass. Recalling He Rui’s obsession with cleanliness, he pulled out a fresh handkerchief and carefully polished the surface until the mark vanished. Only then did he turn to Li Runshi. "Chairman Li..."  "Comrade Ruofan, go and rest first," Li interrupted him gently. "The Military Commission meets tomorrow. You must be there."  Cheng said no more. He saluted and left with Zhong Yifu.  Less than ten minutes after their departure, Molotov was led in. Beholding the crystal coffin, he stepped forward and bowed low.  This time, he showed genuine reverence. The power of nuclear weapons and the staggering casualties they inflicted had deeply shocked the Soviet leadership. But the greatest shock had come from the intelligence that China had already conducted a nuclear strike on the German test site, proving they not only possessed the weapons but the will and capability to use them.  The Central Committee now acknowledged that the combat effectiveness of the Chinese National Defense Forces exceeded that of the Red Army. With a population and industrial base several times that of the USSR, and possessing nuclear weapons, they decided that the Soviet Union must not challenge China in the short term.  The reason was simple. America had signed an armistice, and Germany was finished. China was now free to turn its full attention to the USSR. If the Soviet Union held such an advantage, they would certainly find a pretext to suppress China. As in Aesop’s fables, the wolf would find a reason to blame the lamb even if it were drinking downstream.  Having paid his respects to the man who had led China to total victory, Molotov returned to Li Runshi. His tone was as calm as he could make it. "I have been instructed by the Soviet government to discuss post-war cooperation. Regarding this just war, my government and the Party believe it marks the beginning of world peace."  Hearing this submissive tone from a man who knew the world had to have peace, Li Runshi replied heartily, "Indeed. Chairman He was a great pacifist. He built this peace."  Thinking of the wars He Rui had fought and the tens of millions he had slain, Molotov nodded respectfully. "In my life, I have never seen a greater builder of peace. I believe the peace Chairman He created will surely endure."
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Only after Molotov began discussions with China regarding the establishment of military administration zones in Germany did he realize that the Chinese were already fully prepared. He was pleased to find China willing to negotiate, yet he soon felt an immense pressure when it became clear that Beijing had no intention of allowing the USSR full dominance over the disposal of eastern Germany.  As Molotov had anticipated, the Soviet Union sought to alter Germany's borders. Compared to Germany, Poland was the primary object the USSR wished to control completely. Having already secured the territories east of the Curzon Line from Poland, the Soviets intended to compensate the Poles by granting them a portion of eastern Germany.  China initially opposed the move, arguing that such a redistribution of German land would trigger a violent backlash. At the very least, China would not give its consent.  In the world as it stood, there were few things that could be carried out if China opposed them. Forced into a corner, Molotov utilized every channel to negotiate. Ultimately, he proposed a solution to the Soviet Central Committee.  They would first divide the military administration zones and then establish a "new state" within the Soviet-occupied German territory. Afterward, they would sign a land-transfer agreement with this new government. This maneuver would avoid a direct confrontation with China.  By this time, the Soviet leadership was well aware of China's nuclear capability and had witnessed the power of the bomb firsthand. Since a direct conflict was out of the question, they approved Molotov's suggestion.  Bolstered by the response, Molotov entered the next round of negotiations with renewed confidence. Just as he thought the process might proceed smoothly, the Chinese side raised a new requirement: "Given the suffering of the Jews in Europe, China deems it necessary for Germany and Poland—the nations that most severely persecuted them— to provide land for the establishment of a Jewish state. This will resolve the Jewish question once and for all."  The idea of providing land for a Jewish homeland had been discussed by the Great Powers for years. The Soviet Union also harbored its share of anti-Semitism; to prevent internal unrest, they had already established a Jewish Autonomous Oblast in the Far East, effectively exiling their Jewish population to the border with China.  But the Chinese requirement struck Molotov as problematic. Although he knew a refusal was likely impossible, he asked cautiously, "Which specific land are we talking about?"  Li Shiguang produced a map. Molotov looked at it: the proposed region was centered on East Prussia and included a portion of Polish territory, totaling approximately 50,000 square kilometers. In Molotov’s memory, the area was described as marshland—not quite water, but certainly a wetland.  He knew the Central Committee indeed wanted East Prussia as a strategic enclave. He attempted to negotiate, but Li Shiguang was in no mood for compromise.  Although Li personally loathed the posturing of imperialism, he recognized that European civilization understood only that language. He spoke with a cold gravity: "I am issuing a notification, not initiating a discussion. If you insist on a discussion, I would prefer to discuss the question of the Baltic states."  The remark was not one Li enjoyed making, but seeing Molotov’s forced compliance brought a certain satisfaction.  Molotov was not angered by the imperialist tone. As Li had suspected, this directness allowed Molotov to grasp China’s attitude with absolute clarity. He stopped struggling and immediately telegrammed the Central Committee.  At the subsequent session in Moscow, Stalin finally displayed his fury, delivering a blistering denunciation of China's "imperialist actions."  The members of the Committee were all seasoned political animals. Sensing the wind, they followed suit, criticizing China for having abandoned its revolutionary path. Amidst the chorus of condemnation, all eyes turned to Commissioner Kirov.  In the current Party, Kirov was the only one with the stature to provide everyone—Stalin included—with a "step down" that wouldn't damage his own standing. Stalin’s show of strength was a necessity of his position, yet the members knew perfectly well that a military conflict with China was unthinkable. A single East Prussia was not worth a war.  Kirov waited for the others to finish their support for Stalin’s stance. Noticing the General Secretary growing impatient, he finally spoke: "The priority at this moment is Poland. China's imperialist behavior is a valuable lesson; it will allow the Polish people to fully recognize the imperialist nature of Beijing."  The remark earned Kirov considerable respect among his peers. To call for a retreat directly would be "capitulationism." By framing the concession as a way to expose Chinese "evil" to the Poles, he turned it into a form of ideological offensive.  Kirov was not finished. "Only the establishment of a new Germany can ensure European stability," he continued. "Currently, China is not obstructing this. I believe it is necessary to ensure this process moves forward smoothly."  Stalin, who had no intention of a direct clash, seized the opening. "And what of the new division of occupation zones, comrades? Any thoughts?"  In this round, China had indeed made significant concessions. According to the new standards, China was to yield nearly 100,000 square kilometers of its occupied territory. These were prime lands—highly industrialized and densely populated. In Soviet eyes, compared to the sliver of land required for the Jewish state, China was the one taking the loss.  When it came time for rhetoric, the Central Committee members were masters. But on matters of this gravity, they were also exceedingly cautious. After a period of discussion, they finalized their acceptance of the Chinese requirements.  On May 16, 1945, China and the USSR issued a joint declaration on the establishment of the Jewish Republic. The announcement met with little opposition within the United Nations; even the anti-Semites found it acceptable.  For the anti-Semites of Europe, their greatest desire was the expulsion of the Jews to "purify" their own social environments. As for whether the Jews were slaughtered, there were fewer true madmen in Europe than one might think.  Thus, from May 19th, WPLA units began their advance into East Prussia alongside Soviet forces. Simultaneously, the WPLA commenced its withdrawal from other sectors according to the new zonal boundaries.  By June 1st, the final partition was complete. The local German populations in East Prussia and the surrounding areas were subjected to total expulsion by the Soviet military. Hearing that the Chinese were leaving and the Russians were taking over, vast numbers of residents in eastern Germany also fled to the West.  On June 2nd, the International Military Tribunal for the trial of crimes committed during the Second World War opened in Nuremberg. The war had entered its final phase of reckoning.  So many high-ranking Nazis had vanished in the Berlin nuclear blast that they accounted for less than forty percent of the defendants. Another ten percent were members of various European fascist and Nazi groups. Fully half of those on trial were colonialists, including Winston Churchill.  The grounds for their trial were simple: during their administrations, they had oversaw numerous massacres and other atrocities in their colonies. They were charged with crimes against humanity.  Drawing on China's experience with the Asian International Tribunal established during the Sino-British War of 1927, the organization of the Great Trial proceeded smoothly. Representatives from every former colony flocked to Nuremberg to file complaints, providing a mountain of evidence and demanding severe punishment for the colonialists.  According to the rules established by the Chinese, the defendants were permitted legal counsel. Jurists from across Europe and the United States converged on Nuremberg.  Professor Zhao Tianlin, who had served as the executive chairman of the previous international commission, received a delegation of Western jurists who had come to China to "pay him a visit" during his convalescence.  Zhao was weak, yet he granted them an audience. The leader of the delegation was the son of his former law professor at Harvard.  The conversation was direct. Zhao sighed, "Had a standard been reached and signed by all at the Singapore Conference in 1943, things would not have come to this. At that time, Chairman He believed we should cast aside the burdens of the past and enter an era of peaceful development."  The jurists were filled with regret. Their primary hope then had been to "wait and see." As beneficiaries of colonialism, they had hoped to gloss over its crimes with a few innocuous statements rather than face genuine legislation, trials, and accountability.  Now that China had crushed all opposition through military force, matters that could have been handled gently now required a serious accounting. As the Chinese saying went: "Some things, if not placed on the scale, weigh less than four ounces. Once on the scale, even a thousand pounds won't hold them."  The jurists were pragmatic. They asked Zhao, "Professor, is there any path left for a more moderate approach?"  Zhao shook his head. "Once a case is established, it must follow its course. I believe many will hang this time. All are equal before the law; kings, prime ministers, and ministers alike must pay the price for their crimes."  Seeing the grim expressions of the experts, Zhao offered a small, forced smile. "Heh. I can assure you of one thing: China will not demand the death penalty for the sake of it. For the officers and men of the opposing side who fought in normal combat, China will guarantee their legal rights, provided they committed no war crimes."  The experts exchanged a look, but found no comfort in the words. They had studied He Rui; they knew he wasn't a man for random executions, but neither was he a man for retribution. Death depended solely on whether the captive had committed a crime.  But the legacy of five hundred years of colonialism was a mountain of sin. To truly pursue it meant a river of blood. At the very least, Churchill and the officials of the Colonial Office were destined for the gallows. The Belgian King and half of his cabinet would swing as well.  The death of these men carried a significance far greater than any execution of POWs. To trial colonialism was to trial almost all of Europe. Only a few, like Hungary, could stand tall and declare themselves clean.  "Dr. Zhao, can you help us defend those on trial?"  Faced with the plea, Zhao Tianlin found himself unable to answer immediately. He could defend them, but the fundamental logic of any defense would be anti-colonial. He worried that the Western experts might assume he could somehow subvert New China's standards of judgment.  While he doubted they truly believed that, he knew that desperate men—like a dog leaping over a wall—might convince themselves of anything.
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On June 3, 1945, Eleanor Roosevelt signed the order to dispatch troops to the four northwestern states. As she set down her pen, she felt a sudden surge of anticipation. She hoped for a swift federal victory that would force the Black veterans to surrender quickly. In the prevailing American mindset, Black soldiers were not considered particularly formidable. With a decisive victory, Eleanor believed she could leverage her prestige to turn and suppress the rising insolence of the Southern states.  In the South, the states had already designated Montgomery as their capital. Upon learning that Eleanor had signed the order, the Southern elite immediately raised their glasses in celebration.  Had Eleanor merely practiced systemic discrimination against Black people, her actions would have triggered nothing more than an internal debate among the establishment. But dispatching troops to suppress the northwestern states, where the Black veterans already held the advantage, was another matter entirely.  Even if the civil rights legislation enacted by the Black veterans was deemed illegal by most states, illegalities were occurring on a staggering scale in America every day; the Black movement was hardly unique in that regard.  The Southern states had exerted pressure within Congress specifically to goad Eleanor’s cabinet into initiating a civil war. Once the federal government fired the first shot of an internal conflict, it would effectively open the door for Southern independence.  The politics played by men and the politics played by women were not the same thing—or so the Southern politicians, who held Eleanor’s capabilities in low regard, believed. Seeing that she had fallen into their trap, the Southern grandees wasted no time in fully activating their machinery.  The Southern states began to stall their tax payments to the federal government. Simultaneously, utilizing gold and silver as collateral, they began issuing their own state currencies while restricting the circulation of federal US dollars within their borders.  Severing the economic ties between North and South was the necessary preparation for the operations to come.  Beyond economics, the South ceased providing manpower to the federal government. Their aim in goading Eleanor into the northwestern suppression was to force the North to continue consuming its own dwindling resources.  With the federal government forced to maintain a defensive line in the North against China while simultaneously suppressing an internal uprising, the breaking point was inevitable. Whether the North collapsed now or in the near future was of little concern to the South; they were content to wait, confident that disaster was coming for the Yankees.  The man who had proposed this strategy was Dan—once a Captain, now a Lieutenant Colonel. The original Southern plan for independence had been a simplistic attempt to "draw a circle and stay within it." Dan felt his fellow Southerners were being as stubborn and narrow-minded as they had been during the first Civil War. He had submitted his plan to the then-Colonel Bourbon—now Major General Bourbon—and secured his full support.  General Bourbon had been under immense pressure until Eleanor issued the marching orders. With the first phase of the plan successfully realized, his influence surged. He was now serving as the Chief of Staff for the Confederate Assembly of the Southern States.  Lieutenant Colonel Dan knew his plan was tearing America apart. He was well aware that such a split would be founded upon a sea of sacrifice. But after surviving the global war, he found he felt nothing toward such prospects. He had seen too much death; he himself was a man who had crawled out from under a mountain of corpses.  Upon returning home, he had tried to return to a life of peace. But that peaceful life was no longer a survival mode he could accept. The repetition of yesterday, every day, made him feel as if he were rotting and dying from within.  Only on the strategic level—moving tens of thousands of men, exerting every ounce of his hard-won knowledge—did he feel truly alive.  Before deployment, the federal army was certain that the Black veterans would resist, likely utilizing small-unit guerrilla tactics.  Thus, when the federal forces entered the Rockies and encountered the first ambushes, there was no panic. The commanders followed their pre-arranged plans, utilizing superior numbers and overwhelming fire coverage. America still possessed vast stockpiles of munitions, enough to deal a crushing blow to any opponent. By June 20th, as the federal columns cleared the mountain passes, they believed the hardest part was behind them.  On June 21st, the sky darkened with fighters. America was not the only nation with an inexhaustible supply of weapons; China’s stockpiles were far greater. Furthermore, the million-strong Black force in the Northwest were not mere recruits but battle-hardened veterans of the regular WPLA.  After centuries of oppression, and with their backs against the wall, these men were more than willing to die for their own liberation.  In the sky, jet fighters clashed with propeller aircraft once more. On the ground, American and Chinese-made tanks engaged in mutual destruction.  Within the Black military command, numerous WPLA volunteers—Black officers and staff—worked alongside the locals, more than compensating for any lack of senior command experience. On the front lines, WPLA veterans operated technical equipment, holding their own against the white federal army in the fields of artillery, electronics, and communications.  The federal government had committed 300,000 men to the campaign. Given the dilapidated state of the North, this represented a significant portion of their remaining strength. Had the enemy been anyone other than Black veterans, the senior military leadership would likely have refused to launch this operation, dubbed "Project Punisher."  From June 21st, after the Black forces completed a maneuver to lure the enemy deep into the mountains, the campaign raged for twenty days. Because the Black units had severed the transport links within the Rockies, the federal army lacked even the ability to flee once defeated. Ultimately, only a handful of white troops escaped the encirclement. The vast majority were either killed or taken prisoner.  When the news reached the North, the states were gripped by terror. Ironically, the supposedly "most racist" Southern states showed no fear. In their master plan, the best outcome was a restored Confederacy and independence. At the very least, they sought a new Constitution built upon their own principles.  If they achieved independence, they had no intention of including the four northwestern states in their Confederacy. If they succeeded in rewriting the Constitution, they demanded absolute state autonomy; whether the Northwest was Black-dominated was of no interest to them. In fact, a Black-dominated Northwest provided a convenient destination for the racial expulsions they planned to carry out internally, significantly easing the task of purging the South of its own Black population.  General Bourbon immediately outlined the next steps: do not seek to assign blame for the defeat, but instead demand that the federal government launch another offensive immediately.  In Washington, Southern congressmen went to work, while Southern capitalists launched a media blitz. Their message was simple: "Now is not the time for recriminations! The federal army must regroup and strike again! We cannot allow this act of 'self-direction' to spread across the entire United States!"  In this media campaign, the outlets controlled by Southern capital pointedly avoided labeling the Black civil rights movement as a "rebellion." Instead, they utilized the precise term "self-directed action" to define the Black veterans' movement.  To precisely guide public opinion, Southern capital hired numerous influential figures to write articles. To broaden their base of support, these figures even included left-wingers and members of the Communist Party USA—the very people the Southern elite loathed most.  The propaganda struggle was waged in the newspapers and through a series of live radio debates. The core objective was to make the American public accept the view that the Black veterans were merely "acting on their own initiative," not rebelling.  Lieutenant Colonel Dan, the architect of this approach, carefully monitored the public feedback with his team. He was delighted to see that as the campaign deepened, the Northern public was becoming divided. Some saw it as treason, while others were convinced it was merely a localized, self-directed action—similar to a revolt, yet fundamentally different.  This result thrilled Dan’s team. If the South sought independence, they had to avoid being seen as "rebels." To build that ideological foundation, they needed a pathfinder. The Black veterans were the perfect choice.  With the plan proceeding so smoothly, the team even found the leisure to discuss whether the Black forces would seize more states. The discussion was rational and calm. Most agreed that the Black population was too small; holding four states in the Northwest would be hard enough. If they truly wished to launch a counter-offensive, they would have to draw China directly into the conflict.  Dan’s team had already discussed this possibility. They believed that China's priority was not the entire United States, but rather the formal independence of Alaska and Hawaii. After another federal defeat, the Washington government would likely be desperate enough to seek communication with China, hoping for a guarantee of non-interference in the internal war.  This would be China’s opportunity to demand that the federal government recognize the independence of Alaska and Hawaii. After all, neither territory had attained statehood; they lacked formal legal standing within the Union.  Having concluded these discussions, the team refocused. The foundation for Southern independence had to be the extreme weakening of the Northern federal government—either through military and financial collapse or the total disintegration of its political legitimacy.  Dan and his colleagues were no longer the hotheads of the first Civil War. Most were students of He Rui’s political and military doctrines. Compared to the crude "cowboy" culture of traditional America, the Chinese methodologies they had learned were vastly more advanced.  In contrast, the federal government in the North had seen its best talents depart. The cabinet members remaining in Washington mostly believed that a "strongman" posture was the only way to retain public support.  In Chinese culture, there was a phrase that perfectly described such men: "A monkey wearing a crown."  Events unfolded exactly as Dan had predicted. The clique in Washington began mobilizing troops for another assault on the Northwest.  When the news arrived, a young member of Dan’s team, James Gan, approached him with a look of confusion. "Colonel, however foolish those people in Washington might be, they must know that sending more troops is effectively splitting the country. Why do they persist?"  Dan looked at the young man. James was talented but lacked an understanding of the stubbornness of older men and the bedrock of cultural accumulation. He answered with patience.  "Your assessment is correct, James. The politicians in Washington are not so stupid as to be blind to the problem. But in their eyes, the Black veterans gaining equal civil rights means their own power is being undermined. Those politicians cannot accept such a change. To them, a changed America is no longer America at all."  Seeing the anger on James’s face, Dan added, "They rely on the Constitution. And the reason we are building an independent Confederacy is that we loathe that same Constitution. It is that document that allows a foolish federal government to limit the freedom of the states.  "Only by shattering this hypocritical Constitution and allowing the people of every state to enjoy their own freedom can we create true happiness for the American people!"  The words struck a chord with the young and impulsive James. He nodded firmly and fell silent.  Dan turned back to his work, his expression a mask of professional detachment. But in his heart, he felt a twinge of guilt toward such a simple-hearted young man. Dan’s true concern was not "justice," but the fact that he was participating in momentous, world-shaping events.  During the war, he had rarely wondered why he was risking his life. It wasn't until his capture and his subsequent study of Chinese culture and politics that he realized he had been a mere pawn for those on high. The elite had thrown young men like him into the fire and forgotten them, for to them, millions of soldiers were nothing but consumables.  Thus, Dan had decided that he, too, would become one of those who stood on high, never again to be controlled by others. And he would see those current elites fall from their heights and shatter upon the ground.  The war had changed him profoundly. Its greatest legacy was that he finally understood what he loved and what he hated. And the definitions of that love and hate were no longer the standards forced upon him by his superiors, but his own choices.  Spiritual freedom was the only true freedom. Dan loved this freedom with all his soul, and he hated those who sought to constrain it—especially the high-born and the powerful.  The next steps were simple. When the next battle erupted, the South would expose the hypocrisy of the Northerners and the games they played to secure their power through war.  Once the American public realized the truth, the United States would either face a constitutional convention or simply explode. The end of the old elite would be as inevitable as death itself.
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The substantive outbreak of the American Civil War became the largest conflict following the conclusion of the Second World War. Li Runshi wished to devote more attention to it, yet he found himself with no time to spare.  In 1944, He Rui had withstood immense pressure to begin transitioning China’s industrial production from wartime service to normal social production. Like any major policy shift, this necessitated a purge of those who had extracted illegal profits under the previous regime.  In the He Rui government, most of those who had grown wealthy through illegal means had done so only because the state had been hesitant to "strike the rat for fear of breaking the vase." Now that the "rabbit" was dead, the time had come to "cook the hound." Investigations into their illicit activities had long been underway; they were merely waiting for the day when the findings could be publicized.  Li Runshi was forced to focus on these matters because the lawbreakers were entangled with many individuals of high standing within the system.  If it were merely a matter of bribing inspectors to pass off substandard goods for economic gain, the Ministry of Justice could handle it. Such crimes did not warrant Li’s time or energy.  What concerned Li were those who, amidst the social upheaval of the war, attempted to establish institutional models conducive to monopoly—namely, to bureaucratic capitalism, as well as to capitalist and feudal systems.  One such organization, formed by prominent businessmen, was the "Huashan Society." Li watched them closely. Based on the philosophy that "there is but one path up Mount Hua," the society argued that state-owned economies were inherently less efficient than private ones. Consequently, they proposed that for society to operate efficiently, social management should be handled more by enterprises and less by the government.  The rebuttal to the Huashan Society's ideology had been formulated while He Rui was still alive. He had commissioned an economic research department led by Li Runshi to compare the operating models of state-owned and private enterprises, resulting in a clear analysis of the political philosophies and "Chinese characteristics" behind each.  He Rui’s economic theories had often drawn criticism from those in Europe who called themselves communists. This was because He Rui acknowledged that in the pursuit of individual profit, private enterprises were far more efficient than state-owned ones. Therefore, once the rules of production were established, he insisted that state and private firms compete directly in the marketplace.  European "communists" generally believed that the ownership of production must be subject to moral evaluation and hierarchical classification.  He Rui held such views in disdain. He believed that competition in the field of production forced private enterprises to conduct "extreme experiments" regarding consumer demand.  For instance, take a simple bicycle. A private firm would find every possible way to satisfy the people’s needs, creating numerous specialized improvements. In this field, the primary goal of a Central Enterprise (SOE) was not to meet every whim, but to satisfy the basic needs of the people to ensure social stability. Only after meeting these fundamental—and already difficult—demands would an SOE consider the high-risk R&D required for expanded demand. Furthermore, such R&D would naturally lean toward low-cost production.  The equity of an SOE was held by the Center—it was state-owned—meaning its capacity for risk was inherently low. The leaders of an SOE bore immense responsibility; an investment failure was a burden the leadership could hardly sustain. Nor could the state simply lift this restriction and grant SOE heads a "death-exemption medal" for failure.  If a private venture-capital investment failed, the firm was devastated—perhaps even bankrupt. Thus, from an economic standpoint, it was only rational that they should reap high profits from successful R&D.  SOEs, conversely, had a low tolerance for failure. How to promote SOE efficiency under such conditions was a matter of systemic research for the state.  Li Runshi possessed a high level of understanding of these issues, which was why the Huashan Society drew his scrutiny. They intended to alter China’s economic system, and a change in the economic system would inevitably lead to a change in the political one.  The Huashan Society was relatively sophisticated among domestic capital groups. The majority of others were merely "bumpkin" parvenus or highly speculative ventures. Their political demands were far more primitive.  Due to their lower caliber, some of these groups proposed that since "those without permanent property have no permanent heart," the state-owned nature of land should be abolished.  Faced with such capital, Li Runshi felt an impulse to uproot them entirely. But recalling He Rui’s remark that he was "too kind-hearted," he quickly calmed himself.  Reflecting on He Rui’s policy-making and layout, Li felt his understanding of the man deepening. He Rui was indeed not a "good man." He Rui, the self-proclaimed anti-social, anti-human madman, did not view these capitalists as human beings but rather as tools or symbols.  According to research, the reason such "madmen" could commit appalling crimes was that their biological structure prevented them from empathizing with normal people.  He Rui’s policies were founded upon an understanding of humanity and human behavioral patterns derived from pure natural law. Ultimately, the resulting policies appeared quite uncomfortable to those sensitive to traditional morality.  Because they were built upon new theories of human study, the debates over "judging by intent vs. judging by deed" had been resolved with a complete, systemic explanation.  So-called "Free Choice" in the humanities did not exist. Biological functions naturally yielded to the influence of the material world. If anything was truly "free," it was the ability of the "self"—shaped by one's will—to reject the choices already made by one's body.  Recalling He Rui’s teachings, Li felt his inner self grow steady. He finally suppressed the urge to apply the "criticism of weapons" to the counter-revolutionaries and turned his focus to the universal promotion of New Chinese culture and lifestyle.  He Rui’s greatest expectation for Li Runshi was that he would create a completely new lifestyle under the socialist system—one that could compete with the capitalist lifestyle and emerge victorious.  To rely on the criticism of weapons would not only fail to win that victory but would turn the new lifestyle into a source of reaction.  Yet this was an incredibly difficult task. With his attention fixed on this goal, Li had neither the time nor the energy to consider the American "quasi-civil war."  While Li was preoccupied, the relevant departments handled the American situation according to their own designs. China’s current policy prioritized the establishment of the new economic order in Asia and Africa, followed by South and Central America.  With the global war just concluded, the leaders within the Li Runshi government believed that if China truly wanted a full-scale civil war in America, the best method was not to intervene personally but to provide the fuel to keep the conflict burning.  Munitions stockpiles in China were more than enough to sustain the Black veterans in the Northwest in their struggle for liberation.  The real way to help the Black veterans now was to assist them in building their capacity for governance. This included not only administration, justice, and military affairs, but also diplomacy.  Thus, the government dispatched experts to engage in deep discussions with the Black leaders. Ultimately, the four northwestern states accepted the Chinese advice and issued a declaration to the other American states and the world.  "...The Black people are merely fighting for their civil rights. As builders of America, Black people are inherently citizens of the United States.  "The four northwestern states are integral parts of the United States. The Black people are resisting oppression and slaughter; they have absolutely no intention of splitting the country.  "Therefore, the four northwestern states firmly oppose the racist murderers currently in Washington. We hope to awaken the courage and strength of all American states to uphold justice and prevent the ultimate disintegration of our nation."  The declaration from the northwestern legislatures concluded with the slogan: "To unity, not division!"  The declaration made every white American who saw it—particularly those in the North—feel exceedingly uncomfortable. Northern whites truly believed the Black seizure of power in the Northwest through force was a rebellion. Even if it wasn't a rebellion against the Union, it was a rebellion against white people. For a people who had always viewed Blacks as an inferior race, the idea of a Black revolt was more intolerable than Chinese control of the region.  Because of the reality of their defeat in the Second World War, American whites had been forced to admit that the Chinese were a race not inferior to their own. They could, therefore, accept losing to China with relative composure.  But Black people could not be equal to whites. Even if they had to admit to being racists or fascists, American whites could not accept equality with Blacks.  The officials in the Li Runshi government were well aware of this. While the Northwest issued its "non-secession" declaration, China continued to strengthen its military and administrative support for the four states.  In internal discussions, it was noted that if the Northwest did not fail militarily, the federal government might very well kick them out of the Union entirely. The comrades felt this might be the best possible outcome—much like the state China had forcibly established for the Jews in Europe.  The same large department was responsible for the Jewish state in Europe and the support for the American Northwest. When the workers grew tired, they would exchange stories of their respective missions.  The comrade handling European affairs spoke of the bizarre developments there. The European Jews had reluctantly accepted independence but firmly rejected the name "Israel." They believed that since their traditions dictated that Jews were destined to wander until the end of time, when Jehovah would lead them back to Israel.  Establishing a Jewish state now was seen as contrary to their religious doctrine. Yet the pressure of survival was so great that they realized they had to have a state to prevent another Holocaust.  Ultimately, they agreed to a state, but insisted it be called anything but Israel. For now, the European state was temporarily named the Kingdom of Judah.  Hearing this, the comrades in the North America department felt that the Black veterans were positively progressive compared to the Jews. In Chinese eyes, living one's life according to a book written by a "god" two thousand years ago was essentially a form of madness.  While China’s own Analects had been written around the same time, it was merely a book—one could choose to believe it or not. It had endured only because most found its concepts sound and learned much from it.  Having finished their exchange of "strange tales," the North American team returned to their work with renewed energy. They felt fortunate not to have been assigned to the European department. Dealing with a group of religious fanatics made them worry their patience would evaporate, and they would end up berating the "holy men" for their feudal superstitions!
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Time sped by, and soon it was July 1, 1945. A significant portion of the capitalist class engaged in economic activity approached the day with mixed emotions. For those who had expected the economic and political landscape of 1945 to undergo massive fluctuations, the current stability was a source of frustration.  The Asian edition of *The Economist* went so far as to lead with a front-page headline: "He Rui likely didn't expect his political influence to dissipate so quickly."  The long-established newspapers of the old industrial powers possessed keen political sensitivities and an irrepressible urge to stir up trouble. Facing the new global hegemon, the editors of *The Economist* cast aside all restraint. They sensed a familiar scent emanating from within China: the national capitalists who had risen during the He Rui era were becoming impatient for greater economic power.  Where there is a crack, there are those ready to pry it open.  The lead article could not, of course, directly insult the late Chairman. Instead, the editors argued that the hyper-centralization of the He Rui era should now give way to a period of decentralization. Decentralization, they claimed, was beneficial to the global economy. Their entry point was the World Bank system that He Rui had worked so hard to promote during his life.  In He Rui’s plan, the World Bank model drew heavily from the US Federal Reserve. Just as the Fed was composed of major American banks, the World Bank was to be composed of the central banks of all nations. To facilitate more effective consultation and cooperation, He Rui had even sent invitations to Fed bankers and economists during the war, asking them to lecture in China.  While the experts had remained silent during the conflict, they had arrived in droves once the fighting ended, providing extensive technical and structural support.  Using this as a pretext, the editors of *The Economist* argued that China required a systemic economic reform: selling the ownership of Chinese assets to international partners to construct a completely new economic model.  The article concluded with a sentimental projection of the future: "Only free finance can promote free economic development, breaking the barriers of global trade and creating a future world of peace and security."  The front-page piece immediately triggered a backlash among Chinese readers. Those willing to pay for a subscription to *The Economist* generally possessed a degree of economic literacy, and those who supported domestic capital recognized the subtext: an attack on the Li Runshi government. Furthermore, the attack was phrased in a way that resonated with Chinese culture, accusing Li of failing to "maintain the path of the predecessor for three years." It characterized He Rui’s basic policies as having been abandoned and charged that Li’s economic policies aimed to restrict the free flow of capital—a move that would inevitably fail to achieve the global financial order He Rui had intended.  Li Runshi had once remarked: "A party without factions is a palace of imperial thought; a party without wings is a house of bizarre curiosities." Even among those who supported decentralization, there were several factions. The most sophisticated belonged either to the "International Capital Faction" or the "Local Industry Faction." Their names alone revealed their origins.  Politicians the world over keep the specific details of their plans for their goals strictly confidential. When He Rui had begun full-scale war preparations in 1937, he had broken the plan down into numerous policies—"increasing leisure time," "universally raising the people’s cultural level," "stimulating the economy through infrastructure"—to make them palatable to the public.  In reality, his internal explanation to the Party was simply: "To combat the economic crisis, we must stimulate the economy through state investment." Within the entire Party, fewer than ten comrades knew the true objective of the plan, and fewer than five understood its overall structure.  Yet politicians never hide their underlying theories. In America, Roosevelt had utilized his fireside chats to ensure the public understood the theoretical foundation and internal logic of the New Deal. In Germany and the Soviet Union, the leadership exerted every effort to promote their core ideologies through articles and speeches.  He Rui had been doing the same in Japan since 1911. He wrote books and articles, commented on current affairs, proposed solutions to complex problems, and explained the social issues of the day. His prestige had been built brick by brick.  Consequently, the changes triggered by various policies and their secondary effects had been described clearly by He Rui in his numerous writings.  Just as capitalists only understood what it meant to be a bourgeoisie after the publication of Marx’s *Capital*, the Chinese bourgeoisie had rapidly attained "self-consciousness" through the vast body of knowledge He Rui provided. They began to recognize the difference between the International Capital and Local Industry factions and attempted to choose their side.  *The Economist*’s article deeply offended the Local Industry Faction. The rise of international capital meant the local industrialists would inevitably fall under its control. At this stage, they viewed the internationalists as a morally bankrupt class of rentier vampires who were willing to sell out national sovereignty.  The prospect of international capital carving up Chinese state assets to form a global alliance was something the local industrialists could not accept.  Private cursing was not enough. The Local Industry Faction immediately launched a counter-offensive in the press, exposing the nature of the internationalists and pleading with the Chinese people not to be seduced by them into a betrayal of the nation.  But the bourgeoisie remained the bourgeoisie. While hammering their rivals, the local industrialists did not forget to insert their own "private goods," cryptically expressing their own desire for a piece of the state-owned pie.  The leadership of the State Council understood the domestic bourgeoisie well and did not take these verbal skirmishes too seriously. In any normal nation, public power possesses an overwhelming advantage. Even in America, capital could not enact policy that affected the nation's foundation without the state’s approval.  Public power is not inherently pro-people or pro-capital; its policies are influenced by whoever can provide the resources required for its existence. Bureaucracies do not produce wealth; they must extract it.  The leadership under Li Runshi had a deeper understanding of this reality. Within the He Rui government, He Rui and many of his subordinates had been that rare breed of talent in human history who could personally conduct R&D and drive social progress. Thus, the government did not particularly care for the emerging bourgeoisie, as they had not yet become a significant force.  This was understood not only by the government but by the bourgeoisie themselves who had survived the past twenty years. Though they came from diverse backgrounds—some from old money—they were fundamentally different from the parvenus who typically rose after a traditional Chinese dynastic change.  Traditionally, a new central government would gain knowledge and human resources from the new elite, necessitating a deal of interests. The He Rui government, however, possessed its own knowledge and resources. It was the extraordinary performance of the men led by He Rui that gave the government its current absolute dominance.  Among these new capitalists, the Local Industry Faction were essentially the technical "disciples and grand-disciples" of the He Rui government regarding core technology. The internationalists, though they denied the lineage publicly, knew in their hearts that the men who controlled the core productive forces were also their teachers.  With their very heritage rooted in the current regime rather than the old era, the new bourgeoisie unconsciously acknowledged that the "New China Legality" promoted by the Li Runshi government was unshakeably correct. Since the government held this rock-solid legitimacy, the bourgeoisie could do little more than bark occasionally to see if they could fool a few minor officials. They held no expectation of truly influencing core government policy.  Li Runshi currently cared little for their opinions. He was occupied with two tasks: completing the construction of the New China Legality and promoting the Chinese-led world economic order.  July 14th was the day for the publication of the semi-annual economic data. The latest figures were so positive they took the State Council by surprise.  Once the data was out, the role of economic policy became easy to explain. An article titled *Chairman He Rui’s Phased Judgment Proven Correct Once More* was published in the *National Daily*.  The editors of the *National Daily* had no intention of engaging in a direct duel with the likes of *The Economist*. They felt the Western press was unworthy of such an honor. Yet the two articles corresponded perfectly, triggering an immediate discussion.  He Rui had argued that although China had achieved a full industrial chain encompassing every mainstream technical niche over twenty years, and possessed many brand-new industries, its history of industrialization was still brief. Thus, China’s new technology represented its future industrial advantage.  China’s *current* advantage lay in its capacity for large-scale production of cheap, low-end industrial goods. These were primarily labor-intensive industries like textiles and agricultural tools.  Following the liberation of Asia and Africa, the local productivity in those regions was low. What the people there needed most to raise their level of development was precisely these low-end goods.  With a massive supply of cheap metal farm tools, the productivity of the local agricultural populations surged. Beyond increasing yields per acre, the time saved allowed them to mobilize labor for irrigation and land reclamation, thereby increasing both local productivity and income.  With cheap textiles, the health of the liberated peoples improved as the rate of infection and injury dropped. Combined with the basic healthcare systems China helped them build, their health was further elevated, providing more labor power.  Because of this synergy, China solved its domestic employment issues through exports, enabling it to provide more development capital to the world. The liberated peoples, enjoying the dividends of industrialization, developed their own economies and naturally gained greater purchasing power, which in turn continued to elevate their national economic levels.  This was the fundamental theory behind the New World Economic Order established by China—and the inevitable result of its successful operation.  Although the *National Daily* made no mention of the "International Capital Order" proposed by its rivals, the data and the tangible sense of development spoke for themselves. The media offensive launched by the internationalists was easily neutralized by reality, failing to spark further debate.  Having won this round, Li Runshi pressed on with his policies. The only figures with the prestige to challenge him were the old Premier, Wu Youping, and the five Marshals. Wu was retired and had told Li privately: "Conduct your investigations. If you need me to step forward, just say the word."  Li trusted Wu Youping’s integrity implicitly. The high command of the He Rui government were mostly nationalists, but the proportion of idealists was staggering—estimated at between five and nine percent based on Li’s own personnel surveys during his time at the Party School. This was an extraordinary ratio. Idealists are defined by their faith—a faith that does not shift with leaders or social environments.  Wu Youping was one such man. He might overlook crime for the sake of the greater good temporarily, but once the situation changed, he would not hesitate to move against the offenders. As long as he breathed, he would not let them escape justice.  The five Marshals were likewise idealists. Though they were all in their fifties, they clung to their convictions. In their worldview, a prison was where a criminal belonged.  So long as the central leadership remained united on this front, Li Runshi’s path was clear. Soon, the various problems that had emerged during the war began to be systematically addressed. A large number of treacherous merchants fell from grace, followed by their collaborators within the system. For a time, the European media was in an uproar, with articles appearing daily regarding the "Great Purge."  The news naturally reached the Soviet Union, where it sent a chill down the spines of the cadres. They had their own share of "troubles" from the war years, and they feared that Stalin, ever the man of the iron fist, would follow Li Runshi’s example.  Having barely survived the Second World War, the cadres had no desire to end up in a prison cell or before a firing squad.  Unconsciously, a wave of opposition to Stalin’s heavy-handed rule began to stir within the Soviet Party and government.
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On August 4, 1945, the Soviet Union announced the establishment of the German Democratic Republic in the German territories under its control.  The news sent a shockwave through Europe. The nations of the East—Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia—beheld the Soviet Union’s blatant attempt to challenge China for dominance on the continent and felt a wave of relief. Had Hungary not succeeded in drawing Chinese power into Eastern Europe before the Soviet occupation, these three nations would likely never have escaped being playthings of the Kremlin.  In Western Europe, the reaction was a mix of shock and delight. The prospect of a direct Sino-Soviet confrontation offered the West a chance for greater strategic breathing space. Yet they also realized that the Soviet offensive posture threatened to turn the continent into a battlefield once more. At the thought of Chinese and Soviet armored divisions clashing on Western European soil, a chill ran down many a spine.  The Soviet move also triggered alarm among the mid-to-high-level Chinese cadres who monitored the USSR. Amidst the surprise, Li Runshi published an article in the National Daily titled *The Difference Between Advance and Retreat in Eastern and Western Cultures*.  In the piece, he argued that in Western culture, taking a defensive posture is regarded as a retreat—and retreat is largely synonymous with failure. In Chinese culture, however, taking a defensive stance signifies "stability." And stability, in the Chinese context, often implies initiative and victory.  Following this analysis, Li wrote: "...In summary, it is likely that the Soviet leadership regards security as its highest-priority issue at present.  "In reality, the nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America are secure. The former threats of war have been eliminated. Most of the world’s nations are concentrating their primary energy on domestic economic construction.  "From the perspective of Western culture, the Soviet actions are entirely unproblematic. Yet this view deviates significantly from the mainstream trend of global peace and development. Peace can achieve the greatest security, but the pursuit of security does not necessarily promote peace.  "China will devote every effort to the maintenance of world peace. This is our ideal, and it is the path most beneficial to our nation."  Stalin was incensed as he read the article. He finished it and immediately hurled the translation aside. He was consumed by displeasure; he knew He Rui had regarded Russia as too backward to even comprehend a higher level of civilization. Now He Rui was finally dead, yet his successor, Li Runshi, was singing the same tune—viewing the Soviet Union with the same condescension.  But despite his anger, Stalin had to admit that Li's mockery of Western civilization contained more than a few kernels of truth. The Soviet Union was indeed preoccupied with security once more. China was immensely powerful; not only did it possess its own ten-million-man army that had hammered the Great Powers into submission, but it also commanded nearly ten million allied troops tempered by the fires of war.  As the global situation stood, the combined strength of the West and the USSR was no match for the Chinese bloc.  Stalin pondered over his pipe for a moment. He felt he might have to continue applying pressure to Beijing. He loathed Li Runshi’s attitude, yet he knew the man spoke the truth: in a position of superiority, China was unlikely to initiate an offensive.  In Stalin’s view, as long as the USSR did not attack China directly, Li Runshi would not launch a military strike against them. There was vast room for maneuver between open conflict and their current relationship. So long as he didn't cross the line, the USSR could continue to stir up trouble.  Having settled on a direction, Stalin issued a requirement at the next day’s Politburo meeting: rapidly arm Romania and have them apply pressure along the line of control with Hungary.  During the war, Hungary had retaken much of the territory it had lost after the first war. However, under Chinese pressure, they had limited themselves to areas where Hungarians formed the majority of the population.  This state of affairs left Romania profoundly uneasy. The Soviets informed the current Romanian administration that if China were allowed to dominate the situation, Romania would likely lose even more territory. This was Romania’s greatest fear. The Hungarian lands they held had not been won by their own strength but had been gift-wrapped by the Allies.  With the lessons of history fresh in their minds, the Romanians believed that a single line drawn by the Chinese on a map of Europe could strip them of vast swaths of land—territory far more extensive than what they had taken from Hungary.  The leadership in Beijing was displeased to hear of the outbreak of conflict between Hungary and Romania. They understood the Soviet hand behind the scenes, but that a small nation like Romania would be foolish enough to act as a pawn was a nuisance for China.  They looked to Li Runshi, who appeared remarkably composed. "Comrades," he smiled, "struggle never ceases. Even if it does not erupt in the form of war, it persists in other modes. And the more sufficient the struggle, the more thorough the eventual solution.  "The Soviet Union’s current understanding of the world is flawed. Only through constant struggle will they have the chance to truly progress to a comprehension of a higher level of civilization."  While the leadership found his assessment satisfying, they waited for a more actionable plan.  Li was not a man for hollow talk. Having laid the theoretical groundwork, he continued: "In the Nuremberg trials, the verdict for Italy is nearing completion. Once it is delivered, we shall provide Italy with a series of industrial orders."  The remark triggered a diverse set of reactions among the economic cadres. Those focused on the domestic economy looked concerned; after all, giving orders to Italy meant fewer for Chinese factories. Instinctively, they saw it as bad news for local industry.  However, the comrades tasked with building the international economic order were thrilled. America, the USSR, and Europe were vital components of the global economy. An order that excluded them would be an incomplete system.  Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia had already signed economic cooperation agreements with China, cooperating fully with investigations into their domestic industrial enterprises. China had already begun placing orders with them.  China currently controlled the economies of Asia and Africa and could satisfy their demands. It also met a significant portion of the trade needs of South and Central America. But Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia were far closer to North Africa than China was. If they produced goods to Chinese standards, their transport costs to Africa would be significantly lower than China’s.  If a scientific economics existed, the most efficient utilization of productivity should be its primary pursuit.  Furthermore, drawing more nations into the Chinese-led system would only make that system more robust. While Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia were not major European powers, they collectively possessed a population of some thirty million. Such a market and labor pool held significant value.  The officials handling the international order had no wish for war with the Soviets, yet they would never compromise on the principles of that order.  The Minister of Commerce asked, "Chairman, should we exclude the Soviet Union from the GATT system we are establishing?"  Li Runshi shook his head. "Do you think the Soviet Union would choose to join GATT according to the model we have established?"  GATT was not an unequal treaty intended to force weak nations to open their markets; it was the foundation of the entire international trade system. Li's words left many of his comrades confused.  But Li was certain, based on his discussions with He Rui. High-level struggle was his forte; the lower the stakes, the less he felt motivated to excel. He loathed the levels of discourse filled with human malice. He simply lacked the internal drive to "kill in all four directions" in such a base arena.  In a world where many were happy to wallow in the muck, Li might have the capability, but he was not that kind of man.  Back in the realm of high-level struggle, however, he was in his element. He explained to his comrades: "The Soviet Union, like us, seeks to remain autonomous and self-centered. Their natural resources support such a desire. But their population is insufficient, and their climate dictates that their light industry cannot compete with nations in temperate zones. Their inherent refusal to be subject to others means they cannot accept a global division of labor they do not lead.  "So long as Stalin remains in power, the USSR will not join GATT. Instead, they will attempt to create a Soviet-led equivalent. We would prefer they join us, but we lack the capability to force them into a system we dominate."  The final sentence brought a knowing smile to many faces. Indeed, the USSR was a Great Power, and China had no intention of a military conflict. As a sovereign state, the Soviet Union was free to determine its own economic policies.  Leadership made the decision, and the task fell to those skilled in execution. Many of these officials had risen to their positions through excellence in their specific fields. In private, they might be elegant or even kind, but in the performance of their duties, many were ruthless and would not stop until their objectives were met.  The working levels of several departments coordinated. First, the Foreign Ministry expressed to the USSR its "displeasure" regarding the conflict between Romania and Hungary.  Before the Soviets could respond, the Ministry of Commerce followed up with a suggestion that the USSR join the World Trade Organization (GATT).  In the highest levels of Chinese strategic thought, these two matters were related, but in execution, they were handled as distinct issues. China played a "single game of chess" but dealt with matters one by one.  The Soviet Party, however, did not see it that way. To them, receiving two such communications in short order—one minor, the second concerning the entire direction of the Soviet economy—implied a profound link.  The matter was discussed within the Party, yet no one dared reach a conclusion. Since 1921, foreign trade had been Stalin’s personal domain. His "Socialism in One Country" policy had leveraged Sino-Soviet trade to obtain the technology and equipment required for the Soviet Union’s meteoric rise.  Consequently, this field was a source of his personal prestige. To execute Comrade Stalin’s correct leadership in trade was expected; to decide trade policy was something even Kirov dared not do.  After much deliberation, Stalin finally decided: they would not join the Chinese-led GATT for the time being.  When Li Runshi’s prediction was verified, the respect his comrades held for him grew another notch. A National Chairman’s role was to point the direction, and Li’s judgment had proven superior to their own.  Li, however, had already set the matter aside. His attention had moved to the establishment of European blocs. At this stage, a "European Union" was neither feasible nor necessary. He hoped to see a Western Europe that took the initiative to form a Coal and Steel Community, while Eastern Europe formed a security cooperation system.  This would create a "European Triangle": the West, the East, and the USSR. China would only need to exert minimal force to keep this triangle from collapsing.  The level of European civilization was not high, yet in the arena of struggle, they were well-versed. So long as China genuinely desired peace on the continent, the European nations would be eager to invite this extra-regional power to participate in their affairs.  He Rui had once remarked on this phenomenon: "This is Europe’s new slave thinking."  The comment was biting, yet accurate. In his heart, Li Runshi was intensely curious to see just how far Europe would develop under such conditions.
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By September 2, 1945, the Italian sub-tribunal of the Nuremberg trials had completed its primary judgment of the Mussolini government.  Across Italy, the public converged on any place with a radio: village broadcast stations, urban street corners, and town squares. Whether they were members of the now-governing Communist Party, hidden Fascists, or the King himself—who already knew his political system was destined for change—all listened with bated breath for the final verdict.  The first announcements concerned domestic war crimes. Italy’s military actions in Ethiopia, Greece, and Yugoslavia were formally classified as acts of aggression. The Italian state was to bear responsibility and face corresponding punishment. Most Italians received this news with a heavy heart, letting out low sighs of resignation.  Next came the political judgment. The Italian Fascist Party was found guilty of war crimes abroad and at home, as well as crimes against humanity and genocide. It was branded a criminal organization.  At this news, the Italian leftists—who had suffered decades of persecution, exile, and murder—erupted in cheers. After twenty years, they could finally celebrate in the light of day.  Conversely, members of the Fascist Party and right-wing elements bowed their heads in despair. Branding the party an illegal organization meant total bans and purges within Italy. These men, who believed they had been fighting for their country, were now its pariahs and scapegoats. According to Italian political tradition, every ill would now be laid at the feet of the Fascist Party—even the things they had opposed.  Regardless of their political leanings, ordinary Italians felt the matter was far from settled. The subsequent broadcast, however, left them astonished.  The primary qualitative phase of the trial had concluded. The Nuremberg Tribunal would henceforth proceed with individual cases within these frameworks, without introducing new directions for prosecution.  While the public struggled to grasp the implications, the Italian leadership understood them perfectly. That the matter stopped here left them both surprised and relieved. The King, in particular, felt he had passed through the fire unscathed, as no calls had been made for his personal trial.  On September 4th, a collective summit was held between the Foreign Ministers of Italy, Ethiopia, Greece, and Yugoslavia. Italy formally acknowledged the illegality of its invasions and began discussions on reparations.  The Ethiopian Foreign Minister was visibly moved. While this was the second time Ethiopia had defeated Italian aggressors, the victory of an African nation over a European power was a source of immense pride.  The Greek Foreign Minister, as a fellow European, felt no such status barrier. He even cracked a joke at Italy's expense: "Without the Germans joining in, Italy would have been driven out of Greece by defeat long ago."  It was a sharp jab. In the initial invasion, the Greek army had performed admirably, dealing the Italians heavy losses and even forcing a retreat.  The Italian Foreign Minister, a member of the Communist Party and a veteran of the WPLA Logistics Department, was not provoked. Before the meeting, the Chinese mediators had privately informed him that Beijing did not advocate for immediate, crushing reparations.  "It is better to untie a knot than tie one," they had said. War reparations were more about an attitude than anything else; they would not be the "marrow-sucking" variety of the Treaty of Versailles.  With China’s backing, the Italian Minister felt more secure. Apologizing and admitting guilt were not difficult tasks for the state. So long as the reparations remained within acceptable bounds, he would not go down in history as the man who sold out his nation. He had no intention of countering the Greek Minister’s taunt.  As he had anticipated, the demands from Ethiopia, Greece, and Yugoslavia were not exorbitant. They only insisted on the right to seek private claims—reparation for individual citizens who had suffered illegal harm during the war. This was a request that could vary greatly in scale. The Italian Minister immediately agreed to the principle of apologies but insisted that such claims be handled within the Italian legal system.  On the question of jurisdiction, the other three nations showed no sign of letting Italy off easily. The four ministers engaged in a fierce battle of words.  Not far from the Foreign Ministry, at the Italian Ministry of Commerce, three old comrades from the WPLA were meeting as representatives of Italy, Greece, and Yugoslavia.  This meeting was far more cordial. All three agreed on the need to strengthen regional economic ties, expand trade, and revitalize their respective economies. Yet, despite their shared goals, they were uncertain how to turn this desire into reality. Inevitably, the three old friends began probing one another to see what each had managed to secure from China.  "Greece has many ports; surely you've already received investment?"  "Hardly! Italy's coastline is far longer, and your number of quality harbors dwarfs ours. It must be Italy that has the investment."  "Yugoslavia is vast and populous. If developed, it will surely benefit the people."  "Stop talking nonsense! You know the state of our domestic transport. Yugoslavia relied on its rugged mountains to fight the Germans, but those same mountains are a curse for development in peacetime. Think of the capital required!"  They chatted and probed, yet none could extract any concrete news from the others. Finally, the Greek Commerce Minister lost his patience and asked directly: "I hear France has proposed a Coal and Steel Community, and several leaders of the banned parties in Germany have already contacted Paris. If the West moves in that direction, what are we to do?"  The Italian and Yugoslavian ministers grew serious, fixing their eyes on the Greek. He continued: "Do we currently possess the economic conditions to form our own Coal and Steel Community? I’d like to hear your thoughts."  Greece possessed significant reserves of lignite, but Italy was virtually devoid of natural resources. They turned to the Yugoslavian Minister. He shook his head. "Our minerals are limited. If we must cooperate economically, a customs union is perhaps the only area where we can manage."  At the mention of a customs union, the others fell silent. There was no possibility of such a thing succeeding.  After further discussion, the three agreed they had to remain united in negotiations with China. They sought not only orders, but access to Chinese raw materials for their industrial development.  On September 6th, Italy reached an agreement with the other three nations regarding private claims. On that same day, the three Commerce Ministers met with a Chinese representative.  After listening to them for a while, the Chinese official spoke plainly: "Everything you have mentioned is covered within the framework of GATT."  The Italian Minister had studied the GATT protocols and received briefings from his staff. He replied: "Italy firmly supports GATT. But I recall a story: a small crucian carp was trapped in a puddle in a wagon rut. It pleaded with a passing Chinese sage for help. The sage said he was going to a great kingdom and would ask the King to dig a canal from a river hundreds of miles away to rescue the fish. The carp replied in fury: 'By tomorrow, you can find me dried up in the fish market!'"  The Chinese representative, surprised by the Italian’s use of a classic Zhuangzi fable, saw the other two ministers nodding in agreement. The Greek Minister added bluntly: "What we need now is for our domestic firms to start working, and for that, we need cheap raw materials. If we don’t get them immediately, our economy will collapse, and the new government’s support will plummet. Comrade, you wouldn't want to see the first Communist government in Greek history fail, would you?"  The plea did not make the Chinese representative arrogant, though he was certainly pleased. That the three representatives could enter into their roles so quickly was a good sign for the work ahead. He answered: "Minister Cheng is about to return to Africa to preside over operations. I believe you should speak with him regarding these matters."  The three ministers had long wanted to approach Cheng Ruofan for projects, but they had not been high-level enough in the WPLA to contact a figure of his stature. They hadn't even realized he had left Africa.  Thrilled, they inquired about his return to China. Learning he had gone to personally pay respects to He Rui, all three were moved.  "It is my great regret never to have personally met a figure as great as Chairman He," the Greek Minister sighed.  The Italian Minister, representing a civilization as ancient as Greece, followed up: "Those second-rate French politicians were allowed to see the Chairman, and they brag about it every time they return. It is truly unfair that we never had the chance. Unfair."  He then added, "Please, you must introduce us to the Marshal."  Cheng Ruofan was currently on a plane headed back to Africa. He had returned to the capital to mourn He Rui but had also received a mandate from the Party to serve as the supreme head of negotiations for economic reconstruction and cooperation with the European nations.  When he first heard of the appointment, Cheng had shown little interest. He had even questioned why a soldier was being put in such a political role. Li Runshi had explained that in European culture, the supreme commander of the occupying forces was expected to play this leading role. "When in Rome," Li had said, and Cheng was the most suitable candidate.  "Am I only responsible for the ceremonial aspects?" Cheng had asked.  Li Runshi had shaken his head. "Marshal Cheng, the organization believes you are fully capable of making the final calls at the executive level. The specific treaty details will be handled by the relevant comrades, but Europe needs a man of prestige to launch these reconstruction projects. Especially the reconstruction of Germany—it must begin as soon as possible..."  Recalling his conversation with Li, Cheng’s handsome brow furrowed slightly. The disposal of Germany was a momentous task. He Rui had shared a few thoughts with him before his death. America and the USSR were Great Powers; they would never submit to China. The European nations, however, were middle powers; without cooperation with a Great Power, their future would be difficult.  Cheng remembered that when he had expressed that Europe must atone for its crimes, He Rui had smiled bitterly. "Europe’s wealth lies in its early industrialization," the Chairman had said. "Science and industry are their greatest assets. Even if we demand reparations, they must be able to afford them. To ensure they can pay, we must first help them recover from the trauma of the war."  At the time, Cheng's mind had been full of military matters. He had remembered the words but had not prioritized them. Furthermore, he had never truly believed He Rui would die so young, before even seeing the total liberation of Europe.  The weight of the mission from the Center and He Rui’s final wishes placed immense pressure on him. Whenever he thought of the Chairman, the image of He Rui in his crystal coffin—looking as he had in his twenties—flickered in his mind.  Thirty years felt like a dream. At this moment of the dream's realization, Cheng had expected to be ecstatic, yet he found only a sense of relief. For this victory belonged to the people, not to him.  In these thirty tumultuous years, the days he remembered most were those spent in exhaustive political, economic, and military construction. The days of intense anxiety, unable to sleep because of problems identified in war games and exercises.  Even in victory, as he reviewed the post-war summaries, the columns of death tolls and the names of the fallen left him feeling a profound debt to those heroes. Many had spoken with him before their deaths; they had hoped only to see their country improved, their families' lives made easier, and a better future for their children.  None of these heroes had become soldiers for their own sake. And Cheng Ruofan was the man who had coldly calculated how many of them must die to achieve a military objective.  Understanding this with clarity, Cheng no longer felt any desire to claim the glory of victory for himself. The glory belonged to the people and the soldiers; for him, the war had brought only a heavy sense of responsibility.  So when Cheng was looking forward to a period of rest after the victory, he never expected to receive the news of He Rui’s death—his most important comrade.  To Cheng, He Rui was his leader, his teacher, and the "Origin Point" of his soul. No matter the problem, as long as he found that point, he could identify his own deviation and correct his course. Without He Rui, he was left to find those deviations and adjust his direction alone. Compared to the victory, Cheng felt what he had lost was infinitely greater.  Despite his low spirits, he forced himself to emerge from the negativity. On his return to China, he had witnessed the staggering changes occurring even in just a few months. China was developing at a lightning pace. The beautiful life that He Rui and his soldiers had dreamed of was becoming a reality on the tracks of rapid development.  Since he was still alive, he had a duty to continue. He would inherit the shared wishes of the departed and keep moving forward.  Casting aside his distractions—or perhaps burying himself in his work—Cheng looked at the latest report. One recommendation caught his eye, for it was marked as having been proposed by "Number 1."  "Number 1" was the codename for He Rui. Cheng had not expected to see a new suggestion from him now, and his heart quickened. The entry read: *Methods for the recycling and reuse of building materials from German structures destroyed during the war...*
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Napoleon I once remarked that the Prussians were hatched from a cannonball. While perhaps an exaggeration, the militaristic tradition of Prussia was deep-seated; utilizing military force to resolve problems was a foundational pillar of its culture.  Even though the World People's Liberation Army had utterly shattered the Wehrmacht, Marshal Cheng Ruofan had not truly understood the depth of this reality until he set foot on German soil.  The map of Germany had undergone a de facto redistribution. East Prussia, the ancestral homeland of the Prussian state, had seen a significant portion of its territory ceded to the newly established Kingdom of Judah. The eastern part of the country, centered on the former capital of Berlin, was now occupied by the Soviet Union as the German Democratic Republic. The region currently under Chinese control was effectively West Germany.  As Cheng toured West Germany, he discovered that despite its reputation for being "not militaristic enough" compared to the East, the public displayed a staggering seamlessness in accepting militarized organization. Tens of millions of West Germans rapidly and proactively aligned themselves with the military administration. From the requisition and distribution of basic supplies to record-keeping, the retained German officials at all levels proved not only cooperative but highly competent.  In fact, after the Chinese occupying forces introduced computerized management systems, the West German bureaucracy operated with an efficiency that bordered on the uncanny.  By contrast, when computerized management had been introduced to the Chinese government five years earlier, it had met with severe growing pains and various glitches. Even now, it barely functioned normally, facing constant internal friction and resistance.  But when Chinese soldiers with sidearms entered their offices, the German civil servants immediately executed their duties with solemn precision, showing not a trace of maladjustment. This performance left Cheng Ruofan in awe.  Personal impressions aside, Cheng’s objective was the efficient utilization of West German resources to complete a total transformation of the country. On September 10th, the Nuremberg Tribunal concluded its trials of German colonial crimes.  While Germany had its share of colonial sins, its territories had been limited and were stripped away entirely after the first war, making the task of establishing guilt relatively straightforward.  Once the monuments to colonialism were dismantled and streets renamed, the stage was set for the next phase of reconstruction: the trial of Nazi crimes and the elimination of their influence.  At this point, however, Cheng was forced to prioritize meetings with envoys from other European nations. Almost every one of them brought requests for stable raw material supplies and market access.  The Eastern European nations, with their weak industrial bases and limited export capacity, had their issues resolved relatively quickly. Western Europe was more complex. France, seeking the leadership of the West, was pushing hard for the Coal and Steel Community. Italy, meanwhile, was negotiating with both blocs but was visibly beginning to lean toward the West.  After a series of meetings, Cheng telegrammed the Center, reporting on the progress and suggesting: "Prioritize the utilization of West German industrial resources; rebuild the West German economy."  The leadership under Li Runshi quickly approved the suggestion. West Germany sat at the heart of Western Europe with a formidable industrial foundation; controlling it granted China immense influence over the continent at this stage. A rapid recovery of the West German economy could also be used to pressure other European nations into making economic concessions—particularly regarding Chinese investment and equity stakes in European firms.  He Rui had placed great importance on this during his life. Once a gap was opened in the ownership of European enterprises, China did not need to destroy them. It could influence their direction through its holdings, effectively infiltrating the European economy silently and comprehensively.  This method was quiet, yet devastatingly effective. For instance, if China wished to control the European automotive industry, it could offer export orders or market quotas for China, Africa, and Asia as a condition for equity stakes in European firms.  China did not require direct control over the European economy. By ensuring that specific firms willing to cooperate with China grew into industrial giants, it would naturally trigger an influx of European capital and talent, creating the necessary influence over the sectors China sought to manage.  From a national perspective, making sufficient influence was enough. This influence did not even require the European industry to obey Chinese orders immediately. It was enough that cooperation with China remained a permanent possibility within their development path.  This was a high-level form of statecraft. There are ten thousand paths a nation can take, but as long as one of them—cooperation with China—remains profitable and open, European firms would naturally gravitate toward it once other paths were blocked.  Having received the Center’s approval, Cheng set out to execute the plan with all his might. Orders were issued to German corporate heads who had been cleared of Nazi ties, summoning them to the current West German capital of Bonn for a conference.  While these entrepreneurs feared they might be sent to concentration camps or even executed upon arrival, they all reached Bonn by the September 19th deadline.  To their surprise, the meeting was not held on the 20th, nor were they arrested. Instead, they were left free to stay in hotels while waiting for news. This allowed the business leaders, many of whom had not seen each other in some time, to begin cautious exchanges.  The last such massive gathering had occurred over a year ago, when the Nazi government had ordered industrial adjustments to counter the bombing. Seeing old acquaintances alive after the firestorms brought a mix of joy and mourning for those who had perished. Soon, they began to speculate on the purpose of the meeting called by "His Highness."  Indeed, the European media had given Marshal Cheng Ruofan a nickname: "The Chinese Prince." During He Rui’s life, he too had been granted many titles by the Western press, the most popular being "The Chinese Elector," "The Chinese Khan," and "The Great Emperor of China."  In the European context, "Great Emperor" was synonymous with "The Great"—a title reserved for those whose status and influence far outstripped that of an ordinary monarch.  To the Europeans, Cheng Ruofan was He Rui's confidant and student, and the current supreme commander of Chinese forces in Europe. "Prince" was the title that most befitted his station.  The German business leaders reached no consensus in their discussions. To them, China was too distant and inscrutable. If there was one agreement, it was that any firm that failed to obey the orders of the "Chinese Prince" would surely meet a bitter end.  Cheng was not ignoring the entrepreneurs on purpose. He had just received a report from the West German administration stating that the blueprint for the reconstruction of Germany, which he had previously ordered, was complete.  Within the briefing room, Cheng had been listening to reports for five hours. As a senior officer, learning foreign languages—particularly those of potential adversaries—was a basic requirement. Cheng had focused on German during his academy days and, through subsequent study, had become fluent enough for normal communication.  Reconstruction was a highly technical field, and the translators worked to provide precise renderings of specialized terminology.  After five hours, Cheng finally asked a single question: "Exactly when did you begin this design?"  The German official answered cautiously: "Beginning in 1937, the urban planning department received the mandate for a total national urban redesign. In the subsequent reporting phase, the project was halted due to the exorbitant funds required for its execution. In early 1940, the task was restarted. By 1942, it was suspended once more following a report. If you count those two instances, this is the third time."  "Why was it restarted in 1940?" Cheng asked, though he already had an idea.  The official replied respectfully, "Report, sir: after the defeat of France in 1940, the capital pressure on the Reich was reduced, and the project was resumed."  The answer matched Cheng’s own conclusions, and satisfied that the man was being honest, he did not press further.  After a moment’s thought, Cheng ended the meeting. Once the Germans had left, he turned to the Chinese comrades responsible for infrastructure. "Have you calculated the scale of reconstruction required to meet the standard of every German household having a car?"  The infrastructure specialist hesitated. During He Rui’s life, China’s massive infrastructure boom had begun. The foundation of that construction was the assumption that every Chinese family would own a private vehicle. At the time, the sheer scale of the vision had left the planning departments speechless.  Most members of those departments were still riding bicycles or taking buses; few owned cars themselves. He Rui’s grand design was beyond their imagination.  Cheng’s current request did not shock them as much as He Rui’s had, yet seeing the current state of Germany, they wondered how a nation in ruins could enter an era where every home had a car.  Seeing their look of embarrassment and confusion, Cheng smiled. "We are currently trialing Nazi Germany, and we are trialing the colonial crimes of all Europe. Trials alone cannot eliminate colonialism, for the European public truly believes they reaped the benefits of that system.  "To thoroughly eradicate European colonialism, the people here must experience for themselves that they can live better without it. Only through such a comparison will they accept that colonialism was a historical crime.  "Giving the German public cars is not an extraordinarily high standard of living. Even Hitler knew that if people were to drive, they needed autobahns. If our urban design results in the German people crawling through gridlock—or being trapped in it entirely—it will cause massive losses. And by then, the cost of widening roads by tearing down buildings would be far too high!"  The logic was sound. While the specialists still found the implementation daunting, they accepted Cheng’s point. Finally, they promised: "Give us a week, Marshal. Although we will be borrowing most of the parameters and data from the domestic models, we will provide a self-consistent design in seven days."  "Thank you for your hard work," Cheng replied.  Just as the specialists were preparing to begin a marathon of overtime, Cheng added: "Develop the basic concepts, then bring in the Germans to work with you. I’ve toured the country; their population is simply not large enough. China can design cities for ten million people, but that is impossible here. The Germans know their own land; let them provide suggestions on population and supporting industries."  "Yes, we shall do as the Marshal requires," the team answered.  As they were about to leave, Cheng’s brow furrowed, and he called them back once more. "One more thing: you’d best bring in the comrades from the economic department. Monopolies are a severe issue in Germany. Your design must account for this. We must break the back of the German monopolistic system!"  Urban planning was complex enough; the inclusion of economic anti-monopoly concepts left the specialists looking at one another in doubt. Ultimately, they could do little more than offer a hesitant agreement.  Had the German entrepreneurs in Bonn overheard the exchange, they would have been convinced the title of "Chinese Prince" was well-deserved. Had He Rui not already been dubbed the "Chinese Emperor," they might well have called Marshal Cheng Ruofan the "King of Germany"—or even the "German Kaiser."  To plan Germany from such a height was an achievement that even the Emperors of the Second Reich had never reached.
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On September 21, 1945, the German entrepreneurs gathered in Bonn met Marshal Cheng Ruofan for the first time.  Prior to the meeting, many had expected to see an image from Nazi propaganda: a bloated Mongol lord. Instead, as Cheng ascended the rostrum, they saw a middle-aged officer of 178 centimeters, with a lean, straight posture and refined, handsome features.  His skin was healthy and smooth, and his every movement radiated both the severity of a career soldier and the grace of a scholar. Cheng’s appearance overlapped perfectly with the militarists’ ideal image of a Field Marshal. Had he grown the broad beard typical of European nobility, his portrait would have been one for the masses to worship.  Of course, a beard was not a necessity. Since the end of the first war, facial hair was no longer mandatory in Germany. The smooth-shaven cheeks and chins of the German high command were common sights.  As Cheng stood on the rostrum like a drawn blade, the entrepreneurs below felt a mix of tension and relief.  "Some Europeans look at the ruins of Germany today and lament that the nation is destined to sink into oblivion. I say that is nonsense!"  Cheng’s spoken German was mediocre, so he chose to speak in Chinese. His translators, adopting the vigorous style of the wartime German military, shouted his words. Cheng’s opening sentence sent a tremor down the spines of the assembly.  "The strength of any nation comes from within itself. The German people possess the capability to lead a better and happier life. Today, I am here to announce three immediate tasks: a comprehensive national census, a completely new urban planning and construction initiative, and the reopening of Germany’s factories. You have been summoned because I expect you to participate in these three projects based on your professional abilities and intentions."  The business leaders looked at one another. For a moment, they felt an illusion: that a German government still existed. Whether that feeling stemmed from memories of the Second Empire or the Third, the sense of a leadership truly intending to *do* things was palpable.  Though they did not yet realize it, the entrepreneurs had already subconsciously prepared themselves to work for this new administration.  "The Tendering Committee has begun its reorganization and will be fully operational shortly. You will soon be invited to participate in the bidding process—a system with which you are undoubtedly familiar.  "If there is anything unfamiliar to you, it will likely be the changes to Germany’s political system. The most immediate shift will be that German land and resources are now the property of the German state. The people possess rights of usage, not ownership."  At this, someone in the hall began to clap and cheer loudly. The policy of stripping the Junkers of their estates and distributing land to the common people had nearly passed the Reichstag before the Nazis took power. Like in any normal nation, such a policy enjoyed the fervent support of the German public.  Entrepreneurs made their profit from production; for them, having large amounts of land available for industrial use was a good thing. Furthermore, most acknowledged that universal land ownership for the commoners was a form of justice. Seeing "His Highness" prepared to push that justice with the point of a bayonet, a section of the German entrepreneurs felt a genuine sense of joy.  Cheng raised a hand to quiet the room and continued outlining the other policies of the German Administrative Committee.  Hearing the full scope of the proposals, the business leaders felt much more at ease. The core of these policies was the reconstruction of Germany, not its destruction or suppression. The plans were eminently practical. Most had been proposed and discussed at various times in German history, only to fail in the labyrinth of its governmental bodies.  Now, it was Cheng Ruofan who was pushing them—the supreme leader of the Chinese forces in Europe, wielding a military might unprecedented in German history. China had destroyed the Nazi regime by force; now, no one in Germany could resist Cheng’s orders by that same means. If these policies failed to materialize, it would only be because Cheng himself chose to abandon them.  Cheng's speech was brief. After he finished, administrative heads from both China and Germany stepped forward to detail the specific models and regulations. Germany had decades of experience as an industrial power; such details were nothing new to its business community.  By September 24th, the entrepreneurs departed Bonn for their respective headquarters. Upon their return, they found the Tendering Committee already in full operation.  Cheng, however, was no longer focused on the execution. His attention was captivated by news from America. The second federal expedition against the four northwestern states had failed. After their initial victory, the Black veterans were now filled with confidence and high morale.  The objective of the second federal strike had not been to retake the states, but to control the vital transport links in the Rockies and prevent the Black forces from expanding eastward. The Black veterans responded with all-out mountain guerrilla warfare, relentlessly harrying the federal columns. Ultimately, utilizing their air superiority, they annihilated two federal corps in the eastern Rockies.  Faced with such a defeat, the federal army was forced to withdraw from the mountains to the plains near the Mississippi River. Though they claimed to be preparing another offensive, it was clear to any observer that the federal military was incapable of further combat in the short term.  During these days, the Southern states, determined to seize their opportunity, had dispatched permanent representatives to Montgomery. The city was once again the political heart of the Confederacy.  News had reached them of another announcement from the Northwest: "We seek only equal rights for all American citizens; we do not seek to tear America apart. The threat to American unity does not come from the Northwest, but from certain factions in Washington."  Upon hearing this, the representative from Mississippi sneered, "Those Yankees in Washington can't even match the intellect of a Black man now."  The other Confederate representatives voiced their agreement. Eleanor Roosevelt’s cabinet continued to treat the Northwest as the enemy, labeling them with every possible slur. Logically, had the federal government accepted the Northwest’s demands for civil rights, the entire North would have turned against Eleanor. But politics requires "guts." The men in American politics were all local feudal lords; they kept a civil tongue in public, but they were well aware of the federal government’s true strength.  Based on her performance thus far, Eleanor had shown no guts—politically or personally. She was merely a woman who had inherited power and assumed order was a law of nature. But to men, order was something maintained through violence; there was no such thing as a "natural" order.  The reason for the two successive victories was not that the Black veterans were so strong, but that the Yankee federal government was so weak—weak enough that without Southern support, they could not even defeat a Black uprising.  The representative from Florida sighed. "Even that scoundrel Lincoln knew enough to unite with the Blacks at a time like this. Heh. A woman simply cannot get things done."  The Georgia delegate nodded heavily. "Exactly. After all, the Blacks were once the South’s slaves; at a moment like this, they prove themselves smarter than the Yankees."  The remark was delivered with absolute gravity. Yet to the ears of the assembled Confederates, it carried a bizarrely comic weight, and the entire hall erupted in laughter.  Jokes aside, once the laughter died down, the grandees discussed the recent developments. Since they had gathered, they had no other choice. With the federal government apparently at the end of its tether, the Confederacy had to act.  But mobilization had its own difficulties. The South had no shortage of manpower, but it lacked modern heavy weaponry. Southern industrial capacity was insufficient to arm a million-man regular army with planes and artillery. Even after taking over the equipment left behind by the federal government in the South after the global war, they had only managed to raise a force of 380,000 equipped with tanks and aircraft. Should the North manage to scrape together a million-man army at the final moment, the Confederacy would pay a horrific price.  While they hesitated over the timing of the strike, Major General Bourbon arrived with Lieutenant Colonel Dan and his other staff. The local lords’ eyes brightened at the sight of the Chief of Staff.  General Bourbon wasted no time. After a brief greeting, he spoke: "According to our surveys, the North has begun drafting unemployed veterans. Their strength will likely recover to 700,000 in short order. And a large portion of those troops will surely be used against us.  "We cannot wait any longer. Independence or a new Constitution—a decision must be made now!"  At the mention of a final decision, the murderous intent in the room faded, replaced by hesitation.  Watching their expressions, Bourbon glanced at Dan. Long ago, Dan had proposed two paths: independence or a new Constitution. Now, it was clear: the Confederates lacked the "ovaries" for independence and were leaning toward a constitutional convention.  The federal government lacked the strength to destroy the Northwest. Those four states held eight seats in the Senate and approximately fifty in the House. Currently, those seats sat empty, yet their vacancy did not affect the legality of the voting results. If the North was not prepared for another civil war, the internal weakness of the federal government made a new Constitution a strong possibility.  Seeing the feudal lords wavering, General Bourbon spoke up: "If you have not decided on war, then propose the bill in Congress!"  The US Constitution could be amended if a two-thirds majority in both houses passed an amendment, followed by approval from three-fourths of the state legislatures or conventions.  Yet to this day, American law contained no provision for the complete overthrow of the existing Constitution. In other words, such a proposal was illegal.  But hearing Bourbon’s words, the Confederate lords steeled their hearts and signaled their agreement. Southerners had guts. They feared death in battle, but proposing a new Constitution was a civil struggle, not a military one.  On September 29, 1945, the representatives of the Confederate states formally proposed a motion for a new Constitution. The news shattered the peace in Washington. The US media went into a frenzy of reporting, yet few of the major outlets dared to publish a commentary.  Many veteran Republican congressmen in the North felt the Southerners had gone mad. Initially, they had assumed the South merely refused to bear the burden of the war. A significant portion of the Northern Republicans also felt the federal defense plan was insane: it envisioned a permanent state of readiness for war with China in North America, with the objective of eliminating both the five indigenous nations and the Chinese presence.  The rational members of Congress believed America had to accept the Chinese presence in North America. But they were a minority; most could not stomach it. The US military had always been small because the nation had no powerful neighbors.  Now, with Canada replaced by five indigenous states, America shared thousands of kilometers of border with China. Chinese warships could be deployed in both the Pacific and the North Atlantic, ready to strike the Northern industrial zones at a moment's notice.  The Chinese mainland, meanwhile, was ten thousand miles away. Even if North America were turned into a bloodbath, China would remain unscathed. This reality left the Northern elite unable to sleep.  On October 2nd, as the session of Congress convened, the Southern representatives left their heavily guarded offices for Capitol Hill under massive protection.  At 9:43 AM, while the motorcade of Senator McCain of South Carolina was some three kilometers from the Hill, a man suddenly stepped from behind a tree. He dropped to one knee, aimed a Chinese-made RPG-7, and fired a single rocket at the Senator’s car.  The projectile struck the vehicle dead center, which instantly exploded into a fireball.  The man abandoned the launcher and vanished into the trees. The guards in the motorcade, seeing such a powerful military weapon in use, dared not pursue him. They could only shout frantically as they tried to extinguish the fire.  But Senator McCain was already dead, his body lying motionless in the backseat as the flames roared around him.  The United States was a feudal nation of sorts, with every state having its own power base and lords who competed through the parliamentary system. When the interests were aligned, they maintained a veneer of harmony. But when those interests clashed to the death, the assassination of a President or a batch of congressmen was a routine affair.  Even in the 1970s, a young man named Joseph Robinette Biden Jr. would topple an entrenched Senator to become the youngest in history at twenty-nine. Before he could even take office, his wife's car would be involved in an "accident," killing her and their one-year-old daughter and seriously injuring their two sons.  In America, when a power base's interests are harmed, they turn to assassination. Thus, when the news reached Montgomery, General Bourbon, though certain that war was now inevitable for independence, continued to encourage the Southern lords: "Tell the politicians not to fear! They must continue the struggle with the Yankees in the hall!"  In modern America, the local grandees rarely fought personally, preferring to secure their interests through the election of politicians. The Confederates in Washington were no different; the death of a few representatives did not threaten the lords' own lives.  If the politicians dared to disobey, they might escape the enemy’s fire, but their own backers had their own hit teams. In that case, it wouldn't just be the politicians who died, but their entire families.  The FBI handled domestic affairs, and this assassination was clearly an elite hit. The RPG-7 was a Chinese military weapon captured on the battlefield. Using it for a public execution made it impossible to trace the perpetrator through the weapon. If they pressed the investigation, someone would inevitably blame China. Given the public’s intellect at the time, they would likely believe Beijing had sent an agent to kill Senator McCain.  Recognizing it as a political hit, Director Hoover simply ordered that FBI protection be granted to any congressman who requested it. The investigation proceeded, but the leadership applied no pressure to the team.  After all, applying pressure now would only cause those who had ordered the hit to doubt the FBI’s neutrality. With the opposition utilizing military hardware for executions, Hoover had no reason to get involved, even if he didn't fear them.  Thus, when the members of Congress traveled, they were escorted not only by FBI agents but by entire teams of private bodyguards.  Before every session, the representatives arrived surrounded by retinues. Outside the Capitol, thousands of armed men with gun permits stood in dense ranks. They were divided into two factions according to their political stances, never mingling. In their isolated standoff, it looked as if war were about to break out in the heart of Washington.  At this time, the US media began to choose sides. In a pro-Confederacy outlet, an intensely moving article appeared: *Today, You Kill the Blacks. Tomorrow, is it our turn, the Rednecks?*  Had one not known the author’s background, they might have taken her for a leftist. In reality, the author was not even a man, but Margaret Mitchell, the author of *Gone with the Wind*.  The Southern propaganda effort was exceptionally well-prepared. Learning the lessons of the first Civil War, the South avoided an overt racist stance, opting instead for a "universalist" appeal.  This was the strategy formulated by their experts. Since the North would never accept equal civil rights for Black people, the South could launch a series of media strikes.  Initially, they hadn't been sure this approach would grant them an advantage. Now, they were certain: the North was in its worst-ever propaganda position. The Yankees had never truly intended to liberate the Blacks, and faced with a real challenge, their mask had slipped. They dared not promote equality and instead sought only to delay. The South’s explicit support for Black civil rights had turned the North into an object of contempt.  The news from America felt like a serial drama to Cheng Ruofan in Germany. What was happening there was reminiscent of the era of Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang faction in China.  Back then, Yuan Shikai had sought to become Emperor largely to re-centralize fiscal power. Now, American fiscal power had split completely between North and South. The Southern move for a new Constitution was an attempt by the states to reclaim that power. Once the states held the purse strings, the federal government would be a hollow shell.  Furthermore, the Confederacy sought to codify this fiscal power through a new Constitution, ensuring that even future amendments could not shake the states' control.  Cheng set the paper down, his heart racing. Years ago, the southern "rebels" in China had used the United States as an example for their "Federal Autonomy" movement. He had been young then, and though he felt they were trying to destroy the nation, he couldn't articulate why.  Now, watching the play of fiscal decentralization reach its climax in America, it certainly didn't look like a path to prosperity.  Calming his nerves, Cheng returned to the arrangements for West Germany. The performance of the Germans had earned his profound respect. Despite their defeat and the wreckage of their country, the German civil servants worked honestly under the military administration so long as they were paid—and they were very good at it.  Germany had been able to hammer its neighbors not merely through a militaristic tradition, but because its governmental operational capacity was one of the pillars of its strength.  Cheng did not know that the German officials were equally impressed by the capability of the Chinese administrators—particularly their application of computer systems.  The Germans were rigid and rule-bound, adequate at maintaining records, yet their efficiency had never been stellar; they were masters of "working to rule."  But the Chinese computer systems allowed for rapid data entry, storage, querying, summarization, and printing. Under Chinese management, the Germans' rigidity became an asset.  For instance, the national census began on September 25th. By October 6th, the survey and data entry were complete. It was established that West Germany had a population of 44 million.  Although the USSR occupied only a quarter of German land, Berlin was the center of German industry. Of the 66 million population at the war's end, 22 million lived in that quarter—a third of the total.  The German bureaucracy had little confidence in a rapid recovery given West Germany's population and economic base. Even setting aside the loss of life, many Germans looked at the piles of rubble and lamented: "Clearing this debris alone will take twenty years. Rebuilding a whole Germany is harder than reaching the heavens!"  Recalling the agonizing struggles after the first war, the Germans were truly in despair.  But Cheng had overseen the completion of the census in record time—an efficiency far exceeding that of Germany at its height. It gave the bureaucracy a sliver of hope. While the Germans always seemed to lead their nation into a ditch, the rulers this time were Chinese. Perhaps under them, Germany could truly solve the problems it had never been able to overcome.
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German industrial expertise was of a high caliber. After China provided the technology for aerated bricks and the equipment to pulverize the masonry from the ruins, it took only two weeks for German firms to begin producing the required materials.  Marshal Cheng Ruofan was seated on a train headed for Frankfurt when he finished reading the latest intelligence on the American congressional struggle. The Confederates had proven surprisingly timid; faced with the Yankee threat of war, they had ultimately abandoned their demand for a new Constitution.  But the Yankees had paid a heavy price for their victory. The "Great Compromise" had resulted in a ruthless stripping of federal fiscal and diplomatic authority in favor of the states.  According to the latest intelligence, federal troops could now only be deployed in the event of a direct foreign invasion of the Union. Even if a declaration of war was passed by Congress, the federal wartime regulations would not apply to any state whose legislature did not explicitly vote to join the conflict.  The federal military budget could only be passed with the unanimous consent of the states; if a new budget failed to pass, the previous year’s funding levels would automatically be maintained.  Federal taxes followed a similar rule: they required approval from the individual state legislatures. If a state failed to pass the federal tax bill for the coming year, the federal government was forbidden from collecting taxes within its borders.  As for regional issues, they were to be managed by "Consultation Conferences" organized by the states of that region. The federal government’s role was reduced to providing staff to service these conferences as requested.  Cheng Ruofan could not help but sneer as he finished the report. The core of this arrangement was virtually identical to the "Federal Autonomy" model proposed by the southern rebels in China decades ago. In China, that movement had failed. But in America, federal power had been so thoroughly weakened that the nation was now closer to a loose confederation.  Setting the documents down, Cheng sighed. He was struck by the strength of the unifying forces within the United States—enough, it seemed, to prevent a total disintegration despite the hollowing out of the center.  He then found himself pondering He Rui’s policy regarding the four Black states in the Northwest. What role had He Rui intended for them in this as-yet-unfinalized compromise?  Whether the goal was to split America or merely to demonstrate that China would not personally foment secession elsewhere, such simplistic explanations felt inadequate to Cheng. He believed He Rui’s decision was intended to help Black Americans secure equal civil rights. Yet even this felt like it lacked depth. He Rui was not a man for mysticism, and over-analyzing him was unwise, yet Cheng truly wished to know the Chairman’s strategic judgment regarding the Black states.  Even if it were merely a test, He Rui was not one to drop a piece on the board without a range of contingencies in mind.  By the time the train ground to a halt, Cheng had still not found a satisfying answer. Flanked by his guards, he stepped onto the platform. Emerging from the unrecognizable wreckage of the station, he found a second motorcade already waiting.  The lead vehicle flew a sickle-and-hammer flag—the banner of the German Communist Party (KPD).  The KPD was an established force in Europe. Following the First World War, it had developed rapidly, briefly becoming the largest party in Germany.  However, its downfall at the hands of the Nazis was not merely due to its inability to offer immediate political solutions. The party had been riddled with Trotskyites. Trotsky’s theory of global revolution held that every nation should pursue its own revolution while the USSR exhausted itself providing support. In the event of a capitalist war, the Red Army would strike to defeat the European governments and establish a magnificent global socialist union.  In Cheng’s view, the KPD had been profoundly naive. Adopting the Trotskyite line had inevitably pitted them against Germany's own national interests. And since the Trotskyites themselves could never truly deliver on the promise of global revolution, their detachment from reality had allowed the Nazi Party to eliminate them with ease.  Cheng chose not to board the KPD vehicle, opting instead for his own car. Passing through endless fields of rubble, he reached his destination: a factory that continued to operate amidst the ruins.  The guards at the gate were stunned to find Marshal Cheng Ruofan arriving in person. They hurried inside to announce him. Before long, several locals accompanied by Chinese officials stationed in the city approached the motorcade.  Cheng studied the Germans. They were gaunt and efficient-looking, though hardly impressive in appearance. Their hands and sleeves were stained with oil—the mark of true workers.  The Chinese official, responsible for surveying enterprises across West Germany, saluted Cheng and spoke: "Marshal, these men are representatives of the local Autonomous Workers' Union."  Cheng nodded, his interest piqued. A significant portion of the firms in Frankfurt had been owned by die-hard Nazis. Many of these owners had either fled, been arrested, or committed suicide after the war, leaving the enterprises without leadership.  In some of these cases, the workers' unions had organized themselves to keep production running. Cheng was here to tour several of these firms.  Regarding these self-organized industrial enterprises, Cheng had already reached a decision: provided they were not too far out of line, they were to be promoted as models!  Cheng addressed the German workers standing beside the Chinese representative. "Good day."  The union members were clearly tense, yet they managed a calm reply: "Good day, Excellency."  Cheng smiled. *Well, they're nervous after all.* He continued in German: "Gentlemen, would you permit me to tour your factory?"
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The news of Marshal Cheng Ruofan visiting an industrial enterprise taken over and operated by a workers' association quickly caused a sensation in Germany. This was particularly true of the published photograph: the Marshal was not in the center, but in a secondary position.  The core, most prominent area of the photograph was occupied by male and female workers. They wore the common attire of their class, stained with oil and dust. The men wore flat caps, the women headscarves. Against a backdrop of factory machinery, both men and women stood straight, their gazes resolute.  The photograph itself radiated the sentiment that "the workers possess the power." In the accompanying news report, Cheng Ruofan’s praise for the unions' organization of production and participation in management felt to the broad German working class like a sudden beam of sunlight piercing a cloudy future.  In the old Germany, the working class could never hope to control the means of production. Now, with the bourgeoisie having suffered a crushing blow, the workers found that by joining a union, they could secure employment—a prospect far better than anything they had known before the war’s end.  While most workers lacked the courage to act immediately, they hoped someone else would try. Soon, encouraged by community organizers, groups of workers began returning to the industrial zones of their cities to see if any operational factories remained.  Cheng Ruofan’s visit had been calculated specifically to encourage the German people to take this path. At this stage, Germany’s industrial machinery and machine tools had been largely devastated. After all, it was a Chinese-led offensive, and Cheng held absolute confidence in the combat effectiveness of his air force and his own command.  But this was no longer an obstacle. Even if the number of salvageable German machine tools was insufficient to restart industry, Chinese firms were currently operating at full capacity, and the shipping lanes from China to Europe were wide open.  In January 1945, work had officially begun on the project to widen and deepen the Suez Canal, as per the treaty between China and the Republic of Egypt. By October, thanks to China’s formidable engineering prowess, the canal had been widened to 800 meters with a maximum depth of 15 meters.  Ten-thousand-ton vessels now traversed the canal without hindrance, and cargo ships exceeding 40,000 tons could pass with ease. Trade between China and Europe was no longer a problem.  In fact, the West German Administrative Committee led by Cheng Ruofan had already placed a massive volume of orders. The first cargo ships were already in the Mediterranean and were expected to reach Germany by early November.  The West German elections concluded on October 15th. No single party emerged with an overwhelming majority: the German Communist Party (KPD) secured 24% of the vote, while the Social Democratic Party (SPD) took 27%.  In the history of German elections, because their voter bases overlapped significantly, the SPD had always been the KPD’s primary rival rather than the reactionary parties of big capital.  This time, the majority of the KPD membership were veterans of the World People's Liberation Army, many of whom had been educated in Chinese universities. Overnight, the party conducted an analysis of the voting patterns.  While the KPD's rivals feared the power of the Chinese occupying forces and dared not openly brand the Communists as traitors who had "invited the wolf into the house," they had all hinted at it during the campaign.  The analysis revealed that of those who voted for the KPD, half were traditional supporters, while the other half were the families and relatives of former Nazi Party members. To gain more support and achieve full governance, the KPD had to win over the SPD voters.  Having determined their future direction, the KPD discussed their immediate course of action. Under the German electoral system, only a party or coalition holding a majority of seats could form a cabinet.  Judging by the composition of their respective bases, the SPD was unlikely to poach KPD voters. Therefore, seeking a coalition with the SPD was the best strategic choice.  After deliberation, the KPD took what appeared to be a dangerous step, issuing a public statement: "Germany requires immediate reconstruction. Rather than exhausting our strength in inter-party strife, we should cooperate and begin the work at once. Therefore, the German Communist Party proposes the formation of a coalition government with the Social Democratic Party."  The decisiveness of the move stunned the nation. Combined, the SPD and KPD held 51% of the vote—enough to form a cabinet. In the past, German parties would have engaged in a lengthy period of political haggling and complex trades of interest.  To the ordinary German, party politics was synonymous with the "dirty transactions" of politicians. This perception had been a major factor in the Nazis' rise to power.  The KPD statement offered the public the possibility of a clean and efficient solution. While many still harbored reservations about the Communists, they felt that this election might actually bring about change.  But the SPD was an old, established party. In their view, the KPD was merely angling for benefits, and they had no intention of being out-maneuvered.  Party politics has its own internal logic, and from that perspective, the KPD’s statement was highly unwise. As the second-largest party, failing to court other factions to secure a majority was a serious error.  Furthermore, the KPD's move intensified the sense of crisis among the smaller parties. If the two giants joined forces, the minor parties would lose all opportunity to join the government and secure posts.  Utilizing traditional political maneuvering, the SPD prevaricated with the KPD while vigorously courting the smaller factions. By October 22nd, the SPD announced it would form a coalition with four other parties, representing 53% of the vote—enough to form a cabinet.  The KPD was not surprised. The distinction between friend and foe is sometimes decided not by oneself, but by the enemy. With the nationalization of land, the political forces supporting the traditional Junkers had lost their economic base entirely.  Extremist parties were barred from the ballot. A 53% coalition meant that 47% of the parties were now the opposition. How to coordinate within that 47% became the KPD’s immediate focus.  Politics is built upon an economic foundation, and here the KPD held the advantage. The German people had always viewed the KPD as supporters of a people’s regime and a socialist path. Establishing worker-managed production enterprises was the KPD’s home turf.  Soon, KPD members were fanning out to the grassroots to begin their work. At this time, all German firms faced a common problem: a lack of equipment. This was true for the worker-managed firms as well as those aligned with the SPD.  When a massive influx of Chinese equipment was unloaded in German ports, the KPD-controlled enterprises secured priority for loans and equipment through the tendering processes. As they rapidly resumed production, their supporters gained income and their confidence stabilized.  On November 16th, a formal request for a referendum was issued in Alsace and Lorraine to determine whether the two regions would remain within Germany.  Alsace and Lorraine were German-speaking, yet their populations had leaned toward France for two centuries and had spent most of that time as French territory.  Regardless of the "class" of their ticket, France had secured its place among the victors. As a victor nation, France sought to decide the ownership of the two regions through a popular vote.  The French government had first made this demand to He Rui while he was still alive. At the time, France had been unwilling to intervene personally, so He Rui had given no definitive answer. Now, France had reached an agreement with the Li Runshi government and was prepared to act.  This placed the SPD-led coalition government on the hot seat. The French had proposed more than just a territorial claim; they had offered an agreement for a European Coal and Steel Community. If the German government agreed to the referendum, France would sign the ECSC pact, formally ending the state of war between the two nations.  To discuss the matter, the SPD government had to bring it to a vote in the Reichstag. Several parties within the coalition immediately announced their firm opposition. The alliance began to fracture.  The SPD was forced to lobby intensely, but both their coalition partners and the right-wing opposition were united against them. Many parties declared they would withdraw from the government if the SPD accepted the French demands.  Cheng Ruofan watched with detached interest. He saw that despite the immense pressure, the SPD did not abandon the resolution that offered a strategic escape from Germany’s isolation.  Strategically, a Franco-German alliance would form an economic bloc capable of dominating Western Europe, fundamentally altering the continental balance of power. For the SPD to persist was a good thing for Germany.  But every political decision carries a price. Especially after the SPD had branded the KPD as a party that "sold out German interests," their own current position made their voters see them as the true "traitors" ceding national territory. This image was devastating for the SPD.  Cheng had initially expected the SPD to buckle under the weight of public opinion. Politically, they were well within their rights to do so. But realistically, the move was unavoidable, for France had secured China's tacit approval.  In his instructions from the Chinese government, Cheng had been told that if Germany did not accept the referendum, France would dispatch troops to Alsace and Lorraine. So long as the French military did not exceed those borders, the Chinese forces were to remain inactive.  On November 27th, the SPD forced the motion onto the Reichstag floor. The nation was in an uproar. The coalition partners all voted against it and publicly announced their withdrawal from the government.  Left with no other option, the SPD turned to the KPD, requesting the formation of a coalition. The KPD did not hesitate and immediately voiced its agreement.  The SPD then played a final trick. On December 1st, just before announcing the dissolution of the government, they brought the motion to the floor again. This time, with KPD support, the "yes" votes reached the required threshold.  Having secured the vote, the SPD then abandoned all talk of dissolving the government and continued to rule as if no prior promises had been made.  The KPD rank-and-file were furious, but the Central Committee had reached a consensus. Even if the KPD took power now, they would be unable to prevent Alsace and Lorraine from returning to France. Furthermore, from the perspective of national interest, a rapid return to the European economic system was the only way to solve Germany’s dire economic crisis.  The Committee members suppressed the anger of their followers. While their newspapers hammered the SPD's political maneuvering as "vile and shameless," they funneled all their energy into economic development.  The political caliber of the KPD finally earned Cheng Ruofan’s recognition. In subsequent industrial orders, he began to favor them significantly. After all, the KPD stood with the German working class, while the SPD leaned toward the bourgeoisie. In choosing between the two, Cheng found he had little alternative.  On December 26th, the seemingly settled contradictions in America erupted with sudden violence. The US Constitution could be amended with a two-thirds majority in both houses followed by approval from three-fourths of the states. Faced with an amendment that would effectively transform the federal government into a confederation, the Northern congressmen finally closed ranks and voted it down. The constitutional reform failed.  Though the Southern Confederates had proven timid in the past, they knew that the failure of the amendment meant the end of any peaceful resolution.  Faced with no alternative, the South resorted to military struggle. Twenty-seven states issued the "Declaration of Happiness of the American States" in Montgomery. Regardless of its flowery name, the document’s content was clear: the twenty-seven states no longer recognized the federal government. Henceforth, they would act toward the "happiness of their own peoples" as the Confederate States of America.  The twenty-seven states established three new military staffs—Army, Navy, and Air Force—coordinated by a Joint Chiefs of Staff. Major General Bourbon was appointed Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.  Eleanor Roosevelt had not expected such a decisive response. Her cabinet had analyzed that after the constitutional failure, the South would find other means to pressure the government. After all, the Confederates had been so close to success; they only needed another lever.  Now, there were no other possibilities. Of the forty-eight states, four were Black-dominated. Twenty-seven had formed the Confederacy (USB), and the remaining seventeen remained within the USA.  The world was in an uproar. America had split not just into USA and USB, but with the possibility of the four Black states forming a "USC." A once-mighty global power had vanished, replaced by three distinct political entities in an instant.  Upon receiving the news, Cheng Ruofan immediately recalled He Rui’s prediction of a "USC." Sitting at his desk, he began writing his analysis. Although a fire blazed in the fireplace, he felt a sudden chill. After decades of service, he had never expected to feel so world-weary.  Realizing this, he felt a deep regret. He Rui was gone; even at a momentous time like the splitting of America, there was no one with whom he could truly and joyfully discuss the event.  *When there are no heroes in the world, meddling children make their names.* Cheng had once thought he might be one of those "children," but now he saw the entire world as a makeshift operation. He was certainly not the worst among them.  After a period of despondency, his sense of duty reasserted itself. He picked up his pen and resumed his report. Over the past thirty years, He Rui had never flagged in his work. It was a quality Cheng admired and one he felt he must emulate. As a Party member and a civil servant, he had a mission to complete.
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As Hu Xiushan’s vehicle traversed the streets of the capital, the changes surrounding him suggested he should feel astonishment, yet he found no such emotion within.  Thirty years ago, back in Siping, He Rui had told them that within three decades, China would become powerful beyond belief. At the time, Hu had thought that as a man just entering his fifties, he would surely live to see it.  The period that had truly felt transformative, a time of "heaven and earth being overturned," had been his thirties and forties. Winning the war against Japan, winning the war against Britain, signing the full cooperation agreement with France—during those ten years, China had charged into fields once thought to be the exclusive domain of the West. Every day brought new, head-scratching problems, yet development progressed at a lightning pace.  To the fifty-year-old Hu Xiushan, the current development of China felt merely like a continuation and a breakthrough built upon that past foundation. While exhilarating, it was entirely predictable. There was no longer any sense of the sudden or the unexpected.  Everything He Rui and his comrades had promised the people thirty years ago was now a reality before his eyes. Everything promised twenty years ago was currently coming to fruition.  But the future world He Rui had described ten years ago was only just beginning to take shape. Hu Xiushan did not yet possess full confidence that it could be realized.  What truly surprised Hu was that he felt no genuine joy or anticipation for such a future. Was it that, having passed fifty, he had lost the capacity for excitement? Or was it because this future was... too tedious? He couldn't quite fathom his own heart.  The scenery itself was certainly not beautiful. The dim sky was choked with smog, and the broad streets were lined with construction sites. Half of the main road had been dug up, and workers were currently pouring concrete for a massive drainage pipe, nearly two meters wide and a meter high.  Previous layouts of the capital’s drainage had been flawed; during heavy rains, the streets turned into rivers. While Zhengzhou was not prone to frequent downpours, the increasing standard of living meant that any flood caused escalating losses. After a rain, the streets would be thick with garbage-laden sludge that emitted a foul stench under the sun.  Beyond the water systems, work was proceeding on a massive subway network. Every major intersection was cordoned off with bamboo barriers, and thick steel plates were laid over the roads to prevent the surface from being crushed by heavy machinery.  The sight reminded Hu of a military airfield. It seemed the engineering skills accumulated during the war were being put to use in urban construction. The steel plates weren't pretty, but they were practical. With his extensive experience using them, Hu was certain they solved many real-world problems, and China now possessed the economic strength to afford them.  Recalling the clear skies and fresh air of the North American indigenous nations, Hu had to admit that while the fruits of industrialization were real, the price was significant.  As He Rui had said, the new energy revolution was not just to solve industrial problems but to address the living environment of the Chinese people. If pollution continued to worsen, Chinese cities would become unfit for human habitation.  Entering the large conference room of the Military Commission building, Hu found Chairman Li Runshi and the other members already waiting. After warm handshakes, they took their seats.  "Comrade Xiushan," Li Runshi began, "the geopolitical situation envisioned by Chairman He has now been fully realized. The Commission looks forward to your recommendations for the future."  A sense of melancholy washed over Hu. Thirty years ago, he had learned geopolitics from He Rui. Initially, he had seen it as an all-encompassing science. But as his knowledge grew more systematic and his experience deepened, he had concluded that geopolitics was simply a theory better suited to military science, and nothing more.  As a soldier, Hu had seen the future that the realization of He Rui's geopolitical vision would bring.  From a military perspective, Asia was now a collection of small and medium nations; no single power possessed overwhelming strength in any region. Japan was strong, but it was no Great Britain.  Britain sat within sight of the European continent, choking its maritime lanes. Facing a fragmented Europe, it had countless opportunities for intervention. Japan, however, was relatively distant from the East Asian mainland, separated by Korea. Furthermore, China was a massive, blood-unified state with two thousand years of history.  While Japan would count as a Great Power in any other region, its geography dictated that it was destined to be a "small nation" in the shadow of China. It could only play a significant role if China itself were in a state of near-terminal crisis. So long as China remained functional, Japan had no opening.  The Indian subcontinent had returned to its historical norm of fragmented states, and the Middle East similarly lacked a decisive power. None of these nations possessed the capability to challenge Chinese military dominance in their regions.  Furthermore, Chinese dominance was not for colonial purposes but for the maintenance of order and the opposition to war. Thus, China did not need to maintain massive overseas garrisons; a limited military presence was enough to manage the situation.  Most of Africa was under Chinese trusteeship. In the ongoing border settlements, China had avoided creating any new states that possessed natural defensive barriers and only a single front to guard. Thus, a small number of troops could ensure the security of the continent.  South and Central America had been defined by a century of border disputes; overall, there was no possibility of a single power unifying the region.  The only two nations currently capable of causing trouble were the Soviet Union and the United States.  The US still possessed the resources to be a global power, but it had lost its two-ocean barrier. With the establishment of the indigenous nations to the north, the US was vulnerable to a fatal blow at any moment.  From a geopolitical angle, the US was caught in an impossible deadlock. Utilizing military threats against the northern states would be a costly and futile endeavor. The true threat to America was not the northern states themselves, but the Chinese mainland ten thousand miles away.  The moment the US attacked the northern states, China would launch a fatal strike against the US. If the US attempted to strike the Chinese mainland, it would be intercepted by the islands of the vast Pacific. Long before they could reach Chinese soil, the Chinese forces stationed in the northern indigenous states would launch a devastating strike against the American industrial heartland around the Great Lakes, just a few hundred kilometers away.  If the US chose the path of peace and attempted to build relations with its northern neighbors, it would have to account for the slaughter of tens of millions of North American indigenous people and seek their forgiveness.  The probability of that was negligible. The evidence of the genocide was too vast and too damning. The weight of that blood debt was enough to deny the very moral existence of the United States as a nation.  Any nation that lacks a moral foundation for its existence is inherently a "criminal nation" until its sins are fully atoned for. Hu could see no possibility of America clearing that debt within the next century.  So long as the sin remained, America would never earn the forgiveness of its neighbors. It would remain perpetually under the shadow of a Chinese military strike, unable to project power globally.  As for the Soviet Union on the northern tundras, its high latitude placed it too far from the equator. In the Pacific, it faced China and Japan; in the West, it faced Germany and France. In the Black Sea, it faced Turkey. The USSR was a nation that appeared to have maritime access but in reality lacked the right of free navigation.  A nation that lacks the right of free navigation can hardly talk of global power projection.  Hu knew that the twenty or so men in the room were well aware that He Rui had finalized his global geopolitical vision thirty years ago and had completed the vast majority of it before his death.  The only remaining variable was the United States. Hu believed America might eventually end its internal split, but even if reunified, it could never return to the high level of federal power it held in 1943.  Unable to resist, Hu finally asked the question on his mind: "Is the purpose of the Nuremberg Trials to thoroughly bury the old world order?"  "Only by codifying the evil of the old order can we allow the liberated peoples of the world to define the value and meaning of the new one," Li Runshi answered readily. "Only then can they understand what can be forgiven, and what must never be accepted."  Hu admired the judgment. If the North American indigenous people accepted the narrative that the European massacres were for the "promotion of civilization," then the Chinese military presence in North America would be seen as "opposing civilization." All of He Rui's efforts would be rendered valueless—even seen as a return of barbarism against civilization.  Hearing Hu's high-level inquiry, Li asked, "How does Comrade Xiushan assess the current progress of the geopolitical situation?"  Finding Li's response in line with his expectations, Hu replied: "When Chairman He formulated the geopolitical landscape, it was not based on military conquest, but on global economic development. This is why China can fund its military using only the tax levels of the war years.  "I believe the Center is promoting a new global economic order to allow every nation to develop rapidly, thereby grounding geopolitics upon a stable and growing global economy."  Li Runshi was struck by the calm answer. The Marshals educated by He Rui indeed possessed an extraordinary vision, understanding the interplay between economics, politics, and the military. Yet he also felt a sense of melancholy. He had often witnessed conversations between Hu and He Rui; long before they spoke, the trust between them was absolute. Compared to that level of revolutionary friendship, Li knew his relationship with the Marshals was merely that of normal comrades.  Hu would not stab him in the back, but neither would he grant him unconditional support. At the level of National Chairman and Marshal, everyone analyzed the other's intent with cool deliberation. He Rui’s ability to simply say "go east" and have Hu trust him completely was a level of trust that was, in its own way, abnormal.  The meeting concluded in a spirit of unity. Hu was granted two days of leave and prepared to depart. As he walked out, he encountered Xu Chengfeng.  "Any plans for the next few days?" Xu asked casually.  Sensing the probe, Hu replied frankly, "I intend to go and see the Chairman."  "Together?" Xu asked.  Hu hadn't particularly wanted to go with Xu; aside from his mood, he suspected Xu wanted to discuss state affairs. But it was not the time to refuse. He nodded. "I was planning on tomorrow afternoon..."  "I'll contact the comrades at the memorial hall," Xu followed up immediately, leaving no room for a refusal.  "...Fine," Hu agreed. They reached the exit, shook hands briefly, and boarded their respective cars.  Because they were headed in different directions, the cars drove off in opposite paths, growing ever more distant.
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He Rui’s memorial hall was only open to the public in the morning. In the afternoon, Hu Xiushan and Xu Chengfeng walked into the silent space. The staff remained at a distance, watching from afar as the two Marshals stood side-by-side before the crystal sarcophagus.  Even when Hu stepped forward to lightly touch the glass, no one moved to stop him. After all, he was an old comrade-in-arms who had followed He Rui for thirty years. During the Chairman’s life, the two had spent countless hundreds of nights working together.  Of course, the most practical reason was that Hu carried no metal objects. Had he approached with a hammer, even a Marshal would have been tackled by the guards.  Hu stood in silence for a long time before finally removing his cap and saluting. He turned to leave.  Xu Chengfeng spoke then. "Xiushan, I do not believe Chairman Li’s recent decisions align with the Chairman’s original line."  "I believe we should obey the decisions of the Center," Hu replied immediately, lacking his usual habit of careful deliberation.  "The Chairman's policies were always dedicated to unleashing the subjective initiative of the masses," Xu offered his own perspective.  Hu replaced his cap and turned to fix Xu with a steady gaze. "Chengfeng, what I mean is that we simply do not possess the capacity to judge the direction of the future. If we did, it wouldn't have taken us until the end of the Pacific War to finally grasp the Chairman's geopolitical vision. I am certain now that before he ever returned from Japan, he had finalized his entire strategic framework. And the foundation of that framework was a new global economic order. Thirty years later, I still haven't fully digested all of it. Have you?"  Hu rarely spoke at length, but his words struck Xu like a blow, leaving him with a sense of sudden dread.  Among the five Marshals, Xu Chengfeng was regarded as the most gifted leader. Even at the Baoding Military Academy, he had been a "Grade A" student, the cream of the crop. Compared to Cheng Ruofan’s "Grade C" status, Xu was considered steady and reliable. Compared to Hu Xiushan’s "Grade B," he possessed a distinct advantage in decisiveness and efficiency.  But Hu had his own strengths: he never made judgments based on imagination. Whatever he voiced was rooted in hard reality. In this instance, Xu was forced to admit the truth: he still could not say he fully understood the strategic vision He Rui had completed thirty years ago, let alone possessed the capability to execute it himself.  Yet Xu had been harboring these doubts for some time, and he wanted to speak his mind with his old friend. During He Rui's life, Xu had felt that "speaking foolishly" was, well, foolish. While Cheng Ruofan often indulged in such naive outbursts, Xu felt no need to emulate him. Now that He Rui was gone, Xu discovered to his shock that the ability to speak foolishly was actually a form of happiness.  To the world, Xu Chengfeng was a founding father, a Marshal of the Republic, and a brilliant commander who had never tasted defeat. He was a figure from legend. His words were truth; to everyone but He Rui, his name was synonymous with being correct.  Yet Xu knew well that faced with an unknown future, he was as bewildered as any ordinary man. Despite his vast experience and ability, there were simply too many things he felt uncertain about. His life’s record of victory and his sterling reputation had been built upon his ability to perfectly execute the resolutions of the Center.  Realizing this, Xu asked, "Has the time truly come when the Chairman's policies must be adjusted?"  Hu felt a touch of regret for his old comrade. In his view, of the five Marshals, Xu Chengfeng was the one most distant from He Rui. This wasn't a matter of character; He Rui had always said Xu was an idealist.  If there was a flaw, it was that Xu's ideals were too nationalistic. Nationalists easily fall into the trap of viewing China as a unique, special case—believing that China’s distinctiveness alone accounted for its rise. This was unscientific.  Hu believed China’s distinctiveness was merely the result of individuals who stood up at critical junctures throughout its millennia of history, allowing the nation to summarize its past and distill its history into a civilization.  Though he lacked confidence in his own academic depth, Hu did his best to explain. He Rui was gone; there were few people left who mattered to him, and Xu was one of them.  "Chengfeng, if China did not follow objective laws, it would have perished long ago. To find those laws amidst the chaotic complexity of reality is the work of politicians and strategists. Since we have both established that we are neither, we must naturally obey the resolutions of the Center. To make decisions on politics and strategy is their duty."  Xu knew exactly what Hu was saying. He realized that, however unconsciously, he had overstepped the boundaries of his power. Yet he could not master his emotions. He started to speak several times, only to fall silent. As he struggled for words, Hu pointed toward the crystal coffin.  "Chengfeng, the Chairman’s status was always higher than ours. Why did you accept that so frankly for thirty years?"  The question stunned Xu. No one had ever asked him that before, and he had never asked himself. After a long silence, he let out a heavy sigh. "I... I never gave it a thought."  "Were you obeying him as a superior, or as a man? Were you obeying his cause, or following the many ideals he pointed out?" Hu continued.  Xu felt the question should be simple, yet as he pondered it, he realized with shock that he had never truly followed He Rui’s *ideals*.  "The Chairman was great not because of the magnitude of his achievements, nor because his schemes were unmatched and his person invincible. He was great because he adhered to his ideals and never stopped learning and developing. Chengfeng, if you possessed those same ideals, you could do what he did." Hu’s tone turned sorrowful; he was disappointed in Xu, and that disappointment caused him a sharp pang of pain.  Xu remained silent for a long time. Finally, he whispered, "I cannot do it."  Hu’s mood lifted slightly. For the first time in thirty years, he saw the formidable Xu Chengfeng in such a submissive state. Usually, Xu radiated a presence of absolute confidence and reliability—a general with the world in his mind. Such a display of uncertainty was unprecedented.  "Brother, the reason you didn't dare voice your views openly in the meeting isn't because you were afraid of being rejected. I believe you simply wanted this current era of glory to last a little longer. But you also know that if the current system isn't adjusted, a massive crisis is inevitable!" Hu was speaking from the very bottom of his heart now.  Xu answered quickly this time. "I... I truly was somewhat unconvinced."  "If you trust the Chairman’s vision, you must trust his judgment of our comrades," Hu replied. "I have read Chairman Li’s speeches. A 'Full Industrial Chain' is a highly adversarial model. While China can use that advantage to crush the global industrial powers, we must be prepared for the entire world to unite against us. Not out of malice, but out of a primal instinct for survival. The new world order the Chairman envisioned was one where every nation has the space to develop and progress, not one where they follow behind China begging for scraps. Chairman Li clearly understands this strategic vision.  "I know we have worked hard to reach this pinnacle, and we naturally want to enjoy the view and talk of our triumphs. But economics is a cold reality. If you are unemployed today, you go tomorrow tomorrow. We have just struck down colonialism and imperialism; do we intend to immediately trigger mass unemployment and despair in Europe?  "I promise you, a despondent Europe will become a font of chaos. War will erupt again and again until they can truly solve that problem."  Xu was silent. He knew Hu was right; he had indeed hoped for a China that stood on high, looking down upon the globe. With his confidence in the military, he believed China could crush any European revolt at will.  But he also knew that this was not He Rui’s vision for the future. He Rui had envisioned a world where every nation, European ones included, could earn a better life through their own hard work.  A "better life" was not one of idle enjoyment, but one where people had the time and ability to continue learning and progressing, giving their lives positive value.  If China became a global vampire, its sheer size and strength would soon leave every other nation skeletal and gasping for breath. Forget progress; they would be lucky to survive.  "But that means China must sacrifice a great deal extra," Xu offered a weak objection.  "China has been disrespected for five hundred years because we contributed too little to the world," Hu countered. "Sacrifice is painful, but China is part of the globe. Only by creating a better world can China live better itself.  "I never thought of the Chairman as an unfortunate man, for he gave so much—and he never gave for the sake of personal reward. To give for reward is a path that inevitably ends in tragedy. China must never do such a thing; it would only harm us.  "But to give for the sake of human progress is never a mistake. Chengfeng, I spoke with many African comrades in North America. They had only been liberated for a few years. Given their status and ability, they could have led comfortable lives in Africa. Yet they went to North America to fight, and many died there.  "They did not die for a reward, but for the liberation of Black Americans. And their sacrifice yielded a positive return. Now, Black Americans finally realize that their happiness is not a gift from others, nor is it found in self-abasement.  "I saw it with my own eyes: those who were once branded an inferior race performed brilliantly in the fields, in the factories, and on the battlefields of land, sea, and air. They appeared 'clumsy' only because they had lacked the time and conditions to acquire skills through labor. Labor creates the human being!"  "And what of competition?" Xu asked. To this day, he still believed China had to win every contest to ensure its unshakeable position.  Hu smiled bitterly. "I must say, I also believe China must win. But what truly drives human progress has always been cooperation. If we are to move human civilization into a new era, we must learn the art of global cooperation. Despite my own concerns, I have decided to support Chairman Li’s views."  With that, Hu no longer lingered and walked out of the memorial hall. He was surprised at how much he had said to his old friend. He had never considered himself a man of words; he had simply spoken his heart.  Regarding that final question, Hu did indeed fear a Chinese failure in competition. But he felt that rather than treading upon the rest of the world, it was logically superior to help them develop.  He Rui had once said with absolute confidence: "China’s natural advantages dictate that the limits of other nations are not the limits of China. China's limits are not found in territory or resources, but in whether its civilization can continue to break through to a higher level, and keep breaking through."  Hu loved that vision of confidence and hope. As the Li Sao lamented: "The road ahead is long and far; I shall seek the truth high and low."
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The German portion of the Nuremberg Trials completed its qualitative phase on December 3, 1945. With Germany’s war crimes, crimes against humanity, and colonial crimes formally defined, a vast number of arrested Nazi party members were sentenced. Due to Germany’s limited colonial history, those specific charges were the fewest in number among all the convictions.  While the sentences for war crimes and crimes against humanity were exceedingly heavy, the majority of the German people felt as if a great weight had been lifted. Whatever sentences the millions of detained soldiers and Nazi members faced, their families finally knew what the future would look like.  The German General Staff, identified as the fountainhead of the war, was dissolved, and its senior officers were held accountable. The regular Wehrmacht was identified as an accomplice to war crimes and crimes against humanity, yet the ordinary soldiers who had not participated in massacres began to be released. These men formed the majority of the military; their return solved the shortage of robust labor, yet it caused the unemployment problem to deteriorate.  While the Administrative Committee worked to address these issues, Marshal Cheng Ruofan found his attention drawn to developments in America. Eleanor Roosevelt had been impeached by the congressmen who still adhered to the "USA," demanding her resignation.  According to American law, a President could not be tried during their term. So long as Eleanor did not resign, she could remain in office. However, things had reached a point where even the most stubborn individual would feel a degree of responsibility. When the resolution for her impeachment passed unanimously, Eleanor Roosevelt announced her resignation.  The seventeen states remaining within the USA were all Republican strongholds. The Republicans clung to the Constitution; they first elected Thomas Dewey as Speaker of the House. Eleanor’s Vice President succeeded her, waited for Dewey’s election as Speaker, and then resigned. According to the system, Dewey then became President of the United States.  Upon taking office, Dewey immediately dispatched negotiators to the four northwestern states while simultaneously pushing a Civil Rights Act through both houses of Congress. Although the Republican Party was under immense external pressure, the act still nearly failed within their own ranks.  It was only after the Northwest issued a second proclamation, declaring the four states to be an inseparable part of the United States, that the Republican-controlled Congress passed the Civil Rights Act by a narrow margin.  The act mandated that within the USA, all citizens were equal. Regardless of color, race, or faith, all enjoyed identical civil rights, including the right to vote and stand for election.  With the passage of this law, though it made no specific mention of Black people, the era of racial oppression within the Union was effectively over. Theoretically, Black citizens were now equal to whites, capable of electing representatives and even a President.  On December 6th, the USA convened its Congress. Media from around the world descended upon Washington. When eight Black senators appeared before the Capitol, the flashes of the photographers’ cameras were constant.  The Senate served as America’s Council of Elders; regardless of population, every state was represented by two senators. Their six-year terms—three times longer than those of the House—were intended to shield them from the whims of elections, allowing them to exert their influence and represent their states' demands within the legislature.  President Dewey’s primary task was the restoration of American unity. The USA, which had shrunk to seventeen states, recovered to twenty-one thanks to the Republican compromise, achieving a reunification of the North rather than being squeezed between the West and South.  That day, both houses of Congress unanimously passed a resolution refusing to recognize the Confederate States of America (USB) and granted President Dewey war powers.  Had matters only reached this stage, Cheng Ruofan would not have been surprised. When He Rui had predicted the three-way split of America, he had also emphasized the immense power of the unifying force within the country. Had the Republican congressmen not so thoroughly rejected the Southern attempt to transform the Constitution into a confederation, the South might never have seceded.  On December 8th, Cheng received intelligence available only to his rank: the Dewey administration had dispatched an envoy to China to discuss the status of Alaska and Hawaii.  Finishing the report, Cheng let out a short laugh. "Heh!"  It was not a laugh of mockery toward Dewey, but rather a realization that the move had come far too late. Had Eleanor Roosevelt been frank enough to discuss the two territories with Beijing, the South might have found it difficult to initiate its independence movement.  Setting the report aside, Cheng refocused on European affairs. Even if Dewey were moving in the right direction, there was no guarantee his administration possessed the clarity to reach a deal.  China’s current stance was not one of control over Hawaii and Alaska, but of support for their peoples to regain their independence. The question for America was merely whether to recognize that independence.  If the US agreed, China’s next requirement would be a demilitarized border between the USA and the five northern indigenous nations.  This would be a bitter pill for America to swallow. Yet the current split in the nation gave Dewey a genuine opportunity to resolve these issues. Whether he chose the path of peace remained to be seen. China’s attitude was consistent and unyielding.  Throughout December, Cheng was busy and content. West Germany was faring well. The referendum in Alsace and Lorraine was held under UN supervision, free from violence or interference. The inhabitants voted overwhelmingly to join France.  On December 16th, the day the results were announced, the West German SPD government recognized the outcome. France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg signed the Paris Agreement, declaring that all border and territorial disputes between the signatories were resolved.  On the 17th, the same nations signed the European Coal and Steel Community Agreement, effective for fifty years. With this, the political landscape of Western Europe was essentially settled.  On the 18th, France and Germany signed an agreement to open their borders and restore normal trade. France was rich in agricultural products, while Germany possessed a significant industrial advantage. The agreement finally ended Germany’s economic isolation.  January 1, 1946—New Year’s Day in Europe, the Start of the Year in China. The nations of Europe finally enjoyed a peaceful holiday. On January 7th, Marshal Cheng Ruofan received the statistical reports. They showed that Germany, by importing grain from France, had temporarily closed its domestic food gap. German industrial exports to France, meanwhile, ensured the trade balance remained stable.  But the German economy currently possessed two "hidden" pillars. The first was reconstruction. Other European nations were industrial powers that had conducted their own large-scale infrastructure projects. Every time they did so, they claimed to be building for the next several decades. Thus, when Germany claimed its reconstruction was based on a fifty-year standard, the rest of Europe heard the boast but did not believe it.  Everyone exaggerated; why should Germany be the exception? Furthermore, most Europeans who had seen the country believed the cost of such a project was beyond Germany’s current means. In this atmosphere of universal skepticism, the reconstruction remained a "hidden" pillar.  The second pillar was exports to South America and Africa. These regions had increased their exports to China and were now holding significant reserves of Chinese Yuan. But as the currency of a new hegemon, the Yuan's influence currently lagged far behind China's military might. Consequently, South and Central America were eager to spend their CNY as quickly as possible.  The West German government emerged as the European regime that most firmly supported the Chinese Yuan. In its trade with Latin America, it even prioritized the currency.  Cheng was so moved by this section of the report that he rose and began pacing the room.  Years ago, after He Rui won the war against Japan, those comrades who no longer feared the Japanese had shouted for them to be driven out of Korea. He Rui had smiled and told them: "No need to fight. We shall win Japan over. For Japan will become China's most valuable asset."  From the 1926 revolution until today, He Rui's words had been proven true. And now, Germany had suddenly become another such asset.  For Germany, accepting CNY allowed them to access the raw material channels China had established. They were not sacrificing themselves for Chinese interests; they were prioritizing CNY for their own benefit.  But for China, Germany—a nation with a century of industrial trade ties around the Atlantic—was a vital contributor to the global circulation of the Yuan. The nations of Latin America trusted Germany more than they trusted China. So long as the Yuan could be used without restriction to buy German goods, their willingness to hold the currency surged.  Only a trade that benefited both sides could endure. Germany was indeed destined to become one of China's most important assets—not through Chinese coercion, but through its own choice.  As his excitement cooled, an image flickered in Cheng’s mind: him telling He Rui of this latest realization. He had always done so after understanding the Chairman's ideas. And every time, He Rui would scratch his head and offer sincere praise: "Well done. You’ve finally understood. Keep working, keep progressing."  Cheng knew it was only his imagination. Yet the scenes were so vivid they felt as if they were truly happening. His nose stung, and he almost wept.  Now that no new memories could be created, Cheng suddenly realized that he had never been treated as a subordinate or a tool. His exhaustive service to the nation had been his own choice, not a stepping stone for He Rui's glory.  He Rui was the same with everyone. He never believed he could "save" anyone; he merely did his utmost to provide the environment where others could utilize their abilities and progress through labor.  A truly great cause was always the result of the collective efforts of countless individuals. He Rui had understood this long ago. He was never high and mighty; he had leaned down so that those willing to move forward could step upon his shoulders.  Marshal Cheng Ruofan stood in a daze, letting the memories and realizations wash over him. Finally, with a sigh, he returned to the report.  With his perspective shifted, he saw things more clearly. Most hard-working Germans were unaware of their status on the national stage and would likely never understand it. Cheng was much like them; his only difference was that he had learned from a mentor how to understand the struggles of states and had been granted the opportunity to work at that level.  Even so, the German laborers continued to move forward, working without cease. It was upon the hard work of these millions that Cheng, as the supreme commander in Europe, could exercise his diplomatic and political skill.  In his heart, his conviction was reaffirmed: even if he did not feel gratitude toward the laborers, he had to respect them. Only by standing with the workers could one possess genuine power.  In the capital, global data was being synthesized into a report for Li Runshi. Li was also filled with emotion. By his own sense of finance, he had not believed the funds for China's massive urbanization would be available. Yet the report showed that the 1946 funding was secured—so long as the State Council did its job, trillions of CNY would be in place.  China's future development was based on every family owning a private car. Currently, the urban population had reached 70%, and the industrialized population was near 80%.  Every urban community featured a kindergarten, a primary school, and a middle school. The high school enrollment rate had reached 50%, with others attending technical schools. These were astronomical sums, yet the 1946 requirements were met.  If every year could be like this, even the most seemingly impossible grand plans would eventually become reality.  Li Runshi was no longer excited by such a future. As President, his job was to utilize his insight into the future to constantly adjust the nation's course and turn these grand plans into reality. It was his work, and his duty.  The future world, in Li's eyes, was still filled with upheaval and even suffering, yet he could see that humanity was continuing to move in the direction he believed in.
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On January 27, 1946, the Dewey administration of the USA reached an agreement with the Chinese government regarding the independence of Hawaii and Alaska. The United States acknowledged the right of the peoples of those two regions to determine their own futures through referendums; in exchange, China stated that it did not currently recognize the Confederate States of America (USB) as an independent nation.  While many Americans cursed the Dewey administration as traitors who had sold out national interests for personal gain, the Northern elite did not oppose the President. Upon the signing of the agreement, Dewey immediately summoned the recalled General Marshall—now Chairman of the Joint Chiefs—along with the Air Force Commander and Admiral Nimitz to the Oval Office.  The three senior officers wasted no time on pleasantries. They fully supported the President’s decision. America’s primary task was reunification, and for that, they required a strategic window. Only China could grant such a window to the USA. To earn that chance, a deal had to be made.  Hawaii and Alaska were not states of the Union. To trade such peripheral interests for the recovery of the forty-eight states of the mainland was, given America’s current strength, a stroke of immense good fortune.  President Dewey, a man who had built his career on fighting organized crime, was known as a tough and proactive politician. Yet during this meeting, he mostly listened in silence as the three commanders outlined their plans.  Currently, the USA consisted of only twenty-one states, while the Confederate forces held twenty-seven. Despite the numerical disparity, the industrial and economic strength of the North far outstripped that of the South.  The leadership of the Army, Navy, and Air Force all agreed: the worst possible outcome would be a long, drawn-out war. The optimal path was to shock the Southern leadership into returning to the Union. This required a demonstration of power that would leave them staggered.  Once the briefing concluded, Dewey spoke: "Proceed with the plan immediately. The federal government will grant you its full support."  "I would also ask that you invite the Southern leaders to a meeting, Mr. President," Marshall proposed, outlining the first step of the Joint Chiefs’ plan.  "I shall travel to Montgomery myself," Dewey answered frankly.  The expressions of Marshall, Eisenhower, and Nimitz turned solemn. For the President to enter the Southern states at this time carried the very real risk of being detained. That Dewey was willing to risk his person for the sake of unity spoke to a formidable courage.  Of course, Dewey had never known fear. As a prosecutor, he had relentlessly hammered the mob and survived numerous assassination attempts. Only a man of such mettle would dare enter the dragon’s den.  Word soon reached the USB elite that Dewey was requesting a meeting in the South. The grandees were a mix of tension and dismissal. Generally, they were inclined to reject the visit.  Only Chief of Staff General Bourbon insisted on accepting. Even knowing Dewey’s intent was to talk them out of independence, he argued that receiving the President of a foreign power with full honors would be a propaganda victory for the South.  But Bourbon had another motive he kept to himself. The Confederate General Staff had initially assumed China would not stand by and watch the USA reunify the South. In American culture, creating trouble for one's enemies was common sense. With the nation split, a mere hint of Chinese pressure would keep it divided into three. Bourbon could not fathom why China had abandoned this leverage over the North simply for the sake of referendums in Hawaii and Alaska.  But since China *had* done so, Bourbon had to prepare for a bloodbath with the North. Since Dewey dared to come, he surely brought some momentous threat. Bourbon wanted to know exactly what his rival was capable of.  On February 4th, the Confederate States formally invited President Dewey to visit. As his plane touched down in Montgomery, the airfield was lined with Southern crowds waving the Confederate Cross. When the short-statured Dewey emerged from the hatch, the crowd roared, waving their banners and singing the Confederate anthem.  Gazing out at the sea of blue, white, and red, Dewey felt no anger. His mission was to negotiate with the Southern elite; once that was achieved, he had no other needs.  At the conference table, the Southern leaders were arrogant. Dewey ignored the slights, merely inviting the South to send reliable representatives to observe a nuclear test.  At the mention of "nuclear weapons," most of the Southerners were confused. But General Bourbon’s expression flickered. He had heard rumors that during his final term, Roosevelt had indeed been developing a weapon of unprecedented power, though the details had been sparse.  Having delivered the invitation, Dewey endured two days of cold mockery and ridicule from the Southern leaders with extraordinary patience. He told himself he was merely dealing with a group of mobsters who considered themselves legitimate. In his experience, such men eventually ended up in his courtrooms, facing decades of hard time.  During those two days, the Southern elite used every means to gather intelligence on the "atomic bomb." But the Oak Ridge site, part of the Miami Project, had been firebombed by the Chinese Air Force using thermobaric weapons. Only a handful of scientists and high officials had reached the safety of the deep bunkers; the vast majority of workers and technicians had been vaporized.  No matter their efforts, the Southerners could obtain no valuable data. Ultimately, they had no choice but to agree to send observers.  Dewey then stated his condition: "I do not care what rank or status your representatives hold. My only requirement is that they be men you trust implicitly. For what is about to happen will exceed your wildest imagination."  Hearing Dewey refer to them simply as "The South," most of the Confederate elite shot him looks of disdain; a few simply spat on the floor.  Seeing his mission accomplished, Dewey had no intention of remaining for further insults. He rose and said, "Farewell, gentlemen."  Watching his small figure depart under the escort of his massive bodyguards, some of the Southerners considered killing him then and there. But as high-ranking officials, they knew he had come as an invited guest. Murder was out of the question—publicly, at least. Many hoped someone else would act according to the American tradition of local vendettas and take the President out in private.  But no such attempt occurred. Dewey’s plane took off safely and landed in Washington. Once back in the Oval Office, he unleashed a torrent of abuse against the "Southern slave owners."  His cabinet joined in, eager to see the Southern elite flayed alive. For the first fifteen minutes of the meeting, the room was filled with nothing but the most creative and vulgar vitriol.  Once the air had been cleared, the Secretary of State presented the list of other nations invited to the test. At the top was the Soviet Union, followed by France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and the other members of the ECSC. Even the West German government was on the list, though the cabinet doubted they would have the courage to attend.  Beyond the Soviets and the ECSC, invitations had been sent to the Eastern European nations. This was a clear attempt to "pry at the foundation" of the Chinese sphere. China’s frontier currently consisted of Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia.  Although Turkey did not seek an alliance with Beijing, it relied on Chinese support against the USSR. Thus, the Secretary of State argued that while America’s nuclear program had been shorter than China’s, they had to demonstrate that the US possessed a power that could potentially protect these nations.  On February 16th, the delegations from the USSR and the ECSC (minus Germany) arrived in America.  The US had planned to demonstrate the weapon on February 18th. But in the early hours of February 17th, the US Seismological Bureau detected a new signal. It was similar to the seismic waves triggered by previous Chinese nuclear tests, with its source right at the surface.  But the intensity of this tremor was vastly greater than any previous test. The scientists who had survived the Oak Ridge bombing looked at the data and simply refused to believe it.  The Eastern European representatives and the other foreign observers who had come to witness China’s test of a Hydrogen Bomb felt as if they were in a dream. The mushroom cloud from the megaton-level blast and the ring-clouds spanning dozens of kilometers left the military experts among them feeling as if their minds were no longer sufficient to the task.  With the global war so recently concluded, these men understood the power of explosives. But this was beyond common sense. They truly realized how terrifying a nuclear war would be.  With existing technology, it was impossible to "erase" a city spanning dozens of kilometers. Even with unlimited conventional ordnance, the defenders could fight on through underground tunnels and utilize the ruins as perfect cover for guerrilla warfare.  But the Hydrogen Bomb China had just demonstrated could "wipe away" an entire city. And with the city, every human soul within it—from the head of state to the common citizen—would be indiscriminately turned to ash.  Even if the leadership reached a deep bunker, the capacity of such shelters was limited. The army would have no chance. A head of state who commanded fewer than a thousand men was a leader in name only.  Seeing the deterrent effect had been achieved, Li Runshi invited the guests to a banquet. There, he declared with resonance: "China has always been a guardian of civilization, not its destroyer. Our future responsibility is to prevent war and promote peace, not to launch conflicts that would once again lead humanity toward destruction."  The words did not truly move the foreign representatives. Nations newly liberated from colonialism knew the nature of Great Powers well. They were accustomed to industrial leaders and their propaganda organs preaching peace while preparing for war.  They did not believe in China’s peaceful rhetoric. After all, the recently deceased He Rui had conducted the largest war in history, completing a magnificent global expedition in just four years.  Li Runshi understood their skepticism. He continued with even greater force: "The Chinese government announces to the world: China will never be the first to use nuclear weapons, and will never use them against non-nuclear states. We shall strictly control the proliferation of nuclear weapons and ensure they never fall into the hands of those who seek war. China has acted thus in the past, and shall act thus in the future—steadfastly maintaining world peace!"  Hearing such an explicit and unprecedented commitment, the nations were truly moved. In the thirty years since 1915, while the He Rui government had fought many wars, its international credit was impeccable. Every conflict had been clearly explained, and the reasons never hidden. Even in victory, China had fulfilled its promise not to expand its territory by a single inch.  With Li Runshi’s public pledge, there was at least no precedent for doubting its reliability.  The news was reported worldwide. President Dewey read it, his lips moving as if in silent curse, though no one could hear the words.  Despite this "strike to the head," Dewey did not alter his schedule. On February 18th, when the atomic mushroom cloud rose over the US test site, the foreign observers looked on with strange expressions. They were indeed touched, but not terrified by the strength America had displayed.  Dewey’s primary target, however, was not the foreigners. He studied the sallow faces of the Southern representatives for a moment, and seeing the naked fear they could not hide, he felt a surge of pure joy.  These detestable Southerners were all wearing the insignia and nameplates of the Confederate States. Many had the Confederate flag sewn onto their hats. Whether meeting USA officials or foreigners, they immediately presented business cards headed with "Confederate States of America." Their insolence had left Dewey disgusted.  Now, as he watched them reduced to "humming and hawing" in their interactions, Dewey felt a satisfaction beyond words.  At the dinner, Dewey announced: "The American government is willing to protect all peace-loving nations. This is our tradition."  One foreign journalist could not contain himself and shouted: "Mr. President, do you think the Indians and the Black people would accept that view?"  Though America was strong, everyone knew it had just been beaten by China. Isolated by two oceans, it lacked the means to project power into Europe. The各国 delegates couldn't help but smile at the reporter's question.  The American officials’ faces soured, but they were powerless. Dewey remained composed. He answered loudly: "In protecting its citizens, the American government has indeed faced many conflicts. These have led to tragedies.  "But such things occur in the history of any nation. Chinese history records countless massacres; two thousand years ago, China committed the crime of burying 400,000 prisoners alive in a civil war. Such war crimes are common to all nations.  "Human progress lies in experiencing suffering and then moving forward. In America today, Black people have gained citizenship. The Indians possess reservations where they hold full administrative and judicial authority, completely free from federal interference.  "Progress has made America a beacon of civilization and a benchmark for human morality. America has always been willing to provide peaceful protection to other nations; so long as they face aggression or oppression and request our aid, we shall come to them.  "This is the American tradition and the ideal we uphold. Gentlemen—past, present, and future—America will stand firm for world peace."  Diplomatic rhetoric is always polished. Dewey did not believe his own words, but he was sincere in offering a "Nuclear Umbrella" to the invited nations.  Since their defeat, American scholars and elites had been reflecting on the causes of failure. One key conclusion was that America had failed to lead a security agreement for the North Atlantic economic circle. Before the war, Britain and France had blocked American influence in Europe, forcing the US to support Germany to break the deadlock. Now, Britain and France were weak, and Germany was shattered and occupied by China and the USSR.  The strategic situation in Europe was dire. They faced an aggressive neighbor in Russia and an extra-regional power in China. The American elite believed Europe desperately needed a force to balance the influence of those two.  Of course, Dewey’s "umbrella" was not a selfless gift. If Europe wanted American protection, they had to stay out of the US Civil War. The Northern elite knew that with their current industrial base, they might not be able to produce even one atomic bomb a year. The bomb was a deterrent for the South and for any nation daring to intervene.  In a meeting of his core cabinet, Dewey stated firmly: "Whoever dares to split America, we shall fight them to the end!"  On February 20th, the Confederate representatives returned south with a mountain of fresh photos and film.  In this nuclear test, USA federal army generals and colonels had basically come to watch. Seeing the immense power of nuclear weapons, these federal officers felt their morale surge, replacing their previous hesitant despondency. Some of the less intelligent officers even asked if they could use nuclear weapons to defeat the Chinese.  Such fools were left to the military to handle. Dewey had accepted the independence of Hawaii and Alaska precisely because he had seen secret reports that China had long possessed nuclear weapons but chose not to use them.  This meant America could not win a conventional war, nor a nuclear one. They had already suffered from Chinese missile attacks. The US military had begun its own R&D into ballistic missiles and nuclear warheads.  The cabinet agreed that the military's plan was feasible, provided the technical hurdles were cleared. Yet they also knew that with China's lead, they would likely miniaturize warheads for missiles far sooner than the US—if they hadn't already. America’s best option was peace with Beijing.  On February 27th, the Dewey government quietly proposed talks to the Southern government. Two days later, on March 1st, the Southern government, calling itself the Confederate States of America, low-key agreed through secret channels.  At the negotiations, the USA representatives were assertive. They stated clearly: "If necessary, we shall not hesitate to use the atomic bomb against those splitting America. Unless you refuse to concentrate your forces, a single bomb will annihilate any rebel army within dozens of kilometers!"  Faced with such a blatant threat, the Southerners erupted in curses. But there was a difference in their tone; they were cursing the air, using "f***" without a direct target. It was the mark of men who were truly afraid.  The federal negotiators then softened their tone. "...The rights of the American states are protected by the Constitution. Regarding strategic choices and military budgets, we agree that the states should have a greater say."  Aside from historical grievances, the primary driver for secession was the price the South had paid for Roosevelt's New Deal and the prospect of funding a massive federal defense line in the North. They simply refused to bear the fiscal burden.  Hearing the federal side offer flexibility on this point, the Southerners finally began to talk seriously.  Meanwhile, at Confederate Headquarters, Lieutenant Colonel Dan spoke with an exhausted yet powerful voice: "Gentlemen, I stand by my assessment. If war breaks out, it will be a conventional war, not a nuclear one. According to our intelligence, under Roosevelt, the federal government used nearly a third of national electricity to produce nuclear material.  "To that end, the power from Hoover Dam was funneled entirely into research. Now, Hoover Dam is under our control. The Yankee power plants have been repaired, yet they still face severe shortages for civilian and commercial use. This proves that their production speed is slow!"  Dan slammed his hand on the table. "Gentlemen—to fight or not to fight, I shall obey the General Staff. But I can guarantee: if we strike now, the North’s production and supply are at their absolute weakest. I have said my piece!"  The room was silent, save for the sound of heavy breathing.  After a long pause, General Bourbon spoke: "I shall relay this assessment to the Congress. As for their choice... I, for one, believe we should strike now!"
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On March 6th, the Confederate States of America formally delivered its response to the USA: "The Confederate States of America, as an independent nation, will not surrender. However, based on our long shared history, the Confederate States are willing to establish a 'special state-to-state relationship' with the United States of America."  President Dewey studied the Southern envoy sitting across from him. The boy looked as if he hadn't yet seen his thirtieth year, yet he wore the silver oak leaves of a lieutenant colonel. In Dewey’s experience, the Southern gentry loved nothing more than granting themselves military titles—everyone was either a major or a colonel. Although intelligence reports indicated that this "Lieutenant Colonel Dan" was a graduate of West Point, Dewey preferred to view the rebel across from him as a crude and unrefined Southerner.  After sizing up the relatively lean young man, Dewey asked, "Does the South persist in its rebellion?"  Dan replied with absolute composure: "The Confederate States believe that the North and South can establish a more constructive relationship. A 'special state-to-state relationship' can perfectly accommodate two nations within a single framework."  As a prosecutor, Dewey had dealt with countless mobsters who spoke in riddles and lies. Dan’s words were a transparent attempt to secure Southern independence under a thin veneer of diplomacy. Dewey had no intention of entertaining such games. "The Confederate States do not exist," he continued. "There is only one United States of America in this world."  Facing Dewey’s oppressive gaze, Dan showed not a flicker of cowardice. "That is your opinion, not the view of the Confederate States. The Confederacy exists within our hearts."  Sensing Dan’s intransigence, the corners of Dewey’s mouth curled into a cold, mirthless smile. It was the smile of a tiger about to strike. "Colonel," he asked, "do you understand what your attitude represents?"  Before traveling North, the Confederate Congress had passed a resolution: they would not yield to Northern intimidation. With the backing of his government, Dan felt his resolve steady. He answered politely, "It represents our commitment to defending our freedom with our lives and our courage."  Watching Dan's calm reaction, a surge of fury rose within Dewey. He wanted nothing more than to smash the boy’s head against the desk. But his persona as a prosecutor led him to attack from a different angle. "Colonel, is rebellion the oath you learned at West Point?"  Dan had survived the crucible of the global war; death no longer held any terror for him. But Dewey’s posture of moral superiority grated on him. He answered coldly: "The United States, as the entity that established that oath, was the first to betray the people. When you sent tens of millions of citizens onto the battlefield like chess pieces, you failed to realize that those soldiers were ordinary people—human beings with their own wills. In your eyes, we were merely cannon fodder, consumables. Even now, you have not changed. That is why you refuse to grant power to the states. Because the states, acting in their own interests, would never support your decisions for war."  As he spoke, Dan watched the expressions flicker across Dewey’s face: disdain, irritation, and then a sense of grievance—the reaction of a high-born lord bitten by an ant crawling in the dirt.  Dewey realized then that he had misjudged the man before him. Dan was no mere thug; he was a true rebel. Thugs did not speak of blood and casualties with such level-headedness. Only a warrior who had faced life and death could look so calmly upon a future civil war that promised hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of dead.  Since the South had sent such a man as its envoy, Dewey concluded that they had indeed decided on total war.  "Take Mr. Dan away," he ordered his secretary.  Meanwhile, Li Runshi had received the intelligence and convened a meeting of the Military Commission. Marshal Zheng Silang raised the first question: "Does the Confederacy intend to annex the United States?"  No one present believed the South had such ambitions. The US was a federal system where each state was effectively a sovereign entity. While conflicts between them were common, annexation was impossible under the political principles both sides claimed to uphold. Furthermore, land was not the primary source of conflict; America was vast and underpopulated. What the Americans cared about was the ability to market the products of their land. Disputes over territory were usually centered on water rights or exceptionally fertile soil—resources that were scarce everywhere. The kind of dry land that China considered "decent" was plentiful in America and hardly worth fighting over.  Since their assessments were aligned, the members turned their eyes to Li Runshi. Previously, it had been He Rui who provided the explanations; now, it was Li’s turn.  "The South cannot defeat the North in a conventional, large-scale war to secure independence," Li explained. "If they seek to shatter the federal army, they must utilize regular forces operating from their home soil in a mode of mobile and guerrilla warfare. They must adopt the tactics of: *Enemy advances, we retreat; enemy camps, we harass; enemy tires, we attack; enemy retreats, we pursue.* These tactics were first proposed by Chairman He in his writings, yet there has never been a real-world instance of their application on such a scale.  "Viewed holistically, this is the only path to a Southern victory. Currently, the North requires the South’s markets and resources. To repeat the scorched-earth policies of the first Civil War would deny the North any potential gain while plunging it into a total fiscal crisis. Once the Northern economy collapses, secession will become a settled fact.  "Total independence is the South's highest objective."  Zheng Silang nodded; this was the answer he had hoped for. America was not China. For a Chinese, unification was the only acceptable outcome, making it difficult for Zheng to think in American terms. Li’s explanation resolved his strategic doubts. With his clarity restored, Zheng felt no desire to intervene in the American conflict.  Li looked at the others and saw a similar sense of detached indifference. "Does anyone believe we should intervene?" he asked.  Without even looking at one another, the members shook their heads. They shared Zheng’s view: let the Americans fight it out among themselves; China had no interest in the fray.  Sensing their mood, Li felt a trace of regret. Although He Rui had styled himself a "conservative," as a revolutionary he had possessed an innate, aggressive initiative. Had He Rui faced this civil war, he would never have passed up the chance to intervene. And his intervention would not have been a mere brawl; he would have treated America as a grand chessboard, using the conflict to thoroughly "clean up" his opponents—not out of malice, but out of strategic necessity.  Li admired He Rui’s communist conviction, and he felt his colleagues lacked that same revolutionary initiative.  Looking at the situation thus far, He Rui’s maneuvers had already broken the US into three. The departure and return of the four northwestern states had delivered a fatal blow to American racism, securing equal rights for Black citizens decades ahead of any normal timeline.  While China could indeed stand by and watch the war erupt, a more active approach might trigger further social breakthroughs in America. It was not impossible to strike a crushing blow against the deep-seated American feudalism—perhaps even to destroy the system entirely.  But Li knew his own limitations. His political prestige was not yet at the level where he could command all of China into a total war footing, uniting a billion people in the East and West Pacific for a single objective. To intervene in America now, he lacked both the prestige and the "bottom line" to absorb a failure. Any setback could lead to his rejection by the Party.  Since the Commission was unwilling to act, Li lacked the resources for a grand maneuver. He would have to proceed slowly.  Three days after reaching this conclusion, a letter arrived from Marshal Cheng Ruofan at European Command that made Li’s eyes brighten.  Cheng also mentioned the "Sixteen-Character Formula." Furthermore, he informed Li that he had discovered several senior Wehrmacht officers who had studied these very tactics. He was currently vetting them, preparing to dispatch them to America.  Finishing the letter, Li felt he understood why He Rui had favored Cheng Ruofan above all the other Marshals. Cheng’s greatest strength was his "pure heart"—he simply wasn't afraid of trouble.  If Cheng were the one leading the initiative, Li felt there was a real chance for success.  Ultimately, Li replied with three words: "Understood. Proceed."
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"Defendant Erich von Manstein, of the nine counts brought against you: "Charge of supporting the Nazi regime's war crimes: Guilty. "Charge of supporting Hitler's crimes against humanity: Not guilty. "Charge of indirect complicity in crimes against Polish civilians and military during the Polish campaign: Not guilty. "Charge of inhumane treatment of Soviet prisoners of war in Belarus during the Soviet-German War: Not guilty..."  The presiding judge systematically announced the verdicts. Manstein listened in silence, his composure unruffled.  Since his capture, Manstein had reflected deeply on his past. He felt guilty—particularly after learning that Hitler had detonated a nuclear weapon in Berlin, nearly obliterating the city center and causing hundreds of thousands of casualties. In his own eyes, Manstein was indeed guilty.  However, his perceived crime was not engaging in war, but rather choosing to support Hitler. The Führer had inflicted immense losses upon Germany, much of it intentionally after it was clear the war could not be won.  Yet Manstein did not regret his career. As a German officer, obedience to the government was his highest duty—particularly a government determined to wage foreign war. It was a responsibility he could not refuse.  Because his own sense of guilt diverged from the Nuremberg Tribunal’s findings, he cared little for the judge's words. The tribunal allowed defendants to appeal their sentences, and Manstein intended to review the formal judgment once his mind was clearer.  He followed through on this thought. After the session ended and he was returned to his cell, he ate his prison meal before finally opening the document.  Of the nine charges, seven had been dismissed. He was found guilty only of supporting Nazi war crimes and executing Soviet political commissars and Jews. Manstein found the verdict acceptable; the Wehrmacht’s atrocities on the battlefield had been little less than the SS’s. If the Wehrmacht were "better," it was only because they had committed fewer non-combat killings.  This was not due to a higher moral standard, but because the SS, driven by a deeper ideological commitment, proactively handled the liquidation of the Soviet populace. The Wehrmacht had simply been happy to let the SS do the dirty work. Had the SS not existed, the regular army would have had to do it themselves.  He had just finished reading when a guard entered, informing him he was required to step out. Manstein briefly considered the possibility of being murdered under the cover of night, yet he rose and followed the guard as if nothing were amiss.  As a senior officer, even in prison, he received special treatment. His sector consisted of individual cells. As he traversed the long corridor, he glimpsed familiar faces through the small viewports: Rundstedt, Guderian, and many other high-ranking officers. Whether they were the "Red-Pants" of the General Staff or the "Muddy-Legs" generals from the front, the Nuremberg Tribunal had shown little discrimination between them.  Passing through an open yard, Manstein reached the visitor’s area. In a spacious room, three Chinese officers were waiting. Upon seeing him, they rose and saluted. "Good day, Marshal."  Manstein did not reply or return the salute. He simply studied them: one lieutenant colonel and two majors. In any modern military, these were middle-ranking officers responsible for technical or administrative tasks. Their presence suggested nothing of monumental importance.  With this thought, Manstein took the seat clearly left for him. The Chinese officers showed no offense at his rudeness. Once he was seated, they sat opposite him. The lieutenant colonel began in fluent German: "Marshal, we have come to seek your guidance on a specific matter."  The officer finished, and one of the majors pushed a file across the table. Seeing the symbols and seals on the cover, Manstein was taken aback. It was a Top Secret document—one that only a handful of the Reich’s elite could have seen before the defeat.  Under the bright lights of the room, Manstein paused for a moment before opening the file with a touch of nostalgia. By the second page, his heart began to stir. It was a document from Reinhard Heydrich, detailing a plan for mobile warfare using regular forces within the German mainland.  In the Third Reich, Heydrich was the only Nazi leader Manstein had held in relatively high regard. He recalled their discussions on the use of nuclear weapons; at least in those talks, Heydrich had shown no intent to use them within Berlin.  Most of the Nazi elite would not have made Hitler's choice—Göring certainly wouldn't have. But Göring’s restraint was born of a fear of death. Heydrich’s was born of a hope, however faint, of winning a dignified surrender for Germany.  Closing the file, Manstein asked with a trace of emotion, "Is Heydrich still alive?"  The three officers exchanged a glance. The lieutenant colonel answered: "Heydrich remained in Berlin during the explosion. He was injured by the blast and then poisoned by the radioactive black rain. He was alive when the Soviets captured him, but we understand he passed away within three weeks due to excessive radiation exposure."  Manstein was unfamiliar with the specifics of nuclear weaponry and didn't fully grasp the terminology. Yet hearing that Heydrich had died so soon after his capture brought him a sense of relief for the man. Had he lived, the Russians would have flayed him alive. To die early was a mercy.  The lieutenant colonel was clearly not here for a eulogy. Seeing Manstein fall silent, he asked which members of the Wehrmacht were most familiar with this specific plan.  Manstein sensed immediately that the Chinese were looking for recommendations of personnel they could "utilize." He replied calmly: "The concept of mobile warfare in this plan was derived from Mr. He Rui’s own papers. Germany never possessed the capability to execute such a model. I do not believe anyone in the Wehrmacht meets your requirements."  Hearing that Manstein wished to keep his former subordinates out of the affair, the lieutenant colonel noted the Marshal’s high level of awareness. "May I ask for your own views on mobile warfare, then?" he pressed.  Manstein had never had the chance to meet with high-level Chinese officials. He had always envied Reichenau’s meeting with Li Runshi.  Recalling Reichenau’s account of that conversation, Manstein had initially thought Li was boasting. In hindsight, however, almost everything Li had projected strategically had come to pass. China had indeed armed ten million former colonial subjects and trained them into elite soldiers capable of mastering modern military technology. The regular Chinese Army had handled the high-tech sectors, fighting side-by-side with the WPLA to crush the West.  Regarding this, Manstein felt Germany’s defeat was well-earned. China had equipped the WPLA with its own standard gear, showing no discrimination based on their origin. When the Wehrmacht fought alongside its Eastern European allies, they had never granted them full sets of German equipment.  While Germany had faced shortages, they might have managed it had they prioritized the relationship. It was a matter of attitude. China had the strength and the correct attitude; its victory was legitimate.  Facing the expectant gazes of the Chinese officers, Manstein decided on a small test. "I have read Mr. He Rui’s paper," he said. "In my view, he established an extreme combat environment. One side is an industrial power—or at least enjoys its full support—while the other is an agricultural nation. The latter is at a total disadvantage, yet its resistance leadership is organized according to a true industrial model. Is this not a paradox?"  The statement was made with significant depth. Every word was true, and he had no intent to play word games. Had he asked this of a middle-ranking German officer, they might have answered, but not in a way that Manstein would find valuable.  The Chinese lieutenant colonel pondered for a moment before answering: "If you view this through the lens of China in 1915, you will see that the situation in the Northeast at the time matched that setting perfectly. From what I have personally heard, that paper was actually based on one of the many plans Chairman He formulated during his time there.  "It appears extreme only because the opponent was weak. Had the opponent been stronger, with a broader vision—or had China’s luck been worse—such a scenario might well have occurred."  Manstein was not entirely convinced by the answer, yet he found the officer remarkable. That the man could grasp the question showed he possessed a command of logic and methodology. That he could answer with internal consistency showed he was capable of analyzing specific problems individually.  Although the officer couldn't resist a touch of praise for He Rui—which Manstein disliked—he chose not to nitpick. A man who had beaten the world would hardly be a mere braggart. Considering extreme scenarios was the hallmark of a professional.  "In that case," Manstein continued, "surely the Chinese military has a better grasp of the subject. Why seek the opinion of a German?"  "Because we do not understand the Western comprehension of this mode of warfare," the officer replied. "According to our observations, under the predatory Western mindset, war is not seen as a means of creating a more advanced economy. The system of mobile warfare is not merely about combat; it includes utilizing the conflict to build local, small-scale economic models adapted to an environment of 'weak versus strong.'  "An advanced industrial-revolutionary organization utilizes the destruction of traditional economic models caused by the war to unite the population against the invader. They seize local dominance and establish a more efficient local economy, eventually linking these areas to form a powerful regional government.  "The essence of this model is to first conduct a revolution against oneself—to transform—and then defeat the enemy.  "...I wonder what the Marshal thinks of this?"  Manstein was momentarily stunned. Several thoughts stirred in his mind. But seeing the lieutenant colonel’s sudden look of uncertainty at the end of his speech, he felt a touch of amusement. Even when a young man hit the nail on the head, he naturally wavered when faced with questions that required the perspective of absolute power to answer.  Since the officer looked unsure, Manstein did not answer immediately. He reflected on the points raised—one of which was Heydrich’s tenure as Governor-General in Czechia and Poland. His method of rule had been to align himself with the common people.  At the time, Manstein had merely seen it as a sign of political talent. Now, hearing the Chinese officer’s words, he felt a sudden epiphany.  Heydrich had certainly studied He Rui's works; every member of the Nazi elite with a shred of substance had done so. Hitler’s secretary, Rudolf Hess, was said to have collected every one of the Chairman's books.  If he considered Heydrich through the officer's framework, it was true that he had destroyed the old economic order in the occupied territories and replaced it with a more efficient model. At the time, other Nazi leaders had complained to Hitler that the Poles were living better than the Germans.  Manstein had been incensed by those complaints. Poland was a vital logistical hub for the Eastern Front, and Heydrich’s role there was indispensable. No one else could have done better.  Now, he began to understand why Heydrich had achieved such success. The Poles certainly hated Germany, and they held no love for Heydrich. He had simply destroyed the old order and offered a new life. If the Polish workers had cooperated, it was for their own benefit.  Realizing this, Manstein recalled asking Heydrich why, knowing defeat was inevitable, he had pushed his plan for national mobile and guerrilla warfare so feverishly.  He couldn't recall the exact words, but the gist was: "This mode of combat is the legacy the Third Reich leaves to the German people. It is a wealth that will merge with the national spirit. This is the true value of the Reich."  At the time, Manstein had thought Heydrich mad. He still did—yet he now saw that the madman’s vision was not without merit, or even immense value.  ...The Third Reich simply lacked the strength to realize such a magnificent ideal. And an unrealizable ideal is merely the raving of a madman.  "Marshal, you have a point?" the lieutenant colonel’s voice broke the silence.  Manstein raised his head. "The Wehrmacht has no understanding of this," he answered readily. "Those who truly understand are within the SS. But in my view, you need not look for them; only the SS high command truly grasps these concepts."  With that, he signaled the end of the conversation. Whether the Chinese wished to cooperate with the SS was no longer his concern. Had the officer not said something of value, Manstein wouldn't have offered even that much explanation.  The lieutenant colonel took the hint, offered his thanks, and rose to leave.  Back in his solitary cell, Manstein lay awake for a long time. He had lived through two world wars, seen Germany’s rise and its despondent fall.  Compared to Germany, the national trajectory of China was something he envied. Since 1901, the nation had known no defeat. Despite its many internal problems, it had won war after war, its strength growing with each victory.  Germany prided itself on its philosophy, and Manstein agreed it was a powerhouse in that field. Yet this only created a deeper confusion for him. Philosophy could not explain why the fates of Germany and China had diverged so sharply.  Before falling asleep, he decided to write a letter to Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the supreme commander of the occupying forces. It was not a plea for his own fate; he simply wanted to understand.  The lieutenant colonel’s way of thinking had left a deep impression on him. If this young man was representative of the new Chinese generation, then their education had been extraordinarily successful. And behind that education must lie a powerful system of knowledge. Manstein was certain Cheng Ruofan possessed an even deeper awareness.  Four days later, as Manstein was considering whether to waive his right to appeal—which meant accepting a seventeen-year sentence—the guard delivered a letter to him. He was in a foul mood at the prospect of more years in a cell.  Opening the large envelope, he found a meticulously addressed inner envelope with Chinese characters on the cover. Though his Chinese was non-existent, he guessed it was Cheng’s reply.  His mood brightened instantly. Inside were two versions of the letter: one handwritten in Chinese, the other typed in German.  Reading with anticipation, Manstein was quickly drawn in. Cheng Ruofan had addressed his questions directly.  "...Lord Manstein, in my humble opinion, the reason Chinese culture appears to lack philosophical analysis is that over our millennia of history, our sages synthesized the lessons of countless events—the rise and fall of dynasties, the collapse of states—to reach a direction for human social development: harmonious coexistence.  "This direction is the foundation of Chinese civilization. Regardless of China’s strength or weakness, the civilization adheres to this stance. Whether it is historical materialism or class analysis, such knowledge is rapidly absorbed into our civilization once it reaches us, becoming a part of our overall direction.  "Conversely, concepts like aggression and colonialism cannot be accepted by Chinese civilization, for they run counter to the direction of harmonious coexistence.  "Many within China are currently reflecting on the Age of Discovery. In our simulations, even had China contested the seas in that era, it would not have engaged in genocide or mass slavery. Such acts are anathema to our civilization.  "China does not lack philosophy; rather, philosophy is inherently an offensive intellectual weapon. The tenets of Chinese civilization loathe war, making our thinking appear to run counter to philosophy, or perhaps overly focused on social concepts.  "From a philosophical standpoint, human survival is built upon the development of human society. A healthy society is the foundation for human progress; China will not sacrifice the root for the branch.  "Our ability to struggle in all fields requires no further elaboration. Yet even in victory, China's priority remains how to ensure the healthy development of the entire world, rather than indulging in the revelry of triumph.  "The stable development of society requires constant attention. This is our historical legacy, and it is our philosophy. While the principle is understood by all, few nations are willing to elevate it to a mandatory level of execution.  "And Chinese civilization through historical experience, has reached a conclusion: 'Aim high to achieve the middle; aim middle to achieve the low.' This is not a conclusion derived from philosophy, but a law derived from the experience of millennia and countless lives. Philosophy is merely a cognitive tool; it lacks the strength to defy such laws.  "If one looks only at results, Chinese civilization has endured for ten thousand years. Two thousand years ago, a Chinese historian openly admitted in his work that the history of five thousand years prior was so distant that even he, with his records, could not fully grasp the details.  "Therefore, I believe you need not worry about the problem of German philosophy, for it has not yet withstood the test of history.  "Finally, allow me to speak in the tone of a philosopher: since you were not born alongside the universe, you have no reason to expect to endure until its end.  "Respectfully yours."  Manstein read the letter twice before setting it down with a bitter smile. As a German, he had to admit he envied Cheng Ruofan. As a Chinese, Cheng could naturally see himself as the heir to a ten-thousand-year civilization. He could even acknowledge that his own historians two millennia ago were confused by the history of five millennia prior.  Furthermore, Cheng did not seem to believe that even Chinese civilization would endure forever. Human society would outlast any single nation.  Yet beneath this touch of envy, Manstein found he had no rebuttal.  If China truly took human society as its object of concern, then the West was indeed guilty. And in the world of reality, China was conducting its Great Trial.
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Marshal Cheng Ruofan had originally intended to dispatch a group of German officers to the Confederate States of America. However, after hearing Manstein's assessment of mobile warfare, he temporarily shelved the plan.  Despite this setback, Cheng had not abandoned his intention to sow the seeds of revolution within the new American Civil War. But for the moment, he chose to wait for a more suitable opportunity rather than forcing the issue.  The opportunity arrived sooner than he expected. On March 16th, the West German government held a secret meeting in Hamburg with the Confederate representative, Lieutenant Colonel Dan.  The files delivered to Cheng revealed that this "Lieutenant Colonel Dan" had once been a prisoner of war in China. This fact made it difficult for Cheng to judge the level of trust the Confederacy placed in him.  While the West German government did not report directly to Cheng, all its important documents were accessible to the relevant departments within Chinese European Command. Thus, after finishing his routine work, Cheng pulled the records of the secret meeting and found a most intriguing dialogue.  Lieutenant Colonel Dan had told the West German representatives: "If the Federal Republic of Germany does not wish to become a target for infiltration by the United States, it should support the Confederacy. For the Confederate States have never been China's enemy, and strategically, we have no need to become one..."  *A very interesting young fellow,* Cheng thought to himself.  In the subsequent exchange, Dan had explained the Confederacy's requirements: to escape the cycle of war and focus on commerce. The USB relied primarily on the sale of grain and cotton—commodities the entire world required. Even if competition existed, there were no profound contradictions.  The USA in the North was different. Its internal economic structure dictated that it must constantly expand its global markets, or else face recurring economic crises. To resolve those crises, war was an ever-present option. At the very least, the North would constantly stir up trouble worldwide. In Europe, the USA would inevitably cooperate with the United Kingdom to infiltrate Germany.  Cheng was forced to admit that Dan possessed a global perspective. Furthermore, Dan's words were intended not only for the West Germans but for Chinese European Command as well.  If the Confederacy failed in its war for independence and America eventually reunified, Dan's prediction would likely come true. Even with Alaska and Hawaii independent after their referendums, a contiguous United States of over seven million square kilometers would remain a formidable power, yet one unable to solve its internal economic instability.  In Cheng's own reflections, he preferred a unified America unless the civil war served to advance a domestic revolution. China needed external pressure and models to learn from.  However, the exchange of personnel between China and America was limited, which was why Cheng struggled to reach a more detailed judgment.  Thinking of this, a strange realization struck him. He Rui’s private contacts with the West had been no more extensive than his own, yet the Chairman had always made unerringly accurate projections.  Cheng realized then that in the year since He Rui's death, he had barely found the time to truly remember the man. He then felt that this thought was also not quite right.  During his life, He Rui had shared many visions of the future, but at the time, Cheng and his comrades had dismissed them as flights of fancy. They respected He Rui and assumed he would live well into his seventies or eighties—there was plenty of time for the future to happen. They had humored his "weird ideas" just to keep their leader happy.  It wasn't until He Rui passed away that they realized every single "prophecy" was becoming a reality. Even after his death, the Chairman’s words continued to manifest. Cheng had once thought He Rui possessed a sense of humor and a love for idle thought. Now, looking back, he realized He Rui had been a man of terrifying, constant gravity—a man so serious that he seemed "boring" in his singular focus on the truth.  To only truly see He Rui after he was gone left Cheng feeling a deep melancholy. Even through this new lens, he could see just how unshakeable the Chairman's convictions had been.  After a period of reflection, Cheng reached a decision. Since he couldn't fully grasp the reality of America, he would resolve the issue according to his own beliefs.  On March 17th, Lieutenant Colonel Dan received a mysterious communication. To be precise, it was a slip of paper tucked inside a napkin, which he discovered upon opening it for lunch. On it was a single typed sentence: "Please come to the rear entrance of the hotel at 2:15 PM."  With his small team of five in West Germany, Dan was not worried about assassination. It would have been too easy to kill him. Since arriving, his greatest hope had been to establish a link with Chinese European Command. Knowing how difficult that was, he was determined not to let any opportunity pass.  After consulting with his team, Dan reached the hotel’s rear entrance at the appointed time. There was no one suspicious in sight. Before he could begin a search, a young boy ran up and handed him an envelope, speaking rapidly in German. Dan, unable to understand, opened the envelope to find another slip of paper and a Chinese banknote. The note instructed him to head to a famous street in Hamburg and to give the note to the boy as payment.  Finding this playful method encouraging, Dan handed the two-yuan bill to the child. The boy clearly recognized the currency and departed happily.  After receiving two more instructions from random passersby along the way, Dan found himself before a small church. The building was in disrepair, but beside it, a new structure was nearing completion. Dan noted the three Chinese characters on the plaque over the entrance: "Liuyun Guan" (流云观). During his time in the POW camp, he had studied Chinese culture and knew that "Guan" usually denoted a Daoist temple.  Gazing at the crumbling church being replaced by a Chinese temple, Dan felt a mix of curiosity and a slight discomfort.  But there was no time for such thoughts. Following the latest instruction, he entered the empty church and found a final note in the shrine: "Enter the confessional."  The confessional consisted of two small adjacent booths, separated by a wall with a screen of small holes, allowing the penitent to speak with the priest without seeing his face.  Dan entered the booth from the front of the church. To his surprise, he found a brand-new chair inside the dilapidated stall. He couldn't help but smile; the preparations were indeed meticulous. Hearing no sound from the other side, he sat quietly, his mind drifting to recent events.  He had left Mexico by sea on March 7th, as the US Navy had blockaded the Confederacy's Atlantic routes—a move mirroring the first Civil War.  On March 10th, the Dewey government had issued a call for a consultation conference. The Confederacy had ignored it. On March 15th, federal land, sea, and air forces had launched an offensive against the South.  Although Dan had only reached Berlin on the 15th, the Confederacy had finalized the communication with European Command on the 7th. He had been moving at a frantic pace.  Just as he was thinking this, he heard movement in the booth beside him. A voice asked in English: "Colonel, do you have something to say?"  Dan answered frankly: "The United States in the North is China's enemy. The Confederate States are not."  "What is it the Confederate States seek?" the voice continued.  "We are not ignorant of the value of centralization," Dan answered decisively. "But above the power of the state must be the free lifestyle sought by the American people."  The voice on the other side paused. Dan sensed a moment of surprise. After a while, the person continued: "In the history of Chinese political struggle, there is a central point of conflict called 'competing with the people for profit.' Who 'the people' are is the core question. By my understanding of America, your 'people' are the local feudal grandees who inherit their fathers' power, not the ordinary citizens struggling to live. Colonel, who do you believe the American people are?"  Dan was stunned. He had never expected to hear such a grounded, analytical remark from a Chinese Marshal. He had reflected deeply on America and read extensively. When the Constitution was framed, the "people" were at most those citizens with the right to be elected.  As the nation developed, the definition had expanded, yet politics remained in the hands of the local power bases. Dan knew that without his mentor, General Bourbon, he would never have achieved his current status.  But Dan did not lay bare his heart entirely. He asked calmly, "Do you believe the freedom of the American people is without value?"  These were his genuine feelings. He believed he had gone to war to pursue a free lifestyle; had he merely wanted to survive, he would never have left home.  Furthermore, Dan felt the person on the other side should understand this. In the POW camps, the Chinese had promoted their own version of a "correct lifestyle."  If the Chinese military were not also fighting for their own expected way of life, Dan did not believe they would have been so courageous on the battlefield.  The silence on the other side stretched out before the voice spoke again: "Are you carrying a secret mandate?"
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On March 19th, before boarding his ship to depart Hamburg, Lieutenant Colonel Dan returned once more to see the "Liuyun Guan" under construction. Arriving in the vicinity, he found the abandoned church beside the temple swarming with German workers. They had erected towering scaffolds and were dismantling the structure from the top down; the roof was already entirely gone.  Cranes continuously lowered bricks and other materials to the ground, where merchants were already haggling over their quality and price with the demolition crews. In the adjacent open space, trucks and handcarts waited to haul the salvaged masonry away as soon as a deal was struck.  Dan watched for a while, finding the bustling activity a stark contrast to the desolate silence of his meeting there two days prior. He walked to the entrance of the Liuyun Guan and stopped. The great doors stood wide open, and dozens of Germans dressed in Daoist robes hurried in and out.  For a moment, Dan felt his worldview waver. A sense of profound doubt welled up within him. Was China, having conquered Europe militarily, now seeking to conquer it through religion?  With this question in mind, he entered the temple. The interior lacked the cavernous, vaulted ceilings of European cathedrals, consisting instead of low-rise buildings that radiated an Eastern elegance.  Several Daoist acolytes were receiving guests. While most spoke only German, a few were fluent in French or English to accommodate foreign visitors like Dan.  An acolyte briefed Dan and the other English-speaking guests on the temple's internal structure. The main hall was dedicated to the portraits of the Three Pure Ones: the Celestial Worthy of the Primordial Beginning, the Celestial Worthy of the Numinous Treasure, and the Celestial Worthy of the Way and Its Virtue.  The rear courtyard served as the residence for the priests. On the site of the church being dismantled, a complex would be built for the priests to preside over cultural exchanges, intellectual study, and various services including marriage blessings, wealth rituals, and geomancy consultations.  It was clear that these acolytes had been rigorously trained; their delivery was smooth and their answers practiced.  Through their interactions, Dan grasped several key points. The Liuyun Guan itself was a religious structure, a place for the priests to reside, meditate, and honor their ancestors.  The planned complex, however, was not a religious building, but a social space for interaction between the priests and the public. In Germany, at least, it fell within the commercial category.  As for the essence of Daoism, the acolytes' answers left Dan staggered. Unlike mainstream religions that posited a subjective, personal God, Daoism viewed the essence of the world as the "Dao"—a non-subjective Way. The Three Pure Ones were thus not gods in the Western sense, but "Ancestral Masters"—pioneers in the pursuit of the Dao.  "...From the Daoist perspective, every individual is a product of the Dao," the acolyte explained. "Whether you believe in the Dao or in another religion, you remain part of it. The Great Way possesses no subjective opinion of you." The German boy's voice was melodic, making even the harsh German language sound comfortable.  The English-speaking visitors were left speechless. Dan finally asked, "What is it that one seeks to cultivate through Daoism?"  "One cultivates the 'Dao Heart.' Once reached a certain level, the way one perceives the world changes completely. A single event is viewed differently by a practitioner—much as a primary student uses arithmetic, a secondary student uses algebra, and a university student uses calculus. They all face the same problem, but their means of resolution are different."  The explanation resonated with Dan. He was skilled in mathematics and could indeed utilize calculus for military calculations—a rarity among an American populace that often struggled even with standard English.  That a simple acolyte could speak such words intrigued him. He wondered at the level of the men who had trained them.  Having toured the grounds, the final step was the presentation of gifts. The group was led before a Chinese Daoist with a topknot, dressed in deep blue robes. He was introduced as Priest Changxin, and he offered small tokens to the visitors.  Dan had studied some Chinese culture. When it was his turn, instead of accepting the gift, he clasped his hands in a traditional bow. "Good day."  Changxin noted that the foreigner’s posture was imprecise, yet that he knew the gesture at all was impressive. He returned the greeting with a Daoist salute and spoke in Chinese: "Limitless Celestial Worthy, this benefactor..." He then switched to English. "To what do I owe this honor?"  "I have heard that China possesses the art of divining the future," Dan replied. "I would ask the Master to perform a divination for me."  "Heh. To meet is to share destiny. Our art allows for one divination a day, three at most. I have performed none lately, and sensing an impulse of the heart, I shall cast one for you." Changxin ordered an acolyte to bring three copper coins, a container of yarrow stalks of varying lengths, and a divination board. He handed the coins to Dan and instructed him to throw them three times. Then, he had Dan shake the bamboo container and scatter the stalks across the board.  To the Europeans, the scene was one of pure mysticism. Not only did the English-speaking group remain, but other visitors crowded around to watch the old Chinese priest. For a moment, Dan felt a surge of unease at being surrounded by strangers, particularly from behind—a soldier’s instinct.  Changxin, noting Dan’s change in expression, remained silent as he carefully studied the configuration of the stalks. He then led Dan away from the crowd and into a private room.  Closing the door, he invited Dan to sit. The scent of aged mugwort filled the air, and Dan felt his heart begin to settle. Changxin pulled out several printed pages and, seeing Dan was composed, began: "You have cast the Kun Hexagram. My own cultivation is shallow, but observing the position of the stalks, I judge that the path of your quest is difficult to discern in its sequence. However, starting from the Upper Six may be best."  He arranged the pages in order, numbered them in the corner, stapled them together, and handed them to Dan.  Dan was confused. Through questioning, he learned that Changxin was using the I Ching (Book of Changes)—a text composed thousands of years ago, not a story the priest had invented on the spot.  Each hexagram had a name and six lines of text called "Yao," followed by a final instruction on "utilizing the Yin." The I Ching posited that Yang symbolized change and Yin symbolized stillness. Yet, in reality, all things were in a state of constant flux; the environment was changing, and the self was changing. Even if one strived for immobility, stillness was merely temporary. One had to wait patiently for the opportune moment when events shifted in one's favor.  As a man of science from West Point who mastered calculus, Dan found the philosophical impact of this impersonal explanation to be profound.  Just as he was about to ask more, Changxin smiled. "Benefactor, I cast divinations on an impulse, yet I have no love for interpreting them. If you are truly interested in the Book of Changes, I have a bilingual copy I shall gift to you—let it mark the end of our shared cause and effect. We shall end here for today."  The priest rose, bowed with a "Limitless Celestial Worthy," and departed.  As Dan stood in a daze, holding the bilingual I Ching and the stapled pages, an acolyte entered politely. "Sir, the rest of your group is waiting for you outside."  Reluctantly, Dan departed. His heart was in turmoil during the return journey. Back at his quarters, he finally opened the pages. On the first sheet, the text read:  "Supreme success. Perseverance of a mare brings luck. If the superior man takes the lead, he will be lost; if he follows, he will find a master. To the southwest he will find friends; to the northeast he will lose them. Peaceful perseverance brings good fortune."  Dan frowned as he pondered. Then, a feeling like an electric current surged from his spine to his brain.  "Perseverance of a mare." On his first reading, he took it literally—he had ridden a mare. And on that day he met General Bourbon, the General had given him a mare to ride home... fulfilling "finding a master" after being "lost."  "Southwest he will find friends; northeast he will lose them." His new Confederate friends were almost all to the southwest of his home, while his old West Point classmates were clustered in the northeast, in Washington and New York.  With trembling hands, he turned to the second page:  "Upper Six: Dragons fight in the wilderness; their blood is black and yellow."  The line struck him like a physical blow. The scent of war was unmistakable. It left his skin prickling with dread.  Amidst his shock, he remembered the priest’s mention of "utilizing the Yin," which he said was important. He hurried to the final page of the thin packet. It too contained a brief Chinese text with an English translation.  The Chinese was only three characters: "Li Yong Zhen" (利永贞) — "It is advantageous to persevere forever."  The English was equally brief: "Never ever give up."  Thinking of the long and grueling war ahead, Dan felt this was a divine guidance. The war that had erupted would not be won easily; only by persevering could victory be achieved.  Feeling his doubts resolved, Dan instinctively closed his eyes and prayed in his heart: "Thank you, my God. Thank you for your guidance."
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"Poor Mexico, so far from God and so close to the United States."  This quote is generally attributed to former Mexican President Porfirio Díaz (1830–1915), but it was actually Nemesio García Naranjo of Monterrey who was the first to record it in writing. García Naranjo, a man of broad professional accomplishment—lawyer, journalist, author, historian, politician, professor, and scholar—mentioned in an article that he first heard the phrase in New York in 1926, spoken by Father Carlos Heredia.  Following the outbreak of the second American Civil War, Mexico erupted in celebration. Oppressed by the United States for decades, the Mexican people were convinced that a divided America was a boon for their nation. On March 18, 1946, when the government of the United States formally demanded that the Mexican government "honor its obligation to prevent the export of goods from the insurgent Southern forces through Mexico," the response from Mexico City was profoundly dismissive.  The Mexican President stated: "Mexico does not recognize the national status of the Confederate States of America." In Mexican eyes, this was a statement that granted the Americans significant face.  In the United States, however, the words were interpreted differently. In the context of traditional American foreign policy, such a statement carried a double meaning: the Mexican government acknowledged the existence of a political entity called the Confederate States, and it merely "currently" withheld recognition of its independence.  Such a perfunctory attitude was naturally unsatisfactory to the USA. After an intense internal debate, the American diplomatic mission forwarded its initial assessment back to Washington. The Secretary of State immediately instructed the delegation to find a way to persuade Mexico City to issue an explicit pledge forbidding any Southern exports through its territory.  During the first Civil War, the North had successfully blockaded the South’s Atlantic routes. But the world of 1946 was a different place. In 1860, Mexico had neither the interest nor the capacity to provide a transport corridor for the South. In 1946, however, the railways along the border were pouring a steady stream of Southern grain and cotton into Mexico, to be exported through its ports.  Before the split, the US Navy could have blockaded Mexican ports and seized their vessels at will. Even now, the USA possessed enough naval strength to do so, yet Mexico was no longer a state that could "call to the heavens and find no answer, cry to the earth and find no path."  If the Mexican government so desired, it could simply appeal to China to "uphold justice." In the American tradition, the one with the power to uphold justice was invariably the strongest, and the strongest always sought to maximize its own interests.  How to counter Chinese intervention in North America was a question that the US State Department simply could not resolve. Ultimately, the government ordered Ambassador John Leighton Stuart to find a way, by any means necessary, to gauge the true attitude of the Chinese government.  Upon receiving the order, Stuart immediately requested a visit with Zhao Tianlin. Zhao was at a sanitarium on the coast of Jiangsu when he received the telegram. He had collapsed earlier in the year, and many had feared he would not survive; Zhao himself had felt his end was near. Yet he had pulled through the most difficult stage and was now slowly recovering.  After reading the telegram, Zhao was reluctant to see Stuart. Domestic policy toward the United States was currently caught in a struggle between different interest groups.  During He Rui’s life, the Chinese economy had developed at a breakneck pace. At different stages, old interest groups had dissolved and reorganized into new ones as production and commercial models shifted.  With the victory in the Second World War and the emergence of a global market, these groups had undergone another round of fission and realignment. Broadly speaking, the two major factions were the "Financial Faction" and the "Industrial Faction."  The Financial Faction argued that Chinese finance must rapidly cover the globe, becoming the core through which global capital flowed, thereby establishing the Yuan as the primary global currency.  The Industrial Faction sought to have Chinese goods occupy every corner of the international market, using global orders to solve the problem of domestic unemployment.  While their goals appeared complementary on the surface, a fierce struggle for dominance had emerged. The core of the Financial Faction’s policy was that capital was supreme. China should cooperate with global capital. If a conflict arose between financial and industrial policy, the latter must yield.  The Industrial Faction took the opposite stance: financial policy must serve the needs of industry.  The struggle for dominance has always been the most intense in history—whether between powerful ministers or rival heirs. Whenever the question of policy dominance was raised, the result was almost always the liquidation of one faction, or a "strike at both sides" by the ruler, resulting in mass dismissals or even a river of blood.  Zhao Tianlin had been away from the center of power for some time. Looking at the current situation, he actually felt a degree of pity for Li Runshi.  With a sigh, Zhao felt that He Rui had died far too early. During his life, Zhao had always considered He Rui’s political and military genius to be matchless. Only after his death did Zhao have an epiphany: He Rui’s true, peerless talent had been in economics.  Under He Rui, the Chinese economy had indeed grown rapidly. But what had grown even faster was the central government’s fiscal operational capacity.  Before going to the Northeast, Zhao had been a Doctor of Laws from Harvard and President of the National Peiyang University, handling capital in the hundreds of thousands or millions of silver dollars. He was no stranger to high finance.  Yet within just three or four years in the Northeast, the annual budgets Zhao was responsible for had exceeded a hundred million dollars. By the time he was Vice Premier for education, science, culture, and health, the annual budgets were in the tens of billions.  This had been the reason for his resignation: the office of Vice Premier carried a responsibility so vast that Zhao felt he could not sustain it.  Zhao could not, yet He Rui could handle it with ease. Through policy formulation and the selection and training of talent, he had grown the Chinese economy into a trillion-dollar colossus. Managing an economy of that scale relied upon the formidable economic departments of the central government.  Interest groups were not merely cliques of "evil" industrialists or financiers colluding with corrupt officials in dark rooms, swearing blood oaths. Even in the agricultural era, no man of substance engaged in such nonsense. While such petty groups existed, they had long since been systematically uprooted.  Genuine interest groups were founded upon the development of industrial productivity—partnerships between upstream and downstream production units based on the specialization of every link in the chain.  For instance, the industrial groups had undergone repeated rounds of competition, fission, and reorganization under He Rui’s industrial policies. Currently, they consisted of thousands of large state-owned, joint-stock, and worker-cooperative enterprises, supported by hundreds of thousands—even millions—of small and medium firms providing components and services.  If the Financial Faction’s policies gained dominance, and foreign firms were allowed to open their equity to Chinese capital, then Chinese capital would naturally invest in the most efficient enterprises, regardless of whether they were Chinese or foreign. It would then use its influence to open markets for those firms to ensure they thrived and returned maximum profit to China.  In that process, certain domestic Chinese industries would inevitably be devastated, facing bankruptcy as they lost policy support to global capital realignment.  But was it wrong to oppose global capital layout for the sake of industrial interests? Zhao did not think so.  He Rui had said long ago: if you destroy the industrial capacity of every other nation, the global economy cannot develop, and the wealthy markets of the West will collapse. China would have won the war only to inherit a global depression... what would be the point?  Conversely, was it right to sacrifice domestic industry for the sake of global layout? Certainly not. If China developed the world but hollowed out its own industry, leaving its people to live on the "welfare" and scraps provided by finance?  That was exactly what Rome had looked like as it fell.  Both the financial and industrial groups knew that a healthy development required cooperation and healthy competition between the two sectors.  During He Rui’s life, all these groups believed he could grasp the direction and the critical points of development, ensuring that every sector thrived. Even when the process of "eliminating backward capacity" caused pain, that pain was eventually resolved through technical progress, new industries, adult re-education, and a nationwide social insurance system—solving the problems of productivity through the growth of productivity itself.  Zhao had known all this while He Rui was alive, yet it hadn't truly sunk in. He had assumed He Rui would live to eighty, not die at fifty-five. With his ability and prestige, He Rui could keep any debate within reasonable bounds. If the radicals in any group jumped too high, they would be suppressed by their own peers before he even had to act.  As for whether Li Runshi could match He Rui’s performance, Zhao hoped so—even hoped he might do better—but he lacked confidence. He did not see in Li Runshi the temperament of a "successor dictator."  Li was promoting "Democratic Centralism," where the members of the Standing Committee shared responsibility for their respective fields. This was a profound reform of the system He Rui had established.  Under He Rui, many matters were never even brought to a meeting for discussion. Things that weren't discussed were, by definition, less than four ounces.  With the United States as an example, it was indeed a Great Power, yet while He Rui was alive, a single order for war could result in casualties exceeding six percent of its total population. Conversely, since he judged strategically that China should not eliminate the US, its mainland was spared a total invasion.  Under the Li Runshi government, such matters were brought to the table. And to be brought to the table was to be "placed on the scale." Matters that seemed to weigh less than four ounces when handled individually could weigh over a thousand pounds once placed on the scale of collective debate. This meant that internal maneuvering within the new government would be far more intense than under He Rui.  Thus, Zhao was puzzled by Ambassador Stuart's approach. Stuart was a scholar born in China and steeped in its culture, though he had returned to the US for his higher education. Surely, Zhao thought, the man wasn't so simple as to miss the point.  After much deliberation, Zhao’s heart softened. Regardless of the conflict, neither side in the American Civil War intended to harm Chinese interests. Zhao had graduated from an American university; that "scent of incense" made it impossible for him to be indifferent to America's future.  He instructed his secretary to telegram Stuart with his address at the sanitarium. The telegram went out in the afternoon; by the following morning, a travel-worn Stuart appeared at his door with a bouquet of flowers.  After being invited in, Stuart could barely contain himself. Following a few polite greetings, he jumped straight to the question of how China would respond to the American request.  Zhao was prepared. He asked directly: "Mr. Stuart, do you recall the discussion during the 1937 academic exchange regarding whether Chairman He was a dictator?"  Stuart was momentarily taken aback. He remembered it well. Given his deep immersion in Chinese culture, he felt it was a topic best avoided in a Chinese setting.  After a moment’s hesitation, he answered frankly: "I believe that great debate and the subsequent cultural comparisons were of immense value."  Zhao nodded. "I agree."  During that 1937 exchange, the foreign scholars had reached a "blurred consensus" that He Rui was a dictator.  The moment the view was voiced, it met with fierce opposition from Chinese scholars. In the Chinese cultural context, "dictator" carried profound negative connotations—thoughts of "the lone man," "the tyrant," or "the usurper." To the Chinese, "dictating court affairs" implied a policy of pushing a line at the expense of others.  The Chinese scholars argued that since He Rui’s policies were universally beneficial and provided for the common good, he could never be called a "dictator."  The foreign scholars had been nonplussed. In Western culture, "dictatorship" was a management model, unrelated to the effects of policy. Based on their systems of thought, since He Rui was the core policy-maker, the direct author of many laws, and the final arbiter of almost every decision, he fit the definition of a "chairman" perfectly.  This unpleasant debate had triggered a massive discussion on political culture and morality, resulting in countless papers and keeping a generation of political commentators in business.  Zhao asked Stuart directly: "Mr. Stuart, do you believe Chairman Li is the same kind of 'Chairman' as He Rui?"  Stuart had thought long on this. Based on his team’s analysis of open intelligence, while Li Runshi had inherited the most absolute power, he was far more "democratic" than He Rui.  Shaking his head, Stuart sighed, "I believe Chairman Li is a genuine Chairman."  Zhao disliked this American way of looking at things and spoke plainly: "Since it is no longer the opinion of a single Chinese Chairman that decides America's fate, any proposal from the US government will, once it reaches the meeting table, become a trigger for struggle among China's various interest groups. These groups do not fight for the sake of fighting, but to implement the line they believe most effective for China's economic and national development. I fail to see, Mr. Stuart, how you intend to achieve your goal."  Sensing he might be being too alarmist, Zhao added in a gentler tone: "Of course, perhaps it is because I too have an affection for America. I assume you hope the Chinese government will stand firm in not recognizing 'two Americas' and not practically promoting such a policy. I wonder if I have understood your intent correctly?"  Stuart was touched. He had always felt that Zhao harbored an affection for the US, and these words confirmed it.  Stifling his emotions, he spoke as calmly as possible: "Mr. Zhao, I hope that China and America can move past the impact of the war and restore a friendly relationship. The United States is already prepared for full cooperation. I believe you can sense that we have truly acknowledged China as a great nation and the Chinese people as the equal of any other race.  "I have come... first, to visit you. But if you are willing, I would ask your guidance on how to conduct a beneficial discussion and cooperation with this current Chinese government from a position of peace and friendship."  Hearing Stuart’s humble tone, Zhao was satisfied that the man was indeed deeply influenced by Chinese culture. He felt much more at ease.  Since Stuart was someone he could communicate with, Zhao spoke: "My suggestion is this: you must demonstrate a genuine sincerity for strategic-level cooperation. Only then is it possible for the power of decision to shift toward Chairman Li."  Stuart knew he lacked the authorization for such a statement and could not answer. Finally, he asked: "Mr. Zhao, as a close comrade of Chairman He and a friend to Chairman Li, could I ask you to privately convey some of America's views to him?"  Zhao found the request desperate but also offensive. He replied: "Starting with Chairman He, China’s national policy has been entirely insulated from personal relationships. Even if the decision-making model appeared personal, the process was never influenced by emotion. I believe your understanding of China is still too colored by the 'Old China' mindset of the Qing and Beiyang eras. Let me emphasize one thing: this is New China. The entanglement between the public and private in politics has been fundamentally altered."  Stuart felt his heart skip a beat. He had lived in China through the Qing, the Beiyang, and the He Rui eras. From the start of the current regime, China had suddenly become something else entirely—a change so vast it was as if it were a different nation.  Mastering his sense of powerlessness, Stuart asked: "Mr. Zhao, may I assume then that certain interest groups in China believe a divided America is in China's interest?"  Zhao felt a wave of pity for the man. After a moment’s thought, he answered: "What follows is my personal opinion. Within the Chinese government, of all those who have seriously considered the American question, likely only Chairman He believed a unified America was more beneficial to China. I trust you can understand why.  "As for Chairman Li’s views, I do not know them, nor do I have any desire to.  "If there is anything that can move the Chinese government, it is Moral Integrity. Although the government of New China is fundamentally different from those of the past, it did not destroy Chinese civilization; it restored it to its greatest height and continues to advance it upon a foundation of industry never reached before.  "You must understand, Mr. Stuart, that in Chinese civilization, the highest value is not simple victory or defeat, but Morality!"  Zhao’s voice grew resonant. "In other words, even those who believe a divided America is a material benefit to China would be willing to forgo that short-term gain if they were convinced the United States represented the more advanced, more civilized side.  "Lincoln used every ounce of propaganda in the first Civil War to convince Europeans that the North was the more civilized side. But this time, America is facing China, and Chinese civilization is not European. If America cannot convince the Chinese people that the United States represents a more desirable civilization, they will default to economic interest.  "I know that the Chinese moral view appears 'abnormal' to American culture. But I believe you understand what I am saying."  Zhao fell silent, watching Stuart. He had expected a rapid response, yet Stuart remained silent for a long time.  Just as Zhao began to wonder if the man had missed the point, Stuart’s expression shifted into a smile of weary resignation. After a long period of reflection, he chuckled. "Heh. Mr. Zhao, China is currently trialing the old world of Europe. I had hoped America might avoid such a trial. Now I see that we too are destined to be judged, are we not?"  Zhao felt a great weight lift. He had been unable to bring himself to say that a Great Trial was coming for America. For the many Americans who believed in the End Times, such a judgment wasn't a problem.  But for a man like Stuart, so influenced by China, the prospect was difficult to stomach. Zhao hadn't wanted to provoke him. Hearing Stuart say it himself was an immense relief.  Stuart’s face moved from resignation to a tragic clarity, then back to resignation. It was clear he was undergoing a profound internal struggle.  Finally, he shook his head and regained his composure. Just as Zhao thought the meeting was over, Stuart spoke with a sentimental air: "Mr. Zhao, do you think Chairman He achieved the level of 'loving others'?"  Zhao had no intention of encouraging false hopes. "When I discussed the concept of 'loving others' with him, he told me quite seriously that he was an anti-social, anti-human madman. He said if there was one thing that could give him simple joy, it was likely the total destruction of humanity."  Stuart’s eyes lit up. "Mr. Zhao, are you certain he was not a believer?"  "Of course!" Zhao answered definitively. He was ten thousand percent certain that religion could never have been a spiritual crutch for He Rui.  Hearing such a certain answer, Stuart’s expression shifted to one of genuine joy. "If that is so, then his decisions are in perfect accord with the attitude of God. God loves humanity, and thus it is out of disappointment that He might seek its destruction. It is the Will of God."  The scene almost made Zhao laugh, but he held it back.  At the very least, Stuart had not only understood what had to be done, he had found a reason why it must be done. Having persuaded the US Ambassador, Zhao felt he could finally give himself an accounting. The anxiety born of his affection for America could finally be laid to rest.
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Ambassador Stuart took his leave of Zhao Tianlin. On the journey back to the embassy in Beijing, he finished his report to the US State Department. No one would believe the United States had transformed into a paragon of morality overnight, and Stuart was no exception. But a media war did not particularly care for facts; so long as other nations could be convinced that America had become a new country, even if the reality was quite different, the round was won.  Upon reaching the Chinese capital on March 26th, local time, Stuart stepped off the train only to find railway workers cheerfully hanging banners in the station’s underground passages.  He paused to watch as a banner was hoisted into place. It read: "Congratulations on the successful launch of China's first artificial satellite!"  "...It succeeded?" Stuart’s heart was a tangle of emotions. China had been promoting the launch for weeks, focusing on the Long March 1 carrier rocket.  Stuart knew well that the Long March series was derived from the ballistic missiles China had developed during the Second World War. America was a powerful nation, unlike the "weaklings" of Europe; China’s missiles had been dropped directly onto American soil during the conflict.  The US Embassy possessed a professional analytical team whose conclusions had not been pleasant. If China could put the 203-kilogram Dongfanghong I satellite into its intended orbit—with a perigee of 441 kilometers and an apogee of 2,368 kilometers—then it could launch missiles from its bases in the Northern Indigenous nations to cover every square inch of the United States.  Shaking his head, Stuart led his entourage through the jubilant crowds back to the embassy. Upon his arrival, a dossier was placed before him. All official Chinese propaganda centered on "Humanity’s first step into the Great Voyage of Space" and "Setting sail for the sea of stars."  The satellite was framed as a purely civilian device. The official rhetoric made no mention, explicit or implicit, of any military application—a sign, Stuart noted, that the Chinese government’s propaganda organs remained steady and composed.  An embassy staffer brought in a radio. "Mr. Ambassador, according to the schedule, the satellite is now over Asia. The onboard communication equipment is reportedly operational..."  The Dongfanghong I was no mere hunk of iron; it carried advanced communication gear capable of receiving and transmitting signals.  China was now the world’s hegemon, with military and civilian bases across the globe. As the satellite passed over a region, a ground station would beam a signal to it; the satellite would receive it and then broadcast it back to a vast area on the surface.  Stuart could grasp the explanation, but his scientific understanding was insufficient to fathom the underlying principles. Fortunately, the staff produced diagrams and even used a method described in a Chinese newspaper—cutting and folding the paper along printed lines—to create a physical model.  With the model before him, Stuart had a sudden epiphany. A ground station’s signal reached only a small area, just enough to reach the satellite’s path. The satellite’s broadcast back to Earth, however, covered a vast expanse. As long as a ground station tuned its receiver, it could capture the satellite’s signal for a significant period and then relay it to local radios.  Lacking a foundation in communication science, Stuart looked at the grim expressions of his professional team and asked, "What does this mean?"  "Mr. Ambassador," a technician replied, "it means China can bypass the communication systems of every other nation on Earth and broadcast directly to the entire world."  Understanding the gravity of the development, the technician’s face was sallow.  Stuart felt he was hearing a contradiction. First, he was told they used ground station receivers, but then he was told they could bypass other nations' systems?  The technician understood his confusion and continued: "The embassy possesses its own radio equipment. Such equipment can receive the signals sent by the Chinese satellite directly. This radio here is currently tuned to the embassy’s own signal."  With that, the expert turned up the volume. A voice immediately filled the room. It was Li Runshi.  "...The world is yours, as well as ours, but in the last analysis, it is yours. You young people, full of vigor and vitality, are in the bloom of life, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning. Our hope is placed on you..."  Stuart listened in silence, yet he heard a sudden roar of cheers from the street outside. Before he could ask, the expert explained: "This is a live broadcast, Mr. Ambassador."  "...You mean Li Runshi is sitting in his office right now, and anyone in the world with an antenna can hear him?" Stuart asked.  The expert felt Stuart lacked a talent for science and chose not to correct him, merely nodding. "That is correct, sir. Though beyond the antenna, they would also require a Chinese-produced radio."  "And if China wished to issue an order to its troops on the other side of the planet, they could do so using this satellite?" Stuart hypothesized.  "Indeed," the expert agreed. Stuart knew little of the technology, yet his grasp of its application was sound.  "If we were in the same technological league as China two or three years ago, we have now been left completely behind, haven't we?" Stuart pressed.  "...Yes," the expert answered reluctantly. It wasn't that he doubted Stuart’s conclusion, but rather that he felt such a crushing sense of defeat that he no longer wished to discuss the matter.  Stuart ignored his mood; he actually felt a strange sense of relief. China had not hidden its achievement but had displayed its technological dominance to the world. Such a demonstration would surely deliver a massive shock to the government and people of the United States.  Currently, while America had been forced to accept defeat, it had not been truly humbled. The prevailing view was that China had simply prepared for war earlier, and that the US failure was a matter of insufficient preparation. Many believed that had the US begun full mobilization five years earlier, the outcome would have been different.  This emotional refusal to accept reality had prevented Washington from truly deciding to end the state of confrontation. But the successful satellite launch could well shift that mindset—or at least force Washington to abandon confrontation in favor of cooperation for the time being.  Meanwhile, Li Runshi's speech had ended. Stepping out of the broadcast booth, he thanked the staff and returned to his office.  No. 7 Renmin Road served as the Chairman’s official residence. He Rui had never been one for personal style; when he lived here, the white walls had been bare of decoration, and the furniture and bookshelves had been strictly utilitarian. Li Runshi shared this lack of interest in material things; upon moving in, he had merely adjusted the layout to suit his habits.  Sitting on a sofa piled high with books, Li suddenly thought of Cheng Ruofan in Europe. Years ago, he had gone with Cheng to receive the laser gyroscope project, and their conversation then had left a deep impression. Several of the technologies used in today’s launch could be traced back to that era.  Li Runshi had never been a believer in the supremacy of weaponry. While China’s satellite and electronic progress led the world, it did not strike him as anything extraordinary.  During that conversation, Cheng had explained China’s model for electronic R&D, and Li had found it illuminating. It was the continued development of that model across every field that had yielded today's results.  A secretary brought in the latest economic statistics, but Li did not open them. Before his death, He Rui had written a report on the prospects for future technological development, and Li had decided to follow the path his predecessor had laid out. Since He Rui’s passing, a wave of technical breakthroughs had proven the feasibility of his vision.  Twenty years ago, He Rui had remarked that in two decades, China would push for every family to own a private car. Li hadn't taken the comment seriously at the time. He never expected that he would be the one to guide the Chinese people through that stage.  The paths for both electric and internal combustion technologies had been cleared, and the urban planning designs for a motorized society were complete. From R&D to production, the nation was a hive of activity.  Beyond internal drivers, the global market provided a powerful engine for growth. Global raw materials, bulk commodities, and a surge in overseas demand were constantly elevating the consumption power of the Chinese people.  The growth of productivity, the transformation of production methods, and the rapid accumulation of wealth had irreversibly shattered the customs, cognitions, and universal morality of traditional Chinese agricultural society.  The late He Rui had long ago foreseen this future. His expectation for Li Runshi was that he would provide a new lifestyle for the society to come.  Whether during He Rui’s life or after his death, Li had never voiced his true judgment of the man. To do so would have invited terrible political consequences.  In Li’s view, He Rui was an extreme Idealist. Of course, his idealism was of the most sophisticated variety. And because it was so elite, it manifested as an equally high-end Materialism.  To He Rui, humanity was merely one product of the world’s evolution. From the functioning of the body to the development of the brain, from class analysis to the mapping of biological instincts onto social behavior—it was all a supremely Materialist stance.  Yet Li still could not categorize He Rui as a Materialist.  The more elite the Idealist, the more "mad" they became. It was an inevitability. Yet this did not mean they were incompetent.  To high-level Materialists, the elite Idealists appeared as men of supreme learning and composed self-restraint. Because they could construct models that perfectly mapped onto the real world, they appeared brilliant and extraordinary.  Particularly in chaotic times, an Idealist like He Rui, who could utilize Materialism as easily as breathing, would always be able to size up the situation and achieve victory from a distance.  But! He Rui was still not a Materialist.  In Li’s eyes, He Rui had first become conscious of the world and only then was forced to acknowledge its existence. A true Materialist, without exception, first acknowledged the existence of the world and then set out to explore it.  When He Rui called himself an anti-human, anti-social madman, Li fully agreed with the assessment. For he realized that the world He Rui saw was one he had constructed within his own consciousness, not the one that truly existed.  Every man has his talent, and He Rui’s was an extraordinary capacity for mental construction—a power so great he could build a system within his mind that overlapped perfectly with reality.  Li felt that He Rui must have realized long ago that even if his system and reality were identical, he could never cross the boundary between Idealism and Materialism.  For He Rui could never accept a reality that existed regardless of his own consciousness.  A "correct lifestyle" leading to the future was a fine thing. But without one, would life not simply continue?  Contradiction and struggle are unrelated to consciousness; they are objective existences. That is Materialism.  For an Idealist like He Rui, he could not bear the thought of the people suffering once more. Li shared that wish.  But He Rui could not face the prospect of that suffering. Li believed he could. This, he thought, was why He Rui always called him "too kind-hearted." In an Idealist's cognitive world, that which they do not acknowledge should not exist. But to a Materialist, even if they do not approve of a struggle, its existence is an objective fact. One must struggle against the problems that have occurred, rather than racking one's brains to imagine how to avoid future tragedies.  In the conscious framework of a truly elite Idealist, cognition precedes objective existence. This was why He Rui had called himself a "conservative" while viewing Li Runshi as a true Materialist revolutionary.  想到那次交谈，李润石感觉很惋惜。他觉得何锐这一生中最大的心愿，有可能就是成为一个真正的唯物主义者。但是为了拯救中国，何锐始终没有时间为自己而活。没有时间让自己去突破唯心主义与唯物主义之间的界限。  Thinking of this made Li feel a profound regret. He Rui's achievements were beyond reproach, yet his life had not been the blaze of glory the world perceived. From a purely personal perspective, it had been a tragedy—or at least, a life of profound resignation.  But that resignation had not been of He Rui's own making. When China and the world were in agony, personal resignation was no longer significant. For those with ideals, morality, and courage, there was no choice but to stand up.  Because he did not believe in a spirit in the heavens, Li made no attempt to commune with He Rui in his mind. He simply decided that he would not attempt to create any "new lifestyle."  Since human society was steadily advancing toward a state of wealth where every individual had the time to think, Li’s mission was to promote and universalize the philosophy of Materialism—giving more people the chance to become true Materialists. And to use that powerful tool, Materialism, to labor, to struggle, and to live.
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From March 18th to March 24th, the first phase of the United States federal offensive proceeded with remarkable smoothness. It was not until March 25th that their logistical supply lines were struck by a powerful counter-attack from the National Army of the Confederate States.  In the first Civil War, the Northern army had moved on horseback or on the feet of its infantry, sustaining both men and animals through foraging and plunder along the way. Maritime and rail transport had provided the necessary munitions.  This time was different. The modern federal army utilized armored vehicles and trucks. The Confederate forces launched a series of fierce strikes specifically targeting the federal supply lines and logistical hubs.  In the sky, the air forces of the Union and the Confederacy battled for dominance. On the ground, tanks and armored vehicles from both sides engaged in a death struggle. With both combatants possessing ample equipment and ammunition, the carnage was immense.  The Joint Chiefs of Staff had long prepared contingencies, and the initial federal counter-attacks were orderly. When the Army General Staff learned that the Southern forces were pushing northward along the Great Plains, they were not surprised. With massive mountain ranges to the east and west, the vast central plains were the logical route for a Southern counter-offensive.  However, on the 26th, two Confederate cavalry divisions achieved a breakthrough and continued their advance northward, leaving the federal staff confused. Did these Southern "rednecks" truly intend to rely on a cavalry charge in 1946?  Tanks and trucks had replaced the horse because they could carry the heavy firepower of the modern age. The 100mm guns that served as the mainstay of the US artillery required a team of horses just to move; a 150mm piece required even more animal power. A soldier with a rifle had been a formidable deterrent in 1860, but his effectiveness in 1946 was vastly reduced.  Yet the subsequent developments placed the Northern forces under significant pressure. The climate of the South was far milder than the North, and its plains were vast. Beyond the traditional crops of cotton and corn, alfalfa and other suitable forages were grown extensively. The Southern ranches held far more horses than the North, and naturally, their cavalry strength was superior.  These two Confederate divisions did not use their horses to assault major towns. Instead, they bypassed urban centers to strike the rail lines across the Great Plains. A few kilograms of explosives were enough to shatter a rail; a single rider with four horses could carry 60mm and even 80mm mortars to destroy the switch stations at rail junctions.  The Southern cavalry did not seek to hold key points; they focused entirely on the destruction of transport infrastructure. With the bulk of Northern strength either deep in the South attacking cities or guarding their own lines, the cavalry exploited the brief opening to its fullest.  By March 28th, General Eisenhower, the Air Force Chief of Staff, reviewed the latest reports and immediately contacted General Marshall, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and Army Chief of Staff, requesting an emergency session.  Marshall's voice on the telephone was calm as ever. "On what grounds?"  "The situation in the Air Force has deteriorated," Eisenhower answered anxiously.  "Fine. Your office?" Marshall asked.  An hour later, Marshall entered the Air Force headquarters. The files were ready. He did not sit, but immediately began to read while Eisenhower smoked in grim silence beside him.  After a few minutes, Marshall set the documents aside. "Ike, is the South truly prepared? Or is this merely a short-term advantage in pilot numbers?"  Eisenhower had finished the internal assessment, yet the results left him reluctant to speak.  To prevent intervention by external powers, the USA in the North had funneled its limited power resources into nuclear development. This had resulted in a severe electricity shortage, crippling the production capacity for conventional equipment.  The South, however, possessed the Hoover Dam and faced no such shortage. Furthermore, after the Chinese firebombing of the Great Lakes, the aviation industry—which required far fewer raw materials than tanks or trucks—had been prioritized for relocation to the safer South. Under their reorganized power supply, the South’s aircraft production was now equal to, if not greater than, the North’s.  In terms of personnel, the first core wave of elite US pilots—the cream of the crop from the wealthy Midwest farms—had been exhausted in the Pacific. The second wave, drawn from both North and South, had been ground down during the North American campaign against China.  Most of the surviving third-wave pilots shared a common trait: they were highly individualistic and struggled with the discipline required for modern aerial combat. The industrial North produced pilots from the working class who were naturally more disciplined, but their numbers were few. In contrast, the South possessed a vast numerical advantage in this third wave.  Eisenhower hoped the current federal disadvantage was merely a matter of Southern numbers. But a significant portion of his staff believed the Southern aviation industry was actually capable of sustaining its strength.  Their reasoning was sound: fighters required regular maintenance. That the Southern fleet remained in such good condition implied not only proper upkeep but a steady supply of replacement parts. Had the Southern industry collapsed, the state of their aging aircraft would never have yielded such results.   Eisenhower mastered his emotions before answering Marshall: "I believe the Southern aviation industry is likely more robust than we anticipated."  Marshall remained silent, needing time to suppress the frustration of this development and consider his next move.  Even without Alaska, the United States possessed over seven million square kilometers of territory. Both North and South held areas of over three million. In such a vast expanse, the Army was entirely dependent on its supply lines.  The South did not seek to conquer the North, so it had no need for cross-border operations; its logistical pressure was far lower. If the Northern Air Force fell into a position of inferiority, its supply lines would be constantly threatened. The North lacked the strength to raise a three-million-man army capable of defending itself against air attacks over the long term.  Having weighed the disadvantages, Marshall asked, "Can you maintain operations for another month?"  "I believe so," Eisenhower replied.  Marshall gave his judgment: "We have already taken Montgomery, the Southern capital. Next, we shall focus on the Southern industrial zones. Once they fall, the South will be unable to continue."  On March 2nd (typo in raw, likely intended April 2nd), Lieutenant Colonel Dan crossed the US-Mexico border and rushed back to the Confederate Joint Operations Command in the Texas capital. The news he received was not encouraging. The federal Army, supported by naval aviation, was pushing down the East Coast, targeting several vital Confederate shipyards and industrial bases.  Though the Confederate National Army resisted fiercely, the federal objective was clear: destroy the Southern industrial centers and cripple their war potential.  Upon reading the latest reports and learning of Dan’s return, General Bourbon sent a telegram: "Proceed to San Francisco, California, immediately."  Ignoring the exhaustion of his journey, Dan requested a plane and headed for San Francisco. As he descended toward the city, he saw vast numbers of factories already back in operation, and his heart lifted.  Before the war, America had possessed two great industrial zones: the Great Lakes and the West Coast centered on California. The West Coast had been the first to be struck by the Chinese, yet it had also been the first to recover.  Under the divisions of the first Civil War, California would have been part of the North. But this conflict was different. The Southern stance was one of firm opposition to the disastrous results of the North’s war and a refusal to bear the crushing taxes of a continued confrontation with China. These were issues that could only be resolved through a new Constitution or a clean break.  Former enemies now stood under the same banner, united by shared interests. Otherwise, California would never have aligned itself with the "Lone Star Republic" of Texas.  What bound them together was the Confederate system, which limited federal power and provided a mechanism for states to secede from the Confederacy. The original US Constitution had contained no such provision, and after the first Civil War, Lincoln had utilized war and amendments to explicitly deny any right of withdrawal.  General Bourbon met Dan in the offices of the Rockefeller Consortium in the San Francisco Bay Area. After introducing him to the industrial grandees, the General emphasized: "This is a top graduate of West Point and a pupil of Matthew Ridgway. Had the General not intervened, he likely would have died in a Yankee black site."  The Southern lords were intrigued and asked for Dan’s assessment of the war. After a moment’s thought, he began: "Before coming to San Francisco, I assumed the Confederacy’s industrial strength was inferior to the North’s. Now, I see the gap is not so large. Supported by California’s production, our National Army is fully capable of sustaining a mobile war for years, until the North is ground down by the very conflict it initiated."  Hearing Dan advocate for such a brutal and prolonged struggle, the industrialists grew somber.  Dan was undeterred. "This war will not be won or lost quickly," he continued. "The North knows its own weakness: it lacks the strength to occupy our territory completely. That is a fact. We must utilize this opening to pull and stretch their forces until the Yankees are broken by their own war!"  He concluded with confidence: "Gentlemen, this is a Protracted War! I suggest you all read Chairman He Rui’s *On Protracted War* and *National Defense and Mobile Warfare*."  At the mention of He Rui, a representative of the Rockefeller interests laughed. "Heh. We are not military men, Colonel. Perhaps you could summarize the contents of these books for us?"  "If you have the time, gentlemen," Dan replied with certainty.  The industrial lords exchanged looks and nodded in unison.  "Please, begin," the Rockefeller representative said.  "The Soviet-German war was a conflict between two industrial powers," Dan began his lecture. "Even if the German side was industrially superior, there was no fundamental technological gap between their equipment..."  He Rui’s *On Protracted War* was not long, but it was incredibly concise. When Dan finished, the industrialists felt no joy; rather, having heard the core of the difficulties laid bare, they felt the weight of the pressure.  Dan understood their concern. "The war will promote the total industrial development of California," he explained. "And the Confederacy looks forward to that growth. If the war is lost, whom do you think the Union will favor: California or the Great Lakes?  "Given the Union’s foreign policy, do you believe they can build a good relationship with China and join the global market Beijing controls?  "The Confederacy’s greatest weakness is its recent founding. But diplomatically, that is also its greatest strength: it has no history of hostility with the rest of the world. Once the war ends, we can immediately establish relations with China. Gentlemen, trust in the foundation of our nation. Peace is the only basis for our continued development."  The industrialists knew how much General Bourbon valued Dan. Hearing him discuss development from a national level, they felt no offense; instead, they saw him as a young man of extraordinary talent.  "Colonel," one of them said, "you mentioned *National Defense and Mobile Warfare*. Could you tell us of that as well?"
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After leaving the Rockefeller Center in the San Francisco Bay Area, General Bourbon asked, "Colonel, what do you think?"  "Are our liaison representatives in the factories all in position?" Dan asked in return.  "They are, but we currently lack enough personnel who truly understand corporate management," Bourbon answered frankly.  Dan made no immediate comment. During his time in Germany, he had received a degree of attention from the "West German" authorities. On the voyage back to the Confederacy, he had undergone an intensive "compressed training" for middle and senior officers led by members of the German Communist Party who had served years in the WPLA.  "Compressed training" did not dwell on specific administrative tasks; it focused on the education of internal logic and methodology. Industrial nations possessed the capability for total mobilization, which involved far more than merely inducting men into the military. The bulk of the work lay in integrating a nation’s production and transport capabilities into the machinery of war.  This mode of mobilization was built upon an understanding of the nature of the conflict: who is the enemy, who is the friend, and what are the enemy's characteristics, strengths, limits, and current state.  Dan had participated in extensive practical work over the previous two years, and this training had given him a profound understanding of what his actions truly meant. It had also led him to a conviction—and a decision. Seeing that the General had fallen silent, Dan spoke again: "Chief of Staff, I request to be sent to the border regions to oversee the establishment of local bases. My objective will be to implement a strategy of mobile warfare and guerrilla resistance integrated with the local populace."  General Bourbon fixed Dan with a sharp gaze. The briefing Dan had given the industrial titans earlier had not matched his expectations, yet he currently lacked any other means of instilling confidence in those same giants.  By every measure, the South was industrially inferior to the North. The federal objective was a traditional frontal offensive against Southern cities, industry, and ports. They chose the traditional path because it was the one most validated by history.  During the first Civil War, the South had attempted guerrilla operations behind Northern lines once the invasion began, but those efforts had quickly faltered.  Hearing Dan volunteer for such a mission now, Bourbon pondered for a long time before finally making up his mind. "You may go. But the General Staff cannot provide you with much support."  "No problem," Dan replied instantly.  "Boy... you... take care of yourself," Bourbon added, his resolve wavering for a brief, fatherly moment.  "I will ensure you hear good news soon, sir," Dan answered.  On the return journey, Dan had conducted extensive war games with the small KPD team that had trained him. Overall, the North lacked the strength to shatter the South in a single wave; the South could hold the Western mountains. However, the eastern states were likely to collapse first under the Yankee onslaught. Once resistance in the eastern plains ended, the West would inevitably be forced to capitulate.  The simulations suggested that the only means of stopping the North was a campaign of mobile and guerrilla warfare in the East and Central regions. If the federal blitz could be stalled, the West could continuously funnel equipment and supplies to the front, sustaining the struggle.  Dan did not underestimate the industrialists; he did not assume they knew nothing of war. On the contrary, he believed that with proper education and training, they could become excellent officers. Thus, he had not tried to fool them with rhetoric about Southern bravery; instead, he had pointed the way using He Rui’s *On Protracted War* and *National Defense and Mobile Warfare*.  Only if these men believed the South possessed a viable model for victory would they truly grant their support. Dan believed the traditional model of war was insufficient to convince them.  By mid-April, both the United States and the Confederate States had declared to the world their respective visions for a "New America."  Intriguingly, both sides proclaimed their commitment to anti-fascism and anti-racism. Furthermore, both emphasized anti-imperialism and a foreign policy centered on maintaining peace and opposing war.  The Chinese leadership paid little heed to these pronouncements. Li Runshi’s first internal anti-corruption sweep was entering its final phase. A vast number of officials and business figures had fallen, many of them prominent individuals.  The impact of the purge was immense. Pro-capital media attempted to frame it as a case of "a new ruler means new ministers" to guide public opinion. The state media immediately countered, declaring that anti-corruption was a long-term, arduous task and that there would be no "campaign-style" purges. In this atmosphere, many across the country felt that the long-anticipated "reckoning" was finally beginning.  Li Runshi had no intention of a campaign-style purge. He published a signed article in the *National Daily* outlining the characteristics of the current era: "...While the problems in China's economic development are many, their essence lies in our transformation into an industrial nation. The people have gained advanced productivity from the industrial system, creating immense wealth. The culture, customs, and morality founded upon traditional agricultural production can no longer satisfy the people's needs for self-improvement or for peace and prosperity in a modern industrial society..."  Following this article, the *National Daily* and provincial papers launched a series of pieces on the subject. Radio and television media followed suit, producing extensive comparisons of life under different modes of production.  He Rui had returned to China in 1915—only thirty-one years ago. In 1946, there were still some three hundred million people who had reached adulthood before his return. These three hundred million could provide a mountain of concrete facts. The propaganda department needed to invent nothing; they only had to conduct interviews and comparisons to produce undeniably real data.  While Li Runshi believed He Rui had never truly become a Materialist, he still held the man in profound respect. He Rui had often told him: "The propaganda department is an offensive organ. The moment it becomes just another office, it becomes a hall of the King of Hell." As a former Director of Propaganda himself, Li agreed wholeheartedly.  Thus, from the beginning, Li emphasized: "This comparison is not for 'recalling bitterness to appreciate sweetness.' It is to utilize Materialist logic and methodology to view the events of the past. From a political standpoint, 'recalling bitterness' is for the sake of stability.  "The development of productivity inevitably leads to social change, and change leads to instability. Only by understanding where the changes come from can we realize what the people truly need now.  "So long as the Party and government adhere to the attitude of serving the people heart and soul, we need not fear the impact of social change on stability. We are part of the people; their feelings are ours.  "As the vanguard, the Party must face change head-on and understand its impact on the people. We must use a Materialist attitude to grasp the underlying contradictions and how to address the problems they trigger.  "The purpose of this comparison is to allow the people—and ourselves—to see the substance of the changes. We must understand the major contradictions that have ended, those that are occurring now, those that have emerged from secondary contradictions, and those born of the new conditions.  "If we want the people to truly understand what is happening, we must oppose the model of 'recalling bitterness'!"  Li emphasized this "opposition to recalling bitterness" several times during the offensive propaganda campaign.  As a revolutionary and an experienced politician, one of Li’s primary goals in this campaign was to "unite the majority, maximize friends, and minimize enemies." Only through comparison and by guiding the people's understanding could the philosophy of Materialist Dialectics be truly universalized.  "After three years in charge, even the dog is hated." The Civilization Party had been in power for thirty years since 1915. Its various policies had inevitably accumulated a vast reservoir of grievances. No matter the scale of the achievements, those grievances persisted. This was why even a man like former Premier Wu Youping, whose work was beyond reproach, had been saddled with the nickname "Wu Song" (a reference to the corrupt Ming official Yan Song).  Only by reviewing and reflecting on the He Rui era could China move past that phase and into a new one. This was not only to give an accounting to the comrades of that era but to prevent the formation of false expectations that would burden the new age.  The campaign lasted from April to June, and the results satisfied Li Runshi. The most important objective—establishing the concept of "New China"—had been thoroughly achieved.  Li sought most of all to unite those born after 1920. Now twenty-six at their oldest, they were the most receptive to the new. This was why he had addressed his satellite broadcast to the youth.  Twenty million of this generation had served in the Second World War, and the entire generation had been part of the total mobilization system. They had been tempered by collective education and the baptism of fire. The victory had led them to truly accept the ideals of the new era, possessing a desire to build the motherland and experience a better life, along with the skills for social cooperation.  The feedback was clear: this generation accepted the concept of New China. They viewed the He Rui government as the founder of a new nation, not as a continuation of the old Beiyang regime.  Through the systematic media campaign, the youth understood that both the Beiyang and He Rui governments were merely different stages of a continuous Chinese history. They were linked by sequence, personnel, and blood.  But between New China and Old China, there lay a chasm. The standard for that chasm was simple: was China the China of the powerful, or the China of the people?  Beyond the victory in ideology, the success of the policy explanations also pleased Li. For instance, the public finally grasped the logic of land reform.  The land redemption policy had successfully completed nationalization, granting people equitable rights of usage. The buyouts had also provided a massive influx of capital to the public, forming the basis for the subsequent development of small commodity economies.  Because the land revolution had been so successful in eliminating the contradictions of private ownership, the public rarely praised it. Instead, the two to three million deaths during the struggle against the resistance were used as ammunition by the urban petty bourgeoisie and small landlords to attack the government.  Amusingly, while the small and medium landlords had resisted most fiercely, the great landlords—those who truly understood the nature of private property—had mostly yielded immediately.  In interviews, these great landlords—their faces technically obscured—gave the land reform high marks. They believed He Rui’s policy of "asset restructuring for bankrupt rural areas" had struck at the very heart of the rural crisis.  While some local and even central propaganda officials lacked the theoretical depth to handle this part of the campaign, overall, the public understanding shifted from a "Benevolent Governance" perspective to one of "Asset Restructuring."  Li cared whether the "restructuring" was seen as benefiting the people or the "asset owners." If the former, the deaths of millions were a personal tragedy for those who opposed social progress. If the latter, they were a social tragedy.  By using historical materialism to define good and evil, social and personal tragedies could be distinguished, and problems truly resolved. This had been Li’s goal. He knew He Rui had never bothered to defend himself, but the regime bore the duty of telling the truth to the people.  He Rui had died before he could conduct such a campaign; during his life, other major contradictions had taken precedence. Now was the time for a final verdict. Without one, the bones of the past would rot and become a breeding ground for poisonous pests.  Perhaps because the people had awakened, or because the campaign was so successful, the expected opposition remained quiet.  With no rivals to challenge them, the propaganda department shelved many of its more detailed plans, particularly regarding the comparison of living standards—a field ripe for debate.  Since three hundred million adults from thirty years ago were still alive, the standards of the past were clear. By 1946, the life of an ordinary citizen surpassed that of a small landlord three decades prior.  Thanks to social progress, commoners could eat tropical fruits in the winter. In every category of life—food, clothing, shelter—the urban masses now enjoyed a social existence that outstripped what even the great landlords of thirty years ago could command.  These changes could not be explained by "restructuring" alone; they required an understanding of the nation’s capacity for development.  Before 1924, the old elite had neither the capacity nor the will for national development. The people had the will but lacked the capacity. This universal powerlessness had led to total despair.  New China possessed both. But initially, it lacked national power—hence the revolutionary war. Victory had paved the way for high-speed development.  In that development, the He Rui government had employed officials from the old era and cooperated with domestic and foreign capitalists and imperialists for mutual benefit. But the essence of that development was fundamentally different.  Exploitation, corruption, and crime had occurred during those partnerships, even acts of national betrayal for personal gain. Yet these could not be viewed through the lens of a simple "enemy vs. friend" contradiction. To guide these discussions, Li had penned his article *On the Ten Great Contradictions*.  By June, public interest in the campaign had waned. At the level accessible to the masses, everything had been said and understood. Higher-level issues were beyond their grasp and thus held little interest.  It was only then that pro-capital media finally began to challenge the state outlets.  Simultaneously, the Nuremberg Tribunal concluded its trials of Britain and Belgium. Winston Churchill, the British Colonial Secretary, and many other British and Belgian officials and leaders—including the Belgian King—were sentenced to death.  The news triggered celebrations across the globe among those who had suffered under colonialism and imperialism. While they had long wished for the deaths of these criminals, a formal death sentence was a moment of supreme justice.  Nationalist newspapers in China published letters from readers demanding the restoration of ancient tortures: the execution of nine generations, lingchi, and waist-chopping.  Li Runshi had prepared for this. The *National Daily* immediately published an article: *To Forget the Past is to Betray History, but to Dwell in it is to Forgo the Future*.  "...The old era is part of human civilization. No matter how bloody, brutal, or shameless, it must not be denied or forgotten. But civilization must progress, not be shackled by the past.  "Torture is for the sake of making an impression. To immerse ourselves in the torture of the old elite is to remain stalled within their era.  "Citizens, revolutionaries: Execute the ringleaders, release the followers. This is not a compromise with evil, but a judgment of the past as we stride into the new era..."
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Churchill was carried to the gallows.  During his time as Prime Minister, he had imagined he would face death with the unruffled composure of an aristocrat. But that belief had begun to crumble the moment the Nuremberg Tribunal categorized the British colonial massacres as crimes—as crimes against humanity, war crimes, and murder. Churchill realized then that everything he had strived for would be nailed to the pillar of shame.  He attempted to maintain a veneer of dignity while his death sentence was read. But when his appeal was rejected and he was led to the gallows in prison fatigues, Churchill began to struggle.  The executioners were strong men. Though he resisted, they soon subdued him. As he was pressed onto the trapdoor and the noose slipped over his neck, Churchill finally broke. "Please, spare me!" he sobbed.  The hands holding him suddenly let go. For a fleeting heartbeat, Churchill felt a sense of relief, imagining his plea had found purchase. In the next instant, the executioner pulled the lever. The two trapdoors beneath his feet swung downward. Churchill plummeted into the empty air, brought up short by the rope.  He was a heavy man. The impact of his falling weight caused the stout cord to emit a faint creak. The sisal fibers, produced on a former colonial plantation in Southeast Asia, were exceptionally strong—the rope was smooth, supple, and more than capable of bearing twice his weight.  The force of the drop snapped Churchill’s cervical vertebrae, killing him in moments. He was left to hang for ten minutes to ensure the deed was done. His body was then lowered, certified dead by a coroner, and handed over for burial.  Immediately, the next condemned man—the British Colonial Secretary—was led into the chamber.  It must be said that the hanging of these once-mighty figures did not trigger an extraordinary public reaction. The true shock had occurred during the qualitative phase of the trials; once the crimes of colonialism were established, Churchill was seen merely as one of many perpetrators and executors. He was no longer unique.  The trial of an era holds value; the individuals within that era are often insignificant.  On August 14, 1946, one month after Churchill's execution, a referendum was held in the former United Kingdom. Before the war, the home population had been around 44 million. Despite eight million casualties, the return of colonists from Australia and Canada had actually pushed the population to 45 million.  The referendum concerned the future of the nation's political system. European observers expected Britain to become a republic. However, the outcome was a surprise. Due to the massive loss of men, the home population now consisted of 25 million women and 20 million men. Among eligible voters, women numbered 18 million to the men's 11 million.  The result: 80% of female voters supported the retention of the Monarchy.  French observers remarked with typical acidity: "While men create systems, it is women who are the truly conservative backbone of institutions."  A near-identical result occurred in Belgium, where over 80% of women also voted to maintain the monarchy.  The Chinese government offered no comment. China sought to destroy colonialism and imperialism; whether a nation chose a monarchy or a republic, socialism or capitalism, was its own concern. Beijing saw no necessity in intervening in such matters for the sake of global revolution.  The primary issue facing the Li Runshi government was not the European referendums, but the fact that under the He Rui administration, 70% of China’s population had already become urbanized.  A census in March 1946 revealed a population of 752.19 million, with 526 million living in cities and towns. The industrial demands of the Second World War had pulled this vast multitude into the secondary and tertiary sectors.  With the war over, shifting industrial demand and the demobilization of millions of soldiers placed immense pressure on employment. Whether to persist with urbanization became the center of a fierce policy debate.  Li Runshi himself was not a fan of a policy that saw over 80% of the people in cities. He believed investment should be funneled into underdeveloped regions rather than widening the gap and forcing migration to high-investment zones. The Chinese people, as the masters of socialism, should go to every corner of the nation that required their labor and construction.  But Li met with significant opposition, even from his own supporters. These comrades argued that the industrial path He Rui had set required the concentration of population in cities.  "Chairman He’s vision for the future was that during high-speed growth, the people move to the cities to earn wealth," they argued. "During economic fluctuations, they might return to the countryside. But the rural areas and small towns cannot provide high wages, social services, or a modern social environment. The people will inevitably leave them again for the great metropolises.  "Fleeing the city, and then fleeing *back* to the city—in this cycle, the traditional rural model will continue to dissolve, eventually resolving the urban-rural divide once and for all.  "Our task is to prioritize the creation of a social environment and system within the large cities that befits an industrial age, while strengthening industrial clusters. To accelerate investment in the countryside now would be a massive waste of efficiency."  Li Runshi had anticipated this confrontation. While many spoke of a "reckoning," they often framed it as a struggle of good versus evil. In Li’s view, the struggle was between "Efficiency First" and "Equity First."  The He Rui era had undeniably prioritized efficiency. Even though the social security systems were successful and the rights to labor and education had elevated the people’s productivity and intellect, the problem of inequality had become severe.  This inequality permeated every aspect of life. Li did not believe they should persist with the efficiency-first line; the time had come for an equity-first approach.  Since the opposition used He Rui’s views as their starting point, Li turned the Chairman’s own words against them: "Is the plummeting birth rate caused by this efficiency-first policy a result we are forced to accept?  "In my view, we are far from the stage where we must sacrifice demographic development! Equity is the guarantee of long-term efficiency. Before the war, we had no choice but to prioritize efficiency. But that urgent need is gone; the priority of equity is now the greatest demand of our time."  The internal debate raged until the Second Plenum in 1947. In 1946, China’s economic growth hit 11.4%. These stellar figures proved that domestic demand and resilience were such that many in the efficiency faction found it impossible to sustain their stance.  Furthermore, six months of debate over a single major policy had left most of the leadership exhausted.  At the Second Plenum, a compromise was reached. The "Equity Faction" led by Li Runshi pledged to fully execute He Rui's industrial development plans. In return, the "Efficiency Faction" supported Li's "Universal Development" (Equity) proposal.  Li Runshi was a great Materialist, yet he was also an idealist. He viewed He Rui as an Idealist, solely because He Rui’s autocratic style—that "this will work if we just do it" approach—was an Idealist mode of governance.  The success of one or two genius Idealists can influence the world, but it can never change it. He Rui’s autocratic model could ensure thirty years of success, yet because that success could not be replicated, any successor attempting to continue it would inevitably lead the nation to disaster.  Li understood now why He Rui had insisted on supporting him. Only true Materialism was the correct path. He Rui knew this, yet before 1946, it had not been his primary mission.  As a Materialist, Li had analyzed He Rui and reached a high-risk decision. For a genius Idealist like He Rui, his views in certain fields did not affect the nation's fundamental direction; thus, Li could risk accepting his industrial planning.  In March 1950, Li Runshi was smoothly re-elected as Party Chairman. During the Fifth Five-Year Plan (1946–1950), the Chinese economy grew at an annual average of 12.9%. Supported by this explosive growth, the equity policies yielded significant results, though they left little impression on the public at the time.  The economic boom inspired a fierce confidence in the people, leading them to believe that all progress was natural and that a fairer environment was a right, not the result of state effort.  It was in this same year that the American Civil War finally concluded. In mid-1947, a massive federal offensive had seemed poised to shatter the Confederacy. However, the mobile and guerrilla tactics implemented by Major General Dan in the North had taken hold. Resistance from the local populace inflicted unsustainable losses on the federal supply lines daily.  The USA was forced to pull its main strength back to the border for "pacification" operations. By early 1948, the North had even resorted to a "Three-Alls" policy in the border regions: "Kill all, loot all, burn all."  When the Confederacy published evidence of these war crimes—particularly the captured "Three-Alls" directives—the world was in an uproar.  In truth, the moment the federal army was forced back to the border, its original strategic plan had failed. The Southern industrialists, initially lukewarm in their support, recognized this and recommitted themselves to the cause.  By late 1948, the Confederate National Army had annihilated the federal heavy formations within their territory in two major campaigns, pushing the front back to the border.  On April 17, 1949, the North launched another massive offensive aimed at the Southern heartland. Yet after fierce combat, they failed even to achieve a tactical breakthrough, let alone their strategic goals.  On September 12, 1949, the Confederacy, utilizing the fully mobilized border states, launched an offensive into the West named "Eagle of the Rockies." By October 20th, they struck Salt Lake City, the North’s largest Western logistical hub.  On November 2nd, Salt Lake City fell. Almost none of the northern defenders escaped. Eight divisions of the Black National Guard from the four northwestern states entered the fray, engaging the Southerners in mountain warfare and finally stalling their advance.  On November 6th, as the Western campaign ended, the South launched "Operation Hurricane" in the East. Their goal was to seize the key passes of the Appalachians and bisect the eastern USA, setting the stage for a final decision.  Operation Hurricane culminated on January 10, 1950, with the conclusion of the Second Battle of Gettysburg. Supported by a superior air force, the Confederacy defeated the federal army at a massive price.  But双方的战斗力都已经到了极限。 (But both sides had reached their limit). The Dewey government hinted to China that it desired mediation, while simultaneously threatening the Confederacy with nuclear strikes.  China did not propose a plan to split the country. Instead, responding to the needs of both sides, it mediated a "One Nation, Two Governments" peace.  First, only one nation—the United States—would exist, composed of the forty-eight states.  Second, the nation would possess two domestic governments, North and South, each joined by their respective states.  Each government would elect its own President. These two Presidents would alternate power every four years, representing the government of the United States of America.  While the result was a formal split, the governments and scholars of the world did not view China as having divided America. Any serious academic understood that China was merely the mediator. Had any other power taken the role, the nation would likely have split permanently into USA and USB. The Chinese solution was a "brake" on the disintegration.  Though a total split seemed likely in the future, for now, a veneer of peace and unity was maintained. As a mediator, China had done its absolute best.  In 1955, Li Runshi was elected to a third term as CCP Chairman. The Sixth Five-Year Plan had just concluded with an average growth of 11.1%.  The European Recovery Plan, conducted jointly by China and Europe, had also finished. Over ten years, Europe had received 92 billion CNY in aid—finance, technology, and equipment. 90% had been grants, 10% loans.  In return, the European nations signed agreements allowing Chinese equity in their firms. China gained technology, while its holdings provided the basis for industrial cooperation. This ensured European firms a stable share of the global market, providing the twin engines of reconstruction and development.  From 1945 to 1960, Europe and the world enjoyed fifteen years of uninterrupted high-speed growth.  In 1962, Western Europe began to experience simultaneous economic stagnation and inflation. In 1963, the United States faced the same crisis.  Beyond the industrial powers, the rest of the world also hit a bottleneck after two decades of rapid development.  In 1964, the latest Chinese census revealed a population of 1.00894 billion—making China the first nation in history to surpass one billion people.  By 1965, the Western industrial powers, plagued by two years of stagflation, feared the end of capitalism was at hand. They looked to the Chinese elections, hoping this nation of a billion could step forward and solve the global economic crisis.  The despondent Western academics even proposed: "Marx defined modern capitalism and thereby created the true capitalist system. China chose Marxism; it thus has an obligation to provide a new solution!"  In 1960, the West had mocked Li Runshi’s fourth term. In 1965, they remembered he was the comrade He Rui had trusted most—a great revolutionary, politician, and philosopher. They looked forward to his re-election, hoping he would utilize the brilliance He Rui had so admired to solve the world.  In 1965, Li Runshi was elected to his fifth term. On that day, whether in daylight or darkness, people gathered around their radios and televisions. They waited for the live broadcast over the Chinese-led global satellite network to hear the newly elected Chairman’s speech.  Twenty years had passed since He Rui’s death. Though the world lived in the reality he had created, the man himself seemed to have been forgotten.  Rapid growth had accustomed people to rising incomes and convenience. They had no heart for remembering a creator. The name He Rui only endured because it appeared on a few questions in history exams.  Only the living could solve the problems of the present. Unless He Rui rose from his grave, few gave him a second thought. The world waited for the man who held the greatest power to announce his solution.  Li Runshi knew the weight of the billions of expectations resting upon him. At this moment, he found himself thinking of He Rui. Some things require time to prove their value.  Nineteen years ago, he had accepted He Rui’s industrial plans for the sake of internal unity. Now, his assessment of the man had shifted. Not regarding Idealism or Materialism—the more he learned, the more certain he was of He Rui's Idealism. And the more he feared the threat it posed.  Fortune and misfortune are intertwined; the higher one climbs, the harder the fall. Had He Rui wavered for even an instant in his political arrangements, the China he had pushed to the pinnacle might have been dragged into a terrible abyss by that very same status.  Over the past twenty years, Li had struggled against the first generation of leaders and the constant surges of Idealist thought. With prosperity had come individualism and consumerism. Though he had never intended to create a "correct lifestyle," practice had forced him to provide one for the people to choose. It was a turn he had never expected.  Many opposed him; many supported him. Amidst it all, He Rui’s positive influence remained.  In hindsight, He Rui’s judgment at every critical juncture had been correct. Yet the driver of those judgments had not been Materialism, but subjective imagination. He Rui was so powerful that he had achieved success and correctness, yet he had never broken the boundary to become a true Materialist—a truly great man. The thought always left Li with a sense of profound regret.  He looked at his speech notes, stood, and walked toward the rostrum.  The next step would be completed by all those who continued to move forward. Li Runshi possessed that confidence.
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"...Adhere to the communist ideal... unswervingly follow the socialist path... implement the philosophy of serving the people heart and soul..."  On the day after Li Runshi’s inaugural address for his fifth term, foreign analysts across the globe highlighted the key passages of his speech.  "...In social management, apply new technological means to enhance the capacity of administrative systems..." "...Devote full effort to the development of the mobile communications industry..." "...Push forward the construction of the Information Superhighway..." "...Environmental protection must be placed in a position of priority..." "...Increase investment in new energy industries; accelerate development through internal competition and policy support..." "...Engage in industrial cooperation with all nations; through planning, ensure China’s growth becomes the engine of world development, sharing the dividends of our rise with the entire planet..." "...Establish a World Aerospace Cooperation Center; strive to complete the manned moon landing project by 1970..."  Since China became the global hegemon in 1945, the inaugural speeches of its President had served as the bellwether for the world economy. For those with the capacity to analyze the nuances of the rhetoric and a deep understanding of the Chinese operational model, these addresses were a treasure trove of commercial opportunity.  Twenty years had passed. The analytical teams of the major industrial powers had undergone at least three iterations. The first occurred between 1948 and 1950, as China finalized the construction of GATT, the World Bank, and the Global Security system. Dedicated "China Departments" were carved out of existing intelligence agencies.  The second iteration took place between 1958 and 1960. In 1958, Chinese personal computers hit the market. No longer were intelligence analysts required to sit beside massive mainframes in server rooms; the PC shifted the office from centralization toward decentralization.  In this world, while China was the undisputed hegemon, the strength of the US and the USSR remained formidable. Both possessed their own computer industries and network infrastructures that far surpassed the rest of the world.  In 1960, China’s civilian network was officially commercialized, and the United States followed suit with lightning speed. The ability to communicate with institutions and scholars without leaving one's desk triggered a total transformation of the analytical trade.  By 1962, the Chinese-led World Communications Committee completed the geosynchronous satellite communication system. From that point on, the speed of information acquisition surged once more, leading to the third iteration of analytical models.  The initial results of the analysis of Li Runshi’s 1965 speech were quickly ready. Overall, the address remained grounded in domestic Chinese development. The primary focus of global cooperation remained industrial layout.  Among the Western nations, none had reaped greater dividends from China’s global layout than West Germany. Like Japan, West Germany had fully integrated its industries with Chinese planning, securing a significant share of global sectors.  In 1945, Europeans visiting West Germany had lamented that it would take twenty years just to clear the rubble. In fact, West Germany had utilized Chinese aerated concrete technology to transform that rubble into a source of new building materials. Leveraging the funds and technology from the European Recovery Plan—known in Europe as the "Cheng Ruofan Plan"—and working from comprehensive blueprints, they had built a brand-new West Germany.  Because China dominated the global market, securing a piece of China’s industrial plan meant securing a piece of the world’s industry. This allowed the West German and Japanese economies to grow at a staggering pace.  In just twenty years, West Germany had not only fully recovered from the devastation of the war but had reached unprecedented heights, becoming the premier economy of Western Europe and the engine of the continent.  Consequently, while its population was far smaller than that of the US or the USSR, the number of analysts in West Germany rivaled those of the two giants.  The first-phase report from West Germany suggested that after twenty years of equity-focused policies, the Li Runshi government was showing signs of shifting back toward a priority on efficiency. This shift caused a degree of concern within the German analytical departments.  Once the report was submitted, the West German government convened a meeting. In 1950, the German Communist Party (KPD) had won a landslide election, securing a majority in the Reichstag and forming a cabinet independently. Over the following fifteen years, while the traditional Social Democrats (SPD) had occasionally denied the KPD an absolute majority, the Communists remained firmly the largest party. This had led the left wing of the broader social-democratic movement to "defect to the Communists."  It wasn't just the leftists. Generally, those who advocated for "Materialism" and "Scientific Rationality" tended toward the right. After comparing the traditional SPD with a KPD-led Germany built on worker participation in production and management, these right-leaning figures also joined the KPD. This injected a streak of cold Materialism into the party, making the internal meetings of the German government exceptionally rational.  Such rationality placed immense pressure on subordinate departments. Based on experience, the analysts knew the cabinet meeting would likely last three days. During those three days, the department didn't need overtime; they needed relaxation to prepare for the intense work to follow.  The married staff hurried home to their families, while the single ones chose their own means of unwinding.  Those left on duty were a bit more unfortunate, yet they had their own pastimes. Some surfed the web, visiting adult sites. Others lay lazily on sofas with books.  Beside a Chinese-made color inkjet printer, two men were printing out adult images they had downloaded. It wasn't that these single men were particularly lecherous; the color printer was simply a novelty, and given the artistic atmosphere of Germany, images of beautiful women were a natural choice.  Before the images were finished, a third man approached. "Hurry up. I need to print a book."  "What book?" the two asked, puzzled. The printer in an analytical department was a consumable; it produced enough material daily to bind a dozen books. They weren't confused by his desire to print a book, but by his desire to do so during their legitimate "slacking" time.  As the first few pages emerged from the printer, the other two set aside their images and began to read intently. It was a long-form report by a British journalist titled *The West German Economic Miracle*.  German development was the envy of all Europe, and the journalist’s perspective was unique. He identified two key factors: the presence of Chinese garrisons and the successful introduction of Chinese Daoism.  The Chinese garrisons ensured West Germany’s national security, allowing the nation to focus entirely on the economy without fear of foreign invasion or a resurgence of domestic right-wing militarism. Not since the formal establishment of Prussia had the German lands enjoyed such genuine security.  The introduction of Daoism, however, was a more surprising success. Germany possessed a highly developed philosophy, and its intellectual circles had long wished for the collapse of Christian culture. Yet despite numerous reformations in German history, they had never managed to topple Christianity.  Until Daoism entered Germany under He Rui’s layout. The situation was fundamentally altered.  Daoism, like Christianity, posited a supreme existence. But its supreme was the non-personal "Dao," not a personal god in human form.  Like the Creator, the Dao was the source of the world. But unlike Christianity, everything in existence was part of the Dao; there was no hierarchy or master-servant relationship between humanity and the ultimate source. This allowed humans to establish a direct relationship with the ultimate core of the world without the need for an "End Times" or a "Final Judgment." It freed humanity from the shackles of the Christian God.  Driven by internal need, Daoism had developed in Germany at a staggering pace since 1945. Many were genuinely attracted to its philosophy and became practitioners. Even more adopted it simply to avoid the social stigma traditionally attached to atheism in Germany.  The massive shift in religious demographics also altered the traditional Christian forces. The conservatives became more radical, turning toward fundamentalism. But the German intellectual community was already weary of such things, leading to a rapid decline of fundamentalist influence, which devolved into far-right groups like the "Christian Falange."  The more progressive Christian elements adopted Daoist ideas to launch their own reformation. They attempted to explain God as a non-conscious entity similar to the "Great Dao," while describing Jesus Christ as a "radical quasi-communist reformer."  Daoism did not collect tithes. And if the reformed German Christians re-defined Jesus as a radical socialist, how could they justify a tithe?  Tithing was something only the "evil Papacy" would do!  The "Reform" faction argued that a true Christianity should not collect taxes. Any entity that took money was to be defined as a "commercial organization."  Regardless of the turmoil within the religious circles, the influence of religion in Germany dissipated with incredible speed. The proportion of Christians plummeted from over 90% in 1945 to 31% by 1965.  In 1937, at its pre-war height, there were fewer than a hundred "genuine" Daoists with Chinese lineage in Germany. By 1965, 57% of the population identified as Daoist. Whether they followed the Quanzhen or Zhengyi schools, or some other variant, no one in Germany particularly cared.  Another 12% identified as Buddhist or other faiths. 7% of the population openly declared themselves Materialists with no religious belief.  The British journalist concluded: "...Germany has, in the past twenty years, become a truly secularized nation. Religion has lost its decisive influence. This has made Germany increasingly like China in its social structure.  "It is true that Germany is more secure and far wealthier. Yet it appears to have lost its own traditions.  "To trade tradition for the present... is it worth it?"  The German youth in the office had been reading with relish until that final paragraph. Their faces fell. None could find an immediate rebuttal, and their annoyance only added to their displeasure.  Finally, one of them sneered, "Britain is so impoverished these days; they should worry more about where their next meal is coming from."  The other two, thinking of Britain’s stagnant economy, burst into laughter at the aptness of the jab.  After three days of relaxation, the department heads returned from the cabinet meetings with a mountain of tasks. The cabinet believed that while the Chinese government might be shifting its tilt between efficiency and equity, it was entirely possible that China could maintain high efficiency *while* remaining equitable.  Over the past two decades, while the growth of West Germany and Japan had been astonishing, neither had surpassed China. That their development seemed more impressive was merely a matter of scale: China’s population exceeded one billion, while Japan held eighty million and West Germany sixty million. They were simply not in the same league.  Any wealth divided among a billion people would appear negligible. For instance, China’s 1964 steel production reached a staggering one billion tons—yet in terms of per capita accumulation, it had only just reached the levels of the Northern United States. Still, in the forty years between 1924 and 1964, China had produced more steel than the rest of the world combined over the previous five centuries.  High-speed growth, rapid increases in production efficiency, an equitable social distribution, and super-scale infrastructure development—the path China had chosen was one that traditional Western economic theory predicted would stifle capital liquidity. Yet the Chinese economy thrived, with 97% of families owning their own homes.  Thus, the cabinet required more effective analysis, not easy conclusions.  But the reality continued to exceed their expectations.  In the latter half of 1965, the Chinese government dispatched delegations worldwide for extensive negotiations. A new round of industrial layout began, with low-end, labor-intensive industries accelerating their departure from China.  According to Western experience, such an exodus would inevitably cause mass unemployment. To solve this, China was expected to appreciate the Yuan and transition from an industrial producer to a financial power, purchasing cheap goods from the globe.  But in 1966, the West discovered the reality was quite different. Over the past forty years, China had built a natural advantage in labor-intensive sectors. As the lowest-tier industries left, the remaining sectors did not vanish; they transitioned into capital-, tech-, and labor-intensive hybrids.  Simply put, a factory that once produced buttons manually now did so with massive automation. The vast workforce either retired or underwent adult vocational training to enter high-end electronics assembly lines, becoming a new breed of industrial worker.  From a traditional perspective, training a button-maker to assemble mobile phones was an enormous investment that, from a purely capital standpoint, was not worth the cost.  But the Chinese policy of equity focused on individual development. Every adult received two months of mandatory re-education annually, during which they were paid their basic wage.  Germany followed a similar system and understood its execution well. Their pride in their high-quality labor force was built upon exactly such investment.  To the German analysts, the problem wasn't the Chinese worker, but the fact that Chinese industry had achieved a total breakthrough.  Since 1940, China had used its industrial breakthroughs to seize the initiative on the battlefield. Since the war’s end, it had remained at the absolute forefront of new technology. Europe had lost not only the war but the race for science and industry as well.  By 1968, a flood of global capital began flowing into Chinese government bonds. Li Runshi, reading a paper titled *Discussions on the Correction of Terminology* by a joint Sino-European research group, felt a degree of impact.  The paper categorized government bonds as a field of "rent-seeking." In Chinese culture, rent-seeking carried a heavy negative connotation.  Rent-seeking refers to non-productive profit-seeking activities designed to monopolize social resources or maintain a monopoly position to extract economic rents without engaging in actual production.  Bonds do not produce profit. The state issues them to raise capital for industry or other state sectors, providing the investor with a stable, risk-free profit.  He Rui had always emphasized that all enterprise involves risk. If a "risk-free" profit appeared, it meant the risk had been transferred. Consequently, risk-free profit would inevitably lead to an accumulation of problems that would explode as the transferred risks reached a breaking point. Such an explosion would trigger a profound crisis.  In the He Rui era, this risk had been nominally borne by the government, and practically by the state-owned economy. After his death, it had been sustained by the industrial plans he left behind. Because Li Runshi had adopted those plans, the risk was nominally his government’s, but remained practically the state’s.  Li had tried to change this but failed. The Chinese government was the most powerful and resilient organization in human history; if it were unwilling to bear the risk, no private capital would do so at the current low rates of return.  The risk of industrial development had nothing to do with whether a system was socialist or capitalist. Had capitalism possessed a more effective means of resolving industrial problems, China would not be leading the world by such a margin.  This was the source of Li’s regret. He Rui had solved problems through an "Idealist" mode—pre-supposing the problems and imagining the paths to their resolution.  Even twenty years after his death, He Rui’s pre-death concepts allowed China to keep industrial risk at a manageable level, solving problems with speed and efficiency.  But to rule a nation this way was to invite catastrophe.  During his tenure, Li had done his best to eliminate Idealist tendencies within the leadership. He had also utilized education to universalize Materialism across the nation with significant success.  Yet some things were beyond his power, or even that of a powerful state. The greatest problem was success itself: if a project succeeded, everyone was happy. Post-action reviews analyzed flaws and issued reprimands, and since the goal was met, these were accepted.  But what if it failed?  Failure meant a massive loss. How could a single individual bear the loss of a nation?  Investments in the hundreds of millions far exceeded the capacity of any individual to repay. Not to mention the lost time and the cascading impact on related industries.  China had compressed two hundred years of development into forty and emerged as the world leader. The failures other nations could absorb were fatal in such a compressed timeline.  Given the rate of population growth and the rapidly rising living standards, China *had* to maintain high-speed growth to meet its needs.  At such a time, let alone economic stagnation—merely failing to grow fast enough—was a political responsibility Li could hardly bear. Not even a resurrected He Rui could have borne it.  Li, with his vast experience in struggle, knew this well. From 1924, He Rui had only ruled for twenty years. Li’s own tenure had now far surpassed that.  In his twenty-three years in power, the reason he remained unshakeable was that China’s average growth had remained above 9%. Living standards rose, and the per capita wealth of the people continued to climb.  As a Materialist, Li knew that once growth faltered, the people would not accept it.  It had nothing to do with whether a system used "grand narratives" or a spirit of sacrifice. In the war, not only the Chinese but all peoples had shown staggering bravery and sacrifice.  Nazi Germany, the supposed representative of evil, had pioneered the use of "human bombs" when facing superior Soviet forces.  People do not reject sacrifice; they reject *meaningless* sacrifice. More plainly: the people do not accept failure.  On a national level, the people do not accept the failure of the government’s policies!  Li had sought to eliminate He Rui’s "Idealist" influence, hoping to ground the Party and government in a Materialism that could match He Rui’s invincibility.  Yet after all their efforts, he had failed to reach that goal. Before the momentum He Rui provided was exhausted, Li had still not identified a clear, viable path to keep risk within manageable bounds through Materialism alone.  Of course, from an administrative standpoint, he had plenty of options. He could shift the policy tilt back to efficiency, allowing those driven by greed to bear the risk.  Had he done so, He Rui’s prophecy would have come true. Those bearing the risk would demand extraordinary profits, triggering an ideological shift. Individual pursuit would override social value, rendering the concept of equity a joke.  In such a scenario, Li’s only choice—his only duty—would be to propose a "correct lifestyle."  The resulting chaos would last until the people realized the "capitalist roaders" were beyond redemption—until their tolerance for inequality reached its limit and forced the policy back toward equity.  Of course, there was another way. If he could find another "He Rui"—another man capable of managing the risk—then the next leader could, like his predecessor, coldly utilize the efficiency-seekers as tools to drive growth until the next transition point.  But Li never considered this. If he had, he would not be a Materialist, but an Idealist.  In 1969, Li Runshi chose not to stand for re-election. The news shook the world; everyone understood that a new era had begun for China.  Summer 1979, Hunan. A heavy rain had just ended. Li Runshi opened a window, watching the last of the puddles on the road outside his retirement home. A car pulled into the courtyard.  A man in uniform stepped out. On his collar were no stars or bars—only the national emblem beside embroidered pine and cypress branches.  The man strode into the living room as Li emerged from the elevator. "Ruofan! You’re a rare guest," Li greeted him happily.  Cheng Ruofan did not look happy. He merely nodded and handed Li a file. Inside were several pages of text and a USB drive.  Computer technology had reached the 14nm process, and the "U-disk" had replaced traditional storage for the youth. But Li still preferred the feel of paper. He read the documents first before asking, "You want me to make a statement?"  "Not entirely. I’m just... lamenting," Cheng replied with regret.  "Come, let's go upstairs."  Li’s computer utilized a forty-inch screen, the font size set to 300%. He read with ease. After the first few pages, he stopped. "Is this real?" he asked, turning to Cheng.  "Yes. The child was killed." Cheng’s face was like ice, his voice just as cold.  Both men had seen enough death to last ten lifetimes. The number of people killed by their orders exceeded the number most humans ever saw.  Over the years, with the universalization of networks and mobile internet, murders over online disputes were not unheard of. The file showed that the victim was one such casualty.  "Why are you so focused on this one?" Li asked directly.  "Because I feel this has exceeded the bounds of the acceptable," Cheng answered with absolute seriousness.  Li sensed something special about the case. Cheng would never have intervened for a stranger otherwise—let alone dragged him into it.  "I’ll need to read the whole thing," Li said.  Cheng nodded. If Li were willing to read it, it meant he was taking it seriously.  "I’ll take a walk downstairs. Take your time, Chairman." Cheng turned and left the study.  Li’s retirement home in the outskirts of Changsha was comfortable. Simple plants grew in the yard. A calico cat was prowling its territory; seeing Cheng, it stopped and looked up.  The cat was clearly a "social butterfly." As Cheng knelt and called to it, it approached, rubbed against his hand, and soon rolled over to show its belly under his practiced touch.  They played for a while before the second-floor window opened. "Comrade Ruofan, please come up," Li called out.  Cheng took the elevator back up. The cat, not yet satisfied, followed him in and walked with him into the study. As he sat, it took its place by his feet, rubbing against his trousers.  Li looked grim. "Has there been an investigation?"  "I don't know," Cheng replied coldly. "I only hope it isn't what I fear!"  Li’s gaze flickered to the cat, then back to the screen. The victim’s online handle had been "Three-Flowers-at-the-Peak Cat." Looking through the details, Li’s mood darkened. The coincidence of the name only added to the complexity of his feelings.  "Has there been a massive leak of personal data at this stage?" he asked.  "I fear it is something worse," Cheng persisted.  Li nodded. It seemed this would be a long conversation.  The cat jumped onto the sofa. Sensing his own tension, Cheng reached out to stroke it. It purred contentedly and curled up on his lap.  To the background of the cat's purring, the two men began their discussion in the summer afternoon.
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"The future network possesses a memory."  He Rui had once spoken these words to Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan. Both had forgotten the phrase until the advent of the internet age, when different events at different times had brought it screaming back to their minds.  Cheng Ruofan had compiled the various articles posted by the netizen known as "Three-Flowers-at-the-Peak Cat." Li Runshi noted with a sigh that the young man’s digital footprints ranged from reputable sites to foreign adult forums.  As a man, Li could understand the biological impulses involved. Yet he felt the youth should have devoted his time to more meaningful pursuits—was discovering the real world not more valuable than indulging in fantasies before a glowing screen?  The adult forums "Three-Flowers" visited were few, mostly specialized communities. Li’s attention was soon drawn away from these to the user’s other posts.  It was clear that the young man was a member of the "keyboard politician" fraternity. The emergence and development of the internet had expanded the scope of social exchange at a staggering pace. Before the network, a person's social circle was small; an ordinary person might speak with only twenty people in a lifetime. To know a hundred was to be a man of the world.  Now, one could easily "meet" hundreds and read the words of thousands without ever leaving home.  Though Li still regarded He Rui as an Idealist, his estimation of the man continued to rise. Even thirty-five years after He Rui's death, Li’s evaluation of him was still climbing.  To derive the silhouette of the future from pure imagination—and to have every prophecy match reality with such precision—was a feat Li found breathtaking. He had to admit that He Rui, as an Idealist, had mastered the tools of Materialism to a degree of absolute perfection. Idealists were not bound by the constraints of Materialists; their thoughts could soar, skipping the necessary links of logic. But when that imagination aligned with the laws of reality, the result was a degree of overlap that left even the most sophisticated Materialist in the dust.  Coincidentally, "Three-Flowers" held the same view. According to his bio, he was a student of psychology, specializing in brain mapping, adolescent psychology, and behavioral correction.  He Rui had described many "frontier fields" to Li—hypotheses born of his imagination. Of these, brain mapping was the one Li had most resisted, second only to molecular biology.  It wasn't that Li had a grievance with He Rui; it was that racism had been branded a reactionary view in the modern world, yet the soil for its growth remained. These two hypotheses were pure science to He Rui, yet in the hands of others, they would inevitably be weaponized to provide a "theoretical basis" for the inherent hierarchy of mankind.  However, "Three-Flowers" shared He Rui's mindset; his posts showed no trace of racial bias. He was a man who addressed facts as they were.  As a "keyboard politician," Three-Flowers was neither a Party member nor a civil servant, yet he published numerous political commentaries.  Li was preoccupied by this phenomenon—a challenge the Civilization Party now faced. Those joining the Party today were increasingly utilitarian, seeking to leverage the system for personal gain. Had they not lived in the internet age, they might have achieved elite status through organizational channels alone.  The digital age had shattered the barriers of information and education. Those with limited social skills or interest in the establishment, yet possessed of a hunger for learning, had joined the loose networks of the internet. The web provided them with access to knowledge and insight across every level.  This universalization of knowledge had empowered everyone. In a thread discussing China’s leadership, Three-Flowers had written:  *He Rui is a genius of Idealism; Li Runshi is a great man of Materialism.*  *A genius needs only a "one" in the decimals of probability—no matter how many zeros precede it, they can realize that infinitesimal possibility.*  *All of He Rui's policies appeared unremarkable in hindsight. Analyzed through Materialism, the conditions for them were simply realities that others either failed to recognize or lacked the courage to believe in. He Rui simply envisioned the goal and, at the precise moment action was required, did what had to be done.*  *He is called an Idealist because the world does not truly work that way; the world is an interaction between reality and individual perception. Thus, Idealists are destined eventually to fail before reality.*  *But there are geniuses—individuals with such extraordinary imagination that once their innate talent and their neural pathways align with objective laws, they can reach judgments that are infinitely close to reality.*  *The difference between a genius and a great man is that the genius's work is irreplicable. A great man is different; they provide logic, methodology, and a model for linking theory to practice based on Materialist principles. Ordinary people can study the path they point out, effectively enhancing their own understanding of the world's essence. They allow the masses to move from a spontaneous state to a self-conscious one, lifting themselves to a new height.*  Li finished the post and paused the screen. He turned to Cheng Ruofan. "Are you worried the tragedy is related to this?"  Cheng shook his head. "I don't think anyone would dare do it so openly. If it were truly about this content, we would have felt the shift."  Li detected a lack of confidence in Cheng’s voice. After 1970, when Li declined to stand for re-election, the government’s policies had changed significantly. The tilt toward equity had been replaced by a "User Pays" model.  If one calculates from 1915, during He Rui’s thirty years of revolution, China transformed from an agricultural nation to an industrial one. From 1945 to 1970, the Li Runshi era utilized He Rui’s industrial plans to maintain high growth while promoting equity.  The massive wealth accumulated over those fifty-five years had empowered the people to consume, and the internet age provided them with unprecedented information to fuel that consumption. Consequently, the past decade had seen an explosion of consumer goods and services. This unprecedented domestic demand had left the rest of the world’s economies in China’s wake.  Not only at home, but Chinese consumers had made over 800 million overseas trips in ten years, swarming every corner of the globe. From cities to villages, plains to mountains, land to sea—wherever a history book mentioned a name, the Chinese consumer wanted to be there.  This consumption shared the dividends of China’s rise with the world, yet it also created countless deceptive gimmicks and shallow trends.  Many loathed these developments. The emotional view was that "rites and music have collapsed, and hearts are no longer ancient." The rational view was: "Rational consumption, restraint of impulse."  When these debates escalated, they often turned into "mutual flaying"—a mess of half-baked theories and erroneous concepts. Eventually, the struggle took the form of pitting He Rui against Li Runshi—two flags of supposed ideological opposition, held up by those who ignored the facts of their actual partnership.  In truth, those involved and those who lived through it knew there was no such opposition.  Thus, Li had to wonder if someone was fueling the fire behind the scenes—stirring the pot for personal gain.  From an interest-based analysis, some promoted consumerism for profit, others for political achievement. Academically, many made shocking pronouncements to secure their status. Some sought to hijack public opinion to build their own influential systems of thought.  Li supported laborers earning a good living through their work. He did not oppose new, legitimate business models that reduced circulation costs to gain profit. Even his struggle against those who sought to create "technical barriers" was a form of progressive engagement with the "laggard drivers of progress."  *But while a monk may be a misguided fool who can be taught, a demon in the guise of a spirit is a disaster.* Li could not support those who manipulated human nature and manufactured consumer habits or ideologies to extract interest from others. Such people were simply evil.  He Rui had been ruthless against such elements in his time. In the struggle against those who profited through deception and inducement, He Rui and Li Runshi were in complete agreement.  After a period of talk, Cheng shared his overall view: "We must start with the leak of personal data. I hear the killer’s parents are members of the establishment who used official data systems to dox the victim."  Li said nothing, merely nodding. A political struggle required a "hook"—an angle that most people could agree upon. Of course, if a significant portion of the establishment believed that "public power is for private use," that would be another matter entirely.  Cheng continued: "In the old China, only a few could use their own or their family's wealth to live as they pleased. Chairman He foresaw this era, yet he never had the chance to guide the people's thinking through it. I have always believed he expected you, Chairman Li, to utilize your skills as a philosopher in this age."  "...Comrade Ruofan, do you believe I should have changed policies sooner?" Li asked the question he had long avoided.  Cheng nodded. "I have realized you would never make that choice, for that is the Idealist model. Chairman He believed in pushing for technical breakthroughs to create this era, and then having a philosopher like you point out the 'correct lifestyle' amidst the people's confusion to solve the social issues.  "From a Materialist perspective, that is a flawed path. Social development will never be exactly as He Rui envisioned. Yet, I must admit, I often feel an impulse to believe the situation might unfold exactly as he predicted."  Li shook his head. "Society has not yet reached that stage. To force it there would only ensure its development diverged wildly from the vision. My stance remains unchanged; had Chairman He been alive, I would have voiced my opposition to him directly."  "...But in my eyes, Chairman He’s expectation for you *is* exactly what you must do now, is it not?" Cheng’s heart remained unsettled.  "Chairman He’s imagination for the world's development left a deep impression on me," Li replied. "I have seen the reality of industrial impact on social life overlap with his vision with incredible precision. But to treat imagination as reality is not the attitude of a Materialist."  Li let out a sigh. He reached into his desk drawer for a cigarette—something he hadn't touched in years—and offered one to Cheng before lighting his own. Enveloped in the smoke, as they had been in their youth, Li felt the nicotine counter the anxiety of his thoughts.  "I have always believed," Li continued, "that Chairman He wished to become a true Materialist. It was only the social environment of the time that denied him the chance. To solve the problems quickly, he was forced to use the talents he possessed. While the direction of China’s development was fundamentally altered, his personal expectation remained unfulfilled.  "His hope for the China of the future was a new era where every individual mastered Materialism. In such a China, Idealism would exist only as a tool, a mode of thought—not like He Rui’s... or rather, not as the unconventional means a genius was forced to adopt in desperation.  "Only when the Chinese people keep their feet on the ground, acknowledge problems, face them, and solve them—that is the future he hoped for.  "From a Materialist viewpoint, I propose a methodology for understanding and a path for resolution to address the problems before us, not to act as a fortune-teller making definitive pronouncements.  "Some of the judgments made by this 'Three-Flowers' cat have a degree of merit. Geniuses do not make 'definitive pronouncements'; their judgments are built upon their capacity for imagination. To judge a man a genius is to deliver a final verdict on his life. He Rui’s greatness lay in his courage to bear the risk he knew existed, thereby pushing the real world toward development and progress. That is a completely Materialist attitude.  "The appearance of He Rui was China's good fortune. To *wait* for another He Rui would be China's misfortune."  Cheng nodded reluctantly. He understood the logic, yet his deep bond with He Rui made Li's detached assessment difficult to stomach.  Li knew his friend’s feelings. In his own mind, had the man not been He Rui, and had he not achieved such historic success, Li would have analyzed his "Idealist" actions as a negative case study. He refrained from doing so only because He Rui’s achievements were so deeply woven into the fabric of New China that Li lacked the means to keep such a critique within the bounds of a purely academic discussion.  In Li’s view, perhaps in another fifty years—when China had reached the era He Rui dreamed of, where everyone had mastered Materialist Dialectics—only then could a truly thorough and definitive verdict be delivered on He Rui.  Li set the thought aside. He turned to Cheng. "We must continue the revolution—in economics, in thought, and in culture."  "A... Cultural Revolution? Why not a 'Correction of Terminology'?" Cheng was confused.  "The development of productivity has caused a total transformation of society, shattering the lifestyle built upon agricultural production. The foundation of the old China is gone. Those we now oppose merely borrow the vocabulary of the past. We are not fighting the rising dregs of history; we are struggling against a newly emergent attempt to limit and imprison the minds of the people. This is a genuine revolution."  Li crushed out his cigarette. He seemed to have regained twenty years of vitality; his arm swept through the air with power, as if brushing away an invisible shroud. "The people must master their own destiny to continue their development. As Materialists, as the vanguard of the revolution, we must carry it through to the end!"  Cheng Ruofan had come seeking a struggle, yet Li’s attitude exceeded his expectations. He wondered if the scope of the battle Li envisioned was not too vast.  Li understood his thought without a word. He smiled. "Heh. Comrade Ruofan, we struggle against policies—perhaps even only parts of policies.  "For a state, a failed policy or a policy adjustment is routine. For human society, it is common as dirt. A government fails when its policies fail. A nation fails when it can no longer produce effective policy.  "Heh. Have you lost your confidence in China?"  The words cleared the last of the doubt from Cheng’s heart. He nodded and quipped, "I haven't lost confidence in the nation. I'm just getting old."  Li stood and walked to his desk. After a moment’s thought, he took up his pen.  Cheng rose and moved to his side. He watched as Li’s pen flew across the paper in an elegant, sweeping hand:  *So many deeds cry out to be done,* *And always urgently;* *The world rolls on,* *Time presses.* *Ten thousand years are too long,* *Seize the day, seize the hour!* *The four seas are rising, clouds and waters raging,* *The five continents are rocking, wind and thunder roaring.* *Our force is irresistible,* *Away with all pests!*
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In 1985, a wave of commemorative events swept the globe to mark the fortieth anniversary of the victory over colonialism and fascism.  Li Runshi delivered an address. The victory of the Second World War, he stated, was a magnificent triumph for the liberation of the entire world. It was not only the vast colonies that had been freed, but the people of the industrial nations as well.  The speech was highly regarded worldwide. Before the end of that war, the world had been a place of constant conflict; the interval between the two world wars had been a mere twenty years.  In the forty years since 1945, however, no large-scale war had erupted. By the standards of the pre-war era, the skirmishes that had occurred were little more than minor border incidents.  As the world’s hegemon, China had maintained global peace for four decades—an achievement that earned it a grade far above passing.  Economically, every nation had seen significant development. Even the poorest African states had entered the agricultural age, possessing economic systems that, while not high-yielding, were sufficient to sustain their national finances.  Thus, the anniversary was celebrated with particular fervor in Africa. During the Second World War, tens of millions of Africans had joined the World People's Liberation Army, throwing themselves into the cause.  The price had been immense: 910,000 African officers and men had sacrificed their lives, while another 2.75 million had been wounded.  Yet the African people loved that war and took pride in their contribution. Before its outbreak, three million Africans had been murdered or tortured to death by colonizers annually. Three million deaths every year—yet in the world of that time, those lives were treated as dust, their passing unknown and unremarked.  The 3.66 million African casualties of the WPLA, by contrast, each possessed a photograph and a complete personnel file. It was the largest archive of its kind in African history, a testament to the era when Africans were treated with genuine equality.  The African delegations to China included not only heads of state but vast numbers of WPLA veterans. Most of the WPLA’s core leadership had passed away by this time. Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the former Director of Logistics, was gravely ill, yet he insisted on delivering a speech from his hospital bed, thanking the revolutionaries of the world for uniting to liberate mankind.  The formal end of the Second World War was recorded as May 4, 1945. On May 1st, 1985, the African leaders arrived in the Chinese capital and entered the He Rui Memorial Hall to pay their respects to his remains.  While every home in Africa did not yet possess a television, at least one in four urban families owned one. In the countryside, every village had at least one set. Through the live broadcasts, the majority of the African people saw He Rui for the first time in their lives.  By this time, six-year compulsory education was universal in Africa, and half of school-aged youth finished middle school. Based on descriptions in history books and low-resolution photographs, they had imagined He Rui as a towering, majestic military leader.  In the propaganda of the African left, He Rui was portrayed as a laborer, no different from a worker, farmer, or herdsman. Thus, the images on African posters tended toward this ideal.  They were shocked, then, to find that the man who had won the Second World War and lay peacefully in his crystal coffin was a handsome youth with pale skin, smooth features, pink lips, and long eyelashes. In the African aesthetic, he possessed the appearance of a refined noble scion.  This visual impact, while startling, only deepened their interest in the life of the man himself.  Another nation with a profound interest in He Rui was the Soviet Union.  During the forty years of peace, the performance of the Soviet government had been unsatisfactory to its own people. The high command of the Soviet Party had decided upon a path of radical internal reform.  Stalin had passed away in 1956. In 1955, Kirov had been forced into retirement due to failing health. This had triggered a fierce power struggle over the succession. Upon Stalin’s death, a faction led by Khrushchev staged what amounted to a coup, executing Beria and purging Molotov and Zhukov. This had fundamentally destroyed the fragile institutional stability that had been under construction.  Soviet culture inherited the Russian legacy, which was rooted in Mongolian traditions. After the fall of the Eastern Roman Empire, Mongolian court traditions had fused with Byzantine culture to shape the Russian elite.  In a culture already lacking the concept of high-level political stability and existing in a frozen environment where "white disasters" (blizzards) could strike at any moment, Stalin’s institutional model had indeed strengthened the USSR's resilience. It had produced great results. Yet this unprecedented cultural height had been limited by the inherent weakness of Soviet civilian industry.  Low-quality civilian goods could not generate profit. Even if economic cooperation with China kept living standards respectable, the USSR was forced to compete with China in the East and with Western European prosperity in the West. The engine of the Soviet economy remained heavy industry.  The problem was that the industrial level of China and Western Europe exceeded that of the USSR. Furthermore, in its pursuit of national security, the Soviet Union had funneled enormous effort into nuclear research and development.  In Russian culture, possessing a nuclear weapon naturally implied using it to threaten others. During the Khrushchev era, the Politburo assumed that threatening China would trigger a response—one they expected would be a simple military escalation. They never expected China’s actual response: the total suspension of all heavy industrial orders and cooperation.  The Soviet government knew well that the public who had lived through the global war did not believe China would attack them. Had China intended to do so, they would have acted long ago.  Thus, while the government attempted to paint China as a security threat, they could never make the narrative stick. Instead, they tried to frame China as a "quasi-enemy" state that sought only to suppress Soviet influence.  Under this propaganda, the Soviet government increased its conventional military spending. While this stimulated heavy industry, it saddled the nation with a crushing burden.  By 1984, when a new General Secretary took office, a consensus for reform had formed within the Party.  Over the previous forty years, the USSR had repeatedly attempted to learn from the Chinese model, with poor results. Consequently, they decided to import reform ideas from the West.  Radical internal reform required a peaceful external environment. The West pledged its firm support, and a Soviet delegation traveled to China to seek Beijing’s public backing as well.  The task was not difficult. Successive Chinese governments had maintained a policy of demilitarized borders with the USSR to preserve their geopolitical interests. Thus, the Soviet delegation quickly received everything it sought.  In June 1945, with their surroundings stabilized, the Soviet Party began the process of "Shock Therapy."  As the reforms commenced, Western governments and media were effusive in their praise.  By this time, Li Runshi’s health was failing, and he lacked the strength to provide continued analysis for Chinese society. Consequently, a significant portion of the Chinese public—who had come to see the post-war order as the natural state of things—assumed the Soviet reforms would succeed.  By April 1986, after a year of "Shock Therapy," a new class of oligarchs within the Soviet Party had seized immense wealth. The national riches accumulated over seventy years had fallen entirely into the hands of the elite.  Within the various republics, the leadership of the Russian SFSR had long felt that Russia was sacrificing too much for the Union—that its wealth was being siphoned off to sustain the other republics.  Once the national wealth had been transferred to the Party elite, the Russian leadership decided to shed the burden. They sought to transform the USSR into a loose Commonwealth of Independent States without fiscal transfer payments, thereby ending the drain on Russia.  There was a precedent for this: "One America, Two Governments" had proven an excellent means for the American states to escape internal fiscal transfers.  The Soviet Union had attempted the Chinese model of a centralized unitary state, but every attempt had only cost Russia more and was eventually abandoned.  As the USSR transitioned from a single state to a loose commonwealth, the international order established after the Second World War began to undergo a violent transformation.  Li Runshi never expected that before his life ended, he would witness the disintegration of the Soviet Union. In a daze, he recalled what He Rui had once told him: "If you are lucky, you will see the collapse of the USSR. To deny the Soviet Union is to deny the socialist system it built. When that happens, not only the state but the Party itself will be destroyed."  Recalling it now, Li could clearly see He Rui’s expression at the time. It hadn't been the look of a man performing a calculation; it had been the look of someone who had seen the event with his own eyes. He Rui had been trying, with absolute gravity, to explain to Li the theoretical causes of that collapse.  Li wanted to smile bitterly, but he found he lacked even the strength for a sound. Turning his head with effort toward the white ceiling, he sighed in his heart: *Has the world once again overlapped with the pre-judgment of a genius Idealist?*  Yet he felt a touch of joy. He had been worried about the growing number of voices in China questioning and opposing the global fiscal transfers. Since the policy of transferring wealth through the World Bank had been He Rui’s creation, and Li had been its staunchest executor, his opponents had lacked even the chance to "wrap themselves in the tiger's skin" of the Chairman's legacy. They had been forced to turn to nationalism for support.  The collapse of the USSR and its Party was a perfect case study. It allowed the Chinese people to see exactly what kind of catastrophic chain reaction a systemic collapse would bring.  On December 25, 1986, the sickle-and-hammer flag of the Soviet Union was lowered from the Kremlin, replaced by the tricolor of Russia. The USSR vanished from the map.  The following day, December 26th, Li Runshi passed away.  The day after his death, the National Chairman of China delivered a televised address: "...China shall unswervingly follow the socialist path and unswervingly maintain the healthy development of the global economy... We shall maintain stability and never waver..."  The shock of the Soviet collapse was greater than anyone at the time could have imagined. Conventional wisdom held that since China was also a communist state, the fall of the USSR and its ruling party would deal a fatal blow to the Chinese path.  Yet by 1988, global capital had cast its vote with its actions. While a significant amount had fled China in 1987, it returned in 1988 with redoubled enthusiasm.  Meanwhile, in the United States, industrial competition from China and Europe had driven the nation to the brink of a new civil war between the urban centers and the suburban/rural belts.  The Confederate government in the South, focused on agricultural exports, remained culturally conservative and socially stable. The news of the Soviet collapse served as the final catalyst for the already divided nation; the Confederate States formally declared their independence.  This time, the United States of America lacked the will to maintain a nominal unity by force. Nuclear weapons could destroy the world, but they could yield no profit. The population of the Northern industrial zones could no longer be transformed into soldiers for another grand campaign. The American middle class had no desire for a war over a name.  In 1989, the two nations that had once seemed capable of joining forces against China had both split. From that moment on, China stood as the world's sole superpower.  On September 30, 1999, the first manned Mars exploration vessel reached the Earth-Moon Lagrange point. It was poised to begin humanity’s first landing on another planet in the solar system. The launch was scheduled for the following day—China’s National Day. Far from meeting opposition, the move enjoyed near-universal support from all nations.  The journey alone would take a year, yet the astronauts were filled with confidence. They hailed from Asia, Africa, America, and Europe. Messages of support poured in from every corner of the globe, wishing the mission success.  The African members of the crew received a particularly high volume of blessings. In the current world, Africa remained a relatively weak region, yet its people had never given up hope.  The New Order He Rui had established for the world was one based on fiscal transfers. Africa possessed resources, people, and a market, making it a trade-deficit region. The industrial nations reaped a massive surplus from it.  Under the rules He Rui had established, these developing nations received an annual refund of their trade deficits from the previous years.  But the money was not a gift.  To receive the subsidies, these nations had to follow development plans approved by the New Order’s evaluation bodies and successfully execute them.  Africa had followed this path step-by-step. They had begun with agriculture and irrigation, raising their level of food security. They had moved on to transport infrastructure and the development of administrative capacity. Then came the elimination of pollution and environmental protection. Finally, they had turned to new energy sources like solar power, using the abundant energy to smelt seawater, piping fresh water into deserts and wastelands. They produced grain on once-barren sands and returned original riverbeds and water sources to the forest, protecting the planet's biodiversity.  None of this had been easy. Africa’s foundation had been weak. The push for productivity and social progress had been marked by intense internal struggle, coups, and even bloody civil wars.  But it had all been worth it. Under the global order He Rui built, Africa had achieved staggering progress. By now, its level of development approached that of Russia.  The Russians still saw themselves as the masters of the former Soviet lands, the core of the Union. Through that lens, the collapse had cost them a hundred million people—sixty million of whom shared close ties of blood.  Russia had briefly prospered by selling energy, but with the explosive growth of Chinese new energy in the 90s and the maturation of related technologies, the global prices of oil and gas remained low. Consequently, even without external military pressure, the Russian economy remained stagnant.  Fifty-five years had passed under the Chinese-led peace. Russia faced no military threats, yet its once-fervent nationalists had devolved into "Skinheads" attacking foreigners within its borders. Such thugs lacked the capacity for war and instead drove away foreign investment.  With a hundred million people lost and an economy only thirty percent of its Soviet peak, the result of this economic defeat was a loss greater than those of the two world wars combined.  Even more tragic was the Russian mindset. It wasn't a case of "drawing a sword and finding no rival"; Russia was simply left to dwell on its past glory while the rest of the world forgot it.  In contrast, solar-rich Africa, surrounded by the Indian, Atlantic, and Mediterranean oceans, lacked neither energy nor the source for seawater smelting. Even with only fifteen percent of the Sahara and Southern Africa reforested, the continent had fundamentally escaped the scarcity of energy, water, and food.  As a developing region, Africa’s rise had catalyzed a total evolution of its domestic politics. Its vibrancy and burgeoning growth were beyond anything the decaying Russia on its frozen plains could match.  And the space achievements of the Soviet era had become a burden for Russia, leading the proud nation to refuse participation in the Chinese-led global space program.  After all, Russia remained a power compared to Europe, Japan, or Korea. But compared to China, it could only occupy the status of a former "Golden Horde." It was a reality the Russians simply could not accept.  On October 1, 1999, nozzles across the spacecraft’s hull issued a precise, pale blue flame under the control of quantum computers. Already moving at high speed within the Earth-Moon system, the Mars-bound vessel began to accelerate.  On the global live stream, comments scrolled across screens everywhere: "Our journey is the sea of stars!"  It was the sincere wish and the genuine expectation of the vast majority of humanity.  In the next moment, the major network companies disabled the comments. For next, the Mars exploration vessel entered the Earth's shadow from the satellite's perspective.  Moments later, under the expert operation of the broadcast crew, the ship emerged from the darkness. On the edge of the blue planet, the brilliant light of dawn flickered, illuminating the vessel's silver hull.  As the magnificent dawn filled the screen, a line of text appeared for all to see:  "Dear friends, the Dawn of human civilization has descended!"  **The End.**
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